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    LOOK HOMEWARD, ANGEL


    [¬]
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  TO A. B.


  
    “Then, as all my soules bee,


    Emparadis’d in you, (in whom alone


    I understand, and grow and see,)


    The rafters of my body, bone


    Being still with you, the Muscle, Sinew, and Veine,


    Which tile this house, will come againe.”

  


  [¬]


  TO THE READER


  This is a first book, and in it the author has written of experience which is now far and lost, but which was once part of the fabric of his life. If any reader, therefore, should say that the book is “autobiographical” the writer has no answer for him: it seems to him that all serious work in fiction is autobiographical—that, for instance, a more autobiographical work than “Gulliver’s Travels” cannot easily be imagined.


  This note, however, is addressed principally to those persons whom the writer may have known in the period covered by these pages. To these persons, he would say what he believes they understand already: that this book was written in innocence and nakedness of spirit, and that the writer’s main concern was to give fulness, life, and intensity to the actions and people in the book he was creating. Now that it is to be published, he would insist that this book is a fiction, and that he meditated no man’s portrait here.


  But we are the sum of all the moments of our lives—all that is ours is in them: we cannot escape or conceal it. If the writer has used the clay of life to make his book, he has only used what all men must, what none can keep from using. Fiction is not fact, but fiction is fact selected and understood, fiction is fact arranged and charged with purpose. Dr. Johnson remarked that a man would turn over half a library to make a single book: in the same way, a novelist may turn over half the people in a town to make a single figure in his novel. This is not the whole method but the writer believes it illustrates the whole method in a book that is written from a middle distance and is without rancour or bitter intention.


  [¬]


  PART ONE


  ... a stone, a leaf, an unfound door; of a stone, a leaf, a door. And of all the forgotten faces.


  Naked and alone we came into exile. In her dark womb we did not know our mother’s face; from the prison of her flesh have we come into the unspeakable and incommunicable prison of this earth.


  Which of us has known his brother? Which of us has looked into his father’s heart? Which of us has not remained forever prison-pent? Which of us is not forever a stranger and alone?


  O waste of loss, in the hot mazes, lost, among bright stars on this most weary unbright cinder, lost! Remembering speechlessly we seek the great forgotten language, the lost lane-end into heaven, a stone, a leaf, an unfound door. Where? When?


  O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again.


  [¬]


  1


  A destiny that leads the English to the Dutch is strange enough; but one that leads from Epsom into Pennsylvania, and thence into the hills that shut in Altamont over the proud coral cry of the cock, and the soft stone smile of an angel, is touched by that dark miracle of chance which makes new magic in a dusty world.


  Each of us is all the sums he has not counted: subtract us into nakedness and night again, and you shall see begin in Crete four thousand years ago the love that ended yesterday in Texas.


  The seed of our destruction will blossom in the desert, the alexin of our cure grows by a mountain rock, and our lives are haunted by a Georgia slattern, because a London cutpurse went unhung. Each moment is the fruit of forty thousand years. The minute-winning days, like flies, buzz home to death, and every moment is a window on all time.


  This is a moment:


  An Englishman named Gilbert Gaunt, which he later changed to Gant (a concession probably to Yankee phonetics), having come to Baltimore from Bristol in 1837 on a sailing vessel, soon let the profits of a public house which he had purchased roll down his improvident gullet. He wandered westward into Pennsylvania, eking out a dangerous living by matching fighting cocks against the champions of country barnyards, and often escaping after a night spent in a village jail, with his champion dead on the field of battle, without the clink of a coin in his pocket, and sometimes with the print of a farmer’s big knuckles on his reckless face. But he always escaped, and coming at length among the Dutch at harvest time he was so touched by the plenty of their land that he cast out his anchors there. Within a year he married a rugged young widow with a tidy farm who like all the other Dutch had been charmed by his air of travel, and his grandiose speech, particularly when he did Hamlet in the manner of the great Edmund Kean. Every one said he should have been an actor.


  The Englishman begot children—a daughter and four sons—lived easily and carelessly, and bore patiently the weight of his wife’s harsh but honest tongue. The years passed, his bright somewhat staring eyes grew dull and bagged, the tall Englishman walked with a gouty shuffle: one morning when she came to nag him out of sleep she found him dead of an apoplexy. He left five children, a mortgage and—in his strange darks [dark] eyes which now stared bright and open—something that had not died: a passionate and obscure hunger for voyages.


  So, with this legacy, we leave this Englishman and are concerned hereafter with the heir to whom he bequeathed it, his second son, a boy named Oliver. How this boy stood by the roadside near his mother’s farm, and saw the dusty Rebels march past on their way to Gettysburg, how his cold eyes darkened when he heard the great name of Virginia, and how the year the war had ended, when he was still fifteen, he had walked along a street in Baltimore, and seen within a little shop smooth granite slabs of death, carved lambs and cherubim, and an angel poised upon cold phthisic feet, with a smile of soft stone idiocy—this is a longer tale. But I know that his cold and shallow eyes had darkened with the obscure and passionate hunger that had lived in a dead man’s eyes, and that had led from Fenchurch Street past Philadelphia. As the boy looked at the big angel with the carved stipe of lilystalk, a cold and nameless excitement possessed him. The long fingers of his big hands closed. He felt that he wanted, more than anything in the world, to carve delicately with a chisel. He wanted to wreak something dark and unspeakable in him into cold stone. He wanted to carve an angel’s head.


  Oliver entered the shop and asked a big bearded man with a wooden mallet for a job. He became the stone cutter’s apprentice. He worked in that dusty yard five years. He became a stone cutter. When his apprenticeship was over he had become a man.


  He never found it. He never learned to carve an angel’s head. The dove, the lamb, the smooth joined marble hands of death, and letters fair and fine—but not the angel. And of all the years of waste and loss—the riotous years in Baltimore, of work and savage drunkenness, and the theatre of Booth and Salvini, which had a disastrous effect upon the stone cutter, who memorized each accent of the noble rant, and strode muttering through the streets, with rapid gestures of the enormous talking hands—these are blind steps and gropings of our exile, the painting of our hunger as, remembering speechlessly, we seek the great forgotten language, the lost lane-end into heaven, a stone, a leaf, a door. Where? When?


  He never found it, and he reeled down across the continent into the Reconstruction South—a strange wild form of six feet four with cold uneasy eyes, a great blade of nose, and a rolling tide of rhetoric, a preposterous and comic invective, as formalized as classical epithet, which he used seriously, but with a faint uneasy grin around the corners of his thin wailing mouth.


  He set up business in Sydney, the little capital city of one of the middle Southern states, lived soberly and industriously under the attentive eye of a folk still raw with defeat and hostility, and finally, his good name founded and admission won, he married a gaunt tubercular spinstress, ten years his elder, but with a nest egg and an unshakable will to matrimony. Within eighteen months he was a howling maniac again, his little business went smash while his foot stayed on the polished rail, and Cynthia, his wife—whose life, the natives said, he had not helped to prolong—died suddenly one night after a hemorrhage.


  So, all was gone again—Cynthia, the shop, the hard-bought praise of soberness, the angel’s head—he walked through the streets at dark, yelling his pentameter curse at Rebel ways, and all their indolence; but sick with fear and loss and penitence, he wilted under the town’s reproving stare, becoming convinced, as the flesh wasted on his own gaunt frame, that Cynthia’s scourge was doing vengeance now on him.


  He was only past thirty, but he looked much older. His face was yellow and sunken; the waxen blade of his nose looked like a beak. He had long brown mustaches that hung straight down mournfully.


  His tremendous bouts of drinking had wrecked his health. He was thin as a rail and had a cough. He thought of Cynthia now, in the lonely and hostile town, and he became afraid. He thought he had tuberculosis and that he was going to die.


  So, alone and lost again, having found neither order nor establishment in the world, and with the earth cut away from his feet, Oliver resumed his aimless drift along the continent. He turned westward toward the great fortress of the hills, knowing that behind them his evil fame would not be known, and hoping that he might find in them isolation, a new life, and recovered health.


  The eyes of the gaunt spectre darkened again, as they had in his youth.


  All day, under a wet gray sky of October, Oliver rode westward across the mighty state. As he stared mournfully out the window at the great raw land so sparsely tilled by the futile and occasional little farms, which seemed to have made only little grubbing patches in the wilderness, his heart went cold and leaden in him. He thought of the great barns of Pennsylvania, the ripe bending of golden grain, the plenty, the order, the clean thrift of the people. And he thought of how he had set out to get order and position for himself, and of the rioting confusion of his life, the blot and blur of years, and the red waste of his youth.


  By God! he thought. I’m getting old! Why here?


  The grisly parade of the spectre years trooped through his brain. Suddenly, he saw that his life had been channelled by a series of accidents: a mad Rebel singing of Armageddon, the sound of a bugle on the road, the mule-hoofs of the army, the silly white face of an angel in a dusty shop, a slut’s pert wiggle of her hams as she passed by. He had reeled out of warmth and plenty into this barren land: as he stared out the window and saw the fallow unworked earth, the great raw lift of the Piedmont, the muddy red clay roads, and the slattern people gaping at the stations—a lean farmer gangling above his reins, a dawdling negro, a gap-toothed yokel, a hard sallow woman with a grimy baby—the strangeness of destiny stabbed him with fear. How came he here from the clean Dutch thrift of his youth into this vast lost earth of rickets?


  The train rattled on over the reeking earth. Rain fell steadily. A brake-man came draftily into the dirty plush coach and emptied a scuttle of coal into the big stove at the end. High empty laughter shook a group of yokels sprawled on two turned seats. The bell tolled mournfully above the clacking wheels. There was a droning interminable wait at a junction-town near the foot-hills. Then the train moved on again across the vast rolling earth.


  Dusk came. The huge bulk of the hills was foggily emergent. Small smoky lights went up in the hillside shacks. The train crawled dizzily across high trestles spanning ghostly hawsers of water. Far up, far down, plumed with wisps of smoke, toy cabins stuck to bank and gulch and hillside. The train toiled sinuously up among gouged red cuts with slow labor. As darkness came, Oliver descended at the little town of Old Stockade where the rails ended. The last great wall of the hills lay stark above him. As he left the dreary little station and stared into the greasy lamplight of a country store, Oliver felt that he was crawling, like a great beast, into the circle of those enormous hills to die.


  The next morning he resumed his journey by coach. His destination was the little town of Altamont, twenty-four miles away beyond the rim of the great outer wall of the hills. As the horses strained slowly up the mountain road Oliver’s spirit lifted a little. It was a gray-golden day in late October, bright and windy. There was a sharp bite and sparkle in the mountain air: the range soared above him, close, immense, clean, and barren. The trees rose gaunt and stark: they were almost leafless. The sky was full of windy white rags of cloud; a thick blade of mist washed slowly around the rampart of a mountain.


  Below him a mountain stream foamed down its rocky bed, and he could see little dots of men laying the track that would coil across the hill toward Altamont. Then the sweating team lipped the gulch of the mountain, and, among soaring and lordly ranges that melted away in purple mist, they began the slow descent toward the high plateau on which the town of Altamont was built.


  In the haunting eternity of these mountains, rimmed in their enormous cup, he found sprawled out on its hundred hills and hollows a town of four thousand people.


  There were new lands. His heart lifted.


  This town of Altamont had been settled soon after the Revolutionary War. It had been a convenient stopping-off place for cattledrovers and farmers in their swing eastward from Tennessee into South Carolina. And, for several decades before the Civil War, it had enjoyed the summer patronage of fashionable people from Charleston and the plantations of the hot South. When Oliver first came to it it had begun to get some reputation not only as a summer resort, but as a sanitarium for tuberculars. Several rich men from the North had established hunting lodges in the hills, and one of them had bought huge areas of mountain land and, with an army of imported architects, carpenters and masons, was planning the greatest country estate in America—something in limestone, with pitched slate roofs, and one hundred and eighty-three rooms. It was modelled on the chateau at Blois. There was also a vast new hotel, a sumptuous wooden barn, rambling comfortably upon the summit of a commanding hill.


  But most of the population was still native, recruited from the hill and country people in the surrounding districts. They were Scotch-Irish mountaineers, rugged, provincial, intelligent, and industrious.


  Oliver had about twelve hundred dollars saved from the wreckage of Cynthia’s estate. During the winter he rented a little shack at one edge of the town’s public square, acquired a small stock of marbles, and set up business. But he had little to do at first save to think of the prospect of his death. During the bitter and lonely winter, while he thought he was dying, the gaunt scarecrow Yankee that flapped muttering through the streets became an object of familiar gossip to the townspeople. All the people at his boarding-house knew that at night he walked his room with great caged strides, and that a long low moan that seemed wrung from his bowels quivered incessantly on his thin lips. But he spoke to no one about it.


  And then the marvellous hill Spring came, green-golden, with brief spurting winds, the magic and fragrance of the blossoms, warm gusts of balsam. The great wound in Oliver began to heal. His voice was heard in the land once more, there were purple flashes of the old rhetoric, the ghost of the old eagerness.


  One day in April, as with fresh awakened senses, he stood before his shop, watching the flurry of life in the square, Oliver heard behind him the voice of a man who was passing. And that voice, flat, drawling, complacent, touched with sudden light a picture that had lain dead in him for twenty years.


  “Hit’s a comin’! Accordin’ to my figgers hit’s due June 11, 1886.”


  Oliver turned and saw retreating the burly persuasive figure of the prophet he had last seen vanishing down the dusty road that led to Gettysburg and Armageddon.


  “Who is that?” he asked a man.


  The man looked and grinned.


  “That’s Bacchus Pentland,” he said. “He’s quite a character. There are a lot of his folks around here.”


  Oliver wet his great thumb briefly. Then, with a thin grin, he said:


  “Has Armageddon come yet?”


  “He’s expecting it any day now,” said the man.


  Then Oliver met Eliza. He lay one afternoon in Spring upon the smooth leather sofa of his little office, listening to the bright piping noises in the Square. A restoring peace brooded over his great extended body. He thought of the loamy black earth with its sudden young light of flowers, of the beaded chill of beer, and of the plumtree’s dropping blossoms. Then he heard the brisk heel-taps of a woman coming down among the marbles, and he got hastily to his feet. He was drawing on his well brushed coat of heavy black just as she entered.


  “I tell you what,” said Eliza, pursing her lips in reproachful banter, “I wish I was a man and had nothing to do but lie around all day on a good easy sofa.”


  “Good afternoon, madam,” said Oliver with a flourishing bow. “Yes,” he said, as a faint sly grin bent the corners of his thin mouth, “I reckon you’ve caught me taking my constitutional. As a matter of fact I very rarely lie down in the daytime, but I’ve been in bad health for the last year now, and I’m not able to do the work I used to.”


  He was silent a moment; his face drooped in an expression of hangdog dejection. “Ah, Lord! I don’t know what’s to become of me!”


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza briskly and contemptuously. “There’s nothing wrong with you in my opinion. You’re a big strapping fellow, in the prime of life. Half of it’s only imagination. Most of the time we think we’re sick it’s all in the mind. I remember three years ago I was teaching school in Hominy Township when I was taken down with pneumonia. Nobody ever expected to see me come out of it alive but I got through it somehow; I well remember one day I was sitting down—as the fellow says, I reckon I was convalescin’; the reason I remember is Old Doctor Fletcher had just been and when he went out I saw him shake his head at my cousin Sally. ‘Why Eliza, what on earth,’ she said, just as soon as he had gone, ‘he tells me you’re spitting up blood every time you cough; you’ve got consumption as sure as you live.’ ‘Pshaw,’ I said. I remember I laughed just as big as you please, determined to make a big joke of it all; I just thought to myself, I’m not going to give into it, I’ll fool them all yet; ‘I don’t believe a word of it’ (I said),” she nodded her head smartly at him, and pursed her lips, “‘and besides, Sally’ (I said) ‘we’ve all got to go some time, and there’s no use worrying about what’s going to happen. It may come tomorrow, or it may come later, but it’s bound to come to all in the end’.”


  “Ah Lord!” said Oliver, shaking his head sadly. “You hit the nail on the head that time. A truer word was never spoken.”


  Merciful God! he thought, with an anguished inner grin. How long is this to keep up? But she’s a pippin as sure as you’re born. He looked appreciatively at her trim erect figure, noting her milky white skin, her black-brown eyes, with their quaint child’s stare, and her jet black hair drawn back tightly from her high white forehead. She had a curious trick of pursing her lips reflectively before she spoke; she liked to take her time, and came to the point after interminable divagations down all the lane-ends of memory and overtone, feasting upon the golden pageant of all she had ever said, done, felt, thought, seen, or replied, with egocentric delight.


  Then, while he looked, she ceased speaking abruptly, put her neat gloved hand to her chin, and stared off with a thoughtful pursed mouth.


  “Well,” she said after a moment, “if you’re getting your health back and spend a good part of your time lying around you ought to have something to occupy your mind.” She opened a leather portmanteau she was carrying and produced a visiting card and two fat volumes. “My name,” she said portentously, with slow emphasis, “is Eliza Pentland, and I represent the Larkin Publishing Company.”


  She spoke the words proudly, with dignified gusto. Merciful God! A book-agent! thought Gant.


  “We are offering,” said Eliza, opening a huge yellow book with a fancy design of spears and flags and laurel wreaths, “a book of poems called Gems of Verse for Hearth and Fireside as well as Larkin’s Domestic Doctor and Book of Household Remedies, giving directions for the cure and prevention of over five hundred diseases.”


  “Well,” said Gant, with a faint grin, wetting his big thumb briefly, “I ought to find one that I’ve got out of that.”


  “Why, yes,” said Eliza, nodding smartly, “as the fellow says, you can read poetry for the good of your soul and Larkin for the good of your body.”


  “I like poetry,” said Gant, thumbing over the pages, and pausing with interest at the section marked Songs of the Spur and Sabre. “In my boyhood I could recite it by the hour.”


  He bought the books. Eliza packed her samples, and stood up looking sharply and curiously about the dusty little shop.


  “Doing any business?” she said.


  “Very little,” said Oliver sadly. “Hardly enough to keep body and soul together. I’m a stranger in a strange land.”


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza cheerfully. “You ought to get out and meet more people. You need something to take your mind off yourself. If I were you, I’d pitch right in and take an interest in the town’s progress. We’ve got everything here it takes to make a big town—scenery, climate, and natural resources, and we all ought to work together. If I had a few thousand dollars I know what I’d do,”—she winked smartly at him, and began to speak with a curiously masculine gesture of the hand—forefinger extended, fist loosely clenched. “Do you see this corner here—the one you’re on? It’ll double in value in the next few years. Now, here!” she gestured before her with the loose masculine gesture. “They’re going to run a street through there some day as sure as you live. And when they do—” she pursed her lips reflectively, “that property is going to be worth money.”


  She continued to talk about property with a strange meditative hunger. The town seemed to be an enormous blueprint to her: her head was stuffed uncannily with figures and estimates—who owned a lot, who sold it, the sale-price, the real value, the future value, first and second mortgages, and so on. When she had finished, Oliver said with the emphasis of strong aversion, thinking of Sydney:


  “I hope I never own another piece of property as long as I live—save a house to live in. It is nothing but a curse and a care, and the tax-collector gets it all in the end.”


  Eliza looked at him with a startled expression, as if he had uttered a damnable heresy.


  “Why, say! That’s no way to talk!” she said. “You want to lay something by for a rainy day, don’t you?”


  “I’m having my rainy day now,” he said gloomily. “All the property I need is eight feet of earth to be buried in.”


  Then, talking more cheerfully, he walked with her to the door of the shop, and watched her as she marched primly away across the square, holding her skirts at the curbs with ladylike nicety. Then he turned back among his marbles again with a stirring in him of a joy he thought he had lost forever.


  The Pentland family, of which Eliza was a member, was one of the strangest tribes that ever came out of the hills. It had no clear title to the name of Pentland: a Scotch-Englishman of that name, who was a mining engineer, the grandfather of the present head of the family, had come into the hills after the Revolution, looking for copper, and lived there for several years, begetting several children by one of the pioneer women. When he disappeared the woman took for herself and her children the name of Pentland.


  The present chieftain of the tribe was Eliza’s father, the brother of the prophet Bacchus, Major Thomas Pentland. Another brother had been killed during the Seven Days. Major Pentland’s military title was honestly if inconspicuously earned. While Bacchus, who never rose above the rank of Corporal, was blistering his hard hands at Shiloh, the Major, as commander of two companies of Home Volunteers, was guarding the stronghold of the native hills. This stronghold was never threatened until the closing days of the war, when the Volunteers, ambuscaded behind convenient trees and rocks, fired three volleys into a detachment of Sherman’s stragglers, and quietly dispersed to the defense of their attendant wives and children.


  The Pentland family was as old as any in the community, but it had always been poor, and had made few pretenses to gentility. By marriage, and by intermarriage among its own kinsmen, it could boast of some connection with the great, of some insanity, and a modicum of idiocy. But because of its obvious superiority, in intelligence and fibre, to most of the mountain people it held a position of solid respect among them.


  The Pentlands bore a strong clan-marking. Like most rich personalities in strange families their powerful group-stamp became more impressive because of their differences. They had broad powerful noses, with fleshy deeply scalloped wings, sensual mouths, extraordinarily mixed of delicacy and coarseness, which in the process of thinking they convolved with astonishing flexibility, broad intelligent foreheads, and deep flat cheeks, a trifle hollowed. The men were generally ruddy of face, and their typical stature was meaty, strong, and of middling height, although it varied into gangling cadaverousness.


  Major Thomas Pentland was the father of a numerous family of which Eliza was the only surviving girl. A younger sister had died a few years before of a disease which the family identified sorrowfully as “poor Jane’s scrofula.” There were six boys: Henry, the oldest, was now thirty, Will was twenty-six, Jim was twenty-two, and Thaddeus, Elmer and Greeley were, in the order named, eighteen, fifteen, and eleven. Eliza was twenty-four.


  The four oldest children, Henry, Will, Eliza, and Jim, had passed their childhood in the years following the war. The poverty and privation of these years had been so terrible that none of them ever spoke of it now, but the bitter steel had sheared into their hearts, leaving scars that would not heal.


  The effect of these years upon the oldest children was to develop in them an insane niggardliness, an insatiate love of property, and a desire to escape from the Major’s household as quickly as possible.


  “Father,” Eliza had said with ladylike dignity, as she led Oliver for the first time into the sitting-room of the cottage, “I want you to meet Mr. Gant.”


  Major Pentland rose slowly from his rocker by the fire, folded a large knife, and put the apple he had been peeling on the mantel. Bacchus looked up benevolently from a whittled stick, and Will, glancing up from his stubby nails which he was paring as usual, greeted the visitor with a birdlike nod and wink. The men amused themselves constantly with pocket knives.


  Major Pentland advanced slowly toward Gant. He was a stocky fleshy man in the middle fifties, with a ruddy face, a patriarchal beard, and the thick complacent features of his tribe.


  “It’s W.O. Gant, isn’t it?” he asked in a drawling unctuous voice.


  “Yes,” said Oliver, “that’s right.”


  “From what Eliza’s been tellling [telling] me about you,” said the Major, giving the signal to his audience, “I was going to say it ought to be L.E. Gant.”


  The room sounded with the fat pleased laughter of the Pentlands.


  “Whew!” cried Eliza, putting her hand to the wing of her broad nose. “I’ll vow, father! You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”


  Gant grinned with a thin false painting of mirth.


  The miserable old scoundrel, he thought. He’s had that one bottled up for a week.


  “You’ve met Will before,” said Eliza.


  “Both before and aft,” said Will with a smart wink.


  When their laughter had died down, Eliza said: “And this—as the fellow says—is Uncle Bacchus.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Bacchus beaming, “as large as life an’ twice as sassy.”


  “They call him Back-us everywhere else,” said Will, including them all in a brisk wink, “but here in the family we call him Behind-us.”


  “I suppose,” said Major Pentland deliberately, “that you’ve served on a great many juries?”


  “No,” said Oliver, determined to endure the worst now with a frozen grin. “Why?”


  “Because,” said the Major looking around again, “I thought you were a fellow who’d done a lot of courtin’.”


  Then, amid their laughter, the door opened, and several of the others came in—Eliza’s mother, a plain worn Scotchwoman, and Jim, a ruddy porcine young fellow, his father’s beardless twin, and Thaddeus, mild, ruddy, brown of hair and eye, bovine, and finally Greeley, the youngest, a boy with lapping idiot grins, full of strange squealing noises at which they laughed. He was eleven, degenerate, weak, scrofulous, but his white moist hands could draw from a violin music that had in it something unearthly and untaught.


  And as they sat there in the hot little room with its warm odor of mellowing apples, the vast winds howled down from the hills, there was a roaring in the pines, remote and demented, the bare boughs clashed. And as they peeled, or pared, or whittled, their talk slid from its rude jocularity to death and burial: they drawled monotonously, with evil hunger, their gossip of destiny, and of men but newly lain in the earth. And as their talk wore on, and Gant heard the spectre moan of the wind, he was entombed in loss and darkness, and his soul plunged downward in the pit of night, for he saw that he must die a stranger—that all, all but these triumphant Pentlands, who banqueted on death—must die.


  And like a man who is perishing in the polar night, he thought of the rich meadows of his youth: the corn, the plum tree, and ripe grain. Why here? O lost!


  [¬]
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  Oliver married Eliza in May. After their wedding trip to Philadelphia, they returned to the house he had built for her on Woodson Street. With his great hands he had laid the foundations, burrowed out deep musty cellars in the earth, and sheeted the tall sides over with smooth trowellings of warm brown plaster. He had very little money, but his strange house grew to the rich modelling of his fantasy: when he had finished he had something which leaned to the slope of his narrow uphill yard, something with a high embracing porch in front, and warm rooms where one stepped up and down to the tackings of his whim. He built his house close to the quiet hilly street; he bedded the loamy soil with flowers; he laid the short walk to the high veranda steps with great square sheets of colored marble; he put a fence of spiked iron between his house and the world.


  Then, in the cool long glade of yard that stretched four hundred feet behind the house he planted trees and grape vines. And whatever he touched in that rich fortress of his soul sprang into golden life: as the years passed, the fruit trees—the peach, the plum, the cherry, the apple—grew great and bent beneath their clusters. His grape vines thickened into brawny ropes of brown and coiled down the high wire fences of his lot, and hung in a dense fabric, upon his trellises, roping his domain twice around. They climbed the porch end of the house and framed the upper windows in thick bowers. And the flowers grew in rioting glory in his yard—the velvet-leaved nasturtium, slashed with a hundred tawny dyes, the rose, the snowball, the redcupped tulip, and the lily. The honeysuckle drooped its heavy mass upon the fence; wherever his great hands touched the earth it grew fruitful for him.


  For him the house was the picture of his soul, the garment of his will. But for Eliza it was a piece of property, whose value she shrewdly appraised, a beginning for her hoard. Like all the older children of Major Pentland she had, since her twentieth year, begun the slow accretion of land: from the savings of her small wage as teacher and book-agent, she had already purchased one or two pieces of earth. On one of these, a small lot at the edge of the public square, she persuaded him to build a shop. This he did with his own hands, and the labor of two negro men: it was a two-story shack of brick, with wide wooden steps, leading down to the square from a marble porch. Upon this porch, flanking the wooden doors, he placed some marbles; by the door, he put the heavy simpering figure of an angel.


  But Eliza was not content with his trade: there was no money in death. People, she thought, died too slowly. And she foresaw that her brother Will, who had begun at fifteen as helper in a lumber yard, and was now the owner of a tiny business, was destined to become a rich man. So she persuaded Gant to go into partnership with Will Pentland: at the end of a year, however, his patience broke, his tortured egotism leaped from its restraint, he howled that Will, whose business hours were spent chiefly in figuring upon a dirty envelope with a stub of a pencil, paring reflectively his stubby nails, or punning endlessly with a birdlike wink and nod, would ruin them all. Will therefore quietly bought out his partner’s interest, and moved on toward the accumulation of a fortune, while Oliver returned to isolation and his grimy angels.


  The strange figure of Oliver Gant cast its famous shadow through the town. Men heard at night and morning the great formula of his curse to Eliza. They saw him plunge to house and shop, they saw him bent above his marbles, they saw him mould in his great hands—with curse, and howl, with passionate devotion—the rich texture of his home. They laughed at his wild excess of speech, of feeling, and of gesture. They were silent before the maniac fury of his sprees, which occurred almost punctually every two months, and lasted two or three days. They picked him foul and witless from the cobbles, and brought him home—the banker, the policeman, and a burly devoted Swiss named Jannadeau, a grimy jeweller who rented a small fenced space among Gant’s tombstones. And always they handled him with tender care, feeling something strange and proud and glorious lost in that drunken ruin of Babel. He was a stranger to them: no one—not even Eliza—ever called him by his first name. He was—and remained thereafter—“Mister” Gant.


  And what Eliza endured in pain and fear and glory no one knew. He breathed over them all his hot lion-breath of desire and fury: when he was drunk, her white pursed face, and all the slow octopal movements of her temper, stirred him to red madness. She was at such times in real danger from his assault: she had to lock herself away from him. For from the first, deeper than love, deeper than hate, as deep as the unfleshed bones of life, an obscure and final warfare was being waged between them. Eliza wept or was silent to his curse, nagged briefly in retort to his rhetoric, gave like a punched pillow to his lunging drive—and slowly, implacably had her way. Year by year, above his howl of protest, he did not know how, they gathered in small bits of earth, paid the hated taxes, and put the money that remained into more land. Over the wife, over the mother, the woman of property, who was like a man, walked slowly forth.


  In eleven years she bore him nine children of whom six lived. The first, a girl, died in her twentieth month, of infant cholera; two more died at birth. The others outlived the grim and casual littering. The oldest, a boy, was born in 1885. He was given the name of Steve. The second, born fifteen months later, was a girl—Daisy. The next, likewise a girl—Helen—came three years later. Then, in 1892, came twins—boys—to whom Gant, always with a zest for politics, gave the names of Grover Cleveland and Benjamin Harrison. And the last, Luke, was born two years later, in 1894.


  Twice, during this period, at intervals of five years, Gant’s periodic spree lengthened into an unbroken drunkenness that lasted for weeks. He was caught, drowning in the tides of his thirst. Each time Eliza sent him away to take a cure for alcoholism at Richmond. Once, Eliza and four of her children were sick at the same time with typhoid fever. But during a weary convalescence she pursed her lips grimly and took them off to Florida.


  Eliza came through stolidly to victory. As she marched down these enormous years of love and loss, stained with the rich dyes of pain and pride and death, and with the great wild flare of his alien and passionate life, her limbs faltered in the grip of ruin, but she came on, through sickness and emaciation, to victorious strength. She knew there had been glory in it: insensate and cruel as he had often been, she remembered the enormous beating color of his life, and the lost and stricken thing in him which he would never find. And fear and a speechless pity rose in her when at times she saw the small uneasy eyes grow still and darken with the foiled and groping hunger of old frustration. O lost!


  [¬]
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  In the great processional of the years through which the history of the Gants was evolving, few years had borne a heavier weight of pain, terror, and wretchedness, and none was destined to bring with it more conclusive events than that year which marked the beginning of the twentieth century. For Gant and his wife, the year 1900, in which one day they found themselves, after growing to maturity in another century—a transition which must have given, wherever it has happened, a brief but poignant loneliness to thousands of imaginative people—had coincidences, too striking to be unnoticed, with other boundaries in their lives.


  In that year Gant passed his fiftieth birthday: he knew he was half as old as the century that had died, and that men do not often live as long as centuries. And in that year, too, Eliza, big with the last child she would ever have, went over the final hedge of terror and desperation and, in the opulent darkness of the summer night, as she lay flat in her bed with her hands upon her swollen belly, she began to design her life for the years when she would cease to be a mother.


  In the already opening gulf on whose separate shores their lives were founded, she was beginning to look, with the infinite composure, the tremendous patience which waits through half a lifetime for an event, not so much with certain foresight, as with a prophetic, brooding instinct. This quality, this almost Buddhistic complacency which, rooted in the fundamental structure of her life, she could neither suppress nor conceal, was the quality he could least understand, that infuriated him most. He was fifty: he had a tragic consciousness of time—he saw the passionate fulness of his life upon the wane, and he cast about him like a senseless and infuriate beast. She had perhaps a greater reason for quietude than he, for she had come on from the cruel openings of her life, through disease, physical weakness, poverty, the constant imminence of death and misery: she had lost her first child, and brought the others safely through each succeeding plague; and now, at forty-two, her last child stirring in her womb, she had a conviction, enforced by her Scotch superstition, and the blind vanity of her family, which saw extinction for others but not for itself, that she was being shaped to a purpose.


  As she lay in her bed, a great star burned across her vision in the western quarter of the sky; she fancied it was climbing heaven slowly. And although she could not have said toward what pinnacle her life was moving, she saw in the future freedom that she had never known, possession and power and wealth, the desire for which was mixed inextinguishably with the current of her blood. Thinking of this in the dark, she pursed her lips with thoughtful satisfaction, unhumorously seeing herself at work in the carnival, taking away quite easily from the hands of folly what it had never known how to keep.


  “I’ll get it!” she thought, “I’ll get it. Will has it! Jim has it. And I’m smarter than they are.” And with regret, tinctured with pain and bitterness, she thought of Gant:


  “Pshaw! If I hadn’t kept after him he wouldn’t have a stick to call his own to-day. What little we have got I’ve had to fight for; we wouldn’t have a roof over our heads; we’d spend the rest of our lives in a rented house”—which was to her the final ignominy of shiftless and improvident people.


  And she resumed: “The money he squanders every year in licker would buy a good lot: we could be well-to-do people now if we’d started at the very beginning. But he’s always hated the very idea of owning anything: couldn’t bear it, he told me once, since he lost his money in that trade in Sydney. If I’d been there, you can bet your bottom dollar there’d been no loss. Or, it’d be on the other side,” she added grimly.


  And lying there while the winds of early autumn swept down from the Southern hills, filling the black air with dropping leaves, and making, in intermittent rushes, a remote sad thunder in great trees, she thought of the stranger who had come to live in her, and of that other stranger, author of so much woe, who had lived with her for almost twenty years. And thinking of Gant, she felt again an inchoate aching wonder, recalling the savage strife between them, and the great submerged struggle beneath, founded upon the hatred and the love of property, in which she did not doubt of her victory, but which baffled her, foiled her.


  “I’ll vow!” she whispered. “I’ll vow! I never saw such a man!”


  Gant, faced with the loss of sensuous delight, knowing the time had come when all his Rabelaisian excess in eating, drinking, and loving must come under the halter, knew of no gain that could compensate him for the loss of libertinism; he felt, too, the sharp ache of regret, feeling that he had possessed powers, had wasted chances, such as his partnership with Will Pentland, that might have given him position and wealth. He knew that the century had gone in which the best part of his life had passed; he felt, more than ever, the strangeness and loneliness of our little adventure upon the earth: he thought of his childhood on the Dutch farm, the Baltimore days, the aimless drift down the continent, the appalling fixation of his whole life upon a series of accidents. The enormous tragedy of accident hung like a gray cloud over his life. He saw more clearly than ever that he was a stranger in a strange land among people who would always be alien to him. Strangest of all, he thought, was this union, by which he had begotten children, created a life dependent on him, with a woman so remote from all he understood.


  He did not know whether the year 1900 marked for him a beginning or an ending; but with the familiar weakness of the sensualist, he resolved to make it an ending, burning the spent fire in him down to a guttering flame. In the first half of the month of January, still penitently true to the New Year’s reformation, he begot a child: by Spring, when it was evident that Eliza was again pregnant, he had hurled himself into an orgy to which even a notable four months’ drunk in 1896 could offer no precedent. Day after day he became maniacally drunk, until he fixed himself in a state of constant insanity: in May she sent him off again to a sanitarium at Piedmont to take the “cure,” which consisted simply in feeding him plainly and cheaply, and keeping him away from alcohol for six weeks, a regime which contributed no more ravenously to his hunger than it did to his thirst. He returned, outwardly chastened, but inwardly a raging furnace, toward the end of June: the day before he came back, Eliza, obviously big with child, her white face compactly set, walked sturdily into each of the town’s fourteen saloons, calling up the proprietor or the bar-man behind his counter, and speaking clearly and loudly in the sodden company of bar clientry:


  “See here: I just came in to tell you that Mr. Gant is coming back to-morrow, and I want you all to know that if I hear of any of you selling him a drink, I’ll put you in the penitentiary.”


  The threat, they knew, was preposterous, but the white judicial face, the thoughtful pursing of the lips, and the right hand, which she held loosely clenched, like a man’s, with the forefinger extended, emphasizing her proclamation with a calm, but somehow powerful gesture, froze them with a terror no amount of fierce excoriation could have produced. They received her announcement in beery stupefaction, muttering at most a startled agreement as she walked out.


  “By God,” said a mountaineer, sending a brown inaccurate stream toward a cuspidor, “she’ll do it, too. That woman means business.”


  “Hell!” said Tim O’Donnel, thrusting his simian face comically above his counter, “I wouldn’t give W.O. a drink now if it was fifteen cents a quart and we was alone in a privy. Is she gone yet?”


  There was vast whisky laughter.


  “Who is she?” some one asked.


  “She’s Will Pentland’s sister.”


  “By God, she’ll do it then,” cried several; and the place trembled again with their laughter.


  Will Pentland was in Loughran’s when she entered. She did not greet him. When she had gone he turned to a man near him, prefacing his remark with a birdlike nod and wink: “Bet you can’t do that,” he said.


  Gant, when he returned, and was publicly refused at a bar, was wild with rage and humiliation. He got whisky very easily, of course, by sending a drayman from his steps, or some negro, in for it; but, in spite of the notoriety of his conduct, which had, he knew, become a classic myth for the children of the town, he shrank at each new advertisement of his behaviour; he became, year by year, more, rather than less, sensitive to it, and his shame, his quivering humiliation on mornings after, product of rasped pride and jangled nerves, was pitiable. He felt bitterly that Eliza had with deliberate malice publicly degraded him: he screamed denunciation and abuse at her on his return home.


  All through the summer Eliza walked with white boding placidity through horror—she had by now the hunger for it, waiting with terrible quiet the return of fear at night. Angered by her pregnancy, Gant went almost daily to Elizabeth’s house in Eagle Crescent, whence he was delivered nightly by a band of exhausted and terrified prostitutes into the care of his son Steve, his oldest child, by now pertly free with nearly all the women in the district, who fondled him with good-natured vulgarity, laughed heartily at his glib innuendoes, and suffered him, even, to slap them smartly on their rumps, making for him roughly as he skipped nimbly away.


  “Son,” said Elizabeth, shaking Gant’s waggling head vigorously, “don’t you carry on, when you grow up, like the old rooster here. But he’s a nice old boy when he wants to be,” she continued, kissing the bald spot on his head, and deftly slipping into the boy’s hand the wallet Gant had, in a torrent of generosity, given to her. She was scrupulously honest.


  The boy was usually accompanied on these errands by Jannadeau and Tom Flack, a negro hack-man, who waited in patient constraint outside the latticed door of the brothel until the advancing tumult within announced that Gant had been enticed to depart. And he would go, either struggling clumsily and screaming eloquent abuse at his suppliant captors, or jovially acquiescent, bellowing a wanton song of his youth along the latticed crescent, and through the supper-silent highways of the town.


  
    “Up in that back room, boys,


    Up in that back room,


    All among the fleas and bugs,


    I pit-tee your sad doom.”

  


  Home, he would be cajoled up the tall veranda stairs, enticed into his bed; or, resisting all compulsion, he would seek out his wife, shut usually in her room, howling taunts at her, and accusations of unchastity, since there festered in him dark suspicion, fruit of his age, his wasting energy. Timid Daisy, pale from fright, would have fled to the neighboring arms of Sudie Isaacs, or to the Tarkintons; Helen, aged ten, even then his delight, would master him, feeding spoonfuls of scalding soup into his mouth, and slapping him sharply with her small hand when he became recalcitrant.


  “You drink this! You better!”


  He was enormously pleased: they were both strung on the same wires.


  Again, he was beyond all reason. Extravagantly mad, he built roaring fires in his sitting-room, drenching the leaping fire with a can of oil; spitting exultantly into the answering roar, and striking up, until he was exhausted, a profane chant, set to a few recurrent bars of music, which ran, for forty minutes, somewhat like this:


  
    “O-ho—Goddam,


    Goddam, Goddam,


    O-ho—Goddam,


    Goddam—Goddam.”

  


  —adopting usually the measure by which clock-chimes strike out the hour.


  And outside, strung like apes along the wide wires of the fence, Sandy and Fergus Duncan, Seth Tarkinton, sometimes Ben and Grover themselves, joining in the glee of their friends, kept up an answering chant:


  
    “Old man Gant


    Came home drunk!


    Old man Gant


    Came home drunk!”

  


  Daisy, from a neighbor’s sanctuary, wept in shame and fear. But Helen, small thin fury, held on relentlessly: presently he would subside into a chair, and receive hot soup and stinging slaps with a grin. Upstairs Eliza lay, white-faced and watchfully.


  So ran the summer by. The last grapes hung in dried and rotten clusters to the vines; the wind roared distantly; September ended.


  One night the dry doctor, Cardiac, said: “I think we’ll be through with this before to-morrow evening.” He departed, leaving in the house a middle-aged country woman. She was a hard-handed practical nurse.


  At eight o’clock Gant returned alone. The boy Steve had stayed at home for ready dispatch at Eliza’s need; for the moment the attention was shifted from the master.


  His great voice below, chanting obscenities, carried across the neighborhood: as she heard the sudden wild roar of flame up the chimney, shaking the house in its flight, she called Steve to her side, tensely: “Son, he’ll burn us all up!” she whispered.


  They heard a chair fall heavily below, his curse; they heard his heavy reeling stride across the dining-room and up the hall; they heard the sagging creak of the stair-rail as his body swung against it.


  “He’s coming!” she whispered, “He’s coming! Lock the door, son!”


  The boy locked the door.


  “Are you there?” Gant roared, pounding the flimsy door heavily with his great fist. “Miss Eliza: are you there?” howling at her the ironical title by which he addressed her at moments like this.


  And he screamed a sermon of profanity and woven invective:—


  “Little did I reck,” he began, getting at once into the swing of preposterous rhetoric which he used half furiously, half comically, “little did I reck the day I first saw her eighteen bitter years ago, when she came wriggling around the corner at me like a snake on her belly—[a stock epithet which from repetition was now heart-balm to him]—little did I reck that—that—that it would come to this,” he finished lamely. He waited quietly, in the heavy silence, for some answer, knowing that she lay in her white-faced calm behind the door, and filled with the old choking fury because he knew she would not answer.


  “Are you there? I say, are you there, woman?” he howled, barking his big knuckles in a furious bombardment.


  There was nothing but the white living silence.


  “Ah me! Ah me!” he sighed with strong self-pity, then burst into forced snuffling sobs, which furnished a running accompaniment to his denunciation. “Merciful God!” he wept, “it’s fearful, it’s awful, it’s croo-el. What have I ever done that God should punish me like this in my old age?”


  There was no answer.


  “Cynthia! Cynthia!” he howled suddenly, invoking the memory of his first wife, the gaunt tubercular spinstress whose life, it was said, his conduct had done nothing to prolong, but whom he was fond of supplicating now, realizing the hurt, the anger he caused to Eliza by doing so. “Cynthia! O Cynthia! Look down upon me in my hour of need! Give me succour! Give me aid! Protect me against this fiend out of Hell!”


  And he continued, weeping in heavy snuffling burlesque: “O-boo-hoo-hoo! Come down and save me, I beg of you, I entreat you, I implore you, or I perish.”


  Silence answered.


  “Ingratitude, more fierce than brutish beasts,” Gant resumed, getting off on another track, fruitful with mixed and mangled quotation. “You will be punished, as sure as there’s a just God in heaven. You will all be punished. Kick the old man, strike him, throw him out on the street: he’s no good any more. He’s no longer able to provide for the family—send him over the hill to the poorhouse. That’s where he belongs. Rattle his bones over the stones. Honor thy father that thy days may be long. Ah, Lord!


  
    “‘Look, in this place ran Cassius’ dagger through;


    See what a rent the envious Casca made;


    Through this the well-beloved Brutus stabbed;


    And, as he plucked his cursèd steel away,


    Mark how the blood of Cæsar followed it—’”

  


  “Jeemy,” said Mrs. Duncan at this moment to her husband, “ye’d better go over. He’s loose agin, an’ she’s wi’ chile.”


  The Scotchman thrust back his chair, moved strongly out of the ordered ritual of his life, and the warm fragrance of new-baked bread.


  At the gate, outside Gant’s, he found patient Jannadeau, fetched down by Ben. They spoke matter-of-factly, and hastened up the steps as they heard a crash upstairs, and a woman’s cry. Eliza, in only her night-dress, opened the door:


  “Come quick!” she whispered. “Come quick!”


  “By God, I’ll kill her,” Gant screamed, plunging down the stairs at greater peril to his own life than to any other. “I’ll kill her now, and put an end to my misery.”


  He had a heavy poker in his hand. The two men seized him; the burly jeweller took the poker from his hand with quiet strength.


  “He cut his head on the bed-rail, mama,” said Steve descending. It was true: Gant bled.


  “Go for your Uncle Will, son. Quick!” He was off like a hound.


  “I think he meant it that time,” she whispered.


  Duncan shut the door against the gaping line of neighbors beyond the gate.


  “Ye’ll be gettin’ a cheel like that, Mrs. Gant.”


  “Keep him away from me! Keep him away!” she cried out strongly.


  “Aye, I will that!” he answered in quiet Scotch.


  She turned to go up the stairs, but on the second step she fell heavily to her knees. The country nurse, returning from the bathroom, in which she had locked herself, ran to her aid. She went up slowly then between the woman and Grover. Outside Ben dropped nimbly from the low eave on to the lily beds: Seth Tarkinton, clinging to fence wires, shouted greetings.


  Gant went off docilely, somewhat dazed, between his two guardians: as his huge limbs sprawled brokenly in his rocker, they undressed him. Helen had already been busy in the kitchen for some time: she appeared now with boiling soup.


  Gant’s dead eyes lit with recognition as he saw her.


  “Why baby,” he roared, making a vast maudlin circle with his arms, “how are you?” She put the soup down; he swept her thin body crushingly against him, brushing her cheek and neck with his stiff-bristled mustache, breathing upon her the foul rank odor of rye whisky.


  “Oh, he’s cut himself!” the little girl thought she was going to cry.


  “Look what they did to me, baby,” he pointed to his wound and whimpered.


  Will Pentland, true son of that clan who forgot one another never, and who saw one another only in times of death, pestilence, and terror, came in.


  “Good evening, Mr. Pentland,” said Duncan.


  “Jus’ tolable,” he said, with his bird-like nod and wink, taking in both men good-naturedly. He stood in front of the fire, paring meditatively at his blunt nails with a dull knife. It was his familiar gesture when in company: no one, he felt, could see what you thought about anything, if you pared your nails.


  The sight of him drew Gant instantly from his lethargy: he remembered the dissolved partnership; the familiar attitude of Will Pentland, as he stood before the fire, evoked all the markings he so heartily loathed in the clan—its pert complacency, its incessant punning, its success.


  “Mountain Grills!” he roared. “Mountain Grills! The lowest of the low! The vilest of the vile!”


  “Mr. Gant! Mr. Gant!” pleaded Jannadeau.


  “What’s the matter with you, W.O.?” asked Will Pentland, looking up innocently from his fingers. “Had something to eat that didn’t agree with you?”—he winked pertly at Duncan, and went back to his fingers.


  “Your miserable old father,” howled Gant, “was horsewhipped on the public square for not paying his debts.” This was a purely imaginative insult, which had secured itself as truth, however, in Gant’s mind, as had so many other stock epithets, because it gave him heart-cockle satisfaction.


  “Horsewhipped upon his public square, was he?” Will winked again, unable to resist the opening. “They kept it mighty quiet, didn’t they?” But behind the intense good-humored posture of his face, his eyes were hard. He pursed his lips meditatively as he worked upon his fingers.


  “But I’ll tell you something about him, W.O.,” he continued after a moment, with calm but boding judiciousness. “He let his wife die a natural death in her own bed. He didn’t try to kill her.”


  “No, by God!” Gant rejoined. “He let her starve to death. If the old woman ever got a square meal in her life she got it under my roof. There’s one thing sure: she could have gone to Hell and back, twice over, before she got it from old Tom Pentland, or any of his sons.”


  Will Pentland closed his blunt knife and put it in his pocket.


  “Old Major Pentland never did an honest day’s work in his life,” Gant yelled, as a happy afterthought.


  “Come now, Mr. Gant!” said Duncan reproachfully.


  “Hush! Hush!” whispered the girl fiercely, coming before him closely with the soup. She thrust a smoking ladle at his mouth, but he turned his head away to hurl another insult. She slapped him sharply across the mouth.


  “You drink this!” she whispered. And grinning meekly as his eyes rested upon her, he began to swallow soup.


  Will Pentland looked at the girl attentively for a moment, then glanced at Duncan and Jannadeau with a nod and wink. Without saying another word, he left the room, and mounted the stairs. His sister lay quietly extended on her back.


  “How do you feel, Eliza?” The room was heavy with the rich odor of mellowing pears; an unaccustomed fire of pine sticks burned in the grate: he took up his place before it, and began to pare his nails.


  “Nobody knows—nobody knows,” she began, bursting quickly into a rapid flow of tears, “what I’ve been through.” She wiped her eyes in a moment on a corner of the coverlid: her broad powerful nose, founded redly on her white face, was like flame.


  “What you got good to eat?” he said, winking at her with a comic gluttony.


  “There are some pears in there on the shelf, Will. I put them there last week to mellow.”


  He went into the big closet and returned in a moment with a large yellow pear; he came back to the hearth and opened the smaller blade of his knife.


  “I’ll vow, Will,” she said quietly after a moment. “I’ve had all I can put up with. I don’t know what’s got into him. But you can bet your bottom dollar I won’t stand much more of it. I know how to shift for myself,” she said, nodding her head smartly. He recognized the tone.


  He almost forgot himself: “See her, [here,] Eliza,” he began, “if you were thinking of building somewhere, I”—but he recovered himself in time—“I’ll make you the best price you can get on the material,” he concluded. He thrust a slice of pear quickly into his mouth.


  She pursed her mouth rapidly for some moments.


  “No,” she said. “I’m not ready for that yet, Will. I’ll let you know.” The loose wood-coals crumbled on the hearth.


  “I’ll let you know,” she said again. He clasped his knife and thrust it in a trousers pocket.


  “Good night, Eliza,” he said. “I reckon Pett will be in to see you. I’ll tell her you’re all right.”


  He went down the stairs quietly, and let himself out through the front door. As he descended the tall veranda steps, Duncan and Jannadeau came quietly down the yard from the sitting-room.


  “How’s W.O.?” he asked.


  “Ah, he’ll be all right now,” said Duncan cheerfully. “He’s fast asleep.”


  “The sleep of the righteous?” asked Will Pentland with a wink.


  The Swiss resented the implied jeer at his Titan. “It is a gread bitty,” began Jannadeau in a low guttural voice, “that Mr. Gant drinks. With his mind he could go far. When he’s sober a finer man doesn’t live.”


  “When he’s sober?” said Will, winking at him in the dark. “What about when he’s asleep.”


  “He’s all right the minute Helen gets hold of him,” Mr. Duncan remarked in his rich voice. “It’s wonderful what that little girl can do to him.”


  “Ah, I tell you!” Jannadeau laughed with guttural pleasure. “That little girl knows her daddy in and out.”


  The child sat in the big chair by the waning sitting-room fire: she read until the flames had died to coals—then quietly she shovelled ashes on them. Gant, fathoms deep in slumber, lay on the smooth leather sofa against the wall. She had wrapped him well in a blanket; now she put a pillow on a chair and placed his feet on it. He was rank with whisky stench; the window rattled as he snored.


  Thus, drowned in oblivion, ran his night; he slept when the great pangs of birth began in Eliza at two o’clock; slept through all the patient pain and care of doctor, nurse, and wife.
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  The baby was, to reverse an epigram, an unconscionable time in getting born; but when Gant finally awoke just after ten o’clock next morning, whimpering from tangled nerves, and the quivering shame of dim remembrance, he heard, as he drank the hot coffee Helen brought to him, a loud, long lungy cry above.


  “Oh, my God, my God,” he groaned. And he pointed toward the sound. “Is it a boy or a girl?”


  “I haven’t seen it yet, papa,” Helen answered. “They won’t let us in. But Doctor Cardiac came out and told us if we were good he might bring us a little boy.”


  There was a terrific clatter on the tin roof, the scolding country voice of the nurse: Steve dropped like a cat from the porch roof to the lily bed outside Gant’s window.


  “Steve, you damned scoundrel,” roared the manor-lord with a momentary return to health, “what in the name of Jesus are you doing?”


  The boy was gone over the fence.


  “I seen it! I seen it!” his voice came streaking back.


  “I seen it too!” screamed Grover, racing through the room and out again in simple exultancy.


  “If I catch you younguns on this roof agin,” yelled the country nurse aloft, “I’ll take your hide off you.”


  Gant had been momentarily cheered when he heard that his latest heir was a male; but he walked the length of the room now, making endless plaint.


  “Oh my God, my God! Did this have to be put upon me in my old age? Another mouth to feed! It’s fearful, it’s awful, it’s croo-el,” and he began to weep affectedly. Then, realizing presently that no one was near enough to be touched by his sorrow, he paused suddenly and precipitated himself toward the door, crossing the dining-room, and, going up the hall, making loud lament:


  “Eliza! My wife! Oh, baby, say that you forgive me!” He went up the stairs, sobbing laboriously.


  “Don’t you let him in here!” cried the object of this prayer sharply with quite remarkable energy.


  “Tell him he can’t come in now,” said Cardiac, in his dry voice, to the nurse, staring intently at the scales. “We’ve nothing but milk to drink, anyway,” he added.


  Gant was outside.


  “Eliza, my wife! Be merciful, I beg of you. If I had known——”


  “Yes,” said the country nurse opening the door rudely, “if the dog hadn’t stopped to lift his leg he’d a-caught the rabbit! You get away from here!” And she slammed it violently in his face.


  He went downstairs with hang-dog head, but he grinned slyly as he thought of the nurse’s answer. He wet his big thumb quickly on his tongue.


  “Merciful God!” he said, and grinned. Then he set up his caged lament.


  “I think this will do,” said Cardiac, holding up something red, shiny, and puckered by its heels, and smacking it briskly on its rump, to liven it a bit.


  The heir apparent had, as a matter of fact, made his debut completely equipped with all appurtenances, dependences, screws, cocks, faucets, hooks, eyes, nails, considered necessary for completeness of appearance, harmony of parts, and unity of effect in this most energetic, driving, and competitive world. He was the complete male in miniature, the tiny acorn from which the mighty oak must grow, the heir of all ages, the inheritor of unfulfilled renown, the child of progress, the darling of the budding Golden Age and, what’s more, Fortune and her Fairies, not content with well-nigh smothering him with these blessings of time and family, saved him up carefully until Progress was rotten-ripe with glory.


  “Well, what are you going to call it?” inquired Dr. Cardiac, referring thus, with shocking and medical coarseness, to this most royal imp.


  Eliza was better tuned to cosmic vibrations. With a full, if inexact, sense of what portended, she gave to Luck’s Lad the title of Eugene, a name which, beautifully, means “well born,” but which, as any one will be able to testify, does not mean, has never meant, “well bred.”


  This chosen incandescence, to whom a name had already been given, and from whose centre most of the events in this chronicle must be seen, was borne in, as we have said, upon the very spear-head of history. But perhaps, reader, you have already thought of that? You haven’t? Then let us refresh your historical memory.


  By 1900, Oscar Wilde and James A. McNeill Whistler had almost finished saying the things they were reported as saying, and that Eugene was destined to hear, twenty years later; most of the Great Victorians had died before the bombardment began; William McKinley was up for a second term, the crew of the Spanish navy had returned home in a tugboat.


  Abroad, grim old Britain had sent her ultimatum to the South Africans in 1899; Lord Roberts (“Little Bobs,” as he was known affectionately to his men) was appointed commander-in-chief after several British reverses; the Transvaal Republic was annexed to Great Britain in September 1900, and formally annexed in the month of Eugene’s birth. There was a Peace Conference two years later.


  Meanwhile, what was going on in Japan? I will tell you: the first parliament met in 1891, there was a war with China in 1894–95, Formosa was ceded in 1895. Moreover, Warren Hastings had been impeached and tried; Pope Sixtus the Fifth had come and gone; Dalmatia had been subdued by Tiberius; Belisarius had been blinded by Justinian; the wedding and funeral ceremonies of Wilhelmina Charlotte Caroline of Brandenburg-Ansbach and King George the Second had been solemnized, while those of Berengaria of Navarre to King Richard the First were hardly more than a distant memory; Diocletian, Charles the Fifth, and Victor Amadeus of Sardinia, had all abdicated their thrones; Henry James Pye, Poet Laureate of England, was with his fathers; Cassiodorus, Quintilian, Juvenal, Lucretius, Martial, and Albert the Bear of Brandenburg had answered the last great roll-call; the battles of Antietam, Smolensko, Drumclog, Inkerman, Marengo, Cawnpore, Killiecrankie, Sluys, Actium, Lepanto, Tewkesbury, Brandywine, Hohenlinden, Salamis, and the Wilderness had been fought both by land and by sea; Hippias had been expelled from Athens by the Alcæmonidæ and the Lacedæmonians; Simonides, Menander, Strabo, Moschus, and Pindar had closed their earthly accounts; the beatified Eusebius, Athanasius, and Chrysostom had gone to their celestial niches; Menkaura had built the Third Pyramid; Aspalta had led victorious armies; the remote Bermudas, Malta, and the Windward Isles had been colonized. In addition, the Spanish Armada had been defeated; President Abraham Lincoln assassinated, and the Halifax Fisheries Award had given $5,500,000 to Britain for twelve-year fishing privileges. Finally, only thirty or forty million years before, our earliest ancestors had crawled out of the primeval slime; and then, no doubt, finding the change unpleasant, crawled back in again.


  Such was the state of history when Eugene entered the theatre of human events in 1900.


  We would give willingly some more extended account of the world his life touched during the first few years, showing, in all its perspectives and implications, the meaning of life as seen from the floor, or from the crib, but these impressions are suppressed when they might be told, not through any fault of intelligence, but through lack of muscular control, the powers of articulation, and because of the recurring waves of loneliness, weariness, depression, aberration, and utter blankness which war against the order in a man’s mind until he is three or four years old.


  Lying darkly in his crib, washed, powdered, and fed, he thought quietly of many things before he dropped off to sleep—the interminable sleep that obliterated time for him, and that gave him a sense of having missed forever a day of sparkling life. At these moments, he was heartsick with weary horror as he thought of the discomfort, weakness, dumbness, the infinite misunderstanding he would have to endure before he gained even physical freedom. He grew sick as he thought of the weary distance before him, the lack of co-ordination of the centres of control, the undisciplined and rowdy bladder, the helpless exhibition he was forced to give in the company of his sniggering, pawing brothers and sisters, dried, cleaned, revolved before them.


  He was in agony because he was poverty-stricken in symbols: his mind was caught in a net because he had no words to work with. He had not even names for the objects around him: he probably defined them for himself by some jargon, reinforced by some mangling of the speech that roared about him, to which he listened intently day after day, realizing that his first escape must come through language. He indicated as quickly as he could his ravenous hunger for pictures and print: sometimes they brought him great books profusely illustrated, and he bribed them desperately by cooing, shrieking with delight, making extravagant faces, and doing all the other things they understood in him. He wondered savagely how they would feel if they knew what he really thought: at other times he had to laugh at them and at their whole preposterous comedy of errors as they pranced around for his amusement, waggled their heads at him, tickled him roughly, making him squeal violently against his will. The situation was at once profoundly annoying and comic: as he sat in the middle of the floor and watched them enter, seeing the face of each transformed by a foolish leer, and hearing their voices become absurd and sentimental whenever they addressed him, speaking to him words which he did not yet understand, but which he saw they were mangling in the preposterous hope of rendering intelligible that which has been previously mutilated, he had to laugh at the fools, in spite of his vexation.


  And left alone to sleep within a shuttered room, with the thick sunlight printed in bars upon the floor, unfathomable loneliness and sadness crept through him: he saw his life down the solemn vista of a forest aisle, and he knew he would always be the sad one: caged in that little round of skull, imprisoned in that beating and most secret heart, his life must always walk down lonely passages. Lost. He understood that men were forever strangers to one another, that no one ever comes really to know any one, that imprisoned in the dark womb of our mother, we come to life without having seen her face, that we are given to her arms a stranger, and that, caught in that insoluble prison of being, we escape it never, no matter what arms may clasp us, what mouth may kiss us, what heart may warm us. Never, never, never, never, never.


  He saw that the great figures that came and went about him, the huge leering heads that bent hideously into his crib, the great voices that rolled incoherently above him, had for one another not much greater understanding than they had for him: that even their speech, their entire fluidity and ease of movement were but meagre communicants of their thought or feeling, and served often not to promote understanding, but to deepen and widen strife, bitterness, and prejudice.


  His brain went black with terror. He saw himself an inarticulate stranger, an amusing little clown, to be dandled and nursed by these enormous and remote figures. He had been sent from one mystery into another: somewhere within or without his consciousness he heard a great bell ringing faintly, as if it sounded undersea, and as he listened, the ghost of memory walked through his mind, and for a moment he felt that he had almost recovered what he had lost.


  Sometimes, pulling himself abreast the high walls of his crib, he glanced down dizzily at the patterns of the carpet far below; the world swam in and out of his mind like a tide, now printing its whole sharp picture for an instant, again ebbing out dimly and sleepily, while he pieced the puzzle of sensation together bit by bit, seeing only the dancing fire-sheen on the poker, hearing then the elfin clucking of the sun-warm hens, somewhere beyond in a distant and enchanted world. Again, he heard their morning-wakeful crowing clear and loud, suddenly becoming a substantial and alert citizen of life; or, going and coming in alternate waves of fantasy and fact, he heard the loud, faery thunder of Daisy’s parlor music. Years later, he heard it again, a door opened in his brain: she told him it was Paderewski’s “Minuet.”


  His crib was a great woven basket, well mattressed and pillowed within; as he grew stronger, he was able to perform extraordinary acrobatics in it, tumbling, making a hoop of his body, and drawing himself easily and strongly erect: with patient effort he could worm over the side on to the floor. There, he would crawl on the vast design of the carpet, his eyes intent upon great wooden blocks piled chaotically on the floor. They had belonged to his brother Luke: all the letters of the alphabet, in bright multi-colored carving, were engraved upon them.


  Holding them clumsily in his tiny hands, he studied for hours the symbols of speech, knowing that he had here the stones of the temple of language, and striving desperately to find the key that would draw order and intelligence from this anarchy. Great voices soared far above him, vast shapes came and went, lifting him to dizzy heights, depositing him with exhaustless strength. The bell rang under the sea.


  One day when the opulent Southern Spring had richly unfolded, when the spongy black earth of the yard was covered with sudden, tender grass, and wet blossoms, the great cherry tree seethed slowly with a massive gem of amber sap, and the cherries hung ripening in prodigal clusters, Gant took him from his basket in the sun on the high front porch, and went with him around the house by the lily bed, taking him back under trees singing with hidden birds, to the far end of the lot.


  Here the earth was unshaded, dry, clotted by the plough. Eugene knew by the stillness that it was Sunday: against the high wire fence there was the heavy smell of hot dock-weed. On the other side, Swain’s cow was wrenching the cool coarse grass, lifting her head from time to time, and singing in her strong deep voice her Sunday exuberance. In the warm washed air, Eugene heard with absolute clearness all the brisk backyard sounds of the neighborhood, he became acutely aware of the whole scene, and as Swain’s cow sang out again, he felt the flooded gates in him swing open. He answered “Moo!” phrasing the sound timidly but perfectly, and repeating it confidently in a moment when the cow answered.


  Gant’s delight was boundless. He turned and raced back toward the house at the full stride of his legs. And as he went, he nuzzled his stiff mustache into Eugene’s tender neck, mooing industriously and always getting an answer.


  “Lord a’ mercy!” cried Eliza, looking from the kitchen window as he raced down the yard with breakneck strides, “He’ll kill that child yet.”


  And as he rushed up the kitchen steps—all the house, save the upper side was off the ground—she came out on the little latticed veranda, her hands floury, her nose stove-red.


  “Why, what on earth are you doing, Mr. Gant?”


  “Moo-o-o! He said ‘Moo-o-o!’ Yes he did!” Gant spoke to Eugene rather than to Eliza.


  Eugene answered him immediately: he felt it was all rather silly, and he saw he would be kept busy imitating Swain’s cow for several days, but he was tremendously excited, nevertheless, feeling now that that wall had been breached.


  Eliza was likewise thrilled, but her way of showing it was to turn back to the stove, hiding her pleasure, and saying: “I’ll vow, Mr. Gant. I never saw such an idiot with a child.”


  Later, Eugene lay wakefully in his basket on the sitting-room floor, watching the smoking dishes go by in the eager hands of the combined family, for Eliza at this time cooked magnificently, and a Sunday dinner was something to remember. For two hours since their return from church, the little boys had been prowling hungrily around the kitchen: Ben, frowning proudly, kept his dignity outside the screen, making excursions frequently through the house to watch the progress of cookery; Grover came in and watched with frank interest until he was driven out; Luke, his broad humorous little face split by a wide exultant smile, rushed through the house, squealing exultantly:


  
    “Weenie, weedie, weeky


    Weenie, weedie, weeky,


    Weenie, weedie, weeky,


    Wee, Wee, Wee.”

  


  He had heard Daisy and Josephine Brown doing Cæsar together, and his chant was his own interpretation of Cæsar’s brief boast: “Veni, Vidi, Vici.”


  As Eugene lay in his crib, he heard through the open door the dining-room clatter, the shrill excitement of the boys, the clangor of steel and knife as Gant prepared to carve the roast, the repetition of the morning’s great event told over and over without variation, but with increasing zest.


  “Soon,” he thought, as the heavy food fragrance floated in to him, “I shall be in there with them.” And he thought lusciously of mysterious and succulent food.


  All through the afternoon upon the veranda Gant told the story, summoning the neighbors and calling upon Eugene to perform. Eugene heard clearly all that was said that day: he was not able to answer, but he saw now that speech was imminent.


  Thus, later, he saw the first two years of his life in brilliant and isolated flashes. His second Christmas he remembered vaguely as a period of great festivity: it accustomed him to the third when it came. With the miraculous habitude children acquire, it seemed that he had known Christmas forever.


  He was conscious of sunlight, rain, the leaping fire, his crib, the grim jail of winter: the second Spring, one warm day, he saw Daisy go off to school up the hill: it was the end of the noon recess, she had been home for lunch. She went to Miss Ford’s School For Girls; it was a red brick residence on the corner at the top of the steep hill: he watched her join Eleanor Duncan just below. Her hair was braided in two long hanks down her back: she was demure, shy, maidenly, a timid and blushing girl; but he feared her attentions to him, for she bathed him furiously, wreaking whatever was explosive and violent beneath her placidity upon his hide. She really scrubbed him almost raw. He howled piteously. As she climbed the hill, he remembered her. He saw she was the same person.


  He passed his second birthday with the light growing. Early in the following Spring he became conscious of a period of neglect: the house was deadly quiet; Gant’s voice no longer roared around him, the boys came and went on stealthy feet. Luke, the fourth to be attacked by the pestilence, was desperately ill with typhoid: Eugene was intrusted almost completely to a young slovenly negress. He remembered vividly her tall slattern figure, her slapping lazy feet, her dirty white stockings, and her strong smell, black and funky. One day she took him out on the side porch to play: it was a young Spring morning, bursting moistly from the thaw of the earth. The negress sat upon the side-steps and yawned while he grubbed in his dirty little dress along the path, and upon the lily bed. Presently, she went to sleep against the post. Craftily, he wormed his body through the wide wires of the fence, into the cindered alley that wound back to the Swains’, and up to the ornate wooden palace of the Hilliards.


  They were among the highest aristocracy of the town: they had come from South Carolina, “near Charleston,” which in itself gave them at that time a commanding prestige. The house, a huge gabled structure of walnut-brown, which gave the effect of many angles and no plan, was built upon the top of the hill which sloped down to Gant’s; the level ground on top before the house was tenanted by lordly towering oaks. Below, along the cindered alley, flanking Gant’s orchard, there were high singing pines.


  Mr. Hilliard’s house was considered one of the finest residences in the town. The neighborhood was middle-class, but the situation was magnificent, and the Hilliards carried on in the grand manner, lords of the castle who descended into the village, but did not mix with its people. All of their friends arrived by carriage from afar; every day punctually at two o’clock, an old liveried negro drove briskly up the winding alley behind two sleek brown mares, waiting under the carriage entrance at the side until his master and mistress should come out. Five minutes later they drove out, and were gone for two hours.


  This ritual, followed closely from his father’s sitting-room window, fascinated Eugene for years after: the people and the life next door were crudely and symbolically above him.


  He felt a great satisfaction that morning in being at length in Hilliard’s alley: it was his first escape, and it had been made into a forbidden and enhaloed region. He grubbed about in the middle of the road, disappointed in the quality of the cinders. The booming courthouse bell struck eleven times.


  Now, exactly at three minutes after eleven every morning, so unfailing and perfect was the order of this great establishment, a huge gray horse trotted slowly up the hill, drawing behind him a heavy grocery wagon, musty, spicy, odorous with the fine smells of grocery-stores and occupied exclusively by the Hilliard victuals, and the driver, a young negro man who, at three minutes past eleven every morning, according to ritual, was comfortably asleep. Nothing could possibly go wrong: the horse could not have been tempted even by a pavement of oats to betray his sacred mission. Accordingly he trotted heavily up the hill, turned ponderously into the alley ruts, and advanced heavily until, feeling the great circle of his right forefoot obstructed by some foreign particle, he looked down and slowly removed his hoof from what had recently been the face of a little boy.


  Then, with his legs carefully straddled, he moved on, drawing the wagon beyond Eugene’s body, and stopping. Both negroes awoke simultaneously; there were cries within the house, and Eliza and Gant rushed out of doors. The frightened negro lifted Eugene, who was quite unconscious of his sudden return to the stage, into the burly arms of Doctor McGuire, who cursed the driver eloquently. His thick sensitive fingers moved swiftly around the bloody little face and found no fracture.


  He nodded briefly at their desperate faces: “He’s being saved for Congress,” said he. “You have bad luck and hard heads, W.O.”


  “You Goddamned black scoundrel,” yelled the master, turning with violent relief upon the driver. “I’ll put you behind the bars for this.” He thrust his great length of hands through the fence and choked the negro, who mumbled prayers, and had no idea what was happening to him, save that he was the centre of a wild commotion.


  The negro girl, blubbering, had fled inward.


  “This looks worse than it is,” observed Dr. McGuire, laying the hero upon the lounge. “Some hot water, please.” Nevertheless, it took two hours to bring him round. Every one spoke highly of the horse.


  “He had more sense than the nigger,” said Gant, wetting his thumb.


  But all this, as Eliza knew in her heart, was part of the plan of the Dark Sisters. The entrails had been woven and read long since: the frail shell of skull which guarded life, and which might have been crushed as easily as a man breaks an egg, was kept intact. But Eugene carried the mark of the centaur for many years, though the light had to fall properly to reveal it.


  When he was older, he wondered sometimes if the Hilliards had issued from their high place when he had so impiously disturbed the order of the manor. He never asked, but he thought not: he imagined them, at the most, as standing superbly by a drawn curtain, not quite certain what had happened, but feeling that it was something unpleasant, with blood in it.


  Shortly after this, Mr. Hilliard had a “No-Trespassing” sign staked up in the lot.
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  Luke got well after cursing doctor, nurse, and family for several weeks: it was stubborn typhoid.


  Gant was now head of a numerous family, which rose ladderwise from infancy to the adolescent Steve—who was eighteen—and the maidenly Daisy. She was seventeen and in her last year at high school. She was a timid, sensitive girl, looking like her name—Daisy-ish industrious and thorough in her studies: her teachers thought her one of the best students they had ever known. She had very little fire, or denial in her; she responded dutifully to instructions; she gave back what had been given to her. She played the piano without any passionate feeling for the music; but she rendered it honestly with a beautiful rippling touch. And she practised hours at a time.


  It was apparent, however, that Steve was lacking in scholarship. When he was fourteen, he was summoned by the school principal to his little office, to take a thrashing for truancy and insubordination. But the spirit of acquiescence was not in him: he snatched the rod from the man’s hand, broke it, smote him solidly in the eye, and dropped gleefully eighteen feet to the ground.


  This was one of the best things he ever did: his conduct in other directions was less fortunate. Very early, as his truancy mounted, and after he had been expelled, and as his life hardened rapidly in a defiant viciousness, the antagonism between the boy and Gant grew open and bitter. Gant recognized perhaps most of his son’s vices as his own: there was little, however, of his redeeming quality. Steve had a piece of tough suet where his heart should have been.


  Of them all, he had had very much the worst of it. Since his childhood he had been the witness of his father’s wildest debauches. He had not forgotten. Also, as the oldest, he was left to shift for himself while Eliza’s attention focussed on her younger children. She was feeding Eugene at her breast long after Steve had taken his first two dollars to the ladies of Eagle Crescent.


  He was inwardly sore at the abuse Gant heaped on him; he was not insensitive to his faults, but to be called a “good-for-nothing bum,” “a worthless degenerate,” “a pool-room loafer,” hardened his outward manner of swagger defiance. Cheaply and flashily dressed, with peg-top yellow shoes, flaring striped trousers, and a broad-brimmed straw hat with a colored band, he would walk down the avenue with a preposterous lurch, and a smile of strained assurance on his face, saluting with servile cordiality all who would notice him. And if a man of property greeted him, his lacerated but overgrown vanity would seize the crumb, and he would boast pitifully at home: “They all know Little Stevie! He’s got the respect of all the big men in this town, all right, all right! Every one has a good word for Little Stevie except his own people. Do you know what J.T. Collins said to me to-day?”


  “What say? Who’s that? Who’s that?” asked Eliza with comic rapidity, looking up from her darning.


  “J.T. Collins—that’s who! He’s only worth about two hundred thousand. ‘Steve,’ he said, just like that, ‘if I had your brains’”—He would continue in this way with moody self-satisfaction, painting a picture of future success when all who scorned him now would flock to his standard.


  “Oh, yes,” said he, “they’ll all be mighty anxious then to shake Little Stevie’s hand.”


  Gant, in a fury, gave him a hard beating when he had been expelled from school. He had never forgotten. Finally, he was told to go to work and support himself: he found desultory employment as a soda-jerker, or as delivery boy for a morning paper. Once, with a crony, Gus Moody, son of a foundry-man, he had gone off to see the world. Grimy from vagabondage they had crawled off a freight-train at Knoxville, Tennessee, spent their little money on food, and in a brothel, and returned, two days later, coal-black but boastful of their exploit.


  “I’ll vow,” Eliza fretted, “I don’t know what’s to become of that boy.” It was the tragic flaw of her temperament to get to the vital point too late: she pursed her lips thoughtfully, wandered off in another direction, and wept when misfortune came. She always waited. Moreover, in her deepest heart, she had an affection for her oldest son, which, if it was not greater, was at least different in kind from what she bore for the others. His glib boastfulness, his pitiable brag, pleased her: they were to her indications of his “smartness,” and she often infuriated her two studious girls by praising them. Thus, looking at a specimen of his handwriting, she would say:


  “There’s one thing sure: he writes a better hand than any of the rest of you, for all your schooling.”


  Steve had early tasted the joys of the bottle, stealing, during the days when he was a young attendant of his father’s debauch, a furtive swallow from the strong rank whisky in a half-filled flask: the taste nauseated him, but the experience made good boasting for his fellows.


  At fifteen, he had found, while smoking cigarettes with Gus Moody, in a neighbor’s barn, a bottle wrapped in an oats sack by the worthy citizen, against the too sharp examination of his wife. When the man had come for secret potation some time later, and found his bottle half-empty, he had grimly dosed the remainder with Croton oil: the two boys were nauseously sick for several days.


  One day, Steve forged a check on his father. It was some days before Gant discovered it: the amount was only three dollars, but his anger was bitter. In a pronouncement at home, delivered loudly enough to publish the boy’s offense to the neighborhood, he spoke of the penitentiary, of letting him go to jail, of being disgraced in his old age—a period of his life at which he had not yet arrived, but which he used to his advantage in times of strife.


  He paid the check, of course, but another name—that of “forger”—was added to the vocabulary of his abuse. Steve sneaked in and out of the house, eating his meals alone for several days. When he met his father little was said by either: behind the hard angry glaze of their eyes, they both looked depthlessly into each other; they knew that they could withhold nothing from each other, that the same sores festered in each, the same hungers and desires, the same crawling appetites polluted their blood. And knowing this, something in each of them turned away in grievous shame.


  Gant added this to his tirades against Eliza; all that was bad in the boy his mother had given him.


  “Mountain Blood! Mountain Blood!” he yelled. “He’s Greeley Pentland all over again. Mark my words,” he continued, after striding feverishly about the house, muttering to himself and bursting finally into the kitchen, “mark my words, he’ll wind up in the penitentiary.”


  And, her nose reddened by the spitting grease, she would purse her lips, saying little, save, when goaded, to make some return calculated to infuriate and antagonize him.


  “Well, maybe if he hadn’t been sent to every dive in town to pull his daddy out, he would turn out better.”


  “You lie, Woman! By God, you lie!” he thundered magnificently but illogically.


  Gant drank less: save for a terrifying spree every six or eight weeks, which bound them all in fear for two or three days, Eliza had little to complain of on this score. But her enormous patience was wearing very thin because of the daily cycle of abuse. They slept now in separate rooms upstairs: he rose at six or six-thirty, dressed and went down to build the fires. As he kindled a blaze in the range, and a roaring fire in the sitting-room, he muttered constantly to himself, with an occasional oratorical rise and fall of his voice. In this way he composed and polished the flood of his invective: when the demands of fluency and emphasis had been satisfied he would appear suddenly before her in the kitchen, and deliver himself without preliminary, as the grocer’s negro entered with pork chops or a thick steak:


  “Woman, would you have had a roof to shelter you to-day if it hadn’t been for me? Could you have depended on your worthless old father, Tom Pentland, to give you one? Would Brother Will, or Brother Jim give you one? Did you ever hear of them giving any one anything? Did you ever hear of them caring for anything but their own miserable hides? Did you? Would any of them give a starving beggar a crust of bread? By God, no! Not even if he ran a bakery shop! Ah me! ’Twas a bitter day for me when I first came into this accursed country: little did I know what it would lead to. Mountain Grills! Mountain Grills!” and the tide would reach its height.


  At times, when she tried to reply to his attack, she would burst easily into tears. This pleased him: he liked to see her cry. But usually she made an occasional nagging retort: deep down, between their blind antagonistic souls, an ugly and desperate war was being waged. Yet, had he known to what lengths these daily assaults might drive her, he would have been astounded: they were part of the deep and feverish discontent of his spirit, the rooted instinct to have an object for his abuse.


  Moreover, his own feeling for order was so great that he had a passionate aversion for what was slovenly, disorderly, diffuse. He was goaded to actual fury at times when he saw how carefully she saved bits of old string, empty cans and bottles, paper, trash of every description: the mania for acquisition, as yet an undeveloped madness in Eliza, enraged him.


  “In God’s name!” he would cry with genuine anger. “In God’s name! Why don’t you get rid of some of this junk?” And he would move destructively toward it.


  “No you don’t, Mr. Gant!” she would answer sharply. “You never know when those things will come in handy.”


  It was, perhaps, a reversal of custom that the deep-hungering spirit of quest belonged to the one with the greatest love of order, the most pious regard for ritual, who wove into a pattern even his daily tirades of abuse, and that the sprawling blot of chaos, animated by one all-mastering desire for possession, belonged to the practical, the daily person.


  Gant had the passion of the true wanderer, of him who wanders from a fixed point. He needed the order and the dependence of a home—he was intensely a family man: their clustered warmth and strength about him was life. After his punctual morning tirade at Eliza, he went about the rousing of the slumbering children. Comically, he could not endure feeling, in the morning, that he was the only one awake and about.


  His waking cry, delivered by formula, with huge comic gruffness from the foot of the stairs, took this form:


  “Steve! Ben! Grover! Luke! You damned scoundrels: get up! In God’s name, what will become of you! You’ll never amount to anything as long as you live.”


  He would continue to roar at them from below as if they were wakefully attentive above.


  “When I was your age, I had milked four cows, done all the chores, and walked eight miles through the snow by this time.”


  Indeed, when he described his early schooling, he furnished a landscape that was constantly three feet deep in snow, and frozen hard. He seemed never to have attended school save under polar conditions.


  And fifteen minutes later, he would roar again: “You’ll never amount to anything, you good-for-nothing bums! If one side of the wall caved in, you’d roll over to the other.”


  Presently now there would be the rapid thud of feet upstairs, and one by one they would descend, rushing naked into the sitting-room with their clothing bundled in their arms. Before his roaring fire they would dress.


  By breakfast, save for sporadic laments, Gant was in something approaching good humor. They fed hugely: he stoked their plates for them with great slabs of fried steak, grits fried in egg, hot biscuits, jam, fried apples. He departed for his shop about the time the boys, their throats still convulsively swallowing hot food and coffee, rushed from the house at the warning signal of the mellow-tolling final nine-o’clock school bell.


  He returned for lunch—dinner, as they called it—briefly garrulous with the morning’s news; in the evening, as the family gathered in again, he returned, built his great fire, and launched his supreme invective, a ceremony which required a half hour in composition, and another three-quarters, with repetition and additions, in delivery. They dined then quite happily.


  So passed the winter. Eugene was three; they bought him alphabet books, and animal pictures, with rhymed fables below. Gant read them to him indefatigably: in six weeks he knew them all by memory.


  Through the late winter and spring he performed numberless times for the neighbors: holding the book in his hands he pretended to read what he knew by heart. Gant was delighted: he abetted the deception. Every one thought it extraordinary that a child should read so young.


  In the Spring Gant began to drink again; his thirst withered, however, in two or three weeks, and shamefacedly he took up the routine of his life. But Eliza was preparing for a change.


  It was 1904; there was in preparation a great world’s exposition at Saint Louis: it was to be the visual history of civilization, bigger, better, and greater than anything of its kind ever known before. Many of the Altamont people intended to go: Eliza was fascinated at the prospect of combining travel with profit.


  “Do you know what?” she began thoughtfully one night, as she laid down the paper, “I’ve a good notion to pack up and go.”


  “Go? Go where?”


  “To Saint Louis,” she answered. “Why, say—if things work out all right, we might simply pull out and settle down there.” She knew that the suggestion of a total disruption of the established life, a voyage to new lands, a new quest of fortune fascinated him. It had been talked of years before when he had broken his partnership with Will Pentland.


  “What do you intend to do out there? How are the children going to get along?”


  “Why, sir,” she began smugly, pursing her lips thoughtfully, and smiling cunningly, “I’ll simply get me a good big house and drum up a trade among the Altamont people who are going.”


  “Merciful God, Mrs. Gant!” he howled tragically, “you surely wouldn’t do a thing like that. I beg you not to.”


  “Why, pshaw, Mr. Gant, don’t be such a fool. There’s nothing wrong in keeping boarders. Some of the most respectable people in this town do it.” She knew what a tender thing his pride was: he could not bear to be thought incapable of the support of his family—one of his most frequent boasts was that he was “a good provider.” Further, the residence of any one under his roof not of his blood and bone sowed the air about with menace, breached his castle walls. Finally, he had a particular revulsion against lodgers: to earn one’s living by accepting the contempt, the scorn, and the money of what he called “cheap boarders” was an almost unendurable ignominy.


  She knew this but she could not understand his feeling. Not merely to possess property, but to draw income from it was part of the religion of her family, and she surpassed them all by her willingness to rent out a part of her home. She alone, in fact, of all the Pentlands was willing to relinquish the little moated castle of home; the particular secrecy and privacy of their walls she alone did not seem to value greatly. And she was the only one of them that wore a skirt.


  Eugene had been fed from her breast until he was more than three years old: during the winter he was weaned. Something in her stopped; something began.


  She had her way finally. Sometimes she would talk to Gant thoughtfully and persuasively about the World’s Fair venture. Sometimes, during his evening tirades, she would snap back at him using the project as a threat. Just what was to be achieved she did not know. But she felt it was a beginning for her. And she had her way finally.


  Gant succumbed to the lure of new lands. He was to remain at home: if all went well he would come out later. The prospect, too, of release for a time excited him. Something of the old thrill of youth touched him. He was left behind, but the world lurked full of unseen shadows for a lonely man. Daisy was in her last year at school: she stayed with him. But it cost him more than a pang or two to see Helen go. She was almost fourteen.


  In early April, Eliza departed, bearing her excited brood about her, and carrying Eugene in her arms. He was bewildered at this rapid commotion, but he was electric with curiosity and activity.


  The Tarkintons and Duncans streamed in: there were tears and kisses. Mrs. Tarkinton regarded her with some awe. The whole neighborhood was a bit bewildered at this latest turn.


  “Well, well—you never can tell,” said Eliza, smiling tearfully and enjoying the sensation she had provided. “If things go well we may settle down out there.”


  “You’ll come back,” said Mrs. Tarkinton with cheerful loyalty. “There’s no place like Altamont.”


  They went to the station in the street-car: Ben and Grover gleefully sat together, guarding a big luncheon hamper. Helen clutched nervously a bundle of packages. Eliza glanced sharply at her long straight legs and thought of the half-fare.


  “Say,” she began, laughing indefinitely behind her hand, and nudging Gant, “she’ll have to scrooch up, won’t she? They’ll think you’re mighty big to be under twelve,” she went on, addressing the girl directly.


  Helen stirred nervously.


  “We shouldn’t have done that,” Gant muttered.


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza, “No one will ever notice her.”


  He saw them into the train, disposed comfortably by the solicitous Pullman porter.


  “Keep your eye on them, George,” he said, and gave the man a coin. Eliza eyed it jealously.


  He kissed them all roughly with his mustache, but he patted his little girl’s bony shoulders with his great hand, and hugged her to him. Something stabbed sharply in Eliza.


  They had an awkward moment. The strangeness, the absurdity of the whole project, and the monstrous fumbling of all life, held them speechless.


  “Well,” he began, “I reckon you know what you’re doing.”


  “Well, I tell you,” she said, pursing her lips, and looking out the window, “you don’t know what may come out of this.”


  He was vaguely appeased. The train jerked, and moved off slowly. He kissed her clumsily.


  “Let me know as soon as you get there,” he said, and he strode swiftly down the aisle.


  “Good-by, good-by,” cried Eliza, waving Eugene’s small hand at the long figure on the platform. “Children,” she said, “wave good-by to your papa.” They all crowded to the window. Eliza wept.


  Eugene watched the sun wane and redden on a rocky river, and on the painted rocks of Tennessee gorges: the enchanted river wound into his child’s mind forever. Years later, it was to be remembered in dreams tenanted with elvish and mysterious beauty. Stilled in great wonder, he went to sleep to the rhythmical pounding of the heavy wheels.


  They lived in a white house on the corner. There was a small plot of lawn in front, and a narrow strip on the side next to the pavement. He realized vaguely that it was far from the great central web and roar of the city—he thought he heard some one say four or five miles. Where was the river?


  Two little boys, twins, with straight very blond heads, and thin, mean faces, raced up and down the sidewalk before the house incessantly on tricycles. They wore white sailor-suits, with blue collars, and he hated them very much. He felt vaguely that their father was a bad man who had fallen down an elevator shaft, breaking his legs.


  The house had a back yard, completely enclosed by a red board fence. At the end was a red barn. Years later, Steve, returning home, said: “That section’s all built up out there now.” Where?


  One day in the hot barren back yard, two cots and mattresses had been set up for airing. He lay upon one luxuriously, breathing the hot mattress, and drawing his small legs up lazily. Luke lay upon the other. They were eating peaches.


  A fly grew sticky on Eugene’s peach. He swallowed it. Luke howled with laughter.


  “Swallowed a fly! Swallowed a fly!”


  He grew violently sick, vomited, and was unable to eat for some time. He wondered why he had swallowed the fly when he had seen it all the time.


  The summer came down blazing hot. Gant arrived for a few days, bringing Daisy with him. One night they drank beer at the Delmar Gardens. In the hot air, at a little table, he gazed thirstily at the beaded foaming stein: he would thrust his face, he thought, in that chill foam and drink deep of happiness. Eliza gave him a taste; they all shrieked at his bitter surprised face.


  Years later he remembered Gant, his mustache flecked with foam, quaffing mightily at the glass: the magnificent gusto, the beautiful thirst inspired in him the desire for emulation, and he wondered if all beer were bitter, if there were not a period of initiation into the pleasures of this great beverage.


  Faces from the old half-forgotten world floated in from time to time. Some of the Altamont people came and stayed at Eliza’s house. One day, with sudden recollective horror he looked up into the brutal shaven face of Jim Lyda. He was the Altamont sheriff; he lived at the foot of the hill below Gant. Once, when Eugene was past two, Eliza had gone to Piedmont as witness in a trial. She was away two days; he was left in care of Mrs. Lyda. He had never forgotten Lyda’s playful cruelty the first night.


  Now, one day, this monster appeared again, by devilish sleight, and Eugene looked up into the heavy evil of his face. Eugene saw Eliza standing near Jim; and as the terror in the small face grew, Jim made as if to put his hand violently upon her. At his cry of rage and fear, they both laughed: for a blind moment or two Eugene for the first time hated her: he was mad, impotent with jealousy and fear.


  At night the boys, Steve, Ben, and Grover, who had been sent out at once to seek employment by Eliza, returned from the Fair Grounds, chattering with the lively excitement of the day’s bustle. Sniggering furtively, they talked suggestively about the Hoochy-Koochy: Eugene understood it was a dance. Steve hummed a monotonous, suggestive tune, and writhed sensually. They sang a song; the plaintive distant music haunted him. He learned it:


  
    “Meet me in Saint—Lou—iss, loo—ee,


    Meet me at the Fair,


    If you see the boys and girlies,


    Tell them I’ll be there.


    We will dance the Hoochy-Koochy—”

  


  and so on.


  Sometimes, lying on a sunny quilt, Eugene grew conscious of a gentle peering face, a soft caressing voice, unlike any of the others in kind and quality, a tender olive skin, black hair, sloeblack eyes, exquisite, rather sad, kindliness. He nuzzled his soft face next to Eugene’s, fondled and embraced him. On his brown neck he was birth-marked with a raspberry: Eugene touched it again and again with wonder. This was Grover—the gentlest and saddest of the boys.


  Eliza sometimes allowed them to take him on excursions. Once, they made a voyage on a river steamer: he went below and from the side-openings looked closely upon the powerful yellow snake, coiling slowly and resistlessly past.


  The boys worked on the Fair Grounds. They were call-boys at a place called the Inside Inn. The name charmed him: it flashed constantly through his brain. Sometimes his sisters, sometimes Eliza, sometimes the boys pulled him through the milling jungle of noise and figures, past the rich opulence and variety of the life of the Fair. He was drugged in fantasy as they passed the East India tea-house, and as he saw tall turbaned men who walked about within and caught for the first time, so that he never forgot, the slow incense of the East. Once in a huge building roaring with sound, he was rooted before a mighty locomotive, the greatest monster he had ever seen, whose wheels spun terrifically in grooves, whose blazing furnaces, raining hot red coals into the pit beneath, were fed incessantly by two grimed fire-painted stokers. The scene burned in his brain like some huge splendor out of Hell: he was appalled and fascinated by it.


  Again, he stood at the edge of the slow, terrific orbit of the Ferris Wheel, reeled down the blaring confusion of the midway, felt his staggering mind converge helplessly into all the mad phantasmagoria of the carnival; he heard Luke’s wild story of the snake-eater, and shrieked in agony when they threatened to take him in.


  Once Daisy, yielding to the furtive cat-cruelty below her mild placidity, took him with her through the insane horrors of the scenic railway; they plunged bottomlessly from light into roaring blackness, and as his first yell ceased with a slackening of the car, rolled gently into a monstrous lighted gloom peopled with huge, painted grotesques, the red maws of fiendish heads, the cunning appearances of death, nightmare, and madness. His unprepared mind was unrooted by insane fear: the car rolled downward from one lighted cavern to another, and as his heart withered to a pea, he heard from the people about him loud gusty laughter, in which his sister joined. His mind, just emerging from the unreal wilderness of childish fancy, gave way completely in this Fair, and he was paralyzed by the conviction, which often returned to him in later years, that his life was a fabulous nightmare and that, by cunning and conspirate artifice, he had surrendered all his hope, belief, and confidence to the lewd torture of demons masked in human flesh. Half-sensible, and purple with gasping terror, he came out finally into the warm and practical sunlight.


  His last remembrance of the Fair came from a night in early autumn: with Daisy again he sat upon the driver’s seat of a motor bus, listening for the first time to the wonder of its labored chugging, as they rolled, through ploughing sheets of rain, around the gleaming roads, and by the Cascades, pouring their water down before a white building jewelled with ten thousand lights.


  The summer had passed. There was the rustling of autumn winds, a whispering breath of departed revelry: carnival was almost done.


  And now the house grew very still: he saw his mother very little, he did not leave the house, he was in the care of his sisters, and he was constantly admonished to silence.


  One day Gant came back a second time. Grover was down with typhoid.


  “He said he ate a pear at the Fair grounds,” Eliza repeated the story for the hundredth time. “He came home and complained of feeling sick. I put my hand on his head and he was burning up. ‘Why, child,’ I said, ‘what on earth——?’”


  Her black eyes brightened in her white face: she was afraid. She pursed her lips and spoke hopefully.


  “Hello, son,” said Gant, casually entering the room; his heart shrivelled as he saw the boy.


  Eliza pursed her lips more and more thoughtfully after each visit the doctor made; she seized every spare crumb of encouragement and magnified it, but her heart was sick. Then one night, tearing away the mask suddenly, she came swiftly from the boy’s room.


  “Mr. Gant,” she said in a whisper, pursing her lips. She shook her white face at him silently as if unable to speak. Then, rapidly, she concluded: “He’s gone, he’s gone, he’s gone!”


  Eugene was deep in midnight slumber. Some one shook him, loosening him slowly from his drowsiness. Presently he found himself in the arms of Helen, who sat on the bed holding him, her morbid stricken little face fastened on him. She spoke to him distinctly and slowly in a subdued voice, charged somehow with a terrible eagerness:


  “Do you want to see Grover?” she whispered. “He’s on the cooling board.”


  He wondered what a cooling board was; the house was full of menace. She bore him out into the dimly lighted hall, and carried him to the rooms at the front of the house. Behind the door he heard low voices. Quietly she opened it; the light blazed brightly on the bed. Eugene looked, horror swarmed like poison through his blood. Behind the little wasted shell that lay there he remembered suddenly the warm brown face, the soft eyes, that once had peered down at him: like one who has been mad, and suddenly recovers reason, he remembered that forgotten face he had not seen in weeks, that strange bright loneliness that would not return. O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again.


  Eliza sat heavily on a chair, her face bent sideways on her rested hand. She was weeping, her face contorted by the comical and ugly grimace that is far more terrible than any quiet beatitude of sorrow. Gant comforted her awkwardly but, looking at the boy from time to time, he went out into the hall and cast his arms forth in agony, in bewilderment.


  The undertakers put the body in a basket and took it away.


  “He was just twelve years and twenty days old,” said Eliza over and over, and this fact seemed to trouble her more than any other.


  “You children go and get some sleep now,” she commanded suddenly and, as she spoke, her eye fell on Ben who stood puzzled and scowling, gazing in with his curious old-man’s look. She thought of the severance of the twins; they had entered life within twenty minutes of each other; her heart was gripped with pity at the thought of the boy’s loneliness. She wept anew. The children went to bed. For some time Eliza and Gant continued to sit alone in the room. Gant leaned his face in his powerful hands. “The best boy I had,” he muttered. “By God, he was the best of the lot.”


  And in the ticking silence they recalled him, and in the heart of each was fear and remorse, because he had been a quiet boy, and there were many, and he had gone unnoticed.


  “I’ll never be able to forget his birthmark,” Eliza whispered, “Never, never.”


  Then presently each thought of the other; they felt suddenly the horror and strangeness of their surroundings. They thought of the vine-wound house in the distant mountains, of the roaring fires, the tumult, the cursing, the pain, of their blind and tangled lives, and of blundering destiny which brought them here now in this distant place, with death, after the carnival’s close.


  Eliza wondered why she had come: she sought back through the hot and desperate mazes for the answer:


  “If I had known,” she began presently, “if I had known how it would turn out——”


  “Never mind,” he said, and he stroked her awkwardly. “By God!” he added dumbly after a moment. “It’s pretty strange when you come to think about it.”


  And as they sat there more quietly now, swarming pity rose in them—not for themselves, but for each other, and for the waste, the confusion, the groping accident of life.


  Gant thought briefly of his four and fifty years, his vanished youth, his diminishing strength, the ugliness and badness of so much of it; and he had the very quiet despair of a man who knows the forged chain may not be unlinked, the threaded design unwound, the done undone.


  “If I had known. If I had known,” said Eliza. And then: “I’m sorry.” But he knew that her sorrow at that moment was not for him or for herself, or even for the boy whom idiot chance had thrust in the way of pestilence, but that, with a sudden inner flaming of her clairvoyant Scotch soul, she had looked cleanly, without pretense for the first time, upon the inexorable tides of Necessity, and that she was sorry for all who had lived, were living, or would live, fanning with their prayers the useless altar flames, suppliant with their hopes to an unwitting spirit, casting the tiny rockets of their belief against remote eternity, and hoping for grace, guidance, and delivery upon the spinning and forgotten cinder of this earth. O lost.


  They went home immediately. At every station Gant and Eliza made restless expeditions to the baggage-car. It was gray autumnal November: the mountain forests were quilted with dry brown leaves. They blew about the streets of Altamont, they were deep in lane and gutter, they scampered dryly along before the wind.


  The car ground noisily around the curve at the hill-top. The Gants descended: the body had already been sent on from the station. As Eliza came slowly down the hill, Mrs. Tarkinton ran from her house sobbing. Her eldest daughter had died a month before. The two women gave loud cries as they saw each other, and rushed together.


  In Gant’s parlor, the coffin had already been placed on trestles, the neighbors, funeral-faced and whispering, were assembled to greet them. That was all.


  [¬]
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  The death of Grover gave Eliza the most terrible wound of her life: her courage was snapped, her slow but powerful adventure toward freedom was abruptly stopped. Her flesh seemed to turn rotten when she thought of the distant city and the Fair: she was appalled before the hidden adversary who had struck her down.


  With her desperate sadness she encysted herself within her house and her family, reclaimed that life she had been ready to renounce, lived laborious days and tried to drink, in toil, oblivion. But the dark lost face gleamed like a sudden and impalpable faun within the thickets of memory: she thought of the mark on his brown neck and wept.


  During the grim winter the shadows lifted slowly. Gant brought back the roaring fires, the groaning succulent table, the lavish and explosive ritual of the daily life. The old gusto surged back in their lives.


  And, as the winter waned, the interspersed darkness in Eugene’s brain was lifted slowly, days, weeks, months began to emerge in consecutive brightness; his mind came from the confusion of the Fair: life opened practically.


  Secure and conscious now in the guarded and sufficient strength of home, he lay with well-lined belly before the roasting vitality of the fire, poring insatiably over great volumes in the bookcase, exulting in the musty odor of the leaves, and in the pungent smell of their hot hides. The books he delighted in most were three huge calf-skin volumes called Ridpath’s History of the World. Their numberless pages were illustrated with hundreds of drawings, engravings, wood-cuts: he followed the progression of the centuries pictorially before he could read. The pictures of battle delighted him most of all. Exulting in the howl of the beaten wind about the house, the thunder of great trees, he committed himself to the dark storm, releasing the mad devil’s hunger all men have in them, which lusts for darkness, the wind, and incalculable speed. The past unrolled to him in separate and enormous visions; he built unending legends upon the pictures of the kings of Egypt, charioted swiftly by soaring horses, and something infinitely old and recollective seemed to awaken in him as he looked on fabulous monsters, the twined beards and huge beast-bodies of Assyrian kings, the walls of Babylon. His brain swarmed with pictures—Cyrus directing the charge, the spear-forest of the Macedonian phalanx, the splintered oars, the numberless huddle of the ships at Salamis, the feasts of Alexander, the terrific melee of the knights, the shattered lances, the axe and the sword, the massed pikemen, the beleaguered walls, the scaling ladders heavy with climbing men hurled backward, the Swiss who flung his body on the lances, the press of horse and foot, the gloomy forests of Gaul and Cæsarean conquests. Gant sat farther away, behind him, swinging violently back and forth in a stout rocker, spitting clean and powerful spurts of tobacco-juice over his son’s head into the hissing fire.


  Or again, Gant would read to him with sonorous and florid rhetoric passages from Shakespeare, among which he heard most often Marc Antony’s funeral oration, Hamlet’s soliloquy, the banquet scene in Macbeth, and the scene between Desdemona and Othello before he strangles her. Or, he would recite or read poetry, for which he had a capacious and retentive memory. His favorites were: “O why should the spirit of mortal be proud” (“Lincoln’s favorite poem,” he was fond of saying); “‘We are lost,’ the captain shouted, As he staggered down the stairs”; “I remember, I remember, the house where I was born”; “Ninety and nine with their captain, Rode on the enemy’s track, Rode in the gray light of morning, Nine of the ninety came back”; “The boy stood on the burning deck”; and “Half a league, half a league, half a league onward.”


  Sometimes he would get Helen to recite “Still sits the schoolhouse by the road, a ragged beggar sunning; Around it still the sumachs grow, and blackberry vines are running.”


  And when she had told how grasses had been growing over the girl’s head for forty years, and how the gray-haired man had found in life’s harsh school how few hated to go above him, because, you see, they love him, Gant would sigh heavily, and say with a shake of his head:


  “Ah me! There was never a truer word spoken than that.”


  The family was at the very core and ripeness of its life together. Gant lavished upon it his abuse, his affection, and his prodigal provisioning. They came to look forward eagerly to his entrance, for he brought with him the great gusto of living, of ritual. They would watch him in the evening as he turned the corner below with eager strides, follow carefully the processional of his movements from the time he flung his provisions upon the kitchen table to the re-kindling of his fire, with which he was always at odds when he entered, and on to which he poured wood, coal and kerosene lavishly. This done, he would remove his coat and wash himself at the basin vigorously, rubbing his great hands across his shaven, tough-bearded face with the cleansing and male sound of sand-paper. Then he would thrust his body against the door jamb and scratch his back energetically by moving it violently to and fro. This done, he would empty another half can of kerosene on the howling flame, lunging savagely at it, and muttering to himself.


  Then, biting off a good hunk of powerful apple tobacco, which lay ready to his use on the mantel, he would pace back and forth across his room fiercely, oblivious of his grinning family who followed these ceremonies with exultant excitement, as he composed his tirade. Finally, he would burst in on Eliza in the kitchen, plunging to the heart of denunciation with a mad howl.


  His turbulent and undisciplined rhetoric had acquired, by the regular convention of its usage, something of the movement and directness of classical epithet: his similes were preposterous, created really in a spirit of vulgar mirth, and the great comic intelligence that was in the family—down to the youngest—was shaken daily by it. The children grew to await his return in the evening with a kind of exhilaration. Indeed, Eliza herself, healing slowly and painfully her great hurt, got a certain stimulation from it; but there was still in her a fear of the periods of drunkenness, and latently, a stubborn and unforgiving recollection of the past.


  But, during that winter, as death, assaulted by the quick and healing gaiety of children, those absolute little gods of the moment, lifted itself slowly out of their hearts, something like hopefulness returned to her. They were a life unto themselves—how lonely they were they did not know, but they were known to every one and friended by almost no one. Their status was singular—if they could have been distinguished by caste, they would probably have been called middle-class, but the Duncans, the Tarkintons, all their neighbors, and all their acquaintances throughout the town, never drew in to them, never came into the strange rich color of their lives, because they had twisted the design of all orderly life, because there was in them a mad, original, disturbing quality which they did not suspect. And companionship with the elect—those like the Hilliards—was equally impossible, even if they had had the gift or the desire for it. But they hadn’t.


  Gant was a great man, and not a singular one, because singularity does not hold life in unyielding devotion to it.


  As he stormed through the house, unleashing his gathered bolts, the children followed him joyously, shrieking exultantly as he told Eliza he had first seen her “wriggling around the corner like a snake on her belly,” or, as coming in from freezing weather he had charged her and all the Pentlands with malevolent domination of the elements.


  “We will freeze,” he yelled, “we will freeze in this hellish, damnable, cruel and God-forsaken climate. Does Brother Will care? Does Brother Jim care? Did the Old Hog, your miserable old father, care? Merciful God! I have fallen into the hands of fiends incarnate, more savage, more cruel, more abominable than the beasts of the field. Hellhounds that they are, they will sit by and gloat at my agony until I am done to death.”


  He paced rapidly about the adjacent wash-room for a moment, muttering to himself, while grinning Luke stood watchfully near.


  “But they can eat!” he shouted, plunging suddenly at the kitchen door. “They can eat—when some one else will feed them. I shall never forget the Old Hog as long as I live. Cr-unch, Cr-unch, Cr-unch,”—they were all exploded with laughter as his face assumed an expression of insane gluttony, and as he continued, in a slow, whining voice intended to represent the speech of the late Major: “‘Eliza, if you don’t mind I’ll have some more of that chicken,’ when the old scoundrel had shovelled it down his throat so fast we had to carry him away from the table.”


  As his denunciation reached some high extravagance the boys would squeal with laughter, and Gant, inwardly tickled, would glance around slyly with a faint grin bending the corners of his thin mouth. Eliza herself would laugh shortly, and then exclaim roughly: “Get out of here! I’ve had enough of your goings-on for one night.”


  Sometimes, on these occasions, his good humor grew so victorious that he would attempt clumsily to fondle her, putting one arm stiffly around her waist, while she bridled, became confused, and half-attempted to escape, saying: “Get away! Get away from me! It’s too late for that now.” Her white embarrassed smile was at once painful and comic: tears pressed closely behind it. At these rare, unnatural exhibitions of affection, the children laughed with constraint, fidgeted restlessly, and said: “Aw, papa, don’t.”


  Eugene, when he first noticed an occurrence of this sort, was getting on to his fifth year: shame gathered in him in tangled clots, aching in his throat; he twisted his neck about convulsively, smiling desperately as he did later when he saw poor buffoons or mawkish scenes in the theatre. And he was never after able to see them touch each other with affection, without the same inchoate and choking humiliation: they were so used to the curse, the clamor, and the roughness, that any variation into tenderness came as a cruel affectation.


  But as the slow months, gummed with sorrow, dropped more clearly, the powerful germinal instinct for property and freedom began to reawaken in Eliza, and the ancient submerged struggle between their natures began again. The children were growing up—Eugene had found playmates—Harry Tarkinton and Max Isaacs. Her sex was a fading coal.


  Season by season, there began again the old strife of ownership and taxes. Returning home, with the tax-collector’s report in his hand, Gant would be genuinely frantic with rage.


  “In the name of God, Woman, what are we coming to? Before another year we’ll all go to the poorhouse. Ah, Lord! I see very well where it will all end. I’ll go to the wall, every penny we’ve got will go into the pockets of those accursed swindlers, and the rest will come under the sheriff’s hammer. I curse the day I was ever fool enough to buy the first stick. Mark my words, we’ll be living in soup-kitchens before this fearful, this awful, this hellish and damnable winter is finished.”


  She would purse her lips thoughtfully as she went over the list, while he looked at her with a face of strained agony.


  “Yes, it does look pretty bad,” she would remark. And then: “It’s a pity you didn’t listen to me last summer, Mr. Gant, when we had a chance of trading in that worthless old Owenby place for those two houses on Carter Street. We could have been getting forty dollars a month rent on them ever since.”


  “I never want to own another foot of land as long as I live,” he yelled. “It’s kept me a poor man all my life, and when I die they’ll have to give me six feet of earth in Pauper’s Field.” And he would grow broodingly philosophic, speaking of the vanity of human effort, the last resting-place in earth of rich and poor, the significant fact that we could “take none of it with us,” ending perhaps with “Ah me! It all comes to the same in the end, anyway.”


  Or, he would quote a few stanzas of Gray’s Elegy, using that encyclopædia of stock melancholy with rather indefinite application:


  
    “—Await alike th’ inevitable hour,


    The paths of glory lead but to the grave.”

  


  But Eliza sat grimly on what they had.


  Gant, for all his hatred of land ownership, was proud of living under his own shelter, and indeed proud in the possession of anything that was sanctified by his usage, and that gave him comfort. He would have liked ready and unencumbered affluence—the possession of huge sums of money in the bank and in his pocket, the freedom to travel grandly, to go before the world spaciously. He liked to carry large sums of money in his pocket, a practice of which Eliza disapproved, and for which she reprimanded him frequently. Once or twice, when he was drunk, he had been robbed: he would brandish a roll of bills about under the stimulation of whisky, and dispense large sums to his children—ten, twenty, fifty dollars to each, with maudlin injunctions to “take it all! Take it all, God damn it!” But next day he was equally assiduous in his demands for its return: Helen usually collected it from the sometimes unwilling fingers of the boys. She would give it to him next day. She was fifteen or sixteen years old, and almost six feet high: a tall thin girl, with large hands and feet, big-boned, generous features, behind which the hysteria of constant excitement lurked.


  The bond between the girl and her father grew stronger every day: she was nervous, intense, irritable, and abusive as he was. She adored him. He had begun to suspect that this devotion, and his own response to it, was a cause more and more of annoyance to Eliza, and he was inclined to exaggerate and emphasize it, particularly when he was drunk, when his furious distaste for his wife, his obscene complaint against her, was crudely balanced by his maudlin docility to the girl.


  And Eliza’s hurt was deeper because she knew that just at this time, when her slightest movement goaded him, did what was most rawly essential in him reveal itself. She was forced to keep out of his way, lock herself in her room, while her young daughter victoriously subdued him.


  The friction between Helen and Eliza was often acute: they spoke sharply and curtly to each other, and were painfully aware of the other’s presence in cramped quarters. And, in addition to the unspoken rivalry over Gant, the girl was in the same way, equally, rasped by the temperamental difference of Eliza—driven to fury at times by her slow, mouth-pursing speech, her placidity, the intonations of her voice, the deep abiding patience of her nature.


  They fed stupendously. Eugene began to observe the food and the seasons. In the autumn, they barrelled huge frosty apples in the cellar. Gant bought whole hogs from the butcher, returning home early to salt them, wearing a long work-apron, and rolling his sleeves half up his lean hairy arms. Smoked bacons hung in the pantry, the great bins were full of flour, the dark recessed shelves groaned with preserved cherries, peaches, plums, quinces, apples, pears. All that he touched waxed in rich pungent life: his Spring gardens, wrought in the black wet earth below the fruit trees, flourished in huge crinkled lettuces that wrenched cleanly from the loamy soil with small black clots stuck to their crisp stocks; fat red radishes; heavy tomatoes. The rich plums lay bursted on the grass; his huge cherry trees oozed with heavy gum jewels; his apple trees bent with thick green clusters. The earth was spermy for him like a big woman.


  Spring was full of cool dewy mornings, spurting winds, and storms of intoxicating blossoms, and in this enchantment Eugene first felt the mixed lonely ache and promise of the seasons.


  In the morning they rose in a house pungent with breakfast cookery, and they sat at a smoking table loaded with brains and eggs, ham, hot biscuit, fried apples seething in their gummed syrups, honey, golden butter, fried steak, scalding coffee. Or there were stacked batter-cakes, rum-colored molasses, fragrant brown sausages, a bowl of wet cherries, plums, fat juicy bacon, jam. At the mid-day meal, they ate heavily: a huge hot roast of beef, fat buttered lima-beans, tender corn smoking on the cob, thick red slabs of sliced tomatoes, rough savory spinach, hot yellow corn-bread, flaky biscuits, a deep-dish peach and apple cobbler spiced with cinnamon, tender cabbage, deep glass dishes piled with preserved fruits—cherries, pears, peaches. At night they might eat fried steak, hot squares of grits fried in egg and butter, pork-chops, fish, young fried chicken.


  For the Thanksgiving and Christmas feasts four heavy turkeys were bought and fattened for weeks: Eugene fed them with cans of shelled corn several times a day, but he could not bear to be present at their executions, because by that time their cheerful excited gobbles made echoes in his heart. Eliza baked for weeks in advance: the whole energy of the family focussed upon the great ritual of the feast. A day or two before, the auxiliary dainties arrived in piled grocer’s boxes—the magic of strange foods and fruits was added to familiar fare: there were glossed sticky dates, cold rich figs, cramped belly to belly in small boxes, dusty raisins, mixed nuts—the almond, pecan, the meaty nigger-toe, the walnut, sacks of assorted candies, piles of yellow Florida oranges, tangerines, sharp, acrid, nostalgic odors.


  Seated before a roast or a fowl, Gant began a heavy clangor on his steel and carving knife, distributing thereafter Gargantuan portions to each plate. Eugene feasted from a high chair by his father’s side, filled his distending belly until it was drum-tight, and was permitted to stop eating by his watchful sire only when his stomach was impregnable to the heavy prod of Gant’s big finger.


  “There’s a soft place there,” he would roar, and he would cover the scoured plate of his infant son with another heavy slab of beef. That their machinery withstood this hammer-handed treatment was a tribute to their vitality and Eliza’s cookery.


  Gant ate ravenously and without caution. He was immoderately fond of fish, and he invariably choked upon a bone while eating it. This happened hundreds of times, but each time he would look up suddenly with a howl of agony and terror, groaning and crying out strongly while a half-dozen hands pounded violently on his back.


  “Merciful God!” he would gasp finally, “I thought I was done for that time.”


  “I’ll vow, Mr. Gant,” Eliza was vexed. “Why on earth don’t you watch what you’re doing? If you didn’t eat so fast you wouldn’t always get choked.”


  The children, staring, but relieved, settled slowly back in their places.


  He had a Dutch love of abundance: again and again he described, [described] the great stored barns, the groaning plenty of the Pennsylvanians.


  On his journey to California, he had been charmed in New Orleans by the cheapness and profusion of tropical fruits: a peddler offered him a great bunch of bananas for twenty-five cents, and Gant had taken them at once, wondering desperately later, as they moved across the continent, why, and what he was going to do with them.


  [¬]
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  This journey to California was Gant’s last great voyage. He made it two years after Eliza’s return from St. Louis, when he was fifty-six years old. In the great frame was already stirring the chemistry of pain and death. Unspoken and undefined there was in him the knowledge that he was at length caught in the trap of life and fixity, that he was being borne under in this struggle against the terrible will that wanted to own the earth more than to explore it. This was the final flare of the old hunger that had once darkened in the small gray eyes, leading a boy into new lands and toward the soft stone smile of an angel.


  And he returned from nine thousand miles of wandering, to the bleak bare prison of the hills on a gray day late in winter.


  In the more than eight thousand days and nights of this life with Eliza, how often had he been wakefully, soberly and peripatetically conscious of the world outside him between the hours of one and five A.M.? Wholly, for not more than nineteen nights—one for the birth of Leslie, Eliza’s first daughter; one for her death twenty-six months later, cholera infantis; one for the death of Major Tom Pentland, Eliza’s father, in May, 1902; one for the birth of Luke; one, on the train westbound to Saint Louis, en route to Grover’s death; one for the death in the Playhouse (1893) of Uncle Thaddeus Evans, an aged and devoted negro; one, with Eliza, in the month of March, 1897, as deathwatch to the corpse of old Major Isaacs; three at the end of the month of July, 1897, when it was thought that Eliza, withered to a white sheeting of skin upon a bone frame, must die of typhoid; again in early April, 1903, for Luke, typhoid death near; one for the death of Greeley Pentland, aged twenty-six, congenial scrofulous tubercular, violinist, Pentlandian punster, petty check-forger, and six weeks’ jailbird; three nights, from the eleventh to the fourteenth of January, 1905, by the rheumatic crucifixion of his right side, participant in his own grief, accuser of himself and his God; once in February, 1896, as deathwatch to the remains of Sandy Duncan, aged eleven; once in September, 1895, penitentially alert and shamefast in the City “calaboose”; in a room of the Keeley Institute at Piedmont, North Carolina, June 7, 1896; on March 17, 1906, between Knoxville, Tennessee, and Altamont, at the conclusion of a seven weeks’ journey to California.


  How looked the home-earth then to Gant the Far-Wanderer? Light crept grayly, melting on the rocky river, the engine smoke streaked out on dawn like a cold breath, the hills were big, but nearer, nearer than he thought. And Altamont lay gray and withered in the hills, a bleak mean wintry dot. He stepped carefully down in squalid Toytown, noting that everything was low, near, and shrunken as he made his Gulliverian entry. He had a roof-and-gulley high conviction; with careful tucked-in elbows he weighted down the heated Toytown street-car, staring painfully at the dirty pasteboard pebbledash of the Pisgah Hotel, the brick and board cheap warehouses of Depot Street, the rusty clapboard flimsiness of the Florence (Railway Men’s) Hotel, quaking with beef-fed harlotry.


  So small, so small, so small, he thought. I never believed it. Even the hills here. I’ll soon be sixty.


  His sallow face, thin-flanked, was hang-dog and afraid. He stared wistful-sullenly down at the rattan seat as the car screeched round into the switch at the cut and stopped; the motorman, smoke-throated, slid the door back and entered with his handle. He closed the door and sat down yawning.


  “Where you been, Mr. Gant?”


  “California,” said Gant.


  “Thought I hadn’t seen you,” said the motorman.


  There was a warm electric smell and one of hot burnt steel.


  But two months dead! But two months dead! Ah, Lord! So it’s come to this. Merciful God, this fearful, awful, and damnable climate. Death, death! Is it too late? A land of life, a flower land. How clear the green clear sea was. And all the fishes swimming there. Santa Catalina. Those in the East should always go West. How came I here? Down, down—always down, did I know where? Baltimore, Sydney—In God’s name, why? The little boat glass-bottomed, so you could look down. She lifted up her skirts as she stepped down. Where now? A pair of pippins.


  “Jim Bowles died while you were gone, I reckon,” said the motorman.


  “What!” howled Gant. “Merciful God!” he clucked mournfully downward. “What did he die of?” he asked.


  “Pneumonia,” said the motorman. “He was dead four days after he was took down.”


  “Why, he was a big healthy man in the prime of life,” said Gant. “I was talking to him the day before I went away,” he lied, convincing himself permanently that this was true. “He looked as if he had never known a day’s sickness in his life.”


  “He went home one Friday night with a chill,” said the motorman, “and the next Tuesday he was gone.”


  There was a crescent humming on the rails. With his thick glove finger he pushed away a clearing in the window-coated ice scurf and looked smokily out on the raw red cut-bank. The other car appeared abruptly at the end of the cut and curved with a skreeking jerk into the switch.


  “No, sir,” said the motorman, sliding back the door, “you never know who’ll go next. Here to-day and gone to-morrow. Hit gits the big ’uns first sometimes.”


  He closed the door behind him and jerkily opened three notches of juice. The car ground briskly off like a wound toy.


  In the prime of life, thought Gant. Myself like that some day. No, for others. Mother almost eighty-six. Eats like a horse, Augusta wrote. Must send her twenty dollars. Now in the cold clay, frozen. Keep till Spring. Rain, rot, rain. Who got the job? Brock or Saul Gudger? Bread out of my mouth. Do me to death—the stranger. Georgia marble, sandstone base, forty dollars.


  
    “A gracious friend from us is gone,


    A voice we loved is fled,


    But faith and memory lead us on:


    He lives; he is not dead.”

  


  Four cents a letter. Little enough, God knows, for the work you do. My letters the best. Could have been a writer. Like to draw too. And all of mine! I would have heard if anything—he would have told me. I’ll never go that way. All right above the waist. If anything happens it will be down below. Eaten away. Whisky holes through all your guts. Pictures in Cardiac’s office of man with cancer. But several doctors have to agree on it. Criminal offense if they don’t. But, if worst comes to worst—all that’s outside. Get it before it gets up in you. Still live. Old man Haight had a flap in his belly. Ladled it out in a cup. McGuire—damned butcher. But he can do anything. Cut off a piece here, sew it on there. Made the Hominy man a nose with a piece of shinbone. Couldn’t tell it. Ought to be possible. Cut all the strings, tie them up again. While you wait. Sort of job for McGuire—rough and ready. They’ll do it some day. After I’m gone. Things standing thus, unknown—but kill you maybe. Bull’s too big. Soon now the Spring. You’d die. Not big enough. All bloody in her brain. Full filling fountains of bull-milk. Jupiter and what’s-her-name.


  But westward now he caught a glimpse of Pisgah and the western range. It was more spacious there. The hills climbed sunward to the sun. There was width to the eye, a smoking sun-hazed amplitude, the world convoluting and opening into the world, hill and plain, into the west. The West for desire, the East for home. To the east the short near mile-away hills reeked protectively above the town. Birdseye, Sunset. A straight plume of smoke coiled thickly from Judge Buck Sevier’s smut-white clapboard residence on the decent side of Pisgah Avenue, thin smoke-wisps rose from the nigger shacks in the ravine below. Breakfast. Fried brains and eggs with streaky rashers of limp bacon. Wake, wake, wake, you mountain grills! Sleeps she yet, wrapped dirtily in three old wrappers in stale, airless yellow-shaded cold. The chapped hands sick-sweet glycerined. Gum-headed bottles, hairpins, and the bits of string. No one may enter now. Ashamed.


  A paper-carrier, number 7, finished his route on the corner of Vine Street, as the car stopped, turned eastwards now from Pisgah Avenue toward the town core. The boy folded, bent, and flattened the fresh sheets deftly, throwing the block angularly thirty yards upon the porch of Shields the jeweller; it struck the boarding and bounded back with a fresh plop. Then he walked off with fatigued relief into time toward the twentieth century, feeling gratefully the ghost-kiss of absent weight upon his now free but still leaning right shoulder.


  About fourteen, thought Gant. That would be Spring of 1864. The mule camp at Harrisburg. Thirty a month and keep. Men stank worse than mules. I was in third bunk on top. Gil in second. Keep your damned dirty hoof out of my mouth. It’s bigger than a mule’s. That was the man. If it ever lands on you, you bastard, you’ll think it is a mule’s, said Gil. Then they had it. Mother made us go. Big enough to work, she said. Born at the heart of the world, why here? Twelve miles from Gettysburg. Out of the South they came. Stove-pipe hats they had stolen. No shoes. Give me a drink, son. That was Fitzhugh Lee. After the third day we went over. Devil’s Den. Cemetery Ridge. Stinking piles of arms and legs. Some of it done with meat-saws. Is the land richer now? The great barns bigger than the houses. Big eaters, all of us. I hid the cattle in the thicket. Belle Boyd, the Beautiful Rebel Spy. Sentenced to be shot four times. Took the despatches from his pocket while they danced. Probably a little chippie.


  Hog-chitlins and hot cracklin’ bread. Must get some. The whole hog or none. Always been a good provider. Little I ever had done for me.


  The car still climbing, mounted the flimsy cheap-boarded brown-gray smuttiness of Skyland Avenue.


  America’s Switzerland. The Beautiful Land of the Sky. Jesus God! Old Bowman said he’ll be a rich man some day. Built up all the way to Pasadena. Come on out. Too late now. Think he was in love with her. No matter. Too old. Wants her out there. No fool like—White bellies of the fish. A spring somewhere to wash me through. Clean as a baby once more. New Orleans, the night Jim Corbett knocked out John L. Sullivan. The man who tried to rob me. My clothes and my watch. Five blocks down Canal Street in my nightgown. Two A.M. Threw them all in a heap—watch landed on top. Fight in my room. Town full of crooks and pickpockets for prizefight. Make good story. Policeman half hour later. They come out and beg you to come in. Frenchwomen. Creoles. Beautiful Creole heiress. Steamboat race. Captain, they are gaining. I will not be beaten. Out of wood. Use the bacon she said proudly. There was a terrific explosion. He got her as she sank the third time and swam to shore. They powder in front of the window, smacking their lips at you. For old men better maybe. Who gets the business there? Bury them all above ground. Water two feet down. Rots them. Why not? All big jobs. Italy. Carrara and Rome. Yet Brutus is an hon-or-able man. What’s a Creole? French and Spanish. Has she any nigger blood? Ask Cardiac?


  The car paused briefly at the car-shed, in sight of its stabled brothers. Then it moved reluctantly past the dynamic atmosphere of the Power and Light Company, wheeling bluntly into the gray frozen ribbon of Hatton Avenue, running gently up hill near its end into the frore silence of the Square.


  Ah, Lord! Well do I remember. The old man offered me the whole piece for $1,000 three days after I arrived. Millionaire to-day if——


  The car passed the Tuskegee on its eighty-yard climb into the Square. The fat slick worn leather-chairs marshalled between a fresh-rubbed gleaming line of brass spittoons squatted massively on each side of the entry door, before thick sheets of plate-glass that extended almost to the sidewalks with indecent nearness.


  Many a fat man’s rump upon the leather. Like fish in a glass case. Travelling man’s wet chewed cigar, spit-limp on his greasy lips. Staring at all the women. Can’t look back long. Gives advantage.


  A negro bellboy sleepily wafted a gray dust-cloth across the leather. Within, before the replenished crackle-dance of the wood-fire, the night-clerk sprawled out in the deep receiving belly of a leather divan.


  The car reached the Square, jolted across the netting of north-south lines, and came to a halt on the north side, facing east. Scurfing a patch away from the glazed window, Gant looked out. The Square in the wan-gray frozen morning walled round him with frozen unnatural smallness. He felt suddenly the cramped mean fixity of the Square: this was the one fixed spot in a world that writhed, evolved, and changed constantly in his vision, and he felt a sick green fear, a frozen constriction about his heart because the centre of his life now looked so shrunken. He got very definitely the impression that if he flung out his arms they would strike against the walls of the mean three-and-four-story brickbuilt buildings that flanked the Square raggedly.


  Anchored to earth at last, he was hit suddenly by the whole cumulation of sight and movement, of eating, drinking, and acting that had gathered in him for two months. The limitless land, wood, field, hill, prairie, desert, mountain, the coast rushing away below his eyes, the ground that swam before his eyes at stations, the remembered ghosts of gumbo, oysters, huge Frisco seasteaks, tropical fruits swarmed with the infinite life, the ceaseless pullulation of the sea. Here only, in his unreal-reality, this unnatural vision of what he had known for twenty years, did life lose its movement, change, color.


  The Square had the horrible concreteness of a dream. At the far southeastern edge he saw his shop: his name painted hugely in dirty scaly white across the brick near the roof: W.O. Gant—Marbles, Tombstones, Cemetery Fixtures. It was like a dream of hell, when a man finds his own name staring at him from the Devil’s ledger; like a dream of death, when he who comes as mourner finds himself in the coffin, or as witness to a hanging, the condemned upon the scaffold.


  A sleepy negro employed at the Manor Hotel clambered heavily up and slumped into one of the seats reserved for his race at the back. In a moment he began to snore gently through his blubbered lips.


  At the east end of the Square, Big Bill Messler, with his vest half-unbuttoned over his girdled paunch-belly, descended slowly the steps of the City Hall, and moved soundingly off with country leisure along the cold-metallic sidewalk. The fountain, ringed with a thick bracelet of ice, played at quarter-strength a sheening glut of ice-blue water.


  Cars droned separately into their focal positions; the carmen stamped their feet and talked smokily together; there was a breath of beginning life. Beside the City Hall, the firemen slept above their wagons: behind the bolted door great hoofs drummed woodenly.


  A dray rattled across the east end of the Square before the City Hall, the old horse leaning back cautiously as he sloped down into the dray market by the oblique cobbled passage at the southeast that cut Gant’s shop away from the market and “calaboose.” As the car moved eastward again, Gant caught an angular view of Niggertown across this passage. The settlement was plumed delicately with a hundred tiny fumes of smoke.


  The car sloped swiftly now down Academy Street, turned, as the upper edge of the negro settlement impinged steeply from the valley upon the white, into Ivy Street, and proceeded north along a street bordered on one side by smutty pebble-dash cottages, and on the other by a grove of lordly oaks, in which the large quaking plaster pile of old Professor Bowman’s deserted School for Young Ladies loomed desolately, turning and stopping at the corner, at the top of the Woodson Street hill, by the great wintry, wooden, and deserted barn of the Ivy Hotel. It had never paid.


  Gant kneed his heavy bag before him down the passage, depositing it for a moment at the curbing before he descended the hill. The unpaved frozen clay fell steeply and lumpily away. It was steeper, shorter, nearer than he thought. Only the trees looked large. He saw Duncan come out on his porch, shirtsleeved, and pick up the morning paper. Speak to him later. Too long now. As he expected, there was a fat coil of morning smoke above the Scotchman’s chimney, but none from his own.


  He went down the hill, opening his iron gate softly, and going around to the side entrance by the yard, rather than ascend the steep veranda steps. The grape vines, tough and barren, writhed about the house like sinewy ropes. He entered the sitting-room quietly. There was a strong odor of cold leather. Cold ashes were strewn thinly in the grate. He put his bag down and went back through the wash-room into the kitchen. Eliza, wearing one of his old coats, and a pair of fingerless woollen gloves, poked among the embers of a crawling little fire.


  “Well, I’m back,” Gant said.


  “Why, what on earth!” she cried as he knew she would, becoming flustered and moving her arms indeterminately. He laid his hand clumsily on her shoulder for a moment. They stood awkwardly without movement. Then he seized the oil-can, and drenched the wood with kerosene. The flame roared up out of the stove.


  “Mercy, Mr. Gant,” cried Eliza, “you’ll burn us up!”


  But, seizing a handful of cut sticks and the oil-can, he lunged furiously toward the sitting-room.


  As the flame shot roaring up from the oiled pine sticks, and he felt the fire-full chimney-throat tremble, he recovered joy. He brought back the width of the desert; the vast yellow serpent of the river, alluvial with the mined accretions of the continent; the rich vision of laden ships, masted above the sea-walls, the world-nostalgic ships, bearing about them the filtered and concentrated odors of the earth, sensual negroid rum and molasses, tar, ripening guavas, bananas, tangerines, pineapples in the warm holds of tropical boats, as cheap, as profuse, as abundant as the lazy equatorial earth and all its women; the great names of Louisiana, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, California; the blasted fiend-world of the desert, and the terrific boles of trees, tunnelled for the passage of a coach; water that fell from a mountain-top in a smoking noiseless coil, internal boiling lakes flung skywards by the punctual respiration of the earth, the multitudinous torture in form of granite oceans, gouged depthlessly by canyons, and iridescent with the daily chameleon-shift beyond man, beyond nature, of terrific colors, below the un-human iridescence of the sky.


  Eliza, still excited, recovering speech, followed him into the sitting-room, holding her chapped gloved hands clasped before her stomach while she talked.


  “I was saying to Steve last night, ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if your papa would come rolling in at any minute now’—I just had a feeling, I don’t know what you’d call it,” she said, her face plucked inward by the sudden fabrication of legend, “but it’s pretty strange when you come to think of it. I was in Garret’s the other day ordering some things, some vanilla extract, soda and a pound of coffee when Aleck Carter came up to me. ‘Eliza,’ he said, ‘when’s Mr. Gant coming back—I think I may have a job for him?’ ‘Why, Aleck,’ I said, ‘I don’t much expect him before the first of April.’ Well, sir, what do you know—I had no sooner got out on the street—I suppose I must have been thinking of something else, because I remember Emma Aldrich came by and hollered to me and I didn’t think to answer her until she had gone on by, so I called out just as big as you please to her, ‘Emma!’—the thing flashed over me all of a sudden—I was just as sure of it as I’m standing here—‘what do you think? Mr. Gant’s on his way back home’.”


  Jesus God! thought Gant. It’s begun again.


  Her memory moved over the ocean-bed of event like a great octopus, blindly but completely feeling its way into every seacave, rill, and estuary, focussed on all she had done, felt and thought, with sucking Pentlandian intentness, for whom the sun shone, or grew dark, rain fell, and mankind came, spoke, and died, shifted for a moment in time out of its void into the Pentlandian core, pattern and heart of purpose.


  Meanwhile, as he laid big gleaming lumps of coal upon the wood, he muttered to himself, his mind ordering in a mounting sequence, with balanced and climactic periods, his carefully punctuated rhetoric.


  Yes, musty cotton, baled and piled under long sheds of railway sidings; and odorous pine woodlands of the level South, saturated with brown faery light, and broken by the tall straight leafless poles of trees; a woman’s leg below an elegantly lifted skirt mounting to a carriage in Canal Street (French or Creole probably); a white arm curved reaching for a window shade, French-olive faces window-glimmering, the Georgia doctor’s wife who slept above him going out, the unquenchable fish-filled abundance of the unfenced, blue, slow cat-slapping lazy Pacific; and the river, the all-drinking, yellow, slow-surging snake that drained the continent. His life was like that river, rich with its own deposited and onward-borne agglutinations, fecund with its sedimental accretions, filled exhaustlessly by life in order to be more richly itself, and this life, with the great purpose of a river, he emptied now into the harbor of his house, the sufficient haven of himself, for whom the gnarled vines wove round him thrice, the earth burgeoned with abundant fruit and blossom, the fire burnt madly.


  “What have you got for breakfast?” he said to Eliza.


  “Why,” she said, pursing her lips meditatively, “would you like some eggs?”


  “Yes,” said he, “with a few rashers of bacon and a couple of pork sausages.”


  He strode across the dining-room and went up the hall.


  “Steve! Ben! Luke! You damned scoundrels!” he yelled. “Get up!”


  Their feet thudded almost simultaneously upon the floor.


  “Papa’s home!” they shrieked.


  Mr. Duncan watched butter soak through a new-baked roll. He looked through his curtain angularly down, and saw thick acrid smoke biting heavily into the air above Gant’s house.


  “He’s back,” said he, with satisfaction.


  So, at the moment looking, Tarkinton of the paints said: “W.O.’s back.”


  Thus came he home, who had put out to land westward, Gant the Far-Wanderer.


  [¬]
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  Eugene was loose now in the limitless meadows of sensation: his sensory equipment was so complete that at the moment of perception of a single thing, the whole background of color, warmth, odor, sound, taste established itself, so that later, the breath of hot dandelion brought back the grass-warm banks of Spring, a day, a place, the rustling of young leaves, or the page of a book, the thin exotic smell of tangerine, the wintry bite of great apples; or, as with Gulliver’s Travels, a bright windy day in March, the spurting moments of warmth, the drip and reek of the earth-thaw, the feel of the fire.


  He had won his first release from the fences of home—he was not quite six, when, of his own insistence, he went to school. Eliza did not want him to go, but his only close companion, Max Isaacs, a year his senior, was going, and there was in his heart a constricting terror that he would be left alone again. She told him he could not go: she felt, somehow, that school began the slow, the final loosening of the cords that held them together, but as she saw him slide craftily out the gate one morning in September and run at top speed to the corner where the other little boy was waiting, she did nothing to bring him back. Something taut snapped in her; she remembered his furtive backward glance, and she wept. And she did not weep for herself, but for him: the hour after his birth she had looked in his dark eyes and had seen something that would brood there eternally, she knew, unfathomable wells of remote and intangible loneliness: she knew that in her dark and sorrowful womb a stranger had come to life, fed by the lost communications of eternity, his own ghost, haunter of his own house, lonely to himself and to the world. O lost.


  Busy with the ache of their own growing-pains, his brothers and sisters had little time for him: he was almost six years younger than Luke, the youngest of them, but they exerted over him the occasional small cruelties, petty tormentings by elder children of a younger, interested and excited by the brief screaming insanity of his temper when, goaded and taunted from some deep dream, he would seize a carving knife and pursue them, or batter his head against the walls.


  They felt that he was “queer”—the other boys preached the smug cowardice of the child-herd, defending themselves, when their persecutions were discovered, by saying they would make a “real boy” of him. But there grew up in him a deep affection for Ben who stalked occasionally and softly through the house, guarding even then with scowling eyes, and surly speech, the secret life. Ben was a stranger: some deep instinct drew him to his child-brother, a portion of his small earnings as a paper-carrier he spent in gifts and amusement for Eugene, admonishing him sullenly, cuffing him occasionally, but defending him before the others.


  Gant, as he watched his brooding face set for hours before a firelit book of pictures, concluded that the boy liked books, more vaguely, that he would make a lawyer of him, send him into politics, see him elected to the governorship, the Senate, the presidency. And he unfolded to him time after time all the rude American legendry of the country boys who became great men because they were country boys, poor boys, and hard-working farm boys. But Eliza thought of him as a scholar, a learned man, a professor, and with that convenient afterthought that annoyed Gant so deeply, but by which she firmly convinced herself, she saw in this book-brooder the fruit of her own deliberate design.


  “I read every moment I could get the chance the summer before he was born,” she said. And then, with a complacent and confidential smile which, Gant knew, always preceded some reference to her family, she said: “I tell you what: it may all come out in the Third Generation.”


  “The Third Generation be Goddamned!” answered Gant furiously.


  “Now, I want to tell you,” she went on thoughtfully, speaking with her forefinger, “folks have always said that his grandfather would have made a fine scholar if——”


  “Merciful God!” said Gant, getting up suddenly and striding about the room with an ironical laugh. “I might have known that it would come to this! You may be sure,” he exclaimed in high excitement, wetting his thumb briefly on his tongue, “that if there’s any credit to be given I won’t get it. Not from you! You’d rather die than admit it! No, but I’ll tell you what you will do! You’ll brag about that miserable old freak who never did a hard day’s work in his life.”


  “Now, I wouldn’t be so sure of that if I were you,” Eliza began, her lips working rapidly.


  “Jesus God!” he cried, flinging about the room with his customary indifference to reasoned debate. “Jesus God! What a travesty! A travesty on Nature! Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned!” he exclaimed, indefinitely but violently, and then as he strode about, he gave way to loud, bitter, forced laughter.


  Thus, pent in his dark soul, Eugene sat brooding on a fire-lit book, a stranger in a noisy inn. The gates of his life were closing him in from their knowledge, a vast aerial world of fantasy was erecting its fuming and insubstantial fabric. He steeped his soul in streaming imagery, rifling the book-shelves for pictures and finding there such treasures as With Stanley in Africa, rich in the mystery of the jungle, alive with combat, black battle, the hurled spear, vast snake-rooted forests, thatched villages, gold and ivory; or Stoddard’s Lectures, on whose slick heavy pages were stamped the most-visited scenes of Europe and Asia; a Book of Wonder, with enchanting drawings of all the marvels of the age—Santos Dumont in his balloon, liquid air poured from a kettle, all the navies of the earth lifted two feet from the water by an ounce of radium (Sir William Crookes), the building of the Eiffel Tower, the Flatiron Building, the stick-steered automobile, the submarine. After the earthquake in San Francisco there was a book describing it, its cheap green cover lurid with crumbling towers, shaken spires, toppling many-storied houses plunging into the splitting flame-jawed earth. And there was another called Palaces of Sin, or The Devil in Society, purporting to be the work of a pious millionaire, who had drained his vast fortune in exposing the painted sores that blemish the spotless-seeming hide of great position, and there were enticing pictures showing the author walking in a silk hat down a street full of magnificent palaces of sin.


  Out of this strange jumbled gallery of pictures the pieced-out world was expanding under the brooding power of his imagination: the lost dark angels of the Doré “Milton” swooped into cavernous Hell beyond this upper earth of soaring or toppling spires, machine wonder, maced and mailed romance. And, as he thought of his future liberation into this epic world, where all the color of life blazed brightest far away from home, his heart flooded his face with lakes of blood.


  He had heard already the ringing of remote church bells over a countryside on Sunday night; had listened to the earth steeped in the brooding of dark, and the million-noted little night things; and he had heard thus the far retreating wail of a whistle in a distant valley, and faint thunder on the rails; and he felt the infinite depth and width of the golden world in the brief seductions of a thousand multiplex and mixed mysterious odors and sensations, weaving, with a blinding interplay and aural explosions, one into the other.


  He remembered yet the East India Tea House at the Fair, the sandalwood, the turbans, and the robes, the cool interior and the smell of India tea; and he had felt now the nostalgic thrill of dew-wet mornings in Spring, the cherry scent, the cool clarion earth, the wet loaminess of the garden, the pungent breakfast smells and the floating snow of blossoms. He knew the inchoate sharp excitement of hot dandelions in young Spring grass at noon; the smell of cellars, cobwebs, and built-on secret earth; in July, of watermelons bedded in sweet hay, inside a farmer’s covered wagon; of cantaloupe and crated peaches; and the scent of orange rind, bitter-sweet, before a fire of coals. He knew the good male smell of his father’s sitting-room; of the smooth worn leather sofa, with the gaping horse-hair rent; of the blistered varnished wood upon the hearth; of the heated calf-skin bindings; of the flat moist plug of apple tobacco, stuck with a red flag; of wood-smoke and burnt leaves in October; of the brown tired autumn earth; of honey-suckle at night; of warm nasturtiums; of a clean ruddy farmer who comes weekly with printed butter, eggs and milk; of fat limp underdone bacon and of coffee; of a bakery-oven in the wind; of large deep-hued stringbeans smoking-hot and seasoned well with salt and butter; of a room of old pine boards in which books and carpets have been stored, long closed; of Concord grapes in their long white baskets.


  Yes, and the exciting smell of chalk and varnished desks; the smell of heavy bread-sandwiches of cold fried meat and butter; the smell of new leather in a saddler’s shop, or of a warm leather chair; of honey and of unground coffee; of barrelled sweet-pickles and cheese and all the fragrant compost of the grocer’s; the smell of stored apples in the cellar, and of orchard-apple smells, of pressed-cider pulp; of pears ripening on a sunny shelf, and of ripe cherries stewing with sugar on hot stoves before preserving; the smell of whittled wood, of all young lumber, of sawdust and shavings; of peaches stuck with cloves and pickled in brandy; of pine-sap, and green pine-needles; of a horse’s pared hoof; of chestnuts roasting, of bowls of nuts and raisins; of hot cracklin, and of young roast pork; of butter and cinnamon melting on hot candied yams.


  Yes, and of the rank slow river, and of tomatoes rotten on the vine; the smell of rain-wet plums and boiling quinces; of rotten lily-pads; and of foul weeds rotting in green marsh scum; and the exquisite smell of the South, clean but funky, like a big woman; of soaking trees and the earth after heavy rain.


  Yes, and the smell of hot daisy-fields in the morning; of melted puddling-iron in a foundry; the winter smell of horse-warm stables and smoking dung; of old oak and walnut; and the butcher’s smell of meat, of strong slaughtered lamb, plump gouty liver, ground pasty sausages, and red beef; and of brown sugar melted with slivered bitter chocolate; and of crushed mint leaves, and of a wet lilac bush; of magnolia beneath the heavy moon, of dogwood and laurel; of an old caked pipe and Bourbon rye, aged in kegs of charred oak; the sharp smell of tobacco; of carbolic and nitric acids; the coarse true smell of a dog; of old imprisoned books; and the cool fern-smell near springs; of vanilla in cake-dough; and of cloven ponderous cheeses.


  Yes, and of a hardware store, but mostly the good smell of nails; of the developing chemicals in a photographer’s dark-room; and the young-life smell of paint and turpentine; of buckwheat batter and black sorghum; and of a negro and his horse, together; of boiling fudge; the brine smell of pickling vats; and the lush undergrowth smell of southern hills; of a slimy oyster-can, of chilled gutted fish; of a hot kitchen negress; of kerosene and linoleum; of sarsaparilla and guavas; and of ripe autumn persimmons; and the smell of the wind and the rain; and of the acrid thunder; of cold starlight, and the brittle-bladed frozen grass; of fog and the misted winter sun; of seed-time, bloom, and mellow dropping harvest.


  And now, whetted intemperately by what he had felt, he began, at school, in that fecund romance, the geography, to breathe the mixed odors of the earth, sensing in every squat keg piled on a pier-head a treasure of golden rum, rich port, fat Burgundy; smelling the jungle growth of the tropics, the heavy odor of plantations, the salt-fish smell of harbors, voyaging in the vast, enchanting, but unperplexing world.


  Now the innumerable archipelago had been threaded, and he stood, firm-planted, upon the unknown but waiting continent.


  He learned to read almost at once, printing the shapes of words immediately with his strong visual memory; but it was weeks later before he learned to write, or even to copy, words. The ragged spume and wrack of fantasy and the lost world still floated from time to time through his clear schoolday morning brain, and although he followed accurately all the other instruction of his teacher, he was walled in his ancient unknowing world when they made letters. The children made their sprawling alphabets below a line of models, but all he accomplished was a line of jagged wavering spear-points on his sheet, which he repeated endlessly and rapturously, unable to see or understand the difference.


  “I have learned to write,” he thought.


  Then, one day, Max Isaacs looked suddenly, from his exercise, on Eugene’s sheet, and saw the jagged line.


  “That ain’t writin’,” said he.


  And clubbing his pencil in his warted grimy hand, he scrawled a copy of the exercise across the page.


  The line of life, that beautiful developing structure of language that he saw flowing from his comrade’s pencil, cut the knot in him that all instruction failed to do, and instantly he seized the pencil, and wrote the words in letters fairer and finer than his friend’s. And he turned, with a cry in his throat, to the next page, and copied it without hesitation, and the next, the next. They looked at each other a moment with that clear wonder by which children accept miracles, and they never spoke of it again.


  “That’s writin’ now,” said Max. But they kept the mystery caged between them.


  Eugene thought of this event later; always he could feel the opening gates in him, the plunge of the tide, the escape; but it happened like this one day at once. Still midget-near the live pelt of the earth, he saw many things that he kept in fearful secret, knowing that revelation would be punished with ridicule. One Saturday in Spring, he stopped with Max Isaacs above a deep pit in Central Avenue where city workmen were patching a broken watermain. The clay walls of their pit were much higher than their heads; behind their huddled backs there was a wide fissure, a window in the earth which opened on some dark subterranean passage. And as the boys looked, they gripped each other suddenly, for past the fissure slid the flat head of an enormous serpent; passed, and was followed by a scaled body as thick as a man’s; the monster slid endlessly on into the deep earth and vanished behind the working and unwitting men. Shaken with fear they went away, they talked about it then and later in hushed voices, but they never revealed it.


  He fell now easily into the School-Ritual; he choked his breakfast with his brothers every morning, gulped scalding coffee, and rushed off at the ominous warning of the final bell, clutching a hot paper-bag of food, already spattered hungrily with grease blots. He pounded along after his brothers, his heart hammering in his throat with excitement and, as he raced into the hollow at the foot of the Central Avenue hill, grew weak with nervousness, as he heard the bell ringing itself to sleep, jerking the slatting rope about in its dying echoes.


  Ben, grinning evilly and scowling, would thrust his hand against the small of his back and rush him screaming, but unable to resist the plunging force behind, up the hill.


  In a gasping voice he would sing the morning song, coming in pantingly on the last round of a song the quartered class took up at intervals:


  
    “—Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily,


    Life is but a dream.”

  


  Or, in the frosty Autumn mornings:


  
    “Waken, lords and ladies gay,


    On the mountain dawns the day.”

  


  Or the Contest of the West Wind and the South Wind. Or the Miller’s Song:


  
    “I envy no man, no, not I,


    And no one envies me.”

  


  He read quickly and easily; he spelled accurately. He did well with figures. But he hated the drawing lesson, although the boxes of crayons and paints delighted him. Sometimes the class would go into the woods, returning with specimens of flowers and leaves—the bitten flaming red of the maple, the brown pine comb, the brown oak leaf. These they would paint; or in Spring a spray of cherry-blossom, a tulip. He sat reverently before the authority of the plump woman who first taught him: he was terrified lest he do anything common or mean in her eyes.


  The class squirmed: the little boys invented tortures or scrawled obscenities to the little girls. And the wilder and more indolent seized every chance of leaving the room, thus: “Teacher, may I be excused?” And they would go out into the lavatory, sniggering and dawdling about restlessly.


  He could never say it, because it would reveal to her the shame of nature.


  Once, deathly sick, but locked in silence and dumb nausea, he had vomited finally upon his cupped hands.


  He feared and hated the recess periods, trembled before the brawling confusion of the mob and the playground, but his pride forbade that he skulk within, or secrete himself away from them. Eliza had allowed his hair to grow long; she wound it around her finger every morning into fat Fauntleroy curls; the agony and humiliation it caused him was horrible, but she was unable or unwilling to understand it, and mouth-pursingly thoughtful and stubborn to all solicitation to cut it. She had the garnered curls of Ben, Grover, and Luke stored in tiny boxes: she wept sometimes when she saw Eugene’s, they were the symbol of his babyhood to her, and her sad heart, so keen in marking departures, refused to surrender them. Even when his thick locks had become the luxuriant colony of Harry Tarkinton’s lice, she would not cut them: she held his squirming body between her knees twice a day and ploughed his scalp with a fine-toothed comb.


  As he made to her his trembling passionate entreaties, she would smile with an affectation of patronizing humor, make a bantering humming noise in her throat, and say: “Why, say—you can’t grow up yet. You’re my baby.” Suddenly baffled before the yielding inflexibility of her nature, which could be driven to action only after incessant and maddening prods, Eugene, screaming-mad with helpless fury, would understand the cause of Gant’s frenzy.


  At school, he was a desperate and hunted little animal. The herd, infallible in its banded instinct, knew at once that a stranger had been thrust into it, and it was merciless at the hunt. As the lunch-time recess came, Eugene, clutching his big grease-stained bag, would rush for the playground pursued by the yelping pack. The leaders, two or three big louts of advanced age and deficient mentality, pressed closely about him, calling out suppliantly, “You know me, ’Gene. You know me”; and still racing for the far end, he would open his bag and hurl to them one of his big sandwiches, which stayed them for a moment, as they fell upon its possessor and clawed it to fragments, but they were upon him in a moment more with the same yelping insistence, hunting him down into a corner of the fence, and pressing in with outstretched paws and wild entreaty. He would give them what he had, sometimes with a momentary gust of fury, tearing away from a greedy hand half of a sandwich and devouring it. When they saw he had no more to give, they went away.


  The great fantasy of Christmas still kept him devout. Gant was his unwearied comrade; night after night in the late autumn and early winter, he would scrawl petitions to Santa Claus, listing interminably the gifts he wanted most, and transmitting each, with perfect trust, to the roaring chimney. As the flame took the paper from his hand and blew its charred ghost away with a howl, Gant would rush with him to the window, point to the stormy northern sky, and say: “There it goes! Do you see it?”


  He saw it. He saw his prayer, winged with the stanch convoying winds, borne northward to the rimed quaint gables of Toyland, into frozen merry Elfland: heard the tiny silver anvil-tones, the deep-lunged laughter of the little men, the stabled cries of aerial reindeer. Gant saw and heard them, too.


  He was liberally dowered with bright-painted gimcracks upon Christmas Day; and in his heart he hated those who advocated “useful” gifts. Gant bought him wagons, sleds, drums, horns—best of all, a small fireman’s ladder wagon: it was the wonder, and finally the curse, of the neighborhood. During his unoccupied hours, he lived for months in the cellar with Harry Tarkinton and Max Isaacs: they strung the ladders on wires above the wagon, so that, at a touch, they would fall in accurate stacks. They would pretend to doze in their quarters, as firemen do, would leap to action suddenly, as one of them imitated the warning bell: “Clang-a-lang-a-lang.” Then, quite beyond reason, Harry and Max yoked in a plunging team, Eugene in the driver’s seat, they would leap out through the narrow door, gallop perilously to a neighbor’s house, throw up ladders, open windows, effect entries, extinguish imaginary flames, and return oblivious to the shrieking indictment of the housewife.


  For months they lived completely in this fantasy, modelling their actions on those of the town’s firemen, and on Jannadeau, who was the assistant chief, child-proud over it: they had seen him, at the sound of the alarm, rush like a madman from his window in Gant’s shop, leaving the spattered fragments of a watch upon his desk, and arriving at his duty just as the great wagon hurtled at full speed into the Square. The firemen loved to stage the most daring exhibitions before the gaping citizenry; helmeted magnificently, they hung from the wagons in gymnastic postures, one man holding another over rushing space, while number two caught in mid-air the diving heavy body of the Swiss, who deliberately risked his neck as he leaped for the rail. Thus, for one rapturous moment they stood poised triangularly over rocking speed: the spine of the town was chilled ecstatically.


  And when the bells broke through the drowning winds at night, his demon rushed into his heart, bursting all cords that held him to the earth, promising him isolation and dominance over sea and land, inhabitation of the dark: he looked down on the whirling disk of dark forest and field, sloped over singing pines upon a huddled town, and carried its grated guarded fires against its own roofs, swerving and pouncing with his haltered storm upon their doomed and flaming walls, howling with thin laughter above their stricken heads and, fiend-voiced, calling down the bullet wind.


  Or, holding in fief the storm and the dark and all the black powers of wizardry, to gaze, ghoul-visaged, through a storm-lashed windowpane, briefly planting unutterable horror in grouped and sheltered life; or, no more than a man, but holding, in your more than mortal heart, demoniac ecstasy, to crouch against a lonely storm-swept house, to gaze obliquely through the streaming glass upon a woman, or your enemy, and while still exulting in your victorious dark all-seeing isolation, to feel a touch upon your shoulder, and to look, haunter-haunted, pursuer-pursued, into the green corrupted hell-face of malignant death.


  Yes, and a world of bedded women, fair glimmers in the panting darkness, while winds shook the house, and he arrived across the world between the fragrant columns of delight. The great mystery of their bodies groped darkly in him, but he had found there, at the school, instructors to desire—the hair-faced louts of Doubleday. They struck fear and wonder into the hearts of the smaller, gentler boys, for Doubleday was that infested region of the town-grown mountaineers, who lurked viciously through the night, and came at Hallowe’en to break the skulls of other gangs in rock warfare.


  There was a boy named Otto Krause, a cheese-nosed, hair-faced, inch-browed German boy, lean and swift in the legs, hoarse-voiced and full of idiot laughter, who showed him the gardens of delight. There was a girl named Bessie Barnes, a black-haired, tall, bold-figured girl of thirteen years who acted as model. Otto Krause was fourteen, Eugene was eight: they were in the third grade. The German boy sat next to him, drew obscenities on his books, and passed his furtive scrawled indecencies across the aisle to Bessie.


  And the nymph would answer with a lewd face, and a contemptuous blow against her shapely lifted buttock, a gesture which Otto considered as good as a promise, and which tickled him into hoarse sniggers.


  Bessie walked in his brain.


  In their furtive moments at school, he and Otto amused each other by drawing obscenities in their geographies, bestowing on the representations of tropical natives sagging breasts and huge organs. And they composed on tiny scraps of paper dirty little rhymes about teachers and principal. Their teacher was a gaunt red-faced spinster, with fierce glaring eyes: Eugene thought always of the soldier and the tinder and the dogs he had to pass, with eyes like saucers, windmills, the moon. Her name was Miss Groody, and Otto, with the idiot vulgarity of little boys, wrote of her:


  
    “Old Miss Groody


    Has Good Toody.”

  


  And Eugene, directing his fire against the principal, a plump, soft, foppish young man whose name was Armstrong, and who wore always a carnation in his coat, which, after whipping an offending boy, he was accustomed to hold delicately between his fingers, sniffing it with sensitive nostrils and lidded eyes, produced in the first rich joy of creation scores of rhymes, all to the discredit of Armstrong, his parentage, and his relations with Miss Groody.


  He was obsessed; he spent the entire day now in the composition of poetry—all bawdy variations of a theme. And he could not bring himself to destroy them. His desk was stuffed with tiny crumpled balls of writing: one day, during the geography lesson, the woman caught him. His bones turned to rubber as she bore down on him glaring, and took from the concealing pages of his book the paper on which he had been writing. At recess she cleared his desk, read the sequence, and, with boding quietness, bade him to see the principal after school.


  “What does it mean? What do you reckon it means?” he whispered dryly to Otto Krause.


  “Oh, you’ll ketch it now!” said Otto Krause, laughing hoarsely.


  And the class tormented him slily, rubbing their bottoms when they caught his eye, and making grimaces of agony.


  He was sick through to his guts. He had a loathing of physical humiliation which was not based on fear, from which he never recovered. The brazen insensitive spirit of the boys he envied but could not imitate: they would howl loudly under punishment, in order to mitigate it, and they were vaingloriously unconcerned ten minutes later. He did not think he could endure being whipped by the fat young man with the flower: at three o’clock, white-faced, he went to the man’s office.


  Armstrong, slit-eyed and thin lipped, began to swish the cane he held in his hand through the air as Eugene entered. Behind him, smoothed and flatted on his desk, was stacked the damning pile of rhymed insult.


  “Did you write these?” he demanded, narrowing his eyes to little points in order to frighten his victim.


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  The principal cut the air again with his cane. He had visited Daisy several times, had eaten at Gant’s plenteous board. He remembered very well.


  “What have I ever done to you, son, that you should feel this way?” he said, with a sudden change of whining magnanimity.


  “N-n-nothing,” said Eugene.


  “Do you think you’ll ever do it again?” said he, becoming ominous again.


  “N-no, sir,” Eugene answered, in the ghost of a voice.


  “All right,” said God, grandly, throwing away his cane. “You can go.”


  His legs found themselves only when he had reached the playground.


  But oh, the brave autumn and the songs they sang; harvest, and the painting of a leaf; and “half-holiday to-day”; and “up in the air so high”; and the other one about the train—“the stations go whistling past”; the mellow days, the opening gates of desire, the smoky sun, the dropping patter of dead leaves.


  “Every little snowflake is different in shape from every other.”


  “Good grashus! All of them, Miss Pratt?”


  “All of the little snowflakes that ever were. Nature never repeats herself.”


  “Aw!”


  Ben’s beard was growing: he had shaved. He tumbled Eugene on the leather sofa, played with him for hours, scraped his stubble chin against the soft face of his brother. Eugene shrieked.


  “When you can do that you’ll be a man,” said Ben.


  And he sang softly, in his thin humming ghost’s voice:


  
    “The woodpecker pecked at the schoolhouse door,


    He pecked and he pecked till his pecker got sore.


    The woodpecker pecked at the schoolhouse bell,


    He pecked and he pecked till his pecker got well.”

  


  They laughed—Eugene with rocking throatiness, Ben with a quiet snicker. He had aqueous gray eyes, and a sallow bumpy skin. His head was shapely, the forehead high and bony. His hair was crisp, maple-brown. Below his perpetual scowl, his face was small, converging to a point: his extraordinarily sensitive mouth smiled briefly, flickeringly, inwardly—like a flash of light along a blade. And he always gave a cuff instead of a caress: he was full of pride and tenderness.


  [¬]
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  Yes, and in that month when Prosperpine comes back, and Ceres’ dead heart rekindles, when all the woods are a tender smoky blur, and birds no bigger than a budding leaf dart through the singing trees, and when odorous tar comes spongy in the streets, and boys roll balls of it upon their tongues, and they are lumpy with tops and agated marbles; and there is blasting thunder in the night, and the soaking millionfooted rain, and one looks out at morning on a stormy sky, a broken wrack of cloud; and when the mountain boy brings water to his kinsmen laying fence, and as the wind snakes through the grasses hears far in the valley below the long wail of the whistle, and the faint clangor of a bell; and the blue great cup of the hills seems closer, nearer, for he had heard an inarticulate promise: he has been pierced by Spring, that sharp knife.


  And life unscales its rusty weathered pelt, and earth wells out in tender exhaustless strength, and the cup of a man’s heart runs over with dateless expectancy, tongueless promise, indefinable desire. Something gathers in the throat, something blinds him in the eyes, and faint and valorous horns sound through the earth.


  The little girls trot pigtailed primly on their dutiful way to school; but the young gods loiter: they hear the reed, the oatenstop, the running goat-hoofs in the spongy wood, here, there, everywhere: they dawdle, listen, fleetest when they wait, go vaguely on to their one fixed home, because the earth is full of ancient rumor and they cannot find the way. All of the gods have lost the way.


  But they guarded what they had against the barbarians. Eugene, Max, and Harry ruled their little neighborhood: they made war upon the negroes and the Jews, who amused them, and upon the Pigtail Alley people, whom they hated and despised. Catlike they prowled about in the dark promise of night, sitting at times upon a wall in the exciting glare of the corner lamp, which flared gaseously, winking noisily from time to time.


  Or, crouched in the concealing shrubbery of Gant’s yard, they waited for romantic negro couples climbing homewards, jerking by a cord, as their victims came upon the spot, a stuffed black snake-appearing stocking. And the dark was shrill with laughter as the loud rich comic voices stammered, stopped, and screamed.


  Or they stoned the cycling black boy of the markets, as he swerved down gracefully into an alley. Nor did they hate them: clowns are black. They had learned, as well, that it was proper to cuff these people kindly, curse them cheerfully, feed them magnanimously. Men are kind to a faithful wagging dog, but he must not walk habitually upon two legs. They knew that they must “take nothin’ off a nigger,” and that the beginnings of argument could best be scotched with a club and a broken head. Only, you couldn’t break a nigger’s head.


  They spat joyously upon the Jews. Drown a Jew and hit a nigger.


  The boys would wait on the Jews, follow them home shouting “Goose Grease! Goose Grease!” which, they were convinced, was the chief staple of Semitic diet; or with the blind acceptance of little boys of some traditional, or mangled, or imaginary catchword of abuse, they would yell after their muttering and tormented victim: “Veeshamadye Veeshamadye!” confident that they had pronounced the most unspeakable, to Jewish ears, of affronts.


  Eugene had no interest in pogroms, but it was a fetich with Max. The chief object of their torture was a little furtive-faced boy, whose name was Isaac Lipinski. They pounced cattishly at him when he appeared, harried him down alleys, over fences, across yards, into barns, stables, and his own house; he moved with amazing speed and stealth, escaping fantastically, teasing them to the pursuit, thumbing his fingers at them, and grinning with wide Kike constant derision.


  Or, steeped catlike in the wickedness of darkness, adrift in the brooding promise of the neighborhood, they would cluster silently under a Jew’s home, grouped in a sniggering huddle as they listened to the rich excited voices, the throaty accentuation of the women; or convulsed at the hysterical quarrels which shook the Jew-walls almost nightly.


  Once, shrieking with laughter, they followed a running fight through the streets between a young Jew and his father-in-law, in which each was pursued and pummelled, or pursuing and pummelling; and on the day when Louis Greenberg, a pale Jew returned from college, had killed himself by drinking carbolic acid, they stood curiously outside the dingy wailing house, shaken by sudden glee as they saw his father, a bearded orthodox old Jew, clothed in rusty, greasy black, and wearing a scarred derby, approach running up the hill to his home, shaking his hands in the air, and wailing rhythmically:


  
    “Oi, yoi yoi yoi yoi,


    Oi yoi yoi yoi yoi,


    Oi yoi yoi yoi yoi.”

  


  But the whiteheaded children of Pigtail Alley they hated without humor, without any mitigation of a most bitter and alienate hate. Pigtail Alley was a muddy rut which sprawled down hill off the lower end of Woodson Street, ending vaguely in the rank stench of a green-scummed marsh bottom. On one side of this vile road there was a ragged line of whitewashed shacks, inhabited by poor whites, whose children were almost always whitehaired, and who, snuff-mouthed bony women, and tobacco-jawed men, sprawled stupidly in the sun-stench of their rude wide-boarded porches. At night a smoky lamp burned dismally in the dark interiors, there was a smell of frying cookery and of unclean flesh, strident rasping shrews’ cries, the drunken maniacal mountain drawl of men: a scream and a curse.


  Once, in the cherry time, when Gant’s great White Wax was loaded with its clusters, and the pliant and enduring boughs were dotted thickly by the neighbor children, Jews and Gentiles alike, who had been herded under the captaincy of Luke, and picked one quart of every four for their own, one of these white-haired children had come doubtfully, mournfully, up the yard.


  “All right, son,” Luke, who was fifteen, called out in his hearty voice. “Get a basket and come on up.”


  The child came up the gummed trunk like a cat: Eugene rocked from the slender spiral topmost bough, exulting in his lightness, the tree’s resilient strength, and the great morning-clarion fragrant backyard world. The Alley picked his bucket with miraculous speed, skinned spryly to the ground and emptied it into the heaping pan, and was halfway up the trunk again when his gaunt mother streaked up the yard toward him.


  “You, Reese,” she shrilled, “what’re you doin’ hyar?” She jerked him roughly to the ground and cut across his brown legs with a switch. He howled.


  “You git along home,” she ordered, giving him another cut.


  She drove him along, upbraiding him in her harsh voice, cutting him sharply with the switch from moment to moment when, desperate with pride and humiliation, he slackened his retreat to a slow walk, or balked mulishly, howling again, and speeding a few paces on his short legs, when cut by the switch.


  The treed boys sniggered, but Eugene, who had seen the pain upon the gaunt hard face of the woman, the furious pity of her blazing eyes, felt something open and burst stabbingly in him like an abscess.


  “He left his cherries,” he said to his brother.


  Or, they jeered Loney Shytle, who left a stale sharp odor as she passed, her dirty dun hair covered in a wide plumed hat, her heels out of her dirty white stockings. She had caused incestuous rivalry between her father and her brother, she bore the scar of her mother’s razor in her neck, and she walked, in her rundown shoes, with the wide stiff-legged hobble of disease.


  One day as they pressed round a trapped alley boy, who backed slowly, fearfully, resentfully into a reeking wall, Willie Isaacs, the younger brother of Max, pointing with sniggering laughter, said:


  “His mother takes in washin’.”


  And then, almost bent double by a soaring touch of humor, he added:


  “His mother takes in washin’ from an ole nigger.”


  Harry Tarkinton laughed hoarsely. Eugene turned away indefinitely, craned his neck convulsively, lifted one foot sharply from the ground.


  “She don’t!” he screamed suddenly into their astounded faces. “She don’t!”


  Harry Tarkinton’s parents were English. He was three or four years older than Eugene, an awkward, heavy, muscular boy, smelling always of his father’s paints and oils, coarse-featured, meaty sloping jaw and a thick catarrhal look about his nose and mouth. He was the breaker of visions; the proposer of iniquities. In the cool thick evening grass of Gant’s yard one sunset, he smashed forever, as they lay there talking, the enchantment of Christmas; but he brought in its stead the smell of paint, the gaseous ripstink, the unadorned, sweating, and imageless passion of the vulgar. But Eugene couldn’t follow his barn-yard passion: the strong hen-stench, the Tarkintonian paint-smell, and the rank-mired branch-smell which mined under the filthy shambles of the backyard, stopped him.


  Once, in the deserted afternoon, as he and Harry plundered through the vacant upper floor of Gant’s house, they found a half-filled bottle of hair-restorer.


  “Have you any hairs on your belly?” said Harry.


  Eugene hemmed; hinted timidly at shagginess; confessed. They undid their buttons, smeared oily hands upon their bellies, and waited through rapturous days for the golden fleece.


  “Hair makes a man of you,” said Harry.


  More often, as Spring deepened, he went now to Gant’s shop on the Square. He loved the scene: the bright hill-cooled sun, the blown sheets of spray from the fountain, the garrulous firemen emerging from the winter, the lazy sprawling draymen on his father’s wooden steps, snaking their whips deftly across the pavement, wrestling in heavy horseplay, Jannadeau in his dirty fly-specked window prying with delicate monocled intentness into the entrails of a watch, the reeking mossiness of Gant’s fantastical brick shack, the great interior dustiness of the main room in front, sagging with gravestones—small polished slabs from Georgia, blunt ugly masses of Vermont granite, modest monuments with an urn, a cherub figure, or a couchant lamb, ponderous fly-specked angels from Carrara in Italy which he bought at great cost, and never sold—they were the joy of his heart.


  Behind a wooden partition was his ware-room, layered with stonedust—coarse wooden trestles on which he carved inscriptions, stacked tool-shelves filled with chisels, drills, mallets, a pedalled emery wheel which Eugene worked furiously for hours, exulting in its mounting roar, piled sandstone bases, a small heat-blasted cast-iron stove, loose piled coal and wood.


  Between the workroom and the ware-room, on the left as one entered, was Gant’s office, a small room, deep in the dust of twenty years, with an old-fashioned desk, sheaves of banded dirty papers, a leather sofa, a smaller desk layered with round and square samples of marble and granite. The dirty window, which was never opened, looked out on the sloping market Square, pocketed obliquely off the public Square, and filled with the wagons of draymen and county peddlers, and on the lower side on a few Poor White houses and on the warehouse and office of Will Pentland.


  Eugene would find his father, leaning perilously on Jannadeau’s dirty glass showcase, or on the creaking little fence that marked him off, talking politics, war, death, and famine, denouncing the Democrats, with references to the bad weather, taxation, and soup-kitchens that attended their administration, and eulogizing all the acts, utterances, and policies of Theodore Roosevelt. Jannadeau, guttural, judiciously reasonable, statistically argumentative, would consult, in all disputed areas, his library—a greasy edition of the World Almanac, three years old, saying, triumphantly, after a moment of dirty thumbing: “Ah—just as I thought: the municipal taxation of Milwaukee under Democratic administration in 1905 was $2.25 the hundred, the lowest it had been in years. I cannot imagine why the total revenue is not given.” And he would argue with animation, picking his nose with his blunt black fingers, his broad yellow face breaking into flaccid creases, as he laughed gutturally at Gant’s unreason.


  “And you may mark my words,” proceeded Gant, as if he had never been interrupted, and had heard no dissenting judgment, “if they get in again we’ll have soup-kitchens, the banks will go to the wall, and your guts will grease your backbone before another winter’s over.”


  Or, he would find his father in the workroom, bending over a trestle, using the heavy wooden mallet with delicate care, as he guided the chisel through the mazes of an inscription. He never wore work-clothes; he worked dressed in well brushed garments of heavy black, his coat removed, and a long striped apron covering all his front. As Eugene saw him, he felt that this was no common craftsman, but a master, picking up his tools briefly for a chef-d’oeuvre.


  “He is better at this than any one in all the world,” Eugene thought, and his dark vision burned in him for a moment, as he thought that his father’s work would never, as men reckon years, be extinguished, but that when that great skeleton lay powdered in earth, in many a tangled undergrowth, in the rank wilderness of forgotten churchyards, these letters would endure.


  And he thought with pity of all the grocers and brewers and clothiers who had come and gone, with their perishable work a forgotten excrement, or a rotted fabric; or of plumbers, like Max’s father, whose work rusted under ground, or of painters, like Harry’s, whose work scaled with the seasons, or was obliterated with newer brighter paint; and the high horror of death and oblivion, the decomposition of life, memory, desire, in the huge burial-ground of the earth stormed through his heart. He mourned for all the men who had gone because they had not scored their name upon a rock, blasted their mark upon a cliff, sought out the most imperishable objects of the world and graven there some token, some emblem that utterly they might not be forgotten.


  Again, Eugene would find Gant moving with bent strides across the depth of the building, tearing madly along between the sentinel marbles that aisled the ware-room, muttering, with hands gripped behind him, with ominous ebb and flow. Eugene waited. Presently, when he had shuttled thus across his shop some eighty times, he would leap, with a furious howl, to his front door, storming out upon the porch, and delivering his Jeremiad to the offending draymen:


  “You are the lowest of the low, the vilest of the vile. You lousy good-for-nothing bums: you have brought me to the verge of starvation, you have frightened away the little business that might have put bread in my mouth, and kept the wolf from my door. By God, I hate you, for you stink a mile off. You low degenerates, you accursed reprobates; you would steal the pennies from a dead man’s eyes, as you have from mine, fearful, awful, and bloodthirsty mountain grills that you are!”


  He would tear back into the shop muttering, to return almost at once, with a strained pretense at calmness, which ended in a howl:


  “Now I want to tell you: I give you fair warning once and for all. If I find you on my steps again, I’ll put you all in jail.”


  They would disperse sheepishly to their wagons, flicking their whips aimlessly along the pavements.


  “By God, somethin’s sure upset the ole man.”


  An hour later, like heavy buzzing flies, they would drift back settling from nowhere on the broad steps.


  As he emerged from the shop into the Square, they would greet him cheerfully, with a certain affection.


  “’Day, Mr. Gant.”


  “Good day, boys,” he would answer kindly, absently. And he would be away with his gaunt devouring strides.


  As Eugene entered, if Gant were busy on a stone, he would say gruffly, “Hello, son,” and continue with his work, until he had polished the surface of the marble with pumice and water. Then he would take off his apron, put on his coat, and say, to the dawdling, expectant boy: “Come on. I guess you’re thirsty.”


  And they would go across the Square to the cool depth of the drugstore, stand before the onyx splendor of the fountain, under the revolving wooden fans, and drink chill gaseous beverages, limeade so cold it made the head ache, or foaming ice-cream soda, which returned in sharp delicious belches down his tender nostrils.


  Eugene, richer by twenty-five cents, would leave Gant then, and spend the remainder of the day in the library on the Square. He read now rapidly and easily; he read romantic and adventurous novels, with a tearing hunger. At home he devoured Luke’s piled shelves of five-cent novels: he was deep in the weekly adventures of Young Wild West, fantasied in bed at night of virtuous and heroic relations with the beautiful Arietta, followed Nick Carter, through all the mazes of metropolitan crime, Frank Merriwell’s athletic triumphs, Fred Fearnot, and the interminable victories of The Liberty Boys of ’76 over the hated Redcoats.


  He cared not so much for love at first as he did for material success: the straw figures of women in boys’ books, something with hair, dancing eyes, and virtuous opinions, impeccably good and vacant, satisfied him completely: they were the guerdon of heroism, something to be freed from villainy on the nick by a blow or a shot, and to be enjoyed along with a fat income.


  At the library he ravaged the shelves of boys’ books, going unweariedly through all the infinite monotony of the Algers—Pluck and Luck, Sink or Swim, Grit, Jack’s Ward, Jed the Poor-house Boy—and dozens more. He gloated over the fat money-getting of these books (a motif in boys’ books that has never been sufficiently recognized); all of the devices of fortune, the loose rail, the signalled train, the rich reward for heroism; or the full wallet found and restored to its owner; or the value of the supposedly worthless bonds; or the discovery of a rich patron in the city, sunk so deeply into his desires that he was never after able to quench them.


  And all the details of money—the value of the estate usurped by the scoundrelly guardian and his caddish son, he feasted upon, reckoning up the amount of income, if it were not given, or if it were, dividing the annual sum into monthly and weekly portions, and dreaming on its purchasing power. His desires were not modest—no fortune under $250,000 satisfied him: the income of $100,000 at six per cent would pinch one, he felt, from lavishness; and if the reward of virtue was only twenty thousand dollars, he felt bitter chagrin, reckoning life insecure, and comfort a present warmth.


  He built up a constant exchange of books among his companions, borrowing and lending in an intricate web, from Max Isaacs, from “Nosey” Schmidt, the butcher’s son, who had all the rich adventures of the Rover Boys; he ransacked Gant’s shelves at home, reading translations of the Iliad and the Odyssey at the same time as Diamond Dick, Buffalo Bill, and the Algers, and for the same reason; then, as the first years waned and the erotic gropings became more intelligible, he turned passionately to all romantic legendry, looking for women in whom blood ran hotly, whose breath was honey, and whose soft touch a spurting train of fire.


  And in this pillage of the loaded shelves, he found himself wedged firmly into the grotesque pattern of Protestant fiction which yields the rewards of Dionysus to the loyal disciples of John Calvin, panting and praying in a breath, guarding the plumtree with the altar fires, outdoing the pagan harlot with the sanctified hussy.


  Aye, thought he, he would have his cake and eat it too—but it would be a wedding-cake. He was devout in his desire to be a good man; he would bestow the accolade of his love upon nothing but a Virgin; he would marry himself to none but a Pure Woman. This, he saw from the books, would cause no renunciation of delight, for the good women were physically the most attractive.


  He had learned unknowingly what the exquisite voluptuary finds, after weary toil, much later—that no condition of life is so favorable to his enjoyment as that one which is rigidly conventionalized. He had all the passionate fidelity of a child to the laws of the community: all the filtered deposit of Sunday Morning Presbyterianism had its effect.


  He entombed himself in the flesh of a thousand fictional heroes, giving his favorites extension in life beyond their books, carrying their banners into the gray places of actuality, seeing himself now as the militant young clergyman, arrayed, in his war on slum conditions, against all the moneyed hostility of his fashionable church, aided in his hour of greatest travail by the lovely daughter of the millionaire tenement owner, and winning finally a victory for God, the poor, and himself.


  ... They stood silently a moment in the vast deserted nave of Saint Thomas’. Far in the depth of the vast church Old Michael’s slender hands pressed softly on the organ-keys. The last rays of the setting sun poured in a golden shaft down through the western windows, falling for a moment, in a cloud of glory, as if in benediction, on Mainwaring’s tired face.


  “I am going,” he said presently.


  “Going?” she whispered. “Where?”


  The organ music deepened.


  “Out there,” he gestured briefly to the West. “Out there—among His people.”


  “Going?” She could not conceal the tremor of her voice. “Going? Alone?”


  He smiled sadly. The sun had set. The gathering darkness hid the suspicious moisture in his gray eyes.


  “Yes, alone,” he said. “Did not One greater than I go out alone some nineteen centuries ago?”


  “Alone? Alone?” A sob rose in her throat and choked her.


  “But before I go,” he said, after a moment, in a voice which he strove in vain to render steady, “I want to tell you—” He paused a moment, struggling for mastery of his feelings.


  “Yes?” she whispered.


  “—That I shall never forget you, little girl, as long as I live. Never.” He turned abruptly to depart.


  “No, not alone! You shall not go alone!” she stopped him with a sudden cry.


  He whirled as if he had been shot.


  “What do you mean? What do you mean?” he cried hoarsely.


  “Oh, can’t you see! Can’t you see!” She threw out her little hands imploringly, and her voice broke.


  “Grace! Grace! Dear heaven, do you mean it!”


  “You silly man! Oh, you dear blind foolish boy! Haven’t you known for ages—since the day I first heard you preach at the Murphy Street settlement?”


  He crushed her to him in a fierce embrace; her slender body yielded to his touch as he bent over her; and her round arms stole softly across his broad shoulders, around his neck, drawing his dark head to her as he planted hungry kisses on her closed eyes, the column of her throat, the parted petal of her fresh young lips.


  “Forever,” he answered solemnly. “So help me God.”


  The organ music swelled now into a triumphant pæan, filling with its exultant melody the vast darkness of the church. And as Old Michael cast his heart into the music, the tears flowed unrestrained across his withered cheeks, but smilingly happily through his tears, as dimly through his old eyes he saw the two young figures enacting again the age-old tale of youth and love, he murmured,


  “I am the resurrection and the life, Alpha and Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end” ...


  Eugene turned his wet eyes to the light that streamed through the library windows, winked rapidly, gulped, and blew his nose heavily. Ah, yes! Ah, yes!


  ... The band of natives, seeing now that they had no more to fear, and wild with rage at the losses they had suffered, began to advance slowly toward the foot of the cliff, led by Taomi, who, dancing with fury, and hideous with warpaint, urged them on, exhorting them in a shrill voice.


  Glendenning cursed softly under his breath as he looked once more at the empty cartridge belts, then grimly, as he gazed at the yelling horde below, slipped his two remaining cartridges into his Colt.


  “For us?” she said, quietly. He nodded.


  “It is the end?” she whispered, but without a trace of fear.


  Again he nodded, and turned his head away for a moment. Presently he lifted his gray face to her.


  “It is death, Veronica,” he said, “and now I may speak.”


  “Yes, Bruce,” she answered softly.


  It was the first time he had ever heard her use his name, and his heart thrilled to it.


  “I love you, Veronica,” he said. “I have loved you ever since I found your almost lifeless body on the beach, during all the nights I lay outside your tent, listening to your quiet breathing within, love you most of all now in this hour of death when the obligation to keep silence no longer rests upon me.”


  “Dearest, dearest,” she whispered, and he saw her face was wet with tears. “Why didn’t you speak? I have loved you from the first.”


  She leaned toward him, her lips half-parted and tremulous, her breathing short and uncertain, and as his bare arms circled her fiercely their lips met in one long moment of rapture, one final moment of life and ecstasy, in which all the pent longing of their lives found release and consummation now at this triumphant moment of their death.


  A distant reverberation shook the air. Glendenning looked up quickly, and rubbed his eyes with astonishment. There, in the island’s little harbor were turning slowly the lean sides of a destroyer, and even as he looked, there was another burst of flame and smoke, and a whistling five-inch shell burst forty yards from where the natives had stopped. With a yell of mingled fear and baffled rage, they turned and fled off toward their canoes. Already, a boat, manned by the lusty arms of a blue-jacketed crew, had put off from the destroyer’s side, and was coming in toward shore.


  “Saved! We are saved!” cried Glendenning, and leaping to his feet he signalled the approaching boat. Suddenly he paused.


  “Damn!” he muttered bitterly. “Oh, damn!”


  “What is it, Bruce?” she asked.


  He answered her in a cold harsh voice.


  “A destroyer has just entered the harbor. We are saved, Miss Mullins. Saved!” And he laughed bitterly.


  “Bruce! Dearest! What is it? Aren’t you glad? Why do you act so strangely? We shall have all our life together.”


  “Together?” he said, with a harsh laugh. “Oh no, Miss Mullins. I know my place. Do you think old J.T. Mullins would let his daughter marry Bruce Glendenning, international vagabond, jack of all trades, and good at none of them? Oh no. That’s over now, and it’s good-by. I suppose,” he said, with a wry smile, “I’ll hear of your marriage to some Duke or Lord, or some of those foreigners some day. Well, good-by, Miss Mullins. Good luck. We’ll both have to go our own way, I suppose.” He turned away.


  “You foolish boy! You dear bad silly boy!” She threw her arms around his neck, clasped him to her tightly, and scolded him tenderly. “Do you think I’ll ever let you leave me now?”


  “Veronica,” he gasped. “Do you mean it?”


  She tried to meet his adoring eyes, but couldn’t: a rich wave of rosy red mantled her cheek, he drew her rapturously to him and, for the second time, but this time with the prophecy of eternal and abundant life before them, their lips met in sweet oblivion. ...


  Ah, me! Ah, me! Eugene’s heart was filled with joy and sadness—with sorrow because the book was done. He pulled his clotted handkerchief from his pocket and blew the contents of his loaded heart into it in one mighty, triumphant and ecstatic blast of glory and sentiment. Ah, me! Good old Bruce-Eugene.


  Lifted, by his fantasy, into a high interior world, he scored off briefly and entirely all the grimy smudges of life: he existed nobly in a heroic world with lovely and virtuous creatures. He saw himself in exalted circumstances with Bessie Barnes, her pure eyes dim with tears, her sweet lips tremulous with desire: he felt the strong handgrip of Honest Jack, her brother, his truehearted fidelity, the deep eternal locking of their brave souls, as they looked dumbly at each other with misty eyes, and thought of the pact of danger, the shoulder-to-shoulder drive through death and terror which had soldered them silently but implacably.


  Eugene wanted the two things all men want: he wanted to be loved, and he wanted to be famous. His fame was chameleon, but its fruit and triumph lay at home, among the people of Altamont. The mountain town had for him enormous authority: with a child’s egotism it was for him the centre of the earth, the small but dynamic core of all life. He saw himself winning Napoleonic triumphs in battle, falling, with his fierce picked men, like a thunderbolt upon an enemy’s flank, trapping, hemming, and annihilating. He saw himself as the young captain of industry, dominant, victorious, rich; as the great criminal-lawyer bending to his eloquence a charmed court—but always he saw his return from the voyage wearing the great coronal of the world upon his modest brows.


  The world was a phantasmal land of faery beyond the misted hem of the hills, a land of great reverberations, of genii-guarded orchards, wine-dark seas, chasmed and fantastical cities from which he would return into this substantial heart of life, his native town, with golden loot.


  He quivered deliciously to temptation—he kept his titillated honor secure after subjecting it to the most trying inducements: the groomed beauty of the rich man’s wife, publicly humiliated by her brutal husband, defended by Bruce-Eugene, and melting toward him with all the pure ardor of her lonely and womanly heart, pouring the sad measure of her life into his sympathetic ears over the wineglasses of her candled, rich, but intimate table. And as, in the shaded light, she moved yearningly toward him, sheathed plastically in her gown of rich velvet, he would detach gently the round arms that clung about his neck, the firm curved body that stuck gluily to his. Or the blonde princess in the fabulous Balkans, the empress of gabled Toyland, and the Doll Hussars—he would renounce, in a great scene upon the frontiers, her proffered renunciation, drinking eternal farewell on her red mouth, but wedding her to himself and to the citizenship of freedom when revolution had levelled her fortune to his own.


  But, steeping himself in ancient myths, where the will and the deed were not thought darkly on, he spent himself, quilted in golden meadows, or in the green light of woods, in pagan love. Oh to be king, and see a fruity wide-hipped Jewess bathing on her roof, and to possess her; or a cragged and castled baron, to execute le droit de seigneur upon the choicest of the enfeoffed wives and wenches, in a vast chamber loud with the howling winds and lighted by the mad dancing flames of great logs!


  But even more often, the shell of his morality broken to fragments by his desire, he would enact the bawdy fable of school-boys, and picture himself in hot romance with a handsome teacher. In the fourth grade his teacher was a young, inexperienced, but well-built woman, with carrot-colored hair, and full of reckless laughter.


  He saw himself, grown to the age of potency, a strong, heroic, brilliant boy, the one spot of incandescence in a backwoods school attended by snag-toothed children and hair-faced louts. And, as the mellow autumn ripened, her interest in him would intensify, she would “keep him in” for imaginary offenses, setting him, in a somewhat confused way, to do some task, and gazing at him with steady yearning eyes when she thought he was not looking.


  He would pretend to be stumped by the exercise: she would come eagerly and sit beside him, leaning over so that a few fine strands of carrot-colored hair brushed his nostrils, and so that he might feel the firm warmth of her white-waisted arms, and the swell of her tight-skirted thighs. She would explain things to him at great length, guiding his fingers with her own warm, slightly moist hand, when he pretended not to find the place; then she would chide him gently, saying tenderly:


  “Why are you such a bad boy?” or softly: “Do you think you’re going to be better after this?”


  And he, simulating boyish, inarticulate coyness, would say: “Gosh, Miss Edith, I didn’t mean to do nothin’.”


  Later, as the golden sun was waning redly, and there was nothing in the room but the smell of chalk and the heavy buzz of the old October flies, they would prepare to depart. As he twisted carelessly into his overcoat, she would chide him, call him to her, arrange the lapels and his necktie, and smooth out his tousled hair, saying:


  “You’re a good-looking boy. I bet all the girls are wild about you.”


  He would blush in a maidenly way and she, bitten with curiosity, would press him:


  “Come on, now. Who’s your girl?”


  “I haven’t got one, honest, Miss Edith.”


  “You don’t want one of these silly little girls, Eugene,” she would say, coaxingly. “You’re too good for them—you’re a great deal older than your years. You need the understanding a mature woman can give you.”


  And they would walk away in the setting sun, skirting the pine-fresh woods, passing along the path red with maple leaves, past great ripening pumpkins in the fields, and under the golden autumnal odor of persimmons.


  She would live alone with her mother, an old deaf woman, in a little cottage set back from the road against a shelter of lonely singing pines, with a few grand oaks and maples in the leaf-bedded yard.


  Before they came to the house, crossing a field, it would be necessary to go over a stile; he would go over first, helping her down, looking ardently at the graceful curve of her long, deliberately exposed, silk-clad leg.


  As the days shortened, they would come by dark, or under the heavy low-hanging autumnal moon. She would pretend to be frightened as they passed the woods, press in to him and take his arm at imaginary sounds, until one night, crossing the stile, boldly resolved upon an issue, she would pretend difficulty in descending, and he would lift her down in his arms. She would whisper:


  “How strong you are, Eugene.” Still holding her, his hand would shift under her knees. And as he lowered her upon the frozen clotted earth, she would kiss him passionately, again and again, pressing him to her, caressing him, and under the frosted persimmon tree fulfilling and yielding herself up to his maiden and unfledged desire.


  “That boy’s read books by the hundreds,” Gant boasted about the town. “He’s read everything in the library by now.”


  “By God, W.O., you’ll have to make a lawyer out of him. That’s what he’s cut out for.” Major Liddell spat accurately, out of his high cracked voice, across the pavement, and settled back in his chair below the library windows, smoothing his stained white pointed beard with a palsied hand. He was a veteran.


  [¬]
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  But this freedom, this isolation in print, this dreaming and unlimited time of fantasy, was not to last unbroken. Both Gant and Eliza were fluent apologists for economic independence: all the boys had been sent out to earn money at a very early age.


  “It teaches a boy to be independent and self-reliant,” said Gant, feeling he had heard this somewhere before.


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza. “It won’t do them a bit of harm. If they don’t learn now, they won’t do a stroke of work later on. Besides, they can earn their own pocket money.” This, undoubtedly, was a consideration of the greatest importance.


  Thus, the boys had gone out to work, after school hours, and in the vacations, since they were very young. Unhappily, neither Eliza nor Gant were at any pains to examine the kind of work their children did, contenting themselves vaguely with the comfortable assurance that all work which earned money was honest, commendable, and formative of character.


  By this time Ben, sullen, silent, alone, had withdrawn more closely than ever into his heart: in the brawling house he came and went, and was remembered, like a phantom. Each morning at three o’clock, when his fragile unfurnished body should have been soaked in sleep, he got up under the morning stars, departed silently from the sleeping house, and went down to the roaring morning presses and the inksmell that he loved, to begin the delivery of his route. Almost without consideration by Gant and Eliza he slipped quietly away from school after the eighth grade, took on extra duties at the paper’s office and lived, in sufficient bitter pride, upon his earnings. He slept at home, ate perhaps one meal a day there, loping home gauntly at night, with his father’s stride, thin long shoulders, bent prematurely by the weight of the heavy paper bag, pathetically, hungrily Gantian.


  He bore encysted in him the evidence of their tragic fault: he walked alone in the darkness, death and the dark angels hovered, and no one saw him. At three-thirty in the morning, with his loaded bag beside him, he sat with other route boys in a lunch room, with a cup of coffee in one hand and a cigarette in the other, laughing softly, almost noiselessly, with his flickering exquisitely sensitive mouth, his scowling gray eyes.


  At home he spent hours quietly absorbed in his life with Eugene, playing with him, cuffing him with his white hard hands from time to time, establishing with him a secret communication to which the life of the family had neither access nor understanding. From his small wages he gave the boy sums of spending-money, bought him expensive presents on his birthdays, at Christmas, or some special occasion, inwardly moved and pleased when he saw how like Mæcenas he seemed to Eugene, how deep and inexhaustible to the younger boy were his meagre resources. What he earned, all the history of his life away from home, he kept in jealous secrecy.


  “It’s nobody’s business but my own. By God, I’m not asking any of you for anything,” he said, sullenly and irritably, when Eliza pressed him curiously. He had a deep scowling affection for them all: he never forgot their birthdays, he always placed where they might find it, some gift, small, inexpensive, selected with the most discriminating taste. When, with their fervent over-emphasis, they went through long ecstasies of admiration, embroidering their thanks with florid decorations, he would jerk his head sideways to some imaginary listener, laughing softly and irritably, as he said:


  “Oh for God’s sake! Listen to this, won’t you!”


  Perhaps, as pigeon-toed, well creased, brushed, white-collared, Ben loped through the streets, or prowled softly and restlessly about the house, his dark angel wept, but no one else saw, and no one knew. He was a stranger, and as he sought through the house, he was always aprowl to find some entrance into life, some secret undiscovered door—a stone, a leaf,—that might admit him into light and fellowship. His passion for home was fundamental, in that jangled and clamorous household his sullen and contained quiet was like some soothing opiate on their nerves: with quiet authority, white-handed skill, he sought about repairing old scars, joining with delicate carpentry old broken things, prying quietly about a short-circuited wire, a defective socket.


  “That boy’s a born electrical engineer,” said Gant. “I’ve a good notion to send him off to school.” And he would paint a romantic picture of the prosperity of Mr. Charles Liddell, the Major’s worthy son, who earned thousands by his electrical wizardry, and supported his father. And he would reproach them bitterly, as he dwelt on his own merit and the worthlessness of his sons:


  “Other men’s sons support their fathers in their old age—not mine! Not mine! Ah Lord—it will be a bitter day for me when I have to depend on one of mine. Tarkinton told me the other day that Rafe has given him five dollars a week for his food ever since he was sixteen. Do you think I could look for such treatment from one of mine? Do you? Not until Hell freezes over—and not then!” And he would refer to the hardships of his own youth, cast out, so he said, to earn his living, at an age which varied, according to his temper, at from six to eleven years, contrasting his poverty to the luxury in which his own children wallowed.


  “No one ever did anything for me,” he howled. “But everything’s been done for you. And what gratitude do I get from you? Do you ever think of the old man who slaves up there in his cold shop in order to give you food and shelter? Do you? Ingratitude, more fierce than brutish beasts!” Remorseful food stuck vengefully in Eugene’s throat.


  Eugene was initiated to the ethics of success. It was not enough that a man work, though work was fundamental; it was even more important that he make money—a great deal if he was to be a great success—but at least enough to “support himself.” This was for both Gant and Eliza the base of worth. Of so and so, they might say:


  “He’s not worth powder enough to kill him. He’s never been able to support himself,” to which Eliza, but not Gant, might add:


  “He hasn’t a stick of property to his name.” This crowned him with infamy.


  In the fresh sweet mornings of Spring now, Eugene was howled out of bed at six-thirty by his father, descended to the cool garden, and there, assisted by Gant, filled small strawberry baskets with great crinkled lettuces, radishes, plums, and green apples—somewhat later, with cherries. With these packed in a great hamper, he would peddle his wares through the neighborhood, selling them easily and delightfully, in a world of fragrant morning cookery, at five or ten cents a basket. He would return home gleefully with empty hamper in time for breakfast: he liked the work, the smell of gardens, of fresh wet vegetables; he loved the romantic structure of the earth which filled his pocket with chinking coins.


  He was permitted to keep the money of his sales, although Eliza was annoyingly insistent that he should not squander it, but open a bank account with it with which, one day, he might establish himself in business, or buy a good piece of property. And she bought him a little bank, into which his reluctant fingers dropped a portion of his earnings, and from which he got a certain dreary satisfaction from time to time by shaking it close to his ear and dwelling hungrily on all the purchasable delight that was locked away from him in the small heavy bullion-chinking vault. There was a key, but Eliza kept it.


  But, as the months passed, and the sturdy child’s body of his infancy lengthened rapidly to some interior chemical expansion, and he became fragile, thin, pallid, but remarkably tall for his age, Eliza began to say: “That boy’s big enough to do a little work.”


  Every Thursday afternoon now during the school months, and thence until Saturday, he was sent out upon the streets to sell The Saturday Evening Post, of which Luke held the local agency. Eugene hated the work with a deadly sweltering hatred; he watched the approach of Thursday with sick horror.


  Luke had been the agent since his twelfth year: his reputation for salesmanship was sown through the town; he came with wide grin, exuberant vitality, wagging and witty tongue, hurling all his bursting energy into an insane extraversion. He lived absolutely in event: there was in him no secret place, nothing withheld and guarded—he had an instinctive horror of all loneliness.


  He wanted above all else to be esteemed and liked by the world, and the need for the affection and esteem of his family was desperately essential. The fulsome praise, the heartiness of hand and tongue, the liberal display of sentiment were as the breath of life to him: he was overwhelmingly insistent in the payment of drinks at the fountain, the bringer-home of packed ice-cream for Eliza, and of cigars to Gant and, as Gant gave publication to his generosity, the boy’s need for it increased—he built up an image of himself as the Good Fellow, witty, unselfish, laughed at but liked by all—as Big-Hearted Unselfish Luke. And this was the opinion people had of him.


  Many times in the years that followed, when Eugene’s pockets were empty, Luke thrust a coin roughly and impatiently in them, but, hard as the younger boy’s need might be, there was always an awkward scene—painful, embarrassed protestations, a distressful confusion because Eugene, having accurately and intuitively gauged his brother’s hunger for gratitude and esteem, felt sharply that he was yielding up his independence to a bludgeoning desire.


  He had never felt the slightest shame at Ben’s bounty: his enormously sensitized perception had told him long since that he might get the curse of annoyance, the cuff of anger, from his brother, but that past indulgences would not be brandished over him, and that even the thought of having bestowed gifts would give Ben inward shame. In this, he was like Ben: the thought of a gift he made, with its self-congratulatory implications, made him writhe.


  Thus, before he was ten, Eugene’s brooding spirit was nettled in the complexity of truth and seeming. He could find no words, no answers to the puzzles that baffled and maddened him: he found himself loathing that which bore the stamp of virtue, sick with weariness and horror at what was considered noble. He was hurled, at eight years, against the torturing paradox of the ungenerous-generous, the selfish-unselfish, the noble-base, and unable to fathom or define those deep springs of desire in the human spirit that seek public gratification by virtuous pretension, he was made wretched by the conviction of his own sinfulness.


  There was in him a savage honesty, which exercised an uncontrollable domination over him when his heart or head were deeply involved. Thus, at the funeral of some remote kinsman, or of some acquaintance of the family, for whom he had never acquired any considerable affection, he would grow bitterly shamefast if, while listening to the solemn drone of the minister, or the sorrowful chanting of the singers, he felt his face had assumed an expression of unfelt and counterfeited grief: as a consequence he would shift about matter-of-factly, cross his legs, gaze indifferently at the ceiling, or look out of the window with a smile, until he was conscious his conduct had attracted the attention of people, and that they were looking on him with disfavor. Then, he felt a certain grim satisfaction as if, although having lost esteem, he had recorded his life.


  But Luke flourished hardily in all the absurd mummery of the village: he gave heaping weight to every simulation of affection, grief, pity, good-will, and modesty—there was no excess that he did not underscore heavily, and the world’s dull eye read him kindly.


  He spun himself outward with ceaseless exuberance: he was genuinely and whole-heartedly involved. There was in him no toilsome web that might have checked him, no balancing or restraining weight—he had enormous energy, hungry gregariousness, the passion to pool his life.


  In the family, where a simple brutal tag was enough for the appraisal of all fine consciences, Ben went simply as “the quiet one,” Luke as the generous and unselfish one, Eugene as the “scholar.” It served. The generous one, who had never in all his life had the power to fasten his mind upon the pages of a book, or the logic of number, for an hour together, resented, as he see-sawed comically from one leg to another, stammering quaintly, whistling for the word that stuck in his throat, the brooding abstraction of the youngest.


  “Come on, this is no time for day-dreaming,” he would stammer ironically. “The early bird catches the worm—it’s time we went out on the street.”


  And although his reference to day-dreams was only part of the axiomatic mosaic of his speech, Eugene was startled and confused, feeling that his secret world, so fearfully guarded, had been revealed to ridicule. And the older boy, too, smarting from his own dismal performances at school, convinced himself that the deep inward turning of the spirit, the brooding retreat into the secret place, which he recognized in the mysterious hypnotic power of language over Eugene, was not only a species of indolence, for the only work he recognized was that which strained at weight or sweated in the facile waggery of the tongue, but that it was moreover the indulgence of a “selfish” family-forgetting spirit. He was determined to occupy alone the throne of goodness.


  Thus, Eugene gathered vaguely but poignantly, that other boys of his age were not only self-supporting, but had for years kept their decrepit parents in luxury by their earnings as electrical engineers, presidents of banks, or members of Congress. There was, in fact, no excess of suggestion that Gant did not use upon his youngest son—he had felt, long since, the vibration to every tremor of feeling of the million-noted little instrument, and it pleased him to see the child wince, gulp, tortured with remorse. Thus, while he piled high with succulent meat the boy’s platter, he would say sentimentally:


  “I tell you what: there are not many boys who have what you have. What’s going to become of you when your old father’s dead and gone?” And he would paint a ghastly picture of himself lying cold in death, lowered forever into the damp rot of the earth, buried, forgotten—an event which, he hinted sorrowfully, was not remote.


  “You’ll remember the old man, then,” he would say. “Ah, Lord! You never miss the water till the well goes dry,” noting with keen pleasure the inward convulsion of the childish throat, the winking eyes, the tense constricted face.


  “I’ll vow, Mr. Gant,” Eliza bridled, also pleased, “you oughtn’t to do that to the child.”


  Or, he would speak sadly of “Little Jimmy,” a legless little boy whom he had often pointed out to Eugene, who lived across the river from Riverside, the amusement park, and around whom he had woven a pathetic fable of poverty and orphanage which was desperately real now to his son. When Eugene was six, Gant had promised him carelessly a pony for Christmas, without any intention of fulfilling his promise. As Christmas neared he had begun to speak touchingly of “Little Jimmy,” of the countless advantages of Eugene’s lot and, after a mighty struggle, the boy had renounced the pony, in a scrawled message to Elfland, in favor of the cripple. Eugene never forgot: even when he had reached manhood the deception of “Little Jimmy” returned to him, without rancor, without ugliness, only with pain for all the blind waste, the stupid perjury, the thoughtless dishonor, the crippling dull deceit.


  Luke parroted all of his father’s sermons, but earnestly and witlessly, without Gant’s humor, without his chicanery, only with his sentimentality. He lived in a world of symbols, large, crude, and gaudily painted, labelled “Father,” “Mother,” “Home,” “Family,” “Generosity,” “Honor,” “Unselfishness,” made of sugar and molasses, and gummed glutinously with tear-shaped syrup.


  “He’s one good boy,” the neighbors said.


  “He’s the cutest thing,” said the ladies, who were charmed by his stutter, his wit, his good nature, his devout attendance on them.


  “That boy’s a hustler. He’ll make his mark,” said all the men in town.


  And it was as the smiling hustler that he wanted to be known. He read piously all the circulars the Curtis Publishing Company sent to its agents: he posed himself in the various descriptive attitudes that were supposed to promote business—the proper manner of “approach,” the most persuasive manner of drawing the journal from the bag, the animated description of its contents, in which he was supposed to be steeped as a result of his faithful reading—“the good salesman,” the circulars said, “should know in and out the article he is selling”—a knowledge that Luke avoided, but which he replaced with eloquent invention of his own.


  The literal digestion of these instructions resulted in one of the most fantastical exhibitions of print-vending ever seen: fortified by his own unlimited cheek, and by the pious axioms of the exhortations that “the good salesman will never take no for his answer,” that he should “stick to his prospect” even if rebuffed, that he should “try to get the customer’s psychology,” the boy would fall into step with an unsuspecting pedestrian, open the broad sheets of The Post under the man’s nose, and in a torrential harangue, sown thickly with stuttering speech, buffoonery, and ingratiation, delivered so rapidly that the man could neither accept nor reject the magazine, hound him before a grinning public down the length of a street, backing him defensively into a wall, and taking from the victim’s eager fingers the five-cent coin that purchased his freedom.


  “Yes, sir. Yes, sir,” he would begin in a sonorous voice, dropping wide-leggedly into the “prospect’s” stride. “This week’s edition of The Saturday Evening Post, five cents, only a nickel, p-p-p-purchased weekly by t-t-two million readers. In this week’s issue you have eighty-six pages of f-f-fact and fiction, to say n-n-nothing of the advertisements. If you c-c-c-can’t read you’ll get m-m-more than your money’s worth out of the p-p-pictures. On page 13 this week, we have a very fine article, by I-I-I-Isaac F. Marcosson, the f-f-f-famous traveller and writer on politics; on page 29, you have a story by Irvin S. Cobb, the g-g-g-greatest living humorist, and a new story of the prize-ring by J-J-Jack London. If you b-b-bought it in a book, it’d c-c-cost you a d-d-dollar-and-a-half.”


  He had, besides these chance victims, an extensive clientry among the townsfolk. Swinging briskly and cheerily down the street, full of greetings and glib repartee, he would accost each of the grinning men by a new title, in a rich stammering tenor voice:


  “Colonel, how are you! Major—here you are, a week’s reading hot off the press. Captain, how’s the boy?”


  “How are you, son?”


  “Couldn’t be better, General—slick as a puppy’s belly!”


  And they would roar with wheezing, red-faced, Southern laughter:


  “By God, he’s a good ’un. Here, son, give me one of the damn things. I don’t want it, but I’ll buy it just to hear you talk.”


  He was full of pungent and racy vulgarity: he had, more than any of the family, a Rabelaisian earthiness that surged in him with limitless energy, charging his tongue with unpremeditated comparisons, Gargantuan metaphors. Finally, he wet the bed every night in spite of Eliza’s fretting complaints: it was the final touch of his stuttering, whistling, cheerful, vital, and comic personality—he was Luke, the unique, Luke, the incomparable: he was, in spite of his garrulous and fidgeting nervousness, an intensely likable person—and he really had in him a bottomless well of affection. He wanted bounteous praise for his acts, but he had a deep, genuine kindliness and tenderness.


  Every week, on Thursday, in Gant’s dusty little office, he would gather the grinning cluster of small boys who bought The Post from him, and harangue them before he sent them out on their duties:


  “Well, have you thought of what you’re going to tell them yet? You know you can’t sit around on your little tails and expect them to look you up. Have you got a spiel worked out yet? How do you approach ’em, eh?” he said, turning fiercely to a stricken small boy. “Speak up, speak up, G-G-G-God-damn it—don’t s-s-stand there looking at me. Haw!” he said, laughing with sudden wild idiocy, “look at that face, won’t you?”


  Gant surveyed the proceedings from afar with Jannadeau, grinning.


  “All right, Christopher Columbus,” continued Luke, goodhumoredly, “What do you tell ’em, son?”


  The boy cleared his throat timidly: “Mister, do you want to buy a copy of The Saturday Evening Post?”


  “Oh, twah-twah,” said Luke, with mincing delicacy, as the boys sniggered, “sweet twah-twah! Do you expect them to buy with a spiel like that? My God, where are your brains? Sail into them. Tackle them, and don’t take no for an answer. Don’t ask them if they want to buy. Dive into them: ‘Here you are, sir—hot off the press.’ Jesus Christ,” he yelled, looking at the distant court-house clock with sudden fidget, “we should have been out an hour ago. Come on—don’t stand there: here are your papers. How many do you want, you little Kike?”—for he had several Jews in his employ: they worshipped him and he was very fond of them—he liked their warmth, richness, humor.


  “Twenty.”


  “Twenty!” he yelled. “You little loafer—you’ll t-t-take fifty. G-g-go on, you c-c-can sell ’em all this afternoon. By G-G-God, papa,” he said, pointing to the Jews, as Gant entered the office, “it l-l-looks like the Last S-S-Supper, don’t it? All right!” he said, smacking across the buttocks a small boy who had bent for his quota. “Don’t stick it in my face.” They shrieked with laughter. “Dive in to them now. Don’t let ’em get away from you.” And, laughing and excited, he would send them out into the streets.


  To this kind of employment and this method of exploitation Eugene was now initiated. He loathed the work with a deadly, an inexplicable loathing. But something in him festered deeply at the idea of disposing of his wares by the process of making such a wretched little nuisance of himself that riddance was purchased only at the price of the magazine. He writhed with shame and humiliation, but he stuck desperately to his task, a queer curly-headed passionate little creature, who raced along by the side of an astonished captive, pouring out of his dark eager face a hurricane of language. And men, fascinated somehow by this strange eloquence from a little boy, bought.


  Sometimes the heavy paunch-bellied Federal judge, sometimes an attorney, a banker would take him home, bidding him to perform for their wives, the members of their families, giving him twenty-five cents when he was done, and dismissing him. “What do you think of that!” they said.


  His first and nearest sales made, in the town, he would make the long circle on the hills and in the woods along the outskirts, visiting the tubercular sanitariums, selling the magazines easily and quickly—“like hot cakes” as Luke had it—to doctors and nurses, to white unshaven, sensitive-faced Jews, to the wisp of a rake, spitting his rotten lungs into a cup, to good-looking young women who coughed slightly from time to time, but who smiled at him from their chairs, and let their warm soft hands touch his slightly as they paid him.


  Once, at a hillside sanitarium, two young New York Jews had taken him to the room of one of them, closed the door behind him, and assaulted him, tumbling him on the bed, while one drew forth a pocket knife and informed him he was going to perform a caponizing operation on him. They were two young men bored with the hills, the town, the deadly regime of their treatment, and it occurred to him years later that they had concocted the business, days ahead, in their dull lives, living for the excitement and terror they would arouse in him. His response was more violent than they had bargained for: he went mad with fear, screamed, and fought insanely. They were weak as cats, he squirmed out of their grasp and off the bed cuffing and clawing tigerishly, striking and kicking them with blind and mounting rage. He was released by a nurse who unlocked the door and led him out into the sunlight, the two young consumptives, exhausted and frightened, remaining in their room. He was nauseated by fear and by the impacts of his fists on their leprous bodies.


  But the little mound of nickels and dimes and quarters chinked pleasantly in his pockets: leg-weary and exhausted he would stand before a gleaming fountain burying his hot face in an iced drink. Sometimes conscience-tortured, he would steal an hour away from the weary streets and go into the library for a period of enchantment and oblivion: he was often discovered by his watchful and bustling brother, who drove him out to his labor again, taunting and spurring him into activity.


  “Wake up! You’re not in Fairyland. Go after them.”


  Eugene’s face was of no use to him as a mask: it was a dark pool in which every pebble of thought and feeling left its circle—his shame, his distaste for his employment was obvious, although he tried to conceal it: he was accused of false pride, told that he was “afraid of a little honest work,” and reminded of the rich benefits he had received from his big-hearted parents.


  He turned desperately to Ben. Sometimes Ben, loping along the streets of the town, met him, hot, tired, dirty, wearing his loaded canvas bag, scowled fiercely at him, upbraided him for his unkempt appearance, and took him into a lunch-room for something to eat—rich foaming milk, fat steaming kidney-beans, thick apple-pie.


  Both Ben and Eugene were by nature aristocrats. Eugene had just begun to feel his social status—or rather his lack of one; Ben had felt it for years. The feeling at bottom might have resolved itself simply into a desire for the companionship of elegant and lovely women: neither was able, nor would have dared, to confess this, and Eugene was unable to confess that he was susceptible to the social snub, or the pain of caste inferiority: any suggestion that the companionship of elegant people was preferable to the fellowship of a world of Tarkintons, and its blousy daughters, would have been hailed with heavy ridicule by the family, as another indication of false and undemocratic pride. He would have been called “Mr. Vanderbilt” or “the Prince of Wales.”


  Ben, however, was not to be intimidated by their cant, or deceived by their twaddle. He saw them with bitter clarity, answered their pretensions with soft mocking laughter, and a brief nod upwards and to the side to the companion to whom he communicated all his contemptuous observation—his dark satiric angel: “Oh, my God! Listen to that, won’t you?”


  There was behind his scowling quiet eyes, something strange and fierce and unequivocal that frightened them: besides, he had secured for himself the kind of freedom they valued most—the economic freedom—and he spoke as he felt, answering their virtuous reproof with fierce quiet scorn.


  One day, he stood, smelling of nicotine, before the fire, scowling darkly at Eugene who, grubby and tousled, had slung his heavy bag over his shoulder, and was preparing to depart.


  “Come here, you little bum,” he said. “When did you wash your hands last?” Scowling fiercely, he made a sudden motion as if to strike the boy, but he finished instead by re-tying, with his hard delicate hands, his tie.


  “In God’s name, mama,” he burst out irritably to Eliza, “haven’t you got a clean shirt to give him? You know, he ought to have one every month or so.”


  “What do you mean? What do you mean?” said Eliza with comic rapidity, looking up from a basket of socks she was darning. “I gave him that one last Tuesday.”


  “You little thug!” he growled, looking at Eugene with a fierce pain in his eyes. “Mama, for heaven’s sake, why don’t you send him to the barber’s and get that lousy hair cut off? By God, I’ll pay for it, if you don’t want to spend the money.”


  She pursed her lips angrily and continued to darn. Eugene looked at him dumbly, gratefully. After Eugene had gone, the quiet one smoked moodily for a time, drawing the fragrant smoke in long gulps down into his thin lungs. Eliza, recollective and hurt at what had been said, worked on.


  “What are you trying to do with your kid, mama?” he said in a hard quiet voice, after a silence. “Do you want to make a tramp out of him?”


  “What do you mean? What do you mean?”


  “Do you think it’s right to send him out on the streets with every little thug in town?”


  “Why, I don’t know what you’re talking about, boy,” she said impatiently. “It’s no disgrace for a boy to do a little honest work, and no one thinks so.”


  “Oh, my God,” he said to the dark angel. “Listen to that!”


  Eliza pursed her lips without speaking for a time.


  “Pride goeth before a fall,” she said after a moment. “Pride goeth before a fall.”


  “I can’t see that that makes much difference to us,” said he. “We’ve got no place to fall to.”


  “I consider myself as good as any one,” she said, with dignity. “I hold my head up with any one I meet.”


  “Oh, my God,” Ben said to his angel. “You don’t meet any one. I don’t notice any of your fine brothers or their wives coming to see you.”


  This was true, and it hurt. She pursed her lips.


  “No mama,” he continued after a moment’s pause, “you and the Old Man have never given a damn what we’ve done so long as you thought you might save a nickel by it.”


  “Why, I don’t know what you’re talking about, boy,” she answered. “You talk as if you thought we were Rich Folks. Beggars can’t be choosers.”


  “Oh, my God,” he laughed bitterly. “You and the Old Man like to make out you’re paupers, but you’ve a sock full of money.”


  “I don’t know what you mean,” she said angrily.


  “No,” he said, with his frequent negative beginning, after a moody silence, “there are people in this town without a fifth what we’ve got who get twice as much out of it. The rest of us have never had anything, but I don’t want to see the kid made into a little tramp.”


  There was a long silence. She darned bitterly, pursing her lips frequently, hovering between quiet and tears.


  “I never thought,” she began after a long pause, her mouth tremulous with a bitter hurt smile, “that I should live to hear such talk from a son of mine. You had better watch out,” she hinted darkly, “a day of reckoning cometh. As sure as you live, as sure as you live. You will be repaid threefold for your unnatural,” her voice sank to a tearful whisper, “your unnatural conduct!” She wept easily.


  “Oh, my God,” answered Ben, turning his lean, gray, bitter, bumpy face up toward his listening angel. “Listen to that, won’t you?”


  [¬]
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  Eliza saw Altamont not as so many hills, buildings, people: she saw it in the pattern of a gigantic blueprint. She knew the history of every piece of valuable property—who bought it, who sold it, who owned it in 1893, and what it was now worth. She watched the tides of traffic cannily; she knew by what corners the largest number of people passed in a day or an hour; she was sensitive to every growing-pain of the young town, gauging from year to year its growth in any direction, and deducing the probable direction of its future expansion. She judged distances critically, saw at once where the beaten route to an important centre was stupidly circuitous, and looking in a straight line through houses and lots, she said:


  “There’ll be a street through here some day.”


  Her vision of land and population was clear, crude, focal—there was nothing technical about it: it was extraordinary for its direct intensity. Her instinct was to buy cheaply where people would come; to keep out of pockets and culs de sac, to buy on a street that moved toward a centre, and that could be given extension.


  Thus, she began to think of Dixieland. It was situated five minutes from the public square, on a pleasant sloping middleclass street of small homes and boarding-houses. Dixieland was a big cheaply constructed frame house of eighteen or twenty drafty high-ceilinged rooms: it had a rambling, unplanned, gabular appearance, and was painted a dirty yellow. It had a pleasant green front yard, not deep but wide, bordered by a row of young deep-bodied maples: there was a sloping depth of one hundred and ninety feet, a frontage of one hundred and twenty. And Eliza, looking toward the town, said: “They’ll put a street behind there some day.”


  In winter, the wind blew howling blasts under the skirts of Dixieland: its back end was built high off the ground on wet columns of rotting brick. Its big rooms were heated by a small furnace which sent up, when charged with fire, a hot dry enervation to the rooms of the first floor, and a gaseous but chill radiation to those upstairs.


  The place was for sale. Its owner was a middle-aged horse-faced gentleman whose name was the Reverend Wellington Hodge: he had begun life favorably in Altamont as a Methodist minister, but had run foul of trouble when he began to do double service to the Lord God of Hosts and John Barleycorn—his evangelical career came to an abrupt ending one winter’s night when the streets were dumb with falling snow. Wellington, clad only in his winter heavies, made a wild sortie from Dixieland at two in the morning, announcing the kingdom of God and the banishment of the devil, in a mad marathon through the streets that landed him panting but victorious in front of the Post Office. Since then, with the assistance of his wife, he had eked out a hard living at the boarding-house. Now, he was spent, disgraced, and weary of the town.


  Besides, the sheltering walls of Dixieland inspired him with horror—he felt that the malign influence of the house had governed his own disintegration. He was a sensitive man, and his promenades about his estate were checked by inhibited places: the cornice of the long girdling porch where a lodger had hanged himself one day at dawn, the spot in the hall where the consumptive had collapsed in a hemorrhage, the room where the old man cut his throat. He wanted to return to his home, a land of fast horses, wind-bent grass, and good whisky—Kentucky. He was ready to sell Dixieland.


  Eliza pursed her lips more and more thoughtfully, went to town by way of Spring Street more and more often.


  “That’s going to be a good piece of property some day,” she said to Gant.


  He made no complaint. He felt suddenly the futility of opposing an implacable, an inexorable desire.


  “Do you want it?” he said.


  She pursed her lips several times: “It’s a good buy,” she said.


  “You’ll never regret it as long as you live, W.O.,” said Dick Gudger, the agent.


  “It’s her house, Dick,” said Gant wearily. “Make out the papers in her name.”


  She looked at him.


  “I never want to own another piece of property as long as I live,” said Gant. “It’s a curse and a care, and the tax-collector gets all you have in the end.”


  Eliza pursed her lips and nodded.


  She bought the place for seventy-five hundred dollars. She had enough money to make the first payment of fifteen hundred. The balance was to be paid in installments of fifteen hundred dollars a year. This she knew she had to pay chiefly from the earnings of the house.


  In the young autumn when the maples were still full and green, and the migratory swallows filled secretly the trees with clamor, and swooped of an evening in a black whirlwind down, drifting at its funnel end, like dead leaves, into their chosen chimney, Eliza moved into Dixieland. There was clangor, excitement, vast curiosity in the family about the purchase, but no clear conception of what had really happened. Gant and Eliza, although each felt dumbly that they had come to a decisive boundary in their lives, talked vaguely about their plans, spoke of Dixieland evasively as “a good investment,” said nothing clearly. In fact, they felt their approaching separation instinctively: Eliza’s life was moving by a half-blind but inevitable gravitation toward the centre of its desire—the exact meaning of her venture she would have been unable to define, but she had a deep conviction that the groping urge which had led her so blindly into death and misery at Saint Louis had now impelled her in the right direction. Her life was on the rails.


  And however vaguely, confusedly, and casually they approached this complete disruption of their life together, the rooting up of their clamorous home, when the hour of departures came, the elements resolved themselves immutably and without hesitation.


  Eliza took Eugene with her. He was the last tie that bound her to all the weary life of breast and cradle; he still slept with her of nights; she was like some swimmer who ventures out into a dark and desperate sea, not wholly trusting to her strength and destiny, but with a slender cord bound to her which stretches still to land.


  With scarcely a word spoken, as if it had been known anciently and forever, Helen stayed with Gant.


  The time for Daisy’s marriage was growing near: she had been sought by a tall middle-aged shaven life-insurance agent, who wore spats, collars of immaculate starchiness five inches in height, who spoke with an unctuous and insane croon, chortling gently in his throat from time to time for no reason at all. His name was Mr. McKissem, and she had screwed up enough courage, after an arduous siege, to refuse him, upon the private grounds of insanity.


  She had promised herself to a young South Carolinian, who was connected rather vaguely with the grocery trade. His hair was parted in the middle of his low forehead, his voice was soft, drawling, amiable, his manner hearty and insistent, his habits large and generous. He brought Gant cigars on his visits, the boys large boxes of assorted candies. Every one felt that he had favorable prospects.


  As for the others—Ben and Luke only—they were left floating in limbo; for Steve, since his eighteenth year, had spent most of his life away from home, existing for months by semi-vagabondage, scrappy employment, and small forgeries upon his father, in New Orleans, Jacksonville, Memphis, and reappearing to his depressed family after long intervals by telegraphing that he was desperately sick or, through the intermediacy of a crony who borrowed the title of “doctor” for the occasion, that he was dying, and would come home in a box if he was not sent for in the emaciated flesh.


  Thus, before he was eight, Eugene gained another roof and lost forever the tumultuous, unhappy, warm centre of his home. He had from day to day no clear idea where the day’s food, shelter, lodging was to come from, although he was reasonably sure it would be given: he ate wherever he happened to hang his hat, either at Gant’s or at his mother’s; occasionally, although infrequently, he slept with Luke in the sloping, alcoved, gabled back room, rude with calcimine, with the high drafty steps that slanted to the kitchen porch, with the odor of old stacked books in packing-cases, with the sweet orchard scents. There were two beds; he exulted in his unaccustomed occupancy of an entire mattress, dreaming of the day of manlike privacy. But Eliza did not allow this often: he was riven into her flesh.


  Forgetful of him during the day’s press, she summoned him at night over the telephone, demanding his return, and upbraiding Helen for keeping him. There was a bitter submerged struggle over him between Eliza and her daughter: absorbed in the management of Dixieland for days, she would suddenly remember his absence from meals, and call for him angrily across the phone.


  “Good heavens, mama,” Helen would answer irritably. “He’s your child, not mine. I’m not going to see him starve.”


  “What do you mean? What do you mean? He ran off while dinner was on the table. I’ve got a good meal fixed for him here. H-m! A good meal.”


  Helen put her hand over the mouthpiece, making a face at him as he stood catlike and sniggering by, burlesquing the Pentland manner, tone, mouthing.


  “H-m! Why, law me, child, yes—it’s good soup.”


  He was convulsed silently.


  And then aloud: “Well, it’s your own lookout, not mine. If he doesn’t want to stay up there, I can’t help it.”


  When he returned to Dixieland, Eliza would question him with bitter working lips; she would prick at his hot pride in an effort to keep him by her.


  “What do you mean by running off to your papa’s like that? If I were you, I’d have too much pride for that. I’d be a-sha-a-med!” Her face worked with a bitter hurt smile. “Helen can’t be bothered with you. She doesn’t want you around.”


  But the powerful charm of Gant’s house, of its tacked and added whimsy, its male smell, its girdling rich vines, its great gummed trees, its roaring internal seclusiveness, the blistered varnish, the hot calfskin, the comfort and abundance, seduced him easily away from the great chill tomb of Dixieland, particularly in winter, since Eliza was most sparing of coal.


  Gant had already named it “The Barn”; in the morning now, after his heavy breakfast at home, he would swing gauntly toward town by way of Spring Street, composing en route the invective that he had formerly reserved to his sitting-room. He would stride through the wide chill hall of Dixieland, bursting in upon Eliza, and two or three negresses, busy preparing the morning meal for the hungry boarders who rocked energetically upon the porch. All of the objections, all of the abuse that had not been uttered when she bought the place, were vented now.


  “Woman, you have deserted my bed and board, you have made a laughing stock of me before the world, and left your children to perish. Fiend that you are, there is nothing that you would not do to torture, humiliate and degrade me. You have deserted me in my old age; you have left me to die alone. Ah, Lord! It was a bitter day for us all when your gloating eyes first fell upon this damnable, this awful, this murderous and bloody Barn. There is no ignominy to which you will not stoop if you think it will put a nickel in your pocket. You have fallen so low not even your own brothers will come near you. ‘Nor beast, nor man hath fallen so far.’”


  And in the pantries, above the stove, into the dining-room, the rich voices of the negresses chuckled with laughter.


  “Dat man sho’ can tawk!”


  Eliza got along badly with the negroes. She had all the dislike and distrust for them of the mountain people. Moreover, she had never been used to service, and she did not know how to accept or govern it graciously. She nagged and berated the sullen negro girls constantly, tortured by the thought that they were stealing her supplies and her furnishings, and dawdling away the time for which she paid them. And she paid them reluctantly, dribbling out their small wages a coin or two at a time, nagging them for their laziness and stupidity.


  “What have you been doing all this time? Did you get those back rooms done upstairs?”


  “No’m,” said the negress sullenly, slatting flatfootedly down the kitchen.


  “I’ll vow,” Eliza fretted. “I never saw such a good-for-nothing shiftless darkey in my life. You needn’t think I’m going to pay you for wasting your time.”


  This would go on throughout the day. As a result, Eliza would often begin the day without a servant: the girls departed at night muttering sullenly, and did not appear the next morning. Moreover, her reputation for bickering pettiness spread through the length and breadth of Niggertown. It became increasingly difficult for her to find any one at all who would work for her. Completely flustered when she awoke to find herself without help, she would immediately call Helen over the telephone, pouring her fretful story into the girl’s ears and entreating assistance:


  “I’ll declare, child, I don’t know what I’m going to do. I could wring that worthless nigger’s neck. Here I am left all alone with a house full of people.”


  “Mama, in heaven’s name, what’s the matter? Can’t you keep a nigger in the house? Other people do. What do you do to them, anyway?”


  But, fuming and irritable, she would leave Gant’s and go to her mother’s, serving the tables with large heartiness, nervous and animated good-humor. All the boarders were very fond of her: they said she was a fine girl. Every one did. There was a spacious and unsparing generosity about her, a dominant consuming vitality, which ate at her poor health, her slender supply of strength, so that her shattered nerves drew her frequently toward hysteria, and sometimes toward physical collapse. She was almost six feet tall: she had large hands and feet, thin straight legs, a big-boned generous face, with the long full chin slightly adroop, revealing her big gold-traced upper teeth. But, in spite of this gauntness, she did not look hard-featured or raw-boned. Her face was full of heartiness and devotion, sensitive, whole-souled, hurt, bitter, hysterical, but at times transparently radiant and handsome.


  It was a spiritual and physical necessity for her to exhaust herself in service for others, and it was necessary for her to receive heavy slatherings of praise for that service, and especially necessary that she feel her efforts had gone unappreciated. Even at the beginning, she would become almost frantic reciting her grievances, telling the story of her service to Eliza in a voice that became harsh and hysterical:


  “Let the least little thing go wrong and she’s at the phone. It’s not my place to go up there and work like a nigger for a crowd of old cheap boarders. You know that, don’t you? Don’t you?”


  “Yes’m,” said Eugene, meekly serving as audience.


  “But she’d die rather than admit it. Do you ever hear her say a word of thanks? Do I get,” she said laughing suddenly, her hysteria crossed for the moment with her great humor, “do I get so much as ‘go-to-hell’ for it?”


  “No!” squealed Eugene, going off in fits of idiot laughter.


  “Why, law me, child. H-m! Yes. It’s good soup,” said she, touched with her great earthy burlesque.


  He tore his collar open, and undid his trousers, sliding to the floor in an apoplexy of laughter.


  “Sdop! Sdop! You’re g-g-gilling me!”


  “H-m! Why, law me! Yes,” she continued, grinning at him as if she hoped to succeed.


  Nevertheless, whether Eliza was servantless or not, she went daily at dinner, the mid-day meal, to help at table, and frequently at night when Gant and the boys ate with Eliza instead of at home. She went because of her deep desire to serve, because it satisfied her need for giving more than was returned, and because, in spite of her jibes, along with Gant, at the Barn, and the “cheap boarders,” the animation of feeding, the clatter of plates, the braided clamor of their talk, stimulated and excited her.


  Like Gant, like Luke, she needed extension in life, movement, excitement: she wanted to dominate, to entertain, to be the life of the party. On small solicitation, she sang for the boarders, thumping the cheap piano with her heavy accurate touch, and singing in her strong, vibrant, somewhat hard soprano a repertory of songs classical, sentimental, and comic. Eugene remembered the soft cool nights of summer, the assembled boarders and “I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now,” which Gant demanded over and over; “Love Me and the World Is Mine”; “Till the Sands of the Desert Grow Cold”; “Dear Old Girl, the Rob-bin Sings Above You”; “The End of a Perfect Day”; and “Alexander’s Rag-Time Band,” which Luke had practised in a tortured house for weeks, and sung with thunderous success in the High School Minstrels.


  Later, in the cool dark, Gant, rocking violently, would hold forth on the porch, his great voice carrying across the quiet neighborhood, as he held the charmed boarders by his torrential eloquence, his solution of problems of state, his prejudiced but bold opinion upon current news.


  “—And what did we do, gentlemen? We sank their navy in an action that lasted only twenty minutes, stormed at by shot and shell, Teddy and his Rough Riders took the hill at Santiago—it was all over, as you well know, in a few months. We had declared war with no thought of ulterior gain; we came because the indignation of a great people had been aroused at the oppression of a smaller one, and then, with a magnanimity well worthy the greatest people of the face of the earth, we paid our defeated enemy twenty millions of dollars. Ah, Lord! That was magnanimity indeed! You don’t think any other nation would have done that, do you?”


  “No, sir,” said the boarders emphatically.


  They didn’t always agree with his political opinions—Roosevelt was the faultless descendant of Julius Cæsar, Napoleon Bonaparte, and Abraham Lincoln—but they felt he had a fine head and would have gone far in politics.


  “That man should have been a lawyer,” said the boarders.


  And yet, there was surging into these chosen hills the strong thrust of the world, like a kissing tide, which swings lazily in with a slapping glut of waters, and recoils into its parent crescent strength, to be thrown farther inward once again.


  It was an element of Eliza’s primitive and focal reasoning that men and women withered by the desert would seek an oasis, that those who were thirsty would seek water, and that those panting on the plains would look into the hills for comfort and relief. She had that bull’s-eye accuracy which has since been celebrated, when plum-picking’s over, under the name of “vision.”


  The streets, ten years before raw clay, were being paved: Gant went into frenzies over the paving assessments, cursed the land, the day of his birth, the machinations of Satan’s children. But Eugene followed the wheeled casks of boiling tar; watched the great roller, a monster that crushed him in night-mares, powder the layered rock; felt, as he saw the odorous pressed tongue of pavement lengthen out, a swelling ecstasy.


  From time to time, a stilted Cadillac gasped cylindrically up the hill past Dixieland: Eugene said a spell, as it faltered, for its success—Jim Sawyer, a young blood, came for Miss Cutler, the Pittsburgh beauty: he opened a door behind in the fat red belly. They got in.


  Sometimes, when Eliza awoke to find her servants gone, he was sent down into Niggertown to capture a new one: in that city of rickets he searched into their fetid shacks, past the slow stench of little rills of mire and sewage, in fetid cellars, through all the rank labyrinth of the hill-sprawled settlement. He came, in the hot sealed dungeons of their rooms, to know the wild grace of their bodies, thrown upon a bed, their rich laughter, their smell of the jungle tropics stewed in with frying cookery and a boiling wash.


  “Do you want a job?”


  “Whose little boy are you?”


  “Mrs. Eliza Gant’s.”


  Silence. Presently: “Dere’s a gal up de street at Mis’ Cawpening’s who’s lookin’ fo’ wuk. You go see huh.”


  Eliza watched them with a falcon’s eye for thefts. Once, with a detective, she searched a departed girl’s room in Niggertown, finding there sheets, towels, spoons that had been stolen from her. The girl went to the penitentiary for two years. Eliza loved the commotion of law, the smell and tension of the courts. Whenever she could go to law she did so: she delighted in bringing suit against people, or in having suit brought against her. She always won.


  When her boarders defaulted payments she seized their belongings triumphantly, delighting particularly in eleventh-hour captures at the railway station, with the aid of an obedient constabulary, and ringed by the attentive offal of the town.


  Eugene was ashamed of Dixieland. And he was again afraid to express his shame. As with The Post, he felt thwarted, netted, trapped. He hated the indecency of his life, the loss of dignity and seclusion, the surrender to the tumultuous rabble of the four walls which shield us from them. He felt, rather than understood, the waste, the confusion, the blind cruelty of their lives—his spirit was stretched out on the rack of despair and bafflement as there came to him more and more the conviction that their lives could not be more hopelessly distorted, wrenched, mutilated, and perverted away from all simple comfort, repose, happiness, if they set themselves deliberately to tangle the skein, twist the pattern. He choked with fury: he thought of Eliza’s slow speech, her endless reminiscence, her maddening lip-pursing, and turned white with constricted rage.


  He saw plainly by this time that their poverty, the threat of the poor-house, the lurid references to the pauper’s grave, belonged to the insensate mythology of hoarding; anger smouldered like a brand in him at their sorry greed. There was no place sacred unto themselves, no place fixed for their own inhabitation, no place proof against the invasion of the boarders.


  As the house filled, they went from room to little room, going successively down the shabby scale of their lives. He felt it would hurt them, coarsen them: he had even then an intense faith in food, in housing, in comfort—he felt that a civilized man must begin with them; he knew that wherever the spirit had withered, it had not withered because of food and plumbing.


  As the house filled, in the summer season, and it was necessary to wait until the boarders had eaten before a place could be found for him, he walked sullenly about beneath the propped back porch of Dixieland, savagely exploring the dark cellar, or the two dank windowless rooms which Eliza rented, when she could, to negresses.


  He felt now the petty cruelty of village caste. On Sunday for several years, he had bathed, brushed, arrayed his anointed body in clean underwear and shirting and departed, amid all the pleasurable bustle of Sunday morning, for the Presbyterian Sunday School. He had by this time been delivered from the instruction of the several spinsters who had taught his infant faith the catechism, the goodness of God, and the elements of celestial architecture. The five-cent piece which formerly he had yielded up reluctantly, thinking of cakes and ale, he now surrendered more gladly, since he usually had enough left over for cold gaseous draughts at the soda-fountain.


  In the fresh Sunday morning air he marched off with brisk excitement to do duty at the altars, pausing near the church where the marshalled ranks of the boys’ military school split cleanly into regimented Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians.


  The children assembled in a big room adjacent to the church, honey-combed to right and left with small classrooms, which they entered after the preliminary service was finished. They were exhorted from the platform by the superintendent, a Scotch dentist with a black-gray beard, fringed by a small area of embalmed skin, whose cells, tissues, and chemical juices seemed to have been fixed in a state of ageless suspension, and who looked no older from one decade to another.


  He read the text, or the parable of the day’s study, commented on it with Cæsarean dryness and concision, and surrendered the service to his assistant, a shaven, spectacled, Wilsonian-looking man, also Scotch, who smiled with cold affection at them over his high shiny collar, and led them through the verses of a hymn, heaving up his arms and leering at them encouragingly, as they approached the chorus. A sturdy spinstress thumped heavily upon a piano which shook like a leaf.


  Eugene liked the high crystal voices of the little children, backed by the substantial marrow of the older boys and girls, and based on the strong volume of the Junior and Senior Baraccas and Philatheas. They sang:


  
    “Throw out the lifeline, throw out the lifeline,


    Someone is sinking to-day-ee”—

  


  on the mornings when the collection went for missionary work. And they sang:


  
    “Shall we gather at the river,


    The bew-tee-ful, the bew-tee-ful r-hiver.”

  


  He liked that one very much. And the noble surge of “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”


  Later, he went into one of the little rooms with his class. The sliding doors rumbled together all around; presently there was a quiet drone throughout the building.


  He was now in a class composed entirely of boys. His teacher was a tall white-faced young man, bent and thin, who was known to all the other boys as secretary of the Y.M.C.A. He was tubercular; but the boys admired him because of his former skill as a baseball and basketball player. He spoke in a sad, sugary, whining voice; he was oppressively Christ-like; he spoke to them intimately about the lesson of the day, asking them what it might teach them in their daily lives, in acts of obedience and love to their parents and friends, in duty, courtesy, and Christian charity. And he told them that when they were in doubt about their conduct they should ask themselves what Jesus would say: he spoke of Jesus often in his melancholy, somewhat discontented voice—Eugene became vaguely miserable as he talked, thinking of something soft, furry, with a wet tongue.


  He was nervous and constrained: the other boys knew one another intimately—they lived on, or in the neighborhood of, Montgomery Avenue, which was the most fashionable street in town. Sometimes, one of them said to him, grinning: “Do you want to buy The Saturday Evening Post, Mister?”


  Eugene, during the week, never touched the lives of any of them, even in a remote way. His idea of their eminence was grossly exaggerated; the town had grown rapidly from a straggling village—it had few families as old as the Pentlands, and, like all resort towns, its caste system was liquidly variable, depending chiefly upon wealth, ambition, and boldness.


  Harry Tarkinton and Max Isaacs were Baptists, as were most of the people, the Scotch excepted, in Gant’s neighborhood. In the social scale the Baptists were the most populous and were considered the most common: their minister was a large plump man with a red face and a white vest, who reached great oratorical effects, roaring at them like a lion, cooing at them like a dove, introducing his wife into the sermon frequently for purposes of intimacy and laughing, in a programme which the Episcopalians, who held the highest social eminence, and the Presbyterians, less fashionable, but solidly decent, felt was hardly chaste. The Methodists occupied the middle ground between vulgarity and decorum.


  This starched and well brushed world of Sunday morning Presbyterianism, with its sober decency, its sense of restraint, its suggestion of quiet wealth, solid position, ordered ritual, seclusive establishment, moved him deeply with its tranquillity. He felt concretely his isolation from it, he entered it from the jangled disorder of his own life once a week, looking at it, and departing from it, for years, with the sad heart of a stranger. And from the mellow gloom of the church, the rich distant organ, the quiet nasal voice of the Scotch minister, the interminable prayers, and the rich little pictures of Christian mythology which he had collected as a child under the instruction of the spinsters, he gathered something of the pain, the mystery, the sensuous beauty of religion, something deeper and greater than this austere decency.
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  It was the winter, and the sullen dying autumn that he hated most at Dixieland—the dim fly-specked lights, the wretched progress about the house in search of warmth, Eliza untidily wrapped in an old sweater, a dirty muffler, a cast-off man’s coat. She glycerined her cold-cracked hands. The chill walls festered with damp: they drank in death from the atmosphere: a woman died of typhoid, her husband came quickly out into the hall and dropped his hands. They were Ohio people.


  Upstairs, upon a sleeping porch, a thin-faced Jew coughed through the interminable dark.


  “In heaven’s name, mama,” Helen fumed, “why do you take them in? Can’t you see he’s got the bugs?”


  “Why, no-o,” said Eliza, pursing her lips. “He said he only had a little bronchial trouble. I asked him about it, and he laughed just as big as you please: ‘Why, Mrs. Gant,’ he said—” and there would follow an endless anecdote, embellished with many a winding rivulet. The girl raged: it was one of Eliza’s basic traits to defend blindly whatever brought her money.


  The Jew was a kind man. He coughed gently behind his white hand and ate bread fried in battered egg and butter. Eugene developed a keen appetite for it: innocently he called it “Jew Bread” and asked for more. Lichenfels laughed gently, coughed—his wife was full of swart rich laughter. The boy did small services for him: he gave him a coin from week to week. He was a clothier from a New Jersey town. In the Spring he went to a sanitarium; he died there later.


  In the winter a few chill boarders, those faces, those personalities which become mediocre through repetition, sat for hours before the coals of the parlor hearth, rocking interminably, dull of voice and gesture, as hideously bored with themselves and Dixieland, no doubt, as he with them.


  He liked the summers better. There came slow-bodied women from the hot rich South, dark-haired white-bodied girls from New Orleans, corn-haired blondes from Georgia, nigger-drawling desire from South Carolina. And there was malarial lassitude, tinged faintly with yellow, from Mississippi but with white biting teeth. A red-faced South Carolinian, with nicotined fingers, took him daily to the baseball games; a lank yellow planter, malarial from Mississippi, climbed hill, and wandered through the fragrant mountain valleys with him; of nights he heard the rich laughter of the women, tender and cruel, upon the dark porches, heard the florid throat-tones of the men; saw the yielding stealthy harlotry of the South—the dark seclusion of their midnight bodies, their morning innocence. Desire, with bloody beak, tore at his heart like jealous virtue: he was moral for that which was denied him.


  Of mornings he stayed at Gant’s with Helen playing ball with Buster Isaacs, a cousin of Max, a plump jolly little boy who lived next door; summoned later by the rich incense of Helen’s boiling fudge. She sent him to the little Jewish grocery down the street for the sour relishes she liked so well: tabled in mid-morning they ate sour pickles, heavy slabs of ripe tomatoes, coated with thick mayonnaise, amber percolated coffee, fig-newtons and ladyfingers, hot pungent fudge pebbled with walnuts and coated fragrantly with butter, sandwiches of tender bacon and cucumber, iced belchy soft-drinks.


  His trust in her Gantian wealth was boundless: this rich store of delight came from inexhaustible resources. Warm lively hens cackled cheerfully throughout the morning neighborhood; powerful negroes brought dripping ice in iron talons from their smoking wagons; he stood beneath their droning saws and caught the flying ice-pulp in his hands; he drank in the combined odor of their great bodies together with the rich compost of the refrigeration, and the sharp oiliness of the dining-room linoleum; and in the horsehair walnut parlor at mid-day, good with the mellow piano-smell and the smell of stale varnished wood, she played for him, and made him sing: “William Tell,” “My Heart at Thy Sweet Voice,” “The Song Without Words,” “Celeste Aïda,” “The Lost Chord,” her long throat lean and tendoned as her vibrant voice rang out.


  She took insatiable delight in him, stuffing him with sour and sugared relishes, tumbling him, in a random moment of her restless activity, upon Gant’s lounge, and pinioning him while she slapped his squirming face sharply with her big hand.


  Sometimes, frantic with some swift tangle of her nerves, she would attack him viciously, hating him for his dark brooding face, his full scalloped underlip, his deep absorption in a dream. Like Luke, and like Gant, she sought in the world ceaseless entertainment for her restless biting vitality: it infuriated her to see other people seek absorption within themselves—she hated him at times when, her own wires strumming, she saw his dark face brooding over a book or on some vision. She would tear the book from his hands, slap him, and stab him with her cruel savage tongue. She would pout out her lip, goggle her face about stupidly on a drooping neck, assume an expression of dopey idiocy, and pour out on him the horrible torrent of her venom.


  “You little freak—wandering around with your queer dopey face. You’re a regular little Pentland—you funny little freak, you. Everybody’s laughing at you. Don’t you know that? Don’t you? We’re going to dress you up as a girl, and let you go around like that. You haven’t got a drop of Gant blood in you—papa’s practically said as much—you’re Greeley all over again; you’re queer. Pentland queerness sticking out all over you.”


  Sometimes her sweltering and inchoate fury was so great that she threw him on the floor and stamped on him.


  He did not mind the physical assault so much as he did the poisonous hatred of her tongue, insanely clever in fashioning the most wounding barbs. He went frantic with horror, jerked unexpectedly from Elfland into Hell, he bellowed madly, saw his bountiful angel change in a moment to a snake-haired fury, lost all his sublime faith in love and goodness. He rushed at the wall like an insane little goat, battered his head screaming again and again, wished desperately that his constricted and overloaded heart would burst, that something in him would break, that somehow, bloodily, he might escape the stifling prisonhouse of his life.


  This satisfied her desire; it was what deeply she had wanted—she had found purging release in her savage attack upon him, and now she could drain herself cleanly in a wild smother of affection. She would seize him, struggling and screaming, in her long arms, plaster kisses all over his red mad face, soothing him with hearty flattery addressed in the third person:


  “Why, he didn’t think I meant it, did he? Didn’t he know I was only joking? Why, he’s strong as a little bull, isn’t he? He’s a regular little giant, that’s what he is. Why, he’s perfectly wild, isn’t he? His eyes popping out of his head. I thought he was going to knock a hole in the wall.—Yes, ma’am. Why, law me, yes, child. It’s good soup,” resorting to her broad mimicry in order to make him laugh. And he would laugh against his will between his sobs, in a greater torture because of this agony of affection and reconciliation than because of the abuse.


  Presently, when he had grown quiet, she would send him off to the store for pickles, cakes, cold bottled drinks; he would depart with red eyes, his cheeks furrowed dirtily by his tears, wondering desperately as he went down the street why the thing had happened, and drawing his foot sharply off the ground and craning his neck convulsively as shame burnt in him.


  There was in Helen a restless hatred of dullness, respectability. Yet she was at heart a severely conventional person, in spite of her occasional vulgarity, which was merely a manifestation of her restless energy, a very naïve, a childishly innocent person about even the simple wickedness of the village. She had several devoted young men on her list—plain, hard-drinking country types: one, a native, lean, red-faced, alcoholic, a city surveyor, who adored her; another, a strapping florid blond from the Tennessee coal fields; another, a young South Carolinian, townsman of her older sister’s fiancé.


  These young men—Hugh Parker, Jim Phelps, and Joe Cathcart, were innocently devoted; they liked her tireless and dominant energy, the eager monopoly of her tongue, her big sincerity and deep kindliness. She played and sang for them—threw all her energy into entertaining them. They brought her boxes of candy, little presents, were divided jealously among themselves, but united in their affirmation that she was “a fine girl.”


  And she would get Jim Phelps and Hugh Parker to bring her a drink of whisky as well: she had begun to depend on small potations of alcohol for the stimulus it gave her fevered body—a small drink was enough to operate electrically in her blood: it renewed her, energized her, gave her a temporary and hectic vitality. Thus, although she never drank much at a time and showed, beyond the renewed vitality and gaiety, no sign of intoxication, she nibbled at the bottle.


  “I’ll take a drink whenever I can get it,” she said.


  She liked, almost invariably, young fast women. She liked the hectic pleasure of their lives, the sense of danger, their humor and liberality. She was drawn magnetically to all the wedded harlotry, which, escaping the Sunday discipline of a Southern village, and the Saturday lust of sodden husbands, came gaily to Altamont in summer. She liked people who, as she said, “didn’t mind taking a little drink now and then.”


  She liked Mary Thomas, a tall jolly young prostitute who came from Kentucky: she was a manicurist in an Altamont Hotel.


  “There are two things I want to see,” said Mary, “a rooster’s you-know-what and a hen’s what-is-it.” She was full of loud compelling laughter. She had a small room with a sleeping porch, at the front of the house upstairs. Eugene brought her some cigarettes once: she stood before the window in a thin petticoat, her feet wide apart, her long sensual legs outlined against the light.


  Helen wore her dresses, hats, and silk stockings. Sometimes they drank together. And, with humorous sentimentality, she defended her.


  “Well, she’s no hypocrite. That’s one thing sure. She doesn’t care who knows it.” Or,


  “She’s no worse than a lot of your little goody-goodies, if the truth’s known. She’s only more open about it.”


  Or again, irritated at some implied criticism of her own friendliness with the girl, she would say angrily:


  “What do you know about her? You’d better be careful how you talk about people. You’ll get into trouble about it some day.”


  Nevertheless, she was scrupulous in her public avoidance of the girl and, illogically, in a moment of unreasoning annoyance she would attack Eliza:


  “Why do you keep such people in your house, mama? Every one in town knows about her. Your place is getting the reputation of a regular chippyhouse all over town.”


  Eliza pursed her lips angrily:


  “I don’t pay any attention to them,” she said. “I consider myself as good as any one. I hold my head up, and I expect every one else to do likewise. You don’t catch me associating with them.”


  It was part of her protective mechanism. She pretended to be proudly oblivious to any disagreeable circumstance which brought her in money. As a result, by that curious impalpable advertisement which exists among easy women, Dixieland became known to them—they floated casually in—the semi-public, clandestine prostitutes of a tourist town.


  Helen had drifted apart from most of her friends of high school days—the hard-working plain-faced Genevieve Pratt, daughter of a schoolmaster, “Teeney” Duncan, Gertrude Brown. Her companions now were livelier, if somewhat more vulgar, young women—Grace Deshaye, a plumber’s daughter, an opulent blonde; Pearl Hines, daughter of a Baptist saddle-maker: she was heavy of body and face, but she had a powerful rag-time singing voice.


  Her closest companion, however, was a girl whose name was Nan Gudger: she was a brisk, slender, vital girl, with a waist so tightly corsetted that a man’s hands might go around it. She was the trusted, accurate, infallible bookkeeper of a grocery store. She contributed largely to the support of her family—a mother whom Eugene looked upon with sick flesh, because of the heavy goitre that sagged from her loose neck; a crippled sister who moved about the house by means of crutches and the propulsive strength of her powerful shoulders; and two brothers, hulking young thugs of twenty and eighteen years, who always bore upon their charmed bodies fresh knife-wounds, blue lumps and swellings, and other marks of their fights in poolroom and brothel. They lived in a two-story shack of rickety lumber on Clingman Street: the women worked uncomplainingly in the support of the young men. Eugene went here with Helen often: she liked the vulgarity, the humor, the excitement of their lives—and it amused her particularly to listen to Mary’s obscene earthy conversation.


  Upon the first of every month, Nan and Mary gave to the boys a portion of their earnings, for pocket money and for their monthly visit to the women of Eagle Crescent.


  “Oh, surely not, Mary? Good heavens!” said Helen with eager unbelief.


  “Why, hell yes, honey,” said Mary, grinning her coarse drawl, taking her snuff-stick out of the brown corner of her mouth, and holding it in her strong hand. “We always give the boys money fer a woman once a month.”


  “Oh, no! You’re joking,” Helen said, laughing.


  “Good God, child, don’t you know that?” said Mary, spitting inaccurately at the fire, “Hit’s good fer their health. They’d git sick if we didn’t.”


  Eugene began to slide helplessly toward the floor. He got an instant panorama of the whole astonishing picture of humor and solemn superstition—the women contributing their money, in the interests of sanitation and health, to the debauches of the two grinning hairy nicotined young louts.


  “What’re you laughin’ at, son?” said Mary, gooching him roughly in the ribs, as he lay panting and prostrate. “You ain’t hardly out of didies yet.”


  She had all the savage passion of a mountaineer: crippled, she lived in the coarse heat of her brothers’ lust. They were crude, kindly, ignorant, and murderous people. Nan was scrupulously respectable and well-mannered: she had thick negroid lips that turned outward, and hearty tropical laughter. She replaced the disreputable furniture of the house by new shiny Grand Rapids chairs and tables. There was a varnished bookcase, forever locked, stored with stiff sets of unread books—The Harvard Classics, and a cheap encyclopædia.


  When Mrs. Selborne first came to Dixieland from the hot South she was only twenty-three but she looked older. Ripeness with her was all: she was a tall heavy-bodied blonde, well kept and elegant. She moved leisurely with a luxurious sensual swing of the body: her smile was tender and full of vague allurement, her voice gentle, her sudden laughter, bubbling out of midnight secrecy, rich and full. She was one of several handsome and bacchic daughters of a depleted South Carolinian of good family; she had married at sixteen a red heavy man who came and went from her incomparable table, eating rapidly and heartily, muttering, when pressed, a few shy-sullen words, and departing to the closed leather-and-horse smell of his little office in the livery-stable he owned. She had two children by him, both girls: she moved with wasted stealth around all the quiet slander of a South Carolina mill-town, committing adultery carefully with a mill owner, a banker, and a lumber man, walking circumspectly with her tender blonde smile by day past all the sly smiles of town and trade, knowing that the earth was mined below her feet, and that her name, with clerk and merchant, was a sign for secret laughter. The natives, the men in particular, treated her with even more elaborate respect than a woman is usually given in a Southern town, but their eyes, behind the courteous unctions of their masks, were shiny with invitation.


  Eugene felt when he first saw her, and knew about her, that she would never be caught and always known. His love for her was desperate. She was the living symbol of his desire—the dim vast figure of love and maternity, ageless and autumnal, waiting, corn-haired, deep-breasted, blonde of limb, in the ripe fields of harvest—Demeter, Helen, the ripe exhaustless and renewing energy, the cradling nurse of weariness and disenchantment. Below the thrust of Spring, the sharp knife, the voices of the young girls in the darkness, the sharp inchoate expectancies of youth, his deep desire burned inextinguishably: something turned him always to the older women.


  When Mrs. Selborne first came to Dixieland her oldest child was seven years old, her youngest five. She received a small check from her husband every week, and a substantial one from the lumber man. She brought a negro girl with her: she was lavish in her dispensations to the negress, and to her children: this wastefulness, ease of living, and her rich seductive laughter fascinated Helen, drew her to the older woman.


  And, at night, as Eugene listened to the low sweet voice of the woman, heard the rich sensual burst of her laughter, as she sat in the dark porch with a commercial traveller or some merchant in the town, his blood grew bitter with the morality of jealousy: he withered with his hurt, thought of her little sleeping children, and, with a passionate sense of fraternity, of her gulled husband. He dreamed of himself as the redemptive hero, saving her in an hour of great danger, making her penitent with grave reproof, accepting purely the love she offered.


  In the morning, he breathed the seminal odor of her fresh bathed body as she passed him, gazed desperately into the tender sensuality of her face and, with a sense of unreality, wondered what change darkness wrought in this untelling face.


  Steve returned from New Orleans after a year of vagabondage. The old preposterous swagger, following the ancient whine, reappeared as soon as he felt himself safely established at home again.


  “Stevie doesn’t have to work,” said he. “He’s smart enough to make the others work for him.” This was his defiance to his record of petty forgeries against Gant: he saw himself as a clever swindler although he had never had courage to swindle any one except his father. People were reading the Get-Rich-Quick Wallingford stories: there was an immense admiration for this romantic criminal.


  Steve was now a young man in the first twenties. He was somewhat above the middle height, bumpy of face and sallow of skin, with a light pleasing tenor voice. Eugene had a feeling of disgust and horror whenever his oldest brother returned: he knew that those who were physically least able to defend themselves, which included Eliza and himself, would bear the brunt of his whining, petty bullying, and drunken obscenity. He did not mind the physical abuse so much as he did its cowardly stealth, weakness, and slobbering reconciliations.


  Once, Gant, making one of his sporadic efforts to get his son fixed in employment, had sent him out to a country graveyard to put up a small monument. Eugene was sent along. Steve worked steadily in the hot sun for an hour, growing more and more irritable because of the heat, the rank weedy stench of the graveyard, and his own deep antipathy to work. Eugene waited intensely for the attack he knew was coming.


  “What are you standing there for?” screamed Big Brother at length, looking up in an agony of petulance. He struck sharply at the boy’s shin with a heavy wrench he held in his hand, knocking him to the ground, and crippling him for the moment. Immediately, he was palsied, not with remorse, but with fear that he had injured him badly and would be discovered.


  “You’re not hurt, are you, buddy? You’re not hurt?” he began in a quivering voice, putting his unclean yellow hands upon Eugene. And he made the effort at reconciliation Eugene so dreaded, whimpering, blowing his foul breath upon his brother’s cringing flesh, and entreating him to say nothing of the occurrence when he went home. Eugene became violently nauseated: the stale odor of Steve’s body, the clammy and unhealthy sweat that stank with nicotine, the touch of his tainted flesh filled him with horror.


  There still remained, however, in the cast and carriage of his head, in his swagger walk, the ghost of his ruined boyishness: women were sometimes attracted to him. It was his fortune, therefore, to secure Mrs. Selborne for his mistress the first summer she came to Dixieland. At night her rich laughter welled up from the dark porch, they walked through the quiet leafy streets, they went to Riverside together, walking beyond the lights of the carnival into the dark sandy paths by the river.


  But, as her friendship with Helen ripened, as she saw the revulsion of the Gants against their brother, and as she began to see what damage she had already done to herself by her union with this braggart who had brandished her name through every poolroom in town as a tribute to his own power, she cast him off, quietly, implacably, tenderly. When she returned now, summer by summer, she met with her innocent and unwitting smile all of his obscene innuendoes, his heavily suggestive threats, his bitter revelations behind her back. Her affection for Helen was genuine, but it was also, she felt, strategic and useful. The girl introduced her to handsome young men, gave parties and dances at Gant’s and Eliza’s for her, was really a partner in her intrigues, assuring her of privacy, silence, and darkness, and defending her angrily when the evil whispering began.


  “What do you know about her? You don’t know what she does. You’d better be careful how you talk about her. She’s got a husband to defend her, you know. You’ll get your head shot off some day.” Or, more doubtfully:


  “Well, I don’t care what they say, I like her. She’s mighty sweet. After all, what can we say about her for sure? No one can prove anything on her.”


  And in the winters now she made short visits to the South Carolina town where Mrs. Selborne lived, returning with an enthusiastic description of her reception, the parties “in her honor,” the food, the lavish entertainment. Mrs. Selborne lived in the same town as Joe Gambell, the young clerk to whom Daisy was engaged. He was full of sly hints about the woman, but before her his manner was obsequious, confused, reverential, and he accepted without complaint the presents of food and clothing which she sent him after their marriage.


  Daisy had been married in the month of June following Eliza’s purchase of Dixieland: the wedding was arranged on a lavish scale, and took place in the big dining-room of the house. Gant and his two older sons grinned sheepishly in unaccustomed evening dress, the Pentlands, faithful in their attendance at weddings and funerals, sent gifts and came. Will and Pett gave a heavy set of carving steels.


  “I hope you always have something to use them on,” said Will, flensing his hand, and winking at Joe Gambell.


  Eugene remembered weeks of frantic preparation, dress fittings, rehearsals, the hysteria of Daisy, who stared at her nails until they went blue, and the final splendor of the last two days—the arriving gifts, the house, unnaturally cheerful with rich carpets and flowers, the perilous moment when their lives joined, the big packed dining-room, the droning interminable Scotch voice of the Presbyterian minister, the mounting triumph of the music when the grocery clerk got his bride. Later, the confusion, the greetings, the hysteria of the women. Daisy sobbing uncontrollably in the arms of a distant cousin, Beth Pentland, who had come up with her hearty red husband, the owner of a chain of small groceries in a South Carolina town, bringing gifts and a giant watermelon, and whose own grief was enhanced by the discovery, after the wedding, that the dress she had worked on weeks in advance she had put on, in her frenzy, wrong side out.


  Thus Daisy passed more or less definitely out of Eugene’s life, although he was to see her briefly on visits, but with decreasing frequency, in the years that followed. The grocery clerk was making the one daring gesture of his life: he was breaking away from the cotton town, in which all the years of his life had been passed, and from the long lazy hours of grocery clerks, the languorous gossip of lank cotton farmers and townsmen, to which he had been used. He had found employment as a commercial traveller for a food products company: his headquarters was to be in Augusta, Georgia, but he was to travel into the far South.


  This rooting up of his life, this adventure into new lands, the effort to improve his fortune and his state, was his wedding gift to his wife—a bold one, but imperilled already by distrust, fear, and his peasant suspicion of new scenes, new faces, new departures, of any life that differed from that of his village.


  “There’s no place like Henderson,” said he, with complacent and annoying fidelity, referring to that haven of enervation, red clay, ignorance, slander, and superstition, in whose effluent rays he had been reared.


  But he went to Augusta, and began his new life with Daisy in a lodging house. She was twenty-one, a slender, blushing girl who played the piano beautifully, accurately, academically, with a rippling touch, and no imagination. Eugene could never remember her very well.


  In the early autumn after her marriage, Gant made the journey to Augusta, taking Eugene with him. The inner excitement of both was intense; the hot wait at the sleepy junction of Spartanburg, the ride in the dilapidated day coaches of the branch line that ran to Augusta, the hot baked autumnal land, rolling piedmont and pine woods, every detail of the landscape they drank in with thirsty adventurous eyes. Gant’s roving spirit was parched for lack of travel: for Eugene, Saint Louis was a faint unreality, but there burned in him a vision of the opulent South, stranger even than his passionate winter nostalgia for the snow-bound North, which the drifted but short-lived snows in Altamont, the seizure of the unaccustomed moment for sledding and skating on the steep hills awakened in him with a Northern desire, a desire for the dark, the storm, the winds that roar across the earth and the triumphant comfort of warm walls which only a Southerner perhaps can know.


  And he saw the town of Augusta first not in the drab hues of reality, but as one who bursts a window into the faery pageant of the world, as one who has lived in prison, and finds life and the earth in rosy dawn, as one who has lived in all the fabulous imagery of books, and finds in a journey only an extension and verification of it—so did he see Augusta, with the fresh washed eyes of a child, with glory, with enchantment.


  They were gone two weeks. He remembered chiefly the brown stains of the recent flood, which had flowed through the town and inundated its lower floors, the broad main street, the odorous and gleaming drugstore, scented to him with all the spices of his fancy, the hills and fields of Aiken, in South Carolina, where he sought vainly for John D. Rockefeller, a legendary prince who, he heard, went there for sport, marvelling that two States could join imperceptibly, without visible markings, and the cotton gin where he saw the great press mash the huge raw bales cleanly into tight bundles half their former size.


  Once, some children on the street had taunted him because of his long hair, and he had fallen into a cursing fury; once, in a rage at some quarrel with his sister, he set off on a world adventure, walking furiously for hours down a country road by the river and cotton fields, captured finally by Gant who sought for him in a hired rig.


  They went to the theatre: it was one of the first plays he had seen. The play was a biblical one, founded on the story of Saul and Jonathan, and he whispered to Gant from scene to scene the trend of coming events—a precocity which pleased his father mightily, and to which he referred for months.


  Just before they came home, Joe Gambell, in a fit of concocted petulance, resigned his position, and announced that he was returning to Henderson. His adventure had lasted three months.


  [¬]
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  In the years that followed, up to his eleventh or twelfth year when he could no longer travel on half fares, Eugene voyaged year by year into the rich mysterious South. Eliza, who, during her first winter at Dixieland, had been stricken by severe attacks of rheumatism, induced partly by kidney trouble, which caused her flesh to swell puffily, and which was diagnosed by the doctor as Bright’s [Blight’s] Disease, began to make extensive, although economical, voyages into Florida and Arkansas in search of health and, rather vaguely, in search of wealth.


  She always spoke hopefully of the possibility of opening a boarding-house at some tropical winter resort, during the seasons there and in Altamont. In winter now, she rented Dixieland for a few months, sometimes for a year, although she really had no intention of allowing the place to slip through her fingers during the profitable summer season: usually, she let the place go, more or less deliberately, to some unscrupulous adventuress of lodging houses, good for a month’s or two months’ rent, but incapable of the sustained effort that would support it for a longer time. On her return from her journey, with rents in arrears, or with some other violation of the contract as an entering wedge, Eliza would surge triumphantly into battle, making a forced entrance with police, plain-clothes men, warrants, summonses, writs, injunctions, and all the other artillery of legal warfare, possessing herself forcibly, and with vindictive pleasure, of her property.


  But she turned always into the South—the North for her was a land which she threatened often to explore, but which secretly she held in suspicion: there was in her no deep animosity because of an old war, her feeling was rather one of fear, distrust, alienation—the “Yankee” to whom she humorously referred was foreign and remote. So, she turned always into the South, the South that burned like Dark Helen in Eugene’s blood, and she always took him with her. They still slept together.


  His feeling for the South was not so much historic as it was of the core and desire of dark romanticism—that unlimited and inexplicable drunkenness, the magnetism of some men’s blood that takes them into the heart of the heat, and beyond that, into the polar and emerald cold of the South as swiftly as it took the heart of that incomparable romanticist who wrote The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, beyond which there is nothing. And this desire of his was unquestionably enhanced by all he had read and visioned, by the romantic halo that his school history cast over the section, by the whole fantastic distortion of that period where people were said to live in “mansions,” and slavery was a benevolent institution, conducted to a constant banjo-strumming, the strewn largesses of the colonel and the shuffle-dance of his happy dependents, where all women were pure, gentle, and beautiful, all men chivalrous and brave, and the Rebel horde a company of swagger, death-mocking cavaliers. Years later, when he could no longer think of the barren spiritual wilderness, the hostile and murderous intrenchment against all new life—when their cheap mythology, their legend of the charm of their manner, the aristocratic culture of their lives, the quaint sweetness of their drawl, made him writhe—when he could think of no return to their life and its swarming superstition without weariness and horror, so great was his fear of the legend, his fear of their antagonism, that he still pretended the most fanatic devotion to them, excusing his Northern residence on grounds of necessity rather than desire.


  Finally, it occurred to him that these people had given him nothing, that neither their love not their hatred could injure him, that he owed them nothing, and he determined that he would say so, and repay their insolence with a curse. And he did.


  So did his boundaries stretch into enchantment—into fabulous and solitary wonder broken only by Eliza’s stingy practicality, by her lack of magnificence in a magnificent world, by the meals of sweet rolls and milk and butter in an untidy room, by the shoe boxes of luncheon carried on the trains and opened in the diner, after a lengthy inspection of the menu had led to the ordering of coffee, by the interminable quarrels over price and charges in almost every place they went, by her commands to him to “scrooch up” when the conductor came through for the tickets, for he was a tall lank boy, and his half-fare age might be called to question.


  She took him to Florida in the late winter following Gant’s return from Augusta: they went to Tampa first, and, a few days later, to Saint Petersburg. He plowed through the loose deep sand of the streets, fished interminably with jolly old men at the end of the long pier, devoured a chest full of dime novels that he found in the rooms she had rented in a private house. They left abruptly, after a terrific quarrel with the old Cracker who ran the place, who thought himself tricked out of the best part of a season’s rent, and hurried off to South Carolina on receipt of a hysterical message from Daisy which bade her mother to “come at once.” They arrived in the dingy little town, which was sticky with wet clay, and clammy with rain, in late March: Daisy’s first child, a boy, had been born the day before. Eliza, annoyed at what she considered the useless disruption of her holiday, quarrelled bitterly with her daughter a day or two after her arrival, and departed for Altamont with the declaration, which Daisy ironically applauded, that she would never return again. But she did.


  The following winter she went to New Orleans at the season of the Mardi Gras, taking her youngest with her. Eugene remembered the huge cisterns for rain-water, in the back yard of Aunt Mary’s house, the heavy window-rattling thunder of Mary’s snores at night, and the vast pageantry of carnival on Canal Street: the storied floats, the smiling beauties, the marching troops, the masks grotesque and fantastical. And once more he saw ships at anchor at the foot of Canal Street; and their tall keels looked over on the street behind the sea walls; and in the cemeteries all the graves were raised above the ground “because,” said Oll, Gant’s nephew, “the water rots ’em.”


  And he remembered the smells of the French market, the heavy fragrance of the coffee he drank there, and the foreign Sunday gaiety of the city’s life—the theatres open, the sound of hammer and saw, the gay festivity of crowds. He visited the Boyles, old guests at Dixieland, who lived in the old French quarter, sleeping at night with Frank Boyle in a vast dark room lighted dimly with tapers: they had as cook an ancient negress who spoke only French, and who returned from the Market early in the morning bearing a huge basket loaded with vegetables, tropical fruits, fowls, meats. She cooked strange delicious food that he had never tasted before—heavy gumbo, garnished steaks, sauced fowls.


  And he looked upon the huge yellow snake of the river, dreaming of its distant shores, the myriad estuaries lush with tropical growth that fed it, all the romantic life of plantation and canefields that fringed it, of moonlight, of dancing darkies on the levee, of slow lights on the gilded river boat, and the perfumed flesh of black-haired women, musical wraiths below the phantom drooping trees.


  They had but shortly returned from Mardi Gras when, one howling night in winter, as he lay asleep at Gant’s, the house was wakened by his father’s terrible cries. Gant had been drinking heavily, day after fearful day. Eugene had been sent in the afternoons to his shop to fetch him home, and at sundown, with Jannadeau’s aid, had brought him, behind the negro’s spavined horse, roaring drunk to his house. There followed the usual routine of soup-feeding, undressing, and holding him in check until Doctor McGuire arrived, thrust his needle deeply into Gant’s stringy arm, left sleeping-powders, and departed. The girl was exhausted; Gant himself had ravaged his strength, and had been brought down by two or three painful attacks of rheumatism.


  Now, he awoke in the dark, possessed by his terror and agony, for the whole right side of his body was paralyzed by such pain as he did not know existed. He cursed and supplicated God alternately in his pain and terror. For days doctor and nurse strove with him, hoping that the leaping inflammation would not strike at his heart. He was gnarled, twisted, and bent with a savage attack of inflammatory rheumatism. As soon as he had recovered sufficiently to travel, he departed, under Helen’s care, for Hot Springs. Almost savagely, she drove all other assistance from him, devoting every minute of the day to his care: they were gone six weeks—occasionally post-cards and letters describing a life of hotels, mineral baths, sickness and lameness, and the sport of the blooded rich, came to add new colors to Eugene’s horizon: when they returned Gant was able again to walk, the rheumatism had been boiled from his limbs, but his right hand, gnarled and stiff, was permanently crippled. He was never again able to close it, and there was something strangely chastened in his manner, a gleam of awe and terror in his eyes.


  But the union between Gant and his daughter was finally consummated. Before Gant lay, half-presaged, a road of pain and terror which led on to death, but as his great strength dwindled, palsied, broke along that road, she went with him inch by inch, welding beyond life, beyond death, beyond memory, the bond that linked them.


  “I’d have died if it hadn’t been for that girl,” he said over and over. “She saved my life. I couldn’t get along without her.” And he boasted again and again of her devotion and loyalty, of the expenses of his journey, of the hotels, the wealth, the life they both had seen.


  And, as the legend of Helen’s goodness and devotion grew, and his dependence upon her got further advertisement, Eliza pursed her lips more and more thoughtfully, wept sometimes into the spitting grease of a pan, smiled, beneath her wide red nose, a smile tremulous, bitter, terribly hurt.


  “I’ll show them,” she wept. “I’ll show them.” And she rubbed thoughtfully at a red itching patch that had appeared during the year upon the back of her left hand.


  She went to Hot Springs in the winter that followed. They stopped at Memphis for a day or two: Steve was at work there in a paint store; he slipped quickly in and out of saloons, as he took Eugene about the city, leaving the boy outside for a moment while he went “in here to see a fellow”—a “fellow” who always sent him forth, Eugene thought, with an added impetuosity to his swagger.


  Dizzily they crossed the river: at night he saw the small bleared shacks of Arkansas set in malarial fields.


  Eliza sent him to one of the public schools of Hot Springs: he plunged heavily into the bewildering new world—performed brilliantly, and won the affection of the young woman who taught him, but paid the penalty of the stranger to all the hostile and banded little creatures of the class. Before his first month was out, he had paid desperately for his ignorance of their customs.


  Eliza boiled herself out at the baths daily; sometimes, he went along with her, leaving her with a sensation of drunken independence, while he went into the men’s quarters, stripping himself in a cool room, entering thence a hot one lined with couches, shutting himself in a steam-closet where he felt himself momently dwindling into the raining puddle of sweat at his feet, to emerge presently on trembling legs and to be rolled and kneaded about magnificently in a huge tub by a powerful grinning negro. Later, languorous, but with a feeling of deep purification, he lay out on one of the couches, victoriously his own man in a man’s world. They talked from couch to couch, or walked pot-belliedly about, sashed coyly with bath towels—malarial Southerners with malarial drawls, paunch-eyed alcoholics, purple-skinned gamblers, and broken down prize-fighters. He liked the smell of steam and of the sweaty men.


  Eliza sent him out on the streets at once with The Saturday Evening Post.


  “It won’t hurt you to do a little light work after school,” said she. And as he trudged off with his sack slung from his neck, she would call after him:


  “Spruce up, boy! Spruce up! Throw your shoulders back. Make folks think you’re somebody.” And she gave him a pocketful of printed cards, which bore this inscription:


  
    SPEND YOUR SUMMERS AT


    D I X I E L A N D


    In Beautiful Altamont,


    America’s Switzerland.


    Rates Reasonable—Both Transient and Tourist.


    Apply Eliza E. Gant, Prop.

  


  “You’ve got to help me drum up some trade, if we’re to live, boy,” she said again, with the lip-pursing, mouth-tremulous jocularity that was coming to wound him so deeply, because he felt it was only an obvious mask for a more obvious insincerity.


  He writhed as he saw himself finally a toughened pachyderm in Eliza’s world—sprucing up confidently, throwing his shoulders back proudly, making people “think he was somebody” as he cordially acknowledged an introduction by producing a card setting forth the joys of life in Altamont and at Dixieland, and seized every opening in social relations for the purpose of “drumming up trade.” He hated the jargon of the profession, which she had picked up somewhere long before, and which she used constantly with such satisfaction—smacking her lips as she spoke of “transients,” or of “drumming up trade.” In him, as in Gant, there was a silent horror of selling for money the bread of one’s table, the shelter of one’s walls, to the guest, the stranger, the unknown friend from out the world; to the sick, the weary, the lonely, the broken, the knave, the harlot, and the fool.


  Thus, lost in the remote Ozarks, he wandered up Central Avenue, fringed on both sides by the swift-sloping hills, for him, by the borders of enchantment, the immediate portals of a land of timeless and never-ending faery. He drank endlessly the water that came smoking from the earth, hoping somehow to wash himself clean from all pollution, beginning his everlasting fantasy of the miraculous spring, or the bath, neck-high, of curative mud, which would draw out of a man’s veins each drop of corrupted blood, dry up in him a cancerous growth, dwindle and absorb a cyst, remove all scorbutic blemishes, scoop and suck and thread away the fibrous slime of all disease, leaving him again with the perfect flesh of an animal.


  And he gazed for hours into the entrances of the fashionable hotels, staring at the ladies’ legs upon the verandas, watching the great ones of the land at their recreations, thinking, with a pang of wonder, that here were the people of Chambers, of Phillips, of all the society novelists, leading their godlike lives in flesh, recording their fiction. He was deeply reverential before the grand manner of these books, particularly before the grand manner of the English books: there people loved, but not as other people, elegantly; their speech was subtle, delicate, exquisite; even in their passions there was no gross lust or strong appetite—they were incapable of the vile thoughts or the meaty desire of common people. As he looked at the comely thighs of the young women on horses, fascinated to see their shapely legs split over the strong good smell of a horse, he wondered if the warm sinuous vibration of the great horse-back excited them, and what their love was like. The preposterous elegance of their manner in the books awed him: he saw seduction consummated in kid gloves, to the accompaniment of subtle repartee. Such thoughts, when he had them, filled him with shame at his own baseness—he imagined for these people a love conducted beyond all the laws of nature, achieving the delight of animals or of common men by the electrical touch of a finger, the flicker of an eye, the intonation of a phrase—exquisitely and incorruptibly.


  And as they looked at his remote fabulous face, more strange now that its thick fringing curls had been shorn, they bought of him, paying him several times his fee, with the lazy penitence of wasters.


  Great fish within the restaurant windows swam in glass wells—eels coiled snakily, white-bellied trout veered and sank: he dreamed of strange rich foods within.


  And sometimes men returned in carriages from the distant river, laden with great fish, and he wondered if he would ever see that river. All that lay around him, near but unexplored, filled him with desire and longing.


  And later, again, along the sandy coast of Florida, with Eliza, he wandered down the narrow lanes of Saint Augustine, raced along the hard packed beach of Daytona, scoured the green lawns of Palm Beach, before the hotels, for cocoanuts, which Eliza desired as souvenirs, filling a brown tow sack with them and walking, with the bag hung from his shoulders, down the interminable aisles of the Royal Poinciana or the Breakers, target of scorn, and scandal, and amusement from slave and prince; or traversed the spacious palm-cool walks that cut the peninsula, to see, sprawled in the sensual loose sand the ladies’ silken legs, the brown lean bodies of the men, the long seaplunges in the unending scroll-work of the emerald and infinite sea, which had beat in his brain from his father’s shells, which had played at his mountain heart, but which never, until now, had he seen. Through the spattered sunlight of the palms, in the smooth walks, princess and lord were wheeled: in latticed bar-rooms, droning with the buzzing fans, men drank from glacéd tall glasses.


  Or again, they came to Jacksonville, lived there for several weeks near Pett and Greeley; he studied under a little crippled man from Harvard, going to lunch with his teacher at a buffet, where the man consumed beer and pretzels. Eliza protested the tuition when she left: the cripple shrugged his shoulders, took what she had to offer. Eugene twisted his neck about, and lifted his foot from the ground.


  Thus did he see first, he the hill-bound, the sky-girt, of whom the mountains were his masters, the fabulous South. The picture of flashing field, of wood, and hill, stayed in his heart forever: lost in the dark land, he lay the night-long through within his berth, watching the shadowy and phantom South flash by, sleeping at length, and waking suddenly, to see cool lakes in Florida at dawn, standing quietly as if they had waited from eternity for this meeting; or hearing, as the train in the dark hours of morning slid into Savannah, the strange quiet voices of the men upon the platform, the boding faint echoes of the station, or seeing, in pale dawn, the phantom woods, a rutted lane, a cow, a boy, a drab, dull-eyed against a cottage door, glimpsed, at this moment of rushing time, for which all life had been aplot, to flash upon the window and be gone.


  The commonness of all things in the earth he remembered with a strange familiarity—he dreamed of the quiet roads, the moonlit woodlands, and he thought that some day he would come to them on foot, and find them there unchanged, in all the wonder of recognition. They had existed for him anciently and forever.


  Eugene was almost twelve years old.


  [¬]


  PART TWO


  14


  The plum-tree, black and brittle, rocks stiffly in winter wind. Her million little twigs are frozen in spears of ice. But in the Spring, lithe and heavy, she will bend under her great load of fruit and blossoms. She will grow young again. Red plums will ripen, will be shaken desperately upon the tiny stems. They will fall bursted on the loamy warm wet earth; when the wind blows in the orchard the air will be filled with dropping plums; the night will be filled with the sound of their dropping, and a great tree of birds will sing, burgeoning, blossoming richly, filling the air also with warm-throated plum-dropping bird-notes.


  The harsh hill-earth has moistly thawed and softened, rich soaking rain falls, fresh-bladed tender grass like soft hair growing sparsely streaks the land.


  My Brother Ben’s face, thought Eugene, is like a piece of slightly yellow ivory; his high white head is knotted fiercely by his old man’s scowl; his mouth is like a knife, his smile the flicker of light across a blade. His face is like a blade, and a knife, and a flicker of light: it is delicate and fierce, and scowls beautifully forever, and when he fastens his hard white fingers and his scowling eyes upon a thing he wants to fix, he sniffs with sharp and private concentration through his long pointed nose. Thus women, looking, feel a well of tenderness for his pointed, bumpy, always scowling face: his hair shines like that of a young boy—it is crinkled and crisp as lettuce.


  Into the April night-and-morning streets goes Ben. The night is brightly pricked with cool and tender stars. The orchard stirs leafily in the short fresh wind. Ben prowls softly out of the sleeping house. His thin bright face is dark within the orchard. There is a smell of nicotine and shoe leather under the young blossoms. His pigeon-toed tan shoes ring musically up the empty streets. Lazily slaps the water in the fountain on the Square; all the firemen are asleep—but Big Bill Merrick, the brave cop, hog-jowled and red, leans swinishly over mince-pie and coffee in Uneeda Lunch. The warm good ink-smell beats in rich waves into the street: a whistling train howls off into the Springtime South.


  By the cool orchards in the dark the paper-carriers go. The copper legs of negresses in their dark dens stir. The creek brawls cleanly.


  A new one, Number 6, heard boys speak of Foxy:


  “Who’s Foxy?” asked Number 6.


  “Foxy’s a bastard, Number 6. Don’t let him catch you.”


  “The bastard caught me three times last week. In the Greek’s every time. Why can’t they let us eat?”


  Number 3 thought of Friday morning—he had the Niggertown route.


  “How many—3?”


  “One hundred and sixty-two.”


  “How many Dead Heads you got, son?” said Mr. Randall cynically. “Do you ever try to collect from them?” he added, thumbing through the book.


  “He takes it out in Poon-Tang,” said Foxy, grinning. “A week’s subscription free for a dose.”


  “What you got to say about it?” asked Number 3 belligerently. “You’ve been knocking down on them for six years.”


  “Jazz ’em all if you like,” said Randall, “but get the money. Ben, I want you to go round with him Saturday.”


  Ben laughed silently and cynically into the air:


  “Oh, my God!” he said. “Do you expect me to check up on the little thug? He’s been knocking down on you for the last six months.”


  “All right! All right!” said Randall, annoyed. “That’s what I want you to find out.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Randall,” said Ben contemptuously, “he’s got niggers on that book who’ve been dead for five years. That’s what you get for keeping every little crook that comes along.”


  “If you don’t get a move on, 3, I’ll give your route to another boy,” said Randall.


  “Hell, get another boy. I don’t care,” said Number 3, toughly.


  “Oh, for God’s sake! Listen to this, won’t you?” said Ben, laughing thinly and nodding to his angel, indicating Number 3 with a scowling jerk of his head.


  “Yes, listen to this, won’t you! That’s what I said,” Number 3 answered pugnaciously.


  “All right, little boy. Run on and deliver your papers now, before you get hurt,” said Ben, turning his scowl quietly upon him and looking at him blackly for a moment. “Ah, you little crook,” he said with profound loathing, “I have a kid brother who’s worth six like you.”


  Spring lay strewn lightly like a fragrant gauzy scarf upon the earth; the night was a cool bowl of lilac darkness, filled with fresh orchard scents.


  Gant slept heavily, rattling the loose window-sash with deep rasping snores; with short explosive thunders, ripping the lilac night, 36 began to climb Saluda. She bucked helplessly like a goat, her wheels spun furiously on the rails, Tom Cline stared seriously down into the milky boiling creek, and waited. She slipped, spun, held, ploughed slowly up, like a straining mule, into the dark. Content, he leaned far out the cab and looked: the starlight glimmered faintly on the rails. He ate a thick sandwich of cold buttered fried meat, tearing it raggedly and glueily staining it under his big black fingers. There was a smell of dogwood and laurel in the cool slow passage of the world. The cars clanked humpily across the spur; the switchman, bathed murkily in the hot yellow light of his perilous bank-edged hut, stood sullen at the switch.


  Arms spread upon his cab-sill, chewing thoughtfully, Tom, goggle-eyed, looked carefully down at him. They had never spoken. Then in silence he turned and took the milk-bottle, half full of cold coffee, that his fireman offered him. He washed his food down with the large easy gurgling swallows of a bishop.


  At 18 Valley Street, the red shack-porch, slime-scummed with a greasy salve of yellow negroid mud, quaked rottenly. Number 3’s square-folded ink-fresh paper struck flat against the door, falling on its edge stiffly to the porch like a block of light wood. Within, May Corpening stirred nakedly, muttering as if doped and moving her heavy copper legs, in the fetid bed-warmth, with the slow noise of silk.


  Harry Tugman lit a Camel, drawing the smoke deep into his powerful ink-stained lungs as he watched the press run down. His bare arms were heavy-muscled as his presses. He dropped comfortably into his pliant creaking chair and tilted back, casually scanning the warm pungent sheet. Luxurious smoke steamed slowly from his nostrils. He cast the sheet away.


  “Christ!” he said. “What a makeup!”


  Ben came down stairs, moody, scowling, and humped over toward the ice-box.


  “For God’s sake, Mac,” he called out irritably to the Make-up Man, as he scowled under the lifted lid, “don’t you ever keep anything except root-beer and sour milk?”


  “What do you want, for Christ’s sake?”


  “I’d like to get a Coca-Cola once in a while. You know,” he said bitingly, “Old Man Candler down in Atlanta is still making it.”


  Harry Tugman cast his cigarette away.


  “They haven’t got the news up here yet, Ben,” said he. “You’ll have to wait till the excitement over Lee’s surrender has died down. Come on,” he said abruptly, getting up, “let’s go over to the Greasy Spoon.”


  He thrust his big head down into the deep well of the sink, letting the lukewarm water sluice refreshingly over his broad neck and blue-white sallow night-time face, strong, tough, and humorous. He soaped his hands with thick slathering suds, his muscles twisting slowly like big snakes.


  He sang in his powerful quartette baritone:


  
    “Beware! Beware! Beware!


    Many brave hearts lie asleep in the deep,


    So beware! Bee-ware!”

  


  Comfortably they rested in the warm completed exhaustion of the quiet press-room: upstairs the offices, bathed in green-yellow light, sprawled like men relaxed after work. The boys had gone to their routes. The place seemed to breathe slowly and wearily. The dawn-sweet air washed coolly over their faces. The sky was faintly pearled at the horizon.


  Strangely, in sharp broken fragments, life awoke in the lilac darkness. Clop-clopping slowly on the ringing street, Number Six, Mrs. Goulderbilt’s powerful brown mare, drew inevitably on the bottle-clinking cream-yellow wagon, racked to the top with creamy extra-heavy high-priced milk. The driver was a fresh-skinned young countryman, richly odorous with the smell of fresh sweat and milk. Eight miles, through the starlit dewy fields and forests of Biltburn, under the high brick English lodgegate, they had come into the town.


  At the Pisgah Hotel, opposite the station, the last door clicked softly; the stealthy footfalls of the night ceased; Miss Bernice Redmond gave the negro porter eight one-dollar bills and went definitely to bed with the request that she be not disturbed until one o’clock; a shifting engine slatted noisily about in the yard; past the Biltburn crossing Tom Cline whistled with even, mournful respirations. By this time Number 3 had delivered 142 of his papers; he had only to ascend the rickety wooden stairs of the Eagle Crescent bank to finish the eight houses of the Crescent. He looked anxiously across the hill-and-dale-sprawled negro settlement to the eastern rim: behind Birdseye Gap the sky was pearl-gray—the stars looked drowned. Not much time left, he thought. He had a blond meaty face, pale-colored and covered thickly with young blond hair. His jaw was long and fleshy: it sloped backward. He ran his tongue along his full cracked underlip.


  A 1910 model, four-cylinder, seven-pasesnger [seven-passenger] Hudson, with mounting steady roar, shot drunkenly out from the station curbing, lurched into the level negro-sleeping stretch of South End Avenue, where the firemen had their tournaments, and zipped townward doing almost fifty. The station quietly stirred in its sleep: there were faint reverberating noises under the empty sheds; brisk hammer-taps upon car wheels, metallic heel-clicks in the tiled waiting-room. Sleepily a negress slopped water on the tiles, with languid sullen movement pushing a gray sopping rag around the floor.


  It was now five-thirty. Ben had gone out of the house into the orchard at three twenty-five. In another forty minutes Gant would waken, dress, and build the morning fires.


  “Ben,” said Harry Tugman, as they walked out of the relaxed office, “if Jimmy Dean comes messing around my press-room again they can get some one else to print their lousy sheet. What the hell! I can get a job on the Atlanta Constitution whenever I want it.”


  “Did he come down to-night?” asked Ben.


  “Yes,” said Harry Tugman, “and he got out again. I told him to take his little tail upstairs.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” said Ben. “What did he say?”


  “He said, ‘I’m the editor! I’m the editor of this paper!’ ‘I don’t give a good goddam,’ I said, ‘If you’re the President’s snotrag. If you want any paper to-day keep out of the press-room.’ And believe me, he went!”


  In cool blue-pearl darkness they rounded the end of the Post Office and cut diagonally across the street to Uneeda Lunch No. 3. It was a small beanery, twelve feet wide, wedged in between an optician’s and a Greek shoe parlor.


  Within, Dr. Hugh McGuire sat on a stool patiently impaling kidney beans, one at a time, upon the prongs of his fork. A strong odor of corn whisky soaked the air about him. His thick skilful butcher’s hands, hairy on the backs, gripped the fork numbly. His heavy-jowled face was blotted by large brown patches. He turned round and stared owlishly as Ben entered, fixing the wavering glare of his bulbous red eyes finally upon him.


  “Hello, son,” he said in his barking kindly voice, “what can I do for you?”


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Ben laughing contemptuously, and jerking his head toward Tugman. “Listen to this, won’t you?”


  They sat down at the lower end. At this moment, Horse Hines, the undertaker, entered, producing, although he was not a thin man, the effect of a skeleton clad in a black frock coat. His long lantern mouth split horsily in a professional smile displaying big horse teeth in his white heavily starched face.


  “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” he said for no apparent reason, rubbing his lean hands briskly as if it was cold. His palm-flesh rattled together like old bones.


  Coker, the Lung Shark, who had not ceased to regard McGuire’s bean-hunt with sardonic interest, now took the long cigar out of his devil’s head and held it between his stained fingers as he tapped his companion.


  “Let’s get out,” he grinned quietly, nodding toward Horse Hines. “It will look bad if we’re seen together here.”


  “Good morning, Ben,” said Horse Hines, sitting down below him. “Are all the folks well?” he added, softly.


  Sideways Ben looked at him scowling, then jerked his head back to the counterman, with a fast bitter flicker of his lips.


  “Doctor,” said Harry Tugman with servile medicine-man respect, “what do you charge to operate?”


  “Operate what?” McGuire barked presently, having pronged a kidney bean.


  “Why—appendicitis,” said Harry Tugman, for it was all he could think of.


  “Three hundred dollars when we go into the belly,” said McGuire. He coughed chokingly to the side.


  “You’re drowning in your own secretions,” said Coker with his yellow grin. “Like Old Lady Sladen.”


  “My God!” said Harry Tugman, thinking jealously of lost news. “When did she go?”


  “To-night,” said Coker.


  “God, I’m sorry to hear that,” said Harry Tugman, greatly relieved.


  “I’ve just finished laying the old lady out,” said Horse Hines gently. “A bundle of skin and bones.” He sighed regretfully, and for a moment his boiled eye moistened.


  Ben turned his scowling head around with an expression of nausea.


  “Joe,” said Horse Hines with merry professionalism, “give me a mug of that embalming fluid.” He thrust his horsehead indicatively at the coffee urn.


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” Ben muttered in terms of loathing. “Do you ever wash your damned hands before you come in here?” he burst out irritably.


  Ben was twenty. Men did not think of his age.


  “Would you like some cold pork, son?” said Coker, with his yellow malicious grin.


  Ben made a retching noise in his throat, and put his hand upon his stomach.


  “What’s the matter, Ben?” Harry Tugman laughed heavily and struck him on the back.


  Ben got off the stool, took his coffee mug and the piece of tanned mince pie he had ordered, and moved to the other side of Harry Tugman. Every one laughed. Then he jerked his head toward McGuire with a quick frown.


  “By God, Tug,” he said. “They’ve got us cornered.”


  “Listen to him,” said McGuire to Coker. “A chip off the old block, isn’t he? I brought that boy into the world, saw him through typhoid, got the old man over seven hundred drunks, and I’ve been called eighteen different kinds of son of a bitch for my pains ever since. But let one of ’em get a belly ache,” he added proudly, “and you’ll see how quick they come running to me. Isn’t that right, Ben?” he said, turning to him.


  “Oh, listen to this!” said Ben, laughing irritably and burying his peaked face in his coffee mug. His bitter savor filled the place with life, with tenderness, with beauty. They looked on him with drunken, kindly eyes—at his gray scornful face and the lonely demon flicker of his smile.


  “And I tell you something else,” said McGuire, ponderously wheeling around on Coker, “if one of them’s got to be cut open, see who gets the job. What about it, Ben?” he asked.


  “By God, if you ever cut me open, McGuire,” said Ben, “I’m going to be damned sure you can walk straight before you do.”


  “Come on, Hugh,” said Coker, prodding McGuire under his shoulder. “Stop chasing those beans around the plate. Crawl off or fall off that damned stool—I don’t care which.”


  McGuire, drunkenly lost in revery, stared witlessly down at his bean plate and sighed.


  “Come on, you damned fool,” said Coker, getting up, “you’ve got to operate in forty-five minutes.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” said Ben, lifting his face from the stained mug, “who’s the victim? I’ll send flowers.”


  “... all of us sooner or later,” McGuire mumbled puffily through his puff-lips. “Rich and poor alike. Here to-day and gone to-morrow. Doesn’t matter ... doesn’t matter at all.”


  “In heaven’s name,” Ben burst out irritably to Coker. “Are you going to let him operate like that? Why don’t you shoot them instead?”


  Coker plucked the cigar from his long malarial grinning face:


  “Why, he’s just getting hot, son,” said he.


  Nacreous pearl light swam faintly about the hem of the lilac darkness; the edges of light and darkness were stitched upon the hills. Morning moved like a pearl-gray tide across the fields and up the hill-flanks, flowing rapidly down into the soluble dark.


  At the curb now, young Dr. Jefferson Spaugh brought his Buick roadster to a halt, and got out, foppishly drawing off his gloves and flicking the silk lapels of his dinner jacket. His face, whisky-red, was highboned and handsome; his mouth was straightlipped, cruel, and sensual. An inherited aura of mountain-cornfield sweat hung scentlessly but telepathically about him; he was a smartened-up mountaineer with country-club and University of Pennsylvania glossings. Four years in Philly change a man.


  Thrusting his gloves carelessly into his coat, he entered. McGuire slid bearishly off his stool and gazed him into focus. Then he made beckoning round-arm gestures with his fat hands.


  “Look at it, will you,” he said. “Does any one know what it is?”


  “It’s Percy,” said Coker. “You know Percy Van der Gould, don’t you?”


  “I’ve been dancing all night at the Hilliards,” said Spaugh elegantly. “Damn! These new patent-leather pumps have ruined my feet.” He sat upon a stool, and elegantly displayed his large country feet, indecently broad and angular in the shoes.


  “What’s he been doing?” said McGuire doubtfully, turning to Coker for enlightenment.


  “He’s been dancing all night at the Hilliards,” said Coker in a mincing voice.


  McGuire shielded his bloated face coyly with his hand.


  “O crush me!” he said, “I’m a grape! Dancing at the Hilliards, were you, you damned Mountain Grill. You’ve been on a Poon-Tang Picnic in Niggertown. You can’t load that bunk on us.”


  Bull-lunged, their laughter filled the nacreous dawn.


  “Patent-leather pumps!” said McGuire. “Hurt his feet. By God, Coker, the first time he came to town ten years ago he’d never been curried above the knees. They had to throw him down to put shoes on him.”


  Ben laughed thinly to the Angel.


  “A couple of slices of buttered toast, if you please, not too brown,” said Spaugh delicately to the counterman.


  “A mess of hog chitlings and sorghum, you mean, you bastard. You were brought up on salt pork and cornbread.”


  “We’re getting too low and coarse for him, Hugh,” said Coker. “Now that he’s got drunk with some of the best families, he’s in great demand socially. He’s so highly thought of that he’s become the official midwife to all pregnant virgins.”


  “Yes,” said McGuire, “he’s their friend. He helps them out. He not only helps them out, he helps them in again.”


  “What’s wrong with that?” said Spaugh. “We ought to keep it in the family, oughtn’t we?”


  Their laughter howled out into the tender dawn.


  “This conversation is getting too rough for me,” said Horse Hines banteringly as he got off his stool.


  “Shake hands with Coker before you go, Horse,” said McGuire. “He’s the best friend you’ve ever had. You ought to give him royalties.”


  The light that filled the world now was soft and otherworldly like the light that fills the sea-floors of Catalina where the great fish swim. Flat-footedly, with kidney-aching back, Patrolman Leslie Roberts all unbuttoned slouched through the submarine pearl light and paused, gently agitating his club behind him, as he turned his hollow liverish face toward the open door.


  “Here’s your patient,” said Coker softly, “the Constipated Cop.”


  Aloud, with great cordiality, they all said: “How are you, Les?”


  “Oh, tolable, tolable,” said the policeman mournfully. As draggled as his mustaches, he passed on, hocking into the gutter a slimy gob of phlegm.


  “Well, good morning, gentlemen,” said Horse Hines, making to go.


  “Remember what I told you, Horse. Be good to Coker, your best friend.” McGuire jerked a thumb toward Coker.


  Beneath his thin joviality Horse Hines was hurt.


  “I do remember,” said the undertaker gravely. “We are both members of honorable professions: in the hour of death when the storm-tossed ship puts into its haven of rest, we are the trustees of the Almighty.”


  “Why, Horse!” Coker exclaimed, “this is eloquence!”


  “The sacred rites of closing the eyes, of composing the limbs, and of preparing for burial the lifeless repository of the departed soul is our holy mission; it is for us, the living, to pour balm upon the broken heart of Grief, to soothe the widow’s ache, to brush away the orphan’s tears; it is for us, the living, to highly resolve that——”


  “—Government of the people, for the people, and by the people,” said Hugh McGuire.


  “Yes, Horse,” said Coker, “you are right. I’m touched. And what’s more, we do it all for nothing. At least,” he added virtuously, “I never charge for soothing the widow’s ache.”


  “What about embalming the broken heart of Grief?” asked McGuire.


  “I said balm,” Horse Hines remarked coldly.


  “Say, Horse,” said Harry Tugman, who had listened with great interest, “didn’t you make a speech with all that in it last summer at the Undertakers’ Convention?”


  “What’s true then is true now,” said Horse Hines bitterly, as he left the place.


  “Jesus!” said Harry Tugman, “we’ve got him good and sore. I thought I’d bust a gut, doc, when you pulled that one about embalming the broken heart of Grief.”


  At this moment Dr. Ravenel brought his Hudson to a halt across the street before the Post Office, and walked over rapidly, drawing his gauntlets off. He was bareheaded; his silver aristocratic hair was thinly rumpled; his surgical gray eyes probed restlessly below the thick lenses of his spectacles. He had a famous, calm, deeply concerned face, shaven, ashen, lean, lit gravely now and then by humor.


  “Oh Christ!” said Coker. “Here comes Teacher!”


  “Good morning, Hugh,” he said as he entered. “Are you going into training again for the bughouse?”


  “Look who’s here!” McGuire roared hospitably. “Dead-eye Dick, the literary sawbones, whose private collection of gallstones is the finest in the world. When d’jew get back, son?”


  “Just in time, it seems,” said Ravenel, holding a cigarette cleanly between his long surgical fingers. He looked at his watch. “I believe you have a little engagement at the Ravenel hospital in about half an hour. Is that right?”


  “By God, Dick, you’re always right,” McGuire yelled enthusiastically. “What’d you tell ’em up there, boy?”


  “I told them,” said Dick Ravenel, whose affection was like a flower that grew behind a wall, “that the best surgeon in America when he was sober was a lousy bum named Hugh McGuire who was always drunk.”


  “Now wait, wait. Hold on a minute!” said McGuire, holding up his thick hand. “I protest, Dick. You meant well, son, but you got that mixed up. You mean the best surgeon in America when he’s not sober.”


  “Did you read one of your papers?” said Coker.


  “Yes,” said Dick Ravenel. “I read one on carcinoma of the liver.”


  “How about one on pyorrhea of the toe-nails?” said McGuire. “Did you read that one?”


  Harry Tugman laughed heavily, not wholly knowing why. McGuire belched into the silence loudly and was witlessly adrift for a moment.


  “Literature, literature, Dick,” he returned portentously. “It’s been the ruin of many a good surgeon. You read too much, Dick. Yon Cassius hath a lean and hungry look. You know too much. The letter killeth the spirit, you know. Me—Dick, did you ever know me to take anything out that I didn’t put back? Anyway, don’t I always leave ’em something to go on with? I’m no scholar, Dick. I’ve never had your advantages. I’m a self-made butcher. I’m a carpenter, Dick. I’m an interior decorator. I’m a mechanic, a plumber, an electrician, a butcher, a tailor, a jeweller. I’m a jewel, a gem, a diamond in the rough, Dick. I’m a practical man. I take out their works, spit upon them, trim off the dirty edges, and send them on their way again. I economize, Dick; I throw away everything I can’t use, and use everything I throw away. Who made the Pope a tailbone from his knuckle? Who made the dog howl? Aha—that’s why the governor looks so young. We are filled up with useless machinery, Dick. Efficiency, economy, power! Have you a Little Fairy in your Home? You haven’t! Then let the Gold Dust Twins do the work! Ask Ben—he knows!”


  “O my God!” laughed Ben thinly, “listen to that, won’t you?”


  Two doors below, directly before the Post Office, Pete Mascari rolled upward with corrugated thunder the shutters of his fruit shop. The pearl light fell coolly upon the fruity architecture, on the pyramided masonry of spit-bright winesaps, the thin sharp yellow of the Florida oranges, the purple Tokays, sawdust-bedded. There was a stale fruity odor from the shop of ripening bananas, crated apples, and the acrid tang of powder; the windows are filled with Roman candles, crossed rockets, pinwheels, squat green Happy Hooligans, and multilating Jack Johnsons, red cannoncrackers, and tiny acrid packets of crackling spattering firecrackers. Light fell a moment on the ashen corpsiness of his face and on the liquid Sicilian poison of his eyes.


  “Don’ pincha da grape. Pinch da banan’!”


  A street-car, toy-green with new Spring paint, went squareward.


  “Dick,” said McGuire more soberly, “take the job, if you like.”


  Ravenel shook his head.


  “I’ll stand by,” said he. “I won’t operate. I’m afraid of one like this. It’s your job, drunk or sober.”


  “Removing a tumor from a woman, ain’t you?” said Coker.


  “No,” said Dick Ravenel, “removing a woman from a tumor.”


  “Bet you it weighs fifty pounds, if it weighs an ounce,” said McGuire with sudden professional interest.


  Dick Ravenel winced ever so slightly. A cool spurt of young wind, clean as a kid, flowed by him. McGuire’s meaty shoulders recoiled burlily as if from the cold shock of water. He seemed to waken.


  “I’d like a bath,” he said to Dick Ravenel, “and a shave.” He rubbed his hand across his blotched hairy face.


  “You can use my room, Hugh, at the hotel,” said Jeff Spaugh, looking at Ravenel somewhat eagerly.


  “I’ll use the hospital,” he said.


  “You’ll just have time,” said Ravenel.


  “In God’s name, let’s get a start on,” he cried impatiently.


  “Did you see Kelly do this one at Hopkins?” asked McGuire.


  “Yes,” said Dick Ravenel, “after a very long prayer. That’s to give power to his elbow. The patient died.”


  “Damn the prayers!” said McGuire. “They won’t do much good to this one. She called me a low-down lickered-up whisky-drinking bastard last night: if she still feels like that she’ll get well.”


  “These mountain women take a lot of killing,” said Jeff Spaugh sagely.


  “Do you want to come along?” McGuire asked Coker.


  “No, thanks. I’m getting some sleep,” he answered. “The old girl took a hell of a time. I thought she’d never get through dying.”


  They started to go.


  “Ben,” said McGuire, with a return to his former manner, “tell the Old Man I’ll beat hell out of him if he doesn’t give Helen a rest. Is he staying sober?”


  “In heaven’s name, McGuire, how should I know?” Ben burst out irritably. “Do you think that’s all I’ve got to do—watching your licker-heads?”


  “That’s a great girl, boy,” said McGuire sentimentally. “One in a million.”


  “Hugh, for God’s sake, come on,” cried Dick Ravenel.


  The four medical men went out into the pearl light. The town emerged from the lilac darkness with a washed renascent cleanliness. All the world seemed as young as Spring. McGuire walked across to Ravenel’s car, and sank comfortably with a sense of invigoration into the cool leathers. Jeff Spaugh plunged off violently with a ripping explosion of his engine and a cavalier wave of his hand.


  Admiringly Harry Tugman’s face turned to the slumped burly figure of Hugh McGuire.


  “By God!” he boasted, “I bet he does the damnedest piece of operating you ever heard of.”


  “Why, hell,” said the counterman loyally, “he ain’t worth a damn until he’s got a quart of corn licker under his belt. Give him a few drinks and he’ll cut off your damned head and put it on again without your knowing it.”


  As Jeff Spaugh roared off Harry Tugman said jealously: “Look at that bastard. Mr. Vanderbilt. He thinks he’s hell, don’t he? A big pile of bull. Ben, do you reckon he was really out at the Hilliards to-night?”


  “Oh for God’s sake,” said Ben irritably, “how the hell should I know! What difference does it make?” he added furiously.


  “I guess Little Maudie will fill up the column to-morrow with some of her crap,” said Harry Tugman. “‘The Younger Set,’ she calls it! Christ! It goes all the way from every little bitch old enough to wear drawers, to Old Man Redmond. If Saul Gudger belongs to the Younger Set, Ben, you and I are still in the third grade. Why, hell, yes,” he said with an air of conviction to the grinning counterman, “he was bald as a pig’s knuckle when the Spanish American War broke out.”


  The counterman laughed.


  Foaming with brilliant slapdash improvisation Harry Tugman declaimed:


  “Members of the Younger Set were charmingly entertained last night at a dinner dance given at Snotwood, the beautiful residence of Mr. and Mrs. Clarence Firkins, in honor of their youngest daughter, Gladys, who made her debutt [debut] this season. Mr. and Mrs. Firkins, accompanied by their daughter, greeted each of the arriving guests at the threshhold in a manner reviving the finest old traditions of Southern aristocracy, while Mrs. Firkins’ accomplished sister, Miss Catherine Hipkiss, affectionately known to members of the local younger set as Roaring Kate, supervised the checking of overcoats, evening wraps, jock-straps, and jewelry.


  “Dinner was served promptly at eight o’clock, followed by coffee and Pluto Water at eight forty-five. A delicious nine-course collation had been prepared by Artaxerxes Papadopolos, the well-known confectioner and caterer, and proprietor of the Bijou Café for Ladies and Gents.


  “After first-aid and a thorough medical examination by Dr. Jefferson Reginald Alfonso Spaugh, the popular gin-ecologist, the guests adjourned to the Ball Room where dance music was provided by Zeke Buckner’s Upper Hominy Stringed Quartette, Mr. Buckner himself officiating at the trap drum and tambourine.


  “Among those dancing were the Misses Aline Titsworth, Lena Ginster, Ophelia Legg, Gladys Firkins, Beatrice Slutsky, Mary Whitesides, Helen Shockett, and Lofta Barnes.


  “Also the Messrs. I.C. Bottom, U.B. Freely, R.U. Reddy, O.I. Lovett, Cummings Strong, Sansom Horney, Preston Updyke, Dows Wicket, Pettigrew Biggs, Otis Goode, and J. Broad Stern.”


  Ben laughed noiselessly, and bent his pointed face into the mug again. Then, he stretched his thin arms out, extending his body sensually upward, and forcing out in a wide yawn the night-time accumulation of weariness, boredom, and disgust.


  “Oh-h-h-h my God!”


  Virginal sunlight crept into the street in young moteless shafts. At this moment Gant awoke.


  He lay quietly on his back for a moment in the pleasant yellow-shaded dusk of the sitting-room, listening to the rippling flutiness of the live piping birdy morning. He yawned cavernously and thrust his right hand scratching into the dense hairthicket of his breast.


  The fast cackle-cluck of sensual hens. Come and rob us. All through the night for you, master. Rich protesting yielding voices of Jewesses. Do it, don’t it. Break an egg in them.


  Sleepless, straight, alert, the counterpane moulded over his gaunt legs, he listened to the protesting invitations of the hens.


  From the warm dust, shaking their fat feathered bodies, protesting but satisfied they staggered up. For me. The earth too and the vine. The moist new earth cleaving like cut pork from the plough. Or like water from a ship. The spongy sod spaded cleanly and rolled back like flesh. Or the earth loosened and hoed gently around the roots of the cherry trees. The earth receives my seed. For me the great lettuces. Spongy and full of sap now like a woman. The thick grapevine—in August the heavy clustered grapes—How there? Like milk from a breast. Or blood through a vein. Fattens and plumps them.


  All through the night the blossoms dropping. Soon now the White Wax. Green apples end of May. Isaacs’ June Apple hangs half on my side. Bacon and fried green apples.


  With sharp whetted hunger he thought of breakfast. He threw the sheet back cleanly, swung in an orbit to a sitting position and put his white somewhat phthisic feet on the floor. Standing up tenderly, he walked over to his leather rocker and put on a pair of clean white-footed socks. Then he pulled his nightgown over his head, looking for a moment in the dresser mirror at his great boned structure, the long stringy muscles of his arms, and his flat-meated hairy chest. His stomach sagged paunchily. He thrust his white flaccid calves quickly through the shrunken legs of a union suit, stretched it out elasticly with a comfortable widening of his shoulders and buttoned it. Then he stepped into his roomy sculpturally heavy trousers and drew on his soft-leathered laceless shoes. Crossing his suspender braces over his shoulders, he strode into the kitchen and had a brisk fire of oil and pine snapping in the range within three minutes. He was stimulated and alive in all the fresh wakefulness of the Spring morning.


  Through Birdseye Gap, in the dewy richness of Lunn’s Cove, Judge Webster Tayloe, the eminent, prosperous, and aristocratic corporation counsel (retired, but occasional consultations), rose in the rich walnut twilight of his bedchamber, noted approvingly, through the black lenses of the glasses that gave his long, subtle, and contemptuous face its final advantage over the rabble, that one of his country bumpkins was coming from the third pasture with a slopping pail of new milk, another was sharpening a scythe in the young glint of the sun, and another, emulating his more intelligent fellow, the horse, was backing a buggy slowly under the carriage shed.


  Approvingly he watched his young mulatto son come over the lawn with lazy cat-speed, noting with satisfaction the grace and quickness of his movements, the slender barrel strength of his torso, his smallboned resiliency. Also the well-shaped intelligent head, the eager black eyes, the sensitive oval face, and the beautiful coprous olive of the skin. He was very like a better-class Spaniard. Quod potui perfeci. By this fusion, perhaps, men like men.


  By the river the reed-pipes, the muse’s temple, the sacred wood again. Why not? As in this cove. I, too, have lived in Arcady.


  He took off his glasses for a moment and looked at the ptotic malevolence of his left eye, and the large harlequinesque wart in the cheek below it. The black glasses gave the suggestion that he was half-masked; they added a touch of unsearchable mystery to the subtle, sensual and disquieting intelligence of his face. His negro man appeared at this moment and told him his bath was ready. He drew the long thin nightgown over his freckled Fitzsimmons body and stepped vigorously into tepid water. Then for ten minutes he was sponged, scraped, and kneaded, upon a long table by the powerful plastic hands of the negro. He dressed in fresh laundered underwear and newly pressed clothes of black. He tied a black string carelessly below the wide belt of starched collar and buttoned across his straight long figure a frock coat that reached his knees. He took a cigarette from a box on his table and lighted it.


  Bouncing tinnily down the coiling road that came through the Gap from the town, a flivver glinted momently through the trees. Two men were in it. His face hardened against it, he watched it go by his gates on the road with a scuffle of dust. Dimly he saw their lewd red mountain faces, and completed the image with sweat and corduroy. And in the town their city cousins. Brick, stucco, the white little eczema of Suburbia. Federated Half-Breeds of the World.


  Into my Valley next with lawnmowers and front lawns. He ground out the life of the cigarette against an ashtray, and began a rapid window calculation of his horses, asses, kine, swine, and hens; the stored plenitude of his great barn, the heavy fruitage of his fields and orchards. A man came toward the house with a bucket of eggs in one hand and a bucket of butter in the other; each cake was stamped with a sheaf of wheat and wrapped loosely in clean white linen cloths. He smiled grimly: if attacked he could withstand a prolonged siege.


  At Dixieland, Eliza slept soundly in a small dark room with a window opening on the uncertain light of the back porch. Her chamber was festooned with a pendant wilderness of cord and string; stacks of old newspapers and magazines were piled in the corners; and every shelf was loaded with gummed, labelled, half-filled medicine bottles. There was a smell in the air of mentholatum, Vick’s Pneumonia Cure, and sweet glycerine. The negress arrived, coming under the built-up house and climbing lazily the steep tunnel of back steps. She knocked at the door.


  “Who’s there!” cried Eliza sharply, waking at once, and coming forward to the door. She wore a gray flannel nightgown over a heavy woollen undershirt that Ben had discarded: the pendant string floated gently to and fro as she opened the door, like some strange seamoss floating below the sea. Upstairs, in the small front room with the sleeping-porch, slept Miss Billie Edwards, twenty-four, of Missouri, the daring and masterful liontamer of Johnny L. Jones Combined Shows, then playing in the field on the hill behind the Plum Street School. Next to her, in the large airy room at the corner, Mrs. Marie Pert, forty-one, the wife of an itinerant and usually absent drug salesman, lay deep in the pit of alcoholic slumber. Upon each end of the mantel was a small snapshot in a silver frame—one of her absent daughter, Louise, eighteen, and one of Benjamin Gant, lying on the grass-bank in front of the house, propped on his elbow and wearing a wide straw hat that shaded all his face except his mouth. Also, in other chambers, front and back, Mr. Conway Richards, candy-wheel concessionaire with the Johnny L. Jones Combined Shows, Miss Lily Mangum, twenty-six, trained nurse, Mr. William H. Baskett, fifty-three, of Hattiesburg, Mississippi, cotton grower, banker, and sufferer from malaria, and his wife; in the large room at the head of the stairs Miss Annie Mitchell, nineteen, of Valdosta, Georgia, Miss Thelma Cheshire, twenty-one, of Florence, South Carolina, and Mrs. Rose Levin, twenty-eight, of Chicago, Illinois, all members of the chorus of “Molasses” Evans and His Broadway Beauties, booked out of Atlanta, Georgia, by the Piedmont Amusement Agency.


  “O G-hirls! The Duke of Gorgonzola and the Count of Limburger are on their way here now. I want all you girls to be nice to them and to show them a good time when they arrive.”


  “You bet we will.”


  “And keep your eye on the little one—he’s the one with all the money.”


  “I’ll say we will. Hurrah, Hurrah, Hurrah!”


  
    “We are the girls that have the fun,


    We’re snappy and happy every one;


    We’re jolly and gay


    And ready to play,


    And that is why we say-ee——”

  


  Behind a bill-plastered fence-boarding on upper Valley Street, opposite the Y.M.I. (colored), and in the very heart of the crowded amusement and commercial centre of Altamont’s colored population, Moses Andrews, twenty-six, colored, slept the last great sleep of white and black. His pockets, which only the night before had been full of the money Saul Stein, the pawnbroker, had given him in exchange for certain articles which he had taken from the home of Mr. George Rollins, the attorney (as an 18-carat Waltham gold watch with a heavy chain of twined gold, the diamond engagement ring of Mrs. Rollins, three pairs of the finest silk stockings, and two pairs of gentlemen’s under-drawers), were now empty, a half-filled bottle of Cloverleaf Bonded Kentucky Rye, with which he had retired behind the boards to slumber, lay unmolested in the flaccid grip of his left hand, and his broad black throat gaped cleanly open from ear to ear, as a result of the skilled razor-work of his hated and hating rival, Jefferson Flack, twenty-eight, who now lay peacefully, unsuspected and unsought, with their mutual mistress, Miss Molly Fiske, in her apartment on east Pine Street. Moses had been murdered in moonlight.


  A starved cat walked softly along by the boards on Upper Valley: as the courthouse bell boomed out its solid six strokes, eight negro laborers, the bottoms of their overalls stiff with agglutinated cement, tramped by like a single animal, in a wedge, each carrying his lunch in a small lard bucket.


  Meanwhile, the following events occurred simultaneously throughout the neighborhood.


  Dr. H.M. McRae, fifty-eight, minister of the First Presbyterian Church, having washed his lean Scotch body, arrayed himself in stiff black and a boiled white shirt, and shaved his spare clean un-aging face, descended from his chamber in his residence on Cumberland Avenue, to his breakfast of oatmeal, dry toast, and boiled milk. His heart was pure, his mind upright, his faith and his life like a clean board scrubbed with sandstone. He prayed in thirty-minute prayers without impertinence for all men and the success of all good ventures. He was a white unwasting flame that shone through love and death; his speech rang out like steel with a steady passion.


  In Dr. Frank Engel’s Sanitarium and Turkish Bath Establishment on Liberty Street, Mr. J.H. Brown, wealthy sportsman and publisher of the Altamont Citizen, sank into dreamless sleep, after five minutes in the steam-closet, ten in the tub, and thirty in the dry-room, where he had submitted to the expert osteopathy of “Colonel” Andrews (as Dr. Engel’s skilled negro masseur was affectionately known), from the soles of his gouty feet to the veinous silken gloss of his slightly purple face.


  Across the street, at the corner of Liberty and Federal, and at the foot of Battery Hill, a white-jacketed negro sleepily restacked in boxes the scattered poker-chips that covered the centre table in the upstairs centre room of the Altamont City Club. The guests, just departed, were Mr. Gilbert Woodcock, Mr. Reeves Stikeleather, Mr. Henry Pentland, Jr., Mr. Sidney Newbeck, of Cleveland, Ohio (retired), and the aforementioned Mr. J.H. Brown.


  “And, Jesus, Ben!” said Harry Tugman, emerging at this moment from Uneeda No. 3, “I thought I’d have a hemorrhage when they pulled the Old Man out of the closet. After all the stuff he printed about cleaning up the town, too.”


  “It wouldn’t surprise me if Judge Sevier had them raid him,” said Ben.


  “Why certainly, Ben,” said Harry Tugman impatiently, “that’s the idea, but Queen Elizabeth was behind it. You don’t think there’s anything she doesn’t hear about, do you? So help me Jesus, you never heard a yap out of him for a week. He was afraid to show his face out of the office.”


  At the Convent School of Saint Catherine’s on Saint Clement’s Road, Sister Theresa, the Mother Superior, walked softly through the dormitory lifting the window-shade beside each cot, letting the orchard cherry-apple bloom come gently into the long cool glade of roseleaf sleeping girls. Their breath expired gently upon their dewy half-opened mouths, light fell rosily upon the pillowed curve of their arms, their slender young sides, and the crisp pink buds of their breasts. At the other end of the room a fat girl lay squarely on her back, her arms and legs outspread, and snored solidly through blubbering lips. They had yet an hour of sleep.


  From one of the little white tables between the cots Theresa picked up an opened book incautiously left there the night before, read below her gray mustache with the still inward smile of her great-boned face, its title —The Common Law, by Robert W. Chambers—and gripping a pencil in her broad earthstained hand, scrawled briefly in jagged male letters: “Rubbish, Elizabeth—but see for yourself.” Then, on her soft powerful tread, she went downstairs, and entered her study, where Sister Louise (French), Sister Mary (History), and Sister Bernice (Ancient Languages) were waiting for the morning consultation. When they had gone, she sat down to her desk and worked for an hour on the manuscript of that book, modestly intended for school children, which has since celebrated her name wherever the noble architecture of prose is valued—the great Biology.


  Then the gong rang in the dormitory, she heard the high laughter of young maidens, and rising saw, coming from the plum-tree by the wall, a young nun, Sister Agnes, with blossoms in her arms.


  Below, tree-hidden, in the Biltburn bottom, there was a thunder on the rails, a wailing whistle cry.


  Beneath the City Hall, in the huge sloping cellar, the market booths were open. The aproned butchers swung their cleavers down on fresh cold joints, slapping the thick chops on heavy sheets of mottled paper, and tossing them, roughly tied, to the waiting negro delivery-boys.


  The self-respecting negro, J.H. Jackson, stood in his square vegetable-stall, attended by his two grave-faced sons, and his spectacled businesslike daughter. He was surrounded by wide slanting shelves of fruit and vegetables, smelling of the earth and morning—great crinkled lettuces, fat radishes still clotted damply with black loam, quill-stemmed young onions newly wrenched from gardens, late celery, spring potatoes, and the thin rinded citrous fruits of Florida.


  Above him, Sorrell, the fish and oyster man, drew up from the depths of an enamelled ice-packed can dripping ladlefuls of oysters, pouring them into thick cardboard cartons. Wide-bellied heavy seafish—carp, trout, bass, shad—lay gutted in beds of ice.


  Mr. Michael Walter Creech, the butcher, having finished his hearty breakfast of calves’ liver, eggs and bacon, hot biscuits and coffee, made a sign to one of the waiting row of negro boys. The line sprang forward like hounds; he stopped them with a curse and a lifted cleaver. The fortunate youth who had been chosen then came forward and took the tray, still richly morselled with food and a pot half full of coffee. As he had to depart at this moment on a delivery, he put it down in the sawdust at the end of the bench and spat copiously upon it in order to protect it from his scavenging comrades. Then he wheeled off, full of rich laughter and triumphant malice. Mr. Creech looked at his niggers darkly.


  The town had so far forgotten Mr. Creech’s own African blood (an eighth on his father’s side, old Walter Creech, out of Yellow Jenny) that it was about ready to offer him political preferment; but Mr. Creech himself had not forgotten. He glanced bitterly at his brother, Jay, who, happily ignorant of hatred, that fanged poison which may taint even a brother’s heart, was enthusiastically cleaving spare-ribs on the huge bole of his own table, singing meanwhile in a rich tenor voice the opening bars of “The Little Gray Home In The West”:


  
    “... there are blue eyes that shine


    Just because they meet mine ...”

  


  Mr. Creech looked venomously at Jay’s yellow jowls, the fat throbbing of his jaundiced throat, the crisp singed whorl of his hair.


  By God, he thought in his anguish of spirit, he might be taken for a Mexican.


  Jay’s golden voice neared its triumph, breaking with delicate restraint, on the last note, into a high sweet falsetto which he maintained for more than twenty seconds. All of the butchers stopped working, several of them, big strong men with grown-up families dashed a tear out of their eyes.


  The great audience was held spellbound. Not a soul stirred. Not even a dog or a horse stirred. As the last sweet note melted away in a gossamer tremolo, a silence profound as that of the tombs, nay, of death itself, betokened the highest triumph the artist is destined to know upon this earth. Somewhere in the crowd a woman sobbed and collapsed in a faint. She was immediately carried out by two Boy Scouts who happened to be present, and who administered first aid to her in the rest-room, one of them hastily kindling a crackling fire of pine boughs by striking two flints together, while the other made a tourniquet, and tied several knots in his handkerchief. Then pandemonium broke loose. Women tore the jewels from their fingers, ropes of pearls from their necks, chrysanthemums, hyacinths, tulips and daisies from their expensive corsages, while the fashionably-dressed men in the near-by stalls kept up a constant bombardment of tomatoes, lettuces, new potatoes, beef-tallow, pigs’ knuckles, fish-heads, clams, loin-chops, and pork-sausages.


  Among the stalls of the market, the boarding-house keepers of Altamont walked with spying bargain-hunting eyes and inquisitive nose. They were of various sizes and ages, but they were all stamped with the print of haggling determination and a pugnacious closure of the mouth. They pried in among the fish and vegetables, pinching cabbages, weighing onions, exfoliating lettuce-heads. You’ve got to keep your eye on people or they’ll skin you. And if you leave things to a lazy shiftless nigger she’ll waste more than she cooks. They looked at one another hardfaced—Mrs. Barrett of the Grosvenor at Mrs. Neville of Glen View; Mrs. Ambler of the Colonial at Miss Mamie Featherstone of Ravencrest; Mrs. Ledbetter of the Belvedere——


  “I hear you’re full up, Mrs. Coleman,” said she inquiringly.


  “O, I’m full up all the time,” said Mrs. Coleman. “My people are all permanents, I don’t want to fool with the transients,” she said loftily.


  “Well,” said Mrs. Ledbetter acidly, “I could fill my house up at any time with lungers who call themselves something else, but I won’t have them. I was saying the other day——”


  Mrs. Michalove of Oakwood at Mrs. Jarvis of The Waverley; Mrs. Cowan of Ridgmont at——


  The city is splendidly equipped to meet the demands of the great and steadily growing crowd of tourists that fill the Mountain Metropolis during the busy months of June, July, and August. In addition to eight hotels de luxe of the highest quality, there were registered at the Board of Trade in 1911 over 250 private hotels, boarding-houses and sanitariums all catering to the needs of those who come on missions of business, pleasure, or health.


  Stop their baggage at the station.


  At this moment Number 3, having finished his route, stepped softly on to the slime-scummed porch of the house on Valley Street, rapped gently at the door, and opened it quietly, groping his way through black miasmic air to the bed in which May Corpening lay. She muttered as if drugged as he touched her, turned toward him, and sleepily awakened, drew him down to her with heavied and sensual caress, yoked under her big coppery arms. Tom Cline clumped greasily up the steps of his residence on Bartlett Street, swinging his tin pail; Ben returned to the paper office with Harry Tugman; and Eugene, in the back room on Woodson Street, waking suddenly to Gant’s powerful command from the foot of the stairs, turned his face full into a momentary vision of roseflushed blue sky and tender blossoms that drifted slowly earthward.


  [¬]
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  The mountains were his masters. They rimmed in life. They were the cup of reality, beyond growth, beyond struggle and death. They were his absolute unity in the midst of eternal change. Old haunt-eyed faces glimmered in his memory. He thought of Swain’s cow, St. Louis, death, himself in the cradle. He was the haunter of himself, trying for a moment to recover what he had been part of. He did not understand change, he did not understand growth. He stared at his framed baby picture in the parlor, and turned away sick with fear and the effort to touch, retain, grasp himself for only a moment.


  And these bodiless phantoms of his life appeared with terrible precision, with all the mad nearness of a vision. That which was five years gone came within the touch of his hand, and he ceased at that moment to believe in his own existence. He expected some one to wake him; he would hear Gant’s great voice below the laden vines, would gaze sleepily from the porch into the rich low moon, and go obediently to bed. But still there would be all that he remembered before that and what if—Cause flowed ceaselessly into cause.


  He heard the ghostly ticking of his life; his powerful clairvoyance, the wild Scotch gift of Eliza, burned inward back across the phantom years, plucking out of the ghostly shadows a million gleams of light—a little station by the rails at dawn, the road cleft through the pineland seen at twilight, a smoky cabin-light below the trestles, a boy who ran among the bounding calves, a wisp-haired slattern, with snuff-sticked mouth, framed in a door, floury negroes unloading sacks from freight-cars on a shed, the man who drove the Fair Grounds bus at Saint Louis, a cool-lipped lake at dawn.


  His life coiled back into the brown murk of the past like a twined filament of electric wire; he gave life, a pattern, and movement to these million sensations that Chance, the loss or gain of a moment, the turn of the head, the enormous and aimless impulsion of accident, had thrust into the blazing heat of him. His mind picked out in white living brightness these pinpoints of experience and the ghostliness of all things else became more awful because of them. So many of the sensations that returned to open haunting vistas of fantasy and imagining had been caught from a whirling landscape through the windows of the train.


  And it was this that awed him—the weird combination of fixity and change, the terrible moment of immobility stamped with eternity in which, passing life at great speed, both the observer and the observed seem frozen in time. There was one moment of timeless suspension when the land did not move, the train did not move, the slattern in the doorway did not move, he did not move. It was as if God had lifted his baton sharply above the endless orchestration of the seas, and the eternal movement had stopped, suspended in the timeless architecture of the absolute. Or like those motion-pictures that describe the movements of a swimmer making a dive, or a horse taking a hedge—movement is petrified suddenly in mid-air, the inexorable completion of an act is arrested. Then, completing its parabola, the suspended body plops down into the pool. Only, these images that burnt in him existed without beginning or ending, without the essential structure of time. Fixed in no-time, the slattern vanished, fixed, without a moment of transition.


  His sense of unreality came from time and movement, from imagining the woman, when the train had passed, as walking back into the house, lifting a kettle from the hearth embers. Thus life turned shadow, the living lights went ghost again. The boy among the calves. Where later? Where now?


  I am, he thought, a part of all that I have touched and that has touched me, which, having for me no existence save that which I gave to it, became other than itself by being mixed with what I then was, and is now still otherwise, having fused with what I now am, which is itself a cumulation of what I have been becoming. Why here? Why there? Why now? Why then?


  The fusion of the two strong egotisms, Eliza’s inbrooding and Gant’s expanding outward, made of him a fanatical zealot in the religion of Chance. Beyond all misuse, waste, pain, tragedy, death, confusion, unswerving necessity was on the rails; not a sparrow fell through the air but that its repercussion acted on his life, and the lonely light that fell upon the viscous and interminable seas at dawn awoke sea-changes washing life to him. The fish swam upward from the depth.


  The seed of our destruction will blossom in the desert, the alexin of our cure grows by a mountain rock, and our lives are haunted by a Georgia slattern because a London cut-purse went unhung. Through Chance, we are each a ghost to all the others, and our only reality; through Chance, the huge hinge of the world, and a grain of dust; the stone that starts an avalanche, the pebble whose concentric circles widen across the seas.


  He believed himself thus at the centre of life; he believed the mountains rimmed the heart of the world; he believed that from all the chaos of accident the inevitable event came at the inexorable moment to add to the sum of his life.


  Against the hidden other flanks of the immutable hills the world washed like a vast and shadowy sea, alive with the great fish of his imagining. Variety, in this unvisited world, was unending, but order and purpose certain: there would be no wastage in adventure—courage would be regarded with beauty, talent with success, all merit with its true deserving. There would be peril, there would be toil, there would be struggle. But there would not be confusion and waste. There would not be groping. For collected Fate would fall, on its chosen moment, like a plum. There was no disorder in enchantment.


  Spring lay abroad through all the garden of this world. Beyond the hills the land bayed out to other hills, to golden cities, to rich meadows, to deep forests, to the sea. Forever and forever.


  Beyond the hills were the mines of King Solomon, the toy republics of Central America, and little tinkling fountains in a court; beyond, the moonlit roofs of Bagdad, the little grated blinds of Samarkand, the moonlit camels of Bythinia, the Spanish ranch-house of the Triple Z, and J.B. Montgomery and his lovely daughter stepping from their private car upon a western track; and the castle-haunted crags of Graustark; the fortune-yielding casino of Monte Carlo; and the blue eternal Mediterranean, mother of empires. And instant wealth ticked out upon a tape, and the first stage of the Eiffel Tower where the restaurant was, and Frenchmen setting fire to their whiskers, and a farm in Devon, white cream, brown ale, the winter’s chimney merriment, and Lorna Doone; and the hanging gardens of Babylon, and supper in the sunset with the queens, and the slow slide of the barge upon the Nile, or the wise rich bodies of Egyptian women couched on moonlit balustrades, and the thunder of the chariots of great kings, and tomb-treasure sought at midnight, and the wine-rich chateau land of France, and calico warm legs in hay.


  Upon a field in Thrace Queen Helen lay, her lovely body dappled in the sun.


  Meanwhile, business had been fairly good. Eliza’s earning power the first few years at Dixieland had been injured by her illnesses. Now, however, she had recovered, and had paid off the last installment on the house. It was entirely hers. The property at this time was worth perhaps $12,000. In addition she had borrowed $3,500 on a twenty-year $5,000 life insurance policy that had only two years more to run, and had made extensive alterations: she had added a large sleeping-porch upstairs, tacked on two rooms, a bath, and a hallway on one side, and extended a hallway, adding three bedrooms, two baths, and a water-closet, on the other. Downstairs she had widened the veranda, put in a large sun-parlor under the sleeping-porch, knocked out the archway in the dining-room, which she prepared to use as a big bedroom in the slack season, scooped out a small pantry in which the family was to eat, and added a tiny room beside the kitchen for her own occupancy.


  The construction was after her own plans, and of the cheapest material: it never lost the smell of raw wood, cheap varnish, and flimsy rough plastering, but she had added eight or ten rooms at a cost of only $3,000. The year before she had banked almost $2,000—her bank account was almost $5,000. In addition, she owned jointly with Gant the shop on the Square, which had thirty feet of frontage, and was valued at $20,000, from which he got $65 a month in rent; $20 from Jannadeau, $25 from the McLean Plumbing Company in the basement, and $20 from the J.N. Gillespie Printing Co., which occupied all of the second story.


  There were, besides, three good building-lots on Merrion Avenue valued at $2,000 apiece, or at $5,500 for all three; the house on Woodson Street valued at $5,000; 110 acres of wooded mountainside with a farm-house, several hundred peach, apple and cherry trees, and a few acres of arable ground for which Gant received $120 a year in rent, and which they valued at $50 an acre, $5,500; two houses, one on Carter Street, and one on Duncan, rented to railway people, for which they received $25 a month apiece, and which they valued together at $4,500; forty-eight acres of land two miles above Biltburn, and four from Altamont, upon the important Reynoldsville Road, which they valued at $210 an acre, or $10,000; three houses in Niggertown—one on lower Valley Street, one on Beaumont Crescent, just below the negro Johnson’s big house, and one on Short Oak, valued at $600, $900, and $1,600 respectively, and drawing a room-rental of $8, $12, and $17 a month (total: $3,100 and $37 rental); two houses across the river, four miles away in West Altamont, valued at $2,750 and at $3,500, drawing a rental of $22 and $30 a month; three lots, lost in the growth of a rough hillside, a mile from the main highway through West Altamont, $500; and a house, unoccupied, object of Gantian anathema, on Lower Hatton Avenue, $4,500.


  In addition, Gant held 10 shares, which were already worth $200 each ($2,000), in the newly organized Fidelity Bank; his stock of stones, monuments, and fly-specked angels represented an investment of $2,700, although he could not have sold them outright for so much; and he had about $3,000 deposited in the Fidelity, the Merchants, and the Battery Hill banks.


  Thus, at the beginning of 1912, before the rapid and intensive development of Southern industry, and the consequent tripling of Altamont’s population, and before the multiplication of her land values, the wealth of Gant and Eliza amounted to about $100,000, the great bulk of which was solidly founded in juicy well chosen pieces of property of Eliza’s selection, yielding them a monthly rental of more than $200, which, added to their own earning capacities at the shop and Dixieland, gave them a combined yearly income of $8,000 or $10,000. Although Gant often cried out bitterly against his business and declared, when he was not attacking property, that he had never made even a bare living from his tombstones, he was rarely short of ready money: he usually had one or two small commissions from country people, and he always carried a well-filled purse, containing $150 or $200 in five- and ten-dollar bills, which he allowed Eugene to count out frequently, enjoying his son’s delight, and the feel of abundance.


  Eliza had suffered one or two losses in her investments, led astray by a strain of wild romanticism which destroyed for the moment her shrewd caution. She invested $1,200 in the Missouri Utopia of a colonizer, and received nothing for her money but a weekly copy of the man’s newspaper, several beautiful prospectuses of the look of things when finished, and a piece of clay sculpture, eight inches in height, showing Big Brother with his little sisters Jenny and Kate, the last with thumb in her mouth.


  “By God,” said Gant, who made savage fun of the proceeding, “she ought to have it on her nose.”


  And Ben sneered, jerking his head toward it, saying:


  “There’s her $1,200.”


  But Eliza was preparing to go on by herself. She saw that co-operation with Gant in the purchase of land was becoming more difficult each year. And with something like pain, something assuredly like hunger, she saw various rich plums fall into other hands or go unbought. She realized that in a very short time land values would soar beyond her present means. And she proposed to be on hand when the pie was cut.


  Across the street from Dixieland was the Brunswick, a well-built red brick house of twenty rooms. The marble facings had been done by Gant himself twenty years before, the hardwood floors and oak timbering by Will Pentland. It was an ugly gabled Victorian house, the marriage gift of a rich Northerner to his daughter, who died of tuberculosis.


  “Not a better built house in town,” said Gant.


  Nevertheless he refused to buy it with Eliza, and with an aching heart she saw it go to St. Greenberg, the rich junk-man, for $8,500. Within a year he had sold off five lots at the back, on the Yancy Street side, for $1,000 each, and was holding the house for $20,000.


  “We could have had our money back by now three times over,” Eliza fretted.


  She did not have enough money at the time for any important investment. She saved and she waited.


  Will Pentland’s fortune at this time was vaguely estimated at from $500,000 to $700,000. It was mainly in property, a great deal of which was situated—warehouses and buildings—near the passenger depot of the railway.


  Sometimes Altamont people, particularly the young men who loafed about Collister’s drug-store, and who spent long dreamy hours estimating the wealth of the native plutocracy, called Will Pentland a millionaire. At this time it was a distinction in American life to be a millionaire. There were only six or eight thousand. But Will Pentland wasn’t one. He was really worth only a half million.


  Mr. Goulderbilt was a millionaire. He was driven into town in a big Packard, but he got out and went along the streets like other men.


  One time Gant pointed him out to Eugene. He was about to enter a bank.


  “There he is,” whispered Gant. “Do you see him?”


  Eugene nodded, wagging his head mechanically. He was unable to speak. Mr. Goulderbilt was a small dapper man, with black hair, black clothes, and a black mustache. His hands and feet were small.


  “He’s got over $50,000,000,” said Gant. “You’d never think it to look at him, would you?”


  And Eugene dreamed of these money princes living in a princely fashion. He wanted to see them riding down a street in a crested coach around which rode a teetering guard of liveried outriders. He wanted their fingers to be heavily gemmed, their clothes trimmed with ermine, their women coroneted with flashing mosaics of amethyst, beryl, ruby, topaz, sapphire, opal, emerald, and wearing thick ropes of pearls. And he wanted to see them living in palaces of alabaster columns, eating in vast halls upon an immense creamy table from vessels of old silver—eating strange fabulous foods—swelling unctuous paps of a fat pregnant sow, oiled mushrooms, calvered salmon, jugged hare, the beards of barbels dressed with an exquisite and poignant sauce, carps’ tongues, dormice and camels’ heels, with spoons of amber headed with diamond and carbuncle, and cups of agate, studded with emeralds, hyacinths, and rubies—everything, in fact, for which Epicure Mammon wished.


  Eugene met only one millionaire whose performances in public satisfied him, and he, unhappily, was crazy. His name was Simon.


  Simon, when Eugene first saw him, was a man of almost fifty years. He had a strong, rather heavy figure of middling height, a lean brown face, with shadowy hollows across the cheeks, always closely shaven, but sometimes badly scarred by his gouging fingernails, and a long thin mouth that curved slightly downward, subtle, sensitive, lighting his whole face at times with blazing demoniac glee. He had straight abundant hair, heavily grayed, which he kept smartly brushed and flattened at the sides. His clothing was loose and well cut: he wore a dark coat above baggy gray flannels, silk shirt rayed with broad stripes, a collar to match, and a generous loosely knotted tie. His waistcoats were of a ruddy-brown chequered pattern. He had an appearance of great distinction.


  Simon and his two keepers first came to Dixieland when difficulties with several of the Altamont hotels forced them to look for private quarters. The men took two rooms and a sleeping-porch, and paid generously.


  “Why, pshaw!” said Eliza persuasively to Helen. “I don’t believe there’s a thing wrong with him. He’s as quiet and well-behaved as you please.”


  At this moment there was a piercing yell upstairs, followed by a long peal of diabolical laughter. Eugene bounded up and down the hall in his exultancy and delight, producing little squealing noises in his throat. Ben, scowling, with a quick flicker of his mouth, drew back his hard white hand swiftly as if to cuff his brother. Instead, he jerked his head sideways to Eliza, and said with a soft, scornful laugh: “By God, mama, I don’t see why you have to take them in. You’ve got enough of them in the family already.”


  “Mama, in heaven’s name—” Helen began furiously. At this moment Gant strode in out of the dusk, carrying a mottled package of pork chops, and muttering rhetorically to himself. There was another long peal of laughter above. He halted abruptly, startled, and lifted his head. Luke, listening attentively at the foot of the stairs, exploded in a loud boisterous guffaw, and the girl, her annoyance changing at once to angry amusement, walked toward her father’s inquiring face, and prodded him several times in the ribs.


  “Hey?” he said startled. “What is it?”


  “Miss Eliza’s got a crazy man upstairs,” she sniggered, enjoying his amazement.


  “Jesus God!” Gant yelled frantically, wetting his big thumb swiftly on his tongue, and glancing up toward his Maker with an attitude of exaggerated supplication in his small gray eyes and the thrust of his huge bladelike nose. Then, letting his arms slap heavily at his sides, in a gesture of defeat, he began to walk rapidly back and forth, clucking his deprecation loudly. Eliza stood solidly, looking from one to another, her lips working rapidly, her white face hurt and bitter.


  There was another long howl of mirth above. Gant paused, caught Helen’s eye, and began to grin suddenly in an unwilling sheepish manner.


  “God have mercy on us,” he chuckled. “She’ll have the place filled with all of Barnum’s freaks the next thing you know.”


  At this moment, Simon, self-contained, distinguished and grave in his manner, descended the steps with Mr. Gilroy and Mr. Flannagan, his companions. The two guards were red in the face, and breathed stertorously as if from some recent exertion. Simon, however, preserved his habitual appearance of immaculate and well-washed urbanity.


  “Good evening,” he remarked suavely. “I hope I have not kept you waiting long.” He caught sight of Eugene.


  “Come here, my boy,” he said very kindly.


  “It’s all right,” remarked Mr. Gilroy, encouragingly. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


  Eugene moved into the presence.


  “And what is your name, young man?” said Simon with his beautiful devil’s smile.


  “Eugene.”


  “That’s a very fine name,” said Simon. “Always try to live up to it.” He thrust his hand carelessly and magnificently into his coat pocket, drawing out under the boy’s astonished eyes, a handful of shining five [five-] and ten-cent pieces.


  “Always be good to the birds, my boy,” said Simon, and he poured the money into Eugene’s cupped hands.


  Every one looked doubtfully at Mr. Gilroy.


  “Oh, that’s all right!” said Mr. Gilroy cheerfully. “He’ll never miss it. There’s lots more where that came from.”


  “He’s a mul-tye-millionaire,” Mr. Flannagan explained proudly. “We give him four or five dollars in small change every morning just to throw away.”


  Simon caught sight of Gant for the first time.


  “Look out for the Stingaree,” he cried. “Remember the Maine.”


  “I tell you what,” said Eliza laughing. “He’s not so crazy as you think.”


  “That’s right,” said Mr. Gilroy, noting Gant’s grin. “The Stingaree’s a fish. They have them in Florida.”


  “Don’t forget the birds, my friends,” said Simon, going out with his companions. “Be good to the birds.”


  They became very fond of him. Somehow he fitted into the pattern of their life. None of them was uncomfortable in the presence of madness. In the flowering darkness of Spring, prisoned in a room, his satanic laughter burst suddenly out: Eugene listened, thrilled, and slept, unable to forget the smile of dark flowering evil, the loose pocket chinking heavily with coins.


  Night, the myriad rustle of tiny wings. Heard lapping water of the inland seas.


  —And the air will be filled with warm-throated plum-dropping bird-notes. He was almost twelve. He was done with childhood. As that Spring ripened he felt entirely, for the first time, the full delight of loneliness. Sheeted in his thin nightgown, he stood in darkness by the orchard window of the back room at Gant’s, drinking the sweet air down, exulting in his isolation in darkness, hearing the strange wail of the whistle going west.


  The prison walls of self had closed entirely round him; he was walled completely by the esymplastic power of his imagination—he had learned by now to project mechanically, before the world, an acceptable counterfeit of himself which would protect him from intrusion. He no longer went through the torment of the recess flight and pursuit. He was now in one of the upper grades of grammar school, he was one of the Big Boys. His hair had been cut when he was nine years old, after a bitter seige [siege] against Eliza’s obstinacy. He no longer suffered because of the curls. But he had grown like a weed, he already topped his mother by an inch or two; his body was big-boned but very thin and fragile, with no meat on it; his legs were absurdly long, thin, and straight, giving him a curious scissored look as he walked with long bounding strides.


  Stuck on a thin undeveloped neck beneath a big wide-browed head covered thickly by curling hair which had changed, since his infancy, from a light maple to dark brown-black, was a face so small, and so delicately sculptured, that it seemed not to belong to its body. The strangeness, the remote quality of this face was enhanced by its brooding fabulous concentration, by its passionate dark intensity, across which every splinter of thought or sensation flashed like a streak of light across a pool. The mouth was full, sensual, extraordinarily mobile, the lower lip deeply scooped and pouting. His rapt dreaming intensity set the face usually in an expression of almost sullen contemplation; he smiled, oftener than he laughed, inwardly, at some extravagant invention, or some recollection of the absurd, now fully appreciated for the first time. He did not open his lips to smile—there was a swift twisted flicker across his mouth. His thick heavily arched eyebrows grew straight across the base of his nose.


  That Spring he was more alone than ever. Eliza’s departure for Dixieland three or four years before, and the disruption of established life at Gant’s, had begun the loosening of his first friendships with the neighborhood boys, Harry Tarkinton, Max Isaacs, and the others, and had now almost completely severed them. Occasionally he saw these boys again, occasionally he resumed again, at sporadic intervals, his association with them, but he now had no steady companionship, he had only a series of associations with children whose parents stayed for a time at Dixieland, with Tim O’Doyle, whose mother ran the Brunswick, with children here and there who briefly held his interest.


  But he became passionately bored with them, plunged into a miasmic swamp of weariness and horror, after a time, because of the dullness and ugliness of their lives, their minds, their amusements. Dull people filled him with terror: he was never so much frightened by tedium in his own life as in the lives of others—his early distaste for Pett Pentland and her grim rusty aunts came from submerged memories of the old house on Central Avenue, the smell of mellow apples and medicine in the hot room, the swooping howl of the wind outside, and the endless monotone of their conversation on disease, death, and misery. He was filled with terror and anger against them because they were able to live, to thrive, in this horrible depression that sickened him.


  Thus, the entire landscape, the whole physical background of his life, was now dappled by powerful prejudices of liking and distaste formed, God knows how, or by what intangible affinities of thought, feeling and connotation. Thus, one street would seem to him to be a “good street”—to exist in the rich light of cheerful, abundant, and high-hearted living; another, inexplicably, a “bad street,” touching him somehow with fear, hopelessness, depression.


  Perhaps the cold red light of some remembered winter’s afternoon, waning pallidly over a playing-field, with all its mockery of Spring, while lights flared up smokily in houses, the rabble-rout of children dirtily went in to supper, and men came back to the dull but warm imprisonment of home, oil lamps (which he hated), and bedtime, clotted in him a hatred of the place which remained even when the sensations that caused it were forgotten.


  Or, returning from some country walk in late autumn, he would come back from Cove or Valley with dewy nose, clotted boots, the smell of a mashed persimmon on his knee, and the odor of wet earth and grass on the palms of his hands, and with a stubborn dislike and suspicion of the scene he had visited, and fear of the people who lived there.


  He had the most extraordinary love of incandescence. He hated dull lights, smoky lights, soft, or sombre lights. At night he wanted to be in rooms brilliantly illuminated with beautiful, blazing, sharp, poignant lights. After that, the dark.


  He played games badly, although he took a violent interest in sports. Max Isaacs continued to interest him as an athlete long after he had ceased to interest him as a person. The game Max Isaacs excelled in was baseball. Usually he played one of the outfield positions, ranging easily about in his field, when a ball was hit to him, with the speed of a panther, making impossible catches with effortless grace. He was a terrific hitter, standing at the plate casually but alertly, and meeting the ball squarely with a level swinging smack of his heavy shoulders. Eugene tried vainly to imitate the precision and power of this movement, which drove the ball in a smoking arc out of the lot, but he was never able: he chopped down clumsily and blindly, knocking a futile bounder to some nimble baseman. In the field he was equally useless: he never learned to play in a team, to become a limb of that single animal which united telepathically in a concerted movement. He became nervous, highly excited, and erratic in team-play, but he spent hours alone with another boy, or, after the mid-day meal, with Ben, passing a ball back and forth.


  He developed blinding speed, bending all the young suppleness of his long thin body behind the ball, exulting as it smoked into the pocket of the mitt with a loud smack, or streaked up with a sharp dropping curve. Ben, taken by surprise by a fast drop, would curse him savagely, and in a rage hurl the ball back into his thin gloved hand. In the Spring and Summer he went as often as he could afford it, or was invited, to the baseball games in the district league, a fanatic partisan of the town club and its best players, making a fantasy constantly of himself in a heroic game-saving rôle.


  But he was in no way able to submit himself to the discipline, the hard labor, the acceptance of defeat and failure that make a good athlete; he wanted always to win, he wanted always to be the general, the heroic spear-head of victory. And after that he wanted to be loved. Victory and love. In all of his swarming fantasies Eugene saw himself like this—unbeaten and beloved. But moments of clear vision returned to him when all the defeat and misery of his life was revealed. He saw his gangling and absurd figure, his remote unpractical brooding face, too like a dark strange flower to arouse any feeling among his companions and his kin, he thought, but discomfort, bitterness, and mockery; he remembered, with a drained sick heart, the countless humiliations, physical and verbal, he had endured, at the hands of school and family, before the world, and as he thought, the horns of victory died within the wood, the battle-drums of triumph stopped, the proud clangor of the gongs quivered away in silence. His eagles had flown; he saw himself, in a moment of reason, as a madman playing Cæsar. He craned his head aside and covered his face with his hand.
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  The Spring grew ripe. There was at mid-day a soft drowsiness in the sun. Warm sporting gusts of wind howled faintly at the eaves; the young grass bent; the daisies twinkled.


  He pressed his high knees uncomfortably against the bottom of his desk, grew nostalgic on his dreams. Bessie Barnes scrawled vigorously two rows away, displaying her long full silken leg. Open for me the gates of delight. Behind her sat a girl named Ruth, dark, with milk-white skin, eyes as gentle as her name, and thick black hair, parted in middle. He thought of a wild life with Bessie and of a later resurrection, a pure holy life, with Ruth.


  One day, after the noon recess, they were marshalled by the teachers—all of the children in the three upper grades—and marched upstairs to the big assembly hall. They were excited, and gossiped in low voices as they went. They had never been called upstairs at this hour. Quite often the bells rang in the halls: they sprang quickly into line and were marched out in double files. That was fire drill. They liked that. Once they emptied the building in four minutes.


  This was something new. They marched into the big room and sat down in blocks of seats assigned to each class: they sat with a seat between each of them. In a moment the door of the principal’s office on the left—where little boys were beaten—was opened, and the principal came out. He walked around the corner of the big room and stepped softly up on the platform. He began to talk.


  He was a new principal. Young Armstrong, who had smelled the flower so delicately, and who had visited Daisy, and who once had almost beaten Eugene because of the smutty rhymes, was gone. The new principal was older. He was about thirty-eight years old. He was a strong rather heavy man a little under six feet tall; he was one of a large family who had grown up on a Tennessee farm. His father was poor but he had helped his children to get an education. All this Eugene knew already, because the principal made long talks to them in the morning and said he had never had their advantages. He pointed to himself with some pride. And he urged the little boys, playfully but earnestly, to “be not like dumb driven cattle, be a hero in the strife.” That was poetry, Longfellow.


  The principal had thick powerful shoulders; clumsy white arms, knotted with big awkward country muscles. Eugene had seen him once hoeing in the schoolyard; each of them had been given a plant to set out. He got those muscles on the farm. The boys said he beat very hard. He walked with a clumsy stealthy tread—awkward and comical enough, it is true, but he could be up at a boy’s back before you knew it. Otto Krause called him Creeping Jesus. The name stuck, among the tough crowd. Eugene was a little shocked by it.


  The principal had a white face of waxen transparency, with deep flat cheeks like the Pentlands, a pallid nose, a trifle deeper in its color than his face, and a thin slightly-bowed mouth. His hair was coarse, black, and thick, but he never let it grow too long. He had short dry hands, strong, and always coated deeply with chalk. When he passed near by, Eugene got the odor of chalk and of the schoolhouse: his heart grew cold with excitement and fear. The sanctity of chalk and school hovered about the man’s flesh. He was the one who could touch without being touched, beat without being beaten. Eugene had terrible fantasies of resistance, shuddering with horror as he thought of the awful consequences of fighting back: something like God’s fist in lighting. [lightning.] Then he looked around cautiously to see if any one had noticed.


  The principal’s name was Leonard. He made long speeches to the children every morning, after a ten-minute prayer. He had a high sonorous countrified voice which often trailed off in a comical drawl; he got lost very easily in revery, would pause in the middle of a sentence, gaze absently off with his mouth half-open and an expression of stupefaction on his face, and return presently to the business before him, his mind still loose, with witless distracted laugh.


  He talked to the children aimlessly, pompously, dully for twenty minutes every morning: the teachers yawned carefully behind their hands, the students made furtive drawings, or passed notes. He spoke to them of “the higher life” and of “the things of the mind.” He assured them that they were the leaders of to-morrow and the hope of the world. Then he quoted Longfellow.


  He was a good man, a dull man, a man of honor. He had a broad streak of coarse earthy brutality in him. He loved a farm better than anything in the world except a school. He had rented a big dilapidated house in a grove of lordly oaks on the outskirts of town: he lived there with his wife and his two children. He had a cow—he was never without a cow: he would go out at night and morning to milk her, laughing his vacant silly laugh, and giving her a good smacking kick in the belly to make her come round into position.


  He was a heavy-handed master. He put down rebellion with good cornfield violence. If a boy was impudent to him he would rip him powerfully from his seat, drag his wriggling figure into his office, breathing stertorously as he walked along at his clumsy rapid gait, and saying roundly, in tones of scathing contempt: “Why, you young upstart, we’ll just see who’s master here. I’ll just show you, my sonny, if I’m to be dictated to by every two-by-four whippersnapper who comes along.” And once within the office, with the glazed door shut, he published the stern warning of his justice by the loud exertion of his breathing, the cutting swish of his rattan, and the yowls of pain and terror that he exacted from his captive.


  He had called the school together that day to command it to write him a composition. The children sat, staring dumbly up at him as he made a rambling explanation of what he wanted. Finally he announced a prize. He would give five dollars from his own pocket to the student who wrote the best paper. That aroused them. There was a rustle of interest.


  They were to write a paper on the meaning of a French picture called The Song of the Lark. It represented a French peasant girl, barefooted, with a sickle in one hand, and with face upturned in the morning-light of the fields as she listened to the bird-song. They were asked to describe what they saw in the expression of the girl’s face. They were asked to tell what the picture meant to them. It had been reproduced in one of their readers. A larger print was now hung up on the platform for their inspection. Sheets of yellow paper were given them. They stared, thoughtfully masticating their pencils. Finally, the room was silent save for a minute scratching on paper.


  The warm wind spouted about the eaves; the grasses bent, whistling gently.


  Eugene wrote: “The girl is hearing the song of the first lark. She knows that it means Spring has come. She is about seventeen or eighteen years old. Her people are very poor, she has never been anywhere. In the winter she wears wooden shoes. She is making out as if she was going to whistle. But she doesn’t let on to the bird that she has heard him. The rest of her people are behind her, coming down the field, but we do not see them. She has a father, a mother, and two brothers. They have worked hard all their life. The girl is the youngest child. She thinks she would like to go away somewhere and see the world. Sometimes she hears the whistle of a train that is going to Paris. She has never ridden on a train in her life. She would like to go to Paris. She would like to have some fine clothes, she would like to travel. Perhaps she would like to start life new in America, the Land of Opportunity. The girl has had a hard time. Her people do not understand her. If they saw her listening to the lark they would poke fun at her. She has never had the advantages of a good education, her people are so poor, but she would profit by her opportunity if she did, more than some people who have. You can tell by looking at her that she’s intelligent.”


  It was early in May; examinations came in another two weeks. He thought of them with excitement and pleasure—he liked the period of hard cramming, the long reviews, the delight of emptying out abundantly on paper his stored knowledge. The big assembly room had about it the odor of completion, of sharp nervous ecstasy. All through the summer it would be drowsy-warm; if only here, alone, with the big plaster cast of Minerva, himself and Bessie Barnes, or Miss—Miss—


  “We want this boy,” said Margaret Leonard. She handed Eugene’s paper over to her husband. They were starting a private school for boys. That was what the paper had been for.


  Leonard took the paper, pretended to read half a page, looked off absently into eternity, and began to rub his chin reflectively, leaving a slight coating of chalk-dust on his face. Then, catching her eye, he laughed idiotically, and said: “Why, that little rascal! Huh? Do you suppose——?”


  Feeling delightfully scattered, he bent over with a long suction of whining laughter, slapping his knee and leaving a chalk print, making a slobbering noise in his mouth.


  “The Lord have mercy!” he gasped.


  “Here! Never you mind about that,” she said, laughing with tender sharp amusement. “Pull yourself together and see this boy’s people.” She loved the man dearly, and he loved her.


  A few days later Leonard assembled the children a second time. He made a rambling speech, the purport of which was to inform them that one of them had won the prize, but to conceal the winner’s name. Then, after several divagations, which he thoroughly enjoyed, he read Eugene’s paper, announced his name, and called him forward.


  Chalkface took chalkhand. The boy’s heart thundered against his ribs. The proud horns blared, he tasted glory.


  Patiently, all through the summer, Leonard laid siege to Gant and Eliza. Gant fidgeted, spoke shiftily, finally said:


  “You’ll have to see his mother.” Privately he was bitterly scornful, roared the merits of the public school as an incubator of citizenship. The family was contemptuous. Private school! Mr. Vanderbilt! Ruin him for good!


  Which made Eliza reflective. She had a good streak of snobbism. Mr. Vanderbilt? She was as good as any of them. They’d just see.


  “Who are you going to have?” she asked. “Have you drummed any one up yet?”


  Leonard mentioned the sons of several fashionable and wealthy people,—of Dr. Kitchen, the eye, ear, nose and throat man, Mr. Arthur, the corporation lawyer, and Bishop Raper, of the Episcopal diocese.


  Eliza grew more reflective. She thought of Pett. She needn’t give herself airs.


  “How much are you asking?” she said.


  He told her the tuition was one hundred dollars a year. She pursed her lips lingeringly before she answered.


  “Hm-m!” she began, with a bantering smile, as she looked at Eugene. “That’s a whole lot of money. You know,” she continued with her tremulous smile, “as the darkey says, we’re pore-folks.”


  Eugene squirmed.


  “Well what about it, boy?” said Eliza banteringly. “Do you think you’re worth that much money?”


  Mr. Leonard placed his white dry hand upon Eugene’s shoulders, affectionately sliding it down his back and across his kidneys, leaving white chalk prints everywhere. Then he clamped his meaty palm tightly around the slender bracelet of boy-arm.


  “That boy’s worth it,” he said, shaking him gently to and fro. “Yes, sir!”


  Eugene smiled painfully. Eliza continued to purse her lips. She felt a strong psychic relation to Leonard. They both took time.


  “Say,” she said, rubbing her broad red nose, and smiling slyly, “I used to be a school-teacher. You didn’t know that, did you? But I didn’t get any such prices as you’re asking,” she added. “I thought myself mighty lucky if I got my board and twenty dollars a month.”


  “Is that so, Mrs. Gant?” said Mr. Leonard with great interest. “Well, sir!” He began to laugh in a vague whine, pulling Eugene about more violently and deadening his arm under his crushing grip.


  “Yes,” said Eliza, “I remember my father—it was long before you were born, boy,” she said to Eugene, “for I hadn’t laid eyes on your papa—as the feller says, you were nothing but a dish-rag hanging out in heaven—I’d have laughed at any one who suggested marriage then—Well, I tell you what [she shook her head with a sad pursed deprecating mouth], we were mighty poor at the time, I can tell you.—I was thinking about it the other day—many’s the time we didn’t have food in the house for the next meal.—Well, as I was saying, your grandfather [addressing Eugene] came home one night and said—Look here, what about it?—Who do you suppose I saw to-day?—I remember him just as plain as if I saw him standing here—I had a feeling—[addressing Leonard with a doubtful smile] I don’t know what you’d call it but it’s pretty strange when you come to think about it, isn’t it?—I had just finished helping Aunt Jane set the table—she had come all the way from Yancey County to visit your grandmother—when all of a sudden it flashed over me—mind you [to Leonard] I never looked out the window or anything but I knew just as well as I knew anything that he was coming—mercy I cried—here comes—why what on earth are you talking about, Eliza? said your grandma—I remember she went to the door and looked out down the path—there’s no one there—He’s acoming, I said—wait and see—Who? said your grandmother—Why, father, I said—he’s carrying something on his shoulder—and sure enough—I had no sooner got the words out of my mouth than there he was just acoming it for all he was worth, up the path, with a tow-sack full of apples on his back—you could tell by the way he walked that he had news of some sort—well—sure enough—without stopping to say howdy-do—I remembered he began to talk almost before he got into the house—O father, I called out—you’ve brought the apples—it was the year after I had almost died of pneumonia—I’d been spitting up blood ever since—and having hemorrhages—and I asked him to bring me some apples—Well sir, mother said to him, and she looked mighty queer, I can tell you—that’s the strangest thing I ever heard of—and she told him what had happened—Well, he looked pretty serious and said—Yes, I’ll never forget the way he said it—I reckon she saw me. I wasn’t there but I was thinking of being there and coming up the path at that very moment—I’ve got news for you he said—who do you suppose I saw to-day—why, I’ve no idea, I said—why old Professor Truman—he came rushing up to me in town and said, see here: where’s Eliza—I’ve got a job for her if she wants it, teaching school this winter out on Beaverdam—why, pshaw, said your grandfather, she’s never taught school a day in her life—and Professor Truman laughed just as big as you please and said never you mind about that—Eliza can do anything she sets her mind on—well sir, that’s the way it all came about.” High-sorrowful and sad, she paused for a moment, adrift, her white face slanting her life back through the aisled grove of years.


  “Well, sir!” said Mr. Leonard vaguely, rubbing his chin, “You young rascal, you!” he said, giving Eugene another jerk, and beginning to laugh with narcissistic pleasure.


  Eliza pursed her lips slowly.


  “Well,” she said, “I’ll send him to you for a year.” That was the way she did business. Tides run deep in Sargasso.


  So, on the hairline of million-minded impulse, destiny bore down on his life again.


  Mr. Leonard had leased an old pre-war house, set on a hill wooded by magnificent trees. It faced west and south, looking toward Biltburn, and abruptly down on South End, and the negro flats that stretched to the depot. One day early in September he took Eugene there. They walked across town, talking weightily of politics, across the Square, down Hatton Avenue, south into Church, and southwesterly along the bending road that ended in the schoolhouse on the abutting hill.


  The huge trees made sad autumn music as they entered the grounds. In the broad hall of the squat rambling old house Eugene for the first time saw Margaret Leonard. She held a broom in her hands, and was aproned. But his first impression was of her shocking fragility.


  Margaret Leonard at this time was thirty-four years old. She had borne two children, a son who was now six years old, and a daughter who was two. As she stood there, with her long slender fingers splayed about the broomstick, he noted, with a momentary cold nausea, that the tip of her right index finger was flattened out as if it had been crushed beyond healing by a hammer. But it was years before he knew that tuberculars sometimes have such fingers.


  Margaret Leonard was of middling height, five feet six inches perhaps. As the giddiness of his embarrassment wore off he saw that she could not weigh more than eighty or ninety pounds. He had heard of the children. Now he remembered them, and Leonard’s white muscular bulk, with a sense of horror. His swift vision leaped at once to the sexual relation, and something in him twisted aside, incredulous and afraid.


  She had on a dress of crisp gray gingham, not loose or lapping round her wasted figure, but hiding every line in her body, like a draped stick.


  As his mind groped out of the pain of impression he heard her voice and, still feeling within him the strange convulsive shame, he lifted his eyes to her face. It was the most tranquil and the most passionate face he had ever seen. The skin was sallow with a dead ashen tinge; beneath, the delicate bone-carving of face and skull traced itself clearly: the cadaverous tightness of those who are about to die had been checked. She had won her way back just far enough to balance carefully in the scales of disease and recovery. It was necessary for her to measure everything she did.


  Her thin face was given a touch of shrewdness and decision by the straight line of her nose, the fine long carving of her chin. Beneath the sallow minutely pitted skin in her cheeks, and about her mouth, several frayed nerve-centres twitched from moment to moment, jarring the skin slightly without contorting or destroying the passionate calm beauty that fed her inexhaustibly from within. This face was the constant field of conflict, nearly always calm, but always reflecting the incessant struggle and victory of the enormous energy that inhabited her, over the thousand jangling devils of depletion and weariness that tried to pull her apart. There was always written upon her the epic poetry of beauty and repose out of struggle—he never ceased to feel that she had her hand around the reins of her heart, that gathered into her grasp were all the straining wires and sinews of disunion which would scatter and unjoint her members, once she let go. Literally, physically, he felt that, the great tide of valiance once flowed out of her, she would immediately go to pieces.


  She was like some great general, famous, tranquil, wounded unto death, who, with his fingers clamped across a severed artery, stops for an hour the ebbing of his life—sends on the battle.


  Her hair was coarse and dull-brown, fairly abundant, tinged lightly with gray: it was combed evenly in the middle and bound tightly in a knot behind. Everything about her was very clean, like a scrubbed kitchen board: she took his hand, he felt the firm nervous vitality of her fingers, and he noticed how clean and scrubbed her thin somewhat labor-worn hands were. If he noticed her emaciation at all now, it was only with a sense of her purification: he felt himself in union not with disease, but with the greatest health he had ever known. She made a high music in him. His heart lifted.


  “This,” said Mr. Leonard, stroking him gently across the kidneys, “is Mister Eugene Gant.”


  “Well, sir,” she said, in a low voice, in which a vibrant wire was thrumming, “I’m glad to know you.” The voice had in it that quality of quiet wonder that he had sometimes heard in the voices of people who had seen or were told of some strange event, or coincidence, that seemed to reach beyond life, beyond nature—a note of acceptance; and suddenly he knew that all life seemed eternally strange to this woman, that she looked directly into the beauty and the mystery and the tragedy in the hearts of men, and that he seemed beautiful to her.


  Her face darkened with the strange passionate vitality that left no print, that lived there bodiless like life; her brown eyes darkened into black as if a bird had flown through them and left the shadow of its wings. She saw his small remote face burning strangely at the end of his long unfleshed body, she saw the straight thin shanks, the big feet turned awkwardly inward, the dusty patches on his stockings at the knees, and his thin wristy arms that stuck out painfully below his cheap ill-fitting jacket; she saw the thin hunched line of his shoulders, the tangled mass of hair—and she did not laugh.


  He turned his face up to her as a prisoner who recovers light, as a man long pent in darkness who bathes himself in the great pool of dawn, as a blind man who feels upon his eyes the white core and essence of immutable brightness. His body drank in her great light as a famished castaway the rain: he closed his eyes and let the great light bathe him, and when he opened them again, he saw that her own were luminous and wet.


  Then she began to laugh. “Why, Mr. Leonard,” she said, “what in the world! He’s almost as tall as you. Here, boy. Stand up here while I measure.” Deft-fingered, she put them back to back. Mr. Leonard was two or three inches taller than Eugene. He began to whine with laughter.


  “Why, the rascal,” he said. “That little shaver.”


  “How old are you, boy?” she asked.


  “I’ll be twelve next month,” he said.


  “Well, what do you know about that!” she said wonderingly. “I tell you what, though,” she continued. “We’ve got to get some meat on those bones. You can’t go around like that. I don’t like the way you look.” She shook her head.


  He was uncomfortable, disturbed, vaguely resentful. It embarrassed and frightened him to be told that he was “delicate”; it touched sharply on his pride.


  She took him into a big room on the left that had been fitted out as a living-room and library. She watched his face light with eagerness as he saw the fifteen hundred or two thousand books shelved away in various places. He sat down clumsily in a wicker chair by the table and waited until she returned, bringing him a plate of sandwiches and a tall glass full of clabber, which he had never tasted before.


  When he had finished, she drew a chair near to his, and sat down. She had previously sent Leonard out on some barnyard errands; he could be heard from time to time shouting in an authoritative country voice to his live stock.


  “Well, tell me boy,” she said, “what have you been reading?”


  Craftily he picked his way across the waste land of printery, naming as his favorites those books which he felt would win her approval. As he had read everything, good and bad, that the town library contained, he was able to make an impressive showing. Sometimes she stopped him to question about a book—he rebuilt the story richly with a blazing tenacity of detail that satisfied her wholly. She was excited and eager—she saw at once how abundantly she could feed this ravenous hunger for knowledge, experience, wisdom. And he knew suddenly the joy of obedience: the wild ignorant groping, the blind hunt, the desperate baffled desire was now to be ruddered, guided, controlled. The way through the passage to India, that he had never been able to find, would now be charted for him. Before he went away she had given him a fat volume of nine hundred pages, shot through with spirited engravings of love and battle, of the period he loved best.


  He was drowned deep at midnight in the destiny of the man who killed the bear, the burner of windmills and the scourge of banditry, in all the life of road and tavern in the Middle Ages, in valiant and beautiful Gerard, the seed of genius, the father of Erasmus. Eugene thought The Cloister and the Hearth the best story he had ever read.


  The Altamont Fitting School was the greatest venture of their lives. All the delayed success that Leonard had dreamed of as a younger man he hoped to realize now. For him the school was independence, mastership, power, and, he hoped, prosperity. For her, teaching was its own exceeding great reward—her lyric music, her life, the world in which plastically she built to beauty what was good, the lord of her soul that gave her spirit life while he broke her body.


  In the cruel volcano of the boy’s mind, the little brier moths of his idolatry wavered in to their strange marriage and were consumed. One by one the merciless years reaped down his gods and captains. What had lived up to hope? What had withstood the scourge of growth and memory? Why had the gold become so dim? All of his life, it seemed, his blazing loyalties began with men and ended with images; the life he leaned on melted below his weight, and looking down, he saw he clasped a statue; but enduring, a victorious reality amid his shadow-haunted heart, she remained, who first had touched his blinded eyes with light, who nested his hooded houseless soul. She remained.


  O death in life that turns our men to stone! O change that levels down our gods! If only one lives yet, above the cinders of the consuming years, shall not this dust awaken, shall not dead faith revive, shall we not see God again, as once in morning, on the mountain? Who walks with us on the hills?


  [¬]
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  Eugene spent the next four years of his life in Leonard’s school. Against the bleak horror of Dixieland, against the dark road of pain and death down which the great limbs of Gant had already begun to slope, against all the loneliness and imprisonment of his own life which had gnawed him like hunger, these years at Leonard’s bloomed like golden apples.


  From Leonard he got little—a dry campaign over an arid waste of Latin prose: first, a harsh, stiff, unintelligent skirmishing among the rules of grammar, which frightened and bewildered him needlessly, and gave him for years an unhealthy dislike of syntax, and an absurd prejudice against the laws on which the language was built. Then, a year’s study of the lean, clear precision of Caesar, the magnificent structure of the style—the concision, the skeleton certainty, deadened by the disjointed daily partition, the dull parsing, the lumbering cliché of pedantic translation:


  “Having done all things that were necessary, and the season now being propitious for carrying on war, Caesar began to arrange his legions in battle array.”


  All the dark pageantry of war in Gaul, the thrust of the Roman spear through the shield of hide, the barbaric parleys in the forests, and the proud clangor of triumph—all that might have been supplied in the story of the great realist, by one touch of the transforming passion with which a great teacher projects his work, was lacking.


  Instead, glibly, the wheels ground on into the hard rut of method and memory. March 12, last year—three days late. Cogitata. Neut. pl. of participle used as substantive. Quo used instead of ut to express purpose when comparative follows. Eighty lines for to-morrow.


  They spent a weary age, two years, on that dull dog, Cicero. De Senectute. De Amicitia. They skirted Virgil because John Dorsey Leonard was a bad sailor—he was not at all sure of Virgilian navigation. He hated exploration. He distrusted voyages. Next year, he said. And the great names of Ovid, lord of the elves and gnomes, the Bacchic piper of Amores, or of Lucretius, full of the rhythm of tides. Nox est perpetua.


  “Huh?” drawled Mr. Leonard, vacantly beginning to laugh. He was fingermarked with chalk from chin to crotch. Stephen (“Pap”) Rheinhart leaned forward gently and fleshed his penpoint in Eugene Gant’s left rump. Eugene grunted painfully.


  “Why, no,” said Mr. Leonard, stroking his chin. “A different sort of Latin.”


  “What sort?” Tom Davis insisted. “Harder than Cicero?”


  “Well,” said Mr. Leonard, dubiously, “different. A little beyond you at present.”


  “—est perpetua. Una dormienda. Luna dies et nox.”


  “Is Latin poetry hard to read?” Eugene said.


  “Well,” said Mr. Leonard, shaking his head. “It’s not easy. Horace—” he began carefully.


  “He wrote Odes and Epodes,” said Tom Davis. “What is an Epode, Mr. Leonard?”


  “Why,” said Mr. Leonard reflectively, “it’s a form of poetry.”


  “Hell!” said “Pap” Rheinhart in a rude whisper to Eugene. “I knew that before I paid tuition.”


  Smiling lusciously, and stroking himself with gentle fingers, Mr. Leonard turned back to the lesson.


  “Now let me see,” he began.


  “Who was Catullus?” Eugene shouted violently. Like a flung spear in his brain, the name.


  “He was a poet,” Mr. Leonard answered thoughtlessly, quickly, startled. He regretted.


  “What sort of poetry did he write?” asked Eugene.


  There was no answer.


  “Was it like Horace?”


  “No-o,” said Mr. Leonard reflectively. “It wasn’t exactly like Horace.”


  “What was it like?” said Tom Davis.


  “Like your granny’s gut,” “Pap” Rheinhart toughly whispered.


  “Why—he wrote on topics of general interest in his day,” said Mr. Leonard easily.


  “Did he write about being in love?” said Eugene in a quivering voice.


  Tom Davis turned a surprised face on him.


  “Gre-a-at Day!” he exclaimed, after a moment. Then he began to laugh.


  “He wrote about being in love,” Eugene cried with sudden certain passion. “He wrote about being in love with a lady named Lesbia. Ask Mr. Leonard if you don’t believe me.”


  They turned thirsty faces up to him.


  “Why—no—yes—I don’t know about all that,” said Mr. Leonard, challengingly, confused. “Where’d you hear all this, boy?”


  “I read it in a book,” said Eugene, wondering where. Like a flung spear, the name.


  —Whose tongue was fanged like a serpent, flung spear of ecstasy and passion.


  Odi et amo: quare id faciam ...


  “Well, not altogether,” said Mr. Leonard. “Some of them,” he conceded.


  ... fortasse requiris. Nescio, sed fieri sentio et excrucior.


  “Who was she?” said Tom Davis.


  “Oh, it was the custom in those days,” said Mr. Leonard carelessly. “Like Dante and Beatrice. It was a way the poet had of paying a compliment.”


  The serpent whispered. There was a distillation of wild exultancy in his blood. The rags of obedience, servility, reverential awe dropped in a belt around him.


  “She was a man’s wife!” he said loudly. “That’s who she was.”


  Awful stillness.


  “Why—here—who told you that?” said Mr. Leonard, bewildered, but considering matrimony a wild and possibly dangerous myth. “Who told you, boy?”


  “What was she, then?” said Tom Davis pointedly.


  “Why—not exactly,” Mr. Leonard murmured, rubbing his chin.


  “She was a Bad Woman,” said Eugene. Then, most desperately, he added: “She was a Little Chippie.”


  “Pap” Rheinhart drew in his breath sharply.


  “What’s that, what’s that, what’s that?” cried Mr. Leonard rapidly when he could speak. Fury boiled up in him. He sprang from his chair. “What did you say, boy?”


  But he thought of Margaret and looked down, with a sudden sense of palsy, into the white ruination of boy-face. Too far beyond. He sat down again, shaken.


  —Whose foulest cry was shafted with his passion, whose greatest music flowered out of filth——.


  
    “Nulla potest mulier tantum se dicere amatam


    Vere, quantum a me Lesbia amata mea es.”

  


  “You should be more careful of your talk, Eugene,” said Mr. Leonard gently.


  “See here!” he exclaimed suddenly, turning with violence to his book. “This is getting no work done. Come on, now!” he said heartily, spitting upon his intellectual hands. “You rascals you!” he said, noting Tom Davis’ grin. “I know what you’re after—you want to take up the whole period.”


  Tom Davis’ heavy laughter boomed out, mingling with his own whine.


  “All right, Tom,” said Mr. Leonard briskly, “page 43, section 6, line 15. Begin at that point.”


  At this moment the bell rang and Tom Davis’ laughter filled the room.


  Nevertheless, in charted lanes of custom, he gave competent instruction. He would perhaps have had difficulty in constructing a page of Latin prose and verse with which he had not become literally familiar by years of repetition. In Greek, certainly, his deficiency would have been even more marked, but he would have known a second aorist or an optative in the dark (if he had ever met it before). There were two final years of precious Greek: they read the Anabasis.


  “What’s the good of all this stuff?” said Tom Davis argumentatively.


  Mr. Leonard was on sure ground here. He understood the value of the classics.


  “It teaches a man to appreciate the Finer Things. It gives him the foundations of a liberal education. It trains his mind.”


  “What good’s it going to do him when he goes to work?” said “Pap” Rheinhart. “It’s not going to teach him how to grow more corn.”


  “Well—I’m not so sure of that,” said Mr. Leonard with a protesting laugh. “I think it does.”


  “Pap” Rheinhart looked at him with a comical cock of the head. He had a wry neck, which gave his humorous kindly face a sidelong expression of quizzical maturity.


  He had a gruff voice; he was full of rough kindly humor, and chewed tobacco constantly. His father was wealthy. He lived on a big farm in the Cove, ran a dairy and had a foundry in the town. They were unpretending people—German stock.


  “Pshaw, Mr. Leonard,” said “Pap” Rheinhart. “Are you going to talk Latin to your farmhands?”


  “Egibus wantibus a peckibus of cornibus,” said Tom Davis with sounding laughter. Mr. Leonard laughed with abstracted appreciation. The joke was his own.


  “It trains the mind to grapple with problems of all sorts,” he said.


  “According to what you say,” said Tom Davis, “a man who has studied Greek makes a better plumber than one who hasn’t.”


  “Yes, sir,” said Mr. Leonard, shaking his head smartly, “you know, I believe he does.” He joined, pleased, with their pleasant laughter, a loose slobbering giggle.


  He was on trodden ground. They engaged him in long debates: as he ate his lunch, he waved a hot biscuit around, persuasive, sweetly reasonable, exhaustively minute in an effort to prove the connection of Greek and groceries. The great wind of Athens had touched him not at all. Of the delicate and sensuous intelligence of the Greeks, their feminine grace, the constructive power and subtlety of their intelligence, the instability of their character, and the structure, restraint and perfection of their forms, he said nothing.


  He had caught a glimpse, in an American college, of the great structure of the most architectural of languages: he felt the sculptural perfection of such a word as γυναικός, but his opinions smelled of chalk, the classroom, and a very bad lamp—Greek was good because it was ancient, classic, and academic. The smell of the East, the dark tide of the Orient that flowed below, touched the lives of poet and soldier, with something perverse, evil, luxurious, was as far from his life as Lesbos. He was simply the mouthpiece of a formula of which he was assured without having a genuine belief.


  καὶ κατὰ γῆν καὶ κατὰ θάλατταν..


  The mathematics and history teacher was John Dorsey’s sister Amy. She was a powerful woman, five feet ten inches tall, who weighed 185 pounds. She had very thick black hair, straight and oily, and very black eyes, giving a heavy sensuousness to her face. Her thick forearms were fleeced with light down. She was not fat, but she corsetted tightly, her powerful arms and heavy shoulders bulging through the cool white of her shirtwaists. In warm weather she perspired abundantly: her waists were stained below the arm-pits with big spreading blots of sweat; in the winter, as she warmed herself by the fire, she had about her the exiciting [exciting] odor of chalk, and the strong good smell of a healthy animal. Eugene, passing down the wind-swept back porch one day in winter, looked in on her room just as her tiny niece opened the door to come out. She sat before a dancing coal-fire, after her bath, drawing on her stockings. Fascinated, he stared at her broad red shoulders, her big body steaming cleanly like a beast.


  She liked the fire and the radiance of warmth: sleepily alert she sat by the stove, with her legs spread, sucking in the heat, her large earth strength more heavily sensuous than her brother’s. Stroked by the slow heat-tingle she smiled slowly with indifferent affection on all the boys. No men came to see her: like a pool she was thirsty for lips. She sought no one. With lazy cat-warmth she smiled on all the world.


  She was a good teacher of mathematics: number to her was innate. Lazily she took their tablets, worked answers lazily, smiling good-naturedly with contempt. Behind her, at a desk, Durand Jarvis moaned passionately to Eugene, and writhed erotically, gripping the leaf of his desk fiercely.


  Sister Sheba arrived with her consumptive husband at the end of the second year—cadaver, flecked lightly on the lips with blood, seventy-three years old. They said he was forty-nine—sickness made him look old. He was a tall man, six feet three, with long straight mustaches, waxen and emaciated as a mandarin. He painted pictures—impressionist blobs—sheep on a gorsey hill, fishboats at the piers, with a warm red jumble of brick buildings in the background.


  Old Gloucester Town, Marblehead, Cape Cod Folks, Captains Courageous—the rich salty names came reeking up with a smell of tarred rope, dry codheads rotting in the sun, rocking dories knee-deep in gutted fish, the strong loin-smell of the sea in harbors, and the quiet brooding vacancy of a seaman’s face, sign of his marriage with ocean. How look the seas at dawn in Spring? The cold gulls sleep upon the wind. But rose the skies.


  They saw the waxen mandarin walk shakily three times up and down the road. It was Spring, there was a south wind high in the big trees. He wavered along on a stick, planted before him with a blue phthisic hand. His eyes were blue and pale as if he had been drowned.


  He had begotten two children by Sheba—girls. They were exotic tender blossoms, all black and milky white, as strange and lovely as Spring. The boys groped curiously.


  “He must be a better man than he looks yet,” said Tom Davis. “The little ’un’s only two or three years old.”


  “He’s not as old as he looks,” said Eugene. “He looks old because he’s been sick. He’s only forty-nine.”


  “How do you know?” said Tom Davis.


  “Miss Amy says so,” said Eugene innocently.


  “Pap” Rheinhart cocked his head on Eugene and carried his quid deftly on the end of his tongue to the other cheek.


  “Forty-nine!” he said, “you’d better see a doctor, boy. He’s as old as God.”


  “That’s what she said,” Eugene insisted doggedly.


  “Why, of course she said it!” “Pap” Rheinhart replied. “You don’t think they’re going to let it out, do you? When they’re running a school here.”


  “Son, you must be simple!” said Jack Candler who had not thought of it up to now.


  “Hell, you’re their Pet. They know you’ll believe whatever they tell you,” said Julius Arthur. “Pap” Rheinhart looked at him searchingly, then shook his head as if a cure was impossible. They laughed at his faith.


  “Well, if he’s so old,” said Eugene, “why did old Lady Lattimer marry him?”


  “Why, because she couldn’t get any one else, of course,” said “Pap” Rheinhart, impatient at this obtuseness.


  “Do you suppose she has had to keep him up?” said Tom Davis curiously. Silently they wondered. And Eugene, as he saw the two lovely children fall like petals from their mother’s heavy breast, as he saw the waxen artist faltering his last steps to death, and heard Sheba’s strong voice leveling a conversation at its beginning, expanding in violent burlesque all of her opinions, was bewildered again before the unsearchable riddle—out of death, life, out of the coarse rank earth, a flower.


  His faith was above conviction. Disillusion had come so often that it had awakened in him a strain of bitter suspicion, an occasional mockery, virulent, coarse, cruel, and subtle, which was all the more scalding because of his own pain. Unknowingly, he had begun to build up in himself a vast mythology for which he cared all the more deeply because he realized its untruth. Brokenly, obscurely, he was beginning to feel that it was not truth that men live for—the creative men—but for falsehood. At times his devouring, unsated brain seemed to be beyond his governance: it was a frightful bird whose beak was in his heart, whose talons tore unceasingly at his bowels. And this unsleeping demon wheeled, plunged, revolved about an object, returning suddenly, after it had flown away, with victorious malice, leaving stripped, mean, and common all that he had clothed with wonder.


  But he saw hopefully that he never learned—that what remained was the tinsel and the gold. He was so bitter with his tongue because his heart believed so much.


  The merciless brain lay coiled and alert like a snake: it saw every gesture, every quick glance above his head, the shoddy scaffolding of all reception. But these people existed for him in a world remote from human error. He opened one window of his heart to Margaret, together they entered the sacred grove of poetry; but all dark desire, the dream of fair forms, and all the misery, drunkenness, and disorder of his life at home he kept fearfully shut. He was afraid they would hear. Desperately he wondered how many of the boys had heard of it. And all the facts that levelled Margaret down to life, that plunged her in the defiling stream of life, were as unreal and horrible as a nightmare.


  That she had been near death from tuberculosis, that the violent and garrulous Sheba had married an old man, who had begotten two children and was now about to die, that the whole little family, powerful in cohesive fidelity, were nursing their great sores in privacy, building up before the sharp eves [eyes] and rattling tongues of young boys a barrier of flimsy pretense and evasion, numbed him with a sense of unreality.


  Eugene believed in the glory and the gold.


  He lived more at Dixieland now. He had been more closely bound to Eliza since he began at Leonard’s. Gant, Helen, and Luke were scornful of the private school. The children were resentful of it—a little jealous. And their temper was barbed now with a new sting. They would say:


  “You’ve ruined him completely since you sent him to a private school.” Or, “He’s too good to soil his hands now that he’s quit the public school.”


  Eliza herself kept him sufficiently reminded of his obligation. She spoke often of the effort she had to make to pay the tuition fee, and of her poverty. She said, he must work hard, and help her all he could in his spare hours. He should also help her through the summer and “drum up trade” among the arriving tourists at the station.


  “For God’s sake! What’s the matter with you?” Luke jeered. “You’re not ashamed of a little honest work, are you?”


  This way, sir, for Dixieland. Mrs. Eliza E. Gant, proprietor. Just A Whisper Off The Square, Captain. All the comforts of the Modern Jail. Bisquits and home-made pies just like mother should have made but didn’t.


  That boy’s a hustler.


  At the end of Eugene’s first year at Leonard’s, Eliza told John Dorsey she could no longer afford to pay the tuition. He conferred with Margaret and, returning, agreed to take the boy for half price.


  “He can help you drum up new prospects,” said Eliza.


  “Yes,” Leonard agreed, “that’s the very thing.”


  Ben bought a new pair of shoes. They were tan. He paid six dollars for them. He always bought good things. But they burnt the soles of his feet. In a scowling rage he loped to his room and took them off.


  “Goddam it!” he yelled, and hurled them at the wall. Eliza came to the door.


  “You’ll never have a penny, boy, as long as you waste money the way you do. I tell you what, it’s pretty bad when you think of it.” She shook her head sadly with puckered mouth.


  “O for God’s sake!” he growled. “Listen to this! By God, you never hear me asking any one for anything, do you?” he burst out in a rage.


  She took the shoes and gave them to Eugene.


  “It would be a pity to throw away a good pair of shoes,” she said. “Try ’em on, boy.”


  He tried them on. His feet were already bigger than Ben’s. He walked about carefully and painfully a few steps.


  “How do they feel?” asked Eliza.


  “All right, I guess,” he said doubtfully. “They’re a little tight.”


  He liked their clean strength, the good smell of leather. They were the best shoes he had ever had.


  Ben entered the kitchen.


  “You little brute!” he said. “You’ve a foot like a mule.” Scowling, he knelt and touched the straining leather at the toes. Eugene winced.


  “Mama, for God’s sake,” Ben cried out irritably, “don’t make the kid wear them if they’re too small. I’ll buy him a pair myself if you’re too stingy to spend the money.”


  “Why, what’s wrong with these?” said Eliza. She pressed them with her fingers. “Why, pshaw!” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with them. All shoes are a little tight at first. It won’t hurt him a bit.”


  But he had to give up at the end of six weeks. The hard leather did not stretch, his feet hurt more every day. He limped about more and more painfully until he planted each step woodenly as if he were walking on blocks. His feet were numb and dead, sore on the palms. One day, in a rage, Ben flung him down and took them off. It was several days before he began to walk with ease again. But his toes that had grown through boyhood straight and strong were pressed into a pulp, the bones gnarled, bent and twisted, the nails thick and dead.


  “It does seem a pity to throw those good shoes away,” sighed Eliza.


  But she had strange fits of generosity. He didn’t understand.


  A girl came down to Altamont from the west. She was from Sevier, a mountain town, she said. She had a big brown body, and black hair and eyes of a Cherokee Indian.


  “Mark my words,” said Gant. “That girl’s got Cherokee blood in her somewhere.”


  She took a room, and for days rocked back and forth in a chair before the parlor fire. She was shy, frightened, a little sullen—her manners were country and decorous. She never spoke unless she was spoken to.


  Sometimes she was sick and stayed in bed. Eliza took her food then, and was extremely kind to her.


  Day after day the girl rocked back and forth, all through the stormy autumn. Eugene could hear her large feet as rhythmically they hit the floor, ceaselessly propelling the rocker. Her name was Mrs. Morgan.


  One day as he laid large crackling lumps upon the piled glowing mass of coals, Eliza entered the room. Mrs. Morgan rocked away stolidly. Eliza stood by the fire for a moment, pursing her lips reflectivly, [reflectively,] and folding her hands quietly upon her stomach. She looked out the window at the stormy sky, the swept windy bareness of the street.


  “I tell you what,” she said, “it looks like a hard winter for the poor folks.”


  “Yes’m,” said Mrs. Morgan sullenly. She kept on rocking.


  Eliza was silent a moment longer.


  “Where’s your husband?” she asked presently.


  “In Sevier,” Mrs. Morgan said. “He’s a railroad man.”


  “What’s that, what’s that?” said Eliza quickly, comically. “A railroad man, you say?” she inquired sharply.


  “Yes’m.”


  “Well, it looks mighty funny to me he hasn’t been in to see you,” said Eliza, with enormous accusing tranquillity. “I’d call it a pretty poor sort of man who’d act like that.”


  Mrs. Morgan said nothing. Her tar-black eyes glittered in fireflame.


  “Have you got any money?” said Eliza.


  “No’m,” said Mrs. Morgan.


  Eliza stood solidly, enjoying the warmth, pursing her lips. “When do you expect to have your baby?” said Eliza suddenly.


  Mrs. Morgan said nothing for a moment. She kept on rocking.


  “In less’n a month now, I reckon,” she answered.


  She had been getting bigger week after week.


  Eliza bent over and pulled her skirt up, revealing her leg to the knee, cotton-stockinged and lumpily wadded with her heavy flannels[.]


  “Whew!” she cried out coyly, noticing that Eugene was staring. “Turn your head, boy,” she commanded, snickering and rubbing her finger along her nose. The dull green of rolled banknotes shone through her stockings. She pulled the bills out.


  “Well, I reckon you’ll have to have a little money,” said Eliza, peeling off two tens, and giving them to Mrs. Morgan.


  “Thank you, ma’am,” said Mrs. Morgan, taking the money.


  “You can stay here until you’re able to work again,” said Eliza. “I know a good doctor.”


  “Mama, in heaven’s name,” Helen fumed. “Where on earth do you get these people?”


  “Merciful God!” howled Gant, “you’ve had ’em all—blind, lame, crazy, chippies and bastards. They all come here.”


  Neverthelesss, [Nevertheless,] when he saw Mrs. Morgan now, he always made a profound bow, saying with the most florid courtesy:


  “How do you do, madam?” Aside, to Helen, he said:


  “I tell you what—she’s a fine-looking girl.”


  “Hahahaha,” said Helen, laughing in an ironic falsetto, and prodding him, “you wouldn’t mind having her yourself, would you?”


  “B’God,” he said humorously, wetting his thumb, and grinning slyly at Eliza, “she’s got a pair of pippins.”


  Eliza smiled bitterly into popping grease.


  “Hm!” she said disdainfully. “I don’t care how many he goes with. There’s no fool like an old fool. You’d better not be too smart. That’s a game two can play at.”


  “Hahahahaha!” laughed Helen thinly, “she’s mad now.”


  Helen took Mrs. Morgan often to Gant’s and cooked great meals for her. She also brought her presents of candy and scented soap from town.


  They called in McGuire at the birth of the child. From below Eugene heard the quiet commotion in the upstairs room, the low moans of the woman, and finally a high piercing wail. Eliza, greatly excited, kept kettles seething with hot water constantly over the gas flame of the stove. From time to time she rushed upstairs with a boiling kettle, descending a moment later more slowly, pausing from step to step while she listened attentively to the sounds in the room.


  “After all,” said Helen, banging kettles about restlessly in the kitchen, “what do we know about her? Nobody can say she hasn’t got a husband, can they? They’d better be careful! People have no right to say those things,” she cried out irritably against unknown detractors.


  It was night. Eugene went out on to the veranda. The air was frosty, clear, not very cool. Above the black bulk of the eastern hills, and in the great bowl of the sky, far bright stars were scintillant as jewels. The light burned brightly in neighborhood houses, as bright and as hard as if carved from some cold gem. Across the wide yard-spaces wafted the warm odor of hamburger steak and fried onions. Ben stood at the veranda rail, leaning upon his cocked leg, smoking with deep lung inhalations. Eugene went over and stood by him. They heard the wail upstairs. Eugene snickered, looking up at the thin ivory mask. Ben lifted his white hand sharply to strike him, but dropped it with a growl of contempt, smiling faintly. Far before them, on the top of Birdseye, faint lights wavered in the rich Jew’s castle. In the neighborhood there was a slight mist of supper, and frost-far voices.


  Deep womb, dark flower. The Hidden. The secret fruit, heart-red, fed by rich Indian blood. Womb-night brooding darkness flowering secretly into life.


  Mrs. Morgan went away two weeks after her child was born. He was a little brown-skinned boy, with a tuft of elvish black hair, and very black bright eyes. He was like a little Indian. Before she left Eliza gave her twenty dollars.


  “Where are you going?” she asked.


  “I’ve got folks in Sevier,” said Mrs. Morgan.


  She went up the street carrying a cheap imitation-crocodile valise. At her shoulder the baby waggled his head, and looked merrily back with his bright black eyes. Eliza waved to him and smiled tremulously; she turned back into the house sniffling, with wet eyes.


  Why did she come to Dixieland, I wonder? Eugene thought.


  Eliza was good to a little man with a mustache. He had a wife and a little girl nine years old. He was a hotel steward; he was out of work and he stayed at Dixieland until he owed her more than one hundred dollars. But he split kindling neatly, and carried up coal; he did handy jobs of carpentry, and painted up rusty places about the house.


  She was very fond of him; he was what she called “a good family man.” She liked domestic people; she liked men who were house-broken. The little man was very kind and very tame. Eugene liked him because he made good coffee. Eliza never bothered him about the money. Finally, he got work at the Inn, and quarters there. He paid Eliza all he owed her.


  Eugene stayed late at the school, returning in the afternoon at three or four o’clock. Sometimes it was almost dark when he came back to Dixieland. Eliza was fretful at his absences, and brought him his dinner crisped and dried from its long heating in the oven. There was a heavy vegetable soup thickly glutinous with cabbage, beans, and tomatoes, and covered on top with big grease blisters. There would also be warmed-over beef, pork or chicken, a dish full of cold lima beans, biscuits, slaw, and coffee.


  But the school had become the centre of his heart and life—Margaret Leonard his spiritual mother. He liked to be there most in the afternoons when the crowd of boys had gone, and when he was free to wander about the old house, under the singing majesty of great trees, exultant in the proud solitude of that fine hill, the clean windy rain of the acorns, the tang of burning leaves. He would read wolfishly until Margaret discovered him and drove him out under the trees or toward the flat court behind Bishop Raper’s residence at the entrance, which was used for basketball. Here, while the western sky reddened, he raced down toward the goal, passing the ball to a companion, exulting in his growing swiftness, agility, and expertness in shooting the basket.


  Margaret Leonard watched his health jealously, almost morbidly, warning him constantly of the terrible consequences that followed physical depletion, the years required to build back what had once been thrown carelessly away.


  “Look here, boy!” she would begin, stopping him in a quiet boding voice. “Come in here a minute. I want to talk to you.”


  Somewhat frightened, extremely nervous, he would sit down beside her.


  “How much sleep have you been getting?” she asked.


  Hopefully, he said nine hours a night. That should be about right.


  “Well, make it ten,” she commanded sternly. “See here, ’Gene, you simply can’t afford to take chances with your health. Lordy, boy, I know what I’m talking about. I’ve had to pay the price, I tell you. You can’t do anything in this world without your health, boy.”


  “But I’m all right,” he protested desperately, frightened. “There’s nothing wrong with me.”


  “You’re not strong, boy. You’ve got to get some meat on your bones. I tell you what, I’m worried by those circles under your eyes. Do you keep regular hours?”


  He did not: he hated regular hours. The excitement, the movement, the constant moments of crisis at Gant’s and Eliza’s had him keyed to their stimulation. The order and convention of domestic life he had never known. He was desperately afraid of regularity. It meant dullness and inanition to him. He loved the hour of midnight.


  But obediently he promised her that he would be regular—regular in eating, sleeping, studying, and exercising.


  But he had not yet learned to play with the crowd. He still feared, disliked and distrusted them.


  He shrank from the physical conflict of boy life, but knowing her eye was upon him he plunged desperately into their games, his frail strength buffeted in the rush of strong legs, the heavy jar of strong bodies, picking himself up bruised and sore at heart to follow and join again the mill of the burly pack. Day after day to the ache of his body was added the ache and shame of his spirit, but he hung on with a pallid smile across his lips, and envy and fear of their strength in his heart. He parroted faithfully all that John Dorsey had to say about the “spirit of fair play,” “sportsmanship,” “playing the game for the game’s sake,” “accepting defeat or victory with a smile,” and so on, but he had no genuine belief or understanding. These phrases were current among all the boys at the school—they had been made somewhat too conscious of them and, as he listened, at times the old, inexplicable shame returned—he craned his neck and drew one foot sharply off the ground.


  And Eugene noted, with the old baffling shame again, as this cheap tableau of self-conscious, robust, and raucously aggressive boyhood was posed, that, for all the mouthing of phrases, the jargon about fair play and sportsmanship, the weaker, at Leonard’s, was the legitimate prey of the stronger. Leonard, beaten by a boy in a play of wits, or in an argument for justice, would assert the righteousness of his cause by physical violence. These spectacles were ugly and revolting: Eugene watched them with sick fascination.


  Leonard himself was not a bad man—he was a man of considerable character, kindliness, and honest determination. He loved his family, he stood up with some courage against the bigotry in the Methodist church, where he was a deacon, and at length had to withdraw because of his remarks on Darwin’s theory. He was, thus, an example of that sad liberalism of the village—an advanced thinker among the Methodists, a bearer of the torch at noon, an apologist for the toleration of ideas that have been established for fifty years. He tried faithfully to do his duties as a teacher. But he was of the earth—even his heavy-handed violence was of the earth, and had in it the unconscious brutality of nature. Although he asserted his interest in “the things of the mind,” his interest in the soil was much greater, and he had added little to his stock of information since leaving college. He was slow-witted and quite lacking in the sensitive intuitions of Margaret, who loved the man with such passionate fidelity, however, that she seconded all his acts before the world. Eugene had even heard her cry out in a shrill, trembling voice against a student who had answered her husband insolently: “Why, I’d slap his head off! That’s what I’d do!” And the boy had trembled, with fear and nausea, to see her so. But thus, he knew, could love change one. Leonard thought his actions wise and good: he had grown up in a tradition that demanded strict obedience to the master, and that would not brook opposition to his rulings. He had learned from his father, a Tennessee patriarch who ran a farm, preached on Sundays, and put down rebellion in his family with a horse-whip and pious prayers, the advantages of being God! He thought little boys who resisted him should be beaten.


  Upon the sons of his wealthiest and most prominent clients, as well as upon his own children, Leonard was careful to inflict no chastisement, and these young men, arrogantly conscious of their immunity, were studious in their insolence and disobedience. The son of the Bishop, Justin Raper, a tall thin boy of thirteen, with black hair, a thin dark bumpy face, and absurdly petulant lips, typed copies of a dirty ballad and sold them among the students at five cents a copy.


  
    “Madam, your daughter looks very fine,


    Slapoon!


    Madam, your daughter looks very fine,


    Slapoon!”

  


  Moreover, Leonard surprised this youth one afternoon in Spring on the eastern flank of the hill, in the thick grass beneath a flowering dogwood, united in sexual congress with Miss Hazel Bradley, the daughter of a small grocer who lived below on Biltburn Avenue, and whose lewdness was already advertised in the town. Leonard, on second thought, did not go to the Bishop. He went to the Grocer.


  “Well,” said Mr. Bradley, brushing his long mustache reflectively away from his mouth, “you ought to put up a no-trespassin’ sign.”


  The target of concentrated abuse, both for John Dorsey and the boys, was the son of a Jew. The boy’s name was Edward Michalove. His father was a jeweller, a man with a dark, gentle floridity of manner and complexion. He had white delicate fingers. His counters were filled with old brooches, gemmed buckles, ancient incrusted watches. The boy had two sisters—large handsome women. His mother was dead. None of them looked Jewish: they all had a soft dark fluescence of appearance.


  At twelve, he was a tall slender lad, with dark amber features, and the mincing effeminacy of an old maid. He was terrified in the company of other boys, all that was sharp, spinsterly, and venomous, would come protectively to the surface when he was ridiculed or threatened, and he would burst into shrill unpleasant laughter, or hysterical tears. His mincing walk, with the constant gesture of catching maidenly at the fringe of his coat as he walked along, his high husky voice, with a voluptuous and feminine current playing through it, drew upon him at once the terrible battery of their dislike.


  They called him “Miss” Michalove; they badgered him into a state of constant hysteria, until he became an unpleasant snarling little cat, holding up his small clawed hands to scratch them with his long nails whenever they approached; they made him detestable, master and boys alike, and they hated him for what they made of him.


  Sobbing one day when he had been kept in after school hours, he leaped up and rushed suddenly for the doors. Leonard, breathing stertorously, pounded awkwardly after him, and returned in a moment dragging the screaming boy along by the collar.


  “Sit down!” yelled John Dorsey, hurling him into a desk. Then, his boiling fury unappeased, and baffled by fear of inflicting some crippling punishment on the boy, he added illogically: “Stand up!” and jerked him to his feet again.


  “You young upstart!” he panted. “You little two-by-two whippersnapper! We’ll just see, my sonny, if I’m to be dictated to by the like of you.”


  “Take your hands off me!” Edward screamed, in an agony of physical loathing. “I’ll tell my father on you, old man Leonard, and he’ll come down here and kick your big fat behind all over the lot. See if he don’t.”


  Eugene closed his eyes, unable to witness the snuffing out of a young life. He was cold and sick about his heart. But when he opened his eyes again Edward, flushed and sobbing, was standing where he stood. Nothing had happened.


  Eugene waited for God’s visitation upon the unhappy blasphemer. He gathered, from the slightly open paralysis that had frozen John Dorsey’s and Sister Amy’s face, that they were waiting too.


  Edward lived. There was nothing beyond this—nothing.


  Eugene thought of this young Jew years later with the old piercing shame, with the riving pain by which a man recalls the irrevocable moment of some cowardly or dishonorable act. For not only did he join in the persecution of the boy—he was also glad at heart because of the existence of some one weaker than himself, some one at whom the flood of ridicule might be directed. Years later it came to him that on the narrow shoulders of that Jew lay a burden he might otherwise have borne, that that overladen heart was swollen with a misery that might have been his.


  Mr. Leonard’s “men of to-morrow” were doing nicely. The spirit of justice, of physical honor was almost unknown to them, but they were loud in proclaiming the letter. Each of them lived in a fear of discovery; each of them who was able built up his own defenses of swagger, pretense, and loud assertion—the great masculine flower of gentleness, courage, and honor died in a foul tangle. The great clan of go-getter was emergent in young boys—big in voice, violent in threat, withered and pale at heart—the “He-men” were on the rails.


  And Eugene, encysted now completely behind the walls of his fantasy, hurled his physical body daily to defeat, imitated, as best he could, the speech, gesture, and bearing of his fellows, joined, by act or spirit, in the attack on those weaker than himself, and was compensated sometimes for his bruises when he heard Margaret say that he was “a boy with a fine spirit.” She said it very often.


  He was, fortunately, thanks to Gant and Eliza, a creature that was dominantly masculine in its sex, but in all his life, either at home or in school, he had seldom known victory. Fear he knew well. And so incessant, it seemed to him later, had been this tyranny of strength, that in his young wild twenties when his great boneframe was powerfully fleshed at last, and he heard about him the loud voices, the violent assertion, the empty threat, memory would waken in him a maniacal anger, and he would hurl the insolent intruding swaggerer from his path, thrust back the jostler, glare insanely into fearful surprised faces and curse them.


  He never forgot the Jew; he always thought of him with shame. But it was many years before he could understand that that sensitive and feminine person, bound to him by the secret and terrible bonds of his own dishonor, had in him nothing perverse, nothing unnatural, nothing degenerate. He was as much like a woman as a man. That was all. There is no place among the Boy Scouts for the androgyne—it must go to Parnassus.


  [¬]
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  In the years that had followed Eliza’s removal to Dixieland, by a slow inexorable chemistry of union and repellence, profound changes had occurred in the alignment of the Gants. Eugene had passed away from Helen’s earlier guardianship into the keeping of Ben. This separation was inevitable. The great affection she had shown him when he was a young child was based not on any deep kinship of mind or body or spirit, but on her vast maternal feeling, something that poured from her in a cataract of tenderness and cruelty upon young, weak, plastic life.


  The time had passed when she could tousle him on the bed in a smother of slaps and kisses, crushing him, stroking him, biting and kissing his young flesh. He was not so attractive physically—he had lost the round contours of infancy, he had grown up like a weed, his limbs were long and gangling, his feet large, his shoulders bony, and his head too big and heavy for the scrawny neck on which it sagged forward. Moreover, he sank deeper year by year into the secret life, a strange wild thing bloomed darkly in his face, and when she spoke to him his eyes were filled with the shadows of great ships and cities.


  And this secret life, which she could never touch, and which she could never understand, choked her with fury. It was necessary for her to seize life in her big red-knuckled hands, to cuff and caress it, to fondle, love, and enslave it. Her boiling energy rushed outward on all things that lived in the touch of the sun. It was necessary for her to dominate and enslave, all her virtues—her strong lust to serve, to give, to nurse, to amuse—came from the imperative need for dominance over almost all she touched.


  She was herself ungovernable; she disliked whatever did not yield to her governance. In his loneliness he would have yielded his spirit into bondage willingly if in exchange he might have had her love which so strangely he had forfeited, but he was unable to reveal to her the flowering ecstasies, the dark and incommunicable fantasies in which his life was bound. She hated secrecy; an air of mystery, a crafty but knowing reticence, or the unfathomable depths of other-wordliness goaded her to fury.


  Convulsed by a momentary rush of hatred, she would caricature the pout of his lips, the droop of his head, his bounding kangaroo walk.


  “You little freak. You nasty little freak. You don’t even know who you are—you little bastard. You’re not a Gant. Any one can see that. You haven’t a drop of papa’s blood in you. Queer one! Queer one! You’re Greeley Pentland all over again.”


  She always returned to this—she was fanatically partisan, her hysterical superstition had already lined the family in embattled groups of those who were Gant and those who were Pentland. On the Pentland side, she placed Steve, Daisy, and Eugene—they were, she thought, the “cold and selfish ones,” and the implication of the older sister and the younger brother with the criminal member of the family gave her an added pleasure. Her union with Luke was now inseparable. It had been inevitable. They were the Gants—those who were generous, fine, and honorable.


  The love of Luke and Helen was epic. They found in each other the constant effervescence, the boundless extraversion, the richness, the loudness, the desperate need to give and to serve that was life to them. They exacerbated the nerves of each other, but their love was beyond grievance, and their songs of praise were extravagant.


  “I’ll criticise him if I like,” she said pugnaciously. “I’ve got the right to. But I won’t hear any one else criticise him. He’s a fine generous boy—the finest one in this family. That’s one thing sure.”


  Ben alone seemed to be without the grouping. He moved among them like a shadow—he was remote from their passionate fullblooded partisanship. But she thought of him as “generous”—he was, she concluded, a “Gant.”


  In spite of this violent dislike for the Pentlands, both Helen and Luke had inherited all Gant’s social hypocrisy. They wanted above all else to put a good face on before the world, to be well liked and to have many friends. They were profuse in their thanks, extravagant in their praise, cloying in their flattery. They slathered it on. They kept their ill-temper, their nervousness, and their irritability for exhibition at home. And in the presence of any members of Jim or Will Pentland’s family their manner was not only friendly, it was even touched slightly with servility. Money impressed them.


  It was a period of incessant movement in the family. Steve had married a year or two before a woman from a small town in lower Indiana. She was thirty-seven years old, twelve years his senior, a squat heavy German with a big nose and a patient and ugly face. She had come to Dixieland one summer with another woman, a spinster of lifelong acquaintance, and allowed him to seduce her before she left. The winter following, her father, a small manufacturer of cigars, had died, leaving her $9,000 in insurance, his home, a small sum of money in the bank, and a quarter share in his business, which was left to the management of his two sons.


  Early in Spring the woman, whose name was Margaret Lutz, returned to Dixieland. One drowsy afternoon Eugene found them at Gant’s. The house was deserted save for them. They were sprawled out face downward, with their hands across each other’s hips, on Gant’s bed. They lay there silently, while he looked, in an ugly stupor. Steve’s yellow odor filled the room. Eugene began to tremble with insane fury. The Spring was warm and lovely, the air brooded slightly in a flowering breeze, there was a smell of soft tar. He had come down to the empty house exultantly, tasting its delicious silence, the cool mustiness of indoors, and a solitary afternoon with great calf volumes. In a moment the world turned hag.


  There was nothing that Steve touched that he did not taint.


  Eugene hated him because he stunk, because all that he touched stunk, because he brought fear, shame, and loathing wherever he went; because his kisses were fouler than his curses, his whines nastier than his threats. He saw the woman’s hair blown gently by the blubbered exhalations of his brother’s foul breath.


  “What are you doing there on papa’s bed?” he screamed.


  Steve rose stupidly and seized him by the arm. The woman sat up, dopily staring, her short legs widened.


  “I suppose you’re going to be a little Tattle-tale,” said Steve, bludgeoning him with heavy contempt. “You’re going to run right up and tell mama, aren’t you?” he said. He fastened his yellow fingers on Eugene’s arm.


  “Get off papa’s bed,” said Eugene desperately. He jerked his arm away.


  “You’re not going to tell on us, buddy, are you?” Steve wheedled, breathing pollution in his face.


  He grew sick.


  “Let me go,” he muttered. “No.”


  Steve and Margaret were married soon after. With the old sense of physical shame Eugene watched them descend the stairs at Dixieland each morning for breakfast. Steve swaggered absurdly, smiled complacently, and hinted at great fortune about the town. There was rumor of a quarter-million.


  “Put it there, Steve,” said Harry Tugman, slapping him powerfully upon the shoulder. “By God, I always said you’d get there.”


  Eliza smiled at swagger and boast, her proud, pleased, tremulous sad smile. The first-born.


  “Little Stevie doesn’t have to worry any longer,” said he. “He’s on Easy Street. Where are all the Wise Guys now who said ‘I told you so’? They’re all mighty glad to give Little Stevie a Big Smile and the Glad Hand when he breezes down the street. Every Knocker is a Booster now all right, all right.”


  “I tell you what,” said Eliza with proud smiles, “he’s no fool. He’s as bright as the next one when he wants to be.” Brighter, she thought.


  Steve bought new clothes, tan shoes, striped silk shirts, and a wide straw hat with a red, white and blue band. He swung his shoulders in a wide arc as he walked, snapped his fingers nonchalantly, and smiled with elaborate condescension on those who greeted him. Helen was vastly annoyed and amused; she had to laugh at his absurd strut, and she had a great rush of feeling for Margaret Lutz. She called her “honey,” felt her eyes mist warmly with unaccountable tears as she looked into the patient, bewildered, and slightly frightened face of the German woman. She took her in her arms and fondled her.


  “That’s all right, honey,” she said, “you let us know if he doesn’t treat you right. We’ll fix him.”


  “Steve’s a good boy,” said Margaret, “when he isn’t drinking. I’ve nothing to say against him when he’s sober.” She burst into tears.


  “That awful, that awful curse,” said Eliza, shaking her head sadly, “the curse of licker. It’s been responsible for the ruination of more homes than anything else.”


  “Well, she’ll never win any beauty prizes, that’s one thing sure,” said Helen privately to Eliza.


  “I’ll vow!” said Eliza.


  “What on earth did he mean by doing such a thing!” she continued. “She’s ten years older than he if she’s a day.”


  “I think he’s done pretty well, if you ask me,” said Helen, annoyed. “Good heavens, mama! You talk as if he’s some sort of prize. Every one in town knows what Steve is.” She laughed ironically and angrily. “No, indeed! He got the best of the bargain. Margaret’s a decent girl.”


  “Well,” said Eliza hopefully, “maybe he’s going to brace up now and make a new start. He’s promised that he’d try.”


  “Well, I should hope so,” said Helen scathingly. “I should hope so. It’s about time.”


  Her dislike for him was innate. She had placed him among the tribe of the Pentlands. But he was really more like Gant than any one else. He was like Gant in all his weakness, with none of his cleanliness, his lean fibre, his remorse. In her heart she knew this and it increased her dislike for him. She shared in the fierce antagonism Gant felt toward his son. But her feeling was broken, as was all her feeling, by moments of friendliness, charity, tolerance.


  “What are you going to do, Steve?” she asked. “You’ve got a family now, you know.”


  “Little Stevie doesn’t have to worry any longer,” he said, smiling easily. “He lets the others do the worrying.” He lifted his yellow fingers to his mouth, drawing deeply at a cigarette.


  “Good heavens, Steve,” she burst out angrily. “Pull yourself together and try to be a man for once. Margaret’s a woman. You surely don’t expect her to keep you up, do you?”


  “What business is that of yours, for Christ’s sake?” he said in a high ugly voice. “Nobody’s asked your advice, have they? All of you are against me. None of you had a good word for me when I was down and out, and now it gets your goat to see me make good.” He had believed for years that he was persecuted—his failure at home he attributed to the malice, envy, and disloyalty of his family, his failure abroad to the malice and envy of an opposing force that he called “the world.”


  “No,” he said, taking another long puff at the moist cigarette, “don’t worry about Stevie. He doesn’t need anything from any of you, and you don’t hear him asking for anything. You see that, don’t you?” he said, pulling a roll of banknotes from his pocket and peeling off a few twenties. “Well, there’s lots more where that came from. And I’ll tell you something else: Little Stevie will be right up there among the Big Boys soon. He’s got a couple of deals coming off that’ll show the pikers in this town where to get off. You get that, don’t you?” he said.


  Ben, who had been sitting on the piano stool all this time, scowling savagely at the keys, and humming a little recurrent tune to himself while he picked it out with one finger, turned now to Helen, with a sharp flicker of his mouth, and jerked his head sideways.


  “I hear Mr. Vanderbilt’s getting jealous,” he said.


  Helen laughed ironically, huskily.


  “You think you’re a pretty wise guy, don’t you?” said Steve heavily. “But I don’t notice it’s getting you anywhere.”


  Ben turned his scowling eyes upon him, and sniffed sharply, unconsciously.


  “Now, I hope you’re not going to forget your old friends, Mr. Rockefeller,” he said in his subdued, caressing ominous voice. “I’d like to be vice-president if the job’s still open.” He turned back to the keyboard—and searched with a hooked finger.


  “All right, all right,” said Steve. “Go ahead and laugh, both of you, if you think it’s funny. But you notice that Little Stevie isn’t a fifteen-dollar clerk in a newspaper office, don’t you? And he doesn’t have to sing in moving-picture shows, either,” he added.


  Helen’s big-boned face reddened angrily. She had begun to sing in public with the saddlemaker’s daughter.


  “You’d better not talk, Steve, until you get a job and quit bumming around,” she said. “You’re a fine one to talk, hanging around pool-rooms and drug-stores all day on your wife’s money. Why, it’s absurd!” she said furiously.


  “Oh for God’s sake!” Ben cried irritably, wheeling around. “What do you want to listen to him for? Can’t you see he’s crazy?”


  As the summer lengthened, Steve began to drink heavily again. His decayed teeth, neglected for years, began to ache simultaneously: he was wild with pain and cheap whisky. He felt that Eliza and Margaret were in some way responsible for his woe—he sought them out day after day when they were alone, and screamed at them. He called them foul names and said they had poisoned his system.


  In the early hours of morning, at two or three o’clock, he would waken, and walk through the house weeping and entreating release. Eliza would send him to Spaugh at the hotel or to McGuire, at his residence, in Eugene’s charge. The doctors, surly and half-awake, peeled back his shirtsleeve and drove a needle with morphine deep in his upper arm. After that, he found relief and sleep again.


  One night, at the supper hour, he returned to Dixieland, holding his tortured jaws between his hands. He found Eliza bending over the spitting grease of the red-hot stove. He cursed her for bearing him, he cursed her for allowing him to have teeth, he cursed her for lack of sympathy, motherly love, human kindliness.


  Her white face worked silently above the heat.


  “Get out of here,” she said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s that accursed licker that makes you so mean.” She began to weep, brushing at her broad red nose with her hand.


  “I never thought I’d live to hear such talk from a son of mine,” she said. She held out her forefinger with the old powerful gesture.


  “Now, I want to tell you,” she said, “I’m not going to put up with you any longer. If you don’t get out of here at once I’m going to call 38 and let them take you.” This was the police station. It awoke unpleasant memories. He had spent the day in jail on two similar occasions. He became more violent than before, screamed a vile name at her, and made a motion to strike her. At this moment, Luke entered; he was on his way to Gant’s.


  The antagonism between the boy and his older brother was deep and deadly. It had lasted for years. Now, trembling with anger, Luke came to his mother’s defense.


  “You m-m-m-miserable d-d-d-degenerate,” he stuttered, unconsciously falling into the swing of the Gantian rhetoric. “You ought to b-b-b-be horsewhipped.”


  He was a well grown and muscular young fellow of nineteen years, but too sensitive to all the taboos of brotherhood to be prepared for the attack Steve made on him. Steve drove at him viciously, smashing drunkenly at his face with both hands. He was driven gasping and blinded across the kitchen.


  Wrong forever on the throne.


  Somewhere, through fear and fury, Eugene heard Ben’s voice humming unconcernedly, and the slow picked tune on the piano.


  “Ben!” he screamed, dancing about and grasping a hammer.


  Ben entered like a cat. Luke was bleeding warmly from the nose.


  “Come on, come on, you big bastard,” said Steve, exalted by his success, throwing himself into a fancy boxing posture. “I’ll take you on now. You haven’t got a chance, Ben,” he continued, with elaborate pity. “You haven’t got a chance, boy. I’ll tear your head off with what I know.”


  Ben scowled quietly at him for a moment while he pranced softly about, proposing his fists in Police Gazette attitudes. Then, exploding suddenly in maniacal anger, the quiet one sprang upon the amateur pugilist with one bound, and flattened him with a single blow of his fist. Steve’s head bounced upon the floor in a most comforting fashion. Eugene gave a loud shriek of ecstasy and danced about, insane with joy, while Ben, making little snarling noises in his throat, leaped on his brother’s prostrate body and thumped his bruised skull upon the boards. There was a beautiful thoroughness about his wakened anger—it never made inquiries till later.


  “Good old Ben,” screamed Eugene, howling with insane laughter, “Good old Ben.”


  Eliza, who had been calling out loudly for help, the police, and the interference of the general public, now succeeded, with Luke’s assistance, in checking Ben’s assault, and pulling him up from his dazed victim. She wept bitterly, her heart laden with pain and sadness, while Luke, forgetful of his bloody nose, sorrowful and full of shame only because brother had struck brother, assisted Steve to his feet and brushed him off.


  A terrible shame started up in each of them—they were unable to meet one another’s gaze. Ben’s thin face was very white; he trembled violently and, catching sight of Steve’s bleared eyes for a moment, he made a retching noise in his throat, went over to the sink, and drank a glass of cold water.


  “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” Eliza wept.


  Helen came in from town with a bag of warm bread and cakes.


  “What’s the matter?” she said, noting at once all that had happened.


  “I don’t know,” said Eliza, her face working, shaking her head for several moments before she spoke. “It seems that the judgment of God is against us. There’s been nothing but misery all my life. All I want is a little peace.” She wept softly, wiping her weak bleared eyes with the back of her hand.


  “Well, forget about it,” said Helen quietly. Her voice was casual, weary, sad. “How do you feel, Steve?” she asked.


  “I wouldn’t make any trouble for any one, Helen,” he said, with a maudlin whimper. “No! No!” he continued in a brooding voice, “They’ve never given Steve a chance. They’re all down on him. They jumped on me, Helen. My own brothers jumped on me, sick as I am, and beat me up. It’s all right. I’m going away somewhere and try to forget. Stevie doesn’t hold any grudge against any one. He’s not built that way. Give me your hand, buddy,” he said, turning to Ben with nauseous sentimentality and extending his yellow fingers, “I’m willing to shake your hand. You hit me to-night, but Steve’s willing to forget.”


  “Oh my God,” said Ben, grasping his stomach. He leaned weakly across the sink and drank another glass of water.


  “No. No.” Steve began again. “Stevie isn’t built——”


  He would have continued indefinitely in this strain, but Helen checked him with weary finality.


  “Well, forget about it,” she said, “all of you. Life’s too short.”


  Life was. At these moments, after battle, after all the confusion, antagonism, and disorder of their lives had exploded in a moment of strife, they gained an hour of repose in which they saw themselves with sad tranquillity. They were like men who, driving forward desperately at some mirage, turn, for a moment, to see their footprints stretching interminably away across the waste land of the desert; or I should say, they were like those who have been mad, and who will be mad again, but who see themselves for a moment quietly, sanely, at morning, looking with sad untroubled eyes into a mirror.


  Their faces were sad. There was great age in them. They felt suddenly the distance they had come and the amount they had lived. They had a moment of cohesion, a moment of tragic affection and union, which drew them together like small jets of flame against all the senseless nihilism of life.


  Margaret came in fearfully. Her eyes were red, her broad German face white and tearful. A group of excited boarders whispered in the hall.


  “I’ll lose them all now,” Eliza fretted. “The last time three left. Over twenty dollars a week and money so hard to get. I don’t know what’s to become of us all.” She wept again.


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said Helen impatiently. “Forget about the boarders once in a while.”


  Steve sank stupidly into a chair by the long table. From time to time he muttered sentimentally to himself. Luke, his face sensitive, hurt, ashamed around his mouth, stood by him attentively, spoke gently to him, and brought him a glass of water.


  “Give him a cup of coffee, mama,” Helen cried irritably. “For heaven’s sake, you might do a little for him.”


  “Why here, here,” said Eliza, rushing awkwardly to the gas range and lighting a burner. “I never thought—I’ll have some in a minute.”


  Margaret sat in a chair on the other side of the disorderly table, leaning her face in her hand and weeping. Her tears dredged little gulches through the thick compost of rouge and powder with which she coated her rough skin.


  “Cheer up, honey,” said Helen, beginning to laugh. “Christmas is coming.” She patted the broad German back comfortingly.


  Ben opened the torn screen door and stepped out on the back porch. It was a cool night in the rich month of August; the sky was deeply pricked with great stars. He lighted a cigarette, holding the match with white trembling fingers. There were faint sounds from summer porches, the laughter of women, a distant throb of music at a dance. Eugene went and stood beside him: he looked up at him with wonder, exultancy, and with sadness. He prodded him half with fear, half with joy.


  Ben snarled softly at him, made a sudden motion to strike him, but stopped. A swift light flickered across his mouth. He smoked.


  Steve went away with the German woman to Indiana, where, at first, came news of opulence, fatness, ease, and furs (with photographs), later of brawls with her honest brothers, and talk of divorce, reunion and renascence. He gravitated between the two poles of his support, Margaret and Eliza, returning to Altamont every summer for a period of drugs and drunkenness that ended in a family fight, jail, and a hospital cure.


  “Hell commences,” howled Gant, “as soon as he comes home. He’s a curse and a care, the lowest of the low, the vilest of the vile. Woman, you have given birth to a monster who will not rest until he has done me to death, fearful, cruel, and accursed reprobate that he is!”


  But Eliza wrote her oldest son regularly, enclosed sums of money from time to time, and revived her hopes incessantly, against nature, against reason, against the structure of life. She did not dare to come openly to his defense, to reveal frankly the place he held in her heart’s core, but she would produce each letter in which he spoke boastfully of his successes, or announced his monthly resurrection, and read them to an unmoved family. They were florid, foolish letters, full of quotation marks and written in a large fancy hand. She was proud and pleased at all their extravagances; his flowery illiteracy was another proof to her of his superior intelligence.


  Dear Mama:


  Yours of the 11th to hand and must say I was glad to know you were in “the land of the living” again as I had begun to feel it was a “long time between drinks” since your last. (“I tell you what,” said Eliza, looking up and sniggering with pleasure, “he’s no fool.” Helen, with a smile that was half ribald, half annoyed, about her big mouth, made a face at Luke, and lifted her eyes patiently upward to God as Eliza continued. Gant leaned forward tensely with his head craned upward, listening carefully with a faint grin of pleasure.) Well, mama, since I last wrote you things have been coming my way and it now looks as if the “Prodigal Son” will come home some day in his own private car. (“Hey, what’s that?” said Gant, and she read it again for him. He wet his thumb and looked about with a pleased grin. “Wh-wh-what’s the matter?” asked Luke. “Has he b-b-bought the railroad?” Helen laughed hoarsely. “I’m from Missouri,” she said.) It took me a long time to get started, mama, but things were breaking against me and all that little Stevie has ever asked from any one in this “vale of tears” is a fair chance. (Helen laughed her ironical husky falsetto. “All that little S-S-Stevie has ever asked,” said Luke, reddening with annoyance, “is the whole g-g-g-goddam world with a few gold mines thrown in.) [in.”)] But now that I’m on my feet at last, mama, I’m going to show the world that I haven’t forgotten those who stood by me in my “hour of need,” and that the best friend a man ever had is his mother. (“Where’s the shovel?” said Ben, snickering quietly.)


  “That boy writes a good letter,” said Gant appreciatively. “I’m damned if he’s not the smartest one of the lot when he wants to be.”


  “Yes,” said Luke angrily, “he’s so smart that you’ll b-b-believe any fairy tale he wants to tell you. B-b-b-but the one who’s stuck by you through thick and thin gets no c-c-credit at all.” He glanced meaningly at Helen. “It’s a d-d-damn shame.”


  “Forget about it,” she said wearily.


  “Well,” said Eliza thoughtfully, holding the letter in her folded hands and gazing away, “perhaps he’s going to turn over a new leaf now. You never know.” Lost in pleased revery she looked into vacancy, pursing her lips.


  “I hope so!” said Helen wearily. “You’ve got to show me.”


  Privately: “You see how it is, don’t you?” she said to Luke, mounting to hysteria. “Do I get any credit? Do I? I can work my fingers to the bone for them, but do I get so much as Go to Hell for my trouble? Do I?”


  In these years Helen went off into the South with Pearl Hines, the saddlemaker’s daughter. They sang together at moving-picture theatres in country towns. They were booked from a theatrical office in Atlanta.


  Pearl Hines was a heavily built girl with a meaty face and negroid lips. She was jolly and vital. She sang ragtime and nigger songs with a natural passion, swinging her hips and shaking her breasts erotically.


  
    “Here comes my da-dad-dy now


    O pop, O pop, O-o pop.”

  


  They earned as much as $100 a week sometimes. They played in towns like Waycross, Georgia; Greenville, South Carolina; Hattiesburg, Mississippi, and Baton Rouge, Louisiana.


  They brought with them the great armor of innocency. They were eager and decent girls. Occasionally the village men made cautious explorative insults, relying on the superstition that lives in small towns concerning “show girls.” But generally they were well treated.


  For them, these ventures into new lands were eager with promise. The vacant idiot laughter, the ribald enthusiasm with which South Carolina or Georgia countrymen, filling a theatre with the strong smell of clay and sweat, greeted Pearl’s songs, left them unwounded, pleased, eager. They were excited to know that they were members of the profession; they bought Variety regularly, they saw themselves finally a celebrated high-salaried team on “big time” in great cities. Pearl was to “put over” the popular songs, to introduce the rag melodies with the vital rhythm of her dynamic meatiness, Helen was to give operatic dignity to the programme. In a respectful hush, bathed in a pink spot, she sang ditties of higher quality—Tosti’s “Goodbye,” “The End of a Perfect Day,” and “The Rosary.” She had a big, full, somewhat metallic voice: she had received training from her Aunt Louise, the splendid blonde who had lived in Altamont for several years after her separation from Elmer Pentland. Louise gave music lessons and enjoyed her waning youth with handsome young men. She was one of the ripe, rich, dangerous women that Helen liked. She had a little girl and went away to New York with the child when tongues grew fanged.


  But she said: “Helen, that voice ought to be trained for grand opera.”


  Helen had not forgotten. She fantasied of France and Italy: the big crude glare of what she called “a career in opera,” the florid music, the tiered galleries winking with gems, the torrential applause directed toward the full-blooded, dominant all-shadowing songsters struck up great anthems in her. It was a scene, she thought, in which she was meant to shine. And as the team of Gant and Hines (The Dixie Melody Twins) moved on their jagged circuit through the South, this desire, bright, fierce, and formless, seemed, in some way, to be nearer realization.


  She wrote home frequently, usually to Gant. Her letters beat like great pulses; they were filled with the excitement of new cities, presentiments of abundant life. In every town they met “lovely people”—everywhere, in fact, good wives and mothers, and nice young men, were attracted hospitably to these two decent, happy, exciting girls. There was a vast decency, an enormous clean vitality about Helen that subjugated good people and defeated bad ones. She held under her dominion a score of young men—masculine, red-faced, hard-drinking and shy. Her relation to them was maternal and magistral, they came to listen and to be ruled; they adored her, but few of them tried to kiss her.


  Eugene was puzzled and frightened by these lamb-like lions. Among men, they were fierce, bold, and combative; with her, awkward and timorous. One of them, a city surveyor, lean, highboned, alcoholic, was constantly involved in police-court brawls; another, a railroad detective, a large fair young man, split the skulls of negroes when he was drunk, shot several men, and was himself finally killed in a Tennessee gun-fight.


  She never lacked for friends and protectors wherever she went. Occasionally, Pearl’s happy and vital sensuality, the innocent gusto with which she implored


  
    “Some sweet old daddy


    Come make a fuss over me.”

  


  drew on village rakedom to false conjectures. Unpleasant men with wet cigars would ask them to have a convivial drink of corn whisky, call them “girley,” and suggest a hotel room or a motorcar as a meeting-place. When this happened, Pearl was stricken into silence; helpless and abashed, she appealed to Helen.


  And she, her large loose mouth tense and wounded at the corners, her eyes a little brighter, would answer:


  “I don’t know what you mean by that remark. I guess you’ve made a mistake about us.” This did not fail to exact stammering apologies and excuses.


  She was painfully innocent, temperamentally incapable of wholly believing the worst about any one. She lived in the excitement of rumor and suggestion: it never seemed to her actually possible that the fast young women who excited her had, in the phrase she used, “gone the limit.” She was skilled in gossip, and greedily attentive to it, but of the complex nastiness of village life she had little actual knowledge. Thus, with Pearl Hines, she walked confidently and joyously over volcanic crust, scenting only the odor of freedom, change, and adventure.


  But this partnership came to an end. The intention of Pearl Hines’ life was direct and certain. She wanted to get married, she had always wanted to get married before she was twenty-five. For Helen, the singing partnership, the exploration of new lands, had been a gesture toward freedom, an instinctive groping toward a centre of life and purpose to which she could fasten her energy, a blind hunger for variety, beauty, and independence. She did not know what she wanted to do with her life; it was probable that she would never control even partially her destiny: she would be controlled, when the time came, by the great necessity that lived in her. That necessity was to enslave and to serve.


  For two or three years Helen and Pearl supported themselves by these tours, leaving Altamont during its dull winter lassitude, and returning to it in Spring, or in Summer, with money enough to suffice them until their next season.


  Pearl juggled carefully with the proposals of several young men during this period. She had the warmest affection for a ball-player, the second baseman and manager of the Altamont team. He was a tough handsome young animal, forever hurling his glove down in a frenzy of despair during the course of a game, and rushing belligerently at the umpire. She liked his hard assurance, his rapid twang, his tanned lean body.


  But she was in love with no one—she would never be—and caution told her that the life-risk on bush-league ball-players was very great. She married finally a young man from Jersey City, heavy of hand, hoof, and voice, who owned a young but flourishing truck and livery business.


  Thus, the partnership of the Dixie Melody Twins was dissolved. Helen, left alone, turned away from the drear monotony of the small towns to the gaiety, the variety, and the slaking fulfilment of her desires, which she hoped somehow to find in the cities.


  She missed Luke terribly. Without him she felt incomplete, unarmored. He had been enrolled in the Georgia School of Technology in Atlanta for two years. He was taking the course in electrical engineering, the whole direction of his life had been thus shaped by Gant’s eulogies, years before, of the young electrical expert, Liddell. He was failing in his work—his mind had never been forced to the discipline of study. All purpose with him was broken by a thousand impulses: his brain stammered as did his tongue, and as he turned impatiently and irritably to the logarithm tables, he muttered the number of the page in idiot repetition, keeping up a constant wild vibration of his leg upon the ball of his foot.


  His great commercial talent was salesmanship; he had superlatively that quality that American actors and men of business call “personality”—a wild energy, a Rabelaisian vulgarity, a sensory instinct for rapid and swingeing [swinging] repartee, and a hypnotic power of speech, torrential, meaningless, mad, and evangelical. He could sell anything because in the jargon of salesmen, he could sell himself; and there was a fortune in him in the fantastic elasticity of American business, the club of all the queer trades, of wild promotions, where, amok with zealot rage, he could have chanted the yokels into delirium, and cut the buttons from their coats, doing every one, everything, and finally himself. He was not an electrical engineer—he was electrical energy. He had no gift for study—he gathered his unriveted mind together and bridged with it desperately, but crumpled under the stress and strain of calculus and the mechanical sciences.


  Enormous humor flowed from him like crude light. Men who had never known him seethed with strange internal laughter when they saw him, and roared helplessly when he began to speak. Yet, his physical beauty was astonishing. His head was like that of a wild angel—coils and whorls of living golden hair flashed from his head, his features were regular, generous, and masculine, illuminated by the strange inner smile of idiot ecstasy.


  His broad mouth, even when stammering irritably or when nervousness clouded his face, was always cocked for laugher[laughter]—unearthly, exultant, idiot laughter. There was in him demonic exuberance, a wild intelligence that did not come from the brain. Eager for praise, for public esteem, and expert in ingratiation, this demon possessed him utterly at the most unexpected moments, in the most decorous surroundings, when he was himself doing all in his power to preserve the good opinion in which he was held.


  Thus, listening to an old lady of the church, who with all her power of persuasion and earnestness was unfolding the dogmas of Presbyterianism to him, he would lean forward in an attitude of exaggerated respectfulness and attention, one broad hand clinched about his knee, while he murmured gentle agreement to what she said:


  “Yes? ... Ye-e-es? ... Ye-e-e-es? ... Ye-e-es? ... Is that right? ... Ye-e-es?”


  Suddenly the demonic force would burst in him. Insanely tickled at the cadences of his agreement, the earnest placidity and oblivion of the old woman, and the extravagant pretense of the whole situation, his face flooded with wild exultancy, he would croon in a fat luscious bawdily suggestive voice:


  “Y-ah-s? ... Y-a-h-s? ... Y-ah-s? ... Y-ah-s?”


  And when at length too late she became aware of this drowning flood of demonic nonsense, and paused, turning an abrupt startled face to him, he would burst into a wild “Whah-whah-whah-whah” of laughter, beyond all reason, with strange throat noises, tickling her roughly in the ribs.


  Often Eliza, in the midst of long, minutely replenished reminiscence, would grow conscious, while she was purse-lipped in revery, of this annihilating mockery, would slap at his hand angrily as he gooched her, and shake a pursed piqued face at him, saying, with a heavy scorn that set him off into fresh “whah-whahs”: “I’ll declare, boy! You act like a regular idiot,” and then shaking her head sadly, with elaborate pity: “I’d be ash-a-amed! A-sha-a-med.”


  His quality was extraordinary; he had something that was a great deal better than most intelligence; he saw the world in burlesque, and his occasional answer to its sham, hypocrisy, and intrigue was the idiot devastation of “whah-whah!” But he did not possess his demon; it possessed him from time to time. If it had possessed him wholly, constantly, his life would have prevailed with astonishing honesty and precision. But when he reflected, he was a child—with all the hypocrisy, sentimentality and dishonest pretense of a child.


  His face was a church in which beauty and humor were married—the strange and the familiar were at one in him. Men, looking at Luke, felt a start of recognition as if they saw something of which they had never heard, but which they had known forever.


  Once or twice, during the Winter and Spring, while she was touring with Pearl Hines, Helen got into Atlanta to see him. In Spring they attended the week of Grand Opera. He would find employment for one night as a spearman in Aïda and pass the doorman for the remainder of the week with the assurance that he was “a member of the company—Lukio Gantio.”


  His large feet spread tightly out in sandals; behind the shingreaves his awkward calves were spined thickly with hair; a thick screw of hair writhed under the edge of his tin helmet, as he lofed [loafed] in the wings, leaning comically on his spear, his face lit with exultancy.


  Caruso, waiting his entrance, regarded him from time to time with a wide Wop smile.


  “Wotta you call yourself, eh?” asked Caruso, approaching and looking him over.


  “W-w-w-why,” he said, “d-don’t you know one of your s-s-s-soldiers when you see him?”


  “You’re one hell of a soldier,” said Caruso.


  “Whah-whah-whah!” Luke answered. With difficulty he restrained his prodding fingers.


  In the summer now he returned to Altamont, finding employment with a firm of land-auctioneers, and assisting them at the sale of a tract or a parcel of lots. He moved about above the crowd in the bed of a wagon, exhorting them to bid, with his hand at the side of his mouth, in a harangue compounded of frenzy, passionate solicitation, and bawdry. The work intoxicated him. With wide grins of expectancy they crowded round the spokes. In a high throaty tenor he called to them:


  “Step right up, gentlemen, lot number 17, in beautiful Homewood—we furnish the wood, you furnish the home. Now gentlemen, this handsome building-site has a depth of 179 feet, leaving plenty of room for garden and backhouse (grow your own corn cobs in beautiful Homewood) with a frontage of 114 feet on a magnificent new macadam road.”


  “Where is the road?” some one shouted.


  “On the blueprint, of course, Colonel. You’ve got it all in black and white. Now, gentlemen, the opportunity of your lives is kicking you in the pants. Are you men of vision? Think what Ford, Edison, Napoleon Bonaparte, and Julius Caesar would do. Obey that impulse. You can’t lose. The town is coming this way. Listen carefully. Do you hear it? Swell. The new courthouse will be built on yonder hill, the undertaker and the village bakery will occupy handsome edifices of pressed brick just above you. Oyez, oyez, oyez. What am I offered? What am I offered? Own your own home in beautiful Homewood, within a cannonshot of all railway, automobile, and airplane connections. Running water abounds within a Washingtonian stone’s throw and in all the pipes. Our caravans meet all trains. Gentlemen, here’s your chance to make a fortune. The ground is rich in mineral resources—gold, silver, copper, iron, bituminous coal and oil, will be found in large quantities below the roots of all the trees.”


  “What about the bushes, Luke?” yelled Mr. Halloran, the dairy-lunch magnate.


  “Down in the bushes, that is where she gushes,” Luke answered amid general tumult. “All right, Major. You with the face. What am I offered? What am I offered?”


  When there was no sale, he greeted incoming tourists at the station-curbing with eloquent invitations to Dixieland, rich, persuasive, dominant above all the soliciting babel of the car-drivers, negro hotel-porters, and boarding-house husbands.


  “I’ll give you a dollar apiece for every one you drum up,” said Eliza.


  “O that’s all right.” O modestly. Generously.


  “He’d give you the shirt off his back,” said Gant.


  A fine boy. As she cooled from her labors in the summer night, he brought her little boxes of ice-cream from town.


  He was a hustler: he sold patent washboards, trick potato-peelers, and powdered cockroach-poison from house to house. To the negroes he sold hair-oil guaranteed to straighten kinky hair, and religious lithographs, peopled with flying angels, white and black, and volant cherubs, black and white, sailing about the knees of an impartial and crucified Saviour, and subtitled “God Loves Them Both.”


  They sold like hot cakes.


  Otherwise, he drove Gant’s car—a 1913 five-passenger Ford, purchase of an inspired hour of madness, occupant now of half Gant’s conversation, object of abuse, boast, and anathema. It was before every one owned a car. Gant was awed and terrified by his rash act, exalted at the splendor of his chariot, appalled at its expense. Each bill for gasoline, repairs, or equipment brought a howl of anguish from him; a puncture, a breakdown, a minor disorder caused him to circle about in maddened strides, cursing, praying, weeping.


  “I’ve never had a moment’s peace since I bought it,” he howled. “Accursed and bloody monster that it is, it will not be content until it has sucked out my life-blood, sold the roof over my head, and sent me out to the pauper’s grave to perish. Merciful God,” he wept, “it’s fearful, it’s awful, it’s cruel that I should be afflicted thus in my old age.” Turning to his constrained and apologetic son abruptly, he said: “How much is the bill? Hey?” His eyes roved wildly in his head.


  “D-d-d-don’t get excited, papa,” Luke answered soothingly, teetering from foot to foot, “it’s only $8.92.”


  “Jesus God!” Gant screamed. “I’m ruined.” Sobbing in loud burlesque sniffles, he began his caged pacing.


  But it was pleasant at dusk or in the cool summer nights, with Eliza or one of his daughters beside him, and a fragrant weed between his pallid lips, to hinge his long body into the back seat, and ride out into the fragrant countryside, or through the long dark streets of town. At the approach of another car he cried out in loud alarm, by turns cursing and entreating his son to caution. Luke drove nervously, erratically, wildly—his stammering impatient hands and knees communicated their uneven fidget to the flivver. He cursed irritably, plunged in exacerbated fury at the brake, and burst out in an annoyed “tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh,” when the car stalled.


  As the hour grew late, and the streets silent, his madness swelled in him. Lipping the rim of a long hill street, tree-arched and leafy and shelving in even terraces, he would burst suddenly into insane laughter, bend over the wheel, and pull the throttle open, his idiot “whah-whahs” filling the darkness as Gant screamed curses at him. Down through the night they tore at murderous speed, the boy laughing at curse and prayer alike as they shot past the blind menace of street-crossings.


  “You Goddamned scoundrel!” Gant yelled. “Stop, you mountain grill, or I’ll put you in jail.”


  “Whah-whah.”—His laughter soared to a crazy falsetto.


  Daisy, arrived for a few weeks of summer coolness, quite blue with terror, would clutch the most recent of her annual arrivals to her breast, melodramatically, and moan:


  “I beg of you, for the sake of my family, for the sake of my innocent motherless babes——”


  “Whah-whah-whah!”


  “He’s a fiend out of hell,” cried Gant, beginning to weep. “Cruel and criminal monster that he is, he will batter our brains out against a tree, before he’s done.” They whizzed with a perilous swerve by a car that, with a startled screech of its brakes, balked at the corner like a frightened horse.


  “You damned thug!” Gant roared, plunging forward and fastening his great hands around Luke’s throat. “Will you stop?”


  Luke added another notch of blazing speed. Gant fell backward with a howl of terror.


  On Sunday they made long tours into the country. Often they drove to Reynoldsville, twenty-two miles away. It was an ugly little resort, noisy with arriving and departing cars, with a warm stench of oil and gasoline heavy above its broad main street. But people were coming and going from several States: Southward they came up from South Carolina and Georgia, cotton-farmers, small tradesmen and their families in battered cars coated with red sandclay dust. They had a heavy afternoon dinner of fried chicken, corn, string-beans, and sliced tomatoes, at one of the big wooden boarding-house hotels, spent another hour in a drugstore over a chocolate nut-sundae, watched the summer crowd of fortunate tourists and ripe cool-skinned virgins flow by upon the wide sidewalk in thick pullulation, and returned again, after a brief tour of the town, on the winding immediate drop to the hot South. New lands.


  Fluescent with smooth ripe curves, the drawling virgins of the South filled summer porches.


  Luke was a darling. He was a dear, a fine boy, a big-hearted generous fellow, and just the cutest thing. Women liked him, laughed at him, pulled fondly the thick golden curls of his hair. He was sentimentally tender to children—girls of fourteen years. He had a grand romantic feeling for Delia Selborne, the oldest daughter of Mrs. Selborne. He bought her presents, was tender and irritable by turns. Once, at Gant’s, on the porch under an August moon and the smell of ripening grapes, he caressed her while Helen sang in the parlor. He caressed her gently, leaned his head over her, and said he would like to lay it on her b-b-b-b-breast. Eugene watched them bitterly, with an inch of poison round his heart. He wanted the girl for himself: she was stupid, but she had the wise body and faint hovering smile of her mother. He wanted Mrs. Selborne more, he fantasied passionately about her yet, but her image lived again in Delia. As a result, he was proud, cold, scornful and foolish before them. They disliked him.


  Enviously, with gnawn heart, he observed Luke’s ministrations to Mrs. Selborne. His service was so devout, so extravagant that even Helen grew annoyed and occasionally jealous. And nightly, from a remote corner at Gant’s or Eliza’s, or from a parked automobile before the house, he heard her rich welling laughter, full of tenderness, surrender, and mystery. Sometimes, waiting in pitch darkness on the stairs at Eliza’s, at one or two o’clock in the morning, he felt her pass him. As she touched him in the dark, she gave a low cry of terror; with an uncivil grunt he reassured her, and descended to bed with a pounding heart and burning face.


  Ah, yes, he thought, with green morality, observing his brother throned in laughter and affection, you Big Fool, you—you’re just a sucker! You show off and act big, my sonny, and spend your money bringing ice-cream for them—but what do you get out of it? How do you feel when she gets out of an automobile at two o’clock in the morning after grunting in the dark with some damned travelling-man, or with old Poxy Logan who’s been keeping a nigger woman up for years. “May I p-p-p-put my head on your breast?” You make me sick, you damned fool. She’s no better, only you don’t know beans. She’ll let you spend all your money on her and then she’ll run off with some little pimp in an automobile for the rest of the night. Yes, that’s so. Do you want to make anything out of it? You big bluff. Come out into the back yard. ... I’ll show you ... take that ... and that ... and that ...


  Pumping his fists wildly, he fought his phantom into defeat and himself into exhaustion.


  Luke had several hundred dollars saved from The Saturday Evening Post days, when he went off to school. He accepted very little money from Gant. He waited on tables, he solicited for college boarding-houses, he was the agent for a tailor who made Kippy Kampus Klothes. Gant boasted of these efforts. The town shifted its quid, nodded pertly, and spat, saying:


  “That boy’ll make his mark.”


  Luke worked as hard for an education as any other self-made man. He made every sacrifice. He did everything but study.


  He was an immense popular success, so very extra, so very Luky. The school sought and adored him. Twice, after football games, he mounted a hearse and made funeral orations over the University of Georgia.


  But, in spite of all his effort, toward the end of his third year he was still a sophomore, with every prospect of remaining one. One day in Spring he wrote the following letter to Gant:


  “The b-b-b-bastards who r-r-run this place have it in for me. I’ve been c-c-c-crooked good and proper. They take your hard-earned m-m-money here and skin you. I’m g-g-g-going to a real school.”


  He went to Pittsburgh and found work with the Westinghouse Electric Company. Three times a week at night he attended courses at the Carnegie Institute of Technology. He made friends.


  The war had come. After fifteen months in Pittsburgh he moved on to Dayton where he got employment at a boiler factory engaged in the fabrication of war materials.


  From time to time, in summer for a few weeks, at Christmas for a few days, he returned to celebrate his holidays with his family. Always he brought Gant a suitcase stocked with beer and whisky. That boy was “good to his father.”


  [¬]
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  One afternoon in the young summer, Gant leaned upon the rail, talking to Jannadeau. He was getting on to sixty-five, his erect body had settled, he stooped a little. He spoke of old age often, and he wept in his tirades now because of his stiffened hand. Soaked in pity, he referred to himself as “the poor old cripple who has to provide for them all.”


  The indolence of age and disintegration was creeping over him. He now rose a full hour later, he came to his shop punctually, but he spent long hours of the day extended on the worn leather couch of his office, or in gossip with Jannadeau, bawdy old Liddell, Cardiac, and Fagg Sluder, who had salted away his fortune in two big buildings on the Square and was at the present moment tilted comfortably in a chair before the fire department, gossiping eagerly with members of the ball club, whose chief support he was. It was after five o’clock, the game was over.


  Negro laborers, grisly with a white coating of cement, sloped down past the shop on their way home. The draymen dispersed slowly, a slouchy policeman loafed down the steps of the city hall picking his teeth, and on the market side, from high grilled windows, there came the occasional howls of a drunken negress. Life buzzed slowly like a fly.


  The sun had reddened slightly, there was a cool flowing breath from the hills, a freshening relaxation over the tired earth, the hope, the ecstasy of evening in the air. In slow pulses the thick plume of fountain rose, fell upon itself, and slapped the pool in lazy rhythms. A wagon rattled leanly over the big cobbles; beyond the firemen, the grocer Bradley wound up his awning with slow creaking revolutions.


  Across the Square, at its other edge, the young virgins of the eastern part of town walked lightly home in chattering groups. They came to town at four o’clock in the afternoon, walked up and down the little avenue several times, entered a shop to purchase small justifications, and finally went into the chief drugstore, where the bucks of the town loafed and drawled in lazy alert groups. It was their club, their brasserie, the forum of the sexes. With confident smiles the young men detached themselves from their group and strolled back to booth and table.


  “Hey theah! Wheahd you come from?”


  “Move ovah theah, lady. I want to tawk to you.”


  Eyes as blue as Southern skies looked roguishly up to laughing gray ones, the winsome dimples deepened, and the sweetest little tail in dear old Dixie slid gently over on the polished board.


  Gant spent delightful hours now in the gossip of dirty old men—their huddled bawdry exploded in cracked high wheezes on the Square. He came home at evening stored with gutter tidings, wetting his thumb and smiling slyly as he questioned Helen hopefully:


  “She’s no better than a regular little chippie—eh?”


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha-,” she laughed mockingly. “Don’t you wish you knew?”


  His age bore certain fruits, emoluments of service. When she came home in the evening with one of her friends, she presented the girl with jocose eagerness to his embrace. And, crying out paternally, “Why, bless her heart! Come kiss the old man,” he planted bristling mustache kisses on their white throats, their soft lips, grasping the firm meat of one arm tenderly with his good hand and cradling them gently. They shrieked with throaty giggle-twiddles of pleasure because it tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-tickled so.


  “Ooh! Mr. Gant! Whah-whah-whah!”


  “Your father’s such a nice man,” they said. “Such lovely manners.”


  Helen’s eyes fed fiercely on them. She laughed with husky-harsh excitement.


  “Hah-ha-ha! He likes that, doesn’t he? It’s too bad, old boy, isn’t it? No more monkey business.”


  He talked with Jannadeau, while his fugitive eyes roved over the east end of the Square. Before the shop the comely matrons of the town came up from the market. From time to time they smiled, seeing him, and he bowed sweepingly. Such lovely manners.


  “The King of England,” he observed, “is only a figurehead. He doesn’t begin to have the power of the President of the United States.”


  “His power is severely limited,” said Jannadeau gutturally, “by custom but not by statute. In actuality he is still one of the most powerful monarchs in the world.” His thick black fingers probed carefully into the viscera of a watch.


  “The late King Edward for all his faults,” said Gant, wetting his thumb, “was a smart man. This fellow they’ve got now is a nonentity and a nincompoop.” He grinned faintly, craftily, with pleasure at the big words, glancing slily at the Swiss to see if they had told.


  His uneasy eyes followed carefully the stylish carriage of “Queen” Elizabeth’s well clad figure as she went down by the shop. She smiled pleasantly, and for a moment turned her candid stare upon smooth marble slabs of death, carved lambs and cherubim. Gant bowed elaborately.


  “Good-evening, madam,” he said.


  She disappeared. In a moment she came back decisively and mounted the broad steps. He watched her approach with quickened pulses. Twelve years.


  “How’s the madam?” he said gallantly. “Elizabeth, I was just telling Jannadeau you were the most stylish woman in town.”


  “Well, that’s mighty sweet of you, Mr. Gant,” she said in her cool poised voice. “You’ve always got a word for every one.”


  She gave a bright pleasant nod to Jannadeau, who swung his huge scowling head ponderously around and muttered at her.


  “Why, Elizabeth,” said Gant, “you haven’t changed an inch in fifteen years. I don’t believe you’re a day older.”


  She was thirty-eight and pleasantly aware of it.


  “Oh, yes,” she said laughing. “You’re only saying that to make me feel good. I’m no chicken any more.”


  She had a pale clear skin, pleasantly freckled, carrot-colored hair, and a thin mouth live with humor. Her figure was trim and strong—no longer young. She had a great deal of energy, distinction, and elegance in her manner.


  “How are all the girls, Elizabeth?” he asked kindly.


  Her face grew sad. She began to pull her gloves off.


  “That’s what I came to see you about,” she said. “I lost one of them last week.”


  “Yes,” said Gant gravely, “I was sorry to hear of that.”


  “She was the best girl I had,” said Elizabeth. “I’d have done anything in the world for her. We did everything we could,” she added. “I’ve no regrets on that score. I had a doctor and two trained nurses by her all the time.”


  She opened her black leather handbag, thrust her gloves into it, and pulling out a small bluebordered handkerchief, began to weep quietly.


  “Huh-huh-huh-huh-huh,” said Gant, shaking his head. “Too bad, too bad, too bad. Come back to my office,” he said. They went back and sat down. Elizabeth dried her eyes.


  “What was her name?” he asked.


  “We called her Lily—her full name was Lillian Reed.”


  “Why, I knew that girl,” he exclaimed. “I spoke to her not over two weeks ago.”


  “Yes,” said Elizabeth, “she went like that—one hemorrhage right after another, down here.” She tapped her abdomen. “Nobody ever knew she was sick until last Wednesday. Friday she was gone.” She wept again.


  “T-t-t-t-t-t,” he clucked regretfully. “Too bad, too bad. She was pretty as a picture.”


  “I couldn’t have loved her more, Mr. Gant,” said Elizabeth, “if she had been my own daughter.”


  “How old was she?” he asked[.]


  “Twenty-two,” said Elizabeth, beginning to weep again.


  “What a pity! What a pity!” he agreed. “Did she have any people?”


  “No one who would do anything for her,” Elizabeth said. “Her mother died when she was thirteen—she was born out here on the Beetree Fork—and her father,” she added indignantly, “is a mean old bastard who’s never done anything for her or any one else. He didn’t even come to her funeral.”


  “He will be punished,” said Gant darkly.


  “As sure as there’s a God in heaven,” Elizabeth agreed, “he’ll get what’s coming to him in hell. The old bastard!” she continued virtuously, “I hope he rots!”


  “You can depend upon it,” he said grimly. “He will. Ah, Lord.” He was silent a moment while he shook his head with slow regret.


  “A pity, a pity,” he muttered. “So young.” He had the moment of triumph all men have when they hear some one has died. A moment, too, of grisly fear. Sixty-four.


  “I couldn’t have loved her more,” said Elizabeth, “if she’d been one of my own. A young girl like that, with all her life before her.”


  “It’s pretty sad when you come to think of it,” he said. “By God, it is.”


  “And she was such a fine girl, Mr. Gant,” said Elizabeth, weeping softly. “She had such a bright future before her. She had more opportunities than I ever had, and I suppose you know”—she spoke modestly—“what I’ve done.”


  “Why,” he exclaimed, startled, “you’re a rich woman, Elizabeth—damned if I don’t believe you are. You own property all over town.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” she answered, “but I’ve got enough to live on without ever doing another lick of work. I’ve had to work hard all my life. From now on I don’t intend to turn my hand over.”


  She regarded him with a shy pleased smile, and touched a coil of her fine hair with a small competent hand. He looked at her attentively, noting with pleasure her firm uncorseted hips, moulded compactly into her tailored suit, and her cocked comely legs tapering to graceful feet, shod in neat little slippers of tan. She was firm, strong, washed, and elegant—a faint scent of lilac hovered over her: he looked at her candid eyes, lucently gray, and saw that she was quite a great lady.


  “By God, Elizabeth,” he said, “you’re a fine-looking woman.”


  “I’ve had a good life,” she said. “I’ve taken care of myself.”


  They had always known each other—since first they met. They had no excuses, no questions, no replies. The world fell away from them. In the silence they heard the pulsing slap of the fountain, the high laughter of bawdry in the Square. He took a book of models from the desk, and began to turn its slick pages. They showed modest blocks of Georgia marble and Vermont granite.


  “I don’t want any of those,” she said impatiently. “I’ve already made up my mind. I know what I want.”


  He looked up surprised. “What is it?”


  “I want the angel out front.”


  His face was shocked and unwilling. He gnawed the corner of his thin lip. No one knew how fond he was of the angel. Publicly he called it his White Elephant. He cursed it and said he had been a fool to order it. For six years it had stood on the porch, weathering, in all the wind and the rain. It was now brown and fly-specked. But it had come from Carrara in Italy, and it held a stone lily delicately in one hand. The other hand was lifted in benediction, it was poised clumsily upon the ball of one phthisic foot, and its stupid white face wore a smile of soft stone idiocy.


  In his rages, Gant sometimes directed vast climaxes of abuse at the angel. “Fiend out of Hell!” he roared. “You have impoverished me, you have ruined me, you have cursed my declining years, and now you will crush me to death, fearful, awful, and unnatural monster that you are.”


  But sometimes when he was drunk he fell weeping on his knees before it, called it Cynthia, and entreated its love, forgiveness, and blessing for its sinful but repentant boy. There was laughter from the Square.


  “What’s the matter?” said Elizabeth. “Don’t you want to sell it?”


  “It will cost you a good deal, Elizabeth,” he said evasively.


  “I don’t care,” she answered, positively. “I’ve got the money. How much do you want?”


  He was silent, thinking for a moment of the place where the angel stood. He knew he had nothing to cover or obliterate that place—it left a barren crater in his heart.


  “All right,” he said. “You can have it for what I paid for it—$420.”


  She took a thick sheaf of banknotes from her purse and counted the money out for him. He pushed it back.


  “No. Pay me when the job’s finished and it has been set up. You want some sort of inscription, don’t you?”


  “Yes. There’s her full name, age, place of birth, and so on,” she said, giving him a scrawled envelope. “I want some poetry, too—something that suits a young girl taken off like this.”


  He pulled his tattered little book of inscriptions from a pigeonhole, and thumbed its pages, reading her a quatrain here and there. To each she shook her head. Finally, he said:


  “How’s this one, Elizabeth?” He read:


  
    She went away in beauty’s flower,


    Before her youth was spent;


    Ere life and love had lived their hour


    God called her, and she went.

  


  
    Yet whispers Faith upon the wind:


    No grief to her was given.


    She left your love and went to find


    A greater one in heaven.

  


  “Oh, that’s lovely—lovely,” she said. “I want that one.”


  “Yes,” he agreed, “I think that’s the best one.”


  In the musty cool smell of his little office they got up. Her gallant figure reached his shoulder. She buttoned her kid gloves over the small pink haunch of her palms and glanced about her. His battered sofa filled one wall, the line of his long body was printed in the leather. She looked up at him. His face was sad and grave. They remembered.


  “It’s been a long time, Elizabeth,” he said.


  They walked slowly to the front through aisled marbles. Sentinelled just beyond the wooden doors, the angel leered vacantly down. Jannadeau drew his great head turtlewise a little further into the protective hunch of his burly shoulders. They went out on to the porch.


  The moon stood already, like its own phantom, in the clear washed skies of evening. A little boy with an empty paper-delivery bag swung lithely by, his freckled nostrils dilating pleasantly with hunger and the fancied smell of supper. He passed, and for a moment, as they stood at the porch edge, all life seemed frozen in a picture: the firemen and Fagg Sluder had seen Gant, whispered, and were now looking toward him; a policeman, at the high side-porch of the Police Court, leaned on the rail and stared; at the near edge of the central grass-plot below the fountain, a farmer bent for water at a bubbling jet, rose dripping, and stared; from the Tax Collector’s office, City Hall, upstairs, Yancey, huge, meaty, shirtsleeved, stared. And in that second the slow pulse of the fountain was suspended, life was held, like an arrested gesture, in photographic abeyance, and Gant felt himself alone move deathward in a world of seemings as, in 1910, a man might find himself again in a picture taken on the grounds of the Chicago Fair, when he was thirty and his mustache black, and, noting the bustled ladies and the derbied men fixed in the second’s pullulation, remember the dead instant, seek beyond the borders for what was there (he knew); or as a veteran who finds himself upon his elbow near Ulysses Grant, before the march, in pictures of the Civil War, and sees a dead man on a horse; or I should say, like some completed Don, who finds himself again before a tent in Scotland in his youth, and notes a cricket-bat long lost and long forgotten, the face of a poet who has died, and young men and the tutor as they looked that Long Vacation when they read nine hours a day for “Greats.”


  Where now? Where after? Where then?
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  Gant, during these years in which Helen and Luke, the two for whom he felt the deepest affection, were absent a large part of the time, lived a splintered existence at home and at Eliza’s. He feared and hated a lonely life, but habit was deeply rooted in him, and he was unwilling to exchange the well-used comfort of his own home for the bald wintriness of Eliza’s. She did not want him. She fed him willingly enough, but his tirades and his nightly sojourns, both longer and more frequent now that his daughter was absent, annoyed her more than they ever had before.


  “You have a place of your own,” she cried fretfully. “Why don’t you stay in it? I don’t want you around making trouble.”


  “Send him on,” he moaned bitterly. “Send him on. Over the stones rattle his bones, he’s only a beggar that nobody owns. Ah, Lord! The old dray-horse has had its day. Its race is run. Kick him out: the old cripple can no longer provide them with victuals, and they will throw him on the junk-heap, unnatural and degenerate monsters that they are.”


  But he remained at Dixieland as long as there was any one to listen to him, and to the bleak little group of winter boarders he brought magic. They fed hungrily on all the dramatic gusto with which, lunging back and forth in the big rocker, before the blazing parlor fire, he told and retold the legends of his experience, taking, before their charmed eyes, an incident that had touched him romantically, and embellishing, weaving and building it up. A whole mythology grew up as, goggle-eyed, they listened:


  General Fitzhugh Lee, who had reined up before the farmer boy and asked for a drink of water, now tossed off an oaken bucketful, questioned him closely concerning the best roads into Gettysburg, asked if he had seen detachments of the enemy, wrote his name down in a small book, and went off saying to his staff: “That boy will make his mark. It is impossible to defeat an enemy which breeds boys like that.”


  The Indians, whom he had passed amicably as he rode out into the New Mexican desert on a burro, seeking the ancient fort, now spurred after him with fell intent and wild scalping whoops. He rode furiously through muttering redskin villages, and found the protection of two cattlemen in the nick of time. The thief who had entered his room at dead of night in New Orleans, and picked up his clothes, and whom he had fought desperately upon the floor, he now pursued naked for seventeen blocks (not five) down Canal Street.


  He went several times a week to the moving-picture shows, taking Eugene, and sitting, bent forward in hunched absorption, through two full performances. They came out at ten-thirty or eleven o’clock, on cold ringing pavements, into a world frozen bare—a dead city of closed shops, dressed windows, milliners’ and clothiers’ models posturing with waxen gaiety at congealed silence.


  On the Square the slackened fountain dropped a fat spire of freezing water into its thickening rim of ice. In summer, a tall spire blown in blue sheets of spray. When they turned it down it wilted—that was like a fountain, too. No wind blew.


  His eyes fixed on the clean concrete walk, Gant strode on, muttering dramatically, composing a narrative of the picture. The cold steel of new sewing-machines glinted in dim light. The Singer building. Tallest in the world. The stitching hum of Eliza’s machine. Needle through your finger before you know it. He winced. They passed the Sluder Building at the corner of the Square and turned left. Gets over $700 a month in office-rent from this alone. The window on the corner was filled with rubber syringes and thermos bottles. Drink Coca Cola. They say he stole the formula from old mountain woman. $50,000,000 now. Rats in the vats. Dope at Wood’s better. Too weak here. He had recently acquired a taste for the beverage and drank four or five glasses a day.


  D. Stern had his old shack on that corner twenty years before Fagg bought it. Belonged to Paston estate. Could have bought it for a song. Rich man now. D. moved to North Main now. The Jew’s rich. Fortune out of winnies. They’re hot, they’re hot. In a broken pot. If I had a little time I’d make a little rhyme. Thirteen kids—she had one every year. As broad as she’s long. They all get fat. Every one works. Sons pay father board. None of mine, I can assure you. The Jews get there.


  The hunchback—what did they call him? One of Nature’s Cruel Jests. Ah, Lord! What’s become of old John Bunny? I used to like his pictures. Oh yes. Dead.


  That pure look they have, at the end, when he kisses her, mused Eugene. Later—A Warmer Clime. Her long lashes curled down over her wet eyes, she was unable to meet his gaze. The sweet lips trembled with desire as, clasping her in a grip of steel, he bent down over her yielding body and planted hungry kisses on her mouth. When the purple canopy of dawn had been reft asunder by the rays of the invading sun. The Stranger. It wouldn’t do to say the next morning. They have a thick coat of yellow paint all over their face. Meanwhile, in Old England. I wonder what they say to each other. They’re a pretty tough lot, I suppose.


  A swift thrust of conviction left him unperturbed. The other was better.


  He thought of the Stranger. Steel-gray eyes. A steady face. An eighth of a second faster on the draw than any one else. Two-gun Bill Hart. Anderson of the Essanay. Strong quiet men.


  He clapped his hand against his buttock with a sharp smack and shot the murderous forefinger at an ashcan, a lamp-post, and a barber-pole, with a snapping wrist. Gant, startled in composition, gave him a quick uneasy look. They walked on.


  Came a day when Spring put forth her blossoms on the earth again. No, no—not that. Then all grew dark. Picture of a lily trampled on the earth. That means he bigged her. Art. Filled her with thee a baby fair. You can’t go away now. Why? Because—because—her eyes dropped shyly, a slow flush mantled her cheek. He stared at her blankly for a moment, then his puzzled gaze—(O good!)—fell to the tiny object she was fingering nervously, with dawning comprehension. Blushing rosily, she tried to conceal the little jacket behind her. Grace! A great light broke on him! Do you mean it? She went to him with a cry, half laugh, half sob, and buried her burning face in his neck. You silly boy. Of course I mean it (you bastard!). The little dance girl. Smiling with wet lechery and manipulating his moist rope of cigar, Faro Jim shuffled a pack of cards slowly and fixed on her his vulturesque eye. A knife in his shiny boots, a small derringer and three aces up his ruffled sleeve, and suave murder in his heart. But the cold gray eyes of the Stranger missed nothing. Imperturbably he drank his Scotch, wheeled from the mirror with barking Colt just one-sixth of a second before the gambler could fire. Faro coughed and slid forward slowly upon the floor.


  There was no sound now in the crowded room of the Triple Y. Men stood petrified. The face of Bad Bill and the two Mexicans had turned a dirty gray. Finally, the sheriff spoke, turning with awe from the still figure on the sawdust floor.


  “By God, stranger!” he ejaculated, “I never knew the man lived who could beat Faro to the draw. What’s yore name?”


  “In the fam’ly Bible back home, pardner,” the Stranger drawled, “it’s Eugene Gant, but folks out here generally calls me The Dixie Ghost.”


  There was a slow gasp of wonder from the crowd.


  “Gawd!” some one whispered. “It’s the Ghost!”


  As the Ghost turned coolly back to finish his interrupted drink, he found himself face to face with the little dancing girl. Two smoking globes of brine welled from the pellucid depths of her pure eyes and fell with a hot splash on his bronzed hand.


  “How can I ever thank you!” she cried. “You have saved me from a fate far worse than death.”


  But the Ghost, who had faced death many times without a flicker of a lash, was unable to face something he saw now in a pair of big brown eyes. He took off his sombrero and twisted it shyly in his big hands.


  “Why, that’s all right, ma’am,” he gulped awkwardly. “Glad to be of service to a lady any time.”


  By this time the two bartenders had thrown a table-cloth over Faro Bill, carried the limp body into the back room, and returned to their positions behind the bar. The crowd clustered about in little groups, laughing and talking excitedly, and in a moment, as the pianist began to hammer out a tune on the battered piano, broke into the measures of a waltz.


  In the wild West of those days, passions were primitive, vengeance sudden, and retribution immediate.


  Two dimples sentinelled a platoon of milk-white teeth.


  “Won’t you dance with me, Mr. Ghost?” she coaxed.


  Thoughtfully he pondered on love’s mystery. Pure but passionate. Appearances against her, ’tis true. The foul breath of slander. She worked in a bawdy-house but her heart was clean. Outside of that, what can one say against her? He thought pleasantly of murder. With child’s eyes he regarded his extinct enemies. Men died violently but cleanly, in the movies. Bang-bang. Good-by, boys, I’m through. Through the head or heart—a clean hole, no blood. He had kept innocency. Do their guts or their brains come spilling out? Currant jelly where a face was, the chin shot off. Or down there that other—His arm beat the air like a wing: he writhed. If you lose that? Done, die. He clutched his throat in his anguish.


  They bent down eastward along Academy Street, having turned right from the little caudal appendage that gave on the northeastern corner of the Square. The boy’s mind flamed with bright streaming images, sharp as gems, mutable as chameleons. His life was the shadow of a shadow, a play within a play. He became the hero-actor-star, the lord of the cinema, and the lover of a beautiful movie-queen, as heroic as his postures, with a superior actuality for every make-believe. He was the Ghost and he who played the Ghost, the cause that minted legend into fact.


  He was those heroes whom he admired, and the victor, in beauty, nobility, and sterling worth, over those whom he despised because they always triumphed and were forever good and pretty and beloved of women. He was chosen and beloved of a bevy of internationally renowned beauties, vampires and pure sweet girls alike, with fruity blondes in the lead, all contesting for his favors, and some of the least scrupulous resorting to underhand practices in order to win him. Their pure eyes turned up to him in everlasting close-ups: he feasted virtuously upon their proffered lips and, conflict over, murder sanctified, and virtue crowned, walked away with his siren into the convenient blaze of a constantly setting sun.


  With burning sidelong face he looked quickly up at Gant, twisting his convulsive neck.


  Across the street, a calcium glare from the corner light bathed coldly the new brick facade of the Orpheum Theatre. All This Week Gus Nolan and His Georgia Peaches. Also the Piedmont Comedy Four and Miss Bobbie Dukane.


  The theatre was dark, the second show was over. They stared curiously across the street at the posters. In this cold silence where were the Peaches? At the Athens now, upon the Square. They always went there after. Gant looked at his watch. 11:12. Big Bill Messier outside swinging his club and watching them. On the counter stools a dozen bucks and ogling rakehells. I’ve got a car outside. Dalliance under difficulties. Later, the Genevieve on Liberty Street. They all stay there. Whisperings. Footfalls. Raided.


  Girls from good families, some of them, I suppose, Gant thought.


  Opposite the Baptist Church a hearse was drawn up before Gorham’s Undertaking Parlors. A light burned dimly through the ferns. Who can that be? he wondered. Miss Annie Patton critically ill. She’s past eighty. Some lunger from New York. A little Jew with a peaked face. Some one all the time. Await alike th’ inevitable hour. Ah, Lord!


  With loss of hunger, he thought of undertaking and undertakers, and in particular of Mr. Gorham. He was a man with blond hair and white eyebrows.


  Waited to marry her when that rich young Cuban died, so they could take honeymoon to Havana.


  They turned down Spring Street by the Baptist Church. This is really like a city of the dead, Eugene thought. The town, rimed with frost, lay frozen below the stars in a cataleptic trance. The animacy of life hung in abeyance. Nothing grew old, nothing decayed, nothing died. It was triumph over time. If a great demon snapped his fingers and stopped all life in the world for an instant that should be a hundred years, who would know the difference? Every man a Sleeping Beauty. If you’re waking call me early, call me early, mother dear.


  He tried to see life and movement behind the walls, and failed. He and Gant were all that lived. For a house betrays nothing: there may be murder behind its very quiet face. He thought that Troy should be like this—perfect, undecayed as the day when Hector died. Only they burned it. To find old cities as they were, unruined—the picture charmed him. The Lost Atlantis. Ville d’Ys. The old lost towns, seasunken. Great vacant ways, unrusted, echoed under his lonely feet; he haunted vast arcades, he pierced the atrium, his shoes rang on the temple flags.


  Or to be, he lusciously meditated, left alone with a group of pretty women in a town whence all the other people had fled from some terror of plague, earthquake, volcano, or other menace to which he, quite happily, was immune. Lolling his tongue delicately, he saw himself loafing sybaritically through first-class confectioners’ and grocers’ shops, gorging like an anaconda on imported dainties: exquisite small fish from Russia, France, and Sardinia; coal-black hams from England; ripe olives, brandied peaches, and liqueur chocolates. He would loot old cellars for fat Burgundies, crack the gold necks of earth-chilled bottles of Pol Roger against the wall, and slake his noonday thirst at the spouting bung of a great butt of Münchener dunkels. When his linen was soiled he would outfit himself anew with silk underwear and the finest shirtings; he would have a new hat every day in the week and new suits whenever he pleased.


  He would occupy a new house every day, and sleep in a different bed every night, selecting the most luxurious residence ultimately for permanent occupancy, and bringing together in it the richest treasures of every notable library in the city. Finally, when he wanted a woman from the small group that remained and that spent its time in weaving new enticements for him, he would summons her by ringing out the number he had given her on the Court House bell.


  He wanted opulent solitude. His dark vision burned on kingdoms under the sea, on windy castle crags, and on the deep elf kingdoms at the earth’s core. He groped for the doorless land of faery, that illimitable haunted country that opened somewhere below a leaf or a stone. And no birds sing.


  More practically, he saw for himself great mansions in the ground, grottoes buried in the deep heart of a hill, vast chambers of brown earth, sumptuously appointed with his bee-like plunder. Cool hidden cisterns would bring him air; from a peephole in the hillside he could look down on a winding road and see armed men seeking for him, or hear their thwarted gropings overhead. He would pull fat fish from subterranean pools, his great earth cellars would be stocked with old wine, he could loot the world of its treasures, including the handsomest women, and never be caught.


  King Solomon’s mines. She. Proserpine. Ali Baba. Orpheus and Eurydice. Naked came I from my mother’s womb. Naked shall I return. Let the mothering womb of earth engulf me. Naked, a valiant wisp of man, in vast brown limbs engulfed.


  They neared the corner above Eliza’s. For the first time the boy noted that their pace had quickened, and that he had almost broken into a trot in order to keep up with Gant’s awkward plunging strides.


  His father was moaning softly with long quivering exhalations of breath, and he had one hand clasped over his pain. The boy spluttered idiotically with laughter. Gant turned a glance full of reproach and physical torture upon him.


  “Oh-h-h-h-h! Merciful God,” he whined, “it’s hurting me.”


  Abruptly, Eugene was touched with pity. For the first time he saw plainly that great Gant had grown old. The sallow face had yellowed and lost its sinew. The thin mouth was petulant. The chemistry of decay had left its mark.


  No, there was no return after this. Eugene saw now that Gant was dying very slowly. The vast resiliency, the illimitable power of former times had vanished. The big frame was breaking up before him like a beached ship. Gant was sick. He was old.


  He had a disease that is very common among old men who have lived carelessly and lustily—enlargement of the prostate gland. It was not often in itself a fatal disease—it was more often one of the flags of age and death, but it was ugly and uncomfortable. It was generally treated successfully by surgery—the operation was not desperate. But Gant hated and feared the knife: he listened eagerly to all persuasions against it.


  He had no gift for philosophy. He could not view with amusement and detachment the death of the senses, the waning of desire, the waxing of physical impotence. He fed hungrily, lewdly, on all news of seduction: his amusement had in it the eyes of eagerness, the hot breath of desire. He was incapable of the pleasant irony by which the philosophic spirit mocks that folly it is no longer able to enjoy.


  Gant was incapable of resignation. He had the most burning of all lusts—the lust of memory, the ravenous hunger of the will which tries to waken what is dead. He had reached the time of life when he read the papers greedily for news of death. As friends and acquaintances died he shook his head with the melancholy hypocrisy of old men, saying: “They’re all going, one by one. Ah, Lord! The old man will be the next.” But he did not believe it. Death was still for the others, not for himself.


  He grew old very rapidly. He began to die before their eyes—a quick age, and a slow death, impotent, disintegrating, horrible because his life had been so much identified with physical excess—huge drinking, huge eating, huge rioting debauchery. It was fantastic and terrible to see the great body waste. They began to watch the progress of his disease with something of the horror with which one watches the movements of a dog with a broken leg, before he is destroyed—a horror greater than that one feels when a man has a similar hurt, because a man may live without legs. A dog is all included in his hide.


  His wild bombast was tempered now by senile petulance. He cursed and whined by intervals. At the dead of night he would rise, full of pain and terror, blaspheming vilely against his God at one moment, and frantically entreating forgiveness at the next. Through all this tirade ran the high quivering exhalation of physical pain—actual and undeniable.


  “Oh-h-h-h-h! I curse the day I was born! ... I curse the day I was given life by that bloodthirsty Monster up above ... Oh-h-h-h-h! Jesus! I beg of you. I know I’ve been bad. Forgive me. Have mercy and pity upon me! Give me another chance, in Jesus’ name ... Oh-h-h-h-h!”


  Eugene had moments of furious anger because of these demonstrations. He was angry that Gant, having eaten his cake, now howled because he had stomach-ache and at the same time begged for more. Bitterly he reflected that his father’s life had devoured whatever had served it, and that few men had had more sensuous enjoyment, or had been more ruthless in their demands on others. He found these exhibitions, these wild denunciations and cowardly grovellings in propitiation of a God none of them paid any attention to in health, ugly and abominable. The constant meditation of both Gant and Eliza on the death of others, their morbid raking of the news for items announcing the death of some person known to them, their weird absorption with the death of some toothless hag who, galled by bedsores, at length found release after her eightieth year, while fire, famine, and slaughter in other parts of the world passed unnoticed by them, their extravagant superstition over what was local and unimportant, seeing the intervention of God in the death of a peasant, and the suspension of divine law and natural order in their own, filled him with choking fury.


  But Eliza was in splendid condition now to ponder upon the death of others. Her health was perfect. She was in her middle fifties: she had grown triumphantly stronger after the diseases of the middle years. White, compact, a great deal heavier now than she had ever been, she performed daily tasks of drudgery in the maintenance of Dixieland, that would have floored a strong negro. She hardly ever got to bed before two o’clock in the morning, and was up again before seven.


  She admitted her health grudgingly. She made the most of every ache, and she infuriated Gant by meeting every complaint with a corresponding account of her own disorders. When badgered by Helen because of her supposed neglect of the sick man or when the concentration of attention upon the invalid piqued her jealousy, she smiled with white tremulous bitterness, hinting darkly:


  “He may not be the first to go. I had a premonition—I don’t know what else you’d call it—the other day. I tell you what—it may not be long now—” Her eyes bleared with pity—shaking her puckered mouth, she wept at her own funeral.


  “Good heavens, mama!” Helen burst out furiously. “There’s nothing wrong with you. Papa’s a sick man! Don’t you realize that?”


  She didn’t.


  “Pshaw!” she said. “There’s nothing much wrong with him. McGuire told me two men out of three have it after they’re fifty.”


  His body as it sickened distilled a green bile of hatred against her crescent health. It made him mad to see her stand so strong. Murderous impotent, baffled—a maniacal anger against her groped for an outlet in him, sometimes exploding in a wild inchoate scream.


  He yielded weakly to invalidism, he became tyrannous of attention, jealous of service. Her indifference to his health maddened him, created a morbid hunger for pity and tears. At times he got insanely drunk and tried to frighten her by feigning death, one time so successfully that Ben, bending over his rigid form in the hallway, was whitened with conviction.


  “I can’t feel his heart, mama,” he said, with a nervous whicker of his lips.


  “Well,” she said, picking her language with deliberate choosiness, “the pitcher went to the well once too often. I knew it would happen sooner or later.”


  Through a slotted eye he glared murderously at her. Judicially, with placid folded hands, she studied him. Her calm eye caught the slow movement of a stealthy inhalation.


  “You get his purse, son, and any papers he may have,” she directed. “I’ll call the undertaker.”


  With an infuriate scream the dead awakened.


  “I thought that would bring you to,” she said complacently.


  He scrambled to his feet.


  “You hell-hound!” he yelled. “You would drink my heart’s blood. You are without mercy and without pity—inhuman and bloody monster that you are.”


  “Some day,” Eliza observed, “you’ll cry wolf-wolf once too often.”


  He went three times a week to Cardiac’s office for treatment. The dry doctor had grown old; behind his dusty restraint, the prim authority of his manner, there was a deepening well of senile bawdry. He had a comfortable fortune, he cared little for his dwindling practice. He was still a brilliant bacteriologist: he spent hours over slides etched in flowering patterns of bacilli, and he was sought after by diseased prostitutes, to whom he rendered competent service.


  He dissuaded the Gants from surgery. He was jealously absorbed in the treatment of Gant’s disease, scoffed at operations, and insisted he could give adequate relief by manipulation of the affected parts and the use of the catheter.


  The two men became devoted friends. The doctor gave up entire mornings to the treatment of Gant’s disease. The consulting-room was filled with their sly laughter while scrofulous mountaineers glared dully at the pages of Life in the antechamber. As Gant sprawled out voluptuously on the table after his masseur had finished his work, he listened appreciatively to the secrets of light women, or to tidbits from books of pseudoscientific pornography, of which the doctor had a large number.


  “You say,” he demanded eagerly, “that the monks petitioned the archbishop?”


  “Yes,” said the doctor. “They suffered during the hot weather. He wrote ‘granted’ across the petition. Here’s a photograph of the document.” He held the book open in his clean parched fingers.


  “Merciful God!” said Gant, staring. “I suppose it’s pretty bad in those hot countries.”


  He licked his thumb, smiling lewdly to himself. The late Oscar Wilde, for instance.
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  During the first years of this illness Gant showed a diminished, but not a seriously impaired, energy. At first he had, under the doctor’s treatment, periods of tranquillity when he almost believed himself well. There were also times when he became a whining dotard over night, lay indolently abed for days, and was flabbily acquiescent to his disorder. These climaxes usually came on the heels of a roaring spree. The saloons had been closed for years: the town had been one of the first to vote on “local option.”


  Gant had piously contributed his vote for purity. Eugene remembered the day, years before, when he went proudly with his father to the polls. The militant “drys” had agreed to advertise their vote by wearing a scrap of white silk in their lapels. That was for purity. The defiant wets wore “red.”


  Announced by violent trumpetings in the Protestant churches, the day of atonement dawned on a seasoned army of well drilled teetotalers. Those wets who had victoriously withstood the pressure of hearth and pulpit—their number (aië, aië,) was small—went to their death with the gallant swagger, and with the gleam of purloined honor, of men who are to die fighting most desperately against the engulfing mob.


  They did not know how gallant was their cause: they knew only that they had stood against the will of a priest-ridden community—the most annihilating force in the village. They had never been told they stood for liberty; they stood rubily, stubbornly, with the strong brown smell of shame in their nostrils, for the bloodshot, malt-mouthed, red-nosed, loose-pursed Demon Rum. So, they came down with vine leaves in their hair, and a good fog of rye upon their breaths, and with brave set smiles around their determined mouths.


  As they approached the polls, glancing, like surrounded knights, for an embattled brother, the church women of the town, bent like huntresses above the straining leash, gave the word to the eager children of the Sunday schools. Dressed all in white, and clutching firmly in their small hands the tiny stems of American flags, the pigmies, monstrous as only children can be when they become the witless mouths of slogans and crusades, charged hungrily, uttering their shrill cries, upon their Gulliver.


  “There he is, children. Go get him.”


  Swirling around the marked man in wild elves’ dance, they sang with piping empty violence:


  
    “We are some fond mother’s treasure,


    Men and women of to-morrow,


    For a moment’s empty pleasure


    Would you give us lifelong sorrow?

  


  
    Think of sisters, wives, and mothers,


    Of helpless babes in some low slum,


    Think not of yourself, but others,


    Vote against the Demon Rum.”

  


  Eugene shuddered, and looked up at Gant’s white emblem with coy pride. They walked happily by unhappy alcoholics, deltaed in foaming eddies of innocence, and smiling murderously down at some fond mother’s treasure.


  If they were mine I’d warm their little tails, they thought—privately.


  Outside the corrugated walls of the warehouse, Gant paused for a moment to acknowledge the fervent congratulation of a group of ladies from the First Baptist Church: Mrs. Tarkinton, Mrs. Fagg Sluder, Mrs. C.M. McDonnel, and Mrs. W.H. (Pett) Pentland, who, heavily powdered, trailed her long skirt of gray silk with a musty rustle, and sneered elegantly down over her whaleboned collar. She was very fond of Gant.


  “Where’s Will?” he asked.


  “Feathering the pockets of the licker interests, when he ought to be down here doing the Lord’s Work,” she replied with Christian bitterness. “Nobody but you knows what I’ve had to put up with, Mr. Gant. You’ve had to put up with the queer Pentland streak, in your own home,” she added with lucid significance.


  He shook his head regretfully, and stared sorrowfully at the gutter.


  “Ah, Lord, Pett! We’ve been through the mill—both of us.”


  A smell of drying roots and sassafras twisted a sharp spiral from the warehouse into the thin slits of his nostrils.


  “When the time comes to speak up for the right,” Pett announced to several of the ladies, “you’ll always find Will Gant ready to do his part.”


  With far-seeing statesmanship he looked westward toward Pisgah.


  “Licker,” he said, “is a curse and a care. It has caused the sufferings of untold millions—”


  “Amen, Amen,” Mrs. Tarkinton chanted softly, swaying her wide hips rhythmically.


  “—it has brought poverty, disease, and suffering to hundreds of thousands of homes, broken the hearts of wives and mothers, and taken bread from the mouths of little orphaned children.”


  “Amen, brother.”


  “It has been,” Gant began, but at this moment his uneasy eye lighted upon the broad red face of Tim O’Doyle and the fierce whiskered whiskiness of Major Ambrose Nethersole, two prominent publicans, who were standing near the entrance not six feet away and listening attentively.


  “Go on!” Major Nethersole urged, with the deep chest notes of a bullfrog. “Go on, W.O., but for God’s sake, don’t belch!”


  “Begod!” said Tim O’Doyle, wiping a tiny rill of tobacco juice from the thick simian corner of his mouth, “I’ve seen him start for the door and step through the windey. When we see him coming we hire two extra bottle openers. He used to give the barman a bonus to get up early.”


  “Pay no attention to them, ladies, I beg of you,” said Gant scathingly. “They are the lowest of the low, the whisky-besotted dregs of humanity, who deserve to bear not even the name of men, so far have they retrograded backwards.”


  With a flourishing sweep of his slouch hat he departed into the warehouse.


  “By God!” said Ambrose Nethersole approvingly. “It takes W.O. to tie a knot in the tail of the English language. It always did.”


  But within two months he moaned bitterly his unwetted thirst. For several years he ordered, from time to time, the alloted quota—a gallon of whisky every two weeks—from Baltimore. It was the day of the blind tiger. The town was mined thickly with them. Bad rye and moonshine corn were the prevailing beverages. He grew old, he was sick, he still drank.


  A slow trickle of lust crawled painfully down the parched gulley of desire, and ended feebly in dry fumbling lechery. He made pretty young summer widows at Dixieland presents of money, underwear, and silk stockings, which he drew on over their shapely legs in the dusty gloom of his little office. Smiling with imperturbable tenderness, Mrs. Selborne thrust out her heavy legs slowly to swell with warm ripe smack his gift of flowered green-silk garters. Wetting his thumb with sly thin aftersmile, he told.


  A grass widow, forty-nine, with piled hair of dyed henna, corseted breasts and hips architecturally protuberant in a sharp diagonal, meaty mottled arms, and a gulched face of leaden flaccidity puttied up brightly with cosmetics, rented the upstairs of Woodson Street while Helen was absent.


  “She looks like an adventuress, hey?” said Gant hopefully.


  She had a son. He was fourteen, with a round olive face, a soft white body, and thin legs. He bit his nails intently. His hair and eyes were dark, his face full of sad stealth. He was wise and made himself unobtrusively scarce at proper times.


  Gant came home earlier. The widow rocked brightly on the porch. He bowed sweepingly, calling her Madam. Coy-kittenish, she talked down at him, slogged against the creaking stair rail. She leered cosily at him. She came and went freely through his sitting-room, where he now slept. One evening, just after he had entered, she came in from the bathroom, scented lightly with the best soap, and beefily moulded into a flame-red kimono.


  A handsome woman yet, he thought. Good evening, madam.


  He got up from his rocker, put aside the crackling sheets of the evening paper (Republican), and unclipped his steel-rimmed glasses from the great blade of his nose.


  She came over with sprightly gait to the empty hearth, clasping her wrapper tightly with veinous hands.


  Swiftly, with a gay leer, she opened the garment, disclosing her thin legs, silkshod, and her lumpy hips, gaudily clothed in ruffled drawers of blue silk.


  “Aren’t they pretty?” she twittered invitingly but obscurely. Then, as he took an eager stride forward, she skipped away like a ponderous maenad soliciting Bacchic pursuit.


  “A pair of pippins,” he agreed, inclusively.


  After this, she prepared breakfast for him. From Dixieland, Eliza surveyed them with a bitter eye. He had no talent for concealment. His visits morning and evening were briefer, his tongue more benevolent.


  “I know what you’re up to down there,” she said. “You needn’t think I don’t.”


  He grinned sheepishly and wet his thumb. Her mouth worked silently at attempted speech for a moment. She speared a frying steak and flipped it over on its raw back, smiling vengefully in a mounting column of greasy blue vapor. He poked her clumsily with his stiff fingers; she shrieked a protest mixed of anger and amusement, and moved awkwardly out of his reach with bridling gait.


  “Get away! I don’t want you round me! It’s too late for that.” She laughed with nagging mockery.


  “Don’t you wish you could, though? I’ll vow!” she continued, kneading her lips for several seconds in an effort to speak. “I’d be ashamed. Every one’s laughing at you behind your back.”


  “You lie! By God, you lie!” he thundered magnificently, touched. Hammer-hurling Thor.


  But he tired very quickly of his new love. He was weary, and frightened by his depletion. For a time he gave the widow small sums of money, and forgot the rent. He transferred to her his storming abuse, muttered ominously to himself in long aisle-pacings at his shop, when he saw that he had lost the ancient freedom of his house and saddled himself with a tyrannous hag. One evening he returned insanely drunk, routed her out of her chamber and pursued her unfrocked, untoothed, unputtied, with a fluttering length of kimono in her palsied hand, driving her finally into the yard beneath the big cherry tree, which he circled, howling, making frantic lunges for her as she twittered with fear, casting splintered glances all over the listening neighborhood as she put on the crumpled wrapper, hid partially the indecent jigging of her breasts, and implored succor. It did not come.


  “You bitch!” he screamed. “I’ll kill you. You have drunk my heart’s-blood, you have driven me to the brink of destruction, and you gloat upon my misery, listening with fiendish delight to my death-rattle, bloody and unnatural monster that you are.”


  She kept the tree deftly between them and, when his attention was diverted for a moment to the flood of anathema, tore off on fear-quick feet, streetward to the haven of the Tarkintons’ house. As she rested there, in Mrs. Tarkinton’s consolatory arms, weeping hysterically and dredging gullies in her poor painted face, they heard his chaotic footsteps blundering within his house, the heavy crash of furniture, and his fierce curses when he fell.


  “He’ll kill himself! He’ll kill himself!” she cried. “He doesn’t know what he’s doing. Oh, my God!” she wept. “I’ve never been talked to that way by any man in my life!”


  Gant fell heavily within his house. There was silence. She rose fearfully.


  “He’s not a bad man,” she whispered.


  One morning in early summer, after Helen had returned, Eugene was wakened by scuffling feet and excited cries along the small boardwalk that skirted the house on its upper side and led to the playhouse, a musty little structure of pine with a single big room, which he could almost touch from the sloping roof that flowed about his gabled backroom window. The playhouse was another of the strange extravagancies of Gantian fancy: it had been built for the children when they were young. It had been for many years closed, it was a retreat of delight; its imprisoned air, stale and cool, was scented permanently with old pine boards, cased books, and dusty magazines.


  For some weeks now it had been occupied by Mrs. Selborne’s South Carolina cook, Annie, a plump comely negress of thirty-five, with a rich coppery skin. The woman had come into the mountains for the summer: she was a good cook and expected work at hotels or boarding-houses. Helen engaged her for five dollars a week. It was an act of pride.


  That morning, Gant had wakened earlier and stared at his ceiling thoughtfully. He had risen, dressed, and wearing his leather slippers, walked softly back, along the boards, to the playhouse. Helen was roused by Annie’s loud protests. Tingling with premonition she came down stairs, and found Gant wringing his hands and moaning as he walked up and down the washroom. Through the open doors she heard the negress complaining loudly to herself as she banged out drawers and slammed her belongings together.


  “I ain’t used to no such goins-on. I’se a married woman, I is. I ain’t goin’ to stay in dis house anothah minnit.”


  Helen turned furiously upon Gant and shook him.


  “You rotten old thing, you!” she cried. “How dare you!”


  “Merciful God!” he whined, stamping his foot like a child, and pacing up and down. “Why did this have to come upon me in my old age!” He began to sniffle affectedly. “Boo-hoo-hoo! O Jesus, it’s fearful, it’s awful, it’s cruel that you should put this affliction on me.” His contempt for reason was Parnassian. He accused God for exposing him; he wept because he had been caught.


  Helen rushed out to the playhouse and with large gesture and hearty entreaty strove to appease outraged Annie.


  “Come on, Annie,” she coaxed. “I’ll give you a dollar a week more if you stay. Forget about it!”


  “No’m,” said Annie stubbornly. “I cain’t stay heah any longer. I’se afraid of dat man.”


  Gant paused in his distracted pacing from time to time long enough to cock an eager ear. At each iteration of Annie’s firm refusals, he fetched out a deep groan and took up his lament again.


  Luke, who had descended, had fidgeted about in a nervous prance from one large bare foot to another. Now he went to the door and looked out, bursting suddenly into a large Whah-Whah as he caught sight of the sullen respectability of the negress’ expression. Helen came back into the house with an angry perturbed face.


  “She’ll tell this all over town,” she announced.


  Gant moaned in lengthy exhalations. Eugene, shocked at first, and frightened, flung madly across the kitchen linoleum in twisting leaps, falling catlike on his bare soles. He squealed ecstatically at Ben who loped in scowling, and began to snicker in short contemptuous fragments.


  “And of course she’ll tell Mrs. Selborne all about it, as soon as she goes back to Henderson,” Helen continued.


  “O my God!” Gant whined, “why was this put on me—”


  “O gotohell! Gotohell!” she said comically, her wrath loosened suddenly by a ribald and exasperated smile. They howled.


  “I shall dy-ee.”


  Eugene choked in faint hiccoughs and began to slide gently down the kitchen-washroom door jamb.


  “Ah! you little idiot!” Ben snarled, lifting his white hand sharply. He turned away quickly with a flickering smile.


  At this moment, Annie appeared on the walk outside the door, with a face full of grieved decorum.


  Luke looked nervously and gravely from his father to the negress, fidgeting from one big foot to the other.


  “I’se a married woman,” said Anna. [Annie.] “I ain’t used to nothin’ like dis. I wants my money.”


  Luke blew up in an explosion of wild laughter.


  “Whah-whah!” He pronged her larded ribs with scooped fingers. She moved away angrily, muttering.


  Eugene lolled about feebly on the floor, kicking one leg out gently as if he had just been decapitated, and fumbling blindly at the neckband of his nightshirt. A faint clucking sound came at intervals from his wide-open mouth.


  They laughed wildly, helplessly, draining into mad laughter all the welled and agglutinated hysteria that had gathered in them, washing out in a moment of fierce surrender all the fear and fatality of their lives, the pain of age and death.


  Dying, he walked among them, whining his lament against God’s lidless stare, gauging their laughter cautiously with uneasy prying eyes, a faint tickled grin playing craftily about his wailing mouth.


  Roofing the deep tides, swinging in their embrace, rocked Eliza’s life Sargassic, as when, at morning, a breath of kitchen air squirmed through her guarded crack of door, and fanned the pendant clusters of old string in floating rhythm. She rubbed the sleep gently from her small weak eyes, smiling dimly as she thought, unwakened, of ancient losses. Her worn fingers still groped softly in the bed beside her, and when she found it vacant, she awoke. Remembered. My youngest, my oldest, final bitter fruit, O dark of soul, O far and lonely, where? Remembered O his face! Death-son, partner of my peril, last coinage of my flesh, who warmed my flanks and nestled to my back. Gone? Cut off from me? When? Where?


  The screen slammed, the market boy dumped ground sausage on the table, a negress fumbled at the stove. Awake now.


  Ben moved quietly, but not stealthily, about, confessing and denying nothing. His thin laughter pierced the darkness softly above the droning creak of the wooden porch-swing. Mrs. Pert laughed gently, comfortingly. She was forty-three: a large woman of gentle manners, who drank a great deal. When she was drunk, her voice was soft, low, and fuzzy, she laughed uncertainly, mildly, and walked with careful alcoholic gravity. She dressed well: she was well fleshed, but not sensual-looking. She had good features, soft oaken hair, blue eyes, a little bleared. She laughed with a comfortable, happy chuckle. They were all very fond of her. Helen called her “Fatty.”


  Her husband was a drug salesman: he travelled through Tennessee, Arkansas, and Mississippi, and returned to Altamont for a fortnight every four months. Her daughter, Catherine, who was almost Ben’s age, came to Dixieland for a few weeks each summer. She was a school-teacher in a public school in a Tennessee village. Ben squired both.


  Mrs. Pert chuckled softly when she spoke to him, and called him “Old Ben.” In the darkness he sat, talking a little, humming a little, laughing occasionally in his thin minor key, quietly, with a cigarette between his forked ivory fingers, drawing deeply. He would buy a flask of whisky and they would drink it very quietly. Perhaps they talked a little more. But they were never riotous. Occasionally, they would rise at midnight from the swing, and go out into the street, departing under leafy trees. They would not return during the night. Eliza, ironing out a great pile of rumpled laundry in the kitchen, would listen. Presently, she would mount the stairs, peer carefully into Mrs. Pert’s room, and descend, her lips thoughtfully kneaded.


  She had to speak these things to Helen. There was a strange defiant communion between them. They laughed or were bitter together.


  “Why, of course,” said Helen, impatiently, “I’ve known it all along.” But she looked beyond the door curiously, her big gold-laced teeth half-shown in her open mouth, the child look of belief, wonder, scepticism, [skepticism,] and hurt innocency in her big highboned face.


  “Do you suppose he really does? Oh surely not mama. She’s old enough to be his mother.”


  Across Eliza’s white puckered face, thoughtful and reproving, a sly smile broke. She rubbed her finger under the broad wings of her nose to conceal it, and snickered.


  “I tell you what!” she said. “He’s a chip off the old block. His father over again,” she whispered. “It’s in the blood.”


  Helen laughed huskily, picking vaguely at her chin, and gazing out across the weedy garden.


  “Poor old Ben!” she said, and her eyes, she did not know why, were sheeted with tears. “Well, ‘Fatty’s’ a lady. I like her—I don’t care who knows it,” she added defiantly. “It’s their business anyway. They’re quiet about it. You’ve got to say that much for them.”


  She was silent a moment.


  “Women are crazy about him,” she said. “They like the quiet ones, don’t they? He’s a gentleman.”


  Eliza shook her head portentously for several moments.


  “What do you think!” she whispered, and shook her pursed lips again. “Always ten years older at least.”


  “Poor old Ben!” Helen said again.


  “The quiet one, the sad one. I tell you what!” Eliza shook her head, unable to speak. Her eyes too were wet.


  They thought of sons and lovers: they drew closer in their communion, they drank the cup of their twin slavery as they thought of the Gant men who would always know hunger, the strangers on the land, the unknown farers who had lost their way. O lost!


  The hands of women were hungry for his crisp hair. When they came to the paper office to insert advertisements they asked for him. Frowning gravely, he leaned upon the counter with feet crossed, reading, in a somewhat illiterate monotone, what they had written. His thin hairy wrists slatted leanly against his starched white cuffs, his strong nervous fingers, ivoried by nicotine, smoothed out the crumples. Scowling intently, he bent his fine head, erasing, arranging. Emphatic lady-fingers twitched. “How’s that?” Answers vague-voiced, eyes tangled in crisp hair. “Oh, much better, thank you.”


  Wanted: frowning boy-man head for understanding fingers of mature and sympathetic woman. Unhappily married. Address Mrs. B.J.X., Box 74. Eight cents a word for one insertion. “Oh, [tenderly] thank you, Ben.”


  “Ben,” said Jack Eaton, the advertising manager, thrusting his plump face into the city editor’s office, “one of your harem’s out there. She wanted to murder me when I tried to take it. See if she’s got a friend.”


  “Oh, listen to this, won’t you?” Ben snickered fiercely to the City Editor. “You missed your calling, Eaton. What you want is the endman’s job with Honeyboy Evans.”


  Scowling, he cast the cigarette from his ivory hand, and loped out into the office. Eaton remained a moment to laugh with the City Editor. O rare Ben Gant!


  Sometimes, returning late at night to Woodson Street, in the crowded summer season, he slept with Eugene in the front room upstairs where they had all been born. Propped high on pillows in the old cream-colored bed, painted gaily at head and foot with round medals of clustering fruit, he read aloud in a quiet puzzled voice, fumbling over pronunciation, the baseball stories of Ring Lardner. You know me, Al. Just outside the windows the flat veranda roof was still warm from its daytime exhalations of tar-calked tin. Rich cobwebbed grapes hung in packed clusters among the broad leaves. I didn’t raise my boy to be a southpaw. I’ve a good mind to give Gleason a sock in the eye.


  Ben read painfully, pausing a moment later to snicker. Thus, like a child, he groped intently at all meanings, with scowling studiousness. Women liked to see him scowl and study so. He was sudden only in anger, and in his quick communications with his angel.


  [¬]
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  Toward the beginning of Eugene’s fourteenth year, when he had been a student at Leonard’s for two years, Ben got work for him as a paper carrier. Eliza grumbled at the boy’s laziness. She complained that she could get him to do little or nothing for her. In fact, he was not lazy, but he hated all the dreariness of boarding-house routine. Her demands on him were not heavy, but they were frequent and unexpected. He was depressed at the uselessness of effort in Dixieland, at the total erasure of all daily labor. If she had given him position, the daily responsibility of an ordered task, he could have fulfilled it with zeal. But her own method was much too random: she wanted to keep him on tap for an occasional errand, and he did not have her interest.


  Dixieland was the heart of her life. It owned her. It appalled him. When she sent him to the grocer’s for bread, he felt wearily that the bread would be eaten by strangers, that nothing out of the effort of their lives grew younger, better, or more beautiful, that all was erased in a daily wash of sewage. She sent him forth in the rank thicket of her garden to hoe out the swarming weeds that clustered about her vegetables, which flourished, as did all the earth, under her careless touch. He knew, as he chopped down in a weary frenzy, that the weeds would grow again in the hot sun-stench, that her vegetables—weeded or not—would grow fat and be fed to her boarders, and that her life, hers alone, would endure to something. As he looked at her, he felt the weariness and horror of time: all but her must die in a smothering Sargasso. Thus, flailing the clotted earth drunkenly, he would be brought to suddenly by her piercing scream from the high back porch, and realize that he had destroyed totally a row of young bladed corn.


  “Why, what on earth, boy!” she fretted angrily, peering down at him through a shelving confusion of wash-tubs, limp drying stockings, empty milk-bottles, murky and unwashed, and rusty lard-buckets. “I’ll vow!” she said, turning to Mr. Baskett, the Hattiesburg cotton merchant, who grinned down malarially through his scraggly mustaches, “what am I going to do with him? He’s chopped down every stock of corn in the row.”


  “Yes,” Mr. Baskett said, peering over, “and missed every weed. Boy,” he added judicially, “you need two months on a farm.”


  The bread that I fetch will be eaten by strangers. I carry coal and split up wood for fires to warm them. Smoke. Fuimus fumus. All of our life goes up in smoke. There is no structure, no creation in it, not even the smoky structure of dreams. Come lower, angel; whisper in our ears. We are passing away in smoke and there is nothing to-day but weariness to pay us for yesterday’s toil. How may we save ourselves?


  He was given the Niggertown route—the hardest and least profitable of all. He was paid two cents a copy for weekly deliveries, given ten per cent of his weekly collections, and ten cents for every new subscription. Thus, he was able to earn four or five dollars a week. His thin undeveloped body drank sleep with insatiable thirst, but it was now necessary for him to get up at half-past three in the morning with darkness and silence making an unreal humming in his drugged ears.


  Strange aerial music came fluting out of darkness, or over his slow-wakening senses swept the great waves of symphonic orchestration. Fiend-voices, beautiful and sleep-loud, called down through darkness and light, developing the thread of ancient memory.


  Staggering blindly in the whitewashed glare, his eyes, sleepcorded opened slowly as he was born anew, umbilically cut, from darkness.


  Waken, ghost-eared boy, but into darkness. Waken, phantom, O into us. Try, try, O try the way. Open the wall of light. Ghost, ghost, who is the ghost? O lost. Ghost, ghost, who is the ghost? O whisper-tongued laughter. Eugene! Eugene! Here, O here, Eugene. Here, Eugene. The way is here, Eugene. Have you forgotten? The leaf, the rock, the wall of light. Lift up the rock, Eugene, the leaf, the stone, the unfound door. Return, return.


  A voice, sleep-strange and loud, forever far-near, spoke.


  Eugene!


  Spoke, ceased, continued without speaking, to speak. In him spoke. Where darkness, son, is light. Try, boy, the word you know remember. In the beginning was the logos. Over the border the borderless green-forested land. Yesterday, remember?


  Far-forested, a horn-note wound. Sea-forested, water-far, the grotted coral sea-far horn-note. The pillioned ladies witch-faced in bottle-green robes saddle-swinging. Merwomen unsealed and lovely in sea-floor colonnades. The hidden land below the rock. The flitting wood-girls growing into bark. Far-faint, as he wakened, they besought him with lessening whir. Then deeper song, fiend-throated, wind-shod. Brother, O brother! They shot down the brink of darkness, gone on the wind like bullets. O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again.


  He dressed and descended the stairs gently to the back porch. The cool air, charged with blue starlight, shocked his body into wakefulness, but as he walked townward up the silent streets, the strange ringing in his ears persisted. He listened like his own ghost, to his footsteps, heard from afar the winking flicker of the street-lamps, saw, from sea-sunk eyes, the town.


  There sounded in his heart a solemn music. It filled the earth, the air, the universe; it was not loud, but it was omnipresent, and it spoke to him of death and darkness, and of the focal march of all who lived or had lived, converging on a plain. The world was filled with silent marching men: no word was spoken, but in the heart of each there was a common knowledge, the word that all men knew and had forgotten, the lost key opening the prison gates, the lane-end into heaven, and as the music soared and filled him, he cried: “I will remember. When I come to the place, I shall know.”


  Hot bands of light streamed murkily from the doors and windows of the office. From the press-room downstairs there was an ascending roar as the big press mounted to its capacity. As he entered the office and drank in the warm tides of steel and ink that soaked the air, he awoke suddenly, his light-drugged limbs solidifying with a quick shock, as would some aerial spirit, whose floating body corporealizes the instant it touches earth. The carriers, waiting in a boisterous line, filed up to the circulation manager’s desk, depositing their collections, cold handfuls of greasy coin. Seated beneath a green-shaded light, he ran swiftly down their books, totalling up their figures and counting nickels, dimes, and pennies into little spooned trays of a drawer. Then he gave to each a scrawled order for his morning quota.


  They ran downstairs, eager as whippets to be off, brandishing their slips at a sullen counter whose black fingers galloped accurately across the stiff ridges of a great sheaf. He allowed them two “extras.” If the carrier was not scrupulous, he increased his number of spare copies by keeping on his book the names of a half-dozen discontinued subscribers. These surplus copies were always good for coffee and pie with the lunchman, or as tribute to a favorite policeman, fireman, or motorman.


  In the press-pit Harry Tugman loafed under their stare comfortably, a fat trickle of cigarette smoke coiling from his nostrils. He glanced over the press with professional carelessness, displaying his powerful chest with its thick bush, which lay a dark blot under his sweat-wet under-shirt. An assistant pressman climbed nimbly among roaring pistons and cylinders, an oil-can and a bunch of waste in his hand. A broad river of white paper rushed constantly up from the cylinder and leaped into a mangling chaos of machinery whence it emerged a second later, cut, printed, folded and stacked, sliding along a board with a hundred others in a fattening sheaf.


  Machine-magic! Why not men, like that? Doctor, surgeon, poet, priest—stacked, folded, printed.


  Harry Tugman cast away his wet fragment of cigarette with a luxurious grimace. The carriers eyed him reverently. Once he had knocked a sub-pressman down for sitting in his chair. He was Boss. He got $55 a week. If he was not pleased he could get work at any time on the New Orleans Times-Picayune, the Louisville Courier Journal, the Atlanta Constitution, the Knoxville Sentinel, the Norfolk Pilot. He could travel.


  In a moment more they were out on the streets, hobbling along rapidly under the accustomed weight of the crammed canvas bags.


  He was most desperately afraid of failure. He listened with constricted face to Eliza’s admonition.


  “Spruce up, boy! Spruce up! Make them think you are somebody!”


  He had little confidence in himself; he recoiled in advance from the humiliation of dismissal. He feared the sabre-cut of language, and before his own pride he drew back and was afraid.


  For three mornings he accompanied the retiring carrier, gathering his mind to focal intensity while he tried to memorize each stereotyped movement of the delivery, tracing again and again the labyrinthine web of Niggertown, wreaking his plan out among the sprawled chaos of clay and slime, making incandescent those houses to which a paper was delivered, and forgetting the others. Years later, alone in darkness, when he had forgotten the twisted anarchy of that pattern, he still remembered a corner where he left his bag while he climbed a spur of hill, a bank down which he clambered to three rotting shacks, a high porched house into which accurately he shot his folded block of news.


  The retiring carrier was a robust country boy of seventeen who had been given better employment at the paper office. His name was Jennings Ware. He was tough, good-humored, a little cynical, and he smoked a great many cigarettes. He was clothed in vitality and comfort. He taught his pupil when and where to expect the prying face of “Foxy,” how to escape discovery under the lunchroom counter, and how to fold a paper and throw it with the speed and accuracy of a ball.


  In the fresh pre-natal morning they began their route, walking down the steep hill of Valley Street into tropical sleep, past the stabled torpor of black sleepers, past all the illicit loves, the casual and innumerable adulteries of Niggertown. As the stiff block of paper thudded sharply on the flimsy porch of a shack, or smacked the loose boarding of a door, they were answered by a long sullen moan of discontent. They sniggered.


  “Check this one off,” said Jennings Ware, “if you can’t collect next time. She owes for six weeks now.”


  “This one,” he said, flipping a paper quietly on a door mat, “is good pay. They’re good niggers. You’ll get your money every Wednesday.”


  “There’s a High Yaller in here,” he said, hurling the paper against the door with a whizzing smack and smiling, as a young full-meated woman’s yell of indignation answered, a thin devil’s grin. “You can have that if you want it.”


  A wan smile of fear struggled across Eugene’s mouth. Jennings Ware looked at him shrewdly, but did not press him. Jennings Ware was a good-hearted boy.


  “She’s a pretty good old girl,” he said. “You’ve got a right to a few dead-heads. Take it out in trade.”


  They walked on down the dark unpaved street, folding papers rapidly during the intervals between delivery.


  “It’s a hell of a route,” said Jennings Ware. “When it rains it’s terrible. You’ll go into mud up to your knees. And you can’t collect from half the bastards.” He hurled a paper viciously.


  “But, oh man” he said, after a moment. “If you want Jelly Roll you’ve come to the right place. I ain’t kidding you!”


  “With—with niggers?” Eugene whispered, moistening his dry lips.


  Jennings Ware turned his red satirical face on him.


  “You don’t see any Society Belles around here, do you?” he said.


  “Are niggers good?” Eugene asked in a small dry voice.


  “Boy!” The word blew out of Jennings Ware’s mouth like an explosion. He was silent a moment.


  “There ain’t nothing better,” he said.


  At first, the canvas strap of the paper-bag bit cruelly across his slender shoulders. He strained against the galling weight that pulled him earthwards. The first weeks were like a warring nightmare: day after day he fought his way up to liberation. He knew all the sorrow of those who carry weight; he knew, morning by morning, the aerial ecstasy of release. As his load lightened with the progress of his route, his leaning shoulder rose with winged buoyancy, his straining limbs grew light: at the end of his labor his flesh, touched sensuously by fatigue, bounded lightly from the earth. He was Mercury chained by fardels, Ariel bent beneath a pack: freed, his wingshod feet trod brightness. He sailed in air. The rapier stars glinted upon his serfdom: dawn reddened on release. He was like a sailor drowned within the hold, who gropes to life and morning through a hatch; a diver twined desperately in octopal feelers, who cuts himself from death and mounts slowly from the sea-floor into light.


  Within a month a thick hummock of muscle hardened on his shoulder: he bent jubilantly into his work. He had now no fear of failure. His heart lifted like a proud crested cock. He had been dropped among others without favor, and he surpassed them. He was a lord of darkness; he exulted in the lonely sufficiency of his work. He walked into the sprawled chaos of the settlement, the rifleman of news for sleeping men. His fast hands blocked the crackling sheet, he swung his lean arm like a whip. He saw the pale stars drown, and ragged light break open on the hills. Alone, the only man alive, he began the day for men, as he walked by the shuttered windows and heard the long denned snore of the tropics. He walked amid this close thick sleep, hearing again the ghostly ring of his own feet, and the vast orchestral music of darkness. As the gray tide of morning surged westward he awoke.


  And Eugene watched the slow fusion of the seasons; he saw the royal processional of the months; he saw the summer light eat like a river into dark; he saw dark triumph once again; and he saw the minute-winning days, like flies, buzz home to death.


  In summer, full day had come before he finished: he walked home in a world of wakenings. The first cars were grouped on the Square as he passed, their new green paint giving them the pleasant appearance of fresh toys. The huge battered cans of the milkmen glinted cleanly in the sun. Light fell hopefully upon the swarthy greasiness of George Chakales, nightman of the Athens Cafe. The Hellenic Dawn. And in Uneeda No. 1, upon the Square, Eugene sat, washing an egg-sandwich down with long swallows of pungent coffee, stooled in a friendly company of motormen, policemen, chauffeurs, plasterers, and masons. It was very pleasant, he felt, to complete one’s work when all the world was beginning theirs. He went home under singing trees of birds.


  In autumn, a late red moon rode low in the skies till morning. The air was filled with dropping leaves, there was a solemn thunder of great trees upon the hills; sad phantasmal whisperings and the vast cathedral music deepened in his heart.


  In winter, he went down joyously into the dark howling wind, leaning his weight upon its advancing wall as it swept up a hill; and when in early Spring the small cold rain fell from the reeking sky he was content. He was alone.


  He harried his deficient subscribers for payment, with a wild tenacity. He accepted their easy promises without question; he hunted them down in their own rooms, or in the rooms of a neighbor, he pressed so doggedly that, at length, sullenly or good-humoredly, they paid a part of their debt. This was more than any of his predecessors had accomplished, but he fretted nervously over his accounts until he found that he had become, for the circulation manager, the exemplar for indolent boys. As he dumped his desperately gathered pile of “chicken feed” upon the man’s desk, his employer would turn accusingly to a delinquent boy, saying:


  “Look at that! He does it every week! Niggers, too!”


  His pallid face would flame with joy and pride. When he spoke to the great man his voice trembled. He could hardly speak.


  As the wind yelled through the dark, he burst into maniacal laughter. He leaped high into the air with a scream of insane exultancy, burred in his throat idiot animal-squeals, and shot his papers terrifically into the flimsy boarding of the shacks. He was free. He was alone. He heard the howl of a train-whistle, and it was not so far away. In the darkness he flung his arm out to the man on the rails, his goggled brother with steel-steady rail-fixed eyes.


  He did not shrink so much, beneath the menace of the family fist. He was more happily unmindful of his own unworthiness.


  Assembled with three or four of the carriers in the lunchroom, he learned to smoke: in the sweet blue air of Spring, as he sloped down to his route, he came to know the beauty of Lady Nicotine, the delectable wraith who coiled into his brain, left her poignant breath in his young nostrils, her sharp kiss upon his mouth.


  He was a sharp blade.


  The Spring drove a thorn into his heart, it drew a wild cry from his lips. For it, he had no speech.


  He knew hunger. He knew thirst. A great flame rose in him. He cooled his hot face in the night by bubbling water jets. Alone, he wept sometimes with pain and ecstasy. At home the frightened silence of his childhood was now touched with savage restraint. He was wired like a race-horse. A white atom of inchoate fury would burst in him like a rocket, and for a moment he would be cursing mad.


  “What’s wrong with him? Is it the Pentland crazy streak coming out?” Helen asked, seated in Eliza’s kitchen.


  Eliza moulded her lips portentously for some time, shaking her head slowly.


  “Why,” she said, with a cunning smile, “don’t you know, child?”


  His need for the negroes had become acute. He spent his afternoons after school combing restlessly through the celled hive of Niggertown. The rank stench of the branch, pouring its thick brown sewage down a bed of worn boulders, the smell of wood-smoke and laundry stewing in a black iron yard-pot, and the low jungle cadences of dusk, the forms that slid, dropped, and vanished, beneath a twinkling orchestration of small sounds. Fat ropes of language in the dusk, the larded sizzle of frying fish, the sad faint twanging of a banjo, and the stamp, far-faint, of heavy feet; voices Nilotic, river-wailing, and the greasy light of four thousand smoky lamps in shack and tenement.


  From the worn central butte round which the colony swarmed, the panting voices of the Calvary Baptist Church mounted, in an exhausting and unceasing frenzy, from seven o’clock until two in the morning, in their wild jungle wail of sin and love and death. The dark was hived with flesh and mystery. Rich wells of laughter bubbled everywhere. The catforms slid. Everything was immanent. Everything was far. Nothing could be touched.


  In this old witch-magic of the dark, he began to know the awful innocence of evil, the terrible youth of an ancient race; his lips slid back across his teeth, he prowled in darkness with loose swinging arms, and his eyes shone. Shame and terror, indefinable, surged through him. He could not face the question in his heart.


  A good part of his subscription list was solidly founded among decent and laborious darkies—barbers, tailors, grocers, pharmacists, and ging-hamed black housewives, who paid him promptly on a given day each week, greeting him with warm smiles full of teeth, and titles of respect extravagant and kindly: “Mister,” “Colonel,” “General,” “Governor,” and so on. They all knew Gant.


  But another part—the part in which his desire and wonder met—were “floaters,” young men and women of precarious means, variable lives, who slid mysteriously from cell to cell, who peopled the night with their flitting stealth. He sought these phantoms fruitlessly for weeks, until he discovered that he might find them only on Sunday morning, tossed like heavy sacks across one another, in the fetid dark of a tenement room, a half-dozen young men and women, in a snoring exhaustion of whisky-stupor and sexual depletion.


  One Saturday evening, in the fading red of a summer twilight, he returned to one of these tenements, a rickety three-story shack, that cropped its two lower floors down a tall clay bank at the western ledge, near the whites. Two dozen men and women lived here. He was on the search for a woman named Ella Corpening. He had never been able to find her: she was weeks behind in her subscriptions. But her door stood open to-night: a warm waft of air and cooking food came up to him. He descended the rotten steps that climbed the bank.


  Ella Corpening sat facing the door in a rocking chair, purring lazily in the red glow of a little kitchen range, with her big legs stretched comfortably out on the floor. She was a mulatto of twenty-six years, a handsome woman of Amazonian proportions, with smooth tawny skin.


  She was dressed in the garments of some former mistress: she wore a brown woollen skirt, patent-leather shoes with high suede tops pearl-buttoned, and gray silk hose. Her long heavy arms shone darkly through the light texture of a freshly laundered white shirtwaist. A lacing of cheap blue ribbon gleamed across the heavy curve of her breasts.


  There was a bubbling pot of cabbage and sliced fat pork upon the stove.


  “Paper boy,” said Eugene. “Come to collect.”


  “Is you de boy?” drawled Ella Corpening with a lazy movement of her arm. “How much does I owe?”


  “$1.20,” he answered. He looked meaningfully at one extended leg, where, thrust in below the knee, a wadded bank-note gleamed dully.


  “Dat’s my rent money,” she said. “Can’t give you dat. Dollah-twenty!” She brooded. “Uh! Uh!” she grunted pleasantly. “Don’t seem lak it ought to be dat much.”


  “It is, though,” he said, opening his account book.


  “It mus’ is,” she agreed, “if de book say so.”


  She meditated luxuriously for a moment.


  “Does you collec’ Sunday mawnin’?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “You come roun’ in de mawnin’,” she said hopefully. “I’ll have somethin’ fo’ yuh, sho. I’se waitin’ fo’ a white gent’man now. He’s goin’ gib me a dollah.”


  She moved her great limbs slowly, and smiled at him. Forked pulses beat against his eyes. He gulped dryly: his legs were rotten with excitement.


  “What’s—what’s he going to give you a dollar for?” he muttered, barely audible.


  “Jelly Roll,” said Ella Corpening.


  He moved his lips twice, unable to speak. She got up from her chair.


  “What yo’ want?” she asked softly. “Jelly Roll?”


  “Want to see—to see!” he gasped.


  She closed the door opening on the bank and locked it. The stove cast a grated glow from its open ashpan. There was a momentary rain of red cinders into the pit.


  Ella Corpening opened the door beyond that, leading to another room. There were two dirty rumpled beds; the single window was bolted and covered by an old green shade. She lit a smoky little lamp, and turned the wick low.


  There was a battered little dresser with a mottled glass, from which the blistered varnish was flaking. Over the screened hearth, on a low mantel, there was a Kewpie doll, sashed with pink ribbon, a vase with fluted edges and gilt flowers, won at a carnival, and a paper of pins. A calendar, also, by courtesy of the Altamont Coal and Ice Company, showing an Indian maid paddling her canoe down an alley of paved moonlight, and a religious motto in flowered scrollwork, framed in walnut: God Loves Them Both.


  “What yo’ want?” she whispered, facing him.


  Far off, he listened to the ghost of his own voice.


  “Take off your clothes.”


  Her skirt fell in a ring about her feet. She took off her starched waist. In a moment, save for her hose, she stood naked before him.


  Her breath came quickly, her full tongue licked across her mouth.


  “Dance!” he cried. “Dance!”


  She began to moan softly, while an undulant tremor flowed through her great yellow body; her hips and her round heavy breasts writhed slowly in a sensual rhythm.


  Her straight oiled hair fell across her neck in a thick shock. She extended her arms for balance, the lids closed over her large yellow eyeballs. She came near him. He felt her hot breath on his face, the smothering flood of her breasts. He was whirled like a chip in the wild torrent of her passion. Her powerful yellow hands gripped his slender arms round like bracelets. She shook him to and fro slowly, fastening him tightly against her pelt.


  He strained back desperately against the door, drowning in her embrace.


  “Get-’way nigger. Get-’way,” he panted thickly.


  Slowly she released him: without opening her eyes, moaning, she slid back as if he had been a young tree. She sang, in a wailing minor key, with unceasing iteration:


  
    “Jelly Roll! Je-e-e-ly Roll!”——

  


  her voice falling each time to a low moan.


  Her face, the broad column of her throat, and her deep-breasted torso were rilled with sweat. He fumbled blindly for the door, lunged across the outer room and, gasping, found his way into the air. Her chant, unbroken and undisturbed by his departure, followed him up the flimsy steps. He did not pause to get his breath until he came to the edge of the market square. Below him in the valley, across on the butte, the smoky lamps of Niggertown flared in the dusk. Faint laughter, rich, jungle-wild, welled up from hived darkness. He heard lost twangling notes, the measured thump of distant feet; beyond, above, more thin, more far than all, the rapid wail of sinners in a church.


  [¬]
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  Ἐντεῦθεν ἐξελαύνει σταθμὸυς τρεῑς παρασάγγας πεντεκαίδεκα ἐπὶ τὸν Εὐϕράτην ποταμόν.


  He did not tell the Leonards that he was working in the early morning. He knew they would oppose his employment, and that their opposition would manifest itself in the triumphant argument of lowered grades. Also, Margaret Leonard, he knew, would talk ominously of health undermined, of the promise of future years destroyed, of the sweet lost hours of morning sleep that could never be regained. He was really more robust now than he had ever been. He was heavier and stronger. But he sometimes felt a gnawing hunger for sleep: he grew heavy at mid-day, revived in the afternoon, but found it difficult to keep his sleepy brain fixed on a book after eight o’clock in the evening.


  He learned little of discipline. Under the care of the Leonards he came even to have a romantic contempt for it. Margaret Leonard had the marvelous vision, of great people, for essences. She saw always the dominant color, but she did not always see the shadings. She was an inspired sentimentalist. She thought she “knew boys”: she was proud of her knowledge of them. In fact, however, she had little knowledge of them. She would have been stricken with horror if she could have known the wild confusion of adolescence, the sexual nightmares of puberty, the grief, the fear, the shame in which a boy broods over the dark world of his desire. She did not know that every boy, caged in from confession by his fear, is to himself a monster.


  She did not have knowledge[.] But she had wisdom[.] She found immediately a person’s quality. Boys were her heroes, her little gods. She believed that the world was to be saved, life redeemed, by one of them. She saw the flame that burns in each of them, and she guarded it. She tried somehow to reach the dark gropings toward light and articulation, of the blunt, the stolid, the shamefast. She spoke a calm low word to the trembling racehorse, and he was still.


  Thus, he made no confessions. He was still prison-pent. But he turned always to Margaret Leonard as toward the light: she saw the unholy fires that cast their sword-dance on his face, she saw the hunger and the pain, and she fed him—majestic crime!—on poetry.


  Whatever of fear or shame locked them in careful silence, whatever decorous pretense of custom guarded their tongues, they found release in the eloquent symbols of verse. And by that sign, Margaret was lost to the good angels. For what care the ambassadors of Satan, for all the small fidelities of the letter and the word, if from the singing choir of earthly methodism we can steal a single heart—lift up, flame-tipped, one great lost soul to the high sinfulness of poetry?


  The wine of the grape had never stained her mouth, but the wine of poetry was inextinguishably mixed with her blood, entombed in her flesh.


  By the beginning of his fifteenth year Eugene knew almost every major lyric in the language. He possessed them to their living core, not in a handful of scattered quotations, but almost line for line. His thirst was drunken, insatiate: he added to his hoard entire scenes from Schiller’s Wilhelm Tell, which he read by himself in German; the lyrics of Heine, and several folk songs. He committed to memory the entire passage in the Anabasis, the mounting and triumphal Greek which described the moment when the starving remnant of the Ten Thousand had come at length to the sea, and sent up their great cry, calling it by name. In addition, he memorized some of the sonorous stupidities of Cicero, because of the sound, and a little of Caesar, terse and lean.


  The great lyrics of Burns he knew from music, from reading, or from hearing Gant recite them. But “Tam O’Shanter” Margaret Leonard read to him, her eyes sparkling with laughter as she read:


  
    “In hell they’ll roast thee like a herrin’.”

  


  The shorter Wordsworth pieces he had read at grammar school. “My heart leaps up,” “I wandered lonely as a cloud,” and “Behold her, single in the field,” he had known for years; but Margaret read him the sonnets and made him commit “The world is too much with us” to memory. Her voice trembled and grew low with passion when she read it.


  He knew all the songs in Shakespeare’s plays, but the two that moved him most were: “O mistress mine, where are you roaming?” which blew a far horn in his heart, and the great song from Cymbeline: “Fear no more the heat o’ the sun.” He had tried to read all the sonnets, and failed, because their woven density was too much for his experience, but he had read, and forgotten, perhaps half of them, and remembered a few which burned up from the page, strangely, immediately, like lamps for him.


  Those that he knew were: “When, in the chronicle of wasted time,” “To me, fair friend, you never can be old,” “Let me not to the marriage of true minds,” “The expense of spirit in a waste of shame,” “When to the sessions of sweet silent thought,” “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” “From you have I been absent in the spring,” and “That time of year thou mayest in me behold,” the greatest of all, which Margaret brought him to, and which shot through him with such electric ecstasy when he came to “Bare ruined choirs, where late the sweet birds sang,” that he could hardly hold his course unbroken through the rest of it.


  He read all the plays save Timon, Titus Andronicus, Pericles, Coriolanus, and King John, but the only play that held his interest from first to last was King Lear. With most of the famous declamatory passages he had been familiar, for years, by Gant’s recitation, and now they wearied him. And all the wordy pinwheels of the clowns, which Margaret laughed at dutifully, and exhibited as specimens of the master’s swingeing wit, he felt vaguely were very dull. He never had any confidence in Shakespeare’s humor—his Touchstones were not only windy fools, but dull ones.


  “For my part I had rather bear with you than bear you; yet I should bear no cross if I did bear you, for I think you have no money in your purse.”


  This sort of thing reminded him unpleasantly of the Pentlands. The Fool in “Lear” alone he thought admirable—a sad, tragic, mysterious fool. For the rest, he went about and composed parodies, which, with a devil’s grin, he told himself would split the sides of posterity. Such as: “Aye, nuncle, an if Shrove Tuesday come last Wednesday, I’ll do the capon to thy cock, as Tom O’Ludgate told the shepherd when he found the cowslips gone. Dost bay with two throats, Cerberus? Down, boy, down!”


  The admired beauties he was often tired of, perhaps because he had heard them so often, and it seemed to him, moreover, that Shakespeare often spoke absurdly and pompously when he might better have spoken simply, as in the scene where, being informed by the Queen of the death of his sister by drowning, Laertes says:


  
    “Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia,


    And therefore I forbid my tears.”

  


  You really can’t beat that (he thought). Aye, Ben! Would he had blotted a hundred! A thousand!


  But he was deep in other passages which the elocutionist misses, such as the terrible and epic invocation of Edmund, in King Lear, drenched in evil, which begins:


  
    “Thou, Nature, art my goddess,”

  


  and ends,


  
    “Now, gods, stand up for bastards.”

  


  It was as dark as night, as evil as Niggertown, as vast as the elemental winds that howled down across the hills: he chanted it in the black hours of his labor, into the dark and the wind. He understood; he exulted in its evil—which was the evil of earth, of illicit nature. It was a call to the unclassed; it was a cry for those beyond the fence, for rebel angels, and for all of the men who are too tall.


  He knew nothing of the Elizabethan drama beyond Shakespeare’s plays. But he very early came to know a little of the poetry of Ben Jonson, whom Margaret looked on as a literary Falstaff, condoning, with the familiar weakness of the schoolmarm, his Gargantuan excesses as a pardonable whimsy of genius.


  She was somewhat academically mirthful over the literary bacchanalia, as a professor in a Baptist college smacks his lips appetizingly and beams ruddily at his classes when he reads of sack and porter and tankards foaming with the musty ale. All this is part of the liberal tradition. Men of the world are broadminded. Witness Professor Albert Thorndyke Firkins, of the University of Chicago, at the Falcon in Soho. Smiling bravely, he sits over a half-pint of bitter beer, in the company of a racing tout, a sway-backed barmaid, broad in the stern, with adjustable teeth, and three companionable tarts from Lisle street, who are making the best of two pints of Guinness. With eager impatience he awaits the arrival of G.K. Chesterton and E.V. Lucas.


  “O rare Ben Jonson!” Margaret Leonard sighed with gentle laughter. “Ah, Lord!”


  “My God, boy!” Sheba roared, snatching the suggested motif of conversation out of the air, and licking her buttered fingers noisily as she stormed into action. “God bless him!” Her hairy red face burned like clover, her veinous eyes were tearful bright. “God bless him, ’Gene! He was as English as roast beef and a tankard of musty ale!”


  “Ah, Lord!” sighed Margaret. “He was a genius if ever there was one.” With misty eyes she gazed far off, a thread of laughter on her mouth. “Whee!” she laughed gently. “Old Ben!”


  “And say, ’Gene!” Sheba continued, bending forward with a fat hand gripped upon her knee. “Do you know that the greatest tribute to Shakespeare’s genius is from his hand?”


  “Ah, I tell you, boy!” said Margaret, with darkened eyes. Her voice was husky. He was afraid she was going to weep.


  “And yet the fools!” Sheba yelled. “The mean little two-by-two pusillanimous swill-drinking fools—”


  “Whee!” gently Margaret moaned. John Dorsey turned his chalk-white face to the boy and whined with vacant appreciation, winking his head pertly. Ah absently!


  “—for that’s all they are, have had the effrontry [effrontery] to suggest that he was jealous.”


  “Pshaw!” said Margaret impatiently. “There’s nothing in that.”


  “Why, they don’t know what they’re talking about!” Sheba turned a sudden grinning face upon him. “The little upstarts! It takes us to tell ’em, ’Gene,” she said.


  He began to slide floorwards out of the wicker chair. John Dorsey slapped his meaty thigh, and bent forward whining inchoately, drooling slightly at the mouth.


  “The Lord a’ mercy!” he wheezed, gasping.


  “I was talking to a feller the other day,” said Sheba, “a lawyer that you’d think might know a little something, and I used a quotation out of The Merchant of Venice that every schoolboy knows—‘The quality of mercy is not strained.’ The man looked at me as if he thought I was crazy!”


  “Great heavens!” said Margaret in a still voice.


  “I said, ‘Look here, Mr. So-and-so, you may be a smart lawyer, you may have your million dollars that they say you have, but there are a lot of things you don’t know yet. There are a lot of things money can’t buy, my sonny, and one of them is the society of cult-shered men and women.’”


  “Why, pshaw!” said Mr. Leonard. “What do these little whippersnappers know about the things of the mind? You might as well expect some ignorant darky out in the fields to construe a passage in Homer.” He grasped a glass half full of clabber, on the table, and tilting it intently in his chalky fingers, spooned out a lumpy spilth of curds which he slid, quivering, into his mouth. “No, sir!” he laughed. “They may be Big Men on the tax collector’s books, but when they try to associate with educated men and women, as the feller says, ‘they—they—’” he began to whine, “‘why, they just ain’t nothin’.’”


  “What shall it profit a man,” said Sheba, “if he gain the whole world, and lose—”


  “Ah, Lord!” sighed Margaret, shaking her smoke-dark eyes. “I tell you!”


  She told him. She told him of the Swan’s profound knowledge of the human heart, his universal and well-rounded characterization, his enormous humor.


  “Fought a long hour by Shrewsbury clock!” She laughed. “The fat rascal! Imagine a man keeping the time!”


  And, carefully: “It was the custom of the time, ’Gene. As a matter of fact, when you read some of the plays of his contemporaries you see how much purer he is than they are.” But she avoided a word, a line, here and there. The slightly spotty Swan—muddied a little by custom. Then, too, the Bible.


  The smoky candle-ends of time. Parnassus As Seen From Mount Sinai: Lecture with lantern-slides by Professor McTavish (D.D.) of Presbyterian College.


  “And observe, Eugene,” she said, “he never made vice attractive.”


  “Why didn’t he?” he asked. “There’s Falstaff.”


  “Yes,” she replied, “and you know what happened to him, don’t you?”


  “Why,” he considered, “he died!”


  “You see, don’t you?” she concluded, with triumphant warning.


  I see, don’t I? The wages of sin. What, by the way, are the wages of virtue? The good die young.


  
    Boo-hoo! Boo-hoo! Boo-hoo!


    I really feel so blue!


    I was given to crime,


    And cut off in my prime


    When only eighty-two.

  


  “Then, note,” she said, “how none of his characters stand still. You can see them grow, from first to last. No one is the same at the end as he was in the beginning.”


  In the beginning was the word. I am Alpha and Omega. The growth of Lear. He grew old and mad. There’s growth for you.


  This tin-currency of criticism she had picked up in a few courses at college, and in her reading. They were—are, perhaps, still—part of the glib jargon of pedants. But they did her no real injury. They were simply the things people said. She felt, guiltily, that she must trick out her teaching with these gauds: she was afraid that what she had to offer was not enough. What she had to offer was simply a feeling that was so profoundly right, so unerring, that she could no more utter great verse meanly than mean verse well. She was a voice that God seeks. She was the reed of demonic ecstasy. She was possessed, she knew not how, but she knew the moment of her possession. The singing tongues of all the world were wakened into life again under the incantation of her voice. She was inhabited. She was spent.


  She passed through their barred and bolted boy-life with the direct stride of a spirit. She opened their hearts as if they had been lockets. They said: “Mrs. Leonard is sure a nice lady.”


  He knew some of Ben Jonson’s poems, including the fine Hymn to Diana, “Queen and huntress, chaste and fair,” and the great tribute to Shakespeare which lifted his hair at


  
    “... But call forth thundering Æschylus,


    Euripides and Sophocles to us.”——

  


  and caught at his throat at:


  
    “He was not for an age, but for all time!


    And all the Muses still were in their prime ...”

  


  The elegy to little Salathiel Pavy, the child actor, was honey from the lion’s mouth. But it was too long.


  Of Herrick, sealed of the tribe of Ben, he knew much more. The poetry sang itself. It was, he thought later, the most perfect and unfailing lyrical voice in the language—a clean, sweet, small, unfaltering note. It is done with the incomparable ease of an inspired child. The young men and women of our century have tried to recapture it, as they have tried to recapture Blake and, a little more successfully, Donne.


  
    Here a little child I stand


    Heaving up my either hand;


    Cold as paddocks though they be,

  


  
    Here I lift them up to Thee,


    For a benison to fall


    On our meat and on us all. Amen.

  


  There was nothing beyond this—nothing that surpassed it in precision, delicacy, and wholeness.


  Their names dropped musically like small fat bird-notes through the freckled sunlight of a young world: prophetically he brooded on the sweet lost bird-cries of their names, knowing they never would return. Herrick, Crashaw, Carew, Suckling, Campion, Lovelace, Dekker. O sweet content, O sweet, O sweet content!


  He read shelves of novels: all of Thackeray, all the stories of Poe and Hawthorne, and Herman Melville’s Omoo and Typee, which he found at Gant’s. Of Moby Dick he had never heard. He read a half-dozen Coopers, all of Mark Twain, but failed to finish a single book of Howells or James.


  He read a dozen of Scott, and liked best of all Quentin Durward, because the descriptions of food were as bountiful and appetizing as any he had ever read.


  Eliza went to Florida again during his fourteenth year and left him to board with the Leonards. Helen was drifting, with crescent weariness and fear, through the cities of the East and Middle-West. She sang for several weeks in a small cabaret in Baltimore, she moved on to Philadelphia and thumped out popular tunes on a battered piano at the music counter of a five and ten cent store, with studious tongue out-thrust as she puzzled through new scores.


  Gant wrote her faithfully twice a week—a blue but copious log of existence. Occasionally he enclosed small checks, which she saved, uncashed.


  “Your mother,” he wrote, “has gone off on another wild-goose chase to Florida, leaving me here alone to face the music, freeze, or starve. God knows what we’ll all come to before the end of this fearful, hellish, and damnable winter, but I predict the poorhouse and soup-kitchens like we had in the Cleveland administration. When the Democrats are in, you may as well begin to count your ribs. The banks have no money, people are out of work. You can mark my words everything will go to the tax-collector under the hammer before we’re done. The temperature was 7 above when I looked this morning, coal has gone up seventy-five cents a ton. The Sunny South. Keep off the grass said Bill Nye. Jesus God! I passed the Southern Fuel Co. yesterday and saw old Wagner at the window with a fiendish smile of gloatation on his face as he looked out on the sufferings of the widows and orphans. Little does he care if they all freeze. Bob Grady dropped dead Tuesday morning as he was coming out of the Citizen’s Bank. I had known him twenty-five years. He’d never been sick a day in his life. All, all are gone, the old familiar faces. Old Gant will be the next. I have been eating at Mrs. Sales’ since your mother went away. You’ve never seen such a table as she keeps in your life—a profusion of fruits piled up in pyramids, stewed prunes, peaches, and preserves, big roasts of pork, beef, lamb, cold cuts of ham and tongue, and a half dozen vegetables in an abundance that beggars description. How in God’s name she does it for thirty-five cents I don’t know. Eugene is staying with the Leonards while your mother’s away. I take him up to Sales’ with me once or twice a week and give him a square meal. They look mighty serious when they see those long legs coming. God knows where he puts it all—he can eat more than any three people I ever saw. I suppose he gets pretty lean pickings at the school. He’s got the lean and hungry Gant look. Poor child. He has no mother any more. I’ll do the best I can for him until the smash comes. Leonard comes and brags about him every week. He says his equal is not to be found anywhere. Every one in town has heard of him. Preston Carr (who’s sure to be the next governor) was talking to me about him the other day. He wants me to send him to the State university law school where he will make lifelong friends among the people of his own State, and then put him into politics. It’s what I should have done. I’m going to give him a good education. The rest is up to him. Perhaps he’ll be a credit to the name. You haven’t seen him since he put on long pants. His mother picked out a beautiful suit at Moale’s Christmas. He went down to Daisy’s for Christmas and put them on. I bought him a cheap pair at the Racket Store for every-day wear. He can save the good ones for Sunday. Your mother has let the Old Barn to Mrs. Revell until she gets back. I went in the other day and found it warm for the first time in my life. She keeps the furnace going and she’s not afraid to burn coal. I hardly ever see Ben from one week to another. He comes in and prowls around in the kitchen at one and two o’clock in the morning and I’m up and gone hours before he’s awake. You can get nothing out of him—he never says a half-dozen words and if you ask him a civil question he cuts you off short. I see him down-town late at night sometimes with Mrs. P. They’re thick as thieves together. I guess she’s a bad egg. This is all for this time. John Duke was shot and killed by the house detective at the Whitstone hotel Sunday night. He was drunk and threatening to shoot every one. It’s a sad thing for his wife. He left three children. She was in to see me to-day. He was well-liked by every one but a terror when he drank. My heart bled for her. She’s a pretty little woman. Liquor has caused more misery than all the other evils in the world put together. I curse the day it was first invented. Enclosed find a small check to buy yourself a present. God knows what we’re coming to. Aff. Your Father, W.O. Gant.”


  She saved carefully all his letters—written on his heavy slick business stationery in the huge Gothic sprawl of his crippled right hand.


  In Florida, meanwhile, Eliza surged up and down the coast, stared thoughtfully at the ungrown town of Miami, found prices too high at Palm Beach, rents too dear at Daytona, and turned inland at length to Orlando, where, groved round with linked lakes and citrous fruits, the Pentlands waited her approach, Pett, with a cold lust of battle on her face, Will with a grimace of itching nervousness while he scaled stubbily at the flaky tetter of his hand.


  [¬]
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  With thick chalked fingers John Dorsey thoughtfully massaged his torso from loin to chin.


  “Now, let me see,” he whined with studious deliberation, “what he gives on this.” He fumbled for the notes.


  Tom Davis turned his reddening cheeks toward the window, a low sputter of laughter escaping from his screwed lips.


  Guy Doak gazed solemnly at Eugene, with a forked hand stroking his grave pallid face.


  “Entgegen,” said Eugene, in a small choked voice, “follows its object.”


  John Dorsey laughed uncertainly, and shook his head, still searching the notes.


  “I’m not so sure of that,” he said.


  Their wild laughter leaped like freed hounds. Tom Davis hurled himself violently downward over his desk. John Dorsey looked up, adding uncertainly his absent falsetto mirth.


  From time to time, in spite of himself, they taught him a little German, a language of which he had been quite happily ignorant. The lesson had become for them a daily hunger: they worked it over with mad intensity, speeding and polishing their translation in order to enjoy his bewilderment. Sometimes, deliberately, they salted their pages with glib false readings, sometimes they interpolated passages of wild absurdity, waiting exultantly for his cautious amendment of a word that did not exist.


  “Slowly the moonlight crept up the chair in which the old man was sitting, reaching his knees, his breast, and finally,”—Guy Doak looked up slyly at his tutor, “giving him a good punch in the eye.”


  “No-o,” said John Dorsey, rubbing his chin, “not exactly. ‘Catching him squarely in the eye’ gets the idiom better, I think.”


  Tom Davis thrust a mouthful of strange gurgling noises into his desk, and waited for the classic evasion. It came at once.


  “Let me see,” said John Dorsey, turning the pages, “what he gives on this.”


  Guy Doak scrawled a brief message across a crumpled wad and thrust it on Eugene’s desk. Eugene read:


  
    “Gebe mir ein Stück Papier,


    Before I bust you on the ear.”

  


  He detached two slick sheets from his tablet, and wrote in answer:


  
    “Du bist wie eine bum-me.”

  


  They read sweet gluey little stories, fat German tear-gulps: Immensee, Höher als die Kirche, Der Zerbrochene Krug. Then, Wilhelm Tell. The fine lyrical measure of the opening song, the unearthly siren song to the fisher-boy, haunted them with its faery music. The heavy melodrama of some of the scenes was unhackneyed to them: they bent eagerly to the apple-shooting scene, and the escape by boat. As for the rest, it was, they wearily recognized, Great Literature. Mr. Schiller, they saw, was religiously impressed, like Patrick Henry, George Washington, and Paul Revere, with the beauties of Liberty. His embattled Swiss bounded ponderously from crag to crag, invoking it in windy speeches.


  “The mountains,” observed John Dorsey, touched, in a happy moment, by the genius of the place, “have been the traditional seat of Liberty.”


  Eugene turned his face toward the western ranges. He heard, far off, a whistle, a remote, thunder on the rails.


  During this season of Eliza’s absence he roomed with Guy Doak.


  Guy Doak was five years his senior. He was a native of Newark, New Jersey: his speech was touched with Yankee nasality, his manner with Yankee crispness. His mother, a boarding-house mistress, had come to Altamont a year or two before to retrieve her health: she was tubercular, and spent part of the winter in Florida.


  Guy Doak had a trim cocky figure of medium height, black hair, bright dark eyes, a pale, very smooth oval face, somehow suggestive, Eugene thought, of a fish’s belly, with somewhat unhappily full jaws which made his lower features seem larger than his upper. He was foppishly neat in his dress. People called him a good-looking boy.


  He made few friends. To the boys at Leonard’s this Yankee was far more remote than the rich Cuban boy, Manuel Quevado, whose fat dark laughter and broken speech was all for girls. He belonged to a richer South, but they knew him.


  Guy Doak had none of their floridity. He was lacking in their hearty violence. He did not laugh loudly. He had a sharp, bright, shallow mind, inflexibly dogmatic. His companions were bad Southern romantics, he was a false Yankee realist. They arrived, thus, by different means, at a common goal of superstition. Guy Doak had already hardened into the American city-dweller’s mould of infantile cynicism. He was occasionally merry with the other boys in the classic manner of the city fellow with the yokels. He was wise. Above all, he was wise. It was safe to assume, he felt, that Truth was always on the scaffold, and Wrong forever on the throne. So far from being depressed by the slaughter of the innocents, the spectacle gave him much bitter amusement.


  Outside of this, Guy Doak was a very nice fellow—sharp, obstinate, unsubtle, and pleased with his wit. They lived on the first floor at Leonard’s: at night, by a roaring wood fire, they listened carefully to the great thunder of the trees, and to the stealthy creaking foot-steps of the master as he came softly down the stairs, and paused by their door. They ate at table with Margaret, John Dorsey, Miss Amy, the two children, John Dorsey, junior, nine, and Margaret, five, and two of Leonard’s Tennessee nephews—Tyson Leonard, a ferret-faced boy of eighteen, foulmouthed and sly, and Dirk Barnard, a tall slender boy, seventeen, with a bumpy face, brown merry eyes, and a quick temper. At table they kept up a secret correspondence of innuendo and hidden movement, fleshing a fork in a grunting neighbor as John Dorsey said the blessing, and choking with smothered laughter. At night, they tapped messages on floor and ceiling, crept out for sniggering conventions in the windy dark hall, and fled to their innocent beds as John Dorsey stormed down on them.


  Leonard was fighting hard to keep his little school alive. He had less than twenty students the first year, and less than thirty the second. From an income of not more than $3,000 he had to pay Miss Amy, who had left a high school position to help him, a small salary. The old house on its fine wooded hill was full of outmoded plumbing and drafty corridors: he had leased it at a small rental. But the rough usage of thirty boys demanded a considerable yearly restoration. The Leonards were fighting very stubbornly and courageously for their existence.


  The food was scant and poor: at breakfast, a dish of blue, watery oatmeal, eggs and toast; at lunch, a thin soup, hot sour cornbread, and a vegetable boiled with a piece of fat pork; at dinner, hot biscuits, a small meat loaf, and creamed or boiled potatoes. No one was permitted coffee or tea, but there was an abundance of fresh creamy milk. John Dorsey always kept and milked his own cow. Occasionally there was a deep, crusted pie, hot, yolky muffins, or spicy gingerbread of Margaret’s make. She was a splendid cook.


  Often, at night, Guy Doak slid quietly out through the window on to the side porch, and escaped down the road under the concealing roar of the trees. He would return from town within two hours, crawling in exultantly with a bag full of hot frankfurter sandwiches coated thickly with mustard, chopped onion, and a hot Mexican sauce. With a crafty grin he unfoiled two five-cent cigars, which they smoked magnificently, with a sharp tang of daring, blowing the smoke up the chimney in order to thwart a possible irruption by the master. And Guy brought back, from the wind and the night, the good salt breath of gossip in street and store, news of the town, and the brave swagger of the drugstore gallants.


  As they smoked and stuffed fat palatable bites of sandwich into their mouths, they would regard each other with pleased sniggers, carrying on thus an insane symphony of laughter:


  “Chuckle, chuckle!—laugh of gloatation.”


  “Tee-hee, tee-hee, tee-hee! .. laugh of titterosity.”


  “Snuh-huh, snuh-huh, snuh-huh! .. laugh of gluttonotiousness.”


  The vigorous warmth of burning wood filled their room pleasantly: over their sheltered heads the dark gigantic wind howled through the earth. O sheltered love, nooked warmly in against this winter night. O warm fair women, whether within a forest hut, or by the town ledged high above the moaning seas, shot upon the wind, I come.


  Guy Doak toyed gently at his belly with his right hand, and stroked his round chin slowly with his left.


  “Now let me see,” he whined, “what he gives on this.”


  Their laughter rang around the walls. Too late, they heard the aroused stealthy foot-falls of the master, creaking down the hall. Later—silence, the dark, the wind.


  Miss Amy closed her small beautifully kept grade book, thrust her great arms upward, and yawned. Eugene looked hopefully at her and out along the playing court, reddened by the late sun. He was wild, uncontrollable, erratic. His mad tongue leaped out in class. He could never keep peace a full day. He amazed them. They loved him, and they punished him piously, affectionately. He was never released at the dismissal hour. He was always “kept in.”


  John Dorsey noted each whisper of disorder, or each failure in preparation, by careful markings in a book. Each afternoon he read the names of delinquents, amid a low mutter of sullen protest, and stated their penalties. Once Eugene got through an entire day without a mark. He stood triumphantly before Leonard while the master searched the record.


  John Dorsey began to laugh foolishly; he gripped his hand affectionately around the boy’s arm.


  “Well, sir!” he said. “There must be a mistake. I’m going to keep you in on general principles.”


  He bent to a long dribbling suction of laughter. Eugene’s wild eyes were shot with tears of anger and surprise. He never forgot.


  Miss Amy yawned, and smiled on him with slow powerful affectionate contempt.


  “Go on!” she said, in her broad, lazy accent. “I don’t want to fool with you any more. You’re not worth powder enough to blow you up.”


  Margaret came in, her face furrowed deeply between smoke-dark eyes, full of tender sternness and hidden laughter.


  “What’s wrong with the rascal?” she asked. “Can’t he learn algebra?”


  “He can learn!” drawled Miss Amy. “He can learn anything. He’s lazy—that’s what it is. Just plain lazy.”


  She smacked his buttock smartly with a ruler.


  “I’d like to warm you a bit with this,” she laughed, slowly and richly. “You’d learn then.”


  “Here!” said Margaret, shaking her head in protest. “You leave that boy alone. Don’t look behind the faun’s ears. Never mind about algebra, here. That’s for poor folks. There’s no need for algebra where two and two make five.”


  Miss Amy turned her handsome gypsy eyes on Eugene.


  “Go on. I’ve seen enough of you.” She made a strong weary gesture of dismissal.


  Hatless, with a mad whoop, he plunged through the door and leaped the porch rail.


  “Here, boy!” Margaret called. “Where’s your hat?”


  Grinning, he galloped back, picked up a limp rag of dirty green felt, and pulled it over his chaotic hair. Curly tufts stuck through the gaping crease-holes.


  “Come here!” said Margaret gravely. Her nervous fingers pulled his frayed necktie around to the front, tugged down his vest, and buttoned his coat over tightly, while he peered at her with his strange devil’s grin. Suddenly she trembled with laughter.


  “Good heavens, Amy,” she said. “Look at that hat.”


  Miss Amy smiled at him with indifferent sleepy cat-warmth.


  “You want to fix yourself up, ’Gene,” she said, “so the girls will begin to notice you.”


  He heard the strange song of Margaret’s laughter.


  “Can you see him out courting?” she said. “The poor girl would think she had a demon lover, sure.”


  
    “As e’er beneath a waning moon was haunted


    By woman wailing for her demon lover.”

  


  His eyes burned on her face, flowing with dark secret beauty.


  “Get along, you scamp!” she ordered.


  He turned, and, crying fiercely in his throat, tore down the road with bounding strides.


  All the dusk blurred in her eyes.


  “Leave him alone!” she whispered to no one. “Leave him alone!”


  A light wind of April fanned over the hill. There was a smell of burning leaves and rubble around the school. In the field on the hill flank behind the house a plowman drove his big horse with loose clanking traces around a lessening square of dry fallow earth. Gee, woa. His strong feet followed after. The big share bit cleanly down, cleaving a deep spermy furrow of moist young earth along its track.


  John Dorsey Leonard stared fascinated out the window at the annual rejuvenation of the earth. Before his eyes the emergent nymph was scaling her hard cracked hag’s pelt. The golden age returned.


  Down the road a straggling queue of boys were all gone into the world of light. Wet with honest sweat, the plowman paused at the turn, and wiped the blue shirting of his forearm across his beaded forehead. Meanwhile, his intelligent animal, taking advantage of the interval, lifted with slow majesty a proud flowing tail, and added his mite to the fertility of the soil with three moist oaty droppings. Watching, John Dorsey grunted approvingly. They also serve who only stand and wait.


  “Please, Mr. Leonard,” said Eugene, carefully choosing his moment, “can I go?”


  John Dorsey Leonard stroked his chin absently, and stared sightlessly at his book. Others abide our question, thou art free.


  “Huh?” he purred vaguely. Then, with a high vacant snigger he turned suddenly, and said:


  “You rascal, you! See if Mrs. Leonard wants you.” He fastened his brutal grip with keen hunger into the boy’s thin arm. April is the cruellest of months. Eugene winced, moved away, and then stood quietly, checked by memory of the old revolt from awe.


  He found Margaret in the library reading to the children from The Water Babies.


  “Mr. Leonard says to ask you if I can go?” he said.


  And her eyes were darkened wholly.


  “Yes, you scamp. Go on,” she said. “Tell me, boy,” she coaxed, softly, “can’t you be a little bit better?”


  “Yes’m,” he promised, easily. “I’ll try.” Say not the struggle naught availeth.


  She smiled at his high mettled prancing nervousness.


  “In hell they’ll roast thee like a herrin’,” she said gently. “Get out of here.”


  He bounded away from the nunnery of the chaste breast and quiet mind.


  As he leaped down the stairs into the yard he heard Dirk Barnard’s lusty splashing bathtub solo. Sweet Thames, run softly till I end my song. Tyson Leonard, having raked into every slut’s corner of nature with a thin satisfied grin, emerged from the barn with a cap full of fresh eggs. A stammering cackle of protest followed him from angry hens who found too late that men betray. At the barnside, under the carriage shed, “Pap” Rheinhart tightened the bellyband of his saddled brown mare, swinging strongly into the saddle, and with a hard scramble of hoofs, came up the hill, wheeled in behind the house, and drew up by Eugene.


  “Jump on, ’Gene,” he invited, patting the mare’s broad rump. “I’ll take you home.”


  Eugene looked up at him grinning.


  “You’ll take me nowhere,” he said. “I couldn’t sit down for a week last time.”


  “Pap” boomed with laughter.


  “Why, pshaw, boy!” he said. “That was nothing but a gentle little dog-trot.”


  “Dog-trot your granny,” said Eugene. “You tried to kill me.”


  “Pap” Rheinhart turned his wry neck down on the boy with grave dry humor.


  “Come on,” he said gruffly. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’ll teach you how to ride a horse.”


  “Much obliged, Pap,” said Eugene ironically. “But I’m thinking of using my tail a good deal in my old age. I don’t want to wear it out while I’m young.”


  Pleased with them both, “Pap” Rheinhart laughed loud and deep, spat a brown quid back over the horse’s crupper, and, digging his heels in smartly, galloped away around the house, into the road. The horse bent furiously to his work, like a bounding dog. With four-hooved thunder he drummed upon the sounding earth. Quadrupedante putrem sonitu quatit ungula campum.


  At the two-posted entry, by the bishop’s boundary, the departing students turned, split quickly to the sides, and urged the horseman on with shrill cries. “Pap” bent low, with loose-reined hands above the horse-mane, went through the gate like the whiz of a cross-bow. Then, he jerked the mare back on her haunches with a dusty skid of hoofs, and waited for the boys to come up.


  “Hey!” With high bounding exultancy Eugene came down the road to join them. Without turning, stolid Van Yeats threw up his hand impatiently and greeted the unseen with a cheer. The others turned, welcoming him with ironical congratulation.


  “‘Highpockets,’” said “Doc” Hines, comically puckering his small tough face, “how’d you happen to git out on time?” He had an affected, high-pitched nigger drawl. When he spoke he kept one hand in his coat pocket, fingering a leather thong loaded with buckshot.


  “J.D. had to do his spring plowing,” said Eugene.


  “Well, if it ain’t ole Handsome,” said Julius Arthur. He grinned squintily, revealing a mouthful of stained teeth screwed in a wire clamp. His face was covered with small yellow pustulate sores. How begot, how nourished?


  “Shall we sing our little song for Handsome Hal?” said Ralph Rolls to his copesmate Julius. He wore a derby hat jammed over his pert freckled face. As he spoke he took a ragged twist of tobacco from his pocket and bit off a large chew with a rough air of relish.


  “Want a chew, Jule?” he said.


  Julius took the twist, wiped off his mouth with a loose male grin, and crammed a large quid into his cheek.


  He brought me roots of relish sweet.


  “Want one, Highpockets?” he asked Eugene, grinning.


  I hate him that would upon the rack of this tough world stretch me out longer.


  “Hell,” said Ralph Rolls. “Handsome would curl up and die if he ever took a chew.”


  In Spring like torpid snakes my enemies awaken.


  At the corner of Church Street, across from the new imitation Tudor of the Episcopal church, they paused. Above them, on the hill, rose the steeples of the Methodist and Presbyterian churches. Ye antique spires, ye distant towers!


  “Who’s going my way?” said Julius Arthur. “Come on, ’Gene. The car’s down here. I’ll take you home.”


  “Thanks, but I can’t,” said Eugene. “I’m going up-town.” Their curious eyes on Dixieland when I get out.


  “You going home, Villa?”


  “No,” said George Graves.


  “Well, keep Hal out of trouble,” said Ralph Rolls.


  Julius Arthur laughed roughly and thrust his hand through Eugene’s hair. “Old Hairbreadth Hal,” he said. “The cutthroat from Saw-Tooth Gap!”


  “Don’t let ’em climb your frame, son,” said Van Yeats, turning his quiet pleasant face on Eugene. “If you need help, let me know.”


  “So long, boys.”


  “So long.”


  They crossed the street, mixing in nimble horse-play, and turned down past the church along a sloping street that led to the garages. George Graves and Eugene continued up the hill.


  “Julius is a good boy,” said George Graves. “His father makes more money than any other lawyer in town.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, still brooding on Dixieland and his clumsy deceptions.


  A street-sweeper walked along slowly uphill, beside his deep wedge-bodied cart. From time to time he stopped the big slow-footed horse and, sweeping the littered droppings of street and gutter into a pan, with a long-handled brush, dumped his collections into the cart. Let not Ambition mock their useful toil.


  Three sparrows hopped deftly about three fresh smoking globes of horse-dung, pecking out tidbits with dainty gourmandism. Driven away by the approaching cart, they skimmed briskly over to the bank, with bright twitters of annoyance. One too like thee, tameless, and swift, and proud.


  George Graves ascended the hill with a slow ponderous rhythm, staring darkly at the ground.


  “Say, ’Gene!” he said finally. “I don’t believe he makes that much.”


  Eugene thought seriously for a moment. With George Graves, it was necessary to resume a discussion where it had been left off three days before.


  “Who?” he said, “John Dorsey? Yes, I think he does,” he added, grinning.


  “Not over $2,500, anyway,” said George Graves gloomily.


  “No—three thousand, three thousand!” he said, in a choking voice.


  George Graves turned to him with a sombre, puzzled smile. “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  “O you fool! You damn fool!” gasped Eugene. “You’ve been thinking about it all this time.”


  George Graves laughed sheepishly, with embarrassment, richly.


  From the top of the hill at the left, the swelling unction of the Methodist organ welled up remotely from the choir, accompanied by a fruity contralto voice, much in demand at funerals. Abide with me.


  Most musical of mourners, weep again!


  George Graves turned and examined the four large black houses, ascending on flat terraces to the church, of Paston Place.


  “That’s a good piece of property, ’Gene,” he said. “It belongs to the Paston estate.”


  Fast falls the even-tide. Heaves the proud harlot her distended breast, in intricacies of laborious song.


  “It will all go to Gil Paston some day,” said George Graves with virtuous regret. “He’s not worth a damn.”


  They had reached the top of the hill. Church Street ended levelly a block beyond, in the narrow gulch of the avenue. They saw, with quickened pulse, the little pullulation of the town.


  A negro dug tenderly in the round loamy flowerbeds of the Presbyterian churchyard, bending now and then to thrust his thick fingers gently in about the roots. The old church, with its sharp steeple, rotted slowly, decently, prosperously, like a good man’s life, down into its wet lichened brick. Eugene looked gratefully, with a second’s pride, at its dark decorum, its solid Scotch breeding.


  “I’m a Presbyterian,” he said. “What are you?”


  “An Episcopalian, when I go,” said George Graves with irreverent laughter.


  “To hell with these Methodists!” Eugene said with an elegant, disdainful face. “They’re too damn common for us.” God in three persons—blessed Trinity. “Brother Graves,” he continued, in a fat well-oiled voice, “I didn’t see you at prayer-meeting Wednesday night. Where in Jesus’ name were you?”


  With his open palm he struck George Graves violently between his meaty shoulders. George Graves staggered drunkenly with high resounding laughter.


  “Why, Brother Gant,” said he, “I had a little appointment with one of the Good Sisters, out in the cow-shed.”


  Eugene gathered a telephone pole into his wild embrace, and threw one leg erotically over its second foot-wedge. George Graves leaned his heavy shoulder against it, his great limbs drained with laughter.


  There was a hot blast of steamy air from the Appalachian Laundry across the street and, as the door from the office of the washroom opened, they had a moment’s glimpse of negresses plunging their wet arms into the liquefaction of their clothes.


  George Graves dried his eyes. Laughing wearily, they crossed over.


  “We oughtn’t to talk like that, ’Gene,” said George Graves reproachfully. “Sure enough! It’s not right.”


  He became moodily serious rapidly. “The best people in this town are church members,” he said earnestly. “It’s a fine thing.”


  “Why?” said Eugene, with an idle curiosity.


  “Because,” said George Graves, “you get to know all the people who are worth a damn.”


  Worth being damned, he thought quickly. A quaint idea.


  “It helps you in a business way. They come to know you and respect you. You won’t get far in this town, ’Gene, without them. It pays,” he added devoutly, “to be a Christian.”


  “Yes,” Eugene agreed seriously, “you’re right.” To walk together to the kirk, with a goodly company.


  He thought sadly of his lost sobriety, and of how once, lonely, he had walked the decent lanes of God’s Scotch town. Unbidden they came again to haunt his memory, the shaven faces of good tradesmen, each leading the well washed kingdom of his home in its obedient ritual, the lean hushed smiles of worship, the chained passion of devotion, as they implored God’s love upon their ventures, or delivered their virgin daughters into the holy barter of marriage. And from even deeper adyts of his brain there swam up slowly to the shores of his old hunger the great fish whose names he scarcely knew—whose names, garnered with blind toil from a thousand books, from Augustine, himself a name, to Jeremy Taylor, the English metaphysician, were brief evocations of scalded light, electric, phosphorescent, illuminating by their magic connotations the vast far depths of ritual and religion: They came—Bartholomew, Hilarius, Chrysostomos, Polycarp, Anthony, Jerome, and the forty martyrs of Cappadocia who walked the waves—coiled like their own green shadows for a moment, and were gone.


  “Besides,” said George Graves, “a man ought to go anyway. Honesty’s the best policy.”


  Across the street, on the second floor of a small brick three-story building that housed several members of the legal, medical, surgical, and dental professions, Dr. H.M. Smathers pumped vigorously with his right foot, took a wad of cotton from his assistant, Miss Lola Bruce, and thrusting it securely into the jaw of his unseen patient, bent his fashionable bald head intently. A tiny breeze blew back the thin curtains, and revealed him, white-jacketed, competent, drill in hand.


  “Do you feel that?” he said tenderly.


  “Wrogd gdo gurk!”


  “Spit!” With thee conversing, I forget all time.


  “I suppose,” said George Graves thoughtfully, “the gold they use in people’s teeth is worth a lot of money.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, finding the idea attractive, “if only one person in ten has gold fillings that would be ten million in the United States alone. You can figure on five dollars’ worth each, can’t you?”


  “Easy!” said George Graves. “More than that.” He brooded lusciously a moment. “That’s a lot of money,” he said.


  In the office of the Rogers-Malone Undertaking Establishment the painful family of death was assembled, “Horse” Hines, tilted back in a swivel chair, with his feet thrust out on the broad window-ledge, chatted lazily with Mr. C.M. Powell, the suave silent partner. How sleep the brave, who sink to rest. Forget not yet.


  “There’s good money in undertaking,” said George Graves. “Mr. Powell’s well off.”


  Eugene’s eyes were glued on the lantern face of “Horse” Hines. He beat the air with a convulsive arm, and sank his fingers in his throat.


  “What’s the matter?” cried George Graves.


  “They shall not bury me alive,” he said.


  “You can’t tell,” George Graves said gloomily. “It’s been known to happen. They’ve dug them up later and found them turned over on their faces.”


  Eugene shuddered. “I think,” he suggested painfully, “they’re supposed to take out your insides when they embalm you.”


  “Yes,” said George Graves more hopefully, “and that stuff they use would kill you anyway. They pump you full of it.”


  With shrunken heart, Eugene considered. The ghost of old fear, that had been laid for years, walked forth to haunt him.


  In his old fantasies of death he had watched his living burial, had foreseen his waking life-in-death, his slow, frustrated efforts to push away the smothering flood of earth until, as a drowning swimmer claws the air, his mute and stiffened fingers thrust from the ground a call for hands.


  Fascinated, they stared through screen-doors down the dark central corridor, flanked by jars of weeping ferns. A sweet funereal odor of carnations and cedar-wood floated on the cool heavy air. Dimly, beyond a central partition, they saw a heavy casket, on a wheeled trestle, with rich silver handles and velvet coverings. The thick light faded there in dark.


  “They’re laid out in the room behind,” said George Graves, lowering his voice.


  To rot away into a flower, to melt into a tree with the friendless bodies of unburied men.


  At this moment, having given to misery all he had (a tear), the very Reverend Father James O’Haley, S.J., among the faithless faithful only he, unshaken, unseduced, unterrified, emerged plumply from the chapel, walked up the soft aisle rug with brisk short-legged strides, and came out into the light. His pale blue eyes blinked rapidly for a moment, his plump uncreased face set firmly in a smile of quiet benevolence; he covered himself with a small well-kept hat of black velvet, and set off toward the avenue. Eugene shrank back gently as the little man walked past him: that small priestly figure in black bore on him the awful accolade of his great Mistress, that smooth face had heard the unutterable, seen the unknowable. In this remote outpost of the mighty Church, he was the standard-bearer of the one true faith, the consecrate flesh of God.


  “They don’t get any pay,” said George Graves sorrowfully.


  “How do they live, then?” Eugene asked.


  “Don’t you worry!” said George Graves, with a knowing smile.


  “They get all that’s coming to them. He doesn’t seem to be starving, does he?”


  “No,” said Eugene, “he doesn’t.”


  “He lives on the fat of the land,” said George Graves. “Wine at every meal. There are some rich Catholics in this town.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene. “Frank Moriarty’s got a pot full of money that he made selling licker.”


  “Don’t let them hear you,” said George Graves, with a surly laugh. “They’ve got a family tree and a coat of arms already.”


  “A beer-bottle rampant on a field of limburger cheese, gules,” said Eugene.


  “They’re trying to get the Princess Madeleine into Society,” said George Graves.


  “Hell fire!” Eugene cried, grinning. “Let’s let her in, if that’s all she wants. We belong to the Younger Set, don’t we?”


  “You may,” said George Graves, reeling with laughter, “but I don’t. I wouldn’t be caught dead with the little pimps.”


  “Mr. Eugene Gant was the host last night at a hot wienie roast given to members of the local Younger Set at Dixieland, the beautiful old ancestral mansion of his mother, Mrs. Eliza Gant.”


  George Graves staggered. “You oughtn’t to say that, ’Gene,” he gasped. He shook his head reproachfully. “Your mother’s a fine woman.”


  “During the course of the evening, the Honorable George Graves, the talented scion of one of our oldest and wealthiest families, the Chesterfield Graveses, ($10 a week and up), rendered a few appropriate selections on the jews-harp.”


  Pausing deliberately, George Graves wiped his streaming eyes, and blew his nose. In the windows of Bain’s millinery store, a waxen nymph bore a confection of rakish plumes upon her false tresses, and extended her simpering fingers in elegant counterpoise. Hats For Milady. O that those lips had language.


  At this moment, with a smooth friction of trotting rumps, the death-wagon of Rogers-Malone turned swiftly in from the avenue, and wheeled by on ringing hoofs. They turned curiously and watched it draw up to the curb.


  “Another Redskin bit the dust,” said George Graves.


  Come, delicate death, serenely arriving, arriving.


  “Horse” Hines came out quickly on long flapping legs, and opened the doors behind. In another moment, with the help of the two men on the driver’s seat, he had lowered the long wicker basket gently, and vanished, quietly, gravely, into the fragrant gloom of his establishment.


  As Eugene watched, the old fatality of place returned. Each day, he thought, we pass the spot where some day we must die; or shall I, too, ride dead to some mean building yet unknown? Shall this bright clay, the hill-bound, die in lodgings yet unbuilt? Shall these eyes, drenched with visions yet unseen, stored with the viscous and interminable seas at dawn, with the sad comfort of unfulfilled Arcadias, seal up their cold dead dreams upon a tick, as this, in time, in some hot village of the plains?


  He caught and fixed the instant. A telegraph messenger wheeled vigorously in from the avenue with pumping feet, curved widely into the alley at his right, jerking his wheel up sharply as he took the curb and coasted down to the delivery boy’s entrance. And post o’er land and ocean without rest. Milton, thou shouldst be living at this hour.


  Descending the dark stairs of the Medical Building slowly, Mrs. Thomas Hewitt, the comely wife of the prominent attorney (of Arthur, Hewitt, and Grey), turned out into the light, and advanced slowly toward the avenue. She was greeted with flourishing gestures of the hat by Henry T. Merriman (Merriman and Merriman), and Judge Robert C. Allan, professional colleagues of her husband. She smiled and shot each quickly with a glance. Pleasant is this flesh. When she had passed they looked after her a moment. Then they continued their discussion of the courts.


  On the third floor of the First National Bank building on the right hand corner, Fergus Paston, fifty-six, a thin lecherous mouth between iron-gray dundrearies, leaned his cocked leg upon his open window, and followed the movements of Miss Bernie Powers, twenty-two, crossing the street. Even in our ashes live their wonted fires.


  On the opposite corner, Mrs. Roland Rawls, whose husband was manager of the Peerless Pulp Company (Plant No. 3), and whose father owned it, emerged from the rich seclusion of Arthur N. Wright, jeweller. She clasped her silver meshbag and stepped into her attendant Packard. She was a tall black-haired woman of thirty-three with a good figure: her face was dull, flat, and Mid-western.


  “She’s the one with the money,” said George Graves. “He hasn’t a damn thing. It’s all in her name. She wants to be an opera singer.”


  “Can she sing?”


  “Not worth a damn,” said George Graves. “I’ve heard her. There’s your chance, ’Gene. She’s got a daughter about your age.”


  “What does she do?” said Eugene.


  “She wants to be an actress,” said George Graves, laughing throatily.


  “You have to work too damn hard for your money,” said Eugene.


  They had reached the corner by the Bank, and now halted, indecisively, looking up the cool gulch of afternoon. The street buzzed with a light gay swarm of idlers: the faces of the virgins bloomed in and out like petals on a bough. Advancing upon him, an inch to the second, Eugene saw, ten feet away, the heavy paralyzed body of old Mr. Avery. He was a very great scholar, stone-deaf, and seventy-eight years old. He lived alone in a room above the Public Library. He had neither friends nor connections. He was a myth.


  “Oh, my God!” said Eugene. “Here he comes!”


  It was too late for escape.


  Gasping a welcome, Mr. Avery bore down on him, with a violent shuffle of his feet and a palsied tattoo of his heavy stick which brought him over the intervening three yards in forty seconds.


  “Well, young fellow,” he panted, “how’s Latin?”


  “Fine,” Eugene screamed into his pink ear.


  “Poeta nascitur, non fit,” said Mr. Avery, and went off into a silent wheeze of laughter which brought on a fit of coughing strangulation. His eyes bulged, his tender pink skin grew crimson, he roared his terror out in a phlegmy rattle, while his goose-white hand trembled frantically for his handkerchief. A crowd gathered. Eugene quickly drew a dirty handkerchief from the old man’s pocket, and thrust it into his hands. He tore up from his convulsed organs a rotting mass, and panted rapidly for breath. The crowd dispersed somewhat dejectedly.


  George Graves grinned darkly. “That’s too bad,” he said. “You oughtn’t to laugh, ’Gene.” He turned away, gurgling.


  “Can you conjugate?” gasped Mr. Avery. “Here’s the way I learned:


  
    “Amo, amas,


    I love a lass.


    Amat,


    He loves her, too.”

  


  Quivering with tremors of laughter, he launched himself again. Because he could not leave them, save by the inch, they moved off several yards to the curb. Grow old along with me!


  “That’s a damn shame,” said George Graves, looking after him and shaking his head. “Where’s he going?”


  “To supper,” said Eugene.


  “To supper!” said George Graves. “It’s only four o’clock. Where does he eat?”


  Not where he eats, but where he is eaten.


  “At the Uneeda,” said Eugene, beginning to choke. “It takes him two hours to get there.”


  “Does he go every day?” said George Graves, beginning to laugh.


  “Three times a day,” Eugene screamed. “He spends all morning going to dinner, and all afternoon going to supper.”


  A whisper of laughter came from their weary jaws. They sighed like sedge.


  At this moment, dodging briskly through the crowd, with a loud and cheerful word for every one, Mr. Joseph Bailey, secretary of the Altamont Chamber of Commerce, short, broad, and ruddy, came by them with a hearty gesture of the hand:


  “Hello, boys!” he cried. “How’re they going?” But before either of them could answer, he had passed on, with an encouraging shake of his head, and a deep applauding “That’s right.”


  “What’s right?” said Eugene.


  But before George Graves could answer, the great lung specialist, Dr. Fairfax Grinder, scion of one of the oldest and proudest families in Virginia, drove in viciously from Church Street, with his sinewy length of six feet and eight inches coiled tensely in the deep pit of his big Buick roadster. Cursing generally the whole crawling itch of Confederate and Yankee postwar rabbledom, with a few special parentheses for Jews and niggers, he drove full tilt at the short plump figure of Joe Zamschnick, men’s furnishings (“Just a Whisper Off The Square”).


  Joseph, two yards away from legal safety, hurled himself with a wild scream headlong at the curb. He arrived on hands and knees, but under his own power.


  “K-hurses!” said Eugene. “Foiled again.”


  ’Twas true! Dr. Fairfax Grinder’s lean bristled upper lip drew back over his strong yellow teeth. He jammed on his brakes, and lifted his car round with a complete revolution of his long arms. Then he roared away through scattering traffic, in a greasy blue cloud of gasoline and burnt rubber.


  Joe Zamschnick frantically wiped his gleaming bald head with a silk handkerchief and called loudly on the public to bear witness.


  “What’s the matter with him?” said George Graves, disappointed. “He usually goes up on the sidewalk after them if he can’t get them on the street.”


  On the other side of the street, attracting no more than a languid stare from the loafing natives, the Honorable William Jennings Bryan paused benevolently before the windows of the H. Martin Grimes Bookstore, allowing the frisking breeze to toy pleasantly with his famous locks. The tangles of Neaera’s hair.


  The Commoner stared carefully at the window display which included several copies of Before Adam, by Jack London. Then he entered, and selected a dozen views of Altamont and the surrounding hills.


  “He may come here to live,” said George Graves. “Dr. Doak’s offered to give him a house and lot in Doak Park.”


  “Why?” said Eugene.


  “Because the advertising will be worth a lot to the town,” said George Graves.


  A little before them, that undaunted daughter of desires, Miss Elizabeth Scragg, emerged from Woolworth’s Five and Ten Cent Store, and turned up toward the Square. Smiling, she acknowledged the ponderous salute of Big Jeff White, the giant half-owner of the Whitstone hotel, whose fortunes had begun when he had refused to return to his old comrade, Dickson Reese, the embezzling cashier, ninety thousand dollars of entrusted loot. Dog eat dog. Thief catch thief. It is not growing like a tree, in bulk doth make man better be.


  His six-and-a-half-foot shadow flitted slowly before them. He passed, in creaking number twelves, a massive smooth-jowled man with a great paunch girdled in a wide belt.


  Across the street again, before the windows of the Van W. Yeats Shoe Company, the Reverend J. Brooks Gall, Amherst (’61), and as loyal a Deke as ever breathed, but looking only sixty of his seventy-three years, paused in his brisk walk, and engaged in sprightly monologue, three of his fellow Boy Scouts—the Messrs. Lewis Monk, seventeen, Bruce Rogers, thirteen, and Malcolm Hodges, fourteen. None knew as well as he the heart of a boy. He, too, it seems, had once been one himself. Thus, as one bright anecdote succeeded, or suggested, a half-dozen others, they smiled dutifully, with attentive respect, below the lifted barrier of his bristly white mustache, into the gleaming rhyme of his false teeth. And, with rough but affectionate camaraderie, he would pause from time to time to say: “Old Male!” or “Old Bruce!” gripping firmly his listener’s arm, shaking him gently. Pallidly, on restless feet, they smiled, plotting escape with slant-eyed stealth.


  Mr. Buse, the Oriental rug merchant, came around the corner below them from Liberty Street. His broad dark face was wreathed in Persian smiles. I met a traveller from an antique land.


  In the Bijou Cafe for Ladies and Gents, Mike, the counter man, leaned his hairy arms upon the marble slab, and bent his wrinkled inch of brow upon a week-old copy of Atlantis. Fride Chicken To-day with Sweet Potatos. Hail to thee, blithe spirit, bird thou never wert. A solitary fly darted swiftly about the greasy cover of a glass humidor, under which a leathery quarter of mince pie lay weltering. Spring had come.


  Meanwhile, having completed twice their parade up and down the street from the Square to the post-office, the Misses Christine Ball, Viola Powell, Aline Rollins, and Dorothy Hazzard were accosted outside Wood’s Drug Store by Tom French, seventeen, Roy Duncan, nineteen, and Carl Jones, eighteen.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” said Tom French, insolently.


  Gayly, brightly, in unison, they answered:


  “Hey—ee!”


  “Hay’s seven dollars a ton,” said Roy Duncan, and immediately burst into a high cackle of laughter, in which all the others joined, merrily.


  “You craz-ee!” said Viola Powell tenderly. Tell me, ye merchants’ daughters, did ye see another creature fair and wise as she.


  “Mr. Duncan,” said Tom French, turning his proud ominous face upon his best friend, “I want you to meet a friend of mine, Miss Rollins.”


  “I think I’ve met this man somewhere before,” said Aline Rollins. Another Splendor on his mouth alit.


  “Yes,” said Roy Duncan, “I go there often.”


  His small tight freckled impish face was creased again by his high cackle. All I could never be. They moved into the store, where drouthy neibors neibors meet, through the idling group of fountain gallants.


  Mr. Henry Sorrell (It Can Be Done), and Mr. John T[.] Howland (We Sell Lots and Lots of Lots), emerged, beyond Arthur N. Wright’s, jeweller, from the gloomy dusk of the Gruner Building. Each looked into the sub-divisions of the other’s heart; their eyes kept the great Vision of the guarded mount as swiftly they turned into Church Street where Sorrell’s Hudson was parked.


  White-vested, a trifle paunchy, with large broad feet, a shaven moon of red face, and abundant taffy-colored hair, the Reverend John Smallwood, pastor of the First Baptist Church, walked heavily up the street, greeting his parishioners warmly, and hoping to see his Pilot face to face. Instead, however, he encountered the Honorable William Jennings Bryan, who was coming slowly out of the bookstore. The two close friends greeted each other affectionately, and, with a firm friendly laying on of hands, gave each to each the Christian aid of a benevolent exorcism.


  “Just the man I was looking for,” said Brother Smallwood. In silence, slowly, they shook hands for several seconds. Silence was pleased.


  “That,” observed the Commoner with grave humor, “is what I thought the Great American People said to me on three occasions.” It was a favorite jest—ripe with wisdom, mellowed by the years, yet, withal, so characteristic of the man. The deep furrows of his mouth widened in a smile. Our master—famous, calm, and dead.


  Passed, on catspaw rubber tread, from the long dark bookstore, Professor L.B. Dunn, principal of Graded School No. 3, Montgomery Avenue. He smiled coldly at them with a gimlet narrowing of his spectacled eyes. The tell-tale cover of The New Republic peeked from his pocket. Clamped under his lean and freckled arm were new library copies of The Great Illusion, by Norman Angell, and The Ancient Grudge, by Owen Wister. A lifelong advocate of a union of the two great English-speaking (sic) nations, making together irresistibly for peace, truth, and righteousness in a benevolent but firm authority over the less responsible elements of civilization, he passed, the Catholic man, pleasantly dedicated to the brave adventuring of minds and the salvaging of mankind. Ah, yes!


  “And how are you and the Good Woman enjoying your sojourn in the Land of the Sky?” said the Reverend John Smallwood.


  “Our only regret,” said the Commoner, “is that our visit here must be measured by days and not by months. Nay, by years.”


  Mr. Richard Gorman, twenty-six, city reporter of The Citizen, strode rapidly up the street, with proud cold news-nose lifted. His complacent smile, hard-lipped, loosened into servility.


  “Ah, there, Dick,” said John Smallwood, clasping his hand affectionately, and squeezing his arm, “Just the man I was looking for. Do you know Mr. Bryan?”


  “As fellow newspaper men,” said the Commoner, “Dick and I have been close friends for—how many years is it, my boy?”


  “Three, I think sir,” said Mr. Gorman, blushing prettily.


  “I wish you could have been here, Dick,” said the Reverend Smallwood, “to hear what Mr. Bryan was saying about us. The good people of this town would be mighty proud to hear it.”


  “I’d like another statement from you before you go, Mr. Bryan,” said Richard Gorman. “There’s a story going the rounds that you may make your home with us in the future.”


  When questioned by a Citizen reporter, Mr. Bryan refused either to confirm or deny the rumor:


  “I may have a statement to make later,” he observed with a significant smile, “but at present I must content myself by saying that if I could have chosen the place of my birth, I could not have found a fairer spot than this wonderland of nature.”


  Earthly Paradise, thinks Commoner.


  “I have travelled far in my day,” continued the man who had been chosen three times by a great Party to contend for the highest honor within the gift of the people. “I have gone from the woods of Maine to the wave-washed sands of Florida, from Hatteras to Halifax, and from the summits of the Rockies to where Missouri rolls her turgid flood, but I have seen few spots that equal, and none that surpass, the beauty of this mountain Eden.”


  The reporter made notes rapidly.


  The years of his glory washed back to him upon the rolling tides of rhetoric—the great lost days of the first crusade when the money barons trembled beneath the shadow of the Cross of Gold, and Bryan! Bryan! Bryan! Bryan! burned through the land like a comet. Ere I was old. 1896. Ah, woeful ere, which tells me youth’s no longer here.


  Foresees Dawn of New Era.


  When pressed more closely by the reporter as to his future plans, Mr. Bryan replied:


  “My schedule is completely filled, for months to come, with speaking engagements that will take me from one end of the country to the other, in the fight I am making for the reduction of the vast armaments that form the chief obstacle to the reign of peace on earth, good-will to men. After that, who knows?” he said, flashing his famous smile. “Perhaps I shall come back to this beautiful region, and take up my life among my good friends here as one who, having fought the good fight, deserves to spend the declining years of his life not only within sight, but within the actual boundaries, of the happy land of Canaan.”


  Asked if he could predict with any certainty the date of his proposed retirement, the Commoner answered characteristically with the following beautiful quotation from Longfellow:


  
    “When the war-drum throbbed no longer,


    And the battle-flags were furled


    In the Parliament of man,


    The Federation of the world.”

  


  The magic cell of music—the electric piano in the shallow tiled lobby of Altamont’s favorite cinema, the Ajax, stopped playing with firm, tinny abruptness, hummed ominously for a moment, and without warning commenced anew. It’s a long way to Tipperary. The world shook with the stamp of marching men.


  Miss Margaret Blanchard and Mrs. C.M. McReady, the druggist’s drugged wife who, by the white pitted fabric of her skin, and the wide bright somnolence of her eyes, on honey-dew had fed too often, came out of the theatre and turned down toward Wood’s pharmacy.


  To-day: Maurice Costello and Edith M. Storey in Throw Out the Lifeline, a Vitagraph Release.


  Goggling, his great idiot’s head lolling on his scrawny neck, wearing the wide-rimmed straw hat that covered him winter and summer, Willie Goff, the pencil merchant, jerked past, with inward lunges of his crippled right foot. The fingers of his withered arm pointed stiffly toward himself, beckoning to him, and touching him as he walked with stiff jerking taps, in a terrible parody of vanity. A gaudy handkerchief with blue, yellow and crimson patterns hung in a riotous blot from his breast-pocket over his neatly belted gray Norfolk jacket, a wide loose collar of silk barred with red and orange stripes flowered across his narrow shoulders. In his lapel a huge red carnation. His thin face, beneath the jutting globular head, grinned constantly, glutting his features with wide, lapping, receding, returning, idiot smiles. For should he live a thousand years, he never will be out of humor. He burred ecstatically at the passers-by, who grinned fondly at him, and continued down to Wood’s where he was greeted with loud cheers and laughter by a group of young men who loitered at the fountain’s end. They gathered around him boisterously, pounding his back and drawing him up to the fountain. Pleased, he looked at them warmly, gratefully. He was touched and happy.


  “What’re you having, Willie?” said Mr. Tobias Pottle.


  “Give me a dope,” said Willie Goff to the grinning jerker, “a dope and lime.”


  Pudge Carr, the politician’s son, laughed hilariously. “Want a dope and lime, do you, Willie?” he said, and struck him heavily on the back. His thick stupid face composed itself.


  “Have a cigarette, Willie,” he said, offering the package to Willie Goff.


  “What’s yours?” said the jerker to Toby Pottle.


  “Give me a dope, too.”


  “I don’t want anything,” said Pudge Carr. Such drinks as made them nobly wild, not mad.


  Pudge Carr held a lighted match to Willie’s cigarette, winking slowly at Brady Chalmers, a tall, handsome fellow, with black hair, and a long dark face. Willie Goff drew in on his cigarette, lighting it with dry smacking lips. He coughed, removed the weed, and held it awkwardly between his thumb and forefinger, looking at it, curiously.


  They sputtered with laughter, involved and lost in clouds of fume, and guzzling deep, the boor, the lackey, and the groom.


  Brady Chalmers took Willie’s colored handkerchief gently from his pocket and held it up for their inspection. Then he folded it carefully and put it back.


  “What are you all dressed up about, Willie?” he said. “You must be going to see your girl.”


  Willie Goff grinned cunningly.


  Toby Pottle blew a luxurious jet of smoke through his nostrils. He was twenty-four, carefully groomed, with slick blond hair, and a pink massaged face.


  “Come on, Willie,” he said, blandly, quietly, “you’ve got a girl, haven’t you?”


  Willie Goff leered knowingly; at the counter-end, Tim McCall, twenty-eight, who had been slowly feeding cracked ice from his cupped fist into his bloated whisky-fierce jowls, collapsed suddenly, blowing a bright rattling hail upon the marble ledge.


  “I’ve got several,” said Willie Goff. “A fellow’s got to have a little Poon-Tang, hasn’t he?”


  Flushed with high ringing laughter, they smiled, spoke respectfully, uncovered before Miss Tot Webster, Miss Mary McGraw, and Miss Martha Cotton, older members of the Younger Set. They called for stronger music, louder wine.


  “How do you do?”


  “Aha! Aha!” said Brady Chalmers to Miss Mary McGraw. “Where were you that time?”


  “You’ll never know,” she called back. It was between them—their little secret. They laughed knowingly with joy of possession.


  “Come on back, Pudge,” said Euston Phipps, their escort. “You too, Brady.” He followed the ladies back—tall, bold, swagger—a young alcoholic with one sound lung. He was a good golfer.


  Pert boys rushed from the crowded booths and tables to the fountain, coming up with a long slide. They shouted their orders rudely, nagging the swift jerkers glibly, stridently.


  “All right, son. Two dopes and a mint limeade. Make it snappy.”


  “Do you work around here, boy?”


  The jerkers moved in ragtime tempo, juggling the drinks, tossing scooped globes of ice-cream into the air and catching them in glasses, beating swift rhythms with a spoon.


  Seated alone, with thick brown eyes above her straw regardant, Mrs. Thelma Jarvis, the milliner, drew, in one swizzling guzzle, the last beaded chain of linked sweetness long drawn out from the bottom of her glass. Drink to me only with thine eyes. She rose slowly, looking into the mirror of her open purse. Then, fluescent, her ripe limbs moulded in a dress of silk henna, she writhed carefully among the crowded tables, with a low rich murmur of contrition. Her voice was ever soft, gentle, and low—an excellent thing in a woman. The high light chatter of the tables dropped as she went by. For God’s sake, hold your tongue and let me love! On amber undulant limbs she walked slowly up the aisle past perfume, stationery, rubber goods, and toilet preparations, pausing at the cigar counter to pay her check. Her round, melon-heavy breasts nodded their heads in slow but sprightly dance. A poet could not but be gay, in such a jocund company.


  But—at the entrance, standing in the alcove by the magazine rack, Mr. Paul Goodson, of the Dependable Life, closed his long grinning dish-face abruptly, and ceased talking. He doffed his hat without effusiveness, as did his companion, Coston Smathers, the furniture man (you furnish the girl, we furnish the house). They were both Baptists.


  Mrs. Thelma Jarvis turned her warm ivory stare upon them, parted her full small mouth in a remote smile, and passed, ambulant. When she had gone they turned to each other, grinning quietly. We’ll be waiting at the river. Swiftly they glanced about them. No one had seen.


  Patroness of all the arts, but particular sponsor for Music, Heavenly Maid, Mrs. Franz Wilhelm Von Zeck, wife of the noted lung specialist, and the discoverer of Von Zeck’s serum, came imperially from the doors of the Fashion Mart, and was handed tenderly into the receiving cushions of her Cadillac by Mr. Louis Rosalsky. Benevolently but distantly she smiled down upon him: the white parchment of his hard Polish face was broken by a grin of cruel servility curving up around the wings of his immense putty-colored nose. Frau Von Zeck settled her powerful chins upon the coarse shelving of her Wagnerian breasts and, her ponderous gaze already dreaming on remote philanthropies, was charioted smoothly away from the devoted tradesman. Nur wer die Sehnsucht kennt, weiss was Ich leide.


  Mr. Rosalsky returned into his store.


  For the third time the Misses Mildred Shuford, Helen Pendergast, and Mary Catherine Bruce drove by, clustered together like unpicked cherries in the front seat of Miss Shuford’s Reo. They passed, searching the pavements with eager, haughty eyes, pleased at their proud appearance. They turned up Liberty Street on their fourth swing round the circle. Waltz me around again, Willie.


  “Do you know how to dance, George?” Eugene asked. His heart was full of bitter pride and fear.


  “Yes,” said George Graves absently, “a little bit. I don’t like it.” He lifted his brooding eyes.


  “Say, ’Gene,” he said, “how much do you think Dr. Von Zeck is worth?”


  He answered Eugene’s laughter with a puzzled sheepish grin.


  “Come on,” said Eugene. “I’ll match you for a drink.”


  They dodged nimbly across the narrow street, amid the thickening afternoon traffic.


  “It’s getting worse all the time,” said George Graves. “The people who laid the town out didn’t have any vision. What’s it going to be like, ten years from now?”


  “They could widen the streets, couldn’t they?” said Eugene.


  “No. Not now. You’d have to move all the buildings back. Wonder how much it would cost?” said George Graves thoughtfully.


  “And if we don’t,” Professor L.B. Dunn’s precise voice sounded its cold warning, “their next move will be directed against us. You may yet live to see the day when the iron heel of militarism is on your neck, and the armed forces of the Kaiser do the goose-step up and down this street. When that day comes——”


  “I don’t put any stock in those stories,” said Mr. Bob Webster rudely and irreverently. He was a small man, with a gray, mean face, violent and bitter. A chronic intestinal sourness seemed to have left its print upon his features. “In my opinion, it’s all propaganda. Those Germans are too damn good for them, that’s all. They’re beginning to call for calf-rope.”


  “When that day comes,” Professor Dunn implacably continued, “remember what I told you. The German government has imperialistic designs upon the whole of the world. It is looking to the day when it shall have all mankind under the yoke of Krupp and Kultur. The fate of civilization is hanging in the balance. Mankind is at the crossroads. I pray God it shall not be said that we were found wanting. I pray God that this free people may never suffer as little Belgium suffered, that our wives and daughters may not be led off into slavery or shame, our children maimed and slaughtered.”


  “It’s not our fight,” said Mr. Bob Webster. “I don’t want to send my boys three thousand miles across the sea to get shot for those foreigners. If they come over here, I’ll shoulder a gun with the best of them, but until they do they can fight it out among themselves. Isn’t that right, Judge?” he said, turning toward the party of the third part, Judge Walter C. Jeter, of the Federal Circuit, who had fortunately been a close friend of Grover Cleveland. Ancestral voices prophesying war.


  “Did you know the Wheeler boys?” Eugene asked George Graves. “Paul and Clifton?”


  “Yes,” said George Graves. “They went away and joined the French army. They’re in the Foreign Legion.”


  “They’re in the aviation part of it,” said Eugene. “The Lafayette Eskydrill. Clifton Wheeler has shot down more than six Germans.”


  “The boys around here didn’t like him,” said George Graves. “They thought he was a sissy.”


  Eugene winced slightly at the sound of the word.


  “How old was he?” he asked.


  “He was a grown man,” said George. “Twenty-two or three.”


  Disappointed, Eugene considered his chance of glory. (Ich bin ja noch ein Kind.)


  “—But fortunately,” continued Judge Walter C. Jeter deliberately, “we have a man in the White House on whose farseeing statesmanship we can safely rely. Let us trust to the wisdom of his leadership, obeying, in word and spirit, the principles of strict neutrality, accepting only as a last resort a course that would lead this great nation again into the suffering and tragedy of war, which,” his voice sank to a whisper, “God forbid!”


  Thinking of a more ancient war, in which he had borne himself gallantly, Colonel James Buchanan Pettigrew, head of the Pettigrew Military Academy (Est. 1789), rode by in his open victoria, behind an old negro driver and two well-nourished brown mares. There was a good brown smell of horse and sweat-cured leather. The old negro snaked his whip gently across the sleek trotting rumps, growling softly.


  Colonel Pettigrew was wrapped to his waist in a heavy rug, his shoulders were covered with a gray Confederate cape. He bent forward, leaning his old weight upon a heavy polished stick, which his freckled hands gripped upon the silver knob. Muttering, his proud powerful old head turned shakily from side to side, darting fierce splintered glances at the drifting crowd. He was a very parfit gentil knight.


  He muttered.


  “Suh?” said the negro, pulling in on his reins, and turning around.


  “Go on! Go on, you scoundrel!” said Colonel Pettigrew.


  “Yes, suh,” said the negro. They drove on.


  In the crowd of loafing youngsters that stood across the threshold of Wood’s pharmacy, Colonel Pettigrew’s darting eyes saw two of his own cadets. They were pimply youths, with slack jaws and a sloppy carriage.


  He muttered his disgust. Not the same! Not the same! Nothing the same! In his proud youth, in the only war that mattered, Colonel Pettigrew had marched at the head of his own cadets. There were 117, sir, all under nineteen. They stepped forward to a man ... until not a single commissioned officer was left ... 36 came back ... since 1789 ... it must go on! ... 19, sir—all under one hundred and seventeen ... must ... go ... on!


  His sagging cheek-flanks trembled gently. The horses trotted out of sight around the corner, with a smooth-spoked rumble of rubber tires.


  George Graves and Eugene entered Wood’s pharmacy and stood up to the counter. The elder soda-jerker, scowling, drew a sopping rag across a puddle of slop upon the marble slab.


  “What’s yours?” he said irritably.


  “I want a chock-lut milk,” said Eugene.


  “Make it two,” added George Graves.


  O for a draught of vintage that hath been cooled a long age in the deep-delvèd earth!
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  Yes. The enormous crime had been committed. And, for almost a year, Eugene had been maintaining a desperate neutrality. His heart, however, was not neutral. The fate of civilization, it appeared, hung in the balance.


  The war had begun at the peak of the summer season. Dixieland was full. His closest friend at the time was a sharp old spinstress with frayed nerves, who had been for thirty years a teacher of English in a New York City public school. Day by day, after the murder of the Grand Duke, they watched the tides of blood and desolation mount through the world. Miss Crane’s thin red nostrils quivered with indignation. Her old gray eyes were sharp with anger. The idea! The idea!


  For, of all the English, none can show a loftier or more inspired love for Albion’s Isle than American ladies who teach its noble tongue.


  Eugene was also faithful. With Miss Crane he kept a face of mournful regret, but his heart drummed a martial tattoo against his ribs. The air was full of fifes and flutes; he heard the ghostly throbbing of great guns.


  “We must be fair!” said Margaret Leonard. “We must be fair!” But her eyes darkened when she read the news of England’s entry, and her throat was trembling like a bird’s. When she looked up her eyes were wet.


  “Ah, Lord!” she said. “You’ll see things now.”


  “Little Bobs!” roared Sheba.


  “God bless him! Did you see where he’s going to take the field?”


  John Dorsey Leonard laid down the paper, and bent over with high drooling laughter.


  “Lord a’mercy!” he gasped. “Let the rascals come now!”


  Ah, well—they came.


  All through that waning summer, Eugene shuttled frantically from the school to Dixieland, unable, in the delirium of promised glory, to curb his prancing limbs. He devoured every scrap of news, and rushed to share it with the Leonards or Miss Crane. He read every paper he could lay his hands on, exulting in the defeats that were forcing the Germans back at every point. For, he gathered from this wilderness of print, things were going badly with the Huns. At a thousand points they fled squealing before English steel at Mons, fell suppliantly before the French charge along the Marne; withdrew here, gave way there, ran away elsewhere. Then, one morning, when they should have been at Cologne, they were lined up at the walls of Paris. They had run in the wrong direction. The world grew dark. Desperately, he tried to understand. He could not. By the extraordinary strategy of always retreating, the German army had arrived before Paris. It was something new in warfare. It was several years, in fact, before Eugene could understand that some one in the German armies had done some fighting.


  John Dorsey Leonard was untroubled.


  “You wait!” he said confidently. “You just wait, my sonny. That old fellow Joffer knows what he’s about. This is just what he’s been waiting for. Now he’s got them where he wants them.”


  Eugene wondered for what subtle reason a French general might want a German army in Paris.


  Margaret lifted her troubled eyes from the paper.


  “It looks mighty serious,” she said. “I tell you!” She was silent a moment, a torrent of passion rose up in her throat. Then she added in a low trembling voice: “If England goes, we all go.”


  “God bless her!” Sheba yelled.


  “God bless her, ’Gene,” she continued, tapping him on the knee. “When I stepped ashore on her dear old soil that time, I just couldn’t help myself. I didn’t care what any one thought. I knelt right down there in the dirt, and pretended to tie my shoe, but say, boy”—her bleared eyes glistened through her tears—“God bless her, I couldn’t help it. Do you know what I did? I leaned over and kissed her earth.” Large gummy tears rolled down her red cheeks. She was weeping loudly, but she went on. “I said: This is the earth of Shakespeare, and Milton, and John Keats and, by God, what’s more, it’s mine as well! God bless her! God bless her!”


  Tears flowed quietly from Margaret Leonard’s eyes. Her face was wet. She could not speak. They were all deeply moved.


  “She won’t go,” said John Dorsey Leonard. “We’ll have a word to say to that! She won’t go! You wait!”


  In Eugene’s fantasy there burned the fixed vision of the great hands clasped across the sea, the flowering of green fields, and the developing convolutions of a faery London—mighty, elfin, old, a romantic labyrinth of ancient crowded ways, tall, leaning houses, Lucullan food and drink, and the mad imperial eyes of genius burning among the swarm of quaint originality.


  As the war developed, and the literature of war-enchantment began to appear, Margaret Leonard gave him book after book to read. They were the books of the young men—the young men who fought to blot out the evil of the world with their blood. In her trembling voice she read to him Rupert Brooke’s sonnet—“If I should die, think only this of me”—and she put a copy of Donald Hankey’s A Student in Arms into his hand, saying:


  “Read this, boy. It will stir you as you’ve never been stirred before. Those boys have seen the vision!”


  He read it. He read many others. He saw the vision. He became a member of this legion of chivalry—young Galahad-Eugene—a spearhead of righteousness. He had gone a-Grailing. He composed dozens of personal memoirs, into which quietly, humorously, with fine-tempered English restraint, he poured the full measure of his pure crusading heart. Sometimes, he came through to the piping times of peace minus an arm, a leg, or an eye, diminished but ennobled; sometimes his last radiant words were penned on the eve of the attack that took his life. With glistening eyes, he read his own epilogue, enjoyed his post-mortem glory, as his last words were recorded and explained by his editor. Then, witness of his own martyrdom, he dropped two smoking tears upon his young slain body. Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.


  Ben loped along, scowling, by Wood’s pharmacy. As he passed the idling group at the tiled entrance, he cast on them a look of sudden fierce contempt. Then he laughed quietly, savagely.


  “Oh, my God!” he said.


  At the corner, scowling, he waited for Mrs. Pert to cross from the Post Office. She came over slowly, reeling.


  Having arranged to meet her later in the pharmacy, he crossed over, and turned angularly down Federal Street behind the Post Office. At the second entrance to the Doctors’ and Surgeons’ Building, he turned in, and began to mount the dark creaking stairs. Somewhere, with punctual developing monotony, a single drop of water was falling into the wet black basin of a sink. He paused in the wide corridor of the first floor to control the nervous thudding of his heart. Then he walked half-way down and entered the waiting-room of Dr. J.H. Coker. It was vacant. Frowning, he sniffed the air. The whole building was sharp with the clean nervous odor of antiseptics. A litter of magazines—Life, Judge, The Literary Digest, and The American—on the black mission table, told its story of weary and distressed fumbling. The inner door opened and the doctor’s assistant, Miss Ray, came out. She had on her hat. She was ready to depart.


  “Do you want to see the doctor?” she asked.


  “Yes,” said Ben, “is he busy?”


  “Come on in, Ben,” said Coker, coming to the door. He took his long wet cigar from his mouth, grinning yellowly. “That’s all for to-day, Laura. You can go.”


  “Good-bye,” said Miss Laura Ray, departing.


  Ben went into Coker’s office. Coker closed the door and sat down at his untidy desk.


  “You’ll be more comfortable if you lie down on that table,” he said grinning.


  Ben gave the doctor’s table a look of nausea.


  “How many have died on that thing?” he asked. He sat down nervously in a chair by the desk, and lighted a cigarette, holding the flame to the charred end of cigar Coker thrust forward.


  “Well, what can I do for you, son?” he asked.


  “I’m tired of pushing daisies here,” said Ben. “I want to push them somewhere else.”


  “What do you mean, Ben?”


  “I suppose you’ve heard, Coker,” said Ben quietly and insultingly, “that there’s a war going on in Europe. That is, if you’ve learned to read the papers.”


  “No, I hadn’t heard about it, son,” said Coker, puffing slowly and deeply. “I read a paper—the one that comes out in the morning. I suppose they haven’t got the news yet.” He grinned maliciously. “What do you want, Ben?”


  “I’m thinking of going to Canada and enlisting,” said Ben. “I want you to tell me if I can get in.”


  Coker was silent a moment. He took the long chewed weed from his mouth and looked at it thoughtfully.


  “What do you want to do that for, Ben?” he said.


  Ben got up suddenly, and went to the window. He cast his cigarette away into the court. It struck the cement well with a small dry plop. When he turned around, his sallow face had gone white and passionate.


  “In Christ’s name, Coker,” he said, “what’s it all about? Are you able to tell me? What in heaven’s name are we here for? You’re a doctor—you ought to know something.”


  Coker continued to look at his cigar. It had gone out again.


  “Why?” he said deliberately. “Why should I know anything?”


  “Where do we come from? Where do we go to? What are we here for? What the hell is it all about?” Ben cried out furiously in a rising voice. He turned bitterly, accusingly, on the older man. “For God’s sake, speak up, Coker. Don’t sit there like a damned tailor’s dummy. Say something, won’t you?”


  “What do you want me to say?” said Coker. “What am I? A mind-reader? A spiritualist? I’m your physician, not your priest. I’ve seen them born, and I’ve seen them die. What happens to them before or after, I can’t say.”


  “Damn that!” said Ben. “What happens to them in between?”


  “You’re as great an authority on that as I am, Ben,” said Coker. “What you want, son, is not a doctor, but a prophet.”


  “They come to you when they’re sick, don’t they?” said Ben. “They all want to get well, don’t they? You do your best to cure them, don’t you?”


  “No,” said Coker. “Not always. But I’ll grant that I’m supposed to. What of it?”


  “You must all think that it’s about something,” said Ben, “or you wouldn’t do it!”


  “A man must live, mustn’t he?” said Coker with a grin.


  “That’s what I’m asking you, Coker. Why must he?”


  “Why,” said Coker, “in order to work nine hours a day in a newspaper office, sleep nine hours, and enjoy the other six in washing, shaving, dressing, eating at the Greasy Spoon, loafing in front of Wood’s, and occasionally taking the Merry Widow to see Francis X. Bushman. Isn’t that reason enough for any man? If a man’s hard-working and decent, and invests his money in the Building and Loan every week, instead of squandering it on cigarettes, coca-cola, and Kuppenheimer clothes, he may own a little home some day.” Coker’s voice sank to a hush of reverence. “He may even have his own car, Ben. Think of that! He can get in it, and ride, and ride, and ride. He can ride all over these damned mountains. He can be very, very happy. He can take exercise regularly in the Y.M.C.A. and think only clean thoughts. He can marry a good pure woman and have any number of fine sons and daughters, all of whom may be brought up in the Baptist, Methodist, or Presbyterian faiths, and given splendid courses in Economics, Commercial Law, and the Fine Arts, at the State university. There’s plenty to live for, Ben. There’s something to keep you busy every moment.”


  “You’re a great wit, Coker,” Ben said, scowling. “You’re as funny as a crutch.” He straightened his humped shoulders self-consciously, and filled his lungs with air.


  “Well, what about it?” he asked, with a nervous grin. “Am I fit to go?”


  “Let’s see,” said Coker deliberately, beginning to look him over. “Feet—pigeon-toed, but good arch.” He looked at Ben’s tan leathers closely.


  “What’s the matter, Coker?” said Ben. “Do you need your toes to shoot a gun with?”


  “How’re your teeth, son?”


  Ben drew back his thin lips and showed two rows of hard white grinders. At the same moment, casually, swiftly, Coker prodded him with a strong yellow finger in the solar plexis. His distended chest collapsed; he bent over, laughing, and coughed dryly. Coker turned away to his desk and picked up his cigar.


  “What’s the matter, Coker?” said Ben. “What’s the idea?”


  “That’s all, son. I’m through with you,” said Coker.


  “Well, what about it?” said Ben nervously.


  “What about what?”


  “Am I all right?”


  “Certainly you’re all right,” said Coker. He turned with burning match. “Who said you weren’t all right?”


  Ben stared at him, scowling, with fear-bright eyes.


  “Quit your kidding, Coker,” he said. “I’m three times seven, you know. Am I fit to go?”


  “What’s the rush?” said Coker. “The war’s not over yet. We may get into it before long. Why not wait a bit?”


  “That means I’m not fit,” said Ben. “What’s the matter with me, Coker?”


  “Nothing,” said Coker carefully. “You’re a bit thin. A little run down, aren’t you, Ben? You need a little meat on those bones, son. You can’t sit on a stool at the Greasy Spoon, with a cigarette in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, and get fat.”


  “Am I all right or not, Coker?”


  Coker’s long death’s-head widened in a yellow grin.


  “Yes,” he said. “You’re all right, Ben. You’re one of the most all right people I know.”


  Ben read the true answer in Coker’s veined and weary eyes. His own were sick with fear. But he said bitingly:


  “Thanks, Coker. You’re a lot of help. I appreciate what you’ve done a lot. As a doctor, you’re a fine first baseman.”


  Coker grinned. Ben left the office.


  As he went out on the street he met Harry Tugman going down to the paper office.


  “What’s the matter, Ben?” said Harry Tugman. “Feeling sick?”


  “Yes,” said Ben, scowling at him. “I’ve just had a shot of 606.”


  He went up the street to meet Mrs. Pert.
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  In the autumn, at the beginning of his fifteenth year—his last year at Leonard’s—Eugene went to Charleston on a short excursion. He found a substitute for his paper route.


  “Come on!” said Max Isaacs, whom he still occasionally saw. “We’re going to have a good time, son.”


  “Yeah, man!” said Malvin Bowden, whose mother was conducting the tour. “You can still git beer in Charleston,” he added with a dissipated leer.


  “You can go swimmin’ in the ocean at the Isle of Palms,” said Max Isaacs. Then, reverently, he added: “You can go to the Navy Yard an’ see the ships.”


  He was waiting until he should be old enough to join the navy. He read the posters greedily. He knew all the navy men at the enlistment office. He had read all the booklets—he was deep in naval lore. He knew to a dollar the earnings of firemen, second class, of radio men, and of all kinds of C.P. O’s.


  His father was a plumber. He did not want to be a plumber. He wanted to join the navy and see the world. In the navy, a man was given good pay and a good education. He learned a trade. He got good food and good clothing. It was all given to him free, for nothing.


  “H’m!” said Eliza, with a bantering smile. “Why, say, boy, what do you want to do that for? You’re my baby!”


  It had been years since he was. She smiled tremulously.


  “Yes’m,” said Eugene. “Can I go? It’s only for five days. I’ve got the money.” He thrust his hand into his pocket, feeling.


  “I tell you what!” said Eliza, working her lips, smiling. “You may wish you had that money before this winter’s over. You’re going to need new shoes and a warm overcoat when the cold weather comes. You must be mighty rich. I wish I could afford to go running off on a trip like that.”


  “Oh, my God!” said Ben, with a short laugh. He tossed his cigarette into one of the first fires of the year.


  “I want to tell you, son,” said Eliza, becoming grave, “you’ve got to learn the value of a dollar or you’ll never have a roof to call your own. I want you to have a good time, boy, but you musn’t [mustn’t] squander your money.”


  “Yes’m,” said Eugene.


  “For heaven’s sake!” Ben cried. “It’s the kid’s own money. Let him do what he likes with it. If he wants to throw it out the damned window, it’s his own business.”


  She clasped her hands thoughtfully upon her waist and stared away, pursing her lips.


  “Well, I reckon it’ll be all right,” she said. “Mrs. Bowden will take good care of you.”


  It was his first journey to a strange place alone. Eliza packed an old valise carefully, and stowed away a box of sandwiches and eggs. He went away at night. As he stood by his valise, washed, brushed, excited, she wept a little. He was again, she felt, a little farther off. The hunger for voyages was in his face.


  “Be a good boy,” she said. “Don’t get into any trouble down there.” She thought carefully a moment, looking away. Then she went down in her stocking, and pulled out a five-dollar bill.


  “Don’t waste your money,” she said. “Here’s a little extra. You may need it.”


  “Come here, you little thug!” said Ben. Scowling, his quick hands worked busily at the boy’s stringy tie. He jerked down his vest, slipping a wadded ten-dollar bill into Eugene’s pocket. “Behave yourself,” he said, “or I’ll beat you to death.”


  Max Isaacs whistled from the street. He went out to join them.


  There were six in Mrs. Bowden’s party: Max Isaacs, Malvin Bowden, Eugene, two girls named Josie and Louise, and Mrs. Bowden. Josie was Mrs. Bowden’s niece and lived with her. She was a tall beanpole of a girl with a prognathous mouth and stick-out grinning teeth. She was twenty. The other girl, Louise, was a waitress. She was small, plump, a warm brunette. Mrs. Bowden was a little sallow woman with ratty brown hair. She had brown worn-out eyes. She was a dressmaker. Her husband, a carpenter, had died in the Spring. There was a little insurance money. That was how she came to take the trip.


  Now, by night, he was riding once more into the South. The day-coach was hot, full of the weary smell of old red plush. People dozed painfully, distressed by the mournful tolling of the bell, and the grinding halts. A baby wailed thinly. Its mother, a gaunt wisp-haired mountaineer, turned the back of the seat ahead, and bedded the child on a spread newspaper. Its wizened face peeked dirtily out of its swaddling discomfort of soiled jackets and pink ribbon. It wailed and slept. At the front of the car, a young hill-man, high-boned and red, clad in corduroys and leather leggings, shelled peanuts steadily, throwing the shells into the aisle. People trod through them with a sharp masty crackle. The boys, bored, paraded restlessly to the car-end for water. There was a crushed litter of sanitary drinking-cups upon the floor, and a stale odor from the toilets.


  The two girls slept soundly on turned seats. The small one breathed warmly and sweetly through moist parted lips.


  The weariness of the night wore in upon their jaded nerves, lay upon their dry hot eyeballs. They flattened noses against the dirty windows, and watched the vast structure of the earth sweep past—clumped woodlands, the bending sweep of the fields, the huge flowing lift of the earth-waves, cyclic intersections bewildering—the American earth—rude, immeasurable, formless, mighty.


  His mind was bound in the sad lulling magic of the car wheels. Clackety-clack. Clackety-clack. Clackety-clack. Clackety-clack. He thought of his life as something that had happened long ago. He had found, at last, his gateway to the lost world. But did it lie before or behind him? Was he leaving or entering it? Above the rhythm of the wheels he thought of Eliza’s laughter over ancient things. He saw a brief forgotten gesture, her white broad forehead, a ghost of old grief in her eyes. Ben, Gant—their strange lost voices. Their sad laughter. They swam toward him through green walls of fantasy. They caught and twisted at his heart. The green ghost-glimmer of their faces coiled away. Lost. Lost.


  “Let’s go for a smoke,” said Max Isaacs.


  They went back and stood wedged for stability on the closed platform of the car. They lighted cigarettes.


  Light broke against the east, in a murky rim. The far dark was eaten cleanly away. The horizon sky was barred with hard fierce strips of light. Still buried in night, they looked across at the unimpinging sheet of day. They looked under the lifted curtain at brightness. They were knifed sharply away from it. Then, gently, light melted across the land like dew. The world was gray.


  The east broke out in ragged flame. In the car, the little waitress breathed deeply, sighed, and opened her clear eyes.


  Max Isaacs fumbled his cigarette awkwardly, looked at Eugene, and grinned sheepishly with delight, craning his neck along his collar, and making a nervous grimace of his white fuzz-haired face. His hair was thick, straight, the color of taffy. He had blond eyebrows. There was much kindness in him. They looked at each other with clumsy tenderness. They thought of the lost years at Woodson Street. They saw with decent wonder their awkward bulk of puberty. The proud gate of the years swung open for them. They felt a lonely glory. They said farewell.


  Charleston, fat weed that roots itself on Lethe wharf, lived in another time. The hours were days, the days weeks.


  They arrived in the morning. By noon, several weeks had passed, and he longed for the day’s ending. They were quartered in a small hotel on King Street—an old place above stores, with big rooms. After lunch, they went out to see the town. Max Isaacs and Malvin Bowden turned at once toward the Navy Yard. Mrs. Bowden went with them. Eugene was weary for sleep. He promised to meet them later.


  When they had gone, he pulled off his shoes and took off his coat and shirt, and lay down to sleep in a big dark room, into which the warm sun fell in shuttered bars. Time droned like a sleepy October fly.


  At five o’clock, Louise, the little waitress, came to wake him. She, too, had wanted to sleep. She knocked gently at the door. When he did not answer, she opened it quietly and came in, closing it behind her. She came to the side of the bed and looked at him for a moment.


  “Eugene!” she whispered. “Eugene.”


  He murmured drowsily, and stirred. The little waitress smiled and sat down on the bed. She bent over him and tickled him gently in the ribs, chuckling to see him squirm. Then she tickled the soles of his feet. He wakened slowly, yawning, rubbing sleep from his eyes.


  “What is it?” he said.


  “It’s time to go out there,” she said.


  “Out where?”


  “To the Navy Yard. We promised to meet them.”


  “Oh, damn the Navy Yard!” he groaned. “I’d rather sleep.”


  “So would I!” she agreed. She yawned luxuriously, stretching her plump arms above her head. “I’m so sleepy. I could stretch out anywhere.” She looked meaningly at the bed.


  He wakened at once, sensuously alert. He lifted himself upon one elbow: a hot torrent of blood swarmed through his cheeks. His pulses beat thickly.


  “We’re all alone up here,” said Louise smiling. “We’ve got the whole floor to ourselves.”


  “Why don’t you lie down and take a nap, if you’re still sleepy?” he asked. “I’ll wake you up,” he added, with gentle chivalry.


  “I’ve got such a little room. It’s hot and stuffy. That’s why I got up,” said Louise. “What a nice big room you’ve got!”


  “Yes,” he said. “It’s a nice big bed, too.” They were silent a waiting moment.


  “Why don’t you lie down here, Louise?” he said, in a low unsteady voice. “I’ll get up,” he added hastily, sitting up. “I’ll wake you.”


  “Oh, no,” she said, “I wouldn’t feel right.”


  They were again silent. She looked admiringly at his thin young arms.


  “My!” she said. “I bet you’re strong.”


  He flexed his long stringy muscles manfully, and expanded his chest.


  “My!” she said. “How old are you, ’Gene?”


  He was just at his fifteenth year.


  “I’m going on sixteen,” he said. “How old are you, Louise?”


  “I’m eighteen,” she said. “I bet you’re a regular heart-breaker, ’Gene. How many girls have you got?”


  “Oh—I don’t know. Not many,” he said truthfully enough. He wanted to talk—he wanted to talk madly, seductively, wickedly. He would excite her by uttering, in grave respectful tones, honestly, matter-of-factly, the most erotic suggestions.


  “I guess you like the tall ones, don’t you?” said Louise. “A tall fellow wouldn’t want a little thing like me, would he? Although,” she said quickly, “you never know. They say opposites attract each other.”


  “I don’t like tall girls,” said Eugene. “They’re too skinny. I like them about your size, when they’ve got a good build.”


  “Have I got a good build, ’Gene?” said Louise, holding her arms up and smiling.


  “Yes, you have a pretty build, Louise—a fine build,” said Eugene earnestly. “The kind I like.”


  “I haven’t got a pretty face. I’ve got an ugly face,” she said invitingly.


  “You haven’t got an ugly face. You have a pretty face,” said Eugene firmly. “Anyway, the face doesn’t matter much with me,” he added, subtly.


  “What do you like best, ’Gene?” Louise asked.


  He thought carefully and gravely.


  “Why,” he said, “a woman ought to have pretty legs. Sometimes a woman has an ugly face, but a pretty leg. The prettiest legs I ever saw were on a High Yellow.”


  “Were they prettier than mine?” said the waitress, with an easy laugh.


  She crossed her legs slowly and displayed her silk-shod ankle.


  “I don’t know, Louise,” he said, staring critically. “I can’t see enough.”


  “Is that enough?” she said, pulling her tight skirt above her calves.


  “No,” said Eugene.


  “Is that?” she pulled her skirt back over her knees, and displayed her plump thighs, gartered with a ruffled band of silk and red rosettes. She thrust her small feet out, coyly turning the toes in.


  “Lord!” said Eugene, staring with keen interest at the garter. “I never saw any like that before. That’s pretty.” He gulped noisily. “Don’t those things hurt you, Louise?”


  “Uh-uh,” she said, as if puzzled, “why?”


  “I should think they’d cut into your skin,” he said. “I know mine do if I wear them too tight. See.”


  He pulled up his trousers’ leg and showed his young gartered shank, lightly spired with hair.


  Louise looked, and felt the garter gravely with a plump hand.


  “Mine don’t hurt me,” she said. She snapped the elastic with a ripe smack. “See!”


  “Let me see,” he said. He placed his trembling fingers lightly upon her garter.


  “Yes,” he said unsteadily. “I see.”


  Her round young weight lay heavy against him, her warm young face turned blindly up to his own. His brain reeled as if drunken, he dropped his mouth awkwardly upon her parted lips. She sank back heavily on the pillows. He planted dry and clumsy kisses upon her mouth, her eyes, in little circles round her throat and face. He fumbled at the throat-hook of her waist, but his fingers shook so violently that he could not unfasten it. She lifted her smooth hands with a comatose gesture, and unfastened it for him.


  Then he lifted his beet-red face, and whispered tremulously, not knowing well what he said:


  “You’re a nice girl, Louise. A pretty girl.”


  She thrust her pink fingers slowly through his hair, drew back his face into her breasts again, moaned softly as he kissed her, and clutched his hair in an aching grip. He put his arms around her and drew her to him. They devoured each other with young wet kisses, insatiate, unhappy, trying to grow together in their embrace, draw out the last distillation of desire in a single kiss.


  He lay sprawled, scattered and witless with passion, unable to collect and focus his heat. He heard the wild tongueless cries of desire, the inchoate ecstasy that knows no gateway of release. But he knew fear—not the social fear, but the fear of ignorance, of discovery. He feared his potency. He spoke to her thickly, wildly, not hearing himself speak.


  “Do you want me to? Do you want me to, Louise?”


  She drew his face down, murmuring:


  “You won’t hurt me, ’Gene? You wouldn’t do anything to hurt me, honey? If anything happens—” she said drowsily.


  He seized the straw of her suggestion.


  “I won’t be the first. I won’t be the one to begin you. I’ve never started a a [a] girl off,” he babbled, aware vaguely that he was voicing an approved doctrine of chivalry. “See here, Louise!” he shook her—she seemed drugged. “You’ve got to tell me before—. I won’t do that! I may be a bad fellow, but nobody can say I ever did that. Do you hear!” His voice rose shrilly; his face worked wildly; he was hardly able to speak.


  “I say, do you hear? Am I the first one, or not? You’ve got to answer! Did you ever—before?”


  She looked at him lazily. She smiled.


  “No,” she said.


  “I may be bad, but I won’t do that.” He had become inarticulate; his voice went off into a speechless jargon. Gasping, stammering, with contorted and writhing face, he sought for speech.


  She rose suddenly, and put her warm arms comfortingly around him. Soothing and caressing him, she drew him down on her breast. She stroked his head, and talked quietly to him.


  “I know you wouldn’t, honey. I know you wouldn’t. Don’t talk. Don’t say anything. Why, you’re all excited, dear. There. Why, you’re shaking like a leaf. You’re high-strung, honey. That’s what it is. You’re a bundle of nerves.”


  He wept soundlessly into her arm.


  He became quieter. She smiled, and kissed him softly.


  “Put on your clothes,” said Louise. “We ought to get started if we’re going out there.”


  In his confusion he tried to draw on a pair of Mrs. Bowden’s cast-off pumps. Louise laughed richly, and thrust her fingers through his hair.


  At the Navy Yard, they could not find the Bowdens nor Max Isaacs. A young sailor took them over a destroyer. Louise went up a railed iron ladder with an emphatic rhythm of her shapely thighs. She showed her legs. She stared impudently at a picture of a chorus lady, cut from the Police Gazette. The young sailor rolled his eyes aloft with an expression of innocent debauchery. Then he winked heavily at Eugene.


  The deck of the Oregon.


  “What’s that for?” said Louise, pointing to the outline in nails of Admiral Dewey’s foot.


  “That’s where he stood during the fight,” said the sailor.


  Louise put her small foot within the print of the greater one. The sailor winked at Eugene. You may fire when you are ready, Gridley.


  “She’s a nice girl,” said Eugene.


  “Yeah,” said Max Isaacs. “She’s a nice lady.” He craned his neck awkwardly, and squinted. “About how old is she?”


  “She’s eighteen,” said Eugene.


  Malvin Bowden stared at him.


  “You’re crazy!” said he. “She’s twenty-one.”


  “No,” said Eugene, “she’s eighteen. She told me so.”


  “I don’t care,” said Malvin Bowden, “she’s no such thing. She’s twenty-one. I reckon I ought to know. My folks have known her for five years. She had a baby when she was eighteen.”


  “Aw!” said Max Isaacs.


  “Yes,” said Malvin Bowden, “a travelling man got her in trouble. Then he ran away.”


  “Aw!” said Max Isaacs. “Without marryin’ her or anything?”


  “He didn’t do nothing for her. He ran away,” said Malvin Bowden. “Her people are raising the kid now.”


  “Great Day!” said Max Isaacs slowly. Then, sternly, he added, “A man who’d do a thing like that ought to be shot.”


  “You’re right!” said Malvin Bowden.


  They loafed along the Battery, along the borders of ruined Camelot.


  “Those are nice old places,” said Max Isaacs. “They’ve been good houses in their day.”


  He looked greedily at wrought-iron gateways; the old lust of his childhood for iron-scraps awoke.


  “Those are old Southern mansions,” said Eugene, reverently.


  The bay was still: there was a green stench of warm standing water.


  “They’ve let the place run down,” said Malvin. “It’s no bigger now than it was before the Civil War.”


  No, sir, and, by heaven, so long as one true Southern heart is left alive to remember Appomattox, Reconstruction, and the Black parliaments, we will defend with our dearest blood our menaced, but sacred, traditions.


  “They need some Northern capital,” said Max Isaacs sagely. They all did.


  An old woman, wearing a tiny bonnet, was led out on a high veranda from one of the houses, by an attentive negress. She seated herself in a porch rocker and stared blindly into the sun. Eugene looked at her sympathetically. She had probably not been informed by her loyal children of the unsuccessful termination of the war. United in their brave deception, they stinted themselves daily, reining in on their proud stomachs in order that she might have all the luxury to which she had been accustomed. What did she eat? The wing of a chicken, no doubt, and a glass of dry sherry. Meanwhile, all the valuable heirlooms had been pawned or sold. Fortunately, she was almost blind, and could not see the wastage of their fortune. It was very sad. But did she not sometimes think of that old time of the wine and the roses? When knighthood was in flower?


  “Look at that old lady,” whispered Malvin Bowden.


  “You can tell she’s a lady,” said Max Isaacs. “I bet she’s never turned her hand over.”


  “An old family,” said Eugene gently. “The Southern aristocracy.”


  An old negro came by, fringed benevolently by white whiskers. A good old man—an ante-bellum darkey. Dear Lord, their number was few in these unhappy days.


  Eugene thought of the beautiful institution of human slavery, which his slaveless maternal ancestry had fought so valiantly to preserve. Bress de Lawd, Marse! Ole Mose doan’ wan’ to be free niggah. How he goan’ lib widout marse? He doan’ wan’ stahve wid free niggahs. Har, har, har!


  Philanthropy. Pure philanthropy. He brushed a tear from his een.


  They were going across the harbor to the Isle of Palms. As the boat churned past the round brick cylinder of Fort Sumter, Malvin Bowden said:


  “They had the most men. If things had been even, we’d have beaten them.”


  “They didn’t beat us,” said Max Isaacs. “We wore ourselves out beating them.”


  “We were defeated,” said Eugene, quietly, “not beaten.”


  Max Isaacs stared at him dumbly.


  “Aw!” he said.


  They left the little boat, and ground away toward the beach in a street-car. The land had grown dry and yellow in the enervation of the summer. The foliage was coated with dust: they rattled past cheap summer houses, baked and blistered, stogged drearily in the sand. They were small, flimsy, a multitudinous vermin—all with their little wooden sign of lodging. “The Ishkabibble,” “Seaview,” “Rest Haven,” “Atlantic Inn,”—Eugene looked at them, reading with weariness the bleached and jaded humor of their names.


  “There are a lot of boarding-houses in the world,” said he.


  A hot wind of beginning autumn rustled dryly through the long parched leaves of stunted palms. Before them rose the huge rusted spokes of a Ferris Wheel. St. Louis. They had reached the beach.


  Malvin Bowden leaped joyously from the car.


  “Last one in’s a rotten egg!” he cried, and streaked for the bathhouse.


  “Kings! I’ve got kings, son,” yelled Max Isaacs. He held up his crossed fingers. The beach was bare: two or three concessions stood idly open for business. The sky curved over them, a cloudless blue burnished bowl. The sea offshore was glazed emerald: the waves rode heavily in, thickening murkily as they turned with sunlight and sediment to a beachy yellow.


  They walked slowly down the beach toward the bathhouse. The tranquil, incessant thunder of the sea made in them a lonely music. Seawards, their eyes probed through the seething glare.


  “I’m going to join the navy, ’Gene,” said Max Isaacs. “Come on and go with me.”


  “I’m not old enough,” said Eugene. “You’re not, either.”


  “I’ll be sixteen in November,” said Max Isaacs defensively.


  “That’s not old enough.”


  “I’m going to lie to get in,” said Max Isaacs. “They won’t bother you. You can get in. Come on.”


  “No,” said Eugene. “I can’t.”


  “Why not?” said Max Isaacs. “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to college,” said Eugene. “I’m going to get an education and study law.”


  “You’ll have lots of time,” said Max Isaacs. “You can go to college when you come out. They teach you a lot in the navy. They give you a good training. You go everywhere.”


  “No,” said Eugene. “I can’t.”


  But his pulse throbbed as he listened to the lonely thunder of the sea. He saw strange dusky faces, palm frondage, and heard the little tinkling sounds of Asia. He believed in harbors at the end.


  Mrs. Bowden’s niece and the waitress came out on the next car. After his immersion he lay, trembling slightly under the gusty wind, upon the beach. A fine tang of salt was on his lips. He licked his clean young flesh.


  Louise came from the bathhouse and walked slowly toward him. She came proudly, her warm curves moulded into her bathing-suit: her legs were covered with stockings of green silk.


  Far out, beyond the ropes, Max Isaacs lifted his white heavy arms, and slid swiftly through a surging wall of green water. His body glimmered greenly for a moment; he stood erect wiping his eyes and shaking water from his ears.


  Eugene took the waitress by the hand and led her into the water. She advanced slowly, with little twittering cries. An undulant surge rolled in deceptively, and rose suddenly to her chin, drinking her breath. She gasped and clung to him. Initiated, they bucked deliciously through a roaring wall of water, and, while her eyes were still closed, he caught her to him with young salty kisses.


  Presently they came out, and walked over the wet strip of beach into the warm loose sand, bedding their dripping bodies gratefully in its warmth. The waitress shivered: he moulded sand over her legs and hips, until she was half buried. He kissed her, stilling his trembling lips upon her mouth.


  “I like you! I like you a lot!” he said.


  “What did they tell you about me?” she said. “Did they talk about me?”


  “I don’t care,” he said. “I don’t care about that. I like you.”


  “You won’t remember me, honey, when you start going with the girls. You’ll forget about me. Some day you’ll see me, and you won’t even know me. You won’t recognize me. You’ll pass without speaking.”


  “No,” he said. “I’ll never forget you, Louise. So long as I live.”


  Their hearts were filled with the lonely thunder of the sea. She kissed him. They were hill-born.


  He returned in late September.


  In October, Gant, with Ben and Helen, departed for Baltimore. The operation, too long deferred, was now inevitable. His disease had grown steadily worse. He had gone through a period of incessant pain. He was enfeebled. He was frightened.


  Rising at night, he would rouse the sleeping house with his cries, commanding terror with his old magnificence.


  “I see it! I see it! The knife! The knife! ... Do you see its shadow? ... There! There! There!”


  With Boothian gusto he recoiled, pointing to invulnerable nothings.


  “Do you see him standing there in the shadows? So you’ve come at last to take the old man with you? ... There he stands—the Grim Reaper—as I always knew he would. Jesus, have mercy on my soul!”


  Gant lay in a long cot in the Urological Institute at Johns Hopkins. Every day a cheerful little man came briskly in and looked at his chart. He talked happily and went away. He was one of the greatest surgeons in the country.


  “Don’t worry,” said the nurse encouragingly, “the mortality’s only four per cent. It used to be thirty. He’s reduced it.”


  Gant groaned, and slipped his big hand into his daughter’s vital grasp.


  “Don’t worry, old boy!” she said, “you’re going to be as good as you ever were, after this.”


  She fed him with her life, her hope, her love. He was almost tranquil when they wheeled him in to his operation.


  But the little gray-haired man looked, shook his head regretfully, and trimmed deftly.


  “All right!” he said, four minutes later, to his assistant. “Close the wound.”


  Gant was dying of cancer.


  Gant sat in a wheeled chair upon the high fifth-floor veranda, looking out through bright October air at the city spread far into the haze before him. He looked very clean, almost fragile. A faint grin of happiness and relief hovered about his thin mouth. He smoked a long cigar, with fresh-awakened senses.


  “There,” he said pointing, “is where I spent part of my boyhood. Old Jeff Streeter’s hotel stood about there,” he pointed.


  “Dig down!” said Helen, grinning.


  Gant thought of the years between, and the vexed pattern of fate. His life seemed strange to him.


  “We’ll go to see all those places when you get out of here. They’re going to let you out of here, day after to-morrow. Did you know that? Did you know you’re almost well?” she cried with a big smile.


  “I’m going to be a well man after this,” said Gant. “I feel twenty years younger!”


  “Poor old papa!” she said. “Poor old papa!”


  Her eyes were wet. She put her big hands on his face, and drew his head against her.


  [¬]


  27


  My Shakespeare, rise! He rose. The bard rose throughout the length and breadth of his brave new world. He was not for an age, but for all time. Then, too, his tercentenary happened only once—at the end of three hundred years. It was observed piously from Maryland to Oregon. Eighty-one members of the House of Representatives, when asked by literate journalists for their favorite lines, replied instantly with a quotation from Polonius: “This above all: to thine own self be true.” The Swan was played, and pageanted, and essayed in every schoolhouse in the land.


  Eugene tore the Chandos portrait from the pages of the Independent and nailed it to the calcimined wall of the back-room. Then, still full of the great echoing paean of Ben Jonson’s, he scrawled below it in large trembling letters: “My Shakespeare, rise!” The large plump face—“as damned silly a head as ever I looked at”—stared baldly at him with goggle eyes, the goatee pointed ripe with hayseed vanity. But, lit by the presence, Eugene plunged back into the essay littered across his table.


  He was discovered. In an unwise absence, he left the Bard upon the wall. When he returned, Ben and Helen had read his scrawl. Thereafter, he was called poetically to table, to the telephone, to go an errand.


  “My Shakespeare, rise!”


  With red resentful face, he rose.


  “Will My Shakespeare pass the biscuit?” or, “Could I trouble My Shakespeare for the butter?” said Ben, scowling at him.


  “My Shakespeare! My Shakespeare! Do you want another piece of pie?” said Helen. Then, full of penitent laughter, she added: “That’s a shame! We oughtn’t to treat the poor kid like that.” Laughing, she plucked at her large straight chin, gazing out the window, and laughing absently—penitently, laughing.


  But—“his art was universal. He saw life clearly and he saw it whole. He was an intellectual ocean whose waves touched every shore of thought. He was all things in one: lawyer, merchant, soldier, doctor, statesman. Men of science have been amazed by the depth of his learning. In The Merchant of Venice, he deals with the most technical questions of law with the skill of an attorney. In King Lear, he boldly prescribes sleep as a remedy for Lear’s insanity. ‘Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleave of care.’ Thus, he has foreseen the latest researches of modern science by almost three centuries. In his sympathetic and well-rounded sense of characterization, he laughs with, not at, his characters.”


  Eugene won the medal—bronze or of some other material even more enduring. The Bard’s profile murkily indented. W.S. 1616–1916. A long and useful life.


  The machinery of the pageant was beautiful and simple. Its author—Dr. George B. Rockham, at one time, it was whispered, a trouper with the Ben Greet players—had seen to that. All the words had been written by Dr. George B. Rockham, and all the words, accordingly, had been written for Dr. George B. Rockham. Dr. George B. Rockham was the Voice of History. The innocent children of Altamont’s schools were the mute illustrations of that voice.


  Eugene was Prince Hal. The day before the pageant his costume arrived from Philadelphia. At John Dorsey Leonard’s direction he put it on. Then he came out sheepishly before John Dorsey on the school veranda, fingering his tin sword and looking somewhat doubtfully at his pink silk hose which came three quarters up his skinny shanks, and left exposed, below his doublet, a six-inch hiatus of raw thigh.


  John Dorsey Leonard looked gravely.


  “Here, boy,” he said. “Let me see!”


  He pulled strongly at the top of the deficient hose, with no result save to open up large runs in them. Then John Dorsey Leonard began to laugh. He slid helplessly down upon the porch rail, and bent over, palsied with silent laughter, from which a high whine, full of spittle, presently emerged.


  “O-oh my Lord!” he gasped. “Egscuse me!” he panted, seeing the boy’s angry face. “It’s the funniest thing I ever—” at this moment his voice died of paralysis.


  “I’ll fix you,” said Miss Amy. “I’ve got just the thing for you.”


  She gave him a full baggy clown’s suit, of green linen. It was a relic of a Hallowe’en party; its wide folds were gartered about his ankles.


  He turned a distressed, puzzled face toward Miss Amy.


  “That’s not right, is it?” he asked. “He never wore anything like this, did he?”


  Miss Amy looked. Her deep bosom heaved with full contralto laughter.


  “Yes, that’s right! That’s fine!” she yelled. “He was like that, anyway. No one will ever notice, boy.” She collapsed heavily into a wicker chair which widened with a protesting creak.


  “Oh, Lord!” she groaned, wet-cheeked. “I don’t believe I ever saw——”


  The pageant was performed on the embowered lawns of the Manor House. Dr. George B. Rockham stood in a green hollow—a natural amphitheatre. His audience sat on the turf of the encircling banks. As the phantom cavalcade of poetry and the drama wound down to him, Dr. George B. Rockham disposed of each character neatly in descriptive pentameter verse. He was dressed in the fashion of the Restoration—a period he coveted because it understood the charms of muscular calves. His heavy legs bulged knottily below a coy fringe of drawer-ruffles.


  Eugene stood waiting on the road above, behind an obscuring wall of trees. It was rich young May. “Doc” Hines (Falstaff) waited beside him. His small tough face grinned apishly over garments stuffed with yards of wadding. Grinning, he smote himself upon his swollen paunch: the blow left a dropsical depression.


  He turned, with a comical squint, on Eugene:


  “Hal,” said he, “you’re a hell of a looking prince.”


  “You’re no beauty, Jack,” said Eugene.


  Behind him, Julius Arthur (Macbeth), drew his sword with a flourish.


  “I challenge you, Hal,” said he.


  In the young shimmering light their tin swords clashed rapidly. Twittered with young bird-laughter, on bank and saddle sprawled, all of the Bard’s personæ. Julius Arthur thrust swiftly, was warded, then, with loose grin, buried his brand suddenly in “Doc” Hines’ receiving paunch. The company of the immortal shrieked happily.


  Miss Ida Nelson, the assistant director, rushed angrily among them.


  “Sh!” she hissed loudly. “Sh-h!” She was very angry. She had spent the afternoon hissing loudly.


  Swinging gently in her side-saddle, Rosalind, on horseback, a ripe little beauty from the convent, smiled warmly at him. Looking, he forgot.


  Below them, on the road, the crowded press loosened slowly, broke off in minute fragments, and disappeared into the hidden gulch of Dr. George Rockham’s receiving voice. With fat hammy sonority he welcomed them.


  But he had not come to Shakespeare. The pageant had opened with the Voices of Past and Present—voices a trifle out of harmony with the tenor of event—but necessary to the commercial success of the enterprise. These voices now moved voicelessly past—four frightened sales-ladies from Schwartzberg’s, clad decently in cheese-cloth and sandals, who came by bearing the banner of their concern. Or, as the doctor’s more eloquent iambics had it:


  
    “Fair Commerce, sister of the arts, thou, too,


    Shalt take thy lawful place upon our stage.”

  


  They came and passed: Ginsberg’s—“the glass of fashion and the mould of form”; Bradley the Grocer—“when first Pomona held her fruity horn”; The Buick Agency—“the chariots of Oxus and of Ind.”


  Came, passed—like pageantry of mist on an autumnal stream.


  Behind them, serried ranks of cherubim, the marshalled legions of Altamont’s Sunday schools, each in white arrayed and clutching grimly in tiny hands two thousand tiny flags of freedom, God’s small angels, and surely there for God knows what far-off event, began to move into the hollow. Their teachers nursed them gently into action, with tapping feet and palms.


  “One, two, three, four. One, two, three, four. Quickly, children!”


  A hidden orchestra, musical in the trees, greeted them, as they approached, with holy strains: the Baptists, with the simple doctrine of “It’s the Old-time Religion”; the Methodists, with “I’ll Be Waiting at the River”; the Presbyterians, with “Rock of Ages”; the Episcopalians, with “Jesus, Lover of My Soul”; and rising to lyrical climactic passion, the little Jews, with the nobly marching music of “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”


  They passed without laughter. There was a pause.


  “Well, thank God for that!” said Ralph Rolls coarsely in a solemn quiet. The Bard’s strewn host laughed, rustled noisily into line.


  “Sh-h! Sh-h!” hissed Miss Ida Nelson.


  “What the hell does she think she is?” said Julius Arthur, “a steam valve?”


  Eugene looked attentively at the shapely legs of the page, Viola.


  “Wow!” said Ralph Rolls, with his accustomed audibility. “Look who’s here!”


  She looked on them all with a pert impartial smile. But she never told her love.


  Miss Ida Nelson caught the doctor’s stealthy sign. Carefully, in slow twos, she fed them down to him.


  The Moor of Venice (Mr. George Graves), turned his broad back upon their jibes, and lurched down with sullen-sheepish grin, unable to conceal the massive embarrassment of his calves.


  “Tell him who you are, Villa,” said Doc Hines. “You look like Jack Johnson.”


  The town, in its first white shirting of Spring, sat on the turfy banks, and looked down gravely upon the bosky little comedy of errors; the encircling mountains, and the gods thereon, looked down upon the slightly larger theatre of the town; and, figuratively, from mountains that looked down on mountains, the last stronghold of philosophy, the author of this chronicle looked down on everything.


  “Here we go, Hal,” said Doc Hines, nudging Eugene.


  “Give ’em hell, son,” said Julius Arthur. “You’re dressed for the part.”


  “He looks it, you mean,” said Ralph Rolls. “Boy, you’ll knock ’em dead,” he added with an indecent laugh.


  They descended into the hollow, accompanied by a low but growing titter of amazement from the audience. Before them, the doctor had just disposed of Desdemona, who parted with a graceful obeisance. He was now engaged on Othello, who stood, bullish and shy, till his ordeal should finish. In a moment, he strode away, and the doctor turned to Falstaff, reading the man by his padded belly, briskly, with relief:


  
    “Now, Tragedy, begone, and to our dell


    Bring antic Jollity with cap and bells:


    Falstaff, thou prince of jesters, lewd old man


    Who surfeited a royal prince with mirth,


    And swayed a kingdom with his wanton quips——”

  


  Embarrassed by the growing undertone of laughter, Doc Hines squinted around with a tough grin, gave a comical hitch to his padded figure, and whispered a hoarse aside to Eugene: “Hear that, Hal? I’m hell on wheels, ain’t I?”


  Eugene saw him depart in a green blur, and presently became aware that an unnatural silence had descended upon Doctor George B. Rockham. The Voice of History was, for the moment, mute. Its long jaw, in fact, had fallen ajar.


  Dr. George B. Rockham looked wildly about him for succor. He rolled his eyes entreatingly upwards at Miss Ida Nelson. She turned her head away.


  “Who are you?” he said hoarsely, holding a hairy hand carefully beside his mouth.


  “Prince Hal,” said Eugene, likewise hoarsely and behind his hand.


  Dr. George B. Rockham staggered a little. Their speech had reached the stalls. But firmly, before the tethered chafing laughter, he began:


  
    “Friend to the weak and comrade of the wild,


    By folly sired to wisdom, dauntless Hal——”

  


  Laughter, laughter unleashed and turbulent, laughter that rose flood by flood upon itself, laughter wild, earth-shaking, thunder-cuffing, drowned Dr. George B. Rockham and all he had to say. Laughter! Laughter! Laughter!


  Helen was married in the month of June—a month sacred, it is said, to Hymen, but used so often for nuptials that the god’s blessing is probably not infallible.


  She had returned to Altamont in May, from her last singing engagement. She had beeen [been] in Atlanta for the week of opera, and had come back by way of Henderson, where she had visited Daisy and Mrs. Selborne. There she had found her mate.


  He was not a stranger to her. She had known him years before in Altamont, where he had lived for a short time as district agent for the great and humane corporation that employed him—the Federal Cash Register Company. Since that time he had gone to various parts of the country at his master’s bidding, carrying with him his great message of prosperity and thrift. At the present time, he lived with his sister and his aged mother, whose ponderous infirmity of limb had not impaired her appetite, in a South Carolina town. He was devoted and generous to them both. And the Federal Cash Register Company, touched by his devotion to duty, rewarded him with a good salary. His name was Barton. The Bartons lived well.


  Helen returned with the unexpectedness in which all returning Gants delighted. She came in on members of her family, one afternoon, in the kitchen at Dixieland.


  “Hello, everybody!” she said.


  “Well, for G-g-god’s sake,” said Luke after a moment. “Look who’s here!”


  They embraced heartily.


  “Why, what on earth!” cried Eliza, putting her iron down on the board, and wavering on her feet, in an effort to walk in two directions at once. They kissed.


  “I was just thinking to myself,” said Eliza, more calmly, “that it wouldn’t surprise me a bit if you should come walking in. I had a premonition, I don’t know what else you’d call it——”


  “Oh, my God!” groaned the girl, good-humoredly, but with a shade of annoyance. “Don’t start that Pentland spooky stuff! It makes my flesh crawl.”


  She exchanged a glance of burlesque entreaty with Luke. Winking, he turned suddenly, and with an idiotic laugh, tickled Eliza sharply.


  “Get away!” she shrieked.


  He chortled madly.


  “I’ll declare, boy!” she said fretfully. “I believe you’re crazy. I’ll vow I do!”


  Helen laughed huskily.


  “Well,” said Eliza, “how’d you leave Daisy and the children?”


  “They’re all right, I suppose,” said Helen wearily. “Oh, my God! Deliver me!” she laughed. “You never saw such pests! I spent fifty dollars on them in toys and presents alone! You’d never think it from the thanks I get. Daisy takes it all as her due! Selfish! Selfish! Selfish!”


  “For G-g-god’s sake!” said Luke loyally.


  She was one fine girl.


  “I paid for everything I got at Daisy’s, I can assure you!” she said, sharply, challengingly. “I spent no more time there than I had to. I was at Mrs. Selborne’s nearly all the time. I had practically all my meals there.”


  Her need for independence had become greater; her hunger for dependents acute. Her denial of obligation to others was militant. She gave more than she received.


  “Well, I’m in for it,” she said presently, trying to mask her strong eagerness.


  “In for what?” asked Luke.


  “I’ve gone and done it at last,” she said.


  “Mercy!” shrieked Eliza. “You’re not married, are you?”


  “Not yet,” said Helen, “but I will be soon.”


  Then she told them about Mr. Hugh T. Barton, the cash register salesman. She spoke loyally and kindly of him, without great love.


  “He’s ten years older than I am,” she said.


  “Well,” said Eliza thoughtfully, moulding her lips. “They sometimes make the best husbands.” After a moment, she asked: “Has he got any property?”


  “No,” said Helen, “they live up all he makes. They live in style, I tell you. There are two servants in that house all the time. The old lady doesn’t turn her hand over.”


  “Where are you going to live?” said Eliza sharply. “With his folks?”


  “Well, I should say not! I should say not!” said Helen slowly and emphatically. “Good heavens, mama!” she continued irritably. “I want a home of my own. Can’t you realize that? I’ve been doing for others all my life. Now I’m going to let them do for me. I want no in-laws about. No, sir!” she said emphatically.


  Luke bit his nails nervously.


  “Well, he’s g-g-getting a great g-g-girl,” he said. “I hope he has sense enough to realize that.”


  Moved, she laughed bigly, ironically.


  “I’ve got one booster, haven’t I?” she said. She looked at him seriously with clear affectionate eyes. “Well, thanks, Luke. You’re one of the lot that’s always had the interests of the family at heart.”


  Her big face was for a moment tranquil and eager. A great calm lay there: the radiant decent beauty of dawn and rainwater. Her eyes were as luminous and believing as a child’s. No evil dwelt in her. She had learned nothing.


  “Have you told your papa?” said Eliza, presently.


  “No,” she said, after a pause, “I haven’t.”


  They thought of Gant in silence, with wonder. Her going was a marvel.


  “I have a right to my own life,” said Helen angrily, as if some one disputed that right, “as much as any one. Good heavens, mama! You and papa have lived your lives—don’t you know that? Do you think it’s right that I should go on forever looking after him? Do you?” Her voice rose under the stress of hysteria.


  “Why, no-o. I never said—” Eliza began, flustered and conciliatory.


  “You’ve spent your life f-f-finking of others and not of yourself,” said Luke. “That’s the trouble. They don’t appreciate it.”


  “Well, I’m not going to any longer. That’s one thing sure! No, indeed! I want a home and some children. I’m going to have them!” she said defiantly. In a moment, she added tenderly:


  “Poor old papa! I wonder what he’s going to say?”


  He said very little. The Gants, after initial surprise, moulded new events very quickly into the texture of their lives. Abysmal change widened their souls out in a brooding unconsciousness.


  Mr. Hugh Barton came up into the hills to visit his affianced kin. He came, to their huge delight, lounging in the long racing chassis of a dusty brown 1911 Buick roadster. He came, in a gaseous coil, to the the [the] roaring explosion of great engines. He descended, a tall, elegant figure, dyspeptic, lean almost to emaciation, very foppishly laundered and tailored. He looked the car over slowly, critically, a long cigar clamped in the corner of his saturnine mouth, drawing his gauntlets off deliberately. Then, in the same unhurried fashion, he removed from his head the ten-gallon gray sombrero—the only astonishing feature of his otherwise undebatable costume—and shook each long thin leg delicately for a moment to straighten out the wrinkles. But there were none. Then, deliberately, he came up the walk to Dixieland, where the Gants were assembled. As he came, unhurried, he took the cigar from his mouth calmly and held it in the fingers of his lean, hairy, violently palsied hand. His thin black hair, fine spun, was fanned lightly from its elegance by a wantoning breeze. He espied his betrothed and grinned, with dignity, sardonically, with big nuggets of gold teeth. They greeted and kissed.


  “This is my mother, Hugh,” said Helen.


  Hugh Barton bent slowly, courteously, from his thin waist. He fastened on Eliza a keen penetrating stare that discomposed her. His lips twisted again in an impressive sardonic smile. Every one felt he was going to say something very, very important.


  “How do you do?” he asked, and took her hand.


  Every one then felt that Hugh Barton had said something very, very important.


  With equal slow gravity he greeted each one. They were somewhat awed by his lordliness. Luke, however, burst out uncontrollably:


  “You’re g-g-getting a fine girl, Mr. B-b-barton.”


  Hugh Barton turned on him slowly and fixed him with his keen stare.


  “I think so,” he said gravely. His voice was deep, deliberate, with an impressive rasp. He was selling himself.


  In an awkward silence he turned, grinning amiably, on Eugene.


  “Have a cigar?” he asked, taking three long powerful weeds from his upper vest pocket, and holding them out in his clean twitching fingers.


  “Thanks,” said Eugene with a dissipated leer, “I’ll smoke a Camel.”


  He took a package of cigarettes from his pocket. Gravely, Hugh Barton held a match for him.


  “Why do you wear the big hat?” asked Eugene.


  “Psychology,” he said. “It makes ’em talk.”


  “I tell you what!” said Eliza, beginning to laugh. “That’s pretty smart, isn’t it?”


  “Sure!” said Luke. “That’s advertising! It pays to advertise!”


  “Yes,” said Mr. Barton slowly, “you’ve got to get the other fellow’s psychology.”


  The phrase seemed to describe an action of modified assault and restrained pillage.


  They liked him very much. They all went into the house.


  Hugh Barton’s mother was in her seventy-fourth year, but she had the strength of a healthy woman of fifty, and the appetite of two of forty. She was a powerful old lady, six feet tall, with the big bones of a man, and a heavy full-jawed face, sensuous and complacent, and excellently equipped with a champing mill of strong yellow horse-teeth. It was cake and pudding to see her at work on corn on the cob. A slight paralysis had slowed her tongue and thickened her speech a little, so that she spoke deliberately, with a ponderous enunciation of each word. This deformity, which she carefully hid, added to, rather than subtracted from, the pontifical weight of her opinions: she was an earnest Republican—in memory of her departed mate—and she took a violent dislike to any one who opposed her political judgment. When thwarted or annoyed in any way, the heavy benevolence of her face was dislodged by a thunder-cloud of petulance, and her wide pouting underlip rolled out like a window-shade. But, as she barged slowly along, one big hand gripping a heavy stick on which she leaned her massive weight, she was an impressive dowager.


  “She’s a lady—a real lady,” said Helen proudly. “Any one can see that! She goes out with all the best people.”


  Hugh Barton’s sister, Mrs. Genevieve Watson, was a sallow woman of thirty-eight years, tall, wren-like and emaciated, like her brother; dyspeptic, and very elegantly kept. The divorced Watson was conspicuous for his absence from all conversations: there was once or twice a heavy flutter around his name, a funereal hush, and a muttered suggestion of oriental debauchery.


  “He was a beast,” said Hugh Barton, “a low dog. He treated sister very badly.”


  Mrs. Barton wagged her great head with the slow but emphatic approval she accorded all her son’s opinions.


  “O-o-h!” she said. “He was a ter-rib-bul man.”


  He had, they inferred, been given to hellish practices. He had “gone after other women.”


  Sister Veve had a narrow discontented face, a metallic vivacity, an effusive cordiality. She was always very smartly dressed. She had somewhat vague connections in the real estate business; she spoke grandly of obscure affairs; she was always on the verge of an indefinite “Big Deal.”


  “I’m getting them lined up, brother,” she would say with cheerful confidence. “Things are coming my way. J.D. came in to-day and said: ‘Veve—you’re the only woman in the world that can put this thing across. Go to it, little girl. There’s a fortune in it for you.’” And so on.


  Her conversation, Eugene thought, was not unlike Brother Steve’s.


  But their affection and loyalty for one another was beautiful. Its unaccustomed faith, its abiding tranquillity, puzzled and disturbed the Gants. They were touched indefinably, a little annoyed, because of it.


  The Bartons came to Woodson Street two weeks before the wedding. Within three days after their arrival, Helen and old lady Barton were at odds. It was inevitable. The heat of the girl’s first affection for Barton’s family wore off very quickly: her possessive instinct asserted itself—she would halve no one’s love, she would share with no other a place in the heart. She would own, she would possess completely. She would be generous, but she would be mistress. She would give. It was the law of her nature.


  She began immediately, by force of this essential stress, to make out a case against the old woman.


  Mrs. Barton, too, felt the extent of her loss. She wanted to be sure that Helen realized the extent of her acquisition of one of the latter-day saints.


  Rocking ponderously in the dark on Gant’s veranda, the old woman would say:


  “You are get-ting a good boy, Hel-en.” She would wag her powerful head from side to side, pugnaciously emphatic. “Though I do say it myself, you are get-ting one good boy, Hel-en. A bet-ter boy than Hugh does-ent live.”


  “Oh, I don’t know!” said Helen, annoyed. “I don’t think it’s such a bad bargain for him either, you know. I think pretty well of myself, too.” And she would laugh, huskily, heartily, trying in laughter to conceal her resentment, but visibly, to every eye but Mrs. Barton’s, angered.


  A moment later, on some pretext, she would be back into the house, where, with a face contorted by her rising hysteria, to Luke, Eugene, or any sympathetic audience, she would burst out:


  “You heard that, didn’t you? You heard that? You see what I’ve got to put up with, don’t you? Do you see? Do you blame me for not wanting that damned old woman around? Do you? You see how she wants to run things, don’t you? Do you see how she rubs it into me whenever she gets a chance? She can’t bear to give him up. Of course not! He’s her meal-ticket. They’ve bled him white. Why, even now, if it came to a question of choosing between us—” her face worked strongly. She could not continue. In a moment she quieted herself, and said decisively: “I suppose you know now why we’re going to live away from them. You see, don’t you? Do you blame me?”


  “No’m,” said Eugene, obedient after pumping.


  “It’s a d-d-damn shame!” said Luke loyally.


  At this moment Mrs. Barton, kindly but authoritative, called from the veranda:


  “Hel-en! Where are you, Hel-en?”


  “O gotohell. Gotohell!” said Helen, in a comic undertone.


  “Yes? What is it?” she called out sharply.


  You see, don’t you?


  She was married at Dixieland, because she was having a big wedding. She knew a great many people.


  As her wedding-day approached, her suppressed hysteria mounted. Her sense of decorum grew militant: she attacked Eliza bitterly for keeping certain dubious people in the house.


  “Mama, in heaven’s name! What do you mean by allowing such goings-on right in the face of Hugh and his people? What do you suppose they think of it? Have you no respect for my feelings? Good heavens, are you going to have the house full of chippies on the night of my wedding?” Her voice was high and cracked. She almost wept.


  “Why, child!” said Eliza, with troubled face. “What do you mean? I’ve never noticed anything.”


  “Are you blind! Every one’s talking about it! They’re practically living together!” This last was a reference to a condition existing between a dissipated and alcoholic young man and a darkly handsome young woman, slightly tubercular.


  To Eugene was assigned the task of digging this couple out of their burrow. He waited sternly outside the girl’s room, watching the shadow dance at the door crack. At the end of the sixth hour, the besieged surrendered—the man came out. The boy—pallid, but proud of his trust—told the house-defiler that he must go. The young man agreed with cheerful alcoholism. He went at once.


  Mrs. Pert was saved in the house-cleaning.


  “After all,” said Helen, “what do we know about her? They can say what they like about Fatty. I like her.”


  Ferns, flowers, potted plants, presents and guests arriving. The long nasal drone of the Presbyterian minister. The packed crowd. The triumphant booming of “The Wedding March.”


  A flashlight: Hugh Barton and his bride limply astare—frightened; Gant, Ben, Luke, and Eugene, widely, sheepishly agrin; Eliza, high-sorrowful and sad; Mrs. Selborne and a smile of subtle mystery; the pert flower-girls; Pearl Hines’ happy laughter.


  When it was over, Eliza and her daughter hung in each other’s arms, weeping.


  Eliza repeated over and over, from guest to guest:


  
    “A son is a son till he gets him a wife,


    But a daughter’s a daughter all the days of her life.”

  


  She was comforted.


  They escaped at length, wilted, from the thronging press of well-wishing guests. White-faced, scared witless, Mr. and Mrs. Hugh Barton got into a closed car. It was done! They would spend the night at the Battery Hill. Ben had engaged the wedding-suite. To-morrow, a honeymoon to Niagara.


  Before they went, the girl kissed Eugene with something of the old affection.


  “I’ll see you in the Fall, honey. Come over as soon as you’re settled.”


  For Hugh Barton was beginning life with his bride in a new place. He was going to the capital of the State. And it had already been determined, chiefly by Gant, that Eugene was going to the State University.


  But Hugh and Helen did not go honeymooning the next morning, as they had planned. During the night, as she lay at Dixieland, old Mrs. Barton was taken with a violent, a retching sickness. For once, her massive digestive mechanism failed to meet the heavy demands she had put upon it during the pre-nuptial banqueting. She came near death.


  Hugh and Helen returned abruptly next morning to a scene of dismal tinsellings and jaded lilies. Helen hurled her vitality into the sick woman’s care; dominant, furious, all-mastering, she blew back her life into her. Within three days, Mrs. Barton was out of danger; but her complete recovery was slow, ugly, and painful. As the days lengthened out wearily, the girl became more and more bitter over her thwarted honeymoon. Rushing out of the sick-room, she would enter Eliza’s kitchen with writhen face, unable to control her anger:


  “That damned old woman! Sometimes I believe she did it on purpose. My God, am I to get no happiness from life? Will they never leave me alone? Urr-p! Urr-p!”—Her rough bacchic smile played loosely over her large unhappy face. “Mama, in God’s name where does it all come from?” she said, grinning tearfully. “I do nothing but mop up after her. Will you please tell me how long it’s going to last?”


  Eliza laughed slyly, passing her finger under her broad nosewing.


  “Why, child!” she said. “What in the world! I’ve never seen the like! She must have saved up for the last six months.”


  “Yes, sir!” said Helen, looking vaguely away, with a profane smile playing across her mouth, “I’d just like to know where the hell it all comes from. I’ve had everything else,” she said, with a rough angry laugh, “I’m expecting one of her kidneys at any minute.”


  “Whew-w!” cried Eliza, shaken with laughter.


  “Hel-en! Oh Hel’en!” Mrs. Barton’s voice came feebly in to them.


  “O gotohell!” said the girl, sotto-voce. “Urr-p! Urr-p!” She burst suddenly into tears: “Is it going to be like this always! I sometimes believe the judgment of God is against us all. Papa was right.”


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza, wetting her fingers, and threading a needle before the light. “I’d go on and pay no more attention to her. There’s nothing wrong with her. It’s all imagination!” It was Eliza’s rooted conviction that most human ills, except her own, were “all imagination.”


  “Hel-en!”


  “All right! I’m coming!” the girl cried cheerfully, turning an angry grin on Eliza as she went. It was funny. It was ugly. It was terrible.


  It seemed, in fact, that papa was right, and that the chief celestial Cloud-Pusher, the often hymned, whom our bitter moderns have sometimes called “the ancient Jester”—had turned his frown upon their fortunes.


  It began to rain—rain incessant, spouting, torrential rain, fell among the reeking hills, leaving grass and foliage drowned upon the slopes, starting the liquid avalanche of earth upon a settlement, glutting lean rocky mountain-streams to a foaming welter of yellow flood. It mined the yellow banks away with unheard droppings; it caved in hillsides; it drank the steep banked earth away below the rails, leaving them strung to their aerial ties across a gutted canyon.


  There was a flood in Altamont. It swept down in a converging width from the hills, filling the little river, and foaming beyond its banks in a wide waste Mississippi. It looted the bottomlands of the river; it floated iron and wooden bridges from their piers as it might float a leaf; it brought ruin to the railway flats and all who dwelt therein.


  The town was cut off from every communication with the world. At the end of the third week, as the waters slid back into their channels, Hugh Barton and his bride, crouched grimly in the great pit of the Buick, rode out through flooded roads, crawled desperately over ruined trestles, daring the irresistible wrath of water to achieve their wilted anti-climactic honeymoon.


  “He will go where I send him or not at all,” Gant spoke his final word, not loudly.


  Thus, it was decided that Eugene must go to the State University.


  Eugene did not want to go to the State University.


  For two years he had romanced with Margaret Leonard about his future education. It was proposed that, in view of his youth, he should attend Vanderbilt (or Virginia) for two years, go to Harvard for two years more, and then, having arrived by easy stages at Paradise, “top things off” with a year or two at Oxford.


  “Then,” said John Dorsey Leonard, who talked enchantingly on the subject, between mouthfuls of clabber, “then, my sonny, a man may begin to say he’s really ‘cultsherd.’ After that, of course,” he continued with a spacious carelessness, “he may travel for a year or so.”


  But the Leonards were not yet ready to part with him.


  “You’re too young, boy,” said Margaret Leonard. “Can’t you persuade your father to wait another year? You’re only a child in years, Eugene. You have all the time in the world.” Her eyes darkened as she talked.


  Gant would not be persuaded.


  “He’s old enough,” he said. “When I was his age I had been earning my living for years. I’m getting old. I won’t be here much longer. I want him to begin to make a name for himself before I die.”


  He refused stubbornly to consider any postponement. In his youngest son he saw the last hope of his name’s survival in laurels—in the political laurels he so valued. He wanted his son to be a great and far-seeing statesman and a member of the Republican or Democratic party. His choice of a university was therefore a measure of political expediency, founded upon the judgment of his legal and political friends.


  “He’s ready to go,” said Gant, “and he’s going to the State University, and nowhere else. He’ll be given as good an education there as he can get anywhere. Furthermore, he will make friends there who will stand by him the rest of his life.” He turned upon his son a glance of bitter reproach. “There are very few boys who have had your chance,” said he, “and you ought to be grateful instead of turning up your nose at it. Mark my words, you’ll live to see the day when you’ll thank me for sending you there. Now, I’ve given you my last word: you’ll go where I send you or you’ll go nowhere at all.”


  [¬]
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  Eugene was not quite sixteen years old when he was sent away to the university. He was, at the time, over six feet and three inches tall, and weighed perhaps 130 pounds. He had been sick very little in his life, but his rapid growth had eaten sharply at his strength: he was full of a wild energy of mind and body that devoured him and left him exhausted. He tired very quickly.


  He was a child when he went away: he was a child who had looked much on pain and evil, and remained a fantasist of the Ideal. Walled up in his great city of visions, his tongue had learned to mock, his lip to sneer, but the harsh rasp of the world had worn no grooving in the secret life. Again and again he had been bogged in the gray slough of factuality. His cruel eyes had missed the meaning of no gesture, his packed and bitter heart had sweltered in him like a hot ingot, but all his hard wisdom melted at the glow of his imagination. He was not a child when he reflected, but when he dreamt, he was; and it was the child and dreamer that governed his belief. He belonged, perhaps, to an older and simpler race of men: he belonged with the Mythmakers. For him, the sun was a lordly lamp to light him on his grand adventuring. He believed in brave heroic lives. He believed in the fine flowers of tenderness and gentleness he had little known. He believed in beauty and in order, and that he would wreak out their mighty forms upon the distressful chaos of his life. He believed in love, and in the goodness and glory of women. He believed in valiance, and he hoped that, like Socrates, he would do nothing mean or common in the hour of danger. He exulted in his youth, and he believed that he could never die.


  Four years later, when he was graduated, he had passed his adolescence, the kiss of love and death burned on his lips, and he was still a child.


  When it was at last plain that Gant’s will was on this inflexible, Margaret Leonard had said, quietly:


  “Well, then, go your ways, boy. Go your ways. God bless you.”


  She looked a moment at his long thin figure and turned to John Dorsey Leonard with wet eyes:


  “Do you remember that shaver in knee-pants who came to us four years ago? Can you believe it?”


  John Dorsey Leonard laughed quietly, with weary gentle relaxation.


  “What do you know about it?” he said.


  When Margaret turned to him again her voice, low and gentle, was charged with the greatest passion he had ever heard in it.


  “You are taking a part of our heart with you, boy. Do you know that?”


  She took his trembling hand gently between her own lean fingers. He lowered his head and closed his eyelids tightly.


  “Eugene,” she continued, “we could not love you more if you were our own child. We wanted to keep you with us for another year, but since that cannot be, we are sending you out with our hopes pinned to you. Oh, boy, you are fine. There is no atom in you that is not fine. A glory and a chrism of bright genius rest upon you. God bless you: the world is yours.”


  The proud words of love and glory sank like music to his heart, evoking their bright pictures of triumph, and piercing him with the bitter shame of his concealed desires. Love bade him enter, but his soul drew back, guilty of lust and sin.


  He tore his hand from her grasp, clinching, with the strangled cry of an animal, his convulsive throat.


  “I can’t!” he choked. “You mustn’t think—” He could not go on; his life groped blindly to confessional.


  Later, after he left her, her light kiss upon his cheek, the first she had ever given him, burned like a ring of fire.


  That summer he was closer to Ben then [than] ever before. They occupied the same room at Woodson Street. Luke had returned to the Westinghouse plant at Pittsburgh after Helen’s marriage.


  Gant still occupied his sitting-room, but the rest of the house he had rented to a sprightly gray-haired widow of forty. She looked after them beautifully, but she served Ben with an especial tenderness. At night, on the cool veranda, Eugene would find them below the ripening clusters, hear the quiet note of his brother’s voice, his laugh, see the slow red arc of his cigarette in darkness.


  The quiet one was more quiet and morose than he had ever been before: he stalked through the house scowling ferociously. All his conversation with Eliza was short and bitterly scornful; with Gant he spoke hardly at all. They had never talked together. Their eyes never met—a great shame, the shame of father and son, that mystery that goes down beyond motherhood, beyond life, that mysterious shame that seals the lips of all men, and lives in their hearts, had silenced them.


  But to Eugene, Ben talked more freely than ever before. As they sat upon their beds at night, reading and smoking before they slept, all of the pain and bitterness of Benjamin Gant’s life burst out in violent denunciation. He began to speak with slow sullen difficulty, halting over his words as he did when he read, but speaking more rapidly as his quiet voice became more passionate.


  “I suppose they’ve told you how poor they are?” he began, tossing his cigarette away.


  “Well,” said Eugene, “I’ve got to go easy. I mustn’t waste my money.”


  “Ah-h!” said Ben, making an ugly face. He laughed silently, with a thin and bitter contortion of his lips.


  “Papa said that a lot of boys pay their own way through college by waiting on tables and so on. Perhaps I can do something like that.”


  Ben turned over on his side until he faced his brother, propping himself on his thin hairy forearm.


  “Now listen, ’Gene,” he said sternly, “don’t be a damned little fool, do you hear? You take every damn cent you can get out of them,” he added savagely.


  “Well, I appreciate what they’re doing. I’m getting a lot more than the rest of you had. They’re doing a lot for me,” said the boy.


  “For you, you little idiot!” said Ben, scowling at him in disgust. “They’re doing it all for themselves. Don’t let them get away with that. They think you’ll make good and bring a lot of credit to them some day. They’re rushing you into it two years too soon, as it is. No, you take everything you can get. The rest of us never had anything, but I want to see you get all that’s coming to you. My God!” he cried furiously. “Their money’s doing no one any good rotting in the damned bank, is it? No, ’Gene, get all you can. When you get down there, if you find you need more to hold your own with the other boys, make the old man give it to you. You’ve never had a chance to hold your head up in your own home town, so make the most of your chances when you get away.”


  He lighted a cigarette and smoked in bitter silence for a moment.


  “To hell with it all!” he said. “What in God’s name are we living for!”


  Eugene’s first year at the university was filled for him with loneliness, pain, and failure. Within three weeks of his matriculation, he had been made the dupe of a half-dozen classic jokes, his ignorance of all campus tradition had been exploited, his gullibility was a byword. He was the greenest of all green Freshmen, past and present: he had listened attentively to a sermon in chapel by a sophomore with false whiskers; he had prepared studiously for an examination on the contents of the college catalogue; and he had been guilty of the inexcusable blunder of making a speech of acceptance on his election, with fifty others, to the literary society.


  And these buffooneries—a little cruel, but only with the cruelty of vacant laughter, and a part of the schedule of rough humor in an American college—salty, extravagant, and national—opened deep wounds in him, which his companions hardly suspected. He was conspicuous at once not only because of his blunders, but also because of his young wild child’s face, and his great raw length of body, with the bounding scissor legs. The undergraduates passed him in grinning clusters: he saluted them obediently, but with a sick heart. And the smug smiling faces of his own classmen, the wiser Freshmen, complacently guiltless of his own mistakes, touched him at moments with insane fury.


  “Smile and smile and s-mile—damn you!” he cursed through his grating teeth. For the first time in his life he began to dislike whatever fits too snugly in a measure. He began to dislike and envy the inconspicuous mould of general nature—the multitudinous arms, legs, hands, feet, and figures that are comfortably shaped for ready-made garments. And the prettily regular, wherever he found it, he hated—the vacantly handsome young men, with shining hair, evenly parted in the middle, with sure strong middling limbs meant to go gracefully on dancefloors. He longed to see them commit some awkward blunder—to trip and sprawl, to be flatulent, to lose a strategic button in mixed company, to be unconscious of a hanging shirt-tail while with a pretty girl. But they made no mistakes.


  As he walked across the campus, he heard his name called mockingly from a dozen of the impartial windows, he heard the hidden laughter, and he ground his teeth. And at night, he stiffened with shame in his dark bed, ripping the sheet between his fingers as, with the unbalanced vision, the swollen egotism of the introvert, the picture of a crowded student-room, filled with the grinning historians of his exploits, burned in his brain. He strangled his fierce cry with a taloned hand. He wanted to blot out the shameful moment, unweave the loom. It seemed to him that his ruin was final, that he had stamped the beginning of his university life with folly that would never be forgotten, and that the best he could do would be to seek out obscurity for the next four years. He saw himself in his clown’s trappings and thought of his former vision of success and honor with a lacerating self-contempt.


  There was no one to whom he could turn: he had no friends. His conception of university life was a romantic blur, evoked from his reading and tempered with memories of Stover at Yale, Young Fred Fearnot, and jolly youths with affectionate linked arms, bawling out a cheer-song. No one had given him even the rudimentary data of the somewhat rudimentary life of an American university. He had not been warned of the general taboos. Thus, he had come greenly on his new life, unprepared, as he came ever thereafter on all new life, save for his opium visions of himself a stranger in Arcadias.


  He was alone. He was desperately lonely.


  But the university was a charming, an unforgettable place. It was situated in the little village of Pulpit Hill, in the central midland of the big State. Students came and departed by motor from the dreary tobacco town of Exeter, twelve miles away: the countryside was raw, powerful and ugly, a rolling land of field, wood, and hollow; but the university itself was buried in a pastoral wilderness, on a long tabling butte, which rose steeply above the country. One burst suddenly, at the hill-top, on the end of the straggling village street, flanked by faculty houses, and winding a mile in to the town centre and the university. The central campus sloped back and up over a broad area of rich turf, groved with magnificent ancient trees. A quadrangle of post-Revolutionary buildings of weathered brick bounded the upper end: other newer buildings, in the modern bad manner (the Pedagogic Neo-Greeky), were scattered around beyond the central design: beyond, there was a thickly forested wilderness. There was still a good flavor of the wilderness about the place—one felt its remoteness, its isolated charm. It seemed to Eugene like a provincial outpost of great Rome: the wilderness crept up to it like a beast.


  Its great poverty, its century-long struggle in the forest, had given the university a sweetness and a beauty it was later to forfeit. It had the fine authority of provincialism—the provincialism of an older South. Nothing mattered but the State: the State was a mighty empire, a rich kingdom—there was, beyond, a remote and semi-barbaric world.


  Few of the university’s sons had been distinguished in the nation’s life—there had been an obscure President of the United States, and a few Cabinet members, but few had sought such distinction: it was glory enough to be a great man in one’s State. Nothing beyond mattered very much.


  In this pastoral setting a young man was enabled to loaf comfortably and delightfully through four luxurious and indolent years. There was, God knows, seclusion enough for monastic scholarship, but the rare romantic quality of the atmosphere, the prodigal opulence of Springtime, thick with flowers and drenched in a fragrant warmth of green shimmering light, quenched pretty thoroughly any incipient rash of bookishness. Instead, they loafed and invited their souls or, with great energy and enthusiasm, promoted the affairs of glee-clubs, athletic teams, class politics, fraternities, debating societies, and dramatic clubs. And they talked—always they talked, under the trees, against the ivied walls, assembled in their rooms, they talked—in limp sprawls—incessant, charming, empty Southern talk; they talked with a large easy fluency about God, the Devil, and philosophy, the girls, politics, athletics, fraternities and the girls—My God! how they talked!


  “Observe,” lisped Mr. Torrington, the old Rhodes Scholar (Pulpit Hill and Merton, ’14), “observe how skilfully he holds suspense until the very end. Observe with what consummate art he builds up his climax, keeping his meaning hidden until the very last word.” Further, in fact.


  At last, thought Eugene, I am getting an education. This must be good writing, because it seems so very dull. When it hurts, the dentist says, it does you good. Democracy must be real, because it is so very earnest. It must be a certainty, because it is so elegantly embalmed in this marble mausoleum of language. Essays For College Men—Woodrow Wilson, Lord Bryce and Dean Briggs.


  But there was no word here of the loud raucous voice of America, political conventions and the Big Brass Band, Tweed, Tammany, the Big Stick, lynching bees and black barbecue parties, the Boston Irish, and the damnable machinations of the Pope as exposed by the Babylon Hollow Trumpet (Dem.), the rape of the Belgian virgins, rum, oil, Wall Street and Mexico.


  All that, Mr. Torrington would have said, was temporary and accidental. It was unsound.


  Mr. Torrington smiled moistly at Eugene and urged him tenderly into a chair drawn intimately to his desk.


  “Mr.—? Mr.—?—” he said, fumbling at his index cards.


  “Gant,” said Eugene.


  “Ah, yes—Mr. Gant,” he smiled his contrition. “Now—about your outside reading?” he began.


  But what, thought Eugene, about my inside reading?


  Did he like to read? Ah—that was good. He was so glad to hear it. The true university in these days, said Carlyle (he did hope Eugene like [liked] rugged old Thomas), was a collection of books.


  “Yes, sir,” said Eugene.


  That, it seemed to him, was the Oxford Plan. Oh, yes—he had been there, three years, in fact. His mild eye kindled. To loaf along the High on a warm Spring day, stopping to examine in the bookseller’s windows the treasures that might be had for so little. Then to Buol’s or to a friend’s room for tea, or for a walk in the meadows or Magdalen gardens, or to look down into the quad, at the gay pageant of youth below. Ah—Ah! A great place? Well—he’d hardly say that. It all depended what one meant by a great place. Half the looseness in thought—unfortunately, he fancied, more prevalent among American than among English youth—came from an indefinite exuberance of ill-defined speech.


  “Yes, sir,” said Eugene.


  A great place? Well, he’d scarcely say that. The expression was typically American. Butter-lipped, he turned on the boy a smile of soft unfriendliness:


  “It kills,” he observed, “a man’s useless enthusiasms.”


  Eugene whitened a little.


  “That’s fine,” he said.


  Now—let him see. Did he like plays—the modern drama? Excellent. They were doing some very interesting things in the modern drama. Barrie—oh, a charming fellow! What was that? Shaw!


  “Yes, sir,” said Eugene. “I’ve read all the others. There’s a new book out.”


  “Oh, but really! My dear boy!” said Mr. Torrington with gentle amazement. He shrugged his shoulders and became politely indifferent. Very well, if he liked. Of course, he thought it rather a pity to waste one’s time so when they were really doing some first-rate things. That was just the trouble, however. The appeal of a man like that was mainly to the unformed taste, the uncritical judgment. He had a flashy attraction for the immature. Oh, yes! Undoubtedly an amusing fellow. Clever—yes, but hardly significant. And—didn’t he think—a trifle noisy? Or had he noticed that? Yes—there was to be sure an amusing Celtic strain, not without charm, but unsound. He was not in line with the best modern thought.


  “I’ll take the Barrie,” said Eugene.


  Yes, he rather thought that would be better.


  “Well, good day. Mr.—Mr.—?—?” he smiled, fumbling again with his cards.


  “Gant.”


  Oh yes, to be sure,—Gant. He held out his plump limp hand. He did hope Mr. Gant would call on him. Perhaps he’d be able to advise him on some of the little problems that, he knew, were constantly cropping up during the first year. Above all, he mustn’t get discouraged.


  “Yes, sir,” said Eugene, backing feverishly to the door. When he felt the open space behind him, he fell through it, and vanished.


  Anyway, he thought grimly, I’ve read all the damned Barries. I’ll write the damned report for him, and damned well read what I damn well please.


  God save our King and Queen!


  He had courses besides in Chemistry, Mathematics, Greek, and Latin.


  He worked hard and with interest at his Latin. His instructor was a tall shaven man, with a yellow saturnine face. He parted his scant hair cleverly in such a way as to suggest horns. His lips were always twisted in a satanic smile, his eyes gleamed sideward with heavy malicious humor. Eugene had great hopes of him. When the boy arrived, panting and breakfastless, a moment after the class had settled to order, the satanic professor would greet him with elaborate irony: “Ah there, Brother Gant! Just in time for church again. Have you slept well?”


  The class roared its appreciation of these subtleties. And later, in an expectant pause, he would deepen his arched brows portentously, stare up mockingly under his bushy eyebrows at his expectant audience, and say, in a deep sardonic voice:


  “And now, I am going to request Brother Gant to favor us with one of his polished and scholarly translations.”


  These heavy jibes were hard to bear because, of all the class, two dozen or more, Brother Gant was the only one to prepare his work without the aid of a printed translation. He worked hard on Livy and Tacitus, going over the lesson several times until he had dug out a smooth and competent reading of his own. This he was stupid enough to deliver in downright fashion, without hesitation, or a skilfully affected doubt here and there. For his pains and honesty he was handsomely rewarded by the Amateur Diabolist. The lean smile would deepen as the boy read, the man would lift his eyes significantly to the grinning class, and when it was over, he would say:


  “Bravo, Brother Gant! Excellent! Splendid! You are riding a good pony—but a little too smoothly, my boy. You ride a little too well.”


  The class sniggered heavily.


  When he could stand it no longer, he sought the man out one day after the class.


  “See here, sir! See here!” he began in a voice choking with fury and exasperation. “Sir—I assure you—” he thought of all the grinning apes in the class, palming off profitably their stolen translations, and he could not go on.


  The Devil’s Disciple was not a bad man; he was only, like most men who pride themselves on their astuteness, a foolish one.


  “Nonsense, Mr. Gant,” said he kindly. “You don’t think you can fool me on a translation, do you? It’s all right with me, you know,” he continued, grinning. “If you’d rather ride a pony than do your own work, I’ll give you a passing grade—so long as you do it well.”


  “But—” Eugene began explosively.


  “But I think it’s a pity, Mr. Gant,” said the professor, gravely, “that you’re willing to slide along this way. See here, my boy, you’re capable of doing first-rate work. I can see that. Why don’t you make an effort? Why don’t you buckle down and really study, after this?”


  Eugene stared at the man, with tears of anger in his eyes. He sputtered but could not speak. But suddenly, as he looked down into the knowing leer, the perfect and preposterous injustice of the thing—like a caricature—overcame him: he burst into an explosive laugh of rage and amusement which the teacher, no doubt, accepted as confession.


  “Well, what do you say?” he asked. “Will you try?”


  “All right! Yes!” the boy yelled. “I’ll try it.”


  He bought at once a copy of the translation used by the class. Thereafter, when he read, faltering prettily here and there over a phrase, until his instructor should come to his aid, the satanic professor listened gravely and attentively, nodding his head in approval from time to time, and saying, with great satisfaction, when he had finished: “Good, Mr. Gant. Very good. That shows what a little real work will do.”


  And privately, he would say: “You see the difference, don’t you? I knew at once when you stopped using that pony. Your translation is not so smooth, but it’s your own now. You’re doing good work, my boy, and you’re getting something out of it. It’s worth it, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene gratefully, “it certainly is——”


  By far the most distinguished of his teachers this first year was Mr. Edward Pettigrew (“Buck”) Benson, the Greek professor. Buck Benson was a little man in the middle-forties, a bachelor, somewhat dandified, but old-fashioned, in his dress. He wore wing collars, large plump cravats, and suede-topped shoes. His hair was thick, heavily grayed, beautifully kept. His face was courteously pugnacious, fierce, with large yellow bulging eyeballs, and several bulldog pleatings around the mouth. It was an altogether handsome ugliness.


  His voice was low, lazy, pleasant, with an indolent drawl, but without changing its pace or its inflection he could flay a victim with as cruel a tongue as ever wagged, and in the next moment wipe out hostility, restore affection, heal all wounds by the same agency. His charm was enormous. Among the students he was the subject for comical speculation—in their myths, they made of him a passionate and sophisticated lover, and his midget cycle-car, which bounded like an overgrown toy around the campus, the scene of many romantic seductions.


  He was a good Grecian—an elegant indolent scholar. Under his instruction Eugene began to read Homer. The boy knew little grammar—he had learned little at Leonard’s—but, since he had had the bad judgment to begin Greek under some one other than Buck Benson, Buck Benson thought he knew even less than he did. He studied desperately, but the bitter dyspeptic gaze of the elegant little man frightened him into halting, timorous, clumsy performances. And as he proceeded, with thumping heart and tremulous voice, Buck Benson’s manner would become more and more weary, until finally, dropping his book, he would drawl:


  “Mister Gant, you make me so damned mad I could throw you out the window.”


  But, on the examination, he gave an excellent performance, and translated from sight beautifully. He was saved. Buck Benson commended his paper publicly with lazy astonishment, and gave him a fair grade. Thereafter, they slipped quickly into an easier relation: by Spring, he was reading Euripides with some confidence.


  But that which remained most vividly, later, in the drowning years which cover away so much of beauty, was the vast sea-surge of Homer which beat in his brain, his blood, his pulses, as did the sea-sound in Gant’s parlor shells, when first he heard it to the slowly pacing feet and the hexametrical drawl of Buck Benson, the lost last weary son of Hellas.


  Dwaney de clangay genett, argereoyo beeoyo—above the whistle’s shriek, the harsh scream of the wheel, the riveter’s tattoo, the vast long music endures, and ever shall. What dissonance can quench it? What jangling violence can disturb or conquer it—entombed in our flesh when we were young, remembered like “the apple tree, the singing, and the gold”?


  [¬]
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  Before his first year was ended, the boy had changed his lodging four or five times. He finished the year living alone in a big bare carpetless room—an existence rare at Pulpit Hill, where the students, with very few exceptions, lived two or three to a room. In that room began a physical isolation, hard enough to bear at first, which later became indispensable to him, mind and body.


  He had come to Pulpit Hill with Hugh Barton, who met him at Exeter and drove him over in the big roadster. After his registration, he had secured lodging quickly at the house of an Altamont widow whose son was a student. Hugh Barton looked relieved and departed, hoping to reach home and his bride by nightfall.


  With fine enthusiasm, but poor judgment, Eugene paid the widow two months in advance. Her name was Bradley: she was a flabby petulant woman with a white face and heart-disease. But her food was excellent. Mrs. Bradley’s student son answered to his initial letters—“G.T.” G.T. Bradley, a member of the sophomore class, was a surly scowling youth of nineteen—a mixture, in equal parts, of servility and insolence. His chief, but thwarted, ambition was to be elected to membership in a fraternity. Having failed to win recognition by the exercise of his natural talents, he was driven by an extraordinary obsession that fame and glory would come to him if he were known as the slave-driver of a number of Freshmen.


  But these tactics, tried on Eugene, produced at once defiance and resentment. Their hostility was bitter: G.T. set himself to thwart and ruin the beginnings of the boy’s university life. He trapped him into public blunders, and solicited audiences to witness his humiliation; he wheedled his confidence and betrayed it. But there is a final mockery, an ultimate treachery that betrays us into shame; our capacity for villainy, like all our other capacities, is so small. The day came when Eugene was free from bondage. He was free to leave the widow’s house of sorrow. G.T. approached him, scowling, diffidently.


  “I hear you’re leaving us, ’Gene,” he said.


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  “Is it because of the way I’ve acted?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  “You take things too seriously, ’Gene,” he said.


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  “I don’t want you to go having hard feelings, ’Gene. Let’s shake hands and be friends.”


  He thrust his hand out stiffly. Eugene looked at the hard weak face, the furtive, unhappy eyes casting about for something they might call their own. The thick black hair was plastered stiff with grease; he saw white points of dandruff at the roots. There was an odor of talcum powder. He had been borne and nourished in the body of his white-faced mother—for what? To lap the scornful stroking fingers of position; to fawn miserably before an emblem. Eugene had a moment of nausea.


  “Let’s shake hands, ’Gene,” said the boy once more, waggling his out-thrust fingers.


  “No,” said Eugene.


  “You don’t hate me, do you?” whined G. T[.]


  “No,” said Eugene.


  He had a moment of pity, of sickness. He forgave because it was necessary to forget.


  Eugene lived in a small world, but its ruins for him were actual. His misfortunes were trifling, but their effect upon his spirit was deep and calamitous. He withdrew deeply and scornfully into his cell. He was friendless, whipped with scorn and pride. He set his face blindly against all the common united life around him.


  It was during this bitter and desperate autumn that Eugene first met Jim Trivett.


  Jim Trivett, the son of a rich tobacco farmer in the eastern part of the State, was a good tempered young tough of twenty years. He was a strong, rather foul-looking boy, with a coarse protruding mouth, full-meated and slightly ajar, constantly rayed with a faint loose smile and blotted at the corner with a brown smear of tobacco juice. He had bad teeth. His hair was light-brown, dry, and unruly: it stuck out in large untidy mats. He was dressed in the last cheap extreme of the dreadful fashion of the time: skin-tight trousers that ended an inch above his oxford shoes exposing an inch of clocked hose, a bobtailed coat belted in across his kidneys, large striped collars of silk. Under his coat he wore a big sweater with high-school numerals.


  Jim Trivett lived with several other students from his community in a lodging-house near Mrs. Bradley’s but closer to the west gate of the university. There were four young men banded together for security and companionship in two untidy rooms heated to a baking dryness by small cast-iron stoves. They made constant preparations for study, but they never studied: one would enter sternly, announcing that he had “a hell of a day tomorrow,” and begin the most minute preparations for a long contest with his books: he would sharpen his pencils carefully and deliberately, adjust his lamp, replenish the red-hot stove, move his chair, put on an eyeshade, clean his pipe, stuff it carefully with tobacco, light, relight, and empty it, then, with an expression of profound relief, hear a rapping on his door.


  “Come in the house, Goddamn it!” he would roar hospitably.


  “Hello, ’Gene! Pull up a chair, son, and sit down,” said Tom Grant. He was a thickly built boy, gaudily dressed; he had a low forehead, black hair, and a kind, stupid, indolent temper.


  “Have you been working?”


  “Hell, yes!” shouted Jim Trivett. “I’ve been working like a son-of-a-bitch.”


  “God!” said Tom Grant, turning slowly to look at him. “Boy, you’re going to choke to death on one of those some day.” He shook his head slowly and sadly, then continued with a rough laugh: “If old man Trivett knew what you were doing with his money, damn if he wouldn’t bust a gut.”


  “’Gene!” said Jim Trivett, “what the hell do you know about this damned English, anyway?”


  “What he doesn’t know about it,” said Tom Grant, “you could write out on the back of a postage stamp. Old man Sanford thinks you’re hell, ’Gene.”


  “I thought you had Torrington,” said Jim Trivett.


  “No,” said Eugene, “I wasn’t English enough. Young and crude. I changed, thank God! What is it you want, Jim?” he asked.


  “I’ve got a long paper to write. I don’t know what to write about,” said Jim Trivett.


  “What do you want me to do? Write it for you?”


  “Yes,” said Jim Trivett.


  “Write your own damn paper,” said Eugene with mimic toughness, “I won’t do it for you. I’ll help you if I can.”


  “When are you going to let Hard Boy take you to Exeter?” said Tom Grant, winking at Jim Trivett.


  Eugene flushed, making a defensive answer.


  “I’m ready to go any time he is,” he said uneasily.


  “Look here, Legs!” said Jim Trivett, grinning loosely. “Do you really want to go with me or are you just bluffing?”


  “I’ll go with you! I’ve told you I’d go with you!” Eugene said angrily. He trembled a little.


  Tom Grant grinned slyly at Jim Trivett.


  “It’ll make a man of you, ’Gene,” he said. “Boy, it’ll sure put hair on your chest.” He laughed, not loudly, but uncontrollably, shaking his head as at some secret thought.


  Jim Trivett’s loose smile widened. He spat into the woodbox.


  “Gawd!” he said. “They’ll think Spring is here when they see old Legs. They’ll need a stepladder to git at him.”


  Tom Grant was shaken with hard fat laughter.


  “They sure God will!” he said.


  “Well, what about it, ’Gene?” Jim Trivett demanded suddenly. “Is it a go? Saturday?”


  “Suits me!” said Eugene.


  When he had gone, they grinned thirstily at each other for a moment, the pleased corrupters of chastity.


  “Pshaw!” said Tom Grant. “You oughtn’t to do that, Hard Boy. You’re leading the boy astray.”


  “It’s not going to hurt him,” said Jim Trivett. “It’ll be good for him.”


  He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, grinning.


  “Wait a minute!” whispered Jim Trivett. “I think this is the place.”


  They had turned away from the centre of the dreary tobacco town. For a quarter of an hour they had walked briskly through drab autumnal streets, descending finally a long rutted hill that led them, past a thinning squalor of cheap houses, almost to the outskirts. It was three weeks before Christmas: the foggy air was full of chill menace. There was a brooding quietness, broken by far small sounds. They turned into a sordid little road, unpaved, littered on both sides with negro shacks and the dwellings of poor whites. It was a world of rickets. The road was unlighted. Their feet stirred dryly through fallen leaves.


  They paused before a two-storey frame house. A lamp burned dimly behind lowered yellow shades, casting a murky pollen out upon the smoky air.


  “Wait a minute,” said Jim Trivett, in a low voice, “I’ll find out.”


  They heard scuffling steps through the leaves. In a moment a negro man prowled up.


  “Hello, John,” said Jim Trivett, almost inaudibly.


  “Evenin’, boss!” the negro answered wearily, but in the same tone.


  “We’re looking for Lily Jones’ house,” said Jim Trivett. “Is this it?”


  “Yes, suh,” said the negro, “dis is it.”


  Eugene leaned against a tree, listening to their quiet conspiratorial talk. The night, vast and listening, gathered about him its evil attentive consciousness. His lips were cold and trembled. He thrust a cigarette between them and, shivering, turned up the thick collar of his overcoat.


  “Does Miss Lily know you’re comin’?” the negro asked.


  “No,” said Jim Trivett. “Do you know her?”


  “Yes, suh,” said the negro. “I’ll go up dar wid yo’.”


  Eugene waited in the shadow of the tree while the two men went up to the house. They avoided the front veranda, and went around to the side. The negro rapped gently at a latticed door. There were always latticed doors. Why?


  He waited, saying farewell to himself. He stood over his life, he felt, with lifted assassin blade. He was mired to his neck, inextricably, in complication. There was no escape.


  There had been a faint closed noise from the house: voices and laughter, and the cracked hoarse tone of an old phonograph. The sound stopped quickly as the negro rapped: the shabby house seemed to listen. In a moment, a hinge creaked stealthily: he caught the low startled blur of a woman’s voice. Who is it? Who?


  In another moment Jim Trivett returned to him, and said quietly:


  “It’s all right, ’Gene. Come on.”


  He slipped a coin into the negro’s hand, thanking him. Eugene looked for a moment into the black broad friendliness of the man’s face. He had a flash of warmth through his cold limbs. The black bawd had done his work eagerly and kindly: over their bought unlovely loves lay the warm shadow of his affection.


  They ascended the path quietly and, mounting two or three steps, went in under the latticed door. A woman stood beside it, holding it open. When they had entered, she closed it securely. Then they crossed the little porch and entered the house.


  They found themselves in a little hall which cleft the width of the house. A smoky lamp, wicked low, cast its dim circle into the dark. An uncarpeted stair mounted to the second floor. There were two doors both to left and right, and an accordion hat-rack, on which hung a man’s battered felt hat.


  Jim Trivett embraced the woman immediately, grinning, and fumbling in her breast.


  “Hello, Lily,” he said.


  “Gawd!” She smiled crudely, and continued to peer at Eugene, curious at what the maw of night had thrown in to her. Then, turning to Jim Trivett with a coarse laugh, she said:


  “Lord a’ mercy! Any woman that gits him will have to cut off some of them legs.”


  “I’d like to see him with Thelma,” said Jim Trivett, grinning.


  Lily Jones laughed hoarsely. The door to the right opened and Thelma, a small woman, slightly built, came out, followed by high empty yokel laughter. Jim Trivett embraced her affectionately.


  “My Gawd!” said Thelma, in a tinny voice. “What’ve we got here?” She thrust out her sharp wrenny face, and studied Eugene insolently.


  “I brought you a new beau, Thelma,” said Jim Trivett.


  “Ain’t he the lankiest feller you ever seen?” said Lily Jones impersonally. “How tall are you, son?” she added, addressing him in a kind drawl.


  He winced a little.


  “I don’t know,” he said. “I think about six three.”


  “He’s more than that!” said Thelma positively. “He’s seven foot tall or I’m a liar.”


  “He hasn’t measured since last week,” said Jim Trivett. “He can’t be sure about it.”


  “He’s young, too,” said Lily, staring at him intently. “How old are you, son?”


  Eugene turned his pallid face away, indefinitely.


  “Why,” he croaked, “I’m about——”


  “He’s going on eighteen,” said Jim Trivett loyally. “Don’t you worry about him. Old Legs knows all the ropes, all right. He’s a bearcat. I wouldn’t kid you. He’s been there.”


  “He don’t look that old,” said Lily doubtfully. “I wouldn’t call him more’n fifteen, to look at his face. Ain’t he got a little face, though?” she demanded in a slow puzzled voice.


  “It’s the only one I’ve got,” said Eugene angrily. “Sorry I can’t change it for a larger one.”


  “It looks so funny stickin’ way up there above you,” she went on patiently.


  Thelma nudged her sharply.


  “That’s because he’s got a big frame,” she said. “Legs is all right. When he begins to fill out an’ put some meat on them bones he’s goin’ to make a big man. You’ll be a heartbreaker sure, Legs,” she said harshly, taking his cold hand and squeezing it. In him the ghost, his stranger, turned grievously away. O God! I shall remember, he thought.


  “Well,” said Jim Trivett, “let’s git goin’.” He embraced Thelma again. They fumbled amorously.


  “You go on upstairs, son,” said Lily. “I’ll be up in a minute. The door’s open.”


  “See you later, ’Gene,” said Jim Trivett. “Stay with them, son.”


  He hugged the boy roughly with one arm, and went into the room to the left with Thelma.


  Eugene mounted the creaking stairs slowly and entered the room with the open door. A hot mass of coals glowed flamelessly in the hearth. He took off his hat and overcoat and threw them across a wooden bed. Then he sat down tensely in a rocker and leaned forward, holding his trembling fingers to the heat. There was no light save that of the coals; but, by their dim steady glow, he could make out the old and ugly wall-paper, stained with long streaks of water rust, and scaling, in dry tattered scrolls, here and there. He sat quietly, bent forward, but he shook violently, as with an ague, from time to time. Why am I here? This is not I, he thought.


  Presently he heard the woman’s slow heavy tread upon the stairs: she entered in a swimming tide of light, bearing a lamp before her. She put the lamp down on a table and turned the wick. He could see her now more plainly. Lily was a middle-aged country woman, with a broad heavy figure, unhealthily soft. Her smooth peasant face was mapped with fine little traceries of wrinkles at the corners of mouth and eyes, as if she had worked much in the sun. She had black hair, coarse and abundant. She was whitely plastered with talcum powder. She was dressed shapelessly in a fresh loose dress of gingham, unbelted. She was dressed like a housewife, but she conceded to her profession stockings of red silk, and slippers of red felt, trimmed with fur, in which she walked with a flat-footed tread.


  The woman fastened the door, and returned to the hearth where the boy was now standing. He embraced her with feverish desire, fondling her with his long nervous hands. Indecisively, he sat in the rocker and drew her down clumsily on his knee. She yielded her kisses with the coy and frigid modesty of the provincial harlot, turning her mouth away. She shivered as his cold hands touched her.


  “You’re cold as ice, son,” she said. “What’s the matter?”


  She chafed him with rough embarrassed professionalism. In a moment she rose impatiently.


  “Let’s git started,” she said. “Where’s my money?”


  He thrust two crumpled bills into her hand.


  Then he lay down beside her. He trembled, unnerved and impotent. Passion was extinct in him.


  The massed coals caved in the hearth. The lost bright wonder died.


  When he went down stairs, he found Jim Trivett waiting in the hall, holding Thelma by the hand. Lily led them out quietly, after peering through the lattice into the fog, and listening for a moment.


  “Be quiet,” she whispered, “there’s a man across the street. They’ve been watching us lately.”


  “Come again, Slats,” Thelma murmured, pressing his hand.


  They went out softly, treading gently until they reached the road. The fog had thickened: the air was saturated with fine stinging moisture.


  At the corner, in the glare of the street-lamp, Jim Trivett released his breath with loud relief, and stepped forward boldly.


  “Damn!” he said. “I thought you were never coming. What were you trying to do with the woman, Legs?” Then, noting the boy’s face, he added quickly, with warm concern: “What’s the matter, ’Gene? Don’t you feel good?”


  “Wait a minute!” said Eugene thickly. “Be all right!”


  He went to the curb, and vomited into the gutter. Then he straightened, mopping his mouth with a handkerchief.


  “How do you feel?” asked Jim Trivett. “Better?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “I’m all right now.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me you were sick?” said Jim Trivett chidingly.


  “It came on all of a sudden,” said Eugene. He added presently: “I think it was something I ate at that damn Greek’s to-night.”


  “I felt all right,” said Jim Trivett. “A cup of coffee will fix you up,” he added with cheerful conviction.


  They mounted the hill slowly. The light from winking cornerlamps fell with a livid stare across the fronts of the squalid houses.


  “Jim,” said Eugene, after a moment’s pause.


  “Yes. What is it?”


  “Don’t say anything about my getting sick,” he said awkwardly.


  Surprised, Jim Trivett stared at him.


  “Why not? There’s nothing in that,” he said. “Pshaw, boy, any one’s likely to get sick.”


  “Yes, I know. But I’d rather you wouldn’t.”


  “Oh, all right. I won’t. Why should I?” said Jim Trivett.


  Eugene was haunted by his own lost ghost: he knew it to be irrecoverable. For three days he avoided every one: the brand of his sin, he felt, was on him. He was published by every gesture, by every word. His manner grew more defiant, his greeting to life more unfriendly. He clung more closely to Jim Trivett, drawing a sad pleasure from his coarse loyal praise. His unappeased desire began to burn anew: it conquered his bodily disgust and made new pictures. At the end of the week he went again, alone, to Exeter. No more of him, he felt, could be lost. This time he sought out Thelma.


  When he went home for Christmas, his loins were black with vermin. The great body of the State lay like a barren giant below the leaden reek of the skies. The train roared on across the vast lift of the Piedmont: at night, as he lay in his berth, in a diseased coma, it crawled up into the great fortress of the hills. Dimly, he saw their wintry bulk, with its bleak foresting. Below a trestle, silent as a dream, a white rope of water coiled between its frozen banks. His sick heart lifted in the haunting eternity of the hills. He was hillborn. But at dawn, as he came from the cars with the band of returning students, his depression revived. The huddle of cheap buildings at the station seemed meaner and meaner than ever before. The hills, above the station flats, with their cheap propped houses, had the unnatural closeness of a vision. The silent Square seemed to have rushed together during his absence, and as he left the car and descended the street to Dixieland, it was as if he devoured toy-town distances with a giant’s stride.


  The Christmas was gray and chill. Helen was not there to give it warmth. Gant and Eliza felt the depression of her absence. Ben came and went like a ghost. Luke was not coming home. And he himself was sick with shame and loss.


  He did not know where to turn. He paced his chill room at night, muttering, until Eliza’s troubled face appeared above her wrapper. His father was gentler, older than he had ever seen him; his pain had returned on him. He was absent and sorrowful. He talked perfunctorily with his son about college. Speech choked in Eugene’s throat. He stammered a few answers and fled from the house and the vacant fear in Gant’s eyes. He walked prodigiously, day and night, in an effort to command his own fear. He believed himself to be rotting with a leprosy. And there was nothing to do but rot. There was no cure. For such had been the instruction of the moralists of his youth.


  He walked with aimless desperation, unable to quiet for a moment his restless limbs. He went up on the eastern hills that rose behind Niggertown. A winter’s sun labored through the mist. Low on the meadows, and high on the hills, the sunlight lay on the earth like milk.


  He stood looking. A shaft of hope cut through the blackness of his spirit. I will go to my brother, he thought.


  He found Ben still in bed at Woodson Street, smoking. He closed the door, then spun wildly about as if caged.


  “In God’s name!” Ben cried angrily. “Have you gone crazy? What’s wrong with you?”


  “I’m—I’m sick!” he gasped.


  “What’s the matter? Where’ve you been?” asked Ben sharply. He sat up in bed.


  “I’v’e [“I’ve] been with a woman,” said Eugene.


  “Sit down, ’Gene,” said Ben quietly, after a moment. “Don’t be a little idiot. You’re not going to die, you know. When did this happen?”


  The boy blurted out his confession.


  Ben got up and put on his clothes.


  “Come on,” said he, “we’ll go to see McGuire.”


  As they walked townward, he tried to talk, explaining himself in babbling incoherent spurts.


  “It was like this,” he began, “if I had known, but at that time I didn’t—of course I know it was my own fault for——”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” said Ben impatiently. “Dry up! I don’t want to hear about it. I’m not your damned Guardian Angel.”


  The news was comforting. So many people, after our fall from grace, are.


  They mounted to the wide dark corridor of the Doctors’ and Surgeons’, with its sharp excitement of medical smells. McGuire’s anteroom was empty. Ben rapped at the inner door. McGuire opened it: he pulled away the wet cigarette that was plastered on his heavy lip, to greet them.


  “Hello, Ben. Hello, son!” he barked, seeing Eugene. “When’d you get back?”


  “He thinks he’s dying of galloping consumption, McGuire,” said Ben, with a jerk of the head. “You may be able to do something to prolong his life.”


  “What’s the matter, son?” said McGuire.


  Eugene gulped dryly, craning his livid face.


  “If you don’t mind,” he croaked. “See you alone.” He turned desperately upon his brother. “You stay here. Don’t want you with me.”


  “I don’t want to go with you,” said Ben surlily. “I’ve got troubles enough of my own.”


  Eugene followed McGuire’s burly figure into the office; McGuire closed the door, and sat down heavily at his littered desk.


  “Sit down, son,” he commanded, “and tell me about it.” He lit a cigarette and stuck it deftly on his sag wet lip. He glanced keenly at the boy, noting his contorted face.


  “Take your time, son,” he said kindly, “and control yourself. Whatever it is, it’s probably not as bad as you think.”


  “It was this way,” Eugene began in a low voice. “I’ve made a mistake. I know that. I’m willing to take my medicine. I’m not making any excuses for what has happened,” his voice rose sharply; he got half-way out of his chair, and began to pound fiercely upon the untidy desk. “I’m putting the blame on no one. Do you understand that?”


  McGuire turned a bloated bewildered face slowly upon his patient. His wet cigarette sagged comically from his half-opened mouth.


  “Do I understand what?” he said. “See here, ’Gene: what the hell are you driving at? I’m no Sherlock Holmes, you know. I’m your doctor. Spit it out.”


  “What I’ve done,” he said dramatically, “thousands have done. Oh, I know they may pretend not to. But they do! You’re a doctor—you know that. People high-up in society, too. I’m one of the unlucky ones. I got caught. Why am I any worse than they are? Why—” he continued rhetorically.


  “I think I catch your drift,” said McGuire dryly. “Let’s have a look, son.”


  Eugene obeyed feverishly, still declaiming.


  “Why should I bear the stigma for what others get away with? Hypocrites—a crowd of damned, dirty, whining hypocrites, that’s what they are. The Double-Standard! Hah! Where’s the justice, where’s the honor of that? Why should I be blamed for what people in High Society——”


  McGuire lifted his big head from its critical stare, and barked comically.


  “Who’s blaming you? You don’t think you’re the first one who ever had this sort of trouble, do you? There’s nothing wrong with you, anyway.”


  “Can—can you cure me?” Eugene asked.


  “No. You’re incurable, son!” said McGuire. He scrawled a few hieroglyphics on a prescription pad. “Give this to the druggist,” he said, “and be a little more careful hereafter of the company you keep. People in High Society, eh?” he grinned. “So that’s where you’ve been?”


  The great weight of blood and tears had lifted completely out of the boy’s heart, leaving him dizzily buoyant, wild, half-conscious only of his rushing words.


  He opened the door and went into the outer room. Ben got up quickly and nervously.


  “Well,” he said, “how much longer has he got to live?” Seriously, in a low voice, he added: “There’s nothing wrong with him, is there?”


  “No,” said McGuire, “I think he’s a little off his nut. But, then, you all are.”


  When they came out on the street again, Ben said:


  “Have you had anything to eat?”


  “No,” said Eugene.


  “When did you eat last?”


  “Some time yesterday,” said Eugene. “I don’t remember.”


  “You damned fool!” Ben muttered. “Come on—let’s eat.”


  The idea became very attractive. The world was washed pleasantly in the milky winter sunshine. The town, under the stimulus of the holidays and the returning students, had wakened momentarily from its winter torpor: warm brisk currents of life seethed over the pavements. He walked along at Ben’s side with a great bounding stride, unable to govern the expanding joy that rose yeastily in him. Finally, as he turned in on the busy avenue, he could restrain himself no longer: he leaped high in the air, with a yelp of ecstasy:


  “Squee-ee!”


  “You little idiot!” Ben cried sharply. “Are you crazy!”


  He scowled fiercely, then turned to the roaring passersby, with a thin smile.


  “Hang on to him, Ben!” yelled Jim Pollock. He was a deadly little man, waxen and smiling under a black mustache, the chief compositor, a Socialist.


  “If you cut off his damned big feet,” said Ben, “he’d go up like a balloon.”


  They went into the big new lunch-room and sat at one of the tables.


  “What’s yours?” said the waiter.


  “A cup of coffee and a piece of mince pie,” said Ben.


  “I’ll take the same,” said Eugene.


  “Eat!” said Ben fiercely. “Eat!”


  Eugene studied the card thoughtfully.


  “Bring me some veal cutlets breaded with tomato sauce,” he said, “with a side-order of hash-brown potatoes, a dish of creamed carrots and peas, and a plate of hot biscuits. Also a cup of coffee.”


  Eugene got back his heart again. He got it back fiercely and carelessly, with an eldritch wildness. During the remainder of his holiday, he plunged recklessly through the lively crowds, looking boldly but without insolence at the women and young girls. They grew unexpectedly out of the waste drear winter like splendid flowers. He was eager and alone. Fear is a dragon that lives among crowds—and in armies. It lives hardly with men who are alone. He felt released—beyond the last hedge of desperation.


  Freed and alone, he looked with a boding detachment at all the possessed and possessing world about him. Life hung for his picking fingers like a strange and bitter fruit. They—the great clan huddled there behind the stockade for warmth and safety—could hunt him down some day and put him to death: he thought they would.


  But he was not now afraid—he was content, if only the struggle might be fruitful. He looked among the crowds printed with the mark of his danger, seeking that which he might desire and take.


  He went back to the university sealed up against the taunts of the young men: in the hot green Pullman they pressed about him with thronging jibe, but they fell back sharply, as fiercely he met them, with constraint.


  There came and sat beside him Tom French, his handsome face vested in the hard insolence of money. He was followed by his court jester, Roy Duncan, the slave with the high hard cackle.


  “Hello, Gant,” said Tom French harshly. “Been to Exeter lately?” Scowling, he winked at grinning Roy.


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “I’ve been there lately, and I’m on my way there now. What’s it to you, French?”


  Discomfited by this hard defiance, the rich man’s son drew back.


  “We hear you’re stepping out among them, ’Gene,” said Roy Duncan, cackling.


  “Who’s we?” said Eugene. “Who’s them?”


  “They say,” said Tom French, “that you’re as pure as the flowing sewer.”


  “If I need cleaning,” said Eugene, “I can always use the Gold Dust Twins, can’t I? French and Duncan, the Gold Dust Twins—who never do any work.”


  The cluster of grinning students, the young impartial brutes who had gathered above them on the seats back and front, laughed loudly.


  “That’s right! That’s right! Talk to them, ’Gene!” said Zeno Cochran, softly. He was a tall lad of twenty, slender and powerful, with the grace of a running horse. He had punted against the wind for eighty yards in the Yale Bowl. He was a handsome fellow, soft-spoken and kindly, with the fearless gentleness of the athlete.


  Confused and angry, with sullen boastfulness, Tom French said:


  “Nobody has anything on me. I’ve been too slick for them. Nobody knows anything about me.”


  “You mean,” said Eugene, “that every one knows all about you, and nobody wants to know anything about you.”


  The crowd laughed.


  “Wow!” said Jimmy Revell.


  “What about that, Tom?” he asked challengingly. He was very small and plump, the son of a carpenter, offensively worthy, working his way through college by various schemes. He was a “kidder,” an egger-on, finding excuse for his vulgarity and malice in a false and loud good-humor.


  Eugene turned quietly on Tom French. “Stop it!” he said. “Don’t go on because the others are listening. I don’t think it’s funny. I don’t like it. I don’t like you. I want you to leave me alone now. Do you hear?”


  “Come on,” said Roy Duncan, rising, “leave him alone, Tom. He can’t take a joke. He takes things too seriously.”


  They left him. Unperturbed, relieved, he turned his face toward the vast bleak earth, gray and hoary in the iron grip of winter.


  Winter ended. The sleety frozen earth began to soften under thaw and the rain. The town and campus paths were dreary trenches of mud and slime. The cold rain fell: the grass shot up in green wet patches. He hurtled down the campus lanes, bounding along like a kangaroo, leaping high at the lower boughs to clip a budding twig with his teeth. He cried loudly in his throat—a whinnying squeal—the centaur-cry of man or beast, trying to unburden its overladen heart in one blast of pain and joy and passion. At other times he slouched by, depressed by an unaccountable burden of weariness and dejection.


  He lost count of the hours—he had no sense of time—no regular periods for sleep, work, or recreation, although he attended his classes faithfully, and ate with fair regularity by compulsion of dining-hall or boarding-house schedules. The food was abundant, coarse, greasily and badly cooked. It was very cheap: at the college commons, twelve dollars a month; at the boarding-houses, fifteen. He ate at the commons for a month: his interest in food was too profound and too intelligent to stand it longer. The commons was housed in a large bleak building of white brick. It was called officially Stiggins Hall, but in the more descriptive epithet of the students—The Sty.


  He went to see Helen and Hugh Barton several times. They lived thirty-five miles away at Sydney, the State capital. It was a town of thirty thousand people, sleepy, with quiet leafy pavements, and a capitol Square in the centre, with radial streets. At the head of the main street, across from the capitol, a brown weathered building of lichened stone, was a cheap hotel—the largest and most notorious brothel in town. There were also three denominational colleges for young women.


  The Bartons had rented quarters in an old house on the street above the Governor’s Mansion. They lived in three or four rooms on the ground floor.


  It was to Sydney that Gant had come, a young man, from Baltimore, on his slow drift to the South. It was in Sydney that he had first started business for himself and conceived, from the loss of his first investments, his hatred of property. It was in Sydney that he had met and wedded the sainted Cynthia, the tubercular spinstress who had died within two years of their marriage.


  Their father’s great ghost haunted them: it brooded over the town, above the scouring oblivion of the years that wipes all trace of us away.


  Together, they hunted down into the mean streets, until they stood at length before a dreary shop on the skirts of the negro district.


  “This must be it,” she said. “His shop stood here. It’s gone now.”


  She was silent a moment. “Poor old Papa.” She turned her wet eyes away.


  There was no mark of his great hand on this bleak world. No vines grew round the houses. That part of him which had lived here was buried—buried with a dead woman below the long gray tide of the years. They stood quietly, frightened, in that strange place, waiting to hear the summons of his voice, with expectant unbelief, as some one looking for the god in Brooklyn.


  In April the nation declared war on Germany. Before the month was out, all the young men at Pulpit Hill who were eligible—those who were twenty-one—were going into service. At the gymnasium he watched the doctors examine them, envying them the careless innocence with which they stripped themselves naked. They threw off their clothes in indifferent heaps and stood, laughing and certain, before the doctors. They were clean-limbed, sound and white of tooth, graceful and fast in their movements. The fraternity men joined first—those merry and extravagant snobs of whom he had never known, but who now represented for him the highest reach of urbane and aristocratic life. He had seen them, happy and idle, on the wide verandas of their chapter houses—those temples where the last and awful rites of initiation were administered. He had seen them, always together, and from the herd of the uninitiated always apart, laughing over their mail at the post-office, or gambling for “black cows,” at the drug store. And, with a stab of failure, with regret, with pain at his social deficiency, he had watched their hot campaigns for the favor of some desirable freshman—some one vastly more elegant than himself, some one with blood and with money. They were only the sons of the little rich men, the lords of the village and county, but as he saw them go so surely, with such laughing unconstraint, in well-cut clothes, well-groomed, well-brushed, among the crowd of humbler students, who stiffened awkwardly with peasant hostility and constraint,—they were the flower of chivalry, the sons of the mansion-house. They were Sydney, Raleigh, Nash. And now, like gentlemen, they were going to war.


  The gymnasium was thick with the smell of steam and of sweating men coming in to the showers from the playing fields. Washed, with opened shirt, Eugene walked slowly away into the green budding shade of the campus, companioned by an acquaintance, Ralph Hendrix.


  “Look!” said Ralph Hendrix, in a low angry tone. “Look at that, will you!” He nodded toward a group of students ahead. “That little Horse’s Neck is booting the Dekes all over the campus.”


  Eugene looked, then turned to examine the bitter common face beside him. Every Saturday night, after the meeting of the literary society, Ralph Hendrix went to the drug-store and bought two cheap cigars. He had bent narrow shoulders, a white knobby face, and a low forehead. He spoke in a monotonous painful drawl. His father was foreman in a cotton mill.


  “They’re all Horse’s Necks,” he said. “They can go to hell before I’ll boot to get in.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  But he wanted to get in. He wanted to be urbane and careless. He wanted to wear well-cut clothes. He wanted to be a gentleman. He wanted to go to war.


  On the central campus, several students who had been approved by the examining board, descended from the old dormitories, bearing packed valises. They turned down under the trees, walking toward the village street. From time to time they threw up an arm in farewell.


  “So long, boys! See you in Berlin.” The shining and dividing sea was closer and not so wide.


  He read a great deal—but at random, for pleasure. He read Defoe, Smollet, Sterne, and Fielding—the fine salt of the English novel lost, during the reign of the Widow of Windsor, beneath an ocean of tea and molasses. He read the tales of Boccaccio, and all that remained of a tattered copy of the Heptameron. At Buck Benson’s suggestion, he read Murray’s Euripides (at the time he was reading the Greek text of the Alcestis—noblest and loveliest of all the myths of Love and Death). He saw the grandeur of the Prometheus fable—but the fable moved him more than the play of Æschylus. In fact, Æschylus he found sublime—and dull: he could not understand his great reputation. Rather—he could. He was Literature—a writer of masterpieces. He was almost as great a bore as Cicero—that windy old moralist who came out so boldly in favor of Old Age and Friendship. Sophocles was an imperial poet—he spoke like God among flashes of lightning: the Œdipus Rex is not only one of the greatest plays in the world, it is one of the greatest stories. This story—perfect, inevitable, and fabulous—wreaked upon him the nightmare coincidence of Destiny. It held him birdlike before its great snake-eye of wisdom and horror. And Euripides (whatever the disparagement of pedantry) he thought one of the greatest lyrical singers in all poetry.


  He liked all weird fable and wild invention, in prose or verse, from the Golden Ass to Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the chief prince of the moon and magic. But he liked the fabulous wherever he found it, and for whatever purpose.


  The best fabulists have often been the greatest satirists: satire (as with Aristophanes, Voltaire, and Swift) is a high and subtle art, quite beyond the barnyard snipings and wholesale geese-slaughterings of the present degenerate age. Great satire needs the sustenance of great fable. Swift’s power of invention is incomparable: there’s no better fabulist in the world.


  He read Poe’s stories, Frankenstein, and the plays of Lord Dunsany. He read Sir Gawayne and the Greene Knight and the Book of Tobit. He did not want his ghosts and marvels explained. Magic was magic. He wanted old ghosts—not Indian ghosts, but ghosts in armor, the spirit of old kings, and pillioned ladies with high coned hats. Then, for the first time, he thought of the lonely earth he dwelt on. Suddenly, it was strange to him that he should read Euripides there in the wilderness.


  Around him lay the village; beyond, the ugly rolling land, sparse with cheap farmhouses; beyond all this, America—more land, more wooden houses, more towns, hard and raw and ugly. He was reading Euripides, and all around him a world of white and black was eating fried food. He was reading of ancient sorceries and old ghosts, but did an old ghost ever come to haunt this land? The ghost of Hamlet’s Father, in Connecticut.


  
    “...... I am thy father’s spirit,


    Doomed for a certain term to walk the night


    Between Bloomington and Portland, Maine.”

  


  He felt suddenly the devastating impermanence of the nation. Only the earth endured—the gigantic American earth, bearing upon its awful breast a world of flimsy rickets. Only the earth endured—this broad terrific earth that had no ghosts to haunt it. Stogged in the desert, half-broken and overthrown, among the columns of lost temples strewn, there was no ruined image of Menkaura, there was no alabaster head of Akhnaton. Nothing had been done in stone. Only this earth endured, upon whose lonely breast he read Euripides. Within its hills he had been held a prisoner; upon its plain he walked, alone, a stranger.


  O God! O God! We have been an exile in another land and a stranger in our own. The mountains were our masters: they went home to our eye and our heart before we came to five. Whatever we can do or say must be forever hillbound. Our senses have been fed by our terrific land; our blood has learned to run to the imperial pulse of America which, leaving, we can never lose and never forget. We walked along a road in Cumberland, and stooped, because the sky hung down so low; and when we ran away from London, we went by little rivers in a land just big enough. And nowhere that we went was far: the earth and the sky were close and near. And the old hunger returned—the terrible and obscure hunger that haunts and hurts Americans, and that makes us exiles at home and strangers wherever we go.


  Eliza visited Helen in Sydney in the Spring. The girl was quieter, sadder, more thoughtful than she had ever been. She was subdued by the new life: chastened by her obscurity. She missed Gant more than she would confess. She missed the mountain town.


  “What do you have to pay for this place?” said Eliza, looking around critically.


  “Fifty dollars a month,” said Helen.


  “Furnished?”


  “No, we had to buy furniture.”


  “I tell you what, that’s pretty high,” said Eliza, “just for down stairs. I believe rents are lower at home.”


  “Yes, I know it’s high,” said Helen. “But good heavens, mama! Do you realize that this is the best neighborhood in town? We’re only two blocks from the Governor’s Mansion, you know. Mrs. Mathews is no common boarding-house keeper, I can assure you! No sir!” she exclaimed, laughing. “She’s a real swell—goes to all the big functions and gets in the papers all the time. You know Hugh and I have got to try to keep up appearances. He’s a young man just starting out here.”


  “Yes. I know,” Eliza agreed thoughtfully. “How’s he been doing?”


  “O’Toole says he’s the best agent he’s got,” said Helen. “Hugh’s all right. We could get along together anywhere, as long as there’s no damned family about. It makes me furious at times to see him slaving to feather O’Toole’s pockets. He works like a dog. You know, O’Toole gets a commission on every sale he makes. And Mrs. O’T. and those two girls ride around in a big car and never turn their hands over. They’re Catholics, you know, but they get to go everywhere.”


  “I tell you what,” said Eliza with a timid half-serious smile, “it might not be a bad idea if Hugh became his own boss. There’s no use doing it all for the other fellow. Say, child!” she exclaimed, “why wouldn’t it be a good idea if he tried to get the Altamont agency? I don’t believe that fellow they’ve got is much account. He could get it without trying.”


  There was a pause.


  “We’ve been thinking of that,” the girl admitted slowly. “Hugh has written in to the main office. Anyway,” she said a moment later, “he’d be his own boss. That’s something.”


  “Well,” said Eliza slowly, “I don’t know but what it’d be a good idea. If he works hard there’s no reason why he shouldn’t build a good business up. Your papa’s been complaining here lately about his trouble. He’d be glad to have you back.” She shook her head slowly for a moment. “Child! they didn’t do him a bit of good, up there. It’s all come back.”


  They drove over to Pulpit Hill at Easter for a two days’ visit. Eliza took him to Exeter and bought him a suit of clothes.


  “I don’t like those skimpy trousers,” she told the salesman. “I want something that makes him look more of a man.”


  When he was newly dressed, she puckered her lips, smiling, and said:


  “Spruce up, boy! Throw your shoulders back! That’s one thing about your father—he carries himself straight as an arrow. If you go all humped over like that, you’ll have lung trouble before you’re twenty-five.”


  “I want you to meet my mother,” he said awkwardly to Mr. Joseph Ballantyne, a smooth pink young man who had been elected president of the Freshman class.


  “You’re a good smart-looking fellow,” said Eliza smiling, “I’ll make a trade with you. If you drum up some boarders for me among your friends here in this part of the State, I’ll throw in your board free. Here are some of my cards,” she added, opening her purse. “You might hand a few of them out, if you get a chance, and say a good word for Dixieland in the Land of the Sky.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Mr. Ballantyne, in a slow surprised voice, “I certainly will.”


  Eugene turned a hot distressed face toward Helen. She laughed huskily, ironically, then turning to the boy, said:


  “You’re welcome at any time, Mr. Ballantyne, boarders or not. We’ll always find a place for you.”


  When they were alone, in answer to his stammering and confused protests, she said with an annoyed grin:


  “Yes, I know. It’s pretty bad. But you’re away from it most of the time. You’re the lucky one. You see what I’ve had to listen to, the last week, don’t you? You see, don’t you?”


  When he went home at the end of the year, late in May, he found that Helen and Hugh Barton had preceeded [preceded] him. They were living with Gant, at Woodson Street. Hugh Barton had secured the Altamont agency.


  The town and the nation boiled with patriotic frenzy—violent, in a chaotic sprawl, to little purpose. The spawn of Attila must be crushed (“exterminated,” said the Reverend Mr. Smallwood) by the sons of freedom. There were loans, bond issues, speech-making, a talk of drafts, and a thin trickle of Yankees into France. Pershing arrived in Paris, and said, “Lafayette, we are here!”, but the French were still looking. Ben went up before the enlistment board and was rejected. “Lungs—weak!” they said quite definitely. “No—not tubercular. A tendency. Underweight.” He cursed. His face was a little more like a blade—thinner, grayer. The cleft of his scowl was deeper. He seemed more alone.


  Eugene came up into the hills again and found them in their rich young summer glory. Dixieland was partly filled by paying guests. More arrived.


  Eugene was sixteen years old. He was a College Man. He walked among the gay crowd of afternoon with a sense of elation, answering the hearty greetings with joy, warming to its thoughtless bombast.


  “They tell me you’re batting a thousand down there, son,” yelled Mr. Wood, the plump young pharmacist, who had been told nothing at all. “That’s right, boy! Go get ’em.” The man passed forward cheerfully, up the prosperous glade of his store. Fans droned.


  After all, Eugene thought, he had not done so badly. He had felt his first wounds. He had not been broken. He had seen love’s bitter mystery. He had lived alone.


  [¬]


  30


  There was at Dixieland a girl named Laura James. She was twenty-one years old. She looked younger. She was there when he came back.


  Laura was a slender girl, of medium height, but looking taller than she was. She was very firmly moulded: she seemed fresh and washed and clean. She had thick hair, very straight and blonde, combed in a flat bracelet around her small head. Her face was white, with small freckles. Her eyes were soft, candid, cat-green. Her nose was a little too large for her face: it was tilted. She was not pretty. She dressed very simply and elegantly in short plaid skirts and waists of knitted silk.


  She was the only young person at Dixieland. Eugene spoke to her with timid hauteur. He thought her plain and dull. But he began to sit with her on the porch at night. Somehow, he began to love her.


  He did not know that he loved her. He talked to her arrogantly and boastfully as they sat in the wooden porch-swing. But he breathed the clean perfume of her marvellous young body. He was trapped in the tender cruelty of her clear green eyes, caught in the subtle net of her smile.


  Laura James lived in the eastern part of the State, far east even of Pulpit Hill, in a little town built on a salt river of the great coastal plain. Her father was a wealthy merchant—a wholesale provisioner. The girl was an only child: she spent extravagantly.


  Eugene sat on the porch rail one evening and talked to her. Before, he had only nodded, or spoken stiffly a word or two. They began haltingly, aware painfully of gaps in their conversation.


  “You’re from Little Richmond, aren’t you?” he said.


  “Yes,” said Laura James, “do you know any one from there?”


  “Yes,” said he, “I know John Bynum and a boy named Ficklen. They’re from Little Richmond, aren’t they?”


  “Oh, Dave Ficklen! Do you know him? Yes. They both go to Pulpit Hill. Do you go there?”


  “Yes,” he said, “that’s where I knew them.”


  “Do you know the two Barlow boys? They’re Sigma Nus,” said Laura James.


  He had seen them. They were great swells, football men.


  “Yes, I know them,” he said, “Roy Barlow and Jack Barlow.”


  “Do you know ‘Snooks’ Warren? He’s a Kappa Sig.”


  “Yes. They call them Keg Squeezers,” said Eugene.


  “What fraternity are you?” said Laura James.


  “I’m not any,” he said painfully. “I was just a Freshman this year.”


  “Some of the best friends I have never joined fraternities,” said Laura James.


  They met more and more frequently, without arrangement, until by silent consent they met every night upon the porch. Sometimes they walked along the cool dark streets. Sometimes he squired her clumsily through the town, to the movies, and later, with the uneasy pugnacity of youth, past the loafing cluster at Wood’s. Often he took her to Woodson Street, where Helen secured for him the cool privacy of the veranda. She was very fond of Laura James.


  “She’s a nice girl. A lovely girl. I like her. She’s not going to take any beauty prizes, is she?” She laughed with a trace of good-natured ridicule.


  He was displeased.


  “She looks all right,” he said. “She’s not as ugly as you make out.”


  But she was ugly—with a clean lovely ugliness. Her face was freckled lightly, over her nose and mouth: her features were eager, unconscious, turned upward in irregular pertness. But she was exquisitely made and exquisitely kept: she had the firm young line of Spring, budding, slender, virginal. She was like something swift, with wings, which hovers in a wood—among the feathery trees suspected, but uncaught, unseen.


  He tried to live before her in armor. He showed off before her. Perhaps, he thought, if he were splendid enough, she would not see the ugly disorder and meanness of the world he dwelt in.


  Across the street, on the wide lawn of the Brunswick—the big brick gabled house that Eliza once had coveted—Mr. Pratt, who crawled in that mean world in which only a boarding-house husband can exist, was watering wide green spaces of lawn with a hose. The flashing water motes gleamed in the red glare of sunset. The red light fell across the shaven pinched face. It glittered on the buckles of his arm-bands. Across the walk, on the other lobe of grass, several men and women were playing croquet. There was laughter on the vine-hid porch. Next door, at the Belton, the boarders were assembled on the long porch in bright hash-house chatter. The comedian of the Dixie Ramblers arrived with two chorus girls. He was a little man, with the face of a weasel and no upper teeth. He wore a straw hat with a striped band, and a blue shirt and collar. The boarders gathered in around him. In a moment there was shrill laughter.


  Julius Arthur sped swiftly down the hill, driving his father home. He grinned squintily and flung his arm up in careless greeting. The prosperous lawyer twisted a plump Van Dyked face on a wry neck curiously. Unsmiling, he passed.


  A negress in the Brunswick struck on the several bells of a Japanese gong. There was a scramble of feet on the porch; the croquet players dropped their mallets and walked rapidly toward the house. Pratt wound his hose over a wooden reel.


  A slow bell-clapper in the Belton sent the guests in a scrambling drive for the doors. In a moment there was a clatter of heavy plates and a loud foody noise. The guests on the porch at Dixieland rocked more rapidly, with low mutters of discontent.


  Eugene talked to Laura in thickening dusk, sheeting his pain in pride and indifference. Eliza’s face, a white blur in the dark, came up behind the screen.


  “Come on out, Mrs. Gant, and get a breath of fresh air,” said Laura James.


  “Why no-o, child. I can’t now. Who’s that with you?” she cried, obviously flustered. She opened the door. “Huh? Heh? Have you seen ’Gene? Is it ’Gene?”


  “Yes,” he said. “What’s the matter?”


  “Come here a minute, boy,” she said.


  He went into the hall.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Why, son, what in the world! I don’t know. You’ll have to do something,” she whispered, twisting her hands together.


  “What is it, mama? What are you talking about?” he cried irritably.


  “Why—Jannadeau’s just called up. Your papa’s on a rampage again and he’s coming this way. Child! There’s no telling what he’ll do. I’ve all these people in the house. He’ll ruin us.” She wept. “Go and try to stop him. Head him off if you can. Take him to Woodson Street.”


  He got his hat quickly and ran through the door.


  “Where are you going?” asked Laura James. “Are you going off without supper?”


  “I’ve got to go to town,” he said. “I won’t be long. Will you wait for me?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  He leaped down on the walk just as his father lurched in from the street by the high obscuring hedge that shut the house from the spacious yard of the attorney Hall. Gant reeled destructively, across a border of lilies, on to the lawn, and strode for the veranda. He stumbled, cursing, on the bottom step and plunged forward in a sprawl upon the porch. The boy jumped for him, and half dragged, half lifted his great drunken body erect. The boarders shrank into a huddle with a quick scattering of chairs: he greeted them with a laugh of howling contempt.


  “Are you there? I say, are you there? The lowest of the low—boarding-house swine! Merciful God! What a travesty! A travesty on Nature! That it should come to this!”


  He burst into a long peal of maniacal laughter.


  “Papa! Come on!” said Eugene in a low voice. He took his father cautiously by the sleeve. Gant flung him half across the porch with a gesture of his hand. As he stepped in again swiftly, his father struck at him with a flailing arm. He evaded the great mowing fist without trouble, and caught the falling body, swung from its own pivot, in his arms. Then quickly, before Gant could recover, holding him from behind, he rushed him toward the door. The boarders scattered away like sparrows. But Laura James was at the screen before him: she flung it open.


  “Get away! Get away!” he cried, full of shame and anger. “You stay out of this.” For a moment he despised her for seeing his hurt.


  “Oh, let me help you, my dear,” Laura James whispered. Her eyes were wet, but she was not afraid.


  Father and son plunged chaotically down the wide dark hall, Eliza, weeping and making gestures, just before them.


  “Take him in here, boy. Take him in here,” she whispered, motioning to a large bed-room on the upper side of the house. Eugene propelled his father through a blind passage of bath room, and pushed him over on the creaking width of an iron bed.


  “You damned scoundrel!” Gant yelled, again trying to reap him down with the long arm, “let me up or I’ll kill you!”


  “For God’s sake, papa,” he implored angrily, “try to quiet down. Every one in town can hear you.”


  “To hell with them!” Gant roared. “Mountain Grills—all of them, fattening upon my heart’s-blood. They have done me to death, as sure as there’s a God in heaven.”


  Eliza appeared in the door, her face contorted by weeping.


  “Son, can’t you do something to stop him?” she said. “He’ll ruin us all. He’ll drive every one away.”


  Gant struggled to stand erect when he saw her. Her white face stirred him to insanity.


  “There it is! There! There! Do you see! The fiend-face I know so well, gloating upon my misery. Look at it! Look! Do you see its smile of evil cunning? Greeley, Will, The Hog, The Old Major! The Tax Collector will get it all, and I shall die in the gutter!”


  “If it hadn’t been for me,” Eliza began, stung to retaliation, “you’d have died there long ago.”


  “Mama, for God’s sake!” the boy cried. “Don’t stand there talking to him! Can’t you see what it does to him! Do something, in heaven’s name! Get Helen! Where is she?”


  “I’ll make an end to it all!” Gant yelled, staggering erect. “I’ll do for us both now.”


  Eliza vanished.


  “Yes, sir, papa. It’s going to be all right,” Eugene began soothingly, pushing him back on the bed again. He dropped quickly to his knees, and began to draw off one of Gant’s soft tongueless shoes, muttering reassurances all the time: “Yes, sir. We’ll get you some good hot soup and put you to bed in a jiffy. Everything’s going to be all right,” the shoe came off in his hand and, aided by the furious thrust of his father’s foot, he went sprawling back.


  Gant got to his feet again and, taking a farewell kick at his fallen son, lunged toward the door. Eugene scrambled up quickly, and leaped after him. The two men fell heavily into the roughly grained plaster of the wall. Gant cursed, flailing about clumsily at his tormentor. Helen came in.


  “Baby!” Gant wept, “they’re trying to kill me. O Jesus, do something to save me, or I perish.”


  “You get back in that bed,” she commanded sharply, “or I’ll knock your head off.”


  Very obediently he suffered himself to be led back to bed and undressed. In a few minutes she was sitting beside him with a bowl of smoking soup. He grinned sheepishly as she spooned it into his opened mouth. She laughed—almost happily—thinking of the lost and irrevocable years. Suddenly, before he slept, he lifted himself strongly from the pillows that propped him, and with staring eyes, called out in savage terror:


  “Is it a cancer? I say, is it a cancer?”


  “Hush!” she cried. “No. Of course not! Don’t be foolish.”


  He fell back exhausted, with eyes closed. But they knew that it was. He had never been told. The terrible name of his malady was never uttered save by him. And in his heart he knew—what they all knew and never spoke of before him—that it was, it was a cancer. All day, with fear-stark eyes, Gant had sat, like a broken statue, among his marbles, drinking. It was a cancer.


  The boy’s right hand bled very badly across the wrist, where his father’s weight had ground it into the wall.


  “Go wash it off,” said Helen. “I’ll tie it up for you.”


  He went into the dark bathroom and held his hand under a jet of lukewarm water. A very quiet despair was in his heart, a weary peace that brooded too upon the house of death and tumult, that flowed, like a soft exploring wind, through its dark halls, bathing all things quietly with peace and weariness. The boarders had fled like silly sheep to the two houses across the street: they had eaten there, they were clustered there upon the porches, whispering. And their going brought him peace and freedom, as if his limbs had been freed from a shackling weight. Eliza, amid the slow smoke of the kitchen, wept more quietly over the waste of supper; he saw the black mournful calm of the negress’s face. He walked slowly up the dark hall, with a handkerchief tied loosely round his wound. He felt suddenly the peace that comes with despair. The sword that pierces very deep had fared through the folds of his poor armor of pride. The steel had sheared his side, had bitten to his heart. But under his armor he had found himself. No more than himself could be known. No more than himself could be given. What he was—he was: evasion and pretense could not add to his sum. With all his heart he was glad.


  By the door, in the darkness, he found Laura James.


  “I thought you had gone with the others,” he said.


  “No,” said Laura James, “how is your father?”


  “He’s all right now. He’s gone to sleep,” he answered. “Have you had anything to eat?”


  “No,” she said, “I didn’t want it.”


  “I’ll bring you something from the kitchen,” he said. “There’s plenty there.” In a moment he added: “I’m sorry, Laura.”


  “What are you sorry for?” she asked.


  He leaned against the wall limply, drained of his strength at her touch.


  “Eugene. My dear,” she said. She pulled his drooping face down to her lips and kissed him. “My sweet, my darling, don’t look like that.”


  All his resistance melted from him. He seized her small hands, crushing them in his hot fingers, and devouring them with kisses.


  “My dear Laura! My dear Laura!” he said in a choking voice. “My sweet, my beautiful Laura! My lovely Laura. I love you, I love you.” The words rushed from his heart, incoherent, unashamed, foaming through the broken levees of pride and silence. They clung together in the dark, with their wet faces pressed mouth to mouth. Her perfume went drunkenly to his brain; her touch upon him shot through his limbs a glow of magic; he felt the pressure of her narrow breasts, eager and lithe, against him with a sense of fear—as if he had dishonored her—with a sickening remembrance of his defilement.


  He held between his hands her elegant small head, so gloriously wound with its thick bracelet of fine blonde hair, and spoke the words he had never spoken—the words of confession, filled with love and humility.


  “Don’t go! Don’t go! Please don’t go!” he begged. “Don’t leave, dear. Please!”


  “Hush!” she whispered. “I won’t go! I love you, my dear.”


  She saw his hand, wrapped in its bloody bandage: she nursed it gently with soft little cries of tenderness. She fetched a bottle of iodine from her room and painted the stinging cut with a brush. She wrapped it with clean strips of fine white cloth, torn from an old waist, scented with a faint and subtle perfume.


  Then they sat upon the wooden swing. The house seemed to sleep in darkness. Helen and Eliza came presently from its very quiet depth.


  “How’s your hand, ’Gene?” Helen asked.


  “It’s all right,” he said.


  “Let me see! O-ho, you’ve got a nurse now, haven’t you?” she said, with a good laugh.


  “What’s that? What’s that? Hurt his hand? How’d you do that? Why, here—say—I’ve got the very thing for it, son,” said Eliza, trying to bustle off in all directions.


  “Oh, it’s all right now, mama. It’s been fixed,” he said wearily, reflecting that she had the very thing always too late. He looked at Helen grinning:


  “God bless our Happy Home!” he said.


  “Poor old Laura!” she laughed, and hugged the girl roughly with one hand. “It’s too bad you have to be dragged into it.”


  “That’s all right,” said Laura. “I feel like one of the family now anyhow.”


  “He needn’t think he can carry on like this,” said Eliza resentfully. “I’m not going to put up with it any longer.”


  “Oh forget about it!” said Helen wearily. “Good heavens, mama. Papa’s a sick man. Can’t you realize that?”


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza scornfully. “I don’t believe there’s a thing in the world wrong with him but that vile licker. All his trouble comes from that.”


  “Oh—how ridiculous! How ridiculous! You can’t tell me!” Helen exclaimed angrily.


  “Let’s talk about the weather,” said Eugene.


  Then they all sat quietly, letting the darkness soak into them. Finally Helen and Eliza went back into the house: Eliza went unwillingly, at the girl’s insistence, casting back the doubtful glimmer of her face upon the boy and girl.


  The wasting helve of the moon rode into heaven over the bulk of the hills. There was a smell of wet grass and lilac, and the vast brooding symphony of the million-noted little night things, rising and falling in a constant ululation, and inhabiting the heart with steady unconscious certitude. The pallid light drowned out the stars, it lay like silence on the earth, it dripped through the leafy web of the young maples, printing the earth with swarming moths of elvish light.


  Eugene and Laura sat with joined hands in the slowly creaking swing. Her touch shot through him like a train of fire: as he put his arm around her shoulders and drew her over to him, his fingers touched the live firm cup of her breast. He jerked his hand away, as if he had been stung, muttering an apology. Whenever she touched him, his flesh got numb and weak. She was a virgin, crisp like celery—his heart shrank away from the pollution of his touch upon her. It seemed to him that he was much the older, although he was sixteen, and she twenty-one. He felt the age of his loneliness and his dark perception. He felt the gray wisdom of sin—a waste desert, but seen and known. When he held her hand, he felt as if he had already seduced her. She lifted her lovely face to him, pert and ugly as a boy’s; it was inhabited by a true and steadfast decency, and his eyes were wet. All the young beauty in the world dwelt for him in that face that had kept wonder, that had kept innocency, that had lived in such immortal blindness to the terror and foulness of the world. He came to her, like a creature who had travelled its life through dark space, for a moment of peace and conviction on some lonely planet, where now he stood, in the vast enchanted plain of moonlight, with moonlight falling on the moonflower of her face. For if a man should dream of heaven and, waking, find within his hand a flower as token that he had really been there—what then, what then?


  “Eugene,” she said presently, “how old are you?”


  His vision thickened with his pulse. In a moment he answered with terrible difficulty.


  “I’m—just sixteen.”


  “Oh, you child!” she cried. “I thought you were more than that!”


  “I’m—old for my age,” he muttered. “How old are you?”


  “I’m twenty-one,” she said. “Isn’t it a pity?”


  “There’s not much difference,” he said. “I can’t see that it matters.”


  “Oh, my dear,” she said. “It does! It matters so much!”


  And he knew that it did—how much he did not know. But he had his moment. He was not afraid of pain, he was not afraid of loss. He cared nothing for the practical need of the world. He dared to say the strange and marvellous thing that had bloomed so darkly in him.


  “Laura,” he said, hearing his low voice sound over the great plain of the moon, “let’s always love each other as we do now. Let’s never get married. I want you to wait for me and to love me forever. I am going all over the world. I shall go away for years at a time; I shall become famous, but I shall always come back to you. You shall live in a house away in the mountains, you shall wait for me, and keep yourself for me. Will you?” he said, asking for her life as calmly as for an hour of her time.


  “Yes, dear,” said Laura in the moonlight, “I will wait for you forever.”


  She was buried in his flesh. She throbbed in the beat of his pulses. She was wine in his blood, a music in his heart.


  “He has no consideration for you or any one else,” Hugh Barton growled. He had returned late from work at his office, to take Helen home. “If he can’t do better than this, we’ll find a house of our own. I’m not going to have you get down sick on account of him.”


  “Forget about it,” Helen said. “He’s getting old.”


  They came out on the veranda.


  “Come down to-morrow, honey,” she said to Eugene. “I’ll give you a real feed. Laura, you come too. It’s not always like this, you know.” She laughed, fondling the girl with a big hand.


  They coasted away downhill.


  “What a lovely girl your sister is,” said Laura James. “Aren’t you simply crazy about her?”


  Eugene made no answer for a moment.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “She is about you. Any one can see that,” said Laura.


  In the darkness he caught at his throat.


  “Yes,” he said.


  The moon quartered gently across heaven. Eliza came out again, timidly, hesitantly.


  “Who’s there? Who’s there?” she spoke into the darkness. “Where’s ’Gene? Oh! I didn’t know! Are you there, son?” She knew very well.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Why don’t you sit down, Mrs. Gant?” asked Laura. “I don’t see how you stand that hot kitchen all day long. You must be worn out.”


  “I tell you what!” said Eliza, peering dimly at the sky. “It’s a fine night, isn’t it? As the fellow says, a night for lovers.” She laughed uncertainly, then stood for a moment in thought.


  “Son,” she said in a troubled voice, “why don’t you go to bed and get some sleep? It’s not good for you staying up till all hours like this.”


  “That’s where I should be,” said Laura James, rising.


  “Yes, child,” said Eliza. “Go get your beauty sleep. As the saying goes, early to bed and early to rise——”


  “Let’s all go, then. Let’s all go!” said Eugene impatiently and angrily, wondering if she must always be the last one awake in that house.


  “Why law, no!” said Eliza. “I can’t, boy. I’ve all those things to iron.”


  Beside him, Laura gave his hand a quiet squeeze, and rose. Bitterly, he watched his loss.


  “Good-night, all. Good-night, Mrs. Gant.”


  “Good-night, child.”


  When she had gone, Eliza sat down beside him, with a sigh of weariness.


  “I tell you what,” she said. “That feels good. I wish I had as much time as some folks, and could sit out here enjoying the air.” In the darkness, he knew her puckering lips were trying to smile.


  “Hm!” she said, and caught his hand in her rough palm. “Has my baby gone and got him a girl?”


  “What of it? What if it were true?” he said angrily. “Haven’t I a right as much as any one?”


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza. “You’re too young to think of them. I wouldn’t pay any attention to them, if I were you. Most of them haven’t an idea in the world except going out to parties and having a good time. I don’t want my boy to waste his time on them.”


  He felt her earnestness beneath her awkward banter. He struggled in a chaos of confused fury, trying for silence. At last he spoke in a low voice, filled with his passion:


  “We’ve got to have something, mama. We’ve got to have something, you know. We can’t go on always alone—alone.”


  It was dark. No one could see. He let the gates swing open. He wept.


  “I know!” Eliza agreed hastily. “I’m not saying——”


  “My God, my God, where are we going? What’s it all about? He’s dying—can’t you see it? Don’t you know it? Look at his life. Look at yours. No light, no love, no comfort—nothing.” His voice rose frantically: he beat on his ribs like a drum. “Mama, mama, in God’s name, what is it? What do you want? Are you going to strangle and drown us all? Don’t you own enough? Do you want more string? Do you want more bottles? By God, I’ll go around collecting them if you say so.” His voice had risen almost to a scream. “But tell me what you want. Don’t you own enough? Do you want the town? What is it?”


  “Why, I don’t know what you’re talking about, boy,” said Eliza angrily. “If I hadn’t tried to accumulate a little property none of you would have had a roof to call your own, for your papa, I can assure you, would have squandered everything.”


  “A roof to call our own!” he yelled, with a crazy laugh. “Good God, we haven’t a bed to call our own. We haven’t a room to call our own. We have not a quilt to call our own that might not be taken from us to warm the mob that rocks upon this porch and grumbles.”


  “Now, you may sneer at the boarders all you like—” Eliza began sternly.


  “No,” he said. “I can’t. There’s not breath or strength enough in me to sneer at them all I like.”


  Eliza began to weep.


  “I’ve done the best I could!” she said. “I’d have given you a home if I could. I’d have put up with anything after Grover’s death, but he never gave me a moment’s peace. Nobody knows what I’ve been through. Nobody knows, child. Nobody knows.”


  He saw her face in the moonlight, contorted by an ugly grimace of sorrow. What she said, he knew, was fair and honest. He was touched deeply.


  “It’s all right, mama,” he said painfully. “Forget about it! I know.”


  She seized his hand almost gratefully and laid her white face, still twisted with her grief, against his shoulder. It was the gesture of a child: a gesture that asked for love, pity, and tenderness. It tore up great roots in him, bloodily.


  “Don’t!” he said. “Don’t, mama! Please!”


  “Nobody knows,” said Eliza. “Nobody knows. I need some one too. I’ve had a hard life, son, full of pain and trouble.” Slowly, like a child again, she wiped her wet weak eyes with the back of her hand.


  Ah, he thought, as his heart twisted in him full of wild pain and regret, she will be dead some day and I shall always remember this. Always this. This.


  They were silent a moment. He held her rough hand tightly, and kissed her.


  “Well,” Eliza began, full of cheerful prophecy, “I tell you what: I’m not going to spend my life slaving away here for a lot of boarders. They needn’t think it. I’m going to set back and take things as easy as any of them.” She winked knowingly at him. “When you come home next time, you may find me living in a big house in Doak Park. I’ve got the lot—the best lot out there for view and location, far better than the one W.J. Bryan has. I made the trade with old Dr. Doak himself, the other day. Look here! What about!” She laughed. “He said, ‘Mrs. Gant, I can’t trust any of my agents with you. If I’m to make anything on this deal, I’ve got to look out. You’re the sharpest trader in this town.’ ‘Why, pshaw! Doctor,’ I said (I never let on I believed him or anything), ‘all I want is a fair return on my investment. I believe in every one making his profit and giving the other fellow a chance. Keep the ball a-rolling!’ I said, laughing as big as you please. ‘Why, Mrs. Gant!’ he said—” She was off on a lengthy divagation, recording with an absorbed gusto the interminable minutia of her transaction with the worthy Quinine King, with the attendant phenomena, during the time, of birds, bees, flowers, sun, clouds, dogs, cows, and people. She was pleased. She was happy.


  Presently, returning to an abrupt reflective pause, she said: “Well, I may do it. I want a place where my children can come to see me and bring their friends, when they come home.”


  “Yes,” he said, “yes. That would be nice. You mustn’t work all your life.”


  He was pleased at her happy fable: for a moment he almost believed in a miracle of redemption, although the story was an old one to him.


  “I hope you do,” he said. “It would be nice. ... Go on to bed now, why don’t you, mama? It’s getting late.” He rose. “I’m going now.”


  “Yes, son,” she said, getting up. “You ought to. Well, good-night.” They kissed with a love, for the time, washed clean of bitterness. Eliza went before him into the dark house.


  But before he went to bed, he descended to the kitchen for matches. She was still there, beyond the long littered table, at her ironing board, flanked by two big piles of laundry. At his accusing glance she said hastily:


  “I’m a-going. Right away. I just wanted to finish up these towels.”


  He rounded the table, before he left, to kiss her again. She fished into a button-box on the sewing-machine and dug out the stub of a pencil. Gripping it firmly above an old envelope, she scrawled out on the ironing board a rough mapping. Her mind was still lulled in its project.


  “Here, you see,” she began, “is Sunset Avenue, coming up the hill. This is Doak Place, running off here at right angles. Now this corner-lot here belongs to Dick Webster; and right here above it, at the very top is——”


  Is, he thought, staring with dull interest, the place where the Buried Treasure lies. Ten paces N.N.E. from the Big Rock, at the roots of the Old Oak Tree. He went off into his delightful fantasy while she talked. What if there was a buried treasure on one of Eliza’s lots? If she kept on buying, there might very well be. Or why not an oil-well? Or a coal-mine? These famous mountains were full (they said) of minerals. 150 Bbl. a day right in the backyard. How much would that be? At $3.00 a Bbl., there would be over $50.00 a day for every one in the family. The world is ours!


  “You see, don’t you?” she smiled triumphantly. “And right there is where I shall build. That lot will bring twice its present value in five years.”


  “Yes,” he said, kissing her. “Good-night, mama. For God’s sake, go to bed and get some sleep.”


  “Good-night, son,” said Eliza.


  He went out and began to mount the dark stairs. Benjamin Gant, entering at this moment, stumbled across a mission-chair in the hall. He cursed fiercely, and struck at the chair with his hand. Damn it! Oh damn it! Mrs. Pert whispered a warning behind him, with a fuzzy laugh. Eugene paused, then mounted softly the carpeted stair, so that he would not be heard, entering the sleeping-porch at the top of the landing on which he slept.


  He did not turn on the light, because he disliked seeing the raw blistered varnish of the dresser and the bent white iron of the bed. It sagged, and the light was dim—he hated dim lights, and the large moths, flapping blindly around on their dusty wings. He undressed in the moon. The moonlight fell upon the earth like a magic unearthly dawn. It wiped away all rawness, it hid all sores. It gave all common and familiar things—the sagging drift of the barn, the raw shed of the creamery, the rich curve of the lawyer’s crab-apple trees—a uniform bloom of wonder. He lighted a cigarette, watching its red glowing suspiration in the mirror, and leaned upon the rail of his porch, looking out. Presently, he grew aware that Laura James, eight feet away, was watching him. The moonlight fell upon them, bathing their flesh in a green pallor, and steeping them in its silence. Their faces were blocked in miraculous darkness, out of which, seeing but unseen, their bright eyes lived. They gazed at each other in that elfin light, without speaking. In the room below them, the light crawled to his father’s bed, swam up the cover, and opened across his face, thrust sharply upward. The air of the night, the air of the hills, fell on the boy’s bare flesh like a sluice of clear water. His toes curled in to grip wet grasses.


  On the landing, he heard Mrs. Pert go softly up to bed, fumbling with blind care at the walls. Doors creaked and clicked. The house grew solidly into quiet, like a stone beneath the moon. They looked, waiting for a spell and the conquest of time. Then she spoke to him—her whisper of his name was only a guess at sound. He threw his leg across the rail, and thrust his long body over space to the sill of her window, stretching out like a cat. She drew her breath in sharply, and cried out softly, “No! No!” but she caught his arms upon the sills and held him as he twisted in.


  Then they held each other tightly in their cool young arms, and kissed many times with young lips and faces. All her hair fell down about her like thick corn-silk, in a sweet loose wantonness. Her straight dainty legs were clad in snug little green bloomers, gathered in by an elastic above the knee.


  They were locked limb to limb: he kissed the smooth sheen of her arms and shoulders—the passion that numbed his limbs was governed by a religious ecstasy. He wanted to hold her, and go away by himself to think about her.


  He stooped, thrusting his arm under her knees, and lifted her up exultantly. She looked at him frightened, holding him more tightly.


  “What are you doing?” she whispered. “Don’t hurt me.”


  “I won’t hurt you, my dear,” he said. “I’m going to put you to bed. Yes. I’m going to put you to bed. Do you hear?” He felt he must cry out in his throat for joy.


  He carried her over and laid her on the bed. Then he knelt beside her, putting his arm beneath her and gathering her to him.


  “Good-night, my dear. Kiss me good-night. Do you love me?”


  “Yes.” She kissed him. “Good-night, my darling. Don’t go back by the window. You may fall.”


  But he went, as he came, reaching through the moonlight exultantly like a cat. For a long time he lay awake, in a quiet delirium, his heart thudding fiercely against his ribs. Sleep crept across his senses with goose-soft warmth: the young leaves of the maples rustled, a cock sounded his distant elfin minstrelsy, the ghost of a dog howled. He slept.


  He awoke with a high hot sun beating in on his face through the porch awnings. He hated to awake in sunlight. Some day he would sleep in a great room that was always cool and dark. There would be trees and vines at his windows, or the scooped-out lift of the hill. His clothing was wet with night-damp as he dressed. When he went downstairs he found Gant rocking miserably upon the porch, his hand gripped over a walkingstick.


  “Good-morning,” he said, “how do you feel?”


  His father cast his uneasy flickering eyes on him, and groaned.


  “Merciful God! I’m being punished for my sins.”


  “You’ll feel better in a little,” said Eugene. “Did you eat anything?”


  “It stuck in my throat,” said Gant, who had eaten heartily. “I couldn’t swallow a bite. How’s your hand, son?” he asked very humbly.


  “Oh, it’s all right,” said Eugene quickly. “Who told you about my hand?”


  “She said I had hurt your hand,” said Gant sorrowfully.


  “Ah-h!” said the boy angrily. “No. I wasn’t hurt.”


  Gant leaned to the side and, without looking, clumsily, patted his son’s uninjured hand.


  “I’m sorry for what I’ve done,” he said. “I’m a sick man. Do you need money?”


  “No,” said Eugene, embarrassed. “I have all I need.”


  “Come to the office to-day, and I’ll give you something,” said Gant. “Poor child, I suppose you’re hard up.”


  But instead, he waited until Laura James returned from her morning visit to the city’s bathing-pool. She came with her bathing-suit in one hand, and several small packages in the other. More arrived by negro carriers. She paid and signed.


  “You must have a lot of money, Laura?” he said. “You do this every day, don’t you?”


  “Daddy gets after me about it,” she admitted, “but I love to buy clothes. I spend all my money on clothes.”


  “What are you going to do now?”


  “Nothing—whatever you like. It’s a lovely day to do something, isn’t it?”


  “It’s a lovely day to do nothing. Would you like to go off somewhere, Laura?”


  “I’d love to go off somewhere with you,” said Laura James.


  “That is the idea, my girl. That is the idea,” he said exultantly, in throaty and exuberant burlesque. “We will go off somewhere alone—we will take along something to eat,” he said lusciously.


  Laura went to her room and put on a pair of sturdy little slippers. Eugene went into the kitchen.


  “Have you a shoe-box?” he asked Eliza.


  “What do you want that for?” she said suspiciously.


  “I’m going to the bank,” he said ironically. “I wanted something to carry my money in.” But immediately he added roughly:


  “I’m going on a picnic.”


  “Huh? Hah? What’s that you say?” said Eliza. “A picnic? Who are you going with? That girl?”


  “No,” he said heavily, “with President Wilson, the King of England, and Dr. Doak. We’re going to have lemonade—I’ve promised to bring the lemons.”


  “I’ll vow, boy!” said Eliza fretfully. “I don’t like it—your running off this way when I need you. I wanted you to make a deposit for me, and the telephone people will disconnect me if I don’t send them the money to-day.”


  “O mama! For God’s sake!” he cried annoyed. “You always need me when I want to go somewhere. Let them wait! They can wait a day.”


  “It’s overdue,” she said. “Well, here you are. I wish I had time to go off on picnics.” She fished a shoe-box out of a pile of magazines and newspapers that littered the top of a low cupboard.


  “Have you got anything to eat?”


  “We’ll get it,” he said, and departed.


  They went down the hill, and paused at the musty little grocery around the corner on Woodson Street, where they bought crackers, peanut butter, currant jelly, bottled pickles, and a big slice of rich yellow cheese. The grocer was an old Jew who muttered jargon into a rabbi’s beard as if saying a spell against Dybbuks. The boy looked closely to see if his hands touched the food. They were not clean.


  On their way up the hill, they stopped for a few minutes at Gant’s. They found Helen and Ben in the dining-room. Ben was eating breakfast, bending, as usual, with scowling attention, over his coffee, turning from eggs and bacon almost with disgust. Helen insisted on contributing boiled eggs and sandwiches to their provision: the two women went back into the kitchen. Eugene sat at table with Ben, drinking coffee.


  “O-oh my God!” Ben said at length, yawning wearily. He lighted a cigarette. “How’s the Old Man this morning?”


  “He’s all right, I think. Said he couldn’t eat breakfast.”


  “Did he say anything to the boarders?”


  “‘You damned scoundrels! You dirty Mountain Grills! Whee—!’ That was all.”


  Ben snickered quietly.


  “Did he hurt your hand? Let’s see.”


  “No. You can’t see anything. It’s not hurt,” said Eugene, lifting his bandaged wrist.


  “He didn’t hit you, did he?” asked Ben sternly.


  “Oh, no. Of course not. He was just drunk. He was sorry about it this morning.”


  “Yes,” said Ben, “he’s always sorry about it—after he’s raised all the hell he can.” He drank deeply at his cigarette, inhaling the smoke as if in the grip of a powerful drug.


  “How’d you get along at college this year, ’Gene?” he asked presently.


  “I passed my work. I made fair grades—if that’s what you mean? I did better—this Spring,” he added, with some difficulty. “It was hard getting started—at the beginning.”


  “You mean last Fall?”


  Eugene nodded.


  “What was the matter?” said Ben, scowling at him. “Did the other boys make fun of you?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, in a low voice.


  “Why did they? You mean they didn’t think you were good enough for them? Did they look down on you? Was that it?” said Ben savagely.


  “No,” said Eugene, very red in the face. “No. That had nothing to do with it. I look funny, I suppose. I looked funny to them.”


  “What do you mean you look funny?” said Ben pugnaciously. “There’s nothing wrong with you, you know, if you didn’t go around looking like a bum. In God’s name,” he exclaimed angrily, “when did you get that hair cut last? What do you think you are: the Wild Man from Borneo?”


  “I don’t like barbers!” Eugene burst out furiously. “That’s why! I don’t want them to go sticking their damned dirty fingers in my mouth. Whose business is it, if I never get my hair cut?”


  “A man is judged by his appearance to-day,” said Ben sententiously. “I was reading an article by a big business man in The Post the other day. He says he always looks at a man’s shoes before he gives him a job.”


  He spoke seriously, haltingly, in the same way that he read, without genuine conviction. Eugene writhed to hear his fierce condor prattle this stale hash of the canny millionaires, like any obedient parrot in a teller’s cage. Ben’s voice had a dull flat quality as he uttered these admirable opinions: he seemed to grope behind it all for some answer, with hurt puzzled eyes. As he faltered along, with scowling intensity, through a success-sermon, there was something poignantly moving in his effort: it was the effort of his strange and lonely spirit to find some entrance into life—to find success, position, companionship. And it was as if, spelling the words out with his mouth, a settler in the Bronx from the fat Lombard plain, should try to unriddle the new world by deciphering the World Almanac, or as if some woodsman, trapped by the winter, and wasted by an obscure and terrible disease, should hunt its symptoms and its cure in a book of Household Remedies.


  “Did the Old Man send you enough money to get along on?” Ben asked. “Were you able to hold your own with the other boys? He can afford it, you know. Don’t let him stint you. Make him give it to you, ’Gene.”


  “I had plenty,” said Eugene, “all that I needed.”


  “This is the time you need it—not later,” said Ben. “Make him put you through college. This is an age of specialization. They’re looking for college-trained men.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene. He spoke obediently, indifferently, the hard bright mail of his mind undinted by the jargon: within, the Other One, who had no speech, saw.


  “So get your education,” said Ben, scowling vaguely. “All the Big Men—Ford, Edison, Rockefeller—whether they had it or not, say it’s a good thing.”


  “Why didn’t you go yourself?” said Eugene curiously.


  “I didn’t have any one to tell me,” said Ben. “Besides, you don’t think the Old Man would give me anything, do you?” He laughed cynically. “It’s too late now.”


  He was silent a moment; he smoked.


  “You didn’t know I was taking a course in advertising, did you?” he asked, grinning.


  “No. Where?”


  “Through the Correspondence School,” said Ben. “I get my lessons every week. I don’t know,” he laughed diffidently, “I must be good at it. I make the highest grades they have—98 or 100 every time. I get a diploma, if I finish the course.”


  A blinding mist swam across the younger brother’s eyes. He did not know why. A convulsive knot gathered in his throat. He bent his head quickly and fumbled for his cigarettes. In a moment he said:


  “I’m glad you’re doing it. I hope you finish, Ben.”


  “You know,” Ben said seriously, “they’ve turned out some Big Men. I’ll show you the testimonials some time. Men who started with nothing: now they’re holding down big jobs.”


  “I hope you do,” said Eugene.


  “So, you see you’re not the only College Man around here,” said Ben with a grin. In a moment, he went on gravely: “You’re the last hope, ’Gene. Go on and finish up, if you have to steal the money. The rest of us will never amount to a damn. Try to make something out of yourself. Hold your head up! You’re as good as any of them—a damn sight better than these little pimps about town.” He became very fierce; he was very excited. He got up suddenly from the table. “Don’t let them laugh at you! By God, we’re as good as they are. If any of them laughs at you again, pick up the first damn thing you get your hand on and knock him down. Do you hear?” In his fierce excitement he snatched up the heavy carving steel from the table and brandished it.


  “Yes,” said Eugene awkwardly. “I think it’s going to be all right now. I didn’t know how to do at first.”


  “I hope you have sense enough now to leave those old hookers alone?” said Ben very sternly. Eugene made no answer. “You can’t do that and be anything, you know. And you’re likely to catch everything. This looks like a nice girl,” he said quietly, after a pause. “For heaven’s sake, fix yourself up and try to keep fairly clean. Women notice that, you know. Look after your fingernails, and keep your clothes pressed. Have you any money?”


  “All I need,” said Eugene, looking nervously toward the kitchen. “Don’t, for God’s sake!”


  “Put it in your pocket, you little fool,” Ben said angrily, thrusting a bill into his hand. “You’ve got to have some money. Keep it until you need it.”


  Helen came out on the high front porch with them as they departed. As usual, she had added a double heaping measure to what they needed. There was another shoe-box stuffed with sandwiches, boiled eggs, and fudge.


  She stood on the high step-edge, with a cloth wound over her head, her gaunt arms, pitted with old scars, akimbo. A warm sunny odor of nasturtiums, loamy earth, and honeysuckle washed round them its hot spermy waves.


  “O-ho! A-ha!” she winked comically. “I know something! I’m not as blind as you think, you know—” She nodded with significant jocularity, her big smiling face drenched in the curious radiance and purity that occasionally dwelt so beautifully there. He thought always when he saw her thus, of a sky washed after rain, of wide crystalline distances, cool and clean.


  With a rough snigger she prodded him in the ribs:


  “Ain’t love grand! Ha-ha-ha-ha! Look at his face, Laura.” She drew the girl close to her in a generous hug, laughing, Oh, with laughing pity, and as they mounted the hill, she stood there, in the sunlight, her mouth slightly open, smiling, touched with radiance, beauty, and wonder.


  They mounted slowly toward the eastern edge of town, by the long upward sweep of Academy Street, which bordered the negro settlement sprawled below it. At the end of Academy Street, the hill loomed abruptly; a sinuous road, well paved, curved up along the hillside to the right. They turned into this road, mounting now along the eastern edge of Niggertown. The settlement fell sharply away below them, rushing down along a series of long clay streets. There were a few frame houses by the roadside: the dwellings of negroes and poor white people, but these became sparser as they mounted. They walked at a leisurely pace up the cool road speckled with little dancing patches of light that filtered through the arching trees and shaded on the left by the dense massed foliage of the hill. Out of this green loveliness loomed the huge raw turret of a cement reservoir: it was streaked and blotted coolly with water-marks. Eugene felt thirsty. Further along, the escape from a smaller reservoir roared from a pipe in a foaming hawser, as thick as a man’s body.


  They climbed sharply up, along a rocky trail, avoiding the last long corkscrew of the road, and stood in the gap, at the road’s summit. They were only a few hundred feet above the town: it lay before them with the sharp nearness of a Sienese picture, at once close and far. On the highest ground, he saw the solid masonry of the Square, blocked cleanly out in light and shadow, and a crawling toy that was a car, and men no bigger than sparrows. And about the Square was the treeless brick jungle of business—cheap, ragged, and ugly, and beyond all this, in indefinite patches, the houses where all the people lived, with little bright raw ulcers of suburbia further off, and the healing and concealing grace of fair massed trees. And below him, weltering up from the hollow along the flanks and shoulders of the hill, was Niggertown. There seemed to be a kind of centre at the Square, where all the cars crawled in and waited, yet there was no purpose anywhere.


  But the hills were lordly, with a plan. Westward, they widened into the sun, soaring up from buttressing shoulders. The town was thrown up on the plateau like an encampment: there was nothing below him that could resist time. There was no idea. Below him, in a cup, he felt that all life was held: he saw it as might one of the old schoolmen writing in monkish Latin a Theatre of Human Life; or like Peter Breughel, in one of his swarming pictures. It seemed to him suddenly that he had not come up on the hill from the town, but that he had come out of the wilderness like a beast, and was staring now with steady beast-eye at this little huddle of wood and mortar which the wilderness must one day repossess, devour, cover over.


  The seventh from the top was Troy—but Helen had lived there; and so the German dug it up.


  They turned from the railing, with recovered wind, and walked through the gap, under Philip Roseberry’s great arched bridge. To the left, on the summit, the rich Jew had his cattle, his stables, his horses, his cows, and his daughters. As they went under the shadow of the bridge Eugene lifted his head and shouted. His voice bounded against the arch like a stone. They passed under and stood on the other side of the gap, looking from the road’s edge down into the cove. But they could not yet see the cove, save for green glimmers. The hillside was thickly wooded, the road wound down its side in a white perpetual corkscrew. But they could look across at the fair wild hills on the other side of the cove, cleared half-way up their flanks with ample field and fenced meadow, and forested above with a billowing sea of greenery.


  The day was like gold and sapphires: there was a swift flash and sparkle, intangible and multifarious, like sunlight on roughened water, all over the land. A rich warm wind was blowing, turning all the leaves back the same way, and making mellow music through all the lute-strings of flower and grass and fruit. The wind moaned, not with the mad fiend-voice of winter in harsh boughs, but like a fruitful woman, deep-breasted, great, full of love and wisdom; like Demeter unseen and hunting through the world. A dog bayed faintly in the cove, his howl spent and broken by the wind. A cowbell tinkled gustily. In the thick wood below them the rich notes of birds fell from their throats, straight down, like nuggets. A woodpecker drummed on the dry unbarked hole of a blasted chestnut-tree. The blue gulf of the sky was spread with light massy clouds: they cruised like swift galleons, tacking across the hills before the wind, and darkening the trees below with their floating shadows.


  The boy grew blind with love and desire: the cup of his heart was glutted with all this wonder. It overcame and weakened him. He grasped the girl’s cool fingers. They stood leg to leg, riven into each other’s flesh. Then they left the road, cutting down across its loops along steep wooded paths. The wood was a vast green church; the bird-cries fell like plums. A great butterfly, with wings of blue velvet streaked with gold and scarlet markings, fluttered heavily before them in freckled sunlight, tottering to rest finally upon a spray of dogwood. There were light skimming noises in the dense undergrowth to either side, the swift bullet-shadows of birds. A garter snake, greener than wet moss, as long as a shoelace and no thicker than a woman’s little finger, shot across the path, its tiny eyes bright with terror, its small forked tongue playing from its mouth like an electric spark. Laura cried out, drawing back in sharp terror; at her cry he snatched up a stone in a wild lust to kill the tiny creature that shot at them, through its coils, the old snake-fear, touching them with beauty, with horror, with something supernatural. But the snake glided away into the undergrowth and, with a feeling of strong shame, he threw the stone away. “They won’t hurt you,” he said.


  At length, they came out above the cove, at a forking of the road. They turned left, to the north, toward the upper and smaller end. To the south, the cove widened out in a rich little Eden of farm and pasture. Small houses dotted the land, there were green meadows and a glint of water. Fields of young green wheat bent rhythmically under the wind; the young corn stood waist-high, with light clashing blades. The chimneys of Rheinhart’s house showed above its obscuring grove of maples; the fat dairy cows grazed slowly across the wide pastures. And further below, half tree-and-shrub-hidden, lay the rich acres of Judge Webster Tayloe. The road was thickly coated with white dust; it dipped down and ran through a little brook. They crossed over on white rocks, strewn across its bed. Several ducks, scarcely disturbed by their crossing, waddled up out of the clear water and regarded them gravely, like little children in white choir aprons. A young country fellow clattered by them in a buggy filled with empty milk-cans. He grinned with a cordial red face, saluting them with a slow gesture, and leaving behind an odor of milk and sweat and butter. A woman, in a field above them, stared curiously with shaded eyes. In another field, a man was mowing with a scythe, moving into the grass like a god upon his enemies, with a reaping hook of light.


  They left the road near the head of the cove, advancing over the fields on rising ground to the wooded cup of the hills. There was a powerful masculine strench [stench] of broad dock-leaves, a hot weedy odor. They moved over a pathless field, knee-high in a dry stubbly waste, gathering on their clothes clusters of brown cockle-burrs. All the field was sown with hot odorous daisies. Then they entered the wood again, mounting until they came to an island of tender grass, by a little brook that fell down from the green hill along a rocky ferny bed in bright cascades.


  “Let’s stop here,” said Eugene. The grass was thick with dandelions: their poignant and wordless odor studded the earth with yellow magic. They were like gnomes and elves, and tiny witchcraft in flower and acorn.


  Laura and Eugene lay upon their backs, looking up through the high green shimmer of leaves at the Caribbean sky, with all its fleet of cloudy ships. The water of the brook made a noise like silence. The town behind the hill lay in another unthinkable world. They forgot its pain and conflict.


  “What time is it?” Eugene asked. For, they had come to a place where no time was. Laura held up her exquisite wrist, and looked at her watch.


  “Why!” she exclaimed, surprised. “It’s only half-past twelve!”


  But he scarcely heard her.


  “What do I care what time it is!” he said huskily, and he seized the lovely hand, bound with its silken watch-cord, and kissed it. Her long cool fingers closed around his own; she drew his face down to her mouth.


  They lay there, locked together, upon that magic carpet, in that paradise. Her gray eyes were deeper and clearer than a pool of clear water; he kissed the little freckles on her rare skin; he gazed reverently at the snub tilt of her nose; he watched the mirrored dance of the sparkling water over her face. All of that magic world—flower and field and sky and hill, and all the sweet woodland cries, sound and sight and odor—grew into him, one voice in his heart, one tongue in his brain, harmonious, radiant, and whole—a single passionate lyrical noise.


  “My dear! Darling! Do you remember last night?” he asked fondly, as if recalling some event of her childhood.


  “Yes,” she gathered her arms tightly about his neck, “why do you think I could forget it?”


  “Do you remember what I said—what I asked you to do?” he insisted eagerly.


  “Oh, what are we going to do? What are we going to do?” she moaned, turning her head to the side and flinging an arm across her eyes.


  “What is it? What’s the matter? Dear?”


  “Eugene—my dear, you’re only a child. I’m so old—a grown woman.”


  “You’re only twenty-one,” he said. “There’s only five years’ difference. That’s nothing.”


  “Oh!” she said. “You don’t know what you’re saying. It’s all the difference in the world.”


  “When I’m twenty, you’ll be twenty-five. When I’m twenty-six, you’ll be thirty-one. When I’m forty-eight, you’ll be fifty-three. What’s that?” he said contemptuously. “Nothing.”


  “Everything,” she said, “everything. If I were sixteen, and you twenty-one it would be nothing. But you’re a boy and I’m a woman. When you’re a young man I’ll be an old maid; when you grow old I shall be dying. How do you know where you’ll be, what you’ll be doing five years from now?” she continued in a moment. “You’re only a boy—you’ve just started college. You have no plans yet. You don’t know what you’re going to do.”


  “Yes, I do!” he yelled furiously. “I’m going to be a lawyer. That’s what they’re sending me for. I’m going to be a lawyer, and I’m going into politics. Perhaps,” he added with gloomy pleasure, “you’ll be sorry then, after I make a name for myself.” With bitter joy he foresaw his lonely celebrity. The Governor’s Mansion. Forty rooms. Alone. Alone[.]


  “You’re going to be a lawyer,” said Laura, “and you’re going everywhere in the world, and I’m to wait for you, and never get married. You poor kid!” She laughed softly. “You don’t know what you’re going to do.”


  He turned a face of misery on her; brightness dropped from the sun.


  “You don’t care?” he choked. “You don’t care?” He bent his head to hide his wet eyes.


  “Oh, my dear,” she said, “I do care. But people don’t live like that. It’s like a story. Don’t you know that I’m a grown woman? At my age, dear, most girls have begun to think of getting married. What—what if I had begun to think of it, too?”


  “Married!” The word came from him in a huge gasp of horror as if she had mentioned the abominable, proposed the unspeakable. Then, having heard the monstrous suggestion, he immediately accepted it as a fact. He was like that.


  “So! That’s it!” he said furiously. “You’re going to get married, eh? You have fellows, have you? You go out with them, do you? You’ve known it all the time, and you’ve tried to fool me.”


  Nakedly, with breast bare to horror, he scourged himself, knowing in the moment that the nightmare cruelty of life is not in the remote and fantastic, but in the probable—the horror of love, loss, marriage, the ninety seconds treason in the dark.


  “You have fellows—you let them feel you. They feel your legs, they play with your breasts, they—” His voice became inaudible through strangulation.


  “No. No, my dear. I haven’t said so,” she rose swiftly to a sitting position, taking his hands. “But there’s nothing unusual about getting married, you know. Most people do. Oh, my dear! Don’t look like that! Nothing has happened. Nothing! Nothing!”


  He seized her fiercely, unable to speak. Then he buried his face in her neck.


  “Laura! My dear! My sweet! Don’t leave me alone! I’ve been alone! I’ve always been alone!”


  “It’s what you want, dear. It’s what you’ll always want. You couldn’t stand anything else. You’d get so tired of me. You’ll forget this ever happened. You’ll forget me. You’ll forget—forget.”


  “Forget! I’ll never forget! I won’t live long enough.”


  “And I’ll never love any one else! I’ll never leave you! I’ll wait for you forever! Oh, my child, my child!”


  They clung together in that bright moment of wonder, there on the magic island, where the world was quiet, believing all they said. And who shall say—whatever disenchantment follows—that we ever forget magic, or that we can ever betray, on this leaden earth, the apple-tree, the singing, and the gold? Far out beyond that timeless valley, a train, on the rails for the East, wailed back its ghostly cry: life, like a fume of painted smoke, a broken wrack of cloud, drifted away. Their world was a singing voice again: they were young and they could never die. This would endure.


  He kissed her on her splendid eyes; he grew into her young Mænad’s body, his heart numbed deliciously against the pressure of her narrow breasts. She was as lithe and yielding to his sustaining hand as a willow rod—she was bird-swift, more elusive in repose than the dancing water-motes upon her face. He held her tightly lest she grow into the tree again, or be gone amid the wood like smoke.


  Come up into the hills, O my young love. Return! O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again, as first I knew you in the timeless valley, where we shall feel ourselves anew, bedded on magic in the month of June. There was a place where all the sun went glistering in your hair, and from the hill we could have put a finger on a star. Where is the day that melted into one rich noise? Where the music of your flesh, the rhyme of your teeth, the dainty languor of your legs, your small firm arms, your slender fingers, to be bitten like an apple, and the little cherry-teats of your white breasts? And where are all the tiny wires of finespun maidenhair? Quick are the mouths of earth, and quick the teeth that fed upon this loveliness. You who were made for music, will hear music no more: in your dark house the winds are silent. Ghost, ghost, come back from that marriage that we did not foresee, return not into life, but into magic, where we have never died, into the enchanted wood, where we still lie, strewn on the grass. Come up into the hills, O my young love: return. O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again.


  [¬]


  31


  One day, when June was coming to its end, Laura James said to him:


  “I shall have to go home next week.” Then, seeing his stricken face, she added, “but only for a few days—not more than a week.”


  “But why? The summer’s only started. You will burn up down there.”


  “Yes. It’s silly, I know. But my people expect me for the Fourth of July. You know, we have an enormous family—hundred of aunts, cousins, and in-laws. We have a family re-union every year—a great barbecue and picnic. I hate it. But they’d never forgive me if I didn’t come.”


  Frightened, he looked at her for a moment.


  “Laura! You’re coming back, aren’t you?” he said quietly.


  “Yes, of course,” she said. “Be quiet.”


  He was trembling violently; he was afraid to question her more closely.


  “Be quiet,” she whispered, “quiet!” She put her arms around him.


  He went with her to the station on a hot mid-afternoon. There was a smell of melted tar in the streets. She held his hand beside her in the rattling trolley, squeezing his fingers to give him comfort, and whispering from time to time:


  “In a week! Only a week, dear.”


  “I don’t see the need,” he muttered. “It’s over 400 miles. Just for a few days.”


  He passed the old one-legged gateman on the station platform very easily, carrying her baggage. Then he sat beside her in the close green heat of the pullman until the train should go. A little electric fan droned uselessly above the aisle; a prim young lady whom he knew, arranged herself amid the bright new leather of her bags. She returned his greeting elegantly, with a shade of refined hauteur, then looked out the window again, grimacing eloquently at her parents who gazed at her raptly from the platform. Several prosperous merchants went down the aisle in expensive tan shoes that creaked under the fan’s drone.


  “Not going to leave us, are you, Mr. Morris?”


  “Hello, Jim. No, I’m running up to Richmond for a few days.” But even the gray weather of their lives could not deaden the excitement of that hot chariot to the East.


  “’Board!”


  He got up trembling.


  “In a few days, dear.” She looked up, taking his hand in her small gloved palms.


  “You will write as soon as you get there? Please!”


  “Yes. To-morrow—at once.”


  He bent down suddenly and whispered, “Laura—you will come back. You will come back!”


  She turned her face away and wept bitterly. He sat beside her once more; she clasped him tightly as if he had been a child.


  “My dear, my dear! Don’t forget me ever!”


  “Never. Come back. Come back.”


  The salt print of her kiss was on his mouth, his face, his eyes. It was, he knew, the guttering candle-end of time. The train was in motion. He leaped blindly up the passage with a cry in his throat.


  “Come back again!”


  But he knew. Her cry followed him, as if he had torn something from her grasp.


  Within three days he had his letter. On four sheets of paper, bordered with victorious little American flags, this:


  “My dear: I got home at half-past one, just too tired to move. I couldn’t sleep on the train at all last night, it seemed to get hotter all the way down. I was so blue when I got here, I almost cried. Little Richmond is too ghastly for words—everything burned up and every one gone away to the mountains or the sea. How can I ever stand it even for a week!” (Good! he thought. If the weather holds, she will come back all the sooner.) “It would be heaven now to get one breath of mountain air. Could you find your way back to our place in the valley again?” (Yes, even if I were blind, he thought.) “Will you promise to look after your hand until it gets well? I worried so after you had gone, because I forgot to change the bandage yesterday. Daddy was glad to see me: he said he was not going to let me go again but, don’t worry, I’ll have my own way in the end. I always do. I don’t know any one at home any more—all of the boys have enlisted or gone to work in the shipyards at Norfolk. Most of the girls I know are getting married, or married already. That leaves only the kids.” (He winced. As old as I am, maybe older.) “Give my love to Mrs. Barton, and tell your mother I said she must not work so hard in that hot kitchen. And all the little cross-marks at the bottom are for you. Try to guess what they are.


  Laura.”


  He read her prosy letter with rigid face, devouring the words more hungrily than if they had been lyrical song. She would come back! She would come back! Soon.


  There was another page. Weakened and relaxed from his excitement, he looked at it. There he found, almost illegibly written, but at last in her own speech, as if leaping out from the careful aimlessness of her letter, this note:


  “July 4.


  “Richard came yesterday. He is twenty-five, works in Norfolk. I’ve been engaged to him almost a year. We’re going off quietly to Norfolk to-morrow and get married. My dear! My dear! I couldn’t tell you! I tried to, but couldn’t. I didn’t want to lie. Everything else was true. I meant all I said. If you hadn’t been so young, but what’s the use of saying that? Try to forgive me, but please don’t forget me. Good-by and God bless you. Oh, my darling, it was heaven! I shall never forget you.”


  When he had finished the letter, he re-read it, slowly and carefully. Then he folded it, put it in his inner breast-pocket, and leaving Dixieland, walked for forty minutes, until he came up in the gap over the town again. It was sunset. The sun’s vast rim, blood-red, rested upon the western earth, in a great field of murky pollen. It sank beyond the western ranges. The clear sweet air was washed with gold and pearl. The vast hills melted into purple solitudes: they were like Canaan and rich grapes. The motors of cove people toiled up around the horse-shoe of the road. Dusk came. The bright winking lights in the town went up. Darkness melted over the town like dew: it washed out all the day’s distress, the harsh confusions. Low wailing sounds came faintly up from Niggertown.


  And above him the proud stars flashed into heaven: there was one, so rich and low, that he could have picked it, if he had climbed the hill beyond the Jew’s great house. One, like a lamp, hung low above the heads of men returning home. (O Hesperus, you bring us all good things.) One had flashed out the light that winked on him the night that Ruth lay at the feet of Boaz; and one on Queen Isolt; and one on Corinth and on Troy. It was night, vast brooding night, the mother of loneliness, that washes our stains away. He was washed in the great river of night, in the Ganges tides of redemption. His bitter wound was for the moment healed in him: he turned his face upward to the proud and tender stars, which made him a god and a grain of dust, the brother of eternal beauty and the son of death——alone, alone.


  “Ha-ha-ha-ha!” Helen laughed huskily, prodding him in the ribs. “Your girl went and got married, didn’t she? She fooled you. You got left.”


  “Wh-a-a-a-t!” said Eliza banteringly, “has my boy been—as the fellow says” (she sniggered behind her hand) “has my boy been a-courtin’?” She puckered her lips in playful reproach.


  “Oh, for God’s sake,” he muttered angrily, “What fellow says!”


  His scowl broke into an angry grin as he caught his sister’s eye. They laughed.


  “Well, ’Gene,” said the girl seriously, “forget about it. You’re only a kid yet. Laura is a grown woman.”


  “Why, son,” said Eliza with a touch of malice, “that girl was fooling you all the time. She was just leading you on.”


  “Oh, stop it, please.”


  “Cheer up!” said Helen heartily. “Your time’s coming. You’ll forget her in a week. There are plenty more, you know. This is puppy love. Show her that you’re a good sport. You ought to write her a letter of congratulation.”


  “Why, yes,” said Eliza, “I’d make a big joke of it all. I wouldn’t let on to her that it affected me. I’d write her just as big as you please and laugh about the whole thing. I’d show them! That’s what I’d——”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” he groaned, starting up. “Leave me alone, won’t you?”


  He left the house.


  But he wrote the letter. And the moment after the lid of the mailbox clanged over it, he was writhen by shame. For it was a proud and boastful letter, salted with scatterings of Greek, Latin, and English verse, quotable scraps, wrenched into the text without propriety, without accuracy, without anything but his pitiful and obvious desire to show her his weight in the point of his wit, the depth of his learning. She would be sorry when she knew her loss! But, for a moment at the end, his fiercely beating heart stormed through:


  “... and I hope he’s worth having you—he can’t deserve you, Laura; no one can. But if he knows what he has, that’s something. How lucky he is! You’re right about me—I’m too young. I’d cut off my hand now for eight or ten years more. God bless and keep you, my dear, dear Laura.


  “Something in me wants to burst. It keeps trying to, but it won’t, it never has. O God! If it only would! I shall never forget you. I’m lost now and I’ll never find the way again. In God’s name write me a line when you get this. Tell me what your name is now—you never have. Tell me where you’re going to live. Don’t let me go entirely, I beg of you, don’t leave me alone.”


  He sent the letter to the address she had given him—to her father’s house. Week melted into week: his life mounted day by day in a terrible tension to the delivery of the mail, morning and afternoon, fell then into a miasmic swamp when no word came. July ended. The summer waned. She did not write.


  Upon the darkening porch, awaiting food, the boarders rocked, oh rocked with laughter.


  The boarders said: “Eugene’s lost his girl. He doesn’t know what to do, he’s lost his girl.”


  “Well, well! Did the Old Boy lose his girl?”


  The little fat girl, the daughter of one of the two fat sisters whose husbands were hotel clerks in Charleston, skipped to and from him, in slow May dance, with fat calves twinkling brownly above her socks.


  “Lost his girl! Lost his girl! Eugene, Eugene, has lost his girl.”


  The fat little girl skipped back to her fat mother for approbation: they regarded each other with complacent smiles loosely netted in their full-meated mouths.


  “Don’t let them kid you, big boy. What’s the matter: did some one get your girl?” asked Mr. Hake, the flour salesman. He was a dapper young man of twenty-six years, who smoked large cigars; he had a tapering face, and a high domey head, bald on top, fringed sparsely with fine blond hair. His mother, a large grass-widow near fifty, with the powerful craggy face of an Indian, a large mass of dyed yellow hair, and a coarse smile, full of gold and heartiness, rocked mightily, laughing with hoarse compassion:


  “Git another girl, ’Gene. Why, law! I’d not let it bother me two minutes.” He always expected her to spit, emphatically, with gusto, after speaking.


  “You should worry, boy. You should worry!” said Mr. Farrel, of Miami, the dancing instructor. “Women are like street-cars: if you miss one, there’s another along in fifteen minutes. Ain’t that right, lady?” he said pertly, turning to Miss Clark, of Valdosta, Georgia, for whom it had been uttered. She answered with a throaty confused twiddle-giggle of laughter. “Oh, aren’t men the awfullest——”


  Leaning upon the porch rail in the thickening dusk, Mr. Jake Clapp, a well-to-do widower from Old Hominy, pursued his stealthy courtship of Miss Florry Mangle, the trained nurse. Her limp face made a white blot in the darkness; she spoke in a tired whine:


  “I thought she was too old for him when I saw her. ’Gene’s only a kid. He’s taken it hard, you can tell by looking at him how miserable he is. He’s going to get sick if he keeps on at this rate. He’s thin as a bone. He hardly eats a bite. People get run down like that and catch the first disease that comes along——”


  Her melancholy whine continued as Jake’s stealthy thigh fumbled against her. She kept her arms carefully folded across her sagging breasts.


  In the gray darkness, the boy turned his starved face on them. His dirty clothes lapped round his scarecrow body: his eyes burned like a cat’s in the dark, his hair fell over his forehead in a matted net.


  “He’ll git over it,” said Jake Clapp, in a precise country drawl, streaked with a note of bawdry. “Every boy has got to go through the Calf-Love stage. When I was about ’Gene’s age—” He pressed his hard thigh gently against Florry, grinning widely and thinly with a few gold teeth. He was a tall solid man, with a hard precise face, lewdly decorous, and slanting Mongol eyes. His head was bald and knobby.


  “He’d better watch out,” whined Florry sadly. “I know what I’m talking about. That boy’s not strong—he has no business to go prowling around to all hours the way he does. He’s on the verge of——”


  Eugene rocked gently on his feet, staring at the boarders with a steady hate. Suddenly he snarled like a wild beast, and started down the porch, unable to speak, reeling, but snarling again and again his choking and insane fury.


  “Miss Brown” meanwhile sat primly at the end of the porch, a little apart from the others. From the dark sun-parlor at the side came swiftly the tall elegant figure of Miss Irene Mallard, twenty-eight, of Tampa, Florida. She caught him at the step edge, and pulled him round sharply, gripping his arms lightly with her cool long fingers.


  “Where are you going, ’Gene?” she said quietly. Her eyes of light violet were a little tired. There was a faint exquisite perfume of rosewater.


  “Leave me alone!” he muttered.


  “You can’t go on like this,” she said in a low tone. “She’s not worth it—none of them are. Pull yourself together.”


  “Leave me alone!” he said furiously. “I know what I’m doing!” He wrenched away violently, and leaped down into the yard, plunging around the house in a staggering run.


  “Ben!” said Irene Mallard sharply.


  Ben rose from the dark porch-swing where he had been sitting with Mrs. Pert.


  “See if you can’t do something to stop him,” said Irene Mallard.


  “He’s crazy,” Ben muttered. “Which way did he go?”


  “By there—around the house. Go quick!”


  Ben went swiftly down the shallow steps and loped back over the lawn. The yard sloped sharply down: the gaunt back of Dixieland was propped upon a dozen rotting columns of whitewashed brick, fourteeen [fourteen] feet high. In the dim light, by one of these slender piers, already mined with crumbling ruins of wet brick, the scarecrow crouched, toiling with the thin grapevine of his arms against the temple.


  “I will kill you, House,” he gasped. “Vile and accursed House, I will tear you down. I will bring you down upon the whores and boarders. I will wreck you, House.”


  Another convulsion of his shoulders brought down a sprinkling rain of dust and rubble.


  “I will make you fall down on all the people in you, House,” he said.


  “Fool!” cried Ben, leaping upon him, “what are you trying to do?” He caught the boy’s arms from behind and dragged him back. “Do you think you can bring her back to you by wrecking the house? Are there no other women in the world, that you should let one get the best of you like this?”


  “Let me go! Let me go!” said Eugene. “What does it matter to you?”


  “Don’t think, fool, that I care,” said Ben fiercely. “You’re hurting no one but yourself. Do you think you’ll hurt the boarders by pulling the house down on your own head? Do you think, idiot, that any one cares if you kill yourself?” He shook the boy. “No. No. I don’t care what you do, you know. I simply want to save the family the trouble and expense of burying you.”


  With a great cry of rage and bafflement Eugene tried to free himself. But the older brother held on as desperately as the Old Man of the Sea. Then, with a great effort of his hands and shoulders, the boy lifted his captor off the ground, and dashed him back against the white brick wall of the cellar. Ben collapsed, releasing him, with a fit of dry coughing, holding his hand against his thin breast.


  “Don’t be a fool,” he gasped.


  “Did I hurt you?” said Eugene dully.


  “No. Go into the house and wash yourself. You ought to comb your hair once or twice a week, you know. You can’t go around like a wild man. Get something to eat. Have you any money?”


  “Yes—I have enough.”


  “Are you all right now?”


  “Yes—don’t talk about it, please.”


  “I don’t want to talk about it, fool. I want you to learn a little sense,” said Ben. He straightened, brushing his whitened coat. In a moment, he went on quietly: “To hell with them, ’Gene. To hell with them all. Don’t let them worry you. Get all that you can. Don’t give a damn for anything. Nothing gives a damn for you. To hell with it all! To hell with it! There are a lot of bad days. There are a lot of good ones. You’ll forget. There are a lot of days. Let it go.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene wearily, “let it go. It’s all right now. I’m too tired. When you get tired you don’t care, do you? I’m too tired to care. I’ll never care any more. I’m too tired. The men in France get tired and don’t care. If a man came and pointed a gun at me now, I wouldn’t be scared. I’m too tired.” He began to laugh, loosely, with a sense of delicious relief. “I don’t care for any one or anything. I’ve always been afraid of everything, but when I got tired I didn’t care. That’s how I shall get over everything. I shall get tired.”


  Ben lighted a cigarette.


  “That’s better,” he said. “Let’s get something to eat.” He smiled thinly. “Come along, Samson.”


  They walked out slowly around the house.


  He washed himself, and ate a hearty meal. The boarders finished, and wandered off into the darkness variously—some to the band-concert on the Square, some to the moving-pictures, some for walks through the town. When he had fed he went out on the porch. It was dark and almost empty save where, at the side, Mrs. Selborne sat in the swing with a wealthy lumber man from Tennessee. Her low rich laughter bubbled up softly from the vat of the dark. “Miss Brown” rocked quietly and decorously by herself. She was a heavily built and quietly dressed woman of thirty-nine years, touched with that slightly comic primness—that careful gentility—that marks the conduct of the prostitute incognito. She was being very refined. She was a perfect lady and would, if aroused, assert the fact.


  “Miss Brown” lived, she said, in Indianapolis. She was not ugly: her face was simply permeated with the implacable dullness of the Mid-Westerner. In spite of the lewdness of her wide thin mouth, her look was smug. She had a fair mass of indifferent brown hair, rather small brown eyes, and a smooth russet skin.


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza. “I don’t believe her name’s ‘Miss Brown’ any more than mine is.”


  There had been rain. The night was cool and black; the flower-bed before the house was wet, with a smell of geraniums and drenched pansies. He lighted a cigarette, sitting upon the rail. “Miss Brown” rocked.


  “It’s turned off cool,” she said. “That little bit of rain has done a lot of good, hasn’t it?”


  “Yes, it was hot,” he said. “I hate hot weather.”


  “I can’t stand it either,” she said. “That’s why I go away every summer. Out my way we catch it. You folks here don’t know what hot weather is.”


  “You’re from Milwaukee, aren’t you?”


  “Indianapolis.”


  “I knew it was somewhere out there. Is it a big place?” he asked curiously.


  “Yes. You could put Altamont in one corner of it and never miss it.”


  “How big is it?” he said eagerly. “How many people have you there?”


  “I don’t know exactly—over three hundred thousand with the suburbs.”


  He reflected with greedy satisfaction.


  “Is it pretty? Are there a lot of pretty houses and fine buildings?”


  “Yes—I think so,” she said reflectively. “It’s a nice homelike place.”


  “What are the people like? What do they do? Are they rich?”


  “Why—yes. It’s a business and manufacturing place. There are a lot of rich people.”


  “I suppose they live in big houses and ride around in big cars, eh?” he demanded. Then, without waiting for a reply, he went on: “Do they have good things to eat? What?”


  She laughed awkwardly, puzzled and confused.


  “Why, yes. There’s a great deal of German cooking. Do you like German cooking?”


  “Beer!” he muttered lusciously. “Beer—eh? You make it out there?”


  “Yes.” She laughed, with a voluptuous note in her voice. “I believe you’re a bad boy, Eugene.”


  “And what about the theatres and libraries? You have lots of shows, don’t you?”


  “Yes. A lot of good shows come to Indianapolis. All the big hits in New York and Chicago.”


  “And a library—you have a big one, eh?”


  “Yes. We have a nice library.”


  “How many books has it?”


  “Oh, I can’t say as to that. But it’s a good big library.”


  “Over 100,000 books, do you suppose? They wouldn’t have half a million, would they?” He did not wait for an answer, he was talking to himself. “No, of course not. How many books can you take out at a time? What?”


  The great shadow of his hunger bent over her; he rushed out of himself, devouring her with his questions.


  “What are the girls like? Are they blonde or brunette? What?”


  “Why, we have both kinds—more dark than fair, I should say.” She looked through the darkness at him, grinning.


  “Are they pretty?”


  “Well! I can’t say. You’ll have to draw your own conclusions, Eugene. I’m one of them, you know.” She looked at him with demure lewdness, offering herself for inspection. Then, with a laugh of teasing reproof, she said: “I believe you’re a bad boy, Eugene. I believe you’re a bad boy.”


  He lighted another cigarette feverishly.


  “I’d give anything for a smoke,” muttered “Miss Brown.” “I don’t suppose I could here?” She looked round her.


  “Why not?” he said impatiently. “There’s no one to see you. It’s dark. What does it matter anyway?”


  Little electric currents of excitement played up his spine.


  “I believe I will,” she whispered. “Have you got a cigarette?”


  He gave her his package; she stood up to receive the flame he nursed in his cupped hands. She leaned her heavy body against him as, with puckered face and closed eyes, she held her cigarette to the fire. She grasped his shaking hands to steady the light, holding them for a moment after.


  “What,” said “Miss Brown,” with a cunning smile, “what if your mother should see us? You’d catch it!”


  “She’ll not see us,” he said. “Besides,” he added generously, “why shouldn’t women smoke the same as men? There’s no harm in it.”


  “Yes,” said “Miss Brown,” “I believe in being broad-minded about these things, too.”


  But he grinned in the dark, because the woman had revealed herself with a cigarette. It was a sign—the sign of the province, the sign unmistakable of debauchery.


  Then, when he laid his hands upon her, she came very passively into his embrace as he sat before her on the rail.


  “Eugene! Eugene!” she said in mocking reproof.


  “Where is your room?” he said.


  She told him.


  Later, Eliza came suddenly and silently out upon them, on one of her swift raids from the kitchen.


  “Who’s there? Who’s there?” she said, peering into the gloom suspiciously. “Huh? Hah? Where’s Eugene? Has any one seen Eugene?” She knew very well he was there.


  “Yes, here I am,” he said. “What do you want?”


  “Oh! Who’s that with you? Hah?”


  “‘Miss Brown’ is with me.”


  “Won’t you come out and sit down, Mrs. Gant?” said “Miss Brown.” “You must be tired and hot.”


  “Oh!” said Eliza awkwardly, “is that you, ‘Miss Brown’? I couldn’t see who it was.” She switched on the dim porch light. “It’s mighty dark out here. Some one coming up those steps might fall and break a leg. I tell you what,” she continued conversationally, “this air feels good. I wish I could let everything go and just enjoy myself.”


  She continued in amiable monologue for another half hour, her eyes probing about swiftly all the time at the two dark figures before her. Then hesitantly, by awkward talkative stages, she went into the house again.


  “Son,” she said before she went, troubled, “it’s getting late. You’d better go to bed. That’s where we all ought to be.”


  “Miss Brown” assented gracefully and moved toward the door.


  “I’m going now. I feel tired. Good-night, all.”


  He sat quietly on the rail, smoking, listening to the noises in the house. It went to sleep. He went back and found Eliza preparing to retire to her little cell.


  “Son!” she said, in a low voice, after shaking her puckered face reproachfully for a moment, “I tell you what—I don’t like it. It doesn’t look right—your sitting out alone with that woman. She’s old enough to be your mother.”


  “She’s your boarder, isn’t she?” he said roughly, “not mine. I didn’t bring her here.”


  “There’s one thing sure,” said Eliza, wounded. “You don’t catch me associating with them. I hold up my head as high as any one.” She smiled at him bitterly.


  “Well, good-night, mama,” he said, ashamed and hurt. “Let’s forget about them for a while. What does it matter?”


  “Be a good boy,” said Eliza timidly. “I want you to be a good boy, son.”


  There was a sense of guilt in her manner, a note of regret and contrition.


  “Don’t worry!” he said, turning away suddenly, wrenched bitterly, as he always was, by a sense of the child-like innocence and steadfastness that lay at the bottom of her life. “It’s not your fault if I’m not. I shan’t blame you. Good-night.”


  The kitchen-light went out; he heard his mother’s door click gently. Through the dark house a shaft of air blew coolly. Slowly, with thudding heart, he began to mount the stairs.


  But on that dark stair, his foot-falls numbed in the heavy carpet, he came squarely upon a woman’s body that, by its fragrance, like magnolia, he knew was that of Mrs. Selborne. They held each other sharply by the arms, discovered, with caught breath. She bent toward him: a few strands of her blonde hair brushed his face, leaving it aflame.


  “Hush-h!” she whispered.


  So they paused there, holding each other, breast to breast, the only time that they had ever touched. Then, with their dark wisdom of each other confirmed, they parted, each a sharer in the other’s life, to meet thereafter before the world with calm untelling eyes.


  He groped softly back along the dark corridor until he came to the door of “Miss Brown’s” room. It was slightly ajar. He went in.


  She took all his medals, all that he had won at Leonard’s school—the one for debating, the one for declaiming, the one in bronze for William Shakespeare. W.S. 1616–1916—Done for a Ducat!


  He had no money to give her: she did not want much—a coin or two at a time. It was, she said, not the money: it was the principle of the thing. He saw the justice of her argument.


  “For,” said she, “if I wanted money, I wouldn’t fool with you. Somebody tries to get me to go out every day. One of the richest men in this town (old man Tyson) has been after me ever since I came. He’s offered me ten dollars if I’ll go out in his car with him. I don’t need your money. But you’ve got to give me something. I don’t care how little it is. I wouldn’t feel decent unless you did. I’m not one of your little Society Chippies that you see every day uptown. I’ve too much self-respect for that.”


  So, in lieu of money, he gave her his medals as pledges.


  “If you don’t redeem them,” said “Miss Brown,” “I’ll give them to my own son when I go home.”


  “Have you a son?”


  “Yes. He’s eighteen years old. He’s almost as tall as you are and twice as broad. All the girls are mad about him.”


  He turned his head away sharply, whitening with a sense of nausea and horror, feeling in him an incestuous pollution.


  “That’s enough, now,” said “Miss Brown” with authority. “Go to your room and get some sleep.”


  But, unlike the first one in the tobacco town, she never called him “son.”


  
    “Poor Butterfly, for her heart was break-king,


    Poor Butterfly, for she loved him so-o——”

  


  Miss Irene Mallard changed the needle of the little phonograph in the sun-parlor, and reversed the well-worn record. Then as with stately emphasis, the opening measure of “Katinka” paced out, she waited for him, erect, smiling, slender, beautiful, with long lovely hands held up like wings to his embrace. She was teaching him to dance. Laura James had danced beautifully: it had maddened him to see her poised in the arms of a young man dancing. Now, clumsily, he moved off on a conscientious left foot, counting to himself. One, two, three, four! Irene Mallard slipped and veered to his awkward pressure, as bodiless as a fume of smoke. Her left hand rested on his bony shoulder lightly as a bird: her cool fingers were threaded into his hot sawing palm.


  She had thick hair of an oaken color, evenly parted in the middle; her skin was pearl-pale, and transparently delicate; her jaw was long, full, and sensuous—her face was like that of one of the pre-Raphaelite women. She carried her tall graceful body with beautiful erectness, but with the slightly worn sensuousness of fragility and weariness: her lovely eyes were violet, always a little tired, but full of slow surprise and tenderness. She was like a Luini madonna, mixed of holiness and seduction, the world and heaven. He held her with reverent care, as one who would not come too near, who would not break a sacred image. Her exquisite and subtle perfume stole through him like a strange whisper, pagan and divine. He was afraid to touch her—and his hot palm sweated to her fingers.


  Sometimes she coughed gently, smiling, holding a small crumpled handkerchief, edged with blue, before her mouth.


  She had come to the hills not because of her own health, but because of her mother’s, a woman of sixty-five, rustily dressed, with the petulant hang-dog face of age and sickness. The old woman suffered from asthma and heart-disease. They had come from Florida. Irene Mallard was a very capable business woman; she was the chief bookkeeper of one of the Altamont banks. Every evening Randolph Gudger, the bank president, telephoned her.


  Irene Mallard pressed her palm across the mouthpiece of the telephone, smiling at Eugene ironically, and rolling her eyes entreatingly aloft.


  Sometimes Randolph Gudger drove by and asked her to go with him. The boy went sulkily away until the rich man should leave: the banker looked bitterly after him.


  “He wants me to marry him, ’Gene,” said Irene Mallard. “What am I going to do?”


  “He’s old enough to be your grandfather,” said Eugene. “He has no hair on the top of his head; his teeth are false, and I don’t know what-all!” he said resentfully.


  “He’s a rich man, ’Gene,” said Irene, smiling. “Don’t forget that.”


  “Go on, then! Go on!” he cried furiously. “Yes—go ahead. Marry him. It’s the right thing for you. Sell yourself. He’s an old man!” he said melodramatically. Randolph Gudger was almost forty-five.


  But they danced there slowly in a gray light of dusk that was like pain and beauty; like the lost light undersea, in which his life, a lost merman, swam, remembering exile. And as they danced she, whom he dared not touch, yielded her body unto him, whispering softly to his ear, pressing with slender fingers his hot hand. And she, whom he would not touch, lay there, like a sheaf of grain, in the crook of his arm, token of the world’s remedy—the refuge from the one lost face out of all the faces, the anodyne against the wound named Laura—a thousand flitting shapes of beauty to bring him comfort and delight. The great pageantry of pain and pride and death hung through the dusk its awful vision, touching his sorrow with a lonely joy. He had lost; but all pilgrimage across the world was loss: a moment of cleaving, a moment of taking away, the thousand phantom shapes that beaconed, and the high impassionate grief of stars.


  It was dark. Irene Mallard took him by the hand and led him out on the porch.


  “Sit down here a moment, ’Gene. I want to talk to you.” Her voice was serious, low-pitched. He sat beside her in the swing, obediently, with the sense of an impending lecture.


  “I’ve been watching you these last few days,” said Irene Mallard. “I know what’s been going on.”


  “What do you mean?” he said thickly, with thudding pulses.


  “You know what I mean,” said Irene Mallard sternly. “Now you’re too fine a boy, ’Gene, to waste yourself on that Woman. Any one can see what she is. Mother and I have both talked about it. A woman like that can ruin a young boy like you. You’ve got to stop it.”


  “How did you know about it?” he muttered. He was frightened and ashamed. She took his trembling hand and held it between her cool palms until he grew quieter. But he drew no closer to her: he halted, afraid, before her loveliness. As with Laura James, she seemed too high for his passion. He was afraid of her flesh; he was not afraid of “Miss Brown’s.” But now he was tired of the woman and didn’t know how he could pay her. She had all his medals.


  All through the waning summer he walked with Irene Mallard. They walked at night through the cool streets filled with the rustle of tired leaves. They went together to the hotel roof and danced; later “Pap” Rheinhart, kind and awkward and shy, and smelling of his horse, came to their little table, sitting and drinking with them. He had spent the years since Leonard’s at a military school, trying to straighten the wry twist of his neck. But he remained the same as ever—quizzical, dry, and humorous. Eugene looked at that good shy face, remembering the lost years, the lost faces. And there was sorrow in his heart for what would come no more. August ended.


  September came, full of departing wings. The world was full of departures. It had heard the drums. The young men were going to the war. Ben had been rejected again in the draft. Now he was preparing to drift off in search of employment in other towns. Luke had given up his employment in a war-munitions factory at Dayton, Ohio, and had enlisted in the Navy. He had come home on a short leave before his departure for the training-school at Newport, Rhode Island. The street roared as he came down at his vulgar wide-legged stride, in flapping blues, his face all on the grin, thick curls of his unruly hair coiling below the band of his hat. He was the cartoon of a gob.


  “Luke!” shouted Mr. Fawcett, the land-auctioneer, pulling him in from the street to Wood’s pharmacy, “by God, son, you’ve done your bit. I’m going to set you up. What are you going to have?”


  “Make it a dope,” said Luke. “Colonel, yours truly!” He lifted the frosty glass in a violently palsied hand, and stood posed before the grinning counter. “F-f-f-forty years ago,” he began, in a hoarse voice, “I might have refused, but now I can’t, G-G-G-God help me! I c-c-c-c-can’t!”


  Gant’s sickness had returned on him with increased virulence. His face was haggard and yellow: a tottering weakness crept into his limbs. It was decided that he must go again to Baltimore. Helen would go with him.


  “Mr. Gant,” said Eliza persuasively, “why don’t you just give up everything and settle down to take things easy the rest of your days? You don’t feel good enough to tend to business any more; if I were you, I’d retire. We could get $20,000 for your shop without any trouble—If I had that much money to work with, I’d show them a thing or two.” She nodded pertly with a smart wink. “I could turn it over two or three times within two years’ time. You’ve got to trade quick to keep the ball a-rolling. That’s the way it’s done.”


  “Merciful God!” he groaned. “That’s my last refuge on earth. Woman, have you no mercy? I beg of you, leave me to die in peace: it won’t be long now. You can do what you please with it after I’m gone, but give me a little peace now. In the name of Jesus, I ask it!” He sniffled affectedly.


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza, thinking no doubt to encourage him. “There’s nothing wrong with you. Half of it’s only imagination.”


  He groaned, turning his head away.


  Summer died upon the hills. There was a hue, barely guessed, upon the foliage, of red rust. The streets at night were filled with sad lispings: all through the night, upon his porch, as in a coma, he heard the strange noise of autumn. And all the people who had given the town its light thronging gaiety were vanished strangely overnight. They had gone back into the vast South again. The solemn tension of the war gathered about the nation. A twilight of grim effort hovered around him, above him. He felt the death of joy; but the groping within him of wonder, of glory. Out of the huge sprawl of its first delirium, the nation was beginning to articulate the engines of war—engines to mill and print out hatred and falsehood, engines to pump up glory, engines to manacle and crush opposition, engines to drill and regiment men.


  But something of true wonder had come upon the land—the flares and rockets of the battle-fields cast their light across the plains as well. Young men from Kansas were going to die in Picardy. In some foreign earth lay the iron, as yet unmoulded, that was to slay them. The strangeness of death and destiny was legible upon lives and faces which held no strangeness of their own. For, it is the union of the ordinary and the miraculous that makes wonder.


  Luke had gone away to the training-school at Newport. Ben went to Baltimore with Helen and Gant, who, before entering the hospital again for radium treatment, had gone on a violent and unruly spree which had compelled their rapid transference from one hotel to another and had finally brought Gant moaning to his bed, hurling against God the anathemas that should have been saved for huge riotings in raw oysters washed down chaotically with beer and whisky. They all drank a great deal: Gant’s excesses, however, reduced the girl to a state of angry frenzy, and Ben to one of scowling and cursing disgust.


  “You damned old man!” cried Helen, seizing and shaking his passive shoulders as he lay reeking and sodden on an untidy bed. “I could wear you out! You’re not sick; I’ve wasted my life nursing you, and you’re not as sick as I am! You’ll be here long after I’m gone, you selfish old man! It makes me furious!”


  “Why, baby!” he roared, with a vast gesture of his arms, “God bless you, I couldn’t do without you.”


  “Don’t ‘baby’ me!” she cried.


  But she held his hand next day as they rode out to the hospital, held it as, quaking, he turned for an instant and looked sadly at the city stretched behind and below him.


  “I was a boy here,” he muttered.


  “Don’t worry,” she said, “we’re going to make you well again. Why! You’ll be a boy again!”


  Hand in hand they entered the lobby where, flanked with death and terror and the busy matter-of-factness of the nurses and the hundred flitting shapes of the quiet men with the gray faces and gimlet eyes who walk so surely in among the broken lives—with arms proposed in an attitude of enormous mercy—many times bigger than Gant’s largest angel—is an image of gentle Jesus.


  Eugene went to see the Leonards several times. Margaret looked thin and ill, but the great light in her seemed on this account to burn more brightly. Never before had he been so aware of her enormous tranquil patience, the great health of her spirit. All of his sin, all of his pain, all the vexed weariness of his soul were washed away in that deep radiance: the tumult and evil of life dropped from him its foul and ragged cloak. He seemed to be clothed anew in garments of seamless light.


  But he could confess little that lay on his heart: he talked freely of his work at the university, he talked of little else. His heart was packed with its burden for confessional, but he knew he could not speak, that she would not understand. She was too wise for anything but faith. Once, desperately, he tried to tell her of Laura: he blurted out a confession awkwardly in a few words. Before he had finished she began to laugh.


  “Mr. Leonard!” she called. “Imagine this rascal with a girl! Pshaw, boy! You don’t know what love is. Get along with you. There’ll be time enough to think of that ten years from now.” She laughed tenderly to herself, with absent misty gaze.


  “Old ’Gene with a girl! Pity the poor girl! Ah, Lord, Boy! That’s a long way off for you. Thank your stars!”


  He bent his head sharply, and closed his eyes. O My lovely Saint! he thought. How close you have been to me, if any one. How I have cut my brain open for you to see, and would my heart, if I had dared, and how alone I am, and always have been.


  He walked through the streets at night with Irene Mallard; the town was thinned and saddened by departures. A few people hurried past, as if driven along by the brief pouncing gusts of wind. He was held in the lure of her subtle weariness: she gave him comfort and he never touched her. But he unpacked the burden of his heart, trembling and passionate. She sat beside him and stroked his hand. It seemed to him that he never knew her until he remembered her years later.


  The house was almost empty. At night Eliza packed his trunk carefully, counting the ironed shirts and mended socks with satisfaction.


  “Now, you have plenty of good warm clothes, son. Try to take care of them.” She put Gant’s check in his inner pocket and fastened it with a safety-pin.


  “Keep a sharp eye on your money, boy. You never know who you’ll run up with on a train.”


  He dawdled nervously toward the door, wishing to melt away, not end in leave-taking.


  “It does seem you might spend one night at home with your mother,” she said querulously. Her eyes grew misty at once, her lips began to work tremulously in a bitter self-pitying smile. “I tell you what! It looks mighty funny, doesn’t it? You can’t stay with me five minutes any more without wanting to be up and off with the first woman that comes along. It’s all right! It’s all right. I’m not complaining. It seems as if all I was fit for is to cook and sew and get you ready to go off.” She burst volubly into tears. “It seems that that’s the only use you have for me. I’ve hardly laid eyes on you all summer.”


  “No,” he said bitterly, “you’ve been too busy looking after the boarders. Don’t think, mama, that you can work on my feelings here at the last minute,” he cried, already deeply worked-on. “It’s easy to cry. But I was here all the time if you had had time for me. Oh, for God’s sake! Let’s make an end to this! Aren’t things bad enough without it? Why must you act this way whenever I go off? Do you want to make me as miserable as you can?”


  “Well, I tell you,” said Eliza hopefully, becoming dry-eyed at once, “if I make a couple of deals and everything goes well, you may find me waiting for you in a big fine house when you come back next Spring. I’ve got the lot picked out. I was thinking about it the other day,” she went on, giving him a bright and knowing nod.


  “Ah-h!” he made a strangling noise in his throat and tore at his collar. “In God’s name! Please!” There was a silence.


  “Well,” said Eliza gravely, plucking at her chin, “I want you to be a good boy and study hard, son. Take care of your money—I want you to have plenty of good food and warm clothes—but you mustn’t be extravagant, boy. This sickness of your papa’s has cost a lot of money. Everything is going out and nothing’s coming in. Nobody knows where the next dollar’s coming from. So you’ve got to watch out.”


  Again silence fell. She had said her say; she had come as close as she could, but suddenly she felt speechless, shut out, barred from the bitter and lonely secrecy of his life.


  “I hate to see you go, son,” she said quietly, with a deep and indefinable sadness.


  He cast his arms up suddenly in a tortured incomplete gesture.


  “What does it matter! Oh God, what does it matter!”


  Eliza’s eyes filled with tears of real pain. She grasped his hand and held it.


  “Try to be happy, son,” she wept, “try to be a little more happy. Poor child! Poor child! Nobody ever knew you. Before you were born,” she shook her head slowly, speaking in a voice that was drowned and husky with her tears. Then, huskily, clearing her throat, she repeated, “Before you were born——”


  [¬]
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  When he returned to the university for his second year, he found the place adjusted soberly to war. It seemed quieter, sadder—the number of students was smaller and they were younger. The older ones had gone to war. The others were in a state of wild, but subdued, restlessness. They were careless of colleges, careers, successes—the war had thrilled them with its triumphing Now. Of what use To-morrow! Of what use all labor for To-morrow! The big guns had blown all spun schemes to fragments: they hailed the end of all planned work with a fierce, a secret joy. The business of education went on half-heartedly, with an abstracted look: in the classroom, their eyes were vague upon the book, but their ears cocked attentively for alarums and excursions without.


  Eugene began the year earnestly as room-mate of a young man who had been the best student in the Altamont High School. His name was Bob Sterling. Bob Sterling was nineteen years old, the son of a widow. He was of middling height, always very neatly and soberly dressed; there was nothing conspicuous about him. For this reason, he could laugh good-naturedly, a little smugly, at whatever was conspicuous. He had a good mind—bright, attentive, studious, unmarked by originality or inventiveness. He had a time for everything: he apportioned a certain time for the preparation of each lesson, and went over it three times, mumbling rapidly to himself. He sent his laundry out every Monday. When in merry company he laughed heartily and enjoyed himself, but he always kept track of the time. Presently, he would look at his watch, saying: “Well, this is all very nice, but it’s getting no work done,” and he would go.


  Every one said he had a bright future. He remonstrated with Eugene, with good-natured seriousness, about his habits. He ought not to throw his clothes around. He ought not to let his shirts and drawers accumulate in a dirty pile. He ought to have a regular time for doing each lesson; he ought to live by regular hours.


  They lived in a private dwelling on the edge of the campus, in a large bright room decorated with a great number of college pennants, all of which belonged to Bob Sterling.


  Bob Sterling had heart-disease. He stood on the landing, gasping, when he had climbed the stairs. Eugene opened the door for him. Bob Sterling’s pleasant face was dead white, spotted by pale freckles. His lips chattered and turned blue.


  “What is it, Bob? How do you feel?” said Eugene.


  “Come here,” said Bob Sterling with a grin. “Put your head down here.” He took Eugene’s head and placed it against his heart. The great pump beat slowly and irregularly, with a hissing respiration.


  “Good God!” cried Eugene.


  “Do you hear it?” said Bob Sterling, beginning to laugh. Then he went into the room, chafing his dry hands briskly.


  But he fell sick and could not attend classes. He was taken to the College Infirmary, where he lay for several weeks, apparently not very ill, but with lips constantly blue, a slow pulse, and a sub-normal temperature. Nothing could be done about it.


  His mother came and took him home. Eugene wrote him regularly twice a week, getting in return short but cheerful messages. Then one day he died.


  Two weeks later the widow returned to gather together the boy’s belongings. Silently she collected the clothing that no one would ever wear. She was a stout woman in her forties. Eugene took all the pennants from the wall and folded them. She packed them in a valise and turned to go.


  “Here’s another,” said Eugene.


  She burst suddenly into tears and seized his hand.


  “He was so brave,” she said, “so brave. Those last days—I had not meant to—Your letters made him so happy.”


  She’s alone now, Eugene thought.


  I cannot stay here, he thought, where he has been. We were here together. Always I should see him on the landing, with the hissing valve and the blue lips, or hear him mumbling his lessons. Then, at night, the other cot would be empty. I think I shall room alone hereafter.


  But he roomed the remainder of the term in one of the dormitories. He had two room-mates—one, an Altamont young man who answered to the name of L.K. Duncan (the “L” stood for Lawrence, but every one called him “Elk”) and the other, the son of an Episcopal minister, Harold Gay. Both were several years older than Eugene: Elk Duncan was twenty-four, and Harold Gay, twenty-two. But it is doubtful whether a more precious congress of freaks had ever before gathered in two small rooms, one of which they used as a “study.”


  Elk Duncan was the son of an Altamont attorney, a small Democratic politician, mighty in county affairs. Elk Duncan was tall—an inch or two over six feet—and incredibly thin, or rather narrow. He was already a little bald, he had a high prominent forehead, and large pale bulging eyes: from that point his long pale face sloped backward to his chin. His shoulders were a trifle bowed and very narrow; the rest of his body had the symmetry of a lead pencil. He always dressed very foppishly, in tight suits of blue flannel, with high stiff collars, fat silken cravats, and colored silk handkerchiefs. He was a student in the Law School, but he spent a large part of his time, industriously, in avoiding study.


  The younger students—particularly the Freshmen—gathered around him after meals with mouths slightly ajar, feeding upon his words like manna, and hungrily demanding more, the wilder his fable became. His posture toward life was very much that of the barker of a carnival sideshow: loquacious, patronizing, and cynical.


  The other room-mate, Harold Gay, was a good soul, no older than a child. He wore spectacles, which gave the only glister to the dull grayness of his face; he was plain and ugly without any distinction: he had been puzzled so long by at least four-fifths of the phenomena of existence that he no longer made any effort to comprehend them. Instead, he concealed his shyness and bewilderment under a braying laugh that echoed at all the wrong places, and a silly grin full of an absurd and devilish knowingness. His association with Elk Duncan was one of the proud summits of his life: he weltered in the purple calcium which bathed that worthy, he smoked cigarettes with a debauched leer, and cursed loudly and uneasily with the accent of a depraved clergyman.


  “Harold! Harold!” said Elk Duncan reprovingly. “Damn, son! You’re getting hard! If you go on like this, you’ll begin to chew gum, and fritter away your Sunday-school money at the movies. Think of the rest of us, please. ’Gene here’s only a young boy, as pure as a barnyard privy, and, as for me, I’ve always moved in the best circles, and associated with only the highest class of bartenders and ladylike streetwalkers. What would your father say if he could hear you? Don’t you know he’d be shocked? He’d cut off your cigarette money, son.”


  “I don’t give a damn what he’d do, Elk, nor you either!” said Harold toughly, grinning. “So, what the hell!” he roared as loudly as he could. There was an answering howl from the windows of the whole dormitory—cries of “Go to hell!” “Cut it out!” and ironical cheers, at which he was pleased.


  The scattered family drew together again at Christmas. A sense of impending dissolution, of loss and death, brought them back. The surgeon at Baltimore had given no hope. He had, rather, confirmed Gant’s death-warrant.


  “Then how long can he live?” asked Helen.


  He shrugged his shoulders. “My dear girl!” he said. “I have no idea. The man’s a miracle. Do you know that he’s Exhibit A here? Every surgeon in the place has had a look. How long can he last? I’ll swear to nothing—I no longer have any idea. When your father left here, the first time, after his operation, I never expected to see him again. I doubted if he would last the winter through. But he’s back again. He may be back many times.”


  “Can you help him at all? Do you think the radium does any good?”


  “I can give him relief for a time. I can even check the growth of the disease for a time. Beyond that, I can do nothing. But his vitality is enormous. He is a creaking gate which hangs by one hinge—but which hangs, nevertheless.”


  Thus, she had brought him home, the shadow of his death suspended over them like a Damocles sword. Fear prowled softly through their brains on leopard feet. The girl lived in a condition of repressed hysteria: it had its outburst daily at Eliza’s or in her own home. Hugh Barton had purchased a house to which he had taken her.


  “You’ll get no peace,” he said, “as long as you’re near them. That’s what’s wrong with you now.”


  She had frequent periods of sickness. She went constantly to the doctors for treatment and advice. Sometimes she went to the hospital for several days. Her illness manifested itself in various ways—sometimes in a terrible mastoid pain, sometimes in nervous exhaustion, sometimes in an hysterical collapse in which she laughed and wept by turns, and which was governed partly by Gant’s illness and a morbid despair over her failure to bear a child. She drank stealthily at all times—she drank in nibbling draughts for stimulants, never enough for drunkenness. She drank vile liquids—seeking only the effect of alcohol and getting at it in strange ways through a dozen abominations called “tonics” and “extracts.” Almost deliberately she ruined her taste for the better sort of potable liquors, concealing from herself, under the convenient labellings of physic, the ugly crawling hunger in her blood. This self-deception was characteristic of her. Her life expressed itself through a series of deceptions—of symbols: her dislikes, affections, grievances, brandishing every cause but the real one.


  But, unless actually bedridden, she was never absent from her father for many hours. The shadow of his death lay over their lives. They shuddered below its horror; its protracted menace, its unsearchable enigma, deprived them of dignity and courage. They were dominated by the weary and degrading egotism of life, which is blandly philosophical over the death of the alien, but sees in its own the corruption of natural law. It was as hard for them to think of Gant’s death as of God’s death: it was a great deal harder, because he was more real to them than God, he was more immortal than God, he was God.


  This hideous twilight into which their lives had passed froze Eugene with its terror, and choked him with fury. He would grow enraged after reading a letter from home and pound the grained plaster of the dormitory wall until his knuckles were bloody. They have taken his courage away! he thought. They have made a whining coward out of him! No, and if I die, no damned family about. Blowing their messy breaths in your face! Snuffling down their messy noses at you! Gathering around you till you can’t breathe. Telling you how well you’re looking with hearty smiles, and boo-hooing behind your back. O messy, messy, messy death! Shall we never be alone? Shall we never live alone, think alone, live in a house by ourselves alone? Ah! but I shall! I shall! Alone, alone, and far away, with falling rain. Then, bursting suddenly into the study, he found Elk Duncan, with unaccustomed eye bent dully upon a page of Torts, a bright bird held by the stare of that hypnotic snake, the law.


  “Are we to die like rats?” he said. “Are we to smother in a hole?”


  “Damn!” said Elk Duncan, folding the big calfskin and cowering defensively behind it.


  “Yes, that’s right, that’s right! Calm yourself. You are Napoleon Bonaparte and I’m your old friend, Oliver Cromwell. Harold!” he called. “Help! He killed the keeper and got out.”


  “’Gene!” yelled Harold Gay, hurling a thick volume from him under the spell of Elk’s great names. “What do you know about history? Who signed Magna Charta, eh?”


  “It wasn’t signed,” said Eugene. “The King didn’t know how to write, so they mimeographed it.”


  “Correct!” roared Harold Gay. “Who was Æthelred the Unready?”


  “He was the son of Cynewulf the Silly and Undine the Unwashed,” said Eugene.


  “On his Uncle Jasper’s side,” said Elk Duncan, “he was related to Paul the Poxy and Genevieve the Ungenerous.”


  “He was excommunicated by the Pope in a Bull of the year 903, but he refused to be cowed,” said Eugene.


  “Instead, he called together all the local clergy, including the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Gay, who was elected Pope,” said Elk Duncan. “This caused a great schism in the Church.”


  “But as usual, God was on the side of the greatest number of canons,” said Eugene. “Later on, the family migrated to California, and made its fortune in the Gold Rush of ’49.”


  “You boys are too good for me!” yelled Harold Gay, getting up abruptly. “Come on! Who’s going to the Pic?”


  The Pic was the only purchasable entertainment that the village afforded steadily. It was a moving-picture theatre, inhabited nightly by a howling tribe of students who rushed down aisles, paved with peanut-shells, through a shrapnel fire of flying goobers, devoting themselves studiously for the remainder of the evening to the unhappy heads and necks of Freshmen, and less attentively, but with roars of applause, indignation, or advice, to the poor flicker-dance of puppets that wavered its way illegibly across the worn and pleated screen. A weary but industrious young woman with a scrawny neck thumped almost constantly at a battered piano. If she was idle for five minutes, the whole pack howled ironically, demanding: “Music, Myrtle! Music!”


  It was necessary to speak to every one. If one spoke to every one, one was “democratic”; if one did not, one was a snob, and got few votes. The appraisal of personality, like all other appraisal with them, was coarse and blunt. They were suspicious of all eminence. They had a hard peasant hostility to the unusual. A man was brilliant? Was there a bright sparkle to him? Bad, bad! He was not safe; he was not sound. The place was a democratic microcosmos—seething with political interests: national, regional, collegiate.


  The campus had its candidates, its managers, its bosses, its machines, as had the State. A youngster developed in college the political craft he was later to exert in Party affairs. The son of a politician was schooled by his crafty sire before the down was off his cheeks: at sixteen, his life had been plotted ahead to the governorship, or to the proud dignities of a Congressman. The boy came deliberately to the university to bait and set his first traps: deliberately he made those friendships that were most likely to benefit him later. By his junior year, if he was successful, he had a political manager, who engineered his campus ambitions; he moved with circumspection, and spoke with a trace of pomp nicely weighed with cordiality:


  “Ah, there, gentlemen.” “Gentlemen, how are you?” “A nice day, gentlemen.”


  The vast champaign of the world stretched out its limitless wonder, but few were seduced away from the fortress of the State, few ever heard the distant reverberation of an idea. They could get no greater glory for themselves than a seat in the Senate, and the way to glory—the way to all power, highness, and distinction whatsoever—was through the law, a string tie, and a hat. Hence politics, law schools, debating societies, and speechmaking. The applause of listening senates to command.


  The yokels, of course, were in the saddle—they composed nine-tenths of the student body: the proud titles were in their gift, and they took good care that their world should be kept safe for yokelry and the homespun virtues. Usually, these dignities—the presidencies of student bodies, classes, Y.M.C.A.’s, and the managerships of athletic teams—were given to some honest serf who had established his greatness behind a plough before working in the college commons, or to some industrious hack who had shown a satisfactory mediocrity in all directions. Such an industrious hack was called an “all-round man.” He was safe, sound, and reliable. He would never get notions. He was the fine flower of university training. He was a football scrub, and a respectable scholar in all subjects. He was a universal Two Man. He always got Two on everything, except Moral Character, where he shone with a superlative Oneness. If he did not go into the law or the ministry, he was appointed a Rhodes Scholar.


  In this strange place Eugene flourished amazingly. He was outside the pale of popular jealousies: it was quite obvious that he was not safe, that he was not sound, that decidedly he was an irregular person. He could never be an all-round man. Obviously, he would never be governor. Obviously, he would never be a politician, because he said funny things. He was not the man to lead a class or say a prayer; he was a man for curious enterprise. Well, thought they benevolently, we need some such. We are not all made for weighty business.


  He was happier that [than] he had ever been in his life, and more careless. His physical loneliness was more complete and more delightful. His escape from the bleak horror of disease and hysteria and death impending, that hung above his crouched family, left him with a sense of aerial buoyance, drunken freedom. He had come to the place alone, without companions. He had no connections. He had, even now, not one close friend. And this isolation was in his favor. Every one knew him at sight: every one called him by name, and spoke to him kindly. He was not disliked. He was happy, full of expansive joy, he greeted every one with enthusiastic gusto. He had a vast tenderness, an affection for the whole marvellous and unvisited earth, that blinded his eyes. He was closer to a feeling of brotherhood than he had ever been, and more alone. He was filled with a divine indifference for all appearance. Joy ran like a great wine through his young expanding limbs; he bounded down the paths with wild cries in his throat, leaping for life like an apple, trying to focus the blind desire that swept him apart, to melt down to a bullet all of his formless passion, and so, slay death, slay love.


  He began to join. He joined everything. He had never “belonged” to any group before, but now all groups were beckoning him. He had without much trouble won a place for himself on the staff of the college paper and the magazine. The small beginning trickle of distinctions widened into a gushet. It began to sprinkle, then it rained. He was initiated into literary fraternities, dramatic fraternities, theatrical fraternities, speaking fraternities, journalistic fraternities, and in the Spring into a social fraternity. He joined enthusiastically, submitted with fanatical glee to the hard mauling of the initiations, and went about lame and sore, more pleased than a child or a savage, with colored ribbons in his coat lapel, and a waistcoat plastered with pins, badges, symbols, and Greek letterings.


  But not without labor had his titles come. The early autumn was lustreless and slack: he could not come from the shadow of Laura. She haunted him. When he went home at Christmas, he found the hills bleak and close, and the town mean and cramped in the grim stinginess of winter. There was a ludicrous, a desperate gaiety in the family.


  “Well!” said Eliza sorrowfully, as she peered above the stove, “let’s all try to be happy this time and enjoy a quiet Christmas. You never know! You never know!” She shook her head, unable to continue. Her eyes were wet. “It may be the last time we’re all together. The old trouble! The old trouble!” she said hoarsely, turning to him.


  “What old trouble?” he said angrily. “Good God, why are you so mysterious?”


  “My heart!” she whispered, with a brave smile. “I’ve said nothing to any one. But last week—I thought I was gone.” This was delivered in a boding whisper.


  “Oh, my God!” he groaned. “You’ll be here when the rest of us are rotten.”


  Helen burst into a raucous angry laugh, looking at his sullen face, and prodding him roughly with her big fingers.


  “K-K-K-K-K-K-K! Did you ever know it to fail? Did you? If you come to her with one of your kidneys gone, she’s always got something worse the matter with her. No, sir! I’ve never known it to fail!”


  “You may laugh! You may laugh!” said Eliza with a smile of watery bitterness. “But I may not be here to laugh at much longer.”


  “Good heavens, mama!” the girl cried irritably. “There’s nothing wrong with you. You’re not the sick one! Papa’s the sick one. He’s the one that needs attention. Can’t you realize that—he’s dying. He may not last the winter out. I’m the sick one! You’ll be here long after we’re both gone.”


  “You never know,” said Eliza mysteriously. “You never know who’ll be the first one to go. Only last week, there was Mr. Cosgrave, as fine a looking man as——”


  “They’re off!” Eugene screamed with a crazy laugh, stamping up and down the kitchen in a frenzy. “By God! They’re off!”


  At this moment, one of the aged harpies, of whom the house always sheltered two or three during the grim winter, lurched from the hall back into the door-space. She was a large raw-boned hag, a confirmed drug-eater, who moved by a violent and dissonant jerking of her gaunt limbs, pawing abruptly at the air with a gnarled hand.


  “Mrs. Gant,” said she, writhing her loose gray lips horribly before she could speak. “Did I get a letter? Have you seen him?”


  “Seen who? Go on!” said Eliza fretfully. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t believe you do, either.”


  Smiling hideously at them all, and pawing the air, the monster got under way again, disappearing like an old wagon with loose wheels. Helen began to laugh, hoarsely, as Eugene’s face hung forward with mouth half-open in an expression of sullen stupefaction. Eliza laughed, too, slily, rubbing her nosewing with a finger.


  “I’ll vow!” she said. “I believe she’s crazy. She takes dope of some sort—that’s certain. It makes my flesh crawl when she comes around.”


  “Then why do you keep her in the house?” said Helen resentfully. “Good heavens, mama! You could get rid of her if you wanted to. Poor old ’Gene!” she said, beginning to laugh again. “You always catch it, don’t you?”


  “The time draws near the birth of Christ,” said he, piously.


  She laughed; then, with abstracted eyes, plucked vaguely at her large chin.


  His father spent most of the day staring vacantly into the parlor fire. Miss Florry Mangle, the nurse, gave him the morbid comfort of her silence: she rocked incessantly before the fire, thirty heel-taps to the minute, with arms tight-folded on her limp breasts. Occasionally she talked of death and disease. Gant had aged and wasted shockingly. His heavy clothes wound round his feeble shanks: his face was waxen and transparent—it was like a great beak. He looked clean and fragile. The cancer, Eugene thought, flowered in him like some terrible but beautiful plant. His mind was very clear, not doting, but sad and old. He spoke little, with almost comical gentleness, but he ceased to listen almost as soon as one answered.


  “How have you been, son?” he asked. “Are you getting along all right?”


  “Yes. I am a reporter on the paper now; I may be managing editor next year. I have been elected to several organizations,” he went on eagerly, glad of the rare chance to speak to one of them about his life. But when he looked up again, his father’s stare was fixed sadly in the fire. The boy stopped in confusion, pierced with a bitter pain.


  “That’s good,” said Gant, hearing him speak no more. “Be a good boy, son. We’re proud of you.”


  Ben came home two days before Christmas: he prowled through the house like a familiar ghost. He had left the town early in the autumn, after his return from Baltimore. For three months he had wandered alone through the South, selling to the merchants in small towns space for advertisements upon laundry cards. How well this curious business succeeded he did not say: he was scrupulously neat, but threadbare and haggard, and more fiercely secretive than ever. He had found employment at length upon a newspaper in a rich tobacco town of the Piedmont. He was going there after Christmas.


  He had come to them, as always, bearing gifts.


  Luke came in from the naval school at Newport, on Christmas eve. They heard his sonorous tenor shouting greetings to people in the street; he entered the house upon a blast of air. Everyone began to grin.


  “Well, here we are! The Admiral’s back! Papa, how’s the boy! Well, for God’s sake!” he cried, embracing Gant, and slapping his back. “I thought I was coming to see a sick man! You’re looking like the flowers that bloom in the Spring.”


  “Pretty well, my boy. How are you?” said Gant, with a pleased grin.


  “Couldn’t be better, Colonel. ’Gene, how are you, Old Scout? Good!” he said, without waiting for an answer. “Well, well, if it isn’t Old Baldy,” he cried, pumping Ben’s hand. “I didn’t know whether you’d be here or not. Mama, old girl,” he said, as he embraced her, “how’re they going? Still hitting on all six. Fine!” he yelled, before any one could reply to anything.


  “Why, son,—what on earth!” cried Eliza, stepping back to look at him. “What have you done to yourself? You walk as if you are lame.”


  He laughed idiotically at sight of her troubled face and prodded her.


  “Whah—whah! I got torpedoed by a submarine,” he said. “Oh, it’s nothing,” he added modestly. “I gave a little skin to help out a fellow in the electrical school.”


  “What!” Eliza screamed. “How much did you give?”


  “Oh, only a little six-inch strip,” he said carelessly. “The boy was badly burned: a bunch of us got together and chipped in with a little hide.”


  “Mercy!” said Eliza. “You’ll be lame for life. It’s a wonder you can walk.”


  “He always thinks of others—that boy!” said Gant proudly. “He’d give you his heart’s-blood.”


  The sailor had secured an extra valise, and stocked it on the way home with a great variety of beverages for his father. There were several bottles of Scotch and rye whiskies, two of gin, one of rum, and one each of port and sherry wine.


  Every one grew mildly convivial before the evening meal.


  [“]Let’s give the poor kid a drink,” said Helen. “It won’t hurt him.”


  “What! My ba-a-by! Why, son, you wouldn’t drink, would you?” Eliza said playfully.


  “Wouldn’t he!” said Helen, prodding him. “Ho! ho! ho!”


  She poured him out a stiff draught of Scotch whiskey.


  “There!” she said cheerfully. “That’s not going to hurt him.”


  “Son,” said Eliza gravely, balancing her wine-glass, “I don’t want you ever to acquire a taste for it.” She was still loyal to the doctrine of the good Major.


  “No,” said Gant. “It’ll ruin you quicker than anything in the world, if you do.”


  “You’re a goner, boy, if that stuff ever gets you,” said Luke. “Take a fool’s advice.”


  They lavished fair warnings on him as he lifted his glass. He choked as the fiery stuff caught in his young throat, stopping his breath for a moment and making him tearful. He had drunk a few times before—minute quantities that his sister had given him at Woodson Street. Once, with Jim Trivett, he had fancied himself tipsy.


  When they had eaten, they drank again. He was allowed a small one. Then they all departed for town to complete their belated shopping. He was left alone in the house.


  What he had drunk beat pleasantly through his veins in warm pulses, bathing the tips of ragged nerves, giving to him a feeling of power and tranquillity he had never known. Presently, he went to the pantry where the liquor was stored. He took a water tumbler and filled it experimentally with equal portions of whiskey, gin, and rum. Then, seating himself at the kitchen table, he began to drink the mixture slowly.


  The terrible draught smote him with the speed and power of a man’s fist. He was made instantly drunken, and he knew instantly why men drank. It was, he knew, one of the great moments in his life—he lay, greedily watching the mastery of the grape over his virgin flesh, like a girl for the first time in the embrace of her lover. And suddenly, he knew how completely he was his father’s son—how completely, and with what added power and exquisite refinement of sensation, was he Gantian. He exulted in the great length of his limbs and his body, through which the mighty liquor could better work its wizardry. In all the earth there was no other like him, no other fitted to be so sublimely and magnificently drunken. It was greater than all the music he had ever heard; it was as great as the highest poetry. Why had he never been told? Why had no one ever written adequately about it? Why, when it was possible to buy a god in a bottle, and drink him off, and become a god oneself, were men not forever drunken?


  He had a moment of great wonder—the magnificent wonder with which we discover the simple and unspeakable things that lie buried and known, but unconfessed, in us. So might a man feel if he wakened after death and found himself in Heaven.


  Then a divine paralysis crept through his flesh. His limbs were numb; his tongue thickened until he could not bend it to the cunning sounds of words. He spoke aloud, repeating difficult phrases over and over, filled with wild laughter and delight at his effort. Behind his drunken body his brain hung poised like a falcon, looking on him with scorn, with tenderness, looking on all laughter with grief and pity. There lay in him something that could not be seen and could not be touched, which was above and beyond him—an eye within an eye, a brain above a brain, the Stranger that dwelt in him and regarded him and was him, and that he did not know. But, thought he, I am alone now in this house; if I can come to know him, I will.


  He got up, and reeled out of the alien presences of light and warmth in the kitchen; he went out into the hall where a dim light burned and the high walls gave back their grave-damp chill. This, he thought, is the house.


  He sat down upon the hard mission settle, and listened to the cold drip of silence. This is the house in which I have been an exile. There is a stranger in the house, and there’s a stranger in me.


  O house of Admetus, in whom (although I was a god) I have endured so many things. Now, house, I am not afraid. No ghost need fear come by me. If there’s a door in silence, let it open. My silence can be greater than your own. And you who are in me, and who I am, come forth beyond this quiet shell of flesh that makes no posture to deny you. There is none to look at us: O come, my brother and my lord, with unbent face. If I had 40,000 years, I should give all but the ninety last to silence. I should grow to the earth like a hill or a rock. Unweave the fabric of nights and days; unwind my life back to my birth; subtract me into nakedness again, and build me back with all the sums I have not counted. Or let me look upon the living face of darkness; let me hear the terrible sentence of your voice.


  There was nothing but the living silence of the house: no doors were opened.


  Presently, he got up and left the house. He wore no hat or coat; he could not find them. The night was blanketed in a thick steam of mist: sounds came faintly and cheerfully. Already the earth was full of Christmas. He remembered that he had bought no gifts. He had a few dollars in his pocket; before the shops closed he must get presents for the family. Bareheaded he set off for the town. He knew that he was drunk and that he staggered; but he believed that with care and control he could hide his state from any one who saw him. He straddled the line that ran down the middle of the concrete sidewalk, keeping his eyes fixed on it and coming back to it quickly when he lurched away from it. When he got into the town the streets were thronged with late shoppers. An air of completion was on everything. The people were streaming home to Christmas. He plunged down from the Square into the narrow avenue, going in among the staring passersby. He kept his eye hotly on the line before him. He did not know where to go. He did not know what to buy.


  As he reached the entrance to Wood’s pharmacy, a shout of laughter went up from the lounging beaux. The next instant he was staring into the friendly grinning faces of Julius Arthur and Van Yeats.


  “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” said Julius Arthur.


  He tried to explain; a thick jargon broke from his lips.


  “He’s cock-eyed drunk,” said Van Yeats.


  “You look out for him, Van,” said Julius. “Get him in a doorway, so none of his folks will see him. I’ll get the car.”


  Van Yeats propped him carefully against the wall; Julius Arthur ran swiftly into Church Street, and drew up in a moment at the curb. Eugene had a vast inclination to slump carelessly upon the nearest support. He placed his arms around their shoulders and collapsed. They wedged him between them on the front seat; somewhere bells were ringing.


  “Ding-dong!” he said, very cheerfully. “Cris-muss!”


  They answered with a wild yell of laughter.


  The house was still empty when they came to it. They got him out of the car, and staggered up the steps with him. He was sorry enough that their fellowship was broken.


  “Where’s your room, ’Gene?” said Julius Arthur, panting, as they entered the hall.


  “This one’s as good as any,” said Van Yeats.


  The door of the front bed-room, opposite the parlor, was open. They took him in and put him on the bed.


  “Let’s take off his shoes,” said Julius Arthur. They unlaced them and pulled them off.


  “Is there anything else you want, son?” said Julius.


  He tried to tell them to undress him, put him below the covers, and close the door, in order to conceal his defection from his family, but he had lost the power of speech. After looking and grinning at him for a moment, they went out without closing the door.


  When they had gone he lay upon the bed, unable to move. He had no sense of time, but his mind worked very clearly. He knew that he should rise, fasten the door, and undress. But he was paralyzed.


  Presently the Gants came home. Eliza alone was still in town, pondering over gifts. It was after eleven o’clock. Gant, his daughter, and his two sons came into the room and stared at him. When they spoke to him, he burned helplessly.


  “Speak! Speak!” yelled Luke, rushing at him and choking him vigorously. “Are you dumb, idiot?”


  I shall remember that, he thought.


  “Have you no pride? Have you no honor? Has it come to this?” the sailor roared dramatically, striding around the room.


  Doesn’t he think he’s hell, though? Eugene thought. He could not fashion words, but he could make sounds, ironically, in the rhythm of his brother’s moralizing. “Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh! Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh! Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh!” he said, with accurate mimicry. Helen, loosening his collar, bent over him laughing. Ben grinned swiftly under a cleft scowl.


  Have you no this? Have you no that? Have you no this? Have you no that?—he was cradled in their rhythm. No, ma’am. We’ve run out of honor to-day, but we have a nice fresh lot of self-respect.


  “Ah, be quiet,” Ben muttered. “No one’s dead, you know.”


  “Go heat some water,” said Gant professionally, “he’s got to get it off his stomach.” He no longer seemed old. His life in a marvellous instant came from its wasting shadow; it took on a hale sinew of health and action.


  “Save the fireworks,” said Helen to Luke, as she left the room. “Close the door. For heaven’s sake, try to keep it from mama, if you can.”


  This is a great moral issue, thought Eugene. He began to feel sick.


  Helen returned in a very few minutes with a kettle of hot water, a glass, and a box of soda. Gant fed him the solution mercilessly until he began to vomit. At the summit of his convulsion Eliza appeared. He lifted his sick head dumbly from the bowl, and saw her white face at the door, and her weak brown eyes, that could take on so much sharpness and sparkle when her suspicion was awakened.


  “Hah? Huh? What is it?” said Eliza.


  But she knew, of course, instantly, what it was.


  “What say?” she asked sharply. No one had said anything. He grinned feebly at her, tickled, above his nausea and grief, at the palpable assumption of blind innocence which always heralded her discoveries. Seeing her thus, they all laughed.


  “Oh, my Lord!” said Helen. “Here she is. We were hoping you wouldn’t get here till it was over. Come and look at your Baby,” she said, with a good-humored snicker, keeping his head comfortably supported on the palm of her hand.


  “How do you feel now, son?” Gant asked kindly.


  “Better,” he mumbled, discovering, with some elation, that his vocal paralysis was not permanent.


  “Well, you see!” Helen began, kindly enough, but with a brooding satisfaction. “It only goes to show we’re all alike. We all like it. It’s in our blood.”


  “That awful curse!” Eliza said. “I had hoped that I might have one son who might escape it. It seems,” she said, bursting into tears, “as if a Judgment were on us. The sins of the fathers——”


  “Oh! for heaven’s sake!” Helen cried angrily. “Stop it! It’s not going to kill him: he’ll learn a lesson from it.”


  Gant gnawed his thin lip, and wetted his great thumb in the old manner.


  “You might know,” he said, “that I’d get the blame for it. Yes—if one of them broke a leg it would be the same.”


  “There’s one thing sure!” said Eliza. “None of them ever got it from my side of the house. Say what you will, his grandfather, Major Pentland, never in his life allowed a drop in his house.”


  “Major Pentland be damned!” said Gant. “If you’d depended on him for anything you’d have gone hungry.”


  Certainly, thought Eugene, you’d have gone thirsty.


  “Forget it!” said Helen. “It’s Christmas. Let’s try to have a little peace and quiet once a year.”


  When they had left him, the boy tried to picture them lulled in the dulcet tranquillity they so often invoked. Its effects, he thought, would be more disastrous than any amount of warfare.


  In the darkness, everything around and within him swam hideously. But presently he slid down into a pit of distressed sleep.


  Every one had agreed on a studious forgiveness. They stepped with obtrusive care around his fault, filled pleasantly with Christmas and mercy. Ben scowled at him quite naturally, Helen grinned and prodded him, Eliza and Luke surrendered themselves to sweetness, sorrow, and silence. Their forgiveness made a loud noise in his ears.


  During the morning his father asked him to come for a walk. Gant was embarrassed and hang-dog; a duty of gentle admonishment devolved upon him—he had been counselled to it by Helen and Eliza. Now, no man in his time could carry on in the big, Bow-wow style better than Gant, but none was less fitted to scatter the blossoms of sweetness and light. His wrath was sudden, his invective sprang from the moment, but he had for this occasion no thunder-bolts in his quiver, and no relish for the business before him. He had a feeling of personal guilt; he felt like a magistrate fining for intoxication a culprit with whom he has been on a spree the night before. Besides—what if the Bacchic strain in him had been passed on to his son?


  They walked on in silence across the Square, by the rimmed fountain. Gant cleared his throat nervously several times.


  “Son,” said he presently, “I hope you’ll take last night as a warning. It would be a terrible thing if you let whiskey get the best of you. I’m not going to speak harshly to you about it: I hope you’ll learn a lesson by it. You had better be dead than become a drunkard.”


  There! He was glad it was over.


  “I will!” Eugene said. He was filled with gratitude and relief. How good every one was. He wanted to make passionate avowals, great promises. He tried to speak. But he couldn’t. There was too much to be said.


  But they had their Christmas, beginning thus with parental advice and continuing through all the acts of contrition, love, and decorum. They put on, over their savage lives, the raiment of society, going diligently through the forms and conventions, and thinking, “now, we are like all other families”; but they were timid and shy and stiff, like rustics dressed in evening-clothes.


  But they could not keep silence. They were not ungenerous or mean: they were simply not bred to any restraint. Helen veered in the wind of hysteria, the strong uncertain tides of her temperament. At times when, before her own fire, her vitality sank, and she heard the long howl of the wind outside, she almost hated Eugene.


  “It’s ridiculous!” she said to Luke. “His behaving like this. He’s only a kid—he’s had everything, we’ve had nothing! You see what it’s come to, don’t you?”


  “His college education has ruined him,” said the sailor, not unhappy that his candle might burn more brightly in a naughty world.


  “Why don’t you speak to her?” she said irritably. “She may listen to you—she won’t to me! Tell her so! You’ve seen how she’s rubbed it in to poor old papa, haven’t you? Do you think that old man—sick as he is—is to blame? ’Gene’s not a Gant, anyway. He takes after her side of the house. He’s queer—like all of them! We’re Gants!” she said with a bitter emphasis.


  “There was always some excuse for papa,” said the sailor. “He’s had a lot to put up with.” All his convictions in family affairs had been previously signed with her approval.


  “I wish you’d tell her that. With all his moping into books, he’s no better than we are. If he thinks he’s going to lord it over me, he’s mistaken.”


  “I’d like to see him try it when I’m around,” said Luke grimly.


  The boy was doing a multiple penance—he had committed his first great wrong in being at once so remote from them and so near to them. His present trouble was aggravated by the cross-complication of Eliza’s thrusts at his father, and the latent but constantly awakening antagonism of mother and daughter. In addition, he bore directly Eliza’s nagging and carping attack. All this he was prepared for—it was the weather of his mother’s nature (she was as fond of him as of any of them, he thought), and the hostility of Helen and Luke was something implacable, unconscious, fundamental, that grew out of the structure of their lives. He was of them, he was recognizably marked, but he was not with them, nor like them. He had been baffled for years by the passionate enigma of their dislike—their tenders of warmth and affection, when they came, were strange to him: he accepted them gratefully and with a surprise he did not wholly conceal. Otherwise, he had grown into a shell of sullenness and quiet: he spoke little in the house.


  He was wearing ragged from the affair and its consequences. He felt that he was being unfairly dealt with, but as the hammering went on he drew his head bullishly down and held his tongue, counting the hours until his holiday should end. He turned silently to Ben—he should have turned nowhere. But the trusted brother, frayed and bitter on his own accord, scowled bitterly, and gave him the harsh weight of his tongue. This finally was unendurable. He felt betrayed—utterly turned against and set upon.


  The outbreak came three nights before his departure as he stood, tense and stolid, in the parlor. For almost an hour, in a savage monotone, Ben had tried deliberately, it seemed, to goad him to an attack. He had listened without a word, smothering in pain and fury, and enraging by his silence the older brother who was finding a vent for his own alien frustration.


  “—and don’t stand there scowling at me, you little thug. I’m telling you for your own good. I’m only trying to keep you from being a jailbird, you know.”


  “The trouble with you,” said Luke, “is that you have no appreciation for what’s been done for you. Everything’s been done for you, and you haven’t sense enough to appreciate it. Your college education has ruined you.”


  The boy turned slowly on Ben.


  “All right, Ben,” he muttered. “That’s enough, now. I don’t care what he says, but I’ve had enough of it from you.”


  This was the admission the older one had wanted. They were all in very chafed and ugly temper.


  “Don’t talk back to me, you little fool, or I’ll bat your brains out.”


  The boy sprang at his brother like a cat, with a snarling cry. He bore him backward to the floor as if he were a child, laying him down gently and kneeling above him, because he had been instantly shocked by the fragility of his opponent and the ease of his advantage. He struggled with such mixed rage and shame as those who try quietly to endure the tantrum of a trying brat. As he knelt above Ben, holding his arms pinned, Luke fell heavily on his back, uttering excited cries, strangling him with one arm and cuffing awkwardly with the other.


  “All right, B-B-Ben,” he chattered, “you grab his legs.”


  A free scrimmage upon the floor followed, with such a clatter of upset scuttles, fire-irons, and chairs, that Eliza was brought at a fast gallop from the kitchen.


  “Mercy!” she shrieked, as she reached the door. “They’ll kill him!”


  But, although being subdued—in the proud language of an older South “defeated, sir, but never beaten”—Eugene was doing very well for his age, and continued to chill the spines of his enemies with strange noises in his larynx, even after they had all clambered panting to their feet.


  “I f-f-f-fink he’s gone crazy,” said Luke. “He j-j-jumped on us without a word of warning.”


  The hero replied to this with a drunken roll of the head, a furious dilation of the nostrils, and another horrible noise in his throat.


  “What’s to become of us!” wept Eliza. “When brother strikes brother, it seems that the smash-up has come.” She lifted the padded arm-chair, and placed it on its legs again.


  When he could speak, Eugene said quietly, to control the trembling of his voice:


  “I’m sorry I jumped on you, Ben. You,” he said to the excited sailor, “jumped on my back like a coward. But I’m sorry for what’s happened. I’m sorry for what I did the other night and now. I said so, and you wouldn’t leave me alone. You’ve tried to drive me crazy with your talk. And I didn’t,” he choked, “I didn’t think you’d turn against me as you have. I know what the others are like—they hate me!”


  “Hate you!” cried Luke excitedly. “For G-g-god’s sake! You talk like a fool. We’re only trying to help you, for your own good. Why should we hate you!”


  “Yes, you hate me,” Eugene said, “and you’re ashamed to admit it. I don’t know why you should, but you do. You wouldn’t ever admit anything like that, but it’s the truth. You’re afraid of the right words. But it’s been different with you,” he said, turning to Ben. “We’ve been like brothers—and now, you’ve gone over against me.”


  “Ah!” Ben muttered, turning away nervously. “You’re crazy. I don’t know what you’re talking about!” He lighted a cigarette, holding the match in a hand that trembled.


  But although the boy had used a child’s speech of woe and resentment, they knew there was a core of truth in what he had said.


  “Children, children!” said Eliza sadly. “We must try to love one another. Let’s try to get along together this Christmas—what time’s left. It may be the last one we’ll ever have together.” She began to weep: “I’ve had such a hard life,” she said, “it’s been strife and turmoil all the way. It does seem I deserve a little peace and happiness now.”


  They were touched with the old bitter shame: they dared not look at one another. But they were awed and made quiet by the vast riddle of pain and confusion that scarred their lives.


  “No one, ’Gene,” Luke began quietly, “has turned against you. We want to help you—to see you amount to something. You’re the last chance—if booze gets you the way it has the rest of us, you’re done for.”


  The boy felt very tired; his voice was flat and low. He began to speak with the bluntness of despair: what he said had undebatable finality.


  “And how are you going to keep booze from getting me, Luke?” he said. “By jumping on my back and trying to strangle me? That’s on a level with every other effort you’re [you’ve] ever made to know me.”


  “Oh,” said Luke ironically, “you don’t think we understand you?”


  “No,” Eugene said quietly. “I don’t think you do. You know nothing whatever about me. I know nothing about you—or any of you. I have lived here with you for seventeen years and I’m a stranger. In all that time have you ever talked to me like a brother? Have you ever told me anything of yourself? Have you ever tried to be a friend or a companion to me?”


  “I don’t know what you want,” Luke answered, “but I thought I was acting for the best. As to telling you about myself, what do you want to know?”


  “Well,” said Eugene slowly, “you’re six years older than I am: you’ve been away to school, you’ve worked in big cities, and you are now enlisted in the United States Navy. Why do you always act like God Almighty,” he continued with rankling bitterness. “I know what sailors do! You’re no better than I am! What about liquor? What about women?”


  “That’s no way to talk before your mother,” said Luke sternly.


  “No, son,” said Eliza in a troubled voice. “I don’t like that way of talking.”


  “Then I won’t talk like that,” Eugene said. “But I had expected you to say that. We do not want to be told what we know. We do not want to call things by their names, although we’re willing to call one another bad ones. We call meanness nobility and hatred honor. The way to make yourself a hero is to make me out a scoundrel. You won’t admit that either, but it’s true. Well, then, Luke, we won’t talk of the ladies, black or white, you may or may not know, because it would make you uncomfortable. Instead, you can keep on being God and I’ll listen to your advice, like a little boy in Sunday School. But I’d rather read the Ten Commandments where it’s written down shorter and better.”


  “Son,” said Eliza again with her ancient look of trouble and frustration, “we must try to get on together.”


  “No,” he said. “Alone. I have done an apprenticeship here with you for seventeen years, but it is coming to an end. I know now that I shall escape; I know that I have been guilty of no great crime against you, and I am no longer afraid of you.”


  “Why, boy!” said Eliza. “We’ve done all we could for you. What crime have we accused you of?”


  “Of breathing your air, of eating your food, of living under your roof, of having your life and your blood in my veins, of accepting your sacrifice and privation, and of being ungrateful for it all.”


  “We should all be thankful for what we have,” said Luke sententiously. “Many a fellow would give his right eye for the chance you’ve been given.”


  “I’ve been given nothing!” said Eugene, his voice mounting with a husky flame of passion. “I’ll go bent over no longer in this house. What chance I have I’ve made for myself in spite of you all, and over your opposition. You sent me away to the university when you could do nothing else, when it would have been a crying disgrace to you among the people in this town if you hadn’t. You sent me off after the Leonards had cried me up for three years, and then you sent me a year too soon—before I was sixteen—with a box of sandwiches, two suits of clothes, and instructions to be a good boy.”


  “They sent you some money, too,” said Luke. “Don’t forget that.”


  “I’d be the only one who would, if I did,” the boy answered. “For that is really what is behind everything, isn’t it? My crime the other night was not in getting drunk, but in getting drunk without any money of my own. If I did badly at the university with money of my own, you’d dare say nothing, but if I do well on money you gave me, I must still be reminded of your goodness and my unworthiness.”


  “Why, son!” said Eliza diplomatically, “no one has a word to say against the way you’ve done your work. We’re very proud of you.”


  “You needn’t be,” he said sullenly. “I’ve wasted a great deal of time and some money. But I’ve had something out of it—more than most—I’ve done as much work for my wages as you deserve. I’ve given you a fair value for your money; I thank you for nothing.”


  “What’s that! What’s that!” said Eliza sharply.


  “I said I thank you for nothing, but I take that back.”


  “That’s better!” said Luke.


  “Yes, I have a great deal to give thanks for,” said Eugene. “I give thanks for every dirty lust and hunger that crawled through the polluted blood of my noble ancestors. I give thanks for every scrofulous token that may ever come upon me. I give thanks for the love and mercy that kneaded me over the washtub the day before my birth. I give thanks for the country slut who nursed me and let my dirty bandage fester across my navel. I give thanks for every blow and curse I had from any of you during my childhood, for every dirty cell you ever gave me to sleep in, for the ten million hours of cruelty or indifference, and the thirty minutes of cheap advice.”


  “Unnatural!” Eliza whispered. “Unnatural son! You will be punished if there’s a just God in heaven.”


  “Oh, there is! I’m sure there is!” cried Eugene. “Because I have been punished. By God, I shall spend the rest of my life getting my heart back, healing and forgetting every scar you put upon me when I was a child. The first move I ever made, after the cradle, was to crawl for the door, and every move I have made since has been an effort to escape. And now at last I am free from you all, although you may hold me for a few years more. If I am not free, I am at least locked up in my own prison, but I shall get me some beauty, I shall get me some order out of this jungle of my life: I shall find my way out of it yet, though it take me twenty years more—alone.”


  “Alone?” said Eliza, with the old suspicion. “Where are you going?”


  “Ah,” he said, “you were not looking, were you? I’ve gone.”


  [¬]
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  During the few remaining days of his holiday, he stayed almost entirely away from the house, coming for a brief and mumbled meal, and late at night, for bed. He waited for departure as a prisoner for release. The dolorous prelude to a journey—the wet platform eyes, the sudden radiation of hectic warmth, the declarations of love at sound of the whistle—left him this time unmoved. The tear-ducts, he was beginning to discover, had, like sweat-glands, dermic foundations, and were easily brought to a salty sparkle at mere sight of a locomotive. He had, therefore, the somewhat detached composure of a gentleman on his way to a comfortable week-end, who stands in a noisy crowd, waiting for the ferry.


  He gave benediction to the words in which he had so happily defined his position as wage-earner. They stated and confirmed an attitude, and in some measure protected him against the constant betrayals of sentiment. During the Spring he worked stupendously at joining activities, knowing that here was coin whose ring they could hear. He wrote conscientiously each item of his distinctions; his name found its way back more than once to the indulgent Altamont papers. Gant kept the clippings proudly, and gave public readings when he could.


  The boy had two short awkward letters from Ben, who was now stationed one hundred miles away, in the tobacco town. At Easter, Eugene visited him, staying at his lodgings, where again his unerring destiny had thrown him into the welcoming arms of a gray-haired widow. She was under fifty—a handsome silly woman, who prodded and teased him as she would an adored child. She addressed him—with a loose giggle—as “Old Curly-Head,” at which he fetched out his usual disgusted plea to his Maker. “O my God! Listen to this!” She had reverted to an astonishing romping girlhood, and would exercise her playfulness by leaping suddenly upon Old Curly-Head, dealing him a stiff dig in the ribs, and skipping away with a triumphant “Hah! Got you that time!”


  There was forever in that town a smell of raw tobacco, biting the nostrils with its acrid pungency: it smote the stranger coming from the train, but all the people in the town denied it, saying: “No; there is no smell at all.” And within a day the stranger too could smell it no more.


  On Easter morning he arose in the blue light and went with the other pilgrims to the Moravian cemetery.


  “You ought to see it,” Ben said. “It’s a famous custom: people come from everywhere.” But the older brother did not go. Behind massed bands of horns, the trumpeting blare of trombones, the big crowds moved into the strange burial ground where all the stones lay flat upon the graves—symbol, it was said, of all-levelling Death. But as the horns blared, the old ghoul-fantasy of death returned, the grave slabs made him think of table-cloths: he felt as if he were taking part in some obscene feast.


  Spring was coming on again across the earth like a light sparkle of water-spray: all of the men who had died were making their strange and lovely return in blossom and flower. Ben walked along the streets of the tobacco town looking like asphodel. It was strange to find a ghost there in that place: his ancient soul prowled wearily by the cheap familiar brick and all the young facades.


  There was a Square on high ground; in the centre a courthouse. Cars were parked in close lines. Young men loitered in the drug-store.


  How real it is, Eugene thought. It is like something we have always known about and do not need to see. The town would not have seemed strange to Thomas Aquinas,—but he to the town.


  Ben prowled along, greeting the merchants with a grave scowl, leaning his skull against their round skulls of practicality, across their counters—a phantom soliciting advertisement in a quiet monotone.


  “This is my kid brother, Mr. Fulton.”


  “Hello, son! Dogged if they don’t grow tall ’uns up there, Ben. Well, if you’re like Old Ben, young fellow, we won’t kick. We think a lot of him here.”


  That’s like thinking well of Balder, in Connecticut, Eugene thought.


  “I have only been here three months,” said Ben, resting in bed on his elbow and smoking a cigarette. “But I know all the leading business men already. I’m well thought of here.” He glanced at his brother quickly and grinned, with a shy charm of rare confession. But his fierce eyes were desperate and lonely. Hill-haunted? For—home? He smoked.


  “You see, they think well of you, once you get away from your people. You’ll never have a chance at home, ’Gene. They’ll ruin everything for you. For heaven’s sake, get away when you can.—What’s the matter with you? Why are you looking at me like that?” he said sharply, alarmed at the set stare of the boy’s face. In a moment he said: “They’ll spoil your life. Can’t you forget about her?”


  “No,” said Eugene. In a moment he added: “She’s kept coming back all Spring.”


  He twisted his throat with a wild cry.


  The Spring advanced with a mounting hum of war. The older students fell out quietly and drifted away to enlistments. The younger strained tensely, waiting. The war brought them no sorrow: it was a pageant which might, they felt, pluck them instantly into glory. The country flowed with milk and honey. There were strange rumors of a land of Eldorado to the north, amid the war industry of the Virginia coast. Some of the students had been there, the year before: they brought back stories of princely wages. One could earn twelve dollars a day, with no experience. One could assume the duties of a carpenter, with only a hammer, a saw, and a square. No questions were asked.


  War is not death to young men; war is life. The earth had never worn raiment of such color as it did that year. The war seemed to unearth pockets of ore that had never been known in the nation: there was a vast unfolding and exposure of wealth and power. And somehow—this imperial wealth, this display of power in men and money, was blended into a lyrical music. In Eugene’s mind, wealth and love and glory melted into a symphonic noise: the age of myth and miracle had come upon the world again. All things were possible.


  He went home stretched like a bowstring and announced his intention of going away into Virginia. There was protest, but not loud enough to impede him. Eliza’s mind was fastened on real-estate and the summer trade. Gant stared into the darkness at his life. Helen laughed at him and scolded him; then fell to plucking at her chin, absently.


  “Can’t do without her? You can’t fool me! No, sir. I know why you want to go,” she said jocularly. “She’s a married woman now: she may have a baby, for all you know. You’ve no right to go after her.”


  Then abruptly, she said:


  “Well, let him go if he wants to. It looks silly to me, but he’s got to decide for himself.”


  He got twenty-five dollars from his father—enough to pay his railway fare to Norfolk and leave him a few dollars.


  “Mark my words,” said Gant. “You’ll be back in a week’s time. It’s a wild-goose chase you’re going on.”


  He went.


  All through the night he drew toward her across Virginia, propped on his elbow in the berth and staring bewitched upon the great romantic country clumped with dreaming woodlands and white as a weird dawn beneath the blazing moonlight.


  Early in the morning he came to Richmond. He had to change trains; there was a wait. He went out from the station and walked up the hill toward the fine old State House drenched cleanly in the young morning light. He ate breakfast at a lunchroom on Broad Street, filled already with men going to their work. This casual and brief contact with their lives, achieved after his lonely and magnificent approach through the night, thrilled him by its very casualness. All the little ticking sounds of a city beginning its day, the strange familiarity of voices in an alien place, heard curiously after the thunder of the wheels, seemed magical and unreal. The city had no existence save that which he conferred on it: he wondered how it had lived before he came, how it would live after he left. He looked at all the men, feeding with eyes that held yet the vast moon-meadows of the night and the cool green width of the earth. They were like men in a zoo; he gazed at them, looking for all the little particular markings of the town, the fine mapping upon their limbs and faces of their own little cosmos. And the great hunger for voyages rose up in him—to come always, as now at dawn, into strange cities, striding in among them, and sitting with them unknown, like a god in exile, stored with the enormous vision of the earth.


  The counterman yawned and turned the crackling pages of a morning paper. That was strange.


  Cars clanked by, beginning to work through the town. Merchants lowered their awnings; he left them as their day began.


  An hour later he was riding for the sea. Eighty miles away lay the sea and Laura. She slept unwitting of the devouring wheels that brought him to her. He looked at the aqueous blue sky whitened with little clouds, and at the land wooded with pines and indefinable tokens of the marshes and bright salt.


  The train drew under the boat-shed at Newport News. The terrific locomotive, as beautiful as any ship, breathed with unlaborious fatigue at the rail-head. There, by lapping water, she came to rest, like a completed destiny.


  The little boat lay waiting at the dock. Within a few minutes he had left the hot murky smell of the shed and was cruising out into the blue water of the Roads. A great light wind swept over the water, making a singing noise through the tackle of the little boat, making a music and a glory in his heart. He drove along the little decks at a bounding stride, lunging past the staring people, with wild noises in his throat. The lean destroyers, the bright mad camouflage of the freighters and the transports, the lazy red whirl of a propeller, half-submerged, and the light winey sparkle of the waves fused to a single radiance and filled him with glory. He cried back into the throat of the enormous wind, and his eyes were wet.


  Upon the decks of the boats, clean little figures in white moved about; under the bulging counter of a huge Frenchman young naked men were swimming. They come from France, he thought, and it is strange that they should be here.


  O, the wonder, the magic and the loss! His life was like a great wave breaking in the lonely sea; his hungry shoulder found no barriers—he smote his strength at nothing, and was lost and scattered like a wrack of mist. But he believed that this supreme ecstasy which mastered him and made him drunken might some day fuse its enormous light into a single articulation. He was Phaeton with the terrible horses of the sun: he believed that his life might pulse constantly at its longest stroke, achieve an eternal summit.


  The hot Virginias broiled under the fierce blue oven of the sky, but in the Roads the ships rocked in the freshening breeze of war and glory.


  Eugene remained in the furnace of Norfolk for four days, until his money was gone. He watched it go without fear, with a sharp quickening of his pulses, tasting the keen pleasure of his loneliness and the unknown turnings of his life. He sensed the throbbing antennae of the world: life purred like a hidden dynamo, with the vast excitement of ten thousand glorious threats. He might do all, dare all, become all. The far and the mighty was near him, around him, above him. There was no great bridge to span, no hard summit to win. From obscurity, hunger, loneliness, he might be lifted in a moment into power, glory, love. The transport loading at the docks might bear him war-ward, love-ward, fame-ward Wednesday night.


  He walked by lapping water through the dark. He heard its green wet slap against the crusted pier-piles: he drank its strong cod scent, and watched the loading of great boats drenched in blazing light as they weltered slowly down into the water. And the night was loud with the rumble of huge cranes, the sudden loose rattle of the donkey-engines, the cries of the overseers, and the incessant rumbling trucks of stevedores within the pier.


  His imperial country, for the first time, was gathering the huge thrust of her might. The air was charged with murderous exuberance, rioting and corrupt extravagance.


  Through the hot streets of that town seethed the toughs, the crooks, the vagabonds of a nation—Chicago gunmen, bad niggers from Texas, Bowery bums, pale Jews with soft palms, from the shops of the city, Swedes from the Middle-West, Irish from New England, mountaineers from Tennessee and North Carolina, whores, in shoals and droves, from everywhere. For these the war was a fat enormous goose raining its golden eggs upon them. There was no thought or belief in any future. There was only the triumphant Now. There was no life beyond the moment. There was only an insane flux and re-flux of getting and spending.


  Young men from Georgia farms came, in the evenings, from their work on piers, in camps, in shipyards, to dress up in their peacock plumage. And at night, hard and brown and lean of hand and face, they stood along the curbing in $18.00 tan leathers, $80.00 suits, and $8.00 silk shirts striped with broad alternating bands of red and blue. They were carpenters, masons, gang overseers, or said they were: they were paid ten, twelve, fourteen, eighteen dollars a day.


  They shifted, veered from camp to camp, worked for a month, loafed opulently for a week, enjoying the brief bought loves of girls they met upon the ocean-beach or in a brothel.


  Strapping black buck-niggers, with gorilla arms and the black paws of panthers, earned $60 a week as stevedores, and spent it on a mulatto girl in a single evening of red riot.


  And more quietly, soberly, in this crowd, moved the older thriftier workmen: the true carpenters, the true masons, the true mechanics—the canny Scotch-Irish of North Carolina, the fishermen of the Virginia coast, the careful peasantry of the Middle-West, who had come to earn, to save, to profit from the war.


  Everywhere amid this swarming crowd gleamed the bright raimant [raiment] of blood and glory: the sailors thronged the streets in flapping blues and spotless whites—brown, tough, and clean. The marines strode by in arrogant twos, stiff as rods in the loud pomp of chevrons and striped trousers. Commanders gray and grim, hard-handed C.P.O.’s, and elegant young ensigns out of college, with something blonde and fluffy at their side, went by among the red cap-buttons of French matelots, or the swagger sea-wise port of the Englishmen.


  Through this crowd, with matted uncut hair that fell into his eyes, that shot its spirals through the rents of his old green hat, that curled a thick scroll up his dirty neck, Eugene plunged with hot devouring eyes—soaked in his sweat by day, sharp and stale by night.


  In this great camp of vagrant floaters he lost himself: he came home into this world from loneliness. The hunger for voyages, the hunger that haunts Americans, who are a nomad race, was half-assuaged here in this maelstrom of the war.


  He lost himself in the crowd. He lost count of the days. His little store of money melted. He moved from a cheap hotel, loud at night with the noise of harlotry, to a little attic room in a lodging-house, an oven of hot pine and tarred roof; he moved from the lodging-house to a fifty-cent cot in the Y.M.C.A., where, returning night by night, he paid his fee, and slept in a room with forty snoring sailors.


  Finally, his money gone, he slept, until driven out, in all-night lunchrooms; upon the Portsmouth ferry; and over lapping water on a rotting pier.


  By night he prowled about among the negroes; he listened to their rich proposed seductions; he went where the sailors went, down Church Street, where the women were. He prowled the night with young beast-lust, his thin boy-body stale with sweat, his hot eyes burning through the dark.


  He grew hungry for food. His money was gone. But there was a hunger and thirst in him that could not be fed. Over the chaos of his brain hung the shadow of Laura James. Her shadow hung above the town, above all life. It had brought him here; his heart was swollen with pain and pride; he would not go to find her.


  He was obsessed with the notion that he would find her in the crowd, upon the street, around the corner. He would not speak to her if he met her. He would go proudly and indifferently by. He would not see her. She would see him. She would see him at some heroic moment, just as he was receiving the love and respect of beautiful women. She would speak to him; he would not speak to her. She would be stricken; she would be beaten down; she would cry to him for love and mercy.


  Thus, unclean, unkempt, clothed in rags and hunger and madness, he saw himself victorious, heroic and beautiful. He was mad with his obsession. He thought he saw Laura on the streets a dozen times a day: his heart turned rotten; he did not know what he should do or say, whether to run or remain. He brooded for hours over her address in the telephone directory; sitting by the phone, he trembled with excitement because its awful magic could be sounded at a gesture, because within a minute he could be with her, voice to voice.


  He hunted out her home. She was living in an old frame house far out from the centre of the town. He stalked carefully about the neighborhood, keeping a block away from the house at all times, observing it obliquely, laterally, from front and back, with stealthy eye and a smothering thud of the heart, but never passing before it, never coming directly to it.


  He was foul and dirty. The soles of his shoes wore through: his calloused feet beat against hot pavements. He stank.


  At length, he tried to get work. Work there was in great abundance—but the princely wages of which he had been told were hard to find. He could not swear he was a carpenter, a mason. He was a dirty boy, and looked it. He was afraid. He went to the Navy Yard at Portsmouth, the Naval Base at Norfolk, the Bush Terminal—everywhere there was work, abundant work—hard labor that paid four dollars a day. This he would gladly have taken; but he found that he could not have his wages until after the second week, and that one week’s pay would be withheld to tide him over in illness, trouble, or departure.


  And he had no money left.


  He went to a Jew and pawned the watch Eliza had given him upon his birthday. He got five dollars on it. Then he went by boat once more to Newport News, and by trolley up the coast to Hampton. He had heard, in the thronging rumor of Norfolk, that there was work upon the flying field, and that the worker was fed and housed upon the field, at company expense.


  In the little employment shack at the end of the long bridge that led across into the field, he was signed on as a laborer and searched by the sentry, who made him open his valise. Then he labored across the bridge, kneeing his heavy bag, which bulged with his soiled and disorderly belongings, before him.


  He staggered at length into the rude company office and sought out the superintendent, a man in the thirties, shaven, pale, weary, who wore a blue eyeshade, armbands, and talked with a limp cigarette plastered on his lip.


  Eugene thrust out his employment slip in shaking fingers. The man looked briefly at it.


  “College boy, aren’t you, son?” he said, glancing at Eugene.


  “Yes, sir,” said Eugene.


  “Did you ever do day labor before?” said the man.


  “No, sir,” said Eugene.


  “How old are you, son?” the man asked.


  Eugene was silent for a moment. “I’m—nineteen,” he said at length, wondering, since he had lied, why he had not had courage to say twenty.


  The superintendent grinned wearily.


  “It’s hard work, son,” the man said. “You’ll be among the wops and the Swedes and the hunkies. You’ll live in the same bunkhouse, you’ll eat with them. They don’t smell nice, son.”


  “I have no money,” said Eugene. “I’ll work hard. I won’t get sick. Give me the job. Please!”


  “No,” said the man. “No, I won’t do that.”


  Eugene turned blindly away.


  “I tell you what I’ll do,” said the superintendent. “I’ll give you a job as a checker. You’ll be with the office force. That’s where you belong. You’ll live with them in their own bunkhouse. They’re nice fellows,” he said elegantly, “college fellows, like yourself.”


  “Thank you,” said Eugene, clenching his fingers, with husky emotion. “Thank you.”


  “The checker we’ve got is quitting,” said the superintendent. “You’ll go to the stables with him in the morning to get your horse.”


  “H-h-h-horse?” said Eugene.


  “You’ll have a horse,” said the superintendent, “to ride around on.”


  With strong bowel-excitement Eugene began to think of the horse, with joy, with fear. He turned to go. He could not bear to talk of money.


  “H-h-how much—?” he finally croaked, feeling that he must. Business.


  “I’ll give you $80 a month to begin with,” said the manager with a touch of magnificence. “If you make good, I’ll give you a hundred.”


  “And my keep?” whispered Eugene.


  “Sure!” said the manager. “That’s thrown in.”


  Eugene reeled away with his valise, and with a head full of exploding rockets.


  These months, although filled with terror and hunger, must be passed in rapid summary with bare mention of the men and actions that a lost boy knew. They belong to a story of escape and wandering—valuable here to indicate the initiation to the voyage this life will make. They are a prelude to exile, and into their nightmare chaos no other purpose may be read than the blind groping of a soul toward freedom and isolation.


  Eugene worked upon the Flying Field for a month. Three times a day he rode around the field to check the numbers of two dozen gangs who were engaged in the work of grading, levelling, blasting from the spongy earth the ragged stumps of trees and filling interminably, ceaselessly, like the weary and fruitless labor of a nightmare, the marshy earth-craters, which drank their shovelled toil without end. The gangs were of all races and conditions: Portugee niggers, ebony-black, faithful and childlike, who welcomed him with great toothy grins, each pointing to his big white pin, on which was printed his number, crying out in strange outlandish voices, “feefety-nine, nine-net-ty seex,” and so on; Bowery bums, in greasy serge and battered derbies, toying distastefully with pick-handles that shredded their dirty uncalloused palms—their hard evil faces, with their smudge of beard, were like things corrupt, green-yellow, that grow under barrels. And there were also drawling fishermen from the Virginia coast, huge gorilla niggers from Georgia and the lower South, Italians, Swedes, Irishmen—part of the huge compost of America.


  He came to know them and their overseers—tough reckless men, gray-haired and lustful, full of swift action and coarse humor.


  Stuck like a jigging doll upon the horse, whom he feared, he rode, staring into heaven, sometimes almost unconscious of the great engine expanding and contracting below him with a brown sensual rhythm. The bird-men filled the blue Virginia weather with the great drone of the Liberties.


  At length, hungry again for the ships and faces, he left his work and spent his earnings in a week of gaudy riot in Norfolk and on the Virginia beaches. Almost penniless again, with only the savage kaleidoscope of a thousand streets, a million lights, the blazing confusion and the strident noise of carnival, he returned to Newport News in search of employment, accompanied by another youth from Altamont, likewise a thriftless adventurer in war-work, whom he had found upon the beach. This worthy, whose name was Sinker Jordan, was three years older than Eugene. He was a handsome reckless boy, small in stature, and limping from an injury he had received in a football game. His character was weak and volatile—he hated effort, and was obstinate only in cursing ill-fortune.


  The two young men had a few dollars between them. They pooled their resources, and, with wild optimism, purchased from a pawnbroker in Newport News the rudiments of carpenter’s equipment—hammers, saws, and T-squares. They went inland fifteen or twenty miles to a dreary government camp sweltering in the Virginia pines. They were refused employment here and in black dejection returned in the afternoon to the town they had left so hopefully in the morning. Before sundown they had secured employment in the Shipbuilding Yards, but they had been discharged five minutes after they reported for work, when they confessed to a grinning foreman in a room full of woodshavings and quietly slatting belts, that they had no knowledge of the intensely special carpentry of ship’s carving. Nor (they might have added) of any other.


  They were quite moneyless now, and once on the street again, Sinker Jordan had hurled upon the pavement the fatal tools, cursing savagely the folly that threatened now to keep them hungry. Eugene picked the tools up, and took them back to the imperturbable Uncle, who repurchased them for only a few dollars less than the sum they had paid him in the morning.


  Thus the day. They found a lodging in a dingy house where, as an appropriate climax to his folly, Sinker Jordan surrendered their remaining capital into the greedy palm of the landlady—and a real lady too, she admitted. But, having previously eaten, they had all the hope of a full belly and their youth—they slept, Sinker without care and without effort.


  Eugene was early up at dawn, and after futile efforts to waken the luxuriously somnolent Sinker, he was off to the dingy yellow piers along the waterfront, which were stored with munitions for the war. After a morning tramping up and down the dusty road outside the guarded enclosure, he had obtained employment for himself and Sinker from the chief checker, a nervous ugly man, swollen with petty tyranny. He had gimlet eyes, glittering below spectacles, and hard muscular jaws that writhed constantly.


  Eugene went to work at seven the next morning—Sinker, a day or two later, only when his last small coin had vanished. Eugene screwed up his pride and borrowed a few dollars from one of the other checkers. On this he and Sinker lived meagerly until pay-day—which was only a few days off. This money slipped quickly through their careless fingers. Down to a few coins again, with the next pay-day almost two weeks off, Sinker gambled at dice with the checkers, behind the great fortress of sacked oats upon the pier—lost, won, lost, rose penniless and cursing God. Eugene knelt beside the checkers, with his last half-dollar in his palm, heedless of Sinker’s bitter taunt. He had never thrown dice before: naturally, he won—$8.50. He rose exultantly from their profane surprise, and took Sinker to dinner at the best hotel.


  A day or two later, he went behind the oats again, gambled with his last dollar—and lost.


  He began to starve. Day crawled into weary day. The fierce eye of July beat down upon the pier with a straight insufferable glare. The boats and trains slid in and out, crammed to the teeth with munitions—with food for the soldiers. The hot grainy air on the pier swam before his eyes speckled with dancing patches, and he made weary tallies on a sheet as the big black stevedores swarmed past him with their trunks. Sinker Jordan cadged small sums from the other checkers, and lived miserably on bottled pop and cheese at a little grocery across the road from the pier. Eugene was unable to beg or borrow. Partly from pride, but more from the powerful brooding inertia of his temper, which more and more was governing his will to act, he found himself unable to speak. Each day he said: “I shall speak to one of them to-day. I shall say that I must eat, and that I have no money.” But when he tried to speak he could not.


  As they grew more efficient in their work they were called back, after the day’s end, for work at night. This extra work, with its time-and-a-half pay, he would otherwise have been glad to get, but stumbling from exhaustion, the command to return was horrible. For several days now he had not been home to the dingy little room which he shared with Sinker Jordan. At the end of his day’s work, he would climb to a little oasis in the enormous wall of sacked oats and sink into exhausted sleep, with the rattling of cranes and winches, the steady rumble of the trucks, and the remote baying of boats anchored in the stream—mixing in a strange faint symphony in his ears.


  And he lay there, with the fading glimmer of the world about him, as the war mounted to its climax of blood and passion during that terrible month. He lay there, like his own ghost, thinking with pain, with grief, of all the million towns and faces he had not known. He was the atom for which all life had been aplot—Caesar had died and a nameless wife of Babylon, and somewhere here, upon this marvellous dying flesh, this myriad brain, their mark, their spirit, rested.


  And he thought of the strange lost faces he had known, the lonely figures of his family, damned in chaos, each chained to a destiny of ruin and loss—Gant, a fallen Titan, staring down enormous vistas of the Past, indifferent to the world about him; Eliza, beetle-wise, involved in blind accretions; Helen, childless, pathless, furious—a great wave breaking on the barren waste; and finally, Ben—the ghost, the stranger, prowling at this moment in another town, going up and down the thousand streets of life, and finding no doors.


  But the next day, on the pier, Eugene was weaker than ever. He sat sprawled upon a throne of plump oat sacks, with blurred eyes watching the loading of the bags at the spout, marking raggedly his tally upon the sheet as the stevedores plunged in and out. The terrible heat steamed through the grainy pollen of the air: he moved each limb with forethought, picking it up and placing it as if [if it] were a detached object.


  At the end of the day he was asked to return for night-work. He listened, swaying on his feet, to the far-sounding voice of the chief checker.


  The supper hour came, upon the heated pier, with the sudden noise of silence. There were small completed noises up and down the enormous shed: a faint drumming of footfalls of workers walking toward the entrance, a slap of water at the ship’s hull, a noise from the bridge.


  Eugene went behind the oat pile and climbed blindly up until he reached his little fortress at the top. The world ebbed from his fading sense: all sound grew fainter, more far. Presently, he thought, when I have rested here, I shall get up and go down to work. It has been a hot day. I am tired. But when he tried to move he could not. His will struggled against the imponderable lead of his flesh, stirring helplessly like a man in a cage. He thought quietly, with relief, with tranquil joy. They will not find me here. I cannot move. It is over. If I had thought of this long ago, I would have been afraid. But I’m not, now. Here—upon the oat pile—doing my bit—for Democracy. I’ll begin to stink. They’ll find me then.


  Life glimmered away out of his weary eyes. He lay, half-conscious, sprawled upon the oats. He thought of the horse.


  In this way the young checker, who had loaned him money, found him. The checker knelt above him, supporting Eugene’s head with one hand, and putting a bottle of raw hard liquor to his mouth with the other. When the boy had revived somewhat, the checker helped him to descend the pile and walked slowly with him up the long wooden platform of the pier.


  They went across the road to a little grocery-store. The checker ordered a bottle of milk, a box of crackers, and a big block of cheese. As Eugene ate, the tears began to flow down his grimy face, dredging dirty gullies on his skin. They were tears of hunger and weakness: he could not restrain them.


  The checker stood over him watchfully, with a kindly troubled stare. He was a young man with a lantern jaw, and a thin dish face: he wore scholarly spectacles, and smoked a pipe reflectively.


  “Why didn’t you tell me, boy? I’d have let you have the money,” he said.


  “I—don’t—know,” said Eugene, between bites of cheese. “Couldn’t.”


  With the checker’s loan of five dollars he and Sinker Jordan lived until pay-day. Then, after dining together on four pounds of steak, Sinker Jordan departed for Altamont and the enjoyment of an inheritance which had fallen due a few days before, on his twenty-first birthday. Eugene stayed on.


  He was like a man who had died, and had been re-born. All that had gone before lived in a ghostly world. He thought of his family, of Ben, of Laura James, as if they were ghosts. The world itself turned ghost. All through that month of August, while the war marched to its ending, he looked upon its dying carnival. Nothing seemed any longer hard and hot and raw and new. Everything was old. Everything was dying. A vast aerial music, forever far-faint, like the language of his forgotten world, sounded in his ears. He had known birth. He had known pain and love. He had known hunger. Almost he had known death.


  At night, when he was not called back for work he rode out by trolley to one of the Virginia beaches. But the only sound that was real, that was near and present, was the sound in his heart, in his brain, of the everlasting sea. He turned his face toward it: behind him, the cheap million lights of the concessionaires, the clatter, the racket, the confetti, the shrill blare of the saxophones, all the harsh joyless noise of his country, was softened, was made sad, far, and phantom. The wheeling merry-go-round, the blaring dance-orchestra, played K-K-K-Katy Beautiful Katy, Poor Little Buttercup, and Just a Baby’s Prayer at Twilight.


  And that cheap music turned elfin and lovely; it was mixed into magic—it became a part of the romantic and lovely Virginias, of the surge of the sea, as it rolled in from the eternal dark, across the beach, and of his own magnificent sorrow—his triumphant loneliness after pain and love and hunger.


  His face was thin and bright as a blade, below the great curling shock of his hair; his body as lean as a starved cat’s; his eyes bright and fierce.


  O sea! (he thought) I am the hill-born, the prison-pent, the ghost, the stranger, and I walk here at your side. O sea, I am lonely like you, I am strange and far like you, I am sorrowful like you; my brain, my heart, my life, like yours, have touched strange shores. You are like a woman lying below yourself on the coral floor. You are an immense and fruitful woman with vast thighs and a great thick mop of curling woman’s hair floating like green moss above your belly. And you will bring me to the happy land, you will wash me to glory in bright ships.


  There by the sea of the dark Virginias, he thought of the forgotten faces, of all the million patterns of himself, the ghost of his lost flesh. The child that heard Swain’s cow, the lost boy in the Ozarks, the carrier of news among the blacks, and the boy who went in by the lattice with Jim Trivett. And the waitress, and Ben, and Laura? Dead, too? Where? How? Why? Why has the web been woven? Why do we die so many deaths? How came I here beside the sea? O lost, O far and lonely, where?


  Sometimes, as he walked back among the dancers, a scarecrow in flapping rags, he looked and saw himself among them. He seemed to be two people: he constantly saw himself with dark bent face sitting upon the top rail of a fence, watching himself go by with a bright herd of young people. He saw himself among the crowds, several inches shorter than he was, fitting comfortably into a world where everything was big enough for him.


  And while he stared and saw himself beloved and admitted, he heard them laugh: he felt suddenly the hard white ring of their faces about him, and he plunged away, with cursing mouth.


  O my sweet bitches! My fine cheap sluts! You little crawling itch of twiddlers: you will snigger at me! At me! At me! (He beat his hands against his ribs.) You will mock at me, with your drug-store pimps, your Jazz-bo apes, your gorilla gobs, you cute little side-porch chippies! What do you understand? The lust of a goat, the stink of your kind—that does for you, my girls. And yet you laugh at me! Ah, but I’ll tell you why you laugh: you are afraid of me because I am not like the others. You hate me because I do not belong. You see I am finer and greater than any one you know: you cannot reach me and you hate me. That’s it! The ethereal (yet manly) beauty of my features, my boyish charm (for I am Just a Boy) blended with the tragic wisdom of my eyes (as old as life and filled with the brooding tragedy of the ages), the sensitive and delicate flicker of my mouth, and my marvellous dark face blooming inward on strange loveliness like a flower—all this you want to kill because you cannot touch it. Ah me! (Thinking of his strange beauty, his eyes grew moist with love and glory, and he was forced to blow his nose.) Ah, but She will know. The love of a lady. Proudly, with misty eyes, he saw her standing beside him against the rabble: her elegant small head, wound with a bracelet of bright hair, against his shoulder, and with two splendid pearls in her ears. Dearest! Dearest! We stand here on a star. We are beyond them now. Behold! They shrink, they fade, they pass—victorious, enduring, marvellous love, my dearest, we remain.


  Brooding thus on the vision of his own beauty, stirred by his own heroic music, with misty eyes, he would pass over into the forbidden settlement, with its vigilant patrols of naval and military police on the watch for their own, and prowl softly down a dark little street to a dingy frame house with drawn blinds, where dwelt a love that for three dollars could be bought and clothed with his own fable. Her name was Stella Blake. She was never in a hurry.


  With her lived a young corn-haired girl of twenty years whose family lived in Pulpit Hill. Sometimes he went to see her.


  Twice a week the troops went through. They stood densely in brown and weary thousands on the pier while a council of officers, tabled at the gangways, went through their clearance papers. Then, each below the sweating torture of his pack, they were filed from the hot furnace of the pier into the hotter prison of the ship. The great ships, with their motley jagged patches of deception, waited in the stream: they slid in and out in unending squadrons.


  Sometimes the troops were black—labor regiments from Georgia and Alabama; big gorilla bucks from Texas. They gleamed with sweat and huge rich laughter: they were obedient as children and called their cursing officers “boss.”


  “And don’t you call me ‘boss’ again, you bastards!” screamed a young Tennessee lieutenant, who had gone slowly insane during the moving, as he nursed his charges through hell. They grinned at him cheerfully, with affection, like good obedient children, as he stamped, raving, up and down the pier. From time to time they goaded him into a new frenzy with complaints about lost hats, bayonets, small arms, and papers. Somehow he found things for them; somehow he cursed his way through, keeping them in order. They grinned affectionately, therefore, and called him boss.


  “And what in Jesus’ name have you done now?” he yelled, as a huge black sergeant with several enlisted men, who had gathered at the examiner’s table, burst suddenly into loud roars of grief.


  The fiery lieutenant rushed at the table, cursing.


  The sergeant and several enlisted men, all Texas darkies, had come away from camp without a clean bill of health: they were venereals and had not been cured.


  “Boss,” blubbered the big black sergeant, “we wants to go to France. We don’t want to git lef’ in dis Gawd-dam hole.”


  (Nor do I blame them, thought Eugene.)


  “I’ll kill you! So help me God, I’ll kill you!” screamed the officer, hurling his trim cap upon the ground and stamping upon it. But, a moment later, with a medical officer he was leading them away for examination behind the great wall of sacked oats. Five minutes later they emerged. The negroes were cavorting with joy: they pressed around their fierce commander, seizing and kissing his hand, fawning upon him, adoring him.


  “You see,” said the dish-faced checker, while he and Eugene watched, “that’s what it takes to hold a crowd of niggers. You can’t be nice to ’em. They’d do anything for that guy.”


  “He would for them,” said Eugene.


  These negroes, he thought, who came from Africa, were sold at the block in Louisiana, and live in Texas, are now on their way to France.


  Mr. Finch, the chief checker with the ugly slit eyes, approached Eugene with a smile of false warmth. His gray jaws worked.


  “I’ve got a job for you, Gant,” he said. “Double-time pay. I want you to get in on some of the easy money.”


  “What is it?” said Eugene.


  “They’re loading this ship with big stuff,” said Mr. Finch. “They’re taking her out into the stream to get it on. I want you to go out with her. They’ll take you off in a tug to-night.”


  The dish-faced checker, when jubilantly he told him of his appointment, said:


  “They asked me to go, but I wouldn’t.”


  “Why not?” said Eugene.


  “I don’t want the money bad enough. They’re loading her with T.N.T. and nitro-glycerin. The niggers play baseball with those cases. If they ever drop one, they’ll bring you home in a bucket.”


  “It’s all in the day’s work,” said Eugene dramatically.


  This was danger, war. He was definitely in on it, risking his hide for Democracy. He was thrilled.


  When the big freighter slid away from the pier, he stood in the bow with spread legs, darting his eyes about with fierce eagle glances. The iron decks blistered his feet through the thin soles of his shoes. He did not mind. He was the captain.


  She anchored seaward down the Roads, and the great barges were nosed in by the tugs. All through the day, under a broiling sun, they loaded her from the rocking barges: her huge yellow booms swung up and down; by nightfall she rode deeply in the water, packed to her throat with shells and powder, and bearing on the hot plates of her deck 1200 grisly tons of field artillery.


  Eugene stood with fierce appraising eyes, walking about the guns with a sense of authority, jotting down numbers, items, pieces. From time to time he thrust a handful of moist scrap-tobacco into his mouth, and chewed with an air of relish. He spat hot sizzling gobs upon the iron deck. God! thought he. This is man’s work. Heave-ho, ye black devils! There’s a war on! He spat.


  The tug came at nightfall and took him off. He sat apart from the stevedores, trying to fancy the boat had come for him alone. The lights went twinkling up the far Virginia shores. He spat into the swirling waters.


  When the trains slid in and out, the stevedores raised the wooden bridges that spanned the tracks. Foot by foot, with rhythmic pull and halt, the gangs tugged at the ropes, singing, under the direction of their leader their song of love and labor:


  “Jelly Roll! (Heh!) Je-e-elly Roll.”


  They were great black men, each with his kept woman. They earned fifty or sixty dollars a week.


  Once or twice again, in the dying summer, Eugene went to Norfolk. He saw the sailor, but he no longer tried to see Laura. She seemed far and lost.


  He had not written home all summer. He found a letter from Gant, written in his father’s Gothic sprawl—a sick and feeble letter, written sorrowfully and far away. O lost! Eliza, in the rush and business of the summer trade, had added a few practical lines. Save his money. Get plenty of good food. Keep well. Be a good boy.


  The boy was a lean column of brown skin and bone. He had lost over thirty pounds during the summer: he was over six foot four and weighed little more than one hundred and thirty pounds.


  The sailor was shocked at his emaciation, and bullied him with blustering reproof:


  “Why didn’t you t-t-tell me where you were, idiot? I’d have sent you money. For G-g-god’s sake! Come on and eat!” They ate.


  The summer waned. When September came, Eugene quit his work and, after a luxurious day or two in Norfolk, started homeward. But, at Richmond, where there was a wait of three hours between trains, he changed his plans suddenly and went to a good hotel.


  He was touched with pride and victory. In his pockets he had $130 that he had won hardily by his own toil. He had lived alone, he had known pain and hunger, he had survived. The old hunger for voyages fed at his heart. He thrilled to the glory of the secret life. The fear of the crowd, a distrust and hatred of group life, a horror of all bonds that tied him to the terrible family of the earth, called up again the vast Utopia of his loneliness. To go alone, as he had gone, into strange cities; to meet strange people and to pass again before they could know him; to wander, like his own legend, across the earth—it seemed to him there could be no better thing than that.


  He thought of his own family with fear, almost with hatred. My God! Am I never to be free? he thought. What have I done to deserve this slavery? Suppose—suppose I were in China, or in Africa, or at the South Pole. I should always be afraid of his dying while I was away. (He twisted his neck as he thought of it.) And how they would rub it in to me if I were not there! Enjoying yourself in China (they would say) while your father was dying. Unnatural son! Yes, but curse them! Why should I be there? Can they not die alone? Alone! O God, is there no freedom on this earth?


  With quick horror, he saw that such freedom lay a weary world away, and could be bought by such enduring courage as few men have.


  He stayed in Richmond several days, living sumptuously in the splendid hotel, eating from silver dishes in the grill, and roaming pleasantly through the wide streets of the romantic old town, to which he had come once as a Freshman at Thanksgiving, when the university’s team had played Virginia there. He spent three days trying to seduce a waitress in an ice-cream and candy-store: he lured her finally to a curtained booth in a chop-suey restaurant, only to have his efforts fail when the elaborate meal he had arranged for with the Chinaman aroused her distaste because it had onions in it.


  Before he went home he wrote an enormous letter to Laura James at Norfolk, a pitiable and boasting letter which rose at its end to an insane crow: “I was there all summer and I never looked you up. You were not decent enough to answer my letters; I saw no reason why I should bother with you any more. Besides, the world is full of women; I got my share and more this summer.”


  He mailed the letter, with a sense of malevolent triumph. But the moment the iron lid of the box clanged over it, his face was contorted by shame and remorse: he lay awake, writhing as he recalled the schoolboy folly of it. She had beaten him again.


  [¬]


  34


  Eugene returned to Altamont two weeks before the term began at Pulpit Hill. The town and the nation seethed in the yeasty ferment of war. The country was turning into one huge camp. The colleges and universities were being converted into training-camps for officers. Every one was “doing his bit.”


  It had been a poor season for tourists. Eugene found Dixieland almost deserted, save for a glum handful of regular or semi-regular guests. Mrs. Pert was there, sweet, gentle, a trifle more fuzzy than usual. Miss Newton, a wrenny and neurotic old maid, with asthma, who had gradually become Eliza’s unofficial assistant in the management of the house, was there. Miss Malone, the gaunt drug-eater with the loose gray lips, was there. Fowler, a civil engineer with blond hair and a red face, who came and departed quietly, leaving a sodden stench of corn-whiskey in his wake, was there. Gant, who had now moved definitely from the house on Woodson Street, which he had rented, to a big back room at Eliza’s, was there—a little more waxen, a little more petulant, a little feebler than he had been before. And Ben was there.


  He had been home for a week or two when Eugene arrived. He had been rejected again by both army and navy examining-boards, he had been rejected as unfit in the draft; he had left his work suddenly in the tobacco town and come quietly and sullenly home. He was thinner and more like old ivory than ever. He prowled softly about the house, smoking innumerable cigarettes, cursing in brief snarling fury, touched with despair and futility. His old surly scowl was gone, his old angry mutter; his soft contemptuous laugh, touched with so much hidden tenderness, had given way to a contained but savage madness.


  During the brief two weeks that Eugene remained at home before departing again for Pulpit Hill, he shared with Ben a little room and sleeping-porch upstairs. And the quiet one talked—talked himself from a low fierce mutter into a howling anathema of bitterness and hate that carried his voice, high and passionate, across all the sleeping world of night and rustling autumn.


  “What have you been doing to yourself, you little fool?” he began, looking at the boy’s starved ribs. “You look like a scarecrow.”


  “I’m all right,” said Eugene. “I wasn’t eating for a while. But I didn’t write them,” he added proudly. “They thought I couldn’t hold out by myself. But I did. I didn’t ask for help. And I came home with my own money. See?” He thrust his hand into his pocket and pulled out his soiled roll of banknotes, boastfully displaying it.


  “Who wants to see your lousy little money?” Ben yelled furiously. “Fool. You come back, looking like a dead man, as if you’d done something to be proud of. What’ve you done? What’ve you done except make a monkey of yourself?”


  “I’ve paid my own way,” Eugene cried resentfully, stung and wounded. “That’s what I’ve done.”


  “Ah-h,” said Ben, with an ugly sneer, “you little fool! That’s what they’ve been after! Do you think you’ve put anything over on them? Do you? Do you think they give a damn whether you die or not, as long as you save them expense? What are you bragging about? Don’t brag until you’ve got something out of them.”


  Propped on his arm, he smoked deeply, in bitter silence, for a moment. Then more quietly, he continued.


  “No, ’Gene. Get it out of them any way you can. Make them give it to you. Beg it, take it, steal it—only get it somehow. If you don’t, they’ll let it rot. Get it, and get away from them. Go away and don’t come back. To hell with them!” he yelled.


  Eliza, who had come softly upstairs to put out the lights, and had been standing for a moment outside the door, rapped gently and entered. Clothed in a tattered old sweater and indefinable under-lappings, she stood for a moment with folded hands, peering in on them with a white troubled face.


  “Children,” she said, pursing her lips reproachfully, and shaking her head, “it’s time every one was in bed. You’re keeping the whole house awake with your talk.”


  “Ah-h,” said Ben with an ugly laugh, “to hell with them.”


  “I’ll vow, child!” she said fretfully. “You’ll break us up. Have you got that porch light, [light] on, too?” Her eyes probed about suspiciously. “What on earth do you mean by burning up all that electricity!”


  “Oh, listen to this, won’t you?” said Ben, jerking his head upward with a jeering laugh.


  “I can’t afford to pay all these bills,” said Eliza angrily, with a smart shake of her head. “And you needn’t think I can. I’m not going to put up with it. It’s up to us all to economize.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” Ben jeered. “Economize! What for? So you can give it all away to Old Man Doak for one of his lots?”


  “Now, you needn’t get on your high-horse,” said Eliza. “You’re not the one who has to pay the bills. If you did, you’d laugh out of the other side of your mouth. I don’t like any such talk. You’ve squandered every penny you’ve earned because you’ve never known the value of a dollar.”


  “Ah-h!” he said. “The value of a dollar! By God, I know the value of a dollar better than you do. I’ve had a little something out of mine, at any rate. What have you had out of yours? I’d like to know that. What the hell’s good has it ever been to any one? Will you tell me that?” he yelled.


  “You may sneer all you like,” said Eliza sternly, “but if it hadn’t been for your papa and me accumulating a little property, you’d never have had a roof to call your own. And this is the thanks I get for all my drudgery in my old age,” she said, bursting into tears. “Ingratitude! Ingratitude!”


  “Ingratitude!” he sneered. “What’s there to be grateful for? You don’t think I’m grateful to you or the old man for anything, do you? What have you ever given me? You let me go to hell from the time I was twelve years old. No one has ever given me a damned nickel since then. Look at your kid here. You’ve let him run around the country like a crazy man. Did you think enough of him this summer to send him a post-card? Did you know where he was? Did you give a damn, as long as there was fifty cents to be made out of your lousy boarders?”


  “Ingratitude!” she whispered huskily, with a boding shake of the head. “A day of reckoning cometh.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” he said, with a contemptuous laugh. He smoked for a moment. Then he went on quietly:


  “No, mama. You’ve done very little to make us grateful to you. The rest of us ran around wild and the kid grew up here among the dope-fiends and street-walkers. You’ve pinched every penny and put all you’ve had into real estate which has done no one any good. So don’t wonder if your kids aren’t grateful to you.”


  “Any son who will talk that way to his mother,” said Eliza with rankling bitterness, “is bound to come to a bad end. Wait and see!”


  “The hell you say!” he sneered. They stared at each other with hard bitter eyes. He turned away in a moment, scowling with savage annoyance, but stabbed already with fierce regret.


  “All right! Go on, for heaven’s sake! Leave us alone! I don’t want you around!” He lit a cigarette to show his indifference. The lean white fingers trembled, and the flame went out.


  “Let’s stop it!” said Eugene wearily. “Let’s stop it! None of us is going to change! Nothing’s going to get any better. We’re all going to be the same. We’ve said all this before. So, for God’s sake, let’s stop it! Mama, go to bed, please. Let’s all go to bed and forget about it.” He went to her, and with a strong sense of shame, kissed her.


  “Well, good-night, son,” said Eliza slowly, with gravity. “If I were you I’d put the light out now and turn in. Get a good night’s sleep, boy. You mustn’t neglect your health.”


  She kissed him, and went away without another glance at the older boy. He did not look at her. They were parted by hard and bitter strife.


  After a moment, when she had gone, Ben said without anger:


  “I’ve had nothing out of life. I’ve been a failure. I’ve stayed here with them until I’m done for. My lungs are going: they won’t even take a chance on me for the army. They won’t even give the Germans a chance to shoot at me. I’ve never made good at anything. By God!” he said, in a mounting blaze of passion. “What’s it all about? Can you figure it out, ’Gene? Is it really so, or is somebody playing a joke on us? Maybe we’re dreaming all this. Do you think so?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “I do. But I wish they’d wake us up.” He was silent, brooding over his thin bare body, bent forward on the bed for a moment. “Maybe,” he said slowly, “maybe—there’s nothing, nobody to wake.”


  “To hell with it all!” said Ben. “I wish it were over.”


  Eugene returned to Pulpit Hill in a fever of war excitement. The university had been turned into an armed camp. Young men who were eighteen years old were being admitted into the officers’ training corps. But he was not yet eighteen. His birthday was two weeks off. In vain he implored the tolerance of the examining board. What did two weeks matter? Could he get in as soon as his birthday arrived? They told him he could not. What, then, could he do? They told him that he must wait until there was another draft. How long would that be? Only two or three months, they assured him. His wilted hope revived. He chafed impatiently. All was not lost.


  By Christmas, with fair luck, he might be eligible for service in khaki: by Spring, if God was good, all the proud privileges of trench-lice, mustard gas, spattered brains, punctured lungs, ripped guts, asphyxiation, mud and gangrene, might be his. Over the rim of the earth he heard the glorious stamp of the feet, the fierce sweet song of the horns. With a tender smile of love for his dear self, he saw himself wearing the eagles of a colonel on his gallant young shoulders. He saw himself as Ace Gant, the falcon of the skies, with 63 Huns to his credit by his nineteenth year. He saw himself walking up the Champs-Elysées, with a handsome powdering of gray hair above his temples, a left forearm of the finest cork, and the luscious young widow of a French marshal at his side. For the first time he saw the romantic charm of mutilation. The perfect and unblemished heroes of his childhood now seemed cheap to him—fit only to illustrate advertisements for collars and toothpaste. He longed for that subtle distinction, that air of having lived and suffered that could only be attained by a wooden leg, a rebuilt nose, or the seared scar of a bullet across his temple.


  Meanwhile, he fed voraciously, and drank gallons of water in an effort to increase his poundage. He weighed himself a half-dozen times a day. He even made some effort at systematic exercise: swinging his arms, bending from his hips, and so on.


  And he talked about his problem with the professors. Gravely, earnestly, he wrestled with his soul, mouthing with gusto the inspiring jargon of the crusade. For the present, said the professors, was his Place not Here? Did his Conscience tell him that he Had to go? If it did, they said gravely, they would say nothing more. But had he considered the Larger Issues?


  “Is not,” said the Acting Dean persuasively, “is not this your Sector? Is your own Front Line not here on the campus? Is it not here that you must Go Over The Top? Oh, I know,” he went on with a smile of quiet pain, “I know it would be easier to go. I have had to fight that battle myself. But we are all part of the Army now; we are all enlisted in the Service of Liberty. We are all Mobilized for Truth. And each must Do His Bit where it will count for most.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, with a pale tortured face, “I know. I know it’s wrong. But oh, sir,—when I think of those murderous beasts, when I think of how they have menaced All that we Hold Dear, when I think of Little Belgium, and then of My Own Mother, My Own Sister—” He turned away, clenching his hands, madly in love with himself.


  “Yes, yes,” said the Acting Dean gently, “for boys with a spirit like yours it’s not easy.”


  “Oh, sir, it’s hard!” cried Eugene passionately. “I tell you it’s hard.”


  “We must endure,” said the Dean quietly. “We must be tempered in the fire. The Future of Mankind hangs in the balance.”


  Deeply stirred they stood together for a moment, drenched in the radiant beauty of their heroic souls.


  Eugene was managing editor of the college paper. But, since the editor was enlisted in the corps, the entire work of publication fell to the boy. Every one was in the army. With the exception of a few dozen ratty Freshmen, a few cripples, and himself, every one, it seemed, was in the army. All of his fraternity brothers, all of his college mates, who had not previously enlisted, and many young men who had never before thought of college, were in the army. “Pap” Rheinhart, George Graves, Julius Arthur—who had experienced brief and somewhat unfortunate careers at other universities, and a host of young Altamonters who had never known a campus before, were all enlisted now in the Student’s Army.


  During the first days, in the confusion of the new order, Eugene saw a great deal of them. Then, as the cogs of the machine began to grind more smoothly, and the university was converted into a big army post, with its punctual monotony of drilling, eating, studying, inspection, sleeping, he found himself detached, alone, occupying a position of unique and isolated authority.


  He Carried On. He Held High the Torch. He Did His Bit. He was editor, reporter, censor, factotum of the paper. He wrote the news. He wrote the editorials. He seared them with flaming words. He extolled the crusade. He was possessed of the inspiration for murder.


  He came and he went as he chose. When the barracks went dark at night, he prowled the campus, contemptuous of the electric flash and the muttered apologies of the officious shavetails. He roomed in the village with a tall cadaver, a gaunt medical student with hollow cheeks and a pigeon-breast, named Heston. Three or four times a week he was driven over the rutted highway to Exeter where, in a little print shop, he drank the good warm smell of ink and steel.


  Later, he prowled up the dreary main street of the town as the lights went up, ate at the Greek’s, flirted with a few stray furtive women until the place went dead at ten o’clock, and came back through the dark countryside in a public-service car beside a drunken old walrus who drove like a demon, and whose name was “Soak” Young.


  October began, and a season of small cold rain. The earth was a sodden reek of mud and rotten leaves. The trees dripped wearily and incessantly. His eighteenth birthday came, and he turned again, with a quivering tension, toward the war.


  He got a brief sick letter from his father; a few pages, practical, concrete with her blunt pungent expression, from Eliza:


  “Daisy has been here with all her tribe. She went home two days ago, leaving Caroline and Richard. They have all been down sick with the flu. We’ve had a siege of it here. Every one has had it, and you never know who’s going to be next. It seems to get the big strong ones first. Mr. Hanby, the Methodist minister, died last week. Pneumonia set in. He was a fine healthy man in the prime of life. The doctors said he was gone from the start. Helen has been laid up for several days. Says it’s her old kidney trouble. They had McGuire in Thursday night. But they can’t fool me, no matter what they say. Son, I hope you will never surrender to that awful craving. It has been the curse of my life. Your papa seems to go along about the same as usual. He eats well, and gets lots of sleep. I can’t notice any change in him from a year ago. He may be here long after some of the rest of us are under the sod. Ben is still here. He mopes around the house all day and complains of having no appetite. I think he needs to get to work again doing something that will take his mind off himself. There are only a few people left in the house. Mrs. Pert and Miss Newton hang on as usual. The Crosbys have gone back to Miami. If it gets much colder here I’ll just pack up and go too. I guess I must be getting old. I can’t stand the cold the way I could when I was young. I want you to buy yourself a good warm overcoat before the winter sets in. You must also eat plenty of good substantial food. Don’t squander your money but ...”


  He heard nothing more for several weeks. Then, one drizzling evening at six o’clock, when he returned to the room that he occupied with Heston, he found a telegram. It read: “Come home at once. Ben has pneumonia. Mother.”


  [¬]
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  There was no train until the next day. Heston quieted him during the evening with a stiff drink of gin manufactured from alcohol taken from the medical laboratory. Eugene was silent and babbled incoherently by starts: he asked the medical student a hundred questions about the progress and action of the disease.


  “If it were double pneumonia she would have said so. Doesn’t it seem that way to you? Hey?” he demanded feverishly.


  “I should think so,” said Heston. He was a kind and quiet boy.


  Eugene went to Exeter the next morning to catch the train. All through a dreary gray afternoon it pounded across the sodden State. Then, there was a change and a terrible wait of several hours at a junction. Finally, as dark came, he was being borne again toward the hills.


  Within his berth he lay with hot sleepless eyes, staring out at the black mass of the earth, the bulk of the hills. Finally, in the hours after midnight, he dropped into a nervous doze. He was wakened by the clatter of the trucks as they began to enter the Altamont yards. Dazed, half-dressed, he was roused by the grinding halt, and a moment later was looking out through the curtains into the grave faces of Luke and Hugh Barton.


  “Ben’s very sick,” said Hugh Barton.


  Eugene pulled on his shoes and dropped to the floor, stuffing his collar and tie into a coat pocket.


  “Let’s go,” he said. “I’m ready.”


  They went softly down the aisle, amid the long dark snores of the sleepers. As they walked through the empty station toward Hugh Barton’s car, Eugene said to the sailor:


  “When did you get home, Luke?”


  “I came in last night,” he said. “I’ve been here only a few hours.”


  It was half-past three in the morning. The ugly station settlement lay fixed and horrible, like something in a dream. His strange and sudden return to it heightened his feeling of unreality. In one of the cars lined at the station curbing, the driver lay huddled below his blanket. In the Greek’s lunch-room a man sat sprawled faced downward on the counter. The lights were dull and weary: a few burned with slow lust in the cheap station-hotels.


  Hugh Barton, who had always been a cautious driver, shot away with a savage grinding of gears. They roared townward through the rickety slums at fifty miles an hour.


  “I’m afraid B-B-B-Ben is one sick boy,” Luke began.


  “How did it happen?” Eugene asked. “Tell me.”


  He had taken influenza, they told Eugene, from one of Daisy’s children. He had moped about, ill and feverish, for a day or two, without going to bed.


  “In that G-g-g-god dam cold barn,” Luke burst out. “If that boy dies it’s because he c-c-c-couldn’t keep warm.”


  “Never mind about that now,” Eugene cried irritably, “go on.”


  Finally he had gone to bed, and Mrs. Pert had nursed him for a day or two.


  “She was the only one who d-d-d-did a damn thing for him,” said the sailor. Eliza, at length, had called in Cardiac.


  “The d-d-damned old quack,” Luke stuttered.


  “Never mind! Never mind!” Eugene yelled. “Why dig it up now? Get on with it!”


  After a day or two, he had grown apparently convalescent, and Cardiac told him he might get up if he liked. He got up and moped about the house for a day, in a cursing rage, but the next day he lay a-bed, with a high fever. Coker at length had been called in, two days before——


  “That’s what they should have done at the start,” growled Hugh Barton over his wheel.


  “Never mind!” screamed Eugene. “Get on with it.”


  And Ben had been desperately ill, with pneumonia in both lungs, for over a day. The sad prophetic story, a brief and terrible summary of the waste, the tardiness, and the ruin of their lives, silenced them for a moment with its inexorable sense of tragedy. They had nothing to say.


  The powerful car roared up into the chill dead Square. The feeling of unreality grew upon the boy. He sought for his life, for the bright lost years, in this mean cramped huddle of brick and stone. Ben and I, here by the City Hall, the Bank, the grocery-store (he thought). Why here? In Gath or Ispahan. In Corinth or Byzantium. Not here. It is not real.


  A moment later, the big car sloped to a halt at the curb, in front of Dixieland. A light burned dimly in the hall, evoking for him chill memories of damp and gloom. A warmer light burned in the parlor, painting the lowered shade of the tall window a warm and mellow orange.


  “Ben’s in that room upstairs,” Luke whispered, “where the light is.”


  Eugene looked up with cold dry lips to the bleak front room upstairs, with its ugly Victorian bay-window. It was next to the sleeping-porch where, but three weeks before, Ben had hurled into the darkness his savage curse at life. The light in the sickroom burned grayly, bringing to him its grim vision of struggle and naked terror.


  The three men went softly up the walk and entered the house. There was a faint clatter from the kitchen, and voices.


  “Papa’s in here,” said Luke.


  Eugene entered the parlor and found Gant seated alone before a bright coal-fire. He looked up dully and vaguely as his son entered.


  “Hello, papa,” said Eugene, going to him.


  “Hello, son,” said Gant. He kissed the boy with his bristling cropped mustache. His thin lip began to tremble petulantly.


  “Have you heard about your brother?” he snuffled. “To think that this should be put upon me, old and sick as I am. O Jesus, it’s fearful—”


  Helen came in from the kitchen.


  “Hello, Slats,” she said, heartily embracing him. “How are you, honey? He’s grown four inches more since he went away,” she jeered, sniggering. “Well, ’Gene, cheer up! Don’t look so blue. While there’s life there’s hope. He’s not gone yet, you know.” She burst into tears, hoarse, unstrung, hysterical.


  “To think that this must come upon me,” Gant sniffled, responding mechanically to her grief, as he rocked back and forth on his cane and stared into the fire. “O boo-hoo-hoo! What have I done that God should——”


  “You shut up!” she cried, turning upon him in a blaze of fury. “Shut your mouth this minute. I don’t want to hear any more from you! I’ve given my life to you! Everything’s been done for you, and you’ll be here when we’re all gone. You’re not the one who’s sick.” Her feeling toward him had, for the moment, gone rancorous and bitter.


  “Where’s mama?” Eugene asked.


  “She’s back in the kitchen,” Helen said. “I’d go back and say hello before you see Ben if I were you.” In a low brooding tone, she continued: “Well, forget about it. It can’t be helped now.”


  He found Eliza busy over several bright bubbling pots of water on the gas-stove. She bustled awkwardly about, and looked surprised and confused when she saw him.


  “Why, what on earth, boy! When’d you get in?”


  He embraced her. But beneath her matter-of-factness, he saw the terror in her heart: her dull black eyes glinted with bright knives of fear.


  “How’s Ben, mama?” he asked quietly.


  “Why-y,” she pursed her lips reflectively, “I was just saying to Doctor Coker before you came in. ‘Look here,’ I said. ‘I tell you what, I don’t believe he’s half as bad off as he looks. Now, if only we can hold on till morning. I believe there’s going to be a change for the better.’”


  “Mama, in heaven’s name!” Helen burst out furiously. “How can you bear to talk like that? Don’t you know that Ben’s condition is critical? Are you never going to wake up?”


  Her voice had its old cracked note of hysteria.


  “Now, I tell you, son,” said Eliza, with a white tremulous smile, “when you go in there to see him, don’t make out as if you knew he was sick. If I were you, I’d make a big joke of it all. I’d laugh just as big as you please and say, ‘See here, I thought I was coming to see a sick man. Why, pshaw!’ (I’d say) ‘there’s nothing wrong with you. Half of it’s only imagination!’”


  “O mama! for Christ’s sake!” said Eugene frantically. “For Christ’s sake!”


  He turned away, sick at heart, and caught at his throat with his fingers.


  Then he went softly upstairs with Luke and Helen, approaching the sick-room with a shrivelled heart and limbs which had gone cold and bloodless. They paused for a moment, whispering, before he entered. The wretched conspiracy in the face of death filled him with horror.


  “N-n-n-now, I wouldn’t stay but a m-m-m-minute,” whispered Luke. “It m-m-might make him nervous.”


  Eugene, bracing himself, followed Helen blindly into the room.


  “Look who’s come to see you,” her voice came heartily. “It’s Highpockets.”


  For a moment Eugene could see nothing, for dizziness and fear. Then, in the gray shaded light of the room, he descried Bessie Gant, the nurse, and the long yellow skull’s-head of Coker, smiling wearily at him, with big stained teeth, over a long chewed cigar. Then, under the terrible light which fell directly and brutally upon the bed alone, he saw Ben. And in that moment of searing recognition he saw, what they had all seen, that Ben was dying.


  Ben’s long thin body lay three-quarters covered by the bedding; its gaunt outline was bitterly twisted below the covers, in an attitude of struggle and torture. It seemed not to belong to him, it was somehow distorted and detached as if it belonged to a beheaded criminal. And the sallow yellow of his face had turned gray; out of this granite tint of death, lit by two red flags of fever, the stiff black furze of a three-day beard was growing. The beard was somehow horrible; it recalled the corrupt vitality of hair, which can grow from a rotting corpse. And Ben’s thin lips were lifted, in a constant grimace of torture and strangulation, above his white somehow dead-looking teeth, as inch by inch he gasped a thread of air into his lungs.


  And the sound of this gasping—loud, hoarse, rapid, unbelievable, filling the room, and orchestrating every moment in it—gave to the scene its final note of horror.


  Ben lay upon the bed below them, drenched in light, like some enormous insect on a naturalist’s table, fighting, while they looked at him, to save with his poor wasted body the life that no one could save for him. It was monstrous, brutal.


  As Eugene approached, Ben’s fear-bright eyes rested upon the younger brother for the first time and bodilessly, without support, he lifted his tortured lungs from the pillow, seizing the boy’s wrists fiercely in the hot white circle of his hands, and gasping in strong terror like a child: “Why have you come? Why have you come home, ’Gene?”


  The boy stood white and dumb for a moment, while swarming pity and horror rose in him.


  “They gave us a vacation, Ben,” he said presently. “They had to close down on account of the flu.”


  Then he turned away suddenly into the black murk, sick with his poor lie, and unable to face the fear in Ben’s gray eyes.


  “All right, ’Gene,” said Bessie Gant, with an air of authority. “Get out of here—you and Helen both. I’ve got one crazy Gant to look after already. I don’t want two more in here.” She spoke harshly, with an unpleasant laugh.


  She was a thin woman of thirty-eight years, the wife of Gant’s nephew, Gilbert. She was of mountain stock: she was coarse, hard, and vulgar, with little pity in her, and a cold lust for the miseries of sickness and death. These inhumanities she cloaked with her professionalism, saying:


  “If I gave way to my feelings, where would the patient be?”


  When they got out into the hall again, Eugene said angrily to Helen:


  “Why have you got that death’s-head here? How can he get well with her around? I don’t like her!”


  “Say what you like—she’s a good nurse.” Then, in a low voice, she said: “What do you think?”


  He turned away, with a convulsive gesture. She burst into tears, and seized his hand.


  Luke was teetering about restlessly, breathing stentorously [stertorously] and smoking a cigarette, and Eliza, working her lips, stood with an attentive ear cocked to the door of the sick-room. She was holding a useless kettle of hot water.


  “Huh? Hah? What say?” asked Eliza, before any one had said anything. “How is he?” Her eyes darted about at them.


  “Get away! Get away! Get away!” Eugene muttered savagely. His voice rose. “Can’t you get away?”


  He was infuriated by the sailor’s loud nervous breathing, his large awkward feet. He was angered still more by Eliza’s useless kettle, her futile hovering, her “huh?” and “hah?”


  “Can’t you see he’s fighting for his breath? Do you want to strangle him? It’s messy! Messy! Do you hear?” His voice rose again.


  The ugliness and discomfort of the death choked him; and the swarming family, whispering outside the door, pottering uselessly around, feeding with its terrible hunger for death on Ben’s strangulation, made him mad with alternate fits of rage and pity.


  Indecisively, after a moment, they went downstairs, still listening for sounds in the sick-room.


  “Well, I tell you,” Eliza began hopefully. “I have a feeling, I don’t know what you’d call it—” She looked about awkwardly and found herself deserted. Then she went back to her boiling pots and pans.


  Helen, with contorted face, drew him aside, and spoke to him in whispered hysteria, in the front hall.


  “Did you see that sweater she’s wearing? Did you see it? It’s filthy!” Her voice sank to a brooding whisper. “Did you know that he can’t bear to look at her? She came into the room yesterday, and he grew perfectly sick. He turned his head away and said ‘O Helen, for God’s sake, take her out of here.’ You hear that, don’t you. Do you hear? He can’t stand to have her come near him. He doesn’t want her in the room.”


  “Stop! Stop! For God’s sake, stop!” Eugene said, clawing at his throat.


  The girl was for the moment insane with hatred and hysteria.


  “It may be a terrible thing to say, but if he dies I shall hate her. Do you think I can forget the way she’s acted? Do you?” Her voice rose almost to a scream. “She’s let him die here before her very eyes. Why, only day before yesterday, when his temperature was 104, she was talking to Old Doctor Doak about a lot. Did you know that?”


  “Forget about it!” he said frantically. “She’ll always be like that! It’s not her fault. Can’t you see that? O God, how horrible! How horrible!”


  “Poor old mama!” said Helen, beginning to weep. “She’ll never get over this. She’s scared to death! Did you see her eyes? She knows, of course she knows!”


  Then suddenly, with mad brooding face, she said: “Sometimes I think I hate her! I really think I hate her.” She plucked at her large chin, absently. “Well, we mustn’t talk like this,” she said. “It’s not right. Cheer up. We’re all tired and nervous. I believe he’s going to get all right yet.”


  Day came gray and chill, with a drear reek of murk and fog. Eliza bustled about eagerly, pathetically busy, preparing breakfast. Once she hurried awkwardly upstairs with a kettle of water, and stood for a second at the door as Bessie Gant opened it, peering in at the terrible bed, with her white puckered face. Bessie Gant blocked her further entrance, and closed the door rudely. Eliza went away making flustered apologies.


  For, what the girl had said was true, and Eliza knew it. She was not wanted in the sick-room; the dying boy did not want to see her. She had seen him turn his head wearily away when she had gone in. Behind her white face dwelt this horror, but she made no confession, no complaint. She bustled around doing useless things with an eager matter-of-factness. And Eugene, choked with exasperation at one moment, because of her heavy optimism, was blind with pity the next when he saw the terrible fear and pain in her dull black eyes. He rushed toward her suddenly, as she stood above the hot stove, and seized her rough worn hand, kissing it and babbling helplessly.


  “O mama! Mama! It’s all right! It’s all right! It’s all right.”


  And Eliza, stripped suddenly of her pretenses, clung to him, burying her white face in his coat sleeve, weeping bitterly, helplessly, grievously, for the sad waste of the irrevocable years—the immortal hours of love that might never be relived, the great evil of forgetfulness and indifference that could never be righted now. Like a child she was grateful for his caress, and his heart twisted in him like a wild and broken thing, and he kept mumbling:


  “It’s all right! It’s all right! It’s all right!”—knowing that it was not, could never be, all right.


  “If I had known. Child, if I had known,” she wept, as she had wept long before at Grover’s death.


  “Brace up!” he said. “He’ll pull through yet. The worst is over.”


  “Well, I tell you,” said Eliza, drying her eyes at once, “I believe it is. I believe he passed the turning-point last night. I was saying to Bessie——”


  The light grew. Day came, bringing hope. They sat down to breakfast in the kitchen, drawing encouragement from every scrap of cheer doctor or nurse would give them. Coker departed, non-committally optimistic. Bessie Gant came down to breakfast and was professionally encouraging.


  “If I can keep his damn family out of the room, he may have some chance of getting well.”


  They laughed hysterically, gratefully, pleased with the woman’s abuse.


  “How is he this morning?” said Eliza. “Do you notice any improvement?”


  “His temperature is lower, if that’s what you mean.”


  They knew that a lower temperature in the morning was a fact of no great significance, but they took nourishment from it: their diseased emotion fed upon it—they had soared in a moment to a peak of hopefulness.


  “And he’s got a good heart,” said Bessie Gant. “If that holds out, and he keeps fighting, he’ll pull through.”


  “D-d-don’t worry about his f-f-fighting,” said Luke, in a rush of eulogy. “That b-b-boy’ll fight as long as he’s g-g-got a breath left in him.”


  “Why, yes,” Eliza began, “I remember when he was a child of seven—I know I was standing on the porch one day—the reason I remember is Old Mr. Buckner had just come by with some butter and eggs your papa had——”


  “O my God!” groaned Helen, with a loose grin. “Now we’ll get it.”


  “Whah—whah!” Luke chortled crazily, prodding Eliza in the ribs.


  “I’ll vow, boy!” said Eliza angrily. “You act like an idiot. I’d be ashamed!”


  “Whah—whah—whah!”


  Helen sniggered, nudging Eugene.


  “Isn’t he crazy, though? Tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh-tuh.” Then, with wet eyes, she drew Eugene roughly into her big bony embrace.


  “Poor old ’Gene. You always got on together, didn’t you? You’ll feel it more than any of us.”


  “He’s not b-b-buried yet,” Luke cried heartily. “That boy may be here when the rest of us are pushing d-d-daisies.”


  “Where’s Mrs. Pert?” said Eugene. “Is she in the house?”


  A strained and bitter silence fell upon them.


  “I ordered her out,” said Eliza grimly, after a moment. “I told her exactly what she was—a whore.” She spoke with the old stern judiciousness, but in a moment her face began to work and she burst into tears. “If it hadn’t been for that woman I believe he’d be well and strong to-day. I’ll vow I do!”


  “Mama, in heaven’s name!” Helen burst out furiously. “How dare you say a thing like that? She was the only friend he had: when he was taken sick she nursed him hand and foot. Why, the idea! The idea!” she panted in her indignation. “If it hadn’t been for Mrs. Pert he’d have been dead by now. Nobody else did anything for him. You were willing enough, I notice, to keep her here and take her money until he got sick. No, sir!” she declared with emphasis. “Personally, I like her. I’m not going to cut her now.”


  “It’s a d-d-d-damn shame!” said Luke, staunch to his goddess. “If it hadn’t been for Mrs. P-P-P-Pert and you, Ben would be S.O.L. Nobody else around here gave a damn. If he d-d-d-dies, it’s because he didn’t get the proper care when it would have done him some good. There’s always been too d-d-damn much thought of saving a nickel, and too d-d-damn little about flesh and blood!”


  “Well, forget about it!” said Helen wearily. “There’s one thing sure: I’ve done everything I could. I haven’t been to bed for two days. Whatever happens, I’ll have no regrets on that score.” Her voice was filled with a brooding ugly satisfaction.


  “I know you haven’t! I know that!” The sailor turned to Eugene in his excitement, gesticulating. “That g-g-girl’s worked her fingers to the bone. If it hadn’t been for her—” His eyes got wet; he turned his head away and blew his nose.


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” Eugene yelled, springing up from the table. “Stop it, won’t you! Let’s wait till later.”


  In this way, the terrible hours of the morning lengthened out, while they spent themselves trying to escape from the tragic net of frustration and loss in which they were caught. Their spirits soared to brief moments of insane joy and exultancy, and plunged into black pits of despair and hysteria. Eliza alone seemed consistently hopeful. Trembling with exacerbated nerves, the sailor and Eugene paced the lower hall, smoking incessant cigarettes, bristling as they approached each other, ironically polite when their bodies touched. Gant dozed in the parlor or in his own room, waking and sleeping by starts, moaning petulantly, detached, vaguely aware only of the meaning of events, and resentful because of the sudden indifference to him. Helen went in and out of the sick-room constantly, dominating the dying boy by the power of her vitality, infusing him with moments of hope and confidence. But when she came out, her hearty cheerfulness was supplanted by the strained blur of hysteria; she wept, laughed, brooded, loved, and hated by turns.


  Eliza went only once into the room. She intruded with a hotwater bag, timidly, awkwardly, like a child, devouring Ben’s face with her dull black eyes. But when above the loud labor of his breath his bright eyes rested on her, his clawed white fingers tightened their grip in the sheets, and he gasped strongly, as if in terror:


  “Get out! Out! Don’t want you.”


  Eliza left the room. As she walked she stumbled a little, as if her feet were numb and dead. Her white face had an ashen tinge, and her dull eyes had grown bright and staring. As the door closed behind her, she leaned against the wall and put one hand across her face. Then, in a moment, she went down to her pots again.


  Frantically, angrily, with twitching limbs they demanded calm and steady nerves from one another; they insisted that they keep away from the sick-room—but, as if drawn by some terrible magnet, they found themselves again and again outside the door, listening, on tiptoe, with caught breath, with an insatiate thirst for horror, to the hoarse noise of his gasping as he strove to force air down into his strangled and cemented lungs. And eagerly, jealously, they sought entrance to the room, waiting their turn for carrying water, towels, supplies.


  Mrs. Pert, from her refuge in the boarding-house across the street, called Helen on the phone each half-hour, and the girl talked to her while Eliza came from the kitchen into the hall, and stood, hands folded, lips pursed, with eyes that sparkled with her hate.


  The girl cried and laughed as she talked.


  “Well ... that’s all right, Fatty. ... You know how I feel about it. ... I’ve always said that if he had one true friend in the world, it’s you ... and don’t think we’re all ungrateful for what you’ve done. ...”


  During the pauses, Eugene could hear the voice of the other woman across the wires, sobbing.


  And Eliza said, grimly: “If she calls up again you let me talk to her. I’ll fix her!”


  “Good heavens, mama!” Helen cried angrily. “You’ve done enough already. You drove her out of the house when she’d done more for him than all his family put together.” Her big strained features worked convulsively. “Why, it’s ridiculous!”


  Within Eugene, as he paced restlessly up and down the hall or prowled through the house a-search for some entrance he had never found, a bright and stricken thing kept twisting about like a trapped bird. This bright thing, the core of him, his Stranger, kept twisting its head about, unable to look at horror, until at length it gazed steadfastly, as if under a dreadful hypnosis, into the eyes of death and darkness. And his soul plunged downward, drowning in that deep pit: he felt that he could never again escape from this smothering flood of pain and ugliness, from the eclipsing horror and pity of it all. And as he walked, he twisted his own neck about, and beat the air with his arm like a wing, as if he had received a blow in his kidneys. He felt that he might be clean and free if he could only escape into a single burning passion—hard, and hot, and glittering—of love, hatred, terror, or disgust. But he was caught, he was strangling, in the web of futility—there was no moment of hate that was not touched by a dozen shafts of pity: impotently, he wanted to seize them, cuff them, shake them, as one might a trying brat, and at the same time to caress them, love them, comfort them.


  As he thought of the dying boy upstairs, the messy ugliness of it—as they stood whimpering by while he strangled—choked him with fury and horror. The old fantasy of his childhood came back to him: he remembered his hatred of the semi-private bathroom, his messy discomfort while he sat at stool and stared at the tub filled with dirty wash, sloppily puffed and ballooned by cold gray soapy water. He thought of this as Ben lay dying.


  Their hopes revived strongly in the forenoon when word came to them that the patient’s temperature was lower, his pulse stronger, the congestion of the lungs slightly relieved. But at one o’clock, after a fit of coughing, he grew delirious, his temperature mounted, he had increasing difficulty in getting his breath. Eugene and Luke raced to Wood’s pharmacy in Hugh Barton’s car, for an oxygen tank. When they returned, Ben had almost choked to death.


  Quickly they carried the tank into the room, and placed it near his head. Bessie Gant seized the cone, and started to put it over Ben’s mouth, commanding him to breathe it in. He fought it away tigerishly: curtly the nurse commanded Eugene to seize his hands.


  Eugene gripped Ben’s hot wrists: his heart turned rotten. Ben rose wildly from his pillows, wrenching like a child to get his hands free, gasping horribly, his eyes wild with terror:


  “No! No! ’Gene! ’Gene! No! No!”


  Eugene caved in, releasing him and turning away, white-faced, from the accusing fear of the bright dying eyes. Others held him: he was given temporary relief. Then he became delirious again.


  By four o’clock it was apparent that death was near. Ben had brief periods of consciousness, unconsciousness, and delirium—but most of the time he was delirious. His breathing was easier, he hummed snatches of popular songs, some old and forgotten, called up now from the lost and secret adyts of his childhood; but always he returned, in his quiet humming voice, to a popular song of war-time—cheap, sentimental, but now tragically moving: “Just a Baby’s Prayer at Twilight,”


  
    “... when lights are low.


    Poor baby’s years”

  


  Helen entered the darkening room.


  
    “Are filled with tears.”

  


  The fear had gone out of his eyes: above his gasping he looked gravely at her, scowling, with the old puzzled child’s stare. Then, in a moment of fluttering consciousness, he recognized her. He grinned beautifully, with the thin swift flicker of his mouth.


  “Hello, Helen! It’s Helen!” he cried eagerly.


  She came from the room with a writhen and contorted face, holding the sobs that shook her until she was half-way down the stairs.


  As darkness came upon the gray wet day, the family gathered in the parlor, in the last terrible congress before death, silent, waiting. Gant rocked petulantly, spitting into the fire, making a weak whining moan from time to time. One by one, at intervals, they left the room, mounting the stairs softly, and listening outside the door of the sick-room. And they heard Ben, as, with incessant humming repetition, like a child, he sang his song,


  
    “There’s a mother there at twilight


    Who’s glad to know——”

  


  Eliza sat stolidly, hands folded, before the parlor fire. Her dead white face had a curious carven look; the inflexible solidity of madness.


  “Well,” she said at length, slowly, “you never know. Perhaps this is the crisis. Perhaps—” her face hardened into granite again. She said no more.


  Coker came in and went at once, without speaking, to the sick-room. Shortly before nine o’clock Bessie Gant came down.


  “All right,” she said quietly. “You had all better come up now. This is the end.”


  Eliza got up and marched out of the room with a stolid face. Helen followed her: she was panting with hysteria, and had begun to wring her big hands.


  “Now, get hold of yourself, Helen,” said Bessie Gant warningly. “This is no time to let yourself go.”


  Eliza went steadily upstairs, making no noise. But, as she neared the room, she paused, as if listening for sounds within. Faintly, in the silence, they heard Ben’s song. And suddenly, casting away all pretense, Eliza staggered, and fell against the wall, turning her face into her hand, with a terrible wrenched cry:


  “O God! If I had known! If I had known!”


  Then, weeping with bitter unrestraint, with the contorted and ugly grimace of sorrow, mother and daughter embraced each other. In a moment they composed themselves, and quietly entered the room.


  Eugene and Luke pulled Gant to his feet and supported him up the stairs. He sprawled upon them, moaning in long quivering exhalations.


  “Mer-ci-ful God! That I should have to bear this in my old age. That I should——”


  “Papa! For God’s sake!” Eugene cried sharply. “Pull yourself together! It’s Ben who’s dying—not us! Let’s try to behave decently to him for once.”


  This served to quiet Gant for a moment. But as he entered the room, and saw Ben lying in the semi-conscious coma that precedes death, the fear of his own death overcame him, and he began to moan again. They seated him in a chair, at the foot of the bed, and he rocked back and forth, weeping:


  “O Jesus! I can’t bear it! Why must you put this upon me? I’m old and sick, and I don’t know where the money’s to come from. How are we ever going to face this fearful and croo-el winter? It’ll cost a thousand dollars before we’re through burying him, and I don’t know where the money’s to come from.” He wept affectedly with sniffling sobs.


  “Hush! hush!” cried Helen, rushing at him. In her furious anger, she seized him and shook him. “You damned old man you, I could kill you! How dare you talk like that when your son’s dying? I’ve wasted six years of my life nursing you, and you’ll be the last one to go!” In her blazing anger, she turned accusingly on Eliza:


  “You’ve done this to him. You’re the one that’s responsible. If you hadn’t pinched every penny he’d never have been like this. Yes, and Ben would be here, too!” She panted for breath for a moment. Eliza made no answer. She did not hear her.


  “After this, I’m through! I’ve been looking for you to die—and Ben’s the one who has to go.” Her voice rose to a scream of exasperation. She shook Gant again. “Never again! Do you hear that, you selfish old man? You’ve had everything—Ben’s had nothing. And now he’s the one to go. I hate you!”


  “Helen! Helen!” said Bessie Gant quietly. “Remember where you are.”


  “Yes, that means a lot to us,” Eugene muttered bitterly.


  Then, over the ugly clamor of their dissension, over the rasp and snarl of their nerves, they heard the low mutter of Ben’s expiring breath. The light had been re-shaded: he lay, like his own shadow, in all his fierce gray lonely beauty. And as they looked and saw his bright eyes already blurred with death, and saw the feeble beating flutter of his poor thin breast, the strange wonder, the dark rich miracle of his life surged over them its enormous loveliness. They grew quiet and calm, they plunged below all the splintered wreckage of their lives, they drew together in a superb communion of love and valiance, beyond horror and confusion, beyond death.


  And Eugene’s eyes grew blind with love and wonder: an enormous organ-music sounded in his heart, he possessed them for a moment, he was a part of their loveliness, his life soared magnificently out of the slough and pain and ugliness. He thought:


  “That was not all! That really was not all!”


  Helen turned quietly to Coker, who was standing in shadow by the window, chewing upon his long unlighted cigar.


  “Is there nothing more you can do? Have you tried everything? I mean—everything?”


  Her voice was prayerful and low. Coker turned toward her slowly, taking the cigar between his big stained fingers. Then, gently, with his weary yellow smile, he answered: “Everything. Not all the king’s horses, not all the doctors and nurses in the world, can help him now.”


  “How long have you known this?” she said.


  “For two days,” he answered. “From the beginning.” He was silent for a moment. “For ten years!” he went on with growing energy. “Since I first saw him, at three in the morning, in the Greasy Spoon, with a doughnut in one hand and a cigarette in the other. My dear, dear girl,” he said gently as she tried to speak, “we can’t turn back the days that have gone. We can’t turn life back to the hours when our lungs were sound, our blood hot, our bodies young. We are a flash of fire—a brain, a heart, a spirit. And we are three-cents-worth of lime and iron—which we cannot get back.”


  He picked up his greasy black slouch hat, and jammed it carelessly upon his head. Then he fumbled for a match and lit the chewed cigar.


  “Has everything been done?” she said again. “I want to know! Is there anything left worth trying?”


  He made a weary gesture of his arms.


  “My dear girl!” he said. “He’s drowning! Drowning!”


  She stood frozen with the horror of his pronouncement.


  Coker looked for a moment at the gray twisted shadow on the bed. Then, quietly, sadly, with tenderness and tired wonder, he said: “Old Ben. When shall we see his like again?”


  Then he went quietly out, the long cigar clamped firmly in his mouth.


  In a moment, Bessie Gant, breaking harshly in upon their silence with ugly and triumphant matter-of-factness, said: “Well, it will be a relief to get this over. I’d rather be called into forty outside cases than one in which any of these damn relations are concerned. I’m dead for sleep.”


  Helen turned quietly upon her.


  “Leave the room!” she said. “This is our affair now. We have the right to be left alone.”


  Surprised, Bessie Gant stared at her for a moment with an angry, resentful face. Then she left the room.


  The only sound in the room now was the low rattling mutter of Ben’s breath. He no longer gasped; he no longer gave signs of consciousness or struggle. His eyes were almost closed; their gray flicker was dulled, coated with the sheen of insensibility and death. He lay quietly upon his back, very straight, without sign of pain, and with a curious upturned thrust of his sharp thin face. His mouth was firmly shut. Already, save for the feeble mutter of his breath, he seemed to be dead—he seemed detached, no part of the ugly mechanism of that sound which came to remind them of the terrible chemistry of flesh, to mock at illusion, at all belief in the strange passage and continuance of life.


  He was dead, save for the slow running down of the worn-out machine, save for that dreadful mutter within him of which he was no part. He was dead.


  But in their enormous silence wonder grew. They remembered the strange flitting loneliness of his life, they thought of a thousand forgotten acts and moments—and always there was something that now seemed unearthly and strange: he walked through their lives like a shadow—they looked now upon his gray deserted shell with a thrill of awful recognition, as one who remembers a forgotten and enchanted word, or as men who look upon a corpse and see for the first time a departed god.


  Luke, who had been standing at the foot of the bed, now turned to Eugene nervously, stammering in an unreal whisper of wonder and disbelief:


  “I g-g-g-guess Ben’s gone.”


  Gant had grown very quiet: he sat in the darkness at the foot of the bed, leaning forward upon his cane, escaped from the revery of his own approaching death, into the waste land of the past, blazing back sadly and poignantly the trail across the lost years that led to the birth of his strange son.


  Helen sat facing the bed, in the darkness near the windows. Her eyes rested not on Ben but on her mother’s face. All by unspoken consent stood back in the shadows and let Eliza repossess the flesh to which she had given life.


  And Eliza, now that he could deny her no longer, now that his fierce bright eyes could no longer turn from her in pain and aversion, sat near his head beside him, clutching his cold hand between her rough worn palms.


  She did not seem conscious of the life around her. She seemed under a powerful hypnosis: she sat very stiff and erect in her chair, her white face set stonily, her dull black eyes fixed upon the gray cold face.


  They sat waiting. Midnight came. A cock crew. Eugene went quietly to a window and stood looking out. The great beast of night prowled softly about the house. The walls, the windows seemed to bend inward from the thrusting pressure of the dark. The low noise in the wasted body seemed almost to have stopped. It came infrequently, almost inaudibly, with a faint fluttering respiration.


  Helen made a sign to Gant and Luke. They rose and went quietly out. At the door she paused, and beckoned to Eugene. He went to her.


  “You stay here with her,” she said. “You’re her youngest. When it’s over come and tell us.”


  He nodded, and closed the door behind her. When they had gone, he waited, listening for a moment. Then he went to where Eliza was sitting. He bent over her.


  “Mama!” he whispered. “Mama!”


  She gave no sign that she had heard him. Her face did not move; she did not turn her eyes from their fixed stare.


  “Mama!” he said more loudly. “Mama!”


  He touched her. She made no response.


  “Mama! Mama!”


  She sat there stiffly and primly like a little child.


  Swarming pity rose in him. Gently, desperately, he tried to detach her fingers from Ben’s hand. Her rough clasp on the cold hand tightened. Then, slowly, stonily, from right to left, without expression, she shook her head.


  He fell back, beaten, weeping, before that implacable gesture. Suddenly, with horror, he saw that she was watching her own death, that the unloosening grip of her hand on Ben’s hand was an act of union with her own flesh, that, for her, Ben was not dying—but that a part of her, of her life, her blood, her body, was dying. Part of her, the younger, the lovelier, the better part, coined in her flesh, borne and nourished and begun with so much pain there twenty-six years before, and forgotten since, was dying.


  Eugene stumbled to the other side of the bed and fell upon his knees. He began to pray. He did not believe in God, nor in Heaven or Hell, but he was afraid they might be true. He did not believe in angels with soft faces and bright wings, but he believed in the dark spirits that hovered above the heads of lonely men. He did not believe in devils or angels, but he believed in Ben’s bright demon to whom he had seen him speak so many times.


  Eugene did not believe in these things, but he was afraid they might be true. He was afraid that Ben would get lost again. He felt that no one but he could pray for Ben now: that the dark union of their spirits made only his prayers valid. All that he had read in books, all the tranquil wisdom he had professed so glibly in his philosophy course, and the great names of Plato and Plotinus, of Spinoza and Immanuel Kant, of Hegel and Descartes, left him now, under the mastering surge of his wild Celtic superstition. He felt that he must pray frantically as long as the little ebbing flicker of breath remained in his brother’s body.


  So, with insane sing-song repetition, he began to mutter over and over again: “Whoever You Are, be good to Ben to-night. Show him the way ... Whoever You Are, be good to Ben to-night. Show him the way ...” He lost count of the minutes, the hours: he heard only the feeble rattle of dying breath, and his wild synchronic prayer.


  Light faded from his brain, and consciousness. Fatigue and powerful nervous depletion conquered him. He sprawled out on the floor, with his arms pillowed on the bed, muttering drowsily. Eliza, unmoving, sat across the bed, holding Ben’s hand. Eugene, mumbling, sank into an uneasy sleep.


  He awoke suddenly, conscious that he had slept, with a sharp quickening of horror. He was afraid that the little fluttering breath had now ceased entirely, that the effect of his prayer was lost. The body on the bed was almost rigid: there was no sound. Then, unevenly, without rhythm, there was a faint mutter of breath. He knew it was the end. He rose quickly and ran to the door. Across the hall, in a cold bedroom, on two wide beds, Gant, Luke, and Helen lay exhausted.


  “Come,” cried Eugene. “He’s going now.”


  They came quickly into the room. Eliza sat unmoving, oblivious of them. As they entered the room, they heard, like a faint expiring sigh, the final movement of breath.


  The rattling in the wasted body, which seemed for hours to have given over to death all of life that is worth saving, had now ceased. The body appeared to grow rigid before them. Slowly, after a moment, Eliza withdrew her hands. But suddenly, marvellously, as if his resurrection and rebirth had come upon him, Ben drew upon the air in a long and powerful respiration; his gray eyes opened. Filled with a terrible vision of all life in the one moment, he seemed to rise forward bodilessly from his pillows without support—a flame, a light, a glory—joined at length in death to the dark spirit who had brooded upon each footstep of his lonely adventure on earth; and, casting the fierce sword of his glance with utter and final comprehension upon the room haunted with its gray pageantry of cheap loves and dull consciences and on all those uncertain mummers of waste and confusion fading now from the bright window of his eyes, he passed instantly, scornful and unafraid, as he had lived, into the shades of death.


  We can believe in the nothingness of life, we can believe in the nothingness of death and of life after death—but who can believe in the nothingness of Ben? Like Apollo, who did his penance to the high god in the sad house of King Admetus, he came, a god with broken feet, into the gray hovel of this world. And he lived here a stranger, trying to recapture the music of the lost world, trying to recall the great forgotten language, the lost faces, the stone, the leaf, the door.


  O Artemidorus, farewell!


  [¬]
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  In that enormous silence, where pain and darkness met, some birds were waking. It was October. It was almost four o’clock in the morning. Eliza straightened out Ben’s limbs, and folded his hands across his body. She smoothed out the rumpled covers of the bed, and patted out the pillows, making a smooth hollow for his head to rest in. His flashing hair, cropped close to his well-shaped head, was crisp and crinkly as a boy’s, and shone with bright points of light. With a pair of scissors, she snipped off a little lock where it would not show.


  “Grover’s was black as a raven’s without a kink in it. You’d never have known they were twins,” she said.


  They went downstairs to the kitchen.


  “Well, Eliza,” said Gant, calling her by name for the first time in thirty years, “you’ve had a hard life. If I’d acted different, we might have got along together. Let’s try to make the most of what time’s left. Nobody is blaming you. Taking it all in all, you’ve done pretty well.”


  “There are a great many things I’d like to do over again,” said Eliza gravely. She shook her head. “We never know.”


  “We’ll talk about it some other time,” said Helen. “I guess every one is worn out. I know I am. I’m going to get some sleep. Papa, go on to bed, in heaven’s name! There’s nothing you can do now. Mama, I think you’d better go, too——”


  “No,” said Eliza, shaking her head. “You children go on. I couldn’t sleep now anyway. There are too many things to do. I’m going to call up John Hines now.”


  “Tell him,” said Gant, “to spare no expense. I’ll foot the bills.”


  “Well,” said Helen, “whatever it costs, let’s give Ben a good funeral. It’s the last thing we can ever do for him. I want to have no regrets on that score.”


  “Yes,” said Eliza, nodding slowly. “I want the best one that money will buy. I’ll make arrangements with John Hines when I talk to him. You children go on to bed now.”


  “Poor old ’Gene,” said Helen, laughing. “He looks like the last rose of summer. He’s worn out. You pile in and get some sleep, honey.”


  “No,” he said, “I’m hungry. I haven’t had anything to eat since I left the university.”


  “Well, for G-G-G-God’s sake!” Luke stuttered. “Why didn’t you speak, idiot? I’d have got you something. Come on,” he said, grinning. “I wouldn’t mind a bite myself. Let’s go uptown and eat.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene. “I’d like to get out for a while from the bosom of the family circle.”


  They laughed crazily. He poked around the stove for a moment, peering into the oven.


  “Huh? Hah? What are you after, boy?” said Eliza suspiciously.


  “What you got good to eat, Miss Eliza?” he said, leering crazily at her. He looked at the sailor: they burst into loud idiot laughter, pronging each other in the ribs. Eugene picked up a coffee-pot half-filled with a cold weak wash, and sniffed at it.


  “By God!” he said. “That’s one thing Ben’s out of. He won’t have to drink mama’s coffee any more.”


  “Whah-whah-whah!” said the sailor.


  Gant grinned, wetting a thumb.


  “You ought to be ashamed of yourself,” said Helen, with a hoarse snigger. “Poor old Ben!”


  “Why, what’s wrong with that coffee?” said Eliza, vexed. “It’s good coffee.”


  They howled. Eliza pursed her lips for a moment.


  “I don’t like that way of talking, boy,” she said. Her eyes blurred suddenly. Eugene seized her rough hand and kissed it.


  “It’s all right, mama!” he said. “It’s all right. I didn’t mean it!” He put his arms around her. She wept, suddenly and bitterly.


  “Nobody ever knew him. He never told us about himself. He was the quiet one. I’ve lost them both now.” Then, drying her eyes, she added:


  “You boys go get something to eat. A little walk will do you good. And, say,” she added, “why don’t you go by The Citizen office? They ought to be told. They’ve been calling up every day to find out about him.”


  “They thought a lot of that boy,” said Gant.


  They were tired, but they all felt an enormous relief. For over a day, each had known that death was inevitable, and after the horror of the incessant strangling gasp, this peace, this end of pain touched them all with a profound, a weary joy.


  “Well, Ben’s gone,” said Helen slowly. Her eyes were wet, but she wept quietly now, with gentle grief, with love. “I’m glad it’s over. Poor old Ben! I never got to know him until these last few days. He was the best of the lot. Thank God, he’s out of it now.”


  Eugene thought of death now, with love, with joy. Death was like a lovely and tender woman, Ben’s friend and lover, who had come to free him, to heal him, to save him from the torture of life.


  They stood there together, without speaking, in Eliza’s littered kitchen, and their eyes were blind with tears, because they thought of lovely and delicate death, and because they loved one another.


  Eugene and Luke went softly up the hall, and out into the dark. Gently, they closed the big front door behind them, and descended the veranda steps. In that enormous silence, birds were waking. It was a little after four o’clock in the morning. Wind pressed the boughs. It was still dark. But above them the thick clouds that had covered the earth for days with a dreary gray blanket had been torn open. Eugene looked up through the deep ragged vault of the sky and saw the proud and splendid stars, bright and unwinking. The withered leaves were shaking.


  A cock crew his shrill morning cry of life beginning and awaking. The cock that crew at midnight (thought Eugene) had an elfin ghostly cry. His crow was drugged with sleep and death: it was like a far horn sounding under sea; and it was a warning to all the men who are about to die, and to the ghosts that must go home.


  But the cock that crows at morning (he thought), has a voice as shrill as any fife. It says, we are done with sleep. We are done with death. O waken, waken into life, says his voice as shrill as any fife. In that enormous silence, birds were waking.


  He heard the cock’s bright minstrelsy again, and by the river in the dark, the great thunder of flanged wheels, and the long retreating wail of the whistle. And slowly, up the chill deserted street, he heard the heavy ringing clangor of shod hoofs. In that enormous silence, life was waking.


  Joy awoke in him, and exultation. They had escaped from the prison of death; they were joined to the bright engine of life again. Life, ruddered life, that would not fail, began its myriad embarkations.


  A paper-boy came briskly, with the stiff hobbled limp that Eugene knew so well, down the centre of the street, hurling a blocked paper accurately upon the porch of the Brunswick. As he came opposite Dixieland, he moved in to the curb, tossing his fresh paper with a careful plop. He knew there was sickness in the house.


  The withered leaves were shaking.


  Eugene jumped to the sidewalk from the sodded yard. He stopped the carrier.


  “What’s your name, boy?” he said.


  “Tyson Smathers,” said the boy, turning upon him a steady Scotch-Irish face that was full of life and business.


  “My name is ’Gene Gant. Did you ever hear of me?”


  “Yes,” said Tyson Smathers, “I’ve heard of you. You had number 7.”


  “That was a long time ago,” said Eugene, pompously, grinning. “I was just a boy.”


  In that enormous silence, birds were waking.


  He thrust his hand into a pocket and found a dollar-bill.


  “Here,” he said. “I carried the damn things once. Next to my brother Ben, I was the best boy they ever had. Merry Christmas, Tyson.”


  “It ain’t Christmas yet,” said Tyson Smathers.


  “You’re right, Tyson,” said Eugene, “but it will be.”


  Tyson Smathers took the money, with a puzzled, freckled grin. Then he went on down the street, throwing papers.


  The maples were thin and sere. Their rotting leaves covered the ground. But the trees were not leafless yet. The leaves were quaking. Some birds began to chatter in the trees. Wind pressed the boughs, the withered leaves were shaking. It was October.


  As Luke and Eugene turned up the street toward town, a woman came out of the big brick house across the street, and over the yard toward them. When she got near, they saw she was Mrs. Pert. It was October, but some birds were waking.


  “Luke,” she said fuzzily. “Luke? Is it Old Luke?”


  “Yes,” said Luke.


  “And ’Gene? Is it old ’Gene?” She laughed gently, patting his hand, peering comically at him with her bleared oaken eyes, and swaying back and forth gravely, with alcoholic dignity. The leaves, the withered leaves, were shaking, quaking. It was October, and the leaves were shaking.


  “They ran old Fatty away, ’Gene,” she said. “They won’t let her come in the house any more. They ran her away because she liked Old Ben. Ben. Old Ben.” She swayed gently, vaguely collecting her thought. “Old Ben. How’s Old Ben, ’Gene?” she coaxed. “Fatty wants to know.”


  “I’m m-m-m-mighty sorry, Mrs. P-P-P-Pert ...” Luke began.


  Wind pressed the boughs, the withered leaves were quaking.


  “Ben’s dead,” said Eugene.


  She stared at him for a moment, swaying on her feet.


  “Fatty liked Ben,” she said gently, in a moment. “Fatty and Old Ben were friends.”


  She turned and started unsteadily across the street, holding one hand out gravely, for balance.


  In that enormous silence, birds were waking. It was October, but some birds were waking.


  Then Luke and Eugene walked swiftly townward, filled with great joy because they heard the sounds of life and daybreak. And as they walked, they spoke often of Ben, with laughter, with old pleasant memory, speaking of him not as of one who had died, but as of a brother who had been gone for years, and was returning home. They spoke of him with triumph and tenderness, as of one who had defeated pain, and had joyously escaped. Eugene’s mind groped awkwardly about. It fumbled like a child, with little things.


  They were filled with a deep and tranquil affection for each other: they talked without constraint, without affectation, with quiet confidence and knowledge.


  “Do you remember,” Luke began, “the t-t-t-time he cut the hair of Aunt Pett’s orphan boy—Marcus?”


  “He—used—a chamber-pot—to trim the edges,” Eugene screamed, waking the street with wild laughter.


  They walked along hilariously, greeting a few early pedestrians with ironical obsequiousness, jeering pleasantly at the world in brotherly alliance. Then they entered the relaxed and weary offices of the paper which Ben had served so many years, and gave their stick of news to the tired man there.


  There was regret, a sense of wonder, in that office where the swift record of so many days had died—a memory that would not die, of something strange and passing.


  “Damn! I’m sorry! He was a great boy!” said the men.


  As light broke grayly in the empty streets, and the first car rattled up to town, they entered the little beanery where he had spent, in smoke and coffee, so many hours of daybreak.


  Eugene looked in and saw them there, assembled as they had been many years before, like the nightmare ratification of a prophecy: McGuire, Coker, the weary counter-man, and, at the lower end, the press-man, Harry Tugman.


  Luke and Eugene entered, and sat down at the counter.


  “Gentlemen, gentlemen,” said Luke sonorously.


  “Hello, Luke,” barked McGuire. “Do you think you’ll ever have any sense? How are you, son? How’s school?” he said to Eugene. He stared at them for a moment, his wet cigarette plastered comically on his full sag lip, his bleared eyes kindly and drunken.


  “General, how’s the boy? What’re you drinking these days—turpentine or varnish?” said the sailor, tweaking him roughly in his larded ribs. McGuire grunted.


  “Is it over, son?” said Coker quietly.


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  Coker took the long cigar from his mouth and grinned malarially at the boy.


  “Feel better, don’t you, son?” he said.


  “Yes,” said Eugene. “A hell of a lot.”


  “Well, Eugenics,” said the sailor briskly, “what are you eating?”


  “What’s the man got?” said Eugene, staring at the greasy card. “Have you got any young roast whale left?”


  “No,” said the counter-man. “We did have some, but we run out.”


  “How about the fricasseed bull?” said Luke. “Have you got any of that?”


  “You don’t need any one to fricassee your bull, son,” said McGuire. “You’ve got plenty as it is.”


  Their bull-laughter bellowed in the beanery.


  With puckered forehead, Luke stuttered over the menu.


  “F-f-f-fried chicken à la Maryland,” he muttered. “A la Maryland?” he repeated as if puzzled. “Now, ain’t that nice?” he said, looking around with mincing daintiness.


  “Bring me one of your this week’s steaks,” said Eugene, “well done, with a meat-axe and the sausage-grinder.”


  “What do you want the sausage-grinder for, son?” said Coker.


  “That’s for the mince pie,” said Eugene.


  “Make it two,” said Luke, “with a coupla cups of Mock-a, just like mother still makes.”


  He looked crazily around at Eugene, and burst into loud whah-whahs, prodding him in the ribs.


  “Where they got you stationed now, Luke?” said Harry Tugman, peering up snoutily from a mug of coffee.


  “At the p-p-p-present time in Norfolk at the Navy Base,” Luke answered, “m-m-making the world safe for hypocrisy.”


  “Do you ever get out to sea, son?” said Coker.


  “Sure!” said Luke. “A f-f-five-cent ride on the street-car brings me right out to the beach.”


  “That boy has had the makings of a sailor in him ever since he wet the bed,” said McGuire. “I predicted it long ago.”


  Horse Hines came in briskly, but checked himself when he saw the two young men.


  “Look out!” whispered the sailor to Eugene, with a crazy grin. “You’re next! He’s got his fishy eye glued on you. He’s already getting you measured up for one.”


  Eugene looked angrily around at Horse Hines, muttering. The sailor chortled madly.


  “Good-morning, gentlemen,” said Horse Hines, in an accent of refined sadness. “Boys,” he said, coming up to them sorrowfully, “I was mighty sorry to hear of your trouble. I couldn’t have thought more of that boy if he’d been my own brother.”


  “Don’t go on, Horse,” said McGuire, holding up four fat fingers of protest. “We can see you’re heart-broken. If you go on, you may get hysterical with your grief, and break right out laughing. We couldn’t bear that, Horse. We’re big strong men, but we’ve had hard lives. I beg of you to spare us, Horse.”


  Horse Hines did not notice him.


  “I’ve got him over at the place now,” he said softly. “I want you boys to come in later in the day to see him. You won’t know he’s the same person when I’m through.”


  “God! An improvement over nature,” said Coker. “His mother will appreciate it.”


  “Is this an undertaking shop you’re running, Horse,” said McGuire, “or a beauty parlor?”


  “We know you’ll d-d-do your best, Mr. Hines,” said the sailor with ready earnest insincerity. “That’s the reason the family got you.”


  “Ain’t you goin’ to eat the rest of your steak?” said the counter-man to Eugene.


  “Steak! Steak! It’s not steak!” muttered Eugene. “I know what it is now.” He got off the stool and walked over to Coker. “Can you save me? Am I going to die? Do I look sick, Coker?” he said in a hoarse mutter.


  “No, son,” said Coker. “Not sick—crazy.”


  Horse Hines took his seat at the other end of the counter. Eugene, leaning upon the greasy marble counter, began to sing:


  
    “Hey, ho, the carrion crow,


    Derry, derry, derry, derr—oh!”

  


  “Shut up, you damn fool!” said the sailor in a hoarse whisper, grinning.


  
    “A carrion crow sat on a rock,


    Derry, derry, derry, derr—oh!”

  


  Outside, in the young gray light, there was a brisk wakening of life. A street-car curved slowly into the avenue, the motorman leaning from his window and shifting the switch carefully with a long rod, blowing the warm fog of his breath into the chill air. Patrolman Leslie Roberts, sallow and liverish, slouched by anæmically, swinging his club. The negro man-of-all-work for Wood’s Pharmacy walked briskly into the post-office to collect the morning mail. J.T. Stearns, the railway passenger-agent, waited on the curb across the street for the depot car. He had a red face, and he was reading the morning paper.


  “There they go!” Eugene cried suddenly. “As if they didn’t know about it!”


  “Luke,” said Harry Tugman, looking up from his paper, “I was certainly sorry to hear about Ben. He was one fine boy.” Then he went back to his sheet.


  “By God!” said Eugene. “This is news!’” [news!”]


  He burst into a fit of laughter, gasping and uncontrollable, which came from him with savage violence. Horse Hines glanced craftily up at him. Then he went back to his paper.


  The two young men left the lunch-room and walked homeward through the brisk morning. Eugene’s mind kept fumbling with little things. There was a frosty snap and clatter of life upon the streets, the lean rattle of wheels, the creak of blinds, a cold rose-tint of pearled sky. In the Square, the motormen stood about among their cars, in loud foggy gossip. At Dixieland, there was an air of exhaustion, of nervous depletion. The house slept; Eliza alone was stirring, but she had a smart fire crackling in the range, and was full of business.


  “You children go and sleep now. We’ve all got work to do later in the day.”


  Luke and Eugene went into the big dining-room which Eliza had converted into a bed-room.


  “D-d-d-damn if I’m going to sleep upstairs,” said the sailor angrily. “Not after this!”


  “Pshaw!” said Eliza. “That’s only superstition. It wouldn’t bother me a bit.”


  The brothers slept heavily until past noon. Then they went out again to see Horse Hines. They found him with his legs comfortably disposed on the desk of his dark little office, with its odor of weeping ferns, and incense, and old carnations.


  He got up quickly as they entered, with a starchy crackle of his hard boiled shirt, and a solemn rustle of his black garments. Then he began to speak to them in a hushed voice, bending forward slightly.


  How like Death this man is (thought Eugene). He thought of the awful mysteries of burial—the dark ghoul-ritual, the obscene communion with the dead, touched with some black and foul witch-magic. Where is the can in which they throw the parts? There is a restaurant near here. Then he took the cold phthisic hand, freckled on its back, that the man extended, with a sense of having touched something embalmed. The undertaker’s manner had changed since the morning: it had become official, professional. He was the alert marshal of their grief, the efficient master-of-ceremonies. Subtly he made them feel there was an order and decorum in death: a ritual of mourning that must be observed. They were impressed.


  “We thought we’d like to s-s-s-see you f-f-f-first, Mr. Hines, about the c-c-c-c-casket,” Luke whispered nervously. “We’re going to ask your advice. We want you to help us find something appropriate.”


  Horse Hines nodded with grave approval. Then he led them softly back, into a large dark room with polished waxen floors where, amid a rich dead smell of wood and velvet, upon wheeled trestles, the splendid coffins lay in their proud menace.


  “Now,” said Horse Hines quietly, “I know the family doesn’t want anything cheap.”


  “No, sir!” said the sailor positively. “We want the b-b-b-best you have.”


  “I take a personal interest in this funeral,” said Horse Hines with gentle emotion. “I have known the Gant and Pentland families for thirty years or more. I have had business dealings with your father for nigh on to twenty years.”


  “And I w-w-want you to know, Mr. Hines, that the f-f-f-family appreciates the interest you’re taking in this,” said the sailor very earnestly.


  He likes this, Eugene thought. The affection of the world. He must have it.


  “Your father,” continued Horse Hines, “is one of the oldest and most respected business men in the community. And the Pentland family is one of the wealthiest and most prominent.”


  Eugene was touched with a moment’s glow of pride.


  “You don’t want anything shoddy,” said Horse Hines. “I know that. What you get ought to be in good taste and have dignity. Am I right?”


  Luke nodded emphatically.


  “That’s the way we feel about it, Mr. Hines. We want the best you have. We’re not pinching p-p-p-pennies where Ben’s concerned,” he said proudly.


  “Well, then,” said Horse Hines, “I’ll give you my honest opinion. I could give you this one cheap,” he placed his hand upon one of the caskets, “but I don’t think it’s what you want. Of course,” he said, “it’s good at the price. It’s worth the money. It’ll give you service, don’t worry. You’ll get value out of it——”


  Now there’s an idea, thought Eugene.


  “They’re all good, Luke. I haven’t got a bad piece of stock in the place. But——”


  “We want something b-b-b-better,” said Luke earnestly. He turned to Eugene. “Don’t you think so, ’Gene?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  “Well,” said Horse Hines, “I could sell you this one,” he indicated the most sumptuous casket in the room. “They don’t come better than that, Luke. That’s the top. She’s worth every dollar I ask for her.”


  “All right,” said Luke. “You’re the judge. If that’s the best you’ve g-g-g-got, we’ll take it.”


  No, no! thought Eugene. You mustn’t interrupt. Let him go on.


  “But,” said Horse Hines relentlessly, “there’s no need for you to take that one, either. What you’re after, Luke, is dignity and simplicity. Is that right?”


  “Yes,” said the sailor meekly, “I guess you’re right at that, Mr. Hines.”


  Now we’ll have it, thought Eugene. This man takes joy in his work.


  “Well, then,” said Horse Hines decisively, “I was going to suggest to you boys that you take this one.” He put his hand affectionately upon a handsome casket at his side.


  “This is neither too plain nor too fancy. It’s simple and in good taste. Silver handles, you see—silver plate here for the name. You can’t go wrong on this one. It’s a good buy. She’ll give you value for every dollar you put into it.”


  They walked around the coffin, staring at it critically.


  After a moment, Luke said nervously:


  “How—wh—wh—wh-what’s the price of this one?”


  “That sells for $450,” said Horse Hines. “But,” he added, after a moment’s dark reflection, “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. Your father and I are old friends. Out of respect for the family, I’ll let you have it at cost—$375.”


  “What do you say, ’Gene?” the sailor asked. “Does it look all right to you?”


  Do your Christmas shopping early.


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “let’s take it. I wish there were another color. I don’t like black,” he added. “Haven’t you got any other color?”


  Horse Hines stared at him a moment.


  “Black is the color,” he said.


  Then, after a moment’s silence, he went on:


  “Would you boys care to see the body?”


  “Yes,” they said.


  He led them on tiptoe down the aisle of the coffins, and opened a door to a room behind. It was dark. They entered and stood with caught breath. Horse Hines switched on a light and closed the door.


  Ben, clad in his best suit of clothes, a neat one of dark gray-black, lay in rigid tranquillity upon a table. His hands, cold and white, with clean dry nails, withered a little like an old apple, were crossed loosely on his stomach. He had been closely shaved: he was immaculately groomed. The rigid head was thrust sharply upward, with a ghastly counterfeit of a smile: there was a little gum of wax at the nostrils, and a waxen lacing between the cold firm lips. The mouth was tight, somewhat bulging. It looked fuller than it ever had looked before.


  There was a faint indefinably cloying odor.


  The sailor looked with superstition, nervously, with puckered forehead. Then he whispered to Eugene:


  “I g-g-guess that’s Ben, all right.”


  Because, Eugene thought, it is not Ben, and we are lost. He looked at the cold bright carrion, that bungling semblance which had not even the power of a good wax-work to suggest its image. Nothing of Ben could be buried here. In this poor stuffed crow, with its pathetic barbering, and its neat buttons, nothing of the owner had been left. All that was there was the tailoring of Horse Hines, who now stood by, watchfully, hungry for their praise.


  No, this is not Ben (Eugene thought). No trace of him is left in this deserted shell. It bears no mark of him. Where has he gone? Is this his bright particular flesh, made in his image, given life by his unique gesture, by his one soul? No, he is gone from that bright flesh. This thing is one with all carrion; it will be mixed with the earth again. Ben? Where? O lost!


  The sailor, looking, said:


  “That b-b-b-boy sure suffered.” Suddenly, turning his face away into his hand, he sobbed briefly and painfully, his confused stammering life drawn out of its sprawl into a moment of hard grief.


  Eugene wept, not because he saw Ben there, but because Ben had gone, and because he remembered all the tumult and the pain.


  “It is over now,” said Horse Hines gently. “He is at peace.”


  “By God, Mr. Hines,” said the sailor earnestly, as he wiped his eyes on his jacket, “that was one g-g-great boy.”


  Horse Hines looked raptly at the cold strange face.


  “A fine boy,” he murmured as his fish-eye fell tenderly on his work. “And I have tried to do him justice.”


  They were silent for a moment, looking.


  “You’ve d-d-done a fine job,” said the sailor. “I’ve got to hand it to you. What do you say, ’Gene?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene, in a small choking voice. “Yes.”


  “He’s a b-b-b-bit p-p-p-pale, don’t you think?” the sailor stammered, barely conscious of what he was saying.


  “Just a moment!” said Horse Hines quickly, lifting a finger. Briskly he took a stick of rouge from his pocket, stepped forward, and deftly, swiftly, sketched upon the dead gray cheeks a ghastly rose-hued mockery of life and health.


  “There!” he said, with deep satisfaction; and, rouge-stick in hand, head critically cocked, like a painter before his canvas, he stepped back into the terrible staring prison of their horror.


  “There are artists, boys, in every profession,” Horse Hines continued in a moment, with quiet pride, “and though I do say it myself, Luke, I’m proud of my work on this job. Look at him!” he exclaimed with sudden energy, and a bit of color in his gray face. “Did you ever see anything more natural in your life?”


  Eugene turned upon the man a grim and purple stare, noting with pity, with a sort of tenderness, as the dogs of laughter tugged at his straining throat the earnestness and pride in the long horse-face.


  “Look at it!” said Horse Hines again in slow wonder. “I’ll never beat that again! Not if I live to be a million! That’s art, boys!”


  A slow strangling gurgle escaped from Eugene’s screwed lips. The sailor looked quickly at him, with a crazy suppressed smile.


  “What’s the matter?” he said warningly. “Don’t, fool!” His grin broke loose.


  Eugene staggered across the floor and collapsed upon a chair, roaring with laughter while his long arms flapped helplessly at his sides.


  “Scuse!” he gasped. “Don’t mean to—A-r-rt! Yes! Yes! That’s it!” he screamed, and he beat his knuckles in a crazy tattoo upon the polished floor. He slid gently off the chair, slowly unbuttoning his vest, and with a languid hand loosening his necktie. A faint gurgle came from his weary throat, his head lolled around on the floor languidly, tears coursed down his swollen features.


  “What’s wrong with you? Are you c-c-c-crazy?” said the sailor, all a-grin.


  Horse Hines bent sympathetically and assisted the boy to his feet.


  “It’s the strain,” he said knowingly to the sailor. “The pore fellow has become hysterical.”


  [¬]
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  So, to Ben dead was given more care, more time, more money than had ever been given to Ben living. His burial was a final gesture of irony and futility: an effort to compensate carrion death for the unpaid wage of life—love and mercy. He had a grand funeral. All the Pentlands sent wreaths, and came with their separate clans, bringing along with their hastily assumed funeral manners a smell of recent business. Will Pentland talked with the men about politics, the war, and trade conditions, paring his nails thoughtfully, pursing his lips and nodding in his curiously reflective way, and occasionally punning with a birdy wink. His pleased self-laughter was mixed with Henry’s loud guffaw. Pett, older, kinder, gentler than Eugene had ever seen her, moved about with a rustling of gray silk, and a relaxed bitterness. And Jim was there, with his wife, whose name Eugene forgot, and his four bright hefty daughters, whose names he confused, but who had all been to college and done well, and his son, who had been to a Presbyterian college, and had been expelled for advocating free love and socialism while editor of the college paper. Now he played the violin, and loved music, and helped his father with the business: he was an effeminate and mincing young man, but of the breed. And there was Thaddeus Pentland, Will’s bookkeeper, the youngest and poorest of the three. He was a man past fifty, with a pleasant red face, brown mustaches, and a gentle placid manner. He was full of puns and pleased good-nature, save when he quoted from Karl Marx and Eugene Debs. He was a Socialist, and had once received eight votes for Congress. He was there with his garrulous wife (whom Helen called Jibber-Jibber) and his two daughters, languid good-looking blondes of twenty and twenty-four.


  There they were, in all their glory—that strange rich clan, with its fantastic mixture of success and impracticality, its hard monied sense, its visionary fanaticism. There they were, in their astonishing contradictions: the business man who had no business method, and yet had made his million dollars; the frantic antagonist of Capital who had given the loyal service of a lifetime to the thing he denounced; the wastrel son, with the bull vitality of the athlete, a great laugh, animal charm—no more; the musician son, a college rebel, intelligent, fanatic, with a good head for figures; insane miserliness for oneself, lavish expenditure for one’s children.


  There they were, each with the familiar marking of the clan—broad nose, full lips, deep flat cheeks, deliberate pursed mouths, flat drawling voices, flat complacent laughter. There they were, with their enormous vitality, their tainted blood, their meaty health, their sanity, their insanity, their humor, their superstition, their meanness, their generosity, their fanatic idealism, their unyielding materialism. There they were, smelling of the earth and Parnassus—that strange clan which met only at weddings or funerals, but which was forever true to itself, indissoluble and forever apart, with its melancholia, its madness, its mirth: more enduring than life, more strong than death.


  And as Eugene looked, he felt again the nightmare horror of destiny: he was of them—there was no escape. Their lust, their weakness, their sensuality, their fanaticism, their strength, their rich taint, were rooted in the marrow of his bones.


  But Ben, with the thin gray face (he thought) was not a part of them. Their mark was nowhere on him.


  And among them, sick and old, leaning upon his cane, moved Gant, the alien, the stranger. He was lost and sorrowful, but sometimes, with a flash of his old rhetoric, he spoke of his grief and the death of his son.


  The women filled the house with their moaning. Eliza wept almost constantly; Helen by fits, in loose hysterical collapse. And all the other women wept with gusto, comforting Eliza and her daughter, falling into one another’s arms, wailing with keen hunger. And the men stood sadly about, dressed in their good clothes, wondering when it would be over. Ben lay in the parlor, bedded in his expensive coffin. The room was heavy with the incense of the funeral flowers.


  Presently the Scotch minister arrived: his decent soul lay above all the loud posturings of grief like a bolt of hard clean wool. He began the service for the dead in a dry nasal voice, remote, monotonous, cold, and passionate.


  Then, marshalled by Horse Hines, the pallbearers, young men from the paper and the town, who had known the dead man best, moved slowly out, gripping the coffin-handles with their nicotined fingers. In proper sequence, the mourners followed, lengthening out in closed victorias that exhaled their funeral scent of stale air and old leather.


  To Eugene came again the old ghoul fantasy of a corpse and cold pork, the smell of the dead and hamburger steak—the glozed corruption of Christian burial, the obscene pomps, the perfumed carrion. Slightly nauseated, he took his seat with Eliza in the carriage, and tried to think of supper.


  The procession moved off briskly to the smooth trotting pull of the velvet rumps. The mourning women peered out of the closed carriages at the gaping town. They wept behind their heavy veils, and looked to see if the town was watching. Behind the world’s great mask of grief, the eyes of the mourners shone through with a terrible and indecent hunger, an unnameable lust.


  It was raw October weather—gray and wet. The service had been short, as a precaution against the pestilence which was everywhere. The funeral entered the cemetery. It was a pleasant place, on a hill. There was a good view of the town. As the hearse drove up, two men who had been digging the grave, moved off. The women moaned loudly when they saw the raw open ditch.


  Slowly the coffin was lowered onto the bands that crossed the grave.


  Again Eugene heard the nasal drone of the Presbyterian minister. The boy’s mind fumbled at little things. Horse Hines bent ceremoniously, with a starched crackle of shirt, to throw his handful of dirt into the grave. “Ashes to ashes—” He reeled and would have fallen in if Gilbert Gant had not held him. He had been drinking. “I am the resurrection and the life—” Helen wept constantly, harshly and bitterly. “He that believeth in me—” The sobs of the women rose to sharp screams as the coffin slid down upon the bands into the earth.


  Then the mourners got back into their carriages and were driven briskly away. There was a fast indecent hurry about their escape. The long barbarism of burial was at an end. As they drove away, Eugene peered back through the little glass in the carriage. The two grave-diggers were already returning to their work. He watched until the first shovel of dirt had been thrown into the grave. He saw the raw new graves, the sere long grasses, noted how quickly the mourning wreaths had wilted. Then he looked at the wet gray sky. He hoped it would not rain that night.


  It was over. The carriages split away from the procession. The men dropped off in the town at the newspaper office, the pharmacy, the cigar-store. The women went home. No more. No more.


  Night came, the bare swept streets, the gaunt winds. Helen lay before a fire in Hugh Barton’s house. She had a bottle of chloroform liniment in her hand. She brooded morbidly into the fire, reliving the death a hundred times, weeping bitterly and becoming calm again.


  “When I think of it, I hate her. I shall never forget. And did you hear her? Did you? Already she’s begun to pretend how much he loved her. But you can’t fool me! I know! He wouldn’t have her around. You saw that, didn’t you? He kept calling for me. I was the only one he’d let come near him. You know that, don’t you?”


  “You’re the one who always has to be the goat,” said Hugh Barton sourly. “I’m getting tired of it. That’s what has worn you out. If they don’t leave you alone, I’m going to take you away from here.”


  Then he went back to his charts and pamphlets, frowning importantly over a cigar, and scrawling figures on an old envelope with a stub of pencil gripped between his fingers.


  She has him trained, too, Eugene thought.


  Then, hearing the sharp whine of the wind, she wept again.


  “Poor old Ben,” she said. “I can’t bear to think of him out there to-night.”


  She was silent for a moment, staring at the fire.


  “After this, I’m through,” she said. “They can get along for themselves. Hugh and I have a right to our own lives. Don’t you think so?”


  “Yes,” said Eugene. I’m merely the chorus, he thought.


  “Papa’s not going to die,” she went on. “I’ve nursed him like a slave for six years, and he’ll be here when I’m gone. Every one was expecting papa to die, but it was Ben who went. You never can tell. After this, I’m through.”


  Her voice had a note of exasperation in it. They all felt the grim trickery of Death, which had come in by the cellar while they waited at the window.


  “Papa has no right to expect it of me!” she burst out resentfully. “He’s had his life. He’s an old man. We have a right to ours as well as any one. Good heavens! Can’t they realize that! I’m married to Hugh Barton! I’m his wife!”


  Are you? thought Eugene. Are you?


  But Eliza sat before the fire at Dixieland with hands folded, reliving a past of tenderness and love that never had been. And as the wind howled in the bleak street, and Eliza wove a thousand fables of that lost and bitter spirit, the bright and stricken thing in the boy twisted about in horror, looking for escape from the house of death. No more! No more! (it said). You are alone now. You are lost. Go find yourself, lost boy, beyond the hills.


  This little bright and stricken thing stood up on Eugene’s heart and talked into his mouth.


  O but I can’t go now, said Eugene to it. (Why not? it whispered.) Because her face is so white, and her forehead is so broad and high, with the black hair drawn back from it, and when she sat there at the bed she looked like a little child. I can’t go now and leave her here alone. (She is alone, it said, and so are you.) And when she purses up her mouth and stares, so grave and thoughtful, she is like a little child. (You are alone now, it said. You must escape, or you will die.) It is all like death: she fed me at her breast, I slept in the same bed with her, she took me on her trips. All of that is over now, and each time it was like a death. (And like a life, it said to him. Each time that you die, you will be born again. And you will die a hundred times before you become a man.) I can’t! I can’t! Not now—later, more slowly. (No. Now, it said.) I am afraid. I have nowhere to go. (You must find the place, it said.) I am lost. (You must hunt for yourself, it said.) I am alone. Where are you? (You must find me, it said.)


  Then, as the bright thing twisted about in him, Eugene heard the whine of the bleak wind about the house that he must leave, and the voice of Eliza calling up from the past the beautiful lost things that never happened.


  “—and I said, ‘Why, what on earth, boy, you want to dress up warm around your neck or you’ll catch your death of cold.’”


  Eugene caught at his throat and plunged for the door.


  “Here, boy! Where are you going?” said Eliza, looking up quickly.


  “I’ve got to go,” he said in a choking voice. “I’ve got to get away from here.”


  Then he saw the fear in her eyes, and the grave troubled child’s stare. He rushed to where she sat and grasped her hand. She held him tightly and laid her face against his arm.


  “Don’t go yet,” she said. “You’ve all your life ahead of you. Stay with me just a day or two.”


  “Yes, mama,” he said, falling to his knees. “Yes, mama.” He hugged her to him frantically. “Yes, mama. God bless you, mama. It’s all right, mama. It’s all right.”


  Eliza wept bitterly.


  “I’m an old woman,” she said, “and one by one I’ve lost you all. He’s dead now, and I never got to know him. O son, don’t leave me yet. You’re the only one that’s left: you were my baby. Don’t go! Don’t go.” She laid her white face against his sleeve.


  It is not hard to go (he thought). But when can we forget?


  It was October and the leaves were quaking. Dusk was beginning. The sun had gone, the western ranges faded in chill purple mist, but the western sky still burned with ragged bands of orange. It was October.


  Eugene walked swiftly along the sinuous paved curves of Rutledge Road. There was a smell of fog and supper in the air: a warm moist blur at window-panes, and the pungent sizzle of cookery. There were mist-far voices, and a smell of burning leaves, and a warm yellow blur of lights.


  He turned into an unpaved road by the big wooden sanitarium. He heard the rich kitchen laughter of the negroes, the larded sizzle of food, the dry veranda coughing of the lungers.


  He walked briskly along the lumpy road, with a dry scuffling of leaves. The air was a chill dusky pearl: above him a few pale stars were out. The town and the house were behind him. There was a singing in the great hill-pines.


  Two women came down the road and passed him. He saw that they were country women. They were dressed rustily in black, and one of them was weeping. He thought of the men who had been laid in the earth that day, and of all the women who wept. Will they come again? he wondered.


  When he came to the gate of the cemetery he found it open. He went in quickly and walked swiftly up the winding road that curved around the crest of the hill. The grasses were dry and sere; a wilted wreath of laurel lay upon a grave. As he approached the family plot, his pulse quickened a little. Some one was moving slowly, deliberately, in among the grave-stones. But as he came up he saw that it was Mrs. Pert.


  “Good-evening, Mrs. Pert,” said Eugene.


  “Who is it?” she asked, peering murkily. She came to him with her grave unsteady step.


  “It’s ’Gene,” he said.


  “Oh, is it Old ’Gene?” she said. “How are you, ’Gene?”


  “Pretty well,” he said. He stood awkwardly, chilled, not knowing how to continue. It was getting dark. There were long lonely preludes to winter in the splendid pines, and a whistling of wind in the long grasses. Below them, in the gulch, night had come. There was a negro settlement there—Stumptown, it was called. The rich voices of Africa wailed up to them their jungle dirge.


  But in the distance, away on their level and above, on other hills, they saw the town. Slowly, in twinkling nests, the lights of the town went up, and there were frost-far voices, and music, and the laughter of a girl.


  “This is a nice place,” said Eugene. “You get a nice view of the town from here.”


  “Yes,” said Mrs. Pert. “And Old Ben’s got the nicest place of all. You get a better view right here than anywhere else. I’ve been here before in the daytime.” In a moment she went on. “Old Ben will turn into lovely flowers. Roses, I think.”


  “No,” said Eugene, “dandelions—and big flowers with a lot of thorns on them.”


  She stood looking about fuzzily for a moment, with the blurred gentle smile on her lips.


  “It is getting dark, Mrs. Pert,” said Eugene hesitantly. “Are you out here alone?”


  “Alone? I’ve got Old ’Gene and Old Ben here, haven’t I?” she said.


  “Maybe we’d better go back, Mrs. Pert?” he said. “It’s going to turn cold to-night. I’ll go with you.”


  “Fatty can go by herself,” she said with dignity. “Don’t worry, ’Gene. I’ll leave you alone.”


  “That’s all right,” said Eugene, confused. “We both came for the same reason, I suppose.”


  “Yes,” said Mrs. Pert. “Who’ll be coming here this time next year, I wonder? Will Old ’Gene come back then?”


  “No,” said Eugene. “No, Mrs. Pert. I shall never come here again.”


  “Nor I, ’Gene,” she said. “When do you go back to school?”


  “To-morrow,” he said.


  “Then Fatty will have to say good-bye,” she said reproachfully. “I’m going away too.”


  “Where are you going?” he asked, surprised.


  “I’m going to live with my daughter in Tennessee. You didn’t know Fatty was a grandmother, did you?” she said, with her soft blurred smile. “I’ve a little grandson two years old.”


  “I’m sorry to see you go,” Eugene said.


  Mrs. Pert was silent a moment, rocking vaguely upon her feet.


  “What did they say was wrong with Ben?” she asked.


  “He had pneumonia, Mrs. Pert,” said Eugene.


  “Oh, pneumonia! That’s it!” She nodded her head wisely as if satisfied. “My husband’s a drug salesman, you know, but I never can remember all the things that people have. Pneumonia.”


  She was silent again, reflecting.


  “And when they shut you up in a box and put you in the ground, the way they did Old Ben, what do they call that?” she asked with a soft inquiring smile.


  He did not laugh.


  “They call that death, Mrs. Pert.”


  “Death! Yes, that’s it,” said Mrs. Pert brightly, nodding her head in agreement. “That’s one kind, ’Gene. There are some other kinds, too. Did you know that?” She smiled at him.


  “Yes,” said Eugene. “I know that, Mrs. Pert.”


  She stretched out her hands suddenly to him, and clasped his cold fingers. She did not smile any more.


  “Good-bye, my dear,” she said. “We both knew Ben, didn’t we? God bless you.”


  Then she turned and walked away down the road, at her portly uncertain gait, and was lost in the gathering dark.


  The great stars rode proudly up into heaven. And just over him, just over the town, it seemed, there was one so rich and low he could have touched it. Ben’s grave had been that day freshly sodded: there was a sharp cold smell of earth there. Eugene thought of Spring, and the poignant and wordless odor of the elvish dandelions that would be there. In the frosty dark, far-faint, there was the departing wail of a whistle.


  And suddenly, as he watched the lights wink cheerfully up in the town, their warm message of the hived life of men brought to him a numb hunger for all the words and the faces. He heard the far voices and laughter. And on the distant road a powerful car, bending around the curve, cast over him for a second, over that lonely hill of the dead, its great shaft of light and life. In his numbed mind, which for days now had fumbled curiously with little things, with little things alone, as a child fumbles with blocks or with little things, a light was growing.


  His mind gathered itself out of the wreckage of little things: out of all that the world had shown or taught him he could remember now only the great star above the town, and the light that had swung over the hill, and the fresh sod upon Ben’s grave, and the wind, and far sounds and music, and Mrs. Pert.


  Wind pressed the boughs, the withered leaves were shaking. It was October, but the leaves were shaking. A star was shaking. A light was waking. Wind was quaking. The star was far. The night, the light. The light was bright. A chant, a song, the slow dance of the little things within him. The star over the town, the light over the hill, the sod over Ben, night over all. His mind fumbled with little things. Over us all is something. Star, night, earth, light ... light ... O lost! ... a stone ... a leaf ... a door ... O ghost! ... a light ... a song ... a light ... a light swings over the hill ... over us all ... a star shines over the town ... over us all ... a light.


  We shall not come again. We never shall come back again. But over us all, over us all, over us all is—something.


  Wind pressed the boughs; the withered leaves were shaking. It was October, but some leaves were shaking.


  A light swings over the hill. (We shall not come again.) And over the town a star. (Over us all, over us all that shall not come again.) And over the day the dark. But over the darkness—what?


  We shall not come again. We never shall come back again.


  Over the dawn a lark. (That shall not come again.) And wind and music far. O lost! (It shall not come again.) And over your mouth the earth. O ghost! But, over the darkness—what?


  Wind pressed the boughs; the withered leaves were quaking.


  We shall not come again. We never shall come back again. It was October, but we never shall come back again.


  When will they come again? When will they come again?


  The laurel, the lizard, and the stone will come no more. The women weeping at the gate have gone and will not come again. And pain and pride and death will pass, and will not come again. And light and dawn will pass, and the star and the cry of a lark will pass, and will not come again. And we shall pass, and shall not come again.


  What things will come again? O Spring, the cruellest and fairest of the seasons, will come again. And the strange and buried men will come again, in flower and leaf the strange and buried men will come again, and death and the dust will never come again, for death and the dust will die. And Ben will come again, he will not die again, in flower and leaf, in wind and music far, he will come back again.


  O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again!


  It had grown dark. The frosty night blazed with great brilliant stars. The lights in the town shone with sharp radiance. Presently, when he had lain upon the cold earth for some time, Eugene got up and went away toward the town.


  Wind pressed the boughs; the withered leaves were shaking.


  [¬]
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  Three weeks after Eugene’s return to the university the war ended. The students cursed and took off their uniforms. But they rang the great bronze bell, and built a bonfire on the campus, leaping around it like dervishes.


  Life fell back into civilian patterns. The gray back of winter was broken: the Spring came through.


  Eugene was a great man on the campus of the little university. He plunged exultantly into the life of the place. He cried out in his throat with his joy: all over the country, life was returning, reviving, awaking. The young men were coming back to the campus. The leaves were out in a tender green blur: the quilled jonquil spouted from the rich black earth, and peach-bloom fell upon the shrill young isles of grass. Everywhere life was returning, awaking, reviving. With victorious joy, Eugene thought of the flowers above Ben’s grave.


  He was wild with ecstasy because the Spring had beaten death. The grief of Ben sank to a forgotten depth in him. He was charged with the juice of life and motion. He did not walk: he bounded along. He joined everything he had not joined. He made funny speeches in chapel, at smokers, at meetings of all sorts. He edited the paper, he wrote poems and stories—he flung outward without pause or thought.


  Sometimes at night he would rush across the country, beside a drunken driver, to Exeter and Sydney, and there seek out the women behind the chained lattices, calling to them in the fresh dawn-dusk of Spring his young goat-cry of desire and hunger.


  Lily! Louise! Ruth! Ellen! O mother of love, you cradle of birth and living, whatever your billion names may be, I come, your son, your lover. Stand, Maya, by your opened door, denned in the jungle web of Niggertown.


  Sometimes, when he walked softly by, he heard the young men talking in their rooms of Eugene Gant. Eugene Gant was crazy. Eugene Gant was mad. Oh, I (he thought) am Eugene Gant!


  Then a voice said: “He didn’t change his underwear for six weeks. One of his fraternity brothers told me so.” And another: “He takes a bath once a month, whether he needs it or not.” They laughed; one said then that he was “brilliant”; they all agreed.


  He caught the claw of his hand into his lean throat. They are talking of me, of me! I am Eugene Gant—the conqueror of nations, lord of the earth, the Siva of a thousand beautiful forms.


  In nakedness and loneliness of soul he paced along the streets. Nobody said, I know you. Nobody said, I am here. The vast wheel of life, of which he was the hub, spun round.


  Most of us think we’re hell, thought Eugene. I do. I think I’m hell. Then, in the dark campus path, he heard the young men talking in their rooms, and he gouged at his face bloodily, with a snarl of hate against himself.


  I think I am hell, and they say I stink because I have not had a bath. But I could not stink, even if I never had a bath. Only the others stink. My dirtiness is better than their cleanliness. The web of my flesh is finer; my blood is a subtle elixir: the hair of my head, the marrow of my spine, the cunning jointure of my bones, and all the combining jellies, fats, meats, oils, and sinews of my flesh, the spittle of my mouth, the sweat of my skin, is mixed with rarer elements, and is fairer and finer than their gross peasant beef.


  There had appeared that year upon the nape of his neck a small tetter of itch, a sign of his kinship with the Pentlands—a token of his kinship with the great malady of life. He tore at the spot with frantic nails; he burned his neck to a peeled blister with carbolic acid—but the spot, as if fed by some ineradicable leprosy in his blood, remained. Sometimes, during cool weather, it almost disappeared; but in warm weather it returned angrily, and he scraped his neck red in an itching torture.


  He was afraid to let people walk behind him. He sat, whenever possible, with his back to the wall; he was in agony when he descended a crowded stair, holding his shoulders high so that the collar of his coat might hide the terrible patch. He let his hair grow in a great thick mat, partly to hide his sore, and partly because exposing it to the view of the barber touched him with shame and horror.


  He would become at times insanely conscious of spotless youth: he was terrified before the loud good health of America, which is really a sickness, because no man will admit his sores. He shrank back at the memory of his lost heroic fantasies: he thought of Bruce-Eugene, of all his thousand romantic impersonations, and never could he endure himself with an itching tetter upon his flesh. He became morbidly conscious of all his blemishes, real and fancied: for days he would see nothing but people’s teeth—he would stare into their mouths when he talked to them, noting the fillings, the extractions, the plates and bridges. He would gaze with envy and fear at the sound ivory grinders of the young men, baring his own, which were regular but somewhat yellowed with smoking, a hundred times a day. He scrubbed at them savagely with a stiff brush until the gums bled; he brooded for hours upon a decaying molar which must one day be extracted, and, wild with despair, he would figure out on paper the age at which he might become toothless.


  But if, he thought, I lose only one every two years after I am twenty, I shall still have over fifteen left when I am fifty, since we have thirty-two, including wisdom-teeth. And it will not look so bad, if only I can save the front ones. Then, with his hope in futures, he thought: But by that time perhaps the dentists can give me real ones. He read several dental magazines to see if there was any hope for the transplanting of sound teeth for old ones. Then, with brooding satisfaction, he studied his sensual deeply scalloped mouth with the pouting underlip, noting that even when he smiled he barely revealed his teeth.


  He asked the medical students innumerable questions about the treatment or cure of inherited blood maladies, venereal diseases, intestinal and inguinal cancers, and the transference of animal glands to men. He went to the movies only to examine the teeth and muscles of the hero; he pored over the toothpaste and collar advertisements in the magazines; he went to the shower-rooms at the gymnasium and stared at the straight toes of the young men, thinking with desperate sick pain of his own bunched and crooked ones. He stood naked before a mirror, looking at his long gaunt body, smooth and white save for the crooked toes and the terrible spot on his neck—lean, but moulded with delicate and powerful symmetry.


  Then, slowly, he began to take a terrible joy in his taint. The thing on his neck that could not be gouged or burnt away he identified with a tragic humor of his blood that plunged him downward at times into melancholia and madness. But there was, he saw, a great health in him as well, that could bring him back victoriously from desolation. In his reading of fiction, in the movies, in the collar advertisements, in all his thousand fantasies of Bruce-Eugene, he had never known a hero with crooked toes, a decaying tooth, and a patch of tetter on his neck. Nor had he ever known a heroine, whether among the society women of Chambers and Phillips, or among the great elegants of Meredith and Ouida, who had borne such a blemish. But, in all his fantasies now, he loved a woman with hair of carrot silk and eyes of a faintly weary violet, webbed delicately at the corners. Her teeth were small, white and irregular, and she had one molar edged with gold which was visible when she smiled. She was subtle, and a little weary: a child and a mother, as old and as deep as Asia, and as young as germinal April who returns forever like a girl, a mistress, a parent, and a nurse.


  Thus, through the death of his brother, and the sickness that was rooted in his own flesh, Eugene came to know a deeper and darker wisdom than he had ever known before. He began to see that what was subtle and beautiful in human life was touched with a divine pearl-sickness. Health was to be found in the steady stare of the cats and dogs, or in the smooth vacant chops of the peasant. But he looked on the faces of the lords of the earth—and he saw them wasted and devoured by the beautiful disease of thought and passion. In the pages of a thousand books he saw their portraits: Coleridge at twenty-five, with the loose sensual mouth, gaping idiotically, the vast staring eyes, holding in their opium depths the vision of seas haunted by the albatross, the great white forehead—head mixed of Zeus and the village degenerate; the lean worn head of Caesar, a little thirsty in the flanks; and the dreaming mummy face of Kublai Khan, lit with eyes that flickered with green fires. And he saw the faces of the great Thothmes, and Aspalta and Mycerinus, and all the heads of subtle Egypt—those smooth unwrinkled faces that held the wisdom of 1,200 gods. And the strange wild faces of the Goth, the Frank, the Vandal, that came storming up below the old tired eyes of Rome. And the weary craftiness on the face of the great Jew, Disraeli; the terrible skull-grin of Voltaire; the mad ranting savagery of Ben Jonson’s; the dour wild agony of Carlyle’s; and the faces of Heine, and Rousseau, and Dante, and Tiglath-Pileser, and Cervantes—these were all faces on which life had fed. They were faces wasted by the vulture, Thought; they were faces seared and hollowed by the flame of Beauty.


  And thus, touched with the terrible destiny of his blood, caught in the trap of himself and the Pentlands, with the little flower of sin and darkness on his neck, Eugene escaped forever from the good and the pretty, into a dark land that is forbidden to the sterilized. The creatures of romantic fiction, the vicious doll-faces of the movie women, the brutal idiot regularity of the faces in the advertisements, and the faces of most of the young college-men and women, were stamped in a mould of enamelled vacancy, and became unclean to him.


  The national demand for white shiny plumbing, toothpaste, tiled lunch-rooms, hair-cuts, manicured dentistry, horn spectacles, baths, and the insane fear of disease that sent the voters whispering to the druggist after their brutal fumbling lecheries—all of this seemed nasty. Their outer cleanliness became the token of an inner corruption: it was something that glittered and was dry, foul, and rotten at the core. He felt that, no matter what leper’s taint he might carry upon his flesh, there was in him a health that was greater than they could ever know—something fierce and cruelly wounded, but alive, that did not shrink away from the terrible sunken river of life; something desperate and merciless that looked steadily on the hidden and unspeakable passions that unify the tragic family of this earth.


  Yet, Eugene was no rebel. He had no greater need for rebellion than have most Americans, which is none at all. He was quite content with any system which might give him comfort, security, enough money to do as he liked, and freedom to think, eat, drink, love, read, and write what he chose. And he did not care under what form of government he lived—Republican, Democrat, Tory, Socialist, or Bolshevist—if it could assure him these things. He did not want to reform the world, or to make it a better place to live in: his whole conviction was that the world was full of pleasant places, enchanted places, if he could only go and find them. The life around him was beginning to fetter and annoy him: he wanted to escape from it. He felt sure things would be better elsewhere. He always felt sure things would be better elsewhere.


  It was not his quality as a romantic to escape out of life, but into it. He wanted no land of Make-believe: his fantasies found extension in reality, and he saw no reason to doubt that there really were 1,200 gods in Egypt, and that the centaur, the hippogriff, and the winged bull might all be found in their proper places. He believed that there was magic in Byzantium, and genii stoppered up in wizards’ bottles. Moreover, since Ben’s death, the conviction had grown on him that men do not escape from life because life is dull, but that life escapes from men because men are little. He felt that the passions of the play were greater than the actors. It seemed to him that he had never had a great moment of living in which he had measured up to its fulness. His pain at Ben’s death had been greater than he, the love and loss of Laura had left him stricken and bewildered, and when he embraced young girls and women he felt a desperate frustration: he wanted to eat them like cake and to have them, too; to roll them up into a ball; to entomb them in his flesh; to possess them more fully than they may ever be possessed.


  Further, it annoyed and wounded him to be considered “queer.” He exulted in his popularity among the students, his heart pounded with pride under all the pins and emblems, but he resented being considered an eccentric, and he envied those of his fellows who were elected to office for their solid golden mediocrity. He wanted to obey the laws and to be respected: he believed himself to be a sincerely conventional person—but, some one would see him after midnight, bounding along a campus path, with goat-cries beneath the moon. His suits went baggy, his shirts and drawers got dirty, his shoes wore through—he stuffed them with cardboard strips—his hats grew shapeless and wore through at the creases. But he did not mean to go unkempt—the thought of going for repairs filled him with weary horror. He hated to act—he wanted to brood upon his entrails for fourteen hours a day. At length, goaded, he would lash his great bulk, lulled in the powerful inertia of its visions, into a cursing and violent movement.


  He was desperately afraid of people in crowds: at class meetings, or smokers, or at any public gathering, he was nervous and constrained until he began to talk to them, and got them under him. He was always afraid that some one would make a joke about him, and that he would be laughed at. But he was not afraid of any man alone: he felt that he could handle any one if he got him away from his crowd. Remembering his savage fear and hatred of the crowd, with a man alone he would play cruelly, like a cat, snarling gently at him, prowling in on him softly, keeping cocked and silent the terrible tiger’s paw of his spirit. All of their starch oozed out of them; they seemed to squeak and twitter, and look round for the door. He would get some loud pompous yokel—the student president of the Y.M.C.A., or the class president—and bear down on him with evil gentle matter-of-factness.


  “Don’t you think,” he would begin with earnest piety, “don’t you think that a man should kiss his wife on her belly?”


  And he would fasten all the eager innocence of his face into a stare.


  “For, after all, the belly is sometimes more beautiful than the mouth, and far cleaner. Or do you believe in the belly-less marriage? I, for one,” he went on with proud passion, “do not! I stand for more and better Belly-Kissing. Our wives, our mothers, and our sisters expect it of us. It is an act of reverence to the seat of life. Nay! it is even an act of religious worship. If we could get our prominent business men and all the other right-thinking people interested in it, it would bring about the mightiest revolution ever known in a nation’s life. In five years it would do away with divorce and re-establish the prestige of the home. In twenty years it would make our nation the proud centre of civilization and the arts. Don’t you think so? Or do you?”


  Eugene thought so. It was one of his few Utopias.


  Sometimes, when he was in a chafed and bitter temper, he would hear a burst of laughter from a student’s room, and he would turn snarling, and curse them, believing they laughed at him. He inherited his father’s conviction at times that the world was gathered in an immense conspiracy against him: the air about him was full of mockery and menace, the leaves whispered with treason, in a thousand secret places people were assembled to humiliate, degrade, and betray him. He would spend hours under the terrible imminence of some unknown danger: although he was guilty of nothing but his own nightmare fantasies, he would enter a class, a meeting, a gathering of students, with cold constricted heart, awaiting exposure, sentence, and ruin, for he knew not what crime. Again, he would be wild, extravagant, and careless, squealing triumphantly in their faces and bounding along possessed with goaty joy, as he saw life dangling like a plum for his taking.


  And thus, going along a campus path at night, fulfilled with his dreams of glory, he heard young men talking of him kindly and coarsely, laughing at his antics, and saying he needed a bath and clean underwear. He clawed at his throat as he listened.


  I think I’m hell, thought Eugene, and they say I stink because I have not had a bath. Me! Me! Bruce-Eugene, the Scourge of the Greasers, and the greatest fullback Yale ever had! Marshal Gant, the saviour of his country! Ace Gant, the hawk of the sky, the man who brought Richthofen down! Senator Gant, Governor Gant, President Gant, the restorer and uniter of a broken nation, retiring quietly to private life in spite of the weeping protest of one hundred million people, until, like Arthur or Barbarossa, he shall hear again the drums of need and peril.


  Jesus-of-Nazareth Gant, mocked, reviled, spat upon, and imprisoned for the sins of others, but nobly silent, preferring death rather than cause pain to the woman he loves. Gant, the Unknown Soldier, the Martyred President, the slain God of Harvest, the Bringer of Good Crops. Duke Gant of Westmoreland, Viscount Pondicherry, twelfth Lord Runnymede, who hunts for true love, incognito, in Devon and ripe grain, and finds the calico white legs embedded in sweet hay. Yes, George-Gordon-Noel-Byron Gant, carrying the pageant of his bleeding heart through Europe, and Thomas-Chatterton Gant (that bright boy!), and François-Villon Gant, and Ahasuerus Gant, and Mithridates Gant, and Artaxerxes Gant, and Edward-the-Black-Prince Gant; Stilicho Gant, and Jugurtha Gant, and Vercingetorix Gant, and Czar-Ivan-the-Terrible Gant. And Gant, the Olympian Bull; and Heracles Gant; and Gant, the Seductive Swan; and Ashtaroth and Azrael Gant, Proteus Gant, Anubis and Osiris and Mumbo-Jumbo Gant.


  But what, said Eugene very slowly into the darkness, if I’m not a Genius? He did not ask himself the question often. He was alone: he spoke aloud, but in a low voice, in order to feel the unreality of this blasphemy. It was a moonless night, full of stars. There was no thunder and no lightning.


  Yes, but what, he thought with a livid snarl, but what if anybody else thinks I’m not? Ah, but they’d like to, the swine. They hate me, and are jealous of me because they can’t be like me, so they’ll belittle me if they can. They’d like to say it, if they dared, just to hurt me. For a moment his face was convulsed with pain and bitterness: he craned his neck, holding his throat with his hand.


  Then, as was his custom, when he had burnt his heart out, he began to look nakedly and critically at the question.


  Well, he went on very calmly, what if I’m not? Am I going to cut my throat, or eat worms, or swallow arsenic? He shook his head slowly but emphatically. No, he said, I am not. Besides, there are enough geniuses. They have at least one in every high school, and one in the orchestra of every small-town movie. Sometimes Mrs. Von Zeck, the wealthy patroness of the arts, sends a genius or two off to New York to study. So that, he estimated, this broad land of ours has by the census not less than 26,400 geniuses and 83,752 artists, not counting those in business and advertising. For his personal satisfaction, Eugene then muttered over the names of 21 geniuses who wrote poetry, and 37 more who devoted themselves to the drama and the novel. After this, he felt quite relieved.


  What, he thought, can I be, besides a genius? I’ve been one long enough. There must be better things to do.


  Over that final hedge, he thought, not death, as I once believed—but new life—and new lands.


  Erect, with arm akimbo on his hip, he stood, his domed head turned out toward the light: sixty, subtle and straight of body, deep-browed, with an old glint of hawk-eyes, lean apple-cheeks, a mustache bristle-cropped. That face on which the condor Thought has fed, arched with high subtle malice, sophist glee.


  Below, benched in rapt servility, they waited for his first husky word. Eugene looked at the dull earnest faces, lured from the solid pews of Calvinism to the shadowland of metaphysics. And now his mockery will play like lightning around their heads, but they will never see it, nor feel it strike. They will rush forward to wrestle with his shadow, to hear his demon’s laughter, to struggle solemnly with their unborn souls.


  The clean cuffed hand holds up an abraded stick. Their stare follows obediently along its lustre.


  “Mr. Willis?”


  White, bewildered, servile, the patient slave’s face.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “What have I here?”


  “A stick, sir.”


  “What is a stick?”


  “It’s a piece of wood, sir.”


  A pause. Ironic eyebrows ask their laughter. They snicker smugly for the wolf that will devour them.


  “Mr. Willis says a stick is a piece of wood.”


  Their laughter rattles against the walls. Absurd.


  “But a stick is a piece of wood,” says Mr. Willis.


  “So is a tree or a telephone-pole. No, I’m afraid that will not do. Does the class agree with Mr. Willis?”


  “A stick is a piece of wood cut off at a certain length.”


  “Then we agree, Mr. Ransom, that a stick is not simply wood with unlimited extension?”


  The stunned peasant’s face with its blink of effort.


  “I see that Mr. Gant is leaning forward in his seat. There is a light in his face that I have seen there before. Mr. Gant will not sleep of nights, for thinking.”


  “A stick,” said Eugene, “is not only wood but the negation of wood. It is the meeting in Space of Wood and No-Wood. A stick is finite and unextended wood, a fact determined by its own denial.”


  The old head listens gravely above the ironic intake of their breath. He will bear me out and praise me, for I am measured against this peasant earth. He sees me with the titles of proud office; and he loves victory.


  “We have a new name for him, Professor Weldon,” said Nick Mabley. “We call him Hegel Gant.”


  He listened to their shout of laughter; he saw their pleased faces turn back on him. That was meant well. I shall smile—their Great Original, the beloved eccentric, the poet of substantial yokels.


  “That’s a name he may be worthy of,” said Vergil Weldon seriously.


  Old Fox, I too can juggle with your phrases so they will never catch me. Over the jungle of their wits our unfoiled minds strike irony and passion. Truth? Reality? The Absolute? The Universal? Wisdom? Experience? Knowledge? The Fact? The Concept? Death—the great negation? Parry and thrust, Volpone! Have we not words? We shall prove anything. But Ben, and the demon-flicker of his smile? Where now?


  The Spring comes back. I see the sheep upon the hill. The belled cows come along the road in wreaths of dust, and the wagons creak home below the pale ghost of the moon. But what stirs within the buried heart? Where are the lost words? And who has seen his shadow in the Square?


  “And if they asked you, Mr. Rountree?”


  “I’d have told the truth,” said Mr. Rountree, removing his glasses.


  “But they had built a good big fire, Mr. Rountree.”


  “That doesn’t matter,” said Mr. Rountree, putting his glasses on again.


  How nobly we can die for truth—in conversation.


  “It was a very hot fire, Mr. Rountree. They’d have burned you if you hadn’t recanted.”


  “Ah. I’d have let them burn,” said the martyred Rountree through moistening spectacles.


  “I think it might be painful,” Vergil Weldon suggested. “Even a little blister hurts.”


  “Who wants to be burned for anything?” said Eugene. “I’d have done what Galileo did—backed out of it.”


  “So should I,” said Vergil Weldon, and their faces arched with gleeful malice over the heavy laughter of the class.


  Nevertheless, it moves.


  “On one side of the table stood the combined powers of Europe; on the other stood Martin Luther, the son of a blacksmith.”


  The voice of husky passion, soul-shaken. This they can remember, and put down.


  “There, if ever, was a situation to try the strongest soul. But the answer came like a flash. Ich kann nicht anders—I can’t do otherwise. It was one of the great utterances of history.”


  That phrase, used now for thirty years, relic of Yale and Harvard: Royce and Munsterberg. In all this jugglery, the Teutons were Weldon’s masters, yet mark how thirstily the class lap it up. He will not let them read, lest some one find the rag-quilt of his takings from Zeno to Immanuel Kant. The crazy patchwork of three thousand years, the forced marriage of irreconcilables, the summation of all thought, in his old head. Socrates begat Plato. Plato begat Plotinus. Plotinus begat St. Augustine. ... Kant begat Hegel. Hegel begat Vergil Weldon. Here we pause. There’s no more to beget. An Answer to All Things in Thirty Easy Lessons. How sure they are they’ve found it!


  And to-night they will carry their dull souls into his study, will make unfleshly confessions, will writhe in concocted tortures of the spirit, revealing struggles that they never had.


  “It took character to do a thing like that. It took a man who refused to crack under pressure. And that is what I want my boys to do! I want them to succeed! I want them to absorb their negations. I want them to keep as clean as a hound’s tooth!”


  Eugene winced, and looked around on all the faces set in a resolve to fight desperately for monogamy, party politics, and the will of the greatest number.


  And yet the Baptists fear this man! Why? He has taken the whiskers off their God, but for the rest, he has only taught them to vote the ticket.


  So here is Hegel in the Cotton Belt!


  During these years Eugene would go away from Pulpit Hill, by night and by day, when April was a young green blur, or when the Spring was deep and ripe. But he liked best to go away by night, rushing across a cool Spring countryside full of dew and starlight, under a great beach of the moon ribbed with clouds.


  He would go to Exeter or Sydney; sometimes he would go to little towns he had never before visited. He would register at hotels as “Robert Herrick,” “John Donne,” “George Peele,” “William Blake,” and “John Milton.” No one ever said anything to him about it. The people in those small towns had such names. Once he registered at a hotel, in a small Piedmont town, as “Ben Jonson.”


  The clerk spun the book critically.


  “Isn’t there an h in that name?” he said.


  “No,” said Eugene. “That’s another branch of the family. I have an uncle, Samuel, who spells his name that way.”


  Sometimes, at hotels of ill-repute, he would register, with dark buried glee, as “Robert Browning,” “Alfred Tennyson,” and “William Wordsworth.”


  Once he registered as “Henry W. Longfellow.”


  “You can’t fool me,” said the clerk, with a hard grin of disbelief. “That’s the name of a writer.”


  He was devoured by a vast strange hunger for life. At night, he listened to the million-noted ululation of little night things, the great brooding symphony of dark, the ringing of remote churchbells across the country. And his vision widened out in circles over moon-drenched meadows, dreaming woods, mighty rivers going along in darkness, and ten thousand sleeping towns. He believed in the infinite rich variety of all the towns and faces: behind any of a million shabby houses he believed there was strange buried life, subtle and shattered romance, something dark and unknown. At the moment of passing any house, he thought, some one therein might be at the gate of death, lovers might lie twisted in hot embrace, murder might be doing.


  He felt a desperate frustration, as if he were being shut out from the rich banquet of life. And against all caution, he determined to break the pattern of custom, and look within. Driven on by this hunger, he would suddenly rush away from Pulpit Hill and, as dusk came on, prowl up and down the quiet streets of towns. Finally, lifted beyond all restraint, he would mount swiftly to a door and ring the bell. Then, to whoever came, reeling against the wall and clutching at his throat, he would say:


  “Water! In God’s name, water! I am ill!”


  Sometimes there were women, seductive and smiling, aware of his trick, but loath to let him go; sometimes women touched with compassion and tenderness. Then, having drunk, he would smile with brave apology into startled and sympathetic faces, murmuring:


  “Pardon me. It came on suddenly—one of my attacks. I had no time to go for help. I saw your light.”


  Then they would ask him where his friends were.


  “Friends!” he glanced about wildly and darkly. Then, with a bitter laugh, he said, “Friends! I have none! I am a stranger here.”


  Then they would ask him what he did.


  “I am a Carpenter,” he would answer, smiling strangely.


  Then they would ask him where he came from.


  “Far away. Very far,” he would say deeply. “You would not know if I told you.”


  Then he would rise, looking about him with grandeur and compassion.


  “And now I must go!” he would say mysteriously. “I have a long way to go before my journey is done. God bless you all! I was a stranger and you gave me shelter. The Son of Man was treated not so well.”


  Sometimes, he would ring bells with an air of timid inquiry, saying:


  “Is this number 26? My name is Thomas Chatterton. I am looking for a gentleman by the name of Coleridge—Mr. Samuel T. Coleridge. Does he live here? ... No? I’m sorry. ... Yes, 26 is the number I have, I’m sure. ... Thank you ... I’ve made a mistake ... I’ll look it up in the telephone directory.”


  But what, thought Eugene, if one day, in the million streets of life, I should really find him?


  These were the golden years.


  [¬]
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  Gant and Eliza came to his graduation. He found them lodgings in the town: it was early June—hot, green, fiercely and voluptuously Southern. The campus was a green oven; the old grads went about in greasy pairs; the cool pretty girls, who never sweated, came in to see their young men graduate, and to dance; the mamas and papas were shown about dumbly and shyly.


  The college was charming, half-deserted. Most of the students, except the graduating class, had departed. The air was charged with the fresh sensual heat, the deep green shimmer of heavy leafage, a thousand spermy earth and flower-scents. The young men were touched with sadness, with groping excitement, with glory.


  On this rich stage, Gant, who had left his charnel-house of death for three days, saw his son Eugene. He came, gathered to life again, out of his grave. He saw his son enthroned in all the florid sentiment of commencement, and the whole of his heart was lifted out of the dust. Upon the lordly sward, shaded by great trees, and ringed by his solemn classmen and their families, Eugene read the Class Poem (“O Mother Of Our Myriad Hopes”). Then Vergil Weldon spoke, high-husky, deep, and solemn-sad; and Living Truth welled in their hearts. It was a Great Utterance. Be true! Be clean! Be good! Be men! Absorb the Negation! The world has need of. Life was never so worth. Never in history had there been. No other class had shown so great a promise as. Among other achievements, the editor of the paper had lifted the moral and intellectual level of the State two inches. The university spirit! Character! Service! Leadership!


  Eugene’s face grew dark with pride and joy there in the lovely wilderness. He could not speak. There was a glory in the world: life was panting for his embrace.


  Eliza and Gant listened attentively to all the songs and speeches. Their son was a great man on the campus. They saw and heard him before his class, on the campus, and at graduation, when his prizes and honors were announced. And his teachers and companions spoke to them about him, and said he would have “a brilliant career.” And Eliza and Gant were touched a little by the false golden glow of youth. They believed for a moment that all things were possible.


  “Well, son,” said Gant, “the rest is up to you now. I believe you’re going to make a name for yourself.” He laid a great dry hand clumsily upon his son’s shoulder, and for a moment Eugene saw in the dead eyes the old dark of umber and unfound desire.


  “Hm!” Eliza began, with a tremulous bantering smile, “your head will get turned by all the things they’re saying about you.” She took his hand in her rough warm grasp. Her eyes grew suddenly wet.


  “Well, son,” she said gravely. “I want you to go ahead now and try to be Somebody. None of the others ever had your opportunity, and I hope you do something with it. Your papa and I have done the best we could. The rest is up to you.”


  He took her hand in a moment of wild devotion and kissed it.


  “I’ll do something,” he said. “I will.”


  They looked shyly at his strange dark face, with all its passionate and naïve ardor, and they felt tenderness and love for his youth and all that was unknown to it. And a great love and pity welled up in him because of their strange and awkward loneliness, and because he felt, through some terrible intuition, that he was already indifferent to the titles and honors they desired for him, and because those which he had come to desire for himself were already beyond the scale of their value. And, before the vision of pity and loss and loneliness, he turned away, clutching his lean hand into his throat.


  It was over. Gant, who under the stimulus of his son’s graduation had almost regained the vitality of his middle years, relapsed now into whining dotage. The terrible heat came down and smote him. He faced with terror and weariness the long hot trip into the hills again.


  “Merciful God!” he whined. “Why did I ever come! O Jesus, how will I ever face that trip again! I can’t bear it. I’ll die before I get there! It’s fearful, it’s awful, it’s cruel.” And he wept weak snuffling sobs.


  Eugene took them to Exeter and got them comfortably disposed in a Pullman. He was remaining for a few days to gather his belongings—the clutter of four years, letters, books, old manuscript, worthless rubbish of every description, for he seemed to inherit Eliza’s mania for blind accumulation. Extravagant with money, and unable to husband it, he saved everything else even when his spirit grew sick at the stale and dusty weariness of the past.


  “Well, son,” said Eliza, in the quiet moment before departure. “Have you thought yet of what you’re going to do?”


  “Yes,” said Gant, wetting his thumb, “for you’ve got to shift for yourself from now on. You’ve had the best education money can buy. The rest is up to you.”


  “I’ll talk to you in a few days when I see you at home,” said Eugene. “I’ll tell you about it then.”


  Mercifully the train began to move: he kissed them quickly and ran down the aisle.


  He had nothing to tell them. He was nineteen; he had completed his college course; but he did not know what he was going to do. His father’s plan that he should study law and “enter politics” had been forgotten since his sophomore year, when it became apparent that the impulse of his life was not toward law. His family felt obscurely that he was an eccentric—“queer,” they called it—and of an impractical or “literary” turn.


  Without asking sharply why, they felt the absurdity of clothing this bounding figure, with the wild dark face, in a frock-coat and string tie: he did not exist in business, trade, or law. More vaguely, they classified him as bookish and a dreamer—Eliza referred to him as “a good scholar,” which, in fact, he had never been. He had simply performed brilliantly in all things that touched his hunger, and dully, carelessly, and indifferently in all things that did not. No one saw very clearly what he was going to do—he, surely, least of all—but his family, following the tack of his comrades, spoke vaguely and glibly of “a career in journalism.” This meant newspaper work. And, however unsatisfactory this may have been, their inevitable question was drugged for the moment by the glitter of success that had surrounded his life at the university.


  But Eugene was untroubled by thought of a goal. He was mad with such ecstasy as he had never known. He was a centaur, moon-eyed and wild of mane, torn apart with hunger for the golden world. He became at times almost incapable of coherent speech. While talking with people, he would whinny suddenly into their startled faces, and leap away, his face contorted with an idiot joy. He would hurl himself squealing through the streets and along the paths, touched with the ecstasy of a thousand unspoken desires. The world lay before him for his picking—full of opulent cities, golden vintages, glorious triumphs, lovely women, full of a thousand unmet and magnificent possibilities. Nothing was dull or tarnished. The strange enchanted coasts were unvisited. He was young and he could never die.


  He went back to Pulpit Hill for two or three days of delightful loneliness in the deserted college. He prowled through the empty campus at midnight under the great moons of the late rich Spring; he breathed the thousand rich odors of tree and grass and flower, of the opulent and seductive South; and he felt a delicious sadness when he thought of his departure, and saw there in the moon the thousand phantom shapes of the boys he had known who would come no more.


  And in the day he went to talk with Vergil Weldon. The old man was charming, confidential, full of wise intimacy, gentle humor. They sat beneath the great trees of his yard and drank iced tea. Eugene was thinking of California, Peru, Asia, Alaska, Europe, Africa, China. But he mentioned Harvard. For him, it was not the name of a university—it was rich magic, wealth, elegance, joy, proud loneliness, rich books and golden browsing; it was an enchanted name like Cairo and Damascus. And he felt somehow that it gave a reason, a goal of profit, to his wild ecstasy.


  “Yes,” said Vergil Weldon approvingly. “It’s the place for you, Mr. Gant. It doesn’t matter about the others. They’re ready now. But a mind like yours must not be pulled green. You must give it a chance to ripen. There you will find yourself.”


  And he talked enchantingly about the good free life of the mind, cloistered study, the rich culture of the city, and about the food. “They give you food there that a man can eat, Mr. Gant,” he said. “Your mind can do its work on it.” Then he spoke of his own student days there, and of the great names of Royce and Everett, and William James.


  Eugene looked with passionate devotion at the grand old head, calm, wise and comforting. In a moment of vision, he saw that, for him, here was the last of the heroes, the last of those giants to whom we give the faith of our youth, believing like children that the riddle of our lives may be solved by their quiet judgment. He believed, and no experience, he knew, would ever make him disbelieve, that one of the great lives of his time had unfolded itself quietly in the little college town.


  Oh, my old Sophist, he thought. What were all the old philosophies that you borrowed and pranked up to your fancy, to you, who were greater than all? What was the Science of Thinking, to you, who were Thought? What if all your ancient game of metaphysics never touched the dark jungle of my soul? Do you think you have replaced my childhood’s God with your Absolute? No, you have only replaced his beard with a mustache, and a glint of demon hawk-eyes. To me, you were above good, above truth, above righteousness. To me, you were the sufficient negation to all your teachings. Whatever you did was, by its doing, right. And now I leave you throned in memory. You will see my dark face burning on your bench no more; the memory of me will grow mixed and broken; new boys will come to win your favor and your praise. But you? Forever fixed, unfading, bright, my lord.


  Then, while the old man talked, Eugene leaped suddenly to his feet, and grasped the lean hand tightly in his own.


  “Mr. Weldon!” he said. “Mr. Weldon! You are a great man! I shall never forget you!”


  Then, turning, he plunged off blindly down the path.


  He still loitered, although his baggage had been packed for days. With a desperate pain, he faced departure from that Arcadian wilderness where he had known so much joy. At night he roamed the deserted campus, talking quietly until morning with a handful of students who lingered strangely, as he did, among the ghostly buildings, among the phantoms of lost boys. He could not face a final departure. He said he would return early in autumn for a few days, and at least once a year thereafter.


  Then one hot morning, on sudden impulse, he left. As the car that was taking him to Exeter roared down the winding street, under the hot green leafiness of June, he heard, as from the sea-depth of a dream, far-faint, the mellow booming of the campus bell. And suddenly it seemed to him that all the beaten walks were thudding with the footfalls of lost boys, himself among them, running for their class. Then, as he listened, the far bell died away, and the phantom runners thudded into oblivion. Soon the car roared up by Vergil Weldon’s house, and as he passed, he saw the old man sitting below his tree.


  Eugene stood up in the car and waved his long arm in a gesture of farewell.


  “Good-bye,” he cried. “Good-bye.”


  The old man stood up with a quiet salute of parting, slow, calm, eloquently tender.


  Then, even while Eugene stood looking back upon the street, the car roared up across the lip of the hill, and drove steeply down into the hot parched countryside below. But as the lost world faded from his sight, Eugene gave a great cry of pain and sadness, for he knew that the elfin door had closed behind him, and that he would never come back again.


  He saw the vast rich body of the hills, lush with billowing greenery, ripe-bosomed, dappled by far-floating cloud-shadows. But it was, he knew, the end.


  Far-forested, the horn-note wound. He was wild with the hunger for release: the vast champaign of earth stretched out for him its limitless seduction.


  It was the end, the end. It was the beginning of the voyage, the quest of new lands.


  Gant was dead. Gant was living, death-in-life. In his big back room at Eliza’s he waited death, lost and broken in a semi-life of petulant memory. He hung to life by a decayed filament, a corpse lit by infrequent flares of consciousness. The sudden death whose menace they had faced so long that it had lost its meaning, had never come to him. It had come where they had least expected it—to Ben. And the conviction which Eugene had had at Ben’s death, more than a year and a half before, was now a materialized certainty. The great wild pattern of the family had been broken forever. The partial discipline that had held them together had been destroyed by the death of their brother: the nightmare of waste and loss had destroyed their hope. With an insane fatalism they had surrendered to the savage chaos of life.


  Except for Eliza. She was sixty, sound of body and mind, triumphantly healthy. She still ran Dixieland, but she had given up the boarders for roomers, and most of the duties of management she intrusted to an old maid who lived in the house. Eliza devoted most of her time to real estate.


  She had, during the past year, got final control of Gant’s property. She had begun to sell it immediately and ruthlessly, over his indifferent mutter of protest. She had sold the old house on Woodson Street for $7,000—a good enough price, she had said, considering the neighborhood. But, stark, bare, and raw, stripped of its girdling vines, annex now to a quack’s sanitarium for “nervous diseases,” the rich labor of their life was gone. In this, more than in anything else, Eugene saw the final disintegration of his family.


  Eliza had also sold a wild tract of mountain farmland for $6,000, fifty acres on the Reynoldsville road for $15,000, and several smaller pieces. Finally she had sold Gant’s shop upon the Square for $25,000 to a syndicate of real estate people who were going to erect on the site the town’s first “skyscraper.” With this money as capital, she began to “trade,” buying, selling, laying down options, in an intricate and bewildering web.


  “Dixieland” itself had become enormously valuable. The street which she had foreseen years before had been cut through behind her boundaries: she lacked thirty feet of meeting the golden highway, but she had bought the intervening strip, paying without complaint a stiff price. Since then she had refused, with a puckered smile, an offer of $100,000 for her property.


  She was obsessed. She talked real estate unendingly. She spent half her time talking to real estate men; they hovered about the house like flesh-flies. She drove off with them several times a day to look at property. As her land investments grew in amount and number, she became insanely niggardly in personal expenditure. She would fret loudly if a light was kept burning in the house, saying that ruin and poverty faced her. She seldom ate unless the food was given to her; she went about the house holding a cup of weak coffee and a crust of bread. A stingy careless breakfast was the only meal to which Luke and Eugene could look forward with any certainty: with angry guffaw and chortle, they ate, wedged in the little pantry—the dining-room had been turned over to the roomers.


  Gant was fed and cared for by Helen. She moved back and forth in ceaseless fret between Eliza’s house and Hugh Barton’s, in constant rhythms of wild energy and depletion, anger, hysteria, weariness and indifference. She had had no children and, it seemed, would have none. For this reason, she had long periods of brooding morbidity, during which she drugged herself with nibbling potations of patent tonics, medicines with a high alcoholic content, home-made wines, and corn whiskey. Her large eyes grew lustreless and dull, her big mouth had a strain of hysteria about it, she would pluck at her long chin and burst suddenly into tears. She talked restlessly, fretfully, incessantly, wasting and losing herself in a net of snarled nerves, in endless gossip, incoherent garrulity about the townsfolk, the neighbors, disease, doctors, hospitals, death.


  The deliberate calm of Hugh Barton sometimes goaded her to a frenzy. He would sit at night, oblivious of her tirade, gravely chewing his long cigar, absorbed in his charts, or in a late issue of System or of The American Magazine. This power of losing himself in solitary absorption would madden her. She did not know what she wanted, but his silence before her exasperated indictment of life drove her to frenzy. She would rush at him with a sob of rage, knock the magazine from his hands, and seize his thinning hair in the grip of her long fingers.


  “You answer when I speak!” she cried, panting with hysteria. “I’m not going to sit here, night after night, while you sit buried in a story. The idea! The idea!” She burst into tears. “I might as well have married a dummy.”


  “Well, I’m willing to talk to you,” he protested sourly, “but nothing I say to you seems to suit you. What do you want me to say?”


  It seemed, indeed, when she was in this temper, that she could not be pleased. She was annoyed and irritable if people agreed carefully with all her utterances; she was annoyed equally by their disagreement and by their silence. A remark about the weather, the most studiously uncontroversial opinion, aroused her annoyance.


  Sometimes at night she would weep hysterically upon her pillow, and turn fiercely upon her mate.


  “Leave me! Go away! Get out! I hate you!”


  He would rise obediently and go downstairs, but before he reached the living-room she would call fearfully after him, asking him to return.


  She lavished kisses and abuse on him by turns: the mothering tenderness, in which she was drowning for want of a child, she poured out on a dirty little mongrel dog which had trotted in from the streets one night, half-dead from starvation. He was a snarling little brute with a rough black-and-white pelt, and an ugly lift of teeth for every one but his master and mistress, but he had grown waddling-fat upon choice meats and livers; he slept warmly on a velvet cushion and rode out with them, snarling at passers-by. She smothered the little cur with slaps and kisses, devoured him with baby-talk, and hated any one who disliked his mongrel viciousness. But most of her time, her love, her blazing energy, she gave to the care of her father. Her feeling toward Eliza was more bitter than ever: it was one of constant chaffering irritability, mounting at times to hatred. She would rail against her mother for hours:


  “I believe she’s gone crazy. Don’t you think so? Sometimes I think we ought to get guardians appointed and keep her under custody. Do you know that I buy almost every bite of food that goes into that house? Do you? If it weren’t for me, she’d let him die right under her eyes. Don’t you know she would? She’s got so stingy she won’t even buy food for herself. Why, good heavens!” she burst out in strong exasperation. “It’s not my place to do those things. He’s her husband, not mine! Do you think it’s right? Do you?” And she would almost weep with rage.


  And she would burst out on Eliza, thus: “Mama, in God’s name! Are you going to let that poor old man in there die for lack of proper care? Can’t you ever get it into your head that papa’s a sick man? He’s got to have good food and decent treatment.”


  And Eliza, confused and disturbed, would answer: “Why, child! What on earth do you mean? I took him in a big bowl of vegetable soup myself, for his lunch: he ate it all up without stopping. ‘Why, pshaw! Mr. Gant,’ I said (just to cheer him up), ‘I don’t believe there can be much wrong with any one with an appetite like that. Why, say,’ I said ...”


  “Oh, for heaven’s sake!” cried Helen furiously. “Papa’s a sick man. Aren’t you ever going to understand that? Surely Ben’s death should have taught us something,” her voice ended in a scream of exasperation.


  Gant was a spectre in waxen yellow. His disease, which had thrust out its branches to all parts of his body, gave him an appearance of almost transparent delicacy. His mind was sunken out of life in a dim shadowland: he listened wearily and indifferently to all the brawling clamor around him, crying out and weeping when he felt pain, cold, or hunger, smiling when he was comfortable and at ease. He was taken back to Baltimore two or three times a year now for radium treatments: he had a brief flare of vitality and ease after each visit, but every one knew his relief would be only temporary. His body was a rotten fabric which had thus far miraculously held together.


  Meanwhile, Eliza talked incessantly about real estate, bought, sold and traded. About her own ventures she was insanely secretive; she would smile craftily when questioned about them, wink in a knowing fashion, and make a bantering noise in her throat.


  “I’m not telling all I know,” she said.


  This goaded her daughter’s bitter curiosity almost past endurance, for, despite her angry mockery, the mania for property had bitten into her and Hugh Barton as well: secretly they respected Eliza’s shrewdness and got her advice on property into which he was putting all his surplus earnings. But when Eliza refused to reveal her own investments, the girl would cry out in a baffled hysteria:


  “She has no right to do that! Don’t you know she hasn’t? It’s papa’s property just as much as hers, you know. If she should die now, that estate would be in a terrible mess. No one knows what she’s done: how much she’s bought and sold. I don’t think she knows herself. She keeps her notes and papers hidden away in little drawers and boxes.”


  Her distrust and fear had been so great that, much to Eliza’s annoyance, she had persuaded Gant, a year or two before, to make a will: he had left $5,000 to each of his five children, and the remainder of his property and money to his wife. And, as the summer advanced, she again persuaded him to appoint as executors the two people in whose honesty she had the greatest trust: Hugh Barton and Luke Gant.


  To Luke, who, since his discharge from the navy, had been salesman, in the mountain district, for electrical farm-lighting plants, she said:


  “We’re the ones who’ve always had the interests of the family at heart, and we’ve had nothing for it. We’ve been the generous ones, but Eugene and Steve will get it all in the end. ’Gene’s had everything: we’ve had nothing. Now he’s talking of going to Harvard. Had you heard about that?”


  “His m-m-m-majesty!” said Luke ironically. “Who’s going to p-p-p-pay the bills?”


  Thus, as the summer waned, over the slow horror of Gant’s death was waged this ugly warfare of greed and hatred. Steve came in from Indiana; within four days he was insane from whiskey and veronal. He began to follow Eugene around the house, backing him ominously into corners, seizing him belligerently by the arm, as he breathed upon him his foul yellow stench, and spoke to him with maudlin challenge.


  “I’ve never had your chance. Every one was down on Stevie. If he’d had the chance some folks have, he’d be right up there with the Big Boys now. And at that, he’s got more brains than a lot of people I know who’ve been to college. You get that, don’t you?”


  He thrust his pustulate face, foul and snarling, close to Eugene’s.


  “Get away, Steve! Get away!” the boy muttered. He tried to move, but his brother blocked him. “I tell you to get away, you swine!” he screamed suddenly, and he struck the evil face away from him.


  Then, as Steve sprawled dazed and witless on the floor, Luke sprang upon him with stammering curse, and, past reason, began to drag him up and down. And Eugene sprang upon Luke to stop him, and all three stammered and cursed and begged and accused, while the roomers huddled at the door, and Eliza wept, calling for help, and Daisy, who was up from the South with her children, wrung her plump hands, moaning “Oh, they’ll kill him! They’ll kill him. Have mercy on me and my poor little children, I beg of you.”


  Then the shame, the disgust, the maudlin grievance, the weeping women, the excited men.


  “You m-m-m-miserable degenerate!” cried Luke. “You c-c-came home because you thought p-p-p-papa would die and leave you a little money. You d-d-don’t deserve a penny!”


  “I know what you’re trying to do,” Steve screamed in an agony of suspicion. “You’re all against me! You’ve framed up on me and you’re trying to beat me out of my share.”


  He was weeping with genuine rage and fear, with the angry suspicion of a beaten child. Eugene looked at him with pity and nausea: he was so foul, whipped, and frightened. Then, with a sense of unreal horror and disbelief, he listened while they bawled out their accusations. This disease of money and greed tainted other people, the people in books, not one’s own. They were snarling like curs over one bone—their little shares in the money of an unburied dead man who lay, with low moanings of disease, not thirty feet away.


  The family drew off in two camps of hostile watchfulness: Helen and Luke on one side and Daisy and Steve, subdued but stubborn, on the other. Eugene, who had no talent for parties, cruised through sidereal space with momentary anchorings to earth. He loafed along the avenue, and lounged in Wood’s; he gossiped with the pharmacy rakes; he courted the summer girls on boarding-house porches; he visited Roy Brock in a high mountain village, and lay with a handsome girl in the forest; he went to South Carolina; he was seduced by a dentist’s wife at Dixieland. She was a prim ugly woman of forty-three, who wore glasses and had sparse hair. She was a Daughter of the Confederacy and wore the badge constantly on her starched waists.


  He thought of her only as a very chill and respectable woman. He played Casino—the only game he knew—with her and the other boarders, and called her “ma’am.” Then one night she took his hand, saying she would show him how to make love to a girl. She tickled the palm, put it around her waist, lifted it to her breast, and plumped over on his shoulder, breathing stertorously through her pinched nostrils and saying, “God, boy!” over and over. He plunged around the dark cool streets until three in the morning, wondering what he would do about it. Then he came back to the sleeping house, and crept on shoeless feet into her room. Fear and disgust were immediate. He climbed the hills to ease his tortured spirit and stayed away from the house for hours. But she would follow him down the halls or open her door suddenly on him, clad in a red kimono. She became very ugly and bitter, and accused him of betraying, dishonoring, and deserting her. She said that where she came from—the good old State of South Carolina—a man who treated a woman in such fashion would get a bullet in him. Eugene thought of new lands. He was in an agony of repentance and guilty abasement: he framed a long plea for pardon and included it in his prayers at night, for he still prayed, not from devout belief, but from the superstition of habit and number, muttering a set formula over sixteen times, while he held his breath. Since childhood he had believed in the magical efficacy of certain numbers—on Sunday he would do only the second thing that came into his head and not the first—and this intricate ritual of number and prayer he was a slave to, not to propitiate God, but to fulfil a mysterious harmonic relation with the universe, or to pay worship to the demonic force that brooded over him. He could not sleep of nights until he did this.


  Eliza finally grew suspicious of the woman, picked a quarrel with her, and ejected her.


  No one said very much to him about going to Harvard. He himself had no very clear reason for going, and only in September, a few days before the beginning of the term, decided to go. He talked about it at intervals during the summer, but, like all his family, he needed the pressure of immediacy to force a decision. He was offered employment on several newspapers in the State, and on the teaching staff of the run-down military academy that topped a pleasant hill two miles from town.


  But in his heart he knew he was going to leave. And no one opposed him very much. Helen railed against him at times to Luke, but made only a few indifferent and unfriendly comments to himself about it. Gant moaned wearily, saying: “Let him do as he likes. I can’t pay out any more money on his education. If he wants to go, his mother must send him.” Eliza pursed her lips thoughtfully, made a bantering noise, and said:


  “Hm! Harvard! That’s mighty big talk, boy. Where are you going to get the money?”


  “I can get it,” he said darkly. “People will lend it to me.”


  “No, son,” she said with instant grave caution. “I don’t want you to do anything like that. You mustn’t start life by accumulating debts.”


  He was silent, trying to force the terrible sentence through his parched lips.


  “Then,” he said finally, “why can’t I pay my way from my share in papa’s estate?”


  “Why, child!” said Eliza angrily. “You talk as if we were millionaires. I don’t even know that there’s going to be any share for anybody. Your papa was persuaded into that against his better judgment,” she added fretfully.


  Eugene began to beat suddenly against his ribs.


  “I want to go!” he said. “I’ve got to have it now! Now!”


  He was mad with a sense of frustration.


  “I don’t want it when I’m rotten! I want it now! To hell with the real estate! I want none of your dirt! I hate it! Let me go!” he screamed; and in his fury he began to beat his head against the wall.


  Eliza pursed her lips for a moment.


  “Well,” she said, at length. “I’ll send you for a year. Then we’ll see.”


  But, two or three days before his departure, Luke, who was taking Gant to Baltimore the next day, thrust a sheet of typed paper into his hand.


  “What is it?” he asked, looking at it with sullen suspicion.


  “Oh, just a little form Hugh wants you to sign, in case anything should happen. It’s a release.”


  “A release from what?” said Eugene, staring at it.


  Then, as his mind picked its way slowly through the glib jargon of the law, he saw that the paper was an acknowledgment that he had already received the sum of five thousand dollars in consideration of college fees and expenses. He lifted his scowling face to his brother. Luke looked at him for a moment, then burst into a crazy whah-whah, digging him in the ribs. Eugene grinned sullenly, and said:


  “Give me your pen.”


  He signed the paper and gave it back to his brother with a feeling of sad triumph.


  “Whah-whah! Now you’ve done it!” said Luke, with witless guffaw.


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “and you think me a fool for it. But I’d rather be done now than later. That’s my release, not yours.”


  He thought of Hugh Barton’s grave foxy face. There was no victory for him there and he knew it. After all, he thought, I have my ticket and the money for my escape in my pocket. Now, I am done with it cleanly. It’s a good ending, after all.


  When Eliza heard of this occurrence, she protested sharply:


  “Why here!” she said. “They’ve no right to do that. The child’s still a minor. Your papa always said he intended to give him his education.”


  Then, after a thoughtful pause, she said doubtfully: “Well, we’ll see, then. I’ve promised to send him for a year.”


  In the darkness by the house, Eugene clutched at his throat. He wept for all the lovely people who would not come again.


  Eliza stood upon the porch, her hands clasped loosely across her stomach. Eugene was leaving the house and going toward the town. It was the day before his departure; dusk was coming on, the hills were blooming in strange purple dusk. Eliza watched him go.


  “Spruce up there, boy!” she called. “Spruce up! Throw your shoulders back!”


  In the dusk he knew that she was smiling tremulously at him, pursing her lips. She caught his low mutter of annoyance:


  “Why, yes,” she said, nodding briskly. “I’d show them! I’d act as if I thought I was Somebody. Son,” she said more gravely, with a sudden change from her tremulous banter, “it worries me to see you walk like that. You’ll get lung-trouble as sure as you’re born if you go all humped over. That’s one thing about your papa: he always carried himself as straight as a rod. Of course, he’s not as straight now as he used to be—as the fellow says” (she smiled tremulously)—“I reckon we all have a tendency to shrink up a little as we get older. But in his young days there wasn’t a straighter man in town.”


  And then the terrible silence came between them again. He had turned sullenly upon her while she talked. Indecisively she stopped, peered down at him with white pursed face, and in that silence, behind the trivial arras of her talk, he heard the bitter song of all her life.


  The marvellous hills were blooming in the dusk. Eliza pursed her lips reflectively a moment, then continued:


  “Well, when you get way up there—as the fellow says—in Yankeedom, you want to look up your Uncle Emerson and all your Boston kin. Your Aunt Lucy took a great liking to you when they were down here—they always said they’d be glad to see any of us if we ever came up—when you’re a stranger in a strange land it’s mighty good sometimes to have some one you know. And say—when you see your Uncle Emerson, you might just tell him not to be surprised to see me at any time now” (She nodded pertly at him)—“I reckon I can pick right up and light out the same as the next fellow when I get ready—I may just pack up and come—without saying a word to any one—I’m not going to spend all my days slaving away in the kitchen—it don’t pay—if I can turn a couple of trades here this Fall, I may start out to see the world like I always intended to—I was talking to Cash Rankin about it the other day—‘Why, Mrs. Gant,’ he said, ‘if I had your head I’d be a rich man in five years—you’re the best trader in this town,’ he said. ‘Don’t you talk to me about any more trades,’ I said—‘when I get rid of what I’ve got now I’m going to get out of it, and not even listen to any one who says real-estate to me—we can’t take any of it with us, Cash,’ I said—‘there are no pockets in shrouds and we only need six feet of earth to bury us in the end—so I’m going to pull out and begin to enjoy life—or as the feller says—before it’s too late’—‘Well, I don’t know that I blame you, Mrs. Gant,’ he said—‘I reckon you’re right—we can’t take any of it with us,’ he said—‘and besides, even if we could, what good would it do us where we’re goin’?’—Now here” (she addressed Eugene with sudden change, with the old loose masculine gesture of her hand)—“here’s the thing I’m going to do—you know that lot I told you I owned on Sunset Crescent——”


  And now the terrible silence came between them once again.


  The marvellous hills were blooming in the dusk. We shall not come again. We never shall come back again.


  Without speech now they faced each other, without speech they knew each other. In a moment Eliza turned quickly from him and with the queer unsteady steps with which she had gone out from the room where Ben lay dying, she moved toward the door.


  He rushed back across the walk and with a single bound took the steps that mounted to the porch. He caught the rough hands that she held clasped across her body, and drew them swiftly, fiercely, to his breast.


  “Good-bye,” he muttered harshly. “Good-bye! Good-bye, mama!” A wild, strange cry, like that of a beast in pain, was torn from his throat. His eyes were blind with tears; he tried to speak, to get into a word, a phrase, all the pain, the beauty, and the wonder of their lives—every step of that terrible voyage which his incredible memory and intuition took back to the dwelling of her womb. But no word came, no word could come; he kept crying hoarsely again and again, “Good-bye, good-bye.”


  She understood, she knew all he felt and wanted to say, her small weak eyes were wet as his with tears, her face was twisted in the painful grimace of sorrow, and she kept saying:


  “Poor child! Poor child! Poor child!” Then she whispered huskily, faintly: “We must try to love one another.”


  The terrible and beautiful sentence, the last, the final wisdom that the earth can give, is remembered at the end, is spoken too late, wearily. It stands there, awful and untraduced, above the dusty racket of our lives. No forgetting, no forgiving, no denying, no explaining, no hating.


  O mortal and perishing love, born with this flesh and dying with this brain, your memory will haunt the earth forever.


  And now the voyage out. Where?


  [¬]


  40


  The Square lay under blazing moonlight. The fountain pulsed with a steady breezeless jet: the water fell upon the pool with a punctual slap. No one came into the Square.


  The chimes of the bank’s clock struck the quarter after three as Eugene entered from the northern edge, by Academy Street.


  He came slowly over past the fire department and the City Hall. On Gant’s corner, the Square dipped sharply down toward Niggertown, as if it had been bent at the edge.


  Eugene saw his father’s name, faded, on the old brick in moonlight. On the stone porch of the shop, the angels held their marble posture. They seemed to have frozen, in the moonlight.


  Leaning against the iron railing of the porch, above the sidewalk, a man stood smoking. Troubled and a little afraid, Eugene came over. Slowly, he mounted the long wooden steps, looking carefully at the man’s face. It was half-obscured in shadow.


  “Is there anybody there?” said Eugene.


  No one answered.


  But, as Eugene reached the top, he saw that the man was Ben.


  Ben stared at him a moment without speaking. Although Eugene could not see his face very well under the obscuring shadow of his gray felt hat, he knew that he was scowling.


  “Ben?” said Eugene doubtfully, faltering a little on the top step. “Is it you, Ben?”


  “Yes,” said Ben. In a moment, he added in a surly voice: “Who did you think it was, you little idiot?”


  “I wasn’t sure,” said Eugene somewhat timidly. “I couldn’t see your face.”


  They were silent a moment. Then Eugene, clearing his throat in his embarrassment, said: “I thought you were dead, Ben.”


  “Ah-h!” said Ben contemptuously, jerking his head sharply upward. “Listen to this, won’t you?”


  He drew deeply on his cigarette: the spiral fumes coiled out and melted in the moon-bright silence.


  “No,” he said in a moment, quietly. “No, I am not dead.”


  Eugene came up on the porch and sat down on a limestone base, up-ended. Ben turned, in a moment, and climbed up on the rail, bending forward comfortably upon his knees.


  Eugene fumbled in his pockets for a cigarette, with fingers that were stiff and trembling. He was not frightened: he was speechless with wonder and strong eagerness, and afraid to betray his thoughts to ridicule. He lighted a cigarette. Presently he said, painfully, hesitantly, in apology:


  “Ben, are you a ghost?”


  Ben did not mock.


  “No,” he said. “I am not a ghost.”


  There was silence again, while Eugene sought timorously for words.


  “I hope,” he began presently, with a small cracked laugh, “I hope, then, this doesn’t mean that I’m crazy?”


  “Why not?” said Ben, with a swift flickering grin. “Of course you’re crazy.”


  “Then,” said Eugene slowly, “I’m imagining all this?”


  “In heaven’s name!” Ben cried irritably. “How should I know? Imagining all what?”


  “What I mean,” said Eugene, “is, are we here talking together, or not?”


  “Don’t ask me,” said Ben. “How should I know?”


  With a strong rustle of marble and a cold sigh of weariness, the angel nearest Eugene moved her stone foot and lifted her arm to a higher balance. The slender lily stipe shook stiffly in her elegant cold fingers.


  “Did you see that?” Eugene cried excitedly.


  “Did I see what?” said Ben, annoyed.


  “Th-th-that angel there!” Eugene chattered, pointing with a trembling finger. “Did you see it move? It lifted its arm.”


  “What of it?” Ben asked irritably. “It has a right to, hasn’t it? You know,” he added with biting sarcasm, “there’s no law against an angel lifting its arm if it wants to.”


  “No, I suppose not,” Eugene admitted slowly, after a moment. “Only, I’ve always heard——”


  “Ah! Do you believe all you hear, fool?” Ben cried fiercely. “Because,” he added more calmly, in a moment, drawing on his cigarette, “you’re in a bad way if you do.”


  There was again silence while they smoked. Then Ben said:


  “When are you leaving, ’Gene?”


  “To-morrow,” Eugene answered.


  “Do you know why you are going, or are you just taking a ride on the train?”


  “I know! Of course—I know why I’m going!” Eugene said angrily, confused. He stopped abruptly, bewildered, chastened. Ben continued to scowl at him. Then, quietly, with humility, Eugene said:


  “No, Ben. I don’t know why I’m going. Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps I just want a ride on the train.”


  “When are you coming back, ’Gene?” said Ben.


  “Why—at the end of the year, I think,” Eugene answered.


  “No,” said Ben, “you’re not.”


  “What do you mean, Ben?” Eugene said, troubled.


  “You’re not coming back, ’Gene,” said Ben softly. “Do you know that?”


  There was a pause.


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “I know it.”


  “Why aren’t you coming back?” said Ben.


  Eugene caught fiercely at the neckband of his shirt with a clawed hand.


  “I want to go! Do you hear!” he cried.


  “Yes,” said Ben. “So did I. Why do you want to go?”


  “There’s nothing here for me,” Eugene muttered.


  “How long have you felt like this?” said Ben.


  “Always,” said Eugene. “As long as I can remember. But I didn’t know about it until you—” He stopped.


  “Until I what?” said Ben.


  There was a pause.


  “You are dead, Ben,” Eugene muttered. “You must be dead. I saw you die, Ben.” His voice rose sharply. “I tell you, I saw you die. Don’t you remember? The front room upstairs that the dentist’s wife has now? Don’t you remember, Ben? Coker, Helen, Bessie Gant who nursed you, Mrs. Pert? The oxygen tank? I tried to hold your hands together when they gave it to you.” His voice rose to a scream. “Don’t you remember? I tell you, you are dead, Ben.”


  “Fool,” said Ben fiercely. “I am not dead.”


  There was a silence.


  “Then,” said Eugene very slowly, “which of us is the ghost, I wonder?”


  Ben did not answer.


  “Is this the Square, Ben? Is it you I’m talking to? Am I really here or not? And is this moonlight in the Square? Has all this happened?”


  “How should I know?” said Ben again.


  Within Gant’s shop there was the ponderous tread of marble feet. Eugene leaped up and peered through the broad sheet of Jannadeau’s dirty window. Upon his desk the strewn vitals of a watch winked with a thousand tiny points of bluish light. And beyond the jeweller’s fenced space, where moonlight streamed into the ware-room through the tall side-window, the angels were walking to and fro like huge wound dolls of stone. The long cold pleats of their raiment rang with brittle clangor; their full decent breasts wagged in stony rhythms, and through the moonlight, with clashing wings the marble cherubim flew round and round. With cold ewe-bleatings the carved lambs grazed stiffly across the moon-drenched aisle.


  “Do you see it?” cried Eugene. “Do you see it, Ben?”


  “Yes,” said Ben. “What about it? They have a right to, haven’t they?”


  “Not here! Not here!” said Eugene passionately. “It’s not right, here! My God, this is the Square! There’s the fountain! There’s the City Hall! There’s the Greek’s lunch-room.”


  The bank-chimes struck the half hour.


  “And there’s the bank” he cried.


  “That makes no difference,” said Ben.


  “Yes,” said Eugene, “it does!”


  I am thy father’s spirit, doomed for a certain term to walk the night——


  “But not here! Not here, Ben!” said Eugene.


  “Where?” said Ben wearily.


  “In Babylon! In Thebes! In all the other places. But not here!” Eugene answered with growing passion. “There is a place where all things happen! But not here, Ben!”


  My gods, with bird-cries in the sun, hang in the sky.


  “Not here, Ben! It is not right!” Eugene said again.


  The manifold gods of Babylon. Then, for a moment, Eugene stared at the dark figure on the rail, muttering in protest and disbelief: “Ghost! Ghost!”


  “Fool,” said Ben again, “I tell you I am not a ghost.”


  “Then, what are you?” said Eugene with strong excitement. “You are dead, Ben.”


  In a moment, more quietly, he added: “Or do men die?”


  “How should I know,” said Ben.


  “They say papa is dying. Did you know that, Ben?” Eugene asked.


  “Yes,” said Ben.


  “They have bought his shop. They are going to tear it down and put up a skyscraper here.”


  “Yes,” said Ben, “I know it.”


  We shall not come again. We never shall come back again.


  “Everything is going. Everything changes and passes away. To-morrow I shall be gone and this——” he stopped.


  “This—what?” said Ben.


  “This will be gone or—O God! Did all this happen?” cried Eugene.


  “How should I know, fool?” cried Ben angrily.


  “What happens, Ben? What really happens?” said Eugene. “Can you remember some of the same things that I do? I have forgotten the old faces. Where are they, Ben? What were their names? I forget the names of people I knew for years. I get their faces mixed. I get their heads stuck on other people’s bodies. I think one man has said what another said. And I forget—forget. There is something I have lost and have forgotten. I can’t remember, Ben.”


  “What do you want to remember?” said Ben.


  A stone, a leaf, an unfound door. And the forgotten faces.


  “I have forgotten names. I have forgotten faces. And I remember little things,” said Eugene. “I remember the fly I swallowed on the peach, and the little boys on tricycles at Saint Louis, and the mole on Grover’s neck, and the Lackawanna freight-car, number 16356, on a siding near Gulfport. Once, in Norfolk, an Australian soldier on his way to France asked me the way to a ship; I remember that man’s face.”


  He stared for an answer into the shadow of Ben’s face, and then he turned his moon-bright eyes upon the Square.


  And for a moment all the silver space was printed with the thousand forms of himself and Ben. There, by the corner in from Academy Street, Eugene watched his own approach; there, by the City Hall, he strode with lifted knees; there, by the curb upon the step, he stood, peopling the night with the great lost legion of himself—the thousand forms that came, that passed, that wove and shifted in unending change, and that remained unchanging Him.


  And through the Square, unwoven from lost time, the fierce bright horde of Ben spun in and out its deathless loom. Ben, in a thousand moments, walked the Square: Ben of the lost years, the forgotten days, the unremembered hours; prowled by the moonlit façades; vanished, returned, left and rejoined himself, was one and many—deathless Ben in search of the lost dead lusts, the finished enterprise, the unfound door—unchanging Ben multiplying himself in form, by all the brick façades entering and coming out.


  And as Eugene watched the army of himself and Ben, which were not ghosts, and which were lost, he saw himself—his son, his boy, his lost and virgin flesh—come over past the fountain, leaning against the loaded canvas bag, and walking down with rapid crippled stride past Gant’s toward Niggertown in young pre-natal dawn. And as he passed the porch where he sat watching, he saw the lost child-face below the lumpy ragged cap, drugged in the magic of unheard music, listening for the far-forested horn-note, the speechless almost captured pass-word. The fast boy-hands folded the fresh sheets, but the fabulous lost face went by, steeped in its incantations.


  Eugene leaped to the railing.


  “You! You! My son! My child! Come back! Come back!”


  His voice strangled in his throat: the boy had gone, leaving the memory of his bewitched and listening face turned to the hidden world. O lost!


  And now the Square was thronging with their lost bright shapes, and all the minutes of lost time collected and stood still. Then, shot from them with projectile speed, the Square shrank down the rails of destiny, and was vanished with all things done, with all forgotten shapes of himself and Ben.


  And in his vision he saw the fabulous lost cities, buried in the drifted silt of the earth—Thebes, the seven-gated, and all the temples of the Daulian and Phocian lands, and all Oenotria to the Tyrrhene gulf. Sunk in the burial-urn of earth he saw the vanished cultures: the strange sourceless glory of the Incas, the fragments of lost epics upon a broken shard of Gnossic pottery, the buried tombs of the Memphian kings, and imperial dust, wound all about with gold and rotting linen, dead with their thousand bestial gods, their mute unwakened ushabtii, in their finished eternities.


  He saw the billion living of the earth, the thousand billion dead: seas were withered, deserts flooded, mountains drowned; and gods and demons came out of the South, and ruled above the little rocket-flare of centuries, and sank—came to their Northern Lights of death, the muttering death-flared dusk of the completed gods.


  But, amid the fumbling march of races to extinction, the giant rhythms of the earth remained. The seasons passed in their majestic processionals, and germinal Spring returned forever on the land—new crops, new men, new harvests, and new gods.


  And then the voyages, the search for the happy land. In his moment of terrible vision he saw, in the tortuous ways of a thousand alien places, his foiled quest of himself. And his haunted face was possessed of that obscure and passionate hunger that had woven its shuttle across the seas, that had hung its weft among the Dutch in Pennsylvania, that had darkened his father’s eyes to impalpable desire for wrought stone and the head of an angel. Hill-haunted, whose vision of the earth was mountain-walled, he saw the golden cities sicken in his eye, the opulent dark splendors turn to dingy gray. His brain was sick with the million books, his eyes with the million pictures, his body sickened on a hundred princely wines.


  And rising from his vision, he cried: “I am not there among the cities. I have sought down a million streets, until the goat-cry died within my throat, and I have found no city where I was, no door where I had entered, no place where I had stood.”


  Then, from the edges of moon-bright silence, Ben replied: “Fool, why do you look in the streets?”


  Then Eugene said: “I have eaten and drunk the earth, I have been lost and beaten, and I will go no more.”


  “Fool,” said Ben, “what do you want to find?”


  “Myself, and an end to hunger, and the happy land,” he answered. “For I believe in harbors at the end. O Ben, brother, and ghost, and stranger, you who could never speak, give me an answer now!”


  Then, as he thought, Ben said: “There is no happy land. There is no end to hunger.”


  “And a stone, a leaf, a door? Ben?” Spoke, continued without speaking, to speak. “Who are, who never were, Ben, the seeming of my brain, as I of yours, my ghost, my stranger, who died, who never lived, as I? But if, lost seeming of my dreaming brain, you have what I have not—an answer?”


  Silence spoke. (“I cannot speak of voyages. I belong here. I never got away,” said Ben.)


  “Then I of yours the seeming, Ben? Your flesh is dead and buried in these hills: my unimprisoned soul haunts through the million streets of life, living its spectral nightmare of hunger and desire. Where, Ben? Where is the world?”


  “Nowhere,” Ben said. “You are your world.”


  Inevitable catharsis by the threads of chaos. Unswerving punctuality of chance. Apexical summation, from the billion deaths of possibility, of things done.


  “I shall save one land unvisited,” said Eugene. Et ego in Arcadia.


  And as he spoke, he saw that he had left the million bones of cities, the skein of streets. He was alone with Ben, and their feet were planted on darkness, their faces were lit with the cold high terror of the stars.


  On the brink of the dark he stood, with only the dream of the cities, the million books, the spectral images of the people he had loved, who had loved him, whom he had known and lost. They will not come again. They never will come back again.


  With his feet upon the cliff of darkness, he looked and saw the lights of no cities. It was, he thought, the strong good medicine of death.


  “Is this the end?” he said. “Have I eaten life and have not found him? Then I will voyage no more.”


  “Fool,” said Ben, “this is life. You have been nowhere.”


  “But in the cities?”


  “There are none. There is one voyage, the first, the last, the only one.”


  “On coasts more strange than Cipango, in a place more far than Fez, I shall hunt him, the ghost and haunter of myself. I have lost the blood that fed me; I have died the hundred deaths that lead to life. By the slow thunder of the drums, the flare of dying cities, I have come to this dark place. And this is the true voyage, the good one, the best. And now prepare, my soul, for the beginning hunt. I will plumb seas stranger than those haunted by the Albatross.”


  He stood naked and alone in darkness, far from the lost world of the streets and faces; he stood upon the ramparts of his soul, before the lost land of himself; heard inland murmurs of lost seas, the far interior music of the horns. The last voyage, the longest, the best.


  “O sudden and impalpable faun, lost in the thickets of myself, I will hunt you down until you cease to haunt my eyes with hunger. I heard your foot-falls in the desert, I saw your shadow in old buried cities, I heard your laughter running down a million streets, but I did not find you there. And no leaf hangs for me in the forest; I shall lift no stone upon the hills; I shall find no door in any city. But in the city of myself, upon the continent of my soul, I shall find the forgotten language, the lost world, a door where I may enter, and music strange as any ever sounded; I shall haunt you, ghost, along the labyrinthine ways until——until? O Ben, my ghost, an answer?”


  But as he spoke, the phantom years scrolled up their vision, and only the eyes of Ben burned terribly in darkness, without an answer.


  And day came, and the song of waking birds, and the Square, bathed in the young pearl light of morning. And a wind stirred lightly in the Square, and, as he looked, Ben, like a fume of smoke, was melted into dawn.


  And the angels on Gant’s porch were frozen in hard marble silence, and at a distance life awoke, and there was a rattle of lean wheels, a slow clangor of shod hoofs. And he heard the whistle wail along the river.


  Yet, as he stood for the last time by the angels of his father’s porch, it seemed as if the Square already were far and lost; or, I should say, he was like a man who stands upon a hill above the town he has left, yet does not say “The town is near,” but turns his eyes upon the distant soaring ranges.


  The End.
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  To

  MAXWELL EVARTS PERKINS


  a great editor and a brave and honest man, who stuck to the writer of this book through times of bitter hopelessness and doubt and would not let him give in to his own despair, a work to be known as “of time and the river” is dedicated with the hope that all of it may be in some way worthy of the loyal devotion and the patient care which a dauntless and unshaken friend has given to each part of it, and without which none of it could have been written


  “Crito, my dear friend Crito, that, believe me, that is what I seem to hear, as the Corybants hear flutes in the air, and the sound of those words rings and echoes in my ears and I can listen to nothing else.”


  
    “Kennst du das Land, wo die Zitronen blühn,


    Im dunkeln Laub die Gold-Orangen glühn,


    Ein sanfter Wind vom blauen Himmel weht,


    Die Myrte still und hoch der Lorbeer steht,


    Kennst du es wohl?


    Dahin! Dahin


    Möcht’ ich mit dir, O mein Geliebter, ziehn!

  


  
    Kennst du das Haus, auf Säulen ruht sein Dach,


    Es glänzt der Saal, es schimmert das Gemach,


    Und Marmorbilder stehn und sehn mich an:


    Was hat man dir, du armes Kind, getan?


    Kennst du es wohl?


    Dahin! Dahin


    Möcht’ ich mit dir, O mein Beschützer, ziehn!

  


  
    Kennst du den Berg und seinen Wolkensteg?


    Das Maultier sucht im Nebel seinen Weg,


    In Höhlen wohnt der Drachen alte Brut,


    Es stürzt der Fels und über ihn die Flut:


    Kennst du ihn wohl?


    Dahin! Dahin


    Geht unser Weg; O Vater, lass uns ziehn!”

  


  [¬]


  BOOK I

  ORESTES: FLIGHT BEFORE FURY


  ... of wandering forever and the earth again ... of seed-time, bloom, and the mellow-dropping harvest. And of the big flowers, the rich flowers, the strange unknown flowers.


  Where shall the weary rest? When shall the lonely of heart come home? What doors are open for the wanderer? And which of us shall find his father, know his face, and in what place, and in what time, and in what land? Where? Where the weary of heart can abide forever, where the weary of wandering can find peace, where the tumult, the fever, and the fret shall be forever stilled.


  Who owns the earth? Did we want the earth that we should wander on it? Did we need the earth that we were never still upon it? Whoever needs the earth shall have the earth: he shall be still upon it, he shall rest within a little place, he shall dwell in one small room forever.


  Did he feel the need of a thousand tongues that he sought thus through the moil and horror of a thousand furious streets? He shall need a tongue no longer, he shall need no tongue for silence and the earth: he shall speak no word through the rooted lips, the snake’s cold eye will peer for him through sockets of the brain, there will be no cry out of the heart where wells the vine.


  The tarantula is crawling through the rotted oak, the adder lisps against the breast, cups fall: but the earth will endure forever. The flower of love is living in the wilderness, and the elmroot threads the bones of buried lovers.


  The dead tongue withers and the dead heart rots, blind mouths crawl tunnels through the buried flesh, but the earth will endure forever; hair grows like April on the buried breast and from the sockets of the brain the death flowers grow and will not perish.


  O flower of love whose strong lips drink us downward into death, in all things far and fleeting, enchantress of our twenty thousand days, the brain will madden and the heart be twisted, broken by her kiss, but glory, glory, glory, she remains: Immortal love, alone and aching in the wilderness, we cried to you: You were not absent from our loneliness.


  [¬]


  I


  About fifteen years ago, at the end of the second decade of this century, four people were standing together on the platform of the railway station of a town in the hills of western Catawba. This little station, really just a suburban adjunct of the larger town which, behind the concealing barrier of a rising ground, swept away a mile or two to the west and north, had become in recent years the popular point of arrival and departure for travellers to and from the cities of the east, and now, in fact, accommodated a much larger traffic than did the central station of the town, which was situated two miles westward around the powerful bend of the rails. For this reason a considerable number of people were now assembled here, and from their words and gestures, a quietly suppressed excitement that somehow seemed to infuse the drowsy mid-October afternoon with an electric vitality, it was possible to feel the thrill and menace of the coming train.


  An observer would have felt in the complexion of this gathering a somewhat mixed quality—a quality that was at once strange and familiar, alien and native, cosmopolitan and provincial. It was not the single native quality of the usual crowd that one saw on the station platforms of the typical Catawba town as the trains passed through. This crowd was more mixed and varied, and it had a strong coloring of worldly smartness, the element of fashionable sophistication that one sometimes finds in a place where a native and alien population have come together. And such an inference was here warranted: the town of Altamont a mile or so away was a well-known resort and the mixed gathering on the station platform was fairly representative of its population. But all of these people, both strange and native, had been drawn here by a common experience, an event which has always been of first interest in the lives of all Americans. This event is the coming of the train.


  It would have been evident to an observer that of the four people who were standing together at one end of the platform three—the two women and the boy—were connected by the relationship of blood. A stranger would have known instantly that the boy and the young woman were brother and sister and that the woman was their mother. The relationship was somehow one of tone, texture, time, and energy, and of the grain and temper of the spirit. The mother was a woman of small but strong and solid figure. Although she was near her sixtieth year, her hair was jet black and her face, full of energy and power, was almost as smooth and unlined as the face of a girl. Her hair was brushed back from a forehead which was high, white, full, and naked-looking, and which, together with the expression of her eyes, which were brown, and rather worn and weak, but constantly thoughtful, constantly reflective, gave her face the expression of straight grave innocence that children have, and also of strong native intelligence and integrity. Her skin was milk white, soft of texture, completely colorless save for the nose, which was red, broad and fleshy at the base, and curiously masculine.


  A stranger seeing her for the first time would have known somehow that the woman was a member of a numerous family, and that her face had the tribal look. He would somehow have felt certain that the woman had brothers and that if he could see them, they would look like her. Yet, this masculine quality was not a quality of sex, for the woman, save for the broad manlike nose, was as thoroughly female as a woman could be. It was rather a quality of tribe and character—a tribe and character that was decisively masculine.


  The final impression of the woman might have been this:—that her life was somehow above and beyond a moral judgment, that no matter what the course or chronicle of her life may have been, no matter what crimes of error, avarice, ignorance, or thoughtlessness might be charged to her, no matter what suffering or evil consequences may have resulted to other people through any act of hers, her life was somehow beyond these accidents of time, training, and occasion, and the woman was as guiltless as a child, a river, an avalanche, or any force of nature whatsoever.


  The younger of the two women was about thirty years old. She was a big woman, nearly six feet tall, large, and loose of bone and limb, almost gaunt. Both women were evidently creatures of tremendous energy, but where the mother suggested a constant, calm, and almost tireless force, the daughter was plainly one of those big, impulsive creatures of the earth who possess a terrific but undisciplined vitality, which they are ready to expend with a whole-souled and almost frenzied prodigality on any person, enterprise, or object which appeals to their grand affections.


  This difference between the two women was also reflected in their faces. The face of the mother, for all its amazing flexibility, the startled animal-like intentness with which her glance darted from one object to another, and the mobility of her powerful and delicate mouth, which she pursed and convolved with astonishing flexibility in such a way as to show the constant reflective effort of her mind, was nevertheless the face of a woman whose spirit had an almost elemental quality of patience, fortitude and calm.


  The face of the younger woman was large, high-boned, and generous and already marked by the frenzy and unrest of her own life. At moments it bore legibly and terribly the tortured stain of hysteria, of nerves stretched to the breaking point, of the furious impatience, unrest and dissonance of her own tormented spirit, and of impending exhaustion and collapse for her overwrought vitality. Yet, in an instant, this gaunt, strained, tortured, and almost hysterical face could be transformed by an expression of serenity, wisdom, and repose that would work unbelievably a miracle of calm and radiant beauty on the nervous, gaunt, and tortured features.


  Now, each in her own way, the two women were surveying the other people on the platform and the new arrivals with a ravenous and absorptive interest, bestowing on each a wealth of information, comment, and speculation which suggested an encyclopædic knowledge of the history of every one in the community.


  “—Why, yes, child,” the mother was saying impatiently, as she turned her quick glance from a group of people who at the moment were the subject of discussion—“that’s what I’m telling you!—Don’t I know? ... Didn’t I grow up with all those people? ... Wasn’t Emma Smathers one of my girlhood friends? ... That boy’s not this woman’s child at all. He’s Emma Smathers’ child by that first marriage.”


  “Well, that’s news to me,” the younger woman answered. “That’s certainly news to me. I never knew Steve Randolph had been married more than once. I’d always thought that all that bunch were Mrs. Randolph’s children.”


  “Why, of course not!” the mother cried impatiently. “She never had any of them except Lucille. All the rest of them were Emma’s children. Steve Randolph was a man of forty-five when he married her. He’d been a widower for years—poor Emma died in childbirth when Bernice was born—nobody ever thought he’d marry again and nobody ever expected this woman to have any children of her own for she was almost as old as he was—why, yes!—hadn’t she been married before, a widow, you know, when she met him, came here after her first husband’s death from some place way out West—oh, Wyoming, or Nevada or Idaho, one of those States, you know—and had never had chick nor child, as the saying goes—till she married Steve. And that woman was every day of forty-four years old when Lucille was born.”


  “Uh-huh! ... Ah-hah!” the younger woman muttered absently, in a tone of rapt and fascinated interest, as she looked distantly at the people in the other group, and reflectively stroked her large chin with a big, bony hand. “So Lucille, then, is really John’s half-sister?”


  “Why, of course!” the mother cried. “I thought every one knew that. Lucille’s the only one that this woman can lay claim to. The rest of them were Emma’s.”


  “—Well, that’s certainly news to me,” the younger woman said slowly as before. “It’s the first I ever heard of it. ... And you say she was forty-four when Lucille was born?”


  “Now, she was all of that,” the mother said. “I know. And she may have been even older.”


  “Well,” the younger woman said, and now she turned to her silent husband, Barton, with a hoarse snigger, “it just goes to show that while there’s life there’s hope, doesn’t it? So cheer up, honey,” she said to him, “we may have a chance yet.” But despite her air of rough banter her clear eyes for a moment had a look of deep pain and sadness in them.


  “Chance!” the mother cried strongly, with a little scornful pucker of the lips—“why, of course there is! If I was your age again I’d have a dozen—and never think a thing of it.” For a moment she was silent, pursing her reflective lips. Suddenly a faint sly smile began to flicker at the edges of her lips, and turning to the boy, she addressed him with an air of sly and bantering mystery:


  “Now, boy,” she said—“there’s lots of things that you don’t know ... you always thought you were the last—the youngest—didn’t you?”


  “Well, wasn’t I?” he said.


  “H’m!” she said with a little scornful smile and an air of great mystery—“There’s lots that I could tell you——”


  “Oh, my God!” he groaned, turning towards his sister with an imploring face. “More mysteries! ... The next thing I’ll find that there were five sets of triplets after I was born—Well, come on, Mama,” he cried impatiently. “Don’t hint around all day about it. ... What’s the secret now—how many were there?”


  “H’m!” she said with a little bantering, scornful, and significant smile.


  “O Lord!” he groaned again—“Did she ever tell you what it was?” Again he turned imploringly to his sister.


  She snickered hoarsely, a strange high-husky and derisive falsetto laugh, at the same time prodding him stiffly in the ribs with her big fingers:


  “Hi, hi, hi, hi, hi,” she laughed. “More spooky business, hey? You don’t know the half of it. She’ll be telling you next you were only the fourteenth.”


  “H’m!” the older woman said, with a little scornful smile of her pursed lips. “Now I could tell him more than that! The fourteenth! Pshaw!” she said contemptuously—“I could tell him——”


  “O God!” he groaned miserably. “I knew it! ... I don’t want to hear it.”


  “K, k, k, k, k,” the younger woman snickered derisively, prodding him in the ribs again.


  “No, sir,” the older woman went on strongly—“and that’s not all either!—Now, boy, I want to tell you something that you didn’t know,” and as she spoke she turned the strange and worn stare of her serious brown eyes on him, and levelled a half-clasped hand, fingers pointing, a gesture loose, casual, and instinctive and powerful as a man’s.—“There’s a lot I could tell you that you never heard. Long years after you were born, child—why, at the time I took you children to the Saint Louis Fair—” here her face grew stern and sad, she pursed her lips strongly and shook her head with a short convulsive movement—“oh, when I think of it—to think what I went through—oh, awful, awful, you know,” she whispered ominously.


  “Now, Mama, for God’s sake, I don’t want to hear it!” he fairly shouted, beside himself with exasperation and foreboding. “God-damn it, can we have no peace—even when I go away!” he cried bitterly and illogically. “Always these damned gloomy hints and revelations—this Pentland spooky stuff,” he yelled—“this damned I-could-if-I-wanted-to-tell-you air of mystery, horror, and damnation!” he shouted incoherently. “Who cares? What does it matter?” he cried, adding desperately, “I don’t want to hear about it—No one cares.”


  “Why, child, now, I was only saying—” she began hastily and diplomatically.


  “All right, all right, all right,” he muttered. “I don’t care——”


  “But, as I say, now,” she resumed.


  “I don’t care!” he shouted. “Peace, peace, peace, peace, peace,” he muttered in a crazy tone as he turned to his sister. “A moment’s peace for all of us before we die. A moment of peace, peace, peace.”


  “Why, boy, I’ll vow,” the mother said in a vexed tone, fixing her reproving glance on him, “what on earth’s come over you? You act like a regular crazy man. I’ll vow you do.”


  “A moment’s peace!” he muttered again, thrusting one hand wildly through his hair. “I beg and beseech you for a moment’s peace before we perish!”


  “K, k, k, k, k,” the younger woman snickered derisively, as she poked him stiffly in the ribs—“There’s no peace for the weary. It’s like that river that goes on forever,” she said with a faint loose curving of lewd humor around the edges of her generous big mouth—“Now you see, don’t you?” she said, looking at him with this lewd and challenging look. “You see what it’s like now, don’t you? ... You’re the lucky one! You got away! You’re smart enough to go way off somewhere to college—to Boston—Harvard—anywhere—but you’re away from it. You get it for a short time when you come home. How do you think I stand it?” she said challengingly. “I have to hear it all the time. ... Oh, all the time, and all the time, and all the time!” she said with a kind of weary desperation. “If they’d only leave me alone for five minutes some time I think I’d be able to pull myself together, but it’s this way all the time and all the time and all the time. You see, don’t you?”


  But now, having finished, in a tone of hoarse and panting exasperation, her frenzied protest, she relapsed immediately into a state of marked, weary, and dejected resignation.


  “Well, I know, I know,” she said in a weary and indifferent voice. “... Forget about it. ... Talking does no good. ... Just try to make the best of it the little time you’re here. ... I used to think something could be done about it ... but I know different now,” she muttered, although she would have been unable to explain the logical meaning of these incoherent and disjointed phrases.


  “Hah? ... What say?” the mother now cried sharply, darting her glances from one to another with the quick, startled, curiously puzzled intentness of an animal or a bird. “What say?” she cried sharply again, as no one answered. “I thought——”


  But fortunately, at this moment, this strange and disturbing flash in which had been revealed the blind and tangled purposes, the powerful and obscure impulses, the tormented nerves, the whole tragic perplexity of soul which was of the very fabric of their lives, was interrupted by a commotion in one of the groups upon the platform, and by a great guffaw of laughter which instantly roused these three people from this painful and perplexing scene, and directed their startled attention to the place from which the laughter came.


  And now again they heard the great guffaw—a solid “Haw! Haw! Haw!” which was full of such an infectious exuberance of animal good-nature that other people on the platform began to smile instinctively, and to look affectionately towards the owner of the laugh.


  Already, at the sound of the laugh, the young woman had forgotten the weary and dejected resignation of the moment before, and with an absent and yet eager look of curiosity in her eyes, she was staring towards the group from which the laugh had come, and herself now laughing absently, she was stroking her big chin in a gesture of meditative curiosity, saying:


  “Hah! Hah! Hah! ... That’s George Pentland. ... You can tell him anywhere by his laugh.”


  “Why, yes,” the mother was saying briskly, with satisfaction. “That’s George all right. I’d know him in the dark the minute that I heard that laugh.—And say, what about it? He’s always had it—why, ever since he was a kid-boy—and was going around with Steve. ... Oh, he’d come right out with it anywhere, you know, in Sunday school, church, or while the preacher was sayin’ prayers before collection—that big, loud laugh, you know, that you could hear, from here to yonder, as the sayin’ goes. ... Now I don’t know where it comes from—none of the others ever had it in our family; now we all liked to laugh well enough, but I never heard no such laugh as that from any of ’em—there’s one thing sure, Will Pentland never laughed like that in his life—Oh, Pett, you know! Pett!”—a scornful and somewhat malicious look appeared on the woman’s face as she referred to her brother’s wife in that whining and affected tone with which women imitate the speech of other women whom they do not like—“Pett got so mad at him one time when he laughed right out in church that she was goin’ to take the child right home an’ whip him.—Told me, says to me, you know—‘Oh, I could wring his neck! He’ll disgrace us all,’ she says, ‘unless I cure him of it,’ says, ‘He burst right out in that great roar of his while Doctor Baines was sayin’ his prayers this morning until you couldn’t hear a word the preacher said.’ Said, ‘I was so mortified to think he could do a thing like that that I’d a-beat the blood right out of him if I’d had my buggy whip,’ says, ‘I don’t know where it comes from’—oh, sneerin’-like, you know,” the woman said, imitating the other woman’s voice with a sneering and viperous dislike—“‘I don’t know where it comes from unless it’s some of that common Pentland blood comin’ out in him’—‘Now you listen to me,’ I says; oh, I looked her in the eye, you know”—here the woman looked at her daughter with the straight steady stare of her worn brown eyes, illustrating her speech with the loose and powerful gesture of the half-clasped finger-pointing hand—“‘you listen to me. I don’t know where that child gets his laugh,’ I says, ‘but you can bet your bottom dollar that he never got it from his father—or any other Pentland that I ever heard of—for none of them ever laughed that way—Will, or Jim, or Sam, or George, or Ed, or Father, or even Uncle Bacchus,’ I said—‘no, nor old Bill Pentland either, who was that child’s great-grandfather—for I’ve seen an’ heard ’em all,’ I says. ‘And as for this common Pentland blood you speak of, Pett’—oh, I guess I talked to her pretty straight, you know,” she said with a little bitter smile, and the short, powerful, and convulsive tremor of her strong pursed lips—“‘as for that common Pentland blood you speak of, Pett,’ I says, ‘I never heard of that either—for we stood high in the community’ I says, ‘and we all felt that Will was lowerin’ himself when he married a Creasman!’”


  “Oh, you didn’t say that, Mama, surely not,” the young woman said with a hoarse, protesting, and yet abstracted laugh, continuing to survey the people on the platform with a bemused and meditative curiosity, and stroking her big chin thoughtfully as she looked at them, pausing from time to time to grin in a comical and rather formal manner, bow graciously, and murmur:


  “How-do-you-do? ah-hah? How-do-you-do, Mrs. Willis?”


  “Haw! Haw! Haw!” Again the great laugh of empty animal good nature burst out across the station platform, and this time George Pentland turned from the group of which he was a member and looked vacantly around him, his teeth bared with savage joy, as, with two brown fingers of his strong left hand, he dug vigorously into the muscular surface of his hard thigh. It was an animal reflex, instinctive and unconscious, habitual to him in moments of strong mirth.


  He was a powerful and handsome young man in his early thirties, with coal-black hair, a strong thick neck, powerful shoulders, and the bull vitality of the athlete. He had a red, sensual, curiously animal and passionate face, and when he laughed his great guffaw, his red lips were bared over two rows of teeth that were white and regular and solid as ivory.


  —But now, the paroxysm of that savage and mindless laughter having left him, George Pentland had suddenly espied the mother and her children, waved to them in genial greeting, and excusing himself from his companions—a group of young men and women who wore the sporting look and costume of “the country club crowd”—he was walking towards his kinsmen at an indolent swinging stride, pausing to acknowledge heartily the greetings of people on every side, with whom he was obviously a great favorite.


  As he approached, he bared his strong white teeth again in greeting, and in a drawling, rich-fibred voice, which had unmistakably the Pentland quality of sensual fulness, humor, and assurance, and a subtle but gloating note of pleased self-satisfaction, he said:


  “Hello, Aunt Eliza, how are you? Hello, Helen—how are you, Hugh?” he said in his high, somewhat accusing, but very strong and masculine voice, putting his big hand in an easy affectionate way on Barton’s arm. “Where the hell you been keepin’ yourself anyway?” he said accusingly. “Why don’t some of you folks come over to see us sometime? Ella was askin’ about you all the other day—wanted to know why Helen didn’t come around more often.”


  “Well, George, I tell you how it is,” the young woman said with an air of great sincerity and earnestness. “Hugh and I have intended to come over a hundred times, but life has been just one damned thing after another all summer long. If I could only have a moment’s peace—if I could only get away by myself for a moment—if they would only leave me alone for an hour at a time, I think I could get myself together again—do you know what I mean, George?” she said hoarsely and eagerly, trying to enlist him in her sympathetic confidence—“If they’d only do something for themselves once in a while—but they all come to me when anything goes wrong—they never let me have a moment’s peace—until at times I think I’m going crazy—I get queer—funny, you know,” she said vaguely and incoherently. “I don’t know whether something happened Tuesday or last week or if I just imagined it.” And for a moment her big gaunt face had the dull strained look of hysteria.


  “The strain on her has been very great this summer,” said Barton in a deep and grave tone. “It’s—it’s,” he paused carefully, deeply, searching for a word, and looked down as he flicked an ash from his long cigar, “it’s—been too much for her. Everything’s on her shoulders,” he concluded in his deep grave voice.


  “My God, George, what is it?” she said quietly and simply, in the tone of one begging for enlightenment. “Is it going to be this way all our lives? Is there never going to be any peace or happiness for us? Does it always have to be this way? Now I want to ask you—is there nothing in the world but trouble?”


  “Trouble!” he said derisively. “Why, I’ve had more trouble than any one of you ever heard of. ... I’ve had enough to kill a dozen people ... but when I saw it wasn’t goin’ to kill me, I quit worryin’. ... So you do the same thing,” he advised heartily. “Hell, don’t worry, Helen! ... It never got you anywhere. ... You’ll be all right,” he said. “You got nothin’ to worry over. You don’t know what trouble is.”


  “Oh, I’d be all right, George—I think I could stand anything—all the rest of it—if it wasn’t for Papa. ... I’m almost crazy from worrying about him this summer. There were three times there when I knew he was gone. ... And I honestly believe I pulled him back each time by main strength and determination—do you know what I mean?” she said hoarsely and eagerly—“I was just determined not to let him go. If his heart had stopped beating I believe I could have done something to make it start again—I’d have stood over him and blown my breath into him—got my blood into him—shook him,” she said with a powerful, nervous movement of her big hands—“anything just to keep him alive.”


  “She’s—she’s—saved his life—time after time,” said Barton slowly, flicking his cigar ash carefully away, and looking down deeply, searching for a word.


  “He’d—he’d—have been a dead man long ago—if it hadn’t been for her.”


  “Yeah—I know she has,” George Pentland drawled agreeably. “I know you’ve sure stuck by Uncle Will—I guess he knows it, too.”


  “It’s not that I mind it, George—you know what I mean?” she said eagerly. “Good heavens! I believe I could give away a dozen lives if I thought it was going to save his life! ... But it’s the strain of it. ... Month after month ... year after year ... lying awake at night wondering if he’s all right over there in that back room in Mama’s house—wondering if he’s keeping warm in that old cold house——”


  “Why, no, child,” the older woman said hastily. “I kept a good fire burnin’ in that room all last winter—that was the warmest room in the whole place—there wasn’t a warmer——”


  But immediately she was engulfed, swept aside, obliterated in the flood-tide of the other’s speech.


  “—Wondering if he’s sick or needs me—if he’s begun to bleed again—oh! George, it makes me sick to think about it—that poor old man left there all alone, rotting away with that awful cancer, with that horrible smell about him all the time—everything he wears gets simply stiff with that rotten corrupt matter—Do you know what it is to wait, wait, wait, year after year, and year after year, never knowing when he’s going to die, to have him hang on by a thread until it seems you’ve lived forever—that there’ll never be an end—that you’ll never have a chance to live your own life—to have a moment’s peace or rest or happiness yourself? My God, does it always have to be this way? ... Can I never have a moment’s happiness? ... Must they always come to me? Does everything have to be put on my shoulders? ... Will you tell me that?” Her voice had risen to a note of frenzied despair. She was glaring at her cousin with a look of desperate and frantic entreaty, her whole gaunt figure tense and strained with the stress of her hysteria.


  “That’s—that’s the trouble now,” said Barton, looking down and searching for the word. “She’s ... She’s ... made the goat for every one. ... She ... she has to do it all. ... That’s ... that’s the thing that’s got her down.”


  “Not that I mind—if it will do any good. ... Good heavens, Papa’s life means more to me than anything on earth. ... I’d keep him alive at any cost as long as there was a breath left in him. ... But it’s the strain of it, the strain of it—to wait, to wait year after year, to feel it hanging over you all the time, never to know when he will die—always the strain, the strain—do you see what I mean, George?” she said hoarsely, eagerly, and pleadingly. “You see, don’t you?”


  “I sure do, Helen,” he said sympathetically, digging at his thigh, and with a swift, cat-like grimace of his features. “I know it’s been mighty tough on you. ... How is Uncle Will now?” he said. “Is he any better?”


  “Why, yes,” the mother was saying, “he seemed to improve—” but she was cut off immediately.


  “Oh, yes,” the daughter said in a tone of weary dejection. “He pulled out of this last spell and got well enough to make the trip to Baltimore—we sent him back a week ago to take another course of treatments. ... But it does no real good, George. ... They can’t cure him. ... We know that now. ... They’ve told us that. ... It only prolongs the agony. ... They help him for a little while and then it all begins again. ... Poor old man!” she said, and her eyes were wet. “I’d give everything I have—my own blood, my own life—if it would do him any good—but, George, he’s gone!” she said desperately. “Can’t you understand that? ... They can’t save him! ... Nothing can save him! ... Papa’s a dead man now!”


  George looked gravely sympathetic for a moment, winced swiftly, dug hard fingers in his thigh, and then said:


  “Who went to Baltimore with him?”


  “Why, Luke’s up there,” the mother said. “We had a letter from him yesterday—said Mr. Gant looks much better already—eats well, you know, has a good appetite—and Luke says he’s in good spirits. Now——”


  “Oh, Mama, for heaven’s sake!” the daughter cried. “What’s the use of talking that way? ... He’s not getting any better. ... Papa’s a sick man—dying—good God! Can no one ever get that into their heads!” she burst out furiously. “Am I the only one that realizes how sick he is?”


  “No, now I was only sayin’,” the mother began hastily—“Well, as I say, then,” she went on, “Luke’s up there with him—and Gene’s on his way there now—he’s goin’ to stop off there tomorrow on his way up north to school.”


  “Gene!” cried George Pentland in a high, hearty, bantering tone, turning to address the boy directly for the first time. “What’s all this I hear about you, son?” He clasped his muscular hand around the boy’s arm in a friendly but powerful grip. “Ain’t one college enough for you, boy?” he drawled, becoming deliberately ungrammatical and speaking good-naturedly but with a trace of the mockery which the wastrel and ne’er-do-well sometimes feels towards people who have had the energy and application required for steady or concentrated effort. “Are you one of those fellers who needs two or three colleges to hold him down?”


  The boy flushed, grinned uncertainly, and said nothing.


  “Why, son,” drawled George in his hearty, friendly and yet bantering tone, in which a note of malice was evident, “you’ll be gettin’ so educated an’ high brow here before long that you won’t be able to talk to the rest of us at all. ... You’ll be floatin’ around there so far up in the clouds that you won’t even see a roughneck like me, much less talk to him”—As he went on with this kind of sarcasm, his speech had become almost deliberately illiterate, as if trying to emphasize the superior virtue of the rough, hearty, home-grown fellow in comparison with the bookish scholar.


  “—Where’s he goin’ to this time, Aunt Eliza?” he said, turning to her questioningly, but still holding the boy’s arm in his strong grip. “Where’s he headin’ for now?”


  “Why,” she said, stroking her pursed serious mouth with a slightly puzzled movement, “he says he’s goin’ to Harvard. I reckon,” she said, in the same puzzled tone, “it’s all right—I guess he knows what he’s about. Says he’s made up his mind to go—I told him,” she said, and shook her head again, “that I’d send him for a year if he wanted to try it—an’ then he’ll have to get out an’ shift for himself. We’ll see,” she said. “I reckon it’s all right.”


  “Harvard, eh?” said George Pentland. “Boy, you are flyin’ high! ... What you goin’ to do up there?”


  The boy, furiously red of face, squirmed, and finally stammered:


  “Why ... I ... guess ... I guess I’ll do some studying!”


  “You guess you will!” roared George. “You’d damn well better do some studying—I bet your mother’ll take it out of your hide if she finds you loafin’ on her money.”


  “Why, yes,” the mother said, nodding seriously, “I told him it was up to him to make the most of this——”


  “Harvard, eh!” George Pentland said again, slowly looking his cousin over from head to foot. “Son, you’re flyin’ high, you are! ... Now don’t fly so high you never get back to earth again! ... You know the rest of us who didn’t go to Harvard still have to walk around upon the ground down here,” he said. “So don’t fly too high or we may not even be able to see you!”


  “George! George!” said the young woman in a low tone, holding one hand to her mouth, and bending over to whisper loudly as she looked at her young brother. “Do you think any one could fly very high with a pair of feet like that?”


  George Pentland looked at the boy’s big feet for a moment, shaking his head slowly in much wonderment.


  “Hell, no!” he said at length. “He’d never get off the ground! ... But if you cut ’em off,” he said, “he’d go right up like a balloon, wouldn’t he? Haw! Haw! Haw! Haw!” The great guffaw burst from him, and grinning with his solid teeth, he dug blindly at his thigh.


  “Hi, hi, hi, hi, hi,” the sister jeered, seeing the boy’s flushed and angry face and prodding him derisively in the ribs—“This is our Harvard boy! k, k, k, k!”


  “Don’t let ’em kid you, son,” said George now in an amiable and friendly manner. “Good luck to you! Give ’em hell when you get up there! ... You’re the only one of us who ever had guts enough to go through college, and we’re proud of you! ... Tell Uncle Bascom and Aunt Louise and all the rest of ’em hello for me when you get to Boston. ... And remember me to your father and Luke when you get to Baltimore. ... Good-bye, ’Gene—I’ve got to leave you now. Good luck, son,” and with a friendly grip of his powerful hand he turned to go. “You folks come over sometime—all of you,” he said in parting. “We’d like to see you.” And he went away.


  At this moment, all up and down the platform, people had turned to listen to the deep excited voice of a young man who was saying in a staccato tone of astounded discovery:


  “You don’t mean it! ... You swear she did! ... And you were there and saw it with your own eyes! ... Well, if that don’t beat all I ever heard of! ... I’ll be damned!” after which ejaculation, with an astounded falsetto laugh, he looked about him in an abstracted and unseeing manner, thrust one hand quickly and nervously into his trouser’s pocket in such a way that his fine brown coat came back, and the large diamond-shaped pin of the Delta Kappa Epsilon fraternity was revealed, and at the same time passing one thin nervous hand repeatedly over the lank brown hair that covered his small and well-shaped head, and still muttering in tones of stupefied disbelief—“Lord! Lord! ... What do you know about that?” suddenly espied the woman and her two children at the other end of the platform, and without a moment’s pause, turned on his heel, and walked towards them, at the same time muttering to his astonished friends:


  “Wait a minute! ... Some one over here I’ve got to speak to! ... Back in a minute!”


  He approached the mother and her children rapidly, at his stiff, prim and somewhat lunging stride, his thin face fixed eagerly upon them, bearing towards them with a driving intensity of purpose as if the whole interest and energy of his life was focussed on them, as if some matter of the most vital consequence depended on his reaching them as soon as possible. Arrived, he immediately began to address the other youth without a word of greeting or explanation, bursting out with the sudden fragmentary explosiveness that was part of him:


  “Are you taking this train, too? ... Are you going today? ... Well, what did you decide to do?” he demanded mysteriously in an accusing and challenging fashion. “Have you made up your mind yet? ...”


  “Pett Barnes says you’ve decided on Harvard. Is that it?”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “Lord, Lord!” said the youth, laughing his falsetto laugh again. “I don’t see how you can! ... You’d better come on with me. ... What ever got into your head to do a thing like that?” he said in a challenging tone. “Why do you want to go to a place like that?”


  “Hah? What say?” The mother who had been looking from one to the other of the two boys with the quick and startled attentiveness of an animal, now broke in:


  “You know each other. ... Hah? ... You’re taking this train, too, you say?” she said sharply.


  “Ah-hah-hah!” the young man laughed abruptly, nervously; grinned, made a quick stiff little bow, and said with nervous engaging respectfulness: “Yes, Ma’am! ... Ah-hah-hah! ... How d’ye do! ... How d’ye do, Mrs. Gant?” He shook hands with her quickly, still laughing his broken and nervous “ah-hah-hah”—“How d’ye do,” he said, grinning nervously at the younger woman and at Barton. “Ah-hah-hah! How d’ye do!”


  The older woman still holding his hand in her rough worn clasp looked up at him a moment calmly, her lips puckered in tranquil meditation:


  “Now,” she said quietly, in the tone of a person who refuses to admit failure, “I know you. I know your face. Just give me a moment and I’ll call you by your name.”


  The young man grinned quickly, nervously, and then said respectfully in his staccato speech:


  “Yes, Ma’am. ... Ah-hah-hah. ... Robert Weaver.”


  “Ah-h, that’s so!” she cried, and shook his hand with sudden warmth. “You’re Robert Weaver’s boy, of course.”


  “Ah-hah-hah!” said Robert, with his quick nervous laugh. “Yes, Ma’am. ... That’s right. ... Ah-hah-hah. ... Gene and I went to school together. We were in the same class at the University.”


  “Why, of course!” she cried in a tone of complete enlightenment, and then went on in a rather vexed manner, “I’ll vow! I knew you all along! I knew that I’d seen you just as soon as I saw your face! Your name just slipped my mind a moment—and then, of course, it all flashed over me. ... You’re Robert Weaver’s boy! ... And you are,” she still held his hand in her strong, motherly and friendly clasp, and looking at him with a little sly smile hovering about the corners of her mouth, she was silent a moment, regarding him quizzically—“now, boy,” she said quietly, “you may think I’ve got a pretty poor memory for names and faces—but I want to tell you something that may surprise you. ... I know more about you than you think I do. Now,” she said, “I’m going to tell you something and you can tell me if I’m right.”


  “Ah-hah-hah!” said Robert respectfully. “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “You were born,” she went on slowly and deliberately, “on September 2nd, 1898, and you are just two years and one month and one day older than this boy here—” she nodded to her own son. “Now you can tell me if I’m right or wrong.”


  “Ah-hah-hah!” said Robert. “Yes, Ma’am. ... That’s right. ... You’re absolutely right,” he cried, and then in an astounded and admiring tone, he said: “Well, I’ll declare. ... If that don’t beat all! ... How on earth did you ever remember it!” he cried in an astonished tone that obviously was very gratifying to her vanity.


  “Well, now, I’ll tell you,” she said with a little complacent smile—“I’ll tell you how I know. ... I remember the day you were born, boy—because it was on that very day that one of my own children—my son, Luke—was allowed to get up out of bed after havin’ typhoid fever. ... That very day, sir, when Mr. Gant came home to dinner, he said—‘Well, I was just talking to Robert Weaver on the street and everything’s all right. His wife gave birth to a baby boy this morning and he says she’s out of danger.’ And I know I said to him, ‘Well, then, it’s been a lucky day for both of us. McGuire was here this morning and he said Luke is now well enough to be up and about. He’s out of danger.’—And I reckon,” she went on quietly, “that’s why the date made such an impression on me—of course, Luke had been awfully sick,” she said gravely, and shook her head, “we thought he was goin’ to die more than once—so when the doctor came and told me he was out of danger—well, it was a day of rejoicin’ for me, sure enough. But that’s how I know—September 2nd, 1898—that’s when it was, all right, the very day when you were born.”


  “Ah-hah-hah!” said Robert. “That is certainly right. ... Well, if that don’t beat all!” he cried with his astounded and engaging air of surprise. “The most remarkable thing I ever heard of!” he said solemnly.


  “So the next time you see your father,” the woman said, with the tranquil satisfaction of omniscience, “you tell him that you met Eliza Pentland—he’ll know who I am, boy—I can assure you—for we were born and brought up within five miles from each other and you can tell him that she knew you right away, and even told you to the hour and minute the day when you were born! ... You tell him that,” she said.


  “Yes, Ma’am!” said Robert respectfully. “I certainly will! ... I’ll tell him! ... That is certainly a remarkable thing. ... Ah-hah-hah! ... Beats all I ever heard of! ... Ah-hah-hah,” he kept bowing and smiling to the young woman and her husband, and muttering “ah-hah-hah! ... Pleased to have met you. ... Got to go now: some one over here I’ve got to see ... but I’ll certainly tell him ... ah-hah-hah. ... Gene, I’ll see you on the train. ... Good-bye. ... Good-bye. ... Glad to have met you all. ... Ah-hah-hah. ... Certainly a remarkable thing. ... Good-bye!” and turning abruptly, he left them, walking rapidly along at his stiff, prim, curiously lunging stride.


  The younger woman looked after the boy’s tall form as he departed, stroking her chin in a reflective and abstracted manner:


  “So that’s Judge Robert Weaver’s son, is it? ... Well,” she went on, nodding her head vigorously in a movement of affirmation. “He’s all right. ... He’s got good manners. ... He looks and acts like a gentleman. ... You can see he’s had a good bringing up. ... I like him!” she declared positively again.


  “Why, yes,” said the mother, who had been following the tall retreating form with a reflective look, her hands loose-folded at her waist—“Why, yes,” she continued, nodding her head in a thoughtful and conceding manner that was a little comical in its implications—“He’s a good-looking all-right sort of a boy. ... And he certainly seems to be intelligent enough.” She was silent for a moment, pursing her lips thoughtfully and then concluded with a little nod—“Well, now, the boy may be all right. ... I’m not saying that he isn’t. ... He may turn out all right, after all.”


  “All right?” her daughter said, frowning a little and showing a little annoyance, but with a faint lewd grin around the corners of her mouth—“what do you mean by all right, Mama? Why, of course he’s all right. ... What makes you think he’s not?”


  The other woman was silent for another moment: when she spoke again, her manner was tinged with portent, and she turned and looked at her daughter a moment in a sudden, straight and deadly fashion before she spoke:


  “Now, child,” she said, “I’m going to tell you: perhaps everything will turn out all right for that boy—I hope it does—but——”


  “Oh, my God!” the younger woman laughed hoarsely but with a shade of anger, and turning, prodded her brother stiffly in the ribs. “Now we’ll get it!” she sniggered, prodding him, “k-k-k-k-k! What do you call it?” she said with a lewd frowning grin that was indescribably comic in its evocations of coarse humor—“the low down?—the dirt?—Did you ever know it to fail?—The moment that you meet any one, and up comes the family corpse.”


  “—Well, now, child, I’m not saying anything against the boy—perhaps it won’t touch him—maybe he’ll be the one to escape—to turn out all right—but——”


  “Oh, my God!” the younger woman groaned, rolling her eyes around in a comical and imploring fashion. “Here it comes.”


  “You are too young to know about it yourself,” the other went on gravely—“you belong to another generation—you don’t know about it—but I do.” She paused again, shook her pursed lips with a convulsive pucker of distaste, and then looking at her daughter again in her straight and deadly fashion, said slowly, with a powerful movement of the hand:


  “There’s been insanity in that boy’s family for generations back!”


  “Oh, my God! I knew it!” the other groaned.


  “Yes, sir!” the mother said implacably—“and two of his aunts—Robert Weaver’s own sisters died raving maniacs—and Robert Weaver’s mother herself was insane for the last twenty years of her life up to the hour of her death—and I’ve heard tell that it went back——”


  “Well, deliver me,” the younger woman checked her, frowning, speaking almost sullenly. “I don’t want to hear any more about it. ... It’s a mighty funny thing that they all seem to get along now—better than we do ... so let’s let bygones be bygones ... don’t dig up the past.”


  Turning to her brother with a little frowning smile, she said wearily: “Did you ever know it to fail? ... They know it all, don’t they?” she said mysteriously. “The minute you meet any one you like, they spill the dirt. ... Well, I don’t care,” she muttered. “You stick to people like that. ... He looks like a nice boy and—” with an impressed look over towards Robert’s friends, she concluded, “he goes with a nice crowd. ... You stick to that kind of people. I’m all for him.”


  Now the mother was talking again: the boy could see her powerful and delicate mouth convolving with astonishing rapidity in a series of pursed thoughtful lips, tremulous smiles, bantering and quizzical jocosities, old sorrow and memory, quiet gravity, the swift easy fluency of tears that the coming of a train always induced in her, thoughtful seriousness, and sudden hopeful speculation.


  “Well, boy,” she was now saying gravely, “you are going—as the sayin’ goes—” here she shook her head slightly, strongly, rapidly with powerful puckered lips, and instantly her weak worn eyes of brown were wet with tears “—as the sayin’ goes—to a strange land—a stranger among strange people.—It may be a long long time,” she whispered in an old husky tone, her eyes tear-wet as she shook her head mysteriously with a brave pathetic smile that suddenly filled the boy with rending pity, anguish of the soul, and a choking sense of exasperation and of woman’s unfairness “—I hope we are all here when you come back again. ... I hope you find us all alive. ...” She smiled bravely, mysteriously, tearfully. “You never know,” she whispered, “you never know.”


  “Mama,” he could hear his voice sound hoarsely and remotely in his throat, choked with anguish and exasperation at her easy fluency of sorrow, “—Mama—in Christ’s name! Why do you have to act like this every time some one goes away! ... I beg of you, for God’s sake, not to do it!”


  “Oh, stop it! Stop it!” his sister said in a rough, peremptory and yet kindly tone to the mother, her eyes grave and troubled, but with a faint rough smile about the edges of her generous mouth. “He’s not going away forever! Why, good heavens, you act as if some one is dead! Boston’s not so far away you’ll never see him again! The trains are running every day, you know. ... Besides,” she said abruptly and with an assurance that infuriated the boy, “he’s not going today, anyway. Why, you haven’t any intention of going today, you know you haven’t,” she said to him. “He’s been fooling you all along,” she now said, turning to the mother with an air of maddening assurance. “He has no idea of taking that train. He’s going to wait over until tomorrow. I’ve known it all along.”


  The boy went stamping away from them up the platform, and then came stamping back at them while the other people on the platform grinned and stared.


  “Helen, in God’s name!” he croaked frantically. “Why do you start that when I’m all packed up and waiting here at the God-damned station for the train! You know I’m going away today!” he yelled, with a sudden sick desperate terror in his heart as he thought that something might now come in the way of going. “You know I am! Why did we come here? What in Christ’s name are we waiting for if you don’t think I’m going?”


  The young woman laughed her high, husky laugh which was almost deliberately irritating and derisive—“Hi! Hi! Hi! Hi! Hi!”—and prodded him in the ribs with her large stiff fingers. Then, almost wearily, she turned away, plucking at her large chin absently, and said: “Well, have it your own way! It’s your own funeral! If you’re determined to go today, no one can stop you. But I don’t see why you can’t just as well wait over till tomorrow.”


  “Why, yes!” the mother now said briskly and confidently. “That’s exactly what I’d do if I were you! ... Now, it’s not going to do a bit of harm to any one if you’re a day or so late in gettin’ there. ... Now I’ve never been there myself,” she went on in her tone of tranquil sarcasm, “but I’ve always heard that Harvard University was a good big sort of place—and I’ll bet you’ll find,” the mother now said gravely, with a strong slow nod of conviction—“I’ll bet you’ll find that it’s right there where it always was when you get there. I’ll bet you find they haven’t moved a foot,” she said, “and let me tell you something, boy,” she now continued, looking at him almost sternly, but with the ghost of a smile about her powerful and delicate mouth “—now I haven’t had your education and I reckon I don’t know as much about universities as you do—but I’ve never heard of one yet that would run a feller away for bein’ a day late as long as he’s got money enough to pay his tuition. ... Now you’ll find ’em waitin’ for you when you get there—and you’ll get in,” she said slowly and powerfully. “You don’t have to worry about that—they’ll be glad to see you, and they’ll take you in a hurry when they see you’ve got the price.”


  “Now, Mama,” he said in a quiet frenzied tone, “I beg of you, for God’s sake, please, not to——”


  “All right, all right,” the mother answered hastily in a placating tone, “I was only sayin’——”


  “If you will kindly, please, for God’s sake——”


  “K-k-k-k-k-k!” his sister snickered, poking him in the ribs.


  But now the train was coming. Down the powerful shining tracks a half mile away, the huge black snout of the locomotive swung slowly round the magnificent bend and flare of the rails that went into the railway yards of Altamont two miles away, and with short explosive thunders of its squat funnel came barging slowly forward. Across the golden pollenated haze of the warm autumnal afternoon they watched it with numb lips and an empty hollowness of fear, delight, and sorrow in their hearts.


  And from the sensual terror, the ecstatic tension of that train’s approach, all things before, around, about the boy came to instant life, to such sensuous and intolerable poignancy of life as a doomed man might feel who looks upon the world for the last time from the platform of the scaffold where he is to die. He could feel, taste, smell, and see everything with an instant still intensity, the animate fixation of a vision seen instantly, fixed forever in the mind of him who sees it, and sense the clumped dusty autumn masses of the trees that bordered the tracks upon the left, and smell the thick exciting hot tarred caulking of the tracks, the dry warmth and good worn wooden smell of the powerful railway ties, and see the dull rusty red, the gaping emptiness and joy of a freight car, its rough floor whitened with soft siltings of thick flour, drawn in upon a spur of rusty track behind a warehouse of raw concrete blocks, and see with sudden desolation, the warehouse flung down rawly, newly, there among the hot, humid, spermy, nameless, thick-leaved field-growth of the South.


  Then the locomotive drew in upon them, loomed enormously above them, and slowly swept by them with a terrific drive of eight-locked pistoned wheels, all higher than their heads, a savage furnace-flare of heat, a hard hose-thick hiss of steam, a moment’s vision of a lean old head, an old gloved hand of cunning on the throttle, a glint of demon hawk-eyes fixed forever on the rails, a huge tangle of gauges, levers, valves, and throttles, and the goggled blackened face of the fireman, lit by an intermittent hell of flame, as he bent and swayed with rhythmic swing of laden shovel at his furnace doors.


  The locomotive passed above them, darkening the sunlight from their faces, engulfing them at once and filling them with terror, drawing the souls out through their mouths with the God-head of its instant absoluteness, and leaving them there, emptied, frightened, fixed forever, a cluster of huddled figures, a bough of small white staring faces, upturned, silent, and submissive, small, lonely, and afraid.


  Then as the heavy rust-black coaches rumbled past, and the wheels ground slowly to a halt, the boy could see his mother’s white stunned face beside him, the naked startled innocence of her eyes, and feel her rough worn clasp upon his arm, and hear her startled voice, full of apprehension, terror, and surprise, as she said sharply:


  “Hah? What say? Is this his train? I thought——”


  It was his train and it had come to take him to the strange and secret heart of the great North that he had never known, but whose austere and lonely image, whose frozen heat and glacial fire, and dark stern beauty had blazed in his vision since he was a child. For he had dreamed and hungered for the proud unknown North with that wild ecstasy, that intolerable and wordless joy of longing and desire, which only a Southerner can feel. With a heart of fire, a brain possessed, a spirit haunted by the strange, secret and unvisited magic of the proud North, he had always known that some day he should find it—his heart’s hope and his father’s country, the lost but unforgotten half of his own soul,—and take it for his own.


  And now that day had come, and these two images—call them rather lights and weathers of man’s soul—of the world-far, lost and lonely South, and the fierce, the splendid, strange and secret North were swarming like a madness through his blood. And just as he had seen a thousand images of the buried and silent South which he had known all his life, so now he had a vision of the proud fierce North with all its shining cities, and its tides of life. He saw the rocky sweetness of its soil and its green loveliness, and he knew its numb soft prescience, its entrail-stirring ecstasy of coming snow, its smell of harbors and its traffic of proud ships.


  He could not utter what he wished to say and yet the wild and powerful music of those two images kept swelling in him and it seemed that the passion of their song must burst his heart, explode the tenement of bright blood and agony in which they surged, and tear the sinews of his life asunder unless he found some means to utter them.


  But no words came. He only knew the image of man’s loneliness, a feeling of sorrow, desolation, and wild mournful secret joy, longing and desire, as sultry, moveless and mysterious in its slow lust as the great rivers of the South themselves. And at the same moment that he felt this wild and mournful sorrow, the slow, hot, secret pulsings of desire, and breathed the heavy and mysterious fragrance of the lost South again, he felt suddenly and terribly, its wild strange pull, the fatal absoluteness of its world-lost resignation.


  Then, with a sudden feeling of release, a realization of the incredible escape that now impended for him, he knew that he was waiting for the train, and that the great life of the North, the road to freedom, solitude and the enchanted promise of the golden cities was now before him. Like a dream made real, a magic come to life, he knew that in another hour he would be speeding world-ward, life-ward, North-ward out of the enchanted, time-far hills, out of the dark heart and mournful mystery of the South forever.


  And as that overwhelming knowledge came to him, a song of triumph, joy, and victory so savage and unutterable, that he could no longer hold it in his heart was torn from his lips in a bestial cry of fury, pain, and ecstasy. He struck his arms out in the shining air for loss, for agony, for joy. The whole earth reeled about him in a kaleidoscopic blur of shining rail, massed heavy greens, and white empetalled faces of the staring people.


  And suddenly he was standing there among his people on the platform of the little station. All things and shapes on earth swam back into their proper shape again, and he could hear his mother’s voice, the broken clatter of the telegraph, and see, there on the tracks, the blunt black snout, the short hard blasts of steam from its squat funnel, the imminent presence, the enormous bigness of the train.


  [¬]


  II


  The journey from the mountain town of Altamont to the tower-masted island of Manhattan is not, as journeys are conceived in America, a long one. The distance is somewhat more than 700 miles, the time required to make the journey a little more than twenty hours. But so relative are the qualities of space and time, and so complex and multiple their shifting images, that in the brief passage of this journey one may live a life, share instantly in 10,000,000 other ones, and see pass before his eyes the infinite panorama of shifting images that make a nation’s history.


  First of all, the physical changes and transitions of the journey are strange and wonderful enough. In the afternoon one gets on the train and with a sense of disbelief and wonder sees the familiar faces, shapes, and structures of his native town recede out of the last fierce clasp of life and vision. Then, all through the waning afternoon, the train is toiling down around the mountain curves and passes. The great shapes of the hills, embrowned and glowing with the molten hues of autumn, are all about him: the towering summits, wild and lonely, full of joy and strangeness and their haunting premonitions of oncoming winter soar above him, the gulches, gorges, gaps, and wild ravines, fall sheer and suddenly away with a dizzy terrifying steepness, and all the time the great train toils slowly down from the mountain summits with the sinuous turnings of an enormous snake. And from the very toiling slowness of the train, together with the terrific stillness and nearness of the marvellous hills, a relation is established, an emotion evoked, which it is impossible to define, but which, in all its strange and poignant mingling of wild sorrow and joy, grief for the world that one is losing, swelling triumph at the thought of the strange new world that one will find, is instantly familiar, and has been felt by every one.


  The train toils slowly round the mountain grades, the short and powerful blasts of its squat funnel sound harsh and metallic against the sides of rocky cuts. One looks out the window and sees cut, bank, and gorge slide slowly past, the old rock wet and gleaming with the water of some buried mountain spring. The train goes slowly over the perilous and dizzy height of a wooden trestle; far below, the traveller can see and hear the clean foaming clamors of rock-bright mountain water; beside the track, before his little hut, a switchman stands looking at the train with the slow wondering gaze of the mountaineer. The little shack in which he lives is stuck to the very edge of the track above the steep and perilous ravine. His wife, a slattern with a hank of tight drawn hair, a snuff-stick in her mouth, and the same gaunt, slow wondering stare her husband has, stands in the doorway of the shack, holding a dirty little baby in her arms.


  It is all so strange, so near, so far, so terrible, beautiful, and instantly familiar, that it seems to the traveller that he must have known these people forever, that he must now stretch forth his hand to them from the windows and the rich and sumptuous luxury of the pullman car, that he must speak to them. And it seems to him that all the strange and bitter miracle of life—how, why, or in what way, he does not know—is in that instant greeting and farewell; for once seen, and lost the moment that he sees it, it is his forever and he can never forget it. And then the slow toiling train has passed these lives and faces and is gone, and there is something in his heart he cannot say.


  At length the train has breached the last great wall of the soaring ranges, has made its slow and sinuous descent around the powerful bends and cork-screws of the shining rails (which now he sees above him seven times) and towards dark, the lowland country has been reached. The sun goes down behind the train a tremendous globe of orange and pollen, the soaring ranges melt swiftly into shapes of smoky and enchanted purple, night comes—great-starred and velvet-breasted night—and now the train takes up its level pounding rhythm across the piedmont swell and convolution of the mighty State.


  Towards nine o’clock at night there is a pause to switch cars and change engines at a junction town. The traveller, with the same feeling of wild unrest, wonder, nameless excitement and wordless expectancy, leaves the train, walks back and forth upon the platform, rushes into the little station lunch room or out into the streets to buy cigarettes, a sandwich—really just to feel this moment’s contact with another town. He sees vast flares and steamings of gigantic locomotives on the rails, the seamed, blackened, lonely faces of the engineers in the cabs of their great engines, and a little later he is rushing again across the rude, mysterious visage of the powerful, dark, and lonely earth of old Catawba.


  Toward midnight there is another pause at a larger town—the last stop in Catawba—again the feeling of wild unrest and nameless joy and sorrow. The traveller gets out, walks up and down the platform, sees the vast slow flare and steaming of the mighty engine, rushes into the station, and looks into the faces of all the people passing with the same sense of instant familiarity, greeting, and farewell,—that lonely, strange, and poignantly wordless feeling that Americans know so well. Then he is in the pullman again, the last outposts of the town have slipped away from him and the great train which all through the afternoon has travelled eastward from the mountains half across the mighty State, is now for the first time pointed northward, worldward, towards the secret borders of Virginia, towards the great world cities of his hope, the fable of his childhood legendry, and the wild and secret hunger of his heart, his spirit and his life.


  Already the little town from which he came in the great hills, the faces of his kinsmen and his friends, their most familiar voices, the shapes of things he knew seem far and strange as dreams, lost at the bottom of the million-visaged sea-depth of dark time, the strange and bitter miracle of life. He cannot think that he has ever lived there in the far lost hills, or ever left them, and all his life seems stranger than the dream of time, and the great train moves on across the immense and lonely visage of America, making its great monotone that is the sound of silence and forever. And in the train, and in ten thousand little towns, the sleepers sleep upon the earth.


  Then bitter sorrow, loneliness and joy come swelling to his throat—quenchless hunger rises from the adyts of his life and conquers him, and with wild wordless fury horsed upon his life, he comes at length, in dark mid-watches of the night, up to the borders of the old earth of Virginia.


  Who has seen fury riding in the mountains? Who has known fury striding in the storm? Who has been mad with fury in his youth, given no rest or peace or certitude by fury, driven on across the earth by fury, until the great vine of the heart was broke, the sinews wrenched, the little tenement of bone, blood, marrow, brain, and feeling in which great fury raged, was twisted, wrung, depleted, worn out, and exhausted by the fury which it could not lose or put away? Who has known fury, how it came?


  How have we breathed him, drunk him, eaten fury to the core, until we have him in us now and cannot lose him anywhere we go? It is a strange and subtle worm that will be forever feeding at our heart. It is a madness working in our brain, a hunger growing from the food it feeds upon, a devil moving in the conduits of our blood, it is a spirit wild and dark and uncontrollable forever swelling in our soul, and it is in the saddle now, horsed upon our lives, rowelling the spurs of its insatiate desire into our naked and defenseless sides, our owner, master, and the mad and cruel tyrant who goads us on forever down the blind and brutal tunnel of kaleidoscopic days at the end of which is nothing but the blind mouth of the pit and darkness and no more.


  Then, then, will fury leave us, he will cease from those red channels of our life he has so often run, another sort of worm will work at that great vine, whereat he fed. Then, then, indeed, he must give over, fold his camp, retreat; there is no place for madness in a dead man’s brain, no place for hunger in a dead man’s flesh, and in a dead man’s heart there is a place for no desire.


  At what place of velvet-breasted night long long ago, and in what leafy darkened street of mountain summer, hearing the footsteps of approaching lovers in the night, the man’s voice, low, hushed, casual, confiding, suddenly the low rich welling of a woman’s laughter, tender and sensual in the dark, going, receding, fading, and then the million-noted silence of the night again? In what ancient light of fading day in a late summer; what wordless passion then of sorrow, joy, and ecstasy—was he betrayed to fury when it came?


  Or in the black dark of some forgotten winter’s morning, child of the storm and brother to the dark, alone and wild and secret in the night as he leaned down against the wind’s strong wall towards Niggertown, blocking his folded papers as he went, and shooting them terrifically in the wind’s wild blast against the shack-walls of the jungle-sleeping blacks, himself alone awake, wild, secret, free and stormy as the wild wind’s blast, giving it howl for howl and yell for yell, with madness, and a demon’s savage and exultant joy, up-welling in his throat! Oh, was he then, on such a night, betrayed to fury—was it then, on such a night, that fury came?


  He never knew; it may have been a rock, a stone, a leaf, the moths of golden light as warm and moving in a place of magic green, it may have been the storm-wind howling in the barren trees, the ancient fading light of day in some forgotten summer, the huge unfolding mystery of undulant, on-coming night.


  Oh, it might have been all this in the April and most lilac darkness of some forgotten morning as he saw the clean line of the East cleave into morning at the mountain’s ridge. It may have been the first light, bird-song, an end to labor and the sweet ache and pure fatigue of the lightened shoulder as he came home at morning hearing the single lonely hoof, the jinking bottles, and the wheel upon the street again, and smelled the early morning breakfast smells, the smoking wheat-cakes, and the pungent sausages, the steaks, biscuits, grits, and fried green apples, and the brains and eggs. It may have been the coil of pungent smoke upcurling from his father’s chimney, the clean sweet gardens and the peach-bloom, apples, crinkled lettuce wet with dew, bloom and cherry bloom down drifting in their magic snow within his father’s orchard, and his father’s giant figure awake now and astir, and moving in his house!


  Oh, ever to wake at morning knowing he was there! To feel the fire-full chimney-throat roar up a-tremble with the blast of his terrific fires, to hear the first fire crackling in the kitchen range, to hear the sounds of morning in the house, the smells of breakfast and the feeling of security never to be changed! Oh, to hear him prowling like a wakened lion below, the stertorous hoarse frenzy of his furious breath; to hear the ominous muttering mounting to faint howls as with infuriated relish he prepared the roaring invective of the morning’s tirade, to hear him muttering as the coal went rattling out upon the fire, to hear him growling as savagely the flame shot up the trembling chimney-throat, to hear him muttering back and forth now like a raging beast, finally to hear his giant stride racing through the house prepared now, storming to the charge, and the well-remembered howl of his awakened fury as springing to the door-way of the back-room stairs he flung it open, yelling at them to awake.


  Was it in such a way, one time as he awoke, and heard below his father’s lion-ramp of morning that fury came? He never knew, no more than one could weave the great web of his life back through the brutal chaos of ten thousand furious days, unwind the great vexed pattern of his life to silence, peace, and certitude in the magic land of new beginnings, no return.


  He never knew if fury had lain dormant all those years, had worked secret, silent, like a madness in the blood. But later it would seem to him that fury had first filled his life, exploded, conquered, and possessed him, that he first felt it, saw it, knew the dark illimitable madness of its power, one night years later on a train across Virginia.


  [¬]


  III


  It was a little before midnight when the youth entered the smoking room of the pullman where, despite the lateness of the hour, several men still sat. At just this moment the train had entered the State of Virginia although, of course, none of the men who sat there talking knew this.


  It is true that some of them might have known had their interest and attention been directed toward this geographic fact, had they been looking for it. Just at this moment, indeed, as the train, scarcely slackening its speed, was running through the last of the Catawba towns, one of the men glanced up suddenly from the conversation in which he and the others were earnestly engaged, which was exclusively concerned with the fascinating, ever mounting prices of their property and the tempting profits undoubtedly to be derived from real-estate speculation in their native town. He had looked up quickly, casually, and absently, with that staggering indifference of prosperous men who have been so far, so often, on such splendid trains, that a trip across the continent at night toward the terrific city is no longer a grand adventure of their lives, but just a thing of custom, need, and even weariness, and who, therefore, rarely look out windows any more:


  “What is this?” he said quickly. “Oh, Maysville, probably. Yes, I guess this must be Maysville,” and had then returned vigorously from his brief inspection of the continent of night, a few lights, and a little town, to the enticing topic which had for several hours absorbed the interests of the group.


  Nor was there any good reason why this traveller who had glanced so swiftly and indifferently from the window of the train should feel any greater interest than he showed. Certainly the briefest and most casual inspection would have convinced the observer that, in Baedeker’s celebrated phrase, there was “little here that need detain the tourist.” What the man saw in the few seconds of his observation was the quiet, dusty and sparsely lighted street of a little town in the upper South. The street was shaded by large trees and there were some level lawns, more trees, and some white frame houses with spacious porches, gables, occasionally the wooden magnificence of Georgian columns.


  On everything—trees, houses, foliage, yards, and street there was a curious loneliness of departure and October, an attentive almost mournful waiting. And yet this dark and dusty street of the tall trees left a haunting, curiously pleasant feeling of strangeness and familiarity. One viewed it with a queer sudden ache in the heart, a feeling of friendship and farewell, and this feeling was probably intensified by the swift and powerful movement of the train which seemed to slide past the town almost noiselessly, its wheels turning without friction, sound, or vibrance on the pressed steel ribbons of the rails, giving to a traveller, and particularly to a youth who was going into the secret North for the first time, a feeling of illimitable and exultant power, evoking for him the huge mystery of the night and darkness, and the image of ten thousand lonely little towns like this across the continent.


  Then the train slides by the darkened vacant-looking little station and for a moment one has a glimpse of the town’s chief square and business centre. And as he sees it he is filled again with the same feeling of loneliness, instant familiarity, and departure. The square is one of those anomalous, shabby-ornate, inept, and pitifully pretentious places that one finds in little towns like these. But once seen, if only for this fraction of a moment, from the windows of a train, the memory of it will haunt one forever after.


  And this haunting and lonely memory is due probably to the combination of two things: the ghastly imitation of swarming life and metropolitan gaiety in the scene, and the almost total absence of life itself. The impression one gets, in fact, from that brief vision is one of frozen cataleptic silence in a world from which all life has recently been extinguished by some appalling catastrophe. The lights burn, the electric signs wink and flash, the place is still horribly intact in all its bleak prognathous newness, but all the people are dead, gone, vanished. The place is a tomb of frozen silence, as terrifying in its empty bleakness as those advertising backdrops one saw formerly in theatres, where the splendid buildings, stores, and shops of a great street are painted in the richest and most flattering colors, and where there is no sign of life whatever.


  So was it here, save that here the illusion of the dead world gained a hideous physical reality by its stark, staring, nakedly concrete dimensions.


  All this the boy had seen, or rather sensed, in the wink of an eye, a moment’s vision of a dusty little street, a fleeting glimpse of a silent little square, a few hard lights, and then the darkness of the earth again—these half-splintered glimpses were all the boy could really see in the eye-wink that it took the train to pass the town. And yet, all these fragmentary things belonged so completely to all the life of little towns which he had known, that it was not as if he had seen only a few splintered images, but rather as if the whole nocturnal picture of the town was instantly whole and living in his mind.


  Beyond the station, parked in a line against the curb is a row of empty motor cars, and he knows instantly that they have been left there by the patrons of the little moving-picture theatre which explodes out of the cataleptic silence of the left-hand side of the square into a blaze of hard white and flaming posters which seem to cover the entire façade. Even here, no movement of life is visible, but one who has lived and known towns like these feels for the first time an emotion of warmth and life as he looks at the gaudy, blazing bill-beplastered silence of that front.


  For suddenly he seems to see the bluish blaze of carbon light that comes from the small slit-like vent-hole cut into the wall and can hear again—one of the loneliest and most haunting of all sounds—the rapid shuttering sound of the projection camera late at night, a sound lonely, hurried, unforgettable, coming out into those cataleptic squares of silence in the little towns—as if the operator is fairly racing through the last performance of the night like a weary and exhausted creature whose stale, over-driven life can find no joy in what is giving so much joy to others, and who is pressing desperately ahead toward the merciful rewards of food, sleep, and oblivion which are already almost in his grasp.


  And as he remembers this, he also suddenly sees and knows the people in the theatre, and in that instant greets them, feels his lonely kinship with them, with the whole family of the earth, and says farewell. Small, dark, lonely, silent, thirsty, and insatiate, the people of the little town are gathered there in that one small cell of radiance, warmth, and joy. There for a little space they are united by the magic spell the theatre casts upon them. They are all dark and silent leaning forward like a single mind and congeries of life, and yet they are all separate too.


  Yes, lonely, silent, for a moment beautiful, he knows the people of the town are there, lifting the small white petals of their faces, thirsty and insatiate, to that magic screen: now they laugh exultantly as their hero triumphs, weep quietly as the mother dies, the little boys cheer wildly as the rascal gets his due—they are all there in darkness, under immense immortal skies of time, small nameless creatures in a lost town on the mighty continent, and for an instant we have seen them, known them, said farewell.


  Around the four sides of the square at even intervals, the new standards of the five-bulbed lamps cast down implacably upon those cataleptic pavements the cataleptic silence of their hard white light. And this, he knows, is called “the Great White Way,” of which the town is proud. Somehow the ghastly, lifeless silence of that little square is imaged nowhere else so cruelly as in the harsh, white silence of these lights. For they evoke terribly, as nothing else can do, the ghastly vacancy of light without life. And poignantly, pitifully, and unutterably their harsh, white silence evokes the moth-like hunger of the American for hard, brilliant, blazing incandescence.


  It is as if there may be in his soul the horror of the ancient darkness, the terror of the old immortal silences, which will not down and must be heard. It is as if he feels again the ancient fear of—what? Of the wilderness, the wet and lidless eye of shame and desolation feeding always on unhoused and naked sides. It is as if he fears the brutal revelation of his loss and loneliness, the furious, irremediable confusion of his huge unrest, his desperate and unceasing flight from the immense and timeless skies that bend above him, the huge, doorless and unmeasured vacancies of distance, on which he lives, on which, as helpless as a leaf upon a hurricance, [hurricane,] he is driven on forever, and on which he cannot pause, which he cannot fence, wall, conquer, make his own.


  Then the train, running always with its smooth, powerful, almost noiseless movement, has left the station and the square behind it. The last outposts of the town appear and vanish in patterns of small, lonely light, and there is nothing but huge and secret night before us, the lonely, everlasting earth, and presently Virginia.


  And surely, now, there is little more to be seen. Surely, now, there is almost nothing that by day would be worthy of more than a glance from those great travellers who have ranged the earth, and known all its wild and stormy seas, and seen its rarest glories. And by night, now, there is nothing, nothing by night but darkness and a space we call Virginia through which the huge projectile of the train is hurtling onward in the dark.


  Field and fold and gulch and hill and hollow, forest and stream and bridge and bank and cut, the huge earth, the rude earth, the wild, formless, infinitely various, most familiar, ever haunting earth, the grand and casual earth that is so brown, so harsh, so dusty, so familiar, the strange and homely earth wrought in our blood, our brain, our heart, the earth that can never be forgotten or described, is flowing by us, by us, by us in the night.


  What is it that we know so well and cannot speak? What is it that we want to say and cannot tell? What is it that keeps swelling in our hearts its grand and solemn music, that is aching in our throats, that is pulsing like a strange wild grape through all the conduits of our blood, that maddens us with its exultant and intolerable joy and that leaves us tongueless, wordless, maddened by our fury to the end?


  We do not know. All that we know is that we lack a tongue that could reveal, a language that could perfectly express the wild joy swelling to a music in our heart, the wild pain welling to a strong ache in our throat, the wild cry mounting to a madness in our brain, the thing, the word, the joy we know so well, and cannot speak! All that we know is that the little stations whip by in the night, the straggling little towns whip by with all that is casual, rude, familiar, ugly, and unutterable. All that we know is that the earth is flowing by us in the darkness, and that this is the way the world goes—with a field and a wood and a field! And of the huge and secret earth all we know is that we feel with all our life its texture with our foot upon it.


  All that we know is that having everything we yet hold nothing, that feeling the wild song of this great earth upwelling in us we have no words to give it utterance. All that we know is that here the passionate enigma of our lives is so bitterly expressed, the furious hunger that so haunts and hurts Americans so desperately felt—that being rich, we all are yet so poor, that having an incalculable wealth we have no way of spending it, that feeling an illimitable power we yet have found no way of using it.


  Therefore we hurtle onward in the dark across Virginia, we hurtle onward in the darkness down a million roads, we hurtle onward driven by our hunger down the blind and brutal tunnel of ten thousand furious and kaleidoscopic days, the victims of the cruel impulse of a million chance and fleeting moments, without a wall at which to thrust the shoulder of our strength, a roof to hide us in our nakedness, a place to build on, or a door.


  [¬]


  IV


  As the boy entered the smoking compartment, the men who were talking together paused, and looked up at him briefly with the intent, curious, momentary stare of men interrupted in a conversation. The boy, a leggy creature racing into unfledged lengths of shank and arm and shoulder, fumbled nervously in his coat pocket for a package of cigarettes and then sat down abruptly on the upholstered leather seat beside one of the men.


  The boy’s manner betrayed that mixture of defiance and diffidence which a young man going out into the world for the first time feels in the presence of older and more experienced men. And this was the way he felt. And for this reason in the sharp and casual stare which the men fixed briefly on him there may have been unconsciously something affectionate and tender as each one recalled a moment of his own lost youth.


  The boy felt the powerful movement of the train beneath him and the lonely austerity and mystery of the dark earth outside that swept past forever with a fanlike stroke, an immortal and imperturbable stillness. It seemed to him that these two terrific negatives of speed and stillness, the hurtling and projectile movement of the train and the calm silence of the everlasting earth, were poles of a single unity—a unity coherent with his destiny, whose source was somehow in himself.


  It seemed to him that this incredible and fortunate miracle of his own life and fate had ordered all these accidental facts into coherent and related meanings. He felt that everything—the powerful movement of the train, the infinite mystery and lonely wildness of the earth, the feeling of luxury, abundance, and unlimited wealth that was stimulated by the rich furnishings of the pullman, and the general air of affluence of these prosperous men—belonged to him, had come out of his own life, and were ready to serve him at his own behest and control.


  It seemed to him that the glorious moment for which his whole life had been shaped, and toward which every energy and desire in his spirit had been turned, was now here.


  As that incredible knowledge came to him, a fury, wild, savage, wordless, pulsed through his blood and filled him with such a swelling and exultant joy as he had never known before. He felt the savage tongueless cry of pain and joy swell up and thicken in his throat, he felt a rending and illimitable power in him as if he could twist steel between his fingers, and he felt an almost uncontrollable impulse to yell into the faces of the men with a demonic glee.


  Instead he just sat down quickly with an abrupt, half-defiant movement, lit his cigarette, and spoke to one of the men quickly and diffidently, saying:


  “Hello, Mr. Flood.”


  For a moment, the man thus addressed said nothing, but sat staring at the boy stupidly with an expression of heavy surprise. He was a well-dressed but bloated-looking man in his fifties whose gross figure even in repose betrayed a gouty tenderness. His face, which had the satiny rosy texture, veinous and tender, that alcoholism and a daily massage can give, was brutally coarse and sensual, but was given a disturbing and decisive character by his bulging yellow eyeballs and the gross lewd mouth which, because of several large buck teeth whose discolored surfaces protruded under the upper lip, seemed always to be half opened and half smiling. And it was not a pleasant smile. It was a smile, faint, unmistakably sensual, and rather sly. It seemed to come from some huge choking secret glee and there was in it a quality that was jubilantly obscene.


  For a moment more Mr. Flood stared through his bulging eyes at the boy who had just spoken to him, with an air of comical and stupid surprise. Then amiably, but with a puzzled undertone, he said gruffly:


  “Hello. Oh, hello, son! How are you?”


  And after looking at the boy a moment longer, he turned his attention to the other men again.


  It was at just that season of the year when two events which are dear to the speculations of the American had absorbed the public interest. These events were baseball and politics, and at that moment both were thrillingly imminent. The annual baseball contests for “the championship of the world” were to begin within another day or two, and the national campaign for the election of the American president, which would be held in another month, was moving daily to its furious apogee of speeches, accusations, dire predictions, and impassioned promises. Both events gave the average American a thrill of pleasurable anticipation: his approach to both was essentially the same. It was the desire of a man to see a good show, to “take sides” vigorously in an exciting contest—to be amused, involved as an interested spectator is involved, but not to be too deeply troubled or concerned by the result.


  It was just natural, therefore, that at the moment when the boy entered the smoking compartment of the train, the conversation of the men assembled there should be chiefly concerned with these twin sports. As he came in, there was a hum of voices, a sound of argument, and then he could see the hearty red-faced man—the politician—shaking his head dubiously and heard him say, with a protesting laugh:


  “Ah-h, I don’t know about that. From what I hear it’s just the other way. I was talking to a man from Tennessee the other day, and from what he says, Cox is gaining everywhere. He said that a month ago he wouldn’t have given two cents for his chances, but now he thinks he’s going to carry the State.”


  “It’s going to be close,” another conceded. “He may win yet—but it looks to me as if he’s got a hard uphill fight on his hands. Tennessee always polls a big Republican vote—in some of those mountain districts they vote two to one Republican—and this year it looks as if they’re all set for a change. ... What do you think about it, Emmet?” he said, appealing to the small, swarthy and important-looking little man, who sat there, swinging his short little legs and chewing on a fat cigar with an air of wise reflection.


  “Well,” that person answered slowly after a thoughtful moment, taking his cigar in his pudgy fingers and looking at it studiously—“it may be—it may be—that the country’s ready for a change—now don’t misunderstand me,” he went on hastily, as if eager to set their perturbed minds at rest—“I’m not saying that I want to see Harding elected—that I’m going to cast my vote for him—as you know, I’m a party man and have voted the Democratic ticket ever since I came of age—but,” again he paused, frowned importantly at his cigar, and spoke with careful deliberation—“it may just be that we are due for a change this year—that the country is ready for it—that we need it. ... Now, I supported Wilson twice, in 1912, when he got elected to his first term of office, and again in 1916——”


  “The time he kept us out of war,” some one said ironically.


  “And,” the little man said deliberately—“if he was running again—if he was well enough to run—if he wanted a third term—(although I’m against the third term in principle),” he amended hastily again—“why, I believe I’d go ahead and vote for him. That’s how much I think of him. But,” again he paused, and meditated his chewed cigar profoundly—“it may be we’re due now for a change. Wilson was a great president—in my opinion, the greatest man we’ve had since Lincoln—I don’t believe any other man could have done the job he did as well as he—but,” the word came out impressively, “the job is done! The war is over——”


  “Yes, thank God!” some one murmured softly but fervently.


  “The people want to forget about the war—they want to forget all their sacrifices and suffering—” said this little man who had sacrificed and suffered nothing—“they are looking forward to better times. ... And in my opinion,” he spoke again with his air of slow deliberation, important carefulness—“in my opinion, better times are before us. I think that after this election, we are going to witness one of the greatest periods of national development and expansion that the world has ever known. ... Why, we haven’t begun yet! We haven’t even started!” he cried suddenly, with a note of passionate conviction in his voice—“Do you realize that this country is only a little more than a hundred years old? Why, we haven’t even begun to show what we can do yet! We’ve spent all that time in getting started—in building cities—settling the country—building railroads and factories—developing the means of production—making the tools with which to work. ... The resources of this country are scarcely tapped as yet. And in my opinion we are on the eve of the greatest period of prosperity and growth the world has ever known. ... Look at Altamont, for example,” he went on cogently. “Ten years ago, in 1910, the census gave us a population of 18,000. ... Now, we have thirty, according to government figures, and that doesn’t begin to take the whole thing in: it doesn’t take in Biltburn, Lunn’s Cove, Beaver Hills, Sunset Parkway—a dozen other places I can mention, all really part of the town but not included in the census figures. ... If all the suburbs were included we’d have a population of at least 40,000 inhabitants——”


  “I’d call it nearer fifty,” said another patriot.


  “And within another ten years we’ll go to seventy-five, perhaps a hundred. ... Why, that town hasn’t begun to grow yet!” he said, bending his short body forward in his enthusiasm and tapping his fat knee—“It has been less than eight years since we established the Citizen’s Bank and Trust Company with a capital of $25,000 and capital stock at $100 a share. ... Now,” he paused a moment, and looked around him, his swarthy face packed with strong conviction—“now, we have a capital of $2,000,000—deposits totalling more than $18,000,000—and as for the stock—” for a moment the little man’s swarthy face was touched with a faint complacent smile, he said smugly, “I don’t know exactly how much stock you gentlemen may hold among you, but if any of you wants to sell what he has, I will pay you $1000 a share—here and now,” he slapped a fat small hand down upon a fat small knee—“here and now! for every share you own.”


  And he looked at them steadily for a moment with an air of challenge.


  “Not for mine!” the florid heavy man cried heartily. “No sir! I’ve only got ten shares, Emmet, but you can’t buy it from me at any price! I won’t sell!”


  And the swarthy little man, pleased by the answer, smiled complacently about him before he spoke again.


  “Yes, sir!” he said. “That’s the way it is. And the thing that’s begun to happen at home already is going to happen everywhere—all over the country. From now on you’re going to see a period of rising prices and high wages—increased production, a boom in real estate, stocks, investments, business of all kinds—rising values everywhere such as you never saw before and never hoped to see.”


  “And where is it going to stop?”


  “Stop!” the swarthy little man spoke almost curtly, and then barked, “It’s not going to stop! Not during our lifetime, anyway! I tell you, man, we’re just beginning! How can there be any talk of stopping when we haven’t started yet! ... There’s been nothing like it before,” he cried with passionate earnestness—“nothing to match it in the history of the world. We’ve had wars, booms, good times, hard times, slumps, periods of prosperity—but, I tell you, gentlemen!” and here he smote himself sharply on the knee and his voice rose with the strength of an unshakable conviction—“this thing is different! We have reached a stage in our development that no other country in the world has ever known—that was never dreamed of before—a stage that is beyond booms, depressions, good times, hard times—anything——”


  “You mean that after this we shall never be affected by those things?”


  “Yes, sir!” he cried emphatically. “I mean just that! I mean that we have learned the causes for each of those conditions. I mean that we have learned how to check them, how to control them. I mean that so far as we are concerned they don’t exist any more!” His voice had become almost shrill with the force of his persuasive argument, and suddenly whipping a sheaf of envelopes, tied with a rubber band, out of his inner pocket, and gripping a stub of pencil in his stubby hand, he crossed his short fat legs with an energetic movement, bent forward poised above the envelopes, and said quietly but urgently:


  “See here, now!—I’d like to show you a few figures! My business, as you know, is to look after other people’s money—your money, the town’s money, everybody’s money—I’ve got to keep my fingers on the pulse of business at every moment of the day—my business is to know—to know—and let me tell you something,” he said quietly, looking directly in their eyes, “I do know—so pay attention just a moment while I show these figures to you.”


  And for some moments he spoke quietly, persuasively, his dark features packed with an energy of powerful conviction, while he rapidly jotted figures down upon the backs of the soiled envelopes, and they bent around him—their medicine-man of magic numerals—in an attitude of awed and rapt attentiveness. And when he had finished, there was silence for a moment, save for the rhythmic clack of wheels, the rocketing sound of the great train. Then one of the men, stroking his chin thoughtfully, and with an impressed air, said:


  “I see. ... And you think, then, that in view of these conditions it would be better for the country if Harding is elected.”


  The little man’s manner became instantly cautious, non-committal, “conservative”:


  “I don’t say that,” he said, shaking his head in a movement of denial—“I only say that whoever gets elected we’re in for a period of unparalleled development. ... Now both of them are good men—as I say, I shall probably vote for Cox—but you can rest assured,” he spoke deliberately and looked around him in his compelling way—“you can rest assured that no matter which one gets elected the country will be in good hands. There’s no question about that.”


  “Yes, sir,” said the florid-faced politician in his amiable and hearty way. “I agree with you. ... I’m a Democrat myself, both in practice and in principle. I’m going to vote for Cox, but if Harding gets elected I won’t shed any tears over his election. We’ll have to give the Republicans credit for a good deed this time—they couldn’t have made a wiser or a better decision. He has a long and honorable career in the service of his country,”—as he spoke his voice unconsciously took on the sententious ring and lilt of the professional politician—“no breath of scandal has ever touched his name: in public and in private life he has remained as he began—a statesman loyal to the institutions of his country, a husband devoted to his family life, a plain American of simple tastes who loves his neighbors as himself, and prefers the quiet life of a little town, the democracy of the front porch, to the marble arches of the capitol—so, whatever the result may be,” the orator concluded, “this nation need fear nothing: it has chosen well and wisely in both cases, its future is secure.”


  Mr. Flood, during the course of this impassioned flight, had remained ponderously unmoved. In the pause that followed, he sat impassively, his coarse jowled face and bulging yellowed eyes fixed on the orator in their customary expression of comic stupefaction. Now, breathing hoarsely and stertorously, he coughed chokingly and with an alarming rattling noise into his handkerchief, peered intently at his wadded handkerchief for a moment, and then said coarsely:


  “Hell! What all of you are saying is that you are goin’ to vote for Cox but that you hope that Harding wins.”


  “No, now, Jim—” the politician, Mr. Candler, said in a protesting tone—“I never said——”


  “Yes, you did!” Mr. Flood wheezed bluntly. “You meant it, anyhow, every one of you is sayin’ how he always was a Democrat and what a great man Wilson is, and how he’s goin’ to vote for Cox—and every God-damn one of you is praying that the other feller gets elected. ... Why? I’ll tell you why,” he wheezed coarsely, “—it’s because we’re sick an’ tired of Woodrow, all of us—we want to put the rollers under him an’ see the last of him! Oh, yes, we are,” he went on brutally as some one started to protest—“we’re tired of Woodrow’s flowery speeches, an’ we’re tired of hearin’ about wars an’ ideals an’ democracy an’ how fine an’ noble we all are an’ ‘Mister won’t you please subscribe.’ We’re tired of hearin’ bunk that doesn’t pay an’ we want to hear some bunk that does—an’ we’re goin’ to vote for the crook that gives it to us. ... Do you know what we all want—what we’re lookin’ for?” he demanded, glowering brutally around at them. “We want a piece of the breast with lots of gravy—an’ the boy that promises us the most is the one we’re for! ... Cox! Hell! All of you know Cox has no more chance of getting in than a snowball has in hell. When they get through with him he won’t know whether he was run over by a five-ton truck or chewed up in a sausage mill. ... Nothing has changed, the world’s no different, we’re just the same as we always were—and I’ve watched ’em come an’ go for forty years—Blaine, Cleveland, Taft, McKinley, Roosevelt—the whole damned lot of ’em—an’ what we want from them is just the same: all we can get for ourselves, a free grab with no holts barred, and to hell with the other fellow.”


  “So who are you going to vote for, Jim?” said Mr. Candler smiling.


  “Who? Me?” said Mr. Flood with a coarse grin. “Why, hell, you ought to know that without asking. Me—I’m a Democrat, ain’t I?—don’t I publish a Democratic newspaper? I’m going to vote for Cox, of course.”


  And, in the burst of laughter that followed, some one could be heard, saying jestingly:


  “And who’s going to win the Series, Jim? Some one told me you’re for Brooklyn!”


  “Brooklyn!” Mr. Flood jeered wheezingly. “Brooklyn has just the same kind of chance Cox has—the chance a snowball has in hell! Brooklyn! They’re in just the same fix the Democrats are in—they’ve got nothing on the ball. When Speaker and that Cleveland gang get through with them, Brooklyn is going to look just like Cox the day after the election. Brooklyn,” he concluded with brutal conviction, “hasn’t got a chance.”


  And again the debate between the men grew eager, animated and vociferous: they shouted, laughed, denied, debated, jeered good-naturedly, and the great train hurtled onward in the darkness, and the everlasting earth was still.


  And other men, and other voices, words, and moments such as these would come, would pass, would vanish and would be forgotten in the huge record and abyss of time. And the great trains of America would hurtle on through darkness over the lonely, everlasting earth—the earth which only was eternal—and on which our fathers and our brothers had wandered, their lives so brief, so lonely, and so strange—into whose substance at length they all would be compacted. And the great trains would hurtle on forever over the silent and eternal earth—fixed in that design of everlasting stillness and unceasing change. The trains would hurtle onward bearing other lives like these, all brought together for an instant between two points of time—and then all lost, all vanished, broken and forgotten. The trains would bear them onward to their million destinations—each to the fortune, fame, or happiness he wished, whatever it was that he was looking for—but whether any to a sure success, a certain purpose, or the thing he sought—what man could say? All that he knew was that these men, these words, this moment would vanish, be forgotten—and that great wheels would hurtle on forever. And the earth be still.


  Mr. Flood shifted his gouty weight carefully with a movement of his fat arm, grunting painfully as he did so. This delicate operation completed, he stared sharply and intently at the boy again and at length said bluntly:


  “You’re one of those Gant boys, ain’t you? Ain’t you Ben’s brother?”


  “Yes, sir,” the boy answered. “That’s right.”


  “Which one are you?” Mr. Flood said with this same brutal directness. “You ain’t the one that stutters, are you?”


  “No,” one of the other men interrupted with a laugh, but in a decided tone. “He’s not the one. You’re thinking of Luke.”


  “Oh,” said Mr. Flood stupidly. “Is Luke the one that stutters?”


  “Yes,” the boy said, “that’s Luke. I’m Eugene.”


  “Oh,” Mr. Flood said heavily. “I reckon you’re the youngest one.”


  “Yes, sir,” the boy answered.


  “Well,” said Mr. Flood with an air of finality, “I didn’t know which one you were but I knew you were one of them. I knew I’d seen you somewhere.”


  “Yes, sir,” the boy answered. He was about to go on, hesitated for a moment, and suddenly blurted out: “I used to carry a route on The Courier when you owned it. I guess that’s how you remembered me.”


  “Oh,” said Mr. Flood stupidly, “you did? Yes, that’s it, all right. I remember now.” And he continued to look at the boy with his bulging stare of comic stupefaction and for a moment there was silence save for the pounding of the wheels upon the rail.


  “How many of you boys are there?” The swarthy and important-looking man who had previously been addressed as Emmet now spoke curiously: “There must be five or six in all.”


  “No,” the boy said, “there’s only three now. There’s Luke and Steve and me.”


  “Oh, Steve, Steve,” the little man said with an air of crisp finality, as if this was the name that had been at the tip of his tongue all the time. “Steve was the oldest, wasn’t he?”


  “Yes, sir,” said the boy.


  “Whatever became of Steve, anyway?” the man said. “I don’t believe I’ve seen him in ten or fifteen years. He doesn’t live at home any more, does he?”


  “No, sir,” the boy said. “He lives in Indiana.”


  “Does he for a fact?” said the little man, as if this was a rare and curious bit of information. “What’s Steve doing out there? Is he in business?”


  For a moment the boy was going to say, “No, he runs a pool room and lives up over it with his wife and children,” but feeling ashamed to say this, he said:


  “I think he runs some kind of cigar store out there.”


  “Is that so?” the man answered with an air of great interest. “Well,” he went on in a moment in a conciliatory tone, “Steve was always smart enough. He had brains enough to do almost anything if he tried.”


  Emmet Wade, the man who had asked the boy all these questions, was a quick, pompous little figure, corpulently built, but so short in stature as to be almost dwarfish-looking. His skin was curiously and unpleasantly swarthy, and save for a fringe of thin black hair at either side, his head was completely bald. In that squat figure, the suggestion of pompous authority and mountainous conceit was so pronounced that even in repose, as now, the whole man seemed to strut. He was, by virtue of that fortuitous chance and opportunity which has put so many small men in great positions, the president of the leading bank of the community. Even as he sat there in the smoking compartment, with his short fat legs crossed, the boy could see him sitting at his desk in the bank, swinging back and forth in his swivel chair thoughtfully, his pudgy hands folded behind his head as he dictated a letter to his obsequious secretary.


  “Where’s old Luke? What’s he doing, anyway?” another of the men demanded suddenly, beginning to chuckle even as he spoke. The speaker was the florid-faced, somewhat countrified-looking man already noted, who wore the string neck-tie and spoke with the rhetorical severity of the small-town politician. He was one of the town commissioners and in his hearty voice and easy manner there was a more genial quality than any of the others had. “I haven’t seen that boy in years,” he continued. “Some one was asking me just the other day what had become of him.”


  “He’s got a job selling farm machinery and lighting equipment,” the boy answered.


  “Is that so?” the man replied with this same air of friendly interest. “Where is he located? He doesn’t get home very often, does he?”


  “No, sir,” the boy said, “not very often. He comes in every two or three weeks, but he doesn’t stay home long at a time. His territory is down through South Carolina and Georgia—all through there.”


  “What did you say he was selling?” said Mr. Flood, who had been staring at the boy fixedly during all this conversation with his heavy expression of a slow, intent and brutal stupefaction.


  “He sells lighting systems and pumps and farm equipment and machinery—for farms,” the boy said awkwardly.


  “That’s Luke—who does that?” said Mr. Flood after a moment, when this information had had time to penetrate.


  “Yes, sir. That’s Luke.”


  “And he’s the one that stutters?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “The one that used to have the agency for The Saturday Evening Post and did all that talking when he sold ’em to you?”


  “Yes, sir. That’s Luke.”


  “And what d’you say he’s doing now?” said Mr. Flood heavily. “Selling farm machinery?”


  “Yes, sir. That’s what he’s doing.”


  “Then, by God,” said Mr. Flood, with a sudden and explosive emphasis which, after his former attitude of heavy, brutal stupefaction, was startling, “he’ll do it!” The other men laughed and Mr. Flood shook his ponderous, crimson head slowly from side to side to emphasize his conviction in the matter.


  “If any one can sell ’em, he’ll do it,” he said positively. “That boy could sell Palm Beach suits to the Esquimaux. They’d have to buy ’em just to keep him from talking them to death.”


  “I’ll tell you what I saw him do one time,” said the politician, shifting his weight a little in order to accommodate himself more comfortably to the motion of the train. “I was standing in front of the post office one day talking to Dave Redmond about some property he owned out on the Haw Creek Road—oh, it must have been almost fifteen years ago—when here he comes hustling along, you know, with a big bundle of his papers under his arm. Well, he sails right into us, talking about a mile a minute and going so fast neither of us had a chance to get a word in edgeways. ‘Here you are, gentlemen,’ he says, ‘hot off the press, just the thing you’ve been waiting for, this week’s edition of The Saturday Evening Post, five cents, only a nickel, the twentieth part of a dollar.’ By that time,” said Mr. Candler, “he had the thing all opened up and shoved up right under Dave Redmond’s nose, and he was turning the pages and telling him all about the different pieces it had in it and who wrote them and what was in them, and what a bargain it was for five cents. ‘W-w-w-why,’ he says, ‘if you b-b-b-bought it in a book, why it’d cost you a d-d-d-dollar and a half and then,’ he says, ‘it wouldn’t be half as good.’ Well, Dave was getting sort of red in the face by that time,” Mr. Candler said, “and I could see he was sort of annoyed at being interrupted, but the boy kept right on with his spiel and wouldn’t give up. ‘I don’t want it,’ says Dave, ‘I’m busy’ and he tries to turn away from him, but Luke moves right around to the other side and goes after him about twice as hard as before. ‘Go on, go on,’ says Dave. ‘We’re busy! I don’t want it! I can’t read!’ he says. ‘All right,’ says Luke, ‘then you can look at the p-p-p-pictures. Why, the pictures alone,’ he says, ‘are w-w-w-worth a half a dollar. It’s the b-b-b-bargain of a life time,’ he says. Well, the boy was pressing him pretty hard and I guess Dave lost his temper. He sort of knocked the magazine away from him and shouted, ‘Damn it, I told you that I didn’t want it, and I mean it! Now go on! We’re busy.’ Well,” said Mr. Candler, “Luke didn’t say a word for a moment. He took his magazine and put it under his arm again, and he just stood there looking at Dave Redmond for a moment, and then he said, just as quiet as you please, ‘All right, sir. You’re the doctor. But I think you’re going to regret it!’ And then he turned and walked away from us. Well, sir,” said Mr. Candler, laughing, “Dave Redmond’s face was a study. You could see he felt pretty small to think he had shouted at the boy like that, and acted as he did. And Luke hadn’t gone twenty feet before Dave Redmond called him back. ‘Here, son,’ he says, diving his hand down into his pocket, ‘give me one of those things! I may never read it but it’s worth a dollar just to hear you talk.’ And he gave him a dollar, too, and made him take it,” Mr. Candler said, “and from that day on Dave Redmond was one of the biggest boosters that Luke had. ... ‘I think you’re going to regret it,’” said Mr. Candler again, laughing at the memory. “That’s the thing that did it—that’s what got him—the way the boy just looked at him and said, ‘All right, sir, but I think you’re going to regret it.’ That did the trick, all right.” And pleased with his story and the memory it evoked, Mr. Candler looked mildly out the window for a moment, smiling.


  “That was Luke that done that?” Mr. Flood demanded hoarsely after a moment, with his air of brutal and rather stunned surprise. “The one that stutters?”


  “Yes, that’s the one all right,” said Mr. Candler. “That’s who it was.”


  Mr. Flood pondered this information for a moment with his bulging eyes still fastened on Mr. Candler in their look of stupefied curiosity. Then, as the full import of what he had heard at length soaked into his intelligence, he shook his great coarse head once, slowly, in a movement of ponderous but emphatic satisfaction, and said with hoarse conviction:


  “Well, he’s a good ’un! If any one can sell ’em, he’s the one.”


  This judgment was followed by a brief but heavy pause, which was broken in a moment by the voice of the pompous, swarthy little man who, in a tone of detached curiosity, said:


  “Whatever became of that other boy—the one who used to work there in The Courier office when you owned it? What was his name, anyway?”


  “Ben,” said Mr. Flood heavily, but without hesitation. “That was Ben.” Here he coughed in an alarming, phlegmy sort of way, cleared his throat and spat chokingly into the spittoon at his feet, wiped his mouth with his wadded handkerchief and in a moment, panting for breath, wheezed:


  “Ben was the one that worked for me.”


  “Oh, yes, yes, yes!” the swarthy little man said rapidly, as if now it all came back to him. “Ben! That was the one! What ever became of him? I haven’t seen him recently.”


  “He’s dead,” said Mr. Flood, still wheezing rapidly for breath and gazing at the spittoon. “That’s the reason you haven’t seen him,” he said seriously. And suddenly, as if the long-awaited moment had come, he bent over, torn by a fit of choking and phlegmy sounds of really astounding proportions. When it was over, he raised himself, settled back slowly and painfully in his seat, and for a moment with closed eyes, did nothing but wheeze rapidly. In a moment, still with closed eyes, he gasped almost inaudibly:


  “Ben was the one that died.”


  “Oh, yes! I do remember now,” the pompous little man declared, nodding his head sharply with an air of conviction. “That’s been some time ago, hasn’t it?” he said to the boy.


  “He died two years ago,” the boy replied, “during the war.”


  “Oh, that’s so, he did! I remember now!” the man cried instantly, with an air of recollection that somehow said that he remembered nothing. “He was overseas at the time, wasn’t he?” he asked smoothly.


  “No, sir,” the boy answered. “He was at home. He died of pneumonia—during that big epidemic.”


  “I know,” the man said regretfully. “That got a lot of the boys. Ben was in service at the time, wasn’t he?”


  “No,” the boy answered. “He never got in. Luke was the one who was in service. Ben tried to get in twice but he couldn’t pass the examinations.”


  “Is that so?” the man said vaguely. “Well, I was mighty sorry to hear about his death. Old Ben was one fine boy!”


  Nothing was said for a moment.


  “I’ll tell you how fine he was,” Mr. Flood, who had been wheezing with closed eyes, now grunted suddenly, glaring solemnly about him with an air of brutal earnestness. “Now I think I knew that boy about as well as any man alive—he worked for me for almost fifteen years—started out when he was ten years old as a route-boy on The Courier and kept right on working for my paper until just a year or two before he died! And I’m here to tell you,” he wheezed solemnly, “that they don’t come any better than Ben!” Here he glowered around him pugnaciously as if the character of a dead saint had been called in question. “Now he wasn’t one of your big talkers who’d promise everything and do nothing. Ben was a do-er, not a talker. You could depend on him,” said Mr. Flood, hoarsely and impressively. “When he told you he’d do a thing, you’d know it was going to get done! As regular as a clock and as steady as the day is long! And as quiet a fellow as you ever saw,” said Mr. Flood. “That was Ben for you! Am I right?” he demanded, suddenly turning to the boy. “Was that Ben?”


  “Yes, sir,” the boy answered. “That was Ben.”


  “And until you asked him something he’d go for days at a time without speaking to you, but I knew he didn’t mean anything by it, it was just his way. He believed in tending to his own business and he expected every one else to do the same.” And for a moment, exhausted by these eulogies, he wheezed rapidly.


  “Well, the world would be a lot better off if there were more like him,” the pompous, swarthy little man now said virtuously, as if this sentiment expressed his own pious belief and practice. “There are too many people sticking their noses in other people’s business, as it is.”


  “Well, they didn’t stick their noses in Ben’s business,” said Mr. Flood with grim emphasis, “not after the first time, anyway. But they didn’t come any better than that boy. I couldn’t have thought more of him if he’d been my own son,” he concluded piously and then gasped stertorously, lifted his cigar slowly to his lips with the thick, gouty tenderness that characterized all his movements and for a moment puffed slowly, wheezing reflectively over it.


  “Not that he was ever much like a boy,” he grunted suddenly, with a surprising flash of insight. “He was always more like an old man—didn’t ever seem to be a kid like the others. Why,” suddenly he chuckled with a phlegmy hoarseness, “I remember when he first began to come down there in the morning as a carrier, the other kids all called him ‘Pop.’ That was Ben for you. Always had that scowl on his face, even when he was laughing—as serious and earnest as an old man. But he was one of the best—as good as they come.” Again he coughed chokingly, bent over with a painful grunt, and cleared his throat phlegmily into the polished brass spittoon beside him. Then, wheezing a little, he drew the wadded silk handkerchief from a side-pocket, wiped his mouth with it, raised himself up in his seat a little, and settled back slowly, tenderly, wheezing, with a sigh! Then for a moment he labored painfully, eyes closed, with his rapid wheezing breath and finally, when it seemed he must be exhausted by his efforts and done with conversation for the evening, he wheezed faintly and unexpectedly:


  “That was Ben.”


  “Oh, I remember that boy now,” the swarthy pompous-looking man suddenly broke in with a flash of recollective inspiration—“Wasn’t Ben the boy who used to stand in the windows of The Courier offices when the World Series was being played, and post the score up on the score-board as they phoned it in to him?”


  “Yes,” wheezed Mr. Flood, nodding heavily, “You got him now, all right. That was Ben.”


  “I remember now,” the swarthy little man said thoughtfully, with a far-away look in his eye. “I was thinking about him the other day when I went by The Courier office. They were playing the Series then. They had another fellow in the window and I wondered what had become of him. So that was Ben?”


  “Yes,” Mr. Flood wheezed hoarsely again. “That was Ben.”


  For a moment as the gouty old rake had spoken of the boy’s dead brother, the boy had felt within him a sense of warmth: a wakening of dead time, a stir of grateful affection for the gross old man as if there might have been in this bloated carcass some trace of understanding for the dead boy of whom he spoke—an understanding faint and groping as a dog who bays the moon might have of the sidereal universe, and yet genuine and recognizable.


  And for a moment present time fades out and the boy sits there staring blindly out at the dark earth that strokes forever past the train, and now he has the watch out and feels it in his hands. ... And suddenly Ben is standing there before his vision, smoking, and scowls down through the window of the office at the boy.


  He jerks his head in a peremptory gesture: the boy, obedient to his brother’s command, enters the office and stands there waiting at the counter. Ben steps down from the platform in the window, puts the earphones on a table and walks over to the place where the boy is standing. For a moment, scowling fiercely, he stands there looking at the boy across the counter. The scowl deepens, he makes a sudden threatening gesture of his hard white hand as if to strike the boy, but instead he reaches across the counter quickly, seizes the boy by the shoulders, pulls him closer, and with rough but skillful fingers tugs, pulls and jerks the frayed string of neck-tie which the boy is wearing into a more orderly and presentable shape.


  The boy starts to go.


  “Wait!” says Ben, quietly, in a deliberately off-hand kind of tone. He opens a drawer below the counter, takes out a small square package, and scowling irritably, and without looking at the boy, he thrusts it at him. “Here’s something for you,” he says, and walks away.


  “What is it?” The boy takes the package and examines it with a queer numb sense of expectancy and growing joy.


  “Why don’t you open it and see?” Ben says, his back still turned, and scowling down into a paper on the desk.


  “Open it?” the boy says, staring at him stupidly.


  “Yes, open it, fool!” Ben snarls. “It’s not going to bite you!”


  While the boy fumbles with the cords that tie the package, Ben prowls over toward the counter with his curious, loping, pigeon-toed stride, leans on it with his elbows and, scowling, begins to look up and down the want-ad columns, while blue, pungent smoke coils slowly from his nostrils. By this time, the boy has taken off the outer wrapping of the package, and is holding a small case, beautifully heavy, of sumptuous blue velvet, in his hands.


  “Well, did you look at it?” Ben says, still scowling up and down the want-ads of the paper, without looking at the boy.


  The boy finds the spring and presses it, the top opens, inside upon its rich cushion of white satin is a gold watch, and a fine gold chain. It is a miracle of design, almost as thin and delicate as a wafer. The boy stares at it with bulging eyes and in a moment stammers:


  “It’s—it’s a watch!”


  “Does it look like an alarm clock?” Ben jeers quietly, as he turns a page and begins to scowl up and down the advertisements of another column.


  “It’s—for me?” the boy says thickly, slowly, as he stares at it.


  “No,” Ben says, “it’s for Napoleon Bonaparte, of course! ... You little idiot! Don’t you know what day this is? Have I got to do all the thinking for you? Don’t you ever use your head for anything except a hat-rack? ... Well,” he goes on quietly in a moment, still looking at his paper, “what do you think of it? ... There’s a spring in the back that opens up,” he goes on casually. “Why don’t you look at it?”


  The boy turns the watch over, feels the smooth golden surface of that shining wafer, finds the spring, and opens it. The back of the watch springs out, upon the inner surface is engraved, in delicate small words, this inscription:


  “To Eugene Gant

  Presented To Him On His Twelfth Birthday

  By His Brother

  B.H. Gant

  October 3, 1912”


  “Well,” Ben says quietly in a moment. “Did you read what it says?”


  “I’d just like to say—” the boy begins in a thick, strange voice, staring blindly down at the still open watch.


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” Ben says, lifting his scowling head in the direction of his unknown demon, and jerking his head derisively towards the boy. “Listen to this, won’t you? ... Now, for God’s sake, try to take good care of it and don’t abuse it!” he says quickly and irritably. “You’ve got to look after a watch the same as anything else. Old man Enderby”—this is the name of the jeweller from whom he has bought the watch—“told me that a watch like that was good for fifty years, if you take care of it. ... You know,” he goes on quietly, insultingly, “you’re not supposed to drive nails with it or use it for a hammer. You know that, don’t you?” he says, and for the first time turns and looks quietly at the boy. “Do you know what a watch is for?”


  “Yes.”


  “What is it for?”


  “To keep time with,” says the boy.


  Ben says nothing for a moment, but looks at him.


  “Yes,” he says quietly at length, with all the bitter weariness of a fathomless resignation and despair, the infinite revulsion, scorn, disgust which life has caused in him. “That’s it. That’s what it’s for. To keep time with.” The weary irony in his voice has deepened to a note of passionate despair. “And I hope to God you keep it better than the rest of us! Better than Mama or the old man—better than me! God help you if you don’t! ... Now go on home,” he says quietly in a moment, “before I kill you.”


  “To keep time with!”


  What is this dream of time, this strange and bitter miracle of living? Is it the wind that drives the leaves down bare paths fleeing? Is it the storm-wild flight of furious days, the storm-swift passing of the million faces, all lost, forgotten, vanished as a dream? Is it the wind that howls above the earth, is it the wind that drives all things before its lash, is it the wind that drives all men like dead ghosts fleeing? Is it the one red leaf that strains there on the bough and that forever will be fleeing? All things are lost and broken in the wind: the dry leaves scamper down the path before us, in their swift-winged dance of death the dead souls flee along before us driven with rusty scuffle before the fury of the demented wind. And October has come again, has come again.


  What is this strange and bitter miracle of life? Is it to feel, when furious day is done, the evening hush, the sorrow of lost, fading light, far sounds and broken cries, and footsteps, voices, music, and all lost—and something murmurous, immense and mighty in the air?


  And we have walked the pavements of a little town and known the passages of barren night, and heard the wheel, the whistle and the tolling bell, and lain in the darkness waiting, giving to silence the huge prayer of our intolerable desire. And we have heard the sorrowful silence of the river in October—and what is there to say? October has come again, has come again, and this world, this life, this time are stranger than a dream.


  May it not be that some day from this dream of time, this chronicle of smoke, this strange and bitter miracle of life in which we are the moving and phantasmal figures, we shall wake? Knowing our father’s voice upon the porch again, the flowers, the grapevines, the low rich moons of waning August, and the tolling bell—and instantly to know we live, that we have dreamed and have awakened, and find then in our hands some object, like this real and palpable, some gift out of the lost land and the unknown world as token that it was no dream—that we have really been there? And there is no more to say.


  For now October has come back again, the strange and lonely month comes back again, and you will not return.


  Up on the mountain, down in the valley, deep, deep, in the hill, Ben—cold, cold, cold.


  “To keep time with!”


  And suddenly the scene, the shapes, the voices of the men about him swam back into their focus, and he could hear the rhythmed pounding of the wheels below him, and in his palm the frail-numbered visage of the watch stared blank and plain at him its legend. It was one minute after twelve o’clock, Sunday morning, October the third, 1920, and he was hurtling across Virginia, and this world, this life, this time were stranger than a dream.


  The train had halted for a moment at one of the Virginia towns, and for a moment the people were conscious of the strange yet casual familiarity of all those sounds which suddenly will intercept the rhythmic spell of time and memory which a journey in a train can cast upon its passengers. Suddenly this spell was broken by the intrusion of peculiar things—of sounds and voices—the sense of instant recognition, union to a town, a life which they had never known, but with which they now felt immediately familiar. A trainman was coming swiftly down the station platform beneath the windows of the train, pausing from time to time to hammer on the car-wheels of each truck. A negro toiled past below them with a heavy rattling truck in tow, piled high with baggage.


  And elsewhere there were the casual voices of the train men—conductors, porters, baggage masters, station men—greeting each other with friendly words, without surprise, speaking of weather, work, plans for the future, saying farewell in the same way. Then the bell tolled, the whistle blew, the slow panting of the engine came back to them, the train was again in motion; the station, and the station lights, a glimpse of streets, the thrilling, haunting, white-glazed incandescence of a cotton mill at night, the hard last lights of town, slid past the windows of the train. The train was in full speed now, and they were rushing on across the dark and lonely earth again.


  Then one of the men in the compartment, the politician, who had been looking curiously out the window at this town and station scene, turned and spoke with a casual interest to the boy:


  “Your father’s in Baltimore now, isn’t he, son?” he said.


  “Yes, sir. He’s at Hopkins. Luke’s up there with him.”


  “Well, I thought I read something in the paper a week or two back about his being there,” said the man with the florid face.


  “What’s wrong with him?” Mr. Flood demanded coarsely in a moment, after he had absorbed this information. “Ain’t he feeling good?”


  The boy shifted nervously in his seat before he answered. His father was dying of cancer, but for some reason it did not seem possible or proper for him to say this to these men. He said:


  “He’s got some kind of kidney trouble, I think. He goes up there for radium treatments.”


  “It’s the same thing John Rankin had,” the florid-faced man glibly interposed at this moment. “Some sort of prostate trouble, isn’t it?” he said.


  “Yes, sir, that’s it,” the boy said. For some reason he felt a sense of relief and gratefulness towards the man with the florid face. The easy, glib and false assurance that his father’s “trouble” was “the same thing John Rankin had” seemed to give the disease a respectable standing and to divest the cancer of its fatal, shameful and putrescent horror.


  “I know what it is,” the florid-faced man was saying, nodding his head in a confident manner. “It’s the same thing John Rankin had. A lot of men get it after they’re fifty. John told me he went through agony with it for ten years. Said he used to be up with it a dozen times a night. It got so he couldn’t sleep, he couldn’t rest, he couldn’t do anything but walk the floor with it. It got him down so that he was nothing but skin and bones, he was walking around like a dead man. Then he went up there and had that operation and he’s been a new man ever since. He looks better than he’s looked in twenty years. I was talking to him the other day and he told me he didn’t have an ache or a pain in the world. He said he was going to live to be a hundred and he looked it—the picture of health.


  “Well,” he said in a friendly tone, now turning to the boy, “remember me to your father when you see him. Tell him Frank Candler asked to be remembered to him.”


  “Are you and him good friends?” Mr. Flood demanded heavily, after another staring pause, with the brutal, patient, and somehow formidable curiosity which belonged to him. “You know him well?”


  “Who? Mr. Gant?” Mr. Candler cried with the hearty geniality of the politician, which seemed to suggest he knew the man so well that the very question was amusing to him. “Why, I’ve known him all my life—I’ve known him ever since he first came to Altamont—let’s see, that’s all of forty years ago when he first came there?” Mr. Candler went on reflectively, “or no, maybe a little less than that. Wait a minute.” He considered seriously for a moment. “The first time I ever saw your father,” said Mr. Candler very slowly and impressively, with a frown on his face and not looking at any one, but staring straight before him, “was in October, 1882—and I believe—I believe,” he said strongly, “that was the very year he came to town—yes, sir! I’m positive of it!” he cried. “For Altamont was nothing but a cross-roads village in those days—I don’t believe we had 2000 people there—why, that’s all in the world it was.” Mr. Candler now interrupted himself heartily. “The courthouse up there on the square and a few stores around it—when you got two blocks away you were right out in the country. Didn’t Captain Bob Porter offer me three lots he owned down there on Pisgah Avenue, not a block from the square, for a thousand dollars, and didn’t I laugh at him to think he was fool enough to ask such a price as that and expect to get it! Why!” Mr. Candler declared, with a full countrified laugh, “it was nothing but a mud-hole down in the holler. I’ve seen old Captain Porter’s hawgs wallerin’ around in it many’s the time. ‘And you,’ I said to him, ‘you—do you think I’d pay you a price like that for a mud-hole? Why, you must think I’m crazy, sure enough.’ ‘All right,’ he says, ‘have it your own way, but you’ll live to see the day you’ll regret not buying it. You’ll live to see the day when you can’t buy one of those lots for a thousand dollars!’ One of them!” Mr. Candler now cried in hearty self-derision. “Why, if I owned one of those lots today, I’d be a rich man! I don’t believe you could buy a foot of that land today for less than a thousand dollars, could you, Bruce?” he said, addressing himself to the swarthy, pompous-looking man who sat beside the boy.


  “Five thousand a front foot would come closer to it, I should think,” the pompous little man replied, with the crisp, brisk and almost strutting assurance that characterized all his words and gestures. He crossed and uncrossed his fat little legs briskly as he uttered these words and then sat there “all reared back” as the saying goes, unable even to reach the floor with his fat little legs, but smiling a complacent smile and simply exuding conceit and strutting self-satisfaction from every pore. “Yes, sir!” the swarthy little man continued, pompously, “I should doubt very much if you could buy a foot of that property for less than $5000 today!”


  “Well,” said Mr. Candler with a satisfied air. “That’s what I thought! I knew it would be way up there somewheres. But I could have had the whole thing once for a thousand dollars. I’ve kicked myself in the seat of the pants a thousand times since to think what a fool I was for not taking it when I had the chance! I’d be a rich man today if I had! It just goes to show you, doesn’t it?” he concluded indefinitely.


  “Yes, sir,” the pompous, swarthy little man replied, in his dry, briskly assured tones, “it goes to show that our hindsight is usually a great deal better than our foresight!” And he glanced about him complacently, obviously pleased with his wit and convinced that he had said something remarkably pungent and original.


  “It was about that time when I first met your father,” said Mr. Candler, turning to the boy again. “Along there in the fall of ’82—that’s when it was all right—and I don’t think he’d been in town then more than a month, for in a town that size, I’d have known if he’d been there longer. And, yes, of course!” he cried sharply, struck by sudden recollection, “that very first day I saw him he was standing there in front of his shop with two nigger men, unloading some blocks of marble and granite and tombstones, I reckon, and moving them back into his shop. I guess he was just moving in at the time. He’d rented an old shack over there at the northeast corner of the square where the Sluder building is now. That’s where it was, all right. I was working for old man Weaver at the time—he had a grocery and general-goods store there opposite the old courthouse about where the Blue Ridge Coal and Ice Company is now. I was going back to work after dinner and had just turned the corner at the Square there from Academy Street when I saw your father. I remember stopping to watch him for a moment because there was something about his appearance—I don’t know what it was, but if you saw him once you’d never forget him—there was something about the way he looked and talked and worked that was different from any one I’d ever seen. Of course, he was an awful tall, big-boned, powerful-looking sort of man—how tall is your father, son?”


  “He was about six feet five,” the boy answered, “but I guess he’s not that much now—he’s stooped over some since he got old.”


  “Well, he didn’t stoop in those days,” said Mr. Candler. “He always carried himself as straight as an arrow. I noticed that. He was an awful big man—not that he had much weight on him—he was always lean and skinny like—but he looked big—he had big bones—his frame was big!” cried Mr. Candler. “You’ll make a big man too when you fill out,” he continued, giving the boy an appraising look. “Of course, you look like your mother’s people, you’re a Pentland and they’re fleshy people, but you’ve got the old man’s frame. You may make a bigger man than he is when you put on weight and widen out—but it wasn’t that your father was so big—I think he looked bigger than he really was—it was something else about him—about the way he gave orders to the niggers and went about his work,” said Mr. Candler, in a rather puzzled tone. “I don’t know what it was, but I’d never seen any one like him before. For one thing he was dressed so good!” he said suddenly. “He always wore his good clothes when he worked—I’d never seen a man who did hard labor with his hands who dressed that way. Here he was, you know, sweating over those big blocks of stone with those two niggers and wearing better clothes than you and me would go to church in. Of course, he had his coat off, and his cuffs rolled back, and he was wearing one of those big striped aprons that go the whole way up across the shoulders—but you could see his clothes was good,” said Mr. Candler. “Looked like black broadcloth that had been made by a tailor and wearing a boiled shirt, mind you, and one of those wing collars with a black silk neck-tie—and not afraid to work, either! Why, the first thing I saw him do,” said Mr. Candler, laughing, “he let out a string of words at those niggers you could have heard from here to yonder because they were sweating and straining to get a big hunk of marble up on the rollers, that they hadn’t been able to budge an inch. ‘Merciful God,’ he says, that’s just the way he talked, you know—‘Merciful God! Has it come to this that I must do everything for myself while you stand there gloating at my agony? I could as soon look for help from a couple of God-damned wooden Indians! In the name of God, stand back. I’ll do it myself, sick and feeble as I am!’ Well,” said Mr. Candler, chuckling with the recollection, “with that he reaches down and gets a grip on that big hunk of stone and gives a heave and up she comes on to the rolling pins as nice and easy as anything you ever saw. Well, sir, you should have seen the look upon those niggers’ faces—I thought their eyes were going to pop out of their heads. And that’s the first time I ever spoke to him, you know. I can remember the very words I said. I said to him, ‘Well, if you call that being sick and feeble, most of the folks up in this part of the country are already dead and in their graves.’”


  The man’s story had stirred in the boy’s mind a thousand living memories of his father. For a moment it seems to him that the lost world which these words evoked has never died, lives yet in all the radiant and enchanted color of his childhood, in all its proud, dense, and single fabric of passion, fury, certitude and joy. Every memory that the story brought to life is part of him. There are a thousand buried, nameless and forgotten lives, ten thousand strange and secret tongues alive now, urgent, swarming in his blood, and thronging at the gateways of his memory. They are the lives of the lost wilderness, his mother’s people; they are the tongues, the faces of the secret land, the dark half of his heart’s desire, the fertile golden earth from which his father came.


  He knows the farmer boy who stood beside the road and watched the dusty rebels marching past towards Gettysburg. He smells the sweet fragrance of that lavish countryside, he hears the oaths, the jests, the laughter of the marching soldiers, he hears the cricketing stitch of noon in drowsy fields, the myriad woodnotes, secret, green, and cool, the thrumming noises. He feels the brooding wait and murmur of hot afternoon, the trembling of the distant guns in the hot air, and the vast, oncoming hush and peace and silence of the dusk.


  And then he is lying beside his father in the little gabled room upstairs. He is there beside his father and his father’s brothers in the darkness—waiting, silent, waiting—with an unspoken single question in their hearts. They are thinking of an older brother who that night is lying twelve miles away, shot through the lungs. He sees his father’s gaunt, long form in darkness, the big-boned hands, the gaunt, long face, the cold, green-gray, restless and weary eyes, so deep and untelling, so strangely lonely, and the slanting, almost reptilian large formation of the skull that has, somehow, its own strange dignity—as of some one lost. And the great stars of America blaze over them, the vast and lonely earth broods round them, then as now, with its secret and mysterious presences, and then as now the million-noted ululation of the night throngs up from silence the song of all its savage, dark and measureless fecundity. And he lies there in the darkness with his father and the brothers—silent, waiting—their cold, gray eyes turned upward to the loneliness of night, the blazing stars, having no words to say the thing they feel, the dream of time and the dark wonder of man’s destiny which has drenched with blood the old earth, the familiar wheat, and fused that day the image of immortal history in a sleepy country town twelve miles away.


  He sees the gaunt figure of the stonecutter coming across the square at his earth-devouring stride. He hears him muttering underneath his breath the mounting preludes of his huge invective. He sees him striding on forever, bent forward in his haste, wetting his thumb and clearing his throat with an infuriated and anticipatory relish as he comes. He sees him striding round the corner, racing up-hill towards the house, bearing huge packages of meat beneath his arm. He sees him take the high front steps four at a time, hasten like a hurricane into the house, lay down the meat upon the kitchen table, and then without a pause or introduction, comes the storm—fire, frenzy, curses, woes and lamentations, and then news out of the streets, the morning’s joy, the smoking and abundant dinner.


  A thousand memories of that life of constant and unresting fury brim in the boy’s mind in an instant. At this moment, with telescopic force, all of these memories of his father’s life become fused and blurred to one terrific image, in which it seems that the whole packed chronicle, from first to last, is perfectly comprised.


  At the same moment the boy became conscious that the men were getting up around him, preparatory to departure, and that the florid-faced man, who had been speaking of his father, had laid his hand upon his shoulder in a friendly gesture, and was speaking to him.


  “Good-night, son,” the man was saying. “I’m getting off at Washington. If I don’t see you again, good-luck to you. I suppose you’ll be getting off at Baltimore to see your father before you go on, won’t you?”


  “Yes. Yes, sir,” the boy stammered confusedly, getting to his feet.


  “Remember me to him, won’t you? Tell him you saw Frank Candler on the train and he sent his best regards.”


  “Yes, sir—thank you—I will,” the boy said.


  “All right. And good luck to you, boy,” the politician said, giving him his broad, fleshy and rather tender hand. “Give ’em hell when you get up there,” he said quietly, with a firm, friendly clasp and a good-natured wink.


  “Yes—I certainly will—thank you—” the boy stammered, flaming in the face, with a feeling of proud hope, and with affection for the man who had spoken to him.


  Then the man had gone, but his words had brought back to the boy suddenly the knowledge that in the morning he was to see his father. And that knowledge instantly destroyed all the exultancy of flight and darkness, the incredible realization of his escape, the image of new lands, the new life, and the shining city that had been swelling in his spirit all night long. It had interposed its leaden face between him and this image of wild joy towards which he was rushing onward in the darkness, and its gray oppressive cloud weighed down upon him suddenly a measureless weight of dull weariness, horror and disgust.


  He knew that next day he must meet his brother and his father, he knew that the dreaded pause and interruption of his flight would last but two short days, and that in this brief time he might see and know for the last time all that was living of his father, and yet the knowledge of this hated meeting filled him with loathing, a terrible desire to get away from it as quickly as possible, to forget it, to escape from it forever.


  He knew in his heart that for the wretched, feeble, whining old man whom he must meet next day, he felt no love whatever. He knew, indeed, that he felt instead a kind of hate—the wretched kind of hatred that comes from intolerable pity without love, from suffering and disgust, from the agony of heart and brain and nerves, the poisonous and morbid infection of our own lives, which a man dying of a loathsome disease awakes in us, and from the self-hate, the self-loathing that it makes us feel because of our terrible desire to escape him, to desert him, to blot out the horrible memory we have for him, utterly to forget him.


  Now the three men remaining in the compartment were rising to depart. Old Flood got up with a painful grunt, carefully dropped the chewed butt of his cigar into the brass spittoon, and walked tenderly with a gouty and flat-footed shuffle across the little room to the mirrored door of the latrine. He opened it, entered, and closed it behind him. The pompous swarthy little man got up, stretched his short fat arms out stiffly, and said, “Well, I’ll be turning in. I’ll see you in the morning, won’t I, Jim?”


  The man with the thin, tight, palely freckled face, to whom these words had been addressed, looked up quickly from the magazine he was reading, and said sharply, in a rather cold, surprised and distant tone:


  “What? ... Oh! Yes. Good-night, Wade.”


  He got up then, carefully detached the horn-rimmed spectacles from his long, pointed nose, folded them carefully and put them in the breast pocket of his coat, and then took up the brief-case at his side. At this moment, a man, accompanied by Robert Weaver and by another youth who was about the same age as the boy, entered the smoking-room.


  The man, who was in his middle thirties, was a tall lean Englishman, already bald, with bitten and incisive features, a cropped mustache, and the high hard flush of the steady drinker.


  His name was John Hugh William Macpherson Marriott. He was the youngest son of an ancient family of the English nobility and just a year or two before he had married the great heiress, Virginia Willets. To the boy, and to all the other men in the train, except the man with the cold thin face and pointed nose, the Englishman was known only by sight and rumor, and his sudden entrance into the smoking-room had much the same effect as would the appearance of a figure from some legendary world of which they had often heard, but which they had never seen.


  The reason for this feeling was that the Englishman and his wife lived on the great estate near town which her father had built and left to her. All the people in the town had seen this immense estate, had driven over some of its 90,000 acres, had seen its farms, its fields, its pastures, and its forests, its dairies, buildings, and its ranges of wild, smoke-blue mountains. And finally they had all seen from a distance its great mansion house, the gables, roof, and spires of a huge stone structure modelled on one of the great châteaux of France. But few of them had ever been inside the place or known the wonderful people who lived there.


  All the lives of these fortunate people had become, therefore, as strange and wonderful to the people of the town as the lives of legendary heroes. And in a curious way that great estate had shaped the whole life of the town. To be a part of that life, to be admitted there, to know the people who belonged to it would have been the highest success, the greatest triumph that most of the people in the town could imagine. They could not admit it, but it was the truth. At the heart of the town’s desire was the life of that great house.


  The Englishman had entered the smoking compartment with the driving movement of a man who has been drinking hard, but is used to it. The moment that he entered, however, and saw the other people there he stopped short, with a kind of stunned abruptness. In a moment, after an astounded silence, he spoke to them, greeting them with the rough, brief, blurted-out friendliness of a shy and reticent man:


  “Hello! ... Oh, hello! ... How do!” He grinned formally and suddenly began to stare with an astounded expression at the gouty figure of old Flood who at just this moment had opened the door of the latrine and was shuffling painfully out into the compartment. Mr. Flood stopped and returned his look in kind, with his bulging and bejowled stare of comic stupefaction.


  In a moment more the Englishman recovered himself, grimaced with his shy, quick, toothy grin, and blurted out at Flood, as to the other men:


  “Oh, hello! Hello! How d’ye do!”


  “I’m pretty good, thank you!” old Flood said hoarsely and slowly, after a heavy pause. “How are you?” and continued to stare heavily and stupidly at him.


  But already the Englishman had turned abruptly from him, his face and lean neck reddening instantly and fiercely with the angry embarrassment of a shy man. And with the same air of astonished discovery he now addressed himself to the man with the long thin nose and palely freckled face, blurting his words out rapidly and by rushes as before, but somehow conveying to the others the sense of his intimacy and friendship with this man and of their own exclusion.


  “Oh! ... There you are, Jim!” he was saying in his astounded and explosive fashion. “Where the devil have you been all night? ... I say!” he went on rapidly without waiting for an answer, “won’t you come in and have a spot with me before you turn in?”


  Every suggestion of the disdain and cold aloofness which had characterized the other man’s manner towards his fellow passengers, had now vanished at the Englishman’s words. Indeed, in the way he now came forward, smiling, and put his hand in a friendly manner on the Englishman’s arm, there was something almost scrambling in its effusive eagerness. “Why yes, Hugh,” he said hastily. “I’d be delighted, of course! ... Just a minute,” he said in an almost confused tone of voice, “till I get my brief-case. ... Where did I leave it? Oh, here it is!” he cried, picking it up, and making for the door with his companion, “I’m all ready now! Let’s go!”


  “Hugh! Hugh!” cried Robert who had accompanied the Englishman when he entered the compartment, and whom the Englishman now seemed to have forgotten entirely, “will I see you tomorrow before you get off?[”] The words were spoken in a deep, rapid, eager tone of voice, and in the tone and manner of the youth who spoke them there was the same suggestion of almost fawning eagerness that had characterized the older man.


  “Eh! What’s that?” the Englishman cried in a startled tone, turning abruptly and staring at the young man who had addressed him. “Oh! Yes, Robert! I’m stopping at Washington! Look in for a moment, won’t you, if you’re up!”


  Something in his tone and manner plainly and definitely said that the young man’s company was no longer wanted for the evening, but the youth immediately nodded his head energetically and decisively, saying in a satisfied manner:


  “Good! Good! I’ll do that! I’ll be in to say good-bye tomorrow morning.”


  “Right!” the Englishman said curtly. “Good-night! ... Good-night! ... Good-night!” he blurted out, turning around and addressing every one, yet seeing no one, in a series of toothy grimaces. “Oh—good-night!” he said suddenly, before going out, grinning and shaking hands briefly, in a gesture of permanent dismissal, with the other young man, who was a blond insignificant-looking youth, obviously a “hanger-on,” with whom the Englishman evidently cared to have no further acquaintance. Then, pushing his companion before him through the green curtain, he went out suddenly with the same desperate shy abruptness, and in a moment the other men, saying good-night all around, had followed him, and the three young men were left alone in the compartment. It was now after one o’clock. Outside, the moon was up, flooding the dark earth of Virginia with a haunting light. That grand, moon-haunted earth stroked calmly past and, through the media of its changeless and unceasing change, the recession and recurrent movement of the enchanted scene, the train made on forever its tremendous monotone that was itself the rhythm of suspended time, the sound of silence and forever.


  For a moment, after the men had gone, Robert stared down sternly and quizzically at the boy, with an expression of mock gravity, and then, in his rapid, eager, deep-toned and rather engaging voice, said:


  “Well, Colonel? ... What have you to say for yourself? ... Was there grass on the back of her back, or was the foul deed perpetrated in your Hudson Super Six? ... Come, sir! Explain yourself! Were you drunk or sober?” And suddenly lifting his thin, young, yet almost tortured-looking face and his restless eyes, which were inflamed with drink, and in whose haggard depths the incipient flashes of the madness which later would destroy him were already visible, he laughed suddenly, a strange, small, hoarsely falsetto kind of laugh, jerking his head towards the boy, and saying in an annoying and indefinite way:


  “Crazy! Crazy! Crazy! ... The craziest man I ever saw!” He stopped suddenly and, looking down at the boy for a moment with this same expression of haggard, over-driven restlessness, demanded impatiently:


  “What have you been doing by yourself all night? Just sitting there all alone and doing nothing? ... I’ll swear, I don’t see how you do it! ... I’d go crazy sitting in one place like that without any one to talk to!” he said in an accusing and impatient tone of voice, as if the other youth had really done some extraordinary and unreasonable thing. He thrust one hand quickly and impatiently into the trousers’ pocket of his well-cut clothes in such a way that his Delta Kappa Epsilon pin was for a moment visible. Then he stood there, jingling some coins about in his pocket and looking at the boy with his inflamed, restless, furiously desperate eyes. Turning away suddenly, with a movement of impatience, he shook his head in a gesture of astounded disbelief, laughed his little hoarse falsetto laugh again, and said:


  “It beats me! ... Don’t see how he does it! ... Damnedest man I ever saw! ... It’d drive me crazy to be alone like that!”


  He turned abruptly again, thrust both hands into his pockets, and for a moment stood looking at the boy with the old expression of mock gravity, and with a faintly malicious smile hovering about the edges of his thin, nervous, strongly modelled mouth.


  “Do you know what they’re saying about you at home? ... Do you know what those people think of you? ... Do you know what all those old women up there are doing now?” he said hoarsely and accusingly, in his deep, sonorous, and rapid tone.


  “Now, Robert!” the boy suddenly shouted, in a choking and furious tone, getting to his feet. “Don’t you start that stuff! I’m not going to listen to it! You can’t fool me! They’re not saying anything!”


  Robert lifted his thin, finely drawn face and laughed again, his little annoying hoarse-falsetto laugh, in which a note of malice and triumph was audible.


  “Why, they are!” he said solemnly. “It’s the truth! ... I think you ought to know about it! ... I heard it everywhere, all over town!”


  “Oh, Robert, you’re a liar!” the boy cried furiously. “What did you hear all over town? You heard nothing!”


  “Why, I did!” said Robert solemnly, as before. “I’ll swear it to you. ... Do you know what I heard the other day?” he went on in a blunt, accusing tone. “I heard that one of those women up there—some old sister in the Baptist Church—said she grew up with your mother and has known her all her life—well, she’s praying for you!” said Robert solemnly. “I’ll swear she is!”


  “Praying for me!” the boy cried in an exasperated tone, but at the same time, feeling the numb white nauseous sickness of the heart which the intolerable thought that people are talking in a disparaging manner about him, his talents, or the success or failure of his life, can always bring to a young man. “Praying for me!” he fiercely shouted. “Why the hell should any one pray for me?”


  “I know! I know!” said Robert, nodding his head vigorously, and speaking with grave agreement. “That’s what I told them. That’s just the way I felt about it! ... But some of those people down there think you’ve gone to hell for good. ... Do you know what I heard a woman say the other day? She said that Eugene Gant had gone straight to the devil since he went away to the State University——”


  “Robert, I don’t believe you!” the boy shouted. “You’re making all this up!”


  “Why, she did! So help me God. I heard her say it, as sure as I’m standing here,” swore Robert solemnly. “She said you’d gone down there and taken Vergil Weldon’s courses in philosophy and that you were ruined for life! She said you had turned into a regular infidel—didn’t believe in God or anything any more. ... Said she certainly did feel sorry for your mother,” said Robert maliciously.


  “Feel sorry for my mother!” the boy fairly howled, dancing around now like a maniac. “Why the hell should the old bitch feel sorry for my mother! My mother can take care of herself; she doesn’t need any one to feel sorry for her! ... All right, then!” he cried bitterly, with sudden acceptation of the other’s story. “Let ’em pray! If that’s the way they feel, let ’em pray till they wear corns on their God-damned knees! The dirty hypocrites!” he cried bitterly. “I’ll show them! Sneaking around behind your back to tell their rotten lies about you—and their talk of praying for your soul! I’m glad I’m out of that damned town! The two-faced bastards! I wouldn’t trust any of them as far as I could throw an elephant by his tail!”


  “I know! I know!” said Robert, wagging his head in solemn agreement. “I agree with you absolutely. It’s awful—that’s what it is.”


  It was extraordinary that this absurd story, whether true or not, should have had such a violent effect on the emotions of the boy. Yet now that he had been told of some unknown woman’s concern for the salvation of his soul, and that certain people of the praying sort already thought that he was “lost” the words were fastened in his flesh like rankling and envenomed barbs. And instantly, the moment that he heard this story and had cursed it, he thought that it was true. Now his mind could no longer remember the time just a moment before when Robert’s words had seemed only an idle and malicious fabrication, probably designed to goad him, or, even if true, of no great importance.


  But now, as if the idle gossip of the other youth had really pronounced some fatal and inexorable judgment against his whole life, the boy’s spirit was set against “them” blindly, as against a nameless and hostile antagonist. Plunged suddenly into a dark weather of fatality and grim resolution, something in him was saying grimly and desperately:


  “All right, then. If that’s the way they feel about me, I’ll show them.” And seeing the lonely earth outside that went stroking past the windows of the train, he suddenly felt the dark and brooding joy of desperation and escape, and thought again: “Thank God, I’ve got away at last. Now there’s a new land, a new life, new people like myself who will see and know me as I am and value me—and, by God, I’ll show them! I’ll show them, all right.”


  And at just this moment of his gloomy thoughts, he muttered sombrely, aloud, with sullen face:


  “All right! To hell with them! I’ll show them!”


  —And was instantly aware that Robert was looking at him, laughing his little, malicious, hoarse, falsetto laugh, and that the other youth, who was a fair-haired, red-cheeked and pleasant-featured boy named Creasman, obviously somewhat inflamed by drink and by his social triumphs of the evening, was now, with an eager excessiveness of good-fellowship, slapping him on the back and saying boisterously:


  “Don’t let him kid you, Gene! To hell with them! What do you care what they say, anyway?”


  With these words, he produced from his pocket a flask of the raw, colorless, savagely instant corn whiskey, of which both of them apparently had been partaking pretty freely, and tendering it to the boy, said:


  “Here, take a drink!”


  The boy took the flask, pulled out the cork, and putting the bottle to his lips, instantly gulped down two or three powerful swallows of the fiery stuff. For a moment, he stood there blind and choking, instantly robbed of breath, his throat muscles swelling, working, swallowing convulsively in an aching struggle to keep down the revolting and nauseous tasting stuff, and on no account to show the effort it was costing him.


  “Is that the kick of the mule, or not?” said the Creasman boy, grinning and taking back his flask. “How is it?”


  “Good!” the boy said hoarsely, gasping. “Fine! Best I ever tasted!” And he blinked his eyes rapidly to keep the tears from coming.


  “Well, there’s lots more where that came from, boy,” said Creasman. “I’ve got two pint jars of it in my berth. Let me know when you want some more.” And putting the bottle to his lips with a smile, he tilted his head, and drank in long easy swallows which showed he was no novice to the act.


  “Damn!” cried Robert, staring at him, in his familiar tone of astounded disbelief. “Do you mean to tell me you can stand there drinking that stuff straight! Phew!” he said, shuddering, and making a face. “That old pukey stuff! Why, it’d rot the guts of a brass monkey! ... I don’t see how you people do it!” he cried protestingly, as he took the bottle. In three gulps he had drained it to the last drop, and even as he was looking around for a place to throw the empty flask, he shuddered convulsively again, made a contracted grimace of disgust, and said to the others accusingly, with his small falsetto laugh of astounded protest:


  “Why, you’ll kill yourself drinking that stuff raw! Don’t you know that? You must be crazy! ... Wait a minute,” he muttered suddenly, comically, dropping the bottle deftly into his pocket, as the swarthy, pompous little man named Wade entered, attired in blue pajamas and a dressing gown, and holding a tooth-brush and a tube of tooth paste in his hand:


  “Good-evening, sir! ... Ah-hah! ... How d’ye do!” said Robert, bowing slightly and stiffly, and speaking in his grave, staccato, curiously engaging tone.


  “Still up, are you, boys?” the pompous little man remarked, with his usual telling aptness.


  “Ah-hah-hah!” said Robert appreciatively. “Yes, sir! ... Just fixin’ to go! ... Come on,” he muttered to the others, jerking his head towards the little man warningly. “Not here! ... Well, good-night, sir! ... Goin’ now.”


  “Good-night, boys,” said the little man, who now had his back turned to them, and was standing at the silvery basin with his toothbrush held in readiness. “See you in the morning.”


  “Ah-hah-hah!” said Robert. “Yes, sir. That’s right. Good-night.”


  And frowning in a meaningful way at his companions, he jerked his head toward the corridor, and, with an air of great severity, led them out.


  “Didn’t want him to see us with that bottle,” he muttered when they were outside in the corridor. “Hell! He’s got the biggest bank in town! Where’d you be if Emmet Wade ever got the idea you’re a liquor-head! ... Wait a minute!” he said, with the dissonant abruptness that characterized so much of his speech and action. “Come outside here—on the platform: nobody to see you there!”


  “I’ll meet you out there. I’ll go and get another bottle,” whispered Creasman, and disappeared along the darkened corridor in the direction of his berth. In a moment he returned, and the three of them went out upon the platform at the car-end, closed the door behind them and there, among the rocking and galloping noises of the pounding wheels, they took another long drink of the savage liquor. By this time the fiery stuff was leaping, pulsing, pounding the mounting and exuberant illusions of its power and strength through every tissue of their blood and life.


  And outside, floating past their vision the huge pageant of its enchanted and immortal stillness, the old earth of Virginia now lay dreaming in the moon’s white light.


  So here they are now, three atoms on the huge breast of the indifferent earth, three youths out of a little town walled far away within the great rim of the silent mountains, already a distant, lonely dot upon the immense and sleeping visage of the continent. Here they are—three youths bound for the first time towards their image of the distant and enchanted city, sure that even though so many of their comrades had found there only dust and bitterness, the shining victory will be theirs. Here they are hurled onward in the great projectile of the train across the lonely visage of the everlasting earth. Here they are—three nameless grains of life among the manswarm ciphers of the earth, three faces of the million faces, three drops in the unceasing flood—and each of them a flame, a light, a glory, sure that his destiny is written in the blazing stars, his life shone over by the fortunate watches of the moon, his fame nourished and sustained by the huge earth, whose single darling charge he is, on whose immortal stillness he is flung onward in the night, his glorious fate set in the very brain and forehead of the fabulous, the unceasing city, of whose million-footed life he will tomorrow be a part.


  Therefore they stand upon the rocking platform of the train, wild and dark and jubilant from the fierce liquor they have drunk, but more wild and dark and jubilant from the fury swelling in their hearts, the mad fury pounding in their veins, the savage, exultant and unutterable fury working like a madness in the adyts of their soul. And the great wheels smash and pound beneath their feet, the great wheels pound and smash and give a rhyme to madness, a tongue to hunger and desire, a certitude to all the savage, drunken, and exultant fury that keeps mounting, rising, swelling in them all the time!


  Click, clack, clackety-clack; click, clack, clackety-clack; click, clack, clackety-clack; clackety-clackety-clack!


  Hip, hop, hackety-hack; stip, step, rackety-rack; come and fetch it, come and fetch it, hickety hickety hack!


  Rock, reel, smash, and swerve; hit it, hit it, on the curve; steady, steady, does the trick, keep her steady as a stick; eat the earth, eat the earth, slam and slug and beat the earth, and let her whir-r, and let her pur-r, at eighty per-r!


  —Whew-w!


  —Wow!


  —God-dam!


  —Put ’er there, boy!


  —Put ’er there—whah!—whah-h! you ole long-legged frowsle-headed son-of-a-bitch!


  —Whoop-ee! Whah—whah-h! Why, Go-d-d-dam!


  —Whee! Vealer rog?


  —Wadja say? Gant hearya!


  —I say ’ja vealer rog? Wow! Pour it to her, son! Give ’er the gas! We’re out to see the world! Run her off the god-damn track, boy! We don’t need no rail, do we?


  —Hell no! Which way does this damn train go, anyway, after it leaves Virginia?


  —Maryland.


  —Maryland my—! I don’t want to go to Maryland! To hell with Mary’s land! Also to hell with Mary’s lamb and Mary’s calf and Mary’s blue silk underdrawers! Good old Lucy’s the girl for me—the loosier the better! Give me Lucy any day! Good old Lucy Bowles, God bless her—she’s the pick of the crowd, boys! Here’s to Lucy!


  [—]Robert! Art there, boy?


  —Aye, aye, sir! Present!


  —Hast seen the damsel down in Lower Seven?


  —I’ sooth, sir, that I have! A comely wench, I trow!


  —Peace, fool! Don’t think, proud Princocke, thou canst snare this dove of innocence into the nets of infamous desire with stale reversions of thy wit! Out, out, vile lendings! An but thou carried’st at thy shrunken waist that monstrous tun of guts thou takest for a brain ’twould so beslubber this receiving earth with lard as was not seen twixt here and Nottingham since butter shrove! Out, out upon you, scrapings of the pot! A dove, a doe, it is a faultless swan, I say, a pretty thing!


  Now Virginia lay dreaming in the moonlight. In Louisiana bayous the broken moonlight shivers the broken moonlight quivers the light of many rivers lay dreaming in the moonlight beaming in the moonlight dreaming in the moonlight moonlight moonlight seeming in the moonlight moonlight moonlight to be gleaming to be streaming in the moonlight moonlight moonlight moonlight moonlight moonlight moonlight moonlight


  —Mo-hoo-oonlight-oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight


  —To be seeming to be dreaming in the moonlight!


  W H A M !


  S M A S H !


  —Now! God-dam, let her have it! Wow-w!


  With slamming roar, hoarse waugh, and thunderbolted light, the southbound train is gone in one projectile smash of wind-like fury, and the open empty silence of its passing fills us, thrills us, stills us with the vision of Virginia in the moonlight, with the dream-still magic of Virginia in the moon.


  And now, as if with recollected force, the train gains power from the train it passed, leaps, gathers, springs beneath them, smashes on with recollected demon’s fury in the dark ...


  With slam-bang of devil’s racket and God-dam of curse—give us the bottle, drink, boys, drink!—the power of Virginia lies compacted in the moon. To you, God-dam of devil’s magic and slam-bang of drive, fire-flame of the terrific furnace, slam of rod, storm-stroke of pistoned wheel and thunderbolt of speed, great earth-devourer, city-bringer—hail!


  To you, also, old glint of demon hawkeyes on the rail and the dark gloved hand of cunning—you, there, old bristle-crops!—Tom Wilson, H.F. Cline, or T.J. Johnson—whatever the hell your name is——


  CASEY JONES! Open the throttle, boy, and let her rip! Boys, I’m a belly-busting bastard from the State of old Catawba—a rootin’ tootin’ shootin’ son-of-a-bitch from Saw Tooth Gap in Buncombe—why, God help this lovely bastard of a train—it is the best damned train that ever turned a wheel since Casey Jones’s father was a pup—why, you sweet bastard, run! Eat up Virginia!—Give her the throttle, you old goggle-eyed son-of-a-bitch up there!—Pour it to her! Let ’er have it, you nigger-Baptist bastard of a shovelling fireman—let ’er rip!—Wow! By God, we’ll be in Washington for breakfast!


  —Why, God bless this lovely bastard of a train! It is the best damned train that ever pulled a car since Grant took Richmond!—Which way does the damn thing go?—Pennsylvania?—Well, that’s all right! Don’t you say a word against Pennsylvania! My father came from Pennsylvania, boys, he was the best damned man that ever lived—He was a stonecutter and he’s better than any son-of-a-bitch of a plumber you ever saw—He’s got a cancer and six doctors and they can’t kill him!—But to hell with going where we go!—We’re out to see the world, boy!—To hell with Baltimore, New York, Boston! Run her off the God-damn rails! We’re going West! Run her through the woods—cross fields—rivers, through the hills! Hell’s pecker! But I’ll shove her up the grade and through the gap, no double-header needed!—Let’s see the world now! Through Nebraska, boy! Let’s shove her through, now, you can do it!—Let’s run her through Ohio, Kansas, and the unknown plains! Come on, you hogger, let’s see the great plains and the fields of wheat—Stop off in Dakota, Minnesota, and the fertile places—Give us a minute while you breathe to put our foot upon it, to feel it spring back with the deep elastic feeling, 8000 miles below, unrolled and lavish, depthless, different from the East.


  Now Virginia lay dreaming in the moonlight! And on Florida’s bright waters the fair and lovely daughters of the Wilsons and the Potters; the Cabots and the Lowells; the Weisbergs and O’Hares; the Astors and the Goulds; the Ransoms and the Rands; the Westalls and the Pattons and the Webbs; the Reynolds and McRaes; the Spanglers and the Beams; the Gudgers and the Blakes; the Pedersons and Craigs—all the lovely daughters, the Robinsons and Waters, the millionaires’ sweet daughters, the Boston maids, the Beacon Slades, the Back Bay Wades, all of the merchant, lawyer, railroad and well-monied grades of Hudson River daughters in the moon’s bright living waters—lay dreaming in the moonlight, beaming in the moonlight, seeming in the moonlight, to be dreaming to be gleaming in the moon.


  —Give ’em hell, son!


  —Here, give him another drink!—Attaboy! Drink her down!


  —Drink her down—drink her down—drink her down—damn your soul—drink her down!


  —By God, I’ll drink her down and flood the whole end of Virginia, I’ll drown out Maryland, make a flood in Pennsylvania—I tell you boys I’ll float ’em, I’ll raise ’em up, I’ll bring ’em down stream, now—I mean the Potters and the Waters, the rich men’s lovely daughters, the city’s tender daughters, the Hudson river daughters——


  Lay dreaming in the moonlight, beaming in the moonlight, to be seeming to be beaming in the moonlight moonlight moonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight oonlight.


  And Virginia lay dreaming in the moon.


  Then the moon blazed down upon the vast desolation of the American coasts, and on all the glut and hiss of tides, on all the surge and foaming slide of waters on lone beaches. The moon blazed down on 18,000 miles of coast, on the million sucks and scoops and hollows of the shore, and on the great wink of the sea, that ate the earth minutely and eternally. The moon blazed down upon the wilderness, it fell on sleeping woods, it dripped through moving leaves, it swarmed in weaving patterns on the earth, and it filled the cat’s still eye with blazing yellow. The moon slept over mountains and lay like silence in the desert, and it carved the shadows of great rocks like time. The moon was mixed with flowing rivers, and it was buried in the heart of lakes, and it trembled on the water like bright fish. The moon steeped all the earth in its living and unearthly substance, it had a thousand visages, it painted continental space with ghostly light; and its light was proper to the nature of all the things it touched: it came in with the sea, it flowed with the rivers, and it was still and living on clear spaces in the forest where no men watched.


  And in woodland darkness great birds fluttered to their sleep—in sleeping woodlands strange and secret birds, the teal, the nightjar, and the flying rail went to their sleep with flutterings dark as hearts of sleeping men. In fronded beds and on the leaves of unfamiliar plants where the tarantula, the adder, and the asp had fed themselves asleep on their own poisons, and on lush jungle depths where green-golden, bitter red and glossy blue proud tufted birds cried out with brainless scream, the moonlight slept.


  The moonlight slept above dark herds moving with slow grazings in the night, it covered lonely little villages; but most of all it fell upon the unbroken undulation of the wilderness, and it blazed on windows, and moved across the face of sleeping men.


  Sleep lay upon the wilderness, it lay across the faces of the nations, it lay like silence on the hearts of sleeping men; and low upon lowlands, and high upon hills, flowed gently sleep, smooth-sliding sleep—sleep—sleep.


  —Robert——


  —Go on to bed, Gene, go to bed now, go to bed.


  —There’s shump’n I mush shay t’you——


  —Damn fool! Go to bed!


  —Go to bed, my balls! I’ll go to bed when I’m God-damn good and ready! I’ll not go to bed when there’s shump’n I mush shay t’you——


  —Go on to bed now, Gene. You’ve had enough.


  —Creasman, you’re a good fellow maybe but I don’t know you. ... You keep out of this. ... Robert ... I’m gonna tell y’ shump’n. ... You made a remark t’night I didn’ like—Prayin’ for me, are they, Robert?


  —You damn fool!—You don’t know what you’re talkin’ ’bout! Go on to bed!——


  —I’ll go to bed, you bastard—I got shump’n to shay t’you!—Prayin’ for me, are yuh?—Pray for yourself, y’ bloody little Deke!


  —Damn fool’s crazy! Go on to bed now——


  —I’ll bed yuh, you son-of-a-bitch! What was it that y’ said that day?——


  —What day? You damned fool, you don’t know what you’re saying!


  —I’ll tell yuh what day!—Coming along Chestnut Street that day after school with you and me and Sunny Jim Curtis and Ed Petrie and Bob Pegram and Carl Hartshorn and Monk Paul—and the rest of those boys——


  —You damn fool! Chestnut Street! I don’t know what you’re talking about!


  —Yes, you do!—You and me and Bob and Carl and Irwin and Jim Homes and some other boys—’Member what y’ said, yuh son-of-a-bitch? Old man English was in his yard there burning up some leaves and it was October and we were comin’ along there after school and you could smell the leaves and it was after school and you said, “Here’s Mr. Gant the tomb-stone cutter’s son.”


  —You damn fool! I don’t know what you’re talking about!——


  —Yes, you do, you cheap Deke son-of-a-bitch—Too good to talk to us on the street when you were sucking around after Bruce Martin or Steve Patton or Jack Marriott—but a life-long brother—oh! couldn’t see enough of us, could you, when you were alone?


  —The damn fool’s crazy!


  —Crazy, am I?—Well, we never had any old gummy grannies tied down and hidden in the attic—which is more than some people that I know can say!—you son-of-a-bitch—who do you think you are with your big airs and big Deke pin!—My people were better people than your crowd ever hoped to be—we’ve been here longer and we’re better people—and as for the tombstone cutter’s son, my father was the best damned stonecutter that ever lived—he’s dying of cancer and all the doctors in the world can’t kill him—he’s a better man than any little ex-police court magistrate who calls himself a judge will ever be—and that goes for you too—you——


  Why, you crazy fool! I never said anything about your father——


  To hell with you, you damn little bootlicking——


  Come on Gene come on you’ve had enough you’re drunk now come on.


  Why God-damn you to hell, I hate your guts you——


  All right, all right—He’s drunk! He’s crazy—Come on, Bill! Leave him alone!—He don’t know what he’s doing——


  All right. Good night, Gene. ... Be careful now—See you in the morning, boy.


  All right, Robert, I mean nothing against you—you——


  All right!—All right!—Come on, Bill. Let him alone! Good night, Gene—Come on—let’s go to bed!——


  To bed to bed to bed to bed to bed! So, so, so, so, so! Make no noise, make no noise, draw the curtains; so, so, so. We’ll go to supper i’ the morning: so so, so.


  And Ile goe to bedde at noone.


  Alone, alone now, down the dark, the green, the jungle aisle between the dark drugged snorings of the sleepers. The pause, the stir, the sigh, the sudden shift, the train that now rumbles on through the dark forests of the dream-charged moon-enchanted mind its monotone of silence and forever: Out of these prison bands of clothes, now, rip, tear, toss, and haul while the green-curtained sleepers move from jungle depths and the even-pounding silence of eternity—into the stiff white sheets, the close, hot air, his long body crookedly athwart, lights out, to see it shining faintly in the coffined under-surface of the berth above—and sleepless, Virginia floating, dreamlike, in the still white haunting of the moon——


  —At night, great trains will pass us in the timeless spell of an unsleeping hypnosis, an endless, and unfathomable stupefaction. Then suddenly in the unwaking never sleeping century of the night, the sensual limbs of carnal whited nakedness that stir with drowsy silken warmth in the green secrecies of Lower Seven, the slow swelling and lonely and swarmhaunted land—and suddenly, suddenly, silence and thick hardening lust of dark exultant joy, the dreamlike passage of Virginia!—Then in the watches of the night a pause, the sudden silence of up-welling night, and unseen faces, voices, laughter, and farewells upon a lonely little night-time station—the lost and lonely voices of Americans:—“Good-bye! Good-bye, now! Write us when you get there, Helen! Tell Bob he’s got to write!—Give my love to Emily!—Good-bye, good-bye now—write us, soon!”—And then the secret, silken and subdued rustling past the thick green curtains and the sleepers, the low respectful negroid tones of the black porter—and then the whistle cry, the tolling bell, the great train mounting to its classic monotone again, and presently the last lights of a little town, the floating void and loneliness of moon-haunted earth—Virginia!


  Also, in the dream—thickets of eternal night—there will be huge steamings on the rail, the sudden smash, the wall of light, the sudden flarings of wild, roaring light upon the moon-haunted and dream-tortured faces of the sleepers!


  —And finally, in that dark jungle of the night, through all the visions, memories, and enchanted weavings of the timeless and eternal spell of time, the moment of forever—there are two horsemen, riding, riding, riding in the night.


  Who are they? Oh, we know them with our life and they will ride across the land, the moon-haunted passage of our lives forever. Their names are Death and Pity, and we know their face: our brother and our father ride ever beside us in the dream-enchanted spell and vista of the night; the hooves keep level time beside the rhythms of the train.


  Horsed on the black and moon-maned steeds of fury, cloaked in the dark of night, the spell of time, dream-pale, eternal, they are rushing on across the haunted land, the moon-enchanted wilderness, and their hooves make level thunder with the train.


  Pale Pity and Lean Death their names are, and they will ride forevermore the moon-plantations of Virginia keeping time time time to the level thunder of the train pounding time time time as with four-hooved thunder of phantasmal hooves they pound forever level with the train across the moon-plantations of Virginia.


  Quadrupedante putrem sonitu quatit ungula campum as with storm-phantasmal hooves Lean Death and Pale Pity with quadrupedante putrem sonitu quatit ungula campum ... campum ... quadrupedante ... putrem ... putrem ... putrem putrem putrem as with sonitu quatit ungula campum quadrupedante putrem ... putrem ... putrem putrem putrem ... putrem ... putrem ... putrem putrem putrem quadrupedante quadrupedante quadrupedante putrem putrem as with sonitu quatit ungula campum quadrupedante putrem ... putrem ... putrem putrem putrem ... as with sonitu quatit ungula campum quadrupedante putrem ... ungula campum ... campum ... ungula ... ungula campum ...


  [¬]


  V


  At day-break suddenly, he awoke. The first light of the day, faint, gray-white, shone through the windows of his berth. The faint gray light fell on the stiff white linen, feverishly scuffed and rumpled in the distressful visions of the night, on the hot pillows and on the long cramped figure of the boy, where dim reflection already could be seen on the polished surface of the berth above his head. Outside, that smoke-gray light had stolen almost imperceptibly through the darkness. The air now shone gray-blue and faintly luminous with day, and the old brown earth was just beginning to emerge in that faint light. Slowly, the old brown earth was coming from the darkness with that strange and awful stillness which the first light of the day has always brought.


  The earth emerged with all its ancient and eternal quality: stately and solemn and lonely-looking in that first light, it filled men’s hearts with all its ancient wonder. It seemed to have been there forever, and, though they had never seen it before, to be more familiar to them than their mother’s face. And at the same time it seemed they had discovered it once more, and if they had been the first men who ever saw the earth, the solemn joy of this discovery could not have seemed more strange or more familiar. Seeing it, they felt nothing but silence and wonder in their hearts, and were naked and alone and stripped down to their bare selves, as near to truth as men can ever come. They knew that they would die and that the earth would last forever. And with that feeling of joy, wonder, and sorrow in their hearts, they knew that another day had gone, another day had come, and they knew how brief and lonely are man’s days.


  The old earth went floating past then in that first gaunt light of the morning, and it seemed to be the face of time itself, and the noise the train made was the noise of silence. They were fixed there in that classic design of time and silence. The engine smoke went striding out upon the air, the old earth—field and wood and hill and stream and wood and field and hill—went stroking, floating past with a kind of everlasting repetitiveness, and the train kept making on its steady noise that was like silence and forever—until it almost seemed that they were poised there in that image of eternity forever—in moveless movement, unsilent silence, spaceless flight.


  All of the noises, rhythms, sounds and variations of the train seemed to belong to all the visions, images, wild cries and oaths and songs and haunting memories of the night before, and now the train itself seemed united to this infinite monotone of silence, and the boy felt that this land now possessed his life, that he had known it forever, and could now think only with a feeling of unbelief and wonder that yesterday—just yesterday—he had left his home in the far mountains and now was stroking eastward, northward towards the sea.


  And against the borders of the East, pure, radiant, for the first time seen in the unbelievable wonder of its new discovery, bringing to all of us, as it had always done, the first life that was ever known on this earth, the golden banner of the day appeared.


  [¬]


  VI


  In morning sunlight on a hospital porch, five flights above the ground, an old dying spectre of a man was sitting, looking mournfully out across the sun-hazed sweep of the city he had known in his youth. He sat there, a rusty, creaking hinge, an almost severed thread of life, a shockingly wasted integument of skin and bone, of which every fibre and sinew was almost utterly rotted out, consumed and honey-combed by the great plant of the cancer which flowered from his entrails and had now spread its fibrous roots to every tissue of his life. Everything was gone: everything was wasted from him: the face was drawn tight and boney as a beak, the skin was clean, tinged with a fatal cancerous yellow, and almost delicately transparent. The great thin blade of nose cut down across the face with knife-like sharpness and in the bony, slanting, almost reptilian cage-formation of the skull, the smallish cold-gray-green eyes were set wearily, with a wretched and enfeebled dullness, out across the great space of the city which swept away and melted at length into the sun-hazed vistas of October.


  Nothing was left but his hands. The rest of the man was dead. But the great hands of the stonecutter, on whose sinewy and bony substance there was so little that disease or death could waste, looked as powerful and living as ever. Although one of his hands—the right one—had been stiffened years before by an attack of rheumatism, they had lost none of their character of power and massive shapeliness.


  In the huge shapely knuckles, in the length and sinewy thickness of the great fingers—which were twice the size of an ordinary man’s—and in the whole length and sinewy contour of the hand, there was a quality of sculptural design which was as solid and proportionate as any of the marble hands of love and grace which the stonecutter had so often carved upon the surface of a grave-yard monument.


  Thus, as he sat there now, staring dully out across the city, an emaciated and phantasmal shadow of a man, there was, in the appearance of these great living hands of power (one of which lay with an enormous passive grace and dignity across the arm of his chair and the other extended and clasped down upon the handle of a walking stick), something weirdly incongruous, as if the great strong hands had been unnaturally attached to the puny lifeless figure of a scarecrow.


  Now, wearily, desperately, the old enfeebled mind was trying to grope with the strange and bitter miracle of life, to get some meaning out of that black, senseless fusion of pain and joy and agony, that web that had known all the hope and joy and wonder of a boy, the fury, passion, drunkenness, and wild desire of youth, the rich adventure and fulfilment of a man, and that had led him to this fatal and abominable end.


  But that fading, pain-sick mind, that darkened memory could draw no meaning and no comfort from its tragic meditation.


  The old man’s land of youth was far away in time, yet now only the magic lonely hills of his life’s journey, his wife’s people, seemed sorrowful, lonely, lost, and strange to him. Now he remembered all places, things, and people in his land of youth as if he had known them instantly and forever!


  Oh, what a land, a life, a time was that—that world of youth and no return. What colors of green-gold, magic, rich plantations, and shining cities were in it! For now when this dying man thought about this vanished life that tragic quality of sorrow and loneliness had vanished instantly. All that he had read in books about old wars seemed far and lost and in another time, but when he thought about these things that he had known as a boy, he saw them instantly, knew them, breathed them, heard them, felt them, was there beside them, living them with his own life. He remembered now his wife’s people!—tramping in along the Carlisle Pike on that hot first morning in July, as they marched in towards Gettysburg. He had been standing there with his next older brother Gil, beside the dusty road, as they came by.


  And he could see them now, not as shadowy, lost, phantasmal figures of dark time, the way they were in books; he saw them, heard them, knew them again as they had been in their shapeless rags of uniforms, their bare feet wound in rags, their lank disordered hair, sometimes topped by stove-pipe hats which they had looted out of stores.


  “God!” the old man thought, wetting his great thumb briefly, grinning thinly, as he shook his head, “What a scare-crow crew that was! In all my days I never saw the like of it! A bum-looking lot, if ever there was one!—And the bravest of the brave, the finest troops that ever lived!”—his mind swung upward to its tide of rhetoric—“Veterans all of them, who had been through the bloodiest battles of the war, they did not know the meaning of the word ‘fear,’ and they would have gone into the valley of death, the jaws of hell, at a word from their Commander!” His mind was alive again, in full swing now, the old voice rose and muttered on the tides of rhetoric, the great hand gestured, the cold-gray, restless eyes glared feverishly about—and all of it began to live for him again.


  He remembered how he and Gil had been standing there beside the road, two barefoot farmer boys, aged thirteen and fifteen, and he remembered how the rebels would halt upon their march, and shout jesting remarks at the two boys standing at the road. One shouted out to Gil:


  “Hi, there, Yank! You’d better hide! Jeb Stuart’s on the way an’ he’s been lookin’ fer you!”


  And Gil, older, bolder, more assured than he, quick-tempered, stubborn, fiercely partisan, had come back like a flash:


  “He’ll be lookin’ fer you when we get through with you!” said Gil and the rebels had slapped their ragged thighs and howled with laughter, shouting at their crestfallen, grinning comrade:


  “’Y, God! I reckon you’ll be quiet now! He shore God put it on ye that time!”


  And he was there beside his brother, seeing, hearing, living it again, as he remembered his strange first meeting with the Pentland tribe, the haunting miracle of that chance meeting. For among that ragged crew he had first seen his wife’s uncle, the prophet, Bacchus Pentland, and he had seen him, heard him that hot morning, and had never been able to forget him, although it would be twenty years, after many strange turnings of the roads of destiny and wandering, before he was to see the man again, and know his name, and join together the two halves of fated meeting.


  Yes, there had been one among the drawling and terrible mountaineers that day who passed there on that dusty road, and paused, and talked, and waited in the heat, one whose face he had never been able to forget—one whose full, ruddy face and tranquil eyes were lighted always by a smile of idiot and beatific saintliness, whose powerful fleshy body gave off a stench that would have put a goat to shame, and who on this account was called by his jesting comrades, “Stinking Jesus.” Yes, he had been there that morning, Bacchus Pentland, the fated and chosen of God, the supernatural appearer on roads at nightfall, the harbinger of death, the prophet, chanting even then his promises of Armageddon and the Coming of the Lord, speaking for the first time to the fascinated ears of those two boys, the full, drawling, unctuous accents of the fated, time-triumphant Pentlands.


  They came, they halted in the dust before the two young brothers, the lewd tongues mocked and jested, but that man of God, the prophet Bacchus Pentland, was beautifully unmoved by their unfaith, and chanted, with a smile of idiot beatitude, his glorious assurances of an end of death and battle, everlasting peace:


  “Hit’s a comin’!” cried the prophet with the sweet purity of his saintly smile. “Hit’s a comin’! Accordin’ to my figgers the Great Day is almost here! Oh, hit’s a comin’, boys!” he sweetly, cheerfully intoned, “Christ’s kingdom on this airth’s at hand! We’re marchin’ in to Armageddon now!”


  “Hell, Back!” drawled one, with a slow grin of disbelief. “You said the same thing afore Chancellorsville, an’ all I got from it was a slug of canister in my tail!”—and the others slapped their ragged thighs and shouted.


  “Hit’s a comin’!” Bacchus cried, with a brisk wink, and his seraphic smile, unmoved, untouched, by their derision. “He’ll be here a-judgin’ an’ decreein’ afore the week is over, settin’ up His Kingdom, an’ sortin’ us all out the way it was foretold—the sheep upon His right hand an’ the goats upon His left.”


  “An’ which side are you goin’ to be on, Back, when all this sortin’ starts?” one drawled with evil innocence. “Are you goin’ to be upon the sheep-side or the goat-side?” he demanded.


  “Oh,” cried Bacchus cheerfully, with his seraphic smile, “I’ll be upon the sheep-side, brother, with the Chosen of the Lord.”


  “Then, Back,” the other slowly answered, “you’d shore God better begin to smell a whole lot better than you do right now, for if the Lord starts sortin’ in the dark, Back, He’s goin’ to put you where you don’t belong—He’ll have you over thar among the goats!”—and the hot brooding air had rung then with their roars of laughter. Then a word was spoken, an order given, the ragged files trudged on again, and they were gone.


  Now this was lost, a fume of smoke, the moment’s image of a fading memory, and he could not say it, speak it, find a word for it—but he could see that boy of his lost youth as he sat round the kitchen table with the rest of them. He could see his cold-gray, restless, unhappy eyes, the strange, gaunt, almost reptilian conformation of his staring face, his incredibly thin, blade-like nose, as he waited there in silence, looking uneasily at the others with his cold-gray, shallow, most unhappy eyes. And the old man seemed to be the spy of destiny, to look at once below the roofs of a million little houses everywhere and on the star-shone, death-flung mystery of the silent battlefield.


  He seemed to be a witness of the secret weavings of dark chance that threads our million lives into strange purposes that we do not know. He thought of those dead and wounded men upon the battlefield whose lives would touch his own so nearly, the wounded brother that he knew, the wounded stranger he had seen that day by magic chance, whom he could not forget, and whose life, whose tribe, in the huge abyss and secret purpose of dark time would one day interweave into his own.


  Oh, he could not find a word, a phrase to utter it, but he seemed to have the lives not only of those people in him, but the lives of millions of others whose dark fate is thus determined, interwove, and beyond their vision or their knowledge, foredone and made inevitable in the dark destiny of unfathomed time. And suddenly it seemed to him that all of it was his, even as his father’s blood and earth was his, the lives and deaths and destinies of all his people. He had been a nameless atom in the great family of earth, a single, unknown thread in the huge warp of fate and chance that weaves our lives together and because of this he had been the richest man that ever lived; the power, grandeur, glory of this earth and all its lives of men were his.


  And for a moment he forgot that he was old and dying, and pride, joy, pain, triumphant ecstasy that had no tongue to utter it rose like a wordless swelling pæan in his throat, because it seemed to him that this great familiar earth on which his people lived and wrought was his, that all the mystery, grandeur and beauty in the lives of men were his, and that he must find a word, a tongue, a door to utter what was his, or die!


  How could he say it! How could he ever find a word to speak the joy, the pain, the grandeur bursting in the great vine of his heart, swelling like a huge grape in his throat—mad, sweet, wild, intolerable with all the mystery, loneliness, wild secret joy, and death, the ever-returning and renewing fruitfulness of the earth!


  A cloud-shadow passed and left no light but loneliness on the massed green of the wilderness! A bird was calling in a secret wood! And there was something going, coming, fading there across the sun—oh, there was something lonely and most sorrowful, his mother’s voice, the voices of lost men long, long ago, the flowing of a little river in the month of April—and all, all of it was his!


  A man had passed at sunset on a lonely road and vanished unknown years ago! A soldier had toiled up a hill at evening and was gone! A man was lying dead that day upon a bloody field!—and all, all, all of it was his!


  He had stood beside a dusty road, feet bare, his gaunt boy’s face cold-eyed, staring, restless, and afraid. The ragged jesting rebels passed before him in the dusty heat, the huge drowse and cricketing stitch of noon was rising from the sweet woods and nobly swelling, fertile fields of Pennsylvania and all, all, all of it was his!


  A prophet passed before him in the road that day with the familiar haunting unction of an unmet, unheard tribe; a wounded prophet lay that night below the stars and chanted glory, peace, and Armageddon; the boy’s brother lay beside the prophet bleeding from the lungs; the boy’s people grimly waited all night long in a little house not fourteen miles away; and all, all, all of it was his!


  Over the wild and secret earth, the lonely, everlasting, and unchanging earth, under the huge tent of the all-engulfing night, amid the fury, chaos, blind confusions of a hundred million lives, something wild and secret had been weaving through the generations, a dark terrific weaving of the threads of time and destiny.


  But it had come to this: an old man dying on a porch, staring through the sun-hazed vistas of October towards the lost country of his youth.


  This was the end of man, then, end of life, of fury, hope, and passion, glory, all the strange and bitter miracle of chance, of history, fate, and destiny which even a stonecutter’s life could include. This was the end, then:—an old man, feeble, foul, complaining and disease-consumed who sat looking from the high porch of a hospital at the city of his youth. This was the sickening and abominable end of flesh, which infected time and all man’s living memory of morning, youth, and magic with the death-putrescence of its cancerous taint, and made us doubt that we had ever lived, or had a father, known joy: this was the end, and the end was horrible in ugliness. At the end it was not well.


  On the last morning when his sons came, Gant was there on the high porch of the hospital, among the other old men who were sitting there. All of the old men looked very feeble, shrunk, and wasted, their skins had the clear and frail transparency that men get in hospitals, and in the bright tremendous light of morning and October, the old men looked forlorn.


  Some looked out wearily and vacantly across the sun-hazed vistas of the city, with the dull and apathetic expression of men who are tired of pain and suffering and disease, and who wish to die. Others, who were in a state of convalescence after operations, looked out upon the sun-lit city with pleased, feeble smiles, awkwardly holding cigars in their frail fingers, putting them in their mouths with the uncertain and unaccustomed manner which a convalescent has, and looking up slowly, questioningly, with a feeble and uncertain smile into the faces of their relatives, wives, or children, as if to ask if it could really be true that they were going to live instead of die.


  Their smiles and looks were pitiful in their sense of childish trust, of growing hopefulness, of wondering disbelief, but there was something shameful in them, too. In these feeble smiles of the old men there was something pleased and impotent, as if they had been adroitly castrated in the hospital, and shorn of their manhood. And for some reason, one felt suddenly a choking anger and resentment against some force in life which had betrayed these old men and made them impotent—something unspeakably ruthless, cruel, and savage in the world which had made these old and useless capons. And this anger against this unknown force suddenly took personal form in a blind resentment against doctors, nurses, internes, and the whole sinister and suave perfection of the hospital which, under glozing words and cynical assurances, could painlessly and deftly mutilate a living man.


  The great engine of the hospital, with all its secret, sinister, and inhuman perfections, together with its clean and sterile smells which seemed to blot out the smell of rotting death around one, became a hateful presage of man’s destined end. Suddenly, one got an image of his own death in such a place as this—of all that death had come to be—and the image of that death was somehow shameful. It was an image of a death without man’s ancient pains and old gaunt aging—an image of death drugged and stupefied out of its ancient terror and stern dignities—of a shameful death that went out softly, dully in anesthetized oblivion, with the fading smell of chemicals on man’s final breath. And the image of that death was hateful.


  Thus, as Gant sat there, his great figure wasted to the bone, his skin yellow and transparent, his eyes old and dead, his chin hanging loose and petulant, as he stared dully and unseeingly out across the great city of his youth, his life seemed already to have been consumed and wasted, emptied out into the void of this cruel and inhuman space. Nothing was left, now, to suggest his life of fury, strength and passion except his hands. And the hands were still the great hands of the stone-cutter, powerful, sinewy, and hairy as they had always been, attached now with a shocking incongruity to the wasted figure of a scarecrow.


  Then, as he sat there staring dully and feebly out upon the city, his great hairy hands quietly at rest upon the sides of his chair, the door opened and his two sons came out upon the porch.


  “W-w-w-well, Papa,” Luke sang out in his rich stammering tones. “Wy-wy, wy, wy, I f’ought we’d just c-c-c-come by for a m-m-m-moment to let Gene say g-g-good-bye to you.” In a low tone to his younger brother he added nervously, “Wy, I f’ink, I f’ink I’d m-m-make it short and snappy if I were you. D-d-don’t say anyf’ing to excite him, wy, wy, wy, I’d just say good-bye.”


  “Hello, son,” said Gant quietly and dully, looking up at him. For a moment his great hand closed over the boy’s, and he said quietly:


  “Where are you going?”


  “Wy, wy, wy, he’s on his way up Norf ... wy ... he’s g-g-going to Harvard, Papa.”


  “Be a good boy, son,” Gant said gently. “Do the best you can. If you need anything let your mother know,” he said wearily and indifferently, and turned his dead eyes away across the city.


  “Wy ... wy .. wy he’d like to tell you——”


  “Oh, Jesus. ... I don’t want to hear about it,” Gant began to sniffle in a whining tone. ... “Why must it all be put on me ... sick and old as I am? ... If he wants anything let him ask his mother for it ... it’s fearful, it’s awful, and it’s cruel that you should afflict a sick man in this way.” He was sniffling petulantly and his chin, on which a wiry stubble of beard was growing, trembled and shook like that of a whining child.


  “I ... I ... I f’ink I’d just say g-g-good-bye now, Gene ... m-m-make it, wy make it quick if you can: he’s not f-f-feeling good today.”


  “Good-bye, Papa,” the boy said, and bending, took his father’s great right hand.


  “Good-bye, son,” Gant now said quietly as before, looking up at him. He presented his grizzled mustache, and the boy kissed him briefly, feeling the wiry bristles of the mustache brush his cheek as they had always done.


  “Take care of yourself, son,” said Gant kindly. “Do the best you can.” And for a moment he covered the boy’s hand with one great palm, and gestured briefly across the city: “I was a boy here,” Gant said quietly, “over fifty years ago ... old Jeff Streeter’s hotel where I lived was there,” he pointed briefly with his great forefinger. “... I was alone in this great city like the city you are going to—a poor friendless country boy who had come here to learn his trade as apprentice to a stonecutter ... and I had come from ... there!” as he spoke these words, a flash of the old power and life had come into Gant’s voice, and now he was pointing his great finger strongly towards the sun-hazed vistas of the North and West.


  “There!” cried Gant strongly now, his eye bright and shining as he followed the direction of his pointing finger. “Do you see, son? ... Pennsylvania ... Gettysburg ... Brant’s Mill ... the country that I came from is there! ... Now I shall never see it any more,” he said. “I’m an old man and I’m dying. ... The big farms ... the orchards ... the great barns bigger than houses. ... You must go back, son, someday to see the country that your father came from. ... I was a boy here,” the old man muttered. “Now I’m an old man. ... I’ll come back no more. ... No more ... it’s pretty strange when you come to think of it,” he muttered, “by God it is!”


  “Wy, wy, P-p-p-papa,” Luke said nervously, “I ... I f’ink if he’s g-g-going to get his train wy we’d better——”


  “Good-bye, son,” Gant said quietly again, giving the boy the pressure of his great right hand. “Be a good boy, now.”


  But already all the fires of life, so briefly kindled by this memory of the past, had died away: he was an old sick man again, and he had turned his dead eyes away from his son and was staring dully out across the city.


  “Good-bye, Papa,” the boy said, and then paused uncertainly, not knowing further what to say. From the old man there had come suddenly the loathesome stench of rotting death, corrupt mortality, and he turned swiftly away with a feeling of horror in his heart, remembering the good male smell of childhood and his father’s prime—the smell of the old worn sofa, the chairs, the sitting room, the roaring fires, the plug tobacco on the mantelpiece.


  At the screen door he paused again and looked back down the porch. His father was sitting there as he had left him, among the other old dying men, his long chin loose, mouth half open, his dead dull eye fixed vacantly across the sun-hazed city of his youth, his great hand of power quietly dropped upon his cane.


  Down in the city’s central web, the boy could distinguish faintly the line of the rails, and see the engine smoke above the railroad yards, and as he looked, he heard far off that haunting sound and prophecy of youth and of his life—the bell, the wheel, the wailing whistle—and the train.


  Then he turned swiftly and went to meet it—and all the new lands, morning, and the shining city. Upon the porch his father had not moved or stirred. He knew that he should never see him again.


  [¬]


  BOOK II

  YOUNG FAUSTUS


  VII


  The train rushed on across the brown autumnal land, by wink of water and the rocky coasts, the small white towns and flaming colors and the lonely, tragic and eternal beauty of New England. It was the country of his heart’s desire, the dark Helen in his blood forever burning—and now the fast approach across October land, the engine smoke that streaked back on the sharp gray air that day!


  The coming on of the great earth, the new lands, the enchanted city, the approach, so smoky, blind and stifled, to the ancient web, the old grimed thrilling barricades of Boston. The streets and buildings that slid past that day with such a haunting strange familiarity, the mighty engine steaming to its halt, and the great train-shed dense with smoke and acrid with its smell and full of the slow pantings of a dozen engines, now passive as great cats, the mighty station with the ceaseless throngings of its illimitable life, and all of the murmurous, remote and mighty sounds of time forever held there in the station, together with a tart and nasal voice, a hand’sbreadth [hand’s-breadth] off that said: “There’s hahdly time, but try it if you want.”


  He saw the narrow, twisted, age-browned streets of Boston, then, with their sultry fragrance of fresh-roasted coffee, the sight of the man-swarm passing in its million-footed weft, the distant drone and murmur of the great mysterious city all about him, the shining water of the Basin, and the murmur of the harbor and its ships, the promise of glory and of a thousand secret, lovely and mysterious women that were waiting somewhere in the city’s web.


  He saw the furious streets of life with their unending flood-tide of a million faces, the enormous library with its million books; or was it just one moment in the flood-tide of the city, at five o’clock, a voice, a face, a brawny lusty girl with smiling mouth who passed him in an instant at the Park Street station, stood printed in the strong October wind a moment—breast, belly, arm, and thigh, and all her brawny lustihood—and then had gone into the man-swarm, lost forever, never found?


  Was it at such a moment—engine-smoke, a station, a street, the sound of time, a face that came and passed and vanished, could not be forgot—here or here or here, at such a moment of man’s unrecorded memory, that he breathed fury from the air, that fury came?


  He never knew; but now mad fury gripped his life, and he was haunted by the dream of time. Ten years must come and go without a moment’s rest from fury, ten years of fury, hunger, all of the wandering in a young man’s life. And for what? For what?


  What is the fury which this youth will feel, which will lash him on against the great earth forever? It is the brain that maddens with its own excess, the heart that breaks from the anguish of its own frustration. It is the hunger that grows from everything it feeds upon, the thirst that gulps down rivers and remains insatiate. It is to see a million men, a million faces and to be a stranger and an alien to them always. It is to prowl the stacks of an enormous library at night, to tear the books out of a thousand shelves, to read in them with the mad hunger of the youth of man.


  It is to have the old unquiet mind, the famished heart, the restless soul; it is to lose hope, heart, and all joy utterly, and then to have them wake again, to have the old feeling return with overwhelming force that he is about to find the thing for which his life obscurely and desperately is groping—for which all men on this earth have sought—one face out of the million faces, a wall, a door, a place of certitude and peace and wandering no more. For what is it that we Americans are seeking always on this earth? Why is it we have crossed the stormy seas so many times alone, lain in a thousand alien rooms at night hearing the sounds of time, dark time, and thought until heart, brain, flesh and spirit were sick and weary with the thought of it; “Where shall I go now? What shall I do?”


  He did not know the moment that it came, but it came instantly, at once. And from that moment on mad fury seized him, from that moment on, his life, more than the life of any one that he would ever know, was to be spent in solitude and wandering. Why this was true, or how it happened, he would never know; yet it was so. From this time on—save for two intervals in his life—he was to live about as solitary a life as a modern man can have. And it is meant by this that the number of hours, days, months, and years—the actual time he spent alone—would be immense and extraordinary.


  And this fact was all the more astonishing because he never seemed to seek out solitude, nor did he shrink from life, or seek to build himself into a wall away from all the fury and the turmoil of the earth. Rather, he loved life so dearly that he was driven mad by the thirst and hunger which he felt for it. Of this fury, which was to lash and drive him on for fifteen years, the thousandth part could not be told, and what is told may seem unbelievable, but it is true. He was driven by a hunger so literal, cruel and physical that it wanted to devour the earth and all the things and people in it, and when it failed in this attempt, his spirit would drown in an ocean of horror and desolation, smothered below the overwhelming tides of this great earth, sickened and made sterile, hopeless, dead by the stupefying weight of men and objects in the world, the everlasting flock and flooding of the crowd.


  Now he would prowl the stacks of the library at night, pulling books out of a thousand shelves and reading in them like a madman. The thought of these vast stacks of books would drive him mad: the more he read, the less he seemed to know—the greater the number of the books he read, the greater the immense uncountable number of those which he could never read would seem to be. Within a period of ten years he read at least 20,000 volumes—deliberately the number is set low—and opened the pages and looked through many times that number. This may seem unbelievable, but it happened. Dryden said this about Ben Jonson: “Other men read books but he read libraries”—and so now was it with this boy. Yet this terrific orgy of the books brought him no comfort, peace, or wisdom of the mind and heart. Instead, his fury and despair increased from what they fed upon, his hunger mounted with the food it ate.


  He read insanely, by the hundreds, the thousands, the ten thousands, yet he had no desire to be bookish; no one could describe this mad assault upon print as scholarly: a ravening appetite in him demanded that he read everything that had ever been written about human experience. He read no more from pleasure—the thought that other books were waiting for him tore at his heart forever. He pictured himself as tearing the entrails from a book as from a fowl. At first, hovering over book stalls, or walking at night among the vast piled shelves of the library, he would read, watch in hand, muttering to himself in triumph or anger at the timing of each page: “Fifty seconds to do that one. Damn you, we’ll see! You will, will you?”—and he would tear through the next page in twenty seconds.


  This fury which drove him on to read so many books had nothing to do with scholarship, nothing to do with academic honors, nothing to do with formal learning. He was not in any way a scholar and did not want to be one. He simply wanted to know about everything on earth; he wanted to devour the earth, and it drove him mad when he saw he could not do this. And it was the same with everything he did. In the midst of a furious burst of reading in the enormous library, the thought of the streets outside and the great city all around him would drive through his body like a sword. It would now seem to him that every second that he passed among the books was being wasted—that at this moment something priceless, irrecoverable was happening in the streets, and that if he could only get to it in time and see it, he would somehow get the knowledge of the whole thing in him—the source, the well, the spring from which all men and words and actions, and every design upon this earth proceeds.


  And he would rush out in the streets to find it, be hurled through the tunnel into Boston and then spend hours in driving himself savagely through a hundred streets, looking into the faces of a million people, trying to get an instant and conclusive picture of all they did and said and were, of all their million destinies, and of the great city and the everlasting earth, and the immense and lonely skies that bent above them. And he would search the furious streets until bone and brain and blood could stand no more—until every sinew of his life and spirit was wrung, trembling, and exhausted, and his heart sank down beneath its weight of desolation and despair.


  Yet a furious hope, a wild extravagant belief, was burning in him all the time. He would write down enormous charts and plans and projects of all that he proposed to do in life—a program of work and living which would have exhausted the energies of 10,000 men. He would get up in the middle of the night to scrawl down insane catalogs of all that he had seen and done:—the number of books he had read, the number of miles he had travelled, the number of people he had known, the number of women he had slept with, the number of meals he had eaten, the number of towns he had visited, the number of states he had been in.


  And at one moment he would gloat and chuckle over these stupendous lists like a miser gloating over his hoard, only to groan bitterly with despair the next moment, and to beat his head against the wall, as he remembered the overwhelming amount of all he had not seen or done, or known. Then he would begin another list filled with enormous catalogs of all the books he had not read, all the food he had not eaten, all the women that he had not slept with, all the states he had not been in, all the towns he had not visited. Then he would write down plans and programs whereby all these things must be accomplished, how many years it would take to do it all, and how old he would be when he had finished. An enormous wave of hope and joy would surge up in him, because it now looked easy, and he had no doubt at all that he could do it.


  He never asked himself in any practical way how he was going to live while this was going on, where he was going to get the money for this gigantic adventure, and what he was going to do to make it possible. If he thought about it, it seemed to have no importance or reality whatever—he just dismissed it impatiently, or with a conviction that some old man would die and leave him a fortune, that he was going to pick up a purse containing hundreds of thousands of dollars while walking in the Fenway, and that the reward would be enough to keep him going, or that a beautiful and rich young widow, true-hearted, tender, loving, and voluptuous, who had carrot-colored hair, little freckles on her face, a snub nose and luminous gray-green eyes with something wicked, yet loving and faithful in them, and one gold filling in her solid little teeth, was going to fall in love with him, marry him, and be forever true and faithful to him while he went reading, eating, drinking, whoring, and devouring his way around the world; or finally that he would write a book or play every year or so, which would be a great success, and yield him fifteen or twenty thousand dollars at a crack. Thus, he went storming away at the whole earth about him, sometimes mad with despair, weariness, and bewilderment; and sometimes wild with a jubilant and exultant joy and certitude as the conviction came to him that everything would happen as he wished. Then at night he would hear the vast sounds and silence of the earth and of the city, he would begin to think of the dark sleeping earth and of the continent of night, until it seemed to him it all was spread before him like a map—rivers, plains, and mountains and 10,000 sleeping towns; it seemed to him that he saw everything at once.


  [¬]


  VIII


  One morning, a few days after his arrival in Cambridge, he had received a letter, written on plain but costly paper in a fine but almost feminine hand. The letter read as follows:


  “Dear Sir: I should be pleased to have your company for dinner Wednesday evening at eight-thirty at The Cock Horse Tavern on Brattle Street. In case of your acceptance will you kindly call at my rooms in Holyoke House, opposite the Widener Library, at seven-fifteen?


  Sincerely yours,

  Francis Starwick.”


  He read that curt and cryptic note over and over with feelings mixed of astonishment and excitement. Who was Francis Starwick? Why should Francis Starwick, a stranger of whom he had never heard, invite him to dinner? And why was that laconic note not accompanied by a word of explanation?


  It is likely he would have gone anyway, from sheer curiosity, and because of the desperate eagerness with which a young man, alone in a strange world for the first time, welcomes any hope of friendship. But before the day was over, he had learned from another student in Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course for dramatists, of which he himself was now a member, that Francis Starwick was Professor Hatcher’s assistant; and correctly inferring that the invitation had some connection with this circumstance, he resolved to go.


  In this way, his acquaintance began with that rare and tragically gifted creature who was one of the most extraordinary figures of his generation and who, possessing almost every talent that an artist needs, was lacking in that one small grain of common earth that could have saved him, and brought his work to life.


  No fatality rested on that casual meeting. He could not have foreseen in what strange and sorrowful ways his life would weave and interweave with this other one, nor could he have known from any circumstance of that first meeting that this other youth was destined to be that triune figure in his life, of which each man knows one and only one, in youth, and which belongs to the weather of man’s life, and to the fabric of his destiny: his friend, his brother—and his mortal enemy. Nor was there, in the boy he met that night, any prefigurement of the tragic fatality with which that brilliant life was starred, the horrible end toward which, perhaps, it even then was directed.


  They were both young men, and both filled with all the vanity, anguish and hot pride of youth, and with its devotion and humility; they were both strong in their proud hope and faith and untried confidence; they both had shining gifts and powers and they were sure the world was theirs; they were splendid and fierce and weak and strong and foolish; the prescience of wild swelling joy was in them; and the goat cry was still torn from their wild young throats. They knew that the most fortunate, good and happy life that any man had ever known was theirs, if they would only take it; they knew that it impended instantly—the fortune, fame, and love for which their souls were panting; neither had yet turned the dark column, they knew that they were twenty, and that they could never die.


  Francis Starwick, on first sight, was a youth of medium height and average weight, verging perhaps toward slenderness, with a pleasant ruddy face, brown eyes, a mass of curly auburn-reddish hair, and a cleft chin. The face in its pleasant cast and healthy tone, and spacious, quiet intelligence was strikingly like those faces of young Englishmen which were painted by Hoppner and Sir Henry Raeburn towards the beginning of the nineteenth century. It was an attractive, pleasant immensely sensitive and intelligent face, but when Starwick spoke this impression of warmth and friendliness was instantly destroyed.


  He spoke in a strange and rather disturbing tone, the pitch and timbre of which it would be almost impossible to define, but which would haunt one who had heard it forever after. His voice was neither very high nor low, it was a man’s voice and yet one felt it might almost have been a woman’s; but there was nothing at all effeminate about it. It was simply a strange voice compared to most American voices, which are rasping, nasal, brutally coarse or metallic. Starwick’s voice had a disturbing lurking resonance, an exotic, sensuous, and almost voluptuous quality. Moreover, the peculiar mannered affectation of his speech was so studied that it hardly escaped extravagance. If it had not been for the dignity, grace, and intelligence of his person, the affectation of his speech might have been ridiculous. As it was, the other youth felt the moment’s swift resentment and hostility that is instinctive with the American when he thinks some one is speaking in an affected manner.


  As Starwick welcomed his guest his ruddy face flushed brick-red with the agonizing embarrassment of a shy and sensitive person to whom every new meeting is an ordeal; his greeting was almost repellently cold and formal, but this, too, with the studied affectation of his speech, was protective armor for his shyness.


  “A-d’ye-do,” he said, shaking hands, the greeting coming from his throat through lips that scarcely seemed to move. “It was good of you to come.”


  “It was good of you to ask me,” the other boy said awkwardly, fumbled desperately for a moment, and then blurted out—“I didn’t know who you were at first—when I got your note—but then somebody told me:—you’re Professor Hatcher’s assistant, aren’t you?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick, this strange sound which was intended for “yes” coming through his lips in the same curious and almost motionless fashion. The brick-red hue of his ruddy face deepened painfully, and for a moment he was silent—“Look!” he said suddenly, yet with a casualness that was very warm and welcome after the stilted formality of his greeting, “would you like a drink? I have some whiskey.”


  “Why, yes—sure—certainly,” the other stammered, almost feverishly grateful for the diversion—“I’d like it.”


  Starwick opened the doors of a small cupboard, took out a bottle, a siphon, and some glasses on a tray, and placed them on a table.


  “Help yourself,” he said. “Do you like it with soda—or plain water—or how?”


  “Why—any way you do,” the other youth stammered. “Aren’t you going to drink? I don’t want to, unless you do.”


  “Ace,” said Starwick again, “I’ll drink with you. I like the soda,” he added, and poured a drink for himself and filled it with the siphon. “Go on. Pour your own. ... Look,” he said abruptly again, as the other youth was awkwardly manipulating the unaccustomed siphon. “Do you mind if I drink mine while I’m shaving? I just came in. I’d like to shave and change my shirt before we go out. Do you mind?”


  “No, of course not,” the other said, grateful for the respite thus afforded. “Go ahead. Take all the time you like. I’ll drink my drink and have a look at your books, if you don’t mind.”


  “Please do,” said Starwick, “if you find anything you like. I think this is the best chair.” He pushed a big chair up beneath a reading lamp and switched the light on. “There are cigarettes on the table,” he said in his strange mannered tone, and went into the bathroom, where, after a moment’s inspection of his ruddy face, he immediately began to lather himself and to prepare for shaving.


  “This is a nice place you have here,” the visitor said presently, after another awkward pause, during which the only sound was the minute scrape of the razor blade on Starwick’s face.


  “Quite,” he answered concisely, in his mannered tone, and with that blurred sound of people who try to talk while they are shaving. For a few moments the razor scraped on. “I’m glad you like it,” Starwick said presently, as he put the razor down and began to inspect his work in the mirror. “And what kind of place did you find for yourself? Do you like it?”


  “Well, it will do, I guess,” the other boy said dubiously. “Of course, it’s nothing like this—it’s not an apartment; it’s just a room I rented.”


  “Ace,” said Starwick from the bathroom. “And where is that?”


  “It’s on a street called Buckingham Road. Do you know where that is?”


  “Oh,” said Starwick coldly, and he craned carefully with his neck, and was silent a moment as he did a little delicate razor-work around the Adam’s apple. “Ace,” he said at length as he put the razor down again. “I think I do. ... And how did you happen to go out there?” he inquired coldly as he began to dry his face on a towel. “Did some one tell you about the place?”


  “Well—yes. I knew about it before I came. It’s a room in a house that some people I know have rented.”


  “Oh,” said Starwick coldly, formally again, as he thrust his arms into a fresh shirt. “Then you do know people here in Cambridge?”


  “Well, no: they are really people from home.”


  “Home?”


  “Yes—from my own state, the place I came from, where I went to school before I came here.”


  “Oh,” said Starwick, buttoning his shirt, “I see. And where was that? What state are you from?”


  “Catawba.”


  “Oh. ... And you went to school down there?”


  “Yes. To the State University.”


  “I see. ... And these people who have the house where you are living now—what are they doing here?”


  “Well, the man—he’s a professor at the State University down there—he’s up here getting some sort of degree in education.”


  “In what?”


  “In education.”


  “Oh. I see. ... And what does his wife do; has he got a wife?”


  “Yes; and three children. ... Well,” the other youth said uncertainly, and then laughed suddenly, “I haven’t seen her do anything yet but sit on her tail and talk.”


  “Ace?” said Starwick, knotting his tie very carefully. “And what does she talk about?”


  “Of people back home, mostly—the professors at the University, and their wives and families.”


  “Oh,” said Starwick gravely, but there was now lurking in his voice an indefinable drollery of humor. “And does she say nice things about them?” He looked out towards his guest with a grave face, but a sly burble in his voice now escaped him and broke out in an infectious chuckling laugh. “Or is she—” for a moment he was silent, trembling a little with secret merriment, and his pleasant face reddened with laughter—“or is she,” he said with sly insinuation—“bitter?”


  The other, somehow conquered by the sly yet broad and vulgar humor in Starwick’s tone, broke out into a loud guffaw, and said:


  “God! she’s bitter—and nothing but! That’s just the word for it.”


  “Has any one escaped yet?” said Starwick slyly.


  “Not a damned one of them,” the other roared. “She’s worked her way from the President and his family all the way down to the instructors. Now she’s started on the people of the town. I’ve heard about every miscarriage and every dirty pair of drawers that ever happened there. We’ve got a bet on, a friend of mine from home who’s also staying there—he’s in the Law School—whether she’s going to say anything good about any one before the year is over.”


  “And which side have you?” said Starwick.


  “I say she won’t—but Billy Ingram says she will. He says that the last time she said anything good about any one was when some one died during the influenza epidemic in 1917; and he claims she’s due again.”


  “And what is the lady’s name?” said Starwick. He had now come out into the living room and was putting on his coat.


  “Trotter,” the other said, feeling a strange convulsive humor swelling in him. “Mrs. Trotter.”


  “What?” said Starwick, his face reddening and the sly burble appearing in his voice again. “Mrs.—who?”


  “Mrs. Trotter!” the other choked, and the room rang suddenly with their wild laughter. When it had subsided, Starwick blew his nose vigorously, and his pleasant face still reddened with laughter, he asked smoothly:


  “And what does Professor Trotter say while this is going on?”


  “He doesn’t say anything,” the other laughed. “He can’t say anything. He just sits there and listens. ... The man’s all right. Billy and I feel sorry for him. He’s got this damned old shrew of a wife who sits there talking ninety to the minute, and three of the meanest, dirtiest, noisiest little devils you ever saw falling over his feet and raising hell from morning to night, and this sloppy nigger wench they brought up with them from the South—the place looks like an earthquake hit it, and the poor devil is up here trying to study for a degree—it’s pretty hard on him. He’s a nice fellow, and he doesn’t deserve it.”


  “God!” said Starwick frankly and gravely, “but it sounds dreary! Why did you ever go to such a place?”


  “Well, you see, I didn’t know any one in Cambridge—and I had known these people back home.”


  “I should think that would have made you anxious to avoid them,” Starwick answered. “And it’s most important that you have a pleasant place to work in. It really is, you know,” he said earnestly and with a note of reproof in his mannered tone. “You really should be more careful about that,” he said.


  “Yes, I suppose it is. You certainly have a good place here.”


  “Ace,” said Starwick. “It is very pleasant. I’m glad you like it.”


  He came out, with his drink in his hand, put the drink down on a table and sat down beside it, crossing his legs and reaching for one of the straw-tipped cigarettes in a small and curiously carved wooden box. The impression he made on the other youth was one of magnificence and luxury. The boy’s rooms seemed to fit his sensuous and elegant personality like a glove: he was only twenty-two years old but his distinctive and incomparable quality was everywhere about him in these two rooms.


  To the unaccustomed eyes of the younger boy, these modest rooms seemed to be the most magnificent apartment he had seen. For a moment he thought that Starwick must be an immensely wealthy person to live in such a way. The fact that a man so young should live in such splendid and luxurious independence—that he should “have his own place,” an apartment of his own, instead of a rented room, the thrilling solitudes of midnight privacy to himself, the freedom to come and go as he pleased, to do as he wished, to invite to his place whoever he chose, “to bring a girl there” whenever he wanted, without fear or the need for stealth—all these simple things which are just part of the grand and hopeful joy of youth, which the younger boy had never known, but to which he had aspired, as every youth aspires, in many a thrilling fantasy—now made Starwick’s life seem almost impossibly fortunate, happy and exciting.


  And yet it was not merely his own inexperience that made Starwick seem so wealthy. Starwick, although he had no regular income save a thousand dollars a year which he received for his work as Professor Hatcher’s assistant, and small sums he got from time to time from his family—he was, incredibly enough, the youngest of a middle-western family of nine children, small business and farming people in modest circumstances—gave the impression of wealth because he really was a wealthy person: he had been born wealthy, endowed with wealth by nature. In everything he did and said and was, in all he touched, in the whole quality of his rare and sensuous personality there was an opulence of wealth and luxury such as could not be found in a hundred millionaires. He had that rare and priceless quality that is seldom found in any one, and almost never in Americans, of being able to give to any simple act or incident a glamour of luxury, pleasure, excitement. Thus, when he smoked a cigarette, or drank a drink, or invited some one to go with him to the theatre, or ordered a meal in a shabby Italian restaurant, or made coffee in his rooms, or talked of something he had read in a book, or tied his neck-tie—all these things had a rare, wonderful and thrilling quality in them that the richest millionaire in the world could not have bought for money. And for this reason, people were instantly captivated by the infinite grace and persuasiveness of Starwick’s personality: he had the power, as few people in the world have ever had the power, instantly to conquer and command the devotion of people because, while they were with him, everything in the world took on a freshness, wonder, joy and opulence it had never had before, and for this reason people wanted to be near him, to live in this thrilling enhancement that he gave to everything.


  Even as he sat there smoking, drinking and talking with his guest, he did a simple and characteristic thing that yet seemed wonderful and thrilling to the other boy.


  “Look,” said Starwick suddenly, getting up, going over to one of his bookshelves and switching on a light. “Look,” he said again, in his strangely fibred voice, “did you ever read this?”


  As he uttered these words he took a book from one of the shelves and put on his spectacles. There was something strange and wonderful about the spectacles, and in the way he put them on, quietly, severely, plainly; the spectacles had thick old-fashioned silver rims, and silver handles. Their plain, honest and old-fashioned sobriety was somehow remarkable, and as he put them on, with a patient and quiet movement, and turned his attention to the pages of the book, the gravity and maturity of quiet and lonely thought in the boy’s face and head was remarkably evident.


  “Did you ever read this?” he said quietly, turning to the other youth, and handing him the book. It was a copy of George Moore’s Confessions of a Young Man: the other replied he had not read it.


  “Then,” said Starwick, “why don’t you take it along with you? It’s really quite amusing.” He switched off the light above the book shelves, took off his glasses with a quiet tired movement, and folding them and putting them in his breast pocket, came back to the table and sat down.


  “I think it may interest you,” he said.


  Alhough [Although] the other boy had always felt an instinctive repulsion towards books which some one else urged him to read, something in Starwick’s simple act had suddenly given the book a strange rare value: he felt a strange and pleasurable excitement when he thought about it, and was instantly eager and curious to read it. Moreover, in an indefinable way, he had understood the moment that Starwick turned to him, that he was giving, and not lending him the book; and this act, too, instantly was invested with a princely and generous opulence. It was this way with everything that Starwick did: everything he touched would come instantly to life with grace and joy; his was an incomparable, an enslaving power—a Midas-gift of life and joy almost too fortunate and effortless for one man to possess and in the end like all his other gifts of life and joy, a power that would serve death, not life, that would spread corruption instead of health, and that finally would turn upon its owner and destroy him.


  Later, when they left his rooms and went out on the street, the sensuous quickening of life, the vital excitement and anticipation which Starwick was somehow able to convey to everything he did and give to every one he knew and liked, was constantly apparent. It was a fine clear night in early October, crispness and an indefinable smell of smoke were in the air, students were coming briskly along the street, singly or in groups of two or three, light glowed warmly in the windows of the book-shops, pharmacies, and tobacco stores near Harvard Square, and from the enormous library and the old buildings in the Harvard Yard there came a glow of lights, soft, rich, densely golden, embedded in old red brick.


  All of these things, vital, exciting, strangely, pleasurably stirring as they were, gained a curious enhancement from Starwick’s presence until they gave to the younger boy not only a feeling of sharp, mounting, strangely indefinable excitement, but a feeling of power and wealth—a sense of being triumphant and having before him the whole golden and unvisited plantation of the world to explore, possess and do with as he would—the most fortunate and happy life that any man had ever known.


  Starwick went into a tobacco shop to cash a check and the whole place, with its pungent smells of good tobacco, its idling students, its atmosphere of leisure and enjoyment, became incomparably wealthy, rich, exciting as it had never been before.


  And later, when the two young men had gone into the Cock Horse Tavern on Brattle Street, the prim and clean little rooms of the old house, the clean starched waitresses and snowy table cloth, the good food, and several healthy and attractive-looking girls of the New England type all gained an increased value. He felt a thrill of pleasurable anticipation and a feeling of unlimited wealth, simply because Starwick was there ordering the meal, conferring on everything around him the sense of wealth and ease and nameless joy which his wonderful personality with its magic touch instantly gave to anything on earth.


  Yet during the meal the feeling of hostile constraint between the two young men was not diminished, but grew constantly. Starwick’s impeccable cold courtesy—really the armor of a desperately shy person—his mannered tone, with its strange and disturbing accent, the surgical precision of his cross-examination into the origin, experience, and training of the other youth sharpened a growing antagonism in the other’s spirit, and put him on his guard. Moreover, failure to give any information about himself—above all his complete reticence concerning his association with Professor Hatcher and the reason for his curt and brusquely-worded invitation to dinner—all this began to bear now with oppressive weight upon the other’s spirit. It seemed to him there was a deliberate arrogance in this cold reticence. He began to feel a sullen resentment because of this secretive and mysterious conduct. And later that evening when the two young men parted, the manner of each of them was cold and formal. They bowed stiffly, shook hands with each other coldly, and marched away. It was several months before the younger would again talk to Starwick, and during that period he thought of him with a feeling of resentment, almost of dislike.


  [¬]


  IX


  That first impact of the city had stunned him with its huge and instant shock, and now, like a swimmer whelmed in a raging storm, he sought desperately among that unceasing flood of faces for one that he knew, one that he could call his own, and suddenly he thought of Uncle Bascom. When his mother had told him he should go to see his uncle and his family as soon as he could he had nodded his head mechanically and muttered a few words of perfunctory assent, but so busy were his mind and heart with his shining vision of the city and all the magic he was sure to find there that it had never seriously occurred to him that he would turn eagerly to the old man for companionship and help.


  But now, the day after his arrival in the city, he found himself pawing eagerly through the pages of the phone book for his uncle’s business address: he found it—the familiar words, “Bascom Pentland” stared up out of the crowded page with a kind of unreal shocking incandescence, and in another moment he heard himself speaking across the wire to a puzzled voice that came to him with its curious and unearthly remoteness as if from some planetary distance—and suddenly the howling recognition of the words—words whose unearthly quality now came back to him in a searing flash of memory, although he had not heard his uncle’s voice for eight years, when he was twelve years old:


  “Oh, hello! hello! hello!” that unearthly voice howled faintly at him. “How are you, my boy, how are you, how are you, how are you! ... And say!” the voice yelled with a sudden comical transition to matter-of-factness—“I had a letter from your mother just this morning. She told me you were on your way. ... I’ve been expecting you.”


  “Can I come over to see you now, Uncle Bascom?”


  “Oh, by all means, by all means, by all means!” that unearthly and passionate voice howled back at once enthusiastically. “Come over at once, my boy, at once! Oh, by all means, by all means, by all means! ... And now, my boy!” the voice became faintly and comically precise, and he could hear his uncle smacking his large rubbery lips with pedantical relish as he pronounced the words: “Know-ing you are a young man alone in this great city for the first time, I shall give you a few brief—and, I trust, reasonably clear, di-rections,” again Bascom smacked his lips with audible relish as he pronounced this lovely word—“concerning your i-tin-er-ary”—his joy as he smacked his lips over this last word was almost indecently evident, and he went on with meticulous elaboration through a bewildering labyrinth of instructions until even he was satisfied at the confusion he had caused. Then he said goodbye, upon the assurance of his nephew that he would come at once. And it was in this way, after eight years of absence, that the boy again met his uncle.


  He found the old man hardly changed at all. He was, indeed, a member of that race of men who scarcely vary by a jot from one decade to another; he was a trifle grayer, the stringy gauntness of his tall stooped frame was perhaps a little more pronounced, his eccentric tricks of speech and manner a little more emphatic—but this was all. In dress, speech, manner and appearance he was to an amazing degree the same as he had been the last time that his nephew saw him.


  It is doubtful, in fact, if he had changed appreciably in thirty years. And certainly during the first twenty-five years of this century, business people who had their offices in or near State Street, Boston, and who had grown very familiar with that cadaverous and extraordinary figure, could have testified that he had not changed at all. His daily appearances, indeed, had become so much a part of the established process of events in that crowded street, that they had attained a kind of ritualistic dignity, and any serious alteration in their pattern would have seemed to hundreds of people to whom his gaunt bowed figure had become familiar, almost to constitute a serious disruption of the natural order.


  Shortly before nine o’clock of every working-day he would emerge from a subway exit near the head of the street and pause vaguely for a moment, making a craggy eddy in the tide of issuing workers that foamed swiftly about him while he stood with his enormous bony hands clutched comically before him at the waist, as if holding himself in, at the same time making the most horrible grimaces with his lean and amazingly flexible features. These grimaces were made by squinting his small sharp eyes together, widening his mouth in a ghastly travesty of a grin, and convolving his chin and cheek in a rapid series of pursed lips and horrible squints as he swiftly pressed his rubbery underlip against a few enormous horse teeth that decorated his upper jaw. Having completed these facial evolutions, he glanced quickly and, it must be supposed, blindly, in every direction; for he then plunged heedlessly across the street, sometimes choosing the moment when traffic had been halted, and pedestrians were hurrying across, sometimes diving into the midst of a roaring chaos of motor cars, trucks, and wagons, through which he sometimes made his way in safety, accompanied only by a scream of brake bands, a startled barking of horns, and the hearty curses of frightened drivers, or from which, howling with terror in the centre of a web of traffic which he had snarled hopelessly and brought to a complete standstill, he was sometimes rescued by a red-faced and cursing young Irishman who was on point duty at that corner.


  But Bascom was a fated man and he escaped. Once, it is true, a bright mindless beetle of machinery, which had no thought for fated men, had knocked him down and skinned and bruised him; again, an uninstructed wheel had passed across the soft toe-end of his shoe and held him prisoner, as if he were merely some average son of destiny—but he escaped. He escaped because he was a fated man and because the providence which guides the steps of children and the blind was kind to him; and because this same policeman whose simian upper lip had once been thick and twisted with its curses had long since run the scale from anger to wild fury, and thence to madness and despair and resignation, and had now come to have a motherly affection for this stray sheep, kept his eye peeled for its appearance every morning or, failing this, at once shrilled hard upon his whistle when he heard the well-known howl of terror and surprise, plunged to the centre of the stalled traffic snarl, plucked Bascom out to safety under curse and shout and scream of brake, and marched him tenderly to the curb, gripping his brawny hand around the old man’s arm, feeling his joints, testing his bones, massaging anxiously his sinewy carcass, and calling him “bud”—although Bascom was old enough to be his grandfather. “Are you all right, bud? You’re not hurt, are you, bud? Are you O.K.?”—to which Bascom, if his shock and terror had been great, could make no answer for a moment save to pant hoarsely and to howl loudly and huskily from time to time “Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow!”


  At length, becoming more coherent, if not more calm, he would launch into an ecclesiastical indictment of motor cars and their drivers delivered in a high, howling, and husky voice that suggested the pronouncements of a prophet from a mountain. This voice had a quality of strange remoteness and, once heard, would never be forgotten. It actually had a howling note in it, and carried to great distances, and yet it was not loud: it was very much as if Mr. Bascom Pentland were standing on a mountain and shouting to some one in a quiet valley below—the sounds came to one plainly but as if from a great distance, and it was full of a husky, unearthly passion. It was really an ecclesiastical voice, the voice of a great preacher; one felt that it should be heard in churches, which was exactly where it once was heard, for Bascom had at various times and with great conviction, in the course of his long and remarkable life, professed and preached the faith of the Episcopalians, the Presbyterians, the Methodists, the Baptists, and the Unitarians.


  Quite often, in fact, as now, when he had narrowly escaped disaster in the streets, Bascom still preached from the corner: as soon as he recovered somewhat from his shock, he would launch forth into a sermon of eloquent invective against any driver of motor cars within hearing, and if any of them entered the fray, as sometimes happened, a very interesting performance occurred.


  “What happened to you?” the motorist might bitterly remark. “Do the keepers know you’re out?”


  Mr. Pentland would thereupon retort with an eloquent harangue, beginning with a few well-chosen quotations from the more violent prophets of the Old Testament, a few predictions of death, destruction and damnation for the owners of motor cars, and a few apt references to Days of Judgment and Reckoning, Chariots of Moloch, and Beasts of the Apocalypse.


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” the exasperated motorist might reply. “Are you blind? Where do you think you are? In a cow-pasture? Can’t you read the signals? Didn’t you see the cop put his hand up? Don’t you know when it says to ‘Stop’ or ‘Go’? Did you ever hear of the traffic law?”


  “The traffic law!” Bascom sneeringly exclaimed, as if the mere use of the word by the motorist evoked his profoundest contempt. His voice now had a precise and meticulous way of speech, there was something sneering and pedantical in the way he pronounced each word, biting it off with a prim, nasal and heavily accented enunciation in the manner of certain pedants and purists who suggest by their pronunciation that language in the mouths of most people is vilely and carelessly treated, that each word has a precise, subtle, and careful meaning of its own, and that they—they alone—understand these matters. “The traffic law!” he repeated again: then he squinted his eyes together, pursed his rubbery lip against the big horsey upper teeth, and laughed down his nose in a forced, sneering manner, “The traffic law!” he said. “Why, you pit-i-ful ig-no-ram-us! You il-lit-ter-ate ruffian! You dare to speak to me—to me!” he howled suddenly with an ecclesiastical lift of his voice, striking himself on his bony breast and glaring with a majestical fury as if the word of a mighty prophet had been contradicted by an upstart—“of the traffic law, when it is doubtful if you could read the law if you saw it,”—he sneered—“and it is obvious to any one with the perception of a school-boy that you would not have intelligence enough to understand it, and”—here his voice rose to a howling emphasis and he held one huge bony finger up to command attention—“and to interpret it, if you could read.”


  “Is that so!” the motorist heavily remarked. “A wise guy, eh? One of these guys who knows it all, eh? You’re a pretty wise guy, aren’t you?” the motorist continued bitterly, as if caught up in the circle of his refrain and unable to change it. “Well, let me tell you something. You think you’re pretty smaht, don’t you? Well, you’re not. See? It’s wise guys like you who go around looking for a good bust on the nose. See? That’s how smaht you are. If you wasn’t an old guy I’d give you one, too,” he said, getting a moody satisfaction from the thought.


  “Ow-w! Ow-w! Ow-w!” Bascom howled in sudden terror.


  “If you know so much, if you’re so smaht as you think you are, what is the traffic law?”


  Then, assuredly, if there was a traffic law, the unfortunate motorist was lost, for Uncle Bascom would deliver it to him verbatim, licking his lips with joy over all the technicalities of legal phrasing and pronouncing each phrase with a meticulous and pedantical enunciation.


  “And furthermore!” he howled, holding up his big bony finger, “the Commonwealth of Massachusetts has decreed, by a statute that has been on the books since 1856, by a statute that is irrevocably, inexorably, ineluctably plain that any driver, director, governor, commander, manager, agent or conductor, or any other person who shall conduct or cause to be conducted any vehicular instrument, whether it be of two, four, six, eight or any number of wheels whatsoever, whether it be in the public service, or in the possession of a private individual, whether it be—” but by this time, the motorist, if he was wise, had had enough, and had escaped.


  If, however, it had been one of his more fortunate mornings, if he had blindly but successfully threaded the peril of roaring traffic, Uncle Bascom proceeded rapidly down State Street, still clutching his raw bony hands across his meagre waist, still contorting his remarkable face in its endless series of pursed grimaces, and presently turned in to the entrance of a large somewhat dingy-looking building of blackened stone, one of those solid, unpretentious, but very valuable properties which smell and look like the early 1900’s, and which belong to that ancient and enormously wealthy corporation across the river known as Harvard University.


  Here, Uncle Bascom, still clutching himself together across the waist, mounted a flight of indented marble entry steps, lunged through revolving doors into a large marble corridor that was redolent with vibrating waves of hot steamy air, wet rubbers and galoshes, sanitary disinfectant, and serviceable but somewhat old-fashioned elevators and, entering one of the cars which had just plunged down abruptly, banged open its door, belched out two or three people and swallowed a dozen more, he was finally deposited with the same abruptness on the seventh floor, where he stepped out into a wide dark corridor, squinted and grimaced uncertainly to right and left as he had done for twenty-five years, and then went left along the corridor, past rows of lighted offices in which one could hear the preliminary clicking of typewriters, the rattling of crisp papers, and the sounds of people beginning their day’s work. At the end of the corridor Bascom Pentland turned right along another corridor and at length paused before a door which bore this inscription across the familiar glazed glass of American business offices: The John T. Brill Realty Co.—Houses For Rent or Sale. Below this bold legend in much smaller letters was printed: Bascom Pentland—Att’y at Law—Conveyancer and Title Expert.


  The appearance of this strange figure in State Street, or anywhere else, had always been sufficient to attract attention and to draw comment. Bascom Pentland, if he had straightened to his full height, would have been six feet and three or four inches tall, but he had always walked with a stoop and as he grew older, the stoop had become confirmed: he presented a tall, gnarled, bony figure, cadaverous and stringy, but tough as hickory. He was of that race of men who seem never to wear out, or to grow old, or to die: they live with almost undiminished vitality to great ages, and when they die they die suddenly. There is no slow wastage and decay because there is so little to waste or decay: their mummied and stringy flesh has the durability of granite.


  Bascom Pentland clothed his angular figure with an assortment of odd garments which seemed to have the same durability: they were immensely old and worn, but they also gave no signs of ever wearing out, for by their cut and general appearance of age, it seemed that his frugal soul had selected in the ’nineties materials which it hoped would last forever. His coat, which was originally of a dark dull pepper-and-salt gray, had gone green at the seams and pockets, and moreover it was a ridiculously short skimpy coat for a gaunt big-boned man like this: it was hardly more than a jacket, his great wristy hands burst out of it like lengths of cordwood, and the mark of his high humped narrow shoulders cut into it with a knife-like sharpness. His trousers were also tight and skimpy, of a lighter gray and of a rough woolly texture from which all fuzz and fluff had long ago been rubbed; he wore rough country brogans with raw-hide laces, and a funny little flat hat of ancient black felt, which had also gone green along the band. One understands now why the policeman called him “Bud”: this great bony figure seemed ruthlessly to have been crammed into garments in which a country fledgling of the ’eighties might have gone to see his girl, clutching a bag of gumdrops in his large red hand. A stringy little necktie, a clean but dilapidated collar which by its bluish and softly mottled look Bascom Pentland must have laundered himself (a presumption which is quite correct since the old man did all his own laundry work, as well as his mending, repairing, and cobbling)—this was his costume, winter and summer, and it never changed, save that in winter he supplemented it with an ancient blue sweater which he wore buttoned to the chin and whose frayed ends and cuffs projected inches below the scanty little jacket. He had never been known to wear an overcoat, not even on the coldest days of those long, raw, and formidable winters which Boston suffers.


  The mark of his madness was plain upon him: intuitively men knew he was not a poor man, and the people who had seen him so many times in State Street would nudge one another, saying: “You see that old guy? You’d think he was waitin’ for a handout from the Salvation Army, wouldn’t you? Well, he’s not. He’s got it, brother. Believe me, he’s got it good and plenty: he’s got it salted away where no one ain’t goin’ to touch it. That guy’s got a sock full of dough!”


  “Jesus!” another remarks. “What good’s it goin’ to do an old guy like that? He can’t take any of it with him, can he?”


  “You said it, brother,” and the conversation would become philosophical.


  Bascom Pentland was himself conscious of his parsimony, and although he sometimes asserted that he was “only a poor man” he realized that his exaggerated economies could not be justified to his business associates on account of poverty: they taunted him slyly, saying, “Come on, Pentland, let’s go to lunch. You can get a good meal at the Pahkeh House for a couple of bucks.” Or “Say, Pentland, I know a place where they’re havin’ a sale of winter overcoats: I saw one there that would just suit you—you can get it for sixty dollars.” Or “Do you need a good laundry, Reverend? I know a couple of Chinks who do good work.”


  To which Bascom, with the characteristic evasiveness of parsimony, would reply, snuffling derisively down his nose: “No, sir! You won’t catch me in any of their stinking restaurants. You never know what you’re getting: if you could see the dirty, nasty, filthy kitchens where your food is prepared you’d lose your appetite quick enough.” His parsimony had resulted in a compensating food mania: he declared that “in his young days” he “ruined his digestion by eating in restaurants,” he painted the most revolting pictures of the filth of these establishments, laughing scornfully down his nose as he declared: “I suppose you think it tastes better after some dirty, nasty, stinking nigger has wiped his old hands all over it” (phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh!)—here he would contort his face and snuffle scornfully down his nose; and he was bitter in his denunciation of “rich foods,” declaring they had “destroyed more lives than all the wars and all the armies since the beginning of time.”


  As he had grown older he had become more and more convinced of the healthy purity of “raw foods,” and he prepared for himself at home raw revolting messes of chopped-up carrots, onions, turnips, even raw potatoes, which he devoured at table, smacking his lips with an air of keen relish, and declaring to his wife: “You may poison yourself on your old roasts and oysters and turkeys if you please: you wouldn’t catch me eating that stuff. No, sir! Not on your life! I think too much of my stomach!” But his use of the pronoun “you” was here universal rather than particular because if that lady’s longevity had depended on her abstinence from “roasts and oysters and turkeys” there was no reason why she should not have lived forever.


  Or again, if it were a matter of clothing, a matter of fencing in his bones and tallows against the frozen nail of Boston winter, he would howl derisively: “An overcoat! Not on your life! I wouldn’t give two cents for all the old overcoats in the world! The only thing they’re good for is to gather up germs and give you colds and pneumonia. I haven’t worn an overcoat in thirty years, and I’ve never had the vestige—no! not the semblance—of a cold during all that time!”—an assertion that was not strictly accurate since he always complained bitterly of at least two or three during the course of a single winter, declaring at those times that no more hateful, treacherous, damnable climate than that of Boston had ever been known.


  Similarly, if it were a question of laundries he would scornfully declare that he would not send “his shirts and collars to let some dirty old Chinaman spit and hock upon them—yes!” he would gleefully howl, as some new abomination of nastiness suggested itself to his teeming brain—“yes! and iron it in, too, so you can walk around done up in old Chinaman’s spit!”—(Phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh!)—here he would grimace, contort his rubbery lip, and laugh down his nose in forced snarls of gratification and triumph.


  This was the old man who, even now, as his nephew sped to meet him, stood in his dusty little office clutching his raw and bony hands across his waist.


  In spite of the bewildering elaboration of his uncle’s direction, the boy found his offices without much trouble. He went in and a moment later, his hand was being vigorously pumped by his uncle’s great stiff paw, and he heard that instant howling voice of welcome—the voice of a prophet calling from the mountain tops—coming to him without preliminary or introduction, as he had heard it last eight years before.


  “Oh, hello, hello, hello. ... How are you, how are you, how are you ... say!” his uncle turned abruptly and in a high howling tone addressed several people who were staring at the young man curiously, “I want you all to meet my sister’s youngest son—my nephew, Mr. Eugene Gant ... and say!” he bawled again, but in remoter tone, in a strangely confiding and insinuating tone—“would you know he was a Pentland by the look of him? ... Can you see the family resemblance?” He smacked his rubbery lips together with an air of relish, and suddenly threw his great gaunt arms up and let them fall with an air of ecstatic jubilation, squinted his small sharp eyes together, contorted his rubbery lips in their amazing and grotesque grimace, and stamping ecstatically at the floor with one long stringy leg, taking random ecstatic kicks at any object that was within reach, he began to snuffle with his strange forced laughter, and howled deliriously, “Oh, my yes! ... The thing is evident. ... He is a Pentland beyond the shadow of a vestige of a doubt! ... Oh, by all means, by all means, by all means!” and he went on snuffling, stamping, howling, and kicking at random objects in this way until the strange seizure of his mirth had somewhat subsided. Then, more quietly, he introduced his nephew to his associates in the curious business of which he was a partner.


  And it was in this way that the boy first met the people in his uncle’s office—an office and people who were, during the years that followed, and in the course of hundreds of visits, to become a part of the fabric of his life—so hauntingly real, so strangely familiar that in the years that followed he could forget none of them, remember everything just as it was.


  These offices, which he saw for the first time that day, were composed of two rooms, one in front and one behind, L-shaped, and set in the elbow of the building, so that one might look out at the two projecting wings of the building, and see lighted layers of offices, in which the actors of a dozen enterprises “took” dictation, clattered at typewriters, walked back and forth importantly, talked into telephones or, what they did with amazing frequency, folded their palms behind their skulls, placed their feet restfully on the nearest solid object, and gazed for long periods dreamily and tenderly at the ceilings.


  Through the broad and usually very dirty panes of the window in the front office one could catch a glimpse of Faneuil Hall and the magnificent and exultant activity of the markets.


  These dingy offices, however, from which a corner of this rich movement might be seen and felt, were merely the unlovely counterpart of millions of others throughout the country and, in the telling phrase of Baedeker, offered “little that need detain the tourist”: a few chairs, two scarred roll-top desks, a typist’s table, a battered safe with a pile of thumb-worn ledgers on top of it, a set of green filing cases, an enormous green, greasy water-jar always half filled with a rusty liquid that no one drank, and two spittoons, put there because Brill was a man who chewed and spat widely in all directions—this, save for placards, each bearing several photographs of houses with their prices written below them—8 rooms, Dorchester, $6500; 5 rooms and garage, Melrose, $4500, etc.—completed the furniture of the room, and the second room, save for the disposition of objects, was similarly adorned.


  Such then was the scene in which the old man and his nephew met again after a separation of eight years.


  [¬]


  X


  The youth was drowned in the deepest sea—an atom bombarded, ignorant of all defense in a tumultuous world. The shell of custom, the easy thoughtless life which had sucked pleasure from the world about, these four years past, crumbled like caked mud. He was nothing, nobody—there was no heart or bravery left in him; he was conscious of unfathomable ignorance—the beginning, as Socrates suggested, of wisdom—he was lost.


  He had wanted to cut a figure in the world—he had simply never imagined the number of people that were in it. And like most people who hug loneliness to them like a lover, the need of occasional companionship, forever tender and forever true, which might be summoned or dismissed at will, cut through him like a sword.


  There was, of course, among the members of the play-writing class an energetic and calculated sociability. The supposed advantages of discussion with one another, the interplay of wit, and so on, above all what was called “the exchange of ideas,” but what most often was merely the exchange of other people’s ideas,—all these were mentioned often; they were held in the highest esteem as one of the chief benefits to be derived from the course.


  Manifestly, one could write anywhere. But where else could one write with around one the constant stimulus of other people who also wrote? Where could one learn one’s faults so well as before a critical and serious congress of artists? They were content with it—they got what they wanted. But the lack of warmth, the absence of inner radial heat which, not being fundamental in the structure of their lives, had never been wanted, filled him with horror and impotent fury.


  The critical sense had stirred in him hardly at all, the idea of questioning authority and position had not occurred to him.


  He was facing one of the oldest—what, for the creative mind, must be one of the most painful—problems of the spirit—the search for a standard of taste. He had, at seventeen, as a sophomore, triumphantly denied God, but he was unable now to deny Robert Browning. It had never occurred to him that there was a single authoritatively beautiful thing in the world that might not be agreed on, by a community of all the enlightened spirits of the universe, as beautiful. Every one, of course, knew that King Lear was one of the greatest plays that had ever been written. Only, he was beginning to find, every one didn’t.


  And now for the first time he began to worry about being “modern.” He had the great fear young people have that they will not be a part of the most advanced literary and artistic movements of the time. Several of the young men he knew had contributed stories, poems, and criticisms to little reviews, published by and for small groups of literary adepts. They disposed of most of the established figures with a few well-chosen words of contempt, and they replaced these figures with obscure names of their own who, they assured him, were the important people of the future.


  For the first time, he heard the word “Mid-Victorian” applied as a term of opprobrium. What its implications were he had no idea. Stevenson, too, to him hardly more than a writer of books for boys, books that he had read as a child with interest and delight, was a symbol of some vague, but monstrously pernicious influence.


  But he discovered at once that to voice any of these questionings was to brand oneself in the esteem of the group; intuitively he saw that their jargon formed a pattern by which they might be placed and recognized; that, to young men most of all, to be placed in a previous discarded pattern was unendurable disgrace. It represented to them the mark of intellectual development, just as in a sophomore’s philosophy, the belief that God is an old man with a long beard brings ridicule and odium upon the believer, but the belief that God is an ocean without limit, or an all-pervasive and inclusive substance, or some other equally naive and extraordinary idea, is regarded as a certain sign of bold enlightenment. Thus, it often happens, when one thinks he has extended the limits of his life, broken the bonds, and liberated himself in the wider ether, he has done no more than to exchange a new superstition for an old one, to forsake a beautiful myth for an ugly one.


  The young men in Professor Hatcher’s class were sorry for many things and many people.


  “Barrie?” began Mr. Scoville, an elegant and wealthy young dawdler from Philadelphia, who, by his own confession, had spent most of his life in France, “Barrie?” he continued regretfully, in answer to a question. For a moment, he drew deeply on his cigarette, then raised sad, languid eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said gently, with a slight regretful movement of his head—“I can’t read him. I’ve tried it—but it simply can’t be done.” They laughed, greatly pleased.


  “But it is a pity, you know, a great pity,” Francis Starwick remarked languidly, using effectively his trick of giving a tired emphasis to certain words which conveyed a kind of sad finality, a weary earnestness to what he said. He turned to go.


  “But—but—but—how—how—how very interesting! Why is it, Frank?” Hugh Dodd demanded with his earnest stammering eagerness. He was profoundly respectful of Starwick’s critical ability.


  “Why is what?” said Starwick in his curiously mannered voice, his air of languid weariness.


  “Why is it a great pity about Barrie?” knitting his bushy brows together, and scowling with an air of intense concentration over his words as he spoke. “Because,” said the appraiser of Values, as he prepared to depart, arranging with feminine luxuriousness the voluptuous folds of his blue silk scarf, “the man really had something one time. He really did. Something strange and haunting—the genius of the Kelt.” Swinging his cane slowly, acutely and painfully conscious that he was being watched, with the agonizing stiffness that was at the bottom of his character, he strolled off across the Yard, stark and lovely with the harsh white snow and wintry branches of bleak winter.


  “You know—you know—you know—that’s very interesting,” said Dodd, intent upon his words. “I’d—I’d—I’d never thought of it in just that way.”


  “Barrie,” drawled Wood, the maker of epigrams, “is a stick of taffy, floating upon a sea of molasses.”


  There was laughter.


  He was forever making these epigrams; his face had a somewhat saturnine cast, his lips twisted ironically, his eyes shot splintered promises of satiric wisdom. He looked like a very caustically humorous person; but unhappily he had no humor. But they thought he had. No one with a face like that could be less than keen.


  So he had something to say for every occasion. He had discovered that the manner counted for wit. If the talk was of Shaw’s deficiencies as a dramatist, he might say:


  “But, after all, if one is going in for all that sort of thing, why not have lantern slides and a course of lectures.”


  Thus he was known, not merely as a subtle-souled and elusive psychologist but also as a biting wit.


  “Galsworthy wrote something that looked like a play once,” some one remarked. “There were parts of Justice that weren’t bad.”


  “Yes. Yes,” said Dodd, peering intently at his language. “Justice—there were some interesting things in that. It’s—it’s—it’s rather a pity about him, isn’t it?” And as he said these words he frowned earnestly and intently. There was genuine pity in his voice, for the man’s spirit had great charity and sweetness in it.


  As they dispersed, some one remarked that Shaw might have made a dramatist if he had ever known anything about writing a play.


  “But he dates so—how he dates!” Scoville remarked.


  “Those earlier plays——”


  “Yes, I agree”—thus Wood again. “Almost Mid-Victorian. Shaw:—a prophet with his face turned backwards.” Then they went away in small groups.


  [¬]


  XI


  To reach his own “office,” as Bascom Pentland called the tiny cubicle in which he worked and received his clients, the old man had to traverse the inner room and open a door in a flimsy partition of varnished wood and glazed glass at the other end. This was his office: it was really a very narrow slice cut off from the larger room, and in it there was barely space for one large dirty window, an ancient dilapidated desk and swivel chair, a very small battered safe buried under stacks of yellowed newspapers, and a small bookcase with glass doors and two small shelves on which there were a few worn volumes. An inspection of these books would have revealed four or five tattered and musty law books in their ponderous calf-skin bindings—one on Contracts, one on Real Property, one on Titles—a two-volume edition of the poems of Matthew Arnold, very dog-eared and thumbed over; a copy of Sartor Resartus, also much used; a volume of the essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson; the Iliad in Greek with minute yellowed notations in the margins; a volume of the World Almanac several years old; and a very worn volume of the Holy Bible, greatly used and annotated in Bascom’s small, stiffly laborious, and meticulous hand.


  If the old man was a little late, as sometimes happened, he might find his colleagues there before him. Miss Muriel Brill, the typist, and the eldest daughter of Mr. John T. Brill, would be seated in her typist’s chair, her heavy legs crossed as she bent over to undo the metal latches of the thick galoshes she wore during the winter season. It is true there were also other seasons when Miss Brill did not wear galoshes, but so sharply and strongly do our memories connect people with certain gestures which, often for an inscrutable reason, seem characteristic of them, that any frequent visitor to these offices at this time of day would doubtless have remembered Miss Brill as always unfastening her galoshes. But the probable reason is that some people inevitably belong to seasons, and this girl’s season was winter—not blizzards or howling winds, or the blind skirl and sweep of snow, but gray, grim, raw, thick, implacable winter: the endless successions of gray days and gray monotony. There was no spark of color in her, her body was somewhat thick and heavy, her face was white, dull, and thick-featured and instead of tapering downwards, it tapered up: it was small above, and thick and heavy below, and even in her speech, the words she uttered seemed to have been chosen by an automaton, and could only be remembered later by their desolate banality. One always remembered her as saying as one entered: “... Hello! ... You’re becoming quite a strangeh! ... It’s been some time since you was around, hasn’t it? ... I was thinkin’ the otheh day it had been some time since you was around. ... I’d begun to think you had forgotten us. ... Well, how’ve you been? Lookin’ the same as usual, I see. ... Me? ... Oh, can’t complain. ... Keepin’ busy? I’ll say! I manage to keep goin’. ... Who you lookin’ for? Father? He’s in there.... Why, yeah! Go right on in.”


  This was Miss Brill, and at the moment that she bent to unfasten her galoshes, it is likely that Mr. Samuel Friedman would also be there in the act of rubbing his small dry hands briskly together, or of rubbing the back of one hand with the palm of the other in order to induce circulation. He was a small youngish man, a pale somewhat meagre-looking little Jew with a sharp ferret face: he, too, was a person who goes to “fill in” those vast swarming masses of people along the pavements and in the subway—the mind cannot remember them or absorb the details of their individual appearance but they people the earth, they make up life. Mr. Friedman had none of the richness, color, and humor that some members of his race so abundantly possess; the succession of gray days, the grim weather seemed to have entered his soul as it enters the souls of many different races there—the Irish, the older New England stock, even the Jews—and it gives them a common touch that is prim, drab, careful, tight and sour. Mr. Friedman also wore galoshes, his clothes were neat, drab, a little worn and shiny, there was an odor of thawing dampness and warm rubber about him as he rubbed his dry little hands saying: “Chee! How I hated to leave that good wahm bed this morning! When I got up I said, ‘Holy Chee!’ My wife says, ‘Whatsa mattah?’ I says, ‘Holy Chee! You step out heah a moment where I am an’ you’ll see whatsa mattah.’ ‘Is it cold?’ she says. ‘Is it cold! I’ll tell the cock-eyed wuhld!’ I says. Chee! You could have cut the frost with an axe: the wateh in the pitchehs was frozen hahd; an’ she has the nuhve to ask me if it’s cold! ‘Is it cold!’ I says. ‘Do you know any more funny stories?’ I says. Oh, how I do love my bed! Chee! I kept thinkin’ of that guy in Braintree I got to go see today an’ the more I thought about him, the less I liked him! I thought my feet would tu’n into two blocks of ice before I got the funniss stahted! ‘Chee! I hope the ole bus is still workin’,’ I says. ‘If I’ve got to go thaw that damned thing out,’ I says, ‘I’m ready to quit.’ Chee! Well, suh, I neveh had a bit of trouble: she stahted right up an’ the way that ole moteh was workin’ is nobody’s business.”


  During the course of this monologue Miss Brill would give ear and assent from time to time by the simple interjection: “Uh!” It was a sound she uttered frequently, it had somewhat the same meaning as “Yes,” but it was more non-committal than “Yes.” It seemed to render assent to the speaker, to let him know that he was being heard and understood, but it did not commit the auditor to any opinion, or to any real agreement.


  The third member of this office staff, who was likely to be present at this time, was a gentleman named Stanley P. Ward. Mr. Stanley P. Ward was a neat middling figure of a man, aged fifty or thereabouts; he was plump and had a pink tender skin, a trim Vandyke, and a nice comfortable little pot of a belly which slipped snugly into the well-pressed and well-brushed garments that always fitted him so tidily. He was a bit of a fop, and it was at once evident that he was quietly but enormously pleased with himself. He carried himself very sprucely, he took short rapid steps and his neat little paunch gave his figure a movement not unlike that of a pouter pigeon. He was usually in quiet but excellent spirits, he laughed frequently and a smile—rather a subtly amused look—was generally playing about the edges of his mouth. That smile and his laugh made some people vaguely uncomfortable: there was a kind of deliberate falseness in them, as if what he really thought and felt was not to be shared with other men. He seemed, in fact, to have discovered some vital and secret power, some superior knowledge and wisdom, from which the rest of mankind was excluded, a sense that he was “chosen” above other men, and this impression of Mr. Stanley Ward would have been correct, for he was a Christian Scientist, he was a pillar of the church, and a very big church at that—for Mr. Ward, dressed in fashionable striped trousers, rubber soles, and a cut-away coat, might be found somewhere under the mighty dome of the Mother Church on Huntington Avenue every Sunday suavely, noiselessly, and expertly ushering the faithful to their pews.


  This completes the personnel of the first office of the John T. Brill Realty Company, and if Bascom Pentland arrived late, if these three people were already present, if Mr. Bascom Pentland had not been defrauded of any part of his worldly goods by some contriving rascal of whom the world has many, if his life had not been imperilled by some speed maniac, if the damnable New England weather was not too damnable, if, in short, Bascom Pentland was in fairly good spirits he would on entering immediately howl in a high, rapid, remote and perfectly monotonous tone: “Hello, Hello, Hello! Good-morning, Good-morning, Good-morning!”—after which he would close his eyes, grimace horribly, press his rubbery lip against his big horse teeth, and snuffle with laughter through his nose, as if pleased by a tremendous stroke of wit. At this demonstration the other members of the group would glance at one another with those knowing, subtly supercilious nods and winks, that look of common self-congratulation and humor with which the more “normal” members of society greet the conduct of an eccentric, and Mr. Samuel Friedman would say: “What’s the mattah with you, Pop? You look happy. Some one musta give you a shot in the ahm.”


  At which, a coarse powerful voice, deliberate and rich with its intimation of immense and earthy vulgarity, might roar out of the depth of the inner office: “No, I’ll tell you what it is.” Here the great figure of Mr. John T. Brill, the head of the business, would darken the doorway. “Don’t you know what’s wrong with the Reverend? It’s that widder he’s been takin’ around.” Here, the phlegmy burble that prefaced all of Mr. Brill’s obscenities would appear in his voice, the shadow of a lewd smile would play around the corner of his mouth: “It’s the widder. She’s let him have a little of it.”


  At this delicate stroke of humor, the burble would burst open in Mr. Brill’s great red throat, and he would roar with that high, choking, phlegmy laughter that is frequent among big red-faced men. Mr. Friedman would laugh drily (“Heh, heh, heh, heh, heh!”), Mr. Stanley Ward would laugh more heartily, but complacently, and Miss Brill would snicker in a coy and subdued manner as became a modest young girl. As for Bascom Pentland, if he was really in a good humor, he might snuffle with nosey laughter, bend double at his meagre waist, clutching his big hands together, and stamp at the floor violently several times with one stringy leg; he might even go so far as to take a random ecstatic kick at objects, still stamping and snuffling with laughter, and prod Miss Brill stiffly with two enormous bony fingers, as if he did not wish the full point and flavor of the jest to be lost on her.


  Bascom Pentland, however, was a very complicated person with many moods, and if Mr. Brill’s fooling did not catch him in a receptive one, he might contort his face in a pucker of refined disgust, and mutter his disapproval, as he shook his head rapidly from side to side. Or he might rise to great heights of moral denunciation, beginning at first in a grave low voice that showed the seriousness of the words he had to utter: “The lady to whom you refer,” he would begin, “the very charming and cultivated lady whose name, sir,” here his voice would rise on its howling note and he would wag his great bony forefinger, “whose name, sir, you have so foully traduced and blackened——”


  “No, I wasn’t, Reverend. I was only tryin’ to whiten it,” said Mr. Brill, beginning to burble with laughter.


  “—Whose name, sir, you have so foully traduced and blackened with your smutty suggestions,” Bascom continued implacably, “—that lady is known to me, as you very well know, sir,” he howled, wagging his great finger again, “solely and simply in a professional capacity.”


  “Why, hell, Reverend,” said Mr. Brill innocently, “I never knew she was a perfessional. I thought she was an amatoor.”


  At this conclusive stroke, Mr. Brill would make the whole place tremble with his laughter, Mr. Friedman would laugh almost noiselessly, holding himself weakly at the stomach and bending across a desk, Mr. Ward would have short bursts and fits of laughter, as he gazed out the window, shaking his head deprecatingly from time to time, as if his more serious nature disapproved, and Miss Brill would snicker, and turn to her machine, remarking: “This conversation is getting too rough for me!”


  And Bascom, if this jesting touched his complex soul at one of those moments when such profanity shocked him, would walk away, confiding into vacancy, it seemed, with his powerful and mobile features contorted in the most eloquent expression of disgust and loathing ever seen on any face, the while he muttered, in a resonant whisper that shuddered with passionate revulsion: “Oh, bad! Oh, bad! Oh, bad, bad, bad!”—shaking his head slightly from side to side with each word.


  Yet there were other times, when Brill’s swingeing vulgarity, the vast coarse sweep of his profanity not only found Uncle Bascom in a completely receptive mood, but evoked from him gleeful responses, counter essays in swearing which he made slyly, craftily, snickering with pleasure and squinting around at his listeners at the sound of the words, and getting such stimulus from them as might a renegade clergyman exulting in a feeling of depravity and abandonment for the first time.


  To the other people in this office—that is, to Friedman, Ward, and Muriel, the stenographer—the old man was always an enigma; at first they had observed his peculiarities of speech and dress, his eccentricity of manner, and the sudden, violent, and complicated fluctuation of his temperament, with astonishment and wonder, then with laughter and ridicule, and now, with dull, uncomprehending acceptance. Nothing he did or said surprised them any more, they had no understanding and little curiosity, they accepted him as a fact in the gray schedule of their lives. Their relation to him was habitually touched by a kind of patronizing banter—“kidding the old boy along” they would have called it—by the communication of smug superior winks and the conspiracy of feeble jests. And in this there was something base and ignoble, for Bascom was a better man than any of them.


  He did not notice any of this, it is not likely he would have cared if he had, for, like most eccentrics, his thoughts were usually buried in a world of his own creating to whose every fact and feeling and motion he was the central actor. Again, as much as any of his extraordinary family, he had carried with him throughout his life the sense that he was “fated”—a sense that was strong in all of them—that his life was pivotal to all the actions of providence, that, in short, the time might be out of joint, but not himself. Nothing but death could shake his powerful egotism, and his occasional storms of fury, his railing at the world, his tirades of invective at some motorist, pedestrian, or laborer occurred only when he discovered that these people were moving in a world at cross-purposes to his own and that some action of theirs had disturbed or shaken the logic of his universe.


  It was curious that, of all the people in the office, the person who had the deepest understanding and respect for him was John T. Brill. Mr. Brill was a huge creature of elemental desires and passions: a river of profanity rushed from his mouth with the relentless sweep and surge of the Mississippi, he could no more have spoken without swearing than a whale could swim in a frog-pond—he swore at everything, at every one, and with every breath, casually and unconsciously, and yet when he addressed Bascom his oath was always impersonal, and tinged subtly by a feeling of respect.


  Thus, he would speak to Uncle Bascom somewhat in this fashion: “God-damn it, Pentland, did you ever look up the title for that stuff in Malden? That feller’s been callin’ up every day to find out about it.”


  “Which fellow?” Bascom asked precisely. “The man from Cambridge?”


  “No,” said Mr. Brill, “not him, the other son of a bitch, the Dorchester feller. How the hell am I goin’ to tell him anything if there’s no goddamn title for the stuff?”


  Profane and typical as this speech was, it was always shaded nicely with impersonality toward Bascom—conscious to the full of the distinction between “damn it” and “damn you.” Toward his other colleagues, however, Mr. Brill was neither nice nor delicate.


  Brill was an enormous man physically: he was six feet two or three inches tall, and his weight was close to three hundred pounds. He was totally bald, his skull was a gleaming satiny pink; above his great red moon of face, with its ponderous and pendulous jowls, it looked almost egg-shaped. And in the heavy, deliberate, and powerful timbre of his voice there was always lurking this burble of exultant, gargantuan obscenity: it was so obviously part of the structure of his life, so obviously his only and natural means of expression, that it was impossible to condemn him. His epithet was limited and repetitive—but so, too, was Homer’s, and, like Homer, he saw no reason for changing what had already been used and found good.


  He was a lewd and innocent man. Like Bascom, by comparison with these other people, he seemed to belong to some earlier, richer and grander period of the earth, and perhaps this was why there was more actual kinship and understanding between them than between any of the other members of the office. These other people—Friedman, Brill’s daughter Muriel, and Ward—belonged to the myriads of the earth, to those numberless swarms that with ceaseless pullulation fill the streets of life with their gray immemorable tides. But Brill and Bascom were men in a thousand, a million: if one had seen them in a crowd he would have looked after them, if one had talked with them, he could never have forgotten them.


  It is rare in modern life that one sees a man who can express himself with such complete and abundant certainty as Brill did—completely, and without doubt or confusion. It is true that his life expressed itself chiefly by three gestures—by profanity, by his great roar of full-throated, earth-shaking laughter, and by flatulence, an explosive comment on existence which usually concluded and summarized his other means of expression.


  Although the other people in the office laughed heartily at this soaring rhetoric of obscenity, it sometimes proved too much for Uncle Bascom. When this happened he would either leave the office immediately, or stump furiously into his own little cupboard that seemed silted over with the dust of twenty years, slamming the door behind him so violently that the thin partition rattled, and then stand for a moment pursing his lips, and convolving his features with incredible speed, and shaking his gaunt head slightly from side to side, until at length he whispered in a tone of passionate disgust and revulsion: “Oh, bad! Bad! Bad! By every gesture, by every act, he betrays the boor, the vulgarian! Can you imagine”—here his voice sunk [sank] even lower in its scale of passionate whispering repugnance—“can you for one moment imagine a man of breeding and the social graces breaking wind publicly?—And before his own daughter. Oh, bad! Bad! Bad! Bad!”


  And in the silence, while Uncle Bascom stood shaking his head in its movement of downcast and convulsive distaste, they could hear, suddenly, the ripping noise Brill would make as his pungent answer to all the world—and his great bellow of throaty laughter. Later on, if Bascom had to consult him on any business, he would open his door abruptly, walk out into Brill’s office clutching his hands together at his waist, and with disgust still carved upon his face, say: “Well, sir, ... If you have concluded your morning devotions,” here his voice sank to a bitter snarl, “we might get down to the transaction of some of the day’s business.”


  “Why, Reverend!” Brill roared. “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!”


  And the great choking bellow of laughter would burst from him again, rattling the windows with its power as he hurled his great weight backward, with complete abandon, in his creaking swivel-chair.


  It was obvious that he liked to tease the old man, and never lost an opportunity of doing so: for example, if any one gave Uncle Bascom a cigar, Brill would exclaim with an air of innocent surprise: “Why, Reverend, you’re not going to smoke that, are you?”


  “Why, certainly,” Bascom said tartly. “That is the purpose for which it was intended, isn’t it?”


  “Why, yes,” said Brill, “but you know how they make ’em, don’t you? I didn’t think you’d touch it after some dirty old Spaniard has wiped his old hands all over it—yes! an’ spit upon it, too, because that’s what they do!”


  “Ah!” Bascom snarled contemptuously. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! There is nothing cleaner than good tobacco! Finest and healthiest plant on earth! No question about it!”


  “Well,” said Brill, “I’ve learned something. We live and learn, Reverend. You’ve taught me somethin’ worth knowing: when it’s free it’s clean; when you have to pay for it it stinks like hell!” He pondered heavily for a moment, and the burble began to play about in his great throat: “And by God!” he concluded, “tobacco’s not the only thing that applies to, either. Not by a damned sight!”


  Again, one morning when his nephew was there, Bascom cleared his throat portentously, coughed, and suddenly said to him: “Now, Eugene, my boy, you are going to have lunch with me today. There’s no question about it whatever!” This was astonishing news, for he had never before invited the youth to eat with him when he came to his office, although the boy had been to his house for dinner many times. “Yes, sir!” said Bascom, with an air of conviction and satisfaction. “I have thought it all over. There is a splendid establishment in the basement of this building—small, of course, but everything clean and of the highest order! It is conducted by an Irish gentleman whom I have known for many years. Finest people on earth: no question about it!”


  It was an astonishing and momentous occasion; the boy knew how infrequently he went to a restaurant. Having made his decision, Uncle Bascom immediately stepped into the outer offices, and began to discuss and publish his intentions with the greatest satisfaction.


  “Yes, sir!” he said in a precise tone, smacking his lips in a ruminant fashion, and addressing himself to every one rather than to a particular person. “We shall go in and take our seats in the regular way, and I shall then give appropriate instructions, to one of the attendants—” again he smacked his lips as he pronounced this word with such an indescribable air of relish that immediately the boy’s mouth began to water, and the delicious pangs of appetite and hunger began to gnaw his vitals—“I shall say: ‘This is my nephew, a young man now enrolled at Harvard Un-i-ver-sit-tee!’”—here Bascom smacked his lips together again with that same maddening air of relish—“‘Yes, sir’ (I shall say!)—‘You are to fulfil his order without stint, without delay, and without question, and to the utmost of your ability’”—he howled, wagging his great bony forefinger through the air—“As for myself,” he declared abruptly, “I shall take nothing. Good Lord, no!” he said with a scornful laugh. “I wouldn’t touch a thing they had to offer. You couldn’t pay me to: I shouldn’t sleep for a month if I did. But you, my boy!” he howled, turning suddenly upon his nephew, “—are to have everything your heart desires! Everything, everything, everything!” He made an inclusive gesture with his long arms; then closed his eyes, stamped at the floor, and began to snuffle with laughter.


  Mr. Brill had listened to all this with his great-jowled face slack-jawed and agape with astonishment. Now, he said, heavily: “He’s goin’ to have everything, is he? Where are you goin’ to take him to git it?”


  “Why, sir!” Bascom said in an annoyed tone, “I have told you all along—we are going to the modest but excellent establishment in the basement of this very building.”


  “Why, Reverend,” Brill said in a protesting tone, “you ain’t goin’ to take your nephew there, are you? I thought you said you was goin’ to git somethin’ to eat.”


  “I had supposed,” Bascom said with bitter sarcasm, “that one went there for that purpose. I had not supposed that one went there to get shaved.”


  “Well,” said Brill, “if you go there you’ll git shaved, all right. You’ll not only git shaved, you’ll git skinned alive. But you won’t git anything to eat.” And he hurled himself back again, roaring with laughter.


  “Pay no attention to him!” Bascom said to the boy in a tone of bitter repugnance. “I have long known that his low and vulgar mind attempts to make a joke of everything, even the most sacred matters. I assure you, my boy, the place is excellent in every way:—do you suppose,” he said now, addressing Brill and all the others, with a howl of fury—“do you suppose, if it were not, that I should for a single moment dream of taking him there? Do you suppose that I would for an instant contemplate taking my own nephew, my sister’s son, to any place in which I did not repose the fullest confidence? Not on your life!” he howled. “Not on your life!”


  And they departed, followed by Brill’s great bellow, and a farewell invitation which he shouted after the young man. “Don’t worry, son! When you git through with that cockroach stew, come back an’ I’ll take you out to lunch with me!”


  Although Brill delighted in teasing and baiting his partner in this fashion, there was, at the bottom of his heart, a feeling of deep humility, of genuine respect and admiration for him: he respected Uncle Bascom’s intelligence, he was secretly and profoundly impressed by the fact that the old man had been a minister of the gospel and had preached in many churches.


  Moreover, in the respect and awe with which Brill greeted these evidences of Bascom’s superior education, in the eagerness he showed when he boasted to visitors, as he often did, of his partner’s learning, there was a quality of pride that was profoundly touching and paternal: it was as if Bascom had been his son, and as if he wanted at every opportunity to display his talents to the world. And this, in fact, was exactly what he did want to do. Much to Bascom’s annoyance, Brill was constantly speaking of his erudition to strangers who had come into the office for the first time, and constantly urging him to perform for them, to “say some of them big words, Reverend.” And even when the old man answered him, as he frequently did, in terms of scorn, anger, and contempt, Brill was completely satisfied, if Uncle Bascom would only use a few of the “big words” in doing it. Thus, one day, when one of his boyhood friends, a New Hampshire man whom he had not seen in thirty-five years, had come in to renew their acquaintance Brill, in describing the accomplishments of his partner, said with an air of solemn affirmation: “Why, hell yes, Jim! It’d take a college perfesser to know what the Reverend is talkin’ about half the time! No ordinary son-of-a-bitch is able to understand him! So help me God, it’s true!” he swore solemnly, as Jim looked incredulous. “The Reverend knows words the average man ain’t never heard. He knows words that ain’t even in the dictionary. Yes, sir!—an’ uses ’em, too—all the time!” he concluded triumphantly.


  “Why, my dear sir!” Bascom answered in a tone of exacerbated contempt, “What on earth are you talking about? Such a man as you describe would be a monstrosity, a heinous perversion of natural law! A man so wise that no one could understand him:—so literate that he could not communicate with his fellow creatures:—so erudite that he led the inarticulate and incoherent life of a beast or a savage!”—here Uncle Bascom squinted his eyes tightly shut, and laughed sneeringly down his nose: “Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh!—Why, you con-sum-mate fool!” he sneered, “I have long known that your ignorance was bottomless—but I had never hoped to see it equalled—Nay, surpassed!” he howled, “by your asininity.”


  “There you are!” said Brill exultantly to his visitor, “What did I tell you? There’s one of them words, Jim: ‘asserninity,’ why, damn it, the Reverend’s the only one who knows what that word means—you won’t even find it in the dictionary!”


  “Not find it in the dictionary!” Bascom yelled. “Almighty God, come down and give this ass a tongue as Thou did’st once before in Balaam’s time!”


  Again, Brill was seated at his desk one day engaged with a client in those intimate, cautious, and confidential preliminaries that mark the consummation of a “deal” in real estate. On this occasion the prospective buyer was an Italian: the man sat awkwardly and nervously in a chair beside Brill’s desk while the great man bent his huge weight ponderously and persuasively toward him. From time to time the Italian’s voice, sullen, cautious, disparaging, interrupted Brill’s ponderous and coaxing drone. The Italian sat stiffly, his thick, clumsy body awkwardly clad in his “good” clothes of heavy black, his thick, hairy, blunt-nailed hands cupped nervously upon his knees, his black eyes glittering with suspicion under his knitted inch of brow. At length, he shifted nervously, rubbed his paws tentatively across his knees and then, with a smile mixed of ingratiation and mistrust, said: “How mucha you want, eh?”


  “How mucha we want?” Brill repeated vulgarly as the burble began to play about within his throat. “Why, how mucha you got? ... You know we’ll take every damn thing you got! It’s not how mucha we want, it’s how mucha you got!” And he hurled himself backward, bellowing with laughter. “By God, Reverend,” he yelled as Uncle Bascom entered, “ain’t that right? It’s not how mucha we want, it’s how mucha you got! ’od damn! We ought to take that as our motter. I’ve got a good mind to git it printed on our letterheads. What do you think, Reverend?”


  “Hey?” howled Uncle Bascom absently, as he prepared to enter his own office.


  “I say we ought to use it for our motter.”


  “Your what?” said Uncle Bascom scornfully, pausing as if he did not understand.


  “Our motter,” Brill said.


  “Not your motter,” Bascom howled derisively. “The word is not motter,” he said contemptuously. “Nobody of any refinement would say motter. Motter is not correct!” he howled finally. “Only an ig-no-ram-us would say motter. No!” he yelled with final conclusiveness. “That is not the way to pronounce it! That is ab-so-lute-ly and em-phat-ic-ally not the way to pronounce it!”


  “All right, then, Reverend,” said Brill, submissively. “You’re the doctor. What is the word?”


  “The word is motto,” Uncle Bascom snarled. “Of course! Any fool knows that!”


  “Why, hell,” Mr. Brill protested in a hurt tone. “That’s what I said, ain’t it?”


  “No-o!” Uncle Bascom howled derisively. “No-o! By no means, by no means, by no means! You said motter. The word is not motter. The word is motto: m-o-t-t-o! M-O-T-T-O does not spell motter,” he remarked with vicious decision.


  “What does it spell?” said Mr. Brill.


  “It spells motto,” Uncle Bascom howled. “It has always spelled motto! It will always spell motto! As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be: A-a-men!” he howled huskily in his most evangelical fashion. Then, immensely pleased at his wit, he closed his eyes, stamped at the floor, and snarled and snuffled down his nose with laughter.


  “Well, anyway,” said Brill, “no matter how you spell it, it’s not how mucha we want, it’s how mucha you got! That’s the way we feel about it!”


  And this, in fact, without concealment, without pretense, without evasion, was just how Brill did feel about it. He wanted everything that was his and, in addition, he wanted as much as he could get. And this rapacity, this brutal and unadorned gluttony, so far from making men wary of him, attracted them to him, inspired them with unshakable confidence in his integrity, his business honesty. Perhaps the reason for this was that concealment did not abide in the man: he published his intentions to the world with an oath and a roar of laughter—and the world, having seen and judged, went away with the confidence of this Italian—that Brill was “one fine-a man!” Even Bascom, who had so often turned upon his colleague the weapons of scorn, contempt, and mockery, had a curious respect for him, an acrid sunken affection: often, when the old man and his nephew were alone, he would recall something Brill had said and his powerful and fluent features would suddenly be contorted in that familiar grimace, as he laughed his curious laugh which was forced out, with a deliberate and painful effort, through his powerful nose and his lips, barred with a few large teeth. “Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! ... Of course!” he said, with a nasal rumination, as he stared over the apex of his great bony hands, clasped in meditation—“of course, he is just a poor ignorant fellow! I don’t suppose—no, sir, I really do not suppose that Brill ever went to school over six months in his life!—Say!” Bascom paused suddenly, turned abruptly with his strange fixed grin, and fastened his sharp old eyes keenly on the boy: in this sudden and abrupt change, this transference of his vision from his own secret and personal world, in which his thought and feeling were sunken, and which seemed to be so far away from the actual world about him, there was something impressive and disconcerting. His eyes were gray, sharp, and old, and one eyelid had a heavy droop or ptosis which, although it did not obscure his vision, gave his expression at times a sinister glint, a malevolent humor. “—Say!” here his voice sank to a deliberate and confiding whisper, “(Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh!) Say—a man who would—he told me—Oh, vile! vile! vile! my boy!” his uncle whispered, shutting his eyes in a kind of shuddering ecstasy as if at the memory of things too gloriously obscene to be repeated. “Can you imagine, can you even dream of such a state of affairs if he had possessed an atom, a scintilla of delicacy and good breeding! Yes, sir!” he said with decision. “I suppose there’s no doubt about it! His beginnings were very lowly, very poor and humble, indeed! ... Not that that is in any sense to his discredit!” Uncle Bascom said hastily, as if it had occurred to him that his words might bear some taint of snobbishness. “Oh, by no means, by no means, by no means!” he sang out, with a sweeping upward gesture of his long arm, as if he were clearing the air of wisps of smoke. “Some of our finest men—some of the nation’s leaders, have come from just such surroundings as those. Beyond a doubt! Beyond a doubt! There’s no question about it whatever! Say!”—here he turned suddenly upon the boy again with the ptotic and sinister intelligence of his eye. “Was Lincoln an aristocrat? Was he the issue of wealthy parents? Was he brought up with a silver spoon in his mouth? Was our own former governor, the Vice-President of the United States today, reared in the lap of luxury! Not on your life!” howled Uncle Bascom. “He came from frugal and thrifty Vermont farming stock, he has never deviated a jot from his early training, he remains today what he has always been—one of the simplest of men! Finest people on earth, no question about it whatever!”


  Again, he meditated gravely with lost stare across the apex of his great joined hands, and the boy noticed again, as he had noticed so often, the great dignity of his head in thought—a head that was highbrowed, lean and lonely, a head that not only in its cast of thought but even in its physical contour, and in its profound and lonely earnestness, bore an astonishing resemblance to that of Emerson—it was, at times like these, as grand a head as the young man had ever seen, and on it was legible the history of man’s loneliness, his dignity, his grandeur and despair.


  “Yes, sir!” said Bascom, in a moment. “He is, of course, a vulgar fellow and some of the things he says at times are Oh, vile! vile! vile!” cried Bascom, closing his eyes and laughing, “Oh, vile! most vile! ... but (phuh! phuh! phuh!) you can’t help laughing at the fellow at times because he is so ... [so. ...] Oh, I could tell you things, my boy! ... Oh, vile! vile!” he cried, shaking his head downwards. “What coarseness! ... What in-vect-ive!” he whispered, in a kind of ecstasy.


  [¬]


  XII


  Eugene was now a member of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course for dramatists, and although he had come into this work by chance, and would in the end discover that his heart and interest were not in it, it had now become for him the rock to which his life was anchored, the rudder of his destiny, the sole and all-sufficient reason for his being here. It now seemed to him that there was only one work in life which he could possibly do, and that this work was writing plays, and that if he could not succeed in this work he had better die, since any other life than the life of the playwright and the theatre was not to be endured.


  Accordingly every interest and energy of his life was now fastened on this work with a madman’s passion; he thought, felt, breathed, ate, drank, slept, and lived completely in terms of plays. He learned all the jargon of the art-playwriting cult, read all the books, saw all the shows, talked all the talk, and even became a kind of gigantic eavesdropper upon life, prowling about the streets with his ears constantly straining to hear all the words and phrases of the passing crowd, as if he might hear something that would be rare and priceless in a play for Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course.


  Professor James Graves Hatcher was a man whose professional career had been made difficult by two circumstances: all the professors thought he looked like an actor and all the actors thought he looked like a professor. In reality, he was wholly neither one, but in character and temper, as well as in appearance, he possessed some of the attributes of both.


  His appearance was imposing: a well-set-up figure of a man of fifty-five, somewhat above the middle height, strongly built and verging toward stockiness, with an air of vital driving energy that was always filled with authority and a sense of sure purpose, and that never degenerated into the cheap exuberance of the professional hustler. His voice, like his manner, was quiet, distinguished, and controlled, but always touched with the suggestions of great latent power, with reserves of passion, eloquence, and resonant sonority.


  His head was really splendid: he had a strong but kindly-looking face touched keenly, quietly by humor; his eyes, beneath his glasses, were also keen, observant, sharply humorous, his mouth was wide and humorous but somewhat too tight, thin and spinsterly for a man’s, his nose was large and strong, his forehead shapely and able-looking, and he had neat wings of hair cut short and sparse and lying flat against the skull.


  He wore eye-glasses of the pince-nez variety, and they dangled in a fashionable manner from a black silk cord: it was better than going to a show to see him put them on, his manner was so urbane, casual, and distinguished when he did so. His humor, although suave, was also quick and rich and gave an engaging warmth and humanity to a personality that sometimes needed them. Even in his display of humor, however, he never lost his urbane distinguished manner—for example, when some one told him that one of his women students had referred to another woman in the course, an immensely tall angular creature who dressed in rusty brown right up to the ears, as “the queen of the angleworms,” Professor Hatcher shook all over with sudden laughter, removed his glasses with a distinguished movement, and then in a rich but controlled voice, remarked:


  “Ah, she has a very pretty wit. A very pretty wit, indeed!”


  Thus, even in his agreeable uses of the rich, subtle and immensely pleasant humor with which he had been gifted, Professor Hatcher was something of an actor. He was one of those rare people who really “chuckle,” and although there was no doubting the spontaneity and naturalness of his chuckle, it is also probably true that Professor Hatcher somewhat fancied himself as a chuckler.


  The Hatcherian chuckle was just exactly what the word connotes: a movement of spontaneous mirth that shook his stocky shoulders and strong well-set torso with a sudden hearty tremor. And although he could utter rich and sonorous throat-sounds indicative of hearty mirth while this chuckling process was going on, an even more characteristic form was completely soundless, the tight lips firmly compressed, the edges turned up with the convulsive inclination to strong laughter, the fine distinguished head thrown back, while all the rest of him, throat, shoulders, torso, belly, arms—the whole man—shook in the silent tremors of the chuckle.


  It could also be said with equal truth that Professor Hatcher was one of the few men whose eyes could really “twinkle,” and it is likewise true that he probably fancied himself as somewhat of a twinkler.


  Perhaps one fact that made him suspect to professors was his air of a distinguished and mature, but also a very worldly, urbanity. His manner, even in the class room, was never that of the scholar or the academician, but always that of the cultured man of the world, secure in his authority, touched by fine humor and fine understanding, able, knowing and assured. And one reason that he so impressed his students may have been that he made some of the most painful and difficult labors in the world seem delightfully easy.


  For example, if there were to be a performance by a French club at the university of a French play, produced in the language of its birth, Professor Hatcher might speak to his class in his assured, yet casual and urbanely certain tones, as follows:


  “I understand Le Cercle Français is putting on De Musset’s Il faut qu’une porte soit ouverte ou fermée on Thursday night. If you are doing nothing else, I think it might be very well worth your while to brush up on your French a bit and look in on it. It is, of course, a trifle and perhaps without great significance in the development of the modern theatre, but it is De Musset in rather good form and De Musset in good form is charming. So it might repay you to have a look at it.”


  What was there in these simple words that could so impress and captivate these young people? The tone was quiet, pleasant and urbanely casual, the manner easy yet authoritative, what he said about the play was really true. But what was so seductive about it was the flattering unction which he laid so casually to their young souls—the easy off-hand suggestion that people “brush up on their French a bit” when most of them had no French at all to brush up on, that if they had “nothing else to do,” they might “look in” upon De Musset’s “charming trifle,” the easy familiarity with De Musset’s name and the casual assurance of the statement that it was “De Musset in rather good form.”


  It was impossible for a group of young men, eager for sophistication and emulous of these airs of urbane worldliness, not to be impressed by them. As Professor Hatcher talked they too became easy, casual and urbane in their manners, they had a feeling of being delightfully at ease in the world and sure of themselves, the words “brush up on your French a bit” gave them a beautifully comfortable feeling that they would really be able to perform this remarkable accomplishment in an hour or two of elegant light labor. And when he spoke of the play as being “De Musset in rather good form” they nodded slightly with little understanding smiles as if De Musset and his various states of form were matters of the most familiar knowledge to them.


  What was the effect, then, of this and other such-like talk upon these young men eager for fame and athirst for glory in the great art-world of the city and the theatre? It gave them, first of all, a delightful sense of being in the know about rare and precious things, of rubbing shoulders with great actors and actresses and other celebrated people, of being expert in all the subtlest processes of the theatre, of being travelled, urbane, sophisticated and assured.


  When Professor Hatcher casually suggested that they might “brush up on their French a bit” before going to a performance of a French play, they felt like cosmopolites who were at home in all the great cities of the world. True, “their French had grown a little rusty”—it had been some time since they were last in Paris—a member of the French Academy, no doubt, might detect a few slight flaws in their pronunciation—but all that would arrange itself by a little light and easy “polishing”—“tout s’arrange, hein?” as we say upon the boulevards.


  Again, Professor Hatcher’s pleasant and often delightfully gay anecdotes about the famous persons he had known and with whom he was on such familiar terms—told always casually, apropos of some topic of discussion, and never dragged in or labored by pretense—“The last time I was in London, Pinero and I were having lunch together one day at the Savoy”—or “I was spending the week-end with Henry Arthur Jones”—or “It’s very curious you should mention that. You know, Barrie was saying the same thing to me the last time I saw him—” or—“Apropos of this discussion, I have a letter here from ’Gene O’Neill which bears on that very point. Perhaps you would be interested in knowing what he has to say about it.”—All this, of course, was cakes and ale to these young people—it made them feel wonderfully near and intimate with all these celebrated people, and with the enchanted world of art and of the theatre in which they wished to cut a figure.


  It gave them also a feeling of amused superiority at the posturings and antics of what, with a slight intonation of disdain, they called “the commercial producers”—the Shuberts, Belascos, and others of this kind. Thus, when Professor Hatcher told them how he had done some pioneer service in Boston for the Russian Players and had received a telegram from the Jewish producer in New York who was managing them, to this effect: “You are the real wonder boy”—they were instantly able to respond to the sudden Hatcherian chuckle with quiet laughter of their own.


  Again, he once came back from New York with an amusing story of a visit he had paid to the famous producer, David Belasco. And he described drolly how he had followed a barefoot, snaky-looking female, clad in a long batik gown, through seven gothic chambers mystical with chimes and incense. And finally he told how he had been ushered into the presence of the great ecclesiastic who sat at the end of a cathedral-like room beneath windows of church glass, and how he was preceded all the time by Snaky Susy who swept low in obeisance as she approached, and said in a silky voice—“One is here to see you, Mahster,” and how she had been dismissed with Christ-like tone and movement of the hand—“Rise, Rose, and leave us now.” Professor Hatcher told this story with a quiet drollery that was irresistible, and was rewarded all along by their shouts of astounded laughter, and finally by their smiling and astonished faces, lifting disbelieving eyebrows at each other, saying, “Simply incredible! It doesn’t seem possible! ... Marvellous!”


  Finally, when Professor Hatcher talked to them of how a Russian actress used her hands, of rhythm, tempo, pause, and timing, of lighting, setting, and design, he gave them a language they could use with a feeling of authority and knowledge, even when authority and knowledge was lacking to them. It was a dangerous and often very trivial language—a kind of jargonese of art that was coming into use in the world of those days, and that seemed to be coincident with another jargonese—that of science—“psychology,” as they called it—which was also coming into its brief hour of idolatry at about the same period, and which bandied about its talk of “complexes,” “fixations,” “repressions,” “inhibitions,” and the like, upon the lips of any empty-headed little fool that came along.


  But although this jargon was perhaps innocuous enough when rattled off the rattling tongue of some ignorant boy or rattle-pated girl, it could be a very dangerous thing when uttered seriously by men who were trying to achieve the best, the rarest, and the highest life on earth—the life which may be won only by bitter toil and knowledge and stern living—the life of the artist.


  And the great danger of this glib and easy jargon of the arts was this: that instead of knowledge, the experience of hard work and patient living, they were given a formula for knowledge; a language that sounded very knowing, expert and assured, and yet that knew nothing, was experienced in nothing, was sure of nothing. It gave to people without talent and without sincerity of soul or integrity of purpose, with nothing, in fact, except a feeble incapacity for the shock and agony of life, and a desire to escape into a glamorous and unreal world of make believe—a justification for their pitiable and base existence. It gave to people who had no power in themselves to create anything of merit or of beauty—people who were the true Philistines and enemies of art and of the artist’s living spirit—the language to talk with glib knowingness of things they knew nothing of—to prate of “settings,” “tempo,” “pace,” and “rhythm,” of “boldly stylized conventions,” and the wonderful way some actress “used her hands.” And in the end, it led to nothing but falseness and triviality, to the ghosts of passion, and the spectres of sincerity, to the shoddy appearances of conviction and belief in people who had no passion and sincerity, and who were convinced of nothing, believed in nothing, were just the disloyal apes of fashion and the arts.


  “I think you ought to go,” says one. “I really do. I really think you might be interested.”


  “Yes,” says number two, in a tone of fine, puzzled, eyebrow-lifting protest, “but I hear the play is pretty bad. The reviews were rather awful—they really were, you know.”


  “Oh, the play!” the other says, with a slight start of surprise, as if it never occurred to him that any one might be interested in the play—“the play, the play is rather terrible. But my dear fellow, no one goes to see the play ... the play is nothing,” he dismisses it with a contemptuous gesture—“It’s the sets!” he cries—“the sets are really quite remarkable. You ought to go, old boy, just to see the sets! They’re very good—they really are.”


  “H’m!” the other says, stroking his chin in an impressed manner. “Interesting! In that case, I shall go!”


  The sets! The sets! One should not go to see the play; the only thing that matters is the sets. And this is the theatre—the magic-maker and the world of dreams; and these the men that are to fashion for it—with their trivial ape’s talk about “sets.” Did any one ever hear such damned stuff as this since time began?


  False, trivial, glib, dishonest, empty, without substance, lacking faith—is it any wonder that among Professor Hatcher’s young men few birds sang?


  [¬]


  XIII


  That year the youth was twenty, it had been his first year in New England, and the winter had seemed very long. In the man-swarm he felt alone and lost, a desolate atom in the streets of life. That year he went to see his uncle many times.


  Sometimes he would find him in his dusty little cubicle, bent over the intricacy of a legal form, painfully and carefully, with compressed lips, filling in the blank spaces with his stiff, angular and laborious hand. Bascom would speak quietly, without looking up, as he came in: “Hello, my boy. Sit down, won’t you? I’ll be with you in a moment.” And for a time the silence would be broken only by the heavy rumble of Brill’s voice outside, by the minute scratching of his uncle’s pen, and by the immense and murmurous sound of time, which rose above the city, which caught up in the upper air all of the city’s million noises, and yet seemed remote, essential, imperturbable and everlasting—fixed and unchanging, no matter what men lived or died.


  Again, the boy would find his uncle staring straight before him, with his great hands folded in a bony arch, his powerful gaunt face composed in a rapt tranquillity of thought. At these times he seemed to have escaped from every particular and degrading thing in life—from the excess of absurd and eccentric speech and gesture, from all demeaning parsimonies, from niggling irascibilities, from everything that contorted his face and spirit away from its calmness and unity of thought. His face at such a time might well have been the mask of thought, the visage of contemplation. Sometimes he would not speak for several minutes, his mind seemed to brood upon the lip and edge of time, to be remote from every dusty moment of the earth.


  One day the boy went there and found him thus: after a few moments he lowered his great hands and, without turning toward his nephew, sat for some time in an attitude of quiet relaxation. At length he said:


  “What is man that thou art mindful of him?”


  It was one of the first days of spring: the spring had come late, with a magical northern suddenness. It seemed to have burst out of the earth overnight, the air was lyrical and sang with it.


  Spring came that year like a triumph and like a prophecy—it sang and shifted like a moth of light before the youth, but he was sure that it would bring him a glory and fulfilment he had never known.


  His hunger and thirst had been immense: he was caught up for the first time in the midst of the Faustian web—there was no food that could feed him, no drink that could quench his thirst. Like an insatiate and maddened animal he roamed the streets, trying to draw up mercy from the cobblestones, solace and wisdom from a million sights and faces, or he prowled through endless shelves of high-piled books, tortured by everything he could not see and could not know, and growing blind, weary, and desperate from what he read and saw. He wanted to know all, have all, be all—to be one and many, to have the whole riddle of this vast and swarming earth as legible, as tangible in his hand as a coin of minted gold.


  Suddenly spring came, and he felt at once exultant certainty and joy. Outside his uncle’s dirty window he could see the edge of Faneuil Hall, and hear the swarming and abundant activity of the markets. The deep roar of the markets reached them across the singing and lyrical air, and he drank into his lungs a thousand proud, potent, and mysterious odors which came to him like the breath of certainty, like the proof of magic, and like the revelation that all confusion had been banished—the world that he longed for won, the word that he sought for spoken, the hunger that devoured him fed and ended. And the markets, swarming with richness, joy, and abundance, thronged below him like a living evidence of fulfilment. For it seemed to him that nowhere more than here was the passionate enigma of New England felt: New England, with its harsh and stony soil, and its tragic and lonely beauty; its desolate rocky coasts and its swarming fisheries, the white, piled, frozen bleakness of its winters with the magnificent jewelrv of stars, the dark firwoods, and the warm little white houses at which it is impossible to look without thinking of groaning bins, hung bacon, hard cider, succulent bastings and love’s warm, white, and opulent flesh.


  There was the rustle of gingham by day and sober glances; then, under low eaves and starlight, the stir of the satiny thighs in feather beds, the white small bite and tigerish clasp of secret women—always the buried heart, the sunken passion, the frozen heat. And then, after the long, unendurably hard-locked harshness of the frozen winter, the coming of spring as now, like a lyrical cry, like a flicker of rain across a window glass, like the sudden and delicate noises of a spinet—the coming of spring and ecstasy, and overnight the thrum of wings, the burst of the tender buds, the ripple and dance of the roughened water, the light of flowers, the sudden, fleeting, almost captured, and exultant spring.


  And here, within eighty yards of the dusty little room where his uncle Bascom had his desk, there was living evidence that this intuition was not false: the secret people, it was evident, did not subsist alone on codfish and a jug full of baked beans—they ate meat, and large chunks of it, for all day long, within the market district, the drivers of big wagons were standing to their chins in meat, boys dragged great baskets of raw meat along the pavements, red-faced butchers, aproned with gouts of blood, and wearing the battered straw hats that butchers wear, toiled through the streets below with great loads of loin or haunch or rib, and in chill shops with sawdust floors the beeves were hung in frozen regimental rows.


  Right and left, around the central market, the old buildings stretched down to the harbor and the smell of ships: this was built-on land, in old days ships were anchored where these cobbles were, but the warehouses were also old—they had the musty, mellow, blackened air and smell of the ’seventies, they looked like Victorian prints, they reeked of ancient ledgers, of “counting houses,” of proud, monied merchants, and the soft-spoked rumble of victorias.


  By day, this district was one snarled web of chaos: a gewirr of deep-bodied trucks, powerful dappled horses, cursing drivers, of loading, unloading, and shipping, of dispatch and order, of the million complicated weavings of life and business.


  But if one came here at evening, after the work of the day was done, if one came here at evening on one of those delicate and sudden days of spring that New England knows, if one came here as many a lonely youth had come here in the past, some boy from the inland immensity of America, some homesick lad from the South, from the marvellous hills of Old Catawba, he might be pierced again by the bitter ecstasy of youth, the ecstasy that tears him apart with a cry that has no tongue, the ecstasy that is proud, lonely, and exultant, that is fierce with joy and blind with glory, but yet carries in it a knowledge, born in such a moment, that the intangible cannot be touched, the ungraspable cannot be grasped—the imperial and magnificent minute is gone forever which, with all its promises, its million intuitions, he wishes to clothe with the living substance of beauty. He wishes to flesh the moment with the thighs and breast and belly of a wonderful mistress, he wishes to be great and glorious and triumphant, to distill the ether of this ecstasy in a liquor, and to drink strong joy forever; and at the heart of all this is the bitter knowledge of death—death of the moment, death of the day, death of one more infrequent spring.


  Perhaps the thing that really makes New England wonderful is this sense of joy, this intuition of brooding and magic fulfilment that hovers like a delicate presence in the air of one of these days. Perhaps the answer is simple: perhaps it is only that this soft and sudden spring, with its darts and flicks of evanescent joy, its sprite-like presence that is only half-believed, its sound that is the sound of something lost and elfin and half-dreamed, half-heard, seems wonderful after the grim frozen tenacity of the winter, the beautiful and terrible desolation, the assault of the frost and ice on living flesh which resists it finally as it would resist the cruel battering of a brute antagonist, so that the tart, stingy speech, the tight gestures, the withdrawn and suspicious air, the thin lips, red pointed noses and hard prying eyes of these people are really the actions of those who, having to defend themselves harshly against nature, harshly defend themselves against all the world.


  At any rate, the thing the boy feels who comes here at the day’s end is not completion, weariness, and sterility, but a sense of swelling ecstasy, a note of brooding fulfilment. The air will have in it the wonderful odors of the market and the smell of the sea; as he walks over the bare cobbled pavement under the corrugated tin awnings of the warehouses and produce stores a hundred smells of the rich fecundity of the earth will assail him: the clean sharp pungency of thin crated wood and the citric nostalgia of oranges, lemons, and grapefruit, the stench of a decayed cabbage and the mashed pulp of a rotten orange. There will be also the warm coarse limy smell of chickens, the strong coddy smell of cold fish and oysters; and the crisp moist cleanliness of the garden smells—of great lettuces, cabbages, new potatoes, with their delicate skins loamy with sweet earth, the wonderful sweet crispness of crated celery; and then the melons—the ripe golden melons bedded in fragrant straw—and all the warm infusions of the tropics: the bananas, the pineapples and the alligator pears.


  The delicate and subtle air of spring touches all these odors with a new and delicious vitality; it draws the tar out of the pavements also, and it draws slowly, subtly, from ancient warehouses, the compacted perfumes of eighty years: the sweet thin piney scents of packing-boxes, the glutinous composts of half a century, that have thickly stained old warehouse plankings, the smells of twine, tar, turpentine and hemp, and of thick molasses, ginseng, pungent vines and roots and old piled sacking; the clean, ground strength of fresh coffee, brown, sultry, pungent, and exultantly fresh and clean; the smell of oats, baled hay and bran, of crated eggs and cheese and butter; and particularly the smell of meat, of frozen beeves, slick porks, and veals, of brains and livers and kidneys, of haunch, paunch, and jowl; of meat that is raw and of meat that is cooked, for upstairs in that richly dingy block of buildings there is a room where the butchers, side by side with the bakers, the bankers, the brokers and the Harvard boys, devour thick steaks of the best and tenderest meat, smoking-hot breads, and big, jacketed potatoes.


  And then there is always the sea. In dingy blocks, memoried with time and money, the buildings stretch down to the docks, and there is always the feeling that the sea was here, that this is built-on earth. A single truck will rattle over the deserted stones, and then there is the street that runs along the harbor, the dingy little clothing shops and eating places, the powerful strings of freight cars, agape and empty, odorous with their warm fatigued planking and the smells of flanges and axles that have rolled great distances.


  And finally, by the edges of the water, there are great piers and storehouses, calm and potent with their finished work: they lie there, immense, starkly ugly, yet touched with the powerful beauty of enormous works and movements; they are what they are, they have been built without a flourish for the work they do, their great sides rise in level cliffs of brick, they are pierced with tracks and can engulf great trains; and now that the day is done they breathe with the vitality of a tired but living creature. A single footfall will make remote and lonely echoes in their brooding depths, there will be the expiring clatter of a single truck, the sound of a worker’s voice as he says “Good-night,” and then the potent and magical silence.


  And then there is the sea—the sea, beautiful and mysterious as it is only when it meets the earth in harbors, the sea that bears in swell and glut of tides the odorous savor of the earth, the sea that swings and slaps against encrusted piles, the sea that is braided with long ropes of scummy weed, the sea that brings the mast and marly scent of shelled decay. There is the sea, and there are the great ships—the freighters, the fishing schooners, the clean white one-night boats that make the New York run, now also potent and silent, a glitter of bright lights, of gleaming brasses, of opulent saloons—a token of joy and splendor in dark waters, a hint of love and the velvet belly upon dark tides—and the sight of all these things, the fusion of all these odors by the sprite of May is freighted with unspeakable memories, with unutterable intuitions for the youth: he does not know what he would utter, but glory, love, power, wealth, flight, and movement and the sight of new earth in the morning, and the living corporeal fulfilment of all his ecstasy is in his wish and his conviction.


  Certainly, these things can be found in New England, but perhaps the person who finds this buried joy the most is this lonely visitor—and particularly the boy from the South, for in the heart of the Southerner alone, perhaps, is this true and secret knowledge of the North: it is there in his dreams and his childhood premonition, it is there like the dark Helen, and no matter what he sees to cheat it, he will always believe in it, he will always return to it. Certainly, this was true of the gnarled and miserly old man who now sat not far from all this glory in his dingy State Street office, for Bascom Pentland, although the stranger on seeing him might have said, “There goes the very image of a hard-bitten old Down-Easter,” had come, as lonely and wretched a youth as ever lived, from the earth of Old Catawba, he had known and felt these things and, in spite of his frequent bitter attacks on the people, the climate, the life, New England was the place to which he had returned to live, and for which he felt the most affection.


  Now, ruminant and lost, he stared across the archway of his hands. In a moment, with what was only an apparent irrelevance, with what was really a part of the coherent past, a light plucked from dark adyts of the brain, he said: “Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth?”


  He was silent and thoughtful for a moment; then he added sadly: “I am an old man. I have lived a long time. I have seen so many things. Sometimes everything seems so long ago.”


  Then his eye went back into the wilderness, the lost earth, the buried men.


  Presently he said, “I hope you will come out on Sunday. O, by all means! By all means! I believe your aunt is expecting you. Yes, sir, I believe she said something to that effect. Or perhaps she intends to pay a visit to one of her children. I do not know, I have not the remotest—not the faintest idea of what she proposes to do,” he howled. “Of course,” he said impatiently and scornfully, “I never have any notion what she has in mind. No, sir, I really could not tell you. I no longer pay any attention to what she says—O! not the slightest!” he waved his great hand through the air—“Say!” stiffly and harshly he tapped the boy’s knee, grinning at him with the combative glitter of his ptotic eye—“Say! did you ever find one of them with whom it was possible to carry on a coherent conversation? Did you ever find one of them who would respond to the processes of reason and ordered thought? My dear boy!” he cried, “you cannot talk to them. I assure you, you cannot talk to them. You might as well whistle into the wind or spit into the waters of the Nile, for all the good it will do you. In his youth man will bare the riches of his spirit to them, will exhaust the rich accumulations of his genius—his wisdom, his learning, his philosophy—in an effort to make them worthy of his companionship—and in the end, what does he always find? Why,” said Uncle Bascom bitterly, “that he has spent his powers in talking to an imbecile”—and he snarled vengefully through his nose. In a moment more, he contorted his face, and nasally whined in a grotesque and mincing parody of a woman’s voice, “O, I feel so sick! O, deary me, now! I think my time is coming on again! O, you don’t love me any mo-o-ore! O, I wish I was dead! O, I can’t get up today! O, I wish you’d bring me something nice from ta-own! O, if you loved me you’d buy me a new hat! O, I’ve got nothing to we-e-ar!” here his voice had an added snarl of bitterness—“I’m ashamed to go out on the street with all the other wim-men!”


  Then he paused broodingly for a moment more, wheeled abruptly and tapped the boy on the knee again: “The proper study of mankind is—say!” he said with a horrible fixed grimace and in a kind of cunning whisper—“does the poet say—woman? I want to ask you: does he, now? Not on your life!” yelled Uncle Bascom. “The word is man, man, man! Nothing else but man!”


  Again he was silent: then, with an accent of heavy sarcasm, he went on: “Your aunt likes music. You may have observed your aunt is fond of music——”


  It was, in fact, the solace of her life: on a tiny gramophone which one of her daughters had given her, she played constantly the records of the great composers.


  “—Your aunt is fond of music,” Bascom said deliberately. “Perhaps you may have thought—perhaps it seemed to you that she discovered it—perhaps you thought it was your aunt’s own patent and invention—but there you would be wrong! O yes! my boy!” he howled remotely. “You may have thought so, but you would be wrong—Say!” he turned slowly with a malevolent glint of interrogation, a controlled ironic power—“was the Fifth Symphony written by a woman? Was the object of your aunt’s worship, Richard Wagner, a female?” he snarled. “By no means! Where are their great works—their mighty symphonies, their great paintings, their epic poetry? Was it in a woman’s skull that the Critique of Pure Reason was conceived? Is the gigantic work upon the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel the product of a woman’s genius?—Say! did you ever hear of a lady by the name of William Shakespeare? Was it a female of that name who wrote King Lear? Are you familiar with the works of a nice young lady named John Milton? Or Fräulein Goethe, a sweet German girl?” he sneered. “Perhaps you have been edified by the writ-ings of Mademoiselle Voltaire or Miss Jonathan Swift? Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!”


  He paused, stared deliberately across his hands, and in a moment repeated, slowly and distinctly: “The woman gave me of the tree and I did eat. Ah! that’s it! There, my boy, you have it! There, in a nut-shell, you have the work for which they are best fitted.” And he turned upon his nephew suddenly with a blaze of passion, his voice husky and tremulous from the stress of emotion. “The tempter! The Bringer of Forbidden Fruit! The devil’s ambassador! Since the beginning of time that has been their office—to madden the brain, to turn man’s spirit from its highest purposes, to corrupt, to seduce, and to destroy! To creep and crawl, to intrude into the lonely places of man’s heart and brain, to wind herself into the core of his most secret life as a worm eats its way into a healthy fruit—to do all this with the guile of a serpent, the cunning of a fox—that, my boy, is what she’s here for!—and she’ll never change!” And, lowering his voice to an ominous and foreboding whisper, he said mysteriously, “Beware! Beware! Do not be deceived!”


  In a moment more he had resumed his tone and manner of calm deliberation and, with an air of irrelevance, somewhat grudgingly, as if throwing a bone to a dog, he said, “Your aunt, of course, was a woman of considerable mentality—considerable, that is, for a female. Of course, her mind is no longer what it used to be. I never talk to her any more,” he said indifferently. “I do not listen to her. I think she said something to me about your coming out on Sunday! But I do not know. No, sir, I could not tell you what her plans are. I have my own interests, and I suppose she has hers. Of course, she has her music. ... Yes, sir, she always has her music,” he said indifferently and contemptuously, and, staring across the apex of his hands, he forgot her.


  Yet, he had been young, and full of pain and madness. For a space he had known all the torments any lover ever knew. So much Louise had told her nephew, and so much Bascom had not troubled to deny. For bending toward the boy swiftly, fiercely, and abruptly, as if Bascom was not there, she whispered: “Oh, yes! he’s indifferent enough to me now—but there was a time, there was a time, I tell you!—when he was mad about me! The old fool!” she cackled suddenly and bitterly with a seeming irrelevance. Then bending forward suddenly with a resumption of her former brooding intensity, she whispered: “Yes! he was mad, mad, mad! Oh, he can’t deny it!” she cried. “He couldn’t keep his eyes off me for a minute! He went cwazy if any other man so much as looked at me!”


  “Quite true, my dear! Quite true!” said Uncle Bascom without a trace of anger or denial in his voice, with one of his sudden and astonishing changes to a mood of tender and tranquil agreement. “Oh, yes,” he said again, staring reminiscently across the apex of his great folded hands, “it is all quite true—every word as she has spoken it—quite true, quite true. I had forgotten but it’s all quite true.” And he shook his gaunt head gently from side to side, turning his closed eyes downward, and snuffling gently, blindly, tenderly, with laughter, with a passive and indifferent memory.


  For a year or two after his marriage, she had said, he had been maddened by a black insanity of jealousy. It descended on his spirit like a choking and pestilence-laden cloud, it entered his veins with blackened tongues of poison, it crept along the conduits of his blood, sweltered venomously in his heart, it soaked into the convolutions of his brain until his brain was fanged with hatred, soaked in poison, stricken, maddened, and unhinged. His gaunt figure wasted until he became the picture of skeletonized emaciation, jealousy and fear ate like a vulture at his entrails, all of the vital energy, the power and intensity of his life, was fed into this poisonous and consuming fire and then, when it had almost wrecked his health, ruined his career, and destroyed his reason, it left him as suddenly as it came: his life reverted to its ancient and imbedded core of egotism, he grew weary of his wife, he thought of her indifferently, he forgot her.


  And she, poor soul, was like a rabbit trapped before the fierce yellow eye, the hypnotic stare of a crouching tiger. She did not know whether he would spring, strike forth his paw to maul her, or walk off indifferently. She was dazed and stricken before the violence of his first passion, the unreasoning madness of his jealousy, and in the years that followed she was bewildered, resentful, and finally embittered by the abrupt indifference which succeeded it—an indifference so great that often he seemed to forget her very existence for days at a time, to live with her in a little house as if he were scarcely conscious of her presence, stumping about the place in an intensity of self-absorption while he cursed and muttered to himself, banged open furnace doors, chopped up whatever combinations of raw foods his fantastic imagination might contrive, and answering her impatiently and contemptuously when she spoke to him: “What did you say-y? Oh, what are you talk-ing about?”—and he would stump away again, absorbed mysteriously with his own affairs. And sometimes, if he was the victim of conspiracy in the universe—if God had forsaken him and man had tricked and cheated him, he would roll upon the floor, hammer his heels against the wall, and howl his curses at oblivious heaven.


  Louise, meanwhile, her children having left her, played Wagner on the gramophone, kept her small house tidy, and learned to carry on involved and animated conversations with herself, or even with her pots and pans, for when she scrubbed and cleaned them, she would talk to them: if she dropped one, she would scold it, pick it from the floor, spank it across the bottom, saying: “No, you don’t! Naughty, you bad thing, you!” And often, while he stumped through the house, these solitary conversations were interspersed by fits of laughter: she would bend double over her pots snuffling with soft laughter which was faintly broken at its climax, a long high “Who-o-op.” Then she would shake her head pityingly, and be off again, but at what she was laughing she could not have said.


  One night, however, she interrupted one of Bascom’s stamping and howling tirades by putting on her tiny gramophone The Ride of the Valkyries, as recorded by the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra. Bascom, after the first paralysis of his surprise had passed, rushed furiously toward the offending instrument that was providing such melodious but mighty competition. Then Bascom halted; for suddenly he noticed that Louise was standing beside the instrument, that she was snuffling through her nose with laughter, and that from time to time she looked craftily toward him, and broke into a high piercing cackle. Bascom also noticed that she held a large carving knife in her hand. With a loud yell he turned and fled toward his room, where he locked the door, crying out strongly in an agony of terror: “O Momma! Momma! Save me!”


  All this had amused Louise enormously. She played the record over time after time, forever snuffling with laughter and the high cackle: “Who-oo-oo!” She bent double with it.


  And now, as the boy looked at the old man, he had a sense of union with the past. It seemed to him if he would only speak, the living past, the voices of lost men, the pain, the pride, the madness and despair, the million scenes and faces of the buried life—all that an old man ever knew—would be revealed to him, would be delivered to him like a priceless treasure, as an inheritance which old men owed to young, and which should be the end and effort of all living. His savage hunger was a kind of memory: he thought if he could speak, it would be fed.


  And for a moment, it seemed, he saw the visages of time, dark time, the million lock-bolts shot back in man’s memory, the faces of the lost Americans, and all the million casual moments of their lives, with Bascom blazing at them from a dozen pulpits, Bascom, tortured by love and madness, walking the streets of the nation, stumping the rutted roads, muttering through darkness with clasped bony hands, a gaunt and twisted figure reeling across the continent below immense and cruel skies. Light fell upon his face and darkness crossed it:—he came up from the wilderness, from derbied men and bustled women, from all of the memories of lavish brown, and from time, dark time—from a time that was further off than Saxon thanes, all of the knights, the spearheads, and the horses.


  Was all this lost?


  “It was so long ago,” the old man said.


  Bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more: the flying leaf, the broken cloud. Was no love crying in the wilderness?


  “—So long ago. I have lived so long. I have seen so much. I could tell you so many things,” his uncle said huskily, with weariness and indifference. His eye was lustreless and dead, he looked for a moment tired and old.


  All at once, a strange and perplexing vision, which was to return many times in the years that followed, came to the boy. It was this: there was a company of old men and women at dinner, seated together around a table. All of them were very old, older than his uncle; the faces of the old men and women were fragile and delicate like old yellowed china, their faces were frail and sexless, they had begun to look alike. In their youth all these people had known one another. The men had drunk, fought, whored, hated one another, and loved the women. Some had been devoured by the sterile and corrupt fear and envy that young men know. In secret their lips were twisted, their faces livid, and their hearts bitter; their eyes glittered with a reptilian hatred of another man—they dreaded his success, and they exulted in his failure, laughing with a delirious joy when they heard or read of his hurt, defeat, or humiliation. They had been afraid to speak or confess what was in their hearts, they feared the mockery of their fellows; with one another their words were careful, picked, and disparaging. They gave the lie to passion and belief and they said what they knew was false. And yet along dark roads at night they had shouted out into the howling winds their great goat cries of joy, exultancy and power; they had smelled snow in thick brooding air at night, and they had watched it come, softly spitting at the window glass, numbing the footfalls of the earth with its soft silent fall, filling their hearts with a dark proud ecstasy, touching their entrails with impending prophecy. Each had a thousand dark desires and fantasies; each wanted wealth, power, fame and love; each saw himself as great, good and talented; each feared and hated rivals in business or in love—and in crowds they glared at one another with hard hostile eyes, they bristled up like crested cocks, they watched their women jealously, felt looks and glances through their shoulder-blades, and hated men with white spermatic necks, amorous hair, and faces proud and insolent with female conquest.


  They had been young and full of pain and combat, and now all this was dead in them: they smiled mildly, feebly, gently, they spoke in thin voices, and they looked at one another with eyes dead to desire, hostility, and passion.


  As for the old women, they sat there on their yellowed and bony haunches. They were all beyond the bitter pain and ecstasy of youth—its frenzy, its hope, its sinew of bright blood and agony: they were beyond the pain and fear of anything save age and death. Here was a faithful wife, a fruitful mother; here was an adulterous and voluptuous woman, the potent mistress of a dozen men, here was her cuckold husband, who had screamed like a tortured animal when he had first found her in bed with another man, and here was the man he found her with; here was another man in whom the knowledge of his wife’s infidelity had aroused only a corrupt inverted joy, he exulted in it, he urged her on into new love affairs, he besought her greedily to taunt him with it, he fed upon his pain—and now they were all old and meagre and had the look of yellowed china. They turned their mild sunken faces toward one another with looks in which there was neither hate nor love nor desire nor passion, they laughed thinly, and their memory was all of little things.


  They no longer wanted to excel or to be first; they were no longer mad and jealous; they no longer hated rivals; they no longer wanted fame; they no longer cared for work or grew drunk on hope; they no longer turned into the dark and struck their bloody knuckles at the wall; they no longer writhed with shame upon their beds, cursed at the memory of defeat and desolation, or ripped the sheets between convulsive fingers. Could they not speak? Had they forgotten?


  Why could not the old men speak? They had known pain, death and madness, yet all their words were stale and rusty. They had known the wilderness, the savage land, the blood of the murdered men ran down into the earth that gave no answer; and they had seen it, they had shed it. Where were the passion, pain and pride, the million living moments of their lives? Was all this lost? Were they all tongueless? It seemed to the boy that there was something sly and evil in their glances as they sat together, as if they hoarded some cunning and malevolent wisdom in their brains, as if the medicine to all our grief and error was in them, but as if through the evil and conspirate communication of their glance, they had resolved to keep it from us. Or were they simply devoured with satiety, with weariness and indifference? Did they refuse to speak because they could not speak, because even memory had gone lifeless in them?


  Yes. Words echoed in their throat but they were tongueless. For them the past was dead: they poured into our hands a handful of dry dust and ashes.


  The dry bones, the bitter dust? The living wilderness, the silent waste? The barren land?


  Have no lips trembled in the wilderness? No eyes sought seaward from the rock’s sharp edge for men returning home? Has no pulse beat more hot with love or hate upon the river’s edge? Or where the old wheel and the rusted stock lie stogged in desert sand: by the horsehead a woman’s skull. No love?


  No lonely footfalls in a million streets, no heart that beat its best and bloodiest cry out against the steel and stone, no aching brain, caught in its iron ring, groping among the labyrinthine canyons? Naught in that immense and lonely land but incessant growth and ripeness and pollution, the emptiness of forests and deserts, the uhearted, [unhearted,] harsh and metal jangle of a million tongues, crying the belly-cry for bread, or the great cat’s snarl for meat and honey? All, then, all? Birth and the twenty thousand days of snarl and jangle—and no love, no love? Was no love crying in the wilderness?


  It was not true. The lovers lay below the lilac bush; the laurel leaves were trembling in the wood.


  Suddenly it seemed to the boy, that if he could put his hand upon his uncle, if he could grip his fingers in his stringy arm, his own strength and youth would go into him, and he could rekindle memory like a living flame in him, he could animate for an hour that ancient heart with the exultancy, the power, the joy that pulsed in himself; he could make the old man speak.


  He wanted to speak to him as people never speak to one another, he wanted to say and hear the things one never says and hears. He wanted to know what the old man’s youth beyond its grim weather of poverty, loneliness, and desperation had been like. His uncle had been over ten years old when the war had ended, and he had seen the men plod home in wreaths of dust and heard their casual voices in a room, he had breathed the air of vanished summers, he had seen cloud shadows floating on the massed green of the wilderness, the twisting of a last lone leaf upon a bough; and he had heard the desolate and stricken voices in the South long, long ago, the quiet and casual voices of lost men, a million vanished footsteps in the streets of life. And he had known the years of brown, dark lavish brown, the lost and hypocritic years, the thunder of the wheels and hooves upon the cobbles, the color of bright blood—the savagery, the hunger and the fear.


  Was the memory of all this lost?


  The boy touched him—he put his hand upon his uncle’s shoulder; the old man did not move. Sunken in what lost world, buried in what incommunicable and tongueless past, he said—“So long ago.”


  Then the boy got up and left him and went out into the streets where the singing and lyrical air, the man-swarm passing in its million-footed weft, the glorious women and the girls compacted in a single music of belly and breasts and thighs, the sea, the earth, the proud, potent, clamorous city, all of the voices of time, fused to a unity that was like a song, a token and a cry. Victoriously, he trod the neck of doubt as if it were a serpent: he was joined to the earth, a part of it, and he possessed it; he would be wasted and consumed, filled and renewed eternally; he would feel unceasingly alternate tides of life and dark oblivion; he would be emptied without weariness, replenished forever with strong joy. He had a tongue for agony, a food for hunger, a door for exile and a surfeit for insatiate desire: exultant certainty welled up in him, he thought he could possess it all, and he cried: “Yes! It will be mine!”


  [¬]


  XIV


  He had spells and rhymes of magic numbers which would enable him, he thought, to read all of the million books in the great library. This was a furious obsession with him all the time. And there were other spells and rhymes which would enable him to know the lives of 50,000,000 people, to visit every country in the world, to know a hundred languages, possess 10,000 lovely women, and yet have one he loved and honored above all, who would be true and beautiful and faithful to him.


  And by the all-resuming magic of these spells he would go everywhere on earth, while keeping one place to return to; and while driven mad with thirst and hunger to have everything, he would be peacefully content with almost nothing; and while wanting to be a famous, honored, celebrated man, he would live obscurely, decently, and well, with one true love forever. In short, he would have the whole cake of the world, and eat it, too—have adventures, labors, joys, and triumphs that would exhaust the energies of ten thousand men, and yet have spells and charms for all of it, and was sure that with these charms and spells and sorceries, all of it was his.


  He would rush out of the great library into the street, and take the subway into Boston. And as the train smashed and rocked along, he would sit there solemnly with his lungs expanded to the bursting point and his chest swollen and stuck out like the breast of a pouter pigeon, while his eyes bulged, the veins on his forehead stuck out, and his face slowly turned an apoplectic purple as he sat there rocking with the agony of his effort.


  Then the train would roar into the Central Station, and the breath would come sobbing and soughing out of his tortured lungs like wind out of an organ bellows. And for several seconds, while the train was stopped there at the station (for in these magic formulas these stops at stations “did not count”) he would pant and gasp for breath like a fish out of water, gulping a new supply ravenously down into his lungs again, as if he thought he was being shot in a projectile through the terrific vacuum of unmeasured space.


  Then, as the train roared out into the tunnel’s dark again, he would repeat the effort, sitting as solemn as an owl with his bulging eyes, stuck-out chest, the stolid apoplectic purple of his swollen face, while little children looked at him with frightened eyes, their mothers with a glance of nervous apprehension, and the men in all the various attitudes of gape-jawed astonishment and stupefaction. Yet, at that time, he saw nothing strange or curious in this mad behavior. Rather, to hold his breath there in the tunnel’s dark, to make that mystery of rite and number, and to follow it with a maniacal devotion seemed as inevitable and natural to him as the very act of life, of breath itself, and he was sometimes bitterly incensed when people stared at him because of it.


  Those faces—the secret dark, unknown, nameless faces, the faces of the million instant casual meetings of these years, in the cars of subway trains or on the swarming streets—returned in later years to haunt him with a blazing, unforgettable intensity of vision, with an overwhelming sense of strangeness, loss and sorrow, a poignancy of familiarity, affection and regret, which was somehow, unbelievably, as wordless, grievous, full of an instant rending and unfathomable pity, as those things a man has known best and loved with all the life and passion in him, and has lost forever—a child’s quick laugh of innocence and exultant mirth, a woman’s smile, an intonation in her voice, the naked, child-like look remembered in the eyes of simple, faithful people who have gone, or the snatches of the song one’s brother sang when he lay drowned in darkness and delirium, as he died.


  Why did the unknown faces of these years come back to him? For he could not forget the million obscure faces of those first years of his wandering when for the first time he walked alone the streets of a great city, a madman, a beggar, and a king, feeling the huge joy of the secret world impending over him with all the glory of its magic imminence, and when each furious prowl and quest into the swarming streets of life, each furious journey through the tunnel’s depth was living with the intolerable prescience of triumph and discovery—a life more happy, fortunate, golden, and complete than any life before had ever been.


  He did not know. He never knew why all those obscure, nameless and unknown faces of a million strangers who passed and vanished in an instant from his sight, or whom he passed a hundred times upon the streets without a word or sign of recognition, should return to haunt him later with a sense of loss, affection, and the familiarity of utter knowledge. But he knew that they came back to him in images of unfading brightness, and that the light of time, dark time, was on them all, and that there was revealed to him, in later years, something strange and mad and lonely in the lives of all of them, which he had accepted instantly, and felt no wonder or surprise at, when he had seen them.


  But these images of the past would come back in later years, and with a feeling of bitter loss and longing he would want to find, to see, to know them all again, to ask them what their lives had been, and what had happened to them. It was a weird, strange, assorted crew—that company of memory—on whom the light of time would fall with such a lonely hue, and how they were all got together in that magic consonance, he could never tell, but he could not forget them.


  One was an old man, an old man with fierce restless eyes, and bedraggled mustaches of a stained tobacco yellow who kept a lodging house where a student that he knew had rooms, and whose house, from the basement to the attic, was a museum to the old man’s single mania. For that house was crowded with old tottering stacks of books, a mountain of junk, uncounted and uncountable, a weariness and desolation of old print, dusty, yellowed, and unreadable—and all were memoirs of a single man, Napoleon.


  Another was a woman with a mass of henna hair, piled up in a great crown upon her head, who sat smugly, day after day, like something ageless and embalmed, a presence deathless and hermetic to all the things that change and pass, in a glass cage before a moving-picture house on Washington Street, where people thronged in the dense and narrow line before her all the time, and glass steps and a rotating stairway went steeply up beside her cage, and flashing cascades of bright water foamed and tumbled underneath the glassy stairs, as the woman with piled henna hair sat always in her cage, deathless, smug, hermetic, and embalmed.


  Another was an old man with a mad, fierce, handsome face and wild strewn hair of silvery white, who never wore a hat or overcoat, and who muttered through the streets of Cambridge, over the board walks of the Harvard Yard, in every kind of weather: winter was around him always, the rugged skies of wintry sunsets, red and harsh, the frozen desolation of old snow in street and Yard and gutter, the harsh, interminable, weary savagery of gray winter.


  One was a waitress in a restaurant on Tremont Street, a woman quiet, decent, and demure in manner, who wore faintly on her lips continually the most sensual, tender, and seductive mystery of a smile that he had ever seen on any woman’s face, who drew him back into that place to eat a thousand times, who made him think of her at night, and prowl the streets and think of her, and go back to that restaurant night after night, with a feeling of wild joy and imminent possession when he thought of her, and yet who said, did, promised nothing that was not sedate, decent, and correct, or that could give him comfort, hope, or knowledge of her life.


  He never got to know her, he never even knew her name, some secrecy and pride in him prevented him from speaking to her with familiar warmth or curiosity, but he spent thousands of good hours in thinking of her—hours filled with all the passion, dreams, and longing youth can know. The woman was no longer young; the other waitresses were younger, fresher, better-looking, had better legs and finer figures; he had no way at all of knowing the quality of her life, mind, spirit, speech—save that when he heard her speak her voice was a little husky and coarse-fibred—but that woman became the central figure of one of those glittering and impossible fantasies young men have.


  It was a great legend of wealth and fame and love and glory in which this woman lived as a creature of queenly beauty, delicacy, intelligence, and grandeur of the soul—and every obstacle of cold and acid fact that interposed itself between him and his vision he would instantly destroy by the wild fantastic logic of desire.


  And because of her he prowled a hundred streets, and walked three thousand miles, and ate one thousand sirloin steaks in that one restaurant. He would wait for night to come with furious impatience, and would feel his hands grow weak, his entrails numb, his heart begin to pound, and his throat to swell with this intolerable exultancy of joy as he approached the restaurant. Then when he got inside, and had gone upstairs to where the restaurant was, his whole body would be stirred with such a shifting iridescence of passion, happiness, hunger, triumph, music, and wild exuberant humor that he felt he could no longer hold the swelling power of ecstasy that he felt in him.


  Everything in the restaurant would become impossibly good, wonderful, and happy. The beautifully clean, crisply waisted, and voluptuous-looking waitresses would be passing all around him bearing trays of food, the empress of his desire would pass by clean and neat and dainty, sedate and decent and demure, smiling that proud, smoke-like, faint, ghost-phantom smile of maddening tenderness and seduction, the three-piece orchestra would be playing briskly, softly, languorously, strains of popular music, filling his heart with the swelling pæans of another, prouder, grander, more triumphant music; while he listened, some robust, handsome, clear-eyed and lusty-figured New England girls would be sitting at a table, smartly, roughly dressed, their fine legs clothed with woollen stockings, their feet shod with wide-open galoshes, looking almost ripe for love and tenderness if something could be done to them—and all of this spurred his hunger with a kind of maddening relish, and made the food taste better than any he had ever had before.


  Everything he saw would fill him with haunting sorrow, hunger, joy, the sense of triumph, glory, and delight, or with a limitless exuberance of wild humor. The motto of the restaurant, fixed on the wall in shields embossed with a flamboyant coat of arms, was written in a scroll beneath the coat of arms, as follows: “Luxuria Cum Economia.” The effect these words wrought on his spirit was unbelievable: he could never say what he wished to say, or what he felt about them, and to say that they were “the funniest words he ever saw,” would not begin to convey their real effect on him.


  For what they did to him was so far beyond mere funniness that he had no name to give to the emotion they evoked. But instantly, when he saw them, the wild wordless surge of a powerful and idiot exuberance of humor would swell up in him and split his features with an exultant grin.


  He would want to roar with laughter, to shout out and pound upon the table in his joy, but instead the wild voices of a goat-like exuberance would swell up in his throat until the people at the other tables would begin to stare at him as if he had gone mad. And later, on the streets, or in his room at night, he would suddenly remember them again, and then that idiot, wordless, and exultant glee would burst out of him in one roar of joy.


  Yet, the words gave him a strange happiness and content, as well. He felt a feeling of tenderness for the people who had written them, for the owners of the restaurant who had solemnly and triumphantly thought them out, for all the doctrines of “taste,” “class,” and “refinement” they evoked, for something mistaken and most pitiful that had got into our lives, and that was everywhere, something grotesquely wrong, ridiculous and confused that made one somehow feel a warm, a wordless affection for its victims.


  But this was the reason why these things could never be forgotten—because we are so lost, so naked and so lonely in America. Immense and cruel skies bend over us, and all of us are driven on forever and we have no home. Therefore, it is not the slow, the punctual sanded drip of the unnumbered days that we remember best, the ash of time; nor is it the huge monotone of the lost years, the unswerving schedules of the lost life and the well-known faces, that we remember best. It is a face seen once and lost forever in a crowd, an eye that looked, a face that smiled and vanished on a passing train, it is a prescience of snow upon a certain night, the laughter of a woman in a summer street long years ago, it is the memory of a single moon seen at the pine’s dark edge in old October—and all of our lives is written in the twisting of a leaf upon a bough, a door that opened, and a stone.


  For America has a thousand lights and weathers and we walk the streets, we walk the streets forever, we walk the streets of life alone.


  It is the place of the howling winds, the hurrying of the leaves in old October, the hard clean falling to the earth of acorns. The place of the storm-tossed moaning of the wintry mountainside, where the young men cry out in their throats and feel the savage vigor, the rude strong energies; the place also where the trains cross rivers.


  It is a fabulous country, the only fabulous country; it is the one place where miracles not only happen, but where they happen all the time.


  It is the place of exultancy and strong joy, the place of the darkened brooding air, the smell of snow; it is the place of all the fierce, the bitten colors in October, when all of the wild, sweet woods flame up; it is also the place of the cider press and the last brown oozings of the York Imperials. It is the place of the lovely girls with good jobs and the husky voices, who will buy a round of drinks; it is the place where the women with fine legs and silken underwear lie in the pullman berth below you, it is the place of the dark-green snore of the pullman cars, and the voices in the night-time in Virginia.


  It is the place where great boats are baying at the harbor’s mouth, where great ships are putting out to sea; it is the place where great boats are blowing in the gulf of night, and where the river, the dark and secret river, full of strange time, is forever flowing by us to the sea.


  The tugs keep baying in the river; at twelve o’clock the Berengaria moans, her lights slide gently past the piers beyond Eleventh Street; and in the night a tall tree falls in Old Catawba, there in the hills of home.


  It is the place of autumnal moons hung low and orange at the frosty edges of the pines; it is the place of frost and silence; of the clean dry shocks and the opulence of enormous pumpkins that yellow on hard clotted earth; it is the place of the stir and feathery stumble of the hens upon their roost, the frosty, broken barking of the dogs, the great barn-shapes and solid shadows in the running sweep of the moon-whited countryside, the wailing whistle of the fast express. It is the place of flares and steamings on the tracks, and the swing and bob and tottering dance of lanterns in the yards; it is the place of dings and knellings and the sudden glare of mighty engines over sleeping faces in the night; it is the place of the terrific web and spread and smouldering, the distant glare of Philadelphia and the solid rumble of the sleepers; it is also the place where the Transcontinental Limited is stroking eighty miles an hour across the continent and the small dark towns whip by like bullets, and there is only the fanlike stroke of the secret, immense and lonely earth again.


  I have foreseen this picture many times: I will buy passage on the Fast Express.


  It is the place of the wild and exultant winter’s morning and the wind, with the powdery snow, that has been howling all night long; it is the place of solitude and the branches of the spruce and hemlock piled with snow; it is the place where the Fall River boats are tethered to the wharf, and the wild gray snow of furious, secret, and storm-whited morning whips across them. It is the place of the lodge by the frozen lake and the sweet breath and amorous flesh of sinful woman; it is the place of the tragic and lonely beauty of New England; it is the place of the red barn and the sound of the stabled hooves and of bright tatters of old circus posters; it is the place of the immense and pungent smell of breakfast, the country sausages and the ham and eggs, the smoking wheat cakes and the fragrant coffee, and of lone hunters in the frosty thickets who whistle to their lop-eared hounds.


  Where is old Doctor Ballard now with all his dogs? He held that they were sacred, that the souls of all the dear lost dead went into them. His youngest sister’s soul sat on the seat beside him; she had long ears and her eyes were sad. Two dozen of his other cherished dead trotted around the buggy as he went up the hill past home. And that was eleven years ago, and I was nine years old; and I stared gravely out the window of my father’s house at old Doctor Ballard.


  It is the place of the straight stare, the cold white bellies and the buried lust of the lovely Boston girls; it is the place of ripe brainless blondes with tender lips and a flowery smell, and of the girls with shapely arms who stand on ladders picking oranges; it is also the place where large slow-bodied girls from Kansas City, with big legs and milky flesh, are sent East to school by their rich fathers, and there are also immense and lovely girls, with the grip of a passionate bear, who have such names as Neilson, Lundquist, Jorgenson, and Brandt.


  I will go up and down the country, and back and forth across the country on the great trains that thunder over America. I will go out West where States are square; Oh, I will go to Boise, and Helena and Albuquerque. I will go to Montana and the two Dakotas and the unknown places.


  It is the place of violence and sudden death; of the fast shots in the night, the club of the Irish cop, and the smell of brains and blood upon the pavement; it is the place of the small-town killings, and the men who shoot the lovers of their wives; it is the place where the negroes slash with razors and the hillmen kill in the mountain meadows; it is the place of the ugly drunks and the snarling voices and of foul-mouthed men who want to fight; it is the place of the loud word and the foolish boast and the violent threat; it is also the place of the deadly little men with white faces and the eyes of reptiles, who kill quickly and casually in the dark; it is the lawless land that feeds on murder.


  “Did you know the two Lipe girls?” he asked. “Yes,” I said. “They lived in Biltburn by the river, and one of them was drowned in the flood. She was a cripple, and she wheeled herself along in a chair. She was strong as a bull.” “That’s the girl,” he said.


  It is the place of the crack athletes and of the runners who limber up in March; it is the place of the ten-second men and the great jumpers and vaulters; it is the place where Spring comes, and the young birch trees have white and tender barks, of the thaw of the earth, and the feathery smoke of the trees; it is the place of the burst of grass and bud, the wild and sudden tenderness of the wilderness, and of the crews out on the river and the coaches coming down behind them in the motor-boats, the surges rolling out behind when they are gone with heavy sudden wash. It is the place of the baseball players, and the easy lob, the soft spring smackings of the glove and mit, the crack of the bat; it is the place of the great batters, fielders, and pitchers, of the nigger boys and the white, drawling, shirt-sleeved men, the bleachers and the resinous smell of old worn wood; it is the place of Rube Waddell, the mighty untamed and ill-fated pitcher when his left arm is swinging like a lash. It is the place of the fighters, the crafty Jewish lightweights and the mauling Italians, Leonard, Tendler, Rocky Kansas, and Dundee; it is the place where the champion looks over his rival’s shoulder with a bored expression.


  I shall wake at morning in a foreign land thinking I heard a horse in one of the streets of home.


  It is the place where they like to win always, and boast about their victories; it is the place of quick money and sudden loss; it is the place of the mile-long freights with their strong, solid, clanking, heavy loneliness at night, and of the silent freight of cars that curve away among raw piney desolations with their promise of new lands and unknown distances—the huge attentive gape of emptiness. It is the place where the bums come singly from the woods at sunset, the huge stillness of the water-tower, the fading light, the rails, secret and alive, and trembling with the oncoming train; it is the place of the great tramps, Oklahoma Red, Fargo Pete, and the Jersey Dutchman, who grab fast rattlers for the Western shore; it is the place of old blown bums who come up in October skirls of dust and wind and crumpled newspapers and beg, with canned heat on their breaths: “Help Old McGuire: McGuire’s a good guy, kid. You’re not so tough, kid: McGuire’s your pal, kid: How about McGuire, McGuire——?”


  It is the place of the poolroom players and the drug-store boys; of the town whore and her paramour, the tough town driver; it is the place where they go to the woods on Sunday and get up among the laurel and dogwood bushes and the rhododendron blossoms; it is the place of the cheap hotels and the kids who wait with chattering lips while the nigger goes to get them their first woman; it is the place of the drunken college boys who spend the old man’s money and wear fur coats to the football games; it is the place of the lovely girls up North who have rich fathers, of the beautiful wives of business men.


  The train broke down somewhere beyond Manassas, and I went forward along the tracks with all the other passengers. “What’s the matter?” I said to the engineer. “The eccentric strap is broken, son,” he said. It was a very cold day, windy and full of sparkling sun. This was the farthest north I’d ever been, and I was twelve years old and on my way to Washington to see Woodrow Wilson inaugurated. Later I could not forget the face of the engineer and the words “eccentric strap.”


  It is the place of the immense and lonely earth, the place of fat ears and abundance where they grow cotton, corn, and wheat, the wine-red apples of October, and the good tobacco.


  It is the place that is savage and cruel, but it is also the innocent place; it is the wild lawless place, the vital earth that is soaked with the blood of the murdered men, with the blood of the countless murdered men, with the blood of the unavenged and unremembered murdered men; but it is also the place of the child and laughter, where the young men are torn apart with ecstasy, and cry out in their throats with joy, where they hear the howl of the wind and the rain and smell the thunder and the soft numb spitting of the snow, where they are drunk with the bite and sparkle of the air and mad with the solar energy, where they believe in love and victory and think that they can never die.


  It is the place where you come up through Virginia on the great trains in the night-time, and rumble slowly across the wide Potomac and see the morning sunlight on the nation’s dome at Washington, and where the fat man shaving in the pullman washroom grunts, “What’s this? What’s this we’re coming to—Washington?”—And the thin man glancing out the window says, “Yep, this is Washington. That’s what it is, all right. You gettin’ off here?”—And where the fat man grunts, “Who—me? Naw—I’m goin’ on to Baltimore.” It is the place where you get off at Baltimore and find your brother waiting.


  Where is my father sleeping on the land? Buried? Dead these seven years? Forgotten, rotten in the ground? Held by his own great stone? No, no! Will I say, “Father” when I come to him? And will he call me, “Son”? Oh, no, he’ll never see my face: we’ll never speak except to say——


  It is the place of the fast approach, the hot blind smoky passage, the tragic lonely beauty of New England, and the web of Boston; the place of the mighty station there, and engines passive as great cats, the straight dense plumes of engine smoke, the acrid and exciting smell of trains and stations, and of the man-swarm passing ever in its million-footed weft, the smell of the sea in harbors and the thought of voyages—and the place of the goat cry, the strong joy of our youth, the magic city, when we knew the most fortunate life on earth would certainly be ours, that we were twenty and could never die.


  And always America is the place of the deathless and enraptured moments, the eye that looked, the mouth that smiled and vanished, and the word; the stone, the leaf, the door we never found and never have forgotten. And these are the things that we remember of America, for we have known all her thousand lights and weathers, and we walk the streets, we walk the streets forever, we walk the streets of life alone.


  [¬]


  XV


  Now at Cambridge, in the house of the Murphys on Trowbridge Street, he found himself living with the Irish for the first time, and he discovered that the Murphys were utterly different from all the Irish he had known before, and all that he had felt and believed about them. He soon discovered that the Murphys were a typical family of the Boston Irish. It was a family of five: there were Mr. and Mrs. Murphy, two sons and a daughter. Mrs. Murphy ran the house on Trowbridge Street, which they owned, and rented the rooms to lodgers, Mr. Murphy was night watchman in a warehouse on the Boston waterfront, the girl was a typist in an Irish business house in Boston, the older boy, Jimmy, had a clerical position in the Boston City Hall, and the youngest boy, Eddy, whom the youth knew best, was a student at Boston College. In addition there were two Irish lodgers who had lived with them for years: Mr. Feeney, a young man who worked at Raymond’s, a department store in Washington Street, Boston, and Mr. O’Doul, a middle-aged man, unmarried, who occupied the front room upstairs just over the boy’s own room. Mr. O’Doul was a civil engineer, he drank very heavily, and he would sometimes be confined to his bed for days at a time with terrible attacks of rheumatism which would bend, gnarl, and twist him, and render him incapable of movement.


  But in the Murphys the boy discovered none of the richness, wildness, extravagance, and humor of such people as Mike Fogarty, Tim Donovan, or the MacReadys—the Irish he had known at home. The Murphys were hard, sterile, arid, meagre, and cruel: they were disfigured by a warped and infuriated puritanism, and yet they were terribly corrupt. There was nothing warm, rich, or generous about them or their lives: it seemed as if the living roots of nature had grown gnarled and barren among the walls and pavements of the city, it seemed that everything that is wild, sudden, capricious, whimsical, passionate, and mysterious in the spirit of the race had been dried and hardened out of them by their divorce from the magical earth their fathers came from, as if the snarl and jangle of the city streets, the barren and earthless angularity of steel and stone and brick, had entered their souls. Even their speech had become hard, gray, and sterile: the people were almost inarticulate, it is doubtful if one of them had three hundred words in his vocabulary: the boy noticed that the men especially—Murphy, his two sons, Feeney, and O’Doul—made constant use of a few arid words and phrases, which, with the intonation of the voice, and a slight convulsive movement of the arms and hands, filled in enormous vacancies in thought and feeling, and said all that they could say, or wished to say. Chief among these words or phrases was “You know?[”] ... or “You know what I mean?”—words which were uttered with a slight protesting emphasis on “You,” a slight and painful movement of the hands or shoulders, and an air that the listener must fill in for himself all that they wanted to imply. For epithets of rich resounding rage, for curses thick and opulent with fury, in which he had believed their tongues were apt and their spirits prodigal, he discovered that they had no more to offer than “Chee!” or “Jeez!” or “Ho-ly Jeez!” or “Christ!” or “Ho-ly Christ!” or occasionally “Ho-ly Mary!” Finally, they made a constant and stupefying use of that terrible gray abortion of a word “guy”: it studded their speech with the numberless monotony of paving brick, without it they would have been completely speechless and would have had to communicate by convulsions of their arms and hands and painful croakings from their tongueless throats—the word fell upon the spirit of the listener with the gray weariness of a cold incessant drizzle, it flowed across the spirit like a river of concrete; hope, joy, the power to feel and think were drowned out under the relentless and pitiless aridity of its flood.


  At first, he thought these words and phrases were part of a meagre but sufficient pattern which they had learned in order to meet the contingencies of life and business with alien and Protestant spirits, as waiters in European cafés, restaurants, and dining-cars will learn a few words of English in order to serve the needs of British and American tourists—he thought this because he saw something sly, closed, conspiratorial, mocking and full of hatred and mistrust, in their relations with people who were not members of their race and their religion; he thought they had a warm, secret and passionate life of their own which never could be known by a stranger. But he soon found that this belief was untrue: even in their conversations with one another, they were almost inarticulate—a race which thought, felt, and spoke with the wooden insensitivity of automatons or dummies on whose waxen souls a few banal formulas for speech and feeling had been recorded. He heard some amazing performances: every evening toward six o’clock the family would gather in their dingy living-room at the end of the hall, Mr. Feeney and Mr. O’Doul would join them, and then he could hear the voices of the men raised in argument, protest, agreement, denial, affirmation and belief, or skepticism, evoking a ghastly travesty of all of man’s living moments of faith, doubt, and passion, and yet speaking for hours at a time, with the idiot repetitions of a gramophone held by its needle to a single groove, a blunted jargon of fifty meaningless words:


  “What guy?”


  “Dat guy!”


  “Nah, nah, nah, not him—duh otheh guy!”


  “Wich guy do yuh mean—duh big guy?”


  “Nah, nah, nah—yuh got it all wrong!—Not him—duh little guy!”


  “Guh-wan!”—a derisive laugh—“Guh-wan!”


  “Watcha tryin’ t’ do—kid me? Dat guy neveh saw de day he could take Grogan. Grogan ’ud bat his brains out.”


  “Guh-wan! Yer full of prunes! ... Watcha tryin’ t’ give me? Dat guy ’ud neveh take Tommy Grogan in a million yeahs! He couldn’t take Tommy duh best day he eveh saw! Grogan ’ud have him on de floeh in thirty-seconds!”


  “Ho-ly Chee!”


  “Sure he would!”


  “Guh-wan, Guh-wan! Yer crazy! Grogan! Ho-ly Chee!”


  And this, with laughter, denial, agreement—all the appurtenances of conversation among living men—could go on unweariedly for hours at a time.


  Sometimes he would interrupt these conversations for a moment: he would go back to leave a message, to pay the rent, to ask if any one had called.


  As soon as he knocked, the voices would stop abruptly, the room would grow suddenly hushed, there would be whispers and a dry snickering laughter: in a moment some one would say “Come in,” and he would enter a room full of hushed and suddenly straightened faces. The men would sit quietly or say a word or two of greeting, friendly enough in appearance, but swift sly looks would pass between them, and around the corners of their thin, hard mouths there would be something loose, corrupt and mocking. Mrs. Murphy would arise and come to greet him, her voice filled with a false heartiness, an unclean courtesy, a horrible and insolent travesty of friendliness, and her face would also have the look of having been suddenly straightened out and solemnly compressed, she would listen with a kind of evil attention, but she would have the same loose, mocking look, and the quiet sly look would pass between her and the others. Then, when he had left them, and the door had closed behind him, there would be the same sly silence for a moment, then a low muttering of words, a sudden violence of hard derisive laughter, and some one saying, “Ho-ly Jeez!”


  He despised them: he loathed them because they were dull, dirty, and dishonest, because their lives were stupid, barren, and ugly, for their deliberate and insolent unfriendliness and for the conspiratorial secrecy and closure of their petty and vicious lives, entrenched solidly behind a wall of violent and corrupt politics and religious fanaticism, and regarding the alien, the stranger, with the hostile and ignorant eyes of the peasant.


  All of the men had a dry, meagre, and brutal quality: Mr. Murphy was a little man with a dry, corky figure, he had a gray face, a thin sunken mouth, around which the line of loose mockery was always playing, and a closely cropped gray moustache. The boy always found him in his shirt-sleeves, with his shoes off, and his stockinged feet thrust out upon a chair. Feeney, O’Doul, Jimmy and Eddy Murphy, although of various sizes, shapes, and ages, all had thick tallowy-looking skins, hard dull eyes and a way of speaking meagrely out of the corners of their loose thin mouths. Mrs. Murphy was physically the biggest of the lot, with a certain quality of ripeness and fertility, however blighted, that none of the others had: she was a large slatternly woman, with silvery white hair which gave her somehow a look of sly and sinister haggishness; she had a high, flaming color marked with patches of eczemic red, her voice was hearty and she had a big laugh, but her face also had the false, hostile and conspiratorial secrecy of the others.


  Eddy Murphy, the youngest boy, was also the best of the crowd. All decent and generous impulse had not yet been killed or deadened in him, he still possessed a warped and blunted friendliness, the rudiments of some youthful feeling for a better, warmer, bolder, and more liberal kind of life. As time went on, he made a few awkward, shamed, and inarticulate advances toward friendship, he began to come into the young man’s room from time to time, and presently to tell him a little of his life at college and his hopes for the future. He was a little fellow, with the same dry, febrile, alert, and corky figure that his father had: he was one of the dark Irish, he had black hair, and black eyes, and one of his legs was badly bowed and bent outward, the result, he said, of having broken it, in a high-school football game. The first time he came into the room, he stood around shyly, awkwardly, and mistrustfully for a spell, blurting out a few words from time to time, and looking at the books and papers with a kind of dazed and stricken stupefaction.


  “Watcha do wit all dese books? Huh?”


  “I read them.”


  “Guh-wan! Watcha tryin’ t’ hand me? Y’ ain’t read all dem books! Dey ain’t no guy dat’s read dat much.”


  As a matter of fact, there were only two or three hundred books in the place, but he could not have been more impressed if the entire contents of the Widener Library had been stored there.


  “Well, I have read them all,” the other said. “Most of them, any way, and a lot more besides.”


  “Guh-wan! No kiddin!” [kiddin’!”] he said, in a dazed tone and with an air of astounded disbelief. “Watcha want to read so much for?”


  “I like to read. Don’t you?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. You know,” he said painfully, with the slightest convulsive movement of his hands and shoulders. “... ’S’all right.”


  “You have to read for your classes at Boston College, don’t you?”


  “DO I?” he cried, with a sudden waking to life. “I’ll say I do! ... Ho-ly Chee! Duh way dose guys pile it on to you is a crime!”


  There was another awkward silence, he continued to stare at the books, and to fumble about in an embarrassed and tongue-tied manner, and suddenly he burst out explosively and triumphantly: “Shakespeare was de greatest poet dat evah lived. He wrote plays an’ sonnets. A sonnet is a pome of foihteen lines: it is composed of two pahts, de sextet an’ de octrave.”


  “That’s pretty good. They must make you work out there?”


  “DO they?” he cried. “I’ll tell duh cock-eyed world dey do! ... Do you know who de greatest prose-writeh was?” he burst out with the same convulsive suddenness.


  “No ... who was it? Jonathan Swift?”


  “Guh-wan!”


  “Addison? ... Dryden? ... Matthew Arnold?” the youth asked hopefully.


  “Guh-wan, Guh-wan!” he shouted derisively. “Yuh’re way off!”


  “Am I? ... Who was it then?”


  “James Henry Cardinal Nooman,” he crowed triumphantly. “Dat’s who it was! ... Father Dolan said so. ... Chee! ... Dey ain’t nuttin’ dat guy don’t know! He’s duh greatest English scholeh livin’! ... Nooman wrote de Apologia pro Vita Suo,” he said triumphantly. “Dat’s Latin.”


  “Well, yes, he is a good writer,” said the other boy. “But Thomas Carlyle is a good writer, too?” he proposed argumentatively.


  “Guh-wan!” shouted Eddy derisively. “Watcha givin’ me?” He was silent a moment; then he added with a grin, “Yuh know de reason why you say dat?”


  “No, why?”


  “It’s because yuh’re a Sout’paw,” and suddenly he laughed, naturally and good-naturedly.


  “A Southpaw? How do you mean?”


  “Oh, dat’s duh name de fellows call ’em out at school,” he said.


  “Call who?”


  “Why, guys like you,” he said. “Dat’s de name we call duh Protestants,” he said, laughing. “We call ’em Sout’paws.”


  The word in its connotation of a life that was hostile, hard, fanatic, and suspicious of everything alien to itself was disgraceful and shameful but there was something irresistibly funny about it too, and suddenly they both laughed loudly.


  After that, they got along together much better: Eddy came in to see the other youth quite often, he talked more freely and naturally, and sometimes he would bring his English themes and ask for help with them.


  Such were the Boston Irish as he first saw them; and often as he thought of the wild, extravagant and liberal creatures of his childhood—of Mr. Fogarty, Tim Donovan, and the MacReadys—it seemed to him that they belonged to a grander and completely different race; or perhaps, he thought, the glory of earth and air and sky there had kept them ripe and sweet as they always were, while their brothers here had withered upon the rootless pavements, soured and sickened in the savage tumult of the streets, grown hard and dead and ugly in the barren land.


  The only person near him in the house, and the only person there the boy saw with any regularity was a Chinese student named Wang: he had the room next to him—in fact he had the two next rooms, for he was immensely rich, the son of a man in the mandarin class who governed one of the Chinese provinces.


  But his habits and conduct were in marked contrast to those of the average Oriental who attends an American university. These others, studious seekers after knowledge, had come to work. Mr. Wang, a lazy and good-humored wastrel with more money than he could spend, had come to play. And play he did, with a whole-hearted devotion to pleasure that was worthy of a better purpose. His pleasures were for the most part simple, but they were also costly, running to flowered silk dressing gowns, expensively tailored clothes cut in a rakish Broadway style, silk shirts, five-pound boxes of chocolate creams, of which he was inordinately fond, week-end trips to New York, stupendous banquets at an expensive Chinese restaurant in Boston, phonograph records, of which he had a great many, and the companionship of “nice flat girls”—by this he meant to say his women should be “fat,” which apparently was the primary requisite for voluptuous pulchritude.


  Mr. Wang himself was just a fat, stupid, indolent, and good-hearted child: his two big rooms in the rear of the Murphy establishment were lavishly furnished with carved teak-wood, magnificent screens, fat divans, couches, and chests. The rooms were always lighted with the glow of dim and sensual lamps, there was always an odor of sandalwood and incense, and from time to time one heard Mr. Wang’s shrill sudden scream of childish laughter. He had two cronies, young Chinese who seemed as idle, wealthy, and pleasure-loving as himself; they came to his rooms every night, and then one could hear them jabbering and chattering away in their strange speech, and sometimes silence, low eager whisperings, and then screams of laughter.


  The boy had grown to know the Chinese very well; Mr. Wang had come to him to seek help on his English composition themes—he was not only stupid but thoroughly idle, and would not work at anything—and the boy had written several for him. And Mr. Wang, in grateful recompense, had taken him several times to magnificent dinners of strange delicious foods in the Chinese restaurant, and was forever urging on him chocolates and expensive cigarettes. And no matter where the Chinaman saw him now, whether in his room, or on the street, or in the Harvard Yard, he would always greet him with one joke—a joke he repeated over and over with the unwearied delight of a child or an idiot. And the joke was this: Mr. Wang would come up slyly, his fat yellow face already beginning to work, his fat throat beginning to tremble with hysterical laughter. Then, wagging his finger at the young American, the Chinaman would say:


  “Lest night I see you with big flat girl. ... Yis, yis, yis,” he would scream with laughter as the young man started to protest, shaping voluptuous curves meanwhile with his fat yellow hands—“Big flat girl—like this—yis, yis, yis!” he would scream again, and bend double, choking, stamping at the ground, “nice flat girl—like this—yis, yis, yis, yis, yis.”


  He had perpetrated this “joke” so often, and at such unseasonable places, that it had now become embarrassing. He seemed, in fact, to delight in coming upon his victim while he was in serious conversation with some dignified-looking person, and he had already caught the boy three times in this way while he was talking to Dodd, to Professor Hatcher, and finally to a professor with a starched prim face, who had taught American Literature for thirty years, and whose name was Fust. Nothing could be done to stop him; protests at the impropriety of the proceeding only served to set him off again, he was delighted at the embarrassment he caused and he would shout down every protest rapturously, screaming, “Yis, yis, yis—nice flat girl—like this, eh,” and would shape fat suggestion with his fat hands.


  [¬]


  XVI


  The purposes of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated school for dramatists seemed, as stated, to be plain and reasonable enough. Professor Hatcher himself prudently forebore from making extravagant claims concerning the benefits to be derived from his course. He did not say that he could make a dramatist out of any man who came to take his course. He did not predict a successful career in the professional theatre for every student who had been a member of his class. He did not even say he could teach a student how to write plays. No. He made, in fact, no claims at all. Whatever he said about his course was very reasonably, prudently, and temperately put: it was impossible to quarrel with it.


  All Professor Hatcher said about his course was that, if a man had a genuine dramatic and theatric talent to begin with, he might be able to derive from the course a technical and critical guidance which it would be hard for him to get elsewhere, and which he might find for himself only after years of painful and even wasteful experiment.


  Certainly this seemed reasonable enough. Moreover, Professor Hatcher felt that the artist would benefit by what was known as the “round table discussion”—that is by the comment and criticism of the various members of the class, after Professor Hatcher had read them a play written by one of their group. He felt that the spirit of working together, of seeing one’s play produced and assisting in the production, of being familiar with all the various “arts” of the theatre—lighting, designing, directing, acting, and so on—was an experience which should be of immense value to the young dramatist of promise and of talent. In short, although he made no assertion that he could create a talent where none was, or give life by technical expertness to the substance of a work that had no real life of its own, Professor Hatcher did feel that by the beneficent influence of this tutelage he might trim the true lamp to make it burn more brightly.


  And though it was possible to take issue with him on some of his beliefs—that, for example, the comment and criticism of “the group,” and a community of creative spirits was good for the artist—it was impossible to deny that his argument was reasonable, temperate, and conservative in the statement of his purposes.


  And he made this plain to every member of his class. Each one was made to understand that the course made no claims of magic alchemy—that he could not be turned into an interesting dramatist if the talent was not there.


  But although each member of the class affirmed his understanding of this fundamental truth, and readily said that he accepted it, most of these people, at the bottom of their hearts, believed—pitiably and past belief—that a miracle would be wrought upon their sterile, unproductive spirits, that for them, for them, at least, a magic transformation would be brought about in their miserable small lives and feeble purposes—and all because they now were members of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated class.


  The members of Professor Hatcher’s class belonged to the whole lost family of the earth, whose number is uncountable, and for this reason, they could never be forgotten.


  And, first and foremost, they belonged to that great lost tribe of people who are more numerous in America than in any other country in the world. They belonged to that unnumbered horde who think that somehow, by some magic and miraculous scheme or rule or formula, “something can be done for them.” They belonged to that huge colony of the damned who buy thousands of books that are printed for their kind, telling them how to run a tea shop, how to develop a pleasing personality, how to acquire “a liberal education,” swiftly and easily and with no anguish of the soul, by fifteen minutes’ reading every day, how to perform the act of sexual intercourse in such a way that your wife will love you for it, how to have children, or to keep from having children, how to write short-stories, novels, plays, and verses which are profitably salable, how to keep from having body odor, constipation, bad breath, or tartar on the teeth, how to have good manners, know the proper fork to use for every course, and always do the proper thing—how, in short, to be beautiful, “distinguished,” “smart,” “chic,” “forceful,” and “sophisticated”—finally, how to have “a brilliant personality” and “achieve success.”


  Yes, for the most part, the members of Professor Hatcher’s class belonged to this great colony of the lost Americans. They belonged to that huge tribe of all the damned and lost who feel that everything is going to be all right with them if they can only take a trip, or learn a rule, or meet a person. They belonged to that futile, desolate, and forsaken horde who felt that all will be well with their lives, that all the power they lack themselves will be supplied, and all the anguish, fury, and unrest, the confusion and the dark damnation of man’s soul can magically be healed if only they eat bran for breakfast, secure an introduction to a celebrated actress, get a reading for their manuscript by a friend of Sinclair Lewis, or win admission to Professor Hatcher’s celebrated class of dramatists.


  And, in a curious way, the plays written by the people in Professor Hatcher’s class, illustrated, in one form or another, this desire. Few of the plays had any intrinsic reality, for most of these people were lacking in the first, the last, the foremost quality of the artist, without which he is lost: the ability to get out of his own life the power to live and work by, to derive from his own experience—as a fruit of all his seeing, feeling, living, joy and bitter anguish—the palpable and living substance of his art.


  Few of the people in Professor Hatcher’s class possessed this power. Few of them had anything of their own to say. Their lives seemed to have grown from a stony and a fruitless soil and, as a consequence, the plays they wrote did not reflect that life, save by a curious and yet illuminating indirection.


  Thus, in an extraordinary way, their plays—unreal, sterile, imitative, and derivative as most of them indubitably were—often revealed more about the lives of the people who wrote them than better and more living work could do. For, although few of the plays showed any contact with reality—with that passionate integument of blood and sweat and pain and fear and grief and joy and laughter of which this world is made—most of them did show, in one way or another, what was perhaps the basic impulse in the lives of most of these people—the impulse which had brought them here to Professor Hatcher’s class.


  The impulse of the people in the class was not to embrace life and devour it, but rather to escape from it. And in one way or another most of the plays these people wrote were illustrative of this desire. For in these plays—unnatural, false, and imitative, as they were—one could discern, in however pale and feeble a design, a picture of the world not as its author had seen and lived and known it, but rather as he wished to find it, or believe in it. And, in all their several forms—whether sad, gay, comic, tragic, or fantastical—these plays gave evidence of the denial and the fear of life.


  The wealthy young dawdler from Philadelphia, for example, wrote plays which had their setting in a charming little French Café. Here one was introduced to all the gay, quaint, charming Frenchmen—to Papa Duval, the jolly proprietor, and Mama Duval, his rotund and no less jolly spouse, as well as to all the quaint and curious habitués that are so prolific in theatrical establishments of this order. One met, as well, that fixture of these places: old Monsieur Vernet, the crusty, crotchety, but kindly old gentleman who is the café’s oldest customer and has had the same table in the corner by the window for more than thirty years. One saw again the familiar development of the comic situation—the day when Monsieur Vernet enters at his appointed time and finds at his table a total stranger, sacrilege! Imprecations! Tears, prayers, and entreaties on the part of Papa Duval and his wife, together with the stubborn refusal of the imperious stranger to move! Climax: old Monsieur Vernet storming out of the café, swearing that he will never return. Resolution of conflict: the efforts of Papa and Mamma Duval to bring their most prized customer back into the fold again, and their final success, the pacification and return of Monsieur Vernet amid great rejoicing, thanks to a cunning stratagem on the part of Henri, the young waiter, who wins a reward for all these efforts, the hand of Mimi, Papa Duval’s charming daughter, from whom he has been separated by Papa Duval’s stern decree.


  Thus, custom is restored, and true love re-united by one brilliant comic stroke!


  And all this pretty little world, the contribution of a rich young man who came from Philadelphia! How perfectly God-damn delightful it all was, to be sure!


  The plays of old Seth Flint, the sour and withered ex-reporter, were, if of a different coloring, cut from the same gaudy cloth of theatric unreality. For forty years old Seth had pounded precincts as a newsman, and had known city-rooms across the nation. He had seen every crime, ruin, and incongruity of which man’s life is capable. He was familiar with every trait of graft, with every accursed smell and smear of the old red murder which ineradicably fouled the ancient soul of man, and the stench of man’s falseness, treachery, cruelty, hypocrisy, cowardice, and injustice, together with the look of brains and blood upon the pavements of the nation, was no new thing to old Seth Flint.


  His skin had been withered, his eyes deadened, his heart and spirit burdened wearily, his faith made cynical, and his temper soured by the black picture of mankind which he had seen as a reporter—and because of this, in spite of this, he had remained or become—how, why, in what miraculous fashion no one knew—a curiously honest, sweet, and generous person, whose life had been the record of a self-less loyalty. He had known poverty, hardship, and self-sacrifice, and endured all willingly without complaint: he had taken the savings of a lifetime to send the two sons of his widowed sister to college, he had supported this woman and her family for years, and now, when his own life was coming to its close, he was yielding to the only self-indulgence he had ever known—a year away from the city-room of a Denver newspaper, a year away in the rare ether, among the precious and æsthetic intellects of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course, a year in which to realize the dream of a life-time, the vision of his youth—a year in which to write the plays he had always dreamed of writing. And what kind of plays did he write?


  Alas! Old Seth did exactly what he set out to do, he succeeded perfectly in fulfilling his desire—and, by a tragic irony, his failure lay in just this fact. The plays which he produced with an astounding and prolific ease—(“Three days is enough to write a play,” the old man said in his sour voice. “You guys who take a year to write a play give me a pain. If you can’t write a play a week, you can’t write anything; the play’s no good”)—these plays were just the plays which he had dreamed of writing as a young man, and therein was evident their irremediable fault.


  For Seth’s plays—so neat, brisk, glib, and smartly done—would have been good plays in a commercial way, as well, if he had only done them twenty years before. He wrote, without effort and with unerring accuracy, a kind of play which had been immensely popular at the beginning of the twentieth century, but which people had grown tired of twenty years before. He wrote plays in which the babies got mixed up in the maternity ward of a great hospital, in which the rich man’s child goes to the family of the little grocer, and the grocer’s child grows up as the heir to an enormous fortune, with all the luxuries and securities of wealth around him. And he brought about the final resolution of this tangled scheme, the meeting of these scrambled children and their bewildered parents, with a skill of complication, a design of plot, a dexterity that was astonishing. His characters—all well-known types of the theatre, as of nurse tough-spoken, shop-girl slangy, reporter cynical, and so on—were well conceived to fret their purpose, their lives well-timed and apt and deftly made. He had mastered the formula of an older type of “well-made play” with astonishing success. Only, the type was dead, the interest of the public in such plays had vanished twenty years before.


  So here he was, a live man, writing, with amazing skill, dead plays for a theatre that was dead, and for a public that did not exist.


  “Chekhov! Ibsen!” old Seth would whine sourly with a dismissing gesture of his parched old hand, and a scornful contortion of his bitter mouth in his old mummy of a face. “You guys all make me tired the way you worship them!” he would whine out at some of the exquisite young temperaments in Professor Hatcher’s class. “Those guys can’t write a play! Take Chekhov, now!” whined Seth. “That guy never wrote a real play in his life! He never knew how to write a play! He couldn’t have written a play if he tried! He never learned the rules for writing a play!—That Cherry Orchard now,” whined old Seth with a sour sneering laugh, “—that Cherry Orchard that you guys are always raving about! That’s not a play!” he cried indignantly. “What ever made you think it was a play? I was trying to read it just the other day,” he rasped, “and there’s nothing there to hold your interest! It’s got no plot! There’s no story in it! There’s no suspense! Nothing happens in it. All you got is a lot of people who do nothing but talk all the time. You never get anywhere,” said Seth scornfully. “And yet to hear you guys rave about it, you’d think it was a great play.”


  “Well, what do you call a great play, then, if The Cherry Orchard isn’t one?” one of the young men said acidly. “Who wrote the great plays that you talk about?”


  “Why George M. Cohan wrote some,” whined Seth instantly. “That’s who. Avery Hopwood wrote some great plays. We’ve had plenty of guys in this country who wrote great plays. If they’d come from Russia you’d get down and worship ’em,” he said bitterly. “But just because they came out of this country they’re no good!”


  In the relation of the class towards old Seth Flint, it was possible to see the basic falseness of their relation towards life everywhere around them. For here was a man—whatever his defects as a playwright might have been—who had lived incomparably the richest, most varied and dangerous, and eventful life among them; as he was himself far more interesting than any of the plays they wrote, and as dramatists they should have recognized and understood his quality. But they saw none of this. For their relation towards life and people such as old Seth Flint was not one of understanding. It was not even one of burning indignation—of that indignation which is one of the dynamic forces in the artist’s life. It was rather one of supercilious scorn and ridicule.


  They felt that they were “above” old Seth, and most of the other people in the world, and for this reason they were in Professor Hatcher’s class. Of Seth they said:


  “He’s really a misfit, terribly out of place here. I wonder why he came.”


  And they would listen to an account of one of Seth’s latest errors in good taste with the expression of astounded disbelief, the tones of stunned incredulity which were coming into fashion about that time among elegant young men.


  “Not really! ... But he never really said that. ... You can’t mean it.”


  “Oh, but I assure you, he did!”


  “... It’s simply past belief! ... I can’t believe he’s as bad as that.”


  “Oh, but he is! It’s incredible, I know, but you’ve no idea what he’s capable of.” And so on.


  And yet old Seth Flint was badly needed in that class: his bitter and unvarnished tongue caused Professor Hatcher many painful moments, but it had its use—oh, it had its use, particularly when the play was of this nature:


  
    Irene (slowly with scorn and contempt in her voice). So—it has come to this! This is all your love amounts to—a little petty selfish thing! I had thought you were bigger than that, John.


    John (desperately). But—but, my God, Irene—what am I to think? I found you in bed with him—my best friend! (with difficulty). You know—that looks suspicious, to say the least!


    Irene (softly—with amused contempt in her voice). You poor little man! And to think I thought your love was so big.


    John (wildly). But I do love you, Irene. That’s just the point.


    Irene (with passionate scorn). Love! You don’t know what love means! Love is bigger than that! Love is big enough for all things, all people. (She extends her arms in an all-embracing gesture.) My love takes in the world—it embraces all mankind! It is glamorous, wild, free as the wind, John.


    John (slowly). Then you have had other lovers?


    Irene: Lovers come, lovers go. (She makes an impatient gesture.) What is that? Nothing! Only love endures—my love which is greater than all.

  


  Eugene would writhe in his seat, and clench his hands convulsively. Then he would turn almost prayerfully to the bitter, mummied face of old Seth Flint for that barbed but cleansing vulgarity that always followed such a scene:


  “Well?” Professor Hatcher would say, putting down the manuscript he had been reading, taking off his eye-glasses (which were attached to a ribbon of black silk) and looking around with a quizzical smile, an impassive expression on his fine, distinguished face. “Well?” he would say again urbanely, as no one answered. “Is there any comment?”


  “What is she?” Seth would break the nervous silence with his rasping snarl. “Another of these society whores? You know,” he continued, “you can find plenty of her kind for three dollars a throw without any of that fancy palaver.”


  Some of the class smiled faintly, painfully, and glanced at each other with slight shrugs of horror; others were grateful, felt pleasure well in them and said underneath their breath exultantly:


  “Good old Seth! Good old Seth!”


  “Her love is big enough for all things, is it?” said Seth. “I know a truck driver out in Denver I’ll match against her any day.”


  Eugene and Ed Horton, a large and robust aspirant from the Iowa cornlands, roared with happy laughter, poking each other sharply in the ribs.


  “Do you think the play will act?” some one said. “It seems to me that it comes pretty close to closet drama.”


  “If you ask me,” said Seth, “it comes pretty close to water-closet drama. ... No,” he said sourly. “What that boy needs is a little experience. He ought to go out and get him a woman and get all this stuff off his mind. After that, he might sit down and write a play.”


  For a moment there was a very awkward silence, and Professor Hatcher smiled a trifle palely. Then, taking his eyeglasses with a distinguished movement, he looked around and said:


  “Is there any other comment?”


  [¬]


  XVII


  Often during these years of fury, hunger, and unrest, when he was trying to read all the books and know all the people, he would live for days, and even for weeks, in a world of such mad and savage concentration, such terrific energy, that time would pass by him incredibly, while he tried to eat and drink the earth, stare his way through walls of solid masonry into the secret lives of men, until he had made the substance of all life his own.


  And during all this time, although he was living a life of the most savage conflict, the most blazing energy, wrestling day by day with the herculean forces of the million-footed city, listening to a million words and peering into a hundred thousand faces, he would nevertheless spend a life of such utter loneliness that he would go for days at a time without seeing a face or hearing a voice that he knew, and until the sound of his own voice seemed strange and phantasmal to him.


  Then suddenly he would seem to awake out of this terrific vision, which had been so savage, mad, and literal that its very reality had a fabulous and dreamlike quality, and time, strange million-visaged time, had been telescoped incredibly, so that weeks had passed by like a single day. He would awake out of this living dream and see the minutes, hours, and days, and all the acts and faces of the earth pass by him in their usual way. And instantly, when this happened, he would feel a bitter and intolerable loneliness—a loneliness so acrid, gray, and bitter that he could taste its sharp thin crust around the edges of his mouth like the taste and odor of weary burnt-out steel, like a depleted storage battery or a light that had gone dim, and he could feel it grayly and intolerably in his entrails, the conduits of his blood, and in all the substance of his body.


  When this happened, he would feel an almost unbearable need to hear the voice and see the face again of some one he had known and at such a time as this he would go to see his Uncle Bascom, that strange and extraordinary man who, born like the others in the wilderness, the hills of home, had left these hills forever.


  Bascom now lived alone with his wife (for his four children were grown and would have none of him) in a dingy section of one of the innumerable suburbs that form part of the terrific ganglia of Boston, and it was here that the boy would often go on Sundays.


  After a long confusing journey that was made by subway, elevated, and street car, he would leave the chill and dismal street car at the foot of a hill on a long, wide, and frozen street lined with tall rows of wintry elms, with smoky wintry houses that had a look of solid, closed and mellow warmth, and with a savage frozen waste of tidal waters on the right—those New England waters that are so sparkling, fresh and glorious, like a tide of sapphires, in the springtime, and so grim and savage in their frozen desolation in the winter.


  Then the street car would bang its draughty sliding doors together, grind harshly off with its cargo of people with pinched lips, thin red pointed noses, and cod-fish faces, and vanish, leaving him with the kind of loneliness and absence which a street car always leaves when it has gone, and he would turn away from the tracks along a dismal road or street that led into the district where his uncle had his house. And stolidly he would plunge forward against the gray and frozen desolation of that place, to meet him.


  And at length he would pause before his uncle’s little house, and as he struck the knocker, he was always glad to hear the approaching patter of his Aunt Louise’s feet, and cheered by the brightening glance of her small birdy features, as she opened the door for him, inwardly exultant to hear her confirm in her bright lady-like tones his own prediction of what she would say: “Oh, theah you ah! I was wondering what was keeping you.”


  A moment later he would be greeted from the cellar or the kitchen by his uncle Bascom’s high, husky and yet strangely remote yell, the voice of a prophet calling from a mountain:


  “Hello, Eugene, my boy. Is that you?” And a moment later the old man would appear, coming up to meet him from some lower cellar-depth, swearing, muttering, and banging doors; and he would come toward him howling greetings, buttoned to his chin in the frayed and faded sweater, gnarled, stooped and frosty-looking, clutching his great hands together at his waist; then hold one gaunt hand out to him and howl:


  “Hello, hello, hello, sit down, sit down, sit down,” after which, for no apparent reason, he would contort his gaunt face in a horrible grimace, convolve his amazing rubbery lips, and close his eyes and his mouth tightly and laugh through his nose in forced snarls: “Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!”


  Bascom Pentland had been the scholar of his amazing family: he was a man of powerful intelligence and disordered emotions. Even in his youth, his eccentricities of dress, speech, walk, manner had made him an object of ridicule to his Southern kinsmen, but their ridicule was streaked with pride, since they accepted the impact of his personality as another proof that theirs was an extraordinary family. “He’s one of ’em, all right,” they said exultantly, “queerer than any of us!”


  Bascom’s youth, following the war between the States, had been seared by a bitter poverty, at once enriched and warped by a life that clung to the earth with a root-like tenacity, that was manual, painful, spare and stricken, and that rebuilt itself—fiercely, cruelly, and richly—from the earth. And because there burned and blazed in him from the first a hatred of human indignity, a passionate avowal of man’s highness and repose, he felt more bitterly than the others the delinquencies of his father, and the multiplication of his father’s offspring, who came regularly into a world of empty cupboards.


  “As each of them made its unhappy entrance into the world,” he would say later, his voice tremulous with passion, “I went out into the woods striking my head against the trees, and blaspheming God in my anger. Yes, sir,” he continued, pursing his long lip rapidly against his few loose upper teeth, and speaking with an exaggerated pedantry of enunciation, “I am not ashamed to confess that I did. For we were living in conditions un-worthy—unworthy”—his voice rising to an evangelical yell, “I had almost said—of the condition of animals. And—say—what do you think?”—he said, with a sudden shift in manner and tone, becoming, after his episcopal declaration, matter of fact and whisperingly confidential. “Why, do you know, my boy, at one time I had to take my own father aside, and point out to him we were living in no way becoming decent people.”—Here his voice sank to a whisper, and he tapped Eugene on the knee with his big, stiff finger, grimacing horribly and pursing his lip against his dry upper teeth.


  Poverty had been the mistress of his youth and Bascom Pentland had not forgotten: poverty had burned its way into his heart. He took what education he could find in a backwoods school, read everything he could, taught, for two or three years, in a country school and, at the age of twenty-one, borrowing enough money for railway fare, went to Boston to enroll himself at Harvard. And, somehow, because of the fire that burned in him, the fierce determination of his soul, he had been admitted, secured employment waiting on tables, tutoring, and pressing every one’s trousers but his own, and lived in a room with two other starved wretches on $3.50 a week, cooking, eating, sleeping, washing, and studying in the one place.


  At the end of seven years he had gone through the college and the school of theology, performing brilliantly in Greek, Hebrew, and metaphysics.


  Poverty, fanatical study, the sexual meagreness of his surroundings, had made of him a gaunt zealot: at thirty he was a lean fanatic, a true Yankee madman, high-boned, with gray thirsty eyes and a thick flaring sheaf of oaken hair—six feet three inches of gangling and ludicrous height, gesticulating madly and obliviously before a grinning world. But he had a grand lean head: he looked somewhat like the great Ralph Waldo Emerson—with the brakes off.


  About this time, he married a young Southern woman of a good family: she was from Tennessee, her parents were both dead, and in the ’seventies she had come North and had lived for several years with an uncle in Providence, who had been constituted guardian of her estate, amounting probably to about $75,000, although her romantic memory later multiplied the sum to $200,000. The man squandered part of her money and stole the rest: she came, therefore, to Bascom without much dowry, but she was pretty, bright, intelligent, and had a good figure. Bascom smote the walls of his room with bloody knuckles, and fell down before God.


  When Bascom met her she was a music student in Boston: she had a deep full-toned contralto voice which was wrung from her somewhat tremulously when she sang. She was a small woman, birdlike and earnest, delicately fleshed and boned, quick and active in her movements and with a crisp tart speech which still bore, curiously, traces of a Southern accent. She was a brisk, serious, lady-like little person, without much humor, and she was very much in love with her gaunt suitor. They saw each other for two years: they went to concerts, lectures, sermons; they talked of music, poetry, philosophy and of God, but they never spoke of love. But one night Bascom met her in the parlor of her boarding house on Huntington Avenue, and with a voice vibrant and portentous with the importance of the words he had to utter, began as follows: “Miss Louise!” he said carefully, gazing thoughtfully over the apex of his hands, “there comes a time when a man, having reached an age of discretion and mature judgment, must begin to consider one of the gravest—yes! by all means one of the most important events in human life. The event I refer to is—matrimony.” He paused, a clock was beating out its punctual measured tock upon the mantel, and a horse went by with ringing hoofs upon the street. As for Louise, she sat quietly erect, with dignified and lady-like composure, but it seemed to her that the clock was beating in her own breast, and that it might cease to beat at any moment.


  “For a minister of the gospel,” Bascom continued, “the decision is particularly grave because, for him—once made, it is irrevocable, once determined upon, it must be followed inexorably, relentlessly—aye! to the edge of the grave, to the uttermost gates of death, so that the possibility of an error in judgment is fraught,” his voice sinking to a boding whisper—“is fraught with the most terrible consequences. Accordingly,” Uncle Bascom said in a deliberate tone, “having decided to take this step, realizing to the full—to the full, mind you—its gravity, I have searched my soul, I have questioned my heart. I have gone up into the mount-ings and out into the desert and communed with my Maker until,” his voice rose like a demon’s howl, “there no longer remains an atom of doubt, a particle of uncertainty, a vestige of disbelief! Miss Louise, I have decided that the young lady best fitted in every way to be my helpmate, the partner of my joys and griefs, the confidante of my dearest hopes, the in-spir-a-tion of my noblest endeavors, the companion of my declining years, and the spirit that shall accompany me along each step of life’s vexed and troubled way, sharing with me whatever God in his inscrutable Providence shall will, whether of wealth or poverty, grief or happiness—I have decided, Miss Louise, that that lady must be—yourself!—and, therefore, I request,” he said slowly and impressively, “the honor of your hand in mar-ri-age.”


  She loved him, she had hoped, prayed, and agonized for just such a moment, but now that it had come she rose immediately with lady-like dignity, and said: “Mistah Pentland: I am honuhed by this mahk of yoah esteem and affection, and I pwomise to give it my most unnest considahwation without delay. I wealize fully, Mistah Pentland, the gwavity of the wuhds you have just uttuhed. Foh my paht, I must tell you, Mistah Pentland, that if I accept yoah pwoposal, I shall come to you without the fawchun which was wightfully mine, but of which I have been depwived and defwauded by the wascality—yes! the wascality of my gahdian. I shall come to you, theahfoh, without the dow’y I had hoped to be able to contwibute to my husband’s fawchuns.”


  “Oh, my dear Miss Louise! My dear young lady!” Uncle Bascom cried, waving his great hand through the air with a dismissing gesture. “Do not suppose—do not for one instant suppose, I beg of you!—that consideration of a monetary nature could influence my decision. Oh, not in the slightest!” he cried. “Not at all, not at all!”


  “Fawchnatly,” Louise continued, “my inhewitance was not wholly dissipated by this scoundwel. A pohtion, a vewy small pohtion, remains.”


  “My dear girl! My dear young lady!” Uncle Bascom cried. “It is not of the slightest consequence. ... How much did he leave?” he added.


  Thus they were married.


  Bascom immediately got a church in the Middle West: good pay and a house. But during the course of the next twenty years he was shifted from church to church, from sect to sect—to Brooklyn, then back to the Middle West, to the Dakotas, to Jersey City, to Western Massachusetts, and finally back to the small towns surrounding Boston.


  When Bascom talked, you may be sure God listened: he preached magnificently, his gaunt face glowing from the pulpit, his rather high, enormously vibrant voice husky with emotion. His prayers were fierce solicitations of God, so mad with fervor that his audiences uncomfortably felt they came close to blasphemy. But, unhappily, on occasions his own mad eloquence grew too much for him: his voice, always too near the heart of passion, would burst in splinters, and he would fall violently forward across his lectern, his face covered by his great gaunt fingers, sobbing horribly.


  This, in the Middle West, where his first church had been, does not go down so well—yet it may be successful if one weeps mellowly, joyfully—smiling bravely through the tears—at a lovely aisle processional of repentant sinners; but Bascom, who chose uncomfortable titles for his sermons, would be overcome by his powerful feelings on those occasions when his topic was “Potiphar’s Wife,” “Ruth, the Girl in the Corn,” “The Whore of Babylon,” “The Woman on the Roof,” and so on.


  His head was too deeply engaged with his conscience—he was in turn Episcopal, Presbyterian, Unitarian, searching through the whole roaring confusion of Protestantism for a body of doctrine with which he could agree. And he was forever finding it, and later forever renouncing what he had found. At forty, the most liberal of Unitarians, the strains of agnosticism were piping madly through his sermons: he began to hint at his new faith in prose which he modelled on the mighty utterance of Carlyle, and in poetry, in what he deemed the manner of Matthew Arnold. His professional connection with the Unitarians, and indeed with the Baptists, Methodists, Holy Rollers, and Seventh Day Adventists, came to an abrupt ending after he read from his pulpit one morning a composition in verse entitled “The Agnostic,” which made up in concision what it lacked in melody, and which ended each stanza sadly, but very plainly, on this recurrence:


  
    “I do not know:


    It may be so.”

  


  Thus, when he was almost fifty, Bascom Pentland stopped preaching in public. There was no question where he was going. He had his family’s raging lust for property. He became a “conveyancer”; he acquired enough of the law of property to convey titles; but he began to buy pieces of land in the suburbs of Boston, and to build small cheap houses, using his own somewhat extraordinary designs to save the architect’s fees and, wherever possible, doing such odd jobs as laying the foundations, installing the plumbing, and painting the structure.


  The small houses that he—no, he did not build them!—he went through the agonies of monstrous childbirth to produce them, he licked, nursed, and fondled them into stunted growth, and he sold them on long, but profitable terms to small Irish, Jewish, Negro, Belgian, Italian and Greek laborers and tradesmen. And at the conclusion of a sale, or after receiving from one of these men the current payment, Uncle Bascom went homeward in a delirium of joy, shouting in a loud voice, to all who might be compelled to listen, the merits of the Jews, Belgians, Irish, Swiss or Greeks.


  “Finest people in the world! No question about it!”—this last being his favorite exclamation in all moments of payment or conviction.


  For when they paid, he loved them. Often on Sundays they would come to pay him tramping over the frozen ground or the packed snow through street after street of smutty gray-looking houses in the flat weary-looking suburb where he lived. To this dismal heath, therefore, they came, the swarthy children of a dozen races, clad in the hard and decent blacks in which the poor pay debts and go to funerals. They would advance across the barren lands, the harsh sere earth scarred with its wastes of rust and rubbish, going stolidly by below the blank board fences of a brick yard, crunching doggedly through the lanes of dirty rutted ice, passing before the gray besmutted fronts of wooden houses which in their stark, desolate, and unspeakable ugliness seemed to give a complete and final utterance to an architecture of weariness, sterility and horror, so overwhelming in its absolute desolation that it seemed as if the painful and indignant soul of man must sicken and die at length before it, stricken, stupefied, and strangled without a tongue to articulate the curse that once had blazed in him.


  And at length they would pause before the old man’s little house—one of a street of little houses which he had built there on the barren flatlands of the suburb, and to which he had given magnificently his own name—Pentland Heights—although the only eminence in all that flat and weary waste was an almost imperceptible rise a half mile off. And here along this street which he had built, these little houses, warped, yet strong and hardy, seemed to burrow down solidly like moles for warmth into the ugly stony earth on which they were built and to cower and huddle doggedly below the immense and terrible desolation of the northern sky, with its rimy sun-hazed lights, its fierce and cruel rags and stripes of wintry red, its raw and savage harshness. And then, gripping their greasy little wads of money, as if in the knowledge that all reward below these fierce and cruel skies must be wrenched painfully and minutely from a stony earth, they went in to pay him. He would come up to meet them from some lower cellar-depth, swearing, muttering, and banging doors; and he would come toward them howling greetings, buttoned to his chin in the frayed and faded sweater, gnarled, stooped and frosty-looking, clutching his great hands together at his waist. Then they would wait, stiffly, clumsily, fingering their hats, while with countless squints and grimaces and pursings of the lip, he scrawled out painfully their receipts—their fractional release from debt and labor, one more hard-won step toward the freedom of possession.


  At length, having pocketed their money and finished the transaction, he would not permit them to depart at once, he would howl urgently at them an invitation to stay, he would offer long weedy-looking cigars to them, and they would sit uncomfortably, crouching on their buttock bones like stalled oxen, at the edges of chairs, shyly and dumbly staring at him, while he howled question, comment, and enthusiastic tribute at them.


  “Why, my dear sir!” he would yell at Makropolos, the Greek. “You have a glorious past, a history of which any nation might well be proud!”


  “Sure, sure!” said Makropolos, nodding vigorously. “Beeg Heestory!”


  “The isles of Greece, the isles of Greece!” the old man howled, “where burning Sappho loved and sung—” (Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh!)


  “Sure, sure!” said Makropolos again, nodding good-naturedly but wrinkling his lowering finger’s-breadth of brow in a somewhat puzzled fashion. “Tha’s right! You got it!”


  “Why, my dear sir!” Uncle Bascom cried. “It has been the ambition of my lifetime to visit those hallowed scenes, to stand at sunrise on the Acropolis, to explore the glory that was Greece, to see the magnificent ruins of the noblest of ancient civ-i-liz-a-tions!”


  For the first time a dark flush, a flush of outraged patriotism, began to burn upon the swarthy yellow of Mr. Makropolos’s cheek: his manner became heavy and animated, and in a moment he said with passionate conviction:


  “No, no, no! No ruin! Wat you t’ink, eh! Athens fine town! We got a million pipples dere!” He struggled for a word, then cupped his hairy paws indefinitely: “You know? Beeg! O, ni-ez!” he added greasily, with a smile. “Everyt’ing good! We got everyt’ing good dere as you got here! You know?” he said with a confiding and painful effort. “Everyt’ing ni-ez! Not old! No, no, no!” he cried with a rising and indignant vigor. “New! de same as here. Ni-ez! You get good and cheap—everyt’ing! Beeg place, new house, dumbwaiter, elevator—wat chew like!—oh, ni-ez!” he said earnestly. “Wat chew t’ink it cost, eh? Feefateen dollar a month! Sure, sure!” he nodded with a swarthy earnestness. “I wouldn’t keed you!”


  “Finest people on earth!” Uncle Bascom cried with an air of great conviction and satisfaction. “No question about it!”—and he would usher his visitor to the door howling farewells into the terrible desolation of those savage skies.


  Meanwhile, Aunt Louise, although she had not heard a word of what was said, although she had listened to nothing except the periods of Uncle Bascom’s heavily accented and particular speech, kept up a constant snuffling laughter punctuated momently by faint whoops as she bent over her pots and pans in the kitchen, pausing from time to time as if to listen, and then snuffling to herself as she shook her head in pitying mirth which rose again up to the crisis of a faint crazy cackle as she scoured the pan; because, of course, during the forty-five years of her life with him she had gone thoroughly, imperceptibly, and completely mad, and no longer knew or cared to know whether these words had just been spoken or were the echoes of lost voices long ago.


  And again, she would pause to listen, with her small birdlike features uplifted gleefully in a kind of mad attentiveness as the door slammed and he stumped muttering back into the house, intent upon the secret designs of his own life, as remote and isolate from her as if they had each dwelt on separate planets, although the house they lived in was a small one.


  Such had been the history of the old man. His life had come up from the wilderness, the buried past, the lost America. The potent mystery of old events and moments had passed around him, and the magic light of dark time fell across him.


  Like all men in this land, he had been a wanderer, an exile on the immortal earth. Like all of us he had no home. Wherever great wheels carried him was home.


  As the old man and his nephew talked together, Louise would prepare the meal in the kitchen, which gave on the living-room where they ate, by a swing door that she kept open, in order that she might hear what went on. And, while they waited, Uncle Bascom would talk to the boy on a vast range of subjects, dealing with that literature in which he had once been deep—the poetry of the Old Testament, the philosophy of Hegel, Carlyle, and Matthew Arnold, whom he worshipped, or some question in the daily papers.


  Uncle Bascom, seated, his fine gaunt face grave, magnificently composed now above his arched gnarled hands, spoke with eloquent deliberation. He became triumphant reasoning mind: he talked with superb balanced judgment. All the tumult and insanity of his life had been forgotten: no question of money or of self was involved. Meanwhile, from the kitchen Aunt Louise kept up a constant snuffling laughter, punctuated momently by faint whoops. She was convinced, of course, that her husband was mad and all his opinions nonsensical. Yet she had not listened to a word of what he was saying, but only to the sound of his heavily accented, precise, and particular speech. From time to time, snuffling to herself she would look in on Eugene, trembling with laughter, and shake her head at him in pitying mirth.


  “Beyond a doubt! Beyond a doubt!” Uncle Bascom would say. “The quality of the best writing in the books of the Old Testament may take rank with the best writing that has ever been done, but you are right in believing, too, the amount of great writing is less than it is commonly supposed to be. There are passages, nay! books”—his voice rising strangely to a husky howl—“of the vilest rubbish—Noah, Shem, Ham and Japheth—O vile! vile!” he cried. ... “And Azariah begat Amariah and Amariah begat Ahitub (Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!). Ahitub,” he sneered. “And Azariah begat Seraiah, and Seraiah begat Jehozadak (Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!) Jehozadak”—he sneered with his precise articulation, finally letting out the last syllable with a kind of snarling contempt. “Can you imagine, can you even dream,” he howled, “of calling any one a name like that! ‘And Jehozadak went into captivity’—as, indeed, he ought! (phuh! phuh! phuh!)—his very name would constitute a penal offense! (Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!) Jehoozadak!” Uncle Bascom sneered. “But,” he proceeded deliberately in a moment, as he stared calmly over his great arched hands, “—but—the quality of some of the language is God-intoxicated: the noblest poetry ever chanted in the service of eternity.”


  “The Book of Wevelations,” cried Aunt Louise, suddenly rushing out of the kitchen with a carving knife in her hand, having returned to earth for a moment to hear him. “The Book of Wevelations!” she said in a hoarse whisper, her mouth puckered with disgust. “Eugene! A wicked, bloo-o-edy, kwu-u-el monument to supahstition. Twibute to an avenging and muh-duh-wous Gawd!” The last word uttered in a hoarse almost inaudible whisper would find his aunt bent double, clutching a knife in one hand, with her small bright eyes glaring madly at us.


  “Oh no, my dear, oh no,” said Uncle Bascom, with astonishing, unaccustomed sadness, with almost exquisite gentleness. And, his vibrant passionate voice thrilling suddenly with emotion, he added:


  “The triumphant music of one of the mightiest of earth’s poets: the sublime utterance of a man for whom God had opened the mysteries of heaven and hell.”


  He paused a moment, then quietly in a remote voice—in that remote and magnificent voice which could thrill men so deeply when it uttered poetry, he continued: “‘I am Alpha and Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end’—the mightiest line, my dear boy, the most magnificent poetry, that was ever written.” And suddenly Uncle Bascom threw his gaunt hands before his face, and wept in strong hoarse sobs: “Oh, my God, my God!—the beauty, the pity of it all! ... You must pardon me,” he whispered after a moment, drawing his faded sweater sleeve across his eyes. “You must pardon me. It brought back—memories.”


  Aunt Louise, who had been stricken with a kind of fear and horror when he began to weep, now looked at Eugene with an expression of strong physical disgust, almost of nausea, shaking her head slightly in an affronted and lady-like manner as might one who, having achieved healthy and courageous discipline over all the excesses of emotion, feels only contempt for him who gives way to them.


  She retired now with exaggerated dignity to the kitchen, served the meal, and addressed Eugene for some time thereafter with absurd quietness and restraint of manner, and a kind of stiff primness about her backbone. She was an excellent cook; there was magic in her treatment of food, and on the occasions when Eugene was coming out, she insisted that Bascom get her a decent piece of meat to work with.


  There would be a juicy fragrant piece of lamb, or a boiled leg of mutton with currant jelly, or perhaps a small crisply browned roast of beef, with small flaky biscuits, smoking hot, two or three vegetables, and rich coffee. Uncle Bascom, quite unperturbed by his outbreak, would stamp into the kitchen, where he could be heard swearing and muttering to himself, as he searched for various things. Later he would appear at the table bearing a platter filled with some revolting mess of his own concoction,—a mixture of raw vegetables, chopped up—onions, carrots, beans, and raw potatoes—for he had the full strength of his family’s mania concerning food, violent prejudices about its preparation, and deep-seated distrust of everybody’s cleanliness but his own.


  “Have some, my boy. Have some!” he would yell huskily, seating himself, and lunging toward Eugene with the awful mess, in a gesture of violent invitation.


  “Thank you, no.” Eugene would try to keep his eyes averted from the mess, and focus on the good food heaping his plate.


  “You may eat that slop if you want to,” Uncle Bascom would exclaim with a scornful and sneering laugh. “It would give me my death of dyspepsia.” And the silence of their eating would be broken by the recurrent snuffling whoops of Aunt Louise, accompanied by many pitying looks and head-shakes as she trembled with laughter and hid her mouth[.]


  Or, suddenly, in the full rich progress of the meal, Eugene would be shocked out of his pleasure in the food by the mad bright eyes of Aunt Louise bearing fiercely down upon him:


  “Eugene!—don’t bwood, boy! Don’t bwood! You’ve got it in you—it’s in the blood! You’re one of them. You’re one of them!—a Pentland,” she croaked fatally.


  “Ah-h—you don’t know what you’re talking about”—thus suddenly in fierce distemper Uncle Bascom. “Scotch! Scotch-Irish! Finest people on earth! No question about it whatever.”


  “Fugitive ideation! Fugitive ideation,” she chattered like a monkey over a nut. “Mind goes off in all diwections. Can’t stick to anything five minutes at a time. The same thing that’s wong with the moduhn decadents. Wead Nordau’s book, Eugene. It will open yoah eyes,” and she whispered hoarsely again: “You’re ovah-sexed—all of you!”


  “Bosh! Bosh!” growled Uncle Bascom. “Some more of your psychology—the bastard of superstition and quackery: the black magic of little minds—the effort of a blind man (phuh! phuh! phuh!) crawling about in a dark room (phuh! phuh!) looking for a black cat (phuh! phuh!) that isn’t there,” he yelled triumphantly, and closed his eyes and snarled and snuffled down his nose with laughter.


  He knew nothing about it: occasionally he still read Kant, and he could be as deep in absolute categories, moments of negation, and definitions of a concept, as she with all of her complicated and extensive paraphernalia of phobias, complexes, fixations, and repressions.


  “Well, Eugene,” thus Aunt Louise with light raillery and yet with eager curiosity, “have you found you a nice wosy-cheeked New England gul yet? You had bettah watch out, boy! I tell you, you had bettah watch out![”] she declared, kittenishly, wagging her finger at him, before he had time to answer.


  “If he has,” said Uncle Bascom grimly, “he will find her sadly lacking in the qualities of delicacy, breeding, and womanly decorum that the Southern girl has. Oh, yes! No question about that whatever!” for Uncle Bascom still had the passionate loyalty and sentimental affection for the South that many Southerners have who could not be induced, under any circumstances, to return.


  “Take a Nawthun gul, Eugene.” Aunt Louise became at once combative. “They’re bettah for you! They are bettah. They are bettah!” she declared, shaking her head in an obdurate manner, as if further argument was useless. “Moah independence! Bettah minds! They won’t choke yoah life out by hanging awound yoah neck,” she concluded crisply.


  “I will tell you a story,” Uncle Bascom continued deliberately as if she had not spoken, “that will illustrate admirably what I mean.” Here he cleared his throat, as if he were preparing to deliver a set speech, and began in a deliberate and formal tone, “Some years ago I had occasion to go to Portland, Maine, on business. When I arrived at the North Station I found a crowd waiting before the window: it was necessary for me to wait in line. I was carrying a small valise which I placed on the floor between my legs in order to get out the money for my ticket. At this moment, the woman who stood behind me, apparently not given to noticing very well where she was going,” he snarled bitterly, “started to move forward and stubbed her toe against the valise. Before I had time to turn around and apologize”—he stopped abruptly, then, leaning forward with a horrible grimace, he tapped Eugene stiffly with his great bony fingers and continued in a lowered voice: “Say! Have you any idea what she did, my boy?”


  “No,” Eugene said.


  “Why I give you my word, my boy,” he whispered solemnly, “without so much as ‘By your leave,’ she lifted her leg and kicked me, kicked me”—he howled, “in the stern! And she, my boy, was a New England woman.”


  “Whoo-o-op!” Aunt Louise was off again, rocking back and forth, holding her napkin over her mouth.


  “Can you imagine, can you dream,” said Bascom, his voice an intense whisper of disgust, “of a Southern lady, the flower of modesty and the old aristocracy, doing such a thing as that?”


  “Yes-s,” hissed Aunt Louise, her cackle subsiding, leaning intensely across the table and glaring at him, “and it suhved you wight! It suhved you wight! It suhved you wight! These things would nevah happen if you thought of any one’s convenience but yoah own. What wight did you have to put yoah baggage there? What wight?”


  “Ah,” he replied, with a kind of precise snarl, profoundly contemptuous of her opinion, “you-don’t-know-what-you’re-talk-ing-about! What right? she says—Why all the right in the world,” he yelled. “Have you ever read the conditions enumerated upon the back of railway tickets concerning the transportation of baggage?”


  “Suttinly not!” she retorted crisply. “One does not need to wead the backs of wailway tickets to learn how to behave like a civilized pusson!”


  “Well, I will tell them to you,” said Uncle Bascom, licking his lips, and with a look of joy upon his face. And, at great length, with infinite gusto, lip-pursing, and legal pedantry of elocution, he would enumerate them all.


  “And say, by the way, Eugene,” he would continue without a halt, “there is a very charming young lady who occasionally comes to my office (with her mother, of course) who is very anxious to meet you. She is a musician: she appears quite often in public. They live in Melrose, but they came, originally, I believe, from New Hampshire. Finest people in the world: no question about it,” his uncle said.


  And suddenly alert, scenting adventure and seduction, the young man got the address from him immediately.


  “Yes, my boy,” here Uncle Bascom fumbled through a mass of envelopes, “you may call her, without indiscretion, over the telephone at any time. I have spoken to her frequently about you: no doubt you’ll find much in common. Or, say!” here a flash of inspiration aroused him to volcanic action, “I could call her now and let you talk to her.” And he plunged violently toward the telephone.


  “No, no, no, no, no!” Eugene sprang after him and checked him. For he wanted to make his own appointment luxuriously in private, sealed darkly in a telephone booth, craftily to feel his way, speculating on the curve of the unseen hip by the sound of the voice; probing, with the most delicate innuendo, the depth and richness of the promise. He loathed all family intercession and interference: they placed, he felt, at the outset, a crushing restraint upon the adventure from which it could never recover.


  “I had rather call her myself,” he added, “when I have more time. I don’t know when I could see her now: it might be awkward calling at just this time.”


  Later, while Uncle Bascom was poking furiously at the meagre coals of the tiny furnace in the cellar, setting up a clangorous and smoky din all through the house, Aunt Louise would bear down madly upon the boy, whispering:


  “Did you hear him! Did you hear him! Still mad about the women at his age! Can’t keep his hands off them! The lechewous old fool!” and she cackled bitterly. Then, with a fierce change: “He’s mad about them, Eugene. He’s had one after anothah for the last twenty yeahs! He has spent faw-chuns on them! Have you seen that gul in his office yet? The stenographer?”


  He had, and believed he had rarely seen a more solidly dull unattractive female than this pallid coarse-featured girl. But he only said: “Yes.”


  “He has spent thousands on her, Gene! Thousands! The old fool! And all they do is laugh at him behind his back. Why even at home heah,” her eyes darting madly about the place, “he can hardly keep his hands off me at times! I have to lock myself in my woom to secure pwotection” and her bright old eyes muttered crazily about in her head.


  He thought these outbursts the result of frantic and extravagant jealousy: fruit of some passionate and submerged affection that his aunt still bore for her husband. This, perhaps, was true, but later he was to find there was a surprising modicum of fact in what she had said.


  During the wintry afternoon, he would sit and smoke one of his uncle’s corn-cob pipes, filling it with the coarse cheap powerful tobacco that lay, loosely spread, upon a bread-board in the kitchen.


  Meanwhile, his aunt, on these usual Sundays when she must remain at home, played entire operas from Wagner on her small victrola.


  Most of the records had been given her by her two daughters, and during the week the voices of the music afforded her the only companionship she had. The boy listened attentively to all she said about music, because he knew little about it, and had got from poetry the kind of joy that music seemed to give to others. Shifting the records quickly, his aunt would point out the melodramatic effervescence of the Italians, the metallic precision, the orderly profusion, the thrill, the vibration, the emptiness of French composition. She liked the Germans and the Russians. She liked what she called the “barbaric splendor” of Rimsky, but was too late, of course, either to have heard or to care much for the modern composers.


  She would play Wagner over and over again, lost in the enchanted forests of the music, her spirit wandering drunkenly down vast murky aisles of sound, through which the great hoarse throats of horns were baying faintly. And occasionally, on Sundays, on one of her infrequent excursions into the world, when her daughters bought her tickets for concerts at Symphony Hall—that great gray room lined on its sides with pallid plaster shells of Greece—she would sit perched high, a sparrow held by the hypnotic serpent’s eye of music—following each motif, hearing minutely each subtle entry of the mellow flutes, the horns, the spinal ecstasy of violins—until her lonely and desolate life was spun out of her into aerial fabrics of bright sound.


  During this time, Uncle Bascom, who also knew nothing about music, and cared so little for it that he treated his wife’s passion for it with contempt, would bury himself in the Sunday papers, or thumb deliberately through the pages of an ancient edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica in search of arbitrament for some contested point.


  “Ah! Here we are, just as I thought,” he would declare suddenly, with triumphant satisfaction. “‘Upon the fifth, however, in spite of the heavy rains which had made of the roads quaking bogs, Jackson appeared suddenly from the South, at the head of an army of 33,000 men.’”


  Then they would wrangle furiously over the hour, the moment, the place of dead event: each rushing from the room fiercely to produce the document which would support his own contention.


  “Your aunt, my boy, is not the woman she once was,” Bascom would say regretfully during her absence. “No question about that! At one time she was a very remarkable woman! Yes, sir, a woman of very considerable intelligence—considerable, that is, for a woman,” he said, with a slight sneer.


  And she, whispering, when he had gone: “You have noticed, of course, Gene?”


  “What?”


  “His mind’s going,” she muttered. “What a head he had fifteen years ago! But now!—Senile decay—G. Stanley Hall—forgets everything—” she whispered hoarsely, as she heard his returning footfalls.


  Or, as the winter light darkened grayly, slashed on the western sky by fierce cold red, his uncle passed sheaf after sheaf of his verse to him, sniggering nosily, and prodding the boy with his great fingers, while his aunt cleared the table, or listened to the music. The great majority of these verses, labored and pedantic as they were, were variations of the motif of agnosticism, the horn on which his ministry in the Church had fatally gored itself—and still a brand that smouldered in his brain—not now so much from an all-mastering conviction, as from some desire to justify himself. These verses, which he asserted were modelled on those of his great hero, Matthew Arnold, were all remarkably like this one:


  MY CREED


  
    “Is there a land beyond the stars


    Where we may find eternal day,


    Life after death, peace after wars?


    Is there? I cannot say.


    Shall we find there a happier life,


    All joy that here we never know,


    Love in all things, an end of strife?


    Perhaps: it may be so.”

  


  And so on.


  And sniggering down his nose, Bascom would prod the young man stiffly with his great fingers, saying, as he slyly thrust another verse into his hand:


  “Something in a lighter vein, my boy. Just a little foolishness, you know. (Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!)” Which was:


  
    “Mary had a little calf,


    It followed up her leg,


    And everywhere that Mary went,


    The boys were sure to beg.”

  


  And so on.


  Uncle Bascom had hundreds of them: Poems—Chiefly Religious, he sent occasionally to the morning papers. They were sometimes printed in the Editor’s Correspondence or The Open Forum. But Poems—Chiefly Profane he kept apparently for his own regalement.


  Then, as it darkened, toward five o’clock, the boy would depart leaving them at times bitterly involved in a political wrangle, with the strewn Sunday members of The Boston Herald and The Boston Post around them, she parroting intensely the newspaper jargon, assaulting Borah and “the Senate iwweconcilables,” he angrily defending Senator Lodge as a scholar and a gentleman, with whom he had not always been in agreement, but from whom he had once received a most courteous letter—a fact which seemed to distinguish him in Bascom’s mind as the paragon of statesmanship.


  And as Eugene left, he would note, with a swift inchoate pang, the sudden mad loneliness in Aunt Louise’s eyes, doomed for another week to her grim imprisonment. But he did not know that her distended and exhausted heart hissed audibly each time she ascended from futile labor on the cold furnace, stoked with cheap slag and coke, and that her thin blood was fed by gristly butcher’s leavings, in answer to the doctor’s call for meat.


  And his aunt would go with Eugene to the frost-glazed door, open it, and stand huddled meagrely and hugging herself together beneath the savage desolation of the Northern cold; talking to him for a moment and calling brightly after him as he went down the icy path:


  “Come again, boy! Always glad to see you!”


  And in the dull cold Sunday light he strode away, his spirit braced by the biting air, the Northern cold, the ragged bloody sky, which was somehow prophetic to him of glorious fulfilment, and at the same time depressed by the gray enormous weight of Sunday tedium and dreariness all around him.


  And yet, he never lost heart that out of this dullness he would draw some rich adventure. He strode away with quickening pulse, hoping to see it issue from every warmly lighted house, to find it in the street cars, the subway or at a restaurant. Then he would go back into the city and dine at one of the restaurants where the pretty waitresses served him. Later he would go out on the sparsely peopled Sunday streets, turning finally, as a last resort, into Washington Street, where the moving-picture places and cheap vaudeville houses were filled with their Sunday Irish custom.


  Sometimes he went in, but as one weary act succeeded the other, and the empty brutal laughter of the people echoed in his ears, seeming to him forced and dishonest, as if people laughed at the ghosts of mirth, the rotten husks of stale wit, the sordidness, hopelessness, and sterility of their lives oppressed him hideously. On the stage he would see the comedian again display his red necktie with a leer, and hear the people laugh about it; he would hear again that some one was a big piece of cheese, and listen to them roar; he would observe again the pert and cheap young comedian with nothing to offer waste time portentously, talk in a low voice with the orchestra leader; and the only thing he liked would be the strength and balance of the acrobats.


  Finally, drowned in a sea-depth of gray horror, and with the weary brutal laughter of the audience ringing in his ears, he would rush out on the street again, filled with its hideous Sunday dullness and the sterile wink of the chop-suey signs, and take the train to Cambridge.


  And there, as the night grew late, his spirit would surge up in him: sunken in books at midnight, with the soft numb prescience of brooding snow upon the air, the feeling of exultancy, joy, and invincible strength would come back; and he was sure that the door would open for him, the magic word be spoken, and that he would make all of the glory, power, and beauty of the earth his own.


  [¬]


  XVIII


  One day the boy telephoned the girl of whom his Uncle Bascom had spoken. She was coy and cautious, but sounded hopeful: he liked her voice. When, after some subtle circumlocutions, he asked her for an early meeting, she countered swiftly by asking him to meet her the following evening at the North Station: she was coming in to town to perform at a dinner. She played the violin. He understood very well that she was really anxious to see him before admitting him to the secure license of a suburban parlor; so, he bathed himself, threw powder under his arm-pits, and put on a new shirt, which he bought for the occasion.


  It was November: rain fell coldly and drearily. He buttoned himself in his long raincoat and went to meet her. She had promised to wear a red carnation; the suggestion was her own, and tickled him hugely. As the pink-faced suburbanites poured, in an icy stream, into the hot waiting-room, he looked for her. Presently he saw her: she came toward him immediately, since his height was unmistakable. They talked excitedly flustered, but gradually getting some preliminary sense of each other.


  She was a rather tall, slender girl, dressed in garments that seemed to have been left over, in good condition, from the early part of the century. She wore a flat but somehow towering hat: it seemed to perch upon her head, as do those worn by the Queen of England. She was covered with a long blue coat, which flared and bustled at the hips, and had screws and curls of black corded ornament; she looked respectable and antiquated, but her costume, and a naive stupidity in her manner, gave her a quaintness that he liked. He took her to the subway, having arranged a meeting at her home for the following night.


  The girl, whose name was Genevieve Simpson, lived with her mother and her brother, a heavy young lout of nineteen years, in a two-family house at Melrose. The mother, a small, full, dumpling-faced woman, whose ordinary expression in repose, in common with that of so many women of the middle class in America who have desired one life and followed another and found perhaps that its few indispensable benefits, as security, gregariousness, decorum, have not been as all-sufficient as they had hoped, was one of sullen, white, paunch-eyed discontent.


  It was this inner petulance, the small carping disparagement of every one and everything that entered the mean light of her world, that made absurdly palpable the burlesque mechanism of social heartiness. Looking at her while she laughed with shrill falsity at all the wrong places, he would rock with huge guffaws, to which she would answer with eager renewal, believing that both were united in their laughter over something of which she was, it is true, a little vague.


  It was, she felt, her business to make commercially attractive to every young man the beauty and comfort of the life she had made for her family, and although the secret niggling discontent of their lives was plainly described on both her own and her daughter’s face, steeped behind their transparent masks in all the small poisons of irritability and bitterness, they united in their pretty tableau before the world—a tableau, he felt, something like those final exhibitions of grace and strength with which acrobats finish the act, the strained smile of ease and comfort, as if one could go on hanging by his toes forever, the grieving limbs, the whole wrought torture which will collapse in exhausted relief the second the curtain hides it.


  “We want you to feel absolutely at home here,” she said brightly. “Make this your headquarters. You will find us simple folk here, without any frills,” she continued, with a glance around the living-room, letting her eye rest with brief satisfaction upon the striped tiles of the hearth, the flowered vases of the mantel, the naked doll, tied with a pink sash, on the piano, and the pictures of “The Horse Fair,” the lovers flying before the storm, Maxfield Parrish’s “Dawn,” and Leonardo da Vinci’s “Last Supper,” which broke the spaces of the wall, “but if you like a quiet family life, a welcome is always waiting for you here. Oh, yes—every one is for each other here: we keep no secrets from each other in our little family.”


  Eugene thought that this was monstrous if it was true; a swift look at Genevieve and Mama convinced him, however, that not everything was being told. A mad exultancy arose in him: the old desire returned again to throw a bomb into the camp, in order to watch its effect; to express murderous opinions in a gentle Christian voice, further entrenched by an engaging matter-of-factness, as if he were but expressing the commonplace thought of all sensible people; bawdily, lewdly, shockingly with a fine assumption of boyish earnestness, sincerity, and naïveté. So, in a voice heavily coated with burlesque feeling, he said: “Thank you, thank you, Mrs. Simpson. You have no idea what it means to me to be able to come to a place like this.”


  “I know,” said Genevieve with fine sympathy, “when you’re a thousand miles from home——”


  “A thousand!” he cried, with a bitter laugh, “a thousand! Say rather a million.” And he waited, almost squealing in his throat, until they should bite.


  “But—but your home is in the South, isn’t it?” Mrs. Simpson inquired doubtfully.


  “Home! Home!” cried he, with raucous laugh. “I have no home!”


  “Oh, you poor boy!” said Genevieve.


  “But your parents—are they both dead?”


  “No!” he answered, with a sad smile. “They are both living.”


  There was a pregnant silence.


  “They do not live together,” he added after a moment, feeling he could not rely on their deductive powers.


  “O-o-oh,” said Mrs. Simpson significantly, running the vowel up and down the vocal scale. “O-o-oh!”


  “Nasty weather, isn’t it?” he remarked, deliberately drawing a loose cigarette from his pocket. “I wish it would snow: I like your cold Northern winters as only a Southerner can like them; I like the world at night when it is muffled, enclosed with snow; I like a warm secluded house, sheltered under heavy fir trees, with the curtains drawn across a mellow light, and books, and a beautiful woman within. These are some of the things I like.”


  “Gee!” said the boy, his heavy blond head leaned forward intently. “What was the trouble?”


  “Jimmy! Hush!” cried Genevieve, and yet they all looked toward Eugene with eager intensity.


  “The trouble?” said he, vacantly. “What trouble?”


  “Between your father and mother?”


  “Oh,” he said carelessly, “he beat her.”


  “Aw-w! He hit her with his fist?”


  “Oh, no. He generally used a walnut walking stick. It got too much for her finally. My mother, even then, was not a young woman—she was almost fifty, and she could not stand the gaff so well as she could in her young days. I’ll never forget that last night,” he said, gazing thoughtfully into the coals with a smile. “I was only seven, but I remember it all very well. Papa had been brought home drunk by the mayor.”


  “The mayor?”


  “Oh, yes,” said Eugene casually. “They were great friends. The mayor often brought him home when he was drunk. But he was very violent that time. After the mayor had gone, he stamped around the house smashing everything he could get his hands on, cursing and blaspheming at the top of his voice. My mother stayed in the kitchen and paid no attention to him when he entered. This, of course, infuriated him. He made for her with the poker. She saw that at last she was up against it; but she had realized that such a moment was inevitable. She was not unprepared. So she reached in the flour bin and got her revolver——”


  “Did she have a revolver!”


  “Oh, yes,” he said nonchalantly, “my Uncle Will had given it to her as a Christmas present. Knowing my father as he did, he told her it might come in handy sometime. Mama was forced to shoot at him three times before he came to his senses.”


  There was a silence.


  “Gee!” said the boy, finally. “Did she hit him?”


  “Only once,” Eugene replied, tossing his cigarette into the fire. “A flesh wound in the leg. A trifle. He was up and about in less than a week. But, of course, Mama had left him by that time.”


  “Well!” said Mrs. Simpson, after a yet longer silence, “I’ve never had to put up with anything like that.”


  “No, thank heaven!” said Genevieve fervently. Then, curiously: “Is—is your mother Mr. Pentland’s sister?”


  “Yes.”


  “And the uncle who gave her the revolver—Mr. Pentland’s brother?”


  “Oh, yes,” Eugene answered readily. “It’s all the same family.” He grinned in his entrails, thinking of Uncle Bascom.


  “Mr. Pentland seems a very educated sort of man,” said Mrs. Simpson, having nothing else to say.


  “Yes. We went to see him when we were hunting for a house,” Genevieve added. “He was very nice to us. He told us he had once been in the ministry.”


  “Yes,” said Eugene. “He was a Man of God for more than twenty years—one of the most eloquent, passionate, and gifted soul-savers that ever struck fear into the hearts of the innumerable sinners of the American Nation. In fact, I know of no one with whom to compare him, unless I turn back three centuries to Jonathan Edwards, the Puritan divine, who evoked, in a quiet voice like the monotonous dripping of water, a picture of hell-fire so near that the skins of the more imaginative fanatics on the front rows visibly blistered. However, Edwards spoke for two and a half hours: Uncle Bascom, with his mad and beautiful tongue, has been known to drive people insane with terror in twenty-seven minutes by the clock. There are still people in the asylums that he put there,” he said piously. “I hope,” he added quickly, “you didn’t ask him why he had left the church.”


  “Oh, no!” said Genevieve. “We never did that.”


  “Why did he?” asked Mrs. Simpson bluntly, who felt that now she had only to ask and it would be given. She was not disappointed.


  “It was the centuries-old conflict between organized authority and the individual,” said Eugene. “No doubt you have felt it in your own lives. Uncle Bascom was a poet, a philosopher, a mystic—he had the soul of an artist which must express divine love and ideal beauty in corporeal form. Such a man as this is not going to be shackled by the petty tyrannies of ecclesiastical convention. An artist must love, and be loved. He must be swept by the Flow of Things, he must be a constantly expanding atom in the rhythmic surges of the Life Force. Who knew this better than Uncle Bascom when he first met the choir contralto?”


  “Contralto!” gasped Genevieve.


  “Perhaps she was a soprano,” said Eugene. “It skills not. Suffice it to say they lived, they loved, they had their little hour of happiness. Of course, when the child came——”


  “The child!” screamed Mrs. Simpson.


  “A bouncing boy. He weighed thirteen pounds at birth and is at the present a Lieutenant Commander in the United States Navy.”


  “What became of—her?” said Genevieve.


  “Of whom?”


  “The—the contralto.”


  “She died—she died in childbirth.”


  [“]But—but Mr. Pentland?” inquired Mrs. Simpson in an uncertain voice. “Didn’t he—marry her?”


  “How could he?” Eugene answered with calm logic. “He was married to some one else.”


  And casting his head back suddenly he sang: “You know I’m in love with some-boddy else, so why can’t you leave me alone?”


  “Well, I never!” Mrs. Simpson stared dumbly into the fire.


  “Well, hardly ever,” Eugene became allusively Gilbertian. “She hardly ever has a Big, Big B.” And he sang throatily: “Oh, yes! Oh, yes, in-deed!” relapsing immediately into a profound and moody abstraction, but noting with delight that Genevieve and her mother were looking at him furtively, with frightened and bewildered glances.


  “Say!” The boy, whose ponderous jowl had been sunken on his fist for ten minutes, now at length distilled a question. “What ever became of your father? Is he still living?”


  “No!” said Eugene, after a brief pause, returning suddenly to fact. “No! He’s still dying.”


  And he fixed upon them suddenly the battery of his fierce eyes, lit with horror:


  “He has a cancer.” After a moment, he concluded: “My father is a very great man.”


  They looked at him in stricken bewilderment.


  “Gee!” said the boy, after another silence. “That guy’s worse than our old man!”


  “Jimmy! Jimmy!” whispered Genevieve scathingly.


  There was a very long, for the Simpson family, a very painful, silence.


  “Aha! Aha!” Eugene’s head was full of ahas.


  “I suppose you have thought it strange,” Mrs. Simpson began with a cracked laugh, which she strove to make careless, “that you have never seen Mr. Simpson about when you called?”


  “Yes,” he answered with a ready dishonesty, for he had never thought of it at all. But he reflected at the same moment that this was precisely the sort of thing people were always thinking of: suddenly before the embattled front of that little family, its powers aligned for the defense of reputation, he felt lonely, shut out. He saw himself looking in at them through a window: all communication with life grouped and protected seemed forever shut off.


  “Mother decided some months ago that she could no longer live with Father,” said Genevieve, with sad dignity.


  “Sure,” volunteered Jimmy, “he’s livin’ with another woman!”


  “Jimmy!” said Genevieve hoarsely.


  Eugene had a momentary flash of humorous sympathy with the departed Simpson; then he looked at her white bickering face and felt sorry for her. She carried her own punishment with her.


  [¬]


  XIX


  Shall a man be dead within your heart before his rotten flesh be wholly dead within the ground, and before the producing fats and syrup cease to give life to his growing hair? Shall a man so soon be done with that which still provides a nest for working maggotry or shall a brother leave a brother’s memory before the worms have left his tissue? This is a pregnant subject: there should be laws passed, and a discipline, which train a man to greater constancy. And suddenly, out of this dream of time in which he lived, he would awaken, and instantly, like a man freed from the spell of an enchantment which has held him captive for many years in some strange land, he would remember home with an intolerable sense of pain and loss, the lost world of his childhood, and feel the strange and bitter miracle of life and have no words for what he wished to say.


  That lost world would come back to him at many times, and often for no cause that he could trace or fathom—a voice half-heard, a word far-spoken, a leaf, a light that came and passed and came again. But always when that lost world would come back, it came at once, like a sword thrust through the entrails, in all its panoply of past time, living, whole, and magic as it had always been.


  And always when it came to him, and at whatever time, and for whatever reason, he could hear his father’s great voice sounding in the house again and see his gaunt devouring stride as he had come muttering round the corner at the hour of noon long years before.


  And then he would hear again the voice of his dead brother, and remember with a sense of black horror, dream-like disbelief, that Ben was dead, and yet could not believe that Ben had ever died, or that he had had a brother, lost a friend. Ben would come back to him in these moments with a blazing and intolerable reality, until he heard his quiet living voice again, saw his fierce scowling eyes of bitter gray, his scornful, proud and lively face, and always when Ben came back to him it was like this: he saw his brother in a single image, in some brief forgotten moment of the past, remembered him by a word, a gesture, a forgotten act; and certainly all that could ever be known of Ben’s life was collected in that blazing image of lost time and the forgotten moment. And suddenly he would be there in a strange land, staring upward from his bed in darkness, hearing his brother’s voice again, and living in the far and bitter miracle of time.


  And always now, when Ben came back to him, he came within the frame and limits of a single image, one of those instant blazing images which from this time would haunt his memory and which more and more, as a kind of distillation—a reward for all the savage struggles of his Faustian soul with the protean and brain-maddening forms of life—were to collect and concentrate the whole material of experience and memory, in which the process of ten thousand days and nights could in an instant be resumed. And the image in which Ben now always came to him was this: he saw his brother standing in a window, and an old red light of fading day, and all the strange and tragic legend of his destiny was on his brow, and all that any man could ever see or know or understand of his dead brother’s life was there:


  Bitter and beautiful, scorn no more. Ben stands there in the window, for a moment idle, his strong, lean fingers resting lightly on his bony hips, his gray eyes scowling fiercely, bitterly and contemptuously over the laughing and exuberant faces of the crowd. For a moment more he scowls fixedly at them with an expression of almost savage contempt. Then scornfully he turns away from them. The bitter, lean and pointed face, the shapely, flashing, close-cropped head jerks upward, backward, he laughs briefly and with pitying contempt as he speaks to that unknown and invisible auditor who all his life has been the eternal confidant and witness of his scorn:


  “Oh my God!” he says, jerking his scornful head out towards the crowd again. “Listen to this, will you?”


  They look at him with laughing and exuberant faces, unwounded by his scorn. They look at him with a kind of secret and unspoken tenderness which the strange and bitter savor of his life awakes in people always. They look at him with faith, with pride, with the joy and confidence and affection which his presence stirs in every one. And as if he were the very author of their fondest hopes, as if he were the fiat, not the helpless agent, of the thing they long to see accomplished, they yell to him in their unreasoning exuberance: “All right, Ben! Give us a hit now! A single’s all we need, boy! Bring him in!” Or others, crying with the same exuberance of faith: “Strike him out, Ben! Make him fan!”


  But now the crowd, sensing the electric thrill and menace of a decisive conflict, has grown still, is waiting with caught breath and pounding hearts, their eyes fixed eagerly on Ben. Somewhere, a thousand miles to the North, somewhere through the reddened, slanting and fast-fading light of that October day, somewhere across the illimitable fields and folds and woods and hills and hollows of America, across the huge brown earth, the mown fields, the vast wild space, the lavish, rude and unfenced distances, the familiar, homely, barren, harsh, strangely haunting scenery of the nation; somewhere through the crisp, ripe air, the misty, golden pollenated light of all her prodigal and careless harvest; somewhere far away at the heart of the great sky-soaring, smoke-gold, and enchanted city of the North, and of their vision—the lean right arm of the great pitcher Mathewson is flashing like a whip. A greyhound of a man named Speaker, quick as a deer to run, sharp as a hawk to see, swift as a cat to strike, stands facing him. And the huge terrific stands, packed to the eaves incredibly with mounting tiers of small white faces, now all breathless, silent, and intent, all focused on two men as are the thoughts, the hearts, the visions of these people everywhere in little towns, soar back, are flung to the farthest edges of the field in a vision of power, of distance, space and lives unnumbered, fused into a single unity that is so terrific that it bursts the measures of our comprehension and has a dream-like strangeness of reality even when we see it.


  The scene is instant, whole and wonderful. In its beauty and design that vision of the soaring stands, the pattern of forty thousand empetalled faces, the velvet and unalterable geometry of the playing field, and the small lean figures of the players, set there, lonely, tense and waiting in their places, bright, desperate solitary atoms encircled by that huge wall of nameless faces, is incredible. And more than anything, it is the light, the miracle of light and shade and color—the crisp, blue light that swiftly slants out from the soaring stands and, deepening to violet, begins to march across the velvet field and towards the pitcher’s box, that gives the thing its single and incomparable beauty.


  The batter stands swinging his bat and grimly waiting at the plate, crouched, tense, the catcher, crouched, the umpire, bent, hands clasped behind his back, and peering forward. All of them are set now in the cold blue of that slanting shadow, except the pitcher who stands out there all alone, calm, desperate, and forsaken in his isolation, with the gold-red swiftly fading light upon him, his figure legible with all the resolution, despair and lonely dignity which that slanting, somehow fatal light can give him. Deep lilac light is eating swiftly in from every corner of the field now, and far off there is a vision of the misty, golden and October towers of the terrific city. The scene is unforgettable in the beauty, intoxication and heroic feeling of its incredible design, and yet, as overwhelming as the spectacle may be for him who sees it, it is doubtful if the eye-witness has ever felt its mystery, beauty, and strange loveliness as did that unseen and unseeing audience in a little town.


  But now the crowd, sensing the menaceful approach of a decisive moment, has grown quiet and tense and breathless, as it stands there in the street. In the window, Ben sets the earphones firmly with his hands, his head goes down, the scowl between his gray eyes deepens to a look of listening intensity. He begins to speak sharply to a young man standing at a table on the floor behind him. He snaps his fingers nervously, a card-board placard is handed to him, he looks quickly at it, and then thrusts it back, crying irritably:


  “No, no, no! Strike one, I said! Damn it, Mac, you’re about as much help to me as a wooden Indian!”


  The young man on the floor thrusts another placard in his hand. Ben takes it quickly, swiftly takes out a placard from the complicated frame of wires and rows and columns in the window (for it is before the day of the electric scoreboard, and this clumsy and complicated system whereby every strike, ball, substitution, or base hit—every possible movement and event that can occur upon the field—must be indicated in this way by placards printed with the exact information, is the only one they know) and thrusts a new placard on the line in place of the one that he has just removed. A cheer, sharp, lusty, and immediate, goes up from the crowd. Ben speaks sharply and irritably to the dark and sullen-featured youth whose name is Foxey and Foxey runs outside quickly with another placard inscribed with the name of a new player who is coming in. Swiftly, Foxey takes out of its groove the name of the departing player, shoves the new one into place, and this time the rival partisans in the crowd cheer for the pinch hitter.


  In the street now there is the excited buzz and hum of controversy. The people, who, with a strange and somehow moving loyalty, are divided into two groups supporting the merits of two teams which they have never seen, are eagerly debating, denying, making positive assertions of what is likely to happen, which are obviously extravagant and absurd in a contest where nothing can be predicted, and so much depends on fortune, chance, and the opportunity of the moment.


  In the very forefront of the crowd, a little to the right as Ben stands facing them, a well-dressed man in the late fifties can be seen excitedly discussing the prospect of the game with several of his companions. His name is Fagg Sluder, a citizen well known to every one in town. He is a man who made a fortune as a contractor and retired from active business several years ago, investing part of his wealth in two or three large office buildings, and who now lives on the income he derives from them.


  He is a nervous energetic figure of a man, of middle height, with graying hair, a short, cropped mustache, and the dry, spotted, slightly concave features which characterize many Americans of his age. A man who, until recent years, has known nothing but hard work since his childhood, he has now developed, in his years of leisure, an enthusiastic devotion to the game, that amounts to an obsession.


  He has not only given to the town the baseball park which bears his name, he is also president of the local Club, and uncomplainingly makes good its annual deficit. During the playing season his whole time is spent in breathing, thinking, talking baseball all day long: if he is not at the game, bent forward in his seat behind the home plate in an attitude of ravenous absorption; occasionally shouting advice and encouragement to the players in his rapid, stammering, rather high-pitched voice that has a curiously incisive penetration and carrying power, then he is up on the Square before the fire department going over every detail of the game with his cronies and asking eager, rapid-fire questions of the young red-necked players he employs, and towards whom he displays the worshipful admiration of a school-boy.


  Now this man who, despite his doctor’s orders, smokes twenty or thirty strong black cigars a day, and in fact is never to be seen without a cigar in his fingers or in his mouth—may be heard all over the crowd speaking eagerly in his rapid, stammering voice to a man with a quiet and pleasant manner who stands behind him. This is the assistant chief of the fire department and his name is Bickett:


  “Jim,” Mr. Sluder is saying in his eager and excited way, “I—I—I—I tell you what I think! If—if—if Speaker comes up there again with men on bases—I—I—I just believe Matty will strike him out—I swear I do. What do you think?” he demands eagerly and abruptly.


  Mr. Bickett, first pausing to draw slowly and languorously on a cigarette before casting it into the gutter, makes some easy, quiet and non-committal answer which satisfies Mr. Sluder completely, since he is paying no attention to him anyway. Immediately, he claps the chewed cigar which he is holding in his stubby fingers into his mouth, and nodding his head briskly and vigorously, with an air of great decision, he stammers out again:


  “Well—I—I—I just believe that’s what he’s going to do: I—I—I don’t think he’s afraid of that fellow at all! I—I—I think he knows he can strike him out any time he feels like it.”


  The boy knows every one in the crowd as he looks around him. Here are the other boys of his own age, and older—his fellow route-boys in the morning’s work, his school companions, delivery boys employed by druggists, merchants, clothiers, the sons of the more wealthy and prominent people of the town. Here are the boys from the eastern part of town from which he comes and in which his father’s house is built—the older, homelier, and for some reason more joyful and confident part of town to him—though why he does not know, he cannot say. Perhaps it is because the hills along the eastern borders of the town are near and close and warm, and almost to be touched. But in the western part of town, the great vistas of the soaring ranges, the distant summits of the Smokies fade far away into the west, into the huge loneliness, the haunting desolation of the unknown distance, the red, lonely light of the powerful retreating sun.


  But now the old red light is slanting swiftly, the crowd is waiting tense and silent, already with a touch of sorrow, resignation, and the winter in their hearts, for summer’s over, the game is ending, and October has come again, has come again. In the window, where the red slant of the sun already falls, Ben is moving quickly, slipping new placards into place, taking old ones out, scowling, snapping his hard, white fingers in command, speaking curtly, sharply, irritably to the busy figures, moving at his bidding on the floor. The game—the last game of the series—is sharp, close, bitterly contested. No one can say as yet which way the issue goes, which side will win, when it will end—but that fatality of red slanting light, the premonitory menace of the frost, the fatal certitude of victory and defeat, with all the sorrow and regret that both can bring to men, are in their hearts.


  From time to time, a wild and sudden cheer breaks sharply from the waiting crowd, as something happens to increase their hope of victory, but for the most part they are tense and silent now, all waiting for the instant crisis, the quick end.


  Behind Ben, seated in a swivel chair, but turned out facing toward the crowd, the boy can see the gouty bulk of Mr. Flood, the owner of the paper. He is bent forward heavily in his seat, his thick apoplectic fingers braced upon his knees, his mouth ajar, his coarse, jowled, venously empurpled face and bulging yellow eyes turned out upon the crowd, in their constant expression of slow stupefaction. From time to time, when the crowd cheers loudly, the expression of brutal surprise upon Mr. Flood’s coarse face will deepen perceptibly and comically, and in a moment he will say stupidly, in his hoarse and phlegmy tones:


  “Who done that? ... What are they yelling for? ... Which side’s ahead now? ... What happened that time, Ben?”


  To which Ben usually makes no reply whatever, but the savage scowl between his gray eyes deepens with exasperation, and finally, cursing bitterly, he says:


  “Damn it, Flood! What do you think I am—the whole damned newspaper? For heaven’s sake, man, do you think all I’ve got to do is answer damn-fool questions! If you want to know what’s happening, go outside where the rest of them are!”


  “Well, Ben, I just wanted to know how—” Mr. Flood begins hoarsely, heavily, and stupidly.


  “Oh, for God’s sake! Listen to this, won’t you?” says Ben, laughing scornfully and contemptuously as he addresses the invisible auditor of his scorn, and jerking his head sideways toward the bloated figure of his employer as he does so, [so.] “Here!” he says, in a disgusted manner. “For God’s sake, some one go and tell him what the score is, and put him out of his misery!” And scowling savagely, he speaks sharply into the mouthpiece of the phone and puts another placard on the line.


  And suddenly, even as the busy figures swarm and move there in the window before the waiting crowd, the bitter thrilling game is over! In waning light, in faint shadows, far, far away in a great city of the North, the 40,000 small empetalled faces bend forward, breathless, waiting—single and strange and beautiful as all life, all living, and man’s destiny. There’s a man on base, the last flash of the great right arm, the crack of the bat, the streaking white of a clean-hit ball, the wild, sudden, solid roar, a pair of flashing legs have crossed the rubber, and the game is over!


  And instantly, there at the city’s heart, in the great stadium, and all across America, in ten thousand streets, ten thousand little towns, the crowd is breaking, flowing, lost forever! That single, silent, most intolerable loveliness is gone forever. With all its tragic, proud and waiting unity, it belongs now to the huge, the done, the indestructible fabric of the past, has moved at last out of that inscrutable maw of chance we call the future into the strange finality of dark time.


  Now it is done, the crowd is broken, lost, exploded, and 10,000,000 men are moving singly down 10,000 streets—toward what? Some by the light of Hesperus which, men say, can bring all things that live on earth to their own home again—flock to the fold, the father to his child, the lover to the love he has forsaken—and the proud of heart, the lost, the lonely of the earth, the exile and the wanderer—to what? To pace again the barren avenues of night, to pass before the bulbous light of lifeless streets with half-averted faces, to pass the thousand doors, to feel again the ancient hopelessness of hope, the knowledge of despair, the faith of desolation.


  And for a moment, when the crowd has gone, Ben stands there silent, lost, a look of bitter weariness, disgust, and agony upon his gray gaunt face, his lonely brow, his fierce and scornful eyes. And as he stands there that red light of waning day has touched the flashing head, the gaunt, starved face, has touched the whole image of his fiercely wounded, lost and scornful spirit with the prophecy of its strange fatality. And in that instant as the boy looks at his brother, a knife is driven through his entrails suddenly, for with an instant final certitude, past reason, proof, or any visual evidence, he sees the end and answer of his brother’s life. Already death rests there on his proud head like a coronal. The boy knows in that one instant Ben will die.


  [¬]


  XX


  He visited Genevieve frequently over a period of several months. As his acquaintance with the family deepened, the sharpness of his appetite for seduction dwindled, and was supplanted by an ecstatic and insatiable glee. He felt that he had never in his life been so enormously and constantly amused: he would think exultantly for days of an approaching visit, weaving new and more preposterous fables for their consumption, bursting into violent laughter on the streets as he thought of past scenes, the implication of a tone, a gesture, the transparent artifice of mother and daughter, the incredible exaggeration of everything.


  He was charmed, enchanted: his mind swarmed daily with monstrous projects—his heart quivered in a tight cage of nervous exultancy as he thought of the infinite richness of absurdity that lay stored for him. His ethical conscience was awakened hardly at all—he thought of these three people as monsters posturing for his delight. His hatred of cruelty, the nauseating horror at the idiot brutality of youth, had not yet sufficiently defined itself to check his plunge. He was swept along in the full tide of his adventure: he thought of nothing else.


  Through an entire winter, and into the spring, he went to see this little family in a Boston suburb. Then, he got tired of the game and the people as suddenly as he had begun, with the passionate boredom, weariness, and intolerance of which youth is capable. And now that the affair was ending, he was at last ashamed of the part he had played in it, and of the arrogant contempt with which he had regaled himself at the expense of other people. And he knew that the Simpsons had themselves at length become conscious of the meaning of his conduct, and saw that, in some way, he had made them the butt of a joke. And when they saw this, the family suddenly attained a curious quiet dignity, of which he had not believed them capable and which later he could not forget.


  One night, as he was waiting in the parlor for the girl to come down, her mother entered the room, and stood looking at him quietly for a moment. Presently she spoke:


  “You have been coming here for some time, now,” she said, “and we were always glad to see you. My daughter liked you when she met you—she likes you yet—” the woman said slowly, and went on with obvious difficulty and embarrassment. “Her welfare means more to me than anything in the world—I would do anything to save her from unhappiness or misfortune.” She was silent a moment, then said bluntly, “I think I have a right to ask you a question:—what are your intentions concerning her?”


  He told himself that these words were ridiculous and part of the whole comic and burlesque quality of the family, and yet he found now that he could not laugh at them. He sat looking at the fire, uncertain of his answer, and presently he muttered:


  “I have no intentions concerning her.”


  “All right,” the woman said quietly. “That is all I wanted to know. ... You are a young man,” she went on slowly after a pause, “and very clever and intelligent—but there are still a great many things you do not understand. I know now that we looked funny to you and you have amused yourself at our expense. ... I don’t know why you thought it was such a joke, but I think you will live to see the day when you are sorry for it. It’s not good to make a joke of people who have liked you and tried to be your friends.”


  “I know it’s not,” he said, and muttered: “I’m sorry for it now.”


  “Still, I can’t believe,” the woman said, “that you are a boy who would wilfully bring sorrow and ruin to any one who had never done you any harm. ... The only reason I am saying this is for my daughter’s sake.”


  “You don’t need to worry about that,” he said. “I’m sorry now for acting as I have—but you know everything I’ve done. And I’ll not come back again. But I’d like to see her, and tell her that I’m sorry before I go.”


  “Yes,” the woman said, “I think you ought.”


  She went out and a few minutes later the girl came down, entered the room, and he said good-bye to her. He tried to make amends to her with fumbling words, but she said nothing. She stood very still as he talked, almost rigid, her lips pressed tightly together, her hands clenched, winking back the tears.


  “All right,” she said finally, giving him her hand. “I’ll say good-bye to you without hard feelings. ... Some day ... some day,” her voice choked and she winked furiously—“I hope you’ll understand—oh, good-bye!” she cried, and turned away abruptly. “I’m not mad at you any longer—and I wish you luck. ... You know so many things, don’t you?—You’re so much smarter than we are, aren’t you? ... And I’m sorry for you when I think of all you’ve got to learn ... of what you’re going through before you do.”


  “Good-bye,” he said.


  He never saw any of them again, but he could not forget them. And as the years went on, the memory of all their folly, falseness, and hypocrisy was curiously altered and subdued and the memory that grew more vivid and dominant was of a little family, one of millions huddled below the immense and timeless skies that bend above us, lost in the darkness of nameless and unnumbered lives upon the lonely wilderness of life that is America, and banked together against these giant antagonists, for comfort, warmth, and love, with a courage and integrity that would not die, and could not be forgotten.


  [¬]


  XXI


  One afternoon early in May, Helen met McGuire upon the street. He had just driven in behind Wood’s Pharmacy on Academy Street, and was preparing to go in to the prescription counter when she approached him. He got out of his big dusty-looking roadster with a painful grunt, slammed the door, and began to fumble slowly in the pockets of his baggy coat for a cigarette. He turned slowly as she spoke, grunted, “Hello, Helen,” stuck the cigarette on his fat under-lip and lighted it, and then looking at her with his brutal, almost stupid, but somehow kindly glance, he barked coarsely:


  “What’s on your mind?”


  “It’s about Papa,” she began in a low, hoarse and almost morbid tone—“Now I want to know if this last attack means that the end has come. You’ve got to tell me—we’ve got the right to know about it——”


  The look of strain and hysteria on her big-boned face, her dull eyes fixed on him in a morbid stare, the sore on her large cleft chin, above all, the brooding insistence of her tone as she repeated phrases he had heard ten thousand times before suddenly rasped upon his frayed nerves, stretched them to the breaking point; he lost his air of hard professionalism and exploded in a flare of brutal anger:


  “You want to know what? You’ve got a right to be told what? For God’s sake,”—his tone was brutal, rasping, jeering—“pull yourself together and stop acting like a child.” And then, a little more quietly, but brusquely, he demanded:


  “All right. What do you want to know?”


  “I want to know how long he’s going to last,” she said with morbid insistence. “Now, you’re a doctor,” she wagged her large face at him with an air of challenge that infuriated him, “and you ought to tell us. We’ve got to know!”


  “Tell you! Got to know!” he shouted. “What the hell are you talking about? What do you expect to be told?”


  “How long Papa has to live,” she said with the same morbid insistence as before.


  “You’ve asked me that a thousand times,” he said harshly. “I’ve told you that I didn’t know. He may live another month, he may be here a year from now—how can we tell about these things,” he said in an exasperated tone, “particularly where your father is concerned. Helen, three or four years ago I might have made a prediction. I did make them—I didn’t see how W.O. could go on six months longer. But he’s fooled us all—you, me, the doctors at Johns Hopkins, every one who’s had anything to do with the case. The man is dying from malignant carcinoma—he has been dying for years—his life is hanging by a thread, and the thread may break at any time—but when it is going to break I have no way of telling you.”


  “Ah-hah,” she said reflectively. Her eyes had taken on a dull appeased look as he talked to her, and now she had begun to pluck at her large cleft chin. “Then you think—” she began.


  “I think nothing,” he shouted. “And for God’s sake stop picking at your chin!”


  For a moment he felt the sudden brutal anger that one sometimes feels toward a contrary child. He felt like taking her by the shoulders and shaking her. Instead, he took it out in words and scowling at her, said with brutal directness:


  “Look here! ... You’ve got to pull yourself together. You’re becoming a mental case—do you hear me? You wander around like a person in a dream, you ask questions no one can answer, you demand answers no one can give—you work yourself up into hysterical frenzies and then you collapse and soak yourself with drugs, patent medicines, corn licker—anything that has alcohol in it—for days at a time. When you go to bed at night you think you hear voices talking to you, some one coming up the steps, the telephone. And really you hear nothing: there is nothing there. Do you know what that is?” he demanded brutally. “Those are symptoms of insanity—you’re becoming unbalanced, if it keeps on they may have to send you to the crazy-house to take the cure.”


  “Ah-hah! Uh-huh!” she kept plucking at her big chin with an air of abstracted reflection, and with a curious look of dull appeasement in her eyes as if his brutal words had really given her some comfort. Then she suddenly came to herself, looked at him with clear eyes, and, her generous mouth touched at the corners with the big lewd tracery of her earthy humor, she sniggered hoarsely, and prodding him in his fat ribs with a big bony finger, she said:


  “You think I’ve got ’em, do you? Well—” she nodded seriously in agreement, frowning a little as she spoke, but with the faint grin still legible around the corners of her mouth,—“I’ve often thought the same thing. You may be right,” she nodded seriously again. “There are times when I do feel off—you know?—queer—looney—crazy—like there was a screw loose somewhere—Brrr!” and with the strange lewd mixture of frown and grin, she made a whirling movement with her finger towards her head. “What do you think it is?” she went on with an air of seriousness. “Now, I’d just like to know. What is it that makes me act like that? ... Is it woman-business?” she said with a lewd and comic look upon her face. “Am I getting funny like the rest of them—now I’ve often thought the same—that maybe I’m going through a change of life—is that it? Maybe——”


  “Oh, change of life be damned!” he said in a disgusted tone. “Here you are a young woman thirty-two years old and you talk to me about a change of life! That has about as much sense to it as a lot of other things you say! The only thing you change is your mind—and you do that every five minutes!” He was silent for a moment, breathing heavily and staring at her coarsely with his bloated and unshaven face, his veined and weary-looking eyes. When he spoke again his voice was gruff and quiet, touched with a burly, almost paternal tenderness:


  “Helen,” he said, “I’m worried about you—and not about your father. Your father is an old man now with a malignant cancer and with no hope of ever getting well again. He is tired of life, he wants to die—for God’s sake why do you want to prolong his suffering, to try to keep him here in a state of agony, when death would be a merciful release for him? ... I know there is no hope left for your father: he has been doomed for years, the sooner the end comes the better——”


  She tried to speak but he interrupted her brusquely, saying:


  “Just a minute. There’s something that I want to say to you—for God’s sake try to use it, if you can. The death of this old man seems strange and horrible to you because he is your father. It is as hard for you to think about his death as it is to think about the death of God Almighty; you think that if your father dies there will be floods and earthquakes and convulsions throughout nature. I assure you that this is not true. Old men are dying every second of the day, and nothing happens except they die——”


  “Oh, but Papa was a wonderful man,” she said. “I know! I know! Everybody who ever knew him said the same.”


  “Yes,” McGuire agreed, “he was—he was one of the most remarkable men I ever knew. And that is what makes it all the harder now.”


  She looked at him eagerly, and said:


  “You mean—his dying?”


  “No, Helen,” McGuire spoke quietly and with a weary patience. “There’s nothing very bad about his dying. Death seems so terrible to you because you know so little about it. But I have seen so much of death, I have seen so many people die—and I know there is really nothing very terrible about it, and about the death of an old man ravaged by disease there is nothing terrible at all. It seems terrible to those looking on—there are,” he shrugged his fat shoulders, “there are sometimes—physical details that are unpleasant. But the old man knows little of all that: an old man dies as a clock runs down—he is worn out, has lost the will to live, he wants to die, and he just stops. That is all. And that will happen to your father.”


  “Oh, but it will be so strange now—so hard to understand!” she muttered with a bewildered look in her eyes. “We have expected him to die so many times—we have been fooled so often—and now I can’t believe that it will ever happen. I thought that he would die in 1916, I never expected him to live another year; in 1918, the year that Ben died, none of us could see how he’d get through the winter—and then Ben died! No one had even thought of Ben—” her voice grew cracked and hoarse and her eyes glistened with tears. “We had forgotten Ben—every one was thinking about Papa—and then when Ben died, I turned against Papa for a time. For a while I was bitter against him—it seemed that I had done everything for this old man, that I had given him everything I had—my life, my strength, my energy—all because I thought that he was going to die—and then Ben, who had never been given anything—who had had nothing out of life—who had been neglected and forgotten by us all and who was the best one—the most decent one of the whole crowd—Ben was the one who had to go. For a time after his death I didn’t care what happened—to Papa or to any one else. I was so bitter about Ben’s death—it seemed so cruel, so rotten and unjust—that it had to be Ben of all the people in the world—only twenty-six years old and without a thing to show for his life—no love, no children, no happiness, cheated out of everything, when Papa had had so much—I couldn’t stand the thought of it, even now I hate to go to Mama’s house, it almost kills me to go near Ben’s room, I’ve never been in it since the night he died—and somehow I was bitter against Papa! It seemed to me that he had cheated me, tricked me—at times I got so bitter that I thought that he was responsible in some way for Ben’s death. I said I was through with him, that I would do nothing else for him, that I had done all that I intended to do, and that somebody else would have to take care of him. ... But it all came back; he had another bad spell and I was afraid that he was going to die, and I couldn’t stand the thought of it. ... And it has gone on now so long, year after year, and year after year,” she said in a frenzied tone, “always thinking that he couldn’t last and seeing him come back again, that I couldn’t believe that it would ever happen. I can’t believe it now. ... And what am I going to do?” she said hoarsely and desperately, clutching McGuire by the sleeve, “what am I going to do now if he really dies? What is there left for me in life with Papa gone?” Her voice was almost sobbing now with grief and desperation—“He’s all I’ve got to live for, Doctor McGuire. I’ve got nothing out of life that I wanted or expected—it’s all been so different from the way I thought it was—I’ve had nothing—no fame, no glory, no success, no children—everything has gone—Papa is all that I have left! If he dies what shall I do?” she cried frantically, shaking him by the sleeve. “That old man is all I’ve got—the only thing I’ve got left to live for; to keep him alive, to make him comfortable, to ease his pain, to see he gets good food and attention—somehow, somehow,” she panted desperately, clasping her big bony hands in a gesture of unconscious but pitiable entreaty, and beginning to rock unsteadily on her feet as she spoke—“somehow, somehow, to keep life in him, to keep him here, not to let him go—that’s all I’ve got to live for—what in the name of God am I going to do when that is taken from me?”


  And she paused, panting and exhausted by her tirade, her big face strained and quivering, glaring at him with an air of frantic entreaty as if it was in his power to give the answers to these frenzied questions. And for a moment he said nothing; he just stood there looking at her with the coarse and brutal stare of his blotched face, his venous yellowed eyes, the wet cigarette stuck comically at the corner of one fat lip.


  “What are you going to do?” he barked, presently. “You’re going to get hold of yourself—pull yourself together—amount to something, be somebody!” He coughed chokingly to one side, for a moment there was just the sound of his thick short breathing, then he flung the cigarette away, and said quietly:


  “Helen, for God’s sake, don’t throw your life away! Don’t destroy the great creature that lies buried in you somewhere—wake it up, make it come to life. Don’t talk to me of this old man’s life as if it were your own——”


  “It is, it is!” she said in a brooding tone of morbid fatality.


  “It is not!” he said curtly, “unless you make it so—unless you play the weakling and the fool and throw yourself away. For God’s sake, don’t let that happen to you. I have seen it happen to so many people—some of them fine people like yourself, full of energy, imagination, intelligence, ability—all thrown away, frittered away like that,” he flung fat fingers in the air—“because they did not have the guts to use what God had given them—to make a new life for themselves—to stand on their own feet and not to lean upon another’s shoulder! ... Don’t die the death!” he rasped coarsely, staring at her with his brutal face. “Don’t die the rotten, lousy, dirty death-in-life—the only death that’s really horrible! For God’s sake, don’t betray life and yourself and the people who love you by dying that kind of death! I’ve seen it happen to so many people—and it was always so damned useless, such a rotten waste! That’s what I was trying to say to you a few minutes ago—it’s not the death of the dying that is terrible, it is the death of the living. And we always die that death for the same reason:—because our father dies, and takes from us his own life, his world, his time—and we haven’t courage enough to make a new life, a new world for ourselves. I wonder if you know how often that thing happens—how often I have seen it happen—the wreck, the ruin, and the tragedy it has caused in life! When the father goes, the whole structure of the family life goes with him—and unless his children have the will, the stuff, the courage to make something of their own, they die, too. ... With you, it’s going to be very hard when your father dies; he was a man of great vitality and a strong personality who has left a deep impression on every one who knew him. And for seven years now, your father’s death has been your life. ... It has become a part of you, you have brooded over it, lived with it, soaked in it, been tainted by it—and now it is going to be hard for you to escape. But escape you must, and stand on your own feet—or you are lost. ... Helen!” he barked sharply, and fixed her with his coarse and brutal stare—“listen to me:—your childhood, Woodson Street, getting your father over drunks, cooking for him, nursing him, feeding him, dressing and undressing him—I know about it all, I saw it all—and now!”—he paused, staring at her, then made a sudden gesture outward, palms downward, of his two thick hands—“over, done for, gone forever! It’s no good any more, it won’t work any more, it can’t be brought back any more—forget about it!”


  “Oh, I can’t! I can’t!” she said desperately. “I can’t give him up—I can’t let him go—he’s all I’ve got. Doctor McGuire,” she said earnestly, “ever since I was a kid of ten and you first came to get Papa over one of his sprees, I’ve fairly worshipped you! I’ve always felt down in my heart that you were one of the most wonderful people—the most wonderful doctor—in the world! I’ve always felt that at the end you could do anything—perform a miracle—bring him back. For God’s sake, don’t go back on me now! Do something—anything you can—but save him, save him.”


  He was silent for a moment, and just stared at her with his yellow, venous eyes. And when he spoke his voice was filled with the most quiet and utter weariness of despair that she had ever heard:


  “Save him?” he said. “My poor child, I can save no one—nothing—least of all myself.”


  And suddenly she saw that it was true; she saw that he was lost, that he was done for, gone, and that he knew it. His coarse and bloated face was mottled by great black purplish patches, his yellow weary eyes already had the look of death in them; the knowledge of death rested with an unutterable weariness in his burly form, was audible in the short thick labor of his breath. She saw instantly that he was going to die, and with that knowledge her heart was torn with a rending pity as if a knife had been driven through it and twisted there; all of the brightness dropped out of the day, and in that moment it seemed that the whole substance and structure of her life was gone.


  The day was a shining one, full of gold and sapphire and sparkle, and in the distance, toward the east, she could see the sweet familiar green of hills. She knew that nothing had been changed at all, and yet even the brightness of the day seemed dull and common to her. It served only to make more mean and shabby the rusty buildings and the street before her. And the bright light filled her with a nameless uneasiness and sense of shame: it seemed to expose her, to show her imperfections nakedly, and instinctively she turned away from it into the drugstore, where there were coolness, artificial lights and gaiety, the clamor of voices and people that she knew. And she knew that most of them had come here for the same reason—because the place gave them a sort of haven, however brief and shabby, from the naked brightness of the day and their sense of indefinable uncertitude and shame—because “it was the only place there was to go.”


  Several young people, two girls and a boy were coming down among the crowded tables towards one of the mirrored booths against the wall, where another boy and girl were waiting for them. As they approached, she heard their drawling voices, talking “cute nigger-talk” as her mind contemptuously phrased it, the vapid patter phrased to a monotonous formula of “charm,” inane, cheap, completely vulgar, and as if they had been ugly little monsters of some world of dwarfs she listened to them with a detached perspective of dislike and scorn.


  One of the girls—the one already in the booth—was calling to the others in tones of playful protest, in her “cute,” mannered, empty little voice:


  “Hey, theah, you all! Wheah you been! Come on, heah, man!” she cried urgently and reproachfully toward the approaching youth—“We been lookin’ up an’ down faw you! What you been doin’, anyhow?” she cried with reproachful curiosity. “We been waitin’ heah an’ waitin’ heah until it seemed lak you nevah would come! We wuh about to give you up!”


  “Child!” another of the girls drawled back, and made a languid movement of the hand—a move indicative of resignation and defeat. “Don’t tawk! I thought we nevah would get away. ... That Jawdan woman came in to see Mothah just as me an’ Jim was fixin’ to go out, an’ child!”—again the languid movement of exhaustion and defeat—“when that woman gits stahted tawkin’ you might as well give up! No one else can git a wuhd in edgeways. I’ll declayah!” the voice went up, and the hand again made its languid movement of surrender—“I nevah huhd the lak of it in all mah days! That’s the tawkinest woman that evah lived. You’d a-died if you could a-seen the way Jim looked. I thought he was goin’ to pass right out befoah we got away from theah!”


  “Lady,” said Jim, who had as yet taken no part in the conversation, “you said it! It sho’ly is the truth! That sho is one tawkin’ woman—an’ I don’t mean maybe, eithah!” He drawled these words out with an air of pert facetiousness, and then looked round him with a complacent smirk on his young, smooth, empty face to see if his display of wit had been noticed and properly appreciated.


  And Helen, passing by, kept smiling, plucking at her chin abstractedly, feeling toward these young people a weary disgust that was tinged with a bitter and almost personal animosity.


  “Awful little made up girls ... funny-looking little boys ... nothing to do but hang out here and loaf ... walk up and down the street ... and drink coca-cola all day long ... and to think it seemed so wonderful to me when I was a kid, to dress up and go up town and come in here where Papa was. ... How dull and cheap and dreary it all is!”


  [¬]


  XXII


  A little after three o’clock one morning in June, Hugh McGuire was seated at his desk in the little office which stood just to the left of the entrance hall at the Altamont Hospital, of which institution he was chief of staff and principal owner. McGuire’s burly bloated form was seated in a swivel chair and sprawled forward, his fat arms resting on the desk which was an old-fashioned roll-top affair with a number of small cubby-holes above and with two parallel rows of drawers below. In the space below the desk and between the surgeon’s fat legs there was a gallon jug of corn whiskey.


  And on the desk there was a stack of letters which had also been delivered to him the day before. The letters had been written to one of McGuire’s own colleagues by a certain very beautiful lady of the town, of whom it is only necessary to say that she was not McGuire’s wife and that he had known her for a long time. The huge man—curiously enough, not only a devoted father and a loyal husband, but a creature whose devotion to his family had been desperately intensified by the bitter sense of his one unfaith—had been for many years obsessed by one of those single, fatal and irremediable passions which great creatures of this sort feel only once in life, and for just one woman. Now the obsession of that mad fidelity was gone—exploded in an instant by a spidery scheme of words upon a page, a packet of torn letters in a woman’s hand. Hence, this sense now of a stolid, slow, and cureless anguish in the man, the brutal deliberation of his drunkenness. Since finding these letters upon his desk when he had returned at seven o’clock the night before from his visit to Gant, McGuire had not left his office or moved in his chair, except to bend with a painful grunt from time to time, feel between his legs with a fat hand until he found the jug, and then, holding it with a bear-like solemnity between his paws, drink long and deep of the raw, fiery, and colorless liquid in the jug. He had done this very often, and now the jug was two-thirds empty. As he read, his mouth was half open and a cigarette was stuck on the corner of one fat lip, a look that suggested a comical drunken stupefaction. The hospital had long since gone to sleep, and in the little office there was no sound save the ticking of a clock and McGuire’s short, thick, and stertorous breathing. Then when he had finished a letter, he would fold it carefully, put it back in its envelope, rub his thick fingers across the stubble of brown-reddish beard that covered his bloated and discolored face, reach with a painful grunt for the glass jug, drink, and open up another letter.


  And from time to time he would put a letter down before he had finished reading it, take up a pen, and begin to write upon a sheet of broad hospital stationery, of which there was a pad upon the desk. And McGuire wrote as he read, slowly, painfully, carefully, with a fixed and drunken attentiveness, no sound except the minute and careful scratching of the pen in his fat hands, and the short, thick stertorous breathing as he bent over the tablet, his cigarette plastered comically at the edge of one fat lip.


  McGuire would read the letters over and over, slowly, carefully, and solemnly. Burly, motionless and with no sound save for the short and stertorous labor of his breath he stared with drunken fixity at the pages which he held close before his yellowed eyes, his bloated face. He had read each letter at least a dozen times during the course of the long evening. And each time that he finished reading it, he would fold it carefully with his thick fingers, put it back into its envelope, bend and reach down between his fat legs with a painful grunt, fumble for the liquor jug, and then drink long and deep.


  It seemed that a red-hot iron had been driven through his heart and twisted there; the liquor burned in his blood and guts like fire; and each time that he had finished reading that long letter, he would grunt, reach for the jug again, and then slowly and painfully begin to scrawl some words down on the pad before him.


  He had done this at least a dozen times that night, and each time after a few scrawled lines, he would grunt impatiently, wad the paper up into a crumpled ball and throw it into the waste-paper basket at his side. Now, a little after three o’clock in the morning, he was writing steadily; there was no sound now in the room save for the man’s thick short breathing, and the minute scratching of his pen across the paper. An examination of these wadded balls of paper, however, in the order in which they had been written, would have revealed perfectly the successive states of feeling in the man’s spirit.


  The first, which was written after his discovery of the letters, was just a few scrawled words without punctuation or grammatical coherence, ending abruptly in an explosive splintered movement of the pen, and read simply and expressively as follows:


  “You bitch you damned dirty trollop of a lying whore you——”


  And this ended here in an explosive scrawl of splintered ink, and had been wadded up and thrown away into the basket.


  [¬]


  XXIII


  Helen had lain awake for hours in darkness, in a strange comatose state of terror and hallucination. There was no sound save the sound of Barton’s breathing beside her, but in her strange drugged state she would imagine she heard all kinds of sounds. And she lay there in the dark, her eyes wide open, wide awake, plucking at her large cleft chin abstractedly, in a kind of drugged hypnosis, thinking like a child:


  “What is that? ... Some one is coming! ... That was a car that stopped outside. ... Now they’re coming up the steps. ... There’s some one knocking at the door. ... Oh, my God! ... It’s about Papa! ... He’s had another attack, they’ve come to get me ... he’s dead! ... Hugh! Hugh! Wake up!” she said hoarsely, and seized him by the arm. And he woke, his sparse hair touselled, grumbling sleepily.


  “Hugh! Hugh!” she whispered. “It’s Papa—he’s dying ... they’re at the door now! ... oh, for heaven’s sake, get up!” she almost screamed, in a state of frenzied despair and exasperation. “Aren’t you good for anything! ... Don’t lie there like a dummy—Papa may be dying! Get up! Get up! There’s some one at the door! My God, you can at least go and find out what it is! Oh, get up, get up, I tell you! ... Don’t leave everything to me! You’re a man—you can at least do that much!”—and by now her voice was almost sobbing with exasperation.


  “Well, all right, all right!” he grumbled in a tone of protest, “I’m going! Only give me a moment to find my slippers and my bath-robe, won’t you?”


  And, hair still twisted, tall, bony, thin to emaciation, he felt around with his bare feet until he found his slippers, stepped gingerly into them, and put on his bath-robe, tying the cord around his waist, and looking himself over in the mirror carefully, smoothing down his rumpled hair and making a shrugging motion of the shoulders. And she looked at him with a tortured and exasperated glare, saying:


  “Oh, slow, slow, slow! ... My God, you’re the slowest thing that ever lived! ... I could walk from here to California in the time it takes you to get out of bed.”


  “Well, I’m going, I’m going,” he said again with surly protest. “I don’t want to go to the front door naked—only give me a minute to get ready, won’t you?”


  “Then, go, go, go!” she almost screamed at him. “They’ve been there for fifteen minutes. ... They’re almost hammering the door down—for God’s sake go and find out if they’ve come because of Papa, I beg of you.”


  And he went hastily, still preserving a kind of dignity as he stepped along gingerly in his bath-robe and thin pyjamaed legs. And when he got to the door, there was no one, nothing there. The street outside was bare and empty, the houses along the street dark and hushed with their immense and still attentiveness of night and silence and the sleepers, the trees were standing straight and lean with their still young leafage—and he came back again growling surlily.


  “Ah-h, there’s no one there! You didn’t hear anything! ... You imagined the whole thing!”


  And for a moment her eyes had a dull appeased look, she plucked at her large cleft chin and said in an abstracted tone: “Ah-hah! ... Well, come on back to bed, honey, and get some sleep.”


  “Ah, get some sleep!” he growled, scowling angrily as he took off his robe—and scuffed the slippers from his feet. “What chance do I have to get any sleep any more with you acting like a crazy woman half the time?”


  She snickered hoarsely and absently, still plucking at her chin, as he lay down beside her; she kissed him, and put her arms around him with a mothering gesture:


  “Well, I know, Hugh,” she said quietly, “you’ve had a hard time of it, but someday we will get away from it and live our own life. I know you didn’t marry the whole damn family—but just try to put up with it a little longer: Papa has not got long to live, he’s all alone over there in that old house—and she can’t realize—she doesn’t understand that he is dying—she’ll never wake up to the fact until he’s gone! I lie here at night thinking about it—and I can’t go to sleep ... I get funny notions in my head.” As she spoke these words the dull strained look came into her eyes again, and her big-boned generous face took on the warped outline of hysteria—“You know, I get queer.” She spoke the word in a puzzled and baffled way, the dull strained look becoming more pronounced—“I think of him over there all alone in that old house, and then I think they’re coming for me—” she spoke the word “they” in this same baffled and puzzled tone, as if she did not clearly understand who “they” were—“I think the telephone is ringing, or that some one is coming up the steps and then I hear them knocking at the door, and then I hear them talking to me, telling me to come quick, he needs me—and then I hear him calling to me ‘Baby! Oh, baby—come quick, baby, for Jesus’ sake!’”


  “You’ve been made the goat,” he muttered, “you’ve got to bear the whole burden on your shoulders. You’re cracking up under the strain. If they don’t leave you alone I’m going to take you away from here.”


  “Do you think it’s right?” she demanded in a frenzied tone again, responding thirstily to his argument. “Why, good heavens, Hugh! I’ve got a right to my own life the same as anybody else. Don’t you think I have? I married you!” she cried, as if there were some doubt of the fact. “I wanted a home of my own, children, my own life—good heavens, we have a right to that just the same as any one else! Don’t you think we have?”


  “Yes,” he said grimly, “and I’m going to see we get it. I’m tired of seeing you made the victim! If they don’t give you some peace or quiet we’ll move away from this town.”


  “Oh, it’s not that I mind doing it for Papa,” she said more quietly. “Good heavens, I’ll do anything to make that poor old man happier. If only the rest of them—well, honey,” she said, breaking off abruptly, “let’s forget about it! It’s too bad you’ve got to go through all this now, but it won’t last forever. After Papa is gone, we’ll get away from it. Some day we’ll have a chance to lead our own lives together.”


  “Oh, it’s all right about me, dear,” the man said quietly, speaking the word “dear” in the precise and nasal way Ohio people have. He was silent for a moment, and when he spoke again, his lean seamed face and care-worn eyes were quietly eloquent with the integrity of devotion and loyalty that was of the essence of his life. “I don’t mind it for myself—only I hate to see you get yourself worked up to this condition. I’m afraid you’ll crack under the strain: that’s all I care about.”


  “Well, forget about it. It can’t be helped. Just try to make the best of it. Now go on back to sleep, honey, and try to get some rest before you have to get up.”


  And returning her kiss, with an obedient and submissive look on his lean face, he said quietly, “Good night, dear,” turned over on his side and closed his eyes.


  She turned the light out, and now again there was nothing but darkness, silence, the huge still hush and secrecy of night, her husband’s quiet breath of sleep as he lay beside her. And again she could not sleep, but lay there plucking absently at her large cleft chin, her eyes open, turned upward into darkness in a stare of patient, puzzled, and abstracted thought.


  [¬]


  XXIV


  For a long time now, McGuire had sat there without moving, sprawled out upon the desk in a kind of drunken stupor. About half-past three the telephone upon the desk began to ring, jangling the hospital silence with its ominous and insistent clangor, but the big burly figure of the man did not stir, he made no move to answer. Presently he heard the brisk heel-taps of Creasman, the night superintendent, coming along the heavy oiled linoleum of the corridor. She entered, glanced quickly at him, and saying, “Shall I take it?” picked up the phone, took the receiver from its hook, said “hello” and listened for a moment. He did not move.


  In a moment, the night superintendent said quietly:


  “Yes, I’ll ask him.”


  When she spoke to him, however, her tone had changed completely from the cool professional courtesy of her speech into the telephone: putting the instrument down upon the top of the desk, and covering the mouth-piece with her hand, she spoke quietly to him, but with a note of cynical humor in her voice, bold, coarse, a trifle mocking.


  “It’s your wife,” she said. “What shall I tell her?”


  He regarded her stupidly for a moment before he answered.


  “What does she want?” he grunted.


  She looked at him with hard eyes touched with pity and regret.


  “What do you think a woman wants?” she said. “She wants to know if you are coming home tonight.”


  He stared at her, and then grunted:


  “Won’t go home.”


  She took her hand away from the mouth-piece instantly, and taking up the phone again, spoke smoothly, quietly, with cool crisp courtesy:


  “The doctor will not be able to go home tonight, Mrs. McGuire. He has to operate at seven-thirty. ... Yes. ... Yes. ... At seven-thirty. ... He has decided it is best to stay here until the operation is over. ... Yes. ... I’ll tell him. ... Thank you.... Good-bye.”


  She hung up quietly and then turning to him, her hands arched cleanly on starched hips, she looked at him for a moment with a bold sardonic humor.


  “What did she say?” he mumbled thickly.


  “Nothing,” she said quietly. “Nothing at all. What else is there to say?”


  He made no answer but just kept staring at her in his bloated drunken way with nothing but the numb swelter of that irremediable anguish in his heart. In a moment, her voice hardening imperceptibly, the nurse spoke quietly again:


  “Oh, yes—and I forgot to tell you—you had another call tonight.”


  He moistened his thick lips, and mumbled:


  “Who was it?”


  “It was that woman of yours.”


  There was no sound save the stertorous labor of his breath; he stared at her with his veined and yellowed eyes, and grunted stolidly:


  “What did she want?”


  “She wanted to know if the doc-taw was theah,” Creasman said in a coarse and throaty parody of refinement. “And is he coming in tonight? Really, I should like to know. ... Ooh, yaas,” Creasman went on throatily, adding a broad stroke or two on her own account. “I simply must find out! I cawn’t get my sleep in until I do. ... Well,” she demanded harshly, “what am I going to tell her if she calls again?”


  “What did she say to tell me?”


  “She said”—the nurse’s tone again was lewdly tinged with parody—“to tell you that she is having guests for dinner tomorrow night—this evening—and that you simply got to be thöh, you, and your wife, too—ooh, Gawd, yes!—the Reids are comin’, don’t-cherknow—and if you are not thöh Gawd only knows what will happen!”


  He glowered at her drunkenly for a moment, and then, waving thick fingers at her in disgust, he mumbled:


  “You got a dirty mouth ... don’t become you. ... Unlady-like. ... Don’t like a dirty-talkin’ woman. ... Never did. ... Unbecomin’. ... Unlady-like. ... Nurses all alike ... all dirty talkers ... don’t like ’em.”


  “Oh, dirty talkers, your granny!” she said coarsely. “Now you leave the nurses alone. ... They’re decent enough girls, most of ’em, until they come here and listen to you for a month or two. ... You listen to me, Hugh McGuire; don’t blame the nurses. When it comes to dirty talking, you can walk off with the medals any day in the week. ... Even if I am your cousin, I had a good Christian raising out in the country before I came here. So don’t talk to me about nurses’ dirty talk: after a few sessions with you in the operating room even the Virgin Mary could use language fit to make a monkey blush. So don’t blame it on the nurses. Most of them are white as snow compared to you.”


  “You’re dirty talkers—all of you,” he muttered, waving his thick fingers in her direction. “Don’t like it. ... Unbecomin’ in a lady.”


  For a moment she did not answer, but stood looking at him, arms akimbo on her starched white hips, a glance that was bold, hard, sardonic, but somehow tinged with a deep and broad affection.


  Then, taking her hands off her hips, she bent swiftly over him, reached down between his legs, and got the jug and lifting it up to the light in order to make her cynical inspection of its depleted contents more accurate, she remarked with ironic approbation:


  “My, my! You’re doing pretty well, aren’t you? ... Well, it won’t be long now, will it?” she said cheerfully, and then turning to him abruptly and accusingly, demanded:


  “Do you realize that you were supposed to call Helen Gant at twelve o’clock?” She glanced swiftly at the clock. “Just three and a half hours ago. Or did you forget it?”


  He passed his thick hand across the reddish unshaved stubble of his beard.


  “Who?” he said stupidly. “Where? What is it?”


  “Oh, nothing to worry about,” she said with a light hard humor. “Just a little case of carcinoma of the prostate. He’s going to die anyway, so you’ve got nothing to worry about at all.”


  “Who?” he said stupidly again. “Who is it?”


  “Oh, just a man,” she said gaily. “An old, old man named Mr. Gant.—You’ve been his physician for twenty years, but maybe you’ve forgotten him. You know—they come and go; some live and others die—it’s all right,—this one’s going to die. They’ll bury him—it’ll all come out right one way or the other—so you’ve nothing to worry about at all. ... Even if you kill him,” she said cheerfully. “He’s just an old, old man with cancer, and bound to die anyway, so promise me you won’t worry about it too much, will you?”


  She looked at him a moment longer; then, putting her hand under his fat chin, she jerked his head up sharply. He stared at her stupidly with his yellowed drunken eyes, and in them she saw the mute anguish of a tortured animal, and suddenly her heart was twisted with pity for him.


  “Look here,” she said, in a hard and quiet voice, “what’s wrong with you?”


  In a moment he mumbled thickly:


  “Nothing’s wrong with me.”


  “Is it the woman business again? For God’s sake, are you never going to grow up, McGuire? Are you going to remain an overgrown schoolboy all your life? Are you going to keep on eating your heart out over a bitch who thinks that spring is here every time her hind end itches? Are you going to throw your life away, and let your work go to smash because some damned woman in the change of life has done you dirt! What kind of man are you, anyway?” she jeered. “Jesus God! If it’s a woman that you want the woods are full of ’em. Besides,” she added, “what’s wrong with your own wife! She’s worth a million of those flossy sluts.”


  He made no answer and in a moment she went on in a harsh and jeering tone that was almost deliberately coarse:


  “Haven’t you learned yet, with all you’ve seen of it, that a piece of tail is just a piece of tail, and that in the dark it doesn’t matter one good God-damn whether it’s brown, black, white, or yellow?”


  Even as she spoke, something cold and surgical in his mind, which no amount of alcohol seemed to dull or blur, was saying accurately: “Why do they all feel such contempt for one another? What is it in them that makes them despise themselves?”


  Aloud, however, waving his thick fingers at her in a gesture of fat disgust, he said:


  “Creasman, you got a dirty tongue. ... Don’t like to hear a woman talk like that. ... Never liked to hear a dirty-talkin’ woman. ... You’re no lady!”


  “Ah-h! No lady!” she said bitterly, and let her hands fall in a gesture of defeat. “All right, you poor fool, if that’s the way you feel about it, go ahead and drink yourself to death over your ‘lady.’ That’s what’s wrong with you.”


  And, muttering angrily, she left him. He sat there stupidly, without moving, until her firm heel-taps had receded down the silent hall, and he heard a door close. Then he reached down between his knees, and got the jug, and drank again. And again there was nothing in the place except the sound of silence, the rapid ticking of a little clock, the thick short breathing of the man.


  [¬]


  XXV


  Somewhere, far away, across the cool sweet silence of the night, Helen heard the sound of a train. For a moment she could hear the faint and ghostly tolling of its bell, the short explosive blasts of its hard labor, now muted almost into silence, now growing near, immediate as it labored out across the night from the enclosure of a railway cut down by the river’s edge; and for an instant she heard the lonely wailing and receding cry of the train’s whistle, and then the long heavy rumble of its wheels; and then nothing but silence, darkness, the huge hush and secrecy of night again.


  And still plucking at her chin, thinking absently, but scarcely conscious of her thinking, like a child in revery, she thought:


  “There is a freight-train going west along the river. Now, by the sound, it should be passing below Patton Hill, just across from where Riverside Park used to be before the flood came and washed it all away. ... Now it is getting farther off, across the river from the casket factory. ... Now it is almost gone, I can hear nothing but the sound of wheels ... it is going west toward Boiling Springs ... and after that it will come to Wilson City, Tennessee ... and then to Dover. ... Knoxville ... Memphis—after that? I wonder where the train is going ... where it will be tomorrow night? ... Perhaps across the Mississippi River, and then on through Arkansas ... perhaps to St. Louis ... and then on to—what comes next?” she thought absently, plucking at her chin—“to Kansas City, I suppose ... and then to Denver ... and across the Rocky Mountains ... and across the desert ... and then across more mountains and then at last to California.”


  And still plucking at her chin, and scarcely conscious of her thought—not thinking indeed so much as reflecting by a series of broken but powerful images all cogent to a central intuition about life—her mind resumed again its sleepless patient speculation:


  “How strange and full of mystery life is. ... Tomorrow we shall all get up, dress, go out on the streets, see and speak to one another—and yet we shall know absolutely nothing about any one else. ... I know almost every one in town—the bankers, the lawyers, the butchers, the bakers, the grocers, the clerks in the stores, the Greek restaurant man, Tony Scarsati the fruit dealer, even the niggers down in Niggertown—I know them all, as well as their wives and children—where they came from, what they are doing, all the lies and scandals and jokes and mean stories, whether true or false, that are told about them—and yet I really know nothing about any of them. I know nothing about any one, not even about myself—” and suddenly, this fact seemed terrible and grotesque to her, and she thought desperately:


  “What is wrong with people? ... Why do we never get to know one another? ... Why is it that we get born and live and die here in this world without ever finding out what any one else is like? ... No, what is the strangest thing of all—why is it that all our efforts to know people in this world lead only to greater ignorance and confusion than before? We get together and talk, and say we think and feel and believe in such a way, and yet what we really think and feel and believe we never say at all. Why is this? We talk and talk in an effort to understand another person, and yet almost all we say is false: we hardly ever say what we mean or tell the truth—it all leads to greater misunderstanding and fear than before—it would be better if we said nothing. Tomorrow I shall dress and go out on the street and bow and smile and flatter people, laying it on with a trowel, because I want them to like me, I want to make ‘a good impression,’ to be a ‘success’—and yet I have no notion what it is all about. When I pass Judge Junius Pearson on the street, I will smile and bow, and try to make a good impression on him, and if he speaks to me I shall almost fawn upon him in order to flatter my way into his good graces. Why? I do not like him, I hate his long pointed nose, and the sneering and disdainful look upon his face: I think he is ‘looking down’ on me—but I know that he goes with the ‘swell’ social set and is invited out to all the parties at Catawba House by Mrs. Goulderbilt and is received by them as a social equal. And I feel that if Junius Pearson should accept me as his social equal it would help me—get me forward somehow—make me a success—get me an invitation to Catawba House. And yet it would get me nothing; even if I were Mrs. Goulderbilt’s closest friend, what good would it do me? But the people I really like and feel at home with are working people of Papa’s kind. The people I really like are Ollie Gant, and old man Alec Ramsay, and big Mike Fogarty, and Mr. Jannadeau, and Myrtis, my little nigger servant girl, and Mr. Luther, the fish man down in the market, and the nigger Jacken, the fruit and vegetable man, and Ernest Pegram, and Mr. Duncan and the Tarkintons—all the old neighbors down on Woodson Street—and Tony Scarsati and Mr. Pappas. Mr. Pappas is just a Greek lunchroom proprietor, but he seems to me to be one of the finest people I have ever known, and yet if Junius Pearson saw me talking to him I should try to make a joke out of it—to make a joke out of talking to a Greek who runs a restaurant. In the same way, when some of my new friends see me talking to people like Mr. Jannadeau or Mike Fogarty or Ollie or Ernest Pegram or the Tarkintons or the old Woodson Street crowd, I feel ashamed or embarrassed, and turn it off as a big joke. I laugh about Mr. Jannadeau and his dirty fingers and the way he picks his nose, and old Alec Ramsay and Ernest Pegram spitting tobacco while they talk, and then I wind up by appearing to be democratic and saying in a frank and open manner—‘Well, I like them ... I don’t care what any one says’ (when no one has said anything!), ‘I like them, and always have. If the truth is told, they’re just as good as any one else!’—as if there is any doubt about it, and as if I should have to justify myself for being ‘democratic.’ Why ‘democratic’? Why should I apologize or defend myself for liking people when no one has accused me?


  “I’m pushing Hugh ahead now all the time; he’s tired and sick and worn-out and exhausted—but I keep ‘pushing him ahead’ without knowing what it is we’re pushing ahead toward, where it will all wind up. What is it all about? I’ve pushed him ahead from Woodson Street up here to Weaver Street: and now this neighborhood has become old-fashioned—the swell society crowd is all moving out to Grovemont—opposite the golf-course; and now I’m pushing him to move out there, build upon the lot we own, or buy a house. I’ve ‘pushed’ him and myself until now he belongs to the Rotary Club, and I belong to the Thursday Literary Club, the Orpheus Society, the Saturday Musical Guild, the Woman’s Club, the Discussion Group, and God knows what else—all these silly and foolish little clubs in which we have no interest—and yet it would kill us if we did not belong to them, we feel that they are a sign that we are ‘getting ahead.’ Getting ahead to what?


  “And it is the same with all of us: pretend, pretend, pretend—show-off, show-off, show-off—try to keep up with the neighbors and to go ahead of them—and never a word of truth; never a word of what we really feel, and understand and know. The one who shouts the loudest goes the farthest:—Mrs. Richard Jeter Ebbs sits up on top of the whole heap, she goes everywhere and makes speeches; people say ‘Mrs. Richard Jeter Ebbs said so-and-so’—and all because she shouts out everywhere that she is a lady and a member of an old family and the widow of Richard Jeter Ebbs. And no one in town ever met Richard Jeter Ebbs, they don’t know who he was, what he did, where he came from; neither do they know who Mrs. Richard Jeter Ebbs was, or where she came from, or who or what her family was.


  “Why are we all so false, cowardly, cruel, and disloyal toward one another and toward ourselves? Why do we spend our days in doing useless things, in false-pretense and triviality? Why do we waste our lives—exhaust our energy—throw everything good away on falseness and lies and emptiness? Why do we deliberately destroy ourselves this way, when we want joy and love and beauty and it is all around us in the world if we would only take it? Why are we so afraid and ashamed when there is really nothing to be afraid and ashamed of? Why have we wasted everything, thrown our lives away, what is this horrible thing in life that makes us throw ourselves away—to hunt out death when what we want is life? Why is it that we are always strangers in this world, and never come to know one another, and are full of fear and shame and hate and falseness, when what we want is love? Why is it? Why? Why? Why?”


  And with that numb horror of disbelief and silence and the dark about her, in her, filling her, it seemed to her suddenly that there was some monstrous and malevolent force in life that held all mankind in its spell and that compelled men to destroy themselves against their will. It seemed to her that everything in life—the things men did and said, the way they acted—was grotesque, perverse, and accidental, that there was no reason for anything.


  A thousand scenes from her whole life, seen now with the terrible detachment of a spectator, and dark and sombre with the light of time, swarmed through her mind: she saw herself as a child of ten, hanging on grimly to her father, a thin fury of a little girl, during his sprees of howling drunkenness—slapping him in the face to make him obey her, feeding him hot soup, undressing him, sending for McGuire, “sobering him up” and forcing him to obey her when no one else could come near him. And she saw herself later, a kind of slavey at her mother’s boarding house in St. Louis during the World’s Fair, drudging from morn to night, a grain of human dust, an atom thrust by chance into the great roar of a distant city, or on an expedition as blind, capricious, and fatally mistaken as all life. Later, she saw herself as a girl in high school, she remembered her dreams and hopes, the pitiably mistaken innocence of her vision of the world; her grand ambitions to “study music,” to follow a “career in grand opera”; later still, a girl of eighteen or twenty, amorous of life, thirsting for the great cities and voyages of the world, playing popular songs of the period—“Love Me and the World Is Mine,” “I Wonder Who’s Kissing Her Now,” “Till the Sands of the Desert Grow Cold,” and so on—for her father, as he sat, on summer evenings, on his porch; a little later, “touring” the little cities of the South, singing and playing the popular “rhythm” and sentimental ballads of the period in vaudeville and moving-picture houses. She remembered how she had once been invited to a week-end house party with a dozen other young men and women of her acquaintance, and of how she had been afraid to go, and how desperately ashamed she was when she had “to go in swimming” with the others, and to “show her figure,” her long skinny legs, even when they were concealed by the clumsy bathing dress and the black stockings of the period. She remembered her marriage then, the first years of her life with Barton, her tragic failure to have children, and the long horror of Gant’s last years of sickness—the years of sombre waiting, the ever-impending terror of his death.


  A thousand scenes from this past life flashed through her mind now, as she lay there in the darkness, and all of them seemed grotesque, accidental and mistaken, as reasonless as everything in life.


  And filled with a numb, speechless feeling of despair and nameless terror, she heard, somewhere across the night, the sound of a train again, and thought:


  “My God! My God! What is life about? We are all lying here in darkness in ten thousand little towns—waiting, listening, hoping—for what?”


  And suddenly, with a feeling of terrible revelation, she saw the strangeness and mystery of man’s life; she felt about her in the darkness the presence of ten thousand people, each lying in his bed, naked and alone, united at the heart of night and darkness, and listening, as she, to the sounds of silence and of sleep. And suddenly it seemed to her that she knew all these lonely, strange, and unknown watchers of the night, that she was speaking to them, and they to her, across the fields of sleep, as they had never spoken before, that she knew men now in all their dark and naked loneliness, without falseness and pretense as she had never known them. And it seemed to her that if men would only listen in the darkness, and send the language of their naked lonely spirits across the silence of the night, all of the error, falseness and confusion of their lives would vanish, they would no longer be strangers, and each would find the life he sought and never yet had found.


  “If we only could!” she thought. “If we only could!”


  Then, as she listened, there was nothing but the huge hush of night and silence, and far away the whistle of a train. Suddenly the phone rang.


  [¬]


  XXVI


  A few minutes after four o’clock that morning as McGuire lay there sprawled upon his desk, the phone rang again. And again he made no move to answer it: he just sat there, sprawled out on his fat elbows, staring stupidly ahead. Creasman came in presently, as the telephone continued to disturb the silence of the hospital with its electric menace and this time, without a glance at him, answered.


  It was Luke Gant. At four o’clock his father had had another hemorrhage, he had lost consciousness, all efforts to awaken him had failed, they thought he was dying.


  The nurse listened carefully for a moment to Luke’s stammering and excited voice, which was audible across the wire even to McGuire. Then, with a troubled and uncertain glance toward the doctor’s sprawled and drunken figure, she said quietly:


  “Just a minute. I don’t know if the doctor is in the hospital. I’ll see if I can find him.”


  Putting her hand over the mouthpiece, keeping her voice low, she spoke urgently to McGuire:


  “It’s Luke Gant. He says his father has had another hemorrhage and that they can’t rouse him. He wants you to come at once. What shall I tell him?”


  He stared drunkenly at her for a moment, and then waving his finger at her in a movement of fat impatience, he mumbled thickly:


  “Nothing to do. ... No use. ... Can’t be stopped. ... People expect miracles. ... Over. ... Done for. ... Tell him I’m not here ... gone home,” he muttered, and sprawled forward on the desk again.


  Quietly, coolly, the nurse spoke into the phone again:


  “The doctor doesn’t seem to be here at the hospital, Mr. Gant. Have you tried his house? I think you may find him at home.”


  “No, G-g-g-god-damn it!” Luke fairly screamed across the wire. “He’s not at home. I’ve already t-t-tried to get him there. ... N-n-n-now you look here, Miss Creasman!” Luke shouted angrily. “You c-c-can’t kid me: I know where he is—He’s d-d-down there at the hospital right now—wy-wy-wy—stinkin’ drunk! You t-t-tell him, G-g-g-god-damn his soul, that if he d-d-doesn’t come, wy-wy-wy—P-p-p-papa’s in a bad way and and and f-f-frankly, I f’ink it’s a rotten shame for McGuire to act this way, wy-wy-wy after he’s b-b-been Papa’s doctor all these years. F-f-frankly, I do!”


  “Nothing to be done,” mumbled McGuire. “No use. ... All over.”


  “I’ll see what I can do, Mr. Gant,” said Creasman quietly. “I’ll let the doctor know as soon as he comes in!”


  “C-c-c-comes in, hell!” Luke stammered bitterly. “I’m c-c-comin’ down there myself and g-g-get him if I have to wy wy wy d-d-drag him here by the s-s-scruff of his neck!” And he hung up the receiver with a bang.


  The nurse put the phone down on the desk, and turning to McGuire, said:


  “He’s raving. He says if you don’t go, he’ll come for you and get you himself. Can’t you pull yourself together enough to go? If you can’t drive the car, I’ll send Joe along to drive it for you—” Joe was a negro orderly in the hospital.


  “What’s the use?” McGuire mumbled thickly, a little angrily. “What the hell do these people expect anyway? ... I’m a doctor, not a miracle man. ... The man’s gone, I tell you ... the whole gut and rectum is eaten away ... he can’t live over a day or two longer at the most. ... It’s cruelty to prolong it: why the hell should I try to?”


  “All right,” she said resignedly. “Do as you please. Only, he’ll probably be here for you himself in a few minutes. And since they do feel that way about it, I think you might make the effort just to please them.”


  “Ah-h,” he muttered wearily. “People are all alike. ... They all want miracles.”


  “Are you just going to sit here all night?” she said with a rough kindliness. “Aren’t you going to try to get a little sleep before you operate?”


  He waved fat fingers at her, and did not look at her.


  “Leave me alone,” he mumbled; and she left him.


  When she had gone, he fumbled for the jug and drank again. And then, while time resumed its sanded drip, and he sat there in the silence, he thought again of the old dying man whom he had known first when he was a young doctor just beginning and with whom his own life had been united by so many strange and poignant memories. And thinking of Gant, the strangeness of the human destiny returned to haunt his mind; there was something that he could not speak, a wonder and a mystery he could not express.


  He fumbled for the jug again, and holding it solemnly in his bearish paws, drained it. Then he sat for several minutes without moving. Finally, he got up out of his chair, grunting painfully, and fumbling for the walls, lurched out into the hall, and began to grope his way across the corridor toward the stairs. And the first step fooled him as it had done so many time [times] before; he missed his step, even as a man stepping out in emptiness might miss, and came down heavily upon his knees. Then, pushing with his hands, he slid out peacefully on the oiled green linoleum, pillowed his big head on his arms with a comfortable grunt, and sprawled out flat, already half dead to the world. It was in this position—also a familiar one—that Creasman, who had heard his thump when falling, found him. And she spoke sharply and commandingly as one might speak to a little child:


  “You get right up off that floor and march upstairs,” she said. “If you want to sleep you’re going to your room; you’ll not disgrace us sleeping on that floor.”


  And like a child, as he had done so many times before, he obeyed her. In a moment, as her sharp command reached his drugged consciousness, he grunted, stirred, climbed painfully to his knees, and then, pawing carefully before him like a bear, unable or unwilling to stand up, he began to crawl slowly up the stairs.


  And it was in this position, half-way up, pawing his burly and cumbersome way on hands and knees, that Luke Gant found him. Cursing bitterly, and stammering with wild excitement, the young man pulled him to his feet, Creasman sponged off the great bloated face with a cold towel and assisted by Joe Corpering, the negro man, they got him down the stairs and out of the hospital into Luke’s car.


  Dawn was just breaking, a faint glimmer of blue-silver light, with the still purity of the earth, the sweet fresh stillness of the trees, the bird-song waking. The fresh sweet air, Luke’s breakneck driving through the silent streets, the roaring motor—finally, the familiar and powerfully subdued emotion of a death chamber, the repressed hysteria, the pain and tension and the terror of shocked flesh, the aura of focal excitement around the dying man revived McGuire.


  Gant lay still and almost lifeless on the bed, his face already tinged with the ghostly shade of death, his breath low, hoarse, faintly rattling, his eyes half-closed, comatose, already glazed with death.


  McGuire sighted at his shining needle, and thrust a powerful injection of caffeine, sodium, and benzoate into the arm of the dying man. This served partially to revive him, got him through the low ebb of the dark, his eyes opened, cleared, he spoke again. Bright day and morning came, and Gant still lived. And with the light, their impossible and frenzied hopes came back again, as they have always been revived in desperate men. And Gant did not die that day. He lived on.


  [¬]


  XXVII


  By the middle of the month Gant had a desperate attack; for four days now he was confined to bed, he began to bleed out of the bowels, he spent four sleepless days and nights of agony, and with the old terror of death awake again and urgent, Helen telegraphed to Luke, who was in Atlanta, frantically imploring him to come home at once.


  With the arrival of his son and under the stimulation of Luke’s vital and hopeful nature, the old man revived somewhat: they got him out of bed, and into a new wheel-chair which they had bought for the purpose, and the day of his arrival Luke wheeled his father out into the bright June sunshine, and through the streets of the town, where he again saw friends, and renewed acquaintances he had not known in years.


  The next day Gant seemed better. He ate a good breakfast, by ten o’clock he was up and Luke had dressed him, got him into the new wheelchair and was wheeling him out on the streets again in the bright sunshine. All along the streets of the town people stopped and greeted the old man and his son, and in Gant’s weary old brain there may perhaps have been a flicker of an old hope, a feeling that he had come to life again.


  “Wy-wy-wy-wy, he’s f-f-f-fine as silk!” Luke would sing out in answer to the question of some old friend or acquaintance, before his father had a chance to answer. “Aren’t you, C-C-C-Colonel? Wy-wy-wy-wy Lord God! Mr. P-p-p-p-parker, you couldn’t k-k-k-kill him with a wy wy wy wy wy with a b-b-butcher’s cleaver. He’ll be here when you and I bofe are p-p-p-pushing daisies.” And Gant, pleased, would smile feebly, puffing from time to time at a cigar in the unaccustomed, clumsy, and pitifully hopeful way sick men have.


  Towards one o’clock Gant began to moan with pain again, and to entreat his son to make haste and take him home. When they got back before the house, Luke brought the wheel chair to a stop, and helped his father to get up. His stammering solicitude and over-extravagant offers of help served only to exasperate and annoy the old man who, still moaning feebly, and sniffling with trembling lip, said petulantly:


  “No, no, no. Just leave me alone to try to get a moment’s peace, I beg of you, I ask you, for Jesus’ sake.”


  “Wy-wy-wy-wy, all right, P-p-p-papa,” Luke stammered with earnest cheerfulness. “Wy-wy-wy, you’re the d-d-d-doctor. Wy-wy, I’ll just wheel the chair up on the porch and then I’ll c-c-come back to your room and f-f-f-fix you up in a j-j-j-j-jiffy.”


  “Oh, Jesus, I don’t care what you do. ... Do what you like,” Gant moaned. “I’m in agony. ... O Jesus!” he wept. “It’s fearful, it’s awful, it’s cruel—just leave me alone, I beg of you,” he sniffled.


  “Wy-wy-wy, yes, sir, P-p-p-papa—wy, you’re the doctor,” Luke said. “Can you make it by yourself all right?” he said anxiously, as his father, leaning heavily upon his cane, started up the stone steps toward the walk that led up to the house.


  “Why, yes, now, son,” Eliza, who had heard their voices and come out on the porch, now said diplomatically, seeing that Luke’s well-meant but stammering solicitude had begun to irritate his father. “Mr. Gant doesn’t want any help—you put the car up, son, and leave him alone, he’s able to manage all right by himself.”


  And Luke, muttering respectfully, “Wy-wy-wy, yes, sir, P-p-p-papa, you’re the d-d-doctor,” stopped then, lifted the chair up to the walk, and began to push it toward the house, not however without a troubled glance at the old man who was walking slowly and feebly toward the porch steps. And for a moment, Eliza stood surveying them and then turned, to stand looking at her house reflectively before she entered it again, her hands clasped loosely at her waist, her lips pursed in a strong reflective expression in which the whole pride of possession, her living and inseparable unity with this gaunt old house, was powerfully evident.


  It was at this moment while she stood planted there upon the sidewalk looking at the house, that the thing happened. Gant, still moaning feebly to himself, had almost reached the bottom of the steps when suddenly he staggered, a scream of pain and horror was torn from him; in that instant, the walking cane fell with a clatter to the concrete walk, his two great hands went down to his groin in a pitiable clutching gesture and crying out loudly: “O Jesus! Save me! Save me!” he fell to his knees, still clutching at his entrails with his mighty hands.


  Even before Eliza got to him, her flesh turned rotten at the sight. Blood was pouring from him; the bright arterial blood was already running out upon the concrete walk, the heavy black cloth of Gant’s trousers was already sodden, turning purplish with the blood; the blood streamed through his fingers, covering his great hands. He was bleeding to death through the genital organs.


  Eliza rushed toward him at a strong clumsy gait; she tried to lift him, he was too big for her to handle, and she screamed to Luke for help. He came at once, running at top speed across the yard and, scarcely pausing in his stride, he picked up Gant’s great figure in his arms—it felt as light and fleshless as a bundle of dry sticks—and turning to his mother, said curtly:


  “Call Helen! Quick! I’ll take him to his room and get his clothes off.”


  And holding the old man as if he were a child, he fairly raced up the steps and down the hall, leaving a trail of blood behind him as he went.


  Eliza, scarcely conscious of what she did, paused just long enough to pick up Gant’s black felt hat and walking stick which had fallen to the walk. Then, her face white and set as a block of marble, she rushed up the steps and down the hall toward the telephone. Now that the end had come, after all the years of agony and waiting, the knowledge filled her with an unbelievable, an incredulous horror. In another moment she was talking to her daughter:


  “Oh, child, child,” she said in a low tone of utter terror, “come quick! ... Your father’s bleeding to death!”


  There was a gasp, a sob of anguish and surprise, half broken in the throat, the receiver was banged on the hook without an answer: within four minutes Helen had arrived, Barton, usually a deliberate and cautious driver, having taken the dangerous hills and curves between at murderous speed.


  As she entered the hall, her mother had just finished phoning to McGuire. Without a word of greeting the two women rushed back through the rear hall towards Gant’s room; when they got there Luke had already finished undressing him. Gant lay half propped on pillows still holding his great hands clutched around his genitals, the sheet beneath him was already soaked with blood, a red wet blot that spread horribly, sickeningly even as they looked. Gant’s cold-gray eyes were bright with terror. As his daughter entered the room, he looked at her with the pitiable entreaty of a child, a look that tore at her heart, that begged her—the only one on earth who could, the only one who through black years of horror actually had—by some miracle of strength and grace to save him. And even as he looked at her with pitiable entreaty, she saw that he was gone, that he was dying, and that he knew it. Cold terror drank her heart; without a word she seized a towel, pulled his great hands away from that fount of jetting blood and covered him. By the time McGuire arrived, they had got a fresh sheet under him: but the spreading horror of the great red blot could not be checked, the sheet was soaking in bright blood the moment that they got it down.


  McGuire came in and took one look, then turned toward the window, fumbling in his pocket for a cigarette. Helen came to him and seized him by his burly arms, unconsciously shaking him in the desperation of her entreaty.


  “You’ve got to make it stop,” she said hoarsely, “you’ve got to! You’ve got to!”


  He stared at her for a moment, then stuck the cigarette in the corner of his thick lip, and barked coarsely:


  “Stop what? What the hell do you think I am—Jehovah?”


  “You’ve got to! You’ve got to!” she muttered again, her large gaunt face strained with hysteria—and then, suddenly, abruptly, quietly:


  “What’s to be done?”


  He did not answer for a moment; he stared out the window, his coarse, bloated and brutally good face patched and mottled in late western light.


  “You’d better wire the others,” he grunted. “That is, if you want them here. Tell Steve and Daisy to come on. They may make it. Where’s Eugene?”


  “Boston.”


  He shrugged his burly shoulders and said nothing for a moment.


  “All right. Tell him to come on.”


  “How long?” she whispered.


  Again he shrugged his burly shoulders, but made no answer. He lit his cigarette, and turned toward the bed: nothing could be heard except Luke’s heavy and excited breathing. Both towel and sheet were red and wet again. Gant remained motionless, his great hands clasped upon the towel, his eyes bright with terror and pitiable entreaty. McGuire opened his old leather case, squinted at the needle, and loaded it. Then, the cigarette still plastered on his fat lip, coiling smoke, he walked over to the bed and even as Gant raised his fear-bright eyes to him, he took him by his stringy arm, and grunting “All right, W.O.,” he plunged the needle in above the elbow. Gant moaned a little, and relaxed insensibly after the needle had gone in: in a few minutes his eyes grew dull, and his great hands loosened in their clutch.


  [¬]


  XXVIII


  He bled incredibly. It was unbelievable that an old cancer-riddled spectre of a man should have so much blood in him. One has often heard the phrase “bled white,” and that is literally what happened to him. Some liquid still came from him, but it was almost colorless, like water. There was no more blood left in him. And even then he did not die. Instead, as if to compensate him for all these years of agony and mortal terror, this bitter clutch on life so desperately relinquished, there came now a period of almost total peace and clarity. And Helen, grasping hope fiercely from that unaccustomed tranquillity, tried to hearten him and herself with futile words; she even seized him by his shoulders and shook him a little, saying:


  “Why, you’re all right! You’re going to be all right now! The worst is over—you’ll get well now! Don’t you know it?”


  And Gant covered her fingers with his own great hand and, smiling a little and shaking his head, looked at her, saying in a low and gentle voice:


  “Oh, no, baby. I’m dying. It’s all right now.”


  And in her heart, she knew at last that she was beaten; yet she would not give up. The final stop of that horrible flow of blood which had continued unabated for a day, the unaccustomed tranquil clarity of Gant’s voice and mind, awakened in her again all the old unreasoning hopefulness of her nature, its desperate refusal to accept the ultimate.


  “Oh,” she said that night to Eliza, shaking her head with a strong movement of negation—“you can’t tell me! Papa’s not going to die yet! He’ll pull through this just like he’s pulled through all those other spells. Why, his mind is as clear and sound as a bell! He knows everything that’s going on around him! He hasn’t talked in years as he talked to me tonight—he was more like his old self than he’s been since he took sick.”


  “Why, yes,” Eliza answered instantly, eagerly catching up the drift of her daughter’s talk, and pursuing it with the web-like, invincibly optimistic hopefulness of her own nature.


  “Why, yes,” she went on, pursing her lips reflectively and speaking in a persuasive manner. “And, see here, now!—Say!—Why, you know, I got to studyin’ it over tonight and it’s just occurred to me—now I’ll tell you what my theory is! I believe that that old growth—that awful old thing—that—well, I suppose, now, you might say—that cancer,” she said, making a gesture of explanation with her broad hand—“whatever it is, that awful old thing that has been eating away inside him there for years—” here she pursed her lips powerfully and shook her head in a short convulsive tremor of disgust—“well, now, I give it as my theory that the whole thing tore loose in him yesterday—when he had that attack—and,” she paused deliberately, looked her daughter straight in the eyes, and went on with a slow and telling force—“and that he has simply gone and got that rotten old thing out of his system.”


  “Then, you mean—” Helen began eagerly, seizing at this fantastic straw as if it were the rock by which her drowning hope might be saved—“you mean, Mama——”


  “Yes, sir!” said Eliza, shaking her head slowly and positively. “That’s exactly what I mean! I think nature has taken its own course—I think nature has succeeded in doing what all the doctors and hospitals in the world were not able to do—for you can rest assured,” and here she paused, looking her daughter gravely in the eyes—“you can rest assured that nature is the best physician in the end! Now, I’ve always said as much, and all the best authorities agree with me. Why, yes, now!—here!—say!—wasn’t I readin’ in the paper—oh! here along, you know a week or so ago—Doctor Royal S. Copeland!—yes, sir!—that was the very feller—why, he said, you know—” she went on in explanatory fashion.


  “Oh, but, Mama!” Helen said, desperately, unable to make her mind believe this grotesque reasoning, and yet clutching at every word with a pleading entreaty that begged to be convinced.


  “Oh, but, Mama, surely Wade Eliot and all those other men at Hopkins couldn’t have been wrong! Why, Mama,” she cried furiously, yet pleadingly—“you know they couldn’t—after all these years—after taking him there for treatment a dozen times or more! Why, Mama, those men are famous—the greatest doctors in the world! Oh, surely not! Surely not!” she said desperately, and then gazed at Eliza pleadingly again.


  “H’m!” said Eliza, pursing her lips with a little scornful smile. “It won’t be the first time that a doctor has been wrong—I don’t care how famous they may be! You can rest assured of that! It’s always been my opinion that they’re wrong about as often as they’re right—only you can’t prove it on ’em. They bury their mistakes.” She was silent a moment, looking at her daughter in a sudden, straight and deadly fashion, with a little smile at the corners of her mouth. “Now, child, I want to tell you something. ... I want to tell you what I saw today.” Again she was silent, looking straight in her daughter’s eyes, smiling her quiet little smile.


  “What? What was it, Mama?” Helen demanded eagerly.


  “Did you ever take a good look at that maple tree out front that stands on your right as you come in the house?”


  “Why, no,” Helen said in a bewildered tone. “How do you mean?”


  “Well,” said Eliza calmly, yet with a certain triumph in her voice, “you just take a good look at it tomorrow. That’s all.”


  “But why—I can’t see—how do you mean, Mama?”


  “Now, child—” Eliza pursued her subject deliberately, with a ruminant relish of her strong pursed lips—“I was born and brought up in the country—close to the lap of Mother Earth, as the sayin’ goes—and when it comes to trees—why, I reckon there’s mighty little about ’em that I don’t know. ... Now here,” she said abruptly, coming to the centre of her argument—“did you ever see a tree that had a big hollow gash down one side—that looked like it had all been eaten an’ rotted out by some disease that had been destroyin’ it?”


  “Why, yes,” Helen said, in a puzzled voice. “But I don’t see yet——”


  “Well, child, I’ll tell you, then,” said Eliza, both voice and worn brown eyes united in their portents of a grave and quiet earnestness—“that tree doesn’t always die! You’ll see trees that have had that happen to them—and they cure themselves! You can see where some old rotten growth has eaten into them—and then you can see where the tree has got the best of it—and grown up again—as sound and healthy as it ever was—around that old rotten growth. And that,” she said triumphantly, “that is just exactly what has happened to that maple in the yard. Oh, you can see it!” she cried positively, at the same time making an easy descriptive gesture with her wide hand—“you can see where it has lapped right around that old growth—made a sort of fold, you know—and here it is just as sound and healthy as it ever was!”


  “Then you mean?——”


  “I mean,” said Eliza in her straight and deadly fashion—“I mean that if a tree can do it, a man can do it—and I mean that if any man alive could do it your daddy is that man—for he’s had as much strength and vitality as any man I ever saw—and more than a tree!” she cried. “Lord! I’ve seen him do enough to kill a hundred trees—the things he’s done and managed to get over would kill the strongest tree that ever lived!”


  “Oh, but Mama, surely not!” said Helen, laughing, and beginning to pluck at her chin in an abstracted manner, amused and tickled in spite of herself by her mother’s extraordinary reasoning. “You know that a man is not built the same way as a tree!”


  “Why,” Eliza cried impatiently, “why not! They’re both Nature’s products, aren’t they? Now, here,” she said persuasively, “just stop and consider the thing for a moment. Just imagine for a moment that you’re the tree.” Here she took her strong worn fingers and traced a line down Helen’s stomach. “Now,” she went on persuasively, “you’ve got some kind of growth inside you—call it what you like—a tumor, a growth, a cancer—anything you will—and your healthy tissues get to work to get the best of that growth—to build up a wall around it—to destroy it—to replace it with sound tissues, weed it out! Now,” she said, clenching her fingers in a loose but powerful clasp—“if a tree can do that, doesn’t it stand to reason that a man can do the same! Why, I wouldn’t doubt it for a moment!” she cried powerfully. “Not a bit of it.”


  Thus the two women talked together according to the laws of their nature—the one with an invincible and undaunted optimism that persuaded itself in the octopal pursuit of its own reasonings, the other clutching like a drowning person at a straw.


  [¬]


  XXIX


  He had not heard from any of his family in some weeks but late that night, while he was reading in his room on Trowbridge Street, he received the following telegram from home: “Father very ill doctor says cannot live come at once.” The telegram was signed by his mother.


  He telephoned the railway information offices and was informed that there was a train for New York and the South in about an hour. If he hurried, he could make it. He did not have enough money for the fare, he knew that he might hunt up Starwick, Dodd, Professor Hatcher, or other people that he knew, and get the money, but the delay would make him miss the train. Accordingly, he appealed to the person he knew best in the house, and who would be, he thought, most likely to help him. This was Mr. Wang, the Chinese student.


  Mr. Wang was as good-hearted as he was stupid and childlike and now, faced with the need of getting money at once, the boy appealed to him. Mr. Wang came to his door and blinked owlishly; behind him the room was a blur of smoke and incense, and the big cabinet victrola was giving forth for the dozenth time that evening the hearty strains of “Yes, We Have No Bananas.”


  When Mr. Wang saw him, his round yellow face broke into a foolish crease of merriment, he began to shake his finger at the young man waggishly, and his throat already beginning to choke and squeak a little with his jest, he said:


  “I s’ink lest night I see you with nice—” Something in the other’s manner cut him short; he stopped, his round foolish face grew wondering and solemn, and in a doubtful and inquiring tone, he said:


  “You say——?”


  “Listen, Wang: I’ve just got this telegram from home. My father is very sick—they think that he is dying. I’ve got to get money to go home at once. I need fifty dollars: can you let me have it?”


  As Mr. Wang listened, his sparkling eyes grew dull as balls of tar, his round yellow moon of face grew curiously impassive. When the boy had finished, the Chinese thrust his hands into the wide flowered sleeves of his dressing gown, and then with a curious formal stiffness said:


  “Will you come in? Please.”


  The boy entered, and Mr. Wang, closing the door, turned, thrust his hand in his sleeves again, marched across the room to a magnificent teak-wood desk and opening a small drawer, took out a roll of bills, peeled off two twenties and a ten, and coming back to where his visitor was standing, presented the money to him with a stiff bow, and his round face still woodenly impassive, said again:


  “Please.”


  The young man seized the money and saying, “Thank you, Wang, I’ll send it to you as soon as I get home,” ran back to his room and began to hurl clothing, shirts, socks, toilet articles, into his valise as hard as he could. He had just finished when there was a tapping on the door and the Chinese appeared again. He marched into the room with the same ceremonious formality that had characterized his former conduct and bowing stiffly again, presented the boy with two magnificent fans of peacock feathers of which the lacquered blades were delicately and beautifully engraved.


  And bowing stiffly again, and saying, “Please!” he turned and marched out of the room, his fat hands thrust into the wide sleeves of the flowered dressing gown.


  Thirty minutes later he was on his way, leaving behind him, in the care of Mrs. Murphy, most of his belongings—the notebooks, letters, books, old shoes, worn-out clothes and battered hats, the thousands of pages of manuscript that represented the accretions of two years—that immense and nondescript collection of past events, foredone accomplishment, and spent purposes, the very sight of which filled him with weariness and horror but which, with the huge acquisitive mania of his mother’s blood, he had never been able to destroy.


  In this way he left Cambridge and a life he had known for two years; instantly re-called, drawn back by the hand of death into the immediacy of a former life that had grown strange as dreams. It was toward the end of June, just a day or two before the commencement exercises at the university. That year he had been informed of his eligibility for the Master’s degree—a degree he had neither sought nor known he had earned and, at the time he had received the telegram, he had been waiting for the formal exercises at which he would receive the degree—a wait prompted more by his total indecision as to his future purpose than by any other cause. Now, with explosive suddenness, his purpose had been shaped, decided for him, and with the old feeling of groping bewilderment, he surveyed the history of the last two years and wondered why he had come, why he was here, toward what blind goal he had been tending: all that he had to “show” for these years of fury, struggle, homelessness and hunger was an academic distinction which he had not aimed at, and on which he placed small value.


  And it was in this spirit that he left the place. Rain had begun to fall that night, it fell now in torrential floods. The gay buntings and Japanese lanterns with which the Harvard Yard were already decked were reduced to sodden ruin, and as he raced towards the station in a taxi, the streets of Cambridge, and the old, narrow, twisted and familiar lanes of Boston were deserted—pools of wet light and glittering ribbons swept with storm.


  When he got to the South station he had five minutes left to buy his ticket and get on his train. In spite of the lashing storm and the lateness of the hour, that magnificent station, which at that time—before the later “improvements” had reduced it to a glittering sterility of tile and marble—was one of the most thrilling and beautiful places in the world, was still busy with the tides of people that hurry forever through the great stations of America, and that no violence of storm can check.


  The vast dingy sweep of the cement concourse outside the train-gates was pungent, as it had always been, with the acrid and powerfully exciting smell of engine smoke, and beyond the gates, upon a dozen tracks, great engines, passive and alert as cats, purred and panted softly, with the couched menace of their tremendous stroke. The engine smoke rose up straight in billowing plumes to widen under vaulting arches, to spread foggily throughout the enormous spaces of the grimy sheds. And beside the locomotives, he could see the burly denimed figures of the engineers, holding flaming torches and an oil-can in their hands as they peered and probed through the shining flanges of terrific pistoned wheels much taller than their heads. And forever, over the enormous cement concourse and down the quays beneath the powerful groomed attentiveness of waiting trains the tides of travellers kept passing, passing, in their everlasting change and weft, of voyage and return—of speed and space and movement, morning, cities, and new lands.


  And caught up in the vaulting arches of those immense and grimy sheds he heard again the murmurous sound of time—that sound remote and everlasting, distilled out of all the movement, frenzy, and unceasing fury of our unresting lives, and yet itself detached, as calm and imperturbable as the still sad music of humanity, and which, made up out of our million passing lives, is in itself as fixed and everlasting as eternity.


  They came, they paused and wove and passed and thrust and vanished in their everlasting tides, they streamed in and out of the portals of that enormous station in unceasing swarm; great trains steamed in to empty them, and others steamed out loaded with their nameless motes of lives, and all was as it had always been, moving, changing, swarming on forever like a river, and as fixed, unutterable in unceasing movement and in changeless change as the great river is, and time itself.


  And within ten minutes he himself, another grain of dust borne onward on this ceaseless tide, another nameless atom in this everlasting throng, another wanderer in America, as all his fathers were before him, was being hurled into the South again in the huge projectile of a train. The train swept swiftly down the gleaming rails, paused briefly at the Back-Bay station, then was on its way again, moving smoothly, powerfully, almost noiselessly now, through the outer stretches of the small dense web of Boston. The town swept smoothly past: old blanks of wall, and old worn brick, and sudden spokes of streets, deserted, lashed with rain, set at the curbs with glittering beetles of its wet machinery and empetalled with its wet and sudden blooms of life. The flushed spoke-wires crossed his vision, lost the moment that he saw them, his forever, gone, like all things else, and never to be captured, seen a million times, yet never known before—as haunting, fading, deathless as a dream, as brief as is the bitter briefness of man’s days, as lost and lonely as his life upon the mighty breast of earth, and of America.


  Then the great train, gathering now in speed, and mounting smoothly to the summit of its tremendous stroke, was running swiftly through the outskirts of the city, through suburbs and brief blurs of light and then through little towns and on into the darkness, the wild and secret loneliness of earth. And he was going home again into the South and to a life that had grown strange as dreams, and to his father who was dying and who had become a ghost and shadow of his father to him, and to the bitter reality of grief and death. And—how, why, for what reason he could not say—all he felt was the tongueless swelling of wild joy. It was the wild and secret joy that has no tongue, the impossible hope that has no explanation, the savage, silent, and sweet exultancy of night, the wild and lonely visage of the earth, the imperturbable stroke and calmness of the everlasting earth, from which we have been derived, wherein again we shall be compacted, on which all of us have lived alone as strangers, and across which, in the loneliness of night, we have been hurled onward in the projectile flight of mighty trains—America.


  Then the great train was given to the night and darkness, the great train hurtled through the night across the lonely, wild, and secret earth, bearing on to all their thousand destinations its freight of unknown lives—some to morning, cities, new lands, and the joy of voyages, and some to known faces, voices, and the hills of home—but which to certain fortune, peace, security, and love, no man could say.


  The news that Gant was dying had spread rapidly through the town and, as often happens, that news had brought him back to life again in the heart and living memory of men who had known him, and who had scarcely thought of him for years. That night—the night of his death—the house was filled with some of the men who had known him best since he came to the town forty years before.


  Among these people were several of the prominent and wealthy business men of the community: these included, naturally, Eliza’s brothers, William and James Pentland, both wealthy lumber dealers, as well as one of her younger brothers, Crockett, who was Will Pentland’s bookkeeper, a pleasant, ruddy, bucolic man of fifty years. Among the other men of wealth and influence who had been Gant’s friends there was Fagg Sluder, who had made a fortune as a contractor and retired to invest his money in business property, and to spend his time seated in an easy creaking chair before the fire department, in incessant gossip about baseball with the firemen and the young professional baseball players whose chief support he was, whose annual deficit he cheerfully supplied, and to whom he had given the local baseball park, which bore his name. He had been one of Gant’s best friends for twenty years, he was immensely fond of him, and now, assembled in the broad front hall in earnest discussion with the Pentlands and Mike Fogarty, another of Gant’s friends, and armed with the invariable cigar (despite his doctor’s orders he smoked thirty or forty strong black cigars every day), which he chewed on, took out of his mouth, and put back again, with quick, short, unconscious movements, he could be heard saying in the rapid, earnest, stammering tone that was one of the most attractive qualities of his buoyant and constantly hopeful nature:


  “I-I-I-I just believe he’s going to pull right out of this and-and-and-get well! Why-why-why-why-when I went in there tonight he spoke right up and-and-and knew me right away!” he blurted out, sticking the cigar in his mouth and chewing on it vigorously a moment—“why-why-why his mind is-is-is-is just as clear—as it always was—spoke right up, you know, says ‘Sit down, Fagg’—shook hands with me—knew me right away—talked to me just the same way he always talked—says ‘Sit down, Fagg. I’m glad to see you. How have you been?’ he says—and-and-and—I just believe he’s going to pull right out of this,” Mr. Sluder blurted out,—“be damned if I don’t—what do you say, Will?” and snatching his chewed cigar butt from his mouth he turned eagerly to Will Pentland for confirmation. And Will, who, as usual, had been paring his stubby nails during the whole course of the conversation, his lips pursed in their characteristic family grimace, now studied his clenched fingers for a moment, pocketed his knife and turning to Fagg Sluder, with a little bird-like nod and wink, and with the incomparable Pentland drawl, at once precise, and full of the relish of self-satisfaction, said:


  “Well, if any man alive can do it, W.O. is that man. I’ve seen him time and again when I thought every breath would be his last—and he’s got over it every time. I’ve always said,” he went on precisely, and with a kind of deadly directness in his small compact and almost wizened face, “that he has more real vitality than any two men that I ever knew—he’s got out of worse holes than this before—and he may do it again.” He was silent a moment, his small packed face pursed suddenly in its animal-like grimace that had an almost savage ferocity and a sense of deadly and indomitable power.


  Even more astonishing and troubling was the presence of these four older members of the Pentland family gathered together in his mother’s hall. As they stood there talking—Eliza with her hands held in their loose and powerful clasp across her waist, Will intently busy with his finger-nails, Jim listening attentively to all that was said, his solid porcine face and small eyes wincing from time to time in a powerful but unconscious grimace, and Crockett, gentlest, ruddiest, most easy-going and dreamy of them all, speaking in his quiet drawling tone and stroking his soft brown mustaches in a gesture of quiet and bucolic meditation, Luke could not recall having seen so many of them together at one time and the astonishing enigma of their one-ness and variety was strikingly apparent.


  What was it?—this indefinable tribal similarity that united these people so unmistakably. No one could say: it would have been difficult to find four people more unlike in physical appearance, more strongly marked by individual qualities. Whatever it was—whether some chemistry of blood and character, or perhaps some physical identity of broad and fleshy nose, pursed reflective lips and flat wide cheeks, or the energies of powerfully concentrated egotisms—their kinship with one another was astonishing and instantly apparent.


  [¬]


  XXX


  In a curious and indefinable way the two groups of men in the hallway had become divided: the wealthier group of prominent citizens, which was composed of the brothers William, James, and Crockett Pentland, Mr. Sluder and Eliza, stood in a group near the front hall door, engaged in earnest conversation. The second group, which was composed of working men, who had known Gant well, and worked for or with him—a group composed of Jannadeau the jeweller, old Alec Ramsay and Saul Gudger, who were stonecutters, Gant’s nephew, Ollie Gant, who was a plasterer, Ernest Pegram, the city plumber, and Mike Fogarty, who was perhaps Gant’s closest friend, a building contractor—this group, composed of men who had all their lives done stern labor with their hands, and who were really the men who had known the stone-cutter best, stood apart from the group of prominent and wealthy men who were talking so earnestly to Eliza.


  And in this circumstance, in this unconscious division, in the air of constraint, vague uneasiness and awkward silence that was evident among these working men, as they stood there in the hallway dressed in their “good clothes,” nervously fingering their hats in their big hands, there was something immensely moving. The men had the look that working people the world over have always had when they found themselves suddenly gathered together on terms of social intimacy with their employers or with members of the governing class.


  And Helen, coming out at this instant from her father’s room into the hall, suddenly saw and felt the awkward division between these two groups of men, as she had never before felt or noticed it, as sharply as if they had been divided with a knife.


  And, it must be admitted, her first feeling was an unworthy one—an instinctive wish to approach the more “important” group, to join her life to the lives of these “influential” people who represented to her a “higher” social level. She found herself walking towards the group of wealthy and prominent men at the front of the hall, and away from the group of working men who had really been Gant’s best friends.


  But seeing the brick-red face of Alec Ramsay, the mountainous figure of Mike Fogarty, suddenly with a sense of disbelief, and almost terrified revelation of the truth, she thought: “Why-why-why—these men are really the closest friends he’s got—not rich men like Uncle Will or Uncle Jim or even Mr. Sluder—but men like Mike Fogarty—and Jannadeau—and Mr. Duncan—and Alec Ramsay—and Ernest Pegram—and Ollie Gant—but—but—good heavens, no!” she thought, almost desperately—“surely these are not his closest friends—why-why—of course, they’re decent people—they’re honest men—but they’re only common people—I’ve always considered them as just working men—and-and-and—my God!” she thought, with that terrible feeling of discovery we have when we suddenly see ourselves as others see us—“do you suppose that’s the way people in this town think of Papa? Do you suppose they have always thought of him as just a common working man—oh, no! but of course not!” she went on impatiently, trying to put the troubling thought out of her mind. “Papa’s not a working man—Papa is a business man—a well thought of business man in this community. Papa has always owned property since he came here—he has always had his own shop”—she did not like the sound of the word shop, and in her mind she hastily amended it to “place”—“he’s always had his own place, up on the public square—he’s—he’s rented places to other people—he’s—he’s—oh, of course not!—Papa is different from men like Ernest Pegram, and Ollie, and Jannadeau and Alec Ramsay—why, they’re just working men—they work with their hands—Ollie’s just an ordinary plasterer—and-and—Mr. Ramsay is nothing but a stone-cutter.’ [stone-cutter.”]


  And a small insistent voice inside her said most quietly: “And your father?”


  And suddenly Helen remembered Gant’s great hands of power and strength, and how they now lay quietly beside him on the bed, and lived and would not die, even when the rest of him had died, and she remembered the thousands of times she had gone to his shop in the afternoon and found the stonecutter in his long striped apron bending with delicate concentration over a stone inscription on a trestle, holding in his great hands the chisel and the heavy wooden mallet the stonecutters use, and remembering, the whole rich and living compact of the past came back to her, in a rush of tenderness and joy and terror, and on that flood a proud and bitter honesty returned. She thought: “Yes, he was a stonecutter, no different from these other men, and these men were his real friends.”


  And going directly to old Alec Ramsay she grasped his blunt thick fingers, the nails of which were always whitened a little with stone dust, and greeted him in her large and spacious way:


  “Mr. Ramsay,” she said, “I want you to know how glad we are that you could come. And that goes for all of you—Mr. Jannadeau, and Mr. Duncan, and Mr. Fogarty, and you, Ernest, and you, too, Ollie—you are the best friends Papa has, there’s no one he thinks more of, and no one he would rather see.”


  Mr. Ramsay’s brick-red face and brick-red neck became even redder before he spoke, and beneath his grizzled brows his blue eyes suddenly were smoke blue. He put his blunt hand to his mustache for a moment, and tugged at it, then he said in his gruff, quiet, and matter-of-fact voice:


  “I guess we know Will about as well as any one, Miss Helen. I’ve worked for him off and on for thirty years.”


  At the same moment, she heard Ollie Gant’s easy, deep, and powerful laugh, and saw him slowly lift his cigarette in his coarse paw; she saw Jannadeau’s great yellow face and massive domy brow, and heard him laugh with guttural pleasure, saying, “Ah-h! I tell you vat! Dat girl has alvays looked out for her datty—she’s de only vun dat coult hantle him; efer since she vas ten years olt it has been de same.” And she was overwhelmingly conscious of that immeasurable mountain of a man, Mike Fogarty, beside her, the sweet clarity of his blue eyes, and the almost purring music of his voice as he gently laid his mutton of a hand upon her shoulder for a moment, saying,


  “Ah, Miss Helen, I don’t know how Will could have got along all these years without ye—for he has said the same himself a thousand times—aye! that he has!”


  And instantly, having heard these words, and feeling the strong calm presences of these powerful men around her, it seemed to Helen she had somehow re-entered a magic world that she thought was gone forever. And she was immensely content.


  At the same moment, with a sense of wonder, she discovered an astonishing thing, that she had never noticed before, but that she must have heard a thousand times;—this was that of all these people, who knew Gant best, and had a deep and true affection for him, there were only two—Mr. Fogarty and Mr. Ramsay—who had ever addressed him by his first name. And so far as she could now remember, these two men, together with Gant’s mother, his brothers, his sister Augusta, and a few of the others who had known him in his boyhood in Pennsylvania, were the only people who ever had. And this revelation cast a strange, a lonely and a troubling light upon the great gaunt figure of the stonecutter, which moved her powerfully and which she had never felt before. And most strange of all was the variety of names by which these various people called her father.


  As for Eliza, had any of her children ever heard her address her husband as anything but “Mr. Gant”—had she ever called him by one of his first names—their anguish of shame and impropriety would have been so great that they could hardly have endured it. But such a lapse would have been incredible: Eliza could no more have addressed Gant by his first name, than she could have quoted Homer’s Greek; had she tried to address him so, the muscles of her tongue would have found it physically impossible to pronounce the word. And in this fact there was somehow, now that Gant was dying, an enormous pathos. It gave to Eliza’s life with him a pitiable and moving dignity, the compensation of a proud and wounded spirit for all the insults and injuries that had been heaped upon it. She had been a young country woman of twenty-four when she had met him, she had been ignorant of life, and innocent of the cruelty, the violence, the drunkenness and abuse of which men are capable, she had borne this man fifteen children, of whom eight had come to life, and had for forty years eaten the bread of blood and tears and joy and grief and terror, she had wanted affection and had been given taunts, abuse, and curses, and somehow her proud and wounded spirit had endured with an anguished but unshaken fortitude all the wrongs and cruelties and injustices of which he had been guilty toward her. And now at the very end her pride still had this pitiable distinction, her spirit still preserved this last integrity: she had not betrayed her wounded soul to a shameful familiarity, he had remained to her—in mind and heart and living word—what he had been from the first day that she met him; the author of her grief and misery, the agent of her suffering, the gaunt and lonely stranger who had come into her hills from a strange land and a distant people—that furious, gaunt, and lonely stranger with whom by fatal accident her destiny—past hate or love or birth or death or human error and confusion—had been insolubly enmeshed, with whom for forty years she had lived, a wife, a mother, and a stranger—and who would to the end remain to her a stranger—“Mr. Gant.”


  What was it? What was the secret of this strange and bitter mystery of life that had made of Gant a stranger to all men, and most of all a stranger to his wife? Perhaps some of the answer might have been found in Eliza’s own unconscious words when she described her meeting with him forty years before:


  “It was not that he was old,” she said,—“he was only thirty-three—but he looked old—his ways were old—he had lived so much among old people.—Pshaw!” she continued, with a little puckered smile, “if any one had told me that night I saw him sitting there with Lydia and old Mrs. Mason—that was the very day they moved into the house, the night he gave the big dinner—and Lydia was still alive and, of course, she was ten years older than he was, and that may have had something to do with it—but I got to studying him as he sat there, of course, he was tired and run down and depressed and worried over all that trouble that he’d had in Sidney before he came up here, when he lost everything, and he knew that Lydia was dying, and that was preyin’ on his mind—but he looked old, thin as a rake you know, and sallow and run down, and with those old ways he had acquired, I reckon, from associatin’ with Lydia and old Mrs. Mason and people like that—but I just sat there studying him as he sat there with them and I said—‘Well, you’re an old man, aren’t you, sure enough?’—pshaw! if any one had told me that night that some day I’d be married to him I’d have laughed at them—I’d have considered that I was marrying an old man—and that’s just exactly what a lot of people thought, sir, when the news got out that I was goin’ to marry him—I know Martha Patton came running to me, all excited and out of breath—said, ‘Eliza! You’re not going to marry that old man—you know you’re not!’—you see, his ways were old, he looked old, dressed old, acted old—everything he did was old; there was always, it seemed, something strange and old-like about him, almost like he had been born that way.”


  And it was at this time that Eliza met him, saw him first—“Mr. Gant”—an immensely tall, gaunt, cadaverous-looking man, with a face stern and sad with care, lank, drooping mustaches, sandy hair, and cold-gray staring eyes—“not so old, you know—he was only thirty-three—but he looked old, he acted old, his ways were old—he had lived so much among older people he seemed older than he was—I thought of him as an old man.”


  This, then, was “Mr. Gant” at thirty-three, and since then, although his fortunes and position had improved, his character had changed little. And now Helen, faced by all these working men, who had known, liked, and respected him, and had now come to see him again before he died—suddenly knew the reason for his loneliness, the reason so few people—least of all, his wife—had ever dared address him by his first name. And with a swift and piercing revelation, his muttered words, which she had heard him use a thousand times when speaking of his childhood—“We had a tough time of it—I tell you what, we did!”—now came back to her with the unutterable poignancy of discovery. For the first time she understood what they meant. And suddenly, with the same swift and nameless pity, she remembered all the pictures which she had seen of her father as a boy and a young man. There were a half dozen of them in the big family album, together with pictures of his own and Eliza’s family: they were the small daguerreotypes of fifty years before, in small frames of faded plush, with glass covers, touched with the faint pale pinks with which the photographers of an earlier time tried to paint with life the sallow hues of their photography. The first of these pictures showed Gant as a little boy; later, a boy of twelve, he was standing in a chair beside his brother Wesley, who was seated, with a wooden smile upon his face. Later, a picture of Gant in the years in Baltimore, standing, his feet crossed, leaning elegantly upon a marble slab beside a vase; later still, the young stonecutter before his little shop in the years at Sidney; finally, Gant, after his marriage with Eliza, standing with gaunt face and lank drooping mustaches before his shop upon the square, in the company of Will Pentland, who was at the time his business partner.


  And all these pictures, from first to last, from the little boy to the man with the lank drooping mustaches, had been marked by the same expression: the sharp thin face was always stern and sad with care, the shallow cold-gray eyes always stared out of the bony cage-formation of the skull with a cold mournfulness—the whole impression was always one of gaunt sad loneliness. And it was not the loneliness of the dreamer, the poet, or the misjudged prophet, it was just the cold and terrible loneliness of man, of every man, and of the lost American who has been brought forth naked under immense and lonely skies, to “shift for himself,” to grope his way blindly through the confusion and brutal chaos of a life as naked and unsure as he, to wander blindly down across the continent, to hunt forever for a goal, a wall, a dwelling place of warmth and certitude, a light, a door.


  And for this reason, she now understood something about her father, this great gaunt figure of a stonecutter that she had never understood or thought about before: she suddenly understood his order, sense of decency and dispatch; his love of cleanness, roaring fires, and rich abundance, his foul drunkenness, violence, and howling fury, his naked shame and trembling penitence, his good clothes of heavy monumental black that he always kept well pressed, his clean boiled shirts, wing collars, and his love of hotels, ships, and trains, his love of gardens, new lands, cities, voyages. She knew suddenly that he was unlike any other man that ever lived, and that every man that ever lived was like her father. And remembering the cold and mournful look in his shallow staring eyes of cold hard gray, she suddenly knew the reason for that look, as she had never known it before, and understood now why so few men had ever called him by his first name—why he was known to all the world as “Mr. Gant.”


  Having joined this group of working men, Helen immediately felt an indefinable but powerful sense of comfort and physical well-being which the presence of such men as these always gave to her. And she did not know why; but immediately, once she had grasped Mr. Ramsay by the hand, and was aware of Mike Fogarty’s mountainous form and clear-blue eye above her, and Ollie Gant’s deep and lazy laugh, and the deliberate and sensual languor with which he raised his cigarette to his lips with his powerful plasterer’s hand, drawing the smoke deep into his strong lungs and letting it trickle slowly from his nostrils as he talked—she was conscious of a feeling of enormous security and relief which she had not known in years.


  And this feeling, as with every person of strong sensuous perceptions, was literal, physical, chemical, astoundingly acute. She not only felt an enormous relief and joy to get back to these working people, it even seemed to her that everything they did—the way Mr. Duncan held his strong cheap cigar in his thick dry fingers, the immense satisfaction with which he drew on it, the languid and sensual trickling of cigarette smoke from Ollie Gant’s nostrils, his deep, good-natured, indolently lazy laugh, even the perceptible bulge of tobacco-quid in Alec Ramsay’s brick-red face, his barely perceptible rumination of it—all these things, though manlike in their nature, seemed wonderfully good and fresh and living to her—the whole plain priceless glory of the earth restored to her—and gave her a feeling of wonderful happiness and joy.


  And later that night when all these men, her father’s friends, had gone into his room, filling it with their enormous and full-blooded vitality, as she saw him lying there, wax-pale, bloodless, motionless, yet with a faint grin at the edge of his thin mouth as he received them, as she heard their deep full-fibred voices, Mike Fogarty’s lilting Irish, Mr. Duncan’s thick Scotch burr, Ollie Gant’s deep and lazy laugh, and the humor of Alec Ramsay’s deep, gruff and matter-of-fact tone, relating old times—“God, Will!” he said, “at your worst, you weren’t in it compared to Wes! He was a holy terror when he drank! Do you remember the day he drove his fist through your plate-glass window right in the face of Jannadeau—and went home then and tore all the plumbing out of the house and pitched the bathtub out of the second-storey window into Orchard Street—God! Will!—you weren’t in it compared to Wes”—as she heard all this, and saw Gant’s thin grin and heard his faint and rusty cackle, his almost inaudible “E’God! Poor Wes!”—she could not believe that he was going to die, the great full-blooded working men filled the room with the vitality of a life which had returned in all its rich and living flood, and seemed intolerably near and familiar—and she kept thinking with a feeling of wonderful happiness and disbelief: “Oh, but Papa’s not going to die! It’s not possible! He can’t! He can’t!”


  [¬]


  XXXI


  The dying man himself was no longer to be fooled and duped by hope; he knew that he was done for, and he no longer cared. Rather, as if that knowledge had brought him a new strength—the immense and measureless strength that comes from resignation, and that has vanquished terror and despair—Gant had already consigned himself to death, and now was waiting for it, without weariness or anxiety, and with a perfect and peaceful acquiescence.


  This complete resignation and tranquillity of a man whose life had been so full of violence, protest, and howling fury stunned and silenced them, and left them helpless. It seemed that Gant, knowing that often he had lived badly, was now determined to die well. And in this he succeeded. He accepted every ministration, every visit, every stammering reassurance, or frenzied activity, with a passive gratefulness which he seemed to want every one to know. On the evening of the day after his first hemorrhage, he asked for food and Eliza, bustling out, pathetically eager to do something, killed a chicken and cooked it for him.


  And as if, from that infinite depth of death and silence from which he looked at her, he had seen, behind the bridling brisk activity of her figure, forever bustling back and forth, saying confusedly—“Why, yes! The very thing! This very minute, sir!”—had seen the white strained face, the stricken eyes of a proud and sensitive woman who had wanted affection all her life, had received for the most part injury and abuse, and who was ready to clutch at any crust of comfort that might console or justify her before he died—he ate part of the chicken with relish, and then looking up at her, said quietly:


  “I tell you what—that was a good chicken.”


  And Helen, who had been sitting beside him on the bed, and feeding him, now cried out in a tone of bantering and good-humored challenge:


  “What! Is it better than the ones I cook for you! You’d better not say it is—I’ll beat you if you do.”


  And Gant, grinning feebly, shook his head, and answered:


  “Ah-h! Your mother is a good cook, Helen. You’re a good cook, too—but there’s no one else can cook a chicken like your mother!”


  And stretching out his great right hand, he patted Eliza’s worn fingers with his own.


  And Eliza, suddenly touched by that word of unaccustomed praise and tenderness, turned and rushed blindly from the room at a clumsy bridling gait, clasping her hands together at the wrist, her weak eyes blind with tears—shaking her head in a strong convulsive movement, her mouth smiling a pale tremulous smile, ludicrous, touching, made unnatural by her false teeth, whispering over and over to herself, “Poor fellow! Says, ‘There’s no one else can cook a chicken like your mother.’ Reached out and patted me on the hand, you know. Says ‘I tell you what, there’s no one who can cook a chicken like your mother.’ I reckon he wanted to let me know, to tell me, but says, ‘The rest of you have all been good to me, Helen’s a good cook, but there’s no one else can cook like your mother.’”


  “Oh, here, here, here,” said Helen, who, laughing uncertainly had followed her mother from the room when Eliza had rushed out, and had seized her by the arms, and shook her gently, “good heavens! Here! You mustn’t carry on like this! You mustn’t take it this way! Why, he’s all right!” she cried out heartily and shook Eliza again. “Papa’s going to be all right! Why, what are you crying for?” she laughed. “He’s going to get well now—don’t you know that?”


  And Eliza could say nothing for a moment but kept smiling that false trembling and unnatural smile, shaking her head in a slight convulsive movement, her eyes blind with tears.


  “I tell you what,” she whispered, smiling tremulously again and shaking her head, “there was something about it—you know, the way he said it—says, ‘There’s no one who can come up to your mother’—there was something in the way he said it! Poor fellow, says, ‘None of the rest of you can cook like her’—says, ‘I tell you what, that was certainly a good chicken’—Poor fellow! It wasn’t so much what he said as the way he said it—there was something about it that went through me like a knife—I tell you what it did!”


  “Oh, here, here, here!” Helen cried again, laughing. But her own eyes were also wet, the bitter possessiveness that had dominated all her relations with her father, and that had thrust Eliza away from him, was suddenly vanquished. At that moment she began to feel an affection for her mother that she had never felt before, a deep and nameless pity and regret, and a sense of sombre satisfaction.


  “Well,” she thought, “I guess it’s all she’s had, but I’m glad she’s got that much to remember. I’m glad he said it: she’ll always have that now to hang on to.”


  And Gant lay looking up from that sunken depth of death and silence, his great hands of living power quiet with their immense and passive strength beside him on the bed.


  [¬]


  XXXII


  Towards one o’clock that night Gant fell asleep and dreamed that he was walking down the road that led to Spangler’s Run. And although he had not been along that road for fifty years everything was as fresh, as green, as living and familiar as it had ever been to him. He came out on the road from Schaefer’s farm, and on his left he passed by the little white frame church of the United Brethren, and the graveyard about the church where his friends and family had been buried. From the road he could see the line of family gravestones which he himself had carved and set up after he had returned from serving his apprenticeship in Baltimore. The stones were all alike: tall flat slabs of marble with plain rounded tops, and there was one for his sister Susan, who had died in infancy, and one for his sister Huldah, who had died in childbirth while the war was on, and one for Huldah’s husband, a young farmer named Jake Lentz who had been killed at Chancellorsville, and one for the husband of his oldest sister, Augusta, a man named Martin, who had been an itinerant photographer and had died soon after the war, and finally one for Gant’s own father. And since there were no stones for his brother George or for Elmer or for John, and none for his mother or Augusta, Gant knew that he was still a young man, and had just recently come home. The stones which he had put up were still white and new, and in the lower right hand corner of each stone, he had carved his own name: W.O. Gant.


  It was a fine morning in early May and everything was sweet and green and as familiar as it had always been. The graveyard was carpeted with thick green grass, and all around the graveyard and the church there was the incomparable green velvet of young wheat. And the thought came back to Gant, as it had come to him a thousand times, that the wheat around the graveyard looked greener and richer than any other wheat that he had ever seen. And beside him on his right were the great fields of the Schaefer farm, some richly carpeted with young green wheat, and some ploughed, showing great bronze-red strips of fertile nobly swelling earth. And behind him on the great swell of the land, and commanding that sweet and casual scene with the majesty of its incomparable lay was Jacob Schaefer’s great red barn and to the right the neat brick house with the white trimming of its windows, the white picket fence, the green yard with its rich tapestry of flowers and lilac bushes and the massed leafy spread of its big maple trees. And behind the house the hill rose, and all its woods were just greening into May, still smoky, tender and unfledged, gold-yellow with the magic of young green. And before the woods began there was the apple orchard halfway up the hill; the trees were heavy with the blossoms and stood there in all their dense still bloom incredible.


  And from the greening trees the bird-song rose, the grass was thick with the dense gold glory of the dandelions, and all about him were a thousand magic things that came and went and never could be captured. Below the church, he passed the old frame house where Elly Spangler, who kept the church keys, lived, and there were apple trees behind the house, all dense with bloom, but the house was rickety, unpainted and dilapidated as it had always been, and he wondered if the kitchen was still buzzing with a million flies, and if Elly’s half-wit brothers, Jim and Willy, were inside. And even as he shook his head and thought, as he had thought so many times “Poor Elly,” the back door opened and Willy Spangler, a man past thirty wearing overalls, and with a fond, foolish witless face, came galloping down across the yard toward him, flinging his arms out in exuberant greeting, and shouting to him the same welcome that he shouted out to every one who passed, friends and strangers all alike—“I’ve been lookin’ fer ye! I’ve been lookin’ fer ye, Oll,” using, as was the custom of the friends and kinsmen of his Pennsylvania boyhood, his second name—and then, anxiously, pleadingly, again the same words that he spoke to every one: “Ain’t ye goin’ to stay?”


  And Gant, grinning, but touched by the indefinable sadness and pity which that kind and witless greeting had always stirred in him since his own childhood, shook his head, and said quietly:


  “No, Willy. Not to-day. I’m meeting some one down the road”—and straightway felt, with thudding heart, a powerful and nameless excitement, the urgency of that impending meeting—why, where, with whom, he did not know—but all-compelling now, inevitable.


  And Willy, still with wondering, foolish, kindly face followed along beside him now, saying eagerly, as he said to every one:


  “Did ye bring anythin’ fer me? Have ye got a chew?”


  And Gant, starting to shake his head in refusal, stopped suddenly, seeing the look of disappointment on the idiot’s face, and putting his hand in the pocket of his coat, took out a plug of apple-tobacco, saying:


  “Yes. Here you are, Willy. You can have this.”


  And Willy, grinning with foolish joy, had clutched the plug of tobacco and, still kind and foolish, had followed on a few steps more, saying anxiously:


  “Are ye comin’ back, Oll? Will ye be comin’ back real soon?”


  And Gant, feeling a strange and nameless sorrow, answered:


  “I don’t know, Willy”—for suddenly he saw that he might never come this way again.


  But Willy, still happy, foolish, and contented, had turned and galloped away toward the house, flinging his arms out and shouting as he went:


  “I’ll be waitin’ fer ye. I’ll be waitin’ fer ye, Oll.”


  And Gant went on then, down the road, and there was a nameless sorrow in him that he could not understand, and some of the brightness had gone out of the day.


  When he got to the mill, he turned left along the road that went down by Spangler’s run, crossed by the bridge below, and turned from the road into the wood-path on the other side. A child was standing in the path, and turned and went on ahead of him. In the wood the sunlight made swarming moths of light across the path, and through the leafy tangle of the trees: the sunlight kept shifting and swarming on the child’s gold hair, and all around him were the sudden noises of the wood, the stir, the rustle, and the bullet thrum of wings, the cool broken sound of hidden water.


  The wood got denser, darker as he went on and coming to a place where the path split away into two forks, Gant stopped, and turning to the child said, “Which one shall I take?” And the child did not answer him.


  But some one was there in the wood before him. He heard footsteps on the path, and saw a footprint in the earth, and turning took the path where the footprint was, and where it seemed he could hear some one walking.


  And then, with the bridgeless instancy of dreams, it seemed to him that all of the bright green-gold around him in the wood grew dark and sombre, the path grew darker, and suddenly he was walking in a strange and gloomy forest, haunted by the brown and tragic light of dreams. The forest shapes of great trees rose around him, he could hear no bird-song now, even his own feet on the path were soundless, but he always thought he heard the sound of some one walking in the wood before him. He stopped and listened: the steps were muffled, softly thunderous, they seemed so near that he thought that he must catch up with the one he followed in another second, and then they seemed immensely far away, receding in the dark mystery of that gloomy wood. And again he stopped and listened, the footsteps faded, vanished, he shouted, no one answered. And suddenly he knew that he had taken the wrong path, that he was lost. And in his heart there was an immense and quiet sadness, and the dark light of the enormous wood was all around him; no birds sang.


  [¬]


  XXXIII


  Gant awoke suddenly and found himself looking straight up at Eliza who was seated in a chair beside the bed.


  “You were asleep,” she said quietly with a grave smile, looking at him in her direct and almost accusing fashion.


  “Yes,” he said, breathing a little hoarsely, “what time is it?”


  It was a few minutes before three o’clock in the morning. She looked at the clock and told him the time: he asked where Helen was.


  “Why,” said Eliza quickly, “she’s right here in this hall room: I reckon she’s asleep, too. Said she was tired, you know, but that if you woke up and needed her to call her. Do you want me to get her?”


  “No,” said Gant. “Don’t bother her. I guess she needs the rest, poor child. Let her sleep.”


  “Yes,” said Eliza, nodding, “and that’s exactly what you must do, too, Mr. Gant. You try to go on back to sleep now,” she said coaxingly, “for that’s what we all need. There’s no medicine like sleep—as the fellow says, it’s Nature’s sovereign remedy,” said Eliza, with that form of sententiousness that she was very fond of—“so you go on, now, Mr. Gant, and get a good night’s sleep, and when you wake up in the morning, you’ll feel like a new man. That’s half the battle—if you can get your sleep, you’re already on the road to recovery.”


  “No,” said Gant, “I’ve slept enough.”


  He was breathing rather hoarsely and heavily and she asked him if he was comfortable and needed anything. He made no answer for a moment, and then muttered something under his breath that she could not hear plainly, but that sounded like “little boy.”


  “Hah? What say? What is it, Mr. Gant?” Eliza said. “Little boy?” she said sharply, as he did not answer.


  “Did you see him?” he said.


  She looked at him for a moment with troubled eyes, then said:


  “Pshaw, Mr. Gant, I guess you must have been dreaming.”


  He did not answer, and for a moment there was no sound in the room but his breathing, hoarse, a little heavy. Then he muttered:


  “Did some one come into the house?”


  She looked at him sharply, inquiringly again, with troubled eyes:


  “Hah? What say? Why, no, I think not,” she said doubtfully, “unless you may have heard Gilmer come in an’ go up to his room.”


  And Gant was again silent for several moments, breathing a little heavily and hoarsely, his hands resting with an enormous passive strength, upon the bed. Presently he said quietly:


  “Where’s Bacchus?”


  “Hah? Who’s that?” Eliza said sharply, in a startled kind of tone. “Bacchus? You mean Uncle Bacchus?”


  “Yes,” said Gant.


  “Why, pshaw, Mr. Gant!” cried Eliza laughing—for a startled moment she had wondered if “his mind was wanderin’,” but one glance at his quiet eyes, the tranquil sanity of his quiet tone, reassured her——


  “Pshaw!” she said, putting one finger up to her broad nose-wing and laughing slyly. “You must have been havin’ queer dreams, for a fact!”


  “Is he here?”


  “Why, I’ll vow, Mr. Gant!” she cried again. “What on earth is in your mind? You know that Uncle Bacchus is way out West in Oregon—it’s been ten years since he came back home last—that summer of the reunion at Gettysburg.”


  “Yes,” said Gant. “I remember now.”


  And again he fell silent, staring upward in the semi-darkness, his hands quietly at rest beside him, breathing a little hoarsely, but without pain. Eliza sat in the chair watching him, her hands clasped loosely at her waist, her lips pursed reflectively, and a puzzled look in her eyes: “Now I wonder what ever put that in his mind?” she thought. “I wonder what made him think of Bacchus. Now his mind’s not wanderin’—that’s one thing sure. He knows what he’s doing just as well as I do—I reckon he must have dreamed it—that Bacchus was here—but that’s certainly a strange thing, that he should bring it up like this.”


  He was so silent that she thought he might have gone to sleep again, he lay motionless with his eyes turned upward in the semi-darkness of the room, his hands immense and passive at his side. But suddenly he startled her again by speaking, a voice so quiet and low that he might have been talking to himself.


  “Father died the year before the war,” he said, “when I was nine years old. I never got to know him very well. I guess Mother had a hard time of it. There were seven of us—and nothing but that little place to live on—and some of us too young to help her much—and George away at war. She spoke pretty hard to us sometimes—but I guess she had a hard time of it. It was a tough time for all of us,” he muttered, “I tell you what, it was.”


  “Yes,” Eliza said, “I guess it was. I know she told me—I talked to her, you know, the time we went there on our honeymoon—whew! what about it?” she shrieked faintly, and put her finger up to her broad nose-wing with the same sly gesture—“it was all I could do to keep a straight face sometimes—why, you know, the way she had of talkin’—the expressions she used—oh! came right out with it, you know—sometimes I’d have to turn my head away so she wouldn’t see me laughin’—says, you know, ‘I was left a widow with seven children to bring up, but I never took charity from no one; as I told ’em all, I’ve crawled under the dog’s belly all my life; now I guess I can get over its back.’”


  “Yes,” said Gant with a faint grin. “Many’s the time I’ve heard her say that.”


  “But she told it then, you know,” Eliza went on in explanatory fashion, “about your father and how he’d done hard labor on a farm all his life and died—well, I reckon you’d call it consumption.”


  “Yes,” said Gant. “That was it.”


  “And,” Eliza said reflectively, “I never asked—of course, I didn’t want to embarrass her—but I reckon from what she said, he may have been—well, I suppose you might say he was a drinkin’ man.”


  “Yes,” said Gant, “I guess he was.”


  “And I know she told it on him,” said Eliza, laughing again, and passing one finger slyly at the corner of her broad nose-wing, “how he went to town that time—to Brant’s Mill, I guess it was—and how she was afraid he’d get to drinkin’, and she sent you and Wes along to watch him and to see he got home again—and how he met up with some fellers there and, sure enough, I guess he started drinkin’ and stayed away too long—and then, I reckon he was afraid of what she’d say to him when he got back—and that was when he bought the clock—it’s that very clock upon the mantel, Mr. Gant—but that was when he got the clock, all right—I guess he thought it would pacify her when she started out to scold him for gettin’ drunk and bein’ late.”


  “Yes,” said Gant, who had listened without moving, staring at the ceiling, and with a faint grin printed at the corners of his mouth, “well do I remember: that was it, all right.”


  “And then,” Eliza went on, “he lost the way comin’ home—it had been snowin’, and I reckon it was getting dark, and he had been drinkin’—and instead of turnin’ in on the road that went down by your place he kept goin’ on until he passed Jake Schaefer’s farm—an’ I guess Wes and you, poor child, kept follerin’ where he led, thinkin’ it was all right—and when he realized his mistake he said he was tired an’ had to rest a while and—I’ll vow! to think he’d go and do a thing like that,” said Eliza, laughing again—“he lay right down in the snow, sir, with the clock beside him—and went sound to sleep.”


  “Yes,” said Gant, “and the clock was broken.”


  “Yes,” Eliza said, “she told me about that too—and how she heard you all come creepin’ in real quiet an’ easy-like about nine o’clock that night, when she and all the children were in bed—an’ how she could hear him whisperin’ to you and Wes to be quiet—an’ how she heard you all come creepin’ up the steps—and how he came tip-toein’ in real easy-like an’ laid the clock down on the bed—I reckon the glass had been broken out of it—hopin’ she’d see it when she woke up in the morning an’ wouldn’t scold him then for stayin’ out——”


  “Yes,” said Gant, still with the faint attentive grin, “and then the clock began to strike.”


  “Whew-w!” cried Eliza, putting her finger underneath her broad nose-wing—“I know she had to laugh about it when she told it to me—she said that all of you looked so sheepish when the clock began to strike that she didn’t have the heart to scold him.”


  And Gant, grinning faintly again, emitted a faint rusty cackle that sounded like “E’God!” and said: “Yes, that was it. Poor fellow.”


  “But to think,” Eliza went on, “that he would have no more sense than to do a thing like that—to lay right down there in the snow an’ go to sleep with you two children watchin’ him. And I know how she told it, how she questioned you and Wes next day, and I reckon started in to scold you for not takin’ better care of him, and how you told her, ‘Well, Mother, I thought that it would be all right. I kept steppin’ where he stepped, I thought he knew the way.’ And said she didn’t have the heart to scold you after that—poor child, I reckon you were only eight or nine years old, and boy-like thought you’d follow in your father’s footsteps and that everything would be all right.”


  “Yes,” said Gant, with the faint grin again, “I kept stretchin’ my legs to put my feet down in his tracks—it was all I could do to keep up with him. ... Ah, Lord,” he said, and in a moment said in a faint low voice, “how well I can remember it. That was just the winter before he died.”


  “And you’ve had that old clock ever since,” Eliza said. “That very clock upon the mantel, sir—at least, you’ve had it ever since I’ve known you, and I reckon you had it long before that—for I know you told me how you brought it South with you. And that clock must be all of sixty or seventy years old—if it’s a day.”


  “Yes,” said Gant, “it’s all of that.”


  And again he was silent, and lay so still and motionless that there was no sound in the room except his faint and labored breathing, the languid stir of the curtains in the cool night breeze, and the punctual tocking of the old wooden clock. And presently, when she thought that he might have gone off to sleep again, he spoke, in the same remote and detached voice as before:


  “Eliza,”—he said—and at the sound of that unaccustomed word, a name he had spoken only twice in forty years—her white face and her worn brown eyes turned toward him with the quick and startled look of an animal—“Eliza,” he said quietly, “you have had a hard life with me, a hard time. I want to tell you that I’m sorry.”


  And before she could move from her white stillness of shocked surprise, he lifted his great right hand and put it gently down across her own. And for a moment she sat there bolt upright, shaken, frozen, with a look of terror in her eyes, her heart drained of blood, a pale smile trembling uncertainly and foolishly on her lips. Then she tried to withdraw her hand with a clumsy movement, she began to stammer with an air of ludicrous embarrassment, she bridled, saying—“Aw-w, now, Mr. Gant. Well, now, I reckon,”—and suddenly these few simple words of regret and affection did what all the violence, abuse, drunkenness and injury of forty years had failed to do. She wrenched her hand free like a wounded creature, her face was suddenly contorted by that grotesque and pitiable grimace of sorrow that women have had in moments of grief since the beginning of time, and digging her fist into her closed eye quickly with the pathetic gesture of a child, she lowered her head and wept bitterly:


  “It was a hard time, Mr. Gant,” she whispered, “a hard time, sure enough. ... It wasn’t all the cursin’ and the drinkin’—I got used to that. ... I reckon I was only an ignorant sort of girl when I met you and I guess,” she went on with a pathetic and unconscious humor, “I didn’t know what married life was like ... but I could have stood the rest of it ... the bad names an’ all the things you called me when I was goin’ to have another child ... but it was what you said when Grover died ... accusin’ me of bein’ responsible for his death because I took the children to St. Louis to the Fair—” and at the words as if an old and lacerated wound had been re-opened raw and bleeding, she wept hoarsely, harshly, bitterly—“that was the worst time that I had—sometimes I prayed to God that I would not wake up—he was a fine boy, Mr. Gant, the best I had—like the write-up in the paper said he had the sense an’ judgment of one twice his age ... an’ somehow it had grown a part of me, I expected him to lead the others—when he died it seemed like everything was gone ... an’ then to have you say that I had—” her voice faltered to a whisper, stopped: with a pathetic gesture she wiped the sleeve of her old frayed sweater across her eyes and already ashamed of her tears, said hastily:


  “Not that I’m blamin’ you, Mr. Gant. ... I reckon we were both at fault ... we were both to blame ... if I had it to do all over I know I could do better ... but I was so young and ignorant when I met you, Mr. Gant ... knew nothing of the world ... there was always something strange-like about you that I didn’t understand.”


  Then, as he said nothing, but lay still and passive, looking at the ceiling, she said quickly, drying her eyes and speaking with a brisk and instant cheerfulness, the undaunted optimism of her ever-hopeful nature:


  “Well, now, Mr. Gant, that’s all over, and the best thing we can do is to forget about it. ... We’ve both made our mistakes—we wouldn’t be human if we didn’t—but now we’ve got to profit by experience—the worst of all this trouble is all over—you’ve got to think of getting well now, that’s the only thing you’ve got to do, sir,” she said pursing her lips and winking briskly at him—“just set your mind on getting well—that’s all you’ve got to do now, Mr. Gant—and the battle is half won. For half our ills and troubles are all imagination,” she said sententiously, “and if you’ll just make up your mind now that you’re going to get well—why, sir, you’ll do it,” and she looked at him with a brisk nod. “And we’ve both got years before us, Mr. Gant—for all we know, the best years of our life are still ahead of us—so we’ll both go on and profit by the mistakes of the past and make the most of what time’s left,” she said. “That’s just exactly what we’ll do!”


  And quietly, kindly, without moving, and with the impassive and limitless regret of a man who knows that there is no return, he answered:


  “Yes, Eliza. That is what we’ll do.”


  “And now,” she went on coaxingly, “why don’t you go on back to sleep now, Mr. Gant? There’s nothin’ like sleep to restore a man to health—as the feller says, it’s Nature’s sovereign remedy, worth all the doctors and all the medicine on earth,” she winked at him, and then concluded on a note of cheerful finality, “so you go on and get some sleep now, and tomorrow you will feel like a new man.”


  And again he shook his head in an almost imperceptible gesture of negation:


  “No,” he said, “not now. Can’t sleep.”


  He was silent again, and presently, his breath coming somewhat hoarse and labored, he cleared his throat, and put one hand up to his throat, as if to relieve himself of some impediment.


  Eliza looked at him with troubled eyes and said:


  “What’s the matter, Mr. Gant? There’s nothing hurtin’ you?”


  “No,” he said. “Just something in my throat. Could I have some water?”


  “Why, yes, sir! That’s the very thing!” She got up hastily, and looking about in a somewhat confused manner, saw behind her a pitcher of water and a glass upon his old walnut bureau, and saying “This very minute, sir!” started across the room.


  And at the same moment, Gant was aware that some one had entered the house, was coming towards him through the hall, would soon be with him. Turning his head towards the door he was conscious of something approaching with the speed of light, the instancy of thought, and at that moment he was filled with a sense of inexpressible joy, a feeling of triumph and security he had never known. Something immensely bright and beautiful was converging in a flare of light, and at that instant, the whole room blurred around him, his sight was fixed upon that focal image in the door, and suddenly the child was standing there and looking towards him.


  And even as he started from his pillows, and tried to call his wife he felt something thick and heavy in his throat that would not let him speak. He tried to call to her again but no sound came, then something wet and warm began to flow out of his mouth and nostrils, he lifted his hands up to his throat, the warm wet blood came pouring out across his fingers; he saw it and felt joy.


  For now the child—or some one in the house was speaking, calling to him; he heard great footsteps, soft but thunderous, imminent, yet immensely far, a voice well-known, never heard before. He called to it, and then it seemed to answer him; he called to it with faith and joy to give him rescue, strength, and life, and it answered him and told him that all the error, old age, pain and grief of life was nothing but an evil dream; that he who had been lost was found again, that his youth would be restored to him and that he would never die, and that he would find again the path he had not taken long ago in a dark wood.


  And the child still smiled at him from the dark door; the great steps, soft and powerful, came ever closer, and as the instant imminent approach of that last meeting came intolerably near, he cried out through the lake of jetting blood, “Here, Father, here!” and heard a strong voice answer him, “My son!”


  At that instant he was torn by a rending cough, something was wrenched loose in him, the death gasp rattled through his blood, and a mass of greenish matter foamed out through his lips. Then the world was blotted out, a blind black fog swam up and closed above his head, some one seized him, he was held, supported in two arms, he heard some one’s voice saying in a low tone of terror and of pity, “Mr. Gant! Mr. Gant! Oh, poor man, poor man! He’s gone!” And his brain faded into night. Even before she lowered him back upon the pillows, she knew that he was dead.


  Eliza’s sharp scream brought three of her children—Daisy, Steve, and Luke, and the nurse, Bessie Gant, who was the wife of Gant’s nephew Ollie—running from the kitchen. At the same moment Helen, who had taken an hour’s sleep—her first in two days—in the little hall-bedroom off the porch, was wakened by her mother’s cry, the sound of a screen-door slammed, and the sound of footsteps running past her window on the porch. Then, for several minutes she had no consciousness of what she did, and later she could not remember it. Her actions were those of a person driven by a desperate force, who acts from blind intuition, not from reason. Instantly, the moment that she heard her mother scream, the slam of the screen-door, and the running feet, she knew what had happened, and from that moment she knew only one frenzied desire; somehow to get to her father before he died.


  The breath caught hoarse and sharp in her throat in a kind of nervous sob, it seemed that her heart had stopped beating and that her whole life-force was paralyzed; but she was out of her bed with a movement that left the old springs rattling, and she came across the back-porch with a kind of tornado-like speed that just came instantly from nowhere: in a moment she was standing in the open door with the sudden bolted look of a person who has been shot through the heart, staring at the silent group of people, and at the figure on the bed, with a dull strained stare of disbelief and horror.


  All the time, although she was not conscious of it, her breath kept coming in a kind of hoarse short sob, her large big-boned face had an almost animal look of anguish and surprise, her mouth was partly open, her large chin hung down, and at this moment, as they turned towards her she began to moan, “Oh-h, oh-h, oh-h, oh-h!” in the same unconscious way, like a person who has received a heavy blow in the pit of the stomach. Then her mouth gaped open, a hoarse and ugly cry was torn from her throat—a cry not of grief but loss—and she rushed forward like a mad woman. They tried to stop her, to restrain her, she flung them away as if they had been rag dolls and hurled herself down across the body on the bed, raving like a maniac.


  “Oh, Papa, Papa. ... Why didn’t they tell me? ... Why didn’t they let me know? ... Why didn’t they call me? ... Oh, Papa, Papa, Papa! ... dead, dead, dead ... and they didn’t tell me ... they didn’t let me know ... they let you die ... and I wasn’t here! ... I wasn’t here!”—and she wept harshly, horribly, bitterly, rocking back and forth like a mad woman, with a dead man in her arms. She kept moaning, “... They didn’t tell me ... they let you die without me ... I wasn’t here ... I wasn’t here ...”


  And even when they lifted her up from the bed, detached her arms from the body they had held in such a desperate hug, she still kept moaning in a demented manner, as if talking to the corpse, and oblivious of the presence of these living people:


  “They never told me ... they never told me. ... They let you die here all by yourself ... and I wasn’t here ... I wasn’t here.”


  All of the women, except Bessie Gant, had now begun to weep hysterically, more from shock, exhaustion, and the nervous strain than from grief, and now Bessie Gant’s voice could be heard speaking to them sharply, coldly, peremptorily, as she tried to bring back order and calmness to the distracted scene:


  “Now, you get out of here—all of you! ... There’s nothing more any of you can do—I’ll take care of all the rest of it! ... Get out, now ... I can’t have you in the room while there’s work to do. ... Helen, go on back to bed and get some sleep. ... You’ll feel better in the morning.”


  “They never told me! ... They never told me,” she turned and stared stupidly at Bessie Gant with dull glazed eyes. “Can’t you do something? ... Where’s McGuire? Has any one called him yet?”


  “No,” said the nurse sharply and angrily, “and no one’s going to. You’re not going to get that man out of bed at this hour of the night when there’s nothing to be done. ... Get out of here, now, all of you,” she began to push and herd them towards the door. “I can’t be bothered with you. ... Go somewhere—anywhere—get drunk—only don’t come back in here.”


  The whole house had come to life; in the excitement, shock, and exhaustion of their nerves the dead man still lying there in such a grotesque and twisted position, was forgotten. One of Eliza’s lodgers, a man named Gilmer, who had been in the house for years, was wakened, went out, and got a gallon of corn whiskey; every one drank a great deal, became, in fact, somewhat intoxicated; when the undertakers came to take Gant away, none of the family was present. No one saw it. They were all in the kitchen seated around Eliza’s battered old kitchen table, with the jug of whiskey on the table before them. They drank and talked together all night long until dawn came.


  [¬]


  XXXIV


  The morning of Gant’s funeral the house was filled with people who had known him and the air was heavy with the sweet, cloying fragrance of the funeral flowers: the odors of lilies, roses, and carnations. His coffin was banked with flowers, but in the centre there was a curious and arresting plainness, a simple wreath of laurel leaves. Attached to the wreath was a small card on which these words were written: “Hugh McGuire.”


  And people passing by the coffin paused for a moment and stared at the name with a feeling of unspoken wonder in their hearts. Eliza stood looking at the wreath a moment with hands clasped across her waist, and then turned away, shaking her head rapidly, with a short convulsive pucker of her lips, as she spoke to Helen in a low voice:


  “I tell you what—it’s pretty strange when you come to think of it—it gives you a queer feeling—I tell you what, it does.”


  And this expressed the emotion that every one felt when they saw the wreath. For Hugh McGuire had been found dead at his desk at six o’clock that morning, the news had just spread through the town, and now, when people saw the wreath upon Gant’s coffin, there was something in their hearts they could not utter.


  Gant lay in the splendid coffin, with his great hands folded quietly on his breast. Later, the boy could not forget his father’s hands. They were the largest, most powerful, and somehow the most shapely hands he had ever seen. And even though his great right hand had been so crippled and stiffened by an attack of inflammatory rheumatism ten years before that he had never regained the full use of it, and since that time could only hold the great wooden mallet that the stone-cutters use in a painful and clumsy half-clasp between the thumb and the big stiffened fingers, his hands had never lost their character of life, strength, and powerful shapeliness.


  The hands had given to the interminable protraction of his living death a kind of concrete horror that it otherwise would not have had. For as his powerful gaunt figure waned and wasted under the ravages of the cancer that was consuming him until he had become only the enfeebled shadow of his former self, his gaunt hands, on which there was so little which death could consume, lost none of their former rock-like heaviness, strength and shapely power. Thus, even when the giant figure of the man had become nothing but a spectral remnant of itself, sunk in a sorrow of time, awaiting death, those great, still-living hands of power and strength hung incredibly, horribly, from that spectral form of death to which they were attached.


  And for this reason those powerful hands of life evoked, as nothing else could have done, in an instant searing flash of memory and recognition the lost world of his father’s life of manual power, hunger, fury, savage abundance and wild joy, the whole enchanted structure of that lost life of magic he had made for them. Constantly, those great hands of life joined, with an almost grotesque incongruity, to that scarecrow form of wasting death would awake for them, as nothing else on earth could do, all of the sorrowful ghosts of time, the dream-like spell and terror of the years between, the years of phantom death, the horror of unreality, strangeness, disbelief, and memory, that haunted them.


  So was it now, even in death, with his father’s hands. In their powerful, gaunt and shapely clasp, as he lay dead in his coffin, there seemed to be held and gathered, somehow, all of his life that could never die—a living image of the essential quality of his whole life with its fury and unrest, desire and hunger, the tremendous sweep and relish of its enormous appetites and the huge endowment of its physical and sensual powers.


  Thus, one could suppose that on the face of a dead poet there might remain—how, where or in what way we could not tell, a kind of flame, a light, a glory,—the magic and still living chrysm of his genius. And on the face of the dead conqueror we might still see living, arrogant, and proud with all its dark authorities the frown of power, the inflexible tyranny of stern command, the special infinitude of the invincible will that would not die with life, and that incredibly remains, still dark and living in its scorn and mockery of time.


  Then, on the face of an old dead prophet or philosopher there would live and would not die the immortality of proud, lonely thought. We could not say just where that spirit rested. Sometimes it would seem to rest upon the temples of the grand and lonely head. Sometimes we would think it was a kind of darkness in the shadows of the closed and sunken eyes, sometimes the marsh fire of a dark and lambent flame that hovered round the face, that could never be fixed, but that we always knew was there.


  And just as poet, prophet, priest and conqueror might each retain in death some living and fitting image of his whole life’s truth, so would the strength, the skill, all of the hope, hunger, fury, and unrest that had lashed and driven on through life the gaunt figure of a stonecutter be marvellously preserved in the granite power and symmetry of those undying hands.


  Now the corpse was stretched out on the splendid satin cushions of the expensive coffin. It had been barbered, powdered, disembowelled, and pumped full of embalming fluid. And as it lay there with its waxen head set forward in its curious gaunt projectiveness, the pale lips firmly closed and with a little line of waxen mucous in the lips, the women came forward with their oily swollen faces, and a look of ravenous eagerness in their eyes, stared at it hard and long, lifted their sodden handkerchiefs slowly to their oily mouths, and were borne away, sobbing hysterically, by their equally oily, ravenous, sister orgiasts in sorrow.


  Meanwhile his father’s friends, the stonecutters, masons, building contractors, butchers, business men and male relatives were standing awkwardly about, dressed in their good, black clothes which they seemed not to wear so much as to inhabit with a kind of unrestful itchiness, lowering their eyes gravely and regretfully as the women put on their revolting show, talking together in low voices, and wondering when it would all be over.


  These circumstances, together with the heavy unnatural languor of the funeral smells, the sweet-sick heaviness of the carnations, the funereal weepy blacks in which the women had arrayed themselves, the satiny sandalwood scent that came from the splendid coffin, and the fragrant faintly acrid odor of embalmed flesh, particularly when blended with the smell of cooking turnip greens, roast pork and apple sauce out in the kitchen, combined to create an atmosphere somewhat like a dinner party in a comfortably furnished morgue.


  In all this obscene pomp of burial there was something so grotesque, unnatural, disgusting, and remote from all he could remember of the dead man’s life and personality that everything about him—even the physical horror of his bloody death—now seemed so far away he could hardly believe it ever happened. Therefore, he stared at this waxen and eviscerated relic in the coffin with a sense of weird disbelief, unable to relate it to the living man who had bled great lakes of blood the night before.


  Yet, even in his death, his father’s hands still seemed to live, and would not die. And this was the reason why the memory of those hands haunted him then and would haunt him forever after. This was the reason why, when he would try to remember how he looked when dead, he could remember nothing clearly except the powerful sculptured weight and symmetry of his tremendous hands as they lay folded on his body in the coffin. The great hands had a stony, sculptured and yet living strength and vitality, as if Michelangelo had carved them. They seemed to rest there upon the groomed, bereft and vacant horror of the corpse with a kind of terrible reality as if there really is, in death, some energy of life that will not die, some element of man’s life that must persist and that resumes into a single feature of his life the core and essence of his character.


  [¬]


  XXXV


  Starwick had now become his best and closest friend. Suddenly, it occurred to him with a strange and bitter sense of loss and lack that Starwick was the only friend of his own age that he had ever known to whom he had fully and passionately revealed his own life, of whose fellowship and comradeship he had never grown weary. Friends he had had—friends in the casual and indifferent sense in which most friendship is understood—but until now he had never held a friend like Starwick in his heart’s core.


  Why was it? What was this grievous lack or loss—if lack or loss it was—in his own life? Why was it that, with his fierce, bitter, and insatiate hunger for life, his quenchless thirst for warmth, joy, love, and fellowship, his constant image, which had blazed in his heart since childhood, of the enchanted city of the great comrades and the glorious women, that he grew weary of people almost as soon as he met them? Why was it that he seemed to squeeze their lives dry of any warmth and interest they might have for him as one might squeeze an orange, and then was immediately filled with boredom, disgust, dreary tedium, and an impatient weariness and desire to escape so agonizing that it turned his feeling almost into hatred?


  Why was it that his spirit was now filled with this furious unrest and exasperation against people because none of them seemed as good as they should be? Where did it come from—this improvable and yet unshakable conviction that grew stronger with every rebuff and disappointment—that the enchanted world was here around us ready to our hand the moment that we chose to take it for our own, and that the impossible magic in life of which he dreamed, for which he thirsted, had been denied us not because it was a phantom of desire, but because men had been too base and weak to take what was their own?


  Now, with Starwick, and for the first time, he felt this magic constantly—this realization of a life forever good, forever warm and beautiful, forever flashing with the fires of passion, poetry and joy, forever filled with the swelling and triumphant confidence of youth, its belief in new lands, morning, and a shining city, its hope of voyages, its conviction of a fortunate, good and happy life—an imperishable happiness and joy—that was impending, that would be here at any moment.


  For a moment he looked at the strange and delicate face of the young man beside him, reflecting, with a sense of wonder, at his communion with this other life, so different from his own in kind and temper. What was it? Was it the sharp mind, that original and penetrating instrument which picked up the old and weary problems of the spirit by new handles, displaying without labor planes and facets rarely seen? With what fierce joy he welcomed those long walks together in the night, along the quiet streets of Cambridge, or by the marvellous river that wound away small and magical in the blazing moonlight into the sweet, dark countryside! What other pleasure, what other appeasement of his mind and sense had been so complete and wonderful as that which came from this association as, oblivious of the world, they carried on their fierce debate about all things under heaven; his own voice, passionate, torrential, and wild, crying out against the earth, the moon, invoking all the gods of verse and magic while his mind played rivers of lightning across the vast fields of reading and experience!


  And how eagerly he waited for the answers of that other voice, quiet, weary, drawling—how angrily he stormed against its objections, how hungrily and gratefully he fed upon its agreement! What other tongue had had the power to touch his pride and his senses as this one had—how cruelly had its disdain wounded him, how magnificently had its praise filled his heart with glory! On these nights when he and Starwick had walked along the river in these vehement, passionate, and yet affectionate debates, he would relive the scene for hours after it had ended, going over their discussion again and again, remembering every gesture, every intonation of the voice, every flash of life and passion in the face. Late in the night he would pace up and down his room, or pause dreaming by his window, still carrying on in his mind the debate with his friend, inventing and regretting splendid things he might have said, exulting in those he had said and in every word of approval or burst of laughter he had provoked. And he would think: Ah, but I was good there! I could see how he admired me, how high a place I have in his affection. For when he says a thing he means it: he called me a poet, his voice was quiet and full of passion, he said my like had never been, that my destiny was great and sure.


  Was this, then, the answer?


  Until this period of his life he had drunk very little: in spite of the desperate fear his mother had that each of her children inherited the whiskey disease—“the curse of licker,” as she called it—from their father, he felt no burning appetite for stimulant. Alone, he never sought it out, he never bought a bottle for himself: solitary as his life had become, the idea of solitary drinking, of stealthy alley potations from a flask, filled him with sodden horror.


  Now, in the company of Starwick, he was drinking more frequently than he had ever done before. Alcohol, indeed, until his twentieth year had been only a casual and infrequent spirit—once, in his seventeenth year, when he had come home from college at the Christmas vacation, he had got very drunk on various liquors which his brother Luke had brought home to his father, and which he had mixed together in a tumbler, and drunk without discretion. And there had been two or three casual sprees during his years at college, but until this time he had never known the experience of frequent intoxication.


  But now, in the company of Frank Starwick, he went every week or so to a little restaurant which was situated in the Italian district of the eastern quarter of town, beyond Scollay Square and across Washington Street. The place was Starwick’s own discovery, he hoarded his knowledge of it with stern secrecy, yielding it up only to a few friends—a few rare and understanding spirits who would not coarsely abuse the old-world spirit of this priceless place because, he said:


  “It would be a pity if it ever got known about. It really would, you know. ... I mean, the kind of people who would begin to go there would ruin it. ... They really would. ... I mean, it’s quite astonishing to find a place of that sort here in Boston.”


  It was the beginning of that dark time of blood, and crime, and terror which the years of prohibition brought and which was to leave its hideous mutilation not only upon the soul and conscience of the nation, but upon the lives of millions of people—particularly the young everywhere. At this time, however, the ugly, jeering, open arrogance of the later period—the foul smell of privilege and corruption, the smirk of protection, and the gangster’s sneer, were not so evident as they became in the years that followed. At this time, it was by no means easy “to get a drink”: the speakeasy had already started on its historic career, but was still more or less what its name suggested—a place to be got at quietly and by stealth, a place of low voices, furtive and suspicious eyes, and elaborate precautions.


  The place which Starwick had “discovered,” and which he hoarded with such precious secrecy, was a small Italian restaurant known as Posillipo’s, which occupied the second floor of an old brick building in an obscure street of the Italian quarter. Frank pronounced the name strongly and lovingly—“Pothillippo’s”—in the mannered voice, and with the affected accent which all foreign and exotic names—particularly those that had a Latin flavoring—inspired in him.


  Arrived at “Pothillippo’s,” Frank, who even at this time did all things with the most lavish and lordly extravagance, and who tipped generously at every opportunity, would be welcomed obsequiously by the proprietor and the waiters, and then would order with an air of the most refined and sensual discrimination from his favorite waiter, a suave and fawning servitor named Nino. There were other waiters just as good as Nino, but Frank expressed an overwhelming preference for him above all others because, he said, Nino had the same face as one of the saints in a painting by Giotto, and because he professed to find all of the ancient, grave and exquisite rhythm of the ancient Tuscan nobility composed in the one figure of this waiter.


  “But have you noticed the way he uses his hands while talking?” Frank would say in a tone of high impassioned earnestness.—“Did you notice that last gesture? It is the same gesture that you find in the figure of the disciple Thomas in Leonardo’s painting of ‘The Last Supper.’ It really is, you know. ... Christ!” he would cry, in his high, strange, and rather womanish tone. “The centuries of art, of living, of culture—the terrific knowledge all these people have—the kind of thing you’ll never find in people in this country, the kind of thing that no amount of college education or books can give you—all expressed in a single gesture of the hands of this Italian waiter. ... The whole thing’s quite astonishing, it really is, you know.”


  The real reason, however, that Frank preferred Nino to all the other waiters in “Pothillippo’s” establishment was that he liked the sound of the word “Nino,” and pronounced it beautifully.


  “Nino!” Frank would cry, in a high, strange, and rather womanish voice—“Nino!”


  “Si, signor,” Nino would breathe unctuously, and would then stand in an attitude of heavy and prayerful adoration, awaiting the young lord’s next commands.


  “Nino,” Frank would then go on in the tone and manner of a sensuous and weary old-world sophisticate. “Quel vin avez-vous? ... Quel vin—rouge—du—très—bon. Vous—comprenez?[”] said Frank, using up in one speech most of his French words, but giving a wonderful sense of linguistic mastery and complete eloquence in two languages.


  “Mais si, signor!” Nino would answer immediately, skilfully buttering Frank on both sides—the French and the Italian—with three masterly words.


  “Le Chianti est très, très bon! ... C’est parfait, monsieur,” he whispered, with a little ecstatic movement of his fingers. “Admirable!”


  “Bon,” said Frank with an air of quiet decision. “Alors, Nino,” he continued, raising his voice as he pronounced these two words, which were among his favorites. “Alors, une bouteille du Chianti—n’est-ce pas——”


  “Mais si, signor!” said Nino, nodding enthusiastically. “Si—et pour manger?” he went on coaxingly.


  “Pour manger?” Frank began—“Ecoute, Nino—vous pouvez recommander quelque-chose—quelque-chose d’extraordinaire!” Frank cried in a high impassioned tone. “Quelque-chose de la maison!” he concluded triumphantly.


  “Mais, si!” Nino cried enthusiastically. “Si, signor. ... Permettez-moi! ... Le spaghetti,” he whispered seductively, rolling his dark eyes rapturously aloft, and making a little mincing movement, indicative of speechless ecstasy, of his thumb and forefinger. “Le spaghetti ... de la ... maison ... ah, signor,” Nino breathed—“le spaghetti avec la sauce de la maison est merveilleuse ... merveilleuse!” he whispered.


  “Bon,” said Starwick nodding. “Alors, Nino—le spaghetti pour deux—vous comprenez?”


  “Mais si, signor! Si,” Nino breathed. “Parfaitement”—and wrote the miraculous order on his order pad. “Et puis, monsieur,” said Nino coaxingly, and with complete humility. “Permettez moi de recommander—le poulet,” he whispered rapturously—“le poulet roti,” he breathed, as if unveiling the rarest secrets of cookery that had been revealed since the days of Epicurus—“le poulet roti ... de la maison,” again he made the little speechless movement of the finger and the thumb, and rolled his rapturous eyes around—“ah, signor,” said Nino, “Vous n’aurez pas de regrets si vous commandez le poulet.”


  “Bon. ... Bon,” said Starwick quietly and profoundly. “Alors, Nino—deux poulets rôtis, pour moi et pour monsieur,” he commanded.


  “Bon, bon,” said Nino, nodding vigorously and writing with enthusiasm—“et pour la salade, messieurs,” he paused—looking inquiringly and yet hopefully at both his lordly young patrons.


  And so it went, until the menu had all been gone through in mangled French and monosyllabic Italian. When this great ceremony was over, Frank Starwick had done nothing more nor less than order the one-dollar table d’hôte dinner which Signor “Pothillippo” provided for all the patrons of his establishment and whose order—soup, fish, spaghetti, roasted chicken, salad, ice-cream, cheese, nuts and bitter coffee—was unchangeable as destiny, and not to be altered by the whims of common men, whether they would or no.


  And yet Frank’s manner of ordering his commonplace rather dreary meal was so touched by mystery, strangeness, an air of priceless rarity and sensual refinement, that one would smack his lips over the various dishes with a gourmandizing gusto, as if the art of some famous chef had really been exhausted in their preparation.


  And this element of Frank Starwick’s character was one of the finest and most attractive things about him. It was, perhaps as much as anything else, the reason why people of all kinds were drawn to him, delighted to be with him, and why Frank could command the boundless affection, devotion, and support of people more than any one the other boy had ever known.


  For, in spite of all Frank’s affectations of tone, manner, gesture, and accent, in spite of the elaborately mannered style of his whole life—no! really because of them (for what were all these manners and affectations except the evidence of Frank’s constant effort to give qualities of strangeness, mystery, rareness, joy and pleasure to common things that had none of these qualities in themselves)—the deep and passionate desire in Frank’s spirit to find a life that would always be good, beautiful, and exciting was apparent.


  And to an amazing degree, Frank Starwick succeeded in investing all the common and familiar acts and experiences of this world with this strange and romantic color of his own personality.


  When one was with him, everything—“le Chianti de la maison,” a cigarette, the performance of a play, a poem or a book, a walk across the Harvard Yard, or along the banks of the Charles River—became strange and rare and memorable, and for this reason Frank, in spite of the corrupt and rotten spot which would develop in his character and eventually destroy him, was one of the rarest and highest people that ever lived, and could never be forgotten by any one who had ever known him, and been his friend.


  For, by a baffling paradox, these very affectations of Frank’s speech and dress and carriage, the whole wrought manner of his life, which caused many people who disbelieved him to dismiss him bitterly as an affected and artificial poseur, really came from something innocent and naive and good in Frank’s character—something as innocent and familiar as the affectations of Tom Sawyer when he told tall stories, invented wild, complicated, and romantic schemes, when none was necessary, or used big words to impress his friends, the nigger Jim, or Huckleberry Finn.


  Thus, the two young men would stay in “Pothillippo’s” until late at night when the place closed, drinking that wonderful “Chianti de la maison,” so preciously and lovingly described, which was really nothing but “dago red,” raw, new, and instantaneous in its intoxication, filled with headaches and depression for tomorrow morning, but filled now with the mild, soaring, jubilant and triumphant drunkenness that only youth can know.


  And they would leave this place of Latin mystery and languor at one o’clock in the morning, Frank shouting in a high drunken voice before he left, ‘Nino! [“Nino!] Nino!—Il faut quelque chose à boire avant de partir—Nino!—Nino!—Encora! Encora!”—pronouncing his last Italian word victoriously.


  “Mais si, signor,” Nino would answer, smiling somewhat anxiously. “Du vin?”


  “Mais non, mais non, Nino” Frank would cry violently. “Pas de vin—du wis-kee, Nino! Du wis-kee!”


  Then they would gulp down drinks of the raw and powerful beverage to which the name of whiskey had been given in that era, and leaving a dim blur of lights, a few dim blots of swarthy, anxiously smiling faces behind them, they would reel dangerously down the rickety stairs and out into the narrow, twisted streets, the old grimed web of sleeping quietness, the bewildering, ancient, and whited streets of Boston.


  Above them, in the cool sweet skies of night, the great moons of the springtime, and New England, blazed with a bare, a lovely and enchanted radiance. And around them the great city, and its thousand narrow twisted streets lay anciently asleep beneath that blazing moon, and from the harbor came the sound of ships, the wasting, fresh, half-rotten harbor-smells, filled with the thought of ships, the sea, the proud exultancy of voyages. And out of the cobbled streets and from the old grimed buildings—yes! from the very breast and bareness of that spring-time moon and those lovely lilac skies, there came somehow—God knows how—all of the sweet wildness of New England in the month of May, the smell of the earth, the sudden green, the glorious blossoms—all that was wild, sweet, strange, simple, instantly familiar—that impossible loveliness, that irresistible magic, that unutterable hope for the magic that could not be spoken, but that seemed almost in the instant to be seized, grasped, and made one’s own forever—for the hunger, possession and fulfilment—and for God knows what—for that magic land of green, its white and lovely houses, and the white flesh, the moon-dark hair, the depthless eyes and everlasting silence of its secret, dark, and lavish women.


  Dark Helen in our hearts forever burning—oh, no more!


  Then the two young men would thread that maze of drunken moonlit streets, and feel the animate and living silence of the great city all around them, and look then at the moon with drunken eyes, and see the moon, all bare and drunken in the skies, the whole earth and the ancient city drunk with joy and sleep and springtime and the enchanted silences of the moon-drunk squares. And they would come at length to Cambridge, to find the moonlight dark upon the sleeping silence of the university and Harvard Square, and exultancy and joy welled up in them forever, wild shouts and songs and laughter were torn from their throats and rang out through the sleeping streets of Cambridge, filling the moon-sweet air with jubilation, for they were drunken, young, and twenty—immortal confidence and victorious strength possessed them—and they knew that they could never die.


  Immortal drunkenness! What tribute can we ever pay, what song can we ever sing, what swelling praise can ever be sufficient to express the joy, the gratefulness, and the love which we, who have known youth and hunger in America, have owed to alcohol?


  We are so lost, so lonely, so forsaken in America: immense and savage skies bend over us, and we have no door.


  But you, immortal drunkenness, came to us in our youth when all our hearts were sick with hopelessness, our spirits maddened with unknown terrors, and our heads bowed down with nameless shame. You came to us victoriously, to possess us, and to fill our lives with your wild music, to make the goat-cry burst from our exultant throats, to make us know that here upon the wilderness, the savage land, that here beneath immense, inhuman skies of time, in all the desolation of the cities, the gray unceasing flood-tides of the manswarm, our youth would soar to fortune, fame, and love, our spirits quicken with the power of mighty poetry, our work go on triumphantly to fulfilment until our lives prevailed.


  What does it matter then if since that time of your first coming, magic drunkenness, our head has grown bald, our young limbs heavy, and if our flesh has lain battered, bleeding in the stews?


  You came to us with music, poetry, and wild joy when we were twenty, when we reeled home at night through the old moon-whitened streets of Boston and heard our friend, our comrade, and our dead companion, shout through the silence of the moonwhite square: “You are a poet and the world is yours.”


  And victory, joy, wild hope, and swelling certitude and tenderness surged through the conduits of our blood as we heard that drunken cry, and triumph, glory, proud belief was resting like a chrysm around us as we heard that cry, and turned our eyes then to the moon-drunk skies of Boston, knowing only that we were young, and drunk, and twenty, and that the power of mighty poetry was within us, and the glory of the great earth lay before us—because we were young and drunk and twenty, and could never die!


  [¬]


  XXXVI


  When Oswald Ten Eyck left his $8000 job on the Hearst Syndicate and came to Cambridge to enroll in Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course for dramatists, he had saved a sum rare in the annals of journalism—$700. When he got through paying the tuition, admission, and other accessory fees that would entitle him to a membership in good standing in the graduate school of the university, something less than $500 remained. Oswald got an attic room in Cambridge, in a square, smut-gray frame house which was the home of an Irish family named Grogan. To reach his room, he had to mount a rickety flight of stairs that was almost as steep as a ladder, and when he got there, he had to manage his five feet five of fragile stature carefully in order to keep from cracking his head upon the sloping white-washed walls that followed the steep pitch of the roof with painful fidelity. The central part of Oswald’s room, which was the only place in which the little man could stand erect, was not over four feet wide: there was a single window at the front where stood his writing table. He had a couple of straight chairs, a white iron cot pushed in under the eave of the left side, a few bookshelves pushed in under the eave of the right. It could literally be said that the playwright crawled to bed, and when he read he had to approach the poets as a poet should—upon his knees.


  For this austere cell, Professor Hatcher’s dramatist paid Mrs. Mary Grogan fifteen dollars every month. Therefore, when the primary fees of tuition and matriculation and the cell in Mrs. Grogan’s house had been accounted for, Oswald Ten Eyck had all of $300 left to take care of clothing, food, tobacco, books, and plays during the ensuing period of nine months. This sum perhaps was adequate, but it was not grand, and Ten Eyck, poet though he was, was subject to all those base cravings of sensual desire that 100 pounds of five feet five is heir to.


  This weakness of the flesh was unhappily reflected in the artist’s work. During the brief period of his sojourn in Professor Hatcher’s class, his plays were numerous but for the most part low. Ten Eyck turned them out with the feverish haste which only a trained newspaper man can achieve when driven on by the cherished ambition of a lifetime and the knowledge that art is long and $300 very fleeting. He had started out most promisingly in the fleshless ethers of mystic fantasy, but he became progressively more sensual until at the end he was practically wallowing in a trough of gluttony.


  The man, in fact, became all belly when he wrote—and this was strange in a frail creature with the large burning eyes of a religious zealot, hands small-boned, fleshless as a claw, and a waist a rubber band would have snapped round comfortably. He seemed compact of flame and air and passion and an agonizing shyness. Professor Hatcher had great hopes for him—the whole atom was framed, Professor Hatcher thought, for what the true Hatcherian called “the drama of revolt,” but the flaming atom fooled him, fooled him cruelly. For after the brilliant promise of that first beginning—a delicate, over-the-hills-and-far-away fantasy reminiscent of Synge, Yeats, and the Celtic Dawn—brain bowed to belly, Ten Eyck wrote of food.


  His second effort was a one-act play whose action took place on the sidewalk in front of a Childs restaurant, while a white-jacketed attendant deftly flipped brown wheat-cakes on a plate. The principal character, and in fact the only speaker in this play, was a starving poet who stood before the window and delivered himself of a twenty-minute monologue on a poet’s life and the decay of modern society, in the course of which most of the staple victuals on the Childs menu were mentioned frequently and with bitter relish.


  Professor Hatcher felt his interest waning: he had hoped for finer things. Yet a wise caution learned from errors in the past had taught him to forbear. He knew that out of man’s coarse earth the finer flowers of his spirit sometimes grew. Some earlier members of his class had taught him this, some who had written coarsely of coarse things. They wrote of sailors, niggers, thugs, and prostitutes, of sunless lives and evil strivings, of murder, hunger, rape, and incest, a black picture of man’s life unlighted by a spark of grace, a ray of hope, a flicker of the higher vision. Professor Hatcher had not always asked them to return—to “come back for a second year,” which was the real test of success and future promise in the Hatcherian world. And yet, unknighted by this accolade, some had gone forth and won renown: their grim plays had been put on everywhere and in all languages. And the only claim the true Hatcherian could make of them was: “Yes, they were with us but not of us: they were not asked to come back for a second year.”


  There were some painful memories, but Professor Hatcher had derived from them a wise forbearance. His hopes for Oswald Ten Eyck were fading fast, but he had determined to hold his judgment in abeyance until Oswald’s final play. But, as if to relieve his distinguished tutor from a painful choice, Ten Eyck himself decided it. After his third play there was no longer any doubt of the decision. For that play, which Oswald called “Dutch Fugue,” would more aptly have been titled “No Return.”


  It was a piece in four acts dealing with the quaintly flavored life and customs of his own people, the Hudson River Dutch. The little man was hotly proud of his ancestry, and always insisted with a slight sneer of aristocratic contempt: “Not the Pennsylvania Dutch—Good God, no! They’re not Dutch but German: the real Dutch, the old Dutch, Catskill Dutch!” And if Ten Eyck’s interest in food had been uncomfortably pronounced in his earlier work, in this final product of his curious genius, his sensual appetities [appetites] became indecent in their unrestraint. It is doubtful if the long and varied annals of the stage have ever offered such a spectacle: the play became a sort of dramatic incarnation of the belly, acted by a cast of fourteen adults, male and female, all of whom were hearty eaters.


  The central events of that extraordinary play, which were a birth, a death, a wedding, were all attended by eating, drinking, and the noises of the feast. Scene followed scene with kaleidoscopic swiftness: the jubilant merry-making of the christening had hardly died away before the stage was set, the trestles groaning, with the more sombre, sober and substantial victuals of the funeral; and the wheels of the hearse had hardly echoed away into the distance before the scene burst out in all the boisterous reel and rout and feasting of the wedding banquet. Of no play that was ever written could it be more aptly said that the funeral baked meats did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables, and what is more, they almost furnished forth the casket and the corpse as well. Finally, the curtain fell as it had risen, upon a groaning table surrounded by the assembled cast of fourteen famished gluttons—a scene in which apparently the only sound and action were provided by the thrust of jowl and smack of lip, a kind of symphonic gluttony of reach and grab, cadenced by the stertorous breathing of the eaters, the clash of crockery, and the sanguinary drip of rare roast beef—the whole a prophetic augury that flesh was grass and man’s days fleeting, that life would change and reappear in an infinite succession of births and deaths and marriages, but that the holy rites of eating and the divine permanence of good dinners and roast beef were indestructible and would endure forever.


  Ten Eyck read the play himself one Friday afternoon to Professor Hatcher and his assembled following. He read in a rapid high-pitched voice, turning the pages with a trembling claw, and thrusting his long fingers nervously through his disordered mop of jet-black hair. As he went on, the polite attention of the class was changed insensibly to a paralysis of stupefaction. Professor Hatcher’s firm thin lips became much firmer, thinner, tighter. A faint but bitter smile was printed at the edges of his mouth. Then, for a moment, when the playwright finished, there was silence: Professor Hatcher slowly raised his hand, detached his gold-rimmed glasses from his distinguished nose, and let them fall and dangle on their black silk cord. He looked around the class; his cultivated voice was low, controlled, and very quiet.


  “Is there any comment?” Professor Hatcher said.


  No one answered for a moment. Then Mr. Grey, a young patrician from Philadelphia, spoke:


  “I think,” he said with a quiet emphasis of scorn, “I think he might very well get it produced in the Chicago Stock Yards.”


  Mr. Grey’s remark was ill-timed. For the Stock Yards brought to Ten Eyck’s mind a thought of beef, and beef brought back a memory of his palmy days with Mr. Hearst when beef was plenty and the pay-checks fat, and all these thoughts brought back the bitter memory of the day before which was the day when he had eaten last: a single meal, a chaste and wholesome dinner of spaghetti, spinach, coffee, and a roll. And thinking, Ten Eyck craned his scrawny neck convulsively along the edges of his fraying collar, looked desperately at Professor Hatcher, who returned his gaze inquiringly; ducked his head quickly, bit his nails and craned again. Then, suddenly, seeing the cold patrician features of young Mr. Grey, his blue shirt of costly madras, his limp crossed elegance of legs and pleated trousers, the little man half rose, scraping his chair back from the table round which the class was sitting, and with an inclusive gesture of his claw-like hand, screamed incoherently:


  “These! These! ... We have the English. ... As for the Russians. ... Take the Germans—Toller—Kaiser—the Expressionists. ... But the Dutch, the Dutch, the Catskill Dutch. ...” Pointing a trembling finger towards Mr. Grey, he shrieked: “The Philadelphia Cricket Club. ... God! God!” he bent, racked with soundless laughter, his thin hands pressed against his sunken stomach. “That it should come to this!” he said, and suddenly, catching Professor Hatcher’s cold impassive eye upon him, he slumped down abruptly in his seat, and fell to biting his nails: “Well, I don’t know,” he said with a foolish little laugh. “Maybe—I guess ...” his voice trailed off, he did not finish.


  “Is there any other comment?” said Professor Hatcher.


  There was none.


  “Then,” said Professor Hatcher, “the class is dismissed until next Monday.”


  Professor Hatcher did not look up as Ten Eyck went out.


  When Oswald got out into the corridor, he could hear the last footfalls of the departing class echoing away around the corner. For a moment, he leaned against the wall: he felt hollow, weak, and dizzy: his knees bent under him like rubber, and his head, after its recent flood of blood and passion, felt swollen, light, and floating as a toy balloon. Suddenly he remembered that it was Friday. Saturday, the day on which he could next allow himself to take a little from his dwindling hoard—for such was the desperate resolution made at the beginning and adhered to ever since—Saturday shone desperately far away, a small and shining disc of light at the black mouth of an interminable tunnel, and all giddy, weak, and hollow as he was, he did not see how he could wait! So he surrendered. He knew that if he hurried now he would be just in time for old Miss Potter’s Friday afternoon. And torn between hunger and disgust, Ten Eyck gave in again to hunger as he had done a score of times before, even when he knew that he must face again that crowning horror of modern life, the art party.


  Miss Potter was a curious old spinster of some property, and she lived, with a companion, in a pleasant house on Garden Street, not far from the University. Miss Potter’s companion was also an aged spinster: her name was Miss Flitcroft; the two women were inseparable. Miss Potter was massively constructed; a ponderous woman who moved heavily and with wheezing difficulty, and whose large eyes bulged comically out of a face on which a strange fixed grin was always legible.


  Miss Flitcroft was a wren of a woman, with bony little hands, and an old withered, rather distinguished-looking face: she wore a band of velvet around her stringy neck. She was not only a companion, she was also a kind of nurse to Miss Potter, and she could give relief and comfort to the other woman as no one else could.


  For Miss Potter was really very ill: she had a savage love of life, a desperate fear of death, and she knew that she was dying. But even the woman’s sufferings, which were obviously intense, were touched by that grotesque and ridiculous quality that made Ten Eyck want to howl with explosive laughter, even when he felt a rending pity for her. Thus, at table sometimes, with all her tribe of would-be poets, playwrights, composers, novelists, painters, critics, and enfeebled litterateurs gathered around her, putting away the delicious food she had so abundantly provided, Miss Potter would suddenly begin to choke, gasp, and cough horribly; her eyes would bulge out of her head in a fish-like stare, and looking desperately at Miss Flitcroft with an expression of unutterable terror, she would croak: ... “Dying! Dying! I tell you I’m dying!”


  “Nonsense!” Miss Flitcroft would answer tartly, jumping up and running around behind Miss Potter’s chair. “You’re no such thing! ... You’ve only choked yourself on something you have eaten! There!” and she would deliver herself straightway of a resounding whack upon Miss Potter’s meaty, mottled back (for on these great Friday afternoons, Miss Potter came out sumptuously in velvet, which gave ample glimpses of her heavy arms and breasts and the broad thick surface of her shoulders).


  “If you didn’t eat so fast these things would never happen!” Miss Flitcroft would say acidly, as she gave Miss Potter another resounding whack on her bare shoulders. “Now you get over this nonsense!” ... whack! “There’s nothing wrong with you—do you hear?” ... whack! “You’re frightened half out of your wits,” ... whack! ... “just because you’ve tried to stuff everything down your throat at once!” whack! whack!


  And by this time, Miss Potter would be on the road to recovery, gasping and panting more easily now, as she continued to look up with a fixed stare of her bulging eyes at Miss Flitcroft, with an expression full of entreaty, dawning hopefulness, apology, and pitiable gratitude.


  As for Ten Eyck, his pain and embarrassment when one of these catastrophes occurred were pitiable. He would scramble to his feet, stand helplessly, half-crouched, casting stricken glances toward the most convenient exit as if contemplating the possibility of a sudden and inglorious flight. Then he would turn again toward the two old women, his dark eyes fixed on them in a fascinated stare in which anguish, sympathy, helplessness and horror were all legible.


  For several years, in spite of her ill health, Miss Potter had fiddled around on the edges of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course at the university. She had written a play or two herself, took a passionate interest in what she called “the work,” was present at the performances of all the plays, and was a charter member of Professor Hatcher’s carefully selected and invited audiences. Now, whether by appointment or self-election, she had come to regard herself as a kind of embassadress for Professor Hatcher’s work and was the chief sponsor of its social life.


  The grotesque good old woman was obsessed by that delusion which haunts so many wealthy people who have no talent and no understanding, but who are enchanted by the glamour which they think surrounds the world of art. Miss Potter thought that through these Friday afternoons she could draw together all the talent, charm, and brilliance of the whole community. She thought that she could gather here not only Professor Hatcher’s budding dramatists and some older representatives of the established order, but also poets, painters, composers, philosophers, “radical thinkers,” people “who did interesting things,” of whatever kind and quality. And she was sure that from this mad mélange every one would derive a profitable and “stimulating” intercourse.


  Here, from the great “art community” of Cambridge and Boston, came a whole tribe of the feeble, the sterile, the venomous and inept—the meagre little spirits of no talent and of great pretensions: the people who had once got an essay printed in The Atlantic Monthly or published “a slender volume” of bad verse; the composers who had had one dull academic piece performed a single time by the Boston Symphony; the novelists, playwrights, painters, who had none of the “popular success” at which they sneered and which they pretended to despise, but for which each would have sold his shabby little soul; the whole wretched poisonous and embittered crew of those who had “taken” some one’s celebrated course, or had spent a summer at the MacDowell Colony—in short, the true philistines of art—the true enemies of the artist’s living spirit, the true defilers and betrayers of creation—the impotent fumbling little half men of the arts whose rootless, earthless, sunless lives have grown underneath a barrel, and who bitterly nurse their fancied injuries, the swollen image of their misjudged worth, and hiss and sting in all the impotent varieties of their small envenomed hate; who deal the stealthy traitor’s blow in darkness at the work and talent of far better men than they.


  Usually, when Ten Eyck went to Miss Potter’s house he found several members of Professor Hatcher’s class who seemed to be in regular attendance on all these Friday afternoons. These others may have come for a variety of reasons: because they were bored, curious, or actually enjoyed these affairs, but the strange, horribly shy and sensitive little man who bore the name of Oswald Ten Eyck came from a kind of desperate necessity, the ravenous hunger of his meagre half-starved body, and his chance to get his one good dinner of the week.


  It was evident that Ten Eyck endured agonies of shyness, boredom, confusion, and tortured self-consciousness at these gatherings but he was always there, and when they sat down at the table he ate with the voracity of a famished animal. The visitor to Miss Potter’s reception room would find him, usually backed into an inconspicuous corner away from the full sound and tumult of the crowd, nervously holding a tea-cup in his hands, talking to some one in the strange blurted-out desperate fashion that was characteristic of him, or saying nothing for long periods, biting his nails, thrusting his slender hands desperately through his mop of black disordered hair, breaking from time to time into a shrill, sudden, almost hysterical laugh, blurting out a few volcanic words, and then relapsing into his desperate hair-thrusting silence.


  The man’s agony of shyness and tortured nerves was painful to watch: it made him say and do sudden, shocking and explosive things that could suddenly stun a gathering such as this, and plunge him back immediately into a black pit of silence, self-abasement and despair. And as great as his tortured sensitivity was, it was greater for other people than for himself. He could far better endure a personal affront, a wounding of his own quick pride, than see another person wounded. His anguish, in fact, when he saw this kind of suffering in other people would become so acute that he was no longer responsible for his acts: he was capable of anything on such an occasion.


  And such occasions were not lacking at Miss Potter’s Friday afternoons. For even if the entire diplomatic corps had gathered there in suavest mood, that good grotesque old woman with her unfailing talent for misrule, would have contrived to set every urbane minister of grace snarling for the other’s blood before an hour had passed. And with that museum collection of freaks, embittered æsthetes and envenomed misfits of the arts, that did gather there, she never failed. Her genius for confusion and unrest was absolute.


  If there were two people in the community who had been destined from birth and by every circumstance of education, religious belief, and temperament, to hate each other with a murderous hatred the moment that they met, Miss Potter would see to it instantly that the introduction was effected. If Father Davin, the passionate defender of the faith, and the foe of modernism in all its hated forms, had been invited to one of Miss Potter’s Friday afternoons, he would find himself shaking hands before he knew it with Miss Shanksworth, the militant propagandist for free love, sterilization of the unfit, and the unlimited practice of birth control by every one, especially the lower classes.


  If the editor of The Atlantic Monthly should be present, he would find himself, by that unerring drawing together of opposites which Miss Potter exercised with such accuracy, seated next to the person of one Sam Shulemovitch, who as leader and chief editorial writer of an organ known as Red Riot or The Worker’s Dawn, had said frequently and with violence that the sooner The Atlantic Monthly was extinguished, and its writers, subscribers, and editorial staff embalmed and put on exhibition in a museum, the better it would be for every one.


  If the radical leader who had just served a sentence in prison for his speeches, pamphlets, and physical aggressions against the police, or members of the capitalist class, should come to one of Miss Potter’s Friday afternoons, he would find himself immediately debating the merits of the present system and the need for the swift extinction of the wealthy parasite with a maiden lady from Beacon Street who had a parrot, two Persian kittens, and a Pekinese, three maids, a cook, a butler, chauffeur and motor car, a place at Marblehead, and several thousand shares of Boston and Maine.


  And so it went, all up and down the line, at one of Miss Potter’s Friday afternoons. There, in her house, you could be sure that if the lion and the lamb did not lie down together their hostess would seat them in such close proximity to each other that the ensuing slaughter would be made as easy, swift, and unadorned as possible.


  And as the sound of snarl and curse grew louder in the clamorous tumult of these Friday afternoons, as the face grew livid with its hate, as the eye began to glitter, and the vein to swell upon the temple, Miss Potter would look about her with triumphant satisfaction, seeing that her work was good, thinking with delight:


  “How stimulating! How fine it is to see so many interesting people together—people who are really doing things! To see the flash and play of wit, to watch the clash of brilliant intellects, to think of all these fine young men and women have in common, and of the mutual benefits they will derive from contact with one another!—ah-ha! What a delightful thing to see—but who is this that just came—” she would mutter, peering toward the door, for she was very near-sighted—“who? Who?—O-oh! Professor Lawes of the Art Department—oh, Professor Lawes, I’m so glad you could come. We have the most interesting young man here today—Mr. Wilder, who painted that picture every one’s talking about—“Portrait of a Nude Falling Upon Her Neck in a Wet Bathroom”—Mr. Wilder, this is Doctor Lawes, the author of Sanity and Tradition in the Renaissance—I know you’re going to find so much in common.”


  And having done her duty, she would wheeze heavily away, looking around with her strange fixed grin and bulging eyes to see if she had left anything or anyone undone or whether there was still hope of some new riot, chaos, brawl, or bitter argument.


  And yet there was a kind of wisdom in her too, that few who came there to her house suspected: a kind of shrewdness in the fixed bulging stare of her old eyes that sometimes saw more than the others knew. Perhaps it was only a kind of instinct of the old woman’s warm humanity that made her speak to the fragile little man with burning eyes more gently than she spoke to others, to seat him on her right hand at the dinner table, and to say from time to time: “Give Mr. Ten Eyck some more of that roast beef. Oh, Mr. Ten Eyck, do—you’ve hardly eaten anything.”


  And he, stretched out upon the rack of pride and all the bitter longing of his hunger, would crane convulsively at his collar and laugh with a note of feeble protest, saying “Well—I don’t know ... I really think ... if you want me to. ... Oh! all right then,” as a plate smoking with her lavish helping was placed before him, and would straightway fall upon it with the voracity of a famished wolf.


  When Ten Eyck reached Miss Potter’s on that final fateful Friday, the other guests were already assembled. Miss Thrall, a student of the woman’s section of Professor Hatcher’s course, was reading her own translation of a German play which had only recently been produced. Miss Potter’s reception rooms—which were two large gabled rooms on the top floor of her house, ruggedly festooned with enormous fishing nets secured from Gloucester fishermen—were crowded with her motley parliament, and the whole gathering was discreetly hushed while the woman student read her play.


  It was a scene to warm the heart of any veteran of æsthetic parties. The lights were soft, shaded, quietly and warmly subdued: the higher parts of the room were pools of mysterious gloom from which the Gloucester fishing nets depended, but within the radius of the little lamps, one could see groups of people tastefully arranged in all the attitudes of rapt attentiveness. Some of the young women slouched dreamily upon sofas, their faces and bodies leaning toward the reader with a yearning movement, other groups could be vaguely discerned leaning upon the grand piano, or elegantly slumped against the walls with tea-cups in their hands. Mr. Cram, the old composer, occupied a chosen seat on a fat sofa; he drew voluptuously on a moist cigarette which he held daintily between his dirty fingers, his hawk-like face turned meditatively away into the subtle mysteries of the fishing nets. From time to time he would thrust one dirty hand through the long sparse locks of his gray hair, and then draw deeply, thoughtfully on his cigarette.


  Some of the young men were strewn about in pleasing postures on the floor, in attitudes of insouciant grace, gallantly near the ladies’ legs. Ten Eyck entered, looked round like a frightened rabbit, ducked his head, and then sat down jack-knife fashion beside them.


  Miss Thrall sat on the sofa with the old composer, facing her audience. The play that she was reading was one of the new German Expressionist dramas, at that time considered one of “the most vital movements in the world theatre,” and the young lady’s translation of the play which bore the vigorous title of You Shall Be Free When You Have Cut Your Father’s Throat, ran somewhat in this manner:


  
    Elektra: (advancing a step to the top of the raised dais, her face blue with a ghastly light, and her voice low and hoarse with passion as she addresses the dark mass of men below her.) Listen, man! To you it is now proper that I speak must. Do you by any manner of means know who this woman who now before you speaking stands may be? (With a sudden swift movement she, the purple-reddish silk-stuff of the tunic which she wearing is, asunder in two pieces rips, her two breasts exposing.)


    (A low swiftly-growing-and-to-the-outer-edges-of-the-crowd-thunder-becoming mutter of astonishment through the great crowd surges.)


    Elektra: (Thunder louder becomes, and even with every moment growing yet) Elektra! (The sound to a mighty roar arisen has, and now from every throat is in a single shout torn.) ELEKTRA!


    Elektra: (quietly) Ja! Man, thou hast said it. I am Elektra!


    The Crowd: (with from their throats an even-stronger roar yet) ELEKTRA. It is Elektra!


    Elektra: (her voice even lower and more hoarse becoming, her eyes with the red blood-pains of all her heart-grief with still greater love-sorrow at the man-mass gleaming.) Listen, man. Slaves, workers, the of your fathers’ sons not yet awakened—hear! Out of the night-dark of your not yet born souls to deliver you have I come! So, hear! (Her voice even lower with the low blood-pain heart-hate hoarse becoming.) Tonight must you your old with-crime-blackened and by-ignorance-blinded father’s throat cut! I have spoken: so must it be.


    A Voice, Homunculus: (from the crowd, pleadingly, with protest.) Ach! Elektra! Spare us! Please! With the blood-lust malice-blinded your old father’s throat to cut not nice is.


    Elektra: (raising her arm with a cold imperious gesture of command.) As I have spoken, must it be! Silence!


    (Homunculus starts to interrupt: again she speaks, her voice more loud and stern becoming.) Silence! Silence!

  


  At this moment there was a loud and sibilant hiss from the door. Miss Potter, who had been on the point of entering the room, had been halted by the sight of Miss Thrall’s arm uplifted in command and by the imperious coldness of her voice as she said “Silence!” Now as Miss Thrall stopped and looked up in a startled manner, Miss Potter, still hissing loudly, tip-toed ponderously into the room. The old woman advanced with the grace of a hydroptic hippopotamus, laying her finger to her lips as she came on, looking all around her with her fixed grin and bulging eyes, and hissing loudly for the silence she had thus violently disrupted every time she laid her finger to her lips.


  Every one stared at her in a moment of blank and horrible fascination. As for Miss Thrall, she gaped at her with an expression of stupefaction which changed suddenly to a cry of alarm as Miss Potter, tiptoeing blindly ahead, barged squarely into the small crouched figure of Oswald Ten Eyck, and went plunging over him to fall to her knees with a crash that made the fish-nets dance, the pictures swing, and even drew a sympathetic resonant vibration from the polished grand piano.


  Then, for one never-to-be-forgotten moment, while every one stared at her in a frozen paralysis of horrified astonishment, Miss Potter stayed there on her knees, too stunned to move or breathe, her eyes bulging from her head, her face turned blindly upward in an attitude of grotesque devotion. Then as she began to gasp and cough with terror, Ten Eyck came to life. He fairly bounded off the floor, glanced round him like a startled cat, and spying a pitcher on a tray, rushed toward it wildly, seized it in his trembling hands, and attempted to pour a glass of water, most of which spilled out. He turned, still clutching the glass in his hand, and panting out “Here! Here! ... Take this!” he rushed toward Miss Potter. Then, terrified by her apoplectic stare, he dashed the contents of the glass full in her face.


  A half dozen young men sprang to her assistance and lifted her to her feet. The play was forgotten, the whole gathering broke into excited and clamorous talk, above which could be heard Miss Flitcroft’s tart voice, saying sharply, as she whacked the frightened and dripping old woman on the back:


  “Nonsense! You’re not! You’re no such thing! ... You’re just frightened out of your wits, that’s all that’s the matter with you—If you ever stopped to look where you were going, these things would never happen!”


  Whack!


  Both Oswald and Miss Potter had recovered by the time the guests were assembled round the table. As usual, Oswald found he had been seated on Miss Potter’s right hand: and the feeling of security this gave him, together with the maddening fragrance of food, the sense of ravenous hunger about to be appeased, filled him with an almost delirious joy, a desire to shout out, to sing. Instead, he stood nervously beside his chair, looking about with a shy and timid smile, passing his fingers through his hair repeatedly, waiting for the other guests to seat themselves. Gallantly, he stood behind Miss Potter’s chair, and pushed it under her as she sat down. Then, with a feeling of jubilant elation, he sat down beside her and drew his chair up. He wanted to talk, to prove himself a brilliant conversationalist, to surprise the whole gathering with his wit, his penetration, his distinguished ease. Above all, he wanted to eat and eat and eat! His head felt light and drunk and giddy, but gloriously so—he had never been so superbly confident in his life. And in this mood, he unfolded his napkin, and smiling brightly, turned to dazzle his neighbor on his right with the brilliant effervescence of wit that already seemed to sparkle on his lips. One look, and the bright smile faded, wit and confidence fell dead together, his heart shrank instantly and seemed to drop out of his very body like a rotten apple. Miss Potter had not failed. Her unerring genius for calamity had held out to the finish. He found himself staring into the poisonous face of the one person in Cambridge that he hated most—the repulsive visage of the old composer, Cram.


  An old long face, yellowed with malevolence, a sudden fox-glint of small eyes steeped in a vitriol of ageless hate, a beak of cruel nose, and thin lips stained and hardened in a rust of venom, the whole craftily, slantingly astare between a dirty frame of sparse lank locks. Cackling with malignant glee, and cramming crusty bread into his mouth, the old composer turned and spoke:


  “Heh! Heh! Heh!”—Crunch, crunch—“It’s Mister Ten Eyck, isn’t it? The man who wrote that play Professor Hatcher put on at his last performance—that mystical fantasy kind of thing. That was your play, wasn’t it?”


  The old yellow face came closer, and he snarled in a kind of gloating and vindictive whisper: “Most of the audience hated it! They thought it very bad, sir—very bad!” Crunch, crunch. “I am only telling you because I think you ought to know—that you may profit by the criticism.”


  And Ten Eyck, hunger gone now, shrank back as if a thin poisoned blade had been driven in his heart and twisted there. “I—I—I thought some of them rather liked it. Of course I don’t know—I can’t say—” he faltered hesitantly, “but I—I really thought some of the audience—liked it.”


  “Well, they didn’t,” the composer snarled, still crunching on his crust of bread. “Every one that I saw thought that it was terrible. Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh! Except my wife and I—” Crunch, crunch. “We were the only ones who thought that it was any good at all, the only ones who thought there would ever be any hope for you. And we found parts of it—a phrase or sentence here and there—now and then a scene—that we liked. As for the rest of them,” he suddenly made a horrible downward gesture with a clenched fist and pointing thumb, “it was thumbs down, my boy! Done for! No good. ... That’s what they thought of you, my boy. And that,” he snarled suddenly, glaring round him, “that is what they’ve thought of me all these years—of me, the greatest composer that they have, the man who has done more for the cause of American music than all the rest of them combined—me! me! me! the prophet and the seer!” he fairly screamed, “thumbs down! Done for! No good any more!”


  Then he grew suddenly quiet, and leaning toward Ten Eyck with a gesture of horrible clutching intimacy, he whispered: “And that’s what they’ll always think of you, my boy—of any one who has a grain of talent—Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh!” Peering into Ten Eyck’s white face, he shook him gently by the arm, and cackled softly a malevolent tenderness, as if the evidence of the anguish that his words had caused had given him a kind of paternal affection for his victim. “That’s what they said about your play, all right, but don’t take it too seriously. It’s live and learn, my boy, isn’t it—profit by criticism—a few hard knocks will do you no harm. Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh!”


  And turning, satisfied with the anguish he had caused, he thrust out his yellowed face with a vulture’s movement of his scrawny neck, and smacking his envenomed lips with relish, drew noisily inward with slobbering suction on a spoon of soup.


  As for Ten Eyck, all hunger now destroyed by his sick shame and horror and despair, he turned, began to toy nervously with his food, and forcing his pale lips to a trembling and uncertain smile, tried desperately to compel his brain to pay attention to something that was being said by the man across the table who was the guest of honor for the day, and whose name was Hunt.


  Hunt had been well-known for his belligerent pacifism during the war, had been beaten by the police and put in jail more times than he could count, and now that he was temporarily out of jail, he was carrying on his assault against organized society with more ferocity than ever. He was a man of undoubted courage and deep sincerity, but the suffering he had endured, and the brutal intolerance of which he had been the victim, had left its mutilating mark upon his life. His face was somehow like a scar, and his cut, cruel-looking mouth could twist like a snake to the corner of his face when he talked. And his voice was harsh and jeering, brutally dominant and intolerant, when he spoke to any one, particuarly [particularly] if the one he spoke to didn’t share his opinions.


  On this occasion, Miss Potter, with her infallible talent for error, had seated next to Hunt a young Belgian student at the university, who had little English, but a profound devotion to the Roman Catholic Church. Within five minutes, the two were embroiled in a bitter argument, the Belgian courteous, but desperately resolved to defend his faith, and because of his almost incoherent English as helpless as a lamb before the attack of Hunt, who went for him with the rending and pitiless savagery of a tiger. It was a painful thing to watch: the young man, courteous and soft-spoken, his face flushed with embarrassment and pain, badly wounded by the naked brutality of the other man’s assault.


  As Ten Eyck listened, his spirit began to emerge from the blanket of shame and sick despair that had covered it, a spark of anger and resentment, hot and bright, began to glow, to burn, to spread. His large dark eyes were shining now with a deeper, fiercer light than they had had before, and on his pale cheeks there was a flush of angry color. And now he no longer had to force himself to listen to what Hunt was saying: anger had fanned his energy and his interest to a burning flame, he listened tensely, his ears seemed almost to prick forward on his head, from time to time he dug his fork viciously into the table cloth. Once or twice, it seemed that he would interrupt. He cleared his throat, bent forward, nervously clutching the table with his claw-like hands, but each time ended up thrusting his fingers through his mop of hair, and gulping down a glass of wine.


  As Hunt talked, his voice grew so loud in its rasping arrogance that every one at the table had to stop and listen, which was what he most desired. And there was no advantage, however unjust, which the man did not take in this bitter argument with the young Belgian. He spoke jeeringly of the fat priests of the old corrupt church, fattening themselves on the blood and life of the oppressed workers; he spoke of the bigotry, oppression, and superstition of religion, and of the necessity for the workers to destroy this monster which was devouring them. And when the young Belgian, in his faltering and painful English, would try to reply to these charges, Hunt would catch him up on his use of words, pretend to be puzzled at his pronunciation, and bully him brutally in this manner:


  “You think what? ... What? ... I don’t understand what you’re saying half the time. ... It’s very difficult to talk to a man who can’t speak decent English.”


  “I—vas—say—ink,” the young Belgian would answer slowly and painfully, his face flushed with embarrassment—“—vas—say—ink—zat—I sink—zat you—ex—ack—sher—ate——”


  “That I what?—What? What is he trying to say, anyway?” demanded Hunt, brutally, looking around the table as if hoping to receive interpretation from the other guests. “Oh-h!” he cried suddenly, as if the Belgian’s meaning had just dawned on him. “Exaggerate! That’s the word you’re trying to say!” and he laughed in an ugly manner.


  Oswald Ten Eyck had stopped eating and turned white as a sheet. Now he sat there, looking across in an agony of tortured sympathy at the young Belgian, biting his nails nervously, and thrusting his hands through his hair in a distracted manner. The resentment and anger that he had felt at first had now burned to a white heat of choking, murderous rage. The little man was taken out of himself entirely. Suddenly his sense of personal wrong, the humiliation and pain he had himself endured, was fused with a white-hot anger of resentment for every injustice and wrong that had ever been done to the wounded soul of man. United by that agony to a kind of savage fellowship with the young Belgian, with the insulted and the injured of the earth, of whatsoever class or creed, that burning coal of five feet five flamed in one withering blaze of wrath, and hurled the challenge of its scorn at the oppressor.


  The thing happened like a flash. At the close of one of Hunt’s jeering tirades, Ten Eyck jumped from his chair, and leaning half across the table, cried out in a high shrill voice that cut into the silence like a knife:


  “Hunt! You are a swine, and every one who ever had anything to do with you is likewise a swine!” For a moment he paused, breathing hard, clutching his napkin in a bony hand. Slowly his feverish eyes went round the table, and suddenly, seeing the malevolent stare of the old composer Cram fixed upon him, he hurled the wadded napkin down and pointing a trembling finger at that hated face, he screamed: “And that goes for you as well, you old bastard! ... It goes for all the rest of you,” he shrieked, gesturing wildly. “Hunt ... Cram! Cram! ... God!” he cried, shaking with laughter. “There’s a name for you! ... It’s perfect. ... Yes, you! You swine!” he yelled again, thrusting his finger at Cram’s yellowed face so violently that the composer scrambled back with a startled yelp. “And all the rest of you!” he pointed towards Miss Thrall—“You—the Expressionist!” And he paused, racked terribly again by soundless laughter—“The Greeks—the Russians—Oh, how we love in Spain!—and fantasy—why, Goddam my soul to hell, but it’s delightful!” he fairly screamed, and then pointing a trembling finger at several in succession he yelled “You?—And you?—And you?—What the hell do you know about anything? ... Ibsen—Chekov—the Celtic Dawn—Balls!” he snarled, “Food! Food! Food!—you Goddam fools! ... That’s all that matters.” He picked up a morsel of his untouched bread and hurled it savagely upon the table—“Food! Food!—Ask Cram—he knows. ... Now,” he said, panting for breath and pointing a trembling finger at Miss Potter—“Now,” he panted, “I want to tell you something.”


  “Oh ... Mr. ... Ten ... Eyck,” the old woman faltered in a tone of astonished reproach, “I ... never ... believed it possible ... you could——”


  Her voice trailed off helplessly, and she looked at him.


  And Ten Eyck, suddenly brought to himself by the bulging stare of that good old creature fixed on him with wounded disbelief, suddenly laughed again, shrilly and hysterically, thrust his fingers through his hair, looked about him at the other people whose eyes were fixed on him in a stare of focal horror, and said in a confused, uncertain tone: “Well, I don’t know—I’m always—I guess I said something that—oh, damn it, what’s the use!” and with a desperate, stricken laugh, he slumped suddenly into his chair, craned convulsively at his collar, and seizing a decanter before him poured out a glass of wine with trembling haste and gulped it down.


  Meanwhile, all around the table people began to talk with that kind of feverish eagerness that follows a catastrophe of this sort, and Hunt resumed his arguments, but this time in a much quieter tone, and with a kind of jeering courtesy, accompanying his remarks from time to time with a heavy sarcasm directed toward Ten Eyck—“If I may say so—since, of course, Mr. Ten Eyck considers me a swine” or “if you will pardon such a remark from a swine like me”—or—“as Mr. Ten Eyck has told you I am nothing but a swine,” and so on.


  The upshot of it was that Ten Eyck gulped down glass after glass of the strong wine, which raced instantly through his frail starved body like a flame.


  He got disgracefully drunk, sang snatches of bawdy songs, screamed with maudlin laughter, and began to pound enthusiastically on the table, shaking his head to himself and shouting from time to time:


  “You’re right, Hunt! ... God-damn it, man, you’re right! ... Go on! ... Go on! I agree with you! You’re right! Everybody else is wrong but Hunt and Cram! ... Words by Hunt, music by Cram ... no one’s right but Hunt and Cram!”


  They tried to quiet him, but in vain. Suddenly Miss Potter began to cough and choke and gasp, pressed both hands over her heart, and gasped out in a terror-stricken voice:


  “Oh, my God, I’m dying!”


  Miss Flitcroft jumped to her feet and came running to her friend’s assistance, and then while Miss Flitcroft pounded the old woman on her back, and the guests scrambled up in a general disruption of the party, Oswald Ten Eyck staggered to the window, flung it open, and looking out across one of the bleak snow-covered squares of Cambridge, screamed at the top of his voice:


  “Relentless! ... Relentless! ... Juh sweez un art-e-e-este!” Here he beat on his little breast with a claw-like hand and yelled with drunken laughter, “And, Goddamn it, I will always be relentless ... relentless ... relentless!”


  The cool air braced him with its cleansing shock: for a moment, the fog of shame and drunkenness shifted in his brain, he felt a vacancy of cold horror at his back, and turning suddenly found himself confronted by the frozen circle of their faces, fixed on him. And even in that instant glimpse of utter ruin, as the knowledge of this final castastrophe [catastrophe] was printed on his brain, over the rim of frozen faces he saw the dial-hands of a clock. The time was seven-fifty-two: he knew there was a train at midnight for New York—and work, food, freedom, and forgetfulness. He would have four hours to go home and pack: if he hurried he could make it.


  Little was heard of him thereafter. It was rumored that he had gone back to his former lucrative employment with Mr. Hearst: and Professor Hatcher smiled thinly when he heard the news; the young men looked at one another with quiet smiles.


  And yet he could not wholly be forgotten: occasionally some one mentioned him.


  “A strange case, wasn’t it?” said Mr. Grey. “Do you remember how he looked? Like ... like ... really, he was like some mediæval ascetic. I thought he had something. I thought he would do something ... I really did, you know! And then—heavens!—that last play!” He tossed his cigarette away with a movement of dismissal. “A strange case,” he said with quiet finality. “A man who looked as if he had it and who turned out—all belly and no brain.”


  There was silence for a moment while the young men smoked.


  “I wonder what it was,” another said thoughtfully at length. “What happened to him? I wonder why.”


  There was no one there who knew the answer. The only one on earth, perhaps, who could have given it was that curious old spinster named Miss Potter. For blind to many things that all these clever young men knew, that good grotesque old empress of confusion still had a wisdom that none of them suspected. But Miss Potter was no longer there to tell them, even if she could. She had died that spring.


  Later it seemed to Gene that the cold and wintry light of desolation—the red waning light of Friday in the month of March—shone forever on the lives of all the people. And forever after, when he thought of them, their lives, their faces and their words—all that he had seen and known of them—would be fused into a hopeless, joyless image which was somehow consonant to that accursed wintry light that shone upon it. And this was the image:


  He was standing upon the black and grimy snow of winter before Miss Potter’s house, saying good-bye to a group of her invited guests. The last red wintry light of Friday afternoon fell on their lives and faces as he talked to them, and made them hateful to him, and yet he searched those faces and talked desperately to see if he could find there any warmth or love or joy, any ring of hope for himself which would tell him that his sick heart and leaden spirit would awake to life and strength again, that he would get his hands again on life and love and labor, and that April would come back again.


  But he found nothing in these cold and hateful faces but the lights of desolation, the deadly and corrupt joy that took delight in its own death, and breathed, without any of the agony and despair he felt, the poisonous ethers of its own dead world. In those cold hateful faces as that desolate and wintry light fell on them he could find no hope for his own life or the life of living men. Rather, he read in their pale faces, and in their rootless and unwholesome lives, which had come to have for him the wilted yellow pallor of nameless and unuseful plants such as flourish under barrels, a kind of cold malicious triumph, a momentary gleam in pale fox eyes, which said that they looked upon his desperate life and knew the cause of his despair, and felt a bitter triumph over it. The look on their cold faces and in their fox eyes said to him that there was no hope, no work, no joy, no triumph, and no love for such as he, that there could be nothing but defeat, despair and failure for the living of this world, that life had been devoured and killed by such as these, and had become rat’s alley, death-in-life forever.


  And yet he searched their hated faces desperately in that cold red light, he sought frantically in their loathed faces for a ray of hope, and in his drowning desolation shameful words were wrenched from him against his will—words of entreaty, pleading, pitiful begging for an alms of mercy, a beggarly scrap of encouragement, even a word of kindly judgment on his life, from these cold and hateful faces that he loathed.


  “But my work—this last work that I did—don’t you think—didn’t it seem to you that there was something good in it—not much, perhaps, but just enough to give me hope? ... Don’t you think if I go on I may do something good some day—for God’s sake, tell me if you do?—or must I die here in this barren and accursed light of Friday afternoon, must I drown and smother in this poisonous and lifeless air, wither in this rootless, yellow, barren earth below the barrel, die like a mad-dog howling in the wilderness, with the damned, cold, hateful sneer of your impotent lives upon me?


  “Tell me, in God’s name, man, is there no life on earth for such as I? Has the world been stripped for such as you? Have all joy, hope, health, sensual love, and warmth and tenderness gone out of life—are living men the false men, then, and is all truth and work and wisdom owned by rat’s alley and the living dead such as yourself?—For God’s sake, tell me if there is no hope for me! Let me have the worst, the worst, I beg of you. Is there nothing for me now but the gray gut, the sick heart, and the leaden spirit? Is there nothing now but Friday afternoon in March, Miss Potter’s parties, and your damned poisonous, sterile, cold, life-hating faces? For God’s sake tell me now if I am no good, am false while you, the living dead, are true—and had better cut my throat or blow my brains out than stay on longer in this world of truth, where joy is dead, and only the barren rootless lives of dead men live!—In God’s name, tell me now, if this is true—or do you find a rag of hope for me?”


  “Ah,” the old composer Cram would answer, arranging the folds of his dirty scarf, and peering out malevolently underneath his sparse lank webs of dirty gray, as the red and wintry light fell hopelessly on his poisonous old face. “—Ah-h,” he rasped bitterly, “—my wife and I liked some things in that play of yours that Professor Hatcher put on in his Playshop. ... My wife and I liked one or two speeches in that play,” he rasped, “but”—for a moment a fox’s glittering of malevolent triumph shone in his eyes as he drove the fine blade home “—no one else did!—No one else thought it was any good at all!” he cackled malevolently. “I heard people saying all around me that they hated it,” he gloated, “—that you had no talent, no ability to write, and had better go back where you came from—live some other kind of life—or kill yourself,” he gloated—“That’s the way it is, my boy!—Nothing but defeat and misery and despair for such as you in life! ... That has been my lot, too,” he cackled vindictively, rubbing his dry hands in glee. “They’ve always hated what I did—if I ever did anything good I was lucky if I found two people who liked it. The rest of them hated it,” he whispered wildly. “There’s no hope for you—so die, die, die,” he whispered, and cackling with malevolent triumph, he rubbed his dry hands gleefully.


  “Meeker, for God’s sake,” the boy cried, turning to the elegant figure of the clergyman, who would be carefully arranging around his damned luxurious neck the rich folds of a silk blue scarf—“Meeker, do you feel this way about it, too? ... Is that your opinion? ... Do you find nothing good in what I do?”


  —“You see, old chap, it’s this way,” Meeker answered, in his soft voice, and drew with languor on one of his expensive straw-tipped cigarettes—“You have lots of ability, I am sure”—here he paused to inhale meditatively again—“but don’t you think, old boy, it’s critical rather than creative?—now with Jim here it’s different,” he continued, placing one hand affectionately on Hogan’s narrow shoulders—“Jim here’s a great genius—like Shelley—with a great gift waiting for the world”—Here Hogan lowered his pale weak face with a simpering smile of modesty, but not before the boy had seen the fox’s glitter of vindictive triumph in his pale dull eyes—“but you have nothing of that sort to give. Why don’t you try to make the best of what you have?” he said with hateful sympathetic urbanity and put the cigarette to elegant and reflective lips again.


  “Hogan,” the boy cried hoarsely, turning to the poet,”—is that your answer, too? Have you no word of hope for me?—but no, you damned, snivelling, whining upstart—you are gloating at your rotten little triumph, aren’t you? I’d get nothing out of you, would I?”


  “Come on, Jim,” said Meeker quietly. “He’s becoming abusive. ... The kind of attack you make is simply stupid,” he now said. “It will get you nowhere.”


  “And so raucous—so raucous,” said Hogan, smirking nervously. “It means nothing.”


  And the three hated forms of death would go away then rapidly, snickering among themselves, and he would turn again, filled with the death of life, the end of joy, again, again, to prowl the wintry, barren, and accursed streets of Friday night.


  [¬]


  XXXVII


  It had been almost two years since Eugene had last seen Robert Weaver, but now, by one of those sudden hazards of blind chance that for a moment bring men’s lives together, and in an instant show them more than years together could have done, he was to see the other youth again.


  One night in his second year at Cambridge he was reading in his room at about two o’clock in the morning, at the heart and core of the brooding silence of night that had come to mean so much to him, and that had the power to stir him as no other time of day could do with a feeling of swelling and exultant joy. The house had gone to sleep long before and there was no sound anywhere: it was late in winter, along in March, and the ice and snow had been packed and frozen on the earth for months with a kind of weary permanence—with a tenacity that gave to winter a harsh and dreary reality, a protraction of gray days and grim gray light which made the memory of other seasons, and particularly the hope of spring, remote and almost unbelievable. The street outside was frozen in this living and animate silence of great cold: suddenly this still perfection of night and darkness was shattered by the engines of a powerful motor which turned into the end of the street from Massachusetts Avenue, and tore along before the house at drunken speed with a roaring explosion of sound. Then, without slacking its speed, the brakes were jammed on, the car skidded murderously to a halt on the slippery pavement, and immediately backed up at full speed until it came before the house again, skidded to a halt and was abruptly silent.


  Some one got out with the same violent impatience, slammed the door, and then for a moment, he could hear him hunting along the street, swearing and muttering to himself, at length he came back to the house, started up the steps on which he slipped or stumbled and fell heavily, after which he heard Robert cursing in a tone of hoarse and feverish discontent: “The God-damnedest place I ever saw. ... Did they never hear of a light around here? ... Who the hell would want to live in a place like this?”


  He began to hammer at the front door and to bawl out Eugene’s name at the top of his voice: then he came up outside his windows and began to knock on the glass impatiently with his fist. Eugene went to the door and let him in: he entered the room without a word, and with the intent driving movement of a man who is very drunk, then he looked at him scornfully and accusingly, and barked out: “What time do you go to bed? ... Do you stay up all night? ... What do you do, sleep all morning?” ... He looked around the room: the floor was strewn with books he had been reading and littered with pieces of paper on which he had been writing. Robert broke into his sudden, hoarse, falsetto laugh: “The damndest place I ever saw!” he said. “Do you sleep on that thing?” he said contemptuously, pointing to his cot bed which stood along the wall in one corner of the room.


  “No, Robert,” he said, “I sleep on the floor. I use that for an ice box.”


  “What’s that in the corner?” Robert asked pointing to some dirty shirts he had thrown there. “Shirts? ... How long has it been since you sent anything to the laundry? ... What do you do when you want a shirt, go out and buy one? ... Do you ever take a bath? ... Have you had a bath since you came to Harvard?” He laughed suddenly, hoarsely and wildly again, hurled himself into a chair, sighed sharply with a weary and impatient discontent, began to pass his hand across his forehead with an abstracted and weary movement, and said, “Lord! Lord! Lord! ... The things I’ve done!” he shook his head mournfully. “Why it’s awful,” he said, and he started to shake his head again.


  “Why don’t you try to talk a little louder?” Eugene suggested. “I think there are a few people over in South Boston who haven’t heard you yet.”


  He laughed, hoarsely and abruptly, and then resumed his abstracted and repentant shaking of the head, sighing heavily from time to time and saying, “Lord!”


  It was the first time Eugene had seen Robert in two years. Under the hard light that he kept burning in his room he now looked closely at him: he wore a derby hat that became his small lean head well, and he had on a magnificent fur coat, such as the rich Harvard boys wear, that came down almost to his shoe-tops. For the rest, he was quietly and elegantly tailored with the distinction he had always seemed to get into his clothes—there was always, even in his boyhood, a kind of formal dignity in his dress: he always wore a stiff, starched collar.


  Robert’s face had grown thinner, he looked haggard and a good deal older: the lines of his sharp, incisive features were more deeply cut and his eyes, now injected and bloodshot from heavy drinking, were more wild and feverish in their restless discontent than they had ever been—he seemed to be lashed and driven by a savage and desperate hunger which he could neither satisfy nor articulate: he was being consumed and torn to pieces by a torment of desire and longing, the cause of which he could not define, and which he had no means to assuage or quench.


  He had a bottle half filled with whiskey in the pocket of his fur coat: he took it out and offered Eugene a drink and after he had drunk, he put the bottle to his lips and gulped down all that remained in a single draught. Then he flung the empty bottle away impatiently on the table: it was obvious that the liquor, instead of giving him some peace or comfort, acted as savagely and immediately as oil poured on the tumult of a raging fire—it fed and spurred the madness in him and gave him no release until he had drunk himself into a state of paralysis and stupefaction. He was one of those men for whom alcohol was a fatal and uncontrollable stimulant: having once drawn the cork from a bottle and tasted his first drink he was then powerless to resist or stop: he drank until he could drink no more, and he would beg, fight, lie, cheat, crawl or walk or incur any desperate risk or danger to get more drink. Yet, he told Eugene that until his twenty-first year he had never tasted liquor: he began to drink during his last year in college, and during the two years that followed he had gone far on the road toward alcoholism.


  Eugene asked him how he had found out where he lived and, still passing his hand across his forehead, he answered in an impatient and abstracted tone: “Oh ... I don’t know. ... Some one told me, I guess. ... I think it was Arthur Kittrell,” and then he fell to shaking his head again, and saying, “Awful! awful! awful! ... Do you know how much money I’ve spent so far this year. ... Forty-eight hundred dollars. ... So help me God, I hope I may die if I’m not telling you the truth! Why it’s awful!” he said, and burst into a laugh.


  “Have you travelled around a lot?” Gene asked.


  “Have I? My God, I’ve spent only one week-end in New Haven since the beginning of the year,” he said. “Why it’s terrible! ... Do you know who I’m rooming with?” he demanded.


  “No.”


  “Andy Westerman,” he said impressively and then, as the name communicated none of its significance to Gene, he added impatiently: “Why you’ve heard of the Westermans, haven’t you? ... My God, what have you been doing all your life? ... You’ve heard of the Westerman vacuum cleaners and electric refrigerators, haven’t you? ... Why, he’s worth $20,000,000 if he’s worth a cent! ... The craziest man that ever lived!” he said, breaking suddenly into a sharp recollective laugh.


  “Who? Westerman?”


  “No. ... My room-mate ... that damned Andy Westerman. ... Do you want to meet him?”


  “Is he up here with you?”


  “Why, that’s what I’m telling you,” he said impatiently.


  “Where is he?”


  “I don’t know,” said Robert with a laugh. “In jail by now, I reckon. ... I left him down at the Copley Plaza an hour ago stopping every one who came in and asking him if he’d ever been to Harvard. ... If the man said yes, Andy would haul off and hit him as hard as he could. ... God! the craziest man!” he said. Then, in a feverish staccato monolog, he continued: “The damnedest story you ever heard. ... You never heard anything like the way I met him in your life. ... Passed right out in the gutter on Park Avenue one night. ... All alone. ... They’d given me knockout drops in some joint and robbed me. ... Waked up in the most magnificent apartment you ever saw in your life. ... Most beautiful woman you ever saw sitting right there on the bed holding my hand. ... Andy Westerman’s sister. ... God! they’ve got stuff in that place that cost a fortune. ... They’ve got one picture that the old man paid a hundred thousand dollars for. ... Damned little thing that doesn’t take up a foot of space. ... Twenty million dollars! Yes, sir! ... And those two get it all. ... Why, it’ll ruin me!” he burst out. “It takes every cent I can get to keep up with ’em. ... My God! I never saw a place like this in my life! ... These people up here think no more of spending a thousand dollars than we’d think of fifty cents down home. ... God! I’ve got to do something. ... I’ve got to get money somehow. ... Yes, sir, Robert is going to be right up there among them. ... Apartment on Park Avenue and everything. ... God! that’s the most beautiful woman in the world! All I want is to sleep with her just once. ... Yes, sir, just once. ...


  “And to think that she’d go and throw herself away on that damned consumptive little ...!” he fairly ground his teeth together, turned away abruptly, and did not finish.


  “Throw herself away on who? Who is this, Robert?”


  “Ah-h! that damned little fellow Upshaw that she’s married to: been waiting—praying—hoping that he’d die for months—she’ll marry me just as soon as he’s out of the way—and he knows it! The damned little rat!” He gnashed his teeth savagely. “He’s hanging on just as long as he can to spite us!” And he cursed bitterly, with a terrible unconscious humor, against a man who was too stubborn to oblige him by an early death.


  Then he jumped up and said abruptly: “Do you want to go to New York with me?”


  “When?”


  “Right now!” said Robert. “I’m ready to go this very minute. Come on!”—and he started impatiently toward the door.


  When Eugene made no move to follow him, he turned and came back, saying in a resentful tone: “Well, are you coming, or are you just trying to bluff about it?”


  For a moment, the boy was infected by the other’s madness, too near akin to his own ever to be wholly strange to him. The prospect of that reckless, drunken, purposeless flight through darkness towards the magic city held him with hypnotic power. Then, rudely, painfully, he broke the spell and answered curtly:


  “I wouldn’t go as far as Harvard Square with you tonight, Robert. Not if you’re going to drive that car. You’re too drunk to know what you’re doing and you’ll have a smash-up as sure as you live if you try to drive.”


  He was, in fact, wildly and dangerously drunk by now and Eugene began to think of some way of persuading him to go to sleep and of finding some place where he could spend the night: in his own room there was only a single cot, and it was too late to rouse the Murphys—they had been in bed for hours. Then he remembered that Mr. Wang had an extra couch in one of his rooms: it was a very comfortable one and he did not think that Wang would make any objection to Robert’s sleeping there if he explained the situation to him. Therefore, he cautioned Robert to keep quiet, and went to Wang’s door and knocked. Presently he appeared sleepily, thrusting out his fat, drowsy, and troubled face to see what the trouble was: when Eugene told him he agreed very generously and readily to let Robert sleep upon the couch and thus the young man got him settled at length although not before the sudden apparition of a dragon with a scaly tail—one of the drawings that hung above the couch—had wrested from him a howl of terror: he had sprung out of bed and rushed out of Wang’s apartment and into Eugene’s, saying hoarsely, and in a tone of frightened indignation: “Do you expect me to spend the night alone in there with that damned Chinaman and his dragon? ... How do I know what he’ll do? ... One of those people would cut your throat while you’re asleep and think nothing of it. ... I’m not going to stay in there.” Gene finally persuaded him of Wang’s innocence and kindness, and at length he went off to sleep after drinking the better part of a bottle of Wang’s rice wine.


  [¬]


  XXXVIII


  One Sunday morning early in the month of May, Starwick and Eugene had crossed the bridge that led to the great stadium, and turned right along a path that followed the winding banks of the Charles River. Spring had come with the sudden, almost explosive loveliness that marks its coming in New England: along the banks of the river the birch trees leaned their slender, white and beautiful trunks, and their boughs were coming swiftly into the young and tender green of May.


  That spring—which, for Eugene, would be the second and last of his years in Cambridge—Starwick had become more mannered in his dress and style than ever before. During the winter, much to Professor Hatcher’s concern—a concern which constantly became more troubled and which he was no longer able to conceal—the darling protégé on whom his bounty and his favor had been lavished, and to whom, he had fondly hoped, he would one day pass on the proud authorities of his own position when he himself should become too old to carry on “the work,” had begun to wear spats and carry a cane and be followed by a dog.


  Now, with the coming of spring, Frank had discarded the spats, but as they walked along beside the Charles, he twirled his elegant light stick with an air of languid insouciance, interrupting his conversation with his friend now and then to speak sharply to the little dog that frisked and scampered along as if frantic with the joy of May, crying out to the little creature sharply, commandingly, and in a rather womanish tone from time to time:


  “Heel, Tang! Heel, I say!”


  And the dog, a shaggy little terrier—the gift of some wealthy and devoted friends of Frank’s on Beacon Hill—would pause abruptly in its frisking, turn its head, and look towards its owner with the attentive, puzzled, and wistfully inquiring look that dogs and little children have, as if to say: “What is it, master? Are you pleased with me or have I done something that was wrong?”


  And in a moment, in response to Frank’s sharper and more peremptory command, the little dog, with a crestfallen and somewhat apologetic look, would scamper back from its wild gaieties along the green banks of the Charles, to trot meekly along the path behind the two young men, until its exuberant springtime spirits got the best of it again.


  From time to time, they would pass other students, in pairs or groups, striding along the pleasant path; and when these young men saw Starwick twirling his stick and speaking to the little dog, they would grin broadly at each other, and stare curiously at Starwick as they passed.


  Once Starwick paused to call “Heel!” sharply to the little dog at the very moment it had lifted its leg against a tree, and the dog, still holding its leg up, had looked inquiringly around at Starwick with such a wistful look that some students who were passing had burst out in hearty laughter. But Starwick, although the color of his ruddy face deepened a shade, had paid no more attention to these ruffians than if they had been scum in the gutter. Rather, he snapped his fingers sharply, and cried, “Heel!” again, at which the little dog left its tree and came trotting meekly back to its obedient position.


  Suddenly, while one of these episodes was being enacted, Eugene heard the bright wholesome tones of a familiar voice, and turning around with a startled movement, found himself looking straight into the broad and beaming countenance of Effie Horton, and her husband Ed.


  “Well!” Effie was saying in her rich bright voice of Iowa. “Look who’s here! I thought those long legs looked familiar,” she went on in her tone of gay and lightsome, and yet wholesome, banter, “even from a distance! I told Pooly—” this, for an unknown reason, was the affectionate nickname by which Horton was known to his wife, and all his friends from Iowa—“I told Pooly that there was only one pair of legs as long as that in Cambridge. ‘It must be Eugene,’ I said.—Yes, sir!” she went on brightly, shaking her head with a little bantering movement, her broad and wholesome face shining with good nature all the time. “It is Eugene—and my! my! my!—I just wish you’d look at him,” she went on gaily, in her tones of full rich fellowship and banter in which, however, a trace of something ugly, envious, and mocking was evident—“all dressed up in his Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes out for a walk this fine morning just to give the pretty girls a treat! Yes, sir!” she cried again, shaking her head in wondering admiration, and with an air of beaming satisfaction, “I’ll bet you that’s just what he’s going to do.”


  He flushed, unable to think of an apt reply to this good-natured banter, beneath whose hearty good-fellowship he felt the presence of something that was false, ugly, jeering and curiously tormented, and while he was blundering out a clumsy greeting, Horton, laughing with lazy good-nature at his confusion, slapped him on the back and said:


  “How are yuh, kid? ... Where the hell have you been keeping yourself, anyway?”


  The tone was almost deliberately coarse and robust in its hearty masculinity, but beneath it one felt the same false and spurious quality that had been evident in the woman’s tone.


  —“And here is Mister Starwick!” Effie now cried brightly. “—And I wish you’d look!” she went on, as if enraptured by the spectacle—“all dressed up with a walking stick and a dog—and yes, sir!” she exclaimed ecstatically, after an astonished examination of Frank’s sartorial splendor—“wearing a bee-yew-teeful brown tweed suit that looks as if it just came out of the shop of a London tailor! ... My! My! My! ... I tell you!” she went on admiringly—“I just wish the folks back home could see us now, Pooly——”


  Horton laughed coarsely, with apparent good nature, but with an ugly jeering note in his voice.


  “—I just wish they could see us now!” she said. “It’s not every one can say they knew two London swells—and here they are—Mr. Starwick with his cane and his dog—and Eugene with his new suit—yes, sir!—and talking to us just as if we were their equals.”


  Eugene flushed, and then with a stiff and inept sarcasm, said:


  “I’ll try not to let it make any difference between us, Effie.”


  Horton laughed coarsely and heartily again, with false good nature, and then smote the boy amiably on the back, saying:


  “Don’t let her kid you, son! Tell her to go to hell if she gets fresh with you!”


  “—And how is Mr. Starwick these fine days!” cried Effie gaily, now directing the artillery of her banter at his unworthy person—“Where is that great play we’ve all been waiting for so eagerly for lo these many years! I tell you!” she exclaimed with rich conviction—“I’m going to be right there on the front row the night it opens up on Broadway!—I know that a play that has taken any one so many years will be a masterpiece—every word pure gold—I don’t want to miss a word of it.”


  “Quite!” said Starwick coldly, in his mannered and affected tone. His ruddy face had flushed crimson with embarrassment; turning, he called sharply and coldly to the little dog, in a high and rather womanish voice:


  “Heel, Tang! Heel, I say!”


  He snapped his fingers and the little dog came trotting meekly toward him. Before Starwick’s cold and scornful impassivity, Effie’s broad and wholesome face did not alter a jot from its expression of radiant goodwill, but suddenly her eyes, which, set in her robust and friendly countenance, were the tortured mirror of her jealous, envious, possessive, and ravenously curious spirit, had grown hard and ugly, and the undernote of malice in her gay tones was more apparent than ever when she spoke again:


  “Pooly,” she said, laughing, taking Horton affectionately by the arm, and drawing close to him with the gesture of a bitterly jealous and possessive female, who, by the tortured necessity of her own spirit, must believe that “her man” is the paragon of the universe, and herself the envy of all other women, who lust to have him, but must gnash their teeth in vain—“Pooly,” she said lightly, and drawing close to him—“maybe that’s what’s wrong with us! ... Maybe that’s what it takes to make you write a great play! ... Yes, sir!” she said gaily, “I believe that’s it! ... I believe I’ll save up all my spending money until I have enough to buy you a bee-yew-teeful tailored suit just like the one that Mr. Starwick has on. ... Yes, sir!” She nodded her head emphatically in a convinced manner. “That’s just exactly what I’m going to do! ... I’m going to get Mr. Starwick to give me the address of his tailor—and have him make you a bee-yew-teeful new suit of English clothes—and then, maybe, you’ll turn into a great genius like Mr. Starwick and Eugene!”


  “The hell you will!” he said coarsely and heartily. “What’s wrong with the one I got on? I only had it three years—why, it’s as good as the day I bought it.” And he laughed with hearty, robust masculinity.


  “Why, Poo-o-ly!” she said reproachfully. “It’s turning green! And I do so want you to get dressed up and be a genius like Mr. Starwick!”


  “Nope!” he said in his tone of dominant finality. “I’ll wear this pair of pants till it falls off me. Then I’ll go into Filene’s bargain basement and buy another pair. Nope! You can’t make an æsthete out of me! I can write just as well with a hole in the seat of my britches as not.” And laughing coarsely, with robust and manly good nature, he smote Eugene on the back again, and rasped out heartily:


  “Ain’t that right, kid?”


  “Oh, Pooly!” cried Effie reproachfully—“And I do so want you to be a genius—like Mr. Starwick!”


  “Now, wait a minute! Wait a minute!” he rasped, lifting a commanding hand, as he joined with her in this ugly banter. “That’s different! Starwick’s an artist—I’m nothing but a writer. They don’t understand the way we artists work—do they, Starwick? Now an artist is sensitive to all these things,” he went on in a jocose explanatory tone to his wife. “He’s got to have the right atmosphere to work in. Everything’s got to be just right for we artists—doesn’t it, Starwick?”


  “Quite!” said Starwick coldly.


  “Now with me it’s different,” said Horton heavily. “I’m just one of those big crude guys who can write anywhere. I get up in the morning and write, whether I feel like it or not. But it’s different with us artists, isn’t it, Starwick? Why, with a real honest-to-God-dyed-in-the-wool artist like Starwick, his whole life would be ruined for a month if his pants didn’t fit, or if his necktie was of the wrong shade. ... Ain’t that right, Starwick?”


  And he laughed heavily, apparently with robust fellowship, hearty good nature, but his eyes were ugly, evil, jeering, as he spoke.


  “Quite!” said Starwick as before; and, his face deeply flushed, he called sharply to his dog, and then, turning inquiringly to Eugene, said quietly: “Are we ready?”


  [“]Oh, I see, I see!” cried Effie, with an air of gay enlightenment. “That’s what every one is all dressed up about!—You’re out for a walk, aren’t you—all among the little birdies, and the beeses, and the flowers! My! My! How I wish I could go along! Pooly!” she said coaxingly, “why don’t you take me for a walk sometime? I’d love to hear the little birdies sing! Come on, dear. Won’t you?” she said coaxingly.


  “Nope!” he boomed out finally. “I walked you across the bridge and I walked to the corner this morning for a paper. That’s all the walking that I’m going to do today. If you want to hear the little birdies sing, I’ll buy you a canary.” And turning to Eugene, he smote him on the shoulder again, and laughing with coarse laziness, said:


  “You know me, kid. ... You know how I like exercise, don’t you?”


  “Well, then, if we can’t go along to hear the little birdies sing to Mr. Starwick and Eugene, I suppose we’ll have to say good-bye,” said Effie regretfully. “We’ve got no right to keep them from the little birdies any longer—have we, dear? And think what a treat it will be for all the little birdies. ... And you, Eugene!” she cried out gaily and reproachfully, but now with real warmth and friendship in her voice. “We haven’t seen you at our home in a-a-ages! What’s wrong with you? ... You come up soon or I’ll be mad at you.”


  “Sure,” Horton came out in his broad Iowa accent, putting his hand gently on the boy’s shoulder. “Come up to see us, kid. We’ll cook some grub and chew the rag a while. You know, I’m not coming back next year—” for a moment Horton’s eyes were clear, gray, luminous, deeply hurt, and full of pride and tenderness. “We’re going to New Hampshire with Jim Madden. So come up, kid, as soon as you can: we ought to have one more session before I go.”


  And the boy, suddenly touched and moved, felt the genuine affection, the real friendliness—an animal-like warmth and kindliness and affection that was the truest and most attractive element in Horton’s personality.


  And nodding his head, suddenly feeling affection for them both again, he said:


  “All right, Ed. I’ll see you soon. So long, Effie. Good-bye. Goodbye, Ed.”


  “Good-bye, kid. So long, Starwick,” Horton said in a kindly tone. “We’ll be looking for you, ’Gene—So long!”


  Then they parted, in this friendly manner, and Starwick and Eugene continued their walk along the river. Starwick walked quietly, saying nothing; from time to time he called sharply to the little dog, commanding him to come to “heel” again.


  The two young men had not seen each other for two months, save at Professor Hatcher’s class, and then their relations had been formal, cold, and strained. Now Starwick, with a quick friendly and generous spontaneity, had broken through the stubborn and resentful pride of the other youth, had made the first advance towards reconciliation, and, as he was able to do with every one when and where he pleased, had instantly conquered his friend’s resentful feelings, and won him back with the infinite grace, charm, and persuasiveness of his own personality.


  Yet, during the first part of their walk along the river their conversation, while friendly, had almost been studiously detached and casual, and was the conversation of people still under the constraint of embarrassment and diffidence, who are waiting for the moment to speak things in which their lives and feelings are more intimately concerned.


  At length, they came to a bending in the river where there was a bank of green turf on which in the past they had often sat and smoked and talked while that small and lovely river flowed before them. Seated here again, and provided with cigarettes, a silence came between them, as if each was waiting for the other one to speak.


  Presently when Eugene looked towards his companion, Starwick’s pleasant face with the cleft chin was turned towards the river in a set stare, and even as the other young man looked at him, his ruddy countenance was contorted by the animal-like grimace swift and instant, which the other boy had often seen before, and which had in it, somehow, a bestial and inarticulate quality, a kind of unspeakable animal anguish that could find no release.


  In a moment, lowering his head, and staring away into the grassy turf, Starwick said quietly:


  “Why have you not been in to see me these last two months?”


  The other young man flushed, began to speak in a blundering and embarrassed tone and then, angered by his own confusion, burst out hotly:


  “Look here, Frank—why have you got to be so damned mysterious and secretive in everything you do?”


  “Am I?” said Starwick quietly.


  “Yes, you are! You’ve been that way ever since I met you.”


  “In what way?” Starwick asked.


  “Do you remember the first time I met you?” the other one demanded.


  “Perfectly,” Starwick said. “It was during your first year in Cambridge, a few days after you arrived. We met for dinner at the Cock Horse Tavern.”


  “Yes,” the other said excitedly. “Exactly. You had written me a note inviting me to dinner, and asking me to meet you there. Do you remember what was in that note?”


  “No. What was it?”


  “Well, you said: ‘Dear Sir—I should be pleased if you will meet me for dinner at seven-thirty Wednesday evening at the Cock Horse Tavern on Brattle Street.’ And the note was signed, ‘Francis Starwick.’”


  “Well?” Starwick demanded quietly. “And what was wrong with that?”


  “Nothing!” the other young man cried, his face flushing to a darker hue, and the excitement of his manner growing. “Nothing, Frank! Only, if you were going to invite a stranger—some one you had never met before—to dinner—why the hell couldn’t you have told him who you are, and the purpose of the meeting?”


  “I should think the purpose of the meeting was self-evident,” said Starwick calmly. “The purpose was to have dinner together. Does that demand a whole volume of explanation? No,” he said coldly, “I confess I see nothing extraordinary about that at all.”


  “Of course there wasn’t!” the other youth exclaimed with vehement excitement. “Of course there was nothing extraordinary about it! Why, then, did you attempt, Frank, to make something extraordinary out of it?”


  “It seems to me that you’re the one who’s doing that!” Starwick answered.


  “Yes, but, damn it, man,” the other cried angrily “—don’t you see the point? You’re that way with everything you do! You try to surround the simplest act with this great air of mystery and secrecy,” he said bitterly. “Inviting me to dinner was all right—it was fine!” he shouted. “I was a green kid of twenty who knew no one here, and I was scared to death. It was wonderful to get an invitation from some one asking me to dinner. But when you sent the invitation, why couldn’t you have added just a word or two by way of explanation? Why couldn’t you have stated one or two simple facts that would have made the reason for your invitation clear?”


  “For example?” Starwick said.


  “Why, Frank, simply that you were Professor Hatcher’s assistant in the course, and that this thing of inviting people out to dinner was just a way you and Professor Hatcher had of getting acquainted with the new people,” the other youth said angrily. “After all, you can’t get an invitation to dinner from some one you don’t know without wondering what it’s all about.”


  “And yet you came,” said Starwick.


  “Yes, of course I came! I think I would have come if I had never heard of you before—I was so bewildered and rattled by this new life, and so overwhelmed by living in a big city for the first time in my life that I would have accepted any kind of invitation—jumped at the chance of meeting any one! However, I already knew who you were when your invitation came. I had heard that a man named Starwick was Hatcher’s assistant. I figured therefore that the invitation had something to do with your connection with Professor Hatcher and the course—that you were inviting me to make me feel more at home up here, to establish a friendly relation, to give me what information you could, to help the new people out in any way you could. But when I met you, what happened?” he went on indignantly. “Never a word about the course, about Professor Hatcher, about your being his assistant—you pumped me with questions as if I were a prisoner on the witness stand and you the prosecuting lawyer. You told me nothing about yourself and asked a thousand questions about me—and then you shook hands coldly, and departed!—Always this air of secrecy and mystery, Frank!” the boy went on angrily. “That’s always the way it is with you—in everything you do! And yet you wonder why people are surprised at your behavior! For weeks at a time I see you every day. We get together in your rooms and talk and argue about everything on earth. You come and yell for me in my place at midnight and then we walk all over Cambridge in the dead of night. We go over to Masillippo’s place in Boston and eat and drink and get drunk together, and when you pass out, I bring you home and carry you upstairs and put you to bed. Then the next day, when I come around again,” the boy cried bitterly, “what has happened? I ring the bell. Your voice comes through the place as cold as hell—‘Who is it?’ you say. ‘Why,’ I say, ‘it’s your old friend and drunken companion, Eugene Gant, who brought you home last night.’—‘I’m sorry,’ you say, in a tone that would freeze a polar bear—‘I can’t see you. I’m busy now’—and then you hang up in my face. The season of the great mystery has now begun,” he went on sarcastically. “The great man is closeted in his sanctum composing,” he sneered. “Not writing, mind you, but composing with a gold-tipped quill plucked from the wing of a Brazilian condor—so, out, out, damned spot—don’t bother me, Gant—begone, you low fellow—on your way, bum!—the great master, Signor Francis Starwick, is upstairs in a purple cloud, having a few immortal thoughts today with Amaryllis, his pet muse——”


  “Gene! Gene!” said Starwick laughing, a trace of the old mannered accent returning to his voice again. “You are most unfair! You really are, you know!”


  “No—but Frank, that’s just the way you act,” the other said. “You can’t see enough of some one for weeks at a time and then you slam the door in his face. You pump your friends dry and tell them nothing about yourself. You try to surround everything you do with this grand romantic air of mysterious secrecy—this there’s-more-to-this-than-meets-the-eye manner. Frank, who the hell do you think you are, anyway, with these grand airs and mysterious manners that you have? Is it that you’re not the same as other men?” he jeered. “Is it that like Cæsar you were from your mother’s womb untimely ripped! Is it that you are made from different stuff than the damned base clay of blood and agony from which the rest of us have been derived?”


  “What have I ever done,” said Starwick flushing, “to give you the impression that I think of myself that way?”


  “For one thing, Frank, you act sometimes as if the world exists solely for the purpose of being your oyster. You sometimes act as if friendship, the affection of your friends, is something that exists solely for your pleasure and convenience and may be turned on and off at will like a hot-water faucet—that you can use their time, their lives, their feelings when they amuse and interest you—and send them away like whipped dogs when you are bored, tired, indifferent, or have something else it suits you better to do.”


  “I am not aware that I have ever done that,” said Starwick quietly. “I am sorry if you think I have.”


  “No, but, Frank—what can you expect your friends to think? I have told you about my life, my family, the kind of place and people I came from—but you have told me nothing. You are the best friend I have here in Cambridge—I think,” the boy said slowly, flushing, and with some difficulty, “one of the best friends I have ever had. I have not had many friends—I have known no one like you—no one of my own age to whom I could talk as I have talked to you. I think I enjoy being with you and talking to you more than to any one I have ever known. This friendship that I feel for you has now become a part of my whole life and has got into everything I do. And yet, at times, I run straight into a blank wall. I could no more separate my friendship for you from the other acts and meetings of my life than I could divide into two parts of my body my father’s and my mother’s blood. With you it’s different. You seem to have all your friends partitioned off and kept separate from one another in different cells and sections of your life. I know now that you have three or four sets of friends and yet these different groups of people never meet one another. You go about your life with all these different sets of people in this same secret and mysterious manner that characterizes everything you do. You have these aunts and cousins here in Cambridge that you see every week, and who, like every one else, lay themselves out to do everything they can to make your life comfortable and pleasant. You know these swells over on Beacon Hill in Boston, and you have some grand, mysterious and wealthy kind of life with them. Then you have another group here at the university—people like Egan, and Hugh Dodd and myself. And at the end, Frank,” the boy said almost bitterly—“what is the purpose of all this secrecy and separation among your friends? There’s something so damned arrogant and cold and calculating about it—it’s almost as if you were one of these damned, wretched, self-centred fools who have their little time and place for everything—an hour for social recreation and an hour for useful reading, another hour for healthy exercise, and then four hours for business, an hour for the concert and an hour for the play, an hour for “business contacts” and an hour for friendship—Surely to God, Frank, you of all people on earth are not one of these damned, smug, vain, self-centred egotists—who would milk this earth as if it were a great milk cow here solely for their enrichment, and who, at the end, in spite of all their damned, miserable, self-seeking profit for themselves remain nothing but the God-damned smug, sterile, misbegotten set of impotent and life-hating bastards that they are—Surely to God, you, of all people in the world are not one of these,” he fairly yelled, and sat there panting, exhausted by the tirade, and glaring at the other youth with wild, resentful eyes.


  “Eugene!” cried Starwick sharply, his ruddy features darkened with an angry glow. “You are being most unjust! What you are saying simply is not true.” He was silent a moment, his face red and angry-looking, as he stared out across the river—“If I had known that you felt this way,” he went on quietly, “I should have introduced you to my other friends—what you call these separate groups of people—long ago. You may meet them any time you wish,” he concluded. “It simply never occurred to me that you would be interested in knowing them.”


  “Oh, Frank, I’m not!” the other boy cried impatiently, with a dismissing movement of the hand. “I don’t want to meet them—I don’t care who they are—or how rich and fashionable or ‘artistic’ they may be. The thing I was kicking about was what seemed to me to be your air of secrecy—the mysterious manner in which you go about things: it seemed to me that there was something deliberately calculating and secretive in the way you shut one part of your life off from the people who know and like you best.”


  Starwick made no answer for a moment, but sat looking out across the river. And for a moment, the old grimace of bestial, baffled pain passed swiftly across his ruddy features, and then he said, in a quiet and weary tone:


  “Perhaps you are right. I had never thought about it in that way. Yes, I can see now that you have told me much more about yourself—your family, your life before you came here, than I have told you about mine. And yet it never occurred to me that I was being mysterious or secretive. I think it is easier for you to speak about these things than it is for me. There is a great river of energy in you and it keeps bursting over and breaking loose. You could not hold it back if you tried. With me, it’s different. I have not got that great well of life and power in me, and I could not speak as you do if I tried. Yet, Gene, if there is anything you want to know about my life before I came here, or what kind of people I came from I would tell you willingly.”


  “I have wanted to know more about you, Frank,” the other young man said. “All that I know about your life before you came here is that you come from somewhere in the Middle West, and yet are completely different from any one I ever knew who came from there.”


  “Yes,” said Starwick quietly. “From Horton, for example?” his tone was still quiet, but there was a shade of irony in it.


  “Well,” the other boy said, flushing, but continuing obstinately, “—yes, from Horton. He is from Iowa, you can see, smell, read, feel Iowa all over him, in everything he says and does——”


  “‘It’s—a—darn—good—yarn,’” said Starwick, beginning to burble with laughter as he imitated the heavy, hearty, sonorous robustiousness of Horton’s voice when he pronounced his favorite judgment.


  “Yes,” said Eugene, laughing at the imitation, “that’s it, all right—‘it’s a darn good yarn.’ Well, Frank, you couldn’t be more different from Horton if you had come from the planet Mars, and yet the place you come from out there in the Middle West, the kind of life you knew when you were growing up—could not have been so different from Ed Horton’s.”


  “No,” said Starwick quietly. “As a matter of fact, I know where he is from—it’s not over fifty miles from the town I was born in, which is in Illinois, and the life in both places is much the same.”


  He was silent a moment longer, as he stared across the river, and then continued in a quiet voice that had a calm, weary, and almost inert detachment that characterized these conversations with his friend, and that was almost entirely free of mannered speech:


  “As to the kind of people that we came from,” he continued, “I can’t say how different they may be, but I should think it very likely that Horton’s people are much the same kind of people as my own——”


  “His father is a Methodist minister,” the other young man quickly interposed. “He told me that.”


  “Yes,” said Starwick in his quiet and inert voice—“and Horton is the rebel of the family.” His tone had not changed apparently in its quality by an atom, yet the quiet and bitter irony with which he spoke was evident.


  “How did you know that?” the other youth said in a surprised tone. “Yes—that’s true. His wife told me that Ed and his father are scarcely on speaking terms—the old man prays for the salvation of Ed’s soul three times a day, because he is trying to write plays and wants to get into the theatre. Effie Horton says Ed’s father still writes Ed letters begging him to repent and mend his ways before his soul is damned forever: she says the old man calls the theatre the Devil’s Workshop.”


  “Yes,” said Starwick in his quiet and almost lifeless tone that still had curiously the cutting edge of a weary and detached sarcasm—“and Horton has bearded the philistines in their den, hasn’t he, and given all for art?”


  “Isn’t that a bit unjust? I know you don’t think very highly of Ed Horton’s ability, but, after all, the man must have had some genuine desire to create something—some real love for the theatre—or he would not have broken with his family, and come here.”


  “Yes. I suppose he has. Many people have that desire,” said Starwick wearily. “Do you think it is enough?”


  “No, I do not. And yet I think a man who has it is better off—will have a better life, somehow—than the man who does not have it at all.”


  “Do you?” Starwick answered in a dead tone. “I wish I thought so, too.”


  “But don’t you, Frank? Surely it is better to have some kind of talent, however small, than none at all.”


  “Would you say, then,” Starwick answered, “that it was better to have some kind of child—however puny, feeble, ugly, and diseased—as King Richard said about himself, brought into the world ‘scarce half made up’—than to have no child at all?”


  “I would not think so. No.”


  “Have you ever thought, Eugene, that the great enemy of life may not be death, but life itself?” Starwick continued. “Have you never noticed that the really evil people that one meets—the people who are filled with hatred, fear, envy, rancour against life—who wish to destroy the artist and his work—are not figures of satanic darkness, who have been born with a malignant hatred against life, but rather people who have had the seeds of life within themselves, and been destroyed by them? They are the people who have been given just enough to get a vision of the promised land—however brief and broken it may be——”


  “But not enough to get there? Is that what you mean?”


  “Exactly,” Starwick answered. “They are left there in the desert, maddened by the sight of water they can never reach, and all the juices of their life then turn to gall and bitterness—to envy and malignant hate. They are the old women in the little towns and villages with the sour eyes and the envenomed flesh who have so poisoned the air with their envenomed taint that everything young and beautiful and full of joy that lives there will sicken and go dead and vicious and malignant as the air it breathes. They are the lecherous and impotent old men of the world, those foul, palsied creatures with small rheumy eyes who hate the lover and his mistress with the hate of hell and eunuchry—who try to destroy love with their hatred, and the slanderous rumor of their poisoned tongues. And, finally, they are the eunuchs of the arts—the men who have the lust, without the power, for creation, and whose life goes dead and rotten with its hatred of the living artist and the living man.”


  “And you think that Horton will be one of these?”


  Again Starwick was silent for a moment, staring out across the river. When he spoke again, he did not answer his companion’s question directly, but in a quiet and inert tone in which the cutting edge of irony was barely evident, he said:


  “My God, Eugene”—his voice was so low and wearily passionate with revulsion that it was almost inaudible—“if ever you may come to know, as I have known all my life, the falseness in a hearty laugh, the envy and the malice in a jesting word, the naked hatred in a jeering eye, and all the damned, warped, poisonous constrictions of the heart—the horrible fear and cowardice and cruelty, the naked shame, the hypocrisy, and the pretense, that is masked there behind the full hearty tones, the robust manliness of the Hortons of this earth ...” He was silent a moment longer, and then went on in a quiet, matter-of-fact tone—“I was the youngest in a family of nine children—the same kind of family that you will find everywhere. I was the only delicate flower among them,” he went on with a cold impassive irony. “We were not rich people ... a big family growing up with only a small income to support us. They were all good people,” he said quietly. “My father was superintendent of a small farm-machinery plant, and before that they were farming people, but they sent me to school, and after that to college. I was the ‘bright boy’ of the town”—again the weary irony of his voice was evident—“the local prodigy, the teacher’s pet. ... Perhaps that is my destiny; to have something of the artist’s heart, his soul, his understanding, his perceptions—never to have his power, the hand that shapes, the tongue that can express—oh, God! Eugene! is that to be my life—to have all that I know and feel and would create rot still-born in my spirit, to be a wave that breaks forever in mid-ocean, the shoulder of a strength without the wall—my God! My God! to come into this world scarce half made up, to have the spirit of the artist and to lack his hide, to feel the intolerable and unspeakable beauty, mystery, loveliness, and terror of this immortal land—this great America—and a skin too sensitive, a hide too delicate and rare—” his voice was high and bitter with his passion—“to declare its cruelty, its horror, falseness, hunger, the warped and twisted soul of its frustration, and lacking hide and toughness, born without a skin, to make an armor, school a manner, build a barrier of my own against its Hortons——”


  “And is that why—?” the other boy began, flushed, and quickly checked himself.


  “Is that why—what?” said Starwick turning, looking at him. Then as he did not answer, but still remained silent, flushed with embarrassment, Starwick laughed, and said: “Is that why I am an affected person—a poseur—what Horton calls a ‘damned little æsthete’—why I speak and act and dress the way I do?”


  The other flushed miserably and muttered:


  “No, I didn’t say that, Frank!”


  Starwick laughed suddenly, his infectious and spontaneous laugh, and said:


  “But why not? Why shouldn’t you say it? Because it is the truth. It really is, you know,” and almost mockingly at these words, his voice assumed its murmured and affected accent. Then he said quietly again:


  “Each man has his manner—with each it comes for his own reason—Horton’s, so that his hearty voice and robust way may hide the hatred in his eyes, the terror in his heart, the falseness and pretense in his pitiable warped small soul. He has his manner, I have mine—his for concealment, mine for armor, because my native hide was tender and my skin too sensitive to meet the Hortons of the earth—and somewhere, down below our manner, stands the naked man.” Again he was silent and in a moment he continued quietly:


  “My father was a fine man and we never got to know each other very well. The night before I went away to college he ‘took me to one side’ and talked to me—he told me how they had their hearts set on me, and he asked me to become a good and useful man—a good American.”


  “And what did you say, Frank?”


  “Nothing. There was nothing I could say. ... Our house stands on a little butte above the river,” he went on quietly in a moment, “and when he had finished talking I went out and stood there looking at the river.”


  “What river, Frank?”


  “There is only one,” he answered. “The great slow river—the dark and secret river of the night—the everlasting flood—the unceasing Mississippi. ... It is a river that I know so well, with all my life that I shall never tell about. Perhaps you will some day—perhaps you have the power in you—And if you do—” he paused.


  “And if I do?”


  “Speak one word for a boy who could not speak against the Hortons of this land, but who once stood above a river—and who knew America as every other boy has known it.” He turned, smiling: “If thou did’st ever hold me in thy heart, absent thee from felicity awhile, and in this harsh world draw thy breath in pain, to tell my story.”


  In a moment he got up, and laughing his infectious laugh, said:


  “Come on, let’s go.”


  And together they walked away.


  [¬]


  BOOK III

  TELEMACHUS


  XXXIX


  October had come again, and that year it was sharp and soon: frost was early, burning the thick green on the mountain sides to massed brilliant hues of blazing colors, painting the air with sharpness, sorrow and delight—and with October. Sometimes, and often, there was warmth by day, an ancient drowsy light, a golden warmth and pollenated haze in afternoon, but over all the earth there was the premonitory breath of frost, an exultancy for all the men who were returning, a haunting sorrow for the buried men, and for all those who were gone and would not come again.


  His father was dead, and now it seemed to him that he had never found him. His father was dead, and yet he sought him everywhere, and could not believe that he was dead, and was sure that he would find him. It was October and that year, after years of absence and of wandering, he had come home again.


  He could not think that his father had died, but he had come home in October, and all the life that he had known there was strange and sorrowful as dreams. And yet he saw it all in shapes of deathless brightness—the town, the streets, the magic hills, and the plain prognathous faces of the people he had known. He saw them all in shapes of deathless brightness, and everything was instantly familiar as his father’s face, and stranger, more phantasmal than a dream.


  Their words came to him with the accents of an utter naturalness, and yet were sorrowful and lost and strange like voices speaking in a dream, and in their eyes he read a lost and lonely light, as if they were all phantoms and all lost, or as if he had revisited the shores of this great earth again with a heart of fire, a cry of pain and ecstasy, a memory of intolerable longing and regret for all the glorious and exultant life that he had known and which he must visit now forever as a fleshless ghost, never to touch, to hold, to have its palpable warmth and substance for his own again. He had come home again, and yet he could not believe his father was dead, and he thought he heard his great voice ringing in the street again, and that he would see him striding toward him across the Square with his gaunt earth-devouring stride, or find him waiting every time he turned the corner, or lunging toward the house bearing the tremendous provender of his food and meat, bringing to them all the deathless security of his strength and power and passion, bringing to them all again the roaring message of his fires that shook the fire-full chimney throat with their terrific blast, giving to them all again the exultant knowledge that the good days, the magic days, the golden weather of their lives would come again, and that this dreamlike and phantasmal world in which they found themselves would waken instantly, as it had once, to all the palpable warmth and glory of the earth, if only his father would come back to make it live, to give them life, again.


  Therefore, he could not think that he was dead, and yet it was October, and that year he had come home again. And at night, in his mother’s house, he would lie in his bed in the dark, hearing the wind that rattled dry leaves along the empty pavement, hearing far-off across the wind, the barking of a dog, feeling dark time, strange time, dark secret time, as it flowed on around him, remembering his life, this house, and all the million strange and secret visages of time, dark time, thinking, feeling, thinking:


  “October has come again, has come again. ... I have come home again, and found my father dead ... and that was time ... time ... time. ... Where shall I go now? What shall I do? For October has come again, but there has gone some richness from the life we knew, and we are lost.”


  Storm shook the house at night—the old house, his mother’s house—where he had seen his brother die. The old doors swung and creaked in darkness, darkness pressed against the house, the darkness filled them, filled the house at night, it moved about them soft and secret, palpable, filled with a thousand secret presences of sorrowful time and memory, moving about him as he lay below his brother’s room in darkness, while storm shook the house in late October, and something creaked and rattled in the wind’s strong blast. It was October, and he had come home again: he could not believe that his father was dead.


  Wind beat at them with burly shoulders in the night. The darkness moved there in the house like something silent, palpable—a spirit breathing in his mother’s house, a demon and a friend—speaking to him its silent and intolerable prophecy of flight, of darkness and the storm, moving about him constantly, prowling about the edges of his life, ever beside him, with him, in him, whispering:


  “Child, child—come with me—come with me to your brother’s grave tonight. Come with me to the places where the young men lie whose bodies have long since been buried in the earth. Come with me where they walk and move again tonight, and you shall see your brother’s face again, and hear his voice, and see again, as they march toward you from their graves the company of the young men who died, as he did, in October, speaking to you their messages of flight, of triumph, and the all-exultant darkness, telling you that all will be again as it was once.”


  October had come again, and he would lie there in his mother’s house at night, and feel the darkness moving softly all about him, and hear the dry leaves scampering on the street outside, and the huge and burly rushes of the wind. And then the wind would rush away with huge caprice, and he could hear it far off roaring with remote demented cries in the embraces of great trees, and he would lie there thinking:


  “October has come again—has come again”—feeling the dark around him, not believing that his father could be dead, thinking: “The strange and lonely years have come again. ... I have come home again ... come home again ... and will it not be with us all as it has been?”—feeling the darkness as it moved about him, thinking, “Is it not the same darkness that I knew in childhood, and have I not lain here in bed before, and felt this darkness moving all about me? ... Did we not hear dogs that barked in darkness, in October?” he then thought. “Were not their howls far broken by the wind? ... And hear dry leaves that scampered on the streets at night ... and the huge and burly rushes of the wind ... and hear huge limbs that stiffly creak in the remote demented howlings of the burly wind ... and something creaking in the wind at night ... and think, then, as we think now, of all the men who have gone and never will come back again, and of our friends and brothers who lie buried in the earth? ... Oh, has not October now come back again?” he cried. “As always—as it always was?”—and hearing the great darkness softly prowling in his mother’s house at night, and thinking, feeling, thinking, as he lay there in the dark:


  “Now October has come again which in our land is different from October in the other lands. The ripe, the golden month has come again, and in Virginia the chinkapins are falling. Frost sharps the middle music of the seasons, and all things living on the earth turn home again. The country is so big you cannot say the country has the same October. In Maine, the frost comes sharp and quick as driven nails, just for a week or so the woods, all of the bright and bitter leaves, flare up: the maples turn a blazing bitter red, and other leaves turn yellow like a living light, falling about you as you walk the woods, falling about you like small pieces of the sun so that you cannot say where sunlight shakes and flutters on the ground, and where the leaves.


  “Meanwhile the Palisades are melting in massed molten colors, the season swings along the nation, and a little later in the South dense woodings on the hill begin to glow and soften, and when they smell the burning wood-smoke in Ohio children say: ‘I’ll bet that there’s a forest fire in Michigan.’ And the mountaineer goes hunting down in North Carolina, he stays out late with mournful flop-eared hounds, a rind of moon comes up across the rude lift of the hills: what do his friends say to him when he stays out late? Full of hoarse innocence and laughter, they will say: ‘Mister, yore ole woman’s goin’ to whup ye if ye don’t go home.’”


  Oh, return, return!


  “October is the richest of the seasons: the fields are cut, the granaries are full, the bins are loaded to the brim with fatness, and from the cider-press the rich brown oozings of the York Imperials run. The bee bores to the belly of the yellowed grape, the fly gets old and fat and blue, he buzzes loud, crawls slow, creeps heavily to death on sill and ceiling, the sun goes down in blood and pollen across the bronzed and mown fields of old October.


  “The corn is shocked: it sticks out in hard yellow rows upon dried ears, fit now for great red barns in Pennsylvania, and the big stained teeth of crunching horses. The indolent hooves kick swiftly at the boards, the barn is sweet with hay and leather, wood and apples—this, and the clean dry crunching of the teeth is all: the sweat, the labor, and the plow is over. The late pears mellow on a sunny shelf; smoked hams hang to the warped barn rafters; the pantry shelves are loaded with 300 jars of fruit. Meanwhile the leaves are turning, turning, up in Maine, the chestnut burrs plop thickly to the earth in gusts of wind, and in Virginia the chinkapins are falling.


  “There is a smell of burning in small towns in afternoon, and men with buckles on their arms are raking leaves in yards as boys come by with straps slung back across their shoulders. The oak leaves, big and brown, are bedded deep in yard and gutter: they make deep wadings to the knee for children in the streets. The fire will snap and crackle like a whip, sharp acrid smoke will sting the eyes, in mown fields the little vipers of the flame eat past the black coarse edges of burned stubble like a line of locusts. Fire drives a thorn of memory in the heart.


  “The bladed grass, a forest of small spears of ice, is thawed by noon: summer is over but the sun is warm again, and there are days throughout the land of gold and russet. But summer is dead and gone, the earth is waiting, suspense and ecstasy are gnawing at the hearts of men, the brooding prescience of frost is there. The sun flames red and bloody as it sets, there are old red glintings on the battered pails, the great barn gets the ancient light as the boy slops homeward with warm foaming milk. Great shadows lengthen in the fields, the old red light dies swiftly, and the sunset barking of the hounds is faint and far and full of frost: there are shrewd whistles to the dogs, and frost and silence—this is all. Wind stirs and scuffs and rattles up the old brown leaves, and through the night the great oak leaves keep falling.


  “Trains cross the continent in a swirl of dust and thunder, the leaves fly down the tracks behind them: the great trains cleave through gulch and gulley, they rumble with spoked thunder on the bridges over the powerful brown wash of mighty rivers, they toil through hills, they skirt the rough brown stubble of shorn fields, they whip past empty stations in the little towns and their great stride pounds its even pulse across America. Field and hill and lift and gulch and hollow, mountain and plain and river, a wilderness with fallen trees across it, a thicket of bedded brown and twisted undergrowth, a plain, a desert, and a plantation, a mighty landscape with no fenced niceness, an immensity of fold and convolution that can never be remembered, that can never be forgotten, that has never been described—weary with harvest, potent with every fruit and ore, the immeasurable richness embrowned with autumn, rank, crude, unharnessed, careless of scars or beauty, everlasting and magnificent, a cry, a space, an ecstasy!—American earth in old October.


  “And the great winds howl and swoop across the land: they make a distant roaring in great trees, and boys in bed will stir in ecstasy, thinking of demons and vast swoopings through the earth. All through the night there is the clean, the bitter rain of acorns, and the chestnut burrs are plopping to the ground.


  “And often in the night there is only the living silence, the distant frosty barking of a dog, the small clumsy stir and feathery stumble of the chickens on limed roosts, and the moon, the low and heavy moon of autumn, now barred behind the leafless poles of pines, now at the pine-woods’ brooding edge and summit, now falling with ghost’s dawn of milky light upon rimed clods of fields and on the frosty scurf on pumpkins, now whiter, smaller, brighter, hanging against the steeple’s slope, hanging the same way in a million streets, steeping all the earth in frost and silence.


  “Then a chime of frost-cold bells may peal out on the brooding air, and people lying in their beds will listen. They will not speak or stir, silence will gnaw the darkness like a rat, but they will whisper in their hearts:


  “‘Summer has come and gone, has come and gone. And now—?’ But they will say no more, they will have no more to say: they will wait listening, silent and brooding as the frost, to time, strange ticking time, dark time that haunts us with the briefness of our days. They will think of men long dead, of men now buried in the earth, of frost and silence long ago, of a forgotten face and moment of lost time, and they will think of things they have no words to utter.


  “And in the night, in the dark, in the living sleeping silence of the towns, the million streets, they will hear the thunder of the fast express, the whistles of great ships upon the river.


  “What will they say then? What will they say?”


  Only the darkness moved about him as he lay there thinking, feeling in the darkness: a door creaked softly in the house.


  “October is the season for returning: the bowels of youth are yearning with lost love. Their mouths are dry and bitter with desire: their hearts are torn with the thorns of spring. For lovely April, cruel and flowerful, will tear them with sharp joy and wordless lust. Spring has no language but a cry; but crueller than April is the asp of time.


  “October is the season for returning: even the town is born anew,” he thought. “The tide of life is at the full again, the rich return to business or to fashion, and the bodies of the poor are rescued out of heat and weariness. The ruin and horror of the summer is forgotten—a memory of hot cells and humid walls, a hell of ugly sweat and labor and distress and hopelessness, a limbo of pale greasy faces. Now joy and hope have revived again in the hearts of millions of people, they breathe the air again with hunger, their movements are full of life and energy. The mark of their summer’s suffering is still legible upon their flesh, there is something starved and patient in their eyes, and a look that has a child’s hope and expectation in it.


  “All things on earth point home in old October: sailors to sea, travellers to walls and fences, hunters to field and hollow and the long voice of the hounds, the lover to the love he has forsaken—all things that live upon this earth return, return: Father, will you not, too, come back again?


  “Where are you now, when all things on the earth come back again? For have not all these things been here before, have we not seen them, heard them, known them, and will they not live again for us as they did once, if only you come back again?


  “Father, in the night time, in the dark, I have heard the thunder of the fast express. In the night, in the dark, I have heard the howling of the winds among great trees, and the sharp and windy raining of the acorns. In the night, in the dark, I have heard the feet of rain upon the roofs, the glut and gurgle of the gutter spouts, and the soaking gulping throat of all the mighty earth, drinking its thirst out in the month of May—and heard the sorrowful silence of the river in October. The hill-streams foam and welter in a steady plunge, the mined clay drops and melts and eddies in the night, the snake coils cool and glistening under dripping ferns, the water roars down past the mill in one sheer sheet-like plunge, making a steady noise like wind, and in the night, in the dark, the river flows by us to the sea.


  “The great maw slowly drinks the land as we lie sleeping: the mined banks cave and crumble in the dark, the earth melts and drops into its tide, great horns are baying in the gulph of night, great boats are baying at the river’s mouth. Thus, darkened by our dumpings, thickened by our stains, rich, rank, beautiful, and unending as all life, all living, the river, the dark immortal river, full of strange tragic time is flowing by us—by us—by us—to the sea.


  “All this has been upon the earth, and will abide forever. But you are gone; our lives are ruined and broken in the night, our lives are mined below us by the river, our lives are whirled away into the sea and darkness, and we are lost unless you come to give us life again.


  “Come to us, Father, in the watches of the night, come to us as you always came, bringing to us the invincible sustenance of your strength, the limitless treasure of your bounty, the tremendous structure of your life that will shape all lost and broken things on earth again into a golden pattern of exultancy and joy. Come to us, Father, while the winds howl in the darkness, for October has come again bringing with it huge prophecies of death and life and the great cargo of the men who will return. For we are ruined, lost, and broken if you do not come, and our lives, like rotten chips, are whirled about us onward in darkness to the sea.”


  So, thinking, feeling, speaking, he lay there in his mother’s house, but there was nothing in the house but silence and the moving darkness: storm shook the house and huge winds rushed upon them, and he knew then that his father would not come again, and that all the life that he had known was now lost and broken as a dream.


  [¬]


  XL


  During the whole course of that last October—the last October he would spend at home—he was waiting day by day with a desperation of wild hope for a magic letter—one of those magic letters for which young men wait, which are to bring them instantly the fortune, fame, and triumph for which their souls thirst and their hearts are panting, and which never come.


  Each morning he would get up with a pounding heart, trembling hands, and chattering lips, and then, like a man in prison who is waiting feverishly for some glorious message of release or pardon which he is sure will come that day, he would wait for the coming of the postman. And when he came, even before he reached the house, the moment that Eugene heard his whistle, he would rush out into the street, tear the mail out of his astounded grasp, and begin to hunt through it like a madman for the letter which would announce to him that fortune, fame, and glittering success were his. He was twenty-two years old, a madman and a fool, but every young man in the world has been the same.


  Then, when the wonderful letter did not come, his heart would sink down to his bowels like lead, all of the brightness, gold, and singing would go instantly out of the day and he would stamp back into the house, muttering to himself, sick with despair and misery and thinking that now his life was done for, sure enough. He could not eat, sleep, stand still, sit down, rest, talk coherently, or compose himself for five minutes at a time. He would go prowling and muttering around the house, rush out into the streets of the town, walk up and down the main street, pausing to talk with the loafers before the principal drug store, climb the hills and mountains all around the town and look down on the town with a kind of horror and disbelief, an awful dreamlike unreality because the town, since his long absence and return to it, and all the people in it, now seemed as familiar as his mother’s face and stranger than a dream, so that he could never regain his life or corporeal substance in it, any more than a man who revisits his youth in a dream, and so that, also, the town seemed to have shrunk together, got little, fragile, toy-like in his absence, until now when he walked in the street he thought he was going to ram his elbows through the walls, as if the walls were paper, or tear down the buildings, as if they had been made of straw.


  Then he would come down off the hills into the town again, go home, and prowl and mutter around the house, which now had the same real-unreal familiar-strangeness that the town had, and his life seemed to have been passed there like a dream. Then, with a mounting hope and a pounding heart, he would begin to wait for the next mail again; and when it came, but without the letter, this furious prowling and lashing about would start all over. His family saw the light of madness in his eyes, and in his disconnected movements, and heard it in his incoherent speech. He could hear them whispering together, and sometimes when he looked up he could see them looking at him with troubled and bewildered faces. And yet he did not think that he was mad, nor know how he appeared to them.


  Yet, during all this time of madness and despair his people were as kind and tolerant as any one on earth could be.


  His mother, during all this time, treated him with kindness and tolerance, and according to the law of her powerful, hopeful, brooding, octopal, and web-like character, with all its meditative procrastination, never coming to a decisive point, but weaving, re-weaving, pursing her lips, and meditating constantly and with a kind of hope, even though in her deepest heart she really had no serious belief that he could succeed in doing the thing he wanted to do.


  Thus, as he talked to her sometimes, going on from hope to hope, his enthusiasm mounting with the intoxication of his own vision, he would paint a glittering picture of the fame and wealth he was sure to win in the world, as soon as his play was produced. And his mother would listen thoughtfully, pursing her lips from time to time, in a meditative fashion, as she sat before the fire with her hands folded in a strong loose clasp above her stomach. Then, finally, she would turn to him and with a proud, tremulous, and yet bantering smile playing about her mouth, such as she had always used when he was a child, and had perhaps spoken of some project with an extravagant enthusiasm, she would say:


  “Hm, boy! I tell you what!” his mother said, in this bantering tone, as if he were still a child. “That’s mighty big talk—as the sayin’ goes,” here she put one finger under her broad red nose-wing and laughed shyly, but with pleasure—“as the sayin’ goes, mighty big talk for poor-folks!” said his mother. “Well, now,” she said in a thoughtful and hopeful tone, after a moment’s pause, “you may do it, sure enough. Stranger things than that have happened. Other people have been able to make a success of their writings—and there’s one thing sure!” His mother cried out strongly with the loose, powerful and manlike gesture of her hand and index finger which was characteristic of all her family—“there’s one thing sure!—what one man has done another can do if he’s got grit and determination enough!” His mother said, putting the full strength of her formidable will into these words—“Why, yes, now!” she now said, with a recollective start, “Here, now! Say!” she cried—“wasn’t I reading?—didn’t I see? Why, pshaw!—yes! just the other day—that all these big writers—yes, sir! Irvin S. Cobb—there was the very feller!” cried his mother in a triumphant tone—“Why, you know,” she continued, pursing her lips in a meditative way, “—that he had the very same trials and tribulations—as the sayin’ goes—as every one else! Why, yes!—here he told it on himself—admitted it, you know—that he kept writin’ these stories for years, sendin’ them out, I reckon, to all the editors and magazines—and having them all sent back to him. That’s the way it was,” she said, “and now—look at him! Why, I reckon they’d pay him hundreds of dollars for a single piece—yes! and be glad of the chance to get it,” said his mother.


  Then for a space his mother sat looking at the fire, while she slowly and reflectively pursed her lips.


  “Well,” she said slowly at length, “you may do it. I hope you do. Stranger things than that have happened.—Now, there’s one thing sure,” she said strongly, “you have certainly had a good education—there’s been more money spent upon your schoolin’ than on all the rest of us put together—and you certainly ought to know enough to write a story or a play!—Why, yes, boy! I tell you what,” his mother now cried in the old playful and bantering tone, as if she were speaking to a child, “if I had your education I believe I’d try to be a writer, too! Why, yes! I wouldn’t mind getting out of all this drudgery and house-work for a while—and if I could earn my living doin’ some light easy work like that, why, you can bet your bottom dollar, I’d do it!” cried his mother. “But, say, now! See here!” his mother cried with a kind of jocose seriousness—“maybe that’d be a good idea, after all! Suppose you write the stories,” she said, winking at him,—“and I tell you what I’ll do!—Why, I’ll tell ’em to you! Now, if I had your education, and your command of language,” said his mother, whose command of language was all that any one could wish—“I believe I could tell a pretty good story—so if you’ll write ’em out,’ [out,”] she said, with another wink, “I’ll tell you what to write—and I’ll bet you—I’ll bet you,” said his mother, “that we could write a story that would beat most of these stories that I read, all to pieces! Yes, sir!” she said, pursing her lips firmly, and with an invincible conviction—“and I bet you people would buy that story and come to see that play!” she said. “Because I know what to tell ’em, and the kind of thing people are interested in hearing,” she said.


  Then for a moment more she was silent and stared thoughtfully into the fire.


  “Well,” she said slowly, “you may do it. You may do it, sure enough! Now, boy,” she said, levelling that powerful index finger toward him, “I want to tell you! Your grandfather, Tom Pentland, was a remarkable man—and if he’d had your education he’d a-gone far! And every one who ever knew him said the same! ... Oh! stories, poems, pieces in the paper—why didn’t they print something of his every week or two!” she cried. “And that’s exactly where you get it,” said his mother. “—But, say, now,” she said in a persuasive tone, after a moment’s meditation, “I’ve been thinkin’—it just occurred to me—wouldn’t it be a good idea if you could find some work to do—I mean, get you a job somewheres of some light easy work that would give you plenty of time to do your writin’ as you went on! Now, Rome wasn’t built in a day, you know!” his mother said in the bantering tone, “—and you might have to send that play around to several places before you found the one who could do it right for you! So while you’re waitin’,” said his mother persuasively, “why wouldn’t it be a good idea if you got a little light newspaper work, or a job teachin’ somewheres—pshaw! you could do it easy as falling off a log,” his mother said contemptuously. “I taught school myself before I got married to your papa, and I didn’t have a bit of trouble! And all the schoolin’ that I ever had—all the schoolin’ that I ever had,” she cried impressively, “was six months one time in a little backwoods school! Now if I could do it, there’s one thing sure, with all your education you ought to be able to do it, too! Yes, sir, that’s the very thing!” she said. “I’d do it like a shot if I were you.”


  He said nothing, and his mother sat there for a moment looking at the fire. Suddenly she turned, and her face had grown troubled and sorrowful, and her worn and faded eyes were wet with tears. She stretched her strong rough hand out and put it over his, shaking her head a little before she spoke:


  “Child, child!” she said. “It worries me to see you act like this! I hate to see you so unhappy! Why, son,” his mother said, “what if they shouldn’t take it now! You’ve got long years ahead of you, and if you can’t do it now, why, maybe, some day you will! And if you don’t!” his mother cried out strongly and formidably, “why, Lord, boy, what about it! You’re a young man with your whole life still before you—and if you can’t do this thing, why there are other things you can do! ... Pshaw, boy, your life’s not ended just because you find out that you weren’t cut out to be a playwriter,” said his mother. “There are a thousand things a young man of your age could do! Why, it wouldn’t faze me for a moment!” cried his mother.


  And he sat there in front of her invincible strength, hope, and fortitude and her will that was more strong than death, her character that was as solid as a rock; he was as hopeless and wretched as he had ever been in his life, wanting to say a thousand things to her and saying none of them, and reading in her eyes the sorrowful message that she did not believe he would ever be able to do the thing on which his heart so desperately was set.


  At this moment the door opened and his brother entered the room. As they stared at him with startled faces, he stood there looking at them out of his restless, tormented gray eyes, breathing his large and unhappy breath of unrest and nervousness, a harassed look on his handsome and generous face, as with a distracted movement he thrust his strong, impatient fingers through the flashing mop of his light brown hair, that curled everywhere in incredible whorls and screws of angelic brightness.


  “Hah?” his mother sharply cried, as she looked at him with her white face, the almost animal-like quickness and concentration of her startled attention. “What say?” she said in a sharp startled tone, although as yet his brother had said nothing.


  “W-w-w-wy!” he began in a distracted voice, as he thrust his fingers through his incredible flashing hair, and his eyes flickered about absently and with a tormented and driven look, “I was just f-f-f-finkin’—” he went on in a dissonant and confused tone, then, suddenly catching sight of her white startled face, he smote himself suddenly and hard upon his temple with the heel of one large hand, and cried out, “Haw!” in a tone of such idiot exuberance and exultancy that it is impossible to reproduce in words the limitless and earthy vulgarity of its humor. At the same time he prodded his mother stiffly in the ribs with his clumsy fingers, an act that made her shriek out resentfully, and then say in a vexed and fretful tone:


  “I’ll vow, boy! You act like a regular idiot! If I didn’t have any more sense than to go and play a trick like that—I’d be ash-a-a-med—ash-a-a-a-med,” she whispered, with a puckered mouth, as she shook her head at him in a movement of strong deprecation, scorn, and reproof. “I’d be ashamed to let any one know I was such a fool,” his mother said.


  “Whah! Whah!” Luke shouted with his wild, limitlessly exuberant laugh, that was so devastating in its idiot exultancy that all words, reproaches, scorn, or attempts at reason were instantly reduced to nothing by it. “Whee!” he cried, prodding her in her resentful ribs again, his handsome face broken by his huge and exuberant smile. Then, as if cherishing something secret and uncommunicably funny in its idiot humor, he smote himself upon the forehead again, cried out, “Whah—Whah!” and then, shaking his grinning face to himself in this movement of secret and convulsive humor, he said: “Whee! Go-o-d-damn!” in a tone of mincing and ironic refinement.


  “Why, what on earth has got into you, boy!” his mother cried out fretfully. “Why, you’re actin’ like a regular simpleton, I’ll vow you are!”


  “Whah! Whah!” Luke cried exultantly.


  “Now, I don’t know where it comes from,” said his mother judicially, with a deliberate and meditative sarcasm, as if she were seriously considering the origin of his lunacy. “There’s one thing sure: you never got it from me. Now, all my people had their wits about them—now, say what you please,” she went on in a thoughtful tone, as she stared with puckered mouth into the fire, “I never heard of a weak-minded one in the whole crowd——”


  “Whah—whah!” he cried.


  “—So you didn’t get it from any of my people,” she went on with deliberate and telling force—“no, you didn’t!” she said.


  “Whah-h!” he prodded her in the ribs again, and then immediately, and in a very earnest tone, he said:


  “W-w-w-wy, I was just f-f-f-finkin’ it would be a good idea if we all w-w-w-went for a little ride. F-f-f-frankly, I fink it would do us good,” he said, looking at Eugene with a very earnest look in his restless and tormented eyes. “I fink we need it! F-f-f-frankly, I fink we do,” he said, and then added abruptly and eagerly as he thrust his clumsy fingers through his hair: “W-w-w-wy, what do you say?”


  “Why, yes!” his mother responded with an instant alacrity as she got up from her chair. “That’s the very thing! A little breath of fresh air is just the thing we need—as the feller says,” she said, turning to Eugene now and beginning to laugh slyly, and with pleasure, passing one finger shyly underneath her broad red nose-wing as she spoke—, “as the feller says, it costs nothin’ and it’s Nature’s sovereign remedy, good for man and good for beast!—So let’s all get out into the light of open day again,” she said with rhetorical deliberation, “and breathe in God’s fresh air like He intended we should do—for there’s one thing sure,” his mother went on in tones of solemn warning, which seemed directed to a vast unseen audience of the universe rather than to themselves, “there’s one thing sure—you can’t violate the laws of God or nature,” she said decisively, “or you’ll pay for it—as sure as you’re born. As sure as you’re born,” she whispered. “Why, yes, now!”—she went on, with a start of recollective memory—“Here now!—Say!—Didn’t I see it—wasn’t I readin’—Why, here, you know, the other day,” she went on impatiently, as if the subject of these obscure broken references must instantly be clear to every one—“why, it was in the paper, you know—this article written by Doctor Royal S. Copeland,” his mother said, nodding her head with deliberate satisfaction over his name, and pronouncing the full title sonorously with the obvious satisfaction that titles and distinctions always gave her—“that’s who it was all right, sayin’ that fresh air was the thing that every one must have, and that all of us should take good care to——”


  “Now, M-m-m-m-mama,” said Luke, who had paid no attention at all to what she had been saying, but had stood there during all the time she was speaking, breathing his large, weary, and unhappy breath, thrusting his clumsy fingers through his hair, as his harassed and tormented eyes flickered restlessly about the room in a driven but unseeing stare:—“Now, M-m-m-mama!” he said in a tone of exasperated and frenzied impatience, “if we’re g-g-g-going we’ve g-g-g-got to get started! N-n-n-now I d-d-don’t mean next W-w-w-w-Wednesday,” he snarled, with exasperated sarcasm, “I d-d-d-don’t m-m-m-mean the firteenth of next July. But—now—now—now,” he muttered crazily, coming to her with his large hands lifted like claws, the fingers working, and with a look of fiendish madness in his eyes.


  “Now!” he whispered hoarsely. “This week! Today! This afternoon! A-a-a-a-at once!” he barked suddenly, jumping at her comically, then thrusting his hand through his hair again, he said in a weary and exasperated voice:


  “M-m-m-mama, will you please get ready! I b-b-b-beg of you. I beseech you—please!” he said, in tortured entreaty.


  “All right! All right!” his mother replied instantly in a tone of the heartiest and most conciliatory agreement. “I’ll be ready in five minutes! I’ll just go back here and put on a coat over this old dress—so folks won’t see me,” she laughed shyly, “an’ I’ll be ready before you know it!—Pshaw, boy!” she now said in a rather nettled tone, as if the afterthought of his impatience had angered her a little, “now you don’t need to worry about my being ready,” she said, “because when the time comes—I’ll be there!” she said, with the loose, deliberate, man-like gesture of her right hand and in tones of telling deliberation. “Now you worry about yourself!” she said. “For I’ll be ready before you are—yes, and I’m never late for an appointment, either,” she said strongly, “and that’s more than you can say—for I’ve seen you miss ’em time an’ time again.”


  During all this time Luke had been thrusting his fingers through his hair, breathing heavily and unhappily, and pawing and muttering over a mass of thumbed envelopes and papers which were covered with the undecipherable scrawls and jottings of his nervous hand: “T-t-t-Tuesday,” he muttered, “Tuesday ... Tuesday in Blackstone—B-b-b-b-Blackstone—Blackstone—Blackstone, South Car’lina,” he muttered in a confused and distracted manner, as if these names were completely meaningless to him, and he had never heard them before. “Now—ah!” he suddenly sang out in a rich tenor voice, as he lifted his hand, thrust his fingers through his hair, and stared wildly ahead of him—“meet Livermore in Blackstone Tuesday morning—see p-p-p-p-prospect in G-g-g-g-Gadsby Tuesday afternoon about—about—about—Wheet!”—here he whistled sharply, as he always did when hung upon a word—“about a new set of batteries for his Model X—Style 37—lighting system—which the cheap p-p-p-penny-pinching South Car’lina bastard w-w-w-wants for nothing—Wednesday m-m-m-morning b-b-b-back to Blackstone—F’ursday ... w-w-w-wy,” he muttered pawing clumsily and confusedly at his envelopes with a demented glare—“F-f-f-f-f’ursday—you—ah—j-j-j-jump over to C-c-c-Cavendish to t-t-t-try to persuade that ignorant red-faced nigger-Baptist son-of-a-bitch that it’s f-f-f-for his own b-b-b-best interests to scrap the-the-w-w-w-wy the d-d-d-decrepit pile of junk he’s been using since S-s-s-Sherman marched through Georgia and b-b-b-buy the new X50 model T Style 46 transmission——


  “M-m-m-mama!” he cried suddenly, turning toward her with a movement of frenzied and exasperated entreaty. “Will you please kindly have the g-g-g-goodness and the m-m-m-mercy to do me the favor to b-b-b-begin to commence—w-w-w-w-wy—to start—to make up your mind—to get ready,” he snarled bitterly. “W-w-w-w-wy sometime before midnight—I b-b-b-beg of you ... I beseech you ... I ask it of you p-p-p-please, for my sake—for all our sakes—for God’s sake!” he cried with frenzied and maddened desperation.


  “All right! All right!” his mother cried hastily in a placating and reassuring tone beginning to move with an awkward, distracted, bridling movement that got her nowhere, since there were two doors to the parlor and she was trying to go out both of them at the same time. “All right!” she said decisively, at length getting started toward the door nearest her. “I’ll just go back there an’ slip on a coat—and I’ll be with you in a jiffy!” she said with comforting assurance.


  “If you please!” Luke said with an ironic and tormented obsequiousness of entreaty, as he fumbled through his mass of envelopes. “If you please! W-w-w-wy I’d certainly be m-m-m-m-much obliged to you if you would!” he said.


  At this moment, however, a car halted at the curb outside, some one got out, and in a moment more they could hear Helen’s voice, as she came towards the house, calling back to her husband in tones of exasperated annoyance:


  “All right, Hugh! All right! I’m coming!”—although she was really going toward the house. “Will you kindly leave me alone for just a moment! Good heavens! Will I never get a little peace? All right! All right! I’m coming! For God’s sake, leave me alone for just five minutes, or you’ll drive me crazy!” she stormed, and with a high-cracked note of frenzied strain and exasperation that was almost like hysteria.


  “All right, Mr. Barton,” she now said to her husband in a more good-humored tone. “Now you just hold your horses for a minute and I’ll come on out. The house is not going to burn down before we get there.”


  His lean, seamed, devoted face broke into a slow, almost unwilling grin, in which somehow all of the submission, loyalty and goodness of his soul was legible, and Helen turned, came up on the porch, opened the hall door, and came into the parlor where they were, beginning to speak immediately in a tone of frenzied and tortured exacerbation of the nerves and with her large, gaunt, liberal features strained to the breaking point of nervous hysteria.


  “My God!” she said in a tone of weary exasperation. “If I don’t get away from them soon I’m going to lose my mind! ... From the moment that I get up in the morning I never get a moment’s peace! Some one’s after me all day long from morn to night! Why, good heavens, Mama!” she cried out in a tone of desperate fury, and as if Eliza had contradicted something she had said, “I’ve got troubles enough of my own, without any one else putting theirs on me! Have they got no one else they can go to? Haven’t they got homes of their own to look after? Do I have to bear the burden of it all for every one all my life?” she stormed in a voice that was so hoarse, strained and exasperated now that she was almost weeping. “Do I have to be the goat all my life? Oh, I want a little peace,” she cried desperately. “I just want to be left alone by myself once in a while!—The rest of you don’t have to worry!” she said accusingly. “You don’t have to stand for it. You can get away from it!” she cried. “You don’t know—you don’t know!” she said furiously, “what I put up with—but if I don’t get away from it soon, I’m going all to pieces.”


  During all the time that Helen had been pouring out her tirade of the wrongs and injuries that had been inflicted on her, Luke had acted as a kind of dutiful and obsequious chorus, punctuating all the places where she had to pause to pant for breath, with such remarks as——


  “W-w-w-w-well, you d-d-do too much for every one and they don’t appreciate it—that’s the trouble,” or, “I f-f-f-f-fink I’d tell them all to p-p-p-p-politely step to hell—f-f-frankly I fink you owe it to yourself to do it! W-w-w-wy you’ll only w-w-w-wear yourself out doing for others and in the end you d-d-d-don’t get so m-m-m-much as one good Goddamn for all your trouble! F-f-f-frankly, I mean it!” he would say with a very earnest look on his harassed and drawn face. “W-w-w-wy hereafter I’d let ’em g-g-g-g-go to hell!”


  —“If they’d only show a little appreciation once in a while I wouldn’t mind so much,” she panted. “But do you think they care? Do you think it ever occurs to them to lift a hand to help me when they see me working my fingers to the bone for them? Why,” and here her big-boned generous face worked convulsively, “if I should work myself to death for them, do you think any of them would even so much as send a bunch of flowers to the funeral?”


  Luke laughed with jeering scorn: “W-w-w-wy,” he said, “it is to laugh! It is to laugh! They w-w-wouldn’t send a G-g-g-g-God-damn thing—n-n-n-not even a ten-cent b-b-b-bunch of-of-w-w-w-w-wy—of turnip-greens!” he said.


  “All right! All right!” Helen again cried furiously through the door, as Barton sounded a long imperative blast of protest and impatience on his horn. “All right, Hugh! I’m coming! Good heavens, can’t you leave me in peace for just five minutes! ... Hugh, please! Please!” she stormed in a tone of frenzied exasperation as he sourly answered her. “Give me a little time alone, I beg of you—or I’ll go mad!”—And she turned to them again, panting and with the racked and strained expression of hysteria on her big-boned features. In a moment, her harassed and driven look relaxed somewhat, and the big rough bawdy smile began to shape itself again around the corners of her generous mouth.


  “My God, Mama,” she said in a tone of quiet and weary despair, but with this faint lewd smile about her mouth and growing deeper as she spoke, “what am I going to do about it? Will you please tell me that? Did you have to put up with that when you and Papa were together? Is that the way it is? Is there no such thing as peace and privacy in this world? Now, I’d like to know. When you marry one of them, does that mean that you’ll never get a moment’s peace or privacy alone as long as you live? Now, there are some things you like to do alone”—she said, and by this time the lewd smile had deepened perceptibly around her mouth. “Why, it’s got so,” she said, “that I’m almost afraid to go to the bath-room anymore——”


  “Whew-w!” shrieked Eliza, laughing, putting one finger underneath her nose.


  “Yes, sir,” Helen said quietly, with the lewd smile now deep and loose around her mouth. “I’ve just got so I’m almost afraid to go, I don’t know from one moment to the next whether one of them is going to come in and keep me company or not.”


  “Whew!” Eliza cried. “Why, you’ll have to put up signs! ‘No Visitors Allowed!’—that’s exactly what you ought to say! I’d fix ’em! I’d do it like a shot,” she said.


  Helen sniggered hoarsely, and absently began to pluck at her chin.


  “But oh!” she said with a sigh. “If only they’d leave me alone an hour a day! If only I could get away for just an hour——”


  “W-w-w-wy!” Luke began. “Why don’t you c-c-come with us! F-f-f-frankly, I fink you ought to do it! I fink the change would do you good,” he said.


  “Why?” she said rather dully, yet curiously. “Where are you going?”


  “W-w-w-wy,” he said, “we were just starting for a little ride. ... Mama!” he burst out suddenly in a tone of exasperated entreaty—“Will you k-k-k-kindly go and get yourself ready? W-w-wy, its [it’s] g-g-g-going to get d-d-d-dark before we get started,” he said bitterly, as if she had kept him waiting all this time. “Now, please—I b-b-b-beg of you—to g-g-g-get ready—wy-wy-wy without f-f-f-further delay—now, I ask it of you, for God’s sake!” he said, and then turning to Helen with a movement of utter exasperation and defeat, he shuddered convulsively, thrust his fingers through his hair, and moaned “Ah-h-h-h-h-h!” after which he began to mutter “My God! My God! My God!”


  “All right, sir! All right!” Eliza said briskly, in a conciliating tone. “I’ll just go right back here and put my coat and hat on and I won’t keep you waitin’ five——”


  “Wy, wy, wy. If you p-p-please, Mama,” said Luke with a tortured and ironic bow. “If you p-p-please.”


  At length, they really did get out of the house and were assembled on the curb in the last throes of departure. Luke, breathing stertorously his large unhappy breath, began to walk about his battered little car, casting uneasy and worried looks at it and falling upon it violently from time to time, kicking it in the tires with his large flat feet, smiting it with a broad palm and seizing it by the sides and shaking it so savagely that its instant dissolution seemed inevitable. Meanwhile Eliza stood planted solidly, facing her house, her hands clasped loosely at the waist, and her powerful and delicate mouth pursed reflectively as she surveyed her property—a characteristic gesture that always marked every departure from the house and every return to it, in which the whole power and relish of possession was evident. As for Barton, while these inevitable ceremonies were taking place, he just sat in his car with a kind of sour resigned patience, and waited. And Helen, while this was going on, had taken Eugene by the arm and walked a few paces down the street with him, talking all the time in a broken and abstracted way, of which the reference could only be inferred:


  “You see, don’t you? ... You see what I’ve got to put up with, don’t you? ... You only get it for a little while when you come here, but with me it’s all the time and all the time”—Suddenly she turned to him, looked him directly in the eye, and speaking quietly to him, but with a curious, brooding and disturbing inflection in her voice, she said:


  “Do you know what day this is?”


  “No.”


  “Do you realize that Ben died five years ago this morning?—I was thinking of it yesterday when she was talking about getting that room ready for those people who are coming,” she muttered, and with a note of weary bitterness in her voice. For a moment her big-boned face was marked with the faint tension of hysteria, and her eyes looked dark and lustreless and strained as she plucked absently at her large chin. “But do you see how she can do it?” she went on in a low tone of brooding and weary resignation. “Do you understand how she can ever bear to go back in there? Do you see how she can rent that room out to any cheap roomer who comes along? Do you realize that she’s got the same bed in there he died on,” she said morbidly, “the same mattress?—K-k-k-k-k-k!” she laughed softly and huskily, poking at his ribs. “She’ll have you sleeping on it next”——


  “I’ll be damned if she does!”


  “K-k-k-k-k-k-k!”


  “Do you think I could be sleeping on it now!” Eugene said with a feeling of black horror and dread around his heart.


  “K-k-k-k-k-k!” she snickered. “Would you like that? Would you sleep better if you knew it was? ... No,” she said quietly, shaking her head. “Uh-uh. I don’t think so. It’s still up there in the same room. She may have painted the bed, but otherwise I don’t think she’s changed a thing. Have you ever been back up there since he died?” she said curiously.


  “My God, no! Have you?”


  She shook her head: “Not I,” she said with weary finality. “I’ve never even been up-stairs since that morning. ... Hugh hates the place,” she muttered, looking towards him. “He doesn’t even like to stop and wait for me. He won’t come in.”


  Then she was silent for a moment as they looked at the gaunt ugly bay of the room upstairs where Ben had died. In the yard the maple trees were thinning rapidly; the leaves were sere and yellow and were floating to the ground. And the old house stood there in all its ugly, harsh, and prognathous bleakness, its paint of rusty yellow scaling from it in patches, and weathered and dilapidated as Eugene had never seen it before, but incredibly near, incredibly natural and familiar, so that all its ghosts of pain and grief and bitterness, its memories of joy and magic and lost time, the thousand histories of all the vanished people it had sheltered, whom all of them had known, revived instantly with an intolerable and dream-like strangeness and familiarity.


  And now, as they looked up at the bleak windows of the room in which he died, the memory of his death’s black horror passed across their souls a minute, and then was gone, leaving them only with the fatality of weary resignation which they had learned from it. In a moment, with a look of ancient and indifferent weariness and grief in her eyes, Helen turned to him, and with a faint rough smile, around her mouth, said quietly:


  “Does he ever bother you at night?—When the wind begins to howl around the house, do you ever hear him walking up there? Has he been in to see you yet?—K-k-k-k-k-k!” she poked him with her big stiff finger, laughing huskily, and then in a low, sombrely brooding tone, as if the grisly suggestion were his, she shook her head, saying:


  “Forget about it! They don’t come back, Eugene! I used to think they did, but now I know they never do.—He won’t come,” she muttered, as she shook her head. “Forget about it. He won’t come. Just forget about it,” she continued, looking at Eliza with weary resignation. “It’s not her fault. I used to think that you could change them. But you can’t. Uh-uh,” she muttered, plucking at her large, cleft chin. “It can’t be done. They never change.”


  Luke stood distractedly for a moment on the curbstone, breathing his large unhappy breath and thrusting his clumsy fingers strongly through the flashing whirls and coils of his incredible hair:


  “Now—ah!” he sang out richly. “Let me see! I—wy—I fink! M-m-m-mama, if you please!” he said. “Wy if you please!” with an exasperated and ironic obsequiousness.


  She had been standing there, planted squarely on the sidewalk, facing her house. She stood with her hands clasped loosely across her stomach, and as she looked at the gaunt weathered shape of the old house, her mouth was puckered in an expression of powerful rumination in which the whole terrible legend of blood and hunger and desperate tenacity—the huge clutch of property and possession which, with her, was like the desperate clutch of life itself—was evident.


  What was this great claw in her life—this thing that was stronger than life or death or motherhood—which made her hold on to anything which had ever come into her possession, which made her cling desperately to everything which she had ever owned—old bottles, papers, pieces of string, worn-out gloves with all the fingers missing, frayed cast-off sweaters which some departed boarder had left behind him, postcards, souvenirs, sea-shells, cocoanuts, old battered trunks, dilapidated furniture which could be no longer used, calendars for the year 1906, showing coy maidens simpering sidewise out beneath the crisply ruffled pleatings of a Japanese parasol—a mountainous accumulation of old junk for which the old dilapidated house had now become a fit museum.


  Then in the wink of an eye she would pour thousands of dollars after the crazy promises of boom-town real-estate speculation that by comparison made the wildest infatuation of a drunken race-track gambler look like the austere process of a coldly reasoning mind.


  Even as she stood there staring at her house with her pursed mouth of powerful and ruminant satisfaction, another evidence of this madness of possession was staring in their face. At the end of the alley slope, behind the house, there was a dilapidated old shed or house of whitewashed boards, which had been built in earlier times as a carriage house. Now through the open entrance of this shed, they could see the huge and dusty relic of Eliza’s motor car. She had bought it four years before, and bought it instantly one day before they knew about it, and paid $2000 in hard cash for it—and why she bought it, what mad compulsion of her spirit made her buy it, no one knew, and least of all Eliza.


  For from that day to this that car had never left the carriage house. Year by year, in spite of protests, oaths, and prayers, and all their frantic pleading, she had got no use from it herself, and would let no one else use it. No, what is more, she had even refused to sell it later, although a man had made her a good offer. Rather she pursed her lips reflectively, smiled in a bantering fashion, and said evasively: “Well, I’ll see now! I’ll think it over!—I want to study about it a little—you come back later and I’ll let you know! ... I want to think about it!”—as if, by hanging on to this mass of rusty machinery, she hoped it would increase in value and that she could sell it some day for twice the price she paid for it, if only she “held on” long enough.


  And at first they had all wrestled by turns with the octopal convolutions of her terrific character, exhausting all the strength and energy in them against the substance of a will that was like something which always gave and never yielded, which could be grasped, compressed, and throttled in the hard grip of their furious hands, only to bulge out in new shapes and forms and combinations—which flowed, gave, withdrew, receded and advanced, but which remained itself forever, and beat everything before it in the end.


  Now, for a moment, as Luke saw the car he was goaded into the old madness of despair. Thrusting his fingers through his hair, and with a look of desperate exasperation in his tortured eyes, he began, “M-m-m-mama—M-m-m-mama—I beg of you, I—wy I entreat you,—w-w-w-wy I beseech you either to s-s-s-sell that God-damn thing or—wy—g-g-g-get a little s-s-service out of it.”


  “Well, now,” Eliza said quickly and in a conciliating tone, “we’ll see about it!”


  “S-s-s-see about it!” he stammered bitterly. “See about it! In G-g-g-God’s name, what is there to see about! M-m-m-mama, the car’s there—there—there—” he muttered crazily, poking his clumsy finger in a series of jerky and convulsive movements in the direction of the carriage house. “It’s there!” he croaked madly. “C-c-c-can’t you understand that? W-w-w-wy, it’s rotting away on its God-damn wheels—M-m-m-mama, will you please get it into your head that it’s not g-g-g-going to do you or any one else any good unless you take it out and use it?”


  “Well, as I say now”—she began hastily, and in a diplomatic tone of voice.


  “M-m-m-m-mama”—he began, again thrusting at his hair—“wy, I beg of you—I beseech you to sell it, g-g-g-give it away, or wy-wy-wy try to get a little use out of it!—Let me take it out and drive you round the block in it—w-w-w-wy—just once! Just once! F-f-f-frankly, I’d like to have the satisfaction of knowing you’d had that much out of it!” he said. “Wy, I’ll p-p-p-pay for the gas, if that’s what’s worrying you! Wy, I’ll do it with pleasure! ... But just let me take it out of that G-g-g-g-God-damn place if all—if all—wy if all I do is drive you to the corner! Now, please!” he begged, with an almost frantic note of entreaty.


  “Why, no, boy!” she cried out in a startled tone. “We can’t do that!”


  “C-c-c-can’t do that!” he stuttered bitterly. “Wy, in G-g-g-g-God’s name, why can’t we?”


  “I’d be afra-a-id!” she said with a little troubled smile, as she shook her head. “Hm! I’d be afraid!”


  “Wy-wy-wy-wy afraid!” he yelled. “Wy, what’s there to be afraid of, in God’s name?”


  “I’d be afraid you’d do something to it,” she said with her troubled smile. “I’d be afraid you’d smash it up or run over some one with it. No, child,” she said gravely, as she shook her head. “I’d be afraid to let you drive it. You’re too nervous.”


  “Ah-h-h-h-h-h!” he breathed clutching convulsively in his hair as his eyes flickered madly about in his head. “Ah-h-h-h-h! M-m-m-merciful God!” he muttered. “M-m-m-m-m-merciful God!”—and then laughed wildly, frantically, and bitterly.


  Now Helen spoke curiously, plucking reflectively at her large chin, but with weariness and resignation in her accent as if already she knew the answer:


  “Mama, what are you going to do with your car? It seems a shame to let it rot away back there after you’ve paid out all that money for it. Aren’t you going to try to get any use out of it at all?”


  “Well, now, as I say,” Eliza began smugly, pursing her lips with ruminative relish as she looked into the air, “I’m just waitin’ for the chance—I’m just waitin’ till the first fine day to come along—and then, I’ve got a good notion to take that thing out and learn to run it myself.”


  “Oh, Mama,” Helen began quietly and wearily, “good heavens——”


  “Why, yes!” Eliza cried nodding her head briskly. “I could do it! Now, I can do most anything when I make my mind up to it! Now I’ve never seen anything yet I couldn’t do if I had to! ... So I’m just waitin’ until spring comes round again, and I’m goin’ to take that car out and drive it all around,” she said. “I’m just goin’ to sit up there an’ enjoy the scenery an’ have a big time,” said Eliza with her little tremulous smile. “That’s what I’m goin’ to do,” she said.


  “All right,” Helen said wearily. “Have it your own way. Do as you please: it’s your own funeral! Only it seems a shame to let it go to waste after you’ve spent all that money on it.”


  But turning to Eugene, and speaking in a lowered tone, she said to him, with the faint tracing of hysteria on her big-decent face, and weariness and resignation in her voice:


  “Well, what are you going to do about it? I used to think that you could change her, but now I know she never will. ... I’ve given up trying. It’s no use,” she muttered. “It’s no use. I worked my fingers to the bone to help them save a nickel—and you see what comes of it. ... I did the work of a nigger in the kitchen from the time I was ten years old—and you see what comes of it, don’t you? I went off and sang my way around the country in cheap moving-picture shows ... and came up here and waited on the tables to help feed a crowd of cheap boarders—and Luke sold The Saturday Evening Post, and peddled hot dogs and toy balloons—and you got up at three o’clock, carried the morning paper—and they let Ben go to hell until his lungs were gone and it was too late—and you see what it all comes to in the end, don’t you? ... It’s all given away to real-estate men or thrown away for automobiles they never use. I’ve given up worrying,” she said. “I don’t think about it any more. ... They don’t change,” she muttered. “I used to think they did but now I know they don’t. Uh-uh. They don’t change! ... Well, forget about it,” and she turned wearily away.


  The year Eliza bought the car, Eugene had been eighteen years old, and was a Junior at the State University. When he came home that year, he asked her if she would let him learn to drive it. It was about the time when every one in town was beginning to own motor cars. When he walked up town, every one he knew would drive by him in an automobile. Every one on earth was beginning to live upon a wheel. Somehow it gave him a naked and desolate feeling, as if he had nowhere to go, and no door to enter. When he asked her if she would let him take the car out and learn to drive it, she had looked at him a moment with her hands clasped loosely at the waist, her head cocked quizzically to one side, and the little tremulous and bantering smile that had always filled him with such choking exasperation and wordless shame, and somehow with a nameless and intolerable pity, too, because behind it he felt always her high white forehead, and her faded, weak, and childlike eyes, the naked intelligence, whiteness, and immortal innocence of the child that was looking straight through the mask of years with all the deathless hope and faith and confidence of her life and character.


  Now, for the last time, he asked her again the question he had asked with such an earnest hope so many times before. And instantly, as if he had dreamed her answer, she replied—the same reply that she had always made, the only reply the invincible procrastination of her soul could make.


  “Hm!” she said, making the bantering and humming noise in her throat as she looked at him. “Wha-a-a-t! Why, you’re my ba-a-a-by!” she said with jesting earnestness, as she laid her strong worn hand loosely on his shoulder. “No, sir!” she said quickly and quietly, shaking her head in a swift side-ways movement. “I’d be afra-a-id, afraid,” she whispered.


  “Mama, afraid of what?”


  “Why, child,” she said gravely, “I’d be afraid you’d go and hurt yourself. Uh-uh,” she shook her head quickly and shortly. “I’d be afraid to let you try it—well, we’ll see,” she said, turning it off easily in an evasive and conciliatory tone. “We’ll see about it. I’d like to study about it a little first.”


  After that, there was nothing to do except to curse and beat their fists into the wall. And after that there was nothing to do at all. She had beaten them all, and they knew it. Their curses, prayers, oaths, persuasions and strangled cries availed them nothing. She had beaten them all, and finally they spoke no more to her or to themselves about her motor car: the gigantic folly of that mad wastefulness evoked for them all memories so painful, desolate and tragic—a memory of the fatality of blood and nature which could not be altered, of the done which could be undone never, and of the web of fate in which their lives were meshed—that they knew there was no guilt, no innocence, no victory, and no change. They were what they were, and they had no more to say.


  So was it now as she stood planted there before her house. As she had grown older, her body had grown clumsier with the shapeless heaviness of age: as she stood there with her hands clasped in this attitude of ruminant relish, she seemed to be planted solidly on the pavement, and somehow to own, inhabit, and possess the very bricks she walked on. She owned the street, the pavement, and finally her terrific ownership of the house was as apparent as if the house were living and could speak to her. For the rest of them that old bleak house had now so many memories of grief and death and intolerable, incurable regret that in their hearts they hated it; but although she had seen a son strangle to death in one of its bleak rooms, she loved the house as if it were a part of her own life—as it was—and her love for it was greater than her love for any one or anything else on earth.


  And yet, for her, even if that house, the whole world, fell in ruins around her, there could be no ruin—her spirit was as everlasting as the earth on which she walked, and could not be touched—no matter what catastrophes of grief, death, tragic loss, and unfulfilment might break the lives of other men—she was triumphant over the ravages of time and accident, and would be triumphant to her death. For there was only the inevitable fulfilment of her own destiny—and ruin, loss, and death availed not—she would be fulfilled. She had lived ten lives, and now she was embarked upon another one, and so it had been ordered in the beginning: this was all that mattered in the end.


  But now, Luke, seeing her, as she stood planted there in all-engulfing rumination, thrust his hands distractedly through his shining hair again, and cried to her with exasperated entreaty:


  “W-w-w-wy, Mama, if you please! I b-b-b-beg of you and beseech you, if you please!”


  “I’m ready!” Eliza cried, starting and turning from her powerful contemplation of her house. “This very minute, sir! Come on!”


  “Wy, if you p-p-p-please!” he muttered, thrusting at his hair.


  They walked towards his car, which he had halted in the alley-way beside the house. A few leaves, sere and yellow, from the maples in the yard, were drifting slowly to the ground.


  [¬]


  XLI


  During all that time, when he was waiting with a desperate hope that rose each day to the frenzy of a madman’s certitude, and sank each day to the abyss of his despair, for the magic letter which was coming to him from the city, and which would instantly give him all the fortune, fame, and triumph for which his soul was panting, his family looked at him with troubled question in their eyes. His enthusiastic hopes and assurances of the great success that he would have from writing plays seemed visionary and remote to them. Perhaps they were right about this, although the reason that they had for thinking so was wrong.


  Thus, although they said little to Eugene at this time about his plans for the future, and what they did say was meant to hearten him, their doubt and disbelief was evident, and sometimes when he came into the house, he could hear them talking in a troubled way about him:


  “Mama,” he heard his sister say one day, as she sat talking with his mother in the kitchen, “what does Gene intend to do? Have you heard him say yet?”


  “Why, no-o-o!” his mother answered slowly, in a puzzled and meditative tone. “He hasn’t said. At least he says he’s goin’ to write plays,—of course, I reckon he’s waiting to hear from those people in New York about that play he’s written,” she added quickly.


  “Well, I know,” his sister answered wearily. “That’s all very fine—if he can do it. But, good heavens, Mama!” she cried furiously—“you can’t live on hope like that! Gene’s only one out of a million! Can’t you realize that?—Why, they used to think I had some talent as a singer”—here she laughed ironically, a husky high falsetto, “I used to think so, myself—but you don’t notice that it ever got me anywhere, do you? No, sir!” she said positively. “There are thousands more just like Gene, who are trying to get ahead and make a name for themselves. Why should he think he’s any better than the rest of them? Why, it might be years before he got a play produced—and even then, how can he tell that it would be a success?—What’s he going to live on? How’s he going to keep going until all this happens? What’s he going to do?—You know, Mama, Gene’s no little boy any more. Please get that into your head,” she said sharply, as if her mother had questioned the accuracy of her remark. “No, sir! No, sir!” she laughed ironically and huskily. “Your baby is a grown man, and it’s time he waked up to the fact that he’s got to support himself from now on.—Mama, do you realize that it has been over four months since Gene left Harvard and, so far as I can see, he has made no effort yet to get a job. What does he intend to do?” she said angrily. “You know, he just can’t mope around like this all his days! Sooner or later he’s got to find some work to do!”


  In all these words, there was apparent not so much hostility and antagonism as the driving fury and unrest of Helen’s nervous, exacerbated, dissonant, and unhappy character, which could lavish kindness and affection one moment, and abuse and criticism the next. These were really only signs of the frenzy and unrest in her large, tortured, but immensely generous spirit. Thus, she would rage and storm at her husband at one moment for “moping about the house,” telling him, “for heaven’s sake am I never to be left alone! Am I never to get a moment’s peace or quiet? Must I have you around me every moment of my life? In God’s name, Hugh—go! go! go!—Leave me alone for a few minutes, I beg of you!”—and by this time his sister’s voice would be cracked and strident, her breath coming hoarsely and almost with a sob of hysteria. And yet, she could be just as violent in her sense of wrong and injustice done to her if she thought he was giving too much time to business, rushing through his meals, reading a book when he should be listening to her tirade, or staying away from home too much.


  Poor, tortured, and unhappy spirit, with all the grandeur, valor, and affection that Eugene knew so well, it had found, since her father’s death, no medicine for the huge and constant frenzy of its own unrest, no guide or savior to work for it the miracle of salvation it must work itself, and it turned and lashed out at the world, demanding a loneliness which it could not have endured for three days running, a peace and quiet from its own fury, a release from its own injustice. And it was for this reason—because her own unrest and frenzy made her lash out constantly against the world, praising one week, condemning the next, accusing life and people of doing her some injury or wrong that she had done herself—it was for this reason, more than for any other, that Helen now lashed out about Eugene to their mother.


  And because Eugene was strung on the same wires, shaped from the same clay, cut from the same kind and plan and quality, he stood there in the hall-way as he heard her, his face convulsed and livid, his limbs trembling with rage, his bowels and his heart sick and trembling with a hideous gray nausea of hopelessness and despair, his throat choking with an intolerable anguish of resentment and wrong, as he heard Helen’s voice, and before he rushed back into the kitchen to quarrel with her and his mother.


  “Well, now,” he heard his mother say in a diplomatic and hopeful tone that somehow only served to increase his feeling of rage and exasperation—“well, now—well, now,” she said, “let’s wait and see! Let’s wait and see what happens with this play. Perhaps he’ll hear tomorrow that they have taken it. Maybe it’s going to be all right, after all!”


  “Going to be all right!” Eugene fairly screamed at this juncture, rushing in upon them in the kitchen. “You’re God-damned right it’s going to be all right. I’ll tell you what’s all right!” he panted, because his breath was laboring against his ribs as if he had run up a steep hill—“if it was some damned real-estate man, that would be all right! If it’s some cheap shyster lawyer, that would be all right! If it was some damned rascal sitting on his tail up here in the bank, cheating you out of all you’ve got, that would be all right—hey?” he snarled, conscious that his words had no meaning or coherence, but unable to utter any of the things he wished to say and that welled up in that wave of hot and choking resentment. “O yes! The big man! The great man! The big deacon—Mr. Scroop Pegram—the big bank president—that would be all right, wouldn’t it?” he cried in a choked and trembling voice. “You’d get down on your hands and knees, and crawl if he spoke to you, wouldn’t you?—‘O thank you, Mr. Pegram, for letting me put my money in your bank so you can loan it out to a bunch of God-dam real-estate crooks,’” he sneered, in an infuriated parody of whining servility. “‘Thank you, sir,’” he said, and in spite of the fact that these words made almost no coherent meaning, his mother began to purse her lips rapidly in an excited fashion, and his sister’s big-boned face reddened with anger.


  “Now,” his mother said sternly, as she levelled her index finger at him, “I want to tell you something! You may sneer all you please, sir, at Scroop Pegram, but he’s a man who has worked all his life for everything he has——”


  “Yes,” Eugene said bitterly, “and for everything you have, too—for that’s where it’s going in the end.”


  “He has made his own way since his childhood,” Eliza continued sternly and deliberately—“no one ever did anything for him, for there’s one thing sure:—there was no one in his family who was in a position to do it.—What he’s done he’s done for himself, without assistance and,” his mother said in a stern and telling voice, “without education—for he never had three months’ schoolin’ in his life—and today he’s got the respect of the community as much as any man I know.”


  “Yes! And most of their money, too,” Eugene cried.


  “You’d better not talk!” Helen said. “If I were you I wouldn’t talk! Don’t criticize other people until you show you’ve got it in you to do something for yourself,” she said.


  “You! You!” Eugene panted. “I’ll show you! Talking about me when my back is turned, hey? That’s the kind you are! All right! You wait and see! I’ll show you!” he said, in a choked and trembling whisper of fury and resentment.


  “All right,” Helen said in a hard and hostile voice. “I’ll wait and see. I hope you do. But you’ve got to show me that you’ve got it in you. It’s time for you to quit this foolishness and get a job! Don’t criticize other people until you show you’ve got it in you to support yourself,” she said.


  “No,” said Eliza, “for we’ve done as much for you as we are able to. You’ve had as good an education as any one could want—and now the rest is up to you,” she said sternly. “I’ve got no more money to pay out on you, so you can make your mind up to it from now on,” she said. “You’ve got to shift for yourself.”


  And in the warm and living silence of the kitchen, they looked at one another for a moment, all three, breathing heavily, and with hard and bitter eyes.


  “Well, Gene,” Helen said, “I know. Try to forget about it. You’ll change as you grow older,” she said wearily. “We’ve all been like that. We all have these wonderful ambitions to be somebody famous, but that all changes. I had them, too,” she said. “I was going to be a great singer, and have a career in opera, but that’s all over now, and I know I never will. You forget about it,” she said quietly and wearily. “It all seems wonderful to you, and you think that you can’t live without it, but you forget about it. Oh, of course you will!” she muttered, “of course! Why—!” she cried, shaking Eugene furiously, and now her voice had its old hearty and commanding ring,—“I’m going to beat you if you act like this! What if they don’t take your play! I’ll bet that has happened to plenty of people—Yes, sir!” she cried. “I’ll bet that has happened to all of them when they started out—and then they went on and made a big success of it later! Why, if those people didn’t take my play,” she said, “I’d sit down and write another one so good they’d be ashamed of themselves! Why, you’re only a kid yet!” she cried furiously, shaking Eugene, and frowning fiercely but with her tongue stuck out a little and a kind of grin on her big-boned liberal-looking face. “Don’t you know that! You’ve got loads of time yet! Your life’s ahead of you! Of course you will! Of course you will!” she cried, shaking him. “Don’t let a thing like this get you down! In ten years’ time you’ll look back on all this and laugh to think you were ever such a fool! Of course you will!”—and then as her husband, who had driven up before their mother’s house, now sounded on the horn for her, she said again, in the quiet and weary tone: “Well, Gene, forget about it! Life’s too short! I know,” she said mysteriously, “I know!”


  Then, as she started to go, she added casually, “Honey, come on over for supper, if you want to.—Now, it’s up to you. You can suit yourself!—You can do exactly as you please,” she said in the almost hard, deliberately indifferent tone with which she usually accompanied these invitations:


  “What would you like to eat?” she now said meditatively. “How about a nice thick steak,” she said juicily, as she winked at him. “I’ve got the whole half of a fried chicken left over from last night, that you can have if you come over!—Now, it’s up to you!” she cried out again in that almost hard challenging tone, as if he had shown signs of unwillingness or refusal. “I’m not going to urge you, but you’re welcome to it if you want to come.—How about a big dish full of string beans—some mashed potatoes—some stewed corn, and asparagus! How’d you like some great big wonderful sliced tomatoes with mayonnaise?—I’ve got a big deep peach and apple cobbler in the oven—do you think that’d go good smoking hot with a piece of butter and a hunk of American cheese?” she said, winking at him and smacking her lips comically. “Would that hit the spot? Hey?” she said, prodding him in the ribs with her big stiff fingers and then saying in a hoarse, burlesque, and nasal tone, in extravagant imitation of a girl they knew who had gone to New York, and had come back talking with the knowing, cock-sure nasal tone of the New Yorker.


  “Ah, fine, boys!” Helen said, in this burlesque tone. “Fine! Just like they give you in New York!” she said. Then turning away indifferently, she went down the steps, and across the walk towards her husband’s car, calling back in an almost hard and aggressive tone:


  “Well, you can do exactly as you like! No one is going to urge you to come if you don’t want to!”


  Then she got in the car, and they drove swiftly off down hill, turned the corner, and vanished.


  The reason, in fact, which argued in Eugene’s family’s mind against his succeeding in the work he wished to do, was the very thing that should have been all in his favor. But neither he nor his family thought so. It was this: a writer, they thought, should be a wonderful, mysterious, and remote sort of person—some one they had never known, like Irvin S. Cobb. “Now, this boy,” they argued in their minds, “our son and brother, is neither wonderful, mysterious, nor remote. We know all about him, we all grew up together here, and there’s no use talking—he’s the same kind of people that we are. His father was a stone-cutter—a man who was born on a farm and had to work all his life with his hands. And five of his father’s brothers were also stone-cutters, and had to earn their living in the same way—by the sweat of their brow. And his mother is a hard-working woman who brought up a big family, runs a boarding house and has had to scrape and save and labor all her life. Every one in this part of the country knows her family: her brothers are respected business men in town here, and there are hundreds of her kinsfolk—farmers, storekeepers, carpenters, lumber dealers, and the like—all through this section. Now, they’re all good, honest, decent, self-respecting people—no one can say they’re not—but there’s never been a writer in the crowd. No—and no doctors or lawyers either. Now there may have been a preacher or two—his Uncle Bascom was a preacher and a highly educated man too, always poking his nose into a book, and went to Harvard, and all,—yes, and now that we remember, always had queer notions like this boy—had to leave the church, you know, for being an agnostic, and was always writing poems, and all such as that. Well, this fellow is one of the same kind—a great book reader but with no practical business sense—and it seems to us he ought to get a job somewhere teaching school, or maybe some newspaper work—which he could do—or, perhaps, he should have studied law.”


  So did their minds work on this subject. Yet the very argument they made—that he was the same kind of person as the rest of them, and not remote, wonderful, or mysterious—should have been the chief thing in his favor. But none of them could see this. For where they thought there was nothing wonderful or mysterious about them, he thought that there was; and none of them could see that his greatest asset, his greatest advantage, if he had any, was that he was made out of the same earth—the same blood, bone, character, and fury—as the rest of them. For, could they only have known it, the reason he read all the books was not, as they all thought, because he was a bookish person, for he was not, but for the same reason that his mother was mad about property—talked, thought, felt, and dreamed about real estate all the time, and wanted to own the earth just as he wanted to devour it. Again, the fury that had made him read the books was the same thing that drove his brothers and his sisters around incessantly, feeding the huge fury of their own unrest, and making them talk constantly and to every one, until they knew all about the lives of all the butchers, bakers, merchants, lawyers, doctors, Greek restaurant owners, and Italian fruit dealers in the community.


  If they had understood this—that he had the same thing in him that they all had in them—they would have understood about his wanting to be a writer, and even the trouble in which presently he would involve himself, and that seemed so catastrophic and disgraceful to him at that time, would not have seemed so bad to them, for his father, one of his brothers, and several of his kinsmen had been in this same trouble—and it had caused no astonishment at all. But now that he had done this thing—now that the one they looked on as the scholar, and the bookish person, had done it—it was as if the leading deacon of the church had been caught in a raid on a bawdy house.


  Finally, there was to be some irony for Eugene later in the fact that, had he only known it and grasped it, there was ready to his use in that one conflict all of the substance and energy of the human drama, and that the only thing that was wonderful or important was that they were all full of the passion, stupidity, energy, hope, and folly of living men—fools, angels, guiltless and guilty all together, not to be praised or blamed, but just blood, bone, marrow, passion, feeling—the whole swarming web of life and error in full play and magnificently alive. As for the fancied woes and hardships of the young artist in conflict with the dull and brutal philistines,—that, he saw later, had had nothing to do with it, and was not worth a damn, any more than the plays that had been written in Professor Hatcher’s class, and in which a theatrical formula for living was presented in place of life. No; the conflict, the comedy, the tragedy,—the pain, the pride, the folly and the error—might have been just the same had Eugene wanted to be an aviator, a deep-sea diver, a bridge-builder, a professional pall-bearer, or a locomotive engineer. And the stuff of life was there in all its overwhelming richness, was right there in his grasp, but he could not see it, and would not use it. Instead he went snooping and prowling around the sterile old brothels of the stage, mistaking the glib concoctions of a counterfeit emotion for the very flesh and figure of reality. And this also has been true of every youth that ever walked the earth.


  The letter came at length one gray day in late October; and instantly, when he had opened it, and read the first words “We regret,” his life went gray as that gray day, and he thought that he would never have heart or hope nor know the living joy of work again. His flesh went dead and cold and sick, yet he read the smooth lying phrases in the letter with the stolid face with which people usually receive bad news, and even tried to insinuate a thread of hope, to suck a kind of meagre and hopeless comfort from the hard, yet oily, words, “We are looking forward with great interest to reading your next play, and we hope you will send it to us as soon as it is completed.” ... “Our members were divided in their opinion, four voting to reconsider it, and five for rejection ... although all were agreed on the freshness and vitality of the writing ... while the power of some of the scenes is undeniable ... we must reluctantly. ... You are one of the young men whose work we are watching with the greatest interest ...” and so on.


  Those on whom the naked weight of shame has rested, who have felt its gray and hideous substance in their entrails, will not smile calmly and with comfort if their memory serves them.


  Now a huge, naked, and intolerable shame and horror pressed down on Eugene with a crushing and palpable weight out of the wet, gray skies of autumn. The hideous gray stuff filled him from brain to bowels, was everywhere and in everything about him so that he breathed it out of the air, felt it like a naked stare from walls and houses and the faces of the people, tasted it on his lips, and endured it in the screaming and sickened dissonance of ten thousand writhing nerves so that he could no longer sit, rest, or find oblivion, exhaustion, forgetfulness or repose anywhere he went, or release from the wild unrest that drove him constantly about. He went to bed only to get up and prowl again the wet and barren little streets of night; he ate, and instantly vomited up again all he had eaten, and then, like a dull, distressed and nauseated brute, he would sullenly and wretchedly eat again.


  He saw the whole earth with the sick eyes, the sick heart, the sick flesh, and writhing nerves of this gray accursed weight of shame and horror in which his life lay drowned, and from which it seemed he could never more emerge to know the music of health and joy and power again; and from which, likewise, he could not die, but must live hideously and miserably the rest of his days, like a man doomed to live forever in a state of retching and abominable nausea of heart, brain, bowels, flesh and spirit.


  It seemed to him that all was lost, that he had been living in a fool’s dream for years, and that now he had been brutally wakened and saw himself as he was—a naked fool—who had never had an ounce of talent, and who no longer had an ounce of hope—a madman who had wasted his money and lost precious years when he might have learned some work consonant with his ability and the lives of average men. And it now seemed to him, that his family had been terribly and mercilessly right in everything they had said and felt, and that he had been too great a fool to understand it. His sense of ruin and failure was abysmal, crushing, and complete.


  [¬]


  XLII


  It was in this temper, after two days of aimless and frenzied wandering about the streets of the town, and over the hills that surrounded it, during which time he was no more conscious of what he did, said, ate, thought or felt than a man in a trance, that Eugene started off suddenly to visit his other married sister, who lived in a little town in South Carolina. He had not seen her since his father’s death a year ago, she had written him a few days before asking him to come down, and now, driven more by a fury of flight and movement than by any other impulse, he wired her he was coming, and started out in one of the Public Service motor cars which at that time made the trip across the mountains. Luke had arranged to meet him sixty miles from home at the town of Blackstone, in South Carolina, and drive him the remainder of the distance to his sister’s house.


  He set out on a day in late October, wild and windy, full of ragged torn clouds of light that came and went from gray to gold and back to gray again. And everything that happened on that savage day he was to remember later with a literal and blazing intensity.


  Autumn had come sharp and quick that year. October had been full of frost and nipping days, the hills were glorious that year as Eugene had never seen them before. Now, only a day or two before, there had been, despite the early season, a sudden and heavy fall of snow. It still lay, light but fleecy, in the fields; and on the great bulk of the hills it lay in a pattern of shining white, stark grays and blacks, and the colors of the leaves, which now had fallen thickly and had lost their first sharp vividness, but were still burning with a dull massed molten glow.


  An hour away, and twenty-five miles from home, the car had drawn up before the post-office of a mountain village or resort which lay at the crest of the last barrier of the hills, before the road dropped sharply down the mountain-side to South Carolina.


  While they were halted here, another car drove up—an open, glittering, and expensive-looking projectile of light gray—and in it were three young men from home, two of whom Eugene knew. This car drew up abreast, stopped, and he saw that its driver was Robert Weaver. And although he had not seen the other youth since a midnight visit Robert had made to his room in Cambridge, the latter peered over towards him owlishly and without a word of greeting and with that abrupt, feverish, and fragmentary speech that was characteristic of him and was constantly becoming more dissonant and broken, he barked out:


  “Who’s in there? Who’s that sitting up there in the front seat? Is that you, Gene?” he called.


  When Gene assured him that it was, Robert asked where he was going. When he told him “Blackstone,” he demanded at once that he leave the service car, and come with him.


  “We’re going there, too,” he said. Turning to his comrades, he added earnestly:


  “Aren’t we? Isn’t that where we’re going, boys?”


  The two young men to whom he spoke now laughed boisterously, crying:


  “Yeah! That’s right! That’s where we’re going, Robert,” and one of them added with a solemn gravity:


  “We’re going to—Blackstone,” here a slight convulsion seemed to seize his throat, he swallowed hard, hiccoughed, and concluded, “to see a football game”—a statement which again set them off into roars of boisterous laughter. Then they all shouted at Eugene:


  “Come on! Come on! Get in! We’ve lots of room.”


  Eugene got out of the service car, paid the driver, took the small hand-grip he had, and got into the other car with Robert and his two companions. They drove off fast, and almost immediately they were dropping down the mountain, along the sinuous curves and turns of the steep road.


  Robert’s two companions on this journey were young men whom Eugene had not known in boyhood, with whom he had now only a speaking acquaintance, and both of whom were recent comers to the town. The older of these two was a man named Emmet Blake, and he now sat beside Robert on the front seat of the car.


  Emmet Blake was a man of twenty-seven years, a frail and almost wasted-looking figure of medium height, straight black hair, black eyes, and a thin, febrile, and corrupted-looking face which, although almost dead-white in its color, was given a kind of dark and feverish vitality by a faint thin smile that seemed always to hover about the edges of his mouth, and the dark unnatural glitter of his black eyes.


  He lived a reckless and dissipated life, and drank heavily: time after time, after a hemorrhage of the lungs, he had been taken to a sanitarium in an ambulance, and his death had seemed to be a matter of only a few hours. And time after time, he had come out again, and immediately started on another wild spree of women and corn whiskey with Robert and others of the same breed. He was well-off as to money, and lived expensively, because he was a nephew of George Blake, the great Middle-western manufacturer of cheap motor cars, which in twenty years’ time had created twenty thousand jokes, and glutted the highways of the earth in twenty million tinny and glittering repetitions.


  The name of the other youth, who was Eugene’s own age, and sat beside him on the back seat, was Kitchin. He was a tall, dark, handsome fellow, with agreeable manners and a pleasant voice, the nephew of a retired physician in the town but not native to the place. Eugene had seen him on the streets, but had never talked to him before. It was evident that both Robert and his two friends had been drinking, although not heavily: there was in their manner the subdued yet wild and mounting elation of young men when they begin to drink. They laughed a great deal, rather hilariously, and for no good reason: they insisted frequently that they were going to the town of Blackstone to see a football game, an announcement which would set them off again in roars of laughter.


  Almost as soon as Eugene got in the car, and even as they started off again, Blake thrust his thin hand into the leather pocket of the door beside him, produced a bottle that was three quarters full of Scotch whiskey, and turning, gave it to Eugene, saying:


  “Take a big one, Gant. We’re all ahead of you.”


  He drank long and deep, gulping the fiery liquor down his throat recklessly, feeling suddenly an almost desperate sense of release from the gray misery of hopelessness which had crushed him down for days now, since the letter had come. When he had finished, he handed the bottle back to Emmet Blake, who took it, looked at it with a thin, evil, speculative smile, and said:


  “Well, that’s pretty good. What do you say, Robert? Shall we let him pass on that?”


  “Hell, no!” cried Robert hoarsely, looking swiftly around at the bottle. “That’s no drink! Make him take a good one, Emmet. You’ve got to do better than that if you keep up with us,” he cried, and then he burst out suddenly in his staccato laugh, shaking his head to himself as he bent over the wheel, and crying out: “Lord! Lord!”


  Blake handed Eugene the bottle again, and he drank some more. Then Kitchin took the bottle and drank; he handed it back to Emmet Blake, who drank, and Blake handed it to Robert who took it with one hand, his face turned slightly from the wheel, his eyes still fastened on the road, and drank until the bottle was empty. Then he flung it away from him across his arm. The bottle went sailing out across the road and down the gulch or deep ravine that sloped away beside them far down: the bottle struck a rock, exploding brilliantly in a thousand glittering fragments, and they all roared happily, and cheered.


  They had finished up that bottle in one round of gulps and swallows, passing it from hand to hand as they rushed down the mountain-side, and almost instantly they were at work on a beverage of a yet more instant and fiery power—raw, white corn-whiskey, in a gallon jug, clear as water, rank and nauseous to an unaccustomed throat, strong and instant as the kick of a mule, fiery, choking, formidable, and savage. They hooked their thumbs into the handle of the jug, and brought the stuff across their shoulders with a free-hand motion, they let the wide neck pour into their tilted throats with a fat thick gurgle, and they gulped that raw stuff down with greedy gulpings like water going down a gully drain.


  It was a drink that would have felled an ox, a terrific lightning-blast of alcohol that would have thrown Polyphemus to the earth; and yet it was not drink alone that made them drunk that day. For they were all young men, and they had shouted, sung, and roared with laughter, and pounded one another with affectionate delight as they rushed on—and it was not drink alone that made them drunk.


  For they felt that everything on earth was good and glorious, that everything on earth was made for their delight, that they could do no wrong and make no error, and that such invincible strength was in them that trees would fall beneath their stroke, the immortal hills bow down before their stride, and that nothing in the world could stop them.


  And for Eugene it seemed that everything had come to life for him at once—that he had emerged instantly and victoriously from the horror of shame, the phantasmal and dreamlike unreality that had held him in its spell. It seemed to him that all the earth had come to life again in shapes of deathless and familiar brightness, that he had gloriously re-entered a life he thought he had lost forever, and that all the plain priceless joy and glory of the earth was his, as it had never been before.


  And first of all, and with an almost intolerable relief and happiness, he was conscious of the pangs of hunger: his famished belly and his withered guts which had for days shrunk wearily and with disgust from food, now, under the stimulation of a ravenous hunger, fairly pled for nourishment. He thought of food—food in a hundred glorious shapes and varieties: the literal sensual images of food blazed in his mind like paintings from the brush of a Dutch master, and it seemed to him that no one had ever painted, spoken, or written about food before in a way that would do it justice.


  Later, these were the things Eugene would remember from that day with a living joy, for it was as if he had been born again, or discovered the world anew in all its glory. And besides all this—a part, an element in all this whole harmonious design of triumphant joy and rediscovery—was the way the hills had looked that day as they came down the mountain, the smell of the air which was mellow and autumnal, and yet had in it the premonitory breath of frost and sharpness, and the wild joy, power, and ecstasy that had filled their hearts, their throats, their lives—the sense of victory, triumph, and invincible strength, and of some rare, glorious, and intolerable happiness that was pending for them, and which seemed to swell the tremendous and exulting music of that magic day.


  Around them, above them, below them—from the living and shining air of autumn, from the embrowned autumnal earth, from the great shapes of the hills behind them with their molten mass of color—dull browns, rich bitter reds, dark bronze, and mellow yellow—from the raw crude clay of the piedmont earth and the great brown stubble of the cotton fields—from a thousand impalpable and unutterable things, there came this glorious breath of triumph and delight. It was late October, there was a smell of smoke upon the air, an odor of burning leaves, the barking of a dog, a misty red, a pollenated gold in the rich, fading, sorrowful, and exultant light of the day,—and far off, a sound of great wheels pounding on a rail, the wailing whistle, and the tolling bell of a departing train.


  And finally, the immortal visage of the earth itself with the soaring and limitless undulations of its blue ranges, the great bulk of the autumn hills, immense and near, the rugged, homely, and familiar trees—the pines, oaks, chestnuts, maples, locusts—the homely look of the old red clay—the unforgettable and indescribable naturalness of that earth—with its rudeness, wildness, richness, rawness, ugliness, fathomless mystery and utter familiarity, and finally the lonely, haunting, and enchanted music that it made—the strange spirit of time and solitude that hovered above it eternally, and which can never be described, but which may be evoked by a cow-bell broken by the wind in distant valleys, the lonely whistle of a departing train, or simply a sinuous gust of wind that smokes its way across coarse mountain grasses when spring comes—all this, which Eugene had felt and known in his childhood, and yet had never had a tongue to utter, he seemed now to know and understand so well that he had himself become its tongue and utterance, the more its child because he had been so long away from it, the more its eye because he now saw it again as it must have seemed to the first men who ever saw it, with the eyes of discovery, love, and recognition.


  And yet, for him all these things spoke instantly, intolerably, exultantly, not of home, return, and settlement, but of one image, which now burned forever in his brain, rose like a triumphant music in his heart. And that image was the image of the enchanted city, in which, it now seemed, all the frenzy and unrest of his spirit would find a certain goal and triumph, and toward which everything on earth, and all the hope and joy now rising in his heart, was tending.


  When they got down off the mountain into South Carolina they were very drunk. On a dusty sand-clay road between some cotton fields they stopped the car, and walked out into the fields to piss. The cotton stood stiff and dry and fleecy in its pods, the coarse brown stalks rose up in limitless planted rows, and underneath, he could see the old and homely visage of the red-clay earth.


  At one edge of the field, and seeming very far away and lonely-looking, there was a negro shanty, and behind this a desolate wooded stretch of pine. Over all the earth at once, now that the roar of the engine had stopped, there was an immense and brooding quietness, a drowsed autumnal fume and warmth, immensely desolate and mournful, holding somehow a tragic prophecy of winter that must come, and death, and yet touched with the lonely, mournful and exultant mystery of the earth.


  Eugene pulled several of the big cotton stalks out of the dry red earth, thrust one through the button-hole of his coat lapel, and tore it through exultantly, although the stalk was two feet long. Then he reeled back toward the car again, holding the other stalks of cotton in his hands, got in the car, and at once began to talk to his companions about the cotton—ending up in a passionate oration about the hills, the fields, the cotton and the earth—trying to tell them all about “the South” and making of the stalks of cotton and “the South” a kind of symbol, as young men will, although they all felt and acted just as young men anywhere would do.


  But at that moment, all Eugene was trying to say about his years away from home, and his return, and how he had discovered his own land again and was, “by God,” one of them—waving the stalks of cotton as he talked, and finding the whole core and kernel of all he wished to say in these stalks of cotton—all of this, although incoherent, drunken, and confused, seemed so eloquent and beautiful to him, so truthful, passionate, and exact—that he began to weep for joy as he talked to them. And they—they were, of course, delighted: they howled with laughter, cheered enthusiastically, slapped him on the back, and shook hands all around, crying—“By God! Listen to him talk! ... Give ’em hell, son! We’re with you! ... Hot-damn! Thataway, boy! ... Stay with ’em! ... Whee!”


  Meanwhile, Robert was driving at terrific speed. They had begun to rip and tear along between the cotton fields, and over the dusty sand-clay roads, mistaking the screams of women and the shouts of men, as they swerved by their cars and wagons in a cloud of yellow dust and at a murderous clip, for admiring applause and enthusiastic cheers, an illusion which only spurred them on to greater efforts.


  The upshot of it was that they finally tore into town, careening hideously along a central street, and with no slackening of their speed whatever. The excited people in that part of the State had been phoning in about them for the last fifteen miles of their mad journey, and now they were halted suddenly at sight of the police who stood lined up across the street in a double row—big, red-faced, country cops—to stop them.


  The first brilliant, sparkling and wildly soaring effects of their intoxication had now worn off and, although they still felt full of power and a savage rending strength, the corn whiskey was now smouldering in their veins more dully and with a sombre and brutal drunkenness. Eugene seemed to see all shapes and figures clearly—the coarse red faces of the country cops and their clumsy lumbering bodies, and the street drowsy and dusty in the warmish autumn afternoon.


  The grasses on the lawns of houses were faded, sere and withered-looking, the leaves upon the trees had thinned and hung yellowed, dry and dead, and in the gutters a few dead leaves stirred dryly, a few scampered dryly in the streets before a moment’s gust of wind, and then lay still again.


  Robert slowed down and stopped before that solid wall of beefy country blue and red: the police surrounded them and clambered heavily over the sides of the car, two standing on the fenders, two on either side of Eugene on the back seat, and one with Robert and Emmet Blake up front.


  “All right, boys,” said one of them, good-naturedly and casually enough, in the full, sonorous and somewhat howling voice of the country man, “drive on down thar to the station house now.”


  “Yes, sir! Yes, sir!” Robert replied at once in a meek and obedient tone, and with a comical drunken alacrity. “How do you get there, Captain?” he said with a cunning and flattering ingratiation.


  “Right down this here street to your right,” said the policeman in his drawling and countrified tone, “until you come to that ’air second turning where you see that ’air f’ar hydrant. Turn in to the left thar,” he said.


  “Yes, sir!” said Robert heartily, starting the car again. “We’re all strangers here,” he lied, as if he hoped this lie might make amends for them. “We don’t know our way about yet.”


  “Well,” the policeman drawled with a kind of ugly heartiness, “maybe the next time you come back you’ll be better acquainted here,” he said, winking at his comrades, and they all guffawed. “We’re glad to see you, boys,” he continued, still with this ugly falseness of good nature in his tone. “We been hearin’ about you,” he said, winking at his fellows again, “an’ we wanted to git acquainted.”


  Here the policemen laughed again with sonorous countrified appreciation of their spokesman’s wit.


  The policemen were all big beefy men, with hearty drawling voices, red countrified faces. They had large square feet, wore dusty-looking black slouch hats with a wide brim, and were dressed in rather gaudy but slovenly-looking uniforms, with stripes of gold braid running up the sides of their baggy trousers, and with the lower brass buttons of their heavy blue coats unbuttoned, exposing areas of soiled shirts and paunchy bellies. Their faces had a look of a slow but powerful energy, a fathomless and mindless animal good nature, and at the same time a fathomless and mindless animal cruelty—instant, volcanic, and murderous—written terribly somehow into their wide, thin and horribly cruel mouths, in which there was legible a vitality that had all the wild and sensual force of nature packed into it, and was therefore beyond nature—almost super-natural—in its savage and mindless qualities.


  He had seen them standing idly on the corners of the little towns, huge and slovenly, swinging their thonged clubs in the great muttons of their hands, surveying with their great red faces and their wide thin mouths of fathomless cruelty and good nature the crowds that swarmed around them. He had heard their drawling howling accents of the country, that had all of the moisture and distance of the earth in them, and seen their slow minds wake to a mindless and murderous fury. Once as a child he had seen one of them, a ponderous giant so huge he lurched from side to side when he walked, and seemed to fill the street up with his size, beat a drunken old man—a little howling integument of bone and gristle—to death with his club, smashing the little old man across the skull until the blood rushed out in torrents through his sparse silvery hair, lacing its way in channels of brilliant red across his face and through his beard, until it seemed incredible so small and old a man could have such fountains of bright blood in him.


  And these huge creatures evoked for Eugene a whole history of this earth and people, monstrous, savage, and unutterable—a congruent and unspeakable legend which he knew, and all of them knew, down to the roots, and which he could not speak about and had to speak about, somehow, or die. For in these men there was evident not only the savage and mindless energy of the earth itself, with all that was wild, sensual, fecund, cruel and good-natured—the whole weather of life—but there was also evident the fear, the shame, the horror that had crushed them beneath its ocean weight of nameless and cowering dread, and broken or destroyed their souls.


  The two policemen who had clambered into the back seat of the car and now sat on each side of Eugene had these mountainous and fleshy figures, heavy, yet with a kind of solid and ugly softness, meaty, and without the muscular and sinewy leanness of young men. The back seat of the car was a narrow one—the car was a new “sports model” designed only for four people—and now the huge fleshy figures of these two policemen, wedged against Eugene, gave him a feeling of disgust and revulsion.


  Nevertheless, the feeling of exultant and jubilant power had not yet worn off, and although he had understood at once, when he saw the men lined up across the street, that they were under arrest and would be taken to the city jail, this sordid prospect caused him no uneasiness whatever. Rather, the feeling of drunken joy was still so powerful in him that everything on earth seemed good, and everything that happened wonderful. He hailed the experience of being arrested and taken to jail exultantly as if some fortunate and glorious experience was in store for him, and his exuberant affection for the world was so great that he even liked the policemen.


  Eugene howled with laughter, smote them on their broad backs, flung his arms out and around their shoulders, saying, “By God, you’re fine fellows, both of you, and you’ve got to have a drink!”


  At this Robert laughed uneasily, saying to the policemen:


  “Don’t pay any attention to him! We haven’t got anything to drink—I swear we haven’t.”


  One of them had been rummaging around, however, and now triumphantly produced the jug from its hiding place beneath Blake’s legs.


  “Here it is, boys,” he cried, as he displayed it. “I’ve got it.”


  The glass jug was almost empty, but there was still perhaps an inch of the whiskey at the bottom. Robert’s face had a worried look, for the law was such that a capture of this sort might also mean the confiscation of the owner’s car.


  Blake, meanwhile, had been talking in a low, craftily persuasive tone of drunken insinuation and bribery to the policeman up front, saying:


  “Now I know you boys don’t want to get us into any trouble. We weren’t doing anything wrong—just having a drink or two together—and if you fellows will just forget about this thing, we’ll fix it up right with you—anything you say,” he whispered cunningly, “and get on out of town right now without any one knowing a thing about it. What do you say, now? Come on! You can do it,” he said, with a leer of ingratiation.


  The policeman to whom he spoke smiled good-naturedly, but said nothing. At this moment they drove up before the station house, a shabby-looking little building of brick, with bars over the window, and which was situated on a side-street.


  The shabby street looked warm, faded, sleepy, touched with the ghosts of autumn, but in an instant, as the police got out, opened the doors, and the gay men clambered down drunkenly among them, a rabble-rout of ragged negro boys, grinning, gape-mouthed countrymen with red faces, slouchy-looking barbers in their shirt-sleeves, and wormy-looking loafers, had gathered magically from nowhere, stood in a ring about them and snickered and shuffled about, pressed up to the barred windows and peered in curiously with shaded eyes as the policemen took them into the station.


  As they started, Robert held back a little, and said hoarsely, and in a plaintive, troubled voice to the policeman who had him by the arm:


  “What are you taking us in here for? We weren’t doing anything. Honest we weren’t. What are you going to do to us?”


  The policeman smiled good-humoredly, and then said in a hearty reassuring voice:


  “Aw, we’re not goin’ to do anything to you. We were just afraid you boys might run into something and hurt yourself, that’s all. We’re just goin’ to take you in here, and let you stay here a little while until you feel better,” he said, at the same time winking at his fellows.


  “Well,” said Robert sullenly, casting a troubled and unwilling glance back at his shining car, “—I want to find my car here when I come out. Now if anything happens to that car, there’s going to be trouble,” he said ominously.


  “That car will be right here when you come out the way you left it,” the policeman said heartily. “No one is goin’ to touch it. No, sir! I’ll look after that car myself!” he said, winking again at the others.


  “All right, then,” said Robert. “That’s all I want to know.”


  Then they marched all of them into the station house.


  The room they entered was a large one, and at first, because they had come into it out of the brightness of the sun, and the swimming confusion of drunkenness and arrest, it was so dark Eugene could not distinguish clearly any of its features. Then he saw that it was a square, rather high room with worn wooden floors, wainscoting of a dark varnished brown, and above that rude calcimined walls of white. In the wall along the street, there were, besides the door, two barred windows which were very dirty and not very large, and did not give much light.


  At one end of the room, as they came in, there was a row of dull green lockers, probably for the use of the police, and at the other end a high, square, somewhat majestical-looking desk, which was also of a dark maply-brown and which seemed to be built on an elevated rostrum or platform a few inches high. Over this desk a light with a green glass shade was burning, and behind it another large red-faced policeman was sitting. By his look of authority, and the military opulence of his slovenly uniform—for he had epaulets of thick gold braid upon his shoulders that would have glorified the uniform of a general in the Marine Corps—he seemed to be the superior in command.


  As for the rest of the room, there was little decoration save for a row of worn and rickety-looking wooden chairs with rounded backs along the wall, and a liberal distribution of large brass spittoons which, to judge from the bare wooden boards around them, were used less frequently as receptacles than as targets, and obviously with uncertain success.


  Finally, the whole place had the unforgettable look and smell that police stations everywhere—and particularly those in little towns—have always had. Its stale dark air was impregnated with the odor of cheap cigars and tobacco-juice, of old worn varnished wood, of human sweat and urine and heavy wool, and with the strong tarry odor of a sanitary disinfectant. And somehow, in this stale, dark and weary odor, there was also a quality of terror, menace, and foreboding—as if the huge and dingy chronicle of human tragedy and error which this grim room had witnessed—all the brutal, shabby sinfulness of a little town—that swarming, hideous and tawdry fraternity of poverty, vice and error—dredged from its rat-holes in the dark depths of old brick buildings, hunted out of cheap hotels, pool rooms, greasy little lunch rooms, nigger shacks, and the rickety wooden whore-houses near the railroad tracks, with its vast brotherhood of scarred and battered men and women—chain-gang niggers, drunken country youths and cheap bootleggers, grimy prostitutes and all their furtive bawds and pimps, cutters, sluggers, stabbers, slashers, and brawlers—both those who live by vice and those who are its victims—this whole huge earth of pain and crime and misery had left the terrible imprint of its history so indelibly there that the weary air was impregnated with sorrow and fear, and the wood, walls, floors and ceilings were seasoned and ingrained with the substance of human wretchedness.


  When they had come in, the police had lined up Eugene’s three companions before the imposing rostrum where the desk officer was sitting, but they had placed him carefully to one side against the wall, like an object too rare and precious for ordinary usage. Now, as the great man behind the desk glowered down gloomily and mistrustfully at them, one of the police spoke to the desk sergeant and, turning toward Eugene with a nod of the head, declared in a full countrified tone:


  “This big ’un here’s the drunkest of the lot.”


  And the enthroned law bent his gloomy gaze upon him with a hostile and suspicious look which said as plain as words that it was no more than he had suspected.


  Eugene had not realized, in fact, until he felt that wall against his shoulders, how very drunk he was; but he was drunker now than he had ever been in all his life before. He could feel his back slide down along the wall, and then his bending knees would straighten with a jerk, and he would solemnly begin to slide up the wall again. Meanwhile, the room swam and rocked and then was still before his eyes: the shapes of things would melt into a smear, and then resolve into their proper selves once more.


  And he was conscious that the police were searching him and his companions, patting their pockets to see if they carried weapons, examining wallets and letters for identifications, taking their watches from them, and arraigning them on a series of formal charges, some of which had no bearing on their case whatever. Drunk, assuredly, they were; disorderly they might have been—although it had not seemed so to them; of driving in a reckless manner they were guilty; but of resisting an officer in the performance of his duty they had been, up to that time, spotlessly innocent.


  But such were the charges delivered against them in sonorous and countrified tones. And in the solemn voices of the policemen, the knowing and portentous way in which they searched the young men—as if they were a gang of armed desperadoes, and in a manner that smacked of correspondence-school detective methods—and finally in the solemn countrified tones of the one who had pointed to Eugene, saying: “This big ’un here’s the drunkest of the lot,” there was something comical and ludicrous.


  But in their sense of banded authority, in the stubborn almost conspiratorial way in which they had now hardened in a group against the young men, forsaking the good-humored and jovial manners which had heretofore distinguished them, there was something ugly and revolting—something stupid, provincial, mob-like, and unreasoning, which told the young men plainly that “they had them” now, that they were “foreigners,” therefore suspect, and must bow their heads in silence to the obdurate and capricious tyrannies of a local and, for them, impregnable authority.


  At length, the sonorous formalities of their arraignment having been completed, the sergeant having scrawled and written in his ledger, the man looked up and ordered sternly:


  “All right, boys! Take ’em back and lock ’em up!”


  Then the young men were marched back along a corridor into a large two-storied room, which had brick walls and cement floors, two rows of dirty barred windows, a gray and gelid light, and a general feel of raw and clammy dankness. This room, which had a harsh angular steel-and-cement newness that the other did not have, seemed to be of more recent construction, and to have been added on to the front part of the jail. In this room, also, there were several rows of cells, ascending in tiers up to the ceiling. When they entered, the place was quiet, but immediately a drunken negress in one of the cells began to bawl and rave and sob, smashing, hammering, and rattling the bars of her cell like a demented ape. There was everywhere a foul rank odor of undrained fecal matter, tempered with the odor of the tarry disinfectant, and cut more sharply with the acrid smell of some ammoniac fluid.


  At the first row of cells they paused, and the police in charge of Robert and Emmet Blake (for Eugene now discovered with a sense of shock that Kitchin was not with them) unlocked the doors of cells two and three and thrust Blake and Robert into them. The last, or end, cell in the row, Eugene now saw was intended for his occupancy and he stood waiting obediently, in the relaxed grip of one of the policemen, until his comrade should unlock the door.


  Suddenly, as the door swung open, and Eugene stepped forward into the cell, his vision cleared somewhat, and he saw a young negro standing in the cell, beside the iron bed that projected from the wall, looking toward him with a startled expression on his face that suggested he had been asleep upon the cot, and had been rudely wakened by their entrance. Instantly, one fixed and all-obsessing belief began to burn in Eugene’s inflamed and drunken brain. He thought that he was being put here with this negro because the jail was crowded and the cell-space scanty, and further—and this was the thing that maddened him and that he found intolerable—because, as the policeman had said when they arraigned the young men, “this big ’un here’s the drunkest of the lot,” and they thought he was too drunk to notice or to care about the advantage they were taking of him.


  For this reason—and this reason only—he now acted as he did. As far as the negro himself was concerned, Eugene bore no grudge against him, and the feeling of shame and degradation which had swept over him in an overwhelming flood when he saw the cell and knew he was to be locked in it like an animal was so great that he would not have cared with whom he had to share that cell, if it had been the custom of the country so to share it. But the custom of the country was not so, he knew, and the belief that he was being put upon, his drunkenness taken advantage of, and that he was being dealt with less fairly than the others, now so stung his maddened pride that he turned and kicked the iron door back in the faces of the two policemen, just as they were closing it.


  Then he started to come out of the cell. When he did, the two big red-faced policemen came running forward with a lumbering, panting, and somehow revolting clumsiness and tried to push him back into the cell. When this happened, something dark, gray, and terrible that he had never known before rose up in his soul—and this thing, which now came to him for the first time, was to return often in the savage years that followed.


  As the police came rushing towards Eugene his fury and desperation were so great that he felt little or no fear, but the sensations of horror and disgust were so terrible that they drove him mad, and he seemed to be drowning in them. And the first visible and physical, although perhaps not the basic, causes of these sensations of horror and disgust came from the mountainous figures of the two policemen, and the feel of their huge soft-solid bodies as they jammed against him. For, if they had quelled his rebellion at the outset by smashing him over the head with their clubs, he might have felt a moment’s fear before the club crashed on his skull, but he would not have felt horror and disgust.


  But the sight, the feel, the smell, the look of these huge soft-solid bodies of mountainous flesh, and the revolting clumsiness of their movements, made the thing horrible. As they rushed towards Eugene and tried to thrust him back into the cell, he grabbed hold of the bars on either side of the door, and began to howl at them and curse them foully, and to butt at them with his head. When this happened the policemen braced themselves together like turn-squat Buddhas, holding on to the bars with their huge muttony hands, that had no leanness in them, and butted back at Eugene with their huge soft-solid stomachs.


  They stood, half-squatly, side by side, their muttony hands gripped around the bars, their great red faces moist and panting, their huge buttocks somehow obscenely womanish in their fat breadth, as they butted back clumsily at him with their soft ponderous bellies—all of this, and the revolting contact of their flesh against his own, filled him with such an infinite loathing of horror and disgust that he went mad.


  He started to come out of the cell. When he did, the two big policemen came running forward with a lumbering clumsiness and tried to push him back in. One of the men raised his ponderous fist and shouted: “Git back in thar now or I’ll hit ye.” A huge muttony fist smashed squarely on his nose and mouth: he butted, cursed, amid a pin-wheel aura of exploding rockets: the fist smashed hard again below one eye: the boy screamed like a wounded animal and cursing horribly all the time began to use his head as a battering ram, butting again and again at the fat red faces.


  Meanwhile the other one, grunting and puffing, and with his tongue between his teeth, began to thump, tug and wrench at the fingers of one hand, trying to loosen them from the bar, and saying to his fellow:


  “You git his other hand, Jim, an’ try to make him turn a-loose.”


  During all this time that Eugene had been cursing and butting at these men, he had also been shouting “You God-damned red-faced South Car’lina bastards, you’re not going to lock me up in here with a nigger—no you ain’t!”—and now he felt something rough and wooly scraping underneath his arm. It was the frightened negro’s head. He went squirming out below Eugene’s arm until he was outside peering with white eyeballs over a policeman’s shoulder, and when Eugene saw they would not try to keep the negro there with him, he went back into the cell and was locked up. He felt very sick, and everything was swimming nauseously around him: for a while he leaned over the w.c. and vomited into it. Then he sat down on the edge of the cot, and stared ahead, thinking about nothing, but with something hideous, like a great gray smear, inside him.


  [¬]


  XLIII


  How long he sat there in this way he did not know, for time would pass in a hideous smear of brownish gray while all things reeled, mixed, and were fused drunkenly and shapelessly around him—and then for a moment time would burn in his mind like a small hard light of brilliant color, and he would see everything with an exact and blazing vividness and hear the voices of his comrades in their cells.


  The cell Eugene sat in was a little cubicle of space, perhaps eight feet deep, and four or five feet wide. Its only furnishings were a black iron cot or bed which projected from the wall and could be turned up or out, and which had no springs or mattress on it, and a w.c. of dirty white enamel, which had no seat, and was broken and would not flush, so that it had run over and spilled out upon the cement floor. The walls and ceilings of the cell were made of some hard slate-like substance of black-gray, scrawled with the familiar obscenities and pictures of its former occupants. Because of these solid walls, each cell was cut off from its neighbors and for this reason he could not see Emmet Blake, who had the cell next to him, nor Robert, who had the cell on the other side of Emmet, but now, as his mind swam from the stupor of its drunkenness, he could hear their voices, and began to listen to their conversation.


  Both were still quite drunk, and for a while they continued a kind of mournful drunken chant, each responding to the other with a repetition of his own misfortune.


  “Yes, sir,” Robert would say, heaving a sigh and speaking in a hoarse, mournfully drunken voice, “this is certainly a hell of a way to treat a man who’s just been admitted to the bar six weeks ago! A hell of a thing!” he said.


  And Blake would answer:


  “Yes, sir! And I’ll tell you what is a hell of a thing! This is a hell of a way to treat George Blake’s nephew! A hell of a way!” he said. “If my uncle knew about this he’d come down here and tear their damned little jail to pieces! He’d ruin their town!” he cried. “Yes, sir! He’d wash ’em out and send ’em to the cleaners! Why!” Blake now said in a tone of drunken boastfulness, “there are 70,000 Blake dealers in the United States alone—and if they knew that I was here,” he said, “every damned one of them would be on his way here in five minutes to get us out!”


  “Lord! Lord!” said Robert, in a kind of mournful brooding ululation, as if he had not heard Blake’s words at all. “Who’d have thought it? A young attorney just admitted to the bar six weeks ago and here he is in jail! The damnedest thing I ever heard of!” he declared.


  “Yes, sir,” Blake declared, not by way of response, but with the same self-centred concentration on the indignity which had been visited on him. “If you told any Blake dealer in the country that George Blake’s nephew was down here in the Blackstone jail, he wouldn’t believe you. Uncle George will carry this thing to the Supreme Court when we get out,” he said. “It is certainly a hell of a thing to happen to George Blake’s nephew!”


  “Yes, sir,” Robert answered, “a hell of a thing to happen is right—and here I’ve only had my license to practise, for six weeks. Why, it’s awful!” he said solemnly.


  “Robert!” Blake cried suddenly, getting to his feet.—“Do you guess these damned Blackstone cops know who I am? Do you guess they realize they’ve got George Blake’s nephew here?” Here he went to the door of his cell, rattled it violently, and yelled: “Hey—y! I’m George Blake’s nephew! Do you know you’ve got George Blake’s nephew back here? Come and let me out!” he shouted. No one answered.


  Then they would be silent for a while, and mournful, brooding drunken time would pass around them.


  Then Blake would say:


  “Robert?”


  “What do you want?” said Robert mournfully.


  “What time is it?”


  “Hell, how do I know what time it is,” said Robert in a sullen and protesting tone. “You know they took my watch.” Then there would be silence for a moment more.


  “Emmet?” Robert would then say.


  “All right. What is it?”


  “Did they take your watch, too?”


  “Yes!” Blake shouted suddenly in an angry and excited tone. “And that was an eighteen carat, thirty-two jewel platinum-case watch that Uncle George bought for me in Switzerland. That watch is worth $225 and I’d better get it back when I get out of here!” he shouted rattling the door. “Do you hear? If those sons-of-bitches try to steal my watch, my Uncle George will put ’em all in jail! I want it back!” he shouted.


  No one answered.


  Then they were silent for another spell of time, and finally Robert said in a hoarse, brooding, and mournful tone.


  “Eugene?”


  “Well.”


  “Are you there?”


  “Where the hell do you think I am?” Eugene said bitterly. “You don’t see any holes in this place you can crawl out of, do you?”


  Robert laughed his hoarse falsetto laugh, and then said with a kind of brooding wonder:


  “Lord! Lord! Who’d have thought it? Who’d ever have thought Eugene and I would get put in jail together here in Blackstone, South Carolina. Here I am just out of Yale and admitted to the bar six weeks ago and you—boy!” he laughed suddenly his annoying falsetto laugh, and concluded—“Just got back from three years at Harvard and here you are in jail already! Lord! Lord! What are you going to tell your mother when she sees you? What’s she going to say when you tell her you’ve been in jail?”


  “Oh, I don’t know!” the other said angrily. “Shut up!”


  Robert laughed his annoying falsetto laugh again, and said:


  “Boy! I’d hate to have to face her! I’m glad I’m not in your shoes!”


  “Not in my shoes!” the other shouted in an exasperated tone. “You damned fool, you are in my shoes!”


  Then they were silent for a spell, and gray time ticked wearily around them the slow remorseless sound of its interminable minutes.


  Presently Blake spoke, out of a drunken silence, saying:


  “Gant?”


  “What is it?”


  “What time is it now?”


  “I don’t know. They have my watch,” he said.


  And gray time ticked around them.


  “Robert,” Eugene said at length, straightening from his dejected stupor on the cot, “did you see that nigger?”


  “What nigger?” Robert said stupidly.


  “Why the nigger they tried to put in here with me!” he said.


  “Why, I didn’t see any nigger, Gene,” said Robert in a hoarse and drunken tone of mild and melancholy protest. “When was this?”


  “Why, Robert!” the other boy now cried in an excited voice, and with a feeling of hideous dread inside him. “You were right here all the time! Didn’t you hear us?”


  “Why, no, Eugene,” Robert answered in a slow protesting voice that had dull wonder and surprise in it. “I didn’t hear anything,” he said.


  “Why, my God, Robert!” Eugene now cried excitedly, and even with a kind of frenzy in his tone. “You must have heard us! Why, we were fighting here for ten minutes!” he said, for the time of the struggle now seemed at least that long to him.


  “Who?” said Robert, dully and stupidly.


  “Why, me and those two big cops!” he cried. “Good God, Robert, didn’t you see us?—didn’t you hear us?—butting and kicking like a goat—hitting me over the head, trying to make me turn a-loose!” he cried in an excited, almost incoherent tone.


  “Who did?” Robert stupidly inquired.


  “Why—those two big cops, Robert—that’s who! Good God, do you mean to tell me that you never heard us when we were cursing and butting away there right in front of you!”


  “I didn’t hear anything—I thought you said a nigger,” he said in a stupid and confused tone.


  “Why, Robert, that’s what I’m telling you!” Eugene shouted. “They had him in here——”


  “Where?”


  “Why, in the cell! They were trying to put me in here with him! That’s what the trouble was about!” he said.


  “Why, Eugene,” Robert said with an uneasy and troubled laugh, which yet had a note of good-natured derision in it that was maddening, “I didn’t see any nigger. Did you; Emmet? I was right here all the time and I didn’t hear any trouble. ... You’ve been dreaming,” Robert now said, with a conviction in his tone that goaded the other boy almost past endurance, and yet struck a knife of cold terror into his heart. And he began to laugh hoarsely his annoying and derisive laugh, as he shook his head, and said: “Lord! Lord!—He’s in there seeing niggers and policemen and I don’t know what-all.” And here he laughed hoarsely again, his derisive and falsetto laugh, and said: “Boy! You’ve got ’em! You’ve got ’em bad! You’ve been seeing things!”


  “Robert, God-damn it!” Eugene now fairly screamed, “I tell you he was here! I tell you I saw him standing in the cell when I came in! I know what I’m talking about, Robert!—there was a nigger here when I came in!”


  “Why, hell, Eugene!” Robert said more kindly, but with a hoarse derisive laugh, “you’ve just been seeing things, son. There was no one there; you just imagined it. I reckon you just passed out and dreamed it happened!”


  “Dreamed! Dreamed!” Eugene shouted, “God-damn it, Robert, don’t you think I know when I’m dreaming? I’ll show you if it was a dream! I’ll prove it to you that it really happened! I can prove it by Blake!” he cried. “Ask Blake! ... Blake! Blake! Blake!” he shouted.


  And gray time slid with its slow sanded drop around them.


  Blake did not answer: he had not heard their conversation and now they heard him talking softly, slowly, murderously to himself.


  “Yes, sir,” he was saying, in a low, quiet, drunkenly intent soliloquy. “Yes, sir, I’ll kill him! ... So help me God, I’ll kill him dead, as sure as my name is Emmet Blake! ... I’ll pull out my forty-five. ... I’ll get my forty-five out, when I go home ... and I’ll go Ping! Ping! Ping! the minute that I see him. I’ll go Ping! Ping! Ping!” cried Blake. “I’ll kill him dead, so help me God, if it’s the last thing that I ever do!”


  “I’ll kill him!” Blake continued in a tone of dogged, drunken repetition, still talking to himself. “When I get home I’ll kill him if it’s the last thing I ever do!”


  “And I’ll kill you, too,” Blake muttered in this same brooding and intent oblivion of drunken soliloquy. “You God-damned whore, I’ll kill you, too! I’ll kill the two of you together! ... The bitch! The bitch! The dirty bitch!” the man now screamed, starting to his feet, and now really with a tortured note of agony and desperation in his voice. “I know where you are this minute! I know you’re with him! I know you’ll sleep with him tonight, you—dirty—lowdown——”


  “Emmet, you damned fool, shut up!” Robert now said, with a troubled and protesting laugh. “Do you want every one in the whole damned place to hear you?” The dreadful shame and anguish in the man’s desperate life had burst nakedly through his drunkenness, and the hideous mutilation of his soul was suddenly stripped bare—“Don’t talk like that,” said Robert, with a troubled laugh—“you’ll be sorry tomorrow for what you said, you know you will: oh, Emmet, shut up!” Robert said again with a protesting and embarrassed laugh.


  For Blake was now sobbing horribly in his cell: as Eugene stood leaning against the wall next to him, he could hear him sobbing, and pounding his thin fist savagely into the gray-slate substance of the wall, while he went on:


  “The whore! The dirty whore!” he wept. “I know that she’s just waiting for me to die! I know that’s what she wants! I know that’s all she’s waiting for! ... That’s what you want, you bitch, isn’t it? You’d like that, wouldn’t you? That would just suit you, wouldn’t it? ... Ah, I’ve fooled you! I’ve fooled you, haven’t I?” he panted, with a savage and vindictive triumph in his voice. “You’ve been waiting for it for the last two years, haven’t you? And I’ve fooled you every time,” he gasped. “And I’ll fool you yet—you bitch, you dirty bitch!”


  And they sat there, saying nothing, listening with desolation in their hearts to the man’s naked shame, and now hearing nothing but his gasping sobs, and the slow gray wear and waste of time around them. And then his sobbing breath grew quieter, they could hear him panting feebly like an exhausted runner, and presently he went over and sat down upon his cot, and there was nothing but time and silence all about them.


  Finally Blake spoke again, and now in a voice that was quiet, lifeless, and curiously sober, as if this outlet and easance of his grief had also quenched the drunkenness in him.


  “Gant?” he said, in a quiet and lifeless tone that penetrated curiously the gray silence all around them.


  “Yes,” said Eugene.


  “I never met you till today,” said Blake, “and I want you to know I’ve got no grudge against you.”


  “Why, Eugene never did anything to you, Emmet,” said Robert at this point, in a tone of protest. “Why should you have anything against him?”


  “Now, wait a minute!” said Blake pugnaciously. “Eugene,” he went on in a maudlin tone of voice, “I’m friends with every one. I haven’t got an enemy in the world, ... There’s just one man in this world I hate,” he went on sombrely, “and I hate his guts—I hate his life—Goddamn him! I hate the air he breathes!” he snarled, and then was silent for a moment. “Eugene,” he went on in a moment, in a low voice, and with a tone of brooding drunken insinuation, “you know the man I mean, don’t you?”


  Eugene made no answer, and in a moment he repeated the question, in a more insistent and pugnacious tone:


  “Don’t you?” he demanded.


  And Eugene said, “Yes.”


  “You’re damned right you do,” he said in a low, ruminant, and brooding tone. “Everybody knows who I mean. He’s a cousin of yours,” said Blake, and then began to mutter to himself:


  “I’ll kill him! So help me God, I’ll kill him!” And suddenly, starting from his cot with a scream of baffled misery and anguish, he began to beat his fist into the hard slate wall again, yelling:


  “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you! ... You son-of-a-bitch, I’ll kill the two of you! ... I’ll send you both to hell where you belong, if it’s the last thing that I ever do!”


  And he began to sob horribly and curse foully, and pounded his fist into the wall again until he was exhausted, and went back and sat down on his cot again, muttering his drunken and impotent threats.


  And Eugene did not try to answer him, for there was nothing he could say. George Pentland was his cousin, and had taken Blake’s wife away from him, and got her love; and Blake was dying, and they knew it. And suddenly, it seemed to Eugene that there was in this whole story something dark, and hideously shameful, which he had never clearly seen in life before, which could not be endured, and which yet suspended over every man who ever lived the menace of its intolerable humiliation and dishonor.


  For, to see a man—a manly-looking man, strong of body, fearless and bold of glance, deep of voice—physically humiliated and disgraced, slapped and whipped like a cur before his wife, his mistress, or his children, and forced to yield, retreat and slink away, to see his face turn white and the look of the coward shine through his mask of manhood, is not an easy thing to see.


  Presently, they heard steps coming along the corridor again, and they were so certain they belonged to a messenger bringing them release that they all arose instinctively, and stood before the barred doors of the cells, waiting to walk out into the air of freedom again. To their astonishment the visitor was Kitchin. They had forgotten him completely, and now as they saw him doing a gleeful caper before their cells, with a grin of triumphant satisfaction written wide across his face, they looked at him with the astounded recognition of men who see a face which they had known years before, but have forgotten—in the lapse of time and memory.


  “Where?—” Robert began hoarsely and accusingly, in a tone of astounded stupefaction. “Where have you been all this time?”


  “Out front!” said Kitchin exultantly. “Sitting in your car!”


  “Out front!” cried Robert in a bewildered and resentful tone. “Didn’t they lock you up, too?”


  “Hell, no!” cried Kitchin, fairly dancing about with gleeful satisfaction. “They never touched me! And I’d had as much to drink as any of you. I’ve been sittin’ out front all afternoon reading the paper! I guess they thought I was the only sober one of the crowd,” he said modestly. And this apparently was the reason for his astonishing freedom—this and another, more mercenary reason, which will presently be apparent.


  “Why, what do they mean by keeping us locked up back here while you’re out front there reading the paper? Darnedest thing I ever heard of!” Robert barked. “Kitchin!” he now said angrily. “You go out there and tell them we want out of here!”


  “I told ’em! I told ’em!” Kitchin said virtuously. “That’s what I’ve been telling them all afternoon.”


  “Well, what do they say?” Robert demanded impatiently.


  “Boys,” said Kitchin now, shaking his head regretfully, but unable to conceal his own elation and sense of triumph, “I’ve got news for you—and I’m afraid it’s not going to be good news, either. How much money you got?”


  “Money!” Robert cried, in an astounded tone, as if the uses of this vile commodity had never occurred to him. “What’s money got to do with it? We want out of here!”


  “I know you do,” said Kitchin coolly, “but you’re not going to get out unless you’ve got money enough to pay your fine.”


  “Fine?” Robert repeated stupidly.


  “Well, that’s what they call it anyway. Fine or graft, or whatever the hell it is, you’ve got to pay it if you want to be let out.”


  “How much is it?” said Robert. “How much do they want?”


  “Boys,” said Kitchin, slowly and solemnly, “have you got seventy-three dollars?”


  “Seventy-three dollars!” Robert shouted. “Kitchin, what are you talking about?”


  “Well, don’t shout at me,” said Kitchin. “I can’t help it! I didn’t do it! But if you get out of here that’s what you’ve got to pay.”


  “Seventy-three dollars!” Robert cried. “Seventy-three dollars for what?”


  “Well, Robert,” said Kitchin patiently, “you’ve got to pay fifty dollars fine and one dollar costs. That’s because you were driving the car. That’s fifty-one. And Emmet and Eugene here have to pay ten dollars apiece and one dollar costs—that’s twenty-two dollars more. That figures up to seventy-three dollars. Have you got it?”


  “Why, the dirty grafting sons-of-bitches!” Blake now cried. “Telling us that everything would be all right and that they had put us in here so we wouldn’t hurt ourselves! ... All right, you cheap grafting bastards!” he shouted at the top of his lungs, rattling the barred door furiously as he spoke. “We’ll give you your dirty graft—but wait till I get out of here!” he cried threateningly. “Just wait till I get out! George Blake will tend to you!” he shouted. “It’ll be the worst day’s work you’ve ever done!”


  But no one answered, although Blake and Robert cursed foully and shouted insults at the men. Meanwhile, Kitchin waited patiently before their cells until the furious tumult should subside a little; when they were calmer he suggested that they pool their resources to see if they had enough to pay the total of the fines. But the sum of their combined funds was only a little more than forty dollars, of which Blake and Robert contributed the greater part, and of which Eugene could contribute less than three dollars, which was all he had.


  When it was apparent that their total funds would not be adequate to secure their release Blake, still furiously angry, began to talk in a loud and drunken tone of bravado about his famous uncle, scrawling out a check and instructing Kitchin to go at once to the local agent for his uncle’s motor cars and get the necessary money:


  “Any Blake dealer in the country will cash my personal check for fifty thousand dollars any time I need it!” he cried with extravagant boast, as if he thought this threat of opulence would strike terror to the hearts of the police. “Yes, sir!” he said. “All you got to do is to walk into any Blake agency in the country and tell them George Blake’s nephew needs money—and they’ll give you everything they’ve got!” he cried. “Tell ’em you need ten thousand dollars,” he said, coming down in scale somewhat, “and they’ll have it for you in five minutes.”


  “Why, Emmet,” said Kitchin quietly, and yet with a trace of mockery and ridicule on his dark, handsome, and rather sly face. “We don’t need fifty thousand dollars. You know, we’re not trying to buy the whole damned jail. Now, I thought,” he went on quietly and ironically, “that all we needed was about thirty or forty—say fifty dollars—to make up the fine and get us out of town.”


  “Yes,” said Robert in a quick excited tone of vigorous agreement. “You’re absolutely right! That’s all we need, all right!”


  “All right! All right! Go to the Blake dealer! Go to the Blake dealer! That’s what I’m telling you,” cried Blake with an arrogant impatience. “He’ll give you anything you want.—What are you waiting for?” he cried furiously. “Go on! Go on!”


  “But Emmet,” said Kitchin quietly and reasonably, in his dark low voice, as he looked at the check which Blake had scrawled out for him. “This check you’ve given me is for five hundred dollars. Hadn’t you better make out another one for fifty? You know, we don’t need five hundred dollars, Emmet. And besides,” he suggested tactfully, “the man might not have that much on hand. Hadn’t you better give me one just made out for what we need?”


  “He’ll have it! He’s got it! He’s got to have it!” said Blake with a dogmatic and unreasoning arrogance. “Tell him I sent you and you’ll get the money right away!”


  Kitchin did not answer him: he thrust the check into his pocket and turned to Eugene, saying quietly:


  “Didn’t you say your brother was waiting to meet you here at a hotel?”


  “Yes: he expected to meet me at four o’clock when that service car came in.”


  “At what hotel?”


  “The Blackstone—listen, Kitchin,” he reached through the bar and grabbed him by the arm, with a feeling of cold horror in his heart. “For Christ’s sake, don’t drag my brother into this,” he whispered. “Kitchin—listen to me! If you can get this money from the Blake agent here, for God’s sake, do it! What’s the use of bringing my brother in to it,” he pleaded, “when it’s all between the four of us, and can stay that way? I don’t want my family to know I ever got into any trouble like this. Kitchin, look here—I can get the money for my fine: I’ve got a little money in the bank, and I’ll pay Blake every cent I owe him if you get the money from the agent. Now, promise me you won’t go and tell my brother!”


  He held him hard in the tension of desperation, and Kitchin promised. Then he went swiftly away, and they were left alone in their cells again. Robert, utterly cast down from his high exaltation, now cursed bitterly and morosely against the police, and the injustice of his luck and destiny.


  Meanwhile, Blake, whose final and chief resource, it had now become pitifully evident, was nothing in himself, but just the accident of birth that had made him nephew to a powerful and wealthy man, kept declaring in a loud tone of arrogant bravado that “any Blake agent in the United States will cash my personal check for fifty thousand dollars any time I ask for it! Yes, sir, any of them—I don’t give a damn where it is! He’s on his way here now! You’ll see! We’ll be out of here in five minutes now!”—a boastful assurance that was hardly out of his mouth before they heard steps approaching rapidly along the corridor and, even as Blake cried out triumphantly, “What did I tell you?” and as Eugene leaped up and ran to the door of his cell, clutching the bars with both hands, and peering out with bloodshot eyes like a caged gorilla, Kitchin entered the cell-room, followed by a policeman, and—Eugene’s brother!


  Luke looked at him for a moment with a troubled expression and said: “Why, how did you get in here? What’s happened to you?” he said, suddenly noticing his battered face. “Are you hurt, Eugene?”


  The boy made no reply but looked at him with sullen desperation and jerked his head towards the cells where his two companions were imprisoned—a gesture that pled savagely for silence. And Luke, instantly reading the meaning of that gesture, turned and called out cheerfully:


  “Now you boys just hold on a minute and I’ll have you out of here.”


  Then he came up close to the barred door of the cell where his younger brother stood and, his face stern with care, he said in a low voice: “What happened? Who hit you? Did any of these bastards hit you? I want to know.”


  A policeman was standing behind him looking at them with narrowed eyes, and the boy said desperately:


  “Get us out of here. I’ll tell you later.”


  Then Luke went away with the policeman to pay their fines. When he had gone, Eugene turned bitterly on Kitchin, who had remained with the boys, accusing him of breaking his word by going to Luke. Kitchin’s dark evasive eyes shifted nervously in his head as he answered:


  “Well, what else could I do? I went to the Blake agent here——”


  “Did you get the money?” Blake said. “Did he give it to you?”


  “Give!” Kitchin said curtly, with a sneer. “He gave me nothing—not a damned cent! He said he’d never heard of you!”


  There was silence for a moment.


  “Well, I can’t understand that,” Blake said at length, feebly, and in a tone of dazed surprise. “That’s the first time anything like that has ever happened.”


  At this moment Eugene’s brother returned with two policemen who unlocked the cell doors and let them out. The feeling of coming from the cell into free space again was terrific in its physical intensity: never before had Eugene known the physical sensations of release as he knew them at that moment. The very light and air in the space outside the cell had a soaring buoyancy and freshness which, by comparison, gave to that within the cell a material and oppressive heaviness, a sense of walled and mortared space that had pressed upon his heart and spirit with a crushing weight. Now, suddenly, as if a cord that bound him had been cut, or a brutal hand that held his life in its compelling grip had been removed, the sensations of release and escape filled his body with a sense of aerial buoyancy and the power of wing-like flight.


  With a desperate eagerness he had never felt before he wanted to feel the free light and air again: even the shocked solicitude of his companions when they saw his puffed lips and his blackened eye was drearily oppressive. He thrust past them, muttering, striding towards the door.


  It was the first time in his life that he had ever been arrested and locked up, and for the first time now, he felt and understood the meaning of an immense and brutal authority in life, which he had seen before, but to which he had always believed himself to be immune. Until that day, he had had all the pride and arrogance a young man knows. Since childhood no one had ever compelled him to do anything by force, and although he had seen the million evidences of force, privilege, and compulsion applied to the lives of people around him, so that like every other native of the land in which he lived, he had in his heart no belief in law whatever, and knew that legal justice, where it was achieved, was achieved by fortuitous accident rather than by intent, he had believed, as every young man believes, that his own life and body were fiercely immune to every indignity of force and compulsion.


  Now this feeling was gone forever. And having lost it irrecoverably, he had gained something of more value.


  For now, he was conscious, even at the moment he came out of the cell, of a more earthly, common, and familiar union with the lives of other men than he had ever known. And this experience was to have another extraordinary effect upon his spirit and its understanding and love of poetry, which may seem ludicrous, but which certainly dated from these few hours of his first imprisonment. Up to this time in his life, the poet who had stirred him by his power and genius more than any other was the poet Shelley.


  But in the years that followed, Shelley’s poetry came to have so little meaning for him, that all the magic substance which his lines once had was lost, and Eugene seemed to look indifferently at the hollow shells and ghosts of words, from which all enchantment and belief had vanished. And he felt this way not because the words of this great poet now seemed false to him, but because, more than any other poet he had known, Shelley was the poet of that time of life when men feel most strongly the sense of proud and lonely inviolability, which is legible in everything he wrote, and when their spirits, like his, are also “tameless and swift and proud.” And this is a time of life and magic that, once gone, is gone forever, and that may never be recaptured save by memory.


  But in the years that followed, just as Eugene’s physical body grew coarser and more heavy, and his sensual appetites increased enormously, so also did the energy of his spirit, which in childhood had been wing-like, soaring, and direct in its aerial buoyancy, grow darker, slower, heavier, smouldering and slow in its beginning heat, and densely woven and involved in all its web-like convolutions.


  And as all the strength and passion of his life turned more and more away from its childhood thoughts of aerial flight and escape into some magic and unvisited domain, it seemed to him that the magic and unvisited domain was the earth itself, and all the life around him—that he must escape not out of life but into it, looking through walls he never had seen before, exploring the palpable and golden substance of this earth as it had never been explored, finding, somehow, the word, the key, the door, to the glory of a life more fortunate and happy than any man has ever known, and which yet incredibly, palpably, is his, even as the earth beneath his feet is his, if he could only take it.


  And as he discovered this, Eugene turned more and more for food and comfort to those poets who have found it, and who have left great pieces of that golden earth behind them in their verse, as deathless evidence that they were there:—those poets who wrote not of the air but of the earth, and in whose verse the gold and glory of the earth is treasured—their names are Shakespeare, Spenser, Chaucer, Herrick, Donne, and Herbert.


  Their names are Milton (whom fools have called glacial and austere, and who wrote the most tremendous lines of earthly passion and sensuous magic that have ever yet been written), Wordsworth, Browning, Whitman, Keats, and Heine—their names are Job, Ecclesiastes, Homer, and The Song of Solomon.


  These are their names, and if any man should think the glory of the earth has never been, let him live alone with them, as Eugene did, a thousand nights of solitude and wonder, and they will reveal to him again the golden glory of the earth, which is the only earth that is, and is forever, and is the only earth that lives, the only one that will never die.


  [¬]


  XLIV


  When they got out into the street again, night had almost come. It was about six o’clock, the lights in the streets had gone on, and in the figures of the people that went by, and the motor cars that flashed past sparsely, there was something hurried, mournful, and departing, like the breath of autumn and old leaves stirred by wind and driven on.


  Neither spoke for some time, nor dared look at the other: the boy walked with lowered head, his hat pulled down across his eyes. His lips were puffed and swollen, and his left eye was now entirely closed, a blind poached swelling of bruised blue. They passed below a street lamp, paused for a minute in the hard white glare, turned as if impelled by sombre instinct, and regarded each other with the stern defenseless eye of shame and sorrow. Luke looked earnestly at his brother for a second and then said gently:


  “How’s your eye, Eugene?”


  The boy said nothing: sullenly, steadily, with his one good eye he returned his brother’s look. Luke stared for a minute at the nauseous, fatted purple where the bad eye was, suddenly cursed bitterly, turned, and walked ahead.


  “The d-d-dirty bastards!” he said. “I’ve always f’ought they were a f-f-fairly decent lot till now, but the nice, damned, d-d-d-dirty South Car’lina—” he ground his teeth together, paused again, and turned towards his younger brother: “What d-d-did they do to you while you were in there? I w-w-w-want to know what happened.”


  “I guess I got what was coming to me,” the boy muttered. “We were all drunk, and we were driving pretty fast. So I want you to know that I’m not making any excuses for that.”


  “Well,” Luke said quietly, “that’s all over now, and there’s no use to w-w-worry about it. I guess you’re not the f-f-f-first one that it’s happened to. So let’s f-f-forget about that.” He was silent for a moment, and then he went on sternly, “But if those b-b-bastards beat you up while you were in there I w-w-w-want to know about it.”


  “I’m not kicking about it,” the boy muttered again, because he was ashamed to tell him of the struggle he had had with the two policemen. “I guess I had it coming—but there was one thing!” he said with a surge of bitter feeling as he remembered it. “They did one thing I don’t believe they had any right to do. If it had happened in the North it would have been all right, but, by God, I don’t believe they have any right in this State to put a white man in the same cell with a nigger!”


  “Did they d-d-d-do that to you?” Luke cried in an excited voice, stopping short and half turning as he spoke.


  “Yes, they did, they tried to,” and then he told him what had happened.


  Luke turned completely, and started back towards the station, cursing bitterly.


  “C-c-come on!” he said.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I’m g-g-g-going down there and tell those b-b-b-bastards what I f’ink of them!”


  “No, you’re not! Listen!” Eugene seized his brother by the arm. “We’ll only get locked up again! They’ve got us and we’ve got to take it! We’re not going! Let’s get out of this damned town quick as we can! I never want to see the place again!”


  Luke paused and stood, distractedly thrusting his fingers through his hair.


  “All right,” he said at last. “We’ll go. ... But by G-g-god,” his voice rose suddenly and he shook his fist in the direction of the station, “I’ll be back. I’ve done business in this town for years, I’ve got f-f-f-friends here who are going goddam well to know the reason why a kid is beaten up and locked up with a n-n-nigger by the Blackstone cops. I’ll see this f’ing through now if it t-t-t-takes a life-time!” Then, turning to his brother, he said shortly: “All right, Gene. C-c-come on. We’re g-g-getting out of town.”


  Without further speech, they walked on down the street until they came to the place where Luke’s car was parked.


  “W-w-w-what do you want to d-d-d-do, Gene?” he said quietly. “Do you want to go over to D-d-Daisy’s tonight?”


  The boy shook his head: “No,” he said thickly. “Home. Home. Let’s get out of here. Got to go home now.”


  Luke said nothing for a moment, thrusting his fingers through his hair. “W-w-w-well,” he muttered at length, “perhaps you’re right.”


  [¬]


  XLV


  They left town at once.


  Luke drove savagely going out of town. He kept his big clumsy hands gripped hard upon the rim of the steering wheel, his brow knit and furrowed by its ridge of wrinkles, his face taut and drawn from the tension of his nerves. From time to time he would thrust his clumsy fingers strongly through his flashing mass of hair, laugh a wild jeering “whah-whah” of rage and exasperation, and then say in a voice so packed with sneering bitterness and contempt that it was hard to keep from laughing at him:


  “S—t! Resisting an officer in the p-p-p-p-performance of his duties! Now ain’t that nice?” he said in a voice of mincing refinement and daintiness. “W-w-w-wy the nice neat nigger-Baptist God-damned sons-of-bitches!” he snarled. “The cheap grafting South Car’lina bastards! D-d-d-d-disorderly conduct! S—t!” he snarled with a savage, dainty, mincing bitterness that was somehow wildly and explosively funny.


  Meanwhile, they were speeding along through quiet streets that even in the night-time had the worn and faded dustiness of autumn, past withered lawns, by frame houses which had the same faded dusty look, and under trees on which the dry leaves hung and fluttered: the mournful, worn, weary feeling told of departed summer, evoked sadly the memory of a savage heat, and the sorrowful ghosts and omens of the autumn were everywhere about them. October was there with its strange, brooding presences of sorrow and delight—its sense of something lost and vanished, gone forever, its still impending prescience of something grand and wild to come. Above them the ragged cloudy sky had cleared: it was a night of blazing and magnificent stars, set in the limitless velvet substance of the sky, burning with faint brilliance and without light over the immense, mysterious, and mournful-looking earth.


  Twice, going out of town, his brother stopped, and both times with a kind of sudden indecisive after-thought. Once, when they had passed a little corner drug-store, he jammed the breaks on suddenly, bringing the car to such an abrupt and jolting halt that Eugene was flung forward violently against the wind-shield. He turned to him with a nervous and distracted air of indecision, saying:


  “Do you f-f-f-fink you could go a dope?” (this was the word in common use for Coca Cola) “W-w-w-would you like a drink?” he said, with a comical thrusting movement of the head, a wild look in his eyes, a restless and stammering indecision and earnestness. The boy told him no, and after a worried and restless look of his flickering gray eyes, in the direction of the drug store, he thrust his large flat foot into the clutch and started the car in motion again, with the same violent and jarring movement as when he had halted.


  Again, on the very outposts of the town, where there was nothing but the dusty road, a few cheap frame houses, sparely, flimsily, and carelessly built upon the breast of an immense and formless land, which seemed indifferent to them and with which they seemed to have no union, and with nothing but the road, the stars and the huge mysteries of the earth before them, his brother had halted with another jarring jolt, when they had flashed past a filling station where, so read a sign, soft drinks and barbecued sandwiches were for sale.


  “How about a b-b-b-barbecued sandwich?” he demanded, looking at Eugene with a wild and glaring suddenness. “C-c-c-could you go one? Huh?”—he said, almost barking at him, with a comical thrusting movement of the head. But even before the boy could answer, and he saw the sullen and exasperated scowl upon his face, he thrust his fingers wildly through his hair, burst into a wild rich “whah-whah” of crazy laughter—a laughter that was all the more strange and astonishing because even as he laughed, the taut and drawn tension of his face and nerves, and the frenzied unrest of his eyes, were terribly apparent—and then started the car in motion again with a jarring, grinding and convulsive jolt. And Luke could not have said why he had halted at these last two outposts of the town—the drug store and the filling station—but certainly the impulse that had made him halt, had little to do with food or drink, for neither of them was hungry, and they had no need or desire for further nourishment.


  But the impulse which had made his brother halt belonged to all the dissonance and frenzied unrest of his whole life, and by thousands of actions such as this, the course and pattern of his life was shaped. And finally, his brother had halted because those two small flares of light—pitiful and shabby as they were—had wakened in him a memory of the vast darkness of the huge and lonely earth before them, and because he gave himself into this dark regretfully, and with some misgiving of his soul.


  For his spirit was afraid of solitude and darkness and, like all men in this land, his soul was drawn by the small hard blaze of incandescence—even by those barren bulbous clusters of hard light upon the wintry midnight pavements of a little town—which somehow pitifully and terribly suggest the fear and loneliness in men’s souls, the small hard assurances of manufactured light which they have gathered as some beacon of comfort and security against a dark too vast and terrible, an earth too savage in its rudeness, space, and emptiness, for the spirit and the strength of men.


  And now his brother and he were given to this earth, this dark, this loneliness again. And as they rushed on into the darkness, held, save for the throbbing motor of the little car, in the immutable silence of the earth and darkness, the flickering headlights of the car would suddenly pierce into the huge surrounding mystery of night, lunging for an instant the flashing finger of their light upon some fugitive and secret presence in the vault of night, where all the million lives of men were held. Sometimes, the flashing light would blaze upon the boarding of a little house at the bend of the road, and then the house would flash behind and be engulfed in darkness.


  Sometimes, it would reveal the brown and dusty stubble of the cotton fields, a stretch of ragged pine, a lonely little wooden church, a shack, a cabin, the swift and sinuous forking of another road that spoked into their own, flashed past, and curved away—was gone forever—leaving an instant and intolerable pain and memory—a searing recognition and discovery—a road once seen but never followed and now forever lost with all its promises of a life that they had never known or explored, of faces they had never seen.


  And again, out of this huge and mournful earth, out of the limitless mystery of this continent of night, the lights upon his brother’s car would for an instant pick out faces, shapes, and people, and they, too, would blaze there for a moment in our vision with an intolerable and lonely briefness, and then be lost forever—and in that moment of instant parting and farewell was written the history of man’s destiny—his brother’s life, and that of all men living on the earth around him.


  Once their lights picked out the figure of a country negro: his weary plodding figure loomed up for an instant dustily—a mournful image of bowed back, shapeless garments stained with red field earth, and clumsy brogans coated with the red dust of the road, plodding along against a terrific and desolate landscape of brown cotton fields, clay, and lonely pine, as much a part of it as the earth he walked upon, fixed instantly into it in a vision of labor, sorrow, and destiny, that was eternal.


  And again they passed by negroes coming from a country church, and for a moment saw their white eyes and their black and mournful faces staring towards the light, and lost these, too, forever, and passed into a little town and out again, and saw far-off, and at its edges, a pollen of bright light above a little travelling carnival, and heard the sad wheeling music of the carousel, the mixed and woven clamor of the barker’s cries, the shouts, the people’s voices, and all far-faint and lost and mournful as a dream; and then the earth again—the two back wheels, clay-caked and rattling, of an ancient buggy, the lifting hooves of an old boneyard nag, that slowly turned away from the road’s centre to make way for them, the slow, staring, stupid looks of wonder and astonishment of a young country fellow and his girl as they went by them—and finally, always and forever, nothing but the earth—that mournful, desolate, and lonely earth of cotton fields, and raw red clay and lonely pine, wheeling past forever in rude and formless undulations, immemorable, everlasting, and terrific, above which the great stars blazed their imperturbable and inscrutable messages of deathless calm.


  And as they rushed ahead into the dark, he thought of the hundreds of times his brother had hurled himself along this road at night alone, going furiously from nowhere into nowhere, rushing ahead with starlight shining on his knit brows and his drawn face, with nothing but the lonely, mournful, and desolate red-clay earth about him, the immense, the merciless emptiness and calm of the imperturbable skies above him. And he wondered if there was anywhere on earth a goal for all his frenzy and unrest, some final dwelling-place of certitude and love for all his wandering, or if he must hurl furiously along in darkness beneath these stars forever—lost, unassuaged, and driven—until the immense and mournful earth should take him once again.


  The ride back up into the hills with Luke was cold, dark, bleak, and desolate—the very painting of his own sick soul. Black night had come when they had reached the mountains. The stars were out, and around them the great bulk of the hills was barren, bleak, and wintry-looking, and there was the distant roaring of demented winds upon the hills, the lonely preludes of grim winter among the barren trees. Already, it seemed, the same landscape which only a day or two before had flamed with all the blazing colors of October, and with the enchantment which his hope and joy had given it, had been sorrowfully transformed by the mournful desolation of coming winter. The earth was no longer beautiful and friendly: it had become a waste, a desert, and a prison bleak and bare.


  During the ride up the mountain into Old Catawba, the two brothers spoke seldom to each other. Luke, who had made that dark journey up into the hills a thousand times—for whom, in fact, this ceaseless hurtling along dark roads had become the very pattern of the unrest and fury that lashed his own life on forever—drove hard and raggedly, communicating perfectly to the machine he drove the tension and dissonance of his own tormented spirit. This wordless instrument of steel and brass and leather seemed, in fact, to start, halt, jolt, stammer, and lunge fiercely onward as if it had a brain and spirit of its own that was in anguished sympathy with the tortured nerves that governed it. His brother drove, bent forward tensely, his large clumsy hands gripped hard and nervously upon the steering wheel, as he peered out upon the ribbon of road before him, which bent and twisted in a bewildering serpentine that curved constantly upward along the slopes and flanks of the dark mountainside. The boy sat cold and numb and sick at heart, hands thrust in pockets, his hat pulled low across his eyes, his overcoat turned up around his neck. He glanced at his brother once or twice. He could see his face drawn and taut and furrowed in the dim light, but when he tried to speak to him he could not. The sense of ruin, shame, and failure which filled his spirit seemed so abysmal and complete that there was nothing left to say. And he faced the meeting with his mother and his sister with a sick heart of dread.


  Once going up the mountainside his brother stopped, jamming his huge flat foot so rudely onto the brake that the car halted with a jarring shuddering thud. They had just passed a road of unpaved clay which led off from the mountain road towards the right, and towards a farm house and a light or two which were clearly visible.


  Now, looking nervously and uncertainly toward this house, Luke muttered, almost to himself, thrusting his hand through his hair with a distracted movement as he spoke: “Wy-wy-wy-I f’ink we could g-g-g-get a drink in here wy—if you’d like one. Wy-wy-I know the old fellow who lives there ... he’s a moonshiner—wy-wy-I f’ink—would you like to stop?” he said abruptly and then, getting no answer from the younger one, he gave another worried and uncertain look in the direction of the house, thrust his fingers through his hair, and muttered to himself “W-w-w-well, perhaps you’re right—maybe it’s j-j-j-just as well if we g-g-g-get home wy-wy-wy I guess that Mama will be waiting up for us.”


  When they reached town, the hour was late, the streets had a wintry, barren, and deserted look, and the lights burned dim: from time to time another motor car would flash by them speedily, but they saw few people. As they drove across the Square, it seemed almost to have been frozen in a cataleptic silence, the bulbous clusters of the street lamps around the Square burned with a hard and barren radiance—a ghastly mocking of life, of metropolitan gaiety, in a desert scene from which all life had by some pestilence or catastrophe of nature been extinguished. The fountain in the square pulsed with a cold breezeless jet, and behind the greasy windows of a lunch room he could see a man in a dim light, seated on a stool and drinking coffee, and the swart muscular Greek leaned over the counter, his furrowed inch of brow painfully bent upon the columns of a newspaper.


  As they turned into the street where stood his mother’s house, and sloped swiftly down the hill toward home, his brother, in a tone that tried in vain to be matter-of-fact, and to conceal the concern and pain which his own generous spirit felt because of the feeling of defeat, failure, and desperation which was now legible in every word and gesture of the younger one, began to speak to him in a nervous, almost pleading voice:


  “N-n-now I f’ink,” he began, thrusting his big hand through his hair,—“I—wy I f’ink when we get home wy—I just wouldn’t say anything to Mama about—wy-wy about that trouble—wy—that we had in Blackstone—wy—at all!” he blurted out. “Wy—f-f-f-frankly, I mean it!” he continued earnestly, as he brought the car to a jolting halt before the house. “Wy-wy—if I were in your p-p-place, Gene—wy I’d just forget it. ... It’s all over now—and it would only worry M-m-m-mama if you t-t-told her about it—Wy-wy—the whole f’ing’s over now ... those—wy—those cheap Nigger-Baptist South Car’lina sons-of-bitches—wy-wy—just saw the chance of m-m-making a martyr of you—so I’d j-j-just forget about it—It’s all over now—Wy-wy—f-f-f-forget it!” he cried earnestly. “I—I—wy I wouldn’t f’ink about it again!”


  But the younger one, seeing the light that burned warmly behind the drawn shades of the parlor, set his sick heart and his grim face desperately towards the light, shook his head silently, and then walked grimly towards the house.


  He found his mother and his sister seated together in the parlor before the fire. In another moment, almost before their first startled words of greeting were out of their mouths, he was blurting out the story of his drunkenness, arrest, and imprisonment. As he went on, he could see his mother’s face white, serious, eagerly curious, fixed upon him, and her powerful, deliberate, and curiously flexible mouth which she pursed constantly, darting her eyes at him from time to time with the quick, startled attentiveness of an animal or a bird, as she said sharply: “Hah? ... What say? ... The police, you say? ... Jail? ... Who was with you—hah? Emmet Blake? ... Weaver? ... How much did they fine you—hah?”


  Meanwhile his sister sat listening quietly, with an absent yet intent look in her eyes, stroking her large cleft chin in a reflective manner with her big hand, smiling a little, and saying from time to time:


  “Ah-hah? ... and what did Blake say then? ... What did you say to the nigger when you saw him in the cell? ... Ah-hah. ... They didn’t abuse you, did they? ... Did they hurt you when they hit you? ... Ah-hah. ... And what did Luke say when he saw you looking through the bars?” She snickered hoarsely, and then taking him by the hand, turned to her mother and in a kindly yet derisive tone, said:


  “Here’s your Harvard boy. ... What do you think of your baby now?” And seeing the gloomy and miserable look upon his face, she laughed her high, husky, and derisive falsetto, prodding him in the ribs with her big finger, saying: “K-k-k-k! ... This is our Harvard boy! ... Hi, hi, hi, hi, hi! ... Here’s your baby son, Miss Eliza!” Then releasing his hand, and turning to her mother, she said in a good-natured tone, in which yet a kind of melancholy satisfaction was evident: “Well, you see, don’t you? ... It just goes to show you, doesn’t it? ... I knew it all the time. ... It just goes to show that we’re all the same beneath the skin. ... We’re all alike. ... We all like the stuff ... with all his book education and going off to Harvard, he’s no different from Papa, when you come down to it,” she concluded with a note of sombre brooding satisfaction in her voice.


  “Wy-wy-wy—” he could see Luke teetering nervously from one huge flat foot to another, thrusting his huge hand distractedly through his flashing hair as he attempted to stammer out an earnest and excited defense and justification for his disgrace:


  “Wy-wy-wy I don’t believe that Gene was drunk at all!” he stammered. “Wy I f’ink wy—that he j-j-j-just had the bad luck to wy to f-f-f-fall in with that gang when they were drinking and and and—wy I f’ink those wy those B-B-B-B-Blackstone bastards just saw a chance wy of collecting a wy a little graft and and and wy j-j-just made Gene the goat. Wy f-f-f-frankly I don’t believe he was drunk at all. ... Wy I doubt it very much,” he said, thrusting his fingers through his hair. “F-f-f-frankly, I do.”


  “I was drunk!” the boy muttered sullenly and miserably. “Drunker than any of them. ... I was the worst of the lot.”


  “You see, don’t you?” his sister said again to her mother in a weary, kindly, yet triumphant tone. “You see what happens, don’t you? ... I’ve known it. ... I’ve known it all the time,” she said with sombre satisfaction. “... No, sir,” she shook her head with a movement of emphatic conviction, as if some one had disputed her argument, “you can’t change them! ... You can’t change the leopard’s spots. ... Murder will out. ... You can’t tell me!” she cried again, shaking her head in a movement of denial. “Blood is thicker than water. But you see, don’t you?” she said again with this curiously kindly yet triumphant satisfaction; and then added illogically: “This is what comes of going to Harvard.”


  And his mother, who had been following this broken and almost incoherent discourse of his brother and sister with the quick, startled darting and attentive glances of an animal or a bird, now said nothing. Instead she just stood looking at him, her broad worn hands held at the waist for a moment in a loose strong clasp, her face white and stern, and her mouth pursed in a strong pucker of reproach. For a moment it seemed that she would speak, but suddenly her worn brown eyes were hot with tears, she shook her head at him in a strong, convulsive and almost imperceptible tremor of grief and disappointment, and turning quickly with a rapid awkward movement of her short figure, she went out of the room as fast as she could, slamming the door behind her.


  When she had gone, there was silence for a minute, save for the gaseous flare and crumble of the coal-fire in the grate, and the stertorous, nervous and uneasy labor of Luke’s breath. Then his sister turned to him, and looking at him with eyes which had grown dead and lustreless, and in a tone that was full of the sombre and weary resignation that was now frequent when she spoke, she said: “Well, forget about it. She’ll get over it. ... You will, too. ... It’s done now, and it can’t be helped. ... So forget it. ... I know, I know,” she said with a sombre, weary, and fatal resignation as she shook her head. “We all have these great dreams and big ambitions when we’re twenty. ... I know. ... I had them, too. ... Don’t break your heart about it, Gene. ... Life’s not worth it. ... So forget it. ... Just forget about it. ... You’ll forget,” she muttered, “like I did.”


  Later that night, when his sister had departed for her home and his brother had gone to bed, he sat with his mother in the parlor looking at the fire. Blundering, stumbling incoherently, he tried desperately to reassure her, to tell her of his resolution to expiate his crime, to retrieve his failure, somehow to justify her in the faith and support she had given him. He spoke wildly, foolishly, desperately, of a dozen plans in progress, promising everything, swearing anything, and sure of nothing. He told her he was ready to go to work at once, to do any work that he could find—like a drowning man he clutched wildly at a dozen straws—he would get a job on the paper as a reporter; he would teach school; there were great sums of money to be made from advertising, he had a friend in that profession, he was sure he would succeed there; he felt sure that Professor Hatcher could get him placed at some small college teaching drama and play-writing courses; some one had told him he could find employment editing the little magazine or “house organ” of a department store in the city; a friend at college had secured employment as librarian of an ocean liner; another made large sums of money selling floor-mops and brushes to the housewives of the Middle West—he blurted out the foolish and futile projects feverishly, clutching at straw after straw, and halted abruptly, baffled by her silence, and by the sudden sickening realization that he no longer had a straw to clutch at—how foolish, futile, feeble all these projects were!


  As for his mother, she sat staring straight into the fire, and made no answer. Then, for a long time, he sat there melancholy, saying nothing, while the woman looked straight ahead, hands clasped across her waist, looking into the fire with a fixed stare of her white face and puckered mouth. At length she spoke:


  ... “I have brought them all into the world,” she said quietly, “and seen them all grow up ... and some are dead now ... and some have done nothing with their lives. ... You were the youngest, and the last ... my only hope. ... Oh, to see them all, all go the same way ... to hope and pray year after year that there would be one of them who would not fail—and now!” her voice rose strongly, and she shook her head with the old convulsive tremor, “to think that you—the one on whom my hope was set—the one who has had the education and the opportunity that the others never had—should go the way that the others went. ... It’s too bad to bear!” she cried, and suddenly burst into tears. “Too much to ask of me!” she whispered huskily, and suddenly drew the sleeve of the old frayed sweater across her weak wet eyes, with the pathetic gesture of a child—a gesture that tore him with a rending anguish of pity, shame, and inexpiable regret. “Too hard ... too hard,” she whispered. “Surely there’s a curse of God upon us if after all the pain and sorrow all are lost.”


  And he sat there, sick with shame, self-loathing and despair, unable to reply. And then he heard again the remote demented howling of the wind, the creaking of bare boughs, the vast dark prowling of the beast of night about his mother’s house. And again he heard, as he had heard a thousand times in childhood, far, faint, and broken by the wind, the wailing whistle of a distant train. It brought to him, as it had brought to him so many times, the old immortal promises of flight and darkness, the golden promises of morning, new lands and a shining city. And to his sick and desperate soul, the cry of the great train now came with a sterner and more desperate hope than he had ever known as a boy. Suddenly he knew that now there was one road, and only one before him—flight from this defeat and failure which his life had come to, redemption by stern labor and grim loneliness, the stern challenge, the sharp peril and the grand reward—the magic and undying image of the city. And suddenly he knew that he would go.


  The night before he went away he went out and prowled restlessly about the streets of the town until the hour was very late. A letter from a friend had informed them that there was hope of a teaching appointment at one of the city universities, later, when the spring term began. Meanwhile, a swift exchange of telegrams had promised him temporary employment in New York, soliciting funds from alumni of his university, for a memorial building. And uncertain, specious, and disheartening as this employment seemed to him, he had eagerly seized the offer when it came. He was leaving home the next day.


  Now, sick of soul and driven by the unquiet heart, the furious unrest, he prowled the barren night-time streets of his native town. The Square was bleak and lifeless and deserted, with its hard glare of lights: along the main street of the town a few belated citizens hurried past from time to time, faces and voices he remembered from his childhood, driven by like ghosts. Everything he saw and touched was strange and familiar as a dream—a life which he had known utterly and which now vanished from his grasp whenever he approached it—his forever, buried in his blood and memory, never to be made his own again.


  When he returned home, it was after midnight, and his mother’s old gaunt house was dark. He went quietly up the steps and into the broad front hallway, closing the heavy door quietly behind him. For a minute he stood there in that living dark, the ancient and breathing darkness of that old house which seemed to speak to him with all the thousand voices of its vanished lives—with all the shapes and presences of things and people he had known, who had been there, and who had passed or vanished, or had died.


  Then quietly he groped his way along the dark old hallway, and towards the kitchen, and the little room beyond in which his mother slept.


  When he got to the kitchen the room was dark, save for the soft flare and crumble of the fading ashes in the old coal range. But the kitchen was still warm, with a curious and recent currency of warmth and silence, as if it were still filled with his mother’s life, and as if she had just been there.


  He turned on the light and for a minute stood looking at the familiar old table with its sheathing of ragged battered zinc, and at the ironing board with its great stack of freshly ironed and neatly folded linen; and he knew that she had worked there late.


  Suddenly, a desperate urge, an overmastering desire to see her, speak to her, awoke in him. He thought that if he could only see her now, he could reveal himself to her, explain the purpose of his failure, the certainty of his success. He was sure that now, if ever, he could speak to her, and say the things he had always wished to say, but never said—speak the unspeakable, find a tongue for the unspoken language, make her understand his life, his purpose, and his heart’s desire, as he had never done before. And filled with this wild hope, this impossible conviction, he strode towards the closed door of her little room to rouse her.


  Then abruptly, he paused. Upon an old cupboard, in a glass half-filled with water, he saw, as he had seen a thousand times, grinning at him with a prognathous, a strangely human bleakness, the false teeth she had put there when she went to bed. And suddenly he knew he could not speak to her. For grotesque, ugly, and absurd as they were, those grinning teeth evolved for him, somehow, as nothing else on earth could do, the whole image of his mother’s life of grief and toil and labor—the intolerable memories of the vanished and the irrevocable years, the strange and bitter miracle of life. And he knew then that he could not speak, that there was nothing he could say to her.


  He rapped gently at the door, and in a moment heard her voice, quick, sharp, and startled, roused from sleep, saying: “Hah? ... what say? ... who’s there?”


  He answered: in a moment she opened the door and stood there, her face startled, curiously small and white and sunken, somehow like a child’s. When he spoke to her, she answered incoherently: and then she smiled in an apologetic and embarrassed manner, and covered her mouth shyly with one hand, while she extended her other for the glass that held her teeth. He turned his head away: when he looked again her face had taken on its familiar contour, and she was saying in her usual tone: “Hah? ... What is it, son?” “Nothing, Mama,” he said awkwardly. “I—I didn’t know you were asleep ... I—I—just came in to say good-night, Mama.”


  “Good-night, son,” she said, and turned her white cheek up to him. He kissed it briefly.


  “Now go and get some sleep,” she said. “It’s late and you’ve all your packing to do yet when you get up tomorrow.”


  “Yes,” he said awkwardly. “... I guess you’re right. ... Well, good-night.” And he kissed her again.


  “Good-night,” she said. “Turn out the lights, won’t you, before you go to bed.”


  And as he turned the kitchen light out, he heard her door close quietly behind him, and the dark and lonely silence of the old house was all around him as he went down the hall. And a thousand voices—his father’s, his brothers’, and of the child that he himself had been, and all the lives and voices of the hundred others, the lost, the vanished people, were whispering to him as he went down the old dark hall there in his mother’s house. And the remote demented wind was howling in the barren trees, as he had heard it do so many times in childhood, and far off, far-faint and broken by the wind, he heard the wailing cry of the great train, bringing to him again its wild and secret promises of flight and darkness, new lands, and a shining city. And there was something wild and dark and secret in him that he could never utter. The strange and bitter miracle of life had filled him and he could not speak, and all he knew was that he was leaving home forever, that the world, the future of dark time, and of man’s destiny lay before him, and that he would never live here in his mother’s house again.


  [¬]


  BOOK IV

  PROTEUS: THE CITY


  XLVI


  As the train was pounding north across New Jersey, another train upon the inside track began to race with it, and for a distance of ten miles the two trains thundered down the tracks in an even, thrilling, and tremendous contest of steel and smoke and pistoned wheel that blotted out everything, the vision of the earth, the thought of the journey, the memory of the city, for all who saw it.


  The other train, which was bound from Philadelphia, appeared so calmly and naturally that at first no one suspected that a race was on. It came banging up slowly, its big black snout swaying and bucking with a clumsy movement as it came on, its shining pistons swinging free and loose, and with short intermittent blasts of smoke from its squat funnel. It came up so slowly and naturally, past their windows, that at first it was hard to understand at what terrific speed the train was running, until one looked out of the windows on the other side and saw the flat, formless and uncharactered earth of New Jersey whipping by like pickets on a fence.


  The other train came slowly on with that huge banging movement of the terrific locomotive, eating its way up past the windows, until the engine cab was level with Eugene and he could look across two or three scant feet of space and see the engineer. He was a young man cleanly jacketed in striped blue and wearing goggles. He had a ruddy color and his strong pleasant face, which bore on it the character of courage, dignity, and the immense and expert knowledge these men have, was set in a good-natured and determined grin, as with one gloved hand held steady on the throttle, he leaned upon his sill, with every energy and perception in him fixed with a focal concentration on the rails. Behind him his fireman, balanced on the swaying floor, his face black and grinning, his eyes goggled like a demon, and lit by the savage flare of his terrific furnace, was shovelling coal with all his might. Meanwhile, the train came on, came on, eating its way past, foot by foot, until the engine cab had disappeared from sight, and the first coaches of the train drew by.


  And now a wonderful thing occurred. As the heavy rust-red coaches of the other train came up and began to pass them, the passengers of both trains suddenly became aware that a race between the trains was taking place. A tremendous excitement surged up in them, working its instant magic upon all these travellers, with their gray hats, their gray, worn city faces, and their dull tired eyes, which just the moment before had been fastened wearily on the pages of a newspaper, as if, having been hurled along this way beneath the lonely skies so many times, the desolate face of the earth had long since grown too familiar to them, and they never looked out windows any more.


  But now the faces that had been so gray and dead were flushed with color, the dull and lustreless eyes had begun to burn with joy and interest. The passengers of both trains crowded to the windows, grinning like children for delight and jubilation.


  Eugene’s train, which for a space had been holding its rival even, now began to fall behind. The other train began to slide past the windows with increasing speed, and when this happened the joy and triumph of its passengers were almost unbelievable. Meanwhile their own faces had turned black and bitter with defeat. They cursed, they muttered, they scowled malevolently, they turned away with an appearance of indifference, as if they had no further interest in the thing, only to come back again with a fascinated and bitter look as their accursed windows slid by them with the inevitability of death and destiny.


  Throughout, the crews of the two trains had shown as keen and passionate an interest, as intense a rivalry, as had the passengers. The conductors and porters were clustered at the windows or against the door in the car-ends, and they grinned and jeered just as the rest of them had done; but their interest was more professional, their knowledge more intimate and exact. The conductor on the train would say to the porter—“Whose train is that? Did you see John McIntyre aboard?” And the Negro would answer positively, “No, sah! Dat ain’t Cap’n McIntyre. Ole man Rigsby’s got her. Dere he is now!” he cried, as another coach moved past, and the grizzled and grinning face of an old conductor came in sight.


  Then the conductor would go away, shaking his head, and the Negro would mutter and chuckle to himself by turns. He was a fat enormous darkey, with an ink-black skin, a huge broad bottom, teeth of solid grinning white, and with a big fatty growth on the back of his thick neck. He shook like jelly when he laughed. Eugene had known him for years because he came from his native town, and the Pullman car in which he rode, which was known as K19, was the car that always made the journey of 700 miles between his home town and the city. Now the Negro sprawled upon the green upholstery of the end seat in the Pullman and grinned and muttered at his fellows in the other train.


  “All right, boy. All right, you ole slew-footed niggah!” he would growl at a grinning darkey in the other train. “Uh! Uh!” he would grunt ironically. “Don’t you think you’s somp’n, dough! You’s pullin’ dat train yo’self, you is!” he would laugh sarcastically, and then sullenly and impatiently conclude, “Go on, boy! Go on! I sees you! I don’t care how soon I loses you! Go on, niggah! Go on! Git dat ugly ole livah-lipped face o’ yo’n out o’ my way!”


  And that grinning and derisive face would also vanish and be gone, until the whole train had passed them, pulled ahead of them, and vanished from their sight. And their porter sat there staring out the window, chuckling and shaking his head from time to time, as he said to himself, with a tone of reproof and disbelief:


  “Dey ain’t got no right to do dat! Dey ain’t got no right to run right by us like we wasn’t here!” he chuckled. “Dey ain’t nothin’ but a little ole Philadelphia local! Dey’re not supposed to make de time we is! We’s de Limited! We got de outside rail!” he bragged, but immediately, shaking his head, he said: “But Lawd, Lawd! Dat didn’t help us none today. Dey’ve gone right on by us! We’ll never ketch dem now!” he said mournfully, and it seemed that he was right.


  Eugene’s train was running in free light and open country now, and the passengers, resigned finally to defeat, had settled back into their former dozing apathy. But suddenly the train seemed to start and leap below them with a living energy, its speed increased visibly, the earth began to rush by with an ever-faster stroke, the passengers looked up and at one another with a question in their eyes, and an awakened interest.


  And now their fortune was reversed, the train was running through the country at terrific speed, and in a moment more they began to come up on the rival train again. And now, just as the other train had slid by them, they began to walk by its windows with the calm imperious stride of their awakened and irresistible power. But where, before, the passengers of both trains had mocked and jeered at one another, they now smiled quietly and good-naturedly, with a friendly, almost affectionate, interest. For it seemed that they—the people in the other train—now felt that their train had done its best and made a manful showing against its mighty and distinguished competitor, and that they were now cheerfully resigned to let the Limited have its way.


  And now their train walked up past the windows of the dining-car of the other: they could see the smiling white-jacketed waiters, the tables covered with their snowy-white linen and gleaming silver, and the people eating, smiling and looking toward them in a friendly manner as they ate. And then they were abreast the heavy parlor cars: a lovely girl, blonde-haired, with a red silk dress, and slender shapely legs crossed carelessly, holding an opened magazine face downward in one hand, and with the slender tapering fingers of the other curved inward towards her belly where they fumbled with a charm or locket hanging from a chain, was looking at them for a moment with a tender and good-natured smile. And opposite her, with his chair turned towards her, an old man, dressed elegantly in a thin, finely-woven and expensive-looking suit of gray, and with a meagre, weary, and distinguished face that had brown spots upon it, was sitting with his thin phthisic shanks crossed, and for a moment Eugene could see his lean hands, palsied, stiff, and folded on his lap, and the brown spots on them; and he could see a corded, brittle-looking vein upon the back of one old hand.


  And outside there was the raw and desolate-looking country, there were the great steel coaches, the terrific locomotives, the shining rails, the sweep of the tracks, the vast indifferent dinginess and rust of colors, the powerful mechanical expertness, and the huge indifference to suave finish. And inside there were the opulent green and luxury of the Pullman cars, ‘the soft glow of the lights,’ and people fixed there for an instant in incomparably rich and vivid little pictures of their life and destiny, as they were all hurled onward, a thousand atoms, to their journey’s end somewhere upon the mighty continent, across the immense and lonely visage of the everlasting earth.


  And they looked at one another for a moment, they passed and vanished and were gone forever, yet it seemed to him that he had known these people, that he knew them better than the people in his own train, and that, having met them for an instant under immense and timeless skies, as they were hurled across the continent to a thousand destinations, they had met, passed, vanished, yet would remember this forever. And he thought the people in the two trains felt this, also: slowly they passed each other now, and their mouths smiled and their eyes grew friendly, but he thought there was some sorrow and regret in what they felt. For, having lived together as strangers in the immense and swarming city, they now had met upon the everlasting earth, hurled past each other for a moment between two points in time upon the shining rails, never to meet, to speak, to know each other any more, and the briefness of their days, the destiny of man, was in that instant greeting and farewell.


  Therefore, in this way, they passed and vanished, the coaches slipped away from them until again they came up level with the cab of the other locomotive. And now the young engineer no longer sat in his high window with a determined grin, and with his hard blue eyes fixed on the rail. Rather, he stood now in the door, his engine banging away deliberately, slowed down, bucking and rocking loosely as they passed. His attitude was that of a man who has just given up a race. He had turned to shout something at his fireman who stood there balanced, arms akimbo, black and grinning, as they moved up by them. The engineer had one gloved hand thrust out against the cab to support him, he held the other on his hip and he was grinning broadly at them, with solid teeth edged with one molar of bright gold—a fine, free, generous, and good-humored smile, which said more plain than any words could do: “Well, it’s over, now! You fellows win! But you’ll have to admit we gave you a run for your money while it lasted!”


  Then, they drew away and lost the train forever. And presently their own train came in to Newark, where it stopped. And suddenly, as Eugene was looking at some Negroes working there with picks and shovels on the track beside the train, one looked up and spoke quietly to the fat porter, without surprise or any greeting, as casually and naturally as a man could speak to some one who has been in the same room with him for hours.


  “When you comin’ back dis way, boy?” he said.


  “I’ll be comin’ back again on Tuesday,” said the porter.


  “Did you see dat ole long gal yet? Did you tell huh what I said?”


  “Not yet,” the porter said, “but I’ll be seein’ huh fo’ long! I’ll tell yo’ what she says.”


  “I’ll be lookin’ fo’ you,” said the other Negro.


  “Don’t fo’git now,” said the fat black porter, chuckling; and the train started, the man calmly returned to work again; and this was all. What that astounding meeting of two black atoms underneath the skies, that casual incredible conversation meant, he never knew; but he did not forget it.


  And the whole memory of this journey, of this race between the trains, of the Negroes, of the passengers who came to life like magic, crowding and laughing at the windows, and particularly of the girl and of the vein upon the old man’s hand, was fixed in Eugene’s brain forever. And like everything he did or saw that year, like every journey that he made, it became a part of his whole memory of the city.


  And the city would always be the same when he came back. He would rush through the immense and glorious stations, murmurous with their million destinies and the everlasting sound of time, that was caught up forever in their roof—he would rush out into the street, and instantly it would be the same as it had always been, and yet forever strange and new.


  He felt as if by being gone from it an instant he had missed something priceless and irrecoverable. He felt instantly that nothing had changed a bit, and yet it was changing furiously, unbelievably, every second before his eyes. It seemed stranger than a dream, and more familiar than his mother’s face. He could not believe in it—and he could not believe in anything else on earth. He hated it, he loved it, he was instantly engulfed and overwhelmed by it.


  He brought to it the whole packed glory of the earth—the splendor, power, and beauty of the nation. He brought back to it a tremendous memory of space, and power, and of exultant distances; a vision of trains that smashed and pounded at the rails, a memory of people hurled past the window of his vision in another train, of people eating sumptuously from gleaming silver in the dining cars, of cities waking in the first light of the morning, and of a thousand little sleeping towns built across the land, lonely and small and silent in the night, huddled below the desolation of immense and cruel skies.


  He brought to it a memory of the loaded box-cars slatting past at fifty miles an hour, of swift breaks like openings in a wall when coal cars came between, and the sudden feeling of release and freedom when the last caboose whipped past. He remembered the dull rusty red, like dried blood, of the freight cars, the lettering on them, and their huge gaping emptiness and joy as they curved in among raw piney land upon a rusty track, waiting for great destinies in the old red light of evening upon the lonely, savage, and indifferent earth; and he remembered the cindery look of road-beds, and the raw and barren spaces in the land that ended nowhere; the red clay of railway cuts, and the small hard lights of semaphores—green, red, and yellow—as in the heart of the enormous dark they shone, for great trains smashing at the rails, their small and passionate assurances.


  He brought to it the heart, the eye, the vision of the everlasting stranger, who had walked its stones, and breathed its air, and, as a stranger, looked into its million dark and driven faces, and who could never make the city’s life his own.


  And finally he brought to it the million memories of his fathers who were great men and knew the wilderness, but who had never lived in cities: three hundred of his blood and bone, who sowed their blood and sperm across the continent, walked beneath its broad and lonely lights, were frozen by its bitter cold, burned by the heat of its fierce suns, withered, gnarled, and broken by its savage weathers, and who fought like lions with its gigantic strength, its wildness, its limitless savagery and beauty, until with one stroke of its paw it broke their backs and killed them.


  He brought to it the memory and inheritance of all these men and women who had worked, fought, drunk, loved, whored, striven, lived and died, letting their blood soak down like silence in the earth again, letting their flesh rot quietly away into the stern, the beautiful, the limitless substance of the everlasting earth from which they came, from which they were compacted, on which they worked and wrought and moved, and in whose immense and lonely breast their bones were buried and now lay, pointing eighty ways across the continent.


  Above the pounding of the mighty wheels their voices had seemed to well out of the everlasting earth, giving to him, the son whom they had never seen, the dark inheritance of the earth and the centuries, which was his, even as his blood and bone were his, but which he could not fathom:


  “Whoever builds a bridge across this earth,” they cried, “whoever lays a rail across this mouth, whoever stirs the dust where these bones lie, let him go dig them up, and say his Hamlet to the engineers. Son, son,” their voices said, “is the earth richer where our own earth lay? Must you untwist the vine-root from the buried heart? Have you unrooted mandrake from our brains? Or the rich flowers, the big rich flowers, the strange unknown flowers?


  “You must admit the grass is thicker here. Hair grew like April on our buried flesh. These men were full of juice, you’ll grow good corn here, golden wheat. The men are dead, you say? They may be dead, but you’ll grow trees here; you’ll grow an oak but we were richer than an oak: you’ll grow a plum tree here that’s bigger than an oak, it will be all filled with plums as big as little apples.


  “We were great men and mean men hated us,” they said. “We were all men who cried out when we were hurt, wept when we were sad, drank, ate, were strong, weak, full of fear, were loud and full of clamor, yet grew quiet when dark came. Fools laughed at us and witlings sneered at us: how could they know our brains were subtler than a snake’s? Because they were more small, were they more delicate? Did their pale sapless flesh sense things too fine for our imagining? How can you think it, child? Our hearts were wrought more strangely than a cat’s, full of deep twistings, woven sinews, flushing with dull and brilliant fires; and our marvellous nerves, flame-tipped, crossed wires too intricate for their fathoming.


  “What could they see,” the voices rose above the sound of the wheels with their triumphant boast, “what could they know of men like us, whose fathers hewed the stone above their graves, and now lie under mountains, plains, and forests, hills of granite, drowned by a flooding river, killed by the stroke of the everlasting earth? Now only look where these men have been buried: they’ve heaved their graves up in great laughing lights of flowers—do you see other flowers so rich on other graves?


  “Who sows the barren earth?” their voices cried. “We sowed the wilderness with blood and sperm. Three hundred of your blood and bone are recompacted with the native earth: we gave a tongue to solitude, a pulse to the desert, the barren earth received us and gave back our agony: we made the earth cry out. One lies in Oregon, and one, by a broken wheel and horse’s skull, still grips a gunstock on the Western trail. Another one has helped to make Virginia richer. One died at Chancellorsville in Union blue, and one at Shiloh walled with Yankee dead. Another was ripped open in a bar-room brawl and walked three blocks to find a doctor, holding his entrails thoughtfully in his hands.


  “One died in Pennsylvania reaching for a fork: her reach was greater than her grasp; she fell, breaking her hip, cut off from red rare beef and roasting-ears at ninety-six. Another whored and preached his way from Hatteras to the Golden Gate: he preached milk and honey for the kidneys, sassafras for jaundice, sulphur for uric acid, slippery-ellum for decaying gums, spinach for the goitre, rhubarb for gnarled joints and all the twistings of rheumatism, and pure spring water mixed with vinegar for that great ailment dear to Venus, that makes the world and Frenchmen kin. He preached the brotherhood and love of man, the coming of Christ and Armageddon by the end of 1886, and he founded the Sons of Abel, the Daughters of Ruth, the Children of The Pentateuch, as well as twenty other sects; and finally he died at eighty-four, a son of the Lord, a prophet, and a saint.


  “Two hundred more are buried in the hills of home: these men got land, fenced it, owned it, tilled it; they traded in wood, stone, cotton, corn, tobacco; they built houses, roads, grew trees and orchards. Wherever these men went, they got land and worked it, built upon it, farmed it, sold it, added to it. These men were hill-born and hill-haunted: all knew the mountains, but few knew the sea.


  “So there we are, child, lacking our thousand years and ruined walls, perhaps, but with a glory of our own, laid out across three thousand miles of earth. There have been bird-calls for our flesh within the wilderness. So call, please, call! Call the robin red-breast and the wren, who in dark woods discover the friendless bodies of unburied men!


  “Immortal land, cruel and immense as God,” they cried, “we shall go wandering on your breast forever! Wherever great wheels carry us is home—home for our hunger, home for all things except the heart’s small fence and dwelling-place of love.


  “Who sows the barren earth?” they said. “Who needs the land? You’ll make great engines yet, and taller towers. And what’s a trough of bone against a tower? You need the earth? Whoever needs the earth may have the earth. Our dust, wrought in this land, stirred by its million sounds, will stir and tremble to the passing wheel. Whoever needs the earth may use the earth. Go dig us up and there begin your bridge. But whoever builds a bridge across this earth, whoever lays a rail across this mouth, whoever needs the trench where these bones lie, let him go dig them up and say his Hamlet to the engineers.”


  So had their hundred voices welled up from the earth and called to him, their son and brother, above the pounding of the mighty wheels that roared above them. And the memory of their words, their triumphant tongue of deathless silence, and the full weight of the inheritance they had given him, he brought back again out of the earth into the swarming canyons and the million tongues of the unceasing, the fabulous, the million-footed city.


  And all that he had seen, all that he remembered of this earth he brought to the city, and it seemed to be the city’s complement—to feed it, to sustain it, to belong to it. And the image of the city, written in his heart, was so unbelievable that it seemed to be a fiction, a fable, some huge dream of his own dreaming, so unbelievable that he did not think that he should find it when he returned; yet it was just the same as he had remembered it. He found it, the instant he came out of the station: the tidal swarm of faces, the brutal stupefaction of the street, the immense and arrogant blaze and sweep of the great buildings.


  It was fabulous and incredible, but there it was. He saw again the million faces—the faces dark, dingy, driven, harried, and corrupt, the faces stamped with all the familiar markings of suspicion and mistrust, cunning, contriving, and a hard and stupid cynicism. There were the faces, thin and febrile, of the taxi drivers, the faces cunning, sly, and furtive, the hard twisted mouths and rasping voices, the eyes glittering and toxic with unnatural fires. And there were the faces, cruel, arrogant and knowing of the beak-nosed Jews, the brutal heavy figures of the Irish cops, and their red beefy faces, filled with the stupid, swift, and choleric menaces of privilege and power, shining forth terribly with an almost perverse and sanguinary vitality and strength among the swarming tides of the gray-faced people. They were all there as he remembered them—a race mongrel, dark, and feverish, swarming along forever on the pavements, moving in tune to that vast central energy, filled with the city’s life, as with a general and dynamic fluid.


  And, incredibly, incredibly! these common, weary, driven, brutal faces, these faces he had seen a million times, even the sterile scrabble of harsh words they uttered, now seemed to be touched by this magic of now and forever, this strange and legendary quality that the city had, and to belong themselves to something fabulous and enchanted. The people, common, dull, cruel, and familiar-looking as they were, seemed to be a part, to comprise, to be fixed in something classic, and eternal, in the everlasting variousness and fixity of time, in all the fabulous reality of the city’s life: they formed it, they were part of it, and they could have belonged to nothing else on earth.


  And as he saw them, as he heard them, as he listened to their words again, as they streamed past, their stony gravel of harsh oaths and rasping cries, the huge single anathema of their bitter and strident tongues dedicated so completely, so constantly, to the baseness, folly, or treachery of their fellows that it seemed that speech had been given to them by some demon of everlasting hatred only in order that they might express the infamy and vileness of men, or the falseness of women—as he listened to this huge and single tongue of hatred, evil, and of folly, it seemed incredible that they could breathe the shining air without weariness, agony, and labor—that they could live, breathe, move at all among the huge encrusted taint, the poisonous congestion of their lives.


  And yet live, breathe, and move they did with a savage and indubitable violence, an unfathomed energy. Hard-mouthed, hard-eyed, and strident-tongued, with their million hard gray faces, they streamed past upon the streets forever, like a single animal, with the sinuous and baleful convolutions of an enormous reptile. And the magical and shining air—the strange, subtle and enchanted weather, was above them, and the buried men were strewn through the earth on which they trod, and a bracelet of great tides was flashing round them, and the enfabled rock on which they swarmed swung eastward in the marches of the sun into eternity, and was masted like a ship with its terrific towers, and was flung with a lion’s port between its tides into the very maw of the infinite, all-taking ocean. And exultancy and joy rose with a cry of triumph in his throat, because he found it wonderful.


  Their voices seemed to form one general City-Voice, one strident snarl, one twisted mouth of outrage and of slander bared forever to the imperturbable and immortal skies of time, one jeering tongue and rumor of man’s baseness, fixed on the visage of the earth, and turned incredibly, and with an evil fortitude, toward depthless and indifferent space against the calm and silence of eternity.


  Filled with pugnacious recollection that Voice said, “‘Dis guy,’ I says, ‘dis friend of yoehs,’” it said, “‘dis bastad who owes me fawty bucks—dat yuh introduced me to—when’s he goin’ t’ giv’it to me?’ I says.” And derisive, scornful, knowing, it would snarl: “W’ich guy? W’ich guy do yuh mean? Duh guy dat used to come in Louie’s place?” And bullying and harsh it would reply: “Yuh don’t know? Watcha mean yuh don’t know!” ... Defiant, “Who don’t know? ... Who says so? ... Who told yuh so?” And jeering, “Oh dat guy! ... Is dat duh guy yuh mean? An’ wat t’ hell do I care wat he t’inks, f’r Chris’ sake! ... To hell wit’ him!” it said.


  Recounting past triumphs with an epic brag, it said: “‘You’re comin’ out of dere!’ I said. ‘Wat do you t’ink of dat?’ ... ‘Oh, yeah,’ he says, ‘who’s goin’ t’ make me?’ So I says, ‘You hoid me—yeah! ... You’re goin’ to take dat little tin crate of yoehs right out of deh! You’ll take yoeh chance right on duh line wit’ all duh rest of us!’ ... ‘Oh, yeah,’ he says. ... ‘You hoid me, misteh’—an’ he went!” In tones of ladylike refinement, it recounted romance into ravished ears as follows: “‘Lissen,’ I says, ‘as far as my boss is consoined it’s bizness only. ... An’ as far as Mr. Ball is consoined it’s my own bizness’ (hah! hah! hah! Y’know that’s wat I tol’ him. ... Jeez: it handed him a laugh, y’know!)—‘An afteh five o’clock,’ I says, ‘I’m my own boss. ... At duh same time,’ I says, ‘deh’s duh psychological side to be considehed.’”


  And with the sweet accent of maternal tribulation, it admitted, “Sure! I hit her! I did! Oh, I hit her very hahd! Jeez! It was an awful crack I gave her, honestleh! My hand was boinin’ f’r a half-oueh aftehwads! ... I just blow up, y’ know! ... Dat’s my on’y reason f’r dat! I jus’ blow up! Dis fellah’s in duh bathroom callin’ f’r his eggs, duh baby’s yellin’ f’r his bottle, an’ I jus’ blow up! ... Dat’s my on’y reason f’r dat! Dat’s duh on’y reason dat I hit her, see? I’m afraid she’ll hoit duh baby, see? She bends its fingehs back. So I says, ‘F’r God’s sake, please, don’t do dat! ... I gotta headache’ ... an’then, I jus’ blow up! Sure! I hit her hahd! ... Duh trouble is I can’t stop wit’ one slap, see! ... Jeez! I hit her! My hand was boining f’r a half-oueh aftehwads!”


  Hot with its sense of outraged decency, it said, “I went upstairs an’ pounded on dat doeh! ... ‘Come out of dere, you s of a b,’ I says—Sure, I’m tellin’ yuh! Dat’s what I said to her, y’ know! ... ‘Come out of dere,’ I says, ‘before I t’row you out,’” and regretfully it added, “Sure! I hate to do dese t’ings—it makes me feel bad lateh—but I won’t have dem in my place. Dat’s duh one t’ing I refuse t’ do,” it said. And with a passionate emotion, it asserted, “Sure! ... Dat’s what I’m tellin’ yuh! ... Yuh know how dat was, don’t cha? Duh foist guy—her husban’—was passin’ out duh sugah an’ duh otheh guy—duh boy-friend—was layin’ her. Can yuh ima-a-gine it?” it said.


  Amazed, in tones of stupefaction, it would say “No kiddin’! No!” And with solemn reprehension it would add, “Oh, yuh know I think that’s te-e-ri-bul! I think that’s aw-w-ful!”—the voice of unbelieving horror would reply.


  Finally, friendly and familiar, the great Voice of the city said, “Well, so long, Eddy. I’m goin’ t’ ketch some sleep,” it said, and answered, “Well, so long, Joe, I’ll be seein’ yuh.” “So long, Grace,” it added with an accent of soft tenderness and love, and the huge Voice of the city murmured, “O.K. kid! Eight o’clock—no kiddin’—I’ll be deh!”


  Such were some of the million tongues of that huge single Voice, as he had heard them speak a thousand times, and as now instantly, incredibly, as soon as he came back to them, they spoke again.


  And as he listened, as he heard them, their speech could not have been more strange to him had they been people from the planet Mars. He stared gape-mouthed, he listened, he saw the whole thing blazing in his face again to the tone and movement of its own central, unique, and incomparable energy. It was so real that it was magical, so real that all that men had always known was discovered to them instantly, so real he felt as if he had known it forever, yet must be dreaming as he looked at it; therefore he looked at it and his spirit cried:


  “Incredible! Oh, incredible! It moves, it pulses like a single living thing! It lives, it lives, with all its million faces”—and this is the way he always knew it was.


  [¬]


  XLVII


  That year—the first year that he lived there in the city—he was twenty-three years old. After these months of frenzy, drunkenness, and arrest, he was at the last gasp of his resources, and the eighteen hundred dollars a year, which was his salary at the university that had employed him as an instructor, seemed to him a wage of princely munificence—a stroke of incredible good fortune.


  And although his position as instructor had been given to him in one of the usual ways, through the recommendation of the teachers’ bureau at Harvard University, and the letters of some of the professors there, he was tortured constantly by the thought of his inadequacy and ignorance, and by the horrible fear that his incompetence would be discovered and that one day he would be suddenly, peremptorily, ruinously, and disgracefully discharged.


  At night, when he went to bed in his little cell at the cheap little hotel nearby where he lived, the thought of the class he had to meet the next day fed at his heart and bowels with cold poisonous mouths of fear, and as the hour for a class drew nigh he would begin to shake and tremble as if he had an ague; the successive stages of his journey from his room in the Leopold, to the class room at the university a few hundred yards away—from cell to elevator, from the tiled sterility of the hotel lobby to the dusty beaten light and violence of the street outside, thence to the brawling and ugly corridors of the university, which drowned one, body and soul, with their swarming, shrieking, shouting tides of dark amber Jewish flesh, and thence into the comparative sanctuary of the class room with its smaller horde of thirty or forty Jews and Jewesses, all laughing, shouting, screaming, thick with their hot and swarthy body-smells, their strong female odors of rut and crotch and arm-pit and cheap perfume, and their hard male smells that were rancid, stale, and sour—the successive stages of this journey were filled with such dazed numbness, horror, fear, and nauseous stupefaction as a man might feel in the successive stages of a journey to the gallows, the guillotine, or the electric chair: the world swarmed blindly, nauseously, drunkenly about him. He looked at the faces in the hotel lobby, the brawling, furious, and chaotic street, and the swarming and rancid corridors, with dizzy swimming eyes and a constricted heart; a thousand unutterable and horrible premonitions and imaginings of ruin and shame swarmed through his mind—every day he felt the impending menace of some new and fatal catastrophe, some indefinable and crushing disgrace with which each hour was ominously, murderously pregnant.


  What these fears and forebodings were he could not have told, but they occasionally found articulate expression in some scene of frightful insubordination and rebellion, in which he found himself faced with forty brawling, mocking, swarthily jeering faces who, like savage and untamed horses that have sensed the fear and incompetence of their driver, have now broken the last feeble thread of restraint and are running free and wild before him. The terror and menace of such a disgrace was heightened by the intrusion into the scene at the apex of such a moment of riot and rebellion, of one of his employers, the Dean, the head of the department, or a creature with a wry lean face, a convulsive Adam’s apple, a habit of writhing his lean belly and loins erotically as he spoke, and a mind of the most obscene puritanism, who was employed to oversee the work and methods of the instructors: he could visualize the moment of their fatal entrance into the class-room, and hear their words of stern, curt and immediate dismissal as they drove him out and gathered the reins strongly into their own parched and freckled hands.


  A thousand such images of disgrace and terror swarmed through his mind, and at the same time there began to smoulder in his heart a dogged resentment and hatred of this nameless fear, this wordless and sourceless shame, impalpable, causeless, maddening, which pressed upon him from the sky, which hovered in the vast unrest and dissonance of the air he breathed, and which at length crept poisonously through all the rivers of life, corrupting the healthy music of the blood, the sweet exultant music of the heart, curdling men’s bowels with fear and withering their loins with sterile impotence. What was this gray lipless shape of fear that stalked their lives incessantly—that was everywhere, legible in the faces, the movements, and the driven frenzied glances of the people who swarmed on the streets. What was this thing that duped men out of joy, tricked them out of all the exultant and triumphant music of the world, drove them at length into the dusty earth, cheated, defrauded, tricked out of life by a nameless phantom, with all their glory wasted?


  Already, in the city, he had begun to see how life was duped and menaced by this cheat: a thousand images of cruelty, violence, cowardice and dishonor swarmed about him in the streets. As the sparkling and winey exultancy of October, with its grand and solemn music of death and life, of departure and return, moved on into the harsh, raw, green implacability of winter, one could observe the death of joy and hope, the barometric rise of hate and fear and venom in the city’s life: it got into the faces of the people, it wasted their flesh and corrupted their blood, it glittered in the eyes of the instructors at the university, their flesh got green and yellow with its poisons, the air about them was webbed, cross-webbed, and counter-webbed with the dense fabric of their million spites and hatreds. They wasted and grew sick with hate and poison because another man received promotion, because another man had got his poem printed, because another man had eaten food and swallowed drink and lain with women, and lived and would not die; they sweltered with hate and fear against the professors who employed them—they grew pale and trembled, and spoke obsequiously when their employer passed, but when the man had gone, they whispered with trembling lips: “Has he spoken to you yet? ... Has he said anything to you yet about next year? ... Are you coming back next year? ... Did he say anything to you about me next year? ...” They greeted him with sly humility and a servile glance, but they snickered obscenely at him when his back was turned. And they smiled and sneered at one another with eyes that glittered with their hate: they never struck a blow but they spoke lying words of barbed ambiguity, they lied, cheated, and betrayed, and they sweltered in the poisons of their hate and fear, they breathed the weary hatred-laden air about them into their poisoned lungs.


  Around him in the streets, again, as winter came, he heard a million words of hate and death: a million words of snarl and sneer and empty threat, of foul mistrust and lying slander: already he had come to see the poisonous images of death and hatred at work in the lives of a million people—he saw with what corrupt and venomous joy they seized on every story of man’s dishonor, defeat, or sorrow, with what vicious jibe and jeer they greeted any evidence of mercy, honesty, or love.


  By night, the hard and sterile lights of their glittering, barren and obscene streets fell lividly over the pale and swarthy faces of a million rats of the flesh, and by day, in the weary and hatred-laden air of the university, the harsh and merciless light shone on the venomous faces of the rats of the spirit.


  In his heart a dogged and furious resentment was beginning to glow and moulder—a savage hate of hate, a fear of fear, a murderous intensity of desire to strangle the shapes of death and barrenness—a resistance, still passive, but growing in bitterness and pugnacity with every passing day, as he saw how uselessly and horribly men allowed themselves to be duped, cheated, and beaten by the living rat and by the fraud of fear, and that was being strengthened momently now by an implacable conviction, a dogged and incontrovertible memory that, incredibly sharpened by his fury and desire, awoke and netted out of the sea-depths of the past, the shining fish of a million living moments. The sound of forest waters in the night, the rustling of cool corn-blades in the dark, the goat-cries of a boy into the wind, the pounding of great wheels upon a rail, the sound of quiet casual voices at a country station in the night, and the thorn of delight, the tongueless cry of ecstasy that trembles on the lips of the country kid as he lies awake for the first time in the night in the top berth of a pullman car while the great wheels pound beneath him toward the city, and he hears the good-looking woman in the berth below him stir languorously and move, in a gesture of heavied and sensual appeasement, her milky thighs.—These things had been upon the earth, past all the mockery of the old scornmaker’s pride, and would endure forever. These facts, together with a thousand more—the incredible magic of the peach bloom in the month of April, the smell of rivers after rain, the wordless glory and first green of a young tree seen in a city street at daybreak in the month of May, the bird-song breaking into light once more, a cry, a leaf, the passing of a cloud—these facts, as bright as herrings in a shining water, as literal as nails to fix the hides of falsehood to the wall, as real as April and all magic whatsoever, returned now under the furious light of his awakened and incontrovertible memory.


  A murderous hatred against the haters, the mockers, dupers, cheaters, and all of the walking frauds of death rose up in him. He resolved to kill the phantoms of this fear and shame which pressed upon him namelessly, he swore that he should not starve in the midst of plenty, batter his knuckles bloody on the four walls of a little cell, break the great shoulder of his power and strength against a barren wall, prowl ceaselessly and damnably a million sterile streets, in which there was neither pause nor curve nor stay, nor door, to enter: he knew there was earth for his feet, food for his hunger, liquor for his thirst, the exultant reality of strong golden joy for all the savage passion of his conviction and desire, and he swore that he should come at length to doors and harbors, he knew he would not starve and sicken in the wilderness, and that the venomous rats of the flesh and of the spirit should never gnaw his bones in triumph in the desert.


  Yet, the sense of drowning daily in the man-swarm returned to him. Each day there began anew one of the most ancient and fatal struggles that was ever waged—the struggle of man against the multitude: each day like a man who is going into battle, he would brace himself with savage resolution, and gird his spirit to the sticking point each time he went out in the streets, and each day, beaten, driven, trembling and inchoate, drowned in horror and oblivion, he would at length retreat into the four walls of his cell again, conscious only of having passed through a maelstrom of sound, movement, violence, and living tissue—of living tissue from which all of the radiant and succulent essences of individual character and memory had been extracted—and which flowed constantly back and forth along the beaten pavement in a lava-like tide of tallowy flesh, dark dead eyes, and gray felt hats. The gray felt hats, in particular, those machine-made millions of neat cheap cones of crisp gray felt, all worn in the same way, and tilted at the same angle, and for the most part shading faces of the same tallowy texture—those million points of changeless gray that bobbed and moved incessantly through a thousand streets—drowned him with their tidal flow of weariness and sterility: they seemed to be the badge, the uniform, of a race of mechanical creatures, who were as essential and inhuman a part of the city’s substance as stone and steel and brick, who had been made of one essential substance and charged with one general and basic energy along with the buildings, tunnels, streets, and a million glittering projectiles of machinery, and who flowed by incessantly, were poured into tunnels or driven through streets, were added to here, and thinned out there, were portioned, doled, and celled out in a million destinations, a thousand swarming heaven-daring hives, the mindless and unwitting automatons of a gigantic and incomprehensible pattern.


  But if he retreated daily, out of this savage and unequal struggle with the Herculean forces of the city, if he returned trembling, beaten and exhausted to the hermitage of his own small cell, it was with no sense of final defeat, no desire for ultimate escape. His pride and fury grew from every beating that they got, his faith grew stubborn on adversity, his spirit fed upon humiliation, and spat into the face of failure, his soul plunged darkly to the sea-floor of blind horror, swarming desolation, and came up dripping with a snarl of hatred and defiance: daily they beat him with their blind appalling mass, daily they drove him livid, shaking, blind with horror, back into his cell, so stunned and stricken by the savage, obscene, and mindless fury of the streets that he could no longer think, feel, or remember; and hour by hour his soul swam upwards out of the jungles of the sea! And every night, the merciful anodyne of dark restored him; sunk deep, at length, in midnight, beastwise aprowl in all the brooding silence of the night, his spirit swept out through the fields of sleep, he heard the heartbeats of six million men: within their million cells sleep crossed the faces of six million sleepers and in the night-time, in the dark, in all the living silence of the night, the sleeping faces of Snodgrass, Weisberg, and O’Hare were strange and dark as his. He saw the city with the great giant webbing of its thousand streets, he heard the long deep notes of warning and departure, from the great ships in the harbor; and then he saw the city as a whole, six million sleepers celled in sleep and walled in night, and girdled by the bracelet of two flashing sea-borne tides that isled them round: he held them legible as minted gold within his hand, he saw them plain as apples in the adyts of his brain. Exultant certitude and joy welled up in him, and he knew that his hunger could eat the earth, his eye and brain gulp down the vision of ten thousand streets, ten million faces, he knew he should beat and eat them all one day, and that a man was more than a million, stronger than a wall, and greater than a door, and taller than a ninety-storey tower.


  They swept around him on the rootless pavements in drowning tides of gray abomination, of numberless depth and horror, and like the memory of a bird-song in the wood, the memory of all his people who had lived and died alone for two hundred years within the wilderness, and whose buried bones were pointing eighty ways across the continent, returned to him in a rush of savage resolution, and he swore that he would beat death and nothingness and all the abominations of a sterile and nameless fear: he swore it with a sick heart, a trembling lip, and a nauseous gut in which the rancid wash of a sour distressful coffee growled and rumbled queasily—for in those months, this sense of nameless fear and dread, impending ruin, disgrace and menace, was so great each time he went to meet a class, its damnable victory over all the clean and healthful music of the flesh, the exultant joy of thirst and hunger, so complete and devastating, that he was unable to touch a mouthful of food for hours in advance.


  Thus, while a thousand such images of disgrace and terror swarmed through his mind, he stood before each class on a small raised platform three or four inches in height, trembling on limbs from which every vital essence of blood and bone and marrow had been drained, staring at the faces that seethed and swarmed below him, with dead glazed eyes, nauseous, and sick, and palsied, left only with something clear and small and shining at the bottom of his mind, one pure small note of conviction and belief at the bottom of this horrible sea-depth of phantasmagoric chaos, of desolation and fury. Then, in a voice that was remote, unreal, and hollow in his throat and ears, he would attempt to silence them, he would begin to speak to them, and one by one, each in his accustomed place he would see the dark, ugly, grinning faces in their seats below him and become aware of the pale sweatshop tailors sitting cross-legged on their tables in the buildings just across the street—buildings which the university was acquiring as class-rooms, year by year, and one by one, as the numberless thousands of these dark and brawling hordes, there by God knows what blind fantasticality of purpose, increased.


  And then, faint and far, sunken below the furious glare and clamor of the city’s life, fantastic and unreal at first in these machine shops of the brain, the old words, the undying words, the deathless bird-song in the city street returned, and he spoke to them again out of the lips of Herrick, Donne, and Shakespeare, of all the things that never change, of all the things that would abide forever.


  “When to the sessions of sweet silent thought I summon up remembrance of things past—” Clang—a lang—a lang—a lang a lang! Hard and harsh with the violence of an unexpected blow, the bell that marked the ending of the period rang pat upon the last word of the sentence and as it died, all of his senses rudely shocked out of the potent enchantments of the music, he gave a violent start, as if he had been prodded from behind, stopped reading, and looked up quickly from his book with an angry and bewildered face. The class, which had tittered, now burst into a roar of laughter: even Mr. Abraham Jones from his accustomed seat on the third row to the right smiled, wearily, cruelly, and contemptuously behind the winking glitter of his glasses. Eugene lost his temper completely, lifted the heavy book above his head with both hands and banged it down upon the table. “Quiet!” he shouted, “I tell you to be quiet!” The command was unnecessary, for they had become instantly and craftily silent in response to his violent gesture, they stared at him meekly and dumbly, with a kind of stricken dullness, and already ashamed of his outburst he picked up the heavy book again, fumbled with trembling fingers for the poem, and said: “You can go after I’ve finished reading the poem: it won’t take but a moment more!”


  The class stirred restlessly, there was a little mutter of protest, Abe smiled bitterly, shaking his head with a slight sigh of weary indifference. He glanced up quickly and caught them in a series of sly communications: at the back of the room Sadie Feinberg, her fat neck half-turned to the right, was whispering out of the corner of her mouth to Miss Bessie Weisman; to the left Mr. Sidney Osherofsky was whispering rapidly and cynically behind his hand to Mr. Nathan Shulemovitch; and on the right-hand side of the room Mr. Sol Grebenschik was carrying on a guttural but animated conversation with Mr. Sam Vucker. Almost every one in the class of thirty people, in fact, was either engaged in conversation or preparing to engage in conversation. Only Abe Jones and Mr. Boris Gorewitz remained faithful. Mr. Boris Gorewitz always remained faithful. He sat on the front row close, very close, ah fragrantly, odorously close, too, too close to his teacher! He took notes. When beauty was revealed he smiled murkily, showing large white wet-looking teeth. When passion was indicated he looked stern and thoughtful: he was deeply stirred and polished his glasses. When some stupid question had been asked, or some opinion expressed with which he did not agree, he smiled contemptuously, shook his head violently from side to side, saying, “Nah, nah, nah, nah, nah!” quite loudly and thrust his short dirty fingers vigorously and impatiently through the dry crinkly mass of hair that rushed back sproutily from his bulbous forehead, while Abe turned and glanced at him angrily, bitterly, mockingly, turning his cruel grinning Yiddish face to Eugene with a soft “Oh-ho-ho-ho-ho!” of contemptuous laughter.


  The class had now become so absorbed in its private conversations that it was not for a moment aware of its instructor nor of the fierce accusation of his glance. His face would grow dark and swollen with a rush of blood and passion, he would begin to tremble with rage, veins stood out on his forehead. Then in a very extraordinary way, through a sort of comical intuition, silence would come upon the class again: Mr. Osherofsky, who had turned in his seat and was talking behind his hand to Mr. Shulemovitch, gradually became aware that something was amiss from the expression of Mr. Shulemovitch’s face, which altered so subtly that almost without changing a muscle, it indicated that it was no longer aware of Mr. Osherofsky, that it was not listening to him, that it did not know him, that it wished he would go away, and that it was absorbed in its own meditation. Abruptly Mr. Osherofsky ceased talking, his small bright eyes shifted around rapidly at Eugene, and immediately his gaze plunged intently into his book, while his face took on an expression of sly humility.


  Meanwhile, Miss Feinberg, who was now so completely absorbed in her conversation with Miss Weisman that she had twisted around almost completely to the back, received a sharp warning prod and a meaningful frown from her companion, accompanied by a significant lifting of the eyebrows. Miss Feinberg at once flopped heavily around in her seat, her heavy face fixed upon Eugene in an expression of vacant and insolent meekness. A loose smile faintly touched the corners of her lax heavy mouth: her jaws ruminated slightly at a wad of gum. Mr. Gorewitz during this commotion had turned in his seat and swept the faces of his comrades with a glance full of scornful reproof. Now he hissed loudly at them: “Sh-h! Sh-h! Sh-h!” Then, as a heavy silence fell upon the room, he turned in his seat and looked up at Eugene with an expression of understanding and commiseration. He shook his head pityingly, with a scornful smile, as he thought of these souls living in darkness, and unwilling to admit the light! Then his own face darkened! Let them wallow in ignorance if they liked, but let them remember that other people were seeking for truth and beauty! Let them show some consideration for others! Then his gaze softened, a glow of tenderness suffused his oily features, as he gazed upon Eugene’s infuriated face: he looked at him now with love, with reverence, with adoration, and with the sympathy of a kindred spirit! His eloquent glance said:—“The poet, the prophet, the seer such as you, has at every time in history been mocked and misunderstood by the philistine mob. Why should you suffer so, dear teacher? You are above them. They can never know you or appreciate you as I do. Despise them, beloved master. Cast not your pearls before swine.”


  This devoted and tender message had been lost, however, on his instructor: Eugene’s face was set in a fixed glare of rage as he regarded his class. For a moment he was absolutely speechless.


  “If any one thinks,” he began at length in a voice that was small and choked with fury, “that I am here—” apparently some one did think so for at this moment, slowly, craftily, the knob of the door began to move, slowly the door swung open as if propelled by a ghostly hand. He paused again, and this time murder sweltered in his heart and was legible upon his face. Softly with the tread of a cat he stepped toward the door, and paused as if getting ready to spring, while it opened: the class waited tensely with held breath. Then, as slowly as the door had opened, a face was thrust in through the opening: it was the face of one of the hall guards, the face of an old man, a face of unutterable melancholy and of the most dismal sourness: the old dull face, with its dry sagging flesh, and its small watery eyes turned slowly on its scrawny neck, surveying Eugene, the class, and the four walls of the room in a glance full of dislike and suspicion. Then slowly and craftily, as it had come, as if it had been thrust forward on a stick by some unseen hand, the face withdrew, and the door swung to silently once again.


  For a moment Eugene stared at the closing door with an expression of stupefaction. Then suddenly a surge of humor, powerful, choking, explosive, and tongueless in its unutterable and wordless implication, welled up in his throat. He cast the book from him with a roar of laughter in which the class joined.


  “Get out of here,” he shouted. “I’m through! That’s enough. Go away! Leave me alone!”


  [¬]


  XLVIII


  The Hotel Leopold, where he now lived, was situated on a short and grimy street about two blocks from the university, northward, in the direction of Union Square.


  The Leopold, although one of the city’s smaller hotels, was not a single building, but a congeries of buildings, which covered an entire block. The central, and main building of the system, was a structure of twelve stories, of that anomalous stone and brick construction which seems to have enjoyed a vogue in the early nineteen hundreds. To the left was a building twenty or thirty years older, known as “the old annex.” It was eight stories high, of old red brick, and the street floor was occupied by shops and a restaurant. To the right was a building of six stories, which was known as “the new annex.” This building, more simple in design than the others, was constructed of basal stone of the rough, porous, light-hued kind which was predominant in many of the new architectures throughout the nation. The building, neat, compact, and for the most part unadorned by useless ornament, somehow gave the effect of having been stamped out, with a million others of its kind, by a gigantic biscuit cutter of such buildings—and hence to speak, how or in what way it was hard to say, yet instantly apparent, the mechanic spirit of a “newer” or more “modern” scheme—the scheme of “the ’twenties,” of 1922 or 1924.


  It was hard to know why one found fault with the building, but somehow it left one without joy. In many obvious ways this would be apparent at once, not only to the architect, but to the layman—it was superior to its companion structures. Although not a building which combined simple grace with use—as the old colonial structures of New England do—it was at least a building lacking in the clumsy and meaningless adornment which disfigured the surface of its two companions. Moreover, the rough, porous-looking brick had a look of lean and homely integrity: it was hard to know why one disliked the building and yet one did—the other two, with all their confusing and unreasoning decoration, were the warmer, better, and more cheerful places.


  What was it? It was almost impossible to define the quality of “the new annex” or its depressing effect upon the spectator, yet its quality was unmistakable. It belonged, somehow, to a new and accursed substance which had come into the structure of life—a substance barren, sterile, and inhuman—designed not for the use of man, but for the blind proliferations of the manswarm, to accommodate the greatest number in the smallest space—to shelter, house, turn out, take in, all the nameless, faceless, mindless manswarm atoms of the earth.


  The transient population of the Leopold, comparatively, was small. The great tidal fluctuation of brief visitors—business men, salesmen, newly wedded couples on their honeymoons, people from small towns out for a spree or a week or two of bright-light gayety—which swarmed in unceasing movements in and out of the city, had scarcely touched the life of the Leopold. The hotel, set in a quarter of the city that was a little remote from the great business and pleasure districts, depended largely for its custom on the patronage of a “permanent” clientele. It was, in short, the kind of place often referred to as “a quiet family hotel”—a phrase which the management of the Leopold made use of in advertising the merits of their establishment, on the hotel stationery.


  But that phrase, with its soothing connotations of a tranquil, felicitous and gentle domesticity, was misleading. For the Leopold was decidedly not “quiet” and although it contained within its cell-like rooms almost every other kind of life, of “family life” there was almost none and what there was, so desolate and barren, that one felt himself to be looking at the museum relics of what had once been a family rather than at the living and organic reality. And because of this, one felt constantly about the Leopold the spirit of defeat—either of lives still searching, restless and unfound, or of lives which, in the worst sense of the word, had fallen upon evil days.


  And curiously, in spite of the hotel’s pious assurance of its “quiet family life,” its boast of permanency, there hovered about the place continually, indefinably but certainly, a feeling of naked insecurity, a terrifying transiency—not the frank transiency of the great tourist hotels with their constant daily flux of changing faces—but the horrible transiency of lives held here for a period in the illusion of a brief and barren permanence, of lives either on the wing or on the wane.


  Here, for example, among the three or four hundred beings who inhabited the motley structure of these conjoined walls, were a number of young people who had only recently come from smaller places and were still stunned and bewildered by the terrific impact of the city upon their lives, or who, after a year or two of such bewilderment, were just beginning to orient themselves, to adjust their lives to the city’s furious tempo, and to look around with a bolder and more knowing calculation for some kind of residence a little closer to their true desires.


  To young people of this sort, the Leopold had offered, when they first came to the city, its spurious promise of warm asylum. Many of them had landed here—or rather popped in here like frightened rabbits—after their first terrified immersion in the manswarm fury of the city’s life, and the feeling of desolation, houseless naked loneliness, bewilderment, and scrambling, scuttling terror which the sudden impact of that ruthless, sudden revelation had aroused in them.


  For this reason, those barren walls, those terrible, hive-like cells of the Hotel Leopold were not without a glory of their own. For in those cell-like rooms there could be held all of the hope, hunger, passion, bitter loneliness and earth-devouring fury that a room could hold, or that this world can know, or that this little racked and riven vessel of desire, this twisted tenement of man’s bitter brevity, can endure.


  Here, in these desolate walls, on many a night long past and desperately accomplished, many a young man had paced the confines of his little cell like a maddened animal, had beat his knuckles bloody on the stamped-out walls, had lashed about him, a creature baffled and infuriated by the million illusions of warmth, love, security and joy which the terrific city offered him and which, tantalus-like, slipped from his fingers like a fume of painted smoke the instant that he tried to get his grasp upon it.


  Again, if the Hotel Leopold had housed all of the hope, joy, fury, passion, anguish, and devouring hunger that the earth can know, and that the wild and bitter tenement of youth can hold, it also housed within its walls all of the barren and hopeless bitterness of a desolate old age. For here—unloved, friendless, and unwanted, shunted off into the dreary asylum of hotel life—there lived many old people who hated life, and yet who were afraid to die.


  Most of them were old people with a pension, or a small income, which was just meagrely sufficient to their slender needs. Some of them, widowed, withered, childless, and alone were drearily wearing out the end of their lives here in a barren solitude. Some had sons and daughters, married, living in the city, who came dutifully to stamp the dreary tedium of waning Sunday afternoons with the stale counterfeits of filial devotion.


  The rest of the time the old people stayed in their rooms and washed their stockings out and did embroidery, or descended to the little restaurant to eat, or sat together in one corner of the white-tiled lobby and talked.


  Why could they never make it come to life? Why was no great vine growing from the hearts of all these old and dying people? Why were their flesh, their sagging, pouch-like jowls and faces, so dry, dead, and juiceless, their weary old eyes so dull and lustreless, their tones so nasal, tedious and metallic? Why was it that they seemed never to have known any of the pain, joy, passion, evil, glory of a dark and living past? Why was it that their lives, on which now the strange dark radiance of million-visaged time was shining, seemed to have gained neither wisdom, mystery nor passion from the great accumulation of the buried past—to have been composed, in fact, of an infinite procession of dreary moments and little mean adventures, each forgotten, lost, and buried, as day by day the gray sand of their lives ran out its numberless grains of barren tedium.


  This, indeed, seemed to be the truth about them: as they sat together in one corner of the lobby talking, all their conversation seemed made up of dreary dialogs such as these:


  “How do you do, Mrs. Grey? I didn’t see you in the restaurant tonight.”


  “No—” the old woman spoke triumphantly, proudly conscious of a sensational adventure—“I ate out tonight at a new place that my son-in-law told me about!—Oh! I had the most dee-licious meal—a won-derful meal—all any one could eat and only sixty cents. First I had a dish of nice fruit salad—and then I had a bowl of soup—oh-h! dee-licious soup, Mrs. Martin—it was vegetable soup, but oh-h! dee-licious!—a whole meal in itself—and then—” with a ruminant satisfaction she continued her arid catalogue—“I had some nice lamb chops, and some dee-licious green peas—and a nice baked potato—and some salad—and some rolls and butter—and then I had a nice cup of coffee—and a piece of apple pie—oh-h! the apple pie was simply dee-licious, Mrs. Martin, I had——”


  “I’d think you’d be getting hungry by that time,” said another of the group, an old man, who was their humorist, with a wink around him at the others. They all laughed appreciatively, and he continued: “You’re sure you didn’t miss anything as you went along—” he winked again and they all laughed dryly, with appreciation.


  “No, sir!”—firmly, positively, with an emphatic nod of the head—“I ate every bite of it, Doctor Withers—oh-h it was so dee-licious, I just couldn’t bear to see anything go to waste—only,” regretfully, “I did have to leave my apple pie—I couldn’t finish it——”


  “What!” the humorist exclaimed in mock astonishment. “You mean you left something behind! Why you hardly ate enough to feed an elephant! You’ll be getting all run down if you starve yourself this way!”—and the jester winked again, and the old women of his audience cackled aridly with appreciative laughter.


  “—Well, I know,” the glutton said regretfully, “I just hated to see that good apple pie go to waste—oh-h! I wish you could have tasted it, Mrs. Martin,—it was simply dee-licious—‘What’s the matter?’ the girl says to me—the waitress, you know—‘Don’t you like your pie?—I’ll go get you something else if you don’t like it.’—Oh! yes—” with sudden recollection—“oh, yes! she says to me, ‘How’d you like some ice cream?—You can have ice cream instead of pie,’ she says, ‘if you’d rather have it’—‘Oh-h!’ I said,”—spoken with a kind of gasp, the withered old hand upon the meagre stomach—“‘Oh-h!’ I says, ‘I couldn’t!’—She had to laugh, you know, I guess the way I said it. ‘Well, you got enough?’ she said. ‘Oh-h!’ I said,”—again the faint protesting gasp, “‘if I ate another mouthful, I’d pop open! Oh-h!’—Well, it made her laugh, you know, the way I said it—‘I’d pop open!’ I said ‘I couldn’t eat another mouthful!’—‘Well, just so long as you got enough!’ she says. ‘We like to see every one get enough. We want you to be satisfied,’ she said. ‘Oh-h!’ I said,” the faint protesting gasp again, “‘not another mouthful, my dear! I couldn’t!’—But, oh-h! Mrs. Martin, if you could have seen that apple pie! It was dee-licious! I was sorry to see it go to waste!”


  “Well,” said Mrs. Martin, rather tartly, obviously a little envious of the other’s rich adventure—“we had a good meal here at the hotel, too. We had some celery and olives to start off with and then we had some good pea soup and after that we had roast beef and mashed potatoes—wasn’t the roast beef we had tonight delicious, Doctor Withers?” she demanded of this arbiter of taste.


  “Well,” he said, smacking his dry lips together drolly, “the only complaint I had to make was that they didn’t bring me the whole cow. I had to ask George for a second helping. ... Yes, sir, if I never fare any worse than that I’ll have no kick—it was a very good piece of beef—well-cooked, tender, very tasty,” he said with a dry, scientific precision, and again he smacked his leathery lips together with an air of relish.


  “—Well, I thought so, too,” said Mrs. Martin, nodding her head with satisfaction at this sign of his agreement “—I thought it was delicious—and then,” she went on reflectively, “we had a nice lettuce and tomato salad, some biscuit tortoni and, of course,” she concluded elegantly, “the demy-tassy.”


  “Well, I didn’t have any of the demy-tassy,” said Doctor Withers, the droll wit. “None of your demy-tassy for me! No, sir! I had coffee—two big cups of it, too,” he went on with satisfaction. “If I’m going to poison myself I’m going to do a good job of it—none of your little demy-tassys for me!”


  And the old women cackled aridly their dry appreciation of his wit.


  “—Good evening, Mrs. Buckles,” Doctor Withers continued, getting up and bowing gallantly to a heavily built, arthritic-looking old woman who now approached the group with a stiff and gouty movement. “We missed you tonight. Did you eat in the restaurant?”


  “No,” she panted in a wheezing tone, as, with a painful grunt, she lowered her heavily corseted bulk into the chair he offered her. “I didn’t go down—I didn’t have much appetite and I didn’t want to risk it. I had them bring me something in my room—some tea and toast and a little marmalade ... I didn’t intend to come down at all,” she went on in a discontented tone, “but I got tired of staying up there all alone and I thought I’d just as well—I’d be just as well off down here as I’d be up in my room,” she concluded morosely.


  “And how is your cold today, Mrs. Buckles?” one of the old women now asked with a kind of lifeless sympathy. “—Do you feel better?”


  “—Oh,” the old woman said morosely, uncertainly, “I suppose so. ... I think so. ... Yes, I think it’s a little better. ... Last night I was afraid it was getting down into my chest but today it feels better—seems to be more in my head and throat—But I don’t know,” she muttered in a sullen and embittered tone, “it’s that room they’ve given me. I’ll always have it as long as I’ve got to live there in that room. I’ll never get any better till I get my old room back.”


  “Did you do what I told you to do?” asked Doctor Withers. “Did you go and dose yourself the way I told you?”


  “—No—well,” she said indefinitely, “I’ve been drinking lots of water and trying a remedy a friend of mine down at the Hotel Gridly told me about—it’s a new thing called Inhalo, all you got to do is put it up your nose and breathe it in—she said it did her more good than anything she’d ever tried.”


  “I never heard of it,” said Doctor Withers sourly. “Whatever it is, it won’t cure your cold. No, sir!” He shook his head grimly. “Now, I didn’t practice medicine for forty years without finding out something about colds! Now I don’t care anything about your Inhalos or Breathos or Spray-Your-Throatos, or whatever they may call ’em—any of these new-fangled remedies. The only way to get rid of a cold is to have a thorough cleaning-out, and the only way to get a thorough cleaning-out is to dose yourself with castor oil, the way I told you, too.—Now you can do as you please,” he said sourly, with a constricted pressure of his thin convex mouth, “it’s no business of mine what you do—if you want to run the risk of coming down with pneumonia it’s your own affair—but if you want to get over that cold you’ll take my advice.”


  “Well,” the old woman muttered in her tone of sullen discontent. “—It’s that room I’m in. That’s the trouble. I’ve hated that room ever since they put me in there. I know if I could get my old room back I’d be all right again.”


  “Then why don’t you ask Mr. Betts to give it back to you?” said Mrs. Martin. “I’m sure if you went to him and told him that you wanted it, he’d let you have it.”


  “No, he wouldn’t!” said Mrs. Buckles bitterly. “I’ve been to him—I’ve asked him. He paid no attention to me—tried to tell me I was better off where I was, that it was a better room, a better bargain!—Here I’ve been living at this place for eight years now, but do you think they show me any consideration? No,” she cried bitterly, “they’re all alike nowadays—out for everything they can get—it’s grab, grab, grab—and they don’t care who you are or how long they’ve known you—if they can get five cents more from someone else, why, out you go! ... When I came back here from Florida last spring I found my old room taken. ... I went to Mr. Betts a dozen times and asked to have it back and he always put me off—told me there were some people in there who were leaving soon and I could have it just as soon as they moved out. ... That was all a put-up job,” she said resentfully. “He didn’t mean a word of it. I see now that he never had any intention of giving me my old room. ... No! They’ve just found that they can get a dollar or two more a week for it from these fly-by-nights than I could afford to pay—and so, of course, I’m the one that gets turned out!” she said. “That’s the way it goes nowadays!”


  “Well,” said Mrs. Martin a trifle acidly, “I’m sure if you went to Mr. Betts in the right way you could get your old room back. He’s always done everything I ever asked him to do for me. But, of course,” she said pointedly, “you’ve got to approach him in the right way.”


  “Oh-h!” said old Mrs. Grey rapturously, “I think Mr. Betts is the nicest manager they’ve ever had here—so pleasant, so good-natured, so willing to oblige! Now that other man they had here before he came—what was his name?” she said impatiently. “—Mason, or Watson, or Clarkson—something like that——”


  “Wilson,” said Doctor Withers.


  “—Oh, yes—Wilson!” said Mrs. Grey. “That’s it—Wilson! I never liked him at all,” she said with an accent of scornful depreciation. “You could never get anything out of Wilson. He never did anything you wanted him to do. But Mr. Betts!—oh-h! I think Mr. Betts is a lovely manager!”


  “Well, I haven’t found him so,” said Mrs. Buckles grimly. “I liked Wilson better.”


  “Oh, I don’t agree with you, Mrs. Buckles,” Mrs. Gray said with a stony and somewhat hostile emphasis. “I don’t ag-gree with you at all! I think there’s no comparison! I like Mr. Betts so much better than I like Wilson!”


  “Well, I like Wilson better,” said Mrs. Buckles grimly, and for a moment the two old women glared at each other with bitter hostile eyes.


  “—Well,” Doctor Withers broke the silence quickly in a diplomatic effort to avert an impending clash, “—what are your plans for the winter, Mrs. Buckles? What have you decided to do? Are you going to Florida again this winter?”


  “I don’t know what I’ll do,” old Mrs. Buckles answered in a tone of sullen dejection. “I haven’t decided yet. ... I had planned to go down to Daytona Beach with Mrs. Wheelwright—that’s my friend at the Hotel Gridly—she had a daughter living in Daytona, and we had planned to spend the winter there in order to be near them. But now that’s all fallen through,” she said dejectedly. “Here, at the last moment, when all my plans were made, she decided not to go—says she likes it at the Gridly and it will be cheaper to stay on there than to make a trip to Florida and back. ... That’s the trouble with people nowadays,” she said bitterly, “you can’t depend on them. They never mean anything they say!” And she lapsed again into a sullen and dejected silence.


  “Why aren’t you going to St. Petersburg?” said Mrs. Martin curiously after a brief pause. “I thought that’s where you always spent the winter.”


  “It was,” said Mrs. Buckles, “until last winter. But I’ll never go back there again. It’s not the same place any more. I’ve been going to the same hotel down there for more than twenty years—it used to be a lovely place—when I went back there last winter I found the whole place changed. They had ruined it,” she bitterly concluded.


  “How was that?” said Doctor Withers curiously. “What had they done to it?”


  Mrs. Buckles looked around cautiously and craftily to make sure that in this sinister melting-pot of a million listening ears, she would not be overheard, and then, bending forward painfully, with one old arthritic hand held up beside her mouth, she muttered confidingly to her listeners:


  “—I’ll tell you what it is. It’s the Jews! They get in everywhere,” she whispered ominously. “They ruin everything! When I got down there last winter the whole place was over-run with Jews! They had ruined the place!” she hissed. “The place was ruined!”


  At this moment, another old woman joined the group. She advanced slowly, leaning on a cane, smiling, and with a movement of spacious benevolence. Everything about this old woman—her big frame, slow movement, broad and tranquil brow, silvery hair parted in the middle, and her sonorous and measured speech, which came deliberately from her mouth in the periods of a cadenced rhetoric, had an imposing and majestical quality. As she approached, every one greeted her eagerly, and with obvious respect, Doctor Withers got up quickly and bent before her with almost obsequious courtesy, she was herself addressed by every one as “Doctor,” and her position among them seemed to be one of secure and tranquil authority.


  This old woman was known to every one in the hotel as Doctor Thornton. She had been one of the first woman physicians in the country and a few years before, after a long and, presumably, successful practice, she had retired to spend the remaining years of her life in the peaceful haven of the Leopold, and to bestow on man, God, nature and the whole universe around her the cadenced and benevolent reflections of her measured rhetoric. She became, by virtue of this tranquil and majestic authority that emanated from her, the centre of every group, young and old, that she approached. She was known to every one in the hotel, every one referred to her as “a wonderful old woman,” spoke of her brilliant mind, her ripe philosophy, and her “beautiful English.”


  The respect and veneration in which she was held was now instantly apparent as, with a benevolent smile, she slowly approached this company of old people. They greeted her with an eager and excited scraping of chairs, the welcoming tumult of several old voices, speaking eagerly at once: Doctor Withers himself scrambled to his feet, pushed a large chair into the circle and stood by gallantly as, with a slow and stately movement, she settled her large figure into it, and for a moment looked about her over the top of her cane with a tranquil, smiling and benevolent expression.


  “Well, Doctor!” said Mrs. Grey, almost breathlessly. “Where have you been keeping yourself all day long? We’ve missed you.”


  The others murmured agreement to this utterance, and then leaned forward with eager attentiveness so as not to miss any of the gems of wisdom which would fall from this great woman’s lips.


  For a moment Doctor Thornton regarded her interlocutor with an expression of tolerant and almost playful benevolence. Presently she spoke:


  “What have I been doing all day long?” she repeated in a tone of sonorous deliberation. “Why, my dear, I have been reading—reading,” she pursued with rhythmical sonority, “in one of my favorite and most cherished volumes.”


  And instantly there was for all her listeners a sense of some transforming radiance in the universe: an event of universal moment: the Doctor had been reading all day long. They looked at her with an awed stare.


  “What,” Mrs. Martin nervously began, with a little giggle, “—what was it you were reading, Doctor? It must have been a good book to hold your interest all day long?”


  “It was, my dear,” said Doctor Thornton sonorously and deliberately. “It was a good book. More than that, it was a great book—a magnificent work of genius to show us to what heights the mind of man may soar when he is inspired by lofty and ennobling sentiments.”


  “What was this, Doctor Thornton?” Doctor Withers now inquired. “—Something of Tennyson’s?”


  “No, Doctor Withers,” Doctor Thornton answered sonorously, “it was not Tennyson—much as I admire the noble beauty of his poetry. I was not reading poetry, Doctor Withers,” she continued, “I was reading—prose,” she said. “I was reading—Ruskin!” As these momentous words fell from her lips, her voice lowered with such an air of portentous significance that the last word was not so much spoken as breathed forth like an incense of devotion. “Ruskin!” she whispered solemnly again.


  And although it is doubtful if this name conveyed any definite meaning to her audience, its magical effect upon them was evident from the looks of solemn awe with which they now regarded her.


  “—Ruskin!” she said again, this time strongly, in an accent of rapturous sonority. “The noble elevation of his thought, the beautiful proportion and the ordered harmony of all the parts, the rich yet simple style, and above all, the sane and wholesome beauty of his philosophy of art—what nobler monument to man’s higher genius was ever built, my friends, than he proportioned in The Stones of Venice—itself a work of art entirely worthy of the majestic sculptures that it consecrates?”


  For a moment after the sonorous periods of that swelling rhetoric had ceased, the old people stared at her with a kind of paralysis of reverent wonder. Then old Mrs. Grey, gasping with a kind of awed astonishment, said:


  “Oh-h, Doctor Thornton, I think it’s the most wonderful thing the way you keep your mind occupied all the time with all these deep and beautiful thoughts you have! I don’t see how you do it! I should think you’d get yourself all tired out just by all the thinking that you do.”


  “Tired, my dear?” said Doctor Thornton sonorously, bestowing upon her worshipper a smile of tolerant benevolence. “How can any one grow tired who lives and moves and breathes in this great world of ours? No, no, my dear, do not say tired. Rather say refreshed, rejuvenated, and inspired by the glorious pageant that life offers us in its unending beauty and profusion. Wherever I look,” she continued, looking, “I see nothing but order and harmony in the universe. I lift my eyes unto the stars,” she said majestically, at the same time lifting her face in a movement of rapturous contemplation toward the ceiling of the hotel lobby, “and feast my soul upon the infinite beauties of God’s heaven, the glorious proportion of the sidereal universe. I turn my gaze around me, and everywhere I look I see the noble works that man has fashioned, the unceasing progress he has made in his march upward from the brute, the noble aspiration of his spirit, the eternal labor of his mighty intellect towards a higher purpose, the radiant beauty of his countenance in which all the highest ardors of his soul may be discerned!”


  And as she pronounced this sonorous eulogy her glance rested benevolently on old Doctor Withers’ soured and wizened features. He lowered his head coyly, as becomes a modest man, and in a moment the rhapsodist continued:


  “‘What a piece of work is man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! In form, in moving, how express and admirable! In action, how like an angel! In apprehension, how like a God!’”


  And having sonorously pronounced Hamlet’s mighty judgment, the wonderful old woman, who had herself for thirty years been one of the most prosperous abortionists in the nation, looked benevolently about her at all the specimens of God’s choice article who were assembled in the lobby.


  Over behind the cigar counter, the vender, a fat Czechish youth with a pale flabby face and dull taffy-colored hair, was industriously engaged in picking his fat nose with a greasy thumb and forefinger. Elsewhere, in another corner of the lobby, three permanent denizens of the Leopold, familiarly and privately known to members of the hotel staff as Crab-face Willy, Maggie the Dope, and Greasy Gerty, were sitting where they always sat, in an unspeaking and unsmiling silence.


  And at this moment, two more wonder-works of God came in from the street and walked rapidly across the lobby, speaking the golden and poetic language which their Maker had so marvellously bestowed on them:


  “Cheezus!” said one of them, a large man with a gray hat and a huge, dead, massive face of tallowy gray which receded in an indecipherable manner into the sagging flesh-folds of his flabby neck—“Cheezus!” he eloquently continued with a protesting laugh that emerged from his tallowy lips in a hoarse expletive mixed with spittle—“Yuh may be right about him, Eddie, but Cheezus!”—again the hoarse protesting laugh. “Duh guy may be all right but Cheezus!—I don’t know! If he’d come in dere like duh rest of dem an’ let me know about it—but Cheezus!—duh guy may be all right like you say!—but Cheezus! Eddie, I don’t know!”


  Doctor Thornton bestowed on them the benevolent approval of her glance as they went by and then, turning to her awed listeners again, declared sonorously with a majestic and expressive gesture of her hand:


  “Tired? How could one ever grow tired, my friends, in this great world of ours?”


  [¬]


  XLIX


  At the end of his classes, the final end, when all had spoken, when that hot wave of life and turbulence had withdrawn, the last clattering footfalls had echoed away along the corridors, the last loud aggressive voices had faded into silence, leaving, it seemed, an odor of exhaustion, use, and weariness even in the walls, boards and benches of the room, so that the empty classroom had a tired but living presence of fatigue, the indefinable but sharply felt character of a room with people absent from it, and seemed somehow to relax, settle, and respire with relief and weariness—at this final, fagged, and burned-out candle-end of day, Abraham Jones, as relentless as destiny, would be there waiting for Eugene. He waited there, grim, gray, unsmiling, tortured-looking behind an ominous wink of glasses, a picture of Yiddish melancholy and discontent, and as Eugene looked at him his heart went numb and dead; he hated the sight of him. He sat there now in the front rows of the class like a nemesis of scorn, a merciless censor of Eugene’s ignorance and incompetence: the sight of his dreary discontented face, with its vast gray acreage of a painful Jewish and involuted intellectualism, was enough, even at the crest of a passionate burst of inspiration, to curdle his blood, freeze his heart, stun and deaden the fiery particle of his brain, and thicken his tongue to a faltering, incoherent mumble. Eugene did not know what Abe wanted, what he expected, what kind of teaching he thought worthy of him: he only knew that nothing he did suited him, that the story of his inadequacy and incompetence was legible in every line of that gray, dreary, censorious face. He thought of it at night with a kind of horror: the ghoulish head which craned out of a vulture’s body swept after him through all the fields of a distressful sleep, a taloned fury filled with croakings of hoarse doom. Never before had Eugene been driven through desperation to such exhausting intensities of work: night by night he sweated blood over great stacks and sheaves of their dull, careless, trivial papers—he read, re-read, and triple-read them, putting in all commas, colons, periods, correcting all faults of spelling, grammar, punctuation that he knew, writing long, laborious comments and criticisms on the back and rising suddenly out of a haunted tortured sleep to change a grade. And at the end, the inexorable end, he was always faced with the menace of Abe’s weekly paper: with dread and quaking he tackled it. He wrote the best papers that Eugene got: the grammar was flawless, the spelling impeccable, the vocabulary precise and extensive, the sentences cleanly and forcibly shaped. The thought was sound, subtle, and coherent—by every standard the work was of an extraordinary grade and quality, its merit was unmistakable, and yet Eugene approached a four-page paper with fear and trembling, before he had gone beyond the first paragraph great sobs and groans of weariness and despair were wrung from him, he stamped across the floor with it like a man maddened by an aching tooth; he began again, he flung himself upon the bed, got up and walked again, doused his head in basins of cold water—but it was no use: to read the paper to the end, as he did and must, was weariness and travail of the spirit—it was like eating chalk or trying to suck sweetness out of paving brick, or being drowned in an ocean of dishwater, or forced to gorge oneself on boiled unseasoned spinach. Abe wrote on a great range and variety of subjects and everything he wrote was good: he wrote about the plays of Pirandello, of “Six Characters in Search of an Author,” and of “three planes of reality” therein: he estimated and analyzed those three planes with the power of a philosopher, the delicacy of a subtle-souled psychologist, and all of this to Eugene was as weeping and wailing and gnashing of teeth, because it was so good, and he did not know what was wrong, and he could not endure to read it. He could not write upon his papers that he found them intolerably dull unless he knew wherein the reason for that dullness lay, and he did not know the reason: accordingly the highest grade he ever gave to any one—the grade of “A”—was week by week wrung from trembling and reluctant fingers. But no matter what the grade was, or how flattering the comment, Abe protested. Gray, dreary, tortured, discontented, Yiddish, he would be waiting for Eugene at the end of every class, clutching his paper in his impatient fingers, armed and eager for the combat of dispute that was to follow.


  The class met at night and they would walk rapidly away together along the empty echoing corridors, and turning clatter down the stairs that led to the main entrance. The vast building was deserted and full of weary echoes: they could hear the solitary clang of an elevator door, and the dynamic hum of its machinery as it mounted. Some one was walking in the big corridor downstairs: they heard the echoing ring of his footsteps on the slick marble flags, and the noisy rattle of a cleaner’s bucket on the floor. The whole building was charged with a weary electric quality—with the quality of a light which has gone dim. And the taste and the smell of this weariness was in Eugene’s mouth and nostrils; it was as if he had stuck his tongue against a warm but burned-out storage battery; it was like the smell that comes from the wheels of a street car when they have ground around a curve, or like the odor from a smoking hot-box on the fast express. His body also had this feeling of electric weariness, as if the vital currents were exhausted: his flesh felt dry and juiceless, his back was tired, his loins were sterile, the acrid burned-out flavor filled him.


  The big ugly building breathed slowly with the fatigue of inanimate objects which have been overcharged with human energy: it was haunted with its tired emptiness, with the absence of the thousands of people who had swarmed through its every part that day with such a clamorous, hot and noisy life. The lifeless air in its passages had been breathed and rebreathed again and again: the walls, the furniture, the floors—every part of the building—seemed to exude this sense of nervous depletion.


  As he hurried down the stairs on such an evening with his unshakable companion, his implacable disputant, he hated the building more than he had ever hated any building before: it seemed to be soaked in all the memories of fruitless labor and harsh strife, of fear and hate and weariness, of ragged nerves and pounding heart and tired flesh: the building brooded there, charged with its dreadful burden of human pain, encumbered with its grief; and his hatred for the building was the hatred of a man for the place where he has met some terrible humiliation of the flesh or spirit, or for the room in which a man has seen his brother die, or for the dwelling from which love and the beloved have departed. The ghosts of pain and darkness sat in the empty chairs, the spirits of venom and sterility brooded over the desks: dry hatred and the poison of the brain were seated in the chairs of the instructors; fear trembled in their seats, it made a hateful cold around the heart, it made the bowels queasy, it made swallowing hard, it slithered at the edges of the desk, it fell and crawled and wobbled like a boneless thing. And the gray-faced Jew beside Eugene made the weary lights burn dim: he gave a tongue to weariness, a color to despair.


  They hurried down the steps and left the building almost as if they were in flight. The heavy door clanged to behind them making echoes in the halls, they reached the pavement of the Square, and immediately they halted. Here, they were in another world, and their weary bodies drank in a new vitality. Sometimes, on a cold still night in winter, the sky had the peculiarly frosty clarity that comes from a still, biting cold. Above the great vertical radiance and cold Northern passion of New York, it was a-glitter with magnificent stars, it was a-glitter with small pollens, with a jewelled dust of stars that seemed to have been sown drunkenly through heaven, and as Eugene looked his weariness was cleansed out of him at once, he was filled with an overwhelming desire to possess beauty and all things else, and to include all things in him. He would learn to be all things: he would be an artist and he would find a way of living in the maelstrom. The darkness filled him with a sense of power and possession: his spirit soared out over the city, and over the earth, he was no longer afraid of the gray-faced Jew beside him, peace and power and certitude possessed him. He drank the air into his veins in great gulps, he saw the huge walled cliff of the city ablaze with its jewelry of hard sown lights, he knew he could possess it all, and a feeling of joy and victory rushed through his senses.


  Under the furious goad of desperation, a fear of failure and disgrace, a sense of loneliness and desolation, and a grim determination to go down into the dust of ruin only when he could no longer lift a hand or draw a breath, he learned his job, and found his life again, he did the labor of a titan, the flesh wasted from his bones, he became a mad, driven zealot, but he was a good teacher, and the day came when he knew he need no longer draw his breath in fear or shame, that he had paid his way and earned his wage and could meet them eye to eye. He took those swarthy swarming classes and looted his life clean for them: he bent over them, prayed, sweated, and exhorted like a prophet, a poet, and a priest—he poured upon them the whole deposit of his living, feeling, reading, the whole store of poetry, passion and belief: he went into the brain of a dullard like a surgeon, and he blew some spark of fire into a glow in even the least and worst of them, but that gray-faced Yiddish inquisitor hung doggedly to his heels, the more he gave, the more Abe wanted; he fed on Eugene’s life, enriching his grayness with an insatiate and vampiric gluttony, and yet he never had a word of praise, a sentence of thanks, a syllable of commendation.


  Instead he became daily more open in his surly discontent, his sour depreciation; his insolence, unchecked, grew by leaps and bounds, he exulted in a feeling of cruel crowing Jewish mastery over Eugene’s bent aching spirit, he walked away with him day by day and his conversation now was one long surly indictment of his class, his teaching, and his competence. Why didn’t Eugene give them better topics for their themes? Why didn’t they use another volume of essays instead of the one they had, which was no good? Why, in the list of poems, plays, biographies and novels which Eugene had assigned, and which were no good, had he omitted the names of Jewish writers such as Lewisohn and Sholem Asch? Why did he not give each student private “conferences” more frequently, although he had conferred with them until his brain and heart were sick and weary. Why did they not write more expository, fewer descriptive themes; more argument, less narration? Why, in short, did he not do everything in a different way?—the indictment, merciless, insistent, unrelenting, piled up day by day and meanwhile resentment, anger, resolution began to blaze and burn in Eugene, a conviction grew that this could no longer be endured, that no life, no wage, no position was worth this thankless toil and trouble, and that he must make an end of a situation which had become intolerable.


  One night, when Abe had accompanied Eugene from the class to the entrance of the hotel, and as he was in the full course and tide of his surly complaint, Eugene stopped him suddenly and curtly, saying: “You don’t like my class, do you, Jones? You don’t think much of the way I teach, do you?”


  Abe was surprised at the question, because his complaint had always had a kind of sour impersonality: it had never wholly dared a final accusatory directness.


  “Well,” he said in a moment, with a surly and unwilling tone, “I never said that. I don’t think we’re getting as much out of the class as we should. I think we could get a lot more out of it than we’re getting. That’s all I said.”


  “And you have a few thousand suggestions to make, that would improve it? Is that it?”


  “Well, I had to tell you how I felt about it,” Abe said doggedly. “If you don’t like it, I’m sorry. You know we fellows down there have got to pay tuition. And they charge you plenty for it, too! ... Don’t let them kid you!” he said with a derisive and scornful laugh. “That place is a gold mine for some one! The trustees are getting rich on it!”


  “Well, I’m not getting rich on it,” Eugene said. “I get $150 a month out of it. Apparently you think it’s too much.”


  “Well, we’ve got a right to expect the best we can get,” he said. “That’s what we’re there for. That’s what we’re paying out our dough for. You know, the fellows down there are not rich guys like the fellows at Yale and Harvard. A dollar means something to them. ... We don’t get everything handed to us on a silver platter. Most of us have got to work for everything we get, and if some guy who’s teaching us is not giving us the best he’s got we got a right to kick about it. ... That’s the way I feel about it.”


  “All right,” Eugene said, “I know where you stand now. Now, I’ll tell you where I stand. I’ve been giving you the best I’ve got, but you don’t think it’s good enough. Well, it’s all I’ve got and it’s all you’re going to get from me. Now, I tell you what you’re going to do, Jones. You’re going out of my class. Do you understand?” he shouted. “You’re going now. I never want to see you in my class again. I’ll get you transferred, I’ll have you put in some other instructor’s class, but you’ll never come into my room again.”


  “You can’t do that,” Abe said. “You’ve got no right to do that. You’ve got no right to change a fellow to another class in the middle of the term. I’ve done my work,” he said resentfully, “you’re not going to change me. ... I’ll take it to the faculty committee if you do.”


  Eugene could stand no more: in misery and despair he thought of all he had endured because of Abe, and the whole choking wave of resentment and fury which had been gathering in his heart for months burst out upon him.


  “Why, damn you!” he said. “Go to the faculty committee or any other damned place you please, but you’ll never come back to any room where I’m teaching again. If they send you back, if they say I’ve got to have you in my class, I quit. Do you hear me, Jones?” he shouted. “I’ll not have you! If they try to force me, I’m through! To hell with such a life! I’ll get down and clean out sewers before I have you in my class again. ... Now, you damned rascal,” his voice had grown so hoarse and thick he could hardly speak, and the blind motes were swimming drunkenly before him. “... I’ve had all I can stand from you. ... Why, you damned dull fellow. ... Sitting there and sneering at me day after day with your damned Jew’s face. ... What are you but a damned dull fellow, anyway? ... Why, damn you, Jones, you didn’t deserve any one like me. ... You should get down on your knees and thank God you had a teacher half as good as me. ... You ... damned ... fellow. ... You! ... To think I sweat blood over you! ... Now, get away from here!” ... he yelled. “To hell with you! ... I never want to see your face again!”


  He turned and started toward the hotel entrance: he felt blind and weak and dizzy, but he did not care what happened now: after all these weeks of heavy misery a great wave of release and freedom was coursing through his veins. Before he had gone three steps Abe Jones was at his side, clutching at his sleeve, beseeching, begging, pleading: “Say! ... You’ve got the wrong idea! Honest you have! ... Say! I never knew you felt like that! Don’t send me out of there,” he begged earnestly, and suddenly Eugene saw that his shining glasses had grown misty and that his dull weak eyes blinked with tears. “I don’t want to leave your class,” he said. “Why, that’s the best class that I’ve got! ... Honest it is! No kiddin’! ... All the fellows feel the same way about it.”


  He begged, beseeched, and almost wept: finally, when good will had again been restored between them, he wrung Eugene’s hand, laughed painfully and shyly, and then took off his misted glasses and began to shine and polish them with a handkerchief. His gray ugly face as he stood there polishing his glasses had that curiously naked, inept, faded and tired wistful look that is common to people with weak eyes when they remove their spectacles; it was a good and ugly face, and suddenly Eugene began to like Abe very much. He left him and went up to his room with a feeling of such relief, ease and happiness as he had not known for months; and that night, unhaunted, unashamed, unpursued by fears and furies and visions of his ruin and failure for the first time in many months, he sank dreamlessly, sweetly, deliciously, into the depths of a profound and soundless sleep.


  And from that moment, through every change of fortune, all absence, all return, all wandering, and through the whole progress of his city life, through every event of triumph, ruin, or madness, this Jew, Abe Jones, the first manswarm atom he had come to know in all the desolation of the million-footed city—had been his loyal friend.


  It was not the golden city he had visioned as a child, and the gray reptilian face of that beak-nosed Jew did not belong among the company of the handsome, beautiful and fortunate people that he had dreamed about, but Abe was made of better stuff than most dreams are made of. His spirit was as steady as a rock, as enduring as the earth, and like the flash of a light, the sight of his good, gray ugly face could always evoke for Eugene the whole wrought fabric of his life in the city, the whole design of wandering and return, with a thousand memories of youth and hunger, of loneliness, fear, despair, of glory, love, exultancy and joy.


  [¬]


  L


  Robert Weaver appeared suddenly one night about seven o’clock as Eugene was sitting in the lobby at the Leopold: he had not seen Robert since their arrest. His visit to the hotel was the result of a sudden impulse on Robert’s part: immediately, without greeting or any preliminary whatever, he began to ask all sorts of questions about the Leopold—How long had Eugene been there? Did he have a good room and how big was it? How well did he like living at the hotel? Then he insisted that Eugene show him his room. Eugene got his key at the desk and took him up: at the sight of the small room with its piles of books and stacks of student themes Robert burst out laughing. Then he began to ask all manners of questions in a serious and earnest tone—Where was the bathroom?—Eugene showed him—Did they give him plenty of towels?—Eugene told him—How much did he pay?—Eugene said the rent was twelve dollars a week.


  He received these answers with an air of astounded surprise, his manner became even more earnest and excited, he began to say, “You don’t mean it!” “Well, I’ll be damned!” “Well, what do you know about that?”—as if the most astonishing revelations were being made to him. Eugene looked at him with misgiving, because he was obviously caught in the full surge of one of his impulses and, sure enough, all at once he said with an air of complete decision: “Damned if I don’t do it! It’s the very place I’ve been looking for all along! Why, look at all you get for the money! Damnedest bargain I ever heard of! I’ve just been throwing my money away up there!”—he had been living at the Yale Club—“Damned if I don’t get me a room and move in right away!”


  This sudden prospect of having Robert as a neighbor did not attract the other youth: he was working very hard with his classes and trying to complete a play he had begun to write, and he had no intention of becoming the companion or nurse of Robert’s drunkenness or the confessor of his fevered despair and unrest: he told him he would not like the Leopold, that the people were old and stodgy, and the rules of propriety very strict. Further, he made the mistake of emphasizing the difficulty of getting a room there, although there really was no difficulty: he told him the place was a quiet family hotel, that the management wanted regular tenants of quiet habits who intended to live there permanently, that the preference was given to middle-aged married couples, and that there were no vacancies anyway—that a long list of applicants were waiting to get in. All this merely whetted Robert’s eagerness: he now said that he fulfilled all the requirements save marriage, and that this deficiency would soon be remedied: he said he had completely reformed his old habits of life, and that a quieter, steadier, more sober and industrious man did not exist: he said he was determined to live there, and he demanded that Eugene take him to the manager and plead for him without delay.


  When Eugene saw that he was really determined, he agreed: they went downstairs to see the manager. He came out of his office with the habitual defensive look of caution and suspicion on his sour meagre face, and listened with his usual unwilling and disparaging air, not facing them or directly looking at them, but with his small parsley face averted and his eyes turned downward, while Eugene praised up Robert to the skies, said he had known him all his life, that he was the scion of an ancient and distinguished family in the South, a brilliant young attorney in a New York firm, and one of the steadiest and most proper youths that ever lived. Robert also put in from time to time with his deep voice and impressive manners, and at length Mr. Gibbs began to shake his head dubiously, to say he didn’t know, to tell how difficult it was to get admitted to the Leopold—until Eugene almost laughed in his face—but that in a case like this, because it was Eugene and he knew if he recommended a man he must be all right, and so on—he would see what he could do: he began to thumb over the pages of a meaningless ledger, peering at it and squinting along his parched finger as it moved across the page and chattering and mumbling like a monkey: at length he straightened with an air of decision, took four or five keys from their boxes and gave them to the negro captain with instructions “to show this gentleman these rooms.” They all got into the elevator and went upstairs again with Robert and the negro: they looked at several rooms and at length, after great indecision, appeals for advice and guidance, and innumerable questions, Robert selected a room in the old annex—a selection for which the other youth was grateful, since his own room was in the new one.


  Robert moved in promptly the next day: they had dinner together; he was in a state of jubilant elation. Then no more was seen or heard of him for a week; when Eugene did get news of him it was neither welcome nor reassuring. The phone in his room rang one morning as he was dressing: a voice from the office asked him curtly to see Mr. Gibbs when he came down. He went downstairs with a sense of ominous misgiving: Mr. Gibbs came toward him with a puckered and protesting face as if he had just tasted something sour and unexpected, he began to speak at once in a tone of shocked and astounded indignation: “In heaven’s name!” he rasped; “who is this man Weaver that you brought here? What kind of man is he? You brought him here,” he said accusingly. “You recommended him. We thought he was all right. We took your word for it? What’s wrong with the man? Is he crazy? Is he out of his head completely?”—his face was soured and wrinkled like a persimmon, his small pinched figure trembled with excitement and indignation, he looked at the boy with an expression of horrified reproof—he was a comical sight, but the boy was in no temper at the moment to appreciate the humor of his appearance.


  “What is it, Mr. Gibbs? What’s the matter? What has he done?”


  “Why,” he said, trembling with anger at the very thought of it, “he tried to burn us all up last night. He came in here at three o’clock in the morning, raving and carrying on like a crazy man. Then he went upstairs and set his room on fire.”


  “On fire!”


  “Why, yes!” said Gibbs. “We had to call the fire department to put it out. Why, it’s a wonder any of us are left alive—all of these people sleeping in the hotel and this crazy man yelling and screaming at five o’clock this morning that the place is on fire! Why, we can’t have anything like that in this hotel,” he said with the air of one who describes the desecration of a temple. “We can’t have a man like that here. Why, he’ll drive the other people out, we’ll lose all our guests: people aren’t going to stay in a place with a crazy man. There’s no telling what a man like that is liable to do. Now!” he said with an air of abrupt and pugnacious decision, “he’s got to get out: I won’t have him here! I’m not going to have a man like that in my hotel a moment longer”—his small jaw hardened meanly, his face shrank, and his eyes narrowed, as he turned away, “and some one’s got to pay for all the damage that was done! Now I don’t care who pays it”—his face was averted—“but it’s not going to be us! Now you can tell him,” he snapped curtly, and he left.


  Eugene went upstairs at once to Robert’s room in a state of choking anger and resentment: he felt that Robert had tricked him and taken advantage of him, that he was being held accountable for Robert’s misbehavior, and that now his own standing in the hotel had been jeopardized and he would be forced to leave this delightful and charming establishment at which he had cursed and mocked so bitterly many times, but which now, in his resentful spirit, took on a peaceful and home-like glamour it had never had before. He walked into Robert’s room without knocking: the room was a wreck, a negro maid was mournfully and sullenly gathering up from the floor the charred and blackened remnants of a pile of bed linen and blankets; the mirror had been smashed by a drinking-glass which Robert had hurled at it, he said, when he saw his image reflected in it, the remnants of a chair lay on the floor, the heavy glass plate upon a writing table had been broken, there was a large brownish stain upon one of the walls where he had hurled a whiskey bottle, and one end of his bed lay tilted on the floor where he had stamped or kicked the slats and boards to splinters. Robert was standing in the midst of all the ruin he had made, with a nervous and rueful expression on his face: when his friend came in he looked at him uneasily and laughed in a feeble and foolish manner, without conviction.


  “Now, damn it, don’t stand there laughing about it, Robert,” the other said. “You may think it’s funny as hell, but it’s no joke for me. Of course,” he went on bitterly, “I’m the goat. I’m the one who’s got to suffer for it. I’m the one they hold responsible. Now you’ve just fixed it so that I can’t stay here in the hotel any longer: they’re going to put me out!”


  “You!” Robert said, in a protesting tone. “Why, it’s not your fault. You didn’t have anything to do with it.”


  “You’re damned well right I didn’t,” he answered. “And you’re going to tell them so. Now, I was a fool once, but you won’t catch me that way again: I begged and pleaded to get you in here and you go and play a dirty trick like this. And you’re going to pay for it, too.”


  “I’ll pay, I’ll pay,” Robert said hastily. “I know it was my fault. I’ll pay whatever they ask. Have they said anything to you about it?” he said nervously. “What do they say?”


  “They say you’ve got to pay for all the damage that you’ve done and get out of the hotel at once.”


  “Oh, I’ll pay!” he said earnestly, and with a pleading note in his voice. “I don’t want to leave the hotel. ... I’ll never act like that again. ... Does Gibbs want to see me?” he said nervously.


  “You can just bet your balls he does! And right now!”


  “Come on!” said Robert coaxingly. “You go with me. ... He’ll listen to you. ... Tell him how it was.”


  “Tell him how it was! Why, he knows damn well how it was! And so do you! You were lousy and crazy-drunk, that’s how it was. ... No, I won’t do it: I’ve been your goat long enough. You’ll have to fight it out with him for yourself. ... And don’t you bring my name into it, either, Robert, this was a hell of a thing to do!” Eugene yelled furiously. “In God’s name, what’s got into you? Have you gone mad?”


  “Ah,” he said in a brooding, sullen tone, “you know what it is. ... It’s that woman. ... It’s Martha! I can’t get her off my mind, I think about her all the time. ... My God, Eugene, if something doesn’t happen soon, I will go crazy, sure enough.”


  “Happen! What do you want to happen?”


  He beat himself, suddenly and savagely, on his breast.


  “Christ knows!” he said. “Something’s got to break loose ... here ... here ... here!” His eyes were shot with tears and a madness of desperation: in this baffled and infuriated gesture there was something that was really painful, tortured, and deeply moving: all at once Eugene felt sorry for him; he did not know why Robert wanted to stay at the hotel any longer, he did not know what he found there in that shabby and sterile life to attract or interest him, and perhaps it was nothing except a sense in him that he was disgraced, an outcast from the ranks of orderly society: he wanted to stay in order to subdue the fear and shame he felt, and to soothe, in whatever way he could, his lacerated pride. Therefore, Eugene resolved to help him.


  “Robert,” he said, “if you really want to stay here, why don’t you go and see old Gibbs, and talk to him. Tell him you’re sorry for all the trouble you made and the damage you did, and that you’re willing to pay whatever he says is fair. Then let him rave. He’s a sour old bastard and he’ll bawl you out, but let him rave. He enjoys it. Then tell him if he’ll let you stay, you’ll never act like this again. And if I can help out any, I’ll do it.”


  He agreed to this at once, and Eugene left him and went to his own room: when he went downstairs a few minutes later on his way to his first class, Robert was standing at the desk, submissively attentive to the tongue-lashing Gibbs was giving him. The little man was in a state of trembling denunciation, he squinted and peered at Robert’s face, and wagged an indignant finger at him; his shrewd, sour, nasal voice carried to all parts of the room, and Robert listened apologetically and sorrowfully, putting in a word of penitent assent from time to time, in a deep, respectful voice:


  “I quite agree with you. ... You are absolutely right, sir. ... It was a terrible thing to do. ... I’ll never do it again as long as I live. ... I’ll pay you for every bit of damage that I did”—and he took out his check-book and opened it upon the counter. Eugene went over and joined them: the old man was beginning to simmer down somewhat into occasional howls and blasts of fury, like a hurricane which has spent its fiercest violence and is in process of abatement: Robert began to talk smoothly, entreatingly, and charmingly—he swore to a complete and abject repentance, spoke touchingly and mysteriously of great storms and tragedies in his recent life which had driven him to this mad and violent explosion, and gave his solemn oath never to repeat the experience again if he was only allowed to remain in the hotel: Eugene put in a word of agreement here and there when he thought it might help—the upshot of it was that Gibbs finally began to speak to Robert in a tone of almost paternal affection, a kind of radiance was given off from his meagre soul, he bent towards Robert intimately, he even laughed—and when they departed, to their astonishment, he even gave the repentant sinner a warm squeeze of the hand, and a friendly pat upon the shoulder.


  Within a period of three furious months Robert made trips to Colorado seven times: he got on trains and was hurled 2000 miles across the continent as casually as a man would make the subway trip from Times Square to Brooklyn Heights. Sometimes he would leave New York on Friday night and be back within four or five days, after spending ten hours with Martha Upshaw: sometimes he would be gone a week, and once he did not return for three. On this occasion Eugene received a telegram from him when he had been absent about five days: the message curtly bade Eugene to send all his mail to a hotel in Colorado Springs until further notice, and said he would explain on his return.


  Eugene was sitting in the lobby one evening two weeks later, when Robert came in. He walked with a limp and his face seemed to have undergone a curious angular distortion: he came toward Eugene with a kind of frozen grin and when he spoke to him he began to mutter something incoherent between set teeth and to point with his finger at his jaw. In a few moments, Eugene was able to decipher his jargon sufficiently to understand that his jaw and nose were broken, that most of the teeth had been extracted, in order that the jaw-bone might be wired together, and that he could not open his mouth now, either to speak or eat, because of wires that bound the fracture. In addition, his nose, which had been strong and straight, now curved sideways in a wide broken arc.


  Robert was shockingly thin and wasted, he said he had bled a great deal, and had been unable to eat any solid food since his injury: it was obvious he had about reached the limit of his strength, the whole contour of his skull was visible, his eyes were sunken and burned with a more furious and fatal glow than ever before.


  But he laughed at Eugene’s look of stupefaction when he saw him, and laughed again, morosely and indifferently, as he told him the cause of his injuries: he said he had been driving with Martha Upshaw the night he got to Colorado Springs, both had been to a roadhouse and were drunk and neither, to use his description of their feeling, “gave a damn.” The girl was driving, the hour was late, they had come around a curve in a mountain road at great speed, the car had left the road, plunged down a steep embankment, and turned over three times before it smashed up against a tree. The girl had been badly cut by broken glass and had several stitches taken in wounds on her face and head, but she broke no bones. Robert had been hurled twenty feet from the car, he was unconscious and bleeding horribly, and it had been thought at first his injuries were fatal.


  But here he was, at least a vital piece of him, smashed and broken, but still fiercely living. It was obvious, however, that this final catastrophe had hardened his spirit in a resolute desperation: the suicidal fatalism—that hunger for death which all men have in them and which is perhaps as strong a driving-force in man as the hunger for life—and which had been strongly marked in Robert only when he was drunk—had now become the habit of his soul. He no longer cared whether he lived or died, in his inmost heart he had grown amorous of death, and it was evident that living flesh and bone could not much longer endure the cruel beating he had given it. And this fact—this shocking, visible, physical fact—as much as anything—sealed him in fatal desperation, confirmed him in his belief that everything was lost.


  [¬]


  LI


  Man’s youth is a wonderful thing: It is so full of anguish and of magic and he never comes to know it as it is, until it has gone from him forever. It is the thing he cannot bear to lose, it is the thing whose passing he watches with infinite sorrow and regret, it is the thing whose loss he must lament forever, and it is the thing whose loss he really welcomes with a sad and secret joy, the thing he would never willingly re-live again, could it be restored to him by any magic.


  Why is this? The reason is that the strange and bitter miracle of life is nowhere else so evident as in our youth. And what is the essence of that strange and bitter miracle of life which we feel so poignantly, so unutterably, with such a bitter pain and joy, when we are young? It is this: that being rich, we are so poor; that being mighty, we can yet have nothing, that seeing, breathing, smelling, tasting all around us the impossible wealth and glory of this earth, feeling with an intolerable certitude that the whole structure of the enchanted life—the most fortunate, wealthy, good, and happy life that any man has ever known—is ours—is ours at once, immediately and forever, the moment that we choose to take a step, or stretch a hand, or say a word—we yet know that we can really keep, hold, take, and possess forever—nothing. All passes; nothing lasts: the moment that we put our hand upon it it melts away like smoke, is gone forever, and the snake is eating at our heart again; we see then what we are and what our lives must come to.


  A young man is so strong, so mad, so certain, and so lost. He has everything and he is able to use nothing. He hurls the great shoulder of his strength forever against phantasmal barriers, he is a wave whose power explodes in lost mid-oceans under timeless skies, he reaches out to grip a fume of painted smoke; he wants all, feels the thirst and power for everything, and finally gets nothing. In the end, he is destroyed by his own strength, devoured by his own hunger, impoverished by his own wealth. Thoughtless of money or the accumulation of material possessions, he is none the less defeated in the end by his own greed—a greed that makes the avarice of King Midas seem paltry by comparison.


  And that is the reason why, when youth is gone, every man will look back upon that period of his life with infinite sorrow and regret. It is the bitter sorrow and regret of a man who knows that once he had a great talent and wasted it, of a man who knows that once he had a great treasure and got nothing from it, of a man who knows that he had strength enough for everything and never used it.


  All youth is bound to be “mis-spent”; there is something in its very nature that makes it so, and that is why all men regret it. And that regret becomes more poignant as the knowledge comes to us that this great waste of youth was utterly unnecessary, as we discover with a bitter irony of mirth, that youth is something which only young men have, and which only old men know how to use. And for that reason, in later years, we all look back upon our youth with sorrow and regret—seeing what a wealth was ours if we had used it—remembering Weisberg, Snodgrass, and O’Hare—finally remembering with tenderness and joy the good bleak visage of the pavement cipher who was the first friend we ever knew in the great city—in whose gray face its million strange and secret mysteries were all compact—and who was our friend, our brother, and this earth’s nameless man. And so Eugene recalled Abraham Jones.


  This ugly, good, and loyal creature had almost forgotten his real name: the “Jones,” of course, was one of those random acquisitions which, bestowed in some blind, dateless moment of the past, evoked a picture of those nameless hordes of driven and frightened people who had poured into this country within the last half-century, and whose whole lives had been determined for them by the turn of a word, the bend of a street, the drift of the crowd, or a surly and infuriated gesture by some ignorant tyrant of an official. In such a way, Abe Jones’s father, a Polish Jew, without a word of Yankee English in his throat, had come to Castle Garden forty years before and, stunned and frightened by the moment’s assault of some furious little swine of a customs inspector, had stood dumbly while the man snarled and menaced him: “What’s yer name? ... Huh? ... Don’t yuh know what yer name is ... Huh? ... Ain’t yuh got a name? ... Huh?” To all this the poor Jew had no answer but a stare of stupefaction and terror: at length a kind of frenzy seized him—a torrent of Polish, Jewish, Yiddish speech poured from his mouth, but never a word his snarling inquisitor could understand. The Jew begged, swore, wept, pleaded, prayed, entreated—a thousand tales of horror, brutal violence and tyranny swept through his terror-stricken mind, the whole vast obscene chronicle of immigration gleaned from the mouths of returned adventurers or from the letters of those who had triumphantly passed the gates of wrath: he showed his papers, he clasped his hands, he swore by all the oaths he knew that all was as it should be, that he had done all he had been told to do, that there was no trick or fraud or cheat in anything he did or said, and all the time, the foul, swollen, snarling face kept thrusting at him with the same maddening and indecipherable curse: “Yer name! ... Yer name! ... Fer Christ’s sake don’t yuh know yer own name? ... All right!” he shouted suddenly, furiously, “If yuh ain’t got a name I’ll give yuh one! ... If yuh ain’t got sense enough to tell me what yer own name is, I’ll find one for yuh!” The snarling face came closer: “Yer name’s Jones! See! J-o-n-e-s. Jones! That’s a good Amurrican name. See? I’m giving yuh a good honest Amurrican name that a lot of good decent Amurricans have got. Yuh’ve gotta try to live up to it and desoive it! See? Yer in Amurrica now, Jones. ... See? ... Yuh’ve gotta t’ink fer yerself, Jones. In Amurrica we know our own name. We’ve been trained to t’ink fer ourselves over here! ... See? Yer not one of them foreign dummies any more! ... Yer Jones—Jones—Jones!” he yelled. “See!”—and in such a way, on the impulsion of brutal authority and idiot chance, Abe’s father had been given his new name. Eugene did not know what Abe’s real name was: Abe had told him once, and he remembered it as something pleasant, musical, and alien to our tongue, difficult for our mouths to shape and utter.


  Already, when he had first met Abe Jones in the first class he taught, the process of mutation had carried so far that he was trying to rid himself of the accursed “Abraham,” reducing it to an ambiguous initial, and signing his papers with a simple unrevealing “A. Jones,” as whales are said to have lost through atrophy the use of legs with which they once walked across the land, but still to carry upon their bodies the rudimentary stump. Now, in the last year, he had dared to make a final transformation, shocking, comical, pitifully clumsy in its effort at concealment and deception: when Eugene had tried to find his name and number in the telephone directory a month before, among the great gray regiment of Joneses, the familiar, quaint, and homely “Abe” had disappeared—at length he found him coyly sheltered under the gentlemanly obscurity of A. Alfred Jones. The transformation, thus, had been complete: he was now, in name, at any rate, a member of the great Gentile aristocracy of Jones; and just as “Jones” had been thrust by violence upon his father, so had Abe taken violently, by theft and rape, the “Alfred.” There was something mad and appalling in the bravado, the effrontery, and the absurdity of the attempt: what did he hope to do with such a name? What reward did he expect to win? Was he engaged in some vast conspiracy in which all depended on the sound and not the appearance of deception? Was he using the mails in some scheme to swindle or defraud? Was he carrying on by correspondence an impassioned courtship of some ancient Christian maiden with one tooth and a million shining dollars? Or was it part of a gigantic satire on Gentile genteelness, country-club Christianity, a bawdy joke perpetrated at the expense of sixty thousand anguished and protesting Social Registerites? That he should hope actually to palm himself off as a Gentile was unthinkable, because one look at him revealed instantly the whole story of his race and origin: if all the Polish-Russian Jews that ever swarmed along the ghettoes of the earth had been compacted in a single frame the physical result might have been something amazingly like Eugene’s friend, Abraham Jones.


  The whole flag and banner of his race was in the enormous putty-colored nose that bulged, flared and sprouted with the disproportionate extravagance of a caricature or a dill-pickle over his pale, slightly freckled and rather meagre face; he had a wide, thin, somewhat cruel-looking mouth, dull weak eyes that stared, blinked, and grew misty with a murky, somewhat slimily ropy feeling behind his spectacles, a low, dull, and slanting forehead, almost reptilian in its ugliness, that sloped painfully back an inch or two into the fringes of unpleasantly greasy curls and coils of dark, short, screwy hair. He was about the middle height, and neither thin nor fat: his figure was rather big-boned and angular, and yet it gave an impression of meagreness, spareness, and somewhat tallowy toughness which so many city people have, as if their ten thousand days and nights upon the rootless pavement had dried all juice and succulence out of them, as if asphalt and brick and steel had got into the conduits of their blood and spirit, leaving them with a quality that is tough, dry, meagre, tallowy, and somewhat calloused.


  What earth had nourished him? Had he been born and grown there among the asphalt lilies and the pavement wheat? What corn was growing from the cobblestones? Or was there never a cry of earth up through the beaten and unyielding cement of the streets? Had he forgotten the immortal and attentive earth still waiting at the roots of steel?


  No. Beneath that cone of neat gray felt, behind the dreary, tallowed pigment of his face, which had that thickened, stunned, and deadened look one often sees upon the faces of old bruisers, as if the violent and furious assault of stone and steel, the million harsh metallic clangors, the brutal stupefaction of the streets, at length had dried the flesh and thickened the skin, and blunted, numbed and calloused the aching tumult of the tortured and tormented senses—there still flowed blood as red and wet as any which ever swarmed into the earth below the laurel bush. He was a part, a drop, an indecipherable fraction of these gray tides of swarming tissue that passed in ceaseless weft and counter-weft upon the beaten pavements, at once a typical man-swarm atom and a living man. Indistinguishable in his speech, gait, dress, and tallowy pigmentation from the typical cell-and-pavement article, at the same time, although ugly, meagre, toughened, gnarled and half-articulate, angular as brick and spare as steel webbing, with little juice and succulence, he was honest, loyal, somehow good and memorable, grained with the life and movement of a thousand streets, seasoned and alert, a living character, a city man. In that horrible desperation of drowning and atomic desolation among the numberless hordes that swept along the rootless pavements, in Eugene’s madness to know, own, intrude behind the million barriers of brick, to root and entrench himself in the hive, he seized upon that dreary, gray and hopeless-looking Jew.


  This was his history:


  Abraham Jones was one of the youngest members of a large family. In addition to two brothers, younger than himself, there were three older brothers, and two sisters. The family life was close, complex, and passionate, torn by fierce dislikes and dissensions, menaced by division among some of its members, held together by equally fierce loyalties and loves among the others. Abe disliked his father and hated one of his older brothers. He loved one of his sisters and was attached to the other one by a kind of loyalty of silence.


  She, Sylvia, was a woman of perhaps thirty-five years when Eugene first saw her, she had not lived at home for ten years, she was a febrile, nervous, emaciated, highly enamelled city woman—a lover of what was glittering and electric in life, caught up in the surge of a furious and feverish life, and yet not content with it, dissonant, irritable and impatient. Like the rest of her family she had been forced to shift for herself since childhood: she had been first a salesgirl, then a worker in a millinery shop, and now, through her own cleverness, smartness, and ability, she had achieved a very considerable success in business. She ran a hat shop on Second Avenue, which Abe told him was the Broadway of the lower East Side: she had a small, elegant, glittering jewel of a shop there, blazing with hard electric light and smartly and tastefully dressed with windows filled with a hundred jaunty styles in women’s hats. She did a thriving business and employed several assistants.


  The first time Eugene met her, one day when Abe had taken him home to the flat where he lived with his mother, two of his brothers, and Sylvia’s child, he thought she had the look and quality of an actress much more than of a business woman. There was a remarkably electric glitter and unnaturalness about her: it seemed as if the only light that had ever shone upon her had been electric light, the only air she could breath [breathe] with any certitude and joy, the clamorous and electric air of Broadway. Her face belonged, indeed, among those swarms of livid, glittering, night-time faces that pour along the street, with that mysterious fraternity of night-time people who all seem to speak a common language and to be bound together by some central interest and communication, who live mysteriously and gaudily without discoverable employments, in a world remote and alien. Sylvia was a woman of middling height, but of a dark and almost bird-like emaciation: all the flesh seemed to have been starved, wasted, and consumed from her by this devil of feverish and electric unrest and discontent that glittered with almost a drugged brilliance in her large dark eyes. Every visible portion of her body, hair, eyebrows, lashes, lips, skin and nails was greased, waved, leaded, rouged, plucked, polished, enamelled and varnished with the conventional extravagance of a ritualistic mask until now it seemed that all of the familiar qualities of living tissue had been consumed, and were replaced by the painted image, the varnished mask of a face, designed in its unreality to catch, reflect, and realize effectively the thousand lurid shifting lights and weathers of an electric, nocturnal, and inhuman world. Moreover, she was dressed in the most extreme and sharpest exaggeration of the latest style, her thin long hands, which were unpleasantly and ominously veined with blue, and her fragile wrists, which were so thin and white that light made a pink transparency in them when she lifted them, were covered, loaded—one vast encrusted jewelled glitter of diamond rings and bracelets: a fortune in jewelry blazed heavily and shockingly on her bony little hands.


  Her life had been hard, painful, difficult, full of work and sorrow. Ten years before, when she was twenty-five years old, she had had her first—and probably her last—love affair. She had fallen in love with an actor at the Settlement Guild—a little East Side theatre maintained by the donations of two rich æsthetic females. She had left her family and become his mistress: within less than a year the man deserted her, leaving her pregnant.


  Her child was a boy: she had no maternal feeling and her son, now nine years old, had been brought up by Abe’s mother and by Abe. Sylvia rarely saw her son: she had long ago deserted the orthodoxy of Jewish family life, she had a new, impatient, driving, feverish city life of her own, she visited her family every month or so, and it was then, and only then, that she saw her child. This boy, Jimmy, was a bright, quick, attractive youngster, with a tousled sheaf of taffy-colored hair, and with the freckled, tough, puggish face and the cocky mutilated pavement argot and assurance of the city urchin: he was nevertheless excellently clothed, schooled, and cared for, for the old woman, Abe’s mother, watched and guarded over him with the jealous brooding apprehension of an ancient hen, and Sylvia herself was most generous in her expenditures and benefactions, not only for the child, but also for the family.


  The relation between Sylvia and her illegitimate child, Jimmy, was remarkable. He never called her “mother”; in fact neither seemed to have a name for the other, save an impersonal and rather awkward “You.” Moreover, the attitude of both mother and child was marked by a quality that was hard, knowing, and cynical in its conversation: when she spoke to him her tone and manner were as cold and impersonal as if the child had been a stranger or some chance acquaintance, and this manner was also touched by a quality that was resigned, and somewhat mocking—with a mockery which seemed to be directed toward herself, more than toward any one, as if in the physical presence of the boy she saw the visible proof and living evidence of her folly, the bitter fruit of the days of innocence, love, and guileless belief, and as if she was conscious that a joke had been played on both her and her child. And the boy seemed to understand and accept this feeling with a sharp correspondence of feeling, almost incredible in a child. And yet they did not hate each other: their conversations were cynically wise and impersonal and yet curiously honest and respectful. She would look at him for a moment with an air of cold and casual detachment, and that faint smile of mockery when, on one of her visits home, he would come in, panting and dishevelled, a tough and impish urchin, from the street.


  “Come here, you,” she would say at length, quietly, harshly. “Whatcha been doin’ to yourself?” she would ask, in the same hard tone, as deftly she straightened and re-knotted his tie, smoothed out his rumpled sheaf of oaken-colored hair. “You look as if yuh just crawled out of some one’s ash can.”


  “Ah!” he said in his tough, high city-urchin’s voice, “a coupla guys tried to get wise wit’ me an’ I socked one of ’em. Dat’s all!”


  “Oh-ho-ho-ho!”—Abe turned his gray grinning face prayerfully to heaven and laughed softly, painfully.


  “Fightin’, huh?” said Sylvia. “Do you remember what I told you last time?” she said in a warning tone. “If I catch yuh fightin’ again there’s goin’ to be no more ball games. You’ll stay home next time.”


  “Ah!” he cried again in a high protesting tone. “What’s a guy gonna do? Do you t’ink I’m gonna let a coupla mugs like dat get away wit’ moidah?”


  “Oh-ho-ho-ho!”—cried Abe, lifting his great nose prayerfully again: then with a sudden shift to reproof and admonition, he said sternly: “What kind of talk do you call that? Huh? Didn’t I tell you not to say ‘mugs’?”


  “Ah, what’s a guy gonna say?” cried Jimmy. “I neveh could loin all dem big woids, noway.”


  “My God! I wish you’d listen to ’m,” his mother said in a tone of hard and weary resignation. “I suppose that’s what I’m sendin’ him to school for! Loin, woids, noway, t’ink! Is that the way to talk?” she demanded harshly. “Is that what they teach yuh?”


  “Say think!” commanded Abe.


  “I did say it,” the child answered evasively.


  “Go on! You didn’t! You didn’t say it right. I’ll bet you can’t say it right. Come on! Let’s hear you: think!”


  “T’ink,” Jimmy answered immediately.


  “Oh-ho-ho-ho!”—and Abe lifted his grinning face heavenward, saying, “Say! This is rich!”


  “Can yuh beat it?” the woman asked.


  And, for a moment, she continued to look at her son with a glance that was quizzical, tinged with a mocking resignation, and yet with a cold, detached affection. Then her long blue-veined hands twitched nervously and impatiently until all the crusted jewels on her wrists and fingers blazed with light: she sighed sharply and, looking away, dismissed the child from her consideration.


  Although the boy saw very little of his mother, Abe watched and guarded over him as tenderly as if he had been his father. If the child was late in coming home from school, if he had not had his lunch before going out to play, if he remained away too long Abe showed his concern and distress very plainly, and he spoke very sharply and sternly at times to other members of the family if he thought they had been lax in some matter pertaining to the boy.


  “Did Jimmy get home from school yet?” he would ask sharply. “Did he eat before he went out again? ... Well, why did you let him get away, then, before he had his lunch? ... For heaven’s sake! You’re here all day long: you could at least do that much—I can’t be here to watch him all the time, you know—don’t you know the kid ought never to go out to play until he’s had something to eat?”


  Eugene saw the child for the first time one day when Abe had taken him home for dinner: Abe, in his crisp neat shirt-sleeves, was seated at the table devouring his food with a wolfish and prowling absorption, and yet in a cleanly and fastidious way, when the child entered. The boy paused in surprise when he saw Eugene: his wheaten sheaf of hair fell down across one eye, one trouser leg had come unbanded at the knee and flapped down to his ankle, and for a moment he looked at Eugene with a rude frank stare of his puggish freckled face.


  Abe, prowling upward from his food, glanced at the boy and grinned; then, jerking his head sharply toward Eugene, he said roughly:


  “Whatcha think of this guv? Huh?”


  “Who is he?” the boy asked in his high tough little voice, never moving his curious gaze from Eugene.


  “He’s my teacher,” Abe said. “He’s the guy that teaches me.”


  “Ah, g’wan!” the child answered in a protesting tone, still fixing Eugene with his steady and puzzled stare.


  “Whatcha handin’ me? He’s not!”


  “Sure he is! No kiddin’!” Abe replied. “He’s the guy that teaches me English.”


  “Ah, he’s not!” the boy answered decisively. “Yuh’re bein’ wise.”


  “What makes you think he’s not?” Abe asked.


  “If he’s an English teacher,” Jimmy said triumphantly, “w’y don’t he say somet’ing? W’y don’t he use some of dose woids?”


  “Oh-ho-ho-ho!” cried Abe lifting his great bleak nose aloft. “Say! ... This is good! ... This is swell! ... Say, that’s some kid!” he said when the boy had departed. “There’s not much gets by him!” And lifting his gray face heavenward again, he laughed softly, painfully, in gleeful and tender reminiscence.


  Thus, the whole care and government of the boy had been entrusted to Abe and his mother: Sylvia herself, although she paid liberally all her child’s expenses, took no other interest in him. She was a hard, feverish, bitter, and over-stimulated woman, and yet she had a kind of harsh loyalty to her family: she was, in a fierce and smouldering way, very ambitious for Abe, who seemed to be the most promising of her brothers: she was determined that he should go to college and become a lawyer, and his fees at the university, in part at any rate, were paid by his sister—in part only, not because Sylvia would not have paid all without complaint, but because Abe insisted on paying as much as he could through his own labor, for Abe, too, had embedded in him a strong granite of independence, the almost surly dislike, of a strong and honest character, of being beholden to any one for favors. On this score, indeed, he had the most sensitive and tender pride of any one Eugene had ever known.


  At home, Abe had become, by unspoken consent, the head of a family which now consisted only of his mother, two brothers, and his sister’s illegitimate child, Jimmy. Two of his older brothers, who were in business together, had married and lived away from home, as did Sylvia, and another sister, Rose, who had married a musician in a theatre orchestra a year or two before; she was a dark, tortured and sensitive Jewess with a big nose and one blind eye. Her physical resemblance to Abe was marked. She was a very talented pianist, and once or twice he took Eugene to visit her on Sunday afternoons: she played for them in a studio room in which candles were burning and she carried on very technical and knowing conversations about the work of various composers with her brother. Abe listened to the music when she played with an obscure and murky smile: he seemed to know a great deal about music: it awakened a thousand subtle echoes in his Jewish soul, but for Eugene, somehow, the music, and something arrogant, scornful, and secretive in their knowingness, together with the dreary consciousness of a winter’s Sunday afternoon outside, the barren streets, the harsh red waning light of day, and a terrible sensation of thousands of other knowing Jews—the men with little silken mustaches—who were coming from concerts at that moment, awakened in him vague but powerful emotions of nakedness, rootlessness, futility and misery, which even the glorious memory of the power, exultancy and joy of poetry could not conquer or subdue. The scene evoked for him suddenly a thousand images of a sterile and damnable incertitude, in which man groped indefinitely along the smooth metallic sides of a world in which there was neither warmth, nor depth, nor door to enter, nor walls to shelter him: he got suddenly a vision of a barren Sunday and a gray despair, of ugly streets, and of lights beginning to wink and flicker above cheap moving-picture houses and chop-suey restaurants, and of a raucous world of cheap and flashy people, as trashy as their foods, as trivial and infertile as their accursed amusements, and finally of the Jews returning through a thousand streets, in that waning and desolate light, from symphony concerts, an image, which, so far from giving a note of hope, life, and passionate certitude and joy to the wordless horror of this damned and blasted waste of Dead-Man’s Land, seemed to enhance it rather, and to give it a conclusive note of futility and desolation.


  Abe and his sister did not seem to feel this: instead the scene, the time, the day, the waning light, the barren streets, the music, awakened in them something familiar and obscure, a dark and painful joy, a certitude Eugene did not feel. They argued, jibed, and sneered harshly and arrogantly at each other: their words were sharp and cutting, impregnated with an aggressive and unpleasant intellectualism, they called each other fools and sentimental ignoramuses, and yet they did not seem to be wounded or offended by this harsh intercourse: they seemed rather to derive a kind of bitter satisfaction from it.


  Already, the first year Eugene had known him he had discovered this strange quality in these people: they seemed to delight in jeering and jibing at one another; and at the same time their harsh mockery had in it an element of obscure and disquieting affection. At this time Abe was carrying on, week by week, a savage correspondence with another young Jew who had been graduated with him from the same class in high school. He always had in his pocket at least one of the letters this boy had written him, and he was forever giving it to Eugene to read, and then insisting that he read his answer. In these letters, they flew at each other with undisciplined ferocity, they hurled denunciation, mockery, and contempt at each other, and they seemed to exult in it. The tone of their letters was marked by an affectation of cold impersonality and austerity, and yet this obviously was only a threadbare cloak to the furious storm of personal insult and invective, the desire to crow over the other man and humiliate him, which seemed to delight them. “In your last letter,” one would write, “I see that the long-expected débâcle has now occurred. In our last year at high school I saw occasional gleams of adult intelligence in your otherwise infantile and adolescent intellect, and I had some hope of saving you, but I now see my hopes were wasted—your puerile remarks on Karl Marx, Anatole France, et al, show you up as the fat-headed bourgeois you always were, and I accordingly wash my hands of you. You reveal plainly that your intellect is incapable of grasping the issues involved in modern socialism: you are a romantic individualist and you will find everything you say elegantly embalmed in the works of the late Lord Byron which is where you belong also: your mother should dress you up in a cowboy suit and give you a toy pistol to play with before you hurt yourself playing around with great big rough grown-up men.”


  Abe would read Eugene one of these letters, grinning widely with Kike delight, lifting his grinning face and laughing softly, “Oh-ho-ho-ho-ho!” as he came to some particularly venomous insult.


  “But who wrote you such a letter?” Eugene demanded.


  “Oh, a guy I went to school with,” he answered, “a friend of mine!”


  “A friend of yours! Is that the kind of letter that your friends write you!”


  “Sure,” he said. “Why not? He’s a good guy. He doesn’t mean anything by it. He’s got bats in the belfry, that’s all. But wait till you see what I wrote him!” he cried, grinning exultantly as he took his own letter from his pocket. “Wait till you see what I call him! Oh-ho-ho-ho-ho!”—softly, painfully, he laughed. “Say, this is rich!” and gleefully he would read his answer: five closely typed pages of bitter insult and vituperation.


  Another astonishing and disquieting circumstance of this brutal correspondence was now revealed: this extraordinary “friend” of Abe’s, who wrote him these insulting letters, had not gone abroad, nor did he live in some remote and distant city. When Eugene asked Abe where this savage critic lived, he answered: “Oh, a couple of blocks from where I live.”


  “But do you ever see him?”


  “Sure. Why not?” he said, looking at Eugene in a puzzled way. “We grew up together. I see him all the time.”


  “And yet you write this fellow letters and he writes you, when you live only a block apart and see each other all the time?”


  “Sure. Why not?” said Abe.


  He saw nothing curious or unusual in the circumstance, and yet there was something disturbing and unpleasant about it: in all these letters Eugene had observed, below the tirades of abuse, an obscure, indefinable, and murky emotionalism that was somehow ugly.


  Within a few months, however, this strange communication with his Jewish comrade ceased abruptly: Eugene began to see Abe, in the halls and corridors of the university, squiring various Jewish girls around with a sheepish and melancholy look. His lust for letter-writing still raged with unabated violence, although now the subjects of his correspondence were women. His attitude towards girls had always been cold and scornful: he regarded their cajoleries and enticements with a fishy eye, and with a vast Jewish caution and suspiciousness, and he laughed scornfully at any one who allowed himself to be ensnared. Like many people who feel deeply, and who are powerfully affected by the slightest and remotest changes in their emotions, he had convinced himself that he was a creature whose every action was governed by the operations of cool reason, and accordingly now that his feelings were powerfully and romantically involved in thoughts about several of these warm and luscious-looking Jewish wenches, he convinced himself that he “cared only for their minds” and that what he really sought from them was the stimulation of intellectual companionship. Accordingly, the love-letters which this great-nosed innocent now wrote to them, and read to Eugene, were extraordinary and unwitting productions of defense and justification.


  “... I think I observe in your last letter,” Abe would write, “traces of that romantic sentimentality which we have both seen so often in these childish lives around us but from which you and I long ago freed ourselves. As you know, Florence, we both agreed at the beginning that we would not spoil our friendship by the intrusion of a puerile and outmoded romanticism. Sex can play no part in our relations, Florence: it is at best a simple biological necessity, the urge of the hungry animal which should be recognized as such and satisfied without intruding on the higher faculties. Have you read Havelock Ellis yet? If not, you must read him without further delay. ... So Myrtle Goldberg really thought I was in earnest that night of the dance. ... Ye Gods! It is to laugh! Ha-ha! What fools these mortals be ... I laugh, and yet I do not laugh ... I laugh and observe my laughter, and then there is yet another level of reality which observes my laughter at my laughter. ... I play the clown with an ironic heart and put on the grinning mask these fools wish to see. ... O tempora! O mores!”—et cetera.


  And yet these same letters, in which he protested the cold detachment of his spirit, his freedom from the romantic fleshliness which degraded the lives of lesser men, were invariably tagged and embellished by little verses of his own contriving, all of them inspired by the emotion he pretended to despise. He always had a number of these little poems written down in a small note-book of black leather which he carried with him, and in which, at this time, with a precise and meticulous hand, he noted down his rarest thoughts, excerpts from books he had been reading, and these brief poems. At this time Abe was in a state of obscure and indefinable evolution: it was impossible to say what he would become, or what form his life would take, nor could he have told, himself. He walked along at a stooping loping gait, his face prowling around mistrustfully and with a glance full of tortured discontent: he was tormented by a dozen obscure desires and purposes and by a deep but murky emotionalism: his flesh was ugly, bowed, and meagre—conscious of a dreary inferiority (thus, in later and more prosperous years, he confessed to Eugene that he loved to abuse and “order around” brusquely the waiters in restaurants, because of the feeling of power and authority it gave him), but his spirit was sustained by an immense and towering vanity, a gloomy egotism which told him he was not as other men, that his thoughts and feelings were too profound and rare to be understood and valued by the base world about him. At the same time he was secretly and fiercely ambitious, although the energy of his ambition was scattered in a half dozen directions and could fasten on no purpose: by turn, he wanted to be a teacher and a great investigator in the sciences—and in this he might have succeeded, for he showed a brilliant aptness in biology and physics—or an economist, a critic of literature, an essayist, a historian, a poet, or a novelist. His desire was high: at this time he did not want to make money, he regarded a life that was given up to money-making with contempt, and although he sometimes spoke of the study of medicine, he looked at the profession of law, which was the profession his sister and his family wanted him to follow, with horror and revulsion: he shrank with disgust from the prospect of joining the hordes of beak-nosed shysters, poured out of the law school year by year and who were adept in every dodge of dishonorable trickery, in working every crooked wire, or squirming through each rat’s hole of escape and evasion the vast machinery of the law afforded them.


  Such a man was Abe Jones when Eugene first knew him: dreary, tortured, melancholy, dully intellectual and joylessly poetic, his spirit gloomily engulfed in a great cloud of Yiddish murk, a gray pavement cipher, an atom of the slums, a blind sea-crawl in the drowning tides of the man-swarm, and yet, pitifully, tremendously, with a million other dreary Hebrew yearners, convinced that he was the messiah for which the earth was groaning. Such was he in the state of becoming, an indefinable shape before necessity and his better parts—the hard, savage, tough and honest city sinew, hardened the mould—made a man of him,—this was Abe at this time, an obscure and dreary chrysalis, and yet a dogged, loyal, and faithful friend, the salt of the earth, a wonderfully good, rare, and high person.


  [¬]


  LII


  “Where shall I go now? What shall I do?” A dozen times that year he made these tormented journeys of desire. Why did he make them? What did he expect to find? He did not know: he only knew that at night he would feel again the huge and secret quickening of desire to which all life in the city moved, that he would be drawn again, past hope and past belief, to the huge glare, the swarming avenues of night, with their great tides of livid night-time faces. He only knew that he would prowl again, again, each night, the thronging passages of rat’s alley where the dead men were, that the million faces, forms and shapes of ungraspable desire would pass, would weave and throng and vanish from his grasp like evil figures in a dream, and that the old unanswered questions which have foiled so many million lives lost there in the labyrinthine maze and fury of the city’s life, would come back again, and that he never found an answer to them.


  “What shall I do now? Where shall I go?” They returned to mock his furious prowling of kaleidoscopic night with their unsearchable enigmas and when this happened, instant, mad, and overwhelming the desire to burst out of these canyoned walls that held him in, this Tantalus mocker of a city that duped his hunger with a thousand phantom shapes of impossible desire. And when this blind and furious impulse came to him, he knew only one desire—to escape, to escape instantly from the great well and prison of the city; and he had only one conviction—wild, mad, overmastering in its huge unreason—that escape, fulfilment, a fortunate and impossibly happy fruition lay somewhere out across the dark and lonely continent—was somewhere there in any of its thousand silent sleeping little towns—could be found anywhere, certainly, instantly, by the divining rod of miraculous chance, upon the pounding wheels of a great train, at any random halt made in the night.


  Thus, by an ironic twist which at the time he did not see or understand, this youth, who in his childhood, like a million other boys, had dreamed and visioned in the darkness of the shining city, and of the fortunate good and happy life that he would find there was now fleeing from it to find in unknown little towns the thing that he had come to the great city to possess.


  A dozen times that year he made these mad and sudden journeys: to New England many times, to Pennsylvania, or Virginia; and more than once at night up the great river towards the secret North.


  One night that year, in the month of March he was returning from the wintry North—from one of those sudden and furious journeys of caprice, which were decided on the impulse of the moment, towards which he was driven by the goadings of desire, and from which he would return, as now, weary, famished, unassuaged, and driven to seek anew in the city’s life for some appeasement.


  Under an immense, stormy, and tempestuous sky the train was rushing across the country with a powerful unperturbed movement; it seemed in this dark and wintry firmament of earth and sky that the train was the only fixed and timeless object—the land swept past the windows of the train in a level and powerful tide of white fields, clumped woodland, and the solid, dark, and warmly grouped buildings of a farm, pierced scarcely by a light. High up, in the immense and tempestuous skies the clouds were driving at furious speed, in an inexhaustible processional, across the visage of a wild and desolate moon, which broke through momently with a kind of savage and beleaguered reprisal to cast upon the waste below a shattered, lost and fiercely ragged light. Here then, in this storm-lost desolation of earth and sky the train hung poised as the only motionless and unchanging object, and all things else—the driving and beleaguered moon, the fiercely scudding clouds, the immense regimentation of heaven which stormed onward with the fury of a gigantic and demoniacal cavalry, and the lonely and immortal earth below sweeping past with a vast fan-shaped stroke of field and wood and house—had in them a kind of unchanging changefulness, a spoke-like recurrence which, sweeping past into oblivion, would return as on the upstroke of a wheel to repeat itself with an immutable precision, an unvarying repetition.


  And under the spell of this lonely processional of white field, dark wood and wild driven sky, he fell into a state of strange waking-sleepfulness, a kind of comatose perceptiveness that the motion of the train at night had always induced in him. In this weary world of sleep and wakefulness and all the flooding visions of old time and memory, he was conscious of the grand enchantments of the landscape which is at all times one of the most beautiful and lovely on the continent, and which now, under this wild spell of moon and scudding cloud and moving fields and wintry woods, forever stroking past the windows of the train, evoked that wild and solemn joy—the sense of nameless hope, impossible desire, and man’s tragic brevity—which only the wildness, the cruel and savage loveliness of the American earth can give.


  Thus, as he lay in his berth, in this strange state of comatose perceptiveness he was conscious first of the vast level snowclad fields of the Canadian boundaries, the lights of farms, the whipping past of darkened little stations; then of a wooded land, the foothills of the Adirondacks, dark with their wintry foresting, wild with snow; the haunting vistas of the Champlain country, strange as time, the noble music of Ticonderoga, with its tread of Indians and old wars, and then the pleasant swelling earth and fields and woods and lonely little towns set darkly in the night with a few spare lights; and pauses in the night at Saratoga, and for a moment the casual and familiar voices of America, and people crowding in the windows of the train, and old familiar words and quiet greetings, the sudden thrum and starting of a motor car, and then dark misty woods, white fields, a few spare lights and houses, all sweeping past beneath the wild beleaguered moon with the fan-like stroke of the immortal and imperturbable earth, with a wild and haunting loneliness, with tragic brevity and strong joy.


  Suddenly, in the middle of the night, he started up into sharp wakefulness. The train had slackened in its speed, it was slowing for a halt at the outskirts of a town: in the distance upon the flanks of low sweeping hills he could see a bracelet of hard bright lights, and presently the outposts of the town appeared. And now he saw the spokes of empty wintry streets, and hard street lamps that cast a barren light upon the grimy façades of old houses; and now old grimy blocks of buildings of brown stone and brick, all strange and close and near and as familiar as a dream.


  And now the train was slowing to its halt; the old red brick of station warehouses, the worn rust and grime of factory walls abutting on the tracks with startling nearness, and all of it was as it had always been, as he had always known it, and yet he had not seen the place before.


  And now the train had slowed to a full halt; he found himself looking at a wall of old red brick at one of the station’s corners. It was one of the old brick buildings that one sees in the station section of almost any town: in the wall beside the tracks, there was a dingy-looking door and above the door a red electric bulb was burning with a dim but sinister invitation. Even as he looked, the door opened, a man stepped quickly out, looked quickly to both sides with the furtive and uneasy look men have when they come out of a brothel, and then, turning up the collar of his overcoat, he walked rapidly away.


  And at the corner, in the first floor of the old brick building, he could see a disreputable old barroom, and this, too, had this dreamlike, stage-like immediacy, it was so near to him that he could almost have touched the building with his hand, a kind of gigantic theatrical setting, overpowering in its immediacy, as strange and as familiar as a dream.


  Without moving in his berth he could look through the windows of the bar, which were glazed or painted half way up, and see everything that was going on inside. Despite the lateness of the hour—the round visage of a clock above the bar told him it was just four o’clock—there were several people in the place, and it was doing an open thriving business. Several men, who by their look were probably railway workers, taxi drivers, and night-time prowlers of the station district—(one even wore black leather leggings, and had the fresh red complexion and healthy robust look of a country man)—were standing at the old dark walnut bar and drinking beer. The bartender stood behind the bar with his thick hands stretched out and resting on the bar, and with a wet cloth in one hand. He wore an apron and was in his shirtsleeves; he had the dead eyes and heavy sagging night-time face that some bartenders have, but he could be seen talking to the men, responding to their jests, with a ready professional cordiality that was nevertheless warily ready for any situation that might come up. And further down the bar, another man was drinking beer and with him was a woman. She was one of the heavy coarsely friendly and experienced whores that one also finds in railway sections, she was drinking beer, talking to the man amiably and with coarse persuasiveness, and presently she took his arm with a rude persuasive gesture, and jerking her head towards the stairs, pulled him towards her. Grinning rather sheepishly, with a pleased but foolish look, he went along with her, and they could be seen going upstairs. When they were gone, the other men drinking at the bar spoke quietly to the bartender, and in a moment he could see them shaking with coarse guffawing laughter. Behind the bar, in old ornately carved walnut frames, there were big mirrors, and at the top of the central mirror there was an American flag, fluted and spread fan-wise, and below this there was a picture of the beetling eyebrows and nobly Roman features of the President of the United States, Warren G. Harding. The whole place looked very old and shabby, and yet somehow warm; dingy with old lights, and stained with drink and worn with countless elbows, and weary and worn and brutal with its memories of ten thousand nights of brawls and lust and drunkenness—its immeasurable age and dateless weariness of violence and desire.


  Then the train moved slowly on, and left this scene forever; it passed the street, and there were lights here, taxis, rows of silent buildings, and then the station, the sight of the baggage room big with trunks, piled with mail sacks, crates and boxes, and there were also a few people, a yardman with a lantern, a conductor waiting with a small case in his hand, a few passengers, the brick sides of the station, and the concrete quays.


  Then the train stopped again, and this time it stopped across the street at the other end of the station. And again, from his dark berth, he could see without moving this whole immense and immediate theatre of human event, and again it gripped and held him with its dream-like magic, its unbelievable familiarity. At the corner, in another old brick building there was a little lunchroom of the kind he had seen ten thousand times before. Several taxicabs were drawn up along the curb, and from the lunchroom he could hear the hoarse wrangling voices of the taxi drivers, joined in their incessant and trivial debate, and through the misted window he could see the counterman, young, thin, sallow, wearily attentive, wearing a dirty apron, and in his shirtsleeves, leaning back, his thin white arms humbly folded as he listened.


  And on the corner, just below the window of his berth there stood a boy of eighteen or twenty years. The boy was tall, thin, and rather fragile-looking, his face had the sullen, scowling almost feverish intensity that boys have on such occasions, he stood there indecisively, as if trying to make up his mind, resolve himself, towards his next action; he put a cigarette into his mouth and lighted it and as he did so, his hands trembled. He turned up the collar of his overcoat impatiently, glanced grudgingly and nervously about him and stood there smoking.


  Meanwhile a young prostitute, still slender and good-looking, came out of the back room, strolled over to the corner and stood there indolently, looking around with an innocent and yet impudent look, appearing not to look directly at the boy, or openly to invite him, but plainly waiting for him to speak to her.


  And all the time his efforts to make up his mind, to come to a decision, were comically evident. He kept puffing nervously and rapidly at his cigarette, glancing at the girl out of the corner of his eye from time to time, pretending not to notice her, and all the time steeling himself to a decisive action.


  But even as he stood there in this temper, trying to focus his wavering decision on a conclusive act, another man came up and took the girl away from him. The other man was much older than the boy; he was in his middle thirties, he was powerfully built and well, though somewhat flashily dressed. He wore a gray felt hat, set at a smart angle on his head, a well-fitting and expensive-looking overcoat cut in at the waist in the “snappy” Broadway fashion, and he looked like a prosperous Greek; he had a strong, swarthy, brutal face, full of sensual assurance, he came walking along the narrow sidewalk beside the tracks, and when he saw the girl, he approached her instantly, with a swaggering assurance, began to talk to her, and in a moment walked away with her.


  And again, the effect of this incident upon the boy was comically, pathetically, apparent. He did not appear to notice the girl and the Greek as they walked off together, but when they had gone, his lean young face hardened suddenly, the scowl deepened, and with a sudden angry movement he flung his cigarette into the gutter, turned, and with the sudden resolution of a man who is ashamed of his cowardly procrastination and indecision, he began to walk rapidly along the dark and narrow little sidewalk that ran down beside the tracks and along a row of shabby station tenements.


  And again, that strange and stage-like panorama of human comedy was fantastically repeated: the train began to move, and the boy kept pace with it, below the windows of the berth. Immediately they began to pass the row of shabby old wooden brothels that bordered on the tracks; the windows were closely shuttered, but through the shutters there flamed hot exciting bars of reddish light, and in the doorway entrances the small red lights were burning. At the third house, the boy paused, turned, ran swiftly up the wooden steps and rang the bell, almost instantly a small slot-like peep-hole in the door was opened, an inquiring beak-like nose, a wisp of blondined hair peered out, the door was opened, the boy entered in a glow of reddish light, the door was closed behind him, and the train, gathering rapidly in speed now, went on, past the police station where the night-time cops were sitting, past spokes of brown streets, old buildings, warehouses, factories, station tenements, the sudden barren glare of corner lamps—the grimy façade of old rusty buildings—the single substance and the million patterns of America!


  And now the train had left the town, and now there was a vast and distant flare, incredible in loveliness, the enormous train yards of the night, great dings and knellings on the tracks, the flare and sweep of mighty rails, the huge and sudden stirrings of the terrific locomotives.


  And then there was just loneliness and earth and night, and presently the river, the great and silent river, the noble, spacious, kingly river sweeping on forever through the land at night to wash the basal cliffs and ramparts of the terrific city, to flow forever round its million-celled and prisoned sleepers, and in the night-time, in the dark, in all the sleeping silence of our lives to go flowing by us, by us, by us, to the sea.


  That vision haunted him. He could not forget it. That boy who stood there on the corner in that lonely little town at night became the image of his own desire, of the desire of every youth that ever lived, of all the lonely, secret, and unsleeping desire of America, that lives forever in the little towns at night, that wakes at times, a lively, small, and savage flame, while all the sleepers sleep, that burns there, unimprisoned and alone, beneath immense and timeless skies, upon the dark and secret visage of the continent, that prowls forever past the shuttered façades of the night, and furious, famished, unassuaged and driven as it is, lives alone in darkness and will not die.


  That urge held and drew him with a magnetic power. Eight times that spring he made that wild journey of impulse and desire up the river. Eight times in darkness over pounding wheel and rod, he saw the wild and secret continent of night, the nocturnal sweep and flow of the great river, and felt the swelling of the old, impossible and savage joy within him. That little town, seen first with such a charm and dream-like casualness out of the windows of a passing train, became part of the structure of his life, carved upon the tablets of his brain indelibly.


  Eight times that year he saw it in every light and weather: in blown drifts of sleeting snow, in spouting rain, in bleak and wintry darkness, and when the first gray light of day was breaking haggardly against its ridge of eastern hills. And its whole design—each grimy brick and edge and corner of its shabby pattern—became familiar to him as something he had known all his life.


  He came to know its times, its movements, and its people: its station workers, railway men, and porters; the night-time litter of the station derelicts and vagabonds themselves, as he was blown past this little town in darkness.


  And he came to know all the prowlers of the night that walk and wait and wear the slow gray ash of time away in little towns—and this too was like something he had known forever. He came to know them all by sight and word and name: the taxi drivers, lunchroom countermen, the soiled and weary-looking night-time Greeks, and all the others who inhabit the great shambles of the night.


  Finally, and as a consequence of these blind voyages, he came to know all the whores that lived there in that little row of wooden tenements beside the tracks. Eight times, at the end of night, he came again into the last commerce of their fagged embrace; eight times he left those shabby, shuttered little houses in gray haggard light; and eight times that year, as morning came, he again made the journey down the river.


  And later he could forget none of it. It became part of a whole design—all of its horror and its beauty, its grime and rustiness of stark red brick, its dark and secret loneliness of earth, the thrill and magic of its casual friendly voices, and the fagged yet friendly commerce of the whores, the haggard light of morning at the ridges of the hills, and that great enchanted river greening into May—all this was one and single, woven of the same pattern, and coherent to the same design—and that design was somehow beautiful.


  That spring, along the noble sweep of the great river he returned at morning to the city many times. He saw April come, with all its sudden patches of shrewd green, and May, with all its bloom, its lights of flowers, its purity of first light and the bird-song waking in young feathered trees, its joy of morning-gold on the great river’s tide.


  Eight times that spring, after all the fury, wildness and debauch of night, he rode back at morning towards the city in a world of waking men: they were for the most part railroad men—engineers, firemen, brakemen, switchmen, and train conductors, on their way to work. And their homely, seamed and pungent comradeship filled him with the health of morning and with joy.


  And his memory of these journeys of the night, and these wonderful returns at morning, was haunted always by the vision of a single house. It was a great white house, set delicate and gleaming in frail morning light upon a noble hill that swept back from the river, and it was shaded by the silent stature of great trees, and vast swards of velvet lawn swept round it, and morning was always there and the tender purity of light.


  That house haunted his memory like a dream: he could not forget it. But he did not know, he could not have foreseen, by what strange and dreamlike chance he would later come to it.


  [¬]


  LIII


  Laughing, and breaking at once into the loud harsh accents of the city, the class scrambled to its feet, and began to gather up its books. Eugene walked rapidly to his table which stood upon a little platform a few inches above the floor and stationing himself behind it, he began feverishly and untidily to stuff away into his brief-case text books and themes and the pile of examination papers in which were written out the results of the short “quiz” he had given them that night. But he knew without looking what those results would be. Miss Feinberg would tell him that “Christabel” had been written by “Keiths,” and that “it was sort of an epic or narrative poem of a very romantic nature such as they had in those days.” Mr. Katz would assure him that “The Eve of St. Agnes” had been written by “Wadsworth,” “and you might say there is something very mysterious and peculiar about the atmosphere of the poem.” Mr. Harry Fishbein would explain that a sonnet “is a kind of poetry they have, usually of a short nature. The first part of a sonnet is called the octrave. Shakespeare wrote some sonnets, as did also Wadsworth and Keiths!” Only Abe—Abe alone, the merciless and relentless and unfaltering Abe, Abe with his dull, gray, scornful face would make no errors. As for the others, what difference did it make? Would these garbled renderings of what their ears had dully heard make any change for good or ill in the garbled chaos of their lives, the glare and fury of the streets? Would Herrick sing his sweet bird-song to Mr. Shapiro as he roared down to work each morning in the Bronx Express? Would Miss Feinberg think of Crashaw as she ate her noonday cream-cheese sandwich in the drug store? Would it matter much to Katz whether “Wadsworth” or “Keiths” had written “La Belle Dame,” so long as he “got by,” so long as he “got his,” so long as he “got what was comin’ to ’m”?—Eugene could not think it. He had heard all the reasons for this folly, and the words that had been used were very fine—“a larger vision,”—“a sense of the larger life,” and so on—but the bewilderment of these turbulent and raucous young people was scarcely greater than his own.


  At the end of each class, jostling, thrusting, laughing, shouting, and disputing, they would surge in upon him in a hot, clamorous, and insistent swarm, and again, as Eugene backed wearily against the wall and faced them, he had the maddening sense of having been defeated and overcome.


  For the weariness of flesh was like the weariness a man has after a great burst of love with a potent and adored mistress—the back was drawn in, half-broken, toward his trembling, wrung, depleted loins, his limbs faltered and his fingers shook, his breath came heavily, his body respired slowly in a state of languorous exhaustion, but where the weariness of triumphant love brings to a man a sense of completion, victory, and finality, the weariness of the class brought to him only a feeling of sterility and despair, a damnable and unresting exacerbation and weariness of the spirit, a sense of having yielded up and lost irrevocably into the sponge-like and withdrawing maws of their dark, oily and insatiate hunger, their oriental and parasitic gluttony, all of the rare and priceless energies of creation: he thought with a weary and impotent fury of great plans and soaring ecstasies of hope and ambition—of poems, stories, books which once had swarmed exultantly their cries of glory, joy, and triumph through his brain—and now all this seemed lost and wasted, flung riotously and fruitlessly away into the blind maw of a headless sucking mouth, a dark brainless, obscene and insatiate hunger.


  As he looked at them, a horrible memory returned of the great fish which once he had caught in deep-sea water outside Boston harbor: he could feel again the sudden heavy living tug, the wriggling vitality, at the end of 200 feet of line, and then the wet line slipping harshly through his fingers as exultantly he drew the great fish upward to the surface. Then he remembered the sense of loss and disgust and horror when he saw it: it swam upward wriggling heavily in a flail of heavy dying protest, through a thickened murk of greenish water, and he saw that to its brain was fastened some blind horror of the sea, a foul snake-like shape a foot or more in length, a headless, brainless mouth, a blind suck and sea-crawl, a mindless abomination, glued implacably, fastened in fatal suck in one small rim of bloody foam against the brain-cage of the great dying fish. How often, in a mad fury of escape and freedom, it had lashed its brain to bloody froth against some razored edge, some coral stype [types] upon the swarming jungle of the sea, he did not know; but the memory of it had returned a thousand times in abominable waking-sleeping visions of the night to haunt him with its blind and mouthless horror, and now he thought of it again, as they drew in on him their sucking glut of dark insatiate desire.


  Their dark flesh had in it the quality of a merciless tide which not only overwhelmed and devoured but withdrew with a powerful sucking glut all rich deposits of the earth it fed upon: they had the absorptive quality of a sponge, the power of a magnet, the end of each class left him sapped, gutted, drained, and with a sense of sterility, loss, and defeat, and in addition to this exhaustion of the mind and spirit, there was added a terrible weariness and frustration of the flesh: the potent young Jewesses, thick, hot, and heavy with a female odor, swarmed around him in a sensual tide, they leaned above him as he sat there at his table, pressing deliberately the crisp nozzles of their melon-heavy breasts against his shoulder, slowly, erotically they moved their bellies in to him, or rubbed the heavy contours of their thighs against his legs; they looked at him with moist red lips through which their wet red tongues lolled wickedly, and they sat upon the front rows of the class in garments cut with too extreme a style of provocation and indecency, staring up at him with eyes of round lewd innocence, cocking their legs with a shameless and unwitting air, so that they exposed the banded silken ruffle of their garters and the ripe heavy flesh of their underlegs.


  Thus, to all his weariness of mind, the terror and torment of his spirit, a thousand erotic images of an aroused, but baffled and maddened sensuality, were added: they swarmed around him like the embodiment of all the frustrate hunger, desire, and fury he had come to know in the city, with a terrible wordless evocation of men starving in the heart of a great plantation, of men dying of thirst within sight of a shining spring, with a damnable mockery, a nightmare vision of proud, potent and hermetic flesh, of voluptuous forms in hell, forever near, forever palpable, but never to be known, owned, or touched.


  The girls, the proud and potent Jewesses with their amber flesh, schooled to a goal of marriage, skilled in all the teasings of erotic trickery, with their lustful caution and their hot virginity pressed in around him in a drowning sensual tide: with looks of vacant innocence and with swift counter-glances of dark mockery, they pressed upon him, breathing, soft and warm and full, as they cajoled, teased, seduced with look or gesture, questioned trivially, aggressively, uselessly—those with a body, and no mind, intent alone upon seduction spurred on perhaps by some belief that promotion and reward in all the business of life could best be got at in this way; and those with minds and bodies both, intent upon some painful mixture of sharp protest, struggle, and seduction which made erotic musings in their soul: “Oh, but I don’t—ag-gree with you at aw-ull! That’s not the meaning that I saw in it, at aw-ull! I think you’re being very supe-er-fish-al. I don’t ag-gree with you at aw-ull!”—the rich voices, aggrieved, injured, hen-like and sensual, omened with deep undernotes of ripe hysteria, rose and fell with undulant duckings of yolky protest—the rich sensual voices of the Jewesses receiving, giving, returning and withdrawing, rose and fell in curved undulance of yolky hen-clucking protest, with omens of a ripe hysteria. Receiving, clucking, and protesting with their warm hen-feathered cries, they seemed to say, “Oh, come and take me, break me, but I don’t ag-ree with you at aw-ull; Cluck-cluck-cluck-cluck-cluck! Oh, do, oh, don’t, we will, we won’t, but we don’t ag-ree with you at aw-ull!”—the rich injured undulations of aggrieved protest, the omened menace of impending hysteria awoke in an alien spirit a powerful surge of desire and humor, a wave of wild choking laughter mixed with love and lust as one listened to the sensual, aggrieved, hen-clucking protest of their souls.


  The Jewish women were as old as nature, and as round as the earth: they had a curve in them. They had gone to the wailing walls of death and love for seven thousand years, the strong convulsive faces of the Jews were ripe with grief and wisdom, and the curve of the soul of the Jewish women was still unbroken. Female, fertile, yolky, fruitful as the earth, and ready for the plow, they offered to the famished wanderer, the alien, the exile, the baffled and infuriated man, escape and surcease of the handsome barren women, the hard varnished sawdust dolls, the arrogant and sterile women, false in look and promise as a hot-house peach, who walked the streets and had no curves or fruitfulness in them. The Jewish women waited with rich yolky cries for him, and the news they brought him, the wisdom that they gave to him was that he need not strangle like a mad dog in a barren dark, nor perish, famished, unassuaged, within the wilderness beside a rusted lance—but that there was still good earth for the plow to cleave and furrow, deep cellars for the grain, a sheath for the shining sword, rich pockets of spiced fertility for all the maddened lunges of desire.


  They pressed around him at his table with insistent surge, and he looked at them and saw that they were young; and sometimes they belonged to the whole vast family of the earth: they were like all the young people who had ever lived—they seemed clumsy, and noisy and good, full of hope and loyalty and folly; and sometimes again, it seemed to him that none of them had ever known youth or innocence, that they had been born with old and weary souls, that they were born instructed in the huge dark history of pain, the thousand mad and tortured sicknesses of the soul, and that the only thirst and hunger that they knew, the desire that drove them with an insatiate lust, was for sorrow, grief, and human misery. Had they ever cried into the howling winds at night? Had they ever felt the sharp and tongueless ecstasy of spring, or held their breath at night when great wheels pounded at the rail, or trembled with a vast dark wave of pain, a wordless cry of joy, when they heard ships calling at the harbor’s mouth and thought of new lands in the morning? Or had they always been so old and wise, so full of grief and evil?


  The girls pressed in on him their sensual wave, and the boys stood farther off, behind them, waiting, and he saw the dark and furtive glances of the men pass slyly, each to each, in swift final looks of cynical communication. They waited for the women to have done, with a kind of hard and weary patience, an old and knowing agreement, a sense of acceptance, as if they had known for thousands of years that their women would betray them with a Gentile lover, and yet with a kind of triumph, as if they also knew they would regain them and be victorious in the end.


  They seemed to have gained from life the terrible patience, the old and crafty skill and caution that come from long enduring of pain: as he looked at them he knew that they would never be wild and drunken, or beat their knuckles bloody on a wall, or lie beaten and senseless in the stews, but he knew that with smooth faces they would decant the bottle for some man who did, and that they would read him quietly to his desperate fate with their dark, mocking, and insatiate eyes. They had learned that a savage word would break no bones and that the wound of betrayal or a misprized love is less fatal than the stroke of the sword, the thrust of the knife: in the years that followed he saw that physically they were, for the most part, incorrupt, old and cautious, filled with skill and safety—that they had lived so long and grown so wise and crafty that their subtile, million-noted minds could do without and hold in dark contempt the clumsy imperfections of a fleshly evil—that they could evoke and live completely in a world of cruel and subtle intuitions, unphrased and unutterable intensities of cruelty, shame, and horror, without lifting a finger or turning a hand. Thus, in these years, as his own mind grew mad and twisted with the insane fabrications of a poisonous jealousy—as it immediately and without a bridge or break translated into terms of literal physical actuality an insane picture of cruelty and horror: of daughters who acted as procurers to their mothers, of sons and husbands going unperturbed to sleep in houses where their sisters, wives, and children lay quilted in the lust and evil abominations of an adulterous love, of calm untelling faces, looks and glances of a childlike purity, an air of goodness, faith and morning innocence throughout, while the whole knowledge of an unspeakable evil trembled in their hearts forever with an obscene and soundless laughter—these abominations of his fancy, this vile progeny which his mad brain translated into literal fact, were probably for the most part only images the cruel and subtile minds of the old, wise, patient Jews had evoked and played with in their complex fantasy; and as he looked at the swarm of dark insistent faces round him at the table, an overwhelming sensation of defeat and desolation drowned his spirit—their dark looks read, and ate, and mocked at him, and yet were full of affection and tenderness as if they loved the food they fed upon: it seemed to him that he alone must die; that he must break his heart and smash his bones, lie beaten, drunken, mashed and senseless in the dives, must wreck his reason, lose his sanity, destroy his talent, and die a mad-dog howling in the wilderness while they—they alone—these old, wise, weary, patient, pain-devouring subtile-minded Jews—endured.


  [¬]


  LIV


  Robert’s mistress had come to town, and Robert asked Eugene to dine with them. In spite of the fact that Robert had talked constantly of his love for Martha, they snapped and snarled at each other throughout the evening. They went to a restaurant on Sixth Avenue in Greenwich Village for dinner. During the course of the meal several people came in whom Robert knew: the moment he saw them he would call sharply to them, or jump up nervously and go to greet them. Then he would bring them back to the table and, in a tone of dogged and sullen intensity, introduce them to Martha, saying: “I want you to meet my wife.” Martha’s face would flush with anger and sullen rage, but she would acknowledge the introduction and mutter a few uncordial words of greeting. As for the people to whom he introduced her, they at first received the news that Martha was his wife with a look of blank stupefaction, managing, at length, to stammer: “B-b-but we didn’t know you were married, Robert! Why didn’t you let some one know about it? When did it happen?”


  “About two weeks ago,” he said brusquely, obviously getting a fierce and sullen satisfaction from this absurd lie.


  “Where are you living?”


  “At the Leopold.”


  “Will you be staying there?”


  “No, we’re moving out soon.”


  “Are you going to live in New York?”


  “Yes,” he said doggedly, “we’ve taken an apartment. ... Going to move in Monday.”


  “Why, Robert!” they cried, having now recovered some fluency of speech, “we’re awfully glad to know about this.” And the women with some pretense at cordiality would turn to Martha, saying, “You must come to see us when you’ve settled down,” and the men would wring Robert by the hand, slap him on the back, and dig him in the ribs. It was obvious that Robert derived a fierce and perverse pleasure from his stupid lie, but the girl was in a state of smouldering rage which blazed out at him the moment his friends had gone away. “You damn fool,” she snapped, “what do you mean by telling a lie like that?”


  “It’s not a lie,” he said, “it’s the truth. You’re my wife in everything but name!”


  “You’re a liar! Take that back! Don’t you believe him,” she said to Eugene, “there’s not a word of truth in what he says. ... You damned fool!” she blazed out at him. “What do you mean by telling your friends a story like that? Don’t you know they’re going to find out that you lied to them. And then,” she added bitterly, “what are they going to say about me? You never thought of that, did you? Oh, no! You don’t care if you ruin me or not! All you think of is yourself!”


  “I don’t care,” he said with a sullen fierceness, “you’re my wife and that’s what I’m going to tell them all!”


  “You’re not!”


  “I am! I’ll show you if I don’t!”


  “I’m not your wife, and you needn’t be so sure I ever will be! I got married once to a sick man, and I’ll think it over a good long time, I assure you, before I get married again to a crazy man! Now, you’d better not be too sure of yourself, Mr. Weaver! You’re not married to me yet by a long shot!”


  A bitter quarrel broke out between them: they snarled, snapped, sneered, and wrangled—their voices rose until people at other tables began to look at them and listen curiously, but they paid no attention whatever to any one but themselves. Robert ended the argument suddenly by pushing his chair back from the table, sighing heavily, and saying feverishly and impatiently:


  “All right, all right, all right! You’re right! I’m wrong! Only, for God’s sake, shut up and let me have a little peace!” Then they got into a taxi and went back to the hotel. They had a bottle of whiskey and they all went up to Robert’s room, telephoned for ice and ginger ale, and began to drink. It was a little before midnight.


  About two o’clock that night, as they sat there, a light, odd step, approaching briskly, came down the corridor and paused outside Robert’s door: then some one rapped lightly and sharply at the door, and with this same movement of an odd, light and exuberant vitality. They looked at one another with the sudden startled look of people who feel the interruption of an intense silence around them—for the Leopold for two hours had been steeped in this silence of sleep, and they now experienced its living and animate presence for the first time. A good many sensations of guilt—all but the real one—flashed through their minds: that they had been drinking and making more noise than they should, and that a guest had complained to the office about them; or that some one had discovered that Robert had a woman in his room, and that, in the interests of hotel decorum, she was to be commanded to leave and go to her own quarters. The rapping at the door was repeated, more brisk and loud. They were all very still, Robert looked at Eugene nervously, remembering, perhaps, the sum of his past errors at the hotel and his precarious standing there.


  “You go see who it is,” he said.


  Eugene went to the door and opened it. A man—or rather, the wisp, the breath, the fume of what had been a man—stood there: it was a small figure with nothing on its skeleton of fragile bone which was recognizable as living flesh, with only the covering, it seemed, of a parchment-like skin so tightly drawn over the contours of the face and head that the skull widened and flared with an impression of enormous dome-like width and depth above a face so wizened and shrunken that one remembered it later only as a feverish glint of teeth, an unshaved furze of beard, and two blazing flags of red, darkened and shadowed by the sunken depth of the sockets of the eye, where burned a stare of an incredible size and brilliance—that and the whispering ghost of a voice, the final, dominant, and unforgettable impression.


  This wraith was clothed, or rather, engulfed, in garments which, although of good cut and quality, it seemed never to have worn before: they swathed it around and fell away in shapeless folds so that the body was as indecipherable among them as a stick, and the neck emerged from a collar through which it seemed the whole figure of the man might have slipped as easily as through a hoop.


  And yet the creature was burning with a savage energy which coursed like an electric current through his withered body: it bore him along at a light, odd step, capricious and buoyant as the bobbing of a cork, and it foamed and bubbled in him now as he stood impatiently rapping at the door, and it blazed in his eyes with a corrupt and fatal glee, a mad flaming exuberance, a focal intensity of triumph, joy, and hate.


  He entered the room immediately as soon as Eugene opened the door: he went in briskly at his light corky step and immediately said briskly and jovially in his whispering thread of voice: “Good evening! Are we all here? Is every one well? Did some one say something?”—he looked around inquiringly, then, with a disappointed air, continued—“No? I thought some one spoke. Well, then, come in, Mr. Upshaw. Thank you, I will. Won’t you sit down? Yes, indeed!” He seated himself. “Will you have a drink? I should be delighted”—here he took the bottle, poured a stiff shot of whiskey into a glass, and drank it at one gulp. When he had finished, he looked around more quietly until his gaze rested with a kind of evil temperance on his wife: “Hello, Martha,” he said casually and quietly. “How are you?” She did not answer and in a minute he repeated, still with his evil calm but with a more vicious intensity of tone, “Listen, you God-damned bitch! ... When I ask you a question, you answer. How are you?”


  “How did you get here?” she said.


  “Oh!—Surprised to see me, is she?—Well, I tell you, darling, how it was. I was going to walk—I was going to walk, if necessary—now that just shows you how anxious I was to see you—I was going to walk the whole damned way from Denver, right over mountains and prairies and rivers and everything—but I didn’t have to. I found a train all ready to go, darling; it was waiting for me when I got there, so ‘Why walk?’ I said. When I got to Kansas City I found an airplane waiting there, so I said, ‘Why ride when flying’s faster?’ So that’s the way I got here, darling.”—He paused and drank again.


  “How did you know where to find me?” asked Martha sullenly.


  “Oh!” said Upshaw, lightly and gaily, “that was no trouble at all. Where should I find you, my dear? Where did I expect to find you? Why, right in the bedroom of my dear old pal, Mr. Robert Weaver, of course. I knew he’d look after you. I knew he wouldn’t leave an innocent young girl like you to wander around all alone in the city. ... Hi, there, Robert,” he said cordially, lifting his hand in a salute of friendly greeting, as if noting Robert’s presence for the first time.


  “How are you, boy! I’m glad to see you. You’ve been looking after my wife, haven’t you, Robert? You took care of her, didn’t you? I’m much obliged to you. ... You son-of-a-bitch,” he added quietly and slowly, and with an accent of infinite loathing.


  No one spoke, and after gazing at his wife a moment longer with this same air of evil quietness, he said, in a tone of mock surprise: “Why, what’s the matter? You don’t look a bit glad to see me, darling. Most men’s wives would be wild about a husband who flew across the country in an aeroplane to see them, most women would be crazy about that.”


  “I wish,” the girl said bitterly, “that you had fallen into a river and drowned.”


  “Now, is that nice! Is that kind!” said Upshaw in a tone of grieved reproach.


  He turned toward Eugene and spoke to him for the first time. ... “Now, I leave it to you, Mr. ——” he hesitated, “I didn’t catch your name, sir, but is it all right if I call you Mr. Whipple?”


  “Yes,” Eugene said. “It’s all right.”


  “Good!” he cried. “I knew it would be. The reason I say that is I used to have a friend out in Cleveland named Charley Whipple, who was just the same type of fellow that you are—you know,” he said quietly and sneeringly, “a fine clean-cut fellow, eyes glowing with health, beautiful complexion, broad-shouldered, both feet on the ground, good to his mother.—Oh! he was a prince!—Just the same sort of looking fellow you are—so you won’t mind if I call you by his name, will you? You remind me so much of him. Well, now, Mr. Whipple, I ask you if you think it’s nice for a man’s wife to talk to him like this? Is it kind? Is it fair?”


  “She’s not your wife,” said Robert. “She’s my wife.”


  For the first time Upshaw turned and faced his enemy squarely: he surveyed him slowly, up and down, with eyes which burned and glittered with their hatred. “Did you say something?” he asked.


  “You heard me,” said Robert.


  “Did any one speak to you? Did any one say anything to you?” Upshaw whispered. He was silent a moment; then he leaned forward slightly over the table. “Let me give you some advice,” he said. “The only pity about this is that you’re not going to be able to use it.—But I’m going to give it to you anyway: here it is—Don’t fool with a dying man, Robert. If you’re going to play around with any one, play around with the living, and not with the dead. Dead men are bad people to play around with.”


  “All right! All right!” cried Robert in a hoarse, excited tone. “That constitutes a threat! ... Martha, Eugene, ... I call on you to bear witness that he threatened me! We’ll just see how that sounds in a court of law.”


  “Courts! Law!” said Upshaw; and even as he spoke they all felt instantly how preposterous was Robert’s threat and how meaningless such terms had become for this wisp of a man.


  “Do you think I care one good God-damn now for all the courts and laws that ever were? ... Do you think there has been a time for the last two years when I gave a damn whether I lived or died?”


  “Except to spite Martha and me,” said Robert bitterly. “You cared about that, all right!”


  “Yes,” said Upshaw quietly. “You’re right. I would have hung on to life as long as I could gasp a breath of air into what was left of my lung, and I would have lived on without a lung to breathe with in order to spoil your filthy game—that was the way I hated the two of you. You don’t understand that, do you, Robert? You don’t understand a man being able to hate so hard he can keep alive on it, he can use it instead of a lung to breathe with, he can use it instead of air. You don’t know anything about that, do you?”


  “Yes, I do,” said Robert. “I knew you hated my guts all along!”


  “Your guts!” Upshaw snarled. “Why, damn you, I hated the earth you walked upon, the air you breathed, the house you lived in, the places you went to; I hated all the people who saw you or spoke to you or had ever spent an hour in your company—you polluted the atmosphere for me if I even heard the sound of your voice.”


  “I know you did,” said Robert, nodding. “What did I tell you?” he cried to Martha, with a note of triumphant conviction.


  “You know! You know!” cried Upshaw fiercely. “Why, damn you, you poor cheap imitation of a contriving rascal, you damned little drugstore Casanova, you dirty little swine of a country-club snob, you village fortune-teller, you know nothing! ... For two years I stayed alive with not enough sound lung left in me to cover the size of a silver dollar—and do you think it was because I was afraid to die, or wanted to live? No! No!” he whispered, and his face or rather that eloquence of eye and tooth grew passionate with the bitterest disgust and loathing he had ever seen. “I’ve had more than thirty years of it, and Christ! it’s been enough! I’ve had my belly full of it. ... I’m fed up all the way to here!” he whispered, and he struck himself fiercely at the base of the throat. He coughed, suddenly, briefly, terribly, and with a swift impatient movement of his hot corded fingers he snatched a towel from the rack beside the water-basin, pressed his lowered face into it and then stared for a moment with an expression of intent and fascinated disgust into its folds, then he flung the bloodied rag away impatiently.


  “You know,” he said again more calmly, and for the first time now with a touch of weariness, as if the fierce flame of this incredible energy of passion which had thus far upheld him had now been spent. “Why, you know nothing. It took a man to hate like that,” he said. ... “—a better man than you could ever be—yes! ... with no more lung than a rabbit, I’m still a better man than you could ever be, for you are nothing but a thing without the courage even of your own rotten convictions——


  “God!” he looked with weary disgust from one to the other as they sat sullen, dumbly sodden, saying nothing. “The two of you! What a pair! ... And to think of the time I wasted hating you ... to think of all the time when I might have been pushing daisies in some quiet spot ... keeping myself alive by thinking of this moment.” His body was shaken again by a horrible soundless laughter. “Christ! ... To think that I should ever have wanted to kill either of you.”


  “To kill us!” said Robert hoarsely, not with fear but accusingly, as if he were collecting damning evidence in a trial.


  “Yes,” Upshaw answered with the same weary tranquillity, “to kill you! ... I’ve breathed and drunk and thought it for two years. I’ve lived just for this moment. I came two thousand miles across the continent to blow your brains out. ...”


  “Did you hear him?” cried Robert, jumping up from the table. “Did you hear what he said, Martha? Did you hear him threaten me?”


  “Sit down!” said Upshaw quietly. “I’ve seen you now and I’m satisfied. I wouldn’t touch you. Why, God-damn you, you’re not worth it, either of you.” Again he surveyed them with slow loathing, and broke into his soundless laughter. “Kill you! Why, I wouldn’t do either of you so big a favor. You don’t deserve such luck! I’ll let you live and rot together. ... Take her! ... Take her!” he cried, more strongly, his eyes burning into fury. “Take her! ... But before you do”—with a swift movement he withdrew from his pocket a small and crumpled wad of dollar bills—“here! I want to give you something!” And he flung them straight at Robert’s face, “Take that ... and go and get yourself a good whore while you’re at it!”


  Robert sat perfectly still for a moment; then he got up slowly, went over to the door, and flung it open and walked back to the table. ... “Get out of here,” he said. Upshaw did not move: he sat regarding him silently, with an intent, contemptuous, catlike stare.


  “Did you hear me?” said Robert. ... “Get out of my room!”


  “Sit down,” said Upshaw. “You’re going to annoy me.”


  “Annoy you! I’ll annoy you, you damned rascal,” Robert cried furiously, and suddenly he slapped Upshaw in the face, shouting, “You’re going out of here this minute, do you hear? ... I’ll show you if you can insult me in my own place,” and he lunged viciously towards him.


  What happened then was so sudden and swift that Eugene could never thereafter remember clearly the order in which all of the events occurred: as Robert plunged towards the little man, Martha spoke sharply to him, commanding him to be still, at the same moment the table and two chairs overturned with a crash of glassware ... and Upshaw, somehow, with an incredible speed of movement was on his feet and moving backward out of the way of Robert’s lunging fist. Eugene had a brief and terribly clear sensation of a gesture of catlike speed as Upshaw thrust his hand into the pocket of his coat and then the bright wicked wink of steel. Then Martha was on top of him, clinging frantically to his arm, wrestling him into the wall, and in a moment wrenching the weapon from his grasp.


  For a moment there was no sound in the room whatever save the sound of three excited people breathing rapidly and heavily, and another sound, the terrible sound of Upshaw’s breathing, hoarse, rattling, painful, breaking suddenly and sharply into a torn gasping cough that was thick with blood. The first words spoken came from Martha:


  “Close that door!” she commanded curtly.


  Robert, instead of obliging her, turned to Eugene with an awed and quieted light in his eye.


  “Did you see that?” he whispered to Eugene.—“Did you see him pull that gun on me? ... Why!” he cried with a kind of sudden astonishment, “it was assault with a deadly weapon! That’s what it was! He tried to murder me!” He was beside himself with astonishment and excitement. “I’m going to get the police,” and he rushed out into the hall.


  “Go get that damned fool and bring him back here,” she said to Eugene. “And close that door!”


  Eugene ran out into the corridor just in time to see Robert disappearing at his long stiff stride around the corner that led to the elevators in the main building. When Eugene got there Robert was pressing buttons feverishly, but unfortunately, because the hour was so late, and the elevator man was asleep below, his call had not yet been answered. Eugene seized him by the arm and began to pull him along back towards his room.


  “Let go of me!” he said.


  “You damned fool! ... Do you want to ruin us all?”


  He seemed to sober up and grew calmer after a moment or two of excited prayer and protest. They went back to the room quietly enough. When they got there Martha was supporting Upshaw’s body against the basin of the washstand. The man, by this time, was either unconscious or semiconscious: all the savage and unholy energy which had burned for a space so incredibly that it had the power to hurl this diseased and near-dead mite across a continent, had now flared utterly out and the creature which the girl supported in her arms, with a kind of dark and sullen tenderness, seemed to have died and dwindled with it; the body was no longer discernible, it seemed to have faded, a fabric of rotten sticks, into a shapeless heap of clothing; it dangled shapelessly and grotesquely like some deflated figure, and yet from the head, from that death’s head of skull and tooth and blazing eyes, there were spurting unbelievable, incredible fountains of blood: it burst simultaneously from the mouth and nostrils in a steady torrent until his skin was laced with it, it filled the basin, it was incredible that such fountains of bright blood should pour out of this withered squirrel of a man.


  Robert sat down sullenly in a chair by the table after saying, “Now, this is your last chance. ... I’ve had as much as I can stand. You’ve got to decide between us here and now!” She did not answer him, and he said no more, relapsing into a sullen and half-drunken stupor.


  The girl washed the blood away from Upshaw’s face with a towel: in a moment more she asked Eugene if he would help her carry him to the bed. Eugene picked him up and put him on the bed, his body felt like a handful of light dry sticks, he weighed no more than a child of ten, already his figure seemed, under the strange and terrible chemistry of death, to shrink and wither visibly from one moment to another but his head rested above that shapeless and grotesque bundle of clothing as if it had been severed from the body—with an immense austerity of line and light, a cold, stiffening, and upthrust calm.


  Eugene went down to the office and told them what had happened. The night clerk, a fat, shuffling old man with a mild, pasty face, and the black African negro who was at the telephone-board, received the news with astonishing calmness, and matter-of-factness, and then acted with an admirable coolness, speed and quiet precision, of which Eugene often thought in the months that followed, because it revealed to him a kind of secret knowledge, a hidden seriousness in the hotel’s working, and it showed, moreover, how much knowledge, ability, and decision may be stored behind the faces of inept and foolish-looking men.


  Eugene looked at the clock above the office desk: it was now ten minutes after three o’clock in the morning. Within twenty minutes they had an ambulance, a doctor, and two stretcher-bearers at the hotel; the interne, a young Jew with a little mustache, walked quietly and casually into the room, with the ends of a stethoscope fastened in his ears. Eugene thought that Upshaw was already dead! His face had the upthrust marble rigidity of death, but after a moment’s examination, the doctor spoke quietly to the two men with him, they put the stretcher on the floor and laid the withered little figure on it. As they started to move out of the room Upshaw’s arms began to flop and jerk stiffly and grotesquely with every step they took: at another word from the doctor they put their burden on the floor again, the interne knelt swiftly, unknotted the cravat in Upshaw’s collar and loosely tied his wrists together. Then they all went out, and Martha followed, holding Upshaw’s hat. She rode over in the ambulance to the hospital, which was only a few blocks away in Fifteenth Street. Robert and Eugene followed in a taxi, there was no one on the streets, the buildings and the pavements had the hard, bare angularity they have early in the morning: they waited downstairs in a little room until shortly after five o’clock in the morning, when Martha came down to see them and to tell them that Upshaw had just died.


  Then Eugene left Robert and Martha there together, and walked back towards the hotel. The streets were still bare, but in the east there was the first width of morning light, cold steel-gray, harsh and sharply clean: day was beginning to break, and he could hear the rumbling jingle of a milk-wagon, and the sound of hoof and wheel behind him in the lonely street.


  [¬]


  LV


  If the hard and rugged lineaments of Abe’s character had not at this time emerged out of the glutinous paste of obscure yearnings, there was no such indecision and uncertainty in the character of his mother. It was as legible as gold, as solid as a rock.


  Abe’s mother was an old woman, with the powerful and primitive features of the aged Jewess: she was almost toothless, a solitary blackened tooth stood mournfully in the centre of her strong ruined mouth, she had a craggy worn face, seamed and furrowed by a countless sorrow, a powerful beaked nose, and a strong convulsive mouth, a mask which was like a destiny since it seemed to have been carved and fashioned for the dirge-like wailing of eternal grief. The face of the old woman might have served not only as the painting of the whole history of her race, but as the painting of the female everywhere—not the female with her ephemeral youth, her brief snares of hair and hide, her succulent burst of rose-lips and flowing curve—but the female timeless, ageless, fixed in sorrow and fertility, as savage, as enduring, and as fecund as the earth. The old woman’s face was like a worn rock at which all the waves of life had smashed and beaten: it was unmistakably the face of an old Jewess and yet the powerful and craggy features bore an astonishing resemblance to the face of a pioneer woman or of an old Indian chief.


  Her life, moreover, had the agelessness of the earth, the timelessness of her race and destiny: she had not been touched at all by the furious and savage life of the city with its sensational brevities, its hard, special, temporal qualities of speech, fashion, and belief, its million ephemeral enthusiasms, briefly held and forgotten, the stunned oblivion of its memory, which, in the brutal stupefaction of a thousand days, can hold to nothing, so that even the memory of love and death cannot endure there and a man may forget his dead brother ere his flesh grow rotten in the grave.


  The old woman did not forget: for her, as for the God she worshipped, the passing of seven thousand years was like the passing of a single day; yesterday, tomorrow, and forever, a moment at the heart of love and memory. Thus, once when Eugene had called Abe upon the telephone, a full year after the death of his oldest brother, Jacob, the old woman had answered: the old voice came feebly, brokenly, indecipherably, and was like a wail. He asked for Abe, she could not understand, she began to talk in an excited, toothless mumble—a torrent of Yiddish broken here and there by a few mangled words and scraps of English—all she knew. At length Eugene made her understand he wanted to speak to Abe: suddenly she recognized his voice and remembered him. Then, instantly, as if it had happened only the day before, and as if he had been a friend of her dead son, although he had never known him, the old woman began to wail, faintly and rhythmically, across the wire: “Jakie! ... My Jakie! ... Mein Sohn Jakie! ... He is dead.”


  A few days later Eugene had gone home with Abe for dinner: he lived with his mother, two brothers, and Jimmy, his sister’s illegitimate child, in a flat which occupied the second floor of an old four-storey red-brick house in Twelfth Street, near Second Avenue, on the East Side. The old woman had prepared a good meal for them: a thick rich soup, chopped chicken livers, chicken, cake, and a strong sweet wine: she served them but would not sit and eat with them: she came in briefly and shook hands shyly and awkwardly, mumbling incoherently, a mangled jargon of Yiddish and English. Suddenly, however, as if she had briefly mastered herself by a strong effort her old and sorrowful face was twisted by a convulsion of powerful and incurable grief, and a long, terrible, savagely wailing cry was torn from her throat: she turned blindly, and with a movement of natural and primitive sorrow, she suddenly seized the edges of her apron in her gnarled and worn hands and flung it up over her head and rushed toward the door at a blind, lunging, reeling step. She was like one demented by sorrow: the old woman began to beat her withered breasts and pull at her wispy gray hair, meanwhile running and stumbling blindly around her kitchen in a horrible and savage dementia and drunkenness of grief. Abe followed her out, and Eugene could hear his voice, low, urgent, and tender, as he spoke to her persuasively in Yiddish, and her long wailing cries subsided and he returned. His face was sad and weary-looking and in a moment he said: “Mama’s breaking up fast. She’s never been able to get over my brother’s death. She thinks about it all the time: she can’t get it off her mind.”


  “How long has he been dead, Abe?”


  “He died over a year ago,” Abe said. “But that doesn’t matter: I know her—she’ll never forget it now as long as she lives. She’ll always feel the same about it.”


  This terrible and savage picture of grief was carved upon Eugene’s memory unforgettably: it became a tremendous and formidable fact, a fact as ancient, timeless, and savage as the earth, a fact which neither the stupefying oblivion of the city’s life, the furious chaos of the streets, the savage glare of ten thousand blind and dusty days could touch. The old woman’s grief was taller than their tallest towers, and more enduring than all their steel and stone: it would last forever when all the city’s bones were dust, and it was like the grief of all the women who had ever beat their breasts and flung their aprons across their heads and run, wailing, with a demented and drunken step: it filled him with horror, anger, a sense of cruelty, disgust, and pity.


  She was the fertile and enduring earth from which they sprung, and all of them, transformed so sharply and so curiously by the city’s tone and life, drew in to her with devotion and respect: Abe, with his dreary gray face of the man-swarm cipher, Sylvia with her feverish, electric night-time glitter, all of the brothers and sisters, with all that was new, sharp, alien, flashy, trivial, or material in speech, dress, manner, and belief—all of them returned to her with love, loyalty, and reverence as to some great broodhen of the earth. The old woman’s life was rooted in the soil of two devotions: the synagogue and the home, and all that happened beyond the limits of this devotion was phantom and remote: this soil was ageless, placeless, everlasting.


  Abe loved his mother dearly: whenever he spoke of her, even casually, his voice was touched with a hush of respect and affection. But he disliked his father: the few times Eugene heard him mention him he spoke of him in a hard and bitter voice, referring to him as “that guy,” or “that fellow,” as if he were a stranger. Eugene never saw the father: the children all felt bitterly towards him and had sent him away to room alone. Abe told Eugene that the man was a shoemaker, and apparently improvident and thriftless. He had never been able to earn enough to support his family, and in addition, Abe said, he was a petty family tyrant. Abe’s childhood had been scarred by memories of privation, tyranny and poverty—the mother and the children had had a bitter struggle for existence, and Abe had worked since his eighth year at a variety of hard, gray, shabby and joyless employments: he had been a newsboy, a grocer’s delivery boy, an office boy in a broker’s office, a typist in a collection agency endlessly writing out form letters, the office man and secretary for the head-professor of the architectural school, and one of these pallid, swarthy, greasily sweating youths of the fur and garment house districts who ceaselessly propel through swarming and kaleidoscopic streets of trade small wheel-trucks piled high with dresses, garments, furs, and clothes or with the thousand travelling varieties of all that horrible nondescript junk known under the indecisive name of “novelties.” Once, also, he had spent part of a summer in New Jersey unloading freight cars filled with Georgia watermelons, and for a considerable time he had driven a truck for his two oldest brothers, who had a zinc business in the “gas-house district” of the East Side, between Avenue A and the river and North of Fourteenth Street.


  Here, once, Eugene had accompanied him at noon of a flashing day in spring, a glitter of light and flashing waters, a sparkle of gold and blue: in a large bare space near factories they had seen a ring of young thugs throwing dice, and near the river were the immense and ugly turrets of the gas tanks, and then the wharves, the great odorous piers, and the flashing waters—the vast exultant play and traffic of the river life, the powerful little tugs, the ships, and the barges laden with their strings of rusty freight cars.


  As they walked away through the powerful ugliness and devastation of that district, with its wasteland rusts and rubbish, its slum-like streets of rickety tenement and shabby brick, its vast raw thrust of tank, glazed glass and factory building, and at length its clean, cold, flashing strength and joy of waters—a district scarred by that horror of unutterable desolation and ugliness and at the same time lifted by a powerful rude exultancy of light and sky and sweep and water, such as is found only in America, and for which there is yet no language—as they walked away along a street, the blue wicked shells of empty bottles began to explode on the pavements all around them: when they looked around to see from what quarter this attack was coming, the street was empty save for a young thug who leaned against the rotting edge of a closed door, hands thrust in pockets, and a look of pustulate and evil innocence upon his thin tough Irish face. The street was evil and silent and empty, but when they turned and went on again, the exploding bottles began to drop around them on the pavement in splinters of sinister blue.


  Abe grinned toughly: he did not seem at all surprised or perturbed by the murderous stealth and secrecy of the attack, its obscene and cowardly uselessness. He explained that the district had been one of the worst in the city and the headquarters for one of the most criminal gangs: time and again the gangsters had broken into his brother’s zinc shop and robbed it, and Abe and all his brothers, being Jews, had had to fight it out since childhood, foot and fist and tooth and nail, and club and stone, with the young Irish toughs and gangsters who infested the district. Such had been his childhood: he told Eugene many stories of bloody fights waged back and forth across these pavements, of young boys maimed, crippled, or blinded in these savage fights, of one boy who had his eye torn out of his head by his enemy’s gouging thumb in a fight to a finish on one of the piers, and of another whose brains had been smashed out on the pavement below the elevated structure by a rock hurled by an enemy’s hand in a fight of the neighborhood gangs. Thus, in pier and alley, on street and roof, children had learned the arts of murder, the smell of blood, the odor of brains upon the pavement. Abe told how one of his older brothers, Barney—a thickly set powerful-looking man with short thick hands and a tough meaty-looking fighter’s face, gray, square, and good-humored—had to fight it out step by step with the gangsters, who had come to his shop, again and again, with demands for money—money which the merchants of the district paid them meekly and regularly for “protection”—a euphemism for graft and menace, a bribe for being left alone and for the assurance that one’s shop would not be entered and one’s stock smashed or stolen in the night. Barney had met all these menaces with a hard cold eye and two rock-like fists with which time and again he had beaten into a pulp the thugs who came to threaten him: he was a good man and a savage fighter and he had learned the arts of combat in the sternest and most brutal arena on earth—the city streets.


  “And—oh-ho-ho-ho!”—softly, painfully, Abe lifted his widely grinning face and laughed, “how that guy loves it! Say! they picked the wrong one when they picked on him! Oh-ho-ho-ho-ho! Can he fight! Does he love it! Say! do you know what I saw him do to two of them one time—oh-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho! Gee! it was rich! They came in there to shake him down and—Oh! Ho-ho!—ho! You shoulda seen it! He picks up a keg of zinc that weighs 200 pounds and he breaks it—oh-ho-ho-ho!—over the first guy’s head.”


  “And what became of the second guy?”


  “Oh-ho-ho-ho! ... Gee, it was rich! You shoulda seen that other guy get out of there! Say! He almost tore the door down in his hurry—oh-ho-ho-ho!”


  Such were the various members of this family as Eugene came to know about them: each of them in his own way was marked by a decisive individuality and independence of spirit which told of their lives of combat, toil and struggle in the city streets, and yet, although indelibly marked, scarred and hardened by his life, none of them had been brutalized by it. In fact, as Eugene thought of all these people later, an extraordinary quality in them became evident. It was this: here was a family of poor East Side Jews, the children of an immigrant and thriftless shoemaker and an old orthodox Jewish woman. These children had all had to make their own way, to fight and struggle bitterly for a living: now some of them were tough, rugged and unlettered merchants, traders and mechanics, some were successful milliners and designers, and some were talented musicians, students of science, people of extraordinary intelligence and ability. And all of them, even the most unlettered, seemed to have a completely natural unaffected interest and respect for the arts, or for scholarly and intellectual attainment. This circumstance—this remarkable fusion in one poor Jewish family of elements which would have seemed almost incredible in the families of poor laboring or country people Eugene had known before—this combination of the manual, the commercial, the artistic and the scholarly in one poor family—seemed so natural both to him and to them that Eugene never found it strange or wonderful until years later.


  [¬]


  LVI


  June had brought with it a blessed respite from his classes at the university. Now the summer drew on towards its close—the brutal and weary New York summer with its swelter of dead wet heats, its death of hope, its sorrow of a timeless memory. And yet, in the city’s summer nights there was a kind of solemn joy, a hush of peace and light and human resignation that was so different from the wild and nameless joy and pain of spring, the sorrow of autumn, the winter’s grim and stern protraction of the soul. Then—in these nights of waning summer—more than at any other season of the year, the immense and murmurous sound of time was audible. It was above one and around one, it was near and far, it was immense and omnipresent, and it was indefinable. It seemed to hover somewhere in the upper air, above the city’s steep canyons, the giant explosions of her thousand towers, the swarming millions of her tortured and uneasy life forever waging their desperate, ugly and unprofitable strife in all her hot and tangled mazes. And that voice of time, above the ugly clamor of that tormented life, was imperturbable; immense, remote and murmurous, it seemed to have resumed into itself all of the rumors of the earth, and to comprise, out of the bitter briefness of man’s days, the essence of his own eternity, and to be itself eternal, fixed, and everlasting, no matter what men lived or died.


  The people of the city heard this sound of time, and on these evenings of the waning summer, their lives were subject to its spell. For the first time in many months one heard the sounds of quiet laughter in the streets at night, the voices of the people as they passed were strangely hushed, the sounds of life were immense, all murmurous as time itself.


  This sense of peace, of resignation, of a quiet and tranquil sorrow and joy was everywhere; it may have been some quality of the summer air that imposed on all the violence of the city’s life a kind of muted harmony, but the spirit of this peace seemed to have entered the very flesh and spirit of the city, somehow to have tranquillized the feverish blood and nervous and exacerbated bodies of its people. For the first time in months their eyes were quiet and thoughtful and had lost their look of hatred and suspicion, hostility and mistrust. Their faces had lost their strained, hard, and hurried look, even their tongues had lost some of their strident, rasping, and abusive violence.


  That immense and murmurous hush of time and sorrowful acceptance had touched even the life of youth. At night one still saw groups of young men walking through the streets, but even they had somehow been subdued and chastened by this spell of time. And in these bands of youth—these straggling bands of young men who struggle through the city streets at night in groups of six or eight, and who have become so much a part of our familiar experience and the city’s life that they no longer seem curious to us—the change that this great spell of time had wrought was perhaps more evident than anywhere else.


  Where were the songs of youth upon those city streets? Where the laughter, the wild spontaneous mirth, the passion, warmth and golden poetry of youth? Where was the great boy Jason looking for brothers in the fellowship of that inspired adventure of man’s youth—the proud, deathless image of what all of us desire when young, where was it? Where were the noble thoughts and ardors of young men, the fierce and bitter desperation and the proud and foolish hopes, the grand dreams and the music of the fleeting and impossible reveries—all that makes youth lovely and desirable, and that keeps man’s faith—where was it among these young men on the city streets?


  It was not there. Poor sallow, dark, swarthy creatures that they were, with rasping tongues, loose mouths and ugly jeering eyes, this infamous band of youth was death-in-life itself. It had been brought still-born from its mother’s womb into a world of city streets and corners, into all the waning violence of the tenement, bitterly to try to root its meagre life into the rootless rock, meagrely to struggle in its infamous small phlegm along the pavements, feebly to imitate the feeble objects of its base idolatry—of which the most heroic was a gangster, the most sagacious was a pimp, the most witty was some Broadway clown.


  How often have we seen them, heard them, turned away from them with weariness and disgust, as they straggled along at night, a meagre shirt-sleeved band of gangling sizes, each fearful and uneasy in the other’s eye, kicking the ash-cans over as feats of derring-do, trying for approbation with a hoarse call and a pitiable and mirthless striving after repartee, of which the more glittering fragments ran like this:


  “Hey-y ... Eddy! ... Holy Jeez! ... Hey-y, youse guys! ... Cuh-mahn!”


  “Ah-h, what’s yer hurry? ... Hey-y! Youse udah guys! ... Joe’s in a hurry ... Who’s goin’ t’ pay duh taxi-ride?”


  “Holy Jeez! What’s keepin’ yuh! ... Youse guys, cuh-mahn!”


  “Ah-h, guh-wahn. ... What’s t’ hurry? Where’s duh fire?”


  Now in these nights of waning summer, even these raucous voices, the pitiable sterility of these feeble jests, that meagre and constricted speech consisting almost wholly of a few harsh cries and raucous imprecations that recurred intolerably, incredibly through all the repercussions of an idiot monotony—all of the rootless, fearful, and horrible desolation of these young pavement lives—was somehow caught up in this great and tragic nush [hush] and spell of time, transmuted by it, until even their vast unloveliness of youth was given a sorrowful quality of pity and regret.


  August came, and with it already a faint and troubling premonition of the autumn—a breath, a fragrance, and an odor—that somehow spoke of summer’s ending, the premonitory thrill and promise of the voyage. What was it? It was one of those very strange and troubling odors known here in America, of which our lives are all compact, which we have lived and breathed and known with our blood, and for which we have no language. It is, somehow—the odor of cities, cities, cities—at the hour of evening, the scorched end of every expiring day—the smell of evening hush and peace and of the sea in harbors. It is the smell of old worn woods, warm, resinous, sultry, getting into our very entrails somehow with its strange and nameless fragrance of sorrow and delight; the smell of the wooden baseball bleachers, of the old worn plankings of an amusement park, passed over by a million feet since morning; and it is the smell of street-cars, car-barns, the faded day-coach plush of trains, the smell of bridges and of old wharves and piers, of hot tarred roofing, and of tar out in the streets, of summer’s fatigue, quietness, and summer’s ending, the quiet and tranquil sorrow of memory as we remember youth, our father’s voice upon the night-time summer porch, the smell of the grape-vines and the ripened grapes, the grinding screech and halt of a street-car on the hill above our father’s house, and the knowledge that all this is lost, our father dead, our childhood gone, another year, our first in the great man-swarm of the city, ended—and this, the knowledge of the bitter briefness of our days, is somehow mixed with the smell of the sea in harbors, the freshening breeze of evening, the call of ships, and, somehow, God knows how, with the intolerable thrill and promise of the unknown voyage.


  And with this breath of autumn and the promise of the voyage there came to Eugene the news that Starwick was at that moment in the city—would stop there briefly on his way to Europe. At this time also, Joel Pierce turned up and Eugene renewed an acquaintance that had begun in Cambridge and lapsed during the interim.


  [¬]


  LVII


  He had never met any of Joel Pierce’s family, but one night towards seven o’clock when he had just returned to his room from the university, Joel telephoned him, and, saying that his father was in town, asked him if he would not go to dinner and to the theatre with them. He found Joel and his father waiting for him in the lobby. Mr. Pierce was a man of fifty years, comfortably dressed for the hot weather in a black mohair suit, and with a kind of stately yet spacious dignity of linen that was agreeably old-fashioned and that evoked a picture of an older and more leisurely generation. He was quite deaf—so deaf, in fact, that he made use of a small ear-phone—but his speech and manners, like his dress, were easy, friendly, and yet touched with an air of distinguished authority.


  He took the two boys to the Lafayette for dinner, and ordered generously and with the easy and comforting assurance of a man of the world who gives every one around him a happy feeling of security and well-being. For Eugene, it was a memorable experience.


  The fine restaurant—it was perhaps the finest he had yet seen—the French waiters, the delicious food, the beautiful women, the well-dressed, prosperous and worldly-looking men and the pleasant weary languor of fading day, the huge nameless thrill and prophecy of oncoming night touched him with a feeling of joy and nameless anticipation. He felt, as he had never felt before, that strange, seductive promise which the city has at evening, at the end of a day of terrible summer’s heat, and which is so strangely mixed of sorrow and delight, of desolation and the promise of a wild and nameless joy.


  And suddenly, all the horror, heat and desolation of the day was forgotten. He forgot the blind horror of the man-swarm thrusting through the mazes of the furious streets. He forgot the drowning flood of humid flesh, the pale, wet, suffering faces that thrust from nowhere out of sweltering heat, that were engulfed again into the heat-hazed distances of swarming streets in which man’s life seemed more uncountable than the sands of the sea, and more blind, lost and horribly forsaken than the lives of those eyeless crawls and gropes that scuttle blindly and forever through murky ooze upon the sea’s vast floor.


  The old red light of evening filled his heart again with its wild prophecy, its huge and secret joy, and the great stride of oncoming night revived again, in all their magic, his childhood dreams of the enchanted city, the city of great men and glorious women, the city of unceasing joy, of power, triumph and success, and of the fortunate, good, and happy life.


  As Mr. Pierce sat there with his air of quiet and urbane authority, studying the menu with a little frowning smile through the lenses of a pince-nez that dangled fashionably and casually from a black silk cord when he was not using it, the boy felt an indescribable sense of wealth and power and prosperous ease. It seemed to him that everything in the world was his for the asking, and the suave service of the waiter, hovering over Mr. Pierce with poised pencil and an attitude of devoted respect, the rich designs of snowy linen, the heavy silver, the thick carpets, the handsome women and distinguished-looking men, all added to this feeling of wealth and happiness.


  Mr. Pierce kept studying the menu with an air of good-natured seriousness, quizzing his son from time to time with gruff but genial banter:


  “Joel,” he would say, “what do you want? Have you any preference of your own or will you leave it to me to decide?”


  “Gosh!” Joel answered in his soft, eager tone. “I don’t care, Pups. Whatever you say goes with me! You know, it’s all the same to me, anyway. I can eat anything you order. Only,” he added laughing, “I’d prefer it if there’s no meat. I’d like it much better if you ordered vegetables.”


  Mr. Pierce knocked the pince-nez from his nose, and turning to Eugene with an air of agreeable confidence, said:


  “What’s wrong with a boy who takes no more interest in his food than that? Can you make it out? It strikes me as the most astonishing thing,” he went on in a gruff, distinguished way, “to see a healthy young man who has no interest in his belly. Really, Joel,” he went on, turning to his son and regarding him with a kind of quizzical but good-humored sarcasm, “I’d feel so much better about you if you only liked food more. It’s really tragic to see a boy of your age deliberately throwing away one of the greatest pleasures in life. Don’t you think so?” he demanded, turning to the other boy again with his air of friendly confidence. “Or have you turned vegetarian, too?”


  “Gosh, no!” Joel said, laughing his hushed eager, immensely agreeable laugh. “He’ll agree with every word you say, Pups. He likes food even more than you do.”


  “Then I’m glad to hear it!” said Mr. Pierce approvingly. “I had begun to fear that this younger generation had gone utterly to hell. But if the symptoms are only local—” he frowned humorously at his son for a moment—“perhaps it’s not as bad as I thought.”


  “You and Pups should get along together beautifully,” said Joel to Eugene. “He loves to eat—he’s a wonderful cook—you should come up to Rhinekill sometime and let him cook one of his meals for you.”


  The ordering of the meal proceeded in this agreeable fashion. Mr. Pierce ordered liberally: small pink-fleshed clams, cold, pungent and exciting in their perfect shells, a thick pea soup with little squares of toast-crust floating in it, young chicken, plump and tender, grilled so succulently that it seemed to melt away the moment that one put it in his mouth, asparagus and potatoes, and a salad of crisp lettuce, beautifully mixed, “fatigued,” in a big salad bowl, iced coffee, and a dessert of ripe Camembert and salted crackers. Mr. Pierce and Eugene ate heartily and with obvious relish, but Joel, in spite of all their protests and his father’s bantering ridicule, which he took with the beautiful laughing good-nature which was one of the finest traits of his character, stuck to his vegetable diet with the gentle doggedness that was also characteristic of him.


  Later, when they had finished dinner, they drove uptown in a taxicab and went to one of the summer musical shows near Broadway, where an English revue was appearing. The comic actress, Beatrice Lillie, was the star of the performance. Eugene had never heard of her before, but it was evident from the fashionable and “smart” look of the audience, and the way in which Joel and other people greeted every word and gesture, that the actress was “all the rage,” one of those persons who, in addition to their native talent, have some special quality that for a time makes them the darling of the cult-adepts of the world of fashion.


  The revue was a clever and amusing one, but it also had a stylish quality of fashionable smartness that was more and more beginning to mark the productions of the theatre and the responses of the audience. Thus, in later years, when one had almost completely forgotten the scenes of the revue and its songs and jokes, one could still remember it for the brilliant picture of the life it evoked. And the image of that life was implied rather than portrayed. The revue was one of those productions which people were beginning to “wear” as they “wore” books or plays or a dress: people went to the revue more because it was “the thing to do,” the thing that every one was talking about, than because they had a genuine desire to go, more because they had been told that it was “amusing” than from any deep conviction that they would find it so.


  Thus, not only in the jokes and songs and scenes of the revue, but in the laughter and applause with which the fashionable audience greeted them, there was a quality that was somewhat strained and metallic—a new and disagreeable mirth that was coming into man’s life, which seemed to have its sources not in the warm human earth and blood of humor, but to proceed from something sterile, sour and acrid in his soul. In this hard and essentially lifeless merriment there was evident the desire to wound and mock and injure. And this desire came more from fear, a need to divert attention from one’s own nakedness and insecurity by an attack upon a common target, than from any real cruelty or scornful hardihood of the soul.


  This fear and insecurity was evident even in the fashionable and sophisticated audience which had come to this theatre to see the smart revue. In the interval between the acts, the people streamed up the aisles and out into the lobby, and everywhere one looked, the hostile fear and insecurity of the people were apparent. For the most part the audience was fashionably dressed, the men in evening clothes, the women in expensive evening gowns, that revealed their long white arms, the velvet perfection of their breasts and long backs. It would have been difficult to find a more assured, sophisticated and wealthy-looking group of people, but in spite of this air of complete worldly assurance, their unhappiness and fear were painfully evident. Their bodies seemed to throw off and to fill the air with a feverish electric tension, the texture of their thousand voices rising all together in a braided clamor was almost hysterically high, and remembering suddenly the quiet murmurous drone of voices in a theatre twenty years before, the glamorous spell of enchantment and happiness that surrounded even the performances of some travelling company in its one-night appearance in a little town, one felt poignantly again that something old and pleasant had gone out of life, that something dissonant, painful and unwholesome had changed man’s rhythm, spread a poisonous infection through the human chemistries.


  One also saw, or rather powerfully felt, among these fashionable and worldly-looking men of the great city, something jaded, puny, sterile, horribly weary; a quality as if their vital energies had been depleted in an unnatural way, as if they were emptied out, dried up, sapped of their juice, and could keep going now only by a kind of lifeless dynamism, a dry electric energy which paced them to the tempo of the city’s furious life, which would not let them go until it had burned them hollow to a dry gray shell.


  By contrast, the vivid loveliness of the women was astonishing. The differences that distinguished these women from these men, in coloring, in the velvety texture of the skin, in the sparkling eyes, red mouths, voluptuously seductive bodies and general healthiness and glowing elasticity of figure, were so great that one was reminded of those insect species whose females are wonderfully and fatally superior in strength and beauty to their drab mates, and who finally devour them. And yet, even in the faces and figures of these lovely women, the mutilation of that hard, metallic, blunted-out stamp was also evident: one noticed that the general quality of the tone of all these mixed and intermingled voices was feminine rather than masculine, and that the feminine voice was even more assertive, arrogant and incisive in its naked penetration than the voices of the men.


  In fact, even as the two young men stood in one corner of the lobby, surveying the keyed pulsations of this brilliant scene, a woman’s voice could be heard, speaking with an arrogant and dogmatic assertiveness that instantly quenched denial and left no room for disagreement, however mild:


  “Yes! I think she is very charming, and very clever, and terribly, terribly amusing. The dancing is very bad; they simply don’t know how to train a chorus. As for the songs, I thought that one she sings about Queen Mary’s hats was awfully funny; the rest are only fair. Of course, the décor is abominable—but what can you expect? That man who sings the song with her is rather good—the other one, the awful little Cockney thing, is simply horrible! Where do they ever find these people anyway? ... No! No!” she said harshly and arrogantly at this point as one of the men put in a mild, low-voiced, and apologetic interjection of his own, “I do not agree with you! I absolutely do not agree with you: you are absolutely wrong! The nursemaid scene is decidedly the best thing in the show! The restaurant scene is very dull, and very cheap, and terribly, terribly vulgar! And it is very stupid of you not to see it!”—And having delivered herself with womanly modesty of these tolerant and generous observations, the lady turned, saw Joel, and instantly addressed him, speaking to him in the same arrogant and assertive tones she had used before, and blurting her words out through lips that she kept perfectly straight and that scarcely seemed to move or open as she spoke:


  “Joel!” she cried. “What on earth are you doing here? ... I thought you were at Rhinekill or in Maine? ... And where’s your mother? ... Did she come down too? ... No? Too bad!” she said harshly. “I want very much to see her. ... Yes, I shall be in Newport the week-end after next. ... Yes, yes,” she went on with metallic harshness, “—with Alice Mortimer. ... Is she going, too? ... Good; then I shall see her!—My God, no! ... We’re not staying here. ... We motored in to see the show. ... No, No. ... I’ve been staying at Sands Point. ... Jerry’s at Southampton. ... But God, no! ... A whole summer in this hell-hole! ... The man’s mad! ... How d’ya do!” she said curtly and harshly, throwing a cold look and a curt nod towards Eugene as Joel whispered at his name, and instantly dismissing him. ... “But do you seriously mean you’re going to spend the whole summer here? ... Not really! ... But, my dear child, what in heaven’s name ever prompted you to do an idiotic thing like that? ... Oh! I see!” she said coldly. “Painting, eh ...”


  But now the bell for the curtain sounded, and after a few conventional words of parting they returned to their seats.


  [¬]


  LVIII


  The Hudson River joins the harbor. And then the harbor joins the sea. Always the rivers run.


  The Hudson River drinks from out the inland slowly; it is like vats that well with purple and rich wine. The Hudson River is like purple depths of evening; it is like the flames of color on the Palisades, elves’ echoes, and old Dutch and Hallowe’en. It is like the Phantom Horseman, the tossed boughs, and the demented winds, and it is like the headed cider and great fires of the Dutchmen in the winter time.


  The Hudson River is like old October and tawny Indians in their camping places long ago; it is like long pipes and old tobacco; it is like cool depths and opulence; it is like the shimmer of liquid green on summer days.


  The Hudson River takes the thunder of fast trains and throws a handful of lost echoes at the hills. It is like the calls of lost men in the mountains; and it is like the country boy who is coming to the city with a feeling of glory in his guts. It is like the green plush smell of the Pullman cars and snowy linen; it is like the kid in upper four and the good-looking woman down below who stirs her legs slowly in starched sheets: it is the magic river. It is like coming to the city to make money, to find glory, fame and love, and a life more fortunate and happy than any we have ever known. It is like the Knickerbockers and early autumn; it is like the Rich Folks, and the River People, the Vanderbilts, the Astors, and the Roosevelts; it is like Robert W. Chambers and the Society Folks; it is like the younger set and Hilary, and Monica, and Garth; it is like The Story Thus Far:


  The lovely Monica Delavere the beautiful but spoiled daughter of one of the richest men in the world meets at a party given at her father’s Mount Kisco estate in honor of her approaching marriage to a young architect Hilary Chedester his friend Garth Montgomery a young artist just returned from years of study abroad fascinated yet repelled by his dark passionate face and his slender hands with the longer tapering fingers of the artist and goaded by something enigmatic and mocking in his eyes in a moment of mad recklessness spurred on by a twinge of jealousy at the undue attention which she thinks Hilary is bestowing on Rita Daventry an old flame she accepts a challenge from Garth to go for a mad dash across the night in his speedster their objective being his hunting lodge in the hills and a return before dawn arrived at the lodge however Garth coolly announces that his car is out of gasoline and that he must phone for assistance to the nearest town somewhat disturbed and reflecting for the first time now on the possible scandal her reckless exploit may cause she enters the lodge now go on with the story:


  “Monica’s red lips curved in a smile of mocking reproof. She made a moue.


  “‘Hardly a place I should have chosen to spend the evening, my dear man,’ she said. ‘But then, perhaps it is the latest Paris fashion to take ladies to deserted places and inform them you are stranded. C’est comme ça à Paris, hein?’”


  Yes, all these things were like the Hudson River.


  And above all else, the Hudson River was like the light—oh, more than anything it was the light, the light, the tone, the texture of the magic light in which he had seen the city as a child, that made the Hudson River wonderful.


  The light was golden, deep and full with all rich golden lights of harvest; the light was golden like the flesh of women, lavish as their limbs, true, depthless, tender as their glorious eyes, fine-spun and maddening as their hair, as unutterable with desire as their fragrant nests of spicery, their deep melon-heavy breasts. The light was golden like a golden morning light that shines through ancient glass into a room of old dark brown. The light was brown, dark lavish brown hued with rich lights of gold; the light was rich brown shot with gold like the sultry and exultant fragrance of ground coffee; the light was lavish brown like old stone houses gulched in morning on a city street, brown like exultant breakfast smells that come from basement areas in the brownstone houses where the rich men lived; the light was blue, steep frontal blue, like morning underneath the frontal cliff of buildings, the light was vertical cool blue, hazed with thin morning mist, the light was blue, cold flowing harbor blue of clean cool waters rimed brightly with a dancing morning gold, fresh, half-rotten with the musty river stench, blue with the blue-black of the morning gulch and canyon of the city, blue-black with cool morning shadow as the ferry packed with its thousand small white staring faces turned one way, drove bluntly toward the rusty weathered slips.


  The light was amber brown in vast dark chambers shuttered from young light where in great walnut beds the glorious women stirred in sensual warmth their lavish limbs. The light was brown-gold like ground coffee, merchants and the walnut houses where they lived, brown-gold like old brick buildings grimed with money and the smell of trade, brown-gold like morning in great gleaming bars of swart mahogany, the fresh wet beer-wash, lemon-rind, and the smell of angostura bitters. Then full-golden in the evening in the theatres, shining with full golden warmth and body on full golden figures of the women, on fat, red plush, and on rich, faded, slightly stale smell, and on the gilt sheaves and cupids and the cornucopias, on the fleshly, potent softly-golden smell of all the people; and in great restaurants the light was brighter gold, but full and round like warm onyx columns, smooth warmly tinted marble, old wine in dark rounded age-encrusted bottles, and the great blonde figures of naked women on rose-clouded ceilings. Then the light was full and rich, brown-golden like great fields in autumn; it was full swelling golden light like mown fields, bronze-red picketed with fat rusty golden sheaves of corn, and governed by huge barns of red and the mellow winey fragrance of the apples.—Yes, all of this had been the tone and texture of the lights that qualified his vision of the city and the river when he was a child.


  Proud, cruel, everchanging and ephemeral city, to whom we came once when our hearts were high, our blood passionate and hot, our brain a particle of fire: infinite and mutable city, mercurial city, strange citadel of million-visaged time—Oh! endless river and eternal rock, in which the forms of life came, passed and changed intolerably before us, and to which we came, as every youth has come, with such enormous madness, and with so mad a hope—for what?


  To eat you, branch and root and tree; to devour you, golden fruit of power and love and happiness; to consume you to your sources, river and spire and rock, down to your iron roots; to entomb within our flesh forever the huge substance of your billion-footed pavements, the intolerable web and memory of dark million-visaged time.


  And what is left now of all our madness, hunger, and desire? What have you given, incredible mirage of all our million shining hopes, to those who wanted to possess you wholly to your ultimate designs, your final sources, from whom you took the strength, the passion, and the innocence of youth?


  What have we taken from you, protean and phantasmal shape of time? What have we remembered of your million images, of your billion weavings out of accident and number, of the mindless fury of your dateless days, the brutal stupefaction of your thousand streets and pavements? What have we seen and known that is ours forever?


  Gigantic city, we have taken nothing—not even a handful of your trampled dust—we have made no image on your iron breast and left not even the print of a heel upon your stony-hearted pavements. The possession of all things, even the air we breathed, was held from us, and the river of life and time flowed through the grasp of our hands forever, and we held nothing for our hunger and desire except the proud and trembling moments, one by one. Over the trodden and forgotten words, the rust and dusty burials of yesterday, we were born again into a thousand lives and deaths, and we were left forever with only the substance of our waning flesh, and the hauntings of an accidental memory, with all its various freight of great and little things which passed and vanished instantly and could never be forgotten, and of those unbidden and unfathomed wisps and fumes of memory that share the mind with all the proud dark images of love and death.


  The tugging of a leaf upon a bough in late October, a skirl of blown papers in the street, a cloud that came and went and made its shadow in the lights of April. And the forgotten laughter of lost people in dark streets, a face that passed us in another train, the house our mistress lived in as a child, a whipping of flame at a slum’s cold corner, the corded veins on an old man’s hand, the feathery green of a tree, a daybreak in a city street in the month of May, a voice that cried out sharply and was silent in the night, and a song that a woman sang, a word that she spoke at dusk before she went away,—the memory of a ruined wall, the ancient empty visage of a half-demolished house in which love lay, the mark of a young man’s fist in crumbling plaster, a lost relic, brief and temporal, in all the everlasting variousness of your life, as the madness, pain and anguish in the heart that caused it—these are all that we have taken from you, iron-breasted city, and they are ours and gone forever from us, even as things are lost and broken in the wind, and as the ghosts of time are lost, and as the everlasting river that flowed past us in darkness to the sea.


  The river is a tide of moving waters: by night it floods the pockets of the earth. By night it drinks strange time, dark time. By night the river drinks proud potent tides of strange dark time. By night the river drains the tides, proud potent tides of time’s dark waters that, with champ and lift of teeth, with lapse and reluctation of their breath, fill with a kissing glut the pockets of the earth. Sired by the horses of the sea, maned with the dark, they come.


  They come! Ships call! The hooves of night, the horses of the sea, come on below their manes of darkness. And forever the river runs. Deep as the tides of time and memory, deep as the tides of sleep, the river runs.


  And there are ships there! Have we not heard the ships there? (Have we not heard the great ships going down the river? Have we not heard the great ships putting out to sea?)


  Great whistles blow there. Have we not heard the whistles blow there? Have we not heard the whistles blowing in the river? (A harness of bright ships is on the water. A thunder of faint hooves is on the land.)


  And there is time there. (Have we not heard strange time, dark time, strange tragic time there? Have we not heard dark time, strange time, the dark, the moving tide of time as it flows down the river?)


  And in the night time, in the dark there, in all the sleeping silence of the earth have we not heard the river, the rich immortal river, full of its strange dark time?


  Full with the pulse of time it flows there, full with the pulse of all men living, sleeping, dying, waking, it will flow there, full with the billion dark and secret moments of our lives it flows there. Filled with all the hope, the madness and the passion of our youth it flows there, in the daytime, in the dark, drinking with ceaseless glut the land, mining into its tides the earth as it mines the hours and moments of our life into its tides, moving against the sides of ships, foaming about piled crustings of old wharves, sliding like time and silence by the vast cliff of the city, girdling the stony isle of life with moving waters—thick with the wastes of earth, dark with our stains, and heavied with our dumpings, rich, rank, beautiful, and unending as all life, all living, as it flows by us, by us, by us, to the sea!


  [¬]


  LIX


  Full night had come when he got off the train at the town where Joel was to meet him. After the heavy rains of the afternoon, and the stormy sunset, the sky had cleared completely: a great moon blazed in the cloudless bowl of a depthless sky; after the rain, and the sultry swelter of the city streets, the tainted furnace-fumes of city breath, the air was clean and fresh, and marvellously sweet, and the great earth waited, and was still enormously, and one always knew that it was there.


  The engine panted for a moment with a hoarse, metallic resonance, in the baggage-car some one threw mail-bags and thick bundles of evening papers off onto the platform, there was the swinging signal of a brakeman’s lantern, the tolling of the engine bell, thick, hose-like jets of steam blew out of her, the terrific pistons moved like elbows, caught, bore down, the terrific flanges spun for a moment, the short, squat funnel belched explosive thunders of hot smoke, the train rolled past with a slow, protesting creak of ties, a hard-pressed rumble of the heavy coaches, and was on her way again.


  Then the train was gone, and there was nothing but the rails, the earth, the moon, the river, and strong silence—and the haunting and immortal visage of America by night. It was there, and it was there forever, and he had always known it, and it abode there and was still, and there was something in his heart he could not utter. The rails swept northward towards the dark, and in the moon the rails were like two living strands of burning silver, and between the rails the heavy ballast rock was white as lunar marble, and the brown wooden ties were resinous and dry and very still.


  Sheer beside the tracks, the low banks of the ballast-fill sloped to the edges of the mighty river. And the river blazed there in the great blank radiance of the moon, cool waters gently lapped small gluts and pockets of the shore, and in the great wink of the moon the river blazed more brightly than elves’ gold. And farther off, where darkness met it, the light was broken into scallop-shells of gold, it swam and shimmered in a billion winks of fire like a school of herrings on the water, and beyond all that there was just the dark, the cool-flowing mystery of velvet-hearted night, the silent, soundless surge and coolness of the strange, the grand, the haunting, the unceasing river.


  Far, far away in darkness, on the other shore—more than a mile away—the river met the fringes of the land, but where the river ended, or the land began, was hard to say. There was just there a greater darkness, perhaps just by a shade, a deeper, dark intensity of night—a dark, perhaps, a shade less lucent, smooth, and fluid, by an indefinable degree more solid.


  Yet there were lights there—there were lights—a bracelet of a few, hard lights along the river, a gem-like incandescence, few and hard and bright, and so poignantly lost and lonely in enormous darkness as are all lights in America, sown sparsely on the enormous viewless mantle of the night, and by that pattern so defining it—a scheme of sparse, few lights, hard, bright and small, sown there upon night’s enormous darkness, the great earth’s secret and attentive loneliness, its huge, abiding mystery.


  And forever, beyond the mysterious river’s farthest shore, the great earth waited in the darkness, and was still. It waited there with the huge, attentive secrecy of night and of America, and of the wilderness of this everlasting earth on which we live; and its dark visage that we cannot see was more cruel, strange and lonely than the visage of dark death, and its rude strength more savage and destructive than a tiger’s paw, and its wild, mysterious loveliness more delicate than magic, more desireful than a woman’s flesh, and more thrilling, secret and seductive than a woman’s love.


  As he stood there, tranced in that powerful spell of silence and of night, he heard swift foot-steps running down the station stairs, he turned and saw Joel Pierce approaching. He ran forward quickly, his tall, thin figure clad in a blue coat and white flannels, alive with the swift boyish eagerness that was one of his engaging qualities.


  “Gosh!” he said, in his eager whispered tone, panting a little as he came up, “—I’m sorry that I’m late: we have people staying at the house, I had to drive a woman who’s been staying with us to Poughkeepsie—I tried to get you there, but your train had already gone. I drove like hell getting here.—It’s good to see you!” he burst out in his eager whispering way—at once so gentle, and so friendly and spontaneous—“It’s swell that you could come!” he whispered enthusiastically. “Come on! They’re all waiting for you!”


  And picking up his friend’s valise, he walked swiftly across the platform and began to climb the stairs.


  Although Joel Pierce would have spoken in this way to any friend—to any one for whom he had a friendly feeling, however casual—and although the other youth knew that he would have spoken this way to many other people—the words filled him with happiness, with an instinctive warmth and affection for the person who had spoken them. Indeed, the very fact that there was in Joel’s words—in all his human relationships—this curious impersonality, gave what he said an enhanced value. For in this way Joel revealed instinctively what every one who knew him well felt about him—an enormous decency and radiance in his soul and character, a wonderfully generous and instinctive friendliness towards humanity—that became finer and more beautiful because of its very impersonality.


  This warm, instinctive humanity was evident in all he did, it came out somehow in the most casual words and relationships with people. For example, when they went upstairs into the station waiting-room, which was completely empty, Joel paused for a moment at the ticket-seller’s window and spoke to a man in shirtsleeves inside.


  “Joe,” he said casually yet in his eager, whispering way, “if Will comes down will you tell him not to wait? I’ve got every one: there’ll be no one else tonight.”


  “All right, Mr. Pierce,” the man said quietly. “If I see him, I’ll tell him.”


  Joel’s car, a small, cheap one of a popular make, was backed up against the station curb: he opened the door and put his friend’s suitcase in the back, then they both got in and drove away.


  About two miles back from town upon the crest of a hill that gave a good view of the great moon-wink of the noble and haunting river far below, Joel suddenly, and without slackening his reckless speed, swerved from the concrete highway into a dusty and gravel road that went off to the left. And now they were really in the heart of the deep country: on each side of them the moon-drenched fields and dreaming woods of a noble, grand and spacious land slept in the steep, white silence of the moon. From time to time, they would pass cornfields, the high and silent stature, the cool figure of the corn at night, and see a great barn, or small lights burning in some farmer’s house. Then there would be only the deep, dark mystery of sleeping woods beside the road and once, in a field, a herd of cows, all faced one way, bedded down upon their forequarters, the mottled colors of their hides showing plainly in the blazing radiance of the moon. When they had gone about a mile their road swept into another one that joined it at right angles: between these roads, in the angle that they formed, there was a pleasant house—a wooden structure of eight or ten rooms, white and graceful in the moon, and surrounded by a trim, well-kept lawn and well laid-out flower-plots and gardens.


  A swift and pleasurable conviction told the youth that this was Joel’s house: he was therefore surprised when the car shot past without slackening its speed and then turned left upon the other road. He turned to Joel and, almost with a note of protest in his voice, said:


  “Don’t you live there? Isn’t that your house?”


  “What?” Joel whispered quickly, startled from the focal concentration of his driving. He turned to his companion with a surprised inquiring look. “—Oh, that house?” he went on at once. “No,” he said softly. “That’s not our house.—That is, it is our house,” he corrected himself, “it belongs to us, but a friend of ours—Margaret Telfair—lives there now. You’ll meet her tonight,” he went on casually. “She’s at the house now.—You’ll like her,” he whispered with soft conviction, “—she’s grand! An incredible person!” he whispered enthusiastically.


  They drove on in silence for some time: more moon-drenched fields, great barns and little farmhouses, and herds of crouching cattle, more dreaming and mysterious woods, the mysterious shadows of great trees against the road, and secrecy, and sweet balsamic scents and cool-enfolding night.—They were now driving back in the direction of the river: the new road led that way.


  “When do we come to your place, Joel?” the other youth asked, when they had driven on in silence for a time. “How far is it?”


  “What?” Joel whispered quickly, again turning his radiant and inquiring face. “Our place? Oh!” he said. “We’re on our place now.”


  “On it?” the other stammered, after a moment’s bewildered pause. “But—but—where—I didn’t see a gate or anything—when?——”


  “Oh,” Joel whispered, with an enlightened air. “That! We passed it.”


  “Passed it? Where?”


  “When we turned in from the main-road,” Joel whispered. “Do you remember?”


  “The—the main road?” the other stammered. “You—you mean—that concrete highway way back there?”


  “Yes,” Joel whispered. “That was the entrance to our place—one of them. It’s not much of an entrance,” he whispered apologetically. “I don’t wonder that you couldn’t see it.”


  “Then—then—everything since then—all we passed—all this—?” the other stammered.


  “Yes,” Joel whispered, with his radiant, eager look, “that’s it. That’s our place. It’s really grand country,” he went on matter-of-factly. “I want to show you around tomorrow.”


  They swept suddenly around a curve of the gravelled road, bordered with fragrant shrubs. Before them stretched out an immense sward of velvet lawn, darkened by the grand and silent stature of great trees. The car swept forward; through the tree-barred vista of the lawn, the outline of a house appeared. It was a dream house, a house such as one sees only in a dream—the moonlight slept upon its soaring wings, its white purity, and gave the whole enormous structure an aerial delicacy, a fragile loveliness like some enchanted structure that one sees in dreams. And yet, for all this quality of dream-enchantment, there was something hauntingly familiar about it too. The car swept round the drive and halted before the moonlit façade of the house. A back porch level with the ground was flanked by tall, square columns of graceful, slender wood. To one side, far below, beyond the house, and the great moon-sweep of velvet, he could see the wink and glimmer of the Hudson River.


  And suddenly that haunting sense of familiarity fused to a blind flash of recognition. The house was the house he had passed a dozen times in darkness, had seen a dozen times at morning from the windows of a speeding train along the river, as he hurtled city-wards again from those blind night passages of desire and fury in a town called Troy.


  They got out of the car. Joel took his valise, and like a person walking in a dream, he followed him across the porch, into a large and dimly lit entrance-hall. Joel put his valise down in the hall, and turning, whispered:


  “Look. I’ll show you your room later. Mums and some other people are waiting for us on the terrace. Let’s go and say hello to them first.”


  He nodded, unable to speak, and in silence followed his guide down the hall and through the house. Joel opened a door: the blazing moonlight fell upon the vast, swarded lawn and sleeping woods of that magic domain known as Far Field Farm. And that haunting and unearthly radiance fell as well upon the white wings of that magic house and on a group of its fortunate inhabitants who were sitting on the terrace.


  The two young men went out: forms rose to greet them.


  [¬]


  LX


  A group of eight or ten people were gathered on the terrace. Joel introduced Eugene swiftly, quietly, in an eager, whispering voice, as always, with his fine, kind intuition, mindful of another person’s embarrassment and confusion: the moonlit figures rose, looked toward him, passed and swam and mixed around him in a blur of names and moon-white faces and politely murmured words. Then all the figures resolved themselves again into their former positions, he was standing beside Joel’s mother, looking at her with a helpless and bewildered face, she put one hand swiftly, lightly on his arm, and in a kind and quiet voice, said to him: “You sit down here, next to me.”


  Then she sat down again in her chair—a big, wicker chair with a vast, fan-shaped back, he sat down beside her, and sank gratefully into oblivion while the other people resumed their interrupted conversation:


  “No, but—Polly! Surely not! You know, she actually did not go through with it?” said a strong, protesting voice, in which yet an eager curiosity was evident. “You know, they stopped the thing before she went the whole way?”


  “My dear,” said Polly firmly—she had evidently been well named: in the moonlight her face showed sharp and pointed, with a big nose, and the shrewd, witty, and rather malicious features of a parrot—“my dear, I know she did. I was visiting Alice Bellamy at Newport when it happened: I got the whole story straight from her. The family were perfectly frantic—they were calling Hugh Bellamy up or running in to see him a dozen times a day to find out if something could be done—how to get it annulled—But I tell you,” Polly cried, shaking her head obstinately and speaking in a tone of unmistakable conviction, “—I know what I’m talking about! There’s no doubt about it whatever—she married him—the ceremony was actually performed——”


  “And she really lived with him—with this—this stable-boy?”


  “Lived with him!” Polly cried. “My dear, they’d been living together for almost two weeks before old Dick Rossiter found them. Now, of course,” she said piously, but with a faint, malicious smirk, “—I don’t know what they’d been doing all that time—perhaps the whole affair had been quite idyllic, but—well, my dear, you can use your own imagination. My own experience with hostlers is rather limited, but I shouldn’t think they were particularly renowned for their platonic virtues.”


  “No,” said Mrs. Pierce quietly, but with an unmistakable note of level and obdurate cynicism in her voice, “—nor Ellen Rossiter either—not if I know the breed! ... After all,” she went on in a moment, in a voice that was characterized by its grimly quiet conviction, “what else could you expect out of that crowd! ... There’s bad blood there! Bad blood in the whole lot of them,” her voice rose on a formidable and powerful note of unrelenting judgment. “—Every one in Society knows that old Steve Buchanan, that girl’s grandfather, was a thorough-going rotter,” she bit the word off almost viciously. “His reputation was so bad that most people wouldn’t even have him in their house—that was the reason he spent the last twenty years of his life in France: he had become an outcast over here, no one would speak to him—he had to get out!—But! Heavens! A stable-boy!” she laughed again, and this time her laugh was almost hard and ugly. “What a blow to Myra—after all her years of scheming and contriving to get Timmy Wilson and his millions into the family! ... I knew it! I knew it!” she shook her head with formidable, obstinate conviction. “I could have told them long ago they’d have trouble with that girl before they were done with her! There’s bad blood there! Of course, it was bound to happen, sooner or later, anyway—Myra’s a fool of the first water: she never had the brains of a rabbit. But to think!—Heavens! what a let-down, after all her scheming: a stable-boy! I bet she had a fit!”


  “Still,” suggested a young man named Howard, at this propitious moment, in his mincing, lisping, and effeminately mannered tone, “—as Irene Cartwright said, it was the only original thing that Ellen Rossiter ever did, and it was rather a pity to break the romance off. ... I thought,” he went on casually, “that the story they told about the hostler was rather touching—asking her to send his letters back, you know?”


  “No!” cried Mrs. Pierce in an astounded tone. “Did he? ... Well!” she went on eagerly. “And did she send them? ... Go on, Howard!”


  “But, of course,” said Howard. “And the wedding ring, and everything else that he had given her. ... I read the letter that he wrote her: it was really too pathetic—he said he was going with another girl—a house-maid, I believe—and he didn’t want it to get out that he had paid attentions to some one else. ... ‘I have spoke it all over with my mother,’ he said,” Howard quoted drolly, “‘and she thinks the same as me, you ought to let me have them back’”——


  “Oh, Howard!” Mrs. Pierce shrieked faintly. “You know he didn’t! Simply priceless!”


  For a moment her splendid, even teeth flashed brilliantly in the moonlight: she lifted the long cigarette-holder in her hand and took a long, deliberate puff: the fragrant, acrid smoke of Turkish tobacco coiled upward in the moon-light air like filings of light steel. Turning to the young man beside her, she addressed him with the somewhat patient and dutiful kindliness of a person receiving a strange guest in her home for the first time:


  “Well,” she said, “and how did you find the trip up? Did Joel frighten you out of your wits by his driving? He does every one else.”


  “Well, he did go pretty fast,” the youth admitted. “He had me hanging on once or twice—when we left the main road we took the curve on two wheels, but he seemed to know what he was doing.”


  “I assure you,” said Mrs. Pierce, with a stern laugh, “that he does not. I wish I could share your confidence, but I can’t. I don’t think he has the faintest notion what he’s doing.”


  “But, after all,” the very quiet, pleasant, almost toneless voice of a young man whose name was George Thornton now took up the thread of the discussion—“after all, I should think that any reasonable man would be content with a speed of thirty-five or forty miles an hour. After all,” he said very quietly again, “perhaps the most important things in life are not to be got at through speed—perhaps all the things that are most worth living for are not to be had if we always go a mile a minute.”


  “That’s just it, George!” Mrs. Pierce put in with decisive satisfaction. “That’s just it! Any reasonable man would be content with thirty-five or forty miles an hour—but Joel is not reasonable. When he gets in a car he’s like a child that’s been given a new toy to play with for the first time.”


  “The greatest things in life, the highest values,” George Thornton went on in his quiet, pleasant, almost toneless voice, which now, despite the air of telling reasonableness with which he spoke—the air of temperance, moderation and control—was, somehow, indefinably tinged by a sombre fatality: the tone of a man whose extreme reasonableness comes from a fear of madness, whose temperance from some fatal impulse to insane excess—“the greatest things in life,” he went on in his quiet, toneless voice, almost as if he were talking to himself and had not heard what Mrs. Pierce had said—“are not to be got from machinery or speed, or any material object in the world whatever. ... Christ,” he continued with his quiet, utterly reasonable, and implacable finality, “said that the greatest thing in life is love. Buddha said that the greatest thing in life is the illumination of the human spirit. Socrates found that man’s highest duty was obedience to his country’s laws. And Confucius, after weighing life and death against each other, found man’s only reason for living in keeping as many of the conventions of society as he could. ... And that, Joel, perhaps is the real reason, the only reason, why you should not drive your car at reckless speed. ... You break your country’s law by doing so ... and you cause pain and worry and anxiety to other people who may love you. For that reason, if for nothing else, you ought not to do it.”


  He delivered this judgment in his quiet and toneless voice, without vanity or arrogance, but with a finality that was almost prophetic, and that left no room for argument. When he was done speaking, there was a deep, impersonal silence for a moment, and then the voice of Joel’s sister, Rosalind—a voice that was still the voice of a girl, but that was also sweet and low and womanly, full of noble tenderness and warmth—could be heard in all its affectionate young impulsiveness:


  “Oh, but, George!—you’re an angel about everything! If every one were like you, life would be heaven!” She took his hand between her strong, warm hands and squeezed it—an impulsive and natural gesture with her that revealed, as much as anything else, the deep and true affection of her nature. “—Darling,” she said, “—you make all of us—every one else—feel so mean—and small—and—so petty. ... I mean,” she went on with the earnest and naïve sincerity, the spontaneous admiration, of a generous and warm-spirited girl—“the way you live—the way you have spent your whole life, George, in helping other people—the way you have found out all these wonderful things about—about—Buddha and Confucius and Socrates—you know so much, George!” she cried enthusiastically—“you have learned so much, while the rest of us were just leading an idle, stupid, empty kind of life—and the way you give it all away to others!—the way you give your money away to any one who needs it—the—the—way,” she faltered suddenly, and her voice was choked with tears—“the way you have looked after poor Dick all these years”—she blurted out.


  “Rosalind!” Mrs. Pierce cried out sharply and warningly, yet not with reproof so much as with apprehension.


  “I don’t care!” cried Rosalind impulsively—“I—I think he’s wonderful! George, you’re a saint!” she said, and clasped his hand again.


  No one spoke for a moment: George sat quietly on the terrace step, his fine and small, bronzed head, his very still eyes, in whose steady, quiet depths the fatal madness which would destroy him was already legible, turned out across the great sward of moon-drenched lawn towards the shine and wink and velvet mystery of the noble river far below. In the quality of silence that held all these people, there was a sense of profound emotion—the reference to “poor Dick” had touched some sorrowful fact that all of them knew about, and one could sense this deep feeling now in the stony silence that held all of them. It was broken in a moment by Mrs. Pierce, who betrayed, by the studied matter-of-factness of her tone, the emotion which she, too, had felt:


  “But it is an extraordinary thing, George—a simply astonishing thing—to find a young man of your age who has read and studied—and—and—prepared himself for life the way you have. It’s simply astonishing!” she concluded, and then did what was perhaps an astonishing thing for her—quickly and vigorously she blew her nose. “But simply astonishing!” she said again, as she thrust the handkerchief away, and put a cigarette into her eight-inch holder.


  “No, I think not,” he said quietly, and without a trace of vanity or false modesty. “It would have been astonishing if I had not done it. After all, my debt to society for all that it has done for me is great enough as it is: I could not with any decency look the world in the face if I knew that I had not made some effort to repay it.”


  “How few rich young men feel that way about it,” said Mrs. Pierce quietly. “I wish more did!”


  The conversation was now turned to other, lighter channels of discussion: gossip, spirited but light debate. Mrs. Pierce renewed her conversation with Howard and Polly, farther away upon the steps Rosalind, Seaholm, a dark girl named Ruth, and George Thornton talked, gossiped and laughed together with the charming intimacy of youth, and Joel and Miss Telfair were engaged in eager and excited debate—Joel, for the most part, listening with the eager, respectful, bent-forward attentiveness, the devoted courtesy of reverence, that marked all of his relations with women, and Miss Telfair doing most of the talking. She talked the way she looked and dressed and acted, the way she was: a speech fragile, empty, nervous, brittle, artificial and incisive as one of the precious bits of china, the costly, rare, enamelled little trinkets that filled up her house, her life, her interest:


  “No, Joel!” she was saying with a voice that had a curious, shell-like penetration—a positive, brittle, but incisively certain voice—“you are absolutely wrong! You are completely mistaken about that! The thing cannot by any stretch of the imagination be called Sienese! It is pure Ravenna—perfect Ravenna—absolutely!” she cried, shaking her enamelled face with obdurate conviction. “It’s nothing else on earth but the purest and most perfect Ravenna—and Fourteenth Century Ravenna at that! ... No! No!” she cried incisively, cutting him off shortly, and shaking her head stubbornly as he tried to put in a smiling, whispered word of courteous doubt. “My dear child, you are dead wrong! You don’t know what you’re talking about! ... I was an authority on these things before you were born. ... I’ve forgotten more about Ravenna than you’ll ever know! ... No! ... No! ... Absolutely not! ... You’re all wrong!”


  He received this stubborn, arrogant and almost insulting rebuttal as he always did—with the whispered, gracious humility of his beautiful good nature: laughing softly and enthusiastically over her arrogant and contemptuous denial, as if he were merely the victim of the most tender and high-spirited raillery.


  At this moment, however, when, with a sense of resentment and displeasure he was listening to the naked and arrogant penetrations of Miss Telfair’s voice, Rosalind Pierce rose from her seat on the terrace step, left the other young people there, came swiftly to where Eugene was seated, and sat down beside him.


  “Why are you sitting here all by yourself—so quiet and so alone?” she said in her warm, sweet, lovely, and affectionate young voice. “Can I sit here and talk to you?” she said, and even as she spoke these words, she slipped her arm through his, and clasped him by the hand. The whole life and character of this beautiful, fine and lovely girl was in that simple, natural and spontaneous gesture. That gesture did what words could never do, explained what years of living with many people could not explain: in an instant she communicated to him the whole quality of her life, told him the kind of person she was. And the kind of person she was was unbelievably good and beautiful.


  “What have you been thinking of all the time you have been sitting here?” she whispered in her low, sweet voice. “I could see you sitting here, listening, looking at us, and all the time it was just as if you were a million miles away. What were you thinking?—that we are all an idle, shallow lot, with nothing to do except to chatter and gossip about other useless people like ourselves?”


  “Why—no—no,” he stammered. “Why—not at all—” He looked at her with a red embarrassed face, but there was no guile or mockery in her. She was not clever enough for sarcasm or malice, not witty enough for irony: she was a creature full of innocence and ardor, without profound intelligence, but with a nature full of warmth, generous enthusiasm, and affection.


  “I—I—think you’re all fine,” he blurted out. “I think you’re great.”


  “Do you, darling?” she said softly. “Well, we’re not.” She pulled him towards her with a gesture of friendly intimacy, and said: “Come on: let’s leave them all for a few minutes. I want to talk to you.”


  They got up, and still with her warm hand clasped in his, they walked along the terrace and around the great, moon-whitened wings of the house on to the road that swept in an oval before it.


  “Do you really like us?” she said, as they walked on down the road away from the house under a deep, nocturnal mystery of great trees through which the moonlight shone and swarmed upon the earth in mottles of light. “Don’t you like Joel? Don’t you think he’s grand?”


  “I—I think he’s the best fellow in the world,” he said. “He’s—he’s just too good!”


  “Oh, he’s a saint,” she said in her quiet, sweet voice. “There was never any one like him: he’s the loveliest person I’ve ever known. ... Aren’t people wonderful?” she said, and turned and paused in the moonlit road and looked at him. “I mean, there are a lot of mean ones ... and useless ones ... and sort of shabby ones like ... like—well, like some of those people there tonight ... but there’s something good in all of them—even poor little Howard Martin has something sweet and good in him: he has a kind heart—he really has—he wants to be amusing and to entertain people, he wants every one to be happy and have a good time. ... And when you meet some one like Joel, it makes up for everything else, doesn’t it? ... Or George Thornton—don’t you like him? Don’t you think he’s a grand person, too?”


  “He—seems fine,” he answered with some difficulty. “I—I never met him till tonight.”


  “Oh, you’ll love him when you get to know him,” the girl said earnestly. “—Everybody does. ... He’s another saint, just like Joel ... and he’s so brave, and kind, and good—and his life has been so terrible.”


  “Terrible? I—I thought he said——”


  “Oh, he is, darling—he does have everything that way—money, I mean. He’s terribly rich: one of the richest young men in the world. ... Only he doesn’t spend it on himself, he gives it all away and then ... you see, darling, George has had an unhappy life of it from the beginning. ... His father died a raving madman, there’s been insanity in his family for generations back, his mother was a horrible woman who deserted him when he was a child and ran off with a man, and he was brought up by an aunt—his father’s sister—who was half cracked herself. ... Now he lives all alone on this big place that he’s inherited—he has one brother, Dick, who is two years older than he is—and he has spent practically his whole life in looking after Dick.”


  “Looking after him?”


  “Yes,” the girl said quietly, “—Dick is insane too—a raving maniac; they have guards for him, they have to watch him every minute of the time—when George comes to see him, Dick tries to kill him. ... And George loves him, he’d give his life for him, he does everything he can to make Dick happy—and Dick hates him so that he’d kill him if he could. ... And George has this thing hanging over him all the time, he can’t forget about it for a moment, it’s made his whole life wretched, and yet you’d never know it when you talk to him: he never mentions it, he’s always the same to people,—always kind and good and gentle, never thinking of himself.”


  “I see. And is that the reason why he studies all these different philosophies—Christ and Socrates and Confucius?—”


  “Yes,” she said quietly. “—And Buddha. I think so. ... He would never admit it ... he has never said so ... and of course no one could ask him. ... But I think that’s the reason. ... There’s something ... something desperate ... lost ... in his eyes sometimes,” she said slowly, after a pause. “... It’s ... it’s not good to look at ... it’s ... I imagine it’s like the look you would see in the eyes of a drowning man.”


  “And you think that he may be afraid of ... of insanity?”


  She was silent for a moment, and did not answer him directly.


  “He’s been studying Buddhism for the last two years,” she said. “He’s had all kinds of people at the house to teach him. ... Hindus, mystics, scholars—learned people ... he’s ... he’s become more and more ... I don’t know,” she said in a puzzled tone. “—I don’t know what you’d call it—sort of mystical.” Again she was silent, and presently added matter-of-factly: “He’s going to India next year.”


  “To study?”


  “Yes, I think so,” the girl said, and again was silent. “Somehow—it’s a dreadful thought, isn’t it?” she said in a low tone after a moment—“But sometimes I have wondered if George would ever come back. ... Perhaps,” she concluded quietly, “... perhaps that is why we all love him so much ... it’s like loving some one who is brave and good and gentle that you know has got to die.”


  For some time they walked on slowly down the moon-white road without further speech.


  “I want you to know Carl, too,” she said. “He seems very cold and strange at first—but that is just his foreign way. He is really one of the loveliest, sweetest people that ever lived. ... You know,” she said presently, “we are going to be married in October.”


  “Yes, I know. Joel told me. ... Will you live here—in this country?”


  “No. I’m afraid not. ... You see, Carl is in the diplomatic service, and they get moved around a great deal. They have to go where they get sent.”


  “And where will you go first? Do you know?”


  “Yes, I think they are sending him to Paris next.”


  “Will you like that? Do you think you’ll like living in Paris?”


  “Of course,” she said with her rich, warm, easy laugh. “I’m awfully easy to please—I like everything—I’m happy anywhere—wherever I am. Is that very bad of me?” she said with a kind and gently teasing smile.


  “No, that’s very good of you. ... Have you ever been to Paris?”


  “Yes,” she cried in a rich, enthusiastic tone, “and I love it. I adore it. I studied music there. Mother and I lived there for two years before I came out.”


  “But now you’ll have to learn Swedish and German and Italian and Spanish and Russian—all those languages—now that you’re getting married to a diplomat. Won’t you?”


  “Yes,” she said with her sweet and careless laugh—“Everything! One must become a regular little walking Berlitz school of languages—only I shan’t mind very much: I’m very stupid, but my husband is so kind and clever I’m sure I’ll learn in spite of everything.”


  “And you’ll live in Paris and Rome and London and Berlin—all those places? Won’t you?”


  “Yes, darling,” she said in her warm, sweet tone that always had something maternal and tolerantly amused in its humor, “—and in Copenhagen and Stockholm and Bucharest and Madrid—even in Pogo Pogo or in China or Peru—wherever they choose to send us. We’ll be two international hoboes, darling—that’s the kind of life we’ll have to lead.”


  “God!” he said bluntly. “It sounds wonderful! What a thing to happen to any one!—and to happen to you at your age! ... But won’t it make all this—this place here—seem awfully far away, and very strange—when you think back on it?”


  “Yes,” the girl said quietly, and added so softly that she seemed to breathe the words—so softly that he could scarcely hear her, “—and quite impossibly lovely!”


  He stared at her in blank astonishment for a minute: she had clasped her hands against her breast in a natural and simple gesture, the moon had made an aureole of magic around the silken strands of her brown hair, and suddenly he noticed that her eyes were bright with tears.


  “Very, very far away,” she said in a low tone, “and enormously beautiful. ... You see,” she said simply, “this is my home. ... I was born here, and I love it.” She was silent for a moment longer, and then she said quietly but in a more matter-of-fact way:


  “Don’t you think our place—this country here—is beautiful?”


  He did not answer her for a moment: at first he was not even conscious that he had heard her. He kept staring at her with a comical expression of gape-jawed and hypnotic fascination. He was conscious of a queer, bewildered and inappropriate feeling of surprise—a kind of numb, absurd wonder that if he had read all the books and poems in the world, and then tried to imagine for himself something as impossibly lovely as this girl and the whole scene around her, he could never, by any soaring stretch of the imagination, have come within a million miles of it.


  Behind her head the moon was making its spun aura of enchanted light, the dress she was wearing was of some sweet gossamer stuff of light moon-blue that seemed spun out of the very substance of the moon itself—to float, to move like some aerial fume of magic smoke, but the girl herself was lovely, sweet and strong as the whole earth around her. She was herself no creature of elves’ fantasy, she was not lithe and slender, fleeting as a nymph: she was a warm, strong-bodied girl, wide in the hips for children, a nature warm and soft and gentle as a cow, but radiant and lovely with fair girlhood, too, and full of sweetness, strength, and tender, jolly humor.


  She stood there in the middle of the white, empty road with the enchanted radiance of the moon upon her, and he stared at her unbelievingly, like a man who meets some vision in a dream, and does not know if he is dreaming or awake, and yet knows all the time that it is real. Then he would take his fascinated gaze away from her, and look down at the moon-white road, and stamp it with his foot, and kick and scurf the ground of the moon-white road to see if it was real, and then lift his head and look at her again, and turn and see the great, sweet fields and meadows dreaming in the moonlight, and cows down upon their knees, facing toward him with their strange and silent stare, or faced one way and grazing towards him through the moon pastures with sweet, wrenching pull of teeth; and then he would see the dark and sleeping woods of night, with all their mystery and loveliness and wild and solemn joy, and secret terror, and all the grand and casual folds and convolutions of the sleeping, moon-enchanted earth, and far away the moon-blaze and wink, the herring glamour, and the dancing scallop fires, and all the darkness, coolness, and the velvet-breasted mystery of the strange and silent river, the haunted river, the great Hudson River, drawing on forever from the dark and secret earth the sources of its depthless tides, and in the night-time, in the dark, with soundless movings of its tide, drawing on forever like time and silence past the strange and secret land, the mysterious earth, the sleeping cities and the lost and lonely little towns of dark America.


  It was all so strange, so impossibly lovely, so hauntingly familiar—the grand and casual landscape of America—and it seemed past words and past belief, to be so much a part of this girl’s life, and she a part of it, that all the haunting mystery of the secret earth, the silent river, and all its sweetness, fragrance and fertility, its casual homeliness, and its unuttered loveliness had entered into her, had fed her life, had shaped her to its special quality, and like a solemn music was mixed into the conduits of her blood and life and soul forever, so that now he could not bear to see her taken from it, he felt a cruel and ruinous loss and waste in this destructive separation—a loss that touched not only this girl’s life, but the life of the great earth and all America as well—a loss as if a rare and glorious flower were brutally uprooted from the only earth that could produce or nurture it and which would henceforth be, by reason of its treasured loss, bereft. And feeling so, a blind and bitter resentment surged up in his heart, his whole life and spirit was set against her going, and in his soul an unforgiving and protesting voice kept saying doggedly:


  “Why has she got to go? Why must she be lost? Why does she have to go and marry that damned Swede?”


  In the great moon-drenched field beside the road, the cows were moving towards them slowly, grazing, pulling the fragrant meadow grass of night with sweet, cool wrenching, with rustling stir, and with whisking of dry tails.


  The girl walked over to the wire fence, and one of the cows, after regarding her with its grave, gentle stare, moved slowly towards her, rattling the fence wires as it thrust its gentle, bending head across the fence and nuzzled her soft palm.


  “She seems to know you,” said the youth.


  “Yes,” the girl answered. “I know them all by name, they all know me. I gave them all their names: this one’s Brindle. Aren’t they lovely creatures?” she said quietly, as she stroked the cow. “Such—such—gentle pets,” she said, “with their kind looks and great, soft eyes. They all know me, and will come to me when I call their names.”


  The other cows, indeed, were now standing still, faced toward her, looking at her with slow, gaunt, and gentle heads. Now, slowly, they started to move toward her, making a cool, sweet rustling through night grasses as they came. The moonlight burst upon their short, curved horns, it burst upon the rich bright patches of their mottled hides, upon their stringy, dung-bespattered rumps, their soft eyes, and the slow, gentle wonder of their long, gaunt heads.


  And it was all so wonderful—the sleeping woods, the moon-enchanted fields, the slow, light grazings of the moonlit cows, and all the fragrance of the night, the grass, the clover and the meadow spells, and the magic warmth and loveliness of the girl, and her sweet, low voice beside him in the moonlight—that it seemed to him that all his life had been a prelude and a preparation to this wonder. He did not know what he could say, it came swelling up in a wild flood of tenderness and passion, he felt that he must tell her somehow, and he had no words for saying it; he seized her hands, and stammered:


  “Look here—if I live to be a million years I’ll never—the way the river was tonight, the moon, and the way Joel met me and then finding you and your mother and your friends there in the moonlight—and the river down below—and now this walk with you—this road—the field—and all these cows there in the field—and you here—why, by God!” he cried thickly, incoherently, “you are the finest girl I ever saw in all my life!—this place—tonight here—the most wonderful——”


  “Come on,” she said quietly, with her warm, young laugh, and took him by the arm again. “We must be going back:—the others will be waiting for us—but it has been lovely, hasn’t it?”


  “Why,” he muttered thickly and seized her hand again, “—why! By God! By God!”


  When they got back to the house, the guests had risen for departure, but were standing in an interested group around George Thornton, who was showing them gymnastics.


  “Another thing,” he was saying, in his very quiet, pleasant, toneless voice, “—another thing that you can try is this.” With these words he stretched his slight and graceful figure—which was as tough as hickory and as flexible as a whip—flat out upon the bricked floor of the terrace.


  “Try this some time,” he continued in his quiet, even tone that had a curiously hushed, still and almost sombre penetration in the deep moon-silence of the night. “Try lying flat out on your back sometime—like this.” And he lay there, small, graceful, beautifully lithe, completely relaxed.


  “And then what?” said Mrs. Pierce in an interested tone. “What do you do then, George?”


  “Nothing,” he said with toneless quiet. “You just lie there—it relaxes you: a Hindu showed me how to do it.”


  “Oh, but any one could do that!” Howard Martin protested, in his mannered and rather effeminate voice. “Even I could do that, George.”


  “It’s not as easy as you think,” George said. “You see,” he went on quietly, “it’s really a greater effort to be relaxed than most of us realize. Most of us are all tied up in a knot—so much more tense than we know we are. The thing you’ve got to do,” he went on with his quiet and fatal tonelessness, “is to relax—utterly relax—just let everything relax. You’ve got to lie so that everything—the back of your head, your shoulders, your spinal column—the whole thing—lies flat upon the floor. Like this,” he said, and just lay there, small, fragile, beautifully lithe and strong, and utterly, quietly, “relaxed”—his voice coming with a quiet and strange penetration from a figure that seemed inanimate. “—It’s not easy to do, but you can master it if you try.”


  “Oh, let me see! I’m going to try!” little Howard Martin cried with the good-natured and unself-conscious eagerness that was really one of his attractive and appealing qualities. And completely unruffled by the laughter of the group, he immediately lay down and stretched himself out beside George, his dapper little figure looking indescribably comical as he tried to follow George’s instructions and imitate his posture:


  “How’s that, George?” he said presently, without moving. “Have I got it?”


  George turned and observed him keenly for a moment:


  “No,” he said quietly, “you haven’t got it yet, Howard. You see, you’ve got to flatten out completely. You’ve just got to let everything go limp—relax—so that your whole back is flat upon the ground.”


  “But I am flat! I am flat!” little Howard protested in such a mincing and comical tone of protest that every one burst out in hearty laughter, and even George smiled his fine, rare, and grave smile. “My God!” Howard said in an agonized tone when the laughter had subsided, “if I was any flatter I’d feel like a pancake.”


  “No, Howard,” George Thornton said quietly after another moment of observant silence. “You haven’t got it yet. You see, your back is really arched—you’re not relaxed—your back is not upon the floor—the thing is to make yourself lie out as flat as a board—like this,” and with the fingers of his strong, small, bronzed hand he gently but firmly pushed Howard’s stomach down towards the floor. Howard grunted protestingly but lay there after George had taken his hand away, and George, after looking at him closely for a moment, nodded approvingly and said:


  “Yes, that’s better. You’re getting it now. But you’ve really got to practice every day. It looks easy, but it’s hard to do.”


  “But, George,” Mrs. Pierce broke in, as Howard scrambled to his feet, “—what I’m interested in knowing is how you keep that beautiful, strong athlete’s figure that you’ve got! And that dancer’s waist! My dear sir, that is the curse of a woman’s life: so if you can tell me what to do to take it off around the waist and hips I’ll be eternally grateful to you.”—She was, as a matter of fact, herself as lean and well-conditioned as a race-horse, but George, still lying flat upon the floor, answered quietly:


  “Did you ever try this, Ida? I think you’ll find it very useful for keeping the waist down.—You lie flat on your back—like this. You keep your arms flat at your sides—you mustn’t raise them or lift your head. You keep your legs straight—you mustn’t bend them at the knees—and then,” slowly, and with a sense of infinite, hard-muscled power and lean endurance, he suited the action to the words, “you raise your legs to right angles with your body—straighten out again—raise—straighten—raise—straighten—raise—straighten—if you do that a hundred times a day, when you get up and when you go to bed, I don’t think you’ll ever be troubled by fat around the waist,” he concluded quietly.


  “I know,” Joel whispered, nodding with vigorous agreement. “I’ve tried that. That’s a good one. But a hundred times is a lot! It’s more than most people can do at first.”


  “Yes,” said George quietly. “But you get used to it if you do it every day! I can do it a hundred times with no difficulty whatever,” he concluded quietly.


  “Oh, of course!” Joel whispered instantly. “But then, you’re hard as a rock, George. You can do anything.”


  “But that doesn’t look hard,” Howard said again with blithe confidence. “Oh, I just know that I can do that one,” he said mincingly. And without further ado, while every one laughed, he stretched himself out again, extended his dapper flannelled legs as George instructed him, and then slowly raised them, lowered them, raised them again with such a painful grunt that every one burst out again in hearty laughter. After the fourth effort he was through, admitting defeat with a painful “Gosh! If I had to do that for a hundred times I’d be ready for the undertaker,” and scrambled to his feet again.


  “Then,” said George in his quiet, pleasant tone, “I think you’ll find this one good, Ida, for strengthening the muscles of the back and stomach. You arch,” he said, “you arch with the neck and feet—like this,” and instantly his strong, frail, beautifully proportioned figure was arched as lithely and gracefully as a bow, “—you come down slow like this,” he said, and sank slowly toward the ground, “you arch again like this”—again the light and graceful human bow.


  “Oh, but that looks terribly hard to do, George!” Mrs. Pierce protested. “I could never learn to do that: it’s a regular circus stunt.”


  “No,” he said in his quiet and toneless fashion, “you could do it, Ida. Of course, it is hard at first, but it would come with practice. ... It makes you very strong,” he went on with a completely detached matter-of-factness. “Do you see that?” He arched his whip-cord body again and held it in that posture—“I could keep that up indefinitely—it makes you hard as nails,” he went on quietly, and without an atom of vanity or self-consciousness. “I could support the whole weight of a man’s body there without any difficulty—and lift him, too.”


  “Not really!” Joel whispered in an astounded tone. “Simply incredible!”


  “But not at all,” said George quietly. “It’s the easiest thing on earth if you’re used to it. Come here, Howard,” he said quietly, without moving from his arched position. “Sit down on me.”


  “Sit down on you?” said Howard, in a comically bewildered tone. “Where, George?”


  “On my stomach,” George replied. “Go on,” he said, smiling his fine, grave smile at sight of Howard’s hesitation. “It’s all right. You won’t hurt me at all. Sit down.”


  “Like—like this?” said Howard, and squatted gingerly and gently, settling down finally upon George’s arched stomach and looking about with such a comically troubled and inquiring expression that every one burst out in hearty laughter again. “Is that all right?” he said, turning anxiously and looking down at his supporter.


  “Yes, perfectly,” said George. “Now draw your knees up and hold them with your arms so that your whole weight is on me. ... Good! ... Now! Are you ready? ... One, two ... One, two ... One, two,” his lithe, whip-cord figure rose and fell, arched and straightened, with little Howard sitting on top of him, and looking around with the expression of a frightened, huddled mannikin. When the demonstration was finished, both young men got to their feet, and Joel’s face could be seen raised in an expression of radiant admiration, his voice could be heard in an astounded whisper, saying:


  “Simply incredible!”


  And Mrs. Pierce, her voice stronger, more powerful, and penetrating, in slow, decisive declaration:


  “George! I—think—that—is—the—most—astonishing—I think—that—is—the—most——”


  Words failed her, and as she looked at him, standing quietly composed before her, with all his beautiful, lithe grace and stillness, he smiled his grave, rare smile, and displayed his only playful raillery of the evening:


  “But really, Ida,” he said quietly, as he smiled his fine, slow smile at her, “if you’re worried about that girlish figure you ought to try this sometime.” With these words he bent over backward, as lithe and limber as a whip, and with his fingers arched upon the floor, suddenly, with effortless grace and speed, and without moving an inch from his position, whirled off a dozen brilliant cartwheels that would have done credit to a circus tumbler.


  He came gracefully, unweariedly erect again, to standing posture, amid an ovation of breathlessly uttered wonder, frank applause.


  But now the time had come for parting: there was the sound of a motor in the drive before the house, in a moment a maid-servant came quietly out upon the terrace and informed Miss Telfair that her car had come. She gathered her evening cloak about her fragile, ivory shoulders—that were somehow like a piece of her own rare porcelain—thrust her hand out towards Mrs. Pierce in swift and firm farewell, and turned saying in her crisp, incisive voice: “Well, children, I’m departing ... Joel,” she said, pausing a moment as she went, “I shall expect you and your young friend at my house for tea tomorrow.”


  “And are you coming to the pool tomorrow morning, Margaret?” Mrs. Pierce called after her.


  “That, my dear, I couldn’t tell you,” she said, going. “If I do not get a call from town. We shall see what we shall see—good-night, all,” and she went through the moonlit door into the house.


  [¬]


  LXI


  Mrs. Pierce stood at the foot of the stairs surveying this young stranger from the outside world with a tolerant but glacially detached smile of impersonal curiosity:


  “... Joel tells me that you like to stay up all night and prowl around. What do you do on these prowling expeditions?”


  He wanted to answer her with simple eloquence and grace and warmth, he wanted to paint a picture of his midnight wanderings that would hold her there in fascinated interest, but the glacial impersonality of the woman’s smile, the proud and haughty magnificence of her person, froze all the ardors of enthusiasm and conviction with which, he felt, he might have spoken, it even seemed to numb and thicken the muscles of his tongue, and he stood there gaping at her awkwardly, cutting a sorry figure, and flushing crimson with anger and vexation at his lame, stupid, halting tongue, and stammered out, replying:


  “I—I walk,” he mumbled. “I—I take walks.”


  “You—what?” she said kindly enough, but sharply, with a kind of peremptory authority that told him that she must already be growing weary and impatient of his stammering, incoherent speech, his mumbling awkwardness:


  “Oh—walk!” she cried, with an air of swift enlightenment, as if her puzzled mind had just succeeded in translating his jargon. “Oh,” she said quietly, and looked at him for a moment steadily with her fixed and glacial smile, “you do.”


  It seemed to him that those brief words were already pregnant with a cold indifferent dismissal: in them he seemed to feel the impregnable indifference of her cold detachment—the yawning gulf that separated her life from his. Already it seemed to him that she had turned away from him, dismissing him as not worthy even of such amused attention as she had given him. But after a moment, as she continued to look at him with her brilliant, glacial, detached, yet not unkindly smile, she continued:


  “And what do you do on these walks? Where do you go?”


  —Where? Where? Where indeed? His mind groped desperately over the whole nocturnal pattern of the city—over the lean, gaunt webbing of Manhattan with the barren angularity of its streets, the splintered, glacial soar of its terrific buildings, and the silent, frozen harshness of its streets of old brown houses, grimy brick and rusty, age-encrusted stone.


  Oh, he thought that he could tell her all that could be told, that youth could know, that any man had ever known about night and time and darkness, and about the city’s dark and secret heart, and what lay buried in the dark and secret heart of all America. He thought that he could tell her all that any man could ever know about the huge, attentive secrecy of night, and of man’s silent heart of buried, waiting, and intolerable desire, about the thing that waits there in the night-time in America, that lies buried at the city’s secret heart of night, the mute and single tongue of man’s intolerable desire, the silence of his single heart in all its overwhelming eloquence, the great tide flowing in the hearts of men, as dark and as mysterious as the great, unceasing river, the thing that waits and does not speak and is forever silent and that knows forever, and that has no words to say, no tongue to speak, and that unites six million celled and lonely sleepers at the heart of night and silence, in the great dark tide of the unceasing river, and of all our buried songs of hope and joy and wild desire that live forever in the heart of night and of America.


  Yes, he thought that he could tell her all of this, but when he spoke, with thickened tongue, a numb and desperate constraint, all that he could mutter thickly was: “I—I walk.”


  “But where?” she said, a trifle more sharply, still looking at him with her glacial, curious smile. “That’s what I’d like to know. Where do you go? What do you see that’s so interesting? What do you find that’s worth staying up all night for? Where do you go when you make these expeditions?” she again demanded. “Up to Broadway?”


  “Yes,” he mumbled thickly, “—sometimes—and—and sometimes—I go down town.”


  “Down town?” the cool incisive inflection of the voice, the glacial gray-green of the eye bored through him like a steel-blue drill. “Downtown where? To the Battery?”


  “Y-y-yes—sometimes. ... And—and along the East Side, too,” he mumbled.


  “Where?” she cried sharply, smiling, but manifestly impatient with his mumbled, tongue-tied answers. “Oh—the East Side!” she cried again, with the air of glacial enlightenment. “—In the tenement section!”


  “Yes—yes,” he stumbled on desperately, “—and along Fourteenth Street and Second Avenue—and Grand Street—and—and Delancey—and—and the Bowery—and all the docks and piers and all,” he blurted out, conscious of Joel’s eager, radiant smile of hopeful kindness, and the miserable clown he was making of himself.


  “But I should think you would find all that dreadfully boring.” Mrs. Pierce’s voice was now tinged with cool and mild surprise. “And awfully ugly, isn’t it? ... I mean, if you’ve got to prowl around at night, you might hunt for something a little more attractive than the East Side, couldn’t you? ... After all, we still have Riverside Drive—I suppose even that has changed a great deal, but in my childhood it was quite a lovely place. Or the Park?” she said, a little more kindly and persuasively. “If you want to take a walk before going to bed, why wouldn’t it be better to take it in the Park—where you could see an occasional tree or a little grass. ... Or even Fifth Avenue and around Washington Square—that used to be quite pleasant! But the East Side! Heavens! My dear boy, what on earth do you ever find in a place like that to interest you?”


  He was absolutely speechless, congealed, actually terrified by the haughty magnificence, the glacial and almost inhuman detachment, of her person. His mouth gaped, he gulped, his lips quivered and made soundless efforts for a moment, and then he stammered:


  “You—you find—you find—p-p-p-people there,” he said.


  “People?” Again, her thin eyebrows arched in fine surprise. “But of course you find people there! You find people everywhere you go. ... Only,” she added, “I shouldn’t think you’d find many people anywhere at two o’clock in the morning. I should think most of them would be in bed—even on the East Side.”


  “They—they stay up late over there.”


  “But why?” she now cried with a good-natured but frank impatience. “That’s just what I’m trying to find out! ... What’s it all about? What’s all the shooting for?” she said humorously, repeating a phrase which was in current use at that time. “—What’s the big attraction? What do they find to do that’s so interesting that it can keep them out of bed half through the night? ... Really,” she cried, “if it’s so amusing as all that, I think I’ll go and have a look myself. What do they do?” she again insisted. “That’s what I want to know.”


  “They—they sit around and talk.”


  “But where? Where?” she now cried with frank despair. “My dear boy, that’s what I want you to tell me.”


  “Oh, in—in lunch-rooms—and restaurants—and speakeasies—and—and places like that.”


  “Yes,” she nodded, with an air of satisfaction. “Good. At least, we have that settled. And you go to these places, too—and sit around—and watch—and listen to them. Is that it?”


  “Yes,” he said helplessly, nodding, her words suddenly making all this restless and unceasing explanation of the night seem reasonless, foolish, pitifully absurd, “sometimes.”


  “And what kind of people do you find in those places?” she said curiously. “I’ve often wondered what kind of people go there.”


  Kind? He stared at her foolishly with gaping jaw, and gaped and muttered wordlessly, and could not find a word to say to her. Kind? Great God, what word could ever shape them, what phrase could ever utter the huge swarm and impact of just one moment, out of all those million swarming memories of kaleidoscopic night! Kind? Great God, the kind of all the earth, the kind of the whole world, the unnumbered, nameless, swarming, and illimitable kind that make all living! Kind? The mongrel compost of a hundred races—the Jews, the Irish, the Italians, and the niggers, the Swedes, the Germans, the Lithuanians and the Poles, the Russians, Czechs, and Greeks, the Syrians, Turks and Armenians, the nameless hodge-podge of the Balkans, as well as Chinese, Japs, and dapper little Filipinos—a hundred tongues, a thousand tribes, unnumbered colonies of life, all poured in through the lean gateways of the sea, all poured in upon that rock of life, to join the countless freightage of that ship of living stone, all nurtured and sustained upon the city’s strong breast,—a thousand kinds, a single substance, all fused and joined there at the heart of night, all moving with that central, secret and dynamic energy, all wrought and woven in, with all their swarming variousness, into the great web of America—with all its clamor, naked struggle, blind and brutal strife, with all its violence, ignorance, and cruelty, and with its terror, joy, and mystery, its undying hope, its everlasting life.


  All he could do was gape and mumble foolishly again, and stammer finally: “There—there are all kinds, I guess,” and plunge on desperately, “and then—and then—there are the wharves and piers and docks—the Battery and the City Hall—and then—and then,” he stumbled on, “—the Bridge—the Bridge is good.”


  “The Bridge?” Again the pencilled brows of arched surprise, the glacial curiosity. “What bridge?”


  What bridge? Great God, the only bridge, the bridge of power, life and joy, the bridge that was a span, a cry, an ecstasy—that was America. What bridge? The bridge whose wing-like sweep that was like space and joy and ecstasy was mixed like music in his blood, would beat like flight and joy and triumph through the conduits of his life forever. What bridge? The bridge whereon at night he had walked and stood and watched a thousand times, until every fabric of its soaring web was inwrought in his memory, and every stone of its twin terrific arches was in his heart, and every living sinew of its million cabled nerves had throbbed and pulsed in his own spirit like his soul’s anatomy.


  “The—the Brooklyn Bridge,” he mumbled. “The—the Bridge is good.”


  “Good? How do you mean—good?” The glacial and amused inquiry pierced his consciousness again with confusion, numb paralysis of speech, and incoherence. And at this moment Joel, seeing his agonizing embarrassment, came to his rescue with the exquisite, radiant kindliness that was the constant evidence of his fine character.


  “Um. Yes,” he could hear Joel whispering in a thoughtful and convinced way. “He’s dead right about it, Mums. I’ve gone with him once or twice—and the Bridge is good! ... And the East Side has good things in it, too,” he whispered generously. “I saw some good bits there—street corners, a store front, alleys—there’s good color—I’d like to go back sometime and paint it.”


  For the first time Mrs. Pierce broke into a robust, free and hearty laugh.


  “Joel!” she cried. “You can get the most insane notions in your head of any boy I ever knew! If I didn’t watch you, I believe you’d be painting ash-cans! ... My dear boy,” she said, laughing, “you’d better stick to what you’re doing. I don’t think you’ve had much experience with low-life—if that’s what you want I’ll find plenty of it for you right here in Rhinekill or on the farm. ... If you want low-life,” here she paused and laughed heartily again, “go down to Granny’s tomorrow and paint the expression of those nine maids of hers when she tells them she’s decided to bob their hair because it fits in so nicely with the new decoration—Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah!”—Mrs. Pierce cast back her head and laughed again, a full free hearty laugh of robust humor, in which Joel joined enthusiastically, almost suddenly, with a face radiant with glee—“I’d just like to be there when she tells them, that’ll be low-life enough,” she said.


  “Simply incredible!” Joel whispered, his face still radiant with its gleeful merriment.


  “But no,” his mother went on more casually, and with humorous tolerance. “—You finish up what you’re doing first—finish those screens you’re doing for Madge Telfair—then we’ll talk about low-life. ... But I hardly think your talent lies in that direction,” she said good-humoredly but with an ironically knowing smile. “I haven’t been your mother all these years without finding out something about your abilities—and I hardly think they lie in that direction. So you just stick to what you’re doing for the present—and if there’s any low-life to be done, just let me do the choosing. ... Well, then, good-night,” she said quietly, kindly, and good-naturedly to the young man, as she turned to go upstairs. “Joel has told me so much about your nocturnal habits that I was curious to meet you and find out what you did. I’m glad to get the mystery cleared up. ... I suppose,” she said, with an idle and detached curiosity, “that when one is all alone and knows no one in the city, he is driven to do almost anything for amusement. ... Where are you from?” she said curiously.


  “From—from the South,” he answered.


  “Oh,” she stared at him a moment longer with her cold, fixed smile. “Yes,” she said, “I can see you are. I thought so. ... Well, children,” she said with an air of finality, “you can burn the candle at both ends if that’s what you want to do—go out and bay the moon, if you like—but not too near the house,” she said good-naturedly. “Your mother’s going to bed. ... Joel,” she said quietly, “you’ll be in to see me, of course, before you turn in.”


  “Yes, Mums,” he whispered, eager, radiant, his tall, thin figure bent forward reverentially as he looked up at her, his eyebrows arching with their characteristic expression of fine surprise.—“But of course!” he said.


  “Very well,” she said quietly. “And now good-night to all of you.”


  Turning, she went swiftly up the stairs, a tall, magnificently haughty figure of a woman, holding rustling and luxurious skirts.


  “And now,” Joel whispered, when his mother had departed, “I’ll show you your room—and how to find the kitchen—and tell you anything you want to know—and after that,” he whispered, laughing and stroking his head, “you can do as you please, stay up as long as you like—but I’m going to bed.”


  With these words he took his guest’s valise and started up the stairs. The young man followed him: he had been given a room on the second floor on the river side of the house. It was a magnificent spacious room so richly, softly carpeted that the foot sank down with velvet firmness to a noiseless tread. The quality of the room was the quality of the whole house—a kind of château-like grandeur and solidity, combined with the warmth, comfort and simplicity of a country house. Joel pressed buttons, flooding the great room with light. The wide and snowy covers of the great bed had been drawn back for the night. It was a bed fit for a king, and long and spacious enough for a man of seven feet: it waited there with a kind of still embrace, a silent and yet animate invitation that was eloquent with the promise of a strange and sweet repose.


  Joel opened the door of the bathroom—it was a miracle of shining tile and creamy porcelain and gleaming silver and heavy, robe-like towels. Then Joel raised the shades, drew the curtains apart and opened the window: the fragrance of the night came in slowly, sustaining gauzy curtains on its breath of coolness like a cloud of gossamer. And through the opened window was revealed anew the haunting loneliness of that enchanted landscape: the vast sweep of velvet-rounded lawn that slept in moonlight, and the sleeping and moon-haunted woods below and to each side, and down below them in the distance the great wink and scallop-dance and dark unceasing mystery of the lovely and immortal river—a landscape such as one might see in dreams, in dreams forever haunted by the thought of home.


  The feeling of happiness that filled the youth was so grand, so wonderful and so overpowering that he could not speak. It seemed that all his life he had dreamed of one day finding such a life as this, and now that he had found it, it seemed to him that all he had dreamed was but a poor and shabby counterfeit of this reality—all he had imaged as a boy in his unceasing visions of the shining city, and of the glamorous men and women, the fortunate, good, and happy life that he would find there, seemed nothing but a shadowy and dim pre-figurement of the radiant miracle of this actuality.


  It was not merely the wealth, the luxury and the comfort of the scene that filled his heart with a sense of joy and victory. Far more than this, it was the feeling that this life of wealth, and luxury and comfort was so beautiful and right and good. At the moment it seemed to him to be the life for which all men on the earth are seeking, about which all men living dream, toward which all the myriads of the earth aspire; and the thing, above all, which made this life seem so beautiful and good was the conviction that filled him at that moment of its essential incorruptible righteousness. It seemed to him to be the most wonderful and beautiful life on earth, not only because it existed for the comfort and the soul-enrichment of its choice few, but because it stood there as a beacon and a legend in the hearts of all men living—a symbol of what all life on earth should be, a promise of what every man on earth should have.


  In that blind surge of youth and joy, the magic of that unbelievable discovery, he could not estimate the strange and bitter chance of destiny, nor ravel out that grievous web, that dense perplexity. He could not see how men had groped and toiled and mined, and grown blind and bent and gray, deep in the dark bowels of the earth, to wreak this moonlight loveliness upon a hill; nor know how men had sweat and women worked, how youth had struck its fire and grown old, how hope and faith and even love had died, how many nameless lives had labored, grieved, and come to naught in order that this fragile image of compacted night, this priceless distillation of its rare and chosen loveliness, should blossom to a flower of moonlight beauty on a hill.


  Joel took him downstairs to the kitchen before telling him good-night. They crossed the hall, and passed through the great dining room. It was also a noble gleaming room of white, as grand and spacious as a room in a château, but warm, and familiar, comforting as home. Then they passed through a service corridor that connected the kitchen and the pantry with the dining-room, and instantly he found himself in another part of this enchanted world—the part that cooked and served and with viewless grace, and magic stealth and instancy—performed the labors of this enchanted house.


  It was such a kitchen as he had never seen before—a kitchen such as he had never dreamed possible. In its space, its order, its astounding cleanliness, it had the beauty of a great machine—a machine of tremendous power, fabulous richness and complexity—which in its ordered magnificence, its vast readiness, had the clear and glittering precision of a geometric pattern. Even the stove—a vast hooded range as large as those in a great restaurant—glittered with the groomed perfection of a racing motor. There was, as well, an enormous electric stove that was polished like a silver ornament, the pots and pans were hung in gleaming rows, in vast but orderly profusion ranging from great copper kettles big enough to roast an ox to little pans and skillets just large enough to poach an egg, but all hung there in regimented order, instant readiness, shining like mirrors, scrubbed and polished into gleaming disks, the battered cleanliness of well-used copper, seasoned iron and heavy steel.


  The great cupboards were crowded with huge stacks of gleaming china ware and crockery, enough to serve the needs of a hotel. And the long kitchen table, as well as the chairs and woodwork of the room, was white and shining as a surgeon’s table: the sinks and drains were blocks of creamy porcelain, clean scrubbed copper, shining steel.


  It would be impossible to describe in detail the lavish variety, the orderly complexity, the gleaming cleanliness of that great room, but the effect it wrought upon his senses was instant and overwhelming. It was one of the most beautiful, spacious, thrilling, and magnificently serviceable rooms that he had ever seen: everything in it was designed for use, and edged with instant readiness; there was not a single thing in the room that was not needed, and yet its total effect was to give one a feeling of power, space, comfort, rightness and abundant joy.


  The pantry shelves were crowded to the ceiling with the growing treasure of a lavish victualling—an astounding variety and abundance of delicious foods, enough to stock a grocery store, or to supply an Arctic expedition—but the like of which he had never seen, or dreamed of, in a country house before.


  Everything was there, from the familiar staples of a cook’s necessities to every rare and toothsome dainty that the climates and the markets of the earth produce. There was food in cans, and food in tins, and food in crocks, and food in bottles. There were—in addition to such staple products of the canning art as corn, tomatoes, beans and peas, pears, plums and peaches, such rarer relishes, as herrings, sardines, olives, pickles, mustard, relishes, anchovies. There were boxes of glacéd crystalline fruits from California, and little wickered jars of sharp-spiced ginger fruit from China: there were expensive jellies green as emerald, red as rubies, smoother than whipped cream, there were fine oils and vinegars in bottles, and jars of pungent relishes of every sort, and boxes of assorted spices. There was everything that one could think of, and everywhere there was evident the same scrubbed and gleaming cleanliness with which the kitchen shone, but here there was as well, that pungent, haunting, spicy odor that pervades the atmosphere of pantries—a haunting and nostalgic fusion of delicious smells whose exact quality it is impossible to define, but which has in it the odors of cinnamon, pepper, cheese, smoked ham, and cloves.


  When they got into the kitchen they found Rosalind there: she was standing by the long white table drinking a glass of milk. Joel, in the swift and correct manner with which he gave instructions, at once eager, gentle and decisive, began to show his guest around.


  “And look,” he whispered with his soft, and yet incisive slowness, as he opened the heavy shining doors of the great refrigerator—“here’s the icebox: if you find anything there you like, just help yourself——”


  Food! Food, indeed! The great icebox was crowded with such an assortment of delicious foods as he had not seen in many years: just to look at it made the mouth begin to water, and aroused the pangs of a hunger so ravenous and insatiate that it was almost more painful than the pangs of bitter want. One was so torn with desire and greedy gluttony as he looked at the maddening plenty of that feast that his will was rendered almost impotent. Even as the eye glistened and the mouth began to water at the sight of a noble roast of beef, all crisp and crackly in its cold brown succulence, the attention was diverted to a plump broiled chicken, whose brown and crackly tenderness fairly seemed to beg for the sweet and savage pillage of the tooth. But now a pungent and exciting fragrance would assail the nostrils: it was the smoked pink slices of an Austrian ham—should it be brawny bully beef, now, or the juicy breast of a white tender pullet, or should it be the smoky pungency, the half-nostalgic savor of the Austrian ham? Or that noble dish of green lima beans, now already beautifully congealed in their pervading film of melted butter; or that dish of tender stewed young cucumbers; or those tomato slices, red and thick and ripe, and heavy as a chop; or that dish of cold asparagus, say; or that dish of corn; or, say, one of those musty fragrant, deep-ribbed cantaloupes, chilled to the heart, now, in all their pink-fleshed taste and ripeness; or a round thick slab cut from the red ripe heart of that great watermelon; or a bowl of those red raspberries, most lucious and most rich with sugar, and a bottle of that thick rich cream which filled one whole compartment of that treasure-chest of gluttony, or——


  What shall it be now? What shall it be? A snack! A snack!—Before we prowl the meadows of the moon to-night, and soak our hearts in the moonlight’s magic and the visions of our youth—what shall it be before we prowl the meadows of the moon? Oh, it shall be a snack, a snack—hah! hah!—it shall be nothing but a snack because—hah! hah!—you understand, we are not hungry and it is not well to eat too much before retiring—so we’ll just investigate the icebox as we have done so oft at midnight in America—and we are the moon’s man, boys—and all that it will be, I do assure you, will be something swift and quick and ready, something instant and felicitous, and quite delicate and dainty—just a snack!


  I think—now let me see—h’m, now!—well, perhaps I’ll have a slice or two of that pink Austrian ham that smells so sweet and pungent and looks so pretty and so delicate there in the crisp garlands of the parsley leaf!—and yes, perhaps, I’ll have a slice of this roast beef, as well—h’m now!—yes, I think that’s what I’m going to do—say a slice of red rare meat there at the centre—ah-h! there you are! yes, that’s the stuff, that does quite nicely, thank you—with just a trifle of that crisp brown crackling there to oil the lips and make its passage easy, and a little of that cold but brown and oh—most—brawny gravy—and, yes, sir! I think I will, now that it occurs to me, a slice of that plump chicken—some white meat, thank you, at the breast—ah, there it is!—how sweetly doth the noble fowl submit to the swift and keen persuasion of the knife—and now, perhaps, just for our diet’s healthy balance, a spoonful of those lima beans, as gay as April and as sweet as butter, a tomato slice or two, a speared forkful of those thin-sliced cucumbers—ah! what a delicate and toothsome pickle they do make—what sorcerer invented them, a little corn perhaps, a bottle of this milk, a pound of butter and that crusty loaf of bread—and even this moon-haunted wilderness were paradise enow—with just a snack—a snack—a snack——


  He was aroused from this voluptuous and hypnotic revery by the sound of Rosalind’s warm sweet laugh, her tender and caressing touch upon his arm, and Joel’s soundless and astonished mouth, the eager incandescence of his gleeful smile, his whole face uplifted in its fine and gentle smile, his voice cast in its frequent tone of whispering astonishment:—


  “Simply incredible!” he was whispering to his sister. “I’ve never seen such an expression on any one’s face in all my life! It’s simply diabolical! When he sees food, he looks as if he’s just getting ready to rape a woman!”


  “Do you, darling?” said the girl, with her warm, sweet tolerance of humor. “I’m so glad to know that some one else likes food. I like it, too,” she said with a warm plainness, “when I am married and start having babies I shall eat and eat and eat to my heart’s content—as much as I want to, all the things I ever wanted, till I’m satisfied. ... It’s so wonderful to find some one who will eat! You don’t know how hard it is to have a brother who’s a vegetarian—and who tells me that I’m getting disgustingly fat—and what a horrible thing it is to eat dead animals—like eating corpses. ... Wouldn’t Joel be wonderful if he ate roast beef,” she added with her warm and gentle humor, as she put her arm around her brother’s waist—“he looks so thin and starved, poor thing—like a religious ascetic—doesn’t he?—But then, he’s such a saint as he is—isn’t he?—if he liked food, as well, he’d just have everything—he’d be too perfect.”


  “No, sir,” Joel whispered, shaking his head and laughing with his curiously boyish, almost clumsily naïve, but beautifully engaging good nature—“Not I! ... The rest of you can eat all the dead animals you like—but you don’t catch me doing it! ... I’ll stick to spinach,” he whispered radiantly. “That’s good enough for me.”


  “I know, darling,” she said with a gentle and tolerant sarcasm. “You and Bernard Shaw: if he said baled hay was good for you, you’d believe him, wouldn’t you?”


  He laughed in his soundless, enthusiastic and beautifully generous way, his gaunt starved face lighting up with the gleeful almost diabolically brilliant radiance of his wonderful selfless good-nature.


  Then, turning swiftly to his firmer manner of incisive severity—the direct and earnest concision with which he whispered his instructions—he said abruptly:


  “And look, Gene ... when you finish eating put the lights out: the switch is on the right hand by the door as you go out. ... And stay up as long as you like, go wherever you like, do as you please—you’ll bother no one,” he whispered, “... and a good walk,” he continued abruptly after a moment’s pause, “—is down the road—the way you went with Ros’ tonight—except that you keep on——”


  “Past the cows, darling,” said Rosalind gently. “Past all the lovely cows and barns and meadows of the moon.”


  [¬]


  LXII


  The two young people stopped talking instantly as Eugene came in, Joel got up and shut the door behind him, indicated an easy leather chair, where the author could read his play most comfortably, and sitting down again beside his sister, waited for the play to begin.


  Eugene began to read haltingly, with the difficulty and embarrassed constraint of a young man just beginning to test his powers, exhibiting his talents to the public for the first time, and torn by all the anguish, hope, and fear, the proud incertitude, of youth.


  It was a play called “Mannerhouse,” a title which itself might reveal the whole nature of his error—and its subject was the decline and fall and ultimate extinction of a proud old family of the Southern aristocracy in the years that followed the Civil War, the ultimate decay of all its fortunes and the final acquisition of its proud estate, the grand old columned house that gave the play its name, by a vulgar, coarse and mean, but immensely able member of the rising “lower class.”


  This theme—which, in its general form and implications, was probably influenced a good deal by The Cherry Orchard of Chekhov—was written in a somewhat mixed mood of romantic sentiment, Byronic irony, and sardonic realism. The hero was a rather Byronic character, a fellow who concealed his dark and tender poetry under the mask of a sardonic humor; the love story was colored by defeat and error and departure, and the hero’s final return “years later,” a lonely and nameless wanderer, battered by the world and the wreckage of his life, to the old ruined house in which already the rasping note of the wrecker’s crew was audible, was tempered by the romantic gallantry of Cyrano. The final meeting with the girl—the woman that he loved—their ultimate gallant resignation to fate and age and destiny—was wholly Cyranoic; and the final scene, in which the gigantic faithful negro slave—now an old man, almost blind, but with the savage loyalty and majesty of a race of African kings from whom he is descended—wraps his great arms around the rotting central column of the old ruined house, snaps it in two with a last convulsion of his dying strength, and brings the whole ruined temple thundering down to bury his beloved master, his hated “poor white” enemy the new owner, and himself, beneath its ruins—was obviously a product of the Samson legend.


  In spite of this, there was good stuff in the play, dramatic conflict, moving pageantry. The character of the hard, grasping but immensely able materialist of “the lower class,” the newer South, was well realized—and had been derived from the character of the youth’s own uncle, William Pentland. The scenes between the hero and his father—the leonine and magnificently heroic “General”—were also good; as were those between the hero and Porter, the poor-white capitalist. Even in these romantic, grandly-mannered scenes, he had already begun to use some of the powerful and inimitable materials of life itself and of his own experience: the speech of Porter was the plain, rich, pungent, earthly, strongly colored speech of his mother, of his uncle William Pentland, and of the Pentland tribe.


  But the scenes between the hero and the girl were less successful: the character of the girl was shadowy and uncertain—a kind of phantasmal combination of the characters of Roxane in Cyrano, and Ophelia—and her sweet romantic loveliness, the yearning tenderness of her pure love, did not provide a convincing foil and balance for the sardonic humor, the hard and almost brutal violence of wit, with which the hero masked his pain and love and bitterness and repulsed her advances. (This scene, by the way, was undoubtedly influenced a great deal by the Hamlet and Ophelia situation.)


  Likewise—in various and interesting ways, what he had read and seen and actually experienced had shaped the tone and temper of his play: the character of the pompous and banal old “Major”—the “General’s” contemporary and friend and the father of the heroine—and his conversations with the hero, in which his conventional and pompous character is made the butt for the biting and sardonic gibes of the latter, were also evidently strongly colored with the influence of Polonius and Hamlet. But there was good stuff in these scenes as well, considerable originality and naturalness was shown in the characterization of the old “Major”: he was, for example, trying to support the tottering fortune of a small military school, which his family had established several generations before, and whose gigantic futility, amid this decline of a ruined order and a vanquished system was, in the years after the war, ironically apparent. There was, in fact, much telling satire in this situation, and on the whole it was well managed. Moreover, its “modern” implications were evident: it suggested, for example, the Southerner’s pitiable devotion to a gaudy uniform and military trappings, the profusion of ugly, trivial, cheap and brutal little “military schools” that cover the whole South, even to the present day, like an ugly rash, and whose “You furnish the boy—we send back the man” philosophy is nauseous in its hypocrisy, dishonesty, and cheap pretense.


  There was much more that was good and pungent and original in these scenes between the “Major” and the hero: a great deal of the falseness, hypocrisy and sentimentality of the South was polished off in these episodes, and “the war”—the Civil War—was used effectively as a stalking horse to satirize the great World War of modern times. There was, for example, a good, and original—on the whole, a very true—variation of the Youth-and-Age, Old Man-Young Man conflict that was evident at that period, and that provided the material of so many books and plays and poems of the time.


  In these scenes, it was very forcefully and amusingly shown that the conflict between youth and age had in it an element of mutual hypocrisy, a kind of mutual acceptance of a literary game about youth and age which both young and old knew in their hearts was false, but which both played.


  Thus, when the old “Major” would heave a melancholy sigh, and shaking his head with a doleful and hypocritical regret, would say:


  “Ah yes, my boy! ... We old men have made a sad mess of this world. ... We have betrayed our trust, and showed ourselves unworthy of the confidence you young men have reposed in us. ... We were given the opportunity of making the world a better place in which to live and we have left nothing but ruin, poverty, and misery wherever we went—we have left the world in ashes. ... Now it is for you young men of the world—for youth—glorious, brave and noble-hearted youth——”


  “Ah, youth, youth,” the hero would murmur at this point with a sardonic humor that of course went unnoticed by the pompous old fool to whom it was uttered—and the Major would nod his head in agreement and go on——


  “Yes, youth—brave, generous and devoted youth—it remains for youth to repair the damage that we old men have done, to bind up the nation’s broken wounds, to see to it that the world be made into a fit place for their children to live in, to see that——”


  “Government of the people, by the people and for the people,” the hero would sardonically supply.


  “Yes,” the old Major would agree, “—and that the children of the coming generation may not look at you, as you can look at us, and say—‘What have you done, old men, with your inheritance? What kind of world are you leaving behind you for us young men to inherit? How can you look us in the eyes, old men, when you know that you have been unworthy of your sacred trust—that the young men of the world have been foully tricked, betrayed, dishonored by you old men’——”


  “Why, Major!” the hero would now cry, in mock astonishment, as he ironically applauded. “—This is eloquence! Hear, hear! ... And you are right! Major, you are right! The young men of the world have been betrayed and tricked! Not only tricked—but tr-r-ricked! ... And by whom?” he would inquire with sardonic rhetoric. “Why, by these false, lying, greedy, hypocritical old men who have had the whole world in their keeping and who have reduced it to a shambles for our inheritance! ... Major, who made the war? Who sent us forth to war? ... Why, these old, false, lying, greedy men, of course! ... And who fought the war? ... Why, these brave, gallant, devoted, noble-spirited young men, of course! ... And why did you old men send us forth to war, Major? ... Why, to further your own rapacity, to protect your own ill-gotten wealth, to conquer, ravage, and invade for your own enrichment. ... And how did we go to war, Major? Why, with faith and trust and the purity of a high conviction. ... And how did we come back from war? With hell in our eyes. ... We young men always go to war with faith and trust and the purity of a high conviction. ... And we always come back with hell in our eyes! Why, Major? ... Why, because you false, lying, greedy, selfish, and hypocritical old men of the world have lied to us. ... You always lie to us. And how, Major, in what way do you lie to us? ... Why, Major,” he said solemnly, “you tell us that war is beautiful, ideal, and heroic—that we are going forth to fight for pure ideals, noble faith, ... And what do we find, Major? Why,” he said, as his voice sank to an ironically solemn whisper—“we find that war is really ugly—is really cruel—horrible—base. ... Why, Major, do you know what we young men find when we go to war? We find that men in war actually kill one another. ... Yes, sir,” he would whisper solemnly, “... they shoot one another—they blow one another’s brains out—that’s what they do—why, it’s murder, Major—sheer cold-blooded murder—it’s not what you said it was at all—and all of it because you old greedy, lying, selfish men who make the wars have lied to us and tr-r-ricked us all along!”


  “Ah, my boy,” the old “Major” would answer sorrowfully—“it is a grievous charge you make against us—but I fear—I fear,” here his voice would sink to a dejected whisper—“I fear that it is just.”


  In this way, a telling and satiric irony was derived from this scene, which was well-handled and might have been effective on the stage.


  But the most effective scene of all, perhaps, was in the prologue of this play: here the scene was really splendid, thrilling in its dramatic pageantry, and undoubtedly would have been a very good and moving one upon a stage. The scene was on a hill and showed the building of the great white house—really the founding of a whole society. Before the unfinished house, a gun held cocked and ready in his hands, was standing the stern and silent figure of its founder. And before him, up and down the hill, and in and out of the unfinished house, and past its great unfinished columns, were moving two silent and unceasing files of slaves, powerful black men stripped naked to the waist, bearing upon their heads the heavy burdens of material that would go into the house. And from the house there comes a sound of constant hammering, and night comes, there are the flares of watchfires and the swift and cat-like passing of the great black forms. A moment’s flare of insurrection, the spring of a great negro at the stern and lonely figure of the man, the flash of a knife, and the rebel falls, knocked senseless by a blow from the stock of the master’s gun.


  Then, another white man from the neighboring town—the minister: the minister’s low persuasive voice urging the man to see the crime of slavery, quoting the Scriptures with a telling aptness, urging him to repent, to join the life of town and church, to “come to God” ... And the quiet and inflexible answer of the master: “I must build my home.”


  And nothing finally but night and darkness; the great figures of the slaves pad past in darkness, as noiseless as cats, and from the mystery of night there rises now the wailing chant of all the jungle, the lamentation of man’s life of toil and grief and bitter labor, the chant of the slave.


  This was a fine scene, and should have been beautiful and moving on a stage.


  From this description, it will be seen how the young man’s play was made up both of good and bad, how strongly it was marked by the varied influence of his reading and idolatry—by Shakespeare, Chekhov, Shaw, Rostand, the Bible—and how he had also already begun to use some of the materials of his own life and feeling and experience, how even in this groping and uncertain play, some of the real grandeur, beauty, terror, and unuttered loveliness, of America, was apparent.


  Thus the play, with all its faults and imitations, really did illustrate, as few things else could do, the confused incertitude and the flashes of blind but powerful intuition, which mark the artist’s early life here in America, and for this reason chiefly the play was interesting.


  And feeling this incertitude as he sat down to read the play—that feeling mixed of hope, of fear, of quivering apprehension which the artist feels when for the first time he releases his work from the lonely prison of creation and lets it go then, irrevocably, to stand upon its own feet, meet the naked eye of the great world without protection, and stand or fall upon its own merits—feeling this fatality of release, this irrevocable finality of action, he began to read the play in a halting, embarrassed, and almost inaudible tone, full of the proud and desperate hope, the trembling apprehension, the almost truculent hostility towards imaginary detractors which every young man feels at such a time.


  He sensed quickly that his fears were groundless. No man ever had a more generous, enthusiastic and devoted following than he had that morning in the presence of these two fine young people—Joel Pierce and his sister Rosalind.


  He saw—or rather felt at once—their rapt and fascinated attentiveness. Joel sat, his gaunt figure hinged forward on his knees, in an attitude of tense, motionless and utterly silent interest: from time to time as the young dramatist glanced up from his great sheaf of written manuscript, he could see Joel’s lean gaunt face fixed on him, uplifted, with its strangely pure and radiant eagerness, and Rosalind, her warm and strong young hands clasped quietly, folded in her lap, her warm and lovely face flushed with excitement, her eyes luminous, vague and tender, as if she were really in a theatre seeing the figures in the play pass before her invested in all the magic that the stage could give to them, displayed an interest that was more relaxed and more abstracted than her brother’s, but none the less absorbed.


  The sense and sight and assurance of these things acted like a powerful and gloriously intoxicating liquor on his heart and mind and spirit. He felt an overpowering surge of warm affection, proud and tender gratefulness towards Joel and his sister. It seemed to him that they were the finest people he had ever known—the most generous, the truest, highest, and the loyalest—and the knowledge that they liked his play—were in fact conquered and possessed, brought out of themselves and laid under the play’s power and magic—his own power and magic—overwhelmed him for a moment with a feeling of the purest, highest, and most glorious happiness that life can yield—the happiness that is at once the most selfish and the most selfless—the happiness of the artist when he sees that his work has been found good, has for itself a place of honor, glory, and proud esteem in the hearts of men, and has wrought upon their lives the spell of its enchantment. At that instant he saw, in one blaze of light, an image of unutterable conviction, the reason why the artist works and lives and has his being—the reward he seeks—the only reward he really cares about, without which there is nothing. It is to snare the spirits of mankind in nets of magic, to make his life prevail through his creation, to wreak the vision of his life, the rude and painful substance of his own experience, into the congruence of blazing and enchanted images that are themselves the core of life, the essential pattern whence all other things proceed, the kernel of eternity. This is the reason that the artist lives and works and has his being: that from life’s clay and his own nature, and from his father’s common earth of toil and sweat and violence and error and bitter anguish, he may distill the beauty of an everlasting form, enslave and conquer man by his enchantment, cast his spell across the generations, beat death down upon his knees, kill death utterly, and fix eternity with the grappling-hooks of his own art. His life is soul-hydroptic with a quenchless thirst for glory, and his spirit tortured by the anguish of possession—the intolerable desire to fix eternally in the patterns of an indestructible form a single moment of man’s living, a single moment of life’s beauty, passion, and unutterable eloquence, that passes, flames and goes, slipping forever through our fingers with time’s sanded drop, flowing forever from our desperate grasp even as a river flows and never can be held. This is the artist, then—life’s hungry man, the glutton of eternity, beauty’s miser, glory’s slave—and to do these things, to get the reward for which he thirsts, with his own immortality to beat and conquer life, enslave mankind, utterly to possess and capture beauty he will do anything, use anything, destroy anything—be ruthless, murderous and destructive, cold and cruel and merciless as hell to get the thing he wants, achieve the thing he values and must do or die.


  He is at once life’s monstrous outcast and life’s beauty-drunken lover, man’s bloody, ruthless, pitiless and utterly relentless enemy, and the best friend that mankind ever had: a creature compact of the most selfish, base, ignoble, vicious, cruel and unrighteous passions that man’s life can fathom or the world contain, and a creature whose life with all its toil and sweat and bitter anguish is the highest, grandest, noblest, and the most unselfish, the most superbly happy, good and fortunate life that men can know, or any man attain. He is the tongue of his unuttered brothers, he is the language of man’s buried heart, he is man’s music and life’s great discoverer, the eye that sees, the key that can unlock, the tongue that will express the buried treasure in the hearts of men, that all men know and that no man has a language for—and at the end, he is his father’s son, shaped from his father’s earth of blood and sweat and toil and bitter agony: he is at once therefore the parent and the son of life, and in him life and all man’s nature are compact, he is most like man in his very differences, he is what all men are and what not one man in a million ever is; and he has all, knows all, sees all that any man on earth can see and hear and know.


  This knowledge came to him that morning as he read the play that he had written to his two friends: as he went on with his reading, and felt with a proud triumphant joy and happiness the sense of their devotion, his voice grew strong and confident, the scenes and words and people of the play began to flame and pulse and live with his own passion—the whole play moved across his vision in flaming images of beauty, truth and loveliness, his spirit rose on the powerful wings of a jubilant conviction, a tremendous happiness, his heart beat like a hammer-stroke and seemed to ring against his ribs with every blow the music of this certitude.


  It took him about two hours to read the play: when he finished he felt a sense of triumphant finality, an immense and joyful peace within him, and he waited for them to speak. For a moment there was utter stillness: Joel sat bent forward in the same position, his head supported by his lean hand; Rosalind sat quietly; neither moved an inch. In a moment Joel spoke, nodding his head and speaking with a kind of matter-of-fact assertiveness that was far more wonderful and thrilling than any idolatrous warmth of praise could have been:


  “Yes,” he whispered, nodding his head thoughtfully,—“it’s as good as The Cherry Orchard—I like it better, myself—but it’s as good.” His manner now did take on an electric energy: he straightened sharply, and speaking almost sternly, with a blazing earnestness of conviction, he looked his friend in the eyes, and cried: “Eugene! ... It’s simply magnificent! ... It’s easily the greatest play any one in this country ever wrote. ... There’s nothing else to touch it ... it’s miles ahead of O’Neill ... it’s ... it’s as good as Cyrano, and you’ve got to admit,” he said, nodding his head decisively, “... that’s pretty great. ... Cyrano’s pretty swell,” he whispered, “... And those scenes between the boy and the old ‘Major’ ... they’re simply grand,” he whispered. “I mean, I didn’t know you had it in you ... that kind of writing, the satiric kind. ... But it’s ... it’s,” his face flushed, he nodded his head doggedly, and almost grimly, as if willing to stand up for his conviction against the whole world, “it’s ... it’s as good as Shaw!” And he laughed suddenly his radiant, soundless laugh and whispered drolly, “... And when I say anything’s as good as Shaw ... you’ve got to admit that’s going pretty far for me. ... Ros’,” he said quietly, turning to the girl, “what do you think? ... Don’t you think it’s pretty grand?”


  For a moment she did not answer; her eyes were luminous as stars and far away.


  “Oh,” she said presently in her low and sweet and lovely young voice, “it’s wonderful. ... It’s the most gloriously beautiful thing I ever heard. ... Darling,” she said, and took his hand between her strong, warm and living hands, as she had done the night before, “... you are a great man ... a great writer. ... I am so proud and happy to have known you ... to be allowed to hear your play.”


  He felt the overpowering, thrilling happiness and joy, the blind speechless gratefulness, and the helpless and agonizing embarrassment that a young man feels at a moment like this. He did not know what to say, what to do, how to express the gratefulness, the affection, the tenderness that he felt towards them; he turned to Joel, his mouth moving wordlessly and helplessly, and could say nothing, he made a baffled and inarticulate movement of the hands, and ended up by putting his arms around Rosalind and hugging her in a clumsy, helpless fashion, which was perhaps as good a thing as he could do, and said all he wished to say.


  It was not what these two young people had said to him that gave the moment a strange imperishable loveliness. Even in the blind surge of joy and happiness that swept over him and made him passionately want to believe that his play was as good as Joel and his sister said it was, that he was really the great man, the great writer they had called him, a grain of judgment remained and saved him from an utter self-deception. And curiously, for that very reason, his joy was somehow greater, his feeling of triumphant happiness sweeter than if what they had said were true. For in the very idolatry of their devotion, the enthusiastic exaggeration of their praise, there was all the blind but noble loyalty of youth, the beautiful and generous admiration of youth, that is so fine, so good, so high, so proud with faith and confidence and loyalty, and because of this, so right. It was for this reason that, even after years had passed and he had perhaps accomplished better work, earned more valid praise, he would yet remember that morning with a peculiar sense of proud and tender gratefulness. It brought back to him, as nothing else on earth could do, the beauty and the innocence of youth, the extravagance of its blind devotion that is so mistaken and so wonderful, the generous enthusiasm of its loyal faith that is so wrong and yet so right, its noble sincerity that burns brightly even in its grievous error, and that is somehow more true than fact, more real than glory, and more lasting and more precious than man’s fame.


  [¬]


  LXIII


  When they came out on the verandah, Joel’s mother, Howard Martin and Joel’s cousin, Ruth, had just driven up before the entrance and were getting out. They had been to the swimming pool—a small but delightful one a half mile away in a green hollow, tree-embowered—and all three were in bathing costume. Howard Martin trod gingerly across the drive and on to the warm brick flooring of the porch, on white wincing well-kept feet; Mrs. Pierce and the girl wore light bathing-robes and walked firmly, with assurance. Mrs. Pierce’s figure was as slender and as well-conditioned as the girl’s—her ankles and her legs were wonderfully graceful, strong and slender—but in comparison to her niece’s black and white voluptuousness—her dark and sullen, almost brooding, face and her swelling creamy thighs, her lavish belly and her melon-heavy breasts—the figure of Mrs. Pierce was lacking in seduction: it had the strength and slenderness of youth without youth’s warmth and freshness, it had, like everything about her, a chilled and glacial perfection that spoke of stern regimen, grim watchfulness, and unflagging effort—“keeping fit.”


  As the two young men came up, Mrs. Pierce turned gracefully, her hand upon the screen-door, and with a smile awaited them. Her teeth were so solid, white, and perfect in their alignment that it was difficult to see where they joined together, and they sometimes suggested twin rows of solid gleaming ivory more than individual teeth: this circumstance also contributed to the glacial, detached and almost inhuman quality of her smile. She greeted her son’s friend with a kindly but detached “Good-morning,” and without altering the rigid brilliance of her smile a jot, turned to her son, and said:


  “I thought you were coming to the pool. What happened to you and Ros’?”


  These words were spoken quietly and matter-of-factly: nevertheless, the suggestion of strong displeasure and annoyance was somehow unmistakable.


  Joel answered quickly, whispering a swift concerned explanation, his thin figure slightly bent forward, his gaunt face lifted, eagerly, radiantly concerned, in that attitude of devoted and solicitous respect that characterized his relations with every woman, but that was extremely marked when he spoke or listened to his mother:


  “I know, Mums,” he whispered swiftly, apologetically,—“I’m terribly sorry—but he promised to read his play to us and that took all morning. ... Mums!” he went on in his astounded and enthusiastic whisper, “it’s simply magnificent—I wish you could have been there to hear it.”


  “Oh,” said Mrs. Pierce quietly, and turning, for a moment she regarded her son’s friend with that glacially brilliant smile of her thin and faintly carmined lips that never changed or altered in expression by an atom. “Oh,” she said, “I should like to—perhaps you will read it to me sometime.”


  “Simply superb,” Joel whispered, “it really is.”


  “And now you boys had better get ready for lunch,” she said in a more warm and friendly tone. “You know how Granny hates it if people get there late.”


  With these words she went into the house and mounted the stairs. The young men followed her: at the foot of the stairs Joel turned and said to his visitor:


  “Look—I’d hurry as much as I could! ... We’ve only twenty minutes: you’ve just got time to bathe and dress.”


  Bathe and dress! The youth looked at his young host with a bewildered, uncomprehending face, and with a sinking feeling in his heart. What did they expect him to do—what, according to the formula of these strange rare people, was one supposed to do when one was invited out to lunch? He had bathed that morning when he got up, it seemed to him that he must still be very clean, and as for dressing, he had just one suit of clothes in all the world, and that was the suit he was wearing at that moment. And just one day before, when he had left New York to come to this magical, unbelievably glorious place, he had thought, in his miserable naïve ignorance, that this one suit of clothes, three shirts, three pairs of socks, and a change of underwear were abundantly sufficient to all the demands that fashion and a week-end visit could possibly make on him. At that moment, as he stared at his friend with a gaping mouth, unable to reply, the terrific impact of this new world which had stunned him the night before with its magnificence and beauty exploded in his brain in a flare of stars and rockets. And for a moment now he felt a lost, sickening desperate terror, and curiously, a feeling of blind resentment against his friend. For a moment he felt tricked and deceived—deceived by Joel’s modesty, his exquisite humility, by the frayed and shabby clothes he had worn in Cambridge and New York, by the over-refinement of his breeding, which had caused him to conceal utterly his true state of life, never to suggest by a word or reference the kind of life that he came from, the wealth, the luxury, the magnificence of the world in which he had been born and lived.


  “D-d-dress! ... But ... how—,” his face reddened, he craned his neck doggedly, and suddenly blurted out:


  “Dress? In what? This is the only suit I’ve got!”


  “But of course!” Joel whispered, arching his eyebrows in astounded surprise. “What’s wrong with that? ... You can wear a dark coat anywhere—all that I meant was that you could wear white flannels with it.”


  “Flannels!” the other said, “I have no flannels, Joel. ... This suit is all I’ve got to wear; if I can’t wear this, I can’t go.”


  “But of course you can wear it!” Joel cried, concealing any surprise he may have felt with the instant impatient agreement of his tone. “It’s perfectly all right—only,” his eyes were thoughtful for a moment, he considered swiftly—“Look here!” he said abruptly, “would you like to wear a pair of mine? I’m not as tall as you are, but perhaps you can make them fit. ... And if you can’t,” he said quickly, “it’s perfectly all right—it doesn’t matter in the slightest—it’s only,” and his eyes for an instant had a faintly perturbed expression, “—it’s only that Grandfather belongs to the old school—oh, he’s swell, simply magnificent; you’ll like him the moment you see him—the only reason I dress when going there is that he’s got old-fashioned standards—and he’s so grand—I do everything I can to please him—But come on!” he whispered quickly, ‘I’ll [“I’ll] give you a pair of mine, and you can wear them if they fit—and if they don’t—it doesn’t matter in the slightest.”


  They went upstairs then to Joel’s room; he gave his friend a pair of striped flannel trousers, and the other departed dutifully to bathe, put on a clean shirt and collar and the flannel trousers—which proved, indeed, a very tight precarious fit, but which were made to do—and thus correctly garmented, he joined the family and the other guests, and they drove away to Mr. Joel’s house.


  The great rambling old house which had been so lovely in the moon-enchantment of the night before was no less beautiful by day. It sat there in the hollow of the hill, embowered in rich green and shaded by the leafy spread of its great maples, with the homely, pure, and casual loveliness that the old houses of New England have.


  Old Mr. Joel himself was just as grand and imposing a personality as Joel had indicated. He was, indeed, in Joel’s word, “stupendous”; a figure of leonine magnificence and gallant gentility, who might have stepped forth from a page of Thackeray. He was already past his seventieth year, but his body was still strongly, vigorously set: he was somewhat above the middle height, but his neck and shoulders had a kind of massive strength that suggested he had been a powerfully built man in his prime. His white mane of hair was soft as silk and gave his wide brow and ruddy, pleated old man’s face a kind of noble lion-like fierceness, and this impression was enhanced by his grizzled mustache and his old, rather growling, voice, which had in it nothing surly or ill-tempered, but rather a kind of old and noble masculinity, an aristocratic kind of growl that seemed perfectly adjusted to a kind of Pendennis-like language, a “Dammit-all,-sir,-it’s-not-the-fellow’s-drinking-that-I-mind,-it’s-only-that-he’s-proved-himself-incapable-of-holding-his-liquor-like-a-gentleman” kind of voice.


  The inference was warranted: even as they stood there in a spacious, airy big room, the guests standing and talking in groups, drinking small glasses of a fine dry sherry, the youth could hear Joel’s eager whispering voice engaged in earnest, but respectful, debate, with his leonine grand-sire, and Mr. Joel’s nobly growled out answers. The conversation was about books—about the artist’s right to use the materials of his own experience and conversation—and it hinged particularly upon a certain book in which the writer had apparently made use of personal letters and private documents that people he knew, a woman chiefly, had written him.


  “No, sir,” Mr. Joel growled, “I do not care what the circumstances may be or what the nature of the work. If I had a friend, sir, who would deliberately make public letters which a woman had written him, why, sir, I should drop him from my acquaintance—I should be forced to conclude, sir,” here the old growling voice fell to an ominous whisper of irrevocable judgment, and he looked out at his grandson with a fierce glint of his old eyes under bushy brows—“I should be forced to conclude, sir, that he was nothing but a cad,” old Mr. Joel whispered, and with a suddenly fierce glint of his old eyes, a sudden movement of his leonine head, he growled out in a low and savage tone: “And I should tell him so, sir. I should be compelled to tell him that he was nothing but a cad!”


  “Yes, grandfather,” Joel whispered eagerly, his thin figure bent forward in an attitude of devoted and attentive reverence—“But after all, some pretty great people have done it—Rousseau did it, and The Confessions are pretty great, you know—You’ve got to admit that.—And Byron did it in his poems—at least, every one knew who he was talking about, and then there was De Musset and George Sand.”


  “It makes no difference, sir,” growled Mr. Joel implacably, “it makes no difference who they were or how great they may be considered in the realm of art, or how great the work they did may be—if I knew a man who did a thing like that, I should be forced to consider him a low cad—no matter how great a poet or a writer, or how great his work might be—I should consider him a cad,—and,” his old growling voice fell to a whisper of boding and implacable judgment—“I should tell him so, sir. I should let him know that I considered him a cad.”


  Such was Joel’s grandsire, Mr. Joel, and surely he was a specimen of which any group or class could well be proud: of all that Hudson River aristocracy he was justly venerated and esteemed as one of its noblest and proudest adornments. He had lived a long, honorable, and successful life; and now in his old age he had retired to the bosom of his paternal earth to spend his last years in dignity and simple ease and in calm but fruitful reflection on his rich experience. He was writing a book, and in advance it could be solemnly averred that he would make no use in it of any letters that a woman ever wrote to him.


  What man, therefore, could speak with greater weight about the duties, codes and principles of man? What man was better qualified to know the rules of honor and the standards of a gentleman—and to assert a truth that might have gone unnoticed by a person of a baser spirit and a lower quality—that Rousseau was a scoundrel and De Musset and Lord Byron a couple of low cads—“because, sir, they made public letters that a woman wrote them.”


  It was indeed delightful to find such Thackerayan gallantry, such Olympian scorn for knavish genius and for the lives of mighty poets dead and gone, who illuminated mankind with their radiance but had their own light put out—must dwell forevermore “a couple of low cads,” in outer darkness, never again to be received, acknowledged, given gracious pardon by the chivalric flower of the Hudson River rich. How wretched that stern judgment must have made Rousseau! What bitter news for Byron! What misery for De Musset!


  But now a woman servant entered and announced that lunch was served. The chattering groups of people turned, and formed instinctively, and by a kind of native respect, into files of deferential waiting, until Mr. Joel had passed. He led the way, a grand and leonine old man, superbly garmented in a coat of soft, rich blue, wide loose white flannels, wound at the waist by a great sash of yellow silk—an adornment that seemed in no way inappropriate but superbly fitting the noble dignity of the old man.


  At the door he paused and stood aside, with a grizzled majesty of courtesy, for his wife and the other ladies of the group to pass. Then he entered the dining room followed by his grandson and the other young men. The dining room was another light, spacious, and graciously beautiful room in the old New England style: through the open windows one saw the deep green and gold of trees and flowers in the embowered magic of the setting, and the fragrance of sweet drowsy air breathed on the curtains and flowed through the room.


  The snowy table had a great bowl of fresh-cut wood flowers in the centre: the food was also native, plain old American, and superbly cooked: there was a thick pea-soup, fried chicken, plump and tender, done superbly to a juicy, delicately encrusted brown: there were candied sweet potatoes, string beans, cooked the Southern way with the succulent sweet seasoning of pork, stewed golden corn, and creamy mashed potatoes, a deep smooth gravy, rich and brown and thick, sliced tomatoes and sliced cucumbers, no alcoholic beverages, but iced tea, cold and tall and fragrant in high tinkling glasses rimed with ice, flaky biscuits, smoking hot, and for dessert, fresh apple-pie, hot and crusty, hued with cinnamon and flanked by thick fresh squares of pungent yellow cheese.


  It was, in short, a plain but wholesome and most appetizing meal, completely American in its flavor and abundance, and superbly cooked, most fitting to this house; the simple green and natural, casual beauty of the place, the life, the people, the homely gracious hospitality of democracy.


  It is true, the meal was also rather Southern in its cooking, and its quality—a fact that was not surprising, however, when one remembered that Mr. Joel’s present wife had been a famous Southern belle from the bluegrass region of Kentucky.


  One not only remembered this fact, it was difficult for one not to remember it; Mrs. Joel herself made her romantic origins evident. Although she was a woman in her early sixties with white hair, she was still remarkably preserved, and her manners, graces, dimpled smiles, her roguish glances and her languishing soft drawl were still the familiar stock in trade of the Dixieland coquette.


  She was certainly what is called “a fine figure of a woman”; her figure was tall, spacious, amply proportioned, her face, although beginning to show the signs of age—a slightly wrinkled plumpness like the skin of a full but slightly withered apple—was still almost as soft and white and tender as a child’s: she had almost all her natural teeth and they were white and pearly, her hands were white and plump and fine, her voice had the refined and throaty burble that is familiar in the majestic American female of the upper crust, and she dimpled beautifully when she smiled.


  It was rather uncomfortably evident at once that there was a strong, if suppressed, hostility between Mrs. Joel and her step-daughter, Joel’s mother.


  The struggle between the two was for the possession of something that neither of them any longer had—youth. Both were obviously enamored of youth—of the freshness of youth, the warmth, the charm, the grace, the vitality of youth. Both hated the idea of growing old: both bitterly and desperately refused to admit the possibility of growing old. Mrs. Joel was able to cast over her soul a spell of hypnotic deception, and by absurdly flaunting around the graces, airs and manners of a coquette, to convince herself that she was young and beautiful, able to enslave every man she met under the domination of her captivating charm.


  And Mrs. Pierce felt bitterly that the older woman had had her day, that she should be willing to admit her years, gracefully submit, and take a back seat. This ugly rivalry was now apparent in almost everything they said, and gave every one at the table a feeling of tension, embarrassment and discomfort. Thus, Mrs. Joel, speaking to her step-daughter, and including the whole company, in a reference to Mrs. Pierce’s strenuous pursuit of youth, her grim devotion to youth’s figure and its vigorous gymnastics, now remarked in a tone of sugared venom, a malicious gaiety of fine surprise:


  “But really, I do, I think it’s the most astonishing thing to see a woman of your age take part in all these sports and games that only the young people of my generation played. ... After all, if you were twenty—the age of Joel or this young man—I could understand it better—but at your age, my dear,”—she drew a fine breath of astonishment, “—really, I marvel that you don’t collapse.”


  “Do you?” said Mrs. Pierce, smiling her glacial and inflexible smile, and in a tone of cold, impassive irony—“I confess, Mother, I see nothing at all to marvel at. ... Please set your mind at rest—I assure you I’m not in the slightest danger of collapse. ... I can do everything,” she went on grandly, “that I could do at twenty—and I can do it better now, with less fatigue and greater skill. ... I can hold my own with any of these young people around here, no matter what it is—whether swimming, golfing, playing tennis, or going for a walk. So you can save your sympathy, Mother,” she concluded with a laugh which seemed casual and friendly enough, but which showed plainly the hard inflexibility of her antagonism, “—when I need your condolences I’ll let you know.”


  “But, my dear,” said Mrs. Joel with sweet gushing malice—“I think it’s ma-a-rvellous! I only wonder how you do it at your age! ... Why, no girl of my time and generation would have thought of doing all the things you do every day without turning a hair—Why!” she breathed, looking around her with an air of fine amazement, “I hear Ida plays five sets before breakfast every morning and thinks nothing of it—but in my day and time, if a girl—a young girl, mind you—played a single set—she’d be positively exhausted—done up for a week.”


  “Perhaps, Mother,” Mrs. Pierce coolly suggested, “that is why the young girls of your time were such a soft and grubby lot—and why they turned out to be such dowdy frumps later on.”


  Mrs. Joel’s dimpled smile did not lose a single atom of its saccharine benevolence, nor did her voice alter by a shade its honied drip, but for a moment something bright and adderous passed across her eyes, and she gave her step-daughter a swift and poisonous glance that would have done credit to a snake. “—And then, of course,” she went on sweetly, taking the young men at the table into her confidence with her dimpled smile—“we had such old-fashioned notions in those days, too—you boys, I know, would be amused if you could know what some of our quaint notions were—but—hah! hah! hah!”—she laughed a gay and silvery little laugh of envenomed hatred, “—my dear,” she said to Joel, “—you’ll have to laugh when I tell you—but do you know it was actually considered immodest—unwomanly—for a young girl of my time to take part in sports—compete in sports—against men—and as for a woman of Ida’s age doing it—why, it was unthinkable! unheard of!—a middle-aged woman,” she pronounced the words with obvious relish and for a moment there was a swift hard flexion of the muscles in Mrs. Pierce’s jaw—“but a middle-aged woman in my day who had attempted such a thing would have been ostracized—an outcast—decent people would have had nothing to do with her!”


  “Yes, I know, Mother,” Mrs. Pierce said with a swift and glacial urbanity. “We’ve all heard about that—I think it’s generally conceded now by most intelligent people that women of that generation were a pretty worthless, dull and barbarous lot.”


  “Ah-hah-hah!” Mrs. Joel laughed sweetly, and dimpled at her best—“terribly old-fashioned, of course—but,” she turned graciously to her grandson’s young guest and lavished on him her most dimpled smile,—“frightfully amusing, don’t you think?”


  He reddened like a beet, looked helplessly at the two contesting women, craned his neck nervously along the edges of his collar, and finally said nothing.


  Joel relieved the painful situation with his swift whispering grace of tact and kindliness. “But really, Granny,” he whispered courteously and eagerly, “—Mums is awfully good at it, she really is. ... She can beat me two sets out of three in tennis, and give me ten strokes in golf—and when it comes to swimming——”


  “Oh,” said little Howard Martin in his mincing, languishing, and effeminate tone—“she’s ma-a-rvellous! ... Ida,” he gushed, in a kind of over-ripe ecstasy—“your diving is simply divine! ... If you could only show me—oh-h,” he said, with gushing effeminacy—“if you could only teach me how you do it—but it’s simply perfect—marvellous——”


  The meal now proceeded more smoothly. Mr. Joel seemed to take small notice of the feud between the two women—his daughter and his wife—he talked to Joel, Rosalind, and to the other young men in his grand growling way, expressed his opinion on the candidacies of Davis and Coolidge, and said he would vote for Davis.


  “If John Davis gets in,” said Mrs. Pierce with that positive worldly assurance that characterized her opinions, “Charles Dana Gibson will get the ambassadorship to England—oh, but that’s settled!” she said positively, “I happen to know that Dana Gibson can have the ambassadorship any time he wants it——”


  “Providing Davis gets elected,” Joel whispered, laughing. Turning to his grandfather, he whispered respectfully, “What do you think, Grandfather? Do you think that Davis will get in?”


  “No, sir,” Mr. Joel growled, “I do not. I think his chances of getting elected are very slight—unless some sudden upheaval turns the tide in his direction before election day.”


  “And who will you vote for, sir?” Joel whispered.


  “I shall vote for Davis, sir,” growled Mr. Joel. “I have known him for many years, he is a very able lawyer, a very able man—but, sir,” his old growling voice sank to a whisper, and he peered out fiercely from under his grizzled eyebrows at his grandson—“his chances of election are very slight indeed. I should not be surprised to see Coolidge win by a land-slide.”


  “Did you hear what Alice Longworth said about him?” said Mrs. Pierce laughing, “—that he looked as if he had been weaned upon a pickle.”


  Every one laughed, even Mr. Joel joining with a kind of growling chuckle. As for Joel, he bent double, radiantly, gleefully convulsed with soundless laughter, snapping his fingers softly as he did so. His own humorous invention was not fertile, but his love of a good story—particularly when his mother or one of his friends told it, or quoted one of their own group—was enthusiastic. Now for a moment he bent double with this convulsed, whispering laughter: when he recovered somewhat he said softly and slowly:


  “Simply swell ... Gosh!” he whispered admiringly. “What a wit she’s got! It’s a swell story,” he whispered.


  “By the way, Ida,” Mr. Joel growled, tugging at his short and grizzled mustache, “how is Frank? Have you been over to see them, lately?”


  “Yes, Father,” she answered, “we drove over last Tuesday and spent the evening with them. ... He looks very well,” she added, in answer to his question, “but, of course,” she said decisively, “he’s never going to be any better—they all say as much——”


  “Hm,” old Mr. Joel growled, tugged reflectively at his short and grizzled mustache for a moment longer, and then said: “Has he been taking any part in the campaign this summer?”


  “Very little,” she answered—“of course, the man has gone through hell these last few years—he’s suffered agonies! He seems a little better now, but,” her voice rose again on its tone of booming finality as she shook her head—“he’ll never get back the use of his legs again—the man is a permanent cripple,” she said positively—“there’s no getting around it—and he himself is reconciled to it.”


  “Hm,” growled old Mr. Joel again, as he tugged at his short mustache—“Pity! Nice fellow, Frank! Always liked him! ... A little on the flashy order, maybe—like all his family ... too easy-going, too agreeable ... but great ability! ... Pity!”


  “Yes, isn’t it!” Joel whispered with soft eager sympathy. “And, Grandfather,” he went on with an eager enthusiasm, “—his charm is simply stupendous! ... I’ve never known anything like it! ... The moment that he speaks to you he makes you his friend forever—and he knows so much—he has such interesting things to say—really, the amount he knows is simply stupendous!”


  “Hm, yes,” old Mr. Joel agreed with a consenting growl, as he tugged thoughtfully at his grizzled gray mustache, “—but a little superficial, too. ... The whole lot is like that ... go hell-for-leather at everything for three weeks at a time—and then forget it. ... Still,” he muttered, “... an able fellow—very able. ... Pity this thing had to happen to him just at the start of his career.”


  “Still, Father,” Mrs. Pierce put in, “—don’t you think he’d gone about as far as he was going when this thing hit him? ... I mean, of course, he is a charming person—every one agrees on that. I never knew a man with more native charm than Frank—But for all his charm, don’t you think there’s something rather weak in his character? ... Do you think he would have had the stamina and determination to go much further if this disease hadn’t forced him to retire?”


  “Um,” Mr. Joel growled, as he tugged thoughtfully at his short cropped mustache. “... Hard to say. ... Hard to tell what would have happened to him. ... A little soft, perhaps, but great ability ... great charm ... and great opportunists, every one of them. ... Have instinctive genius for seizing on the moment when it comes. ... Never know what’s going to happen to a man like that——”


  “Well,” said Mrs. Pierce, politely, but with an accent of conviction—“he might have kept on going—but I think he was through—that he’d gone as far as he could—I don’t think he could have stood the gaff—I don’t believe he had it in him.”


  “Um,” Mr. Joel growled, “perhaps you’re right. ... But great pity just the same. ... Always liked Frank. ... Very able fellow——”


  The conversation proceeded in these channels for some time, the guests discussing politics, ambassadorships, using the names of the great and celebrated people of the earth with the casual and familiar intimacy of people talking about life-long friends whom they had last seen at dinner Tuesday evening. It was the “inside” of the great world of wealth and fame and fashion—the world that the youth had read and heard about all his life—but that he had thought about, had visioned, as Olympus, mantled in celestial clouds, and forever remote from the intruding gaze of common men. Now, to hear these great names, these celestial personages, bandied about on the tip of the tongue just as familiarly as one spoke of one’s own friends—to hear these people speak of the habits, the health, the conversation, and the personal home-life of this august parliament in just the same way that people spoke of their friends, acquaintances and familiars the whole world over, gave the youth a sense of living in a dream, of hearing incredible things—things incredible because of their very casual familiarity—of being the witness of an incredible event.


  In this way, the meal drew to its close: Mrs. Pierce and her step-mother managed to avoid further friction, although once it threatened, when Mrs. Pierce, observing the retreating figure of one of the maid-servants—a robust and plain-featured country woman of middle age—noticed from the cropped and unnaturally white texture of her neck and skull that her hair had been cut, “bobbed” in the fashion that was to grow so popular and that was just then coming into style, and turned and questioned her step-mother about it:


  “What has happened to that woman’s hair, Mother?” she said. “What did she do to it?”


  “Why,” cried Mrs. Joel eagerly, beginning to beam and dimple around at her guests with an air of delighted satisfaction—“I had it cut off.”


  “You had it cut off?” cried Mrs. Pierce in an astounded tone.


  “Why, yes, my dear,” chirped Mrs. Joel eagerly, “I sent all the girls into the village one morning last week and had the barber cut their hair.”


  “What!” Mrs. Pierce boomed out in an astounded tone, and then sank back against her chair, and for a moment returned her son’s stare incredulously, “you mean you herded all these girls together and whacked their hair off at one stroke?”


  “Why, of course, my dear,” said Mrs. Joel eagerly, in a rather excited and disturbed tone, “—or rather, I told them that they’d have to do it—that that was what I wanted.”


  “What you wanted?” Mrs. Pierce boomed out in the same astounded and incredulous tone.


  “Why, yes”—Mrs. Joel rushed on eagerly, excitedly, taking the whole table in now with a look of beaming explanation. “—You see, I had the whole house done over this spring—redecorated—I told the decorator the effect I wanted,” she said gushingly—“I told him everything must be done for—for—lightness!” she said triumphantly, “—coolness! ... to do everything in light cool colors ... get that effect. ... So last week,” she went on happily, “when we had that spell of frightful hot weather, I noticed suddenly how—how hot—and disagreeable all the girls looked with their long hair—how—how out of place,” she said triumphantly, “they looked in this new scheme of things. ... Ugh,” she shuddered with a little gesture of discomfort and distaste, “—the very sight of them made me uncomfortable—I couldn’t bear them! So all of a sudden it occurred to me how nice it would be—how much it would improve the—the—the general atmosphere of the whole house if I made them bob their hair. ... So,” she concluded, beaming around at every one with dimpled satisfaction—“that’s how I came to do it—I called them all together one morning last week—Friday I think it was—and told them what I wanted—and then sent them all into the village to get it done.”


  There was a moment’s pause while Mrs. Joel beamed at her guests with a dimpled smile of triumphant finality that seemed to say—“There! Behold my work and marvel at it! That is the way the thing was done.” Her obvious satisfaction was suddenly disturbed, however, by Mrs. Pierce, who, after staring at her in astounded silence for a moment, boomed out incredulously:


  “Mother! You know you didn’t do a thing like that!”


  “But—but, of course I did it, Ida,” Mrs. Joel returned in a surprised and nettled tone of voice—“That’s what I’m telling you. ... What’s the matter with it? ... Don’t you think the girls look nice?”


  “I—think,” said Mrs. Pierce slowly, after a moment’s stunned reflection—“I—think—that—is—the—most—preposterous—the—most—high-handed—the—most—God!” she cried, and throwing her head back she fairly made the room ring with her hearty, booming, and astonished laughter: “I’ve heard of Catherine the Great and Marie Antoinette and the days of the Medicis—and the things they did—but I never thought I’d live to see the day their methods were adopted here in free America—Why! hah! hah! hah! hah! hah!” she fell back in her chair and fairly rocked with booming and incredulous laughter—“whacking the hair off those eight girls at one fell stroke because—because—” her voice choked speechlessly—“because it made you hot to look at them ... because—because,” her voice rose to a rich choked scream and presently she said in an almost inaudible squeak—“because she’s had the house—redecorated,” she panted—“Why, Mother!” she cried strongly at last, her shoulders shaking, and her face still red with laughter, “—the King of Siam is not in it compared to you—you make absolute tyranny look like free democracy—hah! hah! hah! hah! hah!—Strike off their heads!” cried Mrs. Pierce, “—the very sight of them makes me perspire!” And leaning back again she surrendered herself to free, ringing, and whole-hearted laughter, in which every one save Mrs. Joel joined. When the laughter had somewhat subsided, Mrs. Joel, her plump white cheeks red with open anger, cried out in a furious voice:


  “I don’t agree with you! ... I don’t agree with you at all. ... And I must say it seems very stupid of you, Ida, to take such a childish point of view.”


  “Childish!” Mrs. Pierce cried in a challenging tone, “you’re the one who’s childish! ... If I did a thing like that to my girls—if I for one moment thought I had a right to take such liberties as that with other people, I’d feel like a fool! ... Why, Mother,” she cried in a strong protesting tone, “wake up! ... What kind of a world do you live in, anyway? ... What ever gave you the notion that you have a right to do things like that to other people—and all because you’re fortunate enough to be able to keep servants and pay them wages. ... Wake up! Wake up!” she cried in a tone of almost furious indignation, “—You’re not living in the dark ages, Mother. ... Slavery has been abolished! ... This is the twentieth century! ... Why, it’s absurd!” she cried scornfully, and with two spots of angry color in her cheeks—“the most arrogant and high-handed thing I ever heard in all my life—The whole thing’s preposterous—I only hope that no one hears about it.”


  “If you feel that way about it,” Mrs. Joel began in a voice choked with fury, and at this moment Joel came to the rescue, and saved what really threatened to develop into an ugly, open, painful quarrel between the two women——


  “Oh, but Granny,” he whispered—“I’m sure the girls don’t mind a bit! ... And they look much nicer—and much cooler—without their hair than when they had it—I’m sure they feel that way about it, too.”


  “Well,” Mrs. Joel began, still very angry but somewhat placated by her grandson’s tactful intervention—“I’m glad to see that some one still has a little common sense.”


  And in this way the trouble was finally smoothed out by Joel’s quick diplomacy, and the guests, eager to avert another painful scene between the two women, rose to go. And it was in this way that they departed, not without a final explosion of booming and astounded laughter from Mrs. Pierce as she walked out towards her car, a final hilarious reference to “redecoration,” and the King of Siam, and the modern prototype of Catherine the Great.


  [¬]


  LXIV


  Joel and his friend did not return immediately to the house with Joel’s mother, and her other guests. Instead, leaving old Mr. Joel’s house, they turned left, and struck out for a walk through the fields and slopes and wooded country of the great estate. The day was hot, the broad fields brooded in the powerful and fragrant-clovered scent of afternoon, the woods were dense with tangled mystery, immensely still and green, yet dark incredibly, and filled with drowsy silence, brooding calm, ringing with the lovely music of unnumbered birds, alive with the swift and sudden bullet-thrum of wings, and haunted with the cool and magical incantation of their hidden waters.


  It was the wild, sweet, casual, savage, and incredibly lovely earth of America, and of the wilderness, and it haunted them like legends, and pierced them like a sword, and filled them with a wild and swelling prescience of joy that was like sorrow and delight.


  They toiled upward through the tangled forest-jungle of a wooded slope, and down again into the cool green-gladed secrecies of a hollow, and up through the wild still music of the woods again and out into the great rude swell of unmown fields, alive with all their brooding potency, their powerful and silent energy of the hot and fragrant earth of three o’clock, the drowsy and tremulous ululation of afternoon.


  Their feet trod pathways in the hot and fragrant grasses, where they trod, a million little singing things leaped up to life, and hot dry stalks brushed crudely at their knees: the earth beneath their feet gave back a firm and unsmooth evenness, a lumpy resiliency.


  Once in a field before them they saw a tree dense-leaved and burnished by hot light: the sun shone on its leaves with a naked and un-green opacity, and Joel, looking towards it, whispered thoughtfully:


  “... Hm ... It’s nice, that—I mean the way the light falls on it—It would be hard to paint: I’d like to come out here and try it.”


  And the other assented, not, however, without a certain nameless desolation in his heart that broad and naked lights, the white and glacial opacity of brutal day aroused in him,—and wanting more the wooded grove, the green-gold magic of a wooded grass, the woodland dark and thrum and tingled mystery, and the sheer sheeting silence of the hidden water.


  It was a swelling, casual, nobly lavish earth, forever haunted by a drowsy spell of time, and the unfathomed mystery of an elfin enchantment, the huge dream-sorcery of the mysterious and immortal river.


  It was what he had always known it to be in his visions as a child, and he came to it with a sense of wonder and of glorious discovery, but without surprise, as one who for the first time comes into his father’s country, finding it the same as he had always known it would be, and knowing always that it would be there.


  And finally the whole design of that earth, with the casual and powerful surveys of its great fields, its dense still woods of moveless silence ringing with the music of the birds, its far-off hills receding into time as haunting as a dream, and the central sorcery of its shining river—that enchanted thread which ran through all, from which all swept away, and towards which all inclined—was unutterably the language of all he had ever thought or felt or known of America: the great plantation of the earth abundant to the sustenance of mighty men, and enriching all its glamorous women with the full provender of its huge compacted sweetness, an America that was so casual and rich and limitless and free, and so haunted by dark time and magic, so aching in its joy with all the bitter briefness of our days, so young, so old, so everlasting, and so triumphantly the place of man’s good earth, his ripe fulfillment and of the most fortunate, good, and happy life that any man alive had ever known.


  It changed, it passed, it swept around him in all its limitless surge and sweep and fold and passionate variety, and it was more strange in all its haunting loveliness than magic or a dream, and yet more near than morning, and more actual than noon.


  It was a hot day: the two young men walked along with their coats flung back across their shoulders: towards five o’clock as they were coming home again, and coming down into the wooded hollow where Mr. Joel lived, Joel turned, and with a slight flush of embarrassment on his gaunt face, said:


  “Look—do you mind wearing your coat when we go by Grandfather’s house—you can take it off again when we get out of sight.”


  He said nothing, but silently did as his friend requested, and thus correctly garmented they passed the old man’s great white house and crossed the little wooden bridge and stared up again out of the hollow, taking a foot-path through the woods that would lead them out into the road near Miss Telfair’s house: she had invited them to tea.


  And curiously, inexplicably, of all that they had said and talked about together on that walk, these two things were later all he could remember:—his friend’s eyes narrowed with professional appraisal as he looked at the hot opacity of the sun-burnished tree and said, “—hm ... It’s nice, that—the light is interesting—I’d like to do it;” and the embarrassed but almost stubbornly definite way in which Joel had asked him to put on his coat as he went past “Grandfather’s place.” He did not know why, but that simple request aroused in him a feeling of quick and hot resentment, a desire to say,


  “Good God! What kind of idol-worship is this, anyway? Surely that old man has been made of the same earth as all the rest of us—surely he’s not so grand and rare and fine that he can’t stand the sight of two young men in shirt-sleeves going by his house! ... Surely there is something false, inhuman, barren in this kind of reverence—no real respect, no decent human admiration, but something cruel, empty, worthless and untrue, and against the real warmth and worth and friendliness of man!”


  For a moment hot resentful words rose to his lips: that act of empty reverence seemed to him, somehow, to be arrogant and disdainful of humanity; he felt a sudden blind resentment, a choking anger against old Mr. Joel and his grand manners and his growling and magnificent old age: he wanted to bring back again the conversation he had overheard at lunch, to ask Joel bitterly who the hell he thought this old man was that he could grandly dispose of man according to his judgment as “low cads,” as “gentlemen”—to inquire savagely who the hell this damned contriving, cunning old custodian of the treasures of the rich thought he was that he could arrogate unto himself the power to pronounce banishment on his betters—to call Rousseau a rascal, and De Musset and Lord Byron “a couple of low cads.”


  And childish, foolish as this anger was in all its blind unreason, he was to remember these two trifling episodes in later years with a feeling of regret and nameless loss. These two acts on Joel’s part—the one an act of barren interest—a joyless empty interest in the blind opacity of light—and the other an act of barren joyless reverence to old age and an inhuman state—seemed to mark for him the beginning of his gradual separation from his friend, a dumb, inexplicable and sorrowful acceptation of their fatal severance. It seemed to him that here began that slow, and somehow desperately painful recognition that the enchanted world of wealth and love and beauty, of living fulfillment and of fruitful power, which he had visioned as a child in all his dreams about the fabled rich along the Hudson River—did not exist; and that he must look for that grand life in ways stranger, darker, and more painful in their labyrinthine complications than any he had ever dreamed of as a child; and that, like Moses, he must strike water from the common stone of life, and like Samson, take honey from the savage lion’s maw of the great world, find all the joy of living that he lusted for in the blind swarm, the brutal stupefaction of the streets; goodness and truth in the mean hearts of common men; and beauty in the only place where it can ever be found—inextricably meshed, inwrought, and interwoven in that great web of horror, pain and sweat and bitter anguish, that great woven fabric of blind cruelty, hatred, filth and lust and tyranny and injustice, of joy, of faith, of love, of courage and devotion—that makes up life, and that resumes the world.


  It was a desolating loss, a hideous acknowledgment, a cruel discovery—to know that all the haunted glory of this enchanted world, which he thought he had discovered the night before, had been just what it now seemed to him to be—moon-magic—and to know that it was gone from him forever. It was a bitter pill to know that what had seemed so grand, so strong, so right, and so inevitable at the moment of discovery was now lost to him—that some blind chemistry of man’s common earth, and of his father’s clay, and of genial nature, had taken from him what he seemed to possess, and that he could never make this enchanted life his own again, or ever again believe in its reality. It was a desperate and soul-sickening discovery to know that not alone through moonlight, magic, and the radiant images of their heart’s desire could men find America, but that somewhere there, and far darklier and strangelier than the river, lay the thing they sought, in all the blind and brutal complications of its destiny—buried there in the grimy and illimitable jungles of its savage cities—a-prowl and raging in the desert and half-mad with hunger in the barren land, befouled and smutted with the rust and grime of its vast works and factories, warped and scarred and twisted, stunned, bewildered by the huge multitude of all its errors and blind gropings, yet still fierce with life, still savage with its hunger, still broken, slain and devoured by its terrific earth, its savage wilderness—and still, somehow, God knows how, the thing of which he was a part, that beat in every atom of his blood and brain and life, and was indestructible and everlasting, and that was America!


  Miss Telfair’s house, which they now entered, was just the sort of house that one would expect a woman like Miss Telfair to live in. Everywhere one looked, one saw the image of the woman’s personality—and that personality was fragile, exquisite, elegant, and elaborately minute. In spite of its graceful, plain proportions, that house was not wholly a comfortable place to be in. It was filled with ten thousand little things—ten thousand little, fragile, costly, lovely and completely useless little things, and their profusion was so great, their arrangement so exquisitely right, their proximity so immediate and overwhelming that one instantly felt cramped, uneasy, and uncomfortable, fearfully apprehensive lest a sudden free and spacious movement should send a thousand rare and terribly costly little things crashing into shattered bits, the treasure of a lifetime irretrievably lost, and one’s own life and work and future irretrievably mortgaged, blighted, wrecked, in one shattering instant of blind ruin. In short, in Miss Telfair’s lovely, exquisite and toy-becluttered house, one felt very much like a delicate, sensitive, intelligent and highly organized bull in a horribly expensive china-shop, and this feeling was cruelly enhanced if one was twenty-three years old and six and a half feet tall, and large of hand and foot, and long of arm and leg in just proportion, and painfully embarrassed, and given to sudden and convulsive movements, and keyed and strung on the same wires as a racehorse.


  It was an astonishing place, about as exquisitely feminine a place as one could imagine. One had only to take a look around to feel that no man had ever lived here, that the only man who ever came here had come as a visitor; and somehow one felt at once he knew the reason why Miss Telfair had not married—she simply did not want to have “a man about the place,” a disgusting, clumsy brute of a man who would go plunging around like a wild bull, sending her vases crashing to the floor, upsetting her fragile little tables and all the precious little bric-a-brac that crowded them, sprawling out upon the voluptuously soft but elegantly arrayed cushions of the sofa, reaching for matches on the mantel and sweeping it clear of a half dozen dainty eighteenth-century clocks and plates and china shepherds with one swingeing blow, barging into dainty little stools of painted china and sending it a-teeter while Miss Telfair watched and prayed and waited with a smile of frozen apprehension, raising hell with the Wedgewood plates, the vases of Dresden and of Delft, and making the buried kings of the old Ming dynasty turn over in their graves with groans of anguish every time some brute of a bull of a man came lumbering near the dearest and most priceless treasures of their epoch.


  Miss Telfair, herself the most dainty, fragile, and exquisitely inviolable ornament of the collection, was waiting for them at the centre of this fabulous clutter. She gave each of the young men a quick cool clasp of her small, frail, nail-bevarnished hand, a few crisp words of greeting, and a quick light smile, as brittle, frail, and painted as a bit of china—a smile curiously like that of Mrs. Pierce in its glacial rigidity but, like everything else about the woman, more fragile, delicate, and shell-like.


  Then she turned and led the way through the house out into the sun-porch. The two young men picked their way carefully between the frail and crowded complications of a thousand costly relics and around great bowls and vases filled with flowers—great bouquets of roses, lilies and carnations, which were everywhere—and which filled the air with the clinging, dense, and overpowering sweetness of their perfumes.


  The sun-parlor was a great, light place, alive and golden with bright sunlight—a magnificent room with comfortably padded wicker chairs and tables and settees, but here, as elsewhere in the house, the fabulous complication of small useless ornaments was overwhelming, and one walked with care. This room also was filled with great bowls of roses, lilies and carnations, the air was dense and heavy with their scent, and through the windows of the place one could see the smooth velvet of the lawns, trimly patterned with designs of flowers aflame with all their glorious polychrome of color, and at the end the flower-garden, which was alive with many rich and costly blooms growing in geometric designs. It was just the kind of flower-garden, just the kind of flowers, that a woman like Miss Telfair would have: their orderly, exotic and unnatural profusion suggested the cultivation of a hot-house; even the wild and lyric growth of sweet unordered nature had been made to conform to the elegant and fragile pattern of Miss Telfair’s life.


  She led the way to a wicker table where there were easy chairs and a comfortable settee and great flaming fragrant lights of flowers. They seated themselves and tea was brought in by a maid-servant. The service of the tea was fragile, costly, elegant, like everything else about the woman; but it was also wonderful, rich, and generous in its abundance, and this was probably like her, too. There were delicate little pastries, cubes, and crusts of things that were so flaky, rich and succulent that they melted away in the mouth; and there were little cubes and squares of sandwiches, as well, all dainty, elegant, and small, but wonderfully good. She asked them if they wanted hot-tea or iced-tea or some whiskey: the day was hot and Joel took iced-tea, refusing whiskey; the other youth took iced-tea too—she poured it for them in marvellous tall frail glasses filled with slivers of bright ice, and put in mint and lemon, doing all things deftly, beautifully, with her small, swift, china-lovely hands, and then turning to Joel’s guest, with her light cool smile, her crisp incisive inquiry, in which there was somehow something good and generous, she said:


  “And won’t you have some whiskey, too?” and as he hesitated, and looked dubious yet consenting, added: “In your iced-tea—if you like it that way?”


  He looked at her, perplexed, and said uncertainly:


  “I—don’t know ... Does it go that way?”


  Miss Telfair bent back her head—her cheeks had the delicate color of rose-tinted china, and she was pretty in the rose-tinted-china way—and laughed a thin, metallic, and yet musical and friendly laugh:


  “Oh, yes!” she cried briskly and gaily, “it goes that way! ... It goes very well that way.” More seriously, she added: “Yes, it’s really very good that way”—and crisply, yet encouragingly, with her fire-bright china-smile—“why don’t you try it?”


  He looked at Joel dubiously, not certain what to do, and not wishing to embarrass his friend, and Joel looked back, with his radiant eager smile, shaking his head in droll refusal, whispering:


  “Not for me. But go on if you like. Do as you like——”


  “Well, then—” he said consentingly—and Miss Telfair, smiling lightly, took a bottle of Scotch liquor off the tray, uncorked it, and poured a drink into the tea—a good stiff shot it was, too—and when he had finished the drink, she poured him out another, adding another liberal potation of the Scotch.


  Thus animated and released, he felt more at ease: they talked together quickly and easily, he had a good time. She was a bright, quick, cool, inquiring kind of woman, at once detached yet friendly, coolly amused yet curious: she asked him about his work at the university, the kind of classes that he taught and the kind of people that attended them, the kind of life he had in the city, and about the play that he was writing. The detached coolness of her curiosity was much like that of Mrs. Pierce, and suggested the curiosity of a woman of a separate and privileged world hearing about the creatures who lived in the great nameless world of dust and noise and strife and swelter “down below”—and yet it was also a more friendly and eager curiosity than Mrs. Pierce had shown: it had a certain warmth of human interest in it, too.


  She was obviously very fond of Joel: her relation to him was that of an old-maid friend of the family, who is so intimate and close to all the family’s history that she is practically a part of it herself, and who feels for the children and all their lives and actions as much affection and interest as she could feel for her own blood. Now she turned to Joel, and began to talk to him about some decorative screens which he was painting for her: as one might expect, she knew all about decorative screens and their respective merits; she spoke of them with the exact authority, the assured conviction of the expert, she spoke her mind about them crisply, plainly, incisively, and Joel listened to her eagerly, his gaunt face lifted, turned towards her in an attitude of rapt attention and respect, while she was talking.


  “The central one is excellent, Joel—really first rate, the best one you’ve ever done—and decidedly the best of the lot. The one on the right is also good—not as good as the first, it swings off-balance in the foreground. I’ll show you what I mean tomorrow—but it is good, and will do.”


  “What about the other one—the one on the left?” he whispered eagerly. “What did you think of that?”


  “I think it’s very, very bad,” she said coolly and incisively. “I think you’ve fallen down on it, and that you’re going to have to do the whole thing over.”


  For a moment his gaunt face winced, but not with pain and disappointment, rather with swift, concerned interest, eager attentiveness: he hitched his long thin figure forward unconsciously, his large well-boned hands splayed out upon his knees, and he whispered eagerly:


  “But why, Madge? ... Tell me. Where do you think I’ve fallen down?”


  “Well,” said Miss Telfair, “in the first place, Joel, you’ve lost out on your design—It falls all to pieces now, you’ve let the whole thing get away from you: you were trying to follow it out from the one in the middle and bring it to an end, but you didn’t know how to finish it—and so you put in that pavilion or summer house or whatever it is—because you didn’t know what else to do.”


  “Don’t you like that?” he whispered, smiling.


  “I think it’s perfectly god-awful,” she answered quietly, “utterly meaningless—simply terrible! It has no relation to anything else in the whole design—it stands out like a sore thumb—and the color is atrocious. ... No, Joel, the whole thing is out of key, it upsets the whole design, it has no place there.”


  “And what about the background?” he whispered. “What did you think of that?”


  “I think that’s bad, too,” she replied without a moment’s hesitation. “You’ve used far, far too much gold—almost twice as much as you did in the other two—the proportion is very bad.”


  “Hm,” he muttered, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “Yes,” he whispered, “I see what you mean. ... I hadn’t thought about the pavilion being out of key—perhaps you’re right. ... But,” he whispered, smiling his radiantly gentle and good-natured smile, “I don’t agree with you about the background, Madge. ... I think you’re wrong: I’d like to argue with you about that.”


  “All right,” she answered crisply and good-naturedly. “I’ll come over tomorrow and we’ll have it out. ... But,” she shook her head, and spoke with a crisp but obstinate conviction, “Joel, I know I’m right! ... That whole screen is out of proportion. It won’t do. ... You’ll have to do the whole thing over again.”


  They debated in this fashion of art-talk for some time, and presently the young men rose to go. As they departed, Miss Telfair returned to her former tone of crisp and casual friendliness, saying:


  “What is Ida doing tonight? Is she going to the Pastons’ for the fireworks?”


  “Yes,” Joel whispered. “We’re all going; can’t you come along?”


  “No, thank you,” she said, smiling. “Not this time. They’re very lovely—and very awe-inspiring—and all that—but about once every five years is my limit. I would not get into that mob tonight, as hot as it is, for a million dollars. ... Tell Ida I expect her here for lunch tomorrow: Irene will be here. ... And now, goodbye,” she said, turning to the other young man, and giving him a bright china smile, a swift cool pressure of her little china hand. ... “Come up again to see us, won’t you? ... And bring your play along. And try going to bed some night at ten o’clock. ... Really!” she said with a crisp cool irony, “—you miss very little by doing so.”


  As they walked away along the road towards Joel’s house, Joel whispered with his radiant and admiring astonishment:


  “She’s simp-ly incredible! ... Don’t you think so? .... She knows everything,” he went on, without defining more exactly that large specification. “It’s simply stupendous the things she knows! ... And she’s such a nice person,” he said quietly. “One of the nicest people that I ever knew—just what an old maid ought to be—don’t you think so?”


  “Yes. But why is she an old maid? Why did she never get married?”


  “Hm,” said Joel thoughtfully, looking down the road with a detached, abstracted stare. “I can’t say. ... She’s awfully rich,” he whispered. “Enormously rich—she has loads of money—she’s been able to do just as she pleased all her life—she’s been everywhere—all over the world—and I suppose that’s the reason that she never married. She never found any one that she liked well enough to give up the kind of life she had. ... But she’s an amazing person. ... Don’t you think so?”


  “Yes,” the other said.


  They walked on down the road, and presently they saw the great white shape of Joel’s house, framed in the trees before them, and below them in the light and distance of a westering sun, the shine and wink of the great river. They entered the house.


  [¬]


  LXV


  The Paston estate, like the Pierce estate, was situated upon the river, but several miles farther north. To reach it, they drove through the eastern entrance of the Pierce place and through the little Dutch Colonial village of Leydensberg, of which Joel’s father was the mayor and which the Pierce family largely owned.


  “It’s a pity Pups never went into politics,” Joel whispered, as they drove through the old leafy village, with its pleasant houses among which a few of the lonely white houses of the Colonial period still remained. “The people around here worship him: he could have anything he wanted if he ran for office.”


  It was the first time he had spoken of his father: with a feeling of sharp surprise, the other youth now remembered that he had not seen Mr. Pierce since his arrival: he wondered where he was, but did not ask. He also now remembered that Joel’s references to his father had often been marked by a note of resignation and regret—the tone a person uses when he speaks of some one who has possessed talents and wasted opportunities, and whose life has come to nothing.


  Their road led northward from the village: they sped swiftly along a paved highway bordered by trees and fields and woods, by houses here and there, and presently by the solid masonry of a wall that marked the boundaries of another great estate. It was the Paston place, and presently they turned in to an entrance flanked by stone markers, and began to drive along a road arched by tall leafy trees. Night had come, the moon was not yet well up, but from time to time, there was beside the road the gleam of steel, and at times as they passed a cleared space he could plainly see the rail pattern of a tiny railway, complete in all respects—with roadbed, rock-ballast, grades, and cuts, embankments, even tunnels, but all so small in scale that it suggested a gigantic toy more than anything else. He asked what it was and Joel answered:


  “It’s Hunter’s railway.”


  “Hunter’s railway?” he asked in a puzzled tone. “But why does he need a railway here? What does he use it for?”


  “Oh, he really doesn’t need it for anything,” Joel whispered. “It’s of no use to any one. He just likes to play with it.”


  “Play with it? But—but what is it? ... Isn’t it a real railway?”


  “Yes, of course,” Joel answered, laughing at his astonishment. “It’s really quite marvellous—complete in every way—with tunnels, stations, bridges, signals, round-houses, and everything else a regular railway has. Only everything is on a very small scale—like a toy.”


  “But the engine—the locomotive? ... How does that run? Do you wind it up, as you do a toy, or run it by electricity, or how?”


  “Oh, no,” Joel answered. “It’s a regular locomotive—not over two or three feet high, I should say—but runs by steam, just like a real locomotive. ... It’s really quite a fascinating thing,” he whispered. “You ought to see it some time.”


  “But—but how does he run it? Is he able to get into anything as small as that?”


  “He can, yes,” said Joel, laughing again. “But usually he just runs along by the side. It’s pretty cramped quarters for a grown man.”


  “A grown man! ... Do you mean that Mr. Paston built this little railway for himself?”


  “But, of course!” Joel turned, and looked at his friend with a surprised stare. “Who did you think I was talking about?”


  “Why, I—I thought when you said—‘Hunter’ you meant one of his children—a boy—some child in his family who——”


  “No, not at all,” Joel whispered, laughing again at the astonished and bewildered look upon his companion’s face. “It may be for a child, but the child is Hunter Paston himself. ... You see,” he said more quietly and seriously after a brief pause, “he’s crazy about all kinds of machinery—locomotives, airplanes, motor-boats, automobiles, steam-yachts—he loves anything that has an engine in it—he always has been that way since he was a boy—and it’s such a pity, too,” he whispered, in the same regretful tone he had used when speaking of his father—“It’s a shame he was never able to do anything with it. ... If he hadn’t had all this money, he would have made a swell mechanic—he really would.”


  But now there was a row of lights through the trees, the murmurous hum of many voices, the glittering shapes of parked machinery. They were approaching the Paston house: it was a rather gloomy-looking mansion of old brown stone, square in shape and immensely solid and imposing in its grimy magnificence, and of that style of architecture which was borrowed from France, but which went through curious and indefinable transformations on the way, so that any native grace and lightness which the style may once have had was lost: it was lumpish, ugly and involved, and somehow looked like one of the children of the New York Post Office.


  A broad verandah ran around the house on all four sides, and on the side that faced the river, a large number of the friends and guests of the Paston family were now assembled. Seated on the great lawns that swept away before the house on the river side there was another larger audience composed of the people of the near-by town, and people employed on the Paston estate and the other great estates in the vicinity.


  But over both groups, not only the wealthier and smaller group upon the porch, but the larger one spread out upon the lawn, there was evident a spirit of gay, happy, eager and child-like elation and expectancy that united every one in a curiously moving and high-hearted way. From the dark sweep and mystery of the lawn there rose the murmur of hundreds of excited and happy voices, all talking at once, and little bursts of laughter, sudden stirs and flurries of eager and mysterious interest.


  The same spirit, the same feeling—a spirit and a feeling of plain democracy, warm friendliness, simple, eager hope and expectancy—animated the people on the porch. They were, as a group, fine-looking people: many of the young men were tall, handsome, strong and comely-looking, the girls were lovely, and many of the women were beautiful. Most of them also had a look of dignity, assurance, and character. They represented, he knew, that small group of the fabulously wealthy whose names were household words throughout the nation—and yet, whether it was due to the innate democracy of the occasion, the almost childish pleasure and anticipation which the Fourth of July and its fireworks renewed in them, and the grand and natural warmth and spaciousness of the scene—their native earth, or whether the quality of their lives was really warm and free and friendly, there was nothing at all arrogant, haughty, cold or insolently “societified” about these people. Their gathering together here upon the front porch of this gloomy old Victorian house had exactly the same quality that these summer front-porch gatherings had always had for him everywhere in little towns; with a feeling of incredulous recognition he found that the scene was instantly familiar to him, and he almost expected to hear old familiar voices—his father’s voice among them, as he had heard it on the porch at home so many times, and now so long ago.


  Every one in the crowd knew the Pierce family and instantly welcomed them in an eager, laughing, and excited babel of affectionate greeting. Rosalind and Joel and Mrs. Pierce went about among the crowd shaking hands and greeting people all about them, and when the greetings were over, simply and naturally found their place among those persons to whom each was most akin by virtue of friendship, age, or temperament—Mrs. Pierce among men and women of her own generation and among the older people, and Joel, Rosalind, George Thornton, and Carl Seaholm among the younger people of the gathering.


  Joel introduced him quickly, casually, with his infinite grace and consideration, to several people—to several of his younger friends and to certain of the older ones who were obviously among the best-liked and most respected people there. He was introduced to Mrs. Paston, a tall and beautiful young woman, very slender, blonde, and lovely-looking: a kind of exquisite blonde icicle, and with no more human warmth or passion than an icicle of any sort would have. She gave him a few cool words of greeting, a swift cool clasp of her swift cool hand, a swift, glacial, yet not unfriendly smile, and so dismissed him, not unkindly, turning with the same cool, smiling and glacial detachment to her other guests.


  Suddenly the fireworks started. Far away, at the end of the great lawn, in the obscuring darkness of the night, and among the obscuring shadows of the shrubs and trees above the hill that swept down towards the river, there was a terrific detonation—the deafening bang and flare of a gigantic rocket that whizzed up into the air in a small hurtling point of light, and exploded, illuminating heaven with a constellation of enchanted falling stars. There was a long-drawn “Oh-h!” of excitement, eagerness, and expectant joy from the crowd gathered on the lawn, the same from the people gathered on the porch, who quickly scrambled into chairs; and instantly from all the people there was utter silence, a thrilled and fascinated attentiveness, broken now and then by gasps of wonder, joy, surprise and rapture, as one giant rocket followed another in unending series, in constantly growing magnificence, until the whole universe of night was blooming with flowers of fire, alive with constellations of enchanted stars—green, red, and yellow, blue and violet and gold, that burst softly in the night with spreading glory, falling slowly to the earth like some great parachuted blossom, and cracking, puffing, bursting softly, to flower, spread, again develop in great blooms of star-enchanted fire.


  Everything had the same familiar quality of America that he had always remembered, and known as a child. It brought back to him again the quiet voices of people on their summer porches, the street-car grinding to a halt on the corner of the hill above his father’s house, his father’s voice in darkness on the porch, and the red lifted flare of his cigar, and those Thursday nights in summer when his father took him on the street-car to the little park along the river three miles away, where there were outdoor moving-pictures on an island; later, fireworks and across the river the great flare, the receding thunder of a train. Now, curiously, that whole memory came back to him with all its vivid and unutterable poignancy: he could remember the little artificial lake there at the park—that lake just three feet deep that had seemed so vast and thrilling to him, and the boat-house with lake-water lapping at the piers, the clank of oarlocks and the dull bump and dry knocking of the boats together as they collided in the darkness, and the people, gathered there in darkness, with their dim faces upturned to the great silver dance and flicker of the moving-picture screen which was set on a little island on the lake—an island that was dense with trees and foliage, and that had seemed to him as mysterious and illimitable as the jungle. And opposite the island, on the shore, looking over the heads of the people in the boats, the greater part of the audience sat on wooden benches, all thirsty, silent, and insatiate, the petals of five hundred dim white faces all lifted to the flickering magic of the screen.


  It all came back to him now as he sat there on the porch of this splendid mansion with Mrs. Pierce and Joel and the other guests, and though the place was splendid, wealthy and luxurious beyond dreams, the happy, warm, and friendly gaiety of the people, their eager looking-forward to fireworks and the Fourth of July, something free and warm and simple in their relation, recalled again those glorious expeditions of his youth to the little park upon the river, and the crowded streetcars going home, and friendly voices, laughter, and the slamming of a door, and then his father’s voice upon the porch and sleep and silence—it all came back now in tones of unutterable brightness, and the Hudson River lay below him in the great fall and hush of evening light that fell across America, and even as he thought these things, a train rushed by below them on the bank of the river, was hurled instantly past in a projectile flight—a thunderbolted speed, was hurled past them citywards, and was gone at once, leaving nothing behind it but the sound of its departure, a handful of lost echoes in the hills, and the river, the mysterious river, the Hudson River in the great fall and hush of evening light, and all somehow was just as it had always been, and just as he had known he would find it, as it would always be.


  [¬]


  LXVI


  Later that night, when the other people in the house had gone upstairs to bed, and as he was in the quiet library, making a final, longing, hungrily regretful survey of the treasure-hoard of noble books that walled the great room in their rich and mellow hues from floor to ceiling, Joel came in.


  “Look,” he whispered, in his abrupt and casual way, “I’m going to bed now: stay up as long as you please and sleep as late as you like tomorrow morning. ... And look,” he whispered casually—and quickly again—“what are you going to do? Do you think you have to go back to the city tomorrow?”


  “Yes, Joel: I think I’ll have to—I have an early class the first thing Monday morning, and if I’m going to meet it, I ought to be back by tomorrow night: I think that will be best.”


  “It’s been nice having you,” Joel whispered. “It was swell that you could come. And if you really like the place,” he said simply, “I’m glad. ... I think it’s a grand place, too. ... And Look!” he whispered quickly, casually, looking away “—I meant what I said yesterday—about that house, the gatekeeper’s lodge, I mean—If you like the place, and think you’d care to live there, or come up whenever you feel like it, I wish you’d take it,” he whispered. “I really do—It’s no use to any one the way it stands, and we’d all be delighted if you’d come and live in it. ... Just let me know when you are coming, just say the word, and I’ll have everything ready for you—And we wish you would,” he whispered earnestly, with his radiant smile, as if asking the other youth to do him a favor—“it would be swell.”


  “It’s—it’s pretty fine of you, Joel, too——”


  “All right, sir,” Joel whispered quickly, hastily, with a smile, avoiding skilfully the embarrassment of thanks: “And look, Eugene—of course I’ll see you Tuesday when I get back to town—I’ll be right there at the hotel the rest of the summer—except for week-ends when I come up here—but I wanted to ask you if you had made up your mind yet about going to Europe?”


  “Yes, I have, Joel. At least, that’s what I want to do—what I’d like to do. If I can manage it, I intend to set sail—” the two words had a glorious magic sound to him, and his pulse beat hot and hard with joy and hope as he spoke them—“to set sail in September when my work at the university is over!”


  “Gosh! That’s swell!” Joel whispered enthusiastically, his face lighting with radiant eagerness as if the news had given him some great and unexpected happiness—“And Frank Starwick will be glad to hear it, too. You know he’s going over at the end of August; I had a letter from him just the other day.”


  “Yes, I know: he wrote me too.”


  “And he’ll want to see you when he comes to town: we must all try to get together before he goes. ... And look,” he said quickly, abruptly, casually again—“if you go, how long will you be gone? How long do you intend to stay away?”


  “I don’t know, Joel. I’d like to go for a whole year, but I don’t know if I can manage it. They’ve offered me an appointment for another year at the university. They want me to come back for the new term that begins in February, and maybe that’s what I’ll have to do. But I’d like to stay away a year!”


  “I hope you can,” Joel whispered. “You ought to spend a whole year over there! It would be a swell thing if you could.”


  “Yes; I think so, too. But I don’t know how I’m going to manage it: at the present time I don’t quite see how I can. ... You see, all I’ve got to live on at the present time is what I earn as an instructor at the university—they pay me eighteen hundred dollars a year——”


  “Gosh!” Joel whispered, arching his eyebrows in polite astonishment—“That’s a lot, isn’t it?”


  “It’s not much, Joel: it amounts to $150 a month, you can get along on that but you’re not going to paint New York red on it, the way things are to-day, especially if you’ve got a healthy appetite and love to eat, the way I do.”


  “Yes,” Joel whispered, laughing his beautiful, radiant, and almost soundless laugh. “I can see that—that belly of yours is going to cost you a lot of money before you get through with it. A man who loves food the way you do ought to be a millionaire. But you see, don’t you,” he said, with a flash of his rare and gentle malice—“that’s what you get for not being a vegetarian like Bernard Shaw and me. ... Eugene,” he cried softly, laughing, after a moment’s brief reflection, “—you’ll love France—the food is wonderful—but Lord!” and he laughed again his radiant soundless laugh “—how you’re going to hate England!”


  “Why? Is the food bad?”


  “It’s unspeakable!” Joel whispered—“that is for any one who loves food the way you do: they go through the tortures of the damned ... of course, for me it doesn’t matter. I can eat anything—anything, that is, so long as it’s vegetables—it all tastes alike to me—but you’ll hate it ... of course,” he whispered earnestly, “you really won’t: you’ll love the country and you’ll like the English. They’re swell.”


  “Have you been there much, Joel?”


  “Only once,” he whispered. “When Mums and Rosalind were there. We had a house out in the country and we stayed there for fifteen months. And it was grand! You’ll love it. ... Gosh! I hope you can stay over there a whole year!” he went on eagerly. “Don’t you think you can?”


  “I don’t think so: you see, as I was telling you, I have only $150 a month; when I finish up in September I’ll have about five pay-checks coming to me: that’s only $750. So I figure I can get over there on that and live for several months, but unless I can get money from my mother—I think perhaps she’ll help me—I don’t see how I can get along for a whole year.”


  “Then look,” said Joel, speaking swiftly, and casually, and looking away as if he were making the most matter-of-fact proposal in the world—“Why don’t you let me help you? ... I mean,” he went on hastily, and showing his embarrassment only by two spots of color in his gaunt face—“I’d love to do it if you’d let me—it’d be no trouble at all—and you could pay it back whenever you like—just as soon as your play goes on: you’ll have plenty of money then, so I wish you’d take it now when you need it. ... You see,” he whispered quickly, with a smile, “I have loads of money—more than I can ever possibly use—I have no need for it—I was twenty-one this spring, you know,—and now I’m awfully rich,” he whispered humorously, and then concluded in a quickly apologetic whisper—“not really, of course—not compared to most people—but rich, for me,” he whispered, smiling. “—I’ve got much more than I need—so I really wish you’d let me help you if you need it—Frank said he’d let me know if he needed anything and I wish you’d do the same. ... I think you ought to go for a whole year since you’re going—it’s your first trip and gosh!” he whispered enthusiastically, “how I envy you! How I wish I were going for the first time! It’s going to be a swell thing for you, you’re going to have a grand time—and you’ve simply got to stay for a whole year—so I wish you’d let me help you if I can.”


  He had made this astoundingly generous proposal with a quick, hurried matter-of-factness that seemed to be eagerly begging for a favor, instead of magnificently and nobly giving it. And for a moment, the other could not answer, and when he did he did not know the reason for his reply, for his refusal. It was as generous, as selfless, and spontaneous an act of liberal and noble friendship as he had ever known or experienced, and for a moment, as he thought of his longed-for trip, his dire need of money, it all seemed so magically easy, good, and wonderfully right to him that there seemed nothing to do except instantly, gratefully and jubilantly to accept. Yet, when he opened his mouth to speak, he found himself to his surprise refusing this miraculous and generous good-fortune. And he never knew exactly the reason why: there was, perhaps, the growing sense of something alien and irreconcilable in the design and purpose of their separate lives, a growing feeling of regret, a conviction enhanced by his conversation with Joel in the studio that morning that their lives would be lived out in separate worlds, wrought to separate purposes, and shaped by separate beliefs, and with that knowledge a feeling—a feeling of loneliness and finality and farewell—as if a great door had swung forever closed between them, as if there was something secret, buried, and essential, in the soul of each, which now could never be revealed. And, to his surprise, he heard himself saying:


  “Thanks, Joel—it’s mighty fine of you—about as fine as anything I ever heard—but I don’t need help now. If I need it later——”


  “If you do,” said Joel very quickly, “I wish you’d let me know—I’d like it if you would. ... And gosh! it’s great to know that you are going,” he whispered again with radiant enthusiasm. “I envy you!”


  “Then I wish to God you’d come along! ... Joel,” the other burst out excitedly, with a sudden surge of eager warm conviction. “Why can’t you? We’d have a great time of it—go everywhere—see everything! It would be a wonderful thing—a great experience—for you and me both. You’ve never seen Europe that way before, have you?—the way that you and I could see it?—you’ve always been with your family, your mother, haven’t you?—Come on!” he cried, seizing his friend by the arm, as if they were ready to go that instant. “Let’s go! We’ll have the grandest trip you ever heard about!”


  But Joel, laughing his radiant soundless laugh, and shaking his head with gentle but inflexible denial, said:


  “No, Eugene! ... Not for me! ... I can’t do it! I’m going to stay right here and keep on with the work I’m doing ... besides,” he added gravely, “Mums needs me. No one knows what’s going to happen here in the family,” he said quietly—“I mean—that thing tonight—you saw—about Mums and Pups”—he said with painful difficulty. The other nodded, and Joel concluded simply: “I’ve got to stay.” For a moment he was silent, and suddenly the other youth noticed something starved and lonely, and almost desperately forsaken and resigned, that he had never observed in the boy’s gaunt face and eyes before, and when Joel spoke again, although there was a faint smile on his face, there was something old and sad and weary in his voice that the other youth had never heard before. He said quietly:


  “Perhaps you’re right. ... Perhaps you and I do belong in different worlds ... must go different ways. ... If that is true,” Joel turned and looked directly at his friend and in his eyes there was an infinite quiet depth of regret and acceptance “—if that is true, I’m sorry. ... At any rate, it was good to have known you. ... And now, good-bye, Eugene—Good-night, I mean,” he hastily concluded, in his former whispered, quick and casual tones, “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  With these words he turned quickly and left him.


  He stayed there long into the night in that rich room, while the great house sank to sleep and silence all around him. And at first he moved there quietly like a man living in an enchanted dream, almost afraid to draw a breath lest he dispel the glory and the magic of enchantment, and all the time the voices of the living books around him seemed to speak to him, to say to him: “Now it is night and silence and the sleep-time of the earth, the all-exultant time of youth and loneliness, and of your spirit’s proud accession. Now take us, plunder us and take us, for you are alone and living in the world to-night while all the sleepers sleep, immortal knowledge will be yours to-night, the secrets of an everlasting and triumphal wisdom; the huge compacted treasure of the earth speaks to you from these storied shelves, and it is yours, you are the richest man in all the earth if you will take us, only take us, we have waited for you long, dear friend, tonight the world is yours, and will be yours forever, if you will only take us, take us, take us.”


  And like a man drunk with joy, half through the night he plundered the living treasure of those shelves. They were all there—the great chroniclers and recorders, the marvellous and enchanted lies of old Herodotus, and Sir Thomas Malory, and the voyages of Hakluyt and of Purchas, the histories of Mandeville and Hume. There was Burton’s marvellous Anatomy, his staggering erudition never smelling of the dust or of the lamp, his lusty, pungent ever-rushing-onward style, and the annihilating irony of Gibbon’s latinized sonority, and the savage, burning, somehow magic plainness of Swift’s style. There was the dark tremendous music of Sir Thomas Browne, and Hooker’s sounding and tremendous passion made great by genius and made true by faith, and there was the giant dance, the vast storm-rounding cadence, now demented and now strong as light, of great Carlyle; and beside the haunting cadences of this tremendous piece, there was the pungent worldliness of life-loving men; the keen diaries of John Evelyn, the lusty tang and calculation and sensual rumination of old Pepys, the writing bright as noon, natural as morning, and the plain and middle-magic of the eighteenth century, the flawless grace and faultless clearness of Addison and Steele, and then all the pageantry of living character, the pages crowded with the immortal flesh of Sterne, Defoe, and Smollett, the huge comic universe of Fielding, the little one of Austen, and the immortal and extravagant one of Charles Dickens, the magnificent proliferation of Sir Walter Scott’s tremendous gallery—and Thackeray’s sentimental gallantry and magic, and all the single magics of Nathaniel Hawthorne, of Meredith, and Melville, of Landor, Peacock, Lamb, and of De Quincey, of Hazlitt, and of Poe.


  There were as well, the works of all the poets, the Kelmscott Chaucers, the Dove editions, the doe-skin bindings, white and soft and velvet to the touch, the splendid bodies in all their royal pageantry of blue and gold and dense rich green—the Greek anthologies, and all the poets of antiquity, and the singing voices of the great Elizabethans—of Wyatt, Surrey, Sidney, and of Spenser, Webster, Ford and Massinger, of Kyd and Greene and Marlowe, of Beaumont, Lyly, Nash and Dekker, of Jonson, Shakespeare, Herrick, Herbert, Donne.


  They were all there, from thundering Æschylus to the sweet small voice of perfect singing Herrick, from grand plain Homer to poignant Catullus, from acid and tart-humored Horace, from the lusty, vulgar and sweet-singing voice of Geoffrey Chaucer, the great bronze ring and clangorous sonority of John Dryden, to the massy gold, the choked-in richness, the haunting fall and faery, of John Keats.


  They were all there—each stored there in his little niche upon the living shelves, and at first he looted them, he plundered through their golden leaves as a man who first discovers a buried and inestimable treasure, and at first is dumb with joy at his discovery, and can only plunge his hands in it with drunken joy, scoop handfuls up and pour it over him and let the massy gold leak out again in golden ruin through his spread hands; or as a man who discovers some enchanted spring of ageless youth, of ever-living immortality, and drinks of it, and can never drink enough, and drinks and feels with every drink the huge summation of earth’s glory in his own enrichment, the ageless fires of its magic youth.


  Then, as the night wore on, another feeling crept across his heart, the living voices of the books spoke to him with another tone. From those great tongues of life and power and soaring immortality there had now departed all the sonorous conviction of their overwhelming, all-triumphant chant. The grand and ringing tongue and joy now spoke the language of a quiet and illimitable despair, confided the legend of an inevitable defeat, an inexorable fatality.


  From those high storied shelves of dense rich bindings the great voices of eternity, the tongues of mighty poets dead and gone, now seemed to speak to him out of the living and animate silence of the room. But in that living silence, in the vast and quiet spirit of sleep which filled the great house, out of the grand and overwhelming stillness of that proud power of wealth and the impregnable security of its position, even the voices of those mighty poets dead and gone now seemed somehow lonely, small, lost, and pitiful. Each in his little niche of shelf securely stored—all of the genius, richness, and whole compacted treasure of a poet’s life within a foot of space, within the limits of six small dense richly-garnished volumes—all of the great poets of the earth were there, unread, unopened, and forgotten, and were somehow, terribly, the mute small symbols of a rich man’s power, of the power of wealth to own everything, to take everything, to triumph over everything—even over the power and genius of the mightiest poet—to keep him there upon his little foot of shelf, unopened and forgotten, but possessed.


  Thus, for the first time in his life, even the voices of the mighty poets seemed lost and small and pitifully defeated. Their great voices, which had given to the heart of youth the added fire of their triumphant magic, had borne his spirit high upon the wings of the soaring and invincible belief that no might on earth was equal to the might of poetry, no immortality could equal the immortality of a poet’s life and fame, no glory touch his glory, or no strength his strength—now seemed to speak to him the mute and small and lonely judgment of defeat:


  “Child, child,” they said to him, “look at us and reflect: what shall it profit you to feed upon the roots of all-engulfing night, desiring glory? Do not the rats of death and age and dark oblivion feed so forever at the roots of sleep, and can you tell us where a man lies buried now, whose substance they have not devoured? Oh, child, forever in the dark old house of life to go alone, to prowl the barren avenues of night, and listen while doors swing and creak in the old house of life, and ponder on the lids of night, and ruminate the vast heart of sleep and silence and the dark, and so consume yourself—desiring what? Poor child, you son of an unlettered race, you nameless atom of the nameless wilderness, how have you let us dupe you with our fictive glories? What power is there on earth, in sea or heaven, what power have you in yourself, you son of your unuttered fathers, to find a tongue for your unuttered brothers, and to make a frame, a shape, a magic and eternal form out of the jungle of the great unuttered wilderness from which you came, of which you are a nameless and unuttered atom? What can you hope to do, poor nameless child, and would-be chronicler of the huge unhistoried morass of the dark wilderness of America, when we, who were the children of a hundred gold-recorded centuries and the heirs of all the rich accumulations of tradition, have really done so little—and have come to this? What profit do you hope to gain—what reward could you achieve that would repay you for all the anguish, hunger, and the desperate effort of your life? At its rare infrequent best, out of your blind and famished gropings in the jungle depths, you may pluck out a shining word—achieve a moment’s flash of grace and intuition—a half-heard whisper of the vast unuttered language that you seek—perhaps a moment’s taste of fame, a brief hour’s flash of the imagined glory that you thirst for. For just a moment, you, like other men, will play the lion, will feed upon the older lion’s blood, will triumph for a moment through his defeat, will taste joy for a moment through the blood of his despair—and then, like him, you too will be thrown to the mercy of the coming lion, the wilderness will rise again to engulf you, your little hour of glory for which your soul thirsts and your life is panting will be over before it has well begun, and the myriad horde of all your thousand mongrel races will rise with snarl and jeer and curse and lie and mocking to do your life to death, with all the hatred of their mongrel rancor and their own self-loathing, to kill the lion they have crowned for just a day, to hurl you back into a nameless and dishonorable oblivion, drowned down beneath the huge mock and jibe of the old scornmaker’s pride. Therefore, short-lived, your life will soon be ended; your youth, but just begun, will shortly be consumed, and all the labor of your anguish and your hunger will be mocked to scorn by the same mongrel fools who praised it, and forgotten by the very knaves who gave it fame. Such is the infrequent good, the flash of brief fame, to which you may aspire, the huge oblivion of failure, misery and dishonor which will follow. But if, by miraculous good chance, you should escape from this—be not devoured and slain and drowned out and forgotten in the brutal swarming shades of jungle time—what greater glory is there that you can achieve? Some such as ours, perhaps—then look at us, and see the state to which we’ve come. To lie forgotten on the rich shelves of a rich man’s library—to be a portion of his idle wealth—the evidence of his arrogant possession—to rise, as all the earth must rise—these dreaming hills and haunted woods, the mighty river and this great moon-haunted hill where stands this house—shout the tributes of a rich man’s glory—to bow before him—to lie bought, owned, forgotten and possessed—the greatest poets that ever walked the earth or built, like you, great dreams of glory—to be obsequious tributes to a rich man’s fame. Yes, you, even you—poor naked child—may come to this—to reach this state, to be entombed here, bought and idle and among the forgotten huge encumbrance of a rich man’s arrogant possession—and to know at last that all the glory, genius, and magic of a poet’s life may lie condensed in six rich bindings, forgotten, purchased and unread—and finally defeated by the only thing in life that lasts and will triumph forever—the all-consuming tyranny of wealth that makes a slave of its great poets—that makes us the barren whores of fame, the pimps of wealth—unused and empty on a rich man’s shelf.”


  So did that great treasure of unread, purchased, and forgotten books speak to him in the silent watches of the night, as they stood there, lonely, small and bought, on a rich man’s shelf.


  Towards morning, as he sat there with a great book propped upon his knees, his mind filled with the thought of those dead, forgotten, and still-living voices and of his rich young friend and the strange and bitter enigma of the fatal severance which had seemed that day to close a great door between their lives forever, he turned the pages of the book idly, and suddenly the blurred characters on the page before him swam legibly to view. And what those words upon the page before him said was this:


  
    “The young man saith unto him, All these things have I kept from my youth up: what lack I yet?


    “Jesus said unto him, If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and follow me.


    “But when the young man heard that saying, he went away sorrowful: for he had great possessions.”

  


  [¬]


  LXVII


  As he and Joel drove to the station it seemed to Eugene that he was returning to a world from which he had been absent for years. And the return was not a pleasant one. As they entered the little town, and began to drive swiftly down a street that led to the station, the little frame houses with their new architectures—their faded little strips of “front yard” grass, cement walks, and cement yard walls, looked cheap, flimsy, new and dreary—the image of a life that was itself as rootless, insecure, and drearily pretentious as the little painted frames it lived in.


  It was Sunday, and as they drove up to the station, he saw before a Greek confectionery and newspaper store a group of the town sports. They were dressed up in their cheap Sunday finery, and their faces wore a smirk. As Joel got out of the car, the sports tried to look nonchalant and easy in their relations with one another, but a kind of uneasy constraint had fallen upon them, and held them until he had gone. And yet he had not noticed them or done anything that might have caused them this discomfort.


  In the gravelled parking space before the station several cars were drawn up. Their shining bodies glittered in the hot sunlight like great beetles of machinery, and in the look of these great beetles, powerful and luxurious as most of them were, there was a stamped-out quality, a kind of metallic and inhuman repetition that filled his spirit, he could not say why, with a vague sense of weariness and desolation. The feeling returned to him—the feeling that had come to him so often in recent years with a troubling and haunting insistence—that “something” had come into life, “something new” which he could not define, but something that was disturbing and sinister, and which was somehow represented by the powerful, weary, and inhuman precision of these great, glittering, stamped-out beetles of machinery. And consonant to this feeling was another concerning people themselves: it seemed to him that they, too, had changed, that “something new” had come into their faces, and although he could not define it, he felt with a powerful and unmistakable intuition that it was there—that “something” had come into life that had changed the lives and faces of the people, too. And the reason this discovery was so disturbing—almost terrifying, in fact—was first of all because it was at once evident and yet indefinable; and then because he knew it had happened within the years of his own life, few and brief as they were—had happened, indeed, within “the last few years,” had happened all around him while he lived and breathed and worked among these very people to whom it had happened, and that he had not observed it at the “instant” when it came. For, with an intensely literal, an almost fanatically concrete quality of imagination, it seemed to him that there must have been an “instant”—a moment of crisis, a literal fragment of recorded time in which the transition of this change came. And it was just for this reason that he now felt a nameless and disturbing sense of desolation—almost of terror; it seemed to him that this change in people’s lives and faces had occurred right under his nose, while he was looking on, and that he had not seen it when it came, and that now it was here, the accumulation of his knowledge had burst suddenly in this moment of perception—he saw plainly that people had worn this look for several years, and that he did not know the manner of its coming.


  They were, in short, the faces of people who had been hurled ten thousand times through the roaring darkness of a subway tunnel, who had breathed foul air, and been assailed by smashing roar and grinding vibrance, until their ears were deafened, their tongues rasped and their voices made metallic, their skins and nerve-ends thickened, calloused, mercifully deprived of aching life, moulded to a stunned consonance with the crashing uproar of the world in which they lived. These were the dead, the dull, lack-lustre eyes of men who had been hurled too far, too often, in the smashing projectiles of great trains, who, in their shining beetles of machinery, had hurtled down the harsh and brutal ribbons of their concrete roads at such a savage speed that now the earth was lost forever, and they never saw the earth again: whose weary, desperate ever-seeking eyes had sought so often, seeking man, amid the blind horror and proliferation, the everlasting shock and flock and flooding of the million-footed crowd, that all the life and lustre and fire of youth had gone from them; and seeking so forever in the man-swarm for man’s face, now saw the blind blank wall of faces, and so would never see man’s living, loving, radiant, and merciful face again.


  Such were the faces that he now saw waiting on the station platform of this little Hudson River town—two dozen faces from the mongrel and anonymous compost of like faces that made up America—and with a sudden blinding flash of horror and of recognition, it now came to him that they were just the faces he had seen everywhere, at a thousand times and places in “the last few years.”


  He had seen them in their last and greatest colony—the huge encampment of the innumerable submerged, the last and largest colony of the great mongrel and anonymous compost that makes up America: he had seen them there, hurtling forever, from the roaring arch of the great bridge, with their unceasing flight, projectile roar, unnumbered flood, in their great and desolate beetles of glittering machinery—boring forever through the huge and labyrinthine horror of that trackless jungle of uncounted ways, beneath the grime and rust and swarm and violence and horror of Fulton Street, past all the vast convergences, the threat and menace of the empty naked corners, the swarming and concentric chaos of Borough Hall, and with beetling and unceasing flight through Clinton Street, on Henry Street, through the Bedford section, out through the flat and limitless swelter known as “the Flatbush section,” beneath the broad and humid light of solid skies, through ten thousand rusty, grimy, nameless streets that make up that huge and trackless swelter—and most horrible of all, a flood of nameless faces, rootless and unnumbered lives, hurtling blindly past forever in hot beetles of machinery along those broad, wide, and splendidly desolate “avenues,” that were flanked upon each side by the cheap raw brick, the gaudy splendor, of unnumbered new apartment houses, the brick and stucco atrocities of unnumbered new cheap houses, and that cut straight and brutal as a spoke across the labyrinthine chaos of the Brooklyn jungle—and that led to God knows where—to Coney Island, to the beaches, to the outer districts of that trackless web, the unknown continent of Long Island—but that, no matter where or how they led, were always crowded with the blind horror of those unnumbered, hurtling faces, the blind horror of those great glittering beetles of machinery drilling past forever in projectile flight, unceasing movement and unending change, the blind horror of these unknown nameless lives hurtling on forever, lost forever, going God knows where!


  Yes, this was the thing—blindly, desperately, unutterably though he felt it—this was the thing that had put this look—the “new look”—the horrible, indefinable, and abominably desolate and anonymous look into the face of people. This was the thing that had taken all the play and flash of passion, joy, and instant, lovely and mercurial life out of their living faces, and that gave their faces the look of something blunted, deadened, stunned, and calloused.


  This was the thing that had given people “the new look”—that had made man what he had become—that had made all these people waiting on the platform for the train, what they were—and now that he had to face this thing again, now that he had to be thrust back in it, now that, after these three days of magic, and enchantment, he must leave this glorious world that he had just discovered—and be thrust brutally back again into the blind and brutal stupefaction, the nameless agony and swelter of that life from which he came—it seemed to him he could not face it, he could not go back to it again, it was too hard, too full of pain and sweat and agony and terror, too ugly, cruel, futile, and horrible, to be endured.


  No more! No more! And not be [to] be endured! To discover for three days—three magic swift-winged days—that enchanted life that had held all his visions as a child in fee—to be for just three brief and magic days a lord of life, the valued friend, the respected and well-loved companion of great men and glorious women, to discover and possess for three haunting and intolerably lovely days the magic domain of his boyhood’s “America”—the most fortunate, good and happy life that men had ever known—the most true and beautiful, the most right—and now to have it torn from him at the very instant of possession—and to come to this:—a nameless cipher hurtled citywards in the huge projectile of a train, with all his fellow ciphers, towards this blind and brutal stupefaction. A voice sounded far off, thundering in his ears through the battle-roar and rock of that stunned universe, as he cried:


  “Joel! Joel! It was good to be here with you—Joel——”


  And suddenly [suddenly he] saw his friend’s tall form recoil, shrink back, the look of something instant, startled, closed and final in his face and eye, and heard the swift incisive whisper saying quickly——


  “Yes! ... It was good that you could come! ... And now, good-bye! ... I shall see you——”


  And so heard no more, and knew that that good-bye was final and irrevocable and could not be altered, no matter now how much or how often they should “see” each other in the future.


  And at the same moment, as that door swung shut between them, and he saw that it never could be opened any more, he felt, with the knowledge of that irrevocable loss, a moment’s swift and rending pity for his friend. For he saw somehow that he was lost—that there was nothing for him now but shadows on the wall—Circean make-believe—that world of moonlight, magic and painted smoke that “the river people” knew. For three days, he himself had breathed the poppied fumes of all its glorious unreality, and in those three short days the world from which he came—his father’s earth of blood and sweat and stinking clay and bitter agony—this world of violence and toil and strife and cruelty and terror, this swarming world of nameless lives and mongrel faces, with all its ugliness—had become phantasmal as an evil dream, until now he could scarcely endure the hot and savage swelter, the savage fury, of the unceasing city. To grope and sweat and thrust and curse his way again among the unceasing flood-tides of the grimy swarming pavements; to be buffeted, stunned, bewildered, deadened, and exhausted by the blind turmoil, the quenchless thirst and searching, the insatiate hunger and the black despair of all that bleak and fruitless struggle, that futile and unceasing strife—and to come to this! To come to this!


  It was too hard, too painful, too much to be endured, he could not go!—and even as his life shrank back in all the shuddering revulsion and loathing of his desolate discovery—he heard the great train thunder on the rails—and he knew that he must go!


  For a moment, as the train pulled out, he stood looking out the window, waved good-bye to Joel standing on the platform, and for a moment watched his tall retreating form. Then the train gained speed, was running swiftly now along the river’s edge, swept round a bend, the station and the town were left behind him, and presently, just for a few brief moments as it swept along below the magic and familiar hill, he caught a vision of the great white house set proudly far away up on the hill and screened with noble trees. Then this was gone.[:] he looked about him, up and down the grimy coach, which was dense with smoke and pungent with the smell of cheap cigars and strong tobacco.


  They were all there, and instantly he knew that he had seen each one of them a million times, and had known all of them forever; the Greek from Cleveland with his cheap tan suit, his loud tan shoes, his striped tan socks, his cheap cardboard suitcase with its tan shirts and collars and its extra pair of pants, and with his hairy, seamed and pitted night-time face, his swarthy eyes, his lowering finger-breadth of forehead bent with painful patient furrowed rumination into the sensational mysteries of tabloid print. They were all there—two deaf-mutes talking on their fingers; a young Harlem negro and his saffron wench, togged to the nines in tan and lavender; two young Brooklyn Jews and their two girl friends grouped on turned seats; a little chorus girl from the burlesque, with dyed hair of straw-pale falseness, a false, meagre, empty, painted little whore’s face, and a costume of ratty finery false as all the rest of her; a young Italian with grease-black hair sleeked back in faultless patent-leather pompadour, who talked to her, eyes leering and half-lidded, with thick pale lips fixed in a slow thick smile of sensual assurance, the jaws slow-working on a wad of gum; a man with the strong, common, gaunt-jawed and anonymous visage of the working man, wearing neat, cheap, nameless clothing, and with a brown paper parcel on the rack above him; and a young dark Irishman, his tough face fierce with drink and truculence, his eyes glittering with red points of fire, his tongue snarling curses, threats, and invitations to the fight that rasped and cut with naked menace through the smoke-blue air.


  The young Jews slouched with laughter, filled the car with noisy clamor, sparred glibly, swiftly, with quick, eager, and praise-asking repartee, with knowing smirk, and cynic jest, with acrid cynic wit that did not hit the mark. The little blondined whore listened to the hypnotic, slit-eyed, thick-lipped seductions of the young Italian with a small coy-bawdy smirk upon her painted face: she did not know what he meant, she had no idea what he was talking about, and with coy-bawdy smirk she rose, edged past his slow withdrawn knees and minced down the aisle towards the little cupboard at the end that housed the women’s toilet, while with lidded sly eyes, and thick, slow-chewing and slow-smiling lips his calculating glance pursued her. The lady entered, closed the door upon a stale reek, and was gone some time. When she emerged, she arranged her clothing daintily, smoothed out her rumpled dress across her hips and came mincing down the aisle again with faint coy-bawdy smirk, and was greeted again by her gallant suitor, who welcomed her in the same manner, with lidded eyes, thick, pallid and slow-chewing lips, and slow withdrawn knees. The two deaf-mutes surveyed the scene with loathing: one was large and heavy, with the powerful shoulders of the cripple, a brutal face, a wide and cruel mouth; the other small and dark and ferret-faced—but both surveyed the scene with loathing. They looked at each and all the passengers and they dismissed each in turn upon their fingers. As they did so, their faces writhed in vicious snarls, in sneering smiles, in convulsions of disgust and hatred; they looked upon the objects of their hate and jerked cruel thumbs towards earth in gestures eloquent of annihilation and destructive sudden-death, and they drew swift fingers meaningly across their gullets with the deadly move of men who slit a throat—and all was as he had known it would be.


  The working man with the strong and common face, the cheap, neat clothes, sat quietly, and looked quietly out the window, with seamed face and quiet worn eyes, and the young Irishman sweltered in strong drink and murder; the taste of blood was thick in him, his little eyes glittered with red points of fire, and ever as the train rushed on, he sowed that smoke-blue air with rasping curse, and snarling threat, with all the idiot stupefaction of a foul and idiot profanity, an obscene but limited complaint:—


  “Yuh f—kin’ Kikes! ... Yuh f—kin’ Jews! ... I’ll kick duh f—kin’ s—t outa duh f—kin’ lot of yuh, yuh f—kin’ bastards, you. ... Hey-y! You! ... Yuh f—kin’ dummies up deh talkin’ on yer f—kin’ fingers all duh time. ... Hey-y! You! Inches! You f—kin’ bastard, I don’t give a s—t for duh whole f—kin’ lot of yuh.”


  It was all as it had always been, as he had known it would be, as he never could have foreseen it: the young dark Irishman sowed the air with threats and foulness, he finished up his bottle, and the foulness and the old red light of murder grew. And the mongrel compost laughed and snickered as they always did, and at length grew silent when he lurched with drunken menace towards them, and the old conductor with the sour, seamed face then stopped the Irishman, and he cursed him.


  And the slant light steepened in the skies, the old red light of waning day made magic fire upon the river, and the train made on forever its tremendous monotone that was like silence and forever—and now there was nothing but that tremendous monotone of time and silence and the river, the haunted river, the enchanted river that drank forever its great soundless tides from out the inland slowly, and that moved through all man’s lives the magic thread of its huge haunting spell, and that linked his life to magic kingdoms and to lotus-land and to all the vision of the magic earth that he had dreamed of as a child, and that bore him on forever out of magic to all the grime and sweat and violence of the city, the unceasing city, the million-footed city, and into America.


  The great river burned there in his vision in that light of fading day and it was hung there in that spell of silence and forever, and it was flowing on forever, and it was stranger than a legend, and as dark as time.


  [¬]


  BOOK V

  JASON’S VOYAGE


  LXVIII


  Smoke-gold by day, the numb exultant secrecies of fog, a fog-numb air filled with the solemn joy of nameless and impending prophecy, an ancient yellow light, the old smoke-ochre of the morning, never coming to an open brightness—such was October in England that year. Sometimes by night in stormy skies there was the wild, the driven moon, sometimes the naked time-far loneliness, the most-oh-most familiar blazing of the stars that shine on men forever, their nameless, passionate dilemma of strong joy and empty desolation, hope and terror, home and hunger, the huge twin tyranny of their bitter governance—wandering forever and the earth again.


  They are still-burning, homely particles of night, that light the huge tent of the dark with their remembered fire, recalling the familiar hill, the native earth from which we came, from which we could have laid our finger on them, and making the great earth and home seem near, most near, to wanderers; and filling them with naked desolations of doorless, houseless, timeless, and unmeasured vacancy.


  And everywhere that year there was something secret, lonely, and immense that waited, that impended, that was still. Something that promised numbly, hugely, in the fog-numb air, and that never broke to any open sharpness, and that was almost keen and frosty October in remembered hills—oh, there was something there incredibly near and most familiar, only a word, a stride, a room, a door away—only a door away and never opened, only a door away and never found.


  At night, in the lounging rooms of the old inn, crackling fires were blazing cheerfully, and people sat together drinking small cups of the black bitter liquid mud that they called coffee.


  The people were mostly family groups who had come to visit their son or brother in the university. They were the most extraordinary, ugly, and distinguished-looking people Eugene had ever seen. There was the father, often the best looking of the lot: a man with a ruddy weathered face, a cropped white mustache, iron gray hair—an open, driving, bull-dog look of the country carried with tremendous style. The mother was very ugly with a long horse face and grimly weathered cheek flanks that seemed to have the tough consistency of well-tanned leather. Her grim bared smile shone in her weathered face and was nailed forever round the gauntness of her grinning teeth. She had a neighing voice, a shapeless figure, distinguished by the bony and angular width of the hip structure, clothed with fantastic dowdiness—fantastic because the men were dressed so well, and because everything they wore, no matter how old and used it might be, seemed beautiful and right.


  The daughter had the mother’s look: a tall gawky girl with a bony, weathered face and a toothy mouth, she wore an ill-fitting evening or party dress of a light unpleasant blue, with a big meaningless rosette of ruffles at the waist. She had big feet, bony legs and arms, and she was wearing pumps of dreary gray and gray silk stockings.


  The son was a little fellow with ruddy apple-cheeks, crisp, fair, curly hair, and baggy gray trousers; and there was another youth, one of his college friends, of the same cut and quality, who paid a dutiful but cold attention to the daughter, which she repaid in kind, and with which every one was completely satisfied.


  They had to be seen to be believed, but even then, one could only say, like the man who saw the giraffe: “I don’t believe it.” The young men sat stiffly on the edges of their chairs, holding their little cups of coffee in their hands, bent forward in an attitude of cold but respectful attentiveness, and the conversation that went on among them was incredible. For their manner was impregnable, they were cold, remote, and formal almost to the point of military curtness, and yet Eugene felt among them constantly an utter familiarity of affection, a strange secret warmth, past words or spoken vows, that burned in them like glacial fire.


  When you got ten or fifteen feet away from them, their language could not have been more indecipherable if they had spoken in Chinese; but it was fascinating just to listen to the sounds. For there would be long mounting horse-like neighs, and then there would be reedy flute-like notes, and incisive cold finalities and clipped ejaculations and sometimes a lovely and most musical speech. But the horse-like neighs and clipped ejaculations would predominate; and suddenly Eugene understood how strange these people seemed to other races, and why Frenchmen, Germans, and Italians would sometimes stare at them with gape-mouthed stupefaction when they heard them talking.


  Once when he passed by them they had the family vicar or some clergyman of their acquaintance with them. He was a mountain of a man, and he too, was hardly credible: the huge creature was at least six and a half feet tall, and he must have weighed three hundred pounds. He had a flaming moon of face and jowl, at once most animal and delicate, and he peered out keenly with luminous smoke-gray eyes beneath a bushy hedge-growth of gray brows. He was dressed in the clerical garb and his bulging grossly sensual calves were encased in buttoned gaiters. As Eugene went by, he was leaning forward with his little cup of muddy coffee held delicately in the huge mutton of his hand, peering keenly out beneath his beetling bush of brow. And what he said was this:


  “Did you ever read—that is, in recent yöhs—the concluding chaptahs in ‘The Vicah of Wakefield’?” Carefully he set the little cup down in its saucer. “I was reading it just the other day. It’s an extraordinary thing!” he said.


  It is impossible to reproduce the sound of these simple words, or the effect they wrought upon Eugene’s senses[.]


  For first, the words “Did you ever” were delivered in a delicate rising-and-falling neigh, the word “read” really came out with a long reedy sound, the words “that is, in recent yöhs,” in a parenthesis of sweetly gentle benevolence, the phrase “the concluding chaptahs in ‘The Vicah of Wakefield,’” in full, deliberate, satisfied tones of titular respect, the phrase “I was reading it just the other day,” thoughtfully, reedily, with a subdued, gentle, and mellow reminiscence, and the final decisive phrase, “It’s an extraordinary thing,” with passionate conviction and sincerity that passed at the end into such an unction of worshipful admiration that the words “extraordinary thing” were not spoken, but breathed out passionately, and had the sound “’strawd’n’ry thing!”


  “Ow!” the young man answered distantly, and in a rather surprised tone, with an air of coldly startled interest, “Now! I can’t say that I have—not since my nursery days, at any rate!” He laughed metallically.


  “You should read it again,” the mountainous creature breathed unctuously. “A ’strawd’n’ry thing! A ’strawd’n’ry thing.” Delicately he lifted the little cup of muddy black in his huge hand again and put it to his lips.


  “But frightfully sentimental, down’t you think?” the girl neighed sharply at this point. “I mean all the lovely-woman-stoops-to-folly sawt of thing, you now. [know.] After all, it is a bit thick to expect people to swallow that nowadays,” she neighed, “particularly after all that’s happened in the last twenty yöhs. I suppose it mattuhed in the eighteenth centureh but after all,” she neighed with an impatient scorn, “who cares today? Who cares,” she went on recklessly, “what lovely woman stoops to? I cawn’t see that it makes the slightest difference. It’s not as if it mattuhed any longah! No one cares!”


  “Ow!” the young man said with his air of coldly startled interest. “Yes, I think I follow you, but I don’t entirely agree. How can we be certain what is sentimental and what’s not?”


  “But it seems to me he misses the whole point!” the girl exclaimed with one full, mouth-like rush. “After all,” she went on scornfully, “no one is interested in woman’s folly any longah—the ruined-maiden broken-vows sawt of thing. If that was what she got she should have jolly well known what she wanted to begin with! I’ll not waste any pity on her,” she said grimly. “The greatest folly is not knowin’ what you want to do! The whole point today is to live as cleveleh as possible! That’s the only thing that mattahs! If you know what you want and go about it cleveleh, the rest of it will take care of itself.”


  “Um,” the mother now remarked, her gaunt bare smile set grimly, formidably, on her weathered face. “That takes a bit of doin’, doesn’t it?” And as she spoke these quiet words her grim smile never faltered for an instant and there was a hard, an obdurate, an almost savage irony in her intonation, which left them all completely unperturbed.


  “Oh, a ’strawd’n’ry thing! A ’strawd’n’ry thing!” the huge clerical creature whispered dreamily at this point, as if he had not heard them. And delicately he set his little cup back on the saucer.


  Eugene’s first impulse when he saw and heard them was to shout with an astounded laughter—and yet, somehow, one never laughed. They had a formidable and impregnable quality that silenced laughter: a quality that was so assured in its own sense of inevitable rightness that it saw no other way except its own, and was so invincibly sure in its own way that it was indifferent to all others. It could be taken among strange lands and alien faces, and to the farthest and most savage colonies on earth, and would never change or alter by a jot.


  Yes, they had found a way, a door, a room to enter, and there were walls about them now, and the way was theirs. The mark of dark time and the architecture of unnumbered centuries of years were on them, and had made them what they were; and what they were, they were, and would not change.


  Eugene did not know if their way was a good way, but he knew it was not his. Their door was one he could not enter. And suddenly the naked empty desolation filled his life again, and he was walking on beneath the timeless sky, and had no wall at which to hurl his strength, no door to enter by, and no purpose for the furious unemployment of his soul. And now the worm was eating at his heart again. He felt the slow interminable waste and wear of gray time all about him and his life was passing in the darkness, and all the time a voice kept saying: “Why? Why am I here now? And where shall I go?”


  When Eugene got out into the High Street after dinner, the dark air would be thronging with the music of great bells, and there would be a smell of fog and smoke and old October in the air, the premonitory thrill and menace of some intolerable and nameless joy. Often at night, the visage of the sky would by some magic be released from the thick grayness that had covered it by day, and would shine forth barely, blazing with flashing and magnificent stars.


  And, as the old bells thronged through the smoky air, the students would be passing along the street, singly or in groups of two or three, briskly, and with the eager haste that told of meetings to come, appointments to be kept, the expectation of some good fortune, happiness, or pleasure toward which they hurried on.


  The soft glow of lights would shine from the ancient windows of the colleges, and one could hear the faint sounds of voices, laughter, sometimes music.


  Then Eugene would go to different pubs and drink until the closing time. Sometimes the proctors would come into a pub where he was drinking, speak amicably to every one, and in a moment more go out again.


  Somehow he always hoped that they would take him for a student. He could see them stepping up to him, as he stood there at the bar, saying courteously, yet gravely and sternly:


  “Your name and college, sir?”


  Then he could see the look of astonished disbelief on their grim red faces when he told them he was not a student, and at last, when he had convinced them, he could hear their crestfallen muttered-out apologies, and would graciously excuse them.


  But the proctors never spoke to him, and the bar-man, seeing him look at them as they went out one night, misunderstood the look, and laughed with cheerful reassurance:


  “You’ve nothing at all to worry about, sir. They won’t bother you. It’s only the gentlemen at the university they’re after.”


  “How do they know I’m not there?”


  “That I couldn’t tell you, sir,” he answered cheerfully, “but they ’ave a way of knowin’! Ah, yes!” he said with satisfaction, slapping a wet cloth down upon the bar. “They ’ave a way of knowin’, right enough! They’re a clever lot, those chaps. A very clever lot, sir, and they always ’ave a way of knowin’ when you’re not.” And smiling cheerfully, he made a vigorous parting swipe across the wood, and put the cloth away below the counter.


  Eugene’s glass was almost empty and he looked at it, and wondered if he ought to have another. He thought they made them very small, and kept thinking of the governors of North and South Carolina. It was a fine, warm, open sort of pub, and there was a big fire-place just behind him, crackling smartly with a fire of blazing coals: he could feel the warmth upon his back. Outside, in the fog-numb air, people came by with lonely rapid footsteps and were lost in fog-numb air again.


  At this moment the bar-maid, who had bronze-red hair and the shrewd, witty visage of a parrot, turned and called out in a cheerful, crisply peremptory tone: “Time, please, gentlemen. Closing time.”


  Eugene put the glass down empty on the bar again. He wondered what the way of knowing was.


  It was October, about the middle of the month, at the opening of the Michaelmas term. Everywhere there was the exultant thrill and bustle of returning, of a new life, a new adventure beginning in an ancient and beautiful place that was itself enriched by the countless lives and adventures of hundreds of years which had come and gone. In the morning there was the smoky old-gold yellow of the sun, the numb excitement of the foggy air, a smell of good tobacco, beer, grilled kidneys, ham and sausages, and grilled tomatoes, a faint nostalgic smell of tea, and incredibly, somehow, in that foggy old-gold light, a smell of coffee—an intolerable, maddening, false, delusive smell, for when one went to find the coffee it would not be there: the coffee was black liquid mud, bitter, lifeless, and undrinkable.


  Everything was very expensive and yet it made you feel rich yourself just to look at it. The little shops, the wine shops with their bay windows of small leaded glass, and the crusty opulence of the bottles of old port and sherry and the burgundies, the mellow homely warmth and quietness of the interior, the tailor shops, the tobacco shops with their selected grades of fine tobacco stored in ancient crocks, the little bell that tinkled thinly as you went in from the street, the decorous, courteous, yet suavely good-natured proprietor behind the counter, who had the ruddy cheeks, the flowing brown mustache and the wing-collar of the shopkeeper of solid substance, and who would hold the crock below your nose to let you smell the moist fragrance of a rare tobacco before you bought, and would offer you one of his best cigarettes before you left—all of this gave somehow to the simplest acts of life and business a ritualistic warmth and sanctity, and made you feel wealthy and secure.


  And everywhere around Eugene in the morning there was the feeling of an imminent recovery, a recapture of a life that had always been his own. The buildings seemed to come from some essence of reality he had always known, but had never seen, and could scarcely believe in now, even when he put his hand upon the weathered surface of the stone.


  And this look kept shining at him through the faces of the people. Sometimes it was in the faces of the college boys but more often he saw it in the people of the town. It was in the faces of tradesmen—people in butcher shops, wine shops, clothing stores—and sometimes it was in the faces of women, at once common, fine, familiar, curiously delicate and serene, going to the markets, in the foggy old-bronze light of morning, and of men who passed by wearing derby hats and with wing collars. It was in the faces of a man and his son, good-humored little red-faced bullocks, packed with life, who ran a pub in the Cowley Road near the house where, later, he went to live.


  It was a look round, full, ruddy, and serene in its good-nature and had more openness and mellow humor in it than Eugene had found in the faces of the people in New England. It was more like the look of country people and small-town people in the South. Sometimes it had the open tranquil ruddiness, the bovine and self-satisfied good humor of his uncle, Crockett Pentland, and sometimes it was like Mr. Bailey, the policeman, whom the negro killed one winter’s night, when snow was on the ground and all the bells began to ring. And then it was full and hearty like the face of Mr. Ernest Pegram, who was the City Plumber and lived next door to Eugene’s father, or it was plump, common, kindly, invincibly provincial, ignorant and domestic, like the face of Mrs. Higginson, who lived across the street, and had herself been born in England, who had a family of eight children and three baking days a week, and was a praying, singing, and fanatic Baptist; yet on her common kindly face was the same animal, gentle, smoke-like delicacy of expression round the mouth that some of these men and women had.


  It was a life that seemed so near to Eugene that he could lay his hand on it and make it his at any moment. He seemed to have returned to a room he had always known, and to have paused for a moment, without any doubt or perturbation of the soul, outside the door.


  But he never found the door, or turned the knob, or stepped into the room. When he got there he couldn’t find it. It was as near as his hand if he could only touch it, only as high as his heart and yet he could not reach it, only a hand’s breadth off if he would span it, a word away if he would speak it. Only a stride, a move, a step away was all the peace, the certitude, the joy—and home forever—for which his life was panting, and he was drowning in the darkness.


  He never found it. The old smoke-gold of morning would be full of hope and joy and imminent discovery but afternoon would come and the soft gray humid skies pressed down on him with their huge numb waste and weight and weariness of intolerable time, and the empty naked desolation filled his guts.


  He would walk that legendary street past all those visible and enchanted substances of time, and see the students passing through the college gates, the unbelievable velvet green of college quads, and see the huge dark room of peace and joy that time had made, and he had no way of getting into it.


  Each day he walked about the town and breathed the accursed languid softness of gray foreign air, that had no bite or sparkle in it, and went by all their fabulous age-encrusted walls of Gothic time, and wondered what in the name of God he had to do with all their walls or towers, or how he could feed his hunger on the portraits of the Spanish king, and why he was there, why he had come!


  Sometimes it was just a word, the intonation of a phrase—the way they would say “very” or “American,” which chilled and withered all the ardours of the heart, or the way they would say “Thank you!” when you paid for something, crisply, courteously, yet with a quick, cautious, and obdurate finality, as if some one had swiftly and firmly closed a door lest you should try to enter it. Eugene could listen to them talk and hear all the words, the moods and tones of life and humor that he had known all his life, until it seemed that he could foresee the very stories they were going to tell, the very situations they were going to describe—and then in an instant all the familiar pattern of their speech would vanish, and their words could not have been stranger to him had they spoken in a foreign tongue.


  Thus, as Eugene looked at the young college fellows playing in the fields below the house, their shouts and cries, the boyish roughness of their play, their strong scurfed knees, and panting breath, evoked the image of a life so familiar to him that he felt all he had to do to enter it again was to walk across the velvet width of lawn that separated him from it. But if he passed these same people two hours later in the High Street, their lives, their words were stranger than a dream, or they seemed to have an incredible fictitious quality that made everything they did or said seem false, mannered, and affected, so that when he listened to them he had a feeling of resentment and contempt for them, as if they spoke and moved with the palpable falseness of actors.


  Eugene would see two young fellows before a college gate, and one, fragile of structure, with a small lean head, a sheaf of straight blonde hair and thin, sensitive features which were yet sharply and strongly marked, would be talking to another youth, his hands thrust jauntily into the pockets of his baggy gray trousers as he talked and the worn elegance of his baggy coat falling across his hands in folds of jaunty well-worn smartness.


  “I say!” the youth would be saying in his crisp, rapid, sharply blurred inflections that seemed to come out of lips that barely moved. “Where were you last night? We missed you at the party in old Lambert’s rooms, you know. Every one wondered why you didn’t turn up.”


  “Oh,” the other said (but the way he said this word sounded almost like “Ow” to Eugene). “Did they? I’m frightfully sorry to have missed it, but I simply couldn’t get thöh. Had dinner with a chap I know at Magdalen. His sister’s down for a day or so, and later on I simply couldn’t break away.—How was the party?”


  “Ow!” the other cried, casting his head back with a strong quick movement and an exultant little laugh. “Ripping! Simply ripping! What a shame you had to miss it! Old Fenton got quite squiffed along towards ten o’clock,” he went on affectionately and with his exultant little laugh, “and really it was priceless! He insisted on doing an imitation of Queen Victoria sitting down to read The Times upon her w.c. just after modern plumbing was installed—Ow!” he cried exultantly again, casting his head up with a sharp strong movement, “the whole thing was convulsing!—To see old Fenton settle down!” he cried, “to see him look around suspiciously,” he whispered, still maintaining the perfect dramatic sharpness of his inflection as he looked around with a descriptive gesture, “to see him wait uneasily to see what’s going to happen—finally to see the look of blissful satisfaction and contentment gradually stealing over his face,” he whispered rapturously, “as he settles back to read The Times in peace—ow!” he cried again, as he cast back his small lean head with an exultant laugh, “—the whole thing was really too superb!—it really was, you know! Old Lambert was quite convulsed! We had to lift him up and stretch him out upon the bed before he got his breath again.”


  In conversations such as these, in the choice and accent of the words, the sharp crisp and yet blurred inflections of the speech, even in the jaunty nonchalance of hands in pockets, the hang and fold of the coat, in the exultant little laugh and the sharp strong upward movement of the small lean head, there was something alien, suave, and old. To Eugene it seemed to be the style of a life that was far older, more suavely knowing and mature, than any he had ever known, so that at such a time as this, these young boys who on the playing fields had almost the appearance of tousled overgrown urchins, now seemed far more assured and sophisticated than he could ever be.


  At the same time, the sound and inflection of their words—their assured exercise of a style of language that knew exactly where to use and how to inflect such words as “very,” “quite,” “superb,” “priceless,” “terribly,” “marvellous,” and so on—this style and use seemed to Eugene almost false, fictional, affected, and theatrical.


  He felt this way chiefly because he had read about such people all his life in books and for the most part had heard them speak in this manner only in smart plays upon the stage. He was always connecting these young Englishmen with actors in the theatre, and for a moment his mind would resentfully accuse them of being nothing but cheap and affected actors themselves and, bitterly, of “trying to talk with an English accent”—a phrase which obviously had no meaning, since they were only speaking their own language in the way they had been taught to speak it.


  But then, at tea-time, Eugene would see these youths again in Buol’s, flirting, with the clumsy naïveté of a grubby schoolboy, with a leering rawboned hag of a waitress, and obviously getting the thrill of their lives from the spurious grins which this dilapidated strumpet flashed at them through her artificial teeth. Or, as he went up the road towards his house at night, he would pass them standing in the dark shadows of the stormy trees, with their arms clumsily clasped around the buttocks of a servant girl, and their lives seemed unbelievably young, naked, and innocent again.


  Around Eugene was the whole structure of an enchanted life—a life hauntingly familiar and just the way he had always known it would be—and now that he was there, he had no way of getting into it. The inn itself was ancient, legendary, beautiful, elfin, like all the inns he had ever read about, and yet all of the cheer, the warmth, the joy and comfort he had dreamed of finding in an inn was lacking.


  Upstairs the halls went crazily up and down at different levels, one mounted steps, went down again, got lost and turned around in the bewildering design of the ancient added-on-to structure—and this was the way he had always known it would be. But the rooms were small, cold, dark, and dreary, the lights were dim and dismal, you stayed out of your room as much as possible and when you went to bed at night you crawled in trembling between clammy sheets, and huddled there until the bed was warm. When you got up in the morning there was a small jug of warm water at your door with which to shave, but the jug was too small, you poured it out into the bowl and shaved yourself and added cold water from the pitcher then in order to get enough to wash your face and hands. Then you got out of the room and went downstairs as quickly as you could.


  Downstairs it would be fine. There would be a brisk fire crackling in the hearth, the old smoke-gold of morning and the smell of fog, the crisp cheerful voices of the people and their ruddy competent morning look, and the cheerful smells of breakfast, which was always liberal and good, the best meal that they had: kidneys and ham and eggs and sausages and toast and marmalade and tea.


  But at night there would come the huge boiled-flannel splendor of the dinner, the magnificent and prayerful service of the waiter, who served you with such reverent grace from heavy silver platters that you felt the food must be as good as everything looked. But it never was.


  Eugene ate at a large table, in the centre of the dining-room, provided by a thoughtful management for such isolated waifs and strays as himself. The food looked very good, and was, according to the genius of the nation, tasteless. How they ever did it he could never tell: everything was of the highest quality and you chewed upon it mournfully, wearily, swallowing it with the dreary patience of a man who has been condemned forever to an exclusive diet of boiled unseasoned spinach. There was a kind of evil sorcery, a desolate and fathomless mystery in the way they could take the choicest meats and vegetables and extract all the succulence and native flavor from them, and then serve them up to you magnificently with every atom of their former life reduced to the general character of stewed hay or well-boiled flannel.


  There would be a thick heavy soup of dark mahogany, a piece of boiled fish covered with a nameless, tasteless sauce of glutinous white, roast beef that had been done to death in dish-water, and solid, perfect, lovely brussels sprouts for whose taste there was no name whatever. It might have been the taste of boiled wet ashes, or the taste of stewed green leaves, with all the bitterness left out, pressed almost dry of moisture, or simply the taste of boiled clouds and rain and fog. For dessert, there would be a pudding of some quivery yellow substance, beautifully moulded, which was surrounded by a thin sweetish fluid of a sticky pink. And at the end there would be a cup of black, bitter, liquid mud.


  Eugene felt as if these dreary ghosts of food would also come to life at any moment, if he could only do some single simple thing—make the gesture of an incantation, or say a prayer, or speak a magic word, a word he almost had, but couldn’t quite remember.


  The food plagued his soul with misery, bitter disappointment, and bewilderment. For Eugene liked to eat, and they had written about food better than any one on earth. Since his childhood, there had burned in his mind a memory of the food they wrote about. It was a memory drawn from a thousand books (of which Quentin Durward, curiously, was one), but most of all it came from that tremendous scene in Tom Brown at Rugby, which described the boy’s ride with his father through the frosty darkness, in an English stage-coach, the pause for breakfast at an inn, and the appearance of the host, jolly, red-faced, hospitable, who had rushed out to welcome them.


  Eugene could remember with a gluttonous delight the breakfast which that hungry boy had devoured. It was a memory so touched with the magic relish of frost and darkness, smoking horses, the thrill, the ecstasy of the journey and a great adventure, the cheer, the warmth, the bustle of the inn, and the delicious abundance of the food they gave the boy, that the whole thing was evoked with blazing vividness, and now it would almost drive Eugene mad with hunger when he thought of it.


  Now it seemed to him that these people had written so magnificently about good food not because they always had it, but because they had it rarely and therefore made great dreams and fantasies about it, and it seemed to him that this same quality—the quality of lack rather than of possession, of desire rather than fulfilment—had got into everything they did, and made them dream great dreams, and do heroic acts, and had enriched their lives immeasurably.


  They had been the greatest poets in the world because the love and substance of great poetry were so rare among them. Their poems were so full of the essential quality of sunlight because their lives had known sunlight briefly, and so shot through with the massy substance of essential gold (a matchless triumph of light and color and material, in which they have beaten the whole world by every standard of comparison) because their lives had known so much fog and rain, so little gold. And they had spoken best of April because April was so brief with them.


  Thus from the grim gray of their skies they had alchemied gold, and from their hunger, glorious food, and from the raw bleakness of their lives and weathers they had drawn magic. And what was good among them had been won sternly, sparely, bitterly, from all that was ugly, dull, and painful in their lives, and, when it came, was more rare and beautiful than anything on earth.


  But that also was theirs: it was another door Eugene could not enter.


  [¬]


  LXIX


  Later, Eugene could remember everything except the way he found the house and came to live there. But a man named Morison, who was staying at the Mitre when Eugene got there, found the house and gave him the address. He was a man of twenty-eight or thirty years, but he constantly seemed younger, much younger, no older than the average college youth, an illusion that was never permanent, however, and never for a moment convincing, because one felt constantly that everything about the man was spurious.


  He had been, he said, a lieutenant in the flying corps, and had just the month before resigned his commission. And he said he had resigned his commission because he had received an appointment from the government in the African colonial service, and had been sent up to the university to take a special six months’ course in Colonial Administration, after which he would be “sent out” to assume his new duties in the Colonies. Finally, he was, he said, by birth, an Edinburgh Scotchman, although his family were by blood more English than Scotch, and he had lived most of his life in England. His references to his family were casual, easy, and indefinite, but carried with them, somehow, the connotations of aristocratic distinction.


  He referred to his father often, but always in this casual and easy manner, as “the governor,” and to his mother as “the mater,” flinging in parenthetically with his easy nonchalance such a statement as “of course, my whole crowd came from Devonshire”—a statement which was unadorned and meaningless enough but that somehow—God knows how—carried with it a wonderful evocation of an ancestral seat, an ancient and distinguished name, the quiet but impregnable position of one of the “old county families.”


  And yet, God knows how he did it: the man said nothing about his people that might not be said of any modest little family, and probably everything he said was true. He made no open pretenses to great name or wealth or ancient lineage, but in these swift, casual, half-blurted-out references to “the governor,” “the mater,” and so on, he projected perfectly a legend of prestige and family that was most engaging in its sense of style and dash and recklessness.


  The design of this legend was perfectly familiar to every one: Eugene had read it a thousand times in the pages of books, but he had never known any one who could evoke it so perfectly, so tellingly, and with such a non-committal economy of means, as Morison. In this casual, charming, almost nakedly simple picture of his life which he could suggest in a blurted-out phrase without giving a shred of real information about himself, or making a single admission of fact, the characters were few in number, their lineaments broadly and forcibly outlined, and their setting a familiar one.


  In this setting, Morison himself played the part of the dashing young aristocrat, wild, reckless, and impetuous, always ready for fun, fight, or frolic, a bottle of Scotch, or a pretty woman, a roaring drunk, or a hot seduction—a mad hare-brained sort of fellow who plunged impetuously forward into everything, but who was somehow always saved from the odium that attaches itself to a baser sort of drunkard, brawler, or seducer, because he had in him those mysterious qualities of blood and character that made of him “a gentleman,” and therefore gave his acts a faultless style, a whole immunity.


  And the figure that he stroked in of his father was also a pleasant one. For “the governor,” although he existed chiefly for the purpose of admonishment and reproof, as a curb upon the wild spirits of his son, was neither a sour Puritan, nor a grim-visaged household tyrant, but really a very good and understanding sort of fellow, and, within reasonable limits, as tolerant as any one could ask. The old boy, in fact, had been “a bit of a buck himself” in his younger days, and had seen his share of the flesh and the devil, and was quite willing to make allowances for the wilder escapades of youth, so long as a reasonable decorum and moderation were observed.


  But there, alas, was the rub—as Morison himself would ruefully admit. He was himself such a mad, scape-grace sort of fellow that his acts sometimes passed all the bounds of decorum and propriety, and for that reason “the governor” was always “having him in upon the carpet.”


  There, in fact, was the whole setting. The governor existed for the sole purpose of “having him in upon the carpet”—one never saw them in any other way, but when Morison spoke about it one saw them in this way with blazing vividness. And this picture—the picture of Morison going in “upon the carpet”—was a very splendid one.


  First, one saw Morison pacing nervously up and down in a noble and ancient hall, puffing distractedly on a cigarette and pausing from time to time in an apprehensive manner before the grim, closed barrier of an enormous seventeenth-century door which was tall and wide enough for a knight in armor to ride through without difficulty, and before whose gloomy and overwhelming front Morison looked very small and full of guilt. Then, one saw him take a last puff at his cigarette, brace his shoulders in a determined manner, knock on the panels of the mighty door, and in answer to a low growl within, open the door and advance desperately into the shadowed depths of a room so immense and magnificent that Morison looked like a single little sinner walking forlornly down the nave of a cathedral.


  At the end of this terrific room, across an enormous space of carpet, sat “the governor.” He was sitting behind a magnificent flat desk of ancient carved mahogany, in the vast shadowed depths behind him storied rows of old bound volumes climbed dizzily up into the upper darkness and were lost. And men in armor were standing grimly all around, and the portraits of the ancestors shone faintly in the gloom, and the old worn mellow colors of the tempered light came softly through the colored glass of narrow Gothic windows which were set far away in recessed depths of the impregnable mortared walls.


  Meanwhile, “the governor” was waiting in grim silence as Morison advanced across the carpet. The governor was a man with beetling bushy eyebrows, silver hair, the lean, bitten and incisive face, the cropped mustache of a man who has seen service in old wars, and commanded garrisons in India, and after clearing his throat with a low menacing growl, he would peer fiercely out at Morison beneath his bushy brows, and say: “Well, young man?”—to which Morison would be able to make no answer, but would just stand there in a state of guilty dejection.


  And the talk that then passed between the outraged father and the prodigal son was, from Morison’s own account, astonishing. It was a talk that was no talk, a talk that was almost incoherent but that each understood perfectly, another language, not merely an economy of words so spare that one word was made to do the work of a hundred, but a series of grunts, blurts, oaths and ejaculations, in which almost nothing was said that was recognizable as ordered thought, but in which the meaning of everything was perfectly conveyed.


  The last outrageous episode that had brought Morison in to his present position of guilt “upon the carpet” was rarely named by name or given a description. Rather, as if affronted decency and aristocratic delicacy could not endure discussion of an unmentionable offense, his fault was indicated briefly as “that sort of thing” (or simply “sort of thing,” spoken fast and slurringly)—and all the other passions and emotions of anger, contrition, stern condemnation and reproof, and, at length, of exhausted relief and escape, were conveyed in a series of broken and jerky exclamations, such as: “After all!” “It’s not as if it were the first time you had played the bloody fool!” “What I mean to say is!” “Damn it all, it’s not that I mind the wine-woman-song sort of thing—young myself once—no plaster saint—never pretended that I was—man’s own business if he keeps it to himself—never interfered—only when you do a thing like this and make a bloody show of yourself—you idiot!—sort of thing men can understand but women!—it’s your mother I’m thinking of!” and so on.


  Morison’s own speech, in fact, was largely composed of phrases such as these: he blurted them out so rapidly, scarcely moving his lips and slurring his words over in such a broken and explosive way, that when one first met him it was hard to understand what he was saying:—his speech seemed to be largely a series of blurted-out phrases, such as “sort of thing,” “after all!” “what I mean to say is!” and so on. And yet this incoherent and exclamatory style was curiously effective, for it seemed to take the listener into its confidence in rather an engaging manner which said: “of course there’s no need to go into detail about all this, because I can see you are a man of the world and the same kind of fellow as I am. I know we understand each other perfectly, and the truth of what I am saying must be so self-evident that there’s no point in discussing it.”


  In stature, he was a little below the middle height, and rather fleshy. In fact, although his jaunty and impetuous manners gave him an air of boyishness, he was already getting fat around the waist, and his neck was fat and there was a fold of flesh beneath his chin. His face was very ruddy, smooth, a little alcoholic, and he had a small blonde mustache with waxed ends. Finally, his hair was thick, sleek, of a dark taffy-colored blond which shaded off into roots of fine silken blondish white at the edges of his temples.


  He could almost have passed for the average Oxford youth if it had not been for the roll of fat beneath his chin, and the blurred, veinous, and yellowed look of his eyes, and he could almost have passed for the dashing gentleman whose lineaments he could so deftly and cleverly sketch in a few boldly casual strokes had it not been that there was something spurious in his character that gave him away in everything he did or said.


  And yet Eugene never knew just what this spurious quality was. He felt at once that the man was fraudulent and unfortunate, and that all he told about himself was fraudulent, and yet everything he told was not only natural and credible enough but even plausible. All he said was that he had been a lieutenant in the flying corps, and had recently resigned, and had been given an appointment in the Colonies and been sent to Oxford for a course in Colonial Administration, and that later he would be sent to Africa.


  Later on, Eugene understood that all of this was probably true, but at the time it sounded like a lie. Or, if it was not a lie, he thought that there was something discreditable and shameful behind it. He thought that if Morison had been in the army flying service, as he said, he had resigned not from choice, but because he had to—because he had been caught cheating at cards, or had not paid his debts, or had been mixed up in some unwholesome mess with a woman. And he thought that if Morison was now going out to Africa it was not so much from choice as by compulsion—because he had to go. In the years that followed Eugene saw that these suspicions were probably unfounded and unjust, but that was the way Morison made him feel.


  There was about him somehow the look of the ruined adventurer—shabby and run-down—the face of the actor shining through its mask of deft gentility, the face of the charlatan looking through its visage of sincerity, and the old veined yellow eyes of ruin, hopelessness, and loss looking through all his attitudes of youth, infectious spontaneity, and grace. And for this reason, somehow, the man seemed pitiably gallant, and Eugene liked him.


  He and Morison would go to different pubs and drink until the closing time. Morison was using him vilely, and Eugene knew it, and did not care. Not only was he paying for three drinks of every four they drank, but he knew that Morison also sought his companionship because he thought it gave him some immunity from the college proctors, when they made their visits to a pub. And this, in fact, he admitted very frankly, and with a disarming gleefulness.


  “You see,” he said, “if I came in here by myself I’d get progged, but as long as I’m with you I’m probably all right.”


  “Why?”


  “Oh,” he said, with an exultant little chuckle, “because they don’t know what to make of it! They’ve got their eye on me, all right,” he laughed. “They’ve been giving me some very fishy looks—but when they see you here, they can’t be sure—they don’t know what to make of it!”


  “Why don’t they?”


  “Oh,” he said, “they’re puzzled about me, but they know about you—they don’t dare to bother you because they know you’re not in the university.”


  “How do they know it?” he said resentfully. “I look as much like a student as these Rhodes scholars that you see—yes, and a damned sight more than most of them!”


  “Yes, I know,” he said tolerantly. “Still, they know you’re not. They’ve got a way of telling.”


  “A way of telling! Good God, Morison, how have they got a way of telling? Do you mean to say they memorize the names and faces of all the students here, the day the term commences?”


  “No, it isn’t that. You see, old boy, you don’t belong to them—I don’t know what it is, but they have a way of their own of knowing.”


  “Do you mean that there’s some damned mystery about it?—that they’ve got some supernatural gift of intuition that tells them when you’re a student and when you’re not.”


  “Quite!” he said. “That’s just it. That’s just the way they do it!” And he looked at Eugene for a moment with his blurred, veinous eyes, and laughed softly, good-naturedly, a little mockingly. “Curious, isn’t it?”


  “It’s more than curious. It’s a miracle!”


  But it seemed that he was right. For sometimes the proctors would come into a pub where they were drinking, speak amicably to every one, and in a moment more go out again, but Morison would grow very quiet while they were there, and lean upon the bar, and look down at his drink until they left. And as they left they would look curiously at both men again, and their eye would pass Eugene swiftly and indifferently, and for a moment fix on Morison with a fishy and suspicious look. When they were gone he would look up again at the grinning bar-tender and, his ruddy face suffused with laughter, say exultantly:


  “Oh, priceless! Did you see him when he looked at me?”


  “I did,” the man behind the counter said. “He didn’t half know what to make of it, did he? The other gentleman is not a student, is he?”


  “No!” Morison fairly shouted, his face crimson, as he pounded on the bar. “That’s just the point! And they don’t know what to make of it when they see me with him! They can’t be sure!” he choked. “They can’t be sure!”


  And it was Morison who found the house out on the Ventnor road, took lodgings there himself, and gave Eugene the address.


  [¬]


  LXX


  In the fall that year, Eugene lived about a mile out from town in a house set back from the Ventnor Road. The house was called a “farm”—Hill-top Farm, or Far-end Farm, or some such name as that—but it was really no farm at all. It was a magnificent house of the weathered gray stone they have in that country, as if in the very quality of the wet heavy air there is the soft thick gray of time itself, sternly yet beautifully soaking down forever on you—and enriching everything it touches—grass, foliage, brick, ivy, the fresh moist color of the people’s faces, and old gray stone, with the incomparable weathering of time.


  The house was set back off the road at a distance of several hundred yards, possibly a quarter of a mile, and one reached it by means of a road bordered by rows of tall trees which arched above the road, and which made Eugene think of home, at night when the stormy wind howled in their tossed branches. On each side of the road were the rugby fields of two of the colleges and in the afternoon he could look out and down and see the fresh moist green of the playing fields, and watch young college fellows, dressed in their shorts and jerseys, and with their bare knees scurfed with grass and turf as they twisted, struggled, swayed, and scrambled for a moment in the scrimmage-circle, and then broke free, running, dodging, passing the ball as they were tackled, filling the moist air with their sharp cries of sport. They did not have the desperate, the grimly determined, the almost professional earnestness that the college teams at home have; their scurfed and muddy knees, their swaying scrambling scrimmages, the swift breaking away and running, their panting breath and crisp clear voices gave them the appearance of grown-up boys.


  Once when Eugene had come up the road in afternoon while they were playing, the ball got away from them and came bounding out into the road before him, and he ran after it to retrieve it, as he used to do when passing a field where boys were playing baseball. One of the players came over to the edge of the field and stood there waiting with his hands upon his hips while Eugene got the ball: he was panting hard, his face was flushed, and his blond hair tousled, but when Eugene threw the ball to him, he said “Thanks very much!” crisply and courteously—getting the same sound into the word “very” that they got in “American,” a sound that always repelled Eugene a little because it seemed to have some scornful aloofness and patronage in it.


  For a moment Eugene watched him as he trotted briskly away on to the field again: the players stood there waiting, panting, casual, their hands upon their hips; he passed the ball into the scrimmage, the pattern swayed, rocked, scrambled, and broke sharply out in open play again, and everything looked incredibly strange, near, and familiar.


  Eugene felt that he had always known it, that it had always been his, and that it was as familiar to him as everything he had seen or known in his childhood. Even the texture of the earth looked familiar, and felt moist and firm and springy when he stepped on it, and the stormy howling of the wind in that avenue of great trees at night, was wild and desolate and demented as it had been when he was eight years old and would lie in his bed at night and hear the great oaks howling on the hill above his father’s house.


  The name of the people in the house was Coulson: he made arrangements with the woman at once to come and live there: she was a tall, weathered-looking woman of middle age, they talked together in the hall. The hall was made of marble flags and went directly out onto a gravelled walk.


  The woman was crisp, cheerful, and worldly-looking. She was still quite handsome. She wore a well-cut skirt of woollen plaid, and a silk blouse: when she talked she kept her arms folded because the air in the hall was chilly, and she held a cigarette in the fingers of one hand. A shaggy brown dog came out and nosed upward toward her hand as she was talking and she put her hand upon its head and scratched it gently. When Eugene told her he wanted to move in the next day, she said briskly and cheerfully:


  “Right you are! You’ll find everything ready when you get here!” Then she asked if he was at the university. He said no, and added, with a feeling of difficulty and naked desolation, that he was a “writer,” and was coming there to work. He was twenty-four years old.


  “Then I am sure that what you do will be very, very good!” she said cheerfully and decisively. “We have had several Americans in the house before and all of them were very clever! All the Americans we have had here were very clever people,” said the woman. “I’m sure that you will like it.” Then she walked to the door with him to say good-bye. As they stood there, there was the sound of a small motorcar coming to a halt and in a moment a girl came swiftly across the gravel space outside and entered the hall. She was tall, slender, very lovely, but she had the same bright hard look in her eye that the woman had, the same faint, hard smile around the edges of her mouth.


  “Edith,” the woman said in her crisp curiously incisive tone, “this young man is an American—he is coming here tomorrow.” The girl looked at Eugene for a moment with her hard bright glance, thrust out a small gloved hand, and shook hands briefly, a swift firm greeting.


  “Oh! How d’ye do!” she said. “I hope you will like it here.” Then she went on down the hall, entered a room on the left, and closed the door behind her.


  Her voice had been crisp and certain like her mother’s, but it was also cool, young, and sweet, with music in it, and later as Eugene went down the road, he could still hear it.


  That was a wonderful house, and the people there were wonderful people. Later, he could not forget them. He seemed to have known them all his life, and to know all about their lives. They seemed as familiar to him as his own blood and he knew them with a knowledge that went deep below the roots of thought or memory. They did not talk together often, or tell any of their lives to one another. It is very hard to tell about it—the way they felt and lived together in that house—because it was one of those simple and profound experiences of life which people seem always to have known when it happens to them, but for which there is no language.


  And yet, like a child’s half-captured vision of some magic country he has known, and which haunts his days with strangeness and the sense of imminent, glorious re-discovery, the word that would unlock it all seemed constantly to be almost on their lips, waiting, just outside the gateway of their memory, just a shape, a phrase, a sound away, the moment that they chose to utter it—but when they tried to say the thing, something faded within their minds like fading light, and something melted within their grasp like painted smoke, and something went forever when they tried to touch it.


  The nearest Eugene could come to it was this: In that house he sometimes felt the greatest peace and solitude that he had ever known. But he always knew the other people in the house were there. He could sit in his sitting-room at night and hear nothing but the stormy moaning of the wind outside in the great trees, the small gaseous flare and jet from time to time of the coal fire burning in the grate—and silence, strong living lonely silence that moved and waited in the house at night—and he would always know that they were there.


  He did not have to hear them enter or go past his door, nor did he have to hear doors close or open in the house, or listen to their voices: if he had never seen them, heard them, spoken to them, it would have been the same—he would have known they were there.


  It was something he had always known, and he had known it would happen to him, and now it was there with all the strangeness and dark mystery of an awaited thing. He knew them, felt them, lived among them with a familiarity that had no need of sight or word or speech. And the memory of that house and of his silent fellowship with all the people there was somehow mixed with an image of dark time. It was one of those sorrowful and unchanging images which, among all the blazing stream of images that passed constantly their stream of fire across his mind, was somehow fixed, detached, and everlasting, full of a sorrow, certitude, and mystery that he could not fathom, but that wore forever on it the old sad light of waning day—a light from which all the heat, the violence, and the substance of furious dusty day had vanished, and which was itself like time, unearthly-of-the-earth, remote, detached, and everlasting.


  And that fixed and changeless image of dark time was this: In an old house of time Eugene lived alone, and yet had other people all around him, and they never spoke to him, or he to them. They came and went like silence in the house, but he always knew that they were there. He would be sitting by a window in a room, and he would know then that they were moving in the house, and darkness, sorrow, and strong silence dwelt within them, and their eyes were quiet, full of sorrow, peace, and knowledge, and their faces dark, their tongues silent, and they never spoke. Eugene could not remember how their faces looked, but they were all familiar to him as his father’s face, and they had known one another forever, and they lived together in the ancient house of time, dark time; and silence, sorrow, certitude, and peace were in them. Such was the image of dark time that was to haunt his life thereafter, and into which, somehow, his life among the people in that house had passed.


  In the house that year there lived, besides Eugene and Morison, the Coulsons, father and mother, and their daughter, and three men who had taken rooms together, and who were employed in a factory where motor-cars were made, two miles from town.


  Perhaps the reason that Eugene could never forget these people later and seemed to know them all so well was that there was in all of them something ruined, lost, or broken—some precious and irretrievable quality which had gone out of them and which they could never get back again. Perhaps that was the reason that he liked them all so much, because with ruined people it is either love or hate: there is no middle way. The ruined people that we like are those who desperately have died, and lost their lives because they loved life dearly, and had that grandeur that makes such people spend prodigally the thing they love the best, and risk and lose their lives because life is so precious to them, and die at length because the seeds of life are in them. It is only the people that love life who die in this way—and these are the ruined people that we like.


  The people in the house were people who had lost their lives because they loved the earth too well, and somehow had been slain by their hunger. And for this reason Eugene liked them all, and could not forget them later: there seemed to have been some magic which had drawn them all together to that house, as if the house itself were a magnetic centre for lost people.


  Certainly, the three men who worked at the motor-car factory had been drawn together for this reason. Two were still young men in their early twenties. The third man was much older. He was a man past forty, his name was Nicholl, he had served in the army during the war and had attained the rank of captain.


  He had the spare, alert, and jaunty figure that one often finds in army men, an almost professional military quality that somehow seemed to set his figure upon a horse as if he had grown there, or had spent a lifetime in the cavalry. His face also had the same lean, bitten, professional military quality: his speech, although good-natured and very friendly, was clipped, incisive, jerky, and sporadic, his lean weather-beaten face was deeply, sharply scarred and sunken in the flanks, and he wore a small cropped mustache, and displayed long frontal teeth when he smiled—a spare, gaunt, toothy, yet attractive smile.


  His left arm was withered, shrunken, almost useless, part of his hand and two of the fingers had been torn away by the blast or explosion which had destroyed his arm, but it was not this mutilation of the flesh that gave one the sense of a life that had been ruined, lost, and broken irretrievably. In fact, one quickly forgot his physical injury: his figure looked so spare, lean, jaunty, well-conditioned in its energetic fitness that one never thought of him as a cripple, nor pitied him for any disability. No: the ruin that one felt in him was never of the flesh, but of the spirit. Something seemed to have been torn away from his life—it was not the nerve-centres of his arm, but of his soul, that had been destroyed. There was in the man somewhere a terrible dead vacancy and emptiness, and the spare, lean figure that he carried so well seemed only to surround this vacancy like a kind of shell.


  He was always smartly dressed in clothes that sat well on his trim spruce figure. He was always in good spirits, immensely friendly in his clipped spare way, and he laughed frequently—a rather metallic cackle which came suddenly and ended as swiftly as it had begun. He seemed, somehow, to have locked the door upon dark care and worry, and to have flung the key away—to have lost, at the same time that he lost more precious things, all the fretful doubts and perturbations of conscience that most men know.


  Now, in fact, he seemed to have only one serious project in his life. This was to keep himself amused, to keep himself constantly amused, to get from his life somehow the last atom of entertainment it could possibly yield, and in this project the two young men who lived with him joined in with an energy and earnestness which suggested that their employment in the motor-car factory was just a necessary evil which must be borne patiently because it yielded them the means with which to carry on a more important business, the only one in which their lives were interested—the pursuit of pleasure.


  And in the way in which they conducted this pursuit, there was an element of deliberate calculation, concentrated earnestness, and focal intensity of purpose that was astounding, grotesque, and unbelievable, and that left in the mind of one who saw it a formidable and disquieting memory because there was in it almost the madness of desperation, the deliberate intent to seek oblivion, at any cost of effort, from some hideous emptiness of the soul.


  Captain Nicholl and his two young companions had a little motorcar so small that it scuttled up the road, shot around and stopped in the gravel by the door with the abruptness of a wound-up toy. It was astonishing that three men could wedge themselves into this midget of a car, but wedge themselves they did, and used it to the end of its capacity, scuttling away to work in it in the morning, and scuttling back again when work was done, and scuttling away to London every Saturday, as if they were determined to wrest from this small motor, too, the last ounce of pleasure to be got from it.


  Finally, Captain Nicholl and his two companions had made up an orchestra among them, and this they played in every night when they got home. One of the young men, who was a tall fellow with blond hair which went back in even corrugated waves across his head as if it had been marcelled, played the piano, the other, who was slight and dark, and had black hair, performed upon a saxophone, and Captain Nicholl himself took turns at thrumming furiously on a banjo, or rattling a tattoo upon the complex arrangement of trap drums, bass drums, and clashing cymbals that surrounded him.


  They played nothing but American jazz music or sobbing crooner’s rhapsodies or nigger blues. Their performance was astonishing. Although it was contrived solely for their own amusement, they hurled themselves into it with all the industrious earnestness of professional musicians employed by a night-club or dance hall to furnish dance music for the patrons. The little dark fellow who played the saxophone would bend and weave prayerfully with his grotesque instrument, as the fat gloating notes came from its unctuous throat, and from time to time he would sway in a half circle, or get up and prance forward and back in rhythm to the music, as the saxophone players in dance orchestras sometimes do.


  Meanwhile the tall blond fellow at the piano would sway and bend above the keys, glancing around from time to time with little nods and smiles as if he were encouraging an orchestra of forty pieces or beaming happily at a dance floor crowded with paying customers.


  While this was going on, Captain Nicholl would be thrumming madly on the strings of a banjo. He kept the instrument gripped somehow below his withered arm, fingering the end strings with his two good fingers, knocking the tune out with his good right hand, and keeping time with a beating foot. Then with a sudden violent movement he would put the banjo down, snatch up the sticks of the trap drum, and begin to rattle out a furious accompaniment, beating the bass drum with his foot meanwhile, and reaching over to smash cymbals, chimes, and metal rings from time to time. He played with a kind of desperate fury, his mouth fixed in a strange set grin, his bright eyes burning with a sharp wild glint of madness.


  They sang as they played, bursting suddenly into the refrain of some popular song with the same calculated spontaneity and spurious enthusiasm of the professional orchestra, mouthing the words of negro blues and jazz with an obvious satisfaction, with an accent which was remarkably good, and yet which had something foreign and inept in it that made the familiar phrases of American music sound almost as strange in their mouths as if an orchestra of skilful patient Japanese were singing them.


  They sang:


  
    “Yes, sir! That’s my baby


    Yes, sir! Don’t mean maybe


    Yes, sir! That’s my baby now!”

  


  or:


  
    “Oh, it ain’t gonna rain no more, no more


    It ain’t gonna rain no more”

  


  or:


  
    “I got dose blu-u-ues”—

  


  the young fellow at the piano rolling his eyes around in a ridiculous fashion, and mouthing out the word “blues” extravagantly as he sang it, the little dark fellow bending forward in an unctuous sweep as the note came gloating fatly from the horn, and Captain Nicholl swaying sideways in his chair as he strummed upon the banjo strings, and improvising a mournful accompaniment of his own, somewhat as follows: “I got dose blu-u-ues! Yes, suh! Oh! I got dose blues! Yes, suh! I sure have got ’em—dose blu-u-ues—blu-u-ues—blu-u-ues!—” his mouth never relaxing from its strange fixed grin, nor his eyes from their bright set stare of madness as he swayed and strummed and sang the words that came so strangely from his lips.


  It was a weird scene, an incredible performance, and somehow it pierced the heart with a wild nameless pity, an infinite sorrow and regret.


  Something precious, irrecoverable had gone out of them, and they knew it. They fought the emptiness in them with this deliberate, formidable, and mad intensity of a calculated gaiety, a terrifying mimicry of mirth, and the storm-wind howled around them in dark trees, and Eugene felt that he had known them forever, and had no words to say to them—and no door.


  [¬]


  LXXI


  Once or twice a week Eugene went into town and had tea in the rooms of a boyhood friend whom he had known at school and who was now a Rhodes scholar at Merton College. The name of this youth was Johnny Park: he was a good-natured, industrious, and rather plodding boy, and thus far that patient, diligent and well-ordered plan of life which he had followed since his childhood had brilliantly succeeded. Formed in a native air, and followed out beneath familiar skies, that plan had never been interrupted by any doubt or strangeness, by any serious difficulty, or dark confusion of the soul, or by any of the unforeseen surprises, shocks, or bewilderments of chance which break upon our lives with storm-like fury and twist our precious plans awry.


  Therefore, when he had been awarded the Rhodes scholarship a few months before, during his last year at the university, it seemed that Johnny’s plan of life was marching on to its inevitable fulfilment. Every one had known he would be appointed, it came to pass with an ordained precision, and Johnny had announced, just as he should, that he would study “International Law,” and everything was right and proper as it ought to be, and now he was here to march onward toward his shining goal, as he had always done.


  But, for the first time in his life, something had gone wrong, something had gone terribly, appallingly amiss, and Johnny did not yet know what it was. Perhaps he never would, but now he was in the greatest trouble and confusion of his life, and he knew it. His voice was still slow, drawling, and good-natured, he was full of kindly warmth and friendliness as he had always been, he had responded quickly, dutifully, to all the customs and observances of the new life—had had gray baggy trousers and tweed coats made at the tailor’s shop, had made arrangements for trips and walking-tours upon the Continent with his fellows in vacation time, had met his tutors, found out about the proctors and the penalties, learned the system of the college bills and battels, joined the Union and learned to go out dutifully for sports in the afternoon—he had even learned the mysterious ceremonial of tea and had it in his rooms each afternoon—all this he had learned and done with a punctilious thoroughness, but something had gone wrong.


  Everything about Johnny was just as it had always been—his smile, his slow, good-natured voice, his amiable warmth and modesty and friendliness—all was the same with him except his eyes. But the quiet, thoughtful, tranquilly assured expression of his eyes had changed: he had in them the stunned, bewildered look, full of pain and a groping confusion, of a man who has been brutally slugged at the base of the brain, and is not yet certain what has happened to him.


  His was an impossible situation, a tragic ordeal of loneliness, strangeness, and bewilderment among all the complex and alien forms of a new life for which nothing in the old had prepared him. Born in a small town in the South, going to school there and at his own State University, he had all his life breathed and lived in a familiar air, heard the familiar words of well-known voices all around him, known and seen nothing but assurance, certitude and success, in everything he planned.


  And now all this, even the earth beneath his feet, had melted from him like a wisp of smoke, and he was wandering blindly about in a life as strange to him as Asia, as far as the moon, and knew nowhere to turn, nothing to grasp, no door to enter. In his whole life he had never seen or visited a great city, and then had seen New York just for a day or two, and then for seven days had known for the first time the mystery of the sea and a great ship, and now was here in the green English country, in an ancient town, hurled cruelly, suddenly, naked and unprepared for it as he was, into a life more subtle, complex and confusing than his placid soul had ever dreamed a life could be.


  When Eugene asked him if he had stopped in London on his way to Oxford, the look of pain and bewilderment in his eyes had deepened, and he had answered in a slow confused voice:


  “We stopped there over night but we never got to see much of it. We came on out here the next morning.”


  The boy was silent a moment, then he laughed good-naturedly with a troubled and uncertain note:


  “It sure looked big enough from what I could see of it. I want to get down there sometime to see what it is like. I guess I’ve got a lot to learn,” he said.


  He could remember London like a man who is whirled blindly at night through a huge, limitless, smoky kaleidoscope of sound and sight and moving objects, and this memory of that enormous terrifying age-encrusted web of life—that web without end or measure, which seems blackened, soaked, and saturated not only in the gray light that falls upon it with its weight of eight million lives, but also by the gray light of compacted centuries and all the countless men who lived there and have died—that great gray web appropriately known to seafaring men as “The Smoke” had added measurably to the sense of bewilderment, terror, and naked desolation in him.


  And it was pitifully the same with all the rest of them—the little group of Rhodes scholars that gathered together in Johnny’s rooms every afternoon, and who seemed to huddle and cling together desperately as if they would try to shape, to resurrect, or to create some little pattern of familiar life, some small oasis of warmth and friendliness and familiar things to which they turned with desperate relief from all the alien and hostile loneliness of a life which they had never entered, which they could never make their own, which stood against them like a wall they could not pass, closed against them like a door they could not open.


  Curiously, among this group of five or six Rhodes scholars, which formed the nucleus of the group which met in Johnny’s rooms, only two—Johnny and his room-mate, a youth name [named] Price—were first-year men. The others were either in the second or the final year of their appointments, but they seemed to have made no friendships with any one save with a few of the other Rhodes men, to have no other place to go, and to welcome the hospitality of these two boys with a desperate unspoken gratefulness.


  There were, besides Johnny and his room-mate Price, three others who came there every day. One was a chunky, red-faced fellow, with coarse undistinguished features, who parted his short crinkly hair in the middle and had come there from Brown University, where he had been a member of the football team. He was in his second year abroad, and no longer wore his little golden football, but a good deal of his self-satisfied complacency was intact: he was thicker of hide and sense than any of the others, and evidently felt that his three years at Oxford were going to give him a kind of pick-and-choose freedom with any kind of employment when he got back home.


  He asked Eugene how much he had been paid by the university in New York City where he had been employed as an instructor, and when Eugene told him, smiled tolerantly saying that he wouldn’t mind “trying it for a year after I get back until I have a chance to look around.” He then informed Eugene graciously that he was open to an offer, and would even be willing to work for no more than they paid him, while he “looked around.” He added with a little smile:


  “I don’t imagine that I’ll have much trouble: a man with an Oxford degree gets snapped up pretty quick over there, doesn’t he? Still,” he went on magnanimously, “I wouldn’t mind living in New York a year or two until I settle down—so you can give my name to them, if you don’t mind.”


  The other two in the group that came to Johnny’s rooms were both third-year men. One was a frail, sensitive, and æsthetic-looking youth named Sterling. Although he came from one of the Western states—Arizona or New Mexico—there was nothing in him to suggest the wildness, openness, and grandeur of his native scenery. Rather, he was a most precious, a most subtle, elegantly sad, quietly bitter and disdainful fellow: he was quietly, fervently, subtly a devoted follower of Mr. T.S. Eliot, and although he revealed his theories sparely, cautiously, and by evasive indirectness, there was in all he said a quiet air of more-in-this-than-meets-the-eye, as if he were saying: “If you want to follow me you’ve got to learn to read between the lines and get my meaning by what is implied rather than by what is said—since there’s no language that can say exactly what my meaning, which is too subtle and exact for any language, is.”


  He wore about him always this air of elegant, cold, and slightly disdainful restraint, and he had a habit of looking across his thin arched hands with a faint disdainful smile, and listening coldly, saying nothing, while the others talked, as if the waste-land chatter of their tongues, the waste-land vacancy of their lost waste-land souls was something that he knew he must endure, but would endure with his cold faint disdainful smile, his soul steeped in cold and patient weariness till death should mercifully release him.


  The other man was a Jew named Fried and that man Eugene could never forget. Eugene didn’t know where he came from, how he got there, who made him a Rhodes scholar, but he knew that of them all, save Johnny, he was the only one who had maintained his integrity, the only one who did not have a spurious, fearful, uneasily evasive quality, the only one who came out with it, the whole packed load of bitterness and hate within him, the only one who had remained himself.


  Perhaps it was a bad self to remain: it was certainly a self that was lacking in charm, that had the aggressive, abusive, curiously unrighteous quality of his race—but there he was, terrifically himself and unashamed of it—with a naked formidable integrity of self that blazed with a hard and naked light of a cut jewel, and that Eugene could never forget even when the characters of the rest of them had grown blurred and shapeless and obscure.


  Eugene didn’t know where he came from, but he was sure it was from one of the great cities of the Atlantic seaboard—from New York, Boston, Baltimore or Philadelphia. He had seen his face, his figure, and his kind a million times upon the pavements of those cities and incredibly now, that dark unhappy face which never before had seemed to him to be a face at all, nothing but a tidal flood of nameless faces, that strident and abusive tongue which had never before seemed to him to be a single tongue, but just a common, nameless, and unnumbered ugliness of rasping voices, an anathema of bitter cries and harsh derisions—a constant phrase, a dissonance, a weather of the city’s life—all that had been nameless, faceless, characterless and obscure—the look, the sound, the smell of the man-swarm ciphers of the city as dark-eyed, dark-faced, and bitter-tongued they swarmed along the pavements of the cities—all this, in that strange place, was suddenly, weirdly, resumed into a single character—a character that was hard, bitter, unforgettably itself, and that no change of sky or land or custom, nor the huge impact of all the alien and formidable pageantry of the earth, could ever alter by a jot.


  Theirs was a wretched, hopeless, lonely life, a futile, feeble, barren life, an impossible, groping, wretched insecure life—and Fried was the only one of them to meet it, to admit it, to denounce it with all the bitterness of his bitter soul, and to remain himself against it. The rest were frightened, bitter, lonely, homesick, and afraid—afraid of everything, afraid of their own loneliness and their own dismal unsuccess, afraid to confess the desolation of their souls, the bitter disappointment of their hopes, afraid to laugh too loud, to show too much exuberance or enthusiasm for anything, lest some one should consider them a “hearty,” and pin that feared and hated label on them.


  They were afraid to express any native extravagance in dress, speech or manner lest they be branded as “bounders,” afraid to talk their natural speech in their own manner lest they seem too crudely, raucously and offensively American, and afraid to imitate too studiously the language of the nation for fear that their own fellows would sneer at them for servile snobbishness, for “speaking with an English accent.” Thus, caught in the web of a thousand fears, the meshes of a thousand impossible restraints, trying to maintain their lives, their characters, their native dignities even while they tried to subdue them by a thousand small half-mimicries, to be themselves even while they tried to shape themselves to something else, their characters finally, strained through the impossible weavings of this mad design, teetering frantically to maintain a crazy balance on a thousand wires, were reduced at last to the consistency of blubber—and trying to be everything, they succeeded finally in being nothing.


  Oh, it was a wretched, futile, hopeless kind of life, and in their hearts they knew it, but could only speak casually, smile feebly, speak falsely, yet never lay their hearts bare boldly, and admit the truth. None of them liked Fried, they were ashamed of him, they turned on him at times in force, argued with him, denounced him, jeered at him, but at the bottom of their hearts they had a strange, secret, and unwilling respect for him, and finally grew silent and listened when he talked.


  It was astonishing to watch the effect of that man’s bitter tirades on that forlorn group. For where at first they would protest, remonstrate, sharply caution him, laugh uneasily and look fearfully toward the door as his harsh rasping voice mounted and grew high and snarling with its packed anathema of bitterness and hate, they would at length grow silent and look at him with fascinated eyes, and listen to that snarling and savage indictment with a kind of feeding gluttony of satisfaction, as if into that single naked and abusive tongue had been packed the whole huge weight of misery that had sweltered in their hearts, but to which they had never dared, themselves, to give utterance.


  Eugene had asked Sterling how much longer he would remain abroad, and he had answered:


  “Just ten months more. This is my last year. I am going home next August.” He was silent for a moment, then he added with a faint, regretful smile: “In another year, I suppose, I’ll be wondering if all this has ever happened. It will seem strange and beautiful,” he said softly, “like some impossible dream!”


  “Yeah!” snarled Fried, with a harsh interruption at this point. “An impossible dream! Jesus! An impossible nightmare!—that’s what you’d better say!”


  Sterling looked at him silently for a moment over his thin arched hands. He smiled faintly, disdainfully, and made no answer. In a moment he turned quietly to Eugene again, and dismissing the other man with the cold contempt of silence, continued:


  “Sometimes it’s hard for me to realize I ever lived there. Can there be such a place as America, I wonder?” he said with a sad faint smile. “After all this,” he gestured slightly, pausing, “it will seem so strange to be a part of,” he paused carefully “—that again. ... Skyscrapers, subways, elevated trains—” he paused again, with a faint smile—“Tell me,” he said, turning toward Eugene, “do such things really exist?”


  “Do they really exist!” Fried now snarled with a jeering laugh. “Do they really exist! I’ll tell the cock-eyed world that they exist!” he rasped. “You can bet your —— that they exist! ... Do they exist!” he snorted to himself derisively, “Jesus!”


  Sterling stared coldly at him and said nothing. For a moment Fried’s hard, dark, embittered face, the feverish eyes, stared balefully at the fragile and sensitive face of the other youth, set disdainfully against him over his arched hands.


  “Where do you get that stuff?” Fried said at length with harsh contempt. “You may kid these guys who never saw the place until a week ago, but you don’t kid me, Sterling. Christ! I know what kind of a dream it’s been—and so do you!”


  Sterling did not deign to answer, but continued to look at him with cold faint disdain, and after another baleful and disgusted stare, Fried rasped out bitterly again:


  “I suppose it was a dream your first term here when you tried to suck around those English guys and you thought they were going to take you right into the family, didn’t you?” he sneered. “You thought you were sittin’ pretty, didn’t you? You were goin’ to pal around with the Duke of What’s-His-Name and get invited home wit’ him for the Christmas holidays and make a big play for his sister, weren’t you! Yes, you were!” He jeered, “You saw how far it got you, didn’t you? Those guys took you for a ride and played you for a sucker, an’ when they’d had all the fun wit’ you they could, they dropped you like a ton of bricks! You thought that you were pretty wise, didn’t you?” he snarled bitterly. “You thought that you were goin’ places, didn’t you? You were goin’ to do something big, you were! Well, I’ll tell you what you did! You handed them a laugh—see? You handed those guys a great big laugh—yes! a laugh!” he shouted violently. “And, I’ll tell you something else! They’re still laughin’ at you! I saw you, Sterling. I know what you did. But you didn’t see me, did you? Couldn’t see me in those days, could you?”


  “I can’t see you now,” said Sterling coldly. “I never could see you!”


  “Is that so!” the Jew said bitterly. “Now isn’t that too bad! ... Well, I’ll tell you one time that you saw me, Sterling. ... That’s when those guys had left you flat. ... You could see me then, couldn’t you? You don’t remember, do you?” he jeered. “Well, I’ll tell you when it was. ... It was when you came back here that year for the spring term and you found they didn’t know you when you went around. It was when your tail was dragging the ground and you didn’t have a friend in the world—you could see me then, all right. Couldn’t you? ... I wasn’t good enough before when you were trying to break into High Society—but I was good enough to see, after they gave you the big go-by, wasn’t I? ... Sure! Sure!” he said with an air of derision, addressing himself more quietly now to the rest of the group. “I usta go by this guy when he was running around wit’ his English friends—and did he see me?” he jibed savagely. “Not so you could notice it! ... ‘Who is that common person who just spoke to you, Mr. Sterling?’ ‘O, that! O, I cannot say, old chap—some low fellow that was on the boat wit’ me when I came ovah! ... Really cawn’t recall his name! A beastly boundah, I believe!’ ... Sure! Sure!” he nodded. “That was it! High-hattin’ me, you know! I wasn’t good enough! And all the time these English guys were laughin’ up their sleeve at him!”


  They had been stunned by the snarling fury of his assault, silenced by the hypnotic compulsion of his dark, hard face, his feverish eyes, the rasping bitterness of his voice that at the end grew strident, high, and gasping from his effort to release in one explosive tirade the whole packed weight of misery, disappointment, and defeat that sweltered poisonously in his heart. Now, however, as he paused there, dark and hard and full of bitterness, surveying them balefully with toxic eyes, silenced by lack of breath rather than by lack of further curses, they gathered themselves together and went for him in a mass.


  In another moment the last vestige of restraint, gentlemanly decorum, urbane and tolerant sophistication with which they had clothed themselves had vanished, and they were yelping, snarling, shouting, accusing and denying, inextricably mixed-up in one general and inglorious dogfight; taunts, curses, insults, and indictments filled the air, all of them were shouting at the same time, and out of that roaring brawl all one could decipher was the ragged barbs and ends of their abuse—a tumult of bitter and strident voices characterized by such phrases as—“You never belonged here in the first place!” “It’s fellows like you who give all the rest of us a bad name!” “Why the hell should the rest of us have to suffer for it because you talk and act like an East Side gangster?” “They think all Americans are a bunch of roughnecks because they meet a few like you.” “Ah, g’wan! youse guys! You give me a pain. You all feel the same way as I do but none of you has guts enough to say so!” “You’re just sore because these English boys never had anything to do with you—that’s all you’re sore about!” “Yeah? They had a hell of a lot to do wit’ you, didn’t they?—even if you did try to talk wit’ an English accent.” “You’re a damned liar! I never tried to talk with an English accent!” “Sure you did! Everybody hoid you! You coulda cut yoeh accent wit’ a hatchet! You were tryin’ to suck aroun’ that gang at Christ’s the first year you were here!” “Who says I was?” “I say so—that’s who! You an’ Tommy Woodson both—” “Don’t mix my name with Tommy Woodson, now! You’re not going to include me with that horse’s neck!” “Oh, yeah? Since when did you staht callin’ him a horse’s neck?” “I always called him one! He is one!” “Sure he is—but you didn’t think so, did you, that first year that you was heah? You was pallin’ around wit’ him an’ wouldn’t have anything to do wit’ the rest of us! You thought it was goin’ to get you somewhere, didn’t you? You saw how quick he dropped you after he got in wit’ those guys at Christ’s! He gave you the big go-by then, didn’t he? That’s when you stahted callin’ him a horse’s neck!” “It’s a lie! I didn’t!” “Sure you did!”


  The snarling medley of bitter tongues rose, mounted; they vented their weight of insult, misery, and reproach on one another and at length subsided, checked by exhaustion rather than by some more charitable cause. And as the tumult died away Sterling, two spots of color burning on his pallid face, goaded completely from his former affectation of coldly elegant disdain, could be heard saying to Fried in a high, excited, almost hysterical tone:


  “The kind of attack you make is simply stupid! It doesn’t get you anywhere! And it’s so crude! So raucous! After all, there’s no reason why you’ve always got to be so raucous!”—the way he said the word was “raw-kus,” his thin hands were trembling, and the two spots of color burned fiercely in his thin pale face; in this and the bitter way in which he said “raucous” there was finally something pitiable and futile.


  And at the end, when all their strident cries had died away, the dark embittered visage of the Jew surveyed them wearily, and held them in its sway again. For as if conceding now what was most evident—that his savage, disappointed spirit had a hard integrity, an unashamed conviction, an ugly, snarling but most open courage which they lacked, they sat there, and looked at him in silence, somehow conveying by that silence a sense of bitter and unwilling respect for him, a final admission of agreement and defeat.


  And he, too, when he spoke now, spoke wearily, with a bitter resignation, as if he realized the futility of his victory over them, the futility of hurling further insults, oaths, and accusations at people who knew the bitter truth of his complaint as well as he.


  “Nah!” he said quietly in a moment, with this same note of bitter, weary resignation in his voice. “To hell wit’ it! W’at t’ hell’s the use of tryin’ to pretend it isn’t so? You guys all know the way things are! You come over here and you think you’re sittin’ pretty right on top of the world! You think these guys are goin’ to throw their ahms around your neck and kiss you, because they love Americans so much! And what happens?” He laughed bitterly. “Are you telling me? Christ! You can stay here for three years and none of them will ever give a tumble to you! You can eat your heart out for all they care, and when you leave here you’ll know no more about them than when you came. And what does it getcha? What’s it all about? W’at t’ hell do you get out of it that’s so wonderful?”


  “I thought,” one of the first-year men suggested mildly, and a trifle piously, as if he were quoting one of the articles of faith, “that you were supposed to get out of it a better understanding of the relations between the two great English-speaking nations.”


  “The two great English-speaking nations,” Fried answered harshly with a jeering laugh. “Jesus! That’s a good one! What two English-speaking nations do you mean?” he went on belligerently. “England and what other country?” he demanded. “You don’t think we speak the same language as they do, do you? Christ! The first year I was here they might have been talkin’ Siamese so far as I was concerned! It wasn’t any language that I’d evah hoid before. ... Yeah, I know,” he went on wearily in a moment, “they fed me all that bunk, too, before I came over. ... English-speakin’ nations! ... Goin’ back to your old home! our old home. For Christ’s sake!” he said bitterly. “Christ! It never was a home to me! I’d have felt more at home if they had sent me to Siberia! ... Home! The rest of you guys can make believe it’s home if you want to! ... I know what you’ll do,” he muttered. “You’ll stick it out and hate it like the rest of them. ... Then you’ll go back home an’ high-hat every one and tell them all how wonderful it was, and what a fine time you had when you were here, and how you hated to leave it! ... Not for me! I’m goin’ home where I can see some one that I know sometime who’s not too good to talk to me... and talk to some one who understands what I’m tryin’ to say once in a while ... and pay my little nickel for the big ride in the subway ... and listen to the kids playin’ in the street ... an’ go to sleep wit’ the old elevated bangin’ in my ears! ... That’s home!” he cried. “That’s home enough for me.”


  “A hell of a home,” said some one quietly.


  “Don’t I know it!” snarled the man. “But it’s the only home I got! It’s better than no home at all!”


  And for a moment he smoked darkly, bitterly, in silence.


  “Nah! To hell wit’ it!” he muttered. “To hell wit’ it! I’ll be glad when it’s all over! I’m sorry that I ever came!”


  And he was silent then, and the others looked at him, and had no more to say, and were silent.


  [¬]


  LXXII


  There were four in the Coulson family: the father, a man of fifty years, the mother, somewhere in the middle forties, a son, and a daughter, Edith, a girl of twenty-two who lived in the house with her parents. Eugene never met the son: he had completed his course at Oxford a year or two before, and had gone down to London where he was now employed. During the time Eugene lived there the son did not come home.


  They were a ruined family. How that ruin had fallen on them, what it was, Eugene never knew, for no one ever spoke to him about them. But the sense of their disgrace, of a shameful inexpiable dishonor, for which there was no pardon, from which there could never be redemption, was overwhelming. In the most astonishing way Eugene found out about it right away, and yet he did not know what they had done, and no one ever spoke a word against them.


  Rather, the mention of their name brought silence, and in that silence there was something merciless and final, something that belonged to the temper of the country, and that was far more terrible than any open word of scorn, contempt, or bitter judgment could have been, more savage than a million strident, whispering, or abusive tongues could be, because the silence was unarguable, irrevocable, complete, as if a great door had been shut against their lives forever.


  Everywhere Eugene went in town, the people knew about them, and said nothing—saying everything—when he spoke their names. He found this final, closed, relentless silence everywhere—in tobacco, wine, and tailor shops, in book stores, food stores, haberdashery stores—wherever he bought anything and gave the clerk the address to which it was to be delivered, they responded instantly with this shut finality of silence, writing the name down gravely, sometimes saying briefly, “Oh! Coulson’s!” when he gave them the address, but more often saying nothing.


  But whether they spoke or simply wrote the name down without a word, there was always this quality of instant recognition, this obdurate, contemptuous finality of silence, as if a door had been shut—a door that could never again be opened. Somehow Eugene disliked them more for this silence than if they had spoken evilly: there was in it something ugly, knowing, and triumphant that was far more evil than any slyly whispering confidence of slander, or any open vituperation of abuse, could be. It seemed somehow to come from all the vile and uncountable small maggotry of the earth, the cautious little hatreds of a million nameless ciphers, each puny, pallid, trivial in himself, but formidable because he added his tiny beetle’s ball of dung to the mountainous accumulation of ten million others of his breed.


  It was uncanny how these clerk-like faces, grave and quiet, that never spoke a word, or gave a sign, or altered their expression by a jot, when Eugene gave them the address, could suddenly be alive with something secret, foul, and sly, could be more closed and secret than a door, and yet instantly reveal the naked, shameful, and iniquitous filth that welled up from some depthless source. He could not phrase it, give a name to it, or even see a certain sign that it was there, any more than he could put his hand upon a wisp of fading smoke, but he always knew when it was there, and somehow when he saw it his heart went hard and cold against the people who revealed it, and turned with warmth and strong affection towards the Coulson family.


  There was, finally, among these grave clerk-like faces, one face that Eugene could never forget thereafter, a face that seemed to resume into its sly suave surfaces all of the nameless abomination of evil in the world, for which he had no name, for which there was no handle he could grasp, no familiar places or edges he could get his hands upon, which slid phantasmally, oilily, and smokily away whenever he tried to get his hands upon it. But it was to haunt his life for years in dreams of hatred, madness, and despair that found no frontal wall for their attack, no word for their vituperation, no door for the shoulder of his hate—an evil world of phantoms, shapes, and whispers that was yet as real as death, as ever-present as man’s treachery, but that slid away from him like smoke whenever he tried to meet, or curse, or strangle it.


  This face was the face of a man in a tailor shop, a fitter there, and Eugene could have battered that foul face into a bloody pulp, distilled the filthy refuse of that ugly life out of the fat swelling neck and through the murderous grip of his fingers if he could only have found a cause, a logic, and a provocation for doing it. And yet he never saw the man but twice, and briefly, and there had been nothing in his suave, sly careful speech to give offense.


  Edith Coulson had sent Eugene to the tailor’s shop: he needed a suit and when he asked her where to go to have it made, she had sent him to this place because her brother had his suits made there and liked it. The fitter was a heavy shambling man in his late thirties: he had receding hair, which he brushed back flat in a thick pompadour; yellowish, somewhat bulging eyes; a coarse heavy face, loose-featured, red, and sensual; a sloping meaty jaw, and large discolored buck-teeth which showed unpleasantly in a mouth that was always half open. It was, in fact, the mouth that gave his face its sensual, sly, and ugly look, for a loose and vulgar smile seemed constantly to hover about its thick coarse edges, to be deliberately, slyly restrained, but about to burst at any moment into an open, evil, foully sensual laugh. There was always about his mouth this ugly suggestion of a loose, corrupt, and evilly jubilant mirth, and yet he never laughed or smiled.


  The man’s speech had this same quality. It was suave and courteous, but even in its most urbane assurances, there was something non-committal, sly, and jeering, something that slid away from you, and was never to be grasped, a quality that was faithless, tricky and unwholesome. When Eugene came for the final fitting it was obvious that he had done as cheap and shoddy a job as he could do; the suit was vilely botched and skimped, sufficient cloth had not been put into it, and now it was too late to remedy the defect.


  Yet, the fitter gravely pulled the vest down till it met the trousers, tugged at the coat, and pulled the thing together where it stayed until Eugene took a breath or moved a muscle, when it would all come apart again, the collar bulging outward from the shoulder, the skimpy coat and vest crawling backward from the trousers, leaving a hiatus of shirt and belly that could not now be remedied by any means.


  Then, gravely he would pull the thing together again, and in his suave, yet oily, sly, and non-committal phrases say:


  “Um! Seems to fit you very well.”


  Eugene was choking with exasperation, and knew that he had been done, because he had foolishly paid them half the bill already, and now knew no way out of it except to lose what he had paid, and get nothing for it, or take the thing, and pay the balance. He was caught in a trap, but even as he jerked at the coat and vest speechlessly, seized his shirt, and thrust the gaping collar in the fitter’s face, the man said smoothly,


  “Um! Yes! The collar. Should think all that will be all right. Still needs a little alteration.” He made some chalk marks on Eugene. “Should think you’ll find it fits you very well when the tailor makes the alterations.”


  “When will the suit be ready?”


  “Um. Should think you ought to have it by next Tuesday. Yes. I think you’ll find it ready by Tuesday.”


  The sly words slid away from the boy like oil: there was nothing to pin him to or grasp him by, the yellowed eyes looked casually away and would not look at Eugene, the sensual face was suavely grave, the discolored buck-teeth shone obscenely through the coarse loose mouth, and the suggestion of the foul loose smile was so pronounced now that it seemed that at any moment the man would have to turn away with heavy trembling shoulders, and stifle the evil jeering laugh that was welling up in him. But he remained suavely grave and non-committal to the end, and when Eugene asked him if he should come again to try it on, he said, in the same oily tone, never looking at him:


  “Um. Shouldn’t think that would be necessary. Could have it delivered to you when it’s ready. What is your address?”


  “The Far End Farm—it’s on the Ventnor Road.”


  “Oh! Coulson’s!” He never altered his expression, but the suggestion of the obscene smile was so pronounced that now it seemed he would have to come out with it. Instead, he only said:


  “Um. Yes. Should think it could be delivered to you there on Tuesday. If you’ll just wait a moment I’ll ask the tailor.”


  Gravely, suavely, he took the coat from Eugene and walked back towards the tailor’s room with the coat across his arm. In a moment, the boy heard sly voices whispering, laughing slyly, then the tailor saying:


  “Where does he live?”


  “Coulson’s!” said the fitter chokingly, and now the foul awaited laugh did come—high, wet, slimy, it came out of that loose mouth, and choked and whispered wordlessly, and choked again, and mingled then with the tailor’s voice in sly, choking, whispering intimacy, and then gasped faintly, and was silent. When the man came out again his coarse face was red and swollen with foul secret merriment, his heavy shoulders trembled slightly, he took out his handkerchief and wiped it once across his loose half-opened mouth, and with that gesture wiped the slime of laughter from his lips. Then he came toward Eugene suave, grave, and courteous, evilly composed, as he said smoothly:


  “Should think we’ll have that for you by next Tuesday, sir.”


  “Can the tailor fix it so it’s going to fit?”


  “Um. Should think you’ll find that everything’s all right. You ought to have it Tuesday afternoon.”


  He was not looking at Eugene: the yellowish bulging eyes were staring casually, indefinitely, away, and his words again had slid away from the boy like oil. He could not be touched, approached, or handled: there was nothing to hold him by, he had the impregnability of smoke or a ball of mercury.


  As Eugene went out the door, the tailor began to speak to some one in the shop, Eugene heard low words and whispered voices, then, gasping, the word “Coulson’s!” and the slimy, choking, smothered laughter as the street-door closed behind him. He never saw the man again. He never forgot his face.


  That was a fine house: the people in it were exiled, lost, and ruined people, and Eugene liked them all. Later, he never knew why he felt so close to them, or remembered them with such warmth and strong affection.


  He did not see the Coulsons often and rarely talked to them. Yet he felt as familiar and friendly with them all as if he had known them all his life. The house was wonderful as no other house he had ever known because they all seemed to be living in it together with this strange speechless knowledge, warmth, and familiarity, and yet each was as private, secret, and secure in his own room as if he occupied the house alone.


  Coulson himself Eugene saw least of all: they sometimes passed each other going in or out the door, or in the hall: Coulson would grunt “Morning,” or “Good Day,” in a curt blunt manner, and go on, and yet he always left Eugene with a curious sense of warmth and friendliness. He was a stocky well-set man with iron-gray hair, bushy eyebrows, and a red weathered face which wore the open color of the country on it, but also had the hard dull flush of the steady heavy drinker.


  Eugene never saw him drunk, and yet he was never sober: he was one of those men who have drunk themselves past any hope of drunkenness, who are soaked through to the bone with alcohol, saturated, tanned, weathered in it so completely that it could never be distilled out of their blood again. Yet, even in this terrible excess one felt a kind of grim control—the control of a man who is enslaved by the very thing that he controls, the control of the opium eater who cannot leave his drug but measures out his dose with a cold calculation, and finds the limit of his capacity, and stops there, day by day.


  But somehow this very sense of control, this blunt ruddy style of the country gentleman which distinguished his speech, his manner, and his dress, made the ruin of his life, the desperate intemperance of drink that smouldered in him like a slow fire, steadily, nakedly apparent. It was as if, having lost everything, he still held grimly to the outer forms of a lost standard, a ruined state, when the inner substance was destroyed.


  And it was this way with all of them—with Mrs. Coulson and the girl, as well: their crisp, clipped friendly speech never deviated into intimacy, and never hinted at any melting into confidence and admission. Upon the woman’s weathered face there hovered, when she talked, the same faint set grin that Captain Nicholl had, and her eyes were bright and hard, a little mad, impenetrable, as were his. And the girl, although young and very lovely, sometimes had this same look when she greeted any one or paused to talk. In that look there was nothing truculent, bitter, or defiant: it was just the look of three people who had gone down together, and who felt for one another neither bitterness nor hate, but that strange companionship of a common disgrace, from which love has vanished, but which is more secret, silent, and impassively resigned to its fatal unity than love itself could be.


  And that hard bright look also said this plainly to the world: “We ask for nothing from you now, we want nothing that you offer us. What is ours is ours, what we are we are, you’ll not intrude nor come closer than we let you see!”


  Coulson might have been a man who had been dishonored and destroyed by his women, and who took it stolidly, saying nothing, and drank steadily from morning until night, and had nothing for it now but drink and silence and acceptance. Yet Eugene never knew for certain that this was so, it just seemed inescapable, and was somehow legible not only in the slow smouldering fire that burned out through his rugged weathered face, but also in the hard bright armor of the women’s eyes, the fixed set grin around their lips when they were talking—a grin that was like armor, too. And Morison, who had referred to Coulson, chuckling, as a real “bottle-a-day-man,” had added quietly, casually, in his brief, indefinite, but blurted-out suggestiveness of speech:


  “I think the old girl’s been a bit of a bitch in her day. ... Don’t know, of course, but has the look, hasn’t she?” In a moment he said quietly, “Have you talked to the daughter yet?”


  “Once or twice. Not for long.”


  “Ran into a chap at Magdalen other day who knows her,” he said casually. “He used to come out here to see her.” He glanced swiftly, slyly at Eugene, his face reddening a little with laughter. “Pretty hot, I gather,” he said quietly, smiling, and looked away. It was night: the fire burned cheerfully in the grate, the hot coals spurting in small gaseous flares from time to time. The house was very quiet all around them. Outside they could hear the stormy wind in the trees along the road. Morison flicked his cigarette into the fire, poured out a drink of whiskey into a glass, saying as he did so: “I say, old chap, you don’t mind if I take a spot of this before I go to bed, do you?” Then he shot some seltzer in the glass, and drank. And Eugene sat there, without a word, staring sullenly into the fire, dumbly conscious of the flood of sick pain and horror which the casual foulness of the man’s suggestion had aroused, stubbornly trying to deny now that he was thinking of the girl all the time.


  [¬]


  LXXIII


  One night, as Eugene was coming home along the dark road that went up past the playing field to the house, and that was bordered on each side by grand trees whose branches seemed to hold at night all the mysterious and demented cadences of storm, he came upon her suddenly standing in the shadow of a tree. It was one of the grand wild nights that seemed to come so often in the autumn of that year: the air was full of a fine stinging moisture, not quite rain, and above the stormy branches of the trees he could see the sky, wild, broken, full of scudding clouds through which at times the moon drove in and out with a kind of haggard loneliness. By that faint, wild, and broken light, he could see the small white oval of the girl’s face—somehow even more lovely now just because he could not see it plainly. And he could see as well the rough gleaming bark of the tree against which she leaned.


  As he approached, he saw her thrust her hand into the pocket of her overcoat, a match flared, and for a moment he saw Edith plainly, the small flower of her face framed in the wavering light as she lowered her head to light her cigarette.


  The light went out, he saw the small respiring glow of her cigarette before the white blur of her face, he passed her swiftly, head bent, without speaking, his heart filled with the sense of strangeness and wonder which the family had roused in him.


  Then he walked on up the road, muttering to himself. The house was dark when he got there, but when he entered his sitting-room the place was still warmly and softly luminous with the glow of hot coals in the grate. He turned the lights on, shut the door behind him, and hurled several lumps of coal upon the bedded coals. In a moment the fire was blazing and crackling cheerfully, and getting a kind of comfort and satisfaction from this activity, he flung off his coat, went over to the sideboard, poured out a stiff drink of scotch from a bottle there, and coming back to the fire, flung himself into a chair, and began to stare sullenly into the dancing flames.


  How long he sat there in this stupor of sullen and nameless fury, he did not know, but he was sharply roused at length by footsteps light and rapid on the gravel, shocked into a start of surprise by a figure that appeared suddenly at one of the French windows that opened directly from his sitting-room onto the level sward of velvet lawn before the house.


  He peered through the glass for a moment with an astonished stare before he recognized the face of Edith Coulson. He opened the doors at once, she came in quickly, smiling at his surprise, and at the glass which he was holding foolishly, half-raised, in his hand.


  He continued to look at her with an expression of gape-mouthed astonishment and in a moment became conscious of her smiling glance, the cool sweet assurance of her young voice.


  “I say!” she was saying cheerfully, “what a lucky thing to find you up! I came away without any key—I should have had to wake the whole house up—so when I saw your light!” she concluded briskly, “—what luck! I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Why no-o, no,” Eugene stammered foolishly, still staring dumbly at her. “No—no-o—not at all,” he blundered on. Then suddenly coming to himself with a burst of galvanic energy, he shut the windows, pushed another chair before the fire, and said:


  “Won’t you sit down and have a drink before you go?”


  “Thanks,” she said crisply. “I will—yes. What a jolly fire you have.” As she talked she took off her coat and hat swiftly and put them on a chair. Her face was flushed and rosy, beaded with small particles of rain, and for a moment she stood before the mirror arranging her hair, which had been tousled by the wind.


  The girl was slender, tall, and very lovely with the kind of beauty they have when they are beautiful—a beauty so fresh, fair, and delicate that it seems to be given to just a few of them to compensate for all the grimly weathered ugliness of the rest. Her voice was also lovely, sweet, and musical, and when she talked all the notes of tenderness and love were in it. But she had the same hard bright look in her eye that her mother had, the faint set smile around her mouth: as they stood there talking she was standing very close to him, and he could smell the fragrance of her hair, and felt an intolerable desire to put his hand upon hers and was almost certain she would not draw away. But the hard bright look was in her eye, the faint set smile around her mouth, and he did nothing.


  “What’ll you have?” Eugene said. “Whiskey?”


  “Yes, thank you,” she said with the same sweet crisp assurance with which she always spoke, “and a splash of soda.” He struck a match and held it for her while she lit the cigarette she was holding in her hand, and in a moment returned to her with the drink. Then she sat down, crossed her legs, and for a moment puffed thoughtfully at her cigarette as she stared into the fire. The storm wind moaned in the great trees along the road, and near the house, and suddenly a swirl of rain and wind struck the windows with a rattling blast. The girl stirred a little in her chair, restlessly, shivered:


  “Listen!” she said. “What a night! Horrible weather we have here, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t like the fog and rain so well. But this—the way it is tonight—” he nodded toward the window—“I like it.”


  She looked at him for a moment.


  “Oh,” she said non-committally. “You do.” Then, as she sipped her drink, she looked curiously about the room, her reflective glance finally resting on his table, where there was a great stack of the ledgers in which he wrote.


  “I say,” she cried again, “what are you doing with all those big books there?”


  “I write in them.”


  “Really?” she said, in a surprised tone. “I should think it’d be an awful bother carrying them around when you travel?”


  “It is. But it’s the best way I’ve found of keeping what I do together.”


  “Oh,” she said, as before, and continued to stare curiously at him with her fair, lovely young face, the curiously hard, bright, and unrevealing glance of her eye. “I see. ... But why do you come to such a place as this to write?” she said presently. “Do you like it here?”


  “I do. As well as any place I’ve ever known.”


  “Oh! ... I should think a writer would want a different kind of place.”


  “What kind?”


  “Oh—I don’t know—Paris—London—some place like that, where there is lots of life—people—fun—I should think you’d work better in a place like that.”


  “I work better here.”


  “But don’t you get awfully fed up sitting in here all day long and writing in those enormous books?”


  “I do, yes.”


  “I should think you would ... I should think you’d want to get away from it sometimes.”


  “Yes. I do want to—every day—almost all the time.”


  “Then why don’t you?” she said crisply. “Why don’t you go off some week-end for a little spree? I should think it’d buck you up no end.”


  “It would—yes. Where should I go?”


  “Oh, Paris, I suppose. ... Or London! London!” she cried. “London is quite jolly if you know it.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know it.”


  “But you’ve been to London,” she said in a surprised tone.


  “Oh, yes. I lived there for several months.”


  “Then you know London,” she said impatiently. “Of course you do.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know it very well. I don’t know many people there—and after all, that’s the thing that counts, isn’t it?”


  She looked at Eugene curiously for a moment, with the faint hard smile around the edges of her lovely mouth.


  “—Should think that might be arranged,” she said with a quiet, an enigmatic humor. Then, more directly, she added.[:] “That shouldn’t be difficult at all. Perhaps I could introduce you to some people.”


  “That would be fine. Do you know many people there?”


  “Not many,” she said. “I go there—whenever I can.” She got up with a swift decisive movement, put her glass down on the mantel and cast her cigarette into the fire. Then she faced Eugene, looking at him with a curiously bold, an almost defiant directness, and she fixed him with this glance for a full moment before she spoke.


  “Good-night,” she said. “Thanks awfully for letting me in—and for the drink.”


  “Good-night,” Eugene said, and she was gone before he could say more, and he had closed the door behind her, and he could hear her light swift footsteps going down the hall and up the steps. And then there was nothing in the house but sleep and silence, and storm and darkness in the world around him.


  Mrs. Coulson came into Eugene’s room just once or twice while he was there. One morning she came in, spoke crisply and cheerfully, and walked over to the window, looking out upon the velvet lawn and at the dreary, impenetrable gray of foggy air. Although the room was warm, and there was a good fire burning in the grate, she clasped her arms together as she looked, and shivered a little:


  “Wretched weather, isn’t it?” she said in her crisp tones, her gaunt weathered face, and toothy mouth touched by the faint fixed grin as she looked out with her bright hard stare. “Don’t you find it frightfully depressing? Most Americans do,” she said, getting a sharp disquieting sound into the word.


  “Yes. I do, a little. We don’t have this kind of weather very often. But this is the time of year you get it here, isn’t it? I suppose you’re used to it by now?”


  “Used to it?” she said crisply, turning her gaze upon him. “Not at all. I’ve known it all my life but I’ll never get used to it. It is a wretched climate.”


  “Still, you wouldn’t feel at home anywhere else, would you? You wouldn’t want to live outside of England?”


  “No?” she said, staring at him with the faint set grin around her toothy mouth. “Why do you think so?”


  “Because your home is here.”


  “My home? My home is where they have fine days, and where the sun is always shining.”


  “I wouldn’t like that. I’d get tired of sunlight all the time. I’d want some gray days and some fog and snow.”


  “Yes, I suppose you would. But then, you’ve been used to having fine days all your life, haven’t you? With us, it’s different. I’m so fed up with fog and rain that I could do without it nicely, thank you, if I never saw it again. .... I don’t think you could ever understand how much the sunlight means to us,” she said slowly. She turned, and for a moment looked out the window. “Sunlight—warmth—fine days forever! Warmth everywhere—in the earth, the sky, in the lives of the people all around you, nothing but warmth and sunlight and fine days!”


  “And where would you go to find all that? Does it exist?”


  “Oh, of course!” she said crisply and good-naturedly, turning to him again. “There’s only one place to live—only one country where I want to live.”


  “Where is that?”


  “Italy,” she said. “That’s my real home. ... I’d live the rest of my life there if I could.” For a moment longer she looked out the window, then turned briskly, saying:


  “Why don’t you run over to Paris some week-end? After all, it’s only seven hours from London: if you left here in the morning you’d be there in time for dinner. It would be a good change for you. I should think a little trip like that would buck you up tremendously.”


  Her words gave him a wonderful feeling of confidence and hope: she had travelled a great deal, and she had the casual, assured way of speaking of a voyage that made it seem very easy, and filled one with a sense of joy and adventure when she spoke about it. When Eugene tried to think of Paris by himself it had seemed very far away and hard to reach: London stood between it and him, and when he thought of the huge smoky web of London, the soft gray skies above him, and the enormous weight of lives that were hidden somewhere in that impenetrable fog, a gray desolation and weariness of the spirit filled him. It seemed to him that he must draw each breath of that soft gray air with heavy weary effort, and that every mile of his journey would be a ghastly struggle through some viscous and material substance, that weighted down his steps, and filled his heart with desolation.


  But when Mrs. Coulson spoke to him about it, suddenly it all seemed wonderfully easy and good. England was magically small, the channel to be taken in a stride, and all the thrill, the joy, the mystery of Paris his again—the moment that he chose to make it his.


  He looked at her gaunt weathered face, the hard bright armor of her eyes, and wondered how anything so clear, so sharp, so crisp, and so incisive could have been shaped and grown underneath these soft and humid skies that numbed him, mind and heart and body, with their thick dull substance of gray weariness and desolation.


  A day or two before he left, Edith came into his room one afternoon bearing a tray with tea and jam and buttered bread. He was sitting in his chair before the fire, and had his coat off: when she came in he scrambled to his feet, reached for the coat and started to put it on. In her young crisp voice she told him not to, and put the tray down on the table, saying that the maid was having her afternoon off.


  Then for a moment she stood looking at him with her faint and enigmatic smile.


  “So you’re leaving us?” she said presently.


  “Yes. Tomorrow.”


  “And where will you go from here?” she said.


  “To Germany, I think. Just for a short time—two or three weeks.”


  “And after that?”


  “I’m going home.”


  “Home?”


  “Back to America.”


  “Oh,” she said slowly, “I see.” In a moment, she added, “We shall miss you.”


  He wanted to talk to her more than he had ever wanted to talk to any one in his life, but when he spoke, all that he could say, lamely, muttering, was:


  “I’ll miss you, too.”


  “Will you?” She spoke so quietly that he could scarcely hear her. “I wonder for how long?” she said.


  “Forever,” he said, flushing miserably at the sound of the word, and yet not knowing any other word to say.


  The faint hard smile about her mouth was a little deeper when she spoke again.


  “Forever? That’s a long time, when one is young as you,” she said.


  “I mean it. I’ll never forget you as long as I live.”


  “We shall remember you,” she said quietly. “And I hope you think of us sometime—back here, buried, lost, in all the fog and rain and ruin of England. How good it must be to know that you are young in a young country—where nothing that you did yesterday matters very much. How wonderful it must be to know that none of the failure of the past can pull you down—that there will always be another day for you—a new beginning. I wonder if you Americans will ever know how fortunate you are,” the girl said.


  “And yet you couldn’t leave all this?” Eugene said with a kind of desperate hope. “This old country you’ve lived in, known all your life. A girl like you could never leave a place like this to live the kind of life we have in America.”


  “Couldn’t I?” she said with a quiet but unmistakable passion of conviction. “There’s nothing I’d like better.”


  Eugene stared at her blindly, dumbly for a moment; suddenly all that he wanted to say, and had not been able to say, found release in a movement of his hands. He gripped her by the shoulders and pulled her to him, and began to plead with her:


  “Then why don’t you? I’ll take you there!—Look here—” his words were crazy and he knew it, but as he spoke them, he believed all he said—“Look here! I haven’t got much money—but in America you can make it if you want to! I’m going back there. You come, too—I’ll take you when I go!”


  She had not tried to free herself; she just stood there passive, unresisting, as he poured that frenzied proposal in her ears. Now, with the same passive and unyielding movement, the bright armor of her young eyes, she stepped away, and stood looking at him silently for a moment. Then slowly, with an almost imperceptible movement, she shook her head. “Oh, you’ll forget all about us,” she said quietly. “You’ll forget about our lives here—buried in fog—and rain—and failure—and defeat.”


  “Failure and defeat won’t last forever.”


  “Sometimes they do,” she said with a quiet finality that froze his heart.


  “Not for you—they won’t!” Eugene said, and took her by the hand again with desperate entreaty. “Listen to me—” he blundered on incoherently, with the old feeling of nameless shame and horror. “You don’t need to tell me what it is—I don’t want to know—but whatever it is—for you, it doesn’t matter—you can get the best of it.”


  She said nothing, but just looked at him through that hard bright armor of her eyes, the obdurate finality of her smile.


  “Good-bye,” she said, “I’ll not forget you either.” She looked at him for a moment curiously before she spoke again. “I wonder,” she said slowly, “if you’ll ever understand just what it was you did for me by coming here?”


  “What was it?”


  “You opened a door that I thought had been closed forever,” she said, “a door that let me look in on a world I thought I should never see again—a new bright world, a new life and a new beginning—for us all. And I thought that was something which would never happen to any one in this house again.”


  “It will to you,” Eugene said, and took her hand again with desperate eagerness. “It can happen to you whenever you want it to. It’s yours, I’ll swear it to you, if you’ll only speak.”


  She looked at him, with an almost imperceptible movement of her head.


  “I tell you I know what I’m talking about.”


  Again she shook her head.


  “You don’t know,” she said. “You’re young. You’re an American. There are some things you’ll never be old enough to know.—For some of us there’s no return.—Go back,” she said, “go back to the life you know—the life you understand—where there can always be a new beginning—a new life.”


  “And you—” Eugene said dumbly, miserably.


  “Good-bye, my dear,” she said so low and gently he could scarcely hear her. “Think of me sometimes, won’t you—I’ll not forget you.” And before he could speak she kissed him once and was gone, so light and swift that he did not know it, until the door had closed behind her. And for some time, like a man in a stupor, he stood there looking out the window at the gray wet light of England.


  The next day he went away, and never saw any of them again, but he could not forget them. Although he had never passed beyond the armor of their hard bright eyes, or breached the wall of their crisp, friendly, and impersonal speech, or found out anything about them, he always thought of them with warmth, with a deep and tender affection, as if he had always known them—as if, somehow, he could have lived with them or made their lives his own had he only said a word, or turned the handle of a door—a word he never knew, a door he never found.


  [¬]


  LXXIV


  The day before he went away, the Rhodes scholars invited Eugene to lunch. That was a fine meal: they ate together in their rooms in college, they had opened their purses to the college chef, and had told him not to spare himself but to go the limit. Before the meal they drank together a bottle of good sherry wine, and as they ate they drank the college ale, strong, brown, and mellow, and when they came to coffee, they all finished off on a bottle of port apiece.


  There was a fine thick seasonable soup, of the color of mahogany, and then a huge platter piled high with delicate brown-golden portions of filet of sole, and a roast of mutton, tender, fragrant, juicy and delicious as no other mutton that Eugene had ever eaten, with red currant jelly, well-seasoned sprouts, and boiled potatoes, to go with it, and at the end a fine apple-tart, thick cream, sharp cheese, and crackers.


  It was a fine meal, and when they finished with it they were all happy and exultant. They were beautifully drunk and happy, with that golden, warm, full-bodied and most lovely drunkenness that can come only from good rich wine and mellow ale and glorious and abundant food—a state that we recognize instantly when it comes to us as one of the rare, the priceless, the unarguable joys of living, something stronger than philosophy, a treasure on which no price can be set, a sufficient reward for all the anguish, weariness, and disappointment of living, and a far better teacher than Aquinas ever was.


  They were all young men and when they had finished they were drunk, glorious, and triumphant as only young men can be. It seemed to them now that they could do no wrong, or make no error, and that the whole earth was a pageantry of delight which had been shaped solely for their happiness, possession, and success. The Rhodes scholars no longer felt the old fear, confusion, loneliness, and bitter inferiority and desolation of the soul which they had felt since coming there.


  The beauty, age, and grandeur of the life about them were revealed as they had never been before, their own fortune in living in such a place seemed impossibly good and happy, nothing in this life around them now seemed strange or alien, and they all felt that they were going to win, and make their own, a life among the highest and most fortunate people on the earth.


  As for Eugene, he now thought of his departure exultantly, and with intolerable desire, not from some joy of release, but because everything around him now seemed happy, glorious, and beautiful, and a token of unspeakable joys that were to come, a thousand images of trains, of the small rich-colored joy and comfort and precision of their trains, of England, lost in fog, and swarming with its forty million lives, but suddenly not dreary, but impossibly small, and beautiful and near, to be taken at a stride, to be compassed at a bound, to enrich him, fill him, be his forever in all its joy and mystery and magic smallness.


  And he thought of the huge smoky web of London with this same joy: of the suave potent ale he could get in one place there, of its squares, and ancient courts, and age-grimed mysteries, and of the fog-numb strangeness of ten million passing men and women. He thought of the swift rich projectile of the channel train, the quays, the channel boats, and darkness, night, the sudden onslaught of the savage choppy seas outside the harbor walls, and England fading, and the flashing beacon lights of France, the quays again, the little swarming figures, the excited tongues, the strange dark faces of the Frenchmen, the always-alien, magic, time-enchanted strangeness of the land, the people, and the faces; and then Paris, the nostalgic, subtle and incomparably exciting fabric of its life, its flavor, and its smell, the strange opiate of its time, the rediscovery of its food, its drink, the white, carnal, and luxurious bodies of the whores.


  They were all exultant, wild, full of joy and hope and invincible belief as they thought of all these things and all the glory and the mystery that the world held treasured for their taking in the depths of its illimitable resources; and they shouted, sang, shook hands and roared with laughter, and had no doubts, or fears, or dark confusions, as they had done in other, younger, and more certain times.


  Then they started out across the fields behind the colleges, and the fields were wet and green, the trees smoky-gray and blurred in magic veils of bluish mist, and the worn path felt, looked, and seemed incredibly familiar, like a field they had crossed, a path they had trod, a million times. And at length they came to their little creek-wise river, their full, flowing little river of dark time and treasured history, their quiet, narrow, deeply flowing little river, uncanny in the small perfection of its size, as it went past soundlessly among the wet fresh green of the fields that hemmed it with a sweet, kept neatness of perfection.


  Then, having crossed, they went up along the river path until they came to where the crews were waiting—the Merton crew before, another college crew behind, and the students of both colleges clustered eagerly on the path beside their boats, exhorting their comrades in the shell, waiting for the signal that would start the race.


  Then, even as the Rhodes scholars pounded on Eugene’s back and roared at him with an exuberant affection that “You’ve got to run with us! You’ve got to root for us! You belong to Merton now!” the starting-gun cracked out, the crews bent furiously to their work, the long blades bit frantically the cold gray water, and the race was on. And they were racing lightly, nimbly now, two packs of young men running on the path, each yelping cries of sharp encouragement to his crew as he ran on beside it.


  At first, as Eugene ran, he felt strong and lithe and eager. He was aware of an aerial buoyancy: his step was light, his stride was long and easy, his breath came softly, without labor, and the swift feet of the running boys thudded before, behind, around him, on the hard path, pleasantly, and he was secure in his strength and certitude again, and thought that he was one of them, and could run with them to the end of the world and back, and never feel it.


  He thought he had recovered all the lean sinew and endurance of a boy, that the storm-swift flight, the speed, the hard condition, and resilient effort of a boy were his again, that he had never lost them, that they had never changed. Then a leaden heaviness began to steal along his limbs, he felt the weariness of effort for the first time, a thickening slowness in the muscles of his legs, a numb weight-like heaviness tingling at his finger-tips, and now he no longer looked so sharply and so smartly at the swinging crew below him, the nimbly running boys around him.


  He began to pound ahead with dogged and deliberate effort, and his heart was pounding like a hammer at his ribs, his breath was laboring hoarsely in his throat and his tongue felt numb and thick and swollen in his mouth, and blind motes were swimming drunkenly before his eyes. He could hear his voice, unfamiliar and detached, weirdly unreal, as if some one else were speaking in him, as it panted hoarsely:


  “Come on, Merton! ... Come on, Merton! ... Come on, Merton!”


  And now the nimbler running footsteps all around him had passed, had gone ahead of him, had vanished. He could no longer see the crews nor know if they were there. He ran on blindly, desperately, hearing, seeing, saying nothing any longer, an anguished leaden creature, weighted down with a million leaden hours and weary efforts, pounding heavily, blindly, mindlessly along, beneath gray timeless skies of an immortal weariness, across the gray barren earth of some huge planetary vacancy—where there was neither shade nor stay nor shelter, where there would never be a resting place, a room, nor any door which he could enter, and where he must pound blindly, wearily along, alone, through that huge vacancy forever.


  Then voices swarmed around him once again, and he could feel strong hands on him. They seized him, stopped him, and familiar faces swarmed forward at him through those swimming motes of blind gray vacancy. He could hear again the hoarse ghost-unreality of his own voice panting: “Come on, Merton!” and see his friends again, now grinning, laughing, shouting, as they shook him. “Stop! The race is over! Merton won!”


  [¬]


  LXXV


  Their names were Octave Feuillet, Alfred Capus, and Maurice Donnay; their names were Hermant, Courteline, and René Bazin; their names were Jules Renard, Marcelle Tinayre, and André Theuriet; and Clarétie, and Frapié and Tristan Bernard; and de Régnier and Paul Reboux, and Lavedan; their names were Rosny, Gyp, Boylesve, and Richepin; their names were Bordeaux, Prévost, Margueritte, and Duvernois—their names, Great God, their names were countless as the sands upon the shore—and in the end, their names were only names and names and names—and nothing more.


  Or, if their names were something more than names—if they sometimes shaped themselves in his mind as personalities—these personalities were faded, graceful, and phantasmal ones—each talented and secure in his position, and curiously alike—each brave and good and gentle in his trade, like lesser-known knights of the Round Table. He knew that few of them had been the hero of a generation, the leader of a century; he knew that none of them had rivalled Balzac, surpassed Stendhal, out-done Flaubert. And for this reason, their vague, phantasmal company became more haunting-strange to him than if they had.


  He knew, as well, that there must be among them great differences of talent, great differences of style. His reason told him that some were good, and some were fair, and some were only cheap; even his meagre understanding of their tongue showed him that there was a great range, every kind of difference in their choice and treatment of a subject—a range that swept from the gracefully ironic sentiment of Les Vacances d’un Jeune Homme Sage to the stern earth-and-peasant austerity of Le Blé qui lève; from the dream nostalgia of Le Passé Vivant to the salty and difficult drolleries of Messieurs les Ronds-de-Cuir or Le Train de 8h 47.


  He knew that each of these men must have had his own style, his special quality which would instantly be discerned and appraised by a French reader—he knew that some had written of the quiet life of the provinces, and that others wrote of the intrigue, the love affairs, the worldly and sophisticated gentry, of Paris; he knew that some were writers of a graceful sentiment, some delicately ironic, some drolly comic, some savagely satiric, and some grimly tragic.


  But all of them seemed to come from the same place, to have the same quality, to evoke the same perfume. They were the vague and shadowy figures of a charming, beautiful, and legendary kind of life—a life that was all the more legendary to him because he was constantly groping with half-meanings, filling in his faulty understanding of the language with painful intuitions, tearing desperately at the contents of unnumbered volumes, with a tortured hunger of frustration, an aching brain, a dictionary in one hand, and one of these slick and flimsy little volumes in another.


  And for this reason, perhaps, as much as any other—because of this savage struggle with an alien tongue, this agonizing, half-intuitive effort by which he groped his way to understanding through a book—the books themselves, and these graceful and shadowy figures who produced them, took on a quality that was as strange as the whole experience of these first weeks in Paris had become. Indeed, in later years, the legendary quality of his savage conflict with this world of print became indistinguishably mixed with the legendary quality of the life around him. Perhaps, even the swift, graceful, and fascinating little drawings and illustrations which dotted the pages of these books were in some measure responsible for this illusion: the pictures gave to the hard and difficult pages of a thousand fictions the illusion of an actual reality: in these little pictures he could see and recognize a thousand things that had already grown familiar to him—the narrow sidewalks and the tall and ancient houses of the Latin Quarter, the bridges of the Seine, the interior of a railway compartment, the great grilled gate of a château, people sitting at the tables in a café or on the terrace, the walls, the roofs, the chimney-pots of Paris which, no matter what changes had come about in human costume, feminine fashions, top-hats, frock-coats, or facial whiskerage, had themselves changed very little.


  The most extraordinary and vividly imagined phenomenon of his desperate struggle to understand these innumerable fictions was this: Although his reason told him that all these men—all these phantasmal and haunting names—Feuillet, Capus, Donnay, Tinayre, Boylesve, Bazin, Theuriet—and all the rest of them—must have known all the sweat and anguish of hard labor, the solicitude, the grinding effort, and the desperate patience, that every artist knows, he became obsessed, haunted with the idea that the works of all this graceful, strange, and fortunate company were written without effort, with the most superb casualness and ease. It was his strange delusion that all of them were not only of an equal talent—could do all kinds of writing equally well and with equal ease—but that the reason for this marvellous endowment lay somehow in the fact that they were “French”—that by the fortunate accident of race and birth each one had somehow been constituted an artist who could do all things gracefully and well, and could do nothing wrong. Favored at birth by the great inheritance of their language, blood, and temperament, they grew up as children of a beautiful, strange, and legendary civilization whose very tongue was a guaranty of style, whose very tradition an assurance of form. These men could write nothing badly because it was not within the blood and nature of their race to do so: they must do everything gracefully, easily, and with an impeccable sense of form, because grace and ease and form were innate to them.


  Finally, the most extraordinary fact of this curious obsession was his belief that all these books had been written by their authors not in the stern and lonely solitude of some midnight room, but swiftly, casually, and easily, as one might write a letter at the table of a café.


  The obsession was so strong that he could see them writing at such a place—Feuillet, Capus, Donnay, Bazin—all the rest of them, each seated in the afternoon at his own inviolable table in his favorite café, each with a writing pad, a pen and ink before him, a half-emptied bock or glass of wine beside him, an adoring and devoted old waiter hovering anxiously near him—each writing steadily, rapidly, and gracefully the pages of some new and faultless story, some graceful, perfect book, filling up page after page of manuscript in their elegant, fine handwriting, without erasures or deletions, pausing thoughtfully from time to time to stare dreamily away, stroking their lank, disordered hair, their elegant French whiskers with a thin white hand, and so far from being distracted by the gaiety, the noise and clatter of the café crowd around them, deriving a renewed vitality from its sparkling stimulation, and returning to fill up page after page again.


  And he could see them meeting every afternoon—that band of Bohemian immortality, that fortunate and favored company of art that could do no wrong—in some café on the Boulevards, or in some quiet, gracious old place hallowed by their patronage, in the Latin Quarter, in Montparnasse, or on the Boul St. Mich or in Montmartre.


  He saw the whole scene with a blazing imagery, an exact detail, as if he had himself been present and seen and heard it all. He could hear the spirited light clamor of their conversation—like everything they did, gracious, faultless, full of ease—could see them rise to greet their famous comrades—whoever they might be—Feuillet, Capus, or Donnay, all the rest of them—could see them shake hands with the swift, firm greeting, so graceful, worldly, and so French, and hear them saying:


  “Ah, my dear Maurice—how goes it with you? But—I see that I disturb you—pardon, my friend!—I see that you are busy with another of your admirable tales—Ah-h, my old one, not for the world would I disturb the flow of your so admirable genius. Parbleu! Do I wish my wretched name to become infamous to all posterity, to be heard with execration—ah, the devil! Non! The black forgetfulness of the grave is better! Eh, well, then, old comrade, till tomorrow—Then I hope——”


  “Ah, but no, but no, but no, but no, but no! My dear Octave, you shall remain! These pages here!—Pouf! it is nothing! I am already done—Attend!” Swiftly he scrawls a line or two, and then triumphantly: “Voilà! C’est fini, old cock! A trifle I was finishing for my scoundrel of a publisher, who demands it for tomorrow.—But, tell me, my dear boy—what the devil kept you in the provinces for so long a time—so long away from this dear Pa-ree? Ah, how we have missed you: my dear fellow, Paris really never is the same unless you are here to give it grace! Tiens! Tiens! Poor Courteline has been quite inconsolable! Capus has sworn daily he would go and fetch you back! Tinayre is grouchy as a bear! My dear fellow, we have all lamented you! De Régnier was certain you had got another mistress! Boylesve insisted that she was at least a duchess—Bazin, a milkmaid——”


  “And you, my old one?”


  “I? My dear fellow—I knew it must be chicken-pox or measles: I was certain you would not have to stir a foot out of Pa-ree to find a wench.”


  “But tell me, Octave, how are all our friends? I am starved for news, I have read nothing. First of all—René——?”


  “Has published another admirable work—an excellent study of life in the provinces.”


  “Ah, good. And Duvernois?”


  “His latest comedy has been produced and is un succès fou—a charming thing—witty, naughty, quite in his best vein, my dear boy.”


  “Renard?”


  “A comedy, a book of stories, a romance—all excellent, all doing well.”


  “And Courteline?”


  “Une chose incomparable, my boy: a book of dialogues in his drollest vein—the public is convulsed: the police are in a towering rage about Le Gendarme est sans Pitié——”


  “And Abel?”


  “A formidable book, my lad—just what you would expect, a powerful tragedy, exact psychology, brilliant—but here he comes, all smiles—ah-h! I thought so! He sees you—My dear Abel, welcome: behold, our prodigal has come home again——”


  Yes, it was so that it was done, without anguish, error, or maddening of the soul.


  And far, far away from all this certain grace, this ease of form, this assured attaining of expression—there lay America—and all the dumb hunger of its hundred million tongues, its unfound form, its unborn art. Far, far away from this enchanted legend of a city—there lay America and the brutal stupefaction of its million streets, its unquiet heart, its vast incertitude, the huge sprawled welter of its life—its formless and illimitable distances.


  And Great God! Great God! but it was farther, stranger than a dream—he noted its cruelty, savagery, horror, error, loss and waste of life, its murderous criminality, and its hypocritic mask of virtue, its lies, its horrible falseness, and its murderous closure of a telling tongue—and Great God! Great God! with every pulse and fibre in him, with the huge, sick ache of an intolerable homelessness, he was longing with every beating of his anguished heart for just one thing—return!


  Day by day, hour by hour, and minute by minute, the blind hunger tore at his naked entrails with a vulture’s beak. He prowled the streets of Paris like a maddened animal, he hurled himself at the protean complexities of its million-footed life like a soldier who hurls himself into a battle: he was baffled, sick with despair, wrung, trembling and depleted, finally exhausted, caught in the toils of that insatiate desire, that terrible devouring hunger that grew constantly from what it fed upon and that drove him blindly to madness. The hopeless and unprofitable struggle of the Faustian life had never been so horribly evident as it now was—the futility of his insane efforts to memorize every stone and paving brick in Paris, to burn the vision of his eyes through walls and straight into the lives and hearts of a million people, to read all the books, eat all the food, drink all the wine, to hold the whole gigantic panorama of the universe within his memory, and somehow to make “one small globe of all his being,” to compact the accumulated experience of eternity into the little prism of his flesh, the small tenement of his brain, and somehow to use it all for one final, perfect, all-inclusive work—his life’s purpose, his heart’s last pulse and anguish, and his soul’s desire.


  As a result of all this anguished and frustrated struggle he began now to go about with a small notebook in his pocket, the worn stub of a chewed pencil in his hands.


  And because everything went into this mad mélange, because by every one of these scrawls of notes and sometimes incoherent words—even by the thousands of crude drawings, swift designs which he scrawled down in a thousand towns and places, to get the texture of a wall, the design of a door, the shape of a table, even the sword-cut on a man’s scarred face—because in all of these shells and splinters that were thrown off from his tormented and uneasy brain the terrible Faustian fever of his tortured spirit was evident—no better image of his life—the life of a young man of that period—of modern man caught in the Faustian serpent-toils of modern life—can be given than the splintered jottings in these battered little books afford.


  Here then, picked out at random from the ferment of ten thousand pages, and a million words—put down just as they were written, in fragments, jots, or splintered flashes, without order or coherence—here, with all its vanity, faith, despair, joy, and anguish, with all its falseness, error and pretension, and with all its desperate sincerity, its incredible hope, its insane desire, is a picture of a man’s soul and heart—the image of his infuriate desire—caught hot and instant, drawn flaming from the forge of his soul’s agony.


  Monday, November 17, 1924: Worked over 5 hours up to present (9:40) Cigarets and coffee—Very tired.


  Tuesday: Worked 4 hours yesterday. Very tired today only an hour—more tonight——


  Wednesday: Good week’s work last week—Four or five hours actual writing every day—I may succeed ultimately because I’m not content with what I do.


  I was born in 1900—I am now 24 years old. During that period I think the best writing in English has been done by James Joyce in “Ulysses”—I think the best writing in the ballad has been done by G.K. Chesterton in “Lepanto.” The best writing in sustained narrative verse by John Masefield—particularly in “The Dauber,” “The River” and “The Widow in The Bye Street.” Who produce copiously—Arnold Bennet—The best practitioners of the Essay—Belloc—the most gigantically thorough realist—Theodore Dreiser—The most sparing selection and unfailingly competent—Galsworthy—The best play for Poetry—“The Playboy of Western World”—The best journalist—Sinclair Lewis.


  The critic with the greatest subtlety—T.S. Eliot—The critic with the greatest range and power—H.L. Mencken—The best woman writer—May Sinclair—The next best—Virginia Woolf—The next best—Willa Cather.


  Wednesday Night—November 26, 1924: At midnight eating at Chez Marianne—First day I have not worked for two weeks but am going home to work after eating. Up at 12:30 today after last night felt sick—walked to bank—found no mail—wrote and sent letters to Mama and to University. Talked to young fellow in bank about Switzerland—had lunch at Taverne Royale—Took taxi to Place des Vosges—Went to Victor Hugo Museum—Walked around Square—then back to Carnavalet—at National Archives—The narrow streets, the narrow sidewalks, the great busses, taxis, autos, bicycles, trucks and the catty people jabbering and squalling got me in a stew—Looked over distressing tons of books at a bookshop, and went on feeling crushed—Bought two books—Then got taxi Rue du Temple and so home through the jam of Rue de Rivoli—Women outside pawing cheap articles at Samaritaine. Then home to hotel where bathed went out to Deux Magots two Apéritifs then to Apollo Revue!—Not as bad as some—one or two good songs—but of course, on whole quite stupid.


  Thursday—November 27, 1924: At one, after working till five this morning. Dining at Drouant’s—very rich, red restaurant filled with business men talking of Les Anglais, Les Américaines, et cinq cent mille francs—at Drouant’s—a cold consommé, a rumpsteak grille—avec des pommes soufflées—a fond d’artichaut mornay (a cheese and cream dressing and the ends of artichokes—delicious) a coffee and a half bottle of Nuit St. Georges couvert 4 fr. total 44 frs.


  At one table three Frenchmen of 50 or more—one of 40—one with black beard—coal black, neatly trimmed, naked around jaws—another a heavy distinguished man—grey beard pompadoured—grey close-cropped moustache—high colored—nervous grey eyes shot with red—hands white, taut and tapping constantly, while the face smiles—talks politely—another a red gnarled satanic face—fierce with rich foods and wines—smooth shaven—and the youngest—black hair, a black moustache—a quiet smiling, well-fleshed type. He had rich color—red shot with richness, the satanic yet not unpleasant cast of face—the cropped brown moustache and such pompadoured brownish hair—a Gallic type.


  LATER: Seated at the café in front of Magasin du Louvre and Palais Royale—Heard a high even monotone that tickles the ear like a dynamo—It made me think of a great locomotive in the yards at Altamont—steam shut off (perhaps) and the high small ear-tickling dynamic noise they make.


  Tuesday—December 2, 1924:


  MOCK LITERARY ANECDOTES:


  Young mannered voice of Harvard johnny: “Oh! Simply priceless! Don’t you l-o-o-ve that?


  ... Marvellous!” etc.—telling what Oscar said to Whistler, and what Whistler answered him.


  A certain kind of mind collects these—pale, feeble, rootless, arty, hopeless, lost—Joel Pierce tells them, too. First time I heard them at Harvard what sophisticated raconteurs I thought them!—God, how green I was! “You will, Oscar, you will,” and all the rest of it!—Today, sitting on terrace at Taverne Royale, I made some of my own. Here they are:


  One day as Whistler was standing before a window in St. James Street observing some prints of Battersea Bridge, he was accosted by Oscar Wilde coming in the opposite direction. “You will, James, you will,” said Wilde with generous impulsiveness.


  “Gad,” remarked the inimitable James, imperturbably adjusting his monocle, “I wish I had said that!”


  One day in June, Anatole France went to Rodin’s studio for luncheon. The talk having turned to early Greek primitives, Rodin remarked:


  “Some writers have a great deal to say and an atrocious style. But you, dear Master, have a delicious style.”


  “And you, Master?” queried France ironically, allowing his eyes to rest upon the torso of The Thinker, “since when did you become a critic?”


  In the burst of laughter that followed the thrust, Rodin had to admit himself floored for once.


  A young actor who had, it must be confessed, more ambition than talent, one day rushed excitedly up to Sir Henry Irving during the rehearsal of “Hamlet”:


  “It seems to me, sir,” he burst out without preliminaries, “that some actors ruin their parts by overplaying them.”


  “And some,” remarked Sir Henry, after an awful pause, “don’t.”


  One day Sir James Barrie discovered Bernard Shaw while he was lunching at the Atheneum, staring somewhat disconsolate at an unsavory mess of vegetables that adorned his plate.


  “I hear you are working on a new play,” remarked Barrie, whimsically eyeing the contents of the platter.


  For once G.B.S. had no answer ready.


  Why won’t these do?


  (Suggestion to Young American writing Book Reviews for New York Times in classical, simple, god-like manner of Anatole France.)


  “The new book of Monsieur Henry Spriggins, which lies before me on my desk, fills me with misgivings. The author is young and intolerant of simple things. He is full of talent, but he is proud, and has not a simple heart. What a pity!” (etc.)


  Wednesday—December 3, 1924: Comédie Française tonight Les Plaideurs—and Phèdre—Respect for play grew and for actors diminished and went on—The French applauded loudly when Madame Weber ended a long declamation on a screech.


  LATER: To Régence and Harry’s—Bought some books along the quays—Saw Mrs. Martin at hotel today—Story of how she had been robbed—The picture galleries and antique shops of Rue des Saints Pères.


  Saturday—December 6,


  Young Icarus lies drowned, God knows where.


  Oxford in pursuit of a woman—one of the most dreary spectacles God hath given—Buol’s in the afternoon——


  Foolish Question: Why are the Tories so eager to say Democracy has failed?


  Hair like a copper cloud—feather and flame come back again.


  The gutted plums bee-burrowed.


  The poisoned inch around the heart.


  The cancerous inch.


  The burning inch of tongue.


  The hairy grass.


  The long sea-locks.


  The hairy seas.


  The other gate of ivory——


  Ida—Cadmus—blunt drummed woodenly with blunt fingers. Sir Leoline the baron rich—Thunder-cuffing Zeus—Erasmus fed on rotten eggs—what a breath—Has an angel local motion or “The goose-soft snow.”


  Feathery snow—The feather-quilted snow.


  Freckled eyes.


  Wild Ceres through the wheat.


  The slow dance of dancers.


  The gull swerves seaward like hope—September full of departing leaves and wings.


  He sat alone four thousand miles from home—the lonely death of seas at dawn.


  The decent and untainted eyes that look on spattered death—Myself dreaming of old battles—For a child the spear goes clearly through—The musical horns beg and the battles press—The phantasy of bloody death: The cloven brain-pan—the one lost second near enough to touch its brother life, but infinitely far.


  The wind-blown lights of the town.


  A branch of stars.


  A hen and a pig.


  Quills—frills.


  Mired—feathers.


  The vast low stammer of the night.


  By the rim—the geese go waddling to the Fair.


  The minute-winning flies buzz home to death.


  “Old England will muddle through, my lads”——


  She has muddled and she’s through: but she’s not through muddling.


  Gull-cry and gull are gone.


  Shadow and hawk are gone.


  Shadow and hawk are gone.


  Shadow and hawk are——


  Friday Night—December 12, 1924: The Fratellini Brothers: How in his rich robe I saw him—the younger brother—waiting for the act—the waiting is all over—The burlesque musical act—They were great, sad, epic—what clowns should be.


  Salle Rubens with all the meat—All the people clustered about—dull.


  Mona Ugly Lisa.


  The Virgin with Saint Anne—a great picture.


  Guido Reni—the sainted and sugared faces.


  The Italians—Veronese—The Cana—The Gigantic three-storey canvases.


  Zurberan—Goya and the Grey—Picture of a Gentleman on horseback—Nicolas Maes—Rembrandt’s picture of his brother.


  Sam’s—The man from San Francisco with the loud, dark, debauched face.


  “We had ham and eggs for lunch across at Ciro’s, Anne”—the two barkeepers in Harry’s, “Chip” and Bob—names of dogs and horses.


  Velasquez in the Louvre.


  Vetzel’s again 12:30 Apéritif (X365) The arch of the opera I have never seen before, things sit like this.


  (here follows drawing)


  Remember Faust at The Opera.


  The Promenoirs—The vast stage—click-clack of feet in the music.


  I awoke this morning in a crucifixion of fear and nervousness—What if they hadn’t written? What? What? What?


  My agony as I approached the place—My distrust of Paris in peril—City of light disloyalties. Sun never shines more than two days (for me) here—Went to American Express—Harry’s Bar—The men at Vetzel’s eating——


  The French are not bad but children—old men too wise and kind for hatred—but French French French and Suspicious.


  How beautiful the Fratellini are! How fine a thing is a French circus! Their enormous interest in children—The lion-taming act—by far the best and finest I have ever seen—and I felt sorry for the lions—Savoir is right in this.


  Monday—December 15, 1924: I am getting a new sense of control—millions of books don’t annoy me so much—went along the Seine today after Louvre—most of it worthless old rubbish I must begin to put up my fences now—I can’t take the world or this city with me.


  Things in Paris I must see at once—Père Lachaise—Also investigate old quarter again around Place des Vosges—Go there first thing tomorrow—Go to Cluny Musée again—And up and down Rue de la Seine—Also Isle St. Louis.


  Books I want: Julien Benda—New one by Soupault (?) Charles Derennes—L’Education Sexuelle. Read one of the Vautel things.


  Get for inspection—and at random Le Petit Livre—Mon Livre Favori—Bibl. Nationale—Livre Epatant—go into Court of Palais Royale—investigate there——


  Louvre today—Mantegnas [Mantegna’s] picture of St. Sebastian C.


  Giotto’s great picture of St. Francis D’Assisi receiving stigma from Christ——


  Gros—Pictures of Napoleon at war—The one of the leper’s house at Jaffa a good one—Huge naked leper held in kneeling position—Weight of body.


  Books I want—Go to bookstalls in Seine for books on Paris twenty or thirty years ago with naughty illustrations.


  Tuesday—December 16, 1924: Along Seine again—Looked at thousands of books and bought one—a critique on Julien Benda—Miles and miles of books—but also, miles and miles of repetitions——


  The pictures—cavaliers seducing pretty ladies; one of women half naked embracing pillow—called Le Rêve—People in old French stage-comedies—Then 1000’s of La Chimie, La Physique, La Géologie, L’Algèbre, Le Géometrie——


  Letters—Morceaux Choisis of XVIII S. All the authors I have never heard of—but that is the same at home.


  Wednesday—December 17, 1924: Today bought books—Bookshop on Rue St. Honoré—Stock’s.


  Bought Benda there—Along the river—Tons of Trash—L’Univers—The Miracle of France—4 mos. in the United States, etc. etc.—Les Cicéron, Ovide, Sénèque, etc.


  Bought Confessions of Alfred Musset—Stall at Pont Neuf with dirty books—Journal d’une Masseuse.


  Sadie Blackeyes—Lovers of The Whip—The Pleasures of Married Life—The Galleries of The Palais Royale where the bookshops are—Whole series edited by Guillaume Apollinaire——


  Pictures, stamps, coins—Daumier-like picture of man having tooth pulled—Then the near dirty ones of ladies with silver wings—Silhouettelike—Then the near XVIII Century ones.


  Old Books—Seem to be millions of these too—Essais de L’Abbé Chose sur la Morale, etc.


  The Faustian hell again!


  At La Régence: Semaine de Noël, 1924:


  The people who say they “read nothing but the best,” are not, as some people call them, snobs. They are fools. The battle of the Spirit is not to read and to know the best—it is to find it—The thing that has caused me so much toil and trouble has come from a deeprooted mistrust in me of all cultured authority. I hunger for the treasure that I fancy lies buried in a million forgotten books, and yet my reason tells me that the treasure that lies buried there is so small that it is not worth the pain of disinterment.


  And yet nearly everything in the world of books that has touched my life most deeply has come from authority. I have not always agreed with authority that all the books called great are great, but nearly all the books that have seemed great to me have come from among this number.


  I have not discovered for myself any obscure writer who is as great a novelist as Dostoievsky, nor any obscure poet with the genius of Samuel Taylor Coleridge.


  But I have mentioned Coleridge, and although my use of his name will not, I believe, cause any protest, it may cause surprise. Why not Shelley, or Spenser, or Milton?—It is here that my war with Authority—to which I owe everything—begins again.


  There are in the world of my spirit certain gigantic figures who, although great as well in the world of authority, are yet overshadowed, and in some places, loom as enormous half-ghosts—hovering upon the cloudy borderland between obscurity and living remembrance.


  Such a man is Samuel Taylor Coleridge. To me, he is not one of the great English poets. He is The Poet. To me he has not to make obeisance at the throne of any other monarch—he is there by Shakespeare and Milton and Spenser.


  At La Régence: Remembering the whore with rotten teeth that I talked to last night on Rue Lafayette:


  My dirt is not as dirty as your dirt. My clean-ness is cleaner than your clean-ness.


  If I have a hole in my sock that is cunning.


  If you have a hole in your stocking love flies out of the window. Why are we like this? Boredom is the bedfellow of all the Latin peoples—the English, in spite of the phrase “bored Englishman,” are not bored.


  The Germans are eager and noisy about everything they are told they should be interested in.


  The Americans are interested in everything for a week—a week at a time—except Sensation: they are interested in that all the time.


  I have heard a great deal of the “smiling Latins,” the “gay Latins,” etc. I have seen few indications that the Latins are gay. They are noisy—they are really a sombre and passionate people—the Italian face when silent is rather sullen.


  In New York the opportunities for learning, and acquiring a culture that shall not come out of the ruins, but belong to life, are probably greater than anywhere else in the world.


  This is because America is young and rich and comparatively unencumbered by bad things.


  Tradition, which saves what is good and great in Europe, also saves what is poor, so that one wades through miles of junk to come to a great thing.


  In New York books are plentiful and easy to get. The music and the theatre are the best in the world.


  The great trouble with New York is that one feels uncomfortable while enjoying these things—In the daytime a man should be making money. The time to read is at night before one goes to bed. The time to hear music or go to the theatre is also at night. The time to look at a picture is on Sunday.


  Another fault comes from our lack of independence. I am sure some of the most knowing people in the world, about the arts, are in America. I cannot read a magazine like The Dial, or The Nation and The New Republic without getting frightened. One man wrote a book called Studies in Ten Literatures—which of course, is foolish. We want to seem knowing about all these things because we have not enough confidence in ourselves.


  We have had niggers for 300 years living all over the place—but all we did about it was to write minstrel shows, and ’coon stories, until two or three years ago when the French discovered for us how interesting they are. We let Paul Morand, and the man who wrote Batouala, and Soupault do it for us—Then we began to write stories about Harlem, etc.


  Instead of whining, that we have no traditions, or that we must learn by keeping constantly in touch with European models, or by keeping away from them, we should get busy telling some of the stories about America that have never been told.


  A book like Main Street, which made such a stir, is like Main Street. It is like “I’ve seen all Europe” tourists, who have spent two days in each country in a round-the-town bus.


  In a magazine like The American Mercury the stories are also too much of a pattern—they’re all about how the “Deacon Screwed the Methodist Minister’s Wife,” and how the “Town Prostitute Was Put in Jail for Coming to Church on Sunday and Mixing with the Good Folks.”


  When you hear people saying about Babbitt—that it is not the whole story and that much more can be said, you agree with them. Then they begin to talk about “the other side” and you lose hope. You see they mean by other side, Dr. Crane and Booth Tarkington.


  So far from these being “the other side,” there are a million other sides. And so far from Babbitt being too strong, the stories that may be written about America will make Babbitt an innocent little child’s book to be read at the Christmas School entertainment along with The Christmas Carol and [and] “Excelsior.” The man who suggests the strangeness and variety of this life most is Sherwood Anderson. Or was. I think, he’s got too fancy since he wrote Winesburg, Ohio.


  A French writer who said there was no real variety in the life of the French because they all had red wine on the table, sat at little tables in cafés to gossip, and had mistresses, would be called a fool. Yet an American will criticize his country for standardization on no better grounds—namely that most of them are Methodists or Baptists, Democrats or Republicans, Rotarians or Kiwanians.


  Babbitt is a very interesting book. But I believe it would be possible for a German writer with a talent similar to Sinclair Lewis to write a book called Schmidt or Bauer which would be just as sweeping a portrait.


  Do you want to know what the gentleman looks like? He is much easier to describe than Babbitt.


  Tuesday—December 23, 1924: The mystery explained! Today, at American Library, found out what it is:


  “Time—that dimension of the world which we express in terms of before and after—the temporal sequence pervades mind and matter alike.”


  Time the form of the internal sense, and space the form of the external sense.


  Theory of Relativity—the time-units of both time and space are neither points nor moments—but moments in the history of a point.


  W. James—Within a definite limited interval of duration known as the specious present there is a direct perception of the temporal relations.


  After an event has passed beyond the specious present it can only enter into consciousness by reproductive memory.


  James “The Object of Memory is only an object imagined in the past to which the emotion of belief adheres.”


  Temporal experience divided into three qualitatively distinct intervals: the remembered past, the perceived specious present, and the anticipated future—By means of the tripartite division we are able to inject our present selves into the temporal stream of our own experience.


  By arrangement of temporal orders of past with temporal orders of future—we can construct a temporal order of our specious presents and their contents.


  Thus time has its roots in experience and yet appears to be a dimension in which experiences and their contents are to be arranged.


  Thus the stuff from which time is made is of the nature of experienced data.


  The Zenonian paradoxes: Achilles cannot catch up with the almost here save by occupying an infinity of positions.


  A flying arrow canot [cannot] remain where it is, nor be where it is not.


  These things do not deal with space or time but with the properties of infinite assemblages and dense series (Americana).


  Weber’s at midnight: The waiters in Weber’s standing in a group in their black coats and white boiled shirts——


  All around the great mirrors reflecting them—for a moment a strange picture I thought of TIME!


  The horrible monotony of the French—Weber’s at midnight some Frenchmen in evening dress—the heavy eyelids—the dangling legs—the look of weary vitality——


  Then in come some “Parisiennes”—God! God! All sizes and shapes and all the same—Unfit for anything else in the world, and not good for what they are—The texture of enamelled tinted skin, the hard avaricious noses, the chic style of coats, hair, eyebrows, etc.


  The great myth that the Latins are romantic people. The Latins have qualities and standards that we do not possess—Hence we overvalue them.


  There are many places in the world where life attains a greater variety, interest or profundity than in Paris (viz., New York, London, Vienna, Munich). Yet a great many Americans make their homes in Paris because they are sure it is the centre of the world’s intellectual and cultural reputations.


  It is easier for a writer to secure a reputation in France than in any other country. Many French writers have very respectable reputations who would be laughed at in other countries. For example, Henri Bordeaux—Some Americans who study French literature think he is a distinguished writer. His name has a solid, respectable sound to it. On the cover of all his books is printed “Member of the French Academy.” But you could hardly find an intellectual in America who would say a kind word for Harold Bell Wright. Yet Harold Bell Wright—poor as he may be—is a better writer than Henri Bordeaux. If you don’t believe it, read them. Americans are very unfair about this.


  The way things go: At 6:10 a.m. the street lights of Paris go off. I sit at a little all-night café in Grand Boulevard opposite Rue Faubourg de Montmartre and watch light widen across the sky behind Montmartre. At first a wide strip of blue-grey—a strip of violet light. You see the line of the two clear and sharp. The paper trucks of Hachette, Le Petit Parisien, etc., go by.


  In the bar a rattling of leaden, hole-y coins—the five, ten and twenty-five centime pieces. Taxi-drivers drinking café rhum, debating loudly in hoarse sanguinary voices. A whore, the blonde all-night antiquity of the quarter streets, drinking rich hot chocolate, crunching crusty croissants at the bar. The veteran of a million loves, well known and benevolently misprized, hoarse with iniquity and wisdom. A pox upon you, Marianne: You have made Monsieur Le Président très triste; the third leg of the Foreign Legion wears a sling because of you!


  A swart-eyed fellow, oiled and amorous, sweetly licks with nozzly tongue his whore’s rouge-varnished face: with choking secret laughter and with kissy, wetty talkie he cajoles her; she answers in swart choked whisperings with her sudden shrill whore’s scream of merriment.


  A morning rattle of cans and ashes on the pavements. With rich jingle-jangle and hollow clitter-clatter a Paris milk wagon passes. Suddenly, a screak of brakes: all over the world the moaning screak of brakes, and racing, starting motors.


  Across the street in faint grey-bluish light the news kiosque is opening up.


  “Est-ce que vous avez Le New York ’Erald?”


  “Non, monsieur. Ce n’est pas encore arrivé.”


  “Et Le Tchicago Treebune?”


  “Ça pas plus, monsieur. C’est aussi en retard ce matin.”


  “Merci. Alors: Le Matin.”


  “Bien, monsieur.”


  Passage of leaden sous: the smell of ink-worn paper, dear to morning throughout the world. A big Hachette truck swerves up an instant halt, the flat heavy smack of fresh-corded ink-warm paper on the pavement, a hoarse cry and instant loud departure!


  Ça aussi, monsieur. Sing ye bi-i-i-rds, sing! Lift up your heart, O son of man!


  Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet, with charm of earliest birds!


  Some things will never change: some things will always be the same: brother we cannot die, we must be saved; we are united at the heart of night and morning.


  A good time now, just before dawn and morning. Surfeit of sterile riches: harvests of stale bought love: the burnt-out candle-end of night, the jaded blaze of crimson light, in shuttered bars; numb weary lust—which one, which one?


  The whores at daybreak, the dead brilliance of electric smiles.


  Tired, tired, tired.


  Tuesday: Woman who sang tonight at Concert Mayol—She was near 50—magnificent teeth—so good they made me uneasy—Those things in her head—but how? They keep them so. This comes to me—that they spend all their time looking after them: there is something filthy about this.


  On the Boulevards—3.20 du matin. Reading the Sourire for whore-house items—I want to find me a Ballon of Champagne—First of all—préservatif right to my left around corner Rue Faubourg de Montmartre; all-night pharmacy.


  Along the quais again this afternoon to the bookstalls—Made afraid by the junk—Bought a dozen books or so, but no “prints” or “etchings”—Countless old-fashioned prints—pictures of Versailles—the Palais Royale, the Revolution—Sentimental and cheap pictures—Florid ones—“La Courtisane Passionée,” etc. Stage-coach pictures, etc. Works of Eugène Scribe—The little books bound or tied, so you can’t look—nothing in them—Vie à la Campagne—countless cheap books—ah, I have a little of it all!—Strasbourg.


  Christmas Week—Colmar, Alsace-Lorraine—Written on the Spot.


  The Isentheimer Altar of Mathias Grünewald in the Cloisters of the Unterlinden Museum at Colmar:


  There is nothing like it in the world. I have spent over 4 months getting here—it is much more wonderful than one imagines it will be. The altar is set up not in one piece but in three sections in a big room with groined ceilings, a long groined room like a Dominikaner Cloister.


  The first two “volets” of the altar—Everything is distorted and out of perspective. The figure of the Christ is twice as big as the other figures—the pointing finger of Saint Antoine is much too big for his body—but everything in this figure points along the joints and elbows of that arm and ends in the pointing finger.


  The Lamb with its straight brisk feet, its dainty right foreleg bent delicately about the Cross and red blood spouting from its imperturbable heart into a goblet of rich gold, is a masterpiece of symbolic emotion that strikes far beyond intelligence.


  The body of Christ, and its agony, are indescribable. The hands and the feet are enlarged to meet the agony—the hands are tendons of agony, the feet are not feet but lengths of twisted tendons driven through by a bolt and ending in bent, broken, bleeding toes. A supernatural light falls upon the immense twisted length of the body (a grey-white-green) and yet completely solid light—you can count the ribs, the muscles, (the head falling to the right), full of brutal agony—it is crowned with long thorns and rusty blood—it droops over, it is too big, Christ is dead.


  The great figure of the woman in white comes up and breaks backward at the middle and is caught in the red arms of the pitiful Saint. The fingers of the Magdalen are bent in eloquent supplication.


  The blackness of hell’s night behind—the unearthly greenish supernatural light upon the figures—on Christ’s dead, sinewed, twisted, riven gigantic body and on the living flesh of the other figures.


  The sly face of the Virgin in the wing of The Annunciation—the eyes slanting up under lowered lids in a sly leer—the fat loose sensual mouth half open, with the tongue visible—a look of sly bawdiness over all.


  The enormous and demoniac intelligence that illuminates the piece in Grunewald’s Altar—the angels playing instruments in “La Vierge Glorifiée par les Anges”—the faces have a sinister golden light—an almost unholy glee. You can hear mad heavenly music. This is not true with Italians—syrup and sugar.


  This is the greatest and also the most “modern” picture I have ever seen.


  Christmas Week—1924: Returning to Paris from Strasbourg: The approach to Paris through the Valley of the Marne—Winter—The very magnificent rainbow—the rocking clacketing train.


  The suburbs of Paris—Dark—The little double-deckers rattling past loaded with people—The weary approaches to a great city—Endless repetition—monotonous endlessness—The sadness of seeing people pass you in a lighted train or subway. Why is this?


  PARIS: There is nothing that I do not know about Paris—That sounds like the foolishest boast but that is true—I am sitting on the Terrace of The Taverne Royale—Rue Royale—It is winter—it is cold—but it is the same—to one hand the Madeleine—to the other the Place de la Concorde—to the right that of the Champs-Elysées—the Arc—the Bois—the fashionable quarters—the whore-houses of that district—the rue—the Troc—the Tower—the Champs de Mars—the Montparnasse section—the Latin-Quarter—the bookshops—the cafés—the Ecole—the Institute—the St. Mich—the Ile—the Notre Dame—The Old Houses—the Rue de Rivoli—the Tour St. Jacques—the Carnavalet—the Hugo—Vosges—the Bastille—the Gare de Lyon—the Gare de l’Est—Du Nord—the Montmartre—the Butte—the cafés—houses—the Rue Lepic—the Port Clignancourt—the La Villette—The Parc Monceau—the Bois—Great circle, unending universe of life, huge legend of dark time!


  But unannealed by water the gaunt days sloped into the grots of time.


  Paris, Saturday Night: Today has been a horrible one—I was able to sleep only the most diseased and distressed sleep (the worst sort of American-in-Europe sleep) last night after leaving Mrs. Morton. I was sick with my loss (the loss of the picture and several letters Helen sent me) and I got up sick and with the shakes this morning—I came to the Abiga bar—I went to the Am Ex Co—I went to Wepler’s in Montmartre—At each place, as I knew they would, with mean and servile regret cut by mocking, they were sorry, sorry, sorry.


  The day was of the most horrible European sort—Something that passes understanding—the wet heavy air, that deadens the soul, puts a lump of indigestible lead in the solar plexus, depresses and fatigues the flesh until one seems to lift himself leadenly through the thick wet steaming air with a kind of terrible fear—an excitement that is without hope, that awaits only the news of some further grief, failure, humiliation, and torture. There is a lassitude that enters the folds and lappings of the brain, that makes one hope for better things and better work tomorrow, but hope without belief or conviction.


  The grey depression of the wet buildings—the horrible nervous pettiness of the French, swarming, honking, tooting along the narrow streets and the two-foot sidewalks, while the heavy busses beetle past——


  A chapter called PARIS or So You’re Going to “Paris”? (Perhaps a piece for a magazine in This.)


  The fear always of the corners—you are coming out into the open, there will be waiting to thrust at you, the heavy grinding busses, the irritation of the horns, etc.


  A chapter to be called “The Arithmetic of the Soul.”


  The music deepened like a passion.


  All of our hearts are fulfilled of you, all of our souls are growing warm with you, all of our lives are beating out their breath for you, and the strange feel of our pulses is playing through our blood for you, immortal and unending living.


  Sunday—Up at noon, bathed, etc. Lunch at Casenave’s—Went to Delacroix and Louvre—Something over-rich and bloody about it.—Note how French love to paint blood (Delacroix)—then along Seine bookstalls—found only junk—then to Lipp’s for beer and cervelas—then back to hotel where worked from 6:30–10.30[10:30]—Then out to eat at Taverne Royale—Walk back through Vendôme and Rue St. Honoré—Read a little and worked from one to 3:00—6 hours today.


  Sunday Night: I feel low—discouraged by the mass of things again tonight. I must make some decisive action—the new web of streets behind the dome has depressed me.


  The mind grows weary with such a problem as mine, by constantly retracing its steps, by constantly feeling around the same cylinder from which there seems at present to be no escape.


  The European temper is one that has learned control—that is it has learned indifference—Each man writes his own book without worrying very much about what the other has written—he reads little or if he reads much, it is only a trifle—a spoonful of the ocean of print that inundates everything—Picture Anatole France—with a reputation for omniscience—picking daintily here and there among the bookstalls of the Seine. To go by them affects me with horror and weariness—as it does Paul Valéry—but I lack his power to resist. I must go by there—and if I do again and again I cannot keep away from them.


  More and more I am convinced that to be a great writer a man must be something of an ass. I read of Tolstoi that he read no newspapers, that he went away and lived among peasants for 7 years at a time, and that for six years he read nothing except the novels of Dumas. Yet such a man could write great books. I almost think it is because of this that he did.


  Bernard Shaw, one of our prophets at the present time, is worshiped past idolatry by many people who consider that he knows everything or practically everything.


  From what I have been able to discover of his reading from his writing, I can be sure that he has read Shakespeare—not very carefully, Ibsen very carefully, a book by Karl Marx, which made a deep impression on him, the tracts of the Fabian Society, and the writings of Mr. and Mrs. Sidney Webb.


  There is always the moment when we must begin to write. There are always the hundreds, the thousands, of struggle, of getting up, of pacing about, of sitting down, of laborious uneven accomplishment. During the time of actual work, what else besides ourselves, can help us? Can we call to mind then the contents of 20,000 books? Can we depend on anything other than ourselves for help?


  At La Régence:


  How certain trivial words and phrases haunt the brain—cannot be forgotten—come back again even when years have passed. Today, have been hearing old voices, old songs, fleeting forgotten words of twenty years ago—my mother’s—my father’s—the voices of the summer boarders on the porches—most of all, Dinwood Bland, sitting in pleasant backyard of his house in Norfolk, a drink in his hand, his blind eyes blindly fixed upon the flashing sparkling waters of Hampton Roads, blindly on a white ship passing—his thin, senile, evil, strangely attractive face touched with bitterness, revulsion, and his weary disgust with life as he said:


  “My father was an educated loafer.”


  And now, all day long, “the sound of these words rings and echoes in my mind until I can listen to nothing else.” And sitting here I feel like Coleridge when the rhyme for Youth and Age came to him (10 Sept. 1823 Wed. morning 10 o’clock)—“An Air,” he says, “that whizzed dia engkefalou” (right across the diameter of my brain) exactly like a Hummel Bee—etc.


  So, too, with me, all afternoon—and Dinwood Bland’s haunting phrase about his father has now become:


  
    “My father was an educated loafer,


    My mother was an alcoholic bum,


    My sister’s name was Nelly, she had a lovely belly,


    Aside from that she was a lousy scum.

  


  
    “My brother Pete, he went and joined the navy,


    My brother Hank, he went and caught the clap,


    My little sister Anny, fell down and bruised her fanny——


    Because we had an educated Pap,”—etc.

  


  Obscure, ridiculous—but old words, old phrases, and forgotten sayings—why do they come back to haunt our meaning?


  At La Régence:


  On quotations—The practice of nineteenth century “good” writers was to decorate their compositions with neat little patterns of quotations. That practice still persists in a great deal of the correct writing of the present—viz., the essays and leading articles of The Atlantic Monthly, The Spectator, Harpers, The Century, The London Mercury, etc.—The quotation habit is generally a vicious one, often it has not even so worthy a design as to borrow from stronger and greater people an energy and clearness that we do not have, but rather serves as a sort of diploma to certify our culture—said culture consisting in our ability to quote scraps from Lamb, Dickens, John Keats, Browning, Doctor Johnson, and Matthew Arnold. The distortion this works upon the original sinew of the mind is incalculable—writing becomes a meeting of pseudo-courtliness neatly designed to arrive before Lamb with a bow and to be handed by Dickens to Lord Tennyson with a graceful flourish. The phrase “apt quotation” is one of the most misleading phrases ever invented. Most quotations so far from being apt to any purpose, are distinguished by all the ineptitude a politician displays when having spoken for twenty minutes on the Nicaraguan question, he says: “That reminds me of a little story I heard the other day. It seems there were two Irishmen whose names were Pat and Mike”—then proceeds to a discussion of the Prohibition issue, after his convulsed audience is somewhat recovered.


  Europe and America are still too far apart—the “interminable” day is far too long—six days is far too long—for the intense impression—to compare and observe their essential difference——


  Results: We must have them closer together—as the English and the French—as Dover and Calais—things that matter in our life cannot be recalled so easily. I have lived deeply, intensely, vividly, on the whole unhappily, for six months. Some people say that is all that matters. I do not think it is. But things cannot be called up so easily.


  I am wondering in a vast vague about her. I love her, I think of seeing her again with a sense of strangeness and wonder; but I have no sort of idea what it will be like, or what has happened. Why can we not remember the faces of those we love? This is true: Their faces melt into a thousand shades and shapes and images of faces, the moment that we try to fix them in our memory. It is only the face of a stranger we remember there. Why?


  Never has the many-ness and the much-ness of things caused me such trouble as in the past six months. But never have I had so firm a conviction that our lives can live upon only a few things, that we must find them, and begin to build our fences.


  All creation is the building of a fence.


  But deeper study always, sharper senses, profounder living; never an end to curiosity!


  The fruit of all this comes later. I must think. I must mix it all with myself and with America. I have caught much of it on paper. But infinitely the greater part is in the wash of my brain and blood.


  Shaw makes a fool of himself when he writes of Napoleon, because he hates Napoleon and wants to make him ridiculous. But Shaw makes a hero of himself when he writes of Cæsar; Shaw’s Cæsar is the best Cæsar I know of. It beats Shakespeare. It is as Cæsar looks (Naples Museum) I am sure. I am sure Cæsar was like this.


  But it is a mistake to suppose that Napoleon got his hair in the soup.


  Dirge: Why are we unhappy?—I have no need to envy this man’s fame—nor skill to cloak myself in that man’s manner—I am as naked now as sorrow—and all I ask is, Why are we so unhappy?


  Why are we unhappy?


  In my father’s country there are yet men with quiet eyes and slow, fond, kindly faces.


  [¬]


  LXXVI


  About four o’clock on the afternoon of New Year’s Eve, 1924, as Eugene was entering the Louvre, he met Starwick. Starwick was elegantly dressed, as always, in casual, beautifully tailored, brown tweed garments. He still carried a cane and twirled it indolently as he came down the steps. He was the same old picture of bored, languorous, almost feminine grace, but instead of a shirt he was wearing a Russian blouse of soft blue wool which snuggled around his neck in voluptuous folds and had a kind of diamond-shaped design of crimson threads along the band.


  For a moment, half-way down the gray stone steps, worn and hollowed as ancient European steps are worn and hollowed by the soft incessant eternity of feet, as the other people thronged past him, he paused, his pleasant ruddy face and cleft chin turned vaguely up towards those soft skies of time, already fading swiftly with the early wintry light.


  As always, Frank looked magnificent, and with his Russian blouse, and the expression of inscrutable sorrow on his face, more mysterious and romantic than ever. Even in this foreign scene, he seemed to take possession of his surroundings with a lordly air. So far from looking like an alien, a foreigner, or a common tourist, Frank seemed to belong to the scene more than anybody there. It was as if something very frail and rare and exquisite and weary of the world—Alfred de Musset or George Moore, or the young Oscar, or Verlaine—had just come out of the Louvre, and it all seemed to belong to him.


  The enormous central court of the Louvre, the soaring wings of that tremendous and graceful monument, the planned vistas of the Tuileries before him, fading into the mist-hazed air and the soft graying light—the whole tremendous scene, with all its space and strength and hauntingly aerial grace—at once as strong as ancient battlemented time, and as delicate and haunting as music on a spinet—swept together in a harmonious movement of spaciousness and majesty and graceful loveliness to form a background for the glamorous personality of Francis Starwick.


  Even as he stood there, the rare and solitary distinction of his person was evident as it had never been before. People were streaming out of the museum and down the steps past him—for already it was the closing hour—and as they went by they all looked common, shabby and drearily prosaic by comparison. A middle-aged Frenchman of the middle-class, a chubby, ruddy figure of a man, dressed in cloth of the hard, ugly, ill-cut black that this class of Frenchmen wear, came by quickly with his wife, his daughter and his son. The man was driven along by the incessant, hot sugar of that energy which drives the race and which, with its unvaried repetition of oaths, ejaculations, denials, affirmations, and exactitudes, lavished at every minute upon the most trivial episodes of life, can become more drearily tedious than the most banal monotone. Compared with Starwick, his figure was thick, blunt, common in its clumsy shapelessness, and his wife had the same common, swarthy, blunted look. An American came down the steps with his wife: he was neatly dressed in the ugly light-grayish clothes that so many Americans wear, his wife was also neatly turned out with the tedious and metallic stylishness of American apparel. They had the naked, inept and uneasy look of tourists, everything about them seemed troubled and alien to the scene, even to the breezy quality of the air, and the soft thick skies about them. When they had descended the steps, they paused a moment in a worried and undecided way, the man pulled at his watch and peered at it with his meagre prognathous face, and then said nasally:


  “Well, we told them we’d be there at four-thirty. It’s about that now.”


  All of these people, young and old, French, American, or of whatever nationality, looked dreary, dull and common, and uneasily out of place, when compared with Starwick.


  After a moment’s shock of stunned surprise, a drunken surge of impossible joy, Eugene ran towards him shouting, “Frank!”


  Starwick turned, with a startled look upon his face: in a moment the two young men were shaking hands frantically, almost hugging each other in their excitement, both blurting out at once a torrent of words which neither heard. Finally, when they had grown quieter, Eugene found himself saying:


  “But where the hell have you been, Frank? I wrote you twice: didn’t you get any of my letters?—what happened to you?—where were you?—did you go down to the South of France to stay with Egan, as you said you would?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick—his voice had the same, strangely mannered, unearthly quality it had always had, only it was more mysterious and secretive than ever before—“Ace, I have been there.”


  “But why—?”—the other began, “why aren’t you?—” He paused, looking at Starwick with a startled glance. “What happened, Frank?”


  For, by his few quiet and non-committal words, Starwick had managed to convey perfectly the sense of sorrow and tragedy—of a grief so great it could not be spoken, a hurt so deep it could not be told. His whole personality was now pervaded mysteriously by this air of quiet, speechless and incommunicable sorrow; he looked at the other youth with the eyes of Lazarus returned from the tomb, and that glance said more eloquently than any words could ever do that he now knew and understood things which no other mortal man could ever know or understand.


  “I should prefer not to talk about it,” he said very quietly, and by these words Eugene understood that some tragic and unutterable event had now irrevocably sundered Starwick from Egan—though what that event might be, he saw it was not given him to know.


  Immediately, however, in his old, casual, and engaging fashion, speaking between lips that barely moved, Starwick said:


  “Look! What are you doing now? Is there any place you have to go?”


  “No. I was just going in here. But I suppose it’s too late now, anyway.”


  At this moment, indeed, they could hear the bells ringing in the museum, and the voices of the guards, crying impatiently:


  “On ferme! On ferme, messieurs!”—and the people began to pour out in streams.


  “Ace,” said Starwick, “they’re closing now. Besides,” he added wearily, “I shouldn’t think it would matter to you, anyway. ... God!” he cried suddenly, in a high, almost womanish accent of passionate conviction, “what junk! What mountains and oceans of junk! And so bad!” he cried passionately, in his strange, unearthly tone. “So incredibly and impossibly bad. In that whole place there are just three things worth seeing—but they!”—his voice was high again with passionate excitement—“they are unspeakably beautiful, Eugene! God!” he cried, high and passionate again, “how beautiful they are! How utterly, impossibly beautiful!” Then with a resumption of his quiet, matter-of-fact tone he said, “You must come here with me some time. I will show them to you. ... Look!” he said, in his casual tone again, “will you come to the Régence with me and have a drink?”


  The whole earth seemed to come to life at once. Now that Starwick was here, this unfamiliar world, in whose alien life he had struggled like a drowning swimmer, became in a moment wonderful and good. The feeling of numb, nameless terror, rootless desolation, the intolerable sick anguish of homelessness, insecurity, and homesickness, against which he had fought since coming to Paris, and which he had been ashamed and afraid to admit, was now instantly banished. Even the strange dark faces of the French as they streamed past no longer seemed strange, but friendly and familiar, and the moist and languorous air, the soft thick grayness of the skies which had seemed to press down on his naked sides, to permeate his houseless soul like a palpable and viscous substance of numb terror and despair, were now impregnated with all the vital energies of living, with the intoxication of an unspeakable, nameless, infinitely strange and various joy. As they walked across the vast court of the Louvre towards the great arched gateway and all the brilliant traffic of the streets, the enormous dynamic murmur of the mysterious city came to him and stirred his entrails with the sensual premonitions of unknown, glamorous and seductive pleasure. Even the little taxis, boring past with wasp-like speed across the great space of the Louvre and through the sounding arches, now contributed to this sense of excitement, luxury and joy. The shrill and irritating horns sounded constantly through the humid air, and filled his heart with thoughts of New Year: already the whole city seemed astir, alive now with the great carnival of New Year’s Eve.


  At the Régence, they found a table on the terrace of the old café where Napoleon had played dominoes, and among the gay clatter of the crowd of waning afternoon, they drank brandy, talked passionately and with almost delirious happiness, drank brandy again, and watched the swarming and beautiful life upon the pavements and at the crowded tables all around them.


  The streams of traffic up and down the whole Avenue de l’Opéra and the Place de la Comédie Française, the delicate, plain, and beautiful façade of the Comédie across the Square from them, the statue of frail De Musset, half-fainting backwards in the arms of his restoring muse—all this seemed not only part of him, but now that Starwick was here, to gain an enormous enhancement and enchantment, to be the total perfume of an incredibly good and lovely and seductive life, the whole of which, in all its infinite ramifications, seemed to be distilled into his blood like a rare liquor, and to belong to him. And so they drank and talked and drank until full dark had come, and tears stood in their eyes, and the brandy saucers were racked up eight deep upon their table.


  Then, gloriously sad and happy and exultantly triumphant, and full of nameless joy and evil, they stepped into one of the shrill, exciting little taxis, and were charioted swiftly up that thronging noble street, until the great soaring masses of the Opera stood before them and the Café de la Paix was at one side.


  And they were young, all-conquering and exultant, and all the magic life of strange million-footed Paris belonged to them, and all its strange and evil fragrance burned fierce and secret in their veins, and they knew that they were young and that they would never die, that it was New Year’s Eve in Paris, and that that magic city had been created for them. By this time they had between them about 400 francs.


  Then followed the huge kaleidoscope of night: at one o’clock, leaving a café, they got into a taxi, and vociferously demanded of the ruddy driver, in French made eloquently confident by alcohol and joy, that they be taken to the resorts most frequented by “nos frères—vous comprenez—les honnêtes hommes—les ouvriers.”


  He smilingly assented, and from that time on until dawn they made a madman’s round of little vile cafés, so mazed, so numerous, so inextricably confused in the vast web-like slum and jungle of nocturnal Paris, that later they could never thread their way back through that labyrinth of crooked alley-ways, and drunkenness and confusion. Their driver took them to a region which they later thought was somewhere in that ancient, foul and tangled quarter between the Boulevard de Sébastopol and Les Halles. And all that night from one o’clock to dawn, they threaded noxious alleys, beside the shuttered façades of ancient, evil, crone-like houses, and stopped at every blaze of garish light to enter dirty little dives, where sullen evil-visaged men surveyed them sullenly over bistro bars, and gave them with a slimy hand cheap vile cognac in greasy little glasses. In these places there was always the evil, swelling, fatly unctuous and seductive music of accordions, the hoarse bravos of applause. Here one bought metal slugs, a dozen for five francs, and gave them to sluttish sirens with no upper teeth for the favor of a dance; and here also there were many soldiers, Colonial negroes, black as ebony, were most in favor; and here were men with caps and scarves and evil, furtive eyes, who watched them steadily.


  From place to place, from dive to dive, all through that huge and noxious labyrinth of night, their wild debauch wore on. And presently they noticed that wherever they went, two gendarmes followed them, stood quietly at the bar, and courteously and genially took the drinks they always bought for them, and were always there when they entered the next place. And the ruddy and good-natured taxi-man was always there as well, and he too always drank with them, and always said, with robust satisfaction: “Mais, oui! Parbleu! A votre santé, messieurs!”


  The gray haggard light of daybreak showed the cold gray waters of the Seine, ancient, narrowed, flowing on between huge stone walls, the haggard steep façades of the old shuttered houses in the Latin Quarter, the narrow angularity of the silent streets. In Montparnasse, they got out at the corner of the Boulevard Edgar Quinet, and demanded the reckoning. All that remained to them was less than fifty francs; they took it all, the soiled and nibbled little five-franc notes, the coppery one and two-franc pieces, the ten and twenty-five and fifty-centime pieces, and poured it into his hands, and stood there, guilty, silent and ashamed before his astonished and reproachful face, because he had stood by them well and loyally all through that blind kaleidoscope of night, and it was New Year’s Eve, and they were drunk and gay, and, he had thought, rich Americans, and he had hired for, earned, expected, more.


  “It’s all we have,” they said.


  That ruddy robust man then did something that is perhaps rare in the annals of French taxidom, and which they never forgot.


  After an astonished moment, while he looked at the little wad of bills and coins in his broad palm, he suddenly laughed loud and cheerfully, tossed the little wad of money in the air and caught it as it fell, stripped off a five-franc note and pocketed the rest, handed the five-franc note to Starwick, and said cheerfully——


  “It’s all right! You two boys take this and buy yourselves some breakfast to sober up on. Happy New Year!”—and with a friendly farewell wave of the hand, drove off.


  They had delicious morning crescent rolls, fresh baked and crusty, and thick rich chocolate, at a little bakery in the Boulevard Edgar Quinet, next to Starwick’s quarters. He was living in a studio, loaned to him, he said, by “two friends,” whom he did not name, and who were “out of town for the holidays.”


  The studio was one of a row of similar buildings all fronting on a little enclosed alley-way. One entered from a street through a gate set in the wall: one rang a bell, and presently la concierge pressed a button which released the door. Inside, it was very quiet and still and gray with the gray morning light of New Year’s Day. And all the city was shut out. Then they entered Starwick’s studio: in the gray light a big room with a slanting roof of gray glazed glass emerged: around the walls were paintings, the limbs and fragments of unfinished sculptures, a few chairs and tables, and a couch bed. At the back there was a balcony, and steps ascending to it: here too there was a cot, and Starwick told Eugene he could sleep up there.


  Both young men were groggy with weariness and the night’s debauch: in the cold gray light, life looked black and ugly, they were exhausted and ashamed. Starwick lay down upon the couch and went to sleep; Eugene ascended to the balcony, pulled off his clothes and tossed them in a heap, and fell into the deep drugged sleep of drunkenness and exhaustion.


  He slept till noon; and was awakened by the sound of steps below, the opening and closing of the door, and suddenly a woman’s voice, light, gay, authoritative, and incisive:


  “Darling, we’re back again!” the gay, light voice cried out. “Welcome to our city! Happy New Year,” she went on more quietly, and with a note of tender intimacy. “How have you been?”


  He heard Starwick’s quiet voice as it answered her, and presently the low, brief, and almost sullen tones of another woman. Starwick called sleepily up to Eugene, telling him to dress at once and come down: when he got downstairs, Starwick and the two women were waiting for him.


  The one with the light, gay, incisive voice greeted him warmly and cordially, and made him feel instantly at home. She seemed to be the older of the two, and yet there was not much difference in their age. The other woman shook hands with him almost curtly, and muttered a few words of greeting. She was a big dark-haired New England sort of girl; she wore dark, drab, rusty-looking clothes, and her face had a sullen, almost heavy cast to it. While Starwick, and the other woman, whose name was Elinor, rattled gaily on together, the dark girl sat sullenly and awkwardly in her chair, and said nothing. Once or twice they spoke to her: she had a way of answering with a few curt sullen words and a short angry laugh, which went as quickly as it came, and left her face heavy and sullen again. But the moment she laughed, Eugene noticed that her mouth was very red and sweet, her teeth beautifully white, and for a moment the girl’s sullen face was illuminated by a radiant tender loveliness. He heard Frank call her Ann: Starwick seemed to want to tease her, and when he spoke to her there was a little burble of malicious laughter in his voice. Turning to Eugene, his pleasant face reddening and the burble of malicious laughter playing in his throat, Frank said:


  “She is very beautiful. You’d never think it, but she really is, you know.”


  Ann muttered something short and angry, and her face flushing, she laughed her short sudden laugh of anger and exasperation. And as she did so, her face came alive at once with its radiant loveliness, and he saw that what Starwick said of her was true.


  [¬]


  LXXVII


  That was a fine life that he had that year. He lived in a little hotel in the Rue des Beaux Arts. He had a good room there which cost him twelve francs a day. It was a good hotel, and was the place where Oscar Wilde had died. When any one wanted to see the celebrated death-room, he would ask to see “le chambre de Monsieur Veeld,” and Monsieur Gely, the proprietor, or one of his buxom daughters, would willingly show it.


  At nine o’clock in the morning the maid would come in with chocolate or coffee, bread and jam and butter, which was included in the price of the room. She put it down on a little cabinet beside his bed, which had a door and a chamber pot inside. After she went out he would get up and move it to the table, and drink the chocolate and eat some bread and jam. Then he would go back to bed and sleep until noon and sometimes later: at one o’clock, Starwick and the two women would come to take him to lunch. If they did not come, they would send him a pneumatique telling him where to meet them. They went to a great many different places, but the lunch was always good. Sometimes they would send a pneumatique telling him to meet them at the Dome or the Rotonde. When he got there, they would be sitting at a table on the terrace, and already very gay. Starwick would have a stack of saucers racked up before him on the table. On each saucer would be a numeral which said 3:50, or 5:00, or 6:00, or 7:50 francs, depending on what he had been drinking.


  Usually it was cognac, but sometimes Starwick would greet him with a burble of laughter, saying in his sensuous and voluptuous voice: “Did you ever drink Amer Picon?”


  “No,” he would say.


  “Well,” said Starwick. “You ought to try it. You really ought, you know.” And the soft burble would come welling up out of his throat again, and Elinor, looking at him tenderly, smiling, would say:


  “Francis! You idiot! Leave the child alone!”


  Then they would go to lunch. Sometimes they went to a place near by called Henriettes which Elinor had known about when she was an ambulance driver in the war. Again, they would cross the river and eat at Prunier’s, Weber’s, the Café Régence, Fouquet’s, or at a place half way up the hill in Montmartre, which was in a Square called the Place des Martyrs, and which was called L’Ecrevisse, probably because of a little shell-fish which they sold there, and which was a specialty. That was a fine place: they always ate out on the terrace where they could see everything that was going on in the little Square, and Elinor, who had known the place for years, said how lovely it would be in spring.


  Often they would eat at little places, which were not very expensive and which Elinor also knew about. She knew about everything: there was nothing about Paris she did not know. Elinor did the talking, rattling off her French like a native—or, anyway, like a native of Boston who speaks French well—trippingly off the tongue, getting the same intonations and gestures the French got, when she argued with them, saying:


  “Mais non—mais non mais non mais non mais non mais non!” so rapidly that we could hardly follow her, and she could say: “Oui. C’est ça!—Mais parfaitement!—Entendu! ... Formidable!” etc., in the same way a Frenchman could.


  Yet there was a trace of gaiety and humor in everything she said and did. She had “the light touch” about everything, and understood just how it was with the French. Her attitude toward them was very much the manner of a mature and sophisticated person with a race of clamoring children. She never grew tired of observing and pointing out their quaint and curious ways: if the jolly proprietor of a restaurant came to the table and proudly tried to speak to them his garbled English, she would shake her head sharply, with a little smile, biting her lower lip as she did so, and saying with a light and tender humor:


  “Oh, nice! ... He wants to speak his English! ... Isn’t he a dear? ... No, no,” she would say quickly if any one attempted to answer him in French. “Please let him go ahead—poor dear! He’s so proud of it!”


  And again she would shake her head, biting her lower lip, with a tender wondering little smile, as she said so, and “Yes!” Francis would say enthusiastically and with a look of direct, serious, and almost sorrowful earnestness. “And how grand the man is about it—how simple and grand in the way he does it! ... Did you notice the way he used his hand—I mean like some one in a painting by Cimabue—it really is, you know,” he said earnestly. “The centuries of living and tradition that have gone into a single gesture—and he’s quite unconscious of it. It’s grand—I mean like some one in a painting by Cimabue—it really is, you know,” he said with the sad, serious look of utter earnestness. “It’s really quite incredible.”


  “Quite,” said Elinor, who with a whimsical little smile had been looking at a waiter with sprouting mustaches, as he bent with prayerful reverence, stirring the ingredients in a salad bowl—“Oh, Francis, darling, look—” she whispered, nodding toward the man. “Don’t you love it? ... Don’t you simply adore the way they do it! ... I mean, you know! Now where? Where?” she cried, with a gesture of complete surrender—“where could you find anything like that in America? ... I mean, you simply couldn’t find it—that’s all.”


  “Quite!” said Francis concisely. And turning to Eugene, he would say with that impressive air of absolute sad earnestness, “And it’s really most important. It really is, you know. It’s astonishing to see what they can put into a single gesture. I mean—the Whole Thing’s there. It really is.”


  “Francis!” Elinor would say, looking at him with her gay and tender little smile, and biting her lip as she did so—“You kid, you! I mean!——”


  Suddenly she put her hand strongly before her eyes, bent her head, and was rigid in a moment of powerful and secret emotion. In a moment, however, she would look up, wet-eyed, suddenly thrust her arm across the table at Eugene, and putting her hand on his arm with a slight gallant movement, say quietly:


  “O, I’m sorry—you poor child! ... After all, there’s no reason why you should have to go through all this. ... I mean, darling,” she explained gently, “I have an adorable kid at home just four years old—sometimes something happens to make me think of him—you understand, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Good,” she said briskly and decisively, with a swift and gallant smile, as she patted his arm again. “I knew you would!”


  She had left her husband and child in Boston, she had come here to join Francis, fatality was in the air, but she was always brave and gallant about it. As Francis would say to Eugene as they sat drinking alone in a café:


  “It’s mad—Boston! ... Perfectly mad—Boston! ... I mean, the kind of thing they do when they ride a horse up the steps of the State House. ... I mean, perfectly grand, you know,” he cried with high enthusiasm. “They stop at nothing. It’s simply swell—it really is, you know.”


  Every one was being very brave and gallant and stopping at nothing, and the French were charming, charming, and Paris gave them just the background that they needed. It was a fine life.


  Elinor took charge of everything. She took charge of the money, the making of plans, the driving of bargains with avaricious and shrewd-witted Frenchmen, and the ordering of food in restaurants.


  “It’s really astonishing, you know,” said Starwick—“the way she walks in everywhere and has the whole place at her feet in four minutes. ... Really, Gene, you should have been with us this afternoon when she made arrangements with the man at the motor agency in the Champs Elysées for renting the car. ... Really, I felt quite sorry for him before the thing was over. ... He kept casting those knowing and rather bitter glances of reproach at me,” said Starwick, with his burble of soft laugher, [laughter,] “as if he thought I had betrayed him by not coming to his assistance. ... There was something very cruel about it ... like a great cat, playing with a mouse ... there really was, you know,” said Starwick earnestly. “She can be completely without pity when she gets that way,” he added. “She really can, you know ... which makes it all the more astonishing—I mean, when you consider what she really is—the way she let me go to sleep on her shoulder the night we were coming back from Rheims, and I was so horribly drunk and got so disgustingly sick,” he said with a simple, touching earnestness. “I mean, the compassion of it—it was quite like that Chinese goddess of the Infinite Compassion, they have in Boston—it really was, you know. It’s quite astonishing,” he said earnestly, “when you consider her background, the kind of people that she came from—it really is, you know ... she’s a grand person, simply terrific ... it’s utterly mad—Boston ... it really is.”


  Certainly it was very pleasant to be in the hands of such a captain. Elinor got things done with a beautiful, serene assurance that made everything seem easy. There was no difficulty of custom or language, no weird mystery and complication of traffic, trade, and commerce, so maddening and incomprehensible to most Americans, that Elinor did not understand perfectly. Sometimes, she would just shake her head and bite her lip, smiling. Sometimes she would laugh with rich astonishment, and say: “Perfectly insane, of course—but then, that’s the way the poor dears are, and you can’t change them. ... I know! I know! ... It’s quite incredible, but they’ll always be that way, and we’ve simply got to make the best of it.”


  She was a heavily built woman about thirty years old who seemed older than she was. She dressed very plainly and wore a rather old hat with a cockade, which gave her a look of eighteenth-century gallantry. And the impression of maturity was increased by her heavy and unyouthful figure, and the strong authority of her face which, in spite of her good-humored, gay, and whimsical smile, her light Bostonian air of raillery, indicated the controlled tension and restraint of nerves of a person of stubborn and resolute will who is resolved always to act with aristocratic grace and courage.


  In spite of her heavy figure, her rough and rather unhealthy-looking skin, she was a distinguished-looking woman, and in her smile, her tone, her play of wit, and even in the swift spitefulness and violence which could flash out and strike and be gone before its victim had a chance to retort or defend himself, she was thoroughly feminine. And yet the woman made no appeal at all to sensual desire: although she had left her husband and child to follow Starwick to France, and was thought by her own family to have become his mistress, it was impossible to imagine her in such a rôle. And for this reason, perhaps, there was something ugly, dark, and sinister in their relation, which Eugene felt strongly but could not define. He felt that Elinor was lacking in the attraction or desire of the sensual woman as Starwick seemed to be lacking in the lust of the sensual man, and there was therefore something in their relation that came from the dark, the murky swamp-fires of emotion, something poisonous, perverse and evil, and full of death.


  Just the same, it was fine to be with Elinor when she was gay and deft and charming, and enormously assured, and taking charge of things. At these times, everything in life seemed simple, smooth, and easy; there were no dreary complications, the whole world became an enormous oyster ready to be opened, Paris an enormous treasure-hoard of unceasing pleasure and delight. It was good to be with her in a restaurant, and to let her do the ordering.


  “Now, children,” she would say in her crisp, gay, and yet authoritative tone, staring at the menu with a little frowning smile of studious yet whimsical concentration—“The rest of you can order what you like, but Mother’s going to start with fish and a bottle of Vouvray—I seem to remember that it’s very good here—Le Vouvray est bon ici, n’est-ce pas?” she said turning to the waiter.


  “Mais, oui, madame!” he said with just the right kind of earnest enthusiasm, “C’est une spécialité.”


  “Bon,” she said crisply. “Alors, une bouteille du Vouvray pour commencer—does that go for the rest of you, mes enfants?” she said, looking around her. They nodded their agreement.


  “Bon—bon, madame,” the waiter said, nodding his vigorous approval, as he put the order down. “Vous serez bien content avec le Vouvray—et puis?”—He looked at her with suave respectful inquiry. “Pour manger?”


  “Pour moi,” said Elinor, “le poisson—le filet de sole—n’est-ce pas—Marguery?”


  “Bon, bon,” he said with enthusiastic approval, writing it down. “Un filet de sole—Marguery—pour Madame—et pour Monsieur?” he said turning suavely to Eugene.


  “La même chose,” said that linguist recklessly and even as the waiter was nodding enthusiastically, and saying:


  “Bon. Bon—parfaitement! La même chose pour monsieur,” and writing it down, the others had begun to laugh at him. Starwick with his bubbling laugh, Elinor with her gay little smile of raillery and even Ann, the dark and sullen beauty of her face suddenly luminous with a short and almost angry laugh as she said:


  “He hasn’t said his other word yet—why don’t you tell him that you want some ‘mawndiawnts’”—ironically she imitated his pronunciation of the word.


  “What’s wrong with ‘mendiants’?” he said, scowling at her. “What’s the joke?”


  “Nothing,” said Starwick bubbling with laughter. “They’re very good. They really are, you know,” he said earnestly. “Only we’ve been wondering if you wouldn’t learn another word some day and order something else.”


  “I know lots of other words,” he said angrily. “Only, how am I ever going to get a chance to use them when the rest of you make fun of me every time I open my mouth—I don’t see what the great joke is,” he said resentfully. “These French people understand what I want to say,” he said. “Ecoute, garçon,” he said appealingly to the attentive and smiling waiter.—“Vous pouvez comprendre——”


  “Cawmprawndre,” said Ann mockingly.


  “Vous pouvez comprendre—ce-que-je-veux-dire,” he blundered on painfully.


  “Mais, oui, monsieur!” the waiter cried with a beautiful reassuring smile. “Parfaitement. Vous parlez très bien. Vous êtes ici à Paris depuis longtemps?”


  “Depuis six semaines,” he said proudly.


  The waiter lifted arms and eyebrows eloquent with astounded disbelief.


  “Mais c’est merveilleux!” the waiter cried, and as the others jeered Eugene said with bitter sarcasm:


  “Every one can’t be a fine old French scholar the way you are; after all, I’m not travelled like the rest of you—I’ve never had your opportunities. And even after six weeks here there are still a few words in the French language that I don’t know. ... But I’m going to speak the ones I do know,” he said defiantly, “and no one’s going to stop me.”


  “Of course you are, darling!” Elinor said quickly and smoothly, putting her hand out on his arm with a swift movement. “Don’t let them tease you! ... I think it’s mean of you,” she said reproachfully. “Let the poor dear speak his French if he wants to—I think it’s sweet.”


  He looked at her with a flushed and angry face while Starwick bubbled with laughter, tried to think of something to say in reply, but, as always, she was too quick for him, and before he could think of something apt and telling, she had flashed off as light and quick as a rapier blade:


  “—Now, children,” she was studying the card again—“what shall it be after the fish—who wants meat—?”——


  “No fish for me,” said Ann, looking sullenly at the menu. “I’ll take—” suddenly her dark, sullen, and nobly beautiful face was transfigured by her short and almost angry laugh again—“I’ll take an ‘awmlet,’” she said sarcastically, looking at Eugene.


  “Well, take your ‘awmlet,’” he muttered. “Only I don’t say it that way.”


  “Pas de poisson,” she said quietly to the waiter. “I want an omelette.”


  “Bon, bon,” he nodded vigorously and wrote. “Une omelette pour Madame. Et puis après—?” he said inquiringly.


  “Rien,” she said.


  He looked slightly surprised and hurt, but in a moment, turning to Eugene, said:


  “Et pour monsieur?—Après le poisson?”


  “Donnez-moi un Chateaubriand garni,” he said.


  And again Ann, whose head had been turned sullenly down towards the card, looked up suddenly and laughed, with that short and almost angry laugh that seemed to illuminate with accumulating but instant radiance all of the dark and noble beauty of her face.


  “God!” she said. “I knew it!—If it’s not mendiants, it’s Chateaubriand garni.”


  “Don’t forget the Nuits St. George,” said Starwick with his bubbling laugh, “that’s still to come.”


  “When he gets through,” she said, “there won’t be a steak or raisin left in France.”


  And she looked at Eugene for a moment, her face of noble and tender beauty transfigured by its radiant smile. But almost immediately, she dropped her head again in its customary expression that was heavy and almost sullen, and that suggested something dumb, furious, and silent locked up in her, for which she could find no release.


  He looked at her for a moment with scowling, half-resentful eyes, and all of a sudden, flesh, blood, and brain, and heart, and spirit, his life went numb with love for her.


  “And now, my children,” Elinor was saying gaily, as she looked at the menu—“what kind of salad is it going—” she looked up swiftly and caught Starwick’s eye, and instantly their gaze turned upon their two companions. The young woman was still staring down with her sullen, dark, and dumbly silent look, and the boy was devouring her with a look from which the world was lost, and which had no place in it for time or memory.


  Dark Helen in my heart forever burning.


  “L’écrevisse,” Eugene said, staring at the menu. “What does that mean, Elinor?”


  “Well, darling, I’ll tell you,” she said with a grave light gaiety of tone, “an écrevisse is a kind of crawfish they have over here—a delicious little crab—but much much better than anything we have.”


  “Then the name of the place really means The Crab?” he asked.


  “Stop him!” she shrieked faintly. “You barbarian, you!” she went on with mild reproach. “It’s not at all the same.”


  “It’s really not, you know,” said Starwick, turning to him seriously. “The whole quality of the thing is different. It really is. ... Isn’t it astonishing,” he went on with an air of quiet frankness, “the genius they have for names? I mean, even in the simplest words they manage to get the whole spirit of the race. I mean, this Square here, even,” he gestured briefly, “La Place des Martyrs. The whole thing’s there. It’s really quite incredible, when you think of it,” he said somewhat mysteriously. “It really is.”


  “Quite!” said Elinor. “And, oh, my children, if it were only spring and I could take you down the Seine to an adorable place called La Pèche Miraculeuse.”


  “What does that mean, Elinor?” Eugene asked again.


  “Well, darling,” she said with an air of patient resignation, “if you must have a translation I suppose you’d call it The Miraculous Catch—a fishing catch, you know. Only it doesn’t mean that. It would be sacrilege to call it that. It means La Pèche Miraculeuse and nothing else—it’s quite untranslatable—it really is.”


  “Yes,” cried Starwick enthusiastically, “and even their simplest names—their names of streets and towns and places: L’Etoile, for example—how grand and simple that is!” he said quietly, “and how perfect—the whole design and spatial grandeur of the thing is in it,” he concluded earnestly. “It really is, you know.”


  “Oh, absolutely!” Elinor agreed. “You couldn’t call it The Star, you know. That means nothing. But L’Etoile is perfect—it simply couldn’t be anything else.”


  “Quite!” Starwick said concisely, and then, turning to Eugene with his air of sad instructive earnestness, he continued: “—And that woman at Le Jockey Club last night—the one who sang the songs—you know?” he said with grave malicious inquiry, his voice trembling a little and his face flushing as he spoke—“the one you kept wanting to find out about—what she was saying?—” Quiet ruddy laughter shook him.


  “Perfectly vile, of course!” cried Elinor with gay horror. “And all the time, poor dear, he kept wanting to know what it meant. ... I was going to throw something at you if you kept on—if I’d had to translate that I think I should simply have passed out on the spot——”


  “I know,” said Starwick burbling with laughter—“I caught the look in your eye—it was really quite murderous! And terribly amusing!” he added. Turning to his friend, he went on seriously: “But really, Gene, it is rather stupid to keep asking for the meaning of everything. It is, you know. And it’s so extraordinary,” he said protestingly, “that a person of your quality—your kind of understanding—should be so dull about it! It really is.”


  “Why?” the other said bluntly, and rather sullenly. “What’s wrong with wanting to find out what’s being said when you don’t understand the language? If I don’t ask, how am I going to find out?”


  “But not at all!” Starwick protested impatiently. “That’s not the point at all: you can find out nothing that way. Really you can’t,” he said reproachfully. “The whole point about that song last night was not the words—the meaning of the thing. If you tried to translate it into English, you’d lose the spirit of the whole thing. Don’t you see,” he went on earnestly, “—it’s not the meaning of the thing—you can’t translate a thing like that, you really can’t—if you tried to translate it, you’d have nothing but a filthy and disgusting jingle——”


  “But so long as it’s French it’s beautiful?” the other said sarcastically.


  “But quite!” said Starwick impatiently. “And it’s very stupid of you not to understand that, Gene. It really is. The whole spirit and quality of the thing is so French—so utterly French!” he said in a high and rather womanish tone—“that the moment you translate it you lose everything. ... There’s nothing disgusting about the song in French—the words mean nothing, you pay no attention to the words; the extraordinary thing is that you forget the words. ... It’s the whole design of the thing, the tone, the quality. ... In a way,” he added deeply, “the thing has an enormous innocence—it really has, you know. ... And it’s so disappointing that you fail to see this. ... Really, Gene, these questions you keep asking about names and meanings are becoming tiresome. They really are. ... And all these books you keep buying and trying to translate with the help of a dictionary ... as if you’re ever going to understand anything—I mean, really understand,” he said profoundly, “in that way.”


  “You may get to understand the language that way,” the other said.


  “But not at all!” cried Starwick. “That’s just the point—you really find out nothing: you miss the whole spirit of the thing—just as you missed the spirit of that song, and just as you missed the point when you asked Elinor to translate La Pèche Miraculeuse for you. ... It’s extraordinary that you fail to see this. ... The next thing you know,” he concluded sarcastically, a burble of malicious laughter appearing as he spoke, “you will have enrolled for a course of lessons—” he choked suddenly, his ruddy face flushing deeply with his merriment—“for a course of lectures at the Berlitz language school.”


  “Oh, but he’s entirely capable of it!” cried Elinor, with gay conviction. “I wouldn’t put it past him for a moment. ... My dear,” she said drolly, turning toward him, “I have never known such a glutton for knowledge. It’s simply amazing. ... Why, the child wants to know the meaning of everything!” she said with an astonished look about her—“the confidence he has in my knowledge is rather touching—it really is—and I’m so unworthy of it, darling,” she said a trifle maliciously. “I don’t deserve it at all!”


  “I’m sorry if I’ve bored you with a lot of questions, Elinor,” he said.


  “But you haven’t!” she protested. “Darling, you haven’t for a moment! I love to answer them! It’s only that I feel so—so incompetent.... But listen, Gene,” she went on coaxingly, “couldn’t you try to forget it for a while—just sort of forget all about these words and meanings and enter into the spirit of the thing? ... Couldn’t you, dear?” she said gently, and even as he looked at her with a flushed face, unable to find a ready answer to her deft irony, she put her hand out swiftly, patted him on the arm, and nodding her head with an air of swift satisfied finality, said:


  “Good! I knew you would! ... He’s really a darling when he wants to be, isn’t he?”


  Starwick burbled with malicious laughter at sight of Eugene’s glowering and resentful face; then went on seriously:


  “—But their genius for names is quite astonishing!—I mean, even in the names of their towns you get the whole thing. ... What could be more like Paris,” he said quietly, “than the name of Paris? ... The whole quality of the place is in the name. Or Dijon, for example. Or Rheims. Or Carcassonne. The whole spirit of Provence is in the word: what name could more perfectly express Arles than the name it has—it gives you the whole place, its life, its people, its peculiar fragrance. ... And how different we are from them in that respect. ... I mean,” his voice rose on a note of passionate conviction, “you could almost say that the whole difference between us—the thing we lack, the thing they have—the whole thing that is wrong with us, is evident in our names. ... It really is, you know,” he said earnestly, turning toward his friend again. “The whole thing’s most important. ... How harsh and meaningless most names in America are, Eugene,” he went on quietly. “Like addresses printed on a thousand envelopes at once by a stamping machine—labels by which a place may be identified but without meaning. ... Tell me,” he said quietly, after a brief pause, “what was the name of that little village your father came from? You told me one time—I remember because the whole thing I’m talking about—the thing that’s wrong with us—was in that name. What was it?”


  “Brant’s Mill,” the other young man answered.


  “Quite!” said Starwick with weary concision. “A man named Brant had a mill, and so they called the place Brant’s Mill.”


  “What’s wrong with that?”


  “Oh, nothing, I suppose,” said Starwick quietly. “The whole thing’s quite perfect. ... Brant’s Mill,” there was a note of bitterness in his voice and he made the name almost deliberately rasping as he pronounced it. “It’s a name—something to call a place by—if you write it on a letter it will get there. ... I suppose that’s what a name is for. ... Gettysburg—I suppose a man named Gettys had a house or a farm, and so they named the town after him. ... And your mother? What was the name of the place she came from?”


  “It was a place called Yancey County.”


  “Quite,” said Starwick as before—“and the name of the town?”


  “There wasn’t any town, Frank. It was a kind of cross-roads settlement called The Forks of Ivy.”


  “No!” Elinor’s light Bostonian accent of astounded merriment rang gaily forth. “Not really! You know it wasn’t!”


  “But not at all!” said Starwick in a tone of mild and serious disagreement. “The Forks of Ivy is not bad. It’s really surprisingly good, when you consider most of the other names. It even has,” he paused, and considered carefully, “a kind of quality. ... But Yancey,” he paused again, the burble of sudden laughter came welling up, and for a moment his pleasant ruddy face was flushed with laughter—“Ya-a-ancey County”—with deliberate malice he brought the word out in a rasping countrified tone—“God!” he said frankly, turning to the other boy, “isn’t it awful! ... How harsh! How stupid! How banal! ... And what are some of the names, where you come from, Gene?” he went on quietly after a brief pause. “I’m sure you haven’t yet done your worst,” he said. “There must be others just as sweet as Ya-a-ancey.”


  “Well, yes,” the boy said grinning, “we’ve got some good ones: there’s Sandy Mush, and Hooper’s Bald, and Little Hominy. And we have names like Beaverdam and Balsam, and Chimney Rock and Craggy and Pisgah and The Rat. We have names like Old Fort, Hickory, and Bryson City; we have Clingman’s Dome and Little Switzerland; we have Paint Rock and Saluda Mountain and the Frying Pan Gap——”


  “Stop!” shrieked Elinor, covering her ears with her shocked fingers—“The Frying Pan Gap! Oh, but that’s horrible!”


  “But how perfect!” Starwick quietly replied. “The whole thing’s there. And in the great and noble region where I come from—” the note of weary bitterness in his tone grew deeper—“out where the tall caw-r-n grows we have Keokuk and Cairo and Peoria.” He paused, his grave eyes fixed in a serious and reflective stare: for a moment his pleasant ruddy face was contorted by the old bestial grimace of anguish and confusion. When he spoke again, his voice was weary with a quiet bitterness of scorn. “I was born,” he said, “in the great and noble town of Bloomington but—” the note of savage irony deepened—“at a very tender age I was taken to Moline. And now, thank God, I am in Paris”; he was silent a moment longer, and then continued in a quiet and almost lifeless tone: “Paris, Dijon, Provence, Arles ... Yancey, Brant’s Mill, Bloomington.” He turned his quiet eyes upon the other boy. “You see what I mean, don’t you? The whole thing’s there.”


  “Yes,” the boy replied, “I guess you’re right.”


  [¬]


  LXXVIII


  They were sitting at a table in one of the night places of Montmartre. The place was close and hot, full of gilt and glitter, heavy with that unwholesome and seductive fragrance of the night that comes from perfumery, wine, brandy and the erotic intoxication of a night-time pleasure place. Over everything there was a bright yet golden blaze of light that wrought on all it touched—gilt, tinsel, table linen, the natural hue and coloring of the people, the faces of men, and the flesh of the women—an evil but strangely thrilling transformation.


  The orchestra had just finished playing a piece that every one in Paris was singing that year. It was a gay jigging little tune that Mistinguette had made famous; its name was Ça, c’est Paris, and one heard it everywhere. One heard lonely wayfarers whistling it as they walked home late at night through the silent narrow streets of the Latin Quarter, and one heard it hummed by taxi-drivers, waiters, and by women in cafés. It was played constantly to the tune of flutes and violins by dance orchestras in the night-clubs of Montmartre and Montparnasse. And, accompanied by the swelling rhythms of the accordion, one heard it at big dance-halls like the Bal Bullier, and in the little dives and stews and café-brothel-dancing places along noisome alleyways near the markets and the Boulevard de Sébastopol.


  In spite of its gay jigging lilt, that tune had a kind of mournful fatality. It was one of those songs which seem to evoke perfectly—it is impossible to know why—the whole color, life, and fragrance of a place and time as nothing else on earth can do. For the boy, that song would haunt him ever after with the image of Paris and of his life that year, with the memory of Starwick, Elinor, and Ann.


  The song had for him the fatality of something priceless, irrecoverably lost, full of that bitter joy and anguish we can feel at twenty-four, when the knowledge of man’s brevity first comes to us, when we first know ruin and defeat, when we first understand what we have never known before: that for us, as for every other man alive, all passes, all is lost, all melts before our grasp like smoke; when we know that the moment of beauty carries in it the seeds of its own instant death, that love is gone almost before we have it, that youth is gone before we know it, and that, like every other man, we must grow old and die.


  The orchestra had finished playing this tune, and the dancers were going to their tables from the polished little square of floor; in a moment Starwick called the leader of the orchestra over to the table and asked him to play Starwick’s favorite song. This was a piece called My Chile Bon Bon; it was not new, Starwick had first heard it several years before in Boston, but like the other piece this tune was pregnant with the mournful fatality of a place and period; in its grotesque words and haunting melody there was the sense of something irrevocable, an utter surrender and a deliberate loss, a consciousness of doom. These two pieces together evoked the whole image and quality of that year, and of the life of these four people: for Starwick, in fact, this Chile Bon Bon song somehow perfectly expressed the complete fatality that had now seized his life, the sensual inertia of his will.


  The orchestra leader nodded smilingly when Starwick asked him to play the song, went back and conferred with his musicians for a moment, and, himself taking up a violin, began to play. As the orchestra played, the leader walked toward their table, and, bending and swaying with the infinite ductile grace which a violin seems to give to all its performers, he stood facing the two women, seeming to offer up the wailing, hauntingly mournful and exciting music as a kind of devotion to their loveliness.


  Elinor, tapping the tune out with her fingers on the table cloth, hummed the words lightly, absently, under her breath; Ann sat quietly, darkly, sullenly attentive; Starwick, at one end of the table, sat turned away, his legs indolently crossed, his ruddy face flushed with emotion, his eyes fixed in a blind stare, and a little wet.


  Once, while the piece was being played, Starwick’s pleasant ruddy face was contorted again by the old bestial grimace of nameless anguish and bewilderment which Eugene had seen so many times before, and in which the sense of tragic defeat, frustration, the premonition of impending ruin, was legible.


  When the orchestra leader had finished with the tune, Starwick turned wearily, thrust his arm indolently across the table towards Ann and wiggling his fingers languidly and a trifle impatiently, said quietly:


  “Give me some money.”


  She flushed a little, opened her purse, and said sullenly:


  “How much do you want?”


  The weary impatience of his manner became more evident, he wiggled his languid fingers in a more peremptory command, and, burbling a little with laughter at sight of her sullen face, he said in a low tone of avaricious humor:


  “Give, give, give. ... Money, money, money,” he said in a low gloating tone, and burbled again, with a rich welling of humor, as he looked at her.


  Red in the face, she flung a wad of bank notes down upon the table with almost vicious force, he accepted them languidly, stripped off 300 franc notes and handed them indolently to the orchestra leader, who responded with a bow eloquent with adoration; and then, without pausing to count them, Starwick thrust the remainder carelessly in his pocket.


  “Ann!” he said reproachfully. “I am very hurt!” He paused a moment; the flow and burble of soft laughter came quickly, flushing his ruddy face, and he continued as before, with a mock gravity of reproachful humor.


  “I had hoped—” his shoulders trembled slightly—“that by this time your finer nature—” he trembled again with secret merriment—“your finer nature would be ready to reveal itself.”


  “My finer nature be damned!” Ann said angrily. “Whether you like it or not, I think it’s disgraceful the way you fling money around! Three hundred francs to a man for playing that damned song! And you’ve done the same thing at least a dozen times! God, I’m sick of hearing about your Chile Bon Bon!” she concluded bitterly. “I wish the damned thing had never been written.”


  “Ann!” again the soft mockery of sounded reproach. “And this is the way you repay us, after all we’ve done for you! It’s not that I’m angry but I’m very very hurt,” he said gently. “I really am, you know.”


  “Ah-h!” She made a sudden exasperated movement as if she was going to push the table away from her and get up, and then said with angry warning: “Now, look here, Frank, don’t you start that again about how much you’ve done for me. Done for me!” she said furiously. “Done for me!” She laughed, short and hard, with angry exasperation, and was unable to find words to continue.


  Starwick’s burble of soft laughter answered her:


  “I know!” he said, his face reddening a little as he spoke—“But, after all, you are a little tight, Ann”—his shoulders trembled slightly, and his ruddy face grew deeper with its hue of humor. “I think,” he said gently, and paused again, trembling with quiet laughter—“I think it may be what is known as the Beacon Hill influence. And really,” he continued seriously, looking at her with grave eyes, “you really ought to try to get it out of you.”


  “Now, Frank,” cried Ann angrily, half rising from the table, “if you start that again about my being stingy—” She sat down again abruptly, and burst out with bitter resentment, “I’m not stingy and you know it! ... It’s not that I mind spending the money, giving it to you when I’ve got it. ... It’s only that I think every one ought to try to bear his own share. ... If you think that’s my New England stinginess you’re welcome to your opinion. ... But I’ve always felt that way and always will! ... Stingy!” she muttered, “I’m not. ... I’m just tired of being the goat all the time. ... It seems to me the rest of you ought to share in the expense sometime!”


  “But not at all!” cried Starwick in a tone of astonished protest. “I can’t see that that makes the slightest difference,” he went on gently. “After all, Ann, it’s not as if we were four old maids from Boston doing the grand tour and putting down every cent we spend in a mutual account book,” he said a trifle sarcastically. “It’s not that kind of thing at all. When four people know each other the way we do, the last thing in the world that could possibly be of value is money. What belongs to one belongs to all. Really,” he said a trifle impatiently, “I should think you’d understand that. It’s quite astonishing to see a person of your quality with such a material—rather grasping—view of money. I shouldn’t think it would make the slightest difference to you. You really ought to get it out of your system, Ann,” he said quietly. “You really must. Because you are a grand person—you really are, you know.”


  She flushed, and then muttered sullenly:


  “Ah! Grand person my eye! I’ve heard all that before! You can’t get around it that way!”


  “But you are!” he said, with earnest insistence. “You are a very grand person—that’s what makes the whole thing such a pity.”


  She flushed again, and then sat staring at the table in sullen embarrassment.


  “And, Ann,” said Starwick gently, beginning to burble with his soft flow of wicked laughter, “you are really very beautiful in that red dress—” his sensuous mannered tone trembled again with its burble of wicked humor—“and very seductive—and very,” his shoulders trembled and his face trembled as he spoke—“You are really quite voluptuous,” he said with sensual relish, and suddenly choked with laughter. When he had composed himself, he turned his still laughter-reddened face towards Eugene, and said earnestly: “It’s quite astonishing! She really is, you know! She’s gloriously beautiful!”


  “Frank!” she looked at him for a moment with an expression of baffled exasperation. Then, suddenly she laughed her short and angry laugh: “God!” she cried sarcastically. “It’s a high price to pay for compliments, isn’t it?”


  But that laugh, short and angry as it was, had made radiant, as it always did, her dark and noble beauty. Instantly her face had been lifted, transfigured from its customary expression of dark and almost heavy sullenness, her cheeks, which in repose had the pendulous sagging quality of a plump child, were suffused with rose, her sweet red mouth and white teeth suddenly shone with a radiant and lovely smile, and Eugene noticed now, as he had begun to notice, that her gray eyes when she looked at Starwick were no longer hard and angry, but smoky, luminous with a depthless tenderness.


  “You are,” Starwick concluded quietly, seriously, his pleasant face still a trifle flushed with laughter. “You are one of the most gloriously beautiful creatures that ever lived.”


  What he said was the simple truth. The girl’s beauty that night was almost unbelievable. She had put on a new evening dress which had been made for her by a famous designer. The dress was a glorious red, that seemed almost to float with an aerial buoyancy of filmy gauze; no dress in the world could have suited her dark beauty, or revealed the noble proportions of her figure half so well. Her hair, which was black, coarse, and fragrant, was parted simply in the middle: Eugene noted that there were already a few streaks of coarse gray in it, but her face had the dignity of her grand and honest character—the sullen plumpness of a child and the radiant sudden sweetness and happiness of her smile, combined.


  And in every other respect, Ann showed this strange and lovely union of delicacy and grandeur, of the child and the woman. Her hands were long, brown, and narrow, the fingers long and delicate, the bones as fine and small as a bird’s, and yet they were strong, sensitive, able-looking hands as well. Her arms were long and slender, as firm and delicate as a young girl’s, but Eugene noted that her breasts were not round and firm, but the long heavy sloping breasts of a big woman. When she got up to dance with Starwick she topped him by a head, and yet, radiant with a joy and happiness she had never known before, she seemed to float there in his arms, an Amazonian figure, great of thigh and limb and breast, and a creature of a loveliness as delicate and radiant as a child’s.


  They danced superbly together: in deference to Starwick, the orchestra played his Chile Bon Bon song again; when they returned to the table Starwick’s ruddy face was flushed with the emotion the song always aroused in him, his eyes looked wet, and in a high, passionate, almost womanish tone, he cried to Eugene:


  “God! Isn’t it grand! Isn’t it simply superb! It’s one of the great songs of the world, it really is, you know! The thing has the same quality as a great primitive—the same quality as a primitive Apollo or Cimabue’s Madonna, in the Louvre. Christ!” he cried in a high womanish tone, “the whole thing’s there—it really is! I think it’s the greatest song that was ever written!”


  He poured out a glass of champagne, cold and sparkling, and drank it thirstily, his eyes wet, his face flushed deeply with his feeling.


  [¬]


  LXXIX


  In the dull gray light of the short and swiftly waning winter’s day, the two young men were leaving the museum, to spend the rest of the afternoon until the time of their appointed meeting with the women, in drink and talk at one of the innumerable and seductive cafés of the magic city. Outside the Louvre, they hailed a taxi and were driven swiftly over one of the bridges of the Seine, through the narrow streets of the Latin Quarter, and at length stopped and got out before La Closerie des Lilas, where they were to meet the two women later on.


  They spent the remainder of the afternoon in the chill wintry air of the terrace, warm with drink, with argument or discussion, and with the gaiety of life and voices of people all around them, the pageant of life that passed forever on the street before them—all that priceless, rare, and uncostly pleasure and excitement of café life which seemed unbelievable and magical to these two young Americans. The dull gray air, which was at once chill and wintry, and yet languorous, filled them with the sense of some powerful, strange, and inhuman excitement that was impending for them.


  And the bright gaiety of the colors, the constant flash and play of life about them and along the pavements, the smell and potent intoxication of the cognac, gave them the sensation of a whole world given over without reserve or shame to pleasure. All these elements, together with that incomparable fusion of odors—at once corrupt and sensual, subtle and obscene—which exudes from the very texture of the Paris life—odors which it is impossible to define exactly, but which seem in the dull wintry air to be compacted of the smells of costly perfumes, of wine, beer, brandy, and of the acrid and nostalgic fumes of French tobacco, of roasted chestnuts, black French coffee, mysterious liquors of a hundred brilliant and intoxicating colors, and the luxurious flesh of scented women—smote the two young men instantly with the sensual impact of this strange and fascinating world.


  But in spite of all the magic of the scene, and the assurance and security which Starwick’s presence always gave to him, the ghost of the old unquiet doubt would not wholly be laid at rest, the ache of the old hunger stirred in Eugene. Why was he here now? Why had he come? The lack of purpose in this present life, the dozing indolence of this existence in which no one worked, in which they sat constantly at tables in a café, and ate and drank and talked, and moved on to sit at other tables, other cafés—and, most of all, the strange dull faces of the Frenchmen, the strange and alien life of this magic city which was so seductive but so unalterably foreign to all that he had ever known—all this had now begun to weigh inexplicably upon a troubled spirit, to revive again the old feelings of naked homelessness, to stir in him the nameless sense of shame and guilt which an American feels at a life of indolence and pleasure, which is part of the very chemistry of his blood, and which he can never root out of him. And feeling the obscure but powerful insistence of these troubled thoughts within his mind, he turned suddenly to Starwick, and, without a word of explanation said:


  “But do you really feel at home here?”


  “What do you mean by ‘feeling at home’?”


  “Well, I mean don’t you ever feel out of place here? Don’t you ever feel as if you didn’t belong to this life—that you are a foreigner?”


  “But not at all!” said Starwick a trifle impatiently. “On the contrary, I think it is the first time in my life that I have not felt like a foreigner. I never felt at home in the Middle-West where I was born; I hated the place from my earliest childhood, I always felt out of place there, and wanted to get away from it. But I felt instantly at home in Paris from the moment I got here:—I am far closer to this life than to any other life I’ve ever known, for the first time in my life I feel throughly [thoroughly] at home.”


  “And you don’t mind being a foreigner?”


  “But of course not!” Starwick said curtly. “Besides, I am not a foreigner. You can only be foreign in a place that is foreign to you. This place is not.”


  “But, after all, Frank, you are not a Frenchman. You are an American.”


  “Not at all,” Starwick answered concisely. “I am an American only by the accident of birth; by spirit, temperament, inclination, I have always been a European.”


  “And you mean you could continue to lead this kind of life without ever growing tired of it?”


  “What do you mean by this kind of life?” said Starwick.


  His friend nodded towards the crowded and noisy terrace of the café.


  “I mean sitting around at café’s [cafés] all day long, going to night-clubs—eating, drinking, sitting,—moving on from one place to another—spending your life that way?”


  “Do you think it’s such a bad way to spend your life?” said Starwick quietly. He turned, regarding his friend with serious eyes. “Don’t you find it very amusing?”


  “Yes, Frank, for a time. But after a while, don’t you think you’d get tired of it?”


  “No more tired,” said Starwick, “than I would of going to an office day after day at nine o’clock and coming away at five, doing useless and dreary work that some one else could do as well. On the contrary—this kind of life—” he nodded towards the crowded tables—“seems to me much more interesting and amusing.”


  “But how can you feel that you belong to it?” the other said. “I should think that would make a difference to you. It does to me—the feeling that I am a stranger here, that this is not my life, that I know none of these people.”


  “Are you getting ready to tell me now that an American never really gets to know any French people?” said Starwick, repeating the banal phrase with a quiet sarcasm that brought a flush to the other’s face.


  “Well, it’s not likely that he will, from what I’ve heard.”


  Starwick cast a weary look around him at the chattering group of people at the other tables.


  “God!” he said quietly. “I shouldn’t think he’d want to. I imagine most of them are about as dull a lot as you could find.”


  “If you feel that way about them, what is the great attraction Paris holds for you? How can you possibly feel that way about the people and still say you feel at home here?”


  “Because Paris belongs to the world—to Europe—more than it belongs to France. One does not come here because he wants to know the French: he comes because he can find here the most pleasant, graceful and civilized life on earth.”


  “Yes, but there are other things that may be more important than leading a graceful and pleasant life.”


  “What, for instance?” said Starwick, looking at him.


  “Getting your work done is one of them. For you, I should think that would be a great deal more important.”


  Starwick was again silent; the old bestial grimace, image of an unutterable anguish and confusion in his soul, for a moment contorted his pleasant ruddy face, developed, passed, was gone; he said quietly and with the infinite weariness of despair that had now become the image of his life:


  “Getting my work done! My God, as if it mattered.”


  “There was a time when you thought it did, Frank.”


  “Yes, there was a time when I did think so,” he said lifelessly.


  “And now you no longer feel that way about it?”


  Starwick was silent; when he spoke again, it was not to answer directly.


  —“Always the old unquiet heart,” he said wearily and sadly; he turned and looked silently at his friend for a moment. “Why? Since I first knew you, you have been like that, Eugene—wanting to devour the earth, lashing your soul to frenzy in this useless, hopeless and impossible search for knowledge.”


  “Why useless or hopeless, Frank?”


  “Because it is a kind of madness in you that grows worse all the time; because you cannot cure it, or ever satisfy this hunger of yours while you have it; because it will exhaust you, break your heart, and drive you mad; and because, even if you could gratify this impossible desire to absorb the whole sum of recorded knowledge and experience in the world, you would gain nothing by it.”


  “There I can’t agree with you.”


  “Do you really think,” said Starwick wearily, “that if you could achieve this hopeless ambition of reading all the books that were ever printed—of knowing all the people—seeing all the places—that you would be any better off than you now are? Now, day after day, you go prowling up and down along the book-stalls on the Seine, pawing through tons of junk and rubbish until your very heart is sick with weariness and confusion. When you are not with us, you sit alone in a café with a dictionary beside you trying to decipher the meaning of some useless and meaningless book. You no longer enjoy what you read, because you are tortured by a consciousness of the vast number of books you have not read; you go to the museums—to the Louvre—and you no longer enjoy the pictures, because you torture your brain and exhaust your energy in a foolish effort to see and remember all of them. You no longer enjoy the crowd, you go out on the streets of Paris, you sit here in this crowded café—and instead of taking pleasure in all this gaiety and life about you, you are tortured by the thought that you know none of these people, that you know nothing about their lives, that there are four million people here in Paris and you do not know a dozen of them. ... Eugene, Eugene,” he said sadly, “this thing in you is growing worse all the time; if you do not master it, it is a disease that will some day drive you mad and destroy you.”


  “And yet, Frank, many people on this earth have had the same disease. Because of it, in order to get knowledge, Doctor Faust sold his soul to the devil.”


  “Alas,” said Starwick, “where is the devil?” In a moment he continued quietly, as before: “Do you think that you will really gain in wisdom if you read a million books? Do you think you will find out more about life if you know a million people rather than yourself? Do you think you will get more pleasure from a thousand women than from two or three—see more if you go to a hundred countries instead of six? And finally, do you think you’ll get more happiness from life by ‘getting your work done’ than by doing nothing? My God, Eugene—” his voice was weary with the resigned fatality of despair that had now corrupted him—“you still feel that it is important that you ‘do your work,’ as you call it, but what will it matter if you do or don’t? You want to lead the artist’s life, to do the artist’s work, to create out of the artist’s materials—what will it matter in the end if you do this, or nothing?”


  “You did not always feel so, Frank.”


  “No,” said Starwick wearily, “there was a time when I felt differently. There was a time when I felt that the artist’s life was the finest life on earth—the only life I would care to lead.”


  “And now?”


  “Now—nothing—nothing,” he spoke so quietly that his words were scarcely audible. “It no longer matters. ... I go to the Louvre and look at that colossal mountain of junk—up and down those endless corridors hung with the dull or worthless work of thousands of dead men who once felt as I did—that they must create, express the image of their soul—that art and the artist’s life were all that mattered. Now they are dead, their dreary works have been left behind as a kind of useless relic of their agony: in that whole gigantic storage-plant of worthless art—there are just three pictures I should have cared to paint—and I know it’s not in me to paint any of them. I thought I wanted to write plays, but now I feel the same about that, too; among all the thousands of plays I have read or seen, I doubt that there are a dozen which I should have cared to write—and I know now that I could have written none of them. ... What does it matter? Why do you goad your spirit and exhaust your mind with these frantic efforts, these useless desires to add another book or play to the mountains of books and plays that have already been written? Why should we break our hearts to add to that immense accumulation of dull, fair, or trivial work that has already been done?” He was silent a moment longer, and then the color in his ruddy face deepening with excitement, he said in a high, passionate tone: “What is great—what is priceless—what we would give our lives to do—is so impossible—so utterly, damnably impossible! And if we can never do the best—then why do anything?”


  For a moment, there returned to the other a memory of the moonlit streets of Cambridge, and of a night when Starwick, drunk with wine and the generous and extravagant enthusiasm of youth, had turned to him and in a voice that rung along the sleeping street, had called him a mighty poet. And he remembered how his own heart had beat hot with hope and joy at the sound of those proud and foolish words, and how he had grasped Starwick’s hand and wrung it with a hard grip of passionate conviction, and told Frank what he believed at that moment with all the ardor of his heart—that Starwick was the greatest young man of his time and generation.


  And remembering now those two drunk and happy boys who stood there in the moon-still streets, and spoke to each other the compact of their devotion and belief, he wanted to ask Frank if this weary acquiescence in defeat, that had now become the very color of his life, was a better thing than the proud and foolish vision of a boy.


  But he said nothing, and after a moment’s silence, Starwick looked at his watch and called the waiter, saying that it was already time for their meeting with the two women at a café in Montparnasse. Therefore, they paid the bill, and departed; but what Frank had said to him that day would live in his memory in years to come. For in Frank’s words were implicit every element of the resignation, despair, and growing inertia and apathy of his will.


  [¬]


  LXXX


  The relations between these four people had now been strained to the breaking point. That month of debauch had exacted a stern tribute from them. Their exhausted bodies and frayed nerves cried out for rest, a period of curative repose when the well of their drained energy could be filled up again. But like creatures hopelessly addicted to a drug, they could not break the bonds of this tyranny of pleasure which held them. Starwick seemed to be completely enslaved by this senseless and furious quest, this frantic seeking after new sensations, this hopeless pursuit of a happiness, a fulfilment, that they never found. He seemed unable or unwilling to break the evil spell. Rather, as if a poisonous hunger was feeding on his vitals—a hunger that grew constantly from the food it fed upon, and that could not be assuaged by any means—the evil inertia of his will, the ugly impassivity of his resignation became every day more marked.


  Of all of them, he alone preserved the appearance of calm. And that cold, impassive calm was maddening: he met the storms of anger, protests, reproaches, and persuasions of the others with an air of sad humility, a kind of sorrowful acceptance, a quiet agreement to every accusation or indictment, a grand manner of sweet, sorrowful contrition that was more hateful than any deliberate insult could have been. For behind this impenetrable armor of humility, this air of mysterious fatality, there was evident a hateful arrogance which said that words were useless because no words could express the fatal wisdom of his soul, and which, with a stubborn and abominable perversity, seemed deliberately resolved on ruin.


  His conduct became daily more absurd, extravagant, ridiculous. He was acting like a melodramatic fool, but it was impossible to laugh at his folly because of the desperate fatality that attended it. He did unbelievable things, contrived unbelievable situations that seemed fitting only in a world of opera but were shamefully unreal and unnecessary in the real one. What was really shameful and unworthy in his conduct was this—his fatality served no purpose, his reckless and deliberate pursuit of danger did no good except to dignify the melodramatic unreality of a comic opera situation with the realities of blood and death.


  He was constantly and deliberately involving himself and others in these ridiculous but perilous situations. One night, in one of the Montmartre resorts, he had a quarrel with a man that would have been farcical save for the ugly consequences it produced, the painful and shameful memory it would later evoke. The man, an unpleasant, wizened-looking little Frenchman, a creature of the night, with obscene eyes, a yellowed skin, and a pointed beard half covering the features of a rodent, had not been able to keep his ugly eyes off Ann, had measured the noble proportions of her beauty with a kind of foul leering appraisal that had in it something almost as palpable and sensual as a naked touch, and now, as the orchestra struck up another tune, he approached the table, bowed, and asked her, courteously enough, for a dance.


  Ann reddened furiously in the face, looked down sullenly at the tablecloth and, before she was able to think of a reply, Starwick said:


  “Mademoiselle does not care to dance. Please go away.”


  The cold arrogance of Starwick’s tone, and his curt dismissal, enraged the Frenchman. When he replied, his lips were bared in an ugly smile that showed unpleasant fangs of yellowed teeth; he said:


  “Is the lady not allowed to speak for herself?—Is Monsieur perhaps her guardian?”


  “Will you please go away now?” Starwick said again, with a cold and weary impassivity. “You are boring us.”


  “But, it’s marvellous!” The little Frenchman cast back his yellowed face and bared his fangs in a laugh of envenomed mockery. “It’s Monsieur D’Artagnan come to life again, and a lady so shy and modest that she can’t speak for herself! But, it’s superb!” he cried again, and with an ironic bow, concluded: “Monsieur, with all my heart I thank you for this wonderful diversion! You are very droll!”


  Starwick’s reply to this was to pick up the seltzer bottle on the table and, without for a moment altering his air of cold impassivity, to squirt the siphon straight in the little Frenchman’s yellow face.


  In a moment, the place was a seething maelstrom of excitement. People all over sprang up from their tables, the dancers stopped dancing, the orchestra stopped with a crash, and the proprietor and the waiter came towards them on the run.


  In a moment, they were surrounded by an excited group of gesticulating, chattering people, all trying to talk at once. Starwick was standing up now, facing his antagonist, cold and impassive save for a deeper flush of excitement on his ruddy face. As for the little Frenchman, the look of murderous hatred on his face was horrible. Without stopping to dry his dripping face with the napkin which an excited and persuasive waiter was offering him, he thrust aside the manager, who was trying to restrain him, and coming close to Starwick, snarled:


  “Your name, monsieur? I demand to know your name. My representatives will call upon you in the morning.”


  “Good,” said Starwick coldly. “I shall wait for them. Monsieur shall have whatever satisfaction he desires.”


  And taking a card from his purse, he wrote the studio address below his name and gave it to the man.


  “Ah, good!” the Frenchman cried harshly, glancing at it. “Until tomorrow!”


  And calling for his bill, and silent to all the apologies and cajoleries of the proprietor, he departed.


  “But Frank, darling!” Elinor cried, when they had seated themselves again. “What do you intend to do? Surely you’re not going to—” She did not finish, but stared at him with a troubled and astonished face.


  “Yes,” said Starwick coldly and quietly. “He has asked me to fight a duel, and if he wants it, I shall meet him.”


  “Oh, but don’t be absurd!” cried Elinor with an impatient laugh. “What on earth do you know about fighting duels! My poor child, how can you be so ridiculous! This is the twentieth century, darling. Don’t you know that people don’t act that way any more?”


  “Quite!” said Starwick, with a stony calm. “Nevertheless, I shall meet him if he wants me to.” He looked at her with quiet eyes for a moment, and then said gravely: “I’ve got to do that. I really have, you know.”


  “Got to!” Elinor cried impatiently. “Why, the child is mad!” Her tone immediately became crisp, incisive, authoritative: she began to speak to him quietly, kindly, but in a peremptory tone, as one might speak to a child:


  “Francis,” she said quietly. “Listen to me! Don’t be an idiot! What does it matter about that wretched little man? It’s all over now! A duel! Good heavens! Don’t be such a child! Who ever heard of such a thing?”


  His face reddened a little from her ridicule, but he answered, in a cold impassive tone:


  “Quite! Nevertheless, I shall meet him if he wants it!”


  “Meet him!” Elinor cried again. “Oh, Francis, how can you be so stupid! Meet him with what?”


  “With whatever weapon he wants to use,” Starwick replied. “Pistols or swords—it doesn’t matter!”


  “Pistols or swords!” Elinor shrieked faintly, and began to laugh. “Why, you idiot, what do you know about pistols or swords? You’ve never had a sword in your hand in your life—and as for pistols, you wouldn’t even know how to point the thing and press the trigger!”


  “It doesn’t matter,” he said in a very quiet and fatal way. “I shall fire into the air.”


  In spite of the ridiculous and melodramatic quality of these foolish words, no one laughed. They saw suddenly what fatal consequences this farcical situation might have, and having felt the desperation of his soul—that terrible despair which now seemed to be driving him on to seek ruin everywhere—they knew he would do exactly as he said, if given the opportunity.


  Elinor started to go: she beckoned to a waiter and called for the bill, and said persuasively:


  “Come on! Let’s get out of this place! You’ve had too much to drink! I think your head needs clearing—a little fresh air will do you good. You’ll feel different about all this tomorrow!”


  “But not at all!” he said patiently, and then, as she started to get up: “Will you please sit down. We’re not going yet.”


  “But why, darling? Aren’t you ready? Haven’t you raised enough hell for one evening—or do you want to fight a duel with some one else? Besides, I do think you might think of Ann. I know she’s wanted to go for some time.”


  “But why?” he said, turning to Ann with an air of fine surprise. “Aren’t you enjoying yourself? It’s a very good place, and the music is awfully good—it really is, you know.”


  “Oh, charming, charming!” she muttered sarcastically. She had been staring at the tablecloth sullenly, with a flaming face, ever since the quarrel had begun, and now looking up suddenly, with a short and angry laugh, she said:


  “God! I don’t know whether to walk out of here or crawl! I feel all—undressed!”


  At these words, his face really did flush crimson with embarrassment. He looked at her for a moment, and then said sharply, with a note of stern reproof and anger in his voice:


  “Ann! It’s very bad and very wrong—and—and—very mean of you to talk like that.”


  “That’s how I feel,” she muttered.


  “Then,” he said quietly, but with two deep and angry spots of color flaming in his cheeks, “I’m thoroughly ashamed of you. It’s quite unworthy of you. At a time like this, a person of your quality has got to show more—” he paused, choosing the word carefully, “more fibre. You really must, you know!”


  “Oh, fibre my eye!” she flared up, looking at him with flushed, lovely and angry eyes. “You don’t lack fibre simply because you don’t want to be made a fool of! Frank, you make me tired, the way you talk! Everywhere we go now some one’s always showing ‘fibre’—and every one is having a rotten, awful time. For God’s sake, let’s not talk so much about showing fibre and let’s try to enjoy ourselves and get some pleasure and some happiness from life, and act like decent, natural people for a change. I had looked forward so much to coming on this trip with Elinor—and now—” Tears of anger and disappointment glittered in her eyes, she looked down at the table sullenly in an effort to conceal them, and then muttered: “Playing the fool and making scenes and starting rows everywhere we go! Getting into trouble everywhere, making people hate us, never having any fun! Squirting siphons at some wretched little man——” she made a sudden impulsive gesture of disgust and turned away. “God! It makes me sick!”


  “I’m sorry to know you feel that way,” he said quietly. “I’ll try to see it doesn’t happen again—but, after all, Ann—the reason it did happen is because I like you so very much, and have so much respect for you and won’t stand for any one insulting you!”


  “Ah-h! Insulting me!” she said angrily. “Good heavens, Francis, do you think I need protection from a wretched little man like that? When I’ve been a nurse, and had to go alone to every rotten slum in Boston, and learned to handle people twice his size! Protect me!” she said bitterly. “Thank you for nothing! I didn’t come over here to be protected—I don’t need it. I can take care of myself. Just try to act and feel like a decent human being—let’s try to be friends together and to show some consideration for each other—and don’t worry about protecting me!”


  [¬]


  LXXXI


  Eugene slept little that night. The quarrel in the night-club and its consequences seemed fantastic, incredible, like a nightmare. At daybreak he got up and went to the window and stared out at the gray light just breaking on the roofs and chimney-pots of Paris. The old buildings emerged haggard, pale, lemony, with all the wonderful, homely practicality of dawn and morning, and looking at them, Montmartre, the blaze of lights, the music and the drunken voices, and the quarrel with the Frenchman—the whole strange and evil chemistry of night—seemed farther away, more unreal and dream-like than ever. Could it have happened? Had Starwick really been challenged to a duel? Was he going through with it?


  He got up and dressed, and with dry lips and a strange, numb lightness in his limbs, descended to the street and hailed a passing taxi in the Rue Bonaparte. The sounds of morning, shutters being rolled up, scrubwomen and maids down on their knees at entrances, shops being opened—all this made the night before seem more unreal than ever.


  When he got to the studio he found everybody up. Ann was already at work making coffee, scrambling eggs for breakfast. Elinor was just combing up her hair, Starwick was in the balcony and had not yet come down. Elinor kept talking as she arranged her hair, and from the balcony Starwick answered her:


  “But Frank!” she was saying, “you know you wouldn’t be fool enough to do such a thing! Surely you don’t mean you intend to go through with it?”


  “Ace,” he said coldly from above, “I do mean to. Quite!”


  “But—oh! Don’t be an ass!” she cried impatiently. Turning to Ann, with a little, frowning smile, she bit her lips, and shaking her head slightly, cried in an astounded tone:


  “Isn’t it incredible! Did you ever hear of such an insane thing in all your life!”


  But in the set of her jaw, the faint smile around the corner of her mouth, there was the look of grim decision they had all seen before.


  As Eugene entered, Ann turned from the stove, and spoon in hand, stood looking at him sullenly for a moment. Suddenly she laughed her short and angry laugh, and turned away toward Elinor, saying:


  “God! Here’s the second! Don’t they make a pair!”


  “But my dear!” cried Elinor with a light, gay malice. “Where is the top hat? Where are the striped trousers and the morning coat? Where is the duelling case with the revolvers? ... All right, Monsieur D’Artagnan,” she called up towards the balcony ironically. “Your friend, Monsieur Porthos has arrived ... and breakfast is ready, darling! What’s that they say about an army?” she innocently inquired, “—that it ought not to fight on an empty stomach? ... Ahem!” she cleared her throat. “Will Monsieur D’Artagnan condescend to have the company of two frail women for breakfast on the morning of the great affair ... or does Monsieur prefer to be left alone with his devoted second to discuss—ahem! ahem! ... the final arrangements?”


  Starwick made no reply, until he had come down the steps:


  “You can stay, if you want to,” he said indifferently. “I shall have nothing to say to them anyway.” Turning to Eugene, he said with magnificent, bored weariness: “Find out what they want. Let me know what they want to do.”


  “B—but, what do you want me to say to them, Frank? What shall I tell them?”


  “Anything,” said Starwick indifferently. “Anything you like. Say that I will meet him anywhere—on any terms—whatever they like. Let them settle it their own way.”


  He picked up a spoon and started to eat his orange.


  “Oh, Frank, you idiot!” cried Elinor, seizing him by the hair, and shaking his head. “Don’t be stupid! You know you’re not going on with this farce!”


  He lifted quiet, wearily patient eyes and looked at her:


  “Sorry!” he said. “But I’ve got to. If that’s what he wants, I really must. I owe the man that much—I really do, you know!”


  Breakfast then proceeded in a painful and uneasy silence, broken only by Elinor’s malicious thrusts, and maintained by Starwick’s weary and impassive calm.


  At ten o’clock, there were steps along the alley-way outside, some one mounted the stoop, and the studio bell jangled. The two women exchanged uneasy looks, Starwick got up quietly and turned away, and in a moment Elinor called out sharply: “Entrez.”


  The door opened and a man entered the room. He wore striped trousers that were in need of pressing, a frayed and worn-looking frock coat, and he carried a briefcase under his arm. He was bald, sallow, about forty-five years old, and had a little mustache and furtive eyes. He looked at each person in the room quickly, sharply, and then said inquiringly:


  “Monsieur Star-week?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick quietly, and turned.


  “Ah, bon!” the little Frenchman said briskly, and smiled, showing yellow fangs of teeth. He had been bent slightly forward, holding his briefcase with thin, eager fingers, as he waited. Now he came forward swiftly, took a card out of his wallet, and presenting it to Starwick with something of a flourish, said:


  “Monsieur, permettez-moi. Ma carte.”


  Starwick glanced at the card indifferently, and was about to put it down upon the table when the little Frenchman interrupted him. Stretching out his thin and rather grimy hand, he said courteously yet eagerly:


  “S’il vous plaît, monsieur!”—took the card again, and put it back into his wallet.


  Starwick indicated a chair and said:


  “Won’t you sit down?”


  From that time on, the conversation proceeded in mutilated French and English. The little Frenchman sat down, hitched up his striped trousers carefully and with his arched fingers poised upon his bony knees, bent forward and, with another ingratiating and somewhat repulsive smile, said:


  “Monsieur Star-week ees Américain, n’est-ce pas?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick.


  “And was at Le Rat Mort last night?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick again.


  “Et Monsieur?” He nodded inquiringly toward Eugene, “vas also zere?”


  “Ace,” Starwick answered.


  “Et Mademoiselle ... et Mademoiselle,” he turned with courteous inquiry towards the two young women—“zey vere also zere?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick as before.


  “Ah, bon!” the little Frenchman cried, nodding his head vigorously, and with an air of complete satisfaction. Then, rubbing his bony, little hands together dryly and briskly, he took up his thin and battered old briefcase, which he had been holding firmly between his knees, swiftly unfastened the straps and unlatched it, and took out a few sheets of flaming, yellow paper covered with notations in a fine, minute hand:


  “Monsieur—” he began, clearing his throat, and rattling the flimsy sheets impressively—“Monsieur, I s’ink”—he looked up at Starwick ingratiatingly, but with an air of sly insinuation, “—Monsieur, I s’ink, perhaps, vas”—he shrugged his shoulders slightly, with an air of deprecation—“Monsieur vas—drink-ing?”


  Starwick made no answer for a moment: his face reddened, he inclined his head, and said coldly, but unconcedingly:


  “Oui! C’est ça, monsieur!”


  “Ah-h!” the little Frenchman cried again with a dry little cackle of satisfaction—“—an’ ven one drink—espeecialee, monsieur, ven ve are yong,” he laughed ingratiatingly again, “—he sometime do an’ say some t’ings zat he regret—eh?”


  “But of course!” cried Elinor at this point, quickly, impatiently, eagerly. “That’s just the point! Frank was drinking—the whole thing happened like a flash—it’s all over now—we’re sorry—every one is sorry:—it was a regrettable mistake—we’re sorry for it—we apologize!”


  “But not at all!” cried Starwick reddening angrily, and looking resentfully towards Elinor. “Not at all! I do not agree with you!”


  “Oh, Frank, you idiot, be quiet! Let me handle this,” she cried. Turning to the little Frenchman, she said swiftly, smoothly, with all her coaxing and formidable persuasiveness:


  “Monsieur, what can we do to remedy this regrettable mistake?”


  “Comment?” said the Frenchman, in a puzzled tone.


  “Monsieur Starwick,” Elinor went on with coaxing persuasion, “—Monsieur Starwick—comme vous voyez, monsieur—est très jeune. Il a toutes les fautes de la jeunesse. Mais il est aussi un homme de grand esprit; de grand talent. Il a le tempérament d’un artiste: d’un homme de génie. Comme un Français, monsieur, vous,” she went on flatteringly, “—vous connaissez cette espèce d’hommes. Vous savez qu’ils ne sont pas toujours responsables de leurs actes. C’est comme ça avec Monsieur Starwick. Il est de bon cœur, de bon volonté: il est honnête, généreux et sincère, mais il est aussi plein de tempérament—impulsif:—il manque de jugement. Hier soir nous avons tous—comme on dit—fait la noçe ensemble. Monsieur Starwick a bu beaucoup—a bu trop—et il a été coupable d’une chose regrettable. Mais aujourdhui il se repent très sincèrement de sa conduite.


  “Il vous offre ses apologies les plus profondes. Il a déjà souffert assez. Dans ces circonstances, monsieur,” she concluded, with an air of charming persuasiveness, “on peut excuser le jeune homme, n’est-ce pas?—on peut pardonner une faute si honnêtement et sincèrement regrettée.”


  And she paused, smiling at him with an air of hopeful finality, as if to say: “There! You agree with me, don’t you? I knew you would!”


  But the Frenchman was not to be so easily persuaded. Waving thin fingers sideways in the air, and shaking his head without conviction, he laughed a dry, dubious laugh, and said:


  “Ah-h! I don’t know—mademoiselle! Zese apologies!—”—again he waved thin dubious fingers—“eet ees all ver-ree well to meck apologies bot ze—vat you say?—ze dom-mage!—ze dom-mage is done. ... Monsiur,” [Monsieur,”] he said gravely, turning to Starwick, “you have been coupable of a ver-ree gret offense. Ze—ze—vay you say?—ze assault, monsieur—ze assault ees ’ere in France—une chose très sérieuse! Vous comprenez?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick coldly.


  “Mon client,” the little Frenchman cleared his throat portentously—“—mon client, Monsieur Reynal, ’as been terriblement blessé—insulté! monsieur!” he cried sharply. “Eeet ees necessaree zu meck des réparations, n’est-ce pas?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick coldly. “Whatever reparation you desire.”


  The Frenchman stared at him a moment in an astonished way and then, in an excited and eager tone, cried:


  “Ah, bon! Zen you agree?”


  “Perfectly,” said Starwick.


  “Bon! Bon!” the little man said eagerly, rubbing his hands together with greedy satisfaction. “Monsieur est sage—ees, vat you say?—ees ver-ree wise. Monsieur est Américain—n’est-ce pas?—un étranger—comme vous, mademoiselle ... et vous, monsieur ... et vous, mademoiselle—you are ’ere zu meck ze tour—zu be libre—free—n’est-ce pas—zu avoid ze complications——”


  “But,” said Elinor, in a bewildered tone, “—what is—I don’t understand——”


  “Alors,” the Frenchman said, “eet ees bettaire to avoid ze complications—oui! Ah,” he said, with an arching glance at Starwick, “mais Monsieur est sage ... est très, très sage! C’est toujours mieux de faire des réparations ... et éviter les conséquences plus sérieuses.”


  “But!” cried Elinor again, her astonishment growing, “I don’t understand. What reparations are you talking about?”


  “Zese, madame!” the Frenchman said, and coughing portentously, he rattled the flimsy sheets of paper in his hand, held them up before his eyes, and began to read:


  “Pour l’endommagement d’un veston du soir—trois cents francs!”


  “What? What?” said Elinor in a small, chilled tone. “For—what?”


  “Mais, oui, madame!” the Frenchman now cried passionately, for the first time rising to the heights of moral indignation, “—un veston du soir complet—ruiné, madame!—complètement, absolument ruiné! ... Trois cents francs, monsieur,” he said cunningly, turning to Starwick, “—c’est pas cher! ... Pour moi, oui!—c’est cher—mais pour vous—ah-h!” he waved his dirty fingers and laughed with scornful deprecation, “—c’est rien! Rien du tout.” He rattled the flimsy paper in his hands, cleared his throat, and went on:


  “Pour l’endommagement d’une chemise—une chemise, n’est-ce pas, du soir?” he looked up inquiringly, “—cinquante francs”——


  “But this,” gasped Elinor, “this is—” She looked at Starwick with an astounded face. Starwick said nothing.


  “Pour l’angoisse mentale”—the Frenchman continued.


  “What?” Elinor gasped and looked at Ann. “What did he say?”


  “Mental anguish,” Ann answered curtly. “All right,” she turned to the Frenchman, “how much is the mental anguish?”


  “C’est cinq cent francs, mademoiselle.”


  “But this man?” cried Elinor, turning to Ann with an air of astounded enlightenment—“this man is——”


  “He’s a shyster lawyer, yes!” Ann said bitterly. “Couldn’t you see it from the first?”


  “Ah, mademoiselle,”—the Frenchman began with a reproachful grimace, and a little, deprecating movement of his fingers, “—you are——”


  “How much?” Ann answered in her level, toneless French. “How much do you want?”


  “Vous comprenez, mademoiselle——”


  “How much?” she said harshly. “How much do you want?”


  His furtive eyes gleamed with a sudden fox-glint of eager greed.


  “Mille francs!” he said eagerly. “Mille francs pour tout ensemble! ... Pour vous, mademoiselle”—he laughed again with scornful deprecation as he waved his grimy fingers—“c’est rien—pour moi——”


  She got up abruptly, went over to the shelf that ran around the wall and got her purse. She opened it, took out a roll of bills, and coming back tossed them on the table before him.


  “But mademoiselle”—he stammered, unable to believe his good luck, his eyes glued upon the roll of bills in a stare of hypnotic fascination.


  “Give me a receipt,” she said.


  “Comment?” he looked puzzled for a moment, then cried, “Ah-h! Un reçu! Mais oui, mais oui, mademoiselle! Tout de suite!”


  Trembling with frantic haste he scrawled out a receipt on a sheet of yellow paper, gave it to her, clutched the banknotes with a trembling claw, and stuffed them in his wallet.


  “Now get out,” said Ann.


  “Mademoiselle?” he scrambled hastily to his feet, clutched his briefcase and his hat, and looked nervously at her—“vous dites?”


  “Get out of here,” she said, and began to move slowly towards him.


  He scrambled for the door like a frightened cat, stammering:


  “Mais oui ... mais parfaitement ... mais”—he almost stumbled going down the steps, glancing back with nervous apprehension as he went. She shut the door behind him, came back, sat down in her chair, and stared sullenly at her plate, saying nothing. Starwick was crimson in the face, but did not look at any one and did not speak. Elinor was busy with her napkin: she had lifted it to her face and was holding it firmly across her mouth. From time to time her breast and stomach and her heavy shoulders trembled in a kind of shuddering convulsion, smothered and explosive snorts and gasps came from her.


  It got too much for her: they heard a faint, choked shriek, she rose and rushed blindly across the room, entered the bathroom and slammed the door behind her. And then they heard peal after peal of laughter, shrieks and whoops and yells of it, and finally a dead silence, broken at times by exhausted gasps. Ann continued to look sullenly and miserably at her plate. As for Starwick, he sat there wearily detached, impassive, magnificent as always, but his face had the hue and color of boiled lobster.


  [¬]


  LXXXII


  One night, in a small bar or bistro upon the hill of Montmartre, Starwick met a young Frenchman who was to become the companion of his adventures in many strange and devious ways thereafter. It was about four o’clock in the morning: after the usual nightly circuit of the gilded pleasure resorts, cafés and more unsavory dives and stews of the district, Starwick had become very drunk and unruly, had quarrelled with Elinor and Ann when they tried to take him home, and since that time had been wandering aimlessly through the district, going from one cheap bar to another.


  The women hung on doggedly; Starwick had refused to let them accompany him, and they had asked Eugene to stay with him and try to keep him out of trouble. Eugene, in fact, was only less drunk than his companion, but fortified by that sense of pride and duty which a trust imposed by two lovely women can give a young man, he hung on, keeping pace with Starwick, drink for drink, until the whole night fused into a drunken blur, a rout of evil faces, the whole to be remembered later as jags of splintered light upon a chain of darkness, as flying images, fixed, instant, and intolerably bright, in the great blank of memory. And out of all these blazing pictures of the night and the wild reel of their debauch, one would remain forever after, to haunt his vision mournfully. It was the memory—or rather the consciousness—of the two women, Ann and Elinor, waiting in the dark, following the blind weave of their drunken path, all through the mad kaleidoscope of night, never approaching them, but always there. He had not seemed to look at them, to notice them, and yet later he had always known that they were there. And the memory fused to one final mournful image that was to return a thousand times to haunt him in the years to come. He and Starwick had come out of one of the bars that broke the darkness of the long steep hill, and were reeling down past shuttered stores and old dark houses towards the invitation of another blaze of light.


  Suddenly he knew that Ann and Elinor were behind them. For a moment he turned, and saw the two women pacing slowly after them, alone, patient, curiously enduring. The image of that long silent street of night, walled steeply with old houses and shuttered shops, and of the figures of these two women pacing slowly behind them, in the darkness, seemed in later years to bear the sorrowful legend of what their lives—of what so much of life—was to become. And for this reason it burned forever in his memory with a mournful, dark and haunting radiance, became in fact, detached from names and personalities and identic histories—became something essential, everlasting and immutable in life. It was an image of fruitless love and lost devotion, of a love that would never come to anything, and of beautiful life that must be ruinously consumed in barren adoration of a lost soul, a cold and unresponding heart. And it was all wrought mournfully there into the scheme of night, made legible in the quiet and gracious loveliness of these two women, so strong, so patient, and so infinitely loyal, pacing slowly down behind two drunken boys in the slant steep street and emptiness of night.


  Suddenly the image blazed to the structure of hard actuality: another bar, and all around hoarse laughter, high sanguinary voices, a sudden scheme of faces scarred with night, and livid with night’s radiance—whores, taxi drivers, negroes, and those other nameless unmistakable ones—who come from somewhere—God knows where—and who live somehow—God knows how—and who recede again at morning into unknown cells—but who live here only, brief as moths, and baleful as a serpent’s eye, in the unwholesome chemistry of night.


  He found himself leaning heavily on the zinc counter of the bar, staring at a pair of whited, flabby-looking arms, the soiled apron and shirt, the soiled night-time face and dark, mistrustful eyes of night’s soiled barman. The blur of hoarse voices, shouts and oaths and laughter fused around him, and suddenly beside him he heard Starwick’s voice, drunken, quiet, and immensely still:


  “Monsieur,” it said—its very stillness cut like a knife through all the fog of sound about him—“monsieur, du feu, s’il vous plaît.”


  “But sairtainlee, monsieur,” a droll and pleasant-sounding voice said quietly. “W’y not?”


  He turned and saw Starwick, a cigarette between his lips, bending awkwardly to get the light from a proffered cigarette which a young Frenchman was holding carefully for him. At last he got it; puffing awkwardly, and straightening, he slightly raised his hat in salutation, and said with drunken gravity:


  “Merci. Vous êtes bien gentil.”


  “But,” said the young Frenchman again, drolly, and with a slight shrug of his shoulder, “not at all! Eet ees noz-zing!”


  And as Starwick started to look at him with grave drunken eyes, the Frenchman returned his look with a glance that was perfectly composed, friendly, good-humored, and drolly inquiring.


  “Monsieur?” he said courteously, as Starwick continued to look at him.


  “I think,” said Starwick slowly, with the strangely mannered and almost womanish intonation of his voice, “I think I like you very much. You are very kind, and very generous, and altogether a very grand person. I am enormously grateful to you.”


  “But,” the Frenchman said, with droll surprise, and a slight astonished movement of his shoulders, “I ’ave done noz-zing! You ask for du feu—a light—and I geev to you. I am glad eef you like—bot—” again he shrugged his shoulders with a cynical but immensely engaging humor—“eet ees not so ver-ree grand.”


  He was a young man, not more than thirty years old, somewhat above the middle height, with a thin, nervously active figure, and thin, pointedly Gallic features. It was a pleasant, most engaging face, full of a sharply cynical intelligence; the thin mouth was alive with humor—with the witty and politely cynical disbelief of his race, and his tone, his manner—everything about him—was eloquent with this racial quality of disbelief, a quality that was perfectly courteous, that would raise its pointed eyebrows and say politely, “You s’ink so”—but that accepted without assent, was politely non-committal without agreement.


  He was dressed as many young Frenchmen of that period dressed:—a style that served to combine the sinister toughness of the Apache with a rather gaudy and cheap enhancement of the current fashions. His clothes were neat but cheaply made; he wore a felt hat with a wide brim, creased, French fashion, up the sides, an overcoat with padded shoulders, cut in sharply at the waist, his trousers had a short and skimpy look, and barely covered the tops of his shoes. He wore spats, and a rather loud-colored scarf which he knotted loosely, cravat-fashion, and which thus concealed his collar and his shirt. Finally, when he smoked a cigarette, he drew the smoke in slowly, languorously, knowingly, with lidded eyes, and a cruel and bitter convulsion of his thin lips that gave his sharp face a sinister Apache expression.


  Starwick was now crying out in a high drunken tone of passionate assurance:


  “But yes! Yes! Yes!—You are a grand person—a swell person—I like you enormously. ...”


  “I am glad,” said the Frenchman politely, with another almost imperceptible movement of the shoulders.


  “But yes! You are my friend!” Starwick cried in a high passionate tone. “I like you—you must drink with me.”


  “Eef you like—of course!” the Frenchman politely agreed. Turning to the soiled barman who continued to look at them with dark mistrustful eyes, he said, in a hard, sharp voice, “Une fine. ... And you, monsieur?” he turned inquiringly toward Eugene, “I s’ink you have another drink?”


  “No, not now”—his glass was not yet empty. “We—we have both already had something to drink.”


  “I can see,” the Frenchman said politely, but with a swift flicker of cynical mirth across his thin mouth, that needed no translation. Raising his glass, he said courteously:


  “A votre santé, messieurs,” and drank.


  “Look!” cried Starwick. “You are our friend now, and you must call us by our names. My name is Frank; his is Eugene—what is yours?”


  “My name ees Alec,” said the young Frenchman smiling. “Zat ees w’at zey call me.”


  “But it’s perfect!” Starwick cried enthusiastically. “It’s a swell name—a wonderful name! Alec!—Ecoute!” he said to the soiled barman with the ugly eye, “Juh pawnse qu’il faut—encore du cognac,” he said drunkenly, making a confused and maudlin gesture with his arm. “Encore du cognac, s’il vous plaît!” And as the barman silently and sullenly filled the three glasses from a bottle on the bar, Starwick turned to Alec, shouting with dangerous hilarity: “Cognac forever, Alec!—Cognac for you and me and all of us forever!—Nothing but drunkenness—glorious drunkenness—divine poetic drunkenness forever!”


  “Eef you like,” said Alec, with a polite and acquiescent shrug. He raised his glass and drank.


  It was four o’clock when they left the place. Arm in arm they reeled out into the street, Starwick holding onto Alec for support, and shouting drunkenly:


  “Nous sommes des amis!—Nous sommes des amis éternels! Mais oui! Mais oui!”


  The whole dark and silent street rang and echoed with his drunken outcry. “Alec et moi—nous sommes des frères—nous sommes des artistes! Nothing shall part us! Non—jamais! Jamais!”


  A taxi, which had been waiting in the darkness several doors away, now drove up swiftly and stopped before them at the curb. Ann and Elinor were inside: Elinor opened the door and spoke gently:


  “Frank, get in the taxi now, we’re going home.”


  “Mais jamais! Jamais!” Starwick yelled hysterically. “I go nowhere without Alec!—We are brothers—friends—he has a poet’s soul.”


  “Frank, don’t be an idiot!” Elinor spoke quietly, but with crisp authority. “You’re drunk; get in the taxi; we’re going home.”


  “Mais oui!” he shouted. “Je suis ivre! I am drunk! I will always be drunk—nothing but drunkenness forever for Alec and me!”


  “Listen!” Elinor spoke quietly, pleasantly to the Frenchman. “Won’t you go away, please, and leave him now? He is drunk, he does not know what he is doing, he really must go home now.”


  “But, of course, madame,” said Alec courteously, “I go now.” He turned to Starwick and spoke quietly, with his thin, engaging smile: “I s’ink, Frank, eet ees bettaire eef you go home now, non?”


  “But no! But no!” cried Starwick passionately. “I will go nowhere without Alec. ... Alec!” he cried, clutching him with drunken desperation. “You cannot go! You must not go! You cannot leave me!”


  “Tomorrow, perhaps,” said Alec, smiling. “Ees eet not bettaire eef we go to-gezzer tomorrow?—I s’ink zen you feel motch bettaire.”


  “No! No![”] Starwick cried obstinately. “Now! Now! Alec, you cannot leave me! We are brothers, we must tell each other everything. ... You must show me all you know, all you have seen—you must teach me to smoke opium—take me where the opium smokers go—Alec! Alec! J’ai la nostalgie pour la boue ...”


  “Oh, Frank, quit talking like a drunken idiot! Get in the car, we’re going home ...”


  “But no! But no!” Starwick raved on in his high drunken voice. “Alec and I are going on together—he has promised to take me to the places that he knows—to show me the dark mysteries—the lower depths ...”


  “Oh, Frank, for God’s sake get in the car; you’re making a damned fool of yourself!”


  “—But no! I will not go without Alec—he must come with us—he is going to show me ...”


  “But I show you, Frank,” said Alec smoothly. “Tonight, non!” He spoke firmly, waved a hand. “Eet ees impossible. I wet ’ere for some one. I must meet, I ’ave engagement—yes. Tomorrow, eef you like, I meet you ’ere! Tonight, non!” His voice was harsh, sharp with irrevocable refusal. “I cannot. Eeet ees impossible.”


  By dint of infinite prayers and persuasions, and by Alec’s promises that he would meet him next day to take him on a tour of “the lower depths,” they finally got Starwick into the taxi. All the way down the hill however, as the taxi sped across Paris, through the darkened silent streets, and across the Seine into the Latin Quarter, Starwick raved on madly about his eternal friendship with Alec, from whom he could never more be parted. The taxi turned swiftly into the dark and empty little Rue des Beaux Arts and halted before Eugene’s hotel. The two women waited in nervous and impatient haste for Eugene to get out, Elinor giving his arm a swift squeeze and saying:


  “Good-night, darling. We’ll see you tomorrow morning. Don’t forget our trip to Rheims.”


  When he got out, however, Starwick followed him, and began to run drunkenly towards the corner, smashing at the shutters of the shops with his cane and screaming at the top of his voice:


  “Alec! Alec! Où est Alec? Alec! Alec! Mon ami Alec! Où êtes-vous?”


  Eugene ran after Starwick and caught him just as he was disappearing around the corner into the Rue Bonaparte, headed for the Seine. By main strength and pleading he brought him back, and managed to get him into the taxi again, which had followed his pursuit in swift watchful reverse. He slammed the door upon that raving madman, and as the taxi drove off, he heard, through a fog of drunkenness, Elinor’s swift “Thank you, darling. You behaved magnificently—tomorrow—” and Starwick raving:


  “Alec! Alec! Where is Alec?”


  They sped off up the silent empty street, a narrow ribbon lit sparsely by a few lamps, and walled steeply with its high old shuttered houses. Eugene walked back to his hotel, rang the night bell, and was let in. As he stumbled up the circuitous and perilous ascent of five flights, he caught a moment’s glimpse of the little concierge and his wife, startled from their distressful sleep, clutching each other together in a protective embrace, as they peered out at him from the miserable little alcove where they slept—a moment’s vision of their pale, meagre faces and frightened eyes.


  He climbed the winding flights of stairs, and let himself into his room, switching on the light, and flinging himself down upon the bed immediately in a stupor of drunken exhaustion.


  It seemed to him he had not lain there five minutes before he heard Starwick smashing at the street door below, and shouting drunkenly his own name and that of Alec. In another minute he heard Starwick stumbling up the stairs; he went to the door, opened it, and caught him just as he came stumbling in. Starwick was raving, demented, no longer conscious of his acts: he began to smash and beat at the bed with his stick, crying:


  “There!—And there!—And there!—Out, out, damned spot, and make an end to you. ... The stranger—the one I never knew—the stranger you have become—out! Out! Out!”


  Turning to Eugene then, he peered at him with drunken bloodshot eyes, and said:


  “Who are you?—Are you the stranger?—Are you the one I never knew?—Or are you ...?” His voice trailed off feebly, and he sank down into a chair, sobbing drunkenly.


  And getting to his feet at length, he looked about him wildly, smote the bed again with his stick, and cried out loudly:


  “Where is Eugene? Where is the Eugene that I knew?—Where?—Where?—Where?” He staggered to the door and flung it open, screaming: “Alec! Where are you?”


  He reeled out into the hall, and for a moment hung dangerously against the stair rail, peering drunkenly down into the dizzy pit five flights below. Eugene ran after him, seized him by the arm and together, they fell or reeled to the bottom. It was a journey as distorted and demented as a dream—a descent to be remembered later as a kind of corkscrew nightmare, broken by blind lurchings into a creaking rail, by the rattling of Starwick’s stick upon the banisters, by blind sprawls, and stumblings, and by blobs and blurs of frightened faces at each landing, where Monsieur Gely’s more sober patrons waited in breath-caught silence at their open doors. They reached the bottom finally amid such universal thanksgiving, such prayers for their safety, as Gely’s hotel had never known before.


  A vast sigh, a huge and single respiration of relief rustled up the steep dark pit of the winding stairs. But another peril lay before them. At the foot of the stairs there stood a monstrous five-foot vase which, by its lustre and the loving care with which it was polished every day by Marie, the maid, must have been the pride of the establishment. Starwick reeled blindly against it as he went past, the thing rocked sickeningly, and even as it tottered slowly over, Eugene heard Madame Gely’s gasp of terror, heard her low “Mon Dieu! Ça tombe, ça tombe!” and a loud united “Ah-h-h!” of thankfulness as he caught it in his hands, and gently, safely, with such inner triumph as a man may feel who leaps through space and lands safely hanging to a flying trapeze, restored it to its former position. As he looked up he saw old Gely and his wife peering from their quarters with fat perturbed faces, and the little concierge and his wife still clutched together, peering through their curtains in a covert of bright frightened eyes.


  They got out into the street at last. In the Rue Bonaparte they stopped a taxi drilling through. When they reached Montmartre again the night was breaking in gray light behind the church of Sacré-Cœur. After further drinks of strong bad cognac, they piled out of the place into another taxi, and went hurtling back through Paris. By the time they arrived at the studio full light had come.


  The women were waiting up for them. Starwick mumbled something and, holding his hand over his mouth, rushed across the room into the bathroom and vomited. When he was empty, he staggered out, reeled towards the couch where Ann slept, and toppled on it, and was instantly sunk in senseless sleep.


  Elinor regarded him for a while with an air at once contemplative and amused. “And now,” she said cheerfully, “to awake the Sleeping Beauty from his nap.” She smiled her fine bright smile, but the lines about her mouth were grimly set, and her eyes were hard. She approached the couch, and looking down upon Starwick’s prostrate and bedraggled form, she said sweetly: “Get up, darling. It’s breakfast-time.”


  He groaned feebly, and rolled over on his side.


  “Up, up, up, my lamb!” Her tone was dulcet, but the hand that grasped his collar and pulled him to a sitting position was by no means gentle. “We are waiting for you, darling. The day’s at morn, the hour draws close, it’s almost time. Remember, dear, we’re starting out for Rheims at nine o’clock.”


  “Oh God!” groaned Starwick wretchedly. “Don’t ask me to do that! Anything, anything but that. I can’t! I’ll go anywhere with you if you just leave me alone until tomorrow.” He flopped back on the bed again.


  “Sorry, precious,” she said in a light and cheerful tone, as hard as granite, “but it’s too late now! You should have thought of that before. Our plans are made, we’re going—and you,” suddenly her voice hardened formidably, “you’re coming with us.” She looked at him a moment longer with hard eyes, bent and grasped him by the collar, and roughly jerked him up to a sitting position again.


  “Francis,” she said sternly, “pull yourself together now and get up! We’re going to have no more of this nonsense!”


  He groaned feebly, and staggered to his feet. He seemed to be on the verge of collapse, his appearance was so pitiable that Ann, coming from the bathroom at this moment, flushed with hot sympathy as she saw him, and cried out angrily, accusingly, to Elinor:


  “Oh, leave him alone! Let him sleep if he wants to. Can’t you see he is half dead? Why should we drag him along to Rheims if he doesn’t feel like going? We can put the trip off until tomorrow, anyway. What does it matter when we go?”


  Elinor smiled firmly and shook her head with a short inflexible movement. “No, sir,” she said quietly. “Nothing is going to be put off. We are going today, as we planned. And Mr. Starwick is going with us! He may go willingly or against his will, he may be conscious or unconscious when he gets there, but, alive or dead, he’s going!”


  At these unhappy tidings, Starwick groaned miserably again. She turned to him and, her voice deepening to the authority of indignation, she said:


  “Frank! You’ve got to see this through! There’s no getting out of it now! If you don’t feel well, that’s just too bad—but you’ve got to see this thing through anyway! You’ve known about this trip for the past week—if you chose to spend last night making the rounds of every joint in Montmartre you’ve no one to blame for it but yourself! But you’ve got to go. You’re not going to let us down this time!”


  And steeled and wakened by the challenge of her tone—that challenge which one meets so often in people who have let their whole life go to hell, and lacking stamina for life’s larger consequences insist on it for trivialities—he raised his head, looked at her with angry, bloodshot eyes, and said quietly:


  “Very well, I’ll go. But I resent your asking it very much!”


  “All right, my dear,” she said quietly. “If you resent it, you resent it—and that’s that! Only, when you make a promise to your friends they expect you to live up to it.”


  “Ace,” said Starwick coldly. “Quite.”


  “And now,” she spoke more kindly, “why don’t you go into the bathroom, Frank, and straighten up a bit? A little cold water across your head and shoulders would do you no end of good.” She turned to Ann and said quietly: “Did you finish in there?”


  “Yes,” said Ann curtly, “it’s all right now. I’ve cleaned it up.” For a minute she stared sullenly at the older woman, and suddenly burst into her short and angry laugh:


  “God!” she said, with a rich, abrupt, and beautifully coarse humanity. “I never saw the like of it in my life! I don’t see where he put it all!” Her voice trembled with a full, rich, infuriated kind of humor. “Everything was there!” she cried, “except the kitchen sink!”


  Starwick flushed deeply, and looking at her, said, quietly, gravely: “I’m sorry, Ann. I’m terribly, terribly sorry!”


  “Oh, it’s all right,” she said shortly, yet with a kind of tenderness. “I’m used to it. Don’t forget that I served three years’ training in a hospital once. You get so you don’t notice those things.”


  “You are a very swell person,” he said slowly and distinctly. “I’m terribly grateful.”


  She flushed, and turned away, saying curtly: “Sit down, Frank. You’ll feel better when you have some coffee. I’m making it now.” And in her silent and competent way she set to work.


  In these few commonplace words, all that was strong, grand, and tender in Ann’s soul and character was somehow made evident. Brusque and matter-of-fact as her words had been when she referred to the disgusting task just performed, their very curtness, and the rich and coarse humanity of her sudden angry laugh, had revealed a spirit of noble tenderness and strength, a spirit so strong and sweet and full of love that it had risen triumphant not only over the stale, dead and snobbish little world from which she came, but also over the squeamishness which such a task would have aroused in most of the people who made up that world.


  To Starwick, she symbolized certain divinities known to his art and his experience: Maya, or one of the great Earth-Mothers of the ancients, or the goddess of Compassionate Mercy of the Chinese, to whom he often likened her.


  But to the other youth, her divinity was less mythical, more racial and mundane. She seemed to fulfill in part his vision of the grand America, to make palpable the female quality of that fortunate, good, and happy life of which he had dreamed since childhood—to evoke the structure of that enchanted life of which every American has dreamed as a child. It is a life that seems forever just a hand’s-breadth off and instantly to be grasped and made our own, the moment that we find the word to utter it, the key to open it. It is a world distilled of our own blood and earth, and qualified by all our million lights and weathers, and we know that it will be noble, intolerably strange and lovely, when we find it. Finally, she was the incarnation of all the secret beauty of New England, the other side of man’s dark heart, the buried loveliness that all men long for.


  [¬]


  LXXXIII


  The car which they had chartered for a four months’ tour was brought around from a garage at nine o’clock. A few minutes later they were on their way to Rheims.


  Elinor drove; Eugene sat beside her; Ann and Starwick were in the rear seat. The car was a good one—a Panhard—and Elinor drove swiftly, beautifully, with magnificent competence, as she did all things, getting ahead of everybody else, besting even the swerve of the taxi drivers in their wasp-like flight, and doing it all with such smooth ease that no one noticed it.


  They seemed to get through the great dense web, the monumental complication of central Paris by a kind of magic. As always, Elinor communicated to every one and everything the superb confidence of her authority. In her presence, and under her governance, the strange and alien world about them became instantly familiar as the Main Street of one’s native town, making even the bewildering and intricate confusion of its swarming mass wonderfully natural and easy to be grasped. Paris, in fact, under the transforming magic of this woman’s touch, became curiously American, the enchantment beautifully like Eugene’s own far-off visions as a child.


  It was astounding. The whole city had suddenly taken on the clear and unperplexing proportions of a map—of one of those beautifully simple and comforting maps which are sold to tourists, in which everything is charming, colorful, and cosy as a toy, and where everything that need be known—all the celebrated “points of interest”—the Eiffel Tower, the Madeleine, and Notre Dame, the Trocadéro, and the Arc de Triomphe, are pictured charmingly, in vivid colors.


  Paris, in fact, had this morning become a brilliant, lovely, flashing toy. It was a toy which had been miraculously created for the enjoyment of brilliant, knowing and sophisticated Americans like Elinor and himself. It was a toy which could be instantly understood, preserved and enjoyed, a toy that they could play with to their hearts’ content, a toy which need confuse and puzzle none of them for a moment, particularly since Elinor was there to explain the toy and make it go.


  It was incredible. Gone was all the blind confusion, the sick despair, the empty desolation of his first month in Paris. Gone was the old blind and baffled struggle against the staggering mass and number of a world too infinitely complex to be comprehended, too strange and alien to be understood. Gone were all the old sensations of the drowning horror, the feeling of atomic desolation as he blindly prowled the streets among alien and uncountable hordes of strange dark faces, the sensation of being an eyeless, grope-thing that crawled and scuttled blindly on the sea-depths of some terrible oceanic world of whose dimensions, structure, quality and purpose it could know nothing. Gone were all those feelings of strife, profitless, strange and impotent futility—those struggles that wracked the living sinews of man’s life and soul with quivering exhaustion and with sick despair, the hideous feeling of being emptied out in planetary vacancy, of losing all the high hope of the spirit’s purpose, the heart’s integrity—of being exploded, emptied out and dissipated into hideous, hopeless nothingness where all the spirit of man’s courage turned dead and rotten as a last year’s apple, and all his sounding plans of work and greatness seemed feebler than the scratchings of a dog upon a wall—a horror that can seize a man in the great jungle of an unknown city and a swarming street and that is far more terrible than the unknown mystery of any Amazonian jungle of the earth could be.


  It was all gone now—the devouring hunger, and the drowning horror, and the blind confusion of the old, swarm-haunted mind of man—the fruitless struggle of the Faustian life—and in its place he had the glittering toy, the toy of legend and enchantment and of quick possession.


  The French, they were a charming race—so gay, so light, and so incorrigible—so childlike and so like a race of charming toys.


  Elinor made their relation to all these good people swarming in the streets around them wonderfully easy, clear, and agreeable. There was nothing strange about them, their ways were unpredictable, since they were French, but they were perfectly understandable. Her attitude, expressed in a rapid, gay and half-abstracted chatter—a kind of running commentary on the life around her as she drove—made the whole thing plain. They were a quaint lot, a droll lot, an incomparable lot—they were charming, amazing, irresponsible, a race of toys and children—they were “French.”


  “All right, my dear,” she would murmur to herself as a fat taxi driver snaked recklessly in ahead of her and came to a triumphant stop—“have it your own way, my darling—have it your own way—I shan’t argue with you—God!” she would cry, throwing her head back with a sudden rich burst of laughter—“look at the old boy with the whiskers over there at the table—did you see him twirl his gay mustachios and roll his roguish eyes at that girl as she went by? Simply incredible!” she cried with another laugh, and bit her lips, and shook her head in fine astonishment. “Thank you!” she murmured politely, as the gendarme shrilled upon his whistle and beckoned with his small white club. “Monsieur l’Agent, vous êtes bien gentil”—as she smoothly shifted gears and shot past him.


  In this wonderful and intoxicating way all of Paris defiled past them like a great glittering toy, a splendid map of rich, luxurious shops and great cafés, an animated and beautiful design of a million gay and fascinating people, all bent on pleasure, all filled with joy, all with something so vivid, bright, particular and incomparable about them that the whole vast pattern resolved itself into a thousand charming and brilliant pictures, each wonderful and unforgettable, and all fitting instantly into the single structure, the simple and magnificent clarity of the whole design.


  They swept through the huge central web of Paris, and were passing through the great shabby complication of the Eastern Quarters, the ragged, ugly sprawl of the suburbs.


  And now, swift as dreams, it seemed, they were out in open country, speeding along roads shaded by tall rows of poplars, under a sky of humid gray, whitened with a milky and soul-troubling light.


  Elinor was very gay, mercurial, full of sudden spontaneous laughter, snatches of song, deep gravity, swift inexplicable delight. Ann maintained a sullen silence. As for Starwick, he seemed on the verge of collapse all the time. At Château-Thierry he announced that he could go no farther; they stopped, got him into a little café, and fortified him with some brandy. He sank into a stupor of exhaustion, from which they could not rouse him. To all their persuasions and entreaties he just shook his head and mumbled wearily:


  “I can’t!—Leave me here!—I can’t go on!”


  Three hours passed in this way before they succeeded in reviving him, getting him out of the café—or estaminet—and into the car again. Ann’s face was flushed with resentful anger. She burst out furiously:


  “You had no right to make him come along on this trip! You knew he couldn’t make it; he’s dead on his feet. I think we ought to take him back to Paris now.”


  “Sorry, my dear,” said Elinor crisply, with a fine bright smile, “but there’ll be no turning back! We’re going on!”


  “Frank can’t go on!” Ann cried angrily. “You know he can’t! I think it’s a rotten shame for you to insist on this when you see what shape he’s in.”


  “Nevertheless, we’re going on,” said Elinor with grim cheerfulness. “And Mr. Starwick is going with us. He’ll see it through now to the bitter end. And if he dies upon the way, we’ll give him a soldier’s burial here upon the field of honor. ... Allons, mes enfants! Avancez!” And humming gaily and lightly the tune of Malbrouck, she shifted gears and sent the car smoothly, swiftly forward again.


  It was a horrible journey. One of those experiences which, by the grim and hopeless protraction of their suffering, leave their nightmare image indelibly upon the memories of every one who has experienced them. The gray light of the short winter’s day was already waning rapidly when they drove out of Château-Thierry. As they approached Rheims, dark had almost come, the lights of the town had begun to twinkle, sparsely, with provincial dismalness, in the distance. No one knew the purpose of their visit; no one knew what the trip was for, what they were coming to see—no one had enquired.


  It was almost dark when they entered the town. Elinor drove immediately to the cathedral, halted the car, and got out.


  “Voilà, mes amis!” she said ironically. “We are here!”


  And she made a magnificent flourishing gesture towards the great ruined mass, which, in the last faint gray light of day, was dimly visible as a gigantic soaring monument of shattering arches and demolished buttresses, a lacework of terrific stone looped ruggedly with splinters of faint light, the demolished façades of old saints and kings and shell-torn towers—the twilit ruins of a twilight world.


  “Magnificent!” cried Elinor enthusiastically. “Superb!—Frank! Frank! You must get out and feast your eyes upon this noble monument! I have heard you speak so often of its beauty. ... But, my dear, you must!” she said, answering with fine persuasion his feeble and dispirited groan. “You’d never forgive yourself, or me either, if you knew you’d come the whole way to Rheims without a single look at its cathedral.”


  And, despite his wearily mumbled protests, she took him by the arm and pulled him from the car. Then, for a moment, as he stared drunkenly, with blind, unseeing eyes, at the great gray twilit shape, she propped him up and held him between herself and Eugene.


  Then they all got back into the car, and she drove them to the best café, the best hotel in town. Starwick almost collapsed getting out of the car. His knees buckled under him, and he would have fallen if Ann had not caught him, put her arm around him, and held him up. His condition was pitiable. He could no longer hold his head up; it lolled and wobbled drunkenly on his neck like a flower too heavy for its heavy stalk. His eyes were glazed and leaden, and as they started into the café, he had to be held up. He lifted his feet and dragged them after him like leaden weights. The café was a large and splendid one. They found a table to one side. Starwick staggered towards the cushioned seat against the wall and immediately collapsed. From that time on, he was never wholly conscious. Ann sat down beside him, put her arm around him and supported him. He sank against her shoulder like a child. The girl’s face was flushed with anger, she stared at Elinor with resentful eyes, but by no word or gesture did Elinor show that she noticed anything amiss either in Ann’s or Starwick’s behavior.


  Rather, she chatted gaily to Eugene, she kept up a witty and high-spirited discourse with every one around her, she had never been more mercurial, quick, gay and charming than she was that evening. And announcing gaily that she was the hostess that was “giving the party,” she ordered lavishly—a delicious meal, with champagne from the celebrated cellars of the establishment. And every one, spurred to hunger by the cold air and their long journey, ate heartily——every one save Ann, who ate little and sat in angry silence, with one arm around Starwick’s shoulders, and Starwick, who could not be roused from his deep stupor to eat anything.


  It was after nine o’clock before they got up to go. Elinor paid the bill, and still chatting as gaily and as lightly as if the whole wretched expedition had brought nothing but unqualified joy to all her guests, started for the door. Starwick had to be half-carried, half-dragged out by Ann and Eugene, under the prayerful guidance of several deeply troubled waiters. They put him in the car and got in themselves. Elinor looking around lightly, and crying out cheerfully: “Are we ready, children?” started the motor for the long drive back to Paris.


  That was a hideous and unforgettable journey. Before they were done with it, they thought that it would never end. Under the protraction of its ghastly horror, time lengthened out interminably, unbelievably, into centuries. It seemed to them at last that they would never arrive, that they were rolling through a spaceless vacancy without progression, that they were hung there in the horrible ethers of some planetary emptiness where their wheels spun futilely and forever in moveless movement, unsilent silence, changeless change.


  From the very beginning they did not know where they were going. By the time they got out of Rheims they were completely lost. It was a cold night, late in February; a thick fog-like mist that grew steadily more impenetrable as the night wore on, had come down and blanketed the earth in white invisibility. And through this mist there were diffused two elements: the weird radiance of a submerged moon which gave to the sea of fog through which they groped, the appearance of an endless sea of milk, and the bitter clutch of a stealthy, raw, and cruelly penetrating cold which crept into man’s flesh and numbed him to the bone of misery.


  All through that ghastly and interminable night, they groped their way across France in the milky ocean of antarctic fog. It seemed to them that they had travelled hundreds of miles, that Paris had long since been passed, lost, forgotten in the fog, that they were approaching the outer suburbs of Lyons or Bordeaux, that presently they would see the comforting lights of the English Channel or that they had turned northwards, had crossed Belgium, and soon would strike the Rhine.


  From time to time the road wound through the ghostly street of some old village; the white walls of village houses rose sheer and blank beside the road, sheeted in phantasmal mist like ghosts, and with no sound within. Then they would be groping their way out through the open countryside again—but where or in what country, no one knew, none dared to say—and suddenly, low and level, beside them to the left, they would see the moon. It would suddenly emerge in some blind hole that opened in that wall of fog, and it was such a moon as no man living ever saw before. It was an old, mad, ruined crater of a moon, an ancient, worn, and demented thing that smouldered red like an expiring coal, and that was like the old ruined moon of a fantastic dream. It hung there on their left, just at the edge of a low ridge of hills, and it was so low, so level, and so ghostly-near, it seemed to them that they could touch it.


  Towards midnight they groped their way into a whited ghostly phantom of a town which Elinor at length, with the sudden recognition of a person who revisits some old scene of childhood, discovered to be Soissons. She had known the town well during the War: the ambulance unit, in which she had been for eighteen months a driver, had been stationed here. Starwick was half conscious, huddled into Ann’s shoulder on the dark rear seat. He groaned pitiably and said that he could go no farther, that they must stop. They found a hotel café that was still open and half-carried, half-dragged him in. They got brandy for him, they tried to revive him; he looked like a dead man and said that he could go no farther, that they must leave him there. And for the first time Elinor’s grave tone showed concern and sharp anxiety, for the first time her hard eye softened into care. She remained firm; gently, obdurately, she refused him. He collapsed again into unconsciousness; she turned her worried eyes upon the others and said quietly:


  “We can’t leave him here. We’ve got to get him back to Paris somehow.”


  After two ghastly hours in which they tried to revive him, persuade him to gird up his fainting limbs for final effort, they got him back into the car. Ann covered him with blankets and held him to her for the remainder of the night, as a mother might hold a child. In the faint ghost-gleam of light her face shone dark and sombre, her eyes were dark, moveless, looking straight ahead.


  Armed with instructions from an anxious waiter, they set out again on the presumptive road to Paris. The interminable night wore on; the white blanket of the fog grew thicker, they passed through more ghost-villages, sheer and sudden as a dream, sheeted in the strange numb silence of that ghostly nightmare of a fog. The old red crater of the moon vanished in a ruined helve at length behind a rise of earth. They could no longer see anything, the road before was utterly blotted out, the car-lights burned against an impenetrable white wall, they groped their way in utter blindness, they crawled at a snail’s pace.


  Finally, they felt their way along, inch by inch and foot by foot. Eugene stood on the running-board of the car, peering blindly into that blank wall of fog, trying only to define the edges of the road. The bitter penetration of raw cold struck through the fog and pierced them like a nail. From time to time Elinor stopped the car, while he stepped down and stamped numb feet upon the road, swung frozen arms and lustily blew warmth back into numb fingers. Then that infinite groping patience of snail’s progress would begin again.


  Somewhere, somehow, through that blind sea of fog, there was a sense of morning in the air. The ghosts of towns and villages grew more frequent—the towns were larger now, occasionally Elinor bumped over phantom curbs before the warning shouts of her look-out could prevent her. Twice they banged into trees along unknown pavements. There was a car-track now, the bump of cobbles, the sense of greater complications in the world about them.


  Suddenly, they heard the most thrilling and evocative of all earth’s sounds at morning—the lonely clopping of shod hooves upon the cobbles. In the dim and ghostly sheeting of that light, they saw the horse, the market cart balanced between its two high creaking wheels, laden with sweet clean green-and-gold of carrot bunches, each neatly trimmed as a bouquet.


  They could discern the faint ghost-glimmer of the driver’s face, the big slow-footed animal, dappled gray, and clopping steadily towards the central markets.


  They were entering Paris, and the fog was lifting. In its huge shroud of mist dispersing, the old buildings of the city, emerged ghostly, haggard, pallidly nascent in the dim gray light. A man was walking rapidly along a terraced pavement, with bent head, hands thrust in pockets—the figure of the worker since the world began. They saw at morning, in gray waking light, a waiter, his apron ends tucked up, lifting racked chairs from the tables of a café, and on light mapled fronts of bars and shops, the signs Bière—Pâtisserie—Tabac. Suddenly, the huge winged masses of the Louvre swept upon them, and it was gray light now, and Eugene heard Elinor’s low, fervent “Thank God!”


  And now the bridge, the Seine again, the frontal blank of the old buildings on the quays, faced haggardly towards light, the narrow lane of the Rue Bonaparte, and in the silent empty street at length, his own hotel.


  They said good-bye quickly, hurriedly, abstractedly, as he got out; and drove away. The women were thinking of nothing, no one now, but Starwick, life’s fortunate darling, the rare, the precious, the all-favored one. In the gray light, unconscious, completely swaddled in the heavy rugs, Starwick still lay pillowed on Ann’s shoulder.


  [¬]


  LXXXIV


  All day Eugene slept the dreamless, soundless sleep of a man who has been drugged. When he awoke, night had come again. And this concatenation of night to night, of dreamless and exhausted sleep upon the strange terrific nightmare of the night before, the swift kaleidoscope of moving action which had filled his life for the past two days, now gave to that recent period a haunting and disturbing distance, and to the events that had gone before the sad finality of irrevocable time. Suddenly he felt as if his life with Ann, Elinor, and Starwick was finished, done; for some strangely troubling reason he could not define, he felt that he would never see them again.


  He got up, dressed, and went downstairs. He saw old Gely and his wife, his daughters, Marie the maid, and the little concierge: it seemed to him that they looked at him strangely, curiously, with some sorrowful sad knowledge in their eyes, and a nameless numb excitement gripped him, dulled his heart. He felt the nameless apprehension that he always felt—that perhaps all men feel—when they have been away a day or two. It was a premonition of bad news, of some unknown misfortune: he wanted to ask them if some one had come for him—without knowing who could come—if they had a message for him—not knowing who might send him one—an almost feverish energy to demand that they tell him at once what unknown calamity had befallen him in his absence. But he said nothing, but still haunted by what he thought was the strange and troubling look in their eyes—a look he had often thought he observed in people, which seemed to tell of a secret knowledge, an inhuman chemistry, a communion in men’s lives to which his own life was a stranger—he hurried out into the street.


  Outside the streets were wet with mist, the old cobbles shone with a dull wet gleam, through the mist the lamps burned dimly, and through the fog he heard the swift and unseen passing of the taxi-cabs, the shrill tooting of their little horns.


  Yet everything was ghost-like and phantasmal—the streets of Paris had the unfamiliar reality of streets that one revisits after many years of absence, or walks again after the confinement of a long and serious illness.


  He ate at a little restaurant in the Rue de la Seine, and troubled by the dismal lights, the high old houses, and the empty streets of the Latin Quarter sounding only with the brief passage of some furious little taxi drilling through those narrow lanes towards the bridge of the Seine and the great blaze and gaiety of night, he finally forsook that dark quarter, which seemed to be the image of the unquiet loneliness that beset him, and crossing the bridge, he spent the remainder of the evening reading in one of the cafés near Les Magasins du Louvre.


  The next morning when he awoke, a pneumatique was waiting for him. It was from Elinor, and read:


  “Darling, where are you? Are you still recovering from the great debauch, or have you given us the go-by, or what? The suspense is awful—won’t you say it ain’t so, and come to lunch with us today at half-past twelve? We’ll be waiting for you at the studio.—Elinor”—Below this, in a round and almost childish hand, was written: “We want to see you. We missed you yesterday.—Ann.”


  He read this brief and casual little note over again and again, he laughed exultantly, and smote his fist into the air, and read again. All of the old impossible joy was revived in him. He looked about the room and found everything in it good and homely. He went to the window and looked out: a lemony sunlight was falling on the old pale walls and roofs and chimney-pots of Paris: everything sparkled with health and hope and work and morning—and all because two girls from Boston in New England had written him a note.


  He held the flimsy paper of the pneumatique tenderly, as if it were a sacred parchment too old and precious for rough handling; he even lifted it to his nose and smelled it. It seemed to him that all the subtle, sensuous femininity of the two women was in it—the seductive and thrilling fragrance, impalpable and glorious as the fragrance of a flower, which their lives seemed to irradiate and to give to everything, to every one they touched, a sense of triumph, joy and tenderness. He read the one blunt line that Ann had written him as if it were poetry of haunting magic: the level, blunt and toneless inflexibility of her voice sounded in the line as if she had spoken, he read into her simple words a thousand buried meanings—the tenderness of a profound, simple and inarticulate spirit, whose feelings were too deep for language, who had no words for them.


  When he got to the studio he found the two women waiting, but Starwick was not there. Ann was quietly, bluntly matter-of-fact as usual; Elinor almost hilariously gay, but beneath her gaiety he sensed at once a deep and worried perturbation, a worn anxiety that shone nakedly from her troubled eyes.


  They told him that on their return from Rheims, Starwick had left the studio to meet Alec and had not been seen since. No word from him had they had that night or the day before, and now, on the second day since his disappearance, their anxiety was evident.


  But during lunch—they ate at a small restaurant in the neighborhood, near the Montparnasse railway station—Elinor kept up a gay and rapid conversation, and persisted in speaking of Starwick’s disappearance as a great lark—the kind of thing to be expected from him.


  “Perfectly insane, of course!” she cried, with a gay laugh. “But then, it’s typical of him: it’s just the kind of thing that kind would do. Oh, he’ll turn up, of course,” she said, with quiet confidence, “—he’ll turn up in a day or two, after some wild adventure that no one in the world but Francis Starwick could have had. ... I mean!” she cried, “picking that Frenchman—Alec—up the way he did the other night. Utterly mad, of course!” she said gaily. “—But then, there you are! It wouldn’t be Frank if he didn’t!”


  “I see nothing very funny about it,” said Ann bluntly. “It looks like a pretty rotten mess to me. We know nothing at all about that Frenchman—who he is, what he does; we don’t even know his name. For all you know he may be one of the worst thugs or criminals in Paris.”


  “Oh, I know, my dear—but don’t be absurd!” Elinor protested. “The man’s all right—Frank’s always picking up these people—it always turns out all right in the end—oh, but of course!” she cried, as if dispelling a troubling thought from her mind—“Of course it will! It’s too ridiculous to allow yourself to be upset like this!”


  But in spite of her vigorous assurance, her eyes were full of care, and of something painful and baffled, an almost naked anguish.


  He left them after lunch, promising to meet them again for dinner. Starwick had not come back. When they had finished dinner, the two women went back to the studio to wait for Starwick’s possible return, and Eugene went to look for him in Montmartre, promising to let them know at once if he found Starwick or got news of him. When he got to Montmartre, he made a round first of all the resorts which Starwick had liked best and frequented most, as Eugene remembered them, of course; but no one had seen him since they had last been there all together. Finally, he went to the bistro in the Rue Montmartre, where they had first encountered Alec, and asked the soiled barman with the dark mistrustful eye, if he had seen either Alec or Starwick in the past three days. The man eyed him suspiciously for a moment before answering. Then he surlily replied that he had seen neither of them. In spite of the man’s denial, he stayed on, drinking one cognac after another at the bar, while it filled up, ebbed and flowed, with the mysterious rout and rabble of the night. He waited until four o’clock in the morning: neither Starwick nor Alec had appeared. He got into a taxi and was driven back across Paris to Montparnasse. When he got to the studio, the two women were still awake, waiting, and he gave them his disappointing news. Then he departed, promising to return at noon.


  All through that day they waited: the apprehension of the two women was now painfully evident, and Ann spoke bluntly of calling in the police. Towards six o’clock that evening, while they were engaged in vigorous debate concerning their course of action, there were steps along the alley-way outside, and Starwick entered the studio, followed by the Frenchman, Alec.


  Starwick was in excellent spirits, his eyes were clear, his ruddy face looked fresh, and had a healthy glow. In response to all their excited greetings and inquiries, he laughed gleefully, teasingly, and refused to answer. When they tried to find out from Alec where Starwick had been, he too smiled an engaging but malicious smile, shrugged his shoulders politely, and said: “I do not know, I s’ink he tells you if he v’ants—if not!” again he smiled, and shrugged politely. And this moody and secretive silence was never broken. Starwick never told them where he had been. Once or twice, during dinner, which was an hilarious one, he made casual and mysteriously hinting references to Brussels, but, in response to all of Elinor’s deft, ironic cross-examination, he only laughed his burbling laugh, and refused to answer.


  And she, finally defeated, laughed suddenly, a laugh of rich astonishment, crying: “Perfectly insane, of course! But then, what did I tell you? It’s just the sort of thing that Frank would do!”


  But, in spite of all her high light spirits, her gay swift laughter, her distinguished ease, there was in the woman’s eyes something the boy had never seen before: a horrible, baffled anguish of torment and frustration. And although her manner towards the Frenchman, Alec, was gracious, gay, and charming—although she now accepted him as “one of us,” and frequently said with warm enthusiasm that he was “a perfectly swell person—I like him so much!” there was often something in her eyes when she looked at him that it was not good to see.


  Alec was their guest, and Starwick’s constant companion, everywhere they went thereafter. And everywhere, in every way, he proved himself to be a droll, kind, courteous, witty and urbanely cynical person: a man of charming and engaging qualities, and delightful company. They never asked his name, nor inquired about his birth, his family, or his occupation. They seemed to accept his curious fellowship with Starwick as a matter-of-course: they took him on their daily round of cafés, restaurants, night-clubs, and resorts, as if he were a life-long friend of the family. And he accepted all their favors gracefully, politely, with wit and grace and charm, with a natural and distinguished dignity and ease. He, too, never asked disturbing questions; he was a diplomat by nature, a superb tactician from his birth. Nevertheless, the puzzled, doubting and inquiring expression in his eyes grew deeper day by day; his tongue was eloquently silent, but the question in his puzzled eyes could not be hidden, and constantly sought speech.


  As for Eugene, he now felt for the first time an ugly, disquieting doubt: suddenly he remembered many things—words and phrases and allusions, swift, casual darts and flashes of memory that went all the way back to the Cambridge years, that had long since been forgotten—but that now returned to fill his mind. And sometimes when he looked at Starwick, he had the weird and unpleasant sensation of looking at some one he had never seen before.


  [¬]


  LXXXV


  At the last moment, when it seemed that the argosy of their battered friendship was bound to sink, it was Elinor who saved it again. Ann, in a state of sullen fury, had announced that she was sailing for home the next week; Eugene, that he was going South to “some quiet little place where”—so did his mind comfortably phrase it—“he could settle down and write.” As for Starwick, he remained coldly, wearily, sorrowfully impassive; he accepted this bitter dissolution of their plans with a weary resignation at once sad and yet profoundly indifferent; his own plans were more wrapped in a mantle of mysterious and tragic secretiveness than ever before. And seeing the desperate state which their affairs had come to, and that she could not look for help from these three gloomy secessionists, Elinor instantly took charge of things again, and became the woman who had driven an ambulance in the war.


  “Listen, my darlings,” she said with a sweet, crisp frivolity, that was as fine, as friendly, as comforting, and as instantly authoritative as the words of a capable mother to her contrary children—“no one is going away; no one is going back home; no one is going anywhere except on the wonderful trip we’ve planned from the beginning. We’re going to start out next week, Ann and I will do the driving, you two boys can loaf and invite your souls to your hearts’ content, and when you see a place that looks like a good place to work in, we’ll stop and stay until you’re tired of working. Then we’ll go on again.”


  “Where?” said Starwick in a dead and toneless voice. “Go on where?”


  “Why, my dear child!” Elinor cried in a gay tone. “Anywhere! Wherever you like! That’s the beauty of it! We’re not going to be bound down by any program, any schedule: we shall stay where we like, and go anywhere our sweet selves desire.


  “I thought, however,” she continued in a more matter-of-fact way, “that we would go first to Chartres and then on to Touraine, stopping off at Orléans or Blois or Tours—anywhere we like, and staying as long as we care to. After that, we could do the Pyrenees and all that part of France: we might stop a few days at Biarritz and then strike off into the Basque country. I know incredible little places we could stop at.”


  “Could we see Spain?” asked Starwick, for the first time with a note of interest in his voice.


  “But, of course!” she cried. “My dear child, we can see anything, everything, go anywhere your heart desires. That’s the beauty of the whole arrangement. If you feel like writing, if you want to run down to Spain to get a little writing done—why, presto! chango! Alacazam!” she said gaily, snapping her fingers, “—the thing is done! There’s nothing simpler!”


  For a moment, no one spoke. They all sat entranced in a kind of unwilling but magical spell of wonder and delight. Elinor, with her power to make everything seem delightfully easy, and magically simple and exciting, had clothed that fantastic program with all the garments of naturalness and reason. Everything now seemed not only possible, but beautifully, persuasively practicable—even that ludicrous project of “running down to Spain to do a little writing,” that hopeless delusion of “stopping off and working, anywhere you like, until you are ready to go on again”—she gave to the whole impossible adventure not only the thrilling colors of sensuous delight and happiness, but also the conviction of a serious purpose, a reasonable design.


  And in a moment, Starwick, rousing himself from his abstracted and fascinated reverie, turned to Eugene and, with the old gleeful burble of laughter in his throat, remarked simply in his strangely fibred voice:


  “It sounds swell, doesn’t it?”


  And Ann, whose sullen, baffled look had more and more been tempered by an expression of unwilling interest, now laughed her sudden angry laugh, and said:


  “It would be swell if every one would only act like decent human beings for a change!”


  In spite of her angry words, her face had a tender, radiant look of joy and happiness as she spoke, and it seemed that all her hope and belief had returned to her.


  “But of course!” Elinor answered instantly, and with complete conviction. “And that’s just exactly how every one is going to act! Eugene will be all right,” she cried—“the moment that we get out of Paris! You’ll see! We’ve gone at a perfectly killing pace this last month or two! No one in the world could stand it! Eugene is tired, our nerves are all on edge, we’re worn out by staying up all night, and drinking, and flying about from one place to another—but a day or two of rest will fix all that. ... And that, my children, is just exactly what we’re going to do—now—at once!” She spoke firmly, kindly, with authority. “We’re getting out of Paris today!”


  “Where?” said Starwick. “Where are we going?”


  “We’re all going out to St. Germain-en-Laye to rest up for a day or two before we leave. We’ll stay at your pension, Francis, and you can pack your things while we’re out there, because you won’t be going back again. After that we’ll come back to Paris to spend the night—we won’t stay here over a day at the outside: Ann and I will clear our things out of the Studio, and Eugene can get packed up at his hotel—that should mean, let’s see,” she tapped her lips lightly with thoughtful fingers—“we should be packed up and ready to start Monday morning, at the latest.”


  “Hadn’t I better stay in town and do my packing now?” Eugene suggested.


  “Darling,” said Elinor softly, with a tender and seductive humor, putting her fingers on his arm—“you’ll do nothing of the sort! You’re driving out with us this afternoon! We all love you so much that we’re going to take no chance on losing you at the last minute!”


  And for a moment, the strange and almost noble dignity of Elinor’s face was troubled by a faint smile of pleasant, tender radiance, the image of the immensely feminine, gracious, and lovely spirit which almost grotesquely seemed to animate her large and heavy body.


  Thus, under the benevolent and comforting dictatorship of this capable woman, hope had been restored to them, and in gay spirits, shouting and laughing and singing, feeling an impossible happiness when they thought of the wonderful adventure before them, they drove out to St. Germain-en-Laye that afternoon. The late sun was slanting rapidly towards evening when they arrived: they left their car before an old café near the railway station, and for an hour walked together through the vast aisles of the forest, the stately, sorrowful design of that great planted forest, so different from anything in America, so different from the rude, wild sweep and savage lyricism of our terrific earth, and so haunted by the spell of time. It was the forest which Henry the Fourth had known so well, and which, in its noble planted colonnades, suggested an architecture of nature that was like a cathedral, evoked a sense of time that was ancient, stately, classical, full of sorrow and a tragical joy, and haunted forever by the pacings of noble men and women now long dead.


  When they came out of the forest at the closing hour—for in this country, in this ancient noble place, even the forests were controlled, and closed and opened by the measurements of mortal time—the old red sun of waning day had almost gone.


  For a time, they stood on the great sheer butte of St. Germain, and looked across the space that intervened between themselves and Paris. Below them in the valley, the Seine wound snakewise through a series of silvery silent loops, and beyond, across the fields and forests and villages, already melting swiftly into night, and twinkling with a diamond dust of lights, they saw the huge and smoking substance that was Paris, a design of elfin towers and ancient buildings and vast inhuman distances, an architecture of enchantment, smoky, lovely as a dream, seeming to be upborne, to be sustained, to float there like the vision of an impossible and unapproachable loveliness, out of a huge opalescent mist. It was a land of far Cockaigne, forever threaded by the eternity of its silver, silent river; a city of enfabled walls, like Carcassonne, and never to be reached or known.


  And while they looked it seemed to them that they heard the huge, seductive, drowsy murmur of that magic and eternal city—a murmur which seemed to resume into itself all of the grief, the joy, the sorrow, the ambitions, hopes, despairs, defeats and loves of humanity. And though all life was mixed and intermingled in that distant, drowsy sound, it was itself detached, remote, eternal and undying as the voice of time. And it hovered there forever in the timeless skies of that elfin city, and was eternally the same, no matter what men lived or died.


  They turned, and went into the old café near the station for an apéritif before dinner. It was one of those old, pleasantly faded cafés that one finds in little French towns. The place had the comfortable look and feel of an old shoe: the old, worn leather cushions, the chairs and tables, the mirrors in their frames of faded gilt, the old stained woods conveyed a general air of use, of peace, of homely shabby comfort, which suggested the schedule of generations of quiet people who had come here as part of the ordered ritual of a day, and which was so different from the feverish pulse, the sensual flash and glitter of the cafés of Paris. The noble peace and dignity of the great forest, and the magic vision of the time-enchanted city in the evening light, the silver, shining loops of its eternal river, still haunted their spirits, and filled their hearts with wonder and a tranquil joy. And the old café seemed to possess them, to make them its own, with its homely comfort: it was one of those places that one thinks of at once, instinctively, by a powerful intuition, as being a “good” place, and yet they could not have said why. As they came in, the proprietor smiled and spoke to them in a quiet, casual, and friendly manner as if he had always known them and, in a moment, when they were seated in the comfortable old leathers against the wall, their waiter came, and smilingly waited for their order. He was one of those waiters that one often sees abroad: an old man with a sharp, worn face, full of quiet humor and intelligence, an old, thin figure worn in service, but still spry and agile, a decent “family man” with wife and children, a man seasoned in humanity, whose years of service upon thousands of people had given him a character that was wise, good, honest, gentle, and a trifle equivocal. Each ordered an apéritif, the two women a cassis-vermouth, the two young men, Pernod: they talked quietly, happily, and with the weary, friendly understanding that people have when all their passion of desire and grief and conflict is past. The world that they had lived in for the last two months—that world of night and Paris and debauch—seemed like an evil dream, and the way before them now looked clear and plain.


  When they left the café, full dark had come: they got in the car and drove to the pension at the other end of town, where Elinor had already engaged rooms for all of them. It now turned out that Elinor had taken rooms for Starwick at this pension three months before, upon his arrival in Paris, but after the first two weeks he had not lived in them, although most of his clothing, books, and other belongings were still there. It was one more of his costly, wrong, and tragically futile efforts to find a place—some impossibly fortunate and favorable place that never would be found—where he could “settle down and get his writing done.”


  When the four friends got to the pension, dinner had already begun. A table had been reserved for them, and as they entered the dining-room, every one stopped eating—two dozen pairs of old dead eyes were turned mistrustfully upon the young people, and in a moment, all over the room, at every table, the old heads bent together eagerly in conspiratorial secrecy, a low greedy whispering went up.


  Starwick and Elinor were apparently already well and unfavorably known to the old pensionnaires. The moment they entered, in the vast and sibilant whispering that went around the room, envenomed fragments of conversation could be heard:


  “Ah, c’est lui! ... Et la dame aussi! ... Ils sont revenus ensemble. ... Mais, oui, oui!” At the next table to them an old hag with piled masses of dyed reddish hair, dressed in an old-fashioned dress bedecked with a thousand little gauds, peered at them for a moment with an expression of venomous and greedy curiosity, and then, leaning half across the table towards an old man with a swollen apoplectic face and thick white mustaches, and a little wizened old hag with the beady eyes of a reptile—possibly his wife—she hissed:


  “Mais oui! ... Oui! ... C’est lui, le jeune Américain! ... Personne ici ne l’a pas vu depuis trois mois.” The old man here muttered something in a choked and phlegmy sort of voice, and the old parrot-visaged hag straightened, struck her bony hand sharply on the table, and cried out in a comical booming note:


  “Mais justement! ... Justement! ... C’est comme vous voyez!” ... Here she lowered her voice again, and peering around craftily at Elinor and Frank, who were shaking with laughter, she muttered hoarsely:


  “Il n’est pas son mari! ... Il est beaucoup plus jeune. ... Mais non, mais non, mais non, mais non, mais non!” she cried with a rapid and violent impatience as the old man muttered out a question to her greedy ear.—“Elle est déjà mariée! ... Oui! Oui!” This last was boomed out positively, with an indignant glance at Elinor. “Mais justement! Justement! ... C’est comme vous voyez!”


  That night Elinor was instant, swift, and happy as a flash of light. There was nothing that she did not seem to apprehend immediately, to interpret instantly, to understand before a word could be spoken, and to translate at once into a mercurial hilarity which swept every one along with it, and made all share instantly in its wild swift gaiety, even when it would have been impossible to say why one was gay. The soup was served: it was a brown disquieting liquid in which were floating slices of some troubling and unknown tissue—a whitish substance of an obscenely porous texture. It was probably tripe: Eugene stared at it with a sullen and suspicious face, and as he looked up, Elinor rocked back in her chair with a gust of wild hilarity, placed her fingers across her mouth and laughed a rich and sudden laugh. Then, before he could speak, she placed light fingers swiftly on his arm, and said swiftly, gravely, in a tone of commiserating consent:


  “Yes, I know darling! I quite agree with you!——”


  “What is it?” he said dumbly, in a bewildered tone. “It looks like——”


  “Exactly! Exactly!” Elinor cried at once, before he could finish, and was swept by that wild light gale of merriment again—“That’s exactly what it looks like—and don’t say another word! We all agree with you!” She looked drolly at the uneasy liquid in the soup-plate, and then said, firmly and positively: “No, I think not! ... If you don’t mind, I’d rather not!”—and then seeing his face again, was rocked with rude and sudden laughter. “God!” she cried. “Isn’t it marvellous! Will you look at the poor kid’s face!”—And put light fingers gravely, swiftly, tenderly upon his arm again.


  The great wave of this infectious gaiety swept them along: it was a wonderful meal. Starwick’s burble of gleeful, rich humorous and suggestive laughter was heard again; Ann laughed her short and sudden laugh, but her face was radiant, happy, lovelier than it had ever been, everything seemed wonderfully good and pleasant to them. Elinor called the waitress and quietly sent the troubling soup away, but the rest of the meal was excellent, and they made a banquet of it with two bottles of the best Sauterne the pension afforded. Their hilarity was touched somewhat by the scornful patronage of bright young people among their dowdy elders, and yet they did not intend to be unkind: the whole place seemed to them a museum of grotesque relics put there for their amusement, they were determined to make a wonderful occasion of it, the suspicious eyes, greedy whisperings and conferring heads of the old people set them off in gales of laughter, and Elinor, after a glance around and a sudden peal of full rich laughter, would stifle her merriment with her fingers, and say:


  “Isn’t it marvellous! ... God! Isn’t it wonderful! ... Could any one have imagined it! ... Frank. ... Frank!” she said quietly in a small stifled tone, “will you look! ... Will you kindly take one look at the old girl with the dyed hair and all the thingumajigs, at the next table. ... And the major! ... And oh! If looks could kill! The things they are saying about us! ... I’m sure they think we’re all living in sin together. ... Such goings on!” she cried with a gay pretense of horror. “Such open barefaced goings on, my friends, right in the face of decent people! ... Now, is that terrible or not, Monsieur Duval, I ask you! ... Darling,” she said, turning to Starwick, and speaking in a tone of droll reproach, “don’t you feel a sense of guilt? ... Do you intend to do the right thing by a girl or not? ... Are you going to make an honest woman of me, or aren’t you? ... Come on, now, darling,” she said coaxingly, bending a little towards him, “set my tortured heart at rest! Just tell me that you intend to do the right thing by me! Won’t you?” she coaxed.


  “Quite!” said Starwick, his ruddy face reddening with laughter as he spoke. “But what—” the burble of gleeful and malicious laughter began to play in his throat as he spoke—“just what is the right thing? ... Do you mean?—” he trembled a little with soundless laughter, and then went on in a gravely earnest but uncertain tone—“do you mean that you want to live?”—he arched his eyebrows meaningly, and then said in a tone of droll impossibly vulgar insinuation—“you know what I mean—really live, you know?”


  “Frank!” she shrieked, and rocked back in her chair, covering her mouth with her fingers—“But not at all, darling,” she went on with her former ironic seriousness, “—you’re talking to an innocent maid from Boston, Mass., who doesn’t know what you mean—you beast!” she cried. “Don’t you know we Boston girls cannot begin to really live until you make an honest woman of us first?”


  “In that case,” Starwick said quietly, his face reddening again with laughter, “I should think we could begin to live at once. It seems to me that another man has already taken care of making you an honest woman!”


  “God!” shrieked Elinor, falling back in her chair with another burst of rich and sudden laughter. “Poor Harold! ... I had forgotten him! ... That’s all this place needs to make it perfect—Harold walking in right now to glare at us over the tops of his horn-rimmed spectacles——”


  “Yes,” said Starwick, “and your father and mother bringing up the rear and regarding me,” he choked, “—with very bitter looks—you know,” he said, turning to Eugene, “they feel quite bitterly towards me—they really do, you know. It’s obvious,” he said, “that they regard me as an unprincipled seducer who has defiled,” his voice trembled uncertainly again, “—who has defiled the virtue of their only darter!” he brought this word out with a droll and luscious nasality that made them howl with laughter.


  “But really,” he went on seriously, turning to Elinor as he wiped his laughter-reddened face with a handkerchief, “I’m sure that’s how they feel about it. When your mother and father came to the Studio the other day and found me there,”—Elinor’s parents were at that time in Paris—“your father glared at me in much the same way that Cotton Mather would look at Casanova. But quite! He really did, you know. I’m sure he thought you had become my concubine.”


  “But, darling,” Elinor replied, in her playful coaxing tone, “can’t I be your concubine? ... Oh, how mean you are!” she said reproachfully. “I do so want to be somebody’s concubine.” She turned to Eugene protestingly. “Now is that mean or not, I ask you! Here I am, a perfectly good well-meaning female thirty years old, brought up in Boston all my life, and with the best advantages. I’ve been a good girl all my life and tried to do the best I could for every one, but try as I will,” she sighed, “no one will help me out in my life-long ambition to be somebody’s concubine. Now is that fair or not—I ask you!”


  “But not at all!” said Starwick reprovingly. “Before you can realize your ambition you’ve got to go out first and get yourself a reputation! ... And,” he added, with a swift exuberant glance at the crafty whispering old heads and faces all around them, “—I think you’re getting one very fast.”


  They went upstairs immediately to the rooms that Elinor had engaged. Starwick had two comfortable big rooms in one wing of the pension; in his living-room a comfortable wood-fire had been laid and was crackling away lustily. Elinor had taken a small bedroom for Eugene, and a larger room for herself and Ann. In Ann’s room, a good wood-fire was also burning cheerfully. Elinor and Starwick obviously wanted to be alone to talk together—they conveyed this by a kind of mysterious more-to-this-than-meets-the-eye quietness that had been frequent with them during all these weeks. They announced that they were going for a walk.


  [¬]


  LXXXVI


  When they had gone, Eugene went to Ann’s door and knocked. She showed no surprise at seeing him, but stood aside sullenly until he had come in, and then closed the door behind him. Then she went back, sat down in a chair before the fire, and leaned forward upon her knees, and for some time stared dumbly and sullenly into the crackling flames.


  “Where are the others?” she said presently. “Have they gone out?”


  “Yes,” he said. “They went for a walk. They said they’d be gone about an hour.”


  “Yes,” she said cynically, “and they thought it would be good for me if you and I were left alone for a while. I’m such a grand person that something just has to be done for me. God!” she concluded bitterly, “I’m getting tired of having people do me good! I’m fed up with it!”


  He made no reply to this and she said nothing more. Her big body supported by her elbows, she continued to lean forward and stare sullenly into the flames.


  He had taken a seat in another chair, and at length the silence, and his position in the chair, and the girl’s sullen expression became painfully awkward, unhappy and embarrassing. He got up abruptly, took a pillow from the bed, threw it upon the floor, and lay down flat beside her chair, stretched out comfortably with his head to the dancing flames. The feel of the fire, its snap and crackle, the soft flare and fall of burned wood ash, and the resinous piny smell, together with the broad old wooden planking of the floor, the silence of the house and the feel of numb silent night outside, something homelike in the look of the room—these things, together with Ann’s big New England body leaned forward towards the fire, the sullen speechless integrity of her grand and lovely face, and the smell of her, which was the smell of a big healthy woman warmed by fire—all of these things filled his senses with something immensely strong, pleasant, and familiar, something latent in man’s blood, which he had not felt in many years, and that now was quiet but powerfully reawakened. It filled his heart, his blood, his senses with peace and certitude, with drowsy sensual joy, and with the powerful awakening of an old perception, like the re-discovery of an ancient faith, that the sensuous integument of life was everywhere the same, that the lives of people in this little town in France were the same as the lives of people in the town he came from, the same as the lives of people everywhere on earth. And after all the dark and alien world of night, of Paris, and another continent, which he had known now for several months, this re-discovery of the buried life, the fundamental structure of the great family of earth to which all men belong, filled him with a quiet certitude and joy.


  Ann did not move; bent forward, leaning on her knees, she continued to stare into the fire, and looking up at her warm, dark, sullen face, he fell asleep—into a sleep which, after all the frenzy and exhaustion of the last weeks, was as deep and soundless as if he were drugged.


  How long he lay asleep there on the floor he did not know. But he was wakened by the sound of her voice—a sullen monotone that spoke his name—that spoke his name quietly with a toneless, brooding insistence and that at first he thought he must have dreamed. It was repeated, again and again, quietly, insistently, without change or variation until he knew there was no doubt of it, that he no longer was asleep. And with something slow and strange and numb beating through him like a mighty pulse, he opened his eyes and looked up into her face. She had bent forward still more and was looking down at him with a kind of slow, brooding intensity, her face smoldering and drowsy as a flower. And even as he looked at her, she returned his look with that drowsy, brooding stare, and again, without inflection, spoke his name.


  He sat up like a flash and put his arms around her. He was beside her on his knees and he hugged her to him in a grip of speechless, impossible desire: he kissed her on the face and neck, again and again; her face was warm with the fire, her skin as soft and smooth as velvet; he kissed her again and again on the face, clumsily, thickly, with that wild, impossible desire, and with a horrible feeling of guilt and shame. He wanted to kiss her on the mouth, and he did not dare to do it: all the time that he kept kissing her and hugging her to him with a clumsy, crushing grip, he wanted her more than he had ever wanted any woman in his life, and at the same time he felt a horrible profanity in his touch, as if he were violating a Vestal virgin, trying to rape a nun.


  And he did not know why he felt this way, the reason for these senseless feelings of guilt and shame and profanation. He had been with so many whores, and casual loose promiscuous women, that he would have thought it easy to make love to this big, clumsy, sullen-looking girl, but now all he could do was to hug her to him in an awkward grip, to mutter foolishly at her, and to kiss her warm sullen face again and again.


  He tried to put his clumsy hand upon her breast, but the feeling of shame and profanation swept over him, and he could not keep it there. He put his hand upon her knee, and thrust it under the skirt: the warm flesh of her leg stung him like an electric shock and he jerked his hand away. And all the time the girl did nothing, made no attempt to resist or push him away, just yielded with a dumb sullen passiveness to his embraces, her face smoldering with a slow sullen passion that he could not fathom or define. He did not know why she had wakened him, why she had called his name, what meaning, what emotion lay behind her brooding look, her dumb and sullen passiveness, whether she yielded herself willingly to him or not.


  He did not know why he should have this sense of shame and guilt and profanation when he touched her. It may have come from an intrinsic nobility and grandeur in her person and in her character that made physical familiarity almost unthinkable; it may even have come in part from a feeling of social and class inferiority—a feeling which may be base and shameful, but to which young men are fiercely sensitive—the feeling which all Americans know and have felt cruelly, even those who scornfully deny that it exists and yet have themselves done most to foster it. Certainly he had at times been bitterly conscious of the girl’s “exclusiveness”—the fact that she was a member of “an old Boston family”—a wealthy, guarded, and powerfully entrenched group; he knew that a beautiful and desirable woman like Ann would have had many opportunities to pick and choose among wealthy men of her own class, and that he himself was just the son of a working-man.


  But most of all, he knew that, more than anything else, the thing that checked him now, that overpowered him with its loveliness, that filled his heart with longing and impossible desire, and at the same moment kept him from possession—was the passionate and bitter enigma of that strange and lovely thing which had shaped itself into his life and could never be lost, could never be forgotten, and was never to be known: the thing he knew by these two words—“New England.”


  And as the knowledge came to him he felt the greatest love and hatred for this thing that he had ever known. A kind of wild cursing anger, a choking expletive of frustration and despair possessed him. He took her by the arms and jerked her to her feet, and cursed her bitterly. And she came dumbly, passively, sullenly as before, neither yielding nor resisting, as he shook her, hugged her, cursed her incoherently in that frenzy of desire and frustrate shame:


  “Look here,” he panted thickly, shaking her. “Say something! ... Do something! ... Don’t stand there like a God-damned wooden Indian! ... Who the hell do you think you are, anyway? ... Why are you any better than any one else? ... Ann! Ann! Look at me! ... Speak! What is it? ... Oh, God-damn you!” he said with a savagely unconscious humor that neither of them noticed, “—but I love you! ... Oh, you big, dumb, beautiful Boston bitch,” he panted amorously, “—just turn your face to me—and look at me—and by God! I will! I will!” he muttered savagely, and for the first time, and with a kind of desperation, kissed her on the mouth, and glared around him like a madman and, without knowing what he was doing, began to haul and drag her along toward the bed, muttering—“By God, I’ll do it!—Oh, you sweet, dumb, lovely trollop of a Back Bay—Ann!” he cried exultantly. “Oh, by God, I’ll thaw you out, I’ll melt your ice, my girl—by God, I’ll open you!—Is it her arm, now?” he began gloatingly, and lifted her long arm with a kind of slow, rending ecstacy [ecstasy] and bit into her shoulder haunch, “or her neck, or her warm face and sullen mouth, or the good smell of her, or that lovely belly, darling—that white, lovely, fruitful Boston belly,” he gloated, “good for about a dozen babies, isn’t it?—or the big hips and swelling thighs, the long haunch from waist to knee—oh, you fertile, dumb, unplowed plantation of a woman—but I’ll plant you!” he yelled exultantly—“and the big, dumb eyes of her, and her long hands and slender fingers—how did you ever get such slender, graceful hands, you delicate, big—here! give me the hands now—and all the fine, long lady-fingers”—he said with gentle, murderous desire, and suddenly felt the girl’s long fingers trembling on his arm, took them in his hands and felt them there, and all her big, slow body trembling in his grasp, and was suddenly pierced with a wild and nameless feeling of pity and regret.


  “Oh, Ann, don’t,” he said, and seized her hand, and held it prayerfully. “Don’t look like that—don’t be afraid—oh, look here!” he said desperately again, and put his arms around her trembling shoulders and began to pat her soothingly. “—Please don’t act like that—don’t tremble so—don’t be afraid of me!—Oh, Ann, please don’t look at me that way—I didn’t mean it—I’m so God-damned sorry, Ann—Ah-h! it’s going to be all right! It’s going to be all right! I swear it’s going to be all right!” he stammered foolishly, and took her hand, and pleaded with her, not knowing what he was saying, and sick with guilt and shame and horror at the profanation of his act.


  Her breath was fluttering, coming uncertainly, panting short and quick and breathless like a frightened child; this and her slender hands, her long trembling fingers, the sight of her hands so strangely, beautifully delicate for such a big woman, filled him with an unspeakable anguish of remorse. She began to speak, a breathless, panting, desperate kind of speech, and he found himself desperately agreeing with everything she said, even though he did not hear or understand half of it!


  “... Mustn’t stay here,” she panted. “Let’s get out of here ... go somewhere ... anywhere ... I’ve got to talk to you. ... Something I’ve got to tell you!” she panted desperately. “... You don’t understand ... awful, horrible mistake!” she muttered. “... Got to tell you, now! ... Come on! Let’s go.”


  “Oh, yes—sure—anywhere, Ann. Wherever you say,” he agreed eagerly to everything she said: they put on their hats and coats with trembling haste, and were preparing to leave just as Starwick and Elinor returned.


  Starwick asked them where they were going: they said they were going for a walk. He said, “Oh!” non-committally. Both he and Elinor observed their flushed, excited manner, and trembling haste, with a curious and rather perturbed look, but said nothing more, and they departed.


  The pension was silent: every one had already gone to bed, and when they got out into the street, it was the same. It was a night of still, cold frost, and everywhere around them there were the strange, living presences of silence and of sleep. The houses had the closed, shuttered and attentive secrecy that houses in a small French town have at night, no one else seemed to be abroad: they strode rapidly along in the direction of the railway station, saying nothing for a time, their feet sounding sharply on the frozen ground as they walked.


  At length, beneath one of the sparse, infrequent street lamps, Ann paused, turned to him, and in a rapid, excited tone which was so different from her usual sullen curtness, began to speak:


  “Look here!” she said, “we’ve got to forget about all that tonight—about everything that happened! ... It was my fault,” she muttered, with a kind of dumb, spinsterly agony of conscience which, in its evocation of the straight innocence and integrity of her kind and person, was somehow pitiably moving—“I didn’t mean to lead you on,” she said naïvely. “I shouldn’t have let you get started.”


  “Oh, Ann,” he said, “you didn’t do anything! It wasn’t your fault! You couldn’t help it—I was the one who started it.”


  “No. No,” she muttered, with a kind of sullen, miserable doggedness. “It was all my fault. ... Could have stopped it.” She turned abruptly, miserably, and began to stride on again.


  “But Ann,” he began, with a kind of desperate persuasiveness, as he caught up with her, “don’t take it this way. ... Don’t worry about it like this! ... We didn’t do anything bad, honestly we didn’t!”


  “Oh,” she muttered without turning her head, “it was an awful thing—an awful thing to do to you! ... I’m so ashamed,” she muttered. “It was a rotten thing to do!”


  “But you did nothing!” he protested. “I’m the one!”


  “No, no,” she muttered again—“I started it ... I don’t know why. ... But I had no right ... there’s something you don’t understand.”


  “But what? What is it, Ann?” He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry over this dumb, spinsterly integrity of New England conscience which, it seemed to him, was taking the episode so bitterly to heart.


  She paused in her long stride below another street lamp, and turning, spoke sternly, desperately, to him:


  “Listen!” she said. “You’ve got to forget everything that happened tonight. ... I never knew you felt that way about me. ... You’ve got to forget about me. ... You must never think of me that way again!”


  “Why?” he said[.]


  “Because,” she muttered, “it’s wrong ... wrong.”


  “Why is it wrong?”


  She did not answer for a moment, and then, turning, looked him straight in the eye:


  “Because,” she said, with quiet bluntness, “nothing can come of it. ... I don’t feel that way about you.”


  He could not answer for a moment, and it seemed to him that a thin film of ice had suddenly hardened round his heart.


  “Oh,” he said presently; and, after a moment, added, “and don’t you think you ever could?”


  She did not answer, but began to walk rapidly ahead. He caught up with her again, took her by the arm and pulled her around to face him. He said sharply:


  “Answer me! Don’t you think you ever could?”


  Her face was full of dumb, sullen misery; she muttered:


  “There’s something you don’t understand—something you don’t know about.”


  “That’s not what I asked you. Answer me.”


  “No,” she muttered sullenly. “I can’t feel that way about you. ... I never will.” She turned with a miserable look in her face and began to walk again. The ring of ice kept hardening round his heart all the time; he caught up with her again, and again stopped her.


  “Listen, Ann. You’ve got to tell me why. I’ve got to know.”—She shook her head miserably and turned away, but he caught her, and pulled her back, saying in a sharper, more peremptory tone:


  “No, now—I’ve got to know. Is it because—you just never could feel that way about a fellow like me—because you could never think about me in that way——?”


  She didn’t answer for a moment; she just stood looking at him dumbly and miserably; and finally she shook her head in a movement of denial:


  “No,” she said. “It’s not that.”


  The ring of ice kept getting thicker all the time, it seemed he would not be able to speak the words, but in a moment he said:


  “Well, then, is it—is it some one else?”


  She made a sudden tormented movement of anguish and despair, and turning, tried to walk away. He seized her, and jerked her back to him, and said:


  “Answer me, God-damn it! Is that the reason why?”


  He waited a long moment before the answer came, and then she muttered it out so low he could scarcely hear it.


  “Yes,” she said, and wrenched her arm free. “Let me go.”


  He caught her again, and pulled her back. The ring of ice seemed to have frozen solid, and in that cold block he could feel his heart throbbing like a trip-hammer.


  “Who is it?” he said.


  She did not answer, and he shook her roughly. “You answer me. ... Is it some one you knew back home——?”


  “Let me go,” she muttered. “I won’t tell you.”


  “By God, you will,” he said thickly, and held her. “Who is it? Is it some one you met back home, or not?”


  “No!” she shouted, and wrenched free with a kind of stifled sob, and started ahead, almost running: “Leave me alone now! I won’t tell you!”


  A sudden flash of intuition, an instant flash of recognition and horror went through him like a knife. His heart seemed to have frozen solid, his breath to have stopped: he jumped for her like a cat, and whisking her around towards him, said:


  “Ann! Look at me a moment!” He put his fingers underneath her chin and jerked her face up roughly: “Are you in love with Starwick?”


  A long wailing note of dumb anguish and despair was torn from her; she tried to break from his grasp, and as she wrenched to get free, cried pitiably, in a terror-stricken voice:


  “Leave me alone! Leave me alone!”


  “Answer, God-damn you!” he snarled. “Is it Starwick or not?”


  With a last frenzied effort, she wrenched free, and screamed like a wounded animal:


  “Yes! Yes! ... I’ve told you now! Are you satisfied? Will you leave me alone?” And with a sobbing breath, she began to run blindly.


  He ran after her again, and caught up with her and took her in his arms, but not to embrace her, but just to hold her, stop her, somehow quiet, if he could, the wild, dumb, pitiable anguish of that big creature, which tore through the ventricles of his heart like a knife. He himself was sick with horror, and a kind of utter, paralyzing terror he had never felt before; he scarcely knew what he was doing, what he was saying, but the sight of that great, dumb creature’s anguish, that locked and inarticulate agony of grief, was more than he could bear. And cold with terror, he began to mumble with a thickened tongue: “Oh, but Ann, Ann!—Starwick, Starwick!—it’s no use! It’s no use!—Christ, what a shame! What a shame!” For suddenly he knew what Starwick was, what he had never allowed himself to admit that Starwick had become, and he kept mumbling thickly, “Christ! Christ! What a pity! What a shame!” not knowing what he was saying, conscious only, with a kind of sickening horror, of the evil mischance which had with such a cruel and deliberate perversity set their lives awry, and of the horrible waste and loss which had warped forever this grand and fertile creature’s life and which now would bring all her strength, her love, the noble integrity of her spirit, to barren sterile nothing.


  At the moment he had only one feeling, overwhelming and intolerable, somehow to quiet her, to stop, to heal this horrible wound of grief and love, to bring peace to her tormented spirit somehow, to do anything, use his life in any way that would give her a little peace and comfort.


  And he kept holding her, patting her on the shoulders, saying foolishly over and over again, and not knowing what he said:


  “Oh, it’s all right! ... It’s all right, Ann! ... You mustn’t look like this, you mustn’t act this way ... it’s going to be all right!” And knowing miserably, horribly, that it was not all right, that the whole design and fabric of their lives were ruinously awry, that there was a hurt too deep ever to heal, a wrong too cruel, fatal, and perverse ever to be righted.


  She stayed there in his arms, she turned her face into his shoulder, she put her slender, strong and lovely hands upon his arms and held on to him desperately, and there, in the frozen, sleeping stillness of that street in a little French town, she wept hoarsely, bitterly, dreadfully, like some great creature horribly wounded; and all he could do was hold on to her until the last torn cry of pain had been racked and wrenched out of her.


  When it was all over, and she had grown quiet, she dried her eyes, and looking at him with a dumb, pleading expression, she whispered miserably:


  “You won’t tell them? You won’t say anything to Frank about this, will you? You’ll never let him know?”


  And stabbed again by wild, rending pity, sick with horror at her devastating terror, he told her he would not.


  They walked home in silence through the frozen, sleeping streets. It was after midnight when they got back to the pension: the whole house was long ago asleep. As they went up the stairs a clock began to strike.


  [¬]


  LXXXVII


  He did not see her the next morning until it was time for lunch. She had gone out early with the big Alsatian dog, and had spent the morning walking in the forest. During the morning he told Elinor and Starwick that he was going back to Paris. Starwick said nothing at all, but Elinor after a moment’s silence, said coldly, and with a trace of sarcasm:


  “Very well, my dear. You’re the doctor. If the lure of the great city has proved too much for you, go you must.” She was silent for a moment, and then said ironically, “Does this mean that we are not to have the honor of your distinguished company on our trip? ... Really,” she said curtly, “I wish you’d try to make up your mind what you’re going to do. ... The suspense, darling, is growing quite unbearable. If you’re trying to break it to us gently,” she went on poisonously, “I beg of you to let the blow fall now, and not to spare us any longer. After all,” she said with a kind of evil drollery, “we may manage to survive the shock. ... Really, I should like to know,” she said sharply, as he did not answer. “If you’re not going, we’ll get some one else to take your place—we wanted a fourth party to help share in the expenses,” she added venomously, “and I’d like to know at once what your intentions are.”


  He stared at her with a smoldering face and with a swelter of hot and ugly anger in his heart, but as usual, her envenomed attack was too quick and sudden for him. Before he could answer, even as his tongue was blundering at a hot reply, she turned swiftly away, and with an air of resignation, said to Starwick:


  “Will you try to find out what his intentions are? I can’t find out what he wants to do. Apparently,” she concluded in a rich, astounded voice, “—apparently, your young friend is tongue-tied.” She walked away, contained and beautifully self-possessed as ever, save for two angry spots of color in her face.


  When she had gone, Starwick turned to him, and said with quiet reproof:


  “You ought to let her know. You really ought, you know.”


  “All right!” he said quickly and hotly, “I’m letting you know right now. I’m not going.”


  Starwick said nothing for a moment, then with a quiet, weary, and sorrowful resignation, he said:


  “I’m sorry, Gene.”


  The other said nothing, but just stood looking at Starwick with eyes which were cold and hard and ugly with their hate. Starwick’s quiet words, the almost Christ-like humility with which he uttered them, now seemed to him to be nothing but the mask of a sneering arrogance of pride and contemptuous assurance, the badge of his immeasurable good fortune. With cold, measuring eyes of hate he looked at Starwick’s soft and graceful throat, the languid indolence of his soft, voluptuously graceful figure, and with murderous calculation he thought: “How easy it would be for me to twist that damned, soft neck of yours off your shoulders! How easy it would be to take that damned, soft body in my hands and break it like a rotten stick across my knees! Oh, you damned, soft, pampered makeshift of a human being—you thing of cunning tricks and words and accents—you synthetic imitation of a living artist—you dear, damned darling of æsthetic females—you Boston woman’s lap-dog, you——”


  The foul words thickened to a swelter of blind hate and murder in his heart, and would not give him ease, or phrase the choking and intolerable burden of his hate; the light of hate and murder burned in his naked eye, curled his hands into two rending paws of savage power in which he seemed to feel the substance of that warm, soft throat between the strangling grip of his long fingers; and all the time he felt hopelessly tricked, outwitted, beaten by the very nakedness of his surrender to his hate, beaten by something too subtle, soft and cunning for him ever to grasp, by something which, for so it now seemed, would always beat him, by something whose impossible good fortune it would always be to take from him the thing he wanted most.


  A thousand times he had foreseen this thing. A thousand times, he had foreseen, as young men will foresee, the coming of the enemy—and always he had pictured him in a definite form and guise. Always he had come, armed in insolence and power, badged with the open menace of the jeering word, the sneering tongue, the brandished fist. Always he had come to strike terror to the heart with naked threat and open brag, to try to break the heart and courage of another man, to win his jeering domination of another’s life, by violence and brutal courage. He had never come by stealth but always by the frontal attack, and the youth, like every youth alive, had sworn that he would be ready for him when he came, would meet him fiercely and without retreat, and would either conquer him or most desperately lie dead before he yielded to the inexpiable shame of foul dishonor.


  And now the enemy had come, but in no way that he had ever known, in no guise that he had ever pictured. The enemy had come, not armed in brutal might and open brag and from the front, but subtle, soft, and infinitely cunning, and from a place, and in a way that he had never foreseen. The enemy had come behind the mask of friendship, he had come with words of praise, with avowals of proud belief and noble confidence, in an attitude of admiration and humility—had come in such a way, and even as he spoke the words of praise and proud belief in him, had taken from him what he wanted most in life, and had not seemed to take it, or to want it, or to care.


  Starwick and Elinor had quarrelled again: this time it was because he too had decided to go back to Paris that afternoon. No one but Elinor knew the purpose of his going; and that purpose, whatever it was, did not please her. When Eugene entered the dining-room for his last meal with them, they were at it hammer and tongs, totally oblivious of the sensation they were causing among the whispering and conspiring old men and women all about them. Or, if not oblivious, they were indifferent to it: even in their quarrels they kept their grand and rare and special manner—a manner which more and more conceived the universe as an appropriate backdrop for the subtle and romantic complications of their own lives, and which, in its remote and lofty detachment from the common run of man, said that here was an intercourse of souls that was far too deep and rare for the dull conscience of the world to apprehend.


  Elinor was talking earnestly, positively, an accent rich, yet sharp, cultivated, yet formidably assured, a well-mannered authority, positive with denial and the conviction of experience.


  “You cannot do it! I tell you that you cannot do it! You will come a cropper if you do!”


  Starwick’s face was flushed deeply with anger; he answered quietly in a mannered tone filled with a sense of outrage and indignation:


  “I resent that very much,” he said. “It is very wrong, and very unfair of you to speak that way! I resent it!” he said quietly, but with stern reproof.


  “Sorry!” she clipped the word out curt and brusque, the way the English say it. “If you resent it, you resent it—and that’s that! But after all, my dear, what else do you expect? If you insist on bringing any little cut-throat you pick up in a Montmartre bistro along with you everywhere you go, your friends are going to complain about it! And they’ve a right to!”


  “I resent that very much!” he said again, in his mannered tone.


  “Sorry!” she said crisply, curtly, as before. “But that’s the way I feel about it!” She looked at him for a moment, and then, suddenly shaking her head in a short and powerful movement, she said in a whispering shudder of revulsion and disgust:


  “No good, Frank! ... I’m willing to make all the allowances I can ... but the man’s no good—no good! ... He just won’t do!” Her tone was the tone of a powerful New Englander, of “fibre,” character and breeding, putting the final dogma of his judgment upon an inferior person who “just won’t do.”


  And again, Starwick, two spots of bright color burning in his cheeks, said coldly, quietly, and with an inflexible obstinacy:


  “I resent that very much!”


  He had apparently decided that Alec, the Frenchman they had met in a Montmartre bar one night, and who had accompanied them on most of their expeditions since, should be their guest in their forthcoming travels over France. Moreover, with that arrogant secretiveness that was characteristic of him, Frank had made an appointment to meet the Frenchman in Paris that evening, and had not until that morning informed any one of his intentions. This was the cause of the quarrel.


  As Eugene entered, they looked up at him indifferently, and resumed their quarrel; Ann came in a little later, sat down without speaking, and began to eat in sullen silence. It was an unpleasant meal. Elinor assumed her customary manner of gay, light raillery, but this time, in powerful contrast to her hilarious good spirits of the night before, she was full of spite and malice—the angry desire of her tormented spirit to sting and wound as if, by causing pain to others, she could in some measure assuage her own.


  “Darling,” she said to Eugene, in her deft, malicious way, “I do hope you’re not going to forget all about me now that you’re deserting me? ... Won’t you write me now and then to cheer me up? ... Or is this going to be good-bye forever! ... Because, darling, if it is, I want you to say so right out ... no matter how it hurts, I’d rather know the worst right now, so that I can go out in the garden and eat worms, or howl, or beat my head against the wall, or something,” she said drolly, but with a glint of spiteful motive in her eyes and in her smooth tone that left no doubt of her intention.—“Won’t you say it ain’t so, darling? ... I mean, won’t you remember me long enough sometime just to write a letter to me ... I don’t care how short it is if you’ll just write and let me know that you still care,” she said maliciously. “... Come on, darling,” she added coaxingly, leaning towards him, “say you will. ... Promise to write me just a little letter ... just a teeny-weeny little one like that,” she measured drolly between two fingers, and then, while he glared at her with a hot face and angry eyes, she got in the instant, deft, decisive stroke before he could think up an answer; and so concluded it:


  “Good!” she said swiftly, and patted him quickly, decisively, on the arm: “God bless you, darling! I knew you would!”


  They finished lunch in a sullen and unhappy silence. After lunch, Eugene went upstairs, packed and closed his valise and came down and paid his bill. When he got outside, Elinor was sitting in the car, waiting for him. Starwick had not yet come down.


  “Put your suitcase in behind,” she said curtly, “and do tell Frank to hurry if he’s coming. There’s not much time.”


  “Where’s Ann?” he said. “Is she coming with us to the station?”


  “My dear,” she said coldly, “I haven’t the remotest idea. Why don’t you ask her yourself if you want to know?”


  He flushed again; and then with a feeling of painful embarrassment and constraint, said:


  “Elinor—if you don’t mind—that is—I’d like——”


  “What?” she said curtly, impatiently, and sharply, turning in her seat and looking at him. “You’d like what?”


  “If you don’t mind,” he said, gulping with embarrassment, and at the same moment enraged that he should feel so——


  “—My money!” he blurted out.


  “What? ... What?” she demanded again, in a brusque, puzzled tone. “Oh!” she cried with a sudden air of enlightenment. “Your money! ... You mean those express checks you gave me to keep for you?”


  “Yes,” he said miserably, feeling an inexplicable shame and embarrassment at having to ask for his own money, and inwardly cursing the folly which, in the rush of affection that followed their recent reconciliation, had caused him to give every cent he had into her keeping—“if you don’t mind—that is——”


  “But of course, my child!” cried Elinor, with a fine air of astonishment. “You shall have it at once!”—and opening her purse she took out the thin little, black folder that contained all the money he had left—three express checks of twenty-dollar denomination. “Here you are, sir!” she said, and gave it to him in such a way that he felt again a sense of guilt and shame as if he were acting meanly towards her, or were taking something that did not belong to him.


  “I’m sorry,” he stammered apologetically, “—sorry to have to ask you for it, Elinor—but you see it’s all I’ve got left.”


  “It is?” she said curtly. “What did you do with all the rest that you had when we met you?”


  “I—I guess I spent it,” he stammered.


  The answer came, and buried itself in his heart, as quick, as cold, as poisonous as a striking snake:


  “You did?” she said curtly. “I wonder where. I’m sure you didn’t spend any of it while you were with us.”


  He could have strangled her. The veins stood out upon his forehead like cords, his face was brick-red, and for a moment he went blind with the rush of hot, choking blood to his head. He tried to speak, his throat worked convulsively, but no words came: he just stood there goggling at her stupidly with an inflamed face, uttering a few incoherent croaks. Before he could think of anything to say, she had escaped again: Starwick and Ann were coming out of the pension, and she was speaking to them swiftly, telling them to make haste.


  No one spoke during the ride to the station. He sat on the back seat beside Ann and the big Alsatian dog; Starwick and Elinor were in front. When they got to the station, the clock still lacked more than five minutes to train-time. He and Starwick bought third-class fares, and went outside where the women were still waiting for them. Starwick and Elinor walked away a few yards and began their quarrel again; Ann said nothing, but looked at him dumbly, miserably, a look that tore at him with pity and wild regret, and that made him weak and hollow with his blind, impossible desire.


  They looked at each other with angry, sullen eyes, tormented with the perverse and headstrong pride of youth, unwilling to make concessions or relent, even when each desperately wanted the other to do so.


  “Good-bye,” he said, and held out his hand. “Good-bye, Ann.”


  “What do you mean—?” she began angrily. “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m saying good-bye,” he said doggedly.


  “You mean you’re not coming with us?”


  For a moment he did not answer and then, nodding towards Elinor, he said bitterly:


  “Your lady friend there doesn’t seem to want me very much. She doesn’t seem to think I bear my fair share of the expense.”


  “What did she say to you?” the girl asked.


  “Oh, nothing,” he said in a quiet, choking tone of fury. “Nothing in particular. Just one of those friendly little things I’ve come to look for. She just said she didn’t know what I’d done with my money—that I hadn’t spent any of it while I was with you.”


  Her face got brick-red with a heavy, smoldering flush, she looked towards Elinor with angry eyes, and then muttered:


  “It was a rotten thing to say!” Turning towards him again, she said in a low tone:


  “Do you mean then that you’ve given up the trip? You’re not coming with us?”


  “That’s what I’ve told you, isn’t it?” he said harshly. “What else do you expect?”


  She looked at him sullenly, angrily, a moment longer; and suddenly her eyes were wet with tears.


  “It’s going to be a fine trip for me, isn’t it?” she muttered. “I’ve got a lot to look forward to, haven’t I?”


  “Oh, you’ll get along, I guess,” he jeered. “I don’t think you’re going to miss my company very much.” And felt a desperate hope that she would.


  “Oh, it’s going to be charming, charming, isn’t it!” she said bitterly. “Nothing to do but hold down the back seat alone with the dog—while they,” she nodded towards Elinor and Starwick—“are up there having their wonderful talks together—leaving me alone to watch the dog while they stay out all night together—oh, it’s going to be simply wonderful, isn’t it!” she said with an infuriated sarcasm.


  “So that’s the reason I was wanted?” he said. “To keep you company on the back seat! To take the place of the dog! To make it look good, eh—to make the party look a little more respectable back in Boston when they hear of Mr. Starwick and his two lady friends! That’s why you wanted me, is it? To fill in extra space—to be a kind of damned male nurse and chaperon to you and Elinor and Frank Starwick——”


  She took a step towards him and stopped, her hands clenched beside her, her eyes shot with tears, her big body trembling for a moment with baffled anger and despair:


  “God-damn you!” she said in a small, choked voice; and, her hands still clenched, she turned away abruptly to hide her tears.


  At this moment Starwick approached and, his ruddy face flushing as he spoke, he said quietly, casually:


  “Ann, look! Will you let me have a thousand francs?”


  She turned around, glared at Starwick for a moment with angry, reddened eyes and then, to his astonishment and her own, boomed out comically, and in an enraged tone:


  “No—o!”


  His face went crimson with embarrassment, but after looking at her steadily for a moment, he turned, and walked back to Elinor. In a moment she could be heard saying coldly, positively:


  “... I am sorry, Francis, but I cannot! ... You should have thought about all that before! ... If you won’t stay out here and go in with us tomorrow, you’ll have to do the best you can by yourself. ... No, sir, I cannot ... if you want to put it that way, yes; I won’t, then! ... I do not like the man. ... I thoroughly disapprove of what you’re doing. ... I will not help you!”


  Some low, excited words passed between them, and in a moment Starwick said:


  “You have no right to say that! I resent that very much!”


  His ruddy face was deeply flushed with anger and humiliation; he turned abruptly on his heel and walked away without farewell. At this moment the guards could be heard calling, “En voiture! En voiture, messieurs!” and Elinor, glancing towards Ann and Eugene, said curtly:


  “If you’re going to catch that train, you’ll have to hurry!”


  Eugene turned to say good-bye to Ann; she paid no attention to his outstretched hand but stood, her hands clenched, glaring angrily at him with wet eyes.


  “Good-bye!” he said roughly. “Aren’t you going to say good-bye?”


  She made no answer, but just stood glaring at him, and then turned away.


  “All right,” he said angrily. “Do as you like!”


  Without a word to Elinor, he picked up his valise, ran into the station and got through the gates just as the little suburban train began to move. Starwick was climbing up into a compartment, Eugene followed him, flung his valise inside, and clambered in, breathless, just as a guard with a remonstrant face slammed the door behind him.


  [¬]


  LXXXVIII


  During the journey back to Paris, Eugene and Starwick said little. The two young men were the sole occupants of the compartment, they sat facing each other, looking out through the windows with gloomy eyes. The gray light of the short, winter’s day was fading rapidly: when they entered Paris dusk had come; as the train rattled over the switchpoints in the yard-approaches to the Gare St. Lazare, they could see lights and life and sometimes faces in the windows of the high, faded buildings near the tracks. Through one window, in a moment’s glimpse, Eugene saw a room with a round table with a dark cloth upon it, and with the light of a shaded chandelier falling on it, and a dark-haired boy of ten or twelve leaning on the table, reading a book, with his face propped in his hands, and a woman moving busily about the table, laying it with plates and knives and forks. And as the train slackened speed, he saw, high up in the topmost floor of an old house that rose straight up from the tracks, a woman come to the window, look for a moment at a canary-bird cage which was hanging in the window, reach up and take it from its hook. She had the rough, blowsy, and somewhat old-fashioned look of a whore of the Renoir period; and yet she was like some one he had known all his life.


  They passed long strings of silent, darkened railway compartments, and as they neared the station, several suburban trains steamed past them, loaded with people going home. Some of the trains were the queer little double-deckers that one sees in France: Eugene felt like laughing every time he saw them and yet, with their loads of Frenchmen going home, they too were like something he had always known. As the train came into the station, and slowed down to its halt, he could see a boat-train ready for departure on another track. Sleek as a panther, groomed, opulent, ready, purring softly as a cat, the train waited there like a luxurious projectile, evoking perfectly, and at once, the whole structure of the world of power and wealth and pleasure that had created it. Beyond it one saw the whole universe of pleasure—a world of great hotels, and famed resorts, the thrilling structure of the huge, white-breasted liners, and the slanting race and drive of their terrific stacks. One saw behind it the dark coast of France, the flash of beacons, the gray, fortressed harbor walls, the bracelet of their hard, spare lights, and beyond, beyond, one saw the infinite beat and swell of stormy seas, the huge nocturnal slant and blaze of liners racing through immensity, and forever beyond, beyond, one saw the faint, pale coasts of morning and America, and then the spires and ramparts of the enfabled isle, the legendary and aerial smoke, the stone and steel, of the terrific city.


  Now their own train had come to a full stop, and he and Starwick were walking up the quay among the buzzing crowd of people.


  Starwick turned and, flushing painfully, said in a constrained and mannered tone:


  “Look! Shall I be seeing you again?”


  Eugene answered curtly: “I don’t know. If you want to find me, I suppose I shall be at the same place, for a time.”


  “And after that?—Where will you go?”


  “I don’t know,” he answered brusquely again. “I haven’t thought about it yet. I’ve got to wait until I get money to go away on.”


  The flush in Starwick’s ruddy face deepened perceptibly, and, after another pause, and with obvious embarrassment, he continued as before:


  “Look! Where are you going now?”


  “I don’t know, Francis,” he said curtly. “To the hotel, I suppose, to leave my suitcase and see if they’ve still got a room for me. If I don’t see you again, I’ll say good-bye to you now.”


  Starwick’s embarrassment had become painful to watch; he did not speak for another moment, then said:


  “Look! Do you mind if I come along with you?”


  He did mind; he wanted to be alone; to get away as soon as he could from Starwick’s presence and all the hateful memories it evoked, but he said shortly:


  “You can come along if you like, of course, but I see no reason why you should. If you’re going to the studio we can take a taxi and you can let me off at the hotel. But if you’re meeting somebody over on this side later on, why don’t you wait over here for him?”


  Starwick’s face was flaming with shame and humiliation; he seemed to have difficulty in pronouncing his words and when he finally turned to speak, the other youth was shocked to see in his eyes a kind of frantic, naked desperation.


  “Then, look!” he said, and moistened his dry lips. “Could you let me have some—some money, please?”


  Something strangely like terror and entreaty looked out of his eyes:


  “I’ve got to have it,” he said desperately.


  “How much do you want?”


  Starwick was silent, and then muttered:


  “I could get along with 500 francs.”


  The other calculated swiftly: the sum amounted at the time to about thirty dollars. It was almost half his total remaining funds but—one look at the desperate humiliation and entreaty of Starwick’s face, and a surge of savage, vindictive joy swept through him—it would be worth it.


  “All right,” he nodded briefly, and started to walk forward again.


  “You come with me while I leave this stuff at the hotel and later on we’ll see if we can’t get these checks cashed.”


  Starwick consented eagerly. From that time on, Eugene played with him as a cat plays with a mouse. They got a taxi and were driven across the Seine to his little hotel, he left Starwick below while he went upstairs with his valise, promising to “be down in a minute, after I’ve washed up a bit,” and took a full and leisurely three-quarters of an hour. When he got downstairs, Starwick’s restless manner had increased perceptibly: he was pacing up and down, smoking one cigarette after another. In the same leisurely and maddening manner, they left the hotel. Starwick asked where they were going: Eugene replied cheerfully that they were going to dinner at a modest little restaurant across the Seine. By the time they had walked across the bridge, and through the enormous arches of the Louvre, Starwick was gnawing his lips with chagrin. In the restaurant, Eugene ordered dinner and a bottle of wine; Starwick refused to eat, Eugene expressed regret and pursued his meal deliberately. By the time he had finished, and was cracking nuts, Starwick was almost frantic. He demanded impatiently to know where they were going, and the other answered chidingly:


  “Now, Frank, what’s the hurry? You’ve got the whole night ahead of you: there’s no rush at all. ... Besides, why not stay here a while? It’s a good place. Don’t you think so? I discovered it all by myself!”


  Starwick looked about him, and said:


  “Yes, the place is all right, I suppose, the food looks good—it really does, you know—but God!” he snarled bitterly, “how dull! how dull!”


  “Dull?” Eugene said chidingly, and with an air of fine astonishment. “Frank, Frank, such language—and from you! Is this the poet and the artist, the man of feeling and of understanding, the lover of humanity? Is this grand, is this fine, is this swell?” he jeered. “Is this the lover of the French—the man who’s more at home here than he is at home? Why, Frank, this is unworthy of you: I thought that every breath you drew was saturated with the love of France. I thought that every pulse-beat of your artist’s soul beat in sympathy with the people of this noble country. I thought that you would love this place—find it simply swell,” he sneered, “and very grand and most amusing—and here you turn your nose up at the people and call them dull—as if they were a lot of damned Americans! Dull! How can they be dull, Frank? Don’t you see they’re French? ... Now this boy here, for example,” he pointed to a bus-boy of eighteen years who was noisily busy piling dishes from a table onto a tray.—“Isn’t he a sweet person, Frank?” he went on with an evil, jeering mimicry—“and there’s something very grand and enormously moving about the way he piles those dishes on a tray,” he continued with a deliberate parody of Starwick’s mannered accent. “—I mean, the whole thing’s there—it really is, you know—it’s like that painting by Cimabue in the Louvre that we both like so much—you know the one of the Madonna with the little madonnas all around her.—I mean the way he uses his hands—Look!” he crooned rapturously as the bus-boy took a thick, blunt finger and vigorously wiped his rheumy nose with it. “—Now where, where, Frank,” he said ecstatically, “could you find anything like that in America? I mean, the grace, the dignity, the complete unselfconsciousness with which that boy just wiped his nose across his finger—or his finger across his nose—Hah! hah! hah!—I get all confused, Frank—really!—the movement is so beautiful and fluid—it’s hard to say just which is which—which does the wiping—nose or finger—I mean, the whole thing’s quite incredible—and most astonishing—the way it comes back on itself: it’s like a fugue, you know,” and looking at the other earnestly, he said deeply: “You see what I mean, don’t you?”


  Starwick’s face had flamed crimson during the course of this jeering parody: he returned the other’s look with hard eyes, and said with cold succinctness:


  “Quite! ... If you don’t mind, could we go along now and,”—his flush deepened and he concluded with painful difficulty, “... and ... and do what you said you would!”


  “But of course!” the other cried, with another parody of Starwick’s tone and manner. “At once! Immediately! Tout de suite! ... as we say over here! ... Now, there you are!” he said enthusiastically. “There you are, Frank! ... Tout de suite!” he murmured rapturously. “Tout de suite! ... Not ‘at once!’ Not‘right away!’ Not ‘immediately!’ But tout de suite! ... Ah, Frank, how different from our own coarse tongue! Quel charme! Quelle musique! Quelle originalité! ... I mean, the whole thing’s there! ... It really is, you know!”


  “Quite” said Starwick as before, and looked at him with hard, embittered eyes. “Could we go now?”


  “Mais oui, mais oui, mon ami! ... But first, I want you to meet yon noble youth who wipes his nose with such a simple unaffected dignity, and is, withal, so French about it! ... I know him well, we artists have the common touch, n’est-ce pas? Many a time and oft have we talked together. ... Why, Frank, you’re going to love him like a brother ... the whole, great heart of France is beating underneath that waiter’s jacket ... and, ah! such grace, such flashing rapier-work of Gallic wit, such quick intelligence and humor. ... Ecoutez, garçon!” he called; the boy turned, startled, and then, seeing the young men, his thick lips slowly wreathed themselves in a smile of amiable stupidity. He came towards them smiling eagerly, a clumsy boy of eighteen years with the thick features, the dry, thick lips, the blunted, meaty hands and encrusted nails of the peasant. It was a face of slow, wondering intelligence, thick-witted, unperceptive, flushed with strong, dark color, full of patient earnestness, and animal good-nature.


  “Bonsoir, monsieur,” he said, as he came up. “Vous désirez quelque-chose?” And he grinned at them slowly, with a puzzled, trustful stare.


  “But yes, my boy! ... I have been telling my friend about you, and he wants to meet you. He is, like me, an American ... but a true friend of France. And so I told him how you loved America!”


  “But yes, but yes!” the boy cried earnestly, clutching eagerly at the suggestion. “La France and l’Amérique are of the true friends, n’est-ce pas, monsieur?”


  “You have reason! It’s as you say!”


  “Vashingtawn!” the boy cried suddenly, with a burst of happy inspiration.


  “But yes! But yes! ... Lafayette!” the other yelled enthusiastically.


  “Pair-shing!” the boy cried rapturously. “La France et l’Amérique!” he passionately proclaimed, and he turned slowly to Starwick, joined his thick, blunt fingers together, and thrusting them under Starwick’s nose, nodded his thick head vigorously and cried: “C’est comme ça! ... La France et l’Amérique!”—he shook his thick, joined fingers vigorously under Starwick’s nose again, and said: “Mais oui! Mais oui! ... C’est toujours comme ça!”


  “Oh, my God!” groaned Starwick, turning away, “how dull! How utterly, unspeakably dreary!”


  “Monsieur?” the boy spoke inquiringly, and turned blunt, puzzled features at Starwick’s dejected back.


  Starwick’s only answer was another groan: flinging a limp arm over the back of his chair, he slumped in an attitude of exhausted weariness. The boy turned a patient, troubled face to the other youth, who said, in an explanatory way:


  “He is profoundly moved. ... What you have said has touched him deeply!”


  “Ah-h!” the boy cried, with an air of sudden, happy enlightenment, and thus inspired, began with renewed ardor, and many a vigorous wag of his thick and earnest beak, to proclaim:


  “Mais c’est vrai! C’est comme je dis! ... La France et l’Amérique—” he intoned anew.


  “Oh, God!” groaned Starwick without turning, and waved a feeble and defeated arm. “Tell him to go away!”


  “He is deeply moved! He says he can stand no more!”


  The boy cast an earnest and immensely gratified look at Starwick’s dejected back, and was on the point of pushing his triumph farther, when the proprietor angrily called to him, bidding him be about his work and leave the gentlemen in peace.


  He departed with obvious reluctance, but not without vigorously nodding his thick head again, proclaiming that “La France et l’Amérique sont comme ça!” and shaking his thick, clasped fingers earnestly in a farewell gesture of racial amity.


  When he had gone, Starwick looked around wearily, and in a dispirited tone said:


  “God! What a place! How did you ever find it! ... And how do you manage to stand it!”


  “But look at him, Frank ... I mean, don’t you just lo-o-ve it?” he jibed. “I mean, there’s something so grand and so simple and so unaffected about the way he did it! It’s really quite astonishing! It really is, you know!”


  The poor bus-boy, indeed, had been intoxicated by his sudden and unaccustomed success. Now, as he continued his work of clearing tables and stacking dishes on a tray, he could be seen nodding his thick head vigorously and muttering to himself: “Mais oui, mais oui, monsieur! ... La France et l’Amérique. ... Nous sommes de vrais amis!” and from time to time he would even pause in his work, to clasp his thick fingers together illustrating this, and to mutter: “C’est toujours comme ça!”


  This preoccupied elation soon proved the poor boy’s undoing. For even as he lifted his loaded tray and balanced it on one thick palm, he muttered “C’est comme ça,” again, making a recklessly inclusive gesture with his free hand; the mountainously balanced tray was thrown off balance, he made a desperate effort to retrieve it, and as it crashed upon the floor, he pawed frantically and sprawled after it, in one general ruinous smash of broken crockery.


  There was a maddened scream from the proprietor. He came running clumsily, a squat, thick figure of a bourgeois Frenchman, clothed in black, and screaming imprecations. His mustaches bristled like the quills of an enraged porcupine, and his ruddy face was swollen and suffused, an apoplectic red:


  “Brute! Fool! Imbecile!” he screamed as the frightened boy clambered to his feet and stood staring at him with a face full of foolish and helpless bewilderment. “... Salaud! ... Pig! ... Architect!” he screamed out this meaningless curse in a strangling voice, and rushing at the boy, cuffed him clumsily on the side of the face, and began to thrust and drive him before him in staggering lunges.


  “—And what grace, Frank!” Eugene now said cruelly. “How grand and simple and how unselfconscious they are in everything they do! I mean, the way they use their hands!” he said ironically, as the maddened proprietor gave the unfortunate boy another ugly, clumsy shove that sent him headlong. “I mean, it’s like a fugue—like Cimabue or an early primitive—it really is, you know——”


  “Assassin! Criminal!” the proprietor screamed at this moment, and gave the weeping boy a brutal shove that sent him sprawling forward upon his hands and knees:


  “Traitor! Misérable scélérat!” he screamed, and kicked clumsily at the prostrate boy with one fat leg.


  “Now where?—where?” Eugene said maliciously, as the wretched boy clambered to his feet, weeping bitterly, “—where, Francis, could you see anything like that in America?”


  “God!” said Starwick, getting up. “It’s unspeakable!” And desperately: “Let’s go!”


  They paid the bill and went out. As they went down the stairs, they could still hear the hoarse, choked sobs of the bus-boy, his thick face covered with his thick, blunt fingers, crying bitterly.


  He didn’t know what Starwick wanted the money for, but it was plain he wanted it for something, badly. His agitation was pitiable:—the bitter exasperation and open flare of temper he had displayed once or twice in the restaurant was so unnatural to him that it was evident his nerves were being badly rasped by the long delay. Now, he kept consulting his watch nervously: he turned, and looking at Eugene with a quiet but deep resentment in his eyes, he said:


  “Look. If you’re going to let me have the money, I wish you’d let me have it now—please. Otherwise, I shall not need it.”


  And Eugene, touched with a feeling of guilt at the deep and quiet resentment in his companion’s face, knowing he had promised him the money, and feeling that this taunting procrastination was ungenerous and mean, said roughly:


  “All right, come on. You can have it right away.”


  They turned into the Rue St. Honoré, turned again, and walked to the Place Vendôme, where there was a small exchange office—or “all-night bank”—where travellers’ checks were cashed. They entered, he cashed his three remaining checks: the amount was something over 900 francs. He counted the money, kept out 500 francs for Starwick, stuffed the rest into his pocket, and, turning, thrust the little sheaf of banknotes into Starwick’s hand, saying brutally:


  “There’s your money, Frank. And now, good-bye to you. I needn’t detain you any longer.”


  He turned to go, but the implication of his sneer had not gone unnoticed:


  “Just a minute,” Starwick’s quiet voice halted him. “What did you mean by that?”


  He paused, with a slow thick anger beating in his veins:


  “By what?”


  “By saying you needn’t detain me any longer?”


  “You got what you wanted, didn’t you?”


  “You mean the money?”


  “Yes.”


  Starwick looked quietly at him a moment longer, then thrust the little roll of banknotes back into his hand:


  “Take it,” he said.


  For a moment the other could not speak. A murderous fury choked him: he ground his teeth together, and clenched his fist, he felt a moment’s almost insane desire to grip that soft throat with his strangling hand, and beat the face into a bloody jelly with his fist.


  “Why, God-damn you—” he grated between clenched teeth. “Goddamn you for a—!”—he turned away, saying harshly! “To hell with you! ... I’m through!”


  He began to walk away across the Square at a savage stride. He heard footsteps following him: near the corner of the Rue St. Honoré, Starwick caught up with him, and said doggedly:


  “No, but I’m going with you! ... I really must, you know!” His voice rose and became high, almost womanish, with his passionate declaration: “If there’s anything between you and me that has to be settled before you go away, you can’t leave it like this ... we’ve got to have it out, you know ... we really must!”


  The other youth stood stock still for a moment. Every atom of him—blood, bone, the beating of his heart, the substance of his flesh—seemed to congeal in a paralysis of cold murder. He licked his dry lips, and said thickly:


  “Have it out!”—The blood swarmed through him in a choking flood, it seemed instantly to rush down through his hands and to fill him with a savage, rending strength, the curse was torn from him in a bestial cry and snarling:


  “Have it out! Why, you damned rascal, we’ll have it out, all right! We’ll have it out, you dirty little fairy—” The foul word was out at last, in one blind expletive of murderous hate, and suddenly that tortured, impossibly tangled web of hatred, failure, and despair found its release. He reached out, caught Starwick by the throat and collar of his shirt, and endowed with that immense, incalculable strength which hatred and the sudden lust to kill can give a man, he lifted the slight figure from the ground as if it were a bundle of rags and sticks, and slammed it back against the façade of a building with such brutal violence that Starwick’s head bounced and rattled on the stone. The blow knocked Starwick senseless: his hat went flying from his head, his cane fell from his grasp and rattled on the pavement with a hard, lean clatter. For a moment, his eyes rolled back and forth with the wooden, weighted movement of a doll’s. Then, as Eugene released his grip, his legs buckled at the knees, his eyes closed and his head sagged, and he began to slump down towards the pavement, his back sliding all the time against the wall.


  He would have fallen if Eugene had not caught him, held him, propped him up against the wall, until he could recover. And at that moment, Eugene felt an instant, overwhelming revulsion of shame, despair, and sick horror, such as he had never known before. For a moment all the blood seemed to have drained out of his heart and left it a dead shell. He thought he had killed Starwick—broken his neck or fractured his skull: even in death—or unconsciousness—Starwick’s frail body retained its languorous dignity and grace. His head dropped heavily to one side, the buckling weight of the unconscious figure slumped in a movement of terrible and beautiful repose—the same movement that one sees in a great painting of Christ lowered from the cross, as if, indeed, the whole rhythm, balance and design of that art which Starwick had observed with such impassioned mimicry had left its image indelibly upon his own life, so that, even in death or senselessness, his body would portray it.


  At that moment, the measure of ruin and defeat which the other young man felt was overwhelming. It seemed to him that if he had deliberately contrived to crown a ruinous career by the most shameful and calamitous act of all, he could not have been guilty of a worse crime than the one he had just committed. It was not merely the desperate, sickening terror in his heart when he thought that Starwick might be dead—that he had killed him. It was even more than this, a sense of profanation, a sense of having done something so foul and abominable that he could never recover from it, never wash its taint out of his blood. There are some people who possess such a natural dignity of person—such a strange and rare inviolability of flesh and spirit—that any familiarity, any insult, above all any act of violence upon them, is unthinkable. If such an insult be intended, if such violence be done, the act returns a thousandfold upon the one who does it: his own blow returns to deal a terrible revenge; he will relive his crime a thousand times in all the shame and terror of inexpiable memory.


  Starwick was such a person: he had this quality of personal inviolability more than any one the other youth had ever known. And now, as he stood there holding Starwick propped against the wall, calling him by name, shaking him and pleading with him to recover consciousness, his feeling of shame, despair, and bitter ruinous defeat was abysmal, irremediable. It seemed to him that he could have done nothing which would more have emphasized his enemy’s superiority and his own defeat than this thing which he had done. And the feeling that Starwick would always beat him, always take from him the thing he wanted most, that by no means could he ever match the other youth in any way, gain even the most trifling victory, was now overpowering in its horror. With a sick and bitter heart of misery, he cursed the wretched folly of his act. He would willingly have cut off his hand—the hand that gave the blow—if by so doing he could undo his act, but he knew that it was now too late, and with a feeling of blind terror he reflected that this knowledge of his defeat and fear was now Starwick’s also, and that as long as Starwick lived, he would always know about it, and realize from this alone the full measure of his victory. And this feeling of shame, horror, and abysmal, inexpiable regret persisted even after, with a feeling of sick relief, he saw Starwick’s eyes flutter, open, and after a moment of vague, confused bewilderment, look at him with a quiet consciousness.


  Nevertheless, his feeling of relief was unspeakable. He bent, picked up Starwick’s hat and cane, and gave them to him, saying quietly:


  “I’m sorry, Frank.”


  Starwick put on his hat, and took the cane in his hand.


  “It doesn’t matter. If that’s the way you felt, you had to do it,” he said in a quiet, toneless and inflexible voice. “But now, before we leave each other, we must see this through. We’ve got to bring this thing into the open, find out what it is. That must be done, you know!” His voice had risen with an accent of inflexible resolve, an accent which the other had heard before, and which he knew no fear of death or violence or any desperate consequence could ever alter by a jot. “I’ve got to understand what this thing is before I leave you,” Starwick said. “That must be done.”


  “All right!” Eugene said blindly, desperately. “Come on, then!”


  And together, they strode along in silence, along the empty pavements of the Rue St. Honoré, past shuttered shops, and old, silent buildings which seemed to abide there and attend upon the anguish of tormented youth with all the infinite, cruel, and impassive silence of dark time, the unspeakable chronicle of foredone [foregone] centuries, the unspeakable anguish, grief, and desperation of a million vanished, nameless, and forgotten lives.


  And thus, in bitter shame and silence and despair, the demented, drunken, carnal, and kaleidoscopic circuit of the night began.


  [¬]


  LXXXIX


  About ten o’clock the next morning some one knocked at Eugene’s door, and Starwick walked in. Without referring to the night before, Starwick immediately, in his casual and abrupt way, said:


  “Look. Elinor and Ann are here: they came in this morning.”


  “Where are they?” Excitement, sharp and sudden as an electric shock, shot through him. “Here? Downstairs?”


  “No: they’ve gone shopping. I’m meeting them at Prunier’s for lunch. Ann said she might come by to see you later on.”


  “Before lunch?”


  “Ace,” said Starwick. “Look,” he said again, in his casual, mannered tone, “I don’t suppose you’d care to come to lunch with us?”


  “Thanks,” Eugene answered stiffly, “but I can’t. I’ve got another engagement.”


  Starwick’s face flushed crimson with the agonizing shyness and embarrassment which the effort cost him. He leaned upon his cane and looked out the window as he spoke.


  “Then, look,” he said, “Elinor asks to be remembered to you.” He was silent a moment, and then continued with painful difficulty, “We’re all going to the Louvre after lunch: I want to see the Cimabue once more before we leave.”


  “When are you leaving?”


  “Tomorrow,” Starwick said. “—Look!” he spoke carefully, looking out the window, “we’re leaving the Louvre at four o’clock. ... I thought ... if you were going to be over that way. ... I think Elinor would like to see you before she goes. ... We’ll be there at the main entrance.” The anguish which the effort had cost him was apparent: he kept looking away out the window, leaning on his cane, and for a moment his ruddy face was contorted by the old, bestial grimace of inarticulate pain and grief which the other had noticed the first time they had met, in Cambridge, years before. Then Starwick, without glancing at Eugene, turned towards the door. For a moment he stood, back turned, idly tapping with his cane against the wall.


  “It would be nice if you could meet us there. If not——”


  He turned, and for the last time in life the two young men looked squarely at one another, and each let the other see, without evasion or constraint, the image of his soul. Henceforth, each might glimpse from time to time some shadow-flicker of the other’s life, the destiny of each would curiously be interwoven through twinings of dark chance and tragic circumstance, but they would never see each other face to face again.


  Now, looking steadily at him before he spoke, and with the deep conviction of his spirit, the true image of his life, apparent in his face, his eyes, his tone and manner, Starwick said:


  “If I don’t see you again, good-bye, Eugene.” He was silent for a moment and the color flaming in his face from the depth and earnestness of his feeling, he said quietly: “It was good to have known you. I shall never forget you.”


  “Nor I, you, Frank,” the other said. “No matter what has happened—how we feel about each other now—you had a place in my life that no one else has ever had.”


  “And what was that?” said Starwick.


  “I think it was that you were young—my own age—and that you were my friend. Last night after—after that thing happened,” he went on, his own face flushing with the pain of memory, “I thought back over all the time since I have known you. And for the first time I realized that you were the first and only person of my own age that I could call my friend. You were my one true friend—the one I always turned to, believed in with unquestioning devotion. You were the only real friend that I ever had. Now something else has happened. You have taken from me something that I wanted, you have taken it without knowing that you took it, and it will always be like this. You were my brother and my friend——”


  “And now?” said Starwick quietly.


  “You are my mortal enemy. Good-bye.”


  “Good-bye, Eugene,” said Starwick sadly. “But let me tell you this before I go. Whatever it was I took from you, it was something that I did not want or wish to take. And I would give it back again if I could.”


  “Oh, fortunate and favored Starwick,” the other jeered. “To be so rich—to have such gifts and not to know he has them—to be forever victorious, and to be so meek and mild.”


  “And I will tell you this as well,” Starwick continued. “Whatever anguish and suffering this mad hunger, this impossible desire, has caused you, however fortunate or favored you may think I am, I would give my whole life if I could change places with you for an hour—know for an hour an atom of your anguish and your hunger and your hope. ... Oh, to feel so, suffer so, and live so!—however mistaken you may be! ... To have come lusty, young, and living into this world ... not to have come, like me, still-born from your mother’s womb—never to know the dead heart and the passionless passion—the cold brain and the cold hopelessness of hope—to be wild, mad, furious, and tormented—but to have belief, to live in anguish, but to live,—and not to die.” ... He turned and opened the door. “I would give all I have and all you think I have, for just one hour of it. You call me fortunate and happy. You are the most fortunate and happy man I ever knew. Good-bye, Eugene.”


  “Good-bye, Frank. Good-bye, my enemy.”


  “And good-bye, my friend,” said Starwick. He went out, and the door closed behind him.


  Eugene was waiting for them at four o’clock that afternoon when they came out from the Louvre. As he saw them coming down the steps together he felt a sudden, blind rush of affection for all of them, and saw that all of them were fine people. Elinor came towards him instantly, and spoke to him warmly, kindly, and sincerely, without a trace of mannerism or affectation or concealed spitefulness. Starwick stood by quietly, while he talked to Elinor: Ann looked on sullenly and dumbly and thrust her hands in the pockets of her fur jacket. In the dull, gray light they looked like handsome, first-rate, dignified people, who had nothing mean or petty in them and with whom nothing but a spacious, high and generous kind of life was possible. By comparison, the Frenchmen coming from the museum and streaming past them looked squalid and provincial; and the Americans and other foreigners had a shabby, dull, inferior look. For a moment the bitter and passionate enigma of life pierced him with desperation and wild hope. What was wrong with life? What got into people such as these to taint their essential quality, to twist and warp and mutilate their genuine and higher purposes? What were these perverse and evil demons of cruelty and destructiveness, of anguish, error and confusion that got into them, that seemed to goad them on, with a wicked and ruinous obstinacy, deliberately to do the things they did not want to do—the things that were so shamefully unworthy of their true character and their real desire?


  It was maddening because it was so ruinous, so wasteful and so useless; and because it was inexplicable. As these three wonderful, rare and even beautiful people stood there telling him good-bye, every movement, look, and word they uttered was eloquent with the quiet but passionate and impregnable conviction of the human faith. Their quiet, serious, and affectionate eyes, their gestures, their plain, clear, and yet affectionate speech, even the instinctive tenderness that they felt towards one another which seemed to join them with a unity of living warmth and was evident in the way they stood, glanced at each other, or in swift, instinctive gestures—all this with a radiant, clear, and naked loveliness seemed to speak out of them in words no one could misunderstand, to say:


  “Always there comes a moment such as this when, poised here upon the ledge of furious strife, we stand and look; the marsh-veil shifts from the enfevered swamp, the phantoms are dispersed like painted smoke, and standing here together, friend, we all see clear again, our souls are tranquil and our hearts are quiet—and we have what we have, we know what we know, we are what we are.”


  It seemed to him that all these people now had come to such a moment, that this clear peace and knowledge rested in their hearts, and spoke out of their eyes; it seemed to him that all his life, for years, since he had first gone to the dark North and known cities—since he had first known Starwick—was now a phantasmal nightmare—a kaleidoscope of blind, furious days, and drunken and diverted nights, the measureless sea-depth of incalculable memory, an atom lost and battered in a world of monstrous shapes, and deafened in a world of senseless, stupefying war and movement and blind fury. And it seemed to him now that for the first time he—and all of them—had come to a moment of clarity and repose, and that for the first time their hearts saw and spoke the truth that lies buried in all men, that all men know.


  Elinor had taken him by the hand, and was saying quietly:


  “I am sorry that you will not go with us. We have had a strange and hard and desperate time together, but that is over now, Eugene: we have all been full of pain and trouble, and all of us are sorry for the things we’ve done. I want you to know that we all love you, and will always think of you with friendship, as our friend, and will hope that you are happy, and will rejoice in your success as if it were our own. ... And now, good-bye, my dear; try to think of us always as we think of you—with love and kindness. Do not forget us; always remember us with a good memory, the way we shall remember you. ... Perhaps,” for a moment her face was touched with her gay, rueful smile—“perhaps when I’m an old Boston lady with a cat, a parrot, and a canary, you will come to see me. I will be a nice old lady, then—but also I will be a ruined old lady—for they don’t forget—not in a life-time, not in Boston—and this time, darling, I have gone too far. So I shan’t have many callers, I shall leave them all alone—and if you’re not too rich, too famous, and too proper by that time, perhaps you’ll come to see me. ... Now, good-bye.”


  “Good-bye, Elinor,” he said. “And good luck to you.”


  “Look,” said Starwick quietly, “we’re going on—Elinor and I ... I thought ... if you’re not doing anything else ... perhaps you and Ann might have dinner together.”


  “I’m—I’m not,” he stammered, looking at Ann, “but maybe you ...”


  “No,” she muttered, staring sullenly and miserably at the ground. “I’m not either.”


  “Then,” Starwick said, “we’ll see you later, Ann. ... And good-bye, Eugene.”


  “Good-bye, Frank.”


  They shook hands together for the last time, and Starwick and Elinor turned and walked away. Thus, with such brief and casual words, the bond of friendship—all of the faith, belief and passionate avowal of their youth—was forever broken. They saw each other once thereafter; by chance their lives would have strange crossings; but they never spoke to each other again.


  They waited in awkward silence for a moment until they saw Starwick and Elinor get into a taxi and drive off. Then they walked away together across the great quadrangle of the Louvre. A haze of bluish mist, soft, smoky as a veil, hung in the air across the vistaed sweep of the Tuileries and the Place de la Concorde. The little taxis drilled across the great space between the vast wings of the Louvre and through the arches, filling the air with wasp-like drone and menace, the shrill excitement of their tootling horns. And through that veil of bluish haze, the vast mysterious voice of Paris reached their ears: it was a sound immense and murmurous as time, fused of the strident clamors of its four million subjects, and yet, strangely muted, seductive, sensuous, cruel and thrilling, filled with life and death. The mysterious fragrance of that life filled Eugene with the potent intoxication of its magic. He drew the pungent smoky air into his lungs, and it seemed freighted with the subtle incense of the great city’s hope and secret promise, with grief and joy and terror, with a wild and nameless hunger, with intolerable desire. It numbed his entrails and his loins with sensual prescience, and it made his heart beat hard and fast; his breath came quickly: it was mixed into the pulses of his blood and gave to grief and joy and sorrow, the wild mixed anguish beating in his heart, its single magic, its impalpable desire.


  They walked slowly across the great Louvre court and through the gigantic masonries of the arch into the Rue de Rivoli. The street was swarming with its dense web of afternoon: the sensuous complications of its life and traffic, the vast honeycomb of business and desire; the street was jammed with its brilliant snarl of motors, with shout and horn and cry, and with the throbbing menace of machinery, and on the other side, beneath arched colonnades, the crowd was swarming in unceasing flow.


  They crossed the street and made their way through a thronging maze into the Place de la Comédie Française, and found a table on the terrace of La Régence. The pleasant old café was gay with all its chattering groups of afternoon, and yet, after the great boil and fury of the streets, it was strangely calm, detached, and pleasant, too. The little separate verandahs of its terrace, the tables and the old settees and walls, gave the café an incredibly familiar and intimate quality, as if one were seated in a pleasant booth that looked out on life, a box in an old theatre whose stage was the whole world.


  In one of the friendly booth-like verandahs of this pleasant old café, they found a table in a corner, seats against the wall, and sat down and gave their order to the waiter. Then, for some time, as they drank their brandy, they looked out at the flashing pulsations of the street, and did not speak.


  Presently Ann, without looking at him, in her level, curt, and almost grimly toneless speech, said:


  “What did you and Frank do last night?”


  Excitement caught him; his pulse beat faster; he glanced quickly at her, and said:


  “Oh—nothing. We went out to eat—walked around a bit—that was all.”


  “Out all night?” she said curtly.


  “No. I turned in early. I was home by twelve o’clock.”


  “What happened to Frank?”


  He looked at her sharply, startled. “Happened? What do you mean—‘what happened to him?’”


  “What did he do when you went home?”


  “How should I know? He went back to the studio, I suppose. Why do you want to know?”


  She made no answer for a moment, but sat looking sullenly into the street. When she spoke again, she did not look at him, her voice was level, hard, and cold, quietly, grimly inflectionless.


  “Do you think it’s a very manly thing for a big hulking fellow like you to jump on a boy Frank’s size?”


  Hot fury choked him, passed before his vision in a blinding flood. He ground his teeth, rocked gently back and forth, and said in a small, stopped voice:


  “Oh, so he told you, did he? He had to come whining to you about it, did he? The damned little ...!”


  “He told us nothing,” she said curtly. “Frank’s not that kind; he doesn’t whine. Only, we couldn’t help noticing a lump on the back of his head the size of a goose egg, and it didn’t take me long to figure out the rest.” She turned and looked at him with a straight, unrelenting stare, and then said harshly:


  “It was a wonderful thing to do, wasn’t it? I suppose you think that settles everything. You can be proud of yourself, now, can’t you?”


  The thin fine blade of cruel jealousy pierced him suddenly, and was twisted in his heart. In a voice trembling with all the sweltering anguish and defeat that packed his overladen heart, he sneered in bitter parody:


  “Come now, Frankie, dear!—Did bad naughty mans crack little Frankie’s precious head?—There, there, dearie!—Mamma kiss and make it well ... let nice big nursey-worsey kiss-um and make-um well!—Next time Frankie-pankie goes for a walk, big Boston nursey Ann will go wiv-ems, won’t she, pet, to see that wuff, wuff man leave poor little Frankie be.”


  She reddened angrily, and said. [said:]


  “No one’s trying to be Frankie’s nurse. He doesn’t need it, and he doesn’t want it. Only, I think it’s a rotten shame that a big hulking lout like you should have no more decency than to maul around as fine a person as Frank is. You ought to be ashamed of yourself; it was a rotten thing to do!”


  “Why, you bitch!” he said slowly, in a low, strangled tone. “You nice, neat, eighteen-carat jewel of a snobby Boston bitch!—Go back to Boston where you came from!” he snarled. “That’s where you belong; that’s all you’re worth. ... So I’m a big, hulking lout, am I? And that damned little affected æsthete’s the finest person that you ever knew!—Why, God-damn the lot of you for the cheap, lying, fakey Boston bitches that you are!—with your ‘he’s a swell person, he really is, you know,’—‘Oh, grand! Oh, swell! Oh, fine!’” he jeered incoherently. “Why, damn you, who do you think you are, anyway?—that you think I’m going to stand for any more of your snobby Boston backwash!—So I’m a big, hulking lout, am I?”—the words rankled bitterly in his memory. “And dear, darling little Francis is too fine, too fine—oh, dearie me, now, yes—to have his precious little head cracked up against a wall by the likes of me. ... Why, damn you, Ann!” he said in a grating voice, “what are you, anyway, but a damned dull lummox of a girl from Boston? Who the hell do you think you are, anyway, that I should sit here and take your snobby backwash and play second fiddle while two cheap Boston women praise Starwick up to the skies all day long, and tell me what a great genius he is and how much finer than any one else that ever lived? By God, it is to laugh!” he raved incoherently, blind with pain and passion, hindering his own progress by his foolish words of wounded pride. “—To see the damned affected æsthete get it all! You’re not worth it! You’re not worth it!” he cried bitterly. “—You call me a big hulking lout—and I feel more, know more, see more, have more life and power and understanding in me in a minute than the whole crowd of you will ever have—why, I’m so much better than the rest of you that—that—that—there’s no comparison!” he said lamely; and concluded, “Oh, you’re not worth it! You’re not worth it, Ann! Why should I get down on my knees to you this way, and worship you, and beg you for just one word of love and mercy—when you call me a big, hulking lout—and you are nothing but a rich, dull Boston snob—and you’re not worth it!” he cried desperately. “Why has it got to be like this, when you’re not worth it, Ann?”


  Her face flushed, and in a moment, laughing her short and angry laugh, she said:


  “God! I can see this is going to be a pleasant evening, with you raving like a crazy man and passing out your compliments already.” She looked at him with bitter eyes, and said sarcastically, “You say such nice things to people, don’t you? Oh, charming! Charming! Simply delightful!” She laughed her sudden angry laugh again. “God! I’ll never forget some of the nice things that you said to me!”


  And already tortured by remorse and shame, the huge, indefinable swelter of anguish in his heart, he caught her hand, and pleaded miserably, humbly.


  “Oh, I know! I know!—I’m sorry, Ann, and I’ll do better—so help me God, I will!”


  “Then why must you carry on like this?” she said. “Why do you curse and revile me and say such things about Francis, who is one of the finest people that ever lived, and who has never said a word against you?”


  “Oh, I know!” he groaned miserably, and smote his brow. “—I don’t mean to—it just gets the best of me—Ann, Ann! I love you so!”


  “Yes,” she muttered, “a funny kind of love, when you can say such things to me!”


  “And when I hear you praise up Starwick, it all comes back to me—and Christ! Christ!—why did it have to be this way? Why did it have to be Starwick that you——?”


  She got up, her face flaring with anger and resentment.


  “Come on!” she said curtly. “If you can’t behave yourself—if you’re starting in on that—I’m not going to stay——”


  “Don’t go! Don’t go!” he whispered, grabbing her hand and holding it in a kind of dumb anguish. “You said you’d stay! It’s just for a few hours longer—oh, don’t go and leave me, Ann! I’m sorry! I promise I’ll do better. It’s only when I think of it—oh, don’t go, Ann! Please don’t go! I try not to talk about it but it gets the best of me! I’ll be all right now. I’ll not talk about it any more—if you won’t go. If you’ll just stay with me a little longer—it will be all right. I swear that everything will be all right if you don’t go.”


  She stood straight and rigid, her hands clenched convulsively at her sides, her eyes shot with tears of anger and bewilderment. She made a sudden baffled movement of frustration and despair, and cried bitterly:


  “God! What is it all about? Why can’t people be happy, anyway?”


  They made a furious circuit of the night. They went back to all the old places—to the places they had been to with Elinor and Starwick. They went to Le Rat Mort, to Le Coq et l’Ane, to Le Moulin Rouge, to Le Bal Tabarin, to La Bolée, to the Jockey Club, to the Dome and the Rotonde,—even to the Bal Bullier. They went to the big night resorts and to the little ones, to great cafés and little bars, to dive and stew and joint and hole, to places frequented exclusively by the rich and fashionable—the foreigners, the wealthy French, the tourists, the expatriates—and to other places where the rich and fashionable went to peer down into the cauldrons of the lower depths at all those creatures who inhabited the great swamp of the night—the thieves, the whores, the rogues, the pimps, the lesbians and the pederasts—the human excrement, the damned and evil swarm of sourceless evil that crawled outward from the rat-holes of the dark, lived for a period in the night’s huge blaze of livid radiance, and then were gone, vanished, melted away as by an evil magic into that trackless labyrinth from which they came.


  Where had it gone? That other world of just six weeks before, with all its nocturnal and unholy magic, now seemed farther off and stranger than a dream. It was impossible to believe that these shabby places of garish light, and tarnished gold, and tawdry mirrors, were the same resorts that had glowed in all their hot and close perfumes just six weeks before, had burned there in the train of night like some evil, secret and unholy temple of desire. It was all worn off now: cheap as Coney Island, tawdry, tarnished as the last year’s trappings of a circus, bedraggled, shabby as a harlot’s painted face at noon. All of its sinister and intoxicating magic had turned dull and pitiably sordid: its people were pathetic, and its music dead—serving only to recall the splendid evil people and the haunting music of six weeks before.


  And they saw now that this was just the way it was, the way it had always been. Places, people, music—they were just the same. All that had changed had been themselves. And all through the night they went from place to place, drinking, watching, dancing, doing just the things they had always done, but it was no good—it had all gone stale—it would never be any good again. They sat there sullenly, like people at a waning carnival, haunted by the ghosts of memory and departure. The memory of Elinor and Starwick—and particularly of Starwick—haunted each place they went to like a deathshead at a feast. And again Eugene was filled with the old, choking, baffled, and inchoate anger, the sense of irretrievable and certain defeat: Starwick in absence was even more triumphantly alive than if he had been there—he alone, by the strange, rare quality in him, had been able to give magic to this sordid carnival, and now that he was gone, the magic had gone, too.


  The night passed in a kaleidoscope of baffled fury, of frenzied search and frustrate desire. All night they hurtled back and forth between the two blazing poles of Montmartre and Montparnasse: later he was to remember everything like the exploded fragments of a nightmare—a vision of dark, silent streets, old shuttered houses, the straight slant and downward plunge out of Montmartre—the sudden blaze of lights at crossings, boulevards, in cafés, night-clubs, bars and avenues, the cool plunge and shock of air along dark streets again, the taxis’ shrill horn tootling at space, empty reckless corners, the planted stems of light across the Seine, the bridges and the sounding arches and dark streets, the steep slant of the hill, the livid glare of night and all the night’s scarred faces over again.


  They did not know why they stayed, why they hung on, why they continued grimly at this barren hunt. But something held them there together: they could not say good-bye and part. Ann hung on sullenly, angrily, in a kind of stubborn silence, saying little, ordering brandy at the bars and cafés, champagnes in the night resorts, drinking little herself, sitting by him in a sullen, angry silence while he drank.


  He was like a maddened animal: he raved, stormed, shouted, cursed, implored, entreated, reviled her and made love to her at once—there was no sense, or reason, or coherence in anything he said: it came out of him in one tortured expletive, the urge of the baffled touch, that conflict of blind love and hate and speechless agony, in his tormented spirit:


  “Oh, Ann! ... You lovely bitch! ... You big, dark, dumb, lovely, sullen Boston bitch! ... Oh, you whore! You whore!” he groaned, and seizing her hand, he caught it to him, and said desperately, “Ann, Ann, I love you! ... You’re the greatest ... grandest ... best ... most beautiful girl that ever lived ... Ann! Look at me—you big, ox-dumb brute. ... Oh, you bitch. ... You Boston bitch. ... Will it never come out of you? ... Won’t you ever let it come? ... Can’t it be thawed, melted, shaken loose? ... Oh, you dumb, dark, sullen, lovely bitch ... is there nothing there? ... is this all you are? ... Oh, Ann, you sweet, dumb whore, if you only knew how much I love you——”


  “God!” she cried, with her quick, short, and angry laugh that gave her face its sudden, radiant tenderness, its indescribable loveliness and purity, “—God! But you’re the gallant lover, aren’t you? First you love me, then you hate me, then I’m a dumb, sullen Boston bitch, and then a whore, and then the grandest and most beautiful girl that ever lived! God, you’re wonderful, you are!” She laughed bitterly. “You say such charming things.”


  “Oh, you bitch!” he groaned miserably. “You big, sweet, dumb, and lovely bitch—Ann, Ann, for God’s sake, speak to me, talk to me!” He seized her hand and shook it frantically. “Say just one word to show me you’re alive—that you’ve got one, single atom of life and love and beauty in you. Ann, Ann,—look at me! In God’s name, tell me, what are you? Is there nothing there? Have you nothing in you? For Christ’s sake, try to say a single, living word—for Christ’s sake, try to show me that you’re worth it, that it’s not all death and codfish, Boston, Back Bay, and cold fishes’ blood”—he raved on incoherently:


  “Oh! Boston and cold fishes’ blood, my eye!” she muttered, with an angry flush in her face.


  “And you?—What are you?” he jeered. “For God’s sake, what kind of woman are you? I never heard you speak a word that a child of ten could not have spoken. I never heard you say a thing that ought to be remembered. The only things I know about you are that you are a Boston spinstress—thirty—no longer very young—a few gray hairs already on your head—comfortably secure on dead investments—over here on a spree—away from father and the family and The Boston Evening Transcript—but never losing them: always knowing that you will return to them—in God’s name, woman, is that all you are?”


  She laughed her sudden, short and angry laugh, and yet there was no rancor in it.


  “That’s what Frank would call a brief but masterly description, isn’t it? I suppose I should be grateful.” She looked at him with quiet eyes, and said simply: “What of it? Even if what you say is true, what of it? As you say, I’m just a dull, ordinary kind of person, and until you and Francis came along, no one thought me anything else, or thought any the less of me for being like that. Listen,” her voice was hard and straight and sullen, “what do you expect people to be, anyway? Do you think it’s fair and decent to talk about how beautiful I am, when I’m not beautiful, and then to turn and curse me because I’m just an ordinary girl?” She was silent a moment, with an angry flush upon her face, and then she said: “As for my intellect, I went to Bryn Mawr, and I got through without flunking, with a C average. That’s about the kind of brain I’ve got.” She turned and looked at him with straight, angry eyes, now shut a little with tears:


  “What of it?” she said. “You say that I am dull and dumb and ordinary—well, I never pretended to be anything else. You know, we all can’t be great geniuses, like you and Francis,” she said, and suddenly her eyes were wet, and tears began to trickle down across her flushed face.—“—I’m just what I am, I’ve never pretended to be any different—if you think I’m dull and stupid and ordinary, you have no right to insult me like this.—Come on, I’m going home.”—She started to get up, he seized her, pulled her to him:


  “Oh, you bitch! ... You big, dumb, lovely bitch! ... Oh, Ann, Ann, you sweet whore, how I love you—I can never let you go—oh, Goddamn you, Ann——”


  It ended at last, at daybreak in a bistro near Les Halles, where they had often gone at dawn with Elinor and Starwick for rolls and chocolate or coffee. Outside they could hear the nightly roar and rumble of the market, the cries of the venders, and smell all the sweet smells of earth and morning, of first light, health, and joy, and day beginning.


  When they left the bistro full light had come, and they at length had fallen silent. They realized that it was useless, hopeless, and impossible, that nothing could be said.


  He left her at the gate outside the studio. She pressed the bell, the gate swung open, and for a moment before she left him she stood looking at him with a flushed, angry face, wet angry eyes—a look of dumb, sullen misery that tore at his heart, and for which he had no word.


  “Good-bye,” she said, “if I don’t see you again—” She paused and clenched her fists together at her side, closed her eyes, tears spurted out, and in a choking voice she cried out:


  “Oh, this will be a fine thing for me all right! This trip has just been wonderful. God! I’m sorry that I ever saw any of you——”


  “Ann! Ann!”


  “If you need money—if you’re broke——”


  “Ann!”


  “God!” she cried again. “Why did I ever come!”


  She was weeping bitterly, and with a blind, infuriated movement she rushed through the gate and slammed it behind her.


  [¬]


  BOOK VI

  ANTÆUS: EARTH AGAIN


  XC


  When he awoke in Chartres he was filled with a numb excitement. It was a gray wintry day with snow in the air, and he expected something to happen. He had this feeling often in the country, in France: it was a strange, mixed feeling of desolation and homelessness, of wondering with a ghostly emptiness why he was there—and of joy, and hope, and expectancy, without knowing what it was he was going to find.


  In the afternoon he went down to the station and took a train that was going to Orléans. He did not know where Orléans was. The train was a mixed train, made up of goods cars and passenger compartments. He bought a third-class ticket and got into one of the compartments. Then the shrill little whistle blew, and the train rattled out of Chartres into the countryside, in the abrupt and casual way a little French train has, and which was disquieting to him.


  There was a light mask of snow on the fields, and the air was smoky: the whole earth seemed to smoke and steam, and from the windows of the train one could see the wet earth and the striped, cultivated pattern of the fields, and now and then, some farm buildings. It did not look like America: the land looked fat and well kept, and even the smoky wintry woods had this well-kept appearance. Far off sometimes one could see tall lines of poplars and knew that there was water there.


  In the compartment he found three people—an old peasant and his wife and daughter. The old peasant had sprouting mustaches, a seamed and weather-beaten face, and small rheumy-looking eyes. His hands had a rock-like heaviness and solidity, and he kept them clasped upon his knees. His wife’s face was smooth and brown, there were fine webs of wrinkles around her eyes, and her face was like an old brown bowl. The daughter had a dark sullen face and sat away from them next the window as if she was ashamed of them. From time to time when they spoke to her she would answer them in an infuriated kind of voice without looking at them.


  The peasant began to speak amiably to him when he entered the compartment. He smiled and grinned back at the man, although he did not understand a word he was saying, and the peasant kept on talking then, thinking he understood.


  The peasant took from his coat a package of the cheap, powerful tobacco—the ’bleu—which the French government provides for a few cents for the poor, and prepared to stuff his pipe. The young man pulled a package of American cigarettes from his pocket, and offered them to the peasant.


  “Will you have one?”


  “My faith, yes!” said the peasant.


  He took a cigarette clumsily from the package and held it between his great, stiff fingers, then he held it to the flame the young man offered, puffing at it in an unaccustomed way. Then he fell to examining it curiously, revolving it in his hands to read the label. He turned to his wife, who had followed every movement of this simple transaction with the glittering intent eyes of an animal, and began a rapid and excited discussion with her.


  “It’s American—this.”


  “Is it good?”


  “My faith, yes—it’s of good quality.”


  “Here, let me see! What does it call itself?”


  They stared dumbly at the label.


  “What do you call this?” said the peasant to the young man.


  “Licky Streek,” said the youth, dutifully phonetical.


  “L-l-leek-ee—?” they stared doubtfully. “What does that wish to say, in French?”


  “Je ne sais pas,” he answered.


  “Where are you going?” the peasant said, staring at the youth with rheumy little eyes of fascinated curiosity.


  “Orléans.”


  “How?” the peasant asked, with a puzzled look on his face.


  “Orléans.”


  “I do not understand,” the peasant said.


  “Orléans! Orléans!” the girl shouted in a furious tone. “The gentleman says he is going to Orléans.”


  “Ah!” the peasant cried, with an air of sudden illumination. “Orléans!”


  It seemed to the youth that he had said the word just the same way the peasant said it, but he repeated it.


  “Yes, Orléans.”


  “He is going to Orléans,” the peasant said, turning to his wife.


  “Ah-h!” she cried knowingly, with a great air of illumination, then both fell silent, and began to stare at the youth with curious, puzzled eyes again.


  “What region are you from?” the peasant asked presently, still intent and puzzled, staring at him with his small eyes.


  “How’s that? I don’t understand.”


  “I say—what region are you from?”


  “The gentleman is not French!” the girl shouted furiously, as if exasperated by their stupidity. “He is a foreigner. Can’t you see that?”


  “Ah-h!” the peasant cried, after a moment, with an air of astounded enlightenment. Then, turning to his wife, he said briefly, “He is not French. He is a stranger.”


  “Ah-h!”


  And then they both turned their small, round eyes on him and regarded him with a fixed, animal-like curiosity.


  “From what country are you?” the peasant asked presently. “What are you?”


  “I am an American.”


  “Ah-h! An American. ... He is an American,” he said, turning to his wife.


  “Ah-h!”


  The girl made an impatient movement, and continued to stare furiously and sullenly out the window.


  Then the peasant, with the intent, puzzled curiosity of an animal began to examine his companion carefully from head to foot. He looked at his shoes, his clothes, his overcoat, and finally lifted his eyes in an intent and curious stare to the young man’s valise on the rack above his head. He nudged his wife and pointed to the valise.


  “That’s good stuff, eh?” he said in a low voice. “It’s real leather.”


  “Yes, it’s good, that.”


  And both of them looked at the valise for some time and then turned their curious gaze upon the youth again. He offered the peasant another cigarette, and the old man took one, thanking him.


  “It’s very fine, this,” he said, indicating the cigarette. “That costs dear, eh?”


  “Six francs.”


  “Ah-h! ... That’s very dear,” and he began to look at the cigarette with increased respect.


  “Why are you going to Orléans?” he asked presently. “Do you know some one there?”


  “No, I am just going there to see the town.”


  “How?” the peasant blinked at him stupidly, uncomprehendingly. “You have business there?”


  “No. I am going just to visit—to see the place.”


  “How?” the peasant said stupidly in a moment, looking at him. “I do not understand.”


  “The gentleman says he is going to see the town,” the girl broke in furiously. “Can’t you understand anything?”


  “I do not understand what he is saying,” the old man said to her. “He does not speak French.”


  “He speaks very well,” the girl said angrily. “I understand him very well. It is you who are stupid—that’s all.”


  The peasant was silent for some time now, puffing at his cigarette, and looking at the young man with friendly, puzzled eyes.


  “America is very large—eh?” he said at length—making a wide gesture with his hands.


  “Yes, it is very large. Much larger than France.”


  “How?” the peasant said again with a puzzled, patient look. “I do not understand.”


  “He says America is much larger than France,” the girl cried in an exasperated tone. “I understand all he says.”


  Then, for several minutes, there was an awkward silence: nothing was said. The peasant smoked his cigarette, seemed on the point of speaking several times, looked puzzled and said nothing. Outside, rain had begun to fall in long slanting lines across the fields, and beyond, in the gray blown sky, there was a milky radiance where the sun should be, as if it were trying to break through. When the peasant saw this, he brightened, and leaning forward to the young man in a friendly manner, he tapped him on the knee with one of his great, stiff fingers, and then pointing towards the sun, he said very slowly and distinctly, as one might instruct a child:


  “Le so-leil.”


  And the young man obediently repeated the word as the peasant had said it:


  “Le so-leil.”


  The old man and his wife beamed delightedly and nodded their approval, saying, “Yes. Yes. Good. Very good.” Turning to his wife for confirmation, the old man said:


  “He said it very well, didn’t he?”


  “But, yes! It was perfect!”


  Then, pointing to the rain, and making a down-slanting movement with his great hands, he said again, very slowly and patiently:


  “La pluie.”


  “La pluie,” the young man repeated dutifully, and the peasant nodded vigorously, saying:


  “Good, good. You are speaking very well. In a little time you will speak good French.” Then pointing to the fields outside the train, he said gently:


  “La terre.”


  “La terre,” the young man answered.


  “I tell you,” the girl cried angrily from her seat by the window, “he knows all these words. He speaks French very well. You are too stupid to understand him—that’s all.”


  The old man made no reply to her, but sat looking at the young man with a kind, approving face. Then, more rapidly than before, and in succession, he pointed to the sun, the rain, the earth, saying:


  “Le soleil ... la pluie ... la terre.”


  The young man repeated the words after him, and the peasant nodded vigorously with satisfaction. Then, for a long time, no one spoke, there was no sound except for the uneven rackety-clack of the little train, and the girl continued to look sullenly out the window. Outside, the rain fell across the fertile fields in long slanting lines.


  Late in the afternoon, the train stopped at a little station, and every one rose to get out. This was as far as the train went: to reach Orléans it was necessary to change to another train.


  The peasant, his wife and his daughter collected their bundles and got out of the train. On another track another little train was waiting, and the peasant pointed to this with his great, stiff finger, and said to the young man:


  “Orléans. That’s your train there.”


  The youth thanked him, and gave the old man the remainder of the package of cigarettes. The peasant thanked him effusively and before they parted he again pointed rapidly towards the sun, the rain, and the earth, saying with a kind and friendly smile:


  “Le soleil ... la pluie ... la terre.”


  And the young man nodded to show that he understood, repeated what the old man had said. And the peasant shook his head with vigorous approval, saying:


  “Yes, yes. It’s very good. You will learn fast.”


  At these words, the girl, who with the same sullen, aloof, and shamed look had walked on ahead of her parents, now turned, and cried out in a furious and exasperated tone:


  “I tell you, the gentleman knows all that! ... Will you leave him alone now! ... You are only making a fool of yourself!”


  But the old man and old woman paid no attention to her, but stood looking at the young man, with a friendly smile, and shook hands warmly and cordially with him as he said good-bye.


  Then he walked on across the tracks and got up into a compartment in the other train. When he looked out the window again, the peasant and his wife were standing on the platform looking towards him with kind and eager looks on their old faces. When the peasant caught his eye, he pointed his great finger at the sun again, and called out:


  “Le so-leil.”


  “Le so-leil,” the young man answered.


  “Yes! Yes!” the old man shouted, with a laugh. “It’s very good.”


  Then the daughter looked toward the young man sullenly, gave a short and impatient laugh of exasperation, and turned angrily away. The train began to move, then, but the old man and woman stood looking after him as long as they could. He waved to them, and the old man waved his great hand vigorously and, laughing, pointed towards the sun. And the young man nodded his head and shouted, to show that he had understood. Meanwhile, the girl had turned her back angrily and was walking away around the station.


  Then they were lost from sight, the train swiftly left the little town behind, and now there was nothing but the fields, the earth, the smoky and mysterious distances. The rain fell steadily.


  [¬]


  XCI


  Full dark had come—the wintry darkness of a gray wet day in early March—before he got to Orléans. The train was of the variety known in France as omnibus, one of those dingy little locals that are made up of third-class compartments and that stop at every country station. As the train neared Orléans, there was a noticeable increase in the travelling public: at every station there was a noisy traffic of arriving and departing passengers. For the most part the people had the look of the country: they came stamping in and out with muddy shoes, with a great banging of compartment doors, with a great tumult of voices, with the vigorous excitement of robust and talkative people.


  They were a good-natured crowd, and seemed to know one another, if not actually by name, with the even completer familiarity of race and kind and region. At the sudden pauses at dim-lit country stations, one could hear them shouting greetings and farewells, and see them streaming away along a muddy road towards the dim light and shine of a little town with all the utter, common, and dreary familiarity of March. And the train, in those abrupt and sudden halts and pauses, seemed to be almost as casual a means of transportation as a street-car: it would rattle up to a station, halt, the people would stamp in and out with a banging of doors, and with many shouts, cries, greetings, and farewells, then the shrill little whistle would make its fifing note, and the train would rattle out into the wet and wintry countryside again.


  In the compartments the lights were very low and dim, and cast flickering shadows on the faces of the passengers. Somewhere in the train, in another compartment, there was a noisy and jolly crowd of soldiers and robust country people. One man in particular dominated the whole train with his jolly energy, his vulgar and high-spirited good nature. The man’s rich voice was charged indescribably with the high, sanguinary vitality of the Frenchman. The voice, to a foreigner, was at once inimitably strange in accent, quality and intonation, and yet familiar as all life, all living. It was packed with the juice of life, and had the full rich qualities of a good wine.


  For the youth, that voice heard there in the flickering shadows of the little train, heard with all its robust and full-blooded penetration at the casual and abrupt halts and pauses at little stations, was to be a strangely haunting one. A thousand times thereafter the tone of that rich voice would return to him and reverberate in his memory with the haunting, strange and wonderful recurrence with which the “little” things of life—a face seen one time at a window, a voice that passed in darkness and was gone, the twisting of a leaf upon a bough—come back to us out of all the violence and savage chaos of the days—the “little” things that persist so strangely, vividly, and inexplicably when the more sensational and “important” events of life have been forgotten or obscured.


  So, now, the jolly voice of this unseen Frenchman, as it shouted out good-natured but derisive comments on the customs, the appearance, and the inhabitants of every little town at which they stopped, as it was answered in like fashion by the people on the station platforms, brought back to him instantly the memory of a little country town in the South at which, on his way to and from college, he had stopped a dozen times at just this hour. The name of the town was Creasman, there was a small sectarian school there which was known as Creasman College, and it had become traditional with the university students, who crowded the train on their journeys home or back to college, to thrust their heads out of the windows and howl with the derisive arrogance of youth: “Whoopee, girls! Creasman College!”


  And this sally was usually answered by similar jibes and jeers from the group of students, townsfolk and country people, who crowded the platform of the station “to see the train come through.”


  In this Frenchman’s taunts and jeers, and in the way the people at the stations answered him, as well as in all the traffic of noisy, muddy, talking and gesticulating people who streamed in and out of the train at every halt, there was, in spite of all the local differences, the same essential quality that had characterized the halts at the little town set there upon the vast, raw Piedmont of the South.


  Moreover, there was in the tone and texture of the Frenchman’s voice—at once so actual, living, and familiar in its high, sanguinary energy, and so foreign, alien, and troubling to a stranger’s ear—the whole warmth and vitality of centuries of living, a quality which brought the ancient past of Europe, and of France, to life, as the pages of history could never do.


  In the same way, the boy had long ago discovered that a single tone or shading in his mother’s or his father’s voice could touch the lost past of America—the past of the Civil War, the strange mysteries of Garfield, Arthur, Harrison, and Hayes, which is, for most Americans, more far and strange in time than the Crusades—and bring it instantly into life.


  Thus, he had never gained a living image of the Civil War until he heard his mother speak of it one day. Until that time, all his efforts to recapture that lost time out of the pages of books had been futile; the men, the battles, the generals, and the lives of all the people existed in a world of legendary unreality, and seemed, in fact, as different from the world he knew as if they had existed on a separate planet. And then one day he heard his mother—who had been only five years old when the war ended—describe the return of the troops along a country road near home. She told how the dust rose from the ragged feet of weary marching men, and of how she sat upon her father’s shoulder as the troops went by, and of all her friends and kinsmen who were standing near her, and of the return of a cousin—a boy of sixteen years—starved, ragged, wearing a stove-pipe hat, and without shoes, of how the women wept and of the boy’s words of jesting and good-natured greeting, as he came to meet them.


  Now, with the full rich accents of this unseen Frenchman, at once so strange and so familiar, all of the ancient life of France—her wars and histories, the great chronicles of her battles, and the brilliant and indestructible fabric of her life and energy through so many hundred years of victory and defeat, triumph and catastrophe—began to pulse with such a living and familiar warmth that it seemed to him as if the whole thing from the beginning had been compacted and resumed into the rich and sanguinary energies of this one Frenchman’s voice.


  The man’s speech, a kind of furious and high-spirited repartee, carried on against all comers with an instant’s readiness, an animal vigor, that was almost like a national intoxication, was penetrated constantly by the exclamation “Parbleu!”


  And more than anything else, it seemed to the youth, it was the tone and quality of that ancient exclamation, delivered with such a buoyant and animal vitality, that united the Frenchman to the distant past of his nation’s history, to millions of buried and forgotten lives, and through him, made that distant past blaze instantly with all the warmth and radiance of life again.


  The Frenchman’s speech was lewd and ribald with the open and robust vulgarity of healthy country people; his broad jests were published without affectation in a tone loud enough for all the world to hear, and it was evident from the roars of hearty, sensual laughter with which his remarks were received by the soldiers, provincials, and strapping peasant women who were with him, that his audience was not a squeamish one.


  The chief target for this robust fellow’s humor, to which he loudly returned with unwearied pertinacity, was that unfortunate man, the station master, whose calling, for some reason, is provocative of unlimited mirth in France. Now, at every station, the Frenchman would publish to the world, amid roars of laughter, his narration of the station master’s unhappy lot. In particular, he sang snatches of a ribald song entitled “Il est cocu le chef de gare”—which described movingly the trials of a station master’s life, the cuckoldries to which the nature of the work exposes him, the conduct of his wife when he is away from home dispatching trains. And the Frenchman would garnish this ditty with certain pointed speculations of his own, directed at the station master of each town, concerning the probable whereabouts, at that moment, of the station master’s wife.


  Sometimes, the answer to this ribald banter would be curses, oaths and maddened imprecations from the station master; sometimes, the answer would be a good-natured one, as rough and ready in its coarse spontaneity as the Frenchman’s own, but whatever the result, the Frenchman was always ready with a reply.


  “Are you speaking from your own experience?” one of the station masters yelled ironically. “Is that the way your old woman behaves when you leave home?”


  “Parbleu! Oui!” the Frenchman roared back cheerfully. “Why not? The meat is all the sweeter for a little extra seasoning.”


  This sally was rewarded by a scream of delighted laughter from the peasant women, and the jester, thus encouraged, continued:


  “Parbleu! Do you think I’d play the miser with the old girl, when I’ve had so much myself? But, no, my friend! What the devil! My old girl’s no rare canary who’ll fade away the first time that you look at her. The devil, no! There’s good stuff there, sound and solid as an ox, old boy, and lots more where the last batch came from!”


  At this delicate sally there were roars and screams of delighted laughter from the peasant women in the train, and when the commotion had somewhat subsided, one could hear the voice of the station master from the platform, yelling back ironically:


  “Good! Since there’s enough for every one, I’ll come around to get my share!”


  “Parbleu! Why not?” the high, sanguinary voice responded instantly. “Turn about’s fair play, as the saying goes—I’ve played the cock to many a station master’s hen——”


  Roars of laughter.


  “And I’d be the last fellow in the world to begrudge him now—” he would conclude triumphantly, and the train would move off to the accompaniment of roars of laughter, ribaldry, and lusty and derisive banter, above which the high, rich, energy of the Frenchman’s voice, crying out,—“Parbleu! Oui! Why not?” was always dominant.


  He left the train at one of the little stations near Orléans, departing amid a rough but good-natured chorus of jeers, jibes, and derisive yells which followed him as he walked away along the platform, and to all of which he instantly responded with his ribald vitality of coarse humor, that in its lusty ebullience was somehow like the intoxication of a sound, rich wine.


  The boy saw him for an instant as he passed by the window of the compartment. He was a strong, stocky figure of a man, wearing leggings, with blue eyes, a brown mustache, and a solid face full of dark, rich color. But even after he had disappeared from sight, the boy could hear him shouting to the other people, the sanguinary vitality of his instant, ribald—“Parbleu! Why not!”—a tone, a voice, a word that had evoked the past of France, in all the living textures of her earth and blood, and that, in future years, would bring this scene to life again—all of the faces, voices, lives of these people—as no other single thing could do.


  At one of the little stations near Orléans, a girl opened the door and climbed up into the compartment, which was already crowded. The country people, however, made room for her, crowding a little closer together on the wooden bench, and telling her to wedge herself in, with the rough but good-natured familiarity that characterized their conduct towards one another.


  The girl sat down opposite the boy, beside the window, and put the market basket which she was carrying, on her knees. She was cleanly but plainly dressed, a very lovely and seductive girl with a slender figure which seemed, however, already to have attained a languorous and sensual maturity. She was wearing a broad-brimmed hat of blue that shaded her face, from which her eyes looked out with a luminous, troubling, and enigmatic clarity. She said nothing, but sat silently listening to the rude jovialities of the peasant people around her, and to the ribald shouts and yells and roars of laughter that came from the nearby compartment.


  All the time, the girl gazed directly at the young man, her lovely face traced faintly with a tender, enigmatic smile. It seemed certain to him that if he spoke to her she would not rebuff him. The sensation of an impossible good fortune, of some vague and unutterable happiness that was impending for him in this strange and unknown town, returned. Desire, slow, sultry, began to beat, throbbing in his pulses and through the conduits of his blood. He felt certain that the girl would not rebuff him if he spoke to her. And yet he did not speak.


  And presently the little train came puffing in to Orléans, all of the people got out and streamed away towards the station along the platform. He took the girl’s basket and helped her down out of the train, and with the old bewildered indecision in his heart stood there looking after her as she walked away from him with a graceful, slow, and sensual stride in which every movement that she made seemed to imply reluctance to depart, an invitation to follow. And he looked after her numbly, with hot desire pounding slow and thick in pulse and blood. And he told himself, as he had told himself so many times before, that he would certainly find her again, knowing in his heart he never would.


  Already the girl had been lost among the crowds of people streaming through the station, engulfed again in the everlasting web and weaving of this great earth, to leave him with a memory of another of those brief and final meetings, so poignant with their wordless ache of loss and of regret, in which, perhaps more than in the grander, longer meetings of our life, man’s bitter destiny of days, his fatal brevity, are apparent.


  And again the boy found himself walking along the platform towards the station after the departing people, whom he had met so briefly, and now lost forever. Again he had sought the mysterious promises of a new land, new earth, and a shining city. Again he had come to a strange place, not knowing why he had come.


  Why here?


  [¬]


  XCII


  The Grand Hôtel du Monde et d’Orléans, which was situated opposite the railway station on one of the corners of the station square, was, despite its sounding title, a modest establishment of forty or fifty rooms, constructed in that style at once grandiose and solid which is peculiar to French hotel architecture. When he entered, he found two women seated in the bureau carrying on an animated conversation in fluent English, of which the startling substance ran somewhat as follows:


  “But yes, madame. I assure you—you need have no—kalms?—kalms?”—the younger and larger of the two women said in a doubtful tone, lifting puzzled eyebrows at her older companion—“kalms, Comtesse, je ne comprends pas kalms. Qu’est-ce-que ça veut dire?”


  “Mais, non, chérie,” the other answered patiently. “Pas kalms—qualms—qualms.” She pronounced the word slowly and carefully several times, until the other woman succeeded in saying it after her, at which the little woman nodded her meagre little head emphatically with a movement of bird-like satisfaction, and said:


  “Oui! Oui! Bon! C’est ça! Qualms.”


  “Mais ça veut dire?” the other said inquiringly in a puzzled tone.


  “Ça veut dire, chérie—you need have no qualms, madame—” the little wren-like woman considered carefully before she spoke—“Vous n’avez pas besoin de perturbation—n’est-ce pas?” she cried, with an eager look of triumph.


  “Ah-h!” the other cried, with an air of great enlightenment. “Oui! Je comprends. ... I assure you, madame, that you need have no qualms about the plumbing arrangements.”


  “Bon! Bon!” the little woman nodded her head approvingly. “Plumbing, chérie. Plumbing,” she added gently as an afterthought.


  “You will find everyt’ing t’oroughly modairne——”


  “Thoroughly—” the other said, slowly and carefully. “Thoroughly—you pronounce it this way, my dear—th—th—” She leaned forward, inserting her tongue illustratively between her false teeth.


  “Thoroughly,” the other said, with evident difficulty, and repeated—“thoroughly modairne——”


  “Modern, dear! Modern!” the little wren-like woman said slowly and carefully again, but then, nodding her head with a movement of swift decision, she went on sharply: “Mais non! Ça va! Ça va bien!” She nodded her head vigorously. “Laissez comme ça! Les Américains aiment mieux comme ça—un peu d’accent, n’est-ce pas?” she said craftily. “Pour les Américains.”


  “Ah, oui!” the other woman responded at once, nodding seriously. “Vous avez raison. Ce n’est pas bon de parler trop correctement. Un peu d’accent est mieux. Ils aiment ça—les Américains.”


  They nodded wisely at each other, their faces comically eloquent with that strange union of avarice, hard worldliness, and provincial naïveté which qualifies a Frenchman’s picture of the earth. Then, looking up at the young man, who was standing awkwardly before the bureau, the younger of the two women said coldly:


  “Monsieur?——”


  The young woman was perhaps twenty-eight years old, but her cold, dark face, which was lean and sallow and cleft powerfully by a large strong nose, had a maturity of cold mistrustfulness and unyielding avarice which was incalculable. It was as if from birth her spirit had been steeped in the hard and bitter dyes of man’s iniquity, as if she had sucked the acid nutriment of mistrust and worldly wisdom out of her mother’s breast—as if her hard heart and her cold, dark eyes had never known youth, remembered innocence, or been blinded by romantic fantasies—as if, in short, she had sprung full-armored from her cradle, versed in all grim arts of seeking for one’s self, clutching her first sous in a sweating palm, learning to add by numbers before she could prattle a child’s prayer.


  Seen so, the woman’s face had a cold and stern authority of mistrust that was impregnable. The face, indeed, might have been the very image of a hotel-keeper’s soul, impeccable in its perfection of bought courtesy, but hard, cold, lifeless, cruel as hell, obdurate as a block of granite, to any warming ray of mercy, pardon, or concession where another’s loss and its own gain might be concerned.


  And yet, for all its cold and worldly inhumanity, the face was a passionate one as well. Her strong, black brows grew straight and thick in an unbroken line above her eyes, her upper lip was dark with a sparse but unmistakable mustache of a few black hairs, her face, at once cold and hard in its mistrust, and smouldering with a dark and sinister desire, was stamped with that strange fellowship of avarice and passion he had seen in the faces of women such as this all over France.


  He had seen these women everywhere—behind the cashier’s desk in restaurants, shops, and stores, behind the desks in cafés, theatres, and brothels, or in the bureau of a hotel such as this. Sometimes they were alone, sometimes they were seated together behind one of those enormous tall twin desks, enthroned there like the very magistrates of gain, totting up the interminable figures in their ledgers with the slow care and minute painfulness of greed. They sat there, singly, or two abreast, behind their tall desks near the door, casting their hard eyes in a glance of cold mistrust upon the customers and at each other, conspiring broodingly together as they checked and compared each other’s ledgers—seeming to be set there, in fact, not only as a watch upon the cheats and treasons of the world, but as a watch upon their own, as well.


  And yet, haired darkly on their upper lips, cold, hard, mistrustful in their grasping avarice as they might be, he had always felt in them the complement of a sinister passion. He felt that when all the day’s countings were over, the last entry made in the enormous ledger, the last figure added up, and the last drops of sweat wrung from the leaden visage of the final sous—then, then, he felt, they would pull down the shutters, bare their teeth in smiles of savage joy, and go to their appointed meeting with their lover, Jack the Ripper. Upon faces such as these, even during their day-light impassivity of cold mistrust, the ardor of their nocturnal secrecies was almost obscenely articulate; it required little effort of the imagination to see these women quilted in a vile, close darkness, a union of evil chemistries, locked in the grip of a criminal love, with teeth bared in the bite and shine of a profane and lawless ecstasy, and making savage moan.


  Such, in fact, was the face of the young woman in the bureau of the hotel, who now looked up at him with the cold inquiry of mistrust, and said:


  “Monsieur?——”


  “I—I’d like to get a room,” he stammered awkwardly, faltering before her hard, impassive stare, and speaking to her in her own language.


  “Comment?” she said sharply, a little startled at being addressed so immediately in the language wherein she had just been holding—studious practice. “Vous désirez?——”


  “Une chambre,” he mumbled—“pas trop chère.”


  “Ah-h—a room! He says he wants a room, my dear,” the little woman now put in, quickly and eagerly. She hopped up briskly and came towards him with an eager gleam in her sharp old eyes, an anticipating hope in her meagre face.


  “You are a stranger?” she inquired, peering sharply at him. “An American?”—with a look of eager hope.


  “Yes,” he said.


  “Ah-h!” her breath went in with a little intake of greedy satisfaction. “I thought so! ... Yvonne! Yvonne!” she cried sharply, turning to the other woman in a state of great excitement. “He’s an American—he wants a room—he must have something good—an American,” she babbled, “the best you’ve got——”


  “But yes!” cried Yvonne rising. “To be sure. At vunce!” she cried, and struck a bell, calling: “Jean! Jean!”


  “But not—not,” the youth stuttered, “not the best—it’s just for me—I’m all alone,” he appealed to the smaller woman—“something not very expensive,” he said desperately.


  “Ah—hah—hah!” she said, emitting a little chuckling laugh of gloating satisfaction and continuing to peer craftily up at him. “An American! And young, too.—How old are you, my boy?”


  “T-t-twenty-four,” he stuttered, staring at her helplessly.


  “Ah—hah—hah!” Again the little gloating laugh. “I thought so—and why are you here? ... What are you doing here in Orléans, eh?” she said imperatively, yet coaxingly. “What brings you here, my boy?”


  “Why—why—” he stammered confusedly, and then finding no adequate reason (since there was none) for being there, he blurted out—“I’m—a writer—a—a—journalist,” he stammered, feeling this made his lie the less.


  “Ah—hah—hah,” she chuckled softly again with a kind of abstracted gluttony of satisfaction—“a journalist, eh, my boy?” in [In] her ravenous eagerness she had begun to pat and stroke his arm with a claw-like hand, as a cook might stroke a fat turkey before killing it. “A journalist, eh? ... Yvonne! Yvonne!” suddenly she turned to the other woman again, speaking rapidly in a burst of high excitement. “The young man is a journalist ... an American journalist ... he writes for The New York Times, Yvonne ... the greatest newspaper in America.”


  “Well, not exactly that,” he blundered, red in the face from confusion and embarrassment. “I never said——”


  “Ah—hah—hah,” the little old woman said again with her little gloating laugh, peering up at him with a crafty gleam in her sharp old eyes, and stroking his arm in her unconscious eagerness. “... And you’ve come to write about us, eh? ... Joan of Arc, eh?” she said seducingly, with a little crafty laugh of triumph. “—The Cathedral ... the Maid of Orléans ... ah, my boy, you have come to the right place. ... I will show you everything. ... I will take care of you. ... You are in good hands now. ... Ah-h, we love the Americans here. ... Yvonne! Yvonne!” she cried again, her excitement growing all the time. “He says he is here to write about Orléans for The New York Times ... he will put it all in ... the Cathedral ... Joan of Arc ... the hotel here ... the greatest paper in America ... millions of people will come here when they read it——”


  “Well, now, I never said—” he began again.


  “Ah—hah—hah,” again she was peering up at him craftily, with old eyes of eager greed, chortling her little laugh of gloating triumph, as she stroked his arm. “Twenty-four, eh? ... And where are you from, my boy? ... Where is your home?”


  “Why—New York, I suppose,” he said hesitantly.


  “Yes, yes, I know,” she said impatiently—“but before that? Where were you born? ... What State are you from?”


  He stared at her for a moment with bewildered face.


  “Why, I don’t think you’d know where it is,” he said at length. “I’m from Catawba.”


  “Catawba—yes!” the old woman pressed on eagerly. “And what part of Catawba? What town?”


  “Why”—he stared at her, gape-jawed with amazement—“a place called Altamont.”


  “Altamont!” she crowed jubilantly. “Altamont—yes! Altamont—of course!”


  “You know it?” he said incredulously. “You’ve heard of it?”


  “Heard of it! Why, my boy, I’ve been there seven times!” She chuckled with triumph, then went on with a wild and incoherent eagerness. “Little Mother, they call me ... I am known everywhere. ... Letters ... cablegrams ... the Governor of Arkansas ...” she babbled. “I gave up everything ... spent my fortune. ... Ah, my boy, I love the Americans. ... They call me Little Mother. ... Altamont! ... A beautiful town! ... Do you know Doctor Bradford and his family? ... And how is Harold? ... What’s Alice doing now—has she married ... a lovely girl. ... And how is George Watson? ... What’s he doing, eh? ... Is he still secretary of the Chamber of Commerce? ... And Mrs. Morgan Hamilton. ... And Charles McKee—ah, how I should like to see all my dear old friends in Altamont again.”


  “You—you know them—all those people?” he gasped, hearing as in a dream the great cathedral bells throng out upon the air of night.


  “Know them! ... I know every one in the town. ... I always stay with Doctor Bradford and his family. ... Ah, what lovely people, my boy. ... How good they have been to me. ... I love Americans! ... Little Mother, they call me,” she went on in a strange, tranced tone, her eyes burning feverishly as she spoke—“‘As the brave little woman who is known to thousands of Our Boys as the Little Mother of the Stars and Stripes stood before the great audience that packed the City Auditorium last night as it has never been packed before in its whole history, it is safe to say there was not a dry eye in the great’—Yvonne!” She broke sharply away from her mysterious recitation, and again addressed herself excitedly to the hotel woman—“I know his town ... I know his family ... I know his father and his mother ... I have stayed at their house! ... They are all dear friends of mine! ... Quick! Tell Madame Vatel that an American friend of mine is here. ... Tell her it is going to be a great thing for her ... for Orléans ... for all of us. ... Tell her he is going to write about the hotel in The New York Times ... you will give him a good room ... a good price, eh?” she said cunningly. “He will bring hundreds of people here to the hotel——”


  “But yes, Countess,” said Yvonne. “Perfectly.”


  “The best! The best!” the old woman cried. “He comes from one of the most prominent families in America—ah—hah—hah! You will see!” She chuckled with mysterious cunning. “I shall make you all rich and famous before I’m through ... I know all the rich Americans. ... Hah—hah. ... They will all come here now when he has written about us. ... The New York Times, Yvonne,” she whispered gloatingly, “the paper all the rich Americans read. ... Tell Madame Vatel what has happened. ... Ah, a great thing, Yvonne. ... a great thing for us all—see!” she whispered mysteriously, pointing towards the bewildered youth—“the head, Yvonne! The head! You can tell by the head, Yvonne,” she whispered. “What a clever head, Yvonne. ... The New York Times, eh? ...” she chuckled craftily, “that all the clever writers write for! ... Tell Vatel!” she whispered gloatingly, rubbing her little claw-like hands together. “Tell Madame. ... Tell every one. ... He must have the best,” she muttered with conspiratorial secrecy. “The best.”


  “But yes, Countess,” Yvonne said smoothly. “Monsieur shall have nothing but the best. Number Seven, I think,” she said reflectively. “Oui! Number Seven!” She nodded her head decisively with satisfaction. “I am sure Monsieur will like the room. ... Jean! Jean!” She clapped her hands sharply to the attentive porter, who now sprang forward nimbly. “Apportez les baggages de Monsieur au Numéro Sept.”


  “But—but—the price?” the youth said awkwardly.


  “The price,” said Yvonne, “to Monsieur is—twelve francs. To others—that is deeferent, eh?” she said with a significant smile and an expressive shrug. “But since Monsieur is a friend of the Countess, the price will be twelve francs.”


  “Cheap! Cheap!” the Countess muttered. “And now, my boy,” she said coaxingly, taking him by the arm, “you must take your meals here, too. ... The cuisine! ... Ah-h! Merveilleuse!” she whispered, making a small rhapsodic gesture with one hand. “You will eat here, too, my boy—eh?”


  He nodded dumbly, and the old woman turned immediately to Yvonne with a look of cunning triumph, saying: “Did you hear, Yvonne? ... Do you see? ... He will take his meals here, too. ... Tell Vatel ... Tell Madame ... I know all the rich Americans. ... They will all come now, Yvonne,” she whispered. “You will see. ... And now, my boy,” she said with an air of decision, turning to him again, “have you had dinner yet? ... No? ... Good!” she said with satisfaction. “I shall eat with you,” she took him by the arm possessively. “We shall eat together here in the hotel. ... I shall have Pierre set a table for us ... we shall always eat together there—just you and I. ... Ah, you have come to the right place ... I shall look after you and watch you like your own mother, my boy. ... There are so many bad places here in Orléans ... so many low resorts. I shall tell you where they are so that you can keep out of them ... it is so easy for a young man to go astray. ... So many young Americans who come over here get into trouble, meet with bad companions, because they have no one to guide them. ... But have no fear, my boy ... I will watch over you while you are here like your own mother. ... They call me Little Mother.”


  He cast a distressed and perplexed glance towards Yvonne, and that capable person came instantly and suavely to his rescue.


  “Perhaps, Countess,” she said smoothly, “Monsieur would like to see his room and brosh up a beet after ze fatigue of his journey—eh?”


  He looked at her gratefully, and the Countess, nodding her head vigorously, said instantly:


  “Oui! Oui! C’est ça! ... By all means, my boy, go up to your room and wash up a bit. ... Ah, a lovely room! He will like it, eh, Yvonne? ... New furnishings, hot and cold water, beautiful plumbing.”


  “I can assure Monsieur,” said Yvonne dutifully, “that he need have no—kalms——”


  “Qualms, Yvonne, qualms,” the Countess corrected her gently—“a lovely room, my boy! And when you have finished come on down and we will dine together. ... You will find me here. I will wait for you. And while you eat,” she said enticingly, “I shall let you read my clippings—ah-h, I have a great book full of them. ... You shall read it all, everything—what it says about their Little Mother,” she said tenderly. “And I shall keep you company. I shall talk to you and tell you what to do in Orléans. ... No, no, I shall eat nothing,” she said hastily, as if to allay some economic apprehension on his part. “It will cost you nothing. ... A little of your coffee, perhaps. ... Perhaps a glass of wine—no more. Ah, my dear,” the old woman went on sadly, “the food here is so lovely, and I cannot eat it ... I can eat nothing——”


  “Nothing?” he said, staring at her.


  “Rien, rien, rien,” she cried, waving her hand sidewise.


  “The Countess is on—what you say—a diet?” said Yvonne sympathetically. “Eet ees the doctor’s orders—she cannot eat.”


  “Rien du tout,” the Countess said again. “Nothing but horse’s blood, my dear,” the Countess said in a sad voice. “That’s all I live on now.”


  “Horse’s blood!” he stared at her unbelievingly.


  “Oui!” she nodded. “Sang de cheval! You see, my dear,” she went on in an explanatory tone, “I have anæmia—and by the doctor’s orders I take horse’s blood. ... But the food here is so lovely. Lovely. I shall wait for you, my boy, and watch you eat.”


  “Jean!” cried Yvonne sharply, giving the youth his freedom by one brisk act. “Les baggages de Monsieur. Numéro Sept.”


  She handed the key to the porter.


  “Oui, monsieur,” the porter said cheerfully, picking up the youth’s valise. “Par ici, s’il vous plaît.”


  They went back and got into the little ascenseur, just big enough for two. It mounted slowly, creakingly, with slatting rope. They got off at the first flight: he followed the porter down a thickly-carpeted hall and then, while the man switched on lights, turned down the coverlet of the bed, and pulled the heavy curtains together in order to assure that atmosphere of stale nocturnal confinement without which sleep in France seems impossible, he examined the room.


  The place easily lived up to all the rapturous prophesies which the Countess had made of it. It was astonishingly luxurious—with that almost indecent luxury that is characteristic of a French hotel room, and that is disquietingly similar to the luxury of a brothel. The bed was a lavish, canopied affair with crimson hangings; the floor was covered with a thick crimson carpet, completely noiseless to the tread; there was a sensually fat sofa and several fat chairs covered with fat, red plush and painted with gilt, a great gilt-rimmed mirror above the mantel, a washbowl of deep and heavy porcelain with glittering nickel fixtures, a lavish bidet the inevitable provision of a French woman’s needs, and curtains of a fat, silk, quilted material whose sensual folds were now closely drawn together, completing the effect of bordello secrecy and luxury previously described.


  And this oriental luxury was being provided to him for seventy cents a day on the recommendation of a mad old woman who drank horse’s blood and whom he had never seen until a half hour ago. As he stood there bewildered by this new, strange turn of chance and destiny, he felt the stillness of the old town around him, and heard again the vast, sweet thronging of the cathedral bells through the dark and silent air, and felt again, as he had felt so many times, the strange and bitter miracle of life. And there was something in his heart he could not utter.


  When he went downstairs again, he found the old woman waiting for him, with an eager and cunning gleam at once comical and pathetic in her sharp old eyes, and a great book of newspaper clippings in her arms.


  With an air of complete possession, she took him by the arm, and thus linked, they entered the hotel restaurant together. As they went in, it was at once evident that the fame of the young journalist had preceded him. There was a great scraping of chairs around the family table and Madame Vatel, her husband, their comely married daughter, and the daughter’s little girl, rose from the family soup in unison, and received him with a chorus of smiles, bows, and enchanted murmurs of greeting that alarmed him by their profuse respectfulness, and that became almost fawningly obsequious as the Countess began to publish the merits of his power and influence in a torrential French of which he could only capture occasional glittering fragments, the chief of which was the proud name of The New York Times—“le grand journal Américain.”


  Then, having muttered out a few desperate words of thanks for the overwhelming and unexpected warmth of their reception, he and the Countess were escorted by a bowing waiter to the table which had been prepared for them at the other end of the restaurant, near the street entrance. The food—a savory and wholesome country soup, broiled fish, succulent thick slices of roast beef, tender, red, and juicy as none he had ever tasted before, a crisp and tender salad of endive, and camembert and coffee—was as delicious as the Countess had predicted; the wine—a Beaujolais, of which the old woman drank half a glass—both cheap and good; the service of the old waiter suave, benevolent, and almost unctuously attentive; and his own mixed feelings of alarm, astonishment, embarrassment at the position in which he had been placed, resentment at the imposture into which the old woman had compelled him, and wild, helpless, mounting, and astounded laughter—were explosive, indescribable.


  He would look up uneasily from the delicious food to see the Vatel family, heads together around their table in a congress of whispering secrecy, and with the imprint of conspiratorial greed and cunning on their faces. Then they would catch his eye, nudge one another, and bow and smile at him with fawning graciousness, and he would return to his food savagely, not knowing whether to curse or howl with laughter.


  During the whole course of the meal, the Countess sat opposite him, watching like a hawk every move he made, her old eyes gleaming cunningly, and a strange, fixed smile, which he had come to recognize as being at once crafty and naïve, shrewd with guile and yet pathetically inquiring, hovering faintly upon her sharp and meagre face.


  All the time while he was eating, the old woman kept up her strange, fragmentary monologue—a semi-coherent discourse which mirrored forth the very image of her soul and seemed to be addressed to herself as much as to any listener. With a ravenous attentiveness she watched him devour his food, exhorted him to waste none of it, and to sop up the sauce as well, demanded of the old waiter second helpings of the delicious roast beef, accompanying her command with a glittering account of the prosperity that would accrue to him and the hotel as a result of this solicitude; plied the boy with questions concerning his friends, his work, his future prospects, and his travels—in short, pried, probed, wormed and insinuated her way into every corner of his history, and appointed herself guide and censor of his life and conduct from this moment on.


  “How long have you been over here, my boy?”—she said in her low but vibrant monotone, which had that curious, dead resonance, an almost bodiless energy that seems to come from indestructible vitality of mind or spirit when the vitality of flesh has been exhausted. It was an energy at once as bitterly tenacious as man’s clutch on life, yet marked all the time by the brooding fatality of people who have lived too long and seen all things go—“How long have you been in Europe? ... And where were you first? ... England, yes. ... And after England. ... Paris? Where did you stay there? ... How much did they charge you for your room? ... Twelve francs. ... Yes, but you could do better, my boy. ... You could do much better. ... You should find a place for eight francs a day. ... All the Americans spend too much money,” she said sadly. “They come over here and waste their money. ... I have seen so many Americans get stranded here. ... During the war I had to help so many out. ... Tell me, my boy,” she leaned over and clutched his arm with her claw-like hand, “you are not going to get stranded here like other Americans, are you?” her [Her] voice had a low, hoarse, and fatal note in it. “Promise me you won’t get stranded here.”


  He promised her.


  “How much money have you got, my boy—eh?” she said, her old eyes lighted with an avaricious gleam. A sudden apprehension shocked her; she started forward, saying quickly—“You’ve got enough to pay your bill? You’ve got enough to get you out of Orléans? ... You won’t get stranded here at the hotel?”


  He reassured her, and with a look of relief she continued:


  “You must tell me every day how much you spend. ... You must let me watch your money for you. ... So few young men in America understand the value of money. ... They throw it away as if it were dirt. ... There are so many ways to waste your money here in France. ... We have so many things to spend money on—it’s gone before you know it—restaurants, hotels, liquor, wine, cafés—Ah, cafés, cafés!” she sighed with dead fatality. “Cafés everywhere you go,” she said. “They are the curse of France. Cafés and women. ... Have you met the women yet?” she demanded sharply. He told her that he had.


  “Yes, I know,” she said, her voice sad with its note of resigned fatality. “You meet them in cafés—bad women, waiting there to prey upon the young Americans. ... Tell me—” the eager gleam awakened in her eyes again—“have you given them much of your money?”


  He told her that he had.


  “Ah, I know,” she answered sadly. “All the young Americans waste their money in that way. ... Don’t do it, my boy,” her claw-like hand went out and grasped his arm. “Promise me you will not give any more money away to those women. ... They are bad, bad ... the shame of France. ... Get yourself a nice girl, my boy. ... I know some nice girls here in Orléans. ... I will introduce you—But don’t go to the cafés, my boy—Or, if you go, don’t talk to any of the women there. ... No nice woman here in Orléans goes to the café ... all the women that you meet there are bad, bad. ... The best café,” she concluded irrelevantly, “is on the Place Martroi. You will find the women there. ... If you go, tell me tomorrow about the music. ... They have good music there. ... I love good music. ... One hears so little music here in Orléans. ... There are so few amusements for a decent woman here. ... Sometimes I want to go to the café to hear the music, but if I did I would no longer be a decent woman. ... I suppose you’ll go to the café tonight?” she said sadly, fatally, but with an eager glint of inquiry in her old eyes. “All the Americans go to the cafés. It’s the only place there is to go to here.”


  Towards ten o’clock, which was her hour of retiring, he escaped from her, and went to the café of which she had spoken. There was an orchestra of three pieces playing the kind of music that is played in French cafés; and many mirrors, and long seats of old worn leather around the walls; and several young whores sitting singly at tables, patiently ogling the sporting males of Orléans, who stroked their mustaches and ogled back, but spent no money on them. And there was one extremely lovely, blonde, seductive and experienced-looking whore from Paris, who ogled no one, but sat by herself at a table, frowning reflectively with half-closed eyes and with a cigarette in her mouth, studiously involved in solitaire, and completely indifferent to the gallantries of the ogling males of Orléans, although many a languishing look was cast in her direction. The men played cards or dominoes together, held their secret, sly, and whispered conversations, and then roared with laughter; the café orchestra played the music that a French café orchestra always plays; the waiters went back and forth with trays and glasses; the proprietor went from table to table talking to his regular patrons; the whores sat patiently at tables, and smiled and ogled when they caught somebody’s eye; and somehow the whole scene was instantly, poignantly familiar, like something he had known all his life.


  And he did not know why this was true. But something essential in the substance and the structure of the scene—the beautiful and sophisticated prostitute from Paris, the seducers and gallants of the town of Orléans, the feeling of silence, secrecy, and darkness all around him in the old sleeping town—in which this place was now the only spot of warmth and gaiety and lightness—even the occasional shrill fife and piping whistle at the railway station not far away—all these things and people had their counterpart, somehow, in the life of small towns everywhere and in the life he had known in a small town as a child, when he had lain in his bed in darkness and had heard the distant wail and thunder of a departing train, and had seen then in the central core and vision of his heart’s desire, his image of the distant, the shining, the fabulous, thousand-spired, magic city, and had thought then of a lovely and seductive red-haired woman named Norah Ryan, who had that year come from the great city to live there in his mother’s house, and whose coming and whose going would always be a thing of mystery and wonder to them all; and felt, then, as now, all around him the numb nocturnal stillness of the town, the impending prescience of wild joy, the heartbeats of ten thousand sleeping men.


  And this feeling of unutterable loss and familiarity, of strangeness and reality, remained with him later when he left the closing café and walked home towards his hotel through a silent, cobbled street, between rows of old, still houses, the shuttered secrecy of the shops.


  And later, the feeling was more strong and strange than ever, as he lay in his sumptuous bed in the hotel, reading the clippings in the Countess’ books—those incredible explosions of Yankee journalese that this old woman had inspired in a thousand little towns across America—brought back here, read here now, in the midnight stillness of this ancient town as the great cathedral bells thronged through the air—the miraculous weavings of dark chance and destiny, all near as his heart and farther off than heaven, familiar as his life, and stranger than a dream.


  [¬]


  XCIII


  In the weeks that followed, the boy discovered in the totally absurd, yet curiously persuasive illogic of the woman’s mind a revealing illustration of the psychology of fraud, the self-hypnosis of the impostor. When he would protest to her at the effrontery of her representations, the staggering fiction she had now woven about him, his family, his wealth, his power, his influence, and his profession, which made an open, bare-faced use of great names and institutions of which he had no knowledge, and to which he could make no claim, the old woman would answer him at once with a series of arguments so ingeniously persuasive that for a moment he would find himself almost conquered by their hypnotic power, absurdly false though he knew them to be.


  “Look here,” he would say resentfully. “What do you mean by telling all these people that I represent The New York Times? What if The New York Times should hear about it and have me thrown in jail for fraud—for using their name when I had no right to do it?—You’d be safe—you would,” he said bitterly. “I’d be the one to suffer—you could always get out of it by saying that you acted in good faith, that you really thought I did work for The Times.”


  “But you do, don’t you?” She looked at him with a surprised and puzzled face.


  “No!” he shouted. “Of course I don’t! And I never told you so, either! It’s something you made up out of your own head five minutes after I met you, and nothing I could say would stop you.—Now you’ve told people all over town that I’m writing stories about Orléans for The New York Times, and am going to put them in the stories. We’ve accepted favors, got things at reduced prices and been entertained by these people all because you told them I am working for The Times and that they are going to get some free publicity out of it. Don’t you realize what that is?” he said angrily, glaring at her. “That’s fraud. That’s getting something by false pretense. You can be put in jail for that! ... Why the next thing I know you’ll be getting money from them—collecting a commission from them for getting me to write them up. Perhaps you have already, for all I know,” he concluded bitterly.


  “But you did tell me that you were a journalist, my boy,” the old woman said gently. “You told me that, you know.”


  “Well—yes,” he sullenly admitted. “I did tell you that. I said that, because I want to be a writer, and I’ve done nothing yet—and somehow it didn’t seem so big to say I was a journalist. ... Besides,” he blundered on uncertainly, “I thought the word had a kind of different meaning here from what it has at home——”


  She nodded her head briskly with a satisfied air:


  “Exactly. ... A journalist is one who contributes articles and sketches on timely subjects to current publications. ... And you’ve done that, haven’t you?”


  “Well,” he conceded, “I wrote some pieces for the university magazine when I was at college——”


  “Ah-h! Exactly!”—this with an air of triumph.


  “And I was editor of the college newspaper.”


  “But of course! Just as I say!”


  “And I suppose I did write news stories about the university once in a while and send them to the paper back home.”


  “Of course you did, my boy! Of course!”


  “And I did write what they call a feature article one time and sold it to a paper. ... And I wrote a one-act play and it was published in a book and I’ve had so far eight dollars royalty on it,” he concluded his recital with a meagre glow of hope, a lame belief that his journalistic pretensions were not wholly fraudulent.


  “But—” the Countess lifted astounded eyebrows, and looked about her with a fine gesture of the hands expressive of bewilderment—“just as I say, my boy! Just as I say. From what you tell me there’s no doubt of it! You are a journalist.”


  “Well,” he conceded gloomily, “I guess if you can establish my reputation from that, I could swear to what I’ve told you. ... Oh, yes,” he added ironically, “and I forgot to tell you that I got up early in the morning and carried papers, when I was a kid.”


  “Exactly! Exactly!” she nodded seriously—“you showed a talent for your present work right from the start. You have been trained in your profession since childhood.”


  “Oh, my God!” he groaned. “What’s the use? Have it your own way, then. I can’t argue with you. ... Only, for God’s sake, Countess, stop telling people around here that I am working for The New York Times.”


  “Now, my boy, see here; you mustn’t be so modest about things. If you don’t learn to blow your own horn a little no one else will do it for you. As clever and brilliant as you are, you mustn’t be so self-effacing. What if you are not yet editor of The New York Times——?”


  “Editor! Editor, hell! I’m not even office boy!”


  “But, of course, my dear!” she said patiently. “You will be some day. But at the present time you are a rising young journalist of great gifts, for whom all of your confrères on The Times are expecting a brilliant career——”


  “Now, Countess, you look here——”


  She waved her hand tolerantly with a dismissing gesture, and went on:


  “All that will come,” she said. “You are still young—no one expects you to be editor yet.”


  “You’ll have me editor if you talk much longer,” he said sarcastically. “I wouldn’t put it past you. But if you’re determined to tell people I’m a journalist, why drag in The New York Times? After all, I could pretend to be a journalist without feeling an utter fraud. So why drag in The Times?”


  “Ah,” she said. “The Times is a great newspaper. People have heard of The Times. To say you are connected with The Times means something, carries prestige.”


  “Well, if it’s prestige you want, why don’t you tell them I’m a college professor? You know, I did work as an instructor for a year in New York. If you told them I’m a professor I could at least feel a little less guilty.”


  “Oh,” she said seriously, “but no one here would believe such a story as that. You are too young to be a professor. Besides,” she added practically, “it is much better anyway to tell them you are working for The Times.”


  “Why?”


  “Because,” she patiently explained, “they can see some value in that. The power of the press is great. A professor could do nothing for them. A clever young man writing articles for The Times might do much.”


  “But, damn it,” he cried, in an exasperated tone, “I’ve never written articles for The Times. Can’t you understand that?”


  “Now, see here, my boy,” she said quietly. “Try to be reasonable about this thing. What’s the use of confusing these people here with needless explanations? What does it matter if you haven’t written articles for The Times? You are writing them now——”


  “Oh, hell, Countess!”


  “You are going to write these very brilliant and interesting articles about Orléans,” she went on calmly, “and they will be published in The New York Times, because they will be so very clever that The New York Times will want to publish them. So why tell these simple people here anything more than that? It would only confuse them. I have told them nothing but the truth,” she said virtuously, “I have told them you are writing a series of articles about Orléans for the great newspaper, The New York Times, and that, my boy, is all they need to know.” She smiled tranquilly at him. He gave up.


  “All right,” he said. “You win. Have it your own way. I’m anything you like—the white-haired boy, the prize performer, the crown jewel of The New York Times.”


  She nodded with approval.


  The farce grew more extravagant day by day. And because this fantastic chance had somewhat dulled the smothering ache that had been almost constant since his parting with Ann, Elinor, and Starwick, he stayed on from day to day, not knowing why he stayed or why he should depart, but held with a kind of hypnotic interest by this web of absurd circumstance in which he had so swiftly been involved.


  In the morning, when he came downstairs, the old woman would be waiting for him and would sharply and eagerly catechize him about his conduct the night before.


  “Did you go to the café last night, my dear? ... How much did you have to drink? Eh? ... A Pernod, four cognacs, coffee, a package of cigarettes. ... What did that come to, eh? ... How much did you spend? ... Twenty-one francs! ... Ah, my dear, too much, too much!” she clucked sadly and regretfully. “You will spend all your money in cafés and have nothing to go on with! ... Tell me, now, my dear,” her old eyes had an eager glint of curiosity, “were there many people there? ... Was the place crowded? ... Were there many women? ... You didn’t talk to any of the girls, did you?” she said sharply.


  He said that he had.


  “You should not have done that!” she said reproachfully. “And what did she want? She wanted you to come with her, eh?”


  “No; we didn’t get that far. She asked me for a cigarette.”


  “And did you give it to her?”


  “Yes, of course.”


  “But no money! You didn’t give her any money?” she said feverishly.


  “No.”


  “Did you buy her a drink? ... Was that what all the cognac was for?”


  “No. It was for me.”


  “How much money have you left, my boy? ... Are you keeping track of your expenses? ... Did you get another of those express checks cashed yesterday?”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “What kind? A ten-dollar one?”


  “Yes.”


  “Ah, you shouldn’t have done that,” she said regretfully. “Once you cash it, it goes quickly.” She snapped her fingers, “like that! Ça file! Ça file!—You do not watch your money as you should. You do not keep track of what you spend. ... My boy, promise me something, will you?” she went on in a low, earnest tone. “Promise me you won’t spend all your money and get stranded here. ... You won’t do that, will you? ... How much money have you left? ... Tell me,” she said eagerly. “How many of those express checks have you left ... Count it, count it,” she demanded greedily. “Take the book out and let me see what you have left.”


  He took out the little leather folder of express checks and opened it. It was getting very thin. Then he thumbed rapidly through the little sheaf of checks, trying to get it over as quickly as he could because of its distasteful reminder of a harsh reality he wanted to forget. He not only lacked by nature the sense of money, he was also at the blissful period in a young man’s life when one hundred dollars is as good as a million. In fact, with twenty dollars in bright, flimsy fifty-franc notes in his pocket, the pleasant terrace of a good café, a drink, the knowledge of delicious food and wine within, and the slow, sensual meditations of desire, he felt as rich as any millionaire on earth. At such a time, the whole earth lay before him in winding vistas of pleasure, joy, and mystery: in the huge unreason of this enchantment he was sure that there was nothing ahead of him but a beautiful and fortunate life, filled with success and happiness, and if by any chance he thought of money, it was only to dismiss the thought impatiently with the irrational conviction that it would always be ready when he needed it, that it would come to him miraculously and wonderfully like manna out of heaven, that he could get great sums of money in many strange, delightful ways, at any time he wanted it.


  Now the Countess, by the harsh worldliness of her insistence, had jarred him back to a disquieting reality for which he had no relish. While the old woman followed every movement with greedy, avaricious eyes glued on the checks, he thumbed them over quickly and sullenly, told her curtly their amount, and thrust the book brusquely back into his pocket.


  When he had finished, she shook her head at him with sad reproach:


  “Ah!” she said, “what extravagance! A French family could have lived comfortably for a month on what you have spent here in the last week.”


  He winced, and stirred restlessly, pierced suddenly with a nameless sense of guilt and shame, and personal unworthiness, a sudden evocation of the infinite toil and minute saving of his mother’s life. And he felt this despite the fact that his mother had now acquired a considerable estate, a large sum of money, and, in spite of her parsimonious economies in innumerable small ways, displayed in her real estate investments a riotous extravagance that far surpassed any of his own on the sensual pleasures of food and drink and books, on voyages and women. And this curious and irrational sense of guilt and shame was, he knew, not peculiar to himself, but rooted somehow in the structure of the lives of most of the Americans he had known. It was something that went back almost past time and memory, that they had always had, that was distilled out of their blood, and drawn from the very air they breathed:—a feeling that any life not based on gainful labor, any life devoted openly and nakedly to pleasure, idleness and leisure, and the gratification of one’s own desires, was, somehow, an ignoble and shameful life.


  Now, suddenly torn with this old and irremediable sense of guilt, he scowled suddenly, fidgeted restlessly in his chair, and then spoke sharply and angrily to the old woman, who sat with her sad, reproachful gaze upon him:


  “Well, it’s spent now, it’s gone, it can’t be helped. What do you expect people to do with money, anyway?” he said irritably. “Count it and kiss it and say good-night to it every time they go to sleep—and kiss it and count it over again every time they wake up, to see none of it has got away from them in the night? What’s it for anyway if it’s not to spend? What are you living for?” he said bitterly. “What are you waiting for? Are you saving your money so you can have a nice coffin when they bury you?”


  “Yes, my boy, but you spend so much on food and drink and on the girls,” the old woman said in a sad tone. “So much of it goes on things like that.”


  “And why not?” he said resentfully. “Will you please tell me what else I should spend it on? Is there anything better than that to spend it on?”


  “Don’t spend it on those girls in the café,” she said. “They are bad—bad—they will bring you nothing but misfortune and trouble. Come,” she said, getting up briskly. “I shall take you with me this morning and introduce you to two nice girls. You will be better off with them than with those women in the café.”


  They went out, and walked along the streets of the old town, brisk with morning life, cheerful with the thin, musty yellow of a wintry sun. As they walked along those streets of morning, many people recognized the old woman and spoke respectfully to her. Sometimes shopkeepers spoke to her from doorways, smiling good-naturedly at the sight of the little old woman trotting briskly along beside the towering height of the young man. Sometimes she would hear their laughter and bantering comment among themselves about the ludicrous disproportion of the pair, and then, turning to the young man, she would laugh in an abstracted and yet pleased way, saying:


  “Ah—hah—hah! They are laughing at you and me, my boy. They think it is very funny, the way we look together. ... Un grand garçon, eh?” she called out to a man standing in the doorway of a shop, who was measuring the boy up and down with a look of good-natured astonishment.


  “Mon Dieu!” the man cried. “Qu’il est grand! Il mange beaucoup de soupe!”


  At length, they stopped before a small millinery shop, where the old woman was having a hat made, and went in. A small bell tinkled thinly as they entered, and the milliner and her assistant came out from behind some curtains to greet them. The milliner was a competent-looking woman of thirty years, dark, with a wide face, and a strong, compact, and yet seductive figure. The assistant was younger, taller, and fair in coloring. Both were attractive girls, and both greeted him with smiles and the exclamation of good-natured astonishment that he had heard upon the street. Then, for several minutes, the little shop was gay with the light, rapid French of the three women. All seemed to be talking and laughing at the same time, in excited tones; he saw that the Countess was eagerly publishing his merits to the two girls, he caught the magic phrase The New York Times now and then, the two girls kept glancing at him with smiling faces, and presently the older one, who was the proprietor, walked towards him, measured her height against his shoulder, and then with a little laugh of astonishment, said:


  “Mon Dieu! Qu’il est grand!”


  The younger of the two girls, laughing, made a reply in rapid French which he could not follow, and the Countess, with a little chuckle of satisfaction, turned towards him, saying in an explanatory manner:


  “They say they need you here, my dear, to get boxes down from the top shelf. It’s too tall for them.”


  “Mon Dieu, oui!” the younger, taller girl, who had picked up the hat she had been making for the old woman and was shaping it in her hands, now answered instantly. “He can help Hélène now with the box while you try this on. Hélène,” she called to the other girl, “show Monsieur where the boxes are and have him get one down for you.”


  He followed Hélène back through the curtains to the rear of the shop, pursued by the laughter and chattering comment of the other two women. Upon a shelf in the rear a number of hat-boxes were stacked up, but when he looked inquiringly at Hélène, she smiled good-naturedly, and kindly said:


  “Mais non, monsieur. Nous ne sommes pas sérieuses. Attendez,” and got up briskly on a chair, reaching for a box herself. It was, in fact, almost out of reach; she touched it with her outstretched finger-tips, dislodged it, it came tumbling down, and he caught it as it fell. And Hélène herself came close to falling. She teetered uncertainly on her unsteady balance, swayed towards him, and he lifted her down. For a moment, her weight was strong and palpable in his arms. He put her down reluctantly, and for a moment she stood flat against him, her hands gently resting on his arms. Then, with a pleasant litttle [little] laugh, she said:


  “Oh, la, la! Qu’il est fort!”


  They went out front again, the Countess finished trying on the hat, and presently, after another burst of gay and rapid talk, he and the old woman departed. As he went out, the little bell tinkled thinly and pleasantly again; he had to stoop to go through the door. He turned to say good-bye again, the two girls were looking towards him with gay and friendly smiles; he was sorry to go, and wanted some excuse for staying. Hélène looked strong and competent and desirable, she smiled at him a friendly farewell: he thought if he came back again she would be glad to see him, but he never saw her after that.


  Later, the two girls stayed in his memory with a vivid, pleasant warmth: he thought of Hélène many times, her strong seductive figure, and her wide, dark face, and he wondered what her life had been, if she had married, and what time had brought to her.


  [¬]


  XCIV


  The crowning extravagance of the Countess’ misrepresentation was revealed one morning when he found a letter addressed to him in a firm, feminine, and completely unfamiliar handwriting. The Countess had spoken to him several times of a great noblewoman in the neighborhood, who lived in a magnificent château, and with whom, it was obvious, the Countess wished to improve her slight acquaintance. Now, upon opening the letter, the following message greeted his astounded eye:


  Le Château de Mornaye

  February 23, 1925


  My dear Mr. Gant:


  My old friend, La Comtesse de Caux, informs me that you are spending some time in Orléans, preparing a series of articles for the great journal you represent, The New York Times.


  It will be a great pleasure to me if you, together with La Comtesse, will give me the honor of your presence at Mornaye for luncheon on Thursday, the twenty-sixth. La Comtesse de Caux informs me that you became acquainted with my son Paul when he visited America with Le Maréchal Foch in 1922, and that a warm friendship grew up between you at that time. I have often heard my son speak of his American tour, and of the dear friendships he made there, and I know how keen will be his regret when he hears that you were here and that he missed you. He is at present, I regret to say, at Paris, but I have written informing him of your presence here.


  At any rate, it will give me great pleasure to welcome one of my son’s American friends to Mornaye, and I am looking forward to your visit with the most eager anticipation. La Comtesse de Caux has already informed me of your acceptance, and my motor will be waiting for you at the village station Thursday the twenty-sixth at noon.


  Until then, ever sincerely yours,

  Mathilde, Marquise de Mornaye.


  He read the letter a second time, anger swelling in a hot flood as its full significance was revealed to him. When he at length found the Countess, he was so choked with exasperation that for a moment he could not speak but stood glaring at her with infuriated eyes, holding the crumpled letter in one clenched fist.


  “Now, you look here,” he said at length in a smothered tone, “you look here—” he held the letter out and shook it furiously under her nose. “What do you mean by a thing like this?”


  She returned his furious gaze with a glance of bright inquiry, took the letter from his hand, and immediately, after looking at it, said cheerfully:


  “Oh, yes! La Marquise has written you, as she said she would. Did I not tell you I had great things in store for you?” she said triumphantly. “Ah, my boy, how fortunate you were in finding me the way you did! Do you realize how few Americans ever have the opportunity you are getting? Here you are, a boy of twenty-four, being received with open arms into one of the greatest families in France. Why, there are American millionaires who would pay a fortune for the privilege!”


  “Now, you see here,” he said again in a choking tone. “What do you mean by doing a thing like this behind my back?”


  She raised puzzled eyebrows inquiringly:


  “Behind your back? What do you mean, my boy?”


  “What right have you got to tell this woman I had accepted her invitation, when you never spoke to me about it?”


  “But!” she said, with a small protesting gasp—“I was sure you would be delighted! It never occurred to me that you wouldn’t be! I felt sure you’d jump at the opportunity!”


  “Opportunity!” he jeered. “Opportunity for what? Opportunity to let you tell this woman a pack of lies about me, and try to work her with some trick or dodge that you’ve got up your sleeve!”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, with quiet dignity.


  “Oh, yes you have!” he snarled. “You know very well what I’m talking about. You’ve told these lying stories and misrepresented things to people ever since I met you, but you’ve gone too far this time. What the hell do you mean by telling this woman that I am a good friend of her son’s and met him in America?” He picked up the letter and shook it in her face again. “What do you mean by telling her such a lie as that?”


  “Lie!” Her brows were lifted with an air of pained surprise. “Why, my boy, you told me that you did know her son.”


  “I told you!” he fairly screamed. “I told you nothing! I never knew the woman had a son until I got this letter.”


  “Listen, my friend,” the Countess spoke gently and patiently as she would speak to a child. “Think back a little, won’t you——?”


  “Think back my eye!” he said rudely. “There’s nothing to think back about. It’s another lying story you made up on the spur of the moment, and you know it!”


  “Don’t you remember,” she went on in the same quiet and patient voice, “—don’t you remember telling me you were a student at Harvard University?”


  “Yes, I did tell you that. And that was true. What has that got to do with knowing this woman’s son?”


  “Wait!” she said quietly. “Don’t you remember telling me that you were there at Harvard when Marshal Foch made his visit to America?”


  “Yes, I did tell you that.”


  “And that you saw him when he visited the university? You told me that, you know.”


  “Of course I did! I did see him. Every one else saw him, too. He stood on the steps of the library with his aides, and saluted while they fired the cannon off!”


  “Ah!—With his aides, you say?” she said eagerly.


  “Yes, of course, what’s wrong with that?”


  “But nothing is wrong! It’s all just as I said!—Among his aides, now,” she said persuasively, “did you not notice a young man, with a little mustache, about twenty-five years old, dressed in the uniform of a captain in the French army?—Think now, my boy,” she went on coaxingly—“a young man—much younger than the other officers on the Marshal’s staff?”


  “Perhaps I did,” he said impatiently. “How should I remember now? What difference does it make?”


  “Because that young man, my dear,” the Countess patiently explained, “that you saw standing there with the Marshal is the young Marquis—this woman’s son.”


  He stared at her with fascinated disbelief:


  “And do you mean to tell me,” he said presently, “that because I may have seen some one like that standing in a great crowd of people three years ago, you had the gall to tell that woman that I knew her son—that we were friends?”


  “No, no,” the Countess said evasively, a little nervously. “I didn’t tell her that, my dear. I’m sure I didn’t tell her that. She must have misunderstood me. All I said was that you saw her son when he was in America. I’m sure that was all I said. And that was true, wasn’t it? You did see him, didn’t you?” she said triumphantly.


  He stared at her, with mouth ajar, unable for a moment to comprehend the full enormity of such deception. Then he closed his jaws with a stubborn snap, and said:


  “All right. You got yourself into this, now you get out of it. I’m not going with you.”


  The old woman’s eyes were suddenly sharp with apprehension. She leaned forward, clutched him by the arm, and said pleadingly:


  “Oh, my boy, you wouldn’t do a thing like that to me, would you? Think what it means to me—the humiliation you would cause me now if you refused to go.”


  “I can’t help that. You had no right to make arrangements with the woman in the first place, before you spoke to me. Even that wouldn’t matter so much if you hadn’t told her that other story about her son and me. That’s the reason she’s inviting me—because she thinks her son and I were friends. How can I accept such an invitation—take advantage of the woman’s hospitality because you told her a story that had no truth in it?”


  “Oh, that doesn’t matter,” the Countess spoke quickly, eagerly. “If you want me to, I shall explain to her that there was a mistake—that you really do not know her son. But it makes no difference, anyway. She would want you to come just the same.—You see,” she spoke carefully, and for a moment there was a gleam of furtive, cunning understanding in her eye—the wisdom of fox for fox—“I don’t think it’s exactly for that reason she is inviting you.”


  “What other reason could there be? The woman does not know me. What other interest could she have in me?”


  “Well, my boy—” the Countess hesitated, and spoke carefully—“you see, it’s this way. I think she wants to speak to you,” she paused carefully again before she spoke—“about a certain matter—about something she’s interested in—When she heard that you were connected with The New York Times——”


  “What!” He stared at her again, and suddenly exploded in a short angry laugh of resignation and defeat—“Are the whole crowd of you alike? Is there a single one of you who doesn’t have some scheme, some axe to grind—who doesn’t hope to get something out of Americans——”


  “Then you’ll go?” she said eagerly.


  “Yes, I’ll go!” he shouted. “Tell her anything you like. It’ll serve both of you right! I’ll go just to see what new trick or scheme you and this other woman are framing up. All right, I’ll go!”


  “Good!” she nodded briskly, satisfied. “I knew you would, my boy. La Marquise will tell you all about it when she sees you.”


  This final grotesque episode had suddenly determined his decision to leave Orléans. For a short time, his chance meeting with this strange old woman, his instant inclusion in the curious schemes, designs and stratagems of her life, with all that it evoked of the strange and the familiar, its haunting glimpse of the million-noted web and weaving of dark chance and destiny, had struck bright sparks of interest from his mind, had fused his spirit to a brief forgetfulness and wonder.


  Now, as suddenly as it had begun, that wonder died: the life of the town, the people, the old Countess and her friends, which had for a few days seemed so new, strange, and interesting, now filled him with weariness and distaste. He was suddenly fed up with the provincial tedium of the town, he felt the old dislike and boredom that all dark bloods and races could awake in him an importunate and unreasonable desire, beneath these soft, dull skies of gray, for something bright, sharp, Northern, fierce, and wild, in life—for something gold and blue and shining, the lavish flesh of great blonde women, the surge of savage drunkenness, the fatal desperation of strong joy. The dark, strange faces of the Frenchmen all around, and all the hard perfection of that life, at once so alien and so drearily familiar, the unwearied energies of their small purposes fixed there in the small perfection of their universe, so dully ignorant of the world, so certain of itself, filled him suddenly with exasperation and dislike. He was tired suddenly of their darkness, their smallness, their hardness, their cat-like nervousness, their incessant ebullience, their unwearied and yet joyless vitalities, and the dreary monotony of their timeless greed.


  He was tired of Orléans, tired of the Vatels, most of all tired, with a feeling of weary disgust and dislike, of the old Countess, and all the small tricks and schemings of her life.


  And with this sudden weariness and distaste, this loss of interest in a life which had for a week or two devoured his interest, the old torment and unrest of spirit had returned. Again, the old question had returned in all its naked desolation: “Why here? And where shall I go now? What shall I do?” He saw, with a return of the old naked shame, in a flash of brutal revelation, the aimless lack of purpose in his wandering. He saw that there had been no certain reason, no valid purpose, for his coming here to Orléans, and with a sense of drowning horror, as if the phial of his spirit had exploded like a flash of ether, and emptied out into the formless spaces of a planetary vacancy, he felt that there was no purpose and no reason for his going anywhere.


  And yet, the demons of unrest and tortured wandering had returned with all their fury: he knew that he must leave, that he must go on to some other destination, and he knew nowhere to go. Like a drowning man who clutches at a straw, he sought for some goal or purpose in his life, some justification for his wanderings, some target for his fierce desire. A thousand plans and projects suggested themselves to him, and each one seemed more futile, hopeless, barren than the rest. He would return to Paris and “settle down and write.” He would go back to England, get a room in London, go to Oxford, the Lake District, Cornwall, Devon—a thousand towns and places, evoked by a thousand fleeting memories, returned to argue some reasonable purpose for his blind wandering. Or he would go to the South of France, “to some quiet place,” or to Switzerland, “to some quiet place,” or to Germany, Vienna, Italy, Spain, Majorca,—always “to settle down in some quiet place”—and for what? for what? Why, always, of course, “to write,” “to write”—Great God, “to write,” and even as he spoke the words the old dull shame returned to make him hate his life and all these sterile, vain pretensions of his soul. “To write”—always to seek the magic skies, the golden clime, the wise and lovely people who would transform him. “To write”—always to seek in the enchanted distances, in the dreamy perspectives of a fool’s delusions, the power and certitude he could not draw out of himself. “To write”—to be that most foolish, vain, and impotent of all impostors, a man who sought the whole world over “looking for a place to write,” when, he knew now with every naked, brutal penetration of his life “the place to write” was Brooklyn, Boston, Hammersmith, or Kansas—anywhere on earth, so long as the heart, the power, the faith, the desperation, the bitter and unendurable necessity, and the naked courage were there inside him all the time.


  Now, having agreed to accompany the Countess on her visit to the Marquise, he suddenly decided to leave Orléans at the same time, spend the night at Blois, and go on to Tours the next day, after visiting Mornaye. And with this purpose, he packed his bag, paid his bill at the hotel, and set out on the appointed day with the old woman who for two weeks now had been his self-constituted guide and keeper.


  [¬]


  XCV


  The village of Mornaye was a small and ancient setttlement, [settlement,] similar to thousands of others, situated near the gate of the château from which it got its name. A man was waiting for them at the station with a motor car: they got in and were driven swiftly through the town—a dense cluster of old gray-lemon buildings with tiled roofs, a thatched one here and there, the shops of the village grocer, cobbler, baker, visible through small dormer windows, some farm buildings, a fleeting glimpse of the old cobbled court-yard of a barn, some wagons, and farm implements—a little universe of life, compact, unbroken, built up to the edge of the road—and then, almost immediately, the gates of the château.


  They drove through the gates and down a long and stately aisle of noble trees, and presently came to a halt before the great entrance of the château. As they approached, a footman came swiftly down the steps, opened the door of the car, and bowed, and in another moment, led by the man, they had entered the hall and were being escorted into the great salon where their hostess was awaiting them.


  La Marquise de Mornaye was a woman of about sixty, but from the energy and vigor of her appearance, she seemed to be in the very prime of life. She was an extraordinary figure of a woman, as tall and strong-looking as a man, with a personal quality that was almost mountainously impressive in its command. The image of the boy’s recent discontent had so shaped the French as a dark and swarthy people of mean stature that it was now startling to be confronted by a woman of this grand proportion.


  She had a wide, round face, smooth, brown and unwrinkled, such as one often finds in peasant people, her eyes were round, bright, and shrewd, webbed minutely by fine wrinkles at the corners. She had strong, coarse hair of gray, brushed vigorously back from a wide, low forehead. She was big in foot and limb and body, everything about the woman was strong, large and vigorous except her hands. And her hands were plump, white, tiny, as useless-looking as a baby’s, shockingly disproportionate to the power and vigor of the rest of her big frame.


  The woman had on a long, brown dress that completely covered her from neck to toe: it was a strangely old-fashioned garment—or rather it did not seem to have any fashion or style whatsoever—but it was nevertheless a magnificent garment, in its plain and homely strength perfectly appropriate to the extraordinary woman who wore it.


  In every respect—in word, tone, gesture, look, and act—the woman showed a plain, forceful, and immensely able character. Her strong, brown face was friendly, yet shrewd and knowing; she greeted the Countess cordially, but it was evident from the humor in her round, bright eyes that she was no fool in the ways of the world, and perfectly able to hold her own in any worldly encounter.


  She was waiting for them, erect and smiling, as they entered the great salon, a magnificent room at least forty feet in length, warmly, luxuriously, yet plainly furnished, and with nothing cold or repellent in its grand proportions. She greeted the Countess immediately and cordially, extending her plump little white hand in a friendly greeting, and bending and kissing the little wren-like woman on her withered cheek. La Marquise, in deference to her young American guest, spoke English from the beginning. And her English, like everything else about her, was plain, forceful, and direct, completely fluent, although marked with a heavy accent.


  “’Ow are you, my dear?” La Marquise said, as she kissed the other woman on the cheek. “It is good to see you again after these so many years. ’Ow long ’as it been since you were last at Mornaye?”


  “Almost seven years, Marquise,” the Countess answered eagerly. “The last time—do you remember?—was in the spring of 1918.”


  “Ah, yes,” the other answered benevolently. “Now I can remember. You were here when many of our so brave Américains were quartered here at Mornaye—Monsieur,” she said, using this reference as an introduction, and turning to the boy with her plump little hand extended in a movement of kindly greeting, “I am delighted. I meck apologies for my son. I know he will so much regret not seeing you.”


  He flushed, and stammered out his thanks: she seemed to take no notice of his embarrassment and, having completed her friendly welcome, she turned smilingly to the Countess again, and said:


  “And ’ow ’ave you been, my dear? You are looking very well,” she said approvingly, “and no older dan you were de lest time you were here. I s’ink,” she said smilingly, including the young man now in her friendly humor—“I s’ink la Comtesse must ’ave discover—wat you call it, eh?” she shrugged—“ze se-cret of ze fountain of yout’, eh?”


  “Ah, Marquise,” the Countess fawned greedily upon the grand woman, obviously elated by these signs of intimacy—“ah—hah—hah! it is so kind of you to say so—but I fear I have grown much older since I saw you last. I have known great trouble,” she said sadly, “and, as you know, Marquise, my health has not been good.”


  “Non?” the other said with an air of solicitous inquiry. “I am so sor-ree,” she continued in a tone of unimpeachable regret, which nevertheless showed that the Countess’ health or lack of it was really of no moment to her whatever. “Perhaps, my dear, it is ze wretchet cleemat here. I s’ink perhaps you should go Sout’ in vintaire—ah, monsieur,” she continued regretfully turning to the youth, “you see Mornaye at a bat season of ze year—I fear you may be disappointed by our coun-tree. I ’ope you vill come beck some time in sprink. Zen, I s’ink you vill agree la France is beautiful.”


  “I should like to,” he replied.


  “But oh zis vintaire! Zis vintaire!” La Marquise cried with passionate distaste, folding her arms and drawing herself together in a movement of chilled ardor as she looked through a tall French door across one of those magnificent and opulent vistas that one finds in France, an architecture of proud, comely space into whose proportionate dimensions even nature herself has been compelled. It was a tremendous sweep of velvet sward, that faded into misty distances and that was cut cleanly on each side by the smoky denseness of her forest parks. Her shrewd eyes ranged across this noble prospect for a moment in an expression of chilled distaste. Then, with a slight contracted shudder of her folded arms, she turned, and said wearily:


  “Ah, zis vintaire! Zis vintaire! Sometimes I s’ink it vill nevaire end. Every day,” she went on indignantly, “it rain, rain, rain! All vintaire lonk I see noz-zing but rain! I get up in ze mornink and look out—and it rain! I turn my beck and zen look out again—it rain! I take a nep, I get up, I go to bet—always it rain!” She shrugged her shoulders comically, and turning to the boy with a glint of shrewdly cynical humor, she said, “I s’ink if it keep on ve ’ave again—vat you call it—Noah’s Floot, eh?”


  The Countess clucked sympathetically at this watery chronicle of woe, and said:


  “But have you been here by yourself all winter? I should think you would get awfully lonely, my dear,” she went on in a tone of ingratiating commiseration. “I know how you must miss your son.”


  “No. I vas in Paris for two veeks in Decembaire,” said La Marquise. “But it rain zere too,” she said, with another shrug of comic despair, and then added vigorously, “No! I do not get lonely if it do not rain. But ven it rains—zen it is tereeble. ... Come,” she said brusquely, almost curtly, turning away from the gray prospect through the window, “let us seet here vere eet ees varm.” Still clasping her arms across her breast, she led them towards a coal fire which was crackling cheerfully in a hearth at one end of the great room; they seated themselves comfortably around the fire, La Marquise rang a bell, and spoke a few words to a butler, and presently he returned, bringing glasses and a decanter of old Sherry on a tray.


  They sat talking amiably then of many things. La Marquise questioned the boy about America, his stay in France, the places he had seen, referred regretfully again to the absence of her son, and of the great friendship he cherished for America and Americans as a result of his travels there with Marshal Foch. And from time to time, the Countess, with a cunning that was comically naïve in its bare-faced self-exposure, would prod him with a skinny finger, and whisper hoarsely:


  “Ask her some questions, my dear. You should ask her more questions and write more in your little book. It will make a good impression.”


  And, although he saw from the glint of shrewd humor in the sharp eyes of La Marquise, that none of this clumsy by-play had been lost on her, and that the other woman’s design was perfectly apparent to her, he responded dutifully, if awkwardly, asking respectful questions about the age and history of the château, the extent of its estate, and so on. At length, emboldened by the modest success of these beginnings, and feeling that a clever young journalist should display an intelligent curiosity about the current affairs of the nation to which he is a visitor, he asked a question about the government of the period, of which Herriot was the leader, and which was dominantly socialist.


  It was, he saw, an unfortunate move; the Countess poked him sharply with a warning finger, but it was too late. He saw instantly that his question had produced a bad impression on La Marquise: for the first time, her manner of amiable and cordial friendliness vanished, her face hardened, there was an angry glint in her shrewd eyes, and in a moment she said harshly, and in a tone of arrogant impatience:


  “I know nozzing about zose pipple! I pay no attention to anys’ing zey say! Zey are fools! fools!” she cried violently. “You must not believe anys’ing zey say! Zose men are traitors! ... Charlatans! ... Zey are ze pipple who have ruined and betrayed France!” In her agitation she got up and walked across the room. “Here!” she cried, picking up a newspaper on a table and returning with it. “Here is what you should reat if you want ze trut!” She thrust a copy of L’Action Française into his hands. “Zat paper—and zat alone—will tell you ze trut about ze way s’ings are in France today. Ah, monsieur!” she cried earnestly, “you do not know—ze world does not know—no one outside of France can know ze trut, because zese wretched men control ze press—and make it print vatever lies zey tell it to. But you reat zis, monsieur—you reat zis,” she struck the paper with the back of her hand as she spoke, “and you will get ze trut! Ah, zat man!” she said with a grim chuckle of admiration. “Ze rédacteur—ze—vat you say?—ze editor of zat paper, Léon Daudet—ah, zat man is right!” she said with a chuckle of satisfaction. “Zat man is sometimes coarse—he call zem bat names—he is not always très gentil—but,” again she chuckled grimly “he iss right! He tells ze trut—he calls zem vat zey are—ze traitors and creeminals who ’ave ruined France.” She was silent for a moment, and then in a voice harsh with passion, she said violently: “La France, monsieur, is a royaume—a—vat you call it?—a monarchy—a kinkdom. Ze French people must have a kink—zey are lost vitout a kink—zey cannot govern zemselves vitout a kink! ... Zere can be no France, monsieur, vitout a kink!” she almost shouted. “Zere has been no France since ze monarchy vas destroyed by zese scélérats who ’ave betrayed La France—zere vill never be a France until ze kink is restored to his rightful office and zese creeminals and traitors ’ave been sent to ze guillotine vere zey belonk. ... So do not ask me anys’ink about zese men, monsieur,” she said with arrogant passion. “I know nozzing about zem. I pay no attention to zem! Zey are fools ... traitors ... creeminals,” she shouted, “you reat zat paper, you vill get ze trut.”


  She was breathing hoarsely and her eyes glinted with hard fires of passion. At this moment, fortunately, the butler entered, bowed, and, speaking in a quiet voice, informed his mistress that luncheon was served. The words recalled the angry woman to her duties as a hostess: with an almost comical suddenness, she assumed her former manner of gracious cordiality, smiled amiably at her guests, and saying with benevolent good-nature, “After our lonk journey and our so much talk, ve are ’ongry—yes?” led the way into the dining-room.


  As they went in, the little old Countess nudged her young companion again with a stealthy warning, and whispered with nervous reproach:


  “You should not have asked her that, my dear. Please do not say anything more to her about the government.”


  The dining-room of the château was another magnificent chamber, like everything else about the château nobly harmonious with those elements of strength and grace, splendor and simplicity, warmth and delicacy united with princely dignity, which are the triumphs of this period of French architecture. In spite of the chill air of the room—for it was poorly heated—one felt its living and noble warmth immediately.


  The boy, who had looked forward to this meeting with considerable awe and apprehension, now felt himself completely at home, stirred by a profound, tranquil and lovely joy at the noble beauty and simplicity of the château. Even in the sense of retrenchment, the worn uniforms of the servants, the knowledge that they served their mistress in various offices, there was something pleasant, homely, and familiar: he discovered, to his surprise, that he now felt none of the constraint and uneasiness which he experienced when Joel Pierce had taken him to his great estate upon the Hudson River, and he had for the first time seen the lives of the great American millionaires.


  With La Marquise de Mornaye he was not conscious of that exactly mannered style—most mannered in its very affectation of simplicity—that vulgar arrogance which he had felt among the rich Americans of Joel Pierce’s class. La Marquise was plain as an old shoe, vigorous and lusty as a peasant, and completely an aristocrat—magnificently herself, without an ounce of affectation—a woman Joel Pierce’s people would have fawned upon, and to whom they would have given a king’s ransom if by so doing they could have bought for son or daughter an alliance with her family.


  La Marquise seated him beside her, the Countess opposite her, and at once they began to eat. The food was magnificent, there was a different wine of royal vintage (brought up from the famous cellar of the château) with every course. La Marquise left no doubt at all about the robust nature of her appetite, and by everything she did and was—the plain shrewdness, warmth, and sensible humanity of her nature—she made it plain that she expected her guests to eat heartily also, and not to be too nice and dainty about it, either.


  “Ven vun is younk as you are,” she said, turning with a smile to her young guest, “he is ’ongry often—non?” she inquired. She put her soup-spoon to her mouth, swallowed some soup, and smacking her lips with an air of relish, turned to the youth again, and said plainly and positively:


  “Eet ees good! Oui! I s’ink you will like it, too.” Turning to the Countess, who had tasted nothing, she said severely:


  “Vy do you vait, my dear? Are you not ’ongry? You must eat.”


  “Ah—hah—hah!” the Countess said with a little undecided laugh, her eyes greedily fixed upon the smoking soup. “—You know, my dear, I am on a diet by the doctor’s orders—sang de cheval, you know,” she chattered in a distracted tone as her greedy eyes went ravenously along the table—“I eat almost nothing—really, my dear, I don’t think I should.” She snatched up a piece of bread in one greedy little claw, broke it with an appetizing crackle, and began to cram it into her mouth like a starved animal—“Ah—hah—hah!” The poor starved old woman laughed with almost hysterical delight, and tried to speak with a mouth full of bread—“I know I shouldn’t—but you always have such delicious food, my dear.” She lifted the soup-spoon, and drew in with a long slobbering suction. “Ah, mon Dieu! mon Dieu!” she gurgled rapturously—“quel potage!”


  And so the meal progressed. With such a lusty trencher-woman as La Marquise beside one, it was not hard to follow suit; they polished off the soup, which was a delicious, savory, peasant-like brew, in record time, and, as if their hunger mounted from the delicious food it fed on, they turned then to the chicken. The chicken, which was almost all fat and juicy breast, was so young, crisp, tender, plump and succulent that it seemed almost to melt in the mouth, the boy took two or three rhapsodic swallows and the chicken was gone, at which La Marquise, lifting her voice over his feeble and half-hearted protests, said to the butler: “Encore du poulet pour Monsieur.”


  A second chicken, even plumper, crisper and more tender than the first, was instantly provided, after which the roast and vegetables were served. He had never tasted better food in his life—everything, haricots, peas, beef, seemed to melt like an ambrosial ether the moment that he put it in his mouth; there was a new wine with every course, each wine rarer, older, richer and more delicious than the last, the butler kept filling up their glasses, and he kept drinking the grand wine until heart, mind, and soul, and every conduit of his life seemed infused by its glorious warmth and fragrance. They talked little as they ate: for some time there were no sounds except the crisp crackle of the bread, the ring of heavy silver, the sound of wine gulped down, the delicate chime of glasses, and the low, quiet orders of the butler speaking to his helper, as swiftly, expertly, and noiselessly they moved around the table, seeming to be there at one’s elbow, and to read the gastronomic hopes and wishes of each guest before he had time to open his mouth and utter them.


  La Marquise ate with robust concentration, putting down her knife from time to time to pick up her wine-glass and take a generous swallow, after which she would put the glass down and wipe a napkin deliberately across her mouth and pause, for a moment, breathing a little heavily, with an air of hearty satisfaction.


  As for the Countess, she ate like a famished wolf: where the movements of La Marquise were hearty and deliberate, those of the Countess were almost frantically swift and eager. Her sharp and greedy little eyes glittered with an almost delirious joy, she would seize a glass of wine and drain it in one greedy gulp; at times she was so excited by the variety and abundance of the dishes that she seemed unable to decide what to reach for next. She reached out greedily in all directions, her eyes darting avaricious glances to and fro, chicken, meat, vegetables, salad, wine disappeared as if by magic, and were replenished, and all the time the poor old woman chuckled craftily to herself, and muttered to herself in broken monologue:


  “Ah—hah—hah!”—crunch, crunch, crunch! And away went the chicken. “Mon Dieu!—But it’s good!—Ah—hah—hah!” gulp, gulp, gulp; down would go the wine. “Mon Dieu! mon Dieu! Such food! Such wine!—Mais oui! Mais oui! ... Un peu encore, s’il vous plaît! Quel boeuf! Quel boeuf!”


  At which La Marquise would put down her glass, wipe her mouth, look across the table at the Countess, and say:


  “’Ow you like, eh? Good? Mais oui! Il faut manger,” she said coarsely, and applied herself again to knife and fork.


  By the time they got down to the cheese—which was a ripe, delicious Brie—La Marquise de Mornaye was at last fortified for conversation. Putting down her empty wine-glass with a deliberate movement, she straightened in her chair, wiped her mouth, sat upright for a moment in an attitude of solid satisfaction, and then, turning to her American guest, said:


  “Do you know Patterson T. Jones—eh? ’E is an officer—a vat you call it?—a major in ze Américain army.” She pronounced these words with an air of naïve confidence, as if Patterson T. Jones must be a name instantly familiar to every American. When the boy told her, however, that he did not know Major Patterson T. Jones and confessed, further, that he had never heard of him, La Marquise looked slightly astonished and disappointed; and in a moment, her shrewd eyes narrowing slightly as she spoke, she said rather grimly:


  “I should like verree verree motch to see zat gentleman again. I should like verree verree motch to know vere he now iss. ... Attendez!” she said sharply, as inspiration struck her. “Perhaps if I show you this—vat you say?—his photographie—you vill know ze man. ... Guillaume!” she raised her voice a little in command. “Apportez-moi les photographies des officiers Américains.”


  “Oui, madame,” the butler answered, and went swiftly and silently out of the room.


  “Yes,” La Marquise continued with an air of grim meditation, “I should verree verree motch like to know vere Major Patterson T. Jones iss to be found.”


  The butler returned with several large square photographs, bowed, and gave them to his mistress.


  “’Ere, you see,” she said, taking one of them and pointing with her finger, “zis vas taken here—in zis verree room at a great banquet vitch I have made for ze Américains in 1918. Zis,” she said proudly, and pointing with a plump white finger—“zis is me—c’est moi, La Marquise!” she cried in a jolly tone, and laughed with satisfaction as she pointed to her own beaming likeness at the head of a long table, sumptuously adorned with fine silver, china, linen, and a forest thicket of dark, crusty-looking bottles of old wine—obviously the relics of a memorable feast. “And zis,” La Marquise said more grimly, pointing again with her plump white finger, “zis is Major Patterson T. Jones—You know him, eh?” she said.


  The boy looked at the picture for a moment and then handed it back to La Marquise, telling her that he did not recognize the face of Patterson T. Jones.


  “Patterson T. Jones,” La Marquise answered, slowly, and with an air of grim deliberation, “is a gentleman I vant verree verree motch to see. Zat is ze man,” she said, “who took my picture—who told me he vould get for me oh! soch huge soms of mon-nee if he could teck my picture to America,” she laughed ironically—“and so I let him teck ze picture, and I have heard nozzing from him since.”


  “Was—was it your own picture, Marquise? A portrait of yourself?”


  “Mais non, mon ami,” she said impatiently. “Dat’s vat I tell you—eet vas a picture, a photographie—of Le Maréchal. Zere vas only seex sotch pictures of Le Maréchal in existence—I say to Madame Foch vun time ven I am at Paris—I see ze picture in her house—I say—‘Oh, my dear, zat so lovely picture of Le Maréchal—I must have vun for myself,’ I say. ‘Ah,’ she say, ‘I do not know, Mathilde—he do not like to give away zese pictures—I have only t’ree,’ she say, ‘but vait. I see vat I can do—’ Zen, vun night I go to dinnaire at zere house. ‘Mathilde,’ he say, ‘for vat you vant my picture? I give it to you,’ he say, ‘and zen all ze ozzer girls vill vant vun, too. I meck my vife jalouse, and zen zere is no peace. I have enough of var,’ he say. ‘I am too old to start anozzer vit my vife!’ ‘You give to me zat picture,’ I say. ‘I am no young leddy in ze chorus,’ I say, ‘to meck your vife jalouse. She vant you to give it to me, too.’ ‘Bon,’ he say. ‘Here it is, zen.’ ... And he give to me ze so beautiful photographie vit his name below written out to me: ‘To Mathilde, old comrade, fet’ful friend’—I bring ze picture beck ven I come beck to Mornaye,” La Marquise continued, “and Major Patterson T. Jones he see it ven he iss here. ‘How motch you vant for zat picture of Le Maréchal?’ he say. ‘Oh,’ I say, ‘I cannot say. Already I have an offer of ten s’ousand francs,’ I say, ‘but I vould not sell it because ze Maréchal himself, he give to me.’ ‘Vell,’ say Major Patterson T. Jones, ‘you lett me teck zat picture vit me ven I go beck to America, and I sell it for you.’ ‘How motch you get for me, eh?’ I ask him. ‘Oh,’ he say, ‘I get twent’ s’ousand francs for you—mebbe more.’ ‘You sure?’ I say. ‘Mais oui!’ say Major Patterson T. Jones. ‘Absolument’—‘All right,’ I say. ‘I give to you. If you get twenty s’ousand francs I give you five,’ I say. And so he teck my picture and he go avay, and since den,” La Marquise bitterly conclued, [concluded,] “I nevaire hear from him.”


  “Ah!” the Countess cried indignantly. “Le scélérat!”


  “Mais oui!” the other woman now said passionately. “It is infâme! Zis man have my picture, I have nozzing—Ze lest time Madame Foch is here, she look around, she say, ‘But vere, my dear,—vere iss ze picture zat Le Maréchal give you? I do not see it,’ she say. What can I do?” La Marquise went on in a despairing tone. “I cannot say to her ‘I lose it!’ I cannot say to her ‘I give it avay to an Américain who sell it for me.’ I don’t know vat to say, all I can say is, ‘I leave it, my dear, in Paris vit my son Paul ven I vas zere. He have it, but ze next time zat he come to Mornaye he vill bring it.’ But ven she come again, vat story can I tell her zen?” La Marquise demanded. “Ah! Zat scélérat! Zat Patterson T. Jones! If ever I get my fingers on zat gentleman I s’ink he vill remember me!” she said, with a glint in her eye, and a grim note in her voice, that left no doubt of her intention—“But is it not infâme, monsieur,” she said with a virtuous indignation that was now ludicrous after her naïve exposure of her own avarice and greed—“is it not infâme zat somevun teck avay a picture zat a friend give to you—and promise you motch monnee for it—and zen to hear from him no more? Scélérat! T’ief!” she muttered, “I like to get my hands on him!—But now, monsieur,” she said, turning to him abruptly, with a smile of winning ingratiation, “I meck a leetle speech to you. You are—la Comtesse tells me—a younk journalist—eh?”


  “Well, Marquise,” he flushed, and began to blunder out an explanation—“I can’t exactly say——”


  “Mais oui!” the Countess swiftly interposed. “He has written many clever articles—pour les grands journaux Américains, n’est-ce pas—la tête, vous voyez?” she whispered craftily, bending over the table and nodding towards him as she spoke—“C’est très intelligent, n’est-ce pas?”


  “Et pour Le Times?” La Marquise demanded. “Il écrit tout ça pour Le New York Times?”


  “Mais oui,” the Countess said glibly, before he could object. “Il est déjà bien connu. Moi—j’ai lu beaucoup de choses de sa main——”


  “Now, look here,” he began, glaring angrily across the table at the lying old woman. “You have no right——”


  “Ah, oui!” La Marquise broke in, with a vigorous nod of satisfaction, after a brief inspection of him. “C’est très évident! Il est intelligent! Bon!” she said decisively, and turned to him with the air of a person whose mind is made up, and whose course of action determined—“Now, monsieur,” she said, “I tell you vat I have in mind. I have beeg ’ospital—non?” she said, smiling a little at his puzzled look. “I am—vat you call it?—le président—le directeur, n’est-ce pas?—of beeg ’ospital in de Nort’—ve have zere ze soldats, n’est-ce pas—ze oh so many blessés—les pauvres!” she said in a tone of pity—“les mutilés de la guerre. ... Ve have old building—eet ees no good, eet ees not beeg enough—not moderne—and so,” she added simply, “ve build anozzer—beeg, moderne—and”—the conclusion of the matter—“ve need monnee.” She was silent for a moment, beaming hopefully at him. “Monsieur,” she said presently, in an ingratiating tone, and with an air of naïve confidence that was astounding—“I s’ink ven I tell you vat ve need—’ow much monnee,” her voice sank craftily, “you vill get for us—eh?”


  He stared at her for a moment with a bewildered face, unable to reply.


  “But how,” he stammered at length—“how do you think—what do you think I can do?” he said bluntly.


  “Ah!” La Marquise cried triumphantly. “C’est facile!” Again her voice became low, confiding, crafty. “You are a journalist—eh? You write for ze grand journal Américain—ze New York Times—yes? ... Vell, I tell you vat to say,” she went on placidly. “You write ze article for ze Times—you spick of zis beeg ’ospital—you tell of ze grand vork of restauration—you tell of ze poor soldats—les blessés—les mutilés—you say La France have nozzing—zey have no monnee—ze poor pipples ’ave lose everys’ink—you say, ve ’ave so motch—ze rich Américains—ve must not let zis great vork die—ve must help ze poor soldats—ve must give ze monnee for ze ’ospital. ... You see—I show you,” she cried with a confident chuckle—“if you like I write eet out myself—and zen all you have to do is meck—vat do you say?—la traduction.”


  “How—how much do you want?”


  “Un million de francs,” she said, dismissing this bagatelle airily. “—For ze Américains vat ees dat? Pouf! Nozzing! Mais pour les Français—ah!” she said sadly, “for ze French eet ees too motch. Un millionaire Américain—he see your story—he say ‘Ve cannot let zis grand vork die’—he write vun check out for ze whole amount—and zen,” her smile of satisfaction deepened, “he send to me, eh?—He meck out check to Marquise—he never miss eet—and he send to me.” For a moment she was silent, smiling triumphantly at him. When she spoke again, she bent towards him, her voice became low, confiding, craftily conspiratorial—“And I tell you vat I do. ... You write ze piece and get for me ze monnee ... and I give you a fourt’—twanty-five per cent—non?”


  In a moment, as he continued to stare at her with an expression of gape-mouthed astonishment, she straightened, with an air of satisfied finality, nodded her head, and then said with business-like decision:


  “Bon. Eet ees settled zen.” She rose decisively from the table, and her guests followed her—“You come vit me,” she said, as she led the way out of the dining-room, “and I give you—vat you say?—ze fects.”


  She was already gone, before he could blurt out a few words of bewildered protest; the Countess was at his side, prodding him sharply with a skinny finger, and muttering in a tone of reproachful entreaty:


  “Go on, my dear! Go on! And you should ask more questions! Don’t sit there, saying nothing. It will make a good impression. And use your little book more often,” the Countess whispered cunningly. “You should write more in it when she speaks to you.”


  “Now you see here,” he burst out furiously, “I’m not going to write down anything. I’m tired of this foolishness—I’m not going to be a party any longer to your damned schemes or for this woman’s, either. I’m going to tell her once and for all that I’ll write no article—not for The Times nor any place else!”


  “Oh, my boy,” the old woman whispered imploringly. “You wouldn’t do that! Please don’t say a thing like that, I beg of you! ... Think what it means to me,” she whispered—“I am so poor, so miserable—for years I have waited for an opportunity to see this woman—it means so much to me, so little to you. Please be polite, my dear—it’s only for a little time. You’ll be going soon. What can it matter to you? She has her schemes like everybody else ... keep silent if you feel you must, but be polite to her, for God’s sake; pretend to listen—don’t ruin everything for me now.”


  “All right,” he muttered grimly. “I’ll listen, but I’m damned if I’ll write anything down in the little book.”


  When they returned to the salon, La Marquise had provided herself with various letters, folders, and descriptive circulars about the institution for which she was now soliciting aid. They seated themselves around the fire again, with coffee and liqueurs; by the time La Marquise had finished the description of her hospital project, the gray light of the brief wintry afternoon was fading rapidly, and the time for their departure had approached.


  Before they left, she took them on a brief tour of inspection of the château, showing them the portraits of her ancestors, the great room with the huge, gold-canopied bed where King Henri IV had slept, on one of his visits to the château—unoccupied since, now closed save for museum visits such as this.


  Their last visit, before departure, was to the library: it was a pleasant, warm-looking room adjacent to the grand salon, and had the appearance of being seldom used. La Marquise smiled at the eager curiosity with which the young man looked over the storied rows of books, the costly elegance and rich color of their bindings.


  “You like to reat, eh?”


  He told her that he did. She smiled, and said indifferently:


  “I do not like so motch. It bore me ven I reat so long.”


  He asked her a few questions about some of the modern French writers—Proust, Gide, Romains, and Cocteau, among others—for a moment her face was hardened by the arrogant look it had worn when he had asked her about the government, and she said rather impatiently:


  “I know nozzing about zose pipple. Yes, I have heard of some of zem. But I never reat zem. Zere is no good writing in France any more. Ze latest s’ing I have here,”—she nodded towards the shelves of books—“is Paul Bourget. But I never reat him, eizer.”


  In a few moments, they had said farewell, and were being driven away from the château. Rain had begun to fall again, the dull, gray light was almost gone and, since there was no convenient train, La Marquise had instructed her driver to take them back to Blois in the car.


  During the ride back to town, he spoke seldom to the Countess. And she, as if recognizing the impatience, weariness and dislike he had come to feel towards her, the approaching end of their brief and curious relationship, was silent, too. When they got back to the hotel, he told her rather curtly he was tired and was going to his room to wash up and take a brief rest before dinner.


  “But yes, my dear,” she said instantly. “Of course you should. I can see that you are tired. Perhaps,” she added quietly, “I shall see you again when you come down.”


  “Of course you will,” he said shortly, almost angrily, in a tone that showed the irritable exasperation which too long association with the woman had now caused him to feel.


  “Good-bye, my dear. Get some rest now. You need it.”


  When he got to his room, he took off his coat and shoes, lay down on his bed, and instantly fell asleep. When he awoke, he discovered he had slept almost three hours, that it was eight o’clock. Already late for dinner, washing and dressing hastily, he went down-stairs to find no one but the proprietor’s wife in the bureau. Even before he could ask her where the Countess was, the woman had smilingly informed him that the old woman had gone, had already taken a train back to Orléans.


  “Mais elle vous a remis de très affectueux adieux,” the woman said with a smile. “Elle vous a fait des grands compliments.”


  And for a moment, when he realized that she was gone, he was conscious of a strange, mixed feeling of pity, loss and regret. He remembered suddenly the curt exasperation of his parting and something lonely, sad, and silent in the eyes of the old woman as she had said good-bye. The old loneliness had closed in around him again, he felt the sense of loss and sorrow that one feels when some one he has known a long time has gone.


  [¬]


  BOOK VII

  KRONOS AND RHEA: THE DREAM OF TIME


  XCVI


  Play us a tune on an unbroken spinet, and let the bells ring, let the bells ring! Play music now: play us a tune on an unbroken spinet. Do not make echoes of forgotten time, do not strike music from old broken keys, do not make ghosts with faded tinklings on the yellowed board; but play us a tune on an unbroken spinet, play lively music when the instrument was new, let us see Mozart playing in the parlor, and let us hear the sound of the ladies’ voices. But more than that; waken the turmoil of forgotten streets, let us hear their sounds again unmuted, and unchanged by time, throw the light of Wednesday morning on the Third Crusade, and let us see Athens on an average day. Let us hear the sound of the voices of the Greeks, and observe closely if they were all wise and beautiful at ten o’clock in the morning; let us see if their limbs were all perfect, and their gestures grave and stately, also let us smell their food and observe them eating, and hear, if only once, the sound of a wheel in a street, the texture of just four forgotten moments.


  Give us the sounds of Egypt on a certain day; let us hear the voice of King Menkaura and some of the words of the Lady Sennuwy; also the voices of the cotton-farmers. Let us hear the vast and casual sound of life, in these old peoples: their greetings in the street, the voices of the housewives and the merchants. And let us hear the laughter of a woman in the sixteenth century.


  The cry of the wolf would always be the same; the sound of the wheel will always be the same; and the hoof of the horse on the roads of every time will be the same. But play us a tune on an unbroken spinet; and let us hear the voices of the knights at dinner. The cry of a man to his dog, and the barking of the dog; the call of the plow-driver to his horse, and the sound of the horse; the noise of the hunt, and the sound of the flowing water, will always be the same.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time, play us a tune on an unbroken spinet, and let us hear the actual voices of old fairs; let us move backward through our memories, and through the memory of the race, let us relive the million forgotten moments of our lives, and let us see poor people sitting in their rooms in 1597, and let us see the rich man standing with his back before the fire, in the Middle Ages, and his wife knitting by the table, and let us hear their casual words.


  Let us see the men who built the houses of Old Frankfort; let us see how they worked, and let us see them sitting on hewn timbers when they ate their lunches; let us hear their words, the sound of their voices. Unwind the fabric of lost time out of our entrails, repair the million little threads of actual circumstance until the seconds grow gray, bright and dusty with the living light, and we see the plain unfabled faces of the people; let us awake, and hear the people in the streets, and see Tobias Smollett pass our window.


  Then, play us a tune on the unbroken spinet, let time be as the road to London and we a traveller on it; and let us enter London and find out what year it is there in the Mile End Road; let it be dark, and let us enter London in the dark, and hear men’s voices, and let us see if we could understand them; and let us then find out what year it is, a lodging for the night, and see if they read mystery on us, or would fly away from us.


  But there are times that are stranger yet, there are times that are stranger than the young knights and the horses, and the sounds of the eating taverns. The far time is the time of yesterday: it is the time of early America, it is the voices of the people on Broadway in 1841, it is the sounds of the streets in Des Moines in 1887, it is the engines of the early trains at Baltimore in 1853, it is the faces and voices of the early American people, who are lapped up in the wilderness, who are hid from us, whose faces are in mystery, whose lives are more dark and strange than the lives of the Saxon thanes.


  The time that is lovely is the time of the fatness and of the bright colors; it is the elfin time of the calendars, and the sad and mysterious time of the early photographs. It is the time of the early lithographs, it is the time when the world was green and red and yellow. It is the time of the red barn and the windmill, and the house of the seven thousand gables; it is the time of the green lawn and the blue sky and the white excursion-steamer in the river, and the flags, the streamers, and gay brown-and-white buntings, the brass bands and the tumult of all the people who cry out Hurray, hurray!


  It is the time of the boy rolling his hoop down the pink path, and of Mama in a bonnet and with a muff, and a stuck-out bottom, and Papa with a derby; it is the time of peace and plenty and the fair stripes of color, and the iron stag. It is the time of the lightning-rod salesman and the summer boarder, it is the time of Farmer Hayseed and of Dusty Rhodes the tramp, it is the time when boys started on the downward path through cigarettes; it is a lovely time. It is the time of the lures and snares of the wicked city and of the Great White Way; it is the time of pitfalls that await the innocent country girl with a whaleboned collar and a small waist; it is the time of Palaces of Sin or the Devil in Society; it is the time of the Tenderloin, of the nests of vice; it is the time of the gilded resorts with mirrors and soft carpets, where the mechanical piano played and you bought champagne, and of the High Class places and the Madam who would not stand for any ungentlemanly behavior, the time of the girls who wore evening dresses and were Perfect Ladies.


  It is the time of the opera and theatre parties, and the Horse Show, and of late jolly suppers in the walnut dining-rooms; it is the time of elegant ladies with long gloves on naked arms, and Welsh rarebit in the chafing-dish; it is the time of the Four Hundred, and the great names of the millionaires—the Vanderbilts, the Astors, and the Goulds—it is the time of the powdered flunkies and the twenty-dollar favors; it is the time of Newport, and the canopied red-carpeted sidewalks, and the great mansions on Fifth Avenue, and the splendid gilt and plush marble halls, and the time of the fortune-hunting foreign noblemen (London papers please copy).


  It is the time of the effeminate fop, and the lisping ass (Oh, Percy! I’ll slap you on your wrist, you rough, rude thing, you!); it is the time of the Damned Dude who wears English clothes and has cuffs on his trousers (Hey, mister! Is it raining in London?), and he never did anything in his life but spend his old man’s money, he never did an honest lick of work in his life, he’s not worth powder enough to kill him, and if the son-of-a-bitch comes fooling around any sister of mine I’ll beat the everlasting tar out of him.


  When the songs that they sang were old and sweet, when the songs that they sang were like beauty’s from afar, and when people sitting on their porches in the dusk could hear (O sweet and low!) the corner quartette sing, “Sweet Adeline”; when the songs that they sang were “Daisy, Daisy, Give Me Your Answer True.”


  It is the time of the wharves and the tangled shipping, the horse-cars by the docks, of piled-up casks and kegs of rum and molasses. There are forgotten fume-flaws of bright smoke above Manhattan; where are the lost faces that came towards us over Brooklyn bridge, where are the parted ripples and the proud forgotten ships?


  By the waters of life, before we knew that we must die, before we had seen our father’s face, before we had sought the print of his foot: by the waters of time (the tide! the tide!), before we had seen the shadows in the haunted woods, before lost moments lived again, before the shades were fleshed. Who are we, that must follow in the footsteps of the king? Who are we, that had no kings to follow? We are the unkinged men. Have we left shadows on forgotten walls? Have we crossed running water and lived for seven timeless years with the enchantress, and shall we find our son who is ourself, and will he know us?


  Shall your voices unlock the gates of my brain? Shall I know you, though I have never seen your face? Will you know me, and will you call me “son”? Father, I know that you live, though I have never found you.


  In the old town of Tours he quickly found lodging in an ancient hotel or tavern—really a congeries of old, whited buildings with separate doors, looking out on a cobbled courtyard through whose gate, in former times perhaps, the horses and post-chaise of weary travellers had often clattered. In a cold, little room in one of the buildings facing on the court, he now settled down, and there began for him one of the most extraordinary and phantasmal time-experiences of his life. Day passed into night, night merged into day again like the unbroken weaving of a magic web, and he stayed on, week after week, plunged in a strange and legendary spell of time that seemed suspended and detached from the world of measurable event, fixed in unmoving moment, unsilent silence, changeless change.


  Later, it seemed to him that that strange revery and dream of time, in which his life was now so strangely fixed, had been induced by a series of causes, easy to understand in the light of experience, and almost logical in their consequence. It was five months since he had left America. After the overwhelming impact of impression and event which a new world, a new life, had brought to him in so many varied, chance, and unexpected ways—after the ship, the voyage, the enormous isolation, the whole earth-detachment of the sea (itself a life, a world, a universe of new experience), after the weeks in England, the huge web of London, the brief but poignantly illuminating days in Bristol, Bath, and Devonshire, with fleeting glimpses of something so strange, yet so familiar, so near, yet never to be touched, that it seemed to him he was looking in through a lighted window at a life which he had always known, but which he could never make his own; after the terrific impact of France and Paris—the month of bewildered, desperate and almost terror-stricken isolation in a new and hostile world—an atom, wordless, tongueless, almost drowned among the strange, dark faces of the Frenchmen; after all the confusion, grief, and error of that month—the night-time kaleidoscope of cafés, brothels, alcohol, and women, the frenzied day-time prowling through museums, bookstalls, thronging streets—the thousand monuments of an alien culture, the million faces of an alien race, until every atom of him was wrung, trembling, maddened and exhausted, sick with loss and hopelessness, weary with despair—after the huge first shock and flood-tide of immersion in an alien life—had come his meeting with Starwick, Elinor, and Ann, the brief, fatal, furious weeks of their relation, the bitter loss and waste and rankling pain of parting; and finally the sweltering and incurable ache, the blind and driven aimlessness of wandering, the chance encounter with the Countess, and the brief interlude of forgetfulness and oblivion that had come to him while he was with her—and now, blank, silent loneliness again, the blind fortuity of chance, the arbitrary halt and desperate entrenchment of his spirit in this town of Tours.


  Now, after the savage kaleidoscope of these months of hope and grief and ecstasy, of desolation and despair, of passion, love, and suffering, of maddened hunger and infuriate desire, after all the restless and insatiable seeking of his goaded, driven, and unresting soul, he had come at last to a place of quietness and pause; and suddenly he was like a desperate and bewildered man who has come in from the furious street of life to seek sanctuary and repose in the numb stillness of a tomb.


  Day and night now, from dawn to dark, from sleeping until waking, in that strange spell of time and silence that was neither dream nor sleep nor waking vision, but that like an enchantment was miraculously composed of all, obsessed as a man exiled, banished, or condemned by fate to live upon a desert island without possibility of escape or return—he thought of home.


  In that enchanted spell of time and silence, as men who gaze in visions across misty and illimitable seas, with the terrible homelessness of a man for whom there can never be return, with the terrible homelessness of a man who longs for home and has no home—with the impossible, hopeless, incurable and unutterable homesickness of the American, who is maddened by a longing for return, and does not know to what he can return, whose brain burns night and day with the maddened hope, whose heart aches night and day with the smothering and incurable ache of the houseless, homeless, and forsaken atom of the earth who has no goal or ending for his hunger, no final dwelling-place for his desire—he thought of home.


  What was it? It was the furious desire, unceasing, unassuaged, of wandering and forsaken man—the lost American—who longs forever for return—and who has no door to enter, no room to dwell in, no single handsbreadth of certain, consecrated earth upon that continent of wild houseless space, to which he can return.


  An astounding—an almost incredible thing—now happened. He had come to Tours, telling himself that now at last, at last, he was going “to settle down and write,” that he was going to justify his voyage by the high purpose of creation. In his mind there swarmed various projects, cloudy, vague, and grandiose in their conception, of plays, books, stories, essays he must write: with desperate resolve he sat down grimly now to shape these grand designs into the stern and toilsome masonry of words. A few impatient, fragmentary beginnings, the opening pages of a story, the beginning speeches of a play—all crumpled in a wad and impatiently tossed aside—were the final results of this ambitious purpose.


  And yet, write he did. Useless, fragmentary, and inchoate as were these first abortive efforts, he began to write now like a madman—as only a madman could write—driven by an insanity of sense and soul and feeling which he no longer could master or control, tranced in a hypnosis by whose fatal and insatiate compulsions he was forced, without will, to act. Gripped by that ungovernable desire, all ordered plans, designs, coherent projects for the work he had set out to do went by the board, were burned up in the flame of a quenchless passion, like a handful of dry straw. Seated at a table in his cold, little room that overlooked the old cobbled court of the hotel, he wrote ceaselessly from dawn to dark, sometimes from darkness on to dawn again—hurling himself upon the bed to dream, in a state of comatose awareness, strange sleeping-wakeful visions, dreams mad and terrible as the blinding imagery that now swept constantly across his brain its blaze of fire.


  The words were wrung out of him in a kind of bloody sweat, they poured out of his finger tips, spat out of his snarling throat like writhing snakes; he wrote them with his heart, his brain, his sweat, his guts; he wrote them with his blood, his spirit; they were wrenched out of the last secret source and substance of his life.


  And in those words was packed the whole image of his bitter homelessness, his intolerable desire, his maddened longing for return. In those wild and broken phrases was packed the whole bitter burden of his famished, driven, over-laden spirit—all the longing of the wanderer, all the impossible and unutterable homesickness that the American, or any man on earth, can know.


  They were all there—without coherence, scheme, or reason—flung down upon paper like figures blasted by the spirit’s lightning stroke, and in them was the huge chronicle of the billion forms, the million names, the huge, single, and incomparable substance of America.


  [¬]


  XCVII


  At morning, in a foreign land, whether upon the mournful plains of Hungary, or in some quiet square of Georgian houses, embedded in the immensity of sleeping London, he awakes, and thinks of home; or in some small provincial town of France, he starts up from his sleep at night, he starts up in the living, brooding stillness of the night, for suddenly he thinks that he has heard there the sounds of America and the wilderness, the things that are in his blood, his heart, his brain, in every atom of his flesh and tissue, the things for which he draws his breath in labor, the things that madden him with an intolerable and nameless pain.


  And what are they? They are the whistle-wail of one of the great American engines as it thunders through the continent at night, the sound of the voices of the city streets—those hard, loud, slangy voices, full of violence, humor, and recklessness, now stronger and more remote than the sounds of Asia—the sounds that come up from the harbor of Manhattan in the night—that magnificent and thrilling music of escape, mystery, and joy, with the mighty orchestration of the transatlantics, the hoarse little tugs, the ferryboats and lighters, those sounds that well up from the gulf and dark immensity of night and that pierce the entrails of the listener.


  For this will always be one of the immortal and living things about the land, this will be an eternal and unchanging fact about that city whose only permanence is change: there will always be the great rivers flowing around it in the darkness, the rivers that have bounded so many nameless lives, those rivers which have moated in so many changes, which have girdled the wilderness and so much hard, brilliant, and sensational living, so much pain, beauty, ugliness, so much lust, murder, corruption, love, and wild exultancy.


  They’ll build great engines yet, and grander towers, but always the rivers run, in the day, in the night, in the dark, draining immensely their imperial tides out of the wilderness, washing and flowing by the coasts of the fabulous city, by all the little ticking sounds of time, by all the million lives and deaths of the city. Always the rivers run, and always there will be great ships upon the tide, always great horns are baying at the harbor’s mouth, and in the night a thousand men have died while the river, always the river, the dark eternal river, full of strange secret time, washing the city’s stains away, thickened and darkened by its dumpings, is flowing by us, by us to the sea.


  He awakes at morning in a foreign land, and he thinks of home. He cannot rest, his heart is wild with pain and loneliness, he sleeps, but then he knows he sleeps, he hears the dark and secret spell of time about him; in ancient towns, thick tumbling chimes of the cathedral bells are thronging through the dark, but through the passages of his diseased and unforgetful sleep the sounds and memory of America make way: now it is almost dawn, a horse has turned into a street and in America, there is the sound of wheels, the lonely clop-clop of the hooves upon deserted pavements, silence, then the banging clatter of a can.


  He awakes at morning in a foreign land, he draws his breath in labor in the wool-soft air of Europe: the wool-gray air is all about him like a living substance; it is in his heart, his stomach, and his entrails; it is in the slow and vital movements of the people; it soaks down from the sodden skies into the earth, into the heavy buildings, into the limbs and hearts and brains of living men. It soaks into the spirit of the wanderer; his heart is dull with the gray weariness of despair, it aches with hunger for the wilderness, the howling of great winds, the bite and sparkle of the clear, cold air, the buzz, the tumult and the wild exultancy. The wet, woolen air is all about him, and there is no hope. It was there before William the Conqueror; it was there before Clovis and Charles “the Hammer”; it was there before Attila; it was there before Hengist and Horsa; it was there before Vercingetorix and Julius Agricola.


  It was there now; it will always be there. They had it in Merry England and they had it in Gay Paree; and they were seldom merry, and they were rarely gay. The wet, woolen air is over Munich; it is over Paris; it is over Rouen and Madame Bovary; it soaks into England; it gets into boiled mutton and the Brussels sprouts; it gets into Hammersmith on Sunday; it broods over Bloomsbury and the private hotels and the British Museum; it soaks into the land of Europe and keeps the grass green. It has always been there; it will always be there. His eyes are mad and dull; he cannot sleep without the hauntings of phantasmal memory behind the eyes; his brain is overstretched and weary, it gropes ceaselessly around the prison of the skull, it will not cease.


  The years are walking in his brain, his father’s voice is sounding in his ears, and in the pulses of his blood the tom-tom’s beat. His living dust is stored with memory: two hundred million men are walking in his bones; he hears the howling of the wind around forgotten eaves; he cannot sleep. He walks in midnight corridors; he sees the wilderness, the moon-drenched forests; he comes to clearings in the moonlit stubble, he is lost, he has never been here, yet he is at home. His sleep is haunted with the dreams of time; wires throb above him in the whiteness, they make a humming in the noonday heat.


  The rails are laid across eight hundred miles of golden wheat, the rails are wound through mountains, they curve through clay-yellow cuts, they enter tunnels, they are built up across the marshes, they hug the cliff and follow by the river’s bank, they cross the plains with dust and thunder, and they leap through flatness and the dull scrub-pine to meet the sea.


  Then he awakes at morning in a foreign land, and thinks of home.


  For we have awaked at morning in a foreign land and heard the bitter curse of their indictment, and we know what we know, and it will always be the same.


  “One time!” their voices cried, leaning upon a bar the bitter weight of all their discontent. “One time! I’ve been back one time—just once in seven years,” they said, “and Jesus that was plenty! One time was enough! To hell with that damned country! What have they got now but a lot of cheap spaghetti joints and skyscrapers?” they said. “If you want a drink, you sneak down three back-alleyways, get the once-over from a couple of ex-prize fighters, and then plank down a dollar for a shot of varnish that would rot the guts out of a goat! ... And the women!”—the voices rose here with infuriated scorn—“What a nice lot of cold-blooded gold-digging bastards they’ve turned out to be! ... I spent thirty dollars taking one of ’em to a show, and to a night-club afterward! When bedtime came do you think I got anything out of it? ... ‘You may kiss my little hand,’ she says. ... ‘You may kiss my little—that’s what you may do,’” the voices snarled with righteous bitterness. “When I asked her if she was goin’ to come through she started to yell for the cops! ... A woman who tried to pull one like that over here would get sent to Siberia! ... A nice country, I don’t think! ... Now, get this! Me, I’m a Frenchman, see!” the voice said with a convincing earnestness. “These guys know how to live, see! This is my country where I belong, see! ... Johnny, luh même chose pour mwah et m’seer! ... Fill ’em up again, kid.”


  “Carpen-teer!” the voices then rose jeeringly, in true accents of French pugnacity. “Sure, I’m a Frenchman—but Carpen-teer! Where do yuh get that stuff? Christ, Dempsey could ’a’ took that frog the best day that he ever saw! ... An accident!” the voices yelled. “Whattya mean—an accident? Didn’t I see the whole thing with my own eyes? Wasn’t I back there then? ... Wasn’t I talkin’ t’ Jack himself an hour after the fight was over? ... An accident! Jesus! The only accident was that he let him last four rounds. ‘I could have taken him in the first if I wanted to,’ Jack says to me. ... Sure, I’m a Frenchman!” the voice said with belligerent loyalty. “But Carpenteer! Jesus! Where do you get that stuff?”


  And, brother, I have heard the voices you will never hear, discussing the graces of a life more cultured than any you will ever know—and I know and I know, and yet it is still the same.


  Bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more! the flying leaf, the broken cloud—“I think,” said they, “that we will live here now. I think,” they said, “that we are running down to Spain next week so Francis can do a little writing. ... And really,” their gay yet cultivated tones continued, “it’s wonderful what you can do here if you only have a little money. ... Yes, my dear!” their refined accents continued in a tone of gay conviction. “It’s really quite incredible, you know. ... I happen to know of a real honest-to-goodness château near Blois that can be had for something less than $7000! ... It’s all rather incredible, you know,” those light, half-English tones went on, “when you consider what it takes to live in Brookline! ... Francis has always felt that he would like to do a little writing, and I feel somehow the atmosphere is better here for all that sort of thing—it really is, you know. Don’t you think so?” said those gay and cultivated tones of Boston which you, my brother, never yet have heard. “And after all,” those cultivated tones went on in accents of a droll sincerity, “you see all the people here you really care to see, I mean, you know! They all come to Paris at one time or another—I mean, the trouble really is in getting a little time alone for yourself. ... Or do you find it so?” the voices suavely, lightly, asked. ... “Oh, look! look at that—there!” they cried with jubilant elation, “I mean that boy and his girl there, walking along with their arms around each other! ... Don’t you just a-do-o-re it? ... Isn’t it too ma-a-rvelous?” those refined and silvery tones went on, with patriotic tenderness. “I mean, there’s something so perfectly sweet and un-self-conscious about it all!” the voices said with all the cultivated earnestness of Boston! “Now where?—where?—would you see anything like that at home?” the voices said triumphantly.


  (Seldom in Brookline, lady. Oh, rarely, seldom, almost never in the town of Brookline, lady. But on the Esplanade—did you ever go out walking on the Esplanade at night-time, in the hot and sultry month of August, lady? They are not Frenchmen, lady: they are all Jews and Irish and Italians, lady, but the noise of their kissing is like the noise the wind makes through a leafy grove—it is like the great hooves of a hundred thousand cavalry being pulled out of the marshy places of the earth, dear lady.)


  “... I mean—these people really understand that sort of thing so much better than we do. ... They’re so much simpler about it. ... I mean, so much more graceful with that kind of thing. ... Il faut un peu de sentiment, n’est-ce pas? ... Or do you think so?” said those light, those gay, those silvery, and half-English tones of cultivated Boston, which you, my brother, never yet have heard.


  (I got you, lady. That was French. I know. ... But if I felt your leg, if I began by fondling gracefully your leg, if in a somewhat graceful Gallic way I felt your leg, and said, “Chérie! Petite chérie!”—would you remember, lady, this is Paris?)


  Oh, bitterly, bitterly, Boston one time more: their silvery voices speak an accent you will never know, and of their loins is marble made, but, brother, there are corn-haired girls named Neilsen out in Minnesota, and the blonde thighs of the Lundquist girl could break a bullock’s back.


  Oh, bitterly, bitterly, Boston one time more: the French have little ways about them that we do not have, but brother, they’re still selling cradles down in Georgia, and in New Orleans their eyes are dark, their white teeth bite you to the bone.


  Oh, bitterly, bitterly, Boston, one time more, and of their flesh is codfish made. Big Brother’s still waiting for you with his huge, red fist, behind the barn up in the State of Maine, and they’re still having shotgun marriages at home.


  Oh, brother, there are voices you will never hear—ancestral voices prophesying war, my brother, and rare and radiant voices that you know not of, as they have read us into doom. The genteel voices of Oxenford broke once like chimes of weary, unenthusiastic bells across my brain, speaking to me compassionately its judgment on our corrupted lives, gently dealing with the universe, my brother, gently and without labor—gently, brother, gently, it dealt with all of us, with easy condescension and amused disdain:


  “I’m afraid, old boy,” the genteel voice of Oxenford remarked, “you’re up against it over thöh. ... I really am. ... Thöh’s no place thö faw the individual any longah,”—the genteel voice went on, un-individual brother. “Obviously,” that tolerant voice instructed me, “obviously, thöh can be no cultuah in a country so completely lackin’ in tradition as is yoähs. ... It’s all so objective—if you see what I main—thöh’s no place left faw the innah life,” it said, oh, outward brother! “... We Europeans have often obsöhved (it’s very curious, you know) that the American is incapable of any real feelin’—it seems quite impawsible faw him to distinguish between true emotion an’ sentimentality—an’ he invayably chooses the lattah! ... Curious, isn’t it?—or do you think so, brother? Of co’se, thöh is yoäh beastly dreadful sex-prawblem. ... Yoäh women! ... Oh, deah, deah! ... Perhaps we’d bettah say no moah ... but, thöh you ah!”—right in the eye, my brother. “Yoäh country is a matriahky, my deah fellah ... it really is, you know.” ... if you can follow us, dear brother. “The women have the men in a state of complete subjection ... the male is rapidly becomin’ moah sexless an’ emasculated”—that genteel voice of doom went on—“No!—Decidedly you have quite a prawblem befoah you. ... Obviously thöh can be no cultuah while such a condition puhsists. ... That is why when my friends say to me, ‘You ought to see America, ... you really ought, you know.’ ... I say, ‘No, thanks. ... If you don’t mind, I’d rathah not. ... I think I’ll stay at home ... I’m sorry,’” the compassionate tones of Oxenford went on, “but that’s the way I feel—it really is, you know. ... Of co’se, I know you couldn’t undahstand my feelin’—faw aftah all, you ah a Yank—but thöh you ah! Sorry!” it said regretfully, as it spoke its courteous but inexorable judgments of eternal exile, brother, and removed forever the possibility of your ever hearing it. “But that’s the way I feel! I hope you don’t mind,” the voice said gently, with compassion.


  No, sir, I don’t mind. We don’t mind, he, she, it, or they don’t mind. Nobody minds, sir, nobody minds. Because, just as you say, sir, oceans are between us, seas have sundered us, there is a magic in you that we cannot fathom—a light, a flame, a glory—an impalpable, indefinable, incomprehensible, undeniable something-or-other, something which I can never understand or measure because—just as you say, sir—with such compassionate regret, I am—I am—a Yank.


  ’Tis true, my brother, we are Yanks. Oh, ’tis true, ’tis true! I am a Yank! Yet, wherefore Yank, good brother? Hath not a Yank ears? Hath not a Yank lies, truths, bowels of mercy, fears, joys, and lusts? Is he not warmed by the same sun, washed by the same ocean, rotted by the same decay, and eaten by the same worms as a German is? If you kill him, does he not die? If you sweat him, does he not stink? If you lie with his wife or his mistress, does she not whore, lie, fornicate and betray, even as a Frenchman’s does? If you strip him, is he not naked as a Swede? Is his hide less white than Baudelaire’s? Is his breath more foul than the King of Spain’s? Is his belly bigger, his neck fatter, his face more hoggish, and his eye more shiny than a Munich brewer’s? Will he not cheat, rape, thieve, whore, curse, hate, and murder like any European? Aye—Yank! But wherefore, wherefore Yank—good brother?


  Brother, have we come then from a fated stock? Augured from birth, announced by two dark angels, named in our mother’s womb? And for what? For what? Father-less, to grope our feelers on the sea’s dark bed, among the polyped squirms, the blind sucks and crawls and sea-valves of the brain, loaded with memory that will not die? To cry our love out in the wilderness, to wake always in the night, smiting the pillow in some foreign land, thinking forever of the myriad sights and sounds of home?


  “While Paris Sleeps!”—By God, while Paris sleeps, to wake and walk and not to sleep; to wake and walk and sleep and wake, and sleep again, seeing dawn come at the window-square that cast its wedge before our glazed, half-sleeping eyes, seeing soft, hated foreign light, and breathing soft, dull languid air that could not bite and tingle up the blood, seeing legend and lie and fable wither in our sight as we saw what we saw, knew what we knew.


  Sons of the lost and lonely fathers, sons of the wanderers, children of hardy loins, the savage earth, the pioneers, what had we to do with all their bells and churches? Could we feed our hunger on portraits of the Spanish king? Brother, for what? For what? To kill the giant of loneliness and fear, to slay the hunger that would not rest, that would not give us rest.


  Of wandering forever, and the earth again. Brother, for what? For what? For what? For the wilderness, the immense and lonely land. For the unendurable hunger, the unbearable ache, the incurable loneliness. For the exultancy whose only answer is the wild goat-cry. For a million memories, ten thousand sights and sounds and shapes and smells and names of things that only we can know.


  For what? For what? Not for a nation. Not for a people, not for an empire, not for a thing we love or hate.


  For what? For a cry, a space, an ecstasy. For a savage and nameless hunger. For a living and intolerable memory that may not for a second be forgotten, since it includes all the moments of our lives, includes all we do and are. For a living memory; for ten thousand memories; for a million sights and sounds and moments; for something like nothing else on earth; for something which possesses us.


  For something under our feet, and around us and over us; something that is in us and part of us, and proceeds from us, that beats in all the pulses of our blood.


  Brother, for what?


  First for the thunder of imperial names, the names of men and battles, the names of places and great rivers, the mighty names of the States. The name of The Wilderness; and the names of Antietam, Chancellorsville, Shiloh, Bull Run, Fredericksburg, Cold Harbor, the Wheat Fields, Ball’s Bluff, and the Devil’s Den; the names of Cowpens, Brandywine, and Saratoga; of Death Valley, Chickamauga, and the Cumberland Gap. The names of the Nantahalahs, the Bad Lands, the Painted Desert, the Yosemite, and the Little Big Horn; the names of Yancey and Cabarrus counties; and the terrible name of Hatteras.


  Then, for the continental thunder of the States: the names of Montana, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, Michigan, Maryland, Virginia, and the two Dakotas; the names of Oregon and Indiana, of Kansas and the rich Ohio; the powerful name of Pennsylvania, and the name of Old Kentucky; the undulance of Alabama; the names of Florida and North Carolina.


  In the red-oak thickets, at the break of day, long hunters lay for bear—the rattle of arrows in laurel leaves, the war-cries round the painted buttes, and the majestical names of the Indian Nations: the Pawnees, the Algonquins, the Iroquois, the Comanches, the Blackfeet, the Seminoles, the Cherokees, the Sioux, the Hurons, the Mohawks, the Navajos, the Utes, the Omahas, the Onondagas, the Chippewas, the Crees, the Chickasaws, the Arapahoes, the Catawbas, the Dakotas, the Apaches, the Croatans, and the Tuscaroras; the names of Powhatan and Sitting Bull; and the name of the Great Chief, Rain-In-The-Face.


  Of wandering forever, and the earth again: in red-oak thickets, at the break of day, long hunters lay for bear. The arrows rattle in the laurel leaves, and the elmroots thread the bones of buried lovers. There have been war-cries on the Western trails, and on the plains the gunstock rusts upon a handful of bleached bones. The barren earth? Was no love living in the wilderness?


  The rails go westward in the dark. Brother, have you seen starlight on the rails? Have you heard the thunder of the fast express?


  Of wandering forever, and the earth again—the names of the mighty rails that bind the nation, the wheeled thunder of the names that net the continent: the Pennsylvania, the Union Pacific, the Santa Fé, the Baltimore and Ohio, the Chicago and Northwestern, the Southern, the Louisiana and Northern, the Seaboard Air Line, the Chicago, Milwaukee and Saint Paul, the Lackawanna, the New York, New Haven and Hartford, the Florida East Coast, the Rock Island, and the Denver and Rio Grande.


  Brother, the names of the engines, the engineers, and the sleeping-cars: the great engines of the Pacific type, the articulated Mallets with three sets of eight-yoked driving-wheels, the 400-ton thunderbolts with J.T. Cline, T.J. McRae, and the demon hawk-eyes of H.D. Campbell on the rails.


  The names of the great tramps who range the nation on the fastest trains: the names of the great tramps Oklahoma Red, Fargo Pete, Dixie Joe, Iron Mike, The Frisco Kid, Nigger Dick, Red Chi, Ike the Kike, and The Jersey Dutchman.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time, Lord Tennyson stood among the rocks, and stared. He had long hair, his eyes were deep and sombre, and he wore a cape; he was a poet, and there was magic and mystery in his touch, for he had heard the horns of Elfland faintly blowing. And by the waters of life, by time, by time, Lord Tennyson stood among the cold, gray rocks, and commanded the sea to break—break—break! And the sea broke, by the waters of life, by time, by time, as Lord Tennyson commanded it to do, and his heart was sad and lonely as he watched the stately ships (of the Hamburg-American Packet Company, fares forty-five dollars and up, first-class) go on to their haven under the hill, and Lord Tennyson would that his heart could utter the thoughts that arose in him.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time: the names of the mighty rivers, the alluvial gluts, the drains of the continent, the throats that drink America (Sweet Thames, flow gently till I end my song). The names of the men who pass, and the myriad names of the earth that abides forever: the names of the men who are doomed to wander, and the name of that immense and lonely land on which they wander, to which they return, in which they will be buried—America! The immortal earth which waits forever, the trains that thunder on the continent, the men who wander, and the women who cry out, “Return!”


  Finally, the names of the great rivers that are flowing in the darkness (Sweet Thames, flow gently till I end my song).


  By the waters of life, by time, by time: the names of great mouths, the mighty maws, the vast, wet, coiling, never-glutted and unending snakes that drink the continent. Where, sons of men, and in what other land will you find others like them, and where can you match the mighty music of their names?—The Monongahela, the Colorado, the Rio Grande, the Columbia, the Tennessee, the Hudson (Sweet Thames!); the Kennebec, the Rappahannock, the Delaware, the Penobscot, the Wabash, the Chesapeake, the Swannanoa, the Indian River, the Niagara (Sweet Afton!); the Saint Lawrence, the Susquehanna, the Tombigbee, the Nantahala, the French Broad, the Chattahoochee, the Arizona, and the Potomac (Father Tiber!)—these are a few of their princely names, these are a few of their great, proud, glittering names, fit for the immense and lonely land that they inhabit.


  Oh, Tiber! Father Tiber! You’d only be a suckling in that mighty land! And as for you, sweet Thames, flow gently till I end my song: flow gently, gentle Thames, be well-behaved, sweet Thames, speak softly and politely, little Thames, flow gently till I end my song.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time, and of the yellow cat that smites the nation, of the belly of the snake that coils across the land—of the terrible names of the rivers in flood, the rivers that foam and welter in the dark, that smash the levees, that flood the lowlands for two thousand miles, that carry the bones of the cities seaward on their tides: of the awful names of the Tennessee, the Arkansas, the Missouri, the Mississippi, and even the little mountain rivers, brothers, in the season of the floods.


  Delicately they dive for Greeks before the railway station: the canoe glides gently through the portals of the waiting-room (for whites). Full fathom five the carcass of old man Lype is lying (of his bones is coral made) and delicately they dive for lunch-room Greeks before the railway station.


  Brother, what fish are these? The floatage of sunken rooms, the sodden bridal-veils of poverty, the slime of ruined parlor plush, drowned faces in the family album; and the blur of long-drowned eyes, blurred features, whited, bloated flesh.


  Delicately they dive for Greeks before the railway station. The stern, good, half-drowned faces of the brothers Trade and Mark survey the tides. Cardui! Miss Lillian Leitzell twists upon one arm above the flood; the clown, half-sunken to his waist, swims upward out of swirling yellow; the tiger bares his teeth above the surges of a river he will never drink. The ragged tatters of the circus posters are plastered on soaked boards. And delicately they dive for Greeks before the railway station.


  Have we not seen them, brother?


  For what are we, my brother? We are a phantom flare of grieved desire, the ghostling and phosphoric flicker of immortal time, a brevity of days haunted by the eternity of the earth. We are an unspeakable utterance, an insatiable hunger, an unquenchable thirst; a lust that bursts our sinews, explodes our brains, sickens and rots our guts, and rips our hearts asunder. We are a twist of passion, a moment’s flame of love and ecstasy, a sinew of bright blood and agony, a lost cry, a music of pain and joy, a haunting of brief, sharp hours, an almost captured beauty, a demon’s whisper of unbodied memory. We are the dupes of time.


  For, brother, what are we?


  We are the sons of our father, whose face we have never seen, we are the sons of our father, whose voice we have never heard, we are the sons of our father, to whom we have cried for strength and comfort in our agony, we are the sons of our father, whose life like ours was lived in solitude and in the wilderness, we are the sons of our father, to whom only can we speak out the strange, dark burden of our heart and spirit, we are the sons of our father, and we shall follow the print of his foot forever.


  [¬]


  XCVIII


  How long he had remained at Tours he scarcely knew: suspended in this spell of time and memory, he seemed to have detached himself not only from the infinite connections that bound him to the past, but from every project and direction that he had considered for the future. Day after day he stayed in his little room above the cobbled court of the hotel; he ate his meals there, going out at nightfall to eat and drink in a café, to walk about the streets, once or twice to go home with a woman of the town, and finally to come back to his room, to write furiously for hours, and then, stretched out in bed, nailed to the rock of a furiously wakeful sleep, to live again through the immense and spaceless images of night, in an alert but comatose hypnosis of the will.


  One morning he awoke with a shock of apprehension, the foreboding of calamitous mischance. It was the first time in weeks that he had taken thought of the state of his resources, or felt any care or worry for the future. He counted his money with feverish haste, and discovered that less then [than] 250 francs remained. For a moment he sat on the edge of the bed, holding the little wad of franc notes in his hand, stunned and bewildered by this sudden realization that his funds were exhausted, and for the moment not knowing what to do. His hotel bill for the week was due; he went at once to the bureau and asked for it; a hasty calculation assured him that when he had paid it, less than twenty francs would be left.


  He knew no one in Tours to whom he could appeal for aid; one glance at the impeccable, cold courtesy of the female face, hard, dark and gallic, in the bureau of the hotel—the basalt of the eyes, the line of hair across the brows—told him that he could as soon wring milk and honey from the cobblestones as extract an ounce of charitable relief from the granite coffers of her soul. The brows drew in, the black eyes hardened with a cold narrowing of mistrust: even before he spoke he saw she had read the story of his profligate extravagance, and that from that moment the hard propriety of her suspicious soul had been turned against him with that virtuous dislike which such people feel for unmonied men. When he spoke, therefore, it was to tell her he was leaving that day: she inclined her dark, hard face impassively, saying: “Oui, monsieur,” and asked if he would have his room vacated by twelve o’clock.


  He went to the railway station and looked up rates and distances. During the whole period of his stay in Tours—in fact, during the whole course of his wanderings since leaving Paris—he had been vaguely assured that he was moving in the general direction of Provence, Marseilles, and the South. He now discovered, on consulting a map, that he was off this course by some hundreds of kilometers, and on the southwest road to Bordeaux, the Pyrenees, and Spain. For a moment, he was decided to take the train for Bordeaux—a post-card from Ann had been mailed from Carcassonne, and she had informed him that they were on their way to Biarritz. A brief inquiry, however, convinced him that his funds were by no means sufficient to get him even as far as Bordeaux and, over there, he felt, his case was more desperate than ever. He knew no one there and had no hope of meeting any one he knew. He discovered also that the lowest fare back to Paris—the third-class fare—was about thirty-four francs, almost twice as much as he possessed.


  Finally, with a feeling of malevolent joy—for, curiously, a growing realization of his plight, and the dark, hard eyes of the Frenchmen fixed on him in an expression of avaricious mistrust, had now wakened in him a jubilant indifference, a desire to roar with laughter—he thought of Orléans and the Countess.


  He found that his funds were sufficient for third-class fare to Orléans, which was about seventeen francs, and that a train was leaving in an hour. Returning to the hotel, he packed his valise with frenzied haste, throwing his clothing in and stamping it down with his feet, rode to the station in the hotel’s horse-drawn bus, and an hour later was on his way back to Orléans.


  Late March had come: the day was overcast with thin, gray clouds, an uncertain milky radiance of light; the fields and earth and forests, still bare, had a moist, thawed fertility that spoke of spring. On the way up, snow began to fall, a brief flurry of large, wet flakes that melted as they fell: it was soon over, and the sun broke through in thin, wavering gusts of light.


  There were no other passengers in his compartment; he sat looking out the window across the wet fields, and from time to time, as he visualized the look of startled, crafty apprehension on the Countess’ face when she saw him, he burst into wild, sudden whoops and yells of laughter that echoed loudly above the steady pounding of the wheels.


  It was noon when he reached Orléans: he took his heavy bag and went limping out across the station square, pausing once to rest his aching arm and change his grip. On entering the hotel he found Yvonne in the bureau. She looked up from her ledger as he entered, her dark face hardening with a mistrust of cold surprise as she saw him.


  “Monsieur has returned to stay?” she inquired, and looked towards his valise. “You wish a room?”


  “I do not know yet,” he said easily. “I shall let you know in a few minutes. At present, I should like to speak to the Countess. Is she here?”


  She did not answer for a moment, her black brows gathered in a line, and her eyes grew perceptibly harder, colder, more mistrustful as she looked at him.


  “Yes. I s’ink she is in her room,” she said at length. “I vill see. ... Jean!” she called sharply, and struck a bell.


  The porter appeared, started with surprise when he saw the youth, and then smiled cordially and greeted him in friendly fashion. Then he turned inquiringly to Yvonne. She spoke curtly:


  “Dites à Madame la Comtesse que Monsieur, le jeune Américain, est revenu. Il attend.”


  “Mais oui, monsieur,” the porter said briskly, turning towards him. “Et votre bagage?” he looked inquiringly at the valise. “Vous restez ici?”


  “Je ne sais pas. Je vous dirai plus tard. Merci,” he said, as the porter took the valise, and put it away behind the office desk.


  The porter departed with his message. Yvonne returned to her books, and he waited, pacing the hall in a state of nervous elation, until he heard the old woman’s voice, sharp, startled, excited, speaking to the porter on the floor above. Then he heard her coming down the stairs, turned and faced her sharply-inquiring, apprehensive face as she came down, and was vigorously pumping her uncertain and unwilling little claw, before she had time to stammer out a greeting:


  “But what—why—what brings you here?” she said. “I thought you had returned to Paris by now. Where have you been?” she asked sharply.


  “In Tours,” he answered.


  “Tours! But what were you doing there all this time? ... What happened to you?” she asked suspiciously.


  “Ah, Countess,” he said solemnly, “it is a long story.” Then, with a deliberate burlesque of portentous gravity, he lowered his voice and whispered hoarsely, “I fell among thieves.”


  “What—?” she said in a faltering tone. “What are you saying? ... You mean you have come back here ... that you have no ... how much money have you left?” she demanded sharply.


  He thrust his hand into his trousers pocket, fished around and pulled out a few small coins: four two-franc pieces, a franc, two twenty-five-centime coins, a ten- and a five-centime piece——


  “That’s all,” he said, counting them over. “Nine francs sixty-five.”


  “W-w-w-w-what?” she stammered. “Nine francs sixty-five—do you mean that’s all you have left?”


  “That’s all,” he said cheerfully, “but now that I’m here at last it doesn’t matter.”


  “Here!” she gasped. “Do you mean you are going—what do you intend to do?” she said sharply.


  “Oh,” he said easily, “I shall wait here until I get money from America.”


  “And—and how long do you think that will take?” the old woman was twisting her skinny fingers with feverish apprehension.


  “Oh, not long,” he said airily. “I wrote my mother yesterday, and it ought not to take over four or five weeks to get an answer.”


  “Four or five weeks!” the old woman said hoarsely. “What are you saying? Four or five weeks, and you have nine francs sixty-five in your pockets! My God! the man is mad!”


  “Oh, that part of it will be all right, I guess,” he said with an easy laugh. “I told my mother all about you and Monsieur and Madame Vatel, and all my other friends here, and how good you had been to me, and how you were always befriending Americans, and how they call you Little Mother. I told her you couldn’t have been kinder to me if you’d been my own mother, and that she didn’t need to worry about me at all. So I guess that part of it’s all right,” he concluded comfortably. “I told her that I’d just put up here at the hotel, and that you and the Vatels would take good care of me until the money comes from home.”


  “Put up here! ... For four or five weeks! ... Hush, my boy! Hush!” she whispered, clutching him feverishly with her bony little claw, and casting an apprehensive glance towards Yvonne whose dark head was lowered studiously above her ledger, but who suggested, by a certain strained attentiveness of posture, that she was missing none of the conversation.


  “Come,” the Countess whispered feverishly again, pulling him towards the stairway as she spoke. “You come with me, my boy. I want to talk to you alone.”


  They went upstairs to a parlor on the first floor, deserted, closed, a little stale with its sumptuous bordello furnishings of gilt and crimson plush. There the Countess turned to him, and said directly:


  “See here, my boy. What you want to do is out of the question. It will be impossible for you to stay here for four or five weeks! Impossible!” she cried, twisting her bony little hands with growing agitation. “It cannot be done!”


  He looked surprised, a little pained.


  “Why?” he said.


  “Because,” she said, and now at last her tone was simple and direct in its quiet assertion, “the Vatels will not keep you here—they will not give you credit for so long a time——”


  “And you?” he said quietly.


  “My friend,” the old woman answered simply, “I have not got it.” She raised her bony little shoulders in a shrug. “At the present moment I have nothing—not a sou! I get a little money from America on the first and fifteenth of each month—if I had it, I would give it to you, but I have nothing now. And what I get would not be nearly enough to pay your expenses here for five weeks. It cannot be done.”


  For the first time since his return he felt respect and sympathy for her; in face of the plain and honest directness of her confession all of his former humor of cynical mockery had vanished. He said:


  “In that case, it cannot be done. You are right. I must try to get help elsewhere.”


  “You nave [have] friends in Paris, haven’t you? You know people there—Americans?”


  “Yes—I think I could get help from some one if I were in Paris.”


  “Then I shall try to help you to get there,” she said quickly. “How much will you need?”


  “I think the third-class fare from here is about seventeen francs,” he said.


  “And you have—how much? Nine sixty-five?” She calculated swiftly, was silent a moment, and then with an air of decision, marked by a faint flush of painful embarrassment on her withered cheek as she thought of the unpleasant task before her, she said: “If you will wait here, I will go below and see what I can do with these people. ... I do not know,” she said shortly, the faint flush deepening as she spoke, “but I will try.”


  She left him, and presently he heard voices below, mixed in rapid and excited argument. In ten minutes the old woman returned. In her hand she held a ten-franc note.


  “Here,” she said, giving it to him. “With what you have, it will be enough to get you to Paris. I have inquired. There is a train in twenty minutes. Now, my boy,” she said quickly, taking him by the arm, “you must go. You will just have time to buy your ticket and get on the train. You have no time to lose.”


  He had been surprised and disappointed at the meagre exactness of her loan: he had eaten nothing all day long and suddenly, with no funds to spare and the prospect of a continued and indefinite fast before him, he felt ravenously hungry. And now it was his turn to redden with embarrassment; he found it difficult to speak, and in a moment said hesitantly:


  “I wonder if these people here would let me have a sandwich. ... I’ve had nothing to eat.”


  She did not answer; he saw the faint flush deepen on her sallow cheeks again and, already sorry for the additional distress his request had caused her, he said quickly:


  “No, it doesn’t matter. I’ll get something when I get to Paris. Besides, there’s not time now, anyway. I’ll have to get that train.”


  “Yes,” she said quickly, with relief. “I think you should. That is best. ... And now, my boy, make haste. You have no more time to lose.”


  “Good-bye, Countess,” he said, taking her by the hand, and suddenly feeling for the old, lonely, and penniless woman the deepest affection and respect he had ever felt for her. “You have really been my friend. I’m sorry that I’ve had to cause you this trouble. I’ll send you the money when I get to Paris. Good-bye, now, and good-luck to you.”


  When she answered, her voice was quiet and her old eyes were sad and tranquilly resigned:


  “Ah,” she said, “I was afraid that this would happen to you. I have known so many Americans—they are so reckless, so extravagant, they do not watch their money. ... Good-bye, my boy,” she now said quietly, clasping his hand. “Take care of yourself and do not get into any more trouble. ... Let me know if all goes well with you. ... Good-bye, good-bye. ... Ah, you are so young, aren’t you? Some day you will learn. ... Good-bye, God bless you—you must hurry now—good-bye. Good-bye.”


  She followed him as he went quickly down the stairs, and stood on the stairs watching him as he departed. His valise had been put out before the bureau, where he could get it easily: Yvonne and Madame Vatel were waiting silently in the office. Yvonne did not speak at all; when he spoke to Madame Vatel, she cocked her head a little, and said coldly: “Monsieur.”


  He seized the grip and started for the door with it at a rapid limping stride. At the door he paused, turned, and saw the Countess, still standing on the stairs, and looking at him with old, sad eyes.


  “Good-bye,” he cried in jubilant farewell. “Good-bye, Countess.”


  “Good-bye, my boy,” her voice was so weary, old, and sad he could scarcely hear her.


  Then he limped rapidly away from the hotel, across the square, and towards the station and the train.


  All through the afternoon the train roared up across the fat and fertile countryside towards Paris. A late sun broke through ragged clouds of torn gold: the light was wild and radiant with a prophecy of spring. In the compartment, his only companion was a young soldier: a boy of eighteen, tall, gawky, big of hand and foot and limb, looking even clumsier than he really was in his thick-soled army shoes, his blue-olive uniform—his long shanks coarsely wound with bands of olive cloth.


  The boy had a friendly, olive-colored face, a little marred by pimples and fuzzy unshaved hair; he talked constantly, amiably indifferent to his companion’s foreign speech and manner, garrulously friendly in a hoarse boy voice.


  In the middle of the afternoon he began to unpack various bundles from the staggering impedimenta of military equipment with which he was surrounded. From a pocket of his overcoat he solemnly fished out an enormous tin of sardines. From another package he took out a gigantic bottle of red wine, and with the same gravity, began to unfold from its wrapping in a newspaper a three-foot loaf of crusty bread.


  Then, with the same deliberate concentration, he opened the sardine tin, uncorked the wine-bottle and took a hearty preliminary swig, pulled out a clasp-knife with an evil-looking six-inch blade and, holding the loaf gripped firmly between his knees, began with a backward motion to carve a crisp and liberal slab out of the crusty loaf. This done, he put the bread aside, solemnly impaled a huge sardine upon the point of his gleaming knife, smacked it down upon the slab of bread and, furnishing himself with another hearty swig of the red wine, began to poke the sandwich happily away towards its intended destination, carrying on a choked but completely unperturbed conversation with his companion as he did so.


  And his fellow traveller, gazing on that coarse but appetizing fare, felt the pangs of hunger awake in him again with such maddening insistence, that the whole legend of his starved desire must have been written on his yearning face and greedy eyes. At any rate, the young soldier, his mouth still crammed with food, uttered some inarticulate but friendly sounds, in which the word “Mangez” alone was intelligible, suddenly thrust loaf, bottle, knife, and sardine tin towards his starved companion, and with a gesture of rude encouragement, hoarsely spattered forth again:


  “Mangez!”


  The fellow traveller required no second bidding. He fell to ravenously on sardines, wine, and crusty loaf; they sat there cramming themselves enthusiastically, uttering choked and muffled sounds from time to time, and grinning at each other amiably.


  Nothing he had ever eaten tasted as good as that coarse fare; the strong, plain wine was pulsing warmly in his veins, the food made a warm glow in his grateful belly; outside, the sun had broken through in stripes of ragged gold and bronze, above the wheels he could hear great roars of hearty country laughter from another compartment, the high, rich, sanguinary voice of a Frenchman as he cried “Parbleu!”


  And he was going back to Paris again, without a penny, a prospect, or a plan, and he felt no care nor pain nor trouble any longer—nothing but wild joy and jubilant happiness such as he had never felt before. He did not know why.


  [¬]


  XCIX


  Early in April, money came from home, and he was on his way again. This time he started South in true earnest, hurtling southward on one of the crack trains of the P.L.M., his nose flattened against the window of the compartment, and his eyes glued on the landscape with such an unwinking intensity, a desperate and insatiate greed, that his fellow passengers stared at him curiously, and then looked at one another with quiet smiles and winks.


  As it had always done, the movement and experience of the train filled him with a sense of triumph, joy, and luxury. The crack express, with its gleaming cars, its richly furnished compartments, its luxurious restaurant, warm with wine and food and opulence and suave service, together with the appearance of the passengers, who had the look of ease and wealth and cosmopolitan assurance that one finds among people who travel on such trains, awoke in him again the feeling of a nameless and impending joy, the fulfilment of some impossible happiness, the feeling of wealth and success which a train had always given him, even when he had only a few dollars in his pocket, and that now, in the groomed luxury of this European express, was immeasurably enhanced.


  On such a train, indeed, the compact density of the European continent became thrilling in its magical immediacy: one felt everywhere around him—in the assured and wealthy-looking men, the lovely and seductive-looking women—even in the landscape that stretched past with its look of infinite cultivation, its beautifully checkered design of fields, its ancient scheme of towns and villages and old farm buildings—the sense of a life rich with the maturity of centuries, infinitely various and fascinating in its evocation of a world given without reserve to pleasure, love, and luxury—in short, the American’s dream of “Europe,” a world with all the labor, pain, and fear, the rasping care and fury of his own harsh world, left out.


  At Lyons, mid-way on his journey to the South, he left the train. And again, he did not know the reason for his stopping: he had been told that “there was nothing to be seen,” but the place was a great city; his old hunger for new cities conquered him, he paused to stay a day, and stayed a week.


  Later, he could remember just four things that had held him there in that great provincial town. They were a river, two restaurants, and a girl. The river was the Rhône; it came foaming out of the Alps to form at Lyons its juncture with the Saône. Day after day he sat on a café terrace looking at the river; it foamed past bright and glacial, green as emerald, cold and shining, bearing in forever its message of the Alps, the thaw of crystal ice, the coming on of spring. All of the coming of the spring was somehow written in the cold, sparkling and unforgettable green loveliness of that shining water; it haunted him like something he had always known, like something he had found, like something he would one day discover.


  The food in the town was incomparable. It was a native cookery, a food belonging to the region—plain, pungent, peasant-like and nobly good, there is in all the world no better cooking than can be found in the great provincial town of Lyons.


  At two places there, La Mère Guy’s, and La Mère Filliou’s, they call their best cooks by the name of “mother.” They offer eating fit for kings, yet all so reasonable and plain that almost any man can afford it. La Mère Guy’s establishment is in an old house with various old rooms all used as restaurants. The floor is sanded, there are no suave carpets, no low murmuring of refined voices, no thin tinkle of musical glasses, none of the suave, worldly luxury that one finds in the great restaurants of Paris. It is a place not made for tourists—for Lyons is not a tourist town, and what tourist before ever came there to eat?—It is a place made for the Lyonnais—according to their taste—and one will find them there at Mother Guy’s and Filliou’s, in all their robust, straightforward eating earnestness. Mother Filliou’s is a more open sort of place than Mother Guy’s; it is across the river, away from the central part of Lyons, which is on an island formed by the green girdling of the Rhône and Saône. At Mother Filliou’s one can look inside; when the weather permits, most people eat outside on a terrace: Mother Filliou’s has more sunlight, open air, and gaiety, but the rooms at Mother Guy’s have a more convenient, closed, and homely appearance. Both places are crowded with solid-looking Lyonnais of both sexes, their faces filled with sanguinary life, their voices loud and robust, their napkins tucked in under their chins, as they set heartily to work.


  The food is largely chicken, beef, and fish, superbly cooked. One will never forget the chicken at Mother Guy’s or Mother Filliou’s: the chicken is plump and tender country chicken, fresh from the lovely countryside near Lyons, it is so crisp and succulent it almost melts away in your mouth. The beef is thick and juicy and tender, everything is cooked plainly, but with all the peasant spice and pungency; they like spicy and robust relishes, and one eats whole onions, pickled in a kind of brine. There, people drink only one wine, but that is Beaujolais, a plain, grand wine that in this town is cheaper than mineral water, and seems made by nature to wash down such victuals as these people eat.


  On the opposite side of the central isle of Lyons, which is the side bounded by the Saône, there is a steep hill surmounted by the church of Notre-Dame-de-Fourvière, a famous place of pilgrimage for the devout. And there, one day, while pilgrims filed in to see the relics, and pay devotion to their saint, and while some monks were chanting from their sonorous and reverberating litany through the great spaces, he saw a girl he could not forget: she sat down across the aisle from him, looked at him, smiled drowsily. She was small, plump; her figure was erotically seductive; she raised her head, and seemed to listen drowsily to chanting monks, and he saw that in her neck, a warm, slow pulse was beating—slowly, slowly, richly, warmly beating. She turned her eyes, which were gray and smoky with a cat-like potency, and looked at him again, smiled drowsily, and slowly crossed her heavy legs with a slow, sensual sliding of warm silk. And all the time, the pulse beat slowly, richly, with a drowsy warmth of maddening and hot desire—and that was the last of the four things he saw, remembered, and could not forget of Lyons.


  A shining river, emerald green, and magic with its Alpine prescience of spring, of known, undiscovered loveliness; the noble cooking of Mother Guy and Mother Filliou; a pulse in the throat of an unknown girl, that beat its slow, warm promise of fulfilled desire—these, of a town of more than six hundred thousand lives and faces, were all that later clearly would remain.


  The rest was smoke and silence—some faces here and there, a scheme of streets, an enormous square, a hill crowned with a pilgrim’s church, a priest, broad-hatted, with slit mouth and gimlet eyes, some museum relics out of ancient Gaul—all fugitive and broken, gone like smoke.


  ... An emerald river, and a shining light; some glorious cookery and drink; the pulse-beat in the warm throat of a girl—these would remain. Smoke! Smoke! has it been otherwise with any man?


  And again, he was hurtling southward in a train.


  [¬]


  C


  Time, please, time. ... What time is it? ... Gentlemen, it’s closing time. ... Time, gentlemen ... that time of year thou may’st in me behold. ... In the good old summer-time. ... I keep thinking of you all the time ... all the time ... and all the time. ... A long time ago the world began. ... There goes the last bell, run, boy, run: you’ll just have time. ... There are times that make you ha-a-ap-py, there are times that make you sa-a-ad. ... Do you remember the night you came back to the University: it was that time right after your brother’s death, you had just come back that night, I know I was coming across the campus before Old East when I saw you coming up the path with a suitcase in your hand. It was raining but we both stopped and began to talk there—we stepped in under one of the oak-trees because it was raining. I can still remember the old, wet, shining bark of the tree—the reason I can remember is that you put your hand out and leaned against the tree as you talked to me and I kept thinking how tall you were—of course you didn’t notice it, you weren’t conscious of it but you had your head up and it must have been about eight feet above the ground. But I can remember everything we said that night—it was that time when you came back just after your brother’s death: that’s when it was all right, I guess that’s why I can remember it so well. ... It’s time all little boys were in bed. ... Now, boy, I’ll tell you when it was: it was that time your Papa made that trip to California—the reason that I know is I had just got a letter from him that morning written from Los Angeles telling me how he had seen John Balch and old Professor Truman, and how they had both gone into the real-estate business out there, and both of them getting rich by leaps and bounds—but that’s just exactly when it was, sir, the time he made that trip out there in 1906, along towards the end of February, and I had just finished reading his letter when—well as I say now ... Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes ... time of my father’s time, life of his life. “Ah, Lord,” he said, “I knew them all—and all of them are gone. I’m the only one that’s left. By God, I’m getting old.” ... In the year that the locusts came, something that happened in the year the locusts came, two voices that I heard there in that year. ... Child! Child! It seems so long ago since the year the locusts came, and all of the trees were eaten bare: so much has happened, and it seems so long ago. ...


  “To keep time with!”—To Eugene Gant, Presented to Him on the Occasion of His Twelfth Birthday, by His Brother, B.H. Gant, Oct. 3, 1912. ... “To keep time with!” ... Up on the mountain, down in the valley, deep, deep in the hill, Ben, cold, cold, cold.


  “Ces arbres——”


  “Monsieur?” a thin, waxed face of tired Gaul, professionally attentive, the eyebrows arched perplexedly above old tired eyes, the waiter’s fatigued napkin on the arm.


  “—Monsieur——?”


  “Ces arbres—” he stammered, pointing helplessly—“J’ai—j’ai—mais je les ai vu—avant——”


  “Monsieur?”—the eyebrows still more patient, puzzled and concerned, the voice wrought with attention—“vous dites, monsieur?”


  “J’ai dit que—ces arbres—je les ai vu—” he blundered helplessly, and suddenly muttered with a face gone sullen and ashamed—“Ça ne fait rien—l’addition, s’il vous plaît.”


  The waiter stared at him a moment with courteous, slightly pained astonishment, then smiled apologetically, shrugged his shoulders slightly in a movement of defeat, and saying, “Bien, monsieur,” took the ten-franc note upon the table, counted the racked saucers, and made change for him.


  When the waiter had gone, he sat for a moment staring at the trees. It was in the month of April, it was night, he was alone on the café terrace, and yet the chill air was touched with a fragrance that was soft, thrilling and mysterious—a citrous fume, the smell of unknown flowers, or perhaps not even this—but only the ghost of a perfume, the thrilling, barren, and strangely seductive odor of Provence.


  It was a street in the little town of Arles, at night—an old, worn, rutted, curiously dirty-looking street, haunted by the trunks of immense and dusty-looking trees. He had never been here before, the scene was strange and haunting as a dream, and yet it was instantly and intolerably familiar. It was, somehow, he thought, like a street he had been to in some small town in the hot South at the faded end of summer—a South Carolina town, he thought it must be, and he was sure that he would hear the sound of familiar, unknown voices, the passing of feet, the rustling of quiet, tired leaves. And then he saw again how strange it was, and could see the tired waiter racking chairs and tables for the night, and in the café tired lights and emptiness, and the white, tired light upon the old dusty street, the huge haunting boles of the great trees; and he knew that he had never been along that way before.


  Then he got up and walked away, and put his hand upon the trunk of one of the old trees: it was white and felt smooth to the touch, and was somewhat like the sycamores at home—and yet it was not this that haunted him with troubling memory. He felt, intolerably, that the place, the scene, the great wreathed branches of the trees, were something he had seen before—that he had seen it here from the same spot where now he sat—but when, when, when?


  And suddenly, with a thrill of recognition that flashed across his brain like an electric spark, he saw that he was looking at the same trees that Van Gogh had painted in his picture of the roadmenders at their work in Arles, that the scene was the same, that he was sitting where the painter had sat before. And he noted that the trees had tall, straight, symmetrical trunks, and remembered that the trees that Vincent had painted had great, tendoned trunks that writhed and twisted like creatures in a dream—and yet were somehow more true than truth, more real than this reality. And the great vinelike trunks of these demented trees had wound and rooted in his heart, so that now he could not forget them, nor see this scene in any other way than that in which Van Gogh had painted it.


  When he got up, the waiter was still racking chairs upon the tables, and the white and quiet light from the café fell like a tired stillness on the dusty street, and he walked away, haunted by unfathomed memories of home, and with something in his heart he could not utter.


  In all the dreams and visions that now swarmed across his sleep, dreams and visions which can only be described as haunted fatally by the sense of time—his mind seemed to exercise the same complete control it ever had shown in all the operations of its conscious memory. He slept, and knew he slept, and saw the whole vast structure of the sleeping world about him as he slept; he dreamed, and knew he dreamed, and like a sorcerer, drew upward at his will, out of dark deeps and blue immensities of sleep, the strange, dark fish of his imagining.


  Sometimes they came with elvish flakings of a hoary light, sometimes they came like magic and the promise of immortal joy, they came with victory and singing and a shout of triumph in his blood, and again he felt the strange and deathless joy of voyages: he was a passenger upon great ships again, he walked the broad, scrubbed decks exultantly, and smelled the hot, tarred roofs of powerful and ugly piers, he smelled the spermy sea-wrack of the harbor once again, the wastes of oil, the sharp, acrid and exultant smoke from busy little tugs, the odor of old, worn plankings, drenched with sunlight, and the thousand strange compacted spices of the laden piers. Again he felt the gold and sapphire loveliness of a Saturday in May, and drank the glory of the earth into his heart, and heard in lucent and lyrical air the heavy shattering “baugh” of the great ship’s whistle, as it spoke gloriously, of springtime, new lands and departure. Again he saw ten thousand faces, touched with their strange admixture of sorrow and joy, swarm past the openings of the pier, and again he saw the flashing tides that girdled the city, whitened around the prows of a hundred boats, and gleaming with a million iridescent points of light. Again the great walled cliff, the crowded isle, the fabulous spires and ramparts of the city, as delicate as the hues of light that flashed around them, slid away from him, and one by one, the great ships, with the proud sweep of their breasts of white, their opulent storied superstructure, their music of power and speed, fell into line at noon on Saturday. And now, like bridled horses held in rein, with princely chafe and curvetings, they breach the mighty harbor, nose the narrows, circle slowly to brief pauses at the pilot’s boat, and then, like racers set loose from the barriers, they are sent away, their engines tremble to a mighty stroke, the ships are given to the sea, to solitude, and to their proper glory once more.


  And again he walked the decks, he walked the decks alone, and saw the glittering sea-flung city melt within his sight, and watched the sandy edges of the land fade away, and felt the incredible gold and sapphire glory of the day, the sparkle of dancing waters, and smelled salt, seaborne air again, and saw upon the decks the joyful and exultant faces of the passengers, their looks of wonder, hope, and speculation, as they looked into the faces of strange men and women, now by the miracle of the voyage and chance isled with them in the loneliness of water, upon the glorious prison of a ship. And again he saw the faces of the lovely women, and saw the lights of love and passion in their eyes, and again he felt the plangent and depthless undulance, the unforgettable feeling of the fathomless might of the sea beneath a ship; a wild cry was torn from his throat, and a thousand unutterable feelings of the voyage, of white coasts and sparkling harbors and the creaking, eerie cries of gulls, of the dear, green dwelling of the earth again, and of strange, golden cities, potent wines, delicious foods, of women, love, and amber thighs spread amorously in ripe golden hay, of discovery and new lands, welled up in him like deathless song and certitude.


  But just as these visions of delight and joy thronged upward through the deep marine of sleep, so, by the same fiat, the same calm order of an imperial will, the visions of a depthless shame, a faceless abomination of horror, an indefinable and impalpable corruption, returned to haunt his brain with their sentences of inexpiable guilt and ruin: under their evil spell he lay tranced upon his bed in a hypnosis of acquiescent horror, in a willing suspension of all his forces of resistance, like some creature held captive before the hypnotic rhythm of a reptile’s head, the dull, envenomed fascination of its eye.


  He moved on ceaselessly across a naked and accursed landscape and beneath a naked and accursed sky, an exile in the centre of a planetary vacancy that, like his guilt and shame, had neither place among things living nor among things dead, in which there was neither vengeance of lightning, nor mercy of burial, in which there was neither shade nor shelter, curve nor bend, nor hill, nor tree, nor hollow, in which—earth, air, sky, and limitless horizon—there was only one vast naked eye, inscrutable and accusing, from which there was no escape, and which bathed his naked soul in its fathomless depths of shame.


  And then the vision faded, and suddenly, with the bridgeless immediacy of a dream, he found himself within the narrow canyon of a street, pacing interminably along on endless pavements where there was neither face nor footfall save his own, nor eye, nor window, nor any door that he might enter.


  He thought he was walking through the harsh and endless continuity of one of those brownstone streets of which most of the city was constructed fifty years ago, and of which great broken lengths and fragments still remain. These streets, even if visited by some one in his waking hours, by some stranger in the fulness of health and sanity, and under the living and practical light of noon or, more particularly, by some man stunned with drink, who came there at some desolate and empty hour of night, might have a kind of cataleptic horror, a visionary unreality, as if some great maniac of architecture had conceived and shaped the first, harsh, ugly pattern of brown angularity, and then repeated it, without a change, into an infinity of illimitable repetition, with the mad and measureless insistence of an idiot monotony.


  And forever he walked the street, under the brown and fatal light that fell upon him. He walked the street, and looked for a house there that was his own, for a door he knew that he must enter, for some one who was waiting for him in the house, and for the merciful dark wall and door that would hide and shelter him from the immense and naked eye of shame that peered upon him constantly. Forever he walked the street and searched the bleak, untelling façades for the house he knew and had forgotten, forever he prowled along before the endless and unchanging façades of the street, and he never found it, and at length he became aware of a vast sibilant whispering, of an immense conspiracy of subdued and obscene laughter, and of the mockery of a thousand evil eyes, that peered in silence from these bleak façades, and that he could never find or see; and forever he walked the streets alone, and heard the immense and secret whisperings and laughter, and was bathed in the bottomless depths of a wordless shame, and could never find the house he had lost, the door he had forgotten.


  He was sitting in Marseilles, at a table on the terrace of a café on the Canebière, when he saw them. Suddenly, above the rapid and vociferous animation of the café crowd, he heard Starwick’s strangely timbred voice, and turning, saw them seated at a table not a dozen feet away. Starwick had just turned to Elinor and was saying something quietly, in his tone of grave yet casual seriousness that often introduced his drolleries, and then he could see Starwick’s ruddy face suffuse and deepen with his laughter, and Elinor’s heavy shoulders begin to tremble, and then heard her shriek of high, astounded, and protesting merriment. Ann was seated listening, dark, silent, sullenly intent, with one long, slender hand resting upon the neck of the big dog, who crouched quietly beside her, and suddenly her dark and sullen face was lighted by its rare and radiant smile that gave her features the instant configuration of noble beauty.


  The world rocked before him as if shattered by the force of an explosion: all the life seemed to have been blown out of him, and he sat there staring at them, blind, numb, hollow, emptied to a shell, and conscious of only one sensation—a kind of horrible fear that they would turn and see him, a kind of horrible fear that they would not. They did not turn or notice him: completely absorbed in one another, it seemed to him that they had forgotten him as completely as if they had never known him, and he was suddenly stabbed with a horrible chagrin at sight of their free gaiety, a bitter anguish of despair because of the triumph of their laughter. Then he was conscious of a single, blind and overpowering desire—to get away from them, to get away unseen, to get away somewhere—anywhere—so long as he could escape the agony of meeting, the naked shame of revelation. He signalled to a waiter, paid his bill, and quickly made his way out among the tables into the noisy crowd that thronged forever past upon the pavement. He set his face blindly away from them, and plunged ahead: it seemed to him that he could hear Starwick’s shout of recognition, his voice calling to him above the thousand mixed vociferations of the crowd—and like a man pursued by devils, he set his head down blindly, and fled.


  His life had passed into a state which, if not insane, was distinguished from insanity chiefly by a kind of quiescent understanding which surveyed the passage of time and his own actions with the powerless detachment of a spectator in a dream. Now, after this encounter with his three lost friends, even this sense of valuation was taken from him. In the weeks that followed, he was caught in a spell of time in which his life passed in a kind of evil dream, and later he was no more able to recall what he had done, how he had lived, where he had gone during this period, than if he had been the subject of a powerful and complete hypnosis. He was only vaguely conscious of what had happened, he felt a numb sense of horrible catastrophe, such as a drowning man might feel, or an anæsthetized patient who is bleeding to death under the surgeon’s knife. He had a blind consciousness that some central governance of his life and reason had been exploded, that he was spinning down out of control like a shattered airplane—and that there was nothing he could do to save himself, that he could not get control again, that he could not “get back.”


  He lost the time-sense utterly—and it was his consciousness of this that filled him with numb terror. He would return to his room at night telling himself that he must work, then sleep, then rise by day and work again, and suddenly his room would be filled with light, the street below his window would be loud with all the noisy business of noon, and he would be seated at his table, with no knowledge how the time had passed.


  He was now haunted constantly by a sense of the overwhelming nearness of his three lost friends. This feeling, indeed, would become so overpowering that at times the living presences of Starwick, Elinor, and Ann seemed invisibly to be with him, beside him. And the knowledge that they were here—for his conviction had become the obsession of an unshakable belief—seemed to give to the strange and sinister life of the evil and mysterious city an unutterable magic, to infect the very air he breathed with an intolerable anguish and delight. His whole life—heart and mind and spirit, and every nerve and sense and sinew of his body—was now passionately, indefatigably on the search for them. If he slept, it only brought to him an unbelievable ecstasy, an unbearable pain.


  When he went out into the streets now it was only with the thought that he would find them—with an overwhelming conviction of his impending meeting with them. It seemed to him that every step he took was bringing him nearer to them, that he would meet them face to face around every corner that he turned—and this knowledge palsied his flesh with excitement, joy, and terror.


  The two priests had finished eating, and provided with small cups of black coffee and small glasses of green chartreuse, they had settled back against the wall to enjoy in relaxed comfort the peace that passeth understanding. Both of the priests were Franciscans, they were on their way to Rome for the Holy Year, and apparently they had come well bestowed. Beside their table a frosty silver bucket, over the rim of which floated the gold necks of two empty champagne bottles, gave evidence of a meal from which nothing had been lacking. A waiter brought a box of Coronas and offered them prayerfully. The priests selected their cigars with an appeased and drowsy air: they bit the ends and grunted slightly at the flame the waiter offered them, then collapsing slowly against the cushioned wall, they meditated the ceiling in silence for several minutes through a blue, fragrant mist of dreamful ease.


  It was a fine evening towards the end of May, and the two priests were in the best place to observe it. They had the first table on the right as you entered the café, and at this season of the year there was no door: the front was open. Just outside, the priests could see all the gaily painted little chairs and tables of the terrace, which was empty, and just beyond, the sidewalk and the Avenue de la Victoire, the chief thoroughfare of Nice. The street itself was quiet: from time to time a motor car flashed past or an old nag with clopping hooves, pulling a dilapidated-looking Victoria and urged on by a driver hunting for a fare. The trees along the street were in their full green leaf now and the air was sweet with the smell of the trees, the fragrance of earth and gardens and of unknown flowers. From time to time people came by with the strolling movement which a fine evening of this sort always seems to induce; and sometimes there would be young couples, lovers with arms around each other’s waist, the women walking with a movement of voluptuous and languorous appeasement as if they were just coming from the act of love. But probably all they felt was the sensuous mystery, beauty and fragrance of the night, the smell of the trees and the earth and the flowers, which seemed to impregnate the whole continent of dark with the thrilling promises of desire almost made palpable, of unknown joys about to be realized.


  It was a wonderfully seductive scene that opened from the entrance of the café, and all the more exciting because of its homely familiarity, its small framed limits into which life passed briefly with a ring of jaunting hooves, a sudden casual nearness and loudness of passing voices, and then—the fading and lonely recession of these homely sounds, a woman’s burst of low and sensual laughter in the dark, the far-off dying-out of jaunting hooves—and silence.


  The two priests missed nothing of the quiet scene: they drank it in with the air of men who have eaten nobly and who, fumed to contentment with the drugs of good tobacco and an old liqueur, are enormously pleased with life.


  They were a strangely sorted pair and, once seen, would never be forgotten. The larger of the two was a huge tub and belly of a man, a kind of mammoth creature out of Rabelais, whose great moon of face flared fiercely, from the excess of his eating and his drinking. His fat neck and triple chin exuded over the neck-band of his robe, so that the garment he wore seemed to be stained and larded with the man’s own grease. Everything about the great priest cried out with swingeing openness: his whole nature seemed to be permeated by a good humor so mountainously all-engulfing that nothing in the world could stop it: the huge red face would swell, suffuse, and purple with its choking laughter, the whole huge torso—the shoulders, arms and breast, and the great heaving belly—would shake and tremble like a hogshead full of jelly. And so far was he from being troubled by a thought of judgment, by fear of censure or the world’s reproving eye, that the sight of a shocked or unconceding face was enough to send him off in a renewed paroxysm of volcanic mirth. There was no concealment in the man, there was even a kind of mountainously good-natured contempt for what the world might say or think of him, and for this reason his association with his fellow priest was all the more grotesquely humorous—a humor which was certainly not lost on this great modern Friar John of the Funnels, but which he relished to the full. For, by contrast to this great flaring, heaving, roaring, full moon of a man, it would be impossible to imagine a more cautious and hypocritic figure than the other priest cut. The second priest was a little man with a gray, bleak, meagre and incredibly sly kind of face in which his native caution and fear of self-exposure were constantly waging a grotesque and open warfare with the sly cunning, avaricious greed and sensual desire obscenely legible in his countenance. At the present moment, this tormented struggle between lust and caution was comically evident: the fellow’s face was a grotesque painting of desire, and his furtive little eyes kept darting around in his head like rodents and he peered slyly right and left all around the café to see if any one had noticed the naked exposure of his passions. The reason for his confusion, the very sight of which set his huge companion off in great breast and belly-heavings of tremendous laughter, was not hard to find: at the table next to the two priests were seated two comely young whores, who had ogled and enticed the two holy men all through the evening, and whose seductive cajoleries, encouraged by the great priest’s explosions of mountainous belly-gushing laughter, had now become naked, open, and outrageous. The little fellow was in a cold, gray sweat of fear and longing: afraid to look at the two women, he could yet hardly keep his eyes off them; and terrified lest his conduct be observed and followed, he was nevertheless unable to conceal the feverish eagerness of desire which held him fascinated in a kind of trance.


  So, the indecent comedy proceeded: the two women, emboldened by the huge priest’s mountainous heavings of laughter, passed swiftly from flirtatious raillery to proposals of a more serious character: at the end, something certain, swift and serious passed between the women and the huge fat priest: one of them spoke to him in a low hoarse tone, he lowered his great moon of face a trifle, and without looking at her, answered. In a moment the two girls rose with an elaborate casualness, the priest paid their bill, and the women sauntered out, turned left, moved slowly towards the corner and, crossing to the other side, advanced a few yards down the quiet intersecting street, where they paused and turned, waiting, in the obscuring shadow of a tree.


  In a moment the huge priest called for the bill, paid it, tipped the waiter generously, and rising with a mountainous grunt, deliberately launched his huge bulk towards the street, closely followed by the sly and terror-stricken figure of the little priest. Outside the café, the great priest paused deliberately, looking both ways with a kind of huge and rotund benevolence; then turning left in the direction the girls had gone, he set out again in leisurely, imperturbed pursuit. And the little priest trotted along beside him like a frightened puppy beside an elephant; in every step, in every stride and movement that they made, the separate characters of the two men were grotesquely and powerfully evident. The huge priest barged along with a tremendous and deliberate majesty, swinging his great belly right and left before him as an elephant swings its trunk, and magnificently indifferent to what any one might think or say. But the little man trotted along in a state bordering on terror; he tried desperately to look casual and unconcerned, but his shifting eyes darted furtive glances right and left, and beneath the hem of his rough gown, his sandalled feet kept slatting up and down in a movement that was somehow comically sly and that revealed the man’s whole character. At the corner the big priest paused deliberately again, turned, surveyed the scene and then, espying the white of the girls’ dresses below the trees across the street, set out in deliberate pursuit. And the little priest trotted along beside, his head lowered, his eyes darting furtive glances right and left, his sandalled feet slatting slyly up and down. Then they caught up with the girls below the trees and, half obscured in darkness, they stood for a moment talking in low voices. Then each of the girls took one of the priests by the arm and they all walked off together down the street and soon were lost in leafy darkness and the mystery of the night. Then the waiter, who had served the priests and who, standing in the entrance, had observed the meeting across the street, turned and glaring at the youth, said quietly:


  “C’est très joli, eh? ... Moi,” he continued, after a brief pause, “je n’ai pas le sentiment religieux.” And having delivered himself without rancor or surprise of that devastating statement, he dismissed the subject from his mind completely and, turning to the table that the priests had left, he racked the saucers up, and wiped the table clean.


  From a distance there came suddenly a woman’s low, rich burst of sensual laughter, the receding hoof-beats of a horse, and then all around there was silence, the overpowering fragrance of the earth, the huge thrill and mystery of night, and the sense of an intolerable desire, close and palpable and lovely, and never to be grasped or found: and from the huge and haunting familiarity of all these things, a thousand receding and unuttered memories of time arose, a feeling of bitter loss, wild joy and pain—of a door that closed, a cloud-shadow that had gone forever. He thought of home.


  Among the dreams that returned to haunt his waking, watchful sleep during the strange, living vision of that green spring, as he lay hearted at the pulse of time, there was one which remained ever after in his memory.


  He was striding along a wide and sandy beach and by the side of a calm and tranquilly flowing sea. The waves broke quietly and evenly in a long, low roll upon the beach, rushing up the sand in small hissing eddies of foam and water. Below his feet the firm, brown sand sprang back with an elastic vitality, a warm and vital wind was blowing, and he drew into his lungs exultantly the smell of the sea, and of the warm, wet, fragrant beach, ribbed evenly with braided edges of brown seaweed.


  He did not recognize the scene as one which he had ever visited before, and yet he felt an instant and complete familiarity with it, as if he had known it forever. Behind him, drumming evenly upon the hard, elastic sand, and fading away into the distance with a hard, wooden thunder of wheels, he heard the furious rhythm of pounding hooves of driven horses. He knew that he had just descended from a ship, and that he was living in one of the antique and early ages of the earth; and all of this he knew with joy and wonder, and without surprise, with the thrill of recovering something he had always known and had lost forever.


  It was a scene out of the classic period of the earth, and yet it was wholly different from every image he had ever had about this earth, in his imagination. For where, in every vision of his mind and reading, that earth had come to him in a few sharp and radiant colors, in a structure of life as glowing and proportionate as one of its faultless temples, as remote from the world he lived in as all its fables, myths, and legends, this earth he now walked on was permeated with the living tones and weathers of life.


  The world of Homer was the world of first light, sunlight, and of morning: the sea was wine-dark, a gold and sapphire purity of light fell on the walls of Troy, a lucent depthless purity of light welled from the eyes of Helen, as false, fatal, and innocently corrupt a woman as ever wrought destruction on the earth. The light that fell on Nausicaa and her maidens was all gold and crystal like the stream they bathed in, as lucent in purity as their limbs, as radiant as joy and morning on the earth; and even the lights of vengeance and the rout of the dread furies that fell upon the doomed and driven figure of Orestes were as fatal as blood, as relentless as an antique tragedy, as toneless as a destiny.


  And in his pictures of a later time, of Athens in the period of recorded history, of Pericles and Plato and the time of the wars with Sparta, the scenes of history were bathed in these radiant and perfect lights and weathers. He knew these men were made of living, breathing flesh and subject to the errors and imperfections of mortal men, and yet when he tried to think of a slum in Athens, of people with bad teeth, blemished skins, muddy complexions—of disease, filth, and squalor among them, and of the million weary, beaten, dusty, sweating moments of their lives, he could not. Even human grief, pain, and trouble took on a color of classical perfection, of tragic grandeur, and the tortured and distressful skein of human life, with all that is ugly, trivial, and disgusting in it, took on the logical pattern of design and ordered destiny.


  The light that fell upon them was of gold and sapphire, and of singing, or as ominous and fatal as a certain and inexorable doom; but now he walked this beach in one of the classical periods of the earth, and nothing was as he had tried to picture it, and yet all was as familiar as if he had known it forever.


  There was no gold nor sapphire in the air: it was warm and sultry, omened with some troubling, variable and exultant menace, fraught with the sulphurous promise of a storm, pregnant with mystery and discovery, touched with a hundred disturbing elements and weathers of man’s soul, and scented with a thousand warm and spermy odors of the land and sea, that touched man’s entrails with delight and prophecy.


  And the sea also was neither lyrical with gold and blue, or wine-dark in its single harmony: the sea was dark and sultry as the sky that bent above it; murked greenly, thickly, milkily, as it rolled quietly and broke upon the beach; as omened with impalpable prophecy as the earth and air.


  He did not know the reason for his being there, and yet he knew beyond a doubt that he had come there for a purpose, that some one was waiting for him there, that the greatest joy and triumph he had ever known was impending in this glorious meeting.


  [¬]


  CI


  That year, in June, he was sitting one day at a table before a little café that looked out across a quiet, cobbled square in the ancient city of Dijon. He was on his way to Paris from Italy and Switzerland and he had stopped here on impulse, remembering that the town was the capital of the old kingdom of Burgundy—a name which, in some way, since childhood, had flourished in his mind with a green magic, evoking images of a fair, green country, noble wine and food, a golden, drowsy legendry of old wars and heroes, women, gallantry, and knightly acts.


  And he had not been disappointed. The old town with its ancient palaces—the worn and age-grimed façades of a forgotten power, a storied architecture—and the fair, green earth, the deep, familiar green of the intimate and yet enchanted hills, awoke in him all the old drowsy gold of legendry, the promise of a fair and enfabled domain, fat with plenty.


  He had been here three days now, flooded with living green and gold, a willing captive in the spell of time, drinking the noblest wine, eating some of the noblest cookery he had ever known. After the dull Swiss food, the food and wine of Burgundy were good beyond belief; and everything—old town, the fair, green country and the hills—made a music in him again which was like all the green-gold magic of his childhood dream of France.


  Now, he sat there at a table before a little café, already meditating with slow, lustful revery his noon-day meal at an ancient, famous inn where for eighteen francs one was served a stupendous meal—a succession of succulent native dishes such as he had dreamed about but had never thought that he would find outside of dreams or legends, in a town so small as this.


  As he thought of this gourmet’s heaven with a feeling of wonder and disbelief, the memory of a hundred little towns and cities in America returned to him, with the hideous and dyspeptic memory of their foods—the greasy, rancid, sodden, stale, dead, and weary foods of the Greek restaurants, of the lunchrooms, coffee shops and railroad cafeterias—hastily bolted and washed down to the inevitable miseries of dyspepsia with gulping swallows of sour, weak coffee.


  Yes, even the noble food and wine had made a magic in this ancient place, and suddenly he was pierced again by the old hunger that haunts and hurts Americans—the hunger for a better life—an end of rawness, newness, sourness, distressful and exacerbated misery, the taking from the great plantation of the earth and of America our rich inheritance of splendor, ease, and abundance—good food, and sensual love, and noble cookery—the warmth of radiant color and of wine—pulse of the blood—an end of misery, bitterness, hunger and unrest upon the breast of everlasting plenty—the inheritance of exultancy and joy forever, which some foul, corrosive poison in our lives—bitter enigma that it is!—has taken from us.


  Now, as he thought these things, sitting before the café and looking across the quiet square of whitened cobbles, a bell struck, and noon came. Slowly a great clock began to strike in the old town. In a cool, dark church, which he had seen the day before, a bell-rope, knotted at the ends, hung down before the altar-steps from an immense distance in the ceiling. The moment the town bell had finished its deep reverberation, a sexton walked noisily across the old flagged church-floor and took the bell-cord in his hands. Slowly, with a gentle rhythm, he began to swing upon the rope, and one could hear at first an old and heavy creaking from the upper air, but as yet no bell.


  Then the sexton’s body stiffened in its rhythm, he hung hard upon the knotted rope in punctual sway, and there began, far up in the church, the upper air of that old place, a sweet and ponderous beating of the bells. At first they beat in threes—ding-dong-dong; ding-dong-dong; then swiftly the man changed his rhythm, and the bells began to beat a faster double measure.


  And now the youth remembered old, distant chimes upon a street at night; and the memory of his own bells came back into his heart. He remembered the great bell at college that rang the boys to classes, and how the knotted bell-rope came down into the room of the student who rang it; and how often he had rung the bell himself, and how at first there was the creaking noise in the upper air of the bell tower, there as here; and how, as the great bell far above him swung into its rhythm, he would be carried off the floor by that weight of thronging bronze; and he remembered still the lift and power of the old college bell, as he swung at the knotted rope, and the feeling of joy and power that surged up in him as he was lifted on the mighty upward stroke, and heard above him in the tower, the dark music of the grand old bell and the students running on the campus paths below the window, and then the loose rope, the bell tolling brokenly away to silence, the creaking sound again, and finally nothing but silence, the day’s green spell and golden magic of the drowsy campus in the month of May.


  And now the memory of that old bell, with all its host of long-forgotten things, swarmed back with living and intolerable pungency, as he sat there at noon in the old French town, and heard the sexton swinging on the bell of the old church.


  He thought of home.


  And now, with the sound of that old bell, everything around him burst into instant life. Although the structure of that life was foreign to him, and different from anything he had known as a child, everything instantly became incredibly living, near, and familiar, like something he had always known.


  The little café before which he was sitting, was old and small, and had a warm, worn look of use and comfort. Inside, in the cool, dark depth of the place, were two old men sitting at a table playing cards—with a faded, green cloth upon the table; and two waiters. One of the old men had long, pointed mustaches, and a thin, distinguished face; the other was more ruddy and full-fleshed and had a beard. They played quietly, bending over the old, green cloth with studious deliberation, making each play slowly. Sometimes they spoke quietly to each other, only a few words at a time; sometimes the ruddy old man’s thick shoulders would heave and tremble, and his face would flush rosily, with satisfaction; but the other one laughed thinly, quietly, in a more gentle, weary way.


  The two waiters were polishing up the silverware, and getting the tables set and put in order for the mid-day meal. One of the waiters was an old man with the sprouting, energetic mustaches one sees so often in France, and with the weary, hawk-like, cynical, yet not ill-natured face that one often sees on old waiters. The other—really just a bus-boy—was a young, clumsy, thick-fingered and thick-featured country lad, with the wine-dark, vital, sanguinary coloring some Frenchmen have.


  The young fellow was full of exuberant good spirits; he was polishing up the knives and forks and spoons with enthusiastic gusto, humming the snatches of a song as he did so, and slamming each piece of silver down into a drawer with such vigor, when he had finished, that it was obvious that he got great pleasure from the musical jingle thus created.


  Meanwhile the old waiter moved quietly, softly, and yet wearily about, setting the tables. At length, however, at the end of a particularly violent and enthusiastic jingle of silverware from his polishing companion, he looked up, with a slight cynical arching of his eyebrows, and then, without ill-nature but with perfect urbanity, he said ironically:


  “Ah! On fait la musique!”


  This was all, but one saw the young fellow’s face flush and redden with exuberant laughter; his thick shoulders rose and for a moment trembled convulsively, then he went on polishing, singing to himself, and hurling the noisy silverware into the drawer with more enthusiasm than ever.


  And that brief, pleasant, and somehow poignantly unforgettable scene now seemed, like everything else, to be intolerably near and familiar to the youth, and something he had always known.


  Before him, the quiet, faded, strangely pleasant square was waking briefly to its moment of noon-day life. Far off he could hear the little shrill fifing whistle of a French locomotive, and the sound of slow trains; an ice-wagon, with a tin interior and large, delicately carved cakes of ice, clattered across the cobbles of the square; and he remembered how he had seen, the day before, some barge people eating on a barge beneath the trees. From where he sat he could see workmen, wearing shapeless caps and baggy corduroy trousers streaked with lime and cement, and talking in hoarse, loud, disputatious voices as they leaned above their drinks on the zinc bar of a little bistro on the corner.


  Some young, dull-looking women, wearing light-colored stockings, and light, gray-tannish overcoats, came by, with domesticity written in every movement that they made, looking, somehow, their wedded propriety, and the stern dullness of provincial places everywhere.


  And then the lost, the irrevocable, the lonely sounds which he had not heard for fifteen years awoke there in the square, and suddenly he was a child, and it was noon, and he was waiting in his father’s house to hear the slam of the iron gate, the great body stride up the high porch steps, knowing his father had come home again.


  At first, before him, in that little whitened square, it was just the thring of the bicycle bells, the bounding of the light-wired wheels. And at first he could see some French army officers riding home upon their bicycles. They were proper and assured-looking men, with solid, wine-dark faces, and they rode solidly and well, driving the light-wired wheels beneath them with firm propulsions of their solid legs.


  Then, with a thring of bells, an army sergeant came by, riding fast and smoothly on his way home to dinner. And then, with sudden rush, the thring of bells, the thrum of wheels increased: the clerks, the bank clerks, the bookkeepers—the little proper and respectable people of all sorts—were riding home across the quiet little square at noon.


  On the other side of the square he could see two workmen who were still at work upon a piece of stone; one was holding an iron spike, and one a sledge, and they worked slowly, with frequent pauses.


  A young buck, with a noisy, sporty little car, sped over the square, and vanished; and the youth wondered if he was one of the daring blades of Dijon, and what young women of the town’s best families he had taken out in the car, and if he boasted to other young town blades in cafés of his prowess at seduction, as did the bucks before Wood’s Pharmacy at home.


  Then, for a moment there was a brooding silence in the square again, and presently there began the most lonely, lost and unforgettable of all sounds on earth—the solid, liquid leather-shuffle of footsteps going home one way, as men had done when they came home to lunch at noon some twenty years ago, in the green-gold and summer magic of full June, before he had seen his father’s land, and when the kingdoms of this earth and the enchanted city still blazed there in the legendary magic of his boyhood vision.


  They came with solid, lonely, liquid shuffle of their decent leather, going home, the merchants, workers, and good citizens of that old town of Dijon. They streamed across the cobbles of that little square; they passed, and vanished, and were gone forever—leaving silence, the brooding hush and apathy of noon, a suddenly living and intolerable memory, instant and familiar as all this life around him, of a life that he had lost, and that could never die.


  It was the life of twenty years ago in the quiet, leafy streets and little towns of lost America—of an America that had been lost beneath the savage roar of its machinery, the brutal stupefaction of its days, the huge disease of its furious, ever-quickening and incurable unrest, its flood-tide horror of gray, driven faces, stolid eyes, starved, brutal nerves, and dull, dead flesh.


  The memory of the lost America—the America of twenty years ago, of quiet streets, the time-enchanted spell and magic of full June, the solid, lonely, liquid shuffle of men in shirt-sleeves coming home, the leafy fragrance of the cooling turnip-greens, and screens that slammed, and sudden silence—had long since died, had been drowned beneath the brutal flood-tide, the fierce stupefaction of that roaring surge and mechanic life which had succeeded it.


  And now, all that lost magic had come to life again here in the little whitened square, here in this old French town, and he was closer to his childhood and his father’s life of power and magnificence than he could ever be again in savage new America; and as the knowledge of these strange, these lost yet familiar things returned to him, his heart was filled with all the mystery of time, dark time, the mystery of strange, million-visaged time that haunts us with the briefness of our days.


  He thought of home.


  [¬]


  BOOK VIII

  FAUST AND HELEN


  CII


  Immense and sudden, and with the abrupt nearness, the telescopic magic of a dream, the English ship appeared upon the coasts of France, and approached with the strange, looming immediacy of powerful and gigantic objects that move at great speed: there was no sense of continuous movement, of gradual and progressive enlargement, rather the visages of the ship melted rapidly from one bigness to another as do the visages of men in a cinema, which, by a series of fading sizes, brings these kinematic shapes of things, like genii unstoppered from a wizard’s bottle, to an overpowering command above the spectator.


  At first there was only the calm endlessness of the evening sea, the worn headlands of Europe, and the land, with its rich, green slopes, its striped patterns of minutely cultivated earth, its ancient fortresses and its town—the town of Cherbourg—which, from this distance, lay like a solid pattern of old chalk at the base of the coastal indentation.


  Westward, a little to the south, against the darkening bulk of the headland, a long riband of smoke, black and low, told the position of the ship. She was approaching fast, her bulk widened: she had been a dot, a smudge, a shape—a tiny, hardly noticed point in the calm and immense geography of evening. Now she was there, sliding gently in beyond the ancient breakwater, inhabiting and dominating the universe with the presence of her 60,000 tons, so that the vast setting of sky and sea and earth, in which formerly she had been only an inconspicuous but living mark, were now a background for her magnificence.


  At this very moment of her arrival the sun rested upon the western wave like a fading coal: its ancient light fell over sea and land without violence or heat, with a remote, unearthly glow that had the delicate tinging of old bronze. Then, swiftly, the sun sank down into the sea, the uninhabited sky now burned with a fierce, an almost unbearable glory; the sun’s old light had faded; and the ship was there outside the harbor, sliding softly through the water now, and quartering, in slow turn, upon the land as she came up for anchor.


  The sheer wall of her iron plates scarcely seemed to move at all now in the water, it was as if she were fixed and founded there among the tides, as implacable as the headlands of the coast; yet, over her solid bows the land was wheeling slowly. Water foamed noisily from her sides in thick, tumbling columns: the sea-gulls swarmed around her, fluttering greedily and heavily to the water with their creaking and unearthly clamor. Then her anchors rushed out of her, and she stood still.


  Meanwhile the tenders, bearing the passengers who were going to board the ship, had put out from the town even before the ship’s arrival, and were now quite near. They had, in fact, cruised slowly for some time about the outer harbor, for the ship was late and the commander had wirelessed asking that there be as little delay as possible when he arrived.


  Now the light faded on the land: the fierce, hard brilliance of the western sky, full of bright gold and ragged flame, had melted to an orange afterglow, the subtle, grapy bloom of dusk was melting across the land; the town, far off, was half immersed in it, its moving shadow stole across the fields and slopes, it moved upon the waters like a weft. Above the land the sky was yet full of light—of that strange, phantasmal light of evening which reveals itself to people standing in the dusk below without touching them with any of its radiance: the material and physical property of light seems to have been withdrawn from it, and it remains briefly in the sky, without substance or any living power, like the ghost of light, its soul, its spirit.


  In these late skies of France, this late, evening light of waning summer had in it a quality that was high and sad, remote and full of classic repose and dignity. Beneath it, it was as if one saw people grave and beautiful move slowly homeward through long aisles of planted trees: the light was soft, lucent, delicately empearled—and all great labor was over, all strong joy and hate and love had ended, all wild desire and hope, all maddening of the flesh and heart and brain, the fever and the tumult and the fret; and the grave-eyed women in long robes walked slowly with cut flowers in their arms among the glades of trees, and night had come, and they would go to the wood no more.


  Now, in this light, all over the land of France the men were coming from the fields: they had used preciously the last light of day, summer was almost over, the fields were mown, the hay was raked and stacked, and in a thousand places, along the Rhine, and along the Marne, in Burgundy, in Touraine, in Provence, the wains were lumbering slowly down the roads.


  In the larger towns the nervous and swarming activity of evening had begun: the terraces of the cafés were uncomfortably crowded with noisy people, the pavements were thronged with a chattering and gesticulating tide, the streets were loud with traffic, the clatter of trams, the heavy grinding of buses, the spiteful little horns of innumerable small taxis. But over all, over the opulence of the mown fields, and the untidy and distressful throngings of the towns, hung this high, sad light of evening.


  A stranger, a visitor from some newer and more exultant earth—an American, perhaps—had he seen this coast thus for the first time, might have imagined the land as inhabited by a race far different from the one that really lived here: he would have felt the opulent austerity of this earth under its dying light, and he would have been deeply troubled by it.


  For such a visitor, disturbed by the profound and subtle melancholy of this scene, for which his own experience had given him no adequate understanding or preparation, because it was steeped in peace without hope, in beauty without joy, in tranquil and brooding resignation without exultancy, the sight of the ship, as she lay now, immense and immovable at her anchor, would have pierced him suddenly with a thrill of victory, a sudden renewal of his faith and hope, a belief in the happy destiny of life.


  She lay there, an alien presence in those waters; she had the reality of magic, the reality that is so living and magnificent that it seems unreal. She was miraculous and true—as one looked at her, settled like some magic luminosity upon that mournful coast, a strong cry of exultancy rose up in one’s throat: the sight of the ship was as if a man’s mistress had laid her hand upon his loins.


  The ship was now wholly anchored: she lay there in the water with the living stillness of all objects that were made to move. Although entirely motionless, outwardly as fixed and permanent as any of the headlands of the coast, the story of her power and speed was legible in every line. She glowed and pulsed with the dynamic secret of life, and although her great sides towered immense and silent as a cliff, although the great plates of her hull seemed to reach down and to be founded in the sea’s bed, and only the quietly flowing waters seemed to move and eddy softly at her sides, she yet had legible upon her the story of a hundred crossings, the memory of strange seas, of suns and moons and many different lights, the approach of April on far coasts, the change of wars and histories, and the completed dramas of all her voyages, charactered by the phantoms of many thousand passengers, the life, the hate, the love, the bitterness, the jealousy, the intrigue of six-day worlds, each one complete and separate in itself, which only a ship can have, which only the sea can bound, which only the earth can begin or end.


  She glowed with the radiance of all her brilliant and luminous history; and besides this, she was literally a visitant from a new world. The stranger from the new world who saw the ship would also instantly have seen this. She had been built several years after the war and was entirely a product of European construction, engineering, navigation, and diplomacy. But her spirit, the impulse that communicated itself in each of her lines, was not European, but American. It is Europeans, for the most part, who have constructed these great ships, but without America they have no meaning. These ships are alive with the supreme ecstasy of the modern world, which is the voyage to America. There is no other experience that is remotely comparable to it, in its sense of joy, its exultancy, its drunken and magnificent hope which, against reason and knowledge, soars into a heaven of fabulous conviction, which believes in the miracle and sees it invariably achieved.


  In this soft, this somewhat languid air, the ship glowed like an immense and brilliant jewel. All of her lights were on, they burned row by row straight across her 900 feet of length, with the small, hard twinkle of cut gems: it was as if the vast, black cliff of her hull, which strangely suggested the glittering night-time cliff of the fabulous city that was her destination, had been sown with diamonds.


  And above this, her decks were ablaze with light. Her enormous superstructure with its magnificent frontal sweep, her proud breast which was so full of power and speed, her storied decks and promenades as wide as city streets, the fabulous variety and opulence of her public rooms, her vast lounges and salons, her restaurants, grills, and cafés, her libraries, writing-rooms, ballrooms, swimming-pools, her imperial suites with broad beds, private decks, sitting-rooms, gleaming baths—all of this, made to move upon the stormy seas, leaning against eternity and the gray welter of the Atlantic at twenty-seven knots an hour, tenanted by the ghosts, impregnated by the subtle perfumes of thousands of beautiful and expensive women, alive with the memory of the silken undulance of their long backs, with the naked, living velvet of their shoulders as they paced down the decks at night—all of this, with the four great funnels that in the immense drive and energy of their slant were now cut sharp and dark against the evening sky, burned with a fierce, exultant vitality in the soft melancholy of this coast.


  The ship struck joy into the spinal marrow. In her intense reality she became fabulous, a visitant from another world, a creature monstrous and magical with life, a stranger, seeming strange, to these melancholy coasts, for she was made to glitter in the hard, sharp air of a younger, more exultant land.


  She was made also to quarter on the coasts of all the earth, to range powerfully on the crest and ridge of the globe, sucking continents towards her, devouring sea and land; she was made to enter European skies like some stranger from another world, to burn strangely and fabulously in the dull, gray air of Europe, to pulse and glow under the soft, wet European sky. But she was only a marvellous stranger there; she was a bright, jewelled thing; she came definitely, indubitably, wonderfully from but one place on earth, and in only that one place could she be fully seen and understood, in only that one place could she slide in to her appointed and imperial setting.


  That place was America: that place was the reaches to the American coast: that place was the approaches to the American continent. That place, finally, and absolutely, was the port whither she was bound—the fabulous rock of life, the proud, masted city of the soaring towers, which was flung with a lion’s port into the maw of ocean. And as the Americans who were now approaching the ship in the puffing little tender saw this mark upon her, they looked at her and knew her instantly; they felt a qualm along their loins, their flesh stirred.


  “Oh, look!” cried a woman suddenly, pointing to the ship whose immense and glittering side now towered over them. “Isn’t that lovely! God, but she’s big! How do you suppose we’re ever going to find the ocean?”


  “The first thing I’m going to do, darling, is find my bed,” said her companion, in a tone of languorous weariness. A tall and sensual-looking Jewess, she was seated on a pile of baggage, smoking a cigarette, her long legs indolently crossed: indifferently, with smouldering and arrogant glances, she surveyed the crowd of passengers on the tender.


  The other woman could not be still: her rosy face was burning with the excitement of the voyage, she kept slipping the ring on and off her finger nervously, and moving around at her brisk little step among the heaped-up piles of baggage.


  “Oh, here!” she cried out suddenly in great excitement, pointing to a bag buried at the bottom of one of the piles. “Oh, here!” she cried again to the general public. “This one’s mine! Where are the others? Can’t you find the others for me?” she said in a sharp, protesting voice to one of the porters, a little, brawny man with sprouting mustaches. “Hey?” she said, lifting her small hand complainingly to her ear as he answered her in a torrent of reassuring French. She turned to her companion protestingly:


  “I can’t get them to do anything. They don’t pay a bit of attention to what I say! I can’t find my trunk and two of my bags. I think it’s the most dreadful thing I ever heard of. Don’t you? Hey?” again she lifted her little hand to her ear, for she was somewhat deaf: her small, rosy face was crimson with excitement and earnestness—in her tone, her manner, her indignation, there was something irresistibly comic, and suddenly her companion began to laugh.


  “Oh, Esther!” she said. “Lord!” and then paused abruptly, as if there were no more to say.


  Esther was fair; she was fair; she had dove’s eyes.


  Now the woman’s lovely face, like a rarer, richer, and more luminous substance, was glowing among all the other faces of the travellers, which, as the tender circled and came in close below the ship, were fixed with a single intentness upon the great hull that loomed over them with its overpowering immensity.


  The great ship cast over them all her mighty spell: most of these people had made many voyages, yet the great ship caught them up again in her magic glow, she possessed and thrilled them with her presence as if they had been children. The travellers stood there silent and intent as the little boat slid in beside the big one, they stood there with uplifted faces; and for a moment it was strange and sad to see them thus, with loneliness and longing in their eyes. Their faces made small, lifted whitenesses; they shone in the gathering dark with a luminous glimmer: there was something small, naked and lonely in the glimmer of those faces, around them was the immense eternity of sea and death. They heard time.


  For if, as men be dying, they can pluck one moment from the darkness into which their sense is sinking, if one moment in all the dark and mysterious forest should then live, it might well be the memory of such a moment as this which, although lacking in logical meaning, burns for an instant in the dying memory as a summary and a symbol of man’s destiny on earth. The fading memory has forgotten what was said then by the passengers, the thousand tones and shadings of the living moment are forgotten, but drenched in the strange, brown light of time, the scene glows again for an instant with an intent silence: darkness has fallen upon the eternal earth, the great ship like a monstrous visitant blazes on the waters, and on the tender the faces of the travellers are lifted up like flowers in a kind of rapt and mournful ecstasy—they are weary of travel, they have wandered in strange cities among strange tongues and faces, and they have left not even the print of their foot in any town.


  Their souls are naked and alone, and they are strangers upon the earth, and many of them long for a place where those weary of travel may find rest, where those who are tired of searching may cease to search, where there will be peace and quiet living, and no desire. Where shall the weary find peace? Upon what shore will the wanderer come home at last? When shall it cease—the blind groping, the false desires, the fruitless ambitions that grow despicable as soon as they are reached, the vain contest with phantoms, the maddening and agony of the brain and spirit in all the rush and glare of living, the dusty tumult, the grinding, the shouting, the idiot repetition of the streets, the sterile abundance, the sick gluttony, and the thirst which goes on drinking?


  Out of one darkness the travellers have come to be taken into another, but for a moment one sees their faces, awful and still, all uplifted towards the ship. This is all: their words have vanished, all memory of the movements they made then has also vanished: one remembers only their silence and their still faces lifted in the phantasmal light of lost time; one sees them ever, still and silent, as they slide from darkness on the river of time; one sees them waiting at the ship’s great side, all silent and all damned to die, with their grave, white faces lifted in a single supplication to the ship, and towards the silent row of passengers along the deck, who for a moment return their gaze with the same grave and tranquil stare. That silent meeting is a summary of all the meetings of men’s lives: in the silence one hears the slow, sad breathing of humanity, one knows the human destiny.


  “Oh, look!” the woman cried again. “Oh, see! Was ever anything more beautiful?” The ship’s great beetling cliff swept sheer above her. She turned the small, flushed flower of her face and saw the slant and reach and swell of the great prow, and music filled her. She lifted the small, flushed flower of her face and saw the many men, so little, so lonely, silent, and intent, that bent above her, looking from the ship’s steep rail. She turned and saw the people all around her, the swift weave and patterned shifting of the forms, and she saw light then, ancient fading light, that fell upon the coasts of evening, and quiet waters reddened by fading day, and heard the unearthly creakings of a gull; and wonder filled her. And the strange and mortal ache of beauty, the anguish to pronounce what never could be spoken, to grasp what never could be grasped, to hold and keep forever what was gone the moment she put her hand upon it——


  “Oh, these people here,” she cried in a high tone—“The ship! ... My God, the things that I could tell you all!” she cried indignantly. “The things I know—the things I have inside me here!”—she struck herself upon the breast with one clenched hand—“the way things are, the way they happen, and the beauty of the clear design—and no one ever asks me!” she cried out indignantly. “This wonderful thing is going on inside me all the time—and no one ever wants to know the way it happens!”—and stood staring at her friend accusingly a moment, a little figure of indignant loveliness until, becoming aware of people’s smiles and her companion’s laughter, her own face was suddenly suffused, and, casting back her head, she was swept with gale-like merriment—a full, rich, woman’s yell of triumph and delight.


  And yet, even as she laughed, she was pierced again by the old ache of wonder, the old anguish of unspoken desire, and saw the many men, so lonely, silent, and intent, the ship immense and sudden there above her in old evening light, and so—remembering, “Canst thou draw out leviathan with an hook? or his tongue with a cord which thou lettest down?”—was still with wonder.


  Ah, strange and beautiful, the woman thought, how can I longer bear this joy intolerable, the music of this great song unpronounceable, the anguish of this glory unimaginable, which fills my life to bursting and which will not let me speak! It is too hard, too hard, and not to be endured, to feel the great vine welling in my heart, the wild, strange music swelling in my throat, the triumph of that final perfect song that aches forever there just at the gateway of my utterance—and that has no tongue to speak! O magic moment that are so perfect, unknown, and inevitable, to stand here at this ship’s great side, here at the huge last edge of evening and return, with this still wonder in my heart and knowing only that somehow we are fulfilled of you, oh time! And see how gathered there against the rail high over us, there at the ship’s great side, are all the people, silent, lonely, and so beautiful; strange brothers of this voyage, chance phantoms of the bitter briefness of our days—and you, oh youth—for now she saw him there for the first time—who bend there, lone and lean and secret, at the rail of night, why are you there alone while these, your fellows, wait? ... Ah secret and alone, she thought—how lean with hunger, and how fierce with pride, and how burning with impossible desire he bends there at the rail of night—and he is wild and young and foolish and forsaken, and his eyes are starved, his soul is parched with thirst, his heart is famished with a hunger that cannot be fed, and he leans there on the rail and dreams great dreams, and he is mad for love and is athirst for glory, and he is so cruelly mistaken—and so right! ... Ah, see, she thought, how that wild light flames there upon his brow—how bright, how burning and how beautiful—Oh passionate and proud!—how like the wild, lost soul of youth you are, how like my wild lost father who will not return!


  He turned, and saw her then, and so finding her, was lost, and so losing self, was found, and so seeing her, saw for a fading moment only the pleasant image of the woman that perhaps she was, and that life saw. He never knew: he only knew that from that moment his spirit was impaled upon the knife of love. From that moment on he never was again to lose her utterly, never to wholly re-possess unto himself the lonely, wild integrity of youth which had been his. At that instant of their meeting, that proud inviolability of youth was broken, not to be restored. At that moment of their meeting she got into his life by some dark magic, and before he knew it, he had her beating in the pulses of his blood—somehow thereafter—how he never knew—to steal into the conduits of his heart, and to inhabit the lone, inviolable tenement of his one life; so, like love’s great thief, to steal through all the adyts of his soul, and to become a part of all he did and said and was—through this invasion so to touch all loveliness that he might touch, through this strange and subtle stealth of love henceforth to share all that he might feel or make or dream, until there was for him no beauty that she did not share, no music that did not have her being in it, no horror, madness, hatred, sickness of the soul, or grief unutterable, that was not somehow consonant to her single image and her million forms—and no final freedom and release, bought through the incalculable expenditure of blood and anguish and despair, that would not bear upon its brow forever the deep scar, upon its sinews the old mangling chains, of love.


  After all the blind, tormented wanderings of youth, that woman would become his heart’s centre and the target of his life, the image of immortal one-ness that again collected him to one, and hurled the whole collected passion, power and might of his one life into the blazing certitude, the immortal governance and unity, of love.


  “Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave: the coals thereof are coals of fire, which hath a most vehement flame.”


  And now all the faces pass in through the ship’s great side (the tender flower face among them). Proud, potent faces of rich Jews, alive with wealth and luxury, glow in rich, lighted cabins; the doors are closed, and the ship is given to the darkness and the sea.


  [¬]
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  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  This novel is about one man’s discovery of life and of the world—discovery not in a sudden and explosive sense as when “a new planet swims into his ken,” but discovery through a process of finding out, and finding out as a man has to find out, through error and through trial, through fantasy and illusion, through falsehood and his own foolishness, through being mistaken and wrong and an idiot and egotistical and aspiring and hopeful and believing and confused, and pretty much what every one of us is, and goes through, and finds out about, and becomes.


  I hope that the protagonist will illustrate in his own experience every one of us—not merely the sensitive young fellow in conflict with his town, his family, the little world around him; not merely the sensitive young fellow in love, and so concerned with his little universe of love that he thinks it is the whole universe—but all of these things and much more. These things, while important, are subordinate to the plan of the book; being young and in love and in the city are only a part of the whole adventure of apprenticeship and discovery.


  This novel, then, marks not only a turning away from the books I have written in the past, but a genuine spiritual and artistic change. It is the most objective novel that I have written. I have invented characters who are compacted from the whole amalgam and consonance of seeing, feeling, thinking, living, and knowing many people. I have sought, through free creation, a release of my inventive power.


  Finally, the novel has in it, from first to last, a strong element of satiric exaggeration: not only because it belongs to the nature of the story—“the innocent man” discovering life—but because satiric exaggeration also belongs to the nature of life, and particularly American life.


  Thomas Wolfe


  New York, May 1938


  Could I make tongue say more than tongue could utter! Could I make brain grasp more than brain could think! Could I weave into immortal denseness some small brede of words, pluck out of sunken depths the roots of living, some hundred thousand magic words that were as great as all my hunger, and hurl the sum of all my living out upon three hundred pages—then death could take my life, for I had lived it ere he took it: I had slain hunger, beaten death!


  [¬]


  BOOK I

  THE WEB AND THE ROOT


  1

  THE CHILD CALIBAN


  Up to the time George Webber’s father died, there were some unforgiving souls in the town of Libya Hill who spoke of him as a man who not only had deserted his wife and child, but had consummated his iniquity by going off to live with another woman. In the main, those facts are correct. As to the construction that may be placed upon them, I can only say that I should prefer to leave the final judgment to God Almighty, or to those numerous deputies of His whom He has apparently appointed as His spokesmen on this earth. In Libya Hill there are quite a number of them, and I am willing to let them do the talking. For my own part, I can only say that the naked facts of John Webber’s desertion are true enough, and that none of his friends ever attempted to deny them. Aside from that, it is worth noting that Mr. Webber had his friends.


  John Webber was “a Northern man,” of Pennsylvania Dutch extraction, who had come into Old Catawba back in 1881. He was a brick mason and general builder, and he had been brought to Libya Hill to take charge of the work on the new hotel which the Corcorans were putting up on Belmont Hill, in the center of the town. The Corcorans were rich people who had come into that section and bought up tracts of property and laid out plans for large enterprises, of which the hotel was the central one. The railroad was then being built and would soon be finished. And only a year or two before, George Willetts, the great Northern millionaire, had purchased thousands of acres of the mountain wilderness and had come down with his architects to project the creation of a great country estate that would have no equal in America. New people were coming to town all the time, new faces were being seen upon the streets. There was quite a general feeling in the air that great events were just around the corner, and that a bright destiny was in store for Libya Hill.


  It was the time when they were just hatching from the shell, when the place was changing from a little isolated mountain village, lost to the world, with its few thousand native population, to a briskly-moving modern town, with railway connections to all parts, and with a growing population of wealthy people who had heard about the beauties of the setting and were coming there to live.


  That was the time John Webber came to Libya Hill, and he stayed, and in a modest way he prospered. And he left his mark upon it. It was said of him that he found the place a little country village of clapboard houses and left it a thriving town of brick. That was the kind of man he was. He liked what was solid and enduring. When he was consulted for his opinion about some new building that was contemplated and was asked what material would be best to use, he would invariably answer, “Brick.”


  At first, the idea of using brick was a novel one in Libya Hill, and for a moment, while Mr. Webber waited stolidly, his questioner would be silent; then, rather doubtfully, as if he was not sure he had heard aright, he would say, “Brick?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mr. Webber would answer inflexibly, “Brick. It’s not going to cost you so much more than lumber by the time you’re done, and,” he would say quietly, but with conviction, “it’s the only way to build. You can’t rot it out, you can’t rattle it or shake it, you can’t kick holes in it, it will keep you warm in Winter and cool in Summer, and fifty years from now, or a hundred for that matter, it will still be here. I don’t like lumber,” Mr. Webber would go on doggedly. “I don’t like wooden houses. I come from Pennsylvania where they know how to build. Why,” he would say, with one of his rare displays of boastfulness, “we’ve got stone barns up there that are built better and have lasted longer than any house you’ve got in this whole section of the country. In my opinion there are only two materials for a house—stone or brick. And if I had my way,” he would add a trifle grimly, “that’s how I’d build all of them.”


  But he did not always have his way. As time went on, the necessities of competition forced him to add a lumber yard to his brick yard, but that was only a grudging concession to the time and place. His real, his first, his deep, abiding love was brick.


  And indeed, the very appearance of John Webber, in spite of physical peculiarities which struck one at first sight as strange, even a little startling, suggested qualities in him as solid and substantial as the houses that he built. Although he was slightly above the average height, he gave the curious impression of being shorter than he was. This came from a variety of causes, chief of which was a somewhat “bowed” formation of his body. There was something almost simian in his short legs, bowed slightly outward, his large, flat-looking feet, the powerful, barrel-like torso, and the tremendous gorillalike length of his arms, whose huge paws dangled almost even with his knees. He had a thick, short neck that seemed to sink right down into the burly shoulders, and close sandy-reddish hair that grew down almost to the edges of the cheek bones and to just an inch or so above the eyes. He was getting bald even then, and there was a wide and hairless swathe right down the center of his skull. He had extremely thick and bushy eyebrows, and the trick of peering out from under them with the head out-thrust in an attitude of intensely still attentiveness. But one’s first impression of a slightly simian likeness in the man was quickly forgotten as one came to know him. For when John Webber walked along the street in his suit of good black broadcloth, heavy and well-cut, the coat half cutaway, a stiff white shirt with starched cuffs, a wing collar with a cravat of black silk tied in a thick knot, and a remarkable-looking derby hat, pearl-grey in color and of a squarish cut, he looked the very symbol of solid, middle-class respectability.


  And yet, to the surprised incredulity of the whole town, this man deserted his wife. As for the child, another construction can be put on that. The bare anatomy of the story runs as follows:


  About 1885, John Webber met a young woman of Libya Hill named Amelia Joyner. She was the daughter of one Lafayette, or “Fate” Joyner, as he was called, who had come out of the hills of Zebulon County a year or two after the Civil War, bringing his family with him. John Webber married Amelia Joyner in 1885 or 1886. In the next fifteen years they had no children, until, in 1900, their son George was born. And about 1908, after their marriage had lasted more than twenty years, Webber left his wife. He had met, a year or two before, a young woman married to a man named Bartlett: the fact of their relationship had reached the proportions of an open scandal by 1908, when he left his wife, and after that he did not pretend to maintain any secrecy about the affair whatever. He was then a man in his sixties; she was more than twenty years younger, and a woman of great beauty. The two of them lived together until his death in 1916.


  It cannot be denied that Webber’s marriage was a bad one. It is certainly not my purpose to utter a word of criticism of the woman he married, for, whatever her faults were, they were faults she couldn’t help. And her greatest fault, perhaps, was that she was a member of a family that was extremely clannish, provincial, and opinionated—in the most narrow and dogged sense of the word, puritanical—and she not only inherited all these traits and convictions of her early training, they were so rooted into her very life and being that no experience, no process of living and enlargement, could ever temper them.


  Her father was a man who could announce solemnly and implacably that he “would rather see a daughter of mine dead and lying in her coffin than married to a man who drank.” And John Webber was a man who drank. Moreover, Amelia’s father, if anyone had ever dared to put the monstrous suggestion to him, would have been perfectly capable of amplifying the Christian sentiments which have just been quoted by announcing that he would rather see a daughter of his dead and in her grave than married to a man who had been divorced. And John Webber was a man who had been divorced.


  That, truly, was calamitous, the cause of untold anguish later—perhaps the chief stumbling block in their whole life together. It also seems to have been the one occasion when he did not deal with her truthfully and honestly in reference to his past life before he came to Libya Hill. He had married a girl in Baltimore in the early Seventies, when he himself had been scarcely more than a stripling old enough to vote. He mentioned it just once to one of his cronies: he said that she was only twenty, “as pretty as a picture,” and an incorrigible flirt. The marriage had ended almost as suddenly as it had begun—they lived together less than a year. By that time it was apparent to them both that they had made a ruinous mistake. She went home to her people, and in the course of time divorced him.


  In the Eighties, and, for that matter, much later than that, in a community such as Libya Hill, divorce was a disgraceful thing. George Webber later said that, even in his own childhood, this feeling was still so strong that a divorced person was spoken about in lowered voices, and that when one whispered furtively behind his hand that someone was “a grass widow,” there was a general feeling that she was not only not all she should be, but that she was perhaps just a cut or two above a common prostitute.


  In the Eighties, this feeling was so strong that a divorced person was branded with a social stigma as great as that of one who had been convicted of crime and had served a penal sentence. Murder could have been—and was—far more easily forgiven than divorce. Crimes of violence, in fact, were frequent, and many a man had killed his man and had either escaped scot-free, or, having paid whatever penalty was imposed, had returned to take up a position of respected citizenship in the community.


  Such, then, were the family and environment of the woman John Webber married. And after he left her to live with Mrs. Bartlett, he became estranged from all the hard-bitten and puritanical members of the Joyner clan. Not long thereafter, Amelia died. After his wife’s death, Webber’s liaison with Mrs. Bartlett continued, to the scandal of the public and the thin-lipped outrage of his wife’s people.


  Mark Joyner, Amelia’s older brother, was a man who, after a childhood and youth of bitter poverty, was in the way of accumulating a modest competence in the hardware business. With Mag, his wife, he lived in a bright red brick house with hard, new, cement columns before it—everything about it as hard, new, ugly, bold, and raw as new-got wealth. Mag was a pious Baptist, and her sense of outraged righteousness at the open scandal of John Webber’s life went beyond the limits of embittered speech. She worked on Mark, talking to him day and night about his duty to his sister’s child, until at last, with a full consciousness of the approval of all good people, they took the boy, George, from his father.


  The boy had been devoted to his father, but now the Joyners made him one of them. From this time forth, with the sanction of the courts, they kept him.


  George Webber’s childhood with his mountain kinsmen was, in spite of his sunny disposition, a dark and melancholy one. His status was really that of a charity boy, the poor relation of the clan. He did not live in the fine new house with his Uncle Mark. Instead, he lived in the little one-story frame house which his grandfather, Lafayette Joyner, had built with his own hands forty years before when he came to town. This little house was on the same plot of ground as Mark Joyner’s new brick house, a little to the right and to the rear, obscured and dwarfed by its more splendid neighbor.


  Here John Webber’s little boy was growing up, under the guardianship of a rusty crone of fate, Aunt Maw, a spinstress, his mother’s oldest sister, old Lafayette’s first child. Born thirty years before Amelia, Aunt Maw was in her seventies, but like some weird sister who preaches doom forever but who never dies, it seemed that she was ageless and eternal. From this dark old aunt of doom, and from the drawling voices of his Joyner kin, a dark picture of his mother’s world, his mother’s time, all the universe of the Joyner lives and blood, was built up darkly, was wrought out slowly, darkly, with an undefined but overwhelming horror, in the memory, mind, and spirit of the boy. On Winter evenings, as Aunt Maw talked in her croaking monotone by the light of a greasy little lamp—they never had electric lights in his grandfather’s cottage—George heard lost voices in the mountains long ago, the wind-torn rawness, the desolate bleakness of lost days in March along clay-rutted roads in the bleak hills a hundred years ago:


  Someone was dead in a hill cabin long ago. It was night. He heard the howling of the wind about the eaves of March. He was within the cabin. The rude, bare boards creaked to the tread of feet. There was no light except the flickering light of pine, the soft, swift flare of resinous wood, the crumbling ash. Against the wall, upon a bed, lay a sheeted figure of someone who had died. Around the flickering fire flame at the hearth, the drawling voices of the Joyners, one hundred years ago. The quiet, drawling voices of the Joyners who could never die and who attended the death of others like certain doom and prophecy. And in the room again there was a soft and sudden flare of pine flame flickering on the faces of the Joyners, a smell of camphor and of turpentine—a slow, dark horror in the blooded memory of the boy he could not utter.


  In these and in a thousand other ways, from every intonation of Aunt Maw’s life and memory, he heard lost voices in the hills long, long ago, saw cloud shadows passing in the wilderness, listened to the rude and wintry desolation of March winds that howl through the sere grasses of the mountain meadows in the month before the month when Spring is come. It came to him at night, in Winter from a room before a dying fire, in Summer from the porch of his grandfather’s little house, where Aunt Maw sat with other rusty, aged crones of her own blood and kin, with their unceasing chronicle of death and doom and terror and lost people in the hills long, long ago. It came to him in all they said and did, in the whole dark image of the world they came from, and something lost and stricken in the hills long, long ago.


  And they were always right, invincibly right, triumphant over death and all the miseries they had seen and known, lived and fed upon. And he was of their blood and bone, and desperately he felt somehow like life’s criminal, some pariah, an outcast to their invincible rightness, their infallible goodness, their unsullied integrity. They filled him with a nameless horror of the lost and lonely world of the old-time, forgotten hills from which they came, with a loathing, with a speechless dread.


  His father was a bad man. He knew it. He had heard the chronicle of his father’s infamy recounted a thousand times. The story of his father’s crimes, his father’s sinfulness, his father’s lecherous, godless, and immoral life was written on his heart. And yet the image of his father’s world was pleasant and good, and full of secret warmth and joy to him. All of the parts of town, all of the places, lands, and things his father’s life had touched seemed full of happiness and joy to him. He knew that it was wicked. He felt miserably that he was tainted with his father’s blood. He sensed wretchedly and tragically that he was not worthy to be a death-triumphant, ever-perfect, doom-prophetic Joyner. They filled him with the utter loneliness of desolation. He knew he was not good enough for them, and he thought forever of his father’s life, the sinful warmth and radiance of his father’s world.


  He would lie upon the grass before his uncle’s fine new house in the green-gold somnolence of afternoon and think forever of his father, thinking: “Now he’s here. At this time of the day he will be here.” Again:


  “He will be going now along the cool side of the street—uptown—before the cigar store. Now he’s there—inside the cigar store. I can smell the good cigars. He leans upon the counter, looking out into the street and talking to Ed Battle, who runs the store. There is a wooden Indian by the door, and there are the people passing back and forth along the cool and narrow glade of afternoon. Here comes Mack Haggerty, my father’s friend, into the cigar store. Here are the other men who smoke cigars and chew strong and fragrant plugs of apple tobacco. ...


  “Here is the barber shop next door, the snip of shears, the smell of tonics, of shoe polish and good leather, the incessant drawling voices of the barbers. Now he’ll be going in to get shaved. I can hear the strong, clean scraping of the razor across the harsh stubble of his face. Now I hear people speaking to him. I hear the hearty voices of the men, all raised in greeting. They are all men who come out of my father’s world—the sinful, radiant, and seductive world, the bad world that I think about so much. All the men who smoke cigars and chew tobacco and go to Forman’s barber shop know my father. The good people like the Joyners go along the other side of the street—the shade-less side of afternoon, that has the bright and light. ...


  “Now he has finished at the barber’s. Now he goes around the corner quickly to O’Connell’s place. The wicker doors flap back together as he passes in. There is a moment’s malty reek of beer, a smell of sawdust, lemon, rye, and Angostura bitters. There is the lazy flapping of a wooden fan, a moment’s glimpse of the great, polished bar, huge mirrors, bottles, the shine of polished glasses, the brass foot-rail, dented with the heel-marks of a thousand feet, and Tim O’Connell, thick-jowled, aproned, leaning on the bar. ...


  “Now he is out again. See him go along the street. Now he is at the livery stable. I see the great, raw shape of rusty, corrugated tin, the wooden incline, pulped by many hoofs, as it goes down, the great hoofs clumping on the wooden floors, the hoofs kicked swiftly, casually, against the stalls, the wooden floors bestrewn with oaty droppings, the clean, dry whiskings of coarse tails across great polished rumps of glossy brown, the niggers talking gruffly to the horses in the stalls, the low, dark voices, gruff and tender, hoarse voices full of horseplay, the horse smell, and horse knowingness, men and horses both together, close: ‘Get over dar! Whar you goin’!’ The rubber tires of carriages and buggies, the smooth rumble of the rubber tires upon the battered wooden floors. ... The little office to the left where my father likes to sit and talk with the livery-stable men, the battered little safe, the old roll-top desk, the creaking chairs, the little, blistered, cast-iron stove, the dirty windows, never washed, the smell of leather, old, worn ledgers, harness. ...”


  So did he think forever of his father’s life, his father’s places, movements, the whole enchanted picture of his father’s world.


  His was, in fact, a savagely divided childhood. Compelled to grow up in an environment and a household which he hated with every instinctive sense of loathing and repulsion of his being, he found himself longing constantly for another universe shaped in the colors of his own desire. And because he was told incessantly that the one he hated was good and admirable, and the one for which he secretly longed was evil and abominable, he came to have a feeling of personal guilt that was to torment him for many years. His sense of place, the feeling for specific locality that later became so strong in him, came, he thought, from all these associations of his youth—from his overwhelming conviction, or prejudice, that there were “good” places and “bad” ones. This feeling was developed so intensely in his childhood that there was hardly a street or a house, a hollow or a slope, a backyard or an alleyway in his own small world that did not bear the color of this prejudice. There were certain streets in town that he could scarcely endure to walk along, and there were certain houses that he could not pass without a feeling of bleak repulsion and dislike.


  By the time he was twelve years old, he had constructed a kind of geography of his universe, composed of these powerful and instinctive affections and dislikes. The picture of the “good” side of the universe, the one the Joyners said was bad, was almost always one to which his father was in one way or another attached. It was a picture made up of such specific localities as his father’s brick and lumber yard; Ed Battle’s cigar and tobacco store—this was a place where he met and passed his father every Sunday morning on his way to Sunday School; John Forman’s barber shop on the northwest corner of the Square, and the grizzled, inky heads, the well-known faces, of the negro barbers—John Forman was a negro, and George Webber’s father went to his shop almost every day in the week; the corrugated tin front and the little dusty office of Miller and Cashman’s livery stable, another rendezvous of his father’s; the stalls and booths of the City Market, which was in a kind of great, sloping, concrete basement underneath the City Hall; the fire department, with its arched doors, the wooden stomping of great hoofs, and its circle of shirt-sleeved men—firemen, baseball players, and local idlers—sitting in split-bottom chairs of evenings; the look and feel of cellars everywhere—for this, curiously, was one of his strong obsessions—he always had a love of secret and enclosed places; the interiors of theatres, and the old Opera House on nights when a show was in town; McCormack’s drug store, over at the southwest corner of the Square opposite his uncle’s hardware store, with its onyx fountain, its slanting wooden fans, its cool and dark interior, and its clean and aromatic smells; Sawyer’s grocery store, in one of the old brick buildings over on the north side of the Square, with its groaning plenty, its crowded shelves, its great pickle barrels, flour bins, coffee grinders, slabs of bacon, and its aproned clerks with straw cuffs on their sleeves; any kind of carnival or circus grounds; anything that had to do with railway stations, depots, trains, engines, freight cars, station yards. All of these things, and a thousand others, he had connected in a curious but powerful identity with the figure of his father; and because his buried affections and desires drew him so strongly to these things, he felt somehow that they must be bad because he thought them “good,” and that he liked them because he was wicked, and his father’s son.


  His whole picture of his father’s world—the world in which his father moved—as he built it in his brain with all the naïve but passionate intensity of childhood, was not unlike a Currier and Ives drawing, except that here the canvas was more crowded and the scale more large. It was a world that was drawn in very bright and very innocent and very thrilling colors—a world where the grass was very, very green, the trees sumptuous and full-bodied, the streams like sapphire, and the skies a crystal blue. It was a rich, compact, precisely executed world, in which there were no rough edges and no bleak vacancies, no desolate and empty gaps.


  In later years, George Webber actually discovered such a world as this in two places. One was the small countryside community in southern Pennsylvania from which his father had come, with its pattern of great red barns, prim brick houses, white fences, and swelling fields, some green with the perfection of young wheat, others rolling strips of bronze, with red earth, and with the dead-still bloom of apple orchards on the hills—all of it as exactly rich, precise, unwasteful, and exciting as any of his childhood dreams could have imagined it. The other was in certain sections of Germany and the Austrian Tyrol—places like the Black Forest and the Forest of Thuringia, and towns like Weimar, Eisenach, old Frankfort, Kufstein on the Austrian border, and Innsbruck.


  [¬]
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  THREE O’CLOCK


  Twenty-five years ago or thereabouts, one afternoon in May, George Webber was lying stretched out in the grass before his uncle’s house in Old Catawba.


  Isn’t Old Catawba a wonderful name? People up North or out West or in other parts of the world don’t know much about it, and they don’t speak about it often. But really when you know the place and think about it more and more its name is wonderful.


  Old Catawba is much better than South Carolina. It is more North, and “North” is a much more wonderful word than “South,” as anyone with any ear for words will know. The reason why “South” seems such a wonderful word is because we had the word “North” to begin with: if there had been no “North,” then the word “South” and all its connotations would not seem so wonderful. Old Catawba is distinguished by its “Northness,” and South Carolina by its “Southness.” And the “Northness” of Old Catawba is better than the “Southness” of South Carolina. Old Catawba has the slants of evening and the mountain cool. You feel lonely in Old Catawba, but it is not the loneliness of South Carolina. In Old Catawba, the hill boy helps his father building fences and hears a soft Spring howling in the wind, and sees the wind snake through the bending waves of the coarse grasses of the mountain pastures. And far away he hears the whistle’s cry wailed back, far-flung and faint along some mountain valley, as a great train rushes towards the cities of the East. And the heart of the hill boy will know joy because he knows, all world-remote, lonely as he is, that some day he will meet the world and know those cities too.


  But in South Carolina the loneliness is not like this. They do not have the mountain cool. They have dusty, sand-clay roads, great mournful cotton fields, with pine wood borders and the nigger shacks, and something haunting, soft, and lonely in the air. These people are really lost. They cannot get away from South Carolina, and if they get away they are no good. They drawl beautifully. There is the most wonderful warmth, affection, heartiness in their approach and greeting, but the people are afraid. Their eyes are desperately afraid, filled with a kind of tortured and envenomed terror of the old, stricken, wounded “Southness” of cruelty and lust. Sometimes their women have the honey skins, they are like gold and longing. They are filled with the most luscious and seductive sweetness, tenderness, and gentle mercy. But the men are stricken. They get fat about the bellies, or they have a starved, stricken leanness in the loins. They are soft-voiced and drawling, but their eyes will go about and go again with fear, with terror and suspicion. They drawl softly in front of the drug store, they palaver softly to the girls when the girls drive up, they go up and down the streets of blistered, sun-wide, clay-dust little towns in their shirt-sleeves, and they are full of hearty, red-faced greetings.


  They cry: “How are y’, Jim? Is it hot enough fer you?”


  And Jim will say, with a brisk shake of the head: “Hotter’n what Sherman said war was, ain’t it, Ed?”


  And the street will roar with hearty, red-faced laughter: “By God! That’s a good ’un. Damned if ole Jim didn’t have it about right too!”—but the eyes keep going back and forth, and fear, suspicion, hatred, and mistrust, and something stricken in the South long, long ago, is there among them.


  And after a day before the drug stores or around the empty fountain in the Courthouse Square, they go out to lynch a nigger. They kill him, and they kill him hard. They get in cars at night and put the nigger in between them, they go down the dusty roads until they find the place that they are going to, and before they get there, they jab little knives into the nigger, not a long way, not the whole way in, but just a little way. And they laugh to see him squirm. When they get out at the place where they are going to, the place the nigger sat in is a pool of blood. Perhaps it makes the boy who is driving the car sick at his stomach, but the older people laugh. Then they take the nigger through the rough field stubble of a piece of land and hang him to a tree. But before they hang him they saw off his thick nose and his fat nigger lips with a rusty knife. And they laugh about it. Then they castrate him. And at the end they hang him.


  This is the way things are in South Carolina; it is not the way things are in Old Catawba. Old Catawba is much better. Although such things may happen in Old Catawba, they do not belong to the temper and character of the people there. There is a mountain cool in Old Catawba and the slants of evening. The hill men kill in the mountain meadows—they kill about a fence, a dog, the dispute of a boundary line. They kill in drunkenness or in the red smear of the murder lust. But they do not saw off niggers’ noses. There is not the look of fear and cruelty in their eyes that the people in South Carolina have.


  Old Catawba is a place inhabited by humble people. There is no Charleston in Old Catawba, and not so many people pretending to be what they are not. Charleston produced nothing, and yet it pretended to so much. Now their pretense is reduced to pretending that they amounted to so much formerly. And they really amounted to very little. This is the curse of South Carolina and its “Southness”—of always pretending you used to be so much, even though you are not now. Old Catawba does not have this to contend with. It has no Charleston and it does not have to pretend. They are small, plain people.


  So Old Catawba is better because it is more “North.” Even as a child, George Webber realized that in a general way it was better to be more North than South. If you get too North, it gets no good. Everything gets frozen and dried up. But if you get too South, it is no good either, and it also gets rotten. If you get too North, it gets rotten, but in a cold, dry way. If you get too South, it gets rotten not in a dry way—which if you’re going to get rotten is the best way to get rotten—but in a horrible, stagnant, swampy, stenchlike, humid sort of way that is also filled with obscene whisperings and ropy laughter.


  Old Catawba is just right. They are not going to set the world on fire down there, neither do they intend to. They make all the mistakes that people can make. They elect the cheapest sort of scoundrel to the highest offices they are able to confer. They have Rotary Clubs and chain gangs and Babbitts and all the rest of it. But they are not bad.


  They are not certain, not sure, in Old Catawba. Nothing is certain or sure down there. The towns don’t look like New England towns. They don’t have the lovely white houses, the elm green streets, the sure, sweet magic of young May, the certainty and purpose of it all. It is not like that. First there are about two hundred miles of a coastal plain. This is a mournful flat-land, wooded with pine barrens. Then there are two hundred miles or thereabouts of Piedmont. This is rolling, rugged, you can’t remember it the way that you remember the lavish, sweet, and wonderful farm lands of the Pennsylvania Dutch with their great red barns which dominate the land. You don’t remember Old Catawba in this way. No; field and fold and gulch and hill and hollow, rough meadow land, bunched coarsely with wrench grass, and pine land borderings, clay bank and gulch and cut and all the trees there are, the locusts, chestnuts, maples, oaks, the pines, the willows, and the sycamores, all grown up together, all smashed-down tangles, and across in a sweet wilderness, all choked between with dogwood, laurel, and the rhododendron, dead leaves from last October and the needles of the pine—this is one of the ways that Old Catawba looks in May. And then out of the Piedmont westward you will hit the mountains. You don’t hit them squarely, they just come to you. Field and fold and hill and hollow, clay bank and cut and gulch and rough swell and convolution of the earth unutterable, and presently the hills are there.


  A certain unknown, unsuspected sharpness thrills you. Is it not there? You do not know, for it cannot be proved. And yet the shifting engines switch along the tracks, you see the weed growth by the track-side, the leak-grey painting of a toolshed hut, the bleak, unforgettable, marvelous yellow of a station of the Southern Railway. The huge black snout of a mountain engine comes shifting down the track to take you up behind, and suddenly you know the hills are there. The heavy coaches ride up past mountain pastures, a rail fence, a clay road, the rock-bright clamors of a mountain water. You feel upon your neck the hot, the thrilling, the immensely intimate, the strange and most familiar breath of the terrific locomotive. And suddenly the hills are there. You go twisting up the grades and snake round curves with grinding screech. How near, how homely, how common and how strange, how utterly familiar—the great bulk of the Blue Ridge bears imminent upon you and compels you. You can put your hand out of the slow, toiling train and touch it. And all life is near, as common as your breath, as strange as time.


  The towns aren’t much to look at. There is no lovely, certain thing the way there is in New England. There are just plain houses, nigger shacks, front porches, most of the current bungalow and country-club atrocities, a Public Square, some old buildings that say “The Weaver Block, 1882,” some new ones for Ford agencies, cars parked around the Square.


  Down in the East, in Old Catawba, they have some smack of ancientry. The East got settled first and there are a few old towns down there, the remnants of plantations, a few fine old houses, a lot of niggers, tobacco, turpentine, pine woods, and the mournful flat-lands of the coastal plain. The people in the East used to think they were better than the people in the West because they had been there a little longer. But they were not really better. In the West, where the mountains sweep around them, the people have utterly common, familiar, plain, Scotch-Irish faces, and names like Weaver, Wilson, Gudger, Joyner, Alexander, and Patton. The West is really better than the East. They went to war in the West, and yet they didn’t want to go to war. They didn’t have anything to go to war about: they were a plain and common people and they had no slaves. And yet they will always go to war if Leaders tell them to—they are made to serve. They think long and earnestly, debatingly; they are conservative; they vote the right way, and they go to war when big people tell them to. The West is really a region of good small people, a Scotch-Irish place, and that, too, is undefined, save that it doesn’t drawl so much, works harder, doesn’t loaf so much, and shoots a little straighter when it has to. It is really just one of the common places of the earth, a million or two people with nothing very extraordinary about them. If there had been anything extraordinary about them, it would have come out in their houses, as it came out in the lovely white houses of New England; or it would have come out in their barns, as it came out in the great red barns of the Pennsylvania Dutch. They are just common, plain, and homely—but almost everything of America is in them.


  George Webber must have known all these things twenty-five years ago as he lay on the grass one afternoon before his uncle’s house. He really knew the way things were. People sometimes pretend they don’t know the way things are, but they really do. George lay in the grass and pulled some grass blades and looked upon them contentedly and chewed upon them. And he knew the way the grass blades were. He dug bare toes into the grass and thought of it. He knew the way it felt. Among the green grass, he saw patches of old brown, and he knew the way that was too. He put out his hand and felt the maple tree. He saw the way it came out of the earth, the grass grew right around it, he felt the bark and got its rough, coarse feeling. He pressed hard with his fingers, a little rough piece of the bark came off: he knew the way that was too. The wind kept howling faintly the way it does in May. All the young leaves of the maple tree were turned back, straining in the wind. He heard the sound it made, it touched him with some sadness, then the wind went and came again.


  He turned and saw his uncle’s house, its bright red brick, its hard, new, cement columns, everything about it raw and ugly; and beside it, set farther back, the old house his grandfather had built, the clapboard structure, the porch, the gables, the bay windows, the color of the paint. It was all accidental, like a million other things in America. George Webber saw it, and he knew that this was the way things were. He watched the sunlight come and go, across backyards with all their tangle of familiar things; he saw the hills against the eastern side of town, sweet green, a little mottled, so common, homely, and familiar, and, when remembered later, wonderful, the way things are.


  George Webber had good eyes, a sound body, he was twelve years old. He had a wonderful nose, a marvelous sense of smell, nothing fooled him. He lay there in the grass before his uncle’s house, thinking: “This is the way things are. Here is the grass, so green and coarse, so sweet and delicate, but with some brown rubble in it. There are the houses all along the street, the concrete blocks of walls, somehow so dreary, ugly, yet familiar, the slate roofs and the shingles, the lawns, the hedges and the gables, the backyards with their accidental structures of so many little and familiar things as hen houses, barns. All common and familiar as my breath, all accidental as the strings of blind chance, yet all somehow fore-ordered as a destiny: the way they are, because they are the way they are!”


  There was a certain stitch of afternoon while the boy waited. Bird chirrupings and maple leaves, pervading quietness, boards hammered from afar, and a bumbling hum. The day was drowsed with quietness and defunctive turnip greens at three o’clock, and Carlton Leathergood’s tall, pock-marked, yellow nigger was coming up the street. The big dog trotted with him, breathing like a locomotive, the big dog Storm, that knocked you down with friendliness. Tongue rolling, heavy as a man, the great head swaying side to side, puffing with joy continually, the dog came on, and with him came the pock-marked nigger, Simpson Simms. Tall, lean, grinning cheerfully, full of dignity and reverence, the nigger was coming up the street the way he always did at three o’clock. He smiled and raised his hand to George with a courtly greeting. He called him “Mister” Webber as he always did; the greeting was gracious and respectful, and soon forgotten as it is and should be in the good, kind minds of niggers and of idiots, and yet it filled the boy somehow with warmth and joy.


  “Good day dar, Mistah Webbah. How’s Mistah Webbah today?”


  The big dog swayed and panted like an engine, his great tongue lolling out; he came on with great head down and with the great black brisket and his shoulders working.


  Something happened suddenly, filling that quiet street with instant menace, injecting terror in the calm pulse of the boy. Around the corner of the Potterham house across the street came Potterham’s bulldog. He saw the mastiff, paused; his forelegs widened stockily, his grim-jowled face seemed to sink right down between the shoulder blades, his lips bared back along his long-fanged tusks, and from his baleful red-shot eyes fierce lightning shone. A low snarl rattled in the folds of his thick throat, the mastiff swung his ponderous head back and growled, the bull came on, halted, leaning forward on his widened legs, filled with hell-fire, solid with fight.


  And Carlton Leathergood’s pock-marked yellow negro man winked at the boy and shook his head with cheerful confidence, saying:


  “He ain’t goin’ to mix up wid my dawg, Mistah Webbah! ... No, sah! ... He knows bettah dan dat! ... Yes, sah!” cried Leathergood’s nigger with unbounded confidence. “He knows too well fo’ dat!”


  The pock-marked nigger was mistaken! Something happened like a flash: there was a sudden snarl, a black thunderbolt shot through the air, the shine of murderous fanged teeth. Before the mastiff knew what had happened to him, the little bull was in and had his fierce teeth buried, sunk, gripped with the lock of death, in the great throat of the larger dog.


  What happened after that was hard to follow. For a moment the great dog stood stock still with an eloquence of stunned surprise and bewildered consternation that was more than human; then a savage roar burst out upon the quiet air, filling the street with its gigantic anger. The mastiff swung his great head savagely, the little bull went flying through the air but hung on with imbedded teeth; great drops of the bright arterial blood went flying everywhere across the pavement, and still the bull held on. The end came like a lightning stroke. The great head flashed over through the air and down: the bull, no longer dog now—just a wad of black—smacked to the pavement with a sickening crunch.


  From Potterham’s house a screen door slammed, and fourteen-year-old Augustus Potterham, with his wild red hair aflame, came out upon the run. Up the street, paunch-bellied, stiff-legged, and slouchy-uniformed, bound for town and three o’clock, Mr. Matthews, the policeman, pounded heavily. But Leathergood’s nigger was already there, tugging furiously at the leather collar around the mastiff’s neck, and uttering imprecations.


  But it was all too late. The little dog was dead the moment that he struck the pavement—back broken, most of his bones broken, too; in Mr. Matthews’ words, “He never knowed what hit him.” And the big dog came away quietly enough, now that the thing was done: beneath the negro’s wrenching tug upon his neck, he swung back slowly, panting, throat dripping blood in a slow rain, bedewing the street beneath him with the bright red flakes.


  Suddenly, like a miracle, the quiet street was full of people. They came from all directions, from everywhere: they pressed around in an excited circle, all trying to talk at once, each with his own story, everyone debating, explaining, giving his own version. In Potterham’s house, the screen door slammed again, and Mr. Potterham came running out at his funny little bandy-legged stride, his little red apple-cheeks aglow with anger, indignation, and excitement, his funny, chirping little voice heard plainly over all the softer, deeper, heavier, more Southern tones. No longer the great gentleman now, no longer the noble descendant of the Dukes of Potterham, no longer the blood-cousin of belted lords and earls, the possible claimant of enormous titles and estates in Gloucestershire when the present reigning head should die—but Cockney Potterham now, little Potterham minus all his aitches, little Potterham the dealer in nigger real estate and the owner of the nigger shacks, indomitable little Potterham forgetting all his grammar in the heat and anger of the moment:


  “’Ere now! Wot did I tell you? I always said ’is bloody dog would make trouble! ’Ere! Look at ’im now! The girt bleedin’, blinkin’ thing! Big as a helefant, ’e is! Wot chance ’ud a dog like mine ’ave against a brute like that! ’E ought to be put out of the way—that’s wot! You mark my words—you let that brute run loose, an’ there won’t be a dog left in town—that’s wot!”


  And Leathergood’s big pock-marked nigger, still clutching to the mastiff’s collar as he talks, and pleading with the policeman almost tearfully:


  “Fo’ de Lawd, Mistah Matthews, my dawg didn’t do nuffinl No, sah! He don’t bothah nobody—my dawg don’t! He wa’nt even noticin’ dat othah dawg—you ask anybody!—ask Mistah Webbah heah!”—suddenly appealing to the boy with pleading entreaty—“Ain’t dat right, Mistah Webbah? You saw de whole thing yo’se’f, didn’t you? You tell Mistah Matthews how it was! Me an’ my dawg was comin’ up de street, a-tendin’ to ouah business, I jus’ tu’ned my haid to say good-day to Mistah Webbah heah, when heah comes dis othah dawg aroun’ de house, jus’ a-puffin’ an’ a-snawtin’, an’ befo’ I could say Jack Robinson he jumps all ovah my dawg an’ grabs him by de throat—you ask Mistah Webbah if dat ain’t de way it happened.”


  And so it goes, everyone debating, arguing, agreeing, and denying, giving his own version and his own opinion; and Mr. Matthews asking questions and writing things down in a book; and poor Augustus Potterham blubbering like a baby, holding his dead little bulldog in his arms, his homely, freckled face contorted piteously, and dropping scalding tears upon his little dead dog; and the big mastiff panting, dripping blood upon the ground and looking curious, detached from the whole thing, and a little bored; and presently the excitement subsiding, people going away; Mr. Matthews telling the negro to appear in court; Augustus Potterham going away into the house blubbering, with the little bulldog in his arms; Mr. Potterham behind him, still chirping loudly and excitedly; and the dejected, pock-marked nigger and his tremendous dog going away up the street, the big dog dropping big blood flakes on the pavement as he goes. And finally, silence as before, the quiet street again, the rustling of young maple leaves in the light wind, the brooding imminence of three o’clock, a few bright blood-flakes on the pavement, and all else the way that it had always been, and George Webber as before stretched out upon the grass beneath the tree there in his uncle’s yard, chin cupped in hands, adrift on time’s great dream, and thinking:


  “Great God, this is the way things are, I see and know this is the way things are, I understand this is the way things are: and, Great God! Great God! this being just the way things are, how strange, and plain, and savage, sweet and cruel, lovely, terrible, and mysterious, and how unmistakable and familiar all things are!”


  Three o’clock!


  “Child, child!—Where are you, child?”


  So did he always know Aunt Maw was there!


  “Son, son!—Where are you son?”


  Too far for finding and too near to seek!


  “Boy, boy!—Where is that boy?”


  Where you, at any rate, or any other of the apron-skirted kind, can never come.


  “You can’t take your eye off him a minute...


  Keep eye on, then; it will do no good.


  “The moment that your back is turned, he’s up and gone...


  And out and off and far away from you—no matter if your back is turned or not!


  “I can never find him when I need him...


  Need me no needs, sweet dame; when I need you, you shall be so informed!


  “But he can eat, all right. ... He’s Johnny-on-the-spot when it is time to eat. ...”


  And, pray, what is there so remarkable in that? Of course he eats—more power to his eating, too. Was Hercules a daffodil; did Adam toy with water cress; did Falstaff wax fat eating lettuces; was Dr. Johnson surfeited on shredded wheat; or Chaucer on a handful of parched corn? No! What is more, were campaigns fought and waged on empty bellies; was Kublai Khan a vegetarian; did Washington have prunes for breakfast, radishes for lunch; was John L. Sullivan the slave of Holland Rusk, or President Taft the easy prey of lady fingers? No! More—who drove the traffic of swift-thronging noon, perched high above the hauling rumps of horses; who sat above the pistoned wheels of furious day; who hurled a ribbon of steel rails into the West; who dug, drove through gulches, bored through tunnels; whose old gloved hands were gripped on the throttles; who bore the hammer, and who dealt the stroke?—did such of these grow faint with longing when they thought of the full gluttony of peanut-butter and ginger snaps? And finally, the men who came back from the town at twelve o’clock, their solid liquid tramp of leather on the streets of noon, the men of labor, sweat, and business coming down the street—his uncle, Mr. Potterham, Mr. Shepperton, Mr. Crane—were fence gates opened, screen doors slammed, and was there droning torpor and the full feeding silence of assuagement and repose—if these men had come to take a cup of coffee and a nap?


  “He can eat, all right! ... He’s always here when it is time to eat!”


  It was to listen to such stuff as this that great men lived and suffered, and great heroes bled! It was for this that Ajax battled, and Achilles died; it was for this that Homer sang and suffered—and Troy fell! It was for this that Artaxerxes led great armies, it was for this that Caesar took his legions over Gaul; for this that Ulysses had braved strange seas, encompassed perils of remote and magic coasts, survived the Cyclops and Charybdis, and surmounted all the famed enchantments of Circean time—to listen to such damned and dismal stuff as this—the astonishing discovery by a woman that men eat!


  Peace, woman, to your bicker—hold your prosy tongue! Get back into the world you know, and do the work for which you were intended; you intrude—go back, go back to all your kitchen scourings, your pots and pans, your plates and cups and saucers, your clothes and rags and soaps and sudsy water; go back, go back and leave us; we are fed and we are pleasantly distended, great thoughts possess us; drowsy dreams; we would lie alone and contemplate our navel—it is afternoon!


  “Boy, boy!—Where has he got to now! ... Oh, I could see him lookin’ round. ... I saw him edgin’ towards the door! ... Aha, I thought, he thinks he’s very smart ... but I knew exactly what he planned to do ... to slip out and to get away before I caught him ... and just because he was afraid I had a little work for him to do!”


  A little work! Aye, there’s the rub—if only it were not always just a little work we had to do! If only in their minds there ever were a moment of supreme occasion or sublime event! If only it were not always just a little thing they have in mind, a little work we had to do! If only there were something, just a spark of joy to lift the heart, a spark of magic to fire the spirit, a spark of understanding of the thing we want to do, a grain of feeling, or an atom of imagination! But always it is just a little work, a little thing we have to do!


  Is it the little labor that she asks that we begrudge? Is it the little effort which it would require that we abhor? Is it the little help she asks for that we ungenerously withhold, a hate of work, a fear of sweat, a spirit of mean giving? No! It is not this at all. It is that women in the early afternoon are dull, and dully ask dull things of us; it is that women in the afternoon are dull, and ask us always for a little thing, and do not understand!


  It is that at this hour of day we do not want them near us—we would be alone. They smell of kitchen steam and drabness at this time of day: the depressing moistures of defunctive greens, left-over cabbage, lukewarm boilings, and the dinner scraps. An atmosphere of sudsy water now pervades them; their hands drip rinsings and their lives are grey.


  These people do not know it, out of mercy we have never told them; but their lives lack interest at three o’clock—we do not want them, they must let us be.


  They have some knowledge for the morning, some for afternoon, more for sunset, much for night; but at three o’clock they bore us, they must leave us be! They do not understand the thousand lights and weathers of the day as we; light is just light to them, and morning morning, and noon noon. They do not know the thing that comes and goes—the way light changes, and the way things shift; they do not know how brightness changes in the sun, and how man’s spirit changes like a flick of light. Oh, they do not know, they cannot understand, the life of life, the joy of joy, the grief of grief unutterable, the eternity of living in a moment, the thing that changes as light changes, as swift and passing as a swallow’s flight; they do not know the thing that comes and goes and never can be captured, the thorn of Spring, the sharp and tongueless cry!


  They do not understand the joy and horror of the day as we can feel it; they do not understand the thing we dread at this hour of the afternoon.


  To them the light is light, the brief hour passing; their soaps-suds spirits do not contemplate the horror of hot light in afternoon. They do not understand our loathing of hot gardens, the way our spirits dull and sicken at hot light. They do not know how hope forsakes us, how joy flies away, when we look at the mottled torpor of hot light on the hydrangeas, the broad-leaved dullness of hot dock-weeds growing by the barn. They do not know the horror of old rusty cans filled into gaps of rubbish underneath the fence; the loathing of the mottled, hot, and torpid light upon a row of scraggly corn; the hopeless depth of torpid, dull depression which the sight of hot coarse grasses in the sun can rouse to a numb wakefulness of horror in our souls at three o’clock.


  It is a kind of torpid stagnancy of life, it is a hopelessness of hope, a dull, numb lifelessness of life! It is like looking at a pool of stagnant water in the dull torpor of the light of three o’clock. It is like being where no green is, where no cool is, where there is no song of unseen birds, where there is no sound of cool and secret waters, no sound of rock-bright, foaming waters; like being where no gold and green and sudden magic is, to be called out to do little things at three o’clock.


  Ah, Christ, could we make speech say what no speech utters, could we make tongue speak what no tongue says! Could we enlighten their enkitchened lives with a revealing utterance, then they would never send us out to do a little thing at three o’clock.


  We are a kind that hate clay banks in afternoon, the look of cinders, grimy surfaces, old blistered clapboard houses, the train yards and the coaches broiling on the tracks. We loathe the sight of concrete walls, the fly-speckled windows of the Greek, the strawberry horror of the row of lukewarm soda-pop. At this hour of the day we sicken at the Greek’s hot window, at his greasy frying plate that fries and oozes with a loathsome sweat in the full torpor of the sun. We hate the row of greasy frankfurters that sweat and ooze there on the torpid plate, the loathsome pans all oozing with a stew of greasy onions, mashed potatoes, and hamburger steaks. We loathe the Greek’s swart features in the light of three o’clock, the yellowed pock-marked pores that sweat in the hot light. We hate the light that shines on motor cars at three o’clock, we hate white plaster surfaces, new stucco houses, and most open places where there are no trees.


  We must have coolness, dankness, darkness; we need gladed green and gold and rock-bright running waters at the hour of three o’clock. We must go down into the coolness of a concrete cellar. We like dark shade, and cool, dark smells, and cool, dark, secret places, at the hour of three o’clock. We like cool, strong smells with some cool staleness at that hour. Man smells are good at three o’clock. We like to remember the smells of all things that were in our father’s room: the dank, cool pungency of the plug of apple tobacco on the mantelpiece, bit into at one end, and stuck with a bright red flag; the smell of the old mantelpiece, the wooden clock, the old calf bindings of a few old books; the smell of the rocking chair, the rug, the walnut bureau, and the cool, dark smell of clothing in the closet.


  At this hour of the day we like the smell of old unopened rooms, old packing cases, tar, and the smell of the grape vines on the cool side of the house. If we go out, we want to go out in green shade and gladed coolnesses, to lie down on our bellies underneath the maple trees and work our toes down into the thick green grass. If we have to go to town we want to go to places like our uncle’s hardware store, where we can smell the cool, dark cleanliness of nails, hammers, saws, tools, T-squares, implements of all sorts; or to a saddle shop where we can get the smell of leather; or to our father’s brick and lumber yard where we can get the smells of putty, glass, and clean white pine, the smell of the mule-teams, and the lumber sheds. It is also good to go into the cool glade of the drug store at this hour, to hear the cool, swift slatting of the wooden fans, and to smell the citrus pungency of lemons, limes, and oranges, the sharp and clean excitements of unknown medicines.


  The smell of a street car at this hour of day is also good—a dynamic smell of motors, wood work, rattan seats, worn brass, and steel-bright flanges. It is a smell of drowsy, warm excitement, and a nameless beating of the heart; it speaks of going somewhere. If we go anywhere at this hour of day, it is good to go to the baseball game and smell the grandstand, the old wooden bleachers, the green turf of the playing field, the horsehide of the ball, the gloves, the mitts, the clean resilience of the ash-wood bats, the smells of men in shirt-sleeves, and the sweating players.


  And if there is work to do at three o’clock—if we must rouse ourselves from somnolent repose, and from the green-gold drowsy magic of our meditations—for God’s sake give us something real to do. Give us great labors, but vouchsafe to us as well the promise of a great accomplishment, the thrill of peril, the hope of high and spirited adventure. For God’s sake don’t destroy the heart and hope and life and will, the brave and dreaming soul of man, with the common, dull, soul-sickening, mean transactions of these little things!


  Don’t break our heart, our hope, our ecstasy, don’t shatter irrevocably some brave adventure of the spirit, or some brooding dream, by sending us on errands which any stupid girl, or nigger wench, or soulless underling of life could just as well accomplish. Don’t break man’s heart, man’s life, man’s song, the soaring vision of his dream with—“Here, boy, trot around the corner for a loaf of bread,”—or “Here, boy; the telephone company has just called up—you’ll have to trot around there ...”—Oh, for God’s sake, and my sake, please don’t say ‘trot around’—“... and pay the bill before they cut us off!”


  Or, fretful-wise, be-flusteredlike, all of a twitter, scattered and demoralized, fuming and stewing, complaining, whining, railing against the universe because of things undone you should have done yourself, because of errors you have made yourself, because of debts unpaid you should have paid on time, because of things forgotten you should have remembered—fretting, complaining, galloping off in all directions, unable to get your thoughts together, unable even to call a child by his proper name—as here:


  “Ed, John, Bob—pshaw, boy! George, I mean! ...”


  Well, then for God’s sake, mean it!


  “Why, pshaw!—to think that that fool nigger—I could wring her neck when I think of it—well, as I say now. ...”


  Then, in God’s name, say it!


  “... why, you know ...”


  No! I do not know!


  “... here I was dependin’ on her—here she told me she would come—and all the work to be done—and here she’s sneaked out on me after dinner—and I’m left here in the lurch.”


  Yes, of course you are; because you failed to pay the poor wench on Saturday night the three dollars which is her princely emolument for fourteen hours a day of sweaty drudgery seven days a week; because “it slipped your mind,” because you couldn’t bear to let it go in one gigantic lump—could you?—because you thought you’d hang on to the good green smell of money just a little longer, didn’t you?—let it sweat away in your stocking and smell good just a little longer—didn’t you?—break the poor brute’s heart on Saturday night just when she had her mind all set on fried fish, gin, and f——g, just because you wanted to hold on to three wadded, soiled, and rumpled greenbacks just a little longer—dole it out to her a dollar at a time—tonight a dollar, Wednesday night a dollar, Friday night the same ... and so are left here strapped and stranded and forlorn, where my father would have paid and paid at once, and kept his nigger and his nigger’s loyalty. And all because you are a woman, with a woman’s niggard smallness about money, a woman’s niggard dealing towards her servants, a woman’s selfishness, her small humanity of feeling for the dumb, the suffering, and afflicted soul of man—and so will fret and fume and fidget now, all flustered and undone, to call me forth with:


  “Here, boy!—Pshaw, now!—To think that she would play a trick like this!—Why as I say, now—child! child!—I don’t know what I shall do—I’m left here all alone—you’ll have to trot right down and see if you can find someone at once.”


  Aye! to call me forth from coolness, and the gladed sweetness of cool grass to sweat my way through Niggertown in the dreary torpor of the afternoon; to sweat my way up and down that grassless, treeless horror of baked clay; to draw my breath in stench and sourness, breathe in the funky nigger stench, sour wash-pots and branch-sewage, nigger privies and the sour shambles of the nigger shacks; to scar my sight and soul with little snot-nosed nigger children fouled with dung, and so bowed out with rickets that their little legs look like twin sausages of fat, soft rubber; so to hunt, and knock at shack-door, so to wheedle, persuade, and cajole, in order to find some other sullen wench to come and sweat her fourteen hours a day for seven days a week—and for three dollars!


  Or again, perhaps it will be: “Pshaw, boy!—Why to think that he would play me such a trick!—Why, I forgot to put the sign out—but I thought he knew I needed twenty pounds!—If he’d only asked!—but here he drove right by with not so much as by-your-leave, and here there’s not a speck of ice in the refrigerator—and ice cream and iced tea to make for supper.—You’ll have to trot right down to the ice-house and get me a good ten-cent chunk.”


  Yes! A good ten-cent chunk tied with a twist of galling twine, that cuts like a razor down into my sweaty palm; that wets my trouser’s leg from thigh to buttock; that bangs and rubs and slips and cuts and freezes against my miserable knees until the flesh is worn raw; that trickles freezing drops down my bare and aching legs, that takes all joy from living, that makes me curse my life and all the circumstances of my birth—and all because you failed to “put the sign out,” all because you failed to think of twenty pounds of ice!


  Or is it a thimble, or a box of needles, or a spool of thread that you need now! Is it for such as this that I must “trot around” some place for baking powder, salt or sugar, or a pound of butter, or a package of tea!


  For God’s sake thimble me no thimbles and spool me no spools! If I must go on errands send me out upon man’s work, with man’s dispatch, as my father used to do! Send me out with one of his niggers upon a wagon load of fragrant pine, monarch above the rumps of two grey mules! Send me for a wagon load of sand down by the river, where I can smell the sultry yellow of the stream, and shout and holler to the boys in swimming! Send me to town to my father’s brick and lumber yard, the Square, the sparkling traffic of bright afternoon. Send me for something in the City Market, the smell of fish and oysters, the green, cool growth of vegetables; the cold refrigeration of hung beeves, the butchers cleaving and sawing in straw hats and gouted aprons. Send me out to life and business and the glades of afternoon; for God’s sake, do not torture me with spools of thread, or with the sunbaked clay and shambling rickets of black Niggertown!


  “Son, son! ... Where has that fool boy got to! ... Why, as I say now, boy, you’ll have to trot right down to. ...”


  With baleful, brooding vision he looked towards the house. Say me no says, sweet dame; trot me no trots. The hour is three o’clock, and I would be alone.


  So thinking, feeling, saying, he rolled over on his belly, out of sight, on the “good” side of the tree, dug bare, luxurious toes in cool, green grass, and, chin a-cup in his supporting hands, regarded his small universe of three o’clock.


  “A little child, a limber elf”—twelve years of age, and going on for thirteen next October. So, midway in May now, midway to thirteen, with a whole world to think of. Not large or heavy for his age, but strong and heavy in the shoulders, arms absurdly long, big hands, legs thin, bowed out a little, long, flat feet; small face and features quick with life, the eyes deep-set, their look both quick and still; low brow, wide, stick-out ears, a shock of close-cropped hair, a large head that hangs forward and projects almost too heavily for the short, thin neck—not much to look at, someone’s ugly duckling, just a boy.


  And yet—could climb trees like a monkey, spring like a cat; could jump and catch the maple limb four feet above his head—the bark was already worn smooth and slick by his big hands; could be up the tree like a flash; could go places no one else could go; could climb anything, grab hold of anything, dig his toes in anything; could scale the side of a cliff if he had to, could almost climb a sheet of glass; could pick up things with his toes, and hold them, too; could walk on his hands, bend back and touch the ground, stick his head between his legs, or wrap his legs around his neck; could make a hoop out of his body and roll over like a hoop, do hand-springs and cut flips—jump, climb, and leap as no other boy in town could do. He is a grotesque-looking little creature, yet unformed and unmatured, in his make-up something between a spider and an ape (the boys, of course, call him “Monk”)—and yet with an eye that sees and holds, an ear that hears and can remember, a nose that smells out unsuspected pungencies, a spirit swift and mercurial as a flash of light, now soaring like a rocket, wild with ecstasy, outstripping storm and flight itself in the aerial joy of skyey buoyancy; now plunged in nameless, utter, black, unfathomable dejection; now bedded cool in the reposeful grass beneath the maple tree, remote from time and brooding on his world of three o’clock; now catlike on his feet—the soaring rocket of a sudden joy—then catlike spring and catch upon the lowest limb, then like a monkey up the tree, and like a monkey down, now rolling like a furious hoop across the yard—at last, upon his belly in cool grass again, and bedded deep in somnolent repose at three o’clock.


  Now, with chin cupped in his hands and broodingly aware, he meditates the little world before him, the world of one small, modest street, the neighbors, and his uncle’s house. For the most part, it is the pleasant world of humble people and small, humble houses, most of them worn, shabby, so familiar: the yards, the porches, swings, and railings, and the rocking chairs; the maple trees, the chestnuts and the oaks; the way a gate leans open, half ajar, the way the grass grows, and the way the flowers are planted; the fences, hedges, bushes, and the honeysuckle vines; the alleyways and all the homely and familiar backyard world of chicken houses, stables, barns, and orchards, and each one with its own familiar hobby, the Potterham’s neat back-garden, Nebraska Crane’s pigeon houses—the whole, small, well-used world of good, small people.


  He sees the near line of eastern hills, with light upon it, the sweet familiarity of massed green. His thought soars westward with a vision of far distances and splendid ranges; his heart turns west with thoughts of unknown men and places and of wandering; but ever his heart turns home to this his own world, to what he knows and likes the best. It is—he feels and senses this obscurely—the place of common man, his father’s kind of people. Except for his uncle’s raw, new house, the sight of which is a desolation to him, it is the place of the homely, simple houses, and the old, ordinary streets, where the bricklayers, plasterers, and masons, the lumber dealers and the stonecutters, the plumbers, hardware merchants, butchers, grocers, and the old, common, native families of the mountains—his mother’s people—make their home.


  It is the place of the Springtime orchards, the loamy, dew-wet morning gardens, the peach, cherry, apple blossoms, drifting to the ground at morning in the month of April, the pungent, fragrant, maddening savor of the breakfast smells. It is the place of roses, lilies, and nasturtiums, the vine-covered porches of the houses, the strange, delicious smell of the ripening grapes in August, and the voices—near, strange, haunting, lonely, most familiar—of the people sitting on their porches in the Summer darkness, the voices of the lost people in the darkness as they say good-night. Then boys will hear a screen door slam, the earth grow silent with the vast and brooding ululation of the night, and finally the approach, the grinding screech, the brief halt, the receding loneliness and absence of the last street car going around the corner on the hill, and will wait there in the darkness filled with strangeness, thinking, “I was born here, there’s my father, this is I!”


  It is the world of the sun-warm, time-far clucking of the sensual hens in the forenoon strangeness of the spell of time, and the coarse, sweet coolness of Crane’s cow along the alleyway; and it is the place of the ice-tongs ringing in the streets, the ice saw droning through the dripping blocks, the sweating negroes, and the pungent, musty, and exotic odors of the grocery wagons, the grocery box piled high with new provisions. It is the place of the forenoon housewives with their shapeless gingham dresses, bare legs, slippers, turbaned heads, bare, bony, labor-toughened hands and arms and elbows, and the fresh, clean, humid smell of houses airing in the morning. It is the place of the heavy midday dinners, the smells of roasts of beef, corn on the cob, the deep-hued savor of the big string beans, cooking morning long into the sweet amity and unction of the fat-streaked pork; and above it all is the clean, hungry, humid smell and the steaming freshness of the turnip greens at noon.


  It is the world of magic April and October; world of the first green and the smell of blossoms; world of the bedded oak leaves and the smell of smoke in Autumn, and men in shirt-sleeves working in their yards in red waning light of old October as boys pass by them going home from school. It is the world of the Summer nights, world of the dream-strange nights of August, the great moons and the tolling bells; world of the Winter nights, the howling winds, and the fire-full chimney throats—world of the ash of time and silence while the piled coals flare and crumble, world of the waiting, waiting, waiting—for the world of joy, the longed-for face, the hoped-for step, the unbelieved-in magic of the Spring again.


  It is the world of warmth, nearness, certitude, the walls of home! It is the world of the plain faces, and the sounding belly laughter; world of the people who are not too good or fine or proud or precious for the world’s coarse uses; world of the sons who are as their fathers were before them, and are compacted of man’s base, common, stinking clay of fury, blood, and sweat and agony—and must rise or fall out of the world from which they came, sink or swim, survive or perish, live, die, conquer, find alone their way, be baffled, beaten, grow furious, drunken, desperate, mad, lie smashed and battered in the stews, find a door, a dwelling place of warmth and love and strong security, or be driven famished, unassuaged, and furious through the world until they die!


  Last of all, it is the world of the true friends, the fine, strong boys who can smack a ball and climb a tree, and are always on the lookout for the thrill and menace of adventure. They are the brave, free, joyful, hope-inspiring fellows who are not too nice and dainty and who have no sneers. Their names are such wonderful, open-sounding names as John, Jim, Robert, Joe, and Tom. Their names are William, Henry, George, Ben, Edward, Lee, Hugh, Richard, Arthur, Jack! Their names are the names of the straight eye and the calm and level glance, names of the thrown ball, the crack of the bat, the driven hit; names of wild, jubilant, and secret darkness, brooding, prowling, wild, exultant night, the wailing whistle and the great wheels pounding at the river’s edge.


  They are the names of hope, the names of love, friendship, confidence, and courage, the names of life that will prevail and will not be beaten by the names of desolation, the hopeless, sneering, death-loving, and life-hating names of old scornmaker’s pride—the hateful and accursed names that the boys who live in the western part of town possess.


  Finally, they are the rich, unusual names, the strange, yet homely, sturdy names—the names of George Josiah Webber and Nebraska Crane.


  Nebraska Crane was walking down the street upon the other side. He was bare-headed, his shock of Indian coarse black hair standing out, his shirt was opened at his strong, lean neck, his square brown face was tanned and flushed with recent effort. From the big pocket of his pants the thick black fingers of a fielder’s mitt protruded, and upon his shoulder he was carrying a well-worn ash-wood bat, of which the handle was wound round tight with tape. He came marching along at his strong and even stride, his bat upon his shoulder, as steady and as unperturbed as a soldier, and, as he passed, he turned his fearless face upon the boy across the street—looked at him with his black-eyed Indian look, and, without raising his voice, said quietly in a tone instinct with quiet friendliness:


  “Hi, Monk!”


  And the boy who lay there in the grass, his face supported in his hands, responded without moving, in the same toneless, friendly way:


  “Hello, Bras.”


  Nebraska Crane marched on down the street, turned into the alley by his house, marched down it, turned the corner of his house, and so was lost from sight.


  And the boy who lay on his belly in the grass continued to look out quietly from the supporting prop of his cupped hands. But a feeling of certitude and comfort, of warmth and confidence and quiet joy, had filled his heart, as it always did when Nebraska Crane passed his house at three o’clock.


  The boy lay on his belly in the young and tender grass. Jerry Alsop, aged sixteen, fat and priestly, his belly buttoned in blue serge, went down along the other side of the street. He was a grave and quiet little figure, well liked by the other boys, but he was always on the outer fringes of their life, always on the sidelines of their games, always an observer of their universe—a fat and quiet visitant, well-spoken, pleasant-voiced, compactly buttoned in the blue serge that he always wore. ... There had been one night of awful searching, one hour when all the torment and the anguish in that small, fat life had flared out in desperation. He had run away from home, and they had found him six hours later on the river road, down by the muddy little river, beside the place where all the other boys went to swim, the one hole deep enough to drown. His mother came and took him by the hand; he turned and looked at her, and then the two fell sobbing in each other’s arms. ... For all the rest, he had been a quiet and studious boy, well thought of in the town. Jerry’s father was a dry goods merchant, and the family was comfortably off in a modest way. Jerry had a good mind, a prodigious memory for what he read, all things in books came smoothly to him. He would finish high school next year. ...


  Jerry Alsop passed on down the street.


  Suddenly, the Webber boy heard voices in the street. He turned his head and looked, but even before he turned his head his ear had told him, a cold, dry tightening of his heart, an acrid dryness on his lips, a cold, dry loathing in his blood, had told him who they were.


  Four boys were coming down the street in raffish guise; advancing scattered and disorderly, now scampering sideways, chasing, tussling in lewd horseplay with each other, smacking each other with wet towels across the buttocks (they had just come from swimming in Jim Rheinhardt’s cow pond in the Cove), filling the quiet street with the intrusions of their raucous voices, taking the sun and joy and singing from the day.


  They slammed yard gates and vaulted fences; they dodged round trees, ducked warily behind telephone poles, chased each other back and forth, gripped briefly, struggling strenuously, showed off to each other, making raucous noises, uttering mirthless gibes. One chased another around a tree, was deftly tripped, fell sprawling to the roar of their derision, rose red and angry in the face, trying mirthlessly to smile, hurled his wet, wadded towel at the one who tripped him—missed and was derided, picked his towel up, and to save his ugly face and turn derision from him cried out—“Pee-e-nuts!”—loudly passing Pennock’s house.


  The boy surveyed them with cold loathing—this was wit!


  They filled that pleasant street with raucous gibes, and they took hope and peace and brightness from the day. They were unwholesome roisterers, they did not move ahead in comradeship, but scampered lewdly, raggedly around, as raucous, hoarse, and mirthless as a gob of phlegm; there was no warmth, no joy or hope or pleasantness in them; they filled the pleasant street with brutal insolence. They came from the west side of town, he knew them instinctively for what they were—the creatures of a joyless insolence, the bearers of the hated names.


  Thus Sidney Purtle, a tall, lean fellow, aged fifteen, and everything about him pale—pale eyes, pale features, pale lank hair, pale eyebrows and a long, pale nose, pale lips and mouth carved always in a pale and ugly sneer, pale hands, pale hair upon his face, pale freckles, and a pale, sneering, and envenomed soul:


  “Georgeous the Porgeous!” A pale sneer, a palely sneering laugh; and as he spoke the words he smacked outward with his wet and loathsome rag of towel. The boy ducked it and arose.


  Carl Hooton stood surveying him—a brutal, stocky figure, brutal legs outspread, red-skinned, red-handed, and red-eyed, red-eyebrowed, and an inch of brutal brow beneath the flaming thatch of coarse red hair:


  “Well, as I live and breathe,” he sneered (the others smirked appreciation of this flaming wit), “it’s little Jocko the Webber, ain’t it?”


  “Jockus the Cockus,” said Sid Purtle softly, horribly—and smacked the wet towel briefly at the boy’s bare leg.


  “Jockus the Cockus—hell!” said Carl Hooton with a sneer, and for a moment more looked at the boy with brutal and derisory contempt. “Son, you ain’t nothin’,” he went on with heavy emphasis, now turning to address his fellows—“Why that little monk-faced squirrel’s—they ain’t even dropped yet.”


  Loud appreciative laughter followed on this sally; the boy stood there flushed, resentful, staring at them, saying nothing. Sid Purtle moved closer to him, his pale eyes narrowed ominously to slits.


  “Is that right, Monkus?” he said, with a hateful and confiding quietness. A burble of unwholesome laughter played briefly in his throat, but he summoned sober features, and said quietly, with menacing demand: “Is that right, or not? Have they fallen yet?”


  “Sid, Sid,” whispered Harry Nast, plucking at his companion’s sleeve; a snicker of furtive mirth crossed his rat-sharp features. “Let’s find out how well he’s hung.”


  They laughed, and Sidney Purtle said:


  “Are you hung well, Monkus?” Turning to his comrades, he said gravely, “Shall we find out how much he’s got, boys?”


  And suddenly alive with eagerness and mirthful cruelty, they all pressed closer in around the boy, with secret, unclean laughter, saying:


  “Yes, yes—come on, let’s do it! Let’s find out how much he’s got!”


  “Young Monkus,” said Sid Purtle gravely, putting a restraining hand upon his victim’s arm, “much as it pains us all, we’re goin’ to examine you.”


  “Let go of me!” The boy wrenched free, turned, whirled, backed up against the tree; the pack pressed closer, leering faces thrusting forward, pale, hateful eyes smeared with the slime of all their foul and secret jubilation. His breath was coming hoarsely, and he said: “I told you to let go of me!”


  “Young Monkus,” said Sid Purtle gravely, in a tone of quiet reproof, wherein the dogs of an obscene and jeering mirth were faintly howling—“Young Monkus, we’re surprised at you! We had expected you to behave like a little gentleman—to take your medicine like a little man. ... Boys!”


  He turned, addressing copemates in a tone of solemn admonition, grave surprise: “It seems the little Monkus is trying to get hard with us. Do you think we should take steps?”


  “Yes, yes,” the others eagerly replied, and pressed still closer round the tree.


  And for a moment there was an evil, jubilantly attentive silence as they looked at him, naught but the dry, hard pounding of his heart, his quick, hard breathing, as they looked at him. Then Victor Munson moved forward slowly, his thick, short hand extended, the heavy volutes of his proud, swart nostrils swelling with scorn. And his voice, low-toned and sneering, cajoling with a hateful mockery, came closer to him coaxingly, and said:


  “Come, Monkus! Come little Monkus! Lie down and take your medicine, little Monk! ... Here Jocko! Come Jocko! Here Jocko! Come Jocko!—Come and get your peanuts—Jock, Jock, Jock!”


  Then while they joined in hateful laughter, Victor Munson moved forward again, the swart, stub fingers, warted on the back, closed down upon the boy’s left arm; and suddenly he drew in his breath in blind, blank horror and in bitter agony, he knew that he must die and never draw his shameful breath in quietude and peace, or have a moment’s hope of heartful ease again; something blurred and darkened in blind eyes—he wrenched free from the swart, stub fingers, and he struck.


  The blind blow landed in the thick, swart neck and sent it gurgling backwards. Sharp hatred crossed his vision now, and so enlightened it; he licked his lips and tasted bitterness, and, sobbing in his throat, he started towards the hated face. His arms were pinioned from behind. Sid Purtle had him, the hateful voice was saying with a menacing and now really baleful quietude:


  “Now, wait a minute! Wait a minute, boys! ... We were just playin’ with him, weren’t we, and he started to get hard with us! ... Ain’t that right?”


  “That’s right, Sid. That’s the way it was, all right!”


  “We thought he was a man, but he turns out to be just a little sorehead, don’t he? We were just kiddin’ him along, and he has to go and get sore about it. You couldn’t take it like a man, could you?” said Sidney Purtle, quietly and ominously into the ear of his prisoner; at the same time he shook the boy a little—“You’re just a little cry-baby, ain’t you? You’re just a coward, who has to hit a fellow when he ain’t lookin’?”


  “You turn loose of me,” the captive panted, “I’ll show you who’s the cry-baby! I’ll show you if I have to hit him when he isn’t looking!”


  “Is that so, son?” said Victor Munson, breathing hard.


  “Yes, that’s so, son!” the other answered bitterly.


  “Who says it’s so, son?”


  “I say it’s so, son!”


  “Well, you don’t need to go gettin’ on your head about it!”


  “I’m not the one who’s getting on his head about it; you are!”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes, that’s so!”


  There was a pause of labored breathing and contorted lips; the acrid taste of loathing and the poisonous constrictions of brute fear, a sense of dizziness about the head, a kind of hollow numbness in the stomach pit, knee sockets gone a trifle watery; all of the gold of just a while ago gone now, all of the singing and the green; no color now, a poisonous whiteness in the very quality of light, a kind of poisonous intensity of focus everywhere; the two antagonists’ faces suddenly keen, eyes sharp with eager cruelty, pack-appetites awakened, murder-sharp now, lusts aware.


  “You’d better not be gettin’ big about it,” said Victor Munson slowly, breathing heavily, “or somebody’ll smack you down!”


  “You know anyone who’s going to do it?”


  “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t, I’m not sayin’. It’s none of your business.”


  “It’s none of your business either!”


  “Maybe,” said Victor Munson, breathing swarthily, and edging forward an inch or so—“Maybe I’ll make it some of my business!”


  “You’re not the only one who can make it your business!”


  “You know of anyone who wants to make it anything?”


  “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t.”


  “Do you say that you do?”


  “Maybe I do and maybe I don’t. I don’t back down from saying it.”


  “Boys, boys,” said Sidney Purtle, quietly, mockingly. “You’re gettin’ hard with each other. You’re usin’ harsh language to each other. The first thing you know you’ll be gettin’ into trouble with each other—about Christmas time,” he jeered quietly.


  “If he wants to make anything out of it,” said Victor Munson bitterly, “he knows what he can do.”


  “You know what you can do, too!”


  “Boys, boys,” jeered Sidney Purtle softly.


  “Fight! Fight!” said Harry Nast, and snickered furtively. “When is the big fight gonna begin?”


  “Hell!” said Carl Hooton coarsely, “they don’t want to fight. They’re both so scared already they’re ready to —— in their pants. Do you want to fight, Munson?” he said softly, brutally, coming close and menacing behind the other boy.


  “If he wants to make something out of it—” the Munson boy began again.


  “Well, then, make it!” cried Carl Hooton, with a brutal laugh, and at the same moment gave the Munson boy a violent shove that sent him hurtling forward against the pinioned form of his antagonist. Sid Purtle sent his captive hurtling forward at the Munson boy; in a second more, they were crouching toe to toe, and circling round each other. Sid Purtle’s voice could be heard saying quietly:


  “If they want to fight it out, leave ’em alone! Stand back and give ’em room!”


  “Wait a minute!”


  The words were spoken almost tonelessly, but they carried in them such a weight of quiet and inflexible command that instantly all the boys stopped and turned with startled surprise, to see where they came from.


  Nebraska Crane, his bat upon his shoulder, was advancing towards them from across the street. He came on steadily, neither quickening nor changing his stride, his face expressionless, his black Indian gaze fixed steadily upon them.


  “Wait a minute!” he repeated as he came up.


  “What’s the matter?” Sidney Purtle answered, with a semblance of surprise.


  “You leave Monk alone,” Nebraska Crane replied.


  “What’ve we done?” Sid Purtle said, with a fine show of innocence.


  “I saw you,” said Nebraska with toneless stubbornness, “all four of you ganged up on him; now leave him be.”


  “Leave him be?” Sid Purtle now protested.


  “You heard me!”


  Carl Hooton, more brutal and courageous and less cautious than Sid Purtle, now broke in truculently:


  “What’s it to you? What business is it of yours what we do?”


  “I make it my business,” Nebraska answered calmly. “Monk,” he went on, “you come over here with me.”


  Carl Hooton stepped before the Webber boy and said:


  “What right have you to tell us what to do?”


  “Get out of the way,” Nebraska said.


  “Who’s gonna make me?” said Carl Hooton, edging forward belligerently.


  “Carl, Carl—come on,” said Sid Purtle in a low, warning tone. “Don’t pay any attention to him. If he wants to get on his head about it, leave him be.”


  There were low, warning murmurs from the other boys.


  “The rest of you can back down if you like,” Carl Hooton answered, “but I’m not takin’ any backwash from him. Just because his old man is a policeman, he thinks he’s hard. Well, I can get hard, too, if he gets hard with me.”


  “You heard what I told you!” Nebraska said. “Get out of the way!”


  “You go to hell!” Carl Hooton answered. “I’ll do as I damn please!”


  Nebraska Crane swung solidly from the shoulders with his baseball bat and knocked the red-haired fellow sprawling. It was a crushing blow, so toneless, steady, and impassive in its deliberation that the boys turned white with horror, confronted now with a murderous savagery of purpose they had not bargained for. It was obvious to all of them that the blow might have killed Carl Hooton had it landed on his head; it was equally and horribly evident that it would not have mattered to Nebraska Crane if he had killed Carl Hooton. His black eyes shone like agate in his head, the Cherokee in him had been awakened, he was set to kill. As it was, the blow had landed with the sickening thud of ash-wood on man’s living flesh, upon Carl Hooton’s arm; the arm was numb from wrist to shoulder, and three frightened boys were now picking up the fourth, stunned, befuddled, badly frightened, not knowing whether a single bone had been left unbroken in his body, whether he was permanently maimed, or whether he would live to walk again.


  “Carl—Carl—are you hurt bad? How’s your arm?” said Sidney Purtle.


  “I think it’s broken,” groaned that worthy, clutching the injured member with his other hand.


  “You—you—you hit him with your bat,” Sid Purtle whispered. “You—you had no right to do that.”


  “His arm may be broken,” Harry Nast said, in an awed tone.


  “I meant to break it,” Nebraska said calmly. “He’s lucky that I didn’t break his God-damn head.”


  They looked at him with horrified astonishment, with a kind of fascinated awe.


  “You—you could be arrested for doing that!” Sid Purtle blurted out. “You might have killed him!”


  “Wouldn’t have cared if I had!” Nebraska said firmly. “He ought to be killed! Meant to kill him!”


  Their eyes were fixed on him in a stare wide with horror. He returned their look in Indian-wise, and moved forward a step, still holding his bat firm and ready at his shoulder.


  “And I’ll tell you this—and you can tell the rest of ’em when you get back to your side of town. Tell ’em I’m ready to brain the first West Side —— who comes here looking for trouble. And if any of you ever bother Monk again, I’ll come right over there and climb your frame,” Nebraska Crane asserted. “I’ll come right over there and beat you to death. ... Now you clear out! We don’t want you on our street no longer! You get out of here!”


  He advanced upon them slowly, his hard black eyes fixed firmly on them, his hands gripped ready on his bat. The frightened boys fell back, supporting their injured comrade, and, muttering furtively among themselves, limped hastily away down the street. At the corner they turned, and Sid Purtle put his hands up to his mouth and, with a sudden access of defiance, yelled back loudly:


  “We’ll get even with you yet! Wait till we get you over on our side of town!”


  Nebraska Crane did not reply. He continued to stare steadily towards them with his Indian eyes, and in a moment more they turned and limped away around the corner and were lost from sight.


  When they had gone, Nebraska took his bat off his shoulder, leaned gracefully on it, and, turning towards the white-faced boy, surveyed him for a moment with a calm and friendly look. His square brown face, splotched large with freckles, opened in a wide and homely smile; he grinned amiably and said:


  “What’s the trouble, Monkus? Were they about to get you down?”


  “You—you—why, Nebraska!” the other boy now whispered—“you might have killed him with that bat.”


  “Why,” Nebraska answered amiably, “what if I had?”


  “Wuh—wuh—wouldn’t you care?” young Webber whispered, awe-struck, his eyes still with wonder, horror, fascinated disbelief.


  “Why, not a bit of it!” Nebraska heartily declared. “Good riddance to bad rubbish if I had killed him! Never liked that red-head of his’n, anyway, and don’t like none of that crowd he runs with—that whole West Side gang! I’ve got no use for none of ’em, Monkus—never did have!”


  “B-but, Bras,” the other stammered, “wouldn’t you be afraid?”


  “Afraid? Afraid of what?”


  “Why, why—that you might have killed him.”


  “Why, that’s nothin’ to be afraid of!” said Nebraska. “Anyone’s likely to get killed, Monk. You’re likely to have to kill someone almost any time! Why, look at my old man? He’s been killin’ people all his life—ever since he’s been on the police force, anyway! I reckon he’s killed more people than he could remember—he counted up to seventeen one time, an’ then he told me that there was one or two others he’d clean lost track of! Yes!” Nebraska continued triumphantly, “and there was one or two before he joined the force that no one ever knowed of—I reckon that was way back there when he was just a boy, so long ago he’s plumb lost track of it! Why my old man had to kill a nigger here along—oh, just a week or so ago—and he never turned a hair! Came home to supper, an’ took off his coat, hung up his gun and cottridge belt, washed his hands and set down at the table, and had got halfway through his supper before he even thought of it. Says to my maw, all of a sudden, says—‘Oh, yes! I clean forgot to tell you! I had to shoot a nigger today!’ ‘That so?’ my maw says. ‘Is there any other news?’ So they went on talkin’ about first one thing and then another, and in five minutes’ time I’ll bet you both of them had forgotten clean about it! ... Pshaw, Monk!” Nebraska Crane concluded heartily, “you oughtn’t even to bother about things like that. Anyone’s liable to have to kill someone. That happens every day!”


  “Y-y-y-yes, Bras,” Young Webber faltered—“b-b-but what if anything should happen to you?”


  “Happen?” cried Nebraska, and looked at his young friend with frank surprise. “Why what’s goin’ to happen to you, Monk?”


  “W-w-why—I was thinking that sometimes you might be the one who gets killed yourself.”


  “Oh!” Nebraska said, with a nod of understanding, after a moment’s puzzled cogitation. “That’s what you mean! Why, yes, Monk, that does sometimes happen! But,” he earnestly continued, “it’s got no right to happen! You ought not to let it happen! If it happens it’s your own fault!”


  “L-l-let! Fault! How do you mean, Bras?”


  “Why,” Nebraska said patiently, but with just a shade of resignation, “I mean it won’t happen to you if you’re careful.”


  “C-c-careful? How do you mean careful, Bras?”


  “Why, Monk,” Nebraska now spoke with a gruff, though kind, impatience, “I mean if you’re careful not to let yourself be killed! Look at my old man, now!” he proceeded with triumphant logic—“Here he’s been killin’ people in one way or ’nother goin’ on to thirty years now—leastways way before both you an’ me was born! An’ he’s never been killed his-self one time!” he triumphantly concluded. “And why? Why, Monk, because my old man always took good care to kill the other feller before the other feller could kill him. As long as you do that, you’ll be all right.”


  “Y-y-yes, Bras. But if you g-g-get yourself in trouble?”


  “Trouble?” said Nebraska, staring blankly. “Why what trouble is there to get into? If you kill the other feller before he kills you, he’s the one who gets in trouble. You’re all right; I thought anyone could see that much!”


  “Y-y-yes, Bras. I do see that. But I was thinking about getting arrested ... and being locked up ... and having to go to jail—that kind of trouble.”


  “Oh, that kind of trouble!” Nebraska said a little blankly, and considered the question for a moment. “Well, Monk, if you get arrested, you get arrested—and that’s all there is to that! Why, pshaw, boy—anyone can get arrested; that’s likely to happen to anybody. My old man’s been arrestin’ people all his life. I reckon he wouldn’t have any notion how many people he’s arrested and locked up! ... Why yes, and he’s even been arrested and locked up a few times himself, but he never let that bother him a bit.”


  “F-f-for what, Bras? What did he get arrested for?”


  “Oh—for killin’ people, an’ doin’ things like that! You know how it is, Monk. Sometimes the relatives or neighbors, or the wives and children of people that he killed would raise a rumpus—say he didn’t have no right to kill ’em—some such stuff as that! But it always come out all right—it always does!” cried Nebraska earnestly. “And why? Why because, like the old man says, this is America, an’ we’re a free country—an’ if someone gets in your way an’ bothers you, you have to kill him—an’ that’s all there is to it! ... If you have to go to court an’ stand trial, you go to court an’ stand trial. Of course, it’s a lot of trouble an’ takes up your time—but then the jury lets you off, an’ that’s all there is to it! ... I know my old man always says that this is the only country in the world where the poor man has a chance! In Europe he wouldn’t have the chance a snowball has in hell! And why? Why because, as my old man says, in Europe the laws are all made for the rich, a poor man never can get justice there—what justice there is is all for the kings an’ dukes an’ lords an’ ladies, an’ such people as that. But a poor man—why, Monk,” Nebraska said impressively, “if a poor man in Europe went an’ killed a man, almost anything might happen to him—that’s just how rotten an’ corrupt the whole thing is over there. You ask my old man about it sometime! He’ll tell you! ... But, pshaw, boy!” he now continued, with a resumption of his former friendly and good-humored casualness, “you got nothing in the world to worry about! If any of that West Side gang comes back an’ tries to bother you, you let me know, and I’ll take care of ’em! If we’ve got to kill someone, we’ll have to kill someone—but you oughtn’t even to let it worry you! ... And now, so long, Monk! You let me know if anything turns up and I’ll take care of it!”


  “Th-thanks, Bras! I sure appreciate ...”


  “Pshaw, boy! Forget about it! We got to stick together on our side of town. We’re neighbors! You’d do the same for me, I knew that!”


  “Y-yes, I would, Bras. Well, good-bye.”


  “Good-bye, Monk. I’ll be seein’ you ’fore long.”


  And quiet, steady, unperturbed, moving along at even steps, his calm, brave face and Indian eyes fixed forward, his baseball bat held firmly on his shoulder, the Cherokee boy moved off, turned right into his alley, and was lost from sight.


  Nebraska Crane was the best boy in the town, but Sid Purtle was poor white trash and a mountain grill. If Sid Purtle had been any good, his people never would have named him Sid. George Webber’s uncle had said that they were nothing but mountain grills no matter if they did live out upon Montgomery Avenue on the West Side of town; that’s all that they had been to start with, that’s what he called them, and that’s what they were, all right. Sid! That was a fine name, now! A rotten, dirty, sneering, treacherous, snot-nosed, blear-eyed, bitch of a name! Other rotten sneering names were Guy, Clarence, Roy, Harry, Victor, Carl, and Floyd.


  Boys who had these names were never any good—a thin-lipped, sneer-mouthed, freckled, blear-eyed set of hair-faced louts, who had unpleasant knuckly hands, and a dry, evil, juiceless kind of skin. There was always something jeering, ugly, unwholesome, smug, complacent, and triumphant about these people. Without knowing why, he always wanted to smash them in the face, and not only hated everything about them, but he hated the “very ground they walked on,” the houses they lived in, the streets on which they lived, the part of town they came from, together with their fathers, mothers, sisters, brothers, cousins, aunts, and close companions.


  He felt that they were not only foully different from the people that he liked in all the qualities that make for warmth, joy, happiness, affection, friendship, and the green-gold magic of enchanted weather—he felt there was also in them a physical difference, so foul and hateful that they might be creatures of another species. In blood, bone, brains, white-haired, juiceless-looking flesh, in sinew, joint, and tissue, in the very spittle of their mouths—which would be a vilely ropy, glutinously murky stuff of the very quality of their blear eyes and their sneering lips—as well as in all the delicate combining nerves, veins, jellies, cements, and fibrous webs that go to knit that marvelous tenement, that whole integument of life that is a human body, these people whose very names he hated would be found to be made of a vile, base, incalculably evil stuff. It was a substance that was as different from the glorious stuff of which the people that he liked were made as a foul excrement of fecal matter from the health and relish of sound, wholesome, life-begetting food. It was a substance not only of the mind and spirit but of the very texture of the body, so that it seemed they had been begot from acid and envenomed loins, and nurtured all their lives on nameless and abominable rations. He could not have eaten of the food their mothers cooked for them without choking and retching at each mouthful, feeling that he was swallowing some filth or foulness with every bite he took.


  And yet, they seemed to score an evil and unfathomable triumph everywhere he met them. It was a triumph of death over life; of sneering mockery and ridicule over gaiety, warmth, and friendly ease; of wretchedness, pain, and misery over all the powerful music of joy; of the bad, sterile, and envenomed life over the good life of hope, happiness, and the glorious belief and certitude of love.


  They were the dwellers in accursed streets, the very bricks of which you hated so you had to fight your way along each grim step of the hated pavement. They were the walkers underneath accursed skies, who evilly rejoiced in the broad, wet, wintry lights of waning March, and in all the cruel, houseless, hopeless, viscous, soul-engulfing lights and weathers of misery, weariness, and desolation.


  They were the people that you never met in all the green-gold magic of enchanted weather. They were the accursed race who never came to you in places where strong joy was—in sorceries of gladed green by broken, rock-cold waters starred by the poignant and intolerable enchantments of the dandelions. No! They were the bathers in the humid, shadeless waters where the soul sank down. They came to no encircled pools of greenery; the brave shout was not in them, and they sang no songs.


  In a thousand barren and desolate places, a thousand lights and weathers of the soul’s grey horror, in the brutal, weary heat of August in raw concrete places, or across rude paths of gluey clay beneath the desolate wintry reds of waning Sunday afternoons in March, they moved forever with the triumphant immunity of their evil lives. They breathed without weariness, agony, or despair of soul an accursed air from which your own life recoiled with a shuddering revulsion; they sneered at you forever while you drowned.


  They were the vultures of the world, who swoop forever over stricken fields, and, with an evil and unfailing prescience of woe, they always come upon you at your life’s worst hour. If your bowels were wretched, queasy, sick, and diarrheic; if your limbs were feverish, feeble, watery, and sick; your skin, dry, loose, and itchy; your stomach retching with disgusting nausea, your eyes running, your nose leaking snottily, and your guts stuffed full of the thick, grey, viscous misery of a cold—then, certain as death and daylight they would be there, gloating on your wretchedness with the evil and triumphant superiority of their sneering faces.


  Similarly, if the grey and humid skies of desolation pressed down upon your spirit; if the broad, wet lights of shame were eating nakedly into your unhoused, unwalled, unprotected flesh; if the nameless and intolerable fear—huge, soft, grey, and shapeless—was pressing at you from the immense and planetary vacancy of timeless skies; if grey horror drowned you, and every sinew, power, exultant strength and soaring music of your life, together with the powerful, delicate, and uncountable fabric of the nerves lay snarled, palsied, and unedged, leaving you stricken, wrecked, impotent, and shuddering in the hideous shipwreck of your energies: then they, they—Sid, Carl, Guy, Harry, Floyd, Clarence, Victor, Roy, that damned, vile, sneering horde of evil-loving, pain-devouring, life-destroying names—would be there certain as a curse, to dip their dripping beaks into your heart, to feed triumphant on your sorrow while you strangled like a mad dog in your wretchedness, and died!


  And oh! to die so, drown so, choke and strangle, bleed so wretchedly to death—and die! die! die! in horror and in misery, untended and unfriended by these ghouls of death! Oh, death could be triumphant—death in battle, death in love, death in friendship and in peril, could be glorious if it were proud death, gaunt death, lean, lonely, tender, loving, and heroic death, who bent to touch his chosen son with mercy, love, and pity, and put the seal of honor on him when he died!


  Yes, death could be triumphant! Death could come sublimely if it came when the great people of the living names were with you. Heroic fellowship of friendship, joy, and love, their names were John, George, William, Oliver, and Jack; their names were Henry, Richard, Thomas, James, and Hugh; their names were Edward, Joseph, Andrew, Emerson, and Mark! Their names were George Josiah Webber and Nebraska Crane!


  The proud, plain music of their names itself was anthem for their glorious lives, and spoke triumphantly to him of the warmth, the joy, the certitude and faith of that heroic brotherhood. It spoke to him of great deeds done and mighty works accomplished, of glorious death in battle, and a triumph over death himself if only they were there to see him greet him when he came. Then might he say to them, with an exultant cry: “Oh brothers, friends, and comrades, dear rivals with me in the fellowship of glorious deeds, how dearly I have loved my life with you! How I have been your friendly rival and your equal in all things! How proudly and sublimely have I lived!—Now see how proudly and sublimely I can die!”


  To die so, in this fellowship of life, would be glory, joy, and triumphant death for any man! But to die wretchedly and miserably, unfed, famished, unassuaged; to die with queasy guts and running bowels, a dry skin, feeble limbs, a nauseous and constricted heart; to die with rheumy eyes, and reddened, running nostrils; to die defeated, hopeless, unfulfilled, your talents wasted, your powers misused, unstruck, palsied, come to naught—the thought of it was not to be endured, and he swore that death itself would die before he came to it.


  To die there like a dull, defeated slave in that ghoulish death-triumphant audience of Sid, Roy, Harry, Victor, Carl, and Guy!—to die defeated with those sneering visages of scornmaker’s pride upon you, yielding to that obscene company of death-in-life its foul, final victory—oh, it was intolerable, intolerable! Horror and hatred gripped him when he thought of it, and he swore that he would make his life prevail, beat them with the weapons of certitude, nail their grisly hides upon the wall with the shining and incontrovertible nails of joy and magic, make their sneering mouths eat crow, and put the victorious foot of life upon the proud, bowed neck of scorn and misery forever.


  Nebraska Crane was a fellow that he liked. That was a queer name, sure enough, but there was also something good about it. It was a square, thick, muscular, brawny, browned and freckled, wholesome kind of name, plain as an old shoe and afraid of nothing, and yet it had some strangeness in it, too. And that was the kind of boy Nebraska Crane was.


  Nebraska’s father had been a policeman, was now a captain on the force; he came from back in Zebulon County; he had some Cherokee in him. Mr. Crane knew everything; there was nothing that he could not do. If the sun came out the fourteenth day of March, he could tell you what it meant, and whether the sun would shine in April. If it rained or snowed or hailed or stormed three weeks before Easter, he could prophesy the weather Easter Sunday. He could look at the sky and tell you what was coming; if an early frost was on its way to kill the peach trees, he could tell you it was on its way and when it would arrive; there was no storm, no sudden shift in weather that he could not “feel in his bones” before it came. He had a thousand signs and symptoms for foretelling things like these—the look of the moon or the look of a cloud, the feel of the air or the direction of the wind, the appearance of the earliest bird, the half-appearance of the first blade of grass. He could feel storm coming, and could smell the thunder. It all amounted to a kind of great sixth sense out of nature, an almost supernatural intuition. In addition to—or as a consequence of—all these things, Mr. Crane raised the finest vegetables of anyone in town—the largest, perfectest tomatoes, the biggest potatoes, the finest peas and greens and onions, the most luscious strawberries, the most beautiful flowers.


  He was, as may be seen, a figure of some importance in the community, not only as a captain of police, but as a sort of local prophet. The newspaper was constantly interviewing him about all kinds of things—changes in weather, prospects for a cold Winter, a hot Summer, or a killing frost, a state of drought, or an excess of rain. He always had an answer ready, and he rarely failed.


  Finally—and this, of course, made his person memorably heroic to the boys—he had at one time in his life been a professional wrestler (a good one too; at one time, it was said, “the champion of the South”), and although he was now approaching fifty, he occasionally consented to appear in local contests, and give an exhibition of his prowess. There had been one thrilling Winter, just a year or two before, when Mr. Crane, during the course of a season, had met a whole series of sinister antagonists—Masked Marvels, Hidden Menaces, Terrible Turks, Mighty Swedes, Demon Dummies, and all the rest of them.


  George Webber remembered all of them; Nebraska had always taken him on passes which his father gave him. The thought of the very approach of these evenings was enough to put the younger boy into a fever of anticipation, a frenzy of apprehension, an agonized unrest. He could not understand how Mr. Crane or Nebraska could face one of these occasions, with all of its terrible moments of conflict, victory or defeat, injury or mutilation, broken bones or fractured ligaments, with no more perturbation than they would show when sitting down to eat their evening meal.


  And yet it was true! These people—son and father both—seemed to have come straight from the heart of immutable and unperturbed nature. Warmth they had, staunch friendliness, and the capacity for savage passion, ruthless murder. But they had no more terror than a mountain. Nerve they had, steel nerve; but as for the cold anguish of the aching and constricted pulse, the dry, hard ache and tightness of the throat, the hollow numbness of the stomach pit, the dizzy lightness of the head, the feeling of an unreal buoyancy before the moment of attack—they seemed to know no more about these things than if they had been made of oak!


  Time after time on days when Mr. Crane was due to wrestle at the City Auditorium, the boy had watched him pass the house. Time after time he had searched the policeman’s square-cut face for signs of anguish or tension to see if the strange, hard features showed any sign of strain, if the square, hard jaw was grimly clenched, the hard eyes worried, if there were any signs of fear, disorder, apprehension in his step, his look, his tone, his movement, or his greeting. There was none. The policeman never varied by a jot. A powerful, somewhat shambling figure of a man, a little under six feet tall, with a thick neck, coarsely seamed and weathered with deep scorings, long arms, big hands, gorillalike shoulders, and a kind of shambling walk, a little baggy at the knees—a figure of an immense but rather worn power—he passed by in his somewhat slouchy uniform, seamed down the trouser-legs with stripes of gold, turned in at his house and mounted the front porch steps, with no more excitement than he would show on any other day of the week. And yet the male population of the whole town would be buzzing with excited speculation on the outcome of the match, and the hearts of boys would thud with apprehensive expectation at the very thought of it.


  Later on, when dark had come, a half hour or so before the time scheduled for the match, Mr. Crane would leave his house, bearing underneath his arm a bundle wrapped up in a newspaper, which contained his old wrestling trunks and shoes; and with the same deliberate, even, bag-kneed stride, turn his steps in the direction of the town and the City Auditorium—and, Great God! his approaching and now terribly imminent encounter with the Bone-Crushing Swede, the Masked Marvel, or the Strangler Turk!


  A few minutes later Nebraska would come by Monk’s house and whistle piercingly; the Webber boy would rush out of the house and down the steps still gulping scalding coffee down his aching throat—and then the two of them would be off on their way to town!


  What nights they were—the nights of smoke-smell, stillness, and the far-off barking of a dog, a fire of oak leaves at the corner, and the leaping fire-dance of the boys around it—great nights of the approaching contest of the wrestlers, the nights of frost and menace, joy and terror—and October!


  Oh, how each step of the way to town was pounded out beneath the rhythm of the pounding heart! How tight the throat, how dry the mouth and lips! How could Nebraska walk on so steadily, and look so cool! Arrived before the Auditorium, and the press of people, the calcium glare of hard white lights, the excited babble of the voices. Then the inside, seats down front in the big, draughty, thrilling-looking place, the great curtain with “Asbestos” written on it, horseplay and loud-mouthed banter in the crowd, the shouts of raucous boys, catcalls at length, foot-stamping, imperative hand-clapping, the bare and thrilling anatomy of the roped-in square. At last the handlers, timekeepers, and referees; and last of all—the principals!


  Oh, the thrill of it! The anguish and the joy of it—the terror and the threat of it—the dry-skinned, hot-eyed, fever-pounding pulse of it, the nerve-tight, bursting agony of it! In God’s name, how could flesh endure it! And yet—there they were, the fatal, fated, soon-to-be-at-bitter-arm’s-length two of them—and Mr. Crane as loose as ashes, as cold as a potato, patient as a dray-horse, and as excited as a bale of hay!


  But in the other corner—hah, now! hisses, jeers, and catcalls for the likes of you!—the Masked Marvel sits and waits, in all the menaceful address and threat of villainous disguisement. Over his bullet head and squat gorilla-neck a kind of sinister sack of coarse black cloth has been pulled and laced and tied! It is a horrible black mask with baleful eye-slits through which the beady little eyes seem to glitter as hard and wicked as a rattlesnake’s; the imprint of his flat and brutal features shows behind it, and yet all so weirdly, ominously concealed that he looks more like a hangman than anything else. He looks like some black-masked and evil-hooded thing that does the grim and secret bidding of the Inquisition or the Medici; he looks like him who came in darkness to the Tower for the two young princes; he looks like the Klu [Ku] Klux Klan; he looks like Jack Ketch with a hood on; he looks like the guillotine where Sidney Carton was the twenty-third; he looks like the Red Death, Robespierre, and The Terror!


  As he sits there, bent forward brutishly, his thick, short fingers haired upon the back, an old bathrobe thrown round his brutal shoulders, the crowd hoots him, and the small boys jeer! And yet there is alarmed apprehension in their very hoots and jeers, uneasy whisperings and speculations:


  “Good God!” one man is saying in an awed and lowered tone, “look at that neck on him—it’s like a bull!”


  “For God’s sake, take a look at those shoulders!” says another, “look at his arms! His wrists are thick as most men’s legs! Look at those arms, Dick; they could choke a bear!”


  Or, an awed whisper: “Damn! It looks as if John Crane is in for it!”


  All eyes now turn uneasily to Mr. Crane. He sits there in his corner quietly, and a kind of old, worn, patient look is on him. He blinks and squints unconcernedly into the hard glare of the light above the ring, he rubs his big hand reflectively over the bald top of his head, scratches the side of his coarse, seamed neck. Someone shouts a greeting to him from the audience: he looks around with an air of slight surprise, surveys the crowd with eyes as calm and hard as agate, locates the person who has called to him, waves in brief greeting, then leans forward patiently on his knees again.


  The referee crawls through the ropes upon the mat, converses learnedly across the ropes but too intimately for hearing with Dr. Ned Revere, compares notes with him, looks very wise and serious, at length calls the two gladiators, attended by their handlers, bucket carriers, towel swingers, seconds, and sponge throwers, to the center of the mat, admonishes them most earnestly, sends them to their corners—and the bout begins.


  The two men go back to their corners, throw their battered bathrobes off their shoulders, limber up a time or two against the ropes, a bell clangs, they turn and face each other and come out.


  They come out slowly, arms bear-wise, half extended, the paws outward, circling, crouching, crafty as two cats. Mr. Crane in wrestler’s garb is even looser and more shambling than in uniform; everything about him sags a little, seems to slope downward with a kind of worn, immensely patient, slightly weary power. The big shoulders slope, the great chest muscles sag and slope, the legs sag at the knees, the old full-length wrestler’s trunks are wrinkled and also sag a little; there are big, worn knee-pads for the work down on the mat, and they also have a worn and baggy, kangaroolike look.


  Mr. Crane shuffles cautiously about, but the Masked Marvel shifts and circles rapidly; he prances back and forth upon his bulging legs that seem to be made of rubber; he crouches and looks deadly, he feints and leaps in for a hold, which Mr. Crane evades with a shuffling ease. The crowd cheers wildly! The Masked Marvel dives and misses, falls sprawling. Mr. Crane falls on him, gets a hammerlock; the Masked Marvel bridges with his stocky body, squirms out of it, locks Mr. Crane’s thick neck with vicelike power; the big policeman flings his body backward, gets out of it, is thrown to the corner of the ring. The two men come to grips again—the house is mad!


  Oh, the thrill of it! The fear and menace of it, the fierce, pulse-pounding joy and terror of it! The two-hour-long grunting, panting, sweating, wheezing, groaning length of it! The exultant jubilation of it when Mr. Crane came out on top; the dull, dead, hopeless misery when Mr. Crane was on the bottom! And above all the inhuman mystery, secrecy, and the sinister disguisement of it all!


  What did it matter that the Terrible Turk was really just a muscular Assyrian from New Bedford, Massachusetts? What did it matter if the Demon Dummy was really a young helper in the roundhouse of the Southern Railway Company? What did it matter if all this sinister array of Bone-Crushing Swedes, Horrible Huns, Desperate Dagoes, and Gorilla Gobs were for the most part derived from the ranks of able-bodied plasterers from Knoxville, Tennessee, robust bakers from Hoboken, ex-house-painters from Hamtramck, Michigan, and retired cow-hands from Wyoming? Finally, what did it matter that this baleful-eyed executioner of a Masked Marvel was really only the young Greek who worked behind the counter at the Bijou Café for Ladies and Gents down by the railway depot? What did it matter that this fact was proved one night when the terrible black hood was torn off? It was a shock, of course, to realize that the Bone-Crushing Menace, the very sight of whom struck stark terror to the heart, was just a rather harmless and good-natured Greek who cooked hamburger sandwiches for railway hands. But when all was said and done, the thrill, the threat, the danger were the same!


  To a boy of twelve they were mysteries, they were Marvels, they were Menaces and Terrors—and the man who dared to meet them was a hero. The man who met them without a flicker of the eye was a man of steel. The man who shambled out and came to grips with them—and heaved and tugged, escaped their toils, or grunted in their clutches for two hours—that man was a man of oak, afraid of nothing, and as enduring as a mountain. That man did not know what fear was—and his son was like him in all ways, and the best and bravest boy in town!


  Nebraska Crane and his family were recent-comers to this part of town. Formerly, he had lived out in “the Doubleday Section”; perhaps this was one reason why he had no fear.


  Doubleday was a part of the town where fellows named Reese and Dock and Ira lived. These were ugly names; the fellows carried knives in their pockets, had deadly, skull-smashing fights with rocks, and grew up to be hoboes, pool-room loafers, pimps and bullies living off a whore. They were big, loutish, hulking bruisers with bleared features, a loose, blurred smile, and yellowed fingers in which they constantly held the moist fag-end of a cigarette, putting it to their lips from time to time to draw in on it deeply with a hard, twisted mouth and lidded eyes, a general air of hardened and unclean debauchery as they flipped the cigarette away into the gutter. Then they would let the smoke trickle slowly, moistly from their nostrils—as if the great spongy bellows of the lungs was now stained humidly with its yellow taint—and then speak out of the sides of their mouths in hard, low, knowing tones of bored sophistication to their impressed companions.


  These were the fellows who grew up and wore cheap-looking, flashy clothes, bright yellow, box-toed shoes, and loud-striped shirts, suggesting somehow an unwholesome blending of gaudy finery and bodily filth. At night and on Sunday afternoons, they hung around the corners of disreputable back streets, prowled furtively about in the dead hours of the night past all the cheap clothing stores, pawn shops, greasy little white-and-negro lunchrooms (with a partition down the middle), the pool rooms, the dingy little whore-hotels—the adepts of South Main Street, the denizens of the whole, grimy, furtive underworld of a small town’s nighttime life.


  They were the bruisers, brawlers, cutters, slashers, stabbers, shooters of a small town’s life; they were the pool room thugs, the runners of blind tigers, the brothel guardians, the kept and pampered bullies of the whores. They were the tough town drivers with the thick red necks and leather leggins, and on Sunday, after a week of brawls, dives, stews, the stale, foul air of nighttime evil in the furtive places, they could be seen racing along the river road, out for a bawdy picnic with their whore. On Sunday afternoon they would drive along as brazen as you please beside the sensual, warm, and entrail-stirring smell, the fresh, half-rotten taint and slowness of the little river, that got in your bowels, heavy, numb, and secret, with a rending lust each time you smelled it. Then they would stop at length beside the road, get out, and take their woman up the hill into the bushes for an afternoon of dalliance underneath the laurel leaves, embedded in the thick green secrecies of a Southern growth that was itself as spermy, humid, hairy with desire, as the white flesh and heavy carnal nakedness of the whore.


  These were the boys from Doubleday—the boys named Reese and Dock and Ira—the worst boys in the school. They were always older than the other boys, stayed in the same class several years, never passed their work, grinned with a loutish, jeering grin whenever the teachers upbraided them for indolence, stayed out for days at a time and were finally brought in by the truant officer, got into fist fights with the principal when he tried to whip them, and sometimes hit him in the eye, and at length were given up in despair, kicked out in disgrace when they were big brutes of sixteen or seventeen years, having never got beyond the fourth grade.


  These were the boys who taught the foul words to the little boys, told about going to the whore houses, jeered at those who had not gone and said you could not call yourself a man until you had gone and “got yourself a little.” Further, Reese McMurdie, who was sixteen, as big and strong as a man, and the worst boy in the school, said you couldn’t call yourself a man until you’d caught a dose. He said he’d had his first one when he was fourteen years old, boasted that he’d had it several times since then, and said it was no worse than a bad cold. Reese McMurdie had a scar that turned your flesh sick when you looked at it; it ran the whole way from the right-hand corner of his mouth to the corner of his ear. He had got it in a knife-fight with another boy.


  Ira Dingley was almost as bad as Reese. He was fifteen, not so big and heavy as the other boy, but built as solid as a bullock. He had a red, small, brutal kind of face, packed with energy and evil, and one little red eye that went glowering malignantly and truculently around at the whole world. He was blind in his other eye and wore a black shade over it.


  One time, when there had been the great, jubilant shout of “Fight! Fight!” from the playing field at recess, and the boys had come running from all directions, Monk Webber had seen Ira Dingley and Reese McMurdie facing each other in the circle, edging closer truculently with fists clenched, until someone behind Reese had given him a hard shove that sent him hurtling into Ira. Ira was sent flying back into the crowd, but when he came out again, he came out slowly, crouched, his little red eye fixed and mad with hate, and this time he had the knife-blade open, naked, ready in his hand.


  Reese, who had been smiling after he was pushed, with a foul, loose smile of jeering innocence, now smiled no more. He edged cautiously away and back as Ira came on, his hard eyes fixed upon his enemy, his thick hand fumbling in his trousers for the knife. And while he fumbled for his knife, he edged back slowly, talking with a sudden, quiet, murderous intensity that froze the heart:


  “All right, you son-of-a-bitch!” he said, “Wait till I git my knife out!” Suddenly, the knife was out and open; it was an evil six-inch blade that opened on a spring. “If that’s what you want, I’ll cut your God-damned head off!”


  And now all of the boys in the crowd were stunned, frightened, hypnotized by the murderous fascination of those two shining blades from which they could not take their eyes, and by the sight of the two boys, their faces white, contorted, mad with fear, despair, and hate, as they circled continuously around. The strong terror of their heavy breathing filled the air with menace, and communicated to the hearts of all the boys such a sense of horror, fascination, and frozen disbelief that they were unwilling to continue, afraid to intervene, and yet unable to move or wrench themselves away from the sudden, fatal, and murderous reality of the fight.


  Then as the two boys came close together, Nebraska Crane suddenly stepped in, thrust them apart with a powerful movement, and at the same time said with a good-natured laugh, and in a rough, friendly, utterly natural tone of voice that instantly conquered everyone, restored all the boys to their senses and brought breath and strength back to the light of day again:


  “You boys cut it out,” he said. “If you want to fight, fight fair with your fists.”


  “What’s it to you?” said Reese menacingly, edging in again with his knife held ready in his hand. “What right you got to come buttin’ in? Who told you it was any business of yours?” All the time he kept edging closer with his knife held ready.


  “No one told me,” said Nebraska, in a voice that had lost all of its good nature and that was now as hard and unyielding in its quality as his tar-black eyes, which he held fixed, steady as a rifle, as his foe came on. “Do you want to make anything out of it?” he said.


  Reese looked back at him for a moment, then his eyes shifted, and he sidled off and half withdrew, still waiting, unwilling to depart, muttering threats. In a moment the boys broke up in groups, dispersed, the enemies sidled uneasily away, each with his partisans, and the threatened fight was over. Nebraska Crane was the bravest boy in school. He was afraid of nothing.


  Ira, Dock, and Reese! These were savage, foul, and bloody names, and yet there was a menaceful wild promise in them, too. World of the “mountain grills,” the poor whites, the nameless, buried, hopeless atoms of the wilderness, their lives yet had a lawless, sinful freedom of their own. Their names evoked the wretched, scabrous world of slum-town rickets whence they came; a painful, haunting, anguished memory of the half-familiar, never-to-be-forgotten, white-trash universe of Stumptown, Pigtail Alley, Doubleday, Depot Street, and that foul shamble of a settlement called, for God knows what ironic reason, Strawberry Hill—that sprawled its labyrinthine confusion of unpaved, unnamed, miry streets and alleys and rickety shacks and houses along the scarred, clay-barren flanks of the hills that sloped down towards the railway district in the western part of town.


  It was a place that Monk had seen only a few times in his whole life, but that always, then and forever, as long as he lived, would haunt him with the horrible strangeness and familiarity of a nightmare. For although that world of rickets was a part of his home town, it was a part so unfamiliar to all the life he knew the best that when he saw it first, he came upon it with a sense of grotesque discovery, and after he had gone from it he could hardly believe that it was there, and would think of it years later with a sense of pain and anguish, saying:


  “Here is the town, and here the streets, and here the people—and all, save that, familiar as my father’s face; all, save that, so near that we could touch it with our hand. All of it was ours in its remotest patterns—all save that, save that! How could we have lived there with it and beside it, and have known it so little? Was it really there?”


  Yes, it was there—strangely, horribly there, never-to-be-forgotten, never wholly to be remembered or believed, haunting the soul forever with the foul naturalness of a loathsome dream. It was there, immutably, unbelievably there, and what was most strange and terrible about it was that he recognized it instantly—that world of Ira, Dock, and Reese—the first time that he saw it as a child; and even as his heart and bowels sickened with their nauseous disbelief of recognition, he knew it, lived it, breathed it utterly to the last remotest degradation of its horror.


  And for that reason he hated it. For that reason, nausea, fear, disgust, and horror overwhelmed the natural sense of pity which that wretched life evoked. It haunted him the moment that he saw it with a sense of buried memory, loathsome rediscovery; and it seemed to him that, so far from being different from these people, he was of them, body and brain and blood to the last atom of his life, and had escaped from them only by some unwarranted miracle of chance, some hideous insecurity of fortune that might return him into the brutish filth and misery and ignorance and hopelessness of that lost world with the same crude fickleness by which he had escaped.


  No birds sang in that barren world. Beneath its skies of weary desolation the cry of all-exultant joy, the powerful, swelling anthem of youth, certitude, and victory burst from no man’s heart, rose with a wild and uncontrollable shout from no man’s throat. In Summer the heat beat down upon that baked and barren hill, upon the wretched streets, and on all the dusty, shadeless roads and alleys of the slum, and there was no pity in the merciless revelations of the sun. It shone with a huge and brutal impassivity upon the hard red dirt and dust, on shack and hut and rotting tenement.


  It shone with the same impartial cruelty on mangy, scabby, nameless dogs, and on a thousand mangy, scabby nameless little children—hideous little scarecrows with tow hair, their skinny little bodies unrecognizably scurfed with filth and scarred with running sores, staring at one forever with gaunt, empty eyes as they grubbed in the baked, dusty, beaten, grassless dirt before some dreary shack, or scrabbled wretchedly about, eaten by swarming flies, in the sun-stench of a little lean-to porch, the very planks of which were as dry, hard, baked, and wretched-looking as the beaten earth in which they merged.


  And the sun shone also on the slattern women of the district, revealing them in all their foul unloveliness, their loathsome and inexplicable fecundities—the Lonies, Lizzies, Lotties, Lenas of the district, the Sals, the Molls, the Millies and Bernices—as well as on all their wretched little progeny of Iras, Docks, and Reeses, their Asas, Jeters, Greeleys, Zebs, and Roys. They stood there at the edge of a ramshackle porch, tall and gaunt and slatternly, while their grimy little tow-haired brats scrabbled wretchedly around the edges of their filthy, lop-edged skirts. They stood there, those foul, unlovely women, with their gaunt, staring faces, sunken eyes, toothless jaws, and corrupt, discolored mouths, rilled at the edges with a thin brown line of snuff.


  They stood there like some hopeless, loveless, wretched drudge of nature, bearing about them constantly the unbroken progressions of their loathsome fertility. In their arms they held their latest, youngest, wretched little child, swaddled in filthy rags, and staring forth at one with its blue, drowned eyes, its peaked and grimy little face, its nostrils and its upper lip gummed thickly with two ropes of snot. And in their pregnant bellies, which they proposed from their gaunt, unlovely figures like some dropsical ripeness foully fructifying in the sun, they carried the last and most revolting evidence of the germinal sequence of maternity, which thus was odiously revealed in every stage of its disgusting continuity—from sagging breast to swollen womb and thence to the grimy litter of their filth-bespattered brats that crawled and scrabbled round their foul skirts on the porch. The idiot proliferations of blind nature which these wretched rakes and hags and harridans of women so nakedly and brutally revealed as they stood there stupidly proposing their foul, swollen bellies in the merciless and shameful light of the hot sun filled Monk with such a feeling of choking and wordless fury, loathing, and disgust that every natural emotion of pity and sorrow was drowned out below the powerful flood tide of revulsion, and his antagonism to the women and their wretched children was scarcely to be distinguished from blind hatred.


  For pity, more than any other feeling, is a “learned” emotion; a child will have it least of all. Pity comes from the infinite accumulations of man’s memory, from the anguish, pain, and suffering of life, from the full deposit of experience, from the forgotten faces, the lost men, and from the million strange and haunting visages of time. Pity comes upon the nick of time and stabs us like a knife. Its face is thin and dark and burning, and it has come before we know it, gone before we can grasp or capture it; it leaves a shrewd, deep wound, but a bitter, subtle one, and it always comes most keenly from a little thing.


  It comes without a herald or a cause we can determine at some moment of our lives when we are far and lost from all the scenes that pity comes from; and how, why, where it comes we cannot say. But suddenly in the city—in the great and million-footed city—pity comes to us at evening when the dust and fury of another city day is over, and we lean upon the sills of evening in an ancient life. Then pity comes to us; we will remember children’s voices of long ago, the free, full shout of sudden, gleeful laughter from a child that we once knew, full of exulting innocence, the songs that we sang on Summer porches long ago, a note of pride in our mother’s voice and her grave, worn eyes of innocence as she boasted of a little thing, the simple words that a woman we once loved had said in some forgotten moment when she left us for another day.


  Then pity is there, is there at once with its dark face and sudden knife, to stab us with an anguish that we cannot utter, to rend us with its agony of intolerable and wordless regret, to haunt us with the briefness of our days, and to tear our hearts with anguish and wild sorrow. And for what? For what? For all we want that never may be captured, for all we thirst for that never may be found. For love that must grow old and be forever dying, for all the bone, brain, passion, marrow, sinew of our lives, our hearts, our youth, that must grow old and bowed and barren, wearied out!


  And oh! for beauty, that wild, strange song of magic, aching beauty, the intolerable, unutterable, ungraspable glory, power, and beauty of this world, this earth, this life, that is, and is everywhere around us, that we have seen and known at ten thousand moments of our lives, that has broken our hearts, maddened our brains, and torn the sinews of our lives asunder as we have lashed and driven savagely down the kaleidoscopic fury of the years in quest of it, unresting in our frenzied hope that some day we shall find it, hold it, fix it, make it ours forever—and that now haunts us strangely, sorrowfully, with its wild song and aching ecstasy as we lean upon the sills of evening in the city. We feel the sorrow and the hush of evening in the city, the voices, quiet, casual, lonely, of the people, far cries and broken sounds, and smell the sea, the harbor, and the huge, slow breathing of deserted docks, and know that there are ships there! And beauty swells like a wild song in our heart, beauty bursting like a great grape in our throat, beauty aching, rending, wordless, and unutterable, beauty in us, all around us, never to be captured—and we know that we are dying as the river flows! Oh, then will pity come, strange, sudden pity with its shrewd knife and the asp of time to stab us with a thousand wordless, lost, forgotten, little things!


  And how, where, why it came we cannot say, but we feel pity now for all men who have ever lived upon the earth, and it is night, now, night, and the great stars are flashing in the lilac dark, the great stars are flashing on a hundred million men across America, and it is night, now, night, and we are living, hoping, fearing, loving, dying in the darkness, while the great stars shine upon us as they have shone on all men dead and living on this earth, on all men yet unborn, and yet to live who will come after us!


  Yet, when Monk looked at these foul, pregnant hags in slum-town’s gulch and hill and hollow, he could feel no pity, but only loathing, sickness of the flesh, disgust and nameless fear and dread and horror, so overwhelming in their tidal flood that he looked upon the filth and misery of these people with a shuddering revulsion and hated them because of it. For joy, faith, hope, every swelling certitude of glory, love, and triumph youth can know went dead and sick and rotten in that foul place. In the casual, filthy, and incessant littering of these ever-pregnant hags was evident not a love for life, but a contempt and carelessness for it so vile and criminal that it spawned its brood of rickety, scabby, mangy, foredoomed brats as indifferently as a bitch might drop its litter, and with a murderous nonchalance and bestial passivity that made man less than dung and instantly destroyed every proud illusion of the priceless value, dignity, and sanctity of his individual life.


  How had man been begotten? Why, they had got him between brutish snores at some random waking of their lust in the midwatches of the night! They had got him in a dirty corner back behind a door in the hideous unprivacy of these rickety wooden houses, begotten him standing in a fearful secrecy between apprehensive whisperings to make haste, lest some of the children hear! They had got him in some bestial sudden wakening of lust and hunger while turnip greens boiled with their humid fragrance on the stove! He had been begotten in some casual and forgotten moment which they had snatched out of their lives of filth, poverty, weariness, and labor, even as a beast will tear at chunks of meat; begotten in the crude, sudden, straddling gripe of a half-rape on the impulsion of a casual opportunity of lust; begotten instantly as they were flung back rudely on the edge of an untidy bed in the red waning light of some forgotten Saturday when work was done, the week’s wages given, the week’s brief breathing space of rest, repose, and brutal dalliance come! He had been begotten without love, without beauty, tenderness, magic, or any nobleness of spirit, by the idiot, blind hunger of a lust so vile that it knew no loathing for filth, stench, foulness, haggish ugliness, and asked for nothing better than a bag of guts in which to empty out the accumulations of its brutish energies.


  The thought of it was not to be endured, and suddenly the boy cranes his neck, he grips his throat hard with his fingers, he squirms like something caught in a steel trap, a bestial grimace contracts his features—it is like drowning, drowning, not to be endured. The congress of their foul and bloody names—the loathsome company of these Iras, Docks and Reeses, the Jeters, Zebs and Greeleys of these poor-white slums—return to torment memory now with the white sear of horrible and instant recognition. Why? Because these people are the mountain people. These people are the poor-white litter of the hills. These people—Oh! it is intolerable, but true—these people came out of his mother’s world, her life! He hears lost voices in the mountains long ago! They return to him from depths of sourceless memory, from places he has never viewed, from scenes that he has never visited—the whole deposit of inheritance, the lives and voices of lost people in the hills a hundred years ago.


  They were a sharp-distinguished and strong-fibered people of his mother’s stock, a race eccentric, powerful, thoughtful, honest, energetic—much better than this brutish and degraded kind. They were a race that lived upon the mountain slopes and river bottoms of old wild and rugged Zebulon; a kind that mined for mica in the hills, and hewed for tan-bark on the mountains; a kind that lived along a brawling mountain stream, and tilled the good land of the bottoms. It was a kind apart from these, hard-bitten in its pride, and hard-assured in its complacence, scornful in its own superiority, conceited, individual, strongly marked—but kinsman of this kind, as well.


  He hears lost voices of his kinsmen in the mountains one hundred years before—and all as sad, faint, and remote as far-faint voices in a valley, all passing sad as a cloud shadow passing in the wilderness, all lonely, lost, and sad as strange, lost time. All hill-remote and lonely they come to him—the complacent, drawling voices of the death-triumphant Joyners long ago!


  The vision changes, and again he sees the scar and squalor of the white-trash slum, the hill-man’s rickets come to town—and it is night; there is a shrew’s cry from the inner depth and darkness of some nameless house, lit only by the greasy, murky, and uneven light of a single lamp. It comes from scream and shout and curse, from drunken cry and stamping boot, from rancid flesh, fat pork, and rotting cabbage, and from his memory of a foul, sallow slut, gap-toothed, gaunt and shapeless as a pole—who stands there at the border of the rotting porch, her wisp of lank, unwashed hair screwed to a knot upon her head, proposing her pregnant belly for the fourteenth time.


  Drowning! Drowning! Not to be endured! The abominable memory shrivels, shrinks, and withers up his heart in the cold constriction of its fear and loathing. The boy clutches at his throat, cranes with a livid face at the edges of his collar, draws one hand sharply up, and lifts his foot as if he has received a sudden, agonizing blow upon the kidneys. Less than his mother’s stock he knows, far less in sense, mind, will, energy, and character—they yet have come from the same wilderness, the same darkness, the same nature from which his mother’s people came—and their mark is on him, never to be changed—their taint is in him, never to be drawn out. Bone of their bone, blood of their blood, flesh of their flesh, by however various and remote a web, he is of them, they are in him, he is theirs—has seen, known, felt, and has distilled into his blood every wild passion, criminal desire, and rending lust they have known. And the blood of the murdered men, the rivers of blood of the murdered men which has soaked down quietly in the wilderness, which has soaked quietly away with all its million mute and secret tongues into the stern, the beautiful, the unyielding substance of the everlasting earth, is his, has stained his life, his flesh, his spirit, and is on his head as well as theirs!


  And suddenly, like a man who is drowning and feels a rock beneath his feet; like a man lost, dying, freezing, famished, almost spent in the dark and howling desolation of the strange wilderness, who sees a light, comes suddenly upon a place of shelter, warmth, salvation, the boy’s spirit turns and seizes on the image of his father. The image of his father’s life, that image of decent order, gaunt cleanliness and dispatch, the image of warmth, abundance, passionate energy and joy, returns to the boy now with all that is beautiful and right in it, to save him, to heal him instantly, to restore him from the horror and abomination of that memory in which his spirit for a moment drowned.


  And at the moment that he sees the huge salvation of his father’s figure, he also sees his father’s house, his life, the whole world that he has made and shaped with his own single power, his unique color, his one soul. And instantly he sees as well his father’s country, the land from which his father came, the beautiful, rich country which the boy has never seen with his own eyes, but which he has visited ten tousand [thousand] times with his heart, his mind, his spirit, and man’s ancient, buried, and inherited memory, until that country is as much a part of him as if he had been born there. It is the unknown land which all of us have known and have longed to find in youth. It is the undiscovered complement of all that we have seen and known, the lost half of our dark heart, the secret hunger, need, and magic working in our blood; and though we have not seen it, we recognize it instantly as the land we know the minute that we come to it.


  And now, like an image of certitude, peace, joy, security, and abundance to restore his life out of the filth and shambles of that other vision, he sees his father’s land. He sees the great red barns, the tidy houses, the thrift, the comfort, and the loveliness, the velvet pastures, meadows, fields, and orchards, the red-bronze soil, the nobly-swelling earth of southern Pennsylvania. And at the moment that he sees it, his spirit comes out of the brutal wilderness, his heart is whole and sound and full of hope again. There are new lands.


  And at the same moment he sees the image of the brave companionship of Nebraska Crane. What is there to fear? What is there to fear on earth if Nebraska Crane is there? Nebraska stands there in his life like the image of that heroic integrity in life which cannot be touched or conquered, which is outside a man, and to which his own life must be united if he will be saved. So what is there to fear as long as Nebraska Crane—the free, the frank, the friendly, the fierce, the secret, and the unafraid—is there to show him with his life where he can go? What boys who live out on the West Side, for all their manners, customs, looks, and ways, for all their names and cunning stratagems, can he fear, as long as Nebraska Crane is there with him?


  No—though they stood there massed against him in the whole concert of their hateful qualities, all the Sidneys, Roys, Carls, Victors, Guys, and Harrys of the earth—though he had to meet them on their own earth of red waning March and Sunday afternoons, what nameless and accursed horror can quench utterly the fearless light, the dark integrity of that fierce and lonely flame? He could breathe in their poisonous and lifeless air, stand houseless, naked, unprepared beneath their desolate skies—he could yet endure, meet them, beat them, carry the victorious power of his own world in his own life, and make exultant joy, all-conquering certitude, triumphant sense, and lusty love prevail forever above the wretchedness and scornful doubt of their own life-denying lives—if only Nebraska Crane were there to see him do it!


  So the old wild joy of three o’clock has risen in his heart again—wordless, tongueless as a savage cry, with all its passion, pain, and ecstasy—and he sees the world, the East, the West, the lands and cities of the earth in triumph, for Nebraska Crane is there!


  George Webber and Nebraska Crane! The splendid names flash in the sun, soar to the westward, wing together over the roof of the whole world, together back again, are there!


  George Webber! George Josiah and Josiah George! Josiah George Nebraska Webber and Crane George!


  “My name is George Josiah Webber!” cried the boy, and sprang erect.


  “GEORGE JOSIAH WEBBER!”


  The great name flashed then through the shining air; flashed, too, the great name to the flashing of the leaves; all of the maple leaves a-spangle with the proud flash of the great, proud name!


  “GEORGE JOSIAH WEBBER!”


  cried the boy again; and all the gold-proud afternoon was ringing with the sound; flashed, too, the aspen leaves, and flashed the honeysuckle hedge a-tremble; flashed, too, and bent each blade of velvet grass.


  “My name is George Josiah Webber!”


  Flashed the proud name to the brazen pounding of the courthouse bell; flashed, too, and rose and struck upon the ponderous, solemn strokes of three!


  “ONE! ... TWO! ... THREE!”


  And then upon the stroke the black boys came:


  “Hi, Paul! ... Hey, Paul! ... How are you, Paul?” the black boys cried and flashed before him.


  “My name is George Josiah Webber!” cried the boy.


  Solemnly, in perfect line, the black boys wheeled, swept round platoon-wise, faultless in formation, and with spin-humming wheels rode slowly back in lines of eight, squads-righted perfectly, and, halting on their wheels in perfect order, with grave inquiry greeted him:


  “How’s ole Paul today?”


  “My name,” the boy said firmly, “is not Paul! My name is George!”


  “Oh, no, it’s not, Paul!” cried the black boys, grinning amiably. “Yo’ name is Paul!”


  It was a harmless mockery, some unknown and unknowledgeable jest, some secret, playful banter of their nigger soul. God knows what they meant by it. They could not have said themselves what made them call him by this name, but Paul he was to them, and every day at three o’clock, before the markets opened up again, the black boys came and flashed before him—called him “Paul.”


  And he contended stubbornly, would not give in, always insisted that his name was George, and somehow—God knows how!—the unyielding argument filled his heart with warmth, and delighted the black boys, too.


  Each day at three o’clock he knew that they would come and call him “Paul,” each day at three o’clock he waited for them, with warmth, with joy, with longing and affection, with a strange sense of ecstasy and magic, with fear they might not come. But each day at three o’clock, hard on the market’s opening and the booming of the courthouse bell, the black boys came and flashed before him.


  He knew that they would come. He knew they could not fail him. He knew that he delighted them, that they adored the look of him—the long-armed, big-handed, and flat-footed look of him. He knew that all his words and movements—his leaps and springs, his argument and stern insistence on his proper name—gave them an innocent and enormous pleasure. He knew, in short, that there was nothing but warm liking in their banter when they called him “Paul.”


  Each day, therefore, he waited on their coming—and they always came! They could not have failed him, they would have come if all hell had divided them. A little before three o’clock, each day of the week except Sundays, the black boys roused themselves from their siesta in the warm sun round the walls of the City Market, saying:


  “It’s time to go and see ole Paul!”


  They roused themselves out of the pleasant reek of cod-heads rotting in the sun, decaying cabbage leaves and rotten oranges; they roused themselves from drowsy places in the sun, delicious apathy, from the depth and dark of all their African somnolence—and said:


  “We got to go now! Ole Paul is waitin’ for us! Stay with us, footses; we is on ouah way!”


  And what a way it was! Oh, what a splendid, soaring, flashing, wing-like way! They came like streaks of ebon lightning; they came like ravens with a swallow-swoop; they came like shot out of a gun, and like a thunderbolt; they came like demons—but they came!


  He heard them coming from afar, he heard them racing down the street, he heard the furious thrum of all their flashing wheels, and then they flashed before him, they were there! They shot past, eight abreast, bent over, pedaling like black demons; they shot past on their flashing wheels, the fibrous market baskets rattling lightly; and as they flashed before him, they cried “Paul!”


  Then, wheeling solemnly in squadrons, they rode slowly, gravely back, and wheeled and faced him, steady and moveless on their wheels, and said, “Hi, Paul! ... How’s ole Paul today!”


  Then the parade began. They did amazing things, performed astounding evolutions on their wheels; they flashed by in fours, and then by twos; they did squads-right, retreated or advanced in echelon, swooped past in single file like soaring birds, rode like demons soaring in the wind.


  Then madness seized them, and desire for individual excellence, a lust for championship, wild inventiveness, whimsical caprice. They shouted with rich nigger laughter, howled derisory comments at their fellows, strove to outdo one another—to win applause and approbation—all for Paul! They swooped down the street with lightlike swiftness and a bullet speed; they swooped down in terrific spirals, snaking from one side to the other, missing curbs by hair-line fractions of an inch; they shot past, stooping like a cowboy from the saddle, and snatching up their ragged caps as they shot past. They shouted out to one another things like these:


  “Outa my way, ole Liver Lips! I got somethin’ dat I got to show to Paul!”


  “Hey, Paul—look at ole Slewfoot ride dat wheel!”


  “Move ovah deh, M’lasses! Let ole Paul look at someone who can ride!”


  “Get outa my way, Big Niggah, ’fo’ I rides all ovah you! I’m goin’ to show Paul somethin’ dat he nevah saw befo’!—How’s dis one, Paul?”


  And so they soared and swooped and flashed, their rich black voices calling back to him, their warm good voices bubbling with black laughter, crying, “Paul!”


  And then they were off like furies riding for town and the reopening of the markets, and their rich, warm voices howled back to him with affectionate farewell:


  “Good-bye, Paul!”


  “So long, Paul.”


  “We’ll be seein’ you, Paul!”


  “My name,” he shouted after them, “is George Josiah Webber!”


  Flashed and rose the splendid name as proud and shining as the day.


  And answered faintly, warm with pleasant mockery, upon the wind:


  “Yo’ name is Paul! Paul! Paul!”


  And coming faintly, sadly, haunting as a dream:


  “—is Paul! Paul! Paul!”


  [¬]


  3

  TWO WORLDS DISCRETE


  When Aunt Maw spoke, at times the air would be filled with unseen voices, and the boy knew that he was listening to the voices of hundreds of people he had never seen, and knew instantly what those people were like and what their lives had been. Only a word, a phrase, an intonation of that fathomless Joyner voice falling quietly at night with an immense and tranquil loneliness before a dying fire, and the unknown dead were moving all around him, and it seemed to him that now he was about to track the stranger in him down to his last dark dwelling in his blood, explore him to his final secrecy, and make all the thousand strange, unknown lives in him awake and come to life again.


  And yet Aunt Maw’s life, her time, her world, the fathomless intonations of that Joyner voice, spoken quietly, interminably at night, in the room where the coal-fire flared and crumbled, and where slow time was feeding like a vulture at the boy’s heart, could overwhelm his spirit in tides of drowning horror. Just as his father’s life spoke to him of all things wild and new, of exultant prophecies of escape and victory, of triumph, flight, new lands, the golden cities—of all that was magic, strange, and glorious on earth—so did the life of his mother’s people return him instantly to some dark, unfathomed place in nature, to all that was tainted by the slow-smouldering fires of madness in his blood, some ineradicable poison of the blood and soul, brown, thick, and brooding, never to be cured or driven out of him, in which at length he must drown darkly, horribly, unassuaged, unsavable, and mad.


  Aunt Maw’s world came from some lonely sea-depth, some huge abyss and maw of drowning time, which consumed all things it fed upon except itself—consumed them with horror, death, the sense of drowning in a sea of blind, dateless Joyner time. Aunt Maw fed on sorrow with a kind of tranquil joy. In that huge chronicle of the past which her terrific memory wove forever, there were all the lights and weathers of the soul—sunlight, Summer, singing—but there was always sorrow, death and sorrow, the lost, lonely lives of men there in the wilderness. And yet she was not sorrowful herself. She fed on all the loneliness and death of the huge, dark past with a kind of ruminant and invincible relish, which said that all men must die save only these triumphant censors of man’s destiny, these never-dying, all-consuming Joyner witnesses of sorrow, who lived, and lived forever.


  This fatal quality of that weblike memory drowned the boy’s soul in desolation. And in that web was everything on earth—except wild joy.


  Her life went back into the wilderness of Zebulon County before the Civil War.


  “Remember!” Aunt Maw would say in a half-amused and half-impatient voice, as she raised the needle to the light and threaded it. “Why, you fool boy, you!” she would exclaim in scornful tones, “What are you thinkin’ of! Of course I can remember! Wasn’t I right there, out in Zebulon with all the rest of them, the day they came back from the war? ... Yes, sir, I saw it all.” She paused, reflecting. “So here they came,” she continued tranquilly, “along about ten o’clock in the morning—you could hear them, you know, long before they got there—around that bend in the road—you could hear the people cheerin’ all along the road—and, of course, I began to shout and holler along with all the rest of them,” she said, “I wasn’t goin’ to be left out, you know,” she went on with tranquil humor, “—and there we were, you know, all lined up at the fence there—father and mother and your great-uncle Sam. Of course, you never got to know him, boy, but he was there, for he’d come home sick on leave at Christmas time. He was still limpin’ around from that wound he got—and of course it was all over or everyone knew it would be before he got well enough to go on back again. Hm,” she laughed shortly, knowingly, as she squinted at her needle, “At least that’s what he said——”


  “What, Aunt Maw?”


  “Why, that he was waitin’ for his wound to heal, but, pshaw!”—she spoke quietly, shaking her head—“Sam was lazy—oh, the laziest feller I ever saw in all my life!” she cried. “Now if the truth were told, that was all that was wrong with him—and let me tell you something; it didn’t take long for him to get well when he saw the war was comin’ to an end and he wouldn’t have to go on back and join the rest of them. He was limpin’ around there one day leanin’ on a cane as if every step would be his last, and the next day he was walkin’ around as if he didn’t have an ache or a pain in the world. ...


  “‘That’s the quickest recovery I ever heard of, Sam,’ father said to him. ‘Now if you’ve got some more medicine out of that same bottle, I just wish you’d let me have a little of it.’—Well, then, so Sam was there.” She went on in a moment, “And of course Bill Joyner was there—old Bill Joyner, your great-grandfather, boy—as hale and hearty an old man as you’ll ever see!” she cried.


  “Bill Joyner ... why he must have been all of eighty-five right then, but you’d never have known it to look at him! Do anything! Go anywhere! Ready for anything!” she declared. “And he was that way, sir, right up to the hour of his death—lived over here in Libya Hill then, mind you, fifty miles away, but if he took a notion that he’d like to talk to one of his childern, why he’d stand right out and come, without waitin’ to get his hat or anything. Why yes! didn’t he turn up one day just as we were all settin’ down to dinner, without a hat or coat or anything!” she said. “‘Why, what on earth!’ said mother. ‘Where did you come from, Uncle Bill?’—she called him Uncle Bill, you know. ‘Oh, I came from Libya Hill,’ says he. ‘Yes, but how did you get here?’ she says—asks him, you know. ‘Oh, I walked it,’ he says. ‘Why, you know you didn’t!’ mother says, ‘And where’s your hat and coat?’ she says. ‘Oh, I reckon I came without ’em,’ he says, ‘I was out workin’ in my garden and I just took a notion that I’d come to see you all, so I didn’t stop to get my hat or coat,’ he said, ‘I just came on!’ And that’s just exactly what he’d done, sir,” she said with a deliberate emphasis. “He just took the notion that he’d like to see us all, and he lit right out, without stoppin’ to say hello or howdy-do to anybody!”


  She paused for a moment, reflecting. Then, nodding her head slightly, in confirmation, she concluded:


  “But that was Bill Joyner for you! That’s just the kind of feller that he was.”


  “So he was there that day?” said George.


  “Yes, sir. He was right there standin’ next to father. Father was a Major, you know,” she said, with a strong note of pride in her voice, “but he was home on leave at the time the war ended. Why yes! he came home every now and then all through the war. Bein’ a Major, I guess he could get off more than the common soldiers,” she said proudly. “So he was there, with old Bill Joyner standin’ right beside him. Bill, of course—he’d come because he wanted to see Rance, and he knew he’d be comin’ back with all the rest of them. Of course, child,” she said, shaking her head slightly, “none of us had seen your great-uncle Rance since the beginning of the war. He had enlisted at the very start, you know, when war was declared, and he’d been away the whole four years. And oh! they told it, you know, they told it!” she half-muttered, shaking her head slightly with a boding kind of deprecation, “what he’d been through—the things he’d had to do—whew-w!” she said suddenly with an expostulation of disgust—“Why, the time they took him prisoner, you know, and he escaped, and had to do his travelin’ by night, sleepin’ in barns or hidin’ away somewheres in the woods all day, I reckon—and that was the time—whew-w!—‘Go away,’ I said, ‘it makes me shudder when I think of it!’—why that he found that old dead mule they’d left there in the road—and cut him off a steak and eaten it—‘And the best meat,’ says, ‘I ever tasted!’—Now that will give you some idea of how hungry he must have been!


  “Well, of course, we’d heard these stories, and none of us had seen him since he went away, so we were all curious to know. Well, here they came, you know, marchin’ along on that old river road, and you could hear all the people cheerin’, and the men a-shoutin’ and the women folks a-cryin’, and here comes Bob Patten. Well then, of course we all began to ask him about Rance, said, ‘Where is he? Is he here?’


  “‘Oh, yes, he’s here, all right,’ said Bob, ‘He’ll be along in a minute now. You’ll see him—and if you don’t see him’”—suddenly she began to laugh—“‘if you don’t see him,’ says Bob, ‘why, by God, you’ll smell him!’ That’s just the way he put it, you know, came right out with it, and of course, they had to laugh. ... But, child, child!” with strong distaste she shook her head slightly—“That awful—oh! that awful, awful, odor! Poor feller! I don’t reckon he could help it! But he always had it. ... Now he was clean enough!” she cried out with a strong emphasis, “Rance always kept himself as clean as anyone you ever saw. And a good, clean-livin’ man, as well,” she said. “Never touched a drop of licker in all his life,” she said decisively, “No, sir—neither him nor father.—Oh father! father!” she cried proudly, “Why father wouldn’t let anyone come near him with the smell of licker on his breath! And let me tell you something!” she said solemnly, “If he had known that your papa drank, he’d never have let your mother marry him!—Oh! he wouldn’t have let him enter his house, you know—he would have considered it a disgrace for any member of his family to associate with anyone who drank!” she proudly said. “And Rance was the same—he couldn’t endure the sight or taste of it—but oh!” she gasped, “that awful, awful odor—that old, rank body-smell that nothing could take out!—awful, awful,” she whispered. Then for a moment she stitched silently. “And of course,” she said, “that’s what they say about him—that’s what they called him——”


  “What, Aunt Maw?”


  “Why,” she said—and here she paused again, shaking her head in a movement of strong deprecation, “to think of it!—to think, they’d have no more decency or reverence than to give a man a name like that! But, then, you know what soldiers are—I reckon they’re a pretty rough, coarse-talkin’ lot, and of course they told it on him—that was the name they gave him, the one they called him by.”


  “What?”


  She looked at him quietly for a moment with a serious face, then laughed.


  “Stinkin’ Jesus,” she said shyly. “Whew-w!” she gently shrieked. “‘Oh, you know they wouldn’t say a thing like that!’ I cried—but that was it, all right. To think of it! ... And of course, poor fellow, he knew it, he recognized it, says, ‘I’d do anything in the world if I could only get rid of it,’ says, ‘I reckon it’s a cross the Lord has given me to bear.’ ... But there it was—that—old—rank—thing!—Oh, awful, awful!” she whispered, peering downward at the needle. “And say! yes! Didn’t he tell us all that day when he came back that the Day of Judgment was already here upon us?—Oh! said Appomattox Courthouse marked the comin’ of the Lord and Armageddon—and for us all to get ready for great changes! And, yes! don’t I remember that old linen chart—or map, I reckon you might call it—that he kept strung around his neck, all rolled up in a ball, and hangin’ from a string? It proved, you know, by all the facts and figures in the Bible that the world was due to end in 1865. ... And there he was, you know, marchin’ along the road with all the rest of them, with that old thing a-hangin’ round his neck, the day they all came back from the war.”


  She stitched quietly with deft, strong fingers for a moment, and then, shaking her head, said sadly:


  “Poor Rance! But I tell you what! He was certainly a good man,” she said.


  Rance Joyner had been the youngest of all old Bill Joyner’s children. Rance was a good twelve years the junior of Lafayette, George Webber’s grandfather. Between them had been born two other brothers—John, killed at the battle of Shiloh, and Sam. The record of Rance Joyner’s boyhood, as it had survived by tongue, by hearsay, which was the only record these men had, was bare enough in its anatomy, but probably fully accurate.


  “Well, now I tell you how it was,” Aunt Maw said. “The rest of them used to tease him and make fun of him. Of course, he was a simple-minded sort of feller, and I reckon he’d believe anything they told him. Why, yes! Didn’t father tell me how they told him Martha Alexander was in love with him, and got him to believin’ it, and all!—And here Martha, you know, was the belle of the neighborhood, and could pick and choose from anyone she liked! But didn’t they write him all sorts of fool love letters then, pretendin’ to come from Martha, and tellin’ him to meet her at all sorts of places—up on the Indian Mound, and down in the holler, or at some old stump, or tree, or crossroads—oh! anywheres!” she cried, “just to see if he’d be fool enough to go! And then, when she didn’t turn up, wouldn’t they write him another letter, sayin’ her father was suspicious and watchin’ her like a hawk! And didn’t they tell him then that Martha had said she’d like him better if he grew a beard! And then they told him, you know, they had a special preparation all fixed up that would make his beard grow faster if he washed his face in it, and then didn’t they persuade him to wash his face in old blue indigo water that was used to dye wool in, and didn’t he go around there for weeks as blue in the face as a monkey! ...


  “And didn’t he come creepin’ up behind her after church one day, and whisper in her ear: ‘I’ll be there. Just swing the light three times and slip out easy when you’re ready, and I’ll be there waitin’ for you!’—Why, he almost frightened the poor girl out of her wits. ‘Oh!’ she screamed, you know, and hollered for them to come and get him, ‘Oh! Take him! Take him away!’—thinkin’ he’d gone crazy—and of course that let the cat out of the bag. They had to tell it then, the joke they’d played on him.” She smiled quietly, shaking her head slightly, with the sad and faintly troubled mirth of things far and lost.


  “But, I want to tell you,” she said gravely in a moment, “they can say all they like about your great-uncle Rance, but he was always an upright and honest man. He had a good heart,” she said quietly, and in these words there was an accolade. “He was always willin’ to do anything he could to help people when they needed it. And he wouldn’t wait to be asked, neither! Why, didn’t they tell it how he practically carried Dave Ingram on his back as they retreated from Antietam, rather than let him lay there and be taken!—Of course, he was strong—why, strong as a mule!” she cried. “He could stand anything.—They told it how he could march all day long, and then stay up all night nursin’ the sick and tendin’ to the wounded.”


  She paused and shook her head. “I guess he’d seen some awful things,” she said. “I reckon he’d been with many a poor feller when he breathed his last—they had to admit it, sir, when they came back! Now, they can laugh at him all they please, but they had to give him his due! Jim Alexander said, you know, he admitted it, ‘Well, Rance has preached the comin’ of the Lord and a better day upon the earth, and I reckon we’ve all laughed at him at times for doin’ it—but let me tell you, now,’ he says, ‘he always practiced what he preached. If everybody had as good a heart as he’s got, we’d have that better day he talks about right now!’”


  She sewed quietly for a moment, thrusting the needle through with her thimbled finger, drawing the thread through with a strong, pulling movement of her arm.


  “Now, child, I’m goin’ to tell you something,” she said quietly. “There are a whole lot of people in this world who think they’re pretty smart—but they never find out anything. Now I suppose that there are lots of smarter people in the world than Rance—I guess they looked on him as sort of simple-minded—but let me tell you something! It’s not always the smartest people who know the most—and there are things I could tell you—things I know about!” she whispered with an omened tone, then fell to shaking her head slightly again, her face contracted in a portentous movement—“Child! Child! ... I don’t know what you’d call it ... what explanation you could give for it—but it’s mighty strange when you come to think about it, isn’t it?”


  “But what? What is it, Aunt Maw?” he demanded feverishly.


  She turned and looked him full in the face for a moment. Then she whispered:


  “He’s been—Seen! ... I Saw him once myself! ... He’s been Seen all through his life,” she whispered again. “I know a dozen people who have Seen him,” she added quietly. She stitched in silence for a time.


  “Well, I tell you,” she presently said, “the first time that they Saw him he was a boy—oh! I reckon along about eight or nine years old at the time. I’ve heard father tell the story many’s the time,” she said, “and mother was there and knew about it, too. That was the very year that they were married, sir, that’s exactly when it was,” she declared triumphantly. “Well, mother and father were still livin’ there in Zebulon, and old Bill Joyner was there, too. He hadn’t yet moved into town, you know. Oh, it was several years after this before Bill came to Libya Hill to live, and father didn’t follow him till after the war was over. ... Well, anyway,” she said, “Bill was still out in Zebulon, as I was sayin’, and the story goes that it was Sunday morning. So after breakfast the whole crowd of them start out for church—all of them except old Bill, you know, and I reckon he had something else to do, or felt that it was all right for him to stay at home so long as all the others went. ... Well, anyhow,” she smiled, “Bill didn’t go to church, but he saw them go, you know! He saw them go!” she cried. “He stood there in the door and watched them as they went down the road—father and Sam and mother, and your great-uncle Rance. Well, anyway, when they had gone—I reckon it was some time later—Bill went out into the kitchen. And when he got there he saw the lid of the wool-box was open. Of course father was a hatter, and he kept the wool from which he made the felt out in the kitchen in this big box.—Why, it was big enough for a grown man to stretch out full length in, with some to spare, and of course it was as good a bed as anyone could want. I know that when father wanted to take a nap on Sunday afternoons, or get off somewheres by himself to study something over, he’d go back and stretch out on the wool.


  “‘Well,’ thinks Bill, ‘now who could ever have gone and done such a trick as that? Fate told them’—that’s what he called my father, Lafayette, you know—‘Fate told them to keep that box closed,’ and he walks over, you know, to put the lid down—and there he was, sir!” she cried strongly—“There he was, if you please, stretched out on the wool and fast asleep—why, Rance, you know! Rance! There he was! ... ‘Aha!’ thinks Bill, ‘I caught you that time, didn’t I? Now he’s just sneaked off from all the others when he thought my back was turned, and he’s crawled back here to have a snooze when he’s supposed to be in church.’ That’s what Bill thought, you know. ‘Now if he thinks he’s goin’ to play any such trick as that on me, he’s very much mistaken. But we’ll see,’ thinks Bill, ‘We’ll just wait and see. Now, I’m not goin’ to wake him up,’ says Bill, ‘I’ll go away and let him sleep—but when the others all get back from church I’m goin’ to ask him where he’s been. And if he tells the truth—if he confesses that he crawled into the wool-box for a nap, I won’t punish him. But if he tries to lie out of it,’ says Bill, ‘I’ll give him such a thrashin’ as he’s never had in all his life before!’


  “So he goes away then and leaves Rance there to sleep. Well, he waited then, and pretty soon they all came back from church, and, sure enough, here comes Rance, trailin’ along with all the rest of them. ‘Rance,’ says Bill, ‘How’d you like the sermon?’ ‘Oh,’ says Rance, smilin’ an’ grinnin’ all over, you know, ‘it was fine, father, fine,’ he says. ‘Fine, was it?’ Bill says, ‘You enjoyed it, did you?’ ‘Oh, why, yes!’ he says, ‘I enjoyed it fine!’ ‘Well, now, that’s good,’ says Bill, ‘I’m glad to hear that,’ says he. ‘What did the preacher talk about?’ he says.


  “Well, then, you know, Rance started in to tell him—he went through the preacher’s sermon from beginnin’ to end, he told him everything that was in it, even to describin’ how the preacher talked and all.


  “And Bill listened. He didn’t say a word. He waited till Rance got through talkin’. Then he looked at him, and shook his head. ‘Rance,’ he says, ‘I want you to look me in the eye.’ And Rance looked at him, you know, real startled-like; says, ‘Why, yes, father, what is it? What’s wrong?’ he says. Then Bill looked at him, and shook his head. Says, ‘Rance, Rance, I’d have let you go if you had told the truth about it, but,’ says, ‘Rance—you have lied to me.’ ‘Why, no, father,’ says Rance, ‘No, I haven’t. What do you mean?’ he says. And Bill looked at him; says, ‘Rance—you have not been to church,’ says, ‘I found you in the wool-box fast asleep, and that is where you’ve been all morning. Now,’ says Bill, ‘you come with me,’ and took him by the shoulder. ‘Oh, father, I haven’t done anything’—begins to cry, you know, says, ‘Don’t whip me, don’t whip me—I haven’t lied to you—I’ll swear to you I haven’t.’ ‘You come with me,’ says Bill—begins to pull and drag him along, you know, ‘and when I’m through with you you’ll never lie to me again.’


  “And that,” she said, “that was where father—my father, your grandfather—stepped into the picture. He stepped between them and stopped Bill Joyner from going any further. Of course, father was a grown man at the time. ‘No,’ says father, ‘you mustn’t do that,’ he says, ‘You’re makin’ a mistake. You can’t punish him for not attendin’ church today.’ ‘Why, what’s the reason I can’t?’ Bill Joyner said. ‘Because,’ said father, ‘he was there. He’s been with us every minute of the time since we left home this morning. And he heard the sermon,’ father said, ‘He’s tellin’ you the truth—I’ll swear to that—because he was sittin’ next to me all the time.’


  “And then, of course, the others all chimed in, mother and Sam, said, ‘Yes, he’s tellin’ you the truth, all right. He was right there with us all the time, and we’d have known if he left us.’ Then Bill was bitter against them all, of course, thinkin’ they had all joined against him in an effort to shield Rance in a lie. ‘To think,’ he said, ‘that childern of mine would turn against me in this way! To think that you’d all join together in a lie in order to shield him. Why, you’re worse than he is,’ he said, ‘for you’re abettin’ him and leadin’ him on, and you—’ he said to father—‘you are certainly old enough to know better,’ says, ‘Fate, I didn’t think it of you, I didn’t think you’d help him to lie like this.’ And father said, ‘No.’ He looked him in the eye, said, ‘No, father, no one is helpin’ him to lie. He’s not tellin’ you a lie. We’re all tellin’ the truth—and I can prove it.’—Why yes, didn’t it turn out then that the preacher and all the folks at church had seen him and were willin’ to testify that he was there?—‘Now I don’t know what it is you saw,’ said father, ‘but whatever it was, it wasn’t Rance. At least, it wasn’t the Rance you see here, for he’s been with us every moment.’ And then Bill looked at him and saw that he was tellin’ him the truth, and they say Bill Joyner’s face was a study.


  “‘Well,’ he said, ‘this is a strange thing! God only knows what will come out of it! Rance has been Seen!’”


  She paused; then turned to look straight and silent at George. In a moment she shook her head slightly, with boding premonition.


  “And let me tell you something,” she whispered. “That wasn’t the only time, either!”


  There were, in fact, from this time on, an increasing number of such apparitions. The news of the first one had spread like wildfire through the whole community: the uncanny story of the boy’s discovery in the wool-box when his corporeal body was two miles distant at the church became instantly common property, and inflamed the wonder and imagination of all who heard it.


  And, as seems to be almost the invariable practice in these cases, the public did not question at all the evidence which was dubious; they questioned only that which was indubitable, and, finding it to be confirmed beyond the shadow of a doubt, swallowed the whole, hook, line, and sinker! They took it instantly for granted that Bill Joyner had seen the boy, or “at least, seen something, now—that’s one thing sure.” But was Rance really present at the church that day? Had he been with the other members of his family from first to last? Had there been any opportunity for him to “slip away” and leave them without their knowing it? To all this there was only one answer—testified to by a hundred people. He had been present at the church from first to last; he had been seen, greeted, and remembered by minister, sexton, deacons, choir, and congregation, not only before, but also after services. Therefore, the fact was now established in their minds with an unshakable conviction. There was no longer any possible doubt about it—Rance had been Seen.


  Then, about eight months after this, when the story of this ghostly apparition was still fresh in people’s minds, and made matter for awed conversation when they gathered, another extraordinary incident occurred!


  One evening, towards the end of a harsh and ragged day in March, a neighbor of the Joyner’s was driving hard into the backwoods village of Blankenship, which stood about two miles distant from his home. Night was coming on fast; it was just the few minutes of brief, fading grey that end a Winter’s day, and the man, whose name was Roberts, was driving along the hard, clay-rutted road as fast as the rickety rig in which he sat, and the old grey horse he drove, could carry him. His wife had been seized suddenly by a cramp or colic, or so they called it, and now lay at home in bed in mortal pain until Roberts should reach town and fetch help back to her.


  Just outside of town as the troubled man was urging on his nag to greater speed, he encountered Rance Joyner. The boy was trudging steadily along the road in the grey light, coming from town and going towards home, and, according to the story Roberts told, Rance was carrying a heavy sack of meal which he had plumped over his right shoulder and supported with his hand. As the man in the buggy passed him, the boy half turned, paused, looked up at him, and spoke. In this circumstance there was nothing unusual. Roberts had passed the boy a hundred times coming or going to the town on some errand.


  On this occasion, Roberts said he returned the boy’s greeting somewhat absently and curtly, weighted down as his spirit was with haste and apprehension, and drove on without stopping. But before he had gone a dozen yards the man recalled himself and pulled up quickly, intending to shout back to the boy the reason for his haste, and to ask him to stop at his house on the way home, do what he could to aid the stricken woman, and wait there till the man returned with help. Accordingly, Roberts pulled up, turned in his seat, and began to shout his message down the road. To his stupefaction, the road was absolutely bare. Within a dozen yards the boy had vanished from his sight, “as if,” said Roberts, “the earth had opened up and swallered him.” But even as the man sat staring, gape-mouthed with astonishment, the explanation occurred to him:


  “Thar were some trees thar down the road a little piece, a-settin’ at the side of the road, and I jest figgered,” he said delicately, “that Rance had stepped in behind one of ’em fer a moment, so I didn’t stop no more. Hit was gettin’ dark an’ I was in a hurry, so I jest drove on as hard as I could.”


  Roberts drove in to town, got the woman’s sister whom he had come to fetch, and then returned with her as hard as he could go. But even as he reached home and drove up the rutted lane, a premonition of calamity touched him. The house was absolutely dark and silent: there was neither smoke nor sound nor any light whatever, and, filled with a boding apprehension, he entered. He called his wife’s name in the dark house, but no one answered him. Then, he raised the smoky lantern which he carried, walked to the bed where his wife lay, and looked at her, seeing instantly that she was dead.


  That night the people from the neighborhood swarmed into the house. The women washed the dead woman’s body, dressed her, “laid her out,” and the men sat round the fire, whittled with knives, and told a thousand drawling stories of the strangeness of death and destiny. As Roberts was recounting for the hundredth time all of the circumstances of the death, he turned to Lafayette Joyner, who had come straightway when he heard the news, with his wife and several of his brothers:


  “... and I was jest goin’ to tell Rance to stop and wait here till I got back, but I reckon it was just as well I didn’t—she would have been dead a-fore he got here, and I reckon it might have frightened him to find her.”


  Fate Joyner looked at him slowly with a puzzled face.


  “Rance?” he said.


  “Why, yes,” said Roberts, “I passed him comin’ home just as I got to town—and I reckon if I hadn’t been in such a hurry I’d a-told him to stop off and wait till I got back.”


  The Joyners had suddenly stopped their whittling. They looked upward from their places round the fire with their faces fixed on Roberts’ face in a single, silent, feeding, fascinated stare, and he paused suddenly, and all the other neighbors paused, feeling the dark, premonitory boding of some new phantasmal marvel in their look.


  “You say you passed Rance as you were goin’ in to town?” Fate Joyner asked.


  “Why, yes,” said Roberts, and described again all of the circumstances of the meeting.


  And, still looking at him, Fate Joyner slowly shook his head.


  “No,” said he, “you never saw Rance. It wasn’t Rance that you saw.”


  The man’s flesh turned cold.


  “What do you mean?” he said.


  “Rance wasn’t there,” said Fate Joyner. “He went to visit Rufus Alexander’s people a week ago, and he’s fifty miles away from here right now. That’s where he is tonight,” said Fate quietly.


  Roberts’ face had turned grey in the firelight. For several moments he said nothing. Then he muttered:


  “Yes. Yes, I see it now. By God, that’s it, all right.”


  Then he told them how the boy had seemed to vanish right before his eyes a moment after he had passed him—“as if—as if,” he said, “the earth had opened up to swaller him.”


  “And that was it?” he whispered.


  “Yes,” Fate Joyner answered quietly, “that was it.”


  He paused, and for a moment all the feeding, horror-hungry eyes turned with slow fascination to the figure of the dead woman on the bed, who lay, hands folded, in composed and rigid posture, the fire-flames casting the long flicker of their light upon her cold, dead face.


  “Yes, that was it,” Fate Joyner said. “She was dead then, at that moment—but you—you didn’t know it,” he added, and quietly there was feeding a deep triumph in his voice.


  Thus, this good-hearted and simple-minded boy became, without his having willed or comprehended it, a supernatural portent of man’s fate and destiny. Rance Joyner, or rather, his spiritual substance, was seen by dusk and darkness on deserted roads, was observed crossing fields and coming out of woods, was seen to toil up a hill along a narrow path at evening—and then to vanish suddenly. Often, these apparitions had no discernible relation to any human happening; more often, they were precedent, coincident, or subsequent to some fatal circumstance. And this ghostly power was not limited to the period of his boyhood. It continued, with increasing force and frequency, into the years of his manhood and maturity.


  Thus, one evening early in the month of April, 1862, the wife of Lafayette Joyner, coming to the door of her house—which was built on the summit of a hill, or ledge, above a little river—suddenly espied Rance toiling up the steep path that led up to the house. In his soiled and ragged uniform, he looked footsore, unkempt, dusty, and unutterably weary—“as if,” she said, “he had come a long, long ways”—as indeed, he must have done, since at that moment he was a private soldier in one of Jackson’s regiments in Virginia.


  But Lafayette Joyner’s wife could see him plainly as he paused for a moment to push open a long gate that gave upon the road below her, halfway down the hill. She turned, she said, in her excitement for a moment, to shout the news of his approach to others in the house, and in that instant he had vanished from her sight. When she looked again, no one was there; the scene was fading into night and stillness, and the woman wrung her hands in her despair, saying:


  “Oh, Lord! Oh, Lord! What’s to become of us? What’s happened now?”


  Such was her story. And, as always, it confirmed a fatal event. On that day in April, more than two hundred miles to the westward, the bloody battle of Shiloh had been fought in Tennessee, and at that moment, although the news did not get back to them for several weeks, one of the brothers, John, was lying on the field, his shattered face turned upward, dead.


  Such, then, were some of the stories Aunt Maw told to George. And always, when she spoke so in the night, as the coal-fire flared and crumbled in the grate, and the huge demented winds of darkness howled around them and the terror of strong silence fed forever at his heart—he could hear the thousand death-devouring voices of the Joyners speaking triumphantly from the darkness of a hundred years, the lost and lonely sorrow of the hills, and somehow smell incredibly—always and forever!—the soft, fragrant ash of the pine blaze, the pungent sharpness of the whittled wood, the winy warmth and fullness of mellow apples. And horribly, somehow, to these odors were always added the death-evoking smells of turpentine and camphor—which were a lost memory of infancy, when his mother had taken him, a child of two, to such a room—warmth, apples, Joyner room, and all—to see his grandfather the night before he died.


  Upon a thousand lost and lonely roads in the ever-lost and ever-lonely hills he heard the unctuous, drawling voices of the Joyners. He saw them toiling up a wooded hill in sad, hushed, evening light to vanish like a wraith into thin air; and the terrible prophecies of old wars and battles, and of all the men who had that day been buried in the earth, were in that instant apparition and farewell! He saw them in a thousand little houses of the wilderness, in years more far and lonely than the years of Vercingetorix, coming in at darkness always to watch the night away beside the dead, to sit in semi-darkness in some neighbor’s ill-starred house, to sit around the piny fire-flame’s dance of death, and with triumphant lust to drawl and whittle night away while the pine logs flamed and crumbled to soft ash and their voices spoke forever their fated and invincible auguries of sorrow.


  What was it Aunt Maw thus evoked by the terrific weavings of her memory? In the boy’s vision of that world, the Joyners were a race as lawless as the earth, as criminal as nature. They hurled their prodigal seed into the raw earth of a mountain woman’s body, bringing to life a swarming progeny which lived or died, was extinguished in its infancy or fought its way triumphantly to maturity against the savage enemies of poverty, ignorance, and squalor which menaced it at every step. They bloomed or perished as things live or die in nature—but the triumphant Joyners, superior to all loss or waste, lived forever as a river lives. Other tribes of men came up out of the earth, flourished for a space, and then, engulfed and falling, went back into the earth from which they came. Only the Joyners—these horror-hungry, time-devouring Joyners—lived, and would not die.


  And he belonged to that fatal, mad, devouring world from whose prison there was no escape. He belonged to it, even as three hundred of his blood and bone had belonged to it, and must unweave it from his brain, distill it from his blood, unspin it from his entrails, and escape with demonic and exultant joy into his father’s world, new lands and mornings and the shining city—or drown like a mad dog, die!


  From the first years of coherent memory, George had the sense of the overpowering immanence of the golden life. It seemed to him that he was always on the verge of finding it. In his childhood it was all around him, impending numbly, softly, filling him with an intolerable ex-cultancy [exultancy] of wordless joy. It wrenched his heart with its wild pain of ecstasy and tore the sinews of his life asunder, but yet it filled his soul with the triumphant sense of instant release, impending discovery—as if a great wall in the air would suddenly be revealed and sundered, as if an enormous door would open slowly, awfully, with the tremendous majesty of an utter and invisible silence. He never found a word for it, but he had a thousand spells and prayers and images that would give it coherence, shape, and meanings that no words could do.


  He thought that he could twist his hand a certain way, or turn his wrist, or make a certain simple movement of rotation into space (as boys will learn the movement to unsolve a puzzle of linked chains, or as an expert in the mysteries of locks can feel the bearings faintly, softly, rolling through his finger tips, and know the instant that he finds the combination to unlock the safe)—and that by making this rotation with his hand, he would find the lost dimension of that secret world, and instantly step through the door that he had opened.


  And he had other chants and incantations that would make that world reveal itself to him. Thus, for a period of ten years or more, he had a spell for almost everything he did. He would hold his breath along a certain block, or take four breaths in pounding down the hill from school, or touch each cement block upon a wall as he went past, and touch each of the end-blocks where the steps went up two times, and if he failed to touch them twice, go back and touch the whole wall over from the start.


  And on Sunday he would always do the second thing: he would never do the first on Sunday. All through the day, from midnight Saturday until midnight Monday morning, he would always do the second thing he thought about and not the first. If he woke up on Sunday morning and swung over to the left side to get out of bed, he would swing back and get out on the right. If he started with the right sock, he would take it off and pull the left one on instead. And if he wanted first to use one tie, he would discard it and put on another.


  And so it went the whole day through on Sunday. In every act and moment of his life that day he would always do the second thing he thought about instead of the first. But then when midnight came again, he would, with the same fanatic superstition, do the first thing that he thought about; and if he failed in any detail of this ritual, he would be as gloomy, restless, and full of uneasy boding doubts as if all the devils of mischance were already out in force against him, and posting on their way to do him harm.


  These spells, chants, incantations, and compulsions grew, interwove, and constantly increased in the complexity and denseness of their web until at times they governed everything he did—not only the way he touched a wall, or held his breath while pounding down a hill from school, or measured out a block in punctual distances of breathing, or spanned the cement blocks of sidewalks in strides of four, but even in the way he went along a street, the side he took, the place he had to stop and look, the place he strode by sternly even when he wanted bitterly to stay and look, the trees out in his uncle’s orchard that he climbed until he had to climb a certain tree four times a day and use four movements to get up the trunk.


  And this tyrannic mystery of four would also get into the way he threw a ball, or chanted over Latin when preparing it, or muttered παιδεύσω four times in the Subjunctive of the First Aorist, or ἔθηκα in the Indicative Active of the First. And it was also in the way he washed his neck and ears, or sat down at a table, split up kindling (using four strokes of the axe to make a stick), or brought up coal (using four scoops of the shovel to fill the scuttle).


  Then there were also days of stern compulsion when he could look at only a single feature of people’s faces. On Monday he would look upon men’s noses, on Tuesday he would stare into their teeth, on Wednesday he would peer into their eyes, save Thursday for their hands, and Friday for their feet, and sternly meditate the conformation of their brows on Saturday, saving Sunday always for the second feature that occurred to him—eyes when feet were thought of, teeth for eyes, and foreheads when his fine first rapture had been noses. And he would go about this duty of observing with such a stern, fanatical devotion, peering savagely at people’s teeth or hands or brows, that sometimes they looked at him uneasily, resentfully, wondering what he saw amiss in their appearance, or shaking their heads and muttering angrily as they passed each other by.


  At night, he said his prayers in rhymes of four—for four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two were somehow the key numbers in his arithmetic of sorcery. He would say his one set prayer in chants of four times four, until all the words and meanings of the prayer (which he had composed himself with four times four in mind) were lost, and all that he would follow would be the rhythm and the number of the chant, muttered so rapidly that the prayer was just a rapid blur—but muttered always sixteen times. And if he failed to do this, or doubted he had got the proper count, then he could not sleep or rest after he got into bed, and would get up instantly and go down upon his knees again, no matter how cold or raw the weather was, no matter how he felt, and would not pause until he did the full count to his satisfaction, with another sixteen thrown in as penalty. It was not piety he felt, it was not thought of God or reverence or religion: it was just superstitious mystery, a belief in the wizard-charm of certain numbers, and the conviction that he had to do it in this way in order to have luck.


  Thus, each night he paid his punctual duty to “their” dark authorities, in order to keep himself in “their” good graces, to assure himself that “they” would not forsake him, that “they” would still be for him, not against him, that “they”—immortal, secret “they” that will not give us rest!—would keep him, guard him, make his life prevail, frustrate his evil enemies, and guide him on to all the glory, love, and triumph, and to that great door, the huge, hinged, secret wall of life—that immanent and unutterable world of joy which was so near, so strangely, magically, and intolerably near, which he would find at any moment, and for which his life was panting.


  One day a circus came to town, and as the boy stood looking at it there came to him two images which were to haunt all the rest of his childhood, but which were now for the first time seen together with an instant and a magic congruence. And these were the images of the circus and his father’s earth.


  He thought he had joined a circus and started on the great tour of the nation with it. It was Spring: the circus had started in New England, and worked westward and then southward as the Summer and Autumn came on. His nominal duties—for in his vision every incident, each face and voice and circumstance, was blazing real as life itself—were those of ticket seller. But in this tiny show everyone did several things, so he also posted bills, and bartered with the tradesmen and farmers in new places for fresh food. He became very clever at this work—some old, sharp, buried talent for shrewd trading that had come to him from his mountain blood now aided him. He could get the finest, freshest meats and vegetables at the lowest prices. The circus people were tough and hard, they always had a fierce and ravenous hunger, they would not accept bad food and cooking, they fed stupendously, and they always had the best of everything.


  Usually the circus would arrive at a new town very early in the morning, before daybreak. He would go into town immediately: he would go to the markets, or with farmers who had come in for the circus. He felt and saw the purity of first light, he heard the sweet and sudden lutings of first birds, and suddenly he was filled with the earth and morning in new towns, among new men. He walked among the farmers’ wagons, and he dealt with them on the spot for the prodigal plenty of their wares—the country melons bedded in sweet hay, the cool, sweet pounds of butter wrapped in clean, wet cloths, with dew and starlight still upon them, the enormous battered cans foaming with fresh milk, the new-laid eggs which he bought by the gross and hundred dozen, the tender, limey pullets by the score, the delicate bunches of green scallions, the heavy red ripeness of huge tomatoes, the sweet-leaved lettuces, crisp as celery, the fresh-podded peas and the succulent young beans, as well as the potatoes spotted with the loamy earth, the winy apples, the peaches, and the cherries, the juicy corn stacked up in shocks of luring green, and the heavy, blackened rinds of the home-cured hams and bacons.


  As the markets opened, he would begin to trade and dicker with the butchers for their finest cuts of meat. They would hold great roasts up in their gouted fingers, they would roll up tubs of fresh-ground sausage, they would smack with their long palms the flanks of beeves and porks. He would drive back to the circus with a wagon full of meat and vegetables.


  At the circus ground the people were already in full activity. He could hear the wonderful timed tattoo of sledges on the driven stakes, the shouts of men riding animals down to water, the slow clank and pull of mighty horses, the heavy rumble of the wagons as they rolled down off the circus flat cars. By now the eating tent would be erected, and, as he arrived, he could see the cooks already busy at their ranges, the long tables set up underneath the canvas with their rows of benches, their tin plates and cups. There would be the amber pungency of strong coffee, and the smell of buckwheat batter.


  Then the circus people would come in for breakfast. The food they ate was as masculine and fragrant as the world they dwelt in. It belonged to the warmed, stained world of canvas, the clean and healthful odor of the animals, and the wild, sweet, lyric nature of the land on which they lived as wanderers. And it was there for the asking with a fabulous and stupefying plenty, golden and embrowned. They ate stacks of buckwheat cakes, smoking hot, soaked in hunks of yellow butter, which they carved at will with a wide, free gesture from the piled prints on the table, and which they garnished with ropes of heavy black molasses, or with maple syrup. They ate big steaks for breakfast, hot from the pan and thick with onions; they ate whole melons, crammed with the ripeness of the deep-pink meat, rashers of bacon, and great platters of fried eggs, or eggs scrambled with calves brains. They helped themselves from pyramids of fruit piled up at intervals on the table—plums, peaches, apples, cherries, grapes, oranges, and bananas. They had great pitchers of thick cream to pour on everything, and they washed their hunger down with pint mugs of strong, deep-savored coffee.


  For their midday meal they would eat fiercely, hungrily, with wolfish gusto, mightily with knit brows and convulsive movements of their corded throats. They would eat great roasts of beef with crackled hides, browned in their juices, rare and tender; hot chunks of delicate pork with hems of fragrant fat; delicate young broiled chickens; twelve-pound pot roasts, cooked for hours in an iron pot with new carrots, onions, sprouts, and young potatoes; together with every vegetable that the season yielded—huge roasting ears of corn, smoking hot, piled like cordwood on two-foot platters, tomatoes cut in slabs with wedges of okra and succotash, and raw onions, mashed potatoes whipped to a creamy batter, turnips, fresh peas cooked in butter, and fat, strong beans seasoned with the flavor of big chunks of pork. In addition they had every fruit that the place and time afforded: hot crusty apple, peach, and cherry pies, encrusted with cinnamon; puddings and cakes of every sort; and blobbering cobblers inches deep.


  Thus the circus moved across America, from town to town, from state to state, eating its way from Maine into the great plains of the West, eating its way along the Hudson and the Mississippi Rivers, eating its way across the prairies and from the North into the South.


  Abroad in this ocean of earth and vision, the boy thought of his father’s land, of its great red barns, its clear familiarity and its haunting strangeness, and its lovely and tragic beauty. He thought of its smell of harbors and its rumors of the sea, the city, and the ships, its wine-ripe apples and its brown-red soil, its snug, weathered houses, its lyric, unutterable ecstasy.


  A wonderful thing happened. One morning he awoke suddenly to find himself staring straight up at the pulsing splendor of the stars. At first he did not know where he was. The circus train had stopped in the heart of the country, for what reason he did not know. He could hear the languid and intermittent breathing of the engine, the strangeness of men’s voices in the dark, the casual stamp of the horses in their cars, and all around him the attentive and vital silence of the earth.


  Suddenly he raised himself from the pile of canvas on which he slept. It was the moment just before dawn: against the east the sky had already begun to whiten with the first faint luminosity of day, the invading tides of light crept up the sky, drowning the stars out as they went. The train had halted by a little river, which ran swift and deep close to the tracks, and now he knew that what at first he thought had been the sound of silence was the swift and ceaseless music of the river.


  There had been rain the night before, and now the river was filled with the sweet, clean smell of earthy deposits. He could see the delicate white glimmer of young birch trees leaning from the banks, and on the other side he saw the winding whiteness of a road. Beyond the road, and bordering it, there was an orchard with a wall of lichened stone. As the wan light grew, the earth and all its contours emerged sharply. He saw the worn and ancient design of lichened rocks, the fertile soil of the ploughed fields; he saw the kept order, the frugal cleanliness, with its mild tang of opulent greenery. Here was an earth with fences as big as a man’s heart, but not so great as his desire, and this earth was like a room he once had lived in. He returned to it as a sailor to a small, closed harbor, as a man, spent with the hunger of his wandering, comes home.


  Instantly he recognized the scene. He knew he had come at last into his father’s land. Here was his home, brought back to him while he slept, like a forgotten dream. Here was his heart’s desire, his father’s country, the earth his spirit dwelt in. He knew every inch of the landscape, and he knew past reason, doubt, or argument that home was not three miles away.


  He got up at once and leaped down to the earth: he knew where he would go. Along the track there was the slow swing and dance of the brakemen’s lamps. Already the train was in motion, its bell tolled, and the heavy trucks rumbled away from him. He began to walk back along the tracks, for less than a mile away, he knew, where the stream boiled over the lip of a dam, there was a bridge. When he reached the bridge a deeper light had come: the old red brick of the mill emerged sharply and fell sheer into bright, shining waters.


  He crossed the bridge and turned left along the road. Here it moved away from the river, among fields and through dark woods—dark woods bordered with stark poignancy of fir and pine, with the noble spread of maples, shot with the naked whiteness of birch. Sharp thrummings, woodland flitters, broke the silence. The tongue-trilling chirrs arose now, and little brainless cries, liquefied lutings. Smooth drops and nuggets of bright gold they were.


  He went along that road where, he knew, the house of his father’s blood and kin lay hidden. At length, he came around a bending of the road, he left the wooded land, he passed by hedges, and saw the old white house, set in the shoulder of the hill, clean and cool below the dark shelter of its trees. A twist of morning smoke coiled through its chimney.


  Then he turned into the road that led up to the house, and at this moment the enormous figure of a powerful old man appeared around the corner, prophetically bearing a smoked ham in one huge hand. And when the boy saw the old man, a cry of greeting burst from his throat, and the old man answered with a roar of welcome that shook the earth. The old man dropped his ham, and waddled forward to meet the boy: they met half down the road, and the old man crushed him in his hug. They tried to speak but could not, they embraced again and in an instant all the pain of loneliness and the fierce hungers of desire were scoured away like a scum of frost from a bright glass[.]


  At this moment also, two young men burst from the house and came running down the road to greet him. They were powerful and heavy youths, and, like their father, they recognized the boy instantly, and in a moment he was engulfed in their mighty energies, borne up among them to the house. As they ate breakfast, he told them of his circus wanderings and they told him what had befallen them. And they understood all that he wanted to say but could not speak, and they surrounded him with love and lavish heapings of his plate.


  Such were the twin images of the circus and his father’s land which now, as he stood there looking at the circus, fused instantly to a living whole and came to him in a blaze of light. And in this way, before he had ever seen or set his foot upon it, he came for the first time to his father’s earth.


  Thus, day by day, in the taut and tangled web of this boy’s life, the two hemispheres that touched but never joined, contended, separated, recombined, and wove again. First came the old dark memory of time-haunted man and the lost voices in the hills a hundred years ago, the world-lost and hill-haunted sorrow of the time-triumphant Joyners. Then his spirit flamed beyond the hills, beyond lost time and sorrow, to his father and his father’s earth; and when he thought of him his heart grew warm, the hot blood thudded in his veins, he leapt all barriers of the here and now, and northward, gleaming brightly there beyond the hills, he saw a vision of the golden future in new lands.


  [¬]


  4

  THE GOLDEN CITY


  Always and forever when the boy thought of his father, and of the proud, the cold, the secret North, he thought, too, of the city. His father had not come from there, yet strangely, through some subtle chemistry of his imagination, some magic of his boy’s mind and heart, he connected his father’s life and figure with the bright and shining city of the North.


  In his child’s picture of the world, there were no waste or barren places: there was only the rich tapestry of an immense and limitlessly fertile domain forever lyrical as April, and forever ready for the harvest, touched with the sorcery of a magic green, bathed forever in a full-hued golden light. And at the end, forever at the end of all the fabled earth, there hung the golden vision of the city, itself more fertile, richer, more full of joy and bounty than the earth it rested on. Far-off and shining, it rose upward in his vision from an opalescent mist, upborne and sustained as lightly as a cloud, yet firm and soaring with full golden light. It was a vision simple, unperplexed, carved from deep substances of light and shade, and exultant with its prophecy of glory, love, and triumph.


  He heard, far off, the deep and beelike murmur of its million-footed life, and all the mystery of the earth and time was in that sound. He saw its thousand streets peopled with a flashing, beautiful, infinitely varied life. The city flashed before him like a glorious jewel, blazing with countless rich and brilliant facets of a life so good, so bountiful, so strangely and constantly beautiful and interesting, that it seemed intolerable that he should miss a moment of it. He saw the streets swarming with the figures of great men and glorious women, and he walked among them like a conqueror, winning fiercely and exultantly by his talent, courage, and merit the greatest tributes that the city had to offer, the highest prize of power, wealth, and fame, and the great emolument of love. There would be villainy and knavery as black and sinister as hell, but he would smash it with a blow, and drive it cringing to its hole. There would be heroic men and lovely women, and he would win and take a place among the highest and most fortunate people on the earth.


  Thus, in a vision hued with all the strange and magic colors of his adolescence, the boy walked the streets of his great legendary city. Sometimes he sat among the masters of the earth in rooms of manlike opulence: dark wood, heavy leathers of solid, lavish brown, were all around him. Again he walked in great chambers of the night, rich with the warmth of marble and the majesty of great stairs, sustained on swelling columns of a rich-toned onyx, soft and deep with crimson carpets in which the foot sank down with noiseless tread. And through this room, filled with a warm and undulant music, the deep and mellow thrum of violins, there walked a hundred beautiful women, and all were his, if he would have them. And the loveliest of them all was his. Long of limb and slender, yet lavish and deep of figure, they walked with proud, straight looks on their fragile and empty faces, holding their gleaming shoulders superbly, and their clear, depthless eyes alive with love and tenderness. A firm and golden light fell over them, and over all his love.


  He also walked in steep and canyoned streets, blue and cool with a frontal steepness of money and great business, brown and rich somehow with the sultry and exultant smell of coffee, the good green smell of money, and the fresh, half-rotten odor of the harbor with its tide of ships.


  Such was his vision of the city—adolescent, fleshly, and erotic, but drunk with innocence and joy, and made strange and wonderful by the magic lights of gold and green and lavish brown in which he saw it. For, more than anything, it was the light. The light was golden with the flesh of women, lavish as their limbs, true, depthless, tender as their glorious eyes, fine-spun and maddening as their hair, as unutterable with desire as their fragrant nests of spicery, their deep melon-heavy breasts. The light was golden like a morning light that shines through ancient glass into a room of old dark brown. The light was rich brown shot with gold, lavish brown like old stone houses gulched in morning on a city street. The light was also blue, like morning underneath the frontal cliff of buildings, vertical, cool blue, hazed with thin morning mist, cold-flowing harbor blue of clean, cool waters, rimed brightly with a dancing morning gold.


  The light was amber-brown in vast, dark chambers shuttered from young light, where, in great walnut beds, the glorious women stirred in sensual warmth their lavish limbs. The light was brown-gold like ground coffee, merchants, and the walnut houses where they lived; brown-gold like old brick buildings grimed with money and the smell of trade; brown-gold like morning in great gleaming bars of swart mahogany, the fresh wet beer-wash, lemon rind, and the smell of Angostura bitters. Then it was full-golden in the evening in the theatres, shining with full-golden warmth and body on full-golden figures of the women, on fat red plush, and on the rich, faded, slightly stale smell, and on the gilt sheaves and cupids and the cornucopias, on the fleshly, potent, softly-golden smell of all the people. And in great restaurants the light was brighter gold, but full and round like warm onyx columns, smooth, warmly-tinted marble, old wine in dark, rounded, age-encrusted bottles, and the great blonde figures of naked women on rose-clouded ceilings. Then the light was full and rich, brown-golden like great fields in Autumn; it was full-swelling golden light like mown fields, bronze-red picked out with fat, rusty-golden sheaves of corn, and governed by huge barns of red and the mellow, winy fragrance of the apples.


  That vision of the city was gathered from a thousand isolated sources, from the pages of books, the words of a traveler, a picture of Brooklyn Bridge with its great, winglike sweep, the song and music of its cables, even the little figures of the men with derby hats as they advanced across it. These and a thousand other things all built the picture of the city in his mind, until now it possessed him and had got somehow, powerfully, exultantly, ineradicably, into everything he did or thought or felt.


  That vision of the city blazed outward not only from those images and objects which would evoke it literally, as the picture of the Bridge had done: it was now mixed obscurely and powerfully into his whole vision of the earth, into the chemistry and rhythm of his blood, into a million things with which it had no visible relation. It came in a woman’s laughter in the street at night, in sounds of music and the faint thrumming of a waltz, in the guttural rise and fall of the bass violin; and it was in the odor of new grass in April, in cries half-heard and broken by the wind, and in the hot daze and torpid drone of Sunday afternoon.


  It came in all the sounds and noises of a carnival, in the smell of confetti, gasoline, the high, excited clamors of the people, the wheeling music of the carousel, the sharp cries and strident voices of the barkers. And it was in the circus smells and sounds as well—in the ramp and reek of lions, tigers, elephants, and in the tawny camel smell. It came somehow in frosty Autumn nights, in clear, sharp, frosty sounds of Hallowe’en. And it came to him intolerably at night in the receding whistle-wail of a distant and departing train, the faint and mournful tolling of its bell, and the pounding of great wheels upon the rail. It came also in the sight of great strings of rusty freight cars on the tracks, and in the sight of a rail, shining with the music of space and flight as it swept away into the distance and was lost from sight.


  In things like these, and countless others, the vision of the city would come alive and stab him like a knife.


  [¬]


  BOOK II

  THE HOUND OF DARKNESS


  Until his sixteenth year, George Webber, whom the boys called “Monk”—a name that was to stick to him throughout his life and come to seem more natural than the one his parents gave him—grew up among his Joyner kin. And he was one of them, knit closely in the web and fabric of their narrow, mountain-rimmed, and self-sufficient world. And yet he was a Webber, too, a fact of family shame and secret pride to him, and something from beyond the mountains was at work within his spirit.


  Thus the strong, conflicting pulls of Joyner and of Webber blood which met but never fused in his own veins produced a ceaseless ebb and flow within his mind and heart, and from these motions of his spirit came a strangely sentient vision of the world, a richly varied tapestry of life, woven in contrasting tones of light and dark, of sunshine and deep shadow.


  [¬]
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  AUNT MAG AND UNCLE MARK


  For Mark Joyner’s wife, Aunt Mag, the boy George had little love. She was of a family of mountain peasants, and she had done everything she could to advance her position in life by a liberal use of Mark’s purse.


  “She needn’t give herself airs,” said Aunt Maw. “When Mark first saw her, she was hoein’ corn in a field.”


  Childless at forty-five, Mag was a tall, rather gaunt, white-faced woman, with cold eyes, a thin nose, and a bitter, sneering mouth. She had been handsome, but for twenty years she had been under the spell of a neurosis which had held her in the unshakable conviction that she was suffering from consumption, cancer, heart disease, and pernicious anæmia. She was under constant medical attention. She spent half her waking hours extended in white terror on her bed, in a room chemical with shelves and tables full of bottles, and sealed against a draft of air.


  She was, as a matter of fact, a strong, healthy, and well-nourished woman.


  George sometimes went along with Aunt Maw when she crossed the intervening strip of lawn to visit Mag in her new and ugly house of bright red brick. They would find her in her sealed room in a sickening enervation of red-hot stove heat.


  “Come here!” Aunt Mag would say in her harsh, sneering voice, drawing the boy’s unwilling figure beside her bed. “Lord a’ mercy!” she would add, staring up into his face with her bitter laugh. “He smells like a Webber! Do your feet stink, boy?”


  These pleasantries, delivered to the accompaniment of sneering laughter, and a bending down of her thin, pious mouth as she pretended to sniff the air with disgust, did not increase George’s love for his aunt.


  “You don’t know how lucky you are, boy!” she would scream at him. “You ought to get down on your knees every night and thank the Lord for having a good Christian home like this! Where would you be if it wasn’t for me? I made your Uncle Mark take you in! If it wasn’t for me, you’d have been sent to an orphan asylum—that’s where you’d be!”


  Under this goading, the boy would mumble his gratitude, but in his heart he often wished he had been sent to an orphanage.


  Mag was a Baptist, and very active in her church. She donated liberally; she fattened the preacher at her Sunday table; above all, she contributed large sums for the maintenance of the Baptist orphanage, and kept in her service at all times two or three children whom she had taken under her generous wing. This charity got the thick coatings of flattery which assure a Baptist of success on earth and favor in heaven. The minister, speaking to his Sunday hundreds, would say:


  “... And now I know we will all be glad to hear that the heart of another orphan child has been made happy through the generosity of Sister Joyner, who, in the great goodness of her heart, is giving a comfortable home to Betsy Belcher, a little girl who lost both her parents before she was eight years old. This makes the sixth orphan that the good woman has taken into her loving care. I know, when we see her giving to the Lord so freely, that there are others here who will be led to give a little in the furtherance of the great work which the good Brothers and Sisters at the orphanage are doing.”


  And as Mag, bridling and ludicrously humble, advanced to the pulpit after the preacher’s harangue, he would bend with greased unction over her hand, saying:


  “And how is the good woman today?”


  Mag took in these wretched children and made them drudges of all trades about the house. One of them was a boy of fourteen whose name was Willie, a thick-headed, smiling, perpetually bewildered idiot. Willie never played with the boys in the neighborhood because he was always kept busy doing chores, and George rarely saw him except on his visits of duty to Aunt Mag, when the orphan boy would be summoned into her room on a fire-building errand.


  “Did you ever see such an idiot?” Mag would say, with her sneering laugh. “Lord a’ mercy!”


  And the boy would smile back at her, doubtfully, idiotically, fearfully, not knowing why.


  One time Willie was left with Aunt Maw when Mark and Mag went to Florida. He worked like a dog. Aunt Maw stuffed him with food and gave him a little room in which to sleep. She did not abuse him. She and George laughed constantly at him, and he was absurdly pleased and grateful to know that he amused them, smiling his wide, idiot grin.


  His hair was a tangled, uncut jungle which fell in matted lengths almost to his shoulder. Nebraska Crane told him solemnly, one day, that he was an experienced barber, and Willie submitted joyfully to the operation. Nebraska capped his large head with an inverted chamber pot, and laughed quietly from time to time as he sheared off all the hair that fell below the edges of the pot. And Willie, under the pot, continued to smile at them in friendly, puzzled idiocy while Nebraska and George caved slowly inward with laughter.


  Mag had two nephews who lived in the big house with her and Mark. They were the sons of her brother who had died, and when the mother of the boys died not long after their father, Mag had taken them in. Since they were her own blood, she had brought them up with as much misguided indulgence as though they had been her sons, and had lavished upon them all the affection of which her narrow and thwarted nature was capable. Mark’s money was poured out for their benefit with a liberal hand, Mag having made it a cardinal point, in her system of educating them for their high position in life as her nearest kin, to deny them nothing.


  The older, Earl, was a heavy, florid, coarsely handsome young man with a loud, vacant, infectious laugh. He was well liked in the town. He had devoted all his time to the study of golf as a fine art, and was one of the best players in Libya Hill. It pleased Mag to know that he was a member of the Country Club. Her conception of gentility was a life of complete idleness spent in the company of “the best people.”


  The other nephew, the little golden apple of Mag’s delight, was named Tad. He was now a young man of seventeen or eighteen, with a shiny red, porky face and an annoying, satisfied laugh. Tad had avoided expertly all of the inconvenient toil of life. He had all his aunt’s skill in calling on physical collapse to aid him, and Mag was convinced that a weak heart ran in her family and that the boy had inherited it.


  Tad, too delicate for the rough uses of a school, received his instruction at home, peripatetically, in the Greek manner, between three and four o’clock in the afternoon, from a withered hack who ran a small school for boys, and who, for a substantial sum, winked considerately and assured Mag that her nephew had already received the equivalent of a university education.


  A good part of his time Tad spent in his “laboratory,” a little gabled room in the attic to which he brought the subjects of his experiments—small, panting birds, vibrating cats, stray curs—noting with minute curiosity their sensory responses when he drove pins into their eyes, cut off portions of their tails, or seared them with a heated poker.


  “That boy’s a born naturalist,” said Mag.


  Mark Joyner was frugal for himself, but open-handed with Mag. He had toast and two boiled eggs for breakfast, which he cooked on top of a little wood stove in his room, estimating among his friends the cost of kindling, eggs, and bread at twelve cents. Later he used the hot water for shaving.


  “By God!” said the townsmen, “that’s the reason he’s got it!”


  He sought for his clothing among the Jews; he smoked rank, weedy “threefers”; he cobbled his own shoes; he exulted equally in his parsimony to himself and his liberality to his household. From the first years of his marriage he had given Mag a generous allowance, which had increased as his business prospered, and she had turned over a considerable part of it to her two nephews. They were her own blood, and whatever she had was theirs.


  Most of the time Mag held her husband in iron subjection, but there was a hidden volcano of anger in him that increased from year to year of his living with her, and when it was roused, all her weapons of harsh laughter, incessant nagging, and chronic invalidism were impotent. He would grow silent, doing his utmost to control himself, and in the effort contorting his lips in a terrible grimace; but finally his emotion would become too much for him, and he would storm out of the house, away from Mag and the sound of her voice, and, turning his gaunt face towards the western hills, he would tramp through the woods for hours until his spirit grew calm again.


  [¬]
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  THE STREET OF THE DAY


  When George Webber was a child, Locust Street, the street on which he lived with his Joyner relatives, seemed fixed for him into the substance of immemorial antiquity. It had a beginning and a history, he had no doubt, but a history that began so long ago that countless men had come and lived and died and been forgotten since the street began, and no man living could remember when that was. Moreover, it seemed to him that every house and tree and garden had been framed to the pattern of an immutable design: they were there because they had to be there, they were built that way because that was the only way in which they could be built.


  This street held for him a universe of joy and magic which seemed abundant for a thousand lives. Its dimensions were noble in their space and limitless surprise. Its world of houses, yards, and orchards and its hundred people seemed to him to have the incomparable grandeur of the first place on earth, the impregnable authority of the center of the universe.


  In later years, George plainly saw that the world in which he lived had been a little place. All of the dimensions of the street had dwindled horribly. The houses that had seemed so imposing in their opulence and grandeur, the lawns that were so spacious, the backyards and the vistaed orchards that went on in limitless progressions of delight and new discovery that never had an end—all this had shrunken pitifully, incredibly, and now looked close, and mean, and cramped. Yet even then, years later, the street and all its million memories of a buried life awoke for him with the blazing and intolerable vividness of a dream. It was a world which he had known and lived with every atom of his blood and brain and spirit, and every one of its thousand images was rooted into the structure of his life forever, as much a part of him as his inmost thoughts.


  At first it was just the feel of the grass and the earth and the ground under your naked feet in May when you were going barefoot for the first time and walking gingerly. It was the cool feel of the sand up through your toes, and the feel of the soft tar in the streets and walking on a wall of concrete blocks, and the feel of cool, damp earth in shaded places. It was the feel of standing on the low edge of a roof or in a barn loft opening or on the second story of a house that was being built and daring another boy to jump; and looking over, waiting, knowing you must jump; and looking down, and waiting, daring, taunting, with a thudding heart, until you jumped.


  And then it was the good feel of throwing a small, round, heavy stone through the window of a vacant house when the red and ancient light of evening was blazing on its windows; and it was like feeling a baseball in your hands for the first time in the Spring, and its round and solid weight at the end of your arm and the way it shot away like a bullet the first time when you threw it with a feeling of terrific power and speed and it smacked into the odorous, well-oiled pocket of the catcher’s mitt. And then it was like prowling round in dark, cool cellars, thinking you would come upon a buried treasure any moment, and finding rows of cobwebbed bottles and the rusty frame of an old bicycle.


  Sometimes it was like waking up on Saturday with the grand feeling of Saturday morning leaping in your heart, and seeing the apple blossoms drifting to the earth, and smelling sausage and ham and coffee, and knowing there would be no school today, no dreadful, morning, schoolhouse bell today, no thudding heart, and pounding legs, and shuddering nerves and bolted and uneasy food, and sour, distressful coffee in your guts, because there would be no school today and it was golden, shining, and triumphant Saturday.


  And then it was like Saturday night, and joy and menace in the air, and everyone waiting to get out on the streets and go “uptown,” and taking a hot bath, and putting on clean clothes and eating supper, and going uptown on the nighttime streets of Saturday where joy and menace filled the air about you, and where glory breathed upon you, and yet never came, and getting far down towards the front and seeing Broncho Billy shoot the bad men dead three times until the last show of the night was over, and a cracked slide was shone on the screen which said “Good Night.”


  Then it was like Sunday morning, waking, hearing the bus outside, smelling the coffee, brains and eggs, and buckwheat cakes, feeling peaceful, sweetly happy, not exultant as on Saturday, a slumberous, drowsy, and more mournful joy, the smell of the Sunday newspapers, and the Sunday morning light outside, bright, golden, yet religious light, and church bells, people putting on good clothes to go to church, and the closed and decent streets of Sunday morning, and going by the cool side where the tobacco store was, and the Sunday morning sports inside who didn’t have to go to church, and the strong, clean, pungent smell of good tobacco, and the good smell and feel of the church, which was not so much like God as like a good and decent substance in the world—the children singing, “Shall we gather at the River the Bew-tee-ful the Bew-tee-ful R-hiv-er!”—and the drone of voices from the class rooms later on, and the dark walnut, stained-glass light in the church, and decent, never-gaudy people with good dinners waiting for them when they got home, and the remote yet passionate austerity of the preacher’s voice, the lean, horselike nobility of his face as he craned above his collar saying “heinous”—and all remote, austere, subdued, and decent as if God were there in walnut light and a choker collar; and then the twenty-minute prayer, the organ pealing a rich benison, and people talking, laughing, streaming out from the dutiful, weekly, walnut disinfection of their souls into bright morning-gold of Sunday light again, and standing then in friendly and yet laughing groups upon the lawn outside, and streaming off towards home again, a steady liquid Sunday shuffle of good leather on the quiet streets—and all of it was good and godly, yet not like God, but like an ordered destiny, like Sunday morning peace and decency, and good dinners, money in the bank, and strong security.


  And then it was the huge winds in great trees at night—the remote, demented winds—the sharp, clean raining of the acorns to the earth, and a demon’s whisper of evil and unbodied jubilation in your heart, speaking of triumph, flight, and darkness, new lands, morning, and a shining city.


  And then it was like waking up and knowing somehow snow was there before you looked, feeling the numb, white, brooding prescience of soft-silent, all-engulfing snow around you, and then hearing it, soft, almost noiseless, fluff and fall to earth, and the scraping of a shovel on the sidewalk before the house.


  And then it was like stern and iron Winter, and days and nights that ate intolerably the slow grey ash of time away, and April that would never come, and waiting, waiting, waiting dreamily at night for something magical that never happened, and bare boughs that creaked and swayed in darkness, and the frozen shapes of limbs that swung stiff shadows on the street below a light, and your aunt’s voice filled with the fathomless sea-depths of Joyner time and horror, and of a race that lived forever while you drowned.


  And then it was like the few days that you liked school, when you began and ended in September and in June. It was like going back to school again in September and getting some joy and hope out of the book-lists that the teacher gave you the first day, and then the feel and look and smell of the new geography, the reader and the composition books, the history, and the smells of pencils, wooden rules, and paper in the bookstore, and the solid, wealthy feel of the books and bookstrap, and taking the books home and devouring them—the new, richly illustrated geography and history and reading books—devouring them with an insatiate joy and hunger until there was nothing new left in them, and getting up in the morning and hearing the morning-schoolhouse bell, and hoping it would not be so bad this year after all.


  And it was like waiting in May for school to end, and liking it, and feeling a little sad because it would soon be over, and like the last day when you felt quite sorrowful and yet full of an exultant joy, and watched the high school graduate, and saw the plaster casts of Minerva and Diana, the busts of Socrates, Demosthenes, and Caesar, and smelled the chalk, the ink, the schoolroom smells, with ecstasy, and were sorry you were leaving them.


  And you felt tears come into your own eyes as the class sang its graduation song with words to the tune of “Old Heidelberg,” and saw the girls weeping hysterically, kissing each other and falling on the neck of Mr. Hamby, the Principal, swearing they would never forget him, no, never, as long as they lived, and these had been the happiest days of their lives, and they just couldn’t bear it—boo-hoo-hoo!—and then listened to the oration of the Honorable Zebulon N. Meekins, the local Congressman, telling them the world had never seen a time when it needed leaders as it does at present and go—go—go my young friends and be a Leader in the Great World that is waiting for you and God Bless You All—and your eyes were wet, your throat was choked with joy and pain intolerable as Zebulon N. Meekins spoke these glorious words, for as he spoke them the soft, bloom-laden wind of June howled gusty for a moment at the eaves, you saw the young green of the trees outside and smelled a smell of tar and green and fields thick with the white and yellow of the daisies bending in the wind, and heard far-faint thunder on the rails, and saw the Great World then, the far-shining, golden, and enchanted city, and heard the distant, murmurous drone of all its million-footed life, and saw its fabulous towers soaring upward from an opalescent mist, and knew that some day you would walk its streets a conqueror and be a Leader among the most beautiful and fortunate people in the world; and you thought the golden tongue of Zebulon Nathaniel Meekins had done it all for you, and gave no credit to the troubling light that came and went outside, from gold to grey and back to gold again, and none to the young green of June and the thick-starred magic of the daisy fields, or to the thrilling school-house smells of chalk and ink and varnished desks, or to the thrilling mystery, joy, and sadness, the numb, delicious feel of glory in your guts—no you gave no credit to these things at all, but thought Zeb Meekins’ golden tongue had done it all to you.


  And you wondered what the schoolrooms were like in Summer when no one was there, and wished that you could be there alone with your pretty, red-haired, and voluptuous-looking teacher, or with a girl in your class who sat across the aisle from you, and whose name was Edith Pickleseimer, and who had fat curls, blue eyes of sweet tranquillity, and a tender, innocent smile, and who wore short little skirts, clean blue drawers, and you could sometimes see the white and tender plumpness of her leg where the straps and garter buckles that held up her stockings pressed into it, and you thought of being here with her alone, and yet all in a pure way too.


  And sometimes it was like coming home from school in October, and smelling burning leaves upon the air, and wading in the oak leaves in the gutter, and seeing men in shirt-sleeves with arm bands of a ruffled blue upon the sleeves raking the leaves together in their yards, and feeling, smelling, hearing ripeness, harvest, in the air, and sometimes frost at night, silence, frost-white moonlight through the windows, the distant barking of a dog, and a great train pounding at the rails, a great train going in the night, the tolling bell, the lonely and departing whistle-wail.


  These lights and shapes and tones of things swarmed in the boy’s mind like a magic web of shifting, iridescent colors. For the place where he lived was not just a street to him—not just a strip of pavement and a design of weathered, shabby houses: it was the living integument of his life, the frame and stage for the whole world of childhood and enchantment.


  Here on the corner of Locust Street, at the foot of the hill below his uncle’s house, was the wall of concrete blocks on which Monk sat at night a thousand times with the other boys in the neighborhood, conspiring together in lowered voices, weaving about their lives a huge conspiracy of night and mystery and adventure, prowling away into the dark to find it, whispering and snickering together in the dark, now prowling softly in the shadows, halting sharply, whispering, “Wait a minute!”—now in full, sudden, startled flight and terror with a rush of feet, going away from—nothing. Now talking, conspiring mysteriously again upon the wall of concrete blocks, and prowling off desperately into the dark of streets, yards, and alleys, filled exultantly with the huge and evil presence of the dark, and hoping, with a kind of desperate terror and resolve, for something wicked, wild, and evil in the night, as jubilant and dark as the demonic joy that rose wildly and intolerably in their hearts.


  This also was the corner where he saw two boys killed one day. It was a day in Spring, in afternoon, and heavy, grey, and wet to feel, all of the air was cool, and damp, full of the smell of earth and heavy green. He was on his way uptown, and Aunt Maw was cleaning up in the dining room and looking after him as he went down Locust Street, past the Shepperton house and past the house across the street where Nebraska Crane lived. He had a good feeling because he was going to buy chocolate and maple syrup for candy making, and because the air was heavy, grey, and green, and he felt some intolerable joy was in the air.


  Then he turned the corner into Baird Street, and Albert and Johnny Andrews were coming towards him, coasting in their wagon, Albert steering; and Johnny raised his hand and yelled at him as he went by, and Albert yelled but did not raise his hand. And then Monk turned to watch them as they whizzed around the corner and saw the highwheeled Oldsmobile that young Hank Bass drove run over them. And he remembered that the car belonged to Mr. Pendergraft, the fine-looking lumber man, who was rich and lived out on Montgomery Avenue in the swell part of town, and had two sons named Hip and Hop who went to Sunday School with Monk and grinned at people and were tongue-tied and had harelips. He saw the car hit the boys, smash their wagon into splinters, and drag Albert on his face for fifty yards. And Albert’s wagon had been painted bright yellow, and on the sides had been printed the word “Leader.”


  Albert’s face was smashed to currant jelly on the street, and Monk could see it scrape for fifty yards along the pavement like a bloody rag before the car was stopped; and when he got there they were getting Albert out from beneath the car. He could smell the sultry odors of the car, the smell of worn rubber, oil and gasoline, and heavy leathers, and the smell of blood; and everywhere people were rushing from their houses shouting, and men were going down beneath the car to get Albert out, and Bass was standing there with a face the color of green blubber, and cold sweat standing on his forehead, and his pants staining where he’d messed himself, and Albert was nothing but a bloody rag.


  Mr. Ernest Pennock, who lived next door to Uncle Mark, got Albert out and lifted him in his arms. Ernest Pennock was a big, red-faced man with a hearty voice, the uncle of Monk’s friend, Sam Pennock. Ernest Pennock was in shirt-sleeves and wore arm bands of ruffled blue, and Albert’s blood got all over Ernest Pennock’s shirt as he held Albert in his arms. Albert’s back was broken and his legs were broken and the raw splinters of the bones were sticking through his torn stockings, and all the time he kept screaming:


  “O mama save me O mama, mama save me O mama save me!”


  And Monk was sick to his guts because Albert had shouted at him and been happy just a minute ago, and something immense and merciless that no one understood had fallen from the sky upon him and broken his back and no one could save him now.


  The car had run over Johnny but had not dragged him, and he had no blood upon him, only two blue sunken marks upon his forehead. And Mr. Joe Black, who lived two doors below the Joyners, at the corner, and was the foreman of the street-car men and stood up in the Public Square all day and gave orders to the motormen every fifteen minutes when the cars came in, and married one of the daughters of Mr. McPherson, the Scotchman who lived across the street above the Joyners, had picked Johnny up and was holding him and talking gently to him, and saying in a cheerful voice, half to Johnny, half to himself and the other people:


  “This boy’s not hurt, yes, sir, he just got bruised a bit, he’s going to be a brave man and be all right again before you know it.”


  Johnny moaned a little, but not loudly, and there was no blood on him, and no one noticed Johnny, but Johnny died then while Joe Black talked to him.


  And then Mrs. Andrews came tearing around the corner, wearing an apron and screaming like a demented hag, and she clawed her way through the crowd of people around Albert, and snatched him out of Ernest Pennock’s arms, and kissed him till her face was covered with his blood, and kept screaming:


  “Is he dead? Is he dead? Why don’t you tell me if he’s dead?”


  Then suddenly she stopped screaming when they told her that it was not Albert but Johnny who was dead—grew calm, silent, almost tranquil, because Albert was her own child, and Johnny was an adopted child; and although she had always been good to Johnny, all the people in the neighborhood said later:


  “You see, don’t you? It only goes to show you! You saw how quick she shut up when she heard it wasn’t her own flesh and blood.”


  But Albert died anyway two hours later at the hospital.


  Finally—and somehow this was the worst of all—Mr. Andrews came tottering towards the people as they gathered around Albert. He was an insurance salesman, a little scrap of a man who was wasting away with some horrible joint disease. He was so feeble that he could not walk save by tottering along on a cane, and his great staring eyes and sunken face and large head, that seemed too heavy for the scrawny neck and body that supported it, went waggling, goggling, jerking about from side to side with every step he took, and his legs made sudden and convulsive movements as if they were going to fly away beneath him as he walked. Yet this ruin of a man had gotten nine children, and was getting new ones all the time. Monk had talked about this with the other boys in lowered voices, and with a feeling of horror and curiosity, for he wondered if his physical collapse had not come somehow from all the children he had got, if some criminal excess in nature had not sapped and gutted him and made his limbs fly out below him with these movements of convulsive disintegration; and he felt a terrible fascination and revulsion of the spirit because of the seminal mystery of nature that could draw forth life in swarming hordes from the withered loins of a walking dead man such as this.


  But finally he had come around the corner, goggling, waggling, jerking onward with his huge, vacant, staring eyes, towards the bloody place where two of his children had been killed; and this, together with the strong congruent smells of rubber, leather, oil and gasoline, mixed with the heavy, glutinous sweetness of warm blood, and hanging there like a cloud in the cool, wet, earthy air of that grey-green day that just a moment before had impended with such a wordless and intolerable prescience of joy, and now was filled with horror, nausea, and desperate sickness of the soul—this finally was the memory that was to fix that corner, the hour, the day, the time, the words and faces of the people, with a feeling of the huge and nameless death that waits around the corner for all men, to break their backs and shatter instantly the blind and pitiful illusions of their hope.


  Here was the place, just up the hill a little way from this treacherous corner, right there in front of Shepperton’s house, where another accident occurred, as absurd and comic as the first was tragic and horrible.


  One morning about seven o’clock, in the Spring of the year when all the fruit trees were in blossom, George was awakened instantly as he lay in his room, with a vision of cherry blossoms floating slowly to the earth, and at the same time with the memory of a terrific collision—a savage grinding and splintering of glass, steel, and wood—still ringing in his ears. Already he could hear people shouting to one another in the street, and the sound of footsteps running. The screen door slammed in his uncle’s house next door, and the boy heard his Uncle Mark howl to someone in an excited tone:


  “It’s down here on Locust Street! Merciful God, they’ll all be killed!”


  And he was off, striding down the street.


  But already George was out of bed, had his trousers on, and, without stopping for stockings, shoes, or shirt, he went running onto the porch, down the steps, and out into the street as hard as he could go. People were running along in the same direction, and he could see his uncle’s figure in the rapidly growing crowd gathered in front of Shepperton’s about a big telephone post which had been snapped off like a match stick near the base and hung half-suspended from the wires.


  As he pounded up, the fragments of the car were strewn over the pavement for a distance of fifty yards—a wheel here, a rod there, a lamp, a leather seat at other places, and shattered glass everywhere. The battered and twisted wreckage of the car’s body rested solidly and squatly upon the street before the telephone post which it had snapped with its terrific impact, and in the middle of all this wreckage Lon Pilcher was solemnly sitting, with a stupid look upon his face and the rim of the steering wheel wrapped around his neck. A few feet away, across the sidewalk, and upon the high-banked lawn of the Shepperton house, Mr. Matthews, the fat, red-faced policeman, was sitting squarely on his solid bottom, legs thrust out before him, and with the same look of stupid and solemn surprise on his face that Lon Pilcher had.


  Uncle Mark and some other men pulled Lon Pilcher from the wreckage of his car, took the steering wheel from around his neck, and assured themselves that by some miracle of chance he was not hurt. Lon, recovering quickly from the collision which had stunned him, now began to peer owlishly about at the strewn remnants of his car, and finally, turning to Uncle Mark with a drunken leer, he said:


  “D’ye think it’s damaged much, Mr. Joyner? D’ye think we can fix her up again, so she will run?” Here he belched heavily, covered his mouth with his hand, said, “Excuse me,” and began to prowl drunkenly among the strewn fragments.


  Meanwhile Mr. Matthews, recovering from his shock, now clambered down clumsily from the bank and pounded heavily towards Lon, shouting:


  “I’ll arrest ye! I’ll arrest ye! I’ll take ye to the lockup and arrest ye, that’s what I’ll do!”—a threat which now seemed somewhat superfluous since he had arrested Lon some time before.


  It now developed that Lon had been cruising about the town all night with some drunken chorus girls in his celebrated Cadillac, model 1910; that the policeman had arrested him at the head of the Locust Street hill, and had commanded Lon to drive him to the police station; and then, during that terrific dash downhill which had ended in the smash-up near the corner, had screamed frantically at his driver:


  “Stop! Stop! Let me out! You’re under arrest! Damn you, I’ll arrest ye fer this, as sure as you’re born!”


  And, according to witnesses, at the moment of collision the fat policeman had sailed gracefully through the shining morning air, described two somersaults, and landed solidly and squarely upon his bottom, with such force that he was stunned for several minutes, but still kept muttering all the time:


  “Stop! Stop! Or I’ll arrest ye!”


  Here was the house, across the street from Shepperton’s and just above Nebraska Crane’s house, where Captain Suggs lived. He was a cripple, with both legs amputated far above the knee. The rest of him was a gigantic hulk, with enormous shoulders, powerful, thick hands, and a look of brutal power and determination about his great, thick neck and his broad, clean-shaven, cruel-lipped mouth. He got about on crutches when he had his wooden stumps on him; at other times he crawled about on the stump ends of his amputated legs, which were protected by worn leather pads. He had had one leg shot off at Cold Harbor, and the other was mangled and had to be amputated. In spite of his mutilation and his huge bulk, he could move with amazing speed when he wanted to. When he was angered, he could use his crutch as a club and could floor anyone within a radius of six feet. His wife, a little, frail woman, was thoroughly submissive.


  His son, “Fielder” Suggs, was a little past thirty and on his way to fortune. At one time in his career he had been a professional baseball player. Later, with money enough for one month’s rent, Fielder leased a vacant store and installed there the first moving picture projection camera the town had known. Now he owned the Princess and the Gaiety on the Square, and his career was a miracle of sudden wealth.


  Here was the place upon the street before McPherson’s house where the horse slipped and fell on the icy pavement one cold night in January, and broke its leg. There were dark faces of men around the house, and presently George heard two shots, and his Uncle Mark came back with a sad look on his face, shaking his head regretfully and muttering, “What a pity! What a pity!”—and then began to denounce the city government bitterly for making the pavements so slippery and the hill so steep. And light and warmth went from the boy’s life, and the terror of the dark was all about him.


  Here was the alleyway that ran past his uncle’s house on the lower side and was bordered by a lane of lonely pines, and there was the huge, clay-caked stump of a tree where the boys would go Christmas morning and on the Fourth of July to explode their firecrackers on the stump. Rufus Higginson, who was Harry’s older brother, came there one Fourth of July with a toy cannon and a large yellow paper bag filled with loose powder, and he threw a match away into the powder bag, and even as he bent to get more powder it exploded in his face. He rushed screaming like a madman down the alley, his face black as a negro’s and his eyes blinded, and he rushed through his house from room to room, and no one could quiet him or get him to stop running because the pain was so intense. The doctor came and picked the powder out, and for weeks he bathed his face in oil; and his face turned into one solid scab, which then peeled off and left no scar at all, when everyone said he “would be scarred for life.”


  On up the hill past his uncle’s new, brick house, and beside it, and to the rear, the little frame house which his grandfather had built more than forty years before, and where George now lived with his Aunt Maw; on up the hill past Pennock’s house and Higginson’s old house; on up past Mr. McPherson’s house across the street, which always looked new and clean and tidy, and bright with new paint; on up to the top of the hill where Locust Street came into Charles, and on the left hand, was the huge, old, gabled house of brown, with its great porches, parlors, halls of quartered oak, and carriage entrances, and the enormous, lordly oaks in front of it. Some wealthy people from South Carolina lived there. They had a negro driver and a carriage that came up the driveway for them every day, and they never spoke to the other people on the street because they were too fine for them and moved in higher circles.


  Across Charles Street, on the corner, was a brick house in which a woman lived with her aged mother. The woman was a good soul, with fluffy, sandy-reddish hair, a hooked nose, a red face, and teeth that stuck out. Everyone called her “Pretty Polly” because she looked like a parrot and had a parrot’s throaty voice. She played the piano for the moving picture shows at the Gaiety Theatre, and every night when she stopped playing the people in the audience would cry out:


  “Music, Polly, music! Please, Polly, music, Polly! Pretty Polly, please!”


  She never seemed to mind at all, and would play again.


  “Pretty Polly” had a beau named James Mears, better known as “Duke” Mears, because he was always smartly dressed in correct riding costume, or at least what he believed to be the correct riding costume of the English aristocracy. He wore a derby hat, a stock, a fawn-colored weskit with the last and lowest button nonchalantly left unbuttoned, a close-fitting checked riding coat, riding trousers and magnificent, shining riding boots and spurs, and he carried a riding crop. He always wore this costume. He wore it when he got up in the morning, he wore it when he walked across the Square, he wore it when he went down the main street of the town, he wore it when he got into a street car, he wore it when he went to Miller and Cashman’s livery stable.


  Duke Mears had never been on a horse in his life, but he knew more about horses than anyone else. He talked to them and loved them better than he loved people. George saw him one Winter night at the fire which burned down the livery stable, and he yelled like a madman when he heard the horses screaming in the fire; they had to hold him and throw him to the ground and sit on him to keep him from going in to get the horses. Next day the boy went by and the stable was a mass of smoking timbers, and he could smell the wet, blackened embers, caked with ice, and the acrid smell of the put-out fire, and the sickening smell of roasted horse flesh. Teams were dragging the dead horses out with chains, and one dead horse had burst in two across the belly and its blue roasted entrails had come bulging out with a hideous stench he could not blow out of his nostrils.


  On the other corner of Locust Street and Charles, facing the house where “Pretty Polly” lived, was the Leathergood house; and farther along Charles Street, up the hill in the direction of the Country Club, was Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper’s boarding house.


  Everyone knew Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper. No one had ever seen or heard of Mr. Charles Montgomery Hopper. No one knew where he came from, no one knew where she got him, no one knew where they had lived together, no one knew who he was, or where he lived and died and was buried. It may very well be that he did not exist, that he never existed at all. Nevertheless, by the vociferous use of this imposing and resounding name, year after year, in a loud, aggressive, and somewhat raucous voice, Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper had convinced everyone, bludgeoned, touted everyone into the unquestioning acceptance of the fact that the name of Charles Montgomery Hopper was a very distinguished one, and that Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper was a very distinguished person.


  In spite of the fact that she ran a boarding house, it was never referred to as a boarding house. If one telephoned and asked if this was Mrs. Hopper’s boarding house, one of two things was likely to happen if Mrs. Hopper was the one who answered. The luckless questioner would either have the receiver slammed up violently in his face, after having his ears blistered by the scathing invective of which Mrs. Hopper was the complete mistress; or he would be informed, in tones that dripped with acid, that it was not Mrs. Hopper’s boarding house, that Mrs. Hopper did not have a boarding house, that it was Mrs. Hopper’s residence—then, also, he would have the receiver slammed up in his face.


  None of the boarders ever dared to refer to the fact that the lady had a boarding house, and that they paid her money for their board. Should anyone be so indelicate as to mention this, he must be prepared to pay the penalty for his indiscretion. He would be informed that his room was needed, that the people who had engaged it were coming the next day, and at what time could he have his baggage ready. Mrs. Hopper had even her boarders cowed. They were made to feel that a great and distinguished privilege had been extended to them when they were allowed to remain even for a short time as guests in Mrs. Hopper’s residence. They were made to feel also that this fact had somehow miraculously removed from them the taint of being ordinary boarders. It gave them a kind of aristocratic distinction, gave them a social position of which few people could boast, enrolled them under Mrs. Hopper’s approving seal in the Bluebook of the 400. So here was a boarding house that was no boarding house at all. Call it, rather, a kind of elegant house party which went on perpetually, and to which the favored few who were invited were also graciously permitted to contribute with their funds.


  Did it work? Whoever has lived here in America must know how well it worked, how cheerfully, how meekly, how humbly, with what servility, the guests at Mrs. Hopper’s house party endured that lean and scrawny fare, endured discomfort, cold, bad plumbing, and untidy housekeeping, even endured Mrs. Hopper and her voice, her domination and her dirge of abuse, if only they could remain there in the circle of the elect, not boarders really, but distinguished people.


  That small company of the faithful returned from year to year to Mrs. Hopper’s palace. Season after season, Summer after Summer, the rooms were booked up solid. Occasionally a stranger tried to make an entrance—some parvenu, no doubt, trying to buy his way into the protected circles of the aristocracy, some low bounder with money in his pocket, some social climber. Well, they looked him over with a very cold and fishy eye at Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper’s, remarked that they did not seem to remember his face, and had he ever been to Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper’s house before. The guilty wretch would stammer out a confused and panicky admission that this, indeed, was his first visit. A cold silence then would fall upon the company. And, presently, someone would say that he had been coming there every Summer for the past fourteen years. Another would remark that his first visit was the year before the year the War with Spain broke out. Another one would modestly confess that this was just his eleventh year and that at last he really felt that he belonged; it took ten years, he added, to feel at home. And this was true.


  So they came back year after year, this little circle of the elect. There were old man Holt and his wife, from New Orleans. There was Mr. McKethan, who stayed there all the time. He was a jeweler’s assistant, but his folks came from down near Charleston. He belonged. There was Miss Bangs, an antique spinstress, who taught in the public schools of New York City and soon would have her pension, and thereafter, it was thought, would retire forever, four seasons of the year, to the elegant seclusion of Mrs. Hopper’s house. And there was Miss Millie Teasdale, the cashier at McCormack’s pharmacy. She came from New York also, but now she was a “permanent” at Mrs. Hopper’s house.


  In the kitchen at Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper’s was Jenny Grubb, a negro woman of forty who had been there fifteen years or more. She was plump, solid, jolly, and so black that, as the saying went, charcoal would make a white mark on her. Her rich and hearty laughter, that had in it the whole black depth and warmth of Africa, could be heard all over the house. She sang forever, and her rich, strong, darkly-fibered voice could also be heard all day long. During the week she worked from dawn till after dark, from six in the morning till nine at night. On Sunday afternoon she had her day of rest. It was the day she had been preparing for, the day she had been living for all week. But Sunday afternoon was really not a day of rest for Jenny Grubb: it was a day of consecration, a day of wrath, a day of reckoning. It was potentially always the last day of the world, the day of sinners come to judgment.


  Every Sunday afternoon at three o’clock, when Mrs. Hopper’s clients had been fed, Jenny Grubb was free for three hours and made the most of it. She went out the kitchen door and round the house and up the alley to the street. She had already begun to mutter darkly and forebodingly, to herself. By the time she had crossed Locust Street and got two blocks down the hill towards town, her broad figure had begun to sway rhythmically. By the time she reached the bottom of the Central Avenue hill and turned the corner, began to mount again at Spring Street towards the Square, she had begun to breathe stertorously, to moan in a low tone, to burst into a sudden shout of praise or malediction. By the time she got to the Square, she was primed and ready. As she turned into the Square, that torpid and deserted Sunday Square of three o’clock, a warning cry burst from her.


  “O sinners, I’se a-comin’!” Jenny yelled, although there were no sinners there.


  The Square was bare and empty, but it made no difference. Swaying with a rhythmical movement of her powerful and solid frame, she propelled herself rapidly across the Square to the appointed corner, warning sinners as she came. And the Square was empty. The Square was always empty. She took up her position there in the hot sun, on the corner where McCormack’s drug store and Joyner’s hardware store faced each other. For the next three hours she harangued the heated, vacant Square.


  From time to time, each quarter of the hour, the street cars of the town came in and crossed, halted and stopped. The motormen got down with their control rods in their hands, moved to the other end; the conductors swung the trolleys around. The solitary loafer leaned against the rail and picked his teeth, half-listening idly to black Jenny Grubb’s harangue. And then the cars moved out, the loafer went away, and Jenny still harangued the vacant Square.


  [¬]
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  THE BUTCHER


  Every afternoon, up the hill before Mark Joyner’s house, wheezed and panted the ancient, dilapidated truck in which Mr. Lampley, the butcher, delivered his tender, succulent steaks and chops and roasts, and his deliciously fragrant home-made sausage, headcheese, liverwurst, and fat red frankfurters. To the boy, George Webber, this glamorous and rickety machine seemed to gain glory and enchantment as the years went on and the deposits of grease and oil, together with the warm odors of sage and other spices with which he seasoned his fresh pork sausage and a dozen more of his home-made delicacies, worked their way in and through the rich, stained texture of its weathered, winelike wood. Even years later, in the transforming light of time, it seemed to him strange, important, and immense to remember Mr. Lampley, to remember his wife, his daughter, and his son, the wholesome, fragrant, and delicate quality of their work—and something as savage and wild as nature in the lives of all of them.


  Mr. Lampley had come to town as a stranger twenty years before, and a stranger he had always been since coming there. Nothing was known of his past life or origins. He was a small and hideously battered figure of a man, as compact and solid as a bullock, and with a deadly stillness and toneless quietness about all his words and movements that suggested a controlled but savagely illimitable vitality. His small, red face, which had the choleric and flaring color of the Irishman, had been so horribly drawn and twisted on one side by a hideous cut, inflicted, it was said, by another butcher with a meat cleaver in a fight long before he came to town, that it was one livid and puckered seam from throat to forehead, and even the corners of his hard lips were drawn and puckered by the scar. Moreover, the man never seemed to bat his eyelids, and his small black eyes—as hard, as black, as steady as any which ever looked out upon the light of day—glared at the world so unflinchingly, with such a formidable and deadly gaze that no man could stand their stare for long, that one’s words trembled, stammered, and faltered foolishly away as one tried to utter them, and all attempts at friendliness or intimacy were blasted and withered in a second before those two unwinking eyes. Therefore no one knew him, no one sought his friendship twice; in all the years he had lived in the town he had made, beyond his family, not one intimate or friendly connection.


  But if Mr. Lampley was formidable in his own toneless and unwinking way, his wife was no less formidable in quite another. He had married a woman native to that section, and she was one of those creatures of an epic animality and good nature whose proportions transcend the descriptive powers of language, and who can be measured by no scale of law or judgment. Of her, it could only be said that she was as innocent as nature, as merciful as a river in flood, as moral as the earth. Full of good nature and a huge, choking scream of laughter that swelled boundlessly from her mighty breast, she could in an instant have battered the brains out of anyone who crossed her or roused the witless passion of her nature; and she would never have felt a moment’s pity or regret for doing so, even if she had paid the penalty with her life.


  She was one of a large family of country people, all built on the same tremendous physical proportions, the daughter of an epic brute who had also been a butcher.


  Physically, Mrs. Lampley was the biggest woman George had ever seen. She was well over six feet tall, and must have weighed more than two hundred pounds, and yet she was not fat. Her hands were ham-like in their size and shape, her arms and legs great swelling haunches of limitless power and strength, her breast immense and almost depthless in its fullness. She had a great mass of thick, dark red hair; eyes as clear, grey, and depthless as a cat’s; a wide, thin, rather loose, and cruel mouth; and a skin which, while clear and healthy-looking, had somehow a murky, glutinous quality—the quality of her smile and her huge, choking laugh—as if all the ropy and spermatic fluids of the earth were packed into her.


  There was nothing to measure her by, no law by which to judge her: the woman burst out beyond the limit of all human valuations, and for this reason she smote terror to George’s heart. She could tell stories so savage in their quality that the heart was sickened at them, and at the same time throw back her great throat and scream with laughter as she told them—and her laughter was terrible, not because it was cruel, but because the substance of which cruelty is made was utterly lacking in her nature.


  Thus she would describe incidents out of the life of her father, the butcher, in a strangely soft, countrified tone of voice, which always held in it, however, a suggestion of limitless power, and the burble of huge, choking laughter that would presently burst from her:


  “There used to be a cat down there at the market,” she drawled, “who was always prowlin’ and snoopin’ around to git at his meat, you know,” she went on confidentially in a quiet, ropy tone, and with a faint smile about her mouth. “Well,” she said, with a little heaving chuckle of her mighty breasts, “the old man was gittin’ madder an’ madder all the time, an’ one day when he found the cat had been at his meat again, he says to me—you know, I used to keep his books fer him—the old man turns to me, an’ says, ‘If I ketch that son-of-a-bitch in here again I’m goin’ to cut his head off—’” Here she paused to chuckle, her great throat swelling with its burble of laughter and her mighty bosom swelling. “I could see he was gittin’ mad, you know,” she said in that almost unctuous drawl, “and I knew that cat was goin’ to git in trouble if he didn’t mind! ... Well, sir,” she said, beginning to gasp a little, “it wasn’t ten minutes afore the old man looked up an’ saw the cat over yonder on the chopping block fixin’ to git at a great big side of beef the old man had put there! ... Well, when the old man sees that cat he lets out a yell you could hear from here across the Square! ‘You son-of-a-bitch!’ he says, ‘I told you I’d kill you if I caught you here again!’—and he picks up a cleaver,” she gasped, “and throws it at that cat as hard as he could let fly, and—har!—har!—har!—har!”—she screamed suddenly, her great throat swelling like a bull’s, and a wave of limitless laughter bursting from her and ending in a scream—“he ketches that damn cat as perty as anything you ever saw, an’ cuts him plumb in two—har!—har!—har!—har!”—And this time her huge laughter seemed too immense even for her mighty frame to hold, and the tears ran down her cheeks as she sank back gasping in her chair. “Lord! Lord!” she gasped. “That was the pertiest thing I ever see! I liked to laffed myself to death,” she panted, and then, still trembling, began to wipe at her streaming eyes with the back of one huge hand.


  Again, one day, she told this merry story of her honored sire:


  “A nigger came in there one day,” she said, “an’ told the old man to cut him off a piece of meat an’ wrap it up for him. When the old man gave it to him, the nigger begins to argue with him,” she said, “an’ to give him some back-talk, claimin’ the old man was cheatin’ him on the weight an’ tryin’ to charge him too much fer it! Well, sir,” she said, beginning to gasp a little, “the old man picks up a carving knife an’ he makes one swipe across the counter at that nigger with it—and—har!—har!—har!”—her huge laugh burst out of her mighty breast again and welled upward to a choking, ropy scream, “—that nigger!—that nigger!—his guts came rollin’ out into his hands like sausage meat!” she gasped. “I wish’t you could have seen the look upon his face!” she panted. “He just stood there lookin’ at them like he don’t know what to do with them—and har!—har!—har!”—she cast her swelling throat back and roared with laughter, subsiding finally to huge, gasping mirth—“that was the funniest thing I ever see! If you could a-seen the look upon that nigger’s face!” she panted, wiping at her streaming eyes with the back of her huge paw.


  Whenever a tall, strong, powerfully-built man came for the first time into the butcher’s little shop, Mrs. Lampley would immediately comment on his size and strength in a flattering and good-natured tone, but with something speculative and hard in her eye as she surveyed him, as if she was coldly calculating his chances with her in a knockdown fight. Many men had observed this look of appraisal, and George had heard men say that there was something so savagely calculating in it that it had made their blood run cold. She would look them over with a good-natured smile, but with a swift narrowing of her cat-grey eyes as she sized them up, meanwhile saying in a bantering and hearty tone of voice:


  “Say! You’re a right big feller, ain’t you? I was lookin’ at you when you came in—you could hardly git through the door,” she chuckled. “I said to myself, ‘I’d hate to git mixed up in any trouble with him,’ I says, ‘I’ll bet a feller like that could hit you an awful lick if you git him mad. ...’ How much do you weigh?” she would then say, still smiling, but with those cold, narrowed, grey eyes measuring the unhappy stranger up and down.


  And when the wretched man had stammered out his weight, she would say softly, in a contemplative fashion: “Uh-huh!” And after going over him a moment longer with those merciless and slitlike eyes, she would say, with an air of hearty finality: “Well, you’re a big ’un, sure enough! I’ll bet you’ll be a big help to your paw an’ maw when you git your growth—har!—har!—har!—har!” And the choking scream of laughter would then burst from her Atlantean breasts and bull-like throat.


  When she spoke of her husband she always referred to him as “Lampley,” and this was the way she always addressed him. Her tone when she spoke of him certainly had in it nothing that could be described as affection, for such a feeling would have had no more place in her nature than a swan upon the breast of the flood-tide Mississippi, but her tone had in it a note of brutal and sensual satisfaction that somehow told plainly and terribly of a perfect marriage of savage and limitless sexual energies, and of a mate in the battered figure of that little bullock man who could match and fit this mountain of a woman perfectly in an epic, night-long bout of lust and passion.


  Mrs. Lampley spoke constantly, openly, vulgarly, and often with a crude, tremendous humor, of the sexual act, and although she never revealed the secrets of her own marriage bed—if a union so savage, complete, and obvious as the one between herself and her husband could be called a secret—she did not for a moment hesitate to publish her opinions on the subject to the world, to give young married couples, or young men and their girls, advice that would make them flush to the roots of their hair, and to scream with merriment when she saw their confusion.


  Her son, Baxter, at this time a youth of eighteen, had just a year or two before taken a young girl by force, a well-developed and seductive red-haired girl of fourteen. This event, so far from causing his mother any distress, had seemed to her so funny that she had published it to the whole town, describing with roars of laughter her interview with the girl’s outraged mother:


  “Why, hell yes!” she said. “She came down here to see me, all broke out in a sweat about it, sayin’ Baxter had ruined her daughter an’ what was I goin’ to do about it!—‘Now, you look a-here!’ I said. ‘You jist git down off your high horse! He’s ruined no one,’ I says, ‘for there was no one to ruin to begin with’—har!—har!—har!—har!”—the full, choking scream burst from her throat—“‘Now,’ I says, ‘if she turns out to be a whore, she’ll come by it natural’—har!—har!—har!—har!—‘an’ Baxter didn’t make her one,’ I says. ‘What do you mean? What do you mean?’ she says—oh! gittin’ red as a ripe termater an’ beginnin’ to shake her finger in my face—‘I’ll have you put in jail fer slander,’ she says, ‘that’s what I’ll do!’ ‘Slander!’ I says, ‘Slander! Well, if it’s slander,’ I says, ‘the law has changed since my day and time. It’s the first time I ever knew you could slander a whore,’ I says, ‘by callin’ her by her right name.’ ‘Don’t you call my daughter no name like that,’ she says, oh, madder’n a wet hen, you know—‘Don’t you dare to! I’ll have you arrested,’ she says. ‘Why, God-damn you!’ I says—that’s just the way I talked to her, you know, ‘everyone knows what your daughter is!’ I says, ‘so you git on out of here,’ I says, ‘before I git mad an’ tell you something you may not like to hear!’—and I’m tellin’ you, she went!” And the huge creature leaned back gasping for a moment.


  “Hell!” she went on quietly in a moment, “I asked Baxter about it and he told me. ‘Baxter,’ I says, ‘that woman has been here now an’ I want to know: did you jump on that girl an’ take it from her?’ ‘Why, mama,’ he says, ‘take it from her? Why, she took it from me!’ says Baxter—har!—har!—har!—har!”—the tremendous laughter filled her throat and choked her. “‘Hell!’ says Baxter, ‘she throwed me down an’ almost broke my back! If I hadn’t done like I did I don’t believe she’d ever a-let me out of there!’—har!—har!—har!—har!—I reckon ole Baxter figgered it might as well be him as the next one,” she panted, wiping at her streaming eyes. “I reckon he figgered he might as well git a little of it while the gittin’ was good. But Lord!” she sighed, “I laffed about that thing until my sides was sore—har!—har!—har!—har!—har!”—and the enormous creature came forward in her creaking chair again, as the huge laughter filled her, and made the walls tremble with its limitless well of power.


  Towards her own daughter, however, whose name was Grace, and who was fifteen at this time, Mrs. Lampley was virtuously, if brutally, attentive. In both the children the inhuman vitality of their parents was already apparent, and in the girl, especially, the measureless animal power of her mother had already developed. At fifteen, she was a tremendous creature, almost as tall as her mother, and so fully matured that the flimsy little cotton dresses which she wore, and which would have been proper for most children of her age, were almost obscenely inadequate. In the heavy calves, swelling thighs, and full breasts of this great, white-fleshed creature of fifteen years there was already evident a tremendous seductiveness; men looked at her with a terrible fascination and felt the wakening of unreasoning desire, and turned their eyes away from her with a feeling of strong shame.


  Over this girl’s life already there hung the shadow of fatality. Without knowing why, one felt certain that this great creature must come to grief and ruin—as one reads that giants die early, and things which are too great in nature for the measure of the world destroy themselves. In the girl’s large, vacant, and regularly beautiful face, and in the tender, empty, and sensual smile which dwelt forever there, this legend of unavoidable catastrophe was plainly written.


  The girl rarely spoke, and seemed to have no variety of passion save that indicated by her constant, limitlessly sensual, and vacant smile. And as she stood obedient and docile beside her mother, and that huge creature spoke of her with a naked frankness, and as the girl smiled always that tender, vacant smile as if her mother’s words had no meaning for her, the feeling of something inhuman and catastrophic in the natures of these people was overwhelming:


  “Yes,” Mrs. Lampley would drawl, as the girl stood smiling vacantly at her side. “She’s growed up here on me before I knowed it, an’ I got to watch her all the time now to keep some son-of-a-bitch from knockin’ her up an’ ruinin’ her. Here only a month or two ago two of these fellers down here at the livery stable—you know who I mean,” she said carelessly, and in a soft, contemptuous voice—“that dirty, good-fer-nothin’ Pegram feller an’ that other low-down bastard he runs around with—what’s his name, Grace?” she said impatiently, turning to the girl.


  “That’s Jack Cashman, mama,” the girl answered in a soft and gentle tone, without changing for a second the tender, vacant smile upon her face.


  “Yeah, that’s him!” said Mrs. Lampley. “That low-down Cashman—if I ever ketch him foolin’ around here again I’ll break his neck, an’ I reckon he knows it, too,” she said grimly. “Why, I let her out, you know, one night along this Spring, to mail some letters,” she went on in an explanatory tone, “an’ told her not to be gone more’n half an hour—an’ these two fellers picked her up in a buggy they was drivin’ an’ took her fer a ride way up the mountain side. Well, I waited an’ waited till ten o’clock had struck, an’ still she didn’t come. An’ I walked the floor, an’ walked the floor, an’ waited—an’ by that time I was almost out of my head! I’ll swear, I thought I would go crazy,” she said slowly and virtuously. “I didn’t know what to do. An’ finally, when I couldn’t stand it no longer, I went upstairs an’ waked Lampley up. Of course, you know Lampley,” she chuckled. “He goes to bed early. He’s in bed every night by nine o’clock, and he ain’t goin’ to lose sleep over nobody. Well, I waked him up,” she said slowly. “‘Lampley,’ I says, ‘Grace’s been gone from here two hours, an’ I’m goin’ to find her if I have to spend the rest of the night lookin’ for her.’—‘Well how you goin’ to find her,’ he says, ‘if you don’t know where she’s gone?’—‘I don’t know,’ I says, ‘but I’ll find her if I’ve got to walk every street an’ break into every house in town—an’ if I find some son-of-a-bitch has taken advantage of her, I’ll kill him with my bare hands,’” said Mrs. Lampley. “‘I’ll kill the two of them together—for I’d rather see her layin’ dead than know she’s turned out to be a whore’—that’s what I said to him,” said Mrs. Lampley.


  During all this time, the girl stood obediently beside the chair in which her mother sat, smiling her tender, vacant smile, and with no other sign of emotion whatever.


  “Well,” said Mrs. Lampley slowly, “then I heard her. I heard her while I was talkin’ to Lampley, openin’ the door easylike an’ creepin’ up the stairs. Well, I didn’t say nothin’—I just waited until I heard her tiptoe in along the hall past Lampley’s door—an’ then I opened it an’ called to her. ‘Grace,’ I said, ‘where’ve you been?’—Well,” said Mrs. Lampley with an air of admission, “she told me. She never tried to lie to me. I’ll say that fer her, she’s never lied to me yet. If she did,” she added grimly, “I reckon she knows I’d break her neck.”


  And the girl stood there passively, smiling all the time.


  “Well, then,” said Mrs. Lampley, “she told me who she’d been with and where they’d been. Well—I thought I’d go crazy!” the woman said slowly and deliberately. “I took her by the arms an’ looked at her. ‘Grace,’ I said, ‘you look me in the eye an’ tell me the truth—did those two fellers do anything to you?’—‘No,’ she says.—‘Well, you come with me,’ I says, ‘I’ll find out if you’re telling me the truth, if I’ve got to kill you to git it out of you.’”


  And for a moment the huge creature was silent, staring grimly ahead, while her daughter stood beside her and smiled her gentle and imperturbably sensual smile.


  “Well,” said Mrs. Lampley slowly, as she stared ahead, “I took her down into the cellar—and,” she said with virtuous accents of slight regret, “I don’t suppose I should have done it to her, but I was so worried—so worried,” she cried strangely, “to think that after all the bringin’ up she’d had, an’ all the trouble me an’ Lampley had taken tryin’ to keep her straight—that I reckon I went almost crazy. ... I reached down an’ tore loose a board in an old packin’ case we had down there,” she said slowly, “an’ I beat her! I beat her,” she cried powerfully, “until the blood soaked through her dress an’ run down on the floor. ... I beat her till she couldn’t stand,” cried Mrs. Lampley, with an accent of strange maternal virtue in her voice, “I beat her till she got down on her knees an’ begged fer mercy—now that was how hard I beat her,” she said proudly. “An’ you know it takes a lot to make Grace cry—she won’t cry fer nothin’—so you may know I beat her mighty hard,” said Mrs. Lampley, in a tone of strong satisfaction.


  And during all this time the girl just stood passively with her sweet and vacant smile, and presently Mrs. Lampley heaved a powerful sigh of maternal tribulation, and, shaking her head slowly, said:


  “But, Lord! Lord! They’re a worry an’ a care to you from the moment that they’re born! You sweat an’ slave to bring ’em up right—an’ even then you can’t tell what will happen. You watch ’em day an’ night—an’ then the first low-down bastard that comes along may git ’em out an’ ruin ’em the first time your back is turned!”


  And again she sighed heavily, shaking her head. And in this grotesque and horribly comic manifestation of motherly love and solicitude, and in the vacant, tender smile upon the girl’s large, empty face there really was something moving, terribly pitiful, and unutterable.


  Whenever George thought of this savage and tremendous family, his vision always returned again to Mr. Lampley himself, whose last, whose greatest secrecy, was silence. He talked to no one more than the barest necessity of business speech demanded, and when he spoke, either in question or reply, his speech was as curt and monosyllabic as speech could be, and his hard, blazing eyes, which he kept pointed as steady as a pistol at the face of anyone to whom he spoke or listened, repelled effectively any desire for a more spacious conversation. Yet, when he did speak, his voice was never surly, menacing, or snarling. It was a low, hard, toneless voice, as steady and unwavering as his hard black eyes, yet not unpleasant in its tone or timbre; it was, like everything about him save the naked, blazing eyes—hard, secret, and contained. He simply fastened his furious and malignant little eyes on one and spoke as brief and short as possible.


  “Talk!” a man said. “Why, hell, he don’t need to talk! He just stands there and lets those eyes of his do all the talkin’ for him!” And this was true.


  Beyond this bare anatomy of speech, George had heard him speak on only one occasion. This had been one day when he had come to make collections for the meat he had delivered. At this time it was known in the town that Mr. Lampley’s son, Baxter, had been accused of stealing money from the man he worked for, and that—so ran the whispered and discreditable rumor—Baxter had been compelled to leave town. On this day when Mr. Lampley came to make collections, Aunt Maw, spurred by her native curiosity, and the desire that people have to hear the confirmation of their worst suspicions from the lips of those who are most painfully concerned, spoke to the butcher with the obvious and clumsy casualness of tone that people use on these occasions:


  “Oh, Mr. Lampley,” she said, as if by an afterthought when she had paid him, “say—by the way—I was meanin’ to ask you. What’s become of Baxter? I was thinkin’ just the other day, I don’t believe I’ve seen him for the last month or two.”


  During all the time she spoke, the man’s blazing eyes never faltered in their stare upon her face, and they neither winked nor wavered as he answered.


  “No,” he said, in his low, hard, toneless voice, “I don’t suppose you have. He’s not livin’ here any more. He’s in the navy.”


  “What say?” Aunt Maw cried eagerly, opening the screen door a trifle wider and moving forward. “The navy?” she said sharply.


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Mr. Lampley tonelessly, “the navy. It was a question of join the navy or go to jail. I gave him his choice. He joined the navy,” Mr. Lampley said grimly.


  “What say? Jail?” she said eagerly.


  “Yes, ma’am,” Mr. Lampley replied. “He stole money from the man he was workin’ for, as I reckon maybe you have heard by now. He done something he had no right to do. He took money that did not belong to him,” he said with a brutal stubbornness. “When they caught him at it they came to me and told me they’d let him go if I’d make good the money that he’d stolen. So I said to him: ‘All right. I’ll give ’em the money if you join the navy. Now, you can take your choice—it’s join the navy or go to jail. What do you want to do?’ He joined the navy,” Mr. Lampley again concluded grimly.


  As for Aunt Maw, she stood for a moment reflectively, and now, her sharp curiosity having been appeased by this blunt and final statement, a warmer, more engaging sentiment of friendliness and sympathy was awakened in her:


  “Well, now, I tell you what,” she said hopefully, “I believe you did just the thing you should have done. I believe that’s the very thing Baxter needs. Why, yes!” she now cried cheerfully. “He’ll go off there and see the world and meet up with all kinds of people, and learn to keep the proper sort of hours and lead a good, normal, healthy sort of life—for there’s one thing sure,” she said oracularly, “you can’t violate the laws of nature. If you do, you’ll have to pay for it some day as sure as you’re born,” she said solemnly, as she shook her head, “as sure as you’re born.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Mr. Lampley in his low, toneless voice, keeping his little blazing eyes fixed straight upon her.


  “Why, yes,” Aunt Maw cried again, and this time with the vigorous accents of a mounting cheerful certitude, “they’ll teach that boy a trade and regular habits and the proper way to live, and you mark my words, everything’s goin’ to turn out good for him,” she said with heartening conviction. “He’ll forget all about this trouble. Why, yes!—the whole thing will blow right over, people will forget all about it. Why, say! everyone is liable to make a mistake sometime, aren’t they?” she said persuasively. “That happens to everyone—and I’ll bet you, I’ll bet you anything you like that when that boy comes back——”


  “He ain’t comin’ back,” said Mr. Lampley.


  “What say?” Aunt Maw cried in a sharp, startled tone.


  “I said he ain’t comin’ back,” said Mr. Lampley.


  “Why what’s the reason he’s not?” she said.


  “Because if he does,” said Mr. Lampley, “I’ll kill him. And he knows it.”


  She stood looking at him for a moment with a slight frown.


  “Oh, Mr. Lampley,” she said quietly, shaking her head with a genial regret, “I’m sorry to hear you say that. I don’t like to hear you talk that way.”


  He stared at her grimly for a moment with his furious, blazing eyes.


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said, as if he had not heard her. “I’ll kill him. If he ever comes back here, I’ll kill him. I’ll beat him to death,” he said.


  Aunt Maw looked at him, shaking her head a little, saying with a closed mouth: “Huh, huh, huh, huh.”


  He was silent.


  “I never could stand a thief,” he said at length. “If it’d been anything else, I could’ve forgotten it. But a thief!” for the first time his voice rose hoarsely on a surge of passion. “Ah-h-h!” he muttered, stroking his head, and now there was a queer note of trouble and bewilderment in his hard tone. “You don’t know! You don’t know,” he said, “the trouble I have had with that boy! His mother an’ me done all we could for him. We worked hard an’ we tried to raise him right—but we couldn’t do nothing with him,” he muttered. “He was a bad egg.” He looked at her quietly a moment with his little, blazing eyes. Then he said, slowly and deliberately, and with a note of strong rising virtue in his voice, “I beat him, I beat him till he couldn’t stand up—I beat him till the blood ran down his back—but it didn’t do no more good than if I was beatin’ at a post,” he said. “No, ma’am. I might as well have beaten at a post.”


  And now his voice had a queer, hard note of grief, regret, and resignation in it, as if a man might say: “All that a father could do for a son I did for mine. But if a man shall beat his son until the blood runs down his back, and still that son learns neither grace nor penitence, what more can a father do?”


  He paused a moment longer, with his little eyes fixed hard upon her.


  “No, ma’am,” he concluded, in his low, toneless voice, “I never expect to see his face again. He’ll never come back here. He knows I’ll kill him if he does.” Then he turned and walked off towards his ancient vehicle while Aunt Maw stood watching him with a troubled and regretful face.


  And he had told the truth. Baxter never did come back. He was as lost to all of them as if he had been dead. They never saw him again.


  But George, who heard all this, remembered Baxter suddenly. He remembered his part-brutal, part-corrupted face. He was a creature criminal from nature and entirely innocent. His laugh was throaty with a murky, hoarse, and hateful substance in it; there was something too glutinously liquid, rank, and coarse in his smile; and his eyes looked wet. He had too strange and sudden and too murderously obscure a rage for the clear, hard passions most boys knew. He had a knife with a long, curved blade, and when he saw negroes in the street he put his hand upon his knife. He made half-sobbings in his throat when his rage took hold of him. Yet he was large, quite handsome, well-proportioned. He was full of rough, sudden play, and was always challenging a boy to wrestle with him. He could wrestle strongly, rudely, laughing hoarsely if he flung somebody to the ground, enjoying a bruising struggle, and liking to pant and scuffle harshly with skinned knees upon the earth; and yet he would stop suddenly if he had made his effort but found his opponent stronger than he was, and succumb inertly, with a limp, sudden weakness, smiling, with no pride or hurt, as his opponent pinned him to the earth.


  There was something wrong in this; and there was something ropy, milky, undefined in all the porches of his blood, so that, George felt, had Baxter’s flesh been cut or broken, had he bled, there would have been a ropy, milkweed mucus before blood came. He carried pictures in his pockets, photographs from Cuba, so he said, of shining naked whores in their rank white flesh and hairiness, in perverse and Latin revels with men with black mustaches, and he spoke often of experiences he had had with girls in town, and with negro women.


  All this George remembered with a rush of naked vividness.


  But he remembered also a kindness, a warmth and friendliness, equally strange and sudden, which Baxter had; something swift and eager, wholly liberal, which made him wish to share all he had—the sausages and sandwiches which he brought with him to school, together with all his enormous and delicious lunch—offering and thrusting the rich bounty of his lunch box, which would smell with an unutterable fragrance and delight, at the other boys with a kind of eager, asking, and insatiable generosity. And at times his voice was gentle, and his manner had this same strange, eager, warm, and almost timid gentleness and friendliness.


  George remembered passing the butcher shop once, and from the basement, warm with its waft of fragrant spices, he suddenly heard Baxter screaming:


  “Oh, I’ll be good! I’ll be good!”—and that sound from this rough, brutal boy had suddenly pierced him with an unutterable sense of shame and pity.


  This, then, was Baxter as George had known him, and as he remembered him when the butcher spoke of him that day. And as the butcher spoke his hard and toneless words of judgment, George felt a wave of intolerable pity and regret pass over him as he remembered Baxter (although he had not known him well or seen him often), and knew he never would come back again.


  [¬]
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  THE CHILD BY TIGER


  One day after school, Monk and several of the boys were playing with a football in the yard at Randy Shepperton’s. Randy was calling signals and handling the ball. Nebraska Crane was kicking it. Augustus Potterham was too clumsy to run or kick or pass, so they put him at center where all he’d have to do would be to pass the ball back to Randy when he got the signal. To the other boys, Gus Potterham was their freak child, their lame duck, the butt of their jokes and ridicule, but they also had a sincere affection for him; he was something to be taken in hand, to be protected and cared for.


  There were several other boys who were ordinarily members of their group. They had Harry Higginson and Sam Pennock, and two boys named Howard Jarvis and Jim Redmond. It wasn’t enough to make a team, of course. They didn’t have room enough to play a game even if they had had team enough. What they played was really a kind of skeletonized practice game, with Randy and Nebraska back, Gus at center, two other fellows at the ends, and Monk and two or three more on the other side, whose duty was to get in and “break it up” if they could.


  It was about four o’clock in the afternoon, late in October, and there was a smell of smoke, of leaves, of burning in the air. Bras had just kicked to Monk. It was a good kick too—a high, soaring punt that spiraled out above Monk’s head, behind him. He ran back and tried to get it, but it was far and away “over the goal line”—that is to say, out in the street. It hit the street and bounded back and forth with that peculiarly erratic bounce a football has.


  The ball rolled away from Monk down towards the corner. He was running out to get it when Dick Prosser, Sheppertons’ new negro man, came along, gathered it up neatly in his great black paw, and tossed it to him. Dick turned in then, and came on around the house, greeting the boys as he came. He called all of them “Mister” except Randy, and Randy was always “Cap’n”—“Cap’n Shepperton.” This formal address—“Mr.” Crane, “Mr.” Potterham, “Mr.” Webber, “Cap’n” Shepperton—pleased them immensely, gave them a feeling of mature importance and authority.


  “Cap’n Shepperton” was splendid! It was something more to all of them than a mere title of respect. It had a delightful military association, particularly when Dick Prosser said it. Dick had served a long enlistment in the U.S. army. He had been a member of a regiment of crack negro troops upon the Texas border, and the stamp of the military man was evident in everything he did. It was a joy just to watch him split up kindling. He did it with a power, a clean precision, a kind of military order, that was astounding. Every stick he cut seemed to be exactly the same length and shape as every other. He had all of them neatly stacked against the walls of the Shepperton basement with such regimented faultlessness that it almost seemed a pity to disturb their symmetry for the use for which they were intended.


  It was the same with everything else he did. His little whitewashed basement room was as spotless as a barracks room. The bare board floor was always cleanly swept, a plain, bare table and a plain, straight chair were stationed exactly in the center of the room. On the table there was always just one object—an old Bible with a limp cover, almost worn out by constant use, for Dick was a deeply religious man. There was a little cast-iron stove and a little wooden box with a few lumps of coal and a neat stack of kindling in it. And against the wall, to the left, there was an iron cot, always precisely made and covered cleanly with a coarse grey blanket.


  The Sheppertons were delighted with him. He had come there looking for work just a month or two before, “gone around to the back door” and modestly presented his qualifications. He had, he said, only recently received his discharge from the army, and was eager to get employment, at no matter what wage. He could cook, he could tend the furnace, he could do odd jobs, he was handy at carpentry, he knew how to drive a car—in fact, it seemed to the boys that there was very little that Dick Prosser could not do.


  He could certainly shoot. He gave a modest demonstration of his prowess one afternoon, with Randy’s “twenty-two,” that left them gasping. He just lifted that little rifle in his powerful black hands as if it were a toy, without seeming to take aim, pointed it towards a strip of tin on which they had crudely marked out some bull’s-eye circles, and he simply peppered the center of the bull’s eye, putting twelve holes through a space one inch square, so fast they could not even count the shots.


  He knew how to box, too. Randy said he had been a regimental champion. At any rate, he was as cunning and crafty as a cat. He never boxed with the boys, of course, but Randy had two sets of gloves, and Dick used to coach them while they sparred. There was something amazingly tender and watchful about him. He taught them many things, how to lead, to hook, to counter, and to block, but he was careful to see that they did not hurt each other. Nebraska, who was the most powerful of the lot, could hit like a mule. He would have killed Gus Potterham in his simple, honest way if he had ever been given a free hand. But Dick, with his quick watchfulness, his gentle and persuasive tact, was careful to see this did not happen.


  He knew about football, too, and that day, as Dick passed the boys, he paused, a powerful, respectable-looking negro of thirty years or more, and watched them for a moment as they played.


  Randy took the ball and went up to him.


  “How do you hold it, Dick?” he said. “Is this right?”


  Dick watched him attentively as he gripped the ball and held it back above his shoulder. The negro nodded approvingly and said:


  “That’s right, Cap’n Shepperton. You’ve got it. Only,” he said gently, and now took the ball in his own powerful hand, “when you gits a little oldah, yo’ handses gits biggah and you gits a bettah grip.”


  His own great hand, in fact, seemed to hold the ball as easily as if it were an apple. And, holding it so a moment, he brought it back, aimed over his outstretched left hand as if he were pointing a gun, and rifled it in a beautiful, whizzing spiral thirty yards or more to Gus. He then showed them how to kick, how to get the ball off of the toe in such a way that it would rise and spiral cleanly.


  He showed them how to make a fire, how to pile the kindling, where to place the coal, so that the flames shot up cone-wise, cleanly, without smoke or waste. He showed them how to strike a match with the thumbnail of one hand and keep and hold the flame in the strongest wind. He showed them how to lift a weight, how to “tote” a burden on their shoulders in the easiest way. There was nothing that he did not know. They were all so proud of him. Mr. Shepperton himself declared that Dick was the best man he’d ever had, the smartest darky that he’d ever known.


  And yet? He went too softly, at too swift a pace. He was there upon them sometimes like a cat. Looking before them sometimes, seeing nothing but the world before them, suddenly they felt a shadow at their back, and, looking up, would find that Dick was there. And there was something moving in the night. They never saw him come or go. Sometimes they would waken, startled, and feel that they had heard a board creak, the soft clicking of a latch, a shadow passing swiftly. All was still.


  “Young white fokes—O young white gentlemen”—his soft voice ending in a moan, a kind of rhythm in his lips—“O young white fokes, I’se tellin’ you—” that soft, low moan again—“you gotta love each othah like a brothah.” He was deeply religious and went to church three times a week. He read his Bible every night.


  Sometimes Dick would come out of his little basement room and his eyes would be red, as if he had been weeping. They would know, then, that he had been reading his Bible. There would be times when he would almost moan when he talked to them, a kind of hymnal chant, a religious ecstasy, that came from some deep intoxication of the spirit, and that transported him. For the boys, it was a troubling and bewildering experience. They tried to laugh it off and make jokes about it. But there was something in it so dark and strange and full of a feeling they could not fathom that their jokes were hollow, and the trouble in their minds and in their hearts remained.


  Sometimes on these occasions his speech would be made up of some weird jargon of Biblical phrases and quotations and allusions, of which he seemed to have hundreds, and which he wove together in the strange pattern of his emotion in a sequence that was meaningless to them but to which he himself had the coherent clue.


  “O young white fokes,” he would begin, moaning gently, “de dry bones in de valley. I tell you, white fokes, de day is comin’ when He’s comin’ on dis earth again to sit in judgment. He’ll put de sheep upon de right hand and de goats upon de left—O white fokes, white fokes—de Armageddon day’s a-comin’, white fokes—an’ de dry bones in de valley.”


  Or again, they could hear him singing as he went about his work, in his deep, rich voice, so full of warmth and strength, so full of Africa, singing hymns that were not only of his own race, but that were familiar to them all. They didn’t know where he learned them. Perhaps they were remembered from his army days. Perhaps he had learned them in the service of former masters. He drove the Sheppertons to church on Sunday morning, and would wait for them throughout the service. He would come up to the side door of the church while the service was going on, neatly dressed in his good, dark suit, holding his chauffeur’s hat respectfully in his hand, and stand there humbly and listen during the course of the entire sermon.


  And then when the hymns were sung, and the great rich sound would swell and roll out into the quiet air of Sunday, Dick would stand and listen, and sometimes he would join quietly in the song. A number of these favorite hymns the boys heard him singing many times in a low, rich voice as he went about his work around the house. He would sing “Who Follows in His Train?”—or “Alexander’s Glory Song,” or “Rock of Ages,” or “Onward, Christian Soldiers.”


  And yet? Well, nothing happened—there was just “a flying hint from here and there”—and the sense of something passing in the night.


  Turning into the Square one day, as Dick was driving Mr. Shepperton to town, Lon Pilcher skidded murderously around the corner, side-swiped Dick, and took the fender off. The negro was out of the car like a cat and got his master out. Mr. Shepperton was unhurt. Lon Pilcher climbed out and reeled across the street, drunk as a sot in mid-afternoon. He swung viciously, clumsily, at the negro, smashed him in the face. Blood trickled from the flat black nostrils and from the thick, liver-colored lips. Dick did not move. But suddenly the whites of his eyes were shot with red, his bleeding lips bared for a moment over the white ivory of his teeth. Lon smashed at him again. The negro took it full in the face again; his hands twitched slightly but he did not move. They collared the drunken sot and hauled him off and locked him up. Dick stood there for a moment, then he wiped his face and turned to see what damage had been done to the car. No more now, but there were those who saw it, who remembered later how the eyes went red.


  Another thing. The Sheppertons had a cook named Pansy Harris. She was a comely negro wench, young, plump, black as the ace of spades, a good-hearted girl with a deep dimple in her cheeks and faultless teeth, bared in a most engaging smile. No one ever saw Dick speak to her. No one ever saw her glance at him. [him,] or him at her—and yet that dimpled, plump, and smilingly good-natured wench became as mournful-silent and as silent-sullen as midnight pitch. She sang no more. No more was seen the gleaming ivory of her smile. No more was heard the hearty and infectious exuberance of her warm, full-throated laugh. She went about her work as mournfully as if she were going to a funeral. The gloom deepened all about her. She answered sullenly now when spoken to.


  One night towards Christmas she announced that she was leaving. In response to all entreaties, all efforts to find the reason for her sudden and unreasonable decision, she had no answer except a sullen repetition of the assertion that she had to leave. Repeated questionings did finally wring from her a statement that her husband wanted her to quit, that he needed her at home. More than this she would not say, and even this excuse was highly suspected, because her husband was a Pullman porter, home only two days a week, and well accustomed to do himself such housekeeping tasks as she might do for him.


  The Sheppertons were fond of her. The girl had been with them for several years. They tried again to find the reason for her leaving. Was she dissatisfied? “No’m”—an implacable monosyllable, mournful, unrevealing as the night. Had she been offered a better job elsewhere? “No’m”—as untelling as before. If they offered her more wages, would she stay with them? “No’m”—again and again, sullen and unyielding; until finally the exasperated mistress threw her hands up in a gesture of defeat and said: “All right then, Pansy. Have it your own way, if that’s the way you feel. Only for heaven’s sake, don’t leave us in the lurch. Don’t leave us until we get another cook.”


  This, at length, with obvious reluctance, the girl agreed to. Then, putting on her hat and coat, and taking the paper bag of “leavings” she was allowed to take home with her at night, she went out the kitchen door and made her sullen and morose departure.


  This was on Saturday night, a little after eight o’clock.


  That same afternoon Randy and Monk had been fooling around the Shepperton basement, and, seeing that Dick’s door was slightly ajar, they stopped at the opening and looked in to see if he was there. The little room was empty, and swept and spotless as it had always been.


  But they did not notice that! They saw it! At the same moment their breaths caught sharply in a gasp of startled wonderment. Randy was the first to speak.


  “Look!” he whispered. “Do you see it?”


  See it? Monk’s eyes were glued upon it. Had he found himself staring suddenly at the flat head of a rattlesnake his hypnotized surprise could have been no greater. Squarely across the bare boards of the table, blue-dull, deadly in its murderous efficiency, lay an automatic army rifle. They both knew the type. They had seen them all when Randy went to buy his little “twenty-two” at Uncle Morris Teitlebaum’s. Beside it was a box containing one hundred rounds of ammunition, and behind it, squarely in the center, face downward, open on the table, was the familiar cover of Dick’s old, worn Bible.


  Then he was on them like a cat. He was there like a great, dark shadow before they know it. They turned, terrified. He was there above them, his thick lips bared above his gums, his eyes gone small and red as rodents’.


  “Dick!” Randy gasped, and moistened his dry lips. “Dick!” he fairly cried now.


  It was all over like a flash. Dick’s mouth closed. They could see the whites of his eyes again. He smiled and said softly, affably, “Yes suh, Cap’n Shepperton. Yes suh! You gent-mun lookin’ at my rifle?”—and he stepped across the sill into the room.


  Monk gulped and nodded his head and couldn’t say a word, and Randy whispered, “Yes.” And both of them still stared at him with an expression of appalled and fascinated interest.


  Dick shook his head and chuckled. “Can’t do without my rifle, white fokes. No suh!” He shook his head good-naturedly again, “Ole Dick, he’s—he’s—he’s an ole ahmy man, you know. He’s gotta have his rifle. If they take his rifle away from him, why that’s jest lak takin’ candy away from a little baby. Yes suh!” he chuckled again, and picked the weapon up affectionately. “Ole Dick felt Christmas comin’ on—he—he—I reckon he must have felt it in his bones,” he chuckled, “so I been savin’ up my money—I jest thought I’d hide this heah and keep it as a big surprise fo’ the young white fokes,” he said. “I was jest gonna put it away heah and keep it untwill Christmas morning. Then I was gonna take the young white fokes out and show ’em how to shoot.”


  They had begun to breathe more easily now, and, almost as if they were under the spell of the Pied Piper of Hamelin, they had followed him step by step into the room.


  “Yes suh,” Dick chuckled, “I was jest fixin’ to hide this gun away and keep it hid twill Christmas day, but Cap’n Shepperton—hee!” he chuckled heartily and slapped his thigh—“you can’t fool ole Cap’n Shepperton! He was too quick fo’ me. He jest must’ve smelled this ole gun right out. He comes right in and sees it befo’ I has a chance to tu’n around. ... Now, white fokes,” Dick’s voice fell to a tone of low and winning confidence, “Ah’s hopin’ that I’d git to keep this gun as a little surprise fo’ you. Now that you’s found out, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If you’ll jest keep it a surprise from the other white fokes twill Christmas day, I’ll take all you gent’mun out and let you shoot it. Now cose,” he went on quietly, with a shade of resignation, “if you want to tell on me you can—but”—here his voice fell again, with just the faintest yet most eloquent shade of sorrowful regret—“Ole Dick was lookin’ fahwad to this. He was hopin’ to give all the white fokes a supprise Christmas day.”


  They promised earnestly that they would keep his secret as if it were their own. They fairly whispered their solemn vow. They tiptoed away out of the little basement room, as if they were afraid their very footsteps might betray the partner of their confidence.


  This was four o’clock on Saturday afternoon. Already, there was a somber moaning of the wind, grey storm clouds sweeping over. The threat of snow was in the air.


  Snow fell that night. It began at six o’clock. It came howling down across the hills. It swept in on them from the Smokies. By seven o’clock the air was blind with sweeping snow, the earth was carpeted, the streets were numb. The storm howled on, around houses warm with crackling fires and shaded light. All life seemed to have withdrawn into thrilling isolation. A horse went by upon the street with muffled hoofs.


  George Webber went to sleep upon this mystery, lying in the darkness, listening to that exultancy of storm, to that dumb wonder, that enormous and attentive quietness of snow, with something dark and jubilant in his soul he could not utter.


  Snow in the South is wonderful. It has a kind of magic and a mystery that it has nowhere else. And the reason for this is that it comes to people in the South not as the grim, unyielding tenant of the Winter’s keep, but as a strange and wild visitor from the secret North. It comes to them from darkness, to their own special and most secret soul there in the South. It brings to them the thrilling isolation of its own white mystery. It brings them something that they lack, and that they have to have; something that they have lost, but now have found; something that they have known utterly, but had forgotten until now.


  In every man there are two hemispheres of light and dark, two worlds discrete, two countries of his soul’s adventure. And one of these is the dark land, the other half of his heart’s home, the unvisited domain of his father’s earth.


  And this is the land he knows the best. It is the earth unvisited—and it is his, as nothing he has seen can ever be. It is the world intangible that he has never touched—yet more his own than something he has owned forever. It is the great world of his mind, his heart, his spirit, built there in his imagination, shaped by wonder and unclouded by the obscuring flaws of accident and actuality, the proud, unknown earth of the lost, the found, the never-here, the ever-real America, unsullied, true, essential, built there in the brain, and shaped to glory by the proud and flaming vision of a child.


  Thus, at the head of those two poles of life will lie the real, the truthful image of its immortal opposite. Thus, buried in the dark heart of the cold and secret North, abides forever the essential image of the South; thus, at the dark heart of the moveless South, there burns forever the immortal splendor of the North.


  So had it always been with George. The other half of his heart’s home, the world unknown that he knew the best, was the dark North. And snow swept in that night across the hills, demonic visitant, to restore that land to him, to sheet it in essential wonder. Upon this mystery he fell asleep.


  A little after two o’clock next morning he was awakened by the ringing of a bell. It was the fire bell of the City Hall, and it was beating an alarm—a hard, fast stroke that he had never heard before. Bronze with peril, clangorous through the snow-numbed silence of the air, it had a quality of instancy and menace he had never known before. He leaped up and ran to the window to look for the telltale glow against the sky. But it was no fire. Almost before he looked, those deadly strokes beat in upon his brain the message that this was no alarm for fire. It was a savage, brazen tongue calling the town to action, warning mankind against the menace of some peril—secret, dark, unknown, greater than fire or flood could ever be.


  He got instantly, in the most overwhelming and electric way, the sense that the whole town had come to life. All up and down the street the houses were beginning to light up. Next door, the Shepperton house was ablaze with light, from top to bottom. Even as he looked Mr. Shepperton, wearing an overcoat over his pajamas, ran down the steps and padded out across the snow-covered walk towards the street.


  People were beginning to run out of doors. He heard excited cries and shouts and questions everywhere. He saw Nebraska Crane come pounding up the middle of the street. He knew that he was coming for him and Randy. As Bras ran by Shepperton’s, he put his fingers to his mouth and whistled piercingly. It was a signal they all knew.


  Monk was already almost dressed by the time he came running in across the front yard. He hammered at the door; Monk was already there. They both spoke at once. He had answered Monk’s startled question before he got it out.


  “Come on!” he said, panting with excitement, his Cherokee black eyes burning with an intensity Monk had never seen before. “Come on!” he cried. They were halfway out across the yard by now. “It’s that nigger! He’s gone crazy and is running wild!”


  “Wh-wh-what nigger?” Monk gasped, pounding at his heels.


  Even before he spoke Monk had the answer. Mr. Crane had already come out of his house and crossed the street, buttoning his heavy policeman’s overcoat and buckling his girdle as he came. He had paused to speak for a moment to Mr. Shepperton, and Monk heard Mr. Shepperton say quickly, in a low voice:


  “Which way did he go?”


  Then he heard somebody cry, “It’s that nigger of Shepperton’s!”


  Mr. Shepperton turned and went quickly back across his yard towards the house. His wife and two girls stood huddled in the open doorway. The snow had drifted in across the porch. The three women stood there, white, trembling, holding themselves together, their arms thrust in the wide sleeves of their kimonos.


  The telephone in Shepperton’s house was ringing like mad but no one was paying any attention to it. Monk heard Mrs. Shepperton say quickly as her husband ran up the steps, “Is it Dick?” He nodded and passed her brusquely, going towards the phone.


  At this moment, Nebraska whistled piercingly again upon his fingers, and Randy Shepperton ran past his mother and sped down the steps. She called sharply to him. He paid no attention to her. When he came up, Monk saw that his fine, thin face was white as a sheet. He looked at Monk and whispered:


  “It’s—it’s Dick!” And in a moment, “They say he’s killed four people!”


  “With—?” Monk couldn’t finish.


  Randy nodded dumbly, and they both stared there for a minute, two white-faced boys, aware now of the full and murderous significance of the secret they had kept, the confidence they had not violated, with a sudden sense of guilt and fear as if somehow the crime lay on their shoulders.


  Across the street a window banged up in the parlor of Suggs’ house and Old Man Suggs appeared in the window clad only in his nightgown, his brutal old face inflamed with excitement, his shock of silvery white hair awry, his powerful shoulders and his thick hands gripping his crutches.


  “He’s coming this way!” he bawled to the world in general. “They say he lit out across the Square! He’s heading out in this direction!”


  Mr. Crane paused to yell back impatiently over his shoulder, “No, he went down South Main Street. He’s heading for Wilton and the river. I’ve already heard from headquarters.”


  Automobiles were beginning to roar and sputter all along the street. Even at that time, over half the people on the street had them. Across the street Monk could hear Mr. Potterham sweating with his Ford. He would whirl the crank a dozen times or more, the engine would catch for a moment, cough and splutter, and then die again. Gus ran out of doors with a kettle of boiling water and began to pour it feverishly down the radiator spout.


  Mr. Shepperton was already dressed. They saw him run down the back steps towards the carriage house. Randy, Bras, and Monk streaked down the driveway to help him. They got the old wooden doors open. He went in and cranked the car. It was a new Buick. It responded to their prayers and started up at once. Mr. Shepperton backed out into the snowy drive. They all clambered up onto the running board. He spoke absently, saying:


  “You boys stay here. Randy, your mother’s calling you.”


  But they all tumbled in and he didn’t say a word.


  He came backing down the driveway at top speed. They turned into the street and picked up Mr. Crane. As they took the corner into Charles Street, Fred Sanford and his father roared past them in their Oldsmobile. They lit out for town, going at top speed. Every house along Charles Street was lighted up. Even the hospital was ablaze with light. Cars were coming out of alleys everywhere. They could hear people shouting questions and replies at one another. Monk heard one man shout, “He’s killed six men!”


  Monk didn’t know how fast they went, but it was breakneck speed with streets in such condition. It didn’t take them over five minutes to reach the Square, but when they got there it seemed as if the whole town was there ahead of them. Mr. Shepperton pulled the car up and parked in front of the City Hall. Mr. Crane leaped out and went pounding away across the Square without another word to them.


  Everyone was running in the same direction. From every corner, every street that led into the Square, people were streaking in. One could see the dark figures of running men across the white carpet of the Square. They were all rushing in to one focal point.


  The southwest corner of the Square where South Main Street came into it was like a dog fight. Those running figures streaking towards that dense crowd gathered there made Monk think of nothing else so much as a fight between two boys upon the playgrounds of the school at recess time. The way the crowd was swarming in was just the same.


  But then he heard a difference. From that crowd came a low and growing mutter, an ugly and insistent growl, of a tone and quality he had never heard before, but, hearing it now, he knew instantly what it meant. There was no mistaking the blood note in that foggy growl. And the three of them, the three boys, looked at one another with the same question in the eyes of all.


  Nebraska’s coal black eyes were shining now with a savage sparkle even they had never had before. The awakened blood of the Cherokee was smoking in him. “Come on,” he said in a low tone, exultantly. “They mean business this time, sure. Let’s go!” And he darted away towards the dense and sinister darkness of the crowd.


  Even as they followed him they heard behind them, at the edge of Niggertown, coming towards them now, growing, swelling at every instant, one of the most savagely mournful and terrifying sounds that night can know. It was the baying of the hounds as they came up upon the leash from Niggertown. Full-throated, howling deep, the savagery of blood was in it, and the savagery of man’s guilty doom was in it, too.


  They came up swiftly, fairly baying at the boys’ heels as they sped across the snow-white darkness of the Square. As they got up to the crowd they saw that it had gathered at the corner where Mark Joyner’s hardware store stood. Monk’s uncle had not yet arrived but they had phoned for him; he was already on the way. But Monk heard Mr. Shepperton swear beneath his breath in vexation:


  “Damn, if I’d only thought—we could have taken him!”


  Facing the crowd which pressed in on them so close and menacing that they were almost flattened out against the glass, three or four men were standing with arms stretched out in a kind of chain, as if trying to protect with the last resistance of their strength and eloquence the sanctity of private property.


  George Gallatin was Mayor at that time, and he was standing there shoulder to shoulder and arm to arm with Hugh McPherson. Monk could see Hugh, taller by half a foot than anyone around him, his long, gaunt figure, the gaunt passion of his face, even the attitude of his outstretched bony arms, strangely, movingly Lincolnesque, his one good eye (for he was blind in the other) blazing in the cold glare of the corner lamp with a kind of cold, inspired, Scotch passion.


  “Wait a minute! Stop! You men wait a minute!” he cried. His words cut out above the shouts and clamor of the mob like an electric spark. “You’ll gain nothing, you’ll help nothing if you do this thing.”


  They tried to drown him out with an angry and derisive roar. He shot his big fist up into the air and shouted at them, blazed at them with that cold single eye, until they had to hear. “Listen to me!” he cried. “This is no time for mob law. This is no case for lynch law. This is a time for law and order. Wait till the sheriff swears you in. Wait until Mark Joyner comes. Wait——”


  He got no further. “Wait, hell!” cried someone. “We’ve waited long enough! We’re going to get that nigger!”


  The mob took up the cry. The whole crowd was writhing angrily now, like a tormented snake. Suddenly there was a flurry in the crowd, a scattering. Somebody yelled a warning at Hugh McPherson. He ducked quickly, just in time. A brick whizzed past him, smashing the plate-glass window into fragments.


  And instantly a bloody roar went up. The crowd surged forward, kicked the fragments of jagged glass away. In a moment the whole mob was storming into the dark store. Mark Joyner got there just too late. He said later that he heard the smash of broken glass just as he turned the corner to the Square from College Street. He arrived in time to take out his keys and open the front doors, but as he grimly remarked, with a convulsive movement of his lips, it was like closing the barn doors after the horse had been stolen.


  The mob was in and they looted him. They helped themselves to every rifle they could find. They smashed open cartridge boxes and filled their pockets with the loose cartridges. Within ten minutes they had looted the store of every rifle, every cartridge in the stock. The whole place looked as if a hurricane had hit it. The mob was streaming out into the street, was already gathering around the dogs a hundred feet or so away, who were picking up the scent at that point, the place where Dick had halted last before he had turned and headed south, downhill along South Main Street, towards the river.


  The hounds were scampering about, tugging at the leash, moaning softly with their noses pointed to the snow, their long ears flattened down. But in that light and in that snow it almost seemed no hounds were needed to follow Dick. Straight down the middle, in a snow-white streak, straight as a string right down the center of the sheeted car tracks, the negro’s footsteps led away. By the light of the corner lamps one could follow them until they vanished downhill in the darkness.


  But now, although the snow had stopped, the wind was swirling through the street and making drifts and eddies in the snow. The footprints were fading rapidly. Soon they would be gone.


  The dogs were given their head. They went straining on, softly, sniffing at the snow; behind them the dark masses of the mob closed in and followed. The three boys stood there watching while they went. They saw them go on down the street and vanish. But from below, over the snow-numbed stillness of the air, the vast, low mutter of the mob came back to them.


  Men were clustered now in groups. Mark Joyner stood before his shattered window, ruefully surveying the ruin. Other men were gathered around the big telephone pole at the corner, measuring, estimating its width and thickness, pointing out two bullet holes that had been drilled cleanly through.


  And swiftly, like a flash, running from group to group, like a powder train of fire, the full detail of that bloody chronicle of night was pieced together.


  This was what had happened.


  Somewhere between nine and ten o’clock that night, Dick Prosser had gone to Pansy Harris’ shack in Niggertown. Some said he had been drinking when he went there. At any rate, the police had later found the remnants of a gallon jug of raw corn whiskey in the room.


  What had happened in the shack from that time on was never clearly known. The woman evidently had protested, had tried to keep him out, but eventually, as she had done before, succumbed. He went in. They were alone. What happened then, what passed between them, was never known. And, besides, no one was greatly interested. It was a crazy nigger with a nigger wench. She was “another nigger’s woman”; probably she had “gone with” Dick. This was the general assumption, but no one cared. Adultery among negroes was assumed.


  At any rate, some time after ten o’clock that night—it must have been closer to eleven, because the train of the negro porter, Harris, was late and did not pull into the yards until 10:20—the woman’s husband appeared upon the scene. The fight did not start then. According to the woman, the real trouble did not come until an hour or more after his return.


  The men drank together. Each was in an ugly temper. Dick was steadily becoming more savagely inflamed. Shortly before midnight they got into a fight. Harris slashed at Dick with a razor. In a second they were locked together, rolling about and fighting like two madmen on the floor. Pansy Harris went screaming out of doors and across the street into a dingy little grocery store.


  A riot call was telephoned at once to police headquarters at the City Hall. The news came in that a crazy nigger had broken loose on Valley Street in Niggertown, and to send help at once. Pansy Harris ran back across the street towards her little shack.


  As she got there, her husband, with blood streaming from his face, staggered out across the little lean-to porch into the street, with his hands held up protectively behind his head in a gesture of instinctive terror. At the same moment, Dick Prosser appeared in the doorway of the shack, deliberately took aim with his rifle, and shot the fleeing negro squarely through the back of the head. Harris dropped forward on his face into the snow. He was dead before he hit the ground. A huge dark stain of blood-soaked snow widened out around him. Dick Prosser took one step, seized the terrified negress by the arm, hurled her into the shack, bolted the door, pulled down the shades, blew out the lamp, and waited.


  A few minutes later, two policemen arrived from town. They were a young constable named Willis, who had but recently got on the force, and John Grady, a lieutenant. The policemen took one look at the bloody figure in the snow, questioned the frightened keeper of the grocery store, and then, after consulting briefly, produced their weapons and walked out into the street.


  Young Willis stepped softly down onto the snow-covered porch of the shack, flattened himself against the wall between the window and the door, and waited. Grady went around to the side, produced his flashlight, flashed it against the house and through the window, which on this side was shadeless. At the same moment Grady said in a loud voice:


  “Come out of there!”


  Dick’s answer was to shoot him cleanly through the wrist. At the same moment Willis kicked the door in with a powerful thrust of his foot, and, without waiting, started in with pointed revolver. Dick shot him just above the eyes. The policeman fell forward on his face.


  Grady came running out around the house, crossed the street, rushed into the grocery store, pulled the receiver of the old-fashioned telephone off the hook, rang frantically for headquarters, and yelled out across the wire that a crazy nigger had killed Sam Willis and a negro man, and to send help.


  At this moment Dick, coatless and without a hat, holding his rifle crosswise in his hands, stepped out across the porch into the street, aimed swiftly through the dirty window of the dingy little store, and shot John Grady as he stood there at the phone. Grady fell dead with a bullet that entered just below his left temple and went out on the other side.


  Dick, now moving in a long, unhurried stride that covered the ground with catlike speed, turned up the snow-covered slope of Valley Street and began his march towards town. He moved right up the center of the street, shooting cleanly from left to right as he went. Halfway up the hill, the second-story window of a negro tenement flew open. An old negro man, the janitor of an office building in the Square, stuck out his ancient head of cotton wool. Dick swiveled and shot casually from his hip. The shot tore the top of the old negro’s head off.


  By the time Dick reached the head of Valley Street, they knew he was coming. He moved steadily along, leaving his big tread cleanly in the middle of the sheeted street, shifting a little as he walked, swinging his gun crosswise before him. This was the negro Broadway of the town, the center of the night life of the negro settlement. But where those pool rooms, barber shops, drug stores, and fried-fish places had been loud with dusky life ten minutes before, they were now silent as the ruins of Egypt. The word was flaming through the town that a crazy nigger was on the way. No one showed his head.


  Dick moved on steadily, always in the middle of the street, reached the end of Valley Street and turned into South Main—turned right, uphill, in the middle of the car tracks, and started towards the Square. As he passed the lunchroom on the left he took a swift shot through the window at the counter man. The fellow ducked behind the counter. The bullet crashed into the wall above his head.


  Meanwhile, the news that Dick was coming was crackling through the town. At the City Club on Sondley Street, three blocks away, a group of the town’s leading gamblers and sporting men was intent in a haze of smoke above a green baize table and some stacks of poker chips. The phone rang. The call was for Wilson Redmond, the police court magistrate.


  Wilson listened for a moment, then hung the phone up casually. “Come on, Jim,” he said in casual tones to a crony, Jim McIntyre, “there’s a crazy nigger loose. He’s shooting up the town. Let’s go get him.” And with the same nonchalance he thrust his arms into the overcoat which the white-jacketed negro held for him, put on his tall silk hat, took up his cane, pulled out his gloves, and started to depart. Wilson, like his comrade, had been drinking.


  As if they were going to a wedding party, the two men went out into the deserted, snow-white streets, turned at the corner by the post office, and started up the street towards the Square. As they reached the Square and turned into it they heard Dick’s shot into the lunchroom and the crash of glass.


  “There he is, Jim!” said Wilson Redmond happily. “Now I’ll have some fun. Let’s go get him.” The two gentlemen moved rapidly across the Square and into South Main Street.


  Dick kept coming on, steadily, at his tireless, easy stride, straight up the middle of the street. Wilson Redmond started down the street to get him. He lifted his gold-headed cane and waved it at Dick Prosser.


  “You’re under arrest!” Wilson Redmond said.


  Dick shot again, and also from the hip, but something faltered this time by the fraction of an inch. They always thought it was Wilson Redmond’s tall silk hat that fooled him. The bullet drilled a hole right through the top of Judge Redmond’s tall silk hat, and it went flying away. Wilson Redmond faded into the doorway of a building and fervently wished that his too, too solid flesh would melt.


  Jim McIntyre was not so lucky. He started for the doorway but Wilson got there first. Dick shot cleanly from the hip again and blew Jim’s side in with a fast shot. Poor Jim fell sprawling to the ground, to rise and walk again, it’s true, but ever thereafter with a cane. Meanwhile, on the other side of the Square, at police headquarters, the sergeant had sent John Chapman out to head Dick off. Mr. Chapman was perhaps the best-liked man on the force. He was a pleasant, florid-faced man of forty-five, with curling brown mustaches, congenial and good-humored, devoted to his family, courageous, but perhaps too kindly and too gentle for a good policeman.


  John Chapman heard the shots and ran forward. He came up to the corner by Joyner’s hardware store just as Dick’s shot sent poor Jim McIntyre sprawling to the ground. Mr. Chapman took up his position there at the corner behind the telephone pole. From this vantage point he took out his revolver and shot directly at Dick Prosser as he came up the street.


  By this time Dick was not over thirty yards away. He dropped quietly upon one knee and aimed. Mr. Chapman shot again and missed. Dick fired. The high-velocity bullet bored through the post a little to one side. It grazed the shoulder of John Chapman’s uniform and knocked a chip out of the monument sixty yards or more behind him in the center of the Square.


  Mr. Chapman fired again and missed. And Dick, still coolly poised upon his knee, as calm and steady as if he were engaging in a rifle practice, fired again, drilled squarely through the center of the pole, and shot John Chapman through the heart. Mr. Chapman dropped dead. Then Dick rose, pivoted like a soldier in his tracks, and started back down the street, right down the center of the car tracks, straight as a string, right out of town.


  This was the story as they got it, pieced together like a train of fire among the excited groups of men that clustered there in trampled snow before the shattered glass of Joyner’s store.


  And the rifle? Where did he get it? From whom had he purchased it? The answer to this, too, was not long in coming.


  Mark Joyner denied instantly that the weapon had come from his store. At this moment there was a flurry in the crowd and Uncle Morris Teitlebaum, the pawnbroker, appeared, gesticulating volubly, clinging to a policeman. Bald-headed, squat, with the face of an old monkey, he protested shrilly, using his hands eloquently, and displaying craggy nuggins of gold teeth as he spoke.


  “Vell,” he said, “vhat could I do? His moaney vas good!” he said plaintively, lifting his hands and looking around with an expression of finality. “He comes with his moaney, he pays it down like everybodies—I should say no?” he cried, with such an accent of aggrieved innocence that, in spite of the occasion, a few people smiled.


  Uncle Morris Teitlebaum’s pawn shop, which was on the right-hand side of South Main Street, and which Dick had passed less than an hour before in his murderous march towards town, was, unlike Joyner’s hardware store, securely protected at night by strong bars over the doors and show windows.


  But now, save for these groups of talking men, the town again was silent. Far off, in the direction of the river and the Wilton Bottoms, they could hear the low and mournful baying of the hounds. There was nothing more to see or do. Mark Joyner stooped, picked up some fragments of the shattered glass, and threw them in the window. A policeman was left on guard, and presently all five of them—Mr. Shepperton, Mark Joyner, and the three boys—walked back across the Square and got into the car and drove home again.


  But there was no more sleep for anyone that night. Black Dick had murdered sleep. Towards daybreak snow began to fall again. It continued through the morning. It was piled deep in gusting drifts by noon. All footprints were obliterated. The town waited, eager, tense, wondering if the man could get away.


  They did not capture him that day, but they were on his trail. From time to time throughout the day news would drift back to them. Dick had turned east along the river to the Wilton Bottoms and, following the river banks as closely as he could, he had gone out for some miles along the Fairchilds road. There, a mile or two from Fairchilds, he crossed the river at the Rocky Shallows.


  Shortly after daybreak a farmer from the Fairchilds section had seen him cross a field. They picked the trail up there again and followed it across the field and through a wood. He had come out on the other side and got down into the Cane Creek section, and there, for several hours, they lost him. Dick had gone right down into the icy water of the creek and walked upstream a mile or so. They brought the dogs down to the creek, to where he broke the trail, took them over to the other side and scented up and down.


  Towards five o’clock that afternoon they picked the trail up on the other side, a mile or more upstream. From that point on they began to close in on him. He had been seen just before nightfall by several people in the Lester township. The dogs followed him across the fields, across the Lester road, into a wood. One arm of the posse swept around the wood to head him off. They knew they had him. Dick, freezing, hungry, and unsheltered, was hiding in that wood. They knew he couldn’t get away. The posse ringed the wood and waited until morning.


  At seven-thirty the next morning he made a break for it. He almost got away. He got through the line without being seen, crossed the Lester road, and headed back across the fields in the direction of Cane Creek. And there they caught him. They saw him plunging through the snowdrift of a field. A cry went up. The posse started after him.


  Part of the posse were on horseback. The men rode in across the field. Dick halted at the edge of the wood, dropped deliberately upon one knee, and for some minutes held them off with rapid fire. At two hundred yards he dropped Doc Lavender, a deputy, with a bullet through the throat.


  The posse came in slowly, in an encircling, flank-wise movement. Dick got two more of them as they closed in, and then, as slowly and deliberately as a trained soldier retreating in good order, still firing as he went, he fell back through the wood. At the other side he turned and ran down through a sloping field that bordered on Cane Creek. At the creek edge he turned again, knelt once more in the snow, and aimed.


  It was Dick’s last shot. He didn’t miss. The bullet struck Wayne Foraker, another deputy, dead center in the forehead and killed him in his saddle. Then the posse saw the negro aim again, and nothing happened. Dick snapped the cartridge breech open savagely, then hurled the gun away. A cheer went up. The posse came charging forward. Dick turned, stumblingly, and ran the few remaining yards that separated him from the cold and rock-bright waters of the creek.


  And here he did a curious thing—a thing that in later days was a subject of frequent and repeated speculation, a thing that no one ever wholly understood. It was thought that he would make one final break for freedom, that he would wade the creek and try to get away before they got to him. Instead, arrived at the creek, he sat down calmly on the bank, and, as quietly and methodically as if he were seated on his cot in an army barracks, he unlaced his shoes, took them off, placed them together neatly at his side, and then stood up like a soldier, erect, in his bare feet, and faced the mob.


  The men on horseback reached him first. They rode up around him and discharged their guns into him. He fell forward in the snow, riddled with bullets. The men dismounted, turned him over on his back, and all the other men came in and riddled him. They took his lifeless body, put a rope around his neck, and hung him to a tree. Then the mob exhausted all their ammunition on the riddled carcass.


  By nine o’clock that morning the news had reached the town. Around eleven o’clock the mob came back, along the river road. A good crowd had gone out to meet it at the Wilton Bottoms. The sheriff rode ahead. Dick’s body had been thrown like a sack and tied across the saddle of the horse of one of the deputies he had killed.


  It was in this way, bullet-riddled, shot to pieces, open to the vengeful and the morbid gaze of all, that Dick came back to town. The mob came back right to its starting point in South Main Street. They halted there before an undertaking parlor, not twenty yards away from where Dick had halted last and knelt to kill John Chapman. They took that ghastly mutilated thing and hung it in the window of the undertaker’s place, for every woman, man, and child in town to see.


  And it was so they saw him last. Yes, they all had their look. In the end, they had their look. They said they wouldn’t look, Randy and Monk. But in the end they went. And it has always been the same with people. It has never changed. It never will. They protest. They shudder. And they say they will not go. But in the end they always have their look.


  Nebraska was the only one of the boys who didn’t lie about it. With that forthright honesty that was part of him, so strangely wrought of innocence and of brutality, of heroism, cruelty, and tenderness, he announced at once that he was going, and then waited impatiently, spitting briefly and contemptuously from time to time, while the others argued out their own hypocrisy.


  At length they went. They saw it—that horrible piece of torn bait—tried wretchedly to make themselves believe that once this thing had spoken to them gently, had been partner to their confidence, object of their affection and respect. And they were sick with nausea and fear, for something had come into their lives they could not understand.


  The snow had stopped. The snow was going. The streets had been pounded into dirty mush, and before the shabby undertaking place the crowd milled and jostled, had their fill of horror, could not get enough.


  Within, there was a battered roll-top desk, a swivel chair, a cast-iron stove, a wilted fern, a cheap diploma cheaply framed, and, in the window, that ghastly relic of man’s savagery, that horrible hunk of torn bait. The boys looked and whitened to the lips, and craned their necks and looked away, and brought unwilling, fascinated eyes back to the horror once again, and craned and turned again, and shuffled in the slush uneasily, but could not go. And they looked up at the leaden reek of day, the dreary vapor of the sky, and, bleakly, at these forms and faces all around them—the people come to gape and stare, the pool-room loafers, the town toughs, the mongrel conquerors of earth—and yet, familiar to their lives and to the body of their whole experience, all known to their landscape, all living men.


  And something had come into life—into their lives—that they had never known about before. It was a kind of shadow, a poisonous blackness filled with bewildered loathing. The snow would go, they knew; the reeking vapors of the sky would clear away. The leaf, the blade, the bud, the bird, then April, would come back again—and all of this would be as if it had never been. The homely light of day would shine again familiarly. And all of this would vanish as an evil dream. And yet not wholly so. For they would still remember the old dark doubt and loathing of their kind, of something hateful and unspeakable in the souls of men. They knew that they would not forget.


  Beside them a man was telling the story of his own heroic accomplishments to a little group of fascinated listeners. Monk turned and looked at him. He was a little ferret-faced man with a furtive and uneasy eye, a mongrel mouth, and wiry jaw muscles.


  “I was the first one to git in a shot,” he said. “You see that hole there?” He pointed with a dirty finger. “That big hole right above the eye?”


  They turned and goggled with a drugged and feeding stare.


  “That’s mine,” the hero said, and turned briefly to the side and spat tobacco juice into the slush. “That’s where I got him. Hell, after that he didn’t know what hit him. The son-of-a-bitch was dead before he hit the ground. We all shot him full of holes then. The whole crowd came and let him have it. But that first shot of mine was the one that got him. But, boy!” he paused a moment, shook his head, and spat again. “We sure did fill him full of lead. Why, hell yes,” he declared positively, with a decisive movement of his head, “we counted up to 287. We must have put 300 holes in him.”


  And Nebraska, fearless, blunt, outspoken, as he always was, turned abruptly, put two fingers to his lips and spat between them, widely and contemptuously.


  “Yeah—we!” he grunted. “We killed a big one! We—we killed a b’ar, we did! ... Come on, boys,” he said gruffly, “let’s be on our way!”


  And, fearless and unshaken, untouched by any terror or any doubt, he moved away. And two white-faced, nauseated boys went with him.


  A day or two went by before anyone could go into Dick’s room again. Monk went in with Randy and his father. The little room was spotless, bare, and tidy as it had always been. Nothing had been changed or touched. But even the very bare austerity of that little room now seemed terribly alive with the presence of its recent black tenant. It was Dick’s room. They all knew that. And somehow they all knew that no one else could ever live there again.


  Mr. Shepperton went over to the table, picked up Dick’s old Bible that still lay there, open and face downward, held it up to the light and looked at it, at the place that Dick had marked when he last read in it. And in a moment, without speaking to them, he began to read in a quiet voice:


  “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for Thou art with me. ...”


  Then Mr. Shepperton closed the book and put it down upon the table, the place where Dick had left it. And they went out the door, he locked it, and they went back into that room no more, forever.


  The years passed, and all of them were given unto time. They went their ways. But often they would turn and come again, these faces and these voices of the past, and burn there in George Webber’s memory again, upon the muted and immortal geography of time.


  And all would come again—the shout of the young voices, the hard thud of the kicked ball, and Dick moving, moving steadily, Dick moving, moving silently, a storm-white world and silence, and something moving, moving in the night. Then he would hear the furious bell, the crowd a-clamor and the baying of the dogs, and feel the shadow coming that would never disappear. Then he would see again the little room, the table and the book. And the pastoral holiness of that old psalm came back to him, and his heart would wonder with perplexity and doubt.


  For he had heard another song since then, and one that Dick, he knew, had never heard and would not have understood, but one whose phrases and whose imagery, it seemed to him, would suit Dick better:


  
    Tiger! Tiger! burning bright


    In the forests of the night.


    What immortal hand or eye


    Could shape thy fearful symmetry?

  


  
    What the hammer? what the chain?


    In what furnace was thy brain?


    What the anvil? what dread grasp


    Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

  


  
    When the stars threw down their spears,


    And water’d heaven with their tears,


    Did he smile his work to see?


    Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

  


  What the hammer? What the chain? No one ever knew. It was a mystery and a wonder. It was unexplained. There were a dozen stories, a hundred clues and rumors; all came to nothing in the end. Some said that Dick had come from Texas, others that his home had been in Georgia. Some said it was true that he had been enlisted in the army, but that he had killed a man while there and served a term at Leavenworth. Some said he had served in the army and had received an honorable discharge, but had later killed a man and had served a term in the state prison in Louisiana. Others said that he had been an army man but that he had “gone crazy,” that he had served a period in an asylum when it was found that he was insane, that he had escaped from this asylum, that he had escaped from prison, that he was a fugitive from justice at the time he came to them.


  But all these stories came to nothing. Nothing was ever proved. Nothing was ever found out. Men debated and discussed these things a thousand times—who and what he had been, what he had done, where he had come from—and all of it came to nothing. No one knew the answer.


  He came from darkness. He came out of the heart of darkness, from the dark heart of the secret and undiscovered South. He came by night, just as he passed by night. He was night’s child and partner, a token of the wonder and the mystery, the other side of man’s dark soul, his nighttime partner, and his nighttime foal, a symbol of those things that pass by darkness and that still remain, of something still and waiting in the night that comes and passes and that will abide, a symbol of man’s evil innocence, and the token of his mystery, a projection of his own unfathomed quality, a friend, a brother, and a mortal enemy, an unknown demon—our loving friend, our mortal enemy, two worlds together—a tiger and a child.


  [¬]
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  HOME FROM THE MOUNTAIN


  The winter when he was fifteen years of age, on Sundays and in the afternoons after school, George would go for long walks with his uncle on the mountains above the town and in the coves and valleys on the other side. There had always been a quality of madness in his uncle, and his years of living bound to Mag had sharpened it, intensified it, built it up and held it to the point of passion and demonic fury where at times he shook and trembled with the frenzy of it and had to get away, out of that house, to calm his tortured soul. And when this happened to Mark Joyner, he hated all his life and everything about it, and sought the desolation of the mountains. There, in bleak and wintry winds, he found as nowhere else on earth some strange and powerful catharsis.


  These expeditions wrought upon the spirit of the boy the emotions of loneliness, desolation, and wild joy with a strong and focal congruence of desire, a blazing intensity of sensual image, he had never known before. Then as never before, he saw the great world beyond the wintry hills of home, and felt the huge, bitter conflict of those twin antagonists, those powers discrete that wage perpetual warfare in the lives of all men living—wandering forever and the earth again.


  Wild, wordless, and unutterable, but absolutely congruent in his sense of their irreconcilable and inexplicable coherence, his spirit was torn as it had never been before by the strange and bitter unity of that savage conflict, that tormenting oneness of those dual and contending powers of home and hunger, absence and return. The great plantation of the earth called him forth forever with an intolerable longing of desire to explore its infinite mystery and promise of glory, power, and triumph, and the love of women, its magic wealth and joy of new lands, rivers, plains, and mountains, its crowning glory of the shining city. And he felt the strong, calm joy of evening for doors and fences, a light, a window, and a certain faith, the body and the embrace of a single and unwearied love.


  The mountains in the Wintertime had a stern and demonic quality of savage joy that was, in its own way, as strangely, wildly haunting as all of the magic and the gold of April. In Spring, or in the time-enchanted spell and drowse of full, deep Summer, there was always something far and lonely, haunting with ecstasy and sorrow, desolation and the intolerable, numb exultancy of some huge, impending happiness. It was a cow bell, drowsy, far and broken in a gust of wind, as it came to him faintly from the far depth and distance of a mountain valley; the receding whistle-wail of a departing train, as it rushed eastward, seaward, towards the city, through some green mountain valley of the South; or a cloud shadow passing on the massed green of the wilderness, and the animate stillness, the thousand sudden, thrumming, drumming, stitching, unseen little voices in the lyric mystery of tangled undergrowth about him.


  His uncle and he would go toiling up the mountain side, sometimes striding over rutted, clay-caked, and frost-hardened roads, sometimes beating their way downhill, with as bold and wild a joy as wilderness explorers ever knew, smashing their way through the dry and brittle undergrowth of barren Winter, hearing the dry report of bough and twig beneath their feet, the masty spring and crackle of brown ancient leaves, and brown pine needles, the elastic, bedded compost of a hundred buried and forgotten Winters.


  Meanwhile, all about them, the great trees of the mountain side, at once ruggedly familiar and strangely, hauntingly austere, rose grim and barren, as stern and wild and lonely as the savage winds that warred forever, with a remote, demented howling, in their stormy, tossed, and leafless branches.


  And above them the stormy wintry skies—sometimes a savage sky of wild, torn grey that came so low its scudding fringes whipped like rags of smoke around the mountain tops; sometimes an implacable, fierce sky of wintry grey; sometimes a sky of rags and tatters of wild, wintry light, westering into slashed stripes of rugged red and incredible wild gold at the gateways of the sun—bent over them forever with that same savage and unutterable pain and sorrow, that ecstasy of wild desire, that grief of desolation, that spirit of exultant joy, that was as gleeful, mad, fierce, lonely, and enchanted with its stormy and unbodied promises of flight, its mad swoopings through the dark over the whole vast sleeping wintriness of earth, as that stormy and maniacal wind, which seemed, in fact, to be the very spirit of the joy, the sorrow, and the wild desire he felt.


  That wind would rush upon them suddenly as they toiled up rocky trails, or smashed through wintry growth, or strode along the hardened, rutted roads, or came out on the lonely, treeless bareness of a mountain top. And that wind would rush upon him with its own wild life and fill him with its spirit. As he gulped it down into his aching lungs, his whole life seemed to soar, to swoop, to yell with the demonic power, flight, and invincible caprice of the wind’s huge well until he no longer was nothing but a boy of fifteen, the nephew of a hardware merchant in a little town, one of the nameless little atoms of this huge, swarming earth whose most modest dream would have seemed ridiculous to older people had he dared to speak of it.


  No. Under the immense intoxication of that great, demented wind, he would become instantly triumphant to all this damning and overwhelming evidence of fact, age, prospect, and position. He was a child of fifteen no longer. He was the overlord of this great earth, and he looked down from the mountain top upon his native town, a conqueror. Not from the limits of a little, wintry town, lost in remote and lonely hills from the great heart, the time-enchanted drone and distant murmur of the shining city of this earth, but from the very peak and center of this world he looked forth on his domains with the joy of certitude and victory, and he knew that everything on earth that he desired was his.


  Saddled in power upon the wild back of that maniacal force, not less wild, willful, and all-conquering than the steed that carried him, he would hold the kingdoms of the earth in fee, inhabit the world at his caprice, swoop in the darkness over mountains, rivers, plains, and cities, look under roofs, past walls and doors, into a million rooms, and know all things at once, and lie in darkness in some lonely and forgotten place with a woman, lavish, wild, and secret as the earth. The whole earth, its fairest fame of praise, its dearest treasure of a great success, its joy of travel, all its magic of strange lands, the relish of unknown, tempting foods, its highest happiness of adventure and love—would all be his: flight, storm, wandering, the great sea and all its traffic of proud ships, and the great plantation of the earth, together with the certitude and comfort of return—fence, door, wall, and roof, the single face and dwelling-place of love.


  But suddenly these wild, demonic dreams would fade, for he would hear his uncle’s voice again, and see the gaunt fury of his bony figure, his blazing eye, the passionate and husky anathema of his trembling voice, as, standing there upon that mountain top and gazing down upon the little city of his youth, Mark Joyner spoke of all the things that tortured him. Sometimes it was his life with Mag, his young man’s hopes of comfort, love, and quiet peace that now had come to nought but bitterness and hate. Again his mind went groping back to older, deeper-buried sorrows. And on this day as they stood there, his mind went back, and, turning now to George and to the wind that howled there in his face, he suddenly brought forth and hurled down from that mountain top the acid of an ancient rancor, denouncing now the memory of old Fate, his father. He told his hatred and his loathing of his father’s life, the deathless misery of his own youth, which lived for him again in all its anguish even after fifty years had passed.


  “As each one of my unhappy brothers and sisters was born,” he declared in a voice so husky and tremulous with his passionate resentment that it struck terror to the boy’s heart, “I cursed him—cursed the day that God had given him life! And still they came!” he whispered, eyes ablaze and furious, in a voice that almost faltered to a sob. “Year after year they came with the blind proliferation of his criminal desire—into a house where there was scarcely roof enough to shelter us—in a vile, ramshackle shamble of a place,” he snarled, “where the oldest of us slept three in a bed, and where the youngest, weakest, and most helpless of us all was lucky if he had a pallet of rotten straw that he could call his own! When we awoke at morning our famished guts were aching!—aching!” he howled, “with the damnable gnawing itch of hunger!—My dear child, my dear, dear child!” he exclaimed, in a transition of sudden and terrifying gentleness—“May that, of all life’s miseries, be a pang you never have to suffer!—And we lay down at night always unsatisfied—oh always! always! always!” he cried with an impatient gesture of his hand—“to struggle for repose like restless animals—crammed with distressful bread—swollen with fatback and boiled herbs out of the fields, while your honored grandfather—the Major! ... The Major!” he now sneered, and suddenly he contorted his gaunt face in a grotesque grimace and laughed with a sneering, deliberated, forced mirth.


  “Now, my boy,” he went on presently in a more tranquil tone of patronizing tolerance, “you have no doubt often heard your good Aunt Maw speak with the irrational and incondite exuberance of her sex,” he continued, smacking his lips together audibly with an air of relish as he pronounced these formidable words—“of that paragon of all the moral virtues—her noble sire, the Major!” Here he paused to laugh sneeringly again. “And perhaps, boylike, you have conceived in your imagination a picture of that distinguished gentleman that is somewhat more romantic than the facts will stand! ... Well, my boy,” he went on deliberately, with the birdlike turn of his head as he looked at the boy, “lest your fancy be seduced somewhat by illusions of aristocratic grandeur, I will tell you a few facts about that noble man. ... He was the self-appointed Major of a regiment of backwoods volunteers, of whom no more be said than that they were, if possible, less literate than he! ... You are descended, it is true,” he went on with his calm, precise deliberation, “from a warlike stock—but none of them, my dear child, were Brigadiers—no, not even Majors” he sneered, “for the highest genuine rank I ever heard of them attaining was the rank of corporal—and that proud dignity was the office of the Major’s pious brother—I refer, of course, my boy, to your great-uncle, Rance Joyner! ...


  “Rance! Rance!”—here he contorted his face again—“Gods! What a name! No wonder he smote fear and trembling to the Yankee heart! ... The sight of him was certainly enough to make them stand stock-still at the height of an attack! And the smell of him would surely be enough to strike awe and wonder in the hearts of mortal men—I refer, of course,” he said sardonically, “to the average run of base humanity, since, as you well know, neither your grandfather nor his brother, Holy Rance, nor any other Joyner that I know,” he jeered, “could be compared to mortal men. We admit that much ourselves. For all of us, my boy, were not so much conceived like other men as willed here by an act of God, created by a visitation of the Holy Ghost, trailing clouds of glory as we came,” he sneered, “and surely you must have discovered by this time that it is our unique privilege to act as prophets, messengers, and agents of the deity here on earth—to demonstrate God’s ways to man—to reveal the inmost workings of His providence and all the mysterious secrets of the universe to other men who have not been so sanctified by destiny as we. ...


  “But be that as it may,” he went on, with one of his sudden and astonishing changes from howling fury to tolerant and tranquil admissiveness, “I believe there was no question of your holy great-uncle’s valor. Yes, sir!” he continued, “I have heard them say that he could kill at fifty or five hundred yards, and always wing his bullet with a gospel text to make it holy! ... Why, my dear child,” the boy’s uncle cried, “there was as virtuous a ruffian as ever split a skull! He blew their brains out with a smile of saintly charity, and sang hosannas over them as they expired! He sanctified the act of murder, and assured them as they weltered in their blood that he had come to them as an angel of mercy bearing to them the gifts of immortal life and everlasting happiness in exchange for the vile brevity of their earthly lives, which he had taken from them with such sweet philanthropy. He shot them through the heart and promised them all the blessings of the Day of Armageddon with so soft a tongue that they fairly wept for joy and kissed the hand of their redeemer as they died! ...


  “Yes,” he went on tranquilly, “there is no question of your great-uncle’s valor—or his piety—but still, my boy, his station was a lowly one—he never reached a higher rank than corporal! And there were others, too, who fought well and bravely in that war—but they, too, were obscure men! Your great-uncle John, a boy of twenty-two, was killed in battle on the bloody field of Shiloh. ... And there are many others of your kinsmen, who fought, died, bled, were wounded, perished, or survived in that great war—but none of them, my dear child, was a Major! ... There was only one Major!” he bitterly remarked. “Only your noble grandsire was a Major!”


  Then, for a moment, in the fading light of that Winter’s day, he paused there on the mountain top above the town, his gaunt face naked, lonely, turned far and lost, into the fierce wintry light of a flaming setting sun, into the lost and lonely vistas of the western ranges, among those hills which had begotten him. When he spoke again his voice was sad and quiet and calmly bitter, and somehow impregnated with that wonderful remote and haunting quality that seemed to come like sorcery from some far distance—a distance that was itself as far and lonely in its haunting spatial qualities as those fading western ranges where his face was turned.


  “The Major,” he quietly remarked, “my honored father—Major Lafayette Joyner!—Major of Hominy Run and Whooping Holler, the martial overlord of Sandy Mush, the Bonaparte of Zebulon County and the Pink Beds, the crafty strategist of Frying Pan Gap, the Little Corporal of the Home Guards who conducted that great operation on the river road just four miles east of town,” he sneered, “where two volleys were fired after the flying hooves of two of General Sherman’s horse thieves—with no result except to hasten their escape! ... The Major!” his voice rose strangely on its note of husky passion. “That genius with the master talent who could do all things—except keep food in the cupboard for a week!” Here he closed his eyes tightly and laughed deliberately again.


  “Why, my dear boy!” his uncle said, “he could discourse for hours on end most learnedly—oh! most learnedly!” he howled derisively, “on the beauty and perfection of the Roman Aqueducts while the very roof above us spouted water like a sieve! ... Was it the secret of the Sphinx, the sources of the Nile, what songs the sirens sang, the exact year, month, week, day, hour, and moment of the Field of Armageddon with the Coming of the Lord upon the earth, together with all judgments, punishments, rewards, and titles he would mete to us—and particularly to his favored son, the Major!” sneered the boy’s uncle. “Oh, I can assure you, my dear child, he knew about it all! Earth had no mysteries, the immortal and imperturbable skies of time no secrets, the buried and sunken life of the great ocean no strange terrors, nor the last remotest limits of the sidereal universe no marvels which that mighty brain did not at once discover, and would reveal to anyone who had the fortitude to listen! ...


  “Meanwhile,” his uncle snarled, “we lived like dogs, rooting into the earth for esculent herbs that we might stay our hunger on, gorging ourselves on wild berries plucked from roadside hedges, finding a solitary ear of corn and hugging it to our breasts as we hurried home with it as if we had looted the golden granaries of Midas, while the Major—the Major—surrounded by the rabble-rout of all his progeny, the youngest of whom crawled and scrambled in their dirty rags about his feet while the great man sat enthroned on the celestial lights of his poetic inspiration, his great soul untainted by all this earthly misery about him, composing verses,” sneered his uncle, “to the lady of his dreams. ‘My lady’s hair!’” he howled derisively. “‘My lady’s hair!’” And for a moment, blind with his gaunt, tortured grimace, he kicked and stamped one leg convulsively at the earth—“Oh, sublime! Sublime!” he howled huskily at length. “To see him there lost in poetic revery—munching the cud of inspiration and the frayed end of a pencil—his eyes turned dreamily upon the distant hills—slowly stroking his luxuriant whiskers with the fingers of those plump white hands of which he was so justly proud!” his uncle sneered—“dressed in his fine black broadcloth suit and white boiled shirt that she—poor, patient, and devoted woman that she was—who never owned a store dress in her whole life—had laundered, starched, and done up for her lord and master with such loving care. ...


  “My dear child,” he went on in a moment, in a voice that had become so husky, faint, and tremulous that it scarcely rose above a whisper. “My dear, dear child!” he said, “may your life never know the anguish, frenzy, and despair, the hideous mutilations of the soul, that passion of inchoate hatred, loathing, and revulsion, that I felt towards my father—my own father!—with which my own life was poisoned in my youth!—Oh! To see him sitting there so smug, so well-kept and complacent, so invincibly assured in his self-righteousness, with his unctuous, drawling voice of limitless self-satisfaction, his pleased laughter at his own accursed puns and jests and smart retorts, his insatiable delight in all that he—he alone—had ever seen, done, thought, felt, tasted, or believed—perched there on the mountainous summit of his own conceit—while the rest of us were starving—writing poems to his lady’s hair—his lady’s hair—while she, poor woman—that poor, dead, lost, and unsung martyr of a woman that I have the honor to acknowledge as my mother,” he said huskily, “did the drudgery of a nigger as he sat there in his fine clothes writing verses—kept life in us somehow, those of us who managed to survive,” he said bitterly, “when she had so little of her own to spare—scrubbed, sewed, mended, cooked—when there was anything at all to cook—and passively yielded to that sanctimonious lecher’s insatiable and accursed lust—drudging, toiling, drudging to the very moment of our birth—until we dropped full-born out of our mother’s womb even as she bent above her labors at the tub. ... Is it any wonder that I came to hate the very sight of him—venerable whiskers, thick lips, white hands, broadcloth, unctuous voice, pleased laughter, smug satisfaction, invincible conceit, and all the brutal tyranny of his narrow, vain, inflexible, small soul?—Why, damn him,” the boy’s uncle whispered huskily, “I have seen the time I could have taken that fat throat and strangled it between my hands, blood, bone, body, father of my life though he might be—oh!” he howled, “damnably, indubitably, was!”


  And for a moment his gaunt face burned into the western ranges, far, lost, and lonely in the red light, westering to wintry dark.


  “The Major!” he muttered quietly at length. “You have heard your good Aunt Maw speak, no doubt, about the Major—of his erudition and intelligence, the sanctified infallibility of all his judgments, of his fine white hands and broadcloth clothes, the purity of his moral character, of how he never uttered a profane word, nor allowed a drop of liquor in his house—nor would have let your mother marry your father had he known that your father was a drinking man. That paragon of morals, virtues, purities, and manners—that final, faultless, and inspired judge and critic of all things!—Oh, my dear boy!” he howled faintly, with his husky and contemptuous laugh—“she is a woman—therefore governed by her sentiment; a woman—therefore blind to logic, the evidence of life, the laws of ordered reason; a woman—therefore at the bottom of her heart a Tory, the slave of custom and conformity; a woman—therefore cautious and idolatrous; a woman—therefore fearful for her nest; a woman—therefore the bitter enemy of revolt and newness, hating change, the naked light of truth, the destruction of time-honored superstitions, however cruel, false, and shameful they may be. Oh! she is a woman and she does not know! ...


  “She does not know!” the boy’s uncle howled with his contemptuous laugh. “My dear child, I have no doubt that she has told you of her father’s wisdom, erudition, and his faultless elegance of speech. ... Pah-h!” he sneered. “He was a picker-up of unconsidered trifles—a reader of miscellaneous trash—the instant dupe for every remedy, nostrum, cure-all that any traveling quack might offer to him, and the gullible believer of every superstitious prophesy, astrological omen, ghost-story, augury, or portent that he heard. ... Why, my boy,” his uncle whispered, bending towards him with an air of horrified revelation, “he was a man who used big words when he had no sense of their real meaning—a fellow who would try to impress some backwoods yokel with fine phrases which he didn’t understand himself. Yes! I have heard him talk so even in the presence of people of some education and intelligence—I have seen them nudge and wink at one another over the spectacle he was making of himself—and I confess to you I had to turn my head away and blush for shame,” his uncle whispered fiercely, his eyes blazing, “for shame to think my own father could expose himself in that degrading fashion.”


  And for a moment he stared gauntly into the fading ranges of the west, and was silent. When he spoke again, his voice had grown old and weary, bitter with quiet fatality:


  “Moral virtues—purity of character—piety—fine words—no profanity—yes! I suppose my father had them all,” said Uncle Mark wearily. “No liquor in the house—yes, that was true enough—and also it is true there was no food, no human decency, no privacy. Why, my dear boy,” he whispered suddenly, turning to the boy again with that birdlike tilt of the head and that abrupt and startling transition to a shamefaced intimacy of whispered revelation—“do you know that even after I had reached the age of twenty years and we had moved to Libya Hill, we all slept together—eight of us—in the same room where my mother and my father slept?—And for three days!” he cried suddenly and savagely—“Oh! for three damnable, never-to-be-forgotten days of shame and horror that left their scar upon the lives of all of us, the body of my grandfather, Bill Joyner, lay there in the house and rotted—rotted!” his voice broke in a sob, and he struck his gaunt fist blindly, savagely into the air, “rotted in Summer heat until the stench of him had got into our breath, our blood, our lives, into bedding and food and clothes, into the very walls that sheltered us—and the memory of him became for us a stench of shame and horror that nothing could wash away, that filled our hearts with hatred and loathing for our blood and kind—while my father, Lafayette Joyner, and that damned, thick-lipped, drawling, sanctimonious, lecher of a nigger-Baptist prophet—your great-uncle, Holy Rance!” he snarled savagely, “sat there smugly with that stench of rotting death and man’s corrupt mortality thick in their nostrils—calmly discussing, if you please, the lost art of embalming as it was practiced by the ancient Egyptians—which they, they alone, of course, of all men living,” he snarled bitterly, “had rediscovered—and were prepared to practice on that rotting and putrescent corpse!”


  Then he was silent for a moment more. His face, gaunt and passionate, which in repose, after its grotesque contortions of scorn, rage, humor, and disgust, was so strangely, nobly tranquil in its lonely dignity, burned with a stern and craggy impassivity in the red, wintry glow of the late sun.


  “And yet there was some strangeness in us all,” he went on in a remote, quiet, husky tone that had in it the curious and haunting quality of the distance and passion which his voice could carry as no other the boy had ever heard, “something blind and wild as nature—a sense of our inevitable destiny. Oh! call it not conceit!” his uncle cried. “Conceit is such a small thing, after all! Conceit is only mountain-high, world-wide, or ocean-deep!—This thing we had in us could match its will against the universe, the rightness of its every act against the huge single voice and bitter judgment of the world, its moral judgments against God himself.—Was it murder? Why, then, the murder was not in ourselves, but in the very flesh and blood of those we murdered. Their murder rushed out of their sinful lives to beg for bloody execution at our hands. The transgressor assaulted the very blade of our knives with his offending throat. The wicked man did willfully attack the sharp point of our bayonet with his crime-calloused heart, the offender in the sight of God rushed on us, thrust his neck into our guiltless hands, and fairly broke it, in spite of all that we could do! ...


  “My dear child, surely you must know by now,” his uncle cried, as he turned on him with the fixed, blazing glare of his eyes, his set grimace of scorn and fury—“surely you have learned by now that a Joyner is incapable of doing wrong. Cruelty, blind indifference to everything except oneself, brutal neglect, children criminally begotten in casual gratification of one’s own lust, children born unwanted and untended into a world of misery, poverty, and neglect where they must live or die or sicken or be strong according to their own means, in a struggle to survive as barbarously savage as the children of an Indian tribe endure—why, these are faults that might be counted crimes in other men, but in a Joyner are considered acts of virtue!—No, he can see the starved eyes of his children staring at him from the shadows as they go comfortless and famished to their beds, and then go out upon his porch to listen to the million little sounds of night, and meditate the glory of the moon as it comes up across the hill behind the river! He can breathe the sweet, wild fragrance of a Summer’s night and dreamily compose a lyric to the moon, the lilac, and his lady’s hair, while his daughter coughs her life out from the darkness of the wretched house—and find no fault or error in his life whatever! ...


  “Oh, did I not live and know it all?” his uncle cried, “that agony of life and death, blind chance, survival or extinction—till the mind went mad, man’s heart and faith were broken, to see how little was the love we had, how cruel, vile, and useless was the waste!—My brother Edward died when he was four years old: there in the room with all of us he lay for a week upon his trundle bed—oh! we let him die beneath our very eyes!” his uncle cried, striking his fist into the air with a kind of agony of loss and pain—“he died beneath the very beds we slept in, for his trundle bed was pushed each night beneath the big bed where my mother and my father slept. We stood there staring at him with the eyes of dumb, bewildered, foolish oxen, while his body stiffened, his heels drew backward towards his head in the convulsions of his agony—and that damned sanctimonious, well-pleased voice drawled on and on with the conceit of its interminable assurance, ‘giving it as my theory,’” snarled the boy’s uncle—“though all things else were lacking in that house, there never was a dearth of theory—that unplumbed well of wisdom could give theories till you died. And Edward died, thank God, before the week was out,” his uncle quietly went on. “He died suddenly one night at two o’clock while the Great Theorist snored peacefully above him—while all the rest of us were sleeping! He screamed once—such a scream as had the whole blind agony of death in it—and by the time we got a candle lighted and had pulled his little bed out on the floor, that wretched and forsaken child was dead! His body was stiff as a poker and bent back like a bow even as the Noble Theorist lifted him—he was dead before our eyes before we knew it—dead even as that poor woman who had borne him rushed screaming out of doors like a demented creature—running, stumbling, God knows where, downhill, into the dark—the wilderness—towards the river—to seek help somehow at a neighbor’s when the need for help was past. And his father was holding that dead child in his arms when she returned with that unneeded help. ...


  “Oh, my child,” his uncle whispered, “if you could have seen the look on that woman’s face as she came back into that room of death again—if you could have seen her look first at the child there in his arms, and then at him, and seen him shake his head at her and say, ‘I knew that he was gone before you went out of the door, but I didn’t have the heart to call you back and let you know’—oh! if you could have heard the sanctimonious, grief-loving unction of that voice, that feeding gluttony and triumphant vanity of sorrow that battened on its own child’s life and said to me, as it had said a thousand times, more plain than any words could do: ‘I! I! I! Others will die, but I remain! Death, sorrow, human agony, and loss, all the grief, error, misery, and mischance that men can suffer occurs here for the enlargement of this death-devouring, all-consuming, time-triumphant universe of I, I, I!’—Why, damn him,” said his uncle huskily, “I had no words to nail him with a curse, no handle to take hold of my complaint—he had escaped as always like oil running through my fingers, speaking those unctuous words of piety and sorrow that none could challenge—but I hated him like hell and murder in my heart—I could have killed him where he stood!”


  But now, as the boy and his uncle stood there on the mountain top looking into the lonely vistas of the westering sun, watching its savage stripes of gold and red as it went down in the smoky loneliness and receding vistas of the great ranges of the west, the wind would fill the boy’s heart with unwalled homelessness, a desire for houses, streets, and the familiar words again, a mighty longing for return.


  For now black night, wild night, oncoming, secret, and mysterious night, with all its lonely wilderness of storm, demented cries, and unhoused wandering was striding towards them like an enemy. And around them on the lonely mountain top they heard the whistling of the wind in coarse, sere grasses, and from the darkening mountain side below them they could hear the remote howlings of the wind as it waged its stern, incessant warfare in the stormy branches of the bare and lonely trees.


  And instantly he would see the town below now, coiling in a thousand fumes of homely smoke, now winking into a thousand points of friendly light its glorious small design, its aching, passionate assurances of walls, warmth, comfort, food, and love. It spoke to him of something deathless and invincible in the souls of men, like a small light in a most enormous dark that would not die. Then hope, hunger, longing, joy, a powerful desire to go down to the town again would fill his heart. For in the wild and stormy darkness of oncoming night there was no door, and the thought of staying there in darkness on the mountain top was not to be endured.


  Then his uncle and he would go down the mountain side, taking the shortest, steepest way they knew, rushing back down to the known limits of the town, the streets, the houses, and the lights, with a sense of furious haste, hairbreadth escape, as if the great beast of the dark was prowling on their very heels. When they got back into the town, the whole place would be alive with that foggy, smoky, immanent, and strangely exciting atmosphere of early Winter evening and the smells of supper from a hundred houses. The odors of the food were brawny, strong, and flavorsome, and proper to the Winter season, the bite and hunger of the sharp, strong air. There were the smells of frying steak, and fish, and the good fat fragrance of the frying pork chops. And there were the smells of brawny liver, frying chicken, and, most pungent and well-savored smell of all, the smell of strong, coarse hamburger and the frying onions.


  The grand and homely quality of this hamburger-onion smell had in it not only the deep glow and comfort of full-fed, hungry bellies, but somehow it made the boy think also of a tender, buxom, clean, desirable young wife, and of the glorious pleasures of the night, the bouts of lusty, loving dalliance when the lights were out, the whole house darkened, and the stormy and demented winds swooped down out of the hills to beat about the house with burly rushes. That image filled his heart with swelling joy, for it evoked again the glorious hope of the plain, priceless, and familiar happiness of a wedded love that might belong to any man alive—to butcher, baker, farmer, engineer, and clerk, as well as to poet, scholar, and philosopher.


  It was an image of a wedded love forever hungry, healthy, faithful, clean, and sweet, never false, foul, jaded, wearied out, but forever loving, lusty in the dark midwatches of the night when storm winds beat about the house. It was at once the priceless treasure and unique possession of one man, and it was, like hamburger steak and frying onions, the plain glory and impossible delight of all humanity, which every man alive, he thought, might hope to win.


  Thus the strong and homely fragrance of substantial food smells proper to the Winter evoked a thousand images of warmth, closed-in security, roaring fires, and misted windows, mellow with their cheerful light. The doors were shut, the windows were all closed, the houses were all living with that secret, golden, shut-in life of Winter, which somehow pierced the spirit of a passer-by with a wild and lonely joy, a powerful affection for man’s life, which was so small a thing against the drowning horror of the night, the storm, and everlasting darkness, and yet which had the deathless fortitude to make a wall, to build a fire, to close a door.


  The sight of these closed golden houses with their warmth of life awoke in him a bitter, poignant, strangely mixed emotion of exile and return, of loneliness and security, of being forever shut out from the palpable and passionate integument of life and fellowship, and of being so close to it that he could touch it with his hand, enter it by a door, possess it with a word—a word that, somehow, he could never speak, a door that, somehow, he would never open.


  [¬]


  BOOK III

  THE WEB AND THE WORLD


  When George Webber’s father died, in 1916, the boy was left disconsolate. True, he had been separated from his father for eight years, but, as he said, he had always had the sense that he was there. Now, more strongly than before, he felt himself caught fast in all that web of lives and times long past but ever present in which his Joyner blood and kin enmeshed him, and some escape from it became the first necessity of his life.


  Fortunately, John Webber left his son a small inheritance—enough to put the boy through college, and, with careful management, to help him get his bearings afterwards. So that Autumn, with sadness and with exultation, he bade good-bye to all his Joyner relatives and set forth on his great adventure.


  And, after college, he dreamed a dream of glory in new lands, a golden future in the bright and shining city.


  [¬]
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  OLYMPUS IN CATAWBA


  One September day in 1916, a skinny, adolescent boy, tugging at a cheap valise, and wearing a bob-tail coat and a pair of skin-tight trousers that made up in brevity and in anatomical frankness what they lacked in length, was coming up along one of the pleasant paths that bisect the lovely campus of an old college in the middle South, pausing from time to time to look about him in a rather uncertain and bewildered manner, and doubtfully to consult a piece of paper in his hand on which some instruction had evidently been written. He had just put down his valise again, and was looking at the piece of paper for the sixth or seventh time, when someone came out of the old dormitory at the head of the campus, ran down the steps, and came striding down the path where the boy was standing. The boy looked up and gulped a little as the creature of pantheresque beauty, moving with the grace, the speed, the delicacy of a great cat, bore down swiftly on him.


  At that moment the overwhelmed boy was physically incapable of speech. If his life had depended on it, he could not have produced sounds capable of human hearing or understanding; and if he had been able to, he would certainly not have had the effrontery to address them to a creature of such magnificence that he seemed to have been created on a different scale and shape for another, more Olympian, universe than any the skinny, adolescent boy had ever dreamed of. But fortunately the magnificent stranger himself now took the matter in hand. As he came up at his beautiful pacing stride, pawing the air a little, delicately, in a movement of faultless and instinctive grace, he glanced swiftly and keenly at the youth with a pair of piercing, smokily luminous grey eyes, smiled with the most heartening and engaging friendliness—a smile touched with tenderness and humor—and then, in a voice that was very soft and Southern, a little husky, but for all its agreeable and gentle warmth, vibrant with a tremendous latent vitality, said:


  “Are you looking for something? Maybe I can help you.”


  “Y-y-yes, sir,” the boy stammered in a moment, gulped again, and then, finding himself incapable of further speech, he thrust the crumpled paper towards his questioner with trembling hand.


  The magnificent stranger took the paper, glanced at it swiftly with that peculiar, keen intensity of his smoky eyes, smiled instantly, and said:


  “Oh, McIver. You’re looking for McIver. Freshman, are you?”


  “Y-yes, sir,” the boy whispered.


  For a moment more the magnificent young man looked keenly at the boy, his head cocked appraisingly a little to one side, a look of deepening humor and amusement in his grey eyes and in the quality of his pleasant smile. At length he laughed, frankly and openly, but with such a winning and friendly humor that even the awed youth could not be wounded by it.


  “Damned if you ain’t a bird!” the magnificent young man said, and stood there a moment longer, shrewdly, humorously appraising his companion, with his powerful hands arched lightly on his hips in a gesture which was unconsciously as graceful as everything he did. “Here,” he said quietly, “I’ll show you what to do, freshman.” He placed his powerful hands on the boy’s skinny shoulders, faced him around, and then, speaking gently, he said, “You see this path here?”


  “Y-yes, sir.”


  “You see that building down there at the end of it—that building with the white columns out in front?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well,” the young Olympian said quietly and slowly, “that’s McIver. That’s the building that you’re looking for. Now,” he continued very softly, “all you got to do is to pick up your valise, walk right along this path, go up those steps there, and go into the first door on your right. After that, they’ll do the rest. That’s where you registah.” He paused a moment to let this information sink in, then, giving the boy a little shake of the shoulders, he said gently: “Now do you think you’ve got that straight? You think you can do what I told you to do?”


  “Y-yes, sir.”


  “All right!” and, with the amazing speed and grace with which he did everything, the Olympian released him, cast up his fine head quickly, and laughed a deep, soft, immensely winning laugh. “All right, freshman,” he said. “On your way. And don’t let those sophomores sell you any radiators or dormitories until you get yourself fixed up.”


  And the boy, stammering awed but grateful thanks, picked up his valise hastily and started off to do the bidding of the tall Olympian. As he went down the path he heard again the low, deep, winning laugh, and, without turning his head, he knew that Olympian was standing there, following him with his piercing, smoky eyes, with his hands arched on his hips in that gesture of instinctive and unconscious grace.


  Monk Webber would never be able to forget that incident. The memory of it burned in his brain as vividly as ever after more than twenty years. For he was that skinny, adolescent boy, and the Olympian, although he did not know it then, was the magnificent creature known to his earthly comrades as Jim Randolph.


  Years later, Monk would still affirm that James Heyward Randolph was the handsomest man he ever saw. Jim was a creature of such power and grace that the memory of him later on was like a legend. He was, alas, a legend even then.


  He was a man who had done brilliant and heroic things, and he looked the part. It seemed that he had been especially cast by nature to fulfill the most exacting requirements of the writers of romantic fiction. He was a Richard Harding Davis hero, he was the hero of a book by Robert W. Chambers, he was a Jeffery Farnol paragon, he was all the Arrow collar young men one had ever seen in pictures, all the football heroes from the covers of the Saturday Evening Post, he was all the young men in the Kuppenheimer clothing ads—he was all of these rolled into one, and he was something more than all of these. His beauty was conformed by a real manliness, his physical perfection by a natural and incomparable grace, the handsome perfection and regularity of his features by qualities of strength, intelligence, tenderness, and humor that all the heroes of romantic fiction can counterfeit but do not attain.


  Jim was a classic type of the tall, young American. He was perhaps a fraction under six feet and three inches tall, and he weighed 192 pounds. He moved with a grace and power that were incomparable. Whenever one saw him walking along the street, one got an overwhelming impression that he was weaving and “picking his holes” behind the interference, and that he was just about to shake loose around the ends in a touchdown gallop. He moved by a kind of superb pacing rhythm that suggested nothing on earth so much as a race horse coming from the paddocks down to the starting line. He paced upon the balls of his feet, as lightly and delicately as a cat, and there was always the suggestion that his powerful arms and hands were delicately pawing the air, a gesture not pronounced but unmistakable, and, like his walk, his carriage, everything about him, suggested a tremendous catlike power and speed—pent, trembling, geared for action, ready to be unleashed, like the leap of a panther.


  Everything about him had this fine-drawn, poised, and nervous grace of a thoroughbred animal. The predominant characteristics were leanness, grace, and speed. His head was well-shaped, rather small. He had black hair, which was closely cropped. His ears also were well-shaped and set close to the head. His eyes were grey and very deep-set, under heavy eyebrows. In moments of anger or deep feeling of any kind his eyes could darken smokily, almost into black. Ordinarily they had the luminous grey potency, the sense of tremendous latent vitality, of a cat. This well-shaped head was carried proudly upon a strong, lean neck and a pair of wide, powerful shoulders. The arms were long, lean, powerfully muscled; the hands also were large and powerful. The whole body was shaped like a wedge: the great shoulders sloped down to a narrow waist, then the figure widened out somewhat to the lean hips, then was completed with the ranging power and grace of the long legs. Jim’s speech and voice also maintained and developed the impression of catlike power. His voice was rather soft and low, very Southern, a little husky, full of latent passion, tenderness, or humor, and indicative, as only a voice can be, of the tremendous pantheresque vitality of the man.


  He was a member of a good South Carolina family, but his own branch of it had been impoverished. From his high school days the burden of self-support had rested on his own shoulders, and, as a result of this necessity, he had accumulated a variety of experience that few men know in the course of a whole lifetime. It seemed that he had done everything and been everywhere. When Monk first knew him at college, he was already twenty-two or twenty-three years old, several years older than most of the students, and in experience twenty years older. The range and variety of his brief life had been remarkable. He had taught for a year or two in a country school. He had shipped for a year’s cruise on a freighter out of Norfolk, had been in Rio and in Buenos Aires, had gone up and down the whole Ivory Coast of Africa, had made the round of the Mediterranean ports, had known and “had” women (he was given to this kind of boasting) “on four continents and in forty-seven states of the Union.” He had peddled books in Summer through the sweltering grain states of the Middle West. He had even been a traveling salesman for a period, and in this capacity had “been in every state but one.” This was Oregon, which was, of course, the state where he had failed to “have” a woman, a deficiency which seemed to trouble him no little, and which he swore that he would remedy if the good Lord spared him just a little more.


  In addition to all this, he had played professional—or “semi-professional”—baseball for a season or two in one of the mill towns of the South. His description of this episode was riotous. He had played under an assumed name in order to protect as best he could his amateur standing and his future as a college athlete. His employer had been the owner of a cotton mill. His salary had been $150 a month and traveling expenses. And for this stipend it had been his duty to go to the mill offices once a week and empty out the waste paper baskets. In addition to this, every two weeks the manager of the team would take him to a pool room, carefully place a ball exactly in front of the pocket and two inches away from it, and then bet his young first baseman $75 that he could not knock it in.


  Even at the time when Monk knew him first at college, Jim had become, for the youth of two states at any rate, an almost legendary figure. The event which sealed him in their hearts, which really gave him a kind of immortality among all the people who will ever go to Pine Rock College was this:


  Twenty years ago, one of the greatest sporting occasions in the South was the football game which took place annually between Pine Rock and the old college of Monroe and Madison in Virginia. They were two small colleges, but two of the oldest institutions in the South, and the game on Thanksgiving day was sanctified by almost every element of tradition and of age that could give it color. It was a good deal more than a football game, a great deal more than a contest between two powerful championship teams, for even at that time there were in the South better football teams, and games which, from the point of view of athletic prowess, were more important. But the game between Monroe and Madison and Pine Rock was like the Oxford-Cambridge race along the Thames, or like the Army-Navy game, or like the annual contest between Yale and Harvard—a kind of ceremony, a historic event whose tradition had grown through a series that had lasted even then for almost twenty years and through the associations of two old colleges whose histories were inextricably woven into the histories of their states. For this reason, not only for hundreds of students and thousands of alumni, but for hundreds of thousands of people in both states, the game upon Thanksgiving day had an interest and an importance that no other game could have.


  The greatest team Pine Rock ever knew was that team they had that year, with Raby Bennett, back, Jim Randolph hinged over with his big hands resting on his knees, and Randy Shepperton crouched behind the line calling signals for the run around end. Jim could run only to the right; no one ever knew the reason why, but it was true. They always knew where he was going, but they couldn’t stop him.


  That was the year that Pine Rock beat Monroe and Madison for the first time in nine years. That was the year of years, the year they had been waiting for through all those years of famine, the year they had hoped for so long that they had almost ceased to hope that it would ever come, the year of wonders. And they knew it when it came. They felt it in the air all Autumn. They breathed it in the smell of smoke, they felt it in the tang of frost, they heard it coming in the winds that year, they heard it coming as acorns rattled to the ground. They knew it, breathed it, talked it, hoped and feared and prayed for it. They had waited for that year through nine long seasons. And now they knew that it had come.


  That was the year they really marched on Richmond. It is hard to tell about it now. It is hard to convey to anyone the passion, the exultant hope, of that invasion. They do not have it now. They fill great towns at night before the game. They go to night clubs and to bars. They dance, they get drunk, they carouse. They take their girls to games, they wear fur coats, they wear expensive clothing, they are drunk by game time. They do not really see the game, and they do not care. They hope that their machine runs better than the other machine, scores more points, wins a victory. They hope their own hired men come out ahead, but they really do not care. They don’t know what it is to care. They have become too smart, too wise, too knowing, too assured, to care. They are not youthful and backwoodsy and naïve enough to care. They are too slick to care. It’s hard to feel a passion just from looking at machinery. It’s hard to get excited at the efforts of the hired men.


  It was not that way that year. They cared a lot—so much, in fact, they could feel it in their throats, taste it in their mouths, hear it thudding in the pulses of their blood. They cared so much that they could starve and save for it, hoard their allowances, shave their expenses to the bone, do without the suit of clothes to replace the threadbare one they owned. They were poor boys, most of them. The average expenditure among them was not more than $500 a year, and two-thirds of them worked to earn the greater part of that. Most of them had come from the country, from the little country towns up in the mountains, in the Piedmont, down in the pine lands of the coast. A lot of them were hayseeds, off the farm. And the rest of them had come from little towns. There weren’t any big towns. They didn’t have a city in the state.


  They were, in point of fact, the student body of an old, impoverished, backwoods college. And they had the finest life. It was the finest place with all its old provincialism, the bare austerity of its whitewashed dormitory rooms, its unfurnished spareness, its old brick and its campus well, its world remotion in the Piedmont uplands of an ancient state. It beat any other place “all hollow.” It beat Harvard, it beat Princeton, it beat Yale. It was a better life than Cambridge or than Oxford had to offer. It was a spare life, a hard life, an impoverished kind of life, in many ways a narrow and provincial kind of life, but it was a wonderfully true and good life, too.


  It was a life that always kept them true and constant to the living sources of reality, a life that did not shelter them or cloister them, that did not make snobs of them, that did not veil the stern and homely visage of the world with some romantic softening of luxury and retreat. They all knew where they had come from. They all knew where their money came from, too, because their money came so hard. They knew all about, not only their own lives, but about the lives of the whole state. It is true they did not know much about any other life, but they knew that through and through. They knew what was going on around them. They knew the life of the whole village. They knew every woman, man, and child. They knew the histories and characters of each. They knew their traits, their faults, their meannesses and virtues; they were full of knowledge, humor, and observation. It was a good life. It was a spare one, and perhaps it was a narrow one, but they had what they had, they knew what they knew.


  And they knew that they were going to win that year. They saved up for it. They would have made that trip to Richmond if they had had to march there. It was not hard for Monk. He got to go by the exercise of a very simple economic choice. He had the choice of getting a new overcoat or of going to Richmond, and like any sensible boy he took Richmond.


  I said that he had the choice of Richmond or of a new overcoat. It would be more accurate to say he had the choice of Richmond or an overcoat. He didn’t have an overcoat. The only one that he had ever had had grown green with age, had parted at the seams a year before he came to college. But he had money for a new one now, and he was going to spend that money for the trip to Richmond.


  Somehow Jim Randolph heard about it—or perhaps he just guessed it or inferred it. The team was going up two nights before the game. The rest of them were coming up next day. They had a bonfire and a rousing rally just before the team went off, and after it was over Jim took Monk in his room and handed him his own sweater.


  “Put this on,” he said.


  Monk put it on.


  Jim stood there in the old, bare dormitory room, his strong hands arched and poised upon his hips, and watched him while he did it.


  “Now put on your coat,” he said.


  Monk put his coat on over it.


  Jim looked at him a moment, then burst out in a laugh.


  “God Almighty!” he cried. “You’re a bird!”


  And a bird he was! The big sweater engulfed him, swallowed him like an enormous blanket: the sleeves came out a good four inches longer than the sleeves of his own coat, the sweater hit him midway between his buttocks and his knees and projected shockingly below the coat. It was not a good fit but it was a warm one, and Jim, after looking at him again and slowly shaking his head with the remark, “Damned if you aren’t a bird!” seized his valise and put on his hat. (He wore a black or grey felt hat with a wide brim, not quite the slouch hat of a Southern politician, for Jim was always neat and dignified in dress, but a hat that, like all his other garments, contributed to his appearance a manlike strength and maturity.) Then, turning to the boy, he said sternly:


  “All right, freshman. You wear that sweater when you go to Richmond. If I catch you up there running around in the cold with that little shavetail coat of yours, I’ll beat yo’-till you can’t sit down.” And suddenly he laughed, a quiet, husky, tender, and immensely winning laugh. “Good-bye, son,” he said. He put his big hand on Monk’s shoulder. “Go ahead and wear the sweater. Don’t mind how it looks. You keep warm. I’ll see you after the game.” Then he was gone.


  Wear it! From that time on Monk lived in it. He clung to it, he cherished it, he would have fought and bled and died for it as a veteran in Lee’s army would have fought for his commander’s battle flag. It was not only Jim’s sweater. It was Jim’s sweater initialed with the great white “P R” that had been won and consecrated upon the field of many a glorious victory. It was not only Jim’s sweater. It was Jim’s great sweater, the most famous sweater in the whole school—it seemed to Monk, the most famous sweater on earth. If the royal ermine of His Majesty the King-Emperor of Great Britain and India had been suddenly thrown around his shoulders, he could not have been more powerfully impressed by the honor of his investiture.


  And everyone else felt the same way. All the freshmen did, at any rate. There was not a boy among them who would not have cheerfully and instantly torn off his overcoat and thrust it at Monk if he thought Monk would have swapped the sweater with him.


  And that was the way he went to Richmond.


  But how to tell the wonder and glory of that trip? George Webber has been wide and far since then. He has pounded North and South and East and West across the continent on the crack trains of the nation. He has lain on his elbow in the darkness in his berth, time and again, and watched the haunted and the ghost-wan visage of Virginia stroke by in the passages of night. So, too, he has crossed the desert, climbed through the Sierras in the radiance of blazing moons, has crossed the stormy seas a dozen times and more and known the racing slant and power of great liners, has pounded down to Paris from the Belgian frontiers at blind velocities of speed in the rocketing trains, has seen the great sweep and curve of lights along the borders of the Mediterranean on the coasts of Italy, has known the old, time-haunted, elfin magic of the forests of Germany, in darkness also. He has gone these ways, has seen these things and known these dark wonders, but no voyage he ever made, whether by nighttime or by day, had the thrill, the wonder, and the ecstasy of that trip when they went up to Richmond twenty years ago.


  The bonfire and the leaping flames, the students cheering, weaving, dancing, the red glow upon the old red brick, the ivy sere and withered by November, the wild, young faces of eight hundred boys, the old bell tolling in the tower. And then the train. It was a desolate little train. It seemed to be a relic of the lost Confederacy. The little, wheezing engine had a fan-shaped funnel. The old wooden coaches were encrusted with the cinders and the grime of forty years. Half of the old red seats of smelly plush were broken down. They jammed into it till the coaches bulged. They hung onto the platforms, they jammed the aisles, they crawled up on the tender, they covered the whole grimy caravan like a swarm of locusts. And finally the old bell tolled mournfully, the whistle shrieked, and, to the accompaniment of their lusty cheers, the old engine jerked, the rusty couplings clanked and jolted—they were on their way.


  Flashing away to the main line junction, fourteen miles away, the engine was derailed, but that did not faze them. They clambered out and swarmed around it, and by main strength and enthusiasm they helped the ancient engineer to crowbar, jack, and coax and lift her back onto the rusty track. They got there finally to the junction and found the train that had been chartered for them waiting. Ten dusty, grimy coaches of the Seaboard Air Line waited for them. They clambered in, found places if they could. Ten minutes later they were on the way to Richmond. All through the night they pounded up out of the South, across Virginia, and they came to Richmond with the first grey light of dawn.


  George Webber has been to that old town a good many times since then, but never as he came there first, out of the South by darkness, out of the South with the unuttered hope, the unspoken wildness, the fever of the impossible unknown joy, burning, burning, burning through the night. They got to Richmond just at break of day. They swarmed out cheering. They swarmed out into the long-deserted stretch of Gay Street. And then they started out, the whole noisy, swarming horde of them, up that deserted street, past all the darkened stores and shops, mounting the hill, up to the capitol. The dome of the old capitol was being tinged with the first rays of morning light as they came up. The air was sharp and frosty. The trees in the park around the capitol and the hill had the thrilling, clean austerity of morning, of first light, of frost, and of November.


  It was a thrilling experience, for many of them a completely new experience, the experience of seeing a great city—for to most of them old Richmond seemed to be a great city—waking into life, to the beginning of another day. They saw the early street cars rattle past and clatter over switch points with a wonder and a joy that no one who looked at street cars ever felt before. If they had been the first street cars in the world, if they had been thrilling and enchanted vehicles newly brought from Mars, or from the highways of the moon, they could not have seemed more wonderful to them. Their paint was brighter than all other paint, the brilliance of their light was far more brilliant, the people in them reading morning papers, stranger, more exciting, than any people they had ever seen.


  They felt in touch with wonder and with life, they felt in touch with magic and with history. They saw the state house and they heard the guns. They knew that Grant was pounding at the gates of Richmond. They knew that Lee was digging in some twenty miles away at Petersburg. They knew that Lincoln had come down from Washington and was waiting for the news at City Point. They knew that Jubal Early was swinging in his saddle at the suburbs of Washington. They felt, they knew, they had their living hands and hearts upon the living presence of these things, and upon a thousand other things as well. They knew that they were at the very gateways of the fabulous and unknown North, that great trains were here to do their bidding, that they could rocket in an hour or two into the citadels of gigantic cities. They felt the pulse of sleep, the heartbeats of the sleeping men, the drowsy somnolence and the silken stir of luxury and wealth of lovely women. They felt the power, the presence, and the immanence of all holy and enchanted things, of all joy, all loveliness, and all the beauty and the wonder that the world could offer. They knew, somehow, they had their hands upon it. The triumph of some impending and glorious fulfillment, some impossible possession, some incredible achievement was thrillingly imminent. They knew that it was going to happen—soon. And yet they could not say how or why they knew it.


  They swarmed into the lunchrooms and the restaurants along Broad Street; the richer of them sought the luxury of great hotels. They devoured enormous breakfasts, smoking stacks of wheat cakes, rations of ham and eggs, cup after cup of pungent, scalding coffee. They gorged themselves, they smoked, they read the papers. The humblest lunchroom seemed to them a paradise of gourmets.


  Full morning came, and clean, cold light fell slant-wise on the street with golden sharpness. Everything in the world seemed impossibly good and happy, and all of it, they felt, was theirs. It seemed that everyone in Richmond had a smile for them. It seemed that all the people had been waiting for them through the night, had been preparing for them, were eager to give them the warmest welcome of affectionate hospitality. It seemed not only that they expected Pine Rock’s victory, but that they desired it. All of the girls, it seemed to them, were lovely, and all of them, they felt, looked fondly at them. All of the people of the town, they thought, had opened wide their hearts and homes to them. They saw a banner with their colors, and it seemed to them that the whole town was festooned in welcome to them. The hotels swarmed with them. The negro bellboys grinned and hopped to do their bidding. The clerks who waited smiled on them. They could have everything they wanted. The whole town was theirs. Or so they thought.


  The morning passed. At one-thirty they went out to the playing field. And they won the game. As Monk remembered it, it was a dull game. It was not very interesting except for the essential fact that they won it. They had expected too much. As so often happens when so much passion, fervor, hot imagination has gone into the building of a dream, the consummation was a disappointment. They had expected to win by a big score. They were really much the better team, but all their years of failure had placed before them a tremendous psychical impediment. They won the game by a single touchdown. The score was 6 to 0. They even failed to kick goal after touchdown. It was the first time during the course of the entire season that Randy’s toe had failed him.


  But it was better that the game ended as it did. It was Jim’s game. There was no doubt of that. It was completely and perfectly his own. Midway in the third quarter he did exactly what he was expected to do. Pacing out to the right, behind the interference, weaving and pawing delicately at the air, he found his opening and shook loose, around the end, for a run of 57 yards to a touchdown. They scored six points, and all of them were Jim’s.


  Later, the whole thing attained the clean, spare symmetry of a legend. They forgot all other details of the game entirely. The essential fact, the fact that would remain, the picture that would be most vivid, was that it was Jim’s game. No game that was ever played achieved a more classical and perfect unity for the projection of its great protagonist. It was even better that he scored just that one touchdown, made just that one run. If he had done more, it would have spoiled the unity and intensity of their later image. As it was, it was perfect. Their hero did precisely what they expected him to do. He did it in his own way, by the exercise of his own faultless and incomparable style, and later on that was all they could remember. The game became nothing. All they saw was Jim, pacing and weaving out around right end, his right hand pawing delicately at the air, the ball hollowed in the crook of his long left arm, and then cutting loose on his race-horse gallop.


  That was the apex of Jim Randolph’s life, the summit of his fame. Nothing that he could do after that could dim the perfect glory of that shining moment. Nothing could ever equal it. It was a triumph and a tragedy, but at that moment Jim, poor Jim, could only know the triumph of it.


  Next year the nation went to war in April. Before the first of May, Jim Randolph had gone to Oglethorpe. He came back to see them once or twice while he was in training. He came back once again when school took up in Autumn, a week or two before he went to France. He was a first lieutenant now. He was the finest-looking man in uniform George Webber ever saw. They took one look at him and they knew the war was won. He went overseas before Thanksgiving; before the New Year he was at the front.


  Jim did just what they knew he would do. He was in the fighting around Château-Thierry. He was made a Captain after that. He was almost killed in the battle of the Argonne Wood. They heard once that he was missing. They heard later that he was dead. They heard finally that he had been seriously wounded and his chances for recovery were slight, and that if he did recover he would never be the same man again. He was in a hospital at Tours for almost a year. Later on, he was in a hospital at Newport News for several months. They did not see him again, in fact, till the Spring of 1920.


  He came back then, handsome as ever, magnificent in his Captain’s bars and uniform, walking with a cane, but looking as he always did. Nevertheless he was a very sick man. He had been wounded near the spine. He wore a leather corset. He improved, however; was even able to play a little basketball. The name and fame of him was as great as ever.


  And yet, indefinably, they knew that there was something lacking, something had gone by; they had lost something, something priceless, precious, irrecoverable. And when they looked at Jim, their look was somehow touched with sadness and regret. It would have been better for him had he died in France. He had suffered the sad fate of men who live to see themselves become a legend. And now the legend lived. The man was just a ghost to them.


  Jim was probably a member of what the intellectuals since have called “the lost generation.” But Jim really was not destroyed by war. He was ended by it. Jim was really not a member of the generation that was lost, but of a generation that was belated. Jim’s life had begun and had been lived before the war, and it was ended with the war. At the age of twenty-six or twenty-seven, Jim was out of date. He had lived too long. He belonged to another time. They all knew it, too, although none of them could speak about it then.


  The truth is that the war formed a spiritual frontier in the lives of all the students at Pine Rock in Webber’s day. It cut straight across the face of time and history, a dividing line that was as clear and certain as a wall. The life they had before the war was not the life that they were going to have after the war. The way they felt and thought and believed about things before the war was different from the way they felt and thought and believed after the war. The America that they knew before the war, the vision of America that they had before the war, was so different from the America and the vision of America they had after the war. It was all so strange, so sad, and so confusing.


  It all began so hopefully. Monk can still remember the boys stripping for the doctors in the old gymnasium. He can remember those young winds that echoed the first coming of the blade and leaf, and all his comrades jubilantly going to war. He can remember the boys coming from the dormitories with their valises in their hands, Jim Randolph coming down the steps of South, and across the campus towards him, and his cheerful:


  “So long, kid. You’ll get in too. I’ll be seeing you in France.”


  He can remember how they came back from the training camps, spotless, new-commissioned shavetails, proud and handsome with their silver bars and well-cut uniforms. He can remember all of it—the fire, the fever, the devotion and the loyalty, the joy of it, the pride of it, the jubilation and the thrill of it. The wild excitement when they knew that we were winning. The excitement—and the sorrow—when we won.


  Yes, the sorrow. Does anyone really think that they were glad? Does anyone think they wanted the war to end? He is mistaken. They loved the war, they hung on to it, and they cherished it. They said the things with lips that lips were meant to say, but in their hearts they prayed:


  “Dear God, please let the war continue. Don’t let the war be over until we younger ones get in.”


  They can deny it now. Let them deny it if they like. This is the truth.


  Monk can still remember how the news came that the war was over. He can remember swinging on the rope as the great bell itself began to ring. He can still feel the great pull of the rope and how it lifted him clear off the ground, and how the rope went slanting in its hole, and how the great bell swung and tolled the news there in the darkness far above him, and how all of the boys were running out of doors upon the campus, and how the tears rolled down his face.


  Monk was not the only one who wept that night. Later on they may have said they wept for joy, but this is not the truth. They wept because they were so sorrowful. They wept because the war was over, and because they knew that we had won, and because every victory of this sort brings so much sorrow with it. And they wept because they knew that something in the world had ended, that something else had in the world begun. They wept because they knew that something in their lives had gone forever, that something else was coming in their lives, and that their lives would never be the same again.


  [¬]
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  THE PRIESTLY ONE


  Gerald Alsop, at the time Monk came to college, had become a kind of Mother Machree of the campus, the brood hen of yearling innocents, the guide and mentor of a whole flock of fledgeling lives.


  At first sight he looked enormous. A youth of nineteen or twenty at this time, he weighed close to three hundred pounds. But when one really observed him closely, one saw that this enormous weight was carried on a very small frame. In height he could not have been more than five feet six or seven. His feet, for a person of his bulk, were amazingly small, and his hands, had it not been for their soft padding, were almost the tiny hands of a child. His belly, of course, was enormous. His great fat throat went right back in fold after fold of double chins. When he laughed, his laugh came from him in a high, choking, explosive scream that set the throat and the enormous belly into jellied tremors.


  He had a very rich, a very instant sense of humor, and this humor, with the high, choking laugh and the great, shaking belly, had given him among many students a reputation for hearty good nature. But more observant people would find out that this impression of hearty and whole-souled good nature was not wholly true. If Gerald’s antagonism and prejudice were aroused, he could still scream with his great fat whah-whah of choking laughter, but this time the laugh had something else in it, for the great belly that shook with such convulsive mirth was also soured with bile. It was a strange and curiously mixed and twisted personality, a character that had much that was good, much that was high and fine, much that was warm, affectionate, and even generous in it, but also much that was vindictive and unforgiving, prejudiced and sentimental. It was, in the end, a character that had too much of the feminine in it to be wholly masculine, and this perhaps was its essential defect.


  Pine Rock—the small Baptist college of red brick, in its setting of Catawba clay and pine—had released him. In this new and somewhat freer world, he had expanded rapidly. His quick mind and his ready wit, his great scream of belly laughter, and something comfortable about him that made him very easy company, also made him a considerable favorite. He came to college in the fall of 1914. Two years later, when Monk joined him there, he was a junior, and well-founded: the ruling member, as it were, of a coterie; the director of a clique; already priestly, paternal, and all-fatherly, the father-confessor to a group of younger boys, most of them freshmen, that he herded under his protective wing, who came to him, as just recently they must have come to mother’s knee, to pour out on his receiving breast the burden of their woe.


  Jerry—for so he was called—loved confession. It was, and would remain, the greatest single stimulus of his life. And in a way, it was the perfect role for him: nature had framed him for the receiving part. He was always fond of saying afterward that it was not until his second year at college that he really “found” himself; strictly measured, that process of finding was almost wholly included in the process of being confessed to. He was like a kind of enormous, never sated, never saturated sponge. The more he got, the more he wanted. His whole manner, figure, personality, under the inner impulsion of this need, took on a kind of receptive urgency. By his twentieth year he was a master in the art of leading on. The broad brow, the jowled face, the fat hand holding a moist cigarette, the great head occasionally turned to take a long, luxurious drag, the eyes behind their polished frames of glass a little misty, the mouth imprinted faintly by a little smile that can only be described as tender, a little whimsical, as who should say, “Ah, life. Life. How bad and mad and sad it is, but then, ah, me, how sweet!”—it was all so irresistible that the freshmen simply ran bleating to the fold. There was nothing of which they did not unbosom themselves, and if, as often happened, they had nothing in particular to unbosom themselves of, they invented something. In this process of spiritual evacuation, it is to be feared the temptations of carnal vice came first.


  It was, in fact, simply astounding how many of Jerry’s freshmen had been sorely tempted by beautiful but depraved women—if the siren was mysterious and unknown, all the better. In one variant of the story, the innocent had been on his way to college, and had stopped over for the night at a hotel in a neighboring town. On his way to his room, a door along the corridor was opened: before him stood a beautiful specimen of the female sex, without a stitch of clothing on, inviting him with sweet smiles and honeyed words into her nest of silken sin. For a moment the freshman was shaken, his senses reeled, all that he had learned, all he had been taught to respect and keep holy, whirled around him in a dizzy rout; before he realized what he was doing, he found himself inside the accursed den of wickedness, half-fainting in the embraces of this modern whore of Babylon.


  And then—then—he saw the image of his mother’s face, or the features of the pure, sweet girl for whom he was “keeping himself.” The freshmen of Pine Rock were usually in a careful state of refrigeration—nearly all of them were “keeping themselves” for a whole regiment of pure, sweet girls, to whose virginity they would someday add the accolade of their own penil sanctification. At any rate, during Jerry’s regime at Pine Rock the number of lovely but depraved females who were cruising around through the hotel corridors of the state in a condition of original sin and utter nakedness was really astonishing. The census figures for this type of temptation were never before, or after, so high.


  The usual end was well, however: the redemptive physiognomies of the Mother or the Chosen Girl usually intervened fortuitously at the fifty-ninth minute of the eleventh hour—and all was saved. As for Jerry, his final benediction to this triumph of virtue was simply beautiful to watch and hear:


  “I knew you would! Yes, suh!” Here he would shake his head and chuckle tenderly. “You’re too fine a pusson evah to be taken in by anything like that! ... And if you had, think how you’d feel now! You wouldn’t be able to hold yoah haid up and look me in the eye! You know you wouldn’t! And every time you thought of your Mothah”—(it is impossible to convey within the comparatively simple vocabulary of the English language just quite what Jerry managed to put into that one word “Mothah”; however, it can be said without exaggeration that it represented the final and masterly conquest of the vocal chords, beside which such efforts, say, as those of the late Senor Caruso striking the high C seem fairly paltry by comparison)—“Every time you thought of your Mothah, you’d have felt lowah than a snake’s belly. Yes, suh! You know you would! And if you’d gone ahead and married that girl—” he pronounced it “gul,” with a vocal unction only slightly inferior to this pronunciation of the sainted name of “Mothah”—“you’d have felt like a louse every time you’d look at her! Yes, suh, you’d have been livin’ a lie that would have wrecked yoah whole life! ... Besides that, boy ... you look a-heah, you scannel! You don’t know how lucky you are! You keep away hereafter from that stuff! Yes, suh! I know what I’m talkin’ about!” Here he shook his big jowled head again, and laughed with a kind of foreboding ominousness. “You might have gone and got yourself all ruined for life!”


  He was preparing himself eventually, he thought, although he later gave up the idea, for the practice of medicine, in which he had already done considerable isolated reading of his own; the chief effects of which, apparently, were now to warn guileless freshmen of the awful consequences of carnal indulgence. He fairly reveled in this form of grisly description. His descriptions of disease, death, and madness which resulted from stray encounters with unknown females in the corridors of hotels were so graphic and compelling that he had the hair standing up on their young pates “like quills upon the fretful porpentine.”


  In Gerald’s picture of things as they were, there was no escape, no pardon for the erring. The wages of sin were not only always and inevitably death, but the wages of seduction were inevitably fatherhood, man’s guilty doom, and the utter ruination of another “pure, sweet girl.”


  Thus, early, Gerald had formed a picture of the world that was pontifical in its absolute and unquestioning acceptance of all forms of established and respectable authority—not only as they affected man’s civic and political conduct, but as they affected his inner and personal life as well. In this scheme of things—call it rather, this mythology—the saintly figure of The Mother was supreme. A female, by virtue of the fact that in the process of lawful matrimony she had created progeny, became, in some divinely mysterious way, not only the author of all wisdom, but the spotless custodian of all morality as well. To have suggested that a woman was not necessarily an incorruptible divinity because she had given birth to a child was a dangerous heresy; to have argued this point doggedly to more far-reaching conclusions would have branded one in Jerry’s sight as a dissolute or irresponsible member of society. From that time on, Jerry’s hand and his heart would be set stubbornly against the infidel.


  True, his enmity would be devious. Openly, for Jerry really had a good mind, which was clear enough to see, but not brave enough to confess the falsehood of his sentiment, he would be tolerant—his tolerance consisting of a form of benevolent I-see-your-point-but-then-let’s-try-to-look-at-all-sides-of-the-question attitude, which was really more intolerant than any form of open bigotry could have been, because it masked the unyielding and unforgiving hostility of his wounded sentimentality. But hiddenly and deviously, his enmity would be bitter and unpardoning from that time on. It would take the form of sly gossip, rumor, whispering, swift mockery masked behind a play of innocence, a sudden twist upon a word, a quick, apparently guileless, misinterpretation of a meaning, the pontifical face schooled in grave and even respectful attentiveness, the whole ending suddenly with the explosion of mirth, the high, choking scream of laughter, which, as anyone who had been its victim could testify, was more devastating and unanswerable than any logic of cold argument could be.


  He was a creature who, first and foremost, above all other things, hated trouble and abhorred pain—as what decent man does not?—except that here, in this great belly of a man, his hatred and abhorrence were so great that he would never face the things he hated. Thus, from an early age, he had learned to wear rose-colored blinders against life, and it was only natural that his own stubborn and unyielding hostility should be turned against anything—any person, any conflict, any situation, any evidence, or any idea—that would tend to take those blinders off.


  In spite of this, in so many rich and wonderful ways Gerald Alsop was an extraordinary man. The thing that was most attractive about him was his genuine and warm humanity. In the most true sense of the word, he was a man who loved “the good things of life”—good food, good conversation, good humor, good fellowship, good books, the whole sound and happy aura of good living. His fault was, he loved them so well that he was unwilling to admit or accept the presence of any conflict that might disturb his own enjoyment of them. He was probably wise enough to see, but too sentimental to admit, that his enjoyment of them would have been enriched immeasurably by his recognition of the elements of conflict and denial, even where “the good things of life” were concerned.


  Hence, there was no single virtue of his nature—and his nature was with virtue generously endowed—that was not in the end touched with this taint. He had, for example, a genuine and deep appreciation of good writing, a love of literature, an excellent and discriminating taste; but where his judgment warred with sentiment, his judgment came off second best. The result was chaos. He not only could see no merit in the work of the great Russian writers—Tolstoy, Dostoevski, Turgenev, even Chekhov—he had never even made an effort to understand them. In some strange way, his heart was set against them; he was afraid of them. He had long ago conceived the prejudice that a Russian writer stood for unbroken gloom, grim tragedy, what gradually he began to rationalize in a phrase that he called “the morbid and distorted view of life,” in contradistinction to the works of those writers of whom he approved, and who, correspondingly of course, represented “the more wholesome and well-rounded point of view.”


  Of this latter kind, Dickens probably stood first and highest in his affections. His knowledge of the works of Charles Dickens was almost encyclopædic. He had read them all so many times, and with such devotion, that there was scarcely an obscure character in that whole crowded and amazing gallery with which he was not instantly familiar—which he could not instantly tag with the word, quote with the exact and descriptive phrase, with which Dickens himself had tagged him.


  But, here again, the nature of Alsop’s fault was evident. Equipped with the intelligence, the knowledge, and the taste to form a true and accurate judgment of the work of a great writer, his sentiment had nevertheless contrived to create a completely false and spurious Dickens, a Dickens world that never was. Dickens himself, in Gerald’s view, was a kind of enormous super-Mr. Pickwick; and the world he had created in his books was a Pickwickian world—a jovial world, a ruddy, humorous, jolly, inn-and-tavern sort of world, full of good food and musty ale, full of sunlight and good cheer, of fellowship and love and friendship, of wonderful humorous characters, and of pleasing, somewhat misty sentiment—a total picture that Gerald had now framed in the descriptive phrase, “the more wholesome and well-rounded view of life.” It was a world very much like that depicted in those jolly Christmas cards one sees so often: shining stage coachcs loaded with red-cheeked passengers, bundled in red scarves, dashing up before the gabled entrance of a cheerful inn, mine host with pipe in hand, to greet them, and hollied sprigs above the postern doors.


  Of the other Dickens—the greater Dickens—the Dickens who had seen so much sin and poverty and misery and oppression, who had been moved to deep compassion for the suffering and oppressed of life, and who had been roused to powerful indignation at the cruelty and injustice in the life he knew—Gerald knew almost nothing, or, if he did know, he had refused to see it as it was, had closed his heart against it, because it was unpleasant and distasteful to him, and because it did not fit in with his own rosy vision of “the more wholesome and well-rounded view of things.”


  The result was chaos. It might be likened, rather, to a few chips of truth swimming around in a sea of molasses. Alsop could grow lyrical in discussing and estimating the prodigious beauties of John Keats, of Shelley, Shakespeare, Chaucer, and Kit Marlowe; but he could also grow lyrical and ecstatic in the same way and to the same degree in estimating the prodigious beauties of Winnie the Pooh, Don Marquis, F.P.A., last night’s moving picture show, and the whimsical little Lamb-kins of a man named Morley:


  “Sure damn genius—yes, suh!—sheer, damn, elfin, whimsical genius!” Here, he would read some treasured bit, cast his jowled head upward until light shimmered on the glasspoints of his misty eyes, and, with a laugh that was half-sob, and all compact of wonder and the treacle of his own self-appeasement, he would cry: “Lord God! Lord God—it’s sure damn elfin genius!”


  Even in these early days of his apprenticeship at college he had begun to accumulate a library. And that library was an astounding picture of his mind and taste, a symbol of his inner chaos all congealed in the soothing and combining solvent of his own syrup:


  It contained a large number of good books—books that one liked, others of which one had heard and would like to read, books that had been preserved and saved with the intelligence of a good mind and a discriminating taste. Alsop was a voracious reader of novels, and his bookshelves even at that Baptist college showed selective power, and an eager curiosity into the best of the new work that was being produced. It was astonishing in a man so young, and in such a place.


  But his library also included a world of trash: towering stacks of newspapers, containing morsels of choice taffy that had appealed to him; great piles of magazines, containing pieces of whimsey or of sentiment that were preserved in the mothering fullness of his bosom; hundreds of newspaper clippings, embalming some sentiment that was particularly dear to him; as well as many other things which were really valuable and good, and showed a welter of bewildering contradictions—a good mind and a keen and penetrating sense of judgment swimming around upon a sea of slop.


  Brought down to simple fact, “the more wholesome and well-rounded view of things” resolved itself into an utter acceptance of things as they were, because things as they were, no matter how ugly, wasteful, cruel, or unjust, were “life”—hence, inevitable, once one understood them “in their full perspective” and saw “how essentially fine and sweet” (a phrase that did him valiant service) “life” was.


  Thus Jerry Alsop became the devoted champion of the conventions, the accepted and established scheme of things. If a picture could have been made of his mind during the war and post-war years, it would have revealed the following record of faith and of belief:


  The President of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, was not only “the greatest man since Jesus Christ,” but his career and final martyrdom—for so did Alsop speak of it—were also closely comparable to the career and martyrdom of Christ. The President had been the perfect man, pure in conduct, irreproachable in wisdom, and faultless in his management of affairs. He had been deceived, tricked, and done to death by villains—by unscrupulous and contriving politicians in his own land, jealous of his fame, and by the unprincipled charlatans of diplomacy in others.


  “The second greatest man since Jesus Christ” was the president of the college, a tall, pale man with a pure and suffering face, who got up in Chapel and agonized over his boys, making frequent use of such words as “service,” “democracy,” and “ideals of leadership”—all popular evidences of enlightened—nay, inspired!—thought, in the jargon of the time. What it all meant, reduced to concrete terms of conduct, was a little puzzling. “Character,” “education for the good life,” seemed to boil down in practice to a non-drinking, non-smoking, non-gambling, non-card-playing, non-fornicating state of single blessedness, leading up eventually to “the life of service and of leadership for which Pine Rock prepares a man”—namely, the eventual sacrament of matrimony with a spotless female, variously referred to in the lexicon of idealism as “a fine woman,” or “a pure, sweet girl.”


  “An intelligent and liberal interest in the affairs of government and politics” seemed to mean supporting the Democratic or Republican tickets and voting for the candidates which the political machines that dominated these two parties put up at election time.


  “A serious and enlightened attitude towards religion” did not mean hide-bound fundamentalism, for Pine Rock under its idealistic president prided itself on the liberalism of its thought. God, for example, might be understood as “a great idea,” or “an ocean of consciousness,” instead of the usual old gentleman with the long beard—but one went to church on Sunday just the same.


  In fact, in spite of all this high-sounding talk about “service,” “ideals of leadership,” and “democracy,” one could not see that it made much actual difference in the way things were. Children still worked fourteen hours a day in the cotton mills of the state. Tens of thousands of men and women and children were born, suffered, lived, and died in damnable poverty, bondage, and the exploitation of the tenant farm. One million black inhabitants of the state, about a third of the entire population, were still denied the rights of free suffrage—even though “the second greatest man since Jesus Christ” frequently declared that that right was one of the proudest triumphs of Anglo-Saxon law, and of the nation’s own great Constitution. One million black inhabitants of the state were denied the right to the blessings of the higher education—although “the second greatest man since Jesus Christ” often declared that it was for this ideal that Pine Rock College lived and had its being, and that the right of education would be denied to no fit person at old Pine Rock, “regardless of creed, color, race, or other distinction of any kind whatsoever.” In spite of the sounding phrases, the idealism, the martyred look, the inspired assurances, and all the rest of it, life went on according to the old formula, and in the old way, pretty much as it had always done. Class after class of pure young idealists marched forth from Pine Rock bearing the torch, prepared to bare their breasts and to die nobly, if necessary, at the barricades, no matter what sinister influences menaced them, or what overwhelming forces outnumbered them—in defense of monogamy, matrimony, pure sweet women, children, the Baptist Church, the Constitution, and the splendid ideals of the Democratic and Republican parties; aye, resolved furthermore, if they were challenged, so great was this, their devotion to the right, to die there at the barricades in the defense of the splendid institution of child labor, cotton mills, tenant farmers, poverty, misery, squalor, damnation, death, and all the rest of it—rather than recant for a moment, be recreant for a single second to the pure ideals that had been fostered in them, the shining star of conduct to which their youthful gaze had been directed by “the second greatest man since Jesus Christ.”


  And in the idolatry of this reverence, Gerald Alsop, like his distinguished predecessor, Adhem, led all the rest.


  “The third greatest man since Jesus Christ” was a clergyman, pastor of the Pine Rock Episcopal Church, affectionately known to the boys as “Preacher” Reed. It was a name he had encouraged them to use himself. In a way, Jerry Alsop always looked upon Preacher as one of his own private discoveries. He certainly regarded him as another proof of his own liberalism, for Pine Rock was admittedly and professionally Baptist in its sympathies, but Jerry had been big enough to leap across the wall of orthodoxy and to fold the new Messiah to his breast.


  Not that Preacher would not have done very nicely for himself had he been left solely to his own devices. For his own devices were unusual ones. To the boys they seemed at first amazing, then sensational, finally enchanting—until there was hardly a student in the college who had not enthusiastically succumbed to them.


  At the outset, one would have said that the odds were a thousand to one against Preacher’s getting anywhere. He was an Episcopalian—no one seemed to know quite what that was, but it sounded risky. He had just a little church, and almost no congregation. In addition to this, he was “a Northern man.” The situation looked hopeless, and yet before six months were out Preacher had the whole campus eating from his hand, and black looks and angry mutterings from every other preacher in the town.


  No one knew exactly how he did it; he went about it all so quietly that the thing was done before they knew that it was done. But probably the greatest asset that he had was that from the very beginning no one thought of him as a preacher. And the proof of this was that they called him one. They would not have dared to take such liberties with any other clergyman in town. Besides this, Preacher didn’t preach to them; he didn’t sermonize in hour-long harangues; he didn’t pray for them in twenty-minute invocations; he did not thunder at them from the pulpit, nor did he work all the stops upon his ministerial vocal chords: he did not coo like a dove, roar like a lion, or bleat like a lamb. He had a trick worth six or eight of these.


  He began to drop in to see the boys in their rooms. There was something so casual and so friendly in his visits that he put everyone at ease at once. In the most pleasant way he managed to convey to them that he was one of them. He was a well-conditioned man of fifty years, with sandy hair, and a lean face that had great dignity, but also a quality that was very friendly and attractive. In addition to this, he dressed in rather casual-looking clothes—rough, shaggy tweeds, grey flannel trousers, thick-soled shoes—all somewhat worn-looking, but making the boys wish vaguely that they knew where he got them, and wonder if they could get some like them. He would come by and sing out cheerfully:


  “Working? I’ll not stay if you are. I was just passing by.”


  At this, there would be an instant scraping of chairs, the scramble of feet, and a chorus of voices assuring him most earnestly that no one was working, and would he please sit down.


  Upon receiving these assurances, he would sit down, tossing his hat as he did so upon the top tier of the double-decker cot, tilt back comfortably against the wall in an old creaking chair, one foot hinged on the bottom round, and produce his pipe—a blackened old briar that seemed to have been seasoned in the forge of Vulcan—load it with fragrant tobacco from an oil-skin pouch, strike a match, and begin to puff contentedly, speaking in between the puffs:


  “Now I—I—like—a pipe!”—puff, puff—“You—younger—blades”—puff, puff—“can—have—your—cigarettes”—puff, puff, puff—“but as for me”—he puffed vigorously for a moment—“there’s—nothing—that—can—give me”—puff, puff, puff—“quite the comfort—of this—old—briar—pipe!”


  Oh, the gusto of it! The appeasement of it! The deep, fragrant, pungent, and soul-filling contentment of it! Could anyone think that such a man as this would fail? Or doubt that within a week half the boys would be smoking pipes?


  So Preacher would have got along anyway without Jerry Alsop’s help, and yet Jerry surely played a part in it. It was Jerry who had largely inaugurated the series of friendly meetings in students’ rooms, in which Preacher took the leading and most honored role. Preacher, in fact, was one of those men who at the time were so busily engaged in the work of “relating the Church to modern life”—in his own more pungent phrase, of “bringing God to the campus.” His methods of doing so were, as Jerry said, “perfectly delightful.”


  “Christ,” Preacher would begin in one of those charming gatherings in student rooms, which found eight or ten eager youths sprawled around the floor in various postures, a half-dozen more perched up on the rickety tiers of a double-decker cot, a few more hanging out the windows, eagerly drinking in the whole pungent brew of wit, of humor, of good-natured practicality, life, and Christianity, through shifting planes of pipe and cigarette smoke—“Christ,” Preacher would continue, puffing on his pipe in that delightfully whimsical way of his, “was a fellow who never made a Six in philosophy. He was a fellow who started out on the scrub team, and wound up playing quarterback on the Varsity. But if He’d had to go on playing with the scrubs”—this was thrown out perhaps, as a kind of sop of encouragement to certain potentially permanent scrubs who might be within the range of hearing—“if Christ had had to go on playing with the scrubs, why,” said Preacher Reed, “He would have made a go of it. You see”—here he puffed thoughtfully on his seasoned pipe for a moment—“the point is, fellows—that’s the thing I want you to understand—Christ was a fellow who always made a go of everything. Now Paul”—for a moment more Preacher puffed meditatively on his blackened briar, and then, chuckling suddenly in his delightful way, he shook his head and cried—“now Paul! Ah-hah-hah—that’s a different story! Paul was a bird of a different feather! There’s a horse of quite another color! Paul was a fellow who flunked out.”


  By this time the eager young faces were fairly hanging on these inspired words.


  “Paul was a fellow who started out on the scrub team, and should have stayed there,” said Preacher Reed. “But he couldn’t stand the gaff! He was eating his heart out all the time because he couldn’t make the Varsity—and when there was a vacancy—when they needed a new quarterback, because, you see, fellows,” said Preacher quietly, “the Old One had died”—he paused for a moment to let this subtle bit sink in—“they put Paul in his place. And he couldn’t make the grade! He simply couldn’t make the grade. And in the end—what did he do? Well, fellows, I’ll tell you,” said Preacher. “When he found he couldn’t make the grade—he invented a new game. The old one was too tough. Paul couldn’t play it—it was too much for him! And so he invented a new one he could play—and that’s where Paul flunked out. You see, fellows, Paul was a fellow who made a Six where Christ always made a One. That’s the whole difference between them,” Preacher said with the easy and informative manner of “Now it can be told,” and then was silent for a moment, sucking vigorously and reflectively on his old briar pipe.


  “In othah words, Preachah,” Jerry, who had made a One in Logic and was accounted no slouch himself in the Hegelian metaphysic, now took respectful advantage of the silence that had fallen—“in othah words, Paul was a man who was defeated by his own Moment of Negation. He failed to absawb it.”


  “Exactly, Jerry!” Preacher cried out instantly and heartily, with the manner of one saying, “You take the words right out of my mouth!”—“That’s it exactly! Paul was a man who got licked by his own Moment of Negation. He couldn’t absorb it. When he found himself among the scrubs, he didn’t want to play. Instead of using his Moment of Negation—realizing that the Moment of Negation is really the greatest friend and ally that a man can have—Paul let it get him down. He flunked. Now, Christ,” Preacher went on, paused a moment to suck reflectively at his pipe, and then abruptly—“You see, fellows, that’s the Whole Thing about Jesus. Christ never flunked. He always made his One. It was first down with him every time whether he was playing with the scrubs or with the Varsity. He was just as happy playing with one side as with the other. It didn’t matter to Him where he played ... and if Christ had been there,” Preacher Reed went on, “everything would have been all right, no matter where He played.”


  And again Preacher puffed vigorously on his pipe before he spoke:


  “You see, Jesus would have kept Paul from making that Six. He’d have said to him, ‘Now, see here, Paul, if you want to play quarterback on the Varsity, that’s all right with Me. It doesn’t matter to Me where I play—all I’m interested in is the Game.’” Preacher paused here just perceptibly to let this sink in. “‘I’d just as lief—’” Preacher was noted for his gift of homely phrase—“‘I’d just as lief play with the scrubs as with the Varsity. So let’s change places if you want to. The only thing, Paul, let’s have a good Game.’” Preacher puffed a moment. “‘Let’s play according to the rules.’” He puffed again. “‘You may think you can change them, Paul—but, uh-uh, no you can’t—ah-hah-hah—’” again Preacher shook his head with a sharp, short movement, with a sharp, short laugh—“‘you can’t do it, Paul. It won’t work. You can’t change the rules. That’s not playing the Game. If the rules are changed, Paul, that’s not up to us—that’s up to Someone Else—so let’s all get together now, no matter which team we’re on, and play the game the way it should be played.’ ... But,” his fine lean face was grave now, he paused and sucked his pipe a moment longer—then: “that didn’t happen, did it? ... Alas, alas, the real Quarterback was gone!”


  And in the awed hush that followed, he knocked his pipe out smartly on his heel, then straightened briskly, and got up, saying jauntily:


  “Well! So silent, gentlemen? Come, come! For lusty fellows of our kidney this is very sad!”


  So signified, the whole gathering would break up in general discussion, excited voices, laughter, young figures shifting through the smoke, plates of sandwiches, and lemonade. And in the center of it all stood Preacher Reed, his spare figure splendidly erect, his lean face finely and attentively aware, the clamor of the younger voices broken by his deeper resonance, his sandy and engaging warmth, the jolly brevity of his short and sudden laugh. And like moths infatuated by a shining light, all these moving and gesticulating groups would return inevitably to the magic ring of which he was himself the center.


  Monk didn’t know what it was, but they all felt happy and elated and excited and raised up and inspired, and liberal and enlightened and in touch with life and the high truth; and getting at last what they had come to college for.


  As for Jerry Alsop, he was simply content to wait and watch, his fat chuckle sounding out occasionally from one corner of the room, where he, too, would be engaged in conversation with a group of freshmen, and yet betraying just perceptibly, by the shadow of a little smile, a little moisture in the eye, an occasional quiet but observant glance out towards the center of the room, that he knew his beloved master was still there and functioning, and that this was all the glory he himself could ask.


  And as Alsop would himself say later, when the last reluctant footsteps died away, and there were the last “good nights” upon the campus, and he stood there in the now deserted room, polishing his misty glasses, and a little husky in the throat:


  “... It was puffectly delightful! Puffectly God-damned delightful! Yes, suh! That’s the only word for it!”


  And it was.


  [¬]
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  THE TORCH


  Alsop had taken Monk Webber under his protective wing when the younger boy had arrived at Pine Rock in his freshman year, and for a period the association between them was pretty close. The younger one had quickly become a member of the coterie of devoted freshmen who clustered about their leader like chicks around a mother hen. For some months, definitely he was sealed of the tribe of Alsop.


  Evidences of what journalists call a “rift” began to appear, however, before the end of the first year—began to appear when the younger student began to look around him and ask questions of this small but new and comparatively liberal world in which, for the first time in his life, he began to feel himself untrammeled, free, the beginning of a man. The questions multiplied themselves furiously.


  Monk had heard the president of the college, the late Hunter Griswold McCoy, described by Alsop not only as “the second greatest man since Jesus Christ,” but as a thinker and philosopher of the first water, a speaker of the most eloquent persuasion, and the master of a literary style which, along with that of Woodrow Wilson, by which he was undoubtedly strongly influenced, was unsurpassed in the whole range of English literature. Now, having, as most boys of that age do have, a very active and questioning mind, he began to feel distinctly uncomfortable when Alsop said these things, to squirm uneasily in his chair, to keep silence, or to mumble respectful agreements, while all the time he asked himself rather desperately what was wrong with him. Because, the truth of the matter was that “the second greatest man since Jesus Christ” bored him passionately, even at the tender age of seventeen.


  And as for that triumphant style which Alsop assured him was practically unsurpassed in the whole field of English letters, he had made repeated attempts to read it and digest it—it had been fittingly embalmed in a volume which bore the title of Democracy and Leadership—and he simply could not get through it. As for the famous Chapel talks, which were considered masterpieces of simple eloquence and gems of philosophy, he hated them. He would rather have taken a bitter laxative than sit through one of them; but sit through them he did, hundreds of times, and endured them, until he came to have a positive dislike for Hunter Griswold McCoy. His pale, pure face, somewhat gaunt and emaciated, a subtle air he conveyed always of bearing some deep, secret sorrow, and of suffering in some subtle, complicated way for humanity, began to afflict Monk with a sensation that was akin to, and in fact was scarcely distinguishable from, the less acute stages of nausea. And when Alsop assured him, and the rest of the reverent clique, that Hunter Griswold McCoy was and had always been “as pure and sweet as a fine, sweet gul—yes, suh!”—his dislike for Hunter Griswold McCoy became miserably acute. He disliked him because Hunter Griswold McCoy made him feel so unworthy, like the bird that fouls its own nest, and because he felt miserably and doggedly that there must be something monstrously wicked and base and perverse in his own life if he could not see the shining virtue of this perfect man, and because he realized that he could never be in any way like him.


  In addition to this, the glittering phrases of Hunter Griswold McCoy, which, Alsop assured him, were not only pearls of eloquence and poetry, but the very sounding board of life itself—and that whoever was fortunate enough to hear one of these Chapel talks was not only being told about truth and reality, but was given a kind of magic pass key to the whole mystery of life and the complex problem of humanity which he could use forevermore—well, Monk sat miserably in his seat in Chapel day after day and week after week, and the blunt and bitter truth was, he could make nothing out of it. If the wine of life was here, he squeezed the grape desperately, and it shattered in his fingers like a rusty pod. “Democracy and leadership,” “education for the good life,” “service,” “ideals,” all the rest of it—did not mean a damn thing to him. He could not find out, although he strained desperately to hear, what “the good life” was, except when it was connected in some very intimate and personal way with Hunter Griswold McCoy, sexual chastity, matrimony, “fine women,” drinking water, and Chapel talks. And yet he felt wretchedly that if he wanted any life at all it was assuredly “the good life”—except “the good life” for him, vaguely phrased and indefinitely etched, but flaming in his vision with all the ardor, passion, aspiration of his youth, had so much in it that Hunter Griswold McCoy had never spoken of, and that he dumbly, miserably felt, Hunter Griswold McCoy would not approve.


  The shape, the frame, the pattern, the definition of this “good life” was still painfully obscure; but he did feel, inchoately but powerfully, that it had so much flesh and blood in it. It had in it the promise of thick sirloin steaks, and golden, mealy, fried potatoes. It had in it, alas, the flesh of lavish women, the quickening enigma of a smile, the thrilling promise of a touch, the secret confirmation of the pressure of a hand. It had in it great rooms sealed to rich quietness, and the universe of mighty books. But it had in it much tobacco smoke as well—alas, alas, such sinful dreams of fleshly comforts!—and the flavors of strong wine. It had in it the magic of the Jason quest: the thought of golden artisans; almost intolerably a vision of the proud breast, the racing slant, of the great liners as they swung out into the stream at noon on Saturday in their imperial cavalcade, to slide past the chasm slant, the splintered helms and ramparts of a swarming rock, world-appointed and delivered to the sea. It had in it, at last and always, the magic vision of the city, the painted weather of a boy’s huge dreams of glory, wealth, and triumph, and a fortunate and happy life among the greatest ones on earth.


  And in the words and phrases of the perfect man, there was no word of this. Therefore, dumbly, the youth was miserable. To make the matter worse, two months before the Armistice, Hunter Griswold McCoy up and died. It was the final consummation: Alsop said immediately that it was the story of the Savior and his final martyrdom upon the Cross all over again. True, no one knew exactly just how Hunter Griswold McCoy had been martyred, except by the deadly prevalence of the influenza germ, but the whole memory of his life, the sense of inner purity shining out through his pale and martyred face through all the tedium of a thousand Chapel talks, somehow lent conviction to the final impression of martyrdom. And when Alsop announced in a choking voice that “he had laid down his life for a great Cause—to make the world safe for democracy,” and that no soldier who had died in France, stopped by a hail of bullets as he moved forth to the attack against the hordes of barbarism, had been more truly a sacrifice for the great Cause than had McCoy, no single word was raised in protest; there was no single voice to say him nay.


  And yet, the wicked truth is that our young sinner had a secret feeling of overwhelming relief when he knew that Hunter Griswold McCoy was gone, that there would be no more Chapel talks—at least, not by McCoy. And the knowledge of this wicked consciousness filled him with such an abysmal sense of his own degradation, of his own unworthiness, that like so many other guilty souls before him, he went it the whole hog. He began to hang around with a crowd of dissolute idlers that infested the college pharmacy; he began to gamble with them for black cows. One false step led to another. Before long he was smoking cigarettes with a dissipated leer. He began to stray away from the Alsopian circle; he began to stay up late at night—but not with Alsop, and not among the devoted neophytes who feasted nightly on the master’s words. On the contrary, he fell in with a crowd of lewd-tongued, lusty fellows, who stayed up to all hours and played the phonograph; and who crowned a week of shameful indolence with a week-end of disgusting debauchery in the town of Covington, a score of miles away. The upshot of the matter was that in no time at all these reprobates had taken the innocent, got him drunk, and then delivered him into the custody of a notorious strumpet named “Depot Lil.” The story not only came back to the Pine Rock campus, it roared back—it was retailed about, guffawed and bandied back and forth by these same dissolute and conniving rascals who had deliberately contrived this tragedy of ruined innocence, and who now, of such degraded texture were they, apparently thought that the story of the fall of one of Alsop’s angels was a matter fit for laughter by the gods.


  This was almost the end, but not quite. Alsop did not cast him out without reprieve, without “giving him another chance,” for, above all things, Alsop was tolerant—like Brutus, Alsop was an honorable man. Quietly, gravely, the master instructed his disciples not to be too hard upon their fallen brother; they were even instructed not to speak about it, to treat their erring comrade as if nothing had happened, as if he were still one of them; to let him see, by little acts of kindness, that they did not think of him as a social outcast, that he was still a member of the human race. So instructed and so inspired with Christian charity, everyone began to reek with mercy.


  As for our fallen angel, it must be admitted that when the full consciousness of his guilt swept down on him, and almost drowned him—he came crawling back to the fold. There was a three-hour conference with Alsop, all alone in Alsop’s room, from which everyone kept religiously away. At the end of that time, Alsop opened the door, polishing his misty glasses, and everyone came trouping solemnly in; and Alsop was heard to say in a quiet but throaty voice, and with a tender little chuckle:


  “Lord God! Lord God! Life is all right!”


  It would be good to report here that the pardon was final and that the reformation was complete. Alas, this did not happen. Within a month, the reprieved—perhaps paroled is the better word—man had slid back into his former ways. He had begun to hang around the pharmacy again, to waste his time in the company of other wastrels, and to gamble for black cows. And, if he did not slide the whole way back, and there was no exact repetition of the first catastrophe, his ways were certainly now suspect. He began to show a decided preference for people who thought only of having a good time; he seemed to like their indolent ways and drawling voices, he was seen around idling in the sun on the front porch of two or three of the fraternities. And since Alsop and none of his group belonged to a fraternity, this was considered as another sign of dissolution.


  In addition to this, Monk began to neglect his studies and to do a great deal of desultory reading. This was another bad sign. Not that Alsop disapproved of reading—he read constantly himself; but when he questioned the disciple as to the reading he was doing, in an effort to find out if it was sound, in accordance with “the more wholesome and well-rounded view of things”—that is, if he was “getting anything out of it”—Alsop’s worst fears were realized. The fellow had begun to prowl around in the college library all by himself, and had stumbled upon certain suspect volumes that had, in some strange or accidental way, insinuated themselves into those respectable shelves. Notable among them were the works of one Dostoevski, a Russian. The situation was not only bad, but, when Alsop finally rounded up his erstwhile neophyte—for curiosity, even where the fallen were concerned, was certainly one of Alsop’s strongest qualities—he found him, as he pityingly described the situation to the faithful later, “gabbling like a loon.”


  The truth of the matter was, the adventurer had first stumbled upon one of these books in pretty much the same way that a man groping his way through a woods at night stubs his toe against an invisible rock and falls sprawling over it. Our groping adventurer not only knew nothing about the aforesaid Dostoevski: if he had even heard of him it was in the vaguest sort of way, for certainly that strange and formidable name had never rung around the classroom walls of old Pine Rock—not while he was listening anyway. The plain truth is that he had stumbled over it because he was looking for something to read and liked big books—he was always favorably impressed with the size and weight of a volume; and this one, which bore the promising name of Crime and Punishment, was certainly large and heavy enough to suit his taste.


  Thereupon, he began a very strange and puzzling adventure with the book. He took it home and began to read it, but after fifty pages gave it up. It all seemed so strange and puzzling to him; even the characters themselves seemed to have several different names apiece, by which they addressed one another, the whole resulting in such confusion that he did not always know who was speaking. In addition, he was not at all sure what was happening. The book, instead of following the conventional line and structure of story, plot, and pattern, to which his reading had accustomed him, seemed to boil outward from some secret, unfathomable, and subterranean source—in Coleridginal phrase, “as if this earth in fast, thick pants was breathing.” The result was that the story seemed to weave out upon a dark and turbulent tide of feeling. He was not only not sure of what was happening; when he tried to go back and trace the thread of narrative, he could not always be sure that he had followed it back to its true source. As for the talk, the way the people talked, it was the most bewildering and disturbing talk he had ever heard: anyone was likely to pour out at any moment, with the most amazing frankness, everything that was in his mind and heart, everything that he had ever felt, thought, dreamed, or imagined. And even this would be broken in its full flood tide by apparently meaningless and irrelevant statements. It was all too hard and confusing to follow, and after reading forty or fifty pages he threw the book aside and looked at it no more.


  And yet he could not forget it. Events, characters, speeches, incidents kept coming back to him like things remembered from some haunting dream. The upshot of it was that in a week or two he went back to the book, and in two days’ time finished it. He was more amazed and bewildered than ever. Within another week he had read the book a second time. Then he went on and read The Idiot and The Brothers Karamazov. It was at this stage that Alsop hunted him out and cornered him, and, as a result of their conversation, that Alsop confided to his associates that the lost one was “gabbling like a loon.”


  Perhaps he was. At any rate, anything the discoverer might have said at that time did not make much coherent sense. He did not even affirm any enthusiastic conviction, or confess his passionate belief that he had discovered a great book or a great writer. None of these things occurred to him at the time. The only thing he did know and was sure of was that he had stumbled on something new and strange and overwhelming, whose existence he had never dreamed about before.


  He was incoherent, but he was also now passionately eager to talk to someone and tell him all about it. When Alsop came to him, therefore, he fastened on him gratefully. Alsop was older, he was wiser, he had read a great deal, he loved literature, he knew a great deal about books. Surely, if anyone at all could talk to him about this one, it was Alsop. The result of it was that Alsop suggested that he come around, remarking good-naturedly that he had been too much a stranger lately: they would have an evening of the old-time discussion, and everyone would join in. He agreed to this most eagerly, and the time was set. Alsop, meanwhile, passed the word around quietly among the other members of the group that perhaps a useful work of rehabilitation might here be done—the phrase he used was “get him back on the right track.” When the appointed time arrived, everyone had been properly and virtuously informed with a sense of duty, the consciousness of lending a helping hand.


  It was an unhappy occasion. It all started out casually, as Alsop himself had planned it. Alsop sat in the center of the room, one fat arm resting on the table, and with an air of confessorial benevolence on his priestly visage, a quiet little smile that said: “Tell me about it. As you know, I am prepared to see all sides.” The discipleship sat in the outer darkness, in a circle, dutifully intent. Into this arena the luckless innocent rushed headlong. He had brought the old battered copy of Crime and Punishment with him.


  Alsop, amid general conversation, led up to the subject skillfully, and finally said:


  “What’s this—ah—new book you were telling me about the othah day? I mean,” he said smoothly, “you were telling me—about a book you’ve been reading—by—some Russian writer, wasn’t it?” said Alsop blandly, hesitating—“Dusty—Dusty—Dusty—whosky?” said Alsop with a show of innocence, and then, before there was a chance for reply, his great belly shook, the fat scream of laughter sounded in his throat. The disciples joined hilariously in. “Lord God!” cried Alsop, chuckling again, “I didn’t mean to do that—it just popped out, I couldn’t help it. ... But how do you pronounce his name, anyhow?” said Alsop gravely. His manner was now serious, but behind his winking spectacles his eyes were narrowed into slits of mockery—“How do you spell it?”


  “I—I don’t know how you pronounce it—but it’s spelled Dos-to-ev-ski.”


  “I guess that would be Dos—Dos—” Alsop began. ...


  “Oh hell, Jerry, why don’t you just sneeze it and let it go at that?” said one of the disciples. And again the room sounded with their laughter, Alsop’s great belly heaving and his half-phlegmy choke of laughter rising above the rest.


  “Don’t mind us,” he now said tolerantly, seeing the other’s reddened face. “We weren’t laughing at the book—we want to hear about it—it’s only that it seems funny to talk about a book when you can’t even pronounce the name of the author.” Suddenly he heaved with laughter again—“Lord God,” he said, “it may be a great book—but that’s the damnedest name I ever heard of.” And the laughter of agreement filled the room. “But go on now,” he said encouragingly, with an air of serious interest, “I’d like to hear about it. What’s it about?”


  “It’s—it’s—it’s—” Monk began confusedly, suddenly realizing how difficult it would be to put into a scheme of words just what the book was about, particularly since he was by no means sure himself.


  “I mean,” said Alsop smoothly, “could you tell us something about the plot? Give us some idea about the story?”


  “Well,” the other began slowly, thinking hard, “the leading character is a man named Raskalnikoff——”


  “Who?” said Alsop innocently. And again there was an appreciative titter around the room. “Raskal-ni-who?” The titter grew to open laughter.


  “Well, that’s the way it’s spelled anyhow,” said the other doggedly. “Ras-kal-ni-koff—I guess you call it Raskalnikoff!”


  And again Alsop heaved with laughter, the phlegmy chuckle wheezed high in his throat. “Damned if you don’t pick out funny names!” he said, and then encouragingly: “Well, all right, then, go on. What does Raskal What’s-His-Name do?”


  “Well—he—he—kills an old woman,” Monk said, now conscious of the currents of derision and amusement in the ring around him. “With an axe!” he blurted out, and instantly was crimson with anger and embarrassment at the roar of laughter that greeted his description, feeling he had told the story clumsily, and had begun his explanation in the worst possible way.


  “Damned if he don’t live up to his name!” wheezed Alsop. “Old Dusty—old Dusty knew what he was about when he called him Raskal What’s-His-Name, didn’t he?”


  The other was angry now: he said hotly, “It’s nothing to laugh about, Jerry. It’s——”


  “No,” said Alsop gravely. “Killing old women with axes is not a laughing matter—no matter who does it—even if you do have to sneeze it when you say it!”


  At the burst of approving laughter that greeted this sally, the younger man lost his temper completely, and turned furiously upon the group:


  “You fellows make me tired! Here you’re shooting off your mouths and making jokes about something you know nothing about. What’s funny about it, I’d like to know?”


  “It suttinly doesn’t strike me as funny,” Alsop quietly observed. “It sounds pretty mawbid to me.”


  This quiet observation was greeted by a murmur of agreement.


  For the first time, however, the use of the word, which was one of Alsop’s favorite definitions, stung Monk into quick and hot resentment.


  “What’s morbid about it?” he said furiously. “Good Lord, Jerry, you’re always saying that something is morbid, just because you don’t like it. A writer’s got a right to tell about anything he pleases. He’s not morbid just because he doesn’t write about peaches and cream all the time.”


  “Yes,” said Alsop with his infuriating air of instructive tolerance. “But a great writer will see all sides of the situation——”


  “All sides of the situation!” the younger man now cried excitedly. “Jerry, that’s another thing you’re always saying. You’re always talking about seeing all sides of the situation. What the hell does it mean? Maybe a situation doesn’t have all sides. I don’t know what you’re talking about when you say it!”


  At last, then, here was insurrection, open, naked insurrection, for the first time now clear and unmistaken! A kind of deadly silence had fallen on the group. Alsop continued to smile his little smile, he still maintained his air of judicial tolerance, but somehow his smile was pale, the warmth had gone out of his face, behind his spectacles his eyes had narrowed to cold slits.


  “I just mean—that a great writer, a really great writer—will write about all types of people. He may write about murder and crime like this Dusty What’s-His-Name that you’re talking about, but he’ll write about othah things as well. In othah words,” said Alsop pontifically, “he’ll try to see the Whole Thing in its true perspective.”


  “In what true perspective, Jerry?” the other burst out. “That’s another thing you’re always saying too—talking about the true perspective. I wish you’d tell me what it means!”


  Here was heresy again, and more of it. The others held their breath while Alsop, still maintaining his judicial calm, answered quietly:


  “I mean, a great writer will try to see life clearly and to see it whole. He’ll try to give you the whole pictuah.”


  “Well, Dostoevski tries to, too,” said Monk doggedly.


  “Yes, I know, but does he really now? I mean does he really show you the more wholesome and well-rounded view of things?”


  “Ah—ah—Jerry, that’s another thing you’re always saying—the more wholesome and well-rounded view of things. What does that mean? Who ever did give you the more wholesome and well-rounded view of things?”


  “Well,” said Alsop judicially, “I think Dickens gave it to you.”


  There was a dutiful murmur of agreement from the disciples, broken by the rebel’s angry mutter:


  “Ah—Dickens! I’m tired hearing about Dickens all the time!”


  This was sacrilege, and for a moment there was appalled silence, as if someone had at last committed a sin against the Holy Ghost. When Alsop spoke again his face was very grave, and his eyes had narrowed to cold points:


  “You mean to say that you think this Russian fellow presents as wholesome and well-rounded a pictuah of life as Dickens does?”


  “I told you,” the other said in a voice that trembled with excitement, “that I don’t know what you’re talking about when you say that. I’m only saying that there can be other great writers in the world besides Dickens.”


  “And you think, then,” said Alsop quietly, “that this man is a greater writer than Dickens?”


  “I haven’t—” the other began.


  “Yes, but come on now,” said Alsop. “We’re all fair-minded people here—you really think he’s greater, don’t you?”


  Monk looked at him for a moment with a kind of baffled indignation; then, spurred to a boiling point of irrational resentment by the expression of the stern faces all about him, he suddenly shouted out:


  “Yes! He was! A hell of a sight greater! It’s like Pascal said—that one of the grandest surprises in life is to open a book expecting to meet an author, and to find instead a man. And that’s the way it is with Dostoevski. You don’t meet the author. You meet the man. You may not believe everything that is said, but you believe the man who is saying it. You are convinced by his utter sincerity, by the great, burning light of him, and in the end, no matter how confused or bewildered or unsure he may himself be, time and again you know that he is right. And you see also that it doesn’t matter how people say things, so long as the feeling behind the things they say is a true one. I can give you an example of that,” he went on hotly. “At the end of The Brothers Karamazov, where Alyosha is talking to the boys in the cemetery, the danger of falseness and sentimentality in such a scene as this is overwhelming. In the first place, the scene is in a graveyard, and Alyosha and the children are there to put flowers upon the grave of another child who has died. Then again, there is the danger of Alyosha, with his convictions of brotherly love, his doctrine of redemption through sacrifice, of salvation through humility. He makes a speech to the children, a confused and rambling speech, of which sentence after sentence could have been uttered by a Y.M.C.A. secretary or a Sunday School teacher. Why is it, then, that there is nothing sickly or disgusting about it, as there would be in the harangue of such men as these? It is because we know from the beginning that the words are honest and sincere, because we believe in the sincerity and truth and honesty of the character who is speaking the words, and of the man who wrote the words and created the character. Dostoevski was not afraid to use such words,” Monk went on in the full flood of his passion, “because he had no falseness and sentimentality in him. The words are the same as the Sunday School teacher might use, but the feeling behind them is different, and that makes the difference. Therefore they express what Dostoevski wanted them to. Alyosha tells the children that we must love one another, and we believe him. He tells them never to forget their comrade who has died, to try to remember all the countless good and generous acts of his life, his love for his father, his courage and devotion. Then Alyosha tells the children that the most important thing in life, the thing that will expiate our sins, pardon all our mistakes and errors, make our lives prevail, is to have a good memory of someone. And these simple words move us more than the most elaborate rhetoric could do, because suddenly we know that we have been told something true and everlasting about life, and that the man who told it to us is right.”


  During the last part of this long speech, Alsop had reached over quietly to his bookshelves, taken a well-worn volume from the shelf, and, even while Monk talked, begun to thumb quietly through its pages. Now he was ready for him again. He had the book open in his hand, one fat forefinger marking the spot. He was waiting for Monk to conclude, with a patient and tolerant little smile.


  “Now,” he said quietly, when the other finished, “that situation which you described there interests me very much, because Charles Dickens deals with the same situation at the end of A Tale of Two Cities, and says the same thing that Dostoevski says.” Monk noticed he got the name right this time. “Now,” said Alsop, looking around at his congregation with a little misty smile that prefaced all these tributes to sentiment and, in especial, to that chief object of his idolatry, Charles Dickens—and which said to them plainer than any words could do: “Now I’m going to show you what a really great man can do with sweetness and light”—he said quietly: “I think you’ll all be interested to see how Dickens handles that same situation,” and immediately began to read the concluding passages of the book, which are devoted to Sidney Carton’s celebrated utterance as he steps up to the guillotine to sacrifice his own life in order that the life of the man beloved by the woman he himself loves may be spared:


  “‘I see the lives for which I lay down my life, peaceful, useful, prosperous and happy, in that England which I shall see no more. I see her with a child upon her bosom, who bears my name. I see her father, aged and bent, but otherwise restored, and faithful to all men in his healing office, and at peace. I see the good old man, so long their friend, in ten years’ time enriching them with all he has, and passing tranquilly to his reward.


  “‘I see that I hold a sanctuary in their hearts, and in the hearts of their descendants, generations hence. I see her, an old woman, weeping for me on the anniversary of this day. I see her and her husband, their course done, lying side by side in their last earthly bed, and I know that each was not more honored and held sacred in the other’s soul, than I was in the souls of both.


  “‘I see that child who lay upon her bosom and who bore my name, a man, winning his way up in that path of life which once was mine. I see him winning it so well, that my name is made illustrious there by the light of his. I see the blots I threw upon it, faded away. I see him, foremost of just judges and honored men, bringing a boy of my name, with a forehead that I know and golden hair, to this place—then fair to look upon, with not a trace of this day’s disfigurement—and I hear him tell the child my story, with a tender and a faltering voice.


  “‘It is a far, far better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to, than I have ever known.’”


  Alsop read these famous lines in a voice husky with emotion, and, at the end, paused a moment before speaking, to blow his nose vigorously. He was genuinely and deeply affected, and there was no doubt that his emotion and the way in which he read the passage had produced a profound effect on his audience. At the conclusion, after the vigorous salute into his handkerchief, and a moment’s silence, he looked around with a misty little smile and said quietly:


  “Well, what do you think of that? Do you think that comes up to Mr. Dusty What’s-His-Name or not?”


  There was an immediate chorus of acclamation. They all agreed vociferously that that passage not only “came up” to Mr. Dusty What’s-His-Name, but far surpassed anything he had ever accomplished.


  In view of the fact that none of them knew anything about Mr. Dusty What’s-His-Name and were yet willing to pass judgment with such enthusiastic conviction, Monk felt his anger rising hot and quick, and broke in indignantly:


  “That is not the same thing at all. The situation is altogether different.”


  “Well, now,” said Jerry persuasively, “you must admit that fundamentally the situation is essentially the same. It’s the idea of love and sacrifice in both cases. Only it seems to me that Dickens’ treatment of the situation is the superior of the two. He says what Dostoevski is trying to say, but it seems to me he says it much better. He presents a more rounded pictuah, and lets you know that life is going to go on and be just as fine and sweet as it ever was in spite of everything. Now,” he said, quietly and persuasively again, “don’t you agree, Monk, that Dickens’ method is the best? You know you do, you scannel!” Here he chortled richly, shoulders and his great belly shaking with good-natured glee. “I know how you feel at the bottom of your heart. You’re just arguing to hear yourself talk.”


  “Why not at all, Jerry,” Monk came back with hot earnestness, “I mean everything I say. And I don’t see any similarity at all between the two situations. What Sidney Carton says has no relation to what Alyosha is trying to say at the end of The Brothers Karamazov. One book is a skillful and exciting melodrama, which makes use of some of the events of the French Revolution. The other book is, in this sense, not a story at all. It is a great vision of life and of human destiny, as seen through the spirit of a great man. What Alyosha is saying is not that man dies for love, not that he sacrifices his life for romantic love, but that he lives for love, not romantic love, but love of life, love of mankind, and that through love his spirit and his memory survive, even when his physical self is dead. That’s not the same thing at all as the thing that Sidney Carton says. What you have on the one hand is a profound and simple utterance of a great spiritual truth, and what you have on the other is the rhetorical and sentimental ending to a romantic melodrama.”


  “No suh!” Jerry Alsop now cried hotly, his face flushed with anger and excitement. “No suh!” he cried again, and shook his big head in angered denial. “If you call that sentimental, you just don’t know what you’re talking about! You’ve just gone and got yourself completely lost! You don’t even know what Dickens is trying to do!”


  The upshot of it was that a cat-and-dog fight broke out at this point, a dozen angry, derisive voices clashing through the air trying to drown out the rebel, who only shouted louder as the opposition grew; and it continued until the contestants were out of breath and the entire campus was howling for quiet from a hundred windows.


  It wound up with Alsop standing, pale but righteous, in the center of the room, finally restoring quiet, and saying:


  “We’ve all tried to be your friends, we’ve tried to help you out. If you can’t take it the way it’s meant, you don’t need to bothah with us any more. We all saw the way that you were going—” he went on in a trembling tone; and Monk, stung by these final words into maddening and complete revolt, cried passionately:


  “Going—going hell! I’m gone!” And he stormed out of the room, clutching the battered volume underneath his arm.


  When he had gone the tumult broke out anew, the loyal cohorts gathering round their wounded chief. The end of it all, when the whole tumult of bitter agreement had quieted down, was summed up in the final dismissal of Alsop’s words:


  “He’s just an ass! He’s just gone and played hell, that’s what he’s done! I thought there was some hope for him, but he’s just gone and made a complete damned ass of himself! Leave him alone! Don’t fool with him any longer, he’s not wuth it!”


  And that was that.


  “Get the Facts, Brother Webber! Get the Facts!”


  The square Sphinx head, shaven, paunch-jowled, putty-grey; the grim, dry mouth, puckered with surly humor; the low rasp of the voice. He sat in squat immobility, staring at them ironically.


  “I am a Research Man!” he announced finally. “I get the Facts.”


  “What do you do with them after you get them?” said Monk.


  “I put salt on their tails and get some more,” said Professor Randolph Ware.


  His stolid, ironic face, iron lidded, enjoyed the puzzled worship of their stare.


  “Have I any imagination?” he asked. He shook his head in solemn negation. “No-o,” he said with a long grunt of satisfaction. “Have I any genius? No-o. Could I have written King Lear? No-o. Have I more brains than Shakespeare? Yes. Do I know more about English literature than the Prince of Wales? Yes. Do I know more about Spenser than Kittredge, Manley, and Saintsbury put together? Yes. Do I know more about Spenser than God and Spenser put together? Yes. Could I have written The Faery Queen? No-o. Could I write a doctoral thesis about The Faery Queen? Yes.”


  “Did you ever see a doctor’s thesis that was worth reading?” asked Monk.


  “Yes,” said the implacable monotone.


  “Whose was it?”


  “My own.”


  They answered with a young yell of worship.


  “Then what’s the use of the Facts?” said Monk.


  “They keep a man from getting soft,” said Randolph Ware grimly.


  “But a Fact has no importance in itself,” said Monk. “It is only a manifestation of the Concept.”


  “Have you had your breakfast, Brother Webber?”


  “No,” said Monk, “I always eat after class. That’s to keep my mind fresh and active for its work.”


  The class snickered.


  “Is your breakfast a Fact or a Concept, Brother Webber?” He stared grimly at him for a moment. “Brother Webber made a One in Logic,” he said, “and he has breakfast at noon. He thinks he is another convert to Divine Philosophy, but he is wrong. Brother Webber, you have heard the bells at midnight many times. I have myself seen you below the moon, with your eyes in a fine frenzy rolling. You will never make a Philosopher, Brother Webber. You will spend several years quite pleasantly in Hell, Getting the Facts. After that, you may make a poet.”


  Randolph Ware was a very grand person—a tremendous scholar, a believer in the discipline of formal research. He was a scientific utilitarian to the roots of his soul: he believed in Progress and the relief of man’s estate, and he spoke of Francis Bacon—who was really the first American—with a restrained but passionate wisdom.


  George Webber remembered this man later—grey, stolid, ironic—as one of the strangest people he had ever known. All of the facts were so strange. He was a Middle-Westerner who went to the University of Chicago and learned more about English literature than the people at Oxford knew. It seemed strange that one should study Spenser in Chicago.


  He was gigantically American—he seemed almost to foreshadow the future. George met few people who were able to make such complete and successful use of things as they are. He was a magnificent teacher, capable of fruitful and astonishing innovation. Once he set the class in composition to writing a novel, and they went to work with boiling interest. George rushed into class breathlessly three times a week with a new chapter written out on the backs of paper bags, envelopes, stray bits of paper. And Randolph Ware had the power of communicating to them the buried magic of poetry: the cold sublimity of Milton began to burgeon with life and opulent color—in Moloch, Beelzebub, Satan, without vulgarity or impertinence, he made them see a hundred figures of craft and rapacity and malice among the men of their time.


  Yet it always seemed to George that there was in the man a cruelly wasted power. There was in him a strong light and a hidden glory. He seemed with deliberate fatalism to have trapped himself among petty things. Despite his great powers, he wasted himself compiling anthologies for use in colleges.


  But the students who swarmed about him sensed the tenderness and beauty below his stolid and ironic mask. And once George, going in to see him at his house, found him at the piano, his blunt, heavy body erect, his putty face dreaming like a Buddha, as his pudgy fingers drew out with passion and wisdom the great music of Beethoven. Then George remembered what Alcibiades had said to Socrates: “You are like the god Silenus—outwardly a paunched and ugly man, but concealing inwardly the figure of a young and beautiful divinity.”


  In spite of the twaddle that the prominent educators of the time were always talking about “democracy and leadership,” “ideals of service,” “the place of the college in modern life,” and so on, there wasn’t much reality about the direction of such “education” as George had had. And that’s not to say there had been no reality in his education. There was, of course—not only because there’s reality in everything, but because he had come in contact with art, with letters, and with a few fine people. Maybe that’s about as much as you can expect.


  It would also be unfair to say that the real value of this, the beautiful and enduring thing, he had had to “dig out” for himself. This wasn’t true. He had met a lot of other young people, like himself, and this fact was “beautiful”—a lot of young fellows all together, not sure where they were going, but sure that they were going somewhere.


  So he had this, and this was a lot.
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  THE ROCK


  Some fifteen or more years ago (as men measure, by those diurnal instruments which their ingenuity has created, the immeasurable universe of time), at the end of a fine, warm, hot, fair, fresh, fragrant, lazy, furnacelike day of sweltering heat across the body, bones, sinews, tissues, juices, rivers, mountains, plains, streams, lakes, coastal regions, and compacted corporosity of the American continent, a train might have been observed by one of the lone watchers of the Jersey Flats approaching that enfabled rock, that ship of life, that swarming, million-footed, tower-masted, and sky-soaring citadel that bears the magic name of the Island of Manhattan, at terrific speed.


  At this moment, indeed, one of the lone crayfishers, who ply their curious trade at this season of the year throughout the melancholy length and breadth of those swamplike moors which are characteristic of this section of the Jersey coast, lifted his seamed and weather-beaten face from some nets which he had been mending in preparation for the evening’s catch, and, after gazing for a moment at the projectile fury of the Limited as it thundered past, turned and, speaking to the brown-faced lad beside him, said quietly:


  “It is the Limited.”


  And the boy, returning his father’s look with eyes as sea-far and as lonely as the old man’s own, and in a voice as quiet, said:


  “On time, father?”


  The old man did not answer for a moment. Instead, he thrust one gnarled and weather-beaten hand into the pocket of his pea-jacket, fumbled a moment, and then pulled forth an enormous silver watch with compass dials, an heirloom of three generations of crayfishing folk. He regarded it a moment with a steady, reflective gaze.


  “Aye, lad,” he said simply, “on time—or thereabouts. She will not miss it much tonight, I reckon.”


  But already the great train was gone in a hurricane of sound and speed. The sound receded into silence, leaving the quiet moors as they had always been, leaving them to silence, the creaking of the gulls, the low droning of the giant mosquitoes, the melancholy and funereal pyres of burning trash here and there, and to the lonely fisher of the moors and his young son. For a moment, the old man and the lad regarded the receding projectile of the train with quiet eyes. Then, silently, they resumed their work upon their nets again. Evening was coming, and with it the full tide, and, with the coming of the tide, the cray. So all was now as it had always been. The train had come and gone and vanished, and over the face of the flats brooded as it had always done the imperturbable visage of eternity.


  Within the train, however, there was a different scene, a kind of wakening of hope and of anticipation. Upon the faces of the passengers there might have been observed now all the expressions and emotions which the end of a long journey usually evokes, whether of alert readiness, eager constraint, or apprehensive dread. And on the face of one, a youth in his early twenties, there might have been observed all of the hope, fear, longing, exultancy, faith, belief, expectancy, and incredible realization that every youth on earth has always felt on his approach for the first time to the enchanted city. Although the other people in the coach were already restless, stirring, busy with their preparations for the journey’s end, the boy sat there by a window like one rapt in dreams, his vision tranced and glued against the glass at the rushing landscape of the lonely moors. No detail of the scene escaped the ravenous voracity of his attention.


  The train rushed past a glue factory. With the expression of one drunk with wonder the young man drank the pageant in. He saw with joy the great stacks, the glazed glass windows, the mighty furnaces of the enormous works; the pungent fragrance of the molten glue came to him and he breathed it in with rapturous appeasement.


  The train swept on across a sinuous stream, itself an estuary of the infinite and all-taking sea, itself as motionless as time, scummed richly with a moveless green; the sheer beauty of the thing went home into his mind and heart forever.


  He raised his eyes as men against the West once raised their eyes against the shining ramparts of the mountains. And there before him, at the edges of the marsh, rose the proud heights of Jersey City—the heights of Jersey City blazing forever to the traveler the smoldering welcome of their garbage dumps—the heights of Jersey City, raised proudly against the desolation of those lonely marshes as a token of man’s fortitude, a symbol of his power, a sign of his indomitable spirit that flames forever like a great torch in the wilderness, that lifts against the darkness and the desolation of blind nature the story of its progress—the heights of Jersey, lighted for an eternal feast.


  The train swept on and underneath the crests of yon proud, battlemented hill. The hill closed in around the train, the train roared in beneath the hill, into the tunnel. And suddenly darkness was upon them. The train plunged in beneath the mighty bed of the unceasing river, and dumbness smote the youth’s proud, listening ears.


  He turned and looked upon his fellow passengers. He saw wonder on their faces and something in their hearts that none could divine; and even as he sat there, dumb with wonder, he heard two voices, two quiet voices out of life, the voices of two nameless ciphers out of life, a woman’s and a man’s.


  “Jeez, but I’ll be glad to get back home again,” the man said quietly.


  For a moment the woman did not answer, then, in the same quiet tone, but with a meaning, a depth of feeling, that the boy would never after that forget, she answered simply, “You said it.”


  Just that, and nothing more. But, simple as those words were, they sank home into his heart, in their brief eloquence of time and of the bitter briefness of man’s days, the whole compacted history of his tragic destiny.


  And now, even as he paused there, rapt in wonder at this nameless eloquence, he heard another voice, close to his ears, a voice soft, low, and urgent, sweet as honey dew, and suddenly, with a start of recognition and surprise, he realized the words were meant for him, for him alone.


  “Is you comin’, boss?” the soft voice said. “We’se gettin’ in. Shall I bresh you off?”


  The boy turned slowly and surveyed his dark interrogator. In a moment he inclined his head in a slight gesture of assent and quietly replied:


  “I am ready. Yes, you may.”


  But even now the train was slowing to a halt. Grey twilight filtered through the windows once again. The train had reached the tunnel’s mouth. On both sides now were ancient walls of masonry, old storied buildings, dark as time and ancient as man’s memory. The boy peered through the window, up as far as eyes could reach, at all those tiers of life, those countless cells of life, the windows, rooms, and faces of the everlasting and eternal city. They leaned above him in their ancient silence. They returned his look. He looked into their faces and said nothing, no word was spoken. The people of the city leaned upon the sills of evening and they looked at him. They looked at him from their old walls of ancient, battlemented brick. They looked at him through the silent yet attentive curtains of all their ancient and historic laundries. They looked at him through pendant sheets, through hanging underwear, through fabrics of a priceless and unknown tapestry, and he knew that all was now as it had always been, as it would be tomorrow and forever.


  But now the train was slowing to a halt. Long tongues of cement now appeared, and faces, swarming figures, running forms beside the train. And all these faces, forms, and figures slowed to instancy, were held there in the alertness of expectant movement. There was a grinding screech of brakes, a slight jolt, and, for a moment, utter silence.


  At this moment there was a terrific explosion.


  It was New York.


  There is no truer legend in the world than the one about the country boy, the provincial innocent, in his first contact with the city. Hackneyed by repetition, parodied and burlesqued by the devices of cheap fiction and the slap-stick of vaudeville humor, it is nevertheless one of the most tremendous and vital experiences in the life of a man, and in the life of the nation. It has found inspired and glorious tongues in Tolstoy and in Goethe, in Balzac and in Dickens, in Fielding and Mark Twain. It has found splendid examples in every artery of life, as well in Shakespeare as in the young Napoleon. And day after day the great cities of the world are being fed, enriched, and replenished ceaselessly with the life-blood of the nation, with all the passion, aspiration, eagerness, faith, and high imagining that youth can know, or that the tenement of life can hold.


  For one like George Webber, born to the obscure village and brought up within the narrow geography of provincial ways, the city experience is such as no city man himself can ever know. It is conceived in absence and in silence and in youth; it is built up to the cloud-capped pinnacles of a boy’s imagining; it is written like a golden legend in the heart of youth with a plume plucked out of an angel’s wing; it lives and flames there in his heart and spirit with all the timeless faery of the magic land.


  When such a man, therefore, comes first to the great city—but how can we speak of such a man coming first to the great city, when really the great city is within him, encysted in his heart, built up in all the flaming images of his brain: a symbol of his hope, the image of his high desire, the final crown, the citadel of all that he has ever dreamed of or longed for or imagined that life could bring to him? For such a man as this, there really is no coming to the city. He brings the city with him everywhere he goes, and when that final moment comes when he at last breathes in the city’s air, feels his foot upon the city street, looks around him at the city’s pinnacles, into the dark, unceasing tide of city faces, grips his sinews, feels his flesh, pinches himself to make sure he is really there—for such a man as this, and for such a moment, it will always be a question to be considered in its bewildering ramifications by the subtle soul psychologists to know which city is the real one, which city he has found and seen, which city for this man is really there.


  For the city has a million faces, and just as it is said that no two men can really know what each is thinking of, what either sees when he speaks of “red” or “blue,” so can no man ever know just what another means when he tells about the city that he sees. For the city that he sees is just the city that he brings with him, that he has within his heart; and even at that immeasurable moment of first perception, when for the first time he sees the city with his naked eye, at that tremendous moment of final apprehension when the great city smites at last upon his living sense, still no man can be certain he has seen the city as it is, because in the hairbreadth of that instant recognition a whole new city is composed, made out of sense but shaped and colored and unalterable from all that he has felt and thought and dreamed about before.


  And more than this! There are so many other instant, swift, and accidental things that happen in a moment, that are gone forever, and that shape the city in the heart of youth. It may be a light that comes and goes, a grey day, or a leaf upon a bough; it may be the first image of a city face, a woman’s smile, an oath, a half-heard word; it may be sunset, morning, or the crowded traffics of the street, the furious pinnacle of dusty noon; or it may be April, April, and the songs they sang that year. No one can say, except it may be something chance and swift and fleeting, as are all of these, together with the accidents of pine and clay, the weather of one’s youth, the place, the structure, and the life from which one came, and all conditioned so, so memoried, built up into the vision of the city that a man first brings there in his heart.


  That year there were five of them. There were Jim Randolph and Monty Bellamy, a South Carolina boy named Harvey Williams and a friend of his named Perce Smead, and then Monk Webber. They were all living together in an apartment they had rented up at 123rd Street. It was on the down slope of the hill that leads from Morningside towards Harlem; the place was on the very fringes of the great Black Belt, so near, in fact, that borders interwove—the pattern of the streets was white and black. It was one of the cheap apartment houses that crowd the district, a six-story structure of caked yellow, rather grimy brick. The entrance hall flourished a show of ornate gaudiness. The floors were tile, the walls were covered halfway up with sheets of streaky-looking marble. On either side, doors opened off into apartments, the doors a kind of composition of dark-painted tin, resembling wood but deceiving no one, stamped with small numerals in dry gilt. There was an elevator at the end, and, by night, a sullen, sleepy-looking negro man; by day, the “superintendent”—an Italian in shirtsleeves, a hard-working and good-humored factotum who made repairs and tended furnaces and mended plumbing and knew where to buy gin and was argumentative, protesting, and obliging. He was a tireless disputant with whom they wrangled constantly, just for the joy his lingo gave them, because they liked him very much. His name—“Watta the hell!”—was Joe. They liked him as the South likes people, and likes language, and likes personalities, and likes jesting and protesting and good-humored bicker—as the South likes earth and its humanity, which is one of the best things in the South.


  So there were the five of them—five younglings from the South, all here together for the first time in the thrilling catacomb, all eager, passionate, aspiring—they had a merry time.


  The place, which opened from the right as one went in that marble hall, ran front to rear, and was of the type known as a railroad flat. There were, if counted carefully, five rooms, a living room, three bedrooms, and a kitchen. The whole place was traversed from end to end by a dark and narrow hall. It was a kind of tunnel, a sort of alleyway of graduated light. The living room was at the front and had two good windows opening on the street; it was really the only room that had any decent light at all. From there on, one advanced progressively into Stygian depths. The first bedroom had a narrow window opening on a narrow passageway two feet in width that gave on the grimy brick wall of the tenement next door. This place was favored with a kind of murky gloom, reminiscent of those atmospheres one sees in motion pictures showing Tarzan in the jungle with his friends, the apes; or, better still, in those pictures showing the first stages in the ancient world of prehistoric man, at about the time he first crawled out of the primeval ooze. Just beyond this was a bathroom, whose Stygian darkness had never been broken by any ray of outer light; beyond this, another bedroom, identical with the first in all respects, even to the properties of light; beyond this, the kitchen, a little lighter, since it was larger and had two windows; and, at the end, the last and best bedroom, since it was at the corner and had a window on each wall. This room, of course, as fitted a prince of royal blood, was by common and tacit agreement allotted to Jim Randolph. Monty Bellamy and Monk had the next one, and Harvey and his friend Perce shared the other. The rent was $80 a month, which they divided equally.


  In the bathroom, when the electric light was not burning, the illusion of midnight was complete. This illusion was enhanced in a rather sinister and clammy fashion by the constant dripping of the bathtub faucet and the perpetual rattling leakage of the toilet. They tried to cure these evils a dozen times; each of them made his own private experiments on the plumbing. The results, while indicative of their ingenuity, were not any particular tribute to their efficiency. It used to worry them at first when they tried to go to sleep at night. The clammy rattling of the toilet and the punctual large drip of the faucet would get on someone’s nerves at last, and they would hear him curse and hit the floor, saying:


  “God-damn it! How do you expect a man to get to sleep with that damn toilet going all night long!”


  Then he would pad out and down the hall and flush the toilet, pull off the lid and fume and fuss with the machinery, and swear below his breath, and finally put the lid back on, leaving the empty bowl to fill again. And he would come back with a sigh of satisfaction, saying he reckoned he got the damn thing fixed that time all right. And then he would crawl into bed again, prepare himself for blissful slumber, only to have that rattling and infuriating leak begin all over again.


  But this was almost the worst of their troubles, and they soon got used to it. It is true, the two bedrooms on the hall were so small and cramped they couldn’t get two single cots in them, and so had to fall back on their old college dormitory expedient of racking them boat-wise, one upon the other. It is also true that these little bedrooms had so little light that at no time of the day could one read a paper without the aid of electricity. The single window of each room looked out upon a dingy airshaft, the blank brick surface of the next-door building. And since they were on the ground floor, they were at the bottom of this shaft. Of course this gave them certain advantages in rent. As one went up, one got more light and air, and as one got more light and air, one paid more rent. The mathematics of the arrangement was beautifully simple, but none of them, coming as they all did from a region where the atmosphere was one commodity in which all men had equal rights, had quite recovered from their original surprise at finding themselves in a new world where even the weather was apportioned on a cash basis.


  Still, they got used to it very quickly, and they didn’t mind it very much. In fact, they all thought it pretty splendid. They had an apartment, a real apartment, on the fabulous Island of Manhattan. They had their own private bathroom, even if the taps did leak. They had their kitchen, too, where they cooked meals. Every one of them had his own pass key and could come and go as he pleased.


  They had the most amazing assortment of furniture Monk had ever seen. God knows where Jim Randolph had picked it up. He was their boss, their landlord, and their leader. He had already had the place a year when Monk moved in, so the furniture was there when he arrived. They had two chiffonier-dressers in the best Grand Rapids style, with oval mirrors, wooden knobs, and not too much of the varnish scaling off. Jim had a genuine bureau in his room, with real bottoms in two of the drawers. In the living room they had a big, over-stuffed chair with a broken spring in it, a long davenport with part of the wadding oozing out, an old leather chair, a genuine rocking chair whose wicker bottom was split wide open, a book case with a few books in it and glass doors which rattled and which sometimes stuck together when it rained, and—what was most remarkable of all—a real upright piano.


  That piano had been to the wars and showed it. It looked and sounded as if it had served a long apprenticeship around the burlesque circuit. The old ivory keys were yellowed by long years of service, the mahogany case was scarred by boots and charred by the fags of countless cigarettes. Some of the keys gave forth no sound at all, and a good number of the sounds they did give forth were pretty sour. But what did it matter? Here was a piano—their piano—indubitably and undeniably a genuine upright and upstanding piano in the living room of their magnificent and luxurious five-room apartment in the upper portion of the fabulous Island of Manhattan. Here they could entertain their guests. Here they could invite their friends. Here they could eat and drink and sing and laugh and give parties and have girls and play their piano.


  Jim Randolph, to tell the truth, was the only one who could play it. He played it very badly, and yet he played it rather wonderfully, too. He missed a lot of notes and smashed through others. But his powerful hands and fingers held in their hard stroke a sure sense of rhythm, a swinging beat. It was good to hear him play because it was so good to see and feel him play. God knows where he learned it. It was another in that amazing list of accomplishments which he had acquired at one time or another and at one place or another in his journeyings about the earth, and which included in its range accomplishments as wide and varied as the ability to run 100 yards in less than eleven seconds, to kick a football 80 yards, to shoot a rifle and to ride a horse, to speak a little Spanish, some Italian and some French, to cook a steak, to fry a chicken, or to make a pie, to navigate a ship, to use a typewriter—and to get a girl when and where he wanted her.


  Jim was a good deal older than any of the others. He was by this time nearing thirty. And his legend still clung to him. Monk never saw him walk across the room without remembering instantly how he used to look as he started one of his great sweeps around right end behind his interference. In spite of his years, he was an amazingly young and boyish person, a creature given to impulse, to the sudden bursts of passion, enthusiasm, sentiment and folly and unreason of a boy. But just as the man had so much of the boy in him, so did the boy have so much of the man. He exerted over all of them a benevolent but paternal governance, and the reason that they all looked up to him as they did, the reason that all of them, without thought or question, accepted him as their leader, was not because of the few years’ difference in their ages, but because he seemed in every other way a mature and grown man.


  What is it that a young man wants? Where is the central source of that wild fury that boils up in him, that goads and drives and lashes him, that explodes his energies and strews his purpose to the wind of a thousand instant and chaotic impulses? The older and more assured people of the world, who have learned to work without waste and error, think they know the reason for the chaos and confusion of a young man’s life. They have learned the thing at hand, and learned to follow their single way through all the million shifting hues and tones and cadences of living, to thread neatly with unperturbed heart their single thread through that huge labyrinth of shifting forms and intersecting energies that make up life—and they say, therefore, that the reason for a young man’s confusion, lack of purpose, and erratic living is because he has not “found himself.”


  In this, the older and more certain people may be right by their own standard of appraisal, but, in this judgment on the life of youth, they have really pronounced a sterner and more cruel judgment on themselves. For when they say that some young man has not yet “found himself,” they are really saying that he has not lost himself as they. For men will often say that they have “found themselves” when they have really been worn down into a groove by the brutal and compulsive force of circumstance. They speak of their life’s salvation when all that they have done is blindly follow through an accidental way. They have forgotten their life’s purpose, and all the faith, hope, and immortal confidence of a boy. They have forgotten that below all the apparent waste, loss, chaos, and disorder of a young man’s life there is really a central purpose and a single faith which they themselves have lost.


  What is it that a young man does—here in America? How does he live? What is the color, texture, substance of his life? How does he look and feel and act? What is the history of his days—the secret of the fury that devours him—the core and center of his one belief—the design and rhythm of his single life?


  All of us know what it is. We have lived it with every beating of our pulse, known it with every atom of our bone, blood, sinew, marrow, feeling. The knowledge of it is mixed insolubly into the substance of our lives. We have seen and recognized it instantly, not only in ourselves, but in the lives of ten thousand people all around us—as familiar as the earth on which we tread, as near as our own hearts, as certain as the light of morn. And yet we never speak of it. We cannot speak of it. We have no way to speak of it.


  Why? Because the young men of this land are not, as they are often called, a “lost” race—they are a race that never yet has been discovered. And the whole secret, power, and knowledge of their own discovery is locked within them—they know it, feel it, have the whole thing in them—and they cannot utter it.


  George Webber was not long in finding out that perhaps it is just here, in the iron-breasted city, that one comes closest to the enigma that haunts and curses the whole land. The city is the place where men are constantly seeking to find their door and where they are doomed to wandering forever. Of no place is this more true than of New York. Hideously ugly for the most part, one yet remembers it as a place of proud and passionate beauty; the place of everlasting hunger, it is also the place where men feel their lives will gloriously be fulfilled and their hunger fed.


  In no place in the world can the life of the lonely boy, the countryman who has been drawn northwards to the flame of his lust, be more barren, more drab, more hungry and comfortless. His life is the life of subways, of rebreathed air, of the smell of burned steel, weariness and the exhausted fetidity of a cheap rented room in the apartment of “a nice couple” on 113th Street, or perhaps the triumph of an eighty-dollar apartment in Brooklyn, upper Manhattan, or the Bronx which he rents with three or four other youths. Here they “can do as they please,” a romantic aspiration which leads to Saturday night parties, to cheap gin, cheap girls, to a feverish and impotent fumbling, and perhaps to an occasional distressed, drunken, and half-public fornication.


  If the youth is of a serious bent, if he has thoughts of “improving” himself, there is the gigantic desolation of the Public Library, a cut-rate ticket at Gray’s and a seat in the balcony of an art-theatre play that has been highly praised and that all intellectual people will be seeing, or the grey depression of a musical Sunday afternoon at Carnegie Hall, filled with arrogant-looking little musicians with silky mustaches who hiss like vipers in the dark when the works of a hated composer are played; or there is always the Metropolitan Museum.


  Again, there is something spurious and unreal in almost all attempts at established life in the city. When one enters the neat little apartment of a young man or a young married couple, and sees there on neat gaily-painted shelves neat rows of books—the solid little squares of the Everyman, and the Modern Library, the D.H. Lawrence, the Buddenbrooks, the Cabell, the art edition of Penguin Island, then a few of the paper-backed French books, the Proust and the Gide, and so on—one feels a sense of embarrassment and shame: there is something fraudulent about it. One feels this also in the homes of wealthy people, whether they live in a “charming little house” on Ninth Street which they have rented, or in the massive rooms of a Park Avenue apartment.


  No matter what atmosphere of usage, servants, habitude, ease, and solid establishment there may be, one always has this same feeling that the thing is fraudulent, that the effort to achieve permanence in this impermanent and constantly changing life is no more real than the suggested permanence in a theatrical setting: one would not be surprised to return the next morning and find the scene dismantled, the stage bare, and the actors departed. Sometimes even the simplest social acts—the act of visiting one’s friends, of talking to them in a room, of sitting around a hearth-fire with them—oh, above all else, of sitting around a hearth-fire in an apartment in the city!—seem naked and pitiful. There is an enormous sadness and wistfulness about these attempts to simulate an established life in a place where the one permanent thing is change itself.


  In recent years many people have felt this insistent and constant movement. Some have blamed it on the war, some on the tempo of the time, some have called it “a jazz age” and suggested that men should meet the rhythm of the age and move and live by it; but although this notion has been fashionable, it can hardly recommend itself to men who have been driven by their hunger, who have known loneliness and exile, who have wandered upon the face of the earth and found no doors that they could enter, and who would to God now that they might make an end to all their wandering and loneliness, that they might find one home and heart of all their hunger where they could live abundantly forever. Such men, and they are numbered not by thousands but by millions, are hardly prepared to understand that the agony and loneliness of the human spirit may be assuaged by the jerky automata of jazz.


  Perhaps this sense of restlessness, loneliness, and hunger is intensified in the city, but if anyone remembers his own childhood and youth in America he is certain to remember these desires and movements, too. Everywhere people were driven by them. Everyone had a rocking chair, and in the months of good weather everyone was out on his front porch rocking away. People were always eager to “go somewheres,” and when the automobile came in, the roads, particularly on Sunday, were choked with cars going into the country, going to another town, going anywhere, no matter how ugly or barren the excursion might be, so long as this terrible restlessness might in some measure be appeased.


  In the city, it is appalling to think how much pain and hunger people—and particularly young men—have suffered, because there is no goal whatever for these feverish extravasations. They return, after their day’s work to a room which, despite all efforts to trick it out with a neat bed, bright colors, a few painted bookshelves, a few pictures, is obviously only a masked cell. It becomes impossible to use the room for any purpose at all save for sleeping; the act of reading a book in it, of sitting in a chair in it, of staying in it for any period of time whatever when one is in a state of wakefulness, becomes intolerable.


  Yet, what are these wretched people to do? Every instant, every deep conviction a man has for a reasonable human comfort is outraged. He knows that every man on earth should have the decency of space—of space enough to extend his limbs and draw in the air without fear or labor; and he knows that his life here in this miserable closet is base, barren, mean, and naked. He knows that men should not defile themselves in this way, so he keeps out of his room as much as possible. But what can he do? Where can he go? In the terrible streets of the city there is neither pause nor repose, there are no turnings and no place where he can detach himself from the incessant tide of the crowd, and sink unto himself in tranquil meditation. He flees from one desolation to another, he escapes by buying a seat “at some show,” or snatching at food in a cafeteria, he lashes about the huge streets of the night, and he returns to his cell having found no doors that he could open, no place that he could call his own.


  It is therefore astonishing that nowhere in the world can a young man feel greater hope and expectancy than here. The promise of glorious fulfillment, of love, wealth, fame—or unimaginable joy—is always impending in the air. He is torn with a thousand desires and he is unable to articulate one of them, but he is sure that he will grasp joy to his heart, that he will hold love and glory in his arms, that the intangible will be touched, the inarticulate spoken, the inapprehensible apprehended; and that this may happen at any moment.


  Perhaps there is some chemistry of air that causes this exuberance and joy, but it also belongs to the enigma of the whole country, which is so rich, and yet where people starve, which is so abundant, exultant, savage, full-blooded, humorous, liquid, and magnificent, and yet where so many people are poor, meager, dry, and baffled. But the richness and depth of the place is visible, it is not an illusion; there is always the feeling that the earth is full of gold, and that who will seek and strive can mine it.


  In New York there are certain wonderful seasons in which this feeling grows to a lyrical intensity. One of these are those first tender days of Spring when lovely girls and women seem suddenly to burst out of the pavements like flowers: all at once the street is peopled with them, walking along with a proud, undulant rhythm of breasts and buttocks and a look of passionate tenderness on their faces. Another season is early Autumn, in October, when the city begins to take on a magnificent flash and sparkle: there are swift whippings of bright wind, a flare of bitter leaves, the smell of frost and harvest in the air: after the enervation of Summer, the place awakens to an electric vitality, the beautiful women have come back from Europe or from the summer resorts, and the air is charged with exultancy and joy.


  Finally, there is a wonderful, secret thrill of some impending ecstasy on a frozen Winter’s night. On one of these nights of frozen silence when the cold is so intense that it numbs one’s flesh, and the sky above the city flashes with one deep jewelry of cold stars, the whole city, no matter how ugly its parts may be, becomes a proud, passionate, Northern place: everything about it seems to soar up with an aspirant, vertical, glittering magnificence to meet the stars. One hears the hoarse notes of the great ships in the river, and one remembers suddenly the princely girdle of proud, potent tides that bind the city, and suddenly New York blazes like a magnificent jewel in its fit setting of sea, and earth, and stars.


  There is no place like it, no place with an atom of its glory, pride, and exultancy. It lays its hand upon a man’s bowels; he grows drunk with ecstasy; he grows young and full of glory, he feels that he can never die.


  [¬]
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  THE CITY PATRIOTS


  Jerry Alsop had come to New York straight out of college several years before. Monk knew that he was there, and one day he ran into him. Neither seemed disposed to remember Monk’s apostasy of college days; in fact, Jerry greeted his former protégé like a long lost brother and invited him around to his place. Monk went, and later went again, and for a time their relationship was reestablished, on the surface at least, on something of its former footing.


  Alsop lived in the same part of town, on a cross street between Broadway and the river, and not far from Columbia University. He had two basement rooms and a dilapidated kitchenette. The place was dark, and he had collected a congeries of broken-down furniture—an old green sofa, a few chairs, a couple of tables, a folding couch or day-bed, covered with a dirty cloth, for visitors, another larger bed for himself, and a dirty old carpet. He thought it was wonderful, and because he communicated this sense of wonder to all his friends, they thought so, too. What it really represented to him was freedom—the glorious, intoxicating freedom that the city gave to him, to everyone. So seen and so considered, his apartment was not just a couple of dirty, dark, old rooms, filled with a hodgepodge of nondescript furniture, down in the basement of a dismal house. It was a domain, an estate, a private castle, a citadel. Jerry conveyed this magic sense to everyone who came there.


  When Monk first saw him there in all the strangeness of New York, the changes in Alsop’s vision and belief appeared astonishing. Only, however, at first sight. The younger man’s sense of shock, the result of the blinding clarity of his first impression after the years of absence, was only momentary. For Alsop had gathered around him now a new coterie, the descendants of the clique at old Pine Rock: he was their mentor and their guiding star, and his two dark basement rooms had become their club. And so Monk saw that Alsop had not really changed at all, that below all the confusion of outer change his soul was still the same.


  One of the chief objects of his hatred at this time was Mr. H.L. Mencken. He had become for Alsop the Beast of the Apocalypse. Mencken’s open ridicule of pedagogy, of Mother-idolatry, of the whole civilization which he called the Bible Belt and which referred to that part of life of which Alsop was himself a member, and, most of all, perhaps, the critic’s open and ungodly mockery of “the greatest man since Jesus Christ,” to whom he referred variously as “the late Doctor Wilson,” or “the martyred Woodrow”—all of this struck with an assassin’s dirk at the heart of all that was near and dear to Alsop, and, it seemed to him, at the heart of civilization itself, at religion, at morality, at “all that men hold sacred.” The result was that this smashing but essentially conservative critic, Mencken, became in Alsop’s eyes the figure of the Antichrist. Month after month he would read the latest blast of the Baltimore sage with the passionate devotion of pure hate. It was really alarming just to watch him as he went about his venomous perusal: his fat and usually rather pale face would become livid and convulsed as if he were in imminent peril of an apoplectic stroke, his eyes would narrow into reptilian slits, from time to time he would burst out into infuriated laughter, the whole proceeding being punctuated by such comment as:


  “Well, I’ll be God-damned! ... Of all the! ... Why, he’s just a damned ass ... yes suh! ... That’s the only name for him! ... A plain damned ass. For God’s sake now, listen to this!” Here his voice would mount to a choking scream. “Why, he hasn’t got the brains of a louse!”—the whole winding up inevitably with the final recommendation for vindictive punishment: “You know what they ought to do with a man like that? They ought to take him out and——.”


  He mentioned this act of mutilation with a hearty relish. It seemed to be the first act of vengeance and reprisal that popped into his head whenever anyone said or wrote or did something that aroused his hatred and antagonism. And it was as if Mr. H.L. Mencken, whom Alsop had never seen, had been a personal enemy, a malignant threat in his own life, a deadly peril not only to himself but to his friends and to the world he had shaped about him.


  And yet, all the time Alsop himself was changing. His adaptive powers were remarkable. Like a certain famous Bishop, “he had a large and easy swallow.” And really, what mattered most to him was not the inner substance but the outer show. He could, with no difficulty whatever, have agreed that black was white, or that two and two make four and three-quarters, if the prevailing order of society had swung to that belief.


  It was only that, in Alsopian phrase, his “sphere had widened.” He had come from the provincial community of the Baptist college to the city. And that staggering transition, so painful, so perilous, and so confusing to so many other men, had been for Alsop triumphantly easy. He had taken to the city like a duck to water. And in that complete and rapturous immersion was revealed, along with all that was shapeless in his character, also all that was warm and imaginative and good.


  Some come to the city, no doubt, with wire-taut nerves, with trembling apprehension, with a resolution of grim conflict, desperate struggle, and the conviction they must do or die. Some, shackled by old fears, still cumbered with the harness of old prejudice, come to it doubtfully and with mistrust. And for them, the city that they find will be a painful one. And some come to it with exultancy and hope, as men rush forward to embrace a beloved mistress, whom they have never seen but of whom they have always known, and it was in this way that Alsop—Alsop of the bulging belly and the butter-tub of fat—it was in just this way that Alsop came.


  It never occurred to him that he might fail. And indeed with faith like his, with such devotion as he brought, the chance of failure was impossible. Other men might rise to greater summits in the city’s life. Other men might rise to greater substance of success, of wealth, of fame, achievement, or reputation. But no man would ever belong more truly to the city, or the city’s life to him, than Gerald Alsop.


  He was made for it; it was made for him. Here was a pond that he could swim in, a pool where he could fish. Here was the food for all his thousand appetites, the provender for his hundred mouths. Here was living water for the quenchless sponge that was himself: the rumor with the million tongues that could feed forever his insatiate ear, the chronicle of eight million lives that could appease his ceaseless thirst for human history.


  Alsop was a man who had to live through others. He was an enormous Ear, Eye, Nose, Throat, an absorptive sponge of gluttonous humanity—he was not a thrust or arm—and in such a way as this, and so perfectly, so completely, the city was his oyster. And in his way he was incomparable. All that was best in him was here revealed. He communicated to everyone around him the contagion of his own enthusiasm, the sense of magic and of rapture which the city gave to him. With him, an excursion of any sort was a memorable event. A trip downtown in the subway, the gaudy lights, the thronging traffics of Times Square, the cut-rate ticket basement of Gray’s Pharmacy, the constant nocturnal magic of the theatres, the cheap restaurants, a cafeteria or a lunchroom, a chop suey place, the strange faces, signs, and lights, the foreign vegetables, the unknown edibles of Chinatown—all this was simply magic. He was living in an enchanted world, he carried it with him everywhere he went.


  His was the temper of the insatiable romantic. In no time at all, instantly, immediately, he inherited the city’s hunger for celebrity. If he could not be great himself, he wanted to be near those who were. He lapped up every scrap of gossip about celebrated people he could read or hear. The records, diaries, comments, observations of the newspaper columnists were gospel to him. The pronouncements of a certain well-known dramatic critic, Cotswold, were like holy writ: he memorized them down to the last whimsical caprice of ornate phrasing. He went religiously to see every play the critic praised. One night he saw the great man himself, a fat and puffy little butter-ball of a man, in the interim between the acts, with another celebrated critic and a famous actress. When Alsop returned home he was transported—if he had seen Shakespeare talking to Ben Jonson, his emotion could not have been so great.


  He became a watcher around stage doors. It was the period of the Ziegfeld shows, the glorified chorines, the proud, lavish flesh draped in a fold of velvet. Alsop now was everywhere, he delighted in these glorified carnalities. The girls were famous, he watched till they came out, and, like some ancient lecher, he licked his chops and gloated while the Ziegfeld Beauties and their moneyed purchasers walked away. The meeting of expensive flesh with shirt front, tails, and tall silk hatdom now delighted him. Strange work for old Pine Rock?—By no means: it was enhaloed now, set like a jewel in the great Medusa of the night, privileged by power and wealth and sanctioned by publicity. The aged lecher licking his dry lips and waiting with dead eyes for his young whore of Babylon, delighted Alsop now. He told of such a one: the beauty, already famed in print, came by—the aged lecher fawned upon her—“Oh, for Christ’s sake!” said the beauty wearily, passing on.


  “She meant that thing,” said Alsop gloatingly. “Yes, suh! She meant that thing!” His great belly heaved, his throat rattled with its scream of phlegm. “God! The most beautiful damn woman that you ever saw!” said Alsop appetizingly as he shook his great jowled head. “She sure did get him told!” The scene delighted him.


  All others, too: the rumors of a thousand tongues, the fruitage of a thousand whispered gossips: who slept with so-and-so; whose wife was faithless unto Caesar; whose wit had uttered such unprinted jest; what famous names, what authors, had behaved in such-and-such a way at such-and-such a party, had grown drunk there, had disappeared, had locked themselves in bedrooms with attractive women, gone into bathrooms with them, quarreled, fought with whom; what rather aged actress, famous for her lustihood in roles, had gone with boys of apple-cheeked persuasion; and who the famous fairies were, and the dance halls where they went to dance with one another, and what they said, the mincing syllables of their fond intercourse with one another—here belly heaved and Alsop screamed with choking laughter—such wickedness, together with all whimsicalities, and Morley’s columns in the purest vein of elfin whimsey—“Pure genius! Pure damned elfin genius!”—old London in the byways of New York, Dickensian bylights of the city ways, and the thronging chaoses of Herald Square, Park Row; the grime of unrubbed brasses, never noticed by the man-hordes passing by, but seen now in a certain light, and properly, the true quaintness of the world around him: the shopgirls eating sandwiches of pimento cheese among the drug store slops of luncheon hour were really like the clients of an inn in Eastcheap ninety years ago. So, all together—Ziegfeld, beautiful chorines, and ancient lechers in silk hats; hot gossip of the great, the rumor of drunken riot with the famed and few, what Miss Parker said, and so-and-so; together with the Great Heart of the town, the men in subways and park benches—Lamb redivivus, alive and prowling among unrubbed brass in the quaint byways of Manhattan—all such as this was meat, drink, breath of life to Alsop.


  So the food. His taste, like Dr. Samuel Johnson’s, was not fine—he liked abundance and he liked to slop it in. He had a love for Chinatown, chop suey, and the pungent sauce: it was abundant, it was cheap. The strange faces of the Chinks, the moisty vapors, Oriental and somewhat depressant, all delighted him. He loved to go with several other people—one could order several dishes and thus share. When it was over he would call for paper bags, slop the remainders into them, and wheeze and choke with laughter as he did so.


  When all this palled, or when he felt the belly hungers for familiar food—for home to heart and stomach was still very near—he and his cronies would buy up “a mess of stuff.” There were stores everywhere, around the corner in every city block were stores, and the crowded opulence of night, and lighted windows, slanting shelves of vegetables and fruit; and butcher shops, chain groceries, bakeries, every kind of vast provisioning. They would go out upon their errands, they would buy the foods of home: a package of ground hominy—otherwise known as grits; string beans, which really were the same as they had always been, except no one knew how to cook them here, a piece of fat salt pork to give them seasoning; flour for gravy and for biscuit dough—for Alsop paled not at such formidable enterprise; steak, no worse if it were cheap and tough, but with the flour gravy and the condiments; bread from the bakery, butter, coffee. Then back to the basement, the two-roomed flat, a chaos of young voices, laughter, humorous, accusal—Alsop chuckling, serious, and all-governing, giving directions, bustling about in slippered feet, from whose stale socks protruded the fat hinge of his dirty heels. And then the pungency of native foods again—grits, fried steak with thick brown gravy, string beans savory, deep-hued with fat-back, brown-hued biscuits, smoking hot, strong coffee, melting butter. The vigorous confusion of young, drawling voices, excited, Southern, ingrown each to each, tribal and most personal—the new adventure of each daily life told eagerly and to the common mall, with laughter, agreement, strong derision. They appraised the new world where they lived with critic tongue, and often with a strong and disapproving mockery.


  They had small thought of ever going home again. At least, they seldom told their love. Their love, in fact, was mainly here—for most of them, like Alsop, were immersed in glamor now, had cottoned to this brave, new world, had taken it for their own domain as only people from the South can take it—some strange and stiff-necked pride kept them from owning it. They lived in legend now: among the thrill of all this present pageantry, they loved to descant on their former glories. “The South”—for in quotation marks they saw it—was now an exiled glory, a rich way of life, of living, and of human values which “these people up here” could never know about.


  Perhaps they set this glory as a kind of reassuring palliative to their shock sense, the thrilling and yet terrifying conflict of the daily struggle. It was an occasional sop to wounded pride. The customs and the mores of the new world were examined critically and came off second best. A chicanery of the Northern ways, the suspicion of the hardened eye, the itching of the grasping palm, the machinations of the crafty Jew—all were observed upon with scorn and frequent bitterness. People in “the South” were not like this. As Alsop said, one had to come “up here” in order to find out just “how fine and sweet and lovable” they were.


  George Webber had observed that there is no one on earth who is more patriotically devoted—verbally, at least—to the region from which he came than the American from the Southern portion of the United States. Once he leaves it to take up his living in other, less fair and fortunate, sections of the country, he is willing to fight for the honor of the Southland at the drop of a hat, to assert her supremacy over all the other habitable parts of the globe on every occasion, to speak eloquently and passionately of the charm of her setting, the superiority of her culture, the heroism of her men, and the beauty of her women, to defend her, to protect her, to bleed and die for her, if necessary—to do almost everything, in fact, for dear old Dixie except to return permanently to her to live.


  A great many, it must be owned, do return, but most of those are the sorrier and more incompetent members of the tribe, the failures, the defeated ones—the writers who cannot write, the actors who cannot act, the painters who cannot paint, the men and women of all sorts, of all professions, of all endeavors from law to soda water, who, although not wholly lacking in talent, lack it in sufficient degree to meet the greater conflict of a wider life, the shock of open battle on a foreign field, the intenser effort and the superior performances of city life. These are the stragglers of the army. They hang on for a while, are buffeted, stunned, bewildered, frightened, ultimately overwhelmed by the battle roar. One by one they falter, give way, and, dispirited, bitter, and defeated, straggle back to the familiar safety and the comforting assurance of the hinterland.


  Once there, a familiar process of the South begins, a pastime at which the inhabitants of that region have long been adept—the subtle, soothing sport of rationalization. The humbler members of the routed troops—the disillusioned soda-jerkers, the defeated filing clerks, department store workers, business, bank, and brokerage employees—arrive rapidly at the conclusion that the great city is “no place for a white man.” The unfortunate denizens of city life “don’t know what living really is.” They endure their miserable existences because they “don’t know any better.” The city people are an ignorant and conceited lot. They have no manners, no courtesy, no consideration for the rights of others, and no humanity. Everyone in the city is “out for himself,” out to do you, out to get everything he can out of you. It is a selfish, treacherous, lonely, and self-seeking life. A man has friends as long as he has money in his pocket. Friends melt away from him like smoke when money goes. Moreover, all social pride and decency, the dignity of race, the authority of class is violated and destroyed in city life—“A nigger is as good as a white man.”


  When George was a child, there was a story that was current over all the South. Some local hero—some village champion of the rights of white men and the maintenance of white supremacy—told the gory adventure of his one and only, his first and last, his final, all-sufficient journey into the benighted and corrupted domains of the North. Sometimes the adventure had occurred in Washington, sometimes in Philadelphia or New York, sometimes in Boston or in Baltimore, but the essential setting was always the same. The scene for this heroic drama was always laid in a restaurant of a Northern city. The plumed knight from below the Mason-Dixon line had gone in to get something to eat and had taken his seat at a table. He had progressed no further than his soup, when, looking up, he found to his horror and indignation that a “big buck nigger” had come in and taken a seat opposite him, and at his own table. Whereupon—but let the more skillful small-town raconteurs of twenty years ago complete the tale:


  “Well, ole Jim says he took one look at him and says, ‘You black son-of-a-bitch, what do you mean by sitting at my table?’ Well, the nigger begins to talk back to him, telling him he was in the North now, where a nigger was just as good as anyone. And ole Jim says, ‘You black bastard you, you may be as good as a Yankee, but you’re talking to a white man now!’—and with that, he says, he ups with a ketchup bottle and he just busts it wide open over that nigger’s head. Jim says he reckoned he killed him, says he didn’t wait to see, he just left him laying there and grabbed his hat and walked out. He says he caught the first train going South and he’s never been North since, and that he don’t care if he never sees the God-damn place again.”


  This story was usually greeted with roars of appreciative and admiring laughter, the sound of thighs smitten with enthusiastic palms, gleeful exclamations of “’Oddam! I’d ’a’ given anything to’ve seen it! Whew-w! I can just see ole Jim now as he let him have it! I’ll betcha anything you like he killed that black bastard deader’n a doornail! Yes sir! Damned if I blame him either! I’d ’a’ done the same thing!”


  George must have heard this gory adventure gleefully related at least a hundred times during his childhood and the adolescent period of his youth. The names of the characters were sometimes different—sometimes it was “ole Jim” or “ole Bob” or “ole Dick”—but the essential circumstance was always the same; an impudent black limb of Satan entered, took the forbidden seat, and was promptly, ruthlessly, and gorily annihilated with a ketchup bottle. This story, in its various forms and with many modern innovations, was still current among returned wanderers from the Southland at the time when George first came to the great city to live. In more modern versions the insolent black had been annihilated on busses and in subway trains, in railway coaches or in moving picture theatres, in crowded elevators or upon the street—wherever, in fact, he had dared impudently to intrude too closely upon the proud and cherished dignity of a Southern white. And the existence of this ebony malefactor was, one gathered, one of the large contributing reasons for the return of the native to his own more noble heath.


  Another, and probably more intelligent, portion of this defeated—and retreated—group had other explanations for their retreat, which were, however, derived from the same basic sources of rationalized self-defense. These were the members of the more intellectual groups—the writers, painters, actors—who had tried the ardors of the city’s life and who had fled from it. Their arguments and reasons were subtler, more refined. The actor or the playwright asserted that he found the integrity of his art, the authentic drama of the folk, blighted and corrupted by the baleful and unnatural influence of the Broadway drama, by artificiality, trickery, and cheap sensation, by that which struck death to native roots and gave only a waxen counterfeit of the native flower. The painter or the musician found the artist and his art delivered to the mercy of fashionable cliques, constricted with the lifeless narrowness of æsthetic schools. The writer had a similar complaint. The creator’s life was menaced in the city with the sterile counterfeits of art—the poisonous ethers of “the literary life,” the poisonous intrigues of the literary cliques, the poisonous politics of log-rolling and back-scratching, critic-mongering and critic-pandering, the whole nasty, crawling, parasitical world of Scribbleonia.


  In these unnatural and unwholesome weathers of creation, the artist—so these rebellious challengers asserted—lost his contact with reality, forgot the living inspirations of his source, had been torn away from living union with what he had begun to call his “roots.” So caught and so imperiled, held high, Antæus-wise, away from contact with his native and restoring earth, gasping for breath in the dead vapors of an enclosed and tainted atmosphere, there was only one course for the artist if he would be saved. He must return, return to that place which had given him life and from which the strengths and energies of his art had been derived. But must renounce utterly and forever the sterile precincts of the clique, the salon, and the circle, the whole unnatural domain of the city’s life. He must return again to the good earth, to affirmation of his origins, to contact with his “roots.”


  So the refined young gentlemen of the New Confederacy shook off their degrading shackles, caught the last cobwebs of illusion from their awakened vision, and retired haughtily into the South, to the academic security of a teaching appointment at one of the universities, from which they could issue in quarterly installments very small and very precious magazines which celebrated the advantages of an agrarian society. The subtler intelligences of this rebel horde were forever formulating codes and cults in their own precincts—codes and cults which affirmed the earthly virtues of both root and source in such unearthly language, by such processes of æsthetic subtlety, that even the cult adepts of the most precious city cliques were hard put to it to extract the meaning.


  All this George Webber observed and found somewhat puzzling and astonishing. Young men whose habits, tastes, and modes of thought and writing seemed to him to belong a great deal more to the atmospheres of the æsthetic cliques which they renounced than to any other now began to argue the merits of a return to “an agrarian way of life” in language which was, it seemed to him, the language of a cult, and which assuredly few dwellers on the soil, either permanent or returned, could understand. Moreover, as one who was himself derived from generations of mountain farmers who had struggled year by year to make a patch of corn grow in the hill erosions of a mountain flank, and of generations of farm workers in Pennsylvania who had toiled for fifteen hours a day behind the plow to earn a wage of fifty cents, it now came as a mild surprise to be informed by the lily-handed intellectuals of a Southern university that what he needed most of all was a return to the earthly and benevolent virtues of the society which had produced him.


  The summation of it all, of course, the fundamental characteristic of this whole defeated and retreated kind—whether intellectual or creative, professional or of the working group—was the familiar rationalizing self-defense of Southern fear and Southern failure: its fear of conflict and of competition in the greater world; its inability to meet or to adjust itself to the conditions, strifes, and ardors of a modern life; its old, sick, Appomattoxlike retreat into the shades of folly and delusion, of prejudice and bigotry, of florid legend and defensive casuistry, of haughty and ironic detachment from a life with which it was too obviously concerned, to which it wished too obviously to belong.


  So much, then, for these defeated ones—these too tender and inept detachments of the rebel horde who could not meet and take the shock of battle, and who straggled back. What of the others, the better and the larger kind, the ones who stayed? Were they defeated? Were they swept under? Were they dispersed and scattered, or routed in dismay and driven back?


  By no means. Their success, in fact, in city life was astonishing. There is no other section of the country whose city immigrants succeed so brilliantly when they do succeed. The quality of the Southerner’s success in city life is derived, to an amazing degree, from the very nature of his handicap. If he prevails, if he conquers, he is likely to do it not only in spite of his provincialism but because of it, not only in spite of his fear but by means of it, and because that terrible and lacerating consciousness of inferiority is likely to drive him on to superhuman efforts.


  The Southerner is often inspired to do his best when the odds are the heaviest against him, when he knows it, when he knows further that the world knows it and is looking on. The truth of this was demonstrated again and again in the Civil War, when some of the South’s most brilliant victories—it is possible also to say, when some of the South’s most brilliant defeats—were won under these circumstances. The Southerner, with all that is sensitive, tender, flashing, quick, volatile, and over-imaginative in his nature, is likely to know fear and to know it greatly. But also, precisely on account of his sensitivity, quickness, imagination, he knows fear of fear, and this second kind of fear is often likely to be so much stronger than the first that he will do and die before he shows it. He will fight like a madman rather than like a man, and he will often attain an almost unbelievable victory against overwhelming odds, even when few people in the world believe that victory is possible.


  These facts are true, and they are likewise admirable. But in their very truth there is a kind of falseness. In their very strength there is a dangerous weakness. In the very brilliance of their victory there is a lamentable defeat. It is admirable to win against terrific odds, but it is not admirable, not well for the health and endurance of the spirit, to be able to win only against terrific odds. It is thrilling to see men roused to such a pitch of desperation that they fight like madmen, but it is also thrilling to see them resolved and strong in their ability to fight like men. It is good to be so proud and sensitive that one is more afraid of showing fear than of fear itself, but these intensities of passion, pride, and desperation also take their toll. The danger is that though they may spur men to the feverish consummation of great heights, they may also drop them, exhausted and impotent, to abysmal depths, and that one attains the shining moment of a brilliant effort at the expense of the consistent and steady achievement of a solid and protracted work.


  The transplanted Southerner is likely to be a very lonely animal. For that reason his first instinctive movement in the city is likely to be in the direction of his own kind. The first thing he does when he gets to the city is to look up old college chums or boys from his home town. They form a community of mutual interests and mutual self-protection; they build a kind of wall around themselves to protect them from the howling maelstrom of the city’s life. They form a Community of the South which has no parallel in city life. Certainly one does not find a similar Community of the Middle West, or a Community of the Great Plains, or a Community of the Rocky Mountain States, or a Community of the Pacific Coast There are, perhaps, the faint rudiments of a New England Community, the section which, after the South, is most definitely marked by a native identity of culture. But the New England Community, if it exists at all, exists so faintly and so sparely as to be almost negligible.


  The most obvious reason for the existence of this Community of the South within the city’s life is to be found in the deep-rooted and provincial insularity of Southern life. The cleavage of ideas, the division of interests, of social customs and traditional beliefs, which were developing with a tremendous gathering velocity in American life during the first half of the nineteenth century, and which were more and more separating the life of an agrarian South from the life of the industrial North, were consummated by the bloody action of the Civil War, and were confirmed and sealed by the dark and tragic act of reconstruction. After the war and after reconstruction, the South retreated in behind its shattered walls and stayed there.


  There was an image in George Webber’s mind that came to him in childhood and that resumed for him the whole dark picture of those decades of defeat and darkness. He saw an old house, set far back from the traveled highway, and many passed along that road, and the troops went by, the dust rose, and the war was over. And no one passed along that road again. He saw an old man go along the path, away from the road, into the house; and the path was overgrown with grass and weeds, with thorny tangle, and with underbrush until the path was lost. And no one ever used that path again. And the man who went into that house never came out of it again. And the house stayed on. It shone faintly through that tangled growth like its own ruined spectre, its doors and windows black as eyeless sockets. That was the South. That was the South for thirty years or more.


  That was the South, not of George Webber’s life, nor of the lives of his contemporaries—that was the South they did not know but that all of them somehow remembered. It came to them from God knows where, upon the rustling of a leaf at night, in quiet voices on a Southern porch, in a screen door slam and sudden silence, a whistle wailing down the midnight valleys to the East and the enchanted cities of the North, and Aunt Maw’s droning voice and the memory of unheard voices, in the memory of the dark, ruined Helen in their blood, in something stricken, lost, and far, and long ago. They did not see it, the people of George’s age and time, but they remembered it.


  They had come out—another image now—into a kind of sunlight of another century. They had come out upon the road again. The road was being paved. More people came now. They cut a pathway to the door again. Some of the weeds were clear. Another house was built. They heard wheels coming and the world was in, yet they were not yet wholly of that world.


  George would later remember all the times when he had come out of the South into the North, and always the feeling was the same—an exact, pointed, physical feeling marking the frontiers of his consciousness with a geographic precision. There was a certain tightening in the throat, a kind of dry, hard beating of the pulse, as they came up in the morning towards Virginia; a kind of pressure at the lips, a hot, hard burning in the eye, a wire-taut tension of the nerves, as the brakes slammed on, the train slowed down to take the bridge, and the banks of the Potomac River first appeared. Let them laugh at it who will, let them mock it if they can. It was a feeling sharp and physical as hunger, deep and tightening as fear. It was a geographic division of the spirit that was sharply, physically exact, as if it had been cleanly severed by a sword. When the brakes slammed on and he saw the wide flood of the Potomac River, and then went out upon the bridge and heard the low-spoked rumble of the ties and saw the vast dome of the Capitol sustained there in the light of shining morning like a burnished shell, he drew in hot and hard and sharp upon his breath, there in the middle of the river. He ducked his head a little as if he was passing through a web. He knew that he was leaving South. His hands gripped hard upon the hinges of his knees, his muscles flexed, his teeth clamped tightly, and his jaws were hard. The train rolled over, he was North again.


  Every young man from the South has felt this precise and formal geography of the spirit, but few city people are familiar with it. And why this tension of the nerves, why this gritting of the teeth and hardening of the jaws, this sense of desperate anticipation as they crossed the Potomac River? Did it mean that they felt they were invading a foreign country? Did it mean they were steeling themselves for conflict? Did it mean that they were looking forward with an almost desperate apprehension to their encounter with the city? Yes, it meant all of this. It meant other things as well. It meant that they were also looking forward to that encounter with exultancy and hope, with fervor, passion, and high aspiration.


  George often wondered how many people in the city realize how much the life of the great city meant to him and countless others like him: how, long ago in little towns down South, there in the barren passages of night, they listened to the wheel, the whistle, and the bell; how, there in the dark South, there on the Piedmont, in the hills, there by the slow, dark rivers, there in coastal plains, something was always burning in their hearts at night—the image of the shining city and the North. How greedily they consumed each scrap of gossip adding to their city lore, how they listened to the tales of every traveler who returned, how they drank in the words of city people, how in a thousand ways, through fiction, newspapers, and the cinema, through printed page and word of mouth, they built together bit by bit a shining image of their hunger and desire—a city that had never been, that would never be, but a city better than the one that was.


  And they brought that image with them to the North. They brought it to the North with all their hope, their hunger, their devotion, with all their lust for living and with all their hot desire. They brought it to the North with all their pride, their passion, and their fervor, with all the aspirations in their shining dreams, with all the energy of their secret and determined will—somehow by every sinew of their life, by every desperate ardor of their spirit, here in the shining, ceaseless, glorious, and unending city to make their lives prevail, to win for their own lives and by their talents an honored place among the highest and the noblest life that only the great city had to offer.


  Call it folly, if you will. Call it blind sentiment, if you like. But also call it passion, call it devotion, call it energy, warmth, and strength, high aspiration and an honorable pride. Call it youth, and all the glory and the wealth of youth.


  And admit, my city friends, your life has been the better for it. They enriched your life in ways you may not know, in ways you never pause to estimate. They brought you—the half million or more of them who came and stayed—a warmth you lacked, a passion that God knows you needed, a belief and a devotion that was wanting in your life, an integrity of purpose that was rare in your own swarming hordes. They brought to all the multiplex and feverish life of all your ancient swarming peoples some of the warmth, the depth, the richness of the secret and unfathomed South. They brought some of its depth and mystery to those sky-shining vertices of splintered light, to all those dizzy barricades of sky-aspiring brick, to those cold, salmon-colored panes, and to all the weary grey of all those stony-hearted pavements. They brought a warmth of earth, an exultant joy of youth, a burst of living laughter, a full-bodied warmth and living energy of humor, shot through with sunlight and with Africa, and a fiery strength of living faith and hope that all the acrid jests, the bitter wisdoms, the cynical appraisals, and the old, unrighteous, and scornmaking pride of all the ancient of the earth and Israel could not destroy or weaken.


  Say what you will, you needed them. They enriched your life in ways you do not know. They brought to it the whole enormous treasure of their dreams and of their hopes, the aspiration of high purposes. They were transformed, perhaps, submerged or deadened, in some ways defeated later, maybe, but they were not lost. Something of all of them, of each of them, went out into your air, diffused among the myriad tangle of your billion-footed life, wore down into the granite dullness of your pavements, sank through into the very weather of your brick, the cold anatomy of your steel and stone, into the very hue and weather of your lives, my friends, in secret and unknown ways, into all you said and thought and did, into all that you had shaped and wrought.


  There’s not a ferry slip around Manhattan that is not grained a little with their passion. There’s not a salmon flank of morning at the river’s edge that does not catch you at the throat and heart a little more because the fierce excitement of their youth and of their wild imagination went into it. There’s not a canyon gulch blued with the slant of morning light that lacks a little of their jubilation. They’re there in every little tug that slides and fetters at the wharves of morning, they’re there in the huge slant of evening light, in the last old tingeings of unearthly red upon the red brick of the harbor heights. They’re there in winglike soar and swoop of every bridge and humming rail in every singing cable. They’re there in tunnel’s depths. They’re there in every cobble, every brick. They’re there upon the acrid and exciting tang of smoke. They’re there upon the very air you breathe.


  Try to forget them or deny them, if you will, but they brought your harsh flanks warmth around them, brothers. They are there.


  And so those younglings from the South did not go home except for visits. Somehow they loved the poison they had drunk; the snake that stung them was now buried in their blood.


  Of all of them, Alsop played the surest role: they clustered round him like chicks about a mother hen and he was most comforting. He loved the South—and yet was not so cabined and confined as they. For while the others kept inviolate the little walls of their own province, their special language, and the safe circle of their own community, venturing forth into that great and outer strangeness day by day like Elizabethan mariners on a quest for gold, or looking for the passage to Cathay—it was, in fact, still Indian country so far as some of them could see, and at night they slept within the picket circle of their wheels—Alsop cast a wider circle. He was broadening. He was talking to new people day by day—people on park benches, on bus tops, in lunchrooms, drug stores, soda fountains; people in Manhattan and the Bronx, in Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island.


  He had been stronger than all of them in his contempt and his derision of “damned foreigners.” Now he knew Romano, a young Italian, a clerk by occupation, but a painter by profession. Now he brought him home, and Romano cooked spaghetti. He met other ones as well—Mr. Chung, a Chinese merchant on Pell Street, and a scholar of the ancient poetry; a Spaniard working as a bus boy in a restaurant; a young Jew from the East Side. Alsop was strong in the profession of his nativeness, but the new and strange—the dark, the foreign, and the mixed—appealed to him.


  And yet he loved the South—no doubt of that. He went back every Christmas. First he stayed two weeks, and then ten days, and then a week, and presently he was back in three days’ time. But he loved the South—and he never failed to come back with a fund of bright new stories, of warmth and sentiment and homely laughter; with the latest news of Miss Willsie, of Merriman, his cousin, and of Ed Wetherby, and of his aunt, Miss Caroline; and of all the other simple, sweet, and lovable people “down there” that he had found.


  And yet, in his all-mothering nature, Alsop’s soul had room for many things. He chuckled and agreed with all the others, he was himself sharp-tongued and scornful of the city ways, but suddenly he would heave and wheeze with a Pickwickian toleration, he would be filled with warm admissions for this alien place. “Still, you’ve got to hand it to them!” he would say. “It’s the damnedest place on earth ... the most glorious, crazy, perfectly wonderful, magnificent, god-damned town that ever was!” And he would rummage around among a pile of junk, a mountain of old magazines and clippings, until he found and read to them a poem by Don Marquis.


  [¬]
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  GÖTTERDÄMMERUNG


  It was not a bad life that they had that year. It was, in many ways, a good one. It was, at all events, a constantly exciting one. Jim Randolph was their leader, their benevolent but stern dictator.


  Jim was thirty now, and he had begun to realize what had happened to him. He could not accept it. He could not face it. He was living in the past, but the past could not come back again. Monk and the others didn’t think about it at the time, but later they knew why he needed them, and why all the people that he needed were so young. They represented the lost past to him. They represented his lost fame. They represented the lost glory of his almost forgotten legend. They brought it back to him with their devotion, their idolatrous worship. They restored a little of it to him. And when they began to sense what had happened, all of them were a little sad.


  Jim was a newspaper man now. He had a job working for one of the great agencies of international information, the Federal Press. He liked the work, too. He had, like almost all Southerners, an instinctive and romantic flair for news, but even in his work the nature of his thought was apparent. He had, as was natural, a desire for travel, an ambition to be sent to foreign countries as correspondent. But the others never heard him say that he would like to go to Russia, where the most important political experiment of modern times was taking place, or to England, Germany, or the Scandinavian countries. He wanted to go to places which had for him associations of romance and glamorous adventure. He wanted to be sent to South America, to Spain, to Italy, to France, or to the Balkans. He always wanted to go to a place where life was soft and warm and gallant, where romance was in the air, and where, as he thought, he could have the easy love of easy women. (And there, in fact, to one of these countries, he did go finally. There he went and lived a while, and there he died.)


  Jim’s feeling for news, although keen and brilliantly colorful, was, like his whole vision of life, more or less determined by the philosophy of the playing field. In spite of his experience in the World War, he was still fascinated by war, which he regarded as the embodiment of personal gallantry. A war to him was a kind of gigantic sporting contest, an international football game, which gave the star performers on both sides an opportunity to break loose around the flanks on a touchdown dash. Like a Richard Harding Davis character, he not only wanted to see a war and report a war, he wanted also to play a part in war, a central and heroic part. In his highly personal and subjective view of the news, Jim saw each event as somehow shaped for the projection of his own personality.


  It was the same way with athletic contests, in which his interest was naturally keen. This was strikingly and amusingly evident at the time of the fight between Dempsey and Firpo for the heavyweight championship of the world.


  The fighters were in training. The air was humming with excited speculation. The champion, Dempsey, destined later, after his defeat by Tunney, to become, according to the curious psychology of the American character, immensely popular, was at this time almost bitterly hated. For one thing, he was the champion, and the job of being champion in any walk of American life is a perilous and bitter one. Again, he enjoyed the unenviable reputation of being almost invincible. This, too, aroused hatred against him. People wanted to see him beaten. Finally, he was viciously assailed upon all sides on account of his war record. He was accused of being a slacker, of having stayed at home and worked in the shipyard while his contemporaries were risking their lives on the fields of France. And of course one heard on every hand the familiar American charge that he was “yellow.” This was untrue.


  Firpo, on the other hand, appealed to the popular imagination, although he had little to recommend him as a fighter except enormous physical strength and a clumsy but tremendous punch. This was enough. In fact, his very deficiencies seemed to increase the excitement over the uneven match. Firpo became, in the popular mind, “The Wild Bull of the Pampas,” and it was believed he would rush in, bulllike, with head lowered, and try to annihilate his opponent with a punch of his powerful right hand.


  The two men were now in training for the fight, and every day it was part of Jim’s job to go out to Firpo’s training camp and observe his progress. The South American took a great liking to Jim, who could speak understandable Spanish, and Jim became intensely interested in the man and in his prospects for the fight. Perhaps something helpless, dumb, and inarticulate in the big, sullen brute awakened Jim’s quick sympathies. Every night, now, Jim would come in, swearing and fuming about the day’s happenings at the training camp.


  “Oh that poah, dumb son-of-a-bitch,” he would softly swear. “He don’t know any more about getting into condition than the fat woman at Barnum and Bailey’s Circus. And no one around him knows anything. Christ!—they’ve got him out there skipping the rope!” He laughed softly and swore again. “You’d think they were training him to be Queen of the May. Why the hell should he skip the rope to get ready for Dempsey? He’s not goin’ to get out of Dempsey’s way. Dempsey will nail him with that right before the fight has gone five seconds. This bird don’t know anything about boxing. They’re trying to teach him how to weave and bob when his only chance is to get in there and slug for all he’s worth. ... And condition? All I know is about conditioning a football team, but if I couldn’t take him and get him in better shape in the next three weeks than he’s ever been in before, you can kick me all the way from here to the Polo Grounds.” Laughing softly, he shook his head. “God almighty, it’s a crime to see it! Why, dammit, they let him eat anything he likes! Any football coach that saw a halfback eat like that would drop dead. I’ve seen him begin with soup, go right through two big porterhouse steaks, with smothered onions and French fried potatoes, and top that off with a whole apple pie, a quart of ice cream, and foah cups of coffee! After that they expect him to go out and skip rope for a few minutes to get that belly down!”


  “But why doesn’t he get a good trainer, Jim?” someone asked.


  “Why?” said Jim. “I’ll tell you why. It’s because he’s too damn tight, that’s why. Why that cheap——!” he laughed, shaking his head again, “—he’s so tight that he’s got the first nickel he ever earned when he came to this country. Dempsey may knock him the whole way from here to Argentina, but he’s going to take every penny he ever made when he goes.”


  These daily accounts were thrilling news for the others. They became passionately excited over the career and progress of the bull-like Argentinian, and as the time for the great battle drew near they all devised and entered into a fascinating speculation for their enrichment. Under Jim’s leadership, they all bought tickets for the fight. It was their plan to hold these until the very eve of battle, and then to sell them to fight enthusiasts for a fabulous profit. They hoped to get as much as fifty dollars for tickets which had cost only five or ten.


  This hope might have been realized if, at the last moment, they had not committed one of their characteristic follies. None of them, of course, would admit to the others that he would like to see the fight himself. Any suggestion of this was greeted by hoots of scorn. Jim, in fact, almost exploded with outraged contempt when one of them hinted that he might prefer to use his ticket instead of selling it for fifty dollars.


  And yet, they held on to the tickets until it was too late—until, at any rate, they would have had to try to sell them at the Polo Grounds to possible last-minute purchasers. They might have been able to do this, but really what they had wanted all along, the secret hope that each of them had cherished in his heart and that none of them would admit, was that they could see that fight themselves. And that is what they did. And in the light of retrospect Monk was glad they did it. That night made history in their lives, in a curious, poignant, and indefinable way, as only a popular song or a prize fight can do in America, evoking a time with blazing vividness, a host of memories that otherwise would later be only obscure, blurred fragments of a half-forgotten past.


  An hour before the fight was scheduled to begin, and even after the preliminary contests had begun, they were all together in the living room of their apartment, debating with one another violently. Each accused the others of having failed to go through with the plan. Each denied vehemently that he had had any intention of weakening. Above the whole excited babble, Jim’s voice could be heard passionately asserting that he was still out to sell his ticket, that he was going to the Polo Grounds for purposes of speculation only, that the rest of them could back down if they wished but that he would sell his ticket if it was the last thing he ever did on earth.


  The upshot of it was that the more he argued and asserted, the less they believed him; and the more he shouted, the less he convinced himself. They all squabbled, argued, challenged, and denied until the final moment, which they knew somehow was coming. And then it came. Jim paused suddenly in his hot debate with himself, looked at his watch, ripped out an alarmed oath, and then, looking at them, laughed his soft and husky laugh, saying:


  “Come on, boys. Who’s going to this fight with me?”


  It was perfect. And it was the kind of folly and unreason that was characteristic of them all: the great plans and projects and the protestations they were forever making, and their ultimate surrender to impulse and emotion when the moment came. And it was exactly like Jim Randolph, too. It was the kind of thing he did, the kind of thing that he had always done, the irrational impulse that wrecked his best-laid plans.


  Now that the time had come, now that they had all surrendered, now that all of them had openly admitted at last what they were going to do, they went jubilantly and exultantly. And they saw the fight. They did not sit together. Their tickets were in different sections of the field. Monk’s was over behind third base and well back in the upper tier. That square of roped-in canvas out there in the center of the field looked very far away, and that surrounding mass of faces was enormous, overwhelming. Yet his vision of the whole scene remained ever afterwards startlingly immediate and vivid.


  He saw the little eddies in the crowd as the fighters and their handlers came towards the ring, then heard the great roar that rose and mounted as they climbed through the ropes. There was something terrific in the sight of young Dempsey. Over all the roar and tumult of that mighty crowd Monk could feel the currents of his savagery and nervous tension. Dempsey could not sit still. He jumped up from his stool, pranced up and down, seized the ropes and stretched and squatted several times, as skittish and as nervous as a race horse.


  Then the men were called into the center of the ring to receive their last instructions. Firpo came out stolidly, his robe stretched across his massive shoulders, his great coarse shock of hair shining blackly as he stood and glowered. He had been well named. He was really like a sullen human bull. Dempsey could not be still. As he got his last instructions, he fidgeted nervously and kept his head down, a little to one side, not meeting Firpo’s sullen and stolid look.


  They received their instructions and turned and went back to their corners. Their robes were taken off. Dempsey flexed and squatted swiftly at the ropes, the bell clanged, and the men came out.


  That was no fight, no scheduled contest for a title. It was a burning point in time, a kind of concentration of our total energies, of the blind velocity of the period, cruel, ruthless, savage, swift, bewildering as America. The fight, thus seen, resumed and focalized a period in the nation’s life. It lasted six minutes. It was over almost before it had begun. In fact, the spectators had no sense of its beginning. It exploded there before them.


  From that instant on, the battle raged and shifted with such savage speed, with such sudden and astounding changes of fortune, that later people were left stunned and bewildered, no one knowing clearly what had happened. No two could agree. The crowd milled and mobbed, the hundred thousand voices raised in argument. No one was certain just how many knockdowns there had been, how often Firpo had been driven to the floor by the thudding power of Dempsey’s fists, or how long Dempsey had been out of the ring when Firpo drove him through the ropes. Some said there had been seven knockdowns, some said nine, some said four. Some asserted bitterly that Dempsey had been knocked out of the ring for more than fifteen seconds, that the count was late in taking up, that Firpo had been robbed of a just victory. Others asserted that Dempsey had fought with a vicious disregard for the rules, that the referee had allowed him to take ruthless and illegal openings.


  Certainly it was no crafty exhibition of ring skill or strategy. It was a fight between two wild animals, each bent on the annihilation of the other, by any means, by any method, in the shortest time. What finally remained most vivid, in that kaleidoscopic whirl of violent images, was the memory of Dempsey’s black and bobbing head, his teeth bared in a grin of passion, the incredible speed and power of his sledge-hammer fists, and the sound of blows that moved so swiftly that the eye could not perceive them. He was like a human riveting machine. Over the terrific roar and tumult of the crowd one could hear the steady thud, thud, thud, the sickening impact of blows delivered with the velocity of a bullet. Again and again, the great brute went down before those whizzing gloves as if he had been shot. He had been shot, too. He looked and acted just like a man who has received a bullet in the brain. For a moment, for an infinitesimal fraction of a second, he would stand erect. And then he would not fall, he would just collapse, as if his massive legs had been broken. He just looked stunned, bewildered, sullenly infuriated, like a baffled bull.


  But suddenly, like a baffled and infuriated bull, he charged. He caught Dempsey solidly with a terrible right-hand blow that knocked him clear across the ring, and then he charged upon him and fairly flailed him through the ropes and out of the arena. And now, while the crowd insanely roared, Firpo was like a triumphant bull that has driven his antagonist into oblivion and has the whole arena to himself. Dempsey went hurtling through the ropes like a battered doll. The newspaper men thrust up their arms to protect themselves. The fighter came crashing down into a nest of typewriters, and, at the same moment, muttered thickly, with the instinct of a fighting animal, “Get me back in there!”


  They pushed him up and back, in through the ropes. He reeled in glassy-eyed, tottering like a drunken man. He fell into a clinch and hung on desperately; his brain cleared, the fight was on again—and again the riveting thud, thud, thud of those relentless hands. The bull halted, stunned, and collapsed again like broken straw.


  It was all over in the first round, really, a round that lasted for three minutes, but that had attained such a focal concentration of intensity that men asserted later that it seemed to last for hours. In the second round it was ended definitely. The killer had learned caution now. He came out craftily this time, with his black jaw tucked in below his shoulder. It was all over then. The great bull had no weapons for methods such as these. He lowered his head and charged. The riveter shot him down.


  That night the city was a boiling of excitement. It was like a war, like the announcement of a general mobilization order. After the fight, Jim Randolph, Monty Bellamy, Harvey Williams, Perce Smead, and Monk got together again at one of the exits to the grounds and went downtown. By the time they reached midtown New York the news was there. Broadway and the triangulated space before the Times Building was a seething horde of wildly excited, milling, fiercely argumentative people. Monk had never seen anything like it before. It was passionately and desperately exciting, but it was also sinister.


  The crowd was composed, for the most part, of men of the Broadway type and stamp, men with vulpine faces, feverish dark eyes, features molded by cruelty and cunning, corrupted, criminal visages of night, derived out of the special geography, the unique texture, the feverish and unwholesome chemistries of the city’s nocturnal life of vice and crime. Their unclean passion was appalling. They snarled and cursed and raged at one another like a pack of mongrel curs. There were raucous and unclean voices, snarls of accusation and suspicion, with hatred and infuriating loathing, with phrases of insane obscenity and filth.


  Monk could not understand it. He was so new to the city, and the image of those livid faces, those convulsed and snarling mouths, those feverish eyes shining there in the glare of night, evoked a sense of some sinister and yet completely meaningless passion. He listened to their words. He heard their epithets of hatred and of filth. He tried to find the meaning of it, and there was no meaning. Some hated Firpo, some hated Dempsey, some hated the fight and the result. Some charged that the fight had been “fixed,” others that it should never have been held. Some asserted that Firpo had been doped, others that he had been bribed; still others, that he was “nothing but a tramp,” that Dempsey was “a yellow bum,” that a former champion could have beaten both of them at the same time.


  But what was behind their snarling hatred? Unable to explain it any other way, Monk at last concluded that what they really hated was not so much the fight, the fighters, and the fight’s result: it was themselves, one another, every living thing on earth. They hated for the sake of hate. They jeered, reviled, cursed one another because of the black poison in their souls. They could believe in nothing, and neither could they believe in themselves for not believing. They were a race that had been drugged by evil, a tribe that got its only nourishment from envenomed fruit. It was so blind, so willful, and so evil, so horrible and so meaningless, that suddenly it seemed to Monk that a great snake lay coiled at the very heart and center of the city’s life, that a malevolent and destructive energy was terribly alive and working there, and that he and the others who had come here from the little towns and from the country places, with such high passion and with so much hope, were confronted now with something evil and unknown at the heart of life, which they had not expected, and for which all of them were unprepared.


  Monk was to see it, feel it, know it later on in almost every facet of the city’s life, this huge and baffling malady of man’s brain, his spirit, and his energy. But now he witnessed it for the first time. He could see no reason for this idiot and blind malevolence. Yet it was there, it was everywhere, in the hateful passion of those twisted faces and the unwholesome radiance of those fevered eyes.


  And now Monk heard Jim speaking. They had moved about from group to group and listened to these hate-loving men, and now Jim Randolph began to speak, quietly, in his rather soft and husky tones, good-naturedly and yet commandingly, telling them they were mistaken, that the fighters were not drugged, that the fight had not been fixed, that the result had been inevitable and just. And then Monk heard one of those mongrel voices snarl back at him in hatred and derision, a twisted and corrupted mouth spat out at him a filthy epithet. Then, quicker than the eye could wink, the thing had happened. Jim seized the creature with one hand, draping his garments together in his powerful fingers, lifting him clear off his feet into the air, and shaking him like a rat.


  “Listen, mister!” his husky voice was now charged with a murderous intensity of passion that struck silence through the whole raucous and disputing crowd and turned the creature’s face a dirty grey, “No man alive is going to say that to me! Another word from you and I’ll break your dirty neck!” And he shook him once again till the creature’s head snapped like a broken doll’s. And then Jim dropped him like a soiled rag, and, turning to his companions, said quietly: “Come on, boys. We’ll get out of here.” And the creatures of the night held back before him as he passed.


  Poor Jim! He, too, was like a creature from another world. With all his folly and his sentiment, with all his faults and childish vanities, he was still the heroic remnant of a generation that had already gone, and that perhaps we needed. But he was lost[.]


  George Webber had grown into a youth somewhat above the middle height, around five feet nine or ten, but he gave the impression of being shorter than that because of the way he had been shaped and molded, and the way in which he carried himself. He walked with a slight stoop, and his head, which was carried somewhat forward with a thrusting movement, was set down solidly upon a short neck, between shoulders which, in comparison with the lower part of his figure, his thighs and legs, were extremely large and heavy. He was barrel-chested, and perhaps the most extraordinary feature of his make-up—which accounted for the nickname he had had since childhood—were the arms and hands: the arms were unusually long, and the hands, as well as the feet, were very big, with long, spatulate fingers which curved naturally and deeply in like paws. The effect of this inordinate length of arms and hands, which dangled almost to the knees, together with the stooped and heavy shoulders and the out-thrust head, was to give his whole figure a somewhat prowling and half-crouching posture.


  His features, his face, were small, compact—somewhat pug-nosed, the eyes set very deep in beneath heavy brows, the forehead rather low, the hair beginning not far above the brows. When he was listening or talking to someone, his body prowling downward, his head thrust forward and turned upward with a kind of packed attentiveness, the simian analogy was inevitable; therefore the name of “Monk” had stuck. Moreover, it had never occurred to him, apparently, to get his figure clothed in garments suited to his real proportions. He just walked into a store somewhere and picked up and wore out the first thing he could get on. Thus, in a way of which he was not wholly conscious, the element of grotesqueness in him was exaggerated.


  The truth of the matter is that he was not really grotesque at all. His dimensions, while unusual and a little startling at first sight, were not abnormal. He was not in any way a freak of nature, although some people might think so. He was simply a youth with big hands and feet, extremely long arms, a trunk somewhat too large and heavy, with legs too short, and features perhaps too small and compact for the big shoulders that supported them. Since he had added to this rather awkward but not distorted figure certain unconscious tricks and mannerisms, such as his habit of carrying his head thrust forward, and of peering upward when he was listening or talking, it was not surprising if the impression he first made on people should sometimes arouse laughter and surprise. Certainly he knew this, and he sometimes furiously and bitterly resented it; but he had never inquired sufficiently or objectively enough into the reasons for it.


  Although he had a very intense and apprehensive eye for the appearance of things, the eager, passionate absorption of his interest and attention was given to the world around him. To his own appearance he had never given a thought. So when, as sometimes happened, the effect he had on people was rudely and brutally forced upon his attention, it threw him into a state of furious anger. For he was young—and had not learned the wisdom and tolerant understanding of experience and maturity. He was young—still over-sensitive. He was young—not able to forget himself, to accept the jokes and badinage good-naturedly. He was young—and did not know that personal beauty is no great virtue in a man, and that this envelope of flesh and blood, in which a spirit happened to be sheathed, could be a loyal and enduring, though ugly, friend.


  All this—and many more important things besides—had got him into a lot of confusion, a lot of torture, and a lot of brute unhappiness. And the same thing was happening to a million other young men at that time. Monk was a hard-pressed kid. And because he was hard pressed, he had wangled himself into a lot of nonsense. It wouldn’t be true to say, for example, that he hadn’t got anything out of his “education.” Such as it was, he had got a great deal out of it, but, like most of the “education” of the time, it had been full of waste, foolishness, and misplaced emphasis.


  The plain, blunt truth of the matter was that, essentially, although he did not know it, Monk was an explorer. And so were a million other young people at that time. Well, exploring is a thrilling thing. But, even for the physical explorers, it is a hard thing, too. Monk had the true faith, the true heroism, of an explorer. He was a lot more lonely that [than] Columbus ever was, and for this reason he was desperately confused, groping, compromising, and unsure.


  It would be nice to report that he was swift and certain as a flame, always shot true to the mark, and knew what he knew. But this wasn’t true. He knew what he knew, but he admitted that he knew it only seldom. Then when he did, he asserted it; like every other kid, he “went to town.” He said it, he shot it home, he made no apologies—he was passionate and fierce and proud, and true—but the next morning he would wake up feeling that he had made a fool of himself and that he had something to explain.


  He “knew,” for example, that freight cars were beautiful; that a spur of rusty box cars on a siding, curving off somewhere into a flat of barren pine and clay, was as beautiful as anything could be, as anything has ever been. He knew all the depths and levels of it, all the time evocations of it—but he couldn’t say so. He hadn’t found the language for it. He had even been told, by implication, that it wasn’t so. That was where his “education” came in. It wasn’t really that his teachers had told him that a freight car was not beautiful. But they had told him that Keats, Shelley, the Taj Mahal, the Acropolis, Westminster Abbey, the Louvre, the Isles of Greece, were beautiful. And they had told it to him so often and in such a way that he not only thought it true—which it is—but that these things were everything that beauty is.


  When the freight car occurred to him, he had to argue to himself about it, and then argue with other people about it. Then he would become ashamed of himself and shut up. Like everyone who is a poet, and there really are a lot of poets, he was an immensely practical young man, and suddenly he would get tired of arguing, because he knew there was not anything to argue about, and then shut up. Furthermore, he had the sense that some people who said that a freight car was beautiful were fake æsthetes—which they were. It was a time when smart people were going around saying that ragtime or jazz music were the real American rhythms, and likening them to Beethoven and Wagner; that the comic strip was a true expression of American art; that Charlie Chaplin was really a great tragedian and ought to play Hamlet; that advertising was the only “real” American literature.


  The fellow who went around saying that advertising was the only “real” American literature might be either one of two things: a successful writer or an unsuccessful one. If he was a successful one—a writer, say, of detective stories which had had an enormous vogue and had earned the man a fortune—he had argued himself into believing that he was really a great novelist. But “the times were out of joint,” and the reason he did not write great novels was because it was impossible to write great novels in such times: “the genius of America was in advertising,” and since there was no use doing anything else, the whole spirit of the times being against it, he had become a writer of successful detective stories.


  That was one form of it. Then there was the fellow who was not quite good enough to be good at anything. He sneered at the writer of detective stories, but he also sneered at Dreiser and O’Neill and Sinclair Lewis and Edwin Arlington Robinson. He was a poet, or a novelist, or a critic, or a member of Professor George Pierce Baker’s playwriting class at Harvard or at Yale, but nothing that he did came off; and the reason that it didn’t was because “the times were out of joint,” and “the real literature of America was in the advertising in popular magazines.” So this fellow sneered at everything from a superior elevation. Dreiser, Lewis, Robinson, O’Neill, and the advertising in the Saturday Evening Post were all the same, really—“Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.”


  At that time in George Webber’s life, amidst all the nonsense, confusion, torture, and brute unhappiness that he was subject to, he was for the first time trying to articulate something immense and terrible in life which he had always known and felt, and for which he thought he must now find some speech, or drown. And yet it seemed that this thing which was so immense could have no speech, that it burst through the limits of all recorded languages, and that it could never be rounded, uttered, and contained in words. It was a feeling that every man on earth held in the little tenement of his flesh and spirit the whole ocean of human life and time, and that he must drown in this ocean unless, somehow, he “got it out of him”—unless he mapped and charted it, fenced and defined it, plumbed it to its uttermost depths, and knew it to its smallest pockets upon the remotest shores of the everlasting earth.


  The greater part of his life had been lived in the confines of a little town, but he now saw plainly that he could never live long enough to tell the thousandth part of all he knew about its life and people—a knowledge that was not merely encyclopædic and mountainous, but that was as congruent and single as one gigantic plant, which was alive in all its million roots and branches, and must be shown so, or not at all. It now seemed that what had been given to him was not only his father’s sturdy, solid power, but that all the million fibrous arms and branches of his Joyner blood, which had sprung from the everlasting earth, growing, thrusting, pushing, spreading out its octopal feelers in unceasing weft and thread, were also rooted into the structure of his life; and that this dark inheritance of blood and passion, of fixity and unceasing variousness, of wandering forever and the earth again—this strange legacy which by its power and richness might have saved him and given him the best life anyone had ever had—had now burst from the limits of his control and was going to tear him to pieces, limb from limb, like maddened horses running wild.


  His memory, which had always been encyclopædic, so that he could remember in their minutest details and from his earliest years of childhood all that people had said and done and all that had happened at any moment, had been so whetted, sharpened, and enlarged by his years away from home, so stimulated by his reading and by a terrible hunger that drove him through a thousand streets, staring with madman’s eyes into a million faces, listening with madman’s ears to a million words, that it had now become, instead of a mighty weapon with a blade of razored sharpness which he might use magnificently to his life’s advantage, a gigantic, fibrous, million-rooted plant of time which spread and flowered like a cancerous growth. It mastered his will and fed on his entrails until he lost the power to act and lay inert in its tentacles, while all his soaring projects came to naught, and hours, days, months, and years flowed by him like a dream.


  The year before he had grown sick and weary in his heart of his clumsy attempts to write. He began to see that nothing he wrote had anything to do with what he had seen and felt and known, and that he might as well try to pour the ocean in a sanitary drinking cup as try to put the full and palpable integument of human life into such efforts. So now, for the first time, he tried to set down a fractional part of his vision of the earth. For some time, a vague but powerful unrest had urged him on to the attempt, and now, without knowledge or experience, but with some uneasy premonition of the terrific labor he was attempting to accomplish, he began—deliberately choosing a subject that seemed so modest and limited in its proportions that he thought he could complete it with the greatest ease. The subject he chose for his first effort was a boy’s vision of life over a ten-month period between his twelfth and thirteenth year, and the title was, “The End of the Golden Weather.”


  By this title he meant to describe that change in the color of life which every child has known—the change from the enchanted light and weather of his soul, the full golden light, the magic green and gold in which he sees the earth in childhood, and, far away, the fabulous vision of the golden city, blazing forever in his vision and at the end of all his dreams, in whose enchanted streets he thinks that he shall some day walk a conqueror, a proud and honored figure in a life more glorious, fortunate, and happy than any he has ever known. In this brief story he prepared to tell how, at this period in a child’s life, this strange and magic light—this “golden weather”—begins to change, and, for the first time, some of the troubling weathers of a man’s soul are revealed to him; and how, for the first time, he becomes aware of the thousand changing visages of time; and how his clear and radiant legend of the earth is, for the first time, touched with confusion and bewilderment, menaced by terrible depths and enigmas of experience he has never known before. He wanted to tell the story of this year exactly as he remembered it, and with all the things and people he had known that year.


  Accordingly, he began to write about it, starting the story at three o’clock in the afternoon in the yard before his uncle’s house.


  Jerry Alsop was changing. More than any of the others, he had plunged into the sea of life. As he said, his “sphere had widened,” and now it was ready to burst through the little clinging circle he had so carefully built up around himself. His disciples hung on for a time, then, one by one, like leaves straying in a swirling flood, were swept away. And Alsop let them go. The truth was that the constant devotions of the old fellowship had begun to bore him. He was heard to mutter that he was getting “damned tired of having the place used as a clubhouse all the time.”


  There was a final scene with Monk. The younger man’s first story had been rejected, and a word that Monk had spoken had come back to Alsop and stung him. It was some bitter, youthful word, spoken with youth’s wounded vanity, about “the artist” in a “world of Philistines,” and of the artist’s “right.” The foolish word, just salve to wounded pride, with its arrogant implication of superiority, infuriated Alsop. But, characteristically, when he saw Monk again he did not make the direct attack. Instead, he referred venomously to a book that he had been reading by one of the æsthetic critics of the period, putting into his mouth, exaggerating and destroying, the foolish words of wounded vanity and youth.


  “‘I’m an artist,’” Alsop sneered. “‘I’m better than these God-damned other people. Philistines can’t understand me.’”


  He laughed venomously, and then, his pale eyes narrowed into slits, he said:


  “Do you know what he is? He’s just an ass! A man who’d talk that way is just a complete ass! ‘An artist!’” and again he laughed sneeringly, “My God!”


  His eyes were really now so full of rancor and injured self-esteem that the other knew it was the end. There was no further warmth of friendship here. He, too, felt a cold fury: envenomed words rose to his lips, he wanted to sneer, to stab, to ridicule and mock as Alsop had; a poison of cold anger sweltered in his heart, but when he got up his lips were cold and dry, he said stiffly:


  “Good-bye.”


  And he went out from that basement room forever.


  Alsop said nothing, but sat there with a pale smile on his face, a feeling of bitter triumph gnawing at his heart that was its own reprisal. As the lost disciple closed the door, he heard for the last time the jeering words:


  “‘An artist!’ Jesus Christ!”—then the choking fury of his belly-laugh.


  Jim Randolph felt for the four youths who lived with him a paternal affection. He governed them, he directed them, as a father might direct the destinies of his own sons. He was always the first one up in the morning. He needed very little sleep, no matter how late he had been up the night before. Four or five hours’ sleep always seemed to be enough for him. He would bathe, shave, dress himself, put coffee on to boil, then he would come and wake the others up. He would stand in the doorway looking at them, smiling a little, with his powerful hands arched lightly on his hips. Then in a soft, vibrant, and strangely tender tone he would sing:


  “Get up, get up, you lazy devils. Get up, get up, it’s break o’ day.” Jim would cast his head back and laugh a little. “That’s the song my father used to sing to me every morning when I was a kid way down there in Ashley County, South Carolina. ... All right,” he now said, matter-of-factly, and with a tone of quiet finality and command: “You boys get up. It’s almost half-past eight. Come on, get dressed now. You’ve slept long enough.”


  They would get up then—all except Monty, who did not go to work till five o’clock in the afternoon; he was employed in a midtown hotel and didn’t get home until one or two o’clock in the morning. Their governor allowed him to sleep later, and, in fact, quietly but sternly enjoined them to silence in order that Monty’s rest be not disturbed.


  Jim himself would be out of the place and away by eight-thirty. He was gone all day.


  They ate together a great deal at the apartment. They liked the life, its community of fellowship and of comfort. It was tacitly assumed that they would gather together in the evening and formulate a program for the night. Jim, as usual, ruled the roost. They never knew what his plans were. They awaited his arrival with expectancy and sharp interest.


  At six-thirty his key would rattle in the lock. He would come in, hang up his hat, and without preliminary say with authority:


  “All right, boys. Dig down in your pockets, now. Everyone’s chipping in with fifty cents.”


  “What for, for God’s sake?” someone would protest.


  “For the best damn steak you ever sunk yo’ teeth into,” Jim would say. “I saw it in the butcher shop as I came by. We’re going to have a six-pound sirloin for supper tonight or I miss my guess. ... Perce,” he said, “you go to the grocery store and buy the fixings. Get us two loaves of bread, a pound of butter, and ten cents’ worth of grits. We’ve got potatoes. ... Monk,” he said, “you get busy and peel those potatoes, and don’t cut away two-thirds of ’em like you did last time. ... I’m going to get the steak,” he said, “I’ll cook the steak. That nurse of mine is coming over. She said she’ll make biscuits.”


  And, having instantly energized the evening and dispatched them on the commission of their respective duties, he went off upon his own.


  They were constantly having girls in. Each of them would bring in recruits of his own discovery, and Jim, of course, knew dozens of them. God knows where he picked them up or when he found the time and opportunity to meet them, but women swarmed around him like bees around a honeycomb. He always had a new one. He brought them in singly, doubly, by squadrons, and by scores. It was a motley crew. They ranged all the way from trained nurses, for whom he seemed to have a decided flair, to shop girls and stenographers, waitresses in Childs restaurants, Irish girls from the remotest purlieus of Brooklyn, inclined to rowdy outcries in their drink, to chorines, both past and present, and the strip woman of a burlesque show.


  Monk never learned where he got this last one, but she was a remarkable specimen. She was a voluptuous creature, a woman of such carnal and sensuous magnetism that she could arouse the fiercest intensity of amorous desire just by coming in a room. She was a dark, luscious kind of woman, probably of some Latin or Oriental extraction. She might have been a Jewess, or a mixture of several breeds. She pretended to be French, which was ridiculous. She spoke a kind of concocted patter of broken English, interspersed with such classic phrases as “Oo là là,” “Mais oui, monsieur,” “Merci beaucoup,” “Pardonnez-moi,” and “Toute de suite.” She had learned this jargon on the burlesque stage.


  Monk went with Jim to see her play one time when she was appearing at a burlesque house on 125th Street. Her stage manner, her presence, the French phrases, and the broken speech were the same upon the stage as when she visited them. Like so many people in the theatre, she acted her part continually. Nevertheless, she was the best thing in the show. She used her patter skillfully, with sensual and voluptuous weavings of her hips, and the familiar carnal roughhouse of burlesque comedy. She came out and did her strip act while the audience roared its approval, and Jim swore softly under his breath, and, as the old ballad of Chevy Chase has it, “A vow to God made he”—a vow which, by the way, was never consummated.


  She was an extraordinary person, and in the end an amazingly chaste one. She liked all the boys at the apartment and enjoyed coming there. She had them in a state of frenzy. But in the end the result was the same as if they’d been members of her burlesque audience. It was the strip act, nothing more.


  Jim also had a nurse who used to come to see him all the time. His struggles with this girl were epic. There was a naked bluntness of approach and purpose in his attack. She was immensely fond of him, and, up to a certain point, immensely willing, but after that he got no further. He used to rage and fume up and down the place like a maddened tiger. He used to swear his oaths and make his vows. The others would howl with laughter at his anguish, but nothing came of it.


  In the end it began to be a shoddy business. All of them except Jim began to get a little tired of it, and to feel a little ashamed and soiled by this shoddy community of carnal effort.


  Their life together could not go on forever. All of them were growing up, becoming deeper in experience, more confident and knowing in the great flood of the city’s life. The time was fast approaching when each, in his own way, would break loose for himself, detach himself from the fold, assert the independence of his own and separate life. And when that time came, they knew that they would all be lost to Jim.


  It was a fault and weakness of his nature that he could not brook equality. He was too much the king, too kingly Southern, and too Southern for a king. It was the weakness of his strength, this taint of manhood and this faulty Southernness. He was so shaped in the heroic and romantic mold that he always had to be the leader. He needed satellites as a planet needs them. He had to be central and invincibly first in all the life of which he was a part. He had to have the praise, the worship, and the obedience of his fellows or he was lost.


  And Jim was lost. The period of his fame was past. The brightness of his star had waned. He had become only a memory to those for whom he once had been the embodiment of heroic action. His contemporaries had entered life, had taken it and used it, had gone past him, had forgotten him. And Jim could not forget. He lived now in a world of bitter memory. He spoke with irony of his triumphs of the past. He spoke with resentment against those who had, he thought, deserted him. He viewed with bitter humor the exploits of the idols of the moment, the athletic heroes who were now the pampered favorites of popular applause. He waited grimly for their disillusionment, and, waiting, unable to forget the past, he hung on pitifully to the tattered remnants of his greatness, the adoration of a group of boys.


  Besides themselves, he had few intimates, and certainly none with men of his own age. His fierce and wounded vanity now feared the open conflict with the world, feared association with men of his own years, with men of his own or greater capacity. He feared and hated the possibility that he might have to yield to anyone, play second fiddle, admit the superior wisdom or ability of another person. In the whole city’s life he had formed only one other intimate acquaintance. This was a little man named Dexter Briggs, and Dexter, appropriately enough, was a little, amiably good-natured newspaper drunk who lacked every heroic quality of character or appearance that Jim had, and who, accordingly, adored Jim to the point of idolatry for the possession of them.


  As for the four youths, the fascination of apartment life in the great city was beginning to wear off. The freedom that had seemed so thrilling and so wonderful to all of them at first now had its obvious limitations. They were not so free as they had thought. They were getting tired of a freedom which always expressed itself in the monotonous repetition of sordid entertainments, of cheap girls or easy girls, of paid women or of unpaid women, of drunk Irish girls or half-drunk Irish girls, of chorines or burlesque queens or trained nurses, of the whole soiled and shoddy business, of its degraded lack of privacy, its “parties,” its Saturday-night gin-drinking and love-making, its constant efforts towards the consummation of a sterile and meaningless seduction.


  The rest of them were growing tired of it. There were times when they wanted to sleep and a party would be going on. There were times when they wanted privacy and there was no privacy. There were times when they were so tired and fed up with it that they wanted to clear out. They had begun to get on one another’s nerves. They had begun to wrangle, to snap back, to be irritable, to rub one another the wrong way. The end had come.


  Jim felt it. And this final knowledge of defeat embittered him. He felt that all of them had turned against him, and that the last remnant of his tattered fame was gone. He turned upon them. He asserted violently and profanely that the place was his, that he was the boss, that he’d run the place as he pleased, and that anyone who didn’t like it could clear out. As for his shoddy girls, he got small pleasure from them now. But he had reached the point where even such poor conquests as these gave some bolstering of confidence to his lacerated pride. So the parties continued, the rabble rout of shabby women streamed in and out. He had gone over the edge now. There was no retreat.


  The end came when he announced one night that he had applied for and had received an appointment from the news agency to one of its obscure posts in South America. He was bitterly, resentfully triumphant. He was going, he said, to “get out of this damn town and tell them all to go to hell.” In another month or two he’d be in South America, where a man could do as he blank, blank pleased, without being watched and hindered all the time. To hell with all of it anyway! He’d lived long enough to find out one thing for himself—that most of the people who call themselves your friends are nothing but a bunch of crooked, double-crossing blank, blank, blanks, who stabbed you in the back the moment your back was turned. Well, to hell with ’em and the whole country! They could take it and-


  Bitterly he drank, and drank again.


  About ten o’clock Dexter Briggs came in, already half-drunk. They drank some more together. Jim was in an ugly mood. Furiously he asserted he was going to have some girls. He demanded that some girls be found. He dispatched the others to round up the girls. But even they, the whole shabby carnival of them, had turned on Jim at last. The nurse excused herself, pleading another engagement. The burlesque woman could not be reached. The Brooklyn girls could not be found. One by one the youths made all the calls, exhausted all the possibilities. One by one they straggled back to admit dejectedly their failure.


  Jim raged up and down, while Dexter Briggs sat in a drunken haze above Jim’s battered-up old typewriter, picking out upon the worn keys the following threnody:


  
    “The boys are here without the girls—


    Oh God, strike me dead!


    The boys are here without the girls—


    Oh God, strike me dead!


    Strike, strike, strike me dead,


    For the boys are here without the girls—


    So, God, strike me dead!”

  


  Having composed this masterpiece, Dexter removed it from the machine, held it up and squinted at it owlishly, and, after a preliminary belch or two, read it slowly and impressively, with deep earnestness of feeling.


  Jim’s answer to this effort, and to the shouts of laughter of the others, was a savage curse. He snatched the offending sheet of paper out of Dexter’s hands, crumpled it up and hurled it on the floor and stamped on it, while the poet looked at him wistfully, with an expression of melancholy and slightly befuddled sorrow. Jim assailed the boys savagely. He accused them of betraying and double-crossing him. A bitter quarrel broke out all around. The room was filled with the angry clamor of their excited voices.


  And while the battle raged, Dexter continued to sit there, weeping quietly. The result of this emotion was another poem, which he now began to tap out with one finger on the battered old typewriter, sobbing gently as he did so. This dirge ran reproachfully as follows:


  
    “Boys, boys,


    Be Southern gentlemen,


    Do not say such things to one another,


    For, boys, boys,


    You are Southern gentlemen,


    Southern gentlemen, all.”

  


  This effort, which Dexter appropriately entitled “Southern Gentlemen All,” he now removed from the typewriter, and, when a lull had come in their exhausted clamor, he cleared his throat gently and read it to them with deep and melancholy feeling.


  “Yes, sir,” said Jim, paying no attention to Dexter. He was now standing in the middle of the floor with a gin glass in his hand, talking to himself. “Three weeks from now I’ll be on my way. And I want to tell you all something—the whole damn lot of you,” he went on dangerously.


  “Boys, boys,” said Dexter sadly, and hiccoughed.


  “When I walk out that door,” said Jim, “there’s going to be a little sprig of mistletoe hanging on my coat-tails, and you all know what you can do about it!”


  “Southern gentlemen, all,” said Dexter sadly, then sorrowfully belched.


  “If anyone don’t like my way of doing,” Jim continued, “he knows what he can do about it! He can pack up his stuff right now and cart his little tail right out of here! I’m boss here, and as long as I stay I’m going to keep on being boss! I’ve played football all over the South! They may not remember me now, but they knew who I was seven or eight years ago, all right!”


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” someone muttered. “That’s all over now! We’re tired hearing of it all the time! Grow up!”


  Jim answered bitterly: “I’ve fought all over France, and I’ve been in every state of the Union but one, and I’ve had women in all of ’em, and if anyone thinks I’m going to come back here now and be dictated to by a bunch of little half-baked squirts that never got out of their own state until a year ago, I’ll damn soon teach ’em they’re mistaken! Yessir!” He wagged his head with drunken truculence and drank again. “I’m a better man right now—physically—” he hiccoughed slightly “—mentally——”


  “Boys, boys,” Dexter Briggs swam briefly out of the fog at this point and sorrowfully began, “Remember that you’re Southern——”


  “—and—and—morally—” cried Jim triumphantly.


  “—gentlemen all,” said Dexter sadly.


  “—than the whole damn lot of you put together—” Jim continued fiercely.


  “—so be gentlemen, boys, and remember that you’re gentlemen. Always remember that—” Dexter went on morbidly.


  “—so to hell with you!” cried Jim. He glared around fiercely, wildly, at them, with bloodshot eyes, his great fist knotted in his anger. “The hell with all of you!” He paused, swaying for a moment, furious, baffled, his fist knotted, not knowing what to do. “Ahhh!” he cried suddenly, high in his throat, a passionate, choking cry, “To hell with everything! To hell with all of it!” and he hurled his empty gin glass at the wall, where it shivered in a thousand fragments.


  “—Southern gentlemen all,” said Dexter sadly, and collapsed into his cups.


  Poor Jim.


  Two of them left next day. Then, singly, the others went.


  So all were gone at last, one by one, each swept out into the mighty flood tide of the city’s life, there to prove, to test, to find, to lose himself, as each man must—alone.


  [¬]
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  ALONE


  George went to live by himself in a little room he rented in a house downtown near Fourteenth Street. Here he worked feverishly, furiously, day by day, week by week, and month by month, until another year went by—and at the end of it there was nothing done, nothing really accomplished, nothing finished, in all that plan of writing which, begun so modestly the year before, had spread and flowered like a cancerous growth until now it had engulfed him. From his childhood he could remember all that people said or did, but as he tried to set it down his memory opened up enormous vistas and associations, going from depth to limitless depth, until the simplest incident conjured up a buried continent of experience, and he was overwhelmed by a project of discovery and revelation that would have broken the strength and used up the lives of a regiment of men.


  The thing that drove him on was nothing new. Even in early childhood some stern compulsion, a burning thirst to know just how things were, had made him go about a duty of observing people with such fanatical devotion that they had often looked at him resentfully, wondering what was wrong with him, or them. And in his years at college, under the same relentless drive, he had grown so mad and all-observing that he had tried to read ten thousand books, and finally had begun to stare straight through language like a man who, from the very fury of his looking, gains a superhuman intensity of vision, so that he no longer sees merely the surfaces of things but seems to look straight through a wall. A furious hunger had driven him on day after day until his eye seemed to eat into the printed page like a ravenous mouth. Words—even the words of the greatest poets—lost all the magic and the mystery they had had for him, and what the poet said seemed only a shallow and meager figuration of what he might have said, had some superhuman energy and desperation of his soul, greater than any man had ever known or attempted, driven him on to empty out the content of the ocean in him.


  And he had felt this even with the greatest sorcerer of words the earth has ever known. Even when he read Shakespeare, that ravenous eye of his kept eating with so desperate a hunger into the substance of his lives that they began to look grey, shabby, and almost common, as they had never done before. George had been assured that Shakespeare was a living universe, an ocean of thought whose shores touched every continent in the world, a fathomless cosmos which held in it the full and final measure of all human life. But now it did not seem to him that this was true.


  Rather, as if Shakespeare himself had recognized the hopelessness of ever putting down the millionth part of what he had seen and known about this earth, or of ever giving wholly and magnificently the full content of one moment in man’s life, it now seemed that his will had finally surrendered to a genius which he knew was so soaring, so far beyond the range of any other man, that it could overwhelm men with its power and magic even when its owner knew he had shirked the desperate labor of mining from his entrails the huge substance of all life he really had within him.


  Thus, even in the great passage in Macbeth in which he speaks of time—


  
    . ... that but this blow


    Might be the be-all and the end-all here,


    But here, upon this bank and shoal of time,


    We’d jump the life to come....

  


  —in this tremendous passage where he mounts from power to power, from one incredible magic to another, hurling in twenty lines at the astounded earth a treasure that would fill out the works and make the fame of a dozen lesser men—it seemed to George that Shakespeare had not yet said the thousandth part of all he knew about the terror, mystery, and strangeness of time, dark time, nor done more than sketch the lineaments of one of time’s million faces, depending on the tremendous enchantments of his genius to cover the surrender of his will before a labor too great for human flesh to bear.


  And now as time, grey time, wore slowly, softly, and intolerably about him, rubbing at the edges of his spirit like a great unfathomable cloud, he thought of all these things. And as he thought of them, grey time washed over him, and drowned him in the sea-depths of its unutterable horror, until he became nothing but a wretched and impotent cipher, a microscopic atom, a bloodless, eyeless grope-thing crawling on the sea-floors of the immense, without strength or power ever to know a hand’s breadth of the domain in which he dwelt, and with no life except a life-in-death, a life of drowning horror, as he scuttled, headless, eyeless, blind and ignorant and groping, his way to the grey but merciful extinction of death. For, if the greatest poet that had ever lived had found the task too great for him, what could one do who had not a fraction of his power, and who could not conceal the task, as he had done, behind the enchantments of an overwhelming genius?


  It was a desperate and lonely year he lived there by himself. He had come to the city with a shout of triumph and of victory in his blood, and the belief that he would conquer it, be taller and more mighty than its greatest towers. But now he knew a loneliness unutterable. Alone, he tried to hold all the hunger and madness of the earth within the limits of a little room, and beat his fists against the walls, only to hurl his body savagely into the streets again, those terrible streets that had neither pause nor curve, nor any door that he could enter.


  In the blind lashings of his fury, he strove with all the sinews of his heart and spirit trying to master, to devour, and utterly to possess the great, the million-footed, the invincible and unceasing city. He almost went mad with loneliness among its million faces. His heart sank down in atomic desolation before the overwhelming vision of its immense, inhuman, and terrific architectures. A terrible thirst parched his burning throat and hunger ate into his flesh with a vulture’s beak as, tortured by the thousand images of glory, love, and power which the city holds forever to a starving man, he thought that he would perish—only a hand’s breadth off from love if he could span it, only a moment away from friendship if he knew it, only an inch, a door, a word away from all the glory of the earth, if he only knew the way.


  Why was he so unhappy? The hills were beautiful as they had always been, the everlasting earth was still beneath his feet, and April would come back again. Yet he was wretched, tortured, and forlorn, filled with fury and unrest, doing the ill thing always when the good lay ready to his hand, choosing the way of misery, torment, waste, and madness, when joy, peace, certitude, and power were his, were his forever, if only he would take and use them for his own.


  Why was he so unhappy? Suddenly he remembered the streets of noon some dozen years ago, and the solid, lonely, liquid leather shuffle of men’s feet as they came home at noon to dinner; the welcoming shout of their children, the humid warmth and fragrance of the turnip greens, the sound of screen doors being slammed, and then the brooding hush and peace and full-fed apathy of noon again.


  Where were they now? And where was all that ancient certitude and peace: the quietness of summer evenings, and people talking on their porches, the smell of the honeysuckles, roses, and the grapes that ripened in thick leaves above the porch, the dew-sweet freshness and repose of night, the sound of a street car stopping on the corner of the hill above them, and the lonely absence of departure that it left behind it when it had gone, far sounds and laughter, music, casual voices, all so near and far, so strange and so familiar, the huge million-noted ululation of the night, and Aunt Maw’s voice droning in the darkness of the porch; finally the sound of voices going, people leaving, streets and houses settling into utter quietness; and sleep, then, sleep—the sweet, clean mercy and repose of healthful sleep—had these things vanished from the earth forever?


  Why was he so unhappy? Where had it come from—this mad coil and fury of his life? It was, he knew, in everyone, not only in himself, but in people everywhere. He had seen and known it in a thousand streets, a million faces: it had become the general weather of their lives. Where had it come from—this fury of unrest and longing, driven flight and agonized return, terrific speed and smashing movement that went nowhere?


  Each day they swarmed into the brutal stupefaction of a million streets, were hurled like vermin through the foul, fetid air of roaring tunnels, and swarmed up out of the earth like rats to thrust, push, claw, sweat, curse, cringe, menace, or contrive, in a furious round of dirty, futile, little efforts that got them nowhere, brought them nothing.


  At night they rushed out again with the idiot and unwearied pertinacity of a race that was damned and lost, and gutted of the vital substance of its life, to seek, with a weary, frenzied, exacerbated fury, new pleasures and sensations that, when found, filled them with weariness, boredom, and horror of the spirit, and that were viler and baser than the pleasures of a dog. Yet, with this weary hopelessness of hope, this frenzied longing of despair, they would swarm back into their obscene streets of night again.


  And for what? For what? To push, thrust, throng, and jostle up and down past the thousand tawdry pomps and dreary entertainments of those streets. To throng back and forth incessantly on the grimy, grey, weary pavements, filling the air with raucous jibe and jeer, and with harsh, barren laughter, from which all the blood and life of mirth and cheer, the exultant, swelling goat-cry of their youth, or the good, full guffaw of the belly-laugh, had died!


  For what? For what? To drive the huge exasperation of their weary bodies, their tortured nerves, their bewildered, overladen hearts, back to those barren, furious avenues of night again, spurred on forever by this fruitless hopelessness of hope. To embrace again the painted shell of the old delusion, hurling themselves onward towards that huge, sterile shine and glitter of the night as feverishly as if some great reward of fortune, love, or living joy was waiting for them there.


  And for what? For what? What was the reward of all this frenzied searching? To be shone on lividly by the lights of death, to walk with jaunty swagger and a knowing wink past all the gaudy desolations of the hot-dog, fruit-drink stands, past the blazing enticements, the trickster’s finery of the eight-foot hole-in-the-wall Jew shops, and to cram their dead grey jaws in the gaudy restaurants with the lifeless husks of dead grey food. Proudly to thrust their way into the lurid maws, the dreary, impotent escapes, the feeble, half-hid nastiness of the moving picture shows, and then to thrust and swagger it upon the streets again. To know nothing, yet to look with knowing looks upon the faces of their fellow nighttime dead, to look at them with sneering lips and scornful faces, and with hard, dark, slimy eyes, and jeering tongues. Each night to see and be seen—oh, priceless triumph!—displaying the rich quality of their wit, the keen humor of their fertile minds, with such gems of repartee as:


  “Jesus!”


  “Ho-ly Chee!”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah!”


  “Wich guy?”


  “Dat guy! Nah—not him! Duh otheh guy!”


  “Dat guy? Je-sus! Is dat duh guy yuh mean?”


  “Wich guy?”


  “Duh guy dat said he was a friend of yours.”


  “A friend of mine! Je-sus! Who said he was a friend of mine?”


  “He said so.”


  “G’wan! Where d’yah get dat stuff? Dat son-of-a-bitch ain’t no friend of mine!”


  “No?”


  “No.”


  “Holy Chee!”


  “Je-sus!”


  Oh, to hurl that stony gravel of their barren tongues forever, forever, with a million million barren repetitions into the barren ears of their fellow dead men, into the livid, sterile wink of night, hating their ugly, barren lives, their guts, and the faces of their fellow dead men—hating, hating, always hating and unhappy! And then, having prowled the streets again in that ancient, fruitless, and unceasing quest, having hugged the husks of desolation to the bone, to be hurled back into their cells again, as furiously as they had come!


  Oh, dear friends, is that not the abundant life of glory, power, and wild, exultant joy, the great vision of the shining and enchanted city, the fortunate and happy life, and all the heroic men and lovely women, that George Webber dreamed of finding in his youth?


  Then why was he unhappy? Great God, was it beyond their power—a race that flung up ninety-story buildings in the air, and shot projectiles bearing twenty thousand men through tunnels at every moment of the day—to find a little door that he could enter? Was it beyond the power of people who had done these gigantic things to make a chair where he could sit, a table where he might be fed on food and not on lifeless husks, and a room, a room of peace, repose, and certitude, where for a little moment he could pause from all the anguish, fury, and unrest of the world around him, drawing his breath calmly for a moment without agony, weariness, and damnation of the soul!


  At other times his mood would change, and he would walk the swarming streets for hours at a time and find in the crowds that thronged about him nothing but delight, the promise of some glorious adventure. At such a time he would sink himself wholly and exultantly into the city’s life. The great crowds stirred him with a feeling of ecstasy and anticipation. With senses unnaturally absorptive, he drank in every detail of the mighty parade, forever alert for the pretty face and seductive figure of a woman. Every woman with a well-shaped leg, or with a strong, attractive, sexual energy in her appearance, was invested at once with the glamorous robe of beauty, wisdom, and romance which he threw around her.


  He had a hundred unspoken meetings and adventures in a day. Each passed and was lost in the crowd, and the brevity of that meeting and departure pierced him with an intolerable sense of pain and joy, of triumph and of loss. Into each lovely mouth he put words of tenderness and understanding. A sales girl in a department store became eloquent and seductive with poignant and beautiful speech; the vulgar, loose mouth of an Irish waitress uttered enchanted music for him when it spoke. In these adventures of his fancy, it never occurred to him that he would have any difficulty in winning the admiration of these beauties—that he was nothing but an ungainly youth, with small features, large shoulders, legs too short, a prowling, simian look about the out-thrust head, and an incredible length of flailing arms. No: instead he cut a very handsome and heroic figure in these fantasies, and dreamed of an instant marriage of noble souls, of an immediate and tremendous seduction, ennobled by a beautiful and poetic intensity of feeling.


  Sometimes, in these golden fantasies, it was a great lady who yielded herself to him—a lady rich, twenty-four or five years of age (for he could not stand them younger than he was), and widowed recently from an old man that she did not love but had been forced to marry by some bitter constraint and hard occasion dear. The circumstances of his meeting with her varied from repelling with a single annihilating blow of the fist the proffered violence of some Irish thug, to finding quite by accident in the gutter, already half obscured by the dead leaves of Autumn, a wallet or a mesh-bag containing not only ten or twenty thousand dollars in bank notes of huge denominations, but also a rope of pearls, some loose, uncut gems, an emerald of great size mounted on a ring, and a number of stocks or bonds, together with letters of the most valuable and distressing privacy. This form of meeting he preferred to any other, for, although it deprived him of heroism, it enabled him to show equivalent virtues of honesty and manly dignity. Also by means of it he could pay his way.


  Thus, having picked up the bag on a lonely walk in Central Park, he would see at once the value of its contents—so huge as to make even a modest reward a substantial thing—and, thrusting it quickly into his pocket, he would go at once, though by a rather circuitous route which he had all planned out, to his room, where carefully and exactly he would itemize everything upon the back of an envelope, noting that the initials upon the clasp agreed with the name upon the visiting card he should find within.


  This done, he would summon a taxicab and drive at once and at great speed to the indicated address. It would be a modest house in the East Sixties, or again it would be a large, grim pile on Fifth Avenue. He preferred the modest house, high storied, but with a narrow façade, not glaringly obtrusive, but almost gloomily mellow and dark. The furnishings would be masculine, the house still bearing the mark of its dead master’s character—walnut and mahogany, with heavy, worn leather cushions on the chairs. To the right of the entrance hall would be the library, a gloomy room in walnut, completely lined up to its high ceiling with ten or fifteen thousand books save for the interstices of recessed, narrow windows.


  Having arrived before the house, he would dismiss the taxicab and mount the steps. The door would be opened by a maid, a well-made girl of twenty-one or two, who obviously bathed frequently, and who wore expensive black silk stockings—which her mistress gave her—on her heavy but shapely legs. Smiling, she would usher him into the library, pausing, before she went to inform her mistress, to poke up the glowing coals in a small grate, revealing as she bent before him, the heavy white flesh of her under leg, just above the knee, where her garters of ruffled green silk (probably a gift from her mistress) furrowed deeply into the smooth column of her thigh. Then she would depart, one side of her face prettily flushed by the heat, casting him a swift and provocative glance as she went, while he grew conscious of the rhythmical undulations of her heavy breasts.


  Presently he would hear the maid’s low voice upstairs, and the nervous, irritable voice of another woman:


  “Oh, who is it? Some young man? Tell him I can’t see him today! I’m much too upset by this whole affair!”


  Ablaze with fierce but righteous anger at this unhandsome return for his labor and honesty, he would stride to the foot of the stairway in time to find the maid descending, and to address her in a proud, harsh voice, not loud but almost metallic—a voice of great carrying power.


  “Tell your mistress that it is imperative she give me the honor of her attendance. If I am intruding here, it is certainly against my will, and at a cost of considerable anxiety, care, and labor to myself. But I have information concerning a loss she may have sustained, which I believe may be of the greatest interest to her.”


  He would get no further. There would be a sharp cry above, and she would come down the stairs regardless of safety, her tense face very pale, her voice almost stricken. She would seize him so fiercely with her small, strong hands that she made a white circle around his wrists, speaking in a tone that was no more than a trembling breath:


  “What is it? You must tell me at once, do you hear? Have you found it?”


  Gently, soothingly, but with implacable firmness, he would answer:


  “I have found something which may be your property. But so serious are the possibilities of this matter, to me, that I must ask you first of all to submit yourself to a few questions that I am going to ask you.”


  “Anything—anything you like!”


  “You have suffered a loss. Describe that loss—the time and the place.”


  “I lost a silver mesh-bag two days ago between 8:20 and 8:35 in the morning, while riding in Central Park, just back of the Museum. The bag had been put in the right-hand pocket of my riding jacket; it was dislodged during my ride.”


  “Describe as carefully and exactly as you can the contents of the bag.”


  “There were $16,400 in bank notes—140 hundred dollar bills, the rest in fifties and twenties. There was also a necklace with a platinum clasp, containing ninety-one pearls of graduated size, the largest about the size of a large grape; a plain gold ring set with a diamond-shaped emerald——”


  “Of what size?”


  “About the size of a lump of sugar. There were, in addition, eight Bethlehem Steel stock certificates, and, what I value most of all, several letters written by friends and business associates to my late husband, which contain matter of the most private sort.”


  Meanwhile he would be checking the list off, envelope in hand. Now he would say quietly, taking the bag from his pocket and presenting it to her:


  “I think you will find your property intact.”


  Seizing the bag with a cry, she would sink quickly upon a leather divan, opening it with trembling fingers and hastily counting through the contents. He would watch her with nervous constraint, conscious of the personal risk he took, the unanswerable suspicion that might be attached to him if everything was not there. But everything would be!


  Finally looking up, her voice filled with fatigue and unutterable relief, she would say:


  “Everything is here! Everything! Oh! I feel as if I had been born again!”


  Bowing coldly and ironically, he would answer:


  “Then, madam, you will pardon me the more willingly if I leave you now to enjoy the first happy hours of your childhood alone.”


  And, taking his battered but adventurous-looking old hat from a table, he would start for the door. She would follow immediately and interrupt his passage, seizing him again by the arms in her excitement:


  “No, you shall not go yet. You shall not go until you tell me what your name is. What is your name? You must tell me your name!”


  Very coldly he would answer:


  “The name would not matter to you. I am not known yet. I am only a poor writer.”


  She would see, of course, from his ragged clothing—the same suit he was now wearing—that he was neither a wealthy nor fashionable person, but she would also see, from the great sense of style with which his frame carried these rags, as if indifferent or unconscious of them, that there was some proud royalty of nature in him that had no need of worldly dignities. She would say:


  “Then, if you are a poor writer, there is one thing I can do—one very small return I can make for your splendid honesty. You must accept the reward that I have offered.”


  “Reward?” He would say in an astounded tone. “Is there a reward?”


  “Five thousand dollars. I—I—hope—if you wouldn’t mind—” she would falter, frightened by the stern frown on his forehead.


  “I accept, of course,” he would answer, harshly and proudly. “The service I rendered was worth it. I am not ashamed to take my wage. At any rate, it is better invested with me than it would be among a group of Irish policemen. Let me congratulate you on what you have done today for the future of art.”


  “I am so glad—so happy—that you’ll take it—that it will be of any help to you. Won’t you come to dinner tonight? I want to talk to you.”


  He would accept.


  Before he left they would have opportunity to observe each other more closely. He would see that she was rather tall for a woman—about five feet six or seven inches, but giving the impression of being somewhat taller. She would have a heavy weight of rather blondish hair, but perhaps with a reddish tint in it, also—perhaps it would be the color of very pale amber. It would be piled compactly and heavily upon her head, so as to suggest somewhat a molten or malleable weight, and it would be innumerably various with little winking lights.


  This weight would rest like a heavy coronal above a small, delicately-moulded face, remarkably but not unhealthily pale, and saved from unpleasant exoticism by the rapid and boyish daring of its movements, a smile like a flick of golden light across a small, full, incredibly sensitive mouth—a swift, twisted smile, revealing small, milk-white, but not too even teeth. The face would usually be cast in an intense, slightly humorous earnestness. Her conversation would be boyishly direct and sincere, delivered half while looking seriously at the auditor, and half with the eyes turned thoughtfully away; at the conclusion of each remark, however, the eyes, of a luminous blue-grey depth, a catlike health and sensuousness, would steal thievishly sideways up to the face of the listener.


  She would be dressed in a close-fitting blouse of knitted green silk, with pockets into which she occasionally thrust her small, brown, competent hands (unjeweled). Her breasts would not be like the slow, rich melons of the maid, but eager and compact—each springing forward lithely and passionately, their crisp and tender nozzles half defined against the silk. She would wear a short, straight skirt of blue serge; her long, graceful legs would be covered with silk hose; her small feet sheathed in velvet shoes clasped by old buckles.


  Before he left, she would tell him that he must come as often as he liked—daily, if possible—to use the library: it was rarely used now, and that he might have it all to himself. He would depart, the door being closed behind him by the voluptuous and softly smiling maid.


  Then, in a fever of excitement and rapt contemplation, he would walk, a furnace of energy, through the streets and up the broad promenade in the middle of Central Park. It would be a slate-colored day in late Autumn, dripping with small, cold rain, pungent with smoke, and as inchoate as Spring with unknown prophecy and indefinable hope. A few lone, wet, withered leaves would hang from bare boughs; occasionally he would burst into a bounding run, leaping high in the air and tearing with tooth or hand at some solitary leaf.


  Finally, late in the afternoon, he would become conscious of delightful physical exhaustion, which, ministered by the golden wine of his fancy, could easily be translated into voluptuous ease, just as the flesh of certain fowl becomes more dainty when slightly old. Then turning towards Lexington Avenue, his face chill with beaded rain, he would take the subway to Fourteenth Street, go home to his room, enjoy the soaking luxury of a hot bath, shave, put on clean underwear, socks, shirt, and tie; and then wait with trembling limbs and a heart thudding with strong joy for the impending meeting.


  Then, at half-past eight, he would present himself at her door again. The rain would fall coldly and remotely from bare branches, and from all the eaves. The first floor of the house would be dark, but behind drawn curtains the second floor would be warm with mellow light. Again the maid would open the door for him, leading him past the dark library, up the broad, carpeted stairs, where a single dim lamp was burning at the landing. He would follow, not too close, but a step or two behind, in order to watch the pleasant rhythm of her hips and the slipping back and forth of her rather tight skirt up her comely but somewhat heavy legs.


  At the top of the stairs, waiting to greet him, the lady would be waiting. Taking him quickly by the hand with a warm, momentary pressure, and drawing him slightly towards her, she led the way into the living room, probably without saying a word, but with only the liquid stealth of the eyes. There would be none of that cold, remote, well-bred iciness of courtesy that chills and freezes up the warm glow of affection, such as “I’m so glad you could come!” or “It’s so nice of you to come”—they would have begun almost instantly with a natural and casual intimacy, full of dignity and ease and beauty.


  The boyishness of her morning garb and manner would have disappeared entirely. In unadorned but costly evening dress, of heavy, pearl-colored silk, with silver hose, and black, jeweled slippers, she would reveal an unsuspected maturity, depth of breast, and fullness of limb. Her sloping shoulders, round, firm arms, and long throat, in which a pulse would be beating slowly and warmly, in that light would be pearl-tinted, suffused, however, with a delicate bone color.


  The living room would be a high, spacious room, masculine in its dimensions, but touched by her delicate taste, as the library had not been, into a room which was, although not frillishly, obviously, or offensively so, feminine.


  There would be a huge divan, a chaise-longue, several large, deep chairs, luxuriously upholstered and covered with a dull, flowered pattern of old satin. A warm, bright fire of coals would be burning in a hearth of small dimensions, with a sturdy and sensible alignment of shovels, pokers, and tongs to one side, their brass very highly polished, and with no revolting antiquey-ness of pseudo-Revolutionary bed warmers. The mantel would be an unadorned piece of creamy marble; above, extending the entire distance to the ceiling, there would be an eighteenth-century French mirror, with a simple gilded border, somewhat mottled with small brown patches at the lower edges. The sole object upon the mantel would be an ornate, gilded, eighteenth-century clock, very feminine and delicate. All of the furniture would have strong but delicate proportions. There would be a table behind the divan—a round leaf of polished walnut. Scattered about its surface would be several periodicals and magazines: a copy of The Dial, Vanity Fair, which he might pick up without comment, tossing them back carelessly with a slight ironical lifting of the eybrows, [eyebrows,] copies of The Century, Harper’s, and Scribner’s, but none of The Atlantic Monthly. There would also be copies of Punch, of Sketch, The Tatler, or sporting and dramatic magazines, filled with pictures of hunt and chase, and many small photographs showing members of the English aristocracy, gaunt, toothy men and women, standing, talking, tailored into squares and checks with the toes of their large feet turned inwards, or caught walking, with their open mouths awry, and an arm or leg cutting angularly the air, with such legends below as, “Captain McDingle and the Lady Jessica Houndsditch caught last week enjoying a chat at the Chipping-Sodbury Shoot.”


  On a small table at one end of the divan there would be materials for making various kinds of cocktails and iced drinks—a rich, squat bottle of mellow rum, a bottle of Kentucky Bourbon whiskey matured for more than twenty years in oaken casks, and pungent gin, faintly nostalgic with orange bitters. There would be as well a cocktail shaker, a small bucket of cracked ice, and dishes of olives and salted almonds.


  After drinking a chill and heady liquor, infused with her own certain intoxication, he would have another, his senses roused to controlled ecstasy, his brain leaping with a fiery and golden energy. Then they would go in to dinner.


  The dining room, on the same floor, would be in semi-darkness, save for the golden light that bathed a round table, covered with a snowy and capacious cover, and two small, shaded lamps upon a huge buffet, gleaming with glassware, and various bottles containing whiskey, wines, liqueurs, vermouth, and rum. They would be attended at table by the maid. There would be only one other servant, the cook, a middle-aged New Hampshire woman, who had added to her native art things she had learned when the family had spent the Summer on Cape Cod, or in Paris, where the lady would have lived for several years. In the daytime there would be a man as well, who tended the furnace and did the heavier chores.


  This would be all the service. The estate would not be unhappily and laboriously wealthy, extending into several millions of dollars: there would only be seven or eight hundred thousand dollars, solidly founded in tax-free bonds, yielding an annual income of twenty or twenty-five thousand, the whole intention and purpose of the fortune being total expenditure of the income for simple luxury.


  The dishes would be few in number; the food would be man’s food, simply and incomparably cooked. They would begin with a heavy tomato soup, the color of mahogany, or with a thick pea soup of semi-solid consistency, or with a noble dish of onion soup with a solid crust of toasted bread and cheese upon it, which she had made herself. There would be no fish, but, upon a huge silver platter, a thick sirloin or porterhouse, slightly charred and printed with the grid at the edges and center. Small pats of butter previously mixed with chopped mint and a dash of cinnamon would be dissolving visibly upon its surface. She would carve the steak into tender three-inch strips, revealing the rich, juicy, but not pasty, red of its texture. Then she would help his plate to mealy fried potatoes and tender, young boiled onions, exfoliating their delicate and pungent skins evenly at the touch of a fork. She would cover them with a rich butter sauce, touched with paprika.


  There would be as well a salad—a firm heart of lettuce, or an artichoke, or, better still, crisp white endive. She would prepare the dressing in a deep mixing bowl, cutting small fragments of mint or onion into the vinegar, oil, and mustard to give it pungency. Finally, there would be deep-dish apple pie, spiced with nutmeg and cinnamon, and gummed with its own syrups along its crisped, wavy crust; this would be served with a thick hunk of yellow American cheese. They would have also a large cup of strong, fragrant coffee, with heavy cream. He would watch the cream coil through the black surface like thick smoke, changing finally into mellow brown. He would say little during the course of the meal. He would eat his food decently, but with enthusiastic relish, looking up from time to time to find her eyes fastened upon him with a subtly humorous and yet tender look.


  Later, in the living room, they would sit before the fire, he in a deep upholstered chair, she on the chaise-longue, where they would have small cups of black coffee, a glass of green Chartreuse, or of Grand Marnier, and cigarettes. He would smoke fragrant, toasted, loose-drawing Lucky Strikes; she would smoke Melachrinos. From time to time she would move her limbs slightly, and her silken calves, sliding gently apart or together, would cause an audible and voluptuous friction.


  There would be little other sound save the enveloping and quieting drip of rain from eaves and boughs, a brief gaseous spurt from the red coals, and the minute ticking of the little clock. From time to time he would hear the maid clearing the table in the dining room. Presently she would appear, ask if anything more was wanted, say good-night, and mount the stairs to her room on the top floor. Then they would be left alone.


  They would begin to talk at first, if not with constraint, at least with some difficulty. She would speak of her education—in a convent—of her life abroad, of stupid and greedy parents, now dead, of her great devotion to an aunt, a wise and kindly woman, her only friend against her family in her difficult youth, and of her marriage at twenty to a man in his late forties, good, devoted, but vacant of any interest for her. He had died the year before.


  Then she would ask him about his life, his home, his childhood, his age, and his ambition. Then he would talk, at first in short spurts and rushes. At length, language bursting like a torrent at the gates of speech, he would make a passionate avowal of what he had done, believed, felt, loved, hated, and desired, of all he wanted to do and be. Then he would light another cigarette, get up restlessly before the fire, sit down again beside her on the chaise-longue, and take her hand in a natural and casual way, at which she would give a responsive squeeze to his. Then, throwing his cigarette into the grate, he would put his arms around her quite naturally and easily, and kiss her, first for about forty seconds upon the mouth, then in a circle upon the cheeks, eyes, forehead, nose, chin, and throat, about the place where the pulse was beating. After this, he would gently insinuate his hand into her breasts, beginning near the deep and fragrant channel that parted them. Meanwhile, she would ruffle his hair gently and stroke his face with her delicate fingers. Their passion would have them chained in a silent drunkenness; she would submit to every action of his embrace without thought of resistance.


  Lying beside her now, wound in her long arms, he would pass his hand along her silken, swelling hips, down the silken seam of her calf, and gently up her thigh below her skirt, lingering for a moment upon the tender, heavy flesh of her under leg. Then he would loosen one breast over the neck of her gown, holding its tender weight and teat gently and lovingly in one hand. The nipples of her firm breasts would not be leathery, stained brown, and flaccid, like those of a woman who has borne children; they would end briefly in a tender pink bud, as did those of the ladies in old French paintings—those of Boucher, for example.


  Then he would lift her arms, observing the delicate silken whorls and screws of blonde hair in the arm pits. He would kiss and perhaps bite her tender shoulder haunch, and smell the pungent but not unpleasant odor, already slightly moist with passion. And this odor of an erotic female would have neither the rank stench of a coarse-bodied woman, nor some impossible and inhuman bouquet, disgusting to a healthy taste. It would be delicately vulgar: the odor of a healthy woman and a fine lady, who has not only been housed, clothed, fed, and attended with the simple best, but has been derived from ancestral loins similarly nourished, so that now the marrow of her bones, the substance of her flesh, the quality of her blood, the perspiration of her skin, the liquor of her tongue, the moulding of her limbs—all the delicate joinings and bindings of ligament and muscle, and the cementing jellies, the whole incorporate loveliness of her body—were of rarer, subtler, and more golden stuff than would be found elsewhere the world over.


  And lying thus, warmed by the silent, glowing coals, he would perform on her the glorious act of love. He would dedicate to her the full service of his love and energy, and find upon her mouth double oblivion.


  Later, reviving slowly, he would lie in her embrace, his head heavily sunk upon her neck, feel the slow, unsteady respiration of her breast, and hear, his senses somewhat drugged, the faint, incessant beating of the rain.


  And he would stay with her that night, and on many nights thereafter. He would come to her in the darkness, softly and quietly, although there was no need for silence, conscious that in the dark there was waiting a central energy of life and beauty; in the darkness they would listen to the million skipping feet of rain.


  Shortly after this night, he would come and live with her in the house. This would be all right because he would insist on paying for his board. He would pay, against all protests, fifteen dollars a week, saying:


  “This is all I can afford—this is what I would pay elsewhere. I could not eat and drink and sleep as I do here, but I could live. Therefore, take it!”


  His days would be spent in the library. There he would do stupendous quantities of reading, going voraciously and completely through those things he desired most to know, but effecting combinations, mélanges, woven fabrics of many other books, keeping a piled circle about him and tearing chunks hungrily from several at random.


  The library would be based solidly, first, on five or six thousand volumes, which would cover excellently but not minutely the range of English and American literature. There would be standard editions of Thackeray, the Cruikshank and Phiz Dickenses, Meredith, James, Sir Walter Scott, and so on. In addition to the well-known literature of the Elizabethans, such as Shakespeare, the handy Mermaid collection of the dramatists, and the even more condensed anthologies with Jonson’s Volpone, The Alchemist, and Bartholomew Fair, Dekker’s Shoemaker’s Holiday, Chapman’s Bussy d’Ambois, there would be several hundred of the lesser-known plays, bad, silly, and formless as they were, but filled with the bawdy, beautiful, and turbulent speech of that time.


  There would be prose pamphlets, such as the romances after Bandello of Robert Greene, the dramatist, or his quarrel with Gabriel Harvey, or his confessions, Dekker’s Guls Horne-booke, the remnant of Jonson’s Sad Shepherd, his Underwoods. There would be such books as Coleridge’s Anima Poetae, the Biographia Literaria, The Table Talk of S.T. C., and the sermons of the Puritan divines, particularly of Jonathan Edwards. There would be books of voyages, Hakluyt, Purchas, Bartram’s Travels in North America.


  And there would be facsimile reproductions of all the scientific manuscripts of Leonardo da Vinci, the great Codice Atlantico, written backwards and reversed across the page, scribbled with hundreds of drawings, including his flying machines, canals, catapults, fire towers, spiral staircases, anatomical dissections of human bodies, diagrams of the act of copulation while standing erect, researches in the movement of waves, fossilized remains, sea shells on a mountain side, notes on the enormous antiquity of the world, the leafless and blasted age of the earth which he put in the background of his paintings—as he did in Mona Lisa. With the aid of mirrors and of Italian grammars and dictionaries, he would spell out the words and translate them, using as a guide the partial deciphering already made by a German. Then, in his spare moments between writing novels, he would show how Leonardo regarded painting only as a means of support for his investigation into all movement, all life, and was only incidentally an artist and an engineer, and how what he was really doing was tracing with a giant’s brush the map of the universe, showing the possibility of Man becoming God.


  There would also be books of anatomical drawings, besides those of Leonardo, of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, showing ladies lying on divans, gazing wistfully through their open bellies at their entrails, and maps out of the medieval geographers, compounded of scraps of fact, hypothesis, and wild imaginings, with the different quarters of the sea peopled by various monsters, some without heads, but with a single eye and with a mouth between the shoulders.


  Then there would be some of those books that Coleridge “was deep in” at the time he wrote The Ancient Mariner, such as Iamblichus, Porphyry, Plotinus, Josephus, Jeremy Taylor, “the English Metaphysicum”—the whole school of the neoplatonists; all the works that could be collected on the histories of demons, witches, fairies, elves, gnomes, witches’ sabbaths, black magic, alchemy, spirits—all the Elizabethans had to say about it, particularly Reginald Scott; and all the works of Roger Bacon; all legends and books of customs and superstition whatever, and works of quaint and learned lore, Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, Frazer’s Golden Bough, The Encyclopædia Britannica, in which, when he was tired of other reading, he could plunge luxuriously—picking out first the plums, such as Stevenson on Bérenger, or Theodore Watts-Dunton on poetry, or Carlyle, if any of him was left, on various things, or Swinburne on Keats, Chapman, Congreve, Webster, Beaumont and Fletcher.


  He would have the Magnalia of Cotton Mather, the Voyages of Dr. Syntax, with illustrations, Surtees’ sporting novels. He would have the complete works of Fielding, Smollett, Sterne, and Richardson, and everything of Daniel Defoe’s he could lay his hands on. He would have the entire corpus of Greek and Latin literature, so far as it might be obtained in Loeb’s library and in the coffee-colored india paper Oxford classical texts, with footnotes and introduction all in Latin, as well as cross-references to all the manuscripts. And he would have several editions each of the Carmina of Catullus (with Lamb’s translations and settings to verse); Plato, with Jowett’s great rendering—in particular, of the Apology and the Phaedo; the histories of Herodotus, and in general all lying and entertaining histories and voyages whatever, as Strabo, Pausanias, Froissart, Josephus, Holinshed, Marco Polo, Swift, Homer, Dante, Xenophon in his Anabasis, Chaucer, Sterne, Voltaire in his voyage to England, With Stanley in Africa, Baron Munchausen.


  There would be as well the Oxford and Cambridge University texts of the poets, with other editions when lacking for men like Donne, Crashaw, Herbert, Carew, Herrick, Prior. And in the drama there would be several hundred volumes besides the Elizabethans, including everyone from the early Greeks to the liturgical plays of the Middle Ages, to the great periods in France, Germany, Spain, Italy, Scandinavia, Russia, including all newer dramatists of the art theatre—Ibsen, Shaw, Chekhov, Benavente, Molnar, Toller, Wedekind, the Irish, Pirandello, O’Neill, Sardou, Romains, including others from the Bulgarian, Peruvian, and Lithuanian never heard of. There would also be complete bound editions of Punch, Blackwood’s, Harper’s Weekly, L’Illustration, The Police Gazette, The Literary Digest, and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Weekly.


  Walled by these noble, life-giving books, he would work furiously throughout the day, drawing sustenance and courage, when not reading them, from their presence. Here in the midst of life, but of life flowing in regular and tranquil patterns, he could make his rapid and violent sorties into the world, retiring when exhausted by its tumult and fury to this established place.


  And at night again, he would dine with rich hunger and thirst, and, through the hours of darkness, lie in the restorative arms of his beautiful mistress. And sometimes at night when the snow came muffling in its soft fall all of the noises of the earth and isolating them from all its people, they would stand in darkness, only a dying flicker of coal fire behind them, watching the transforming drift and flurry of white snow outside.


  Thus, being loved and being secure, working always within a circle of comfort and belief, he would become celebrated as well. And to be loved and to be celebrated—was there more than this in life for any man?


  After the success of his first book, he would travel, leaving her forever steadfast, while he drifted and wandered like a ghost around the world, coming unknown, on an unplanned journey, to some village at dusk, and finding there a peasant woman with large ox eyes. He would go everywhere, see everything, eating, drinking, and devouring his way across the earth, returning every year or so to make another book.


  He would own no property save a small lodge with thirty acres of woodland, upon a lake in Maine or New Hampshire. He would not keep a motor—he would signal a taxi whenever he wanted to go anywhere. His clothing, laundry, personal attentions, and, when he was alone at the lodge, his cooking, would be cared for by a negro man, thirty-five years old, black, good-humored, loyal, and clean.


  When he was himself thirty or thirty-five years old, having used up and driven out all the wild frenzy and fury in him by that time, or controlled it somehow by flinging and batting, eating and drinking and whoring his way about the world, he would return to abide always with the faithful woman, who would now be deep-breasted and steadfast like the one who waited for Peer Gynt.


  And they would descend, year by year, from depth to depth in each other’s spirit; they would know each other more completely than two people ever had before, and love each other better all the time. And as they grew older, they would become even younger in spirit, triumphing above all the weariness, dullness, and emptiness of youth. When he was thirty-five he would marry her, getting on her blonde and fruitful body two or three children.


  He would wear her love like a most invulnerable target over his heart. She would be the heart of his desire, the well of all his passion. He would triumph over the furious welter of the days during the healing and merciful nights: he would be spent, and there would always be sanctuary for him; weary, a place of rest; sorrowful, a place of joy.


  So was it with him during that year, when, for the first time and with their full strength, the elements of fury, hunger, thirst, wild hope, and savage loneliness worked like a madness in the adyts of his brain. So was it when, for the first time, he walked the furious streets of life, a manswarm atom, a nameless cipher, who in an instant could clothe his life with all the wealth and glory of the earth. So was it with him that year when he was twenty-three years old, and when he walked the pavements of the city—a beggar and a king.


  Has it been otherwise with any man?


  [¬]


  BOOK IV

  THE MAGIC YEAR


  With the last remnant of the little money he had inherited on his father’s death, George Webber now went to Europe. In the fury and hunger which lashed him across the earth, he believed that he would change his soul if only he could change his skies, that peace, wisdom, certitude, and power would come to him in some strange land. But loneliness fed upon his heart forever as he scoured the earth, and he awoke one morning in a foreign land to think of home, and the hoof and the wheel came down the streets of memory again, and instantly the old wild longing to return came back to him.


  So was he driven across the seas and back again. He knew strange countries, countless things and people, sucked as from an orange the juice out of new lives, new cities, new events. He worked, toiled, sweated, cursed, whored, brawled, got drunk, traveled, spent all his money—and then came back with greater fury and unrest than ever before to hurl the shoulder of his strength against the world, desiring everything, attempting much, completing little.


  And forever, in this fury of his soul, this unresting frenzy of his flesh, he lived alone, thought and felt alone among the manswarm of the earth. And in these wanderings, this loneliness, he came to know, to love, to join no other person’s life into his own. But now at last the time for that had come.


  [¬]


  17

  THE SHIP


  Towards sundown on a day in August 1925, a ship was approaching the coast of the North American continent at her full speed of twenty knots an hour. She was the Vesuvia, a vessel of thirty thousand tons, of Italian registry, and this was her first voyage.


  Now ships, like young men, are amorous of fame: they want to make their mark at their first encounter; they are shy and desperate under the cold eye of the world. And the Vesuvia was making a test run.


  There had been doubt that the great ship would reach port on schedule. For five days the sea had thrust and hammered at her plates, for five days the sea had uncoiled its fury, with that mounting endlessness, that increasing savagery, that says to the sick heart: “I am the sea. I have no end or limit. There is no shore, no coast, no harbor at the end. This voyage will never finish—there is no end to weariness, to sickness, to the sea.”


  Since the great ship had strode calmly from the bay of Naples at night, lit by the last lights of Europe, that with the strong glint of sparkle, of bright glimmering, winked up and down the magic coasts, the seas had mounted day by day in power and tumult, until the memory of earth grew dear and incredible, as strange as a memory of life and flesh must be to spirits. A long swell from the Gulf of Lyons took the ship as she came out below Sardinia, and she lunged down upon Gibraltar with a heavy swinging motion. There was a breathing spell of peace late in the night as, steadily, on even keel, the ship bore through the straits, and people lying in their berths felt a moment’s hope and joy. They thought: “Is it over? Is the sea calm at last?” But soon there was a warning hiss and foam of waters at her sides again, a big wave jarred her with a solid blow, and tons of water broke across her thousand little windows. The ship steadied for a moment, trembling and still, while the long waters foamed and coiled along her sides: then slowly she swept forward into the limitless and plangent deep, heaving steadily and majestically up and down like some proud caracoling horse.


  Then, for the first time, many people lying in that ship’s dark hull felt the power and the terror of the sea. The ship, spruce and limber as a runner’s sinew, gave lithely to the sea, creaked softly with oiled ease and suppleness, dipped and plunged gracefully with a long and powerful movement, rose and fell slowly in the sea’s plangent breast. Then many men lying in their berths knew the sea for the first time: in the dark, the sea was instantly revealed to them. The experience is one that can never be imagined and never forgotten. It comes but once to the sons of earth, but wherever it comes, though they be buried in some ship’s dark hold, they know that they have met the sea. For it is everything that the earth is not, and in that moment men know the earth as their mother and friend; they feel the great hull in the dark plunge down into the heaving waste, and instantly they feel the terrible presence of miles of water below them, and the limitless, howling, mutable desert of the sea around them.


  The great ship, as if pressed down by some gigantic finger from the sky, plunged up and down in that living and immortal substance which gave before it, but which gave like an infinite feel of mercury, with no suggestion of defeat, giving to itself and returning to itself unmarred, without loss or change, with the terrible indifference of eternity. The great ship rose and fell upon the sinister and unrelenting swell like some frail sloop that leans into the wind. Men felt those thirty thousand tons of steel swing under them like ropes, and suddenly that great engine of the sea seemed small and lonely there, and men felt love and pity for her. Their terror of the ocean was touched with pride and joy—this ship, smelted from the enduring earth, this ship, wrought and riveted from the everlasting land, this ship, ribbed and hinged and fused and delicately balanced by the magic in the hands and heads of men, would bring them through the awful seas to safety on strange shores.


  They believed in that ship, then, and suddenly they loved her. They loved her delicate, bending strength, her proud undulance that was like the stride of a proud, beautiful woman. They loved the quiet song, the healthful music, of her motor’s thought; among the howling and unmeted desolation of the ocean, it was there like reason on the waters. They loved her because she filled their hearts with pride and glory: she rode there on the deep an emblem of the undying valiance, the unshaken and magnificent resolution of little man, who is so great because he is so small, who is so strong because he is so weak, who is so brave because he is so full of fear—man, that little match-flare in the darkness, man, that little, glittering candle-end of dateless time who tries to give a purpose to eternity, man, that wasting and defeated tissue who will use the last breath in his lungs, the final beating of his heart, to launch his rockets against Saturn, to flash his meanings at unmindful stars. For men are wise: they know that they are lost, they know that they are desolate and damned together; they look out upon the tumult of unending water, and they know there is no answer, and that the sea, the sea, is its own end and answer.


  Then they lay paths across it, they make harbors at the end, and log their courses to them, they believe in earth and go to find it, they launch great ships, they put a purpose down upon the purposeless waste. Their greatness is a kind of folly, for with wisdom in their hearts they make merry—their sketches, books, constructions, their infinite, laborious skill, are a kind of merriment, as soldiers seize each possible moment to carouse and whore before going into battle, nor do they want to talk of death or slaughter.


  The brain, the old, crafty, wearing brain, that had conceived this ship, that had, out of a fathomless knowledge of ships, foreseen her lines, given balance to her hull, gauged her weights and ten thousand interwoven proportions, was the brain of an old man dying of cancer. That subtle mind that made no error in its million calculations, that shell of eaten fibre, forever cut off now from voyages, chained to a few tottering steps and a quiet room in a small German town, had yet foreseen each movement of this ship upon the water, and had seen great waves storming at her plates. That princely craft that had shaped and launched all this now sat in a chair with rugs about its knees, and drooled porridge from its flaccid mouth, wept with a senile quaver, nagged querulously at children or servants, was pleased and happy as a baby in moments of warmth and ease, wet itself and had to be cleaned, was lost and broken, gabbling now of childhood in Silesia, again of romance with some fat, blowzy waitress of his student days at Bonn.


  And yet this rotting core could lift itself out of its decaying infancy and flicker into fire and craftiness again, and make a ship!


  The ship was a token of her nation’s pride, a great panther of the sea, a proud, swift cat of Italy. Her engines, it is true, were Swedish. Her plates had been forged of British steel upon the Clyde. Her superstructure was the work of Scottish engineering. A German had designed her. Her plumbing was American. And all the rest of her—rich upholstery, murals, the golden chapel where Holy Mass was celebrated, the Chinese Room where one drank drinks, the Renaissance Room where one also drank drinks and smoked, the Pompeian Room where one danced, the English Grill, paneled with oak and hung with sporting prints—all of this was the product of the art of many nations, but the ship unquestionably was Italian.


  She was a mighty ship. Each day the master and the crew and all the passengers measured up the record of her deeds. They exulted in her speed. They boasted of her endurance. They watched her proud undulance and her balanced rhythm in the waters. She was their darling and their joy, and they loved her. The officers walked along her decks talking in low, excited voices. Sometimes one could see them alone together, gesticulating, debating passionately, pausing in silence to observe the ship again, then continuing with more vehemence and pride than before.


  And the ship plunged forward through the storm, trembling like a cat. They watched her swing and dip into the mountainous waters. They saw the smoky mother of the waves boil up across her bows and whip along the decks in sheets of spray that cut like lashes: they felt the ship pause under them, as she got ready for her plunge, or as she rose with proud and dripping head. Then a thousand tons of water smote against her plates, she shuddered like a boxer who has had a body blow, then steadied once again and plunged ahead into the mountainous welter of sea and sky that besieged her like a howling beast. There was no distance and no horizon; there was only this howling welter of sea and sky in which that ship was struggling like an alien presence—in a hell of waters that smoked and boiled, and sent her into deep valleys and rushed down upon her terribly from great heights, that poised her on the Alpine peaks of waves, then fell away below her with the speed of an express train, as if the bottom had fallen from the universe and the sea was plunging down through space. The water was thick and green, and hissing with sheets of foam; and farther off it was grey-black and cold and vicious, and the tops of waves exploded into windy white. The clouds were thick and grey and joined the sea smokily in a living, savage element.


  As day followed day, and the storm mounted in violence and fury, and the great ship lengthened to its stride, meeting its first test grandly and surpassing itself, the suppressed and nervous manner of the officers was supplanted by an air of open jubilation. There were great sudden bursts of laughter among them. They began to look at the stormy sea with insolence and indifference. When questioned about the weather by the passengers, they affected a tone of cool unconcern: Oh yes, it wasn’t bad; there was a bit of a storm on, but they only wished there was some really savage weather so that the ship could show what she could do.


  And this ship was the latest of them all upon the timeless seas. She set a day, and fixed a mark on history. She was the child of all other ships that had made their dots of time and that had brought small, vivid men and all their history upon the water—the Greeks, and the Phoenician traders, the wild, blond Norsemen with their plaited hair, the hot Spaniards, the powdered Frenchmen with their wigs, and the bluff English, moving in to close and board and conquer. These men were lords and captains on the sea, and they had given mortal tongue, and meters of mortal time, to timelessness. Yes! they made strong clocks strike sweetly out upon the ocean; they took the timeless, yearless sea and put the measure of their years upon it; they said, “In such-and-such a year we made this sea our own and took her for our ship and country.”


  This was the ship, and she was time and life there on the ocean. If from sea-caves cold the ageless monsters of the deep had risen, the polyped squirm and women with no loins and seaweed hair, they could have read her time and destiny. She cared for none of this, for she was healthy with the life of man, and men care little for the sea-cave cold. In their few million years what do they know of the vast swarming kingdoms of the sea, or of the earth beyond their scratchings on it?


  The storm had reached the peak of its fury on the fifth day out, and then subsided quickly. Next morning the sun shone full and hot, and the great ship had settled down to a gentle rocking motion.


  A little before noon that day, the third-class smoking room was crowded with a noisy throng of card players, on-lookers, talkers, and pre-luncheon drinkers. At one of the tables in a corner a young man was reading a letter. What he read apparently did not please him, for he scowled morosely, stopped abruptly, and impatiently thrust the letter back into his pocket. And yet, that battered document seemed to have a gloomy fascination for him, too, for presently he took it out again, opened it, and again began to read, this time more intently, with a kind of concentrated bitterness which indicated that his former mood was now tempered by a spirit of truculent denial. And this display of hostile feeling would have seemed doubly curious to an observer had he known that the passage which most aroused the reader’s ire was an apparently innocent remark about the color of the sod.


  The letter had been written by his uncle. And the sentence that the young man could not quite get over, that stuck there in his craw like a distressful fish bone every time he came to it, ran as follows: “You’ve been over there a year, and by this time you must have found out that the wherewithall don’t grow on bushes. So if you’ve seen enough of it, my advice to you would be to come on back home where the grass is green.”


  “Where the grass is green.” This pastoral phrase, with all its implications, was the thing that rankled and hurt. The youth’s face darkened with a look of bitter irony as he reflected that his uncle had imputed to the grass—to the American grass—the very quality in which, by comparison with its European equivalent, it was most lacking.


  His uncle’s phrase, he knew, was figurative. The greenness of the grass was metaphorical. And the metaphor was not wholly pastoral. For, in America—and again, his mind was touched with irony—even the greenness of the grass was reckoned in terms of its commercial value.


  And that was what had hurt. That was where the hook had gone in deep.


  So he sat there scowling at the letter—a young man driving through the grassless main at twenty knots an hour, truculently defiant over just whose grass was green.


  The youth, if not the type and symbol of the period, was yet a symptom of it. He was single, twenty-four years old, American. And, if not like millions of others of his own age and circumstance, at least, like certain tens of thousands of them, he had gone forth to seek the continental Golden Fleece; and now, after a year of questing, he was coming “home” again. Therefore again, the scowl, the hard lip, and the scornful eye.


  Not that, by any means, the insides of our scornful hero were so assured, so grim, so resolutely confident in their high defiance, as the young man’s outer semblance might have led one to believe. He was, to tell the truth, a sullenly lonely, frightened, and unhappy young animal. His uncle’s letter had advised him bluntly to come on “home.” Well, he was coming “home,” and the rub was there. For suddenly he realized that he had no home to come to—that almost every act of his life since his sixteenth year had been a negation of the home which he had had, an effort to escape from it, to get away from it, to create a new life of his own. And now he realized that it would be all the more impossible to return to it.


  His family, he knew, was even more bewildered by his conduct than he was. Like most American families of their class, they were accustomed to judge conduct and accomplishment only in terms of its local and accepted value. And according to these standards his own behavior was absurd. He had gone to Europe. Why? They were astounded, a little awed, and also a little resentful of it. None of his people had ever “gone to Europe.” Going to Europe—so now his lacerated pride gave language to their own opinion—was all very well for people who could afford it. Humph! They just wished they could afford to go “flying off” to Europe for a year or so. Did he think that he—or they—were millionaires? For “going to Europe” was, he knew, in their eyes an exclusive privilege of the monied class. And, although they would have resented any suggestion that they were “not as good” as anybody else, still, according to the moral complex in America, they also accepted without question that there were some things that it was moral for a rich man to do, but immoral for a poor man. “Going to Europe” was one of these.


  And the knowledge that his people felt this way, and the baffled and infuriated sense that he had no reasonable argument to oppose to it—only a rankling sense of outrage and injustice which was all the stronger because his conviction that he was somehow “right” could find no articulate reason to oppose to what were, he knew, the standards of accepted fact—increased his own feeling of solemn arrogance and hostility, his aching sense of homesickness, which was acute, and which derived even more from the feeling that he had no home than from the feeling that he had one.


  Here, too, he was a familiar symptom of the period—a desperately homesick wanderer returning desperately to the home he did not have, a shorn Jason, still seeking and still unassuaged, returning empty-handed with no Golden Fleece. Reviewed with the superior knowing of a later time, it is easy to deride the folly of that pilgrimage, easy to forget the merit of the quest. For the quest was really livened with the Jason touch, blazoned with the Jason fire.


  For this youth, and for many others of his kind, it had not been merely a voyage of easy and corrupt escape, like those with which the rich young people sought diversion and employment for their idleness. Nor had it been like those expeditions of the eighteenth century, the celebrated “Grand Tours,” with which young gentlemen of wealth rounded out their education. His pilgrimage had been a sterner and more lonely one. It had been conceived in the ecstasy of a wild and desperate hope; it had been carried on in the spirit of a desperate adventure, a fanatical exploration that had no resource of strength or of belief except its own lonely and half-tongueless faith. Not even Columbus could have dared the unknown with such desperate resolution or such silent hope, for he at least had had the company of wild adventurers, and the backing of imperial gamblers—these young men had none. Columbus, too, had had the pretext of a Northwest Passage, and he had returned with a handful of foreign earth, the roots and herbage of unknown flowers, as token that perhaps indeed there was beyond man’s hemisphere the promise of another paradise.


  And these? Poor, barren these—these young Columbuses of this latter time—so naked, lonely, so absurd—and with no tongue, no language of their own to meet the jabs, the scorn, the stern reproof of their own kind, or the easy scathing of a later ridicule—this uncertain, famished little crew that had been so unsure even of its own purposes, so defiant in its desperate hope, that it did not even dare to utter it—this desperate little crew had lacked even the security of its own consent, had forborne, through pride and fear, to reveal itself even to its own small company—had gone forth, each by each, in his frail scallop shell of hope, to battle stormy seas alone, to reap there in the unknown world the magic of his own discovery—there, from the leaden vacancy of foreign skies to derive the substance of his own America—and, losing home, to find anew the home that he had lost—so naked, homeless, yet not utterly forlorn—here to return, still tongueless, still unfound, and still seeking—still seeking home.


  And yet not utterly forlorn. Not utterly forlorn. The shorn Jason turned into the West again. The young Columbus was sailing home again without even the clink of a golden coin in his worn pocket, and not even a hand’s breadth of the earth of his America. It was a sorry figure that he cut. And yet—he was not utterly forlorn.


  As the young man sat there at his table he was joined presently by another man who had just entered the smoking room, and who now, after speaking to the youth, took a seat across from him and signaled to a waiter. The newcomer was a man of thirty years or more. He was of somewhat stocky build, with reddish hair, and with a florid, fresh complexion which, although it gave him a healthy “outdoors” kind of look, also showed traces of alcoholic stimulation. He was well-dressed, and his well-cut and even fashionable costume had a kind of easy casualness that can only be achieved through long custom and through association with the most expensive tailors. He might perhaps be best described as a “sporting” type, the type of man one often sees in England, whose chief interest in life seems to be sport—golf, hunting, horses—and the consumption of large quantities of whiskey. By the same token, indefinably and yet unmistakably, this man belonged to the American branch of the family. One could almost call him “post-collegiate.” It was not that he actually seemed to be trying to be young beyond his years. As a matter of fact, his reddish hair was already growing thin on top, he had a bald spot, and more than a suggestion of a paunch about his waist, but he seemed to be cheerfully and healthily unconcerned with either. It was only that, having presumably finished his college years, he seemed never to have graduated into responsibilities of a maturer and more serious manhood. Thus, if he was not an old college boy, he was obviously the kind of man that college boys are often attracted to. One might have inferred from looking at him that he was the kind of man who habitually, and perhaps unconsciously, associated with men somewhat younger than himself—and this inference would have been correct.


  Jim Plemmons was, as a matter of fact, one of those men that one can always find on the outskirts of the more fashionable universities. He was just over thirty—a kind of hangover from one of the recent college generations—and he was still getting his living and his life out of the college life and the association of college men. Usually such men have a somewhat rusty axe to grind. Their means are devious and unsure. They are kept employed by some business or other as a kind of extra-curricular bond salesman—their value to the business presumably lying in the “contacts” they can make: their personal agreeableness, their ability to “mix,” their acquaintanceship with students, and their familiarity with the more fashionable ways of student life being relied upon to grease the skids of commerce with the oil of fellowship. In this capacity they serve a varied enterprise. Some work for fashionable tailors or purveyors of men’s clothing. Some sell automobiles, some tobacco. Plemmons himself was employed by a sporting goods concern.


  He was skilled, as men of his type often are, in the arts of “going along” with people of superior wealth. He had, as a matter of fact, a wide and extensive acquaintanceship among the passengers in the first-class cabins, and a large part of his time since coming aboard had been spent “up there.” Monk suspected he had been there now.


  “Oh, here you are,” said Plemmons with an air of casual discovery as he came up and dropped into a chair. He fumbled in his pocket for his pipe and an oiled tobacco pouch, and, pausing briefly, said, “What’s yours?” as the steward approached the table.


  Monk hesitated just a moment: “Oh—scotch and soda, I suppose.”


  “Two,” said Plemmons briefly, and the steward departed. “I have been looking for you out on deck,” said Plemmons as he stuffed his pipe and lighted it. “Where have you been all morning? I didn’t see you.”


  “No. I slept until eleven. I just came up.”


  “You should have been with me,” the older man remarked. “I looked for you. I thought you might like to come along.”


  “Why? Where have you been?”


  “I went up and took a swim.”


  He did not say where “up” was. There was no need to. “Up” meant first-class, and for a moment the younger man felt a touch of anger at the calm assurance with which the other took possession of all the perquisites of wealth and luxury while paying only for the modest accommodations of the poor. And perhaps that moment’s anger was touched with just a trace of envy, too. For the younger man perceived in Plemmons a social assurance which he himself certainly did not have, and although he more than suspected that there was a good deal of shoddy in the older man’s life—a good deal of pretense for which he must inevitably pay at times at the cost of his self-respect—he found himself more than once impressed by this show of easy manners and by this assumption of monied privilege which his own pride and constraint would prevent him from taking. Moreover, to his occasional annoyance, he found himself at times responding unconsciously to Plemmons’ casual manner—playing up to it, assuming himself an air of easy knowingness which he was far from feeling, and acting in a way that was false and unnatural to him. And the base of the whole thing—what he really resented—was the implied arrogance of it.


  Plemmons treated his entire existence among the third-class passengers as a kind of jolly slumming expedition. Not that he acted as if he thought himself in any way superior to it. On the contrary, he took pains to make himself agreeable to everybody. He was the “life” of the table at which both of them were seated in the dining salon. His full-blooded geniality dominated the whole group, that humble and familiar little group which included an old Jew, an Italian laboring man, a German butcher, a little middle-class English woman married to an American—just an average slice of third-class humanity, the kind of people one sees everywhere, upon the streets and in the subways, plying their humble traffic across the great seas on visits home, the whole dense weft and web of plain humanity everywhere that weave the homely threads of this great earth together. All these, of course, were delighted with Plemmons. There was an air of expectancy at the table before he came: he always arrived, of course, a half-hour late, but it is likely that they would have waited for him anyway through the course of a full meal, just for the pleasure that he gave them. He represented for them all, perhaps, the embodiment of some warmer, gayer, and more care-free life—the kind of life they would themselves have liked to lead if they could have afforded it, if the hard, sheer needs of poverty, family, and employment had permitted them. Already he was a kind of semi-legendary figure among them—a type of the rich young man without a care, or, if not a rich young man, almost the same thing, a fellow who went with rich young men, who spent his money like a rich young man, who was himself so much a part of that distant and enchanted world of wealth that he felt and acted “rich.”


  There was no doubt about it, he was a fine fellow, generous, genial, “democratic”—just like “all the rest of us”—and yet, as anyone could see, a gentleman. So it was no wonder that the humble, hodden little gathering at his dining table always waited for him expectantly, with a sense of pleasure and of glee—always looked forward happily to his arrival a half-hour behind but four good drinks ahead. They wouldn’t have missed him for the world: the whole table was on the grin as he approached. He radiated so much ruddy warmth, so much cheerful casualness, such care-free, pleasant, slightly bibulous good spirits.


  But now, in spite of all these engaging qualities—or perhaps because of them—Monk was conscious of a moment’s flare of quick resentment, a feeling that this genial “democracy” of his companion which most of these simple people found so charming, and into which, to his own chagrin, he felt himself betrayed when in the company of Plemmons, was at bottom a spurious and rather shoddy thing, and all of its aspects, really, so far from being what it pretended—a feeling of real fellowship and of true respect for one’s fellow man—no such thing at all; but, essentially, the shabby self-indulgence of a snob.


  And yet, he too was conscious of a pleasant warmth in the man’s persuasive charm as Plemmons tamped his pipe and lighted it, and in a moment, puffing comfortably, said casually:


  “What are you doing tonight?”


  “Why—” a little puzzled, the other considered for a moment—“nothing, I suppose. ... Of course,” he grinned a little, “there’s a ship’s concert, isn’t there? I suppose I’ll go to that. Are you going?”


  “Yes.” Plemmons puffed vigorously for a moment until he drew his pipe into a steady glow. “As a matter of fact,” he continued, “that’s what I came to speak to you about. Are you going to be free?”


  “Yes, of course. Why?”


  “Because,” said Plemmons, “I have just come down from first. And I have two friends up there.” He was silent for a moment, puffing at his pipe, and then, his ruddy face suffusing with a pleasant humor, and with a twinkle in his eye, he glanced quickly at the younger man and chuckled quietly. “If I may say so—two extremely beautiful and lovely ladies. I have been telling them about you,” he said, and made no further explanation, although the other wondered what the man could “tell” about him that could possibly be of any interest to two utter strangers—“and they would like very much to meet you.” Again he gave no explanation to this eagerly mysterious desire, but, as if sensing the other’s quick, inquiring look, he went on rapidly: “I am going up there again tonight to meet them. I told them about the ship’s concert down here, and all the people, and they said they would like to come down. So if you are not doing anything, I thought you might like to come along with me.” He said all this quickly, and very casually. But now he was silent for a moment, and then, looking seriously towards the younger man, he said quietly and with a note of paternal kindliness: “I think I would do it if I were you. After all, if you are trying to write, it won’t hurt you to know people. And one of these women is a very fine and talented person herself, who takes a great interest in the theatre and knows all kinds of people in New York that you might like to know. I wish you would meet her and talk to her. What do you say?”


  “Of course,” the other said, and was instantly conscious of a thrill of pleasure and excitement as, boylike, his imagination began to build glowing pictures of the two lovely strangers he was going to meet that evening. “I’d be delighted. And it is awfully nice of you to ask me, Plemmons.” And sensing the genuine kindliness of the act, he felt a warm feeling of affection and gratefulness for the other man.


  “Good,” said Plemmons quickly and with an air of satisfaction. “We’ll go up after dinner. You don’t need to dress of course,” he said quickly, as if to relieve any apprehension in the other’s mind. “I’m not going to. So come just as you are.”


  As [At] this moment the gong rang for luncheon and the noisy groups of people at the tables began to get up and leave the room. Plemmons raised his hand and signaled to the steward:


  “Two more,” he said.


  Shortly after half-past eight of the same evening the two young men made the venturesome expedition “up to first.” The crossing of the magic line proved very simple: it was achieved merely by mounting a flight of steps that led to an upper deck, vaulting across a locked gate, and trying a door that Plemmons knew from past experience would be unlocked. The door yielded instantly: the two young men stepped quickly through and, for the younger man at least, into the precincts of another world.


  The change was instant and overwhelming. Not even Alice in her magical transition through the looking glass found a transformation more astounding. It was not that the essential materials of the two worlds had changed. Both had been wrought out of the same basic substances of wood, of iron, of steel, of bolted metal. But the difference was dimensional. The effect upon the explorer from the other world was one of miraculous enlargement. The first thing that one felt was a sense of tremendous release—a sense of escape from a world that was crowded, shut-off, cluttered, and confined, into a world that opened up with an almost infinite vista of space, of width, of distance, and of freedom. They had emerged upon one of the decks of the great liner, but to the younger man it was as if they had stepped suddenly into a broad and endless avenue. There was a sense of almost silent but tremendously vital dynamic energy. After the fury of the storm, and the incessant jarring vibration that never ceased below, one had here the feeling of a world as solid and as motionless as a city street. There was almost no vibration here, and no perceptible motion of the ship.


  The sense of space, of silence, and of secret and mysterious power was enhanced by the almost deserted appearance of the deck. Far away, ahead of them, a man and woman, both attired in evening dress, were pacing slowly, arm in arm. And the sight of these two distant, moving figures, the slow and graceful undulance, the satiny smoothness of the woman’s lovely back, gave to the whole scene a sense of wealth, of luxury, and of proportion that nothing else on earth could do. A little page, his red cheeks shining above the double rows of brass on his jacket, moved briskly along, turned in at an entrance way, and disappeared. A young officer, with his cap set at a jaunty angle on his head, walked past, but no one seemed to notice them.


  Plemmons led the way; they went along the deck and turned in at a door that entered into another world of silence, a tremendous corridor of polished wood. Here the experienced guide quickly found another flight of stairs that led up to an upper deck, and now again they stepped out upon another tremendous promenade, a promenade even more astounding in its atmosphere of space, of width, of vista, and of luxury than the one below. This promenade was glass-enclosed, which added to the impression of its wealth. More people were to be seen here, pacing, the white shirt-fronts and evening black of men, the pearl-hued nakedness of women’s shoulders. And yet there were not many people—a few couples making the great promenade around the deck, a few more stretched out in their steamer chairs. Broad windows flanked beside, and through these windows one could see the interiors of tremendous rooms—great lounges and salons, and cafés as large as those one would see in a great hotel, as solid-seeming also, as luxurious. Plemmons led the way quickly and confidently back along this deck in the direction of the stern, and finding here another flight of stairs, he mounted swiftly, and presently led the way around into a small verandah-like café, covered on top but open at the end, so that one had a clear view backward out across the broad wake of the ship. Here they seated themselves at a table and ordered a drink.


  In response to Plemmons’ inquiry, the steward replied that most of the passengers were still at dinner. Plemmons scrawled a note and dispatched it by a page. Presently the boy returned with a message that the ladies had not yet got up from dinner, but would join them presently.


  The young men sat and drank their drinks. Shortly before nine o’clock they heard steps approaching along the passageway that led to the café. Plemmons looked around quickly, then got up.


  “Oh, hello, Lily,” he said. “Where is Mrs. Jack?”


  Then he made introductions. The young woman whom he had just greeted turned and shook hands with Monk coldly, then turned again to Plemmons. She was a woman of thirty years or more, of sensational and even formidable appearance. Perhaps not many people would have called her beautiful, but everybody certainly would have admitted that she was astoundingly handsome. She was quite tall for a woman, with big limbs and large proportions. In fact, she just escaped massiveness, but her bigness was curiously mingled with an almost fragile delicacy. Monk noticed when he shook hands with her that her hand was almost as small and slender as a little girl’s, and in her manner also, which was almost repellantly [repellently] sullen and aloof, he noticed something timid, almost shrinking and afraid. She had a dark and Slavic face, and a mane of dark black hair which somehow contrived to give a cloudlike, wild, and stormy look to her whole head. Her voice was fruity, and had in it also a note of protest, as if she was impatient with nearly everything—with being bored by the people she met and by the things they said to her, of being weary and impatient with almost everyone and everything. It was quite a mannered voice, as well, and by its accents suggested the mannerisms of a person who had lived in England and had aped their way of speech.


  While the young woman stood there talking to Plemmons in her fruity, mannered, and half-sullen voice, they heard steps again along the passageway, this time brisker, shorter, and half running. They turned, the young woman said, “Here’s Esther now,” and another woman now came in.


  Monk’s first impression of her was of a woman of middle age, of small but energetic figure and with a very fresh, ruddy, and healthy face. If his own mental phrase at the moment could ever have been recaptured or defined, he would probably have described her simply as “a nice-looking woman,” and let it go at that. And this is probably the way she would have impressed most people who saw her for the first time or who passed her on the street. Her small but businesslike figure, her brisk steps, the general impression she conveyed of a healthy and energetic vitality, and her small, rosy, and good-humored face would have given anyone who saw her a pleasant feeling, a feeling of affectionate regard and interest—and nothing more. Most people would have felt pleasantly warmed by the sight of her if they had passed her on the street, but few people would have paused to look back at her a second time.


  At the moment when she entered the verandah café, although she had been looking for them and knew that they had been waiting for her, her manner at seeing them was surprised and even a little bewildered. She stopped and then cried: “Oh, hello, Mr. Plemmons, there you are. Did I keep you waiting—hah?”


  This was spoken in a rapid and even excited tone. It was evident that the words required no answer, but were rather a kind of involuntary expletive of the excitement and surprise which were apparently qualities of her personality.


  Plemmons now made introductions. The woman turned to Monk and shook hands with a brief, firm grasp and a friendly look. Then she turned immediately to Plemmons with a brightly inquiring and hopeful smile, “Well, are you going to take us down to see the show—hah?”


  Plemmons was a little flushed from drink and in good spirits. Banteringly, he said: “So you really think you want to see how the other half lives, do you?”—and, looking at her for a moment, laughed.


  Apparently she did not understand him at first, and said “Hah?” again.


  “I say,” he said somewhat more pointedly, “do you think you can stand it down there with all us immigrants?”


  Her response to this was very quick, spontaneous, and charming. She shrugged her shoulders, and raised her hands in a gesture of comical protest, at the same time saying with a droll solemnity: “Vell vy nod? Am I nod mine-self an immi-grunt?”


  The words were not themselves very funny or witty, but her improvisation was so quick and natural that the effect of them was irresistible. She conceived the part so instantly, and threw herself into it at once with so much earnestness, like a child absorbed in its own play-acting, and finally her own delight in her performance—for immediately she was shaken by a gale of laughter, she put her handkerchief to her mouth and shrieked faintly, as if in answer to some unspoken protest—“I know but it was funny, wasn’t it?”—and then set off again in hysterical tremors—all this was so engaging in its whole-hearted appreciation of itself that the two young men grinned, and even the sullen and smoldering face of the tall, sensational-looking woman was lighted by an unwilling laugh and she said protestingly, “Oh, Esther, honestly, you are the most—” and then broke off with a helpless shrug of defeat.


  As for Plemmons, he too laughed, and then said concedingly, “Well, after that I think we had all better have a drink.”


  And, pleasantly warmed and drawn together by the woman’s quick and natural display of spontaneous humor, they all sat down at one of the tables.


  From that night on, Monk was never able again to see that woman as perhaps she really was, as she must have looked to many other people, as she had even looked to him the first moment that he saw her. He was never able thereafter to see her as a matronly figure of middle age, a creature with a warm and jolly little face, a wholesome and indomitable energy for every day, a shrewd, able, and immensely talented creature of action, able to hold her own in a man’s world. These things he knew or found out about her later, but this picture of her, which was perhaps the one by which the world best knew her, was gone forever.


  She became the most beautiful woman that ever lived—and not in any symbolic or idealistic sense—but with all the blazing, literal, and mad concreteness of his imagination. She became the creature of incomparable loveliness to whom all the other women in the world must be compared, the creature with whose image he would for years walk the city’s swarming streets, looking into the faces of every woman he passed with a feeling of disgust, muttering:


  “No—no good. Bad ... coarse ... meager ... thin ... sterile. There’s no one like her—no one in the whole world who can touch her!”


  So did the great ship come to port at last, and there four hundred people who had been caught up in the lonely immensity of the sea for seven days left her, and were joined to the earth and men again. The familiar noises of life rang in their ears again; the great roar of the city, and of its mighty machines, by which man has striven to forget that he is brief and lost, rose comfortingly around them.


  Thus they were mixed and scattered in the crowd. Their lives began their myriad weavings. Through a million dots of men and masses they were woven—some to their dwellings in the city, some on vast nets of rails and by great engines through the land.


  All went their ways and met their destinies. All were lost upon the enormous land again.


  But whether any found joy or wisdom there, what man knows?


  [¬]
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  THE LETTER


  Among the whole complex of reasons that had brought Monk back to America was one of the most distressing practicality. He had spent all his money, and now would have to earn his living. This problem had caused him much anxiety during his year abroad. He did not know what he was fitted for, unless it was some kind of academic post, and he wanted, if possible, to stay in New York. So he had made application and submitted his qualifications to one of the large educational factories in the city. There had been much correspondence, and a few friends had also been active in his behalf, and, shortly before he sailed from Europe, word had come that the job was his. The School for Utility Cultures, Inc., was downtown, and when Monk got off the boat he engaged a room at a small hotel near by that would be convenient to his work. Then, with the good feeling that he was at last established and “on his own,” he took the train for Libya Hill to pay his duties to Aunt Maw and Uncle Mark in the brief interim before school opened.


  When he returned to New York after this short visit, the city seemed deserted. He saw no one he knew, and almost immediately the great exhilaration of return was succeeded by the old feeling of haunting homelessness, of looking for something that was not there. Everyone who has ever returned to New York after an absence must have had this feeling; it is so overwhelming and characteristic of the city’s life that people feel it even when they have been away only for a month or two.


  And in a way it is this very quality that makes the life of the city so wonderful and so terrible. It is the most homeless home in all the world. It is the gigantic tenement of Here Comes Everybody. And that is what makes it so strange, so cruel, so tender, and so beautiful. One belongs to New York instantly, one belongs to it as much in five minutes as in five years, and he who owns the swarming rock is not he who died on Wednesday—for he, alas, is already forgotten—but he who came to town last night.


  It is such a cruel, such a loving friend. It has given to many people fleeing from the little towns, from the bigotry and meanness of a constricted life, the bounty of its flashing and passionate life, the mercy of its refuge, the hope, the thrilling inspiration of all its million promises. And it gives them its oblivion, too. It says to them: “Here I am, and I am yours; take me, use me as you will; be young and proud and beautiful here in your young might.” And at the same time it tells them that they will be nothing here, no more than a grain of dust; that they can come and sweat and swink and pour into the vortex of the city’s life all of the hope, the grief, the pain, the passion, and the ecstasy that youth can know, or that a single life can hold, and, so living, die here and be charioted to swift burials and at once forgot, and leave not even a print of a heel upon these swarming pavements as a sign that a blazing meteor has come to naught.


  And herein lies the magic and the mystery and the wonder of the immortal city. It offers all, and yet it offers nothing. It gives to every man a home, and it is the great No Home of the earth. It invites all human drops of water to the grand oblivion of its ceaseless tides, and yet it gives to every mother’s son the promise of the sea.


  All this returned to Monk at once, and so possessed him with terror and fascination. Save for casual nods, a word or two now spoken in half-friendly greeting, a face or two that he had seen before, it was all as if he had never been here, never lived here, never spent two whole years of his youth, his ardor, passion, and devotion within the laneways of this monstrous honeycomb. His stunned mind praised it, and words made echoes in his ears: “I’ve—I’ve been away—and now I’m home again.”


  During the two weeks that he had remained in Libya Hill he found himself thinking of Esther a great deal—far more than he was willing to admit. When he had returned to New York and asked for mail at the hotel desk, he was aware of a crushing feeling of disappointment when the clerk told him there was none, and this feeling, so overwhelming that for an hour or so it left him with a sick heart, was succeeded quickly by one of fierce contempt and hard impermeability—the natural and instinctive response of youth to the disappointment into which its own romantic hope and lacerated pride have betrayed it. He told himself savagely that it did not matter. Deliberately, he now tried to take the most cynical view of the whole thing: the experience, he told himself, was nothing but the familiar one of a wealthy woman toying with a lover during the secure isolation of a voyage. Now that she was back home again, she had resumed her former life of unchallenged respectability with her family, her husband, and her friends, and now butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth for quite another year until she got away upon another trip. Then, of course, there would be more romance, more promises, a whole succession of new lovers.


  He was so fiercely and grievously hurt that he now told himself that he had known this all along, that this was just what he had expected. Because he felt such a rankling sense of wounded pride and personal humiliation at the knowledge of how deeply his own feelings had been involved, and of how much he had hoped and looked forward to a different sort of consummation, he now tried to convince himself that he had been completely, toughly detached from the whole thing from the beginning—that he had had his fun as she had hers and that now it was all over, it had all turned out according to prophecy, and he had nothing to regret.


  With this hard resolution, he plunged into his work and tried to forget about it. For a few days, almost he succeeded. It was the beginning of the term, there were classes to meet, new names to know, new faces to learn, the whole program of new work to lay out, and for a while this kept her buried in his thoughts.


  But she came back. He kept putting her away, but he found he could no more banish her out of his life than he could banish memory out of his blood. She kept coming back incessantly—the memory of her flower face, her jolly look, her voice, her laugh, the brisk movement of her small but energetic figure, the whole memory of their last night together on the ship with the promise of its half-realized embrace—all this came back to haunt his mind, to burn there in his memory with the intolerable brightness of a vision. What made the memory of all this even harder to endure was a sense of its overwhelming reality, together with the maddening sense that all of it had happened in another world—a world now lost and unapproachable forevermore. It had all happened in that haunting other world ’twixt land and land, in that strange and fated cosmos of a ship. And now he was baffled and maddened by the sense that this world with all its beauty, loveliness, and impossible reality was lost to him forever, had been fractured like a bubble at the moment of its contact with the land; and that now—with its huge cargo of longing and unrealized desire, for all its reality, now stranger, more insubstantial than a dream—it must live forever now uncaptured, to burn, to sear, to hackle in his heart.


  Well, then, he must forget it. But he could not. It kept coming back to haunt him all the time, together with that flower of a face.


  The upshot of it all was that he sat down one night and wrote her a letter. It was one of those pompous, foolish, vainglorious letters that young men write, that seem so fine when they write them, and that they writhe over when they recall them later. Instead of telling the woman the truth, which was that he had missed her and thought about her and wanted earnestly to see her again, he struck a very high and mighty attitude, cleared his epistolary throat, and let the periods roll.


  “Dear Mrs. Jack,” he began—he all but started it “Dear Madam”—“I do not know if you remember me or not”—although he knew she would. “It has been my experience along life’s way”—he liked the sound of “it has been my experience,” it had a ring of mature authority and casual knowingness that he thought was quite impressive, but he went back and crossed out “along life’s way” as being trite and probably sentimental. “I believe you spoke of seeing me again. If by chance you should remember me, and should ever feel inclined to see me, my address is here at this hotel.” He thought this part was pretty neat: it salved his pride a bit, since it put him in the position of graciously conferring a privilege on someone who was fairly clamoring to meet him again. “However, if you do not feel inclined, it does not matter; after all, ours was a chance acquaintance of the voyage—and these things pass. ... In a life which for the most part has been lived alone, I have learned to expect or ask for nothing. ... Whatever else the world may say of me, I have never truckled to the mob, nor for a moment bent the pregnant hinges of the knee to flatter the vanity of the idle rich.” It is hard to say just what this had to do with his desire to see this woman again, but he thought it had a fine, ringing note of proud independence—particularly the part about not truckling to the mob—so he let this stay. However, upon reëxamination, the part about bending the pregnant hinges of the knee to flatter the vanity of the idle rich seemed to him a little too harsh and pointed, so he modified this somewhat to read, “to flatter the vanity of the individual.”


  When he had finished this high piece of thumping rhetoric it was seventeen pages long, and as he read it over he felt a sense of vague but strong unhappiness and discontent. To inform a lady casually that he would be graciously pleased to see her again if she liked, but that if she didn’t it was all one to him and didn’t matter, was very well. But he felt that seventeen pages to express this casual disinterest was laying it on a bit thick. Assuredly he was not satisfied with it, for he rewrote it several times, striking out phrases here and there, condensing it, modifying some of the more truculent asperities, and trying to give the whole creation a tone of casual urbanity. The best he could finally achieve, however, was an epistle of some eleven pages, still pretty high in manner, and grimly declaratory of his resolve not to “truckle,” but of a somewhat more conciliating texture than his early efforts. Having accomplished this, he sealed it, addressed it, started to drop it in the box—withdrew—began—withdrew—and wound up by thrusting the envelope morosely in his inner breast pocket and walking around with it a day or two, wearing it sullenly, so to speak, until the document was soiled and dog-eared from much use, and then, in a fit of furious self-contempt, thrusting it into a letter-box one night and banging down the lid—after which fatal and irrevocable clangor, he realized he had made a fool of himself, and wondered miserably why he had concocted this gaudy and pretending fanfaronade, when all that had been needed was plain speech.


  Whereat, his darkened mind got busily to work upon this painful mystery—how he had done this thing before in letters to his family or friends, and how a man could feel so truly and yet write so false. It made the heart sink down to see how often in such ways he had been self-betrayed and had no one but himself to blame.


  But, of such is youth. And he was young.


  [¬]
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  THE RIDE


  The phone rang next morning before he was out of bed. He woke, rolled over drowsily, reached for the instrument, and, as consciousness began to dawn, grunted with the unpleasant awareness of a man who has done something the night before which he would like to forget, and which he knows he will presently remember plainly. In another moment he sat bolt upright, taut as a wire, and listening—he had heard her voice upon the phone:


  “Hello! ... Oh, hello! ...”


  Even in the electric thrill of recognition, he was conscious of a feeling of disappointment and regret. Over the phone her voice seemed sharper than he had remembered it. It was, he saw, a “city” voice, a little cracked, impatient, and a trifle shrill.


  “Oh—” she said less loudly, when she was sure that she had reached him. “Hello. ... How are you?” She seemed a little nervous now, and ill at ease, as if some memory of their last meeting had now come back to embarrass her in this plain work-of-morning style. “I got your letter,” she went on quickly and a little awkwardly. “I was glad to hear from you. ... Look!” after a brief pause, she spoke abruptly, “How’d you like to see the show tonight?”


  The friendly words both reassured him and relieved him, and also gave him the vague shock of disappointment and disillusion he had felt before. He did not quite know why, but probably he had expected something more “romantic.” The rather sharp voice, the sense of awkwardness and constraint, and the homely sound of “How’d you like to see the show tonight?” were not what he had expected at all.


  But all the same he was overjoyed to hear from her, and he stammered out that of course he would like to see the show.


  “All right, then,” she said, concluding the matter rapidly, with a suggestion of relief. “Do you know where the theatre is? ... Do you know how to get there—hah?” Before he had a chance to answer, she had gone right on with her directions, telling him what to do. “And I’ll meet you there at twenty after eight. ... I’ll have a ticket for you. ... I’ll meet you there in front of the theatah”—even in his excitement he noticed her quick, neat pronunciation of the last word. Then, after quickly repeating her instructions, and, even while he was still blundering out his thanks, she said quickly, nervously, and impatiently, as if somehow eager to conclude the matter before anything more could be said: “Well, then ... good ... I’ll be expecting you. ... Will be nice to see you again”—and before he could say anything else, she had hung up.


  That day was to be forever after printed on his memory as a day that was divided in two moments—one in the early morning, one at night. Of what happened in between he later on would have no recollection. Presumably, he got up and dressed and went about the business of the day. He met his classes and he did his work, he wove his way among the million others of the never-ending streets—but all these things, these acts, these tones and lights and weathers, all these faces, were later as blank and as unmemoried as if they never had occurred.


  Curiously, he was later to remember with a poignant and haunting vividness the details of the ride he took that evening as he went to meet her.


  The theatre, one of those little theatres that had their inception as a kind of work of charity, as a sort of adjunct to “settlement work” among “the poor classes,” was supported largely by the endowments of wealthy females, and had grown quite celebrated in recent years. In the beginning, no doubt, its purposes had been largely humanitarian. That is to say, certain yearning sensitivenesses had banded together in a kind of cultural federation whose motto might very well have been: “They’ve got to eat cake.” At the inception, there was probably a good deal of nonsense about “bringing beauty into their lives,” ennobling the swarming masses of the East Side through the ballet, “the arts of the dance,” “the theatre of ideas,” and all the rest of the pure old neurotic æstheticism that tainted the theatre of the period.


  As the years had passed, however, these aspirations had undergone a curious and ironic transformation. The ideals were much the same but the personnel had changed. The most considerable portion of the audiences that now packed this little theatre nightly were, it is true, from the East Side, but the East Side had now moved uptown, and the struggling masses were derived from the fashionable apartment houses of that district. They arrived in glittering machines in which large areas of bare back and shirt front were visible, and although the masses still struggled, their struggles were now largely confined to getting in—“Six for tonight down front, if you’ve got them—and this is Mr. Mæcenas Gotrox speaking.”


  Yes, the Community Guild had moved uptown, although it still did business in the same old place. It had grown fashionable, and it was thriving on its blight. It still did “finer things,” of course, but it did them with eye cocked on the boiled-shirt trade. And the boiled-shirt trade was ready—nay, was eager—to be eyed. Indeed, the fashionable success of the little theatre in the last year or two had been so great that it was now in the comfortable position to which the Lady Harlot always aspires when she is having a run of luck—she could pick and choose, fix her own price, and roundly sneer at all her victims even as she took their money—which is to say, that for all its fine pretenses, its cultural programs, its “brave experiments,” and all the rest of it, the Painted Jade was sitting in the saddle, in the playhouse, and from the look of things the Painted Jade had come to stay. For Fashion cracked the whip, and Fashion had decreed that trips into the lower East Side were now not only in order but compulsory; there could be no dinner talk hereafter without an excursion to the lower East.


  And yet a trip down to the lower East Side was always a curiously memorable and moving experience, and the young man felt this more than ever as he was driven there this evening at the appointed time. It had always seemed to him, he did not know why, the real New York—for all its poverty, its squalor, its swarming confinement, the essential New York; by all odds the richest, the most exciting, the most colorful New York that he had known. And now, upon this evening, the thrilling reality and vitality of the great East Side was revealed to him as it had never been before. The taxicab wheeled swiftly along the almost deserted pavement of lower Broadway, turned east along an intersecting street, and at length turned south again on Second Avenue. Here, it seemed that one had entered into another world. The street was, in the phrase of the city, “a little Broadway”—“the Broadway of the whole East Side.” It seemed to him that the description did not do justice to the street. If it was a Broadway, it was, he thought, a better Broadway—a Broadway with the warmth of life, the thronging sense of the community, a Broadway of a richer and a more secure humanity.


  It is just this quality that makes the lower East Side of Manhattan so wonderful, and tonight he was able to define it for the first time. Suddenly he understood that this, of all the sections of the city, was the only one where the people seemed to belong, where they were “at home.” Or, if it was not the only one, it was preeminently and dominantly the first. The great salmon-hued apartment houses of the fashionable uptown districts lacked humanity. One look at them—the clifflike walls of Park Avenue, the ceaseless flight of motor cars, the cheaper bourgeois gaudiness of the great façades along the Drive—brought a sense of desolation. They brought into the soul of man the heartless evocations of a ruthless world—a world of lives that had no earth in them, a world of burnished myrmidons, each with the same hard polish, the varnish of the same hard style—lives that had come from God knows where, and too often were trying to conceal the places where they did come from, and lives that were going God knows where—a rattle of dry rice along the pavement, a scamper of dead leaves along the barren ways, a handful of smooth gravel flung against a wall—oh, call it anything you like, but it was not a Place.


  Place! That was the word he had needed, and now that single, simple word defined the image of his thought. The East Side was a Place—and that was the thing that made it wonderful. It was a Place that people came from, where men were born and lived and worked and sweated and died. God knows, in so many hard and different ways it was not a pleasant Place, not a lovely Place, not an easy Place in which to live. It was a Place in which there had been crime and poverty, squalor and disease, violence and filth and hate and hell and murder and oppression. It was a Place into which the rulers of the Great Land of Canaan had taken millions of the oppressed, the stricken, the suffering, and the fleeing of mankind who had been drawn hither by the hope of their own desperate need, and had here confined them, here exploited them, here betrayed them, here distilled their blood into the golden clink of profit, here compelled the creatures of their fellow flesh and blood to eat the bread of misery and to dwell in habitations that were unfit for swine.


  And the East? Had it been beaten in this bloody moil? Had all the life been taken from the East? Was the great East now wrecked and riddled utterly? No—for suddenly he looked, and for the first time there “saw the East,” and knew the heart of the East was invincible; and that, for some inscrutable past of irony, the masters of the East had grown barren on their stolen fat, and the East had grown stronger on the blood it bled.


  It was as if, somehow, every drop of blood that ever had been shed here in the East, every drop of sweat and every cry, every step of every weary way, the whole huge and intolerable compost of poverty, violence, brutal work, and human wretchedness—yes, and every cry that was ever shouted in the East, in the crowded streets, every burst of laughter, every smile, and every song—the whole vast fellowship of need, of hardship, and of poverty that bands the stricken of the earth together with its living nerves had got into the very substance of the East, had given it a thrilling life and warmth and richness that no other Place that he had seen had had.


  Call it an old saddle, worn by an old rider and sweat-cured by an old horse; call it an old shoe, a battered hat, a worn chair, the hollowed roundness of an old stone step that has been worn by seven centuries of feet—in these things you will find some of the qualities that made the East. Each drop of sweat, each drop of blood, each song, each boy’s shout, each child’s cry, had worked its way into the lintels of the East, had got into each dark and narrow hallway, was seasoned there into the creaking of each worn step, the sagging of each spare rail, had gotten somehow, God knows how again, into the rusty angularity of those bleak architectures in the East, the façades of those grim and grimy tenements, the very texture of the stone—yes, even the very color of the old red brick that was so thrilling, so wonderful, that just to look at it was enough to touch the heart with an electric thrill, to knot and catch the throat in a sudden clutch of nameless and unknown but powerful excitement. Yes, all of this had got into the East, and because of all of this the East had got to be a Place. And because it was a Place, the East was wonderful.


  Second Avenue was swarming with its nocturnal life. The shops, the restaurants, and the stores were open; the place was charged with the real vitality of night, a vitality that is not happy but that is burning with an insatiable hope, a feeling of immediate expectancy, the overwhelming sense that the thrilling, the exciting, the wonderful thing is just there within touch, and may be grasped at any moment. In this way again, the street was most American, and it occurred to the young man that the true cleavages, differences, and separations in American life are not really those of color, race, section, or class distinction, but simply those of kind; and that in all its essential elements this street was an “American” street in its nocturnal excitement, its love of nighttime, the thrilling expectancy that night arouses in all of us, closely akin to the essential life of any American street—of a street on Saturday night in a Colorado town when the farmers, the Mexicans, the big sugar workers have come in, to life in a town in South Carolina, or in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, when the farmers and cotton planters have come in, or in a Piedmont mill town when the mill hands throng the street and crowd the aisles of the 5-and-10-cent stores, or of a Pennsylvania Dutch town, or of any town throughout the length and breadth of the whole country where people go “downtown” on Saturday night—expecting “it” to happen, thronging around, milling around, waiting for—nothing.


  Well, this was “it.” He knew it, had seen it, lived it, breathed it, felt its strange and nameless thrill, its sharp, throat-gathering excitement, like an ache there in the throat, ten thousand times, in his own small town. Yes, this was “it”—but unmistakably itself, in its own way—Saturday night here every night and all the time—but just the same “American”—the real American—with the everlasting hope in darkness that never happens but that may arrive. Here was the American hope, the wild, nocturnal hope, the hope that has given life to all our poetry, all our prose, all our thoughts, and all our culture—the darkness where our hope grows, out of which the whole of what we are will be conceived. The Place was simply boiling with the heart, the hope, the life of nighttime in America; and in this way—yes, even to its rusted cornices, its tenemented surfaces, its old red brick, it was American—“a damn sight more American,” so he phrased it, than Park Avenue.


  They turned the corner, they were in between the tenements again, they halted to a stop—and there, beside him at the corner curb, were a battered, rusty ash can, the splintered lathings of a broken box, the crackling whippings of a fire, and, sharp playing, leaping with uneven legs, a group of tough street urchins; and suddenly he sensed the sharpness in the air, the wild, dark hope, the sadness, and the knowledge that October was soon here—that October would come back again, would come again. It was all so quick, so thrilling, and so wonderfully complete—fire, crackle, flame, rusty can, curb, corner, the thrilling, fitful red of flame-lit, tenemented brick, and wild and fitful fire across the urchins’ faces—the whole of it was there—and there is nothing more of it to say, except that this was never any place except America.


  Meanwhile, the flame-lit urchins knotted their debate: there was a dark Italian, with his raven chief, a Jew, a little tousled Irishman, pug-nosed and freckled, lengthy in the upper lip—the small pack faces, and the hard, small bodies, compact as a ball, and tightened in debate—young, tough, a little hoarse, unmusical, but righteously indignant—thus the Celt:


  “Dere is too! Dere is so! Dere is a chorch deh!”


  “Ah-h, you’re wise!”


  And this was all—the shifting of the gears, and darkness, and the tenemented street again.


  [¬]


  20

  THE THEATRE


  He found her waiting for him, as she had said, in front of the theatre. It was a handsome little building, bathed in light, and the red brick, the thrilling, harsh façades, of the old tenements was all around. There was a throng of business—expensive-looking people driving up and getting out of expensive-looking cars—but for him she stood there nakedly, projected on the grey curb and into his memory. She had come out of the theatre and was waiting for him. She was coatless, hatless, and she looked like a busy person who had just come out from a place where she had been at work. She was wearing a dress of dark red silk, and on the waist and bosom it had a lot of little winking mirrors wrought into the fabric. The dress was also a little wrinkled, but somehow he liked it because it seemed to go with her. It was one of the wonderful saris which women in India wear, and which she had made into a dress. He did not know this then.


  She wore small velvet shoes, with plain, square buckles of old silver. Her feet were small and beautiful, like her hands, and had a look that was like the strength of an arch of a wing. Her ankles, too, were delicate and lovely, and well-shaped. Her legs, he thought, were rather ugly. They were too thin and straight, the calves were knotted up too high. Her dress, square-cut at the neck and shoulders, revealed her warm neck; he noticed again that her neck was a little worn and had small lines and pleatings in it. Her face was ruddy and healthy-looking, but her eyes were somewhat worn and worried, as of a person who led a busy life, and whose face was marked by the responsibility of work. Her hair, which was lustrous, dark, and of a rather indefinite quality, was parted on the side, and he noticed a few coarse strands of grey in it. She was waiting for him with one foot tilted to one side, giving the impression of her delicate ankles and her rather thin, nervous-looking lower legs. She was slipping the ring rapidly on and off her finger with one hand; her whole appearance was one of waiting, of slight impatience, even of perturbation.


  She greeted him as she had done that morning, in a friendly manner, and yet with a kind of nervous and uneasy haste, a businesslike matter-of-factness that showed traces of concern.


  “Oh, hello,” she said quickly, “I’ve been looking for you. It’s nice to see you”—as they shook hands. “Look. Here’s your ticket,” she had it in a small envelope. “I got them to give it to me on the aisle. ... It’s in the back of the house, but there are some vacant seats behind it, and I thought I would come out and join you later on. ... I’ve been terribly busy ever since I got back. ... I’m afraid I’ll have to be backstage until the curtain goes up, but after that I can come sit with you. ... I hope you don’t mind.”


  “No, of course not. You go on back to work. I’ll see you later.”


  She walked into the small lobby of the theatre with him. There were a number of people here. Some of them were fashionably dressed, others wore ordinary clothes but had the look, he thought, of theatre intellectuals. Most of them seemed to know one another. They were gathered together in chattering groups, and as he passed he heard one man say, with an air of complete dismissing knowingness that somehow annoyed him:


  “Oh, no. The play is nothing, of course. But you really ought to see the sets.”


  In another group he heard someone else speak with this same air of assured and casual knowingness of a play then running uptown:


  “It’s a rather good O’Neill. I think you might be interested.”


  All these remarks, with their assumption of assured authority, annoyed him past a reasonable degree. It seemed to him that such talk was false and dishonest, and against the true spirit of what the theatre should try to be; and because he had no words to answer to such cold, smart talk as this, he again felt baffled and infuriated. The remark about it’s [its] being “a rather good O’Neill” angered him because of its implied patronage; and although he himself had been skeptical and critical of the playwright, he now found himself rushing hotly to the man’s defense, feeling that a genuine creative talent was being patronized and smoothly patted on the head and dismissed by some bloodless and talentless nonentity, whose only ability in life was to feed, to chew, to live upon the spirit and the life of better people than himself. This stiffened him with the feeling of cold insult and outrage, as if the attack had been made upon himself; and he found himself in a moment drawn fiercely in conflict with the people here.


  This feeling of hostility was undoubtedly increased by the fact that he had approached this place and this meeting with the woman with a chip upon his shoulder. He had come here in a spirit truculently prepared, and the words and phrases he had heard flicked him rawly like a whip. They angered him because he had always thought of the theatre as a place of enchantment, a place where one might forget himself in magic. So, at any rate, it had been with him in his childhood, when “going to see the show” had been a miraculous experience. But now all of this seemed to have been lost. Everything these people did and said strove to defeat the magic and the illusion of the theatre. It seemed to him that instead of going to the theatre to watch people act, they went to act themselves, to see one another and be seen, to gather together in the lobbies before the show and between the acts, exhibiting themselves and making sophisticated and knowing remarks about the play, the acting, the scenery, and the lights. The whole place seemed to prickle and to reek with the self-consciousness of these sophisticated people. They seemed to enjoy the excitement of this unwholesome self-consciousness, to get some kind of ugly thrill and pleasure from it, but it made him writhe, gave him a feeling of naked discomfort, of being observed and criticized by unfriendly eyes and mocking tongues, of feeling sullen, sick at heart, and forlorn.


  Although his imagination had fashioned or exaggerated some of this, yet at the bottom of his heart he knew he was not wholly wrong. Somehow, again and again, he was made to feel that he, and such as he, must, in a society such as this, walk forever along the cold and endless streets, and pass endless doors, none of which could ever be open to him. He saw that this group of hard and polished people, the very institution of this building, while pretending that they were for the support of such as he, were not so at all: harsh and terrible as the admission was, they were the true enemies of art and life, who would really undermine and wreck his work if he allowed them to.


  The little lobby was breached, and had it been a thicket of dense cactus it could not have stuck or prickled harder in his outraged head. Mrs. Jack seemed to have many friends and acquaintances among this great gathering. She introduced him to a man with a swollen, Oriental-looking face: this was Sol Levenson, the well-known stage designer. He received the young man’s greeting without a word, turning his face upon him for a moment, and then turning his attention to Mrs. Jack again. As they were entering the door, she also introduced him to a meager, emaciated little woman with a big nose and a drawn and tormented-looking face. This was Sylvia Meyerson, the director of the theatre, a woman of great wealth, whose benefactions were largely responsible for its existence. He sat down then in his appointed seat, Mrs. Jack departed, and presently the lights were darkened, and the show began.


  The show was an amusing one—an intimate revue which had been a great success and had won a critical and popular esteem. But here again the corrosive fault of æsthetic enterprises such as this was manifest. The revue, instead of drawing its life from life itself, or instead of being a pungent and weighty criticism of the events of life and of society, was really just a clever parody of Broadway, of plays which had won a fashionable success. There was, for example, a satire on the Hamlet of a famous actor. Here Mrs. Jack had done good service. She had designed a flight of high, ladderlike steps similar to those down which the actor had made his appearance, and the comedian was forever going up and down these steps, cleverly satirizing the vanity of the tragedian himself.


  There was another parody on a Stravinsky concert, a parody of one of O’Neill’s plays, some topical songs, which were just fairly good, but had in them an appropriate note of smart satire on events and persons of the times—Coolidge, the Mayor of New York, the Queen of England—and a series of female impersonations. This last performer scored the triumph of the evening. He was apparently a great favorite of the audience, a pet-of-fashion, because they would begin to laugh even before he spoke a word, and his impersonations, which seemed to the youth to derive most of their effectiveness not from true mimicry but rather from a certain twist, an exaggeration, a kind of lewdness and vulgarity which the man contrived to give to all of his impersonations, provoked storms of applause.


  Halfway through the first part of the show Mrs. Jack came in and slipped into a seat behind Monk, and remained there until the intermission. When the people arose to file up the aisles into the lobby and out into the street, she tapped him on the arm and asked him if he would not like to get up too, at the same time saying brightly: “Do you like it—hah? Are you having a good time?”


  Meanwhile, people began to come up to her, to greet her, and to congratulate her on the work she had done for the revue. She seemed to have dozens of friends in the audience. It seemed to Monk that two-thirds of the people there knew her, and even those who did not know her knew about her. He could see people nudge each other and look towards her, and sometimes strangers would come up to her and introduce themselves and tell her how much they had enjoyed her work in the theatre. She was apparently a kind of celebrity, much more of one than he had dreamed, but it was very pleasant to see how she received the flattering attention that was being heaped upon her. She neither simpered with false modesty nor did she receive praise with an affectation of haughty indifference. Her response to everyone was warm and natural. She seemed to be delighted at her success, and when people came up to praise her she showed the eager pleasure and interest of a child. When several people would come to her at once, her manner was divided between happiness and eager curiosity. Her face would be rosy with pleasure at what someone had just said to her, at the same time she would have a slightly troubled and concerned look because she could not hear what someone else was saying, so that she was always turning from one person to another, bending forward in her flushed excitement and eagerness not to miss a single word of it.


  To see her thus in the lobby, surrounded by a cluster of congratulating people, was one of the pleasantest things that he had ever seen, and by far the pleasantest moment he had had since he had come into the theatre. The picture of this flushed, rosy, and excited little person, surrounded by a cluster of fashionable and sophisticated-looking people, made him think of some kind of strange and lovely flower surrounded by a swarm of buzzing bees, save that this flower seemed to draw honey to itself as well as give it off. The contrast between Mrs. Jack and all these other people was so startling that for a moment he wondered by what strange trick of chance she had been thrust among them. For a moment, she seemed almost to belong to another world, a world of simple joy, of childlike faith, of sweetness and of naturalness, of innocence and morning. In this sophisticated gathering, each person stamped in his own way with the city’s mark, each touched with the sickness of the nerves which seems to be a tribute that the most favorite and most gifted of the city’s children pay—the hard smile and the bloodless tone, the jaded and most weary eye—she seemed to have intruded like some accidental Alice of the noon-day world, who had wandered in and out of green fields and flowery meadows, suddenly to find herself through the looking glass in a whole world of—mirrors. And the transition seemed to delight her. It all seemed so gay, so brilliant, so exciting, and so wonderfully good and friendly. She opened to it like a flower, she beamed and beaconed to it like an enchanted child, she couldn’t seem to get enough of it, and her flushed face, her eager interest, her constant air of bewildered and yet delighted surprise, as if her wonder grew with every breathing step, as if she could no longer quite take all of it in, but was sure that each new moment would be even more enchanting than the last—it was all the happiest and most appealing contrast to this hard and polished world imaginable—and yet?


  And yet. “And yet” would come back many times to rend, to battle, and to haunt him in the years to come. It was great Coleridge who a hundred years before had asked this haunting question—and could not find the answer: “But if a man should sleep and dream that he had been in heaven and on waking find within his hand a flower as a token that he really had been there—ay, and what then, what then?” New times had wrought a newer and a darker image, for if a man should sleep and dream that he had been in hell and waking find within his hand a flower as a token that he really had been there—what then?


  The contrast, seen here for the first time in these hard mirrors of the night, was at first enchanting, but in the end incredible. Had she been born but yesterday? Had she just come from the crib with the taste of her mother’s milk fresh on her lips? Was she indeed so overwhelmed with rapture at this brave new world that presently she must simply clap her little hands with joy—and ask the pretty lady there what was that stuff she had upon her lips, and why each separate, several lash upon her lids stuck out so independently—“What makes your pretty eyes so big, Grandmaw?” Or now, the funny man in the play tonight, why had they laughed so hard when he came out in woman’s dress, and worked his hips, and rolled his painted eyes?—and said—in such a funny tone—“You must come over.” There were so many things she simply had to find out about—and all of them so wonderful—and she did hope the lovely people wouldn’t mind if she asked questions.


  No, no—it was unthinkable. Such dewy innocence as that did not exist—and if it had it would have been intolerable. No, she indeed—meshed in this world, and fibered to its roots, herself adeptive to the arts of it, a brilliant thread in the web of all its dense complexity—might be superior, but could never be a stranger, to it. This was no child of morn. This rosy innocence had not been fashioned yesterday, this impelled loveliness had kept its dewy freshness not wholly by the arts of simple nature—but here surrounded, here enthroned in these strange and troubling catacombs of night, it flourished here and aped the hues of morning. How could it be believed that the legend written on these faces—the fine etching of the soul’s decease, the sickness of the nerves, the bloodless subtlety of the polished words, the painful complication of these lives, themselves so much the product of the waste, the loss, the baffled, blind confusion of the times—which was so plain to him, could yet be a total mystery to her who was a part of it. With a sick heart he turned away—baffled and tormented, as he was to be so many times, by the enigma of that flower face.


  She came to him presently through the crowd, still flushed with pleasure, beaming with excitement and delight, and took him with her into the strange and fascinating world backstage. This transition was accomplished simply by opening a small door. Now they were in a corridor which flanked the theatre on one side and which led back into the wings and to the stage. The corridor was filled with the performers: many of them had come out here to smoke and gossip, and the place was filled with their noisy chatter.


  He noticed that most of the performers were quite young. He passed a pretty girl whom he recognized as one of the young dancers in the show. She had been charming on the stage, a quick and graceful dancer and a comedienne, also, but now the illusion of the stage was shattered. She was bedaubed with make-up and paint, he noticed that her costume was somewhat soiled, and the lashes of her eyes had been so brilliantly lighted and the lids and under surfaces so heavily darkened with some purplish substance that the whole face had a drugged and hectic look, the eyes especially having the feverish brilliance of a cocaine addict. She was surrounded by two or three young men whom he also recognized as performers. Their faces, too, were heavily rouged, which gave them the appearance of a feverish flush. They all turned to greet Mrs. Jack as she went past, and although she referred to them later as “those kids,” there was in their appearance something that belied these words. Certainly, all of them were still quite young, but already they had lost a good deal of the freshness and the eager and naïve belief that is a part of youth. Monk felt powerfully that they “knew” too much—and that in knowing too much they did not know enough: had lost a good part of the knowledge that should be a part of life before they had ever had a chance to gain it through experience, and now must live blind on one side and confirmed in error.


  He noticed that the girl off stage had a strong quality of sexual attraction. And this, too, potent and unmistakable now, was too wise, too shameless, and too old. The young men who had clustered around her also showed the tarnish of this corrupt experience: there was something soft and loose about their eyes, their mouths, their faces, and somehow in their rouged cheeks and lidded eyes something unnatural and unmanly. The comedian in the show had just come up and joined them. He was wearing the costume he was going to wear in the next act. It was a woman’s dress, he wore a woman’s wig of fluffy, carroty-looking hair, and his face, seen in this light, was hideously painted and bedaubed. His manner off stage was just the same as it was on: as he approached his companions, he flounced his skirts and wiggled his shoulders, glared at them with his lidded eyes in a gesture of lewd refinement, and said something to them in a throaty, suggestive tone that made them all laugh. As Mrs. Jack and the young man approached, he glanced up quickly at them, then murmured something out of the corners of his mouth that made them all laugh again. Aloud, however, he raised his voice and said, “Oh, hello,” to Mrs. Jack in his suggestive parody and yet also in a friendly way.


  “Oh, hello, Roy,” she cried eagerly, then turning to the other young people with her eager smiling look of slight surprise and inquiry, she said, “What are you kids up to now—hah?”


  They greeted her affectionately. It was evident they were all very fond of her. They all called her “Esther,” and one of the young actors put his arm around her affectionately and called her “darling.”


  This familiar use of hands and bestowing of caresses filled Monk with a hot surge of anger and dislike, but Mrs. Jack did not seem to notice it at all, or, if she did, she accepted it naturally and almost unconsciously as part of the easy fellowship that existed backstage.


  In fact, now when she had entered through that door into this familiar world, there had been a subtle yet a pronounced change in her whole manner. She seemed to be just as happy and as eagerly excited as before, but now her manner was more familiar and assured. If anything, she had dropped off just that veil of “party manner” which people inevitably assume in more formal social relations. Her manner now was more accustomed: this whole world back here fitted her like an old shoe. She stepped right into it, and for the first time now Monk noticed a quality in her that he was to discover came from the truest and finest source of her whole character. It was evident that she had now left the world of play and entered the world of work, and that it was the world of work that meant most to her. Her conversation now with these young people was different from what it had been with the people outside. It was a matter of quiet familiarity and complete informality, and in its simplest accent one could somehow read a deep feeling of affection and understanding. This was evident every time she spoke to any of the people who kept passing along the corridor—“Oh, hello, Ed”—“Hello, Mary”—“Sorry, was the coat all right?—Yes, it looked perfect in front.” And in the way these people spoke to her, calling her “darling,” “Esther,” and touching her familiarly with their hands when they passed, as the others had done, there was this same feeling of quiet affection and understanding.


  She introduced Monk to some of the performers. In response to his greeting, the comedian tilted his head to one side and surveyed him languourously [languorously] through his lidded eyes.


  The others laughed and Monk’s face burned with anger and embarrassment. A moment later, when he and Mrs. Jack had gone on back into the wings, she turned to him brightly, with a smile, and said: “Well, are you enjoying it, young fellow? Do you like to meet show people—hah?”


  His face was still smouldering, and he muttered, “I know, but that damn fellow——”


  She looked at him startled for a moment, then she understood, and said quietly: “Oh—Roy. Yes, I know.” He made no reply, and in a moment, still quietly, she went on: “I’ve known all these people for years. Roy—” she was silent for a moment and then added very simply: “in many ways he is a very fine person. ... Those other kids,” she went on smiling, after a brief pause, “I watched most of them grow up. A lot of them are just kids from the neighborhood here. We’ve trained them all.”


  He knew that she had intended no reproof in her quiet words, but had simply been trying to tell him something that he did not understand; and, suddenly remembering the painted faces of the young actors, he remembered also, beneath their bright, unnatural masks, something that was naked and lonely. And he was touched with pity and regret.


  They had reached the wings of the stage now. Here all seemed to be action, confusion, and excited haste. He could see the scene shifters rushing across the stage, wheeling into place with amazing speed the wings of a big set. Still further back in the mysterious depths, there were thumping noises. He could hear the foreman of the stage hands shouting orders in a thick Irish tone, people were scuttling back and forth, dodging each other nimbly, jumping out of the way of big flats as they shot past. It seemed to be a case of every man for himself. For a moment he felt bewildered and confused, like a country fellow caught smack out in the middle of the four corners of a city square, not knowing where to turn, and feeling that he is about to be run down from all directions.


  And yet it was a thrilling scene as well. The whole thing reminded him of a circus. In spite of the apparent disorder, he noticed that things were slipping miraculously into structural form. It was a wonderful place. It had the beauty of all great instruments, of all great engines built for fluent use. Back here, the flim-flam and flummery of the front was all forgotten. The truth of the matter was, “the illusion of the stage” did not elude him. It never had. He had never been able to fool himself into believing that the raised platform before him, with one side open, was really Mrs. Cartwright’s drawing room, or that the season, as the program stated, was September. In short, “realism” in the theatre had never seemed very real to him, and it got less real all the time.


  His was increasingly the type of imagination which gains in strength as it grows older because it is rooted to the earth. It was not that since his childhood he had grown disillusioned, nor that the aerial and enchanted visions of his youth had been rubbed out by the world’s coarse thumb. It was now just that Pegasus no longer seemed to him to be as interesting an animal as Man-O’-War—and a railroad roundhouse was more wonderful to him than both of them. In other words, as he grew older his efforts to escape were directed in instead of out. He no longer wanted to “get away from it all,” but rather to try “to get into it all”—and he felt now powerfully, as he stood there in the wings, that here again he was in contact with the incredible, the palpable, the real, the undiscovered world—which was as near to every man alive as a touch of his hand, the beat of his heart, and farther away from most men’s finding than the rivers of the moon.


  Mrs. Jack was now in the center of her universe. She was no longer smiling. Her manner, as she stood there in the wings, rapidly snapping the old ring on and off her finger, taking in every detail of that confused but orderly activity with an experienced eye, was serious, quietly concerned. And again he noticed a rather worn look about the woman’s eyes and head that he had observed when he first saw her that evening, waiting for him on the curb.


  Above her, on a kind of raised platform, one of the electricians was manipulating a big spotlight that was to do service in the next act. In her quick and intent inspection of the stage she had not seemed to notice him at all, but now she looked up quickly, and said: “No. Up.” As she spoke the words, she raised her hand a little. “You want it up more.”


  “Like this?” he said, and raised it.


  “A little more,” she said, and watched. “Yes, that’s better.”


  At this moment, the stage manager came up to her with an air of haste.


  “Mrs. Jack,” he said, “you’ve got that new backdrop too small. There is that much left,” he measured quickly with his hands, “between it and the wings.”


  “Oh, no,” she said impatiently, “there’s not, either. The thing’s all right. I made the measurements myself. You’ve got the wing too far out. I noticed it tonight. Try bringing it in a bit.”


  He turned and shouted to two shifters. They moved the wing in, and the scene closed up. She studied it a moment, then she and the man walked out upon the stage, stepped over a tube of insulated wiring, and turned, facing the set, in the center of the curtain. For a moment they both looked at it, she turned and said something to the man, he nodded his head curtly, but in a satisfied way, then turned away and began to give orders. Mrs. Jack came back into the wings, turned, and began to watch the stage again.


  The appearance of the stage from this position—behind the proscenium—was wonderful. To one side there was a complication of great ropes that extended far up into the vaulted distance overhead. Looking up, one saw suspended a series of great drops which somehow gave a sense of being so perfectly hung in balance that they could drop or rise swiftly and without a sound. On the other side there was the dynamic complication of the switchboard. A man was manipulating the switches, keeping his eye upon the row of footlights. Mrs. Jack watched this intently for a moment: the lights brightened, softened, suffused, changed, and mixed with a magic fluency. She said:


  “A little more blue, Bob—no, towards the center more—no, you’ve got too much now—there!” She watched them while that magic polychrome of light like a chameleon changed its qualities, and presently, “Hold it there,” she said.


  In a moment she turned and, smiling, touched the young man lightly on the arm and led him back into a little corridor and up a flight of stairs. Some of the performers, costumed for the new act, were clattering down the steps. All called out greetings to her as they passed, in the same casual and affectionate way he had observed before. Upstairs, there was a row of dressing rooms, and as he went by he could hear the voices of the performers, excited, busy, occasionally laughing.


  They mounted another flight of stairs that led up to the third floor, and entered a large room that opened at the end of the corridor. The door was open and the room was lighted.


  This was the costume room. Compared to the sharp excitement, the air of expectation and of hurried activity which he had observed in other parts of the theatre, the atmosphere of this room was quiet, subdued, and even, after so much electric tension, just vaguely melancholy. The room had in it the smell of goods and cloth; it had also the kind of gentle warmth that goes with women’s work—with the hum of sewing machines, the sound of the treadle, and the quiet play of busy hands—an atmosphere that is apparently a happy one for a woman, but that is likely to be a little depressing to a man. To the youth, the room, although a large one, and on the scale of ordered enterprise, nevertheless evoked somehow an instant memory of all these other more domestic things. Long rows of costumes were hung on hooks from the walls, and on two or three long tables, such as tailors use, were strewn other garments, dresses, jackets, bits of lace or trimming, the varied evidence of work and of repair.


  There were three women in the room. One, a small, plump, dark young woman, wearing glasses, was seated cross-legged at one of the tables, with a piece of cloth spread out across her knees and sewing quickly. She was a wonderfully deft and nimble-fingered person; her small, plump hands were busy as a pair of beavers, and one could see the needle flashing through the air like a flight of arrows. Facing them under a bright light and seated at a sewing machine, was a woman stitching a piece of cloth. Seated farther away, behind these two women, was a third. She also was working on a piece of goods and had a needle in her hand. She was wearing a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles, and these emphasized the lean and sunken silence of her face. Even seated as she was, engaged in homely work and somberly attired in a dress of dark material, the woman gave an impression of fastidious elegance. Perhaps this was partly due to her costume, which was so sober that a man would not even notice it, and yet so perfectly correct that he would not forget it later. But, even more, the impression was probably due to the sunken quietness of the woman’s thin yet not unattractive face, the thinness of her figure which looked rather tired and yet capable of constant work, and the movement of her white and rather bony hands.


  As they entered the room, the woman at the sewing machine looked up and stopped her work; the other two did not. As they approached, she smiled and called out a greeting. She was somewhat younger than Mrs. Jack, and yet, by some indefinable token, she was also an “old maid.” She immediately conveyed to one, however, a sense of warmth and humor, and of kind good nature. She was certainly not pretty, but she had beautiful red hair; it was fine-spun as silk, and it had all kinds of wonderful lights in it. Her eyes were blue and seemed full of wit, of shrewdness, and of humor, and her voice had this quality also. She got up as she spoke to them, and came around her machine and shook hands with the young man. The two other women acknowledged the introduction simply by raising their heads and speaking, and then returned to their work again. The little plump one seated cross-legged at the table seemed almost sullen in the muttered brevity of her response. The other woman, whom Mrs. Jack introduced as her sister, Edith, simply looked up for a moment through her bony spectacles, regarding him with her large, somewhat sunken, and army-silent eyes, said, “How do you do,” in a voice so toneless that it halted all communication, and then returned to her work again.


  Mrs. Jack turned to the red-haired woman and for some moments they talked to each other about the costumes. It was evident, just by the unspoken affection and intimacy of the conversation, that they were good friends. The red-haired woman, whose name was Mary Hook, paused suddenly in her conversation, and said:


  “But you two had better be getting back, hadn’t you? The act has started.”


  They listened. All below was silent. The actors had departed for the stage. All here was now silent, too, and yet waiting. All life had for the moment been here withdrawn; but meanwhile, it had all concentrated there. Meanwhile, here waited and was still.


  Mrs. Jack, after a startled moment, said quickly:


  “Yes—oh, well then—we must go.”


  They hurried down the stairs, along the corridor, and out to the now-deserted lobby. When they got back into the theatre, the house was dark again, the curtain had gone up. They slipped into their seats and began to watch.


  This act was better than the first. At the conclusion of each scene, Mrs. Jack leaned forward in her seat and whispered bits of information to her guest about some of the performers. One of them, a tough yet dapper little fellow, was a tap dancer who moved his legs and shot his feet out with astonishing agility, and scored a great success. She bent forward and whispered:


  “That’s Jimmy Haggerty. We won’t be able to keep him after this season. He’s going on.” She did not explain what she meant by “on,” there was no need to: it was evident she meant that his star was now in its ascendency.


  In another scene, the star performer was a young girl of twenty. She was not pretty, but her quality of sexual attractiveness was such that, in Mrs. Jack’s own phrase, “it hit you in the eye.” It was shocking and formidable in its naked power. When the act was over and the girl walked forward to acknowledge the storm of applause, there was an arrogant and even insolent assurance in the way she received it. She neither bowed nor smiled, nor gave any sign that she was pleased or grateful. She simply sauntered out and stood there in the center of the stage with one hand resting lightly on her hip, and with a sullen and expressionless look on her young face. Then she strolled off into the wings, every movement of her young body at once a provocation and a kind of insult, which seemed to say, “I know I’ve got it, so why should I thank anybody?”


  Mrs. Jack bent forward in her seat, and, her face flushed with excitement and laughter, whispered:


  “Isn’t it awful! Did you ever see such a brazen, sexy little trollop? And yet—” her face grew thoughtful as she spoke—“she’s got it too. She’ll make a fortune.”


  He asked her about one or two of the others, about Roy Farley, the comedian.


  “Oh, Roy,” she said—and for a moment her face showed regret. “I don’t know about Roy.” She spoke now with a trace of difficulty, looking away, as if she knew what she wanted to say but was having trouble in finding words to phrase it: “Everything he does is just—just—a kind of imitation of someone else, and so he’s having a kind of—vogue—right now—but—” she turned and looked at him seriously—“you’ve got to have something else,” she said, and again her low brow was furrowed by that line of difficulty between the eyes as she sought for an answer. “I don’t know—but—it’s something that you’ve got to have yourself—inside of you—something that is yours, and that no one else has. Some of those others had it—even that little slut with her hand on her hip. It may be cheap, but it’s hers—and its [it’s] kinda wonderful.” For a moment longer she was silent, looking at him. “Isn’t it strange,” she whispered, “and wonderful—and—and sort of sad?” She paused, and then said very quietly: “It is just the way things are. Just something you can’t help, and that no one can do anything about, and that nothing can make better.” Her face was touched for the moment with sadness, and then, irrelevantly it seemed, she said: “Poor things.” And the quiet pity in those words did not need a definition.


  When the show was over, they went out again into the lobby. Here some more people greeted her, and others said good-bye, but the place was clearing swiftly now as the cabs and motors drove away, and soon the house was almost empty. She asked him if he would go uptown with her, and invited him to come with her while she got her coat and hat and some costume drawings which she had left in what she called her “work room.” Accordingly, they went backstage again. The stage hands were quickly dismantling the set, stowing the flats, the sections, and the properties away into the dim and cavernous reaches of backstage. The performers had all hurried off to their dressing rooms, but as they mounted the stairs again they could hear their voices, this time gayer and more noisy, with a sense of release.


  Mrs. Jack’s “work room” was on the third floor, not far away from the costume room. She opened the door and went in. It was a place of ordinary dimensions with two windows at one end. There was no carpet on the floor, and, save for a drawing table near one of the windows, a chair and locker, there were no furnishings. Behind the table, a sheet of tracing paper with some geometric designs of a set had been pinned against the wall with thumb tacks, and beside this, hanging from a nail, was a T-square. Against the whitewashed wall it looked very clean, exact, and beautiful. Upon the table, which was a level sheet of white, beautifully perfect wood, a square of drawing paper had also been pinned down to the board by means of small brass-headed tacks. This sheet was also covered with designs, and elsewhere on the table were other sheets that were covered with swift, sketchy, and yet beautiful costume drawings. These little drawings, so full of quickness and sureness, were remarkable because, although they did not show the figure they were destined to portray, yet it seemed as if the figure was always there. There would be just the jaunty sketching of a jacket, an elbowed sleeve, or perhaps just the line and pleating of the skirt. Yet the sketches could not have been more eloquent and moving in their portraiture of life if a whole gallery of men and women had been drawn in. There was also a little cardboard model of a setting, pressed and folded into shape, a row of drawing pencils, each sharpened to the perfection of a point, of equal length, and perfectly in line, a little jar containing long-stemmed brushes, feathery as hair, and a little white fat pot, full of gold paint.


  She began to put some drawings and some tracing sheets into a brief case; then she opened her pocketbook and fumbled about in it, as women do, until she found her key. She laid the key down on the table, and then, before she closed her purse, she took out something white and crumpled that had been smoothed out and folded carefully, and just for a moment she held it against her bosom and patted it affectionately, at the same time looking at him with a childlike smile.


  “My letter,” she said proudly, and patted it again with her gloved hand.


  For a moment he stared at her, puzzled; then, as he remembered what accursed nonsense he had written her, his face flamed red, and he started around the table after her.


  “Here, give me that damn thing.”


  She moved quickly away, out of his reach, with an alarmed expression, and at the other end she paused again, and, holding it against her breast, she patted it with two hands now.


  “My letter,” she said softly again, and in an enrapt tone that a child uses, but speaking to herself, she said, “My beautiful letter where he says he will not truckle.”


  The words were deceptively innocent and for a moment he glared at her suspiciously, baffled. And then, like a child repeating to herself the sound of a word that fascinates her, she murmured: “He does not truckle. ... He is no truckler. ...”


  She slipped quickly around the table as he started after her again, his hand outstretched, his face the color of a beet: “Here, if you don’t give me that damn——”


  She slipped out of reach, across to the other side, and, still holding that damning piece of folly to her breast, like a child absorbed by some nonsense rhyme of its own fashioning, she murmured, “Britons never will be trucklers. ...”


  He chased her around the table in dead earnest now. Her shoulders shaking with laughter, she tried to escape from him, shrieking faintly. But he caught her, forced her back against the wall, and for a moment they struggled for the letter. She tried to keep it away from him, thrust it behind her back. He pinioned her arms and slid one hand down over hers until he had his hand upon the letter. Finding herself captured, and the letter being forced out of her grip, she paused and looked at him, and said reproachfully:


  “Ah—you wouldn’t be so mean! Give me my letter—please.”


  Her tone was now so earnest and reproachful that he released her, and stood back, glaring at her with a look of guilty and yet angry shame. “I don’t blame you for laughing,” he said. “I know it sounds as if a damn fool wrote it. Please let me have it and I’ll tear it up. I’d like to forget about it.”


  “Oh, no,” she said, softly and gently. “It was a beautiful letter. Let me keep it.” She put it back in her purse again, and closed it; and then, as he still glared at her with a guilty, baffled face, as if not understanding what to do, she held the purse against her breast and patted it with her gloved hand, looking at him and smiling with the proud, childlike smile he had seen before.


  Then they started to go out. She looked around and took the farewell look that people always take of rooms where they have worked, each time they leave them. Then she picked up her key, handed him the brief case, thrust her purse beneath her arm, and turned out the light. A corner lamp from the street outside threw some of its radiance into the room, and across the white board of the table.


  They paused there, just for a moment, and then awkwardly he put his arm around her waist. It was the first time during the whole evening, the first time since the last meeting on the ship, that they had been alone and silent with each other, and now, as if some recognition of that fact was in the minds and hearts of each, they felt a sense of deep and strong embarrassment. He tightened his hold around her waist and made a half-hearted effort to embrace her, but she moved clumsily and uneasily, and murmured indefinitely, “Not here—all these people.” She did not say who “all these people” were, and indeed most of the people in the theatre were now gone, for the place was now silent; but he understood that her embarrassment and confusion came from the sense of this intimacy here where her associations with her friends and her fellow workers were still so recent; and he, too, feeling—he did not know why—a strong sense of embarrassment and impropriety, made no further effort, and in a moment clumsily withdrew his hand.


  They said no more, but opened the door and went out. She locked the door, and both of them went down the stairs together, still with that strange feeling of confusion and constraint, as if a barrier had suddenly been imposed between them and neither of them knew what to say. Below, the house was dark and quiet, but the old night watchman, an Irishman with a thick brogue, let them out into the street through the stage entrance. The streets around the theatre also looked barren and quiet, and after the so recent gaiety and brilliance of the performance and the crowd, the place seemed cold and sad. He hailed a taxi cruising past; they got in and were driven uptown through the almost deserted streets of the East Side and the darkened stretch of lower Broadway. She would not let him take her home, but left him in front of his hotel.


  They shook hands and said “good night” almost formally. They paused and looked at each other for a moment with a troubled and confused look, as if there was something that they wanted to say. But they could not say it, and in a moment she was driven away; and with a sad, bewildered, and disappointed sense of something baffled, incomplete that had eluded both of them, he went into the hotel and up to his small room.


  [¬]
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  THE BIRTHDAY


  Out of the nameless and unfathomed weavings of billion-footed life, out of the dark abyss of time and duty, blind chance had brought these two together on a ship, and their first meeting had been upon the timeless and immortal seas that beat forever at the shores of the old earth.


  Yet later, it would always seem to him that he had met her for the first time, had come to know and love her first, one day at noon in bright October. That day he was twenty-five years old, she had said that she would meet him for his birthday lunch; they had agreed to meet at noon before the Public Library. He got there early. It was a fine, shining day, early in October, and the enormous library, set there at the city’s furious heart, with its millions of books, with the beetling architectures that towered around it, and the nameless brutal fury of the manswarm moving around it in the streets, had come to evoke for him a horrible mockery of repose and study in the midst of the blind wildness and savagery of life, to drown his soul with hopelessness, and to fill him with a feeling of weariness and horror.


  But now his excitement and happiness over meeting her, together with the glorious life and sparkle of the day, had almost conquered these feelings, and he was conscious of a powerful, swelling certitude of hope and joy as he looked at the surging crowds upon the street, the thronging traffic, and the great buildings that soared up on every side with a sheer and dizzy frontal steepness.


  It was the day when for the first time in his life he could say, “Now I am twenty-five years old,” and, like a child who thinks that he has grown new muscle, a new stature over night, the magic numerals kept beating in him like a pulse, and he leaned there on the balustrade feeling a sense of exultant power inside of him, a sense of triumph for the mastery, the conviction that the whole of this was his.


  A young man of twenty-five is the Lord of Life. The very age itself is, for him, the symbol of his mastery. It is the time for him when he is likely to feel that now, at last, he has really grown up to man’s estate, that the confusions and uncertainties of his youth are behind him. Like an ignorant fighter, for he has never been beaten, he is exultant in the assurance of his knowledge and his power. It is a wonderful time of life, but it is also a time that is pregnant with a deadly danger. For that great flask of ether which feels within itself the illusions of an invincible and hurtless strength may explode there in so many ways it does not know about—that great engine of life charged with so much power and speed, with a terrific energy of its high velocity so that it thinks that nothing can stop it, that it can roar like a locomotive across the whole continent of life, may be derailed by a pebble, by a grain of dust.


  It is a time when a man is so full of himself, of his own strength and pride and arrogant conceit that there is not much room left at the center of his universe for broad humanity. He is too much the vaunting hero of his cosmic scheme to have a wise heart for the scheme of others: he is arrogant and he does not have a simple heart, and he is intolerant and lacks human understanding, for men learn understanding—courage also!—not from the blows they give to others, but from those they take.


  It is the time of life when a man conceives himself as earth’s great child. He is life’s darling, fortune’s pet, the world’s enhaloed genius: all he does is right. All must give way to him, nothing must oppose him. Are there traces of rebellion there among the rabble? Ho, varlets, scum—out of the way! Here’s royalty! Must we rejoice, then, at the beatings which this fool must take? Not so, because there is so much virtue in the creature also. He is a fool, but there’s a touch of angel in him too. He is so young, so raw, so ignorant, and so grievously mistaken. And he is so right. He would play the proud Lord, brook no insolences, and grind his heel into the world’s recumbent neck. And inside the creature is a shaft of light, a jumping nerve, a plate so sensitive that the whole picture of this huge, tormented world is printed in the very hues and pigments of the life of man. He can be cruel, and yet hate cruelty with the hate of hell; he can be so unjust, and give his life to fight injustice; he can, in moments of anger, jealousy, or wounded vanity, inflict a grievous hurt upon others who have never done him wrong. And the next moment, thrice wounded, run through and pinioned to the wall upon the spear of his own guilt, remorse, and scalding shame, he can endure such agonies that if there really were a later hell there would be no real damnation left in it.


  For at the end the creature’s spirit is a noble one. His heart is warm and generous, it is full of faith and noble aspiration. He wants to be the best man in the world, but it is a good world that he wants to be the best man in. He wants to be the greatest man on earth, but in the image of his mind and heart it is not among mean people, but among his compeers of the great, that he wishes to be first. And remember this thing of this creature too, and let it say a word in his defense: he does not want monopoly, nor is his fire expended on a pile of dung. He does not want to be the greatest rich man in the world, to beetle up out of the blood-sweat of the poor the gold of his accretions. It is not his noble, proud ambition to control the slums, to squeeze out in his own huge ciderpress the pulp of plundered and betrayed humanity. He does not want to own the greatest bank on earth, to steal the greatest mine, to run the greatest mill, to exploit the labor and to profit on the sweat of ninety thousand lesser men. He has a higher goal than this: at very least he wants to be the greatest fighter in the world, which would take courage and not cunning; and at the very most he wants to be the greatest poet, the greatest writer, the greatest composer, or the greatest leader in the world—and he wants to paint instead of own the greatest painting in the world.


  He was the Lord of Life, the master of the earth, he was the city’s conqueror, he was the only man alive who ever had been twenty-five years old, the only man who ever loved or ever had a lovely woman come to meet him, and it was morning in October; all of the city and sun, the people passing in the slant of light, all of the wine and gold of singing in the air had been created for his christening, and it was morning in October, and he was twenty-five years old.


  And then the golden moments’ wine there in the goblet of his life dropped one by one, the minutes passed, and she did not come. Some brightness had gone out of day. He stirred, looked at his watch, searched with a troubled eye among the thronging crowd. The minutes dropped now like cold venom. And now the air was chilled, and all the singing had gone out of day.


  Noon came and passed, and yet she did not come. His feeling of jubilant happiness changed to one of dull, sick apprehension. He began to pace up and down the terrace before the library nervously, to curse and mutter, already convinced that she had fooled him, that she had had no intention of coming, and he told himself savagely that it did not matter, that he did not care.


  He had turned and was walking away furiously towards the street, cursing under his breath, when he heard a clatter of brisk, small feet behind him. He heard a woman’s voice raised above the others, calling a name, and though he could not distinguish the name, he knew at once that it was his own. His heart gave a bound of the most unspeakable joy and relief, and he turned quickly, and there across the pavement of the court, threading her way through the fast weavings of the crowd, he saw her coming towards him eager and ruddy as an apple, and clad in rich, russet, autumnal brown. Bright harvestings of young October sun fell over her, she trotted towards him briskly as a child, with rapid step and short-paced runs. She was panting for breath: at that moment he began to love her, he loved her with all his heart, but his heart would not utter or confess its love, and he did not know of it.


  She was so lovely, so ruddy, and so delicate, she was so fresh and healthy-looking, and she looked like a good child, eager and full of belief in life, radiant with beauty, goodness, and magic. There was an ache of bitter, nameless joy and sorrow in him as he looked at her: the immortal light of time and of the universe fell upon her, and the feet swarmed past upon the pavements of the street, and the old hunger for the wand and the key pierced to his entrails—for he believed the magic word might come to unlock his heart and say all that he felt as he saw Esther there at noon in bright October on the day when he was twenty-five years old.


  He went striding back towards her, she came hurrying up, they came together in a kind of breathless collision and impulsively seized each other by the hands, and stood there so, panting, and for a moment too excited to speak.


  “Oh!”—she gasped when she could speak. “I ran so! ... I saw you walking away—my heart jumped so!” And then, more quietly, looking at him, with a shade of reproach, “You were going away,” she said.


  “I thought—” then paused, groping, not knowing what, in this intoxication of joy and relief, he had thought. “I waited for you,” he blurted out. “I’ve been here almost an hour—you said twelve.”


  “Oh, no, my dear,” she answered quietly. “I told you I had an appointment at the costumer’s at twelve. I’m a few minutes late, I’m sorry—but I said twelve-thirty.”


  The emotion of relief and happiness was still so great that he scarcely heard her explanation.


  “I thought—I’d given you up,” he blurted out. “I thought you weren’t coming.”


  “Oh,” she said quietly but reproachfully again, “how could you think that? You must have known I would.”


  For the first time now, they released each other from the hard clasp in which, in their excitement, they had held each other fast. They stepped back a little and surveyed each other, she beaming, and he grinning, in spite of himself, with delight.


  “Well, young fellow,” she cried in a jolly tone, “how does it feel to be twenty-five years old?”


  Still grinning, and staring at her foolishly, he stammered: “It—it feels all right. ... Gosh!” he cried impulsively, “you look swell in brown.”


  “Do you like it—hah?” she said, eagerly and brightly. She stroked the bosom of her dress, which was like the red one she had worn the first night at the theatre, with the kind of pride and satisfaction a child might take in its belongings. “It is one of my Indian dresses,” she said, “a sari. I’m glad if you like it.”


  Arm in arm, still looking at each other and so absorbed that they were completely oblivious of the crowd, the people passing, and the city all around them, they had begun to walk along, and down the steps that led to the street. On the curb they paused, and for the first time became aware of their surroundings.


  “Do you know?”—she began doubtfully, looking at him—“Where are we going?”


  “Oh!” He recollected himself, came to himself with a start. “Yes! I thought we’d go to a place I know about—an Italian place on the West Side.”


  She took her purse from under her arm and patted it.


  “This is to be a celebration,” she said. “I got paid this morning.”


  “Oh, no you don’t! Not this time. This is my party.”


  Meanwhile, he had stopped a taxicab and was holding the door open for her. They got in, he gave the driver the address, and they were driven across town towards the place that he had chosen.


  It was an Italian speakeasy on West 46th Street, in a row of brownstone houses, of which almost every one harbored an establishment similar to this. Certainly New York at that period must have contained thousands of such places, none of which differed in any essential detail from Joe’s.


  The setting and design of the establishment was one which a few years under the Prohibition Act had already made monotonously familiar to millions of people in New York. The entrance was through the basement, by means of a grated door which opened underneath the brownstone steps. To reach this door one went down a step or two from the sidewalk into what had formerly been the basement areaway, pressed a button, and waited. Presently the basement door was opened, a man came out, peered through the grating of the gate, and, if he recognized the visitor, admitted him.


  Within, too, the appearance of the place was one that had already grown familiar, through thousands of duplications, to city dwellers. The original design of a city house had not been altered very much. There was a narrow hallway which led through the place from front to rear, and at the end of it there was a kitchen; to the left, as one entered, there was a very small room for the hat-check woman. On the right-hand side, in a larger but still very dark and narrow room, there was a small bar. From the bar one entered through a door into a small dining room of about the same dimensions. Across the hall there was a larger dining room, which had been created by knocking out the wall between two rooms. And upstairs on what had once been the first floor of the house, there were still other dining rooms, and private ones, too, if one desired them. On the floors above were—God knows what!—more rooms and lodgings, and shadowy-looking lodgers who came in and out, went softly up and down the carpeted tread of the old stairs, and, quickly, softly, through the entrance of the upper door. It was a life secret, flitting, and nocturnal, a life rarely suspected and never felt, that never intruded upon the hard, bright gaiety, the drunken voices, and the raucous clatter of the lower depths.


  The proprietor of this establishment was a tall, thin, and sallow man with a kind of patient sadness, a gentle melancholy which one somehow liked because he felt and understood in the character of the man a sense of decency and of human friendliness. The man was an Italian, by name Pocallipo, and since he had been christened Giuseppe, the patrons of the place referred to it as “Joe’s.”


  The history of Joe Pocallipo was also, if one could probe that great catacomb of life that hives the obscure swarmings of the city millions, a familiar one. He was one of those simple, gentle, and essentially decent people whom circumstance, occasion, and the collusions of a corrupt period had kicked upstairs, and who did not really like this ruthless betterment.


  Before the advent of the Prohibition Act, he had been a waiter in a large hotel. His wife had run this same house as a lodging house, her clientele being largely derived from actors, vaudeville performers, and somewhat down-at-the-heels theatrical people of all sorts. As time went on, the woman began to provide some of her guests with an occasional meal when they would ask for it, and Joe, whose skill as a chef was considerable, began himself, on his “off day,” to prepare a Sunday dinner, to which paying guests were invited. The idea, begun really as a kind of concession to the lodgers in the house, caught on: the meals were cheap, the food was excellent, people came and came again, returning often with their friends, until Joe’s Sunday dinners had achieved a kind of celebrity, and the man and his wife were sorely taxed to accommodate the numbers that now came.


  This involved, of course, the taking on of extra service and the enlargement of the dining space; meanwhile, the Prohibition Act had gone into effect, and now people at these Sunday dinners began to suggest the advisability of his serving wine to those who wanted it. To an Italian, this request seemed not only simple, but completely reasonable; he found, moreover, that although prohibition was a law, the supply of wine, both new and old, was plentiful to those who could afford to pay for it. Although the price was high, as he soon found from investigation carried on among his friends and colleagues, who had also been led in some such way as this into the labyrinth of this strange profession, the profit, once the corks were pulled, was great.


  The remainder of the road was certain. There was a moment—just a moment—when Joe was faced with a decision, when he saw the perilous way this casual enterprise had led him into, when it was plain to him the kind of decision he had to make; but the dice were loaded, the scales too weighted down upon one side to admit a balanced judgment. Before him lay the choice of two careers. On the one hand, he could continue working as a waiter in a big hotel, which meant the insecurity of employment, subservience, and dependence for his living on a waiter’s tips; and this way, as Joe well knew, the end was certain—old age, poverty, and broken feet. Before him on the other hand lay a more perilous and more ruthless way, but one made tempting by its promise of quick wealth. It was a way that would lead him, if not into full membership in the criminal underworld, at least into collusion with it; into a bought-and-paid-for treaty with the criminal police; and to violence, dishonesty, and crime. But it promised to him also wealth and property and eventual independence, and, like many another simple man of the corrupted period, it seemed to him there was no choice to make.


  He made it, and the results within four years had been more glittering than he had dared to hope. His profit had been enormous. Now he was a man of property. He owned this house, and a year before he had bought the next one to it. He was even now considering the purchase of a small apartment house uptown. And if not in actual fact a rich man now, he was destined to be a very rich one soon.


  And yet—that sad, dark face, that tired eye, the melancholy patience with a quiet tone. It was all so different from the way he thought it would turn out—so different from the life that he had thought he would have. It was, in some ways, so much better; it was, wearily and sadly, so much worse—the dense enmeshment of that tangled scheme, the dark, unhappy weavings of the ugly web, the complications of this world of crime, with its constantly growing encroachments, its new and ever uglier demands, the constant mulctings of all its graft, of blackmail, and of infamy, the fear of merciless reprisal, the knowledge that he was now imprisoned in a deadly world from which he could never hope again to escape—a world controlled by criminals, and by the police, each in collusion with the other, and himself so tarred now with the common stick of their iniquity that there was no longer any appeal left to him to any court of justice and authority, if there had been one. And there was none.


  So here he stood today, peering out behind the grating of his basement gate, a sad and gentle man with weary eyes, looking out between the bars of his own barricade to see what new eventuality the ringing of the bell had brought to him, and whether enemy or friend.


  For a moment he stood there, looking out through the bars with a look of careful anxiousness; then, when he saw the young man, his face brightened, and he said: “Oh, good morning, sir. Come in.”


  He unlocked the door then and held it open for his visitors as they came in, smiling in a gentle, kindly way, as they passed him. He closed the gate behind them and stood aside while they went in. Then he led the way along the narrow little corridor into a dining room. The first one they came to had some people in it, but the smaller one behind was empty. They chose this one, and went in and took a table, Joe pulling back the chairs and standing behind Mrs. Jack until she was seated, with the air of kind and gentle dignity that, one felt, was really a part of the decency and goodness of the man.


  “I have not seen you for so long, sir,” he said to the young man in his quiet voice. “You’ve been away?”


  “Yes, Joe, I’ve been away a year,” said the young man, secretly warmed and pleased that the man should have remembered him, and a little proud, too, that this mark of recognition should be given in front of Mrs. Jack.


  “We’ve missed you,” Joe said with his quiet smile. “You’ve been in Europe?”


  “Yes,” the other said casually, but quite pleased just the same that the proprietor had asked him, for he was at that age when one likes to boast a little of his voyages. “I was there a year,” he added, and then realized that he had said something of this sort before.


  “Where were you?” Joe inquired politely. “You were in Paris, sir, I am sure,” he said and smiled.


  “Yes,” the other answered carelessly, with just a trace of the nonchalance of an old boulevardier, “I lived there for six months,” he said, tossing this off carelessly in a tone of casual ease, “and then I stayed in England for a while.”


  “You did not go to EEtaly?” inquired Joe, with a smile.


  “Yes, I was there this Spring,” the traveler replied in an easy tone that indicated that this season of the year was always the one he prefered [preferred] when taking his Italian holiday. He did not think it worth mentioning that he had gone back again in August to sail from Naples: that trip hardly counted, for he had gone straight through by train and had seen nothing of the country.


  “Ah, EEtaly is beautiful in Spring,” Joe said. “You were at Rome?”


  “Not long,” said the voyager, whose stay in Rome, to tell the truth, had been limited to a stop between trains. “In the Spring I remained in the North”—he tossed this off with some abandon too, as if to say that at this season of the year “the North” is the only portion of the Italian peninsula that a man of cultivated taste could tolerate.


  “You know Milano?” said Joe.


  “Oh, yes,” the other cried, somewhat relieved to have some place mentioned at last that he could honestly say he did know. “I stayed there for some time”—a slight exaggeration of the fact, perhaps, as his sojourn had been limited to seven days. “And Venezia,” he went on quickly, getting a lascivious pleasure from his pronunciation of the word.


  “Venezia is very beautiful,” said Joe.


  “Your own home is near Milano, isn’t it?”


  “No, near Turino, sir,” Joe replied.


  “And the whole place here,” the youth went on, turning eagerly to Mrs. Jack—“all the waiters, the hat-check girl, the people out in the kitchen, come from that same little town—don’t they, Joe?”


  “Yes, sir, yes, sir,” said Joe smiling, “all of us.” In his quiet and gentle way he turned to Mrs. Jack and with a movement of the hand explained: “First one man came—and he writes back that he is doing”—he moved his shoulders slightly—“not so bad. Then others came. Now, I think we are more here than we are left at home.”


  “How interesting,” murmured Mrs. Jack, pulling off her gloves and looking around the room. “Look,” she said quickly, turning to her companion, “could you get a cocktail—hah? I want to drink to your health.”


  “Well, of course,” said Joe. “You can have anything you like.”


  “It’s my birthday, Joe, and this is my birthday party.”


  “You shall have everything. What will the lady drink?”—he turned to her.


  “Oh, I think—” she meditated a moment; then, turning to the youth, said brightly, “A nice Martini—hah?”


  “Yes, I’ll have that too. Two of them, Joe.”


  “Two Martinis. Very good, very good,” said Joe, with an air of complaisance, “and after that——?”


  “Well, what have you?”


  He told them what he had, and they ordered the dinner—antipasto, minestrone, fish, chicken, salad, cheese, and coffee. It was too much, but they had the spirit of true celebrants: they ordered a quart flask of Chianti to go with it.


  “I’m not doing anything else all afternoon,” said Mrs. Jack. “I saved it for you.”


  Joe disappeared and they could hear him giving orders in fast Italian. A waiter brought two cocktails on a tray. They clinked glasses and Mrs. Jack said, “Well, here’s to you, young fellow.” She was silent for a moment, looking at him very seriously, then she said: “To your success—the real kind—the kind you want inside of you—the best.”


  They drank, but her words, her presence here, the feeling of wonderful happiness and pride that the day had brought to him, a sense that somehow this was the true beginning of his life, and that a fortunate and happy life such as he had always visioned now lay immediately before him, gave him an exalted purpose, the intoxication of a determined and irresistible strength that even drink could add nothing to. He leaned forward across the table and seized her hand in both of his: “Oh, I’ll do it!” he cried exalted, “I’ll do it!”


  “You will,” she said, “I know you will!” And putting her other hand on top of his, she squeezed it hard, and whispered: “The best! You are the best!”


  The wild happiness of that moment, the mounting total of that enchanted day left now only the overpowering sense of some miraculous consummation that was about to be realized immediately. It seemed to him that he had “the whole thing” within his grasp—what, he did not know, and yet he was sure that he had it. The concrete distillation of all this overwhelming certainty, this overwhelming joy—that the great success, the magnificent achievement, the love, the honor, and the glory were already his—lay there palpable, warm and heavy as a ball does, in his hand. And then, feeling this impossible realization so impossibly near that he already had it in his grasp, feeling this certitude so exultantly, the sense of purpose so powerfully, that he was sure he knew exactly what certitude and purpose were—feeling the language he had never uttered so eloquently there at the very hinges of the tongue, the songs that he had never sung, the music he had never heard, the great books, the novels, the poems he had never fashioned—they were all so magnificently, so certainly his that he could utter them at any moment—now—a moment after—within five minutes—at any moment that he chose to make them his!


  That boiling confidence of wild elements proved too much for the fragile tenement of flesh, of bone, of thinking, and of sense that it inhabited, and he began to talk “a blue streak.” As if every secret hope, every insatiate desire, every cherished and unspoken aspiration, every unuttered feeling, thought, or conviction that had ever seethed and boiled in the wild ferment of his youth, that had ever rankled, eaten like an acid in the secret places of his spirit, that had ever been withheld, suppressed, pent-up, dammed, concealed through pride, through fear of ridicule, through doubt or disbelief, or because there was no other ear to hear him, no other tongue to answer back, to give them confirmation—this whole tremendous backwater of the spirit burst through its walls and rushed out in an inundating flood.


  The words rushed from him in wild phrases, hurled spears, flung and broken staves of thought, of hope, of purpose, and of feeling. If he had had a dozen tongues, yet he would not have had the means to utter them, and still they charged and foamed and thrust there at the portals of his speech, and still not a thousandth part of what he wished to say was shaped or uttered. On the surface of this tremendous superflux he was himself whirled and swept away like a chip, spun round and carried onward, helpless on his own raging flood; and finding all the means at his disposal insufficient, failing him, like a man who pours oil on a raging fire, he ordered one drink after another and gulped them down.


  He became very drunk. He became more wild, more incoherent all the time. And yet it seemed to him that he must say it finally, get it out of him, empty himself clean, get it all clear and straight and certain.


  When they got out in the street again, darkness had come and he was still talking. They got into a cab. The thronging streets, the jammed congestion of the traffic, the intolerable glare, the insane kaleidoscope of Broadway burned there in his inflamed and maddened vision, not in a blur, not in a drunken maze, but with a kind of distorted and insane precision, a grotesque projection of what it really was. His baffled and infuriated spirit turned against it—against everyone, everything—against her. For suddenly he realized that she was taking him home to his hotel. The knowledge infuriated him, he felt that she was deserting him, betraying him. He shouted to the driver to stop, she caught hold of his arm and tried to keep him in the car, he wrenched free, shouted at her that she had gone back on him, sold him out, betrayed him—that he wanted to see her no more, that she was no good—and even while she pled with him, tried to persuade him to get back into the car with her, he told her to be gone, slammed the door in her face, and lunged away into the crowd.


  The whole city now reeled past him—the lights, the crowds, the glittering vertices of night, now bedimmed and sown with a star-flung panoply of their nocturnal faëry—it all burned there in his vision in a pattern of grotesque distortion, it seemed cruel and insane to him. He was filled with a murderous fury, he wanted to batter something into a pulp, to smash things down, to stamp them into splintered ruin. He slugged his way through the streets like a maddened animal, he hurled himself against the crowd, lunged brutally against people and knocked them out of his way, and finally, having stunned himself into a kind of apathy, he reached the end of that blind and blazing passage, he found himself in front of his hotel, exhausted, sick, and with no more hope for a singing in his heart. He found his room, went in, and fell senseless and face downward on the bed.


  The flask of ether had exploded.


  [¬]
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  TOGETHER


  She telephoned next morning a little after nine o’clock. He stirred, groaned, and sat up dizzily with a head full of splitting rockets, sick at heart and sick at stomach, and buried at the bottom of a pit of shame.


  “How are you?” she said quietly, at once, in the tone people always use on such occasions, which is neither very sympathetic nor forgiving, but just a flat interrogation of a fact.


  “Oh ... well, pretty bad,” he said morosely. “I ... guess I was pretty bad yesterday.”


  “Well—” she hesitated, and then laughed a little. “You were a little wild,” she said.


  He groaned to himself, and he said miserably and without much hope, “I’m sorry,” having the feeling a man has on such occasions that mere sorrow does not make things right.


  “Have you had any breakfast yet?” she said.


  “No.” His stomach turned at the thought of it.


  “Why don’t you get up now and take a shower? Then go out somewhere and get your breakfast, you’ll feel a lot better when you do. It’s a beautiful day,” she went on. “You ought to get out and take a walk. It would do you lots of good.”


  It seemed to him that he could never again take an interest in such things as breakfast, walking, or the weather, but he mumbled that he would do as she advised, and she went on at once as if outlining a practical working program for the day:


  “And what are you going to be doing later on—I mean tonight?”


  This seemed so impossibly far away, it conjured up such melancholy vistas of the miserable eternity that must elapse before night could come again to shelter his guilt in its concealing darkness that he could not answer for a moment. He said: “Oh, I don’t know—I hadn’t thought of anything.” And then, miserably, “Nothing, I guess.”


  “Because,” she went on quickly, “I was wondering if you would care to meet me tonight?—That is, if you weren’t doing something else.”


  For the first time, excitement stirred him, he felt hope.


  “But, of course I would,” he stammered. “You mean you would like to——”


  “Yes,” she said quickly and decisively. “Look—I wonder if you could do this. Could you come down here tonight after the show? I mean—I didn’t think you would want to sit through the whole thing again, and I’ll be free after that—and I thought if you could come down a little after eleven, there’d be more time and—maybe we could go off somewhere and talk.”


  “At what time shall I come?”


  “About a quarter after eleven?—Is that all right?”


  “Yes, I’ll be there. And ... and I’d just like to say about yesterday ... about the way I——”


  “Well, that’s all right,” she interrupted him, laughing. “You get up now and do what I told you to do, and you’ll feel better.”


  He felt immensely better already, still dizzy and still queasy in the flesh, but with a tremendous lift and relief of the whole spirit, and he felt more hopeful of his life when he went downstairs.


  The performance was over and the theatre empty when he got to it that night. She was waiting for him in the lobby. They shook hands with a sense of formal constraint, and started backstage through the corridor. The stage hands had almost finished with their work, a few men were still about, but there was only a single light burning on the stage, a very big, bright one which cast a great light, but which gave to the shadows all around, in the vaulted spaces and the depths behind, the mysterious distance of a shadowy and unexplored dominion.


  Almost all the performers had departed. One of them had paused for a moment at the bulletin board and was scanning the announcements. As they started up the stairs, two more came swiftly down; all spoke quick greetings as they passed and then hurried away, with the look of people who have finished their work. Upstairs, all was silent and deserted. She got out her key and unlocked the door of her own room, and they went in. The sound they made was the sound that people make when they are entering an empty place.


  “Look,” she said, “I thought I’d get my coat and hat and we could go uptown—to a Childs restaurant, or some place like that. I’m simply starved. I had only time to get a sandwich before the show, and I’ve been going ever since.”


  She put her purse down on the table and turned to get her coat off the hook upon the wall.


  “I’d like to say—” he began.


  “I’ll only be a moment,” she said quickly. “We can get started then.”


  He stopped her as she started to move away, and said:


  “I’d like to tell you about yesterday.”


  The woman turned to him and took him by the hands.


  “Listen,” she said, “there is nothing to tell between you and me. There is nothing to explain. When I saw you on the boat I knew that I had always known you, and it has been the same way ever since. When I got your letter—” he winced, and she went on quickly—“when I saw the writing on the letter, I knew it was from you. I knew again that I had found you and that I had always known you, and that it would always be the same. Yesterday, when I came to meet you, when I saw you, and you were walking away, the thought came to me you were leaving me. It was as if a knife had been turned and twisted in the heart, and then you turned, and you were there again, and then we were together and there were just you and I. And that’s the way it is, and I have always known you, and we are together. There’s nothing to explain.”


  A heavy door had slammed below, and for a moment there was the lean and lonely sound of footsteps walking away upon an empty pavement. Then there was nothing, just the hushed, still silence in the house. They stood there, holding each other by the hands, as they had done the day before, and this time there was nothing more to say, as if that stormy meeting of the day before had somehow erased, wiped out for each of them, all confusion, all constraint, the need of any further explanation. They stood there with held hands and looked each other in the eye, and knew that there was nothing more to say.


  Then they came together and he put his arms around her and she put her arms around his neck and they kissed each other on the mouth.


  [¬]
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  ESTHER’S HOUSE


  Mrs. Jack lived in a house on the West side, between West End Avenue and the river. At night she could hear the boats blowing in the river, and she could hear the ships putting out to sea. It was a five-story building of that familiar reddish brownstone which is now disappearing, but of which there were even then many miles left in the city. The material is ugly, but it is ugly with an evocative memory that is much more poignant and wonderful than most things that are considered beautiful. For in these ugly and desolate blocks of buildings of which the old New York was made, are the memories of primitive America, of “1887,” of “1893,” of “1904,”—that lost time which is more remote, more strange, and, to some men, more beautiful, than the Middle Ages—and the sounds of those times are more lost than Persepolis.


  But the house in which Mrs. Jack lived was not ugly. It had an elegant and luxurious look. It was not lumpy and involved, with deep and dull indentures, or stiff, harsh, and angular, as many of these structures are. The front was flat, plain, and delicate-looking, and to the left of the entry door there was one big, gleaming window of sheeted glass, in which there was always set an enormous bottle. The bottle was of green, delicate texture, so thin that it trembled to the touch, and gave forth a quivering, crystalline resonance.


  Whether this ornament had been set there deliberately by the expert and subtle theatricalism of its owner, or whether the magic intuition of her taste, which was no less certain, but less conscious, accounted for it, it is impossible to say, but it remained in the memory forever after. That flat and elegant façade, set with its one great sheet of glass and its immense green bottle, was like a picture of its owner’s talent, which was delicate, opulent, and pure.


  Before this house Monk now stopped. He had come uptown by the subway; with eager stride, he had walked down one of the streets that lead to the river, and walked along the Drive past Mrs. Jack’s street, trying to guess which house was hers. Then he had made a complete circuit of the block, and now he was here before her house. He mounted a step or two, rang the bell, and in a moment a young Irish woman in maid’s dress opened the inner door and let him in. He asked the girl if Mrs. Jack was there, told her his name, and in a thick, rich voice she said he was expected, and would he come with her.


  The entrance hall was large, darkly paneled, and floored with a walnut tiling. Before he followed the girl upstairs he looked through a door she had left open and caught a momentary glimpse of young Irish maids around a table, and a big policeman with his coat off. They turned flushed and merry faces on him for a moment, there was a burst of music from a phonograph, the door was closed. Then he mounted the broad, dark stairs behind the girl.


  The house was somewhat narrowly built, but it was deep. There was just space for one big, nobly-proportioned room across its width; those big rooms ran back three deep, there was an air of spaciousness and calm; and the lovely and certain touch of the woman, which was at once delicate and immensely strong, was everywhere in the house.


  The furniture was old, and of a dozen different styles and periods. There were chairs, tables, chests of drawers marked with the incomparable clean simpleness of colonial America, there was a great chest from fourteenth-century Italy, there was a piece of old green Chinese silk upon the mantel, and a little green figure of one of the lovely and compassionate goddesses of infinite mercy, there were magnificent drinking glasses from Vienna, there were cupboards from the farmhouses of the Pennsylvania Dutch, and cabinets with the gay, crude little figures of the Bavarian peasants, there were wonderful knives and forks and spoons, heavy and plain, from eighteenth-century England.


  There was this great variety of times and fashions, and yet the result was not a hodgepodge of ill-assorted relics, but a living unity. These things fused warmly and beautifully into the unity of the house; they had been chosen slowly, at many different times and places, because they were beautiful and useful, and because she had known they were right for her house. Everything in the house seemed to have been put there to give joy and comfort to people, nothing was there simply as a museum piece to be stared at, everything was in use, and everywhere there was the sense of tranquil dignity, ease, and abundance.


  The impression they gave, which would certainly have been justified, was that no one who ate or drank here ever went away hungry or thirsty. The house was one of the most hospitable and abundant places in the world. One of the finest elements in the Jewish character is its sensuous love of richness and abundance: the Jew hates what is savorless and stingy in life, he will not stand for bad food or dreary discomfort, he will not make jokes about them, or feel it a fine thing to cheat the senses. He feels there is something mean and degraded about poor living, he loves warmth and opulence, and he is right.


  This wonderful house, therefore, was one of the finest places in the world. Although modest in size and appearance, it was certainly unlikely that anything to approach its warmth and beauty could have been found among the great establishments of England, where people have dozens of ancient rooms and scores of servants, but rub their raw, chapped hands over Brussels sprouts and mutton, and huddle miserably over half-pint fires; nor in France, where things are too gilt and brittle; nor in Germany, where there is an immensely high, but immensely heavy, standard of good living.


  American joy is the sharpest and most exultant joy on earth: a house like this is set in a magical ether, and the belief in success and golden wealth and glory touches everything. So does it seem to a young man. For him, it is much better to know rich people than to be rich himself; for youth, it is not wealth but the thought of wealth that is wonderful. The youth does not want money: he wants to be invited to the homes of rich people and to eat rich dinners, he wants to know wealthy and beautiful women, and to have them love him, and he fancies that just as their clothes, their stockings, all their garments are of the finest and rarest textures, so the texture of their flesh, the spittle of their mouths, the hair of their heads, and all their combining sinews, tissues, and ligaments are fairer and finer than those of poorer people.


  Monk had never seen the inside of such a house as this one, nor was he accustomed to its subtle, rather worn quality and flavor, and at first he was disappointed. He had formed lavish notions of Mrs. Jack’s wealth. He had named sums to himself since the man on the boat had said she was “immensely wealthy”—he had thought of thirty or forty million dollars, and he had expected the house to be something immense and brilliant. Now it seemed to him old and a little shabby, but it also seemed friendly and comfortable. He was no longer afraid and awed by it as he had been before entering.


  As he turned to ascend the second flight of stairs he had a moment’s glimpse of the living room, with its worn and friendly look, and of low bookshelves all around the walls. There were hundreds, thousands of books, but they did not have the stiff-bound, sumptuous look of the unread treasures in the houses of rich, unlettered people. The books had the warm, worn smell and coloring of books which have been read and handled.


  Then, more briskly and confidently, he went up after the maid, and they passed by bedrooms, spacious and bright, with great four-poster beds and thick quiltings; and finally, at the top of the house, they came to the little room which Mrs. Jack used as a workshop. The door was partly open, they went in, and Mrs. Jack, very businesslike and earnest, was leaning over her drawing table at work, and with one trim foot crossed jauntily before the other. She looked up as they entered. Monk was momentarily shocked because she was wearing horn-rimmed spectacles. They gave her small, delicate face a motherly appearance, and she peered at him comically over the top of the lenses, calling out in cheerful voice:


  “There you are, young fellow! Come in!”


  Then with a quick, nervous movement of her small hand she removed the spectacles, put them on the table, and came around to greet him. At once, now, she was the warm little creature he remembered. Her tender face glowed with its warm color, only, now, she became suddenly a little formal and embarrassed, she shook hands somewhat nervously and stiffly, and said: “Hello, Mr. Webber. How are you—hah?” in a somewhat cracked, shrill, and impatient city voice. Then she stood rapidly slipping the ring on and off her finger with the nervous and impatient movement that worried and somewhat annoyed him. “Would you like to have some tea—hah?” she said again in her somewhat protesting tone, and when he said “Yes,” she said, “All right, Katy bring us some tea.” The girl went out and closed the door.


  “Well, Mr. Webber,” said Mrs. Jack, still slipping the ring on and off, “this is my little room where I do my work. How do you like it—hah?”


  He said that he thought it was a nice room, and added lamely, “It must be a fine place to work in.”


  “Oh,” she said earnestly, “it’s the most wonderful place you ever heard of. It’s simply marvelous,” she added solemnly. “You get the most wonderful light here all day long, but now they’re going to ruin it all,” she said, gesturing out the window where the gaunt framework of a large building was being erected. “They’re putting up one of those big apartment houses, and it’s simply going to smother us. Isn’t it a shame?” she went on indignantly. “We’ve lived here for years, and now they’re trying to drive us out.”


  “Who is?”


  “Oh, these apartment house people. They want to tear down this whole block and put up one of those awful places. In the end I suppose they’ll drive us out.”


  “How can they do that? Don’t you own the place?”


  “Oh yes, we own it, but what can you do about it if they want to force you out? They’ll put up big buildings all around you, they’ll shut out all light and air—they’ll simply smother you. Do you think people have any right to do things like that?” she burst out with her plain, kind indignation, which with her jolly, wholesome, and indignantly flushed little face was tremendously appealing, and gave people a tender and humorous feeling towards her, even when she protested angrily. “Don’t you think it’s dreadful—hah?”


  “It’s too bad, it looks like a nice house.”


  “Oh, God, it’s a wonderful house!” she said earnestly. “It is the most magnificent place you ever saw. Some day I want you to see it all—I’ll show you all around. When we leave this place I’m going into mourning.”


  “Well, I hope you’ll never have to.”


  “Oh, we’ll have to,” she said gravely and sadly. “That’s New York. Nothing lasts here. ... The other day I went by the house where I lived for a time as a girl. It’s the only house left on the street—all around it are these enormous buildings now. God, it was like a dream! You know how time makes you feel? It’s as if you’ve lived forever or only five minutes, you don’t know which—there’s something strange and terrible about it. I got frightened and gazooky,” she said comically.


  “What’s gazooky?”


  “You know—they [the] way you feel when you are looking down from a high building. ... I must have lived in that house a year or two. It was after my father died, and I was staying with my uncle. He was an enormous man, he weighed over three hundred pounds, and God!—how he loved to eat! You would have adored him. The very best was just about good enough for that fellow!” As she uttered these words her tender and delicate face was glowing with humor, and she emphasized the words by almost whispering them, and by pressing the thumb and forefinger of her strong little hand together and gesturing in a way that showed she meant something of almost superhuman excellence by “the very best.” “Gee! he was a grand fellow! The doctors said he kept alive fifteen years longer by sticking to Scotch highballs. He used to start about eight o’clock in the morning and kept it up all day. You never saw anything like it in your whole life—the amount of liquor that fellow could consume. You just wouldn’t believe it possible. And he was so smart—that was the strangest thing, it didn’t seem to make any difference to his work. He used to be Police Commissioner, he was one of the best they ever had. He was great friends with Roosevelt, and Mr. Roosevelt used to come there to that house to see him. ... God! it all seems so long ago, and yet I remember it all so well—I feel just like something in the museum,” she went on, laughing. “One night he took me to the opera, I must have been about sixteen, and God! I felt so proud to be with him! It was one of those operas of Wagner’s, and you know how everybody gets killed in them, and we were coming up the aisle just before the end and Uncle Bob came booming out, ‘They’re all dead except the orchestra!’” Here her voice imitated the full, booming quality of the enormous man in such a way that one saw him vividly. “God! I though [thought] they’d have to stop the show! You could hear him all over the place, his voice carried everywhere.”


  She paused, animated, laughing, flushed with the eagerness of her story. She paused by the river of life and time. And for a moment Monk had a blazing vision of lost time, he heard the strange, sad music that time makes. For here, delivered unto the punctual and unshadowed minutes, was this warm, breathing flesh stored with the memories of a lost world and the ancient days. The ghosts of the forgotten hours now moved about her, and the strange brown light of memory shed its unearthly glow upon the moment’s actual light. A vision of old prints and readings, a potent and evocative memory of a past Monk had not seen but which was mixed with his blood like the foods of the earth he lived on flashed through his spirit its vivid and unspeakable sorrow.


  He saw the moments of lost time, he felt the pang of hunger and intolerable regret that all lost time, and the thought of all the life that has been lived upon the earth, and that we have never seen, awakes in us. He heard the myriad sounds of the forgotten feet, the speech and movement of the tongueless dead, the vanished clatter of hoof and tire—things lost, and lost forever. And he saw forgotten fume-flaws of soft smoke about Manhattan, the vanished cleavings of bright ships upon the endless waters, the forest of masts about the magic island, the grave faces of the derbied men who, caught in some casual moment of a nameless day by an old camera, paused, in their broken stride, in queer and incompleted gestures, as they moved out of time across the Bridge.


  All these had cast their shadows on this delicate and rosy-hued face, all these had left their echoes in her memory, and she stood here now, a child, a woman, a phantom, and a living being—the fleshly unity that bound him suddenly to the ghostly past, a miracle of deathling loveliness among great spires and ramparts, a jewel found by chance upon the seas, a part of the enormous wistfulness and loneliness of America, where all men wander and are sick for home, where all things change but change itself, where even the memory and relic of love falls to the wrecker’s hammer, gapes for a moment like a ruined wall upon the earth’s blind eye, and then is drawn under and erased by the unrelenting tides of change and movement.


  Mrs. Esther Jack was fair; she was fair, she had the flower face; it was October, nineteen twenty-five, and dark time was flowing by her like a river.


  Shall we save one face from the million faces? Shall we keep one moment from the adyts of lost time? Was no love living in the wilderness, and was there nothing but the snarl and jungle of the streets, the rasp and driven fury of the town? No love? Was no love living in the wilderness, and was there nothing but unceasing dying and begetting, birth, growth, pollution, and the cat’s great snarl for blood and honey? Was there no love?


  We shall scorn scorners, curse revilers, mock at mockers. Have they grown wise on dust and alum? Do they speak truly because their tongues are bitter? Have they seen clearly because their eyes are blind? Is there no gold because the sands are yellow? It is not true. They’ll build great bridges yet and taller towers. But a vow has lasted where a wall has fallen; a word has been remembered where a city perished; and faith has lived when flesh grew rotten.


  Mrs. Jack was fair; she was fair, she had dove’s eyes; and in all the world there was no one like her.


  For a moment the woman paused, looking out of the window, smiling gently, and with that musing and tranquil expression touched with sadness that people have when they remember lost faces and lost laughter, and the innocence of old joy. The strong, delicate light of the late sun shone on her face without violence or heat, with its remote, fading, and golden glow, and for a moment she passed into a deeper revery, and he saw the look on her face that he had seen once or twice before on the ship, and which already had power to wound his suspicion and to awake in him a jealous curiosity.


  It was a somber, dark, and passionate look that transformed her merry and eager face with an expression of brooding intensity. Suddenly, he noticed that the line of her mouth was curved downward like a wing, giving a masklike grief, an almost Slavic and undecipherable passion to her face, and he was pierced with a bitter desire to know the secret of this look. It had in it a strange, animal bewilderment. He noted her low skull, now contracted by a frown of perplexity, as if her brain was struggling with some grievous thing in life it could not fathom.


  In a moment she had passed from the simple and eager interest, the lively and childish curiosity which drew her senses outward and seemed to fill her with a constant and sensuous delight in all the life and movement of the earth, into an inner and remote absorption from which the world was excluded. The look had in it so much perplexity and pain, so much dark grief and brooding passion, that it awakened in him a feeling of bitter mistrust.


  He felt tricked and cheated and baffled by a cleverness and subtlety of living that was too old, too wise and crafty, for him to fathom or contend with. He wondered if her simple eagerness and apparent absorption in lively human things, even her merry and rosy face of a delicate and noble beauty, were not merely some apparatus of concealment and escape from this secret thing that dwelt in her, if they were not merely an appearance calculated to deceive the world, and if, left to herself, unoccupied by any work or amusement, she would not plunge immediately into this somber mood.


  What was it? Was it the memory of some definite and painful loss, the thought of some lover who had left her, the recollection of some grief from which she had never recovered? Was it the thought of some man, some unknown lover, from whom, perhaps, she had parted that Summer in Italy? Was it some young man like himself, some boy, she coveted? Were her thoughts, from which he was now completely excluded, focused upon this passion and this person? Was he merely the substitute to this desire, the second-hand assuagement?


  He told himself that he did not care, and surely the cynicism which he professed to himself at that moment, and which simply connected this woman to the great number of wealthy and fashionable women who are constantly seeking new loves and lovers, should have enabled him to accept such a situation without regret. But now he felt instead the stab of jealousy: without being willing now to admit either desire or love for her, he wanted her to admit them for him. He wanted to be loved and preferred above all others.


  A sinister vision of the city blazed in his mind. Instead of the golden and exultant vision of the city which he had known in childhood, this vision was drawn in lines of lust and cruelty, peopled with faithless loves and treacheries, inhabited by the conspirators of passion—by a world of rich, sensuous, and unsated women, of professional Don Juans, of lesbians, pederasts, and the cruelly impotent, of sterility that battened on pain, of the jaded appetites that could be spurred only by the sight of grief and madness—these figures appeared to mock the faith and passion of youth, as a countryman is mocked when he discovers that his love has been made the spectacle of a peep-show audience.


  Or was this woman’s somber and passionate revery only a token of some less definite and less personal sorrow? Was it simply the sign of a state of brooding consciousness which, inarticulate and directed towards no thing or person, felt deeply and wordlessly the tragic underweft of life, the loss of youth, the approach of age and death, the inescapable horror of time?


  He remembered now how quietly and with what fatal decision she had said the last night on the ship: “I want to die—I hope that I die in a year or two.” And when he had asked her why, she said with this same look of animal-like perplexity on her face: “I don’t know. ... I just feel finished. ... It seems that I’ve come to the end of everything. ... There’s nothing more that I can do.”


  The statement had exasperated and angered him inexplicably, because he hated death and wanted passionately to live, and because there had been no hysteria or sudden grief in the way she said it. The way in which she had spoken had a curious flatness, a desolate perplexity, as if she had really come to the end of all desire, and of all her resources, and as if she felt convinced that no new or beautiful thing could in the future be added to the sum of her life.


  The contrast between this moment of desolate and hopeless resignation and Mrs. Jack’s usual state of merry and joyful absorption with the details of living was so great that he felt anger and mistrust: if this sense of vacancy and tragedy dwelt in her always, then how far could one trust this simple and eager appearance she made before the world, this presentment that was so lovely, sensuous, so full of delight, sweetness, and humor, and that made people love her?


  He could not feel that she was practicing some specious and complex fraud upon the world. Such an idea seemed ridiculous because there had never been an actress with enough talent to play such a part, and he felt the mistrust and pain one feels when he discovers unsuspected and bewildering depths and complexities in the character of a person he thought was simply and easily understood, and that he had come to know.


  Now, even the plain, frank, and simple way she had of talking—her frequent, yet very straight and natural-sounding, use of such words as “fine,” “grand,” “marvelous,” and occasionally “swell”—seemed, together with her jolly and rosy little face, and her whole manner of honesty, simplicity, and directness, to be part of the deceptive mechanism of an immensely complex, old, and sophisticated spirit.


  Mrs. Jack not only made use of this kind of rough-simple argot that was at that time coming into fashion among sophisticated people, but it really seemed to be a part of her life and character, and she seemed to use it with complete honesty and sincerity, along with a speech that was plain, straight, and pungent, enriched by a meaty, homely, and colloquial metaphor, a concrete descriptive power that made use of the good, straight words of common speech, but that was absolutely her own, and that seemed to come out with an immense, spontaneous inventiveness as she talked, and to be drawn out of the experience and feeling of her own life.


  For example, in describing the terrible heat on the pier the day the ship had docked, she said: “God, wasn’t it awful! I thought I was going to melt away before I got out of there! I just wanted to unscrew my head from my shoulders and drop it down into a well of nice cold water to soak a while!” And this image of coolness and refreshment so delighted her that she went on, with her ruddy little face glowing with humor, delight, and eagerness as she described how it might be done: “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if you could do a thing like that?” she cried. “I used to think about it when I was a kid. I always hated it when it got hot in the Summer; they made us wear so many clothes in those days, it was simply horrible! I used to think how fine it would be if I could just unscrew my head and drop it down a well to soak—I could see the whole thing just as plain as day,” she went on with her face flushed with laughter. “I’d give my head a little turn—it would go ‘Twirk!’” she said comically, “and there it would be all ready to go down into the well. Then after I’d let it soak a while I’d pull it back again, and put it on—and it would go ‘Twirk’—and there I’d have it, cool and clean, back on my head again! Isn’t it wonderful the things a kid can think of—hah?” she demanded, with a merry, glowing, and delighted face.


  Her mind was full of all kinds of fantastic images like this, and she invented new ones all the time with a childlike fascination. Of some pompous actor, she would say with a disgusted scorn that yet had in it no real ill-humor or malice:


  “Say! That fellow makes me sick with all the airs he gives himself. He’s so damned fancy that you wouldn’t believe it’s possible till you see him. You know what his face looks like? Well, I’ll tell you, it looks just like a piece of cold sliced ham!” and, her face glowing with good humor, she would break into a delighted yell of full, rich, woman’s laughter.


  Finally, she would say in a quiet and very earnest tone of some person of her acquaintance:


  “Oh, he’s a very fine person! He’s one of the finest people that I’ve ever known!”—and she would say this with such a straight, open, and engaging look of frankness and conviction on her earnest little face that one felt convinced immediately, not only of her sincerity, but also of the “fineness” of the person she spoke about.


  Yet, she made frequent use of these rough-simple words which fashionable and sophisticated people were beginning to use at that time, and in which there was something false, shameful, and sickening when they said them. But now he wondered with an incoherent perplexity and confusion of spirit if she did not use these words for the same reason the other fashionable people used them—to give an appearance of simplicity, plainness, and straightforward honesty to a complex and subtle character that had no simplicity in it, but which was so immensely talented and able that she could use all the words and phrases a thousand times and with a sophistication so assured and certain that it could mask itself at every point with an impregnable illusion of simplicity.


  She was always using the word “fancy,” and it was evident that about the worst comment she could make on anyone was to call him “fancy.” Yet, remembering now things she had said to him on the ship, and always with this same straight, open, and utterly convincing look of sincerity—that she thought a play by James Joyce, Exiles, was “the greatest play that had ever been written,” and knowing that this play was nothing but a fancy and obscure little play, and not in any way to be compared with Ulysses; and having heard her talk of D.H. Lawrence almost in the manner of a cult-adept, as if Lawrence had not only given men fine books and moving characters but was himself a second Jesus Christ offering us the way to life and everlasting truth; and having heard her say that she had been “psychoanalyzed,” and speak of psychoanalysis as the greatest truth that men had ever discovered, and the sudden means of healing all the fury, unrest, and madness that had afflicted the souls of men for twenty thousand years—having heard all this, together with her comments on African sculptures, primitive paintings, Charlie Chaplin as a supremely great tragic artist, the modern dance, and all the other identifying paraphernalia with which the lives of sophisticated people were tricked out, and which, beneath its show of liberalness and alertness to new forms of art and life, was really itself nothing but a sterile, monotonous, and lifeless form of dutiful consent for people who had no power to make a new life for themselves, and whose greatest impulse was to keep in the swim—having already seen and observed in her all these disquieting signs of a familiar cult, he now wondered, in the distress and perplexity of his spirit, whether she was really an immensely competent “fancy” person pretending to be simple, or the simple, direct, and honest person that she seemed to be, who hated what was “fancy.”


  And his feeling on this point was so belligerent and resentful because every time she used the word he would apply it to his own life, and remember the letter he had written her. Then he would writhe with shame and loathing as he remembered how pompous, florid, and unnatural it was, and yet how it had come out of the passion and the substance of his life—how he had sweated real blood, and paid real anguish, desolation, and despair for something that was false.


  Then he remembered suddenly, too, that during that last night on shipboard she had confessed a compassionate nature, had been distressed because she “did not want to see him suffer”—and as he remembered her words, and the casual circumstance of their meeting, an intolerably painful suspicion awoke in him that if it had not been he it might have been another youth, that an opportune chance had simply put him in the way of a romantic woman at a moment when she wanted adventure. The whole scene of their meeting on the ship returned to his memory bitterly. He winced and tried to withdraw from it. He realized now that he wanted to forget or change it.


  A man can survey the general spectacle of living with the detachment of a philosopher or a cynic, he can be amused by its delusions and follies, above all he can laugh at the madness of love and of the lover; but when he deserts the general spectacle to become an actor in the show, his detachment vanishes, and when his heart and interest are involved, the conflict between general truth and particular desire causes doubt, pain, and suffering. And Monk felt something of this conflict now. What was she—a woman approaching middle age who dreaded its coming and wanted a lover, any lover? No, a rare and beautiful woman who had preferred him above all others. What was his involvement with her—a part of the human comedy of folly and illusive desire, another repetition of the endless adventure of the infatuated youth, the gulled yokel, the country greenhorn for the first time in the city? No, the miracle of chance, the met halves of the broken talisman, the jointure of the two true hearts, the beautiful and faithful lovers who had made their way through all the maze and tumult of this earth’s vast wilderness to find each other—the very proof and purpose of a destiny.


  In all his confusion and doubt as he gazed at the woman plunged in her somber and disturbing revery, suddenly he wanted to cry out at her angrily and violently: “What are you thinking about? What is the meaning of this tragic and mysterious air? Do you think you are so subtle I cannot understand you? You’re not so wonderful as all that! I have thoughts and feelings just as deep as yours!”


  For some time, lost in this dark and brooding revery which he could not fathom, Mrs. Jack had been leaning on her drawing table where her designs and some sketches for costumes were scattered. And now, unconsciously, impatiently, Monk struck the smooth white board of the table a smart blow with the flat of his hand. Immediately she started out of her revery, looked in a startled manner at him, slipped the ring nervously on and off her finger, and then, with a kind and eager look, she came towards him smiling.


  “What are you looking at, Mr. Webber? Do you like my design—hah?”


  “Oh, yes! Very much,” he said stiffly. “It’s very good,” although he had not looked at it.


  “I love to work here,” she said. “All the things you use to work with are so clean and beautiful. Look at these,” she said, pointing to the wall behind the table, where several of her instruments—a T-square and a triangle—hung suspended from nails.


  “Aren’t they beautiful? It’s as if they had a sort of life of their own, isn’t it? They are so clean and strong. You can do such delicate and beautiful things with them. Aren’t they noble and dignified things, though?” she continued. “It must be wonderful to be a writer like you are, and have the power to express yourself in words.” He flushed, glancing at her sharply and suspiciously, but he said nothing. “I think it is the greatest power in the world,” she continued earnestly. “There’s nothing else that can touch it—it is so complete and satisfying. God, I wish I could write! If I only knew how to put it down I know I could write a wonderful book. I’d tell them a few things that would make their eyes stick out, all right.”


  “What sort of things?” he now asked with curiosity and interest.


  “Oh,” she said eagerly, “all sorts of things I know about. I see the most marvelous things every day. Here is all this glory and richness around you, and no one seems to do anything about it! Don’t you think it’s a shame—hah?” she said in the indignant and earnest tone that made people want to laugh. “I do. I’d like to tell people about my work. I’d like to tell them about these things I work with,” she said, rubbing her fingers gently along the soft, smooth board of the table. “I’d like to tell them all the things you can do with these wonderful materials, and of the sort of life things have in them—the way they hang from the wall, or the way they feel. God, I wish I could tell people about my work! I should like to tell them what it’s like when I design! The most wonderful and exciting thing goes on inside me, and no one has ever asked me about it, nobody has ever tried to find out what it is that happens,” she said indignantly, as if she held some person responsible for this stupid neglect. “Isn’t it a shame! ... Gee, I’d love to put down the things I see every time I go out in the street. It gets richer and more beautiful all the time. I keep seeing new things now that I used not to notice at all. ... Do you know what is one of the most wonderful things in the world?” she demanded abruptly.


  “No,” he said in a fascinated tone, “what is it?”


  “Well,” she said impressively, “I’ll tell you—it’s the window of a hardware store. ... I passed by one going downtown the other day, and God!—it was so wonderful I stopped the car and got out. There were all these strong and beautiful instruments, they made a wonderful kind of pattern, it was just like some strange, new kind of poetry. ... And oh, yes! I should like to tell the way the elevated structure looks when you come down some cross street to it. Sometimes at evening it makes the most wonderful design against the sky—I should like to paint it. ... Then I should like to tell about all the different people I see, the clothes they wear. I should like to write down what I know about clothes. It is the most fascinating thing in the world, and nobody seems to know anything about it.”


  “Do you?” he said. “Do you know a lot about it? I suppose you do.”


  “Do I know a lot about it!” she cried. “And he asks me if I know a lot about it!” she exclaimed comically, and Jewishly raised her palms to the attendant universe. “Let me at him!” she said with a jolly burlesque of pugnacity. “Just let me at him! Well, young fellow, all I got to say is, if you find anyone who knows more about it than your old Esther, you’re going to have to get up pretty early in the morning. That’s all I’ve got to say about it!” He was somehow delighted by the joy she took in her skill and knowledge; her boastfulness was so gay and good-humored that no one could be displeased with it, and he felt sure now that it was entirely justified.


  “Oh, I know the most marvelous things about clothes,” she went on solemnly. “There’s no one who knows the things about clothes that I do. Some day I’ll tell you all about it. ... You know, I’ve got a job working for a big dressmaking place downtown. I go in two mornings a week and design for them. It is the most wonderful place to work, I wish you could see it. It’s so clean and spacious, they have these big, quiet rooms, and all around you everywhere they have bolts and bolts of beautiful material. There’s something so magnificent about all this cloth, it is noble and beautiful, you can do such wonderful things with it. I love to go back to the work room and watch all the little tailors at work. You know, they’re very fine workmen, some of them get paid two hundred dollars a week. And God!” she exclaimed suddenly, her little face deepening with a rich flush of humor, “how they stink! It’s simply dreadful sometimes, you could cut the stink with a knife. But I love to watch them at their work. They have such delicate hands. When they draw the thread through and make a knot it is like a kind of dance.”


  As the woman talked, a feeling of immense joy, peace, and certitude entered his spirit. He got from her a sense of strength, ease, and happiness which he had not felt before, and the doubts and confusion of a moment before had vanished. Suddenly the life of the city seemed opulent, glorious, and full of triumph for him, he felt able to conquer and subdue any obstacle, he forgot his horror and fear of the swarming life of the streets, and the terrible loneliness and impotent desolation of a human atom threading its way among millions, trying to make its life prevail against the horror of gigantic crowds and architectures.


  This little creature had found a way of life that seemed to him full of happiness and success: she was strong, small, and competent, she was also full of joy, tenderness, and lively humor, and she was immensely brave and gentle. He saw plainly that she was a product of the city. She had been born in the city, lived in it all her life, and she loved it; and yet she didn’t have the harassed and driven look, the sallow complexion, the strident and metallic quality that many city people have. She was the natural growth of steel, stone, and masonry, yet she was as fresh, juicy, and rosy as if she had come out of the earth.


  There are some people who have the quality of richness and joy in them and they communicate it to everything they touch. It is first of all a physical quality; then it is a quality of the spirit. With such people it makes no difference if they are rich or poor: they are really always rich because they have such wealth and vital power within them that they give everything interest, dignity, and a warm color. When one sees such a person in a lunchroom drinking a cup of coffee, one can almost taste and smell the full delicious flavor of the coffee: it is not simply one of a million cups of lunchroom coffee, it is the best cup of coffee that has ever been made, and the person who drinks it seems to possess to the utmost every drop of its essence and flavor. Yet this is done without affected gusto, gourmandising, sighs, or smackings and lickings of the lips. It is a real and vital power this person has for joy and richness, it comes from the texture of his life, it cannot be imitated.


  A tramp, a hobo, or a beggar often has this quality. It is a joy to see such a man thrust his hand carelessly into the baggy pocket of a ragged old coat and draw out a loose cigarette, put it in his mouth, light it with twisted lips and a flame cupped in his hard palms, and then draw the first pungent draft of smoke deeply and deliciously into his lungs, exhaling it presently in slow fumings from his nostrils with a naked lift of his teeth.


  The men who drive great trucks at night across the country often have this power. They lean against their fenders in the small green glow of lamps, they smoke; their lives are given then to speed and darkness, they enter towns at dawn. The men who rest from labor have this power. The masons coming from their work who sit in trains and smoke strong, cheap cigars—there is something simple and innocent about such men as they look at their cheap cigars, held in their great stiff fingers, with pleased smiles. The sharp fumes drug their tired flesh with deep content.


  Those who have this quality are the young policemen sitting in shirt-sleeves in the all-night eating places, taxi drivers with black shirts, prize fighters, baseball players, and racing drivers, brave and gentle people; steel workers sitting astride a giddy spar, locomotive engineers and brakemen, lone hunters, trappers, most shy and secret people who live alone, whether in the wilderness or in a city room; in general, all people who deal with sensuous things, with what has taste, smell, hardness, softness, color, must be wrought or handled—the builders, the movers, the physical and active people, the creators.


  The people who do not have this quality are the people who rustle papers, tap keys—the clerks, the stenographers, the college instructors, the people who eat lunch in drug stores, the countless millions who have lived meagerly in pallor and safety.


  But when a person has in him the vitality of joy, it is not a meaningless extravagance to say that “nothing else matters.” He is rich. It is probably the richest resource of the spirit; it is better than all formal learning, and it cannot be learned, although it grows in power and richness with living. It is full of wisdom and repose, since the memory and contrast of pain and labor are in it. It comes from competence, and it is touched with sadness, since the knowledge of death is on it. It has learned acceptance and regret, and it is nice because it sees that what is barren must be false.


  Mrs. Jack had this vital quality of joy in its highest degree. With her it was not merely a physical and sensuous thing, it was a richly imaginative and delicately intuitive thing; it was full of faith and dignity, and she communicated it to everything she touched. Thus, as she drew his attention to the instruments and materials with which she worked—the drawing table, with its one smooth slab of soft white wood laid flat on trestles, the fat little pots of paint, the crisp squares of drawing paper, nailed with thumb tacks to the table, the neatly sharpened pencils and the delicate brushes, and the T-squares, sliding rules, and triangles—he began to feel the essence and vital beauty of these objects as he had never felt them before. Mrs. Jack loved these things because they were precise and delicate instruments, and because they served honestly and richly the person who knew how to use them.


  This warm and lovely talent served her everywhere with an unfaltering directness and certainty. Mrs. Jack wanted what was best and most beautiful in life, she was always on the lookout for it, and she never failed to know and appreciate it when she found it. In everything, she wanted only the best. She would not make a salad of wilted leaves: if the outer parts were not crisp and fresh, she would strip them off and use the heart. If she had possessed only two dollars in the world, and had invited some people to dinner, she would not stingily spread her money out in little dabs of one thing and another. She would have gone to the markets and bought there the best steak she could find for two dollars, she would have brought it home and cooked it herself until it was informed with all the succulence and flavor her own rich character could give it, then she would have served it on a thick, creamy platter on a table adorned only by her big plates and the heavy and simple eighteenth-century knives and forks she had got in England. This would be all, but when her guests had eaten there would not be one of them who did not feel that he had richly banqueted.


  People who have this energy of joy and delight draw other people to them as bees are drawn to ripe plums. Most people have little power for living in themselves, they are pallid and uncertain in their thoughts and feelings, and they think they can derive the strength, the richness, and the character they lack from one of these vital and decisive people. For this reason people loved Mrs. Jack and wanted to be near her: she gave them a feeling of confidence, joy, and vitality which they did not have in themselves.


  Again, the world is full of people who think they know what they really do not know—other people have had their convictions and beliefs and feelings for them. With Mrs. Jack, it was at once obvious that she knew what she knew. When she spoke of the little tailors sitting cross-legged on their tables, and of the delicate and beautiful movements of their hands, or when she described the beauty and dignity of the great bolts of cloth, or when she spoke with love and reverence of the materials and instruments she worked with, one saw at once that she spoke in this manner because she had used and known all these things, she had worked and wrought with them, and her knowledge was part of her life, her flesh, her love, her marrow, her tissue, and was melted and mixed indissolubly with the conduits of her blood. This is what knowledge really is. It is finding out something for oneself with pain, with joy, with exultancy, with labor, and with all the little ticking, breathing moments of our lives, until it is ours as that only is ours which is rooted in the structure of our lives. Knowledge is a potent and subtle distillation of experience, a rare liquor, and it belongs to the person who has the power to see, think, feel, taste, smell, and observe for himself, and who has hunger for it.


  As Mrs. Jack talked about herself and her life, and told in her vivid and glowing manner of her daily little discoveries in the streets, Monk began to get a vision of the city’s life that was as different from the swarming horror of his own Faustine vision as anything could be. He saw that the city, whose immensity drowned him in confusion and impotence, was for her simply what rich woods and meadows might be for a country child. She loved the unending crowds as a child might love a river or tall, blown grass. The city was her garden of delight, her magic island, in which always she could find some new joy, some new rich picture to feed her memory.


  She was like time, like the elfin light of time, because she gave the warm and magical color of distance and memory to things she had seen an hour before. In these stories to which her vivid and visual mind reduced experience, and in which her childhood and youth appeared so often, a picture of the old New York, and the old America, was already expanding and being given order and perspective in Monk’s mind.


  His own America was the America of the country man of the wilderness. The story of his potent and turbulent blood was a story of hundreds of men and women who had lived in loneliness, and whose bones were buried in the earth. The memory that lived in him was not the memory of men who had lived in paved and numbered streets, it was the memory of solitude and the distance and direction of the hunter and the frontiersman—a memory even now of men who “lived over yonder,” a memory of “a feller I was talkin’ to t’other day over in Zebulon,” a memory of men who lived “jist before you git to the fork of the road where it turns off to go down into that holler—you’ll see a big locust tree thar an’ if you jist foller along that path hit’ll take you right by his place—hit ain’t fer, not more’n a mile, I reckon—you cain’t miss hit.”


  Their greeting to strangers had been hearty, and their voices full of a deliberate kindliness, their gestures were slow and courtly, but their eyes were mistrustful and sharp, and flickered rapidly, and the smouldering embers of violence and murder were quickly fanned to fury in them. When they awoke at morning their eyes were fixed upon the calm and immutable earth, they watched the slow processional of the seasons, and fixed in their memory were always a few familiar things—a tree, a rock, a bell. The calm of the eternal earth and its elastic spring below man’s foot had been his inheritance. He had the experience of the country boy who comes to the city—his feet were tired of the endless pavements, his eyes were weary of incessant change and movement, and his brain was sick with the horror of great crowds and buildings.


  But now, in Mrs. Jack, he beheld a natural and happy product of the environment that terrified him, and in her warm little stories he began to get a picture of the city America he had not known, but had imagined. It was a world of luxury, comfort, and easy money; of success, fame, and excitement; of theatres, books, artists, writers; of delicate food and wine, good restaurants, beautiful fabrics, and lovely women. It was a world of warm, generous, and urbane living; and it all seemed wonderful, happy, and inspired to him now.


  In his countless goings and comings about New York, his rides in the subways, his walks through the streets, each one of which had become a savage struggle with life, sound, movement, and design until he now faced the simplest excursion among a crowd with tightened nerves and a sense of horror and dislike, he had often observed an expression on the faces of middle-aged New Yorkers which repelled and depressed him. The expression was surly, sour, and petulant, the texture of the flesh was grey and sallow, and it sagged in a doughy fashion. Upon these countenances there was legible a common story of mean and ungenerous living, of bad food eaten dully without distaste or enjoyment in cafeterias, of homes in dismal single bedrooms or flats, of employment as night clerks in cheap hotels, ticket sellers in subways, cashiers in lunchrooms, as petty and ill-humored officials in uniform—the kind of men who snarl and bully and answer a civil question with an insolent reply, or who fawn in a whining and revolting manner when told that the stranger they have insulted is a person of importance to their employer:


  “Why didn’t yuh tell me yuh was a friend of Mr. Crawford’s? I didn’t know! If I’d known you was a friend of Mr. Crawford’s yuh coulda had anything yuh like. Sure! Yuh can’t blame us. Yuh know how it is,” in a whining and confidential voice, intended to be ingratiating. “We gotta be careful. So many people comes here wantin’ to see Mr. Crawford that ain’t got no business to see him that he wouldn’t have no time at all if we let ’em all in. Then if we let ’em in an’ they ain’t got no business to be let in, we get blamed for it. Yuh know how it is.”


  Upon these mean visages he had not been able to find any sign that would indicate any dignity or beauty in their lives. Their lives stretched back through a succession of grey and ugly days into that earlier New York of which he could get no picture except that it was dreary, and barren, and dull. He felt contempt, disgust, and pity for them. They were like small things that whine when threatened or beaten, and they belonged to that vast, drab horde who snarled, fawned, bickered, and whined their ways at length into nameless, numberless, and forgotten graves.


  And he hated these people, too, because they gave the lie to all his early country visions of a warm, magnificent, and opulent life in the great city. It seemed impossible that they should have come out of the same time and the same city as Mrs. Jack. In her stories of her childhood and youth, of her wonderful, wild father who was an actor, of her beautiful, wasteful mother who bit diamonds from her necklace when she needed money, of her fat Rabelaisian Christian uncles who were enormously rich and ate the most succulent foods, which they themselves went to market for every day, poking and prodding at the meat and vegetables, of her beautiful and generous Jewish aunt, of her Christian aunt, of her English relatives, her Dutch relatives, of her husband’s German relatives and her visits to them, of Mr. Roosevelt, and of actors, jolly priests, plays, theatres, cafés, and restaurants, of a great number of brilliant and interesting people—bankers, brokers, socialists, nihilists, suffragettes, painters, musicians, servants, Jews, Gentiles, foreigners, and Americans, he began to get fixed in his imagination an opulent and thrilling picture of the city in the Nineties and the early years of the twentieth century.


  [¬]
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  “THIS THING IS OURS”


  They had been meeting three or four times every week. These hours and moments snatched from work, at noon time or late at night after the performance was over, and spent together on the ride uptown in a taxicab, over the plates at lunch somewhere in Greenwich Village, or over the polished slab, the almost vacant privacy, of a Childs restaurant late at night, were very eager, very precious ones. But, as is usual with most lovers in the city, they were both troubled by the lack of that essential need of love—a meeting place: a meeting place not on the corner, in a cab, before a window, or on the street, shared emptily beneath the naked sky with all blind and brute participations of the million-footed crowd, but a meeting place where they could be alone and which would be their own.


  Both felt increasingly a sense of this unhappy lack. To meet her at her house now seemed impossible—not from fear or inexpediency, and assuredly not from any shame, but because both had the sense of their own integrity. What they were, they were, and they felt no concealment, but they also had the sense of their own decency and propriety. And this was also true about their meetings at the theatre: here the sense of all her active life, her work, her association with her friends was still too recent, it still clung to her and hung like a troubling veil of mist above the life of each.


  As for the small hotel in which he lived, had meeting there been possible, the stupefactions of that place, the dreary contagion of its shabby lives, would have been too much for him.


  She solved the problem in a characteristic way, in a manner typical of the indomitable purpose which, he was to find, that small figure housed. And, rather comically, she found it by a demonstration of one of those processes of a woman’s mind by which she gets the thing that she is looking for by pretending that she is looking for something else. She began to talk about “a place to work.”


  “Well, haven’t you got one?”


  “No, nothing that’s really good enough. Of course, that was a lovely room I had at home. It faced north, and the light was always good. But now those wretched people have come along and built a big apartment house right in our backyard. So it has become too dark to work in now, and, besides, it’s so hard to work at home. You’re always being interrupted—you’re always having to answer the phone, talk to one of the maids, or one of the family is always coming in.”


  “What’s wrong with the room you’ve got at the theatre?”


  “Oh, that never was intended as a place to work. It was just a room they had left over where they used to hang costumes they didn’t need any longer. They let me have it because I had to have some place to work and that was all there was. But it’s very difficult to work there, and it’s getting worse all the time. Some of the girls leave their things in there and are always coming in and out. Besides, the light is very bad. ... Anyway, now that I’m getting all these other jobs to do outside, I really need a place—some place more uptown so that I will not be so far away from all these places where I have to go.”


  This was probably true. At any rate, she kept referring to her need of a new working place every day or two when they would meet. Finally, one day she met him in a state of jubilant excitement.


  “I’ve a place,” she cried at once, even as she was pulling off her gloves, and before she sat down. “I’ve been looking around all morning—most of them were too depressing.”


  “You like this one?”


  “It’s simply wonderful,” cried Mrs. Jack, with an air of astounded revelation. “In all your life you’ve never thought of such a place. It’s up at the top of an old house,” she went on. “The kind of old house that I used to live in when I was a child. Only this one is all rickety and gone to seed. You think the steps are going to give way on you, and it’s very dirty. I don’t know, the whole place is empty now, but it looks as if it’s had a lot of sweatshops in it. But it’s been a beautiful house,” she cried, “a noble house. And I’ve taken the whole floor.”


  “A whole floor!” he exclaimed.


  “The whole thing!” she gleefully affirmed. “In all of your life you’ve never seen such space. There’s a place that you can spread yourself around in.”


  “Yes—but it must cost a fortune.”


  “Thirty dollars a month,” she said triumphantly.


  “What!”


  “Thirty—dollars—a—month!” Mrs. Jack said slowly and impressively, and then, seeing a look of surprise and disbelief on his face, she went on quickly, “You see it is not fixed up at all. It’s really very much run down and out of repair, and I suppose they are glad enough to rent it at any price. But, oh!” she cried rapturously, “Such noble space! Such wonderful light! Just wait until you see it!”


  She was so eager to show him her great find that she could scarcely wait until he had finished with his lunch, and she seemed barely to touch hers. And he, too, stirred by her description and the elation of her discovery, felt a sharp excitement. After lunch they got up from their chairs immediately and went around to the new place.


  It was an old four-story house on Waverly Place that had obviously fallen on evil days. One mounted from the street by a rusty flight of steps. On the first floor as one entered there was a dingy-looking tailor shop. The hall stood open to the winds, the door having been wrenched from its fastening and hanging by one hinge. Then one went up a flight of stairs that was so old and decrepit that it leaned crazily to one side as if its underpinning on that side was giving way. The stairs creaked heavily as one stepped on them, and the old rail sagged—it was as loose as an old tooth.


  Upstairs the place was dark and completely deserted. The only illumination was provided by a gas jet in the narrow hallway, which was kept burning night and day. In the walls along the stairs were niches, hollowed in the plastering; they reminded her of a more prosperous and gracious day for the old house, when marble busts and statues had been stationed here. As they mounted they opened a door or two and looked in. The rooms were large and spacious, but they were very dirty and in a pitiable state of dilapidation. Apparently they had been used as work rooms of some sort, for there was a great tangle of electric wiring from the ceiling, and piles of rubbish on the bare floors, cardboard boxes, paper, bits of litter. Thus far the prospect was not very hopeful.


  At length, up those steep, winding stairs, they reached the top floor. They came up to a little landing, and stood before a door. The door was just a crude nailed-together kind of gate. It was fastened by a padlock and a bolted hinge. Mrs. Jack fumbled in her purse, produced a key, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. They went in.


  The room they entered was really a discovery. Like all the others they had seen, the place was very dirty, but it occupied the whole floor. Like all the others, this room too had been used apparently as a kind of factory: there was again a great tangle of electric wiring on the ceiling, and the fixtures for a great many electric lights. An old, roughly-made, dilapidated-looking table had been left in the room in a good deal of rubbish which she had already swept up into a pile. In the middle of the room there was a skylight opening from the roof, and the ceilings sloped at either end, so that although there was great space and ample standing room in the central portion, one had to stoop a little as he approached the ends. The old whitewashed walls were dirty and in places pieces of plaster had been knocked out, leaving visible strips of dry brown plastering and dry lathing—the body and bones of the old house. The walls also bulged outward in places, and the bare wooden floor sagged and creaked as one walked across it. The whole place had the sag and lean of a [an] old house, the worn modeling of time from which all sharp new edges and all solid holds have been worn away.


  She turned proudly and stood looking at him with a bright and hopeful smile, as if to say: “There, now. What did I tell you? Isn’t it fine?”


  He didn’t say anything for a moment, but he was conscious at first of a feeling of disappointment. He had expected something grander and better kept, and for a moment the shabby dilapidation of the whole place gave him a feeling of distress. Then he began to walk back and forth across the length of the whole floor: the great space of the room and the sense it gave him of unimpeded and expansive movement delighted him. After the cramped confinement of his own small room, and all the cramped confinements of the city, where space had become the last and dearest luxury, this delighted him. The old floor gave and creaked precariously, and in one place it was so loose and giving that it seemed unsafe. But the sense of release, of quietness, and of privacy was wonderful.


  She watched him anxiously as he walked up and down:


  “Do you like it? Of course, you have to stoop there at the end. But isn’t it a wonderful room? The space is so grand. And the light!” she cried. “Isn’t the light marvelous? It’s such a perfect light to work by. Don’t you think it’s grand?”


  Through the skylight over her, the light came down, soft, silent, steady, unperturbed; the brutal stultification of the streets, the unending tumults of the city were here stilled; and the effect upon his soul was like that quality of light itself, an effect of silence and of peace and of asylumage.


  She was talking now, quickly and enthusiastically as she moved around, already full of busy plans of renovation:


  “Of course, it’s very dirty. ... It’s simply filthy! But I’m having a man in tomorrow to wash the windows and to scrub the floors. And I’m sending some things down from the house—my drawing table and my instruments, an old couch that we’ve no use for, and some chairs. You’ve no idea what a difference it will make when it looks clean and has a few things in it. ... I thought I’d put my drawing table here? Below this light? Don’t you think so?” She stood beneath the light and gestured to him. The strong, soft radiance came down from above and shone upon her fresh and ruddy face, so full of eagerness and hope, and for a moment he turned away, suddenly and deeply moved, he did not know why.


  When they went out she locked the door behind her, and for a moment, before she put the key away into her purse, she shook it in his face with a gleeful and exultant little movement, which plainly said, “This thing is ours.”


  Then slowly, carefully, holding each other by the hand, as people unaccustomed do, they started down those old winding stairs. The floor treads creaked and sagged below their feet, and behind them in the dark there was a sound of a single drop of water that gathered, swelled, developed, dropped, in its steady, punctual monotone, like the sound of silence in the old house of life, alone.


  [¬]
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  A NEW WORLD


  A miraculous change had been effected in Monk’s life, and, as so often happens, he was scarcely aware at first that it had come. He did not see at first the meaning that Esther had for him. It was not merely the fact of romantic conquest that had wrought the change: in its essential values it was probably this fact least of all. Much more than this, it was the knowledge that for the first time in his whole life he mattered deeply, earnestly, to someone else.


  Without being quite aware of it, this wonderful fact had an almost immediate effect on him. He was still likely to be crotchety, still too quick to take offense at a slight, whether real or imagined, still walking around with a chip on his shoulder daring someone to knock it off—but the chip was not so large now, nor so perilously tilted. He had a sense of inner security, of self-belief, that he had not had before. And he believed in himself because someone else believed in him. His war against the world was somewhat abated because his own war with himself was reconciled. As for all the minor grievances and annoyances, the surliness of nincompoops and the stupidity of fools, the tissue of paltry intrigues, envies, venoms, gossips, rumors, and petty politics that poisoned the life of the School for Utility Cultures, where he worked, and the little flicks and darts of daily life that had at first whipped his spirit into lacerated scorn—all this had now slipped back into its proper place. He saw them as the trivialities they were, if not with equanimity, at least more temperately, in their true proportion.


  The woman had, in fact, begun to give a kind of frame, design, and purpose to his life that it had never had before. Although he did not know it at the time, she had herself become a kind of goal and purpose in his life, a kind of target at which his tremendous energies, so long exploded, scattered, misdirected, or diffused into thin air, could now be aimed. It would not be true to say that he actually “lived” for the times when he would meet her. As a matter of fact, his life in between these times now passed more evenly, more temperately, and with a more proportionate judgment than it had done before. It was as if all the elements in his life had suddenly begun to take on the proportionate form, the balance in the distance, of a picture. He saw her now three or four times a week, but the sense of his contact with her life was daily, constant, and united.


  She called him up every morning, usually before he was out of bed. The sound of her quick, bright voice, itself already so full of life, morning, and of business, awoke in him a healthy desire to be up and at his work, for he was now writing furiously every moment he could snatch from his duties at the school. She would always be full of her plans and projects for the day—the places where she had to be, the appointments that she had to meet, the work she had to do. If she was going to be in his “part of town” at lunch time, they would have lunch together; and since she loved the work she did, she always brought to these meetings a sense of healthy energy, of happy activity, of the movement, the excitement, the vitality of the world itself. Occasionally they would meet for dinner in the evening, but more often he would meet her later, after the performance. He would make the long, exciting drive into the East Side alone. Then they would leave the darkened theatre and come uptown together, usually stopping off at a Childs restaurant in a quiet neighborhood—their favorite one was on Fifth Avenue just above Madison Square—for a midnight lunch and an hour of talk together.


  It was not merely that he was in love with her. In addition to that, through his association with her it seemed to him that now at last he had begun to “know” the city. For, in some curious way, the woman had come to represent “the city” to him. To him she was the city he had longed to know. Hers was not the city of the homeless wanderer, the city of the wretched, futile people living in the rooms of little cheap hotels, the city of the lost boy and the stranger looking at a million lights, the terrible, lonely, empty city of no doors, and of the homeless, thronging ways. Hers was the city of the native, and now it seemed to him that he was “in.”


  She was the city’s daughter just as he had been the product of the town. The city’s ways were not strange ways to her, nor were its crowded highways lonely ones, nor were its tongues and faces to her hard and cold and new. Rather, the city was the familiar neighborhood of her whole life—the yard in which she played when she was young, the place where she had gone to school, the “different parts of town” where she had lived, grown up, been married, moved to—and all of it was a province as warm, as friendly, as familiar, as were ever the cribbed horizons of a little town.


  The woman really loved the city. She loved it not with ostentatious show, self-consciously; nor coldly, like feeble people who show off an old house which their ancestors built and, unable to make a real life in the world they have, trump up a false one of the world which they have lost. No, for Mrs. Jack the city was her living tenement; it was her field, her pasture, and her farm; and she loved it so because she was herself so much a part of it, because she knew and understood it so, because it was the stage and setting of her own life and work.


  For her, the city was a living, breathing, struggling, hoping, fearing, hating, loving, and desiring universe of life. It was the most human place on earth because it had in it the most “humanity,” the most American because it had in it the most Americans. All the grandeur and the misery; the high aspiration and the base desires; the noble work and the ignoble strivings for mean ends; the terror, violence, and brute corruption, and the innocence, the hope, the dreaming, and the loveliness; the huge accomplishment and a constant, raw unfinish of things still doing, never ended, getting done—all of it was here, and so to her the city was America. And in all of this, of course, because this vision and this understanding was so healthy, sound, and true, Mrs. Jack was right.


  She carried this sense of health, of life, of work, of human understanding with her everywhere she went; it radiated from her like a strong and sweet vitality of happiness. It was as if, Antæuslike, Mrs. Jack derived her own strength, her own health, her own energy of work, of wanting, and of business, that radiated from her rosy face, that was legible in every movement of her energetic figure, that was described in every small, brisk step, in every gesture, from her constant, living contact with the bones and body of her native earth—which was that swarming and immortal rock on which she trod.


  She brought this grand exhilaration of the city’s life to all the meetings that she had with him. There on the parapets of furious noon, upon these mounting pinnacles of day, these two would meet, and instantly for him it would be as if the huge, sweet cargo of the morning had been borne in upon him too. A dozen tales of life and business would form upon the lips of this excited voyager, and suddenly it would seem to him that a vast and moving pageantry, the whole imperial chronicle of day, was there.


  She had been “here and there” about the town. At nine o’clock she had been at work among the tailors in the garment district, where she was employed two mornings in the week to make designs. Even as she spoke, the whole scene spread before his eyes—the enormous buildings of the district, the huge “lofts,” the great warehouse room, with its tables and its bolts of cloth, the coarse, clean smell of wool, the fitting rooms, and cutting rooms, with the tailors sitting cross-legged on the tables. “In all your life you’ve never seen such skill as these men have! The way they use their hands! It’s all so swift, so sure, so delicate—it’s—somehow it makes you think of some great orchestra!—But God!” suddenly her shoulders shook, her face turned crimson—“The way it smells! Sometimes I have to hang my neck out of the window!”


  At half-past ten she had been to the costume fitter’s. Here was the world backstage again, the life of the performers: “I got Mary Morgan fitted up. She’s going to look lovely. The poor kid!” Suddenly her face was earnest and indignant, full of pity and concern: “She has been out of a job for almost a year. This is the first work that she has had to do! And she was so frightened, so ashamed when she came in. She pulled me by the arm and got me off into a corner and told me her underwear was simply in rags. She said, ‘I simply can’t let these people see me as I am, I’ll drop dead if they do. What am I going to do?’ The poor kid was almost crying. I gave her some money and told her to go out and buy herself some decent things. Honestly! if somebody had handed her the moon upon a silver platter she couldn’t have been half so happy! She threw her arms around me and hugged me, and said, ‘When you die and go to heaven they’ll have to turn the Holy Mother out and give you the best room in the house.’ She’s a Catholic,” said Mrs. Jack and laughed, but then her face grew earnest in its indignation, and she said: “Well, isn’t it a shame! A kid like that pounding pavements for eight months until her shoes had holes in them, and her clothing is of rags! And God knows what she has lived on, how she has kept from starving! And then rehearsing her three weeks without a cent of pay! And if the show is a flop, she gets nothing and is out upon the street again, looking for a job! ... But gee! You should have seen her when we fitted her! She was lovely! There’s a girl for you, young fellow!” cried Mrs. Jack, with twinkling eyes. “You should have seen her this morning when she got that dress on! She would have knocked your eye out! She’s got the most beautiful arms and shoulders I have ever seen. She’s playing the part of a society girl in this play——”


  “A society girl!”


  “Yes.” She paused for a moment, not understanding the implication of surprise. Then as it came to her, she looked at him, her shoulders began to shake hysterically again, and she cried: “Can you beat it! Isn’t it wonderful! The poor kid with no soles in her shoes and her underwear in rags playing the part of Marcia Coventry!”


  “What did the dress cost—do you know?”


  “Yes,” again her face was serious and concerned, full of business, “I got the estimates this morning. I’ve tried to keep it down as much as possible—don’t believe anybody else could have done half so well. If I had taken her to Edith’s, I couldn’t have touched it under five hundred dollars. But I’ve kept it down to just under three hundred, doing it this way. And it’s a knock-out! I’ll bet every little Junior Leaguer in the world will copy it this Winter.”


  “You’ve done a lot of work on it, haven’t you?”


  “You’ve simply no idea!” cried Mrs. Jack, looking very earnest. “The work I’ve done on this kid’s clothes alone! She’s a regular clothes horse in the play! And it’s the damnedest tripe!” she said quite simply. Her face flushed, and her shoulders shook again with laughter: “We’ve got a name for it among ourselves. We call it—The Fall Showing.”


  “What is it?”


  “Oh, it’s a lot of junk someone has thrown together for that fellow Croswell.”


  “Cecil Croswell?”


  “Yes, you know—the Lady Killer. In all your life—you’ve no idea”—she went on with an air of incredulity—“it’s simply past belief!”


  “What?”


  “What these people—these actors—are like. They know simply nothing of what’s going on—outside. If you spoke to that fellow about Mussolini, he’d ask you what did he ever play in. That’s about as much as he knows about anything,” she said in a tone of disgust. “And of all the nerve! Of all the conceit! If you knew what that fellow thinks of himself”—suddenly she choked and shrieked hysterically—“God! This morning—” she began, and could not go on.


  “What happened this morning?”


  “When he came for his fitting—” said Mrs. Jack. “He wears evening clothes all through the play—that’s the kind of play it is. Well, I’ve designed a beautiful suit for him and he put it on. And then,” Mrs. Jack had a hysterical lilt in her voice, “he would strut back and forth before the mirror, to and fro and up and down, wiggling his shoulders, and fooling with his collar, and giving it a tug here and a tweak there, until he almost drove me out of my mind. And then he began to hem and to haw, and, well, you see it was this way, and, well, you see it was that way, and the upshot of it,” she cried indignantly, “was that the big ham didn’t think this beautiful suit I had designed was good enough for him. The nerve of him! I could’ve killed him! Well, he cleared his throat and began to orate—you’d have thought he was doing East Lynn in a road show. ‘On the whole,’ says he, ‘I think I like my own suit better.’ He’s got a fancy suit of evening clothes that he loves so much he wears it down to breakfast. ‘Well, Mr. Croswell,’ I said, ‘all I can say is that this is a suit that fits the part and the one you ought to wear.’ ‘Yes,’ says he, ‘but the lapels,’ he says—‘the lapels’—he cries out in his tragic tone—‘the lapels, dear lady, are not right’—with that he lets his voice drop down as if he was announcing the death of a child. The nerve of that guy!” she muttered angrily. “I knew more about lapels when I was six years old than he’ll ever know. ‘The lapels,’ he says, drawing himself up and tweaking at them with his fingers, as if he was addressing Parliament, ‘The lapels are too narrow!’—The ones he has, of course, on that fancy rig of his, are broad enough to drive a team of horses over. ‘Well, Mr. Croswell,’ I said, ‘all I can say is that the lapels may not be right for Croswell but they are right for the part he is playing—and Croswell is not playing Croswell, but the part that has been written for him in the play’—which is a big lie, of course,” she said disgustedly—“Croswell is playing Croswell—that’s all he can play, all he ever played! Of course, he couldn’t see this—these people have no quality!” she cried impatiently, in a kind of parenthesis. “You’ve simply no idea! You wouldn’t believe that it was possible! The fool kept talking of his ‘points.’ ‘Yes, I know,’ he says, as if he were speaking to a child, ‘I know. Still, all of us have our own points. And as for me—’ he cried, slapping himself on the chest like a big piece of ham”—and with these words, Mrs. Jack, her eyes dancing and her face rosy with laughter, suited the action to the words and slapped herself on the breast with her small hand—“‘As for me,’ he cried”—she uttered the words in a tone of sonorous burlesque—“‘As for me, I am noted for muh torso!’” She shook hysterically, with a last shriek faintly: “Can you beat it? Does it seem possible? Now, that will just give you an idea of what some of them are like!”


  “And what else have you been doing? Is that all?”


  “Oh, heavens no! I put in a full day’s work before I met you here today. First, well, let’s see—” she studied briefly, “Katy came in with coffee at seven-thirty. Then I bathed and took a cold shower. I take it so cold that it sends tingles all up and down my spine.” And, indeed, her face always had that glowing freshness as if she had just come from a cold shower. “I dressed and had my breakfast, talked to Cook, told her what to order, and how many were coming to the house tonight. I talked to Barney—he’s our driver—and told him where to come for me this afternoon. Then I read the mail and paid some bills and wrote some letters. I talked to Roberta on the phone about this new show I’m doing for the League. I saw Fritz for a moment, as he was leaving for the office. I looked in and talked to Edith for a moment in her room. And I was out of the house and on my way downtown before nine o’clock. Then I was at work at Stein and Rosen’s for an hour—then to Heck’s for costume fittings until twelve—then to the wig maker’s on 47th Street at twelve-fifteen—” she laughed: “The strangest thing happened! You know where the wig maker’s is—it’s in what used to be an old brownstone house, and you go up a flight of steps and there is a big front window on the first floor with wigs and hats in it. Well!” she exclaimed with accented and excited finality. “What do you suppose I did? I went up the stairs and thought that I was right, and saw a door and opened it, and just walked in. And what do you suppose I found? I walked right in upon a bar. It seemed to run the whole way back, and a whole lot of men were standing at the bar drinking, and there was a man behind the bar mixing drinks. Well!” she cried again, “I was so surprised! Honestly, it was the strangest thing. I couldn’t believe my eyes! I just stood there with my mouth wide open staring at them. And they were all so jolly. The man behind the bar called out: ‘Come right on in, lady. There’s always room for one more.’ Well, I was so confused—I just didn’t know what to say, and at last I said, ‘I thought this was the wig maker’s!’ Well, you should have heard them laugh! The bartender said, ‘No, lady, this ain’t the wig maker’s, but we’ve got some hair tonic here that’ll grow hair better than a wig!’ And another man said, ‘You’re in the wrong place. This ain’t the wig maker’s, it’s the Novelty Shop’—and then they all laughed again; I guess, because the place had a kind of fake window with some dirty old Christmas bells, and a few strips of red crêpe paper in it, and a sign that said, ‘United Novelties Supply Company,’ I guess as a kind of dodge—and that was the reason they laughed. They seemed awfully jolly. The bartender came out from behind the bar and took me to the door, and showed me where the wig maker’s was, which was just next door, and the reason I had got confused was that there are two flights of steps and I was in a hurry and wasn’t looking, and so I got mixed up—but isn’t New York wonderful!”


  She had delivered all of this in a tone of excited and almost breathless rapidity, but seemed to translate the confusion of the moment perfectly in her own breathless and bewildered face.


  “After that,” she went on, “I had to go and rummage through some old furniture shops up on Eighth Avenue. You simply have no idea the kind of junk that you can find. It’s fascinating just to poke around. I was looking for some things that would go into a setting for a room in a Victorian house in the Seventies. I found some marvelous things: a picture in a kind of gilt frame, a sort of lithograph, I guess, showing a lady with blonde hair playing a spinet, and a gentleman, with ruffles at the neck and lacy sleeves, leaning on the spinet with a gloomy look, and three little gold-haired children, all with high waists and ruffled sleeves and long skirts like the lady had, waltzing around in a sort of dance, and marble flags upon the floor and a tiger skin—it couldn’t have been more perfect for the kind of room I have in mind. I found some window hangings and some drapes of the kind that I was looking for—of an awful, faded, greeny plush—God! they looked as if all the germs and dust and microbes in the world had nested there—but they were just the things I wanted. And I would ask for other things as well, which it didn’t seem that any living, breathing, mortal man could possibly have—and the old fellow would go poking and rummaging around in those piles of junk, and finally bring out just what I was looking for! ... Look!” She took out a tiny folded scrap of tinfoil wrapping paper, and she spread it out for him: it had a winy, brilliant, and exotic color, and she said, “Don’t you think that’s beautiful?”


  “What is it?”


  “It’s the wrapping off a piece of candy. I saw it this morning as I was passing by a little stationery shop. The color was so strange and beautiful that I went in and bought the candy, just to get this wrapping here. If I can, I’m going to see if I can match it somewhere with a piece of cloth—I’ve never seen this shade before, it would be beautiful.” She was silent for a moment, then continued: “God! I wish I could tell you everything I’ve seen today. I am bursting with it, I want to bring it all to you, and give it to you, but there is so much of it, it gets away. When I was a little girl, I was fascinated by all the different shapes of things, by all the beautiful designs there are. I would go and get all different kinds of leaves: the shape and form of each one was so different, and so delicate, so beautiful, I would draw all the different kinds of leaves, with all the delicate little lines and forms they had in them. Sometimes the other kids laughed at me for doing it, but it was like having found a new and wonderful world that is all around us, and that most people never see. And it keeps getting richer and more beautiful all the time. I see things every day now that I never saw before—things that people pass by all the time without ever seeing.”


  She would meet him late at night sometimes, after she’d gone to a gay and brilliant dinner party, or had given one herself. And here, too, she would be flushed with happy energy, charged with gaiety and good spirits, full of news. And now the world she brought to him was no longer the world of morning work and business; it was the great world of the night, a golden world of pleasure, wealth, distinction, talent, and success. She was charged with it, still bubbling over with the bright champagne of all its heady gaiety, still sparkling with its brilliance and its joy.


  This night world in which she moved and lived as a familiar and acknowledged denizen was a privileged world of high distinction. It included illustrious names and celebrated personalities that had long been famous through the length and breadth of the whole nation. It included great producers and famous actresses, well-known writers, painters, journalists, and musicians, and mighty financiers. And these great illuminati of the night seemed to move and live and breathe and have their being in a kind of golden colony that once, in the enchanted imaginings of his boyhood, had seemed impossibly far away, and that now, by the same enchantment, seemed miraculously near.


  She brought it all to him, still warm with her recent contact, this magic world of fame, of beauty, wealth and power. She brought it to him with a casual touch of her own familiarity with it, and what was most incredible was the knowledge that she was herself a part of it.


  God knows what he had expected to discover—to hear these creatures feasted on ambrosia, drank nectar from a golden cup, ate lampreys or strange foods the average man had never heard about. But it was somehow astounding to hear that this famous company went to bed, got up, and bathed and dressed, and ate and went about its business much the same as other people did, and that from the portals of these celebrated lips fell passages of speech not wholly different from his own.


  The celebrated columnist whose winged jest, whose subtle wit, whose jabs and praises, whose graceful lyrics, and whose clever limericks had flashed forth for more than twenty years—this man whose daily chronicle of the city’s life he had so often feasted on in his own college years, reading into that diary of the day’s activity the whole glamorous pageantry of that distant Babylon, cloud-capped and rosy-hued there in the smoke of his imagination—this Aladdinlike enchanter who had so often rubbed his lamp and brought the magic of great Babylon to life for a hundred thousand boys like him—this magician alive and breathing in the flesh had been a guest at dinner on this very evening, had sat next to her, and talked to her, called her by her first name, as she called his, and would record that very date and day, the place, the person, and the time, in another portion of that endless diary, which other visionary youths in a thousand other little towns would read and feast upon, dreaming forever of great Babylon: “So, out and in a petrol waggon to Esther Jack’s, and found a merry company, and S. Levenson the designer there, and S. Hook, the scrivener, and a mighty handsome girl in a red dress whom I had never seen, and straightway gave a buss upon the cheek, and many others there, as well, and mighty fine, but none so fine, methought, as Esther was.”


  Or she would bring to him the merry tidings of some glittering first night, some opening of a famous theatre, and the company of the famous and the beautiful who were there. The brilliant process of these happenings would babble from her lips with the gay, excited humor of a child. And, as if to give the whole thing naturalness—perhaps to put him more at ease, to make him feel that he, too, was a member of this favored group, himself initiate to all its privilege; or perhaps, just with a shade of affectation, to show she was herself of such a clear and simple spirit as not to be impressed or overawed by the resounding reputations of the great—she would preface her descriptions, qualify her golden calendar of names, with such modest phrases as “a man named ——.”


  She would say: “I wonder if you ever heard of a man named Karl Fine? He’s a banker. I was talking to him at the play tonight. I have known him for years. And look!” here her manner changed to merry glee, “you’d never guess what he said to me when he came up and spoke. ...”


  Or: “I was seated tonight at dinner next to a man named Ernest Ross,” mentioning a famous criminal lawyer. “His wife and I used to go to school together.”


  Or: “I wonder if you have ever heard of a man named Stephen Hook?” This was a writer who enjoyed a wide reputation as a critic and biographer. “Well, he was up to our house for dinner tonight, and I was telling him about you. He would like to meet you. He’s one of the finest people I have ever known. I’ve known him for years.”


  Or, after an opening: “Guess who I saw tonight! Did you ever hear of a man named Andrew Cottswold?” mentioning the best-known dramatic critic of the time. “Well, he was there tonight, and he came up to me after the show and guess what he said!” With her eyes sparkling and her face flushed with laughter and happiness, she looked at him a moment, then said: “He told me that I was the best designer in America. That’s what he said!”


  Or: “I wonder if you ever heard of a woman by the name of Roberta Heilprinn?” This was the director of a famous art theatre. “Well, she came to dinner tonight. We are very old friends,” said Mrs. Jack. “We grew up together.”


  The number of celebrated people with whom she “had grown up together” or “had known all her life” was really astonishing. Was the name of a famous producer in the theatre mentioned? “Oh, Hugh—yes. We grew up together. He used to live in the house next door to us. He’s a very fine person,” said Mrs. Jack, looking very earnest. “Oh, a very fine person.” When she referred to someone as “a very fine person,” with an air of great seriousness and conviction, it was as if she not only meant just that, but also derived a virtuous self-satisfaction from the knowledge that the “very fine person” was very successful to boot, and that she was herself on such excellently intimate terms with both fine persons and success.


  Mrs. Jack sometimes gleefully asserted that she was like her uncle “for whom the very best of everything was just about good enough.” And certainly her standard in men and women—as in foods, in work, in goods, construction, and material—was a very high one. The very best of everything, in men and women, did not include mere money grubbing, money getting, or social eminence. It is true that sometimes she would mention the names of great capitalists, friends of her husband, and their wives, and would even speak of their enormous wealth with a kind of satisfaction. “Fritz says there’s literally no end to what he’s worth! It’s simply fabulous!”


  And she would speak of the glittering beauty of some of the women in the same way. There was the wife of “a man named” Rosen, the famous merchant for whom she worked, and in whose great shop her sister, Edith, was vice-president and second in command. Rosen’s wife had half a million dollars’ worth of jewels—“And she wears them all!” cried Mrs. Jack, looking at the young man with a bewildered and inquiring expression. “They were at the house last night for dinner—she had all of it on—it was unbelievable!” said Mrs. Jack. “That woman glittered like a piece of ice! And she is very beautiful! I could hardly eat my dinner I was so fascinated. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her. I watched her, and I’m sure she was thinking about her jewelry all the time. The way she moved her hands and arms, the way she turned her neck—it wasn’t like a person wearing jewelry, but like jewelry wearing the person. Isn’t it strange?” said Mrs. Jack. And again the young man noticed that she had a troubled and inquiring look.


  Occasionally when she spoke of this side of the city’s life, describing it in quick and casual phrases, she evoked a picture that was stupendous in its wealth and power, and rather sinister. She would refer, for example, to a friend of her husband’s, a millionaire named Bergerman whose wealth was “simply fabulous.” Then she would tell of the evening in Paris when he had taken her and Roberta Heilprinn out to dinner, and later to a gambling club where first a boxing bout had been arranged for the delectation of the clients. “You would have thought you were in a drawing room! Everyone was dressed in evening clothes, and the women wore ropes of pearls, and there was a great, thick carpet on the floor, and you sat in the most delicate gold-leaf chairs with flowered satin seats. Even the ropes around the ring had velvet coverings! It was thrilling—and, somehow, a little terrible. It was all so strange, and when they turned the lights out you could see nothing but the two men in the ring—one of them a negro—their bodies were magnificent, the action of the black against the white so quick and swift, like a kind of dance.” Later on, she told him, after the fight was over, the guests had scattered around the gaming tables, and Bergerman had lost a million francs at roulette in less than twenty minutes, or, at the rate of exchange that then existed, almost thirty thousand dollars. “And it meant absolutely nothing to him!” said Mrs. Jack, looking at the young man with a flushed and very earnest face. “Can you imagine it? Isn’t it incredible?” And for a moment more she continued to look at him with a surprised and questioning kind of face, as if he, perhaps, might be able to supply the answer.


  She had other stories of this kind—stories of men who won or lost fortunes at gambling every evening and who were not troubled, either with their losses or their gains; stories of women and young girls who came into Mr. Rosen’s shop and within fifteen minutes spent more money for clothing than most people hoped to possess in a whole lifetime; of a famous courtesan who walked in with her elderly lover and bought a Chinchilla coat “right off the rack,” paying for it in spot cash, taking from her purse a wad of thousand-dollar bills, “big enough,” said Mrs. Jack, “to choke a horse,” and tossing sixty of them out across the counter.


  The effect of these stories was to evoke a picture of a world of wealth that was at first fabulous and fascinating in its Bagdadlike enchantments, but that quickly took on a more sinister hue as Monk read the meaning of its social implications. It shone there, written on the face of night, like a lurid and corrupted sneer. It was a world that seemed to have gone insane with its own excess, a world of criminal privilege that flouted itself with an inhuman arrogance in the very face of a great city where half the population lived in filth and squalor, and where two-thirds were still so bitterly uncertain of their daily living that they had to thrust, to snarl, to curse, to cheat, contrive, and get the better of their fellows like a race of mongrel dogs.


  The obscene wink, so written there against the visage of the night, was intolerable in its damnable injustice. The knowledge of it choked him, turned his veins into a poison of cold fury, a murderous desire to smash and trample it to ruin. He wondered how men who drew the breath of life and did the work of day could let their enemy feed upon their blood, how they could allow themselves to forget the insecurity of their lives by gazing raptly at the mirage of “prosperity” towards which all seemed to think that they were turning, and which most of them were sure they already shared. Like those lost creatures in the Country of the Blind who thought the single man among them who had eyes was diseased with cancer of the brain, they were sure that heaven started just a little out of reach above their heads, and that presently they would scale a ten-foot ladder and be there. Meanwhile, these blind men lived in filth and went through a daily struggle just to get the barest means of life, and they swallowed down obediently all the vicious nonsense that any politician told them about the “high standard” of their living which, these wretches were solemnly assured, made them “the envy of the world.”


  And yet, although they were blind, surely they could smell. But they were so infatuated that they reveled in the general all-pervasive stink of rottenness. The blind men knew that government was rotten, that almost every branch of authority, from high office down to the lowest constable that patrolled the beat, was riddled through and through, like a putrescent honeycomb, with dishonesty and graft. And yet the most obscure of all the land, the smallest cipher in the subway’s depths, could assure you that this was the way things ought to be, the way that things had always been, the way they would continue to the end of time. The blind were wise—with a wisdom celebrated in the city streets. Were politicians rogues? Were officials in the city’s government grafters, thieves? Every man, the blind could tell you as they struggled through the subway door while there was still room for one more visionless sardine, was “getting his.” And if one protested at the process over much, it was a sign the man was “sore”—“You’d do the same thing if you were in his place—sure you would!”


  One’s virtue, therefore, was only another name for one’s envious chagrin. And if one was virtuous, did one think because he was that there would be no more cakes and ale—or, for that matter, chickens in the pot, or two cars in garages, or, to step it up a peg or two, Chinchilla coats from Mr. Rosen’s, or roulette wheels for Mr. Bergerman, or many other splendid things like this—the blind assured each other as they struggled through the stiles—that had made them all “the envy of the world”?


  The knowledge that she was a part of this life, too, went through him like a flash, and he would feel again the baffling torture of that doubt which in the years to come was to torment and trouble him so often—the enigma of this flower face. How could she be a part of it? This creature seemed to him so full of health and happiness, so full of work, of hope, of morning, and of high integrity. And yet, indubitably, she was a part of this thing, too—of this Midas world of night, of this reptilian wink, its criminal corruption and inhuman privilege, the impregnable arrogance of its living sneer.


  And here, too, at night, she could blossom like a flower, a flower that had the look at night, even as it had by day, of innocence and morning; and that could live here, breathe here, blossom in the foul contagion of this air just as she blossomed in the day, and be a part of it, that never lost an atom of her freshness and her beauty—a flower that blossomed from a hill of dung.


  He could not fathom it, it whipped his spirit to a frenzy, it made him turn on her at times and rend her, bitterly accuse her with unjust and cruel words—and leave him baffled and infuriated at the end, no nearer to the truth than he had ever been.


  And the truth was simply that she was a woman, and that her way, like everyone’s, had been a vexed and most uncertain one, and that, like everyone in that great honeycomb, she, too, was caught up in a web, and had come to these concessions in the end. The truth was also that the better part of her was loyal to the better part of life, but her loyalties, like everyone’s, were mixed, and in this twin allegiance was the wrong. On one side was the worldly society and the duty it imposed, the responsibility it demanded, the obligations it entailed. And on the other side there was the world of work, and of creating, the world of friendship, aspirations, and the heart’s true faith. And this side was the deeper, truer part of Mrs. Jack.


  It was as worker and as doer that this woman was supreme. The true religion of her soul, the thing that saved her and restored her from the degradation of the wasteful idleness, the insane excess of self-adornment, the vanity of self-love, and the empty ruin of hollowness that most women of her class had come to know, was the religion of her work. It saved her, took her out of herself, united her life to a nobler image, which was external to her and superior to the vanities of self. There was no labor too great, no expenditure of time and care and patient effort too arduous and too exacting, if, through it, she could only achieve “a good piece of work.”


  And of all the things she hated most, the first one was a shoddy piece of work. To her this was original sin. She could overlook the faults and errors of a human personality, excuse its weaknesses, tolerate its vices, and the flaws it could not help. But she could not, would not, stand for shoddy work, for there was no excuse for it. An ill-cooked meal, an ill-kept room, an ill-made dress, an ill-painted piece of scenery, meant something more to her than haste or carelessness, something more than mere forgetfulness. They meant a lack of faith, a lack of truth, a lack of honesty, a lack of all integrity—a lack of everything “without which,” as she said, “your life is nothing.”


  And that is what saved her in the end. She held steadfast to the faith of honest work. This was her real religion, and from it all the good things in her life and person came.


  [¬]
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  PENELOPE’S WEB


  The woman had become a world for him—a kind of new America—and now he lived in it, explored it all the time. It was not merely love that accounted for this immolation. Or rather, with him, love had so much hunger in it. Perhaps, although he did not know it, there was destruction in him, too, for what he loved and got his hands upon he squeezed dry, and it could not be otherwise with him. It was something that came from nature, from memory, from inheritance, from the blazing energies of youth, from something outside of him and external to him, yet within him, that drove him forever, and that he could not help.


  Seated beside him at the theatre one night, in the interval between the acts, Mrs. Jack looked suddenly at his knotted hands and said, “What have you got there?”


  “What?” he looked at her bewildered.


  “Oh, look!” She took it from him and shook her head. “Your program! See what you have done to it!”


  He had rolled the thick and heavy pages of the program into a cylinder, and, during the first act, had twisted it in two. She smoothed the torn pages out and surveyed them with a rueful little smile.


  “Why do you always do that?” she said. “I’ve noticed that you always do.”


  “Oh—I don’t know. It’s nervousness, I guess. I don’t know why I do it but I tear up everything I get my hands on.”


  The incident was symbolic. The truth was, once a thing had touched his interest he fastened to it like a hound, his hunger for it insatiable, voracious, devouring, and consuming, and it drove him on until he reached the end. It had always been that way with him.


  As a child, hearing Aunt Maw speak about the Civil War, and of the day the men came marching back, suddenly for the first time in his life he saw the war, heard the voices of the men again, and he fell upon her like a beast of prey. What kind of day was it, at what time did it occur? Who were the men she saw, and how were they dressed, were they ragged, did all of them have shoes? Who were the people waiting there beside the road, what did the women say, and did they cry?


  He would go for her with ceaseless questions until she was bewildered and worn out; then he would come pounding back at her again. What did they live on now that their money was all gone? Where did they get their clothes? They grew them. Who made them? The women spun them. How did women spin, and had she used a spinning wheel herself? What colors were the clothes, or did they have a color? Yes, they dyed them, and they made the dyes themselves. How did they make the dyes? What were they made of? From walnut hulls, from elderberries, and from sassafras which they gathered in the woods. What colors did they get from these, by what process were they got?—and so on, back and forth, making the old woman strain her memory until he had pumped her dry.


  So, now, he was after Mrs. Jack like this. She would say:


  “My father used to go to Mock’s. ...”


  “Where was it? Never heard of it.”


  “It was a kind of restaurant—he used to go there almost every night.”


  “Where was this restaurant? Were you ever there yourself?”


  “No, I was just a child, but I would hear him speak of it, and the name would fascinate me.”


  “Ah, that would fascinate. What kind of a place was Mock’s?”


  “Oh—I don’t know. I was never there myself, but when he came in late at night I would hear him talking to my mother.”


  “How could you hear him? Why weren’t you in bed?”


  “Well, I was. But my room was just above the dining room, and there was a furnace ventilator in the wall. And when I turned this on I could sit there in the darkness and hear everything they said. They thought that I was sound asleep, but I would sit there listening to them like some invisible spirit, and I found this thrilled me and excited me. I would hear them talking down below, and often they would talk of Mock’s. Sometimes my father would bring other actors, friends of his, with him; and I would hear my mother say, ‘Where on earth have you all been?’ And I would hear my father and the other actors laugh, and he would say, ‘Why, we’ve been to Mock’s.’ ‘Well, what have you been doing all this time at Mock’s?’ ‘Well, we had a glass a [of] beer,’ father said. ‘Yes, I can see that,’ I would hear my mother say. ‘It’s pretty plain that all of you have had a glass of beer,’ she said. And I would hear the voices and the talking, and the actors laughing, and all of it sounded so jolly, until it seemed to me that I was sitting there with them except they didn’t know it because I was invisible—and I would hear them talking, telling that they had been to Mock’s.”


  “And that’s all you know—all you found out? You never found out where it was, nor what it looked like?”


  “No, but I imagine it was more a place for men, with a bar and oysters—and sawdust on the floor.”


  “And the name of it was Mock’s?”


  “The name of it was Mock’s.”


  In that way he kept after her, prying, probing, questioning about everything she told him, until at last he got from her the picture of her lost and vanished years.


  “Long, long into the night I lay——”


  (One!)


  “Long, long into the night I lay awake——”


  (Two!)


  “Long, long into the night I lay awake, thinking how I should tell my story.”


  Oh how lovely those words are! They make a music in me just like bells.


  (One, Two, Three, Four! One, Two, Three, Four!)


  Oh there are bells, and that is time! What time is that? That was the half hour that the bells were striking. And that was time, time, time.


  And that was time, dark time. Yes, that was time, dark time, that hangs above our heads in lovely bells.


  Time. You hang time up in great bells in a tower, you keep time ticking in a delicate pulse upon your wrist, you imprison time within the small, coiled wafer of a watch, and each man has his own, a separate time.


  And once upon a time there was a tiny little girl, and she was a mighty pretty, sweet little girl, too, and she was awfully smart, she learned to write before she was six years old, and she used to write her dear uncles John and Bob letters, and they were great, fat fellows—God, how those fellows could eat!—and they simply adored her, and she used to call them her Dere Uncle Honeys: We have a new Dog named Roy and he is swete but Bella says he is also messy Sister is lerning to talk and she can now say everything and I am taking french lessons and the tetcher says I can now talk it good I am awfely smart and good and I think of my dere Uncle Honeys all the time wel that is all Sister sends luv and we know our dere Uncle Honeys will not forget us and will bring something luvly yore darling litel Esther.


  Oh, but that must have been much later, after we came back from England. Yes, I think it must have been a year or two later because all I can remember before is a big boat that went up and down and Mama got awfully sick—God, she was white! I got so frightened and began to cry, and Daddy was so lovely. He brought her champagne, I heard him say, “Here, drink this, you’ll feel better,” and she said, “Oh, I can’t, I can’t!” But she did. Everyone always did what he wanted them to do.


  And I had a nurse called Miss Crampton—isn’t that a funny name to have?—and at first we lived behind the Museum in Gower Street, then later we were in Tavistock Square. And the milkman had a little cart that he pushed before him, and he made a funny noise in his throat, and every morning when he came by they let me go out and sit upon the curb and wait for him, and the sun was like old gold and murky-looking, and I gave the man some money, two or three pennies, and he said in a loud voice, “There you are, Miss, fresh as a dyesy,” and he gave me a tiny little bottle of cream, and I drank it all right there before him, and gave him back the bottle. God, I was proud! I think I was about three or four years old. And then when I asked Daddy why cream cost so much more than milk, he said, “Because it’s so hard for the cow to sit down on those little bottles.” And oh! I thought that was so wonderful I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and Mama told him he ought to be ashamed of himself talking to a child like that, but there was something so wonderful about him, I believed everything he said.


  Then, later, Daddy was away on a tour with Mansfield, and Mama went with him, and they left me with Auntie May. She had a house in Portman Square. God! What a lovely house that was! She was a writer. She wrote a book about a kid who grew up in the East End of London, it was damned good; the whole thing was done with the most enormous skill, it was trash, but it was awfully good trash.


  Auntie May was awfully nice. She always let us have tea with her, I used to love that, all sorts of people came to see her, she knew a great many people; and one day when I came down to tea there was an old man there with a long white beard, and I was wearing my little apron, I must have been awfully sweet. And Auntie said, “Come here, my dear,” and she took me and stood me between her knees, and turned my face towards the old man—and God! I was frightened, there was something so strange about it! And Auntie said, “I want you to look at this gentleman and remember his name, for some day you will know more about him and remember meeting him.” Then Auntie said that the old man’s name was Mister Wilkie Collins, and that he was a writer, and I thought that was an awfully funny name for anyone to have, and I wondered what an old man like that could write.


  Then Cousin Rupert laughed at me and teased me because I was afraid of Mister Collins—Oh, he was dreadful! I used to hate him!—and I began to cry and Mister Collins got me to come and sit on his knee, and he was really an awfully nice old man. I think he died a year or so after that. He began to tell me some stories and they were simply fascinating, but I’ve forgotten what they were. But God! I used to love his books—oh, he wrote some wonderful books! Did you ever read The Woman in White and The Moonstone? Well, they’re pretty swell.


  So then I guess we must have been away two years in all, Daddy was on this tour with Mansfield, and when we got back to New York we all went to live with Bella. I think that was the only time she and Mama were separated, they simply adored each other. ... Well, no, maybe we did not live with Bella at first. Mama still had some of those houses left downtown so maybe we went there at first, I don’t know.


  That was a good time then, for then the sun came out one day and the Bridge made music through the shining air. It was like a song: it soared like flight above the harbor, and there were men with derby hats upon it. It was like something you remember for the first time, it was like seeing something clearly for the first time in your life, and down below it was the river. I think it is like that when you are a kid, I am sure it must be just like that, you remember things but they are all confused and broken up and darkness is in them; and then one day you know what day it is, and you know what time it is, and you remember everything you see. And it was just like that. I could see all the masts of the sailing ships tied up below, and they were like a forest of young trees, they were delicate and spare and close together and they had no leaves upon them and I thought of Spring. And a ship was coming up the river, and there was a white excursion boat all jammed with people and a band was playing, and I could see and hear it all. And I saw all the faces of the people on the Bridge, and they were coming towards me and there was something strange and sad about it, and yet it was the most magnificent thing I had ever seen: the air was clean and sparkling like sapphires, and out beyond this was the harbor and I knew that the sea was there. And I heard the hoofs of all the horses, and the bells of the street cars, and all those heavy, trembling sounds as if the Bridge was all alive. It was like time, it was like the red brick houses that they have in Brooklyn, it was like being a kid in the early Nineties, and I guess that was when it was.


  The Bridge made music and a kind of magic in me, it bound the earth together like a cry; and all of the earth seemed young and tender. I saw the people moving in two streams back and forth across the Bridge, and it was just as if we all had just been born. God, I was so happy I could hardly speak! But when I asked Daddy where we were going he kept singing in a kind of chant:


  “To see the man who built the Bridge, who built the Bridge, who built the Bridge, to see the man who built the Bridge, my fair La-dee.”


  “O Daddy, we are not!” I said.


  He was so wild and wonderful, he told so many stories I never knew when to believe him. We sat up front on one of those open cars behind the motorman. The man kept clanging on his bell with his foot, and Daddy was so happy and excited. When he got that way he had a wild, crazy look in his eye. God, he was handsome! He was all dressed up in a rich, dark coat with light grey trousers, he had a pearl in his necktie and a grey derby tilted sideways on his head, it was all so rich and perfect; his hair was like bright sand, it was thick and shiny. I was so proud of him, everyone stared after him wherever he went, the women were simply mad about him.


  So when we got over there we got off and walked down a street and went up the steps of this wonderful old house, and an old nigger man came to the door and let us in. He had a white coat on and he was all white and black and clean-looking, and he made you think of good things to eat and drinks in tall, thin glasses, something with mint and frost and lots of ice in it. And we went back through the house behind the nigger, and it was one of those wonderful old houses that are so dark and cool and grand, with walnut stair rails a foot thick and mirrors up to the ceiling. Then this old nigger took us into a room in the back of the house, and it was one of the most magnificent rooms you ever saw. It was noble and high, and the air from the sea was in it. It had three great windows, all open, and a balcony outside, and beyond that you could see all of the harbor, and there was the Bridge where we had come from. It was like a dream—the Bridge soared through the air and seemed to be so near the window and yet it was so far away. And down below us was the river, and the sparkle of the water, and all the ships; and boats were coming in and boats were going out to sea; and there were delicate plumes of smoke above the boats.


  And there was an old man in a wheel-chair by the window. His face was strong and gentle, his eyes were grey like Daddy’s, but they were not wild; he had enormous hands, but they were delicate, and he used them in a wonderful way. And when he saw us he began to smile. He came towards us in the chair, he could not get up out of it: his face had an eager and wonderful look when he saw Daddy, because Daddy was so grand to people, they all loved him and wanted to be near him; he made them feel good. And Daddy began to talk at once, and God! I was so embarrassed I just didn’t know what to say, I stood there pulling at my dress.


  “Major,” Daddy said, “I want you to meet the Princess Arabella Clementina Sapolio Von Hoggenheim. The Princess has appeared both in the flesh and by proxy here and abroad, and before all the crowned heads of Arope, Erop, Irop, Orop, and Urop.”


  “O Daddy!” I said, “I have not!” God! I didn’t know what to say, I was afraid the old man would believe it.


  “Don’t listen to her, Major!” Daddy said. “She’ll deny it if she can, but you mustn’t believe her. The Princess is very shy and shuns publicity. She is hounded by reporters wherever she goes, the gilded youth pursue her with offers of marriage, and unwelcome suitors are constantly throwing themselves out of windows and under the wheels of locomotives when she passes just to attract her attention.”


  “O Daddy!” I said, “they do not!” Gee! I just stood there, not knowing what to say.


  And then the old man took my hand in his, and his great hand was so strong and gentle, it closed around my hand and my hand was lost in it and I was not afraid of him. A kind of wonderful joy and strength went through me like a flame. It came out of him, and it was like being on the Bridge again.


  And then Daddy said, “This is the man that built the Bridge, that built the Bridge, that built the Bridge, this is the man that built the Bridge, my fair La-dee.”


  And I knew that it was true! I knew the Bridge had come out of him, and that his life was in the Bridge. He could not move, because his legs were crippled, and yet his life soared up out of him; his eyes were calm and steady, yet they leaped through space like a cry and like a glory; he sat in his chair, but his great life sang a song, and I knew in my heart that it was true that he had built the Bridge. And I did not think of all the men who had worked for him, and had done what he had told them to do—I only knew that he was an angel and a giant who could build great bridges with his hands, and I thought that he had done it all himself. And I forgot that he was an old man crippled in his chair; I thought that if he had wanted to, he could have soared through space and back again just like the Bridge.


  I had a feeling of the most unspeakable joy and happiness, it was as if I had discovered the world the day when it was made. It was like getting back to the place where all things come from, it was like knowing the source where all things start, and having it in you, so that there will always be immortal joy and strength and certainty, and no more doubting and confusion. Yes! I knew he was the man who built the Bridge, by the touch of his hand and the great life that soared out of him, but I was so confused that all I could say was, “O Daddy! He did not!” And then I turned to him and said, “You didn’t, did you?”—just to hear him say he did.


  And he was so grand and gentle, he kept smiling and he kept holding to my hand. He had a German way of talking, I think he had been born in Germany, and he said: “Vell, your fader says I did, unt you must alvays belief vat your fader says because he alvays tells the truth.” And he said this in such a solemn way, and then he looked at Daddy and they laughed.


  And then I said: “Oh you didn’t! How could you?” And I kept looking at his crippled legs.


  And they both knew what I was thinking, and Daddy said: “What! How could he? Why, he just called out to them when he wanted anything done—he just hollered over and told them what he wanted, and they did it.”


  God! It was so silly that I had to laugh, but Daddy was so serious, he had such a wonderful way about him that he could make you believe anything he wanted, and I said, “Oh he did not!” And then I said to the old man, “Did you?”


  And he said, “Vell, your Datty says I did, and you should alvays belief your Datty.”


  “What’s that?” Daddy said. “What was the general drift and purport of that last remark, Major?”


  “I told her,” the old man said, “that you are a truthful man, Choe, and she must alvays belief her Datty.”


  Then Daddy threw his head back and laughed in that strange, wild way he had; there was a sort of fate and prophecy in it. “God, yes!” he said, “she must always believe her Daddy.”


  And I went to the window and kept looking at the Bridge, and sometimes it seemed so close you could almost touch it, and again it seemed miles away, and they were both watching me; and then I saw the wagons crawling back and forth across it, and little tiny dots of men upon it, and I said: “I don’t believe it. The men couldn’t hear you holler. It’s too far.”


  “All right, I’ll show you, then,” said Daddy. And he went to the window and put his hands up to his mouth, and he had this powerful, magnificent voice, and he could do all sorts of things with it, he could throw it like a ventriloquist and make it come from somewhere else; and he called out in a tone that made the whole room tremble:


  “HELLO OVER THERE! IS THAT YOU?”


  Then he answered in a funny little voice that seemed to come from miles away, “Yes, sir.”


  “WHO GAVE YOU THAT BLACK EYE?” Daddy said.


  Then the little voice said, “A friend of mine.”


  “HOW’S THE BRIDGE GETTING ON TODAY?” Daddy hollered.


  “Very well, sir,” the little voice said.


  “WELL, TIE UP THEM LOOSE CABLES. WE DON’T WANT NO ACCIDENTS,” Daddy said.


  “All right, sir,” the little voice said.


  “CATCHING ANY FISH?” Daddy hollered.


  “No, sir,” the little voice said.


  “WHAT’S THE MATTER?” Daddy hollered.


  “They ain’t bitin’,” the little voice said.


  There, tell me; tell me, there: where is lost time now? Where are lost ships, lost faces, and lost love? Where is the lost child now? Did no one see her o’er the tangled shipping? Did no one see her by light waters? Lost? Did no one speak to her? Ah, please, can no one find her, hold her, keep her—bring her back to me? Gone? Just for a moment, I beseech you, just for a moment out of measured, meted, and unmindful time!


  Gone? Then is she lost? Can no one bring me back a child? You’ll build great engines yet and taller towers, our dust will tremble to far greater wheels: have you no engines, then, to bring back sixty seconds of lost time?


  Then she is lost.


  You would have loved Daddy. He was so wild and beautiful, everybody adored him. That was the trouble: things came too easy for him, he never had to work for anything.


  The year before he died, I was about sixteen. God, I was a beauty!—I was like peaches and cream, I don’t think I’ve changed much. Don’t you think I have a nice face? It’s the same as it always was, people don’t change much.


  Daddy was playing in New York that year. Did you ever hear of a play called Polonius Potts, Philanthropist? Oh, it was a wonderful play! Daddy was so good in it—he took the part of Professor McGilligrew Mumps, of Memphis, D.D.—people began to roar as soon as he came on the stage. I have some pictures of him in his make-up: he had a bald wig and long side-whiskers that stuck out like hay, he had on a long frock coat, and he carried a big, floppy umbrella that kept coming open whenever he leaned on it. “Mumps is my name, McGilligrew Mumps of Memphis—” then he would pull out a big red handkerchief from his side pocket and blow his nose like a trumpet. He had only to do that to stop the show, the audience would howl for five minutes.


  He was so beautiful. The corners of his mouth bent up as if they were trying to smile all the time, and when he smiled his whole face seemed to light up. There was something so delicate about it—it was just as if someone had turned on a light.


  They don’t have plays like that any more, I suppose people would think them too simple and foolish. I thought they were wonderful. I don’t know, it seems to me people were more simple in those days. Most people are such smarties nowadays—everyone thinks he has to be saying or doing something smart all the time. They’re all so fancy, they make me tired. Most of the young fellows are such trash, they’re all sicklied o’er with the pale cast of someone else—a little false this and a little not quite that, it’s all like imitation shredded wheat. Good heavens, what’s the use of trying to be something you’re not and throwing away whatever quality you have?


  The next year Richard Brandell made a production of Richard III, and he sent my father tickets for the performance, with a very urgent and excited note asking us to come to see him before the show began. At this time my father had not played in the theatre for almost a year. His deafness had got so bad he could no longer hear his cues, and Uncle Bob had given him a job as his secretary at Police Headquarters. I used to go there to meet him every Saturday—the policemen were very nice to me and gave me bundles of pencils and great packages of fine stationery.


  Mr. Brandell had not seen my father for several months. When we got to the theatre we went backstage for a few moments before the curtain. As my father opened the door and went into the dressing room, Brandell turned and sprang out of his chair like a tiger: he threw both arms around my father and embraced him, crying out in a trembling and excited voice as if he were in some great distress of mind and spirit:


  “Choe! Choe! I am glad you have come! It’s good to zee you!”


  When he was excited he always spoke like this, with a pronounced accent. Although he insisted he was English by birth, he had been born in Leipzig, his father was a German; his real name was Brandl, which he had changed to Brandell after becoming an actor.


  He had the most terrific vitality of any man I have ever seen. He was very handsome, but at the moment his features, which were smooth, powerful, and infinitely flexible, were so swollen and distorted by some convulsion of the soul that he looked like a pig. At his best, he was a man of irresistible charm and warmth: he greeted me in a very kind and affectionate way, and kissed me, but he was overjoyed to see my father. He stood for a moment without speaking, grasping him by the arms and shaking him gently; then he began to speak in a bitter voice of “they” and “them.” He thought everyone was against him, he kept saying that Daddy was his only friend on earth, and he kept asking in a scornful and yet eager tone:


  “What are they saying, Joe? Have you heard them talk?”


  “All that I’ve heard,” my father said, “is that it’s a magnificent performance, and that there’s no one on the stage today who can come anywhere near you—no, that there’s no one who can touch you, Dick—and that’s the way I feel about it, too.”


  “Not even His Snakeship? Not even His Snakeship?” Mr. Brandell cried, his face livid and convulsed.


  We knew he was speaking of Henry Irving and we said nothing. For years, ever since the failure of his tour in England, he had been convinced that Irving had been responsible for his failure. In his mind, Irving was a monster who spent all his time conspiring how to ruin and betray him. He had become obsessed with the idea that almost everyone on earth hated him and was trying to get the best of him, and he seized my father’s hand, and, looking very earnestly in his eyes, he said:


  “No, no! You mustn’t lie to me! You mustn’t fool me! You are the only man on earth I’d trust!”


  Then he began to tell us all the things his enemies had done to injure him. He began to curse and rave against everyone. He said the stage hands were all against him, that they never got the stage set in time, that the time they took between scenes was going to ruin the production. I think he felt his enemies were paying the crew to wreck the show. Daddy told him this was foolish, that no one would do a thing like that, and Mr. Brandell kept saying:


  “Yes they would! They hate me! They’ll never rest now until they ruin me! I know! I know!” in a very mysterious manner. “I could tell you things. ... I know things. ... You wouldn’t believe it if I told you, Joe.” Then, in a bitter voice, he said: “Why is it, then, that I’ve toured this country from coast to coast, playing in a new town every night, and I’ve never had any trouble like this before? Yes! I’ve played in every damned opera house and village auditorium on the North American continent and I always found the stage ready when it was time for the curtain! I’ve had my scenery arrive two hours before the performance and they always set it up for me on time! Yes! They’ll do that much for you in any one-horse town! Do you mean to tell me they can’t do as well here in New York?”


  In a moment he said, in a bitter tone: “I’ve given my life to the theatre, I’ve given the public the best that was in me—and what is my reward? The public hates me and I am tricked, betrayed, and cheated by the members of my own profession. I started life as a bank clerk in a teller’s cage, and sometimes I curse the evil chance that took me away from it. Yes!” he said in a passionate voice, “I should have missed the tinsel, the glitter, and the six-day fame—the applause of a crowd that will forget about you tomorrow, and spit upon you two days later—but I would have gained something priceless——”


  “What’s that?” my father said.


  “The love of a noble woman and the happy voices of the little ones.”


  “Now I can smell the ham,” my father said in a cynical tone. “Why, Dick, they could not have kept you off the stage with a regiment of infantry. You sound like all the actors that ever lived.”


  “Yes,” said Mr. Brandell with an abrupt laugh, “you’re right. I was talking like an actor.” He bent forward and stared into the mirror of his dressing table. “An actor! Nothing but an actor! ‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life—and thou no breath at all?’”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Dick,” my father said. “You’ve got plenty of breath—I’ve never known you to run short of it.”


  “Only an actor!” cried Mr. Brandell, staring into the mirror. “A paltry, posturing, vain, vile, conceited rogue of an actor! An actor—a man who lies and does not know he lies, a fellow who speaks words that better men have written for him, a reader of mash notes from shop girls and the stage-struck wives of grocery clerks, a seducer of easy women, a fellow who listens to the tones of his own voice, a fellow who could not go into the butcher’s to buy his dog a bone without wondering what appearance he was making, a man who cannot even pass the time of day without acting—an actor! Why, by God, Joe!” he cried, turning to my father, “when I look into the glass and see my face I hate the sight of it.”


  “Where’s that ham?” said Daddy, sniffing about the place.


  “An actor!” Mr. Brandell said again. “A fellow who has played so many parts that he can no longer play his own! A man who has imitated so many feelings that he no longer has any of his own! Why, Joe!” he said, in a whispering voice, “do you know that when the news came to me that my own mother was dead, I had a moment—yes, I think I really had a moment—of genuine sorrow. Then I ran to look at my face in the mirror, and I cursed because I was not on the stage where I could show it to an audience. An actor! A fellow who has made so many faces he no longer knows his own—a collection of false faces! ... What would you like, my dear?” he said to me ironically, “Hamlet?”—instantly he looked the part. “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde?”—here his face went through two marvelous transformations: one moment he was a benevolent-looking gentleman, and the next the deformed and horrible-looking monster. “Richelieu?”—all at once he looked like a crafty and sinister old man. “Beau Brummel?”—he was young, debonair, arrogant, and a fop. “The Duke of Gloucester?”—and in a moment he had transformed himself into the cruel and pitiless villain he was to portray that night.


  It was uncanny and fascinating; and there was something horrible in it, too. It was as if he was possessed by a powerful and fluent energy which had all been fed into this wonderful and ruinous gift of mimicry—a gift which may have, as he said, destroyed and devoured his proper self, since one got fleeting and haunting glimpses between these transformations of a man—a sense, an intuition, rather than a memory, of what the man was like and looked like—a sense of a haunted, lost, and lonely spirit which looked out with an insistent, mournful, and speechless immutability through all the hundred changes of his mask.


  It seemed to me there was a real despair, a real grief, in Mr. Brandell. I think he had been tormented, like my father, by the eternal enigma of the theatre: its almost impossible grandeur and magnificence, its poetry and its magic which are like nothing else on earth; and the charlatanism and cheapness with which it corrupts its people. Richard Brandell was not only the greatest actor I have ever seen upon the stage, he was also a man of the highest quality. He possessed almost every gift a great actor should possess. And yet his spirit was disfigured as if by an ineradicable taint—a taint which he felt and recognized, as a man might recognize the action of a deadly poison in his blood without being able either to cure or control it.


  He had an astounding repertory of plays which ranged all the way from the great music of Hamlet to grotesque and melodramatic trash which he had commissioned some hired hack to write for him, and he would use his great powers in these parts with as much passion and energy as he used in his wonderful portrayals of Iago, Gloucester, or Macbeth. Like most men who are conscious of something false and corrupt in them, he had a kind of Byronic scorn and self-contempt. He was constantly discovering that what he thought had been a deep and honest feeling was only the posturings of his own vanity, a kind of intoxication of self-love, an immense romantic satisfaction at the spectacle of himself having such a feeling; and while his soul twisted about in shame, he would turn and mock and jeer himself and his fellow actors bitterly. Thus he would corner one of them so that he could not escape, and bear down upon him relentlessly:


  “Oh, please let me tell you all about myself. Let’s just sit right down and have a good, long talk all about myself. I can see by the look in your eye that you are just dying to hear, but you’re too polite to ask. I know you’d love to hear me talk about myself. Of course, you have nothing to say about yourself, have you?” he would sneer. “Oh, dear no! You’re much too modest! But what shall it be now? What do you most want to hear about first? Would you like to hear about the house I had in Lima, Ohio? Or would you rather hear of Cairo, Illinois? I had them hanging to the edges of their seats there, you know. It was marvelous, old boy! Such an ovation! They stood and cheered for ten minutes! Women hurled flowers at me, strong men broke down and wept. Are you interested? I can see you are! I can tell by that eager look in your eye! Now do let me tell you some more. Don’t you want to hear about the women? My dear fellow, they’re mad about me! I had six notes in the mail this morning, three from Boston heiresses and two from the wives of prominent feed and hay merchants in Minnesota. ... But I must tell you about the house I had in Cairo, Illinois. ... I was playing in Hamlet that night. It’s a good part, old boy—a little old-fashioned maybe, but I fixed that: I had to write a few of the speeches over here and there, but no one knew the difference. I made up some marvelous business for some of the scenes—absolutely marvelous! And my boy, they loved me! They adored me! I had sixteen calls at the end of the third act—they wouldn’t let me go, old man; they kept calling me back—until finally I simply had to say a few well-chosen words. Of course, I hated to do it, old boy—you can imagine how I hated it—after all, the play’s the thing, isn’t it? We’re not there to get applause for ourselves, are we? Oh, dear no!” he sneered. “But do let me tell you what I said to them in Cairo. I can see you are burning up to hear!”


  That night was the last time Mr. Brandell ever saw my father. Just before we left he turned to me, took me by the hand, and said very simply and earnestly: “Esther, earn your living in the sweat of your brow, if you have to; go down on your hands and knees and scrub floors, if you have to; eat your bread in sorrow, if you have to—but promise me you will never attempt to go on the stage.”


  “I have already made her promise that,” my father said.


  “Is she as good as she’s pretty? Is she smart?” said Mr. Brandell, still holding my hand and looking at me.


  “She’s the smartest girl that ever lived,” my father said. “She’s so smart she should have been my son.”


  “And what is she going to do?” said Mr. Brandell, still looking at me.


  “She’s going to do what I could never do,” my father said. He lifted his great hands before him and shook them suddenly in a gesture of baffled desperation. “She’s going to take hold of something!” Then he took my hands in his and said: “Not to want the whole earth, and to get nothing! Not to want to do everything, and to do nothing! Not to waste her life dreaming about India when India is around her here and now! Not to go mad thinking of a million lives, wanting the experience of a million people, when everything she has is in the life she’s got! Not to be a fool, tortured with hunger and thirst when the whole earth is groaning with its plenty. ... My dear child,” my father cried, “you are so good, so beautiful, and so gifted, and I love you so much! I want you to be happy and to have a wonderful life.” He spoke these words with such simple and urgent feeling that all the strength and power in him seemed to go out through his great hands to me, as if all of the energy of his life had been put into his wish.


  “Why, Dick,” he said to Mr. Brandell, “this child was born into the world with more wisdom than either of us will ever have. She can go into the Park and come back with a dozen kinds of leaves and study them for days. And when she gets through she will know all about them. She knows their size, their shape and color—she knows every marking on them, she can draw them from memory. Could you draw a leaf, Dick? Do you know the pattern and design of a single leaf? Why, I have looked at forests, I have walked through woods and gone across the continent in trains, I have stared the eyes out of my head trying to swallow up the whole earth at a glance—and I hardly know one leaf from another. I could not draw a leaf from memory if my life depended on it. And she can go out on the street and tell you later what clothes the people wore, and what kind of people wore them. Can you remember anyone you passed by on the street today? I walk the streets, I see the crowds, I look at a million faces until my brain goes blind and dizzy with all that I have seen, and later all the faces swim and bob about like corks in water. I can’t tell one from the other, I see a million faces and I can’t remember one. But she sees one and remembers a million. That’s the thing, Dick. If I were young again I’d try to live like that: I’d try to see a forest in a leaf, the whole earth in a single face.”


  “Why, Esther,” Mr. Brandell said. “Have you discovered a new country? How does one get to this wonderful place where you live?”


  “Well, I tell you, Mr. Brandell,” I said. “It’s easy. You just walk out in the street and look around and there you are.”


  “There you are!” Mr. Brandell said. “Why, my dear child, I have been walking out and looking around for almost fifty years, and the more I walk and look, the less I see that I care to look at. What are these wonderful sights that you have found?”


  “Well, Mr. Brandell,” I said, “sometimes it’s a leaf, and sometimes it’s the pocket of a coat, and sometimes it’s a button or a coin, and sometimes it’s an old hat, or an old shoe on the floor. Sometimes it’s a tobacco store, the cigars tied up in bundles on the counter, and all of the jars where they keep the pipe tobacco, and the wonderful dark smell of the place. Sometimes it’s a little boy, and sometimes it’s a girl looking out a window, and sometimes it’s an old woman with a funny hat. Sometimes it’s the color of an ice wagon, and sometimes the color of an old brick wall, and sometimes a cat creeping along the backyard fence. Sometimes it’s the feet of the men on the rail when you pass a saloon, and the sawdust floors, and the sound of their voices, and that wonderful smell you get of beer and orange peel and Angostura bitters. Sometimes it’s people passing underneath your window late at night, and sometimes it’s the sound of a horse in the street early in the morning, and sometimes it’s the ships blowing out in the harbor at night. Sometimes it’s the design of the elevated structure across the street where a station is, and sometimes it’s the smell of bolts of new, clean cloth, and sometimes it’s the way you feel when you make a dress—you can feel the design go out of the tips of your fingers into the cloth as you shape it, and you feel yourself in it and it looks like you, and you know nobody else on earth could do it that way. Sometimes it’s the way Sunday morning feels when you wake up and listen to it—you can smell it and feel it, and it smells like breakfast. Sometimes it’s the way Saturday night is. Sometimes it’s the way Monday morning feels, you get all excited and nervous, and your coffee goes bouncing around inside you, and you don’t enjoy your breakfast. And sometimes it’s like Sunday afternoon, with people coming from a concert—this feels terrible and makes you blue. Sometimes it’s the way you feel at night when you wake up in Winter time and you know it’s snowing, although you can’t see or hear it. Sometimes it’s the harbor, sometimes the docks, and sometimes it’s the Bridge with people coming across it. Sometimes it’s the markets and the way the chickens smell; sometimes it’s all the new vegetables and the smell of apples. Sometimes it’s the people in a train that passes the one you’re in: you see all the people, you are close to them, but you cannot touch them, you say goodbye to them and it makes you feel sad. Sometimes it’s all the kids playing in the street: they don’t seem to have anything to do with the grown-ups, they seem to be kids, and yet they seem to be grown up and to live in a world of their own—there is something strange about it. And sometimes it’s like that with the horses, too—sometimes you go out and there is nothing but the horses, they fill the streets, you forget about all the people, the horses seem to own the earth, they talk to one another, and they seem to have a life of their own that people have nothing to do with. Sometimes it’s all the different kinds of carriages—the hansoms, the four-wheelers, the victorias, the landaulets. Sometimes it’s the Brewster Carriage Works on Broadway: you can look in and see them making them down in the basement—everything is very delicate and beautiful, you can smell the shavings of the finest wood, and new leather and harness, and the thills, the springs, the wheels, and the felloes. Sometimes it’s all the people going along the streets, and sometimes there’s nothing but the Jews—the old men with the beards, and the old women poking and prodding at ducks, and the girls and the kids. I know all about this and what is going on inside them, but it’s no use telling you and Daddy—you’re both Gentiles and you wouldn’t know what I was talking about. Well—there’s a lot more—do you give up?”


  “Good God, yes!” said Mr. Brandell, picking up a towel from his dressing table and waving it at me, “I surrender! Oh, brave new world that has such wonders in it! ... O Joe, Joe!” he said to my father, “will that ever happen to us again? Are we nothing but famished beggars, weary of our lives? Can you still see all those things when you walk the streets? Would it ever come back to us that way again?”


  “Not to me,” my father said. “I was a Sergeant, but I’ve been rejuced.”


  He smiled as he spoke, but his voice was old and tired and weary. I know now he felt that his life had failed. His face had got very yellow from his sickness, and his shoulders stooped, his great hands dangled to his knees; as he stood there between Mr. Brandell and me he seemed to be half-erect, as if he had just clambered up from all fours. And yet his face was as delicate and wild as it had ever been, it had the strange, soaring look—as if it were in constant flight away from a shackling and degrading weight—that it had always worn, and to this expression of uplifted flight there had now been added the intent listening expression that all deaf people have.


  It seemed to me that the sense of loneliness and exile, of a brief and alien rest, as if some winged spirit had temporarily arrested flight upon a foreign earth, was more legible on him now than it had ever been. Suddenly I felt all the strangeness of his life and destiny—his remoteness from all the life I knew. I thought of his strange childhood, and of the dark miracle of chance which had brought him to my mother and the Jews—an alien, a stranger, and an exile among dark faces—with us but never of us. And I felt more than ever before a sense of our nearness and farness; I felt at once closer to him than to anyone on earth, and at the same time farther from him. Already his life had something fabulous and distant in it; he seemed to be a part of some vanished and irrevocable time.


  I do not think Mr. Brandell had noticed before how tired and ill my father looked. He had been buried in his own world, burning with a furious, half-suppressed excitement, an almost mad vitality which was to have that night its consummation. Before we left him, however, he suddenly glanced sharply and critically at my father, took his hand, and said with great tenderness:


  “What is it, Joe? You look so tired. Is anything wrong?”


  My father shook his head. He had become very sensitive about his deafness, and any reference to the affliction that had caused his retirement from the stage or any suggestion of pity from one of his former colleagues because of his present state deeply wounded him. “Of course not,” he said. “I never felt better! I used to be Joe the Dog-Faced Actor, now I’m Joe the Dog-Faced Policeman, and I’ve got a badge to prove it, too.” Here he produced his policeman’s badge, of which he was really very proud. “If that’s not a step up in the world, what is it? Come on, daughter,” he said to me. “Let’s leave this wicked man to all his plots and murders. If he gets too bad, I’ll arrest him!”


  We started to go, but for a moment Mr. Brandell stopped us and was silent. The enormous and subdued excitement, the exultant fury which had been apparent in him all the time, now became much more pronounced. The man was thrumming like a dynamo, his strong hands trembled, and when he spoke it was as if he had already become the Duke of Gloucester: there was a quality of powerful cunning and exultant prophecy in his tone, something mad, secret, conspiratorial, and knowing.


  “Keep your eyes open tonight,” he said. “You may see something worth remembering.”


  We left him and went out into the theatre. It was the last time Brandell ever saw my father.


  When we got out into the auditorium the house was almost full, although the people were still going down the aisles to their seats. Because of my father’s deafness, Brandell had given us seats in the front row. For a few minutes I watched the people come in and the house fill up, and I felt again the sense of elation and joy I have always felt in the theatre before the curtain goes up. I looked at the beautiful women, the men in evening clothes, and at all the fat and gaudy ornamentation of the house; I heard the rapid and excited patter of the voices, the stir and rustle of silks, the movement—and I loved it all.


  Then in a few minutes the lights darkened. There was a vast, rustling sigh all over the theatre, the sound of a great bending forward, and then, for a moment, in that dim light I saw the thing that has always seemed so full of magic and beauty to me: a thousand people who have suddenly become a single, living creature, and all the frail white spots of faces blooming like petals there in a velvet darkness, upturned, thirsty, silent, and intent and beautiful.


  Then the curtain went up, and on an enormous and lofty stage stood the deformed and solitary figure of a man. For a moment I knew the man was Brandell; for a moment I could feel nothing but an astounded surprise, a sense of unreality, to think of the miracle of transformation which had been wrought in the space of a few minutes, to know that this cruel and sinister creature was the man with whom we had just been talking. Then the first words of the great opening speech rang out across the house, and instantly all this was forgotten: the man was no longer Brandell, he was the Duke of Gloucester.


  That evening will live in my memory as the most magnificent evening I ever spent in the theatre. On that evening Richard Brandell reached the summit of his career. That night was literally the peak. Immediately after the performance Brandell had a nervous collapse: the play was taken off, he never appeared as Richard again. It was months before he made any appearance whatever, and he never again, during the remainder of his life, approached the performance he gave that night.


  With the opening words, the intelligence was instantly communicated to the audience that it was about to witness such a performance as occurs in the theatre only once in a lifetime. And yet, at first, there was no sense of characterization, no feeling of the cruel and subtle figure of Richard—there was only a mighty music which sounded out across the house, a music so grand and overwhelming that it drowned the memory of all the baseness, the ugliness, and the pettiness in the lives of men. In the sound of the words it seemed there was the full measure of man’s grandeur, magnificence, and tragic despair, and the words were flung against immense and timeless skies like a challenge and an evidence of man’s dignity, and like a message of faith that he need not be ashamed or afraid of anything.


  
    Now is the winter of our discontent


    Made glorious summer by this sun of York;


    And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house


    In the deep bosom of the ocean buried.

  


  Then, swiftly and magnificently, with powerful developing strokes of madness, fear, and cruelty, the terrible figure of Richard began to emerge; almost before the conclusion of the opening speech it stood complete. That speech was really a speech of terror, and set clearly the picture of the warped, deformed, agonized Gloucester, for whom there was no beautiful thing in life, a man who had no power to raise himself except by murder. As the play went on, the character of Richard had become so real to me, the murders so frightful, the lines filled with such music and such terror, that when the curtain rose on that awful nightmare scene in the tent, I felt I could not stay there if one more drop of blood was shed. Then, just as the ghosts of the little princes appeared to Richard, just as he started up crying, “The lights burn blue”—there occurred one of the most extraordinary experiences of my life.


  Suddenly, I heard in my ears the faint rumbling of wheels, far, far away, and gradually coming nearer. The king’s tent faded from my view, and suddenly before my eyes there stretched a long band of hard, silvery sand and a calm ocean beyond. The water was of a delicate blue tint known as aquamarine, the sun shone low in the sky from the land side. The beach near the water was perfectly flat, no human had trod there since the tide had washed out.


  I felt the land was an island, the beach curved round a high cliff of earth and growth quite far down. Then I heard the wheels come nearer, and saw a chariot moving with great speed, drawn by three horses. The rumble of the wheels grew very loud and the chariot, which was of Greek form, came before my vision. It was driven by a woman who filled my being at once with warmth and familiarity. She was of medium height, her head rather small, and her face I can only describe as heart-shaped: it was wide at the temples and tapered to a delicate pointed chin. She had fine, silky, wavy hair, bound with a chaplet of leaves made of beaten gold, the chaplet tied at the back with a red-purple ribbon. Neither face nor figure was of the classic type, as we conceive it. The face was beautiful in its own way and touched a chord within me that answered with all the warmth of my nature.


  I had known this woman forever. Sometimes a certain set of vibrations will make a crystal goblet ring when nothing has really touched it. That is what this woman did to my heart. If I had come into a room filled with the most beautiful women on earth, and among them I had seen her face, I would have exclaimed, “There she is!” She meant home, love, delight to me. Her figure was rounded, but not developed like the Greek statues, and not particularly beautiful except for her noble and perpendicular carriage. She handled the reins and horses with a swift, sure grace, with one hand, and with the other patted the heads of two children who stood at her left side—a girl of about ten, skinny, and a tiny boy about four, whose eyes just cleared the rim of the chariot. Her dress was ivory white, laced in infinitesimal pleats of that clinging yet flowing material worn by the Greeks. She wore high-laced cothurns of white leather, trimmed with gold.


  So they raced along, the wind whipping her dress close to her form. The wheels thundered in my ears, and the thud of the horses’ hoofs upon the hard, wet sand. I could see the wheel revolving on the axle. They passed by, and soon had turned the promontory. She was gone. I felt a sense of irreparable loss. I have felt nothing like it, before or since.


  Then I became aware of the theatre full of people. I saw the scene on the stage again, and I heard a sound coming from my own throat. My father had taken my outstretched hands in his and was speaking gently to me. The vision, or whatever it was, seemed to me to have lasted fully five minutes, but in reality it must have been much less.


  I wrenched my mind from my vision to watch the stage. The play was drawing to its magnificent close. But the dream stayed with me for many days, and for months I would feel that wonderful sense of recognition and love, and smell the beach, the sea, the shore, and see everything as clearly as events that passed around me. Then, in course of time, it faded; but from time to time, in years to come, it would return, as clearly as when first I saw it that night in the theatre.


  What do you think it was?


  “Long, long into the night I lay awake, thinking how I should tell my story.”


  (One!)


  Now in the dark I hear the boats there in the river.


  (Two!)


  Now I can hear the great horns blowing in the river.


  Time! Where are you now, and in what place, and at what time? Oh now I hear the whistles on the river! Oh now great ships are going down the river! Great horns are baying at the harbor’s mouth, great boats are putting out to sea!


  And in the nighttime, in the dark, in all the sleeping silence of the earth, the river, the dark rich river, full of strange time, dark time, strange tragic time, is flowing, flowing out to sea!


  God, the things I’d like to tell! I wish I could write! I’d like to write a book and tell people about the things that happen inside me, and about all the things I see.


  First, I should tell them all about the clothes people wear. You can’t know what a person is like until you have seen what he is wearing. People are like the clothes they wear. They may think it’s all an accident, but it’s not. There is the way that actors and preachers and politicians and quack doctors and psychologists dress: everything they wear sort of goes forward, they are turning everything in them out for the world to see. You can tell if people turn inward or outward by their shoes, neckties, shirts, socks, and hats.


  The most wonderful people are the old women you see who wear about a million little things. There are a lot of them in England. They live in all those horrible little hotels up in Bloomsbury and places like that. There are also a lot of them in Boston. They have strange faces, they are lost.


  Gee, I saw a wonderful old woman in Boston once! It was in a restaurant. She must have had about a thousand little things on. She had on a long black dress and it was all covered with beads and bangles and glittering ornaments. God! It must have weighed a ton! Then she had all sorts of lace things on over that, it all sort of dripped down from her arms, and fell over her wrists, and got into her soup. And then she had a lot of rings and loose bracelets and beads and necklaces, and a whalebone collar with a lot more lace, and earrings, and all sorts of combs in her hair, and a hat all covered with masses of things, feathers, fruit, birds. God! That woman was a walking museum! It was one of the strangest things I ever saw in my life, and I was so excited. I got as close as I could to her and tried to hear what she was saying, but I couldn’t. I’d have given anything to know what it was. There was something so tragic about her. Isn’t it a strange thing? It comes from something inside them, something all fancy and broken up like beads, something all cluttered up that can’t bear to throw anything away and that is smothering in oceans of junk.


  Then there are the things people wear underneath. I should like to tell about that, too. There was poor old Todd that time she was staying at our house and got bronchitis, and we thought she was going to die. She was simply burning up with fever and shivering, and Edith and I undressed her and put her to bed.—Good God! Would you believe it? She was wearing three pairs of those old-fashioned cotton drawers!


  “O Todd!” I cried, “Todd! In God’s name, what’s the matter?”


  “Oh don’t let them see me!” she said. “They’re after me!”


  “They?” I said, “Who do you mean, Todd? There’s no one here but us.”


  The poor old thing, she was simply terrified. She told me later she’d been afraid for years that some man was going to attack her, and that’s why she wore all those things.


  God, it’s sad! When I first knew her she was a young and very beautiful woman, she had just come from the hospital, and Bella was her first case. Then later, when I had my little Alma, we had her again. That was the time I almost died. She was simply wonderful, and since then she always came and stayed with us. Isn’t it a strange thing? I remember her when she had lots of beaus, and several men wanted to marry her, and she had this other terrible thing in her all the time.


  Oh yes! And then I should like to write about the way you feel when you have a child, and what it was like when my little Alma came, for I had lain on the earth upon green hillsides all that Summer with my child inside me, and I felt the great earth move below me and swing eastward in the orbits of the sun. I knew the earth, my body was the earth, I grew into the earth, and my child was stirring in me as I lay there on that green hillside.


  And Todd came, and old Dr. Roth—he was a great surgeon—and I seemed to be out of my head. And yet I knew everything that was going on around me. It was about eleven o’clock in the morning and it was August and it was hot as hell, and I could hear the people going by in the street, I heard the clank of the iceman’s tongs and the children shouting, and all of a sudden I could hear all the birds singing in the trees outside, and I cried out, “Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet, with charm of earliest birds,” and that was the way it was.


  It was so lovely—God!—and I was mad with the pain. It is beyond anything you could ever imagine. It becomes a kind of exquisite and unbearable joy, and one part of you, the upper part, seems to be floating around way up above you, and the other part seems chained to the earth, and they are rending and stabbing you with knives, and great waves of it roll over you, and you feel yourself come and go from it, and when it came I kept crying out:


  “Who would fardels bear? Who would fardels bear? Who would fardels bear?”


  And I could see Todd and Dr. Roth moving about through it all, and it was all so strange because their faces bloomed and faded with the pain. And then there was Todd with her enormous, gentle hands that were everlasting and merciful, they were as big and strong as a man’s under me, and I was not afraid but I thought I was dying, I was sure I was dying, and I cried:


  “O Todd! Todd! Good-bye, I am going!”


  And she said: “O my darling! My dear! You’re not! You will be all right!”


  She loved me so, and God! but I was lovely then, I was so small and lovely then. But there was something so strange and terrible about Todd and Dr. Roth. I had never seen them that way before, he was always so gentle. He told me later he was awfully worried, but now he was bending over me and barking in my face:


  “Push! You’ve got to push, mother! You’re not trying hard enough! You’ve got to try harder than that, mother! Come on, mother! We can’t have it for you, you know! Push! Push hard, mother! You’re not trying!”


  And Todd said: “Oh she is trying, too!” She got so mad at him, and they were both terribly worried, it had been so long. And then it was all over and I was floating on clouds of peace, I was floating in a lovely and undulant ocean of bliss.


  And yes! I should like to tell all about my little Alma, and how tiny she was, and of the things that child said! Gee, she was a funny kid! We were having tea one day and she came by the door, and we had guests there, and she couldn’t have been more than four years old, and I called out:


  “O Alma, Alma, where are you going?”


  And she said, “I am going out, out, brief candle!”


  O God! I thought they’d kill themselves laughing, but there was something so wonderful about it, too. Wasn’t that a strange thing for a child that age to say? It popped right out of her mouth, I suppose she had heard some of us quoting Shakespeare.


  And then one time when Edith and I came in we found her doing her lessons. She had all her books around her in the middle of the floor and she was doing her spelling lesson. She was simply biting each word off as if she were scolding it:


  “O-u-n-c-e, ounce! O-u-n-c-e, ounce! O-u-n-c-e, ounce!”


  Then she changed to another one:


  “P-u-a-r-t, quart! P-u-a-r-t, quart! P-u-a-r-t, quart!”


  God, we had a fit! The poor kid thought the “q” was a “p.” And whenever anything went wrong after that, we used to say, “O-u-n-c-e, ounce!”—it was like saying damn, only better.


  Gee, that kid’s a scream! You have never in your life heard anything like the way she goes on at the table. We get to laughing so sometimes that we can hardly eat. She says the funniest things you ever heard, I wish I could remember some of them. ... Oh yes! The other night we were talking about the house in the country and what name we would call it by, and Alma said:


  “We will call the side that Father sleeps on the Patri-side, and the side that Mother sleeps on the Matri-side.”


  God, she’s so wonderful! She is my darling and my dear, she is my little Alma, she is the most delicate and lovely thing that ever lived.


  And, oh yes! I should like to tell about Jews and Christians, and about Jews who change their names. There’s this fellow Burke! Doesn’t it make you want to laugh? Nathaniel Burke my eye! Why didn’t he go pick a real fancy Christian name while he was about it? Montmorency Van Landingham Monteith, or Reginald Hilary Saltonstall, or Jefferson Lincoln Coolidge, or something like that? Nathaniel Burke! Can you beat it? His real name is Nathan Berkovich, I’ve known his people all my life.


  The nerve of that fellow! I got so tired of his goings on that I said to him once: “Look here, Burke. You’d just better be glad you are a Jew. Where would you be if it weren’t for the Jews, I’d like to know? It’s too bad about you.”


  His mother and father were such nice old people. The old fellow had a store on Grand Street. He wore a beard and a derby hat, and washed his hands in a certain way they have before eating. There’s something awfully nice about old Jews like that. They were orthodox, of course, and I think it almost killed them the way he’s acted. He won’t go near them any more. Isn’t it a shame—to throw that wonderful thing away in order to become an imitation Christian?


  We’re fine people. They sneer at us and mock us, but we’re fine people just the same. “Many a time and oft in the Rialto you have rated me ... and spit upon my Jewish gaberdine.” Daddy was a Christian, but he was so beautiful. He loved all the things we do. He loved food so much, I don’t think he could have stood this anæmic Christian cooking. No wonder he got away from them.


  And yes! Yes! I should like to tell how it is the mornings I go to Stein’s and Rosen’s to design, and Mr. Rosen is walking up and down on big, thick carpets, and God! richness and power and goose grease seem to be oozing out of every pore of him. And there is something so clean and lovely about the place, and wonderful, too, with the Grand Duchess Somebody-or-Other selling one thing and this Princess Piccatitti selling something else. If I had a name like that I’d change it to Schultz or something. Even Edith has to laugh when she says it. Imagine being called Ophelia Piccatitti! Wouldn’t it be awful to be one of the Piccatitti children and have them call you one of the little Piccatittis?


  Gee, I have to laugh sometimes when I see their names in the social columns. New York must be simply full of these people. Where do you suppose they all come from? When you read about it, it doesn’t seem possible, you think somebody made all the names up: “Mrs. H. Stuyvesant O’Toole entertained at dinner last night in honor of the Prince and Princess Stephano di Guttabelli. Among those present were Mr. and Mrs. Van Rensselaer Weisberg, Count Sapski, Mr. R. Mortimer Shulemovitch, and the Grand Duchess Martha-Louise of Hesse Schnitzelpuss.”


  And then there’s Mr. Rosen in his shop, walking up and down and giving orders and bowing and shaking hands with people in his striped pants and rich black coat with the pearl in his necktie. He is so well-kept and sleek, and everything about the place sort of purrs with luxury, everything seems so quiet, but everything seems to be going on just the same, and they’re calling for Edith all over the place. You hear them asking for her everywhere. And there she is, looking like a very elegant piece of limp celery, with that pedometer strapped around her ankle. She told me she walked seventeen miles one day, and sometimes she is simply dead when she gets home. The poor thing is as thin as a rail. Sometimes she won’t say three words during the entire evening, even when there are people coming to dinner. But God, she is smart! They couldn’t do without her, she is smarter than any of them.


  “Long, long into the night I lay awake——”


  (One!)


  Come, mild sleep, seal up the porches of our memory. ...


  (Two!)


  Come, magnificent sleep, blot out the vision of lost days. ...


  (Three!)


  For we are strange and beautiful asleep, we are all strange and beautiful asleep. ...


  (Four!)


  For we are dying in the darkness, and we know no death, there is no death in sleep. ...


  O daughter of unmemoried hours, empress of labor and of weariness, merciful sister of dark death and all forgetfulness, enchantress and redeemer, hail!


  [¬]
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  STEIN AND ROSEN’S


  One evening when the world was a great deal younger than it is now, Mr. Rosen, who then had only a modest shop in lower Fifth Avenue, was at the theatre with his wife. Mr. Rosen saw a great many people he knew in the audience. This was not surprising, for the star of the piece was a very brilliant Russian actress named Alla Nazimova who had recently come to America, and the piece in which she was playing was A Doll’s House. Mr. Rosen walked about during the interval between the acts, greeting his friends and noting what the ladies were wearing. His friends were, for the most part, wealthy and cultivated Jews. The women were very elegant and fashionable, beautifully gowned, dark, tall, some of them exotically lovely. Most of these people had known one another since childhood, they belonged to a very limited and exclusive group; some of them valued fine intelligence and the ability to create more than they valued money, but most of them had both.


  Moving among this brilliant crowd on his soft and powerful tread, Mr. Rosen saw the two Linder girls. He always thought of them as “the two Linder girls,” although the older one, Esther, was now a very beautiful woman of thirty, and married to a man named Frederick Jack. The other sister, Edith, was five years younger than Esther. People liked her and thought she was “a clever girl,” although she had never been known to say anything. She went about a great deal with Esther. She was always perfectly composed, and absolutely silent—if she contributed a half dozen words to an evening’s conversation, she had been talkative.


  Mr. Rosen knew the Linder girls very well, and was a little in awe of them. His own position had been won with difficulty—he had come from plodding Jews of the middle class. But there was a reckless and romantic strain in the Linder family that he admired and mistrusted: they did difficult things with brilliant ease, spent money extravagantly, made fortunes, lost them, remade them.


  He had known the father of the two girls—Joe Linder. Joe had been an actor, well known in his day, but he had died before his fiftieth year. Mr. Rosen remembered him vividly as a handsome man with hair which had been silver since his youth—a man who was always making a joke of everything. He had played with Mansfield, and when he was drinking he would quote Shakespeare by the yard with tears in his eyes. Joe Linder had been half Christian—his mother was a Gentile—and it was to this foreign strain that Mr. Rosen attributed his instability and downfall. Mr. Rosen remembered that two of Joe’s boon companions had been Catholic priests—Father O’Rourke and Father Dolan. They used to meet Joe after the theatre and go to White’s, where they all drank as much as they could before midnight. Then, if the priests were conducting Mass the next morning, they stopped. And, with somewhat troubled spirit, Mr. Rosen now recalled that Edith, the younger of Joe Linder’s girls, had been educated in a Catholic convent in the Bronx.


  Mr. Rosen remembered the girls’ mother. She had died before her husband when the children were very young. She had been entirely Jewish, and of the finest stock—her parents were Dutch. Her father, a lawyer, had made a fortune in New York and left her whole blocks of houses. But she had been even more extravagant than Joe. If she wanted a diamond necklace, she sold a house; if she wanted a dress, she sold the necklace, or part of it. With keen pain Mr. Rosen remembered that she used to bite the diamonds off one at a time and send them to the pawnbroker when she wanted money. At the memory he shook his head sadly.


  But now, with dark excitement, he approached the two young women, closing his eyes with rapture as he came near to them.


  “Where—where—” he whispered somewhat hoarsely to Esther, clasping his hands and shaking them prayerfully before him, for want of adequate tribute, “—where did you get that dress?”


  “Do you like it?” she said.


  “My dear, it’s a dream.”


  “Well, as Daddy used to say,” said Esther, “it’s better than a kick in the eye, isn’t it?”


  Mr. Rosen groaned at the sacrilege, then demanded impatiently:


  “But where did you get it? You must tell me.”


  “Will you promise not to tell anyone if I let you know?” she asked.


  “Yes, of course,” said Mr. Rosen feverishly.


  “Well,” said Esther solemnly, “I’ll tell you then. I got it in Macy’s bargain basement.”


  Mr. Rosen groaned loudly and smote his forehead. This was the way Joe Linder used to talk, and, in Mr. Rosen’s opinion, it had probably had something to do with his untimely death. There was a time and place for levity, but one must not trifle with sacred things.


  “Macy’s!” said Mr. Rosen. “You insult my intelligence! There’s not a shop in New York making frocks like that.”


  “Well, I did just the same,” said Esther, laughing. “I bought the material there.”


  “Damn the material!” said Mr. Rosen. “Who made the dress?”


  “My sister Edith,” said Esther triumphantly. “You didn’t know she was so smart, did you?” She took Edith’s hand affectionately. “You know, Mr. Rosen,” she said happily, “I haven’t got any sense myself, but Edith’s awfully smart. She can do anything. She’s just like Daddy.”


  And she stood there holding Edith by the hand, and looking up at Mr. Rosen, flushed, radiant, happy, and delighted “not to have any sense” as long as everyone was so nice and one had such a smart sister.


  Mr. Rosen turned slowly and commandingly upon the other young lady, who had kept her silence during this entire conversation with perfect composure, and who now stood with her hand in her sister’s, looking from one to the other with a very calm glance of her large, dark eyes.


  “Edith!” said Mr. Rosen, sternly. “Did you make that dress?”


  “Yes,” said Edith, in her talkative way.


  “Edith,” said Mr. Rosen, his tone becoming soft and winning, “how would you like a job?”


  “Doing what?” said Edith, with a burst of eloquence.


  “Designing dresses,” said Mr. Rosen tenderly. “Designing dresses,” he murmured luxuriously, “like this one here.”


  “I should like it,” said Edith, fatigued by so much speech-making.


  Mr. Rosen’s soul rushed out of him. He enveloped them all in his blessing.


  “Come to my shop,” he whispered hoarsely. “Come to my shop Monday morning.”


  Then he left them.


  By Monday morning, however, both sisters had completely forgotten the incident, and Edith came as near the animation of surprise as she ever did when her maid came to her room at ten o’clock to tell her Mr. Rosen had telephoned and wanted to talk to her at once. She got out of bed and went into Esther’s room, where there was a phone extension.


  “Well?” the impatient voice of Mr. Rosen demanded. “Why didn’t you come to the shop?”


  “For what?”


  “For the job I offered you.”


  “I forgot about it. I didn’t think you meant it.”


  “Of course I meant it. Why should I waste my time if I didn’t mean it?”


  “Do you still want me?”


  “Yes!” he shouted. “Come down at once!”


  Edith dressed, and went downtown.


  In this leisurely, half-accidental way Edith had started to work for Mr. Rosen. She was now vice-president, and she also owned a share in the business.


  The firm of Stein and Rosenberg had moved a long way uptown, from Grand Street to Fifth Avenue, and in its prosperous migration had lost its name. Mr. Stein was dead, and Mr. Rosenberg—well, Mr. Rosenberg was now Mr. Rosen, with a son at Oxford, and a daughter who preferred to live in Paris.


  Mr. Rosen was now fifty-five, a handsome and powerful man, very Jewish-looking, dark, fiercely Oriental. He had changed his name, but he had made no effort to change his race or his identity. A photograph of his dead partner, Saul Stein, had never left the desk top in his office: the wide, grinning face, with its immense, putty-colored nose, smiled down on him, evoking pictures full of pain and tenderness, of a time when he had sat next to this dead man cross-legged on a tailor’s table, and of other days when they had stood outside their East Side shop inviting to come buy all the dark swarm of Jewry that the fine, warm days of May had drawn out.


  No; he had not forgotten, and he was not ashamed. He walked with soft and powerful tread along the rich carpets of his big shop, he wore pin-stripe trousers and a cutaway coat, and he bowed and spoke gently to his clients, the fabulously rich of the nation—but he had not forgotten. There was in him a vast pride of race, a vast pride in the toil and intelligence which had brought him wealth. For this reason, Mr. Rosen had a very princely quality—the princely quality that almost all rich Jews have, and that few rich Christians ever get. Wealth is difficult to attain, but it is good, pleasant, desirable—therefore let those with wealth enjoy it.


  There is, of course, no greater fallacy than the one about the stinginess of Jews. They are the most lavish and opulent race on earth. Mr. Rosen went to Paris twice a year on the Ile de France: he had a suite and a private deck, and his wife was the best and most expensively dressed woman on the ship. In Summer, Mr. Rosen must spend a great deal of time in Paris buying clothes, but his wife and children went to Deauville. Mr. Rosen flew down to join them in the evening, and the family swam and danced and drank cocktails.


  Further, Mr. Rosen had always lived over his shop. He began it in two rooms on Grand Street, and he continued it now in two floors and eighteen rooms on Fifth Avenue. And he will continue it, also, in the new and more splendid building now being erected farther uptown. There he will have the top three floors, twenty-four rooms, and the best view in town. When a Christian makes money out of his shop, or another man’s shop, he moves out as soon as he can. He goes up the Hudson, buys a thousand acres and forty rooms, and gets gardeners and hostlers from England. Not so Mr. Rosen. His ideas went back to the Fuggers, the Cabots, the early Rothschilds. He lived over his shop and had lots of the very best champagne for dinner.


  As for Stein and Rosen’s, it had become one of the most fashionable and expensive shops in the country, and its victorious journey uptown was shortly to be consummated when it moved into its magnificent new building. The authors of society novels made their characters speak of it: Rita (or Leila or Sheila) is going along thinking about Bruce, with her fine, dark head “and strong, brown hands,” and of the disquieting way Hilary, the artist, looked at her “out of his slanting, almost Oriental eyes” the night before, when suddenly she sees Jenifer Delamar going into Stein and Rosen’s.


  Under this success, Mr. Rosen had burst into a full, rich bloom. His well-fed body took on an added richness of hue. He was of a princely tissue, and as he walked up and down with soft and powerful tread he suggested a fine prize bull. The presence of this strong, luxurious flesh in the French elegance of the shop, surrounded by gossamer webs and smoky silks, was not at all incongruous: the delicate fabrics might have come from this rich body like an ectoplasm. And the great ladies who bought at Stein and Rosen’s must have felt a delicious sensation of comfort and mystery when they looked at him, for his dark, smiling face, with its perfection of large, pearl teeth, and full nose, with the wide, fleshy volutes of the nostrils, gave him a touch of Oriental wizardry. They felt that in his inexhaustible princeliness he had only to clap his large, pink hands together, and a procession of slaves would enter, balancing treasure of baled stuffs upon their heads.


  This, in fact, he could and did do, although in place of ebony eunuchs he offered something better—slim, luscious houris clothed in magic.


  A good part of the magic, he knew, was Edith Linder’s. Mr. Rosen’s voice when he mentioned her name had a husk of religious sanctity—he called her “a great woman” and felt the mild inadequacy of language. The feeling of awe which he had always had in reference to the Linders had grown deeper. They could do anything, and they could do anything with ease. Although he knew very well how indefatigably Edith had worked in developing the business, there was for him in everything she did magic and ease. And this was the impression everyone got.


  She had grown more silent and more emaciated as she grew older. Her silence had turned in upon her and devoured her. Perpetual weariness rested on her flesh like a subtle perfume, but she never rested. She worked ceaselessly, silently, doing the magic, costly things with her hands that brought great wealth to Stein and Rosen’s. Throughout the day one heard her name on every floor of the shop. Where was she? Could she come at once? She came, saying nothing—a weary, meager elegance dressed in eight hundred dollars’ worth of simple black. Around her small, bony ankle was strapped a pedometer, and around her fragile wrist, netted with veins in fine blue ink and drawn taut like the bones of a bird, was a diamond-encrusted wrist watch, a miracle of delicate workmanship, that ticked off time—strange, tragic time—in a faultless shell no bigger than a thimble.


  Mr. Rosen’s dark face was radiant with power and pleasure. He had two handsome children. He had a beautiful wife. He was himself as handsome as a prize bull. They all loved one another dearly. Yes, Mr. Rosen had come far, far uptown, since those old hard days of first endeavor. ... Softly, softly, on dark, powerful tread, he moved up and down his shop.


  He was very, very happy.


  [¬]
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  APRIL, LATE APRIL


  Autumn was kind to them, Winter was long to them—but in April, late April, all the gold sang.


  Spring came that year like magic and like music and like song. One day its breath was in the air, a haunting premonition of its spirit filled the hearts of men with its transforming loveliness, working its sudden and incredible sorcery upon grey streets, grey pavements, and on grey faceless tides of manswarm ciphers. It came like music faint and far, it came with triumph and a sound of singing in the air, with lutings of sweet bird cries at the break of day and the high, swift passing of a wing, and one day it was there upon the city streets with a strange, sudden cry of green, its sharp knife of wordless joy and pain.


  Not the whole glory of the great plantation of the earth could have outdone the glory of the city streets that Spring. Neither the cry of great, green fields, nor the song of the hills, nor the glory of young birch trees bursting into life again along the banks of rivers, nor the oceans of bloom in the flowering orchards, the peach trees, the apple trees, the plum and cherry trees—not all of the singing and the gold of Spring, with April bursting from the earth in a million shouts of triumph, and the visible stride, the flowered feet of the Springtime as it came on across the earth, could have surpassed the wordless and poignant glory of a single tree in a city street that Spring.


  Monk had given up his tiny room in the dingy little hotel and had taken possession of the spacious floor in the old house on Waverly Place. There had been a moment’s quarrel when he had said that from that time on he would pay the rent. She had objected that the place was hers, that she had found it—she wanted him to come, she would like to think of him as being there, it would make it seem more “theirs”—but she had been paying for it, and would continue, and it didn’t matter. But he was adamant and said he wouldn’t come at all unless he paid his way, and in the end she yielded.


  And now each day he heard her step upon the stairs at noon. At noon, at high, sane, glorious noon, she came, the mistress of that big, disordered room, the one whose brisk, small step on the stairs outside his door woke a leaping jubilation in his heart. Her face was like a light and like a music in the light of noon: it was jolly, small, and tender, as delicate as a plum, and as rosy as a flower. It was young and good and full of health and delight; its sweetness, strength, and noble beauty could not be equaled anywhere on earth. He kissed it a thousand times because it was so good, so wholesome, and so radiant in its loveliness.


  Everything about her sang out with hope and morning. Her face was full of a thousand shifting plays of life and jolly humor, as swift and merry as a child’s, and yet had in its [it] always, like shadows in the sun, all of the profound, brooding, and sorrowful depths of beauty.


  Thus, when he heard her step upon the stairs at noon, her light knuckles briskly rapping at the door, her key turning in the lock, she brought the greatest health and joy to him that he had ever known. She came in like a cry of triumph, like a shout of music in the blood, like the deathless birdsong in the first light of the morning. She was the bringer of hope, the teller of good news. A hundred sights and magical colors which she had seen in the streets that morning, a dozen tales of life and work and business, sprang from her merry lips with the eager insistence of a child.


  She got into the conduits of his blood, she began to sing and pulse through the vast inertia of his flesh, still heavied with great clots of sleep, until he sprang up with the goat cry in his throat, seized, engulfed, and devoured her, and felt there was nothing on earth he could not do, nothing on earth he could not conquer. She gave a tongue to all the exultant music of the Spring whose great pulsations trembled in the gold and sapphire singing of the air. Everything—the stick-candy whippings of a flag, the shout of a child, the smell of old, worn plankings in the sun, the heavy, oily, tarry exhalations of the Spring-warm streets, the thousand bobbing and weaving colors and the points of light upon the pavements, the smell of the markets, of fruits, flowers, vegetables, and loamy earth, and the heavy shattering baugh of a great ship as it left its wharf at noon on Saturday—was given intensity, structure, and a form of joy because of her.


  She had never been as beautiful as she was that Spring, and sometimes it drove him almost mad to see her look so fresh and fair. Even before he heard her step upon the stair at noon he always knew that she was there. Sunken in sleep at twelve o’clock, drowned fathoms deep at noon in a strange, wakeful sleep, his consciousness of her was so great that he knew instantly the moment when she had entered the house, whether he heard a sound or not.


  She seemed to be charged with all the good and joyful living of the earth as she stood there in the high light of noon. In all that was delicate in her little bones, her trim figure, slim ankles, full, swelling thighs, deep breast and straight, small shoulders, rose lips and flower face, and all the winking lights of her fine hair, jolliness, youth, and noble beauty—she seemed as rare, as rich, as high and grand a woman as any on earth could be. The first sight of her at noon always brought hope, confidence, belief, and sent through the huge inertia of his flesh, still drugged with the great anodyne of sleep, a tidal surge of invincible strength.


  She would fling her arms around him and kiss him furiously, she would fling herself down beside him on his cot and cunningly insinuate herself into his side, presenting her happy, glowing little face insatiably to be kissed, covered, plastered with a thousand kisses. She was as fresh as morning, as tender as a plum, and so irresistible he felt he could devour her in an instant and entomb her in his flesh forever. And then, after an interval, she would rise and set briskly about the preparation of a meal for him.


  There is no spectacle on earth more appealing than that of a beautiful woman in the act of cooking dinner for someone she loves. Thus the sight of Esther as, delicately flushed, she bent with the earnest devotion of religious ceremony above the food she was cooking for him, was enough to drive him mad with love and hunger.


  In such a moment he could not restrain himself. He would get up and begin to pace the room in a madness of wordless ecstasy. He would lather his face for shaving, shave one side of it, and then begin to walk up and down the room again, singing, making strange noises in his throat, staring vacantly out of the window at a cat that crept along the ridges of the fence; he would pull books from the shelves, reading a line or page, sometimes reading her a passage from a poem as she cooked, and then forgetting the book, letting it fall upon the cot or on the floor, until the floor was covered with them. Then he would sit on the edge of the cot for minutes, staring stupidly and vacantly ahead, holding one sock in his hand. Then he would spring up again and begin to pace the room, shouting and singing, with a convulsion of energy surging through his body that could find no utterance and that ended only in a wild, goatlike cry of joy.


  From time to time he would go to the door of the kitchen where she stood above the stove, and for a moment he would draw into his lungs the maddening fragrance of the food. Then he would fling about the room again, until he could control himself no longer. The sight of her face, earnestly bent and focused in its work of love, her sure and subtle movements, and her full, lovely figure—all that was at once both delicate and abundant in her, together with the maddening fragrance of glorious food, evoked an emotion of wild tenderness and hunger in him which was unutterable.


  Meanwhile the cat crept trembling at its merciless stride along the ridges of the backyard fences. The young leaves turned and rustled in light winds of April, and the sunlight came and went with all its sudden shifting hues into the pulsing heart of enchanted green. The hoof and the wheel went by upon the street, as they had done forever, the manswarm milled and threaded in the stupefaction of the streets, and the high, immortal sound of time, murmurous and everlasting, brooded forever in the upper air above the fabulous walls and towers of the city.


  And, at such a time, as the exultancy of love and hunger surged up in them, these were the things they said, the words they spoke:


  “Yes! He loves me now!” she cried out in a jolly voice. “He loves me when I cook for him!” she said. “I know! I know!” she went on, with a touch of knowing and cynical humor. “He loves me then, all right!”


  “Why—you!” he would say, shaking her deliberately to and fro as if he could speak no more. “Why ... my ... delicate ... darling!” he continued, still slowly, but with a note of growing jubilation in his voice. “Why ... my little ... plum-skinned wench! ... Love you! ... Why, damn you, my darling, I adore you! ... Let me kiss your pretty little face for you!” he said, brooding prayerfully over her. “I will kiss you ten thousand times, my sweet girl!” he now yelled triumphantly in his rapture. “I am so mad about you, my sweet, that I shall have you for my dinner!”


  Then for a moment he would step back, releasing her, and breathing slowly and heavily. Her flushed face was eager and insatiate. His eye fed on her for a moment, a heavy surge of blood began to thud thickly along his veins, beating slow and heavy at his pulse and temples, making his thighs solid with potency, and impending warmly in his loins. Deliberately he would step forward again, bending over her; then, tentatively, he would take her arm and pull it gently like a wing.


  “Shall it be a wing?” he would say. “A tender wing done nicely with a little parsley and a butter sauce? Or shall it be the sweet meat of a haunch done to a juicy turn?”


  “Und ganz im Butter gekocht,” she cried, with a merry face.


  “Ganz im besten Butter gekocht,” he said. ... “Or shall it be the lean meat of the rib?” he continued in a moment, “or the ripe melons that go ding-dong in April?” he cried exultantly, “or shall it be a delicate morsel now of woman’s fingers? ... O you damned, delectable, little plum-skinned trollop! ... I will eat you like honey, you sweet little hussy!”


  Then they would draw apart once more, and for a moment she would look at him with a somewhat hurt and reproachful look, and then, shaking her head with a slight, bitter smile, she said:


  “God, but you’re a wonder, you are! How have you got the heart to call me names like that?”


  “Because I love you so!” he yelled exultantly. “That’s why! It’s love, pure love, nothing on earth but love!”


  Then he fell to kissing her once more.


  Presently they drew apart again, both flushed and breathing hard. In a moment she said in a soft and yet eager voice:


  “Do you like my face?”


  He tried to speak, but for a moment he could not. He turned away, flinging his arms up in a wild, convulsive movement, and suddenly cried out extravagantly in a mad, singing tone:


  “I like her face, and I like her pace, and I like her grace!”


  And she too, now as extravagantly beyond reason as he was, would lift her glowing face and say:


  “And he likes my chase, and he likes my place, and he likes my base!”


  Then, separately, each of them would begin to dance about the room—he leaping and cavorting, flinging his head back in goatlike cries of joy, she more demurely, singing, with hands spread wing-wise, and with the delicate wheelings and pacings of a waltz.


  Suddenly he paused as the purport of her words came clearly to him for the first time. He came back to her seriously, accusingly, but with laughter welling up in him and an inclination to convulsive mirth at the corners of his mouth.


  “Why, what is this? What did you say, girl? Like your base?” he said sternly.


  She grew serious for a moment, considering, then her face grew beet-red with a sudden wave of choking laughter:


  “Yes!” she screamed. “O God! I did not know how funny it would sound!” and then rich, yolky screams of laughter filled her throat, clouded her eyes with tears, and echoed about the high, bare walls of the room.


  “Why, this is shocking talk, my lass!” he would say in chiding tones. “Why, woman, I am shocked at you.” And then, with a sudden return to that mad and separate jubilation in which their words, it seemed, were spoken not so much to each other as to all the elements of the universe, he would lift his head and sing out again: “I am astounded and confounded and dumbfounded at you, woman!”


  “He is astonished and admonished and demolished and abolished!” she cried.


  “You missed that time, it doesn’t rhyme!” he cried, and, putting his arms around her, he would fall to kissing her again.


  They were filled with folly, love, and jubilation, and they would not have cared how their words might sound to anyone on earth. They loved and clung, they questioned, imagined, denied, answered, believed. It was like a great fire burning all the time. They lived ten thousand hours together, and each hour was like the full course of a packed and crowded life. And always it was like hunger: it began like hunger, and it went on forever, never satisfied. When she was with him, he was mad with love of her, and when she had left him, he would go mad with thinking of her.


  And what did he do? How did he live? What did he enjoy, possess, and make his own in April, late April, of that year?


  At evening, when he was alone, he would rush out on the streets like a lover going to meet his mistress. He would hurl himself into the terrific crowds of people that swarmed incredibly, uncountably, from work. And instead of the old confusion, weariness, despair, and desolation of the spirit, instead of the old and horrible sensation of drowning, smothering, in the numberless manswarm of the earth, he knew nothing but triumphant joy and power.


  Everything seemed fine and wonderful to him. Over the immense and furious encampment of the city there trembled the mighty pulsations of a unity of hope and joy, a music of triumph and enchantment, that suddenly wove all life into the fabric of its exultant harmonies. It quelled the blind and brutal stupefaction of the streets, it pierced into a million cells, and fell upon ten thousand acts and moments of man’s life and business, it hovered above him in the air, it gleamed and sparkled in the flashing tides that girdled round the city, and with a wizard’s hand it drew forth from the tombs of Winter the grey flesh of the living dead.


  The streets were bursting into life again, they foamed and glittered with new life and color, and women more beautiful than flowers, more full of juice and succulence than fruit, appeared upon them in a living tide of love and beauty. Their glorious eyes were shining with a single tenderness, they were a red rose loveliness of lip, a milk-and-honey purity, a single music of breast, buttock, thigh, and lip and flashing hair. But not a one, he thought, as lovely as his Esther.


  He wanted to eat and drink the earth, to swallow down the city, to let nothing escape from him, and it seemed to him that he was going to succeed! Each little moment was crammed with an intolerable joy and glory, so rich with life that all eternity seemed packed into it, and to see it pass, to lose it, to be unable to fix and hold it, was an intolerable and agonizing loss. And he thought that he was going to discover something no one else on earth had ever known—the way to own, to keep, to fix, and to enjoy forever all of the beauty and the glory of the earth.


  Sometimes it was just the brave, free shout of children in the street, a sound of laughter, an old man, the baugh of a great ship in the harbor, or the slow, sliding movement of two green lamps upon a liner’s mast as they passed at night, above the roof of a great pier, down the river towards the sea. Whatever it was, and whenever it happened, it struck music from the earth until the city rang like a single minted coin for him, and lay in his hand with the weight and heaviness of living gold.


  And he would come in from the streets wild with delight and longing, with a sense of victory, pain, and joy, of possession and of having nothing. And instead of being a madman who had coursed furiously and uselessly through a hundred streets, and who had found no door to enter, no one to speak to, no end or goal to all his infuriated seeking, it now seemed to him that he was the richest man on earth, the possessor of something more precious and glorious than anyone on earth had ever seen before. And he would walk the floor with it, unable to sit or rest or be content. And then he would fling out of his room and from the house, and rush out in the streets again with a feeling of wild longing, pain, and joy, believing that he was missing something rare and precious, that he was allowing some superb happiness and good fortune to escape from him by staying in his room.


  The city seemed carved out of a single rock, shaped to a single pattern, moving forever to a single harmony, a central, all-inclusive energy—so that not only pavements, buildings, tunnels, streets, machines, and bridges, the whole terrific structure that was built upon its stony breast, seemed made from one essential substance, but the tidal swarms of people on its pavements were filled and made out of its single energy, moving to its one rhythm. He moved among the people like a swimmer riding on the tide; he felt their weight upon his shoulders as if he carried them, the immense and palpable warmth and movement of their lives upon the pavements as if he were the rock they walked upon.


  He seemed to find the source, the well-spring, from which the city’s movement came, from which all things proceeded—and, having found it, his heart rose with a cry of triumph, and it seemed to him that he possessed it all.


  And just as this tremendous fugue of hunger and fulfillment, of wild longing and superb content, of having everything and owning nothing, of finding the whole glory of the city in one small moment of his seeing, and of being maddened with desire because he could not be everywhere at once and see everything—just as these great antagonists of wandering forever and the earth again worked furiously in him all the time, in a conflict of wild forces which strove constantly with each other and yet which were all coherent to a central unity, a single force—so now did the city seem to join the earth it rested on, and everything on earth to feed the city.


  Therefore, at any moment on the city streets, he would feel an intolerable desire to rush away and leave the city, if only for the joy he felt in being there, and for the joy of coming back to it. He would go out in the country for a day and come back at night; or, at the weekend when he had no class to teach, he would go away to other places—to Baltimore, to Washington, into Virginia, to New England, or among his father’s people in a country town near Gettysburg in Pennsylvania. And at every moment when he was away, he would feel the same longing to return, to see if the city was still there, and, still incredible, to find it once more blazing in all its fabulous reality, its eternal unity of fixity and variousness, its strange and magic light of time.


  He ate and drank the city to its roots—and through all that Spring not once did it occur to him that he had left not even a heel print on its stony pavements.


  Meanwhile, a fool walked carefully by a newsstand in the Bronx, he dodged a taxi, heard three voices, looked wearily at the Hampshire Arms Apartments, and he made a note. It was the twenty-first of April, and he resented it: he thought of ancient times when light fell differently, his heart was barren for a glory that was gone. Therefore he thought of nightingales in Newark, and muttered of his ruins; he knew six words of Greek and spoke of Clytemnestra. He muttered bitterly, was elegant and lost, and yet he did not die: he watched the windows, wore his rubbers when it rained, wept when his wife betrayed him, and went abroad to live—a royalist from Kansas City, a classicist from Nebraska, a fool from nowhere and from nothing.


  But on that very day George Webber and his Esther touched the earth and found it tangible, they looked at life and saw it could be seen. They went out in the streets together, and everywhere they went was food and richness. Spring comes up in bright flowers below the feet of April, and below the feet of lovers the earth yields up all its glory and its opulence. Therefore they drew up ripeness out of stone and steel, beauty from shambles of old brick. The earth blazed with its potent and imperial colors because they were so fit and equal for it, and because there was no falseness in their hearts.


  They bought food with the passionate intensity of poets, and they found the lost world not in Samarkand but on Sixth Avenue. The butchers straightened up and grew in stature when they saw them: they slapped their straw hats with their thick hands, they arranged the folds of their bloody aprons; they got the choicest meat they had, held it up proudly, slapped it with a rough but loving palm, and said to her:


  “Lady, that’s prime, now. That’s the best bit o’ meat I got in the place. Look at it, lady! If that ain’t the finest cut you ever saw, you bring it back and I’ll eat it raw right here in front of you.”


  And the grocers would find their finest fruits for them. George, with his out-thrust lip and dark-browed earnestness, would poke at the meat, tweak the legs of chickens, feel the lettuces, plunk at great melons with his finger, read all the labels on the canned goods with a lustful eye, and breathe all the sharp and spicy odors of the shops. And they walked home together with great bags and packages of food.


  She was now central, like an inexorable presence, to every action, every feeling, every memory of his life. It was not that he thought directly of her at all times. It was not that he was unable for a moment to free his brain of an all-obsessing image on which the whole energy of his life was focused. No. Her conquest was ten thousand times more formidable than this. For, had she dwelt there in the courts of the heart only, or as some proud empress throned in the temporal images of the brain, she could perhaps have been expelled by some effort of the will, some savage act of violence and dismissal, some oblivion of debauch, or some deliberate scourging of the soul to hate. But she had entered in the porches of the blood, she had soaked through all the tissues of the flesh, she had permeated the convolutions of the brain, until now she inhabited his flesh, his blood, his life, like a subtle and powerful spirit that could never again be driven out, any more than a man could drive out of him the blood of his mother, secrete unto himself the blood and tissue of his father.


  Whether he thought of her with deliberate consciousness or not, she was now present, with a damnable and inescapable necessity, in every act and moment of his life. Nothing was his own any more, not even the faintest, farthest memories of his childhood. She inhabited his life relentlessly to its remotest sources, haunting his memory like a witness to every proud and secret thing that had been his own. She was founded in the center of his life now as if she had dwelt there forever, diffused through all its channels, coming and going with every breath he took, beating and moving in every pulse.


  And when he stood there in the room and looked at her, he would smell suddenly and remember again the food which she was cooking in the kitchen, and a wild and limitless gluttony, which somehow identified her with the food, would well up in him. Then he would seize her in his powerful arms, and cry out jubilantly in a hoarse and passionate tone:


  “Food! Food! Food!”


  Then he would loosen her from the viselike grip and would hold her hand gently. She would kiss him and say, tenderly and eagerly:


  “Are you hungry? Are you hungry, my dear?”


  “Oh, if music be the food of love, play on Macduff, and damned be him that first cries, ‘Hold, enough!’”


  “I’ll feed you,” she said eagerly. “I’ll cook for you, I’ll get the food for you, my dear.”


  “You are my food!” he cried, seizing her again with singing in his heart. “You are meat, drink, butter and bread and wine to me! ... You are my cake, my caviar, you are my onion soup!” he cried.


  “Shall I make you some onion soup?” she then said eagerly. “Is that what you would like?”


  “You are my dinner and my cook in one. You are my girl with the subtle soul and the magical hand, you are the one who feeds me, and now, my sweet pet, now, my delicate darling,” he cried, seizing her and drawing her to him, “now my jolly and juicy wench, I am going to have my dinner!”


  “Yes!” she cried. “Yes!”


  “Are you my delicate damned darling and my dear?”


  “Yes,” she said, “I am your darling and your dear!”


  “Is that my arm?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Is that my neck? Is that my warm, round throat, are these my delicate fingers and my apple-cheeks? Is that my red rose lip, and the sweet liquor of my juicy tongue?”


  “Yes!” she said. “Yes! It is all yours!”


  “Can I eat you, my sweet pet? Can I broil you, roast you, stew you?”


  “Yes,” she said, “in any way you like!”


  “Can I devour you?” he would say with swelling joy and certitude. “Can I feed my life on yours, get all your life and richness into me, walk about with you inside me, breathe you into my lungs like harvest, absorb you, eat you, melt you, have you in my brain, my heart, my pulse, my blood forever, to confound the enemy and to laugh at death, to love and comfort me, to strengthen me with wisdom, to make my life prevail, and to make me sound, strong, glorious, and triumphant with your love forever?”


  “Yes!” she cried out strongly. “Yes! ... Yes! ... Yes! ... Forever!”


  And both of them were certain it was true.


  [¬]


  BOOK V

  LIFE AND LETTERS


  That magic year with Esther passed and was given unto time, and now another year had come and gone.


  And now George Webber was engulfed in a tremendous labor. It had all grown out of his endeavor to set down the shape and feel of that one year in childhood which he called, “The End of the Golden Weather.” From that beginning, he had conceived the plan for a book, in which he wanted to present the picture, not merely of his youth, but of the whole town from which he came, and all the people in it just as he had known them. And as he labored on it, the thing took life beneath his hand and grew, and already he could dimly see the substance of a dozen other books to carry on the thread, moving out, as he had moved, from that small town into the greater world beyond, until in the end, as the strands increased, extended, wove, and crossed, they would take on the denseness and complexity of the whole web of life and of America.


  Meanwhile his life with Esther went on as before. That is, it seemed the same in outward shows. But there had been a change. It puzzled him at first, and only gradually he came to understand its meaning.


  [¬]
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  THE RING AND THE BOOK


  Another year had gone, another Spring had come, and Monk was writing, writing, writing with the full intensity of creative fury. The room was littered now with great piles and heaps of finished manuscript, and still he wrote.


  His mind was ablaze with a stream of swarming images, stamping a thousand brilliant pictures on his brain with the speed of light, the flare of a soaring rocket. And in each of these flaming and instant pictures there was buried entire and whole the fruit of every long and painful ardor of his mind and memory.


  For the first time, now, his memory seemed to be in complete and triumphant possession of every moment of its life. He could not only see and remember to their remotest detail every place where he had lived, every country he had visited, every street he had ever walked upon, everyone he had ever known or spoken to, together with the things they said and did: he remembered as well a thousand fleeting and indefinable things which he had seen for the flick of an eye in some lost and dateless moment of the swarming past. He could remember a woman’s voice and laughter in a leafy street at home, heard twenty years ago, in darkness and the silence of an unrecorded night; the face of a woman passing in another train, an atom hurled through time somewhere upon the inland immensity of the nation; the veins that stood out on an old man’s hands; the falling of a single drop of water in a dank, dark, gloomy hall; the passing of cloud shadows on a certain day across the massed green of the hills at home; the creaking of a bough in winter wind; a corner light that cast its livid glare upon the grey, grimed front of a dismal little house. These and a thousand other memories now returned, for what reason he did not know, out of the furious welter of the days.


  The majestic powers of memory, synthesis, and imagination which now exerted a beneficent and joyful dominion over his life, sharpening and making intensely vivid every experience of each passing day, had attained this maturity and certainty at the beginning of that season which, more than any other, is able to extend over man’s spirit the sense of his temporal brevity against the eternity of the earth. No other season has the power of evoking in the same degree as Spring the whole temporal unity of life, the brief, piercing, and instant picture of the entire human destiny, with its fabric of exultant and wordless joy and unutterable grief, of youth that can never die and that yet is dying with each flitting moment, of beauty that is deathless and that yet appears and vanishes with the viewless speed of light, of love that is immortal and that dies with every breath we draw, of the eternity of corruptible things, of the everlasting and ephemeral life-in-death, the undying passing at each moment into death, the absolute and immortal glory tainted with the marks of finite imperfection, the goat-cry of exultant joy and ecstasy torn from the heart of ageless grief and tragic destiny.


  The whole passionate enigma of life, the living contradiction, the undemonstrable but overwhelming unity which comprises every antithesis by which men live and die, is evoked by the spirit of Spring as by no other season. And yet, to the young man, this time of year often seems to be the time of chaos and confusion. For him it is the time of the incoherence of the senses, the wild, tongueless cries of pain, joy, and hunger, the fierce, broken wanderings of his desire, the lust for a thousand unknown and unnameable things which maddens his brain, disturbs his vision, and rends his heart asunder.


  And so it was with Monk that year. Along with the new-found certainty of his work and his creation came other things as well. Suddenly as he stood by the window, twenty-six years old, and looked out on the magical enchantments of that new April, he thought of his father, and of all the other people who had died, and there rose up in him a wordless pity, an aching loneliness, a memory of something lost and slain. And at such times his hope and joy would vanish, and there came to him a conviction of unutterable loss and ruin. The work he had begun with such exultant certitude now lay before him like a limb of a shattered sculpture on the table, and with a revulsion of infinite disgust he put it away out of his sight.


  He had no heart or interest in it any more. He now hated and was ashamed of it. He could not return to it, nor did he want to see it again. And yet he could not destroy it. He put it away in trunks and boxes, he piled it in tottering heaps upon his bookshelves, and the sight of it filled his heart with weariness and horror. These evidences of the unfinished book were like epitaphs of dissolution, tombstones to ruin and disintegration.


  And yet, marvelously, incredibly, within a day or two his heart would waken into hope again, his life grow green with April. An impulse to new labor would surge up in him triumphantly once more, and he would plunge with furious joy into the forge-fires of creation. Then he would work day and night, almost without a pause except for the necessities of the school, and the time so spent he resented bitterly. He yielded stubbornly and irritably to snatches of a fevered sleep, where the whole enormous weight of time and memory worked constantly, unrestingly, shaping itself into a vast, congruent structure of experience. The heightened activities of his mind fed always at repose and energy with a vulture’s beak, so that he woke exhausted in the morning, only to hurl himself into his work again.


  And always when this happened, when he worked with hope, with triumph, and with power, he would love the woman more than he loved life. He could not hold it in him. It would burst out of its tenement of blood and bone like the flood tide bursting through a dam, and everything on earth would come to life again. He would start up from a furious burst of work, tired but with a huge joy pulsing in him, when he heard her step upon the stairs.


  Each day at noon she came as she had always come. Each day she came and cooked for him. And sometimes they would both go out, when his supplies ran low, to shop and forage and come home again with boxes, bags, and packages of good food.


  Once, in a wonderful store where all things could be bought together—the meat upon one side, the groceries on the other, the fruits and vegetables and all the green things of the season heaped up in the center—there was a young and lovely woman. Esther saw him follow the curve of her hip, the slow movements of her breasts, the delicate screw of hair upon her neck, the undulant movement of her body as she walked among the vegetables; and when she saw how beautiful the woman was and how much younger than herself, and when she saw his eye gleam as he looked at her, she knew what his desire was. She knew he wanted her, and for a moment it was as if a knife had twisted in her heart.


  Later, she said: “I saw you!”


  “Saw what?” he said.


  “I saw you looking at that woman in the store.”


  “What woman?” he said, beginning to grin.


  “You know,” she said. “That little Christian wench that you were looking at! I saw you!”


  “Haw!” he cried exultantly, and tried to seize her.


  “Yes, haw, yourself,” she said. “I know what you were thinking.”


  “Haw!” he yelled with a crazy chortle, and took hold of her.


  “The little slut knew that you were ogling her,” she said. “That’s why she bent over the way she did, pretending to look at the carrots. I know what they are like. She uses cheap perfume instead of washing.”


  “Haw, haw!” he yelled and almost crushed her with his hug.


  “I know what you’ve been doing,” she said. “You think you’re fooling me, don’t you? But you’re not. I know when one of them has been here.”


  “How do you know?” he said.


  “I know, all right. You think you’re pretty smart, young fellow, but I always know. I’ve found their hairpins on the pillow, and you always hide my apron and my slippers away on the top shelf of the closet.”


  “Haw, haw!” he yelled. “Whee! Woman, you lie,” he said.


  “This is our place,” she said with a flushed face, “and I don’t want anyone else coming up here. You leave my things alone. I want my slippers right out there where every little wench can see them. Don’t you dare bring any more of them up here,” she said. “If I ever catch one of them here I’ll smash your face in, I’ll claw her eyes out.”


  He laughed like a madman. “That’s big talk, woman!” he said. “You can’t. I’m free. You have nothing to do with it now, I’ll do as I please.”


  “You’re not free!” she said. “You belong to me and I belong to you forever.”


  “You have never belonged to me,” he said. “You have a husband and a daughter. Your duty is to your family, Sister Jack,” he said, in an oily tone. “Try to rectify the mistakes of your past life before it is too late. There is yet time if you will only repent sincerely.”


  “I repent nothing,” said Esther. “I have been honest and decent all my life. The only thing I repent is that you are not worthy of this great love I feel for you. That’s all I’ve got to repent, you low fellow. You don’t deserve it.”


  “Get right with God, sister,” he said in a pious tone. “Oh, I know, sister, I know what you are thinking. You’re thinking it’s too late. But it’s never too late, sister. It’s never too late with Jesus, sister. Fifty-three long and bitter years ago this Michaelmas I was leading almost as wicked and sinful a life as you are, Sister Jack. I thought of nothing all day long but eating and drinking and the lusts of the flesh. I was tortured by carnal desires, sister. I was sorely tried and tempted, sister. I not only danced and played cards, sister, and gorged myself on big dollar dinners, but I coveted my neighbor’s wife and wanted to commit adultery with her. Did you ever hear of anything so wicked, Sister Jack? But I kept it to myself. I never told anyone of the evil thoughts I had inside me. I thought no one knew my secret. But someone did know. There was someone with me all the time who knew what I was thinking. Do you know who it was, sister? It was Jesus. Jesus knew, sister. I thought that I was all alone with my sinful thoughts, but Jesus was right there looking at me all the time. I didn’t know he was there, sister. He saw me, but I didn’t see him. Do you know why I didn’t see him, sister? Because my heart was so black with sin I couldn’t see out of it, sister. And if you see Jesus, you’ve got to see him with your heart, Sister Jack. Then one day he spoke to me. I was sore tempted and tried, sister. I was about to give in to my temptations. I was on my way to meet my neighbor’s wife, Sister Jack, and we were going out to eat a big dollar dinner together. I heard him calling to me, sister. I heard him calling a long way off. I turned around, sister, but there was no one behind me, and I thought I had been mistaken. I walked on down the road a little farther, Sister Jack, and then I heard him calling once again. This time he was close up on me, sister, and I could hear what he was saying.”


  “What was he saying?” she asked.


  Because it was fiendish and blasphemous, his eyes had a crazy fire in them: for a moment the fanatic madness of Rance Joyner was in him, and he believed it.


  “He was calling my name, sister. He was calling me by name. He was calling to me to stop and listen to him.”


  “What did you do?” she asked.


  “I got scared, sister. I thought of my sinful life, and I lit out down the road as hard as I could, Sister Jack. I tried to get away from him, sister, but I couldn’t. There he was right on my heels, getting closer all the time. I could feel his hot breath on my neck, Sister Jack. And then he spoke right in my ear. Do you know what he said?”


  “What did he say?” she asked.


  “He said, ‘It’s no use, son. You might as well save your breath. No matter how fast you run I can always run just a little bit faster. You can’t get away from me, brother. I’m a hot Christian. Are you going to talk to me now, or do I have to chase you a little farther?’”


  “What did you say?” she asked in a fascinated tone.


  “I said: ‘Speak, Lord, for thy servant heareth.’ And he spoke to me, Sister Jack, and his voice was sweet. Sometimes it was like the gentle tinkle of falling waters, and again it was like the balmy breeze of April in the dogwood bushes. He said: ‘Brother, let’s sit right down here on a rock and talk things over. I want to talk to you as man to man, son. I got a proposition to make to you. I’ve been watching you, son. I’ve had my eye on you. I know what’s been going on, boy.’ I said: ‘Lord, I know I’ve done wrong. I guess you’re pretty mad at me, ain’t you?’ And the Lord said: ‘Why no, son. I’m not mad at you. That’s not my way, brother. You’ve got me wrong. That’s not the Lord’s way, son. He doesn’t get mad and want to fight. If you hit me in the face right now as hard as you could, I wouldn’t get mad. That’s not my way. I’d say: “Hit me again, boy! If you feel that way, just hit me again.” ’ ‘Why, Lord,’ I said, ‘you know I wouldn’t do nothing like that.’ Then the Lord said: ‘Hit me, son! If it makes you feel any better, just haul off and hit me as hard as you can, brother.’ The way he said them words just tore my heart wide open, Sister Jack. I began to cry like a baby—my eyes filled up and tears as big as hen’s eggs began to trickle down my cheeks. And the Lord shouted out: ‘Hit me, boy! It may hurt, but if you want to do it, go ahead.’ And I said: ‘Why, Lord, I’d rather cut my right hand off than lay a finger on you. You hit me, Lord. I done wrong and I deserve a beating. Hit me, Lord.’ And, sister, by that time we were both crying like our hearts would break, and the Lord yelled: ‘I’m not mad at you, boy. That’s not my way. I’m just hurt, son. You’ve hurt my feelings. I’m disappointed in you. I thought you’d act better than that, son.’ And, sister, I yelled right back at the Lord, ‘O Lord, I’m sorry for the way I’ve done.’ And the Lord yelled, ‘Glory be, boy! Amen!’ And I yelled: ‘O Lord, I know I’ve been a wicked sinner. My heart was black as hell.’ ‘Now you’re talking!’ the Lord shouted, ‘Hallelujah!’ ‘O Lord, forgive me for what I’ve done. I know I’ve been a bad man, but give me one more chance and I’ll do right.’ ‘Glory to God!’ the Lord yelled, getting off his rock, ‘You are forgiven and your soul is saved. Arise and sin no more!’”


  He paused—his eyes burned and his face was dark. For a moment he believed his story which he had begun in mockery. For a moment he believed that there were gods to medicine one’s pain; he believed there was a brain of pity and of wisdom which could weigh each atom of bruised flesh that walked the streets, pierce to the swarming cells of rooms, of tunnels, and of little skulls, unweave the chaos of forgotten tongues and feet, redeem, remember us, and heal.


  Then his lip twisted with its mockery again; he said: “Get right with Jesus, sister. He’s here, he’s watching you. He’s standing at your shoulder this very minute, Sister Jack. Do you hear him? He’s speaking to me now, sister. He’s saying: ‘The woman has sinned and is sorely tempted. She may yet be saved if she will only repent. Tell her to consider her grey hairs and meditate her wifely duties. Tell her to sin no more, and to return again to lawful wedlock. Remove temptation from the path, my son. Arise and leave her.’”


  He paused for a moment; he stared at her with a madman’s burning love.


  “The Lord is speaking to me, Sister Jack. He is telling me to leave you.”


  “You go to hell,” she said.


  One day Monk sat and watched Esther as she leaned quietly on the clean white board of her table, arms folded, and with one trim foot briskly cocked across the other. Upon the wall behind her the crisp sheets of tracing paper rattled clearly, and below her, on the stiff square of drawing paper which had been fastened with thumb tacks to the board, three boldly penciled little figures had leaped into a life of rich and vivid color. She stood, poised trimly, in the midst of all her work: her brushes, pencils, paints, and drawing instruments were strewn in clean confusion all about her. Behind her, from a nail driven in the wall, the T-square hung the clean precision of its length, and farther off, near the window, a good photograph of one of Cranach’s little naked women was fixed at top and bottom with a tack. The lovely little figure, thin-limbed and girdled with a chain around its slender waist, with its small and narrow breasts, its swelling belly, and its incomparable union of a beauty at once strong and delicate, childlike and maternal, lovely and strange, might well have been the picture of Esther’s working spirit. It seemed to embody perfectly the whole swift grace and certainty of her labors, as well as their energy, delicacy, and beauty.


  And the whole effect of this one corner that was hers, and where she worked, was like that: a spirit that was certain, strong, and graceful, full of energy and delight, seemed to dwell there. She had gained out of life, somehow, not only the joy of work, but the ease of work. She could work like a happy little fury, and yet everything she did seemed done with ease and certainty. When Monk saw her there in her corner working happily away, she seemed beyond all comparison to be the most fortunate and the most gifted person he had ever known. For she seemed to have triumphed over chance, and to work with perfect clearness, without the confusion, the error, the miserable blind fumbling which he and most other people knew.


  If a man has a talent and cannot use it, he has failed. If he has a talent and uses only half of it, he has partly failed. If he has a talent and learns somehow to use the whole of it, he has gloriously succeeded, and won a satisfaction and a triumph few men ever know. And it was exactly here, Monk thought, that Esther had won the greatest victory from life. With her, the act of creation seemed to follow a clean, constant arc, and to complete itself in a single stroke, from the moment of inception in her mind to the final moment of its manual completion. She was able to effect the creative act—the act that releases from the secret earth of the spirit the elements of the thing which is to be created and which then gives to them an objective and crystalline union—with no confusion, no waste of the first energy, no loss whatever.


  And that the act was partly physical, that it depended as much on muscular coordination as on a corresponding unity of spirit, she was herself assured. She insisted that the sense of timing and rhythm which the greatest athletes have had—the timing of Dempsey at Toledo, of Tilden, Babe Ruth, or the runner, Nurmi—was really “a thread of gold” which ran through all the works of the greatest painters, poets, and composers, as well.


  Monk knew that this was true. The greatest works of art are inevitable from their inception. Each is a single developing act, as inexorable in its unity as the swing of Ruth’s great bat. In Degas’ pictures of race horses and ballet girls, in The Iliad, in Peter Breughel’s “Icarus” and his picture of “The Playing Children,” and finally, in as complete and perfect a form as it may be found on earth, in Mathius Griinewald’s tremendous panels for the Issenheim altar, this single stroke and rhythm of the artist, with all the brilliant variations in spacing, balance, and design that enrich its unity, is evident from first to last.


  But it is not, unhappily, evident in everything they do. Some great men have achieved this triumph almost constantly—as did Herrick, Shakespeare, and Chekhov. And these men must have been among the happiest people who ever lived. Herrick had a small, sweet, perfect voice, and it never faltered in its song. His life must have been a gloriously happy and triumphant one. Shakespeare, about whom we know nothing, but who understood and suffered everything, had probably the finest life that any man upon this earth has lived. Chekhov attempted suicide and died fairly early of consumption; nevertheless, he must have had a fine life. If a woman was sick and called the doctor, or if Chekhov saw a young student coming across the fields at evening, this made a story for him, and instantly he touched it and the thing was turned to gold.


  Esther’s quality seemed to be that of the painter. The genius of the painter has a physical, a manual, a technical quality which the genius of the poet does not have. Thus when a painter attains his full power, he seems then not to lose what he has gained; he continues to do good work until he dies.


  But the poets, who have been the greatest men that ever lived, have failed most often. Coleridge had the greatest genius of any poet since Shakespeare’s time, but he has left us only a few magnificent fragments. He completed and fulfilled his powers one time, and in one poem. That poem is as good as anything on earth, but the man who wrote it lived wretchedly and died in ruin and defeat. For genius such as his, unless its owner learns the way to use it, will turn and rend him like a tiger: it can bring death to men as surely as it brings them life.


  Esther was not a genius; Monk did not even know whether she was “a fine artist,” as she proudly said she was; but her life had the same quality of control, clearness, and energy that the lives of many great artists had. Monk’s dislike of the theatre was growing, and he could not see that designing settings for the stage was any art whatever, better than a kind of skillful carpentry, or that the art theatre, with all its leers and knowing winks, was better than a rubbishy sort of thing. But he did see that everything she touched, every bit of work she did, if it were nothing but a brave and jaunty drawing for a sleeve, was infused immediately with all the strong, delicate, and beautiful strength of her spirit.


  Sometimes the thought that the truest reflections of her life were to be shown and exhibited before a crowd of perfumed apes, pawed over and sat upon by an accursed trash of actors, leered at and ogled and applauded by pretending and dishonest fools, choked him with a feeling of shame and bitterness. It seemed to him, at such a time, that if she had come out on the stage and exhibited herself naked, she could not have done a more vulgar and shameful thing. The fleshly vanity and boastings, the cheap personal egotism of the people of the theatre, and their constant desire to exhibit themselves stank foully in his nostrils, and he wondered how so high and rare a woman could be tainted by so vile a thing.


  As he sat there watching her at work, the sight of her and the train of thought it started now awakened a whole swarm of associations with things and people he despised. And he recalled a curious vanity in her that seemed somehow both innocent and childish.


  He remembered the first night of a play which he had gone to because she had designed it, and he remembered it because that night had given him the first sense he had that there was something wrong, for him at least, in their relationship. That night, there in the theatre, he suddenly had a strange, uncomfortable feeling of something closing in on him, as if a magic and invisible ring had been drawn round him, encircling him, shutting him in, making him against his will a part of this world to which she belonged.


  He could see her daughter, strikingly gowned; her sister, silent, with the straight eye and the impassive face; and her husband, short, plump, ruddy, with a faultless dress and grooming, gently glowing with a quiet satisfaction, a deep material contentment, at this opulent and public evidence of his wife’s success in the world of fashion, wealth, and art.


  And between the acts, Esther, richly and beautifully dressed, with a chain of great, dark, Eastern jewels around her neck, had walked up and down the aisles, glowing like a rose, beaming with delight and satisfaction at the praise and compliments that were heaped on her from every side. The audience, brilliant in dress and reeking with power and wealth, seemed to compose a whole community, a little town, all of whom she knew. This, then, was her “city”—the city that she knew, a city as small, as confined, and as absorbed in its own life and scandals as any country village. It was peopled with rich men and their wives, famous actors and actresses, the most successful writers, critics, and painters, and the fashionable patrons and pretenders of the arts.


  Esther knew them all, and as she walked up and down the aisles he could see her greeted everywhere by people eager to grasp her hand and praise her. And he could hear her voice, a trifle high, Jewish, a little bewildered and protesting, but full of delighted eagerness, saying in a friendly manner: “Oh, hello there, Mr. Fliegelheimer. Did Mrs. Fliegelheimer and Rosy come along? ... Oh, do you really think so? ... Do you like it—hah?” Her tone was eager and almost gleeful, and she leaned forward hungrily as if she would lap up more if more was given.


  Then, still beaming rosily and answering greetings everywhere, she had started down the aisle towards him. Just before she reached his seat there was a commotion in the row behind him, and a big, beak-nosed Jew arose. He had a moon of oily face and sensual nostril volutes, lit with a blaze of diamond studs and emerging from the lavish acre of his evening shirt, and he almost fell into the laps of the other people in his eagerness to reach her. He pressed his way towards her, seizing her hand prayerfully and tenderly between his own, and began to whisper gutterally a torrent of flattery while he stroked her arms and fingers.


  “O Esther!” he whispered loudly. “Your sets!” He rolled his eyes aloft in speechless awe and then whispered with a gutteral rapture, “Your sets are lufly! Lufly!”


  “Oh, do you really think so, Max?” she cried in a high, excited voice, beaming with pleasure. “Do you like them—hah?” she cried.


  Max lowered his voice to an even more portentous whisper, looking craftily around before he spoke.


  “The best thing in the show!” he whispered. “So help me God, I wouldn’t kid you if I didn’t mean it! I was saying the same thing to Lena just before you came. I said to her—you ask her yourself if I didn’t—I said, ‘By God, Lena, she’s got the rest of them beat a city block, there’s no one in the business who can touch her!’”


  “Oh, I’m awfully glad you like it, Max!” Esther cried happily.


  “Like it!” he swore passionately. “Say! I’m mad about it! Honest to God, I love it! It’s the finest thing I ever saw!”


  Then, as the lights darkened in the house and she came and sat down by Monk, he seized her hands and muttered to her in an ironic parody:


  “Oi! Your sets are lufly! Lufly!”


  He felt her body tremble with laughter, and she turned towards him a face so red with its mirth that even the fading light could not destroy its bloom.


  “Sh-h!” she said in a choked whisper. “I know! I know!” She went on with a pretense at pitying gravity: “Poor things! They mean so well—they don’t know how it sounds.”


  But her delight was so evident that he muttered in derision:


  “And you hate it, don’t you? God, how you hate it! Your sets are lufly!” he muttered. “Hell, you eat it up!”


  She tried to look at him with an expression of protest and denial, but her delight and jubilation were too much for her. A gleeful smile was straining at the corners of her mouth, she laughed a little crooning laugh of triumph and squeezed hard on his hands.


  “I tell you!” she whispered exultantly, “they’ve got to get up pretty early in the morning if they want to get ahead of your little Esther!” Then, with a grin, she said quietly, with calm confession: “Well, we all like it, don’t we? Say what you will, it sounds pretty good when you hear it!”


  And suddenly he felt an immense wave of love and tenderness for her. She filled him with hope and joy. He loved her because she was so small, so strong, so jolly and beautiful, and so talented, and because she exulted in these tributes to her industry and competence with the eager and gleeful happiness of a child.


  When the play was over, he saw her again for a moment in the lobby, receiving the greetings and compliments of people with a happy face, and surrounded by the members of her family. And, seeing them there, he had a feeling of affection and respect for all of them. They stood around her, trying to appear casual and urbane, but in each of them—husband, sister, daughter—there was evident an immense and quiet pride, a sense of joy, a tender and loyal union.


  Dark with authority, scornful with pride and money, the great Jews and Gentiles of the earth passed by her attended by the insolent beauty of their women, evoking as they passed an image of a menaceful and overwhelming power. But by the literal and cruel comparison of his eye, he saw that all their pride and scorn and power came to nothing before the one small atom of her face, and all their insolent beauty faded and grew hard and barren before the radiance of her little figure.


  It seemed to him she had more wealth in one small corner of her heart than they had stored up in all their vaults and treasuries, more living strength in every breath she drew than they had built into the overwhelming strongholds of their power, more greatness in that little living house of blood and bone and fire than in all the spires and ramparts of their tremendous city. And as he saw this, all of them, with all their scornful pomp and pageantry, went grey and shabby in his eye, and he knew that there was no one on the earth who could compare with her.


  He did not know, or care, how fine an artist she might be, or the nature of the art, if art it was, she followed. But, by literal and innumerable comparison, he was certain that she was a great woman, as one is sometimes sure a woman or a man is “great” regardless of their fame or lack of it, and no matter whether they have any power or talent in them that could bring them fame.


  He did not care what work she did: it only seemed to him, as he saw her there, that any work she did, anything she touched—food, clothing, color, costume, the books and papers in a room, the set and hang of pictures on a wall, the arrangement of the furniture, even the brushes, rules, and compass with which she worked—would be filled at once with the direct and single magic of her touch, with the radiance, clarity, and beauty of her character.


  And yet, with all his love for her, he had felt for one brief moment the cold and chilling shadow of that ring around his heart.


  [¬]
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  FIRST PARTY


  Mrs. Jack knew everybody who was anybody in the Arts, and now Monk was to see this brilliant world in its real texture. She came to him one day quite flushed with eagerness, and told him he had been invited to a party: would he come?


  At first he was hostile and suspicious. With youth’s fierce shyness, he held himself scornful and aloof from such imagined splendors because his heart had been so close to them. But as she talked, he relented to consent. Her eager excitement touched him, he felt its warm contagion, and his pulse was quickened by its glow.


  “If only you liked parties more!” she said. “There’s such a pleasant life that you could have! There are so many gay and interesting people who would be so happy to invite you if you would only come!”


  “Am I invited to this one?” he asked suspiciously.


  “Oh, of course!” she said impatiently. “Frank Werner would love to have you. I spoke to him of you, and he said to be sure to bring you along.”


  “Bring me along? Just like something that the cat dragged in, I guess. Bring me along because he thinks I’m tied to you and he can’t help himself.”


  “Oh, don’t be such a fool! How ridiculous!” And her face looked indignant. “Honestly, you expect the whole world to be handed to you on a silver platter! I guess the next thing you will begin to complain because he didn’t send you a gold-engraved invitation!”


  “I don’t want to go to places where I’m not invited.”


  “Oh, of course you are invited! Everybody wants you! People would adore you, if you would only let them.”


  “Who’s going to be there—do you know?”


  “Oh, everybody!” she exclaimed rather extensively. “Frank knows all kinds of people—the most interesting people—you know, he’s a very cultivated person—he knows all kinds of literary people, and some of them are going to be there. I don’t know—but, somehow, I thought it would be rather nice for you to meet some people like that. I don’t know who he will have—but he mentioned Van Vleeck”—this was a fashionable writer of the period—“of course, they are great friends,” she said, looking very serious, with just a trace of pomp, “and Claude Hale, who writes the books—I don’t know, but I thought one of them was rather good—and, I suppose, some people from the theatre, and—oh, yes—that poet everyone is talking of, you know—that woman, Rosalind Bailey.”


  “‘The greatest master of the sonnet that has lived since Shakespeare’s day,’” he said sinisterly, repeating one of the more restrained encomiums that had been recently made about this woman’s book of verse.


  “I know!” said Esther, pityingly. “It’s ridiculous! These people are such fools, you’d think they had never read a thing—they have no quality. ... Still, don’t you think it would be rather nice to meet them?” she said, looking at him quietly and hopefully. “To find out what she’s really like? They say she is simply beautiful ... and all these other people will be there ... and I don’t know, it all sounds sort of jolly ... and people really are so nice ... and everyone would love you if they knew you as I do—ah, come!” she cried swiftly, coaxingly, as she came close to him and took him by the arms.


  “All right—I might as well be there, I guess, as up here in this freezing room, alone.”


  “Ah, me!” said Esther in a melodramatic tone, and then, striking a pose and smiting herself upon the breast, she cried out throatily, “Strike home, strike home!” in the celebrated phrase and style of Mr. Turveydrop.


  He glowered sullenly at her, but as she began to shake with laughter, and to shriek with appreciation of her own wit, the contagion of her self-enjoyment was so infectious that after a moment he grinned sheepishly and shook her by the arms.


  “I know—” she gasped—“but that’s the way you sound—like Mr. Turveydrop—freezing in this cold garret, all alone!” Again she struck a melodramatic pose as she pronounced the words with sonorous resignation.


  “Ah—h,” he protested, “I didn’t say ‘garret,’ I said ‘room.’”


  “I know,” said Esther, “but you meant garret, yes you did!” she cried, seeing a look of denial on his face, and then went off again in laughter. “God, you are a wonder—you are!” she said when she had recovered. “I wonder if there was ever anybody like you. It doesn’t seem possible.”


  “There won’t be anyone like me when you are done with me,” he predicted gloomily.


  “Strike home!” cried Esther.


  He seized her, and they wrestled, and he flung her on the couch.


  As the time for the great party approached, there was excitement about it. Now that he had made the decision, taken the first step, committed at length his pride and youth to the ordeal of its own desire, he felt a tension, nervous, sharp, electric, like that a runner feels when he is teetering at the mark. The group of persons she had named were, he knew, among the most fashionable and sophisticated of the literary people of the day. The circle that they kept was touched with magic: the glamour of their names embodied the glamour of the whole city at the time.


  Now that the thing was settled, they both went at it with a will. He had no suit of evening clothes, but now he decided that he ought to get one, and the matter was confirmed.


  “I think it’d be a good investment,” said Esther. “Now that you’re meeting people, you’ll probably be going out more and more all the time”—great vistas of social glory opened up before him—“and you’ll find you can always use it. Besides,” she added loyally, “you’ll be simply beautiful.”


  They went to one of the great stores at Herald Square and, under her discerning and appraising eye, he got fitted up. It was not perhaps the best of fits, he got it out of stock, and it had not been designed for such variations from type as his heavy shoulders and long arms and short waist and legs signified. Nevertheless, like Mercutio’s wound, it would serve. Esther made him revolve while she inspected him; she put deft fingers in the lapel here, made chalk marks there across the sleeves and shoulder blades, surveyed the waist and legs, and gave instructions to the fitter that left the man quite silent, humble, and amazed.


  Downstairs, on their way out, they stopped and shopped for evening shirts and collars, links and studs, and a black tie. She decided that he didn’t have to purchase evening pumps:


  “Lots of people never use them,” she said. “You’ll look well enough without them. Besides,” she smiled at him, “you’ll be so beautiful now that no one will ever look at your feet. You wait and see.”


  Even so it was a dear economy. By the time he had finished his modest purchases he had consumed the better part of a month’s salary. Going abroad among the great ones of the city, even when the great were poets, was coming high.


  The great night had arrived. He was to dine with Mrs. Jack at home, and later take her to the party, which was not scheduled until ten.


  He dressed with tense, excited care in his new regalia. His sumptuous black and white sat awesomely against his gaze at first, and he was almost overwhelmed by his own splendor.


  He reached the street and breached the foot traffic to the corner like a man who walks out for the first time upon an enormous stage before a mighty audience. But almost instantly he saw that the look of people was friendly and approving, and after that he felt glittering and fine. And James, the negro bootblack on the corner, flashing solid white teeth at him from the compact ebon of his face, said, “Steppin’ out among ’em, huh?”—the words were full of glamorous excitement and cheerful happiness—then the darkey nimbly sprang ahead of him and signaled for a cab.


  He felt fine. He had been in the city a long time and felt he knew it—knew it as only one can know it who has walked the streets alone at all hours of the day and night. But now he was going to see and be a part of it for the first time.


  The experience of being “dressed up” is a healthy and invigorating one. To be formally attired for the first time in the conventional appointments of society is one of the memorable experiences in a man’s life. And to be young, and in love, and so beautifully arrayed, and on one’s way to meet one’s love through the sky-flung faëry of the night, and thence to join in the companionship of poets, and of the loveliest women that this jeweled rock, this central and imperial gem of all the earth could offer—the magic of this wine, this golden draft, this glory and this triumph—there is no pinnacle of life so dizzy and intoxicating, and, happens once, it will burn there in the mind forever.


  He was not merely young, in love, and going to a party so arrayed for the first time in his life. There beat in him that night the pulse of Tamerlane, and he thought that it was passing great to be a king and ride in triumph through Persepolis.


  And it was not merely that he had been a stripling boy led moth-wise, like a million others, from the outer darkness of the province to the great blaze of this imperial light, into familiar patterns of desire and custom as old as cities and as ageless as the earth.


  He was a poet, the flung spear of their immortal life, and he sang the songs of all the poets that had ever sung and died. He was a poet, and upon his tongue there rolled the swelling tide of song of all the poets that had ever sung and lived. He was a poet, and he was the brother and the son, and the undying tongue, of all the poets that had ever sung and lived and died since time began. He was a poet, and the son of poets dead and gone, and a mighty poet in his own domain, and in his wild, unuttered blood there sang that night the wild, unuttered tongues of darkness and America. He was a poet, and all of the wild, unuttered tongues that he must sing were singing in his blood that night. And he stood here on the lid of night, upon this shore of the immortal dark, upon the undiscovered edge of all the brave new world of this America; and knew that still the tide was coming in upon the full, and that even yet, the Muses yet, had not yet reached their prime.


  That hour, that moment, and that place struck with a peerless coincision upon the very heart of his own youth, the crest and zenith of his own desire. The city had never seemed as beautiful as it looked that night. For the first time he saw that New York was supremely, among the cities of the world, the city of the night. There had been achieved here a loveliness that was astounding and incomparable, a kind of modern beauty, inherent to its place and time, that no other place nor time could match. He realized suddenly that the beauty of other cities of the night—of Paris spread below one from the butte of Sacré Cœur, in its vast, mysterious geography of lights, fumed here and there by drowsy, sensual, and mysterious blossoms of nocturnal radiance; of London with its smoky nimbus of fogged light, which was so peculiarly thrilling because it was so vast, so lost in the illimitable—had each its special quality, so lovely and mysterious, but had yet produced no beauty that could equal this.


  The city blazed there in his vision in the frame of night, and for the first time his vision phrased it as it had never done before. It was a cruel city, but it was a lovely one; a savage city, yet it had such tenderness; a bitter, harsh, and violent catacomb of stone and steel and tunneled rock, slashed savagely with light, and roaring, fighting a constant ceaseless warfare of men and of machinery; and yet it was so sweetly and so delicately pulsed, as full of warmth, of passion, and of love, as it was full of hate.


  And even the very skies that framed New York, the texture of the night itself, seemed to have the architecture and the weather of the city’s special quality. It was, he saw, a Northern city: the bases of its form were vertical. Even the night here, the quality of darkness, had a structural framework, an architecture of its own. Here, compared with the qualities of night in London or in Paris, which were rounder, softer, of more drowsy hue, the night was vertical, lean, immensely clifflike, steep and clear. Here everything was sharp. It burned so brightly, yet it burned sweetly, too. For what was so incredible and so lovely about this high, cool night was that it could be so harsh and clear, so arrogantly formidable, and yet so tender, too. There were always in these nights, somehow, even in nights of clear and bitter cold, not only the structure of lean steel, but a touch of April, too: they could be insolent and cruel, and yet there was always in them the suggestion of light feet, of lilac darkness, of something swift and fleeting, almost captured, ever gone, a maiden virginal as April.


  Here in this sky-hung faëry of the night, the lights were sown like flung stars. Suddenly he got a vision of the city that was overwhelming in its loveliness. It seemed to him all at once that there was nothing there but the enchanted architecture of the dark, star-sown with a million lights. He forgot the buildings: all of a sudden, the buildings did not seem to exist, to be there at all. Darkness itself seemed to provide the structure for the star dust of those million lights, they were flung there against the robe of night like jewels spangled on the gown of the dark Helen that is burning in man’s blood forevermore.


  And the magic of it was incredible. Light blazed before him, soared above him, mounted in linkless chains, was sown there upon a viewless wall, soared to the very pinnacles of night, inwrought into the robe of dark itself, unbodied, unsustained, yet fixed and moveless as a changeless masonry, a world of darkness, the invisible, lighted for some immortal feast.


  He was as naked and as perfect as a flame: his face glowed with all the clarity of its high youth. He was exalted with that supreme and noble exaltation of man’s youth, which comes so seldom, and which he can never later on regain. It was a moment when the whole wine of life seemed to have been distilled and poured into his veins, when his very blood was the wine of life itself, when he possessed the whole of life—its power, beauty, pity, tenderness, and love, and all its overwhelming poetry—when all of it was his, fused to a perfect center in the white heat of his youth, the triumphant knowledge of his own success.


  The hour spoke to him its unuttered tongues, and suddenly he heard the song of the whole land:


  Smoke-blue by morning in the chasmed slant, on, quickening the tempo of the rapid steps, up to the pinnacles of noon; by day, and ceaseless, the furious traffics of the thronging streets; forever now, forevermore, upbuilding through the mounting flood crest of these days, sky-hung against the crystal of the frail blue weather, the slamming racketing of girdered steel, the stunning riveting of the machines. So soon the dark, the sky-flung faëry, and the great Medusa of the night; ’twixt beetling seas, the star-flung crustaceans of the continent, and darkness, darkness, and the cool, enfolding night, and stars and magic on America. And across the plains the Overland, the continental thunders of the fast express, the whistle cry wailed back, the fire box walled and leveled on eight hundred miles of wheat; the stiff rustling of the bladed corn at night in Indiana; down South, beside the road, the country negro, clay-caked, marching, mournful, and the car’s brief glare; the radiance of the mill at night, the dynamic humming behind light-glazed glass, then the pines, the clay, the cotton fields again; fast-heard, soon-lost, the wheeling noises of the carnival; and sinners wailing from a church; and then dumb ears beneath the river bed, the voices in the tunnel stopped for Brooklyn; but hackled moonlight on the Rocky Mountains, time silence of the moon on painted rock; in Tennessee, among the Knobs, down by the Holston River, the last car coming by upon the road above, sounded horn, and someone surely listening: “That’s those fellows. They’ve been to town. They’re coming in”—and silence later and the Holston River; but in Carlisle, a screen door slammed and voices going and “Goodnight, goodnight, Ollie. Goodnight, May. ... Where’s Checkers? Did you let him out?”—and silence, silence, and “Goodnight, goodnight”; the cop in Boston, twirling at the stick, “Just one lone bum”—and ruminant—“Just one lone bum upon the Common—that was all tonight; well, goodnight, Joe”—the windows fogged with pungent steam—“Goodnight”; and moonlight on the painted buttes again—“Meestaire. ... Oh—h, Meestaire”—so eager, plaintive, pleading, strange—and off the road, in the arroyo bed a shattered Ford, a dead man, two drunk Mexicans—“Meestaire”—and then the eerie nearness of the wild coyote yelp—“Meestaire”—and it is seven miles to go to Sante Fe.


  And the rustle of young leaves across America, and, “Say it!” fierce, young, and low—and fierce and panting, “Oh, I won’t!”—insistent, fierce, “You will! Now say it! Say it!”—and the leaves softly, ‘say it, say it’—and half-yielding, desperate, fierce, “Then ... if you promise!”—the leaves, then, sighing, ‘promise, promise’—quickly, fiercely, “Yes, I promise!”—“I’ll say it!”—“Then say it! Say it!”—and quickly, low, half-audible, “... Darling! ... There! I said it!”—fierce, exultant, the boy’s note, “Darling! Darling! Darling!”—wild and broken, “Oh, you promised!”—wild and fierce, “Oh, darling, darling, darling, darling, darling!”—despairing, lost, “You promised!”—and the leaves, sadly, ‘promised, promised, promised’—“Oh darling, but you promised!”—‘promised promised promised promised promised,’ say the leaves across America.


  And everywhere, through the immortal dark, something moving in the night, and something stirring in the hearts of men, and something crying in their wild, unuttered blood, the wild, unuttered tongues of its huge prophecies—so soon the morning, soon the morning: O America.


  The people who build apartment houses had won a double victory: Mrs. Jack had at last given up her lovely old house near the Drive and had moved into a large apartment on Park Avenue. As Monk’s cab drew up before the entrance, the liveried doorman stepped smartly out to the curb, opened the door, and said, “Good evening,” with just a shade more warmth than the young man had expected from so grand a creature. Inside at the desk, the telephone girl looked up from the switchboard for a moment and smiled quietly at him as she told him the apartment number. He stepped into the elevator and was whisked noiselessly aloft.


  Mrs. Jack’s family had gone out, and a quiet dinner had been arranged for four. Stephen Hook was there, with his sister, Mary.


  Hook’s fragile body had been set beyond the glittering stir and shock of life. He had lived a hermit’s life, incurred by filial devotion to his mother. He was remote, detached, amorous of all the rich life of the senses, with his iron brain knowing what joy was without the power to feel it. He lived almost completely in the lives of others. Only his bright, sharp mind was bold and fierce.


  For ten years Hook had turned more and more to certain Jews in New York for companionship. His mind, with its hunger for the rich and sumptuous, drew back wearily and with disgust from the dry sterility and juiceless quality of his own Puritan inheritance. All around him, he thought, he saw this drying up of the warmth and savor of life. “Things flat and stale in hand” possessed the earth, and he thought this universal saplessness, especially in the life of the artist and the intellectual, was false.


  The Jews loved what was beautiful and pleasant in life. Rich Jews and poor Jews were full of life and curiosity. The rich Jews had saved themselves from the inanity of the Yankee plutocrats with their imitation of English high life. While the Smart Set gravitated with the routine imbecility of the seasons between New York, Newport, Palm Beach, and Nice, the rich Jews were going everywhere, seeing everything. They established art theatres and made them pay, they spent week-ends with Bernard Shaw, they got analyzed by Sigmund Freud, they bought paintings by Pablo Picasso, they endowed radical magazines, they flew to Russia in airplanes, and they explored the fjords of Norway in yachts rented from decayed royalty. They had a glorious time, and their wives were dark and beautiful, covered with rich gems.


  As for the poor Jews, they were a low-down, swarming lot, and Hook never got tired watching them—his face like a homesick ghost pressed to the window of a taxi as it wove drunkenly among the pillars of the elevated in the Bronx and on the East Side. They swarmed, they fought, they haggled, they pinched the vegetables and prodded the meat, they talked with dirty fingers, they swore that they were being robbed or swindled—they ate, drank, and fornicated with a will. The poor Jews also enjoyed life.


  Hook was often sorry he had not been born a Jew.


  Later, Monk was always to remember the wonder of that meal—the fine dining room and the lovely table, and the faces of four people lit so purely and so hauntingly by the candles’ silent flame. He knew somehow it was his dinner—his and Esther’s—and the other two, as if they knew it also, seemed to share in the communion of his happiness and youth. Mary Hook’s blue eyes danced with sparkles of amusement, she looked shrewdly at him and laughed her wise, infectious laugh, and in the candle light her red hair was astoundingly lovely. He had seen her once before, but, being with her now, the quality of her spinsterhood was completely evident. One felt and saw that she was an old maid, but an old maid of such great charm that for a moment it seemed to Monk that every woman in the world ought to be an old maid like Mary Hook.


  Until he looked at Esther. And then he knew that every woman in the world should be like her. She was radiant. He had never seen her so beautiful as she was that night. His eyes kept going to the portrait behind her on the wall that Henry Mallows had painted of her in her loveliness of twenty-five, and then with wonder back to her face, and, “God, she’s beautiful!” was all his mind could say. And between the living portrait and the living woman he was haunted by the miracle of time.


  She was dressed in a simple but magnificent evening frock of plum-colored velvet, her smooth shoulders and her arms were bare, and she wore a cluster or a brooch of gems against her breast. Her eyes danced and sparkled, and her tender face, as always, was as flushed and rosy as a flower. She was so radiant, merry, happy, and so full of life and health that it was fascinating just to look at her. He became so absorbed in the spectacle that he almost forgot to eat the delicious food. He looked at her with a kind of fascinated interest, as a parent might regard the self-absorbed activity of a child; he was enchanted by it, and even the gusto of her appetite, the gusto of a healthy person interested in good food, somehow delighted and amused him. She had just opened her mouth and was about to take a greedy little bite when she looked up, their eyes met, and they roared with laughter.


  It was the gayest, merriest meal he had ever known. Mary Hook looked on and laughed at the radiant elation of these other two. And even Hook, behind his customary mask of bored indifference, which was really just a kind of protective shield to his excruciating shyness and sensitivity and which could not conceal the real warmth and generosity of the man’s character, could not wholly hide the amusement and interest that the energy and love of these two people had for him.


  The women began to talk to each other, and the young man glanced quickly from one to the other. Then his eyes met Hook’s, and for a moment there was a flash of amused communication between them, the communication of two men looking at the world of women, which is wordless and perhaps untranslatable, but which seems to say: “Oh, well. You know how they are!”


  As for the women themselves, they were delightful. He had never felt before so happily and so completely the purely enchanting quality of female companionship, a quality that is assuredly conveyed by sex, since it is only in the presence of women that one feels it, but that is divorced from crude desire, or the animal magnetism of seduction.


  It was half-past nine before they got up from the table, and almost ten o’clock before, farewells having been said, Monk and Esther departed for the party. Her happiness and elation continued during the drive downtown.


  Mrs. Jack’s friend, Frank Werner, was a bachelor, and had an apartment in a house on Bank Street in Greenwich Village. The house was a pleasant one, of a familiar type, one of the better sort of houses that are to be found in that part of town. It was a modest three-story structure of red brick, with neat green blinds, a flight of steps, and a graceful arched doorway of Colonial white. It belonged to the good style of architecture that was being followed eighty or ninety years ago, before the harsh and ugly brownstone front had begun to dominate the city. So conceived, it was, of course, Victorian, but it had still managed to retain some of the grace and simplicity of its Colonial predecessors. Even if the simplicity of this kind of structure was not the result of the deliberation of high art, at least it was infinitely superior to the calculated ugliness of a later and more ornate style. The neat green blinds, so bright and gay, and the spotless white of the arched doorway, the polished doorknob, and the shining brass of the neat stair rails were, if not an innovation of more recent time, at least an afterthought. The flavor of this place, therefore, was Colonial—Greenwich Village Colonial—just a little bit too quaint, and artfully contrived.


  It was a very pleasant house to look at. Monk had seen its like many times before. To a young man, alone and friendless, and living in a rented room, it gave a pleasant feeling of warmth, of friendship, and of quiet luxury. More than this, it suggested, in the roaring vortex of the city’s life, the security of quiet retreat, the sense of homely comfort and of modest living. It seemed to be the kind of house in which “writers and artists” ought to live. His glimpses into houses of this sort, with their pleasant rooms, their shelves of books, and warm yet quiet lights, had touched him with a desire to know these houses and their inmates better, a feeling that here were people living sanely, soundly, quietly, as the artist should.


  For it still seemed to him that the life of the creative man should represent an achievement into this kind of security. It still seemed to him that the mature artist could, in a life like this, achieve an escape from—he would have called it a triumph over—the savage conflicts of the world, the harsh and violent grappling with reality. With the ignorance and the hope of youth, the warm and cozy little light that such a house as this suggested, seemed to him to be a consummation devoutly to be wished, the kind of life an artist ought to have. His untried youth was not able to understand, would perhaps have been unwilling to face the grim fact, that man’s conflict with the forces of reality is unceasing, that life is an ordeal to which a true man must expose and steel himself with ever-increasing fortitude, that for the artist most of all in this hard world there is no security, that he, above all other men, must draw his nourishment from stone, win through to glory and his soul’s salvation with a taste of steel upon his lips—and that there is for him no comfortable retreat behind green shutters and warm lights as long as life waxes in him and endures.


  Frank Werner’s apartment was on the second floor of this pleasant house. They mounted the street steps, and in the vestibule they found his name and bell in a neat row of other names and bells. They pushed the button, the lock clicked, they went in. The hall within was carpeted, there was a polished table and a mirror, and a silver tray. They climbed a graceful flight of stairs, and as they did so a door above was opened, they heard the warm, exciting medley of fused voices, Frank Werner came out on the landing and waited for them, and they heard his cheerful voice raised in greeting.


  He was a well-kept, pleasant-looking man of middle years, and his costume suggested a casual yet rather foppish elegance. He wore grey flannel trousers, thick-soled shoes, a well-cut coat of English tweed, a white shirt with a turn-down collar, and a red tie. He had a pleasant, agreeable, sensitive, and intelligent face. He was somewhat above the average height, and rather slight of build, but his face was ruddy and healthy-looking, and his high forehead and partially bald head was browned and freckled as if he went much out of doors. He was holding a very long and costly-looking amber cigarette holder with a lighted cigarette, and his whole manner radiated good cheer and a state of elated good spirits, which one guessed was habitual with him.


  As they came up, he raised his voice in cheerful greeting, chuckling and smiling as he did so, and displaying pearly, well-kept teeth. He patted Mrs. Jack lightly on the hand as he welcomed her, kissed her lightly upon one rosy cheek, and said: “Darling, how beautiful you are tonight. I quite think,” he said, smiling and turning to the young man, “she has discovered that magic fountain of youth that the rest of us are always looking for in vain, don’t you?” He smiled winningly at his guest, and then, turning to Mrs. Jack again, he laughed with exuberant good spirits. “Hah, hah! Yes indeed!” he cried. His tone was rather mannered and over-cultivated, but his good nature was genuine enough.


  The room which they now entered was fine and large, the first impression was of warmth, of comfort, and of peace. There were thousands of beautiful books, one whole wall being built up to the ceiling with shelves. Their rich bindings seemed to receive and to return the warmth and color of the whole room. Behind a screen, there was a fire of snapping pine, the furniture was simple and Colonial, there were a few fine etchings of the city on the walls, the shaded lamps gave off an orange glow.


  A door led from this room to another one behind of about the same dimensions as the first. There was a small room up front in which Frank Werner kept his bed, and to the rear, upon one side, a kitchenette, upon the other, a bath.


  Everything about the place gave the effect of comfort, culture, and a quiet taste. A closer and practised eye might have found the scheme a little foppish for a man’s apartment. There was too fine and too precise an eye for everything: the andirons and the meaningless and useless warming pan were just a little bit too precious, and suggested the touch of the interior decorator.


  There were several people in the front room, and a sound of voices from the room behind. A young man and a young woman were standing talking with highball glasses in their hands. The girl was pretty and had an air about her of the young heroines in smart novels. The young man was fair-haired, and when he spoke he had an effeminate lisp. Two men were seated by the fire. One was heavy-looking, with a red face, very fine-spun white hair, and buck teeth which showed constantly through a mouth that was always partly open. The other man, smaller and darker, suggested amber: he had a silky little mustache on his upper lip and a Semitic cast of countenance. Everyone except the host was formally attired, although there was no apparent reason why people should have dressed for such quiet surroundings, and the fact that the host alone had failed to do so now gave a trace in affectation to his own simplicity.


  Frank Werner now made introductions. The amber-looking man got up and greeted Mrs. Jack very warmly. He was Maurice Nagle, and he was a director of the famous Play League in which so many of her friends were intimately concerned.


  The man with the buck teeth, whom Werner addressed as Paul, was Van Vleeck, the novelist. His books were enjoying a great celebrity. They were very sophisticated books about tattooed duchesses, post-impressionist moving picture actresses, and negro prize fighters who read Greek, and they were a sufficient indication to the world that when it came to sophisticated knowingness America could hold her own.


  Van Vleeck did not get up to greet the newcomers, nor did he even speak. He simply turned his pink and heavy face upon them and stared with unwinking eyes. In this stare there was a kind of calculated simplicity as of a person of such complex and subtle feelings that he was always looking for something complex and subtle in other people. Apparently he did not find it here among these new arrivals, for, after looking at them heavily for a long moment, he turned his head away and went on talking to Nagle.


  The young woman said, “How do you do,” without friendliness or warmth, and turned away, as though she felt there was some kind of uncompromising honesty in her rude manner. But the young man with her was lush and effusive: he was the son of a well-known actress and he immediately began to tell Mrs. Jack rather gushingly that he knew about her work in the theatre and thought it was “too marvelous!”


  At this moment Rosalind Bailey entered the room from the door which led from the room behind. There was no doubt at all who she was. Her cold beauty was celebrated, her picture was well known, and, in justice to her, it must be said that she was one author who fully lived up to her photographs. Although she was well past forty, her appearance was astonishingly youthful. The impression she gave was virginal and girlish, and it was not contrived. She had the long, straight, lovely legs of a young girl, she was tall, and she carried herself proudly. Her neck and the carriage of her head were young and proud and beautiful, her dark hair was combed in the middle and framed her face in wings, her eyes were very dark and deep, and her glance was proud and straight. Anyone who ever saw her would always retain the memory of her lovely, slender girlishness, her proud carriage, the level straightness of her glance, and a quality of combined childishness and maturity, of passion and of ice.


  Immediately, however, she began to behave in a strange manner. Taking no notice of the newcomers, she swept through the doorway and then stood there before Werner with a proud and outraged look.


  “Frank,” she said, in a cold, decisive voice, “I will not”—her voice rose strongly on the word—“stay here in this room as long as Paul remains.”


  Monk was struck by the absurdity of the statement, for she had just come into the room of her own accord, and obviously in search of trouble, and she must have known all the time that Van Vleeck was there.


  “Now, Rosalind,” said Van Vleeck, looking up and staring at her heavily, and speaking petulantly, “I’m not going to talk to you.”


  “I am not going to stay here where he is, as long as he says such things!” she declared strongly and loudly, without looking at Van Vleeck, and seeming a very goddess of outraged injury.


  “I am not going to talk to her any more,” said Van Vleeck, turning away, and speaking in the same aggrieved tone as before.


  “I will not stay here,” she declared, “if Paul is going to get in one of his insulting moods.”


  “But darling,” protested Werner gently, obviously alarmed, and doing what he could to pacify her, “I’m sure he didn’t mean to——”


  “I will not listen to him!” she cried again, imperiously. “I am not going to be insulted in this way!”


  “But Rosalind!” protested Werner mildly, “I’m sure he had no intention of insulting you.”


  “Yes, he did!” she cried, and then in a tone of outrage, “He said that Eleanora Duse was the most beautiful woman he had even [ever] seen!” And with this astounding statement a black ice of fury seemed fairly to crackle from her blazing eyes.


  “I’m not going to talk to her any more,” said Van Vleeck, staring petulantly into the fire.


  For the first time she turned on him in a cold voice: “Did you or did you not,” she cried, “say that Duse was the most beautiful woman you had ever seen?”


  “I’m not going—” said Van Vleeck again.


  “Answer me!” the goddess cried like an awakened wrath. “Did you say it, or didn’t you?”


  “I’m not going—” he began again, then he turned slowly in his chair, and for a moment stared at her sullenly. “Yes,” he said.


  She burst into tears, and, turning, fell into the comforting arms of her husband, who had just come in, sobbing convulsively like a child. “I can’t stand it! I can’t stand it!” she sobbed. “He said—he said—” words choked in her and she sobbed more bitterly than ever, “I can’t endure it!”


  They gathered about her in a hovering brood, coaxing, petting, pleading, praying, cajoling—her husband, the pretty girl, Werner, Maurice Nagle—everyone except Van Vleeck, who sat heavily and solemnly impassive, staring into the fire.


  It was a precious coterie—a group of privileged personalities who had won for themselves an intoxicating position in the life of the city. They had formed themselves into a clique, which at that moment was supreme, and at the head of this clique, crown jewel of its reverence, object of its idolatry, was the poetess, Rosalind Bailey.


  She was at once the idol and the victim of the time that had produced her. One of those people who live to witness their own immortality, she was assured of it, and she did not know how fast and fleeting was her fame.


  Poor Keats cried out, “Here lies one whose name was writ in water,” and died. The cultists of Rosalind cried, “Here lives one whose name is writ in tablets of enduring bronze”—but she was to die. It was perhaps a symbol of the time that they needed some such image as this winged fame to preserve for them the illusion of eternity. At a time when all seemed to come, to go, to vanish, and to be forgotten with tragic haste—when today’s enthusiasm would tomorrow be as dead and stale as last week’s news—they felt the need of some more certain value that was sacred and that would endure.


  And the woman was the queen of that impassioned incarnation. There had been a time on earth when poets had been young and dead and famous—and were men. But now the poet as the tragic child of grandeur and of destiny had changed. The child of genius was a woman now, and the man was gone.


  [¬]
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  DARK INTERLUDE


  Where the days and months had gone, Monk never knew, but the seasons passed in their appointed rounds, he worked, he loved, he walked the furious streets of night, and now his book was rounding to the finish.


  Meanwhile, and almost imperceptibly, his relations with Mrs. Jack had taken on a different tone and color. There was still gold and singing in their love, but now, with increasing frequency, there were also patches of grey shadow, and sometimes, in the fury and unreason of his restless, tortured soul, there were streaks and spots of bloodshot red. Time, dark time, washed over them, and worked its subtle changes in their lives.


  His conquest of the woman was no longer new, but a familiar thing. And, even more, he now began to feel that he himself was caught up in the web which they had spun together. He loved her still, loved her as he knew he’d never love another; but the more he loved her, the more he felt she had become the single great necessity of his life, the more he also felt that he, the trapper, had been trapped. And as he felt this, he would see her as the author of his doom, and he would lash out at her even while he knew he loved her, and while a mounting sense of shame and anger rose up in him to crush him as he did it.


  Then, too, although he demanded faithfulness of her, and often drove himself half-mad with groundless fears and vague imaginings that she was being false and wanton, yet his own desires and hungers strayed and would not stay on leash. He loved no other woman, certainly; all the love that he could give was hers, and hers alone: but still he was unfaithful.


  But Esther did not change. She was just the same. The fault was in himself, and in his growing knowledge that, for him at least, love was not enough, and that a love which made him so dependent on her, which made him feel, without her, hopeless, helpless, and a thing of no account, was, for such a man as he, a prison of the spirit—and his spirit, needing freedom, now began to hurl itself against the bars.


  And yet their life went on. Sometimes he loved her wholly, as he had loved her in those first rare months when love was gold and green and still untarnished, and then she came to him like morning, joy, and triumph, and the lights of April. Again, when driven in upon himself by his dark thoughts, she seemed to him the subtle, potent bait of life, the fabled lure of proud and evil cities, cunningly painted with the hues of innocence and morning, the evil snare that broke the backs of youth, and spread corruption in the hearts of living men, and took all of their visions and their strength in fee.


  Sometimes, suddenly, this black convulsion of madness, shame, and death would sweep through his brain even as he spoke his love for her, and he would cry out savagely the burden of his despair.


  “Oh, you are mad!” she would say. “And your mind is black and twisted with its evil!”


  But instantly the wave of death and horror would pass out of him as quickly as it came, as if he had not heard her voice, and he would tell her then with swelling joy and certitude the depth and fullness of the love he felt for her.


  And still the cat crept trembling at its merciless stride along the ridges of the backyard fence. The hoof and wheel went by upon the street. And high above the fabulous walls and towers of the city, the sound of time, murmurous and everlasting, brooded forever in the upper air.
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  THE PHILANTHROPISTS


  We have now reached that portion of our narrative where it becomes our agreeable privilege to inform the reader of an event which he must have been eagerly anticipating for some time—namely, the entrance of our young hero into the literary life of the great city, or, as those of us who have been to France and know the language would prefer to say, his initiation into the mysteries of La Vie Littéraire.


  It is true that the young man’s entrance—if so it may be described—was an extremely modest one, and bore few of the aspects of an invasion. In fact, if he got in at all, it might be said he got in by a side door, and—to put it brutally—only after he had been kicked downstairs, had picked up his bruised behind from the cobblestones, and limped off, muttering, no doubt, that Rome would yet live to hear of Caesar!


  It happened in this way:


  The book on which Monk had been employed for three years or more was completed very early in that fat year of Our Lord and Calvin Coolidge, 1928, and Mrs. Jack suggested to him that so pure a gem should not be left to glitter in obscurity. In short, she said the time had now arrived when “We ought to show it to someone.”


  This had been the author’s notion all the time, but now that his work was done, he was stricken with a sense of complete helplessness, and all he could do was to look at the lady rather stupidly, and say:


  “Show it to someone? Who?”


  “Why,” said Mrs. Jack impatiently, “to someone who knows about these things.”


  “What things?”


  “Why, about books!”


  “Who knows about them?” he inquired.


  “Why—critics, publishers—people like that!”


  “Do you know any publishers?” the young man said, staring at her with a dull yet fascinated eye, as who should say, “Are you acquainted with any hippogriffs?”


  “Why—let me see!” said Mrs. Jack, reflecting. “Yes, I know Jimmy Wright—I used to know him very well.”


  “Is he a publisher?” Monk said, still looking at the lady with an expression of fascinated disbelief.


  “Yes, of course he is!” said Esther. “He’s a partner in the firm of Rawng and Wright—you must have heard of them!”


  He had heard of them, everyone had heard of them; nevertheless, he did not believe in their existence. In the first place, now that his book was finished, he did not believe in the existence of any publisher. A publisher was a figment of the romantic imagination, an agreeable fiction conceived by young men writing their first book in order to tide them over their darker moments! But seriously to believe now, in the cold light of reality, while his appalled eye rested on the huge pile of his completed manuscript, that such a creature as a publisher really existed—that a publisher could be found who would publish this leviathan—no, it was too much! It was impossible! To believe that a publisher actually lived and moved and had his being somewhere in the canyoned precincts of the mighty city was like believing in ghosts and fairies! Such a creature and the whole world he moved in was a myth, a fable, and a legend.


  If it was hard to believe in the existence of any publisher, it was especially hard to believe in the existence of the firm of Rawng and Wright. True, he had heard of them; they were, at the moment, one of the most famous publishing houses in existence, but everything that he had ever heard had been unbelievable, fascinating but impossible, matter for amusing anecdotage over one’s cups—but in the cold grey dawn of soberness, incredible.


  In the first place, from all that he had heard about the firm of Rawng and Wright, it appeared that they were a firm that published books but never read them. Mr. Rawng, in fact—the fabulous Mr. Hyman Rawng, a large and Oriental-looking gentleman who had been born Rawngstein but had changed his name, in the interests of brevity, no doubt—Mr. Rawng was a familiar figure at first nights, cocktail parties, the better class of speakeasy, and other public gatherings where food and drink were available—but no one had ever known him to read a book. Moreover, he admitted it. It was Mr. Rawng himself who had conceived the famous mot:


  “I don’t read books, I publish ’em!”


  The firm of Rawng and Wright belonged, indeed, to the younger and more unconventional element of the publishing profession. The stodgy business of print was agreeably enlivened by long and frequent intervals of women, wine, and song. Their publishing judgments may have erred at times, but their cuisine was always excellent. One saw few books about their cheerful offices, but there was a large and well-appointed bar. They gave parties, teas, and dinners to their authors, to which a large part of the public was invited; there may have been, conceivably, a dearth of plain thinking at these gatherings, but of high living there was no end.


  It will be seen, then, that this enterprising house belonged to the new school of what might be called “publishing by intuition.” While Mr. Rawng boasted openly that he never read a book, Mr. Wright, who made great store of all his erudition, asserted frequently that so far as reading was concerned, he didn’t have to read, because he had “done all his.” As for reading any of their own books, or reading an author’s manuscript when it was sent in for their inspection, that, of course, was out of the question, absurdly out of date, ridiculous—the kind of thing, really, that had ruined the whole publishing profession, the kind of stodgy, unimaginative procedure to be expected from what the Messrs. Rawng and Wright called “old-line houses”—such as Scribner, Harper, or Macmillan—but from the Messrs. Rawng and Wright, by heaven, never!


  “Read a manuscript!” cried Mr. Rawng one time when questioned on the point—“Me read a manuscript!” he cried again, and tapped his bosom with fat fingers, and dilated fleshly nostrils with rich scorn. “Don’t make me leff!” cried Mr. Rawng, unmirthfully. “Vy the hell should I read a manuscript? I don’t have to read it! All I have to do is pick it up and feel it!”—here he wagged four fat fingers feelingly—“All I have to do is hold it up and smell it”—here he dilated his fat nostrils with odorous appraisal—“If if [it] feels good—good! I publish it! If it smells good—good! I publish it! If it feels bad and smells lousy—” Mr. Rawng’s voluptuous features writhed with disgust, he pointed downward with a fat, condemning thumb—“R-r-raus mit it!” he growled. “The thing stinks! I wouldn’t have it on a bet!”


  Moreover, it was a theory of the house—call it rather an unspoken but nevertheless passionate conviction—that business should never be discussed at the offices of the firm. Let the “old-line houses” go in for that sort of thing! Let the “old-line houses” proceed along these lines of conventional commerce which had stultified the imagination and impeded the free expansion of the whole profession. Let the “old-line houses” proceed on the assumption that publishing was a business rather than a branch of the fine arts, and that the delicate and shrinking soul of the artist could not be lacerated by talk of contracts, royalties, publication dates, etc., as if he were some dull-witted Philistine upon the Stock Exchange! Let them—these “old-line houses”—carry on in the sinister privacy of their business offices the old, old game of stealth and slyness, whispering intrigue, secret agreements, hidden diplomacy! Such methods as these did nothing but breed suspicion and future misunderstandings; they were ruinous—ruinous!—would these crafty old ones never learn?—and had brought the publishing profession to its present wretched state.


  As for the Messrs. Rawng and Wright, they would have none of it. They had brought new life to publishing. As they admitted, they had entered the publishing business “like a fresh breeze”—and they were blowing across it now like a tornado! Let others have their business offices and their stodgy atmospheres; the Messrs. Rawng and Wright, who understood the delicate adjustments of the artistic temperament better than any of their competitors, had studios, reception rooms, and couches with lots of cushions on them. The note they sounded was æsthetic, not commercial.


  If business with an author had to be discussed—and the Messrs. Rawng and Wright regretted personally that the necessity ever had to arise—let the discussion be carried on without concealment or suspicion, in a free, frank, and wholesome manner, and let the public be invited. In accordance with this principle, all of the business negotiations and arrangements of the firm took place in a well-known speakeasy conveniently located in the basement of a brownstone house three doors down the street. Here, at almost any hour of the day or night, some member of the organization might be found discussing the plans, projects, and accomplishments of the house to anyone inclined to listen. One of the most delightful features of the personnel of Rawng and Wright was that it had no secrets. A delightful air of camaraderie prevailed throughout. The office boy was almost as well informed on all the affairs of the firm as were the two great heads themselves, and within a quarter of an hour of any new development the matter was being amiably talked over with waiters, bartenders, bar-flies, and anyone within a hearing radius of one hundred yards.


  All negotiations with authors were made as agreeable as possible. Knowing the nature of the artistic temperament as they did, and understanding to the full—nay! wincing in sympathy with—its exquisite sensitivity, any matter of contracts, royalties, or advances was never even mentioned until after the sixth round of drinks. If the business to be discussed was a simple one—some matter of routine dispatch such as getting an author’s signature to a contract calling for “the usual terms,” together with an option on his next eight books—nothing more was needed than six or seven stiff Scotch highballs and the hypnotic compulsions of Mr. Hyman Rawng’s persuasive voice to make the owner of the temperament succumb, see light, and get the unpleasant business signed and over with without delay.


  In more difficult problems, of course, where the artistic temperament was inclined to be more vexed and hostile, a longer period of persuasive preparation was at times essential. If there was some dispute—and, unhappily, we must admit, these unfortunate disputes do sometimes happen—if there was, on the part of the artistic temperament, some over-sensitive tendency to truculent suspiciousness, Mr. Hyman Rawng’s sympathetic pity was as wide as nature, as deep as the Atlantic, as tender in its mercy as the love of God.


  “My dear boy,” he could be heard, after the eleventh round of drinks, speaking as gently, tenderly, and sweetly as one speaks to little children, “My dear boy, vat do you think I’m in the publishing business for anyway?—To make money?”


  “Well,” the Temperament might answer, surveying his benefactor with truculent surprise, mixed in between a hiccup and a belch—“hie!—aren’t you?”


  Here Mr. Hyman Rawng would laugh gently, gutturally, understandingly—a laugh mixed equally of pity and reproach. Then, wagging a fat forefinger sidewise before his fleshy nose, he would say:


  “Nah! Nah! Nah! Nah! Nah! ... My dear boy, you don’t understand! ... Money! My dear boy, I don’t care for money! It means nothing to me! If I cared for money,” he cried triumphantly, “vy the hell should I be in the publishing business? ... Nah! Nah! Nah! You got it all wrong! It’s not money that I’m after! No publisher is! If I was after money I wouldn’t be in this business. My dear boy ... you got it all wrong! Publishers don’t make money! ... Nah! Nah! Nah! ... I thought you knew that!”


  “Oh, I see!” the Temperament might now say bitterly. “Just a bunch of—hie!—big-hearted philanthropists, hey?—in business—hie!—for your health!”


  Mr. Rawng’s manner now became immensely grave and confidential. Leaning over and tapping his companion on the knee with a fat forefinger he would say in a low but very impressive whisper:


  “You said it! ... You got it eggs-ackly! ... You hit the nail right on the head! ... That’s what we are—philantropists!”


  “Yeah!”—this with a decided shade of cynical aspersion—“Then what about those royalties of mine? Where’s all that dough you made on my last book?”


  “Royalties?” said Mr. Hyman Rawng in a thoughtful and abstracted tone, as if he had heard this curious word somewhere in his childhood long ago. “Royalties? ... Oh, royalties!” he cried suddenly, as if the meaning of the word had just dawned on him. “It’s royalties you’re talking about? That’s what’s worrying you?”


  “You bet your cock-eyed life that’s what’s worrying me! What about ’em, huh?”


  “My dear boy,” Mr. Rawng now said in a commiserating tone, “why didn’t you say so before? Why didn’t you get it off your chest? Why didn’t you come to me and tell me about it? I’d have understood! That’s what we’re here for—because we understand these things! So when anything of this sort comes up again ... when it begins to worry you ... for God’s sake, come to me, and spill it! ... Don’t let it eat on you! ... That’s the trouble with you fellows—you’re all so God-damn sensitive! ... Of course, you wouldn’t be writers if you weren’t! ... But don’t be that way with me, Joe! ... You got nothing to be afraid of where I’m concerned. ... You know that, don’t you? ... So don’t be so sensitive!”


  “Sensitive! Why, you—Sensitive! ... What the hell do you mean by sensitive?”


  “Just what I say,” said Mr. Rawng. “I mean you got nothing to worry about at all. That’s what I brought you in here to tell you—I could see you had begun to let it eat on you—so I just wanted to bring you in here for a drink or two to tell you everything was all right!


  “Tell me! Tell me what’s all right? It’s not all right! Not by a damn sight!”


  “It is all right! If it’s not all right, I’ll make it all right! ... Listen to me, Joe,” again the low and quiet reassurance, Mr. Rawng’s dark, compelling eye, the finger tapped impressively on the author’s knee. “Forget about it! ... I could see you’ve let it eat on you—but forget it! Life’s too short! We want you to feel right. ... So I just brought you in here to let you know that it’s all settled as far as we’re concerned! ... You owe us nothing!”


  “Owe you! Why, you old—why, owe you! What the hell do you mean by owe you?”


  “Just what I say! ... I mean that from now on ... today! ... right now! ... this minute! ... we’re starting out with a clean slate! ... What’s done is done! ... What’s over is over! ... We’re banking on your future, and we want you to have a mind free from worry, so you can do the work we know you’re going to do. ... So just forget about it! ... The coast is clear, the slate is clean—that’s the way we feel about it!”


  “The way you feel about it, is it! The slate is clean, is it? Not by a damn sight! That’s not the way I feel about it!”


  “I know you don’t,” said Mr. Rawng quietly, “but that’s because you’re so sensitive! You think you owe us something! You think you’re under some sort of obligation to us. But that’s just your pride!”


  “Owe! Obligation! Pride! Why——”


  “Listen, Joe,” said Mr. Rawng in his quiet and earnest tone again. “That’s what I tried to tell you a while ago, but you wouldn’t listen to me! I told you I wasn’t in this business to make money! ... If I wanted to make money, I wouldn’t be in this business! ... I’m in this business because—” Mr. Rawng’s voice faltered huskily, for a moment his dark eye shone humidly, but he mastered himself, and concluded simply—“well, I’m in this business because I love it ... because of the friendships I have made ... because, maybe ... well, Joe, I didn’t mean to say this ... I know it will embarrass you ... I know how you hate it when anyone talks to you about your work ... but I got to say it! ... I know that a hundred years from now no one will remember me,” said Mr. Rawng with a sad but manly resignation, “I know I’m just one of the little guys of the world. ... It don’t matter much whether I live or die, they won’t remember me. ... But if someone a hundred years from now picks up one of your books and sees my mark on it, and says, ‘Well, I don’t know what that guy was like, but he was the guy who first discovered Joseph Doaks, and gave him his first chance’ ... why, then, I would consider that my life had not been lived in vain! ... That’s just how much it means to me, boy!” Mr. Rawng’s voice was now distinctly husky. “That’s why I’m in this game! It’s not the money! ... Nah! Nah!” He smiled moistly, painfully, and shook a fat finger before his nose. “It’s the thought that maybe I’ve been of some use here on earth ... that maybe I’ve been able to be of some use to guys like you ... helped you on your way a little ... made things a little easier for you so you could realize your genius. So you don’t owe me one red cent! Not a penny! You’re not under any obligation to me what-so-ever! ... Your friendship means too much to me for that—the pride I take in the knowledge that I am your publisher! ... So forget about it! You owe me nothing!”


  “Owe you nothing! ... Why—you—” the voice rose to a maddened scream, the Temperament tore papers from his pockets and smashed them viciously upon the table—“Take a look at this royalty report!”


  “Wait a minute!” Mr. Rawng’s voice was now low, controlled, imperative. “I said what I meant, and I meant what I said! ... I said you didn’t owe me anything and I meant it! I meant that we wanted you to forget all that money we’ve been advancing to you to live on for years now——”


  “All that money! ... Why, do you mean to say——”


  “I mean to say we did it because we were willing to invest to that extent in your future as a writer. I mean to say we did it because we believed in you ... and that we are willing to cancel the debt because we still believe in you and your work, and don’t want to see you worrying about your debts. ... And still you’re not satisfied? You’re not yet convinced? You’re still worried over royalty statements, are you? ... Good!” said Mr. Rawng with harsh decision—“That’s all I want to know! Then—here!” with these words he picked up the offending royalty sheets, tore them in two, then tore them cross-wise, folded and refolded them, and tore them finally and carefully into a thousand little bits. Then, looking at his companion quietly, he said:


  “Now—will that do? Do you believe me now when I tell you that you owe us nothing? Are you convinced?”


  Not to pain the reader with further elaboration, it must be admitted that there were, even among the authors of the Messrs. Rawng and Wright, those whose artistic temperaments refused to be convinced, even after the most benevolent persuasions.


  Such people there are, alas, in every walk of life, and, hard though it is to believe, such people as these are not unknown to the philanthropists who conduct that great and benevolent institution known as the publishing business. Nay, incredible as it may seem, my friends, these snakes, unworthy of the name of men, may be found coiled in the grass of even the oldest and most dignified publishing establishments, ever willing to doubt the charity of purpose, the devotion to principle, and the holy reverence for pure letters which, as every unbiased person knows, are the motives which control every publisher worthy of the name—even willing to doubt that publishing is not carried on in the spirit of pure philanthropy which Mr. Rawng has so feelingly described, willing to suspect publishers of taking an occasional business advantage of an author, driving hard bargains, and putting cunning clauses in a contract—in short, to feel suspicion, distrust, and indignation towards these holy custodians of print without whose aid the mere writers of books are nothing. Of such unworthy wretches as these, it is impossible to speak too harshly. They are like the bird that fouls its nest, like the mongrel cur that bites the hand that feeds him. But they do exist—even in the houses of such devoted, idealistic, and nobly generous purpose as the great house of Rawng and Wright.


  When the Messrs. Rawng and Wright discovered the presence of such a viper in their midst, there was just one course left open to them—they cast the viper out. They cast him out gently, quietly, sadly, and regretfully; nevertheless, they cast him out utterly. In their own words, he no longer saw things “eye to eye” with them. They were compelled, therefore, to “let him go,” “seek opportunities in another publishing field,” “develop elsewhere”—but they “let him go.”


  He went, and often, we regret to say, he went in bitterness, mouthing evil words against his former philanthropic guardians. He went, and often he said harsh things of them—aye! and wrote them, too—as witness the following regrettable lines, written by one of the disgruntled vipers, and repeated here solely to show how sharper than a serpent’s tooth is base ingratitude:


  
    Poems are made by fools who write,


    And books are published by Rawng and Wright;

  


  
    Poems are made by flame and song,


    But God knows who made Wright and Rawng!

  


  
    Whenever I see the two of them


    I’m glad there are so few of them.

  


  
    Whenever Rawng doth to me nod,


    I’d rather be Wright than Rawng, by God!

  


  
    Until Wright comes, and I see light


    And know I’d rather be Rawng than Wright!

  


  [¬]
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  WAITING FOR GLORY


  The foregoing facts about the celebrated firm of Rawng and Wright were, of course, unknown to Monk, although he had, no doubt, heard rumors of them. But perhaps ignorance at this time was fortunate, since the ordinary pains of the expectant author are bad enough, and if, to the torment of expectancy and doubt which now possessed him, there had been added a certain knowledge of the standards and requirements of the Messrs. Rawng and Wright, his anguish during this trying period would have been extreme.


  Five weeks passed before he heard anything from them, and during that time——


  But how can we describe that period of impassioned waiting? It is like having given birth to one’s first-born, and now, the birth-pangs over, the parent waits in anguished tension for the doctor’s verdict. Is the child sound, and of good weight? Does it have all its wits and faculties about it? Is it well-made? Are there any blemishes or disfigurements? Does it have a harelip or a cleft palate? Is it cross-eyed or club-footed? Does it have the rickets? Is it marked by a caul, a mole, a rash, a wart, a birthmark of any fashion whatsoever? Or has it come full-limbed and well-proportioned to the world, alive and well and vigorously kicking? Will the doctor presently come in and say, “It is my happy privilege to inform you that you have given birth to a bouncing, healthy son!”


  Yes, the pangs of birth are over, but the pangs of anguished waiting have only just begun. The author goes through torment! He sees signs and symbols everywhere; becomes insanely superstitious; will not get out of bed on the left side in the morning for fear it will bring him bad luck; goes through one door and comes out through another; changes his brand of cigarettes, then changes back again; can’t make up his mind to anything—whether to cross the street or not to cross the street, whether to buy a newspaper at this newsstand or at that; guesses the number of steps across his room and shortens his stride to make it come out even—becomes, in short, a whole madhouse of compulsions, numbers, omens, portents, superstitious emanations, and magnetic influences—all directed prayerfully towards the Messrs. Rawng and Wright and his manuscript, whose fate now hangs in the precarious scales of hair-line fortune, and may be made—or ruined—by a sneeze! He hopes and prays and sweats and fears and holds his breath and counts his steps, in order somehow, even if he cannot influence, at least not to disturb, the processes of destiny.


  So the young author waits and goes through—no! he does not go through Hell; he goes through worse than Hell: he goes through Limbo. For Hell, at least, is fairly certain and decisive: one is burned by fire eternally, frozen by ice, scourged by devils, tormented by thirst and hunger and impossible desire. But in Limbo one just floats around: he has not roots—not even hellish roots!—he is tossed about upon a sea of doubts; he doesn’t know where he is; or where the end or the beginning of anything is!


  It will soon be the Springtime of the year. Our author looks and watches for it, hopeful for a sign before the season’s due. It won’t be long before the trees will burst in poignant green just overnight—oh, God is good! And so are Rawng and Wright!


  Night comes, frosty and star-brilliant skies of February, the windswept darkness of young March—our hero soars the rockets of young fame, the blazing constellations of first triumph. Morning comes, night’s wild chemistries are faded—grey dejection now. Then flashing noon, a sapphire sky, and everything in life a-sparkle—how can there be a minute’s doubt on earth with the immortal “yes!” of all this shining clearness! Then, swift as light, a shadow passes, and the shining goes; the street is darkened and the light fades out—and Rawng and Wright have given their last word, secure Despair has ended Doubt!


  But then the shadow passes! Light comes back again, the old red brick of the house across the street is bright with life and March again, all of the shining sparkle of the day, the sapphire skies, have come again.—No, no! they have not given their last word, their last word is not stern Rejection, their last word is still undecided—Mr. Rawng has merely frowned reflectively; Mr. Wright has had a moment’s doubt—but now their heads are bent earnestly again, they turn the thumb-worn pages of the great manuscript with feverish interest—they read with breathless fascination—Rawng breathes hoarsely, reading, saying—“God, Jim! What a writer this boy is! Listen to this passage, will you!”—And then Wright, exploding suddenly in a shout of laughter—“Great God! What bawdy, lusty humor! There’s been nothing like it since old Rabelais!”


  And Rawng, slowly, with conviction: “The book America has been waiting for!”


  And Wright: “The writer that this country had to have!”


  And Rawng: “We’ve got to publish it! I’d publish it if I had to set the type with my own fingers!”


  And Wright: “I’d help you do it!—Yes, we’ve got to bring it out!”


  And Rawng, exultantly: “And the beauty of it is the boy has just begun!”


  And Wright, rapturously: “He hasn’t even started yet! He’s got a hundred books in him!”


  And Rawng: “A treasure!”


  And Wright: “A gold mine!”


  And Rawng: “A wonderful property!”


  And Wright: “The best our house has ever had!”


  And Rawng: “It’s like stumbling over a gold mine!”


  And Wright: “It’s like picking money up out of the street!”


  And Rawng: “It’s like dew from heaven!”


  And Wright: “It’s like bread upon the waters!”


  And Both Together: “It’s like manna! ... It’s like mercy! ... It is grand!”


  Meanwhile the light still comes and goes, the shadows pass, and shining day comes back again, the sapphire sky a single shell again, the sparkle of the day again—all of the hope, joy, terror, doubt, and misery, all of the triumph and the certitude, all of the death, defeat, all sodden, dull despair—all of the glory and the singing, and—oh, life of life, and heart of hearts, fond, foolish, sinful, proud, and innocent—potential, lovely, and mistaken youth!


  And while the light comes and goes, and the cat creeps trembling at its merciless stride along the ridges of the backyard fence, every day at noon he hears her steps upon the stairs:


  And Esther, her jolly apple-cheeks aglow with morning, bright and eager as a bird: “Any news? Any news today, boy?”


  And Monk, now gruff, glowering, grumbling as a bear: “Naw.”


  She: “Did you get a letter from them yet?”


  He: “Naw! No letter from them yet!”


  She: “Well, of course you can’t expect to hear so soon. You’ve got to give them time.”


  He, hands clasped together, leaning forward, staring at the floor: “I’ve given ’em time. I don’t expect to hear at all.”


  She, impatiently: “Oh, don’t talk like such a fool! You know you’ll hear from them!”


  He: “You’re the one who’s talking like a fool! You know I won’t hear from them!”


  She, her voice rising a little with annoyance: “Honestly, I don’t see how a person with your capacity can talk such rot.”


  He: “Because I don’t have any capacity and I have to spend eight hours a day listening to your rot!”


  She, in a high, excited, warning kind of voice: “Now you’re beginning again!”


  He, bitterly: “I wish to God you were ending again! But I know there’s no hope of that!”


  She, more high and excited than ever, her voice trembling a little: “Oh, so you want me to go, do you? You want to get rid of me, do you? That’s what you’re after?”


  He, muttering: “All right! All right! ALL right! You’re wrong! I’m right! You win!”


  She, her voice trembling dangerously: “Because if that’s what you want, I’ll do it! I’ll not stay a moment longer if I’m not wanted! Do you want me to go, or not?”


  He, muttering sullenly as before: “All right! All right! All right! Have it your own way.”


  She, her voice squeaking a little at the end now: “Is that what you’re after? Is that what you want me to do? Are you trying to get rid of me? Do you want me to go—hah?”


  He, muttering disgustedly: “Oh, for God’s sake!” Gets up and walks towards window, muttering: “Do anything you damn please—just leave me alone, that’s all.” Leans on his arms across the window sill, and gazes dejectedly out into the backyard, and the light comes and fades and passes, comes again and passes, brightens, shines, and pierces, and goes dead.


  She, her voice breaking dangerously towards hysteria: “Is that what you want—hah? Is that what you’re after? Are you trying to get rid of me? Is this your way of telling me you’re through with me? Do you want me to leave you—go away and leave you—leave you alone?”


  He, turning with a maddened shout, clapping his hands against his tortured ears: “For God’s sake—yes! ... Get out of here! Go away! ... Do anything you like!”—yelling now—“Leave me alone, for Christ’s sake!”


  She, in a high, cracked tone: “I’m going now! ... I’m going now! ... Good-bye ... I’m going! ... I’ll not bother you again! ... I’ll leave you alone, if that’s what you want.” To this there is no answer. She wanders confusedly about, talking to Someone in a confiding, Ophelialike, here’s-roses-for-you, theatrical kind of tone: “Good-bye! ... Over! ... Done for! ... No good any more! ... He’s through with her! ... He’s tired of her! ... She loved him, she came and cooked for him. ... She stood all of his abuse, because she worshipped him. ... But it’s all over now! ... He’s had enough of her! ... He got what he wanted from her ... used her for what she was worth to him. ... Now she’s no use to him any more!”


  He, turning suddenly like a maddened animal at bay, with a snarl in his throat: “Used you! Why, you—you—you hussy, you—what do you mean by used you! Used me, you mean!”


  She, now very Ophelialike, tenderly distrait, brokenly resigned and forgiving, wagging her head with eerie understanding, as she confides to Someone in the Solar Spaces of the Universe: “It’s all right! ... I understand! ... He’s through with her! ... She slaved for him all these years ... stood by him, comforted him, believed in him. ... She thought he loved her, but she sees now it was all a mistake. ... All right! All right! She’s going now! ... He has no more use for her, so he’s telling her to get out! ... Throw her out! ... She’s no good any more! ... He’s had all he wanted from her! ... She’s given him all her love and devotion. ... She thought he wanted it, but he doesn’t want it any more. ... He’s used her for all she was worth to him. ... Now he’s through using her. ...”


  He, stamping insanely back and forth across the room, and jeering to his own Particular Confidant Up There Somewhere in the Solar System: “Used her! Taken all she had to give! Why, God-damn my soul to hell, it’s perfectly delightful! Used her! Through using her now!” with a jeering, mincing daintiness of tone, “Now ain’t that nice! Now ain’t that just too God-damned sweet for words! Used her! Now wouldn’t that give a preacher’s - the heartburn, now!” Then with a sudden return to the snarling intimacies of direct address: “Why, God-damn it, the only way I ever used you was to give you my youth—my life—my strength—my faith—my loyalty—and my devotion; to give you all the passion, poetry, and pride of youth, its innocence and purity—and for what purpose! For what! ... Why, God-damn my ill-starred, miserable, and ill-fated life to hell—because I loved her—because I loved her more than my own life! ... Using her! Yes, by God, using her by loving her—this woman who should have her thoughts turned upon serene middle age—as any other woman would!—who should be trying to spend her few remaining years in making her peace with God! Yes, I say, using her by feeding her with the adoration and devotion of youth, and lighting her talents with the passion, the poetry, the genius, and the inspiration of a young man’s life! Using her! Yes, God-damn me for the moon-struck, hypnotized, and opium-eating cuckold that I was and am! That’s the way that I used you—and I got what I deserved!”


  She, in a controlled, quiet, slightly panting voice: “No, no! ... That’s not true, George! ... I loved you. ... It’s all over now, I’m leaving, since that’s what you seem to want ... but at least be fair about it now. ... Be honest about it. ... You’ve got to admit that I loved you.” With a very controlled and ladylike quietness of dignity, she continued: “I had supposed, of course, that you loved me, too. ... I had supposed that you returned my love ... but—” with a little twisted smile, and the same quiet dignity—“I see now I was wrong. ... I see now that I was mistaken. ... But at least you might be fair about it, now that you’re casting me out.” Then with a slight gesture of the hands and shoulders, a slight return of her former manner of speaking quietly to Someone Way Up There, but with the greatest and most ladylike refinement: “I loved you, it is true. ... I always will! ... Of course, with you it’s apparently on one day and off the next, but ... well—” again the little twisted smile—“I’m just not built that way. ... Love is not a thing that comes and goes, is hot and cold, can be turned on and off like a water tap.” With a note of pride—“My people are loyal! ... With us love is a thing that lasts!” With bitterness—“We’re not like you fine and noble Christians ... these great and wonderful Gentiles.” She began to pant and heave loudly with excitement: “Oh, a fine lot they are, all right, all right! I know! I know!” nodding her head sagely, “I know what you are like. ... You told me all about it ... your loose women, sleeping with your pick-ups, having your promiscuous relations with your little strumpets before you met me. ... I know! I know all about it! You told me all about your father, didn’t you? ... Oh! a wonderful father he must have been, wasn’t he! ... Leaving your mother for a prostitute!”


  He, in a low, strangled tone: “Now, listen, you! You leave my father out of it! ... You get out of here!”


  She, still quietly, but with rising excitement again: “I’m going ... I’m going now! ... I’ll leave you alone, if that’s what you want. ... But before I go, I want to tell you something. ... You’ll remember this some day! You’ll see what you have done to me! You’ll understand then that you’ve turned your back on the best friend you ever had ... thrown the one who loved you out into the gutter ... deliberately spat upon and trampled the greatest love that any man has ever had!”


  He, breathing hoarsely, ominously: “Are you going now, or not?”


  She, her voice now high and trembling again: “I’m going! I’m going! ... But before I do, I want to tell you that I hope you live to see the day when you will understand what you have done to me.” Her voice was trembling with the hysteria of tears: “I hope you live to see that day ... and suffer what I’m suffering now.”


  He, breathing hoarsely, swinging her by the arms and shoulders, propelling her towards the door: “Get out of here! You’re getting out of here, I say!”


  She, her voice breaking in a cry, half sob, half scream: “George! George! ... No, no, for God’s sake, not like this! ... Don’t lay this black crime on your soul! ... Don’t say good-bye like this! ... A little love, a little mercy, a little pity, tenderness, I beg of you, for God’s sake! ... Don’t end it all like this!” She screams: “No, no! For God’s sake!” She seizes at the edges of the now-opened door and hangs on, sobbing hoarsely: “No, no! I beg of you—don’t let it end like this!” One hand is brutally ripped away from the door—she is pushed out, sobbing hoarsely, into the hall, he slams the door shut, and leans against it panting like an animal at bay.


  In a moment he lifts his head, listening intently. There is no sound outside in the dark hall. He looks worried and ashamed, he winces like an animal and his lip sticks out, he puts his hand upon the door knob, is about to open it, his jaw hardens, he turns and sits down on his cot again, bent over, staring sullenly at the floor, more gloomily dejected than ever before.


  And again light comes and passes, comes, passes, fades, and comes again. And there is silence, the little ticking and interminable minutes of slow silence, wearing the ash of slow, grey time away—and at last a sound! Outside a board creaks softly, the door knob slowly turns. He looks up quickly; then bends his head again, looks doggedly and sullenly at the floor. The door opens, Esther is standing there, very red in the face, her eyes very bright, her little figure very determined, but very ladylike, the picture of dignified restraint, refined control.


  And Esther, very quietly: “I am sorry to have to disturb you again. ... But there are a few things which I have left here ... some designs I made, and my drawing materials. ... If I’m not coming back here any more, I shall need them.”


  And Monk, looking at the floor dejectedly and muttering: “All right! All right!”


  She, going to her drawing table, opening the drawer, and taking out designs and instruments: “Since that’s what you seem to want, isn’t it? ... You told me to go away and leave you, and not bother you any more. ... If that’s what you want. ...”


  He, wearily as before: “All right! All right! You win!”


  She, quietly, but with acid sarcasm: “I suppose that’s meant for wit, isn’t it? ... The young author with his great command of language and his brilliant repartee!”


  He, [He,] heavily, dejectedly, staring downward: “O.K. You’re right! You win, all right!”


  She, flaring sharply: “Oh, for heaven’s sake! Say something different, won’t you? Don’t sit there mumbling ‘all right,’ like an idiot!” Then sharply, commandingly: “Look at me when you speak to me!” Impatiently: “Oh, for God’s sake, pull yourself together and try to talk and act like a grown-up human being! Stop acting like a child!”


  He, as before: “All right! All right! You win!”


  She, slowly, pityingly: “You—poor—blind—fool! ... To think that you have no more sense than to turn on the one person who loves you ... who adores you ... who has so much to give you! ... That you would throw that priceless treasure away! ... When I know so much—” she smites herself on the bosom—“when I have this Great Thing all stored up in me—here! here! ... ready to pour it out to you ... this Great Treasure of all I see and feel and know ... yours for the asking ... yours, all yours ... no one’s but yours ... the greatest treasure any man could have ... all that richness and beauty that might feed your genius ... and all thrown away, all wasted ... just because you’re too big a fool to take it! ... Just because you are so blind and ignorant that you will not see it, use it, take what’s offered to you! ... Oh, the wicked, wanton, sinful waste of it—when I am willing to pour it all out to you—empty my soul for you—give you the whole rich treasure of my being—and you throw it away just because you’re so stupid—blind—and ignorant!”


  He, heavily, with a dejected sigh: “O.K.! O-KAY! You win! You’re right! Everything you say’s O.K.”


  She, looking at him intently, keenly, challengingly for a moment, then very quiet and direct: “Listen! Have you been drinking? ... Have you had a drink?”


  He, wearily, dejectedly: “Nope. Nary a drink. Not a drop—” gloomily—“There’s nothing in the house.”


  She, sharply, inquiringly: “Are you sure?”


  He: “Sure I’m sure.”


  She: “Because you act as if you had.”


  He: “Well, I haven’t.” He broods sullenly for a moment, then suddenly smites a clutched fist on his knee, and, looking upward with grim determination written on his face, cries out: “But by God, I’m going to have one! ... I’m going to have several!” Then slowly, with bitter, ever-growing resolution: “I’m going out and get as drunk as the whole God-damned British navy! So help me God, I will, if it’s the last thing I ever do!”


  She: “Did you have any breakfast?”


  He, morosely: “Naw!”


  She: “Haven’t you had anything to eat all day?”


  He, as before: “Naw.”


  She: “You ought to eat, of course. You’re a fool to abuse your health this way. ... Now that you’re putting me out, I shall worry about you. ... At any rate, I did see that you got your food on time—you’ll have to admit that! ... Who’s going to do that for you now? ... You’ll never do it, I know that.” Then sarcastically: “Maybe one of the little wenches you bring up here will do it for you—” bitterly—“Like hell they will!—” muttering sarcastically—“I can just see them doing it!”


  He makes no answer.


  She, hesitantly: “Would you like it if I fixed you a little lunch?—” hastily—“I wouldn’t stay, I could go right afterwards. ... I know you don’t want me here with you any longer ... but if I could fix you up a bite before I go ... at least, I’d know you had been fed. ... I wouldn’t worry so much about it later.” Then with a quiet note of regret in her voice: “Of course, it seems such a shame for all that good food to go to waste ... such a wicked waste when there are so many people going hungry in the world. ... But—” with a slight shrug of the shoulders, the little twisted smile, the note of resigned acceptance—“since you feel the way you do about it—why, that’s all there is to it, isn’t it?”


  He, looking up after a moment’s silence: “What good food do you mean?”


  She, with an attempt at casual lightness: “Oh, the food I bought when I came downtown today. ... I thought we were going to have lunch together. ... I thought we had agreed on it ... I was looking forward to it ... but since you feel the way you do, since you want me to go—” she sighs—“all right, then—there it is!” With a movement of her head she indicates a big market bag on the table. “Do what you like with it—throw it in the garbage can—give it to the janitor. ... Only I wish you had let me know in advance if that’s what you intended to do. ... It would have saved me all that trouble.”


  He, after another moment’s heavy silence, looking up and staring at the bag curiously: “What’s in that bag?”


  She, lightly: “Oh, nothing much! Nothing elaborate! Nothing that it would have taken me long to prepare! ... You know—you may have forgotten, but I told you I planned on having a very simple lunch. ... So I stopped off on the way down at that nice butcher’s shop on Sixth Avenue—you know the one where all the butchers know us—and they always have such beautiful cuts—and I asked the butcher if he had anything extra-special in the way of a sirloin steak—and he showed me a really beautiful inch-thick cut—so I got that. ... And—” with a little descriptive movement of thumb and finger to indicate exquisite perfection—“some little Spring potatoes ... the kind that simply melt in your mouth. ... You know how much you used to like them the way I fix them ... with a dressing of melted butter and a few sprigs of young parsley. ... Then I saw some lovely, crisp, green lettuce and I bought a head, and a few oranges, and apples, a couple of pears, and a grapefruit—you know how much you like a fruit salad the way I make it with my kind of French dressing—not too sweet or sour, the way you like it. ... And I also saw some wonderful strawberries that had just come in—I thought you might like them later on, so I bought a basket of them, and a pint of cream.” She smiled a little rueful smile: “Well, it’s too bad to see it go to waste—but I suppose it can’t be helped! ... That’s the way things are, isn’t it? ... That’s life!”


  He, after a moment’s pause, while he scratches himself reflectively through the stubble of his whiskers: “How long would it take to broil the steak?”


  She: “Oh, only a few minutes after I get it on the broiler. ... Of course the potatoes take a little longer. ... But—well—after what’s happened you wouldn’t want them now, anyway, would you?” She turns as if to go, but lingers on.


  He, rising, and putting a restraining hand upon her arm, licking his lips reflectively: “Did you remember to get some butter?”


  She: “Oh, yes, the butter situation is all right—I remembered we were out and bought two sticks.”


  He, dreamily, rubbing his hand a little up and down her arm: “Ah-hah! ... And what about oil for the salad dressing?”


  She, quickly: “Oh, yes, that’s right too! I remembered we were out of olive oil—so I stopped off at that nice Italian store and got some. ... Oh, yes, and I forgot—just a tiny little sprig of garlic—you know, if you know how to use it—the way I do!—not too much—just a delicate little fragrance of it rubbed about the edges of the bowl—” again the descriptive gesture of the thumb and finger—“there’s nothing like it to give a salad just the proper touch! ... And, oh! I wish you’d see the fruit I bought—you’ve never in your life beheld such things as they have in the markets this season—that lovely, crisp, green lettuce-head—and the apples! ... and the pears! ... and the vegetables!” she whispers rapturously, “the beans and peas and radishes! ... the lovely little bunches of carrots! ... Oh, how delicate they are! ... Isn’t it a delicate food? ... And the new asparagus! ... I could just see them lying on a dish, dripping in the kind of butter sauce I know how to make for them. ... And the cauliflower! ... In all your days you never saw such cauliflower as they have this season in the markets. ... And—oh!—the onions! ... the delicate little onions ... like big pearls they are!” earnestly, “Aren’t onions wonderful? ... Isn’t it marvelous that onions should be so cheap and plentiful! ... The things you can do with them! ... The dozens of ways you can use them! ... The way they simply melt in your mouth when they are cooked the right way—the way I know how to! ... If onions were rare, don’t you know that people would pay almost any price to get them! ... Isn’t it wonderful that they’re such a common vegetable?”


  He, meditatively: “Hm! Yes.” He licks his lips slowly and thoughtfully.


  She, with just the proper shade of regret: “Of course, what I had really been planning on doing all the time—” with a little rueful smile, touched faintly by a question—“but it’s no use going into all that now, is it? ... That’s all done for, now that you’re sending me away.”


  He, as before, reflectively: “Hm! Planning what? What was it you were planning?”


  She, regretfully: “Well, I had planned on coming down early Thursday night ... that is, if you wanted me to—if you weren’t doing anything else—about five o’clock, say, and cooking you a pot roast—you know, the way I fix one——”


  He, broodingly, in a far-off tone: “Hm—yes! ... A pot roast, you say?”


  She: “Yes, you know the way I do it—about eight pounds of the finest larded beef—of course, I won’t use anything except the very best. ... I was speaking to the butcher about it just this morning—he assured me he would give me nothing but the finest cut. ... Of course, it takes time! ... You ought to have at least three or four hours to do it right—you know, in my big iron pot. ... If you get a girl to cook for you after I’m gone, you should always insist that she cook in an iron pot. Oh, it’s much better! Much better! The only way if you’re to do it properly—but, then, so few women understand that—not one in a thousand. ... Then, you let it cook slowly—oh, very slowly, for several hours—it’s a very delicate operation—you’ve got to keep your eye on what you’re doing all the time—so few of these women you meet nowadays will take the trouble. ... But it’s got to be done very slowly and carefully until the flavor of the beef has got into all the vegetables and the flavor of the vegetables has got into the beef.” She went on in a very earnest tone, a lowered voice: “It’s like a masterpiece—a symposium, you know—all the parts so delicately blended that each is all and all is each.”


  He, tenderly, in a gently tranced tone: “The vegetables, you said?”


  She: “Yes, of course—the vegetables I was telling you about! ... Those tender, fresh, Spring vegetables!”


  He, in an abstracted tone: “All kind of mixing and melting into the roast, you say?”


  She, quickly: “Yes—and of course there’s butter, too—lots of it! You should always cook with butter! ... Tell your girls that. ... And a touch of paprika!—there’s nothing like it if you know how to use it—just a dash, you know—so few people know how it’s done. ... Then pepper and salt! ... Oh, well, it’s no use telling you—it’s no use now, anyway, is it?—now that we’re not going to see each other again.”


  He, with dreamy and abstracted contemplation: “Ye-e-s! ... Hm-m! ... Butter, you say?” By this time, he has his arm around her. “A dash of paprika?”


  She, suddenly beginning to protest vigorously, making as if to pull away but not doing so: “No! ... No! ... You can’t start that now! ... It’s too late for that! ... You told me to go away and leave you! ... You put me out! ... No! ... No! ... I won’t let you! ... It’s all over now!” Firmly she shakes her head: “Too late! ... All over now!”


  He, attempting to laugh it off jovially, but with an uneasy note: “Why—ah-hah—hah!—pshaw! ... I was just joking. ... You knew that! ... I was just having a little fun. ... It was just a joke. ... You know I didn’t mean it!”


  She, very red in the face, panting: “Yes, you did! ... You meant every word of it!—” indignantly—“A fine joker you are! ... You use such dainty and elegant language when you joke, don’t you?—” bitterly, almost tearfully—“To the one who adores you, the one who would do anything for you! ... Throwing her out into the gutter and calling her a hussy when she would lay down her life for you!—Oh, a fine joker you are!—I suppose you learned all those lovely words at that Baptist college!” Panting, struggling, she pushes at him with her hands: “No! No! ... You can’t do that! ... You can’t turn on me and revile me and call me dirty names one minute, and ... and ... and start doing this the next.—No! ... No!”


  He, slowly, with gloating jubilation, seizing her arms and shaking her back and forth with slow and swelling exultation: “Why—you—you—delicate—little—plum-skinned—wench—you! Why—you——”


  She, panting: “Oh, a fine one! ... Such fine words! ... Such elegant expressions!”


  He, exultantly: “Why—my delicate damned darling and my dear! Why-y—Why-y—” he glowers around uncertainly, searching about for language, breathing strenuously; suddenly he crushes her to him, and cries out with savage joy: “Why—you little plum-skinned angel—I will kiss you—that’s what I’ll do! ... By God, I will!” He kisses her fiercely. Then he breathes hoarsely and uncertainly again, and glowers around for more language: “I ... I ... I’ll kiss you all over your damned jolly little face!” He does so, while she makes gestures of protest; he breathes stertorously a few moments longer, then suddenly cries out with savage conviction, as if he has found the solution to the problem that has been troubling him: “I will kiss you about ten thousand times, by God!” He does so. She shrieks faint protests and struggles feebly. “Steak, hey?—I’ll steak you!” He does so. “Pot roast, hey?—Why you—you’re my pot roast!”


  She, shrieking faintly: “No! No! ... You’ve no right! ... It’s too late now! ...”


  But is it ever too late for love?


  At length he goes to the window, and leans his arms upon the open sill, staring out. And the light comes and goes and comes again; all of the singing of the shining day returns.


  And Esther, raptly, in a low, tranced voice: “Was there ever love like ours! ... Was there ever anything like it in the world since time began?”


  And Monk, in a low tone, to himself, as he stares out the window, slowly: “I believe—by God, I just believe——”


  She, still raptly, to herself, and to the Universe: “Do you suppose any two people have ever felt the way we feel about each other? Could anyone on earth who didn’t know——”


  He, as before, staring fixedly out the window, but with growing exultation: “I believe—yes, sir, I just believe——”


  She, to her Celestial Confidant: “—possibly understand what it is like—the great poetry of it, the everlasting beauty that fills me like a star—the truth—the glory—and the magic of this tremendous—this soul-consuming—this—this all-engulfing——”


  He, suddenly, with soaring and triumphant conviction: “Yes, sir! By God, I know that’s what they’re going to do! I know it!” He turns and drives his clenched fist in his palm, and shouts: “I tell you that I know it! I know it just as well as I know I’m standing here!”


  She: “—this mighty, sweet, and powerful——”


  He, with a jubilant yell: “By God, they’re going to take it!”


  She: “—this glorious and everlasting——”


  And Monk, casting his head back, and laughing with savage joy and hunger: “Steak! ... Steak! ... Steak!”


  And Esther, brooding raptly: “Love! ... Love! ... Love!”


  And the light comes and goes, and fades and passes, the cat creeps trembling at his merciless stride across the ridges of the backyard fence, the light fades and comes again and passes—and all is, and is forever, as it always was.


  [¬]


  34

  GLORY DEFERRED


  Five weeks passed—five weeks woven of all this light and shadow, five weeks of soaring hope and bitter and dejected hopelessness, five weeks of joy and sorrow, gloom and glory, tears and laughter, love and—steak!


  The most Monk could legitimately hope for was that his manuscript had fallen into the hands of an intelligent person, and was being given a careful reading. He did not know about Mr. Rawng’s feeling and smelling test. Had he known of the smelling test, he could only have hoped and prayed that all that he had written might smell sweet and wholesome to Mr. Rawng’s voluptuous nostrils. But as for the feeling test—how could a manuscript ten inches thick, and fourteen hundred pages long, feel anything but appalling to a publisher? The very sight of it was enough to make a reader tremble, an editor turn pale, and a printer recoil in horror.


  And, as a matter of fact, the book had not survived this preliminary test. Its fate had been decided within an hour after its arrival at the offices of the Messrs. Rawng and Wright. Mr. Rawng, coming out of his office, had suddenly halted, clapped a pudgy hand to his forehead, and, pointing to the leviathan on the office boy’s table, had cried:


  “My God! What’s this?”


  He was informed it was a manuscript, and groaned. He walked around it carefully, surveying it from every angle with suspicious, unbelieving eyes. He edged closer to it cautiously, reached out and poked it with a finger—and it never budged. Finally, he got his fat hand gripped upon it, tugged and heaved and lifted—felt its weight and groaned again—and then let it drop!


  “Nah!” he cried, and scowled darkly at the office boy.


  “Nah!” he said again, and took two steps forward, one step back, and paused.


  “Nah!” he shouted with decision, and waved his fat hand rapidly before his features in a gesture eloquent of malodorous disgust and furious dismissal.


  “Nah! Nah! Nah!” he shouted. “Take it away! The whole thing stinks! Pfui!”—and, holding his nostrils with his fingers, he fled.


  Thus was the matter decided.


  And now the forgotten and unread manuscript was gathering dust on top of a pile of old ledgers, and the Messrs. Rawng and Wright were gulping highballs three doors down the street in Louie’s Bar.


  Monk, by now, was reduced to a state of madman’s frenzy. He no longer knew whether he waked or slept, walked or sat down, ate or did not eat. The twenty-four hours of each diurnal round were lived through in nightmare chaos, tortured by mad dreams. He lived from one day to the next for the coming of the mail—for the arrival of a single fatal, dreaded, wildly longed-for letter—which was awaited hourly, and which never came.


  At the end of five weeks of this, when it seemed that flesh and blood and brain and spirit could no longer endure, when he thought that he had given up hoping, yet could not bear the utter loss of hope, when nothing, no opiate of food or drink or books or words or work or writing or love for Esther could longer bring a moment’s rest, an instant of oblivion to his tormented soul—he sat down and wrote the Messrs. Rawng and Wright a letter, asking if they had read his book, and what their intentions were concerning it.


  His answer came within two days, with unexpected swiftness. He ripped the letter open with numb fingers—and read it with set face. Before he had finished the first dozen words he knew the answer, and his face was white. The letter ran as follows:


  “Dear Sir:


  “We have read your manuscript and regret to say we cannot use it. While the writing shows an occasional trace of talent, it seems to us that the work as a whole is without sufficient merit to justify its publication, and moreover, of such enormous length that even if a publisher were found who was willing to print it, it would be extremely difficult to find readers who would be willing to read it. The book is obviously autobiographical—” (Although neither Rawng nor Wright had read the manuscript, and although neither was very sure in his mind what “autobiographical” meant, or in what way any creative work was more or less “autobiographical” than another, they felt it safe to assume that this manuscript was, since it was a young man’s first book, and all first books by all young men are, obviously, of course, “autobiographical.”) “The book is obviously autobiographical, and since we published at least a half dozen books just like this last year, and lost money on all of them, we don’t see how we could risk money on your book, particularly since the writing is so unskillful, amateurish, and repetitive as practically to annihilate what small chances of success such a book might have. It is probably true that the novel form is not adapted to such talents as you have—” (which, by this time, did not even seem microscopic to their stricken owner) “but should you ever attempt another book—” (he shuddered with convulsive horror at the thought of it!) “we can only hope you will choose material of a more objective nature, and thus avoid one of the worst pitfalls into which the novice is likely to fall. If you ever write such a book, we should, of course, be glad to see it.


  “Meanwhile, with regrets that we are not able to give you a more encouraging answer, I am


  Ever sincerely yours,


  James N. Wright.”


  And what now?—tears, curses, fights, brawls, drunkenness, imprecations, savage rage, insane despair? No, that was over; the sullen apathy of a stalled ox, the drugged eye of an opium addict, the set visage of a sleepwalker—an eye that no longer saw, an ear that no longer heard, a hand that no longer felt, a brain, a spirit, sunk—not fathoms deep in blind despair, but fathoms deeper in a kind of eyeless, tongueless, soundless, tasteless, and unfeeling ocean bed of black and bottomless oblivion.


  He sat there on his rumpled cot, one leg sprawled out, mouth sullenly, stupidly ajar, with that little scrap of paper—the sentence of his execution—in his fingers. And still light came and passed and faded, the cat crept trembling, and the light, quick steps trod on his stairs at noon again. The door was opened. He stared like some brute animal that has just been slugged at the base of the brain with the butcher’s sledge, and he felt nothing.


  And Esther, snatching the letter from his hand and reading like a flash, sharply, with a little cry: “Oh!—” then quietly—“When did this come?”


  And Monk, mumbling thickly: “This morning.”


  She: “Where’s the manuscript?”


  He: “In the closet.”


  She goes to the closet and opens the door. The manuscript, face down and opened, a sheaf of spreading leaves, is on the closet floor. She picks it up tenderly, smoothes the rumpled leaves, closes the binding, and presses it against her. Then she puts it down upon the table.


  She: “Is that the way you treat your own manuscript—your own blood and sweat? Is that all the respect you have for it?”


  He, thickly and numbly: “Don’t want to look at it! Throw it in the closet! Close the door!”


  She, sharply: “Oh, for heaven’s sake! Brace up and act like a man! Have you got no more faith or self-respect for what you do than this—that you’re willing to give up the ghost without trying—the first bit of hard luck you have!”


  He, dumbly: “He says I’m no good!”


  She, impatiently: “Oh, stop talking bilge! Who says you’re no good?”


  He: “Wright says so.”


  She, contemptuously: “Oh, who gives a damn what he says! What does he know about it? You don’t know if he’s even read your manuscript!”


  He: “He says he has, and that I’m no good!”


  She: “Oh piffle! Who cares what he says! You ought to have more sense than to pay any attention to him!” Then sharply, after a pause: “When did your manuscript come back?”


  He, dully: “It didn’t come, I went.”


  She: “Went where?”


  He: “Went and got it.”


  She: “Did you see anyone?”


  He: “Yes.”


  She: “Who did you see?—” snapping her fingers impatiently—“Don’t sit there staring at me like an idiot! Speak up and tell me! Who did you see up there?”


  He: “Rawng.”


  She: “You didn’t see Wright?”


  He: “No, I saw Rawng.”


  She, exasperated: “Well, then, for heaven’s sake, tell me what he said!”


  He: “He didn’t say anything.”


  She, impatiently: “Oh, nonsense! He must have said something! People just don’t look at you and say nothing when you go to see them, do they?”


  He, sullenly: “Yes, they do. He did!”


  She, angrily: “Well, then, what did he do? He must have been doing something.”


  He: “Yes, he was. He was coming out of his office.”


  She: “Was someone with him?”


  He: “Yes.”


  She, triumphantly: “That explains it! He was with someone. He was busy.” Then angrily: “Oh, you are a fool!”


  He: “I know it. I’m no good.”


  She, snapping her fingers impatiently: “Well then, go on and tell me! Don’t sit there like an imbecile! You must have talked to someone.”


  He: “Yes, I did.”


  She: “Well, who was it?”


  He: “A Jew.”


  She, in an excited and warning tone of voice: “Now you’re beginning again!”


  He: “I’m not beginning again. You asked me and I told you.”


  She: “Well, then, what did he do? For heaven’s sake, you’ll drive me mad if you don’t speak up!”


  He: “He looked at me and said, ‘Vell, vat is it?’”


  She, warningly and excitedly again: “I’ve told you now! If you’re going to begin again, I’m leaving.”


  He: “I’m not beginning again. You asked me what he did, and I told you.”


  She, not wholly mollified: “Well, you’d better look out! That’s all I’ve got to say! If you’re going to start in on your abuse, I’m not going to stand for it!” Then abruptly and impatiently: “Well, and then what? What happened then?”


  He: “Well, he said, ‘Vat is it?’—and I told him what it was.”


  She, impatiently: “Oh, told him what what was! You’re talking like an idiot.”


  He: “I told him what it was I wanted—my manuscript.”


  She: “Well? And what happened then? What did he say when you told him?”


  He: “He said, ‘Oh, you’re the guy! Jesus!’”


  She: “Well, and then? What happened next?”


  He: “He got the manuscript and gave it to me.”


  She: “Well? And what happened next?”


  He: “I blew the dust off the manuscript.”


  She: “Well, go on! Go on! What happened then?”


  He: “I went out.”


  She: “Went out where?”


  He: “Out the door!”


  She, incredulously: “And nothing else happened?”


  He: “Nothing else, no.”


  She: “And you talked to no one else?”


  He: “To no one. No.”


  She: “Oh, you fool, you! And to think you’d have no more sense than to let a thing like this get you down! To think that you have no more pride or self-respect—no more faith in what you do!”


  He: “I’m no good. And I want to be left alone. I wish to God you’d go away. And throw that manuscript away before you go—throw it anywhere—in the garbage pail—down the privy—into the closet—only for Christ’s sake get it out of my sight where I won’t have to look at it.” He gets up wearily—“Here, I’ll do it!”


  She, snatching up the imperiled manuscript, and hugging it to her bosom: “No you won’t either! ... This manuscript’s mine! ... Who stood by you all these years, and stood over you, and made you do it, and had faith in you, and stuck to you? ... If you’ve got no more faith in it now than to throw it away, I won’t let you! ... I’ll save it! ... It’s mine, I tell you, mine!” She cries out sharply: “George! What are you doing?”


  He, wearily as before, but doggedly: “Here, give me the Goddamned thing—I’ll put it where I’ll never look at it again!”


  She, panting, hugging it to her: “No! No! ... You mustn’t! ... George, I tell you——”


  They struggle for the manuscript, they tug and wrench and wrestle; the binding rips apart in their hands, he gets one part and she another. He takes his part and hurls it at the wall, the pages fly and scatter everywhere. He opens the closet door, cursing and kicking viciously at the offending manuscript, until he has kicked it into the dark oblivion of the closet. Then he slams the door, and comes back across the room, and sits down dejectedly on his cot again.


  And Esther, gasping for breath, glaring at him with tearful eyes, clutching her part of the manuscript to her breast, breathless, aghast: “Oh ... you ... you wicked fellow! ... Oh! ... What a wicked thing to do! ... It’s like ... like kicking your own child! ... Oh! ... How vile!” Tears begin to trickle down her cheeks, she scuttles around the room snatching up loose pages of manuscript, she darts into the closet and comes out clutching the other battered fragment to her breast—she hugs the whole confused mass of it to her, weeping, saying: “You had no right to do it! ... It’s mine! ... Mine! ... Mine!”


  And Monk, stretching out wearily on the cot, hanging his feet over the end, speaking wearily: “Please go away. Do me a slight favor, won’t you? Kindly get the hell out of here. I’m no good, and I don’t want to have you around.”


  She, excitedly, with a rising note of hysteria in her voice: “Oh, so that’s it, is it? ... That’s what you want! ... You’re trying to get rid of me again, are you?”


  He, as before: “Please go away.”


  She: “It’s all my fault, I suppose! ... Just because someone writes you a letter saying you’re no good, you blame it all on me!”


  He, with profound apathy: “Yes. You’re right. You got it. It’s all your fault.”


  She, tearful and indignant: “All my fault because someone says you’re no good? Is that what you mean? Is that what you’re accusing me of now—hah?”


  He, with an immensely weary calm: “Yes, that’s it. You got it. You’re right. Everything’s your fault. It’s your fault that I’m no good. It’s your fault I’ve got to look at you. It’s your fault I ever met you. It’s your fault I’m alive when I ought to be dead. It’s your fault I ever kidded myself into thinking I was a writer. It’s your fault I ever thought I was any good!”


  She, hysterically: “I’m going! I’m going! ... You’ve done this to me! ... You’ve driven me out! ... You’re the one!”


  He, turning his face to the wall, with weary quietness: “Please get the hell out of here, won’t you? I’m no good, and I’d like to die in peace—if you don’t mind.”


  She: [“]Oh, vile ... oh, wicked fellow that you are!” Then wildly—“Good-bye! Good-bye! ... You’ll never see me any more! ... This time it is good-bye!”


  He, dully, with face turned to the wall: “Good-bye.”


  She rushes out, cheeks bright with anger, clutching the manuscript to her breast. The door slams after her, then her feet upon the stairs, and then the street door slams. He turns over on his back and listens wearily, muttering:


  “I’m no good—Rawng thinks so and he’s right. No; Wright thinks so, but he can’t be wrong.” He sighs wearily: “Well, no matter which—I knew I was no good anyway. This just proves it. How can I wear time out from now on? It seems too long to wait.”


  Time passes—day, night, morning—and the sparkle of bright noon again. All is as it always was. He sees, feels, hears, knows, cares for none of it—not even for the light, quick step at noon upon his stairs again.


  Esther opens the door and comes over and sits down beside him on the cot. She says quietly:


  “Have you had anything to eat since I was here?”


  He: “Don’t know.”


  She: “Have you been lying here all that time?”


  He: “Don’t know.”


  She: “Have you been drinking?”


  He: “I don’t remember. Hope so. Yes.”


  She, taking his hair in her hands and pulling it with quiet intensity: “Oh, you fool! Sometimes I feel like choking you! Sometimes I wonder why I adore you so. ... How can so great a person be so big a fool!”


  He: “I don’t know. Don’t ask me. Ask God. Ask Rawng and Wright.”


  She, quietly: “Do you know I sat up half the night putting your manuscript together again——”


  He: “Did you?” His hand tightens on hers a little.


  She: “—after you had so wickedly attempted to destroy it.” A pause, then quietly: “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?”


  Another pause.


  He, with a trace of a grin: “Well—you know, I have two extra copies of it anyway.”


  She, after a moment’s startled silence: “Oh, you villain!” Suddenly she throws back her head and shouts with laughter, a rich, full-throated, woman’s yell: “God, was there ever anyone like you! I wonder if anyone who didn’t know you would believe you were possible! ... Well, anyway, I got it all together again, and this morning I took it to Seamus Malone. Do you know who he is?”


  He: “Yes. He’s that visiting Irishman who writes pieces in the magazines, isn’t he?”


  She, impressively: “And a very brilliant man! The things that fellow knows! He has read everything! And, of course, he knows everyone in the publishing profession. ... He has contacts everywhere.” Then casually, but a trifle importantly, she adds: “Of course, he and his wife are very old friends of mine—I’ve known them for years.”


  He, remembering that she seems to have known everyone for years, but curiously interested at last: “What’s he going to do with my book?”


  She: “He’s going to read it. He told me he’d begin at once, and let me know about it in a few days.” Then earnestly, with intense conviction: “Oh, I know it’s going to be all right now! Malone knows everybody—if anybody knows what to do with a book he’s the man! He’ll know right away what to do with your manuscript—where to send it!” Then scornfully: “Jimmy Wright! What does he know—that fellow! How could a person like that understand your quality! You’re too big for them—they are little people!” She mutters scornfully, her jolly little face flushed and indignant: “Why, it’s ridiculous! The nerve of him sending you a letter like that, when he couldn’t begin to know about you if he lived a thousand years!” In a low, quiet tone, charged with adoring tenderness, she continues: “You’re my George, one of the great ones of the earth!” Then, in a kind of rapt, brooding chant: “George, the Great George! ... Great George, the poet! ... Great George, the mighty dreamer!” She whispers, her eyes suddenly shot with tears, kissing his hand: “You’re my great George, do you know that? ... You’re like no one else that ever lived! ... You are the greatest person I have ever known ... the greatest poet ... the greatest genius—” then raptly, to herself—“and someday the whole world will know it as I do now!”


  He, in a low tone: “Do you mean that? ... Do you really believe it?”


  She, quietly: “My dear, I know it.”


  There is a silence.


  He: “When I was a child, sometimes I used to see myself, and feel that there were great things in me. I would look at myself and see my nose, the way it turned up at the end, and the way my ears stuck out, and the way my eyes looked. I would look at my eyes a long time, until I felt naked, and it seemed that I was talking to the naked heart of me—to the naked spirit. Then I would say to the eyes: ‘I think I am going to be a great man. I am here alone with you, and it is three o’clock—I hear the wooden clock upon the mantel tocking—and I feel that I am going to be a great man and find Perfection. I think the whole thing is inside me now. What do you think?’ And the eyes, so naked, brown, and grave and honest, would speak back and say, ‘Yes, you will be!’—‘But,’ I would say, ‘maybe every boy feels this way about himself. I look at Augustus Potterham, at Randy Shepperton, and at Nebraska Crane—and all of them think well of themselves, they know they are good, they are convinced of their unique and special quality. Is that all I feel when I look at myself? I feel I am some kind of genius—sometimes I am sure of it—yet I have no way of knowing that I am—no way of being for dead sure that I’m not the same as all the other boys.’ And the eyes would look back, grave and naked, saying: ‘No, you’re not the same. You are a genius. You will do great things and reach Perfection.’ ... (a pause). ... Well, that was a long time ago, and now Perfection’s gone. I know I never can attain it now; I know I’ve already done things that I can’t atone for or expiate; I know there are black marks upon me; I know I’ve marred the record, blotted the sheet. ... I know I’m no longer twenty and a leaping flame; I know I’m almost thirty, often tired. ... Yet still the thing keeps climbing in me. I want to do a great thing yet. I want to balance up the record somehow before I finish, strive always for Perfection though I never reach it, grow stronger, braver, better, wiser, as an artist and a man. ... (another pause). ... Nothing is the way you thought that it would be; nothing turns out as you thought it would. ... I thought that I would be a great man in the world by the time I was thirty. Now I’m almost thirty, and the world has never heard of me. I dreamed of shining deeds and golden countries, young, glorious women, glorious love, and everlasting and unwearied marriage! ... It has not happened! Deeds are not shining, but they are sometimes good. No country that I ever saw was golden—yet each of them has had some gold in it. No woman, young or old, that I ever knew, was wholly glorious; nor was love. ... The whole record is streaked and spotted as I never dreamed that it would be. The shining city of my youth and dream is a warren of grimed brick and stone. Nothing shines the way I thought it would—there is no Perfection. And instead of the proud Gibson girl of childhood fancy, I met—you.”


  She, warningly: “Are you beginning again?”


  He: “No. The world is a better place than I thought it was—for all its spots and smudges—for all its ugliness, drabness, cruelty, terror, evil—a far, far better and more shining place! And life is fuller, richer, deeper—with all its dark and tenemented slums—than the empty image of a schoolboy’s dream. And Mrs. Jack, and other women, too—poor, leaky, addled, half-demented wenches that most of them are—are greater, stronger, richer people than a Gibson girl. ... (pause). ... Poor Mrs. Jack! Poor Mrs. Jack with the grey hairs in her head, and her nice, respectable family—Mrs. Jack with her tears, her sobs, her protestations—Mrs. Jack threatening suicide one moment, talking of eternal love the next—Mrs. Jack leaving here with sobs and tears and moanings, arriving home twenty minutes later wreathed in jolly smiles—Mrs. Jack talking about Forever and forgetting Five Minutes Ago—Mrs. Jack with her innocent and jolly little face, and her eye that misses nothing—Mrs. Jack moving about in a world peopled with lesbians, pederasts, actors, actresses, slander, lying, infidelity, Broadway, and the slime of an evil, secret, jubilantly unclean laughter, pretending to see nothing, finding happiness, good humor, sweetness and light everywhere—and Mrs. Jack with her strategies, her ruses, her vanity, her egotism—Mrs. Jack with her clever woman’s brain, her childish cunning—and Mrs. Jack with her warmth, her richness, her enormous beauty, her love, her devotion, her loyalty, her honesty, her lovely, certain talent. ... I did not foresee you, Mrs. Jack—nothing in life has turned out the way I expected—but, like God, if you had not existed, it would have been necessary to invent you. You may be right about me, or you may be wrong—they say you’re wrong. I may be a genius and a great man, as you say I am; or I may be a nonentity and a nincompoop, a pitiable fool deluding himself into thinking he possesses talents he never had. Certainly, the childhood dream has vanished. Sometimes I feel I never will do any of the great things I thought I would do. And the record has been marred, the scutcheon has been blotted; the life of shining, golden deeds and spotless purity has been attainted. I have soiled my soul and scarred my spirit by inexpiable crimes against you. I have reviled you, Mrs. Jack, been cruel and unkind to you, repaid your devotion with a curse, and put you out of doors. Nothing is the way I thought it was going to be, but, Mrs. Jack, Mrs. Jack—with all your human faults, errors, weaknesses, and imperfections, your racial hysteria, and your possessiveness—you are the best and truest friend I ever had, the only one who has ever stuck to me through thick and thin, stood by me and believed in me to the finish. You are no Gibson Girl, dear Mrs. Jack, but you are so much the best, the truest, noblest, greatest, and most beautiful woman that I ever saw or knew, that the rest are nothing when compared to you. And, God help my unhappy and tormented soul, with all the crimes and guilts and errors that are piled upon it—you are the woman that I love, and no matter where I go, or when I leave you, as I shall, down at the bottom of my soul I’ll keep on loving you forever.”


  [¬]


  35

  HOPE SPRINGS ETERNAL


  One morning, several days later, Esther telephoned him two hours before she put in her usual noon appearance. It was at once evident from the excitement of her voice that she had news of considerable importance to communicate.


  “Oh, look!” she cried without preliminary, “I have news for you. I’ve just been talking to Seamus Malone over the phone and he’s terribly excited about your book.”


  This, as he was later to discover, was a very considerable enlargement of the fact, but under the depressing circumstances of the moment, almost any straw that could be grasped at looked like an oak tree, and Esther had seized it as if it were.


  “Yes,” she was now saying, in a rapid and exciting tone, “he wants very much to see you and talk to you. He has some suggestions to make. He tells me that a friend of his is just starting out as a literary agent, and he thinks it might be a good idea if he turned the manuscript over to her to see if she can’t do something with it. She knows people everywhere—I think she might be a very good person for this kind of thing. Do you mind if she looks at the manuscript?”


  “No, of course not. Something’s better than nothing. If we could only get someone to read it, that would be something, wouldn’t it?”


  “Yes, I think so, too. And don’t you worry any more, my dear. I’m sure that something will come of this. Seamus Malone is a very old friend of mine—and a very cultivated man—he has a very high standing as a critic—and if he says a thing is good, he knows what he’s talking about. ... And Lulu Scudder—that’s this friend he was telling me about—he say’s [says] she’s very energetic! If you let her take your manuscript she’ll probably show it around everywhere! Don’t you think it’s a good idea if we let her—hah?”


  “Yes, I do. I don’t see what harm it could do, and something might come out of it!”


  “I think so, too. At any rate, it looks like our best bet at the moment, and there can be no harm in letting her try. And I know something is bound to happen sooner or later. It’s got to! What you do is—is—is too fine—to be ignored! Sooner or later they’ve got to recognize you! You wait and see! I know what I’m talking about—I’ve known it all along!” Then with abrupt and rapid decision: “Well, then, look! Here’s what I’ve done. I’m giving a little party to some people that I know on Thursday night—and Seamus Malone and his wife are coming. Why don’t you come, too? It will be just a very simple and informal little affair—there’ll only be the family, a few old friends, some people from the theatre, Steve Hook and his sister, Mary, and the Malones. It’ll give you a chance to meet Seamus and have a talk with him. Why don’t you do it?”


  He agreed to come, of course.


  When Monk arrived at Mrs. Jack’s at nine-thirty on the evening of the party, a considerable number of the invited ones had already gathered. This was immediately apparent when he stepped from the elevator into the reception hall of the magnificent apartment. There was the excitingly confused clamor of many voices, a kind of woven texture of bright sound, a pleasantly confused noise—laughter, the tinkle of ice in tall glasses, the resonant depth of men’s voices, the silvery sweetness of the women’s.


  Mrs. Jack met the young man in the hall. She was dressed in one of her splendid saris, and she was very beautiful. Her eyes sparkled, her jolly face was wreathed in smiles, her whole figure was charged with the added joy which the presence of her friends, the happy occasion of a party, always gave her. Flushed with happiness, rosy with pleasure, she took his hand and squeezed it tenderly, and then led him immediately into the great living room.


  Here, a brillant scene greeted him. The lady’s “simple little party” had turned into a very glittering and splendid affair. There must have been at least thirty or forty people, most of them in evening dress.


  As he entered the room, he had the feeling of having stepped right into a Covarrubias drawing and having all the figures come to life, looking even more like their own cartoons than life itself. There was Van Vleeck, with his buck teeth, over in a corner talking to a negro; there was Stephen Hook, leaning against the mantel with that air of bored nonchalance that was really just the screen for his excruciating shyness; there was Cottswold, the critic, a little puffball of a man, a lover of dear whimsey, a polished adept of envenomed treacle; and many other famous ones of art and letters and the theatre.


  They all looked so much like themselves, and as Monk knew that they must look, that he squared his shoulders, drew a breath, and muttered to himself, “Well, here we are.”


  Stephen Hook was standing by the hearth talking to someone, his portly figure turned half away from his companion, his white, fat face, with its amazingly sensitive features, half averted and fixed in its customary expression of bored and weary detachment. Looking up quickly as Monk entered, he said, “Hello, how are you?”—extended his fat hand briefly and desperately, then turned away, leaving, however, a curious sense of friendliness and warmth.


  Elsewhere in the brilliant crowd Monk saw other people that he knew. There was Mary Hook, with hair of flaming red, much more at ease with life, more friendly and direct and practical than was her brother, but giving the same sense of charm, integrity, and hidden warmth. There was Mr. Jack, and the daughter, Alma.


  And everywhere there was the sound of voices—that curious, haunting medley of three dozen voices, all together, a woven fabric of bright sound, a murmurous confluence as strange as time. But over all these voices, through them and above them, instantly distinguishable from all the others, there was a single all-pervading, all-compelling, all-conclusive, and all-dominating Voice.


  It was certainly by all odds the most extraordinary voice that Monk had ever heard. In the first place, it was distinguished by a perfectly astounding richness and an indescribable sonority that seemed to have in it the compacted resonance in the voice of every Irishman who ever lived. But this magnificently full-bodied voice of Celtic richness was charged through and through with hell-fire. One felt, with every word this great voice uttered, a kind of imminent flood of malevolent feeling for all mankind that seemed to swell up from some bottomless well of fury inside him and make instant strangulation inevitable.


  The possessor of this remarkable voice was Mr. Seamus Malone, and Mr. Malone’s appearance was fully as remarkable as his voice. He was a man somewhere in his early fifties, of rather fragile physical mold, but giving a spurious impression of ruggedness through the possession of an astonishing beard. This beard covered all his face; it was square-cut, not long, but luxuriant, and of an inky, blue-black color. Above this beard a pair of pale-blue eyes surveyed the world with scorn; the total effect was to give Mr. Malone something of the appearance of an embittered Jesus Christ.


  Mr. Malone’s full-bodied voice, of course, surged through the black luxuriance of this beard. When he talked—and he talked constantly—one became uneasily aware of the presence of two pale-red lips, thick and rubbery-looking, concealed in the black foliage. These lips were characterized by an astonishing flexibility; as Mr. Malone talked they writhed and squirmed and twisted about in the beard like a couple of snakes. Sometimes they parted in a travesty of a smile, sometimes they writhed clear around his face in a convulsive snarl. But they were always busy, never silent for a moment; through them poured a flood tide of envenomed speech.


  Mr. Malone was seated at the end of a sofa, and like many of the other guests, he held a highball glass in his hand. He was surrounded by an attentive audience of several people. Prominent among them were a young man and his beautiful young wife, both of whom—mouths slightly parted, eyes shining with hypnotized fascination—were leaning forward and listening with breathless attentiveness to the impassioned flood of Mr. Malone’s erudition.


  “Obviously,” Mr. Malone was saying, “obviously!” Oh, how to convey the richness, the sonority, the strangling contempt that was packed into that single word! “Obviously, the fellow has read nothing! All that he’s read, apparently, are two books that every schoolboy is familiar with—namely, the Pons Asinorum of Jacopus Robisonius, which was printed by Parchesi in Bologna in the Spring of 1497, and the Pontifex Maximus of Ambrosius Glutzius, which was printed in Pisa in the following year! Beyond that,” snarled Mr. Malone, “he knows nothing! He’s read nothing! Of course—” and his rubber lips did a snake dance all through the thicket of his beard—“of course, in a so-called civilization where the standard of refined and erudite information is governed by the lucubrations of Mr. Arthur Brisbane and the masterly creations of the Saturday Evening Post, the pretensions of such a fellow pass, no doubt, for encyclopædic omniscience! ... But he knows nothing!” choked Mr. Malone, and at the same time he threw both hands up as a final gesture of exasperated futility. “He’s read nothing! In God’s name, what can you expect?”


  And gasping, exhausted by his effort, he did a kind of mad devil’s jig for a moment with one foot. He took a hasty sip from his glass, set it down, and then, still gasping but a little appeased, he panted out: “The whole thing’s absurd—the sensation he has made! The fellow is an ignoramus—an imbecile—he knows nothing!”


  During the concluding passages of this tirade, Mrs. Jack and Monk had approached the place where the master was sitting, and waited in respectful silence until the conclusion of his remarks. Now, when he had somewhat composed himself, and the devil’s jig of toe and knee had ceased, Mrs. Jack bent over him and spoke quietly:


  “Seamus.”


  “Eh? Hey? What is it?” he said, startled, looking up and breathing heavily. “Oh, hello, Esther. It’s you!”


  “Yes. I want to introduce the young man I was speaking to you about—Mr. Webber, the one whose manuscript you have been reading.”


  “Oh—eh—how are you?” said Seamus Malone. He extended a clammy hand, his pale-red lips twisted in a ghastly attempt at a friendly smile. And in this smile there was something that was likewise pitiable, something that spoke of a genuine warmth, a genuine instinct for friendship down below the whole tortured snarl of his life, something really engaging that peered out for just an instant behind the uncontrollable distemper of his race. It was there beneath all his swarming hatreds, jealousies, his self-pity, his feeling that life had somehow betrayed him, which it had not done, and that his talents had not had their due, which they had and more, and that infamous charlatans, fools, ignoramuses, dolts, dullards, mountebanks of every description were being acclaimed as geniuses, surfeited with applause, fatted-up with success, lavished-over with all the honied flatteries, the adoring cajoleries, the sickening adulations of a moronic populace which should have been his! his! his!—no one’s but his, great God!—if there was an atom of truth, of honor, of character, intelligence, and fair-dealing in this damnable, accursed, imbecilic Judas Iscariot of a so-called world!


  But now, having spoken to Monk with a brief and painful effort at friendly greeting, an “Oh, yes! How are you? ... I’ve been reading your manuscript,” the confession was too much for him, and the old note of scorn began to appear in the richly sonorous tones.


  “Of course, to tell the truth, I haven’t read it,” boomed Mr. Malone, beginning to tap impatiently upon the edges of the sofa. “No one who has an atom of intelligence would attempt to read a manuscript, but I’ve looked into it! ... I’ve—I’ve read a few pages.” This admission obviously cost him a great effort, but he wrenched it out at length. “I’ve—I’ve come across one or two things in it that—that didn’t seem bad! Not bad, that is—” he was snarling in good form now—“compared to the usual nauseating drivel that gets published, and that passes in this Noble and Enlightened Land of Yours for Belles-Lettres!” By this time his pale-red lips were twisted around sideways in his beard, almost over to the lobe of his right ear. “Not bad,” he cried chokingly, “when compared to the backwoods bilge of Mr. Sinclair Lewis! Not bad when compared to the niggling nuances of that neurotic New Englander from Missouri, Mr. T.S. Eliot, who, after baffling an all-too-willing world for years by the production of such incomprehensible nonsense as The Waste Land and The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock, and gaining for himself a reputation for perfectly enormous erudition among the aesthetes of Kalamazoo by the production of verses in dog-Latin and rondels in bastard French that any convent schoolgirl would be ashamed to acknowledge as her own, has now, my friends, turned prophet, priest, and political revolutionary, and is at the present moment engaged in stunning the entire voting population of that great agnostic republic known as the British Isles with the information that he—God save the mark!—Mr. Eliot from Missouri, has become a Royalist! A Royalist, if you please,” choked Mr. Malone, “and an Anglo-Catholic! ... Why, the news must have struck terror to the heart of every Laborite in England! The foundations of British atheism are imperiled! ... If the great Mr. Eliot continues to affront the political and religious beliefs of every true-blue Englishman in this way, God knows what we can expect next, but we must be prepared for anything! ... I should not be at all surprised to hear he had come out in favor of parliamentary government, and was demanding the instant establishment of a police force for the City of London, to put an end to the lawlessness, the rioting, the revolutionary violence that is raging through the streets!


  “No,” said Mr. Malone, after a brief pause to catch his breath, “I have not read much of this young man’s book—a few words here and there, a passage now and then. But compared to Mr. Eliot’s portentous bilge, the perfumed piffle of Mr. Thornton Wilder—” he cleared his throat and began to rock back and forth with the old red glitter in his eyes—“the elephantine imbecility of Mr. Theodore Dreiser—the sentimental slops and syrups of the various verse-mongering Millays, Robinsons, Wylies, Lindsays, and others of their ilk—the moonstruck, incoherent idiocies of the Sherwood Andersons, the Carl Sandburgs, the Edgar Lee Masterses—the Ring Lardner-Ernest Hemingway ‘I Am Dumb’ school—the various forms of quackery purveyed by the various Frosts, O’Neills, and Jefferses, the Cabells, Glasgows, Peterkins, and Cathers, the Bromfields and Fitzgeralds—together with the lesser breeds of mountebanks that flourish through the length and breadth of this Great Land as nowhere else on earth, the Kansas Tolstois, the Tennessee Chekhovs, the Dakota Dostoevskis, and the Idaho Ibsens—” he choked—“compared to all the seven hundred and ninety-six varieties of piffle, treacle, bilge, quack-salvery and hocus-pocus that are palmed off upon the eager citizens of this Great Republic by the leading purveyors of artistic hogwash, what this young man has written is not bad.” Rocking back and forth again, he struggled stertorously for breath, and at last exploded in a final despairing effort. “It’s all swill!” he snarled. “Everything they print is swill! ... If you find four words that are not swill, why then—” he gasped, and threw his hands up in the air again—“print it! Print it!”


  And having thus disposed of a large part of modern American writing, if not to his utter satisfaction, at least to his utter exhaustion, Mr. Malone rocked back and forth for several minutes, breathing like a porpoise and doing the devil’s jig of knee and toe.


  There was a rather awkward pause at the conclusion of this tirade. Few people were hardy enough to attempt to interpose an answer to Mr. Seamus Malone. There was in his approach to such matters a kind of tornadolike completeness that rendered argument, if not impotent, at least comparatively useless. It would have been like clearing up the shattered remains of several dozen Humpty-Dumpties, and debating their value had they not had a great fall.


  After a painful silence, however, more to restore the aspects of polite conversation than for any other reason, one of the audience—the young man with the beautiful wife—inquired with just the right note of respectful hesitancy:


  “What—what do you think of Mr. Joyce?” Mr. Joyce, indeed, amid the general wreckage seemed at the moment one of the few undemolished figures left in modern literature. “You—you know him, don’t you?”


  It was evident at once that the question was unfortunate. Red fire began to flame again in the Malone eye, and he was already rubbing his hands back and forth across the hinges of his bony knees.


  “What—” Mr. Malone began in an extremely rich, foreboding tone of voice—“what do I think of Mr. Joyce? ... And do I know him? Do I know him? ... I presume, sir,” Mr. Malone continued, very slowly, “that you are asking me if I know Mr. James Joyce, formerly a citizen of Dublin, but at present, I believe—” here his pale lips writhed around in a meaningful smile—“at the present moment, if I mistake not, a resident of the Left Bank of Paris. You ask me if I know him. Yes, sir, I do. I have known Mr. James Joyce for a very long time—a very long time, indeed—too, too long a time. I had the honor—call it, rather, the Proud Privilege—” the choking note was evident—“of watching young Mr. Joyce grow up in the years after I moved to Dublin. And surely, my friends, it is a proud privilege for one so humble as myself—” here he beckoned sneeringly to his frail breast—“to be able to claim such glorious intimacy with the Great Mumbo Jumbo of Modern Literature, the holy prophet of the Intelligentsia, who in one single, staggering tome exhausts everything there is to write about—to say nothing of everyone who has to read it. ... Do I know Mr. Joyce? Sir, I think I may modestly claim that happy distinction,” Mr. Malone remarked, with a slight convulsion of the lips. “I have known the gentleman in question for thirty years, if not exactly like a brother—” jeeringly—“at least quite well enough! ... And what do I think of Mr. Joyce, you ask? ... What do I think of Mr. Joyce? ... Well,” Mr. Malone went on in a tone of sonorous reflectiveness, “let me see, what do I think of Mr. Joyce? ... Mr. Joyce, first of all, is a little bourgeois Irishman of provincial tastes who has spent a lifetime on the continent of Europe in a completely fruitless attempt to overcome the Jesuit bigotry, prejudice, and narrowness of his childhood training. Mr. Joyce began his literary career as a fifth-rate poet,” Mr. Malone continued, rocking back and forth, “from there proceeded to become a seventh-rate short-story writer, graduated from his mastery of this field into a ninth-rate dramatist, from this developed into a thirteenth-rate practitioner of the literary Mumbo-Jumboism which is now held in high esteem by the Cultured Few,” Mr. Malone sneered, “and I believe is now engaged in the concoction of a piece of twenty-seventh-rate incoherency—as if the possibilities in this field had not already been exhausted by the master’s preceding opus.”


  In the pause that followed, while Mr. Malone in a manner composed himself, some person of great daring was heard to murmur that he had thought that parts of Ulysses were rather good.


  Mr. Malone took this mild dissension very well. He rocked back and forth a little, and then, waving his thin white hand with a gesture of pitying concessiveness, remarked:


  “Oh, I suppose there is some slight talent there—some minor vestiges, at any rate. Strictly speaking, of course, the fellow is a schoolteacher—a kind of small pedant who should be teaching the sixth form somewhere in a Jesuit seminary. ... But,” Mr. Malone remarked, waving his hand again, “he has something—not a great deal, but something. ... Of course—” here the gorge began to rise again, and red, baleful lightnings shot out from his eyes—“of course, the amazing thing is the reputation the fellow has gotten for himself when he had no more to start with. It’s extremely amusing,” cried Mr. Malone, and his lips writhed again in a mirthless attempt at laughter. “There were at least a dozen people in Dublin at the time who could have done the job Joyce tried to do in Ulysses—and done it much better!” he choked. “Gogarty, who is twenty times the man Joyce is, could have done it. A.E. could have done it. Ernest Boyd could have done it. Yeats could have done it. Even—even Moore or Stephens could have done it.” He rocked back and forth, and suddenly snarled: “I could have done it! ... And why didn’t I?” he demanded furiously, thus asking a question that was undoubtedly in everybody’s mind at the moment. “Why, because I simply wasn’t interested! It didn’t matter enough to any of us! We were interested in—in other things—in living! ... Of course,” he choked, “that is the history of all modern literature, isn’t it? It explains the barrenness of output, the dullness, the sterility. All of the people who really could write stay out of it. Why? Because,” boomed Mr. Malone, “they’re not interested in it! They’re interested in other things!”


  He was interested in his whiskey glass at the moment; he looked around and found it, reached for it, and took another sip. Then, with an effort at a smile, he turned to the young man with the beautiful wife, and said:


  “But come! Let’s talk of something else—something pleasanter! I hear you’re going abroad soon?”


  “Yes,” the young man answered quickly, with a suggestion of relief. “We’re going over for a year.”


  “We’re terribly thrilled over going,” the young woman remarked. “We’ve been before, of course, but never for so long a time. We know you’ve lived there such a lot, and we’d be awfully grateful for any advice you’d give us.”


  “Where are you going?” said Malone. “Are you—are you just traveling around—” his lips twisted, but he controlled himself—“or are you going to settle down and live in one place?”


  “Oh, we’re going to live in one place,” the young man said quickly. “That’s part of our idea in going. We thought we’d like to get the experience of European life—really live into it, so to speak. We’re going to settle down in Paris.”


  There was a pause; then the young wife leaned forward towards the great man a little anxiously and said:


  “Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Mr. Malone?”


  Now, if Mr. Malone had been expressing his own opinion, five minutes or five months before, he certainly would have thought it was a good idea to go to Paris and live there for a year. He had said so himself on many occasions—occasions when he had denounced American provincialism, American puritanism, American crassness, and American ignorance of Continental life. Moreover, he had frequently demanded why Americans, instead of racing all over the map and trying to gulp all Europe down at once, didn’t settle down in Paris for a year, live quietly, observe the people, and learn the language. Moreover, if the young man and his wife had announced their intention of settling down in London for a year, the effect on Mr. Malone would have been easily predictable. His pale, rubbery lips would have twisted around scornfully in his whiskers, and he would have ironically inquired:


  “Why London? Why—” here he would have begun to breathe hoarsely—“why inflict upon yourself the dull provincialism of English life, the dreary monotony of English food, the horrible torpor of the English mind, when only seven hours away across the Channel you have the opportunity of living cheaply in the most beautiful and civilized city in the world, of living comfortably, luxuriously, in Paris for a fraction of what your living would cost you in London, and, furthermore, of associating with a gay, intelligent, and civilized people instead of with the provincial Babbitts of the British bourgeoisie?”


  Why, then, did the old red flood of scorn rise up in Mr. Malone now that the young people had expressed their intention of doing the very thing he would himself have urged them to do?


  Well, first of all, they were telling him—and Mr. Malone could not brook such impudence. Second, he rather regarded the city of Paris as his own private discovery, and too many damned Americans had begun to go there. Certainly no one could go there without his consent.


  So, now that these two young people had decided, all by themselves, to go to Paris for a year, he found their puppylike insolence insupportable. For a moment after the young man and his wife had spoken there was silence; red fire began to flash from the Malone eye, he rocked gently back and forth and rubbed his knees, but for the nonce controlled himself.


  “Why Paris?” he inquired, quietly enough, but with a note of ironic sarcasm in the rich timbre of his voice. “Why Paris?” he repeated.


  “But—don’t you think that’s a good place to go to, Mr. Malone?” the young woman anxiously inquired. “I don’t know,” she went on rapidly, “but—but Paris sounds so gay—and jolly—and sort of exciting.”


  “Gay? ... Jolly? ... Exciting?” said Mr. Malone, slowly and gravely, and with an air of serious reflection. “Oh, I suppose some gaiety is left,” he conceded, “That is, if Midwestern tourists, avaricious hotelkeepers, and the Messrs. Thomas Cook have not utterly destroyed what was left of it. ... I suppose, of course,” he went on with a slight choke, “that you’ll do all the things your compatriots usually do—sit twelve hours a day among the literati at Le Dôme, or on the terrace of the Café de la Paix, and come back at the end of your year having seen nothing of Paris, nothing of the French, nothing of the real life of the people, utterly, thoroughly convinced that you know all!” He laughed furiously, and said: “Really, it’s most amusing, isn’t it, the way all you young Americans nowadays flock to Paris? ... Here you are—young people presumably of some intelligence, and, at any rate, of sufficient means to allow you to travel—and where do you go?” sneered Mr. Malone. “Paris!”—he snarled the word out as if the stench of it disgusted him—“Pa-a-ris, one of the dullest, dreariest, most expensive, noisiest, and most uncomfortable cities in the world ... inhabited by a race of penny-pinching shopkeepers, cheating taxi-drivers and waiters, the simply appalling French middle class, and the excursions of Cook’s tourists.”


  There was a stricken silence for a moment; the beautiful young wife looked crushed, bewildered; then the young man cleared his throat and said a trifle nervously:


  “But—but where would you go, Mr. Malone? Can you think of any—any better place than Paris?”


  “Better place than Paris?” said Mr. Malone. “My dear fellow, there are dozens of more interesting places than Paris! Go anywhere, but don’t go there!”


  “But where?” the young woman said. “Where would you suggest, Mr. Malone? What other city can you think of?”


  “Why—why—why, Copenhagen!” Mr. Malone suddenly boomed triumphantly. “By all means, go to Copenhagen! ... Of course,” he sneered, “the news has probably not yet reached the Greenwich Village Bohemians on the Left Bank, Midwestern schoolteachers, or other great globe-trotters of that ilk. They’ve probably never heard of the place, since it’s a little off their beaten route. They would probably be surprised to know that Copenhagen is the gayest, pleasantest, most civilized city in Europe, populated by the most charming and intelligent people in the world. The news, no doubt,” he jeered, “would come as a distinct shock to our Bohemian friends on the Left Bank, whose complete conception of the geography of Europe does not extend, apparently, beyond the Eiffel Tower. But Copenhagen is the place! Go to Copenhagen, by all means. Pa-a-ris—” he snarled—“not in a million years! Copenhagen! Copenhagen!” he yelled, threw his hands up in a gesture eloquent of exasperated futility over the spectacle of human idiocy, did the devil’s jig of toe and knee, and gasped stertorously for breath.


  Then suddenly, seeing the stricken figure, the somewhat appalled face, of young Mr. Webber, so swiftly and so sharply caught there among imagined great ones of the earth and finding all of it so strange, Mr. Malone, as if the face of young Webber brought sharply back, and instantly, the memory of the young Malone, and of all Webbers, all Malones that ever were, turned towards him and cried out warmly, richly:


  “But I thought that what I read was—was—” Just for a moment the pale lips writhed tormented in his inky, blue-black beard, and then—oh, tormented web of race and man!—he got it out. He smiled at young Webber quite winningly and said: “I liked your book. Good luck to you!”


  Such a man as this was Mr. Seamus Malone.


  And, in such a way as this, was George Webber’s modest entrance into the great literary life at length accomplished. It was an entrance which, as we have said, bore few of the aspects of an invasion, but which was, nevertheless, had he but known it, fraught with portent. How runs the maxim? “Great oaks from little acorns grow.” Well, not to bridle further the straining curiosity of the reader, here’s how it grew:


  Mr. Malone gave the young man’s manuscript to Lulu Scudder, and she, in turn, did with it whatever it is that literary agents do, and in the end—yes, in the end—something came of it. But weary months were still to pass before that something happened, and meanwhile Monk—young hopeless, hopeful, hapless Monk—was sunk down fathoms deeper than he’d ever been before in sea-depths of self-doubt and black despair beyond all caring.


  [¬]


  BOOK VI

  LOVE’S BITTER MYSTERY


  The party had had an unexpectedly depressing effect on Monk. He came away from it feeling more strongly than ever that he was no good, and that his book would never achieve the consummation of print.


  But it was more than that—much more. For he knew that Esther was in some way inextricably involved in the web and weft from which his bitter and despairing mood was spun. There in the luxury of her home he had rubbed elbows with the great ones of the earth whose rare and glorious lot had been the object of his distant envy and ambition. And now that he had moved among them, seen and talked to them, what he observed had filled him with dismay, a cold constriction of the heart.


  Still too close to the event to sort out and make clear just what it was that so affected him, yet he knew, with an instant, certain, deadly knowledge, that a dear illusion had been shattered. And so strong had been the pull of this illusion, so central since his childhood to all his hopes, that now he had the sense that he himself—all his directing energies, his work, his very life—was broken, shattered, torn asunder, and destroyed, inescapably laid low in the wreckage of his golden dream.


  [¬]


  36

  A VISION OF DEATH IN APRIL


  That Spring—in the green sorcery of that final, fatal, and ruinous April—a madness which was compounded of many elements took possession of him and began to exert completely its mastery of death, damnation, and horror over the whole domain of his body, mind, and spirit. He thought that he was lost, and he looked on life with the eye, not of a dead man, but of a man who had died against his will, who had been torn bitterly out of the glorious music of the day, and who, out of the shades of death, revisits all the glory he has lost and feeds upon it with a heart of fire, a tongueless cry, a passion of soundless grief, an agony of regret and loss.


  And in the tortured, twisted crevices of his brain, he felt, with a wave of desolating self-pity and despair, that Esther had contrived this ruin against him. He saw her at the center of a corrupt and infamous world, inhabited by rich, powerful, and cynical people—great, proud, and potent beak-nosed Jews, their smooth-skinned wives who made a fashion and a cult of books and plays and nigger carvings, the so-called leaders in the arts themselves, the painters, writers, poets, actors, critics, sly and crafty in their knowingness and in their hate and jealousy of each other—and in this picture of her world, the only thing, he thought, that gave joy to these dead, sterile, and hateful lives in their conspiracy of death was the castration of the spirit of a living man. They had used Esther as a bait to snare the yokel. And it seemed to him that they had succeeded. It seemed that he was fairly caught at last in the trap which they had laid, and into which his own folly had led him, that his ruin was complete and incurable, that he was shorn of his strength forever, and that for him there was no hope of recovery or salvation.


  He was now twenty-seven years old, and like a man who has waited too long before the approaching hoof beats of disaster, who has watched with too dull, too careless, or too assured an eye the coming of a flood, the approach of the enemy, or like an ignorant young fighter who, having never been hurt, having never tested the full strength of an immense and merciless power, having never been stung by the bitter asp of defeat, having never been made wary by a blow of incredible, unrealizable force, and who thinks in his insolence and pride that he is the measure of all things and will be triumphant in every conflict, so, now, it seemed to him he had been overtaken by disaster, and was fairly, fatally engulfed in an abyss of ruin he had not foreseen.


  And yet he thought that no Spring ever came more sweetly or more gloriously to any man than that one came to him. The sense of ruin, the conviction that he was lost, the horrible fear that all the power and music in his life, like the flying remnants of a routed army, had been blown apart into the fragments of a ghastly dissolution so that they would never come back to him, never again the good times, the golden times, the nights his spirit prowled with the vast stealth and joy of a tiger across the fields of sleep, and the days when his power leaped on from strength to strength, from dream to dream, to the inevitable and sustained accomplishment of a great, exultant labor—the sense of having lost all this forever, so far from making him hate the Spring and the life he saw around him, made him love it more dearly and more passionately than he had ever done before.


  In the backyard of the old brick house in which he lived, one of those small, fenced backyards of a New York house, a minute part in the checkered pattern of a block, there was, out of the old and worn earth, a patch of tender grass, and a single tree was growing there. That April, day by day, he watched the swift coming of that tree into its glory of young leaf again. And then one day he looked into its heart of sudden and magical green and saw the trembling lights that came and went into it, the hues that deepened, shifted, changed before one’s eye to every subtle change of light, each delicate and impalpable breeze, and it was so real, so vivid, so intense that it made a magic and a mystery, evoking the whole poignant dream of time and of man’s life upon the earth, and instantly, it seemed to Monk, the tree became coherent with his destiny, and his life was one with all its brevity from birth to death.


  The peculiar power and property of Spring for evoking the whole sense of man’s unity with all the elusive and passionate enigmas of life came, Monk felt, from the effect of the color green upon his memory and his sense of time. The first green of the year, and particularly the first green in the city, had a power not only of drawing all the swarming chaos and confusion of the city into one great lyrical harmony of life, it had also such a magical power over all his memories that the life that moved and passed around him became an instant part of all the moments of his life. So, too, the past became as real as the present, and he lived in the events of twenty years ago with as much intensity and as great a sense of actuality as if they had just occurred. He felt that there was no temporal past or present, no now more living than any reality of then; the fiction of temporal continuity was destroyed, and his whole life became one piece with the indestructible unity of time and destiny.


  Thus over his whole mind that Spring there hung the sorcery of this enchanted green, and for this reason his life that Spring attained the focal intensity of a vision. And it was a vision of death and dissolution, ever present in a thousand images that swarmed incredibly in his brain. He saw the world in the hues of death, not because he was trying to fly from reality, but because he was trying to embrace it, not because he wanted to escape out of a life that he had found unendurable into some pleasing fable of his own devising, but because for years the hunger that had driven him with a desire for knowledge so insatiate that he wanted to pluck the final core and essence out of every object still moved him forward towards an escape into life. But now it seemed to him that life itself had played him false.


  Save for those hours each day when Esther stayed with him, and the hours when he had to go to the school to meet his classes, he spent his time either in a mad and furious walking of the streets from night to morning, or at home in a contemplation of complete solitude. For hours at a time he would sit immovable in a chair, or lie extended on his cot with his hands folded beneath his head, apparently sunk in senseless apathy, but in reality, although he did not stir a muscle, every faculty was engaged in the most furious activity he had ever known. The images of the past and present swept through his mind in a stream of blinding light.


  As he thought of Esther, of her world, and of the ruin in which he felt she had involved him, suddenly he would be roused by the sound of deathless birdsong in the tree. Then he would start up from his cot and go to the window, and as he looked into the magic heart of the green tree, the moments of lost time awoke with all their tragic memories, as actual as the room in which he stood.


  Suddenly he thought of the time in his childhood when he had seen a man shaken like a rat, slapped in the face, retreating and cringing before his enemy while his wife and young son looked on with white and staring faces. And he knew that from that moment that man’s spirit and his life were broken. He remembered the day, the time, the ghastly and unnatural silence of the neighborhood which heard and saw it all. And for months thereafter the man had walked by all the curious, staring, and quietly contemptuous faces of the town with a lowered head, and when he spoke to anyone, when he tried to smile, his smile was horrible—a pitiful grimace, an ingratiating and servile smirk rather than a smile. And his wife and his son went silently and alone thereafter, with furtive glances, frightened, stricken, and ashamed.


  Again, when he was twelve years old, he had seen a man publicly whipped and slapped by his wife’s lover. The man was a shabby little creature, the husband of a bold and sensual woman, whose lover, a strong, handsome, brutal-looking man of wealth and authority, came to fetch her in his motor every evening after dinner. When this happened, the husband, who at this time would be watering the lawn before the house, would keep his pallid face fixed on the ground before him, never speaking to the lover, or to his own wife as she passed by him on the walk.


  One night, however, when the lover came and halted his car before the house and signaled for the woman to come out, the husband had suddenly thrown down his hose, rushed across the lawn and down the cement steps to the place where the car was halted, and begun to speak to the other man in a high, trembling, and excited voice. In a moment there was a low roar of anger and surprise from the big man in the car, he had thrown open the door so violently that the husband was hurled back, and then he had seized the husband, shaken, mauled, and slapped him, cursing him foully and savagely, and with a deliberate arrogance publishing his relations with the man’s wife to the neighborhood and to the whole audience of the silent, staring street.


  It was a sight unutterable in its naked shame, and the most shameful thing was the hideous fear of the husband, who, after his first wild impulse of courage, was now squeaking like a rat with terror, pleading to be let go and not to be slapped again. Finally, in his frenzy, he had wrenched free from the other man, and scrambled and stumbled backward up the steps in horrible retreat, his thin hands held out in a protesting and pleading manner before him as the other man followed him heavily, cursing him and mauling at him with clumsy blows that somehow seemed more shameful because of their clumsiness, the man’s heavy panting breath, and the wet and naked silence of the air.


  Then the woman had come swiftly from the house, assailed her cowering husband furiously, saying he had disgraced her and himself by “acting like a fool,” and then ordered him into the house like a beaten child. And the man had gone, he had taken it all with a cringing and whimpering apology, and then had half-run, half-stumbled into the merciful concealment of the house, his head lowered and tears streaming down the reddened flanks of his thin, slapped face. Then the woman had got into the car with her cursing and boastfully threatening lover, and had talked to him in a low, earnest, and persuasive voice until he was pacified.


  The car drove off, and as it turned the corner at the foot of the hill, Monk could hear the woman’s sudden, rich, and sensual burst of laughter. Then darkness had come, and all the far sounds and brooding mystery of the night, the great stars had flashed into the sky again, and on the porches up and down the street he could hear once more the voices of the neighbors, quiet, sly, and immensely greedy, breaking from time to time into coarse, sudden shouts of laughter. And he had hated that night forever, and it seemed to him there was no darkness in it deep enough to cover his own shame.


  These memories and many others now came back to him, and the result was a nightmare vision of man’s cruelty, vileness, defeat, and cowardice so unendurable that he writhed upon his cot, ripping the sheets between convulsive hands, and cursing with a twisted mouth, and finally smashing his bloody knuckles at the wall as the black horror of man’s cruelty and fear writhed like a nest of vipers in his brain.


  These things he had seen and known in his childhood, and he had sworn, as every other boy has sworn, that he would die or be beaten to a senseless pulp before he let them happen to him. And he had steeled his heart and set his teeth against the coming of the enemy, and he had sworn he would be ready for him when he came.


  But now, at the beginning of that fatal April, it seemed to him that the enemy had come, but not as he expected him, not from the direction where he looked for him, not in the fierce shape and manner he had visioned him. For it seemed to him that the enemy had come on him from an unknown quarter, and that he had not known him when he came, and that he had wrought upon him a defeat, a humiliation, a ruin more horrible and irrevocable than had happened to either of these two men.


  And yet, like a man who has been overpowered by his enemies and had the organs of his virility torn from him, he still knew every furious desire, every soaring hope of creation and fulfillment that he ever had. The plans and projects for a dozen books, a hundred stories, worked in his brain like madness: the whole form and body of a book, complete from start to finish, would blaze suddenly and entire within him, and he would hurl himself into it with savage and complete absorption. And this surge of new creation might continue for a week.


  At such a time, in the intervals between his furious bursts of writing, he would walk the streets again with something like a return of the joy he once had felt in all the life around him. And just as his whole complex of bitter and confused feelings about Esther had become entwined and interwoven with everything he thought or felt or said that Spring, so, too, he looked now with an eye of wild desire at every other woman that he saw.


  One day he saw a handsome, strong, and brawny Irish girl, with the coarse, wild beauty of her race as she came round an ugly corner beneath the brutal rust and slamming racket of the elevated structure. And as she turned the corner a gust of wind drove suddenly at her, thrusting her dress back through her legs, and in a minute her whole figure was stamped and printed nakedly against the wind—broad, potent belly, heavy breasts, and great columnar thighs coming forward with a driving sensual energy. And instantly a feeling of such power rose up in him that he felt he could tear the buildings up by the roots like onions from the earth. The blazing image of the brawny, lusty beauty of the woman was stamped into his brain forever, giving its savage memory of joy to the hideous clamor of the ugly street and all the crowds of grey-faced people that swarmed round her.


  Again, in one of the narrow, crowded little streets near lower Broadway, full of the old, rusty, and gloomy-looking buildings of another time, but also filled with the sensuous and basic substances of life and commerce—with bales and crates and powerful machinery, with a smell of coffee, leather, turpentine, and rope, and with the clopping sound and the movement of great, slow-footed horses, the rumble of wheels upon the cobbles, the oaths, cries, and orders of drivers, packers, movers, and bosses—a young woman passed him as he stood before a leather store.


  She was tall and slender, yet her figure was tremendously seductive, and she walked with a proud and sensual stride. Her face was thin and delicate, her eyes were clear and radiant, yet a vague and tender look dwelt in them, and her hair was carrot-colored, blown, spun like silk, escaping with a kind of witchcraft from the edges of her hat. She walked past him with a slow and undulant step, her mouth touched faintly with a smile at once innocent and corrupt, benignant and yet filled with a compassionate and seductive tenderness, and he watched her go with a feeling of wild joy and lust, a sense of unutterable loss and pain.


  He knew that she was gone forever, that he would never see her again, and at the same moment he was certain he would find her and possess her. It was like magic, and the magic came not only from the lovely girl, but from the old and narrow street with its rich, dingy, and thrilling compost of the past, with its strong, clean odors of sensuous materials, and raw and honest substances, and especially the clean and glorious smell of leather from the leather shop—the smell of the big valises, bags, and cases piled before the shop which came to him strongly as the woman passed—all of this, together with the delicate, strange, and lovely light of April, made a scene of joy and magic which he thought would last forever.


  He never forgot the girl, the street, the odor of the leather. It was part of the intolerable joy and pain of all that Spring. And somehow the thought of her, though for what reason he never knew, was joined forever with the thought of ships, the smell of the sea, the slant and drive and frontal breast of a great racing liner, and the wild prophecy of a voyage.


  So it was with him in the brief intervals when, for no apparent reason, his spirits rose again and swept him upward for a day or two with new impulses back to life, to love, and to creation. And then, suddenly, out of the heart of joy, and the magical gold and glory and exultant music of the earth, the white blind horror of his madness would return again to stun him and to shatter the sequence of his energy into a thousand pieces.


  Sometimes the wave of death and horror came upon the insane impulses of a half-heard word, a rumor of laughter in the street at night, the raucous shout and gibe of young Italian thugs as they passed by below his window in the darkness, or a look of mockery, amusement, curiosity from some insolent face at a restaurant table, some whispered, unheard communication. And sometimes it came from sourceless depths, from no visible or tangible cause whatever. It would come as he sat quietly in a chair at home, as he stared at the ceiling from his cot, from a word in a poem, from a line in a book, or simply as he looked out of the window at that one green tree. But whenever it came, and for whatever cause, the result was always the same: work, power, hope, joy, and all creative energy were instantly engulfed and obliterated in its drowning and overwhelming tide. He would rise with it inside him and hurl himself insanely against the world like a man maddened by an agony of physical pain, like a man stamping and stumbling blindly about a room in an insanity of pain, with every tissue of his life drawn and fed into the maw of a cancerous tumor, or clutching between his frantic hands a whole horrible hell of abscessed and aching teeth.


  And always now, when the convulsion of pain and horror drove him mad, he sought again the spurious remedy of the bottle. The raw gin gurgled down his tilted throat like water down a gully drain, numbing and deadening the mad particles of the brain, the raging tumults of blood, heart, and leaping nerves with its temporary illusions of power, deliberation, and control. Then it would begin to burn and seethe like a slow oil in his blood. His brain burned slowly and literally like a dull fire smouldering in a blackened, rusty brazier, and he would sit numbed and silent in the sullen darkness of a slowly mounting and murderous rage until he went out in the street to find the enemy, to curse and brawl and seek out death and hatred in dive and stew, among the swarms of the rats of the flesh, the livid, glittering dead men of the night.


  And then from night to morning, like a creature destined to live forever in a hideous nightmare, seeing all things and persons of the earth in kaleidoscopic shapes of madness, he would prowl again the huge and obscene avenue of night, shone upon forever with its immense and livid wink. He would go along rat’s alley where the dead men were, while the street, the earth, the people, even the immense and cruel architectures, reeled about him in a demented and gigantic dance, and all the cruel and livid faces of its creatures seemed to burn up at him suddenly with the features of snakes, foxes, vultures, rats, and apes—while he looked forever for a living man.


  And morning would come again, but with no light and singing. He would recover out of madness and see with sane, untroubled eyes once more, but out of weary and fathomless depths of the spirit, into the heart of a life which he thought he had lost forever.


  When Esther came again at noon, sometimes she seemed to him the fatal root of all his madness, which now could be plucked out of him no more than the fibrous roots of a crawling cancer from the red courses of the blood. At other times the green of that first April of their life together would come back again, and then she was united to the heart of joy, to all that he loved in life, to all the gold and singing of the earth.


  But then at night when she had gone, he could remember her no longer as she had looked at noon. The dark and fatal light of absence, the immense and velvet night, menaced with its thousand intangible treacheries, fell upon her, and the radiant face of noon, the light of certitude, possession, and health, had vanished utterly. Fixed in an arrogant power, her face as he saw it then flamed like a strange and opulent jewel; in his feverish imagination it smouldered drowsily with all the slumberous and insatiate passions of the East, it spoke of a desire illimitable as the ocean, a body to be taken by all men, and never to be possessed by any.


  Again and again, a mad, distorted picture blazed within his mind. He saw a dark regiment of Jewish women in their lavish beauty, their faces melting into honey, their eyes glowing, their breasts like melons. Seated in power and wealth, and fitly walled by the arrogant and stupendous towers of the city, he saw their proud bodies opulently gowned and flashing with the somber fires of ancient jewels as they paced with the velvet undulance of an intolerable sensuality the proud and splendid chambers of the night. They were the living rack on which the trembling backs of all their Christian lovers had been broken, the living cross on which the flesh and marrow of Christian men had been crucified. And they were more lost than all the men whom they had drowned within the sea-gulf of their passion, their flesh more tormented than the flesh of all the men whose lives had been nailed upon their lust, and whose wrung loins hung dry and lifeless like a withered stalk from the living wall of their desire. And behind them always in the splendor of the night were the dark faces of great, beak-nosed Jews, filled with insolence and scorn, with dark pride and an unutterable patience, with endurance and humility and an ancient and unspeakable irony as they saw their daughters and their wives yield their bodies into the embraces of their Gentile lovers.


  Thus when Esther left him, the madness passed into him instantly, and instantly he knew that he was mad and yet was powerless to check it. He stood there looking at the tree and watched that black abomination of death and hatred sweep upon him like a wave. It soaked first into the deep folds and convolutions of his brain its damnable slime of poison, and then it channeled out its blackened tongues along the veins and arteries of his flesh. It heated and inflamed his brain with a dull, sweltering fire that was like a smear of blood and murder, but all else within the house of the flesh it chilled, froze, and constricted with a reptile’s fangs. It shriveled up his heart in a ring of poisonous ice, it deadened the feeling in his fingers, his flesh withered and turned numb, dead, and sallow-looking, his cheeks were tinged with a greenish hue, his mouth got dry, the tongue was thick and pulpy, the edges of the lips had an acrid and bitter taste, the thighs and buttock felt weak and flabby, the sockets of the knee bent down beneath the body’s weight and felt watery and feeble, the feet and toes grew cold, white, phthisic, the guts got sick, numb, and nauseously queasy, and the loins which once had leaped and quivered with a music of joy and life, under the poisonous and constricting fury grew sterile, sour, and dry.


  And in the seizures of his madness he felt that there was no remedy, no relief, and no revenge for the falseness of women, their tender cruelty, and their corrupt innocence. The frenzied curses, oaths, and prayers of the lover could not prevail over the merciless necessity of a woman’s nature. Nor could all a woman’s tears, protests, and passionate avowals change it. Nothing could stop or control a woman’s insatiate desires as she faced her hated doom of old age and death. For all the good it would do, the lover might as well shout at a wall, spit off the bridge into the river, attempt to tie a rope around a hurricane, or build a picket fence upon the middle of the ocean as expect to make a woman faithful.


  Could women not lie, and lie, and lie, and yet still think that they had spoken truth? Could they not beat their breasts and tear their hair, smash their accusing lovers in the face, and scream that such purity, fidelity, steadfastness as theirs had never been known since the beginning of time? Yes! Could they not sweat nobility at every pore and with every moan and sob of protest until they lay blear-eyed, bedraggled, red-faced, blown, and panting on the bed, exhausted with these ardors of their pure, innocent, and womanly natures—and yet could they not lie, betray, and cheat you in the flick of an eye, the turn of a corner, in any one of the million blind, undiscoverable, and unknowable cells of the trackless jungle of the city, where your rivals lay coiled like snakes to poison faith and spread corruption at the heart of love?


  The evil splinter of a shameful memory passed like a poisoned arrow through his brain. He remembered suddenly the vile and cunning words that one of Esther’s friends in the theatrical world had spoken to him almost three years before, the only open words of accusation and indictment that anyone had ever spoken, that anyone had ever dared to speak, to him against Esther. And as the hateful words came back to him, he remembered also the time, the place, the street, the very hand’s breadth of grey, rootless city pavement where they had been spoken.


  He had been walking with this girl along the street where she lived, at about eleven o’clock in the evening. And as she spoke the words, they were passing below the striped sidewalk awning of a new apartment house. And even as the words struck numbly their envenomed fangs into his heart, he looked up into the loose, tough, pustulate face of a young flunkey in the door of the building, he saw the heavy braid upon his uniform, his brass buttons, his insolent grin, and the man’s face had been fixed forever in his memory with a sense of hatred and of loathing.


  The girl, looking at him with a sly and secret malice in her starved and ugly little face, had warned him of the woman he had met only a month before, saying, in a careful and regretful tone that ended with a sudden burst of venom and of bitterness:


  “She likes young men. I’m sorry, but that’s what they say about her. I’m afraid that’s the way it is, I really am, you know.”


  And now, in an instant of black horror, the words returned to him with all their poisonous and rankling connotations. In the hot anger that surged up in him when he first heard them, he had regarded what the girl had said as an act of ugly malice, the jealous hatred of the grey, fleshless dead for the beautiful, warm, and glorious living. But he could not forget them. Again and again the words returned to fester at the roots of his heart like foul, cureless sores.


  They evoked a picture of the whole horrible world of the theatre, the livid, glittering, nighttime world of Broadway, a world of weariness, of death, hatred, and a sterile prostitution, eager to slime all living things with its own filth. And as he thought of this great rat’s alley where the dead men were, the great street of the night lit with its obscene winks of sterile light and swarming with a million foul, corrupt, and evil faces—the faces of rats, snakes, vultures, all the slimy crawls and sucks and eyeless reptiles of the night, the false and shoddy faces of the accursed actors, with all the sly communication of their obscene whispering—he was driven mad again with horror, doubt, and unbelief. It seemed incredible that this vital, beautiful, and wholesome-looking woman with her fresh, jolly, noonday face of flowerful health and purity and joy could be joined in any way, could be connected by any filament, however small, to this evil nighttime world of shoddy, filth, and death.


  And now, in one stunned instant of his madness, the foul and rankling memory of the unforgettable words had passed across his brain, evoking a poisonous breed of viper thoughts and insane fabrications. He saw again some casual glance upon her face, remembered a hundred casual words and acts and intonations, and, however trivial and momentary, they all seemed blackly pregnant now with revelations of falseness, treachery, and evil. Now for the first time, in the darkness of his tortured mind, he thought he understood them at their true and shameful value.


  And suddenly a dozen images of betrayal blazed through his mind with stabbing intensities of hatred and despair, no less torturing to his spirit for being pictures projected out of nothing but the madness of his own enfevered brain. He saw her secure against detection in all the swarming immensity of the city, guarded and protected by the power of the arrogant, insolent wealth that surrounded her. Or again he saw her buried safely in the cruel loveliness of Spring somewhere in the country, at the homes and estates of rich and sensual Jewish women, who aided and abetted her.


  He saw her quilted in the silken tapestries of wealth and lust, and melting into tenderness in the embrace of some accursed boy. Sometimes it was a stripling with blond hair and downy apple-cheeks. Sometimes it was some sensitively obscure and artistic youth, who pined above the tea cups of æsthetic women, expiring with pale languor the limp lily of his energy into an embrace of jade earrings and exquisite yearnings. And sometimes it was some accursed actor in the theatre, some youth with a thin, poisonous face and hateful sideburns, some insolent darling of erotic theatrical females—“one of our best young actors,” who did the youthful lover in some merry jest of bawdry in Budapest, some light-hearted chronicle of whoredom in Vienna, or some pleasant little squib of native fornication in the suave purlieus of Newport’s Younger Set, almost as good, if you please, in the “civilized” refinements of its humor as the merry urbanities of plays about the European whores and cuckolds.


  As his maddened brain invented these images of self-torture, tongueless words of hate and scorn twisted his features in a writhing and convulsive snarl. Oh, was she merry, was she gay, was she witty and quick and light, in these delicate engagements of love and treason? Did she carry it off with the celebrated “light touch” of the fashionable art-theatre comedy? Tell me, was it light and delicate, sweet sirs, was it with a hey, now, noble dames, with a hey and a ho and a hi-nonny-neigh, my gentles all? Deary me, now! Could she sit on her delicate tail and banter away about the light refinements of adultery? Was it all done gracefully to the tune of jolly jokes about the fairies and the lesbians?


  Oh, tell me, tell me, now! Were she and her friends, the rich and sensual Jewish women he had seen at her apartment—were they merry about adultery, pale green toilet paper, cellophane, Cal Coolidge, the talkies, the Shubert brothers, prohibition, and the culinary patios of Alice Foote McDougall? Were they impressed, as they ought to be, by the plays of Pirandello? Were they sealed, as was most fit and fashionable, of the tribe of Lawrence? Had they read all the latest books, sweet friends? Had they looked with sneering smiles of intellectual arrogation upon the faces of their fellow subscribers in those delightful mid-act promenades that gave the final touch of triumph and disdain to those evenings of ripe culture at the Guild? Did they know “Lynn and Alfred,” good my lord? Had they seen this, had they read that, and was it “swell” or “grand” or “lousy,” son of man?


  Did they know all the words and remember all the answers, know all the places for the painting of a laugh, all of the touchstones of a sneer, as well as all the proper things for reverence and worship? Oh, were they all, sweet friends, wise, witty, brave, and modern, the last latest miracle of time and better than their fathers ever were, too good, too fine, and too enlightened for the common grief and agony of such base clay as his, too rare for all the sorrow of such men as ever once had drawn in below immense and timeless skies the burden of their grief and agony? Were they not released by the miracle of the age and science from all the blights of hatred, love, and jealousy, of passion and belief, which had been rooted in the structure of man’s life and soul for twenty thousand years? Oh, could they not tell you who were made of baser earth the place where you might take your packed and overladen hearts (if only you were rich enough!), the physician who could analyze your error, medicine your woe in forty stylish treatments, instruct you in deep damnation of an ancient grief three times a week, mend and repair your sorrowful and overladen spirits out of the chaos of their grief and folly in an eight months’ alchemy of fashionable redemption?


  Yes! Had she not herself been saved and freed forever from all the fears and phantoms flesh is heir to by this same magic, grown sublimely healthy, sane, and knowing on this same medicine? And now did she not sob, pray, plead, and entreat, threaten suicide and vengeance, show jealousy, rage, pain, sorrow, indignation, swear she was the noblest and most unfortunate woman that ever walked the earth, that such sorrow, tragedy, and love as hers had never before been known—all with as much unreason, passion, intemperance, and confusion as if she were only some ignorant and suffering child of Eve who wore a bloody clout twelve times a year, and whose tumultuous, unenlightened soul had never known the healing light at all?


  Yes! They were a rare and subtle breed, the liberated princelings of the age, beyond the bloody imperfections of his own base, sweating, stinking earth of toil and agony. And suddenly he wondered if he was going to strangle to death like a mad dog in the darkness, hurl his strength against a world of bloodless phantoms, madden and die desperately of grief among the corrupt and passionless dead, a horrible race of rootless ciphers who felt that they felt, thought that they thought, believed that they believed, but who were able to feel, think, and believe nothing. Had he loved a woman who never had loved him, and had he now gone mad, was he ruined, lost, and broken because of the frailties of a toy, the inconstancies of dough and tallow, the airy frolics of butterflies and sparrows?


  Or was the treason consummated darkly, without the gay and lightsome touch of delicate banter? Did she in some green and cruel loveliness of Spring melt with a poppied tenderness into the arms of some fleshly and swarthy youth, some actor with full lips and the flowing volutes of a sensual nostril, some dark, moist creature with a full, white, hairless body and a thick, spermatic neck?


  Or was it some dark and sullen youth who irritably tapped on tables and had “lived in Paris,” and who scowled with a febrile discontent at the images of his misprized talents? Did she look at him with an eye of glowing tenderness, gently stroke his thin, dark features, and say in tones of wonder that his face was “lovely,” “so delicate,” and “like an angel’s”? Did she tell him that “no one could ever know how beautiful you are”? Did she say: “You have the greatest and most beautiful quality in you of anyone I have ever known, the greatest power, the greatest genius. No one could ever know how grand and rich and beautiful your spirit is the way I do.”


  And then did she speak of the tragic difference in the years that divided them and made true happiness impossible? Did she speak of the sorrows of her life, and weep as she spoke of them, and swear this was “the great love of her life,” that all the love and living that had gone before were nothing when compared to it, that she had never dreamed, had never been able to believe it possible, that such a glory of love as this could exist on earth, and that in all the history of the world there had never before been anything to equal it? Did she use the big words, the grand words, and yield herself into easy surrender as she spoke nobly of high love and holy purity, eternal faithfulness, physical and spiritual consecration?


  The accursed images streamed through his maddened mind their black processional of death and shame as he stared blindly into the heart of the pulsing and magical green. He was caught in a trap of folly, ruin, and madness, hating his life and the abomination of shame in which his life lay drowned, stripped to his naked woe before the staring and merciless eye of the earth, and nowhere able to avoid it or hide himself out of its sight, and in no way able to utter to any man the weight of evil and horror that lay upon his heart.


  Sometimes at noon, in the presence of Esther’s rosy, healthful face of love, all the gold and singing of the past came back to him with exultant joy and sanity, but always, always, when she had gone, this cruel and sinister vision of Esther at night and in absence, the potent and evil flower of a corrupt and infamous world, would awake in him again with a searing vividness of horror. The madness would swarm into him again, poisoning his bone, brain, and blood with its malignant taint.


  Then he would call Esther on the phone, and if he found her in her room he would curse and taunt her foully, ask her where her lover was, and if she had him by her at that moment, and believe he heard him whispering and snickering behind her even as she swore no one was there. And then, cursing her again, he would tell her never to come back to him, and rip the phone out of its moorings in the wall, hurl it on the floor, and smash and trample it underneath his feet, as if the instrument itself had been the evil and malignant agent of his ruin.


  But if he could not find her when he called for her, if her Irish maid should answer and tell him she was out, his despair and madness knew no bounds. He would ask the woman a hundred furious questions. Where had her mistress gone? When would she return? How could he find her at once? Who was with her? What message had she left for him? And if the maid could not answer all these questions exactly and at once, he was convinced he was being duped and mocked at with a jeering contempt and arrogance. He would read into the rich and rather unctuously respectful tone of the Irish maid an undernote of mockery, the evil amusement of the hireling, lewd and confident, her own life bribed, tainted, and polluted with the wage of silence and collusion.


  And he would leave the phone to drain the bottle to its last raw drop, then rush out in the streets to curse and fight with people, with the city, with all life, in tunnel, street, saloon, or restaurant, while the whole earth reeled about him its gigantic and demented dance.


  And then, in the crowded century of darkness that stretched from light to light, from sunset until morning, he would prowl a hundred streets and look into a million livid faces seeing death in all of them, and feeling death everywhere he went. He would be hurled through tunnels to some hideous outpost of the mighty city, the ragged edge of Brooklyn, and come out in the pale grey light of morning in a wasteland horror of bare lots and rust and rubbish; of dismal little houses flung rawly down upon the barren earth, joined each to each in blocks that duplicated one another with an idiot repetition.


  Sometimes, in such a place, the madness and the shapes of death would leave him as suddenly and mysteriously as they had come, and he would come back in the morning, come back from death to morning, walking on the Bridge. He would feel below him its living and dynamic tremble, its vast winglike sweep and flight. Then he would smell the fresh, half-rotten river smell, the glorious spermy sea-wrack with its exultant prophecy of the sea and voyages, and the sultry fragrance of the roasted coffee. He could see below him the great harbor with its flashing tides, its traffic of proud ships, and before him he could see the great frontal cliff of the terrific city, with morning, bright, shining morning, blazing again upon its thousand spires and ramparts.


  So it was with him in the green sorcery of that final, fatal, and ruinous April. He was a hater of living men who saw nothing but death and cold corruption in everything and everyone around him, and who yet loved life with so furious and intolerable a desire that each night he seemed to revisit the shores of this great earth like a ghost, an alien, and a stranger, his brain filled with its wild regret of memory, and with insatiable thirst for all the joy and glory of a life that he thought he had lost forever.


  [¬]


  37

  THE QUARREL


  Underlying all the madness of his life that April, central to it, touching it at every point, was his love for Esther, a love which now, through self-inflicted jealousy, his loathing of the world she moved in, his sense of ruin and lost hope, had been converted into bitter hate. It had been almost three years since he first met Esther and since he had begun to love her, and now, like a man who emerges from the blind rout and fury of a battle and, looking back across the field, sees clearly for the first time that he is party to a broken force, sees legible at last the news of his own defeat, so now it was possible for Monk to see all of the emergent and consecutive stages through which his love for her had run.


  There had been the time, in the beginning, when he had felt a young man’s exultant pride and vainglory in what he thought of as a brilliant personal conquest—the possession of the love of a beautiful and talented woman—a tribute to his vanity.


  Then his vanity and joy of sensual conquest gave way to the humility and adoration of love, until every pulse, energy, and passion of his life became obsessed by her.


  And then, before he knew it, the trapper was trapped, the conqueror conquered, the proud and the insolent laid low, and she was entombed in his flesh, fatally absorbed in his blood until it seemed that he would never get her out of him again, never look out on life again with his own proper vision, never recover again the exultant solitudes of his youth, never again distill out of his flesh and spirit the terrible invasions of love which rob men of their unshared secrecy, their deep-walled loneliness, the soaring music of their isolation. And when he first began to realize the deep exclusiveness of love, the extent to which it was absorbing all his thoughts and energies, he felt the price he paid for it was too exorbitant, and he began to fret and chafe against the shackles which his heart had forged.


  And now, finally, all the proud, triumphant music of this love which had possessed and conquered him was being broken, corrupted, made dissonant and harsh by these recurring waves of doubt, suspicion, hate, and madness which had at last exerted a final and ruinous dominance over all his life.


  In the furious chronicle of this passion, with its innumerable memories of things done, its countless intertwisted shades and moments, thoughts and feelings, each of which was so alive with a wordless fabric of pain, joy, tenderness, love, cruelty, and despair that it seemed to feed itself with the whole packed pageant of the earth, the reality of measured and recorded time had been exploded and these three years were really longer than any ten that Monk had ever known before. All that he had seen, done, felt, read, thought, or dreamed in all his former life seemed but the food and substance of this present time.


  And as Monk’s thoughts made all this clear to him, the full and conscious knowledge of her invasion of his life and his subjection to her conquest seemed intolerable. The conviction of his ruin and defeat was now rooted in his heart, and he swore that he would free himself, and draw his breath alone as he had once, or die.


  These thoughts and resolutions Monk had formed one night as he lay the long dark hours through upon his cot, staring up at the ceiling of his room. The next day when Esther came to him as usual, the sight of her jolly, rosy face was like a challenge to him. It seemed to him a suspicious circumstance that she should be so radiant when he was so depressed, and instantly the worm was eating at his heart again. As she came in and greeted him in her usual cheerful way, all the images of betrayal that his madness had ever fashioned now flashed in his brain once more; he passed his hand blindly and clumsily before his eyes, his vision reeled with swimming motes, and he began to speak in a voice grown hoarse with rending hate.


  “So!” he said, with exaggerated emphasis. “You’ve come back to me, have you? You’ve come back, now that day is here, to spend an hour or two with me! I suppose I ought to be grateful that you haven’t forgotten me altogether!”


  “Why, what on earth?” she said. “In God’s name, what is it now?”


  “You know damn well what it is!” he flung back brutally. “You can’t go on forever playing me for a fool! I may be just a country yokel, but I do catch on after a while!”


  “Oh, come now, George,” she said soothingly, “don’t be such a fool just because I wasn’t in when you telephoned last night. Katy told me you called, and I’m sorry I wasn’t there. But, good heavens! Anybody would think from the way you talk that I was carrying on with other men.”


  “Think!” he said in a thick tone, and suddenly he began to snarl with brutal laughter. “Think! Why, God-damn you, I don’t think, I know! ... Yes! Every time my back is turned!”


  “So help me God, I never have,” she said in a trembling voice, “and you know it! I have been good and faithful to you since the first moment that I met you. No one has come near me, no one has touched me, and in your evil, lying heart you know it!”


  “God, how can you say it!” he said, shaking his head with a kind of sullen wonder. “How can you stand there and look at me and say the words! It’s a wonder you don’t choke to death on them!”


  “It’s the living truth!” she said. “And if your mind wasn’t poisoned by evil and vile suspicions you’d know it! You mistrust everyone because you think everyone is as vile and base as you are!”


  “Don’t you worry about that!” he shouted furiously. “I’ll trust anyone that’s worth it! I know when people can be trusted, all right!”


  “Oh, you know, you know,” she said bitterly. “God, you know nothing! You wouldn’t know the truth if it stopped you on the street!”


  “I know you, all right!” he shouted. “And I know that damned crowd you run around with, too!”


  “Listen to me!” she cried warningly. “You may not like the people I work with——”


  “You’re damned right I don’t like the people you work with!” he shouted. “Nor any of their crowd—those fine Jewish ladies on Park Avenue with their million-dollar soul yearnings and their fancy fornications!” Then, quietly, dangerously, he turned to her and said: “I should like to ask you a single question.” He stood facing her. “Tell me, Esther, do you know what a whore is?”


  “Wh-a-a-t?” she said, in a faltering and uncertain voice that ended on a high note of hysteria. “What did you sa-a-y?”


  He leaped savagely upon her, gripping her arms, pinning her and thrusting her back against the wall.


  “Answer me!” he snarled insanely. “You heard me! You’re good enough at using words like faith, and truth, and love, and loyalty! But you don’t even know what I’m saying, do you, when I ask you if you know what a whore is! That’s not a word to use about those fine ladies on Park Avenue, is it? That doesn’t apply to the like of them, does it? You’re God-damned right it doesn’t!” he whispered slowly, with all the choking passion of his hate.


  “Let me go!” she said. “Take your hands off me!”


  “Oh, no—not yet! You’re not going yet. You’re not going till I instruct your pure, sweet innocence!”


  “Oh, I have no doubt that you can tell me,” she said bitterly. “I have no doubt that you’re an authority on the subject! That’s the trouble with you now! That’s the reason that your mind’s so full of filth and evil when you speak of decent women! You never knew a decent woman till you met me. You’ve gone with dirty, rotten women all your life—and that’s the only kind of woman that you know about. That’s the only kind you understand!”


  “Yes, I know about them, Esther, and I understand them better than I do all the fancy soul yearnings of your million-dollar friends. I’ve known two hundred of the other kind—the common street and house and gutter whore—I’ve known them in a dozen countries, and there never was one yet like these fine Park Avenue ladies!”


  “You can bet your life they weren’t!” she said quietly.


  “They didn’t have a million dollars, and they didn’t live in twenty-room apartments. And they didn’t whine and whimper about their souls, and say their lovers were too coarse and low to understand them. They were not fine and dainty in whatever light you saw them, but they knew that they were whores. Some were fat, worn-out old rips with pot bellies and no upper teeth, and a snuff stick dripping from the edges of their mouth.”


  “You can save your precious knowledge for those who want to hear it,” Esther said. “But it only sickens me! I don’t want to know any more about this great wisdom you’ve dug out of the gutter.”


  “Oh, come, now!” he jeered quietly. “Is this the fine artist who sees life clearly and who sees it whole? Is this the woman who finds truth and beauty everywhere? Since when have you begun to turn your nose up at the gutter? But maybe you don’t like my kind of gutter? Now, if it were only a fine art-theatre gutter—if it were only a fine old gutter from Vienna or Berlin—that would be a different matter, wouldn’t it? Or a nice, juicy, running sewer of a gutter in Marseilles? That’s the real stuff, isn’t it? In fact, you made designs one time for a fine gutter in Marseilles, didn’t you? The one about the whore who was the mother of all men living, and who mothered the waifs and outcasts of the earth into her all-engulfing belly—Madame Demeter! I could have told you something of that gutter, too, because I have been there on my travels, pet, although I never happened to run into that particular lady! And of course my vile, low nature could not appreciate the deep, symbolic beauty of the play,” he snarled, “although it might have given you a few pointers about the stinks and smells of the Old Quarter and the bits of rotten fish and fruit and excrement in the alleyways! But you didn’t ask me, did you? I have a good eye and a splendid nose, and the memory of an elephant—but I lack the deeper vision, don’t I, darling? And besides, my base soul could never rise to the high beauties of a fine old gutter in Marseilles or Budapest—it could not rise above the gutter of a Southern Niggertown! And of course, that’s only common, native clay—that is not art!” he said in a strangling voice.


  “Now, quiet, quiet, quiet!” she said gently. “Don’t lash yourself into a frenzy. You’re out of your head and you don’t know what you’re saying.” For a moment she stroked his hand tenderly and looked sorrowfully at him. “In God’s name, what is it? What is all this wild talk about gutters and alleyways and theatres? What has it got to do with you and me? What has it got to do with how I love you?”


  His lips were blue and trembled stiffly, and his face had grown livid and was twisted in a convulsion of mad, mindless fury, and it was true that he was no longer fully conscious of what he said.


  Suddenly she grasped him by the arms and shook him fiercely. Then she seized him by the hair and furiously pulled his stunned, drugged stare around to her.


  “Listen to me!” she said sharply. “Listen to what I’m going to tell you!” He stared at her sullenly, and for a moment she paused, her eyes shot angrily with tears and her small figure trembling with the energy of a dogged and indomitable will.


  “George, if you hate the people that I work with and the work I do—I’m sorry for it. If the actors and the other people working in the theatre are as vile and rotten as you say they are, I am sorry for that, too. But I did not make them what they are, and I have never found them that way. I have found many of them vain and pitiful and shabby, poor things without a grain of talent or of understanding, but not vile and evil as you say they are. And I have known them all my life. My father was an actor and he was as wild and mad as you are, but he had as glorious and beautiful a spirit as anyone that ever lived.”


  Her voice trembled, and the tears began to flow from her eyes. “You say we are all base and vile and have no faithfulness! Oh, you fool! I heard him crying for me in the middle of the night—I rushed in and found him lying on the floor and the blood was pouring from his mouth! I felt the strength of ten people and I lifted him up and put him across my back and carried him to his bed.” She paused, her voice was trembling so she could not continue for a moment. “His blood soaked through my nightgown on my shoulders—I can feel it yet—he could not speak—he died there holding to my hand and looking at me with his great grey eyes—and that was almost thirty years ago. You say we are all base and vile and have no love for anyone except ourselves. Do you think I could ever forget him? No, never, never, never!”


  She closed her eyes, raising her flushed face slightly, and tightly pressing her lips together. In a moment she went on, more quietly:


  “I’m sorry if you do not like my work, or the people that I have to work with. But it’s the only work I know—the work I like the best—and George, no matter what you say, I am proud of the work I do. I am a fine artist and I know my value. I know how cheap and trashy most plays are—yes! and some of the people who play in them, too! But I know the glory and the magic is there just the same, and that nothing in this world can beat it when you find it!”


  “Ah! The glory and the magic—rot!” he muttered. “All of them talk their bilge about the glory and the magic! It’s the glory and magic of bitches in heat! All of them looking for some easy love affairs! With our best young actors, hey?” he said savagely, seizing her by the arm. “With our would-be Ibsens under twenty-five! Is that it? With our young scene designers, carpenters, electricians—and all the other geniuses with their boyish apple-cheeks!” he said chokingly. “Is that the glory and the magic that you talk of? Yes! the glory and the magic of erotic women!”


  She wrenched herself away from his hard grasp, and suddenly she held her small, strong hands up before his face.


  “Look at these hands,” she said quietly and proudly. “You poor fool, look at them! Are those the hands of an erotic woman? They have done more work than any man’s you ever knew. There’s strength and power in them. They have learned how to sew and paint and design and create—and they can do things now that no one else on earth can do. And they cooked for you! They cooked the finest meals for you that you have ever eaten.” She seized him fiercely by the arms again and drew him to her, and looked up at him with a flaming face. “Oh, you poor, mad fool,” she whispered in the rapt tone of a woman in a trance. “You tried to throw me over—but I stuck to you. I stuck to you,” she whispered in an exultant and triumphant chant. “You tried to drive me away from you, you cursed me and reviled me—but I stuck to you, I stuck to you! You’ve tortured and abused me and made me go through things that no one else on earth would have endured—but you couldn’t drive me off,” she cried with an exultant laugh, “you couldn’t get rid of me because I love you more than anything on earth and it will never change. Oh, I’ve stuck to you! I’ve stuck to you! You poor, mad creature, I have stuck to you because I love you, and there’s more beauty and more glory in your mad, tormented spirit than in anyone I ever knew! You are the best, the best,” she whispered. “You are mad and evil, but you are the best, and that’s the reason that I’ve stuck to you! And I’m going to get the best, the highest out of you if I have to kill myself in doing it! I’ll give my strength and knowledge to you. I’ll teach you how to use the best in you. Oh, you’ll not go wrong!” she said with almost gleeful triumph. “I’ll not let you go wrong or mad or false or cheap, or lower than the best on earth. In God’s name, tell me what it is,” she cried out as she shook him desperately. “Tell me what there is that I can do about it—and I’ll help you. I’ll show you the clear design, the thread of gold, and you must always stick to it! I’ll show you how to get it out of you. I’ll not let you lose the pure gold that you have in you below a mass of false and evil things. I’ll not let you throw your life away on drunkenness and wandering and cheap women and low brothels. Tell me what it is and I will help you.” She shook him fiercely. “Tell me! Tell me!”


  He stared thickly at her through the blind, swimming glaze of madness, and as it passed and he saw her face before him once again, his mind picked up wearily and obscurely, and with a stunned, uncertain consciousness, the broken thread of what he had been saying, and he proceeded in the dull, dead, toneless recitation of an automaton:


  “They live in little houses in the nigger districts of a Southern town, or they live across the railroad tracks, and they have chains upon their blinds—that is their trade-mark—and they have a lattice all around the house. Sometimes you went there in the hot afternoon, and your shoes were covered with white dust, and everything was hot and quiet and raw and foul and ugly in the sun, and you wondered why you had come and felt that everyone you knew was looking at you. And sometimes you went there in the middle of the night in Winter. You could hear the niggers shouting and singing in their shacks and see their smoky little lights behind old dingy yellow shades, but everything was closed and secret and all the sounds were shut away from you, and you thought a thousand eyes were looking at you. And now and then a negro would prowl by. You would wait and listen in the dark, and when you tried to light a cigarette your fingers trembled so the light went out. You could see the street lamp at the corner wink and shutter with its hard, cold light, and the stiff, swinging shadows of bare branches on the ground, and the cold, raw clay of Niggertown below the light. You prowled around a dozen corners in the dark and went back and forth before the house a dozen times before you rang the bell. And inside the house, it was always hot and close and smelled of shiny furniture and horsehair and varnish and strong antiseptics. And you could hear a door that opened and shut quietly and someone going out. One time there were two of them who were sitting cross-legged on a bed and playing cards. They told me to choose between them, and they kept on playing cards. And when I left, they grinned and showed their toothless gums at me and called me ‘son.’”


  She turned away with a burning face and a bitter and contracted mouth.


  “Oh, it must have been charming ... charming!” she said quietly.


  “And sometimes you were sitting all night long on a rickety bed in a little cheap hotel. You gave a dollar to the nigger and you waited till the night clerk went to sleep, and the nigger brought the woman to you or took you to her room. They came in on one train and they went out on another in the middle of the night, and the cops were always after them. You could hear the engines shifting in the train yards all night long, and you could hear doors opening and closing all along the hall, and footsteps creaking by as easy as they could, and the rattling of the bed casters in cheap rooms. And everything smelled foul and dark and musty in the room. Your lips got dry, and your heart was pounding in you like a hammer, and every time you heard someone creaking down the hall your guts got numb and you held your breath. You stared at the door knob and waited for the door to open, and you thought it was your time.”


  “A fine life! A fine life!” she cried bitterly.


  “I wanted more than that,” he said. “But I was seventeen, away from home, at college. I took what I could get.”


  “Away from home!” she cried in her bitter tone. “As if that was any excuse!” And then, irrationally and bitterly: “Yes! And a fine home it was, wasn’t it? They let you go away like that and never gave you another thought! Oh, a fine lot they were, those relatives of yours, those Christian Baptists! A fine lot! A fine life! And you dare to curse me and my people!”


  “You ... your people,” he repeated slowly in his drugged monotone; and then, as the meaning of her words penetrated his consciousness, a black fury of hate and rage surged up in him instantly, and he turned upon her savagely. “Your people!” he shouted. “What about your people!”


  “Now you’re beginning again!” she cried warningly, with a flushed, excited face. “I’ve told you now——”


  “Yes, you’ve told me, all right! You can say anything you God-damn please, but if I open my mouth——”


  “I didn’t say anything! You’re the one!”


  His anger dropped away as suddenly as it had flared up, and he shrugged his shoulders in a gesture of weary and exasperated consent.


  “All right, all right, all right!” he said impatiently. “Let’s forget about it! Let’s drop the subject!” He made a dismissing gesture and his face smouldered sullenly and morosely.


  “It’s not me! I didn’t start it! You’re the one!” she said again in a protesting tone.


  “All right, all right!” he cried irritably. “It’s all over I tell you! For God’s sake let it drop!”


  Then, almost immediately, in a voice that crooned and lilted gently with a savage and infuriated contempt, he continued:


  “So—I mustn’t say a word about your precious people! They’re all too fine and grand for me to talk about! I wouldn’t understand them, would I, dear? I’m too low and vile to appreciate the rich Jews who live on Park Avenue! Oh, yes! And as for your own family——”


  “You leave my family alone!” she cried in a high, warning voice. “Don’t you open your dirty mouth about them!”


  “Oh, no. No indeed. I mustn’t open my dirty mouth. I suppose it wouldn’t do at all for me to say——”


  “I’m warning you!” she cried in a sobbing voice. “I’ll smash you in your face if you say a word about my family! We’re too good for you, that’s the trouble! You’ve never been used to meeting decent people before, you’ve never known any nice people in your life till you met me, and you think everyone is as vile as your low corner-drug-store mind makes them out to be!”


  She was trembling violently, she bit her lips furiously, tears were streaming from her eyes, and for a moment she stood rigid in a kind of shuddering silence while she clenched and unclenched her hands convulsively at her sides in order to control herself. Then she continued more calmly, almost inaudibly at first, in a voice of passionate and trembling indignation:


  “Wench! Hussy! Jew! These are some of the vile names you have called me, and I have been decent and faithful all my life! God! What a pure, sweet mind you’ve got! I suppose those are some more of the lovely and elegant expressions you learned down there in Old Catawba where you came from! You’re a wonder, you are! It must have been a fine lot you grew up with! God! What a nerve you’ve got to open your mouth about me! Your family——”


  “You shut up about my family!” he shouted. “You know nothing about them! They’re a damned sight better than this poisonous, life-hating set of theatrical rats you go with!”


  “Oh yes! they must be simply wonderful!” she said, with bitter sarcasm. “They’ve done a hell of a lot for you, haven’t they? Turning you loose upon the world at sixteen, and then washing their hands of you! God! You Christians are a charming lot! You talk about the Jews! Just try to find a Jew that would treat his sister’s children in that way! Your mother’s people kicked you out when you were sixteen years old, and now you can go to hell as far as any of them are concerned. Do they ever think of you? How often do you hear from one of them? How often does your aunt or uncle write to you? Oh, you needn’t speak—I know!” she said bitterly, with a deliberate intent to wound him. “You’ve told me of this grand family of yours for three years now. You’ve reviled and hated all my people—and now, I ask you, who’s stuck by you, who’s been your friend? Be honest, now. Do you think that crowd you came from give a damn about you? Do you think they’d ever understand or value anything you do? Do you think one of them cares if you live or die?” She laughed ironically. “Don’t make me laugh!” she said. “Don’t make me laugh!”


  Her words had bitten deep into his pride, and she felt a fierce joy when she saw that they had rankled deep. His face had grown white with pain and fury, and his lips moved numbly, but she was unable to control herself because her own resentment and her hurt had been so great.


  “And what did this wonderful father you’re always talking about do for you?” she went on. “What did he ever do for you but let you go to hell?”


  “That’s a lie!” he said thickly. “It’s ... a ... dirty ... lie! Don’t you dare open your mouth about him! He was a great man, and everyone who ever knew him said the same!”


  “Yes, a great bum!” she jeered. “A great whiskey drinker! A great woman chaser! That’s what he was! He gave you a fine home, didn’t he? He left you a large fortune, didn’t he? You ought to thank him for all he’s done for you! Thank him for making you an outcast and a wanderer! Thank him for filling your heart with hate and poison against the people who have loved you! Thank him for your black, twisted soul and all the hate in your mad brain! Thank him for making you hate yourself and your own life! Thank him for making a monster of you who stabs his friends to the heart and then deserts them! And then see if you can’t be as much like him as you can! Since that’s what you want, follow in his footsteps, and see if you can’t be as vile a man as he was!”


  She could not stop herself from saying it, her heart was full of hate and bitterness for a moment and she wanted to say the most cruel and wounding thing she could to him. She wanted to hurt him as he had hurt her, and as she looked at him she felt a horrible joy because she saw she had hurt him terribly. His face was the color of chalk, his lips were numb and blue, and his eyes glittered. When he tried to speak he could not, and when he did, his lips moved stiffly and she could scarcely hear at first what he was saying.


  “Get out of here!” he said. “Get out of my place and never come back to it!”


  She did not move, she could not move, and suddenly he screamed at her:


  “Get out, God-damn you, or I’ll drag you out into the street by the hair of your head!”


  “All right,” she said, in a trembling voice, “all right, I’ll go. This is the end. But some day I hope to God some power will make you know what I am like. Some day I hope you will be made to suffer as you have made me suffer. Some day I hope you will see what you have done to me.”


  “Done to you!” he said. “Why, God-damn you, I’ve given my life to you! That’s what I’ve done to you! You’ve grown fat and prosperous on my life and energy. You’ve sapped and gutted me; you’ve renewed your youth at my expense—yes! and given it back again into that old painted whore-house of a theatre. ‘Oh, deary me, now!’” he sneered, with an insane and mincing parody of her complaint. “‘What have you done to me, you cruel brute?’ What have you done to this nice, sweet, female American maid who hardly knows the difference between sodomy and rape, she is so pure and innocent! What did you mean, you depraved scoundrel, by seducing this pure, sweet girl of forty when you were all of twenty-four at the time, and should have been ashamed to rob this Broadway milkmaid of her fair virginity? Shame on you, you big country slicker, for coming here among these simple, trusting city bastards and wreaking your guilty passion upon this innocent, blushing bride before she had had scarcely twenty-five years’ experience in the ways of love! Shame on you, you bloated plutocrat of a two-thousand-dollar-a-year instructor, for enticing her with your glittering gold, and luring her away from the simple joys she had always been accustomed to! When you met her she had scarcely three Pierce Arrows she could call her own—but she was happy in her innocent poverty,” he sneered, “and content with the simple pleasures of the Jewish millionaires and the innocent adulteries of their wives!”


  “You know I have never been like that,” she said, with quivering indignation. “You know I’ve never gone with any of those people. George, I know what I am like,” she said proudly, “and your vile words and accusations cannot make me any different. I’ve worked hard, and been a decent person, and I have cared for what is good and beautiful all my life. I am a fine artist and I know my value,” she said, in a proud and trembling voice, “and nothing that you say can change it.”


  “Done to you!” he said again, as though he had not heard her words. “You’ve wrecked my life and driven me mad, that’s what I’ve done to you! You’ve sold me out to my enemies, and now they are sniggering at me behind my back!”


  The foul words thickened in his throat and poured from his mouth in a flood of obscenity, his voice grew hoarse with violence and hate.


  Outside, people were going along the street and he could hear them as they passed below his room. Suddenly someone laughed, the mirthless, harsh, and raucous laughter of the streets. The sound smote savagely upon his ears.


  “Listen to them!” he cried insanely. “By God, they’re laughing at me now!” He rushed to the window and shouted out: “Laugh! Laugh! Go on and laugh, you dirty swine! To hell with all of you! I’m free from you! No one can hurt me now!”


  “No one is trying to hurt you, George,” Esther said. “No one is your enemy but yourself. You are destroying yourself. There’s something mad and evil in your brain. You must get it out or you are lost.”


  “Lost? Lost?” he repeated stupidly and numbly for a moment. Then: “Get out of here!” he screamed suddenly. “I know you now for what you are, and I hate you!”


  “You don’t know me and you have never known me,” she said. “You want to hate me, you want to make me out a rotten woman, and you think you can make it so by speaking lying words. But I know what I am like and I am not ashamed of anything but that I should hear such words from you. I have been a good and decent person all my life, I have loved you more dearly than anyone in the world, I have been faithful to you, I have been your dear and loving friend, and now you are throwing away the best thing you have ever had. George, for God’s sake, try to get this madness out of you. You have the greatest strength and the greatest beauty in your spirit of anyone I have ever known, and you have this mad and evil thing in you that is destroying you.”


  She paused, and for a moment he felt within his maddened brain a dim glow of returning reason, a dull, foul, depthless shame, a numb sense of hopeless regret, inexpiable guilt, irrevocable loss.


  “What do you think it is?” he muttered.


  “I don’t know. I did not put it there. You’ve always had it since I met you. You are dashing yourself to pieces on it.”


  And suddenly she could control her trembling lips no longer, a cry of wild despair and grief burst from her throat, she smote herself fiercely with her clenched fist and burst into tears.


  “O God! This thing has beaten me! I used to be so strong and brave! I was sure I could do anything, I was sure I could get this black thing out of you, but now I know I can’t! I used to love life so, I saw glory and richness everywhere, it kept getting better all the time. Now, when I wake up I wonder how I can get through one more day. I hate my life, I have come to the end of things, I want to die.”


  He looked at her with a dull, lost stare. He passed his hand stupidly across his face, and for a moment it seemed that light and sanity were coming back into his eyes.


  “Die?” he said dully. Then the flood of hate and darkness swept across his brain again. “Die! Then, die, die, die!” he said savagely.


  “George,” she said, in a tone of trembling and passionate entreaty, “we must not die. We were made to live. You must get this evil darkness from your soul. You must love life and hate this living death. George!” she cried again, her voice rising in a note of powerful conviction, “I tell you life is good and beautiful. George, believe what I say to you, because I have lived so much, I have known so many things, there is so much beauty and richness in me, and I will give it all to you. George, for God’s sake help me, stretch out your hand to help me, and I will help you, and we will both be saved.”


  “Lies! Lies! Lies!” he muttered. “Everything I hear is lies.”


  “It is the living truth!” she cried. “So help me God, it’s true!”


  He paused, staring stupidly and dully for a moment. Then, with a flaring of mad hate again, he screamed at her:


  “Why are you standing there? Get out of here! Get out! You have lied to me and cheated me, and you are trying to trick me now with words!”


  She did not move.


  “Get out! Get out!” he panted hoarsely.


  She did not move.


  “Get out, I say! Get out!” he whispered. He seized her savagely by the arm and began to pull her towards the door.


  “George!” she said, “is this the end? Is all our love going to end like this? Don’t you want ever to see me again?”


  “Get out! Get out, I tell you! And never come back again!”


  A long wailing note of despair and defeat broke from her lips.


  “O God! I want to die!” she cried. Then she cast her arm back across her face and wept bitterly, hopelessly.


  “Die! Die! Die, then!” he yelled, and, thrusting her brutally through the door, he slammed it after her.


  [¬]
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  THE YEARS THAT THE LOCUST HATH EATEN


  Outside in the hall it was dark, and there was nothing but the sound of living silence in the house. Esther went down the old stairs that sagged and creaked, and she heard the sound of silence and of time. It spoke no words that she could hear, but it brooded from old, dark walls and mellow woods and the quiet depth and fullness of an ancient, structural, and liberal space. Its face was dark and imperturbable, and its heart, as the heart of the king, inscrutable, and in it was all the knowledge of countless obscure lives and forty thousand days, and all of the years that the locust hath eaten.


  She stopped upon the stairs and waited and looked back at the closed door, and she hoped that it would open. But it did not open, and she went out into the street.


  The street was full of young and tender sunlight. It fell like Spring and youth upon the old brick of the dingy buildings, and on all the hard violence of the city’s life, and it gave life and joy and tenderness to everything. The streets were filled with their hard, untidy life, so swift, electric, and so angular, and so endless, rich, and various.


  Some men with naked tattooed arms were loading boxes on a truck: they dug steel hooks into the clean white wood, and their muscles stood out like whipcord. Some children with dark faces and black Latin hair were playing baseball in the street. They nimbly snatched their game amid the thick flood of the traffic, they dodged among the wheels on strong, hard legs, they called and shouted hoarsely to one another, and the trucks and motors roared past in a single direction. And the people passed along the street in an unbroken stream, each driven to some known end, some prized or wished-for consummation. Their flesh was dried and hardened by the city’s shocks, their faces were dark and meager, believing in unbelief, and most unwise.


  And suddenly Esther wanted to cry out to them, to speak to them, to tell them not to hurry, not to worry, not to care, and not to be afraid, that all their ugly labor, their hard thrust and push and violence, their bitter calculations for mean gains and victories, their petty certitudes and false assurances, were of no profit in the end. The rivers would run forever, and April would come as sweetly and as fairly and with as sharp a cry when all their strident tongues were stopped with dust. Yes! For all their bicker and the fever of their fierce uneasiness, she wanted to tell them that their cries would go unheard, their love would be misprized, their pain unnoticed, that the glory of the Spring would still shine calmly and with joy when all their flesh was rotten, and that other men some day on other pavements would think of them, of all their efforts and endurances, even of all their crimes and boasts of power, with pity and with condescension.


  In the living light of April an old woman, a demented hag, poked, muttering, with a skinny finger into the rotting vegetation of a garbage can. Suddenly, she turned her withered face up to the sun, and bared her yellowed fangs of teeth, and shook her scrawny fist at heaven, and returned to her garbage can, and left it once again, holding her wrists together while tears streamed from her rheumy eyes, and she cried, “Misery! O Misery!” Then, the old hag stopped again, she drew her foul skirts up around her buttocks, she bared her flabby yellow thighs, and she danced, mincing and turning in a horrible parody of joy, cackling from the rag-end of an obscene memory. And still nobody noticed her except a slovenly policeman, who idly twirled his club as he surveyed her with hard eyes, above the brutal rumination of his gum-filled jaw, and a few young toughs who mocked at her. They smiled loose, brutal smiles, and smote each other in their merriment, and they cried out, “Jesus!”


  And the people passed around her, some with a moment’s look of shame and loathing, some with the bitter, puckered mouth of outraged decency, but for the most part with impatient brusqueness, their hard eyes fixed upon their moment’s destiny. Then the old woman dropped her skirts, turned back again, returned, and shook her fist at passers-by, and no one noticed her, and she went back to her garbage can. The crone wept weakly, and the soft, living light of April fell upon her.


  Esther passed before a hospital where an ambulance was waiting at the curb. The driver, his lean face tallowy, tough, and juiceless, stunned and dried, was bent above his wheel as his hard, drugged stare ate ravenously the contents of a tabloid newspaper:


  “Love Pirates Make Whoopee in Love Nest”


  “‘Heart-broken, Loved Him!’ Helen Cries”


  “‘Bigamy,’ Sobs Dancer—Asks for Balm”


  The brutal and sterile words leaped from the page to smite her as she passed with their foul, leering cheapness, evoking pictures of a life that was black, barren, idiot, and criminal in its empty violence, in which the name of love was mocked by lurid posturings, and in which even the act of murder had no horror.


  Over all was the smell of blood and cheap perfumery. Here were the visages of all the human emotions:


  Of passion—a vacant doll face and two fat, erotic calves.


  Of crime—the flashlit stare of brutal faces and grey hats in the camera, the roadside motor car, the shattered glass.


  Of love—“Honest, girlie, if I don’t see you soon I’m goin’ nuts. I’m mad about you, kid. I just can’t get my lovin’ baby off my mind. I see that sweet face of yours in my dreams, kid. Those lovin’ kisses burn me up. Honest, kid, if I thought some other guy was goin’ with you, I’d croak the both of you.”


  Of grief—a mother weeping for the photographer three hours after her child had burned to death.


  She’s dead.


  “All right, Mrs. Moiphy, we want a shot of you now lookin’ at the baby’s shoes.”


  But she’s dead.


  “That’s the stuff, momma. A little more expression, Mrs. Moiphy. Let’s have the mother-love look, momma. Hold it!”


  But she’s dead.


  “They’ll be readin’ about you tonight, momma. They’ll be eatin’ it up. We’ll spread your map all over the front page, momma.”


  She’s dead. She’s dead.


  Could it be true, then, that under the living and glorious light of these great skies, upon this proud, glittering, sea-flung isle, loaded to its lips with swarming life, the mistress of mighty ships and founded imperially among the flashing tides, among these furious streets and on this crowded rock which she had loved so well, and where she had found as much beauty, joy, and rich magnificence as any spot on earth could offer, that a monstrous race of living dead had grown up, so hateful, sterile, brutal in their senseless inhumanity that a man yet living could view them only with disgust and horror, and hope for their merciful and sudden extinction, with all the hideous life they had created, beneath the clean salt tides that swept around them? Had the city suckled at its iron breast a race of brute automatons, a stony, asphalt compost of inhuman manswarm ciphers, snarling their way to ungrieved deaths with the harsh expletives of sterile words, repeated endlessly, and as rootless of the earth, and all the blood and passion of a living man, as the great beetles of machinery they hurled at insane speed through the furious chaos of the streets?


  No. She could not think that it was true. Upon this rock of life, and in these stupendous streets, there was as good earth as any that the foot could find to walk upon, as much passion, beauty, warmth, and living richness as any place on earth could show.


  A young interne, jacketed in white, came out of the hospital, threw his bag loosely into the ambulance, spoke briefly to the driver, clambered up and sat down carelessly with his legs stretched out upon the other seat, and the car slid off smoothly through the traffic with a clangor of electric bells. The interne looked back lazily at the crowded street, and she knew that they would return with a dead or wounded man, one mangled atom or one pulsebeat less in the unnumbered desolations of the swarm, and the interne would go in to his interrupted lunch, and the driver would return with hunger to his paper.


  Meanwhile and forever the bright tides of the rivers flowed about the isle of life. In the windows of wide-sheeted glass upon the first floor of the hospital, the babies sat up in their sunlit cots, the crisp, starched nurses bent above them, and the children stared into the furious streets with innocence and wonder, with delight and with no memory.


  And upon the balconies above the street the men who had been sick and afraid of death now sat in sunlight, knowing they would live. They had recovered life and hope, and on their faces was the proud and foolish look of sick men who have felt the hand of death upon the bridles of their hearts, and who now, with a passive and uncertain faith, renew themselves. Their bodies looked shrunken in their dressing gowns, upon their starved, pale cheeks a furze of beard was growing, the young wind fanned their lank, un-vital hair, their jaws hung open, and with foolish, happy smiles they turned their faces towards the light. One smoked a cheap cigar, his thin hand took it slowly and unsteadily to his lips, he looked about and grinned. Another walked a few steps back and forth uncertainly. They were like children who have been born again, and there was something foolish, puzzled, and full of happiness in their look. They drew the air and light into them with a thin, fond greed, their enfeebled flesh, reft of the coarseness of its work and struggle, soaked in the solar energy. And sometimes the brisk nurses came and went, sometimes their kinsmen stood beside them awkwardly, dressed clumsily in the hard and decent clothes they saved for Sundays, holidays, and hospitals.


  And, between the old red brick of two blank walls a slender tree, leaved with the poignant, piercing green of late April, looked over the boarding of a fence, and its loveliness among all the violence of the street, the mortared harshness of its steel and stone, was like a song, a triumph, and a prophecy—proud, lovely, slender, sudden, trembling—and like a cry with its strange music of man’s bitter brevity upon the everlasting and immortal earth.


  Esther saw these things and people in the street, and everything and all mistaken persons cried exultantly and fiercely for life; and in this she knew from her profoundest heart that they were not mistaken, and the tears were flowing down her face, because she loved life dearly, and because all the triumphant music, the power, the glory, and the singing of proud love grew old and came to dust.


  [¬]
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  REMORSE


  When Esther had gone, when Monk had thrust her through the door and slammed it after her, his spirit was torn by a rending pity and a wild regret. And for a moment he stood in the bare center of the room, stunned with shame and hatred for his act and life.


  He heard her pause upon the stairs, and he knew that she was waiting for him to come and grasp her by the hand and speak one word of love or friendship to her, and lead her back into the room again. And suddenly he felt an intolerable desire to go and get her crush her in his embrace, lock her into his heart and life again, to take the glory and the grief together and to tell her, come what might, and be she fifteen, twenty, thirty years beyond his age, and grown grey and wrinkled as the witch of Endor, that she was sealed into his brain and heart so that he could love no one but her forever, and in this faith to live and die with a single and unfaltering affirmation. Then his pride fought stubbornly and wretchedly with regret and shame, he made no move to go to her, and presently he heard the street door close, and he knew that he had driven her into the street again.


  And at the moment she had left the house, the aching, silent solitude of loneliness, for so many years before he met her the habit of his life, but now, so had she stolen his fierce secrecy away from him, a hateful and abhorrent enemy, settled upon his soul the palpable and chilling vacancy of isolation. It inhabited the walls, the timbers, and the profound and lonely silence of the ancient house. He knew that she had gone from him and left him in the house alone, and her absence filled his heart and filled the room like a living spirit.


  He craned convulsively at his neck like a struggling animal, his mouth contracted in a grimace of twisted pain, and his foot was lifted sharply from the floor as if he had been struck hard upon the kidneys: the images of wild and wordless pity and regret passed like a thin blade through his heart, a bestial cry was torn from his lips, he flung his arms out in a gesture of bewilderment and agony. Suddenly he began to snarl like a maddened animal, and savagely to smash his fist into the wall.


  He could not find a tongue for his bewilderment, but he now felt with unutterable certitude the presence of a demon of perverse denial which was, and was everywhere, abroad throughout the universe, and at work forever in the hearts of men. It was the cunning, subtle cheat, the mocker of life, the scourger of time; and man, with the full glory and the tragic briefness of his days before him in his sight, bowed like a dull slave before the thief that looted him of all his joy, and held him sullen but submissive to its evil wizardry. He had seen and known its dark face everywhere. About him in the streets the legions of the living dead were swarming constantly: they stuffed themselves on straw and looked on glorious food with famished eyes of hunger and desire, and saw it ready to their touch, bursting from the great plantation of the earth the abundance of its golden harvest, and none would stretch forth his hand to take what had been given him, and all were stuffed with straw, and none would eat.


  Oh, there would have been a solace for their foul defeat if they had striven fatally with an invincible and fatal destiny which tore life bleeding from their grip, and before whom now they desperately lay dead. But they were dying like a race of dull, stunned slaves, cringing upon a crust of bread before great trestles groaning with the food they wanted, and had not the courage to take. It was incredible, incredible, and it seemed to him as if there really was above these swarming hordes of men a malignant and ironic governor who moved them like the puppets in a ghastly comedy, mocking their impotence with vast illusions of a sterile power.


  Did he belong, then, to this damned race of famished half-men who wanted food and had not courage to go beyond the husks, who sought for pleasure constantly and stained the night with the obscene glitter of a thousand weary amusements, who longed for joy and comradeship and yet, with dull, deliberate intent, fouled their parties with horror, shame, and loathing every time they met? Did he belong to an accursed race which spoke of its defeat, and yet had never fought, which used its wealth to cultivate a jaded boredom, and yet had never had the strength or energy to earn satiety, and had not the courage to die?


  Did he belong, then, to this set of meager slaves who feebly snarled their sterile way to death without the consummation of a single moment of hunger, grief, or love? Must he belong, then, to a fearful, fumbling race that twiddled its desire between its pallid fingers and furtively took its love round corners or in uneasy spasms on the distressful edges of a couch or, trembling, upon the rattling casters of a bed in a cheap hotel?


  Must he be like them, forever furtive and forever cautious, in all things dull and trembling, and for what, for what? That youth might sicken and go sour, and turn with bitter discontent to grey and flabby middle age, and hate joy and love because it wanted them and was not brave enough to have them, and still be cautious, halfway, and withholding.


  And for what? To save themselves for what? To save their wretched lives that they might lose them, to starve their wretched flesh that they might lie dead and rotten in their graves, to cheat, deny, and dupe themselves until the end.


  He remembered the bitter and despairing accusation of Esther’s cry: “You fool! You poor, mad fool! This is the finest thing that you will ever have, and you are throwing it away!”


  And instantly the conviction came to him that she had told the truth. He had walked the streets by night, by day, in hundreds of hours long past and furiously accomplished, searching the faces of a million people to see if there was one who was as jolly, fresh, and fair as she, to see if there was one who had an atom of her loveliness, a glimmer of the glorious richness, joy, and noble beauty that showed in every act and visage of her life, and there was no one he had ever seen who could compare with her: they were all stale and lifeless by comparison.


  Now the savage hatred he had felt when he had cursed her in their bitter quarrel was turned tenfold against himself, and against these people in the streets. For he felt that he had betrayed her love, turned on her, sold her out to the dull, timorous slaves, and in so doing, that he had betrayed life and sold it out to barren death.


  She had said to him with passionate indignation and entreaty: “What do you think it’s been about if I don’t love you? Why do you think I’ve come here day by day, cooked for you, cleaned up after you, listened to your insults and vile abuse, left my work, given up my friends, kept after you and wouldn’t let you go when you tried to throw me over, if it wasn’t because I love you?”


  Oh, she had told the truth, the naked, literal truth. For what purpose, what crafty, deep, and scheming purpose, had this woman poured upon him for three years the lavish bounty of her love and tenderness? Why had she lived ten thousand hours alone with him, leaving the luxury and the beauty of her home for the cyclonic chaos of his poor dwelling?


  He looked about him. Why had she come daily into the mad confusion of this big room in which it always seemed, no matter what patient efforts she made to keep it tidy, that the tumult and fury of his spirit had struck all things like lightning, so that everything—books, shirts, collars, neckties, socks, stained coffee cups half filled with sodden butts, post cards, letters five years old and laundry bills, student themes and tottering piles of his own manuscript, note books, a ragged hat, the leg of a pair of drawers, a pair of shoes with dried, cracked leather, no heels, and two gaping holes upon their bottoms, the Bible, Burton, Coleridge, Donne, Catullus, Heine, Spenser, Joyce, and Swift, a dozen fat anthologies of every kind, plays, poems, essays, stories, and the old, worn, battered face of Webster’s Dictionary, piled up precariously or strewn in a pell-mell circle round his cot, covered with ashes, hurled face downward on the floor before he slept—was a cyclonic compost of the dust and lumber of the last ten years. Here were scraps, fragments, and mementoes of his wandering in many countries, none of which he could destroy, most of which filled him with weariness when he looked at it, and all of which seemed to have been hurled in this incredible confusion with the force of an explosion.


  Why had this elegant and dainty woman come daily into the wild disorder of this mad place? What had she hoped to get from him that she had clung to him, loved him, lavished her inexhaustible tenderness upon him, stuck to him in the face of all the rebuffs, injuries, and insults he had heaped upon her, with all the energy of her indomitable will?


  Yes—why, why? With a cold, mounting fury of self-loathing, he asked himself the questions. What was her deep and scheming plot? Where was the cunning treachery that had maddened him with a thousand poisonous suspicions? Where was the subtle trap that she had laid for him? What was the treasure that she coveted, the priceless possession which she planned to steal away from him, and which was the end and purpose of all these snares of love?


  What was it now? Was it his great wealth and high position in society? Was it his proud title as instructor in an immense and swarming factory of the brain, the noble honor he shared with eighteen hundred fearful, embittered, and sterile little men? Was it his rare culture, the distinguished ability required to speak to jaded typists and swart, ill-smelling youths with raucous voices of “the larger values,” “the liberal outlook,” “the saner, deeper, and more comprehensive point of view”? Was it the delicate and sympathetic perception required to see the true beauty of their sullen, stunned, and inert minds, the jewels buried in the dreary illiteracy of their compositions, the thrills and ardors pulsing in “The Most Exciting Moment of My Life,” or the simple, rich, and moving truths of “My Last Year at Erasmus High”?


  Or was it, now, the elegance of his person, the fastidiousness of his costume, the tender and winning charm of his address, the rare beauty of his form and countenance, that had enchanted her? Was it the graceful and yet nonchalant dignity with which his knees and buttocks dignified these fine old kangaroo bags, through which, ’twas true, his hindward charms gleamed an unearthly white, but which he wore, withal, with what fashionable distinction, with what assured and easy poise? Was it the stylish ease with which he wore his coat, the elegant “three button sack,” of which the lower two were missing, and which was dashingly festooned with remnants of last year’s steak and gravy? Or was it the ungainly body that urchins gibed at in the streets, the bounding and lunging stride, the heavy, slouching shoulders, the gangling arms, the shock of unkempt hair, the face too small and the legs too short for the barrel-like structure of the body, the out-thrust head, the bulging underlip, the dark and upward-peering scowl? Were these the charms that had caught the lady’s fancy?


  Or was it something else she prized—something finer, nobler, deeper? Was it for the great beauty of his soul, the power and richness of his “talent”? Was it because he was a “writer”? The word blazed in his consciousness for a moment, making him writhe with a convulsive shame and evoking a cruel picture of futility, despair, and shoddy pretense. And suddenly he saw himself as a member of the whole vast shabby army he despised: the pale, futile yearners of the arts, the obscure and sensitive youths who thought their souls too fine, their feelings too delicate and subtle, their talents too rare and exquisite for the coarse and vulgar apprehension of the earth.


  For ten years he had known them, he had heard their words, and seen their puny arrogance, and become familiar with all their feeble attitudes and mimicries, and they had sickened his bowels with hopeless impotence, stunned his heart with a grey horror of unbelief and desolate futility. And now, in a single moment of blinding shame, they returned to mock him with appalling revelation. Pale, sterile, feeble, and embittered, they came—a myriad horde—gnawing the nail of rankling discontent, scowling the venom of their misprized talents, sneering with envious contempt against the abilities and accomplishments of stronger and more gifted men than they, and unconfidently solaced by a vague belief in talents which they did not own, drugged feebly by cloudy designs for a work which they would never consummate. He saw them all—the enervate rhapsodists of jazz, the comic strip, and primitive Apollos, Wastelanders, Humanists, Expressionists, Surrealists, Neo-primitives, and Literary Communists.


  The words of fraudulent pretense that he had heard them speak a thousand times came back to him, and suddenly it seemed to him they uttered a final judgment on his own life, too. Had he not scowled and glowered gloomily, whined at the lack of this, the want of that, the intrusion of some shackling obstacle that kept his genius from its full fruition? Had he not bewailed the absence of some earthly heaven in whose unpolluted ethers his rare soul could wing its way triumphantly to great labors? Was not the sun of this base, stinking earth too hot, the wind too cold, the shifting weathers of the seasons too rude and variable for the tender uses of his sweet, fair hide? Were not the bitter world he lived in and the men he knew given to base gain and sordid purposes? Was it not a barren, sordid, ugly world in which the artist’s spirit withered and went dead, and if he changed his skies—oh! if he could only change his skies!—would he not change his soul, as well? Would he not flower and blossom in the living light of Italy, grow great in Germany, bloom like the rose in gentle France, find roots and richness in old England, and utterly fulfill his purposes if he, too, like an æsthetic exile from Kansas whom he had met in Paris, could only “go to Spain to do a little writing”?


  For months and years had he not fumbled, fiddled, faltered, and pretended, just as they? Had he not cursed at a world that paid no tribute to his unsuspected talents, eaten his flesh in bitterness, sneered and mocked at the work of better men, looked out the window, fumbled, and scowled, and fiddled—and what had he done? Written a book that nobody would publish!


  And she, who was the fine, rare artist, the rich, delicate, and certain talent, the person who knew and was sure and had power, the one who worked, created, and produced, had endured it all, cared for him, excused his indolence, and believed in him. During all this time while he had cursed and grumbled at the hardship of his life, coddled his whims, whined that he could do no writing for himself because of his exhausting labors at the school, the woman had done the labor of a titan. She had run her household, governed her family, planned and built a new house in the country, been chief designer for a clothing manufacturer, and constantly improved and strengthened herself in her art, making designs and costumes for thirty plays, doing a day’s work in the morning while he slept, and yet having energy and time left over to come to his place and cook, and spend eight hours a day together with him.


  This sudden perception of Esther’s indomitable courage and energy, her power to work, and her balanced control over all the decisive acts and moments of her life, in contrast to the waste, confusion, and uncertainty of his own, smote him a hammer-blow of shame and self-contempt. And, as if in mute evidence of the contrast, the divided character of the room was suddenly revealed to him. While the part that he inhabited was struck with a cyclonic chaos, the corner by the window where Esther worked and had her table was trim, spare, certain, alert and orderly, and ready instantly for work. Upon the white, clean boards of the table were fastened the crisp sheets of drawing paper covered with the designs that she had made for costumes, each of which was so alive with a brave and jaunty energy, with a delicate and incisive certainty, that they lived instantly, not only with all her own sure talent, but with the lives of all the characters they were designed to clothe. And, right and left, the instruments and materials she loved so well and could use with such sure magic were arranged and ready for her instant touch. There were the tubes and boxes of paint, the fine brushes, the sliding rule, the gleaming compass, and the long, neatly-sharpened pencils, and behind the table, hanging from nails driven in the walls, were the T-square, the yard measure, and the triangle.


  And now each thing that she had touched and owned, each vestige of her life within that room, cried out against him with passionate tongue the judgment of an intolerable regret. In their living stillness these things were more inexorable and swift than the black rout of the avenging furies that ever once through dark and fatal skies impended on the driven figure of a man, more eloquent than the trumpet blast of an accusing vengeance. And their mute and scattered presence there evoked a picture of her life more whole and final than the minute chronicle of twenty thousand days, for it ran like a thread of gold back through the furious confusions of time and cities, and bound her to the strange lost world that he had never known.


  His mind, now goaded by an intolerable desire to know her, see her, have and own her, to mine her life up bit by bit out of the depthless pit of time and the furious oblivion of the city’s life, and to join it, root and branch with all the fibrous tendrils of everything that she had seen and known and touched, to his own, prowled beastwise back across the jungle of the past, scenting the final limits and last implications of every casual word, each story, scene, or moment, each sight or sound or odor he had torn from her in three years with his tireless and insatiate hunger. He wove the web like a terrific spider until two earths, two lives, two destinies as far and separate as any under sun could be, were woven to their jointure by the dark miracle of chance.


  Hers, the streets of life, the manswarm passing in its furious weft, the tumult of great cities, the thunder of the hooves and wheels upon the cobbles, and the solid façades of dark, lavish brown.


  His, the lives of secret men who lived alone, and who had seen cloud shadows passing in the massed green of the wilderness for two hundred years, and whose buried bones were pointing ninety ways across the continent.


  For her, the memory of great names and faces, the flashing stir and thrust of crowds, the shout of noonday in exultant cities, the stamp of the marching men and great parades, the hard cry of the children playing in the streets, and men who leaned at evenings quietly on the sills of old dark brown.


  For him, the great winds howling in the hills at night, the creaking of stiff boughs in Winter wind, and the great empurpled hills that faded faint and far into the edges of a limitless desire, the sound of a bell, wind-broken, the whistle cry that wailed away into blue gates and passes of the North and West.


  For her, forgotten fume-flaws of bright smoke above Manhattan, and the proud cleavages of ships, and the sea-flung city masted to its lips with trade and voyages. For her, suave silks and creamy linens, old dark woods, the wink of mellow wines and heavy, ancient silvers, the dainty succulence of rare foods and cookery, the velvet backs and proud-groomed undulance of luxurious beauty, the ornate masks and gestures of the actors’ faces, and the lost burial of their eyes.


  For him, the lamplight in a close and shuttered Winter room, the smell of camphor and of apples, the flare and crumble of the ash there in the grate, and the ash of time in Aunt Maw’s voice, that death-triumphant Joyner voice, drawling of death and sorrow, the sin and shame of his father’s life, and phantoms of lost Joyner kinsmen back in the hills a hundred years ago.


  Even while all those elements of fire and earth of which he was compacted coursed unresolved in the wild blood from which he sprang, she paced, a child, along the city streets. Even while he stared within his mother’s flesh, she was an adolescent girl, orphaned of love, knowledged in grief and loss and bitterness, and strong in hopeful fortitude. Even while he, a boy of twelve, lay on the grass before his uncle’s house and dreamed his dreams, she lay, a woman ripe in love and loveliness, in the embraces of a husband. And even while, a youth, he saw afar the glorious towers of the fabled city, and felt along his loins the joy and certitude of all the glory, love, and power that he would win there, she was a woman seated at the heart of power, freed from confusion, and certain of her talent and her strength.


  Thus did his memory shuttle back and forth across the skeins of chance until it wove the jointure of their lives together.


  And, finally, he saw this brave and faithful spirit which was so certain of its strength, so sure of its power to make its life prevail, faced for the first time by the thing it could not meet or conquer, and fighting wildly, with a desperate and pitiable fury, as if against some intolerable personal injustice, against the common and invincible enemy of mankind—the passing of youth, the loss of love, the coming of old age and weariness and completion. This final, brutal necessity that put the mark of its possession upon the lives of all men living was the thing she would not accept, and that could nowhere be escaped or denied. She was dashing her life against its iron face. Inexorable and wordless, it was present in all the desperate and ugly war that had been waged between them, it stood outside them, waiting while they fought, and it bore the terrible judgment of the clock, the stayless doom of time. It was silent before their words of bitter injury and reproach, silent before love, hatred, faith, and unbelief alike, and its face was grim, immovable, and final.


  She would not yield to it, nor admit the justice of the fate it spoke. She shook her fist into the face of iron destiny. And as he saw the desperate and useless struggle, his heart was torn with a wild regret and pity for her, for he knew that she was right, no matter how inexorable or general the fate she shared with all the earth. He knew that she was right, and would be right if she went to her grave with a curse of wild denial on her lips, because such beauty, courage, love, and youth, and strength as she had known should not grow old, and should never die, and that truth was with her, no matter how inevitable the triumph of this all-devouring, all-victorious enemy.


  And as he saw the way it was, there came to him an image of man’s whole life upon the earth. It seemed to him that all man’s life was like a tiny spurt of flame that blazed out briefly in an illimitable and terrifying darkness, and that all man’s grandeur, tragic dignity, his heroic glory came from the brevity and smallness of this flame, and that he knew his light was little and would be extinguished, and that only darkness was immense and everlasting, and that he died with defiance on his lips, and that the shout of his hatred and denial rang with the last pulsing of his heart into the maw of all-engulfing night.


  And now again the foul, intolerable shame returned to sicken him with hatred of his life, for it seemed to him that he had betrayed the only faithful, strong, and certain thing that he had ever known. And in betraying it, it seemed to him that he had not only dishonored life, spat in the face of love, and sold out the person who had loved him to the hateful legions of rat’s alley where the dead men lived, but that he had also betrayed himself and bargained with the dead for his own ruin and defeat. For, if his heart was poisoned at its sources, his brain warped and twisted by its madness, his life polluted and brought to naught, what enemy had worked this evil on him but himself?


  Men have their visions from afar and in a lonely place, and the great vision of this earth and all her power and glory has ever had the city at its end. So it had been with him. He had come to the city as young men come, with joy and hope, with certain faith, and with the conviction he had power to make his life prevail. He had possessed the strength, the faith, the talent to do all things if he had played the man and kept the same heart, the same courage and belief, that he had had within him as a child. And had he used his life well and bravely to this purpose? No. Instead, he had spat upon the glory that was given him, betrayed love, and like a whining slave had miserably sold his life into the hands of other slaves, until now, like them, he jeered at his own vision as the day-dream of a yokel, and gave to the passion and belief of youth the fool’s mockery of a false, inept, and mirthless laughter.


  And for what? For what? He had spoken to her of the “shame” he felt because of her. For what other thing should he feel a second’s shame save for the foul insult and injury he had heaped upon the one who loved him, whom he loved? Feel shame! Great God! Before what—or whom? Must he then bow his head and hurry past below the stare of all the grey-faced ciphers in the street?


  They say! They say! They! They! They! And who were they that he should strain his ears to hear them in the streets or care the tail-end of a tinker’s curse for all their bastardly gentility? They! They! Who were they that he should sell out the grand woman, the fine artist, and the true aristocrat to any vulgar little slut or snob that aped or swanked its way through the cheap perfumery of a fraudulent society? Feel shame! Apologize! To whom! Good God, must he slink by below the thoroughbred disdain of fine old country-club Princetonians, cringe below the scornful nostrils of high-mettled Junior Leaguers, endure with flaming face the amused, distasteful glances of young princelings of the Harvard Club, cringe and slink it when he faced the noble-blooded heirs of Hayes and Garfield scoundrels who scarcely yet had breathed the sweat and horse-p—s knavery of their fathers from their nostrils? Or squirm, great God, before the amused, ironic glances of a Saturday Reviewer, the fine old culture of the Dekes and Betas, or the snickering whispers and sly nudges of the pale sucks and crawling worms at the School for Utility Cultures?


  They! They! And who were they? The apes and rats and parrots of the earth without the courage of their own disbelief, the puny pavement cynics who winked and leered with knowing smirk their little hearsay filth. They! The feeble little city yokels who sneered and mocked and jingled in their pockets the cheap coin of their stale pick-me-up scurrilities. They! The wretched and impotent little instructors at the School for Utility Cultures, the tenth-rate literary triflers who had no heart or courage for avowal, for any living passion, mercy, love, or strong belief whatever, whose mouths were filled with ugly slanders, and who could be gay and gaudy on a thimble’s measure of bad gin, snickering and whispering over some rag of gossip about a lesbic actress, a pederastic poet, or the unclean rumor that hovered about a celebrity they would have swallowed dung to meet.


  They! They! Why, how was he any better than any damned dull slave who winked and nodded it with knowing leer and ravenously gulped down the lies and slop a shrewder knave had thrown together for him, saying: “Sure, I know! I know! You’re telling me! ... I know! You know how it is, don’t you? ... Nah-h!”—when the poor fool had been blind and ignorant from his birth?


  Yes, he had winced and faltered in the stare of men like these, and yet his fathers were great men, and had known the wilderness, and had winced and faltered in the stare of no one. And had their spirit died upon the earth? Suddenly he knew that it had not. He saw that it lived in the very air around him, and he knew it still belonged to the fabric of man’s life, as real and living as it ever was.


  Had not ten million men before him brought their strength and talents and all the golden legendry of their youth into the city? Had they not heard the accursed clatter of their feet upon the metal stairs, the entrance tilings, and seen the hard, dead eyes and heard the cold and loveless greetings of the men from whom they bought the refuge of their little cells? Had they not with hearts of fire, with the burning hunger of their savage loneliness, hurled themselves out of these little cells into the streets again? Wild-eyed and desperate, mad of brain, had they not coursed the terrible streets in which there was neither curve nor pause nor any place that they might enter, and searched the myriad faces with a desperate hope, and then returned into their little cells, mocked by the city’s terrible illusions of abundance and variety, and by the cruel enigma of man’s loneliness among eight million, his poverty and desolation at the seat of a stupendous power and wealth?


  Had they not cursed in the darkness of their little rooms at night, and ripped the sheets between convulsive fingers, beat their fists against the wall? Had they not seen a thousand insults to the living in the streets of night, and smelled the foul stench of a brutal privilege, seen the leer of a criminal authority, the smirk of a corrupt and indifferent power, and had they not grown mad with shame and horror?


  And yet all did not grow grey of heart or dead of eye, or wearily ape the gabble of the dead. All did not madden desperately to defeat. For some had seen the city’s stupefying and unnumbered cruelty, and lived upon their hate of it, and not grown cruel. Some had drawn mercy from the cobblestones, found love within a little room, and all the living richness of the earth and April in the furious clamors of a street. And some had struck the city’s stony heart and brought forth lucent water, and wrung out of her iron breast the grandest music that the earth has known. They had bloodily learned the secret of her stern soul, and with the power and passion of their lives won from her what they sought in youth.


  Were there not still men who strode with confidence the streets of life, knew fortitude and danger and endurance in their daily work, and yet leaned with calm eyes at evening on their window sills? Were there not men who in the rush and glare of furious noon thickened the air with strong, hoarse curses from the seats of trucks, sat with gloved hands of cunning on the throttle, looked with a glint of demon hawk-eyes on the rails, lifted their voices in command to swarthy, sweating laborers, men who drank, fought, whored, and fed stupendously, and yet were brave and gentle in their hearts, filled with the warm blood and the liberal passion of living men?


  And as he thought of them, the earth was living with the brave presences of men and women who had torn joy and passion strongly from the earth, just as now the whole of his big room was living with the life of Esther. The memory of her small and bitterly wounded face, stricken with the surprise and grief of a child whose gaiety and affection has been killed suddenly by a blow, returned to twist into his heart its merciless and avenging blade.


  But now his life was so caught up and whirled about in this wild dance of madness and despair, of love, hatred, faith, and disbelief, of a savage jealousy and a despairing penitence, that he no longer knew what justice or what falseness rested in his curse or prayer or self-reproach, or whether he was mad or sane, or if his life and sinew had been seduced and rotted by an evil thing, or fed and nourished by a good one. At the end he only knew that, true, false, fair, foul, young, old, good, evil, or anything he thought whatever, she was rooted in the fabric of his life and he must have her.


  He struck his fist into his face, a wild and wordless cry was torn from his throat, and he rushed from his room and from the house, out in the street to find her.


  [¬]
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  PURSUIT AND CAPTURE


  All at once she saw his apelike shadow moving on the pavement. In firm young sunlight it came bounding after her, the body and the long arms prowling, the legs leaping high in their strange stride, and her heart was twisted suddenly and beat hard with pain and joy. But she did not turn to look at him, she lowered her face stubbornly and went on faster as if she did not see him, and the shadow bounded after her, came up beside her, walked abreast of her, and still she did not look at him, and he did not speak.


  At length he seized her by the arm and, in a voice surly with shame and obstinacy, said:


  “What’s wrong with you now? Where are you going? What the hell’s the trouble now?”


  “You told me to go,” she said with offended dignity, and she tried to pull her arm away. “You told me to leave you and never to come back again. You drove me out. You’re the one.”


  “Come back,” he said with sullen shame, and stood still as though to turn her around and head her back down the street.


  She jerked her arm away from him and walked on. Her lip was trembling and she did not speak.


  He stood a moment looking at her retreating figure, and in his mounting shame and baffled rage the old black fury rose up in him suddenly and he bounded after her, yelling frantically:


  “Come back! Come back, God-damn it! Don’t disgrace me in the streets!” He seized her arm again and roared: “Don’t bawl! I beg and beseech you not to bawl!” he shouted.


  “I’m not bawling!” she said. “I’m not disgracing you! You’re the one!”


  Some people had stopped to stare at them, and when he noticed them, he turned on them savagely and snarled:


  “It’s no business of yours, you leering swine! What are you looking at?”


  Then, turning towards her small form menacingly, he said in a hoarse voice and with a contorted face:


  “You see, don’t you? You see what you’ve done! They’re looking at us! Great God, they’re lapping it up—you can see them lick their filthy chops about it! And you enjoy it!” he shouted. “You love it! Anything, by God, so long as you attract attention! Anything to degrade, ruin, and humiliate me!”


  He had her by the arm, and he now began to pull her back along the street so fast she had to run to keep up with him.


  “Come on!” he said in a frantic and entreating tone. “Come on, for God’s sake! You’re ruining me! Please come on!”


  “I’m coming. I’m coming,” she said, and the tears were running down her face. “You said you didn’t want me any more.”


  “That’s right”—he said—“cry! Boo-hoo! Weep your glycerine tears!”


  “No. They are real tears,” she said with dignity.


  “Oh, glub-glub! Oh, gul-lup, gul-lup! Woe is me! Oi yoi yoi! Play to the crowd! Get their sympathy!”


  Suddenly he burst into a wild, mad laugh, and, turning, shouted into the street loudly, waving his arms meanwhile in beckoning gestures:


  “All right, boys! Step right up! We will now witness a very high-class performance by one of our best art-theatre actresses, only a nickel, five cents, the twentieth part of a dollar!”


  He paused, glancing at her for a moment, and then he cried out bitterly:


  “All right! You win! I’m no match for you!”


  “I’m not playing to any crowd,” she said. “You’re the one!”


  “With her nice, damned, delicate little rosy face! Is this another of your tricks? Out here on the street, and letting the tears trickle down your pure, sweet, womanly face!”


  “You’re the one!” she said. She stopped suddenly and looked at him, her face flushed, her rosy lip curling, and then said in a quiet and scornful voice, as if pronouncing the most insulting judgment she knew: “Do you know what you’re acting like? Well, I’ll tell you. You’re acting like a Christian, that’s what you’re acting like!”


  “And you’re acting like a Jew! A damned, crafty Jezebel of a Jew! That’s what you’re acting like!”


  “That’s all right about the Jews,” she said. “We’re too good for you, that’s all. You know nothing about us, and you will never be able in your vile, low soul to understand what we are like as long as you live.”


  “Understand!” he cried. “Oh, I understand enough! You’re not so damned wonderful and mysterious as you think! So we’re too vile and low to understand how noble and great you are, are we? Tell me, then,” he cried in an excited and combative tone, “if we’re so low as you say we are, why don’t you stick to your own race? Why is it that every damned one of you is out to get a Christian if you can? Will you tell me that? Hey?”


  In the excitement of a fresh dispute they had paused again, and now faced each other in the middle of the sidewalk with red, angry faces, oblivious of all the people who passed around them.


  “No. No,” she said strongly, in a protesting tone. “You can’t say that. That’s not true, and you know it’s not!”


  “Not true,” he cried, with a wild, exasperated laugh as he struck his forehead with his palm and made a gesture of imploring supplication heavenward. “Not true! My God, woman, how can you stand there and look me in the face when you say it? You know it’s true! Why, every God-damned one of you, man or woman, will crawl upon your hands and knees—yes!—creep and crawl and contrive until you have a Gentile in your clutches! ... Jesus God! That it should come to this!” and he laughed bitterly and madly.


  “That it should come to what?” she said, with an angry laugh. “God, but you’re crazy! You don’t know what you’re saying half the time. You open your mouth and it just comes out!”


  “Answer me!” he said hoarsely. “Isn’t it the truth? You know God-damn well it’s the truth!”


  “I’m going now!” she cried, in a high, excited voice. “You’re beginning again! I told you I wouldn’t listen to your vileness any longer!” And she wrenched her arm out of his grasp and began to walk away, with a flaming, angry face.


  He followed her instantly, and stopped her, clasping her hand warmly and firmly between his own, and speaking to her in a low, entreating voice.


  “Oh, come on!” he said, ashamed of himself and trying to laugh it off. “Come on back with me! I didn’t mean it. Don’t you see I didn’t mean it? Don’t you know I was only joking? Don’t you see that was all it was?” he said urgently, and again he tried to pass it off with a hearty laugh that rang hollowly in the street.


  “Yes! A fine joker you are!” she said scornfully. “Your idea of a joke would be to see somebody break his neck! That’s the kind of joke you’d like! ... I know! I know!” she continued, almost hysterical in her excitement. “You don’t need to tell me. You’re always reviling us. You couldn’t see the truth about us anyway, you hate us so!”


  He stared thickly and blindly at her for a moment with bloodshot eyes, in which the fires of love and hate, of conviction and mistrust, of sanity and madness, flared instantly together in one joined flame, and behind which his spirit looked out silently, like something trapped and baffled, desperate, haggard, and bewildered. Suddenly her face shone clearly in his vision, and he saw it, small and flushed and wounded bitterly, at the same instant that he heard her words of resentful indignation.


  And then, with a returning sense of his unforgivable injustice, he realized that she had spoken the truth, and that in the furious excess of his exasperation and vituperative bitterness he had said things he had not meant to say, used words the way one uses a murderous weapon, with the sole intent to wound her, words which he could not now unsay or ever atone for. And again a wave of intolerable shame overwhelmed him, and the desperation of defeat now filled his heart. It seemed he was so entirely in the grip of this madness that he could not for five minutes control a sure and certain impulse. The very impulse which had driven him into the streets to find her, the impulse of passionate regret and faith and strong conviction, had been forgotten with the first words that he spoke to her, and again he had fouled himself and her with a vile, choking glut of filthy insult and abuse.


  And now, ashamed to look into her face, he looked instead into the street, and saw it plainly as it was—harsh and angular with its chaotic architectures, the raw, prognathous fronts of its new buildings, the grimed dinginess of its old ones, the lumpy copings, the rusty fire escapes, the grimy warehouses, and the occasional glow and richness of old red brick and calmer time. It was simply an American street, he had seen its like a thousand times, and it had no curve nor stay nor pause in it, nor any planned coherence.


  They had paused beneath a slender tree, one of the few along the street; it grew up from a lonely scrap of earth wedged in between an old brick house and the grey pavement; and through young boughs, now leaved with the first smoky green of the year, the sun cast a net of dancing spangles on the wide brim of Esther’s hat and the rich green of the dress she wore, swarming in moths of golden light upon her straight, small shoulders. Her face, now flaming with her hurt, looked out like a strange and lovely flower below her hat, and it had the mingled looks he had seen in it ten thousand times—the straight, proud, faithful look of children, and their grieved, bewildered innocence; and all the dark opulence of the women of her race.


  And as he looked at her, his entrails stirred with tenderness, with the desire to hold her gently and caress her. Slowly he moved his hand until he touched hers with his fingertips, and softly said:


  “No, Esther, I don’t hate you. I love you better than my life.”


  Then, arm in arm, they turned and went back to his room again. And everything was with them as it always was.


  [¬]
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  THE WEAVER AT WORK AGAIN


  Monk leaned stiffly, legs apart, and with his back to Esther. His weight was supported on his extended arms and the palms of his hands, which rested on the ledge of sun-warm stone outside the window. With his head out-thrust, half-sunken in his shoulder blades, he glowered right and left along the street. The delicate lights of April passed over his head and shoulders, a breeze fanned past him from the street, and behind him, on the wall, the sheets of tracing paper rattled crisply. It was another day.


  Frowning, and slipping her finger rapidly in and out of the old ring she wore—a gesture habitual to her in moments of nervousness, impatience, and serious meditation or decision—Esther looked at him with a faint, bitter smile, a feeling of tenderness and anger and a scornful humor.


  “Now,” she thought, “I know exactly what he’s thinking. There are still a few things in the universe which have not been arranged to suit his pleasure, so he wants to see them changed. And his desires are modest, aren’t they? Very!” she thought bitterly. “All he wants is to eat his cake and keep on having it forever. He’s tired of me and he wishes I would go away and leave him here alone to contemplate his navel. He also wishes I would stay here with him. I am the one he loves, his jolly little Jew that he adores and could devour, and I am also the evil wench who lies in wait for unsuspecting country boys. I am the joy and glory of his life, and I am also the sinister and corrupt harpy who has been employed by the forces of darkness to kill and destroy his life. And why? Why, because he is so innocent and pure—God! Could anyone believe it if they heard it!—and all the rotten people who hate life are staying up at night plotting how to wreck and ruin him. The Jews hate the Christians, and they also love them. The Jewish women seduce the pure young Christian boys because they love them and want to destroy them, and the Jewish men, cynical and resigned, look on and rub their hands in glee because they hate the Christians and also love them, too, and want to destroy them because they love to see them suffer, but really adore them because they feel such sympathy and pity for them, and yet say nothing because they get an obscene sexual satisfaction from the spectacle, and because their souls are old and patient, and they have known that their women were unfaithful for seven thousand years, and they must suffer and endure it! Weave! Weave! Weave! He weaves it day and night out of his crazy and tormented brain until not even Einstein could make head or tail of it—and yet he thinks it all as plain and clear as day! The Jews are the most generous and liberal people on earth, and have the most wonderful food upon their tables, but when they invite you to eat it, they wait until it gets halfway down your throat and you have a look of pleasure on your face, and then they say something cruel and cunning to you in order to make you lose your appetite.”


  And touched again by the old and worldly humor of her race, she smiled with an ironic expression as she thought: “Lose your appetite! It’s just too bad the way you lose your appetite! I’ve been cooking for you three years now, young fellow, and the only time I’ve ever seen you lose your appetite was when you couldn’t lift another forkful to your mouth! Lose his appetite! God! The nerve of that fellow! When I’ve seen him eat until his eyes were glazed and stuck out of his head, and all he could do for three hours after when I spoke to him was grunt like a pig! Yes! And even when you came to see us all—these horrible people that you say we are—you lost your appetite, didn’t you? God, will I ever forget the night he came in when we were at dinner and he said: ‘No, not a thing! Not a thing! I just finished a big dinner at the Blue Ribbon and I couldn’t touch a bite. ... Well,’ he says, ‘I think I will take just a cup of coffee, if you don’t mind. I’ll drink it while the rest of you are eating.’ A cup of coffee! It is to laugh! Three heaping plates full of my meat balls, a whole dish of asparagus, a bowl of salad—you cleaned out all that was left in the big salad bowl—you can’t deny it—two helpings of Cookie’s apple dumplings—and coffee! My God, he never thought of coffee till he’d finished! A bottle of Fritz’s best St. Julien, that’s what you had, my boy, as well you know—‘I don’t mind if I do take a glass, Fritz’—and one of his best cigars, and two glasses of his oldest brandy! A cup of coffee! That was your cup of coffee! God! We all laughed our heads off at what Alma said when he had gone. ‘Mother, if that’s his notion of a cup of coffee, I’m glad he didn’t feel like having a ham sandwich, too.’ And even Fritz said, ‘Yes, it’s lucky for us that he wasn’t hungry. I understand the crops are not so good this year as they were last.’ We simply roared about that cup of coffee! Not that any of us begrudged it to you! As cruel and unjust as you have been, you can’t say that about us. That kind of smallness and meanness is the thing you Christians do.”


  She looked at him, the trace of an ironic smile upon her lips.


  “Your cup of coffee! Oh, don’t worry about that, my lad! You’ll get your cup of coffee, sure enough! Just wait till you are married to some anæmic little Christian girl—she’ll get your cup of coffee for you. Christian coffee! Two grains of coffee in a bucketful of stale dish water! That’s the kind of coffee that you’ll get! Yes! Who’ll feed you then? Who’ll cook for you?”


  She pondered with a faint, bitter smile.


  “Some little goy with a hank of yellow hair, the hips of a washboard, and the eyes of a drowned cat. ... I know now what she’ll give you. I can see it! Oxtail soup out of a can with all the ox left out of it, picked-up codfish with a gob of that horrible, white, gooey, Christian sauce, a slice of gluten bread, acidophilus milk, and a piece of stale angel cake that the little wench picked up at a bakery on her way home from the movies. ‘Come, Georgie, darling! Be a nice boy now. You haven’t eaten any of your good boiled spinach, dear. It’s good for you, pet, it’s full of nice, healthy iron. (Healthy iron, your granny! In three months’ time he’ll turn green with belly-ache and dyspepsia. ... You’ll think of me every time you take another bite!) No, you bad boy! You can’t have any more creamed chipped beef. You’ve already had meat three times this month, you’ve had six and three-eighths ounces of meat in the last three weeks dear, and it’s very bad for you. You’ll be getting uric acid the first thing you know. If you’re a good boy, pet, I’ll let you have a nice, burned-up lamb chop week after next. I’ve got the most delicious menu all fixed up for the next two weeks. I read all about it in Molly Messmore’s Food Hints in The Daily Curse. Oh, yum! yum! yum! Your mouth will water, all right, when you see what I’ve prepared for you, dear. (Yes, and if I know anything about him, his eyes will water, too!) Next week is going to be Fish Week, darling. We’re going to have nothing but fish, pet, won’t that be nice? (Oh yes! That will be just too nice for words.) Molly says fish is good for you, lamb, the body needs lots of fish, it’s Brain Food, pet, and if my big boy is going to use that great big wonderful brain of his and think all those beautiful thoughts, he’s got to be a good boy and eat lots of fish like his momma tells him to. Monday, darling, we are going to have imported Hungarian catfish with henhouse noodles, and Tuesday, pet, we are going to have roast Long Island suckers with gastric juice, and Wednesday, love, we are going to have stewed, milkfed bloaters à la Gorgonzola with stinkweed salad, and Thursday, sweet, we are going to have creamed cod with chitling gravy, and Friday—Friday is really Fish Day, lamb, Friday we are going—You bad boy! You take that ugly fwown wight off your face! I don’t like to see my big boy’s beautiful face all winkled up by that ugly fwown. Open your moufy now, and swallow down this nice big spoonful of stewed prune juice. There! Now doesn’t he feel better? It’s good for my darling’s bow-wels. You’ll wake up in the morning feeling wonderful!’”


  Proud, somber, darkly flushed, slipping her finger in and out of the ring, she looked at him with a faint, brooding smile and an exultant sense of triumph.


  “Oh, you’ll think of me! You’ll think of me, all right! You think you can forget me, but you can’t! If you forget all the rest of it, you’ll have to think of me each time you put a bite of Christian food into your mouth!”


  “Weave, weave, weave!” she thought. “Weave, you crazy and tormented weaver, until you are caught up and tangled hopelessly in your own web! Use nothing that you have. Go crazy wanting what you haven’t got. And what is it that you want? Do you know? Could you say? Have you the glimmer of a notion what it is you want? To be here and not to be here. To be in Vienna, London, Frankfort, and the Austrian Tyrol at the same moment. To be in your room and out in the street at the same time. To live in the city and know a million people, and to live on a mountain top and know only three or four. To have one woman, one house, one horse, one cow, one little piece of earth, one place, one country, and one of everything, and to have a thousand women, to live in a dozen countries, to travel on a hundred ships, to try ten thousand kinds of food and drink, and to live five hundred different lives—all at one and the same time! To look through walls of brick into a million rooms and see the lives of all the people, and to look into my heart, to tear me open, to ask me a million questions, to think about me all the time, to grow mad thinking of me, to imagine a thousand filthy and insane things about me and then to believe them right away, to chew me up and devour me until there’s nothing left of me—and then to forget about me. To have a hundred plans and ideas for the work you are going to do, the books and stories you are going to write, to begin a dozen things and to finish nothing. To want to work like a madman and then to sprawl upon your rump and gaze dreamily at the ceiling and wish there was some way that it would all come out of you like ectoplasm, and that the pencil would just walk across the paper by itself and do all that ugly work for you of putting down and working out, of revising, writing, getting stumped, cursing, stamping around and beating its head against the wall, sweating blood and crying, ‘Christ! I’m going mad!’—getting tired and desperate, and swearing off forever, and then sitting down to sweat and curse and work like hell again! Oh, wouldn’t life be simply glorious if all that part of it could be cut out! Wouldn’t it be fine if glory, reputation, love were ready at our beck and call, and if the work we want to do, the satisfaction that we hope to get, would just walk in on us when we wished for it, and go away and leave us when we were tired of it!”


  Her eyes flashed with impatience as she looked at him.


  “Here he is, lashing about and beating himself to pieces everywhere! Sure of his purpose, and letting himself be taken from it every time the phone rings, every time someone offers him a drink, every time some fool comes knocking at the door! Burning with desire for everything except the thing he has, and tired of anything he has the moment that he has it! Hoping to save himself by getting on a ship and going to another country, to find himself by getting lost, to change himself by changing his address, to get a new life by finding a new sky! Always believing he will find something strange and rich and glorious somewhere else, when all the glory and the richness in the world is here before him, and the only hope he has of finding, doing, saving anything is in himself, and by himself!”


  With the hatred which she had for failure, her abhorrence of indecision and confusion, and the almost material value which she set upon success—on a life and talent wisely used, and on a knowledge always guided by a clear design—she clenched and unclenched her fists, trembling in a fury of indomitable determination as she looked at him, thinking:


  “God! If I could only give him a part of my power to work and get things done! If I could only set him on the track and keep him there until he does it! If I could only teach him how to collect his strength and use it to some good end, and get the pure gold out of him—yes, the best! the best! for that’s the only thing that’s good enough!—and not to let it all be wasted, frittered away, and buried below a mass of false and worthless things! If I could only show him how to do it—and, by God!” she thought, doubling her fists together at her sides, “I will!”


  [¬]


  42

  THE PARTING


  April passed, and May came on, and there was neither change nor hope of change in Monk. In a thousand darts and flicks and fancies of his swarming brain, his life was buffeted in a mad devil’s dance like a bird hurled seaward on the wind, and, ever in his sight, always within his touch, forever to be captured and yet never caught, the ever-shifting visages of that mercurial atom, truth, melted from his furious attempt like images of painted smoke and left him baffled and bewildered, a maddened animal that beat its knuckles bloody against the strong wall of the earth.


  Sometimes a memory, an evocation of classic purities, swept calmly through his mind and left it for a moment untainted and undistressed. And then he longed no more for rich Cockaigne, for amorous flesh and lips empurpled with ripe grapes, but for even and eternal skies, a parapet of untortured stone, and calm eyes that looked out upon an un-tumultuous and unchanging sea that feathered with remote and punctual sighings on the rocks. There time went by on unrelenting beat; the even sky hung tragically above the heads of men who thought of living but who calmly knew that they must die. The grief of time, the sorrowful hauntings of brief days, rested upon them, and they never wept. They lived their lives out like the seasons, giving to each its due:


  To Spring, all of the leaping and the dancing, the flashing of young forms in silver pools, the hunt, the capture, and the race.


  To Summer, battle, the swift thud of mighty flesh, victory without pity or injustice, defeat with resignation.


  Then to October they brought all their grain of wisdom, their ripe deliberation. Their calm eyes saw a few things that endured—the sea, the mountain, and the sky—and they walked together, talking with grave gestures of the fate of man. Their feast was truth and beauty, and they lay together on unyielding mats, tasting the wine, the olive, and a crust of bread.


  When December came, without lamentings in the room, but by the wall and quietly, they turned their grey heads tranquilly below their robes, and died.


  Was this, then, the answer? He shook his head and wiped the image from his eyes. No, no. There was no answer. If such men had lived, they had been touched by all our woes, by all the madness, grief, and fury flesh can know. Torture and maddening of the brain were theirs as well as ours, and through all time, through the brief tickings of all human lives, the river flowed, dark, unceasing, and inscrutable.


  And now the worm was feeding at his life again, a knife was driven through his heart and twisted there, and suddenly he went blank and empty and his flesh turned rotten.


  So it was that Esther found him when she came that day at noon.


  He sat upon his cot in sullen, sodden, leaden apathy and would not rouse to talk to her. And when she saw him so, she thought to draw him out by telling in her bright and jolly way about a play that she had seen the night before. She told him all about it, who the actors were, and how they did, and how the audience responded, and as she brought to instant life the scene there in the theatre, she burst forth in her jaunty way and said how fine, how grand, how swell it was.


  These simple-seeming words from her sophisticated mouth now goaded Monk into a sudden fury.


  “Oh, fine! Oh, grand! Oh, swell!” he snarled, with savage parody. “God! You people make me sick! The way you talk!” and lapsed again into a moody silence.


  Esther had been pacing lightly round the room, but now she spun about and faced him, her rosy cheeks turned crimson with a sudden anger.


  “You people! You people!” she cried, in a high, excited voice. “In heaven’s name, what is it now? What people are you talking about? I’m no people! I’m no people!” she said with a stammering resentment. “I don’t know who you’re talking about!”


  “Oh, yes you do!” he muttered sullenly and wearily. “The whole damned lot of you! You’re all alike! You’re one of them!”


  “One of whom?” said Esther furiously. “I’m one of nobody—I’m myself, that’s who I am! There’s no sense to anything you say any more! You hate the whole world and you curse and revile everybody! You don’t know what you’re saying half the time! You people! You’re always calling me ‘you people,’” she said bitterly, “when you don’t know what people you’re talking about!”


  “Oh, yes I do!” he said gloomily. “The whole damned lot of you—that’s who!”


  “Of whom? Of whom?” she cried, with an agonized, exasperated laugh. “God! You just keep muttering the same thing over and over, and it makes no sense!”


  “The whole damned crowd of million-dollar Jew and Gentile aesthetes—that’s who I mean! With your twaddle about ‘Have you seen this?’ and ‘Have you read that?’—with your bilge about books and plays and pictures, moaning about art and beauty and how it is the thing you all are living for, when none of you care a good God-damn for anything but keeping in the swim! Ah, you make me sick!—the whole damned crowd of you, with your jokes about the fairies and the lesbians, and your books and plays and nigger carvings!” he said with choking incoherence. “Yes. You know a lot about it, don’t you? When you’ve got to read the magazines to see what you should like—and you’ll go back on your word, you’ll change your mind, you’ll betray a thing you said was good in thirty seconds, if you find your dirty crowd’s against you! ... The friends and patrons of the arts!” he said with an infuriated yell of unsure laughter. “Jesus God! That it should come to this!”


  “Oh, that it should come to this! That it should come to what? You poor fool, you’re raving like a crazy man.”


  “That the good man—the real artist—the true poet—should be done to death——”


  “Oh, done to death, my eye!”


  “—by the malice and venom of these million-dollar apes and bastards of the arts and their erotic wives! ‘Oh, how we do love art!’” he sneered. “‘I’m so much interested in the work you’re doing! I know you have so much to offer—and we ne-e-d you so-o,’” he whispered, almost speechlessly, “‘and won’t you co-o-me to tea on Thursday? I’m all al-o-o-ne—’ ... The bitches! The dirty bitches!” he bellowed suddenly like a maddened bull, and then, reverting to a tone of whining and seductive invitation, “‘—and we can have a nice, long talk together! I so much want to talk to you! I feel you have so much to gi-i-ve me.’ Ah, the filthy swine! And you, you, you!” he gasped. “That’s your crowd! And is that your game, too?” His voice threaded away to a whisper of exhausted hatred, and his breath labored heavily in the silence.


  She made no answer for a moment. She looked at him quietly, sorrowfully, shaking her head slightly in a movement of scorn and pity.


  “Listen!” she said at length. He turned sullenly away from her, but she seized him by the arm, pulled him back to her, and spoke to him sharply in a commanding tone. “Listen, you poor fool! I’m going to tell you something! I’m going to tell you now what’s wrong with you! You curse and revile everybody and you think that everyone is down on you and wants to do you harm. You think that everyone is against you and is staying awake at night thinking how to get the best of you. You think everyone is plotting how to keep you down. Well, let me tell you something,” she said quietly. “This thing which you have made up in your mind does not exist. This is a monster of your own creating. George, look at me!” she spoke sharply to him. “I am a truthful person, no matter what you say, and I swear to you that this ugly thing has no existence anywhere except in your own mind. These people that you curse and rail at have never hated you and do not wish to do you any injury.”


  “Oh,” he said with savage sarcasm, “I suppose then that they love me! I suppose they spend their time in planning how they can do me good!”


  “No,” she said. “They neither love nor hate you. Most of them have never heard of you. They wish to do you neither harm nor good. They never think of you.” She paused, looking sadly at him for a moment. Then she said: “But I can tell you this—even if they knew you, it would not be the way you think it is. People are not that way at all. For God’s sake,” she cried with strong feeling, “don’t blacken your mind and warp your life with all these vile and ugly thoughts that are not so! Try to have a little faith and wisdom when you think of people! They are not the way you think they are! No one wants to do you any harm!”


  He stared at her stupidly and sullenly for a moment. The madness had flared out of him again and now he looked at her wearily with the old sense of shame and foul disgust.


  “I know they’re not,” he said dully. “I know what they are like. I curse at them because I know I am no good. ... Oh, I can’t tell you!” he said with a sudden, desperate, and baffled movement, “I can’t tell you what it is! It’s not the way you think it is, either. I don’t hate everyone the way you think—in spite of all I say. I hate no one but myself. Esther, in God’s name, what’s gone wrong with me? What’s the matter with my life? I used to have the strength of twenty people. I loved life and had the power and courage to do anything. I worked and read and traveled with the energy of a great dynamo. I wanted to eat the earth, and feed myself with all the books and men and countries in the world. I wanted to know about the lives of all the people, to be everywhere, to see and know everything like a great poet, and I walked and roamed about the streets feeding on everything that the people did or said with a furious hunger that was never satisfied. Everything sang out for me with glory and with triumph, and I was sure I had the power and talent to do everything I wanted. I wanted fame and love and glory, and I was sure that I could get them. And I wanted to do fine work, to make my life prevail, and to grow and come to good and strengthen in my work forever. I wanted to be a great man. Why should I be ashamed to say I wanted to be a great man, and not a little, ugly, sterile fellow? ... And now all that has gone. I hate my life and everything I see around me. Good God! if I had lived my life—if I were old and worn-out and had never got anything from life I wanted, I could see the reason for it!” he burst out furiously. “But I’m only twenty-seven—and I’m worn-out already! By God! an old and worn-out old man at twenty-seven!” he yelled, and began to beat his fist into the wall.


  “Oh, worn-out! Worn-out, my eye!” she said with a short and angry laugh. “You act as if you’re worn-out! You’ve worn me out, you mean. You wear out everybody else the way you lash around. You wear yourself out beating your head against a wall! But—worn-out! You’re worn-out about the same way that the Hudson River is.”


  “Oh—don’t—for God’s sake—don’t!” he said in a choked and furious tone, sticking his arm out in a movement of baffled, exasperated impatience. “Don’t give me any more of that soft soap. Listen! I’m telling you the truth! It’s not the same with me as it used to be. I’ve lost the hope and confidence I had. I haven’t the same energy and strength I had. God-damn it, woman, don’t you understand?” he said furiously. “Haven’t you seen it for yourself? Don’t you understand I’ve lost my squeal?” he shouted, beating himself upon the breast and glaring at her with an insane fury. “Don’t you know it’s been six months since I made my squeal?”


  As absurd and comical as these last words were, as incredible as they might have sounded to a hidden listener, neither of them laughed. Instead, they stood, earnest, combative, and passionately serious, opposing hot, excited faces to each other. She understood him.


  This “squeal” to which he had referred, and which, curiously, in the midst of all the tortured madness and dark fury of these recent months had seemed a thing of moment to him, was simply a cry of animal exuberance. Since his earliest childhood this tongueless expletive had risen in him in a surge of swelling joy, had collected in his throat and then been torn from his lips in a wild goat-cry of pain and joy and ecstasy.


  Sometimes it came in some moment of triumph or achievement, and sometimes it came for no tangible reason, and from inscrutable and nameless sources. He had known it ten thousand times in childhood, and it had come to him upon the lights and hues of a million evanescent things; and the whole intolerable good and glory of the immortal earth, the whole intolerable sense of pain and joy, the whole intolerable knowledge of man’s briefness on the earth, had been packed, though in what way he did not know, and in what words he could not say, into each moment that the great cry came.


  Sometimes it had come simply in a brief and incommunicable moment—in the sultry and exultant odors of ground coffee, or in the smell of frying steaks across the neighborhood in the first frosty evenings of October. Sometimes it was in the full, thick swells of the rivers after heavy rain, with their alluvial glut; or in the swell of melons bedded in the sweet, ripe hay of country wagons; it was in the odors of hot tar and oil upon the heated pavements of a street in Summer.


  Again, it was in all the spicy odors of the old-time grocery stores—and suddenly he remembered a forgotten moment in his childhood when he had stood in such a store and seen a Summer storm collect into black-crested clouds of inky and empurpled light, and then watched for ten minutes the deluge of torrential rain as it had sluiced and spurted on the old, dejected head, the gaunt, grey buttocks, and the steaming flanks of the grocery horse, hitched to the wagon, haltered to a paving block, and waiting at the curb with dolorous patience.


  This obscure and forgotten moment returned to him again with all the old and inscrutable exulting the scene had brought to him. And he remembered as well all things and persons in the store—the aproned clerks, with cuffs of straw and armbands catching up their sleeves, with pencils behind their ears and a straight part in the middle of their hair, the ingratiating unction of their tone and manner as they took the orders of reflective housewives, as well as all the rich and spicy odors that rose upward from great bins and barrels in the store. He remembered the smell of pickles brined in Atlantean casks, and the mellow, grainy odors of the floors and counter plankings which seemed to have been seasoned in all the spicy savors of a dozen years.


  There were the smells of rich and bitter chocolate and of tea; of new, ground coffee pouring from the mill; of butter, lard, and honey, and sliced bacon; of smoked ham, and yellow cheese, cut in thick wedges from a ponderous chunk; as well as all the earthy smells of fresh garden vegetables and orchard fruits—of crisp, podded peas, tomatoes, and string beans, of fresh corn and new potatoes, and of apples, peaches, plums, and the solid plunk and promise, the strange, sultry thrill of big green watermelons.


  And this whole scene that day—sights, sounds, and odors, sultry air and inky light and spurting and torrential rain sweeping in gusty sheets along the gleaming and deserted pavements, as well as the steaming flanks of the old grey grocery horse, and a lovely young woman, newly wed, biting her tender lips with a delicious incertitude as she gave her orders to the clerk who waited prayerfully before her—had awakened in his young boy’s heart a powerful sensation of joy, abundance, and proud, welling triumph, a sensation of personal victory and fulfillment that was overwhelming, though in what way, by what coherent and connecting agency, he did not know.


  But most often, more obscurely, from more hidden sources of immense and fathomless exulting the great cry had been torn from him as a child in moments when the picture of abundance was not so clearly painted and where the connecting influences, the limitless evocations of triumph and fulfillment, were not apparent or articulate, but in which the full conviction of his joy had been as strong as when the picture was complete and definite.


  Sometimes the cry was packed into the passing of a cloud upon the massed green of a hill, and sometimes, with the most intolerable ecstasy that he had ever known, it was in the green light of the woods, the lyric tangle of the wilderness, the cool, bare spaces underneath a canopy of trees, and the gold spangles of the sun that swarmed with a strange, enchanted light in the magic sorcery of cool, depthless green. There would be a dip, a slope, a glade in all this magic, a spring cupped in a cushion of green moss, the great bole of a rotted oak across the path, and over there was the crystal clarity of forest water falling over rock and in the pool a woman with bare legs and swelling thighs and kilted skirts, and all about her the strange lights of magic gold and depthless green, the rock, the fern, the springy carpet of the forest earth, and all the countless voices of high afternoon that, with dart and sudden thrum, or stitch and call or furious drummings in the wood, passed all about her to uncounted deaths and were lost and came again.


  And the cry had come upon the faint and broken ringing of a bell in afternoon, over the dusky warmth of meadows, and the strong, hot fragrance of the clove, and upon the raining of the acorns to the earth at night, and on the high and distant roaring of the wind in Autumn. It was in the strong, free shout of children playing in the streets at dusk, and in quiet voices at the Summer’s end, and in a woman’s voice and laughter in the street at night, and in the tugging of a leaf upon a bough.


  In frost and starlight and far-broken sounds at night, in living leaves, in sudden rain, and in the menace of impending snow, and in the soft, numb spitting of the snow against the window glass. In first light, dawn, and circuses, the dance and swing of lanterns in the dark, the green, winking lights of semaphores, and the sounds of shifting engines, the crash and jar of freight cars in the dark, the shouts and oaths of circus men, the rhythm of the driven stake, the smells of canvas, sawdust, and strong boiling coffee, and the lion reek, the black and yellow of the tigers, strong, tawny camel smells, and all strange sounds and sights and odors that they brought to little towns.


  And in the solemn joy of quiet fields from which the heat and fury of the day had passed, and in the great body of the earth collecting into coolness and to night, respiring quietly in the last light of the day. In hoof and wheel that broke the silence of a street at dawn, and in the birdsong breaking into light, and in the hard and cloven trot of cattle coming from the fields into the road at dusk, and the late red sun that faded without violence or heat across hill pastures to the wood; in evening and stillness on the land, and the sharp thought and ache and joy of distant towns.


  The wild cry had risen to his lips with all these things and with all movements of arrival and departure, with the thought of new lands, cities, ships, and women; with wheel and flange and rail that bent across the earth like space and a triumphant music, with men and voyages, and the immortal sound of time that murmured constantly about the walls of mighty stations; and with the rush, the glare, the pistoned drive, the might and power of the locomotive, and with great flares and steamings that passed instantly upon the rails at night. It was in the acrid dinginess of enormous station platforms thick with the smoke of forty trains, and it was in the hot green snore of pullman cars at night, in the heart of the youth who listened from his berth exultantly to the slow stir and velvet rustle of a woman as she languorously stretched her thighs in darkness, and as he saw the immense dark structure of the earth wheel calmly past his vision with an even stroke, and heard more strange and more familiar than a dream, in silence and the pauses of the night, the voices of unknown men upon a little platform in Virginia.


  The cry had risen from all thoughts that he had had of voyages and distances, of the immense and lonely earth, and of great rivers that from the depths of midnight and lost sources in the hills drew slowly with mined and secret droppings of the earth in darkness their alluvial glut across the continent, and in his thoughts of the lonely, dark, encrusted earth, and of America at night with dark corn steady in the night and the cool rustling of the blades. It was in his thought of all the rivers, mountains, plains, and deserts, and in his thought of all the little sleeping towns across the continent, of great flares flashing on the rails and briefly on great fields of wheat, and of all his dreams and visions of women in the West who stood at evening in the doors and looked with quiet eyes into green, depthless fields of corn or golden wheat or straight into the blazing hues of desert suns.


  Thus, in this whole picture of the earth, which, in many years long past and furiously accomplished, and in the constant travail of his mind and heart had been continued, not only out of all that he had seen and known and remembered, but also out of all that his hunger and desire had drawn from the earth which it had never seen, the wild goat-cry of joy and triumph had its life. It had been in his whole design and pattern of the earth which had grown so complete and radiant in his mind that sometimes in the night he thought he saw it all stretched out upon the canvas of his vision—hills, mountains, plains, and deserts, fields printed in the moonlight and great sleeping woods, as well as all its groaning weight of towns and cities. It was in his vision of immense, mysterious rivers flowing in the dark, and in the eighteen thousand miles of coast at which the sea forever was working in the moon’s light wink, with glut and coil, with hissing surge, with lapse and reluctation of its breath, feathering eternally at the million pockets of the land.


  And the cry was torn from his thoughts of tropic darkness and the jungles of the night, and all things dark and evil and unknown; it rose with demoniac joy out of the sleeping wildness, and from lush, jungle depths where the snake’s cold eye lay bedded on a bank of fern; it was torn also from his vision of strange, tropic plants on which the tarantula, the adder, and the asp had fed themselves asleep on their own poisons, and where, green-golden, gloosy [glossy] blue, and bitter red, the tufted parrakeets awoke the dark with their proud, brainless scream.


  And the cry had come, most fiercely and with the wildest joy when it was torn from the heart of darkness and the fields of sleep. In many a silent night, and from the prison of a city room, his spirit had swept out across the fields of sleep and he had heard the heartbeats of ten million men around him, and the wild and wordless cry was torn from him. From those dark tides and waters of men’s sleep on which a few stars sparely looked, the cry had called to all great fish that swam in night’s dark glades and waters; and to all blind crawls and sucks and grope-things of the brain, to all subtlest, unseen stirs, all half-heard, half-articulated whisperings, all things that swam or stirred or crawled within the fields of sleep, to all the forested and far, it had sent forth its cry of triumph and return.


  And finally, in the city streets and at a thousand times, this tongueless expletive of passion and of triumph had been torn from his throat. Sometimes it came with all the warm, hot odors of the pavements in late Spring, and the spermy fragrance of the earth that seemed to burst in waves of rich fecundity through all the steel and stone; and it came with savage joy out of the sorcery of April, the magic of first green in city streets, the pageantry of glorious women who seemed themselves to have burst out of the earth overnight and to be blooming in the streets one day like splendid flowers.


  It had come to him when he had smelled the sea-wrack of the harbor, the clean, salt fragrance of the tides, and it was in cool, flowing tides of evening waters and in deserted piers and in the sliding lights of little tugs. And it had risen to his lips when he had heard the great ships blowing in the gulf of night, or heard exultantly the shattering baugh of their departure as they slid into line and pointed for the sea at noon on Saturday. And it had come to him each time he saw the proud, white breasts of mighty ships, the racing slant and drive of the departing liners, and watched them dwindle and converge into their shape away from piers, black with crowds of cheering people.


  So had it come to him ten thousand times, and in ten thousand places, this wild goat-cry of tongueless triumph, pain, and ecstasy. And in it was the memory of all things far and fleeting and forever lost, which had gone the moment he had seen them, and which, with a heart of fire and an intolerable wild regret, he had wished to hold and fix forever in his life. In other Springs it had risen to the mighty pulsations of energy and joy which swept above all the city’s million-footed life, in the winglike sweep and soar of the great bridges, and in all the thousand potent smells of wharves and markets. But now, this cruel Spring, he had ranged the city furiously, had felt as keenly and as piercingly as ever the sorcery and the magic of its vernal tides—and yet no single thing had torn the goat-cry from his lips.


  And now that he no longer felt the impulse of this savage and uncontrollable cry, it really seemed to him that he had lost out of his life and spirit something precious and incalculable. For he had always known that it was something more than the animal vitality of a boy.


  For the cry had come from no fictitious imagery, no dream or romance of his fancy, no false hallucination of desire. The cry had welled up from the earth with a relentless certitude, and all the gold and glory of the earth was in it. It had been for him a kind of touchstone to reality, for it had never played him false. It had always come as a response to an actual and indubitable glory, and to a reality as tangible as minted gold. Knowledge, power, and truth had been in that wild cry. It had united him to the whole family of the earth, for he had always known that men in every age and history had felt the same wild cry of triumph, pain, and passion on their lips, and that it had come to them from the same movements, seasons, and unchanging certitudes of joy as it had come to him.


  This was the true gold of the earth, and now he felt, with a sense of his own ruin and defeat, that he had lost something priceless, irrecoverable, forever.


  “And you know it, don’t you?” he said bitterly. “You admit it. You know yourself that I have lost it, don’t you?”


  “Oh, you’ve lost nothing,” she said quietly. “Listen to me! You haven’t lost your energy or strength. You’ll see you’ve got it just as much as you ever had. You haven’t lost your joy or interest in life. You’ve only lost something that didn’t matter, anyway.”


  “That’s what you say,” he muttered sullenly. “That’s all you know about it.”


  “Listen to me! I know all about it. I know exactly what you’ve lost. You’ve lost a way you had of letting off the steam. And that has happened to us all. Good heavens! We can’t be twenty-one forever!” she said angrily. “But you’ll see that you’ve lost nothing valuable or essential. You’ve got all the strength and power you always had. Yes—and more! For you’ll learn to use it better. You’ll keep getting stronger all the time. George, I swear to you that this is so! That’s the way it was with me, and it will be the same with you.”


  She paused, flushed and frowning for a moment.


  “Lost your squeal!” she muttered. “God! How you talk!” Her lip curled slightly and for a moment her voice was touched with the cynical humor of old Jewish scorn. “Don’t you worry about losing your squeal,” she said quietly. “You worry about getting a little sense into your head—that’s what you need, young fellow, a great deal more than any squeal you had. ... Lost his squeal!” she muttered over again.


  For a moment more she surveyed him with a serious and angry frown, snapping the ring on and off her finger with a rapid movement of her hand. Then her expression softened, her warm throat trembled, her jolly face began to bloom with new flowers of red, and suddenly she burst into a rich, choking, woman’s laugh:


  “Lost your squeal! God, but you’re wonderful! Would anyone ever believe the things you say!”


  He stared at her sullenly for a moment, and then, wildly and suddenly, he laughed, smiting himself upon the forehead with the heel of his palm and crying, “Haw!”


  Then, scowling gloomily, he turned to her and muttered obscurely and incoherently, as if someone else had been guilty of an offense which he would pass over with a kind of disgusted charity:


  “I know! I know! Don’t say anything about it,” and he turned away and began to stare moodily out of the window.


  During all this cruel month of May, below pain, below his moods of sodden, dull despair, below the close-spun, thick-wrought fabric of their life together, below all the intense and shifting weathers of their hearts in which at times, for fleeting intervals, their love flared up as warm and tender as it had ever done, an ugly, grim, and desperate struggle was being waged between them.


  Day by day, the stubborn, brutal fight went on—the man snarling, raging about among his walls like an infuriated animal, hurling foul curses, taunts, and accusations at her, the woman weeping, sobbing, screaming denials, and finally departing tragically, her face swollen by tears, saying that the end had come, that she was telling him good-bye forever, and that she would never see him again.


  And yet, within two hours, she would call him on the telephone again, or a messenger would appear bearing a telegram or a brief, swiftly-worded letter, which he would rip open instantly and read rigidly, with a livid and contorted face and trembling fingers, his features twisted with a sneer of cursing disbelief as he snarled mockery at his own folly, and his heart stabbed fiercely against his will with wild pity and regret by these swift, simple words that cried with truth, honesty, and passion and winged their way straight and sure between his armor.


  And then, next day, she would be there at his side once more, her small, sad face serious and resolved, fixed in a solemn look of final renunciation. Sometimes she said she had come for one last word of parting and farewell, in friendship; and sometimes she said she had come to gather materials and belongings which she needed for her work. But she was always there, as certain as a destiny, and he now began to comprehend what he had never been able to understand before, what he could never have believed possible in his earlier youth—that, packed into this delicate figure, behind this flowerlike and rose-lipped face, were stored the energies of an indomitable will, that this exquisite and lovely little creature who could weep bitterly, renounce sorrowfully, and day by day depart tragically and forever, was beyond comparison the most determined, resolute, and formidable antagonist he had ever known.


  “All right!” she would say fatally, with an air of somber and tragic consent at the end of one of these brutal scenes of the will. “All right! Leave me if you like. You’ve thrown me over. You’ve gone back on me. You’ve deserted the best friend you ever had.” And then, shrugging her shoulders in a little gesture of bitter acquiescence, and speaking in a sing-song voice: “You’ve done for me! I’m dead! You’ve killed me!”


  “Haw, haw! Whee! Fine! Go on!” He laughed crazily, applauding with his hands. “Give us some more of it! Tomorrow night, East Lynn!”


  “She’s dead! She’s done for!” she continued in the same brooding and fatal monotone. “Your darling’s dead! She loved you and you killed her! Your Jew’s dead! No more! No more!” She smiled a bitter, puckered, turned-down smile and made again the motion of tragic consent. “It’s all over. Finished. Done for. ... You’ll be sorry!” she cried, with a sudden change in tone and manner.


  He staggered about the room, smiting his forehead savagely with his clenched fist, and reeling with wild, infuriated laughter:


  “Camille, by God!” he shouted. “That’s right! Cry! Weep! Yell out so everyone can hear it! Fine! Great! I love it! It’s music to my ears!”


  “You’ll get no rest!” she cried out in a warning tone. “I’ll haunt you. You think you can forget me, but you can’t. I’ll come back from the grave to haunt you. You’ll see! You’ll see! I’ll bring Azrael and Beelzebub back to haunt you—yes! I’ll bring the spirits of great rabbis back who know the cabala! Oh, you’ll get no rest! I’ll bring the spirits of my people back to haunt you! I’ll bring the spirits of my Christian blood back to haunt you, too! ... God!” she cried suddenly, with a scornful humor, “I’ll bet that they’re a trashy, lifeless lot of ghosts compared to all the Jews—like these little anæmic Christian wenches that you go with!” She paused, her small face was knotted suddenly with a surge of jealous fury, tears spurted from her eyes, she doubled her fists, drew them up to her sides, and held them tightly clenched for a moment, trembling rigidly with speechless rage.


  “Don’t you bring any more of them up here!” she said in a small, choked, trembling voice.


  “Oh, so that’s it, is it?” he said heavily, with an ugly, grating sneer. “That’s where the shoe pinches, is it? That’s what galls her, eh?” He made a sudden gesture of brutal contempt. “To hell with you!” he said coarsely. “I’ll do as I damn well please—and you can’t stop me!”


  “You’ll not bring any more of those girls up here!” she cried, in a high, shaking voice. “This is our place. This place is mine as well as yours. You’ll not bring them to my place!” She turned away to hide her tears, biting her trembling lip, and in a moment she said in a tone of bitter reproach, “What would you think if I carried on that way with men? I never have, but if I really did it, how would you feel? God, you couldn’t stand it! You’d go crazy!”


  Then he cursed and stormed and thought up new accusations to fling at her, bitter, groundless, and unreasoning, and she wept, denied, assailed him as before. And in the end he beat her down till there was no more resistence [resistance] left in her, and she said with a bitter smile, making a slight gesture of acquiescence with her shoulders:


  “All right! Go with your little pick-ups! Do as you please! I’m through!”


  And then she left him, saying once more as she had said a dozen times, that he would never see her face again.


  He was determined now, by some single and brutal violence, to wrench their lives asunder in a final act of parting, and thus, he hoped, to free himself from the sense of ruin, desolation, and loss unutterable which had possessed and conquered him, and of which he had grown desperately afraid. And the woman was determined that he should not leave her.


  But after May slid into June there came a desperate day on which at last Monk forced the issue. He told her he was through with her forever, their life was finished, he wanted to forget her utterly, to tear and strip her very memory from his blood, his brain, his heart, and go away somewhere, away from this accursed city, where he could gather up the shattered fragments of his life and build it back anew to a single integrity of purpose and design. He’d go to Europe—that’s what he’d do!—put a wide ocean there between them, and let its raging waters wash away the last remaining vestiges of all their life together, and it would then be just as though the two of them had never met and loved and lived and cursed and fought!


  In the white-hot fury of his resolve, he gathered up his books, his clothes, and everything he owned, flung them together, and stormed out of the house, knowing as he stepped upon the pavement that he never would again set foot across that threshold.


  [¬]


  43

  ESTHER’S FAREWELL


  It was the end of the academic year at the School for Utility Cultures, so there was nothing to keep Monk in New York. He wanted desperately to get away, and, hating the thought of cutting short his trip abroad at the end of the Summer, he obtained a leave of absence for the Fall term. Then, with a lighter heart than he had known in many months, he booked his passage for Southampton.


  When he went aboard the boat at midnight, he found a letter from Esther waiting for him. As the purser handed it to him and he saw her handwriting on the envelope, he cursed beneath his breath, and was angry with himself because at sight of it his heart had pounded furiously with joy and hope in spite of all his high resolve.


  “God-damn it!” he muttered. “Can’t she let me go in peace?”—and clutched the letter in his trembling hand as he went to find his room where he could be alone to read it.


  He ripped it open nervously, and this is what he read:


  My dear,


  The boat will not sail until dawn, but I hope you will get this when you go aboard so you can read it before you go to bed.


  I thought for a moment of going to the boat to see you off, but then I decided not to. It would have been too much. It’s a good thing you’re going away now—I don’t think I could have stood it another week. This Spring has been the worst time I’ve ever gone through. It has been worse than hell—I never knew there was any torture like it. My heart feels all sore and bloody as if it had a sword stuck through it. I cried all last night, and I have cried for the last hour and a half—I thought there were no more tears in me, but they keep coming. I never used to cry, and now it seems since I met you I cry all the time. You say I only talk like this to torture you, but I am only telling the truth—I have never wanted to torture you. I have only wanted to love you and do what’s good for you.


  I am worn-out and heart-broken. Once I thought I was so strong I could do anything—but this thing has beaten me. Last night I did something I haven’t done since I was a little child—I got down and prayed to God, if there is a God, to do something to help me. But I know there is no God. You have taken the finest thing you ever had and thrown it away. I have always told you the truth about myself—I have been good and faithful and true to you ever since I first met you, and you haven’t got sense enough to see it. Some day you may know what I’m really like, but then it will be too late. There is no wrong or evil in me—it is all in your dark and terrible mind. You think a thing, and then immediately you make it so.


  For God’s sake, don’t let yourself go on like this. Don’t throw away the great thing that is in you. Don’t let your great mind, your great talent, go to pieces because of these other things inside you that tear you apart. I love you, I believe in your genius, I always shall—no matter what anyone says. (“No matter what anyone says, eh? Oh, the evil-hearted and malignant swine! So that’s what they’re saying to her! That’s it! Their envy and ratlike jealousy squalling with triumph now because they think they have finally done me to death. Meanwhile, what have you been doing? Talking up for me, eh? Defending me, eh? Saying how good and fine I am, and that they don’t know me. For what? To satisfy your hunger and martyrdom, to appear grand and noble and forgiving, to show how great and good and noble you are, and how mean and low and unworthy I am! I know you!” With livid and contorted face he smoothed out the letter he had crumpled in his trembling fingers, and went on.)


  No matter what has happened, no matter what has passed between us, I love you now, with all my heart and soul, and I always shall. No one will ever touch me again. I shall go to my grave with you in my heart. I know you will sneer when you read this, and have evil thoughts about me, but I have told you the truth and nothing else. You have caused me the greatest pain of anyone I have ever known, but you have also given me the greatest joy and happiness. No matter what dark and terrible thoughts are in your mind, you have the rarest and grandest quality of anyone I have ever known. You have made a great music in me. I can’t imagine now what life would have been like if I had never known you.


  I get so worried thinking about you and wondering what you are doing. Promise me that you won’t drink too much. Alcohol seems to have a bad effect on you—instead of making you happy and cheerful it gets you so depressed, and sometimes you get into one of your crazy fits. You simply can’t afford to waste the precious thing that is in you.


  And please, please, don’t go around having trouble with other people. I know I’ll get nervous wondering what new scrapes you’ve got into. For heaven’s sake, have a little sense about things. No one’s laughing at you—no one’s trying to insult you—no one hates you and wants to injure you. These things exist only in your imagination. You have absolutely no idea what effect you have on other people—you do not look like anyone else on earth, and when they stare at you in a restaurant that does not mean they are laughing at you. Please try to be gentle and kind to people—you can do anything you like with them when you are lovely—instead of hating you, they adore you, and will do anything you want them to.


  Todd has promised me she’ll go around to Waverly Place and put the room in order. I have told her what to do with my paints and drawing materials—I could not bear to go back there if you were not there, and if you do not come back, I shall never go there again.


  I wonder if you’ll ever miss me, and think about your little Esther. I’m sure of one thing—you’ll never again find a cook like her. She knew what her George liked best. Maybe when you’ve had to eat Christian food again you’ll want me back. I can see your sensitive nose now turning up in disgust at the smell of it. When they give you what they call a salad—a leaf of wilted lettuce on a plate with three drops of vinegar on it—just remember the salads I used to make for you. (“By God, and she’s right, too,” he thought with a tortured grin. “I’ll never taste food like that again.”)


  I hope you are feeling better and are going to bed at night. Don’t drink so much coffee—you drank gallons at a time this year. I think that’s one reason you got so nervous. You need a rest, too. Getting the book done was a tremendous job and enough to wear anyone out.


  Now please, dear, don’t get mad at me for what I’m going to say—I know how excited and angry you get when anyone talks to you about the book. But don’t lose heart because one publisher has turned it down—you get mad at me when I talk about it, but I am sure someone will take it yet. After all, it is a big piece of work, and some people might be afraid to publish it. Miss Scudder told me it was about five times as long as the average novel, and would have to be cut. Perhaps when you write the next one you can make it shorter. (“I might have expected this!” he muttered, grinding his teeth. “She has given up hope for this one already. I can see that. That’s what she means by this talk about the next one! Well, there’ll be no next one. No more, no more! Let the rats die now in their own venom!”)


  Now please be patient with me, dear—I am sure you can do something with this one if you will only make a few concessions. I was talking again to Seamus Malone the other night. He said that parts of the book were “simply magnificent!” (“God, what a lie!” he thought. “What he probably said was ‘Not bad,’ or ‘Rather interesting,’ delivered in a tone of impatience or heavy indifference, as if to say, ‘Oh, what the hell!’”) But he said it was much too long and would have to be cut. (“They can go to hell before I will!”) It would have to be published in two big volumes as it stands, and you know, dear, that’s not possible. (“It’s not, eh? And why? They’ve been printing Proust for the last five years, book by book. And whether it’s two or four volumes, whose business is it but my own? They’ll read it, they will, damn them, as I wrote it, if I have to cram it down their lofty throats!”)


  I keep telling myself it’s all over between us. You have thrown me over—left me flat. But when I think of you going with those common women you always pick up anywhere, I go crazy. (He smiled with bitter joy, then with heavy, scowling face read on.)


  You would not tell me what you meant to do, and I don’t know where to reach you. I’ll try American Express in London, and will keep on writing you although I don’t know if you will ever answer me. Will you be coming home later this Summer? And if you do come, would you like to see me? If you aren’t coming back that soon, and you really cared to see me, I could come to you in August. I think of all the beautiful places we could see together, and my heart aches at the thought of your going to Munich and Vienna without me. (“So! You dare to suggest that! You would come to me, would you? By God, they can wind my guts around a drum before you will!”) But I don’t suppose you’d want me to, would you?


  I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m half crazy with this thing. For God’s sake, do something to help me. I am sinking, drowning—please, please put out your hand. Save me. I love you. I am yours till death.


  God bless you.


  Esther


  For several minutes he sat there, silent, tense, and still, the last page of her letter open in his hand. Then slowly, with set jaw, he put the pages all together, folded them with great deliberation, slowly tore them once across, and then again, and slowly rose, walked to the open porthole and thrust his hand through, and let the fragments of the letter slowly sift between his fingers into darkness and the river.


  [¬]


  BOOK VII

  OKTOBERFEST


  On the boat going over, Monk had time to think his way through the tangled web his heart and head had spun. He thought of Esther constantly. His fury now was spent, his turmoil had subsided, and in the calm of sun and sea, that vacuum ’twixt land and land, he lived again dispassionately the chronicle of their years together. He thought back to the day when he had spoken truly all he felt and knew, the day he had foretold to her the present moment.


  “You are the best and truest friend I ever had. You are the noblest, greatest, and most beautiful woman that I ever saw or knew. You are the woman that I love.” Those were the words his heart had uttered. And then his head had coldly interposed, with its reasons of which the heart knew nothing: “And no matter where I go, or when I leave you, as I shall—” thus the head; and then the heart again—“down at the bottom of my soul I’ll keep on loving you forever.”


  It was true—all true. The love and now the leaving—all true together. He was going abroad to get away from her, from New York, from the book, from everything that touched their interwoven life—and, with a desperate, childlike hope, he also knew his going was an effort to escape from all the tortures in himself.


  But these were not the only reasons for his self-inflicted exile. He went to seek as well as flee. He’d spend a month or two in England and in France, then go to Germany and live there through the Autumn.


  He had been to Germany before, but only briefly, and had found the country had an instant, haunting fascination for him. Was it his father’s German blood in his own veins that worked this magic? So it seemed to him.


  And now he meant to get to know this land, its forests and its cities, which stood already in his heart, not as a foreign country, but as a kind of second homeland of his spirit.


  [¬]


  44

  TIME IS A FABLE


  He had come away to forget her: he did nothing but remember her. He got sick with the pain and the thought of her, he got physically sick, and there was no medicine for his sickness. His limbs grew numb and weak, his heart was feverish and beat with a smothering thud, his guts were nauseous and queasy, and his throat burned him, his chest was tight with a kind of loathsome dyspepsia. He could not digest the food he ate, and he vomited several times a day.


  At night, after prowling about feverishly through the London streets until three or four o’clock in the morning, he would go to bed and fall into a diseased coma in which events and people of his past life were mixed with the present, but during which he was yet conscious that he dreamed and that he could break the pestilential trance at any moment. Finally, in the early morning when people were going to their work along the street, he would fall soundly asleep and lie as if drugged until noon.


  When he awoke he grew terribly tired in an hour or two; his mind kept beating with a weary pulse, and she was throbbing like an ache in every pulse of that beat. He drove his mind to focus its attention upon various objects, but he had to force and lift it away from its obsession as an exhausted runner lifts his leaden thighs upon the running track; his eyes were tired, and he squinted constantly in the effort to concentrate.


  At last, in a moment of aching desire and total abnegation of the will, he rushed to the office of the American Express and found a letter from her. And then it was as though those months of doubt and hate and bitterness had never been, and he knew he loved her more than he loved life.


  He thought about her all the time, and yet he could no longer remember how she looked. Or, if he remembered how she looked, he could not remember one look but a thousand, and these thousand looks came, passed, shifted, were mingled, mixed, and woven in such bewildering shift and play that no single image of her face remained, and there was no picture of her he could see that was fixed, and certain, and unchanging. And this filled his heart with hideous doubt, perplexity, and confusion, for suddenly he remembered how one could see a face only a few times in his life and yet that face would be fixed there in a single unforgettable image that never changed.


  And then he saw that this was true of all the people he had known best and loved the most: when he tried to remember how they looked he could see not one look but a thousand looks, not one face but a swarming web of faces.


  In the afternoon he would walk into town to the Oxford post office to see if there were letters for him. As he went down the street towards the post office building his heart would begin to thud feverishly, his legs would tremble, and his bowels would get cold and numb. He would wait there desperately while the man thumbed through a stack of mail to see if there was anything for him. The man took his time deliberately, and Monk felt like tearing the letters from his hand and going through them himself.


  If he saw that there were letters, his heart began to beat like a trip hammer, and he was wild with hope and apprehension. But when there were no letters from her, it was just the same as no letters at all. He had no interest in the rest of them; he just thrust them indifferently in his pocket and walked away, and he was sick through heart and soul with misery and despair. The soft, wet skies of humid grey seemed to have fallen on him and broken his back, and his life was drowning in an ocean of sinister and desolate grey from which it could never emerge.


  But if there was a letter from her, a feeling of drunken joy and triumph surged up in him the moment that he saw its spidery, forceful, and graceful characters. He would snatch it out of the hands of the man, rip it open and devour it as he stood there, and feel that the greatest poets in the world had never written words of such magic, truth, and love as were in that letter. And he would look up and laugh exultantly at the man who had given him the letter, for now he felt that the man was one of the best friends that he had on earth, just because he had given it to him.


  The man came to know him, to expect him, to look for him, and when he saw Monk coming he would reach for a stack of letters and begin to thumb through them even before he got there. Once when Monk had finished reading a letter and looked up at him, the man was looking at him quietly, gravely, and intently. When Monk grinned at him and shook the letter in his fist triumphantly, the man did not smile as he often did. Instead, he shook his head slightly, rapidly, and gravely from side to side, and turned away.


  The worst time was at night. For as he sat in his room at night and heard the wind sighing with demented wistfulness in the great trees, the madness would come back to him again, and he would think of home. Over the dark, illimitable seas the fabulous city blazed upward from the evil sorcery of night, and again he thought of the great and obscene avenues of night, the huge street of the living dead, and he would see again the faces on rat’s alley where the dead men were—the faces of vultures, rats, foxes, reptiles, swine—and he could not believe that it had ever existed or that he had ever known it.


  It blazed upward in some evil sorcery of time, some legend of now or forever, some evil dream of his own dreaming, and intolerably, intolerably, he wanted to go back to see if it was there—and to find and see and know the bitter, strange enigma of that woman’s face again.


  He saw her face, that thousand-visaged face of joy and love and health and radiance, now fixed forever in that world of evil night, and instantly the shapes of death were moving all around her, the poisonous images of cruelty, faithlessness, and despair had come alive again. He saw her fixed and secure in that infamous world of death-in-life, that poisonous, perverse, and sterile life of vanity, hate, and evil. The madness pierced him like an asp, and the worm was feeding at his life again.


  Duped in that legend of enchanted time, he tried to cast a spell across the darkened seas, to catch her life into the net of his despair, to hold her, keep her, guard and prison her with love, to turn on her a light so fierce and merciless, a hunger and desire so limitless, that it could leap through darkness over half the world to find her, and keep her for him against every threatened treachery, moment by moment, as he thought the night away.


  But all the time, as he sat there striving to nail down every act and moment of her life, to follow her step by step with these savage watchdogs of desire, he had again been duped by time, and had forgotten that time struck another note for her, and that, false, faithful, evil, good, or bad, she had been living in another land, another time, that she was sleeping while he thought of her, or waking while he slept, alive in all the darkness and desire of evil night when dawn had come for him, and that all acts, ardors, treacheries, or evils that he feared had passed, had long since passed, had passed five hours ago, or were to come.


  Time is a fable and a mystery: it has ten thousand visages, it broods on all the images of the earth, and it transmutes them with a strange, unearthly glow. Time is collected in great clocks and hung in towers, the ponderous bells of time throng through the darkened air of sleeping cities, time beats its tiny pulse out in small watches on a woman’s wrist, time begins and ends the life of every man, and each man has his own, a different time.


  At night, he writes his mistress from a foreign land, he bends his love and hunger over the immense dark vastness of the nighttime seas, he tries to wish his passion and his madness into her, he says, “Where are you now, and in what place?” He hears a footstep in the empty street, the bells of time strike three o’clock for him, he writes: “What are you doing at this time at home? Are you asleep? Alone? Do you hear footfalls in the empty street; and do you think of me? Or have you found new love, and are you stirring at this moment in some other lover’s grasp?” Then, as the footfalls die along the street, and the great trembling of the bells upon the air is stilled again, he strikes his flesh in his despair and agony, he thinks of perjured love, but he has forgotten that, whether she be false or faithful to him, time beats another note for her, and in the streets of home the bells are striking ten o’clock.


  Thus, even in the memory of love’s grief, even at the moment when we hope love’s cry will pray a miracle and compass half the earth, time strikes a jagged flash and where we think it fell no love is, the moment of our faith or our betrayal has passed, or is to come, our cry wells out on darkness; and all the earth is peopled by these dupes of time, by these lost cries, by these unmeted, lost, and lonely moments of myriad mocking, and unmindful time.


  There is a moment when our prayers are heard, there is a moment when our lives may meet, there is a moment when our wandering might end, and all our hunger be appeased, and we could walk into love’s heart and core forever.


  But what man knows that moment when it comes? What man can know the door that he may open? What man can find one light out of a million lights, one face out of a billion faces, one meet desire, one mated ecstasy out of the immense and tangled wilderness of love and hunger that covers all the earth? We are small grope-things crying for the light and love by which we might be saved, and which, like us, is dying in the darkness a hand’s breadth off from us if we could touch it. We are like blind sucks and sea-valves and the eyeless crawls that grope along the forest of the sea’s great floor, and we die alone in the darkness, a second away from hope, a moment from ecstasy and fulfillment, a little half an hour from love.


  That is one kind of time; that is one of time’s myriad faces. Here is another:


  When he opened the door of the little shop in Ambleside and stepped down, the young man with the thin, bright face was waiting for him. Outside, dark was coming and the rain had begun to fall. The day had been wild and grey and beautiful, marked by a spume of flying clouds around the hills and by squalls of driving rain. Now the rain had set in again, it was falling steadily outside along the village street. In the dulling light the young man with the thin, bright face peered at him across the counter and said:


  “Good evening, thir.” He smiled then, a smile of singular humor, intelligence, and understanding which revealed for a moment the black horror of his toothless gums, the reason for his lisp. “You are late, thir. I wath jutht clothing.”


  “Is my suit ready yet?”


  “Oh yeth, thir. I wath waiting for you.”


  He pushed the cardboard suit-box, neatly tied, across the counter, and as Monk fumbled in his trousers for some money and looked at him inquiringly, he said quietly:


  “That will be two and thix, thir. And I’m thorry that you had to come out in thuch weathah, but—” the tone finely suggested mild and humorous reproof—“you know, thir, you did not leave me yoah addweth. Othahwithe I thould have thent it.” He peered into the greying light through the windows of the shop, and then, shaking his head in a movement of sharp disapproval, he said emphatically: “It ith wet-thed weathah! Wet-thed! I am thorry, thir, that yoah vithit thould be thpoiled by thuch wet-thed weathah.”


  “Oh, I don’t mind at all,” replied the customer, as he took his bundle under his arm and prepared to go. “This kind of weather’s all right once in a while, and besides, we’ve had such fine weather here the last two weeks I’ve got no reason to complain. I had expected something so different from the way it has been. When I saw how fine the weather could be up here I was surprised.”


  The young man with the thin, bright face turned, and, arching his thin fingers deliberately upon his counter and leaning forward a trifle, he said in a tone of challenging, finely humorous inquiry:


  “And why, pway? Why, may I athk, were you thirpwithed? What kind of weathah did you eckthpect?”


  “Oh, I expected it to be rotten. That’s what they told me, you know. They told me in London that it rained here all the time, and not to expect anything else.”


  “That, thir,” said the young man slowly and emphatically, “ith a bathe thlahndah! A tewwibly bathe thlahndah! Wain, it ith twue, we do have,” he conceded judicially, “but to deny that we have fine dayth, too, ith thimply widiculuth! Why, thir,” the young man declared with sudden pride, “taking it yeah in and yeah out, there ith no finah weathah in the world than the weathah of the English Laketh—and to deny it ith theer thlahndah—the batheth thort of thlahndah—London thlahndah!”


  And suddenly, having delivered himself with great seriousness of these words, the young man with the thin, bright face straightened, and smiled a quick, friendly, and immensely engaging smile.


  “Good night, thir,” he said quietly, as the other turned to go.


  And the customer departed, followed by the young man’s smile—a smile that later he could never forget, that would return to stir his heart with warmth and affection as he remembered the character of swift intelligence, quick, kindly understanding, and fine humor that the smile revealed—and that turned his flesh sick with a feeling poignantly and strangely mixed of pity and of loathing as he remembered the horror of toothless, blackened gums in one so young which that rare and finely-tempered smile had ruthlessly exposed.


  Outside, in the village street, there was nothing left but the dull, wet ghost of light, and the steady sound of the rain falling quietly through the leaves, dripping incessantly from the branches to the ground. And he strode onward with cold rain beating in his face, haunted by the poignant revelations of man’s brief meeting with his fellows, the thin, bright wonder of a smile.


  This is another moment of lost time, another of time’s million faces.


  Again, the traveler is on a Channel steamer approaching the town of Boulogne, on the French coast, at two o’clock in the morning. It is mid-Summer, the month of July. The steamer moves in swiftly towards the town. The passengers line the rails and watch the breakwater slide past in the darkness, the lights of the town approach. These things, together with the punctual shuttered flash of the lights all up and down the coast of France, combine to touch these travelers with a sense of ecstasy and wonder.


  Not only is that French earth, not only are the little figures waiting on the brightly-lighted quay French people, but these are French lights; and it is a part of the sense of wonder and glory that never dies entirely in our hearts that for a few days these passengers will invest every object they see—trees, cats, dogs, chickens—with this same magic of their own weaving: “Frenchness.” They will be unable to see even the most familiar and universal thing without feeling that it is somehow “French” and different, and they will examine it curiously with this purpose.


  Meanwhile the steamer moves in swiftly towards the town, and the traveler, weary of flesh but gripped again by the excitement of the voyage, by the hope and belief in voyages that never dies, waits nervously for the landing. The little boat churns up beside the stone-grey quays, he sees the people moving quickly along beside the ship, he sees the bright blue and flaming red stripe of a gendarme’s baggy trousers, then he touches land again, he passes down the gangway and surrenders his landing card, he is moving swiftly across the quay behind the brawny little blue-jacketed figure of a porter, a vital little French goat stepping along cockily with his baggage. At the customs counter the man is waiting, he shouts and beckons to the traveler, the fatigued officials mutter the usual formula, to which he replies swiftly, “Je n’ai rien, monsieur,” his baggage is swiftly chalked, the examination is over, he is passed.


  Suddenly, the traveler is filled with a great regret and hunger for places he has passed unvisited, for mystery he has not fathomed, for doors he has not opened. He knows that life in this little coastal town, which has before this existed for him only as a cluster of lights, a swift, snarled pattern of streets, faces, bridges, the fronts and backs of houses, and the long boat quay where the train halts, which has existed only as a glint of waters, a slap of tides, a confusion of the voices of officials, porters, and travelers, then as a slide of wooden piers, a vision of outer lights, and at length the ship!—he knows that life here in this town will probably repeat itself in the accustomed tones and gestures of all the earth, but he knows also that one of the fateful errors of living is not to obey the impulse which commands us to doubt, to search, and to explore forever, and, turning to the porter, he tells him he will not go to Paris in the train that waits, but will remain in the town.


  In another minute, leaving the maritime quay by a new door, he is seated in a rickety victoria, drawn by a rawboned nag. The decrepit vehicle rattles away over the cobbled stones from the surprised porter and the curious group of cab drivers. The quay, the customs, and the train are left behind, he passes new buildings, traverses new streets, the pattern of arrival has been destroyed forever. In a moment more he has called out the proprietor of a small hotel, taken a room, and almost before the hooves of the old horse have clattered away on the cobbles of the empty street, he finds himself and his baggage alone in a big whitewashed chamber. He orders a big bottle of red wine and drinks it just for the joy and jubilation that he feels.


  A few minutes later he has undressed and turned out the light. For a moment he stands in the darkness. The old, thick planking of the floor seems for a moment to swing beneath his feet as ships do. He still feels the motion of the sea. He goes to the window and looks out. The sweet air of the night, the sweet air of the Summer earth, stained with the fragrance of leaves and blossoms, with the smell of the sea in a harbor, and with all the old, familiar smells of the earth and towns—of streets, of old buildings, of pavements, and of shops—comes in to him and bathes him with its friendly human odor.


  His window looks out on a little street—one of those narrow back streets of a French town, paved with big cobbles and flanked by narrow sidewalks barely wide enough for the passage of one person. The street has the high, utterly silent, closed appearance of a French street at night: the corrugated shutters are drawn down in front of all the little shops, and the secretive people who sleep in the high old houses, which lean steeply into one another with the settled, malleable sculpture of age, have closed their blinds firmly so that no one may look in. Across the street below him he can see the faded letters above the shutters of a little shop—Pâtisserie. It is immensely old and immensely familiar. The street sleeps, and yet possesses a strange, living watchfulness—it is as if one great, dark eye was brooding watchfully and sleeplessly over the destiny of the street.


  The traveler feels that he has been here before. He stands for a moment longer drenching himself in the fixed and living eternity of the earth, drawing its mighty and potent fragrance into his lungs, a part of the destiny of all its people. Then he gets into the bed, his flesh gropes down into the rich luxury of clean, coarse sheets and deep pillows as into a living substance, and now for a moment he is alive and still with wonder, he becomes a part of that living darkness. The objects of the room—the bed, the chairs, the wardrobe, the wash-basin—are grouped like living things in his consciousness, like old, immensely familiar, and essential things, although an hour before he did not know of their existence; and he is conscious as well of the street outside, the old houses, the town, and all the earth.


  He is conscious of time, dark time, secret time, forever flowing like a river; he is conscious of the whole family of the earth, all men living seem friendly and familiar to him, and for a moment he seems to be the living heart of darkness, the eye that watches over sleeping towns.


  Then, as he waits and listens in the darkness, he hears several of the familiar sounds of all the earth. Suddenly, that living silence is broken by the shrill, sharp whistle—the thin, piping noise—of a French train, and he hears it as it begins its journey somewhere across the country. Somewhere, again, there is that most familiar and evocative of all sounds—the rattle of wheels and the clatter of shod hooves within an empty street. Somewhere there is the faint and broken howling of a dog; and then the traveler hears the sound of footsteps upon the street below his window.


  The sounds come closer, making the ringing and somewhat metallic vibration of footsteps on deserted pavements, and now he hears voices—the voices of a man and a woman—and the voice of the man is low and confidential, he cannot hear the words or distinguish the language, but the voices of these two people are like the voices of all the lovers who ever walked through quiet streets at night together: and the rustle of delicate leaves is always over them, they are casual and tender, they are familiar, and their rhythm has all those inimitable shades, pauses, and interjections of people who are unconscious of the world, or of their own words. The feet and the voices advance, grow loud, and pass his window with a moment of overpowering reality.


  Suddenly, just as they pass, a low, rich burst of laughter, tender and voluptuous, wells up out of the woman’s throat, and at that moment, by the magic of time, a light burns on a moment of his weaving, a shutter is lifted in the dark, a lost moment lives again with all its magic and terrible intensity, and the traveler is a child again, and he hears at night, beneath the leafy rustle of mid-Summer trees, the feet of the lovers passing by along the street of a little town in America when he was nine years old, and the song that they sang was “Love Me and the World is Mine.”


  Where?


  In the town of Libya Hill in Old Catawba twenty years ago, it is about eleven o’clock at night, he hears the soft, cool rustle of the leaves; there has been the broken thrum and ecstasy of music at a dance across the dark, but now this sound has ceased, and the town grows still, save for the barking of a dog, as now; save that, as now, somewhere beside the river in the dark, he hears the thunder of railed wheels, the tolling of the bell, and the long, wailing whistle of an American train at night, a lonely and wonderful sound, as it recedes into a valley in the South.


  Now, also, in one of the leafy, sleeping streets of that little town the child hears the sound of a starting motor; he hears, sudden and loud in the night, the roar of one of the early automobiles. He can easily imagine its appearance—it is one of the early Buicks or Hudsons, with roaring engines, a smell of gasoline, and heavy leathers. It is driven by a young town driver, a reckless young tough with a red face and leather leggins who, having completed his day’s work, has used his own car, or “borrowed” one from the dim, dreary recesses of some garage, to take his whore or an easy Summer woman on a midnight drive.


  The cool, dark air of night, the stir of leaves, the delicate and intoxicating fragrance of flowers and blossoms, the enormous seductiveness of the brooding earth and the dark hills are all spurs and relishes to their potent lust, and the child in bed is alive with the mystery and seduction of the night. The sound dies, and the lovers pass along the quiet street beneath the leafy rustle of the trees: he hears their footsteps and the low intimacy of their voices. Then he hears the woman’s low, rich burst of laughter, and that was twenty years ago when the song that they sang was “The Good Old Summer Time.”


  Thus this scene, drawn from the deep, dark gulf of memory, burns for a moment in the traveler’s brain before he sleeps, but whence it came or by what magic who can say? The laughter of a woman in the street of an old French town has made it live again, and with it lives somehow, over the lost image of the child, over the ruin, weariness, and decay of his flesh, all of the enormous wistfulness, the innocence of man’s youth that can never die. The memory evokes an unspeakable emotion, an unutterable cry, a meaning that he cannot shape to words in the heart of the traveler, he hears again the sharp, thin whistle of the French train in the night, and a cry of joy, of pain, of twisted grief and ecstasy bursts from his lips in darkness, and he sleeps.


  [¬]


  45

  PARIS


  For three days, now, he had lived like a man walking in a dream. The great external world of Paris, with all its monumental architectures[,] its swarming streets, its crowds and movements, its cafés, restaurants, and its flash and play of life, swept by him and around him in the shadowy and muted patterns of a phantasmal world. He thought of Esther all the time, but he thought of her like a man held in the spell of some powerful and evil enchantment. He was full, now, of new doubts and racking fears. Why was there no letter from her?


  He was driven about from place to place by a relentless and exhausted restlessness which took no joy in what it saw, which was obsessed only with the notion of change and movement, as if the devils which dwelt in his spirit could be out-distanced and left behind. He would move from café to café, sitting at a table on the terrace, drinking a coffee at one, a picon at another, a beer at another, looking feverishly and unhappily at the hard vitality, the unexhausted and senseless gaiety of the French.


  It never changed. It was always the same. First, there were the waiters hurrying back and forth, then there were young men waiting for their mistresses, then young women waiting for their lovers, then family parties waiting for kinsfolk and drawing chairs around in a circle, then young men alone like himself, then two or three stray prostitutes, then Frenchmen talking business together over a bock, then old women at their gossip together.


  It was always the same, then? Should he go to the next café and have a bock? Or should it be a fine? Always the same forever.


  He would leave the hotel as soon as he got up in the morning, unable to endure the place. And he would straightway take a bus or walk with a furious and driving stride along the quays, across the bridge and through the arches of the Louvre, and up the Avenue de l’Opéra, until he arrived at the building of the American Express. There, fuming with excitement and impatience, he would stand in line at the mail-window, sure that today he would certainly find the expected letter from her. Then, when none came, he would fling away out of the place, sick and desperate at heart, hating everything and everyone around him, hating even the soft, grey air he breathed.


  Had they forgotten to forward his mail in London? For a moment his hope flared brightly, and he was sure her letter was now waiting for him there. Or had her great, undying love now died? Was he now forgotten and cast out? Was “forever” just six weeks? Was she whispering now “forever” in some other lover’s ear?


  With each passing day his hope surged up afresh. And he knew with sinking heart exactly who would hand the letter to him at the American Express. By this time he hated the curt, bald-headed little clerk so bitterly that the knowledge of his hate had communicated itself to that disagreeable but harmless little person. For, as Monk was beginning to find out, though men live in a billion different worlds of mind and thought and time, the world of feeling that they live in is very much the same. The dullest slug of brutish earth whose battered flesh and stunned, abortive brain was ever hurtled through the foul and fetid darkness of the tunnel’s depths to Brooklyn could comprehend no more of Einstein or of Shakespeare than a dog prowling through a library could know about his master’s books. And yet that lump of stunned and brutal consciousness can, in an instant, be stung to fury by the contemptuous look of a cold eye, the sneering disdain of a single word, the arrogant scorn of flaring nostril, twisted lip.


  So was it now with this dull and common little man at the American Express. He had come to know the other’s strange dislike for him; and now every day they glanced across the counter at each other with hard, cold eyes of hate, their words were harsh and rasping, edged with insult as they spoke, and when he turned back from his mail and rasped out harshly, “Nothing for you, Webber,” the look of malignant satisfaction on his face, when he saw the other’s anguish and discomfiture, was unmistakable.


  On these occasions, when he went stamping out of the place, his grief and bitter disappointment were so great that he hated not only the officials of the place, but all the tourists who went there as well. It seemed to him that the eyes of everyone were old and dead and evil, filled with a filthy jubilation as they looked at his despair. He hated the flat, nasal voices, the dry necks, the meager features and prognathous faces of his own countrymen, men and women alike, the cheap, machine-made, and ungracious quality of their clothes, their crude and arrogant insensitivity which rasped so harshly on the nerves of other races. He hated their whole, stamped-out, and metallic quality, and simply because he had not got a letter, he vented his spleen upon his own people, convincing himself, in an orgy of inverted patriotism, that the whole country had gone sterile, rotten, corrupt, and criminal, that it had created a monstrous, vile, and destructive machine which had stamped out a cheap race of robots, who had betrayed all the ancient joy and life and fruitfulness and honor of “the old America”—of Crockett’s, Lincoln’s, Whitman’s, and Mark Twain’s America—and, naturally, of course, his own; and that if the old America was to be restored, the whole world to be saved, this horrible, warped race of perverted robots would have to be destroyed. And all because he had not found a letter from a woman!


  He would stride silently by the chattering swarm of tourists in the Express Company offices, and grind his teeth together, as, with a kind of malignant gluttony of hate, an envenomed satisfaction, he seized on every scrap of conversation around him. There seemed to be no joy in it whatever. It was a gathering place of deluded and bewildered people, a vast clatter of excited, complaining, confused, unhappy, hurried, driven, inexperienced people. They were the people from small towns everywhere, the people who had always wanted “to take a trip to Yurup”—the mid-Western schoolteachers, small-town business men and their wives, “club women,” college boys and girls—and they were now being herded and driven around like cattle on some horrible tour, jabbered at, confused, and cheated everywhere they went, already sick and tired and frightened and bewildered by the whole business, bitterly disappointed and disillusioned by this great trip to which they had looked forward all their lives, and longing desperately “to get back home again.”


  On these occasions he could not tell which he disliked more—the tourists, with their nasal, whining, and complaining voices, or the officials, whose manner seemed curt, brusque, hurried, impatient, and unfriendly, and almost openly delighted—even as the little mail clerk was—at the unhappiness, confusion, error, and discomfort of the people they served. The officials were both American and French; all around him as he walked through the offices, they were drumming their fingers impatiently on the counters as they talked, and he could hear them saying with the impatient impregnability of their hard, cold speech:


  “I’m sorry, madame. We ordered the tickets for you but we cannot be responsible if you did not like the seats. ... No. No. If your seats were behind a column and you could not see, I’m sorry, but you took them on your own responsibility. We cannot be responsible. ... No sir! No! We have absolutely nothing to do with that. ... No. We cannot be held responsible! ... We recommended the hotel, it is one of the hotels on our list, we have always considered it a reputable establishment, it has been well recommended by other people we have sent there. ... If your baggage was stolen, I am sorry. We cannot be held responsible for your baggage.” Then sharply—“Who? ... What’s that?”—with cold indifference—“I cannot tell you who to see, sir. You might try the American Consul. ... You should have appealed to the local authorities while you were there. ... If the hotel management refuses to settle, I am sorry. But we can do nothing for you here. ... All right,” curtly, coldly, to another patient waiter. “You want, please—? ... Strasbourg,” in a cold, curt tone, rapidly; then wearily, “10:35 in the morning ... 2:05 in the afternoon ... and 9:30 every night ... from the Gare de l’Est”—reaches coldly for railroad folder, rapidly draws a circle round three schedules, pushes it brusquely across counter without looking at inquirer, and, drumming impatiently with hard fingers, turns to next petitioner, saying sharply: “Yes? ... What do you want? Letter of Credit?”—wearily—“Opposite counter where you see the sign. ... No, sir. No. Ticket reservations here.”


  And the poor, driven, confused, bewildered, and bitterly disappointed tourists might be heard on all sides protesting, inquiring, getting rebuffed, wandering around and complaining to each other, uttering words like these:


  “But I tell you you’ve got to change it! What am I going to do? ... When they sold me the ticket back home they told me——”


  “Sorry, madame, but that’s not our affair.”


  “Oh, there’s that man and his wife from St. Paul who came over with us on the boat. ... Mr. and Mrs. What’s-Their-Name—oh, Humperschlagel. ... Speak to them, Jim! They’re the first people we’ve seen that we know. ... Oh, how d’ye do, Mrs. Humperschlagel! ... How are you, Mr. Humperschlagel? ... Are you going back with us on the Olympic next month?”


  “Nah-h; I’ve changed my reservations. ... We’re sailing this month on the fifteenth, on the Mauretania. ... If there was another boat that was goin’ sooner, I’d take that one, too.”


  “Why, what’s the matter, Humperschlagel? No trouble at home, is there?”


  “Trouble? Hell, no! The only trouble is I can’t get back soon enough! The only trouble is I got to stay here until the fifteenth!”


  “Why, Mr. Humperschlagel! You sound as if you haven’t been having a good time! Something must have happened to you!”


  “Happened! Say, Mrs. Bradshaw, everything has happened but the smallpox! We’ve had nothing but trouble and hard luck since we left home!”


  “Ah-h-h!”—a woman’s tremolo of pity—“What a shame!”


  “The first thing was the wife got sick the minute the ship pulled out of dock. ... She was sick as a dog the whole way over, I thought she was going to die. ... They had to take her off on a stretcher when we got to Cherbourg, and she hasn’t felt right since.”


  “O-o-o-oh, Mrs. Humperschlagel! What a shame! I’m so-o-o sorry!” Another tremolo of womanly pity, answered by a whining, nasal, feebly-ailing woman’s voice:


  “Oh, I tell you, Mrs. Bradshaw, it’s just been awful! I’ve felt terrible every minute of the time since I left home! ... I haven’t got to see a thing. I’ve spent the whole time laying around in hotels in bed, too sick to move. ... We did get to take a bus-ride around Par-ris yesterday, but we went to so many places I got all turned round and couldn’t remember where we’d been. ... I tried to get the man to tell me, but if you ask them anything they jabber at you so you don’t understand a word they’re saying.”


  “Yeah!” rasped Humperschlagel bitterly. “All you understand is this”—he held out a big paw with a clutching movement of the fingers—“give, give, give—that’s the same in any language—only these guys have got it down to a science—they take you both ways, going and coming! Say! They cheat you right and left—if you don’t keep your eyes open, they’ll steal the gold out of your teeth!”


  Meanwhile, the two women’s voices could be heard in excited, chattering communion: “Why the prices are just aw-w-ful! ... I’d always heard how cheap it was, but after this!—you can’t tell me! ... Why, I know! It’s dreadful! Of course, they think every American is a millionaire and will pay them any price they ask! ... But the idea! To think they had the gall to ask fifteen hundred francs! Jim and I figured it up later—it comes to over ninety dollars—for a little rag of a dress you could get in Bloomington for twenty dollars! ... Why, I did! I did, my dear! ... I told her! ... I handed it right back to her. I said, ‘You can try to find if someone else is fool enough to pay it, but you’ll never get it out of me! ... Not in a million years!’ ... I said, ‘We can get as good as that back home for a fourth the price, without coming over here to be swindled!’”


  Meanwhile, Mr. Humperschlagel, with booming finality: “No, sir! Never again! The good old U.S.A. is good enough for me! When I see the Statue of Liberty again I’m going to let out a yell you can hear from here to San Francisco! ... They say, once a sucker is always a sucker, but not me! One time is enough!”


  And Mrs. H: “But how I’m dreading the trip back! I was telling Fred, the other night, if there was only some way they could shoot you back ... cable you back ... I think I’d even be willing to take the chance of flying back in an airplane, I so dread going on that ship! I was deathly sick every moment of the way over, I know it’s going to be even worse going back. ... My stomach has been all upset since we left home. I haven’t been able to enjoy anything I ate for over a month. I simply can’t eat the food they give you over here.”


  “Why, hell!” cried Mr. Humperschlagel, “they never give you anything that’s fit to eat! A piece of butter and a roll for breakfast, and a little pot of coffee that——”


  “And, oh!” groaned Mrs. Humperschlagel at this point, “such coffee! That awful old, black, bitter stuff they drink! Oh-h! ... I was saying to Fred the other night, the first thing I’m going to do when I get home is to drink almost a dozen cups of good, strong, fresh, American coffee!”


  “And all those little dishes with names no one can read ... horse’s dovers ... and—why!” he burst out indignantly, “they eat snails! ... Why, it’s the truth!” he declared, wagging his head. “The other day at the hotel I saw a feller picking something out of a shell with a pair of tweezers and asked the waiter what it was. ‘Ah-h, moun-seer!’” cried Mr. Humperschlagel in an affected voice, “‘eet ees ze snell!’ ... Just let me get home again where I can forget about all them little dishes with fancy sauces and names no one can read and wade into an inch-thick porterhouse—smothered with onions—about a gallon of real coffee!—a hunk of apple pie!—boy, oh boy!” he concluded with a look of lustful rumination on his face as he surveyed the gluttonous future—“Will I murder it, or not!”


  “Look here, Humperschlagel,” Mr. Bradshaw now interrupted, as if struck by sudden inspiration, “why don’t you and Mrs. Humperschlagel come with me and my wife some night to a little place we’ve discovered here in Paris. Some friends told us about it, and we’ve been eating there ever since. I can’t eat this French grub either, but at this little place I’m telling you about you can get a real, honest-to-God, home-cooked American meal.”


  “What!” Humperschlagel yelled. “The real thing—and no fooling?”


  “No, sir!” said Mr. Bradshaw firmly. “It’s the real thing all right—all wool and a yard wide with all the trimmings! Real American coffee, biscuits, corn bread, pork chops, ham and eggs—eggs done the way you like ’em!—toast, real sirloin steak that you can sink your teeth into——”


  “And apple pie?” said Humperschlagel anxiously.


  “Yes, sir!” said Mr. Bradshaw firmly. “The finest apple pie you ever saw—brown and crusty, baked fresh every day!”


  “Boy, oh boy!” roared Humperschlagel jubilantly. “Lead us to it! Tell us where it is! When can we get together—brother, I’m hungry, I can’t wait!”


  And so it went all up and down the line. A flashily dressed Brooklyn-Broadway Jew, his hands thrust into the pockets of his jaunty, cut-in overcoat, a cigar gripped and wiggled masterfully at the corners of his convulsive mouth, his jaunty grey hat pulled down at a swagger angle over his great, beaked nose, might be observed rocking gently back and forth on the soles of his burnished and be-spatted feet, saying in a rasping and domineering tone to a little circle of impressed acquaintances:


  “No, sir! ... No, sir, mister! ... I wanted to take a look at what dey had, but one time is enough! After dis, I’m t’roo! ... I’ve seen duh whole t’ing now—duh Toweh of London, Buckin’ham Palace, Berlin, Munich, Vienna, Budapest, Rome, Naples, Monte Carlo—all dose places,” he said, with a tolerant wave of his head. “I took duh whole woiks in while I was about it—an’ dey ain’t got nothin’ here in Par-ris dat I don’t know about. F’r Chris’ sake!” he snarled suddenly, whipping the cigar from his mouth and looking around him in a menacing fashion. “Dey can’t tell me anyt’ing about dis —— town! I been to every —— jernt dey got. I seen duh whole t’ing.”


  He paused, put the cigar back deliberately in the corner of his mouth, rocked gently back and forth upon his polished toes, and with a little, superior smile, he nodded knowingly, and then said slowly, with telling deliberation:


  “No, sir! No, sir, mister! I seen duh whole woiks from top to bottom—an’ believe me, believe me, brother—we got it on ’em comin’, goin’, an’ across duh middle. ... Yes, sir! Yes, sir! Dey ain’t got nuthin’—no, sir, not a —— t’ing dat we ain’t got ten times betteh. ... I been hearin’ about dis jernt all my life. I t’ought I’d like to take a look at it. Par-ris! W’y f’r Chris’ sake!” he snarled suddenly again, whipped the cigar from his mouth, and turned on his audience in such a meaningful fashion that they shrank away. “What are yuh talkin’ about, f’r Chris’ sake?” he demanded belligerently, although no one had said a word. “W’y I could take yuh to more jernts on Little Ole Broadway dan dis —— town eveh dreamed of havin’! Yes, sir! Yes, sir! Jernts dat would make duh best jernts in dis town look like Mulligan’s Penny Parlor on Sixt Avenoo! ... No, sir, mister! Not for me! Not after dis! One time is enough! I’m satisfied! I seen what I wanted to see an’ now I’m t’roo! Afteh dis, little ole Noo Yawk is good enough for me! Yes, sir! Yes, sir!”


  And finally, satisfied by this triumphant assertion of his patriotism, he put his thumbs into his armpits, swayed gently back and forth upon his polished feet, chewed the big cigar around, and let a big coil of fat and fragrant smoke seep from his nostrils.


  Such was the office of the American Express in Paris, in the Summer of 1928, where the letter did not come.


  He went one night to the Folies Bergère and got there late. The lobby was deserted; the men in the ticket window and the two men behind the high desk by the doors looked at him with cold, Gallic eyes. He read the list of prices; the classifications were bewildering; he did not know what they meant. A man in evening dress came up and spoke to him—a young man of Paris and of the night, in his midthirties, with polished, patent-leather hair, dead, reptile’s eyes, a large, hooked nose of avarice, a vulpine face.


  “Monsieur?” he said inquiringly yet persuasively, “Is zere perhaps somesing I can do for you?”


  He turned, startled, awed at the splendid creature’s sleek array, and stammered:


  “I—what ticket shall I——?”


  “Ah, ze tick-et!” the man cried with sudden enlightenment. “Mais, parfaitement! Monsieur,” he said smoothly, “permettez moi! ... I am an attaché—vous comprenez—of ze theatre. I shall buy for you ze tick-et.”


  “But not—not too dear,” he faltered, ashamed to speak of paltry cost before this splendid creature of the night. “Something, something of middle price—you understand?”


  “Mais parfaitement!” the sleek, young creature cried again. “C’est entendu. Quelque chose du moyen prix.”


  He took the hundred-franc note which the youth tendered him, went to the ticket office window, spoke rapidly to the men within, and bought the most expensive ticket in the house. Then, smilingly, with a “S’il vous plaît, monsieur,” he took it to the desk, where it was scowled at, scrawled in a book, and torn in two by the two guardians of the door, and then gallantly he returned it to the youth, with a slight bow, and with no change.


  “And now,” he smoothly said, as Monk, somewhat overwhelmed by the swiftness and costliness of the proceeding, prepared to enter—“and now—you wish to see the danc-ing girls, n’est-ce pas?”


  “D-d-dancing girls?” he faltered. “No, I came to see the show.”


  “Oh!” said Night-Eye with a gay laugh and a wave of the hand. “But zere is time! Zere is time! But first we go to see ze danc-ing girls, n’est-ce pas?”


  “But some other time—not now—I am already late for the show!”


  “Mais pas du tout!” said Night-Eye with vociferous dissent. “Du tout, du tout, du tout, du tout, du tout! The representation has not yet commenced. So of time you will have plen-tee.”


  “And the show has not yet started?” the youth said, with a troubled look at his watch.


  “But no! Not yet for half an hour!” said Night-Eye emphatically. “And now—you come wiz me, eh?” he went on cajolingly. “To see ze danc-ing girls. I sink you will like—yes!”


  “Is that part of the show, too?”


  “But yes! Parfaitement!”


  “And you are employed here by the theatre?”


  “But yes, monsieur! Ze management zey—w’at you say?—zey keep me here to be of sairvice to ze strangers,” he smiled engagingly and made a graceful, winglike gesture of the hands and shoulders. “So if you like, I show you around a leetle—eh?—before ze show begins.”


  “What a nice fellow!” thought the grateful young man. “And how thoughtful of the management to keep him here to help foreigners! ... I suppose, though, that he expects a tip when he gets through.” He paused, dubious, not knowing whether so sleek and gentlemanly a creature would take a tip or not.


  “And now we go—eh?” smiled Night-Eye. “I sink you will like ze gir-r-ls. Par ici, monsieur!” He held one of the doors courteously open, and, as he left, something swift and instant passed between himself and the two evening-clothed men behind the high twin desk. It was not a smile, and it was not a word, but it was full of jubilation, and hard and cold and loveless, and as old and evil as the night.


  When they got out into the street before the theatre, he turned a surprised and troubled eye upon the Frenchman, but, in response to a coaxing pressure on his arm, allowed himself to be led away.


  “But—” he protested, “the dancing girls? Are they not here in the theatre also?”


  “Mais non, mais non,” said Night-Eye smoothly. “Zey ’ave—’ow do you call eet?—a separate établissement.”


  “But it is all part of the Folies Bergère?”


  “Mais parfaitement! ... Monsieur, I see, is new to Paris, eh?”


  “Yes, I have not been here long.”


  “And ’ow long weel you stay?”


  “I don’t know—six weeks perhaps—perhaps longer.”


  “Ah! Zat is good!” said Night-Eye with an approving nod. “Zat weel geev you time to onderstand ze language, eh? ... Oui! ... Zat weel be good. ... Eef you know ze language—” he made an easy, conceding movement of the hands and shoulders, “tout va bien! ... Eef not!” he shrugged again, and then with a regretful accent, “Ah, monsieur—zere is so many bat pipples ’ere in Paris. Not ze French! Non, non, non, non, non! C’est les Russiens ... les Allemands ... les Italiens. Zey are here to take advantage of ze pipples who do not onderstand français. ... You geeve zem ze dol-laire to change!” he cried. “Ah-h! Ze dol-laire! You must watch ze dol-laire! ... Do not geev zem ze dol-laire! Go to ze bank ven you vish to change ze dol-laire! ... You have ze dol-laire?” he anxiously inquired.


  “No,” the youth answered, “I have only Express checks.”


  “Ah-h!” cried Night-Eye, and nodded his head approvingly. “Zat ees better! Zen you can go to ze bank américain, n’est-ce pas?”


  “Yes,” the young man answered him.


  “Zat is motch, motch better!” said Night-Eye, and wagged his head with vigorous approval. And they walked on.


  Outside the Folies there had been a great, blank glare of light, but now the streets and buildings had the closed, dark, and shuttered look, the monumental barrenness, which is, for the most part, the characteristic visage of nocturnal Paris. Their walk was not a long one. A block or two from the great theatre they turned into another street and paused before a house which had a very closed and secret look, and from whose upper, shuttered windows the light streamed brilliantly in hot, exciting bars.


  Night-Eye rang the bell. It sounded loud and sudden with an electric thrill that somehow made the heart beat faster. A girl dressed in the uniform of a maidservant opened the door and smilingly admitted them. They were in a hall or corridor lined with splendid mirrors; the carpet underneath their feet was rich and thick.


  From above came sounds of swift, excited movement: the opening and closing of many doors, a scampering of quick feet, a clamor of young, excited voices, laughter, and a voice harsh, tyrannic, and impatient, raised in the strident accents of command. And all the time electric bells were ringing—a sound as urgent, penetrating, full of menace and immediacy as the sudden thrill and violence of a burglar alarm.


  As they began to mount the splendid stairs, all sounds stopped. They went up, their feet noiseless in the crimson carpet, in a dead, suspended stillness charged with life. He knew it was all around him, listening behind a dozen doors, peering at him with a hundred secret eyes, waiting, watching, and unseen.


  That charged and secret stillness, that closed and sensual light, numbed his flesh, gave to his limbs, his heart, his stomach, and his loins, an empty, hollow feeling. He licked his lips with dry excitement, his pulse beat hard and quick like hammer-taps within his blood.


  The scene was strange and unfamiliar as a dream, and yet it had a dream’s reality. It was like something that he had never seen, but which he had always known, which was congruent to some image buried in his soul, and which, now that he had found it, was unmistakable. And now that he was here, he felt the sense of strangeness and ghastly unreality that comes from the mixture of the familiar and the unknown, which is the essence of all strangeness—as if, suddenly, he found himself in hell or heaven, talking to someone he had known all his life—a town policeman or the village sot.


  By pressing a bell and going through a door, he had entered a new world. He had come from the empty, naked, and familiar silence of the streets into the closed and secret world of night. It was a world that was incredible because he had always known it was there behind the plain, untelling façades of familiar houses. And it was a world that was soft, secret, splendid, vicious, and luxurious, a world in which all things—lights, faces, the hue and texture of the living flesh, the beat and pulsing of the blood, and even time and memory, went through the chemistry of a strange and unreal transformation. It was an evil world: it froze his blood, and numbed his flesh, it made the pulse beat in him like hard hammer-taps. But it was, as well, an evilly seductive world; it filled him with its close and languorous perfume, and it stirred his senses with the evil quickenings of rending and insatiable desire.


  And he knew it was a world that could be found here only, in the evil secrecy and nocturnal presence of this mysterious and enchanted city—a world strange to an American, and all the naked fear and desolation of his soul. For though shut in, and cut away from the external world of streets and traffic as by a hermetic, tomblike seal, once entered, in its very secrecy it was carnally, unspeakably, with a whole-souled, unquestioning debauchery, free.


  It was not a world where that strange and ancient commerce of a woman’s flesh was carried on in stealth and fear, and terrified alarm. It was not that poor and twisted world of vice, so brutal, hurried, so necessitous, that one finds down in the wooden shacks and shanties by the tracks, the station shambles of an American town, or in the latticed houses down in Niggertown, or in the cheap and dingy little hotels down on South Main Street. It was not a world where one snatched love and emptied out desire between distressful perturbations of the heart; or where one waited in the darkness of a shabby room half through the night for the expected step upon a creaky board, the stealthy turning of a knob, the whispered admonitions over haste and silence. It was not that world where a knocking on the door smote terror to the heart, and instantly constricted all the hot and lustful ardor or desire, and where people waited, paused, and listened with caught breath for a forbidding step to pass, and where men went and came out quickly with an upturned collar, a pulled hat, and an averted eye.


  It was a world where the ancient trade of vice was templed in security, dignified by the authorities of general consent, a profession old, accepted, and confirmed as was the law, or medicine, or the church. It was a world where vice was given the adornment of every sensual and luxurious embellishment, was cultivated by every rare and subtle practice that centuries of experience could acquire; and because of this, the place caught his senses in the spell of a powerful drug, swept his will into acceptance upon the overwhelming tides of a languorous and corrupt surrender.


  A woman was waiting for them at the top of the splendid stairs. She was dressed in an evening gown of a glittering, beaded material, her arms were white and dead and naked, powdered, bracelets clanked upon them, and her dead, phthisic hands and fingers were jewel-encrusted; the veins were hard and blue, and as lifeless-looking as a corpse’s.


  As for her face, it was the most horribly appropriate caricature of a face that he had ever seen. In his greatest moments, Daumier had never drawn its match. It was a face “of an uncertain age” simply because the face was ageless. The woman may have been forty-five, or fifty, or sixty, or even seventy; but really there was no way of telling her age. Her age was ageless with its wickedness. Her face had been steeped and hardened in iniquity, dyed in sinfulness, until it actually had the hard, dried, ageless texture, enseamed and mummified, of one of those terrible trophies of a headhunter’s skill. Her eyes might have been dull, hard agates stuck there in her face, so lacking in lustre, life, or humanity they were; her hair was perfectly dead, dyed some ghastly, indefinable texture between tow and straw; and as for her nose, which gave the final and decisive note of avarice, rapacity, and bottomless iniquity to that great caricature of a face, her nose was an incredible, vulturesque beak, as hard and bony as a bird’s. Because of that nose, there was no mistaking the final quality of that face: that face was an axe, a human axe, as hard, as sharp, as palpable as an axe, and cold and cruel as hell. It made the faces of Sitting Bull, Powhatan, or the great chief, Rain-in-the-Face, or any of the faces of the Sioux or Apache tribes, look like the faces of sweet, peaceful, benevolent, and Christian old men.


  She greeted them with a smile of brilliant cordiality, that had in it all the living and warm-hearted friendliness of a rattler’s fangs; and then broke into excited, greedy French with Night-Eye, which immediately established the status and the nationality of her latest victim, and got him instantly ready for the plucking.


  They entered a room and took seats in one corner on an elegant gilt-and-satin sofa, old Axe-Face seating herself in a motherly way beside her youthful client on a gilt-and-satin chair, talking a blue streak all the time.


  “And ’ow do you like Paris? ... Nice, eh? ... Ven you see vat ve ’ave, you vill like better—yes?” She smiled with crafty insinuation, and at the same moment struck her dead, white hands together, crying sharply the harsh slave-driver’s cry.


  Immediately, incredibly, with a horrible, comic instancy which he noticed at the moment, music—the music of a large victrola—began to play somewhere, and around him on all sides the walls swung open, and two dozen young and handsome women entered, dancing.


  They were completely naked. The walls, which were nothing but mirrors, closed behind them, the ceiling also was a mirror, the floor as well, and now as these naked, young, and lovely girls danced slowly past him, round the room, the blazing refractions of those hundred mirrors multiplied these naked bodies uncountably; everywhere he looked it seemed that he was looking through unending colonnades at the infinite progressions of young, rhythmic, naked flesh.


  He sat there, gape-jawed and goggle-eyed upon the gilt-and-satin sofa, throned in a sultan’s pride between the solicitous courtiership of old Axe-Face and young Night-Eye, and all the time the lovely girls came dancing by clothed in the maddening allurement of young, naked flesh, inviting him with the soft eyes, the whispered promises, the unheard entreaties of their gay whore’s language, smiling at him with all the coaxing cajoleries of light love, the sweet and evil innocence of their young whore’s faces.


  And then they led him into an enormous room of gilt and mirrors and blue light. They called this place “The Mysteries of Asia.” Here there were forty more girls to pick and choose from, and one or two were black, and all of them wore nothing. Some stood on pedestals like statues, and some were posed in niches in the wall, and some were draped across a flight of steps, and one of them was fastened to an enormous crucifix. That was for art. Some were lying on great carpets on the floor—and none could move. But all of them looked at him and tried to speak with their eyes, which said, “Take me!”


  When he had chosen one, they went upstairs into a room with shaded lights and gilt and mirrors and a bed, and he tipped the maid, and his girl excused herself to “make her toilette.”


  She was courteous and good-tempered and polite, and he talked to her. He found there was a lot to talk about. He began by saying:


  “It makes hot today.”


  And she said, “Yes, but it makes less hot, I think, than it did yesterday.”


  And he said, “Yes, but still the season is quite rainy, isn’t it?”


  And she said, “Yes, much in retard. It is quite boring.”


  And he asked her if she was always there.


  And she said, “But yes, sir, all the days except the Tuesday, when I make my promenade.”


  And then he asked her what her name was, and she said it was Yvonne, and he said that she was very amiable and pretty and that he would certainly return and call for her again.


  And she said, “Thank you, sir. You are genteel. The name is Yvonne and I am here every day but the Tuesday.”


  And she tied his tie and helped him with his coat, and thanked him graciously for fifteen francs, and she went downstairs with him.


  Now he is walking in a street of small, rich shops, in a street of thronging crowds and traffic, he is walking in the Rue St. Honoré, and the strange, dark faces of the Frenchmen swarm about him, his flesh writhes and is weary with the hard cat nervousness of their movements, the print of a billion men is on his memory, the weight of a million forgotten patterns, and it is all as if it had been forever, his shoulders bow with the immense grey weariness of the unnumbered days, with the idiot repetition of all living.


  Then suddenly he sees his face reflected in the mirrored window of a woman’s glove-shop, and in a second, as if a lock were shot back in his memory, a door is opened and three years of living drop away from him and he is a youth, amorous of the earth and full of wonder and exultancy, who is in a strange land for the first time and who passed this way once and looked into this window. And the features of that youth stare back at him now, and the moment lives again like magic, and he sees the lost youth staring through the coarsened mask, and he sees what time has done.


  The magic dies: he is possessed by the swarm of the crowd again, the coil and weaving of the endless pattern, the tumult, the fever, and the fret that has been and that will be forever; he passes on from one phantasmal ghostliness of time to yet another, but the strange mystery of living is in him, he has had a vision of death and time, and he turns his eyes up for a moment to the timeless skies, which shed their unperturbable light upon the street and all its fashions, and as he looks at the actual faces, the movements, patterns of the men and motors, the mystery and sadness of the human destiny is on him.


  He notes the day. It is the thirtieth of July, 1928.


  Time! Time! Time!


  He passes on.


  [¬]


  46

  THE PENSION IN MUNICH


  How can one speak of Munich but to say it is a kind of German heaven? Some people sleep and dream they are in Paradise, but all over Germany people sometimes dream that they have gone to Munich in Bavaria. And really, in an astonishing way, the city is a great Germanic dream translated into life.


  It is not easy to find a reason for the city’s seductive power. Munich is very solid, very heavy, but not at all dull. The best beer in Germany, in the world, is made there, and there are enormous beer cellars that are renowned throughout the land. The Bavarian is the National Good Fellow—he is supposed to be a witty and eccentric creature, and millions of post cards are printed of him in his national costume blowing the froth away from a foaming stein of beer. In other parts of Germany people will lift their eyes and sigh rapturously when you say you are going to Munich:


  “Ach! München ... ist schön!”


  Munich is not, in the same way as many other German towns, a Gothic fairyland. There are many cities, towns, and villages throughout the country that have, in a much greater sense, the enchanted qualities of the Gothic world, the magic of the Gothic architecture, the romance of the Gothic landscape. Nuremberg is such a city, Rothenburg, in a smaller but more perfect sense, is another, the old, central part of Frankfort is another, the ancient town of Hanover has a Gothic wonder of old streets and houses that Munich cannot equal. So, too, with Eisenach, in Thuringia. So, too, with Bremen; so with many towns along the Rhine and on the Mosel, with Coblenz and with Hildesheim, with Strasbourg in Alsace, with countless tiny villages and towns in the Black Forest and in Harz, in Saxony and in Franconia, in the Hanseatic north, and in the Alpine valleys of Bavaria and the Tyrol.


  There are no ancient castles built upon a sheer romantic rock in Munich, no ancient houses clinging to the rock. There is no sudden elfin loveliness of hills, no mystery of dark forests, no romantic loveliness of landscape. The thing is felt in Munich more than it is seen, and for this reason the seduction and the mystery are greater. Munich itself is built upon a kind of plain, and yet somehow one knows that the enchanted peaks are there. Monk had heard it said that on a radiant day the Alps were visible, but he did not know. He never saw them—not from Munich. He saw them pictured in some panoramic post cards of the city, far off, faintly gleaming in an architecture of enchanted smoke. He thought the picture was a product of the phantasy. The photographer put them there because, like Monk, he felt and knew that they were there.


  How to tell about it! It is so certain yet it is a speechless thing.


  Each great city Monk had known had had an odor for him. Boston had an odor in its crooked streets of fresh-ground coffee mixed with smoke. Chicago, when the wind from the West set in, had an unmistakable odor of burning pork. New York was so much harder to define, but he thought it was the odor of a dynamo, it was the odor of electricity, it was the odor of the cellar, of an old brick house or of a city building, closed, a little stale and dank, touched with a subtle, fresh, half-rotten smell of harbor. London’s odor, too, was mixed of many things and yet was definite. The first and all-prevailing odor was a smell of fog, touched numbly with the faintly acrid smell of soft-coal smoke. Infused in this a malty reek of bitter beer, the faint nostalgia of tea, the faintly sweet aroma of an English cigarette, and all this mixed with morning, fumed with the smoked, slightly acid pungency of grilled sausages, bacon, and a kipper, and filtered through the old-gold bronze of a befogged yet not entirely conquered sun—and you had something like the smell of London.


  Paris, too, had its own single, unique, and incomparable stink, a fusion of many smells, a nostalgic blend of many odors, both corrupt and exquisite. To Monk, the first, because it was the most definite of all the smells of Paris—the one that belonged to Paris and to no other city—was the smell of stale and slightly wetted sawdust. It was a smell that came up from the entrances to the underground and up through the pavement gratings. It was a smell of lifeless life, of dead vitality; it was a smell of dead air, used-up, tainted oxygen. It was a smell of millions of weary and unwashed people, who had come and gone and breathed the air and used it up and left it there—dead, stagnant, poisoned, tainted, and corrupted, carrying upon its dead waves the smell of weary and exhausted sweat, the dead, denuded breath of lifeless energy.


  Venice had the reek of its canals, that moveless stench, that rank, pestilential, fever-laden smell of suspended sewage floating in old walls. Marseilles as well, a dangerous and diseaseful breath, compact with human filth and fecal matter, the tainted odor of the South, the smell of fish, of the old harbor in the Mediterranean Sea.


  And Munich—it was the cleanest smell of all, the subtlest and most haunting, the most exciting, the most undefined. It was an almost odorless odor, touched always with a buoyant lightness of the Alpine energies. In Summer the sun would blaze down bright and hot from a shell-blue brilliance of shining sky. The hotter it became, the better he felt. He breathed in great breaths of the hot air and sunlight. He seemed to be drinking in enormous draughts of the solar energy. He was filled with lightness, exuberance, and vital strength—so different from the sweltering lassitude, the human misery, the heat-glazed skies and steaming blanket, the tainted and miasmic vapor of the New York heat.


  He always knew that the Alps were there. He felt them there against the South, an hour away, the shining magic of the ghost-wise Alps. He could not see them but he breathed them in upon the air, he smelled the mountains, the clean, high ethers of the Alpine energy.


  August had come and August ended. Something had gone out of the day, something was fading from the sun. There was a sharpness of the Autumn breath at night, a sense of something waning rapidly, just the spirit yet, warm sunlight still by day, but something going, fading, going, a premonitory sadness in the soul. Enchanted Summer was departing, was fading south to Italy.


  Early in September the nights were chill, and sometimes he heard a scratching of dry leaves. Sometimes would come a breath of wind and then a leaf would scratch and scamper on the pavement. And someone would hurry past. And he would hear the leaf again, the plash of waters in the fountains, somehow different from the sound of fountains on a Summer’s night. He would still go at nights and sit outside in the gardens of the Neue Börse. There were still people at the tables on the terrace. The gardens were almost bare. His feet would crunch sparely on the dry gravel. The doors and windows of the great café were closed. Inside, the place was crowded. The orchestra was playing. The air already was a little thick, thick with the warmth of food and people, thick with music, thick with beer. But he would sit out on the terrace, hearing a leaf that scratched across the gravel, feeling at length the ghost of Autumn in the air.


  He was living in the Theresienstrasse, just at the corner where the Luisenstrasse crosses it. The place was called the Pension Burger, but the people who rented it did not have that name. It was a plain, solidly-constructed building of three stories, without much adornment, but with something of that inevitable massiveness, that formidable ponderosity, that gets into almost all German architecture, and that American buildings do not have.


  He did not know just how they did it, but it seemed almost to be an architectural ectoplasm of the German soul. There was something so immense and formidable about this kind of building. He supposed you could call it a kind of German Victorianism. It certainly came out of the palmy days of William the Second. It was derivative, no doubt, from what the English call Victorian. But it was Victorian molded by the fist of Wotan. It was Victorian fogged with beer, and heavied with the ponderous mass of an incalculable weight. It was Victorian with the old dark forests in it. It was guttural Victorian. And compared to its crushing mass, its formidable and appalling weight, the choicest examples in the domains of her late majesty the Queen seemed architectures of a fairy lightness. Compared to it, the old New York post office seemed a miracle of grace and soaring buoyancy.


  Monk never passed those houses by without a feeling of overwhelming helplessness. It was not that they were so great. It was not that they were really massive. It was just the sense that there was in them a kind of weight that could not be estimated or measured in ordinary dimensional terms. It did not matter that these old buildings were only three or four floors tall; they overwhelmed him in a way that no American building could ever do.


  When he would think of home, the whole terrific visage of Manhattan, the cratered landscape of its soaring towers, it seemed to be a kind of great, fantastic toy, constructed by ingenious children, just as children might build little cities out of cardboard shapes, and stamp, neatly and evenly, millions of little window holes in them, and then light candles back behind to give the illusion of a lighted city. Even an old American building, an old warehouse with its scaled and rusted brick, an old tenement with its curiously, pleasantly flat, blank planes (that always made him think somehow of the Riots of 1861 and of the illustrations in ancient numbers of Harper’s Weekly), seemed to have, compared to buildings such as these, a fragile, almost flimsy, insubstantiality. He could never come back home and wake at morning on the ship at Quarantine and look out of a porthole to see that so enormously moving and hauntingly evocative scene—the first view of American earth, the humid, coarse, and somewhat pallid green, the faded opacity of color, and, most strange, most moving, most immediate, recovered instantly with the full impact of recognition and of wonder, the shape of a white frame house, or a building of scaled, rusty brick—without feeling they were all so toylike and so tender that he could punch holes through the flat, blank walls with his toe, reach over to where the spires and ramparts of Manhattan lay sustained in mist and morning like something fragile, corklike, floating in the water, and reap the whole thing down with a single movement of his arm, gather them together in a single grip and pull them up as easily as if they had been a handful of quilled onions.


  But he never passed one of these buildings in the Theresienstrasse, or one of those tremendous and massive façades in the great Ludwigstrasse, without feeling as helpless as a child in a world of immense objects whose dimensions he could neither master nor comprehend. He felt a little as Gulliver must have felt among the Brobdingnagians. He got the feeling at almost every door he entered that he was having to stand on tiptoe to reach up to the knob. And yet he knew this was not true.


  The pension itself was a modest dwelling that occupied the two upper floors of a building. It was run by a young woman whose name was Fräulein Bahr. She had two brothers, both unmarried, both employed in business in the city. The older brother was a man around forty, a pleasant, good-natured man of medium height and rather chunky, with a florid face and a short mustache. Monk didn’t know what he did. He worked in an office somewhere. He was perhaps a clerk, a cashier, or a bookkeeper—an office man.


  The younger brother, Heinrich, was tall and rather thin. He was past thirty, and had served two years in the war. He worked in a big travel bureau in what was then called the Promenaden Platz. Monk used to go in to see him in the morning. He cashed travelers’ checks, made railway and steamship bookings, gave tourists and travelers advice and information of all sorts about travel in Bavaria and throughout Europe, and he couldn’t have earned very much. He was neatly dressed but a little threadbare. His face was solemn and bumpy, deeply scored and pitted by old bumpy scars. There was, as with his sister, something very contained and quiet, withdrawn and lonely, and yet likable and true.


  They had been, were still, in fact, what is known as “nice people”—not people who had ever been very high up, not people of the university, military, professional, or aristocratic class, but people who had always maintained a certain standard of gentility, and who had probably, before the war, known a condition of greater affluence and security than they knew now. The whole pension, in fact, had that atmosphere if not of shabby, at least of rather threadbare, gentility which one encounters in boarding houses of this type, places of “the better sort,” over all the world. One will find it, for example, often in a college town in America. There will be some lady of depleted fortunes who is very firm, however, on the question of her own genteelness and of her family lineage. She is sometimes a little too firm about it. She is likely to inform the college boys from time to time that when she took them “into her home” she had assumed, of course, that they were “gentlemen,” that she expects “guests in her home” to behave exactly as if they were guests in any other home, and if and when it becomes apparent to her that she has been mistaken in her judgments and that someone whom she has taken into her home is not a gentleman, then she will be compelled to ask him for his room.


  It would not be fair to say that Fräulein Bahr’s establishment was wholly of this kind. She was herself much too intelligent and sensible a woman to go in for nonsense of this sort. She was a tall, dark-haired, dark-skinned woman of thirty-five, of the dark Bavarian type, very quiet, very intelligent, and very straight and honest. It is a good kind of woman that one meets in Germany, a kind that seems to be wonderfully lacking in the flirtatious tricks and feminisms which a good many American women have. In her quiet, dark way she was a handsome woman.


  Monk never knew anything about her past. He really didn’t know much about her present. She had good relations with her boarders. She was friendly, thoughtful, and obliging, but one also felt that she had a life of her own which she kept separate from the direction of her pension. He didn’t know whether she had ever been in love, whether she had had any love affairs or not. She certainly could have had them if she wanted to, and he was sure that if she had wanted to she would have had them. She would have had them honestly and simply, with dignity and with passion; and if they turned out badly, she would have felt a deep and quiet hurt and kept it to herself, she would never have indulged herself or her friends in a hysterical neurosis.


  Still, the life of that little place did have a kind of self-conscious restraint, the atmosphere of a maintained gentility. It was so wonderfully like a certain kind of boarding house he had seen and known everywhere. It was like a place that he had known in London, in Tavistock Square in the Bloomsbury district. It was like another place that bore the more sumptuous title of “private hotel” in Bath. It was like a pension where he had lived for a short time at St. Germaine-en-Laye, outside of Paris. It belonged, really, to the great company of Genteel Boarding Houses of the Universe, Ltd. One was always afraid to laugh out loud in Fräulein Bahr’s establishment, although one often wanted to. One was always a little afraid to talk in his natural tone of voice, openly, frankly, enthusiastically, to engage occasionally in heated argument or debate. Their voices were subdued, their laughter politely restrained, their conversations somewhat delicately limited. They were all a little conscious, he thought, of one another, a little too considerate, he believed, and also a little too critical. It was, in other words, not a very easy atmosphere. One attained gentility at the sacrifice of naturalness, restraint at the expense of enthusiasm, politeness at the cost of warmth.


  It was the same way with the food. For the first time in Germany he found himself in a place where there was just barely enough of everything. To his own way of thinking, there was not enough. He never dared to ask for a second helping because no one else ever asked for one. It was embarrassing, this feeling that there was just barely enough to go around, and the painful suspicion that if one had intemperately called for a second portion he would have got it, but that one of the servants, the cook, the waitress, or the maid, would have had to do without. There were eight of them at table, and when the meat was served, whether pork or roast or veal, there were always just eight slices, pretty thinly cut, upon the plate. Each of them took his slice delicately and with refined restraint as it was offered. And the rest of them coyly kept their eyes averted while this process was going on. It was the same way with the bread and vegetables. There was just enough of everything.


  Monk used to be ravenously hungry all the time. Whether this was because of insufficient portions in the pension or a kind of enormous hunger of the spirit and of the imagination which reacted on him physically as well, he did not know. It was probably a mixture of both.


  But he believed those others, for all their air of refined appeasement and modified restraint, used to feel it too. He knew they would not admit it if they did. It was not the spirit and the temper of that high-toned place. But he often suspected them of having secret sources of refreshment, victuals cunningly cached away in the privacy of their rooms, to which they could gluttonously resort in safe seclusion, faced only by the accusing eye of their own conscience and their God. He used to have his dark suspicions of them all. It seemed to him that sometimes when they got up, said “Mahlzeit,” and made their refined and dignified departures, he could detect in their manners traces of unclean eagerness and indecent haste, or observe in the expression of their eyes the awakened fires of a gluttonous and faintly obscene lust. Then he would follow them in his mind’s eye as they went from the dining room and down the corridor to their own room. In his mind’s eye he could see them, walking deliberately at first with dignified restraint, but quickening their footsteps perceptibly as they went on, until, as they turned the corner and went down the empty hallway towards their own door, they fairly broke into a run, frantically fumbled at the lock, opened the door and closed and bolted it behind them, and then, laughing hysterically, fairly hurled themselves upon a sausage, greedily crammed the dainties of their guilty pleasure in their mouths.


  He had, in fact, a grotesque and comic confirmation of this. One afternoon, when he had gone to pay the weekly bill, he caught Fräulein Bahr and her older brother in the act. He had just knocked upon the door of their own sitting room. One of the waitresses was coming out with an empty tray. She opened the door as he arrived, and before they could prepare for him, he was upon them. There was nothing then for her to do, of course, except to ask him in, which she did do very kindly. And he went in, his eyes bulging from his head, fairly glued upon the table, which, it seemed to him, was groaning with a surfeit of Lucullan dainties. Fräulein Bahr flushed a little, then remarked that they were having tea, and invited him to have a cup with them. Tea! Yes, they did have tea all right. But they had many other things as well. They had those fat, spicy, fragrant, delicious little sausages, fairly bursting in their oil-tight skins. They had liverwurst and salami, they had crusty rolls and they had stacks of pumpernickel, they had delicious little pats of butter, little sumptuous jars of jam, preserves, and confitures. They had those luscious, rich, delicious miracles of German pastry, covered with preserved cherries, strawberries, plums, and apples, with an inch-thick roof of firm whipped cream. It was a banquet. He understood now why Fräulein Bahr and her genial and good-natured brother were always so quickly satisfied at table.


  Perhaps the other people in the pension did the same. He never knew. He only knew that he was hungry all the time, ravenous as he had never been in his whole life before, and nothing that he did or ate could stop or diminish it. And it was not just the pension. If he had had three times as much to eat, it would have been the same. It was a hunger not only of the belly, but a hunger of the mind and heart and spirit, which got translated in the most astounding and appalling way to all the appetites of sense and flesh. It was a hunger that he had felt from the moment he had entered Germany, a hunger that Munich had intensified, that Munich had concentrated and enlarged. For that was what the place had done to him, that was the kind of place that Munich was.


  Munich was not only a kind of German heaven. It was an enchanted land of Cockaigne, where one ate and drank forever and where one was never filled. It was Scharaffenland—it made him think of Peter Breughel’s picture of that name, which showed the little roast pigs trotting conveniently to serve your pleasure, with knives and forks stuck juicily in their tender, crackling hides, with pieces cut out of their hind quarters, with plump broiled chickens on their way to feed you, and bottles dropping from the sky, and trees and bushes drooping down with growths of pastry and with fruits of food. It may have been in part the clean vitality of the Alpine air that kept him hungry. It may have been the food he needed but had not been fed. But it was more than this. A raging hunger and a quenchless thirst was gnawing at him, and no matter what he ate or drank he could not get enough.


  It cannot be told about, it can never be described, it cannot be called a name. It was appalling, it was revolting, it was loathsome and disgusting. It was a hunger that was no hunger, it was a thirst that was no thirst, it was a hunger and a thirst that grew from everything they fed upon. It consumed him even as he tried to feed it and to conquer it. It was like some enormous consumption of the soul and body for which there is no cure, for which there is no end.


  In the morning he would go out while the girl was making up his room and pass along the Theresienstrasse to walk about the English Gardens, and a dozen times along the way he would be halted by the temptations of this agonizing hunger and this thirst. It was as much as he could do to pass a food, a pastry, or a sweet shop without going into it. The whole city seemed fairly to be groaning with these little fat, luxurious shops. He wondered how they lived and how they managed—where, in this stricken land, the people and the money came from to support them. The windows of the “Feinkost” shops were maddening. They were crammed with the most astounding variety of appetizing foods, sausages of every shape and kind that fairly made his mouth water when he looked at them, cheeses, roasts of meat, smoked hams, tall, slender bottles of fine wine, a profusion of luxury, a gourmet’s treasure house, that exerted over him an irresistible hypnotic fascination. Whenever he approached one of these places, and they were everywhere, he would turn his eyes away, lower his head, and try to hurry past—but it was no use. If a wizard had drawn a magic line across the pavement and cast a spell upon the place, his effort could have been no greater, his defeat more abject and complete. It was impossible to go by them without stopping. He would stand before the windows and fairly gorge his lustful eyes, and if he got by one, there was always another. If he entered one and made a purchase, he was always haunted by the memory of all the purchases he had not made, the maddening goodies he had missed. If he bought one kind of sausage, there was always the tantalizing memory of a dozen other kinds that might taste better. If he gorged and fed his eyes and spent his money in one shop, inevitably he would see another crammed with good things that made the first one poor by comparison. It was the same way with the pastry shops with their cherry, plum, and peach, and apple cakes, their crusty miracles of bakery, covered with whipped cream. So, too, with all the sweet and candy stores. There were the chocolates and bonbons, the candies and the crystal fruits, the glacéed plums and cherries and the cubes of pineapple, the brandied chocolates and the fragrant gums.


  It was the same with everything he saw, with everything he did. He wanted everything. He wanted to eat up everything, to drink up everything, to read up everything, to remember and to look up everything, to get his hands upon the palpable and impossible body, the magnificent plenitude, of a whole groaning earth, to devour it, to consume it, to have and hold it for his own forever. It was madness, it was agony, it was a cureless, quenchless, hopeless disease of mind and flesh and spirit. He would surfeit himself with everything that he could buy, with everything he could afford, with everything that he could see or hear or could remember, and still there was no end.


  He went to the museums, those crowded and innumerable granaries into which they had collected the enormous treasures of their art. He invaded them, tried to devour them with the gluttony of an impossible and mad desire. He tried to feed upon the very pigments of the canvas, he tried to print each picture in his brain and on his memory with such voracious eagerness that it seemed as if the very color had gone out of them and had sunk through into his eyes. Day after day he walked the crowded galleries of the Old Pinakothek until the guards were fearful of his purpose and followed him from room to room. He almost pulled Mathias Grünewald from the wall; he walked straight out of there carrying those lovely naked girls of Lucas Cranach in his brain. He pulled every ounce of rose-hued flesh, every swirling universe of heaven and of earth, out of the swarming canvases of Rubens, and every canvas in that whole enormous gallery, from Grünewald to Rubens, from Lucas Cranach to Hans Holbein, from Breughel to “The Apostles” of Albrecht Dürer, and from Teniers to the Master of “The Life of Mary.” He had them all enlisted in his brain, printed in his heart, painted on the canvas of his soul.


  He haunted bookshops with the same insatiate and unreasoning desire. He spent hours before the crowded windows of the book stores, memorizing the names of countless books, written in a language he could scarcely read. He filled notebook after notebook with the titles of these books. He would buy books he could not afford, books he could not read, and carry them with him everywhere he went, together with a dictionary, and so decipher them. That swarming multitude of Gothic print, that staggering superflux of German culture, maddened him with an intolerable and impossible hunger for possession. He informed himself upon the number of books that came out yearly from the German presses. It was horrible, it was appalling. There were over 30,000. He hated them for the same gluttony that was devouring him. He wondered how they could endure it, how they could ever draw their breath again in peace, in clearness, in repose, under the nightmare superfetation of that flood of print.


  He was horribly involved, caught up, entangled, in the Laocoön coils of his own madness. He wanted to satiate himself upon that which was itself unable to be fed, he wanted to assuage himself upon the unassuageable, appease himself upon the unappeasable, come to the end of all Unendlichkeit, unweave the swarming web, unthread to its last filament the texture of a pattern which could have no end. He wanted to possess in its entirety, fathom in its profundity, utter in its finality, that which was in itself unpossessable, unfathomable, and unutterable—the old Germanic and swarm-haunted mind of man.


  And it could not be done. He knew it, and because he knew, he hated “them.” He loathed the hunger that consumed him. He hated the food of which he ate because he could not eat all that he wanted of it. He hated the family of the earth to which he himself belonged because he himself belonged to it, because its blood was in him, his in it, because twin demons of his soul divided him in unending warfare. He hated the face of the great swine, the creased neck of the unsated beast, because he felt himself the hungers of the beast’s never-ending lust, and could find no end of it. There were in him two powers discrete, two forces of the soul and of inheritance, and now they waged contention daily in his life upon a battlefield where there could never be a victor, where he was caught in his own trap, imprisoned by his own forces, held captive by the very powers which were himself. He understood it all so well, because he had himself created it. He understood it all so well, because it had itself created him. He hated it so much because he had such deep and everlasting love for it. He fled from it and knew he never could escape.


  At night he walked the streets. He went into the crowded places. He sought the beer-fogged flash and roar, the enormous restaurants. He plunged into the roaring tumult of the Hofbrau Haus, swung to the rhythm of that roaring life, breathed the air, felt the warmth, the surge, the powerful communion of those enormous bodies, gulped down from stone mugs liter after liter of the cold and powerful dark beer. He swung and swayed and roared and sang and shouted in the swaying mass, felt a terrible jubilation, a mad lust, the unsated hunger filling him, and still could find no end and seek no rest.


  [¬]


  47

  A VISIT TO THE FAIR


  September was advancing to its close and the season of the Oktoberfest was at hand. Everywhere throughout Munich he saw posters announcing the event, and wherever he went people were talking about it. In the pension in the Theresienstrasse the table guests spoke to him about it with that elaborate jocoseness that men use towards a child—or a foreigner who speaks the language badly. His mind was busy with conjectures and images, but he could get no very clear picture of the approaching carnival. But the affair began to take on in his mind a ritualistic significance. He began to feel that at last he was to come close to the heart of this people—as if, after a voyage through the old barbaric forest, he would come suddenly upon them at their altars in a cleared ring.


  One Sunday afternoon, early in October, a day or two after the carnival had opened, Monk made his way, accompanied by Heinrich Bahr, to the Theresien Fields, on the eastern edges of the city, where the Fair was now going on. As they walked along past the railway station and towards the carnival grounds, the street, and all the streets that led to it, began to swarm with people. Most of them were native Müncheners, but a great number were also Bavarian country people. These Bavarians were brawny men and women who stained the crowd brilliantly with the rich dyes of their costume—the men in their elaborately-embroidered holiday shorts and stockings, the women in their bright dresses and lace bodices, marching briskly along with the springy step of the mountaineer. These peasants had the perfect flesh and the sound teeth of animals. Their smooth, round faces wore only the markings of the sun and the wind: they were unworn by the thought and pain that waste away man’s strength. Monk looked at them with a pang of regret and of envy—their lives were so strong and so confident, and, having missed so much, they seemed to have gained so greatly. Their lives were limited to one or two desires. Most of them had never read a book, a visit to this magic city of Munich was to them a visit to the heart of the universe, and the world that existed beyond their mountains had no real existence for them at all.


  As they neared the Theresien Fields, the crowd became so thick that movement was impeded and slowed down. The huge noises of the Fair came to them now, and Monk could see the various buildings. His first feeling as he entered the Fields was one of overwhelming disappointment. What lay before him and around him seemed to be only a smaller and less brilliant Coney Island. There were dozens of booths and sheds filled with cheap dolls, teddy bears, candy wrappers, clay targets, etc., with all the accompanying claptrap of two-headed monsters, crazy houses, fat ladies, dwarfs, palmists, hypnotists, as well as all the elaborate machinery for making one dizzy: whirling carriages and toy automobiles that spun about on an electrified floor, all filled with people who screamed with joy when the crazy vehicles crashed together and were released again by the attendant.


  Heinrich Bahr began to laugh and stare like a child. The childlike capacity of all these people for amusement was astonishing. Like children, they seemed never to grow weary of the whole gaudy show. Great fat fellows with shaven heads and creased necks rode on the whirling and whipping machines, or rode round and round, again and again, on the heaving wooden horses of the merry-go-rounds. Heinrich was fascinated. Monk rode with him several times on the breathless dip-and-dive of the great wooden trestlelike railway, and then was whipped and spun dizzy in several of the machines.


  Finally Heinrich was content. They moved slowly along down the thronging central passage of the Fair until they came to a more open space at the edge of the Fields. Here, from a little platform, a man was haranguing the crowd in harsh, carnival barker’s German. Beside him on the platform stood a young man whose body and arms were imprisoned in a sleeveless canvas jacket and manacled with a chain. Presently the barker stopped talking, the young man thrust his feet through canvas loops, and he was hauled aloft, feet first, until he hung face downward above the staring mob. Monk watched him as he began his desperate efforts to free himself from the chain and jacket that fettered him, until he saw his face turn purple, and the great veins stand out in ropes upon his forehead. Meanwhile a woman passed through the crowd soliciting contributions, and when she had got all the money that the crowd would yield, the young man, whose swollen face was now almost black with blood, freed himself very quickly and was lowered to the earth. The crowd dispersed, almost, it seemed to Monk, with a kind of sullenness as if the thing which they had waited to see had now happened but had somehow disappointed them, and while the barker began his harangue again, the young man sat in a chair recovering himself, with his hand before his eyes. Meanwhile the woman who had collected money stood by him anxiously, looking at him, and in a moment spoke to him. And somehow, just by their nearness to each other and by no other outward sign, there was communicated to Monk a sense of tenderness and love.


  His mind was reeling from all the clamorous confusion of the Fair and this last exhibition, coming as a climax of an unceasing program of monsters and animal sensations, touched him with a sense of horror. For a moment it seemed to him that there was something evil and innate in men that blackened and tainted even their most primitive pleasures.


  Late afternoon had come; the days were now shortening rapidly, and the air was already that of Autumn—it was crisp and chill, meagerly warmed by a thin red sunshine. Over all the Fair there rose the dense and solid fabric of a hundred thousand voices. Heinrich, whose interest in the shows of the Fair had been for the time appeased, now began to think of beer. Taking Monk by the arm, he joined in the vast oscillation of the crowd that jammed the main avenue of the carnival in an almost solid wedge.


  The Germans moved along slowly and patiently, with that tremendous massivity that seems to be an essence of their lives, accepting the movement of the crowd with enormous contentment as they lost themselves and became a part of the great beast around them. Their heavy bodies jostled and bumped against one another awkwardly and roughly, but there was no anger among them. They roared out greetings or witticisms to one another and to everyone; they moved along in groups of six or eight, men and women all together with arms linked.


  Heinrich Bahr had become eager and gay; he laughed and chuckled to himself constantly; presently, slipping his hand through Monk’s arm with a friendly and persuasive movement, he said:


  “Come! Let us go and see the Roasted Ox.”


  And immediately at these words the enormous hunger woke in Monk again, a hunger for flesh such as he had never known—he wanted not only to see the Roasted Ox, he wanted to devour great pieces of it. He had already noticed one characteristic of this Fair that distinguished it from any other he had ever seen. This was the great number of booths, large and small, given over to the sale of hot and cold meats. Great sausages hung in ropes and festoons from the walls of some of these places, while in others there was a constant exhalation from steaming and roasting viands of all kinds and sizes. The fragrance and the odor were maddening. And it seemed to him that above this dense mass of people that swayed along so slowly, there hovered forever in the thin, cold air an odor of slaughtered flesh.


  But now they found themselves before a vast, long shed, gaily colored in front, and bearing above its doors a huge drawing of an ox. This was the Oxen Roastery (Ochsen-Braterei), but so dense was the crowd within that a man stood before the doors with his arms out, keeping back the people who wanted to enter, and telling them they must wait another fifteen minutes. Heinrich and Monk joined the crowd and waited docilely with all the others: to Monk there was communicated some of the enormous patience of this crowd, which waited and which did not try to thrust past barriers. Presently the doors were opened and they all went in.


  Monk found himself in a vast, long shed, at the end of which, through the dense cloud of tobacco smoke which thickened the atmosphere almost to the consistency of a London fog, he could see the carcasses of two great animals revolving slowly on iron spits over troughs of red-hot coals.


  The place, after the chill bite of the October air, was warm—warm with a single unmistakable warmth: the warmth of thousands of bodies crowded together in an enclosed place. And mingled with this warmth, there was an overpowering odor of food. At hundreds of tables people were sitting together devouring tons of flesh—ox flesh, great platters of sliced cold sausages, huge slabs of veal and pork—together with the great stone mugs that foamed with over a liter of the cold and strong October beer. There was a heavy and incessant rumble of voices full of food, an enormous and excessive clatter of heavy pottery and knives, that rose and fell in brittle waves. Down the central aisles and around the sides moved and jostled constantly another crowd looking restlessly over the densely packed area for a vacant place. And the brawny peasant women who acted as waitresses plunged recklessly through this crowd, bearing platters of food or a half-dozen steins of beer in one hand, and brusquely thrusting human impediments out of their way with the other.


  Heinrich and Monk moved with the crowd slowly down the central aisle. The feeders, it seemed to Monk, were for the most part great, heavy people who already had in their faces something of the bloated contentment of swine. Their eyes were dull and bleared with food and beer, and many of them stared at the people around them in a kind of stupefaction, as if they had been drugged. And indeed the air itself, which was so thick and strong it could be cut with a knife, was sufficient to drug one’s senses, and he was therefore glad when, having arrived at the end of the aisle and stared for a moment at the great carcass of the ox that was turning brown as it revolved slowly before them, Heinrich suggested that they go elsewhere.


  The sharp air lifted him at once from his lethargy, and he began to look about him quickly and eagerly again. The crowd was growing denser as evening approached, and he knew now that the evening was to be dedicated solidly to food and beer.


  Distributed among the innumerable smaller buildings of the Fair, like lions couched among a rabble of smaller beasts, there rose about them the great beer halls erected by the famous breweries. And as thick as the crowd had been before the booths and shows, it seemed small compared to the crowd that filled these vast buildings—enormous sheds that each held several thousand people. Before them now, and at a distance, Monk could see the great red façade of the Löwenbrau brewery, with its proud crest of two royal lions, rampant. But when they came near the vast roaring of sound the hall enclosed, they saw that it would be impossible to find a seat there. Thousands of people were roaring over their beer at the tables, and hundreds more milled up and down incessantly, looking for an opening.


  They tried several other of the great beer halls of the breweries with no better success, but at length they found one which had a few tables set about on a small graveled space before the hall and screened from the swarming crowd outside by a hedge. A few people were sitting at some of the tables, but most of them were vacant. Darkness was now approaching, the air was sharp and frosty, and there was almost a frantic eagerness to enter the fetid human warmth and the howling tempest of noise and drunkenness that the great hall contained. But both of them were now tired, fatigued by the excitement, by the crowd, by the huge kaleidoscope of noise, of color and sensation they had experienced.


  “Let us sit down here,” Monk said, indicating one of the vacant tables before the hall.


  And Heinrich, after peering restlessly through one of the windows at the smoky chaos within, through which dark figures pushed and jostled like spirits lost in fog, in the vapors of Valhalla, consented and took a seat, but with a disappointment he was unable to conceal. “It is beautiful in there,” he said. “You cannot afford to miss it.”


  Then a peasant woman bore down upon them, swinging in each of her strong hands six foaming steins of the powerful October beer. She smiled at them with ready friendliness and said, “The light or the dark?”


  They answered, “Dark.”


  Almost before they had spoken she had set two foaming mugs before them on the table and was on her way again.


  “But beer?” Monk said. “Why beer? Why have they come here to drink beer? Why have all these great sheds been built here by the famous breweries when all Munich is renowned for beer and there are hundreds of beer restaurants in the city?”


  “Yes,” Heinrich answered, “but—” he smiled and emphasized the word—“this is October beer. It is almost twice as strong as ordinary beer.”


  Then they seized their great stone mugs, clinked them together with a smiling “Prosit,” and in the frosty, sharp exhilaration of that air they drank long and deep the strong, cold liquor that sent tingling through their veins its potent energy. All about them people were eating and drinking. Near by at another table, some peasant people in gay clothes had ordered beer, and now, unwrapping several paper bundles that they were carrying with them, they set out on the table a prodigious quantity of food and began to eat and drink stolidly. The man, a brawny fellow with thick mustaches and white woolen stockings that covered his powerful calves but left his feet and knees bare, pulled from his pocket a large knife and cut the heads from several salt fish, which shone a beautiful golden color in the evening light. The woman produced several rolls, a bunch of radishes, and a big piece of liver sausage from another paper and added them to the general board. Two children, a boy and a girl, the girl with braided hanks of long, blond hair falling before her over the shoulders, both watchful and blue-eyed with the intent and focused hunger of animals, stared silently at the food as their parents cut it and apportioned it. In a moment, with this same silent and voracious attentiveness, all of them were eating and drinking.


  Everyone was eating; everyone was drinking. A ravenous hunger—an insane hunger that knew no appeasement, that wished to glut itself on all the roasted ox flesh, all the sausages, all the salt fish in the world, seized Monk and held him in its teeth. In all the world there was nothing but Food—glorious Food. And Beer—October Beer. The world was one enormous Belly—there was no higher heaven than the Paradise of Cram and Gorge. All of the agony of the mind was here forgotten. What did these people know about books? What did they know about pictures? What did they know about the million tumults of the soul, the conflict and the agony of the spirit, the hopes, fears, hatreds, failures, and ambitions, the whole fevered complex of modern life? These people lived for nothing but to eat and drink—and Monk felt at that instant that they were right.


  The doors of the great hall kept opening and shutting constantly as the incessant stream of beer drinkers pressed patiently in. And from within Monk heard the shattering blare of a huge brass band and the roar of five thousand beer-drunk voices, rocking together in the rhythms of “Trink, Trink, Brüderlein, Trink!”


  Savage hunger was devouring Monk and Heinrich. They called out loudly to the bustling waitress as she passed them and were told that if they wanted hot food they must go within. But in a moment she sent another woman to their table who was carrying an enormous basket loaded with various cold foods. Monk took two sandwiches made most deliciously of onions and small salted fish, and an enormous slice of liver cheese with a crust about its edges. Heinrich also selected two or three sandwiches, and, having ordered another liter of dark beer apiece, they began to devour their food. Darkness had come on. All of the buildings and amusement devices of the Fair were now blazing with lights; from the vast irradiant murk of night there rose and fell in wavelike nodes the huge fused roar and mumble of the crowd.


  When they had devoured their sandwiches and finished their beer, Heinrich suggested that they now make a determined effort to find seats within the hall, and Monk, who had heretofore felt a strong repulsion towards the thick air and roaring chaos of the hall, now found to his surprise that he was ready and eager to join the vast crowd of beer-fumed feeders. Obediently now he joined the line of patient Germans who were shuffling slowly through the doors, and in a moment more he found himself enveloped by a cyclone of drunken sound, tramping patiently with a crowd that moved slowly around the great room looking for seats. Presently, peering through the veils and planes of shifting smoke that coiled and rose in the great hall like smoke above a battlefield, Heinrich spied two seats at a table near the center of the room, where, on the square wooden platform, fog-enveloped, forty men dressed in peasant costume were producing a deafening noise upon brass instruments. They plunged directly for the seats, jostling and half-falling over unprotesting bodies that were numb with beer.


  And at last, dead center of that roaring tumult, they seated themselves triumphantly, panting victoriously, and immediately ordered two liters of dark beer and two plates of schweinwurstl and sauerkraut. The band was blaring forth the strains of “Ein Prosit! Ein Prosit!” and all over the room people had risen from their tables and were standing with arms linked and mugs upraised while they roared out the great drinking song and swung and rocked rhythmically back and forth.


  The effect of these human rings all over that vast and murky hall had in it something that was almost supernatural and ritualistic: something that belonged to the essence of a race was enclosed in those rings, something dark and strange as Asia, something older than the old barbaric forests, something that had swayed around an altar, and had made a human sacrifice, and had devoured burnt flesh.


  The hall was roaring with their powerful voices, it shook to their powerful bodies, and as they swung back and forth it seemed to Monk that nothing on earth could resist them—that they must smash whatever they came against. He understood now why other nations feared them so; suddenly he was himself seized with a terrible and deadly fear of them that froze his heart. He felt as if he had dreamed and awakened in a strange, barbaric forest to find a ring of savage, barbaric faces bent down above him: blond-braided, blond-mustached, they leaned upon their mighty spear staves, rested on their shields of toughened hide, as they looked down. And he was surrounded by them, there was no escape. He thought of all that was familiar to him and it seemed far away, not only in another world but in another time, sea-sunken in eternity ages hence from the old, dark forest of barbaric time. And now he thought almost with warm friendliness of the strange, dark faces of the Frenchmen, their cynicism and dishonesty, their rapid and excited voices, their small scale, their little customs; even all their light and trivial adulteries now seemed friendly and familiar, playful, charming, full of grace. And of the dogged English, with their pipes, their pubs, their bitter beer, their fog, their drizzle, their women with neighing voices and long teeth—all these things now seemed immensely warm, friendly, and familiar to him, and he wished that he were with them.


  But suddenly a hand was slipped through his arm, and through that roar and fog of sound he realized that someone was speaking to him. He looked down, and there beside him saw the jolly, flushed, and smiling face of a pretty girl. She tugged at his arm good-naturedly and mischievously, spoke to him, nodded her head for him to look. He turned. Beside him was a young man, her companion; he, too, smiling, happy, held his arm for Monk to take. He looked across and saw Heinrich, his sallow, lonely, pitted face smiling and happy as he had never seen it before. He nodded to Monk. In an instant they were all linked together, swinging, swaying, singing in rhythm to the roar of those tremendous voices, swinging and swaying, singing all together as the band played “Ein Prosit!” Ended at length the music, but now all barriers broken through, all flushed and happy, smiling at one another, they added their own cheers to the crowd’s great roar of approval when the song was ended. Then, laughing, smiling, talking, they all sat down again.


  And now there was no strangeness any more. There were no barriers any more. They drank and talked and ate together. Monk drained liter after liter of the cold and heady beer. Its fumes mounted in his brain. He was jubilant and happy. He talked fearlessly in a broken jargon of his little German. Heinrich helped him out from time to time, and yet it did not matter. He felt that he had known all these people forever. The young girl with her jolly, pretty face eagerly tried to find out who he was and what he did. He teased her. He would not tell her. He told her a dozen things—that he was a business man, a Norwegian, an Australian, a carpenter, a sailor, anything that popped into his head, and Heinrich, smiling, aided and abetted him in all his foolishness. But the girl clapped her hands and gleefully cried out “No,” that she knew what he was—he was an artist, a painter, a creative man. She and all the others turned to Heinrich, asking him if this was not true. And, smilingly, he half inclined his head and said that Monk was not a painter but that he was a writer—he called him a poet. And then all of them nodded their heads in satisfied affirmation, the girl gleefully clapped her hands together again and cried that she had known it. And now they drank and linked their arms and swayed and swung together in a ring again. And presently, now that it was growing late and people had begun to leave the hall, they too got up, the six of them, the girl, another girl, their two young men, and Heinrich and Monk, moved out among the singing, happy crowds again, and, arm in arm, linked all together, moved singing through the crowds.


  And then Monk and Heinrich left them, finally, four young people from the mass of life and from the heart of Germany, whom Monk would never see again—four people, and the happy, flushed, and smiling face of a young girl. They left them, never having asked each other’s names; they left and lost them, with warmth, with friendship, with affection in the hearts of all of them.


  Monk and Heinrich went their way, and they went theirs. The great roar and clamor of the Fair suffused and faded far behind them, until it had become a vast and drowsy distant murmur. And presently, walking arm in arm together, they reached again the railway station and the ancient heart of Munich. They crossed the Karlsplatz and presently they had come to their dwelling in the Theresienstrasse.


  And yet they found they were not tired, they were not ready to go in. The fumes of the powerful and heady beer, and, more than that, the fumes of fellowship and of affection, of friendship and of human warmth, had mounted to their brains and hearts. They knew it was a rare and precious thing, a moment’s spell of wonder and of joy, that it must end, and they were loath to see it go.


  It was a glorious night, the air sharp, frosty, and the street deserted, and far away, like time, like the ceaseless and essential murmur of eternity, the distant, drowsy, wavelike hum of the great Fair. The sky was cloudless, radiant, and in the sky there blazed a radiant blank of moon. And so they paused a moment at their dwelling, then as by mutual instinct walked away. They went along the streets, and presently they had arrived before the enormous, silent, and moon-sheeted blankness of the Old Pinakothek. They passed it, they entered on the grounds, they strode back and forth, their feet striking cleanly on clean gravel. Arm in arm they talked, they sang, they laughed together.


  “A poet, yes,” Heinrich cried, and looked exultantly at the blazing moon. “A poet, ja!” he cried again. “These people did not know you and they said you were a poet. And you are.”


  And in the moonlight, his lonely, scarred, and pitted face was transfigured by a look of happiness. And they walked the streets, they walked the streets. They felt the sense of something priceless and unutterable, a world invisible that they must see, a world intangible that they must touch, a world of warmth, of joy, of imminent and impending happiness, of impossible delight, that was almost theirs. And so they walked the streets, they walked the streets. The moon blazed blank and cold out of the whited brilliance of the sky. And the streets were silent. All the doors were closed. And from the distance came the last and muted murmurs of the Fair. And they went home.


  [¬]
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  THE HOSPITAL


  At night he lay and turned his ruined face up to the ceiling, and listened to the rain out in the garden, making sound. Save for the small and steady rain that beat upon the yellow mat of sodden leaves, there was no sound. It was a dreary and incessant monotone; unwearied, it was the weary reek of time; it was like waiting without hope for nothing, just listening to the rain on sodden leaves as he lay there.


  Then there would come a momentary lull, and through the rain would come the distant noises of the Fair. Immense and murmurous, rising in drowsy waves and so subsiding, the broken music and the noises of the carnival would come in upon the rain, rise and subside, recede and vanish; and then there would be the steady reek of rain again. Sometimes, when it was late, outside the garden walls there would be voices and hoarse laughter and sounds of people going home. And he lay there upon his back and waited, listening to rain.


  How had it happened? What had he done? Events as he remembered them were vague, confused, like half-lost, half-recalled contortions in a nightmare. He knew he had paid a visit to the Fair again, had drained stein after stein of the heady, cold October beer, its fumes had mounted in his head until the thousand beery faces all about him grew fantastic, ghostlike, in that fetid, smoke-fogged air. Again there had been the roaring tumult of the people rising from their tables, linking arms together with their mugs upraised, the rhythmic swinging, the rocking back and forth to the blaring of “Ein Prosit!” Again the ritualistic spell of all those human rings in swaying, roaring, one-voiced chant there in that vast and murky hall; again the image of the savage faces in the old dark forest of barbaric time; again the sudden fear of them that froze his heart. What happened then he did not know. In that quick instant of his drunken fear, had he swung out and smashed his great stone mug into the swinelike face, the red pig’s eyes, of the hulking fellow next to him? He did not know, but there had been a fight—a murderous swinging of great mugs, a flash of knives, the sudden blinding fury of red, beer-drunk rage. And now he lay here in the hospital, his head all swathed in bandages; he lay upon his back and listened, listened to the rain.


  The rain dripped down from roof and limb and spout, and as he listened to it he thought of all the glistening buildings of the Fair: within, the gorging, drinking, swaying, singing throngs, their faces gleaming redly in the body-heat of steaming, smoke-filled air; outside, the shambles of the mud and slime that must be there in all those lanes and passages that had been beaten, trampled, battered down beneath so many thousand feet. A clock struck out its measurement of mortal time with a solemn and final sweetness, and the rain drove in between him and that sound and made phantasmal readings of the news it bore. The news it bore to him was that another hour for all men living had gone by, and that all men living now were just that one hour closer to their death; and whether it was the silent presence of the ancient and eternal earth that lay about him—that ancient earth that lay here in the darkness like a beast now drinking steadily, relentlessly, unweariedly into its depth the rain that fell upon it—he did not know, but suddenly it seemed to him that all man’s life was like one small tongue of earth that juts into the waters of time, and that incessantly, steadily, in the darkness, in the night, this tongue of earth was crumbling in the tide, was melting evenly in dark waters.


  As he lay there looking at the ceiling, the door had opened silently and a nun, in her nurse’s uniform and spotless linen and her bonnet with its enormous wings of stiff, starched white, came in to look at him. Her small white face, framed closely in its cowl of holiness, shone from the prison of her garments with a startling and almost indecent nakedness. She came and went so softly in that somber light of the shaded lamp that it was as if he had been visited by a ghost, and somehow he felt afraid of her.


  But now he looked at her and saw that her face was pure and delicate; it was a good face, but for men it had neither mercy nor love nor passion in it. Her heart and love were fixed divinely and dwelt among the blessed of heaven. She passed her life upon this earth a shadow and an exile; the blood of the wounded, the pain of the suffering, the cry of sorrow, the terror of the dying, had made her neither hard nor pitying. She could not grieve as he did for the death of men, since what was death to him was life to her; what was the end of hope and joy and blessedness for him, for her was only the beginning.


  She laid her cool hand on his forehead, spoke a few words to him which he did not hear, and then she left him.


  When he had entered the clinic and Geheimrat Becker had examined the wounds upon his head, he had discovered two on the left side of the skull. They were each about an inch and a half in length and they crossed each other like an X. The Herr Geheimrat ordered his assistant to shave the hair away around the wounds, and this was done. Monk was left, therefore, with a fringe of abundant hair, and a ridiculous bald spot about the size of a saucer askew upon his skull.


  At the first, while Geheimrat Becker’s brutal fingers probed and pressed and sponged, Monk believed that there was another smaller wound lost in the thick luxuriance of hair at the back of his head which the doctor had not seen. But his fame was so great, his manner so authoritative, and his speech to Monk when he had mentioned it so gruff and so contemptuous, that Monk had said no further word, yielding to the man’s authority and to that desire in all of us which leads us to try to escape trouble by ignoring it.


  He had at no time been in any danger. His fears were phantoms of his dark imagining, and he knew this now. He had bled copiously and lost much blood, but his wounds were already healing. In time the hair would grow out again and cover the scars on his bald skull, and the only visible results of his injuries in the end might be a crooked set to his broken nose and the small scar of a knife across its fleshy tip.


  So now at night there was nothing for him to do but lie and wait and look up at the ceiling.


  The room had four white walls, a bed, a night-stand, and a lamp, a dresser, and a chair. The walls were high and square, the ceiling, too, was white, just like a blank of time and memory, and everything was very clean. At night, when just the lamp beside the bed was lighted, the high white walls and ceiling would be muted of their brightness, suffused and mellowed with a shade of somber light. And this, too, was like waiting, and the sound of rain.


  Above the door there was a wooden crucifix, nailed with tormented claws, the splayed, nailed feet, the gaunt ribs, and the twisted thighs, the starved face, and the broken agony of Christ. And that image, so cruel in compassion, so starved, so twisted, and so broken in the paradox of its stern mercy, the fatal example of its suffering, was so alien to Pine Rock, to Joyners, and to Baptistry, to all the forms he knew, that it filled him with a sense of strangeness and uneasy awe.


  Then there would come an impatient shift in this eternity of dreary waiting. He would hitch around in the hard sheets, and pound the pillow, jerk the covers, curse the hard discomfort of the sloping mattress wedge that always kept the upper body at a tilt. He would run his fingers over the shaved pate of his scarred head, feel the ridges of scabbed scars, and thrust his hand beneath the bandages, cursing where the hair was left, and at the throbbing of the one they hadn’t got; and, roused to a sudden boil of blind, unreasonable fury, he would swing erect, stride to the door, and down the stillness of the sleeping hall, roar out:


  “Johann! ... Johann! Johann!”


  And he would come, hastening along the green oiled matting of the hallway with a heavy limp. His limping, too, infuriated Monk, for Becker limped in the same way; he had been Becker’s orderly, both had been wounded in the leg—the same leg, the same limp: “Do they all limp?” Monk thought, and the thought would fill him with a bitter rage.


  “Johann.”


  He came up limping. His face, square, brown, and wide, full-nosed, plain, was full of protest, admonition, and bewildered concern:


  “Was ist?” he said.


  “The Verbindung.”


  “Ach!” He looked, and then with reproachful accusation, “You moved it!”


  “But I’m still verletzt! Look! Tell Becker there’s a place he didn’t find!” He put his finger on it, pointing.


  He felt; then laughed and shook his head:


  “Nein, it’s only the Verbindung!” Johann said.


  “I tell you I’m verletzt!” Monk cried.


  Heel-tapping and unsleeping, brisk, along the oiled green hallway of the night, her plain face pleated in her bonnet between enormous wings of starch, the Mother Superior of the night came in:


  “Was ist?”


  He pointed, mollified a little: “Here.”


  “It is nothing,” Johann said to her. “It is the bandage, but he thinks it is a wound.”


  “Here! ... Here!” Monk choked, and pointed.


  She put her parsley fingers on the place:


  “It is a wound,” she said.


  “Nein!” said Johann, amazed. “But Herr Geheimrat said——”


  “There is a wound,” she said.


  Oh, sustained now by that reassurance as by the tidings of immediate victory—to know that butcher of a doctor was one time wrong! That brutal scorner with contemptuous tongue, that hog-necked contemner with the butcher’s thumb—was wrong!—was wrong! By God!—ah, wounds, scars, and bandages—all was one to him! The limping butcher with the brutal thumb, for one time in his damned butcher’s life—was wrong!


  “Verletzt, ja! ... And with fever!” gloatingly Monk said.


  Between enormous wings of white, she laid her cool and parsley finger on his forehead; and said quietly:


  “Kein Fieber!”


  “I tell you that I have!”


  “Fieber?” Johann turned his square and puzzled face to her.


  And she, stern-faced as ever, gentle, grave, implacable:


  “Kein Fieber. Nein.”


  “I tell you that I have!” Monk cried. “And the Geheimrat—yes! the great Geheimrat Becker—” chokingly.


  And with stern quietude, between enormous wings of starch, with stern reproach, she said:


  “The Herr Geheimrat!”


  “The Herr Geheimrat then!—he couldn’t find it!”


  Sternly, quietly:


  “You have not fever. Now, go back to bed!” She went away.


  “But the Geheimrat!” Monk now shouted.


  Johann looked steadily at him. His plain German face was now severe in a quiet look of outraged decorum and protest.


  “Please,” he said. “The people are in bed.”


  “But the Geheimrat——?”


  “The Herr Geheimrat—” quietly and pointedly—“the Herr Geheimrat also is in bed!”


  “Then wake him, Johann! Tell him I have fever! He must come!” And suddenly, shaking with a feeling of outrage and insult, Monk shouted loudly down the hall:


  “Geheimrat Becker! ... Becker! ... Where is Becker? ... I want Becker! ... Geheimrat Becker—O Geheimrat Becker—” jeeringly—“great Geheimrat Becker—are you there?”


  His face a map of outraged decency, Johann took Monk by the arm and whispered:


  “Quiet! ... Are you mad? ... The Herr Geheimrat Becker is not here!”


  “Not here?” Monk stared unbelievingly into the square face. “Not here?”


  “Nein,” implacably. “Not here.”


  Not here!—the limping butcher was not here!—in his own slaughter pen! The shaven butcher, with his scarred face, his shaven head, his creased neck—was not here!—where he was born to be, to limp along these halls, to probe thick fingers at a wound—in his own slaughter house, the butcher was not here!


  “Then where?” the astounded questioner turned on Johann now. “Then where is he?”


  “At home, of course,” he answered with a patient accent of reproof. “Where should he be?”


  “At home?” Monk stared at him. “He has a home! You mean to tell me Becker has a home?”


  “But, ja. Natürlich,” he said in a tone of patient weariness. “And wife, and kinder.”


  “A wife!” Monk looked blank. “And children! You mean to tell me he has children?”


  “But naturally, of course. Four of them!”


  The limping butcher with the brutal thumb has——


  That the surly Becker with the short, thick fingers and the hairy hands, with his heavy limp, his bullet head, his stiff clipped brush of grey-black mustache, his bald skull with its ugly edge of shaved blue skin, and his coarse, pleated face scarred with old duelling wounds—that this creature had any existence apart from the life of the hospital had never occurred to Monk, and now it seemed fantastic. His presence possessed and dominated the place: he seemed an organism that was constantly buttoned to its thick, strong neck in butcher’s robe of starched white, and no more to be imagined without this garment, in the ordinary clothing of citizenship, than one of the nuns in the high heels and trimmed skirts of a worldly woman. He was like the living spirit of these walls, a special creation waiting here to hurl himself upon the maimed and wounded of the earth, to force them roughly back upon a table as he had forced Monk back, and then to take their flesh and bones into his keeping, to press, probe, squeeze with brutal fingers, and if necessary, to chisel upon their skulls, to solder together their broken plates, even to cut down to the living convolutions of man’s thought. ...


  Johann looked at Monk and shook his head, and then said quietly:


  “Go back to bed. The Herr Geheimrat will be in to see you in the morning.”


  He limped away.


  Monk went back and sat down on his bed.


  [¬]
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  DARK OCTOBER


  To the swarming rock October had come back again with all its death and eagerness, its life, its lifelessness, its stored harvest and its barren earth, its prophecy of ruin, its hope of joy. It was October, and there had been autumnal sunset, and now brisk stars were winking in the Park.


  Esther sat upon a lonely bench and thought of him. Four months ago today he left her. What was he doing now—now that October had come back again?


  Was it the one red leaf, the last of its clan, that hung there straining in the wind? The dry leaves scampered down the path before her. In their swift-winged dance of death these dead souls fled along before her, driven with rusty scuffle before the demented wind. October had come back again.


  Is it the wind that howls above the earth, is it the wind that drives all things before its lash, is it the wind that drives all men like dead ghosts fleeing?


  All things were lost and broken in the wind. She saw the great cliff of the city, immense, incredible, and glittering, rise from the fringes of the Park, a mountain of soaring steel, a diamond dust of lights, a jewel sown against the sky, a boast of princely stone as proud and temporal as a woman’s flesh. She had known this place when she was a child, and there were quiet streets and houses here, and one could hear the feet of the people and the sounds of their voices, and the horses coming down the street, and now all this was lost.


  The city seemed too great for men to live in now. It was so arrogant and inhuman in its wealth and splendor, it did not seem that little dots of people could have built such buildings. It was like a dwelling place of giants inhabited by pigmies, and it seemed that it must last forever. But she knew it was no more lasting than a dream.


  She saw how men were all encamped here on the earth in these great tents of stone, and how they wandered in the streets of life. She was not afraid of this immense and swarming camp because she knew that she and all the rest were visitors and strangers on the earth, and that only the earth endured, and that the earth would endure forever. Down below all the pavements and the buildings was the earth. There was nothing down below there but the earth. If all the earth had been completely covered by these pavements, there would still be nothing that endured except the earth.


  Suddenly she wanted to get up and go to find him. For a moment she forgot that he had left her, she thought that he was very near her. She wanted to be near him, to talk to him, to tell him what she knew, and to give him some of the strength and faith she had in her. She felt now that she knew so much, that she had known and seen so many things, that there was so much richness, beauty, power, and wisdom in her that all would be well if only he could share it with her.


  As she looked at the great cliffs of buildings with their million lights she understood the terror and madness they had caused in him, and she understood how all the country kids who had come here must have been overwhelmed and frightened by them. She wanted to find him then and tell him to take heart. She wanted to tell him how a man can be greater than a crowd and taller than a tower, and because she had lived so much and known so much, because she loved him so much, she wanted to tell him that there are things which will never change, some things which will always be the same, some things which will endure forever.


  For a moment it seemed that he was so near to her that she could touch him with her hand. Then she remembered that he had left her, that his lost soul was wandering God knows where upon this earth, driven by what mad hunger, what blind fury, and his letter had said that his lost body now lay battered and broken in a foreign land. She felt she knew so well now what he needed, she felt that she could save him now if she could only speak to him.


  She saw him as his talent wasted and lay idle, as his brain grew black with madness, as he used his strength to smash himself to pieces against life. She saw how he was being devoured by his own hunger as the power in him turned tooth and claw, like a wild beast, on itself, and on all the people who had loved him, and she felt that she alone knew how to save and feed him. She was the wall he lacked, the imprisoned warmth he searched through all the world to find. Now that she could not speak to him, she wanted to write it all down for him, all the rich deposits of her life, the harvest of all her seasons to October; but her heart was a tongueless eloquence, she had never tried her skill at putting down such words, although their meaning was inside her.


  Why are you absent in the night, my love? Where are you when the bells ring in the night? Now, there are bells again, how strange to hear the bells in this vast, sleeping city! Now, in a million little towns, now in the dark and lonely places of this earth, small bells are ringing out the time! O my dark soul, my child, my darling, my beloved, where are you now, and in what place, and in what time? O ring, sweet bells, above him while he sleeps! I send my love to you upon those bells.


  Strange time, forever lost, forever flowing like the river! Lost time, lost people, and lost love—forever lost! There’s nothing you can hold there in the river! There’s nothing you can keep there in the river! It takes your love, it takes your life, it takes the great ships going out to sea, and it takes time, dark, delicate time, the little ticking moments of strange time that count us into death. Now in the dark I hear the passing of dark time, and all the sad and secret flowing of my life. All of my thoughts are flowing like the river, all of my life is passing like the river, I dream and talk and feel just like the river, as it flows by me, by me, by me, to the sea.


  So she sat there thinking of these things until the clocks were striking twelve. The sound of the clocks was lost and broken in the wind, the leaf kept straining in the wind and would not fall, the dry leaves fled along the path before her.


  And a policeman came and said: “It’s time you were in bed, young lady. Where do you live?”


  And she said: “I have no home, for home is where the heart is, and the heart has been taken out of me, the heart has gone out of me entirely, and I am left alone to die here in the dark.”


  And he asked her if she had been waiting for anyone, and she said yes, and she would wait forever, and he would not come. And he asked her to describe the person she was waiting for, for maybe he had seen him; and she said:


  “He has the face of a demented angel, his head is wild and beautiful, and there is madness and darkness and evil in his brain. He is more cruel than death, and more lovely than a flower. His heart was made for love, and it is full of hate and darkness. His soul was made for light and purity, and it is poisoned by evil and vile suspicions. His brain should be a bright and flaming sword, and it is sick and twisted with its nightmares. He flies away from those who love and worship him, he stabs them to the heart and leaves them, he goes away with strangers who will do him harm. He is like a god, all made of light, and he lives alone in chains and darkness.”


  Then the policeman said he had not seen anyone who looked like that.


  And she said: “No, if you had seen him you would remember him, for there is no one like him. ‘His face is fair as heaven when singing birds unfold—’” and she could not go on, the tears were flowing down her face so fast she could not see, and they were choking her.


  The policeman said she had been drinking, and it was true. She had been drinking all day long and she had had no food, and she had put the enemy into her mouth, and it had done no good. (“And this,” she thought, “is what you have brought me to, and we are decent people in my race, and full of pride, and I have been good and faithful all my life.”)


  Then the man said if she did not go along he would arrest her and run her in; and she did not care, and said:


  “I am ready to go. Take me to some other prison.”


  And he was a good man and kept calling her “young lady,” he could not see her grey hair in the dark; and he said he did not want to do that, and he asked her where she lived, and when she said Park Avenue, he thought that she was drunk and joking him. But when she said that it was true and gave him her address, he said, with a suspicious look on his face:


  “Is your name in the Social Registeh?”


  (“God, aren’t they wonderful!” she thought. “You walk about and meet them every day, and then when you remember what they said to you, you don’t believe they said it, you don’t see how it could be true, it doesn’t seem possible, you think that someone made it up.”)


  So then she said:


  “No, my name is not in the Social Register, because I am nothing but a little Jew, and little Jews don’t get their names put in. But if there were a Social Register for little Jews, I’d be in that one.”


  Then the policeman looked at her in a funny way. He took her by the arm and called her “lady,” and they walked up the path to the corner and got in a taxi.


  The city wheeled before her in a drunken dance—a cliff of lights, a craziness of towers, a spoke of streets, the rags and sudden splinters of chaotic brightness. And in the forepart of her mind she could still see that red leaf tugging at the lowest bough, and the wind blew, and all things were lost and drowned there in the wind.


  The light shook and trembled stiffly on the ground, there was a skirl of blown papers at the corner, below the light they chased each other about like winged things in a circle, and they never strayed nor stopped. They were the tattered records of yesterday, and already the immense world they spoke of had died and been forgotten.


  She sat beside the policeman in the taxi, and he was quiet, and she listened to her own thoughts in the darkness:


  We reach for life with all these traps and nets of words, our frenzy mounts up with our impotence, we try to keep and hold some single thing with all this fecund barrenness of print, and the sum of it all is a few blown papers in the wind. The possession of all things, even the air we breathe, is held from us, and the river of life and time flows through the grasp of our hands, and, for all our hunger and desire, we hold nothing except the trembling moments, one by one. Over the trodden and forgotten words, the rot and dusty burials of yesterday, we are born again into a thousand lives and deaths, and we are left forever with only the substance of our weary flesh, and the hauntings of an accidental memory.


  There go two lovers blown by the wind. Their faces are turned towards each other, they are proud and smiling, there is no one like them in the world, and what they know no one has ever known before. They pass. Their feet have made no record on the pavements. They leave the corner to the wind, to emptiness, and to October.


  The lights burn green, then red, and cliff by cliff the buildings rise along the avenue, appalling in their insolence, their pride, and their cold beauty. Across the street I see my sister’s shop, its eleven slender floors of elegance. The unadorned white flatness of its sides is like the hips of the women it adorns. The building is inspired and perfect, as cold, sensual, and luxurious as the life it feeds upon, for it lives on the insolence of fashion and the death of things. The legend of great wealth and of sterility is written on it, yet there is no sign, no symbol, and no single token in these flat blocks of stone wherein this story is engraved.


  Now I see how a snake lies coiled and waiting at the heart of life, and I see how men come to love the adder and the asp. Some of the best and loveliest of us all have been afraid and died, and over all this cruelty of towers is the face of fear.


  Oh, I want to cry out to them and tell them they were fools to be afraid! I want to say the things they were afraid to say—that love is rooted in the earth, that love is beautiful and everlasting, and that men must love life and hate the barren waste of death that will not die, and is afraid to die. There is a terrible thing that I have learned and that must be changed in us. These people who have been afraid have hated love. They hate the lover and they mock at love, and their hearts are full of dust and bitterness.


  My sister and I were brave and beautiful as children. We were so strong, so faithful, and so full of love. The vexed weave and fabric of our childhood was so rich, but full of pain and joy, and most uncertain. There were my father and my mother, and our lovely Bella. They were so lost and beautiful that it almost seems now we had been the parents of our parents, the mothers of the children that begot us. We were both so young, so clear, so unperplexed, so richly gifted. The gift of structure and of beauty was alive in us, and everything we made was good.


  The earth was ours because we loved the earth. We had the touch and gift of nature in us. We saw the life that all things have in them—the life that slowly beats its pulse out of the thickness of an old brick wall, the life that hangs wearily in the set of an old warped door, the life that lives in chairs and tables, and in old knives with worn silver handles, the life of all things that a man has used and dwelt in—a coat, a shoe, the set of your battered hat, my dear one. And then these streets and motored heights at which your soul shrank, these swarms and movements where your heart grew faint!


  “The earth!” you said. “Give us the earth again!”


  I tell you that the earth is here, and that we knew it. This is the soil, the harvest, and the earth. I tell you there has never been an earth more potent and more living than these streets and pavements. Perhaps, as you have said, there’s something in my rich Jew’s blood that loves a crowd. We swarm with honey, we like laughter, richness, movement, food, and the fullness of a crowd. This was my meadow. I knew it and I loved it, I walked about in it, these faces were my blades of grass. I understood the life that dwelt in it—the tired but happy life of streets when crowds have left them in the evening, the brooding calm of buildings breathing after use and labor, the quiet sounds of the day’s end, the smell of the sea and shipping that comes forever from the harbor, the last, red, earthless light of the sun that falls remotely, without violence or heat, upon the ancient red of old brick buildings. These, and a million other things, I knew and loved.


  Therefore I know this is as good earth as the hills and mountains of your childhood land. What horror did you want to flee? Must you forever be a fool without a faith and eat your flesh?


  “The horror of eight million faces!”


  Remember eight—know one.


  “The horror of two million books!”


  Write one that has two thousand words of wisdom in it.


  “Each window is a light, each light a room, each room a cell, each cell a person!”


  All rooms, all windows, and all persons for your hunger? No. Return to one: fill all that room with light and glory, make it shine as no other room ever shone before, and all life living on this earth will share it with you.


  Oh, if I could only cry out to you now and give my wisdom to you, and tell you that you must not fear these monsters of piled stone and brightness! There is no wonder and no mystery here you cannot fathom. If they build a Babel of ten thousand floors, or if a city of ten million men should shrink to a crawling wedge of ants, yet will my heart be whole in me, yet will I remember a leaf, and the coming of young green in April. For I have seen these quiet streets thicken with wheel and fume and clamor, I have seen the merry tide of lives and faces grow dense and wide, I have seen the human house melt down below inhuman towers, and I know no mystery in these signs. I told you once how my sister’s shop came from a dress she made for me out of a piece of picked-up bargain cloth: there was a touch of magic in her secret spirit, and out of it this building of proud stone has come. Is not a man, then, taller than a tower? Is not the mystery in an atom of tired flesh greater than all these soaring lights?


  And now I think of quiet streets again, and brownstone houses, the old lost city of my childhood, and it seems almost close enough to lay my finger on it. I see the child’s face once more, I see the dozen persons I have been and was and am no longer. I hear old sounds, old songs, old laughter. The tide of memory surges across my heart with all its various freight of great and little things—the faces of the men in derby hats as they came towards me over Brooklyn Bridge, the laughter of lovers in dark streets, the tugging of a leaf upon a bough, a pool of sudden moonlight on the sea’s dark water on the night I met you, a skirl of blown papers on the street, a gnarled tree that hung across a broken wall in Maine, a voice that cried out and was silent long ago, and a song that my mother sang at dusk as she lay dying.


  And I think of you! I think of you!


  All things, all times out of my marvelous life come in together, and I think of all the beauty I have made and how it vanished. I see the stages of the theatres I have worked in, the end of the run, and the men taking down the scenes, the actors coming in and saying good-bye to one another: the brief glow and glory of my work and its quick death, the oblivion of the storehouse, the curtains lifted on the rows of empty seats.


  And I think of you.


  And you, I thought one night, were sitting there in darkness as all my heart cried out, “He has come back to me!” And I said: “Who’s there? Who is the man that’s sitting there?” But then I saw, I always see, it is not you. It is not you I see. And the ushers keep on turning up the empty seats.


  And now I have come home again, home from the park in old October.


  The policeman brought her home, and she hoped no one would be there. Katy let them in, and Esther told her to give the man some money and a drink.


  And then she went into the darkness of her room, and stood in darkness listening to all the boats there on the river. She thought of him, and everything went whirling in her brain like blown leaves that scurry in the Park in old October.


  She thought of him. Long, long into the night she thought of him.


  
    (One!)

  


  Oh now I hear the boats there on the river.


  (Two!)


  Oh now great boats are going down the river.


  (Three!)


  As long, long into the night I lay awake.


  Time, please, time! What time is it? It’s time you were in bed, young lady. It’s time that you were dead, young lady. Yes, it’s time your darling died.


  Time, please, time! I keep thinking of you all the time. Sometimes I cannot see your face, and then I cover my eyes with my hands and you come back, and it is just as if you are there and I am talking to you.


  “With thee conversing I forget all time.” O God! How beautiful that is, and how true it is! I think of all the time that we have spent together, and all the wonder and the glory we have known. Would anyone ever believe it? Was there ever anything like it?


  I take the book, the great anthology you gave me, and I read in it sometimes halfway through the night. God, the lovely things that can be found in it! I see that other hearts were heavy before mine, and that the poets in every time have all written of their grief. It is so beautiful, but what glory was ever greater than our own! Who has written about it? Who has put down my agony? Who ever loved as we did? Who ever knew the glory and the grief and all the lovely times that we have known together?


  [¬]


  50

  THE LOOKING GLASS


  In his hospital room in Munich, Monk sat on the edge of his bed. Facing him, on the wall, was a mirror above the dresser, and he stared into it.


  “Man’s image in a broken looking glass.” What of his broken image in a looking glass unbroken?


  Out of the dark pool of the looking glass, the Thing hinged forward at the waist, the trunk foreshortened, the thick neck sunken in the hulking shoulders, the barrel contours of the chest, the big paw clasped around the knee. So was he made, so fashioned.


  And what nature had invented, human effort had improved. In the dark pool of the mirror the Thing was more grotesque and simian than it had ever been. Denuded of its shock of hair, the rakishly tonsured skull between the big wings of its ears came close upon the corrugated shortness of the forehead into the bushy ridges of the brow; below this, the small, battered features, the short pug nose, up-tilted, flattened towards the right (it had been broken at the center on the other side), the long upper lip, thick mouth, the general look of startled, quick attentiveness—it was a good job. Not since childhood had he looked so much the part the boys had made for him—the “Monk.”


  He looked at it now, and it at him, with a quizzical, detached objectiveness, not as a child looks in a mirror, at the silent eloquence of his pooled self, unspeaking, saying “I,” but outside of it, and opposite, regardant, thinking, “Well, by God, you are a pretty sight!”—and meaning, not Himself, but It.


  It looked back at him, breathing thickly through half-parted, swollen lips. (He could smell the odor of stale iodine, the dried, blood-wadded cotton in his nose.) He drew in hoarsely through the battered mouth, and in the looking glass the loosened teeth bared, caked with filaments of blood. Above the mouth, the nose smeared sideways on the face, the blood-injected eyes attentive now; below the eyes, the rainbow purple-green-and-yellow coloration of the face.


  “Christ! What a mug!”


  It grinned back crookedly through its battered mask; and suddenly—all pride and vanity destroyed—he laughed. The battered mask laughed with him, and at last his soul was free. He was a man.


  “Well, Mug?”


  “Love’s Martyr?” it replied, grinning back.


  “Nature’s Masterpiece!”


  “Art’s Exile!”


  “Darwin’s Pet!”


  “Who let you out?” his Body said quite pointedly.


  “Who let me out? Out, hell! Who put me in, you mean?”


  “Meaning me?” his Body said.


  “Yes, you!”


  “I thought the crack was so intended,” said his Body. “Well?”


  “Well?”


  “If you hadn’t been put in, where would you be?”


  “In clover, my pug-nosed, thuggish-looking friend. In clover, Ape.”


  “That’s what you think,” his Body said sardonically.


  “That’s what I know! You gorilla, you! You don’t belong! You’re just an accident!”


  “I am, hey? And you? I suppose you’re something that was all planned out.”


  “Well——”


  “And with pretty little feet,” his Body said ironically. “And such fine hands—” it lifted its thick paws and looked at them—“with the long, tapering fingers of the artist—is that it?” his Body sneered.


  “Now, Body, don’t you sneer!”


  “And six feet, two inches of lean American young manhood——”


  “Now——”


  “—but would compromise on six feet one, bless his little heart! And light blond hair, by nature curly!”


  “Your nature, Body, is so coarse and low you can’t appreciate——”


  “The Finer Things,” said Body dryly. “Yes, I know!—But to proceed: blue eyes, a Roman nose, a classic brow, the profile of a young Greek god—Byron, in short, without the limp or fatness—the ladies’ darling, and a genius to boot!”


  “Now, Body, damn your soul!”


  “I have no soul,” said Body dryly. “That’s for ‘Artists’—is that the word?” it leered.


  “Don’t you sneer!”


  “The soul is for Great Lovers,” Body said. “My soul is suspended down below the waist. True, it has served you in your own more soulful flights—we won’t go into that,” said Body wryly. “I’m just a millstone round your neck—an accident.”


  And for a moment more they stared there at each other; then they grinned.


  As he sat there staring at the image of his body in the mirror, the memory of their life together came back to pierce him with its poignant mystery. He thought of the millions of steps they had made together, of the millions of times they had drawn upon the air for breath and life, and of the thousands of times they had heard the clocks of time strike out below the timeless light of unknown skies. Yes, they had been long together, this body and he. They had lived alone so much, they had felt and seen and thought so much, and now they knew what they knew, they did not deny and regret each other, they were friends.


  There had been a time, a child’s time of wish and fable, when he had not seen his body as it was. Then he saw himself clothed in comely flesh. Together they were the hero of a thousand brave and romantic exploits, they were beautiful and brave together.


  Then there had come a time when he had cursed and hated his body because he thought it was ugly and absurd and unworthy of him, because he thought it was a cause of all his trouble and grief, because he felt it had betrayed him and shut him away from the life he loved so well and wanted to belong to. He wanted to know all things and persons living, and constantly he wished to say to people:


  “This grotesque figure that you see is nothing like me. Pay no attention to it. Forget about it. I am like one of you. I am one of you. Please try to see me as I really am. My blood bleeds and is red the same as yours. In every particular I am made from the same elements, born on the same earth, living the same life and hating the same death, as you. I am one of you in every way, and I will have my rightful place among you now!”


  At that time he had been impatient and angry, and he hated his body because he knew it came between him and his most deep desires. He despised it because its powers of smell, taste, sight, sound, and touch let slip forever, as all flesh must, the final, potent, and completest distillation of life, the matchless ecstasy of living. So he had beaten and smashed at it in his madness, driven and abused it under the terrible lash of his insatiate thirst and hunger, made it the vessel of that mad lust of belly and brain and heart which for four thousand days and nights had never given him a moment’s waking peace. He had cursed it because it could not do the inhuman task he set for it, hated it because its hunger could not match his hunger, which was for the earth and all things living in it.


  But now he felt none of these things. As he sat there and saw the figure in the mirror, it was like some homely garment which he had worn all his days and which he had for a moment discarded. His naked spirit had stepped out of its rude residence, and this clothing of flesh and bone now stared back at it and awakened in it the emotion of friendship and respect with which we regard any old object—a shoe, a chair, a table, or a hat—which has shared our life and served us loyally.


  Now, they had got a little wisdom for themselves. This flesh had not betrayed him. It had been strong, enduring, and enormously sensitive within the limitations of its senses. The arms were too long, the legs too short, the hands and feet a little closer to the simian than most men’s are, but they belonged to the family of the earth, they were not deformed. The only deformity had been in the madness and bitterness of his heart. But now he had learned, through a wisdom of the body and the brain, that a spirit which thinks itself too fine for the rough uses of the world is too young and callow, or else too centered on itself, too inward-turning, too enamored of the beauties of its own artistic soul and worth to find itself by losing self in something larger than itself, and thus to find its place and do a man’s work in the world—too fine for all of this, and hence defeated, precious, fit for nothing.


  They had discovered the earth together, this flesh and he, they had discovered it alone, in secrecy, in exile, and in wandering, and far more than most men living they knew what they knew for themselves. Alone, by their hard labor, they got the cup into their hands and drank it. They learned the things most other men were lucky to have given to them. And now, for all their sweat and agony, what did they know? This: that they loved life and their fellow men and hated the death-in-life, and that it was better to live than die.


  Now he looked at his body without falsehood or rancor, and with wonder that he dwelt there in this place. He knew and accepted now its limitations. He knew now that the demon of his mortal hunger would be inches and eternities from his grasp forever. He knew that we who are men are more than men, and less than spirit. What have we but the pinion of a broken wing to soar half-heavenward?


  Yes! He knew as he looked at the grotesque figure in the mirror that he had done all with his hunger and his flesh that one man could. And he knew also, although the bleared and battered face might seem to be the visage of a madman, the spirit that dwelt behind this ruined mask now looked calmly and sanely forth upon the earth for the first time in ten years.


  “Is it a man,” he said, “that waits here so unsleeping in the ventricles of night?”


  “Or, so unsleeping, is it not the Body that holds the man?”


  “It is not true. Now, Body, let me sleep.”


  “It is. Now, Man, let me.”


  “No, Body; it’s the brute, compulsive Worm that here, within the ventricles of night, keeps working always, and that will not let me sleep.”


  “The Worm is yours. There was no Worm when, in the years long past, the Body of your recent wrath and you lay down together.”


  “But there was the Worm.”


  “The Worm incipient, Worm progressive, Worm crawling in the blood, first stirring in the leaf.”


  “Somewhere, somewhere begun—where? where? Was that the Worm?”


  “Long, long ago—where hatched, God knows, or in what particle of memory—perhaps with sunlight on the porch.”


  “Which was a good time then, for there were all the things that came and went, the steps, the basket, and the bright nasturtiums——”


  “The immediate clackings of the sun-warm hens, the common crack of wake-a-day, and someone’s voice in the Immediate, the skreaking halt upon the corner on the hill of street cars coming home for noon, and men and leather in the street, and yard-gates slammed and sudden greetings, the cold invigoration of sawn ice at noon—the hard black stench of funky niggers, and the ice tongs and linoleum—the coarse, sweet coolness of Crane’s cow along the alleyway, along the hammocks of the backyard fence——”


  “And were you there?”


  “Aye! To the limits of mortality.”


  “And to the pits of time and memory?”


  “Not so. That was your part—here were the first intrusions of the blind, compulsive Worm. But I was there, was there—aye, fat-legged in a wicker basket, feeling light.”


  “Lights going, lights returning—sadness, hope——”


  “Yours, yours—the sickness of the Worm—not mine! Mine the sun!”


  “But sorrow, Body, when it went away?”


  “Discomfort sometimes—not regret. Regret’s the Worm.”


  “Would howl?”


  “Would howl, yes! When I was filthy and befouled, nasty, wet, sour-bellied, —— upon! Would howl! Would howl!—Yes! Would howl for comfort, warmth, appeasement, a full belly, a warm bottom—sun!”


  “And then?”


  “No more, no more. The plain Immediate. That was the good time then.”


  “The time that is good——”


  “Is the time when once there was a tiny little boy,” the Body said.


  “That is the good time because it is the time the sunlight came and went upon the porch, and when there was a sound of people coming home at noon, earth loaming, grass spermatic, a fume of rope-sperm in the nostrils and the dewlaps of the throat, torpid, thick, and undelightful, the humid commonness of housewives turbaned with a dish-clout, the small dreariness of As-They-Are mixed in with humid turnip greens, and houses aired to morning, the turned mattress and the beaten rug, the warm and common mucus of the earth-nasturtium smells, the thought of parlors and the good stale smell, the sudden, brooding stretch of absence of the street car after it had gone, and a feeling touched with desolation hoping noon would come.”


  “That was your own—the turnings of the Worm,” his Body said.


  “And then Crane’s cow again, and morning, morning in the thickets of the memory, and so many lives-and-deaths of life so long ago, together with the thought of Winter howling in the oak, so many sunlights that had come and gone since morning, morning, and all lost voices—‘Son, where are you?’—of lost kinsmen in the mountains long ago. ... That was a good time then.”


  “Yes,” said Body. “But—you can’t go home again.”


  [¬]
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  There came to him an image of man’s whole life upon the earth. It seemed to him that all man’s life was like a tiny spurt of flame that blazed out briefly in an illimitable and terrifying darkness, and that all man’s grandeur, tragic dignity, his heroic glory, came from the brevity and smallness of this flame. He knew his life was little and would be extinguished, and that only darkness was immense and everlasting. And he knew that he would die with defiance on his lips, and that the shout of his denial would ring with the last pulsing of his heart into the maw of all-engulfing night.
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  BOOK I

  THE NATIVE’S RETURN


  CHAPTER 1

  THE DRUNKEN BEGGAR ON HORSEBACK


  It was the hour of twilight on a soft spring day toward the end of April in the year of Our Lord 1929, and George Webber leaned his elbows on the sill of his back window and looked out at what he could see of New York. His eye took in the towering mass of the new hospital at the end of the block, its upper floors set back in terraces, the soaring walls salmon colored in the evening light. This side of the hospital, and directly opposite, was the lower structure of the annex, where the nurses and the waitresses lived. In the rest of the block half a dozen old brick houses, squeezed together in a solid row, leaned wearily against each other and showed their backsides to him.


  The air was strangely quiet. All the noises of the city were muted here into a distant hum, so unceasing that it seemed to belong to silence. Suddenly, through the open windows at the front of the house came the raucous splutter of a truck starting up at the loading platform of the warehouse across the street. The heavy motor warmed up with a full-throated roar, then there was a grinding clash of gears, and George felt the old house tremble under him as the truck swung out into the street and thundered off. The noise receded, grew fainter, then faded into the general hum, and all was quiet as before.


  As George leaned looking out of his back window a nameless happiness welled within him and he shouted over to the waitresses in the hospital annex, who were ironing out as usual their two pairs of drawers and their flimsy little dresses. He heard, as from a great distance, the faint shouts of children playing in the streets, and, near at hand, the low voices of the people in the houses. He watched the cool, steep shadows, and saw how the evening light was moving in the little squares of yards, each of which had in it something intimate, familiar, and revealing—a patch of earth in which a pretty woman had been setting out flowers, working earnestly for hours and wearing a big straw hat and canvas gloves; a little plot of new-sown grass, solemnly watered every evening by a man with a square red face and a bald head; a little shed or playhouse or workshop for some business man’s spare-time hobby; or a gay-painted table, some easy lounging chairs, and a huge bright-striped garden parasol to cover it, and a good-looking girl who had been sitting there all afternoon reading, with a coat thrown over her shoulders and a tall drink at her side.


  Through some enchantment of the quiet and the westering light and the smell of April in the air, it seemed to George that he knew these people all around him. He loved this old house on Twelfth Street, its red brick walls, its rooms of noble height and spaciousness, its old dark woods and floors that creaked; and in the magic of the moment it seemed to be enriched and given a profound and lonely dignity by all the human beings it had sheltered in its ninety years. The house became like a living presence. Every object seemed to have an animate vitality of its own—walls, rooms, chairs, tables, even a half-wet bath towel hanging from the shower ring above the tub, a coat thrown down upon a chair, and his papers, manuscripts, and books scattered about the room in wild confusion.


  The simple joy he felt at being once more a part of such familiar things also contained an element of strangeness and unreality. With a sharp stab of wonder he reminded himself, as he had done a hundred times in the last few weeks, that he had really come home again—home to America, home to Manhattan’s swarming rock, and home again to love; and his happiness was faintly edged with guilt when he remembered that less than a year before he had gone abroad in anger and despair, seeking to escape what now he had returned to.


  In his bitter resolution of that spring a year ago, he had wanted most of all to get away from the woman he loved. Esther Jack was much older than he, married and living with her husband and grown daughter. But she had given George her love, and given it so deeply, so exclusively, that he had come to feel himself caught as in a trap. It was from that that he had wanted to escape—that and the shameful memory of their savage quarrels, and a growing madness in himself which had increased in violence as she had tried to hold him. So he had finally left her and fled to Europe. He had gone away to forget her, only to find that he could not; he had done nothing but think of her all the time. The memory of her rosy, jolly face, her essential goodness, her sure and certain talent, and all the hours that they had spent together returned to torture him with new desire and longing for her.


  Thus, fleeing from a love that still pursued him, he had become a wanderer in strange countries. He had traveled through England, France, and Germany, had seen countless new sights and people, and—cursing, whoring, drinking, brawling his way across the continent—had had his head bashed in, some teeth knocked out, and his nose broken in a beer-hall fight. And then, in the solitude of convalescence in a Munich hospital, lying in bed upon his back with his ruined face turned upward toward the ceiling, he had had nothing else to do but think. There, at last, he had learned a little sense. There his madness had gone out of him, and for the first time in many years he had felt at peace within himself.


  For he had learned some of the things that every man must find out for himself, and he had found out about them as one has to find out—through error and through trial, through fantasy and illusion, through falsehood and his own damn foolishness, through being mistaken and wrong and an idiot and egotistical and aspiring and hopeful and believing and confused. As he lay there in the hospital he had gone back over his life, and, bit by bit, had extracted from it some of the hard lessons of experience. Each thing he learned was so simple and obvious, once he grasped it, that he wondered why he had not always known it. All together, they wove into a kind of leading thread, trailing backward through his past, and out into the future. And he thought that now, perhaps, he could begin to shape his life to mastery, for he felt a sense of new direction deep within him, but whither it would take him he could not say.


  And what had he learned? A philosopher would not think it much, perhaps, yet in a simple human way it was a good deal. Just by living, by making the thousand little daily choices that his whole complex of heredity, environment, conscious thought, and deep emotion had driven him to make, and by taking the consequences, he had learned that he could not eat his cake and have it, too. He had learned that in spite of his strange body, so much off scale that it had often made him think himself a creature set apart, he was still the son and brother of all men living. He had learned that he could not devour the earth, that he must know and accept his limitations. He realized that much of his torment of the years past had been self-inflicted, and an inevitable part of growing up. And, most important of all for one who had taken so long to grow up, he thought he had learned not to be the slave of his emotions.


  Most of the trouble he had brought upon himself, he saw, had come from leaping down the throat of things. Very well, he would look before he leaped hereafter. The trick was to get his reason and his emotions pulling together in double harness, instead of letting them fly off in opposite directions, tearing him apart between them. He would try to give his head command and see what happened: then if head said, “Leap!”—he’d leap with all his heart.


  And that was where Esther came in, for he had really not meant to come back to her. His head had told him it was better to let their affair end as it had ended. But no sooner had he arrived in New York than his heart told him to call her up—and he had done it. Then they had met again, and after that things followed their own course.


  So here he was, back with Esther—the one thing he had once been sure would never happen. Yes, and very happy to be back. That was the queerest part of it. It seemed, perversely, that he ought to be unhappy to be doing what his reason had told him not to do. But he was not. And that was why, as he leaned there musing on his window sill while the last light faded and the April night came on, a subtle worm was gnawing at his conscience and he wondered darkly at how great a lag there was between his thinking and his actions.


  He was twenty-eight years old now, and wise enough to know that there are sometimes reasons of which the reason knows nothing, and that the emotional pattern of one’s life, formed and set by years of living, is not to be discarded quite as easily as one may throw away a battered hat or worn-out shoe. Well, he was not the first man to be caught on the horns of this dilemma. Had not even the philosophers themselves been similarly caught? Yes—and then written sage words about it:


  “A foolish consistency,” Emerson had said, “is the hobgoblin of little minds.”


  And great Goethe, accepting the inevitable truth that human growth does not proceed in a straight line to its goal, had compared the development and progress of mankind to the reelings of a drunken beggar on horseback.


  What was important, perhaps, was not that the beggar was drunk and reeling, but that he was mounted on his horse, and, however unsteadily, was going somewhere.


  This thought was comforting to George, and he pondered it for some time, yet it did not altogether remove the edge of guilt that faintly tinged his contentment. There was still a possible flaw in the argument:


  His inconsistency in coming back to Esther—was it wise or foolish? ... Must the beggar on horseback forever reel?


  Esther awoke as quick and sudden as a bird. She lay upon her back and stared up at the ceiling straight and wide. This was her body and her flesh, she was alive and ready in a moment.


  She thought at once of George. Their reunion had been a joyous re-discovery of love, and all things were made new again. They had taken up the broken fragments of their life and joined them together with all the intensity and beauty that they had known in the best days before he went away. The madness that had nearly wrecked them both had now gone out of him entirely. He was still full of his unpredictable moods and fancies, but she had not seen a trace of the old black fury that used to make him lash about and beat his knuckles bloody against the wall. Since he returned he had seemed quieter, surer, in better control of himself, and in everything he did he acted as if he wanted to show her that he loved her. She had never known such perfect happiness. Life was good.


  Outside, on Park Avenue, the people had begun to move along the sidewalks once more, the streets of the city began to fill and thicken. Upon the table by her bed the little clock ticked eagerly its pulse of time as if it hurried forward forever like a child toward some imagined joy, and a clock struck slowly in the house with a measured, solemn chime. The morning sun steeped each object in her room with casual light, and in her heart she said, “It is now.”


  Nora brought coffee and hot rolls, and Esther read the paper. She read the gossip of the theatre, and she read the names of the cast that had been engaged for the new German play that the Community Guild was going to do in the fall, and she read that “Miss Esther Jack has been engaged to design the show.” She laughed because they called her “Miss,” and because she could see the horrified look on his face when he read it, and because she remembered his expression when the little tailor thought she was his wife, and because it gave her so much pleasure to see her name in the paper—“Miss Esther Jack, whose work has won her recognition as one of the foremost modern designers.”


  She was feeling gay and happy and pleased with herself, so she put the paper in her bag, together with some other clippings she had saved, and took them with her when she went downtown to Twelfth Street for her daily visit to George. She handed them to him, and sat opposite to watch his face as he read them. She remembered all the things they had written about her work:


  “... subtle, searching, and hushed, with a wry and rueful humor of its own. ...”


  “... made these old eyes shine by its deft, sure touch of whimsey as nothing else in this prodigal season of dramatic husks has done. ...”


  “... the gay insouciance of her unmannered settings, touched with those qualities which we have come to expect in all her ardent services to that sometimes too ungrateful jade, the drama. ...”


  “... the excellent fooling that is implicit in these droll sets, elvishly sly, mocking, and, need we add or make apology for adding, expert? ...”


  She could hardly keep from laughing at the scornful twist of his mouth and the mocking tone of his comment as he bit off the phrases.


  “‘Elvishly sly!’ Now isn’t that too God-damned delightful!” he said with mincing precision. “‘Made these old eyes shine!’ Why, the quaint little bastard! ... ‘That sometimes too ungrateful jade!’ Oh, deary me, now! ... ‘And need we add—!’ I am swooning, sweetheart: pass the garlic!”


  He threw the papers on the floor with an air of disgust and turned to her with a look of mock sternness that crinkled the corners of his eyes.


  “Well,” he said, “do I get fed, or must I starve here while you wallow in this bilge?”


  She could control herself no longer and shrieked with glee. “I didn’t do it!” she gasped. “I didn’t write it! I can’t help it if they write like that! Isn’t it awful?”


  “Yes, and you hate it, don’t you?” he said. “You lap it up! You are sitting there licking your lips over it now, gloating on it, and on my hunger! Don’t you know, woman, that I haven’t had a bite to eat all day? Do I get fed, or not? Will you put your deft whimsey in a steak?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Would you like a steak?”


  “Will you make these old eyes shine with a chop and a delicate dressing of young onions?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Yes.”


  He came over and put his arms about her, his eyes searching hers in a look of love and hunger. “Will you make me one of your sauces that is subtle, searching, and hushed?”


  “Yes,” she said. “Whatever you like, I will make it for you.”


  “Why will you make it for me?” he asked.


  It was like a ritual that both of them knew, and they fastened upon each word and answer because they were so eager to hear it from each other.


  “Because I love you. Because I want to feed you and to love you.”


  “Will it be good?” he said.


  “It will be so good that there will be no words to tell its goodness,” she said. “It will be good because I am so good and beautiful, and because I can do everything better than any other woman you will ever know, and because I love you with all my heart and soul, and want to be a part of you.”


  “Will this great love get into the food you cook for me?”


  “It will be in every morsel that you eat. It will feed your hunger as you’ve never been fed before. It will be like a living miracle, and will make you better and richer as long as you live. You will never forget it. It will be a glory and a triumph.”


  “Then this will be such food as no one ever ate before,” he said.


  “Yes,” she said. “It will be.”


  And it was so. There was never anything like it in the world before. April had come back again.


  So now they were together. But things were not quite the same between them as they had once been. Even on the surface they were different. No longer now for them was there a single tenement and dwelling place. From the first day of his return he had flatly refused to go back to the house on Waverly Place which the two of them had previously shared for work and love and living. Instead, he had taken these two large rooms on Twelfth Street, which occupied the whole second floor of the house and could be made into one enormous room by opening the sliding doors between them. There was also a tiny kitchen, just big enough to turn around in. The whole arrangement suited George perfectly because it gave him both space and privacy. Here Esther could come and go as she liked; here they could be alone together whenever they wished; here they could feed at the heart of love.


  The most important thing about it, however, was that this was his place, not theirs, and that fact reestablished their relations on a different level. Henceforth he was determined not to let his life and love be one. She had her world of the theatre and of her rich friends which he did not want to belong to, and he had his world of writing which he would have to manage alone. He would keep love a thing apart, and safeguard to himself the mastery of his life, his separate soul, his own integrity.


  Would she accept this compromise? Would she take his love, but leave him free to live his life and do his work? That was the way he told her it must be, and she said yes, she understood. But could she do it? Was it in a woman’s nature to be content with all that a man could give her, and not forever want what was not his to give? Already there were little portents that made him begin to doubt it.


  One morning when she came to see him and was telling him with spirit and great good humor about a little comedy she had witnessed in the street, suddenly she stopped short in the middle of it, a cloud passed over her face, her eyes became troubled, and she turned to him and said:


  “You do love me, don’t you, George?”


  “Yes,” he said. “Of course. You know I do.”


  “Will you never leave me again?” she asked, a little breathless. “Will you go on loving me forever?”


  Her abrupt change of mood and her easy assumption that he or any human being could honestly pledge himself to anyone or anything forever struck him as ludicrous, and he laughed.


  She made an impatient gesture with her hand. “Don’t laugh, George,” she said. “I need to know. Tell me. Will you go on loving me forever?”


  Her seriousness, and the impossibility of giving her an answer annoyed him now, and he rose from his chair, stared down blankly at her for a moment, and then began pacing back and forth across the room. He paused once or twice and turned to her as if to speak, but, finding it hard to say what he wanted to say, he resumed his nervous pacing.


  Esther followed him with her eyes; their expression betraying her mixed feelings, in which amusement and exasperation were giving way to alarm.


  “What have I done now?” she thought. “God, was there ever anybody like him! You never can tell what he’ll do! All I did was ask him a simple question and he acts like this! Still, it’s better than the way he used to act. He used to blow up and call me vile names. Now he just stews in his own juice and I can’t tell what he’s thinking. Look at him—pacing like a wild animal in a cage, like a temperamental and introspective monkey!”


  As a matter of fact, in moments of excitement George did look rather like a monkey. Barrel-chested, with broad, heavy shoulders, he walked with a slight stoop, letting his arms swing loosely, and they were so long that they dangled almost to the knees, the big hands and spatulate fingers curving deeply in like paws. His head, set down solidly upon a short neck, was carried somewhat forward with a thrusting movement, so that his whole figure had a prowling and half-crouching posture. He looked even shorter than he was, for, although he was an inch or two above the middle height, around five feet nine or ten, his legs were not quite proportionate to the upper part of his body. Moreover, his features were small—somewhat pug-nosed, the eyes set very deep in beneath heavy brows, the forehead rather low, the hair beginning not far above the brows. And when he was agitated or interested in something, he had the trick of peering upward with a kind of packed attentiveness, and this, together with his general posture, the head thrust forward, the body prowling downward, gave him a distinctly simian appearance. It was easy to see why some of his friends called him Monk.


  Esther watched him a minute or two, feeling disappointed and hurt that he had not answered her. He stopped by the front window and stood looking out, and she went over to him and quietly put her arm through his. She saw the vein swell in his temple, and knew there was no use in speaking.


  Outside, the little Jewish tailors were coming from the office of their union next door and were standing in the street. They were pale, dirty, and greasy, and very much alive. They shouted and gesticulated at one another, they stroked each other gently on the cheek in mounting fury, saying tenderly in a throttled voice: “Nah! Nah! Nah!” Then, still smiling in their rage, they began to slap each other gently in the face with itching finger tips. At length they screamed and dealt each other stinging slaps. Others cursed and shouted, some laughed, and a few said nothing, but stood darkly, somberly apart, feeding upon their entrails.


  Then the young Irish cops charged in among them. There was something bought and corrupt about their look. They had brutal and brainless faces, full of pride. Their jaws were loose and coarse, they chewed gum constantly as they shoved and thrust their way along, and they kept saying:


  “Break it up, now! Break it up! All right! Keep movin’!”


  The motors roared by like projectiles, and people were passing along the pavement. There were the faces George and Esther had never seen before, and there were the faces they had always seen, everywhere: always different, they never changed; they welled up from the sourceless springs of life with unending fecundity, with limitless variety, with incessant movement, and with the monotony of everlasting repetition. There were the three girl-friends who pass along the streets of life forever. One had a cruel and sensual face, she wore glasses, and her mouth was hard and vulgar. Another had the great nose and the little bony features of a rat. The face of the third was full and loose, jeering with fat rouged lips and oily volutes of the nostrils. And when they laughed, there was no warmth or joy in the sound: high, shrill, ugly, and hysterical, their laughter only asked the earth to notice them.


  In the street the children played. They were dark and strong and violent, aping talk and toughness from their elders. They leaped on one another and hurled the weakest to the pavement. The policemen herded the noisy little tailors along before them, and they went away. The sky was blue and young and vital, there were no clouds in it; the trees were budding into leaf; the sunlight fell into the street, upon all the people there, with an innocent and fearless life.


  Esther glanced at George and saw his face grow twisted as he looked. He wanted to say to her that we are all savage, foolish, violent, and mistaken; that, full of our fear and confusion, we walk in ignorance upon the living and beautiful earth, breathing young, vital air and bathing in the light of morning, seeing it not because of the murder in our hearts.


  But he did not say these things. Wearily he turned away from the window.


  “There’s forever,” he said. “There’s your forever.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 2

  FAME’S FIRST WOOING


  In spite of the colorings of guilt that often tinged his brighter moods, George was happier than he had ever been. There can be no doubt about that. He exulted in the fact. The old madness had gone out of him, and for long stretches at a time he was now buoyed up by the glorious belief—not by any means a new one with him, though it was much stronger now than it had ever been before—that he was at last in triumphant control of his destiny. From his early childhood, when he was living like an orphan with his Joyner relatives back in Libya Hill, he had dreamed that one day he would go to New York and there find love and fame and fortune. For several years New York had been the place that he called home, and love was his already; and now he felt, with the assurance of deep conviction, that the time for fame and fortune was at hand.


  Anyone is happy who confidently awaits the fulfillment of his highest dreams, and in that way George was happy. And, like most of us when things are going well, he took the credit wholly to himself. It was not chance or luck or any blind confluence of events that had produced the change in his spirits: his contentment and sense of mastery were the reward of his own singular and peculiar merit, and no more than his just due. Nevertheless, fortune had played a central part in his transformation. A most incredible thing had happened.


  He had been back in New York only a few days when Lulu Scudder, the literary agent, telephoned him in great excitement. The publishing house of James Rodney & Co. was interested in his manuscript, and Foxhall Edwards, the distinguished editor of this great house, wanted to talk to him about it. Of course, you couldn’t tell about these things, but it was always a good idea to strike while the iron was hot. Could he go over right away to see Edwards?


  As he made his way uptown George told himself that it was silly to be excited, that probably nothing would come of it. Hadn’t one publisher already turned the book down, saying that it was no novel? That publisher had even written—and the words of his rejection had seared themselves in George’s brain—“The novel form is not adapted to such talents as you have.” And it was still the same manuscript. Not a line of it had been changed, not a word cut, in spite of hints from Esther and Miss Scudder that it was too long for any publisher to handle. He had stubbornly refused to alter it, insisting that it would have to be printed as it was or not at all. And he had left the manuscript with Miss Scudder and gone away to Europe, convinced that her efforts to find a publisher would prove futile.


  All the time he was abroad it had nauseated him to think of his manuscript, of the years of work and sleepless nights he had put into it, and of the high hopes that had sustained him through it; and he had tried not to think of it, convinced now that it was no good, that he himself was no good, and that all his hot ambitions and his dreams of fame were the vaporings of a shoddy æsthete without talent. In this, he told himself, he was just like most of the other piddling instructors at the School for Utility Cultures, from which he had fled, and to which he would return to resume his classes in English composition when his leave of absence expired. They talked forever about the great books they were writing, or were going to write, because, like him, they needed so desperately to find some avenue of escape from the dreary round of teaching, reading themes, grading papers, and trying to strike a spark in minds that had no flint in them. He had stayed in Europe almost nine months, and no word had come from Miss Scudder, so he had felt confirmed in all his darkest forebodings.


  But now she said the Rodney people were interested. Well, they had taken their time about it. And what did “interested” mean? Very likely they would tell him they had detected in the book some slight traces of a talent which, with careful nursing, could be schooled to produce, in time, a publishable book. He had heard that publishers sometimes had a weather eye for this sort of thing and that they would often string an aspiring author along for years, giving him just the necessary degree of encouragement to keep him from abandoning hope altogether and to make him think that they had faith in his great future if only he would go on writing book after rejected book until he “found himself.” Well, he’d show them that he was not their fool! Not by so much as a flicker of an eyelash would he betray his disappointment, and he would commit himself to nothing!


  If the traffic policeman on the corner noticed a strange young man in front of the office of James Rodney & Co. that morning, he would never have guessed at the core of firm resolution with which this young man had tried to steel himself for the interview that lay before him. If the policeman saw him at all, he probably observed him with misgiving, wondering whether he ought not to intervene to prevent the commission of a felony, or at any rate whether he ought not to speak to the young man and hold him in conversation until the ambulance could arrive and take him to Bellevue for observation.


  For, as the young man approached the building at a rapid, loping stride, a stern scowl upon his face and his lips set in a grim line, he had hardly crossed the street and set his foot upon the curb before the publisher’s building when his step faltered, he stopped and looked about him as if not knowing what to do, and then, in evident confusion, forced himself to go on. But now his movements were uncertain, as if his legs obeyed his will with great reluctance. He lunged ahead, then stopped, then lunged again and made for the door, only to halt again in a paroxysm of indecision as he came up to it. He stood there facing the door for a moment, clenching and unclenching his hands, then looked about him quickly, suspiciously, as though he expected to find somebody watching him. At last, with a slight shudder of resolution, he thrust his hands deep into his pockets, turned deliberately, and walked on past the door.


  And now he moved slowly, the line of his mouth set grimmer than before, and his head was carried stiffly forward from the shoulders as if he were trying to hold himself to the course he had decided upon by focusing on some distant object straight before him. But all the while, as he went along before the entrance and the show windows filled with books which flanked it on both sides, he peered sharply out of the corner of his eye like a spy who had to find out what was going on inside the building without letting the passers-by observe his interest. He walked to the end of the block and turned about and then came back, and again as he passed in front of the publishing house he kept his face fixed straight ahead and looked stealthily out of the corner of his eye. For fifteen or twenty minutes he repeated this strange maneuver, and each time as he approached the door he would hesitate and half turn as if about to enter, and then abruptly go on as before.


  Finally, as he came abreast of the entrance for perhaps the fiftieth time, he quickened his stride and seized the door knob—but at once, as though it had given him an electric shock, he snatched his hand away and backed off, and stood on the curb looking up at the house of James Rodney & Co. For several minutes more he stood there, shifting uneasily on his feet and watching all the upper windows as for a sign. Then, suddenly, his jaw muscles tightened, he stuck out his under lip in desperate resolve, and he bolted across the sidewalk, hurled himself against the door, and disappeared inside.


  An hour later, if the policeman was still on duty at the corner, he was no doubt as puzzled and mystified as before by the young man’s behavior as he emerged from the building. He came out slowly, walking mechanically, a dazed look on his face, and in one of his hands, which dangled loosely at his sides, he held a crumpled slip of yellow paper. He emerged from the office of James Rodney & Co. like a man walking in a trance. With the slow and thoughtless movements of an automaton, he turned his steps uptown, and, still with the rapt and dazed look upon his face, he headed north and disappeared into the crowd.


  It was late afternoon and the shadows were slanting swiftly eastward when George Webber came to his senses somewhere in the wilds of the upper Bronx. How he got there he never knew. All he could remember was that suddenly he felt hungry and stopped and looked about him and realized where he was. His dazed look gave way to one of amazement and incredulity, and his mouth began to stretch in a broad grin. In his hand he still held the rectangular slip of crisp yellow paper, and slowly he smoothed out the wrinkles and examined it carefully.


  It was a check for five hundred dollars. His book had been accepted, and this was an advance against his royalties.


  So he was happier than he had ever been in all his life. Fame, at last, was knocking at his door and wooing him with her sweet blandishments, and he lived in a kind of glorious delirium. The next weeks and months were filled with the excitement of the impending event. The book would not be published till the fall, but meanwhile there was much work to do. Foxhall Edwards had made some suggestions for cutting and revising the manuscript, and, although George at first objected, he surprised himself in the end by agreeing with Edwards, and he undertook to do what Edwards wanted.


  George had called his novel, Home to Our Mountains, and in it he had packed everything he knew about his home town in Old Catawba and the people there. He had distilled every line of it out of his own experience of life. And, now that the issue was decided, he sometimes trembled when he thought that it would be only a matter of months before the whole world knew what he had written. He loathed the thought of giving pain to anyone, and that he might do so had never occurred to him till now. But now it was out of his hands, and he began to feel uneasy. Of course it was fiction, but it was made as all honest fiction must be, from the stuff of human life. Some people might recognize themselves and be offended, and then what would he do? Would he have to go around in smoked glasses and false whiskers? He comforted himself with the hope that his characterizations were not so true as, in another mood, he liked to think they were, and he thought that perhaps no one would notice anything.


  Rodney’s Magazine, too, had become interested in the young author and was going to publish a story, a chapter from the book, in their next number. This news added immensely to his excitement. He was eager to see his name in print, and in the happy interval of expectancy he felt like a kind of universal Don Juan, for he literally loved everybody—his fellow instructors at the school, his drab students, the little shopkeepers in all the stores, even the nameless hordes that thronged the streets. Rodney’s, of course, was the greatest and the finest publishing house in all the world, and Foxhall Edwards was the greatest editor and the finest man that ever was. George had liked him instinctively from the first, and now, like an old and intimate friend, he was calling him Fox. George knew that Fox believed in him, and the editor’s faith and confidence, coming as it had come, at a time when George had given up all hope, restored his self-respect and charged him with energy for new work.


  Already his next novel was begun and was beginning to take shape within him. He would soon have to get it out of him. He dreaded the prospect of buckling down in earnest to write it, for he knew the agony of it. It was like demoniacal possession, driving him with an alien force much greater than his own. While the fury of creation was upon him, it meant sixty cigarettes a day, twenty cups of coffee, meals snatched anyhow and anywhere and at whatever time of day or night he happened to remember he was hungry. It meant sleeplessness, and miles of walking to bring on the physical fatigue without which he could not sleep, then nightmares, nerves, and exhaustion in the morning. As he said to Fox:


  “There are better ways to write a book, but this, God help me, is mine, and you’ll have to learn to put up with it.”


  When Rodney’s Magazine came out with the story, George fully expected convulsions of the earth, falling meteors, suspension of traffic in the streets, and a general strike. But nothing happened. A few of his friends mentioned it, but that was all. For several days he felt let down, but then his common sense reassured him that people couldn’t really tell much about a new author from a short piece in a magazine. The book would show them who he was and what he could do. It would be different then. He could afford to wait a little longer for the fame which he was certain would soon be his.


  It was not until later, after the first excitement had worn off and George had become accustomed to the novelty of being an author whose book was actually going to be published, that he began to learn a little about the unknown world of publishing and the people who inhabit it—and not till then did he begin to understand and appreciate the real quality of Fox Edwards. And it was through Otto Hauser—so much like Fox in his essential integrity, so sharply contrasted to him in other respects—that George got his first real insight into the character of his editor.


  Hauser was a reader at Rodney’s, and probably the best publisher’s reader in America. He might have been a publisher’s editor—a rare and good one—had he been driven forward by ambition, enthusiasm, daring, tenacious resolution, and that eagerness to seek and find the best which a great editor must have. But Hauser was content to spend his days reading ridiculous manuscripts written by ridiculous people on all sorts of ridiculous subjects—“The Breast Stroke,” “Rock Gardens for Everybody,” “The Life and Times of Lydia Pinkham,” “The New Age of Plenty”—and once in a while something that had the fire of passion, the spark of genius, the glow of truth.


  Otto Hauser lived in a tiny apartment near First Avenue, and he invited George to drop in one evening. George went, and they spent the evening talking. After that he returned again and again because he liked Otto, and also because he was puzzled by the contradictions of his qualities, especially by something aloof, impersonal, and withdrawing in his nature which seemed so out of place beside the clear and positive elements in his character.


  Otto did all the housekeeping himself. He had tried having cleaning women in from time to time, but eventually he had dispensed entirely with their services. They were not clean and tidy enough to suit him, and their casual and haphazard disarrangements of objects that had been placed exactly where he wanted them annoyed his order-loving soul. He hated clutter. He had only a few books—a shelf or two—most of them the latest publications of the house of Rodney, and a few volumes sent him by other publishers. Usually he gave his books away as soon as he finished reading them because he hated clutter, and books made clutter. Sometimes he wondered if he didn’t hate books, too. Certainly he didn’t like to have many of them around: the sight of them irritated him.


  George found him a curious enigma. Otto Hauser was possessed of remarkable gifts, yet he was almost wholly lacking in those qualities which cause a man to “get on” in the world. In fact, he didn’t want to “get on.” He had a horror of “getting on,” of going any further than he had already gone. He wanted to be a publisher’s reader, and nothing more. At James Rodney & Co. he did the work they put into his hands. He did punctiliously what he was required to do. He gave his word, when he was asked to give it, with the complete integrity of his quiet soul, the unerring rightness of his judgment, the utter finality of his Germanic spirit. But beyond that he would not go.


  When one of the editors at Rodney’s, of whom there were several besides Foxhall Edwards, asked Hauser for his opinion, the ensuing conversation would go something like this:


  “You have read the manuscript?”


  “Yes,” said Hauser, “I have read it.”


  “What did you think of it?”


  “I thought it was without merit.”


  “Then you do not recommend its publication?”


  “No, I do not think it is worth publishing.”


  Or:


  “Did you read that manuscript?”


  “Yes,” Hauser would say. “I read it.”


  “Well, what did you think of it? (Confound it, can’t the fellow say what he thinks without having to be asked all the time!)”


  “I think it is a work of genius.”


  Incredulously: “You do!”


  “I do, yes. To my mind there is no question about it.”


  “But look here, Hauser—” excitedly—“if what you say is true, this boy—the fellow who wrote it—why, he’s just a kid—no one ever heard of him before—comes from somewhere out West—Nebraska, Iowa, one of those places—never been anywhere, apparently—if what you say is true, we’ve made a discovery!”


  “I suppose you have. Yes. The book is a work of genius.”


  “But—(Damn it all, what’s wrong with the man anyway? Here he makes a discovery like this—an astounding statement of this sort—and shows no more enthusiasm than if he were discussing a cabbage head!)—but, see here, then! You—you mean there’s something wrong with it?”


  “No, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it. I think it is a magnificent piece of writing.”


  “But—(Good Lord, the fellow is a queer fish!)—but you mean to say that—that perhaps it’s not suitable for publication in its present form?”


  “No. I think it’s eminently publishable.”


  “But it’s overwritten, isn’t it?”


  “It is overwritten. Yes.”


  “I thought so, too,” said the editor shrewdly. “Of course, the fellow shows he knows very little about writing. He doesn’t know how he does it, he repeats himself continually, he is childish and exuberant and extravagant, and he does ten times too much of everything. We have a hundred other writers who know more about writing than he does.”


  “I suppose we have, yes,” Hauser agreed. “Nevertheless, he is a man of genius, and they are not. His book is a work of genius, and theirs are not.”


  “Then you think we ought to publish him?”


  “I think so, yes.”


  “But—(Ah, here’s the catch, maybe—the thing he’s holding back on!)—but you think this is all he has to say?—that he’s written himself out in this one book?—that he’ll never be able to write another?”


  “No. I think nothing of the sort. I can’t say, of course. They may kill him, as they often do——”


  “(God, what a gloomy Gus the fellow is!)”


  “—but on the basis of this book, I should say there’s no danger of his running dry. He should have fifty books in him.”


  “But—(Good Lord! What is the catch?)—but then you mean you don’t think it’s time for such a book as this in America yet?”


  “No, I don’t mean that. I think it is time.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it has happened. It is always time when it happens.”


  “But some of our best critics say it’s not time.”


  “I know they do. However, they are wrong. It is simply not their time, that’s all.”


  “How do you mean?”


  “I mean, their time is critic’s time. The book is creator’s time. The two times are not the same.”


  “You think, then, that the critics are behind the time?”


  “They are behind creator’s time, yes.”


  “Then they may not see this book as the work of genius which you say it is. Do you think they will?”


  “I can’t say. Perhaps not. However, it doesn’t matter.”


  “Doesn’t matter! Why, what do you mean?”


  “I mean that the thing is good, and cannot be destroyed. Therefore it doesn’t matter what anyone says.”


  “Then—Good Lord, Hauser!—if what you say is true, we’ve made a great discovery!”


  “I think you have. Yes.”


  “But—but—is that all you have to say?”


  “I think so, yes. What else is there to say?”


  Baffled: “Nothing—only, I should think you would be excited about it!” Then, completely defeated and resigned: “Oh, all right! All right, Hauser! Thanks very much!”


  The people at Rodney’s couldn’t understand it. They didn’t know what to make of it. Finally, they had given up trying, all except Fox Edwards—and Fox would never give up trying to understand anything. Fox still came by Hauser’s office—his little cell—and looked in on him. Fox’s old grey hat would be pushed back on his head, for he never took it off when he worked, and there would be a look of troubled wonder in his sea-pale eyes as he bent over and stooped and craned and stared at Hauser, as if he were regarding for the first time some fantastic monster from the marine jungles of the ocean. Then he would turn and walk away, hands hanging to his coat lapels, and in his eyes there would be a look of utter astonishment.


  Fox couldn’t understand it yet. As for Hauser himself, he had no answers, nothing to tell them.


  It was not until George Webber had become well acquainted with both men that he began to penetrate the mystery. Foxhall Edwards and Otto Hauser—to know them both, to see them working in the same office, each in his own way, was to understand them both as perhaps neither could have been understood completely by himself. Each man, by being what he was, revealed to George the secret springs of character which had made the two of them so much alike—and so utterly different.


  There may have been a time when an intense and steady flame had been alive in the quiet depths of Otto Hauser’s spirit. But that was before he knew what it was like to be a great editor. Now he had seen it for himself, and he wanted none of it. For ten years he had watched Fox Edwards, and he well knew what was needed: the pure flame living in the midst of darkness; the constant, quiet, and relentless effort of the will to accomplish what the pure flame burned for, what the spirit knew; the unspoken agony of that constant effort as it fought to win through to its clear purpose and somehow to subdue the world’s blind and brutal force of ignorance, hostility, prejudice, and intolerance which were opposed to it—the fools of age, the fools of prudery, the fools of genteelness, fogyism, and nice-Nellyism, the fools of bigotry, Philistinism, jealousy, and envy, and, worst of all, the simple, utter, sheer damn fools of nature!


  Oh, to burn so, so to be consumed, exhausted, spent by the passion of this constant flame! And for what? For what? And why? Because some obscure kid from Tennessee, some tenant farmer’s son from Georgia, or some country doctor’s boy in North Dakota—untitled, unpedigreed, unhallowed by fools’ standards—had been touched with genius, and so had striven to give a tongue to the high passion of his loneliness, to wrest from his locked spirit his soul’s language and a portion of the tongue of his unuttered brothers, to find a channel in the blind immensity of this harsh land for the pent tides of his creation, and to make, perhaps, in this howling wilderness of life some carving and some dwelling of his own—all this before the world’s fool-bigotry, fool-ignorance, fool-cowardice, fool-faddism, fool-mockery, fool-stylism, and fool-hatred for anyone who was not corrupted, beaten, and a fool had either quenched the hot, burning passion with ridicule, contempt, denial, and oblivion, or else corrupted the strong will with the pollutions of fool-success. It was for this that such as Fox must burn and suffer—to keep that flame of agony alive in the spirit of some inspired and stricken boy until the world of fools had taken it into their custody, and betrayed it!


  Otto Hauser had seen it all.


  And in the end what was the reward for such a one as Fox? To achieve the lonely and unhoped-for victories one by one, and to see the very fools who had denied them acclaim them as their own. To lapse again to search, to silence, and to waiting while fools greedily pocketed as their own the coin of one man’s spirit, proudly hailed as their discovery the treasure of another’s exploration, loudly celebrated their own vision as they took unto themselves the fulfillment of another’s prophecy. Ah, the heart must break at last—the heart of Fox, as well as the heart of genius, the lost boy; the frail, small heart of man must falter, stop at last from beating; but the heart of folly would beat on forever.


  So Otto Hauser would have none of it. He would grow hot over nothing. He would try to see the truth for himself, and let it go at that.


  This was Otto Hauser as George came to know him. In the confidence of friendship Otto held up a mirror to his own soul, affording a clear, unposed reflection of his quiet, unassuming, and baffling integrity; but in the same mirror he also revealed, without quite being aware of it, the stronger and more shining image of Fox Edwards.


  George knew how fortunate he was to have as his editor a man like Fox. And as time went on, and his respect and admiration for the older man warmed to deep affection, he realized that Fox had become for him much more than editor and friend. Little by little it seemed to George that he had found in Fox the father he had lost and had long been looking for. And so it was that Fox became a second father to him—the father of his spirit.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 3

  THE MICROSCOPIC GENTLEMAN FROM JAPAN


  In the old house where George lived that year Mr. Katamoto occupied the ground floor just below him, and in a little while they got to know each other very well. It might be said that their friendship began in mystification and went on to a state of security and staunch understanding.


  Not that Mr. Katamoto ever forgave George when he erred. He was always instantly ready to inform him that he had taken a false step again (the word is used advisedly), but he was so infinitely patient, so unflaggingly hopeful of George’s improvement, so unfailingly good-natured and courteous, that no one could possibly have been angry or failed to try to mend his ways. What saved the situation was Katamoto’s gleeful, childlike sense of humor. He was one of those microscopic gentlemen from Japan, scarcely five feet tall, thin and very wiry in his build, and George’s barrel chest, broad shoulders, long, dangling arms, and large feet seemed to inspire his comic risibilities from the beginning. The first time they met, as they were just passing each other in the hall, Katamoto began to giggle when he saw George coming; and as they came abreast, the little man flashed a great expanse of gleaming teeth, wagged a finger roguishly, and said:


  “Tramp-ling! Tramp-ling!”


  For several days, whenever they passed each other in the hall, this same performance was repeated. George thought the words were very mysterious, and at first could not fathom their recondite meaning or understand why the sound of them was enough to set Katamoto off in a paroxysm of mirth. And yet when he would utter them and George would look at him in a surprised, inquiring kind of way, Katamoto would bend double with convulsive laughter and would stamp at the floor like a child with a tiny foot, shrieking hysterically: “Yis—yis—yis! You are tramp-ling!”—after which he would flee away.


  George inferred that these mysterious references to “tramp-ling” which always set Katamoto off in such a fit of laughter had something to do with the bigness of his feet, for Katamoto would look at them quickly and slyly as he passed, and then giggle. However, a fuller explanation was soon provided. Katamoto came upstairs one afternoon and knocked at George’s door. When it was opened, he giggled and flashed his teeth and looked somewhat embarrassed. After a moment, with evident hesitancy, he grinned painfully and said:


  “If you ple-e-eze, sir! Will you—have some tea—with me—yis?”


  He spoke the words very slowly, with a deliberate formality, after which he flashed a quick, eager, and ingratiating smile.


  George told him he would be glad to, and got his coat and started downstairs with him. Katamoto padded swiftly on ahead, his little feet shod in felt slippers that made no sound. Halfway down the stairs, as if the noise of George’s heavy tread had touched his funnybone again, Katamoto stopped quickly, turned and pointed at George’s feet, and giggled coyly: “Tramp-ling! You are tramp-ling!” Then he turned and fairly fled away down the stairs and down the hall, shrieking like a gleeful child. He waited at the door to usher his guest in, introduced him to the slender, agile little Japanese girl who seemed to stay there all the time, and finally brought George back into his studio and served him tea.


  It was an amazing place. Katamoto had redecorated the fine old rooms and fitted them up according to the whims of his curious taste. The big back room was very crowded, intricate, and partitioned off into several small compartments with beautiful Japanese screens. He had also constructed a flight of stairs and a balcony that extended around three sides of the room, and on this balcony George could see a couch. The room was crowded with tiny chairs and tables, and there was an opulent-looking sofa and cushions. There were a great many small carved objects and bric-a-brac, and a strong smell of incense.


  The center of the room, however, had been left entirely bare save for a big strip of spattered canvas and an enormous plaster figure. George gathered that he did a thriving business turning out sculptures for expensive speakeasies, or immense fifteen-foot statues of native politicians which were to decorate public squares in little towns, or in the state capitals of Arkansas, Nebraska, Iowa, and Wyoming. Where and how he had learned this curious profession George never found out, but he had mastered it with true Japanese fidelity, and so well that his products were apparently in greater demand than those of American sculptors. In spite of his small size and fragile build, the man was a dynamo of energy and could perform the labors of a Titan. God knows how he did it—where he found the strength.


  George asked a question about the big plaster cast in the center of the room, and Katamoto took him over and showed it to him, remarking as he pointed to the creature’s huge feet:


  “He is—like you! ... He is tramp-ling! ... Yis! ... He is tramp-ling!”


  Then he took George up the stairs onto the balcony, which George dutifully admired.


  “Yis?—You like?” He smiled at George eagerly, a little doubtfully, then pointed at his couch and said: “I sleep here!” Then he pointed to the ceiling, which was so low that George had to stoop. “You sleep there?” said Katamoto eagerly.


  George nodded.


  Katamoto went on again with a quick smile, but with embarrassed hesitancy and a painful difficulty in his tone that had not been there before:


  “I here,” he said, pointing, “you there—yis?”


  He looked at George almost pleadingly, a little desperately—and suddenly George began to catch on.


  “Oh! You mean I am right above you—” Katamoto nodded with instant relief—“and sometimes when I stay up late you hear me?”


  “Yis! Yis!” He kept nodding his head vigorously. “Sometimes—” he smiled a little painfully—“sometimes—you will be tramp-ling!” He shook his finger at George with coy reproof and giggled.


  “I’m awfully sorry,” George said. “Of course, I didn’t know you slept so near—so near the ceiling. When I work late I pace the floor. It’s a bad habit. I’ll do what I can to stop it.”


  “Oh, no-o!” he cried, genuinely distressed. “I not want—how you say it?—change your life! ... If you ple-e-ese, sir! Just little thing—not wear shoes at night!” He pointed at his own small felt-shod feet and smiled up at George hopefully. “You like slippers—yis?” And he smiled persuasively again.


  After that, of course, George wore slippers. But sometimes he would forget, and the next morning Katamoto would be rapping at his door again. He was never angry, he was always patient and good-humored, he was always beautifully courteous—but he would always call George to account. “You were tramp-ling!” he would cry. “Last night—again—tramp-ling!” And George would tell him he was sorry and would try not to do it again, and Katamoto would go away giggling, pausing to turn and wag his finger roguishly and call out once more, “Tramp-ling!”—after which he would flee downstairs, shrieking with laughter.


  They were good friends.


  In the months that followed, again and again George would come in the house to find the hall below full of sweating, panting movers, over whom Katamoto, covered from head to foot with clots and lumps of plaster, would hover prayerfully and with a fearful, pleading grin lest they mar his work, twisting his small hands together convulsively, aiding the work along by slight shudders, quick darts of breathless terror, writhing and shrinking movements of the body, and saying all the while with an elaborate, strained, and beseeching courtesy:


  “Now, if—you—gentleman—a little! ... You ... yis—yis—yis-s!” with a convulsive grin. “Oh-h-h! Yis—yis-s! If you ple-e-ese, sir! ... If you would down—a little—yis-s!—yis-s!—yis-s!” he hissed softly with that prayerful and pleading grin.


  And the movers would carry out of the house and stow into their van the enormous piecemeal fragments of some North Dakota Pericles, whose size was so great that one wondered how this dapper, fragile little man could possibly have fashioned such a leviathan.


  Then the movers would depart, and for a space Mr. Katamoto would loaf and invite his soul. He would come out in the backyard with his girl, the slender, agile little Japanese—who looked as if she had some Italian blood in her as well—and for hours at a time they would play at handball. Mr. Katamoto would knock the ball up against the projecting brick wall of the house next door, and every time he scored a point he would scream with laughter, clapping his small hands together, bending over weakly and pressing his hand against his stomach, and staggering about with delight and merriment. Choking with laughter, he would cry out in a high, delirious voice as rapidly as he could:


  “Yis, yis, yis! Yis, yis, yis! Yis, yis, yis!”


  Then he would catch sight of George looking at him from the window, and this would set him off again, for he would wag his finger and fairly scream:


  “You were tramp-ling! ... Yis, yis, yis! ... Last night—again tramp-ling!”


  This would reduce him to such a paroxysm of mirth that he would stagger across the court and lean against the wall, all caved in, holding his narrow stomach and shrieking faintly.


  It was now the full height of steaming summer, and one day early in August George came home to find the movers in the house again. This time it was obvious that a work of more than usual magnitude was in transit. Mr. Katamoto, spattered with plaster, was of course hovering about in the hall, grinning nervously and fluttering prayerfully around the husky truckmen. As George came in, two of the men were backing slowly down the hall, carrying between them an immense head, monstrously jowled and set in an expression of far-seeing statesmanship. A moment later three more men backed out of the studio, panting and cursing as they grunted painfully around the flowing fragment of a long frock coat and the vested splendor of a bulging belly. The first pair had now gone back in the studio, and when they came out again they were staggering beneath the trousered shank of a mighty leg and a booted Atlantean hoof, and as they passed, one of the other men, now returning for more of the statesman’s parts, pressed himself against the wall to let them by and said:


  “Jesus! If the son-of-a-bitch stepped on you with that foot, he wouldn’t leave a grease spot, would he, Joe?”


  The last piece of all was an immense fragment of the Solon’s arm and fist, with one huge forefinger pointed upward in an attitude of solemn objurgation and avowal.


  That figure was Katamoto’s masterpiece; and George felt as he saw it pass that the enormous upraised finger was the summit of his art and the consummation of his life. Certainly it was the apple of his eye. George had never seen him before in such a state of extreme agitation. He fairly prayed above the sweating men. It was obvious that the coarse indelicacy of their touch made him shudder. The grin was frozen on his face in an expression of congealed terror. He writhed, he wriggled, he wrung his little hands, he crooned to them. And if anything had happened to that fat, pointed finger, George felt sure that he would have dropped dead on the spot.


  At length, however, they got everything stowed away in their big van without mishap and drove off with their Ozymandias, leaving Mr. Katamoto, frail, haggard, and utterly exhausted, looking at the curb. He came back into the house and saw George standing there and smiled wanly at him.


  “Tramp-ling,” he said feebly, and shook his finger, and for the first time there was no mirth or energy in him.


  George had never seen him tired before. It had never occurred to him that he could get tired. The little man had always been so full of inexhaustible life. And now, somehow, George felt an unaccountable sadness to see him so weary and so strangely grey. Katamoto was silent for a moment, and then he lifted his face and said, almost tonelessly, yet with a shade of wistful eagerness:


  “You see statue—yis?”


  “Yes, Kato, I saw it.”


  “And you like?”


  “Yes, very much.”


  “And—” he giggled a little and made a shaking movement with his hands—“you see foot?”


  “Yes.”


  “I sink,” he said, “he will be tramp-ling—yis?”—and he made a laughing sound.


  “He ought to,” George said, “with a hoof like that. It’s almost as big as mine,” he added, as an afterthought.


  Katamoto seemed delighted with this observation, for he laughed shrilly and said: “Yis! Yis!”—nodding his head emphatically. He was silent for another moment, then hesitantly, but with an eagerness that he could not conceal, he said:


  “And you see finger?”


  “Yes, Kato.”


  “And you like?”—quickly, earnestly.


  “Very much.”


  “Big finger—yis?”—with a note of rising triumph in his voice.


  “Very big, Kato.”


  “And pointing—yis?” he said ecstatically, grinning from ear to ear and pointing his own small finger heavenward.


  “Yes, pointing.”


  He sighed contentedly. “Well, zen,” he said, with the appeased air of a child, “I’m glad you like.”


  For a week or so after that George did not see Katamoto again or even think of him. This was the vacation period at the School for Utility Cultures, and George was devoting every minute of his time, day and night, to a fury of new writing. Then one afternoon, a long passage completed and the almost illegible pages of his swift scrawl tossed in a careless heap upon the floor, he sat relaxed, looking out of his back window, and suddenly he thought of Katamoto again. He remembered that he had not seen him recently, and it seemed strange that he had not even heard the familiar thud of the little ball against the wall outside or the sound of his high, shrill laughter. This realization, with its sense of loss, so troubled him that he went downstairs immediately and pressed Katamoto’s bell.


  There was no answer. All was silent. He waited, and no one came. Then he went down to the basement and found the janitor and spoke to him. He said that Mr. Katamoto had been ill. No, it was not serious, he thought, but the doctor had advised a rest, a brief period of relaxation from his exhausting labors, and had sent him for care and observation to the near-by hospital.


  George meant to go to see him, but he was busy with his writing and kept putting it off. Then one morning, some ten days later, coming back home after breakfast in a restaurant, he found a moving van backed up before the house. Katamoto’s door was open, and when he looked inside the moving people had already stripped the apartment almost bare. In the center of the once fantastic room, now empty, where Katamoto had performed his prodigies of work, stood a young Japanese, an acquaintance of the sculptor, whom George had seen there several times before. He was supervising the removal of the last furnishings.


  The young Japanese looked up quickly, politely, with a toothy grin of frozen courtesy as George came in. He did not speak until George asked him how Mr. Katamoto was. And then, with the same toothy, frozen grin upon his face, the same impenetrable courtesy, he said that Mr. Katamoto was dead.


  George was shocked, and stood there for a moment, knowing there was nothing more to say, and yet feeling somehow, as people always feel on these occasions, that there was something that he ought to say. He looked at the young Japanese and started to speak, and found himself looking into the inscrutable, polite, untelling eyes of Asia.


  So he said nothing more. He just thanked the young man and went out.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 4

  SOME THINGS WILL NEVER CHANGE


  Out of his front windows George could see nothing except the somber bulk of the warehouse across the street. It was an old building, with a bleak and ugly front of rusty, indurated brown and a harsh webbing of fire escapes, and across the whole width of the façade stretched a battered wooden sign on which, in faded letters, one could make out the name—“The Security Distributing Corp.” George did not know what a distributing corporation was, but every day since he had come into this street to live, enormous motor vans had driven up before this dingy building and had backed snugly against the worn plankings of the loading platform, which ended with a sharp, sheared emptiness four feet above the sidewalk. The drivers and their helpers would leap from their seats, and instantly the quiet depths of the old building would burst into a furious energy of work, and the air would be filled with harsh cries:


  “Back it up, deh! Back it up! Cuh-mahn! Cuh-mahn! Givvus a hand, youse guys! Hey-y! You!”


  They looked at one another with hard faces of smiling derision, quietly saying “Jesus!” out of the corners of their mouths. Surly, they stood upon their rights, defending truculently the narrow frontier of their duty:


  “Wadda I care where it goes! Dat’s yoeh lookout! Wat t’hell’s it got to do wit me?”


  They worked with speed and power and splendid aptness, furiously, unamiably, with high, exacerbated voices, spurred and goaded by their harsh unrest.


  The city was their stony-hearted mother, and from her breast they had drawn a bitter nurture. Born to brick and asphalt, to crowded tenements and swarming streets, stunned into sleep as children beneath the sudden slamming racket of the elevated trains, taught to fight, to menace, and to struggle in a world of savage violence and incessant din, they had had the city’s qualities stamped into their flesh and movements, distilled through all their tissues, etched with the city’s acid into their tongue and brain and vision. Their faces were tough and seamed, the skin thick, dry, without a hue of freshness or of color. Their pulse beat with the furious rhythm of the city’s stroke: ready in an instant with a curse, metallic clangors sounded from their twisted lips, and their hearts were filled with a dark, immense, and secret pride.


  Their souls were like the asphalt visages of city streets. Each day the violent colors of a thousand new sensations swept across them, and each day all sound and sight and fury were erased from their unyielding surfaces. Ten thousand furious days had passed about them, and they had no memory. They lived like creatures born full-grown into present time, shedding the whole accumulation of the past with every breath, and all their lives were written in the passing of each actual moment.


  And they were sure and certain, forever wrong, but always confident. They had no hesitation, they confessed no ignorance or error, and they knew no doubts. They began each morning with a gibe, a shout, an oath of hard impatience, eager for the tumult of the day. At noon they sat strongly in their seats and, through fumes of oil and hot machinery, addressed their curses to the public at the tricks and strategies of cunning rivals, the tyranny of the police, the stupidity of pedestrians, and the errors of less skillful men than they. Each day they faced the perils of the streets with hearts as calm as if they were alone upon a country road. Each day, with minds untroubled, they embarked upon adventures from which the bravest men bred in the wilderness would have recoiled in terror and desolation.


  In the raw days of early spring they had worn shirts of thick black wool and leather jackets, but now, in summer, their arms were naked, tattooed, brown, and lean with the play of whipcord muscles. The power and precision with which they worked stirred in George a deep emotion of respect, and also touched him with humility. For whenever he saw it, his own life, with its conflicting desires, its uncertain projects and designs, its labors begun in hope and so often ended in incompletion, by comparison with the lives of these men who had learned to use their strength and talents perfectly, seemed faltering, blind, and baffled.


  At night, too, five times a week, the mighty vans would line up at the curb in an immense and waiting caravan. They were covered now with great tarpaulins, small green lamps were burning on each side, and the drivers, their faces faintly lit with the glowing points of cigarettes, would be talking quietly in the shadows of their huge machines. Once George had asked one of the drivers the destination of these nightly journeys, and the man had told him that they went to Philadelphia, and would return again by morning.


  The sight of these great vans at night, somber, silent, yet alive with powerful expectancy as their drivers waited for the word to start, gave George a sense of mystery and joy. These men were part of that great company who love the night, and he felt a bond of union with them. For he had always loved the night more dearly than the day, and the energies of his life had risen to their greatest strength in the secret and exultant heart of darkness.


  He knew the joys and labors of such men as these. He could see the shadowy procession of their vans lumbering through the sleeping towns, and feel the darkness, the cool fragrance of the country, on his face. He could see the drivers hunched behind the wheels, their senses all alert in the lilac dark, their eyes fixed hard upon the road to curtain off the loneliness of the land at night. And he knew the places where they stopped to eat, the little all-night lunchrooms warm with greasy light, now empty save for the dozing authority of the aproned Greek behind the counter, and now filled with the heavy shuffle of the drivers’ feet, the hard and casual intrusions of their voices.


  They came in, flung themselves upon the row of stools, and gave their orders. And as they waited, their hunger drawn into sharp focus by the male smells of boiling coffee, frying eggs and onions, and sizzling hamburgers, they took the pungent, priceless, and uncostly solace of a cigarette, lit between cupped hand and strong-seamed mouth, drawn deep and then exhaled in slow fumes from the nostrils. They poured great gobs and gluts of thick tomato ketchup on their hamburgers, tore with blackened fingers at the slabs of fragrant bread, and ate with jungle lust, thrusting at plate and cup with quick and savage gulpings.


  Oh, he was with them, of them, for them, blood brother of their joy and hunger to the last hard swallow, the last deep ease of sated bellies, the last slow coil of blue expiring from their grateful lungs. Their lives seemed glorious to him in the magic dark of summer. They swept cleanly through the night into the first light and bird song of the morning, into the morning of new joy upon the earth; and as he thought of this it seemed to him that the secret, wild, and lonely heart of man was young and living in the darkness, and could never die.


  Before him, all that summer of 1929, in the broad window of the warehouse, a man sat at a desk and looked out into the street, in a posture that never changed. George saw him there whenever he glanced across, yet he never saw him do anything but look out of the window with a fixed, abstracted stare. At first the man had been such an unobtrusive part of his surroundings that he had seemed to fade into them, and had gone almost unnoticed. Then Esther, having observed him there, pointed to him one day and said merrily:


  “There’s our friend in the Distributing Corp again! What do you suppose he distributes? I’ve never seen him do anything! Have you noticed him—hah?” she cried eagerly. “God! It’s the strangest thing I ever saw!” She laughed richly, made a shrug of bewildered protest, and, after a moment, said with serious wonder: “Isn’t it queer? What do you suppose a man like that can do? What do you suppose he’s thinking of?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” George said indifferently. “Of nothing, I suppose.”


  Then they forgot the man and turned to talk of other things, yet from that moment the man’s singular presence was pricked out in George’s mind and he began to watch him with hypnotic fascination, puzzled by the mystery of his immobility and his stare.


  And after that, as soon as Esther came in every day, she would glance across the street and cry out in a jolly voice which had in it the note of affectionate satisfaction and assurance that people have when they see some familiar and expected object:


  “Well, I see our old friend, The Distributing Corp, is still looking out of his window! I wonder what he’s thinking of today.”


  She would turn away, laughing. Then, for a moment, with her childlike fascination for words and rhythms, she gravely meditated their strange beat, silently framing and pronouncing with her lips a series of meaningless sounds—“Corp-Borp-Forp-Dorp-Torp”—and at length singing out in a gleeful chant, and with an air of triumphant discovery:


  “The Distributing Corp, the Distributing Corp,


  He sits all day and he does no Worp!”


  George protested that her rhyme made no sense, but she threw back her encrimsoned face and screamed with laughter.


  But after a while they stopped laughing about the man. For, obscure as his employment seemed, incredible and comical as his indolence had been when they first noticed it, there came to be something impressive, immense, and formidable in the quality of that fixed stare. Day by day, a thronging traffic of life and business passed before him in the street; day by day, the great vans came, the drivers, handlers, and packers swarmed before his eyes, filling the air with their oaths and cries, irritably intent upon their labor; but the man in the window never looked at them, never gave any sign that he heard them, never seemed to be aware of their existence—he just sat there and looked out, his eyes fixed in an abstracted stare.


  In the course of George Webber’s life, many things of no great importance in themselves had become deeply embedded in his memory, stuck there like burs in a scottie’s tail; and always they were little things which, in an instant of clear perception, had riven his heart with some poignant flash of meaning. Thus he remembered, and would remember forever, the sight of Esther’s radiant, earnest face when, unexpectedly one night, he caught sight of it as it flamed and vanished in a crowd of grey, faceless faces in Times Square. So, too, he remembered two deaf mutes he had seen talking on their fingers in a subway train; and a ringing peal of children’s laughter in a desolate street at sunset; and the waitresses in their dingy little rooms across the backyard, washing, ironing, and rewashing day after day the few adornments of their shabby finery, in endless preparations for a visitor who never came.


  And now, to his store of treasured trivia was added the memory of this man’s face—thick, white, expressionless, set in its stolid and sorrowful stare. Immutable, calm, impassive, it became for him the symbol of a kind of permanence in the rush and sweep of chaos in the city, where all things come and go and pass and are so soon forgotten. For, day after day, as he watched the man and tried to penetrate his mystery, at last it seemed to him that he had found the answer.


  And after that, in later years, whenever he remembered the man’s face, the time was fixed at the end of a day in late summer. Without violence or heat, the last rays of the sun fell on the warm brick of the building and painted it with a sad, unearthly light. In the window the man sat, always looking out. He never wavered in his gaze, his eyes were calm and sorrowful, and on his face was legible the exile of an imprisoned spirit.


  That man’s face became for him the face of Darkness and of Time. It never spoke, and yet it had a voice—a voice that seemed to have the whole earth in it. It was the voice of evening and of night, and in it were the blended tongues of all those men who have passed through the heat and fury of the day, and who now lean quietly upon the sills of evening. In it was the whole vast hush and weariness that comes upon the city at the hour of dusk, when the chaos of another day is ended, and when everything—streets, buildings, and eight million people—breathe slowly, with a tired and sorrowful joy. And in that single tongueless voice was the knowledge of all their tongues.


  “Child, child,” it said, “have patience and belief, for life is many days, and each present hour will pass away. Son, son, you have been mad and drunken, furious and wild, filled with hatred and despair, and all the dark confusions of the soul—but so have we. You found the earth too great for your one life, you found your brain and sinew smaller than the hunger and desire that fed on them—but it has been this way with all men. You have stumbled on in darkness, you have been pulled in opposite directions, you have faltered, you have missed the way—but, child, this is the chronicle of the earth. And now, because you have known madness and despair, and because you will grow desperate again before you come to evening, we who have stormed the ramparts of the furious earth and been hurled back, we who have been maddened by the unknowable and bitter mystery of love, we who have hungered after fame and savored all of life, the tumult, pain, and frenzy, and now sit quietly by our windows watching all that henceforth never more shall touch us—we call upon you to take heart, for we can swear to you that these things pass.


  “We have outlived the shift and glitter of so many fashions, we have seen so many things that come and go, so many words forgotten, so many fames that flared and were destroyed; yet we know now we are strangers whose footfalls have not left a print upon the endless streets of life. We shall not go into the dark again, nor suffer madness, nor admit despair: we have built a wall about us now. We shall not hear the clocks of time strike out on foreign air, nor wake at morning in some alien land to think of home: our wandering is over, and our hunger fed. O brother, son, and comrade, because we have lived so long and seen so much, we are content to make our own a few things now, letting millions pass.


  “Some things will never change. Some things will always be the same. Lean down your ear upon the earth, and listen.


  “The voice of forest water in the night, a woman’s laughter in the dark, the clean, hard rattle of raked gravel, the cricketing stitch of midday in hot meadows, the delicate web of children’s voices in bright air—these things will never change.


  “The glitter of sunlight on roughened water, the glory of the stars, the innocence of morning, the smell of the sea in harbors, the feathery blur and smoky buddings of young boughs, and something there that comes and goes and never can be captured, the thorn of spring, the sharp and tongueless cry—these things will always be the same.


  “All things belonging to the earth will never change—the leaf, the blade, the flower, the wind that cries and sleeps and wakes again, the trees whose stiff arms clash and tremble in the dark, and the dust of lovers long since buried in the earth—all things proceeding from the earth to seasons, all things that lapse and change and come again upon the earth—these things will always be the same, for they come up from the earth that never changes, they go back into the earth that lasts forever. Only the earth endures, but it endures forever.


  “The tarantula, the adder, and the asp will also never change. Pain and death will always be the same. But under the pavements trembling like a pulse, under the buildings trembling like a cry, under the waste of time, under the hoof of the beast above the broken bones of cities, there will be something growing like a flower, something bursting from the earth again, forever deathless, faithful, coming into life again like April.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 5

  THE HIDDEN TERROR


  He looked at the yellow envelope curiously and turned it over and over in his hand. It gave him a feeling of uneasiness and suppressed excitement to see his name through the transparent front. He was not used to receiving telegrams. Instinctively he delayed opening it because he dreaded what it might contain. Some forgotten incident in his childhood made him associate telegrams with bad news. Who could have sent it? And what could it be about? Well, open it, you fool, and find out!


  He ripped off the flap and took out the message. He read it quickly, first glancing at the signature. It was from his Uncle Mark Joyner:


  “your aunt maw died last night stop funeral thursday in libya hill stop come home if you can.”


  That was all. No explanation of what she had died of. Old age, most likely. Nothing else could have killed her. She hadn’t been sick or they would have let him know before this.


  The news shook him profoundly. But it was not grief he felt so much as a deep sense of loss, almost impersonal in its quality—a sense of loss and unbelief such as one might feel to discover suddenly that some great force in nature had ceased to operate. He couldn’t take it in. Ever since his mother had died when he was only eight years old, Aunt Maw had been the most solid and permanent fixture in his boy’s universe. She was a spinster, the older sister of his mother and of his Uncle Mark, and she had taken charge of him and brought him up with all the inflexible zeal of her puritanical nature. She had done her best to make a Joyner of him and a credit to the narrow, provincial, mountain clan to which she belonged. In this she had failed, and his defection from the ways of Joyner righteousness had caused her deep pain. He had known this for a long time; but now he realized, too, more clearly than he had ever done before, that she had never faltered in her duty to him as she saw it. As he thought about her life he felt an inexpressible pity for her, and a surge of tenderness and affection almost choked him.


  As far back as he could remember, Aunt Maw had seemed to him an ageless crone, as old as God. He could still hear her voice—that croaking monotone which had gone on and on in endless stories of her past, peopling his childhood world with the whole host of Joyners dead and buried in the hills of Zebulon in ancient days before the Civil War. And almost every tale she had told him was a chronicle of sickness, death, and sorrow. She had known about all the Joyners for the last hundred years, and whether they had died of consumption, typhoid fever, pneumonia, meningitis, or pellagra, and she had relived each incident in their lives with an air of croaking relish. From her he had gotten a picture of his mountain kinsmen that was constantly dark with the terrors of misery and sudden death, a picture made ghostly at frequent intervals by supernatural revelations. The Joyners, so she thought, had been endowed with occult powers by the Almighty, and were forever popping up on country roads and speaking to people as they passed, only to have it turn out later that they had been fifty miles away at the time. They were forever hearing voices and receiving premonitions. If a neighbor died suddenly, the Joyners would flock from miles around to sit up with the corpse, and in the flickering light of pine logs on the hearth they would talk unceasingly through the night, their droning voices punctuated by the crumbling of the ash as they told how they had received intimations of the impending death a week before it happened.


  This was the image of the Joyner world which Aunt Maw’s tireless memories had built up in the mind and spirit of the boy. And he had felt somehow that although other men would live their day and die, the Joyners were a race apart, not subject to this law. They fed on death and were triumphant over it, and the Joyners would go on forever. But now Aunt Maw, the oldest and most death-triumphant Joyner of them all, was dead. ...


  The funeral was to be on Thursday. This was Tuesday. If he took the train today, he would arrive tomorrow. He knew that all the Joyners from the hills of Zebulon County in Old Catawba would be gathering even now to hold their tribal rites of death and sorrow, and if he got there so soon he would not be able to escape the horror of their brooding talk. It would be better to wait a day and turn up just before the funeral.


  It was now early September. The new term at the School for Utility Cultures would not begin until after the middle of the month. George had not been back to Libya Hill in several years, and he thought he might remain a week or so to see the town again. But he dreaded the prospect of staying with his Joyner relatives, especially at a time like this. Then he remembered Randy Shepperton, who lived next door. Mr. and Mrs. Shepperton were both dead now, and the older girl had married and moved away. Randy had a good job in the town and lived on in the family place with his sister Margaret, who kept house for him. Perhaps they could put him up. They would understand his feelings. So he sent a telegram to Randy, asking for his hospitality, and telling what train he would arrive on.


  By the next afternoon, when George went to Pennsylvania Station to catch his train, he had recovered from the first shock of Aunt Maw’s death. The human mind is a fearful instrument of adaptation, and in nothing is this more clearly shown than in its mysterious powers of resilience, self-protection, and self-healing. Unless an event completely shatters the order of one’s life, the mind, if it has youth and health and time enough, accepts the inevitable and gets itself ready for the next happening like a grimly dutiful American tourist who, on arriving at a new town, looks around him, takes his bearings, and says, “Well, where do I go from here?” So it was with George. The prospect of the funeral filled him with dread, but that was still a day off; meanwhile he had a long train ride ahead of him, and he pushed his somber feelings into the background and allowed himself to savor freely the eager excitement which any journey by train always gave him.


  The station, as he entered it, was murmurous with the immense and distant sound of time. Great, slant beams of moted light fell ponderously athwart the station’s floor, and the calm voice of time hovered along the walls and ceiling of that mighty room, distilled out of the voices and movements of the people who swarmed beneath. It had the murmur of a distant sea, the languorous lapse and flow of waters on a beach. It was elemental, detached, indifferent to the lives of men. They contributed to it as drops of rain contribute to a river that draws its flood and movement majestically from great depths, out of purple hills at evening.


  Few buildings are vast enough to hold the sound of time, and now it seemed to George that there was a superb fitness in the fact that the one which held it better than all others should be a railroad station. For here, as nowhere else on earth, men were brought together for a moment at the beginning or end of their innumerable journeys, here one saw their greetings and farewells, here, in a single instant, one got the entire picture of the human destiny. Men came and went, they passed and vanished, and all were moving through the moments of their lives to death, all made small tickings in the sound of time—but the voice of time remained aloof and unperturbed, a drowsy and eternal murmur below the immense and distant roof.


  Each man and woman was full of his own journey. He had one way to go, one end to reach, through all the shifting complexities of the crowd. For each it was his journey, and he cared nothing about the journeys of the others. Here, as George waited, was a traveler who was afraid that he would miss his train. He was excited, his movements were feverish and abrupt, he shouted to his porter, he went to the window to buy his ticket, he had to wait in line, he fairly pranced with nervousness and kept looking at the clock. Then his wife came quickly toward him over the polished floor. When she was still some distance off, she shouted:


  “Have you got the tickets? We haven’t much time! We’ll miss the train!”


  “Don’t I know it?” he shouted back in an annoyed tone. “I’m doing the best I can!” Then he added bitterly and loudly: “We may make it if this man in front of me ever gets done buying his ticket!”


  The man in front turned on him menacingly. “Now wait a minute, wait a minute!” he said. “You’re not the only one who has to make a train, you know! I was here before you were! You’ll have to wait your turn like everybody else!”


  A quarrel now developed between them. The other travelers who were waiting for their tickets grew angry and began to mutter. The ticket agent drummed impatiently on his window and peered out at them with a sour visage. Finally some young tough down the line called out in tones of whining irritation:


  “Aw, take it outside, f’ Chris’ sake! Give the rest of us a chance! You guys are holdin’ up the line!”


  At last the man got his tickets and rushed toward his porter, hot and excited. The Negro waited suave and smiling, full of easy reassurance:


  “You folks don’t need to hurry now. You got lotsa time to make that train. It ain’t goin’ away without you.”


  Who were these travelers for whom time lay coiled in delicate twists of blue steel wire in each man’s pocket? Here were a few of them: a homesick nigger going back to Georgia; a rich young man from an estate on the Hudson who was going to visit his mother in Washington; a district superintendent, and three of his agents, of a farm machinery company, who had been attending a convention of district leaders in the city; the president of a bank in an Old Catawba town which was tottering on the edge of ruin, who had come desperately, accompanied by two local politicians, to petition New York bankers for a loan; a Greek with tan shoes, a cardboard valise, a swarthy face, and eyes glittering with mistrust, who had peered in through the ticket seller’s window, saying: “How mucha you want to go to Pittsburgh, eh?”; an effeminate young man from one of the city universities who was going to make his weekly lecture on the arts of the theatre to a club of ladies in Trenton, New Jersey; a lady poetess from a town in Indiana who had been to New York for her yearly spree of “bohemianism”; a prize fighter and his manager on their way to a fight in St. Louis; some Princeton boys just back from a summer in Europe, on their way home for a short visit before returning to college; a private soldier in the United States army, with the cheap, tough, and slovenly appearance of a private soldier in the United States army; the president of a state university in the Middle West who had just made an eloquent appeal for funds to the New York alumni; a young married couple from Mississippi, with everything new—new clothes, new baggage—and a shy, hostile, and bewildered look; two little Filipinos, brown as berries and with the delicate bones of birds, dressed with the foppish perfection of manikins; women from the suburban towns of New Jersey who had come to the city to shop; women and girls from small towns in the South and West, who had come for holidays, sprees, or visits; the managers and agents of clothing stores in little towns all over the country who had come to the city to buy new styles and fashions; New Yorkers of a certain class, flashily dressed, sensual, and with a high, hard finish, knowing and assured, on their way to vacations in Atlantic City; jaded, faded, bedraggled women, scolding and jerking viciously at the puny arms of dirty children; swarthy, scowling, and dominant-looking Italian men with their dark, greasy, and flabby-looking women, sullen but submissive both to lust and beatings; and smartly-dressed American women, obedient to neither bed nor whip, who had assertive, harsh voices, bold glances, and the good figures but not the living curves, either of body or of spirit, of love, lust, tenderness, or any female fullness of the earth whatever.


  There were all sorts and conditions of men and travelers: poor people with the hard, sterile faces of all New Jerseys of the flesh and spirit; shabby and beaten-looking devils with cheap suitcases containing a tie, a collar, and a shirt, who had a look of having dropped forever off of passing trains into the dirty cinders of new towns and the hope of some new fortune; the shabby floaters and drifters of the nation; suave, wealthy, and experienced people who had been too far, too often, on too many costly trains and ships, and who never looked out of windows any more; old men and women from the country on first visits to their children in the city, who looked about them constantly and suspiciously with the quick eyes of birds and animals, alert, mistrustful, and afraid. There were people who saw everything, and people who saw nothing; people who were weary, sullen, sour, and people who laughed, shouted, and were exultant with the thrill of the voyage; people who thrust and jostled, and people who stood quietly and watched and waited; people with amused, superior looks, and people who glared and bristled pugnaciously. Young, old, rich, poor, Jews, Gentiles, Negroes, Italians, Greeks, Americans—they were all there in the station, their infinitely varied destinies suddenly harmonized and given a moment of intense and somber meaning as they were gathered into the murmurous, all-taking unity of time.


  George had a berth in car K19. It was not really different in any respect from any other pullman car, yet for George it had a very special quality and meaning. For every day K19 bound together two points upon the continent—the great city and the small town of Libya Hill where he had been born, eight hundred miles away. It left New York at one thirty-five each afternoon, and it arrived in Libya Hill at eleven twenty the next morning.


  The moment he entered the pullman he was transported instantly from the vast allness of general humanity in the station into the familiar geography of his home town. One might have been away for years and never have seen an old familiar face; one might have wandered to the far ends of the earth; one might have got with child a mandrake root, or heard mermaids singing, or known the words and music of what songs the Sirens sang; one might have lived and worked alone for ages in the canyons of Manhattan until the very memory of home was lost and far as in a dream: yet the moment that he entered K19 it all came back again, his feet touched earth, and he was home.


  It was uncanny. And what was most wonderful and mysterious about it was that one could come here to this appointed meeting each day at thirty-five minutes after one o’clock, one could come here through the humming traffic of the city to the gigantic portals of the mighty station, one could walk through the concourse forever swarming with its bustle of arrival and departure, one could traverse the great expanses of the station, peopled with Everybody and haunted by the voice of time—and then, down those steep stairs, there in the tunnel’s depth, underneath this hivelike universe of life, waiting in its proper place, no whit different outwardly from all its other grimy brethren, was K19.


  The beaming porter took his bag with a cheerful greeting:


  “Yes, suh, Mistah Webbah! Glad to see you, suh! Comin’ down to see de folks?”


  And as they made their way down the green aisle to his seat, George told him that he was going home to his aunt’s funeral. Instantly the Negro’s smile was blotted out, and his face took on an expression of deep solemnity and respect.


  “I’se sorry to hear dat, Mistah Webbah,” he said, shaking his head. “Yes, suh, I’se pow’ful sorry to hear you say dat.”


  Even before these words were out of mind, another voice from the seat behind was raised in greeting, and George did not have to turn to know who it was. It was Sol Isaacs, of The Toggery, and George knew that he had been up to the city on a buying trip, a pilgrimage that he made four times a year. Somehow the knowledge of this commercial punctuality warmed the young man’s heart, as did the friendly beak-nosed face, the gaudy shirt, the bright necktie, and the dapper smartness of the light grey suit—for Sol was what is known as “a snappy dresser.”


  George looked around him now to see if there were any others that he knew. Yes, there was the tall, spare, brittle, sandy-complexioned figure of the banker, Jarvis Riggs, and on the seat opposite, engaged in conversation with him, were two other local dignitaries. He recognized the round-featured, weak amiability of the Mayor, Baxter Kennedy; and, sprawled beside him, his long, heavy shanks thrust out into the aisle, the bald crown of his head with its tonsured fringe of black hair thrown back against the top of the seat, his loose-jowled face hanging heavy as he talked, was the large, well-oiled beefiness of Parson Flack, who manipulated the politics of Libya Hill and was called “Parson” because he never missed a prayer meeting at the Campbellite Church. They were talking earnestly and loudly, and George could overhear fragments of their conversation:


  “Market Street—oh, give me Market Street any day!”


  “Gay Rudd is asking two thousand a front foot for his. He’ll get it, too. I wouldn’t take a cent less than twenty-five, and I’m not selling anyway.”


  “You mark my word, she’ll go to three before another year is out! And that’s not all! That’s only the beginning!”


  Could this be Libya Hill that they were talking about? It didn’t sound at all like the sleepy little mountain town he had known all his life. He rose from his seat and went over to the group.


  “Why, hello, Webber! Hello, son!” Parson Flack screwed up his face into something that was meant for an ingratiating smile and showed his big yellow teeth. “Glad to see you. How are you, son?”


  George shook hands all around and stood beside them a moment.


  “We heard you speaking to the porter when you came in,” said the Mayor, with a look of solemn commiseration on his weak face. “Sorry, son. We didn’t know about it. We’ve been away a week. Happen suddenly? ... Yes, yes, of course. Well, your aunt was pretty old. Got to expect that sort of thing at her time of life. She was a good woman, a good woman. Sorry, son, that such a sad occasion brings you home.”


  There was a short silence after this, as if the others wished it understood that the Mayor had voiced their sentiments, too. Then, this mark of respect to the dead being accomplished, Jarvis Riggs spoke up heartily:


  “You ought to stay around a while, Webber. You wouldn’t know the town. Things are booming down our way. Why, only the other day Mack Judson paid three hundred thousand for the Draper Block. The building is a dump, of course—what he paid for was the land. That’s five thousand a foot. Pretty good for Libya Hill, eh? The Reeves estate has bought up all the land on Parker Street below Parker Hill. They’re going to build the whole thing up with business property. That’s the way it is all over town. Within a few years Libya Hill is going to be the largest and most beautiful city in the state. You mark my words.”


  “Yes,” agreed Parson Flack, nodding his head ponderously, knowingly, “and I hear they’ve been trying to buy your uncle’s property on South Main Street, there at the corner of the Square. A syndicate wants to tear down the hardware store and put up a big hotel. Your uncle wouldn’t sell. He’s smart.”


  George returned to his seat feeling confused and bewildered. He was going back home for the first time in several years, and he wanted to see the town as he remembered it. Evidently he would find it considerably changed. But what was this that was happening to it? He couldn’t make it out. It disturbed him vaguely, as one is always disturbed and shaken by the sudden realization of Time’s changes in something that one has known all one’s life.


  The train had hurtled like a projectile through its tube beneath the Hudson River to emerge in the dazzling sunlight of a September afternoon, and now it was racing across the flat desolation of the Jersey meadows. George sat by the window and saw the smoldering dumps, the bogs, the blackened factories slide past, and felt that one of the most wonderful things in the world is the experience of being on a train. It is so different from watching a train go by. To anyone outside, a speeding train is a thunderbolt of driving rods, a hot hiss of steam, a blurred flash of coaches, a wall of movement and of noise, a shriek, a wail, and then just emptiness and absence, with a feeling of “There goes everybody!” without knowing who anybody is. And all of a sudden the watcher feels the vastness and loneliness of America, and the nothingness of all those little lives hurled past upon the immensity of the continent. But if one is inside the train, everything is different. The train itself is a miracle of man’s handiwork, and everything about it is eloquent of human purpose and direction. One feels the brakes go on when the train is coming to a river, and one knows that the old gloved hand of cunning is at the throttle. One’s own sense of manhood and of mastery is heightened by being on a train. And all the other people, how real they are! One sees the fat black porter with his ivory teeth and the great swollen gland on the back of his neck, and one warms with friendship for him. One looks at all the pretty girls with a sharpened eye and an awakened pulse. One observes all the other passengers with lively interest, and feels that he has known them forever. In the morning most of them will be gone out of his life; some will drop out silently at night through the dark, drugged snoring of the sleepers; but now all are caught upon the wing and held for a moment in the peculiar intimacy of this pullman car which has become their common home for a night.


  Two traveling salesmen have struck up a chance acquaintance in the smoking room, entering immediately the vast confraternity of their trade, and in a moment they are laying out the continent as familiarly as if it were their own backyard. They tell about running into So-and-So in St. Paul last July, and——


  “Who do you suppose I met coming out of Brown’s Hotel in Denver just a week ago?”


  “You don’t mean it! I haven’t seen old Joe in years!”


  “And Jim Withers—they’ve transferred him to the Atlanta office!”


  “Going to New Orleans?”


  “No, I’ll not make it this trip. I was there in May.”


  With such talk as this one grows instantly familiar. One enters naturally into the lives of all these people, caught here for just a night and hurtled down together across the continent at sixty miles an hour, and one becomes a member of the whole huge family of the earth.


  Perhaps this is our strange and haunting paradox here in America—that we are fixed and certain only when we are in movement. At any rate, that is how it seemed to young George Webber, who was never so assured of his purpose as when he was going somewhere on a train. And he never had the sense of home so much as when he felt that he was going there. It was only when he got there that his homelessness began.


  At the far end of the car a man stood up and started back down the aisle toward the washroom. He walked with a slight limp and leaned upon a cane, and with his free hand he held onto the backs of the seats to brace himself against the lurching of the train. As he came abreast of George, who sat there gazing out the window, the man stopped abruptly. A strong, good-natured voice, warm, easy, bantering, unafraid, unchanged—exactly as it was when it was fourteen years of age—broke like a flood of living light upon his consciousness:


  “Well I’ll be dogged! Hi, there, Monkus! Where you goin’?”


  At the sound of the old jesting nickname George looked up quickly. It was Nebraska Crane. The square, freckled, sunburned visage had the same humorous friendliness it had always had, and the tar-black Cherokee eyes looked out with the same straight, deadly fearlessness. The big brown paw came out and they clasped each other firmly. And, instantly, it was like coming home to a strong and friendly place. In another moment they were seated together, talking with the familiarity of people whom no gulf of years and distance could alter or separate.


  George had seen Nebraska Crane only once in all the years since he himself had first left Libya Hill and gone away to college. But he had not lost sight of him. Nobody had lost sight of Nebraska Crane. That wiry, fearless little figure of the Cherokee boy who used to come down the hill on Locust Street with the bat slung over his shoulder and the well-oiled fielder’s mitt protruding from his hip pocket had been prophetic of a greater destiny, for Nebraska had become a professional baseball player, he had crashed into the big leagues, and his name had been emblazoned in the papers every day.


  The newspapers had had a lot to do with his seeing Nebraska that other time. It was in August 1925, just after George had returned to New York from his first trip abroad. That very night, in fact, a little before midnight, as he was seated in a Childs Restaurant with smoking wheatcakes, coffee, and an ink-fresh copy of next morning’s Herald-Tribune before him, the headline jumped out at him: “Crane Slams Another Homer.” He read the account of the game eagerly, and felt a strong desire to see Nebraska again and to get back in his blood once more the honest tang of America. Acting on a sudden impulse, he decided to call him up. Sure enough, his name was in the book, with an address way up in the Bronx. He gave the number and waited. A man’s voice answered the phone, but at first he didn’t recognize it.


  “Hello! ... Hello! ... Is Mr. Crane there? ... Is that you, Bras?”


  “Hello.” Nebraska’s voice was hesitant, slow, a little hostile, touched with the caution and suspicion of mountain people when speaking to a stranger. “Who is that? ... Who? ... Is that you, Monk?”—suddenly and quickly, as he recognized who it was. “Well I’ll be dogged!” he cried. His tone was delighted, astounded, warm with friendly greeting now, and had the somewhat high and faintly howling quality that mountain people’s voices often have when they are talking to someone over the telephone: the tone was full, sonorous, countrified, and a little puzzled, as if he were yelling to someone on an adjoining mountain peak on a gusty day in autumn when the wind was thrashing through the trees. “Where’d you come from? How the hell are you, boy?” he yelled before George could answer. “Where you been all this time, anyway?”


  “I’ve been in Europe. I just got back this morning.”


  “Well I’ll be dogged!”—still astounded, delighted, full of howling friendliness. “When am I gonna see you? How about comin’ to the game tomorrow? I’ll fix you up. And say,” he went on rapidly, “if you can stick aroun’ after the game, I’ll take you home to meet the wife and kid. How about it?”


  So it was agreed. George went to the game and saw Nebraska knock another home run, but he remembered best what happened afterwards. When the player had had his shower and had dressed, the two friends left the ball park, and as they went out a crowd of young boys who had been waiting at the gate rushed upon them. They were those dark-faced, dark-eyed, dark-haired little urchins who spring up like dragon seed from the grim pavements of New York, but in whose tough little faces and raucous voices there still remains, curiously, the innocence and faith of children everywhere.


  “It’s Bras!” the children cried. “Hi, Bras! Hey, Bras!” In a moment they were pressing round him in a swarming horde, deafening the ears with their shrill cries, begging, shouting, tugging at his sleeves, doing everything they could to attract his attention, holding dirty little scraps of paper toward him, stubs of pencils, battered little notebooks, asking him to sign his autograph.


  He behaved with the spontaneous warmth and kindliness of his character. He scrawled his name out rapidly on a dozen grimy bits of paper, skillfully working his way along through the yelling, pushing, jumping group, and all the time keeping up a rapid fire of banter, badinage, and good-natured reproof:


  “All right—give it here, then! ... Why don’t you fellahs pick on somebody else once in a while? ... Say, boy!” he said suddenly, turning to look down at one unfortunate child, and pointing an accusing finger at him—“What you doin’ aroun’ here again today? I signed my name fer you at least a dozen times!”


  “No sir, Misteh Crane!” the urchin earnestly replied. “Honest—not me!”


  “Ain’t that right?” Nebraska said, appealing to the other children. “Don’t this boy keep comin’ back here every day?”


  They grinned, delighted at the chagrin of their fellow petitioner. “Dat’s right, Misteh Crane! Dat guy’s got a whole book wit’ nuttin’ but yoeh name in it!”


  “Ah-h!” the victim cried, and turned upon his betrayers bitterly. “What youse guys tryin’ to do—get wise or somep’n? Honest, Misteh Crane!”—he looked up earnestly again at Nebraska—“Don’t believe ’em! I jest want yoeh ottygraph! Please, Misteh Crane, it’ll only take a minute!”


  For a moment more Nebraska stood looking down at the child with an expression of mock sternness; at last he took the outstretched notebook, rapidly scratched his name across a page, and handed it back. And as he did so, he put his big paw on the urchin’s head and gave it a clumsy pat; then, gently and playfully, he shoved it from him, and walked off down the street.


  The apartment where Nebraska lived was like a hundred thousand others in the Bronx. The ugly yellow brick building had a false front, with meaningless little turrets at the corners of the roof, and a general air of spurious luxury about it. The rooms were rather small and cramped, and were made even more so by the heavy, overstuffed Grand Rapids furniture. The walls of the living room, painted a mottled, rusty cream, were bare except for a couple of sentimental colored prints, while the place of honor over the mantel was reserved for an enlarged and garishly tinted photograph of Nebraska’s little son at the age of two, looking straight and solemnly out at all comers from a gilded oval frame.


  Myrtle, Nebraska’s wife, was small and plump, and pretty in a doll-like way. Her corn-silk hair was frizzled in a halo about her face, and her chubby features were heavily accented by rouge and lipstick. But she was simple and natural in her talk and bearing, and George liked her at once. She welcomed him with a warm and friendly smile and said she had heard a lot about him.


  They all sat down. The child, who was three or four years old by this time, and who had been shy, holding onto his mother’s dress and peeping out from behind her, now ran across the room to his father and began climbing all over him. Nebraska and Myrtle asked George a lot of questions about himself, what he had been doing, where he had been, and especially what countries he had visited in Europe. They seemed to think of Europe as a place so far away that anyone who had actually been there was touched with an unbelievable aura of strangeness and romance.


  “Whereall did you go over there, anyway?” asked Nebraska.


  “Oh, everywhere, Bras,” George said—“France, England, Holland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Italy—all over the place.”


  “Well I’ll be dogged!”—in frank astonishment. “You sure do git aroun’, don’t you?”


  “Not the way you do, Bras. You’re traveling most of the time.”


  “Who—me? Oh, hell, I don’t git anywhere—just the same ole places. Chicago, St. Looie, Philly—I seen ’em all so often I could find my way blindfolded!” He waved them aside with a gesture of his hand. Then, suddenly, he looked at George as though he were just seeing him for the first time, and he reached over and slapped him on the knee and exclaimed: “Well I’ll be dogged! How you doin’, anyway, Monkus?”


  “Oh, can’t complain. How about you? But I don’t need to ask that. I’ve been reading all about you in the papers.”


  “Yes, Monkus,” he said. “I been havin’ a good year. But, boy!”—he shook his head suddenly and grinned—“Do the ole dogs feel it!”


  He was silent a moment, then he went on quietly:


  “I been up here since 1919—that’s seven years, and it’s a long time in this game. Not many of ’em stay much longer. When you been shaggin’ flies as long as that you may lose count, but you don’t need to count—your legs’ll tell you.”


  “But, good Lord, Bras, you’re all right! Why, the way you got around out there today you looked like a colt!”


  “Yeah,” Nebraska said, “maybe I looked like a colt, but I felt like a plough horse.” He fell silent again, then he tapped his friend gently on the knee with his brown hand and said abruptly: “No, Monkus. When you been in this business as long as I have, you know it.”


  “Oh, come on, Bras, quit your kidding!” said George, remembering that the player was only two years older than himself. “You’re still a young man. Why, you’re only twenty-seven!”


  “Sure, sure,” Nebraska answered quietly. “But it’s like I say. You cain’t stay in this business much longer than I have. Of course, Cobb an’ Speaker an’ a few like that—they was up here a long time. But eight years is about the average, an’ I been here seven already. So if I can hang on a few years more, I won’t have no kick to make. ... Hell!” he said in a moment, with the old hearty ring in his voice, “I ain’t got no kick to make, no-way. If I got my release tomorrow, I’d still feel I done all right. ... Ain’t that so, Buzz?” he cried genially to the child, who had settled down on his knee, at the same time seizing the boy and cradling him comfortably in his strong arm. “Ole Bras has done all right, ain’t he?”


  “That’s the way me an’ Bras feel about it,” remarked Myrtle, who during this conversation had been rocking back and forth, placidly ruminating on a wad of gum. “Along there last year it looked once or twice as if Bras might git traded. He said to me one day before the game, ‘Well, ole lady, if I don’t git some hits today somethin’ tells me you an’ me is goin’ to take a trip.’ So I says, ‘Trip where?’ An’ he says, ‘I don’t know, but they’re goin’ to sell me down the river if I don’t git goin’, an’ somethin’ tells me it’s now or never!’ So I just looks at him,” continued Myrtle placidly, “an’ I says, ‘Well, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to come today or not?’ You know, gener’ly, Bras won’t let me come when he ain’t hittin’—he says it’s bad luck. But he just looks at me a minute, an’ I can see him sort of studyin’ it over, an’ all of a sudden he makes up his mind an’ says, ‘Yes, come on if you want to; I couldn’t have no more bad luck than I been havin’, no-way, an’ maybe it’s come time fer things to change, so you come on.’ Well, I went—an’ I don’t know whether I brought him luck or not, but somethin’ did,” said Myrtle, rocking in her chair complacently.


  “Dogged if she didn’t!” Nebraska chuckled. “I got three hits out of four times up that day, an’ two of ’em was home runs!”


  “Yeah,” Myrtle agreed, “an’ that Philadelphia fast-ball thrower was throwin’ ’em, too.”


  “He sure was!” said Nebraska.


  “I know,” went on Myrtle, chewing placidly, “because I heard some of the boys say later that it was like he was throwin’ ’em up there from out of the bleachers, with all them men in shirt-sleeves right behind him, an’ the boys said half the time they couldn’t even see the ball. But Bras must of saw it—or been lucky—because he hit two home runs off of him, an’ that pitcher didn’t like it, either. The second one Bras got, he went stompin’ an’ tearin’ around out there like a wild bull. He sure did look mad,” said Myrtle in her customary placid tone.


  “Maddest man I ever seen!” Nebraska cried delightedly. “I thought he was goin’ to dig a hole plumb through to China. ... But that’s the way it was. She’s right about it. That was the day I got goin’. I know one of the boys said to me later, ‘Bras,’ he says, ‘we all thought you was goin’ to take a ride, but you sure dug in, didn’t you?’ That’s the way it is in this game. I seen Babe Ruth go fer weeks when he couldn’t hit a balloon, an’ all of a sudden he lams into it. Seems like he just cain’t miss from then on.”


  All this had happened four years ago. Now the two friends had met again, and were seated side by side in the speeding train, talking and catching up on one another. When George explained the reason for his going home, Nebraska turned to him with open-mouthed astonishment, genuine concern written in the frown upon his brown and homely face.


  “Well, what d’you know about that!” he said. “I sure am sorry, Monk.” He was silent while he thought about it, and embarrassed, not knowing what to say. Then, after a moment: “Gee!”—he shook his head—“your aunt was one swell cook! I never will fergit it! Remember how she used to feed us kids—every danged one of us in the whole neighborhood?” He paused, then grinned up shyly at his friend: “I sure wish I had a fistful of them good ole cookies of hers right this minute!”


  Nebraska’s right ankle was taped and bandaged; a heavy cane rested between his knees. George asked him what had happened.


  “I pulled a tendon,” Nebraska said, “an’ got laid off. So I thought I might as well run down an’ see the folks. Myrtle, she couldn’t come—the kid’s got to git ready fer school.”


  “How are they?” George asked.


  “Oh, fine, fine. All wool an’ a yard wide, both of ’em!” He was silent for a moment, then he looked at his friend with a tolerant Cherokee grin and said: “But I’m crackin’ up, Monkus. Guess I cain’t stan’ the gaff much more.”


  Nebraska was only thirty-one now, and George was incredulous. Nebraska smiled good-naturedly again:


  “That’s an ole man in baseball, Monk. I went up when I was twenty-one. I been aroun’ a long time.”


  The quiet resignation of the player touched his friend with sadness. It was hard and painful for him to face the fact that this strong and fearless creature, who had stood in his life always for courage and for victory, should now be speaking with such ready acceptance of defeat.


  “But, Bras,” he protested, “you’ve been hitting just as well this season as you ever did! I’ve read about you in the papers, and the reporters have all said the same thing.”


  “Oh, I can still hit ’em,” Nebraska quietly agreed. “It ain’t the hittin’ that bothers me. That’s the last thing you lose, anyway. Leastways, it’s goin’ to be that way with me, an’ I talked to other fellahs who said it was that way with them.” After a pause he went on in a low tone: “If this ole leg heals up in time, I’ll go on back an’ git in the game again an’ finish out the season. An’ if I’m lucky, maybe they’ll keep me on a couple more years, because they know I can still hit. But, hell,” he added quietly, “they know I’m through. They already got me all tied up with string.”


  As Nebraska talked, George saw that the Cherokee in him was the same now as it had been when he was a boy. His cheerful fatalism had always been the source of his great strength and courage. That was why he had never been afraid of anything, not even death. But, seeing the look of regret on George’s face, Nebraska smiled again and went on lightly:


  “That’s the way it is, Monk. You’re good up there as long as you’re good. After that they sell you down the river. Hell, I ain’t kickin’. I been lucky. I had ten years of it already, an’ that’s more than most. An’ I been in three World’s Serious. If I can hold on fer another year or two—if they don’t let me go or trade me—I think maybe we’ll be in again. Me an’ Myrtle has figgered it all out. I had to help her people some, an’ I bought a farm fer Mama an’ the Ole Man—that’s where they always wanted to be. An’ I got three hundred acres of my own in Zebulon—all paid fer, too!—an’ if I git a good price this year fer my tobacco, I stan’ to clear two thousand dollars. So if I can git two years more in the League an’ one more good World’s Serious, why—” he turned his square face toward his friend and grinned his brown and freckled grin, just as he used to as a boy—“we’ll be all set.”


  “And—you mean you’ll be satisfied?”


  “Huh? Satisfied?” Nebraska turned to him with a puzzled look. “How do you mean?”


  “I mean after all you’ve seen and done, Bras—the big cities and the crowds, and all the people shouting—and the newspapers, and the headlines, and the World’s Series—and—and—the first of March, and St. Petersburg, and meeting all the fellows again, and spring training——”


  Nebraska groaned.


  “Why, what’s the matter?”


  “Spring trainin’.”


  “You mean you don’t like it?”


  “Like it! Them first three weeks is just plain hell. It ain’t bad when you’re a kid. You don’t put on much weight durin’ the winter, an’ when you come down in the spring it only takes a few days to loosen up an’ git the kinks out. In two weeks’ time you’re loose as ashes. But wait till you been aroun’ as long as I have!” He laughed loudly and shook his head. “Boy! The first time you go after a grounder you can hear your joints creak. After a while you begin to limber up—you work into it an’ git the soreness out of your muscles. By the time the season starts, along in April, you feel pretty good. By May you’re goin’ like a house a-fire, an’ you tell yourself you’re good as you ever was. You’re still goin’ strong along in June. An’ then you hit July, an’ you git them double-headers in St. Looie! Boy, oh boy!” Again he shook his head and laughed, baring big square teeth. “Monkus,” he said quietly, turning to his companion, and now his face was serious and he had his black Indian look—“you ever been in St. Looie in July?”


  “No.”


  “All right, then,” he said very softly and scornfully. “An’ you ain’t played ball there in July. You come up to bat with sweat bustin’ from your ears. You step up an’ look out there to where the pitcher ought to be, an’ you see four of him. The crowd in the bleachers is out there roastin’ in their shirt-sleeves, an’ when the pitcher throws the ball it just comes from nowheres—it comes right out of all them shirt-sleeves in the bleachers. It’s on top of you before you know it. Well, anyway, you dig in an’ git a toe-hold, take your cut, an’ maybe you connect. You straighten out a fast one. It’s good fer two bases if you hustle. In the old days you could’ve made it standin’ up. But now—boy!” He shook his head slowly. “You cain’t tell me nothin’ about that ball park in St. Looie in July! They got it all growed out in grass in April, but after July first—” he gave a short laugh—“hell!—it’s paved with concrete! An’ when you git to first, them dogs is sayin’, ‘Boy, let’s stay here!’ But you gotta keep on goin’—you know the manager is watchin’ you—you’re gonna ketch hell if you don’t take that extra base, it may mean the game. An’ the boys up in the press box, they got their eyes glued on you, too—they’ve begun to say old Crane is playin’ on a dime—an’ you’re thinkin’ about next year an’ maybe gittin’ in another Serious—an’ you hope to God you don’t git traded to St. Looie. So you take it on the lam, you slide into second like the Twentieth Century comin’ into the Chicago yards—an’ when you git up an’ feel yourself all over to see if any of your parts is missin’, you gotta listen to one of that second baseman’s wisecracks: ‘What’s the hurry, Bras? Afraid you’ll be late fer the Veterans’ Reunion?’”


  “I begin to see what you mean, all right,” said George.


  “See what I mean? Why, say! One day this season I ast one of the boys what month it was, an’ when he told me it was just the middle of July, I says to him: ‘July, hell! If it ain’t September I’ll eat your hat!’ ‘Go ahead, then,’ he says, ‘an’ eat it, because it ain’t September, Bras—it’s July.’ ‘Well,’ I says, ‘they must he [be] havin’ sixty days a month this year—it’s the longest damn July I ever felt!’ An’ lemme tell you, I didn’t miss it fer, either—I’ll be dogged if I did! When you git old in this business, it may be only July, but you think it’s September.” He was silent for a moment. “But they’ll keep you in there, gener’ly, as long as you can hit. If you can smack that ole apple, they’ll send you out there if they’ve got to use glue to keep you from fallin’ apart. So maybe I’ll git in another year or two if I’m lucky. So long’s I can hit ’em, maybe they’ll keep sendin’ me out there till all the other players has to grunt every time ole Bras goes after a ground ball!” He laughed. “I ain’t that bad yet, but soon’s I am, I’m through.”


  “You won’t mind it, then, when you have to quit?”


  He didn’t answer at once. He sat there looking out the window at the factory-blighted landscape of New Jersey. Then he laughed a little wearily:


  “Boy, this may be a ride on the train to you, but to me—say!—I covered this stretch so often that I can tell you what telephone post we’re passin’ without even lookin’ out the window. Why, hell yes!”—he laughed loudly now, in the old infectious way—“I used to have ’em numbered—now I got ’em named!”


  “And you think you can get used to spending all your time out on the farm in Zebulon?”


  “Git used to it?” In Nebraska’s voice there was now the same note of scornful protest that it had when he was a boy, and for a moment he turned and looked at his friend with an expression of astonished disgust. “Why, what are you talkin’ about? That’s the greatest life in the world!”


  “And your father? How is he, Bras?”


  The player grinned and shook his head: “Oh, the Ole Man’s happy as a possum. He’s doin’ what he wanted to do all his life.”


  “And is he well?”


  “If he felt any better he’d have to go to bed. Strong as a bull,” said Nebraska proudly. “He could wrastle a bear right now an’ bite his nose off! Why, hell yes!” the player went on with an air of conviction—“he could take any two men I know today an’ throw ’em over his shoulder!”


  “Bras, do you remember when you and I were kids and your father was on the police force, how he used to wrestle all those professionals that came to town? There were some good ones, too!”


  “You’re damn right there was!” said the player, nodding his head. “Tom Anderson, who used to be South Atlantic champion, an’ that fellah Petersen—do you remember him?”


  “Sure. They called him the Bone-Crushing Swede—he used to come there all the time.”


  “Yeah, that’s him. He used to wrastle all over the country—he was way up there, one of the best in the business. The Ole Man wrastled him three times, an’ throwed him once, too!”


  “And that big fellow they called the Strangler Turk——”


  “Yeah, an’ he was good, too! Only he wasn’t no Turk—he only called hisself one. The Ole Man told me he was some kind of Polack or Bohunk from the steel mills out in Pennsylvania, an[’] that’s how he got so strong.”


  “And the Jersey Giant——”


  [“]Yeah——”


  “And Cyclone Finnegan——”


  [“]Yeah——”


  “And Bull Dakota—and Texas Jim Ryan—and the Masked Marvel? Do you remember the Masked Marvel?”


  “Yeah—only there was a whole lot of them—guys cruisin’ all over the country callin’ theirselves the Masked Marvel. The Ole Man wrastled two of ’em. Only the real Masked Marvel never came to town. The Ole Man told me there was a real Masked Marvel, but he was too damn good, I guess, to come to Libya Hill.”


  “Do you remember the night, Bras, up at the old City Auditorium, when your father was wrestling one of these Masked Marvels, and we were there in the front row rooting for him, and he got a strangle hold on this fellow with the mask, and the mask came off—and the fellow wasn’t the Masked Marvel at all, but only that Greek who used to work all night at the Bijou Café for Ladies and Gents down by the depot?”


  “Yeah—haw-haw!” Nebraska threw back his head and laughed loudly. “I’d clean fergot that damn Greek, but that’s who it was! The whole crowd hollered frame-up an’ tried to git their money back.—I’ll swear, Monk! I’m glad to see you!” He put his big brown hand on his companion’s knee. “It don’t seem no time, does it? It all comes back!”


  “Yes, Bras—” for a moment George looked out at the flashing landscape with a feeling of sadness and wonder in his heart—“it all comes back.”


  George sat by the window and watched the stifled land stroke past him. It was unseasonably hot for September, there had been no rain for weeks, and all afternoon the contours of the eastern seaboard faded away into the weary hazes of the heat. The soil was parched and dusty, and under a glazed and burning sky coarse yellow grasses and the withered stalks of weeds simmered and flashed beside the tracks. The whole continent seemed to be gasping for its breath. In the hot green depths of the train a powder of fine cinders beat in through the meshes of the screens, and during the pauses at stations the little fans at both ends of the car hummed monotonously, with a sound that seemed to be the voice of the heat itself. During these intervals when the train stood still, enormous engines steamed slowly by on adjacent tracks, or stood panting, passive as great cats, and their engineers wiped wads of blackened waste across their grimy faces, while the passengers fanned feebly with sheaves of languid paper or sat in soaked and sweltering dejection.


  For a long time George sat alone beside his window. His eyes took in every detail of the changing scene, but his thoughts were turned inward, absorbed in recollections which his meeting with Nebraska Crane had brought alive again. The great train pounded down across New Jersey, across Pennsylvania, across the tip of Delaware, and into Maryland. The unfolding panorama of the land was itself like a sequence on the scroll of time. George felt lost and a little sick. His talk with his boyhood friend had driven him back across the years. The changes in Nebraska and his quiet acceptance of defeat had added an undertone of sadness to the vague, uneasy sense of foreboding which he had gotten from his conversation with the banker, the politician, and the Mayor.


  At Baltimore, when the train slowed to a stop in the gloom beneath the station, he caught a momentary glimpse of a face on the platform as it slid past his window. All that he could see was a blur of thin, white features and a sunken mouth, but at the corners of the mouth he thought he also caught the shadow of a smile—faint, evil, ghostly—and at sight of it a sudden and unreasoning terror seized him. Could that be Judge Rumford Bland?


  As the train started up again and passed through the tunnel on the other side of the city, a blind man appeared at the rear of the car. The other people were talking, reading, or dozing, and the blind man came in so quietly that none of them noticed him enter. He took the first seat at the end and sat down. When the train emerged into the waning sunlight of this September day, George looked around and saw him sitting there. He just sat quietly, gripping a heavy walnut walking stick with a frail hand, the sightless eyes fixed in vacancy, the thin and sunken face listening with that terrible intent stillness that only the blind know, and around the mouth hovered that faint suggestion of a smile, which, hardly perceptible though it was, had in it a kind of terrible vitality and the mercurial attractiveness of a ruined angel. It was Judge Rumford Bland!


  George had not seen him in fifteen years. At that time he was not blind, but already his eyes were beginning to fail. George remembered him as he was then, and remembered, too, how the sight of the man, frequently to be seen prowling the empty streets of the night when all other life was sleeping and the town was dead, had struck a nameless terror into his boy’s heart. Even then, before blindness had come upon him, some nocturnal urge had made him seek deserted pavements beneath the blank and sterile corner lights, past windows that were always dark, past doors that were forever locked.


  He came from an old and distinguished family, and, like all his male ancestors for one hundred years or more, he had been trained in the profession of the law. For a single term he had been a police court magistrate, and from then on was known as “Judge” Bland. But he had fallen grievously from the high estate his family held. During the period of George Webber’s boyhood he still professed to be a lawyer. He had a shabby office in a disreputable old building which he owned, and his name was on the door as an attorney, but his living was earned by other and more devious means. Indeed, his legal skill and knowledge had been used more for the purpose of circumventing the law and defeating justice than in maintaining them. Practically all his “business” was derived from the Negro population of the town, and of this business the principal item was usury.


  On the Square, in his ramshackle two-story building of rusty brick, was “the store.” It was a second-hand furniture store, and it occupied the ground floor and basement of the building. It was, of course, nothing but a blind for his illegal transactions with the Negroes. A hasty and appalled inspection of the mountainous heap of ill-smelling junk which it contained would have been enough to convince one that if the owner had to depend on the sale of his stock he would have to close his doors within a month. It was incredible. In the dirty window was a pool table, taken as brutal tribute from some Negro billiard parlor. But what a pool table! Surely it had not a fellow in all the relics in the land. Its surface was full of lumps and dents and ridges. Not a pocket remained without a hole in the bottom big enough to drop a baseball through. The green cloth covering had worn through or become unfixed in a dozen places. The edges of the table and the cloth itself were seared and burnt with the marks of innumerable cigarettes. Yet this dilapidated object was by all odds the most grandiose adornment of the whole store.


  As one peered back into the gloom of the interior he became aware of the most fantastic collection of nigger junk that was ever brought together in one place. On the street floor as well as in the basement it was piled up to the ceiling, and all jumbled together as if some gigantic steam-shovel had opened its jaws and dumped everything just as it was. There were broken-down rocking chairs, bureaus with cracked mirrors and no bottoms in the drawers, tables with one, two, or three of their legs missing, rusty old kitchen stoves with burnt-out grates and elbows of sooty pipe, blackened frying pans encased in the grease of years, flat irons, chipped plates and bowls and pitchers, washtubs, chamber pots, and a thousand other objects, all worn out, cracked, and broken.


  What, then, was the purpose of this store, since it was filled with objects of so little value that even the poorest Negroes could get slight use from them? The purpose, and the way Judge Rumford Bland used it, was quite simple:


  A Negro in trouble, in immediate need of money to pay a police court fine, a doctor’s bill, or some urgent debt, would come to see Judge Bland. Sometimes he needed as little as five or ten dollars, occasionally as much as fifty dollars, but usually it was less than that. Judge Bland would then demand to know what security he had. The Negro, of course, had none, save perhaps a few personal possessions and some wretched little furniture—a bed, a chair, a table, a kitchen stove. Judge Bland would send his collector, bulldog, and chief lieutenant—a ferret-faced man named Clyde Beals—to inspect these miserable possessions, and if he thought the junk important enough to its owner to justify the loan, he would advance the money, extracting from it, however, the first installment of his interest.


  From this point on, the game was plainly and flagrantly usurious. The interest was payable weekly, every Saturday night. On a ten-dollar loan Judge Bland extracted interest of fifty cents a week; on a twenty-dollar loan, interest of a dollar a week; and so on. That is why the amount of the loans was rarely as much as fifty dollars. Not only were the contents of most Negro shacks worth less than that, but to pay two dollars and a half in weekly interest was beyond the capacity of most Negroes, whose wage, if they were men, might not be more than five or six dollars a week, and if they were women—cooks or house-servants in the town—might be only three or four dollars. Enough had to be left them for a bare existence or it was no game. The purpose and skill of the game came in lending the Negro a sum of money somewhat greater than his weekly wage and his consequent ability to pay back, but also a sum whose weekly interest was within the range of his small income.


  Judge Bland had on his books the names of Negroes who had paid him fifty cents or a dollar a week over a period of years, on an original loan of ten or twenty dollars. Many of these poor and ignorant people were unable to comprehend what had happened to them. They could only feel mournfully, dumbly, with the slavelike submissiveness of their whole training and conditioning, that at some time in the distant past they had got their money, spent it, and had their fling, and that now they must pay perpetual tribute for that privilege. Such men and women as these would come to that dim-lit place of filth and misery on Saturday night, and there the Judge himself, black-frocked, white-shirted, beneath one dingy, fly-specked bulb, would hold his private court:


  “What’s wrong, Carrie? You’re two weeks behind in your payments. Is fifty cents all you got this week?”


  “It doan seem lak it was three weeks. Musta slipped up somewheres in my countin’.”


  “You didn’t slip up. It’s three weeks. You owe a dollar fifty. Is this all you got?”


  With sullen apology: “Yassuh.”


  “When will you have the rest of it?”


  “Dey’s a fellah who say he gonna give me——”


  “Never mind about that. Are you going to keep up your payments after this or not?”


  “Dat’s whut Ah wuz sayin’. Jus’ as soon as Monday come, an’ dat fellah——”


  Harshly: “Who you working for now?”


  “Doctah Hollandah——”


  “You cooking for him?”


  Sullenly, with unfathomable Negro mournfulness: “Yassuh.”


  “How much is he paying you?”


  “Three dollahs.”


  “And you mean you can’t keep up? You can’t pay fifty cents a week?”


  Still sullen, dark, and mournful, as doubtful and confused as jungle depths of Africa: “Doan know. ... Seem lak a long time since Ah started payin’ up——”


  Harshly, cold as poison, quick as a striking snake: “You’ve never started paying up. You’ve paid nothing. You’re only paying interest, and behind in that.”


  And still doubtfully, in black confusion, fumbling and fingering and bringing forth at last a wad of greasy little receipts from the battered purse: “Doan know, seem lak Ah got enough of dese to’ve paid dat ten dollahs up long ago. How much longer does Ah have to keep on payin’?”


  “Till you’ve got ten dollars. ... All right, Carrie: here’s your receipt. You bring that extra dollar in next week.”


  Others, a little more intelligent than Carrie, would comprehend more clearly what had happened to them, but would continue to pay because they were unable to get together at one time enough money to release them from their bondage. A few would have energy and power enough to save their pennies until at last they were able to buy back their freedom. Still others, after paying week by week and month by month, would just give up in despair and would pay no more. Then, of course, Clyde Beals was on them like a vulture. He nagged, he wheedled, and he threatened; and if, finally, he saw that he could get no more money from them, he took their household furniture. Hence the chaotic pile of malodorous junk which filled the shop.


  Why, it may be asked, in a practice that was so flagrantly, nakedly, and unashamedly usurious as this, did Judge Rumford Bland not come into collision with the law? Did the police not know from what sources, and in what ways, his income was derived?


  They knew perfectly. The very store in which this miserable business was carried on was within twenty yards of the City Hall, and within fifty feet of the side entrance to the town calaboose, up whose stone steps many of these same Negroes had time and again been hauled and mauled and hurled into a cell. The practice, criminal though it was, was a common one, winked at by the local authorities, and but one of many similar practices by which unscrupulous white men all over the South feathered their own nests at the expense of an oppressed and ignorant people. The fact that such usury was practiced chiefly against “a bunch of niggers” to a large degree condoned and pardoned it in the eyes of the law.


  Moreover, Judge Rumford Bland knew that the people with whom he dealt would not inform on him. He knew that the Negro stood in awe of the complex mystery of the law, of which he understood little or nothing, or in terror of its brutal force. The law for him was largely a matter of the police, and the police was a white man in a uniform, who had the power and authority to arrest him, to beat him with his fist or with a club, to shoot him with a gun, and to lock him up in a small, dark cell. It was not likely, therefore, that any Negro would take his troubles to the police. He was not aware that he had any rights as a citizen, and that Judge Rumford Bland had violated those rights; or, if he was aware of rights, however vaguely, he was not likely to ask for their protection by a group of men at whose hands he had known only assault, arrest, and imprisonment.


  Above the shambles of the nigger junk, upon the second floor, were Judge Bland’s offices. A wooden stairway, worn by the tread of clay-booted time, and a hand rail, loose as an old tooth, smooth, besweated by the touch of many a black palm, led up to a dark hallway. Here, in Stygian gloom, one heard the punctual monotone of a single and regularly repeated small drop of water dripping somewhere in the rear, and caught the overpowering smell of the tin urinal. Opening off of this hallway was the glazed glass of the office door, which bore the legend in black paint, partly flaked off:


  Rumford Bland

  attorney at law


  Within, the front room was furnished with such lumber as lawyers use. The floor was bare, there were two roll-top desks, black with age, two bookcases with glass doors, filled with battered volumes of old pigskin brown, a spittoon, brass-bodied and capacious, swimming with tobacco juice, a couple of ancient swivel chairs, and a few other nondescript straight-backed chairs for visitors to sit and creak in. On the walls were several faded diplomas—Pine Rock College, Bachelor of Arts; The University of Old Catawba, Doctor of Laws; and a certificate of The Old Catawba Bar Association. Behind was another room with nothing in it but some more bookcases full of heavy tomes in musty calf bindings, a few chairs, and against the wall a plush sofa—the room, it was whispered, “where Bland took his women.” Out front, in the windows that looked on the Square, their glass unwashed and specked with the ghosts of flies that died when Gettysburg was young, were two old, frayed, mottled-yellow window shades, themselves as old as Garfield, and still faintly marked with the distinguished names of “Kennedy and Bland.” The Kennedy of that old law firm had been the father of Baxter Kennedy, the Mayor, and his partner, old General Bland, had been Rumford’s father. Both had been dead for years, but no one had bothered to change the lettering.


  Such were the premises of Judge Rumford Bland as George Webber remembered them. Judge Rumford Bland—“bondsman,” “furniture dealer,” usurious lender to the blacks. Judge Rumford Bland—son of a brigadier of infantry, C.S.A., member of the bar, wearer of immaculate white and broadcloth black.


  What had happened to this man that had so corrupted and perverted his life from its true and honorable direction? No one knew. There was no question that he possessed remarkable gifts. In his boyhood George had heard the more reputable attorneys of the town admit that few of them would have been Judge Bland’s match in skill and ability had he chosen to use his talents in an honest way.


  But he was stained with evil. There was something genuinely old and corrupt at the sources of his life and spirit. It had got into his blood, his bone, his flesh. It was palpable in the touch of his thin, frail hand when he greeted you, it was present in the deadly weariness of his tone of voice, in the dead-white texture of his emaciated face, in his lank and lusterless auburn hair, and, most of all, in his sunken mouth, around which there hovered constantly the ghost of a smile. It could only be called the ghost of a smile, and yet, really, it was no smile at all. It was, if anything, only a shadow at the corners of the mouth. When one looked closely, it was gone. But one knew that it was always there—lewd, evil, mocking, horribly corrupt, and suggesting a limitless vitality akin to the humor of death, which welled up from some secret spring in his dark soul.


  In his early manhood Judge Bland had married a beautiful but dissolute woman, whom he shortly divorced. The utter cynicism that marked his attitude toward women was perhaps partly traceable to this source. Ever since his divorce he had lived alone with his mother, a stately, white-haired lady to whom he rendered at all times a faithful, solicitous, exquisitely kind and gentle duty. Some people suspected that this filial devotion was tinged with irony and contemptuous resignation, but certainly the old lady herself had no cause to think so. She occupied a pleasant old house, surrounded with every comfort, and if she ever guessed by what dark means her luxuries had been assured, she never spoke of it to her son. As for women generally, Judge Bland divided them brutally into two groups—the mothers and the prostitutes—and, aside from the single exception in his own home, his sole interest was in the second division.


  He had begun to go blind several years before George left Libya Hill, and the thin, white face, with its shadowy smile, had been given a sinister enhancement by the dark spectacles which he then wore. He was under treatment at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in Baltimore, and made trips there at intervals of six weeks, but his vision was growing steadily worse, and the doctors had already told him that his condition was practically hopeless. The malady that was destroying his sight had been brought on by a loathesome disease which he thought had been checked long since, and which he frankly admitted had been engendered in his eyes.


  In spite of all these sinister and revolting facts of character, of spirit, and of person, Judge Bland, astonishing as it may seem, had always been an enormously attractive figure. Everyone who met him knew at once that the man was bad. No, “bad” is not the word for it. Everyone knew that he was evil—genuinely, unfathomably evil—and evil of this sort has a grandeur about it not unlike the grandeur of supreme goodness. And indeed, there was goodness in him that had never altogether died. In his single term upon the bench as a police court magistrate, it was universally agreed that Judge Bland had been fair and wise in his disposal of swift justice. Whatever it was that had made this fact possible—and no one pretended to understand it—the aura of it still clung to him. And it was for just this reason that people who met him were instantly, even if they fought against it, captivated, drawn close to him, somehow made to like him. At the very moment that they met him, and felt the force of death and evil working in him, they also felt—oh, call it the phantom, the radiance, the lost soul, of an enormous virtue. And with the recognition of that quality came the sudden stab of overwhelming regret, the feeling of “What a loss! What a shame!” And yet no one could say why.


  As the early dusk of approaching autumn settled swiftly down, the train sped southward toward Virginia. George sat by the window watching the dark shapes of trees flash by, and thought back over all that he had ever known about Judge Rumford Bland. The loathing and terror and mysterious attraction which the man had always had for him were now so great that he felt he could not sit alone there any longer. Midway in the car the other people from Libya Hill had gathered together in a noisy huddle. Jarvis Riggs, Mayor Kennedy, and Sol Isaacs were sitting down or sprawling on the arms of the seats, and Parson Flack was standing in the aisle, leaning over earnestly as he talked, with arms outstretched on the backs of the two seats that enclosed the group. In the center of this huddle, the focus of all their attention, was Nebraska Crane. They had caught him as he went by, and now they had him cornered.


  George rose and went over to join them, and as he did so he glanced again in the direction of Judge Bland. He was dressed with old-fashioned fastidiousness, just as he had always dressed, in loose-fitting garments of plain and heavy black, a starched white shirt, a low collar and a black string necktie, and a wide-brimmed Panama hat which he had not removed. Beneath the brim of the hat his once auburn hair was now a dead and lifeless white. This and the sightless eyes were the only changes in him. Otherwise he looked just as he had looked fifteen years ago. He had not stirred since he came in. He sat upright, leaning a little forward on his cane, his blindly staring eyes fixed before him, his white and sunken face held in an attitude of intense, listening stillness.


  As George joined the group in the middle of the car, they were excitedly discussing property values—all of them, that is, except Nebraska Crane. Parson Flack would bend over earnestly, showing his big teeth in a smile and tell about some recent deal, and what a certain piece of land had sold for—“Right out there on Charles Street, not far from where you used to live, Bras!” To each of these new marvels the player’s response was the same:


  “Well I’ll be dogged!” he said, astounded. “What d’you know about that!”


  The banker now leaned forward and tapped Nebraska confidentially on the knee. He talked to him persuasively, in friendly wise, urging him to invest his savings in the real estate speculations of the town. He brought up all his heaviest artillery of logic and mathematics, drawing forth his pencil and notebook to figure out just how much a given sum of money could be increased if it was shrewdly invested now in this or that piece of property, and then sold when the time was right.


  “You can’t go wrong!” said Jarvis Riggs, a little feverishly. “The town is bound to grow. Why, Libya Hill is only at the beginning of its development. You bring your money back home, my boy, and let it go to work for you! You’ll see!”


  This went on for some time. But in the face of all their urgings Nebraska remained his characteristic self. He was respectful and good-natured, but a little dubious, and fundamentally stubborn.


  “I already got me a farm out in Zebulon,” he said, and, grinning—“It’s paid fer, too! When I git through playin’ baseball, I’m comin’ back an’ settle down out there an’ farm it. It’s three hundred acres of the purtiest bottom land you ever seen. That’s all I want. I couldn’t use no more.”


  As Nebraska talked to them in his simple, homely way, he spoke as a man of the earth for whom the future opened up serenely, an independent, stubborn man who knew what he wanted, a man who was firmly rooted, established, secure against calamity and want. He was completely detached from the fever of the times—from the fever of the boom-mad town as well as from the larger fever of the nation. The others talked incessantly about land, but George saw that Nebraska Crane was the only one who still conceived of the land as a place on which to live, and of living on the land as a way of life.


  At last Nebraska detached himself from the group and said he was going back to take a smoke. George started to follow him. As he passed down the aisle behind his friend and came abreast of the last seat, suddenly a quiet, toneless voice said:


  “Good evening, Webber.”


  He stopped and spun around. The blind man was seated there before him. He had almost forgotten about him. The blind man had not moved as he spoke. He was still leaning a little forward on his cane, his thin, white face held straight before him as if he were still listening for something. George felt now, as he had always felt, the strange fascination in that evil shadow of a smile that hovered about the corners of the blind man’s mouth. He paused, then said:


  “Judge Bland.”


  “Sit down, son.” And like a child under the spell of the Pied Piper, he sat down. “Let the dead bury their dead. Come sit among the blind.”


  The words were uttered tonelessly, yet their cruel and lifeless contempt penetrated nakedly throughout the car. The other men stopped talking and turned as if they had received an electric shock. George did not know what to say; in the embarrassment of the moment he blurted out:


  “I—I—there are a lot of people on the train from home. I—I’ve been talking to them—Mayor Kennedy, and——”


  The blind man, never moving, in his terrible toneless voice that carried to all ears, broke in:


  “Yes, I know. As eminent a set of sons-of-bitches as were ever gathered together in the narrow confines of a single pullman car.”


  The whole car listened in an appalled silence. The group in the middle looked at one another with fear in their eyes, and in a moment they began talking feverishly again.


  “I hear you were in France again last year,” the voice now said. “And did you find the French whores any different from the home-grown variety?”


  The naked words, with their toneless evil, pierced through the car like a flash of sheer terror. All conversation stopped. Everyone was stunned, frozen into immobility.


  “You’ll find there’s not much difference,” Judge Bland observed calmly and in the same tone. “Syphilis makes the whole world kin. And if you want to lose your eyesight, you can do it in this great democracy as well as anywhere on earth.”


  The whole car was as quiet as death. In another moment the stunned faces turned toward one another, and the men began to talk in furtive whispers.


  Through all of this the expression on that white and sunken face had never altered, and the shadow of that ghostly smile still lingered around the mouth. But now, low and casually, he said to the young man:


  “How are you, son? I’m glad to see you.” And in that simple phrase, spoken by the blind man, there was the suggestion of a devilish humor, although his expression did not change a bit.


  “You—you’ve been in Baltimore, Judge Bland?”


  “Yes, I still come up to Hopkins now and then. It does no good, of course. You see, son,” the tone was low and friendly now, “I’ve gone completely blind since I last saw you.”


  “I didn’t know. But you don’t mean that you——”


  “Oh, utterly! Utterly!” replied Judge Bland, and all at once he threw his sightless face up and laughed with sardonic glee, displaying blackened rims of teeth, as if the joke was too good to be kept. “My dear boy, I assure you that I am utterly blind. I can no longer distinguish one of our most prominent local bastards two feet off.—Now, Jarvis!” he suddenly cried out in a chiding voice in the direction of the unfortunate Riggs, who had loudly resumed his discussion of property values—“you know that’s not true! Why, man, I can tell by the look in your eyes that you’re lying!” And again he lifted his face and was shaken by devilish, quiet laughter. “Excuse the interruption, son,” he went on. “I believe the subject of our discourse was bastardy. Why, can you believe it?—” he leaned forward again, his long fingers playing gently on the polished ridges of his stick—“where bastardy is concerned, I find I can no longer trust my eyes at all. I rely exclusively on the sense of smell. And—” for the first time his face was sunken deliberately in weariness and disgust—“it is enough. A sense of smell is all you need.” Abruptly changing now, he said: “How are the folks?”


  “Why—Aunt Maw’s dead. I—I’m going home to the funeral.”


  “Dead, is she?”


  That was all he said. None of the usual civilities, no expression of polite regret, just that and nothing more. Then, after a moment:


  “So you’re going down to bury her.” It was a statement, and he said it reflectively, as though meditating upon it; then—“And do you think you can go home again?”


  George was a little startled and puzzled: “Why—I don’t understand. How do you mean, Judge Bland?”


  There was another flare of that secret, evil laughter. “I mean, do you think you can really go home again?” Then, sharp, cold, peremptory—“Now answer me! Do you think you can?”


  “Why—why yes! Why—” the young man was desperate, almost frightened now, and, earnestly, beseechingly, he said—“why look here, Judge Bland—I haven’t done anything—honestly I haven’t!”


  Again the low, demonic laughter: “You’re sure?”


  Frantic now with the old terror which the man had always inspired in him as a boy: “Why—why of course I’m sure! Look here, Judge Bland—in the name of God, what have I done?” He thought desperately of a dozen wild, fantastic things, feeling a sickening and overwhelming consciousness of guilt, without knowing why. He thought: “Has he heard about my book? Does he know I wrote about the town? Is that what he means?”


  The blind man cackled thinly to himself, enjoying with evil tenderness his little cat’s play with the young man: “The guilty fleeth where no man pursueth. Is that it, son?”


  Frankly distracted: “Why—why—I’m not guilty!” Angrily: “Why damn it, I’m not guilty of anything!” Passionately, excitedly: “I can hold up my head with any man! I can look the whole damn world in the eye! I make no apologies to——”


  He stopped short, seeing the evil ghost-shadow of a smile at the corners of the blind man’s mouth. “That disease!” he thought—“the thing that ruined his eyes—maybe—maybe—why, yes—the man is crazy!” Then he spoke, slowly, simply:


  “Judge Bland.” He rose from the seat. “Good-bye, Judge Bland.”


  The smile still played about the blind man’s mouth, but he answered with a new note of kindness in his voice:


  “Good-bye, son.” There was a barely perceptible pause. “But don’t forget I tried to warn you.”


  George walked quickly away with thudding heart and trembling limbs. What had Judge Bland meant when he asked, “Do you think you can go home again?” And what had been the meaning of that evil, silent, mocking laughter? What had he heard? What did he know? And these others—did they know, too?


  He soon learned that his fear and panic in the blind man’s presence were shared by all the people in the car. Even the passengers who had never seen Judge Bland before had heard his naked, brutal words, and they were now horrified by the sight of him. As for the rest, the men from Libya Hill, this feeling was greatly enhanced, sharpened by all that they knew of him. He had pursued his life among them with insolent shamelessness. Though he still masked in all the outward aspects of respectability, he was in total disrepute, and yet he met the opinion of the town with such cold and poisonous contempt that everyone held him in a kind of terrified respect. As for Parson Flack, Jarvis Riggs, and Mayor Kennedy, they were afraid of him because his blind eyes saw straight through them. His sudden appearance in the car, where none had expected to meet him, had aroused in all of them a sense of stark, underlying terror.


  As George went into the washroom suddenly, he came upon the Mayor cleaning his false teeth in the basin. The man’s plump face, which George had always known in the guise of cheerful, hearty amiability, was all caved in. Hearing a sound behind him, the Mayor turned upon the newcomer. For a moment there was nothing but nameless fright in his weak brown eyes. He mumbled frantically, incoherently, holding his false teeth in his trembling fingers. Like a man who did not know what he was doing, he brandished them in a grotesque yet terrible gesture indicative of—God knows what!—but despair and terror were both in it. Then he put the teeth into his mouth again, smiled feebly, and muttered apologetically, with some counterfeit of his usual geniality:


  “Ho, ho!—well, son! You caught me that time, all right! A man can’t talk without his teeth!”


  The same thing was now apparent everywhere. George saw it in the look of an eye, the movement of a hand, the give-away expression of a face in repose. The merchant, Sol Isaacs, took him aside and whispered:


  “Have you heard what they’re saying about the bank?” He looked around quickly and checked himself, as if afraid of the furtive sound of his own voice. “Oh, everything’s O.K.! Sure it is! They just went a little too fast there for a while! Things are rather quiet right now—but they’ll pick up!”


  Among all of them there was the same kind of talk that George had heard before. “It’s worth all of that,” they told each other eagerly. “It’ll bring twice as much in a year’s time.” They caught him by the lapel in the most friendly and hearty fashion and said he ought to settle down in Libya Hill and stay for good—“Greatest place on earth, you know!” They made their usual assured pronouncements upon finance, banking, market trends, and property values. But George sensed now that down below all this was just utter, naked, frantic terror—the terror of men who know that they are ruined and are afraid to admit it, even to themselves.


  It was after midnight, and the great train was rushing south across Virginia in the moonlight. The people in the little towns lay in their beds and heard the mournful whistle, then the sudden roar as the train went through, and they turned over restlessly and dreamed of fair and distant cities.


  In K19 most of the passengers had retired to their berths. Nebraska Crane had turned in early, but George was still up, and so, too, were the banker, the Mayor, and the political boss. Crass, world-weary, unimaginative fellows that they were, they were nevertheless too excited by something of the small boy in them that had never died to go to bed at their usual hour aboard a train, and were now drawn together for companionship in the smoke-fogged washroom. Behind the green curtains the complex of male voices rose and fell in talk as they told their endless washroom stories. Quietly, furtively, with sly delight, they began to recall unsavory anecdotes remembered from the open and shameless life of Judge Rumford Bland, and at the end of each recital there would be a choking burst of strong laughter.


  When the laughter and the slapping of thighs subsided, Parson Flack leaned forward again, eager to tell another. In a voice that was subdued, confidential, almost conspiratorial, he began:


  “And do you remember the time that he——?”


  Swiftly the curtain was drawn aside, all heads jerked up, and Judge Bland entered.


  “Now, Parson—” said he in a chiding voice—“remember what?”


  Before the blind, cold stare of that emaciated face the seated men were silent. Something stronger than fear was in their eyes.


  “Remember what?” he said again, a trifle harshly. He stood before them erect and fragile, both hands balanced on the head of the cane which he held anchored to the floor in front of him. He turned to Jarvis Riggs: “Remember when you established what you boasted was ‘the fastest-growing bank in all the state’—and weren’t too particular what it grew on?” He turned back to Parson Flack: “Remember when one of ‘the boys,’ as you like to call them—you always look out for ‘the boys,’ don’t you, Parson?—remember when one of ‘the boys’ borrowed money from ‘the fastest-growing bank’ to buy two hundred acres on that hill across the river?”—he turned to the Mayor—“and sold the land to the town for a new cemetery? ... Though why,” he turned his face to Parson Flack again, “the dead should have to go so far to bury their dead I do not know!”


  He paused impressively, like a country lawyer getting ready to launch his peroration to a jury.


  “Remember what?”—the voice rose suddenly, high and sharp. “Do I remember, Parson, how you’ve run the town through all these years? Do I remember what a good thing you’ve made of politics? You’ve never aspired to public office, have you, Parson? Oh, no—you’re much too modest. But you know how to pick the public-spirited citizens who do aspire, and whose great hearts pant with eagerness to serve their fellow men! Ah, yes. It’s a very nice little private business, isn’t it, Parson? And all ‘the boys’ are stockholders and get their cut of the profits—is that the way of it, Parson? ... Remember what?” he cried again. “Do I remember now the broken fragments of a town that waits and fears and schemes to put off the day of its impending ruin? Why, Parson, yes—I can remember all these things. And yet I had no part in them, for, after all, I am a humble man. Oh—” with a deprecating nod—“a little nigger squeezing here and there, a little income out of Niggertown, a few illegal lendings, a comfortable practice in small usury—yet my wants were few, my tastes were very simple. I was always satisfied with, say, a modest five per cent a week. So I am not in the big money, Parson. I remember many things, but I see now I have spent my substance, wasted all my talents in riotous living—while pious Puritans have virtuously betrayed their town and given their whole-souled services to the ruin of their fellow men.”


  Again there was an ominous pause, and when he went on his voice was low, almost casual in its toneless irony:


  “I am afraid I have been at best a giddy fellow, Parson, and that my old age will be spent in memories of trivial things—of various merry widows who came to town, of poker chips, race horses, cards, and rattling dice, of bourbon, Scotch, and rye—all the forms of hellishness that saintly fellows, Parson, who go to prayer meeting every week, know nothing of. So I suppose I’ll warm my old age with the memories of my own sinfulness—and be buried at last, like all good men and true, among more public benefactors in the town’s expensive graveyard on the hill. ... But I also remember other things, Parson. So can you. And maybe in my humble sphere I, too, have served a purpose—of being the wild oat of more worthy citizens.”


  They sat in utter silence, their frightened, guilty eyes all riveted upon his face, and each man felt as if those cold, unseeing eyes had looked straight through him. For a moment more Judge Bland just stood there, and, slowly, without a change of muscle in the blankness of his face, the ghostly smile began to hover like a shadow at the corners of his sunken mouth.


  “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said. He turned, and with his walking stick he caught and held the curtain to one side. “I’ll be seeing you.”


  All through the night George lay in his dark berth and watched the old earth of Virginia as it stroked past him in the dream-haunted silence of the moon. Field and hill and gulch and stream and wood again, the everlasting earth, the huge illimitable earth of America, kept stroking past him in the steep silence of the moon.


  All through the ghostly stillness of the land, the train made on forever its tremendous noise, fused of a thousand sounds, and they called back to him forgotten memories: old songs, old faces, old memories, and all strange, wordless, and unspoken things men know and live and feel, and never find a language for—the legend of dark time, the sad brevity of their days, the unknowable but haunting miracle of life itself. He heard again, as he had heard throughout his childhood, the pounding wheel, the tolling bell, the whistle-wail, and he remembered how these sounds, coming to him from the river’s edge in the little town of his boyhood, had always evoked for him their tongueless prophecy of wild and secret joy, their glorious promises of new lands, morning, and a shining city. But now the lonely cry of the great train was speaking to him with an equal strangeness of return. For he was going home again.


  The undertone of terror with which he had gone to bed, the sadness of the foreshadowed changes in the town, the somber prospect of the funeral tomorrow, all combined to make him dread his home-coming, which so many times in the years since he had been away he had looked forward to some day with hope and exultation. It was all so different from what he thought it would be. He was still only an obscure instructor at one of the universities in the city, his book was not yet published, he was not by any standard which his native town could know—“successful,” “a success.” And as he thought of it, he realized that, almost more than anything, he feared the sharp, appraising eye, the worldly judgments, of that little town.


  He thought of all his years away from home, the years of wandering in many lands and cities. He remembered how many times he had thought of home with such an intensity of passion that he could close his eyes and see the scheme of every street, and every house upon each street, and the faces of the people, as well as recall the countless things that they had said and the densely-woven fabric of all their histories. Tomorrow he would see it all again, and he almost wished he had not come. It would have been easy to plead the excuse of work and other duty. And it was silly, anyhow, to feel as he did about the place.


  But why had he always felt so strongly the magnetic pull of home, why had he thought so much about it and remembered it with such blazing accuracy, if it did not matter, and if this little town, and the immortal hills around it, was not the only home he had on earth? He did not know. All that he knew was that the years flow by like water, and that one day men come home again.


  The train rushed onward through the moonlit land.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 6

  THE HOME-COMING


  When he looked from the windows of the train next morning the hills were there. They towered immense and magical into the blue weather, and suddenly the coolness was there, the winy sparkle of the air, and the shining brightness. Above him loomed huge shapes, the dense massed green of the wilderness, the cloven cuts and gulches of the mountain passes, the dizzy steepness, with the sudden drops below. He could see the little huts stuck to the edge of bank and hollow, toy-small, far below him in the gorges. The everlasting stillness of the earth now met the intimate, toiling slowness of the train as it climbed up round the sinuous curves, and he had an instant sense of something refound that he had always known—something far, near, strange, and so familiar—and it seemed to him that he had never left the hills, and all that had passed in the years between was like a dream.


  At last the train came sweeping down the long sloping bend into the station. But even before it had come to a full halt George had been watching out of the windows and had seen Randy Shepperton and his sister Margaret waiting for him on the platform. Randy, tall and athletic looking, was teetering restlessly from one foot to another as his glance went back and forth along the windows of the train in search of him. Margaret’s strong, big-boned figure was planted solidly, her hands clasped loosely across her waist, and her eyes were darting from car to car with swift intensity. And as George swung down from the steps of the pullman and, valise in hand, strode toward the platform across the rock ballast of the roadbed and the gleaming rails, he knew instantly, with that intuitive feeling of strangeness and recognition, just what they would say to him at the moment of their meeting.


  Now they had seen him. He saw Margaret speak excitedly to her brother and motion toward his approaching figure. And now Randy was coming on the run, his broad hand extended in a gesture of welcome, his rich tenor shouting greetings as he came:


  “How are you, boy?” he shouted. “Put it there!” he cried heartily as he came up, and vigorously wrung him by the hand. “Glad to see you, Monk!”


  Still shouting greetings, he reached over and attempted to take the valise. The inevitable argument, vehement, good-natured, and protesting, began immediately, and in another moment Randy was in triumphant possession and the two were walking together toward the platform, Randy saying scornfully all the time in answer to the other’s protests:


  “Oh, for God’s sake, forget about it! I’ll let you do as much for me when I come up to the Big Town to visit you! ... Here’s Margaret!” he said as they reached the platform. “I know she’ll be glad to see you!”


  She was waiting for him with a broad smile on her homely face. They had grown up together as next-door neighbors, and were almost like brother and sister. As a matter of fact, when George had been ten and Margaret twelve, they had had one of those idyllic romances of childhood in which each pledged eternal devotion to the other and took it for granted that they would marry when they grew up. But the years had changed all that. He had gone away, and she had taken charge of Randy when her parents died; she now kept house for him, and had never married. As he saw her standing there with the warm smile on her face, and with something vaguely spinsterish in her look in spite of her large, full-breasted figure and her general air of hearty good nature, he felt a sudden stirring of pity and old affection for her.


  “Hello, Margaret!” he said, somewhat thickly and excitedly. “How are you, Margaret?”


  They shook hands, and he planted a clumsy kiss on her face. Then, blushing with pleasure, she stepped back a pace and regarded him with the half bantering expression she had used so often as a child.


  “Well, well, well!” she said. “You haven’t changed much, George! A little stouter, maybe, but I reckon I’d have known you!”


  They spoke now quietly about Aunt Maw and about the funeral, saying the strained and awkward things that people always say when they talk of death. Then, this duty done, there was a little pause before they resumed their natural selves once more.


  The two men looked at each other and grinned. When they had been boys together Randy had seemed to George more like Mercutio than anybody he had ever known. He had had a small, lean head, well shaped, set closely with blond hair; he had been quick as a flash, light, wiry, active, with a wonderful natural grace in everything he did; his mind and spirit had been clear, exuberant, incisive, tempered like a fine Toledo blade. In college, too, he had been the same: he had not only done well in his classes, but had distinguished himself as a swimmer and as quarterback on the football team.


  But now something caught in George’s throat as he looked at him and saw what time had done. Randy’s lean, thin face was deeply furrowed, and the years had left a grey deposit at his temples. His hair was thinning back on both sides of the forehead, and there were little webbings of fine wrinkles at the corners of the eyes. It saddened George and somehow made him feel a bit ashamed to see how old and worn he looked. But the thing he noticed most was the expression in Randy’s eyes. Where they had once been clear and had looked out on the world with a sharp and level gaze, they were now troubled, and haunted by some deep preoccupation which he could not quite shake off even in the manifest joy he felt at seeing his old friend again.


  While they stood there, Jarvis Riggs, Parson Flack, and the Mayor came slowly down the platform talking earnestly to one of the leading real estate operators of the town, who had come down to meet them. Randy saw them and, still grinning, he winked at George and prodded him in the ribs.


  “Oh, you’ll get it now!” he cried in his old extravagant way. “At all hours, from daybreak to three o’clock in the morning—no holds barred! They’ll be waiting for you when you get there!” he chortled.


  “Who?” said George.


  “Haw-w!” Randy laughed. “Why, I’ll bet they’re all lined up there on the front porch right now, in a reception committee to greet you and to cut your throat, every damned mountain grill of a real estate man in town! Old Horse-face Barnes, Skin-’em-alive Mack Judson, Skunk-eye Tim Wagner, The Demon Promoter, and Old Squeeze-your-heart’s-blood Simms, The Widder and Orphan Man from Arkansas—they’re all there!” he said gloatingly. “She told them you’re a prospect, and they’re waiting for you! It’s your turn now!” he yelled. “She told them that you’re on the way, and they’re drawing lots right now to see which one gets your shirt and which one takes the pants and B.V.D.’s! Haw-w!”—and he poked his friend in the ribs again.


  “They’ll get nothing out of me,” George said, laughing, “for I haven’t got it to begin with.”


  “That doesn’t matter!” Randy yelled. “If you’ve got an extra collar button, they’ll take that as the first installment, and then—haw-w!—they’ll collect your cuff links, socks, and your suspenders in easy payments as the years roll on!”


  He stood there laughing at the astounded look on his friend’s face. Then, seeing his sister’s reproving eye, he suddenly prodded her in the ribs, at which she shrieked in a vexed manner and slapped at his hand.


  “I’ll vow, Randy!” she cried fretfully. “What on earth’s the matter with you? Why, you act like a regular idiot! I’ll vow you do!”


  “Haw-w!” he yelled again. Then, more soberly, but still grinning: “I guess we’ll have to sleep you out over the garage, Monk, old boy. Dave Merrit’s in town, and he’s got the spare room.” There was a slight note of deference in his voice as he mentioned Merrit’s name, but he went on lightly: “Or if you like—haw-w!—there’s a nice room at Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper’s, and she’d be glad to have you!”


  George looked rather uncomfortable at the mention of Mrs. Charles Montgomery Hopper. She was a worthy lady and he remembered her well, but he didn’t want to stay at her boarding house. Margaret saw his expression and laughed:


  “Ho, ho, ho, ho, ho! You see what you’re in for, don’t you? The prodigal comes home and we give him his choice of Mrs. Hopper or the garage! Now is that life or not?”


  “I don’t mind a bit,” protested George. “I think the garage is swell. And besides—” they all grinned at each other again with the affection of people who know each other so well that they are long past knowledge—“if I get to helling around at night, I won’t feel that I’m disturbing you when I come in. ... But who is Mr. Merrit, anyway?”


  “Why,” Randy answered, and now he had an air of measuring his words with thoughtful deliberation, “he—he’s the Company’s man—my boss, you know. He travels around to all the branches to check up and see that everything’s O.K. He’s a fine fellow. You’ll like him,” said Randy seriously. “We’ve told him all about you and he wants to meet you.”


  “And we knew you wouldn’t mind,” Margaret said. “You know, it’s business, he’s with the Company, and of course it’s good policy to be as nice to him as we can.” But then, because such designing was really alien to her hospitable and whole-hearted spirit, she added: “Mr. Merrit is all right. I like him. We’re glad to have him, anyway.”


  “Dave’s a fine fellow,” Randy repeated. “And I know he wants to see you. ... Well,” he said, and the preoccupied look was in his eyes again, “if we’re all ready, let’s get going. I’m due back at the office now. Merrit’s there, of course. Suppose I run you out to the house and drop you, then I’ll see you later.”


  This was agreed upon. Randy grinned once more—a little nervously, George thought—and picked up the valise and started rapidly across the station platform toward his car, which was parked at the curb.


  At the funeral that afternoon the little frame house which old Lafayette Joyner—Aunt Maw’s father, and George Webber’s grandfather—had built with his own hands years ago looked just as it had always looked when George had lived there as a boy. Nothing about it had been changed. Yet it seemed smaller, meaner, more shabby than he remembered it. It was set some distance back from the street, between the Shepperton house on one side and the big brick house in which his Uncle Mark Joyner lived on the other. The street was lined with cars, many of them old and decrepit and covered with the red clay of the hills. In the yard in front of the house many men stood solemnly knotted in little groups, talking quietly, their bare heads and stiff Sunday clothes of austere black giving them an air of self-conscious shyness and restraint.


  Inside, the little rooms were jammed with people, and the hush of death was on the gathering, broken now and then by muffled coughs and by stifled sobs and sniffles. Many of them were Joyners, who for three days had been coming in from the hills—old men and women with the marks of toil and pain upon their faces, cousins, in-laws, distant relatives of Aunt Maw. George had never seen some of them before, but they all bore the seal of the Joyner clan upon them, the look of haunting sorrow and something about the thin line of the lips that proclaimed their grim triumph in the presence of death.


  In the tiny front room, where on wintry nights Aunt Maw had always sat by the light of a kerosene lamp before a flickering fire, telling the boy her endless stories of death and sorrow, she now lay in her black coffin, the top and front of which were open to display as much of her as possible to the general view. And instantly, as George entered, he knew that one of her main obsessions in life had been victorious over death. A spinster and a virgin all her years, she had always had a horrible fear that, somehow, some day, some man would see her body. As she grew older her thoughts had been more and more preoccupied with death, and with her morbid shame lest someone see her in the state of nature after she was dead. For this reason she had a horror of undertakers, and had made her brother, Mark, and his wife, Mag, solemnly promise that no man would see her unclothed corpse, that her laying out would be done by women, and, above all else, that she was not to be embalmed. By now she had been dead three days—three days of long hot sun and sultriness—and it seemed to George a grim but fitting ending that the last memory he would have of that little house, which in his childhood had been so filled with the stench of death-in-life, should now be the stench of death itself.


  Mark Joyner shook hands cordially with his nephew and said he was glad he had been able to come down. His manner was simple, dignified, and reserved, eloquently expressive of quiet grief, for he had always been genuinely fond of his older sister. But Mag, his wife, who for fifty years had carried on a nagging, internecine warfare with Aunt Maw, had appointed herself chief mourner and was obviously enjoying the role. During the interminable service, when the Baptist minister in his twanging, nasal voice recited his long eulogy and went back over the events of Aunt Maw’s life, Mag would break forth now and then in fits of loud weeping and would ostentatiously throw back her heavy black veil and swab vigorously with her handkerchief at her red and swollen eyes.


  The minister, with the unconscious callousness of self-righteousness, rehearsed again the story of the family scandal. He told how George Webber’s father had abandoned his wife, Amelia Joyner, to live in open shame with another woman, and how Amelia had shortly afterwards “died of a broken heart.” He told how “Brother Mark Joyner and his God-fearing wife, Sister Maggie Joyner,” had been filled with righteous wrath and had gone to court and wrested the motherless boy from the sinful keeping of his father; and how “this good woman who now lies dead before us” had taken charge of her sister’s son and brought him up in a Christian home. And he said he was glad to see that the young man who had been the recipient of this dutiful charity had come home again to pay his last debt of gratitude at the bier of the one to whom he owed so much.


  Throughout all this Mag continued to choke and sputter with histrionic sorrow, and George sat there biting his lips, his eyes fixed on the floor, perspiration streaming from him, his jaws clenched hard, his face purple with shame and anger and nausea.


  The afternoon wore on, and at last the service was over. People began to issue from the house, and the procession formed for the long, slow ride to the cemetery. With immense relief George escaped from the immediate family group and went over to Margaret Shepperton, and the two of them took possession of one of the limousines that had been hired for the occasion.


  Just as the car was about to drive off and take its place in the line, a woman opened the door and got in with them. She was Mrs. Delia Flood, an old friend of Aunt Maw’s. George had known her all his life.


  “Why, hello there, young man,” she said to George as she climbed in and sat down beside him. “This would’ve been a proud day for your Aunt Maw if she could’ve known you’d come all the way back home to be here at her funeral. She thought the world of you, boy.” She nodded absent-mindedly to Margaret. “I saw you had an empty place here, so I said, ‘It’s a pity to let it go to waste. Hop right in,’ I said. ‘Don’t stand on ceremony. It might as well be you,’ I said, ‘as the next fellow.’”


  Mrs. Delia Flood was a childless widow well past middle age, short, sturdy, and physically stolid, with jet black hair and small, piercing brown eyes, and a tongue that was never still. She would fasten upon anyone she could catch and corner, and would talk on and on in a steady monotone that had neither beginning nor end. She was a woman of property, and her favorite topic of conversation was real estate. In fact, long before the present era of speculation and skyrocketing prices, she had had a mania for buying and selling land, and was a shrewd judge of values. With some sixth sense she had always known what direction the development of the growing town was likely to take, and when things happened as she predicted, it was usually found that she had bought up choice sites which she was able to sell for much more than she had paid for them. She lived simply and frugally, but she was generally believed to be well off.


  For a little while Mrs. Flood sat in contemplative silence. But as the procession moved off and slowly made its way through the streets of the town, she began to glance sharply out of the windows on both sides, and before long, without any preliminary, she launched forth in a commentary on the history of every piece of property they passed. It was constant, panoramic, and exhaustive. She talked incessantly, gesturing briefly and casually with her hand, only pausing from time to time to nod deliberately to herself in a movement of strong affirmation.


  “You see, don’t you?” she said, nodding to herself with conviction, tranquilly indifferent whether they listened or not so long as the puppets of an audience were before her. “You see what they’re goin’ to do here, don’t you? Why, Fred Barnes, Roy Simms, and Mack Judson—all that crowd—why, yes—here!—say!—” she cried, frowning meditatively—“wasn’t I reading it? Didn’t it all come out in the paper—why, here, you know, a week or two ago—how they proposed to tear down that whole block of buildings there and were goin’ to put up the finest garage in this part of the country? Oh, it will take up the whole block, you know, with a fine eight-story building over it, and storage space upstairs for more cars, and doctors’ offices—why, yes!—they’re even thinkin’ of puttin’ in a roof garden and a big restaurant on top. The whole thing will cost ’em over half a million dollars before they’re done with it—oh, paid two thousand dollars a foot for every inch of it!” she cried. “But pshaw! Why, those are Main Street prices—you can get business property up in the center of town for that! I could’ve told ’em—but hm!—” with a scornful little tremor of the head—“they didn’t want it anywhere but here—no, sir! They’ll be lucky if they get out with their skins!”


  George and Margaret offered no comment, but Mrs. Flood appeared not to notice, and as the procession crossed the bridge and turned into Preston Avenue she went on:


  “See that house and lot over there! I paid twenty-five thousand for it two years ago, and now it’s worth fifty thousand if it’s worth a penny. Yes, and I’ll get it, too. But pshaw! See here!”—she shook her head emphatically. “They couldn’t pull a trick like that on me! I saw what he was up to! Yes! Didn’t Mack Judson come to me? Didn’t he try to trade with me? Oh, here along, you know, the first part of last April,” she said impatiently, with a dismissing gesture of her hand, as if all this must be perfectly clear to everyone. “All that crowd that’s in with him—they were behind him—I could see it plain as day. Says: ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. We know you’re a good trader, we respect your judgment, and we want you in,’ he says, ‘and just to have you with us, why, I’ll trade you three fine lots I own up there on Pinecrest Road in Ridgewood for that house and lot of yours on Preston Avenue.’ Says: ‘You won’t have to put up a cent. Just to get you in with us I’ll make you an even swap!’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that’s mighty fine of you, Mack, and I appreciate the compliment. If you want that house and lot on Preston Avenue,’ I said, ‘why, I reckon I can let you have it. You know my price,’ I said. ‘It’s fifty thousand. What are those lots in Ridgewood worth?’—came right out and asked him, you know. ‘Why,’ he says, ‘it’s hard to say. I don’t know just exactly what they are worth,’ he says. ‘The property up there is goin’ up all the time.’ I looked him straight in the eye and said to him: ‘Well, Mack, I know what those lots are worth, and they’re not worth what you paid for ’em. The town’s movin’ the other way. So if you want my house and lot,’ I said, ‘just bring me the cash and you can have it. But I won’t swap with you.’ That’s exactly what I told him, and of course that was the end of it. He’s never mentioned it again. Oh, yes, I saw what he was up to, all right.”


  Nearing the cemetery, the line of cars passed a place where an unpaved clay road went upward among fields toward some lonely pines. The dirt road, at the point where it joined the main highway, was flanked by two portaled shapes of hewn granite blocks set there like markers of a splendid city yet unbuilt which would rise grandly from the hills that swept back into the green wilderness from the river. But now this ornate entrance and a large billboard planted in the field were the only evidences of what was yet to be. Mrs. Flood saw the sign.


  “Hah? What’s that?” she cried out in a sharply startled tone. “What does it say there?”


  They all craned their necks to see it as they passed, and George read aloud the legend on the sign:


  RIVERCREST

  dedicated to all the people of this section and to the glory of the greater city they will build


  Mrs. Flood took in the words with obvious satisfaction. “Ah-hah!” she said, nodding her head slowly, with deliberate agreement. “That’s just exactly it!”


  Margaret nudged George and whispered in his ear:


  “Dedicated!” she muttered scornfully—then, with mincing refinement: “Now ain’t that nice? Dedicated to cutting your throat and bleeding you white of every nickel that you’ve got!”


  They were now entering the cemetery, and the procession wound slowly in along a circling road and at length came to a halt near the rounded crest of the hill below the Joyner burial plot. At one corner of the plot a tall locust tree was growing, and beneath its shade all the Joyners had been buried. There was the family monument—a square, massive chunk of grey, metallic granite, brilliantly burnished, with “JOYNER” in raised letters upon its shining surface. On the ends were inscriptions for old Lafayette and his wife, with their names and dates; and, grouped about them, in parallel rows set on the gentle slope, were the graves of Lafayette’s children. All these had smaller individual monuments, and on each of these, below the name and dates of birth and death, was some little elegiac poem carved in a flowing script.


  At one side of the burial plot the new-dug grave gaped darkly in the raw earth, and beside it was a mound of loose yellow clay. Ranged above it on the hill were several rows of folding chairs. Toward these the people, who were now getting out of the cars, began to move.


  Mark and Mag and various other Joyners took the front rows, and George and Margaret, with Mrs. Flood still close beside them, found chairs at the back. Other people—friends, distant relatives, and mere acquaintances—stood in groups behind.


  The lot looked out across a mile or two of deep, dense green, the wooded slopes and hollows that receded toward the winding river, and straight across beyond the river was the central business part of town. The spires and buildings, the old ones as well as some splendid new ones—hotels, office buildings, garages, churches, and the scaffolding and concrete of new construction which exploded from the familiar design with glittering violence—were plainly visible. It was a fine view.


  While the people took their places and waited for the pallbearers to perform their last slow and heavy service up the final ascent of the hill, Mrs. Flood sat with her hands folded in her lap and gazed out over the town. Then she began shaking her head thoughtfully, her lips pursed in deprecation and regret, and in a low voice, as if she were talking to herself, she said:


  “Hm! Hm! Hm! Too bad, too bad, too bad!”


  “What’s that, Mrs. Flood?” Margaret leaned over and whispered. “What’s too bad?”


  “Why, that they should ever have chosen such a place as this for the cemetery,” she said regretfully. She had lowered her voice to a stage whisper, and those around her could hear everything she said. “Why, as I told Frank Candler just the other day, they’ve gone and deliberately given away the two best building sites in town to the niggers and the dead people! That’s just exactly what they’ve done! I’ve always said as much—that the two finest building sites in town for natural beauty are Niggertown and Highview Cemetery. I could’ve told ’em that long years ago—they should’ve known it themselves if any of ’em could have seen an inch beyond his nose—that some day the town would grow up and this would be valuable property! Why, why on earth! When they were lookin’ for a cemetery site—why on earth didn’t they think of findin’ one up there on Buxton Hill, say, where you get a beautiful view, and where land is not so valuable? But this!” she whispered loudly. “This, by rights, is building property! People could have fine homes here! And as for the niggers, I’ve always said that they’d have been better off if they’d been put down there on those old flats in the depot section. Now it’s too late, of course—nothin’ can be done—but it was certainly a serious mistake!” she whispered, and shook her head. “I’ve always known it!”


  “Well, I guess you’re right,” Margaret whispered in reply. “I never thought of it before, but I guess you’re right.” And she nudged George with her elbow.


  The pallbearers had set the coffin in its place, and the minister now began to read the brief and movingly solemn commitment service. Slowly the coffin was lowered in its grave. And as the black lid disappeared from sight George felt such a stab of wordless pain and grief as he had never known. But he knew even as he felt it that it wasn’t sorrow for Aunt Maw. It was an aching pity for himself and for all men living, and in it was the knowledge of the briefness of man’s days, and the smallness of his life, and the certain dark that comes too swiftly and that has no end. And he felt, too, more personally, now with Aunt Maw gone and no one left in all his family who was close to him, that one whole cycle of time had closed for him. He thought of the future opening blankly up before him, and for a moment he had an acute sense of terror and despair like that of a lost child, for he felt now that the last tie that had bound him to his native earth was severed, and he saw himself as a creature homeless, uprooted, and alone, with no door to enter, no place to call his own, in all the vast desolation of the planet.


  The people had now begun to move away and to walk back slowly toward their cars. The Joyners, however, kept their seats until the last spadeful of earth was heaped and patted into place. Then they arose, their duty done. Some of them just stood there now, talking quietly in their drawling voices, while others sauntered among the tombstones, bending over to read the inscriptions and straightening up to recall and tell each other some forgotten incident in the life of some forgotten Joyner. At last they, too, began to drift away.


  George did not want to go back with them and be forced to hear the shreds of Aunt Maw’s life torn apart and pieced together again, so he linked his arm through Margaret’s and led her over the brow of the hill to the other side. For a little while they stood in the slanting light, silent, their faces to the west, and watched the great ball of the sun sink down behind the rim of distant mountains. And the majestic beauty of the spectacle, together with the woman’s quiet presence there beside him, brought calm and peace to the young man’s troubled spirit.


  When they came back, the cemetery appeared to be deserted. But as they approached the Joyner plot they saw that Mrs. Delia Flood was still waiting for them. They had forgotten her, and realized now that she could not go without them, for there was only one car on the graveled roadway below and the hired chauffeur was slumped behind his wheel, asleep. In the fast-failing light Mrs. Flood was wandering among the graves, stopping now and then to stoop and peer closely at an inscription on a stone. Then she would stand there meditatively and look out across the town, where the first lights were already beginning to wink on. She turned to them casually when they came up, as though she had taken no notice of their absence, and spoke to them in her curious fragmentary way, plucking the words right out of the middle of her thoughts.


  “Why, to think,” she said reflectively, “that he would go and move her! To think that any man could be so hard-hearted! Oh!” she shuddered with a brief convulsive pucker of revulsion. “It makes my blood run cold to think of it—and everybody told him so!—they told him so at the time—to think he would have no more mercy in him than to go and move her from the place where she lay buried!”


  “Who was that, Mrs. Flood?” George said absently. “Move who?”


  “Why, Amelia, of course—your mother, child!” she said impatiently, and gestured briefly toward the weather-rusted stone.


  He bent forward and read again the familiar inscription:


  Amelia Webber, née Joyner


  and below her dates the carved verse:


  
    Still is the voice we knew so well,


    Vanished the face we love,


    Flown her spirit pure to dwell


    With angels up above.


    Ours is the sorrow, ours the pain,


    And ours the joy alone


    To clasp her in our arms again


    In Heaven, by God’s throne.

  


  “That’s the thing that started all this movin’!” Mrs. Flood was saying. “Nobody’d ever have thought of comin’ here if it hadn’t been for Amelia! And here,” she cried fretfully, “the woman had been dead and in her grave more than a year when he gets this notion in his head he’s got to move her—and you couldn’t reason with him! Why, your uncle, Mark Joyner—that’s who it was! You couldn’t argue with him!” she cried with vehement surprise. “Why, yes, of course! It was back there at the time they were havin’ all that trouble with your father, child. He’d left Amelia and gone to live with that other woman—but I will say this for him!” and she nodded her head with determination. “When Amelia died, John Webber did the decent thing and buried her himself—claimed her as his wife and buried her! He’d bought a plot in the old cemetery, and that’s where he put her. But then, more than a year afterwards—you know, child—when Mark Joyner had that trouble with your father about who was to bring you up—yes, and took it to the courts and won!—why, that’s when it was that Mark took it in his head to move Amelia. Said he wouldn’t let a sister of his lie in Webber earth! He already had this plot, of course, way over here on this hill where nobody’d ever thought of goin’. It was just a little private buryin’ ground, then—a few families used it, that was all.”


  She paused and looked out thoughtfully over the town, then after a moment she went on:


  “Your Aunt Maw, she tried to talk to Mark about it, but it was like talkin’ to a stone wall. She told me all about it at the time. But no, sir!” she shook her head with a movement of strong decision. “He’d made up his mind and he wouldn’t budge from it an inch! ‘But see here, Mark,’ she said. ‘The thing’s not right! Amelia ought to stay where she’s buried!’ She didn’t like the looks of it, you know. ‘Even the dead have got their rights,’ she said. ‘Where the tree falls, there let it lie!’—that’s what she told him. But no! He wouldn’t listen—you couldn’t talk to him. He says, ‘I’ll move her if it’s the last thing I ever live to do! I’ll move her if I have to dig her up myself and carry the coffin on my back all the way to the top of that hill across the river! That’s where she’s goin’,’ he says, ‘and you needn’t argue any more!’ Well, your Aunt Maw saw then that he had his mind made up and that it wouldn’t do any good to talk to him about it. But oh! an awful mistake! an awful mistake!” she muttered, shaking her head slowly. “All that movin’ and expense for nothin’! If he felt that way, he should’ve brought her over here in the first place, when she died! But I guess it was the lawsuit and all the bad blood it stirred up that made him feel that way,” she now said tranquilly. “And that’s the reason all these other people are buried here—” she made a sweeping gesture with her arm—“that’s what started it, all right! Why, of course! When the old cemetery got filled up and they had to look around for a new site—why, one of those fellows in Parson Flack’s gang at City Hall, he remembered the rumpus about Amelia and thought of all these empty acres way out here beside the old buryin’ ground. He found he could buy ’em cheap, and that’s what he did. That’s exactly how it was,” she said. “But I’ve always regretted it. I was against it from the start.”


  She fell silent again, and stood looking with solemn-eyed memory at the weather-rusted stone.


  “Well, as I say, then,” she went on calmly, “when your Aunt Maw saw he had his mind made up and that there was no use to try to change him—well, she went out to the old cemetery the day they moved her, and she asked me to go with her, you know. Oh, it was one of those raw, windy days you get in March! The very kind of day Amelia died on. And old Mrs. Wrenn and Amy Williamson—they had both been good friends of Amelia’s—of course they went along, too. And, of course, when we got there, they were curious—they wanted to have a look, you know,” she said calmly, mentioning this grisly desire with no surprise whatever. “And they tried to get me to look at it, too. Your Aunt Maw got so sick that Mark had to take her home in the carriage, but I stood my ground. ‘No,’ I said, ‘you go on and satisfy your curiosity if that’s what you want to do, but I won’t look at it!’ I said, ‘I’d rather remember her the way she was.’ Well, sir, they went ahead and did it then. They got old Prove—you know, he was that old nigger man that worked for Mark—they got him to open up the coffin, and I turned my back and walked away a little piece until they got through lookin’,” she said tranquilly. “And pretty soon I heard ’em comin’. Well, I turned around and looked at ’em, and let me tell you somethin’,” she said gravely, “their faces were a study! Oh, they turned pale and they trembled! ‘Well, are you satisfied?’ I said. ‘Did you find what you were lookin’ for?’ ‘Oh-h!’ says old Mrs. Wrenn, pale as a ghost, shakin’ and wringin’ her hands, you know. ‘Oh, Delia!’ she says, ‘it was awful! I’m sorry that I looked!’ she says. ‘Ah-ha!’ I said. ‘What did I tell you? You see, don’t you?’ And she says, ‘Oh-h, it was all gone!—all gone!—all rotted away to nothin’ so you couldn’t recognize her! The face was all gone until you could see the teeth! And the nails had all grown out long! But Delia!’ she says, ‘the hair!—the hair! Oh, I tell you what,’ she says, ‘the hair was beautiful! It had grown out until it covered everything—the finest head of hair I ever saw on anyone! But the rest of it—oh, I’m sorry that I looked!’ she says. ‘Well, I thought so! I thought so!’ I said. ‘I knew you’d be sorry, so I wouldn’t look!’ ... But that’s the way it was, all right,” she concluded with the quiet satisfaction of omniscience.


  Through this recital George and Margaret had stood transfixed, a look of horror on their faces, but Mrs. Flood did not notice them. She stood now looking down at Amelia’s tombstone, her lips puckered thoughtfully, and after a little while she said:


  “I don’t know when I’ve thought of Amelia and John Webber—both of ’em dead and in their graves through all these years. She lies here, and he’s all alone in his own lot over there on the other side of town, and that old trouble that they had seems very far away. You know,” she said, looking up and speaking with a tone of deep conviction, “I believe that they have joined each other and are reconciled and happy. I believe I’ll meet them some day in a Higher Sphere, along with all my other friends—all happy, and all leading a new life.”


  She was silent for a moment, and then, with a movement of strong decision, she turned away and looked out toward the town, where the lights were now burning hard and bright and steady in the dusk.


  “Come, now!” she cried briskly and cheerfully. “It’s time we were goin’ home! It’s gettin’ dark!”


  The three of them walked in silence down the slope toward the waiting car. As they came up to it and were about to get in, Mrs. Flood stopped and laid her hand on George’s shoulder in a warm and easy gesture.


  “Young man,” she said, “I’ve been a long time livin’ on this earth, and as the fellow says, the world do move! You’ve got your life ahead of you, and lots to learn and many things to do—but let me tell you somethin’, boy!” and all at once she looked at him in a straight and deadly fashion. “Go out and see the world and get your fill of wanderin’,” she cried, “and then come back and tell me if you’ve found a better place than home! I’ve seen great changes in my time, and I’ll see more before I die. There are great things yet in store for us—great progress, great inventions—it will all come true. Perhaps I’ll not live to see it, but you will! We’ve got a fine town here, and fine people to make it go—and we’re not done yet. I’ve seen it all grow up out of a country village—and some day we will have a great city here.”


  She waited an instant as if she expected him to answer and corroborate her judgment, and when he merely nodded to show that he had heard her, she took it for agreement and went on:


  “Your Aunt Maw always hoped that you’d come home again. And you will!” she said. “There’s no better or more beautiful place on earth than in these mountains—and some day you’ll come home again to stay.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 7

  BOOM TOWN


  During the week that followed Aunt Maw’s funeral George renewed his acquaintance with his home town, and it was a disconcerting experience. The sleepy little mountain village in which he had grown up—for it had been hardly more than that then—was now changed almost beyond recognition. The very streets that he had known so well, and had remembered through the years in their familiar aspect of early-afternoon emptiness and drowsy lethargy, were now foaming with life, crowded with expensive traffic, filled with new faces he had never seen before. Occasionally he saw somebody that he knew, and in the strangeness of it all they seemed to him like lights shining in the darkness of a lonely coast.


  But what he noticed chiefly—and once he observed it he began watching for it, and it was always there—was the look on the people’s faces. It puzzled him, and frightened him, and when he tried to find a word to describe it, the only thing he could think of was—madness. The nervous, excited glitter in the eyes seemed to belong to nothing else but madness. The faces of natives and strangers alike appeared to be animated by some secret and unholy glee. And their bodies, as they darted, dodged, and thrust their way along, seemed to have a kind of leaping energy as if some powerful drug was driving them on. They gave him the impression of an entire population that was drunk—drunk with an intoxication which never made them weary, dead, or sodden, and which never wore off, but which incited them constantly to new efforts of leaping and thrusting exuberance.


  The people he had known all his life cried out to him along the streets, seizing his hand and shaking it, and saying: “Hi, there, boy! Glad to see you home again! Going to be with us for a while now? Good! I’ll be seeing you! I’ve got to go on now—got to meet a fellow down the street to sign some papers! Glad to see you, boy!” Then, having uttered this tempestuous greeting without a pause and without the loss of a stride, pulling and dragging him along with them as they wrung his hand, they vanished.


  On all sides he heard talk, talk, talk—terrific and incessant. And the tumult of voices was united in variations of a single chorus—speculation and real estate. People were gathered in earnestly chattering groups before the drug stores, before the post office, before the Court House and the City Hall. They hurried along the pavements talking together with passionate absorption, bestowing half-abstracted nods of greeting from time to time on passing acquaintances.


  The real estate men were everywhere. Their motors and busses roared through the streets of the town and out into the country, carrying crowds of prospective clients. One could see them on the porches of houses unfolding blueprints and prospectuses as they shouted enticements and promises of sudden wealth into the ears of deaf old women. Everyone was fair game for them—the lame, the halt, and the blind, Civil War veterans or their decrepit pensioned widows, as well as high school boys and girls, Negro truck drivers, soda jerkers, elevator boys, and bootblacks.


  Everyone bought real estate; and everyone was “a real estate man” either in name or practice. The barbers, the lawyers, the grocers, the butchers, the builders, the clothiers—all were engaged now in this single interest and obsession. And there seemed to be only one rule, universal and infallible—to buy, always to buy, to pay whatever price was asked, and to sell again within two days at any price one chose to fix. It was fantastic. Along all the streets in town the ownership of the land was constantly changing; and when the supply of streets was exhausted, new streets were feverishly created in the surrounding wilderness; and even before these streets were paved or a house had been built upon them, the land was being sold, and then resold, by the acre, by the lot, by the foot, for hundreds of thousands of dollars.


  A spirit of drunken waste and wild destructiveness was everywhere apparent. The fairest places in the town were being mutilated at untold cost. In the center of town there had been a beautiful green hill, opulent with rich lawns and lordly trees, with beds of flowers and banks of honeysuckle, and on top of it there had been an immense, rambling, old wooden hotel. From its windows one could look out upon the vast panorama of mountain ranges in the smoky distance.


  George could remember its wide porches and comfortable rockers, its innumerable eaves and gables, its labyrinth of wings and corridors, its great parlors and their thick red carpets, and the lobby with its old red leather chairs, hollowed and shaped by the backs of men, and its smell of tobacco and its iced tinkle of tall drinks. It had a splendid dining room filled with laughter and quiet voices, where expert Negroes in white jackets bent and scraped and chuckled over the jokes of the rich men from the North as with prayerful grace they served them delicious foods out of old silver dishes. George could remember, too, the smiles and the tender beauty of the rich men’s wives and daughters. As a boy he had been touched with the unutterable mystery of all these things, for these wealthy travelers had come great distances and had somehow brought with them an evocation of the whole golden and unvisited world, with its fabulous cities and its promise of glory, fame, and love.


  It had been one of the pleasantest places in the town, but now it was gone. An army of men and shovels had advanced upon this beautiful green hill and had leveled it down to an ugly flat of clay, and had paved it with a desolate horror of white concrete, and had built stores and garages and office buildings and parking spaces—all raw and new—and were now putting up a new hotel beneath the very spot where the old one had stood. It was to be a structure of sixteen stories, of steel and concrete and pressed brick. It was being stamped out of the same mold, as if by some gigantic biscuit-cutter of hotels, that had produced a thousand others like it all over the country. And, to give a sumptuous—if spurious—distinction to its patterned uniformity, it was to be called The Libya-Ritz.


  One day George ran into Sam Pennock, a boyhood friend and a classmate at Pine Rock College. Sam came down the busy street swiftly at his anxious, lunging stride, and immediately, without a word of greeting, he broke hoarsely into the abrupt and fragmentary manner of speaking that had always been characteristic of him, but that now seemed more feverish than ever:


  “When did you get here? ... How long are you going to stay? ... What do you think of the way things look here?” Then, without waiting for an answer, he demanded with brusque, challenging, and almost impatient scornfulness: “Well, what do you intend to do—be a two-thousand-dollar-a-year school teacher all your life?”


  The contemptuous tone, with its implication of superiority—an implication he had noticed before in the attitude of these people, big with their inflated sense of wealth and achievement—stung George to retort sharply:


  “There are worse things than teaching school! Being a paper millionaire is one of them! As for the two thousand dollars a year, you really get it, Sam! It’s not real estate money, it’s money you can spend. You can buy a ham sandwich with it.”


  Sam laughed. “You’re right!” he said. “I don’t blame you. It’s the truth!” He began to shake his head slowly. “Lord, Lord!” he said. “They’ve all gone clean out of their heads here. ... Never saw anything like it in my life. ... Why, they’re all crazy as a loon!” he exclaimed. “You can’t talk to them. ... You can’t reason with them. ... They won’t listen to you. ... They’re getting prices for property here that you couldn’t get in New York.”


  “Are they getting it?”


  “Well,” he said, with a falsetto laugh, “they get the first five hundred dollars. ... You pay the next five hundred thousand on time.”


  “How much time?”


  “God!” he said. “I don’t know. ... All you want, I reckon. ... Forever! ... It doesn’t matter. ... You sell it next day for a million.”


  “On time?”


  “That’s it!” he cried, laughing. “You make half a million just like that.”


  “On time?”


  “You’ve got it!” said Sam. “On time. ... God! Crazy, crazy, crazy,” he kept laughing and shaking his head. “That’s the way they make it.”


  “Are you making it, too?”


  At once his manner became feverishly earnest: “Why, it’s the damnedest thing you ever heard of!” he said. “I’m raking it in hand over fist! ... Made three hundred thousand dollars in the last two months. ... Why, it’s the truth! ... Made a trade yesterday and turned around and sold the lot again not two hours later. ... Fifty thousand dollars just like that!” he snapped his fingers. “Does your uncle want to sell that house on Locust Street where your Aunt Maw lived? ... Have you talked to him about it? ... Would he consider an offer?”


  “I suppose so, if he gets enough.”


  “How much does he want?” he demanded impatiently. “Would he take a hundred thousand?”


  “Could you get it for him?”


  “I could get it within twenty-four hours,” he said. “I know a man who’d snap it up in five minutes. ... I tell you what I’ll do, Monk, if you persuade him to sell—I’ll split the commission with you. ... I’ll give you five thousand dollars.”


  “All right, Sam, it’s a go. Could you let me have fifty cents on account?”


  “Do you think he’ll sell?” he asked eagerly.


  “Really, I don’t know, but I doubt it. That place was my grandfather’s. It’s been in the family a long time. I imagine he’ll want to keep it.”


  “Keep it! What’s the sense in keeping it? ... Now’s the time when things are at the peak. He’ll never get a better offer!”


  “I know, but he’s expecting to strike oil out in the backyard any time now,” said George with a laugh.


  At this moment there was a disturbance among the tides of traffic in the street. A magnificent car detached itself from the stream of humbler vehicles and moved in swiftly to the curb, where it came to a smooth stop—a glitter of nickel, glass, and burnished steel. From it a gaudily attired creature stepped down to the pavement with an air of princely indolence, tucked a light Malacca cane carelessly under its right armpit, and slowly and fastidiously withdrew from its nicotined fingers a pair of lemon-colored gloves, at the same time saying to the liveried chauffeur:


  “You may go, James. Call for me again in hal-luf an houah!”


  The creature’s face was thin and sunken. Its complexion was a deathly sallow—all except the nose, which was bulbous and glowed a brilliant red, showing an intricate network of enlarged purple veins. Its toothless jaws were equipped with such an enormous set of glittering false teeth that the lips could not cover them, and they grinned at the world with the prognathous bleakness of a skeleton. The whole figure, although heavy and shambling, had the tottering appearance which suggested a stupendous debauchery. It moved forward with its false, bleak grin, leaning heavily upon the stick, and suddenly George recognized that native ruin which had been known to him since childhood as Tim Wagner.


  J. Timothy Wagner—the “J” was a recent and completely arbitrary addition of his own, appropriated, no doubt, to fit his ideas of personal grandeur, and to match the eminent position in the town’s affairs to which he had belatedly risen—was the black sheep of one of the old, established families in the community. At the time George Webber was a boy, Tim Wagner had been for so long the product of complete disillusion that there was no longer any vestige of respect attached to him.


  He had been preëminently the town sot. His title to this office was unquestioned. In this capacity he was even held in a kind of affection. His exploits were notorious, the subjects of a hundred stories. One night, for example, the loafers in McCormack’s pharmacy had seen Tim swallow something and then shudder convulsively. This process was repeated several times, until the curiosity of the loafers was aroused. They began to observe him furtively but closely, and in a few minutes Tim thrust out his hand slyly, fumbled around in the gold fish bowl, and withdrew his hand with a wriggling little shape between his fingers. Then the quick swallow and the convulsive shudder were repeated.


  He had inherited two fortunes before his twenty-fifth year and had run through them both. Hilarious stories were told of Tim’s celebrated pleasure tour upon the inheritance of the second fortune. He had chartered a private car, stocked it plentifully with liquor, and selected as his traveling companions the most notorious sots, vagabonds, and tramps the community could furnish. The debauch had lasted eight months. This party of itinerant bacchuses had made a tour of the entire country. They had exploded their empty flasks against the ramparts of the Rocky Mountains, tossed their empty kegs into San Francisco Bay, strewn the plains with their beer bottles. At last the party had achieved a condition of exhausted satiety in the nation’s capital, where Tim, with what was left of his inheritance, had engaged an entire floor at one of the leading hotels. Then, one by one, the exhausted wanderers had drifted back to town, bringing tales of bacchanalian orgies that had not been equaled since the days of the Roman emperors, and leaving Tim finally in solitary possession of the wreckage of empty suites.


  From that time on he had slipped rapidly into a state of perpetual sottishness. Even then, however, he had retained the traces of an attractive and engaging personality. Everyone had had a tolerant and unspoken affection for him. Save for the harm he did himself, Tim was an inoffensive and good-natured creature.


  His figure on the streets of the town at night had been a familiar one. From sunset on, he might be found almost anywhere. It was easy to tell what progressive state of intoxication he had reached simply by observing his method of locomotion. No one ever saw him stagger. He did not weave drunkenly along the pavement. Rather, when he approached the saturation point, he walked very straight, very rapidly, but with funny little short steps. As he walked he kept his face partly lowered, glancing quickly and comically from side to side, with little possumlike looks. If he approached complete paralysis, he just stood quietly and leaned against something—a lamp post or a doorway or the side of a building or the front of the drug store. Here he would remain for hours in a state of solemn immobility, broken only by an occasional belch. His face, already grown thin and flabby-jowled, with its flaming beacon of a nose, would at these times be composed in an expression of drunken gravity, and his whole condition would be characterized by a remarkable alertness, perceptiveness, and control. He rarely degenerated into complete collapse. Almost always he could respond instantly and briskly to a word of greeting.


  Even the police had had a benevolent regard for him, and they had exercised a friendly guardianship over him. Through long experience and observation, every policeman on the force was thoroughly acquainted with Tim’s symptoms. They could tell at a glance just what degree of intoxication he had reached, and if they thought he had crossed the final border line and that his collapse in doorway or gutter was imminent, they would take charge of him, speaking to him kindly, but with a stern warning:


  “Tim, if you’re on the streets again tonight, we’re going to lock you up. Now you go on home and go to bed.”


  To this Tim would nod briskly, with instant and amiable agreement: “Yes, sir, yes, sir. Just what I was going to do, Captain Crane, when you spoke to me. Going home right this minute. Yes, sir.”


  With these words he would start off briskly across the street, his legs making their little fast, short steps and his eyes darting comically from side to side, until he had vanished around the corner. Within ten or fifteen minutes, however, he might be seen again, easing his way along cautiously in the dark shadow of a building, creeping up to the corner, and peeking around with a sly look on his face to see if any of the watchdogs of the law were in sight.


  As time went on and his life lapsed more and more into total vagabondage, one of his wealthy aunts, in the hope that some employment might partially retrieve him, had given him the use of a vacant lot behind some buildings in the business section of the town, a short half block from Main Street. The automobile had now come in sufficient numbers to make parking laws important, and Tim was allowed by his aunt to use this lot as parking space for cars and to keep the money thus obtained. In this employment he succeeded far better than anyone expected. He had little to do except stay on the premises, and this was not difficult for him so long as he was plentifully supplied with corn whiskey.


  During this period of his life some canvassers at a local election had looked for Tim to enroll him in the interest of their candidate, but they had been unable to find out where he lived. He had not lived, of course, with any member of his family for years, and investigation failed to disclose that he had a room anywhere. The question then began to go around: “Where does Tim Wagner live? Where does he sleep?” No one could find out. And Tim’s own answers, when pressed for information, were slyly evasive.


  One day, however, the answer came to light. The automobile had come, and come so thoroughly that people were even getting buried by motor car. The day of the horse-drawn hearse had passed forever. Accordingly, one of the local undertaking firms had told Tim he could have their old horse-drawn hearse if he would only take it off their premises. Tim had accepted the macabre gift and had parked the hearse in his lot. One day when Tim was absent the canvassers came back again, still persistent in their efforts to learn his address so they could enroll him. They noticed the old hearse, and, seeing that its raven curtains were so closely drawn that the interior was hidden from view, they decided to investigate. Cautiously they opened the doors of the hearse. A cot was inside. There was even a chair. It was completely furnished as a small but adequate bedroom.


  So at last his secret had been found out. Henceforth all the town knew where he lived.


  That was Tim Wagner as George had known him fifteen years ago. Since then he had been so constantly steeped in alcohol that his progressive disintegration had been marked, and he had lately adopted the fantastic trappings of a clown of royalty. Everyone knew all about him, and yet—the fact was incredible!—Tim Wagner had now become the supreme embodiment of the town’s extravagant folly. For, as gamblers will stake a fortune on some moment’s whimsey of belief, thrusting their money into a stranger’s hand and bidding him to play with it because the color of his hair is lucky, or as race track men will rub the hump upon a cripple’s back to bring them luck, so the people of the town now listened prayerfully to every word Tim Wagner uttered. They sought his opinion in all their speculations, and acted instantly on his suggestions. He had become—in what way and for what reason no one knew—the high priest and prophet of this insanity of waste.


  They knew that he was diseased and broken, that his wits were always addled now with alcohol, but they used him as men once used divining rods. They deferred to him as Russian peasants once deferred to the village idiot. They now believed with an absolute and unquestioning faith that some power of intuition in him made all his judgments infallible.


  It was this creature who had just alighted at the curb a little beyond George Webber and Sam Pennock, full of drunken majesty and bleary-eyed foppishness. Sam turned to him with a movement of feverish eagerness, saying to George abruptly:


  “Wait a minute! I’ve got to speak to Tim Wagner about something! Wait till I come back!”


  George watched the scene with amazement. Tim Wagner, still drawing the gloves off of his fingers with an expression of bored casualness, walked slowly over toward the entrance of McCormack’s drug store—no longer were his steps short and quick, for he leaned heavily on his cane—while Sam, in an attitude of obsequious entreaty, kept at his elbow, bending his tall form toward him and hoarsely pouring out a torrent of questions:


  “... Property in West Libya. ... Seventy-five thousand dollars. ... Option expires tomorrow at noon. ... Joe Ingram has the piece above mine. ... Won’t sell. ... Holding for hundred fifty. ... Mine’s the best location. ... But Fred Bynum says too far from main road. ... What do you think, Tim? ... Is it worth it?”


  During the course of this torrential appeal Tim Wagner did not even turn to look at his petitioner. He gave no evidence whatever that he heard what Sam was saying. Instead, he stopped, thrust his gloves into his pocket, cast his eyes around slyly in a series of quick glances, and suddenly began to root into himself violently with a clutching hand. Then he straightened up like a man just coming out of a trance, and seemed to become aware for the first time that Sam was waiting.


  “What’s that? What did you say, Sam?” he said rapidly. “How much did they offer you for it? Don’t sell, don’t sell!” he said suddenly and with great emphasis. “Now’s the time to buy, not to sell. The trend is upward. Buy! Buy! Don’t take it. Don’t sell. That’s my advice!”


  “I’m not selling, Tim,” Sam cried excitedly. “I’m thinking of buying.”


  “Oh—yes, yes, yes!” Tim muttered rapidly. “I see, I see.” He turned now for the first time and fixed his eyes upon his questioner. “Where did you say it was?” he demanded sharply. “Deepwood? Good! Good! Can’t go wrong! Buy! Buy!”


  He started to walk away into the drug store, and the lounging idlers moved aside deferentially to let him pass. Sam rushed after him frantically and caught him by the arm, shouting:


  “No, no, Tim! It’s not Deepwood! It’s the other way. ... I’ve been telling you. ... It’s West Libya!”


  “What’s that?” Tim cried sharply. “West Libya? Why didn’t you say so? That’s different. Buy! Buy! Can’t go wrong! Whole town’s moving in that direction. Values double out there in six months. How much do they want?”


  “Seventy-five thousand,” Sam panted. “Option expires tomorrow. ... Five years to pay it up.”


  “Buy! Buy!” Tim barked, and walked off into the drug store.


  Sam strode back toward George, his eyes blazing with excitement.


  “Did you hear him? Did you hear what he said?” he demanded hoarsely. “You heard him, didn’t you? ... Best damned judge of real estate that ever lived. ... Never known to make a mistake! ... ‘Buy! Buy! Will double in value in six months!’ ... You were standing right here—” he said hoarsely and accusingly, glaring at George—“you heard what he said, didn’t you?”


  “Yes, I heard him.”


  Sam glanced wildly about him, passed his hand nervously through his hair several times, and then said, sighing heavily and shaking his head in wonder:


  “Seventy-five thousand dollars’ profit in one deal! ... Never heard anything like it in my life! ... Lord, Lord!” he cried. “What are we coming to?”


  Somehow the news had gotten around that George had written a book and that it would soon be published. The editor of the local paper heard of it and sent a reporter to interview him, and printed a story about it.


  “So you’ve written a book?” said the reporter. “What kind of a book is it? What’s it about?”


  “Why—I—I hardly know how to tell you,” George stammered. “It—it’s a novel——”


  “A Southern novel? Anything to do with this part of the country?”


  “Well—yes—that is—it’s about the South, all right—about an Old Catawba family—but——”


  LOCAL BOY WRITES ROMANCE OF THE OLD SOUTH


  
    George Webber, son of the late John Webber and nephew of Mark Joyner, local hardware merchant, has written a novel with a Libya Hill background which the New York house of James Rodney & Co. will publish this fall.


    When interviewed last night, the young author stated that his book was a romance of the Old South, centering about the history of a distinguished antebellum family of this region. The people of Libya Hill and environs will await the publication of the book with special interest, not only because many of them will remember the author, who was born and brought up here, but also because that stirring period of Old Catawba’s past has never before been accorded its rightful place of honor in the annals of Southern literature.

  


  “We understand you have traveled a great deal since you left home. Been to Europe several times?”


  “Yes, I have.”


  “In your opinion, how does this section of the country compare with other places you have seen?”


  “Why—why—er—why good! ... I mean, fine! That is——”


  LOCAL PARADISE COMPARES FAVORABLY


  
    In answer to the reporter’s question as to how this part of the country compared to other places he had seen, the former Libya man declared:


    “There is no place I have ever visited—and my travels have taken me to England, Germany, Scotland, Ireland, Wales, Norway, Denmark, Sweden, to say nothing of the south of France, the Italian Riviera, and the Swiss Alps—which can compare in beauty with the setting of my native town.


    “We have here,” he said enthusiastically, “a veritable Paradise of Nature. Air, climate, scenery, water, natural beauty, all conspire to make this section the most ideal place in the whole world to live.”

  


  “Did you ever think of coming back here to live?”


  “Well—yes—I have thought of it—but—you see——”


  WILL SETTLE AND BUILD HERE


  
    When questioned as to his future plans, the author said:


    “For years, my dearest hope and chief ambition has been that one day I should be able to come back here to live. One who has ever known the magic of these hills cannot forget them. I hope, therefore, that the time is not far distant when I may return for good.


    “Here, I feel, as nowhere else,” the author continued wistfully, “that I will be able to find the inspiration that I must have to do my work. Scenically, climatically, geographically, and in every other way, the logical spot for a modern renaissance is right here among these hills. There is no reason why, in ten years’ time, this community should not be a great artistic colony, drawing to it the great artists, the music and the beauty lovers, of the whole world, as Salzburg does now. The Rhododendron Festival is already a step in the right direction.


    “It shall be a part of my purpose from now on,” the earnest young author added, “to do everything in my power to further this great cause, and to urge all my writing and artistic friends to settle here—to make Libya Hill the place it ought to be—The Athens of America.”

  


  “Do you intend to write another book?”


  “Yes—that is—I hope so. In fact——”


  “Would you care to say anything about it?”


  “Well—I don’t know—it’s pretty hard to say——”


  “Come on, son, don’t be bashful. We’re all your home folks here. ... Now, take Longfellow. There was a great writer! You know what a young fellow with your ability ought to do? He ought to come back here and do for this section what Longfellow did for New England. ...”


  PLANS NATIVE SAGA


  
    When pressed for details about the literary work he hopes to do hereafter, the author became quite explicit:


    “I want to return here,” he said, “and commemorate the life, history, and development of Western Catawba in a series of poetic legends comparable to those with which the poet Longfellow commemorated the life of the Acadians and the folklore of the New England countryside. What I have in mind is a trilogy that will begin with the early settlement of the region by the first pioneers, among them my own forebears, and will trace the steady progress of Libya Hill from its founding and the coming of the railroad right down to its present international prominence and the proud place it occupies today as ‘The Gem City of the Hills.’”

  


  George writhed and swore when he read the article. There was hardly an accurate statement in it. He felt angry and sheepish and guilty all at the same time.


  He sat down and wrote a scathing letter to the paper, but when he had finished he tore it up. After all, what good would it do? The reporter had spun his story out of nothing more substantial than his victim’s friendly tones and gestures, a few words and phrases which he had blurted out in his confusion, and, above all, his reticence to talk about his work; yet the fellow had obviously been so steeped in the booster spirit that he had been able to concoct this elaborate fantasy—probably without quite knowing that it was a fantasy.


  Then, too, he reflected, people would take an emphatic denial of the statements that had been attributed to him as evidence that he was a sorehead, full of conceit about his book. You couldn’t undo the effect of a thing like this with a simple negative. If he gave the lie to all that gush, everybody would say he was attacking the town and turning against those who had nurtured him. Better let bad enough alone.


  So he did nothing about it. And after that, strangely enough, it seemed to George that the attitude of people changed toward him. Not that they had been unfriendly before. It was only that he now felt they approved of him. This in itself gave him a quiet sense of accomplishment, as if the stamp of business confirmation had been put upon him.


  Like all Americans, George had been amorous of material success, so it made him happy now to know that the people of his home town believed he had got it, or at any rate was at last on the highroad to it. One thing about the whole affair was most fortunate. The publisher who had accepted his book had an old and much respected name; people knew the name, and would meet him on the street and wring his hand and say:


  “So your book is going to be published by James Rodney & Co.?”


  That simple question, asked with advance knowledge of the fact, had a wonderful sound. It had a ring, not only of congratulation that his book was being published, but also of implication that the distinguished house of Rodney had been fortunate to secure it. That was the way it sounded, and it was probably also the way it was meant. He had the feeling, therefore, that in the eyes of his own people he had “arrived.” He was no longer a queer young fellow who had consumed his substance in the deluded hope that he was—oh, loaded word!—“a writer.” He was a writer. He was not only a writer, but a writer who was about to be published, and by the ancient and honorable James Rodney & Co.


  There is something good in the way people welcome success, or anything—no matter what—that is stamped with the markings of success. It is not an ugly thing, really. People love success because to most of them it means happiness, and, whatever form it takes, it is the image of what they, in their hearts, would like to be. This is more true in America than anywhere else. People put this label on the image of their heart’s desire because they have never had an image of another kind of happiness. So, essentially, this love of success is not a bad thing, but a good thing. It calls forth a general and noble response, even though the response may also be mixed with self-interest. People are happy for your happiness because they want so much to be happy themselves. Therefore it’s a good thing. The idea behind it is good, anyhow. The only trouble with it is that the direction is misplaced.


  That was the way it seemed to George. He had gone through a long and severe period of probation, and now he was approved. It made him very happy. There is nothing in the world that will take the chip off of one’s shoulder like a feeling of success. The chip was off now, and George didn’t want to fight anybody. For the first time he felt that it was good to be home again.


  Not that he did not have his apprehensions. He knew what he had written about the people and the life of his home town. He knew, too, that he had written about them with a nakedness and directness which, up to that time, had been rare in American fiction. He wondered how they would take it. Even when people congratulated him about the book he could not altogether escape a feeling of uneasiness, for he was afraid of what they would say and think after the book came out and they had read it.


  These apprehensions took violent possession of him one night in a most vivid and horrible dream. He thought he was running and stumbling over the blasted heath of some foreign land, fleeing in terror from he knew not what. All that he knew was that he was filled with a nameless shame. It was wordless, and as shapeless as a smothering fog, yet his whole mind and soul shrank back in an agony of revulsion and self-contempt. So overwhelming was his sense of loathing and guilt that he coveted the place of murderers on whom the world had visited the fierceness of its wrath. He envied the whole list of those criminals who had reaped the sentence of mankind’s dishonor—the thief, the liar, the trickster, the outlaw, and the traitor—men whose names were anathema and were spoken with a curse, but which were spoken; for he had committed a crime for which there was no name, he was putrescent with a taint for which there was neither comprehension nor cure, he was rotten with a vileness of corruption that placed him equally beyond salvation or vengeance, remote alike from pity, love, and hatred, and unworthy of a curse. Thus he fled across the immeasurable and barren heath beneath a burning sky, an exile in the center of a planetary vacancy which, like his own shameful self, had no place either among things living or among things dead, and in which there was neither vengeance of lightning nor mercy of burial; for in all that limitless horizon there was no shade or shelter, no curve or bend, no hill or tree or hollow: there was only one vast, naked eye—searing and inscrutable—from which there was no escape, and which bathed his defenseless soul in its fathomless depths of shame.


  And then, with bright and sharp intensity, the dream changed, and suddenly he found himself among the scenes and faces he had known long ago. He was a traveler who had returned after many years of wandering to the place he had known in his childhood. The sense of his dreadful but nameless corruption still hung ominously above him as he entered the streets of the town again, and he knew that he had returned to the springs of innocence and health from whence he came, and by which he would be saved.


  But as he came into the town he became aware that the knowledge of his guilt was everywhere about him. He saw the men and women he had known in childhood, the boys with whom he had gone to school, the girls he had taken to dances. They were engaged in all their varied activities of life and business, and they showed their friendship toward one another, but when he approached and offered his hand in greeting they looked at him with blank stares, and in their gaze there was no love, hatred, pity, loathing, or any feeling whatsoever. Their faces, which had been full of friendliness and affection when they spoke to one another, went dead; they gave no sign of recognition or of greeting; they answered him briefly in toneless voices, giving him what information he asked, and repulsed every effort he made toward a resumption of old friendship with the annihilation of silence and that blank and level stare. They did not laugh or mock or nudge or whisper when he passed; they only waited and were still, as if they wanted but one thing—that he should depart out of their sight.


  He walked on through the old familiar streets, past houses and places that lived again for him as if he had never left them, and by people who grew still and waited until he had gone, and the knowledge of wordless guilt was rooted in his soul. He knew that he was obliterated from their lives more completely than if he had died, and he felt that he was now lost to all men.


  Presently he had left the town, and was again upon the blasted heath, and he was fleeing across it beneath the pitiless sky where flamed the naked eye that pierced him with its unutterable weight of shame.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 8

  THE COMPANY


  George considered himself lucky to have the little room over the Shepperton garage. He was also glad that his visit had overlapped that of Mr. David Merrit, and that Mr. Merrit had been allowed to enjoy undisturbed the greater comfort of the Shepperton guest room, for Mr. Merrit had filled him with a pleasant glow at their first meeting. He was a ruddy, plump, well-kept man of forty-five or so, always ready with a joke and immensely agreeable, with pockets bulging with savory cigars which he handed out to people on the slightest provocation. Randy had spoken of him as “the Company’s man,” and, although George did not know what the duties of a “Company’s man” were, Mr. Merrit made them seem very pleasant.


  George knew, of course, that Mr. Merrit was Randy’s boss, and he learned that Mr. Merrit was in the habit of coming to town every two or three months. He would arrive like a benevolent, pink-cheeked Santa Claus, making his jolly little jokes, passing out his fat cigars, putting his arm around people’s shoulders, and, in general, making everyone feel good. As he said himself:


  “I’ve got to turn up now and then just to see that the boys are behaving themselves, and not taking in any wooden nickels.”


  Here he winked at George in such a comical way that all of them had to grin. Then he gave George a big cigar.


  His functions seemed to be ambassadorial. He was always taking Randy and the salesmen of the Company out to lunch or dinner, and, save for brief visits to the office, he seemed to spend most of his time inaugurating an era of good feeling and high living. He would go around town and meet everybody, slapping people on the back and calling them by their first names, and for a week after he had left the business men of Libya Hill would still be smoking his cigars. When he came to town he always stayed “out at the house,” and one knew that Margaret would prepare her best meals for him, and that there would be some good drinks. Mr. Merrit supplied the drinks himself, for he always brought along a plentiful store of expensive beverages. George could see at their first meeting that he was the kind of man who exudes an aura of good fellowship, and that was why it was so pleasant to have Mr. Merrit staying in the house.


  Mr. Merrit was not only a nice fellow. He was also “with the Company,” and George soon realized that “the Company” was a vital and mysterious force in all their lives. Randy had gone with it as soon as he left college. He had been sent to the main office, up North somewhere, and had been put through a course of training. Then he had come back South and had worked his way up from salesman to district agent—an important member of the sales organization.


  “The Company,” “district agent,” “the sales organization”—mysterious titles all of them, but most comforting. During the week George was in Libya Hill with Randy and Margaret, Mr. Merrit was usually on hand at meal times, and at night he would sit out on the front porch with them and carry on in his jolly way, joking and laughing and giving them all a good time. Sometimes he would talk shop with Randy, telling stories about the Company and about his own experiences in the organization, and before long George began to pick up a pretty good idea of what it was all about.


  The Federal Weight, Scales, and Computing Company was a far-flung empire which had a superficial aspect of great complexity, but in its essence it was really beautifully simple. Its heart and soul—indeed, its very life—was its sales organization.


  The entire country was divided into districts, and over each district an agent was appointed. This agent, in turn, employed salesmen to cover the various portions of his district. Each district also had an “office man” to attend to any business that might come up while the agent and his salesmen were away, and a “repair man” whose duty it was to overhaul damaged or broken-down machines. Together, these comprised the agency, and the country was so divided that there was, on the average, an agency for every unit of half a million people in the total population. Thus there were two hundred and sixty or seventy agencies through the nation, and the agents with their salesmen made up a working force of from twelve to fifteen hundred men.


  The higher purposes of this industrial empire, which the employees almost never referred to by name, as who should speak of the deity with coarse directness, but always with a just perceptible lowering and huskiness of the voice as “the Company”—these higher purposes were also beautifully simple. They were summed up in the famous utterance of the Great Man himself, Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, who invariably repeated it every year as a peroration to his hour-long address before the assembled members of the sales organization at their national convention. Standing before them at the close of each year’s session, he would sweep his arm in a gesture of magnificent command toward an enormous map of the United States of America that covered the whole wall behind him, and say:


  “There’s your market! Go out and sell them!”


  What could be simpler and more beautiful than this? What could more eloquently indicate that mighty sweep of the imagination which has been celebrated in the annals of modern business under the name of “vision”? The words had the spacious scope and austere directness that have characterized the utterances of great leaders in every epoch of man’s history. It is Napoleon speaking to his troops in Egypt: “Soldiers, from the summit of yonder pyramids, forty centuries look down upon you.” It is Captain Perry: “We have met the enemy, and they are ours.” It is Dewey at Manila Bay: “You may fire when ready, Gridley.” It is Grant before Spottsylvania Court House: “I propose to fight it out on this line, if it takes all summer.”


  So when Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, waved his arm at the wall and said: “There’s your market! Go out and sell them!”—the assembled captains, lieutenants, and privates in the ranks of his sales organization knew that there were still giants in the earth, and that the age of romance was not dead.


  True, there had once been a time when the aspirations of the Company had been more limited. That was when the founder of the institution, the grandfather of Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, had expressed his modest hopes by saying: “I should like to see one of my machines in every store, shop, or business that needs one, and that can afford to pay for one.” But the self-denying restrictions implicit in the founder’s statement had long since become so out of date as to seem utterly mid-Victorian. Mr. David Merrit admitted it himself. Much as he hated to speak ill of any man, and especially the founder of the Company, he had to confess that by the standards of 1929 the old gentleman had lacked vision.


  “That’s old stuff now,” said Mr. Merrit, shaking his head and winking at George, as though to take the curse off of his treason to the founder by making a joke of it. “We’ve gone way beyond that!” he exclaimed with pardonable pride. “Why, if we waited nowadays to sell a machine to someone who needs one, we’d get nowhere.” He was nodding now at Randy, and speaking with the seriousness of deep conviction. “We don’t wait until he needs one. If he says he’s getting along all right without one, we make him buy one anyhow. We make him see the need, don’t we, Randy? In other words, we create the need.”


  This, as Mr. Merrit went on to explain, was what is known in more technical phrase as “creative salesmanship” or “creating the market.” And this poetic conception was the inspired work of one man—none other than the present head of the Company, Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, himself. The idea had come to him in a single blinding flash, born full-blown like Pallas Athene [Athenæ] from the head of Zeus, and Mr. Merrit still remembered the momentous occasion as vividly as if it had been only yesterday. It was at one of the meetings of the assembled parliaments of the Company that Mr. Appleton, soaring in an impassioned flight of oratory, became so intoxicated with the grandeur of his own vision that he stopped abruptly in the middle of a sentence and stood there as one entranced, gazing out dreamily into the unknown vistas of magic Canaan; and when he at last went on again, it was in a voice surcharged with quivering emotion:


  “My friends,” he said, “the possibilities of the market, now that we see how to create it, are practically unlimited!” Here he was silent for a moment, and Mr. Merrit said that the Great Man actually paled and seemed to stagger as he tried to speak, and that his voice faltered and sank to an almost inaudible whisper, as if he himself could hardly comprehend the magnitude of his own conception. “My friends—” he muttered thickly, and was seen to clutch the rostrum for support—“my friends—seen properly—” he whispered, and moistened his dry lips—“seen properly—the market we shall create being what it is—” his voice grew stronger, and the clarion words now rang forth—“there is no reason why one of our machines should not be in the possession of every man, woman, and child in the United States!” Then came the grand, familiar gesture to the map: “There’s your market, boys! Go out and sell them!”


  Henceforth this vision became the stone on which Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, erected the magnificent edifice of the true church and living faith which was called “the Company.” And in the service of this vision Mr. Appleton built up an organization which worked with the beautiful precision of a locomotive piston. Over the salesman was the agent, and over the agent was the district supervisor, and over the district supervisor was the district manager, and over the district manager was the general manager, and over the general manager was—if not God himself, then the next thing to it, for the agents and salesmen referred to him in tones of proper reverence as “P.S.A.”


  Mr. Appleton also invented a special Company Heaven known as the Hundred Club. Its membership was headed by P.S.A., and all the ranks of the sales organization were eligible, down to the humblest salesman. The Hundred Club was a social order, but it was also a good deal more than that. Each agent and salesman had a “quota”—that is to say, a certain amount of business which was assigned to him as the normal average of his district and capacity. A man’s quota differed from another’s according to the size of his territory, its wealth, and his own experience and ability. One man’s quota would be sixty, another’s eighty, another’s ninety or one hundred, and if he was a district agent, his quota would be higher than that of a mere salesman. Each man, however, no matter how small or how large his quota might be, was eligible for membership in the Hundred Club, the only restriction being that he must average one hundred per cent of his quota. If he averaged more—if he got, say, one hundred and twenty per cent of his quota—there were appropriate honors and rewards, not only social but financial as well. One could be either high up or low down in the Hundred Club, for it had almost as many degrees of merit as the Masonic order.


  The unit of the quota system was “the point,” and a point was forty dollars’ worth of business. So if a salesman had a quota of eighty, this meant that he had to sell the products of the Federal Weight, Scales, and Computing Company to the amount of at least $3200 every month, or almost $40,000 a year. The rewards were high. A salesman’s commission was from fifteen to twenty per cent of his sales; an agent’s, from twenty to twenty-five per cent. Beyond this there were bonuses to be earned by achieving or surpassing his quota. Thus it was possible for an ordinary salesman in an average district to earn from $6000 to $8000 a year, while an agent could earn from $12,000 to $15,000, and even more if his district was an exceptionally good one.


  So much for the rewards of Mr. Appleton’s Heaven. But what would Heaven be if there were no Hell? So Mr. Appleton was forced by the logic of the situation to invent a Hell, too. Once a man’s quota was fixed at any given point, the Company never reduced it. Moreover, if a salesman’s quota was eighty points and he achieved it during the year, he must be prepared at the beginning of the new year to find that his quota had been increased to ninety points. One had to go onward and upward constantly, and the race was to the swift.


  While it was quite true that membership in the Hundred Club was not compulsory, it was also true that Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, was a theologian who, like Calvin, knew how to combine free will and predestination. If one did not belong to the Hundred Club, the time was not far distant when one would not belong to Mr. Appleton. Not to belong to it was, for agent or salesman, the equivalent of living on the other side of the railroad tracks. If one failed of admission to the Company Heaven, or if one dropped out, his fellows would begin to ask guardedly: “Where’s Joe Klutz these days?” The answers would be vague, and in the course of time Joe Klutz would be spoken of no more. He would fade into oblivion. He was “no longer with the Company.”


  Mr. Paul S. Appleton, III, never had but the one revelation—the one which Mr. Merrit so movingly described—but that was enough, and he never let its glories and allurements grow dim. Four times a year, at the beginning of each quarter, he would call his general manager before him and say: “What’s the matter, Elmer? You’re not getting the business! The market is there! You know what you can do about it—or else ...!” Thereupon the general manager would summon the district managers one by one and repeat to them the words and manner of P.S.A., and the district managers would reenact the scene before each of the district supervisors, who would duplicate it to the agents, who would pass it on to the salesmen, who, since they had no one below them, would “get out and hustle—or else!” This was called “keeping up the morale of the organization.”


  As Mr. David Merrit sat on the front porch and told of his many experiences with the Company, his words conveyed to George Webber a great deal more than he actually said. For his talk went on and on in its vein of mellow reminiscence, and Mr. Merrit made his little jokes and puffed contentedly at one of his own good cigars, and everything he said carried an overtone of “What a fine and wonderful thing it is to be connected with the Company!”


  He told, for example, about the splendid occasion every year when all the members of the Hundred Club were brought together for what was known as “The Week of Play.” This was a magnificent annual outing conducted “at the Company’s expense.” The meeting place might be in Philadelphia or Washington, or in the tropic opulence of Los Angeles or Miami, or it might be on board a chartered ship—one of the small but luxurious twenty-thousand-tonners that ply the transatlantic routes—bound to Bermuda or Havana. Wherever it was, the Hundred Club was given a free sweep. If the journey was by sea, the ship was theirs—for a week. All the liquor in the world was theirs, if they could drink it—and Bermuda’s coral isles, or the unlicensed privilege of gay Havana. For that one week everything on earth that money could buy was at the command of the members of the Hundred Club, everything was done on the grand scale, and the Company—the immortal, paternal, and great-hearted Company—“paid for everything.”


  But as Mr. Merrit painted his glowing picture of the fun they had on these occasions, George Webber saw quite another image. It was an image of twelve or fifteen hundred men—for on these pilgrimages, by general consent, women (or, at any rate, wives) were debarred—twelve or fifteen hundred men, Americans, most of them in their middle years, exhausted, overwrought, their nerves frayed down and stretched to the breaking point, met from all quarters of the continent “at the Company’s expense” for one brief, wild, gaudy week of riot. And George thought grimly what this tragic spectacle of business men at play meant in terms of the entire scheme of things and the plan of life that had produced it. He began to understand, too, the changes which time had brought about in Randy.


  The last day of his week in Libya Hill, George had gone to the station to buy his return ticket and he stopped in at Randy’s office a little before one o’clock to go home to lunch with him. The outer salesroom, with its shining stock of scales and computing machines imposingly arrayed on walnut pedestals, was deserted, so he sat down to wait. On one wall hung a gigantic colored poster. “August Was the Best Month in Federal History,” it read. “Make September a Better One! The Market’s There, Mr. Agent. The Rest Is Up to You!”


  Behind the salesroom was a little partitioned space which served Randy as an office. As George waited, gradually he became aware of mysterious sounds emanating from beyond the partition. First there was the rustle of heavy paper, as if the pages of a ledger were being turned, and occasionally there would be a quick murmur of hushed voices, confidential, ominous, interspersed with grunts and half-suppressed exclamations. Then all at once there were two loud bangs, as of a large ledger being slammed shut and thrown upon a desk or table, and after a moment’s silence the voices rose louder, distinct, plainly audible. Instantly he recognized Randy’s voice—low, grave, hesitant, and deeply troubled. The other voice he had never heard before.


  But as he listened to that voice he began to tremble and grow white about the lips. For its very tone was a foul insult to human life, an ugly sneer whipped across the face of decent humanity, and as he realized that that voice, these words, were being used against his friend, he had a sudden blind feeling of murder in his heart. And what was so perplexing and so troubling was that this devil’s voice had in it as well a curiously familiar note, as of someone he had known.


  Then it came to him in a flash—it was Merrit speaking! The owner of that voice, incredible as it seemed, was none other than that plump, well-kept, jolly-looking man who had always been so full of hearty cheerfulness and good spirits every time he had seen him.


  Now, behind that little partition of glazed glass and varnished wood, this man’s voice had suddenly become fiendish. It was inconceivable, and as George listened he grew sick, as one does in some awful nightmare when he visions someone he knows doing some perverse and abominable act. But what was most dreadful of all was Randy’s voice, humble, low, submissive, modestly entreating. Merrit’s voice would cut across the air like a gob of rasping phlegm, and then Randy’s voice—gentle, hesitant, deeply troubled—would come in from time to time in answer.


  “Well, what’s the matter? Don’t you want the job?”


  “Why—why, yes, you know I do, Dave—haw-w—” and Randy’s voice lifted a little in a troubled and protesting laugh.


  “What’s the matter that you’re not getting the business?”


  “Why—haw-w!—” again the little laugh, embarrassed and troubled—“I thought I was——”


  “Well, you’re not!” that rasping voice cut in like a knife. “This district ought to deliver thirty per cent more business than you’re getting from it, and the Company is going to have it, too—or else! You deliver or you go right out on your can! See? The Company doesn’t give a damn about you! It’s after the business! You’ve been around a long time, but you don’t mean a damn bit more to the Company than anybody else! And you know what’s happened to a lot of other guys who got to feeling they were too big for their job—don’t you?”


  “Why—why, yes, Dave—but—haw-w!” the little laugh again—“but—honestly, I never thought——”


  “We don’t give a damn what you never thought!” the brutal voice ripped in. “I’ve given you fair warning now! You get the business or out you go!”


  The glazed glass door burst open violently and Merrit came striding out of the little partitioned office. When he saw George, he looked startled. Then he was instantly transformed. His plump and ruddy face became wreathed in smiles, and he cried out in a hearty tone:


  “Well, well, well! Look who’s here! If it’s not the old boy himself!”


  Randy had followed him out, and Merrit now turned and winked humorously at him, in the manner of a man who is carrying on a little bantering byplay:


  “Randy,” he said, “I believe George gets better looking from day to day. Has he broken any hearts yet?”


  Randy tried to smile, grey-faced and haggardly.


  “I bet you’re burning them up in the Big Town,” said Merrit, turning back to George. “And, say, I read that piece in the paper about your book. Great stuff, son! We’re all proud of you!”


  He gave George a hearty slap on the back and turned away with an air of jaunty readiness, picked up his hat, and said cheerfully:


  “Well, what d’ya say, folks? What about one of Margaret’s famous meals, out at the old homestead? Well, you can’t hurt my feelings. I’m ready if you are. Let’s go!”


  And, smiling, ruddy, plump, cheerful, a perverted picture of amiable good will to all the world, he sauntered through the door. For a moment the two old friends just stood there looking at each other, white and haggard, with a bewildered expression in their eyes. In Randy’s eyes there was also a look of shame. With that instinct for loyalty which was one of the roots of his soul, he said:


  “Dave’s a good fellow. ... You—you see, he’s got to do these things. ... He—he’s with the Company.”


  George didn’t say anything. For as Randy spoke, and George remembered all that Merrit had told him about the Company, a terrific picture flashed through his mind. It was a picture he had seen in a gallery somewhere, portraying a long line of men stretching from the Great Pyramid to the very portals of great Pharaoh’s house, and great Pharaoh stood with a thonged whip in his hand and applied it unmercifully to the bare back and shoulders of the man in front of him, who was great Pharaoh’s chief overseer, and in the hand of the overseer was a whip of many tails which he unstintedly applied to the quivering back of the wretch before him, who was the chief overseer’s chief lieutenant, and in the lieutenant’s hand a whip of rawhide which he laid vigorously on the quailing body of his head sergeant, and in the sergeant’s hand a wicked flail with which he belabored a whole company of groaning corporals, and in the hands of every corporal a knotted lash with which to whack a whole regiment of slaves, who pulled and hauled and bore burdens and toiled and sweated and built the towering structure of the pyramid.


  So George didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. He had just found out something about life that he had not known before.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 9

  THE CITY OF LOST MEN


  Late that afternoon George asked Margaret to go with him to the cemetery, so she borrowed Randy’s car and drove him out. On the way they stopped at a florist’s and bought some chrysanthemums, which George placed on Aunt Maw’s grave. There had been a heavy rain during the week and the new-made mound had sunk an inch or two, leaving a jagged crack around its edges.


  As he laid the flowers on the damp, raw earth, suddenly it struck him as strange that he should be doing it. He was not a sentimental person, and for a moment it puzzled him that he should be making this gesture. He hadn’t planned to do it. He had simply seen the florist’s window as they drove along and, without thinking, had stopped and got the flowers, and now there they were.


  Then he realized why he had done it—and why he had wanted to come back to the cemetery at all. This visit to Libya Hill, which he had dreamed about so many times as his home-coming, and which had not turned out in any way as he had thought it would be, was really his leave-taking, his farewell. The last tie that had bound him to his native earth was severed, and he was going out from here to make a life for himself as each man must—alone.


  And now, once again, the dusk was falling in this place, and in the valley below the lights were beginning to come on in the town. With Margaret at his side, he stood there and looked down upon it, and she seemed to understand his feelings, for she was quiet and said nothing. Then, in a low voice, George began to speak to her. He needed to tell someone all that he had thought and felt during his week at home. Randy was not available, and Margaret was the only one left to whom he could talk. She listened without interruption as he spoke about his book and his hopes for it, telling her as well as he could what kind of book it was, and how much he feared that the town would not like it. She pressed his arm reassuringly, and the gesture was more eloquent than any words could be.


  He did not say anything about Randy and Merrit. There was no need to alarm her unduly, no sense in robbing her of that security which is so fundamental to a woman’s peace and happiness. Sufficient unto the day ...


  But he spoke at length about the town itself, telling her all that he had seen of its speculative madness, and how it had impressed him. What did the future hold for that place and its people? They were always talking of the better life that lay ahead of them and of the greater city they would build, but to George it seemed that in all such talk there was evidence of a strange and savage hunger that drove them on, and that there was a desperate quality in it, as though what they really hungered for was ruin and death. It seemed to him that they were ruined, and that even when they laughed and shouted and smote each other on the back, the knowledge of their ruin was in them.


  They had squandered fabulous sums in meaningless streets and bridges. They had torn down ancient buildings and erected new ones large enough to take care of a city of half a million people. They had leveled hills and bored through mountains, making magnificent tunnels paved with double roadways and glittering with shining tiles—tunnels which leaped out on the other side into Arcadian wilderness. They had flung away the earnings of a lifetime, and mortgaged those of a generation to come. They had ruined their city, and in doing so had ruined themselves, their children, and their children’s children.


  Already the town had passed from their possession. They no longer owned it. It was mortgaged under a debt of fifty million dollars, owned by bonding companies in the North. The very streets they walked on had been sold beneath their feet. They signed their names to papers calling for the payment of fabulous sums, and resold their land the next day to other madmen who signed away their lives with the same careless magnificence. On paper, their profits were enormous, but their “boom” was already over and they would not see it. They were staggering beneath obligations to pay which none of them could meet—and still they bought.


  And when they had exhausted all the possibilities of ruin and extravagance that the town could offer, they had rushed out into the wilderness, into the lyrical immensities of wild earth where there was land enough for all men living, and they had staked off little plots and wedges in the hills as one might try to stake a picket fence out in the middle of the ocean. They had given fancy names to all these foolish enterprises—“Wild Boulders”—“Shady Acres”—“Eagle’s Crest.” They had set prices on these sites of forest, field, and tangled undergrowth that might have bought a mountain, and made charts and drawings showing populous communities of shops, houses, streets, roads, and clubs in regions where there was no road, no street, no house, and which could not be reached in any way save by a band of resolute pioneers armed with axes. These places were to be transformed into idyllic colonies for artists and writers and critics; and there were colonies as well for preachers, doctors, actors, dancers, golf players, and retired locomotive engineers. There were colonies for everyone, and, what is more, they sold the lots—to one another!


  But under all this flash and play of great endeavor, the paucity of their designs and the starved meagerness of their lives were already apparent. The better life which they talked about resolved itself into a few sterile and baffled gestures. All they really did for themselves was to build uglier and more expensive homes, and buy new cars, and join a country club. And they did all this with a frenzied haste, because—it seemed to George—they were looking for food to feed their hunger and had not found it.


  As he stood upon the hill and looked out on the scene that spread below him in the gathering darkness, with its pattern of lights to mark the streets and the creeping pin-pricks of the thronging traffic, he remembered the barren nighttime streets of the town he had known so well in his boyhood. Their dreary and unpeopled desolation had burned its acid print upon his memory. Bare and deserted by ten o’clock at night, those streets had been an aching monotony, a weariness of hard lights and empty pavements, a frozen torpor broken only occasionally by the footfalls of some prowler—some desperate, famished, lonely man who hoped past hope and past belief for some haven of comfort, warmth, and love there in the wilderness, for the sudden opening of a magic door into some secret, rich, and more abundant life. There had been many such, but they had never found what they were searching for. They had been dying in the darkness—without a goal, a certain purpose, or a door.


  And that, it seemed to George, was the way the thing had come. That was the way it had happened. Yes, it was there—on many a night long past and wearily accomplished, in ten thousand little towns and in ten million barren streets where all the passion, hope, and hunger of the famished men beat like a great pulse through the fields of darkness—it was there and nowhere else that all this madness had been brewed.


  As he remembered the bleak, deserted streets of night which he had known here fifteen years before, he thought again of Judge Rumford Bland, whose solitary figure ranging restlessly through the sleeping town had been so familiar to him and had struck such terror in his heart. Perhaps he was the key to this whole tragedy. Perhaps Rumford Bland had sought his life in darkness not because of something evil in him—though certainly there was evil there—but because of something good that had not died. Something in the man had always fought against the dullness of provincial life, against its prejudice, its caution, its smugness, its sterility, and its lack of joy. He had looked for something better in the night, for a place of warmth and fellowship, a moment of dark mystery, the thrill of imminent and unknown adventure, the excitement of the hunt, pursuit, perhaps the capture, and then the fulfillment of desire. Was it possible that in the blind man whose whole life had become such a miracle of open shamelessness, there had once been a warmth and an energy that had sought for an enhancement of the town’s cold values, and for a joy and a beauty that were not there, but that lived in himself alone? Could that be what had wrecked him? Was he one of the lost men—lost, really, only because the town itself was lost, because his gifts had been rejected, his energies unused, the shoulder of his strength finding no work to bend to—because what he had had to give of hope, intelligence, curiosity, and warmth had found no place there, and so were lost?


  Yes, the same thing that explained the plight the town had come to might also explain Judge Rumford Bland. What was it he had said on the train: “Do you think you can go home again?” And: “Don’t forget I tried to warn you.” Was this, then, what he had meant? If so, George understood him now.


  Around them in the cemetery as George thought these things and spoke of them, the air brooded with a lazy, drowsy warmth. There was the last evening cry of robins, and the thrumming bullet noises in undergrowth and leaf, and broken sounds from far away—a voice in the wind, a boy’s shout, the barking of a dog, the tinkle of a cow bell. There was the fragrance of intoxicating odors—the resinous smell of pine, and the smells of grass and warm sweet clover. All this was just as it had always been. But the town of his childhood, with its quiet streets and the old houses which had been almost obscured below the leafy spread of trees, was changed past recognition, scarred now with hard patches of bright concrete and raw clumps of new construction. It looked like a battlefield, cratered and shell-torn with savage explosions of brick, cement, and harsh new stucco. And in the interspaces only the embowered remnants of the old and pleasant town remained—timid, retreating, overwhelmed—to remind one of the liquid leather shuffle in the quiet streets at noon when the men came home to lunch, and of laughter and low voices in the leafy rustle of the night. For this was lost!


  An old and tragic light was shining faintly on the time-enchanted hills. George thought of Mrs. Delia Flood, and what she had said of Aunt Maw’s hope that some day he’d come home again to stay. And as he stood there with Margaret quietly by his side the old and tragic light of fading day shone faintly on their faces, and all at once it seemed to him that they were fixed there like a prophecy with the hills and river all around them, and that there was something lost, intolerable, foretold and come to pass, something like old time and destiny—some magic that he could not say.


  Down by the river’s edge, in darkness now, he heard the bell, the whistle, and the pounding wheel of the night express coming into town, there to pause for half an hour and then resume its northward journey. It swept away from them, leaving the lonely thunder of its echoes in the hills and the flame-flare of its open firebox for a moment, and then just heavy wheels and rumbling cars as the great train pounded on the rails across the river—and, finally, nothing but the silence it had left behind. Then, farther off and almost lost in the traffic of the town, he heard again and for the last time its wailing cry, and it brought to him once more, as it had done forever in his childhood, its wild and secret exultation, its pain of going, and its triumphant promise of morning, new lands, and a shining city. And something in his heart was saying, like a demon’s whisper that spoke of flight and darkness: “Soon! Soon! Soon!”


  Then they got in the car and drove rapidly away from the great hill of the dead, the woman toward the certitude of lights, the people, and the town; the man toward the train, the city, and the unknown future.


  [¬]


  BOOK II

  THE WORLD THAT JACK BUILT


  Back in New York the autumn term at the School for Utility cultures had begun, and George Webber took up again the old routine of academic chores. He hated teaching worse than ever, and found that even in his classes he was thinking about his new book and looking forward eagerly to his free hours when he could work upon it. It was hardly more than just begun, but for some reason the writing was going well, and George knew from past experience that he’d better take advantage of every moment while the frenzy of creation was upon him. He felt, too, almost desperately, that he ought to get as much of the new book written as he could before the first was published. That event, at once so desired and dreaded, now loomed before him imminently. He hoped the critics would be kind, or at least would treat his novel with respect. Fox Edwards said it ought to have a good critical reception, but that you couldn’t tell anything about sales: better not think too much about it.


  George was seeing Esther Jack every day, just as always, but in his excitement over the approaching publication of Home to Our Mountains and his feverish absorption in the new writing he was doing, she no longer occupied the forefront of his thoughts and feelings. She was aware of this and resented it, as women always do. Perhaps that’s why she invited him to the party, believing that in such a setting she would seem more desirable to him and that thus she could recapture the major share of his attention. At any rate, she did invite him. It was to be an elaborate affair. Her family and all her richest and most brilliant friends were to be there, and she begged him to come.


  He refused. He told her he had his work to do. He said he had his world and she had hers, and the two could never be the same. He reminded her of their compromise. He repeated that he did not want to belong to her world, that he had seen enough of it already, and that if she insisted on trying to absorb him in her life she was going to destroy the foundation on which their whole relationship had rested since he had come back to her.


  But she kept after him and brushed his arguments aside. “Sometimes you sound just like a fool, George!” she said impatiently. “Once you get an idea in your head, you cling to it in the face of reason itself. Really, you ought to go out more. You spend too much time cooped up here in your rooms,” she said. “It’s unhealthy! And how can you expect to be a writer if you don’t take part in the life around you? I know what I’m talking about,” she said, her face flushed with eager seriousness. “And, besides, what has all this nonsense about your world and my world got to do with us? Words, words, words! Stop being silly, and listen to me. I don’t ask much of you. Do as I say this once, just to please me.”


  In the end she beat him down and he yielded. “All right” he muttered at last, defeated, without enthusiasm. “I’ll go.”


  So September slid into October, and now the day of the great party had dawned. Later, as George looked back upon it, the date took on an ominous significance, for the brilliant party was staged exactly a week before the thunderous crash in the Stock Market which marked the end of an era.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 10

  JACK AT MORN


  At seven twenty-eight Mr. Frederick Jack awoke and began to come alive with all his might. He sat up and yawned strongly, stretching his arms and at the same time bending his slumber-swollen face into the plump muscle-hammock of his right shoulder, a movement coy and cuddlesome. “Eee-a-a-a-ach!” He stretched deliciously out of thick, rubbery sleep, and for a moment he sat heavily upright rubbing at his eyes with the clenched backs of his fingers. Then he flung off the covers with one determined motion and swung to the floor. His toes groped blindly in soft grey carpet stuff, smooth as felt, for his heelless slippers of red Russian leather. These found and slipped into, he padded noiselessly across the carpet to the window and stood, yawning and stretching again, as he looked out with sleepy satisfaction at a fine, crisp morning. Instantly he knew that it was October 17th, 1929, and the day of the party. Mr. Jack liked parties.


  Nine floors below him the cross street lay gulched in steep morning shadow, bluish, barren, cleanly ready for the day. A truck roared past with a solid rattling heaviness. An ash can was banged on the pavement with an abrupt slamming racket. Upon the sidewalk a little figure of a man, foreshortened from above and covered by its drab cone of grey, bobbed swiftly along, turned the corner into Park Avenue, and was gone, heading southward toward work.


  Below Mr. Frederick Jack the cross street was a narrow bluish lane between sheer cliffs of solid masonry, but to the west the morning sunlight, golden, young, immensely strong and delicate, cut with sculptured sharpness at the walls of towering buildings. It shone with an unearthly rose-golden glow upon the upper tiers and summits of soaring structures whose lower depths were still sunk in shadow. It rested without violence or heat upon retreating pyramids of steel and stone, fumed at their peaks with fading wisps of smoke. It was reflected with dazzling brilliance from the panes of innumerable lofty windows, and it made the wall surfaces of harsh white-yellow brick look soft and warm, the color of rose petals.


  Among the man-made peaks that stood silhouetted against the sky in this early sun were great hotels and clubs and office buildings bare of life. Mr. Jack could look straight into high office suites ready for their work: the morning light shaped patterns out of pale-hued desks and swivel chairs of maple, and it burnished flimsy partition woods and thick glazed doors. The offices stood silent, empty, sterile, but they also seemed to have a kind of lonely expectation of the life that soon would well up swiftly from the streets to fill and use them. In that eerie light, with the cross street still bare of traffic and the office buildings empty, suddenly it seemed to Mr. Jack as if all life had been driven or extinguished from the city and as if those soaring obelisks were all that remained of a civilization that had been fabulous and legendary.


  With a shrug of impatience he shook off the moment’s aberration and peered down into the street again. It was empty as before, but already along Park Avenue the bright-hued cabs were drilling past the intersection like beetles in flight, most of them headed downtown in the direction of Grand Central Station. And everywhere, through that shining, living light, he could sense the slow-mounting roar of another furious day beginning. He stood there by his window, a man-mite poised high in the air upon a shelf of masonry, the miracle of God, a plump atom of triumphant man’s flesh, founded upon a rock of luxury at the center of the earth’s densest web—but it was as the Prince of Atoms that he stood there and surveyed the scene, for he had bought the privileges of space, silence, light, and steel-walled security out of chaos with the ransom of an emperor, and he exulted in the price he paid for them. This grain of living dust had seen the countless insane accidents of shape and movement that daily passed the little window of his eye, but he felt no doubt or fear. He was not appalled.


  Another man, looking out upon the city in its early-morning nakedness, might have thought its forms inhuman, monstrous, and Assyrian in their insolence. But not Mr. Frederick Jack. Indeed, if all those towers had been the monuments of his own special triumph, his pride and confidence and sense of ownership could hardly have been greater than they were. “My city,” he thought. “Mine.” It filled his heart with certitude and joy because he had learned, like many other men, to see, to marvel, to accept, and not to ask disturbing questions. In that arrogant boast of steel and stone he saw a permanence surviving every danger, an answer, crushing and conclusive, to every doubt.


  He liked what was solid, rich, and spacious, made to last. He liked the feeling of security and power that great buildings gave him. He liked especially the thick walls and floors of this apartment house. The boards neither creaked nor sagged when he walked across them; they were as solid as if they had been hewn in one single block from the heart of a gigantic oak. All this, he felt, was as it should be.


  He was a man who liked order in everything. The rising tide of traffic which now began to stream below him in the streets was therefore pleasing to him. Even in the thrust and jostle of the crowd his soul rejoiced, for he saw order everywhere. It was order that made the millions swarm at morning to their work in little cells, and swarm again at evening from their work to other little cells. It was an order as inevitable as the seasons, and in it Mr. Jack read the same harmony and permanence which he saw in the entire visible universe around him.


  Mr. Jack turned and glanced about his room. It was a spacious chamber, twenty feet each way and twelve feet high, and in these noble proportions was written quietly a message of luxurious well-being and assurance. In the exact center of the wall that faced the door stood his bed, a chaste four-poster of the Revolutionary period, and beside it a little table holding a small clock, a few books, and a lamp. In the center of another wall was an antique chest of drawers, and tastefully arranged about the room were a gate-legged table, with a row of books and the latest magazines upon it, two fine old Windsor chairs, and a comfortable, well-padded easy chair. Several charming French prints hung on the walls. On the floor was a thick and heavy carpet of dull grey. These were all the furnishings. The total effect was one of modest and almost austere simplicity, subtly combined with a sense of spaciousness, wealth, and power.


  The owner of this room read its message with pleasure, and turned once more to the open window. With fingers pressed against his swelling breast, he breathed in a deep draft of the fresh, living air of morning. It was laden with the thrilling compost of the city, a fragrance delicately blended of many things. There was, strangely, the smell of earth, moist and somehow flowerful, tinged faintly with the salt reek of tidal waters and the fresh river smell, rank and a little rotten, and spiced among these odors was the sultry aroma of strong boiling coffee. This incense-laden air carried a tonic threat of conflict and of danger, and a leaping, winelike prophecy of power, wealth, and love. Mr. Jack breathed in this vital ether slowly, with heady joy, sensing again the unknown menace and delight it always brought to him.


  All at once a trembling, faint and instant, passed in the earth below him. He paused, frowning, and an old unquiet feeling to which he could not give a name stirred in his heart. He did not like things to shake and tremble. When he had first come here to live and had awaked at morning thinking he felt a slight vibration in the massive walls around him, a tremor so brief and distant that he could not be certain of it, he had asked a few questions of the doorman who stood at the Park Avenue entrance of the building. The man told him that the great apartment house had been built across two depths of railway tunnels, and that all Mr. Jack had felt was the vibration that came from the passing of a train deep in the bowels of the earth. The man assured him that it was all quite safe, that the very trembling in the walls, in fact, was just another proof of safety.


  Still, Mr. Jack did not like it. The news disturbed him vaguely. He would have liked it better if the building had been anchored upon the solid rock. So now, as he felt the slight tremor in the walls once more, he paused, frowned, and waited till it stopped. Then he smiled.


  “Great trains pass under me,” he thought. “Morning, bright morning, and still they come—all the boys who have dreamed dreams in the little towns. They come forever to the city. Yes, even now they pass below me, wild with joy, mad with hope, drunk with their thoughts of victory. For what? For what? Glory, huge profits, and a girl! All of them come looking for the same magic wand. Power. Power. Power.”


  Thoroughly awake now, Mr. Jack closed the window and moved briskly across his chamber to the bathroom. He liked lavish plumbing, thick with creamy porcelain and polished silver fixtures. For a moment he stood before the deep wash basin with bared lips, looking at himself in the mirror, and regarding with considerable satisfaction the health and soundness of his strong front teeth. Then he brushed them earnestly with stiff, hard bristles and two inches of firm, thick paste, turning his head from side to side around the brush and glaring at his image in the glass until he foamed agreeably at the mouth with a lather that tasted of fresh mint. This done, he spat it out and let running water wash it down the drain, and then he rinsed his mouth and throat with gently biting antiseptic.


  He liked the tidy, crowded array of lotions, creams, unguents, bottles, tubes, jars, brushes, and shaving implements that covered the shelf of thick blue glass above the basin. He lathered his face heavily with a large silver-handled shaving brush, rubbing the lather in with firm finger tips, brushing and stroking till his jaws were covered with a smooth, thick layer of warm shaving cream. Then he took the razor in his hand and opened it. He used a straight razor, and he always kept it in excellent condition. At the crucial moment, just before the first long downward stroke, he flourished slightly forward with his plump arms and shoulders, raising the glittering blade aloft in one firm hand, his legs widened stockily, crouching gently at the knees, his lathered face craned carefully to one side and upward, and his eyes rolled toward the ceiling, as if he were getting braced and ready beneath a heavy burden. Then, holding one cheek delicately between two arched fingers, he advanced deliberately upon it with the gleaming blade. He grunted gently, with satisfaction, at the termination of the stroke. The blade had mown smoothly, leaving a perfect swath of pink, clean flesh across his face from cheek to jowl. He exulted in the slight tug and rasping pull of wiry stubble against the deadly sharpness of the razor, and in the relentless sweep and triumph of the steel.


  And while he shaved Mr. Jack occupied his mind with pleasant thoughts of all the good things in his life.


  He thought about his clothes. Elegant in dress, always excellently correct, he wore fresh garments every day. No cotton touched him. He bought underclothes of the finest silk, and he had more than forty suits from London. Every morning he examined his wardrobe studiously, choosing with care and with a good eye for harmony the shoes, socks, shirt, and necktie he would wear, and before he selected a suit he was sometimes lost in thought for several minutes. He loved to open wide the door of his great closet and see his suits hanging there in rows in all their groomed and regimented elegance. He liked the strong, clean smell of honest cloth, and in those forty several shapes and colors he saw as many pleasing reflections and variations of his own character. They filled him, as did everything about him, with a sense of morning confidence, joy, and vigor.


  For breakfast he would have orange juice, two leghorn eggs, soft boiled, two slices of crisp, thin toast, and tasty little segments of pink Praguer ham, which looked so pretty on fresh parsley sprigs. And he would have coffee, strong coffee, cup after cup of it. So fortified, he would face the world with cheerful strength, ready for whatever chance the day might bring him.


  The smell of earth which he had caught in the air this morning was good, and the remembrance of it laid a soothing unction on his soul. Although city-bred, Mr. Jack was as sensitive to the charms of Mother Earth as any man alive. He liked the cultivated forms of nature—the swarded lawns of great estates, gay regiments of brilliant garden flowers, and rich masses of clumped shrubbery. All these things delighted him. The call of the simple life had grown stronger every year, and he had built a big country house in Westchester County.


  He liked the more expensive forms of sport. He would frequently go out in the country to play golf, and he loved bright sunlight on the rich velvet of the greens and the new-mown smell of fairways. And afterwards, when he had stood below the bracing drive of the shower and had felt the sweat of competition wash cleanly from his well-set form, he liked to loaf upon the cool verandah of the club and talk about his score, joke and laugh, pay or collect his bets, and drink good Scotch with other men of note. And he liked to watch his country’s flag flap languidly upon the tall white pole because it looked so pretty there.


  Mr. Jack also liked the ruder and more natural forms of beauty. He liked to see tall grasses billowing on a hillside, and he liked old shaded roads that wound away to quietness from driven glares of speed and concrete. He was touched by the cosmic sadness of leafy orange, gold, and russet brown in mid-October, and he had seen the evening light upon the old red of a mill and felt deep stillness in his heart (“all—could anyone believe it?—within thirty miles of New York City”). On those occasions the life of the metropolis had seemed very far away. And often he had paused to pluck a flower or stand beside a brook in thought. But after sighing with regret as, among such scenes, he thought of the haste and folly of man’s life, Mr. Jack always came back to the city. For life was real, and life was earnest, and Mr. Jack was a business man.


  He was a business man, so of course he liked to gamble. What is business but a gamble? Will prices go up or down? Will Congress do this or that? Will there be war in some far corner of the earth, and a shortage of some essential raw material? What will the ladies wear next year—big hats or little ones, long dresses or short? You make your guess and back it with your money, and if you don’t guess right often enough you don’t remain a business man. So Mr. Jack liked to gamble, and he gambled like the business man he was. He gambled every day upon the price of stocks. And at night he often gambled at his club. It was no piker’s game he played. He never turned a hair about a thousand dollars. Large sums did not appall him. He was not frightened by Amount and Number. That is why he liked great crowds. That is why the beetling cliffs of immense and cruel architectures lapped his soul in strong security. When he saw a ninety-story building he was not one to fall down groveling in the dust, and beat a maddened brain with fists, and cry out: “Woe! O woe is me!” No. Every cloud-lost spire of masonry was a talisman of power, a monument to the everlasting empire of American business. It made him feel good. For that empire was his faith, his fortune, and his life. He had a fixed place in it.


  Yet his neck was not stiff, nor his eye hard. Neither was he very proud. For he had seen the men who lean upon their sills at evening, and those who swarm from rat holes in the ground, and often he had wondered what their lives were like.


  Mr. Jack finished shaving and rinsed his glowing face, first with hot water, then with cold. He dried it with a fresh towel, and he rubbed it carefully with a fragrant, gently stinging lotion. This done, he stood for a moment, satisfied, regarding his image, softly caressing the velvet texture of close-shaved, ruddy cheeks with stroking finger tips. Then he turned briskly away, ready for his bath.


  He liked the morning plunge in his great sunken tub, the sensual warmth of sudsy water, and the sharp, aromatic cleanness of the bath salts. He had an eye for æsthetic values, too, and he liked to loll back in the tub and watch the dance of water spangles in their magic shift and play upon the creamy ceiling. Most of all, he liked to come up pink and dripping, streaked liberally with tarry-scented soap, and then he loved the stinging drive and shock of needled spray, the sense of hardihood and bracing conflict, and he liked the glow of abundant health as he stepped forth, draining down upon a thick cork mat, and vigorously rubbed himself dry in the folds of a big, crashy bath towel.


  All this he now anticipated eagerly as he let fall with a full thud the heavy silver-headed waste-pipe stopper. He turned the hot water tap on as far as it would go, and watched a moment as the tumbling water began smokily to fill the tub with its thick boiling gurgle. Then, scuffing the slippers from his feet, he rapidly stripped off his silk pajamas. He felt with pride the firm-swelling flexor muscle of his upper arm, and observed with keen satisfaction the reflection in the mirror of his plump, well-conditioned body. He was well-molded and solid-looking, with hardly a trace of unwholesome fat upon him—a little undulance, perhaps, across the kidneys, a mere suggestion of a bay about the waist, but not enough to cause concern, and far less than he had seen on many men twenty years his junior. Content, deep and glowing, filled him. He turned the water off and tested it with a finger, which he jerked back with an exclamation of hurt surprise. In his self-absorption he had forgotten the cold water, so now he turned it on and waited while it seethed with tiny milky bubbles and sent waves of trembling light across the hot blue surface of his bath. At last he tried it with a cautious toe and found it tempered to his liking. He shut the water off.


  And now, stepping back a pace or two, he gripped the warm tiling of the floor with his bare toes, straightened up with military smartness, drew in a deep breath, and vigorously began his morning exercises. With stiffened legs he bent strongly toward the floor, grunting as his groping finger tips just grazed the tiling. Then he swung into punctual rhythms, counting, “One!—Two!—Three!—Four!” as his body moved. And all the time while his arms beat their regular strokes through the air, his thoughts continued to amble down the pleasant groove that his life had worn for them.


  Tonight was the great party, and he liked the brilliant gayety of such gatherings. He was a wise man, too, who knew the world and the city well, and, although kind, he was not one to miss the fun of a little harmless byplay, the verbal thrust and parry of the clever ones, or the baiting of young innocents by those who were wily at the game. Something of the sort could usually be counted on when all kinds of people were brought together at these affairs. It gave a spice and zest to things. Some yokel, say, fresh from the rural districts, all hands and legs and awkwardness, hooked and wriggling on a cruel and cunning word—a woman’s, preferably, because women were so swift and deft in matters of this nature. But there were men as well whose skill was great—pampered lap-dogs of rich houses, or feisty, nimble-witted little she-men whose mincing tongues were always good for one or two shrewd thrusts of poison in a hayseed’s hide. There was something in the face of a fresh-baited country boy as it darkened to a slow, smoldering glow of shame, surprise, and anger and sought with clumsy and inept words to retort upon the wasp which had stung it and winged away—something so touching—that Mr. Jack, when he saw it, felt a sense of almost paternal tenderness for the hapless victim, a delightful sense of youth and innocence in himself. It was almost as if he were revisiting his own youth.


  But enough was enough. Mr. Jack was neither a cruel nor an immoderate man. He liked the gay glitter of the night, the thrill and fever of high stakes, and the swift excitements of new pleasures. He liked the theatre and saw all the best plays, and the better, smarter, wittier revues—the ones with sharp, satiric lines, good dancing, and Gershwin music. He liked the shows his wife designed because she designed them, he was proud of her, and he enjoyed those evenings of ripe culture at the Guild. He also went to prize fights in his evening clothes, and once when he came home he had the red blood of a champion on the white boiled bosom of his shirt. Few men could say as much.


  He liked the social swim, and the presence of the better sort of actors, artists, writers, and wealthy, cultivated Jews around his table. He had a kind heart and a loyal nature. His purse was open to a friend in need. He kept a lavish table and a royal cellar, and his family was the apple of his eye.


  But he also liked the long velvet backs of lovely women, and the flash of jewelry about their necks. He liked women to be seductive, bright with gold and diamonds to set off the brilliance of their evening gowns. He liked women cut to fashion, with firm breasts, long necks, slender legs, flat hips, and unsuspected depth and undulance. He liked their faces pale, their hair of bronze-gold wire, their red mouths thin, a little cruel, their eyes long, slanting, cat-grey, and lidded carefully. He liked a frosted cocktail shaker in a lady’s hands, and he liked a voice hoarse-husky, city-wise, a trifle weary, ironic, faintly insolent, that said:


  “Well! What happened to you, darling? I thought that you would never get here.”


  He liked all the things that men are fond of. All of them he had enjoyed himself, each in its proper time and place, and he expected everyone to act as well as he. But ripeness with Mr. Jack was everything, and he always knew the time to stop. His ancient and Hebraic spirit was tempered with a classic sense of moderation. He prized the virtue of decorum highly. He knew the value of the middle way.


  He was not a man to wear his heart upon his overcoat, nor risk his life on every corner, nor throw himself away upon a word, nor spend his strength on the impulse of a moment’s wild belief. This was such madness as the Gentiles knew. But, this side idolatry and madness, he would go as far for friendship’s sake as any man. He would go with a friend up to the very edge of ruin and defeat, and he would even try to hold him back. But once he saw a man was mad, and not to be persuaded by calm judgment, he was done with him. He would leave him where he was, although regretfully. Are matters helped if the whole crew drowns together with a single drunken sailor? He thought not. He could put a world of sincere meaning in the three words: “What a pity!”


  Yes, Mr. Frederick Jack was kind and temperate. He had found life pleasant, and had won from it the secret of wise living. And the secret of wise living was founded in a graceful compromise, a tolerant acceptance. If a man wanted to live in this world without getting his pockets picked, he had better learn how to use his eyes and ears on what was going on around him. But if he wanted to live in this world without getting hit over the head, and without all the useless pain, grief, terror, and bitterness that mortify human flesh, he had also better learn how not to use his eyes and ears. This may sound difficult, but it had not been so for Mr. Jack. Perhaps some great inheritance of suffering, the long, dark ordeal of his race, had left him, as a precious distillation, this gift of balanced understanding. At any rate, he had not learned it, because it could not be taught: he had been born with it.


  Therefore, he was not a man to rip the sheets in darkness or beat his knuckles raw against a wall. He would not madden furiously in the envenomed passages of night, nor would he ever be carried smashed and bloody from the stews. A woman’s ways were no doubt hard to bear, but love’s bitter mystery had broken no bones for Mr. Jack, and, so far as he was concerned, it could not murder sleep the way an injudicious wiener schitzel [schnitzel] could, or that young Gentile fool, drunk again, probably, ringing the telephone at one A.M. to ask to speak to Esther.


  Mr. Jack’s brow was darkened as he thought of it. He muttered wordlessly. If fools are fools, let them be fools where their folly will not injure or impede the slumbers of a serious man.


  Yes, Men could rob, lie, murder, swindle, trick, and cheat—the whole world knew as much. And women—well, they were women, and there was no help for that. Mr. Jack had also known something of the pain and folly that twist the indignant soul of youth—it was too bad, of course, too bad. But regardless of all this, the day was day and men must work, the night was night and men must sleep, and it was, he felt, intolerable——


  “One!”


  Red of face, he bent stiffly, with a grunt, until his fingers grazed the rich cream tiling of the bathroom floor.


  —intolerable!——


  “Two!”


  He straightened sharply, his hands at his sides.


  —that a man with serious work to do——


  “Three!”


  His arms shot up to full stretching height above his head, and came swiftly down again until he held clenched fists against his breast.


  —should be pulled out of his bed in the middle of the night by a crazy young fool!——


  “Four!”


  His closed fists shot outward in a strong driving movement, and came back to his sides again.


  —It was intolerable, and, by God, he had half a mind to tell her so!


  His exercises ended, Mr. Jack stepped carefully into the luxurious sunken tub and settled his body slowly in its crystal-blue depths. A sigh, long, lingering, full of pleasure, expired upon his lips.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 11

  MRS. JACK AWAKE


  Mrs. Jack awoke at eight o’clock. She awoke like a child, completely alert and alive, instantly awake all over and with all sleep shaken clearly from her mind and senses the moment that she opened her eyes. It had been so with her all her life. For a moment she lay flat on her back and stared straight up at the ceiling.


  Then with a vigorous and jubilant movement she flung the covers off of her small and opulent body, which was clothed with a long, sleeveless garment of thin yellow silk. She bent her knees briskly, drew her feet from beneath the covers, and straightened out flat again. She surveyed her small feet with a look of wonder and delight. The sight of her toes in perfect and solid alignment and of their healthy, shining nails filled her with pleasure.


  With the same expression of childlike wonder and vanity she slowly lifted her left arm and began to revolve the hand deliberately before her fascinated eyes. She observed with tender concentration how the small and delicate wrist obeyed each command of her will, and she gazed raptly at the graceful, winglike movement of the hand and at the beauty and firm competence that were legible in its brown, narrow back and in the shapely fingers. Then she lifted the other arm as well, and turned both hands upon their wrists, still gazing at them with a tender concentration of delight.


  “What magic!” she thought. “What magic and strength are in them! God, how beautiful they are, and what things they can do! The design for everything I undertake comes out of me in the most wonderful and exciting way. It is all distilled and brewed inside of me—and yet nobody ever asks me how it happens! First, it is all one piece—like something solid in the head,” she thought comically, now wrinkling her forehead with an almost animal-like expression of bewildered difficulty. “Then it all breaks up into little particles, and somehow arranges itself, and then it starts to move!” she thought triumphantly. “First I can feel it coming down along my neck and shoulders, and then it is moving up across my legs and belly, then it meets and joins together like a star. Then it flows out into my arms until it reaches down into my finger tips—and then the hand just does what I want it to. It makes a line, and everything I want is in that line. It puts a fold into a piece of cloth, and no one else on earth could put it in that way, or make it look the same. It gives a turn to the spoon, a prod to the fork, a dash of pepper when I cook for George,” she thought, “and there’s a dish the finest chef on earth could never equal—because it’s got me in it, heart and soul and all my love,” she thought with triumphant joy. “Yes! And everything I’ve ever done has been the same—always the clear design, the line of life, running like a thread of gold all through me back to the time I was a child.”


  Now, having surveyed her deft and beautiful hands, she began deliberately to inspect her other members. Craning her head downward, she examined the full outlines of her breasts, and the smooth contours of her stomach, thighs, and legs. She stretched forth her hands and touched them with approval. Then she put her hands down at her sides again and lay motionless, toes evenly in line, limbs straight, head front, eyes staring gravely at the ceiling—a little figure stretched out like a queen for burial, yet still warm, still palpable, immensely calm and beautiful, as she thought:


  “These are my hands and these are my fingers, these are my legs and hips, these are my fine feet and my perfect toes—this is my body.”


  And suddenly, as if the inventory of these possessions filled her with an immense joy and satisfaction, she sat up with a shining face and placed her feet firmly on the floor. She wriggled into a pair of slippers, stood up, thrust her arms out and brought the hands down again behind her head, yawned, and then put on a yellow quilted dressing gown which had been lying across the foot of the bed.


  Esther had a rosy, jolly, delicate face of noble beauty. It was small, firm, and almost heart-shaped, and in its mobile features there was a strange union of child and woman. The instant anyone met her for the first time he felt: “This woman must look exactly the way she did when she was a child. She can’t have changed at all.” Yet her face also bore the markings of middle age. It was when she was talking to someone and her whole countenance was lighted by a merry and eager animation that the child’s face was most clearly visible.


  When she was at work, her face was likely to have the serious concentration of a mature and expert craftsman engaged in an absorbing and exacting labor, and it was at such a time that she looked oldest. It was then that one noticed the somewhat fatigued and minutely wrinkled spaces around her eyes and some strands of grey that were beginning to sprinkle her dark-brown hair.


  Similarly, in repose, or when she was alone, her face was likely to have a somber, brooding depth. Its beauty then was profound and full of mystery. She was three parts a Jewess, and in her contemplative moods the ancient, dark, and sorrowful quality of her race seemed to take complete possession of her. She would wrinkle her brow with a look of perplexity and grief, and in the cast of her features there would be a fatal quality, as of something priceless that was lost and irrecoverable. This look, which she did not wear often, had always troubled George Webber when he saw it because it suggested some secret knowledge buried deep within the woman whom he loved and whom he believed he had come to know.


  But the way she appeared most often, and the way people remembered her best, was as a glowing, jolly, indomitably active and eager little creature in whose delicate face the image of the child peered out with joyfulness and immortal confidence. Then her apple-cheeks would glow with health and freshness, and when she came into a room she filled it with her loveliness and gave to everything about her the color of morning life and innocence.


  So, too, when she went out on the streets, among the thrusting throngs of desolate and sterile people, her face shone forth like a deathless flower among their dead, grey flesh and dark, dead eyes. They milled past her with their indistinguishable faces set in familiar expressions of inept hardness, betraying cunning without an end, guile without a purpose, cynical knowledge without faith or wisdom, yet even among these hordes of the unburied dead some would halt suddenly in the dreary fury of their existence and would stare at her with their harassed and driven eyes. Her whole figure with its fertile curves, opulent as the earth, belonged to an order of humanity so different from that of their own starved barrenness that they gazed after her like wretches trapped and damned in hell who, for one brief moment, had been granted a vision of living and imperishable beauty.


  As Mrs. Jack stood there beside her bed, her maidservant, Nora Fogarty, knocked at the door and entered immediately, bearing a tray with a tall silver coffee pot, a small bowl of sugar, a cup, saucer, and spoon, and the morning Times. The maid put the tray down on a little table beside the bed, saying in a thick voice:


  “Good maar-nin’, Mrs. Jack.”


  “Oh, hello, Nora!” the woman answered, crying out in the eager and surprised tone with which she usually responded to a greeting. “How are you—hah?” she asked, as if she were really greatly concerned, but immediately adding: “Isn’t it going to be a nice day? Did you ever see a more beautiful morning in your life?”


  “Oh, beautiful, Mrs. Jack!” Nora answered. “Beautiful!”


  The maid’s voice had a respectful and almost unctuously reverential tone of agreement as she answered, but there was in it an undernote of something sly, furtive, and sullen, and Mrs. Jack looked at her swiftly now and saw the maid’s eyes, inflamed with drink and irrationally choleric, staring back at her. Their rancor, however, seemed to be directed not so much at her mistress as at the general family of the earth. Or, if Nora’s eyes did swelter with a glare of spite more personal and direct, her resentment was blind and instinctive: it just smoldered in her with an ugly truculence, and she did not know the reason for it. Certainly it was not based on any feeling of class inferiority, for she was Irish, and a papist to the bone, and where social dignities were concerned she thought she knew on which side condescension lay.


  She had served Mrs. Jack and her family for more than twenty years, and had grown slothful on their bounty, but in spite of a very affectionate devotion and warmth of old Irish feeling she had never doubted for a moment that they would ultimately go to hell, together with other pagans and all alien heathen tribes whatever. Just the same, she had done pretty well by herself among these prosperous infidels. She had a “cushy” job, she always fell heir to the scarcely-worn garments of Mrs. Jack and her sister Edith, and she saw to it that the policeman who came to woo her several times a week should lack for nothing in the way of food and drink to keep him contented and to forestall any desire he might have to stray off and forage in other pastures. Meanwhile, she had laid by several thousand dollars, and had kept her sisters and nieces back in County Cork faithfully furnished with a titillating chronicle (sprinkled with pious interjections of regret and deprecation and appeals to the Virgin to watch over her and guard her among such infidels) of high life in this rich New World that had such pickings in it.


  No—decidedly this truculent resentment which smoldered in her eyes had nothing to do with caste. She had lived here for twenty years, enjoying the generous favor of a very good, superior sort of heathen, and growing used to almost all their sinful customs, but she had never let herself forget where the true way and the true light was, nor her hope that she would one day return into the more civilized and Christian precincts of her own kind.


  Neither did the grievance in the maid’s hot eyes come from a sense of poverty, the stubborn, silent anger of the poor against the rich, the feeling of injustice that decent people like herself should have to fetch and carry all their lives for idle, lazy wasters. She was not feeling sorry for herself because she had to drudge with roughened fingers all day long in order that this fine lady might smile rosily and keep beautiful. Nora knew full well that there was no task in all the household range of duties, whether of serving, mending, cooking, cleaning, or repairing, which her mistress could not do far better and with more dispatch than she.


  She knew, too, that every day in the great city which roared all about her own dull ears this other woman was going back and forth with the energy of a dynamo, buying, ordering, fitting, cutting, and designing—now on the scaffolds with the painters, beating them at their own business in immense, drafty, and rather dismal rooms where her designs were wrought out into substance, now sitting cross-legged among great bolts of cloth and plying a needle with a defter finger than any on the flashing hands of the pallid tailors all about her, now searching and prying indefatigably through a dozen gloomy little junk shops until she unearthed triumphantly the exact small ornament which she must have. She was always after her people, always pressing on, formidably but with good humor, keeping the affair in hand and pushing it to its conclusion in spite of the laziness, carelessness, vanity, stupidity, indifference, and faithlessness of those with whom she had to work—painters, actors, scene shifters, bankers, union bosses, electricians, tailors, costumers, producers, and directors. Upon this whole motley and, for the most part, shabbily inept crew which carried on the crazy and precarious affair known as “show business,” she enforced the structure, design, and incomparably rich color of her own life. Nora knew about all this.


  The maid had also seen enough of the hard world in which her mistress daily strove and conquered to convince herself that even if she had had any of the immense talent and knowledge that her mistress possessed, she did not have in all her lazy body as much energy, resolution, and power as the other woman carried in the tip of her little finger. And this awareness, so far from arousing any feeling of inferiority in her, only contributed to her self-satisfaction, making her feel that it was Mrs. Jack, not herself, who was really the working woman, and that she—enjoying the same food, the same drink, the same shelter, even the same clothing—would not swap places with her for anything on earth.


  Yes, the maid knew that she was fortunate and had no cause for complaint; yet her grievance, ugly and perverse, glowered implacably in her inflamed and mutinous eyes. And she could not have found a word or reason for it. But as the two women faced each other no word was needed. The reason for it was printed in their flesh, legible in everything they did. It was not against Mrs. Jack’s wealth, authority, and position that the maid’s rancor was directed, but against something much more personal and indefinable—against the very tone and quality of the other woman’s life. For within the past year there had come over the maid a distempered sense of failure and frustration, an obscure but powerful feeling that her life had somehow gone awry and was growing into sterile and fruitless age without ever having come to any ripeness. She was baffled and tormented by a sense of having missed something splendid and magnificent in life, without knowing at all what it was. But whatever it was, her mistress seemed marvelously somehow to have found it and enjoyed it to the full, and this obvious fact, which she could plainly see but could not define, goaded her almost past endurance.


  Both women were about the same age, and so nearly the same size that the maid could wear any of her mistress’s garments without alteration. But if they had been creatures from separate planetary systems, if each had been formed by a completely different protoplasm, the contrast between them could not have been more extreme.


  Nora was not an ill-favored woman. She had a mass of fairly abundant black hair which she brushed over to the side. Her face, had it not been for the distempered look which drink and her own baffled fury had now given it, would have been pleasant and attractive. There was warmth in it, but there was also a trace of that wild fierceness which belongs to something lawless in nature, at once coarse and delicate, murderous, tender, and savagely ebullient. She still had a trim figure, which wore neatly the well-cut skirt of rough green plaid which her mistress had given her (for, because of her long service, she was recognized as a kind of unofficial captain to the other maids and was usually not required to wear maid’s uniform). But where the figure of the mistress was small of bone and fine of line and yet at the same time lavish and seductive, the figure of the maid was, by contrast, almost thick and clumsy-looking. It was the figure of a woman no longer young, fresh, and fertile, but already heavied, thickened, dried, and hardened by the shock, the wear, the weight, and the slow accumulation of intolerable days and merciless years, which take from people everything, and from which there is no escape.


  No—no escape, except for her, the maid was thinking bitterly, with a dull feeling of inarticulate outrage, and for her, for her, there was never anything but triumph. For her the years brought nothing but a constantly growing success. And why? Why?


  It was here, upon this question, that her spirit halted like a wild beast baffled by a sheer and solid blank of wall. Had they not both breathed the same air, eaten the same food, been clothed by the same garments, and sheltered by the same roof? Had she not had as much—and as good—of everything as her mistress? Yes—if anything she had had the better of it, for she would not drive herself from morning to night, she thought with contemptuous bitterness, the way her mistress did.


  Yet here she stood, baffled and confused, glowering sullenly into the shining face of the other woman’s glorious success—and she saw it, she knew it, she felt its outrage, but she had no word to voice her sense of an intolerable wrong. All she knew was that she had been stiffened and thickened by the same years that had given the other woman added grace and suppleness, that her skin had been dried and sallowed by the same lights and weathers that had added luster to the radiant beauty of the other, and that even now her spirit was soured by her knowledge of ruin and defeat while in the other woman there coursed forever an exquisite music of power and control, of health and joy.


  Yes, she saw it plainly enough. The comparison was cruelly and terribly true, past the last atom of hope and disbelief. And as she stood there before her mistress with the weary distemper in her eyes, enforcing by a stern compulsion the qualities of obedience and respect into her voice, she saw, too, that the other woman read the secret of her envy and frustration, and that she pitied her because of it. And for this Nora’s soul was filled with hatred, because pity seemed to her the final and intolerable indignity.


  In fact, although the kind and jolly look on Mrs. Jack’s lovely face had not changed a bit since she had greeted the maid, her eye had observed instantly all the signs of the unwholesome fury that was raging in the woman, and with a strong emotion of pity, wonder, and regret she was thinking:


  “She’s been at it again! This is the third time in a week that she’s been drinking. I wonder what it is—I wonder what it is that happens to that kind of person.”


  Mrs. Jack did not know clearly what she meant by “that kind of person,” but she felt momentarily the detached curiosity that a powerful, rich, and decisive character may feel when he pauses for a moment from the brilliant exercise of a talent that has crowned his life with triumphant ease and success almost every step of the way, and notes suddenly, and with surprise, that most of the other people in the world are fumbling blindly and wretchedly about, eking out from day to day the flabby substance of grey lives. She realized with regret that such people are so utterly lacking in any individual distinction that each seems to be a small particle of some immense and vicious life-stuff rather than a living creature who is able to feel and to inspire love, beauty, joy, passion, pain, and death. With a sense of sudden discovery the mistress was feeling this as she looked at the servant who had lived with her familiarly for almost twenty years, and now for the first time she reflected on the kind of life the other woman might have had.


  “What is it?” she kept thinking. “What’s gone wrong with her? She never used to be this way. It has all happened within the last year. And Nora used to be so pretty, too!” she thought, startled by the memory. “Why, when she first came to us she was really a very handsome girl. Isn’t it a shame,” she thought indignantly, “that she should let herself go to seed like this—a girl who’s had the chances that she’s had! I wonder why she never married. She used to have half a dozen of those big policemen on the string, and now there’s only one who still comes faithfully. They were all mad about her, and she could have had her pick of them!”


  All at once, as she was looking at the servant with kindly interest, the woman’s breath, foul with a stale whiskey stench, was blown upon her, and she got suddenly a rank body smell, strong, hairy, female, and unwashed. She frowned with revulsion, and her face began to burn with a glow of shame, embarrassment, and acute distaste.


  “God, but she stinks!” she thought, with a feeling of horror and disgust. “You could cut the smell around her with an axe! The nasty things!” she thought, now including all the servants in her indictment. “I’ll bet they never wash—and here they are all day long with nothing to do, and they could at least keep clean! My God! You’d think these people would be so glad to be here in this lovely place with the fine life we’ve made for them that they would be a little proud of it and try to show that they appreciate it! But no! They’re just not good enough!” she thought scornfully, and for a moment her fine mouth was disfigured at one corner by an ugly expression.


  It was an expression which had in it not only contempt and scorn, but also something almost racial—a quality of arrogance that was too bold and naked, as if it were eager to assert its own superiority. This ugly look rested only for a second, and almost imperceptibly, about the edges of her mouth, and it did not sit well on her lovely face. Then it was gone. But the maid had seen it, and that swift look, with all its implications, had stung and whipped her tortured spirit to a frenzy.


  “Oh, yes, me fine lady!” she was thinking. “It’s too good fer the likes of us ye are, ain’t it? Oh me, yes, an’ we’re very grand, ain’t we? What wit’ our fine clothes an’ our evenin’ gowns an’ our forty pairs of hand-made shoes! Jesus, now! Ye’d think she was some kind of centipede to see the different pairs of shoes she’s got! An’ our silk petticoats an’ step-ins that we have made in Paris, now! Yes! That makes us very fine, don’t it? It’s not as if we ever did a little private monkey-business on the side, like ordinary people, is it? Oh, me, no! We are gathered together wit’ a friend fer a little elegant an’ high-class entertainment durin’ the course of the evenin’! But if it’s some poor girl wit’out an extra pair of drawers to her name, it’s different, now! It’s: ‘Oh! you nasty thing! I’m disgusted wit’ you!’ ... Yes! An’ there’s many a fine lady livin’ on Park Avenoo right now who’s no better, if the truth was told! That I know! So just take care, me lady, not to give yerself too many airs!” she thought with rancorous triumph. ...


  “Ah! if I told all that I know! ‘Nora,’ she says, ‘if anyone calls when I’m not here, I wish ye’d take the message yerself. Mr. Jack don’t like to be disturbed.’ ... Jesus! From what I’ve seen there’s none of ’em that likes to be disturbed. It’s love and let love wit’ ’em, no questions ast an’ the divil take the hindmost, so long as ye do it in yer leisure hours. But if ye’re twenty minutes late fer dinner, it’s where the hell have ye been, an’ what’s to become of us when ye neglect yer family in this way? ... Sure,” she thought, warming with a flush of humor and a more tolerant and liberal spirit, “it’s a queer world, ain’t it? An’ these are the queerest of the lot! Thank God I was brought up like a Christian in the Holy Church, an’ still have grace enough to go to Mass when I have sinned! But then——”


  As often happens with people of strong but disordered feelings, she was already sorry for her flare of ugly temper, and her affections were now running warmly in another direction:


  “But then, God knows, there’s not a better-hearted sort of people in the world! There’s no one I’d rather work fer than Mrs. Jack. They’ll give ye everything they have if they like ye. I’ve been here twenty years next April, an’ in all that time no one has ever been turned away from the door who needed food. Sure, there’s far worse that go to Mass seven days a week—yes, an’ would steal the pennies off a dead man’s eyes if they got the chance! It’s a good home we’ve been given here—as I keep tellin’ all the rest of ’em,” she thought with virtuous content, “an’ Nora Fogarty’s not the one to turn an’ bite the hand that’s feedin’ her—no matter what the rest of ’em may do!”


  All this had passed in the minds and hearts of the two women with the instancy of thought. Meanwhile, the maid, having set the tray down on the little table by the bed, had gone to the windows, lowered them, raised the shades to admit more light, slightly adjusted the curtains, and was now in the bathroom drawing the water in the tub, an activity signalized at first by the rush of tumbling waters, and later by a sound more quiet and sustained as she reduced the flow and tempered the boiling fluid to a moderate heat.


  While this was going on, Mrs. Jack had seated herself on the edge of her bed, crossed her legs jauntily, poured out a cup of black steaming coffee from the tall silver pot, and opened the newspaper which lay folded on the tray. And now, as she drank her coffee and stared with blank, unseeing eyes at the print before her, there was a perplexed frown on her face, and she was slipping one finger in and out of a curious and ancient ring which she wore on her right hand. It was a habit which she performed unconsciously, and it always indicated a state of impatience and nervousness, or the troubled reflection of a mind that was rapidly collecting itself for a decisive action. So, now, her first emotions of pity, curiosity, and regret having passed, the practical necessity of doing something about Nora was pressing at her.


  “That’s where Fritz’s liquor has been going,” she thought. “He’s been furious about it. ... She’s got to stop it. If she keeps on at this rate, she’ll be no good for anything in another month or two. ... God! I could kill her for being such a fool!” she thought. “What gets into these people, anyway?” Her small and lovely face now red with anger, the space between her troubled eyes cleft deeply by a frown, she determined to speak plainly and sternly to the maid without any more delay.


  This decision being made, she was conscious instantly of a sense of great relief and a feeling almost of happiness, for indecision was alien to the temper of her soul. The knowledge of the maid’s delinquency had been nagging at her conscience for some time, and now she wondered why she had ever hesitated. Yet, when the maid came back into the room again and paused before going out, as if waiting for further orders, and looked at her with a glance that now seemed affectionate and warm, Mrs. Jack felt acute embarrassment and regret as she began to speak, and, to her surprise, she found herself beginning in a hesitant and almost apologetic tone.


  “Oh, Nora!” she said somewhat excitedly, slipping the ring rapidly on and off her finger. “There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Jack,” Nora answered humbly, and waited respectfully.


  “It’s something Miss Edith wanted me to ask you,” she went on quickly, somewhat timidly, discovering to her amazement that she was beginning her reproof quite differently from the way she had intended.


  Nora waited in an attitude of studious and submissive attention.


  “I wonder if you or any of the other girls remember seeing a dress Miss Edith had,” she said, and went on quickly—“one of those dresses she brought back last year from Paris. It had a funny grey-green kind of color and she used to wear it in the morning when she went to business. Do you remember—hah?” she said sharply.


  “Yes, ma’am,” said Nora with a solemn, wondering air. “I’ve seen it, Mrs. Jack.”


  “Well, Nora, she can’t find it. It’s gone.”


  “Gone?” said Nora, staring at her with a stupid and astonished look.


  But even as the servant repeated the word, a furtive smile played around her mouth, betraying her sullen humor, and a look of sly triumph came in her eyes. Mrs. Jack read the signs instantly:


  “Yes! She knows where it is!” she thought. “Of course she knows! One of them has taken it! It’s perfectly disgraceful, and I’m not going to stand it any longer!”—and a wave of indignation, hot and choking, boiled up in her. “Yes, gone! It’s gone, I tell you!” she said angrily to the staring maid. “What’s become of it? Where do you think it’s gone to?” she asked bluntly.


  “I don’t know, Mrs. Jack,” Nora answered in a slow, wondering tone. “Miss Edith must have lost it.”


  “Lost it! Oh, Nora, don’t be stupid!” she cried furiously. “How could she lose it? She’s been nowhere. She’s been here all the time. And the dress was here, too, hanging in her closet, up to a week ago! How can you lose a dress?” she cried impatiently. “Is it just going to crawl off your back and walk away from you when you’re not looking?” she said sarcastically. “You know she didn’t lose it! Someone’s taken it!”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Nora said with dutiful acquiescence. “That’s what I think, too. Someone must have sneaked in here when all of yez was out an’ taken it. Ah, I tell ye,” she remarked with a regretful movement of the head, “it’s got so nowadays ye never know who to trust and who not to,” she observed sententiously. “A friend of mine who works fer some big people up at Rye was tellin’ me just the other day about a man that came there wit’ some kind of a floor-mop he had to sell—ast to try it out an’ show ’em how it worked upon their floors, ye know, an’ a finer, cleaner-lookin’ boy, she says, ye wouldn’t see again in yer whole lifetime. ‘An’ my God!’ she says—I’m tellin’ ye just the way she told it to me, Mrs. Jack—‘I couldn’t believe me own ears when they told me later what he’d done! If he’d been me own brother I couldn’t have been more surprised!’ she says.—Well, it just goes to show ye that——”


  “Oh, Nora, for heaven’s sake!” Mrs. Jack cried with an angry and impatient gesture. “Don’t talk such rot to me! Who would come in here without your knowing it? You girls are here all day long, there’s only the elevator and the service entrance, and you see everyone who comes in! And besides, if anyone ever took the trouble to break in, you know he wouldn’t stop with just one dress. He’d be after money or jewelry or something valuable that he could sell.”


  “Well, now, I tell ye,” Nora said, “that man was here last week to fix the refrigerator. I says to May at the time, ‘I don’t like the look of him,’ I says. ‘There’s somethin’ in his face that I don’t like. Keep yer eye on him,’ I says, ‘because——’”


  “Nora!”


  At the sharp warning in her mistress’s voice the maid stopped suddenly, looked quickly at her, and then was silent, with a dull flush of shame and truculence upon her face. Mrs. Jack stared back at her with a look of burning indignation, then she burst out with open, blazing anger.


  “Look here!” Mrs. Jack cried furiously. “I think it’s a dirty shame the way you girls are acting! We’ve been good to you! Nora,” and now her voice grew gentler with pity, “there are no girls in this town who’ve been better treated than you have.”


  “Don’t I know it, Mrs. Jack,” Nora answered in a lilting and earnest tone, but her eyes were sullenly hostile and resentful. “Haven’t I always said the same? Wasn’t I sayin’ the same thing meself to Janie just the other day? ‘Sure,’ I says, ‘but we’re the lucky ones! There’s no one in the world I’d rather work fer than Mrs. Jack. Twenty years,’ I says, ‘I’ve been here, an’ in all that time,’ I says, ‘I’ve never heard a cross word from her. They’re the best people in the world,’ I says, ‘an’ any girl that gets a job wit’ ’em is lucky!’ Sure, don’t I know all of ye—” she cried richly—“Mr. Jack an’ Miss Edith an’ Miss Alma? Wouldn’t I get down on me knees right now an’ scrub me fingers to the bone if it would help ye any?”


  “Who’s asking you to scrub your fingers to the bone?” Mrs. Jack cried impatiently. “Lord, Nora, you girls have it pretty soft. There’s mighty little scrubbing that you’ve had to do!” she said. “It’s the rest of us who scrub!” she cried. “We go out of here every morning—six days in the week—and work like hell——”


  “Don’t I know it, Mrs. Jack?” Nora broke in. “Wasn’t I sayin’ to May just the other day——”


  “Oh, damn what you said to May!” For a brief moment Mrs. Jack looked at the servant with a straight, burning face. Then she spoke more quietly to her. “Nora, listen to me,” she said. “We’ve always given you girls everything you ever asked for. You’ve had the best wages anyone can get for what you do. And you’ve lived here with us just the same as the rest of us, for you know very well that——”


  “Sure,” Nora interrupted in a richly sentimental tone. “It hasn’t been like I was workin’ here at all! Ye couldn’t have treated me any better if I’d been one of the family!”


  “Oh, one of the family my eye!” Mrs. Jack said impatiently. “Don’t make me laugh! There’s no one in the family—unless maybe it’s my daughter, Alma—who doesn’t do more in a day than you girls do in a week! You’ve lived the life of Riley here! ... The life of Riley!” she repeated, almost comically, and then she sat looking at the servant for a moment, a formidable little dynamo trembling with her indignation, slowly clenching and unclenching her small hands at her sides. “Good heavens, Nora!” she burst out in a furious tone. “It’s not as if we ever begrudged you anything! We’ve never denied you anything you asked for! It’s not the value of the dress! You know very well that Miss Edith would have given it to any one of you if you had gone to her and asked her for it! But—oh, it’s intolerable!—intolerable!” she exclaimed suddenly in uncontrollable anger—“that you should have no more sense or decency than to do a thing like that to people who have always been your friends!”


  “Sure, an’ do ye think I’d be the one who’d do a thing like that?” cried Nora in a trembling voice. “Is it me ye’re accusin’, Mrs. Jack, when I’ve lived here wit’ yez all this time? They could take me right hand—” in her rush of feeling she held the member up—“an’ chop it from me arm before I’d take a button that belonged to one of yez. An’ that’s God’s truth,” she added solemnly. “I swear it to ye as I hope to live an’ be forgiven fer me sins!” she declared more passionately as her mistress started to speak. “I never took a pin or penny that belonged to any one of yez—an’ so help me God, that’s true! An’ yes! I’ll swear it to ye by everything that’s holy!” she now cried, tranced in a kind of ecstasy of sacred vows. “By the soul an’ spirit of me blessed mother who is dead——”


  “Ah, Nora!” Mrs. Jack said pityingly, shaking her head and turning away, and, in spite of her indignation, breaking into a short laugh at the extravagance of the servant’s oaths. And she thought with a bitter, scornful humor: “God! You can’t talk to her! She’ll swear a thousand oaths and think that makes everything all right! Yes! and will drink Fritz’s whiskey and go to Mass if she has to crawl to get there—and cross herself with holy water—and listen to the priest say words she cannot understand—and come out glorified—to act like this when she knows that one of the girls is taking things that don’t belong to her! What strange and magic things these oaths and ceremonies are!” she thought. “They give a kind of life to people who have none of their own. They make a kind of truth for people who have found none for themselves. Love, beauty, everlasting truth, salvation—all that we hope and suffer for on earth is in them for these people. Everything that the rest of us have to get with our blood and labor, and by the anguish of our souls, is miraculously accomplished for them, somehow,” she thought ironically, “if they can only swear to it ‘by the soul an’ spirit of me blessed mother who is dead.’”


  “—An’ so help me God, by all the Blessed Saints, an’ by the Holy Virgin, too!” she heard Nora’s voice intoning; and, wearily, she turned to the maid again and spoke to her softly, with an almost pleading earnestness.


  “Nora, for God’s sake have a little sense,” she said. “What is the use of all this swearing by the Virgin and the Saints, and getting up and going out to Mass, when all you do is come back home to swill down Mr. Jack’s whiskey? Yes, and deceive the people who have been the best friends you ever had!” she cried out bitterly. Then, seeing the old mutinous look flaring again in the maid’s sullen and distempered eyes, she went on almost tearfully: “Nora, try to have a little wisdom. Is this all you’ve been able to get from life—to come in here and act this way and blow your stinking breath on me, when all we’ve ever done has been to help you?” Her voice was trembling with her pity and her sense of passionate outrage, yet her anger was more than personal. She felt that the maid had betrayed something decent and inviolable in life—a faith and integrity in human feeling that should be kept and honored everywhere.


  “Well, ma’am,” said Nora with a toss of her black head, “as I was sayin’, if it’s me ye’re accusin’——”


  “No, Nora. Enough of that.” Mrs. Jack’s voice was sad, tired, dispirited, but its tone was also firm and final. She made a little dismissing gesture with her hand. “You may go now. I don’t need anything more.”


  The maid marched to the door, her head held high, her stiff back and neck eloquently expressive of outraged innocence and suppressed fury. Then she paused, her hand upon the knob, and half turned as she delivered her parting shot.


  “About Miss Edith’s dress—” she said with another toss of her head—“if it’s not lost, I guess it’ll turn up. Maybe one of the girls borrowed it, if ye know what I mean.”


  With this, she closed the door behind her and was gone.


  Half an hour later Mr. Frederick Jack came walking down the hall with his copy of the Herald-Tribune under his arm. He was feeling in very good humor. By now he had completely forgotten his momentary annoyance at the telephone call that had awakened him in the middle of the night. He rapped lightly at his wife’s door and waited. There was no answer. More faintly, listening, he rapped again.


  “Are you there?” he said.


  He opened the door and entered noiselessly.


  She was already deeply absorbed in the first task of her day’s work. On the other side of the room, with her back to him, she was seated at a small writing desk between the windows with a little stack of bills, business letters, and personal correspondence on her left hand, and an open check book on her right. She was vigorously scrawling off a note. As he advanced toward her she put down the pen, swiftly blotted the paper, and was preparing to fold it and thrust it in an envelope when he spoke.


  “Good morning,” he said in the pleasant, half-ironic tone that people use when they address someone who is not aware of their presence.


  She jumped and turned around quickly.


  “Oh, hello, Fritz!” she cried in her jolly voice. “How are you—hah?”


  He stooped in a somewhat formal fashion, planted a brief, friendly, and perfunctory kiss on her cheek, and straightened up, unconsciously shrugging his shoulders a little, and giving his sleeves and the bottom of his coat a tug to smooth out any wrinkle that might have appeared to disturb the faultless correctness of his appearance. While his wife’s quick glance took in every detail of his costume for the day—his shoes, socks, trousers, coat, and tie, together with the perfection of his tailored form and the neat gardenia in his buttonhole—her face, now bent forward and held firmly in one cupped hand in an attitude of eager attentiveness, had a puzzled and good-natured look which seemed to say: “I can see that you are laughing at me about something. What have I done now?”


  Mr. Jack stood before her, feet apart and arms akimbo, regarding her with an expression of mock gravity, in which, however, his good humor and elation were apparent.


  “Well, what is it?” she cried excitedly.


  In answer, Mr. Jack produced the newspaper which he had been holding folded back in one hand, and tapped it with his index finger, saying:


  “Have you seen this?”


  “No. Who is it?”


  “It’s Elliot in the Herald-Tribune. Like to hear it?”


  “Yes. Read it. What does he say?”


  Mr. Jack struck a pose, rattled the paper, frowned, cleared his throat in mock solemnity, and then began in a slightly ironic and affected tone, intended to conceal his own deep pleasure and satisfaction, to read the review.


  “‘Mr. Shulberg has brought to this, his latest production, the full artillery of his distinguished gifts for suave direction. He has paced it brilliantly, timed it—word, scene, and gesture—with some of the most subtly nuanced, deftly restrained, and quietly persuasive acting that this season has yet seen. He has a gift for silence that is eloquent—oh, devoutly eloquent!—among all the loud but for the most part meaningless vociferation of the current stage. All this your diligent observer is privileged to repeat with more than customary elation. Moreover, Mr. Shulberg has revealed to us in the person of Montgomery Mortimer the finest youthful talent that this season has discovered. Finally——’”


  Mr. Jack cleared his throat solemnly—“Ahem, ahem!”—flourished his arms forward and rattled the paper expressively, and stared drolly at his wife over the top of it. Then he went on:


  “‘Finally, he has given us, with the distinguished aid of Miss Esther Jack, a faultless and unobtrusive décor which warmed these ancient bones as they have not been warmed for many a Broadway moon. In these three acts, Miss Jack contributes three of the most effective settings she has ever done for the stage. Hers is a talent that needs make obeisance to no one. She is, in fact, in the studied opinion of this humble but diligent observer, the first designer of her time.’”


  Mr. Jack paused abruptly, looked at her with playful gravity, his head cocked over the edges of the paper and said:


  “Did you say something?”


  “God!” she yelled, her happy face flushed with laughter and excitement. “Did you hear it? Vat is dees?” she said comically, making a Jewish gesture with her hands—“an ovation?—What else does he say—hah?” she asked, bending forward eagerly.


  Mr. Jack proceeded:


  “‘It is therefore a pity that Miss Jack’s brilliant talent should not have had better fare to feed on than was given it last evening at the Arlington. For the play itself, we must reluctantly admit, was neither——’”


  “Well,” said Mr. Jack, stopping abruptly and putting down the paper, “the rest of it is—you know—” he shrugged slightly—“sort of soso. Neither good nor bad. He sort of pans it.—But say!” he cried, with jocular indignation. “I like the nerve of that guy! Where does he get this Miss Esther Jack stuff? Where do I come in?” he said. “Don’t I get any credit at all for being your husband? You know,” he said, “I’d like to get in somewhere if it’s only a seat in the second balcony. Of course—” and now he began to speak in the impersonal manner that people often use when they are being heavily sarcastic, addressing himself to the vacant air as if some invisible auditor were there, and as if he himself were only a detached observer—“of course, he’s nothing but her husband, anyway. What is he? Bah!” he said scornfully and contemptuously. “Nothing but a business man who doesn’t deserve to have such a brilliant woman for his wife! What does he know about art? Can he appreciate her? Can he understand anything she does? Can he say—what is it this fellow says?” he demanded, suddenly looking at the paper with an intent stare and then reading from it again in an affected tone—“‘a faultless and unobtrusive décor which warmed these ancient bones as they have not been warmed for many a Broadway moon.’”


  “I know,” she said with pitying contempt, as if the florid words of the reviewer aroused in her no other emotion, although the pleasure which the reviewer’s praise had given her was still legible in her face. “I know. Isn’t it pathetic? They’re all so fancy, these fellows! They make me tired!”


  “‘Hers is a talent that needs make obeisance to no one,’” Mr. Jack continued. “Now that’s a good one! Could her husband think of a thing like that? No!” he cried suddenly, shaking his head with a scornful laugh and waving a plump forefinger sideways before him. “Her husband is not smart enough!” he cried. “He is not good enough! He’s nothing but a business man! He can’t appreciate her!”—and all at once, to her amazement, she saw that his eyes were shot with tears, and that the lenses of his spectacles were being covered with a film of mist.


  She stared at him wonderingly, her face bent toward him in an expression of startled and protesting concern, but at the same moment she was feeling, as she had often felt, that there was something obscure and strange in life which she had never been able to find out about or to express. For she knew that this unexpected and reasonless display of strong feeling in her husband bore no relation whatever to the review in the paper. His chagrin at having the reviewer refer to her as “Miss” was nothing more than a playful and jocular pretense. She knew that he was really bursting with elation because of her success.


  With a sudden poignant and wordless pity—for whom, for what, she could not say—she had an instant picture of the great chasms downtown where he would spend his day, and where, in the furious drive and turmoil of his business, excited, prosperous-looking men would seize his arm or clap him on the back and shout:


  “Say, have you seen today’s Herald-Tribune? Did you read what it had to say about your wife? Aren’t you proud of her? Congratulations!”


  She could also see his ruddy face beginning to blush and burn brick-red with pleasure as he received these tributes, and as he tried to answer them with an amused and tolerant smile, and a few casual words of acknowledgment as if to say:


  “Yes, I think I did see some mention of her. But of course you can hardly expect me to be excited by a thing like that. That’s an old story to us now. They’ve said that kind of thing so often that we’re used to it.”


  When he came home that night he would repeat all that had been said to him, and although he would do it with an air of faintly cynical amusement, she knew that his satisfaction would be immense and solid. She knew, too, that his pride would be enhanced by the knowledge that the wives of these rich men—handsome Jewesses most of them, as material-minded in their quest for what was fashionable in the world of art as were their husbands for what was profitable in the world of business—would also read of her success, would straightway go to witness it themselves, and then would speak of it in brilliant chambers of the night, where the glowing air would take on an added spice of something exciting and erotic from their handsome and sensual-looking faces.


  All this she thought of instantly as she stared at this plump, grey-haired, and faultlessly groomed man whose eyes had suddenly, and for no reason that she knew, filled with tears, and whose mouth now had the pouting, wounded look of a hurt child. And her heart was filled with a nameless and undefinable sense of compassion as she cried warmly, in a protesting voice:


  “But, Fritz! You know I never felt like that! You know I never said a thing like that to you! You know I love it when you like anything I do! I’d rather have your opinion ten times over than that of these newspaper fellows! What do they know anyway?” she muttered scornfully.


  Mr. Jack, having taken off his glasses and polished them, having blown his nose vigorously and put his glasses on again, now lowered his head, braced his thumb stiffly on his temple and put four plump fingers across his eyes in a comical shielding position, saying rapidly in a muffled, apologetic voice:


  “I know! I know! It’s all right! I was only joking,” he said with an embarrassed smile. Then he blew his nose vigorously again, his face lost its expression of wounded feeling, and he began to talk in a completely natural, matter-of-fact tone, as if nothing he had done or said had been at all unusual. “Well,” he said, “how do you feel? Are you pleased with the way things went last night?”


  “Oh, I suppose so,” she answered dubiously, feeling all at once the vague discontent that was customary with her when her work was finished and the almost hysterical tension of the last days before a theatrical opening was at an end. Then she continued: “I think it went off pretty well, don’t you? I thought my sets were sort of good—or did you think so?” she asked eagerly. “No,” she went on in the disparaging tone of a child talking to itself, “I guess they were just ordinary. A long way from my best—hah?” she demanded.


  “You know what I think,” he said. “I’ve told you. There’s no one who can touch you. The best thing in the show!” he said strongly. “They were by far the best thing in the show—by far! by far!” Then, quietly, he added: “Well, I suppose you’re glad it’s over. That’s the end of it for this season, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” she said, “except for some costumes that I promised Irene Morgenstein I’d do for one of her ballets. And I’ve got to meet some of the Arlington company for fittings again this morning,” she concluded in a dispirited tone.


  “What, again! Weren’t you satisfied with the way they looked last night? What’s the trouble?”


  “Oh—” she said with disgust—“what do you think’s the trouble, Fritz? There’s only one trouble! It never changes! It’s always the same! The trouble is that there are so many half-baked fools in the world who’ll never do the thing you tell them to do! That’s the trouble! God!” she said frankly, “I’m too good for it! I never should have given up my painting. It makes me sick sometimes!” she burst out with warm indignation. “Isn’t it a shame that everything I do has to be wasted on those people?”


  “What people?”


  “Oh, you know,” she muttered, “the kind of people that you get in the theatre. Of course there are some good ones—but God!” she exclaimed, “most of them are such trash! Did you see me in this, and did you read what they said about me in that, and wasn’t I a knock-out in the other thing?” she muttered resentfully. “God, Fritz, to listen to the way they talk you’d think the only reason a play ever gets produced is to give them a chance to strut around and show themselves off upon a stage! When it ought to be the most wonderful thing in the world! Oh, the magic you can make, the things you can do with people if you want to! It’s like nothing else on earth!” she cried. “Isn’t it a shame no more is done with it?”


  She was silent for a moment, sunk in her own thoughts, then she said wearily:


  “Well, I’m glad this job’s at an end. I wish there was something else I could do. If I only knew how to do something else, I’d do it. Really, I would,” she said earnestly. “I’m tired of it. I’m too good for it,” she said simply, and for a moment she stared moodily into space.


  Then, frowning in a somber and perturbed way, she fumbled in a wooden box upon the desk, took from it a cigarette, and lighted it. She got up nervously and began to walk about the room with short steps, frowning intently while she puffed at the cigarette, and holding it in the rather clumsy but charming manner of a woman who rarely smokes.


  “I wonder if I’ll get any more shows to do next season,” she muttered half to herself, as if scarcely aware of her husband’s presence. “I wonder if there’ll be anything more for me. No one has spoken to me yet,” she said gloomily.


  “Well, if you’re so tired of it, I shouldn’t think you’d care,” he said ironically, and then added: “Why worry about it till the time comes?”


  With that he stooped and planted another friendly and perfunctory kiss on her cheek, gave her shoulder a gentle little pat, and turned and left the room.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 12

  DOWNTOWN


  Mr. Jack had listened to his wife’s complaint with the serious attention which stories of her labors, trials, and adventures in the theatre always aroused in him. For, in addition to the immense pride which he took in his wife’s talent and success, he was like most rich men of his race, and particularly those who were living every day, as he was, in the glamorous, unreal, and fantastic world of speculation, strongly attracted by the glitter of the theatre.


  The progress of his career during the forty years since he first came to New York had been away from the quieter, more traditional, and, as it now seemed to him, duller forms of social and domestic life, to those forms which were more brilliant and gay, filled with the constant excitement of new pleasures and sensations, and touched with a spice of uncertainty and menace. The life of his boyhood—that of his family, who for a hundred years had carried on a private banking business in a little town—now seemed to him impossibly stodgy. Not only its domestic and social activities, which went on as steadily and predictably as a clock from year to year, marked at punctual intervals by a ritual of dutiful visits and countervisits among relatives, but its business enterprise also, with its small and cautious transactions, now seemed paltry and uninteresting.


  In New York he had moved on from speed to speed and from height to height, keeping pace with all the most magnificent developments in the furious city that roared in constantly increasing crescendo about him. Now, even in the world in which he lived by day, the feverish air of which he breathed into his lungs exultantly, there was a glittering, inflamed quality that was not unlike that of the nighttime world of the theatre in which the actors lived.


  At nine o’clock in the morning of every working day, Mr. Jack was hurled downtown to his office in a shining projectile of machinery, driven by a chauffeur who was a literal embodiment of New York in one of its most familiar aspects. As the driver prowled above his wheel, his dark and sallow face twisted bitterly by the sneer of his thin mouth, his dark eyes shining with an unnatural luster like those of a man who is under the stimulation of a powerful drug, he seemed to be—and was—a creature which this furious city had created for its special uses. His tallowy flesh seemed to have been compacted, like that of millions of other men who wore grey hats and had faces of the same lifeless hue, out of a common city-substance—the universal grey stuff of pavements, buildings, towers, tunnels, and bridges. In his veins there seemed to flow and throb, instead of blood, the crackling electric current by which the whole city moved. It was legible in every act and gesture the man made. As his sinister figure prowled above the wheel, his eyes darting right and left, his hands guiding the powerful machine with skill and precision, grazing, cutting, flanking, shifting, insinuating, sneaking, and shooting the great car through all but impossible channels with murderous recklessness, it was evident that the unwholesome chemistry that raced in him was consonant with the great energy that was pulsing through all the arteries of the city.


  Yet, to be driven downtown by this creature in this way seemed to increase Mr. Jack’s anticipation and pleasure in the day’s work that lay before him. He liked to sit beside his driver and watch him. The fellow’s eyes were now sly and cunning as a cat’s, now hard and black as basalt. His thin face pivoted swiftly right and left, now leering with crafty triumph as he snaked his car ahead around some cursing rival, now from the twisted corner of his mouth snarling out his hate loudly at other drivers or at careless pedestrians: “Guh-wan, ya screwy bast-ed! Guh-wan!” He would growl more softly at the menacing figure of some hated policeman, or would speak to his master out of the corner of his bitter mouth, saying a few words of grudging praise for some policeman who had granted him privileges:


  “Some of dem are all right,” he would say. “You know!”—with a constricted accent of his high, strained voice. “Dey’re not all basteds. Dis guy—” with a jerk of his head toward the policeman who had nodded and let him pass—“dis guy’s all right. I know him—sure! sure!—he’s a bruddeh of me sisteh-in-law!”


  The unnatural and unwholesome energy of his driver evoked in his master’s mind an image of the world he lived in that was theatrical and phantasmal. Instead of seeing himself as one man going to his work like countless others in the practical and homely light of day, he saw himself and his driver as two cunning and powerful men pitted triumphantly against the world; and the monstrous architecture of the city, the phantasmagoric chaos of its traffic, the web of the streets swarming with people, became for him nothing more than a tremendous backdrop for his own activities. All of this—the sense of menace, conflict, cunning, power, stealth, and victory, and, above everything else, the sense of privilege—added to Mr. Jack’s pleasure, and even gave him a heady joy as he rode downtown to work.


  And the feverish world of speculation in which he worked, and which had now come to have this theatrical cast and color, was everywhere sustained by this same sense of privilege. It was the privilege of men selected from the common run because of some mysterious intuition they were supposed to have—selected to live gloriously without labor or production, their profits mounting incredibly with every ticking of the clock, their wealth increased fabulously by a mere nod of the head or the lifting of a finger. This being so, it seemed to Mr. Jack, and, indeed, to many others at the time—for many who were not themselves members of this fortunate class envied those who were—it seemed, then, not only entirely reasonable but even natural that the whole structure of society from top to bottom should be honeycombed with privilege and dishonesty.


  Mr. Jack knew, for example, that one of his chauffeurs swindled him constantly. He knew that every bill for gasoline, oil, tires, and overhauling was padded, that the chauffeur was in collusion with the garage owner for this purpose, and that he received a handsome percentage from him as a reward. Yet this knowledge did not disturb Mr. Jack. He actually got from it a degree of cynical amusement. Well aware of what was going on, he also knew that he could afford it, and somehow this gave him a sense of power and security. If he ever entertained any other attitude, it was to shrug his shoulders indifferently as he thought:


  “Well, what of it? There’s nothing to be done about it. They all do it. If it wasn’t this fellow, it would be someone else.”


  Similarly, he knew that some of the maids in his household were not above “borrowing” things and “forgetting” to return them. He was aware that various members of the police force as well as several red-necked firemen spent most of their hours of ease in his kitchen or in the maids’ sitting room. He also knew that these guardians of the public peace and safety ate royally every night of the choicest dishes of his own table, and that their wants were cared for even before his family and his guests were served, and that his best whiskey and his rarest wines were theirs for the taking.


  But beyond an occasional burst of annoyance when he discovered that a case of real Irish whiskey (with rusty sea-stained markings on the bottles to prove genuineness) had melted away almost overnight, a loss which roused his temper only because of the rareness of the thing lost, he said very little. When his wife spoke to him about such matters, as she occasionally did, in a tone of vague protest, saying: “Fritz, I’m sure those girls are taking things they have no right to. I think it’s perfectly dreadful, don’t you? What do you think we ought to do about it?”—his usual answer was to smile tolerantly, shrug, and show his palms.


  It cost him a great deal of money to keep his family provided with shelter, clothing, service, food, and entertainment, but the fact that a considerable part of it was wasted or actually filched from him by his retainers caused him no distress whatever. All of this was so much of a piece with what went on every day in big business and high finance that he hardly gave it a thought. And his indifference was not the bravado of a man who felt that his world was trembling on the brink of certain ruin and who was recklessly making merry while he waited for the collapse. Quite the contrary. He gave tolerant consent to the extravagance and special privilege of those who were dependent on his bounty, not because he doubted, but because he felt secure. He was convinced that the fabric of his world was woven from threads of steel, and that the towering pyramid of speculation would not only endure, but would grow constantly greater. Therefore the defections of his servants were mere peccadillos, and didn’t matter.


  In all these ways Mr. Frederick Jack was not essentially different from ten thousand other men of his class and position. In that time and place he would have been peculiar if these things had not been true of him. For these men were all the victims of an occupational disease—a kind of mass hypnosis that denied to them the evidence of their senses. It was a monstrous and ironic fact that the very men who had created this world in which every value was false and theatrical saw themselves, not as creatures tranced by fatal illusions, but rather as the most knowing, practical, and hard-headed men alive. They did not think of themselves as gamblers, obsessed by their own fictions of speculation, but as brilliant executives of great affairs who at every moment of the day “had their fingers on the pulse of the nation.” So when they looked about them and saw everywhere nothing but the myriad shapes of privilege, dishonesty, and self-interest, they were convinced that this was inevitably “the way things are.”


  It was generally assumed that every man had his price, just as every woman had hers. And if, in any discussion of conduct, it was suggested to one of these hard-headed, practical men that So-and-So had acted as he did for motives other than those of total self-interest and calculating desire, that he had done thus and so because he would rather endure pain himself than cause it to others whom he loved, or was loyal because of loyalty, or could not be bought or sold for no other reason than the integrity of his own character—the answer of the knowing one would be to smile politely but cynically, shrug it off, and say:


  “All right. But I thought you were going to be intelligent. Let’s talk of something else that we both understand.”


  Such men could not realize that their own vision of human nature was distorted. They prided themselves on their “hardness” and fortitude and intelligence, which had enabled them to accept so black a picture of the earth with such easy tolerance. It was not until a little later that the real substance of their “hardness” and intelligence was demonstrated to them in terms which they could grasp. When the bubble of their unreal world suddenly exploded before their eyes, many of them were so little capable of facing harsh reality and truth that they blew their brains out or threw themselves from the high windows of their offices into the streets below. And of those who faced it and saw it through, many a one who had been plump, immaculate, and assured now shrank and withered into premature and palsied senility.


  All that, however, was still in the future. It was very imminent, but they did not know it, for they had trained themselves to deny the evidence of their senses. In that mid-October of 1929 nothing could exceed their satisfaction and assurance. They looked about them and, like an actor, saw with their eyes that all was false, but since they had schooled themselves to accept falseness as normal and natural, the discovery only enhanced their pleasure in life.


  The choicest stories which these men told each other had to do with some facet of human chicanery, treachery, and dishonesty. They delighted to match anecdotes concerning the delightful knaveries of their chauffeurs, maids, cooks, and bootleggers, telling of the way these people cheated them as one would describe the antics of a household pet.


  Such stories also had a great success at the dinner table. The ladies would listen with mirth which they made an impressive show of trying to control, and at the conclusion of the tale they would say: “I—think—that—is—simp-ly—price-less!” (uttered slowly and deliberately, as if the humor of the story was almost beyond belief), or: “Isn’t it in-cred-ible!” (spoken with a faint rising scream of laughter), or: “Stop! You know he didn’t!” (delivered with a ladylike shriek). They used all the fashionable and stereotyped phrases of people “responding” to an “amusing” anecdote, for their lives had become so sterile and savorless that laughter had gone out of them.


  Mr. Jack had a story of his own, and he told it so well and so frequently that it went the rounds of all the best dinner tables in New York.


  A few years before, when he was still living in the old brownstone house on the West Side, his wife was giving one of the open-house parties which she gave every year to the members of the “group” theatre for which she worked. At the height of the gayety, when the party was in full swing and the actors were swarming through the rooms, gorging themselves to their heart’s content on the bountiful food and drink, there was suddenly a great screaming of police sirens in the neighborhood, and the sound of motors driven to their limit and approaching at top speed. The sirens turned into the street, and to the alarm of Mr. Jack and his guests, who now came crowding to the windows, a high-powered truck flanked by two motorcycle policemen pulled up before the house and stopped. Immediately, the two policemen, whom Mr. Jack instantly recognized as friends of his maids, sprang to the ground, and in a moment more, with the assistance of several of their fellows who got out of the truck, they had lifted a great barrel from the truck and were solemnly rolling it across the sidewalk and up the stone steps into the house. This barrel, it turned out, was filled with beer. The police were contributing it to the party, to which they had been invited (for when the Jacks gave a party to their friends, the maids and cooks were also allowed to give a party to the policemen and firemen in the kitchen). Mr. Jack, moved by this act of friendship and generosity on the part of the police, desired to pay them for the trouble and expense the beer had cost them, but one of the policemen said to him:


  “Forget about it, boss. It’s O.K. I tell you how it is,” he then said, lowering his voice to a tone of quiet and confidential intimacy. “Dis stuff don’t cost us nuttin’, see? Nah!” he vigorously declared. “It’s given to us. Sure! It’s a commission dey give us,” he added delicately, “for seein’ dat dere stuff goes troo O.K. See?”


  Mr. Jack saw, and he told the story many times. For he was really a good and generous man, and an act like this, even when it came from those who had drunk royally at his expense for years and had consumed the value of a hundred barrels of beer, warmed and delighted him.


  Thus, while he could not escape sharing the theatrical and false view of life which was prevalent everywhere about him, he had, along with that, as kind and liberal a spirit as one was likely to meet in the course of a day’s journey. Of this there was constant and repeated evidence. He would act instantly to help people in distress, and he did it again and again—for actors down on their luck, for elderly spinsters with schemes for the renovation of the stage that were never profitable, for friends, relatives, and superannuated domestics. In addition to this, he was a loving and indulgent father, lavishing gifts upon his only child with a prodigal hand.


  And, strangely, for one who lived among all the constantly shifting visages of a feverish and unstable world, he had always held with tenacious devotion to one of the ancient traditions of his race—a belief in the sacred and inviolable stability of the family. Through this devotion, in spite of the sensational tempo of city life with its menace to every kind of security, he had managed to keep his family together. And this was really the strongest bond which now connected him with his wife. They had long since agreed to live their own individual lives, but they had joined together in a common effort to maintain the unity of their family. And they had succeeded. For this reason and on this ground Mr. Jack respected and had a real affection for his wife.


  Such was the well-groomed man who was delivered to his place of business every morning by his speed-drunk and city-hardened chauffeur. And within a hundred yards of the place where he alighted from his car, ten thousand other men much like him in dress and style, in their general beliefs, and even, perhaps, in kindness, mercy, and tolerance, were also descending from their thunderbolts and were moving into another day of legend, smoke, and fury.


  Having been set down at their doors, they were shot up in swift elevators to offices in the clouds. There they bought, sold, and traded in an atmosphere fraught with frantic madness. This madness was everywhere about them all day long, and they themselves were aware of it. Oh, yes, they sensed it well enough. Yet they said nothing. For it was one of the qualities of this time that men should see and feel the madness all around them and never mention it—never admit it even to themselves.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 13

  SERVICE ENTRANCE


  The great apartment house in which the Jacks lived was not one of those structures which give to the Island of Manhattan its startling and fabulous quality—those cloud-soaring spires whose dizzy vertices and clifflike façades seem to belong to the sky rather than to the earth. These are the special shapes which flash in the mind of a European when he thinks about New York, and which in-bound travelers, looking from a liner’s deck, see in all their appalling and inhuman loveliness sustained there lightly on the water. This building was none of these.


  It was—just a building. It was not beautiful, certainly, but it was impressive because of its bulk, its squareness, its sheer mass. From the outside, it seemed to be a gigantic cube of city-weathered brick and stone, punctured evenly by its many windows. It filled an entire block, going through from one street to the next.


  When one entered it, however, one saw that it had been built in the form of a hollow square about a large central court. This court was laid out on two levels. The lower and middle part was covered with loose gravel, and raised above this level was a terrace for flower beds, with a broad brick pavement flanking it on all four sides. Beyond the walk there was a span of arches which also ran the whole way around the square, giving the place something of the appearance of an enormous cloister. Leading off this cloister at regular intervals were the entrances to the apartments.


  The building was so grand, so huge, so solid-seeming, that it gave the impression of having been hewn from the everlasting rock itself. Yet this was not true at all. The mighty edifice was really tubed and hollowed like a giant honeycomb. It was set on monstrous steel stilts, pillared below on vacancy, and sustained on curving arches. Its nerves, bones, and sinews went down below the level of the street to an underworld of storied basements, and below all these, far in the tortured rock, there was the tunnel’s depth.


  When dwellers in this imperial tenement felt a tremor at their feet, it was only then that they remembered there were trains beneath them—sleek expresses arriving and departing at all hours of the day and night. Then some of them reflected with immense satisfaction on the cleverness with which New York had reversed an order that is fixed and immutable everywhere else in America, and had made it fashionable to live, not merely “beside the tracks,” but on top of them.


  A little before seven o’clock that October evening, old John, who ran one of the service elevators in the building, came walking slowly along Park Avenue, ready to go on duty for his night’s work. He had reached the entrance and was just turning in when he was accosted by a man of thirty or thereabouts who was obviously in a state of vinous dilapidation.


  “Say, Bud——”


  At the familiar words, uttered in a tone of fawning and yet rather menacing ingratiation, the face of the older man reddened with anger. He quickened his step and tried to move away, but the creature plucked at his sleeve and said in a low voice:


  “I was just wonderin’ if you could spare a guy a——”


  “Na-h!” the old man snapped angrily. “I can’t spare you anything! I’m twice your age and I always had to work for everything I got! If you was any good you’d do the same!”


  “Oh yeah?” the other jeered, looking at the old man with eyes that had suddenly gone hard and ugly.


  “Yeah!” old John snapped back, and then turned and passed through the great arched entrance of the building, feeling that his repartee had been a little inadequate, though it was the best he had been able to manage on the spur of the moment. He was still muttering to himself as he started along the colonnade that led to the south wing.


  “What’s the matter, Pop?” It was Ed, one of the day elevator men who spoke to him. “Who got your goat?”


  “Ah-h,” John muttered, still fuming with resentment, “it’s these panhandling bums! One of ’em just stopped me outside the building and asked if I could spare a dime! A young fellow no older than you are, tryin’ to panhandle from an old man like me! He ought to be ashamed of himself! I told him so, too. I said: ‘If you was any good you’d work for it!’”


  “Yeah?” said Ed, with mild interest.


  “Yeah,” said John. “They ought to keep those fellows away from here. They hang around this neighborhood like flies at a molasses barrel. They got no right to bother the kind of people we got here.”


  There was just a faint trace of mollification in his voice as he spoke of “the kind of people we got here.” One felt that on this side reverence lay. “The kind of people we got here” were, at all odds, to be protected and preserved.


  “That’s the only reason they hang around this place,” the old man went on. “They know they can play on the sympathy of the people in this building. Only the other night I saw one of ’em panhandle Mrs. Jack for a dollar. A big fellow, as well and strong as you are! I’d a good notion to tell her not to give him anything! If he wanted work, he could go and get him a job the same as you and me! It’s got so it ain’t safe for a woman in the house to take the dog around the block. Some greasy bum will be after her before she gets back. If I was the management I’d put a stop to it. A house like this can’t afford it. The kind of people we got here don’t have to stand for it!”


  Having made these pronouncements, so full of outraged propriety and his desire to protect “the kind of people we got here” from further invasions of their trusting sanctity by these cadging frauds, old John, somewhat appeased, went in at the service entrance of the south wing, and in a few minutes he was at his post in the service elevator, ready for the night’s work.


  John Enborg had been born in Brooklyn more than sixty years before, the son of a Norwegian seaman and an Irish serving-girl. In spite of this mixed parentage, one would have said without hesitation that he was “old stock” American—New England Yankee, most likely. Even his physical structure had taken on those national characteristics which are perhaps the result, partly of weather and geography, partly of tempo, speech, and local custom—a special pattern of the nerves and vital energies wrought out upon the whole framework of flesh and bone, so that, from whatever complex sources they are derived, they are recognized instantly and unmistakably as “American.”


  In all these ways old John was “American.” He had the dry neck—the lean, sinewy, furrowed neck that is engraved so harshly with so much weather. He had the dry face, too, seamed and squeezed of its moisture; the dry mouth, not brutal, certainly, but a little tight and stiff and woodenly inflexible; and the slightly outcropping lower jaw, as if the jarring conflicts in the life around him had hardened the very formations of the bone into this shape of unyielding tenacity. He was not much above the average height, but his whole body had the same stringy leanness of his neck and face, and this made him seem taller. The old man’s hands were large and bony, corded with heavy veins, as if he had done much work with them. Even his voice and manner of talking were distinctively “American.” His speech was spare, dry, nasal, and semi-articulate. It could have passed with most people as the speech of a Vermonter, although it did not have any pronounced twang. What one noticed about it especially was its Yankee economy and tartness, which seemed to indicate a chronic state of sour temper. But he was very far from being an ill-natured old man, though at times he did appear to be. It was just his way. He had a dry humor and really loved the rough and ready exchange of banter that went on among the younger elevator men around him, but he concealed his softer side behind a mask of shortness and sarcastic denial.


  This was evident now as Herbert Anderson came in. Herbert was the night operator of the passenger elevator in the south entrance. He was a chunky, good-natured fellow of twenty-four or five, with two pink, mottled, absurdly fresh spots on his plump cheeks. He had lively and good-humored eyes, and a mass of crinkly brownish hair of which one felt he was rather proud. He was John’s special favorite in the whole building, although one might not have gathered this from the exchange that now took place between them.


  “Well, what do you say, Pop?” cried Herbert as he entered the service elevator and poked the old man playfully in the ribs. “You haven’t seen anything of two blondes yet, have you?”


  The faint, dry grin about John Enborg’s mouth deepened a little, almost to a stubborn line, as he swung the door to and pulled the lever.


  “Ah-h,” he said sourly, almost in disgust, “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about!”


  The car descended and stopped, and he pulled the door open at the basement floor.


  “Sure you do!” Herbert flung back vigorously as he walked over to the line of lockers, peeled off his coat, and began to take off his collar and tie. “You know those two blondes I been tellin’ you about, doncha, Pop?” By this time he was peeling the shirt off his muscular shoulders, then he supported himself with one hand against the locker while he stooped to take off his shoe.


  “Ah-h,” said the old man, sour as before, “you’re always tellin’ me about something. I don’t even pay no attention to it. It goes in one ear and out the other.”


  “Oh yeah?” said Herbert with a rising, ironical inflection. He bent to unlace his other shoe.


  “Yeah,” said John drily.


  From the beginning the old man’s tone had been touched with this note of dry disgust, yet somehow he gave the impression that he was secretly amused by Herbert’s chatter. For one thing, he made no move to depart. Instead, he had propped himself against the side of the open elevator door, and, his old arms folded loosely into the sleeves of the worn grey alpaca coat which was his “uniform,” he was waiting there with the stubborn little grin around his mouth as if he was enjoying the debate and was willing to prolong it indefinitely.


  “So that’s the kind of guy you are?” said Herbert, stepping out of his neatly-pressed trousers and arranging them carefully on one of the hangers which he had taken from the locker. He hung the coat over the trousers and buttoned it. “Here I go and get you all fixed up and you run out on me. O.K., Pop.” His voice was now shaded with resignation. “I thought you was a real guy, but if you’re goin’ to walk out on a party after I’ve gone to all the trouble, I’ll have to look for somebody else.”


  “Oh yeah?” said old John.


  “Yeah,” said Herbert in the accent proper to this type of repartee. “I had you all doped out for a live number, but I see I picked a dead one.”


  John let this pass without comment. Herbert stood for a moment in his socks and underwear, stiffening his shoulders, twisting, stretching, bending his arms upward with tense muscular effort, and ending by scratching his head.


  “Where’s old Organizin’ Hank?” Herbert said presently. “Seen him tonight?”


  “Who?” said John, looking at him with a somewhat bewildered expression.


  “Henry. He wasn’t at the door when I come in, and he ain’t down here. He’s gonna be late.”


  “Oh!” The word was small but it carried a heavy accent of disapproval. “Say!” The old man waved a gnarled hand stiffly in a downward gesture of dismissal. “That guy’s a pain in the neck!” He spoke the words with the dry precision old men have when they try to “keep up with” a younger man by talking unaccustomed slang. “A pain in the neck!” he repeated. “No, I ain’t seen him tonight.”


  “Oh, Hank’s all right when you get to know him,” said Herbert cheerfully. “You know how a guy is when he gets all burned up about somethin’—he gets too serious about it—he thinks everybody else in the world ought to be like he is. But he’s O.K. He’s not a bad guy when you get him talkin’ about somethin’ else.”


  “Yeah!” cried John suddenly and excitedly, not in agreement, but by way of introduction to something he had just remembered. “You know what he says to me the other day? ‘I wonder what all the rich mugs in this house would do,’ he says, ‘if they had to get down and do a hard day’s work for a livin’ once in a while.’ That’s what he says to me! ‘And these old bitches’—yeah!” cried John, nodding his head angrily—“‘these old bitches,’ he says, ‘that I got to help in and out of cars all night long, and can’t walk up a flight of stairs by themselves—what if they had to get down on their hands and knees and scrub floors like your mother and my mother did?’ That’s the way he goes on all the time!” cried John indignantly—“and him a-gettin’ his livin’ from the people in this house, and takin’ tips from them—and then talkin’ about them like he does!—Nah-h!” John muttered to himself and rapped his fingers on the wall. “I don’t like that way of talkin’! If he feels that way, let him get out! I don’t like that fellow.”


  “Oh,” said Herbert easily and indifferently, “Hank’s not a bad guy, Pop. He don’t mean half of it. He’s just a grouch.”


  By this time, with the speed and deftness born of long experience, he was putting on the starched shirt-front which was a part of his uniform on duty, and buttoning the studs. Stooping and squinting in the small mirror that was hung absurdly low on the wall, he said half-absently:


  “So you’re goin’ to run out on me and the two blondes? You can’t take it, hunh?”


  “Ah-h,” said old John with a return to his surly dryness, “you don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I had more girls in my day than you ever thought of.”


  “Yeah?” said Herbert.


  “Yeah,” said John. “I had blondes and brunettes and every other kind.”


  “Never had any red-heads, did you, Pop?” said Herbert, grinning.


  “Yeah, I had red-heads, too,” said John sourly. “More than you had, anyway.”


  “Just a rounder, hunh?” said Herbert. “Just an old petticoat-chaser.”


  “Nah-h, I ain’t no rounder or no petticoat-chaser. Hm!” John grunted contemptuously. “I’ve been a married man for forty years. I got grown-up children older’n you are!”


  “Why, you old two-timer!” Herbert exclaimed, and turned on him with mock indignation. “Braggin’ to me about your blondes and red-heads, and then boastin’ that you’re a family man! Why, you——”


  “Nah-h,” said John, “I never done no such thing. I wasn’t talkin’ about now—but then! That’s when I had ’em—forty years ago.”


  “Who?” said Herbert innocently. “Your wife and children?”


  “Ah-h,” said John disgustedly, “get along with you. You ain’t goin’ to get my goat. I’ve forgot more about life than you ever heard of, so don’t think you’re goin’ to make a monkey out of me with your smart talk.”


  “Well, you’re makin’ a big mistake this time, Pop,” said Herbert with an accent of regret. He had drawn on the neat grey trousers of his uniform, adjusted his broad white stock, and now, half squatting before the mirror, he was carefully adjusting the coat about his well-set shoulders. “Wait till you see ’em—these two blondes. I picked one of ’em out just for you.”


  “Well, you needn’t pick out any for me,” said John sourly. “I got no time for such foolishness.”


  At this point Henry, the night doorman, came hurriedly in from the stairway and began rattling the key in his locker door.


  “What do you say, pal?” Herbert turned to him and cried boisterously. “I leave it to you. Here I get Pop all dated up with a couple of hot blondes and he runs out on me. Is that treatin’ a guy right or not?”


  Henry did not answer. His face was hard and white and narrow, his eyes had the look and color of blue agate, and he never smiled. He took off his coat and hung it in the locker.


  “Where were you?” he said.


  Herbert looked at him, startled.


  “Where was I when?” he said.


  “Last night.”


  “That was my night off,” said Herbert.


  “It wasn’t our night off,” said Henry. “We had a meetin’. They was askin’ about you.” He turned and directed his cold eyes toward the old man. “And you, too,” he said in a hard tone. “You didn’t show up either.”


  Old John’s face had frozen. He had shifted his position and begun to drum nervously and impatiently with his old fingers upon the side of the elevator. This quick, annoyed tapping betrayed his tension, but his eyes were flinty as he returned Henry’s look, and there was no mistaking his dislike of the doorman. Theirs was, in fact, the mutual hostility that is instinctive to two opposite types of personality.


  “Oh yeah?” John said in a hard voice.


  Henry answered briefly: “Yeah.” And then, holding his cold look leveled like a pointed pistol, he said: “You come to the union meetin’s like everybody else, see? Or you’ll get bounced out. You may be an old man, but that goes for you like it does for all the rest.”


  “Is that so?” said John sarcastically.


  “Yeah, that’s so.” His tone was flat and final.


  “Jesus!” Herbert’s face was red with crestfallen embarrassment, and he stammered out an excuse. “I forgot all about it—honest I did! I was just goin’——”


  “Well, you’re not supposed to forget,” said Henry harshly, and he looked at Herbert with an accusing eye.


  “I—I’m all up on my dues,” said Herbert feebly.


  “That ain’t the question. We ain’t talkin’ about dues.” For the first time there was indignant passion in the hard voice as he went on earnestly: “Where the hell do you suppose we’d be if everybody ran out on us every time we hold a meetin’? What’s the use of anything if we ain’t goin’ to stick together?”


  He was silent now, looking almost sullenly at Herbert, whose red face had the hang-dog air of a guilty schoolboy. But when Henry spoke again his tone was gentler and more casual, and somehow it suggested that underneath his hard exterior he had a genuine affection for his errant comrade.


  “I guess it’s O.K. this time,” he said quietly. “I told the guys you had a cold and I’d get you there next time.”


  He said nothing more, and began swiftly to take off his clothes.


  Herbert looked flustered but relieved. For a moment he seemed about to speak, but changed his mind. He stooped and took a final appraising look at himself in the small mirror, and then, walking quickly toward the elevator with a return of his former buoyancy, he said:


  “Well, Pop, O.K.—let’s go!” He took his place in the car and went on with a simulation of regret: “Too bad you’re goin’ to miss out on the blondes, Pop. But maybe you’ll change your mind when you get a look at ’em.”


  “No, I won’t change my mind, neither,” said John with sour implacability as he slammed the door. “About them or about you.”


  Herbert looked at the old man and laughed, the pink spots in his cheeks flushed with good humor, his lively eyes dancing.


  “So that’s the kind of guy you think I am?” he said, and gently poked the old fellow in the ribs with his closed fist. “So you don’t believe me, hunh?”


  “Ah-h, I wouldn’t believe you on a stack of bibles,” said John grouchily. He pushed the lever forward and the elevator started up. “You’re a lot of talk—that’s what you are. I don’t listen to anything you say.” He stopped the elevator and opened the heavy door.


  “So that’s the kind of friend you are?” said Herbert, stepping out into the corridor. Full of himself, full of delight with his own humor, he winked at two pretty, rosy-cheeked Irish maids who were waiting to go up, and, jerking his thumb toward the old man, he said: “What are you goin’ to do with a guy like this, anyway? I go and get him all dated up with a blonde and he won’t believe me when I tell him so. He calls me a big wind.”


  “Yeah, that’s what he is,” said the old man grimly to the smiling girls. “He’s a lot of wind. He’s always talkin’ about his girls and I bet he never had a girl in his life. If he saw a blonde he’d run like a rabbit.”


  “Just a pal!” said Herbert with mock bitterness, appealing to the maids. “O.K., then, Pop. Have it your own way. But when those blondes get here, tell ’em to wait till I come back. You hear?”


  “Well, you’d better not be bringin’ any of ’em around here,” said John. He shook his white head doggedly and his whole manner was belligerent, but it was evident that he was enjoying himself hugely. “I don’t want any of ’em comin’ in this building—blondes or brunettes or red-heads or any of ’em,” he muttered. “If they do, you won’t find ’em when you come back. I’ll tell ’em to get out. I’ll handle ’em for you, all right.”


  “He’s a friend of mine!” said Herbert bitterly to the two girls, and jerked his thumb toward the old man again. He started to walk away.


  “I don’t believe you, anyhow,” John called after his retreating figure. “You ain’t got no blondes. You never did have. ... You’re a momma’s boy!” he cried triumphantly as an afterthought, as if he had now hit upon the happiest inspiration of the evening. “That’s what you are!”


  Herbert paused at the door leading into the main corridor and looked back menacingly at the old man, but the look was belied by the sparkle in his eyes.


  “Oh yeah?” he shouted.


  He stood and glared fiercely at the old fellow for a moment, then winked at the two girls, passed through the door, and pressed the button of the passenger elevator, whose operator he was to relieve for the night.


  “That fellow’s just a lot of talk,” said John sourly as the maids stepped into the service car and he closed the door. “Always gassin’ about the blondes he’s goin’ to bring around—but I ain’t never seen none of ’em. Nah-h!” he muttered scornfully, almost to himself as the car started up. “He lives with his mother up in the Bronx, and he’d be scared stiff if a girl ever looked at him.”


  “Still, Herbert ought to have a girl,” one of the maids said in a practical tone of voice. “Herbert’s a nice boy, John.”


  “Oh, he’s all right, I guess,” the old man muttered grudgingly.


  “And a nice-looking boy, too,” the other maid now said.


  “Oh, he’ll do,” said John; and then abruptly: “What are you folks doin’ tonight, anyway? There’s a whole lot of packages waitin’ to come up.”


  “Mrs. Jack is having a big party,” one of the girls said. “And, John, will you bring everything up as soon as you can? There may be something there that we need right away.”


  “Well,” he said in that half-belligerent, half-unwilling tone that was an inverted attribute of his real good nature, “I’ll do the best I can. Seems like all of them are givin’ their big parties tonight,” he grumbled. “It goes on sometimes here till two or three o’clock in the morning. You’d think all some people had to do was give parties all the time. It’d take a whole regiment of men just to carry up the packages. Yeah!” he muttered to himself. “And what d’you get? If you ever got so much as a word of thanks——”


  “Oh, John,” one of the girls now said reproachfully, “you know Mrs. Jack is not like that! You know yourself——”


  “Oh, she’s all right, I reckon,” said John, unwillingly as before, yet his tone had softened imperceptibly. “If all of them was like her,” he began—but then the memory of the panhandler came back to him, and he went on angrily: “She’s too kind-hearted for her own good! Them panhandling bums—they swarm around her like flies every time she leaves the building. I saw one the other night get a dollar out of her before she’d gone twenty feet. She’s crazy to put up with it. I’m goin’ to tell her so, too, when I see her!”


  The old man’s face was flushed with outrage at the memory. He had opened the door on the service landing, and now, as the girls stepped out, he muttered to himself again:


  “The kind of people we got here oughtn’t to have to put up with it. ... Well, then, I’ll see,” he said concedingly, as one of the maids unlocked the service door and went in. “I’ll get the stuff up to you.”


  For a second or two after the inner door had closed behind the maids, the old man stood there looking at it—just a dull, blank sheet of painted metal with the apartment number on it—and his glance, had anyone seen it, would somehow have conveyed an impression of affectionate regard. Then he closed the elevator door and started down[.]


  Henry, the doorman, was just coming up the basement stairway as the old man reached the ground floor. Uniformed, ready for his night’s work, he passed the service elevator without speaking. John called to him.


  “If they try to deliver any packages out front,” he said, “you send ’em around here.”


  Henry turned and looked at the old man unsmilingly, and said curtly: “What?”


  “I say,” repeated John, raising his voice a trifle shrilly, for the man’s habitual air of sullen harshness angered him, “if they try to make any deliveries out front, send ’em back to the service entrance.”


  Henry continued to look at him without speaking, and the old man added:


  “The Jacks are givin’ a party tonight. They asked me to get everything up in a hurry. If there are any more deliveries, send ’em back here.”


  “Why?” said Henry in his flat, expressionless voice, still staring at him.


  The question, with its insolent suggestion of defied authority—someone’s authority, his own, the management’s, or the authority of “the kind of people we got here”—infuriated the old man. A wave of anger, hot and choking, welled up in him, and before he could control himself he rasped out:


  “Because that’s where they ought to come—that’s why! Haven’t you been workin’ around places of this kind long enough to know how to do? Don’t you know the kind of people we got here don’t want every Tom, Dick, and Harry with a package to deliver runnin’ up in the front elevator all the time, mixin’ in with all the people in the house?”


  “Why?” said Henry with deliberate insolence. “Why don’t they?”


  “Because,” old John shouted, his face now crimson, “if you ain’t got sense enough to know that much, you ought to quit and get a job diggin’ ditches somewhere! You’re bein’ paid to know it! That’s part of your job as doorman in a house like this! If you ain’t got sense enough by now to do what you’re supposed to do, you’d better quit—that’s why!—and give your job to somebody who knows what it’s all about!”


  Henry just looked at him with eyes that were as hard and emotionless as two chunks of agate. Then:


  “Listen,” he said in a toneless voice. “You know what’s goin’ to happen to you if you don’t watch out? You’re gettin’ old, Pop, and you’d better watch your step. You’re goin’ to be caught in the street some day worryin’ about what’s goin’ to happen to the people in this place if they have to ride up in the same elevator with a delivery boy. You’re goin’ to worry about them gettin’ contaminated because they got to ride up in the same car with some guy that carries a package. And you know what’s goin’ to happen to you, Pop? I’ll tell you what’s goin’ to happen. You’ll be worryin’ about it so much that you ain’t goin’ to notice where you’re goin’. And you’re goin’ to get hit, see?”


  The voice was so unyielding in its toneless savagery that for a moment—just for a moment—the old man felt himself trembling all over. And the voice went on:


  “You’re goin’ to get hit, Pop. And it ain’t goin’ to be by nothin’ small or cheap. It ain’t goin’ to be by no Ford truck or by no taxicab. You’re goin’ to get hit by somethin’ big and shiny that cost a lot of dough. You’ll get hit by at least a Rolls Royce. And I hope it belongs to one of the people in this house. You’ll die like any other worm, but I want you to push off knowin’ that it was done expensive—by a big Rolls Royce—by one of the people in this house. I just want you to be happy, Pop.”


  Old John’s face was purple. The veins in his forehead stood out like corded ropes. He tried to speak, but no words came. At length, all else having failed him, he managed to choke out the one retort which, in all its infinitely variable modulations, always served perfectly to convey his emotions.


  “Oh yeah!” he snarled drily, and this time the words were loaded with implacable and unforgiving hate.


  “Yeah!” said Henry tonelessly, and walked off.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 14

  ZERO HOUR


  Mrs. Jack came from her room a little after eight o’clock and walked along the broad hallway that traversed her big apartment from front to rear. Her guests had been invited for half-past eight, but long experience in these matters told her that the party would not be going at full swing until after nine. As she walked along the corridor at a brisk and rapid little step she felt a tense excitement, not unpleasurable, even though it was now sharpened by the tincture of an apprehensive doubt.


  Would all be ready? Had she forgotten anything? Had the girls followed her instructions? Or had they slipped up somewhere? Would something now be lacking?


  A wrinkled line appeared between her eyes, and unconsciously she began to slip the old ring on and off her finger with a quick movement of her small hand. It was the gesture of an alert and highly able person who had come to have an instinctive mistrust of other people less gifted than herself. There was impatience and some scorn in it, a scorn not born of arrogance or any lack of warm humanity, but one that was inclined to say a trifle sharply: “Yes, yes, I know! I understand all that. There’s no need telling me that kind of thing. Let’s get to the point. What can you do? What have you done? Can I depend on you to do everything that’s necessary?” So, as she walked briskly down the hall, thoughts too sharp and quick for definition were darting across the surface of her mind like flicks of light upon a pool.


  “I wonder if the girls remembered to do everything I told them,” she was thinking. “Oh, Lord! If only Nora hasn’t started drinking again!—And Janie! She’s good as gold, of course, but God, she is a fool!—And Cookie! Well, she can cook, but after that she doesn’t know April from July. And if you try to tell her anything she gets flustered and begins to gargle German at you. Then it’s worse than if you’d never spoken to her at all.—As for May—well, all you can do is to hope and pray.” The line between her troubled eyes deepened, and the ring slipped on and off her finger more rapidly than ever. “You’d think they’d realize how well off they are, and what a good life they lead here! You’d think they’d try to show it!” she thought indignantly. But almost instantly she was touched with a feeling of tender commiseration, and her mind veered back into its more usual channel: “Oh, well, poor things! I suppose they do the best they can. All you can do is to reconcile yourself to it—and realize that the only way you can get anything done right is to do it yourself.”


  By this time she had reached the entrance to the living room and was looking quickly about, assuring herself by a moment’s swift inspection that everything was in its proper place. Her examination pleased her. The worried expression about her eyes began to disappear. She slipped the ring back on her hand and let it stay there, and her face began to take on the satisfied look of a child when it regards in silence some object of its love and self-creation and finds it good.


  The big room was ready for the party. It was just quietly the way she always liked to have it. The room was so nobly proportioned as to be almost regal, and yet it was so subtly toned by the labor of her faultless taste that whatever forbidding coldness its essential grandeur may have had was utterly subdued. To a stranger this living room would have seemed not only homelike in its comfortable simplicity, but even, on closer inspection, a trifle shabby. Almost everything in it was somewhat worn. The coverings of some of the chairs and couches had become in places threadbare. The carpet that covered the floor with its pattern of old, faded green showed long use without apology. An antique gate-legged table sagged a little under the weight of its pleasant shaded lamp and its stacks of books and magazines. Upon the mantel, a creamy slab of marble, itself a little stained and worn, was spread a green and faded strip of Chinese silk, and on top of it was a lovely little figure in green jade, its carved fingers lifted in a Chinese attitude of compassionating mercy. Over the mantel hung a portrait of herself in her young loveliness at twenty, which a painter now dead and famous had made long ago.


  On three sides of the room, bookshelves extended a third of the way up the walls, and they were crowded with friendly volumes whose backs bore the markings of warm human hands. Obviously they had been read and read again. The stiff sets of tooled and costly bindings that often ornament the libraries of the rich with unread awe were lacking here. Nor was there any evidence of the greedy and revolting mania of the professional collector. If there were first editions on these utilitarian shelves, they were here because their owner had bought them when they were published, and bought them to be read.


  The crackling pine logs on the great marble hearth cast their radiance warmly on the covers of these worn books, and Mrs. Jack had a sense of peace and comfort as she looked at the rich and homely compact of their colors. She saw her favorite novels and histories, plays, poems, and biographies, and the great books of decoration and design, of painting, drawing, and architecture, which she had assembled in a crowded lifetime of work, travel, and living. Indeed, all these objects, these chairs and tables, these jades and silks, all the drawings and paintings, as well as the books, had been brought together at different times and places and fused into a miracle of harmony by the instinctive touch of this woman’s hand. It is no wonder, therefore, that her face softened and took on an added glow of loveliness as she looked at her fine room. The like of it, as she well knew, could nowhere else be found.


  “Ah, here it is,” she thought. “It is living like a part of me. And God! How beautiful it is!” she thought. “How warm—how true! It’s not like a rented place—not just another room in an apartment. No—” she glanced down the spacious width of the long hall—“if it weren’t for the elevator there, you’d think it was some grand old house. I don’t know—but—” a little furrow, this time of reflectiveness and effort, came between her eyes as she tried to shape her meaning—“there’s something sort of grand—and simple—about it all.”


  And indeed there was. The amount of simplicity that could be purchased even in those times for a yearly rental of fifteen thousand dollars was quite considerable. As if this very thought had found an echo in her mind, she went on:


  “I mean when you compare it with some of these places that you see nowadays—some of the God-awful places where all those rich people live. There’s simply no comparison! I don’t care how rich they are, there’s—there’s just something here that money cannot buy.”


  As her mind phrased the accusing words about “the God-awful places where all those rich people live,” her nostrils twitched and her face took on an expression of sharp scorn. For Mrs. Jack had always been contemptuous of wealth. Though she was the wife of a rich man and had not known for years the economic necessity of work, yet it was one of her unshakable convictions that she and her family could not possibly be described as “rich.” “Oh, not really,” she would say. “Not the way people are who really are.” And she would look for confirmation, not at the hundred and thirty million people there impossibly below her in the world’s hard groove, but at the fabulous ten thousand who were above her on the moneyed heights, and who, by the comparison, were “really rich.”


  Besides, she was “a worker.” She had always been “a worker.” One look at the strength, the grace, the swiftness of those small, sure hands was enough to tell the story of their owner’s life, which had always been a life of work. From that accomplishment stemmed deep pride and the fundamental integrity of her soul. She had needed the benefit of no man’s purse, the succor of no man’s shielding strength. “Is not my help within me?” Well, hers was. She had made her own way. She had supported herself. She had created beautiful and enduring things. She had never known the meaning of laziness. Therefore it is no wonder that she never thought of herself as being “rich.” She was a worker; she had worked.


  But now, satisfied with her inspection of the big room, she turned quickly to investigate other things. The living room gave on the dining room through glass doors, which were closed and curtained filmily. Mrs. Jack moved toward them and threw them open. Then she stopped short, and one hand flew to her bosom. She gasped out an involuntary little “Oh!” of wonder and delight. It was too beautiful! It was quite too beautiful! But it was just the way she expected it to look—the way it looked for all of her parties. None the less, every time she saw it, it was like a grand and new discovery.


  Everything had been arranged to perfection. The great dining table glowed faultlessly, like a single sheet of walnut light. In its center, on a doily of thick lace, stood a large and handsome bowl blossoming with a fragrant harvest of cut flowers. At the four corners, in orderly array, there were big stacks of Dresden plates and gleaming rows of old and heavy English silver, knives and forks and spoons. The ancient Italian chairs had been drawn away and placed against the walls. This was to be a buffet supper. The guests could come and help themselves according to their taste, and on that noble table was everything to tempt even the most jaded palate.


  Upon an enormous silver trencher at one end there was a mighty roast of beef, crisply browned all over. It had just been “begun on” at one side, for a few slices had been carved away to leave the sound, rare body of the roast open to the inspection of anyone who might be attracted by its juicy succulence. At the opposite end, upon another enormous trencher, and similarly carved, was a whole Virginia Ham, sugar-cured and baked and stuck all over with pungent cloves. In between and all around was a staggering variety of mouth-watering delicacies. There were great bowls of mixed green salads, and others of chicken salad, crab meat, and the pink, milky firmness of lobster claws, removed whole and perfect from their shells. There were platters containing golden slabs of smoked salmon, the most rare and delicate that money could buy. There were dishes piled with caviar, both black and red, and countless others loaded with hors d’œuvres—with mushrooms, herring, anchovies, sardines, and small, toothsome artichokes, with pickled onions and with pickled beets, with sliced tomatoes and with deviled eggs, with walnuts, almonds, and pecans, with olives and with celery. In short, there was almost everything that anyone could desire.


  It was a gargantuan banquet. It was like some great vision of a feast that has been made immortal in legendry. Few “rich” people would have dared venture on a “supper” such as this of Mrs. Jack’s, and in this fear of venturing they would have been justified. Only Mrs. Jack could do a thing like this; only she could do it right. And that is why her parties were famous, and why everyone who had been invited always came. For, strange to tell, there was nowhere on that lavish board a suggestion of disorder or excess. That table was a miracle of planning and of right design. Just as no one could look at it and possibly want anything to be added, so could no one here have felt that there was a single thing too much.


  And everywhere in that great dining room, with its simplicity and strength, there was evident this same faultless taste, this same style that never seemed to be contrived, that was so casual and so gracious and so right. At one side the great buffet glittered with an array of flasks, decanters, bottle, syphons, and tall glasses, thin as shells. Elsewhere, two lovely Colonial cupboards stood like Graces with their splendid wares of china and of porcelain, of cut-glass and of silver, of grand old plates and cups and saucers, tureens and bowls, jars and pitchers.


  After a quick, satisfied appraisal of everything, Mrs. Jack walked rapidly across the room and through the swinging door that led to the pantry and the kitchen and the servants’ quarters. As she approached, she could hear the laughter and excited voices of the maids, broken by the gutturally mixed phrases of the cook. She burst upon a scene of busy order and of readiness. The big, tiled kitchen was as clean and spotless as a hospital laboratory. The great range with its marvelous hood, itself as large as those one sees in a big restaurant, looked as if it had been freshly scrubbed and oiled and polished. The vast company of copper cooking vessels—the skillets and kettles, the pots and pans of every size and shape, from those just large enough to hold an egg to those so huge it seemed that one might cook in them the rations of a regiment—had been scoured and rubbed until Mrs. Jack could see her face in them. The big table in the center of the room was white enough to have served in a surgeon’s office, and the shelves, drawers, cupboards, and bins looked as if they had just been gone over with sandpaper. Above the voices of the girls brooded the curiously quiet, intent, dynamic hum of the mammoth electric refrigerator, which in its white splendor was like a jewel.


  “Oh, this!” thought Mrs. Jack. “This is quite the most perfect thing of all! This is the best room in the house! I love the others—but is there anything in the world so grand and beautiful as a fine kitchen? And how Cookie keeps the place! If I could only paint it! But no—it would take a Breughel to do it! There’s no one nowadays to do it justice——”


  “Oh, Cookie!” Now she spoke the words aloud. “What a lovely cake!”


  Cook looked up from the great layer cake on the table to which she had been adding the last prayerful tracery of frosted icing, and a faint smile illuminated the gaunt, blunt surface of her Germanic face.


  “You like him, yes?” said Cook. “You think he is nice?”


  “Oh, Cook!” cried Mrs. Jack in a tone of such childlike earnestness that Cook smiled this time a little more broadly than before. “It is the most beautiful—the most wonderful—!” She turned away with a comical shrug of despair as if words failed her.


  Cook laughed gutturally with satisfaction, and Nora, smiling, said:


  “Yes, Mrs. Jack, that it is! It’s just what I was after tellin’ her meself.”


  Mrs. Jack glanced swiftly at Nora and saw with relief that she was clean and plain and sober. Thank heaven she had pulled herself together! She hadn’t taken another drink since morning—that was easy to see. Drink worked on her like poison, and you could tell the moment that she’d had a single one.


  Janie and May, passing back and forth between the kitchen and the maids’ sitting room in their trim, crisp uniforms and with their smiling, pink faces, were really awfully pretty. Everything had turned out perfectly, better than she could possibly have expected. Nothing had been forgotten. Everything was in readiness. It ought to be a glorious party.


  At this moment the buzzer sounded sharply. Mrs. Jack looked startled and said quickly:


  “The door bell rang, Janie.” Then, almost to herself: “Now who do you suppose——?”


  “Yes’m,” said Janie, coming to the door of the maids’ sitting room. “I’ll go, Mrs. Jack.”


  “Yes, you’d better, Janie. I wonder who—” she cast a puzzled look up at the clock on the wall, and then at the little shell of platinum on her wrist. “It’s only eight-fifteen! I don’t think any of them would be this early. Oh!—” as illumination came—“I think, perhaps, it’s Mr. Logan. If it is, Janie, show him in. I’ll be right out.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Jack,” said Janie, and departed.


  And Mrs. Jack, after another quick look about the kitchen, another smile of thanks and approbation for Cookie and her arts, followed her.


  It was Mr. Logan. Mrs. Jack encountered him in the entrance hall where he had just paused to set down two enormous black suitcases, each of which, from the bulging look of them, carried enough weight to strain strong muscles. Mr. Logan’s own appearance confirmed this impression. He had seized the biceps of one muscular arm with the fingers of his other hand, and with a rueful look upon his face was engaged in flexing the aching member up and down. As Mrs. Jack approached he turned, a thickset, rather burly-looking young man of about thirty, with bushy eyebrows of a reddish cast, a round and heavy face smudged ruddily with the shaven grain of his beard, a low, corrugated forehead, and a bald head gleaming with perspiration, which he proceeded to mop with his handkerchief.


  “Gosh!” said Mr. Piggy Logan, for by this affectionate title was he known to his more intimate acquaintance. “Gosh!”—the expletive came out again, somewhat windy with relief. At the same time he released his aching arm and offered his hostess a muscular and stubby hand, covered thickly on the back up to the very fingernails with large freckles.


  “You must be simply dead!” cried Mrs. Jack. “Why didn’t you let me know you had so much to carry? I’d have sent a chauffeur. He could have handled everything for you.”


  “Oh, it’s quite all right,” said Piggy Logan. “I always manage everything myself. You see, I carry all of it right here—my whole equipment.” He indicated the two ponderous cases. “That’s it,” he said, “everything I use—the whole show. So naturally,” he smiled at her quickly and quite boyishly, “I don’t like to take any chances. It’s all I’ve got. If anything went wrong—well, I’d just rather do it myself and then I know where I am.”


  “I know,” said Mrs. Jack, nodding her head with quick understanding. “You simply can’t depend on others. If anything went wrong—and after all the years you must have put in making them! People who’ve seen it say it’s simply marvelous,” she went on. “Everyone is so thrilled to know you’re going to be here. We’ve heard so much about it—really all you hear around New York these days is——”


  “Now—” said Mr. Logan abruptly, in a manner that was still courteous but that indicated he was no longer paying any attention to her. He had become all business, and now he walked over to the entrance of the living room and was looking all about with thoughtful speculation. “I suppose it’s going to be in here, isn’t it?” he said.


  “Yes—that is, if you like it here. If you prefer, we’ll use another room, but this is the largest one we have.”


  “No, thank you,” crisply, absently. “This is quite all right. This will do very nicely. ... Hm!” meditatively, as he pressed his full lower lip between two freckled fingers. “Best place, I should think, would be over there,” he indicated the opposite wall, “facing the door here, the people all around on the other three sides. ... Hm! Yes. ... Just about the center there, I should think, posters on the bookshelves. ... We can clear all this stuff away, of course,” he made a quick but expansive gesture with his hand which seemed to dispose of a large part of the furnishings. “Yes! That ought to do it very well! ... Now, if you don’t mind,” he turned to her rather peremptorily and said, “I’ll have to change to costume. If you have a room——”


  “Oh, yes,” she answered quickly, “here, just down the hall, the first room on the right. But won’t you have a drink and something to eat before you start? You must be terribly——”


  “No, thank you,” said Mr. Logan crisply. “It’s very nice of you,” he smiled swiftly under his bushy brows, “but I never take anything before a performance. Now—” he crouched, gripped the handles of the big cases, and heaved mightly—“if you’ll just—excuse me,” he grunted.


  “Is there anything we can do?” Mrs. Jack asked helpfully.


  “No—thank you—nothing,” Mr. Logan somewhat gruntingly replied, and began to stagger down the hall with his tremendous freight. “I can—get along—quite nicely—thank you,” he grunted as he staggered through the door of the room to which she had directed him; and then, more faintly: “Nothing—at all.”


  She heard the two ponderous bags hit the floor with a leaden thump, and then Mr. Logan’s long, expiring “Whush!” of exhausted relief.


  For a moment after the young man’s lurching departure, his hostess continued to look after him with a somewhat dazed expression, touched faintly with alarm. His businesslike dispatch and the nonchalance with which he had suggested widespread alterations in her beloved room filled her with vague apprehension. But—she shook her head and reassured herself with sharp decision—it was bound to be all right. She had heard so many people speak of him: he was really all the rage this year, everyone was talking of his show, there had been write-ups of him everywhere. He was the darling of all the smart society crowd—all those “rich” Long Island and Park Avenue people. Here the lady’s nostrils curved again in a faint dilation of patronizing scorn; nevertheless, she could not help feeling a pleasant sense of triumph that she had landed him.


  Yes, Mr. Piggy Logan was the rage that year. He was the creator of a puppet circus of wire dolls, and the applause with which this curious entertainment had been greeted was astonishing. Not to be able to discuss him and his little dolls intelligently was, in smart circles, akin to never having heard of Jean Cocteau or Surrealism; it was like being completely at a loss when such names as Picasso and Brancusi and Utrillo and Gertrude Stein were mentioned. Mr. Piggy Logan and his art were spoken of with the same animated reverence that the knowing used when they spoke of one of these.


  And, like all of these, Mr. Piggy Logan and his art demanded their own vocabulary. To speak of them correctly one must know a language whose subtle nuances were becoming more highly specialized month by month, as each succeeding critic outdid his predecessor and delved deeper into the bewildering complexities, the infinite shadings and associations, of Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  True, at the beginning there had been those among the cognoscenti—those happy pioneers who had got in at the very start of Mr. Piggy Logan’s vogue—who had characterized his performance as “frightfully amusing.” But that was old stuff, and anyone who now dared to qualify Mr. Logan’s art with such a paltry adjective as “amusing” was instantly dismissed as a person of no cultural importance. Mr. Logan’s circus had ceased to be “amusing” when one of the more sophisticated columnists of the daily press discovered that “not since the early Chaplin has the art of tragic humor through the use of pantomime reached such a faultless elevation.”


  After this, the procession formed on the right, and each newcomer paid his tribute with a new and more glittering coin. The articles in the daily press were followed by others in all the smarter publications, with eulogistic essays on Mr. Logan and pictures of his little dolls. Then the dramatic critics joined the chorus, and held up the offerings of the current stage to a withering fire of comparative criticism. The leading tragedians of the theatre were instructed to pay special attention to Mr. Logan’s clown before they next essayed the rôle of Hamlet.


  The solemn discussions broke out everywhere. Two eminent critics engaged in a verbal duel of such adeptive subtlety that in the end it was said there were not more than seven people in the civilized world who could understand the final passages at arms. The central issue of this battle was to establish whether Mr. Piggy Logan, in his development, had been influenced more by the geometric cubism of the early Picasso or by the geometric abstractions of Brancusi. Both schools of thought had their impassioned followers, but it was finally conceded that the Picassos had somewhat the better of it.


  One word from Mr. Logan himself might have settled the controversy, but that word was never spoken. Indeed, he said very little about the hubbub he had caused. As more than one critic significantly pointed out, he had “the essential simplicity of the great artist—an almost childlike naïveté of speech and gesture that pierces straight to the heart of reality.” Even his life, his previous history, resisted investigations of the biographers with the impenetrability of the same baffling simplicity. Or, as another critic clearly phrased it: “As in the life of almost all great men of art, there is little in Logan’s early years to indicate his future achievement. Like almost all supremely great men, he developed slowly—and, it might almost be said, unheeded—up to the time when he burst suddenly, like a blazing light, upon the public consciousness.”


  However that may be, Mr. Piggy Logan’s fame was certainly blazing now, and an entire literature in the higher æsthetics had been created about him and his puppets. Critical reputations had been made or ruined by them. The last criterion of fashionable knowingness that year was an expert familiarity with Mr. Logan and his dolls. If one lacked this knowledge, he was lower than the dust. If one had it, his connoisseurship in the arts was definitely established and his eligibility for any society of the higher sensibilities was instantly confirmed.


  To a future world—inhabited, no doubt, by a less acute and understanding race of men—all this may seem a trifle strange. If so, that will be because the world of the future will have forgotten what it was like to live in 1929.


  In that sweet year of grace one could admit with utter nonchalance that the late John Milton bored him and was a large “stuffed shirt.” “Stuffed shirts,” indeed, were numerous in the findings of the critical gentry of the time. The chemises of such inflated personalities as Goethe, Ibsen, Byron, Tolstoy, Whitman, Dickens, and Balzac had been ruthlessly investigated by some of the most fearless intellects of the day and found to be largely filled with straw wadding. Almost everything and everybody was in the process of being debunked—except the debunkers and Mr. Piggy Logan and his dolls.


  Life had recently become too short for many things that people had once found time for. Life was simply too short for the perusal of any book longer than two hundred pages. As for War and Peace—no doubt all “they” said of it was true—but as for oneself—well, one had tried, and really it was quite too—too—oh, well, life simply was too short. So life that year was far too short to be bothered by Tolstoy, Whitman, Dreiser, or Dean Swift. But life was not too short that year to be passionately concerned with Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  The highest intelligences of the time—the very subtlest of the chosen few—were bored by many things. They tilled the waste land, and erosion had grown fashionable. They were bored with love, and they were bored with hate. They were bored with men who worked, and with men who loafed. They were bored with people who created something, and with people who created nothing. They were bored with marriage, and with single blessedness. They were bored with chastity, and they were bored with adultery. They were bored with going abroad, and they were bored with staying at home. They were bored with the great poets of the world, whose great poems they had never read. They were bored with hunger in the streets, with the men who were killed, with the children who starved, and with the injustice, cruelty, and oppression all around them; and they were bored with justice, freedom, and man’s right to live. They were bored with living, they were bored with dying, but—they were not bored that year with Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  And the Cause of all this tumult? The generating Force behind this mighty sensation in the world of art? As one of the critics so aptly said: “It is a great deal more than just a new talent that has started just another ‘movement’: it is rather a whole new universe of creation, a whirling planet which in its fiery revolutions may be expected to throw off its own sidereal systems.” All right; It, then—the colossal Genius which had started all this—what was It doing now?


  It was now enjoying the privacy of one of the lovely rooms in Mrs. Jack’s apartment, and, as if It were utterly unaware of the huge disturbance It had made in the great world, It was calmly, quietly, modestly, prosaically, and matter-of-factly occupied in peeling off Its own trousers and pulling on a pair of canvas pants.


  While this momentous happening was taking place, events were moving smoothly to their consummation in other quarters of the house. The swinging door between the dining room and the kitchen domain kept slatting back and forth as the maids passed in and out to make the final preparations for the feast. Janie came through the dining room bearing a great silver tray filled with bottles, decanters, a bowl of ice, and tall, lovely glasses. As she set the tray down upon a table in the living room, the shell-thin glasses chimed together musically, and there was a pleasant jink of bottles and the cold, clean rattle of cracked ice.


  Then the girl came over toward the hearth, removed the big brass screen, and knelt before the dancing flames. As she jabbed at the logs with a long brass poker and a pair of tongs there was a shower of fiery sparks, and the fire blazed and crackled with new life. For just a moment she stayed there on her knees in a gesture of sweet maiden grace. The fire cast its radiance across her glowing face, and Mrs. Jack looked at her with a softened glance, thinking how sweet and clean and pretty she was. Then the maid arose and put the screen back in its place.


  Mrs. Jack, after arranging anew a vase of long-stemmed roses on a small table in the hall and glancing briefly at herself in the mirror above, turned and walked briskly and happily down the broad, deep-carpeted hallway toward her own room. Her husband was just coming from his room. He was fully dressed for the evening. She looked him over with an expert eye, and saw how well his clothes fit him and how he wore them as if they had grown on him.


  His manner, in contrast to hers, was calm and sophisticated, wise and knowing. One knew just to look at him that he took excellent care of himself. Here was a man, one felt, who, if he was experienced in the pleasures of the flesh, knew how far to go, and beyond what point lay chaos, shipwreck, and the reef. His wife, taking all this in with a swift and comprehensive glance that missed nothing, despite her air of half-bewildered innocence, was amazed to see how much he knew, and a little troubled to think that he knew even more, perhaps, than she could see or fathom.


  “Oh, hello,” he said, in a tone of suave courtesy as he bent and kissed her lightly on one cheek.


  For just the flick of an instant she was conscious of a feeling of distaste, but then she remembered what a perfect husband he had been, how thoughtful, how good, how devoted, and how, no matter what the unfathomed implications of his eyes might be, he had said nothing—and for all that anyone could prove, had seen nothing. “He’s a sweet person,” she was thinking as she responded brightly to his greeting:


  “Oh, hello, darling. You’re all ready, aren’t you? ... Listen—” she spoke rapidly—“will you look out for the bell and take care of anyone who comes? Mr. Logan is changing his costume in the guest room—won’t you look out for him if he needs anything? And see if Edith’s ready. And when the guests begin to come you can send the women to her room to take off their wraps—oh, just tell Nora—she’ll attend to it! And you’ll take care of the men yourself—won’t you, dear? You can show them back to your room. I’ll be out in a few minutes. If only everything—!” she began in a worried tone, slipping the ring quickly from her finger and slipping it back again. “I do hope everything’s all right!”


  “But isn’t it?” he said blandly. “Haven’t you looked?”


  “Oh, everything looks perfect!” she cried. “It’s really just too beautiful! The girls have behaved wonderfully—only—” the little furrow of nervous tension came between her eyes—“do keep an eye on them, won’t you, Fritz? You know how they are if somebody’s not around. Something’s so likely to go wrong. So please do watch them, won’t you, dear? And look out for Mr. Logan. I do hope—” she paused with a look of worried abstraction in her eyes.


  “You do hope what?” he said pointedly, with just the suggestion of an ironic grin around the corners of his mouth.


  “I do hope he won’t—” she began in a troubled tone, then went on rapidly—“He said something about—about clearing away some of the things in the living room for his show.” She looked at him rather helplessly; then, catching the irony of his faint grin, she colored quickly and laughed richly. “God! I don’t know what he’s going to do. He brought enough stuff with him to sink a battleship! ... Still, I suppose it’s going to be all right. Everyone’s been after him, you know. Everyone’s thrilled at the chance of seeing him. Oh, I’m sure it’ll be all right. Don’t you think so—hah?”


  She looked earnestly at him with an expression of such droll, beseeching inquiry that, unmasked for a moment, he laughed abruptly as he turned away, saying:


  “Oh, I suppose so, Esther. I’ll look after it.”


  Mrs. Jack went on down the hall, pausing just perceptibly as she passed her daughter’s door. She could hear the girl’s voice, clear, cool, and young, humming the jaunty strains of a popular tune:


  “You’re the cream in my coffee—you’re the salt in my stew-w——”


  A little smile of love and tenderness suffused the woman’s face as she continued down the hall and entered the next door, which was her own room.


  It was a very simple, lovely room, hauntingly chaste, almost needlessly austere. In the center of one wall stood her narrow little wooden bed, so small and plain and old that it seemed it might almost have served as the bed of a mediæval nun, as perhaps it had. Beside it stood the little table with its few books, a telephone, a glass and a silver pitcher, and in a silver frame a photograph of a girl in her early twenties—Mrs. Jack’s daughter, Alma.


  Beside the door as one entered there was an enormous old wooden wardrobe, which she had brought from Italy. This contained all her beautiful dresses and her wonderful collection of winglike little shoes, all of them made by hand to fit her perfect little feet. On the opposite wall, facing the door, between two high windows, stood her writing desk. Between the bed and the windows there was a small drawing table. It was a single board of white, perfect wood, and on it, arranged with faultless precision, were a dozen sharpened pencils, a few feathery brushes, some crisp sheets of tracing paper on which geometric designs were legible, a pot of paste, a ruler, and a little jar of golden paint. Exactly above this table, hanging from the wall in all the clean beauty of their strength and accuracy, were a triangle and a square.


  At the foot of the bed there was a chaise longue covered with a flowered pattern of old faded silk. There were a few simple drawings on the walls, and a single painting of a strange, exotic flower. It was such a flower as never was, a dream flower which Mrs. Jack had painted long ago.


  Along the wall opposite the bed stood two old chests. One of them, a product of the Pennsylvania Dutch, was carved and colored in quaint and cheerful patterns, and this contained old silks and laces and the noble Indian saris which she often loved to wear. The other was an old chest of drawers, with a few silver toilet articles and a square mirror on its top.


  Mrs. Jack crossed the room and stood before the mirror looking at herself. First she bent forward a little and stared at her face long and earnestly with an expression of childlike innocence. Then she began to turn about, regarding herself from first one angle, then another. She put her hand up to her temple and smoothed her brow. Obviously she found herself good, for her eyes now took on an expression of rapt complacency. There was open vanity in her look as she brooded with smoldering fascination on the thick bracelet around her arm—a rich and somber chain of ancient India, studded with dull and curious gems. She lifted her chin and looked at her neck, tracing out with her finger tips the design of an old necklace which she wore. She surveyed her smooth arms, her bare back, her gleaming shoulders, and the outlines of her breasts and figure, touching, patting, and half-unconsciously arranging with practiced touches the folds of her simple, splendid gown.


  She lifted her arm again and with hand extended, the other hand upon her hip, she turned about once more in her orbit of self-worship. Slowly she turned, still rapt in contemplation of her loveliness, then she gasped suddenly with surprise and fright, and uttered a little scream. Her hand flew to her throat in a gesture of alarm as she realized that she was not alone and, looking up, saw her daughter standing there.


  The girl, young, slender, faultless, cold, and lovely, had entered through the bathroom that connected the two rooms, and was standing in the door, having paused there, frozen to immobility as she caught her mother in the act. The mother’s face went blood-red. For a long moment the two women looked at each other, the mother utterly confused and crimson with her guilt, the daughter cold and appraising with the irony of sophisticated mirth. Then something quick and instant passed between them in their glance.


  Like one who has been discovered and who knows that there is nothing more to say, the mother suddenly threw back her head and laughed, a rich, full-throated, woman’s yell of free acknowledgement, unknown to the race of man.


  “Well, Mother, was it good?” said the girl, now grinning faintly. She walked over and kissed her.


  Again the mother was shaken with her hysteria of helpless laughter. Then both of them, freed from the necessity of argument by that all-taking moment, were calm again.


  Thus was enacted the whole tremendous comedy of womankind. No words were needed. There was nothing left to say. All had been said there in that voiceless instant of complete and utter understanding, of mutual recognition and conspiracy. The whole universe of sex had been nakedly revealed for just the flick of a second in all its guile and its overwhelming humor. And the great city roared on unwittingly around that secret cell, and no man in its many millions was any the wiser about this primal force more strong than cities and as old as earth.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 15

  THE PARTY AT JACK’S


  Now the guests were beginning to arrive. The electric thring of the door bell broke sharply and persistently on accustomed quietness. People were coming in and filling the place with the ease and familiarity of old friends. In the hallway and in the rooms at the front there arose now a confused medley of many voices—the rippling laughter and quick, excited tones of the women mingled with the deeper, more vibrant sonorities of the men. It was a mixture smooth as oil, which fused and mounted steadily. With every sharp ringing of the bell, with every opening and closing of the door, there were new voices and new laughter, a babel of new greetings, new gayety, and new welcomes.


  The whole place—all the rooms front to back—was now thrown open to the party. In the hall, in the bedrooms, in the great living room, and in the dining room, people were moving in and out, circulating everywhere in beautiful and spontaneous patterns. Women were coming up to Mrs. Jack and embracing her with the affectionate tenderness of old friendship. Men, drawn together in solemn discussion or in the jesting interplay of wit, were going in and out of Mr. Jack’s room.


  Mrs. Jack, her eyes sparkling with joy, was moving about everywhere, greeting people and stopping to talk to everyone. Her whole manner had a quality of surprised delight, as of a person who feels that wonders will never cease. Although she had invited all these people, she seemed, as she spoke to each in turn, as if she was taken aback by the happiness of an unexpected and unhoped-for encounter with an old friend whom she had not seen for a long time. Her voice, as she talked, grew a trifle higher with its excitement, even at times a little shrill, and her face glowed with pleasure. And her guests smiled at her as people smile at a happy and excited child.


  Many were moving about now with glasses in their hands. Some were leaning against walls talking to each other. Distinguished-looking men were propped with their elbows on the mantel in the casual earnestness of debate. Beautiful women with satiny backs were moving through the crowd with velvet undulance. The young people were gathered together in little parties of their own, drawn to one another by the magic of their youth. Everywhere people were laughing and chattering, bending to fill glasses with frosty drinks, or moving around the loaded temptations of the dining table and the great buffet with that “choosy” look, somewhat perturbed and doubtful, which said plainly that they would like to taste it all but knew they couldn’t. And the smiling maids were there to do their bidding, and to urge them to have just a little more. All in all, it was a wonderful scene of white and black and gold and power and wealth and loveliness and food and drink.


  Mrs. Jack glanced happily through the crowded rooms. It was, she knew, a notable assemblage of the best, the highest, and the fairest the city had to offer. And others were arriving all the time. At this moment, in fact, Miss Lily Mandell came in, and the tall, smoldering beauty swung away along the hall to dispose of her wraps. She was followed almost at once by Mr. Lawrence Hirsch, the banker. He casually gave his coat and hat to one of the maids, and, groomed and faultless, schooled in power, he bowed greetings through the throng toward his hostess. He shook hands with her and kissed her lightly on one cheek, saying with that cool irony that was a portion of the city style:


  “You haven’t looked so lovely, darling, since the days when we used to dance the cancan together.”


  Then, polished and imperturbable, he turned away—a striking figure. His abundant hair was prematurely white, and, strangely, it gave to his clear and clean-shaven face a look of almost youthful maturity. His features, a little worn but assured, were vested in unconscious arrogance with the huge authorities of wealth. He moved, this weary, able son of man, among the crowd and took his place, assuming, without knowing he assumed, his full authorities.


  Lily Mandell now returned to the big room and made her way languidly toward Mrs. Jack. This heiress of Midas wealth was tall and dark, with a shock of wild black hair. Her face, with its heavy-lidded eyes, was full of pride and sleepy eloquence. She was a stunning woman, and everything about her was a little startling. The dress she wore was a magnificent gown fashioned from a single piece of dull golden cloth, and had been so designed to display her charms that her tall, voluptuous figure seemed literally to have been poured into it. It made her a miracle of statuesque beauty, and as she swayed along with sleepy undulance, the eyes of all the men were turned upon her. She bent over the smaller figure of her hostess, kissed her, and, in a rich, yolky voice full of genuine affection, said:


  “Darling, how are you?”


  By now, Herbert, the elevator boy, was being kept so busy bringing up new arrivals that one group hardly had time to finish with its greetings before the door would open and a new group would come in. There was Roderick Hale, the distinguished lawyer. Then Miss Roberta Heilprinn arrived with Mr. Samuel Fetzer. These two were old friends of Mrs. Jack’s “in the theatre,” and her manner toward them, while not more cordial or affectionate than that toward her other guests, was a shade more direct and casual. It was as if one of those masks—not of pretending but of formal custom—which life imposes upon so many human relations had here been sloughed off. She said simply: “Oh, hello, Bertie. Hello, Sam.” The shade indefinable told everything: they were “show people”—she and they had “worked together.”


  There were a good many show people. Two young actors from the Community Guild Theatre escorted the Misses Hattie Warren and Bessie Lane, both of them grey-haired spinsters who were directors of the theatre. And, in addition to the more gifted and distinguished people, there were a number of the lesser fry, too. There was a young girl who was understudy to a dancer at one of the repertory theatres, and another woman who was the seamstress and wardrobe mistress there, and still another who had once been Mrs. Jack’s assistant in her own work. For, as success and fame had come to Mrs. Jack, she had not forgotten her old friends. Though she was now a celebrity herself, she had thus escaped the banal and stereotyped existence that so many celebrities achieve. She loved life too well to cut herself off from the common run of warm humanity. In her own youth she had known sorrow, insecurity, hardship, heartbreak, and disillusion, and she had never forgotten it. Nor had she forgotten any of the people her life had ever touched. She had a rare talent for loyal and abiding friendships, and most of the people who were here tonight, even the most famous ones, were friends whom she had known for many years, some of them since childhood.


  Among the guests who now came streaming in was a mild, sad-faced woman named Margaret Ettinger. She was married to a profligate husband and had brought him with her. And he, John Ettinger, had brought along a buxom young woman who was his current mistress. This trio provided the most bizarre and unpleasantly disturbing touch to an otherwise distinguished gathering.


  The guests were still arriving as fast as the elevator could bring them up. Stephen Hook came in with his sister, Mary, and greeted his hostess by holding out to her a frail, limp hand. At the same time he turned half away from her with an air of exaggerated boredom and indifference, an almost weary disdain, as he murmured:


  “Oh, hello, Esther. ... Look—” he half turned toward her again, almost as if this were an afterthought—“I brought you this.” He handed her a book and turned away again. “I thought it was rather interesting,” he said in a bored tone. “You might like to look at it.”


  What he had given her was a magnificent volume of Peter Breughel’s drawings—a volume that she knew well, and the cost of which had frightened even her. She looked quickly at the flyleaf and saw that in his fine hand he had written primly: “For Esther—from Stephen Hook.” And suddenly she remembered that she had mentioned to him casually, a week or two before, her interest in this book, and she understood now that this act, which in a characteristic way he was trying to conceal under a mask of labored indifference, had come swift and shining as a beam of light out of the depths of the man’s fine and generous spirit. Her face burned crimson, something choked her in the throat, and her eyes grew hot with tears.


  “Oh, Steve!” she gasped. “This is simply the most beautiful—the most wonderful——”


  He seemed fairly to shrink away from her. His white, flabby face took on an expression of disdainful boredom that was so exaggerated it would have seemed comical if it had not been for the look of naked pleading in his hazel eyes. It was the look of a proud, noble, strangely twisted and tormented man—the look almost of a frightened child, who, even while it shrank away from the companionship and security it so desperately needed and wanted, was also pleading pitifully: “For God’s sake, help me if you can! I am afraid!”


  She saw that look in his eyes as he turned pompously away from her, and it went through her like a knife. In a flash of stabbing pity she felt the wonder, the strangeness, and the miracle of living.


  “Oh, you poor tormented creature,” she was thinking. “What is wrong with you? What are you afraid of? What’s eating on you anyway? ... What a strange man he is!” she thought more tranquilly. “And how fine and good and high!”


  At this moment, as if reading her own thoughts, her daughter, Alma, came to the rescue. Cool, poised, lovely, the girl came across the room, moved up to Hook, and said casually:


  “Oh, hello, Steve. Can I get you a drink?”


  The question was a godsend. He was extremely fond of the girl. He liked her polished style, her elegance, her friendly yet perfectly impenetrable manner. It gave him just the foil, the kind of protection, that he so desperately needed. He answered her at once.


  “What you have to say quite fascinates me,” he murmured in a bored tone and moved over to the mantel, where he leaned as spectator and turned his face three-quarters away from the room, as if the sight of so many appallingly dull people was more than he could endure.


  The elaborately mannered indirection of his answer was completely characteristic of Stephen Hook, and provided a key to his literary style. He was the author of a great many stories, which he sold to magazines to support himself and his mother, and also of several very fine books. The books had established his considerable and deserved reputation, but they had had almost no sale. As he himself had ironically pointed out, almost everyone, apparently, had read his books and no one had bought them. In these books, just as in his social manner, he tried to mask his shyness and timidity by an air of weary disdain and by the intricate artifice and circumlocution of an elaborately mannered style.


  Mrs. Jack, after staring rather helplessly at Hook, turned to his sister, a jolly-faced spinster with twinkling eyes and an infectious laugh who shared her brother’s charm but lacked his tormented spirit, and whispered:


  “What’s wrong with Steve tonight? He looks as if he’s been seeing ghosts.”


  “No—just another monster,” Mary Hook replied, and laughed. “He had a pimple on his nose last week and he stared at it so much in the mirror that he became convinced it was a tumor. Mother was almost crazy. He locked himself in his room and refused to come out or talk to anyone for days and days. Four days ago he sent her a note leaving minute instructions for his funeral and burial—he has a horror of being cremated. Three days ago he came out in his pajamas and said good-bye to all of us. He said his life was over—all was ended. Tonight he thought better of it and decided to dress and come to your party.”


  Mary Hook laughed again good-naturedly and, with a humorous shrug and a shake of her head, moved away into the crowd. And Mrs. Jack, still with a rather troubled look on her face, turned to talk to old Jake Abramson, who had been holding her hand and gently stroking it during the last part of this puzzled interlude.


  The mark of the fleshpots was plain upon Jake Abramson. He was old, subtle, sensual, weary, and he had the face of a vulture. Curiously enough, it was also a strangely attractive face. It had so much patience in it, and a kind of wise cynicism, and a weary humor. There was something paternal and understanding about him. He looked like an immensely old and tired ambassador of life who had lived so long, and seen so much, and been so many places, that even his evening clothes were as habitual as his breath and hung on him with a weary and accustomed grace as if he had been born in them.


  He had taken off his topcoat and his silk hat and given them to the maid, and then had come wearily into the room toward Mrs. Jack. He was evidently very fond of her. While she had been talking to Mary Hook he had remained silent and had brooded above her like a benevolent vulture. He smiled beneath his great nose and kept his eyes intently on her face; then he took her small hand in his weary old clasp and began to stroke her smooth arm. It was a gesture frankly old and sensual, jaded, and yet strangely fatherly and gentle. It was the gesture of a man who had known and possessed many pretty women and who still knew how to admire and appreciate them, but whose stronger passions had now passed over into a paternal benevolence.


  And in the same way he now spoke to her.


  “You’re looking nice!” he said. “You’re looking pretty!” He kept smiling vulturesquely at her and stroking her arm. “Just like a rose she is!” the old man said, and never took his weary eyes from her face.


  “Oh, Jake!” she cried excitedly and in a surprised tone, as if she had not known before that he was there. “How nice of you to come! I didn’t know you were back. I thought you were still in Europe.”


  “I’ve been and went,” he declared humorously.


  “You’re looking awfully well, Jake,” she said. “The trip did you lots of good. You’ve lost weight. You took the cure at Carlsbad, didn’t you?”


  “I didn’t take the cure,” the old man solemnly declared, “I took the die-ett.” Deliberately he mispronounced the word.


  Instantly Mrs. Jack’s face was suffused with crimson and her shoulders began to shake hysterically. She turned to Roberta Heilprinn, seized her helplessly by the arm, and clung to her, shrieking faintly:


  “God! Did you hear him? He’s been on a diet! I bet it almost killed him! The way he loves to eat!”


  Miss Heilprinn chuckled fruitily and her oil-smooth features widened in such a large grin that her eyes contracted to closed slits.


  “I’ve been die-etting ever since I went away,” said Jake. “I was sick when I went away—and I came back on an English boat,” the old man said with a melancholy and significant leer that drew a scream of laughter from the two women.


  “Oh, Jake!” cried Mrs. Jack hilariously. “How you must have suffered! I know what you used to think of English food!”


  “I think the same as I always did,” the old man said with resigned sadness—“only ten times more!”


  She shrieked again, then gasped out, “Brussels sprouts?”


  “They still got ’em,” said old Jake solemnly. “They still got the same ones they had ten years ago. I saw Brussels sprouts this last trip that ought to be in the British Museum. ... And they still got that good fish,” he went on with a suggestive leer.


  Roberta Heilprinn, her bland features grinning like a Buddha, gurgled: “The Dead Sea fruit?”


  “No,” said old Jake sadly, “not the Dead Sea fruit—that ain’t dead enough. They got boiled flannel now,” he said, “and that good sauce! ... You remember that good sauce they used to make?” He leered at Mrs. Jack with an air of such insinuation that she was again set off in a fit of shuddering hysteria:


  “You mean that awful ... tasteless ... pasty ... goo ... about the color of a dead lemon?”


  “You got it,” the old man nodded his wise and tired old head in weary agreement. “You got it. ... That’s it. ... They still make it. ... So I’ve been die-etting all the way back!” For the first time his tired old voice showed a trace of animation. “Carlsbad wasn’t in it compared to the die-etting I had to do on the English boat!” He paused, then with a glint of cynic humor in his weary eyes, he said: “It was fit for nothing but a bunch of goys!”


  This reference to unchosen tribes, with its evocation of humorous contempt, now snapped a connection between these three people, and suddenly one saw them in a new way. The old man was smiling thinly, with a cynical intelligence, and the two women were shaken utterly by a paroxysm of understanding mirth. One saw now that they really were together, able, ancient, immensely knowing, and outside the world, regardant, tribal, communitied in derision and contempt for the unhallowed, unsuspecting tribes of lesser men who were not party to their knowing, who were not folded to their seal. It passed—the instant showing of their ancient sign. The women just smiled now, quietly: they were citizens of the world again.


  “But Jake! You poor fellow!” Mrs. Jack said sympathetically. “You must have hated it!” Then she cried suddenly and enthusiastically as she remembered: “Isn’t Carlsbad just too beautiful? ... Did you know that Bert and I were there one time?” As she uttered these words she slipped her hand affectionately through the arm of her friend, Roberta, then went on vigorously, with a jolly laugh and a merry face: “Didn’t I ever tell you about that time, Jake? ... Really, it was the most wonderful experience! ... But God!” she laughed almost explosively—“Will you ever forget the first three or four days, Bert?” She appealed to her smiling friend. “Do you remember how hungry we got? How we thought we couldn’t possibly hold out? Wasn’t it dreadful?” she said, and then went on with a serious and rather puzzled air as she tried to explain it: “But then—I don’t know—it’s funny—but somehow you get used to it, don’t you, Bert? The first few days are pretty awful, but after that you don’t seem to mind. I guess you get too weak, or something. ... I know Bert and I stayed in bed three weeks—and really it wasn’t bad after the first few days.” She laughed suddenly, richly. “We used to try to torture each other by making up enormous menus of the most delicious food we knew. We had it all planned out to go to a swell restaurant the moment our cure was over and order the biggest meal we could think of! ... Well!” she laughed—“would you believe it?—the day the cure was finished and the doctor told us it would be all right for us to get up and eat—I know we both lay there for hours thinking of all the things we were going to have. It was simply wonderful!” she said, laughing and making a fine little movement with her finger and her thumb to indicate great delicacy, her voice squeaking like a child’s and her eyes wrinkling up to dancing points. “In all your life you never heard of such delicious food as Bert and I were going to devour! We resolved to do everything in the greatest style! ... Well, at last we got up and dressed. And God!” she cried. “We were so weak we could hardly stand up, but we wore the prettiest clothes we had, and we had chartered a Rolls Royce for the occasion and a chauffeur in livery! In all your days,” she cried with her eyes twinkling, “you’ve never seen such swank! We got into the car and were driven away like a couple of queens. We told the man to drive us to the swellest, most expensive restaurant he knew. He took us to a beautiful place outside of town. It looked like a chateau!” She beamed rosily around her. “And when they saw us coming they must have thought we were royalty from the way they acted. The flunkies were lined up, bowing and scraping, for half a block. Oh, it was thrilling! Everything we’d gone through and endured in taking the cure seemed worth it. ... Well!” she looked around her and the breath left her body audibly in a sigh of complete frustration—“would you believe it?—when we got in there and tried to eat we could hardly swallow a bite! We had looked forward to it so long—we had planned it all so carefully—and all we could eat was a soft-boiled egg—and we couldn’t even finish that! It filled us up right to here—” she put a small hand level with her chin. “It was so tragic that we almost wept! ... Isn’t it a strange thing? I guess it must be that your stomach shrinks up while you’re on the diet. You lie there day after day and think of the enormous meal you are going to devour just as soon as you get up—and then when you try it you’re not even able to finish a soft-boiled egg!”


  As she finished, Mrs. Jack shrugged her shoulders and lifted her hands questioningly, with such a comical look on her face that everybody around her laughed. Even weary and jaded old Jake Abramson, who had really paid no attention to what she was saying but had just been regarding her with his fixed smile during the whole course of her animated dialogue, now smiled a little more warmly as he turned away to speak to other friends.


  Miss Heilprinn and Mrs. Jack, left standing together in the center of the big room, offered an instructive comparison in the capacities of their sex. Each woman was perfectly cast in her own rôle. Each had found the perfect adaptive means by which she could utilize her full talents with the least waste and friction.


  Miss Heilprinn looked the very distinguished woman that she was. Hers was the talent of the administrator, the ability to get things done, and one knew at a glance that in the rough and tumble of practical affairs this bland lady was more than a match for any man. She suggested oil—smooth oil, oil of tremendous driving power and generating force.


  Along Broadway she had reigned for years as the governing brain of a celebrated art theatre, and her business acuity had wrung homage even from her enemies. It had been her function to promote, to direct, to control, and in the tenuous and uncertain speculations of the theatre to take care not to be fleeced by the wolves of Broadway. The brilliance of her success, the power of her will, and the superior quality of her metal were written plain upon her. It took no very experienced observer to see that in the unequal contest between Miss Heilprinn and the wolves of Broadway it had been the wolves who had been worsted.


  In that savage and unremitting warfare, which arouses such bitter passions and undying hatreds that eyes become jaundiced and lips so twisted that they are never afterwards able to do anything but writhe like yellowed scars on haggard faces, had Miss Heilprinn’s face grown hard? Had her mouth contracted to a grim line? Had her jaw out-jutted like a granite crag? Were the marks of the wars visible anywhere upon her? Not at all. The more murderous the fight, the blander her face. The more treacherous the intrigues in which Broadway’s life involved her, the more mellow became the fruity lilt of her good-humored chuckle. She had actually thriven on it. Indeed, as one of her colleagues said: “Roberta never seems so happy and so unconsciously herself as when she is playing about in a nest of rattlesnakes.”


  So, now, as she stood there talking to Mrs. Jack, she presented a very handsome and striking appearance. Her grey hair was combed in a pompadour, and her suave and splendid gown gave the finishing touch to her general air of imperturbable assurance. Her face was almost impossibly bland, but it was a blandness without hypocrisy. Nevertheless, one saw that her twinkling eyes, which narrowed into such jolly slits when she smiled, were sharp as flint and missed nothing.


  In a curious way, Mrs. Jack was a more complex person than her smooth companion. She was essentially not less shrewd, not less accomplished, not less subtle, and not less determined to secure her own ends in this hard world, but her strategy had been different.


  Most people thought her “such a romantic person.” As her friends said, she was “so beautiful,” she was “such a child,” she was “so good.” Yes, she was all these things. For she had early learned the advantages of possessing a rosy, jolly little face and a manner of slightly bewildered surprise and naïve innocence. When she smiled doubtfully yet good-naturedly at her friends, it was as if to say: “Now I know you’re laughing at me, aren’t you? I don’t know what it is. I don’t know what I’ve done or said now. Of course I’m not clever the way you are—all of you are so frightfully smart—but anyway I have a good time, and I like you all.”


  To many people that was the essential Mrs. Jack. Only a few knew that there was a great deal more to her than met the eye. The bland lady who now stood talking to her was one of these. Miss Roberta Heilprinn missed no artifice of that almost unconsciously deceptive innocence. And perhaps that is why, when Mrs. Jack finished her anecdote and looked at old Jake Abramson so comically and questioningly, Miss Heilprinn’s eye twinkled a little brighter, her Buddhistic smile became a little smoother, and her yolky chuckle grew a trifle more infectious. Perhaps that is also why, with a sudden impulse of understanding and genuine affection, Miss Heilprinn bent and kissed the glowing little cheek.


  And the object of this caress, although she never changed her expression of surprised and delighted innocence, knew full well all that was going on in the other woman’s mind. For just a moment, almost imperceptibly, the eyes of the two women, stripped bare of all concealing artifice, met each other. And in that moment there was matter for Olympian laughter.


  While Mrs. Jack welcomed her friends and beamed with happiness, one part of her mind remained aloof and preoccupied. For someone was still absent, and she kept thinking of him.


  “I wonder where he is,” she thought. “Why doesn’t he come? I hope he hasn’t been drinking.” She looked quickly over the brilliant gathering with a troubled eye and thought impatiently: “If only he liked parties more! If only he enjoyed meeting people—going out in the evening! Oh, well—he’s the way he is. It’s no use trying to change him. I wouldn’t have him any different.”


  And then he arrived.


  “Here he is!” she thought excitedly, looking at him with instant relief. “And he’s all right!”


  George Webber had, in fact, taken two or three stiff drinks before he left his rooms, in preparation for the ordeal. The raw odor of cheap gin hung on his breath, his eyes were slightly bright and wild, and his manner was quick and a trifle more feverish than was his wont. Just the same he was, as Esther had phrased it to herself, “all right.”


  “If only people—my friends—everyone I know—didn’t affect him so,” she thought. “Why is it, I wonder. Last night when he telephoned me he talked so strange! Nothing he said made any sense! What could have been wrong with him? Oh, well—it doesn’t matter now. He’s here. I love him!”


  Her face warmed and softened, her pulse beat quicker, and she went to meet him.


  “Oh, hello, darling,” she said fondly. “I’m so glad you’re here at last. I was beginning to be afraid you were going to fail me after all.”


  He greeted her half fondly and half truculently, with a mixture of diffidence and pugnacity, of arrogance and humility, of pride, of hope, of love, of suspicion, of eagerness, of doubt.


  He had not wanted to come to the party at all. From the moment she had first invited him he had brought forward a barrage of objections. They had argued it back and forth for days, but at last she had won and had exacted his promise. But as the time approached he felt himself hesitating again, and last night he had paced the floor for hours in an agony of self-recrimination and indecision. At last, around one o’clock, he had seized the telephone with desperate resolve and, after waking the whole household before he got her, he had told her that he was not coming. Once more he repeated all his reasons. He only half-understood them himself, but they had to do with the incompatibility of her world and his world, and his belief, which was as much a matter of instinctive feeling as of conscious thought, that he must keep his independence of the world she belonged to if he was to do his work. He grew almost desperate as he tried to explain it to her, because he couldn’t seem to make her understand what he was driving at. In the end she became a little desperate, too. First she was annoyed, and told him for God’s sake to stop being such a fool. Then she became hurt and angry and reminded him of his promise.


  “We’ve been over all of this a dozen times!” she said shrilly, and there was also a tearful note in her voice. “You promised, George—you know you did! And now everything’s arranged. It’s too late to change it now. You can’t let me down like this!”


  This appeal was too much for him. He knew, of course, that the party had not been planned for him and that no arrangements would be upset if he failed to appear. No one but Esther would even be aware of his absence. But he had given his promise to come, however reluctantly, and he saw that the only issue he had succeeded in raising in her mind was the simple one of whether he would keep his word. So once more, and finally, he had yielded. And now he was here, full of confusion, and wishing with all his heart that he was anywhere else.


  “I’m sure you’re going to have a good time,” Esther was saying to him eagerly. “You’ll see!”—and she squeezed his hand. “There are lots of people I want you to meet. But you must be hungry. Better get yourself something to eat first. You’ll find plenty of things you like. I planned them especially for you. Go in the dining room and help yourself. I’ll have to stay here a little while to welcome all these people.”


  After she left him to greet some new arrivals, George stood there awkwardly for a moment with a scowl on his face and glanced about the room at the dazzling assemblage. In that attitude he cut a rather grotesque figure. The low brow with its frame of short black hair, the burning eves, [eyes,] the small, packed features, the long arms dangling to the knees, and the curved paws gave him an appearance more simian than usual, and the image was accentuated by his not-too-well-fitting dinner jacket. People looked at him and stared, then turned away indifferently and resumed their conversations.


  “So!” he thought with somewhat truculent self-consciousness—“These are her fine friends! I might have known it!” he muttered to himself, without knowing at all what it was he might have known. The poise, assurance, and sophistication of all these sleek faces made him fancy a slight where none was offered or intended. “I’ll show them!” he growled absurdly beneath his breath, not having the faintest idea what he meant by that.


  With this, he turned upon his heel and threaded his way through the brilliant throng toward the dining room.


  “I mean! ... You know! ...”


  At the sound of the words, eager, rapid, uttered in a rather hoarse yet strangely seductive tone of voice, Mrs. Jack smiled at the group to whom she had been talking. “There’s Amy!” she said.


  Then, as she turned and saw the elflike head with its unbelievable harvest of ebony curls, the snub nose and the little freckles, and the lovely face so radiant with an almost boyish quality of animation and enthusiasm, she thought:


  “Isn’t she beautiful! And—and—there is something so sweet, so—so good about her!”


  Even as her mind framed its spontaneous tribute to the girlish apparition with the elflike head, Mrs. Jack knew that it was not true. No; Amy Carleton was many things, but no one could call her good. In fact, if she was not “a notorious woman,” the reason was that she had surpassed the ultimate limits of notoriety, even for New York. Everybody knew her, and knew all about her, yet what the truth was, or what the true image of that lovely counterfeit of youth and joy, no one could say.


  Chronology? Well, for birth she had had the golden spoon. She had been born to enfabled wealth. Hers had been the childhood of a dollar princess, kept, costly, cabined, pruned, confined. A daughter of “Society,” her girlhood had been spent in rich schools and in travel, in Europe, Southampton, New York, and Palm Beach. By eighteen she was “out”—a famous beauty. By nineteen she was married. And by twenty she was divorced, her name tainted. It had been a sensational case which fairly reeked. Even at that time her conduct had been so scandalous that her husband had had no difficulty in winning a decree.


  Since that time, seven years before, her career had defied the measurements of chronology. Although she was now only in her middle twenties, her life seemed to go back through aeons of iniquity. Thus one might remember one of the innumerable scandals that had been connected with her name, and then check oneself suddenly with a feeling of stunned disbelief. “Oh, no! It can’t be! That happened only three short years ago, and since then she’s—why she’s—” And one would stare in stupefaction at that elflike head, that snub nose, that boyishly eager face, like one who realized that he was looking at the dread Medusa, or at some enchantress of Circean cunning whose life was older than the ages and whose heart was old as hell.


  It baffled time, it turned reality to phantasmal shapes. One could behold her as she was tonight, here in New York, this freckled, laughing image of happy innocence—and before ten days had made their round one might come upon her again in the corruptest gatherings of Paris, drugged fathoms deep in opium, foul-bodied and filth-bespattered, cloying in the embraces of a gutter rat, so deeply rooted in the cesspool that it seemed she must have been bred on sewage and had never known any other life.


  Since her first marriage and divorce, she had been married twice again. The second marriage had lasted only twenty hours, and had been annulled. The third had ended when her husband shot himself.


  And before and after that, and in between, and in and out, and during it and later on, and now and then, and here and there, and at home and abroad, and on the seven seas, and across the length and breadth of the five continents, and yesterday and tomorrow and forever—could it be said of her that she had been promiscous? [promiscuous?] No, that could not be said of her. For she had been as free as air, and one does not qualify the general atmosphere with such a paltry adjective as “promiscuous.” She had just slept with everybody—with white, black, yellow, pink, green, or purple—but she had never been promiscuous.


  It was, in romantic letters, a period that celebrated the lady who was lost, the lovely creature in the green hat who was “never let off anything.” Her story was a familiar one: she was the ill-starred heroine of fate, a martyr to calamitous mischance, whose ruin had been brought about through tragic circumstances which she could not control, and for which she was not responsible.


  Amy Carleton had her apologists who tried to cast her in this role. The stories told about her “start upon the downward path” were numerous. One touching version dated the beginning of the end from the time when, an innocent and fun-loving girl of eighteen, she had, in a moment of daring, lighted a cigarette at a dinner party in Southampton, attended by a large number of eminent dowagers. The girl’s downfall, according to this tale, had been brought about by this thoughtless and harmless little act. From that moment on—so the story went—the verdict of the dowagers was “thumbs down” on Amy. The evil tongues began to wag, scandal began to grow, her reputation was torn to shreds. Then, in desperation, the unhappy child did go astray: she took to drink, from drink to lovers, from lovers to opium, from opium to—everything.


  All this, of course, was just romantic nonsense. She was the victim of a tragic doom indeed, but she herself had fashioned it. With her the fault, as with dear Brutus, lay not in her stars, but in herself. For, having been endowed with so many rare and precious things that most men lack—wealth, beauty, charm, intelligence, and vital energy—she lacked the will, the toughness, to resist. So, having almost all, but lacking this, she was the slave to her advantages. Her wealth had set a premium on every whim, and no one had ever taught her to say no.


  In this she was the child of her own time. Her life expressed itself in terms of speed, sensational change, and violent movement, in a feverish tempo that never drew from its own energies exhaustion or surcease, but mounted constantly to insane excess. She had been everywhere and “seen everything”—in the way one might see things from the windows of an express train traveling eighty miles an hour. And, having quickly exhausted the conventional kaleidoscope of things to be seen, she had long since turned to an investigation of things more bizarre and sinister and hidden. Here, too, her wealth and powerful connections opened doors to her which were closed to other people.


  So, now, she possessed an intimate and extensive acquaintance among the most sophisticated and decadent groups in “Society,” in all the great cities of the world. And her cult of the unusual had led to an exploration of the most shadowy border lines of life. She had an acquaintanceship among the underworld of New York, London, Paris, and Berlin which the police might have envied. And even with the police her wealth had secured for her dangerous privileges. In some way, known only to persons who control great power, financial or political, she had obtained a police card and was privileged to a reckless license in the operation of her low-slung racing car. Although she was near-sighted, she drove it at murderous speed through the seething highways of Manhattan, and as it flashed by she always got the courtesy of a police salute. All this in spite of the fact that she had demolished one car and killed a young man who had been driving with her, and in spite of the further fact that the police knew her as one who had been present at a drinking party at which one of the chieftains of the underworld had been slain.


  It seemed, therefore, that her wealth and power and feverish energy could get her anything she wanted in any country of the world. People had once said: “What on earth is Amy going to do next?” But now they said: “What on earth is there left for her to do?” If life is to be expressed solely in terms of velocity and sensation, it seemed there was nothing left for her to do. Nothing but more speed, more change, more violence, more sensation—until the end. And the end? The end could only be destruction, and the mark of destruction was already apparent upon her. It was written in her eyes—in her tormented, splintered, and exploded vision. She had tried everything in life—except living. And she could never try that now because she had so long ago, and so irrevocably, lost the way. So there was nothing left for her to do except to die.


  “If only—” people would think regretfully, as Mrs. Jack now thought as she looked at that elfin head—“oh, if only things had turned out differently for her!”—and then would seek back desperately through the labyrinthine scheme to find the clue to her disorder, saying: “Here—or here—or here—it happened here, you see!—If only——!”


  If only men were so much clay, as they are blood, bone, marrow, passion, feeling! If they only were!


  “I mean! ... You know! ...” With these words, so indicative of her undefined enthusiasm and inchoate thought, Amy jerked the cigarette away from her lips, laughed hoarsely and eagerly, and turned to her companions as if fairly burning with a desire to communicate to them something that filled her with exuberant elation. “I mean!” she cried again—“when you compare it with the stuff they’re doing nowadays!—I mean!—there’s simply no comparison!” Laughing jubilantly, as if the thought behind these splintered phrases must be perfectly clear to everyone, she drew furiously upon her cigarette again and jerked it from her lips.


  The group of young people of which Amy was the radiant center, and which included not only the young Japanese who was her current lover but also the young Jew who had been his most recent predecessor, had moved over toward the portrait of Mrs. Jack above the mantel, and were looking up at it. The portrait deserved the praise that was now being heaped upon it. It was one of the best examples of Henry Mallows’ early work.


  “When you look at it and think how long ago that was!—” cried Amy jubilantly, gesturing toward the picture with rapid thrusts of her cigarette—“and how beautiful she was then!—and how beautiful she is now!” she cried exultantly, laughed hoarsely, then cast her grey-green eyes around her in a glance of feverish exasperation—“I mean!—” she cried again, and drew impatiently on her cigarette—“there’s simply no comparison!” Then, realizing that she had not said what she had wanted to say, she went on: “Oh, I mean!—” she said in a tone almost of desperation and tossed her cigarette angrily away into the blazing fire—“the whole thing’s obvious!” she muttered, leaving everyone more bewildered than before. With a sudden and impulsive movement she turned toward Stephen Hook, who was still leaning with his elbow on one corner of the mantel, and demanded: “How long has it been, Steve? ... I mean!—it’s been twenty years ago, hasn’t it?”


  “Oh, quite all of that,” Hook answered in his cold, bored voice. In his agitation and embarrassment he moved still farther away until he almost had his back turned upon the group. “It’s been nearer thirty, I should think,” he tossed back over his shoulder, and then with an air of casual indifference he gave the date. “I should think it was done in nineteen-one or two—wasn’t it, Esther?” he said, turning to Mrs. Jack, who had now approached the group. “Around nineteen-one, wasn’t it?”


  “What’s that?” said Mrs. Jack, and then went on immediately, “Oh, the picture! No, Steve. It was done in nineteen—” she checked herself so swiftly that it was not apparent to anyone but Hook—“in nineteen-six.” She saw just the trace of a smile upon his pale, bored face and gave him a quick, warning little look, but he just murmured:


  “Oh. ... I had forgotten it was as late as that.”


  As a matter of fact, he knew the exact date, even to the month and day, when it had been finished. And, still musing on the vagaries of the sex, he thought: “Why will they be so stupid! She must understand that to anyone who knows the least thing about Mallows’ life the date is as familiar as the fourth of July!”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Jack was saying rapidly, “I was just a child when it was made. I couldn’t have been more than eighteen at the time—if I was that.”


  “Which would make you not more than forty-one now,” thought Hook cynically—“if you are that! Well, my dear, you were twenty when he painted you—and you had been married for more than two years. ... Why do they do it!” he thought impatiently, and with a feeling of sharp annoyance. He looked at her and caught a quick expression—startled, almost pleading—in her eyes. He followed her glance, and saw the awkward figure of George Webber standing ill at ease in the doorway leading from the dining room. “Ah! It’s this boy!” he thought. “She’s told him then that—” and, suddenly, remembering her pleading look, he was touched with pity. Aloud, however, he merely murmured indifferently:


  “Oh, yes, you couldn’t have been very old.”


  “And God!” exclaimed Mrs. Jack, “but I was beautiful!”


  She spoke the words with such innocent delight that they lost any trace of objectionable vanity they might have had, and people smiled at her affectionately. Amy Carleton, with a hasty little laugh, said impulsively:


  “Oh, Esther! Honestly, you’re the most ...! But I mean!—” she cried impatiently, with a toss of her dark head, as if answering some invisible antagonist—“she is!”


  “In all your days,” said Mrs. Jack, her face suffused with laughter, “you never saw the like of me! I was just like peaches and cream. I’d have knocked your eye out!”


  “But, darling! You do now!” cried Amy. “What I mean to say is—darling, you’re the most ...! Isn’t she, Steve?” She laughed uncertainly, turning to Hook with feverish eagerness.


  And he, seeing the ruin, the loss, the desperation in her splintered eyes, was sick with horror and with pity. He looked at her disdainfully, with weary, lidded eyes, said “What?” quite freezingly, and then turned away, saying with an accent of boredom: “Oh.”


  Beside him was the smiling face of Mrs. Jack, and, above, the portrait of the lovely girl that she had been. And the anguish and the mystery of time stabbed through him.


  “My God, here she is!” he thought. “Still featured like a child, still beautiful, still loving someone—a boy!—almost as lovely now as she was then when Mallows was a boy!”


  1901! Ah, Time! The figures reeled in a drunken dance and he rubbed his hand before his eyes. In 1901! How many centuries ago was that? How many lives and deaths and floods, how many million days and nights of love, of hate, of anguish and of fear, of guilt, of hope, of disillusion and defeat here in the geologic æons of this monstrous catacomb, this riddled isle!—In 1901! Good God! It was the very Prehistoric Age of Man! Why, all that had happened several million years ago! Since then so much had begun and ended and been forgotten—so many untold lives of truth, of youth, of old age, so much blood and sweat and agony had gone below the bridge—why, he himself had lived through at least a hundred lives of it. Yes, he had lived and died through so many births and deaths and dark oblivions of it, had striven, fought, and hoped, and been destroyed through so many centuries of it, that even memory had failed—the sense of time had been wiped out—and all of it now seemed to have happened in a timeless dream. 1901! Looked at from here and now, it was a kind of Grand Canyon of the human nerves and bones and blood and brain and flesh and words and thought, all timeless now, all congealed, all solidified in an unchanging stratum there impossibly below, mixed into a general geologic layer with all the bonnets, bustles, and old songs, the straw hats and the derbies, the clatter of forgotten hooves, the thunder of forgotten wheels upon forgotten cobbles—all merged together now with the skeletons of lost ideas in a single stratum of the sunken world—while she——


  —She! Why, surely she had been a part of it with him!


  She had turned to speak to another group, and he could hear her saying:


  “Oh yes, I knew Jack Reed. He used to come to Mabel Dodge’s place. We were great friends. ... That was when Alfred Stieglitz had started his salon——”


  Ah, all these names! Had he not been with these as well? Or, was it but another shape, a seeming, in this phantasmal shadow-show of time? Had he not been beside her at the launching of the ship? Had they not been captives together among Thracian faces? Had he not lighted tapers to the tent when she had come to charm remission from the lord of Macedon?—All these were ghosts—save she! And she—devouring child of time—had of this whole huge company of ghosts alone remained immortal and herself, had shed off the chrysalis of all these her former selves as if each life that she had lived was nothing but an outworn garment, and now stood here—here! Good God!—upon the burnt-out candle-end of time—with her jolly face of noon, as if she had just heard of this brave new world on Saturday—and would see if all of it was really true tomorrow!


  Mrs. Jack had turned back once more at the sound of Amy’s voice and had bent forward to listen to the girl’s disjointed exclamations as if, by giving more concentrated attention, she could make sense of what the girl was trying to say.


  “I mean! ... You know! ... But Esther! Darling, you’re the most ...! It’s the most ...! I mean, when I look at both of you, I simply can’t—” cried Amy with hoarse elation, her lovely face all sunning over with light—“Oh, what I mean to say is—” she cried, then shook her head strongly, tossed another cigarette away impatiently, and cried with the expiration of a long sigh—“Gosh!”


  Poor child! Poor child! Hook turned pompously away to hide the naked anguish in his eyes. So soon to grow, to go, to be consumed and die like all of us! She was, he felt, like him, too prone to live her life upon the single instant, never saving out anything as a prudent remnant for the hour of peril or the day of ruin—too prone to use it all, to give it all, burning herself out like last night’s moths upon a cluster of hard light!


  Poor child! Poor child! So quick and short and temporal, both you and I, thought Hook—the children of a younger kind! While these! He looked about him at the sensual volutes of strong nostrils curved with scornful mirth. These others of this ancient chemistry—unmothed, re-born, and venturesome, yet wisely mindful of the flame—these others shall endure! Ah, Time!


  Poor child!


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 16

  A MOMENT OF DECISION


  George Webber had helped himself generously to the sumptuous feast so temptingly laid out in the dining room, and now, his hunger sated, he had been standing for a few minutes in the doorway surveying the brilliant scene in the great living room. He was trying to make up his mind whether to plunge boldly in and find somebody to talk to, or whether to put off the ordeal a little longer by lingering over the food. He thought with regret that there were still a few dishes that he had not even tasted. He had already eaten so much, however, that he knew he could not make a convincing show of taking more, so there seemed to be nothing for it but to screw up his courage and make the best of the situation.


  He had just reached this conclusion, with a feeling of “Now you’re in for it!”—when he caught a glimpse of Stephen Hook, whom he knew and liked, and with a great sense of relief he started toward him. Hook was leaning on the mantel, talking with a handsome woman. He saw George coming and extended his soft, plump hand sideways, saying casually:


  “Oh. How are you? ... Look.” His tone, as always when he did something that was prompted by the generous and sensitive warmth of his spirit, was deliberately indifferent and masked with an air of heavy boredom. “Have you a telephone? I was trying to get you the other day. Can’t you come and have lunch with me sometime?”


  As a matter of fact, this idea had never occurred to him until that moment. Webber knew that he had thought of it in an instant reflex of sympathy to put him at his ease, to make him feel less desperately shipwrecked in these glittering, sophisticated tides, to give him something “to hold on to.” Ever since he had first met Hook and had seen his desperate shyness and the naked terror in his eyes, he had understood the kind of man he was. He had never been deceived by the show of aloof weariness or the elaborately mannered speech. Beneath these disguises he had felt the integrity, the generosity, the nobility, the aspiration in the man’s tortured soul. So, now, with profound gratitude, he reached out and shook his hand, feeling as he did so like a bewildered swimmer seizing on the one thing that could sustain him in these disturbing and unfathomed currents which were edged somehow with menace. He stammered out a hasty greeting, said he would be delighted to go to lunch with him sometime—any time—any time at all; and he took a place beside Hook as though he meant to stay there for the rest of the evening.


  Hook talked to him a little while in his casual way and introduced the woman. George tried to engage her in conversation, but, instead of answering his remarks, she just looked at him coolly and said nothing. Embarrassed by this behavior, George looked around him as if searching for someone, and in a final effort to say something, to give some show of ease and purpose which he did not feel, he blurted out:


  “Have—have you seen Esther anywhere about?”


  As he said the words he knew how stiff and clumsy they sounded, and how absurd, too, for Mrs. Jack, as anyone could see, was standing talking to some of her guests not ten feet away. And the woman, as if she had been waiting for just such an opening, now answered him at once. Turning to him with a bright, superior smile, she said with cool unfriendliness:


  “About? Yes, I think you’ll find her about—just about there,” nodding in the direction of Mrs. Jack.


  It was not a very witty remark. To George it seemed almost as stupid as his own words had been. He knew, too, that the unfriendliness behind it was impersonal—just the mark of fashion, a willingness to sacrifice manners to the chance of making a smart retort. Why, then, did his face now flush with anger? Why did he double up his fist and turn upon the trivial and smiling creature with such smoldering menace that it seemed he was about to commit a physical assault upon her?


  In the very instant that he assumed this belligerent attitude he realized that he was acting like a baffled clodhopper, and this consciousness made him feel ten times the yokel that he looked. He tried to think of telling words with which to answer her, but his mind was paralyzed and he was conscious only of the burning sensation in his face and neck. He knew that his ill-fitting coat was sticking out around his collar, that he was cutting a sorry figure, and that the woman—“That damned bitch!” he muttered to himself—was laughing at him. So, defeated and discomfited utterly, not so much by the woman as by his own ineptitude, he turned and stalked away, hating himself, the party, and, most of all, his folly in coming.


  Well, he hadn’t wanted to come! That was Esther’s doing! She was responsible for this! It was all her fault! Full of confusion and irrational anger at everything and everybody, he backed himself against the wall on the opposite side of the room and stood there clenching and unclenching his fists and glaring around him.


  But the violence and the injustice of his feelings soon began to have a calming and sobering effect upon him. Then he saw the absurdity of the whole episode, and began to laugh and mock inwardly at himself.


  “So this is why you didn’t want to come!” he thought scornfully. “You were afraid some silly fool of an ill-bred woman would make an inane remark that would prick your delicate hide! God, what a fool you are! Esther was right!”


  But had she been right, really? He had made such an issue of it with his talk about the work he had to do as a novelist, and how he had to keep clear of her world in order to do it. Was all that just a way of rationalizing his sense of social inadequacy? Had he gone to such lengths of theorizing merely to spare his tender ego the ridicule and humiliation of such a scene as he had just precipitated?


  No, that was not the answer. There was more to it than that. By now he had cooled off enough to be able to look at himself objectively, and all at once he realized that he had never gotten clear in his own mind what he had meant when he had talked to Esther about her world and his world. He had used the phrases as symbols of something real, something important that he had felt instinctively but had never put into words. And that’s why he hadn’t been able to make her understand. Well, what was it? What had he been afraid of? It wasn’t only that he didn’t like big parties and knew himself to be unschooled in the social graces that such occasions demanded. That was a part of it—yes. But it was only a part—the smallest part, the petty, personal part. There was something else—something impersonal, something much bigger than himself, something that mattered greatly to him and that would not be denied. What was it now? Better face it and try to get it straight.


  Completely cool now, and fascinated by the inner problem which the ridiculous little incident had brought into sharp focus, he began to look about him at the people in the room. He watched their faces closely and tried to penetrate behind the social masks they wore, probing, boring, searching as for some clue that might lead him to an answer to his riddle. It was, he knew, a distinguished gathering. It included brilliant, successful men and beautiful women. They were among the best and highest that the city had to offer. But as he looked them over with an alert eye and with all his sensitivities keenly awakened by his present purpose, he saw that there were some among them who wore quite another hue.


  That fellow there, for instance! With his pasty face and rolling eyes and mincing ways, and hips that wiggled suggestively as he walked—could there be any doubt at all that he was a member of nature’s other sex? Webber knew that people of this fellow’s type and gender were privileged personalities, the species being regarded tenderly as a cross between a lap dog and a clown. Almost every fashionable hostess considered them essential functionaries at smart gatherings like this. Why was it, George wondered. Was it something in the spirit of the times that had let the homosexual usurp the place and privilege of a hunch-backed jester of an old king’s court, his deformity become a thing of open jest and ribaldry? However it had come about, the thing itself was indubitable. The mincing airs and graces of such a fellow, his antics and his gibes, the spicy sting of his feminine and envenomed wit, were the exact counterparts of the malicious quips of ancient clowns. So, now. As this simpering fellow minced along, the powdered whiteness of his parchment face held languidly to one side, the weary eyes half-closed and heavy-lidded, he would pause from time to time to wave with a maidenly gesture of his wrist at various people of his acquaintance in different parts of the big room, saying as he did so:


  “Oh, hello! ... There you are! ... You must come over!”


  The effect of all this was so irresistible that the ladies shrieked with laughter, and the gentlemen spluttered and guffawed.


  And that woman over there in the corner, the one with the mannish haircut and angular lines and hard, enameled face, holding the hand of that rather pretty and embarrassed young girl—a nymphomaniac if ever he saw one.


  At the sound of the splintered phrases, “I mean! ... You know!”—Webber turned and saw the dark curls of Amy Carleton. He knew who she was, and he knew her story, but even if he had not known he thought he would have guessed a part of it by the tragic look of lost innocence in her face. But what he noticed chiefly now was the group of men who followed her about, among them the young Jew and the young Japanese—and the sight made him think of a pack of dogs trailing after a bitch in heat. It was so open, so naked, so shameless that it almost made him sick.


  His eye took in John Ettinger, standing a little apart with his wife and his mistress, and he read their relationship unmistakably in their bearing toward each other.


  At these repeated signs of decadence in a society which had once been the object of his envy and his highest ambition, Webber’s face had begun to take on a look of scorn. Then he saw Mr. Jack moving suavely among his guests, and suddenly, with a rush of blood to his face, he thought about himself. Who was he to feel so superior? Did they not all know who he was, and why he was here?


  Yes, all these people looked at one another with untelling eyes. Their speech was casual, quick, and witty. But they did not say the things they knew. And they knew everything. They had seen everything. They had accepted everything. And they received every new intelligence now with a cynical and amused look in their untelling eyes. Nothing shocked them any more. It was the way things were. It was what they had come to expect of life.


  Ah, there he had it! That was part of the answer. It was not so much what they did, for in this there was no appreciable difference between themselves and him. It was their attitude of acceptance, the things they thought and felt about what they did, their complaisance about themselves and about their life, their loss of faith in anything better. He himself had not yet come to that, he did not want to come to it. This was one of the reasons, he now knew, why he did not want to be sealed to this world that Esther belonged to.


  Still, there could be no question that these people were an honored group. They had stolen no man’s ox or ass. Their gifts were valuable and many, and had won for them the world’s grateful applause.


  Was not the great captain of finance and industry, Lawrence Hirsch, a patron of the arts as well, and a leader of advanced opinion? Yes. His views on child labor, sharecropping, the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti, and other questions that had stirred the indignation of the intellectual world were justly celebrated for their enlightenment and their liberalism. Who should cavil, then, at the fact that a banker might derive a portion of his income from the work of children in the textile factories of the South?—that another part of it might be derived from the labor of sharecroppers in the tobacco fields?—that still another might come from steel mills in the Middle West where armed thugs had been employed to shoot into the ranks of striking workers? A banker’s business was to invest his money wherever he could get the best return. Business was business, and to say that a man’s social views ought to come between him and his profits was caviling, indeed! As for Mr. Hirsch himself, he had his devoted champions even among the comrades of the left, who were quick to point out that theoretical criticism of this sort was childish. The sources of Mr. Hirsch’s wealth and power, whatever they might be, were quite accidental and beside the point. His position as a liberal, “a friend of Russia,” a leader of advanced social opinion, a searching critic, indeed, of the very capitalist class to which he belonged, was so well known as to place him in the very brain and forehead of enlightened thought.


  As for these others in the illustrious company that Webber now saw on every side, not one of them had ever said, “Let them eat cake!” When the poor had starved, these had suffered. When the children toiled, these had bled. When the oppressed, the weak, the stricken and betrayed of men had been falsely accused and put to death, these tongues had been lifted in indignant protest—if only the issue had been fashionable! These had written letters to the press, carried placards upon Beacon Hill, joined parades, made contributions, lent the prestige of their names to form committees of defense.


  All this was indubitably true. But as he thought about it now, Webber also felt that such as these might lift their voices and parade their placards till the crack of doom, but that in the secret and entrenched resources of their lives they had all battened on the blood of common man, and wrung their profits from the sweat of slaves, like any common overseer of money and of privilege that ever lived. The whole tissue of these princely lives, he felt, these lesbic and pederastic loves, these adulterous intrigues, sustained in mid-air now, floating on the face of night like a starred veil, had none the less been spun from man’s common dust of sweated clay, unwound out of the entrails of man’s agony.


  Yes, that was it! That was the answer! That was the very core of it! Could he as a novelist, as an artist, belong to this high world of privilege without taking upon himself the stultifying burden of that privilege? Could he write truthfully of life as he saw it, could he say the things he must, and at the same time belong to this world of which he would have to write? Were the two things possible? Was not this world of fashion and of privilege the deadliest enemy of art and truth? Could he belong to the one without forsaking the other? Would not the very privilege that he might gain from these, the great ones of the city, come between him and the truth, shading it, tempering it, and in the end betraying it? And would he then be any different from a score of others who had let themselves be taken into camp, made captive by false visions of wealth and ease, and by the deadly hankering for respectability—that gilded counterfeit which so often passes current for the honest coin of man’s respect?


  That was the danger, and it was real enough. It was, he knew, no mere phantom of his distempered and suspicious mind. Had it not happened over and over again? Think of all the young writers, among them some of the best, who had won acclaim for the promise of their genius, and then had left their promise unfulfilled because they had traded their birthright for just such a mess of the world’s pottage. They, too, had begun as seekers after truth, but had suffered some eclipse of vision and had ended as champions of some special and limited brand of truth. They were the ones who became the special pleaders for things as they are, and their names grew fat and sleek in the pages of the Saturday Evening Post and the women’s magazines. Or they became escapists and sold themselves to Hollywood, and were lost and sunk without a trace. Or, somewhat differently, but following the same blind principle, they identified themselves with this or that group, clique, faction, or interest in art or politics, and led forlorn and esoteric little cults and isms. These were the innumerable small fry who became literary Communists, or single-taxers, or embattled vegetarians, or believers in salvation through nudism. Whatever they became—and there was no limit to their variety—they were like the blind men with the elephant: each one of them had accepted some part of life for the whole, some fragmentary truth or half-truth for truth itself, some little personal interest for the large and all-embracing interest of mankind. If that happened to him, how, then, could he sing America?


  The problem was clearing up now. In the exhilaration of this moment of sharp vision the answers to his questions were beginning to come through. He was beginning to see what he must do. And as he saw the end of the road down which, willingly, hopefully, even joyfully, he had been traveling with Esther, he saw, too—swiftly, finally, irrevocably—that he must break with her and turn his back upon this fabulous and enchanting world of hers—or lose his soul as an artist. That is what it came down to.


  But even in the very instant that he saw it, and knew that it was so, and accepted it, he was overwhelmed with such a sudden sense of loss that he all but cried out in his pain and love. Was there, then, no simple truth and certainty to be found anywhere? Must one forever be stretched out on the rack? Forever in his youth he had envisioned the starred face of the night with high exaltation and noble inspiration, longing to dream great dreams and think great thoughts in the company of the world’s most honored great. And now, in this very moment of the dream come true, with the ones he had always envied from afar surrounding him here on every side—now to have the selfless grandeur turn to dust, and to see great night itself a reptile coiled and waiting at the heart of life! To find no ear or utterance anywhere for all the blazing, baffled certitudes of youth! To find man’s faith betrayed and his betrayers throned in honor, themselves the idols of his bartered faith! To find truth false and falsehood truth, good evil, evil good, and the whole web of life so changing, so mercurial!


  It was all so different from the way he had once thought it would be—and suddenly, convulsively, forgetful of his surroundings, he threw out his arms in an instinctive gesture of agony and loss.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 17

  MR. HIRSCH COULD WAIT


  Esther had seen George’s gesture and wondered what it meant. She disengaged herself from the people to whom she had been talking and came over to him, a frown of tender solicitude on her face.


  “Darling,” she said eagerly, taking his hand and looking at him earnestly, “how are you getting along? Are you all right?”


  In his confusion and anguish he could not answer her for a moment, and when he did, the guilty knowledge of the decision he had just arrived at made him lash out angrily as though in self-defense.


  “Who said I wasn’t all right?” he demanded harshly. “Why shouldn’t I be?” And, instantly, seeing her gentle face, he was filled with baffled and furious regret.


  “Oh, all right, all right,” she said hastily and placatingly. “I just wanted to know if—are you having a good time?” she said, with a little forced smile. “Don’t you think it’s a nice party—hah? You want to meet anyone? You must know some of the people here.”


  Before he had a chance to say anything more Lily Mandell came weaving through the crowded room to Mrs. Jack’s side.


  “O Esther, darling,” she said in a drowsy tone, “I wonder if you’ve heard—” Seeing the young man, she paused. “Oh, hello. I didn’t know you were here.” There was a note of protest in her voice.


  These two had met before, but only casually. They shook hands. And all at once Mrs. Jack’s face was glowing with happiness. She put her own hands in a firm clasp upon those of the man and woman, and whispered:


  “My two. Two of the people that I love best in the whole world. You must know and love each other as I do you.”


  In the grip of her deep emotion she fell silent, while the other two remained clumsily holding hands. After a moment, awkwardly, they let their hands drop to their sides and stood ill at ease, looking at each other.


  Just then Mr. Lawrence Hirsch sauntered up. He was calm and assured, and did not seem to be following anyone. His hands in the trouser pockets of his evening clothes, a man fashionably at ease, urbanely social, a casual ambler from group to group in this brilliant gathering, informed, alert, suave, polished, cool, detached—he was the very model of what a great captain of finance, letters, arts, and enlightened principles should be.


  “O Esther,” he said, “I must tell you what we have found out about the case.” The tone was matter-of-fact and undisturbed, carrying the authority of calm conviction. “Two innocent men were put to death. At last we have positive proof of it—evidence that was never allowed to come to light. It proves beyond the shadow of a doubt that Vanzetti could not have been within fifty miles of the crime.”


  Mr. Hirsch spoke quietly, and did not look at Miss Mandell.


  “But how horrible!” cried Mrs. Jack, righteous anger blazing up in her as she turned to Mr. Hirsch. “Isn’t it dreadful to know that such things can happen in a country like this! It’s the most damnable thing I ever heard of!”


  For the first time, now, Mr. Hirsch turned to Miss Mandell, casually, as if he had only just become aware of her presence. “Yes, isn’t it?” he said, including her with charming yet not over-zealous intimacy within the range of his quiet enthusiasm. “Don’t you think——?”


  Miss Mandell did not actually step on him. She just surveyed him slowly, with a smoldering look of loathing. “What!” she said. Then to Mrs. Jack: “Really! I simply can’t—” She shrugged helplessly, despairingly, and moved away, a miracle of sensual undulance.


  And Mr. Hirsch—he did not follow her, not even with a glance. Nor did he show by so much as the flicker of a lash that he had seen or heard or noticed anything. He went on talking in his well-modulated tones to Mrs. Jack.


  In the middle of what he was saying, suddenly he noticed George Webber. “Oh, hello,” he said. “How are you?” He detached one hand from his elegant pocket and for a moment bestowed it on the young man, then turned back again to Mrs. Jack, who was still burning with hot indignation over what she had heard.


  “These miserable people who could be guilty of such a thing!” she exclaimed. “These despicable, horrible, rich people! It’s enough to make you want a revolution!” she cried.


  “Well, my dear,” said Mr. Hirsch with cool irony, “you may have your wish gratified. It’s not beyond the realm of possibility. And if it comes, that case may still return to plague them yet. The trials, of course, were perfectly outrageous, and the judge should have been instantly dismissed.”


  “To think that there are people living who could do a thing like that!” cried Mrs. Jack. “You know,” she went on earnestly and somewhat irrelevantly, “I have always been a Socialist. I voted for Norman Thomas. You see,” she spoke very simply and with honest self-respect, “I’ve always been a worker. All my sympathy is on their side.”


  Mr. Hirsch’s manner had become a trifle vague, detached, as if he were no longer paying strict attention. “It is a cause célèbre,” he said, and, seeming to like the sound of the words, he repeated them portentously: “A cause célèbre.”


  Then, distinguished, polished, and contained, with casual hands loose-pocketed beneath his tails, he sauntered on. He moved off in the general direction of Miss Mandell. And yet he did not seem to follow her.


  For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  “Oh, Beddoes! Beddoes!”


  At these strange words, so exultantly spoken that they rang around the walls of the great room, people halted in the animation of their talk with one another and, somewhat startled, looked in the direction from which the sounds had proceeded.


  “Oh, Beddoes by all means!” the voice cried even more exuberantly than before. “Hah-hah-hah! Beddoes!”—there was gloating in the laugh. “Everyone must, of course, they simply must!”


  The speaker was Mr. Samuel Fetzer. He was not only an old friend of Mrs. Jack’s, but apparently he was also a familiar of many of the people there, because when they saw who it was they smiled at one another and murmured, “Oh, it’s Sam,” as if that explained everything.


  In the world to which he belonged Mr. Samuel Fetzer was known as “the book-lover” par excellence. His very appearance suggested it. One needed only to look at him to know that he was an epicure, a taster of fine letters, a collector and connoisseur of rare editions. One could see with half an eye that he was the kind of fellow you might expect to find on a rainy afternoon in a musty old bookshop, peering and poking and prowling around the stacks with a soft, cherubic glow on his ruddy features, and occasionally fingering with a loving hand some tattered old volume. He made one think somehow of a charming thatched cottage in the English countryside—of a pipe, a shaggy dog, a comfortable chair, a warm nook by the blazing fire, and an old book and a crusty bottle—a bottle of old port! In fact, the exultant way in which he now pronounced the syllables of “Beddoes!” suggested a bottle of old port. He fairly smacked his lips over the word, as if he had just poured himself a glass of the oldest and rarest vintage and taken his first appraising sip.


  His whole appearance confirmed this impression of him. His pleasant, sensitive, glowing face, which wore a constant air of cherubic elation, and his high bald forehead were healthily browned and weathered as if he spent much time tramping in the open air. And, in contrast to the other guests, who were all in formal evening dress, he had on tan, thick-soled English walking shoes, woolen socks, grey flannel trousers, a trifle baggy but fashionably Oxonian, a tweed coat of brownish texture, a soft white shirt, and a red tie. One would have said, at sight of him, that he must have just come in from a long walk across the moors, and that now, pleasantly tired, he was looking forward with easeful contemplation to an evening spent with his dog, beside his fire, with a bottle of old port, and Beddoes. One would never have guessed the truth—that he was an eminent theatrical director whose life since childhood had been spent in the city, along Broadway and among the most highly polished groups of urban society.


  He was talking now to Miss Mandell. She had wandered over to him after leaving Mrs. Jack, and had asked him the provocative question which had touched off his extraordinary demonstration of enthusiasm. Miss Mandell was herself somewhat of an adept in the arts—a delver into some of the rarer obscurities. She was forever asking people what they thought of William Beckford’s Vathek, the plays of Cyril Tourneur, the sermons of Lancelot Andrewes, or—as now—the works of Beddoes.


  What she had said, to be exact, was: “Did you ever read anything by a man named Beddoes?”


  Miss Mandell had the habit of putting her questions that way, and she would even use the same form of oblique reference when she spoke of the more famous objects of her æsthetic interest. Thus she would inquire what one knew about “a man named Proust,” or “a woman named Virginia Woolf.” The phrase, accompanied as it always was by a dark and smoldering look, carried an air of “There’s more to this than meets the eye.” It made Miss Mandell appear to be a person of profound and subtle knowingness, and one whose deep and devious searchings had gone so far beyond the platitudes that might be found in the Encyclopædia Britannica and other standard works that there was really no way left for her to learn anything new except, possibly, through a quiet talk with Mr. T.S. Eliot—or, since he wasn’t handy, through an occasional tentative yet not very optimistic question addressed to someone of superior intelligence like oneself. And after one had answered Miss Mandell and had poured forth whatever erudition one commanded on the subject of her interest, her usual comment would be a simple and noncommittal “Um.” This always produced a very telling effect. For as Miss Mandell murmured “Um” and wandered off, the victim was left flattened out, feeling that he had emptied himself dry and still had been found childishly superficial and pathetically wanting.


  Not so, however, Mr. Samuel Fetzer. If Miss Mandell had hoped to work this technique on him when she wove her languorous way to his side and casually asked, “Did you ever read anything by a man named Beddoes?”—she was in for a rude surprise. She had caught a tartar—a cherubic tartar, it is true, a benevolent tartar, an exultant, exuberant, elated tartar—but a tartar nevertheless. For Mr. Fetzer had not only read Beddoes: he felt that he had rather discovered Beddoes. Beddoes was one of Mr. Fetzer’s philobiblic pets. So he was not only ready for Miss Mandell: it almost seemed as if he had been waiting for her. She had hardly got the words out of her mouth before he fairly pounced upon her, and his pleasant face lit up all over with a look of cherubic glee as he cried:


  “Oh, Beddoes!” The name rang out with such explosive enthusiasm that Miss Mandell recoiled as if someone had thrown a lighted firecracker at her feet. “Beddoes!” he chortled. “Beddoes!”—he smacked his lips. “Hah-hah-hah! Beddoes!”—he cast back his head, shook it, and chuckled gloatingly. Then he told her about Beddoes’ birth, about his life, about his death, about his family and his friends, about his sisters and his cousins and his aunts, about things that were well known about Beddoes, and about other things that no one in the world except Mr. Samuel Fetzer had ever known about Beddoes. “Oh, Beddoes!” cried Mr. Fetzer for the sixteenth time. “I love Beddoes! Everybody must read Beddoes! Beddoes is——”


  “But he was insane, wasn’t he?” The quiet, well-bred voice was that of Mr. Lawrence Hirsch, who had just wandered up casually, as if attracted by the noise of cultural enthusiasm, and without seeming to follow anyone. “I mean,” he turned with an air of gracious explanation to Miss Mandell, “it’s an interesting example of the schizophrenic personality, don’t you think?”


  She looked at him for a long moment as one might look at a large worm within the core of a chestnut that one had hoped was sound.


  “Um,” said Miss Mandell, and with an expression of drowsy loathing on her face she moved away.


  Mr. Hirsch did not follow her. Perfectly possessed, he had already shifted his glance back to the glowing Mr. Fetzer.


  “I mean,” he continued, with that inflection of interested inquiry which is the mark everywhere of a cultivated intelligence, “it always seemed to me that it was a case of misplaced personality—an Elizabethan out of his time. Or do you think so?”


  “Oh, absolutely!” cried Mr. Fetzer, with instant and enthusiastic confirmation. “You see, what I have always maintained——”


  Mr. Hirsch appeared to be listening carefully. He really was not following anyone. He kept his eyes focused on Mr. Samuel Fetzer’s face, but something in their expression indicated that his mind was elsewhere.


  For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  So it went all evening. Mr. Hirsch moved from group to sophisticated group, bowing, smiling suavely, exchanging well-bred pleasantries with all he met. Always he was imperturbable, authoritatively assured, on his æsthetic toes. And his progress through that brilliant assemblage was marked by a phosphorescent wake composed of the small nuggets of enlightenment which he dropped casually as he passed. Here it was a little confidential gossip about Sacco and Vanzetti, there a little first-hand information from Wall Street, now a sophisticated jest or so, again an amusing anecdote about what happened only last week to the President, or a little something about Russia, with a shrewd observation on Marxian economy—and to all of this a little Beddoes had been added for good measure. It was all so perfectly informed and so alertly modern that it never for a moment slipped into cliche, but always represented the very latest mode in everything, whether art, letters, politics, or economics. It was a remarkable performance, an inspiring example of what the busy man of affairs can really accomplish if he only applies himself.


  And, in addition to all this, there was Miss Mandell. He never seemed to follow her, but wherever she went he was not far behind. One always knew that he was there. All evening long, whenever he came up to any group and honored it with one of his apt observations, and then, turning casually and discovering that Miss Mandell was among the company, made as if to include her in the intimate circle of his auditors, she would just give him a smoldering look and walk away. So it was no wonder that Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully.


  Still, he did not beat his breast, or tear his hair, or cry out, “Woe is me!” He remained himself, the man of many interests, the master of immense authorities. For he could wait.


  He did not take her aside and say: “Thou art fair, my love; behold, thou art fair, thou hast doves’ eyes.” Nor did he say: “Tell me, O thou whom my soul loveth, where thou feedest.” He did not remark to her that she was beautiful as Tirzah, or comely as Jerusalem, or terrible as an army with banners. He did not ask anyone to stay him with flagons, or comfort him with apples, or confess that he was sick of love. And as for saying to her: “Thy navel is like a round goblet, which wanteth not liquor; thy belly is like an heap of wheat set about with lilies,” the idea had never occurred to him.


  Though he did not cry out to her in his agony, what he was thinking was: “Flaunt me with your mockery and scorn, spurn me with your foot, lash me with your tongue, trample me like a worm, spit upon me like the dust of which I am composed, revile me to your friends, make me crawl far and humbly—do anything you like, I can endure it. But, oh, for God’s sake, notice me! Speak to me with just a word—if only with hate! Stay near me for just a moment, make me happy with just a touch—even if the nearness is but loathing, and the touch a blow! Treat me in any way you will! But I beg you, O beloved that thou art—” out of the corner of his eye he followed her lavish undulations as she turned and walked away again—“in God’s name, let me see you know that I am here!”


  But he said nothing. He showed nothing of what he felt. He was sorrowfully wounded, but he could wait. And no one but Miss Mandell knew how long she intended to keep him waiting.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 18

  PIGGY LOGAN’S CIRCUS


  The hour had now arrived for Mr. Piggy Logan and his celebrated circus of wire dolls. Till now he had kept himself secreted in the guest room, and as he made his entrance there was a flurry of excited interest in the brilliant throng. People in the dining room crowded to the door, holding tinkling glasses or loaded plates in their hands, and even old Jake Abramson let his curiosity draw him away from the temptations of the table long enough to appear in the doorway gnawing at a chicken leg.


  Mr. Piggy Logan was attired for his performance in a costume that was simple yet extraordinary. He had on a thick blue turtle-neck sweater of the kind that was in favor with college heroes thirty years ago. Across the front of it—God knows why—was sewn an enormous homemade Y. He wore old white canvas trousers, tennis sneakers, and a pair of battered knee pads such as were formerly used by professional wrestlers. His head was crowned with an ancient football helmet, the straps securely fastened underneath his heavy jowls. Thus arrayed, he came forward, staggering between his two enormous valises.


  The crowd made way for him and regarded him with awe. Mr. Logan grunted under his burden, which he dropped with a thump in the middle of the living room floor, and breathed an audible sigh of relief. Immediately he began pushing back the big sofa and all the chairs and tables and other furniture until the center of the room was clear. He rolled back the rug, and then started taking books from the shelves and dumping them on the floor. He looted half a dozen shelves in different parts of the room and in the vacant spaces fastened up big circus posters, yellow with age, which showed the familiar assortment of tigers, lions, elephants, clowns, and trapeze performers, and bore such descriptive legends as “Barnum & Bailey—May 7th and 8th,” “Ringling Brothers—July 31st.”


  The gathering watched him curiously as he went about this labor of methodical destruction. When he had finished he came back to his valises and began to take out their contents. There were miniature circus rings made of rounded strips of tin or copper which fitted neatly together. There were trapezes and flying swings. And there was an astonishing variety of figures made of wire to represent all the animals and performers. There were clowns and trapeze artists, acrobats and tumblers, horses and bareback lady riders. There was almost everything that one could think of to make a circus complete, and all of it was constructed of wire.


  Mr. Logan was down on his kneepads extremely busy with his work, his mind as completely focused on it as though he had been alone in the room. He rigged up his trapezes and swings and took meticulous care in arranging each of the little wire figures of elephants, lions, tigers, horses, camels, and performers. He was evidently of a patient turn of mind, and it took him half an hour or more to set everything up. By the time he had finished his labors and had erected a little sign which said, “Main Entrance,” all the guests, who at first had watched him curiously, had grown tired of waiting and had resumed their interrupted talking, eating, and drinking.


  At length Mr. Logan was ready, and signified his willingness to begin by a gesture to his hostess. She clapped her hands as loudly as she could and asked for silence and attention.


  But just then the door bell rang, and a lot of new people were ushered in by Nora. Mrs. Jack looked somewhat bewildered, for the new arrivals were utter strangers. For the most part they were young people. The young women had that unmistakable look of having gone to Miss Spence’s School, and there was something about the young men which indicated that they were recently out of Yale and Harvard and Princeton, and were members of the Racquet Club, and were now connected with investment brokers in Wall Street.


  With them was a large and somewhat decayed-looking lady of advanced middle age. She had evidently been a beauty in her palmy days, but now everything about her—arms, shoulders, neck, face, and throat—was blown, full, and loose, and made up a picture of corrupted elegance. It was a picture of what Amy Carleton might look like thirty years from now, if she were careful and survived. One felt unpleasantly that she had lived too long in Europe, probably on the Riviera, and that somewhere in the offing there was something with dark, liquid eyes, a little mustache, and pomaded hair—something quite young and private and obscene and kept.


  This lady was accompanied by an elderly gentleman faultlessly attired in evening dress, as were all the others. He had a cropped mustache and artificial teeth, which were revealed whenever he paused to lick his thin lips lecherously and to stutter out, “What? ... What?”—as he began to do almost at once. Both of these people looked exactly like characters who might have been created by Henry James if he had lived and written in a later period of decay.


  The whole crowd of newcomers streamed in noisily, headed by a spruce young gentleman in white tie and tails whose name was shortly to be made known as Hen Walters. He was evidently a friend of Mr. Logan. Indeed, they all seemed to be friends of Mr. Logan. For as Mrs. Jack, looking rather overwhelmed at this invasion, advanced to greet them and was dutifully murmuring her welcome, all of them swarmed right past her, ignoring her completely, and stormed into the room shouting vociferous gayeties at Mr. Logan. Without rising from his kneepads, he grinned at them fondly and with a spacious gesture of his freckled hand beckoned them to a position along one wall. They crowded in and took the place he had indicated. This forced some of the invited guests back into the far corners, but the new arrivals seemed not to mind this at all. Indeed, they paid not the slightest attention to anybody.


  Then somebody in the group saw Amy Carleton and called across to her. She came over and joined them, and seemed to know several of them. And one could see that all of them had heard of her. The débutantes were polite but crisply detached. After the formalities of greeting they drew away and eyed Amy curiously and furtively, and their looks said plainly: “So this is she!”


  The young men were less reserved. They spoke to her naturally, and Hen Walters greeted her quite cordially in a voice that seemed to be burbling with suppressed fun. It was not a pleasant voice: it was too moist, and it seemed to circulate around a nodule of fat phlegm. With the gleeful elation which marked his whole manner he said loudly:


  “Hello, Amy! I haven’t seen you for an age. What brings you here?” The tone indicated, with the unconscious arrogance of his kind, that the scene and company were amusingly bizarre and beyond the pale of things accepted and confirmed, and that to find anyone he knew in such a place was altogether astounding.


  The tone and its implications stung her sharply. As for herself, she had so long been the butt of vicious gossip that she could take it with good nature or complete indifference. But an affront to someone she loved was more than she could endure. And she loved Mrs. Jack. So, now, her green-gold eyes flashed dangerously as she answered hotly:


  “What brings me here—of all places! Well, it’s a very good place to be—the best I know. ... And I mean!—” she laughed hoarsely, jerked the cigarette from her mouth, and tossed her black curls with furious impatience—“I mean! After all, I was invited, you know!”


  Instinctively, with a gesture of protective warmth, she had slipped her arm around Mrs. Jack, who, wearing a puzzled frown upon her face, was standing there as if still a little doubtful of what was happening.


  “Esther, darling,” Amy said, “this is Mr. Hen Walters—and some of his friends.” For a moment she looked at the cluster of young débutantes and their escorts, and then turned away, saying to no one in particular, and with no effort to lower her voice: “God, aren’t they simply dreadful! ... I mean! ... You know!—” she addressed herself now to the elderly man with the artificial teeth—“Charley—in the name of God, what are you trying to do? ... You old cradle-snatcher, you! ... I mean!—after all, it’s not that bad, is it?” She surveyed the group of girls again and turned away with a brief, hoarse laugh. “All these little Junior League bitches!” she muttered. “God! ... How do you stand it, anyway—you old bastard!” She was talking now in her natural tone of voice, good-naturedly, as though there was nothing in the least unusual in what she was saying. Then with another short laugh she added: “Why don’t you come to see me any more?”


  He licked his lips nervously and bared his artificial teeth before he answered:


  “Wanted to see you, Amy, for ever so long. ... What? ... Intended to stop in. ... Matter of fact, did stop by some time ago, but you’d just sailed. ... What? ... You’ve been away, haven’t you? ... What?”


  As he spoke in his clipped staccato he kept licking his thin lips lecherously, and at the same time he scratched himself, rooting obscenely into the inner thigh of his right leg in a way that suggested he was wearing woolen underwear. In doing so he inadvertently pulled up his trouser leg and it stayed there, revealing the tops of his socks and a portion of white meat.


  Meanwhile Hen Walters was smiling brightly and burbling on to Mrs. Jack:


  “So nice of you to let us all come in,”—although she, poor lady, had had nothing at all to do with it. “Piggy told us it would be all right. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “But no-o—not at all!” she protested, still with a puzzled look. “Any friends of Mr. Logan’s. ... But won’t you all have a drink, or something to eat? There’s loads——”


  “Oh, heavens, no!” burbled Mr. Walters. “We’ve all been to Tony’s and we simply gorged ourselves! If we took another mouthful, I’m absolutely positive we should explode!”


  He uttered these words with such ecstatic jubilation that it seemed he might explode at any moment in a large, moist bubble.


  “Well, then, if you’re sure,” she began.


  “Oh, absolutely!” cried Mr. Walters rapturously. “But we’re holding up the show!” he exclaimed. “And, after all, that’s what we’re here to see. It would simply be a tragedy to miss it. ... O Piggy!” he shouted to his friend, who had been cheerfully grinning all the while and crawling about on his kneepads. “Do begin! Everyone’s simply dying to see it! ... I’ve seen it a dozen times myself,” he announced gleefully to the general public, “and it becomes more fascinating every time. ... So if you’re ready, please begin!”


  Mr. Logan was ready.


  The new arrivals held their position along one wall, and the other people now withdrew a little, leaving them to themselves. The audience was thus divided into two distinct halves—the people of wealth and talent on one side, and those of wealth and fashion or “Society” on the other.


  On a signal from Mr. Logan, Mr. Walters detached himself from his group, came over, arranged the tails of his coat, and knelt down gracefully beside his friend. Then, acting on instructions, he read aloud from a typewritten paper which Mr. Logan had handed to him. It was a whimsical document designed to put everybody in the right mood, for it stated that in order to enjoy and understand the circus one must make an effort to recover his lost youth and have the spirit of a child again. Mr. Walters read it with great gusto in a cultivated tone of voice which almost ran over with happy laughter. When he had finished, he got up and resumed his place among his friends, and Mr. Logan then began his performance.


  It started, as all circuses should, with a grand procession of the performers and the animals in the menagerie. Mr. Logan accomplished this by taking each wire figure in his thick hand and walking it around the ring and then solemnly out again. Since there were a great many animals and a great many performers, this took some time, but it was greeted at its conclusion with loud applause.


  Then came an exhibition of bareback riders. Mr. Logan galloped his wire horses into the ring and round and round with movements of his hand. Then he put the riders on top of the wire horses, and, holding them firmly in place, he galloped these around too. Then there was an interlude of clowns, and he made the wire figures tumble about by manipulating them with his hands. After this came a procession of wire elephants. This performance gained particular applause because of the clever way in which Mr. Logan made the figures imitate the swaying, ponderous lurch of elephants—and also because people were not always sure what each act meant, and when they were able to identify something, a pleasant little laugh of recognition would sweep the crowd and they would clap their hands to show they had got it.


  There were a good many acts of one kind or another, and at last the trapeze performers were brought on. It took a little while to get this act going because Mr. Logan, with his punctilious fidelity to reality, had first to string up a little net below the trapezes. And when the act did begin it was unconscionably long, chiefly because Mr. Logan was not able to make it work. He set the little wire figures to swinging and dangling from their perches. This part went all right. Then he tried to make one little figure leave its trapeze, swing through the air, and catch another figure by its downswept hands. This wouldn’t work. Again and again the little wire figure soared through the air, caught at the outstretched hands of the other doll—and missed ingloriously. It became painful. People craned their necks and looked embarrassed. But Mr. Logan was not embarrassed. He giggled happily with each new failure and tried again. It went on and on. Twenty minutes must have passed while Mr. Logan repeated his attempts. But nothing happened. At length, when it became obvious that nothing was going to happen, Mr. Logan settled the whole matter himself by taking one little figure firmly between two fat fingers, conveying it to the other, and carefully hooking it onto the other’s arms. Then he looked up at his audience and giggled cheerfully, to be greeted after a puzzled pause by perfunctory applause.


  Mr. Logan was now ready for the grand climax, the pièce de résistance of the entire occasion. This was his celebrated sword-swallowing act. With one hand he picked up a small rag doll, stuffed with wadding and with crudely painted features, and with the other hand he took a long hairpin, bent it more or less straight, forced one end through the fabric of the doll’s mouth, and then began patiently and methodically to work it down the rag throat. People looked on with blank faces, and then, as the meaning of Mr. Logan’s operation dawned on them, they smiled at one another in a puzzled, doubting way.


  It went on and on until it began to be rather horrible. Mr. Logan kept working the hairpin down with thick, probing fingers, and when some impediment of wadding got in his way he would look up and giggle foolishly. Halfway down he struck an obstacle that threatened to stop him from going any farther. But he persisted—persisted horribly.


  It was a curious spectacle and would have furnished interesting material for the speculations of a thoughtful historian of life and customs in this golden age. It was astounding to see so many intelligent men and women—people who had had every high and rare advantage of travel, reading, music, and æsthetic cultivation, and who were usually so impatient of the dull, the boring, and the trivial—patiently assembled here to give their respectful attention to Mr. Piggy Logan’s exhibition. But even respect for the accepted mode was wearing thin. The performance had already lasted a weary time, and some of the guests were beginning to give up. In pairs and groups they would look at one another with lifted eyebrows, and quietly would filter out into the hall or in the restorative direction of the dining room.


  Many, however, seemed determined to stick it out. As for the young “Society” crowd, all of them continued to look on with eager interest. Indeed, as Mr. Logan went on probing with his hairpin, one young woman with the pure, cleanly chiseled face so frequently seen in members of her class turned to the young man beside her and said:


  “I think it’s frightfully interesting—the way he does that. Don’t you?”


  And the young man, evidently in the approved accent, said briefly, “Eh!”—an ejaculation which might have been indicative of almost anything, but which was here obviously taken for agreement. This interchange between them had taken place, like all the conversations in the group, in a curiously muffled, clipped speech. Both the girl and the young man had barely opened their mouths—their words had come out between almost motionless lips. This seemed to be the fashionable way of talking among these people.


  As Mr. Logan kept working and pressing with his hairpin, suddenly the side of the bulging doll was torn open and some of the stuffing began to ooze out. Miss Lily Mandell watched with an expression of undisguised horror and, as the doll began to lose its entrails, she pressed one hand against her stomach in a gesture of nausea, said “Ugh!”—and made a hasty exit. Others followed her. And even Mrs. Jack, who at the start of the performance had slipped on a wonderful jacket of gold thread and seated herself cross-legged on the floor like a dutiful child, squarely before the maestro and his puppets, finally got up and went out into the hall, where most of her guests were now assembled.


  Almost no one was left to witness the concluding scenes of Mr. Piggy Logan’s circus except the uninvited group of his own particular friends.


  Out in the hall Mrs. Jack found Lily Mandell talking to George Webber. She approached them with a bright, affectionate little smile and queried hopefully:


  “Are you enjoying it, Lily? And you, darling?”—turning fondly to George—“Do you like it? Are you having a good time?”


  Lily answered in a tone of throaty disgust:


  “When he kept on pushing that long pin into the doll and all its insides began oozing out—ugh!”—she made a nauseous face—“I simply couldn’t stand it any longer! It was horrible! I had to get out! I thought I was going to puke!”


  Mrs. Jack’s shoulders shook, her face reddened, and she gasped in a hysterical whisper:


  “I know! Wasn’t it awful!”


  “But what is it, anyway?” said the attorney, Roderick Hale, as he came up and joined them.


  “Oh, hello, Rod!” said Mrs. Jack. “What do you make of it—hah?”


  “I can’t make it out,” he said, with an annoyed look into the living room, where Piggy Logan was still patiently carrying on. “What is it all supposed to be, anyway? And who is this fellow?” he said in an irritated tone, as if his legal and fact-finding mind was annoyed by a phenomenon he could not fathom. “It’s like some puny form of decadence,” he muttered.


  Just then Mr. Jack approached his wife and, lifting his shoulders in a bewildered shrug, said:


  “What is it? My God, perhaps I’m crazy!”


  Mrs. Jack and Lily Mandell bent together, shuddering helplessly as women do when they communicate whispered laughter to one another.


  “Poor Fritz!” Mrs. Jack gasped faintly.


  Mr. Jack cast a final bewildered look into the living room, surveyed the wreckage there, then turned away with a short laugh:


  “I’m going to my room!” he said with decision. “Let me know if he leaves the furniture!”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 19

  UNSCHEDULED CLIMAX


  At the conclusion of Mr. Logan’s performance there was a ripple of applause in the living room, followed by the sound of voices. The fashionable young people clustered around Mr. Logan, chattering congratulations. Then, without paying attention to anybody else, and without a word to their hostess, they left.


  Other people now gathered about Mrs. Jack and made their farewells. They began to leave, singly and in pairs and groups, until presently no one remained except those intimates and friends who are always the last to leave a big party—Mrs. Jack and her family, George Webber, Miss Mandell, Stephen Hook, and Amy Carleton. And, of course, Mr. Logan, who was busy amid the general wreckage he had created, putting his wire dolls back into his two enormous valises.


  The atmosphere of the whole place was now curiously changed. It was an atmosphere of absence, of completion. Everybody felt a little bit as one feels in a house the day after Christmas, or an hour after a wedding, or on a great liner at one of the Channel ports when most of the passengers have disembarked and the sorrowful remnant know that the voyage is really over and that they are just marking time for a little while until their own hour comes to depart.


  Mrs. Jack looked at Piggy Logan and at the chaos he had made of her fine room, and then glanced questioningly at Lily Mandell as if to say: “Can you understand all this? What has happened?” Miss Mandell and George Webber surveyed Mr. Logan with undisguised distaste. Stephen Hook remained aloof, looking bored. Mr. Jack, who had come forth from his room to bid his guests good-bye and had lingered by the elevator till the last one had gone, now peered in through the hall door at the kneeling figure in the living room, and with a comical gesture of uplifted hands said: “What is it?”—leaving everybody convulsed with laughter.


  But even when Mr. Jack came into the room and stood staring down quizzically, Mr. Logan did not look up. He seemed not to have heard anything. Utterly oblivious of their presence, he was happily absorbed in the methodical task of packing up the litter that surrounded him.


  Meanwhile the two rosy-cheeked maids, May and Janie, were busily clearing away glasses, bottles, and bowls of ice, and Nora started putting the books back on their shelves. Mrs. Jack looked on rather helplessly, and Amy Carleton stretched herself out flat on the floor with her hands beneath her head, closed her eyes, and appeared to go to sleep. All the rest were obviously at a loss what to do, and just stood and sat around, waiting for Mr. Logan to finish and be gone.


  The place had sunk back into its wonted quiet. The blended murmur of the unceasing city, which during the party had been shut out and forgotten, now penetrated the walls of the great building and closed in once more upon these lives. The noises of the street were heard again.


  Outside, below them, there was the sudden roar of a fire truck, the rapid clanging of its bell. It turned the corner into Park Avenue and the powerful sound of its motors faded away like distant thunder. Mrs. Jack went to the window and looked out. Other trucks now converged upon the corner from different directions until four more had passed from sight.


  “I wonder where the fire can be,” she remarked with detached curiosity. Another truck roared down the side street and thundered into Park. “It must be quite a big one—six engines have driven past. It must be somewhere in this neighborhood.”


  Amy Carleton sat up and blinked her eyes, and for a moment all of them were absorbed in idle speculation about where the fire might be. But presently they began to look again at Mr. Logan. At long last his labors seemed to be almost over. He began to close the big valises and adjust the straps.


  Just then Lily Mandell turned her head toward the hall, sniffed sharply, and suddenly said:


  “Does anyone smell smoke?”


  “Hah? What?” said Mrs. Jack. And then, going into the hall, she cried excitedly: “But yes! There is quite a strong smell of smoke out here! I think it would be just as well if we got out of the building until we find out what’s wrong.” Her face was now burning with excitement. “I suppose we’d better,” she said. “Everybody come on!” Then: “O Mr. Logan!”—she raised her voice, and now for the first time he lifted his round and heavy face with an expression of inquiring innocence—“I say—I think perhaps we’d all better get out, Mr. Logan, until we find out where the fire is! Are you ready?”


  “Yes, of course,” said Mr. Logan cheerfully. “But fire?”—in a puzzled tone. “What fire? Is there a fire?”


  “I think the building is on fire,” said Mr. Jack smoothly, but with an edge of heavy irony, “so perhaps we’d better all get out—that is, unless you prefer to stay.”


  “Oh no,” said Mr. Logan brightly, getting clumsily to his feet. “I’m quite ready, thank you, except for changing my clothes——”


  “I think that had better wait,” said Mr. Jack.


  “Oh, the girls!” cried Mrs. Jack suddenly, and, snapping the ring on and off her finger, she trotted briskly toward the dining room. “Nora—Janie—May! Girls! We’re all going downstairs—there’s a fire somewhere in the building. You’ll have to come with us till we find out where it is.”


  “Fire, Mrs. Jack?” said Nora stupidly, staring at her mistress.


  Mrs. Jack saw at a glance her dull eye and her flushed face, and thought: “She’s been at it again! I might have known it!” Then aloud, impatiently:


  “Yes, Nora, fire. Get the girls together and tell them they’ll have to come along with us. And—oh!—Cook!” she cried quickly. “Where is Cookie? Go get her, someone. Tell her she’ll have to come, too!”


  The news obviously upset the girls. They looked helplessly at one another and began to move aimlessly around, as if no longer certain what to do.


  “Shall we take our things, Mrs. Jack?” said Nora, looking at her dully. “Will we have time to pack?”


  “Of course not, Nora!” exclaimed Mrs. Jack, out of all patience. “We’re not moving out! We’re simply going downstairs till we can learn where the fire is and how bad it is! ... And Nora, please get Cook and bring her with you! You know how rattled and confused she gets!”


  “Yes’m” said Nora, staring at her helplessly. “An’ will that be all, mum?—I mean—” and gulped—“will we be needin’ anything?”


  “For heaven’s sake, Nora—no! ... Nothing except your coats. Tell the girls and Cook to wear their coats.”


  “Yes’m,” said Nora dumbly, and after a moment, looking fuddled and confused, she went uncertainly through the dining room to the kitchen.


  Mr. Jack, meanwhile, had gone out into the hall and was ringing the elevator bell. There, after a short interval, his family, guests, and servants joined him. Quietly he took stock of them:


  Esther’s face was flaming with suppressed excitement, but her sister, Edith, who had hardly opened her mouth all evening and had been so inconspicuous that no one had noticed her, was her usual pale, calm self. Good girl, Edith! His daughter, Alma, he observed with satisfaction, was also taking this little adventure in her stride. She looked cool, beautiful, a bit bored by it all. The guests, of course, were taking it as a lark—and why not?—they had nothing to lose. All except that young Gentile fool—George What’s-his-name. Look at him now—all screwed up and tense, pacing back and forth and darting his feverish glances in all directions. You’d think it was his property that was going up in smoke!


  But where was that Mr. Piggy Logan? When last seen, he was disappearing into the guest room. Was the idiot changing his clothes after all?—Ah, here he comes! “At least,” thought Mr. Jack humorously, “it must be he, for if it isn’t who in the name of God is it?”


  The figure that Mr. Logan now cut as he emerged from the guest room and started down the hall was, indeed, a most extraordinary one. All of them turned to look at him and saw that he was taking no chances of losing his little wire dolls or his street clothes in any fire. Still wearing the “costume” that he had put on for his performance, he came grunting along with a heavy suitcase in each hand, and over one shoulder he had slung his coat, vest, and trousers, his overweight tan shoes were tied together by their laces and hung suspended around his neck, where they clunked against his chest as he walked, and on his head, perched on top of the football helmet, was his neat grey hat. So accoutered, he came puffing along, dropped his bags near the elevator, then straightened up and grinned cheerfully.


  Mr. Jack kept on ringing the bell persistently, and presently the voice of Herbert, the elevator boy, could be heard shouting up the shaft from a floor or two below:


  “All right! All right! I’ll be right up, folks, as soon as I take down this load!”


  The sound of other people’s voices, excited, chattering, came up the shaft to them; then the elevator door banged shut and they could hear the car going down.


  There was nothing to do but wait. The smell of smoke in the hallway was getting stronger all the time, and although no one was seriously alarmed, even the phlegmatic Mr. Logan was beginning to feel the nervous tension.


  Soon the elevator could be heard coming up again. It mounted steadily—and then suddenly stopped somewhere just below them. Herbert could be heard working his lever and fooling with the door. Mr. Jack rang the bell impatiently. There was no response. He hammered on the door. Then Herbert shouted up again, and he was so near that all of them could hear every word:


  “Mr. Jack, will you all please use the service elevator. This one’s out of order. I can’t go any farther.”


  “Well, that’s that,” said Mr. Jack.


  He put on his derby, and without another word started down the hall toward the service landing. In silence the others followed him.


  At this moment the lights went out. The place was plunged in inky blackness. There was a brief, terrifying moment when the women caught their breaths sharply. In the darkness the smell of smoke seemed much stronger, more acrid and biting, and it was beginning to make their eyes smart. Nora moaned a little, and all the servants started to mill around like stricken cattle. But they calmed down at the comforting assurance in Mr. Jack’s quiet voice speaking in the dark:


  “Esther,” he said calmly, “we’ll have to light candles. Can you tell me where they are?”


  She told him. He reached into a table drawer, pulled out a flashlight, and went through a door that led to the kitchen. Soon he reappeared with a box of tallow candles. He gave one to each person and lighted them.


  They were now a somewhat ghostly company. The women lifted their candles and looked at one another with an air of bewildered surmise. The faces of the maids and Cookie, in the steady flame that each held before her face, looked dazed and frightened. Cookie wore a confused, fixed smile and muttered jargon to herself. Mrs. Jack, deeply excited, turned questioningly to George, who was at her side:


  “Isn’t it strange?” she whispered. “Isn’t it the strangest thing? I mean—the party—all the people—and then this.” And, lifting her candle higher, she looked about her at the ghostly company.


  And, suddenly, George was filled with almost unbearable love and tenderness for her, because he knew that she, like himself, felt in her heart the mystery and strangeness of all life. And his emotion was all the more poignant because in the same instant, with sharp anguish, he remembered his decision, and knew that they had reached the parting of the ways.


  Mr. Jack flourished his candle as a signal to the others and led the procession down the hall. Edith, Alma, Miss Mandell, Amy Carleton, and Stephen Hook followed after him. Mr. Logan, who came next, was in a quandary. He couldn’t manage both his baggage and his light, so after a moment of indecision he blew out his candle, set it on the floor, seized his valises, gave a mighty heave, and, with neck held stiff to keep his hat from tumbling off of the football helmet, he staggered after the retreating figures of the women. Mrs. Jack and George came last, with the servants trailing behind.


  Mrs. Jack had reached the door that opened onto the service landing when she heard a confused shuffling behind her in the line, and when she glanced back along the hallway she saw two teetering candles disappearing in the general direction of the kitchen. It was Cook and Nora.


  “Oh Lord!” cried Mrs. Jack in a tone of exasperation and despair. “What on earth are they trying to do? ... Nora!” She raised her voice sharply. Cook had already disappeared, but Nora heard her and turned in a bewildered way. “Nora, where are you going?” shouted Mrs. Jack impatiently.


  “Why—why, mum—I just thought I’d go back here an’ get some things,” said Nora in a confused and thickened voice.


  “No you won’t, either!” cried Mrs. Jack furiously, at the same time thinking bitterly: “She probably wanted to sneak back there to get another drink!” “You come right along with us!” she called sharply. “And where is Cook?” Then, seeing the two bewildered girls, May and Janie, milling around helplessly, she took them by the arm and gave them a little push toward the door. “You girls get along!” she cried. “What are you gawking at?”


  George had gone back after the befuddled Nora, and, after seizing her and herding her down the hall, had dashed into the kitchen to find Cook. Mrs. Jack followed him with her candle held high in her hand, and said anxiously:


  “Are you there, darling?” Then, calling out loudly: “Cook! Cook! Where are you?”


  Suddenly Cook appeared like a spectral visitant, still clutching her candle and flitting from room to room down the narrow hall of the servants’ quarters. Mrs. Jack cried out angrily:


  “Oh, Cookie! What are you doing? You’ve simply got to come on now! We’re waiting on you!” And she thought to herself again, as she had thought so many times before: “She’s probably an old miser. I suppose she’s got her wad hoarded away back there somewhere. That’s why she hates to leave.”


  Cook had disappeared again, this time into her own room. After a brief, fuming silence Mrs. Jack turned to George. They looked at each other for a moment in that strange light and circumstance, and suddenly both laughed explosively.


  “My God!” shrieked Mrs. Jack. “Isn’t it the damnedest——”


  At this instant Cook emerged once more and glided away down the hall. They yelled at her and dashed after her, and caught her just as she was about to lock herself into a bathroom.


  “Now Cook!” cried Mrs. Jack angrily. “Come on now! You simply must!”


  Cook goggled at her and muttered some incomprehensible jargon in an ingratiating tone.


  “Do you hear, Cook?” Mrs. Jack cried furiously. “You’ve got to come now! You can’t stay here any longer!”


  “Augenblick! Augenblick!” muttered Cook cajolingly.


  At last she thrust something into her bosom, and, still looking longingly behind her, allowed herself to be prodded, pushed, and propelled down the servants’ hall, into the kitchen, through the door into the main hallway, and thence out to the service landing.


  All the others were now gathered there, waiting while Mr. Jack tested the bell of the service elevator. His repeated efforts brought no response, so in a few moments he said coolly:


  “Well, I suppose there’s nothing for us to do now except to walk down.”


  Immediately he headed for the concrete stairs beside the elevator shaft, which led, nine flights down, to the ground floor and safety. The others followed him. Mrs. Jack and George herded the servants before them and waited for Mr. Logan to get a firm grip on his suitcases and start down, which at length he did, puffing and blowing and letting the bags bump with loud thuds on each step as he descended.


  The electric lights on the service stairways were still burning dimly, but they clung to their candles with an instinctive feeling that these primitive instruments were now more to be trusted than the miracles of science. The smoke had greatly increased. In fact, the air was now so dense with floating filaments and shifting plumes that breathing was uncomfortable.


  From top to bottom the service stairs provided an astounding spectacle. Doors were opening now on every floor and other tenants were coming out to swell the tide of refugees. They made an extraordinary conglomeration—a composite of classes, types, and characters that could have been found nowhere else save in a New York apartment house such as this. There were people in splendid evening dress, and beautiful women blazing with jewels and wearing costly wraps. There were others in pajamas who had evidently been awakened from sleep and had hastily put on slippers, dressing gowns, kimonos, or whatever garments they could snatch up in the excitement of the moment. There were young and old, masters and servants, a mixture of a dozen races and their excited babel of strange tongues. There were German cooks and French maids, English butlers and Irish serving girls. There were Swedes and Danes and Italians and Norwegians, with a sprinkling of White Russians. There were Poles and Czechs and Austrians, Negroes and Hungarians. All of these poured out helter-skelter on the landing stages of the service stairway, chattering, gesticulating, their interests all united now in their common pursuit of safety.


  As they neared the ground floor, helmeted firemen began to push their way up the stairs against the tide of downward-moving traffic. Several policemen followed them and tried to allay any feelings of alarm or panic.


  “It’s all right, folks! Everything’s O.K.!” one big policeman shouted cheerfully as he went up past the members of the Jack party. “The fire’s over now!”


  These words, spoken to quiet the people and to expedite their orderly progress from the building, had an opposite effect from that which the policeman had intended. George Webber, who was bringing up the end of the procession, paused upon hearing these reassuring words, called to the others, and turned to retrace his way upstairs again. As he did so, he saw that the policeman was about to throw a fit. From the landing half a flight above, he was making agonized faces and frantic gestures at George in a silent and desperate entreaty to him not to come back any farther or to encourage the others to come back, but to leave the building as quickly as possible. The others had looked around when George had called, and had witnessed this pantomime—so now, genuinely alarmed for the first time, they turned again and fled down the stairs as fast as they could go.


  George himself, seized with the same momentary panic, was hastening after them when he heard some tapping and hammering noises from the shaft of the service elevator. They seemed to come from up above somewhere. For just a moment he hesitated and listened. The tapping began, then stopped ... began again ... stopped again. It seemed to be a signal of some kind, but he couldn’t make it out. It gave him an eerie feeling. A chill ran up his spine. He broke out in goose flesh. Stumbling blindly, he fled after the others.


  As they came out into the great central courtyard of the building, their moment’s terror dropped away from them as quickly as it had come upon them. They filled their lungs with the crisp, cold air, and so immediate was their sense of release and relief that each one of them felt a new surge of life and energy, a preternaturally heightened aliveness. Mr. Logan, his round face streaming with perspiration and his breath coming in loud snorts and wheezes, summoned his last remaining strength and, ignoring the tender shins of those about him, bumped and banged his burdened way through the crowd and disappeared. The others of Mr. Jack’s party remained together, laughing and talking and watching with alert interest everything that was going on around them.


  The scene of which they were a part was an amazing one. As if it had been produced by the combining genius of a Shakespeare or a Breughel, the whole theatre of human life was in it, so real and so miraculously compressed that it had the nearness and the intensity of a vision. The great hollow square formed by the towering walls of the building was filled with people in every conceivable variety of dress and undress. And from two dozen entry ways within the arched cloisters that ran around the court on all four sides, new hordes of people were now constantly flooding out of the huge honeycomb to add their own color and movement and the babel of their own tumultuous tongues to the pageantry and the pandemonium already there. Above this scene, uplifted on the arches of the cloisters, the mighty walls soared fourteen stories to frame the starry heavens. In the wing where Mr. Jack’s apartment was the lights were out and all was dark, but everywhere else those beetling sides were still blazing with their radiant squares of warmth, their many cells still burning with all the huge deposit of their just-departed life.


  Except for the smoke that had been in some of the halls and stairways, there was no sign of fire. As yet, few people seemed to comprehend the significance of the event which had so unceremoniously dumped them out of their sleek nests into the open weather. For the most part they were either bewildered and confused or curious and excited. Only an occasional person here and there betrayed any undue alarm over the danger which had touched their lives and fortunes.


  Such a one now appeared at a second-floor window on the side of the court directly opposite the Jacks’ entry. He was a man with a bald head and a pink, excited face, and it was instantly apparent that he was on the verge of emotional collapse. He threw open the window and in a tone shaken by incipient hysteria cried out loudly:


  “Mary! ... Mary!” His voice rose almost to a scream as he sought for her below.


  A woman in the crowd came forward below the window, looked up, and said quietly:


  “Yes, Albert.”


  “I can’t find the key!” he cried in a trembling voice. “The door’s locked! I can’t get out!”


  “Oh, Albert,” said the woman more quietly and with evident embarrassment, “don’t get so excited, dear. You’re in no danger—and the key is bound to be there somewhere. I’m sure you’ll find it if you look.”


  “But I tell you it isn’t here!” he babbled. “I’ve looked, and it’s not here! I can’t find it! ... Here, you fellows!” he shouted at some firemen who were dragging a heavy hose across the graveled court. “I’m locked in! I want out of here!”


  Most of the firemen paid no attention to him at all, but one of them looked up at the man, said briefly: “O.K., chief!”—and then went on about his work.


  “Do you hear me?” the man screamed. “You firemen, you! I tell you ...!


  “Dad. ... Dad—” a young man beside the woman on the ground now spoke up quietly—“don’t get so excited. You’re in no danger there. All the fire is on the other side. They’ll let you out in a minute when they can get to you.”


  Across the court, at the very entrance from which the Jacks had issued, a man in evening clothes, accompanied by his chauffeur, had been staggering in and out with great loads of ponderous ledgers. He had already accumulated quite a pile of them, which he was stacking up on the gravel and leaving under the guardianship of his butler. From the beginning this man had been so absorbed in what he was doing that he was completely unconscious of the milling throng around him. Now, as he again prepared to rush into the smoke-filled corridor with his chauffeur, he was stopped by the police.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” the policeman said, “but you can’t go in there again. We’ve got orders not to let anybody in.”


  “But I’ve got to!” the man shouted. “I’m Philip J. Baer!” At the sound of this potent name, all those within hearing distance instantly recognized him as a wealthy and influential figure in the motion picture industry, and one whose accounts had recently been called into investigation by a board of governmental inquiry. “There are seventy-five millions dollars’ worth of records in my apartment,” he shouted, “and I’ve got to get them out! They’ve got to be saved!”


  He tried to push his way in, but the policeman thrust him back.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Baer,” he said obdurately, “but we have our orders. You can’t come in.”


  The effect of this refusal was instantaneous and shocking. The one principle of Mr. Baer’s life was that money is the only thing that counts because money can buy anything. That principle had been flouted. So the naked philosophy of tooth and claw, which in moments of security and comfort was veiled beneath a velvet sheath, now became ragingly insistent. A tall, dark man with a rapacious, beak-nosed face, he became now like a wild animal, a beast of prey. He went charging about among the crowds of people, offering everyone fabulous sums if they would save his cherished records. He rushed up to a group of firemen, seizing one of them by the arm and shaking him, shouting:


  “I’m Philip J. Baer—I live in there! You’ve got to help me! I’ll give any man here ten thousand dollars if he’ll get my records out!”


  The burly fireman turned his weathered face upon the rich man. “On your way, brother!” he said.


  “But I tell you!” Mr. Baer shouted. “You don’t know who I am! I’m——”


  “I don’t care who you are!” the fireman said. “On your way now! We’ve got work to do!”


  And, roughly, he pushed the great man aside.


  Most of the crowd behaved very well under the stress of these unusual circumstances. Since there was no actual fire to watch, the people shifted and moved about, taking curious side looks at one another out of the corners of their eyes. Most of them had never even seen their neighbors before, and now for the first time they had an opportunity to appraise one another. And in a little while, as the excitement and their need for communication broke through the walls of their reserve, they began to show a spirit of fellowship such as that enormous beehive of life had never seen before. People who, at other times, had never deigned so much as to nod at each other were soon laughing and talking together with the familiarity of long acquaintance.


  A famous courtesan, wearing a chinchilla coat which her aged but wealthy lover had given her, now took off this magnificent garment and, walking over to an elderly woman with a delicate, patrician face, she threw the coat over this woman’s thinly covered shoulders, at the same time saying in a tough but kindly voice:


  “You wear this, dearie. You look cold.”


  And the older woman, after a startled expression had crossed her proud face, smiled graciously and thanked her tarnished sister in a sweet tone. Then the two women stood talking together like old friends.


  A haughty old Bourbon of the Knickerbocker type was seen engaged in cordial conversation with a Tammany politician whose corrupt plunderings were notorious, and whose companionship, in any social sense, the Bourbon would have spurned indignantly an hour before.


  Aristocrats of ancient lineage who had always held to a tradition of stiff-necked exclusiveness could be seen chatting familiarly with the plebeian parvenus of the new rich who had got their names and money, both together, only yesterday.


  And so it went everywhere one looked. One saw race-proud Gentiles with rich Jews, stately ladies with musical-comedy actresses, a woman famous for her charities with a celebrated whore.


  Meanwhile the crowd continued to watch curiously the labors of the firemen. Though no flames were visible, there was plenty of smoke in some of the halls and corridors, and the firemen had dragged in many lengths of great white hose which now made a network across the court in all directions. From time to time squadrons of helmeted men would dash into the smoky entries of the wing where the lights were out and would go upstairs, their progress through the upper floors made evident to the crowd below by the movement of their flashlights at the darkened windows. Others would emerge from the lower regions of basements and subterranean passages, and would confer intimately with their chiefs and leaders.


  All at once somebody in the waiting throng noticed something and pointed toward it. A murmur ran through the crowd, and all eyes were turned upward searchingly to one of the top-floor apartments in the darkened wing. There, through an open window four floors directly above the Jacks’ apartment, wisps of smoke could be seen curling upward.


  Before very long the wisps increased to clouds, and suddenly a great billowing puff of oily black smoke burst through the open window, accompanied by a dancing shower of sparks. At this the whole crowd drew in its collective breath in a sharp intake of excitement—the strange, wild joy that people always feel when they see fire.


  Rapidly the volume of smoke increased. That single room on the top floor was apparently the only one affected, but now the black and oily-looking smoke was billowing out in belching folds, and inside the room the smoke was colored luridly by the sinister and unmistakable glow of fire.


  Mrs. Jack gazed upward with a rapt and fascinated expression. She turned to Hook with one hand raised and lightly clenched against her breast, and whispered slowly:


  “Steve—isn’t it the strangest—the most—?” She did not finish. With her eyes full of the deep sense of wonder that she was trying to convey, she just stood with her hand loosely clenched and looked at him.


  He understood her perfectly—too well, indeed. His heart was sick with fear, with hunger, and with fascinated wonder. For him the whole scene was too strong, too full of terror and overwhelming beauty to be endured. He was sick with it, fainting with it. He wanted to be borne away, to be sealed hermetically somewhere, in some dead and easeful air where he would be free forevermore of this consuming fear that racked his flesh. And yet he could not tear himself away. He looked at everything with sick but fascinated eyes. He was like a man mad with thirst who drinks the waters of the sea and sickens with each drop he drinks, yet cannot leave off drinking because of the wetness and the coolness to his lips. So he looked and loved it all with the desperate ardor of his fear. He saw the wonder of it, the strangeness of it, the beauty and the magic and the nearness of it. And it was so much more real than anything imagination could contrive that the effect was overpowering. The whole thing took on an aura of the incredible.


  “It can’t be true,” he thought. “It’s unbelievable. But here it is!”


  And there it was. He didn’t miss a thing. And yet he stood there ridiculously, a derby hat upon his head, his hands thrust into the pockets of his overcoat, the velvet collar turned up around his neck, his face, as usual, turned three-quarters away from the whole world, his heavy-lidded, wearily indifferent eyes surveying the scene with Mandarin contempt, as if to say: “Really, what is this curious assembly? Who are these extraordinary creatures that go milling about me? And why is everyone so frightfully eager, so terribly earnest about everything?”


  A group of firemen thrust past him with the dripping brass-nozzled end of a great hose. It slid through the gravel like the tough-scaled hide of a giant boa constrictor, and as the firemen passed him, Hook heard their booted feet upon the stones and he saw the crude strength and the simple driving purpose in their coarse faces. And his heart shrank back within him, sick with fear, with wonder, with hunger, and with love at the unconscious power, joy, energy, and violence of life itself.


  At the same moment a voice in the crowd—drunken, boisterous, and too near—cut the air about him. It jarred his ears, angered him, and made him timorously hope it would not come closer. Turning slightly toward Mrs. Jack, in answer to her whispered question, he murmured in a bored tone:


  “Strange? ... Um ... yes. An interesting revelation of the native mœurs.”


  Amy Carleton seemed really happy. It was as if, for the first time that evening, she had found what she was looking for. Nothing in her manner or appearance had changed. The quick, impetuous speech, the broken, semi-coherent phrases, the hoarse laugh, the exuberant expletives, and the lovely, dark, crisp-curled head with its snub nose and freckled face were just the same. Still there was something different about her. It was as if all the splintered elements of her personality had now, in the strong and marvelous chemistry of the fire, been brought together into crystalline union. She was just as she had been before, except that her inner torment had somehow been let out, and wholeness let in.


  Poor child! It was now instantly apparent to those who knew her that, like so many other “lost” people, she would not have been lost at all—if only there could always be a fire. The girl could not accept getting up in the morning or going to bed at night, or doing any of the accustomed things in their accustomed order. But she could and did accept the fire. It seemed to her wonderful. She was delighted with everything that happened. She threw herself into it, not as a spectator, but as a vital and inspired participant. She seemed to know people everywhere, and could be seen moving about from group to group, her ebony head bobbing through the crowd, her voice eager, hoarse, abrupt, elated. When she returned to her own group she was full of it all.


  “I mean! ... You know!” she burst out. “These firemen here!—” she gestured hurriedly toward three or four helmeted men as they dashed into a smoke-filled entry with a tube of chemicals—“when you think of what they have to know!—of what they have to do!—I went to a big fire once!—” she shot out quickly in explanatory fashion—“a guy in the department was a friend of mine!—I mean!—” she laughed hoarsely, elatedly—“when you think of what they have to——”


  At this point there was a splintering crash within. Amy laughed jubilantly and made a quick and sudden little gesture as if this answered everything.


  “After all, I mean!” she cried.


  While this was going on, a young girl in evening dress had wandered casually up to the group and, with that freedom which the fire had induced among all these people, now addressed herself in the flat, nasal, and almost toneless accents of the Middle West to Stephen Hook:


  “You don’t think it’s very bad, do you?” she said, looking up at the smoke and flames that were now belching formidably from the top-floor window. Before anyone had a chance to answer, she went on: “I hope it’s not bad.”


  Hook, who was simply terrified at her raw intrusion, had turned away from her and was looking at her sideways with eyes that were almost closed. The girl, getting no answer from him, spoke now to Mrs. Jack:


  “It’ll be just too bad if anything is wrong up there, won’t it?”


  Mrs. Jack, her face full of friendly reassurance, answered quickly in a gentle voice.


  “No, dear,” she said, “I don’t think it’s bad at all.” She looked up with trouble in her eyes at the billowing mass of smoke and flame which now, to tell the truth, looked not only bad but distinctly threatening; then, lowering her perturbed gaze quickly, she said to the girl encouragingly: “I’m sure everything is going to be all right.”


  “Well,” said the girl, “I hope you’re right. ... Because,” she added, apparently as an afterthought as she turned away, “that’s Mama’s room, and if she’s up there it’ll be just too bad, won’t it?—I mean, if it is too bad.”


  With this astounding utterance, spoken casually in a flat voice that betrayed no emotion whatever, she moved off into the crowd.


  There was dead silence for a moment. Then Mrs. Jack turned to Hook in alarm, as if she were not certain she had heard aright.


  “Did you hear—?” she began in a bewildered tone.


  “But there you are!” broke in Amy, with a short, exultant laugh. “What I mean is—the whole thing’s there!”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 20

  OUT OF CONTROL


  Suddenly all the lights in the building went out, plunging the court in darkness save for the fearful illumination provided by the bursts of flame from the top-floor apartment. There was a deep murmur and a restless stir in the crowd. Several young smart alecks in evening clothes took this opportunity to go about among the dark mass of people, arrogantly throwing the beams of their flashlights into the faces of those they passed.


  The police now began to move upon the crowd, and, good-naturedly but firmly, with outstretched arms, started to herd everybody back, out of the court, through the arches, and across the surrounding streets. The streets were laced and crisscrossed everywhere with bewildering skeins of hose, and all normal sounds were lost in the powerful throbbing of the fire engines. Unceremoniously, like driven cattle, the residents of the great building were forced back to the opposite sidewalks, where they had to take their places among the humbler following of the general public.


  Some of the ladies, finding themselves too thinly clad in the cold night air, sought refuge in the apartments of friends who lived in the neighborhood. Others, tired of standing around, went to hotels to wait or to spend the night. But most of the people hung on, curious and eager to see what the outcome might be. Mr. Jack took Edith, Alma, Amy, and two or three young people of Amy’s acquaintance to a near-by hotel for drinks. The others stayed and looked on curiously for a while. But presently Mrs. Jack, George Webber, Miss Mandell, and Stephen Hook repaired to a drug store that was close at hand. They sat at the counter, ordered coffee and sandwiches, and engaged in eager chatter with other refugees who now filled the store.


  The conversation of all these people was friendly and casual. Some were even gay. But in their talk there was also now a note of perturbation—of something troubled, puzzled, and uncertain. Men of wealth and power had been suddenly dispossessed from their snug nests with their wives, families, and dependents, and now there was nothing they could do but wait, herded homelessly into drug stores and hotel lobbies, or huddled together in their wraps on street corners like shipwrecked voyagers, looking at one another with helpless eyes. Some of them felt, dimly, that they had been caught up by some mysterious and relentless force, and that they were being borne onward as unwitting of the power that ruled them as blind flies fastened to a revolving wheel. To others came the image of a tremendous web in which they felt they had become enmeshed—a web whose ramifications were so vast and complicated that they had not the faintest notion where it began or what its pattern was.


  For in the well-ordered world in which these people lived, something had gone suddenly wrong. Things had got out of control. They were the lords and masters of the earth, vested with authority and accustomed to command, but now the control had been taken from them. So they felt strangely helpless, no longer able to command the situation, no longer able even to find out what was happening.


  But, in ways remote from their blind and troubled kenning, events had been moving to their inexorable conclusion.


  In one of the smoky corridors of that enormous hive, two men in boots and helmets had met in earnest communion.


  “Did you find it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is it?”


  “It’s in the basement, chief. It’s not on the roof at all—a draft is taking it up a vent. But it’s down there.” He pointed with his thumb.


  “Well, then, go get it. You know what to do.”


  “It looks bad, chief. It’s going to be hard to get.”


  “What’s the trouble?”


  “If we flood the basement, we’ll also flood two levels of railroad tracks. You know what that means.”


  For a moment their eyes held each other steadily. Then the older man jerked his head and started for the stairs.


  “Come on,” he said. “We’re going down.”


  Down in the bowels of the earth there was a room where lights were burning and it was always night.


  There, now, a telephone rang, and a man with a green eyeshade seated at a desk answered it.


  “Hello. ... Oh, hello, Mike.”


  He listened carefully for a moment, suddenly jerked forward taut with interest, and pulled the cigarette out of his mouth.


  “The hell you say! ... Where? Over track thirty-two? ... They’re going to flood it! ... Hell!”


  Deep in the honeycombs of the rock the lights burned green and red and yellow, silent in the eternal dark, lovely, poignant as remembered grief. Suddenly, all up and down the faintly gleaming rails, the green and yellow eyes winked out and flashed to warning red.


  A few blocks away, just where the network of that amazing underworld of railroad yards begins its mighty flare of burnished steel, the Limited halted swiftly, but so smoothly that the passengers, already standing to debark, felt only a slight jar and were unaware that anything unusual had happened.


  Ahead, however, in the cab of the electric locomotive which had pulled the great train the last miles of its span along the Hudson River, the engineer peered out and read the signs. He saw the shifting patterns of hard light against the dark, and swore:


  “Now what the hell?”


  And as the great train slid to a stop, the current in the third rail was shut off and the low whine that always came from the powerful motors of the locomotive was suddenly silenced. Turning now across his instruments to another man, the engineer spoke quietly:


  “I wonder what the hell has happened,” he said.


  For a long time the Limited stood a silent and powerless thing of steel, while a short distance away the water flooded down and flowed between the tracks there like a river. And five hundred men and women who had been caught up from their lives and swiftly borne from cities, towns, and little hamlets all across the continent were imprisoned in the rock, weary, impatient, frustrated—only five minutes away from the great station that was the end and goal of their combined desire. And in the station itself other hundreds waited for them—and went on waiting—restless, wondering, anxious, knowing nothing about the why of it.


  Meanwhile, on the seventh landing of the service stairs in the evacuated building, firemen had been working feverishly with axes. The place was dense with smoke. The sweating men wore masks, and the only light they had was that provided by their torchlights.


  They had battered open the doorway of the elevator shaft, and one of them had lowered himself down onto the roof of the imprisoned car half a floor below and was now cutting into the roof with his sharp axe.


  “Have you got it, Ed?”


  “Yeah—just about. ... I’m almost through. ... This next one does it, I think.”


  The axe smashed down again. There was a splintering crash. And then:


  “O.K. ... Wait a minute. ... Hand me down that flashlight, Tom.”


  “See anything?”


  In a moment, quietly:


  “Yeah. ... I’m going in. ... Jim, you better come down, too. I’ll need you.”


  There was a brief silence, then the man’s quiet voice again:


  “O.K. ... I’ve got it. ... Here, Jim, reach down and get underneath the arms. ... Got it? ... O.K. ... Tom, you better reach down and help Jim. ... Good.”


  Together they lifted it from its imprisoned trap, looked at it for a moment in the flare of their flashlights, and laid it down, not ungently, on the floor—something old and tired and dead and very pitiful.


  Mrs. Jack went to the window of the drug store and peered out at the great building across the street.


  “I wonder if anything’s happening over there,” she said to her friends with a puzzled look on her face. “Do you suppose it’s over? Have they got it out?”


  The dark immensity of those towering walls told nothing, but there were signs that the fire was almost out. There were fewer lines of hose in the street, and one could see firemen pulling them in and putting them back in the trucks. Other firemen were coming from the building, bringing their tools and stowing them away. All the great engines were still throbbing powerfully, but the lines that had connected them with the hydrants were uncoupled, and the water they were pumping now came from somewhere else and was rushing in torrents down all the gutters. The police still held the crowd back and would not yet permit the tenants to return to their apartments.


  The newspapermen, who had early arrived upon the scene, were now beginning to come into the drug store to telephone their stories to the papers. They were a motley crew, a little shabby and threadbare, with battered hats in which their press cards had been stuck, and some of them had the red noses which told of long hours spent in speakeasies[.]


  One would have known that they were newspapermen even without their press cards. The signs were unmistakable. There was something jaded in the eye, something a little worn and tarnished about the whole man, something that got into his face, his tone, the way he walked, the way he smoked a cigarette, even into the hang of his trousers, and especially into his battered hat, which revealed instantly that these were gentlemen of the press.


  It was something wearily receptive, wearily cynical, something that said wearily: “I know, I know. But what’s the story? What’s the racket?”


  And yet it was something that one liked, too, something corrupted but still good, something that had once blazed with hope and aspiration, something that said: “Sure. I used to think I had it in me, too, and I’d have given my life to write something good. Now I’m just a whore. I’d sell my best friend out to get a story. I’d betray your trust, your faith, your friendliness, twist everything you say around until any sincerity, sense, or honesty that might be in your words was made to sound like the maunderings of a buffoon or a clown—if I thought it would make a better story. I don’t give a damn for truth, for accuracy, for facts, for telling anything about you people here, your lives, your speech, the way you look, the way you really are, the special quality, tone, and weather of this moment—of this fire—except insofar as they will help to make a story. What I want to get is the special ‘angle’ on it. There has been grief and love and fear and ecstasy and pain and death tonight: a whole universe of living has been here enacted. But all of it doesn’t matter a damn to me if I can only pick up something that will make the customers sit up tomorrow and rub their eyes—if I can tell ’em that in the excitement Miss Lena Ginster’s pet boa constrictor escaped from its cage and that the police and fire departments are still looking for it while Members of Fashionable Apartment House Dwell in Terror. ... So there I am, folks, with yellow fingers, weary eyeballs, a ginny breath, and what is left of last night’s hangover, and I wish to God I could get to that telephone to send this story in, so the boss would tell me to go home, and I could step around to Eddy’s place for a couple more highballs before I call it another day. But don’t be too hard on me. Sure, I’d sell you out, of course. No man’s name or any woman’s reputation is safe with me—if I can make a story out of it—but at bottom I’m not such a bad guy. I have violated the standards of decency again and again, but in my heart I’ve always wanted to be decent. I don’t tell the truth, but there’s a kind of bitter honesty in me for all that. I’m able to look myself in the face at times, and tell the truth about myself and see just what I am. And I hate sham and hypocrisy and pretense and fraud and crookedness, and if I could only be sure that tomorrow was going to be the last day of the world—oh, Christ!—what a paper we’d get out in the morning! And, too, I have a sense of humor, I love gayety, food, drink, good talk, good companionship, the whole thrilling pageantry of life. So don’t be too severe on me. I’m really not as bad as some of the things I have to do.”


  Such, indefinably yet plainly, were the markings of these men. It was as if the world which had so soiled them with its grimy touch had also left upon them some of its warm earthiness—the redeeming virtues of its rich experience, its wit and understanding, the homely fellowship of its pungent speech.


  Two or three of them now went around among the people in the drug store and began to interview them. The questions that they asked seemed ludicrously inappropriate. They approached some of the younger and prettier girls, found out if they lived in the building, and immediately asked, with naïve eagerness, whether they were in the Social Register. Whenever any of the girls admitted that she was, the reporters would write down her name and the details of her parentage.


  Meanwhile, one of the representatives of the press, a rather seedy-looking gentleman with a bulbous red nose and infrequent teeth, had called his City Desk on the telephone and, sprawled in the booth with his hat pushed back on his head and his legs sticking out through the open door, was reporting his findings. George Webber was standing with a group of people at the back of the store, near the booth. He had noticed the reporter when he first came in, and had been fascinated by something in his seedy, hard-boiled look; and now, although George appeared to be listening to the casual chatter around him, he was really hanging with concentrated attention on every word the man was saying:


  “... Sure, that’s what I’m tellin’ yuh. Just take it down. ... The police arrived,” he went on importantly, as if fascinated by his own journalese—“the police arrived and threw a cordon round the building.” There was a moment’s pause, then the red-nosed man rasped out irritably: “No, no, no! Not a squadron! A cordon! ... What’s ’at? ... Cordon, I say! C-o-r-d-o-n—cordon! ... For Pete’s sake!” he went on in an aggrieved tone. “How long have you been workin’ on a newspaper, anyway? Didn’t yuh ever hear of a cordon before? ... Now get this. Listen—” he went on in a careful voice, glancing at some scrawled notes on a piece of paper in his hand. “Among the residents are included many Social Registerites and others prominent among the younger set. ... What? How’s that?” he said abruptly, rather puzzled. “Oh!”


  He looked around quickly to see if he was being overheard, then lowered his voice and spoke again:


  “Oh, sure! Two! ... Nah, there was only two—that other story was all wrong. They found the old dame. ... But that’s what I’m tellin’ yuh! She was all alone when the fire started—see! Her family was out, and when they got back they thought she was trapped up there. But they found her. She was down in the crowd. That old dame was one of the first ones out. ... Yeh—only two. Both of ’em was elevator men.” He lowered his voice a little more, then, looking at his notes, he read carefully: “John Enborg ... age sixty-four ... married ... three children ... lives in Jamaica, Queens. ... You got that?” he said, then proceeded: “And Herbert Anderson ... age twenty-five ... unmarried ... lives with his mother ... 841 Southern Boulevard, the Bronx. ... Have yuh got it? ... Sure. Oh, sure!”


  Once more he looked around, then lowered his voice before he spoke again:


  “No, they couldn’t get ’em out. They was both on the elevators, goin’ up to get the tenants—see!—when some excited fool fumbled for the light switches and grabbed the wrong one and shut the current off on ’em. ... Sure. That’s the idea. They got caught between the floors. ... They just got Enborg out,” his voice sank lower. “They had to use axes. ... Sure. Sure.” He nodded into the mouthpiece. “That’s it—smoke. Too late when they got to him. ... No, that’s all. Just those two. ... No, they don’t know about it yet. Nobody knows. The management wants to keep it quiet if they can. ... What’s that? Hey!—speak louder, can’t yuh? You’re mumblin’ at me!”


  He had shouted sharply, irritably, into the instrument, and now listened attentively for a moment.


  “Yeh, it’s almost over. But it’s been tough. They had trouble gettin’ at it. It started in the basement, then it went up a flue and out at the top. ... Sure, I know,” he nodded. “That’s what made it so tough. Two levels of tracks are right below. They were afraid to flood the basement at first—afraid to risk it. They tried to get at it with chemicals, but couldn’t. ... Yeh, so they turned off the juice down there and put the water on it. They probably got trains backed up all the way to Albany by now. ... Sure, they’re pumpin’ it out. It’s about over, I guess, but it’s been tough. ... O.K., Mac. Want me to stick around? ... O.K.,” he said, and hung up.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 21

  LOVE IS NOT ENOUGH


  The fire was over.


  Mrs. Jack and those who were with her went out on the street when they heard the first engine leaving. And there on the sidewalk were Mr. Jack, Edith, and Alma. They had met some old friends at the hotel and had left Amy and her companions with them.


  Mr. Jack looked in good spirits, and his manner showed, mildly and pleasantly, that he had partaken of convivial refreshment. Over his arm he was carrying a woman’s coat, which he now slipped around his wife’s shoulders, saying:


  “Mrs. Feldman sent you this, Esther. She said you could send it back tomorrow.”


  All this time she had had on nothing but her evening dress. She had remembered to tell the servants to wear their coats, but both she and Miss Mandell had forgotten theirs.


  “How sweet of her!” cried Mrs. Jack, her face beginning to glow as she thought how kind everyone was in a time of stress. “Aren’t people good?”


  Other refugees, too, were beginning to straggle back now and were watching from the corner, where the police still made them wait. Most of the fire engines had already gone, and the rest were throbbing quietly with a suggestion of departure. One by one the great trucks thundered away. And presently the policemen got the signal to let the tenants return to their rooms.


  Stephen Hook said good night and walked off, and the others started across the street toward the building. From all directions people were now streaming through the arched entrances into the court, collecting maids, cooks, and chauffeurs as they came. An air of order and authority had been reestablished among them, and one could hear masters and mistresses issuing commands to their servants. The cloister-like arcades were filled with men and women shuffling quietly into their entryways.


  The spirit of the crowd was altogether different now from what it had been a few hours earlier. All these people had recaptured their customary assurance and poise. The informality and friendliness that they had shown to one another during the excitement had vanished. It was almost as if they were now a little ashamed of the emotions which had betrayed them into injudicious cordialities and unwonted neighborliness. Each little family group had withdrawn frigidly into its own separate entity and was filing back into its own snug cell.


  In the Jacks’ entry a smell of smoke, slightly stale and acrid, still clung to the walls, but the power had been restored and the elevator was running again. Mrs. Jack noticed with casual surprise that the doorman, Henry, took them up, and she asked if Herbert had gone home. He paused just perceptibly, and then answered in a flat tone:


  “Yes, Mrs. Jack.”


  “You all must be simply worn out!” she said warmly, with her instant sympathy. “Hasn’t it been a thrilling evening?” she went on eagerly. “In all your life did you ever know of such excitement, such confusion, as we had tonight?”


  “Yes, ma’am,” the man said, in a voice so curiously unyielding that she felt stopped and baffled by it, as she had many times before.


  And she thought:


  “What a strange man he is! And what a difference between people! Herbert is so warm, so jolly, so human. You can talk to him. But this one—he’s so stiff and formal you can never get inside of him. And if you try to speak to him, he snubs you—puts you in your place as if he doesn’t want to have anything to do with you!”


  She felt wounded, rebuffed, almost angry. She was herself a friendly person, and she liked people around her to be friendly, too—even the servants. But already her mind was worrying loosely at the curious enigma of the doorman’s personality:


  “I wonder what’s wrong with him,” she thought. “He seems always so unhappy, so disgruntled, nursing some secret grievance all the time. I wonder what has done it to him. Oh, well, poor thing, I suppose the life he leads is enough to turn anyone sour—opening doors and calling cabs and helping people in and out of cars and answering questions all night long. But then, Herbert has it even worse—shut up in this stuffy elevator and riding up and down all the time where he can’t see anything and where nothing ever happens—and yet he’s always so sweet and so obliging about everything!”


  And, giving partial utterance to her thoughts, she said:


  “I suppose Herbert had a harder time of it tonight than any of you, getting all these people out.”


  Henry made no answer whatever. He simply seemed not to have heard her. He had stopped the elevator and opened the door at their own landing, and now said in his hard, expressionless voice:


  “This is your floor, Mrs. Jack.”


  After they got out and the car had gone down, she was so annoyed that she turned to her family and guests with flaming cheeks, and said angrily:


  “Honestly, that fellow makes me tired! He’s such a grouch! And he’s getting worse every day! It’s got so now he won’t even answer when you speak to him!”


  “Well, Esther, maybe he’s tired out tonight,” suggested Mr. Jack pacifically. “They’ve all been under a pretty severe strain, you know.”


  “So I suppose that’s our fault?” said Mrs. Jack ironically. And then, going into the living room and seeing again the chaos left there by Mr. Logan’s performance, she had a sudden flare of her quick and jolly wit, and with a comical shrug said: “Vell, ve should have a fire sale!”—which restored her to good humor.


  Everything seemed curiously unchanged—curiously, because so much had happened since their excited departure. The place smelled close and stale, and there was still a faint tang of smoke. Mrs. Jack told Nora to open the windows. Then the three maids automatically resumed their interrupted routine and quickly tidied up the room.


  Mrs. Jack excused herself for a moment and went into her own room. She took off the borrowed coat and hung it in the closet, and carefully brushed and adjusted her somewhat disordered hair.


  Then she went over to the window, threw up the sash as far as it would go, and filled her lungs full of the fresh, invigorating air. She found it good. The last taint of smoke was washed clean and sweet away by the cool breath of October. And in the white light of the moon the spires and ramparts of Manhattan were glittering with cold magic. Peace fell upon her spirit. Strong comfort and assurance bathed her whole being. Life was so solid and splendid, and so good.


  A tremor, faint and instant, shook her feet. She paused, startled; waited, listening. ... Was the old trouble with George there again to shake the deep perfection of her soul? He had been strangely quiet tonight. Why, he had hardly said two words all evening. What was the matter with him? ... And what was the rumor she had heard this night? Something about stocks falling. During the height of the party she had overheard Lawrence Hirsch say something like that. She hadn’t paid any attention at the time, but now it came back. “Faint tremors in the market”—that’s what he had said. What was this talk of tremors?


  —Ah, there it was a second time! What was it?


  —Trains again!


  It passed, faded, trembled delicately away into securities of eternal stone, and left behind the blue dome of night, and of October.


  The smile came back into her eyes. The brief and troubled frown had lifted. Her look as she turned and started toward the living room was almost dulcet and cherubic—the look of a good child who ends the great adventure of another day.


  Edith and Alma had retired immediately on coming in, and Lily Mandell, who had gone into one of the bedrooms to get her wraps, now came out wearing her splendid cape.


  “Darling, it has been too marvelous,” she said throatily, wearily, giving Mrs. Jack an affectionate kiss. “Fire, smoke, Piggy Logan, everything—I’ve simply adored it!”


  Mrs. Jack shook with laughter.


  “Your parties are too wonderful!” Miss Mandell concluded. “You never know what’s going to happen next!”


  With that she said her good-byes and left.


  George was also going now, but Mrs. Jack took him by the hand and said coaxingly:


  “Don’t go yet. Stay a few minutes and talk to me.”


  Mr. Jack was obviously ready for his bed. He kissed his wife lightly on the cheek, said good night casually to George, and went to his room. Young men could come, and young men could go, but Mr. Jack was going to get his sleep.


  Outside, the night was growing colder, with a suggestion of frost in the air. The mammoth city lay fathoms deep in sleep. The streets were deserted, save for an occasional taxicab that drilled past on some urgent nocturnal quest. The sidewalks were vacant and echoed hollowly to the footfalls of a solitary man who turned the corner into Park and headed briskly north toward home and bed. The lights were out in all the towering office buildings, except for a single window high up in the face of a darkened cliff which betrayed the presence of some faithful slave of business who was working through the night upon a dull report that had to be ready in the morning.


  At the side entrance of the great apartment house, on the now empty cross street, one of the dark green ambulances of the police department had slid up very quietly and was waiting with a softly throbbing motor. No one was watching it.


  Shortly a door which led down to a basement opened. Two policemen came out, bearing a stretcher, which had something sheeted on it that was very still. They slid this carefully away into the back of the green ambulance.


  A minute later the basement door opened again and a sergeant emerged. He was followed by two more men in uniform who carried a second stretcher with a similar burden. This, too, was carefully disposed of in the same way.


  The doors of the vehicle clicked shut. The driver and another man walked around and got into the front seat. And after a hushed word or two with the sergeant, they drove off quietly, turning the corner with a subdued clangor of bells.


  The three remaining officers spoke together for a moment longer in lowered voices, and one of them wrote down notes in his little book. Then they said good night, saluted, and departed, each walking off in a different direction to take up again his appointed round of duty.


  Meanwhile, inside the imposing front entrance, under a light within the cloistered walk, another policeman was conferring with the door-man, Henry. The doorman answered the questions of the officer in a toneless, monosyllabic, sullen voice, and the policeman wrote down the answers in another little book.


  “You say the younger one was unmarried?”


  “Yes.”


  “How old?”


  “Twenty-five.”


  “And where did he live?”


  “In the Bronx.”


  His tone was so low and sullen that it was hardly more than a mutter, and the policeman lifted his head from the book and rasped out harshly:


  “Where?”


  “The Bronx!” said Henry furiously.


  The man finished writing in his book, put it away into his pocket, then in a tone of casual speculation he said:


  “Well, I wouldn’t want to live up there, would you? It’s too damn far away.”


  “Nah!” snapped Henry. Then, turning impatiently away, he began: “If that’s all you want——”


  “That’s all,” the policeman cut in with brutal and ironic geniality. “That’s all, brother.”


  And with a hard look of mirth in his cold eyes, he swung his nightstick behind him and watched the retreating figure of the doorman as it went inside and disappeared in the direction of the elevator.


  Up in the Jacks’ living room, George and Esther were alone together. There was now an air of finality about everything. The party was over, the fire was over, all the other guests had gone.


  Esther gave a little sigh and sat down beside George. For a moment she looked around her with an expression of thoughtful appraisal. Everything was just the same as it had always been. If anyone came in here now, he would never dream that anything had happened.


  “Wasn’t it all strange?” she said musingly. “The party—and then the fire! ... I mean, the way it happened.” Her tone had grown a little vague, as if there was something she could not quite express. “I don’t know, but the way we were all sitting here after Mr. Logan’s performance ... then all of a sudden the fire engines going past ... and we didn’t know ... we thought they were going somewhere else. There was something so—sort of weird—about it.” Her brow was furrowed with her difficulty as she tried to define the emotion she felt. “It sort of frightens you, doesn’t it?—No, not the fire!” she spoke quickly. “That didn’t amount to anything. No one got hurt. It was terribly exciting, really. ... What I mean is—” again the vague and puzzled tone—“when you think of how ... big ... things have got ... I mean, the way people live nowadays ... in these big buildings ... and how a fire can break out in the very house you live in, and you not even know about it. ... There’s something sort of terrible in that, isn’t there? ... And God!” she burst out with sudden eagerness. “In all your life did you ever see the like of them? I mean the kind of people who live here—the way they all looked as they poured out into the court?”


  She laughed and paused, then took his hand, and with a rapt look on her face she whispered tenderly:


  “But what do they matter? ... They’re all gone now. ... The whole world’s gone. ... There’s no one left but you and I. ... Do you know,” she said quietly, “that I think about you all the time? When I wake up in the morning the first thought that comes into my head is you. And from that moment on I carry you around inside me all day long—here.” She laid her hand upon her breast, then went on in a rapt whisper: “You fill my life, my heart, my spirit, my whole being. Oh, do you think there ever was another love like ours since the world began—two other people who ever loved each other as we do? If I could play, I’d make of it great music. If I could sing, I’d make of it a great song. If I could write, I’d make of it a great story. But when I try to play or write or sing, I can think of nothing else but you. ... Did you know that I once tried to write a story?” Smiling, she inclined her rosy face toward his: “Didn’t I ever tell you?”


  He shook his head.


  “I was sure that it would make a wonderful story,” she went on eagerly. “It seemed to fill me up. I was ready to burst with it. But when I tried to write it, all that I could say was: ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking of you.’”


  She laughed suddenly, richly.


  “And that’s as far as I could get. But wasn’t it a grand beginning for a story? And now at night when I try to go to sleep, that one line of the story that I couldn’t write comes back to me and haunts me, and keeps ringing in my ears. ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking of you.’ For that’s the story.”


  She moved closer to him, and lifted her lips to his.


  “Ah, dearest, that’s the story. In the whole world there’s nothing more. Love is enough.”


  He could not answer. For as she spoke he knew that for him it was not the story. He felt desolate and tired. The memory of all their years of love, of beauty and devotion, of pain and conflict, together with all her faith and tenderness and noble loyalty—the whole universe of love which had been his, all that the tenement of flesh and one small room could hold—returned to rend him in this instant.


  For he had learned tonight that love was not enough. There had to be a higher devotion than all the devotions of this fond imprisonment. There had to be a larger world than this glittering fragment of a world with all its wealth and privilege. Throughout his whole youth and early manhood, this very world of beauty, ease, and luxury, of power, glory, and security, had seemed the ultimate end of human ambition, the furthermost limit to which the aspirations of any man could reach. But tonight, in a hundred separate moments of intense reality, it had revealed to him its very core. He had seen it naked, with its guards down. He had sensed how the hollow pyramid of a false social structure had been erected and sustained upon a base of common mankind’s blood and sweat and agony. So now he knew that if he was ever to succeed in writing the books he felt were in him, he must turn about and lift his face up to some nobler height.


  He thought about the work he wanted to do. Somehow the events which he had witnessed here tonight had helped to resolve much of his inner chaos and confusion. Many of the things which had been complex before were now made simple. And it all boiled down to this: honesty, sincerity, no compromise with truth—those were the essentials of any art—and a writer, no matter what else he had, was just a hack without them.


  And that was where Esther and this world of hers came in. In America, of all places, there could be no honest compromise with special privilege. Privilege and truth could not lie down together. He thought of how a silver dollar, if held close enough to the eye, could blot out the sun itself. There were stronger, deeper tides and currents running in America than any which these glamorous lives tonight had ever plumbed or even dreamed of. Those were the depths that he would like to sound.


  As he thought these things, a phrase that had been running through his head all evening, like an overtone to everything that he had seen and heard, now flashed once more into his consciousness:


  —He who lets himself be whored by fashion will be whored by time.


  Well, then—a swift thrust of love and pity pierced him as Esther finished speaking and he looked down at her enraptured, upturned face—it must be so: he to his world, she to hers.


  But not tonight. He could not tell her so tonight.


  Tomorrow——


  Yes, tomorrow he would tell her. It would be better so. He would tell it to her straight, the way he understood it now—tell it so she could not fail to understand it, too. But tell it—get it over with—tomorrow.


  And to make it easier, for her as well as for himself, there was one thing he would not tell her. It would be surer, swifter, kinder, not to tell her that he loved her still, that he would always love her, that no one else could ever take her place. Not by so much as a glance, a single word, the merest pressure of the hand, must he let her know that this was the hardest thing he would ever have to do. It would be far better if she did not know that, for if she knew, she’d never understand——


  —Never understand tomorrow——


  —That a tide was running in the hearts of men——


  —And he must go.


  They said little more that night. In a few minutes he got up, and with a sick and tired heart he went away.


  [¬]


  BOOK III

  AN END AND A BEGINNING


  When a cicada comes out of the ground to enter the last stage of its life cycle, it looks more like a fat, earth-stained grubworm than a winged thing. Laboriously it climbs up the trunk of a tree, pulling itself along on legs that hardly seem to belong to it, for they move with painful awkwardness as though the creature had not yet got the hang of how to use them. At last it stops in its weary climb and clings to the bark by its front feet. Then, suddenly, there is a little popping sound, and one notices that the creature’s outer garment has split down the back, as neatly as though it had come equipped with a zipper. Slowly now the thing inside begins to emerge, drawing itself out through the opening until it has freed its body, head, and all its members. Slowly, slowly, it accomplishes this amazing task, and slowly creeps out into a patch of sun, leaving behind the brown and lifeless husk from which it came.


  The living, elemental protoplasm, translucent, pale green now, remains motionless for a long time in the sun, but if one has the patience to watch it further, one will see the miracle of change and growth enacted before his very eyes. After a while the body begins to pulse with life, it flattens out and changes color like a chameleon, and from small sprouts on each side of the back the wings commence to grow. Quickly, quickly now, they lengthen out—one can see it happening!—until they become transparent fairy wings, iridescent, shimmering in the sun. They begin to quiver delicately, then more rapidly, and all at once, with a metallic whirring sound, they cut the air and the creature flashes off, a new-born thing released into a new element.


  America, in the fall of 1929, was like a cicada. It had come to an end and a beginning. On October 24th, in New York, in a marble-fronted building down in Wall Street, there was a sudden crash that was heard throughout the land. The dead and outworn husk of the America that had been had cracked and split right down the back, and the living, changing, suffering thing within—the real America, the America that had always been, the America that was yet to be—began now slowly to emerge. It came forth into the light of day, stunned, cramped, crippled by the bonds of its imprisonment, and for a long time it remained in a state of suspended animation, full of latent vitality, waiting, waiting patiently, for the next stage of its metamorphosis.


  The leaders of the nation had fixed their gaze so long upon the illusions of a false prosperity that they had forgotten what America looked like. Now they saw it—saw its newness, its raw crudeness, and its strength—and turned their shuddering eyes away. “Give us back our well-worn husk,” they said, “where we were so snug and comfortable.” And then they tried word-magic. “Conditions are fundamentally sound,” they said—by which they meant to reassure themselves that nothing now was really changed, that things were as they always had been, and as they always would be, forever and ever, amen.


  But they were wrong. They did not know that you can’t go home again. America had come to the end of something, and to the beginning of something else. But no one knew what that something else would be, and out of the change and the uncertainty and the wrongness of the leaders grew fear and desperation, and before long hunger stalked the streets. Through it all there was only one certainty, though no one saw it yet. America was still America, and whatever new thing came of it would be American.


  George Webber was just as confused and fearful as everybody else. If anything, he was more so, because, in addition to the general crisis, he was caught in a personal one as well. For at this very time he, too, had come to an end and a beginning. It was an end of love, though not of loving; a beginning of recognition, though not of fame. His book was published early in November, and that event, so eagerly awaited for so long, produced results quite different from any he had expected. And during this period of his life he learned a great deal that he had never known before, but it was only gradually, in the course of the years to come, that he began to realize how the changes in himself were related to the larger changes in the world around him.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 22

  A QUESTION OF GUILT


  Throughout George Webber’s boyhood in the little town of Libya Hill, when the great vision of the city burned forever in his brain, he had been athirst for glory and had wanted very much to be a famous man. That desire had never changed, except to become stronger as he grew older, until now he wanted it more than ever. Yet, of the world of letters in which he dreamed of cutting a great figure, he knew almost nothing. He was now about to find out a few things that were to rob his ignorance of its bliss.


  His novel, Home to Our Mountains, was published the first week in November 1929. The date, through the kind of accidental happening which so often affects the course of human events, and which, when looked back on later, seems to have been attended by an element of fatality, coincided almost exactly with the beginning of the Great American Depression.


  The collapse of the Stock Market, which had begun in late October, was in some ways like the fall of a gigantic boulder into the still waters of a lake. The suddenness of it sent waves of desperate fear moving in ever-widening circles throughout America. Millions of people in the far-off hamlets, towns, and cities did not know what to make of it. Would its effects touch them? They hoped not. And the waters of the lake closed over the fallen boulder, and for a while most Americans went about their day’s work just as usual.


  But the waves of fear had touched them, and life was not quite the same. Security was gone, and there was a sense of dread and ominous foreboding in the air. It was into this atmosphere of false calm and desperate anxiety that Webber’s book was launched.


  It is no part of the purpose of this narrative to attempt to estimate the merits or deficiencies of Home to Our Mountains. It need only be said here that it was a young man’s first book, and that it had a good many of the faults and virtues of the kind of thing it was. Webber had done what so many beginning writers do: he had written it out of the experience of his own life. And that got him into a lot of trouble.


  He was to become convinced as he grew older that if one wants to write a book that has any interest or any value whatever, he has got to write it out of the experience of life. A writer, like everybody else, must use what he has to use. He can’t use something that he hasn’t got. If he tries to—and many writers have tried it—what he writes is no good. Everybody knows that.


  So Webber had drawn upon the experience of his own life. He had written about his home town, about his family and the people he had known there. And he had done it in a manner of naked directness and reality that was rather rare in books. That was really what caused the trouble.


  Every author’s first book is important. It means the world to him. Perhaps he thinks that what he has done has never been done before. Webber thought so. And in a way he was right. He was still very much under the influence of James Joyce, and what he had written was a Ulysses kind of book. People at home, whose good opinion he coveted more than that of all the rest of the world combined, were bewildered and overwhelmed by it. They, of course, had not read Ulysses. And Webber had not read people. He thought he had, he thought he knew what they were like, but he really didn’t. He hadn’t learned what a difference there is between living with them and writing about them.


  A man learns a great deal about life from writing and publishing a book. When Webber wrote his, he had ripped off a mask that his home town had always worn, but he had not quite understood that he was doing it. Only after it was printed and published did he fully realize the fact. All he had meant and hoped to do was to tell the truth about life as he had known it. But no sooner was the thing done—the proofs corrected, the pages printed beyond recall—than he knew that he had not told the truth. Telling the truth is a pretty hard thing. And in a young man’s first attempt, with the distortions of his vanity, egotism, hot passion, and lacerated pride, it is almost impossible. Home to Our Mountains was marred by all these faults and imperfections. Webber knew this better than anybody else, and long before any reader had a chance to tell him so. He did not know whether he had written a great book—sometimes he thought he had, or at least that there were elements of greatness in it. He did know that it was not altogether a true book. Still, there was truth in it. And this was what people were afraid of. This was what made them mad.


  As the publication day drew near, Webber felt some apprehension about the reception of his novel in Libya Hill. Ever since his trip home in September he had had a heightened sense of uneasiness and anxiety. He had seen the boom-mad town tottering on the brink of ruin. He had read in the eyes of people on the streets the fear and guilty knowledge of the calamity that impended and that they were still refusing to admit even to themselves. He knew that they were clinging desperately to the illusion of their paper riches, and that madness such as this was unprepared to face reality and truth in any degree whatever.


  But even if he had been unaware of these special circumstances of the moment, he would still have had some premonitory consciousness that he was in for something. For he was a Southerner, and he knew that there was something wounded in the South. He knew that there was something twisted, dark, and full of pain which Southerners have known with all their lives—something rooted in their souls beyond all contradiction, about which no one had dared to write, of which no one had ever spoken.


  Perhaps it came from their old war, and from the ruin of their great defeat and its degraded aftermath. Perhaps it came from causes yet more ancient—from the evil of man’s slavery, and the hurt and shame of human conscience in its struggle with the fierce desire to own. It came, too, perhaps, from the lusts of the hot South, tormented and repressed below the harsh and outward patterns of a bigot and intolerant theology, yet prowling always, stirring stealthily, as hushed and secret as the thickets of swamp-darkness. And most of all, perhaps, it came out of the very weather of their lives, out of the forms that shaped them and the food that fed them, out of the unknown terrors of the skies above them, out of the dark, mysterious pineland all around them with its haunting sorrow.


  Wherever it came from, it was there—and Webber knew it.


  But it was not only in the South that America was hurt. There was another deeper, darker, and more nameless wound throughout the land. What was it? Was it in the record of corrupt officials and polluted governments, administrations twisted to the core, the huge excess of privilege and graft, protected criminals and gangster rule, the democratic forms all rotten and putrescent with disease? Was it in “puritanism”—that great, vague name: whatever it may be? Was it in the bloated surfeits of monopoly, and the crimes of wealth against the worker’s life? Yes, it was in all of these, and in the daily tolling of the murdered men, the lurid renderings of promiscuous and casual slaughter everywhere throughout the land, and in the pious hypocrisy of the press with its swift-forgotten prayers for our improvement, the editorial moaning while the front page gloats.


  But it is not only at these outward forms that we must look to find the evidence of a nation’s hurt. We must look as well at the heart of guilt that beats in each of us, for there the cause lies. We must look, and with our own eyes see, the central core of defeat and shame and failure which we have wrought in the lives of even the least of these, our brothers. And why must we look? Because we must probe to the bottom of our collective wound. As men, as Americans, we can no longer cringe away and lie. Are we not all warmed by the same sun, frozen by the same cold, shone on by the same lights of time and terror here in America? Yes, and if we do not look and see it, we shall be all damned together.


  So George Webber had written a book in which he had tried, with only partial success, to tell the truth about the little segment of life that he had seen and known. And now he was worried about what the people back in his home town would think of it. He thought a few of them would “read it.” He was afraid there would be “talk.” He supposed that there might even be a protest here and there, and he tried to prepare himself for it. But when it came, it went so far beyond anything he had feared might happen that it caught him wholly unawares and almost floored him. He had felt, but had not known before, how naked we are here in America.


  It was a time when the better-known gentlemen and lady authors of the South were writing polished bits of whimsey about some dear Land of Far Cockaigne, or ironic little comedies about the gentle relics of the Old Tradition in the South, or fanciful bits about Negro mongrels along the Battery in Charleston, or, if passion was in the air, amusing and light-hearted tales about the romantic adulteries of dusky brethren and their “high-yaller gals” on a plantation somewhere. There wasn’t much honesty or essential reality in these books, and the people who wrote them had not made much effort to face the facts in the life around them. One wrote about Cockaigne because it was far enough away to be safe; and if one wanted to write about adultery, or about crime and punishment of any sort, it was a good deal safer to let it happen to a group of darkies than to the kind of people one had to live with every day.


  Home to Our Mountains was a novel that did not fit into any of these standardized patterns. It didn’t seem to have much pattern at all. The people of Libya Hill hardly knew what to make of it at first. Then they recognized themselves in it. From that point on, they began to live it all over again. People who had never bought a book before bought this one. Libya Hill alone bought two thousand copies of it. It stunned them, it overwhelmed them, and in the end it made them fight.


  For George Webber had used the scalpel in a way that that section of the country was not accustomed to. His book took the hide off of the whole community, and as a result of this it also took the hide off of George Webber.


  In Libya Hill, a day or two before the publication of the book, Margaret Shepperton met Harley McNabb on the street. They exchanged greetings and stopped to talk.


  “Have you seen the book?” he said.


  “Yes, George sent me an advance copy,” she answered, beaming at him, “and he signed it for me, too. But I haven’t read it. It just came this morning. Have you seen it?”


  “Yes,” he said. “We have a review copy in the office.”


  “What do you think of it?” She looked at him with the expression of a large and earnest woman who lets herself be governed considerably by the opinion of those around her. “I mean—now you’ve been to college, Harley,” she began jestingly, but also rather eagerly. “It may be deep stuff to me—but you ought to know—you’re educated—you ought to be a judge about these things. What I mean is, do you think it’s good?”


  He was silent for a moment, his lean hand fingering the bowl of his blackened briar, on which he puffed thoughtfully. Then:


  “Margaret,” he said, “it’s pretty rough. ... Now don’t get excited,” he added quickly as he saw her large face contract with anxiety and concern. “No use getting excited about it—but—” he paused, puffing on his pipe, his eyes staring off into vacancy—“there—there are some pretty rough things in it. It’s—it’s pretty frank, Margaret.”


  She felt the gathering in her of sharp tensions, a white terror, personal, immediate, as she said almost hoarsely:


  “About me? About me, Harley? Is that what you mean? Are there things in it—about me?” Her face was tortured now, and she felt an indescribable sense of fear and guilt.


  “Not only about you,” he said. “About—well, Margaret, about everybody—about a lot of people here in town. ... You’ve known him all your life, haven’t you? You see—well—he’s put in everybody he ever knew. Some of it is going to be pretty hard to take.”


  For a moment, in a phrase she was fond of using, she “went all to pieces.” She began to talk wildly, incoherently, her large features contorted under the strain:


  “Well, now, I’m sure I don’t know what he’s got to say about me! ... Well, now, if anyone feels that way—” without knowing how anyone felt. “What I mean to say is, I certainly don’t feel that I’ve got anything to be ashamed of. ... You know me, Harley,” she went on eagerly, almost beseechingly, “I’m known in this town—I’ve got friends here—everybody knows me. ... Well, I certainly have nothing to conceal.”


  “I know you haven’t, Margaret,” he said. “Only—well, there’s going to be talk.”


  She felt emptied out, hollow, her knees were weak. His words had almost knocked her over. If he said it, it must be so, even though she did not yet understand what it was he had said. She only knew that she was in the book, and that Harley didn’t like it; and his opinion stood for something, for a great deal, in her own eyes and in the eyes of the whole town. He represented what her mind called, somewhat vaguely, “the high-brow element.” He had always been “a fine man.” He stood for truth, for culture, for learning, and for high integrity. So she looked at him with her bewildered face and stricken eyes, and, just as a young soldier, with his entrails shot out in his hands, speaks to the commander of his life, saying in his deadly fear and peril: “Is it bad, General? Do you think it’s bad?”—so now she said hoarsely to the editor, hanging on his words:


  “Harley, do you think it’s bad?”


  He looked away again into blue vacancy and puffed gravely on his pipe before he answered:


  “It’s pretty bad, Margaret. ... But don’t worry. We’ll see what happens.”


  Then he was gone, leaving her alone there, bleakly staring at the pavement of the small, familiar street. Unseen motes of the familiar life swept round her, the pale light of the sun fell on her, and she remained there staring with gaunt face. How much time went by she did not know, but all at once——


  “O Margaret!”


  At the lush voice, sugared with the honey of its owner’s sweetness, she turned, blindly smiling, and stiffly blurted out a word of greeting.


  “Aren’t you just so proud of him? He always liked you better than anybody else! Aren’t you simply thrilled to death?” The voice rose to a honeyed lilt, and in the pale light the face was now shaped into the doelike contours of a china doll. “I’ll declayah! I’m so thrilled! I know you must be walkin’ on ayah! Why, I just cain’t wait! I’m just dyin’ to read it! I know that you’re the proudest thing that evah lived!”


  Margaret stammered out something through stiff, smiling lips, and then was left alone again, her big gaunt face strained into vacancy. She went about the business that had brought her to town. She went through the motions automatically. And all the while she was thinking:


  “So, he’s written about us! That’s what it is!” Her mind rushed furiously on through a chaos of unresolved emotions. “Well, I’m sure I don’t know what it’s all about, but there’s one thing certain—my conscience is clear. If anyone thinks they’ve got anything on me, they’re very much mistaken. ... Now, if he wants to criticize me—” in her mind the word implied a derogatory appraisal of a person’s life and conduct—“why he can go right ahead. I’ve lived all my life in this town, and everybody knows—no matter what anybody says—that I’ve never done anything immoral.” By this word she meant solely and simply a deviation from the standards of sexual chastity. “Now I’m sure I don’t know what Harley meant by its being hard to take and people will talk, but I know I’ve got nothing to be ashamed about. ...”


  Her mind was full of frantic questions. A hundred apprehensions, fears, and terrors swept through her. But through it all there were shafts of stubborn strength and loyalty:


  “Whatever it’s about, I know there can’t be any harm in it. We’ve all done things we’re sorry for, but we’re not bad people, any of us. No one I know is really very bad. He couldn’t harm us if he wanted to. And,” she added, “he wouldn’t want to.”


  To her brother, Randy, when he came home that night, she said:


  “Well, we’re in for it! ... I saw Harley McNabb on the street and he said the book is pretty bad. ... Now, I don’t know what he said about you—Ho! Ho! Ho!—but my conscience is clear!”


  Randy followed her back to the kitchen and they talked about it long and earnestly while Margaret cooked supper. They were both puzzled and bewildered by what McNabb had said. Neither of them had yet read the book, so they searched their memories for all sorts of things that might be in it, but they couldn’t imagine what it was.


  Supper was late that night, and when Margaret brought it to the table it was burned.


  Three weeks later, in New York, George sat in the back room of his dismal flat on Twelfth Street, reading his morning mail. He had always wanted letters. Now he had them. It seemed to him that all the letters he had been waiting for all his life, all the letters he had longed for, all the letters that had never come, had now descended in a flood.


  He remembered all the years, all the weary and unnumbered days and hours of waiting, after he had first left home for college. He remembered that first year away from home, his freshman year, and how it seemed to him that he was always waiting for a letter that never came. He remembered how the students gathered for their mail twice a day, at noon and then again at night when they had finished dinner. He remembered the dingy little post office on the main street of the little college town, and the swarm of students shuffling in and out—the whole street dense with them, the dingy little post office packed with them, opening their boxes, taking out their mail, milling around the delivery window.


  Everyone, it seemed, got letters except himself.


  Here were boys packed in the corners, leaning against the walls, propped up against trees, squatted on steps and porch rails and the verandahs of fraternity houses, walking oblivious across the village street—all immersed, all reading, all buried in their letters. Here was the boy who had only one girl and wanted no one but the girl he had, who had wormed himself away into a corner, just out of contact with that noisy and good-natured crowd, where he read slowly, carefully, word for word, the letter that she wrote him every day. Here was another lad, a sleek and handsome youth, one of the Casanovas of the campus, walking along and skimming the contents of a dozen scented epistles, shuffling through the pages and responding with a touch of complaisant satisfaction to the gibes of his fellows over his latest conquest. Here were boys reading letters from their friends, from boys in other colleges, from older brothers and from younger sisters, from fathers, mothers, and from favorite aunts and uncles. From all these people these boys received the tokens of friendship, kinship, fellowship, and love—the emotions that give a man his place, that secure him in the confident, brave knowledge of his home, that wall his soul about with comfort, and that keep him from the desolation of an utter nakedness, from the dreadful sense of his atomic nullity in the roofless openness of life.


  It seemed to him that everyone had this, except himself.


  And, later, he remembered his first years in the city, his years of wandering, his first years of living utterly alone. Here, too, even more than in his college days, it seemed to him that he was always waiting for a letter that never came. That was the time when he had eaten out his heart at night in the cell-like privacy of little rooms. That was the time when he had beaten his knuckles raw and bloody at the walls that hemmed him in. That was the time—and it was ten thousand times of longing, disappointment, bitter grief, and loneliness—when his unresting mind had written to himself the letters that never came. Letters from the noble, loyal, and gracious people he had never known. Letters from the heroic and great-hearted friends that he had never had. Letters from the faithful kinsmen, neighbors, schoolmates who had all forgotten him.


  Well, he had them now—all of them—and he had not foreseen it.


  He sat there in his room and read them, numb in the city’s roar. Two shafts of light sank through the windows to the floor. Outside, the cat crept trembling at his merciless stride along the ridges of the backyard fence.


  Anonymous, in pencil, on a sheet of ruled tablet paper:


  “Well author old lady Flood went away to Florida yestiddy after a so called litterary book arived [arrived] from a so called author that she thought she knew. Oh God how can you have this crime upon your soal. I left your pore dere aunt Maggie lying on her back in bed white as a sheet where she will never rise again where you have put her with your murder pen. Your dere friend Margaret Shepperton who was always like a sister to you is ruined and disgraced for life you have made her out no better than a wanton woman. You have murdered and disgraced your friends never come back here you are the same as dead to all of us we never want to see your face again. I never believed in linch law but if I saw a mob drag that monkyfied karkus of yours across the Public Square I would not say a word. How can you sleep at night with this crime upon your soal. Destroy this vile and dirty book at once let no more copies be published the crime that you have done is worse than Cain.”


  On a postcard, sealed in an envelope:


  “We’ll kill you if you ever come back here. You know who.”


  From an old friend:


  “My dear boy,


  “What is there to say? It has come, it is here, it has happened—and now I can only say, as that good woman who brought you up and now lies dead and buried on the hill would have said: ‘O God! If I had only known!’ For weeks I have waited for nothing else except the moment when your book should come and I should have it in my hands. Well, it has come now. And what is there to say?


  “You have crucified your family in a way that would make the agony of Christ upon the Cross seem light in the comparison. You have laid waste the lives of your kinsmen, and of dozens of your friends, and to us who loved you like our own you have driven a dagger to the heart, and twisted it, and left it fixed there where it must always stay.”


  From a sly and hearty fellow who thought he understood:


  “... if I had known you were going to write this kind of book, I could have told you lots of things. Why didn’t you come to me? I know dirt about the people in this town you never dreamed of.”


  Letters like this last one hurt him worst of all. They were the ones that made him most doubt his purpose and accomplishment. What did such people think he had been trying to write—nothing but an encyclopædia of pornography, a kind of prurient excavation of every buried skeleton in town? He saw that his book had unreefed whole shoals of unsuspected bitterness and malice in the town and set evil tongues to wagging. The people he had drawn upon to make the characters in his book writhed like hooked fish on a line, and the others licked their lips to see them squirm.


  Those who were the victims of all this unleashed malice now struck back, almost to a man, at the hapless author—at him whom they considered to be the sole cause of their woe. Day after day their letters came, and with a perverse satisfaction in his own suffering, a desire to take upon himself now all the searing shame that he had so naïvely and so unwittingly brought to others, he read and reread every bitter word of every bitter letter, and his senses and his heart were numb.


  They said at first that he was a monster against life, that he had fouled his own nest. Then they said he had turned against the South, his mother, and spat upon her and defiled her. Then they leveled against him the most withering charge they could think of, and said he was “not Southern.” Some of them even began to say that he was “not American.” This was really rather hard on him, George thought with a wry, grim humor, for if he was not American he was not anything at all.


  And during those nightmarish first weeks following the publication of his book, only two rays of warmth and comforting assurance came to him from anyone he knew.


  One was a letter from Randy Shepperton. As a boy, and later as a student at college, Randy had possessed a spirit that always burned with the quick, pure flame of a Mercutio. And now, in spite of what life had done to him—the evidence of which George had seen in his troubled eyes and deeply furrowed face—his letter showed that he was still essentially the same old Randy. What he wrote was full of understanding about the book; he saw its purpose clearly, and he gave, George thought, a shrewd appraisal of its accomplishment and its weaknesses; and he ended with a generous burst of pride and honest pleasure in the thing itself. Not a word about personalities, not a breath of all the gossip in the town, not even a hint that he had recognized himself among the portraits George had drawn.


  The other ray of comfort was of quite another kind. One day the telephone rang, and it was Nebraska Crane howling his friendship over the wire:


  “Hi, there, Monkus! That you? How you makin’ out, boy?”


  “Oh, all right, I guess,” George answered, in a tone of resignation which he could not conceal even in the pleasure that he felt at hearing the hearty ring of the familiar voice.


  “You sound sorta down in the mouth,” said Nebraska, full of immediate concern. “What’s the matter? Ain’t nothin’ wrong with you, is there?”


  “Oh, no. No. It’s nothing. Forget it.” Then, shaking off the mood that had been with him for days, he began to respond with something of the warmth he felt for his old friend. “God, I’m glad to hear from you, Bras! I can’t tell you how glad I am! How are you, Bras?”


  “Oh, cain’t complain,” he shouted lustily. “I think maybe they’re gonna give me a contrack for one more year. Looks like it, anyways. If they do, we’ll be all set.”


  “That’s swell, Bras! That’s wonderful! ... And how is Myrtle?”


  “Fine! Fine! ... Say—” he howled—“she’s here now! She’s the one put me up to callin’ you. I never woulda thought of it. You know me! ... We been readin’ all about you—about that book you wrote. Myrtle’s been tellin’ me about it. She’s cut out all the pieces from the papers. ... That sure went over big, didn’t it?”


  “It’s doing pretty well, I suppose,” said George without enthusiasm. “It seems to be selling all right, if that’s what you mean.”


  “Well, now, I knowed it!” said Nebraska. “Me an’ Myrtle bought a copy. ... I ain’t read it yet,” he added apologetically.


  “You don’t have to.”


  “I’m goin’ to, I’m goin’ to,” he howled vigorously. “Just as soon as I git time.”


  “You’re a damned liar!” George said good-naturedly. “You know you never will!”


  “Why, I will!” Nebraska solemnly declared. “I’m just waitin’ till I git a chance to settle down. ... Boy, you shore do write ’em long, don’t you?”


  “Yes, it is pretty long.”


  “Longest darn book I ever seen!” Nebraska yelled enthusiastically. “Makes me tard just to tote it aroun’!”


  “Well, it made me tired to write it.”


  “Dogged if I don’t believe you! I don’t see how you ever thought up all them words. ... But I’m gonna read it! ... Some of the boys on the Club know about it already. Jeffertz was talkin’ to me about it the other day.”


  “Who?”


  “Jeffertz—Matt Jeffertz, the ketcher.”


  “Has he read it?”


  “Naw, he ain’t read it yet, but his wife has. She’s a big book-reader an’ she knows all about you. They knowed I knowed you, an’ that’s how come he tells me——”


  “Tells you what?” George broke in with a feeling of sudden panic.


  “Why, that you got me in there!” he yelled. “Is that right?”


  George reddened and began to stammer:


  “Well, Bras, you see——”


  “Well, that’s what Matt’s wife said!” Nebraska shouted at the top of his lungs, without waiting for an answer. “Said I’m in there so’s anyone would know me! ... What’d you say about me, Monk? You sure it’s me?”


  “Well—you see, now, Bras—it was like this——”


  “What’s eatin’ on you, boy? It is me, ain’t it? ... Well, what d’you know?” he yelled with evident amazement and delight. “Ole Bras right there in the book!” His voice grew low and more excited as, evidently turning to Myrtle, he said: “It’s me, all right!” Then, to George again: “Say, Monk—” solemnly—“you shore do make me feel mighty proud! That’s what I called you up to tell you.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 23

  THE LION HUNTERS


  In New York his book got a somewhat better reception than it enjoyed back home. The author was unknown. Nobody had any advance reason to care about what he had written one way or another. Though this was not exactly an asset, at least it gave the book a chance to be considered on its merits.


  Surprisingly enough, it got pretty good reviews in most of the leading newspapers and magazines. That is, they were the kind of reviews that his publisher called “good.” They said nice things about the book and made people want to buy it. George himself could have wished that some of the reviewing gentry, even some of those who hailed him as “a discovery” and studded their sentences with superlatives, had been a little more discriminating in what they said of him. Occasionally he could have asked for a little more insight into what he had been driving at. But after reading the letters from his former friends and neighbors he was in no mood to quarrel with anybody who felt disposed to speak him a soft and gentle word, and on the whole he had every reason to be well pleased with his press.


  He read the notices avidly, feverishly, and sooner or later he must have seen them all, for his publisher showed him the clippings as they came in from every section of the country. He would take great bunches of them home to devour. When his eager eye ran upon a word of praise it was like magic to him, and he would stride about his room in a delirium of joy. When he read a savage, harsh, unfavorable review, he felt crushed: even though it came from some little rural paper in the South, his fingers would tremble, his face turn pale, and he would wad it up in his hand and curse it bitterly.


  Whenever a notice of his work appeared in one of the best magazines or weekly journals, he could hardly bring himself to read it; neither could he go away from it and leave it unread. He would approach it as a man creeps stealthily to pick a snake up by the tail, his heart leaping at the sight of his name. He would scan the last line first, then with a rush of blood to his face he would plunge into it at once, devouring the whole of it as quickly as he could. And if he saw that it was going to be “good,” a feeling of such powerful joy and exultancy would well up in his throat that he would want to shout his triumph from the windows. If he saw that the verdict was going to be “thumbs down,” he would read on with agonized fascination, and his despair would be so great that he would feel he was done for, that he had been exposed to the world as a fool and a failure, and that he would never be able to write another line.


  After the more important reviews appeared, his mail gradually took on a different complexion. Not that the flood of damning letters from home had ceased, but now, along with them, began to come messages of another kind, from utter strangers who had read his novel and liked it. The book was doing pretty well, it seemed. It even appeared on some of the best-seller lists, and then things really began to happen. Soon his box was stuffed with fan mail, and the telephone jingled merrily all day long with invitations from wealthy and cultivated people who wanted him for lunch, for tea, for dinner, for theatre parties, for week-ends in the country—for anything at all if he would only come.


  Was this Fame at last? It looked so, and in the first flush of his eager belief he almost forgot about Libya Hill and rushed headlong into the welcoming arms of people he had never seen before. He accepted invitations right and left, and they kept him pretty busy. And each time he went out it seemed to him that he was on the very point of capturing all the gold and magic he had ever dreamed of finding, and that now he was really going to take a place of honor among the great ones of the city, in a life more fortunate and good than any he had ever known. He went to each encounter with each new friend as though some wonderful and intoxicating happiness were impending for him.


  But he never found it. For, in spite of all the years he had lived in New York, he was still a country boy, and he did not know about the lion hunters. They are a peculiar race of people who inhabit the upper jungles of Cosmopolis and subsist entirely on some rarefied and ambrosial ectoplasm that seems to emanate from the arts. They love art dearly—in fact, they dote on it—and they love the artists even more. So they spend their whole lives running after them, and their favorite sport is trapping literary lions. The more intrepid hunters go after nothing but the full-grown lions, who make the most splendid trophies for exhibition purposes, but others—especially the lady hunters—would rather bag a cub. A cub, once tamed and housebroken, makes a nice pet—much nicer than a lap dog—because there’s just no limit to the beguiling tricks a gentle hand can teach him.


  For a few weeks George was quite the fair-haired boy among these wealthy and cultivated people.


  One of his new-found friends told him about an æsthetic and high-minded millionaire who was panting with eagerness to meet him. From others came further confirmation of the fact.


  “The man is mad about your work,” people would say to him. “He’s crazy to meet you. And you ought to go to see him, because a man like that might be of great help to you.”


  They told George that this man had asked all kinds of questions about him, and had learned that he was very poor and had to work for a small salary as an instructor in the School for Utility Cultures. When the millionaire heard this, his great heart began to bleed for the young author immediately. It was intolerable, he said, that such a state of affairs should exist. America was the only country in the world where it would be permitted. Anywhere in Europe—yes, even in poor little Austria!—the artist would be subsidized, the ugly threat of poverty that hung over him would be removed, his best energies would be released to do his finest work—and, by God, he was going to see that this was done for George!


  George had never expected anything like this to happen, and he could not see why such a thing should be done for any man. Nevertheless, when he thought of this great-hearted millionaire, he burned with eagerness to meet him and began to love him like a brother.


  So a meeting was arranged, and George went to see him, and the man was very fine to him. The millionaire had George to his house for dinner several times and showed him off to all of his rich friends. And one lovely woman to whom the millionaire introduced the poor young author took him home with her that very night and granted him the highest favor in her keeping.


  Then the millionaire had to go abroad on brief but urgent business. George went to the boat to see him off, and his friend shook him affectionately by the shoulder, called him by his first name, and told him that if there was anything he wanted, just to let him know by cable and he would see that it was done. He said he would be back within a month at most, and would be so busy that he wouldn’t have time to write, but he would get in touch with George again as soon as he returned. With this he wrung George by the hand and sailed away.


  A month, six weeks, two months went by, and George heard nothing from the man. It was well into the new year before he saw him again, and then by accident.


  A young lady had invited George to have lunch with her at an expensive speakeasy. As soon as they entered the place George saw his millionaire friend sitting alone at one of the tables. Immediately George uttered a cry of joy and started across the room to meet him with his hand outstretched, and in such precipitate haste that he fell sprawling across an intervening table and two chairs. When he picked himself up from the floor, the man had drawn back with an expression of surprise and perplexity on his face, but he unbent sufficiently to take the young man’s proffered hand and to say coolly, in an amused and tolerant voice:


  “Ah—it’s our writer friend again! How are you?”


  The young man’s crestfallen confusion and embarrassment were so evident that the rich man’s heart was quite touched. His distant manner thawed out instantly, and now nothing would do but that George should bring the young lady over to the millionaire’s table so that they could all have lunch together.


  During the course of the meal the man became very friendly and attentive. It seemed he just couldn’t do enough for George. He kept helping him to various dishes and filling his glass with more wine. And whenever George turned to him he would find the man looking at him with an expression of such obvious sympathy and commiseration that finally he felt compelled to ask him what the trouble was.


  “Ah,” he said, shaking his head with a doleful sigh, “I was mighty sorry when I read about it.”


  “Read about what?”


  “Why,” he said, “the prize.”


  “What prize?”


  “But didn’t you read about it in the paper? Didn’t you see what happened?”


  “I don’t know what you are talking about,” said George, puzzled. “What did happen?”


  “Why,” he said, “you didn’t get it.”


  “Didn’t get what?”


  “The prize!” he cried—“the prize!”—mentioning a literary prize that was awarded every year. “I thought you would be sure to get it, but—” he paused a moment, then went on sorrowfully—“they gave it to another man. ... You got mentioned ... you were runner-up ... but—” he shook his head gloomily—“you didn’t get it.”


  So much for his good friend, the millionaire. George never saw him again after that. And yet, let no one say that he was ever bitter.


  Then there was Dorothy.


  Dorothy belonged to that fabulous and romantic upper crust of New York “Society” which sleeps by day and begins to come awake at sunset and never seems to have any existence at all outside of the better-known hot spots of the town. She had been expensively educated for a life of fashion, she had won a reputation in her set for being quite an intellectual because she had been known to read a book, and so, of course, when George Webber’s novel was listed as a best seller she bought it and left it lying around in prominent places in her apartment. Then she wrote the author a scented note, asking him to come and have a cocktail with her. He did, and at her urging he went back to see her again and again.


  Dorothy was no longer as young as she had been, but she was well built, had kept her figure and her face, and was not a bad-looking wench. She had never married, and apparently felt she did not need to, for it was freely whispered about that she seldom slept alone. One heard that she had bestowed her favors not only upon all the gentlemen of her own set, but also upon such casual gallants as the milkmen on her family’s estate, stray taxi drivers, writers of da-da, professional bicycle riders, wasteland poets, and plug-ugly bruisers with flat feet and celluloid collars. So George had expected their friendship to come quickly to its full flower, and he was quite surprised and disappointed when nothing happened.


  His evenings with Dorothy turned out to be quiet and serious tête-à-têtes devoted to highly intellectual conversation. Dorothy remained as chaste as a nun, and George began to wonder whether she had not been grossly maligned by evil tongues. He found her intellectual and æsthetic interests rather on the dull side, and was several times on the point of giving her up in sheer boredom. But always she would pursue him, sending him notes and letters written in a microscopic hand on paper edged with red, and he would go back again, partly out of curiosity and a desire to find out what it was the woman was after.


  He found out. Dorothy asked him to dine with her one night at a fashionable restaurant, and on this occasion she brought along her current sleeping companion, a young Cuban with patent-leather hair. George sat at the table between them. And while the Cuban gave his undivided attention to the food before him, Dorothy began to talk to George, and he learned to his chagrin that she had picked him out of all the world to be the victim of her only sacred passion.


  “I love you, Jawge,” she leaned over and whispered loudly in her rather whiskified voice. “I love you—but mah love for you is pewer!” She looked at him with a soulful expression. “You, Jawge—I love you for your maind,” she rumbled on, “for your spirit! But Miguel! Miguel!—” here her eyes roved over the Cuban as he sat tucking the food away with both hands—“Miguel—I love him for his bawd-y! He has no maind, but he has a fa-ine bawd-y,” she whispered lustfully, “a fa-ine, beaut-iful bawd-y—so slim—so boyish—so La-tin!”


  She was silent for a moment, and when she went on it was in a tone of foreboding:


  “I wantcha to come with us to-naight, Jawge!” she said abruptly. “I don’t know what is going to happen,” she said ominously, “and I wantcha nee-ah me.”


  “But what is going to happen, Dorothy?”


  “I don’t know,” she muttered. “I just don’t know. Anything might happen! ... Why, last naight I thought that he was gone! We had a fight and he walked out on me! These La-tins are so proud, so sen-sitive! He caught me looking at another man, and he got up and left me flat! ... If he left me I don’t know what I’d do, Jawge,” she panted. “I think I’d die! I think I’d kill myself!”


  Her eye rested broodingly upon her lover, who at this moment was bending forward with bared teeth toward the tines of his uplifted fork on which a large and toothsome morsel of broiled chicken was impaled. Feeling their eyes upon him, he looked up with his fork poised in mid-air, smiled with satisfaction, then seized the bit of chicken in his jaws, took a drink to wash it down, and wiped his moist lips with a napkin. After that he elegantly lifted one hand to shield his mouth, inserted a fingernail between his teeth, detached a fragment of his victuals, and daintily ejected it upon the floor, while his lady’s fond eye doted on him. Then he picked up the fork again and resumed his delightful gastronomic labors.


  “I shouldn’t worry about it, Dorothy,” George said to her. “I don’t think he’s going to leave you for some time.”


  “I should die!” she muttered. “I really think that it would kill me! ... Jawge, you’ve got to come with us to-naight! I just wantcha to be nee-ah me! I feel so safe—so secure—when you’re around! You’re so sawlid, Jawge—so comfawtin’!” she said. “I wantcha to be theah to tawk to me—to hold mah hand and comfawt me—if anything should happen,” she said, at the same time putting her hand on his and squeezing it.


  But George did not go with her that night, nor any night thereafter. This was the last he saw of Dorothy. But surely none can say that he was ever bitter.


  Again, there was the rich and beautiful young widow whose husband had died just a short time before, and who mentioned this sad fact in the moving and poignantly understanding letter she wrote to George about his book. Naturally, he accepted her kind invitation to drop in for tea. And almost at once the lovely creature offered to make the supreme sacrifice, first beginning with an intimate conversation about poetry, then looking distressed and saying it was very hot in here and did he mind if she took off her dress, then taking it off, and everything else as well, until she stood there as God made her, then getting into bed and casting the mop of her flaming red hair about on the pillow, rolling her eyes in frenzied grief, and crying out in stricken tones: “O Algernon! Algernon! Algernon!”—which was the name of her departed husband.


  “O Algernon!” she cried, rolling about in grief and shaking her great mop of flaming hair—“Algie, darling, I am doing it for you! Algie, come back to me! Algie, I love you so! My pain is more than I can bear! Algernon!—No, no, poor boy!” she cried, seizing George by the arm as he started to crawl out of bed, because, to tell the truth, he did not know whether she had gone mad or was playing some wicked joke on him. “Don’t go!” she whispered tenderly, clinging to his arm. “You just don’t understand! I want to be so good to you—but everything I do or think or feel is Algernon, Algernon, Algernon!”


  She explained that her heart was buried in her husband’s grave, that she was really “a dead woman” (she had already told him she was a great reader of psychologies), and that the act of love was just an act of devotion to dear old Algie, an effort to be with him again and to be “a part of all this beauty.”


  It was very fine and high and rare, and surely no one will think that George would sneer at a beautiful emotion, although it was too fine for him to understand. Therefore he went away, and never saw this lovely and sorrowful widow any more. He knew he was not fine enough. And yet, not for a moment should you think that he was ever bitter.


  Finally, there was another girl who came into George Webber’s life during this period of his brief glory, and her he understood. She was a beautiful and brave young woman, country-bred, and she had a good job, and a little apartment from which you could see the East River, the bridges, and all the busy traffic of the tugs and barges. She was not too rare and high for him, although she liked to take a part in serious conversations, to know worth-while people with liberal minds, and to keep up her interest in new schools and modern methods for the children. George became quite fond of her, and would stay all night and go away at daybreak when the streets were empty, and the great buildings went soaring up haggardly, incredibly, as if he were the first man to discover them, in the pale, pure, silent light of dawn.


  He loved her well; and one night, after a long silence, she put her arms around him, drew him down beside her, and kissed him, whispering:


  “Will you do something for me if I ask you to?”


  “Darling, anything!” he said. “Anything you ask me, if I can!”


  She held him pressed against her for a moment in the dark and living silence.


  “I want you to use your influence to get me into the Cosmopolis Club,” she whispered passionately——


  And then dawn came, and the stars fell.


  This was the last he saw of the great world of art, of fashion, and of letters.


  And if it seems to anyone a shameful thing that I have written thus of shameful things and shameful people, then I am sorry for it. My only object is to set down here the truthful record of George Webber’s life, and he, I feel quite sure, would be the last person in the world to wish me to suppress any chapter of it. So I do not think that I have written shamefully.


  The only shame George Webber felt was that at one time in his life, for however short a period, he broke bread and sat at the same table with any man when the living warmth of friendship was not there; or that he ever traded upon the toil of his brain and the blood of his heart to get the body of a scented whore that might have been better got in a brothel for some greasy coins. This was the only shame he felt. And this shame was so great in him that he wondered if all his life thereafter would be long enough to wash out of his brain and blood the last pollution of its loathsome taint.


  And yet, he would not have it thought that he was bitter.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 24

  MAN-CREATING AND MAN-ALIVE


  It must be abundantly clear by now that George Webber was never bitter. What cause had he for bitterness? When he fled from the lion hunters he could always go back to the loneliness of his dismal two-room flat in Twelfth Street, and that is what he did. Also, he still had the letters from his friends in Libya Hill. They had not forgotten him. For four months and more after the publication of his book they continued to write him, and all of them took pains to let him know exactly what place he held in their affections.


  Throughout this time George heard regularly from Randy Shepperton. Randy was the only one that George had left to talk to, so George, in answering Randy, unburdened himself of everything he thought and felt. Everything, that is, except upon a single topic—the rancor of his fellow-townsmen against the author who had exposed them naked to the world. Neither of the friends had ever mentioned it. Randy had set the pattern for evasion in his first letter, feeling that it was better to ignore the ugly gossip altogether and to let it die down and be forgotten. As for George, he had been too overwhelmed by it, too sunk and engulfed in it, to be able to speak of it at first. So they had chiefly confined themselves to the book itself, exchanging their thoughts and afterthoughts about it, with comments on what the various critics had said and left unsaid.


  But by early March of the new year the flow of damning mail was past its flood and was thinning to a trickle, and one day Randy received from George the letter that he feared would have to come:


  “I have spent most of my time this past week,” George wrote, “reading and rereading all the letters that my erstwhile friends and neighbors have written me since the book came out. And now that the balloting is almost over and most of the vote is in, the result is startling and a little confusing. I have been variously compared to Judas Iscariot, Benedict Arnold, and Caesar’s Brutus. I have been likened to the bird that fouls its own nest, to a viper that an innocent populace had long nurtured in its bosom, to a carrion crow preying upon the blood and bones of his relatives and friends, and to an unnatural ghoul to whom nothing is sacred, not even the tombs of the honored dead. I have been called a vulture, a skunk, a hog deliberately and lustfully wallowing in the mire, a defiler of pure womanhood, a rattlesnake, a jackass, an alley-cat, and a baboon. Although my imagination has been strained trying to conceive of a creature who combined in himself all of these interesting traits—it would be worth any novelist’s time to meet such a chap!—there have been moments when I have felt that maybe my accusers are right. ...”


  Behind this semblance of facetiousness, Randy could see that he was sincerely disturbed, and, knowing the capacity of George’s soul for self-torture, he could pretty well imagine how deep and sore the extent of his full suffering might be. He revealed it almost immediately:


  “Great God! What is it I have done? Sometimes I am overwhelmed by a sense of horrible and irrevocable guilt! Never before have I realized as I have this past week how terrible and great may be the distance between the Artist and the Man.


  “As the artist, I can survey my work with a clear conscience. I have the regrets and dissatisfactions that every writer ought to have: the book should have been better, it failed to measure up to what I wanted for it. But I am not ashamed of it. I feel that I wrote it as I did because of an inner necessity, that I had to do it, and that by doing it I was loyal to the only thing in me which is worth anything.


  “So speaks Man-Creating. Then, instantly, it all changes, and from Man-Creating I become simply Man-Alive—a member of society, a friend and neighbor, a son and brother of the human race. And when I look at what I have done from this point of view, suddenly I feel lower than a dog. I see all the pain and anguish I have caused to people that I know, and I wonder how I could have done it, and how there could possibly be any justification for it—yes, even if what I wrote had been as great as Lear, as eloquent as Hamlet.


  “Believe me—incredible as it may sound—when I tell you that during these weeks I have even derived a kind of grotesque and horrible pleasure from reading those letters which simply abused, cursed, or threatened me. There is, I found, a bitter relief in having someone curse me with every foul name he can think of or invent, or tell me he will put a bullet through my brain if I ever set foot in the streets of Libya Hill again. At any rate, I feel that the poor devil got some satisfaction out of writing it.


  “But the letters that drive the blade into my heart and twist it around are those which neither curse nor threaten—the letters written by stunned and stricken people who never did me any wrong, whose whole feeling toward me was one of kindly good will and belief, who did not know me as I am, and who write me now straight out of the suffering heart of man, with their spirits quivering, stripped, whipped by naked shame, to ask me over and over again in their bewilderment that terrible and insistent question: ‘Why did you do it? Why? Why? Why?’


  “And as I read their letters I no longer know why. I can’t answer them. As Man-Creating, I thought I knew, and thought, too, that the answer was all-sufficient. I wrote about them with blunt directness, trying to put in every relevant detail and circumstance, and I did it because I thought it would be cowardly not to write that way, false to withhold or modify. I thought that the Thing Itself was its own and valid reason for being.


  “But now that it is done, I am no longer sure of anything. I am troubled by the most maddening doubts and impossible regrets. I have moments when I feel that I would give my life if I could un-write my book, un-print its pages. For what has it accomplished, apparently, except to ruin my relatives, my friends, and everyone in town whose life was ever linked with mine? And what is there for me to salvage out of all this wreckage?


  “‘The integrity of the artist,’ you may say.


  “Ah, yes—if I could only soothe my conscience with that solacement! For what integrity is there that is not tainted with human frailty? If only I could tell myself that every word and phrase and incident in the book had been created at the top of my bent and with the impartial judgment of unrancorous detachment! But I know it is not true. So many words come back to me, so many whip-lash phrases, that must have been written in a spirit that had nothing to do with art or my integrity. We are such stuff as dust is made of, and where we fail—we fail! Is there, then, no such thing as a pure spirit in creation?


  “In all the whole wretched experience there is also a grim and horrible humor. It is insanely comical to find in almost all these letters that I am being cursed for doing things I did not do and for saying things I did not say. It is even more ludicrous to hear myself grudgingly praised for having the one thing that I have not got. Few of these letters—even those which threaten hanging, and those which deny me the remotest scrap of talent (except a genius for obscenity)—fail to commend me for what their writers call ‘my memory.’ Some of them accuse me of sneaking around as a little boy of eight with my pockets stuffed with notebooks, my ears fairly sprouting from my head and my eyes popping out, in my effort to spy upon and snatch up every word and act and phrase among my virtuous and unsuspecting fellow-townsmen.


  “‘It’s the dirtiest book I ever read,’ one citizen cogently remarks, ‘but I’ll have to give you credit for one thing—you’ve got a wonderful memory.’


  “And that is just exactly what I have not got. I have to see a thing a thousand times before I see it once. This thing they call my memory, this thing they think they can themselves remember, is nothing that they ever saw. It is rather something that I saw after looking at the thing a thousand times, and this is what they think they can remember.”


  Randy paused in his reading of the letter, for he suddenly realized that what George said was literally true. In the weeks since the book was published, he himself had seen it proved over and over again.


  He knew that there was scarcely a detail in George’s book that was precisely true to fact, that there was hardly a page in which everything had not been transmuted and transformed by the combining powers of George’s imagination; yet readers got from it such an instant sense of reality that many of them were willing to swear that the thing described had been not only “drawn from life,” but was the actual and recorded fact itself. And that was precisely what had made the outcry and denunciation so furious.


  But not only that. It was funny enough to hear people talking and arguing with each other out of a savage conviction that scenes and incidents in the book were literally true because they may have had some basis in remembered fact. It was even more grotesque to hear them testify, as some of them now did, that they had been witnesses to events which he knew to be utter fabrications of the author’s imagination.


  “Why,” they cried, when final proof of anything was wanted, “he’s got it all in! He’s written it all down, just the way it happened! Nothing’s changed a bit! Look at the Square!”


  They always came back to the Square, for the Square had occupied a prominent place in Home to Our Mountains. George had pictured it with such intensity of vision that almost every brick and window-pane and cobblestone became imprinted on the reader’s mind. But what was this Square? Was it the town Square of Libya Hill? Everybody said it was. Hadn’t the local newspaper set it down in black and white that “our native chronicler has described the Square with a photographic eye”? Then people had read the book for themselves and had agreed.


  So it was useless to argue with them—useless to point out to them how Webber’s Square differed from their own, useless to mention a hundred items of variation. They had been pitiful in their anger when they first discovered that art had imitated life; now they were ludicrous in their ignorance that life was also imitating art.


  With a smile and a shake of the head, Randy turned back to the letter:


  “In God’s name, what have I done?” George concluded. “Have I really acted according to some inner truth and real necessity, or did my unhappy mother conceive and give birth to a perverse monster who has defiled the dead and betrayed his family, kinsmen, neighbors, and the human race? What should I have done? What ought I to do now? If there is any help or answer in you, for Christ’s sake let me have it. I feel like a dead leaf in a hurricane. I don’t know where to turn. You alone can help me. Stay with me—write me—tell me what you think.


  Yours ever,


  George.”


  George’s suffering had been so palpable in every sentence of his letter that Randy had winced in reading it. He had felt the naked anguish of his friend’s raw wound almost as if it had been his own. But he knew that neither he nor any other man could give the help or answer that George sought. He would have to find it somehow in himself. That was the only way he had ever been able to learn anything.


  So when Randy drafted his reply he deliberately made his letter as casual as he could. He did not want to let it seem that he attached too much importance to the town’s reaction. He said that he did not know what he would do if he were George, since he was not a writer, but that he had always supposed a writer had to write about the life he knew. To cheer George up, he added that the people of Libya Hill reminded him of children who had not yet been told the facts of life. They still believed, apparently, in the stork. Only people who knew nothing about the world’s literature could be surprised or shocked to learn where every good book came from.


  And then, in a kind of mild parenthesis, he said that Tim Wagner, the town’s most celebrated souse, noted for his wit in his rare intervals of sobriety, had been a warm supporter of the book from the beginning, but had made one reservation: “Why, hell! If George wants to write about a horse thief, that’s all right. Only the next time I hope he don’t give his street address. And there ain’t no use in throwing in his telephone number, too.”


  Randy knew this would amuse George, and it did. In fact, George told him later that it was the most sound and valuable critical advice that he had ever had.


  Randy ended his letter by assuring George that even if he was a writer, he still considered him a member of the human race. And he added, in what he hoped would be a comforting postscript, that there were other angry mutterings abroad. He had heard a rumor, whispered by one of the town’s leading business men with a great air of hush-hush and please-don’t-breathe-a-word-of-this-to-anyone, that Mr. Jarvis Riggs, the president of Libya Hill’s largest bank and past hero of infallibilities, was tottering on the brink of ruin.


  “So you see,” Randy concluded, “if that godly gentleman is capable of imperfection, there may still be hope of pardon even in creatures as vile as you.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 25

  THE CATASTROPHE


  A day or two after receiving Randy’s reply, George was reading the New York Times one morning when his eye was caught by a small news item on an inside page. It occupied only a scant two inches or so at the bottom of a column, but the Libya Hill date line leaped out at him:


  BANK FAILS IN SOUTH


  
    Libya Hill, O.C., Mar. 12—The Citizens Trust Company of this city failed to open its doors for business this morning, and throughout the day, as news of its closing spread, conditions of near-panic mounted steadily here and in all the surrounding region. The bank was one of the largest in western Old Catawba and for years had been generally regarded as a model of conservative management and financial strength. The cause of its failure is not yet known. It is feared that the losses to the people of this community may be extensive.


    The alarm occasioned by the closing of the bank was heightened later in the day by the discovery of the sudden and rather mysterious death of Mayor Baxter Kennedy. His body was found with a bullet through his head, and all the available evidence seems to point to suicide. Mayor Kennedy was a man of exceptionally genial and cheerful disposition, and is said to have had no enemies.


    Whether there is any connection between the two events which have so profoundly disturbed the accustomed calm of this mountain district is not known, although their close coincidence has given rise to much excited conjecture.

  


  “So,” thought George, laying down the paper with a stunned and thoughtful air, “it has come at last! ... What was it that Judge Rumford Bland had said to them?”


  The whole scene in the Pullman washroom came back to him. He saw again the stark and speechless terror in the faces of Libya Hill’s leaders and rulers as the frail but terrible old blind man suddenly confronted them and held them with his sightless eyes and openly accused them of ruining the town. As George remembered this and sat there thinking about the news he had just read, he felt quite sure there must be some direct relation between the failure of the bank and the Mayor’s suicide.


  There was, indeed. Things had been building up to this double climax for a long time.


  Jarvis Riggs, the banker, had come from a poor but thoroughly respectable family in the town. When he was fifteen his father died and he had to quit school and go to work to support his mother. He held a succession of small jobs until, at eighteen, he was offered a modest but steady position in the Merchants National Bank.


  He was a bright young fellow and a “hustler,” and step by step he worked his way up until he became a teller. Mark Joyner kept a deposit at the Merchants National and used to come home and talk about Jarvis Riggs. In those days he had none of the brittle manner and pompous assurance that were to characterize him later, after he had risen to greatness. His hair, which was afterwards to turn a dead and lifeless sandy color, had glints of gold in it then, his cheeks were full and rosy, he had a bright and smiling face, and it was always briskly and cheerfully—“Good morning, Mr. Joyner!” or “Good morning, Mr. Shepperton!”—when a customer came in. He was friendly, helpful, courteous, eager to please, and withal businesslike and knowing. He also dressed neatly and was known to be supporting his mother. All these things made people like him and respect him. They wanted to see him succeed. For Jarvis Riggs was a living vindication of an American legend—that of the poor boy who profits from the hardships of his early life and “makes good.” People would nod knowingly to one another and say of him:


  “That young man has his feet on the ground.”


  “Yes,” they would say, “he’s going somewhere.”


  So when, along about 1912, the word began to go around that a small group of conservative business men were talking of starting a new bank, and that Jarvis Riggs was going to be its cashier, the feeling was most favorable. The backers explained that they were not going to compete with the established banks. It was simply their feeling that a growing town like Libya Hill, with its steady increase in population and in its business interests, could use another bank. And the new bank, one gathered, was to be conducted according to the most eminently approved principles of sound finance. But it was to be a progressive bank, too, a forward-looking bank, mindful of the future, the great, golden, magnificent future that Libya Hill was sure to have—that it was even heresy to doubt. In this way it was also to be a young man’s bank. And this was where Jarvis Riggs came in.


  It is not too much to say that the greatest asset the new enterprise had from the beginning was Jarvis Riggs. He had played his cards well. He had offended no one, he had made no enemies, he had always remained modest, friendly, and yet impersonal, as if not wishing to intrude himself too much on the attention of men who stood for substance and authority in the town’s life. The general opinion was that he knew what he was doing. He had learned about life in the highly-thought-of “university of hard knocks,” he had learned business and banking in “the hard school of experience,” so everybody felt that if Jarvis Riggs was going to be cashier of the new bank, then the new bank was pretty sure to be all right.


  Jarvis himself went around town and sold stock in the bank. He had no difficulty at all. He made it quite plain that he did not think anyone was going to make a fortune. He simply sold the stock as a safe and sound investment, and that was how everybody felt about it. The bank was modestly capitalized at $25,000, and there were 250 shares at $100 each. The sponsors, including Jarvis, took 100 shares between them, and the remaining 150 shares were divided among “a selected group of leading business men.” As Jarvis said, the bank was really “a community project whose first and only purpose is to serve the community,” so no one was allowed to acquire too large an interest.


  This was the way the Citizens Trust Company got started. And in no time at all, it seemed, Jarvis Riggs was advanced from cashier to vice-president, and then to president. The poor boy had come into his own.


  In its early years the bank prospered modestly and conservatively. Its growth was steady but not spectacular. After the United States entered the war, it got its share of the nation’s prosperity. But after the war, in 1921, there was a temporary lull, a period of “adjustment.” Then the 1920’s began in earnest.


  The only way to explain what happened then is to say that there was “a feeling in the air.” Everybody seemed to sense a prospect of quick and easy money. There was thrilling and rapid expansion in all directions, and it seemed that there were possibilities of wealth, luxury, and economic power hitherto undreamed of just lying around waiting for anyone who was bold enough to seize them.


  Jarvis Riggs was no more insensible to these beckoning opportunities than the next man. The time had come, he decided, to step out and show the world what he could do. The Citizens Trust began to advertize itself as “the fastest-growing bank in the state.” But it did not advertize what it was growing on.


  That was the time when the political and business clique which dominated the destinies of the town, and which had put amiable Baxter Kennedy in the Mayor’s office as its “front,” began to focus its activities around the bank. The town was burgeoning rapidly and pushing out into the wilderness, people were confident of a golden future, no one gave a second thought to the reckless increase in public borrowing. Bond issues involving staggering sums were being constantly “floated” until the credit structure of the town was built up into a teetering inverted pyramid and the citizens of Libya Hill no longer owned the streets they walked on. The proceeds of these enormous borrowings were deposited with the bank. The bank, for its part, then returned these deposits to the politicians, or to their business friends, supporters, allies, and adherents—in the form of tremendous loans, made upon the most flimsy and tenuous security, for purposes of private and personal speculation. In this way “The Ring,” as it was called, which had begun as an inner circle of a few ambitious men, became in time a vast and complex web that wove through the entire social structure of the town and involved the lives of thousands of people. And all of it now centered in the bank.


  But the weaving of this complicated web of frenzied finance and speculation and special favors to “The Ring” could not go on forever, though there were many who thought it could. There had to come a time when the internal strains and stresses became too great to sustain the load, a time when there would be ominous preliminary tremors to give warning of the crash that was to come. Just when this time arrived is pretty hard to say. One can observe a soldier moving forward in a battle and see him spin and tumble, and know the moment he is hit. But one cannot observe so exactly the moment when a man has been shot down by life.


  So it was with the bank and with Jarvis Riggs. All that one can be sure of is that their moment came. And it came long before the mighty roar of tumbling stocks in Wall Street echoed throughout the nation. That event, which had its repercussions in Libya Hill as elsewhere, was not the prime cause of anything. What happened in Wall Street was only the initial explosion which in the course of the next few years was to set off a train of lesser explosions all over the land—explosions which at last revealed beyond all further doubting and denial the hidden pockets of lethal gases which a false, vicious, and putrescent scheme of things had released beneath the surface of American life.


  Long before the explosion came that was to blow him sky-high, and the whole town with him, Jarvis Riggs had felt the tremors in the thing he had created, and he knew he was a doomed and ruined man. Before long others knew it, too, and knew that they were ruined with him. But they would not let themselves believe it. They did not dare. Instead, they sought to exorcise the thing they feared by pretending it wasn’t there. Their speculations only grew madder, fiercer.


  And then, somehow, the cheerful, easy-going Mayor found out what some of those around him must have known for months. That was in the spring of 1928, two years before the failure of the bank. At that time he went to Jarvis Riggs and told him what he knew, and then demanded to withdraw the city’s funds. The banker looked the frightened Mayor in the eye and laughed at him.


  “What are you afraid of, Baxter?” he said. “Are you showing the white feather now that the pinch is on? You say you are going to withdraw the deposits of the city? All right—withdraw them. But I warn you, if you do the bank is ruined. It will have to close its doors tomorrow. And if it closes its doors, where is your town? Your precious town is also ruined.”


  The Mayor looked at the banker with a white face and stricken eyes. Jarvis Riggs leaned forward and his tones became more persuasive:


  “Pull out your money if you like, and wreck your town. But why not play along with us, Baxter? We’re going to see this thing through.” He was smiling now, and wearing his most winning manner. “We’re in a temporary depression—yes. But six months from now we’ll be out of the woods. I know we will. We’re coming back stronger than ever. You can’t sell Libya Hill short,” he said, using a phrase that was in great vogue just then. “We’ve not begun to see the progress we’re going to make. But the salvation and future of this town rests in your hands. So make up your mind about it. What are you going to do?”


  The Mayor made up his mind. Unhappy man.


  Things drifted along. Time passed. The sands were running low.


  By the fall of 1929 there began to be a vague rumor going about that all was not well at the Citizens Trust. George Webber had heard it himself when he went home in September. But it was a nebulous thing, and as often as not the person who whispered it fearfully would catch himself and say:


  “Oh, pshaw! There’s nothing in it. There couldn’t be! You know how people talk.”


  But the rumor persisted through the winter, and by early March it had become a disturbing and sinister contagion. No one could say where it came from. It seemed to be distilled like a poison out of the mind and heart and spirit of the whole town.


  On the surface there was nothing to account for it. The Citizens Trust maintained its usual appearance of solid substance, businesslike efficiency, and Greek-templed sanctity. Its broad plate-glass windows opening out upon the Square let in a flood of light, and the whole atmosphere was one of utter clarity. The very breadth of those windows seemed to proclaim to the world the complete openness and integrity of the bank’s purpose. They seemed to say:


  “Here is the bank, and here are all the people in the bank, and all the people in the bank are openly at work. Look, citizens, and see for yourselves. You see there is nothing hidden here. The bank is Libya, and Libya is the bank.”


  It was all so open that one did not have to go inside to know what was going on. One could stand on the sidewalk outside and look in and see everything. To the right were the tellers’ cages, and to the left there was a railed-off space in which the officers sat at their sumptuous mahogany flat-topped desks. At the largest of these desks, just inside the low enclosure, sat Jarvis Riggs himself. There he sat, talking importantly and pompously, as though laying down the law, to one of his customers. There he sat, briskly reading through the pile of papers on his desk. There he sat, pausing in his work now and then to look up at the ceiling in deep thought, or to lean back in his swivel chair and gently rock in meditation.


  It was all just as it had always been.


  Then it happened.


  March 12, 1930 was a day that will be long remembered in the annals of Libya Hill. The double tragedy set the stage as nothing else could have done for the macabre weeks to follow.


  If all the fire bells in town had suddenly begun to ring out their alarm at nine o’clock that morning, the news could not have spread more rapidly that the Citizens Trust Company was closed. Word of it leapt from mouth to mouth. And almost instantly, from every direction, white-faced men and women came running toward the Square. There were housewives with their aprons on, their hands still dripping dishwater; workmen and mechanics with their warm tools in their hands; hatless business men and clerks; young mothers carrying babies in their arms. Everyone in town, it seemed, had dropped whatever he was doing and rushed out in the streets the moment the news had reached him.


  The Square itself was soon a seething mass of frenzied people. Frantically, over and over, they asked each other the same questions: Was it really true? How had it happened? How bad was it?


  In front of the bank itself the crowd was quieter, more stunned. To this spot, sooner or later, they all came, drawn by a common desperate hope that they would yet be able to see with their own eyes that it was not so. Like a sluggish current within that seething mass the queue moved slowly past, and as the people saw those locked and darkened doors they knew that all hope was gone. Some just stared with stricken faces, some of the women moaned and wailed, from the eyes of strong men silent tears coursed down, and from the mouths of others came the rumble of angry mutterings.


  For their ruin had caught up with them. Many of the people in that throng had lost their life savings. But it was not only the bank’s depositors who were ruined. Everyone now knew that their boom was over. They knew that the closing of the bank had frozen all their speculations just as they were, beyond the possibility of extricating themselves. Yesterday they could count their paper riches by ten thousands and by millions; today they owned nothing, their wealth had vanished, and they were left saddled with debts that they could never pay.


  And they did not yet know that their city government was bankrupt, too—that six million dollars of public money had been lost behind those closed and silent doors.


  It was a little before noon on that ill-omened day that Mayor Kennedy was found dead. And, just to put the final touch of gruesome irony upon the whole event, a blind man found him.


  Judge Rumford Bland testified at the inquest that he left his front office, upstairs in the ramshackle building that he owned there on the Square, and went out in the hall, heading in the direction of the toilet, where he proposed to perform an essential function of nature. It was dark out there, he said with his ghostly smile, and the floors creaked, but this didn’t matter to him—he knew the way. He said he couldn’t have lost his way even if he had wanted to. At the end of the hall he could hear a punctual drip of water, dropping with its slow, incessant monotone; and besides, there was the pervasive smell of the tin urinal—all he had to do was to follow his nose.


  He arrived in darkness and pushed open the door, and suddenly his foot touched something. He leaned over, his white, thin fingers groped down, and all at once they were plunged—wet, warm, sticky, reeking—into the foundering mass of what just five minutes before had been the face and brains of a living man.


  —No, he hadn’t heard the shot—there was all that infernal commotion out in the Square.


  —No, he had no idea how he had got there—walked it, he supposed—the City Hall was only twenty yards away.


  —No, he couldn’t say why His Honor should have picked that spot to blow his brains out—there was no accounting for tastes—but if a man wanted to do it, that was probably as good a place as any.


  So it was that weak, easy-going, procrastinating, good-natured Baxter Kennedy, Mayor of Libya Hill, was found—all that was left of him—in darkness, by an evil old blind man.


  In the days and weeks that followed the closing of the bank, Libya Hill presented a tragic spectacle the like of which had probably never before been seen in America. But it was a spectacle that was to be repeated over and over again, with local variations, in many another town and city within the next few years.


  The ruin of Libya Hill was much more than the ruin of the bank and the breakdown of the economic and financial order. True, when the bank failed, all that vast and complicated scheme of things which had been built upon it, the ramifications of which extended into every element of the community’s life, toppled and crashed. But the closing of the bank was only like the action of a rip cord which, once jerked, brought the whole thing down, and in doing so laid bare the deeper and more corrosive ruin within. And this deeper ruin—the essence of the catastrophe—was the ruin of the human conscience.


  Here was a town of fifty thousand people who had so abdicated every principle of personal and communal rectitude, to say nothing of common sense and decency, that when the blow fell they had no inner resources with which to meet it. The town almost literally blew its brains out. Forty people shot themselves within ten days, and others did so later. And, as so often happens, many of those who destroyed themselves were among the least guilty of the lot. The rest—and this was the most shocking part of it—suddenly realizing their devastating guilt to such a degree that they could not face the results of it, now turned like a pack of howling dogs to rend each other. Cries of vengeance rose up from all their throats, and they howled for the blood of Jarvis Riggs. But these cries proceeded not so much from a conviction of wounded justice and deceived innocence as from their opposites. It was the sublime, ironic, and irrevocable justice of what had happened to them, and their knowledge that they alone had been responsible for it, that maddened them. From this arose their sense of outrage and their cries of vengeance.


  What happened in Libya Hill and elsewhere has been described in the learned tomes of the overnight economists as a breakdown of “the system, the capitalist system.” Yes, it was that. But it was also much more than that. In Libya Hill it was the total disintegration of what, in so many different ways, the lives of all these people had come to be. It went much deeper than the mere obliteration of bank accounts, the extinction of paper profits, and the loss of property. It was the ruin of men who found out, as soon as these symbols of their outward success had been destroyed, that they had nothing left—no inner equivalent from which they might now draw new strength. It was the ruin of men who, discovering not only that their values were false but that they had never had any substance whatsoever, now saw at last the emptiness and hollowness of their lives. Therefore they killed themselves; and those who did not die by their own hands died by the knowledge that they were already dead.


  How can one account for such a complete drying up of all the spiritual sources in the life of a people? When one observes a youth of eighteen on a city street and sees the calloused scar that has become his life, and remembers the same youth as he was ten years before when he was a child of eight, one knows what has happened though the cause be hidden. One knows that there came a time when life stopped growing for that youth and the scar began; and one feels that if he could only find the reason and the cure, he would know what revolutions are.


  In Libya Hill there must have been a time when life stopped growing and the scar began. But the learned economists of “the system” do not bother about this. For them, it belongs to the realm of the metaphysical—they are impatient of it, they will not trouble with it, they want to confine the truth within their little picket fence of facts. But they cannot. It is not enough to talk about the subtle complications of the credit structure, the intrigues of politics and business, the floating of bond issues, the dangers of inflation, speculation, and unsound prices, or the rise and decline of banks. When all these facts are added up, they still don’t give the answer. For there is something more to say.


  So with Libya Hill:


  One does not know at just what moment it began, but one suspects that it began at some time long past in the lone, still watches of the night, when all the people lay waiting in their beds in darkness. Waiting for what? They did not know. They only hoped that it would happen—some thrilling and impossible fulfillment, some glorious enrichment and release of their pent lives, some ultimate escape from their own tedium.


  But it did not come.


  Meanwhile, the stiff boughs creaked in the cold bleakness of the corner lights, and the whole town waited, imprisoned in its tedium.


  And sometimes, in furtive hallways, doors opened and closed, there was a padding of swift, naked feet, the stealthy rattling of brass casters, and behind old battered shades, upon the edge of Niggertown, the dull and fetid quickenings of lust.


  Sometimes, in grimy stews of night’s asylumage, an oath, a blow, a fight.


  Sometimes, through the still air, a shot, the letting of nocturnal blood.


  And always, through broken winds, the sounds of shifting engines in the station yards, far off, along the river’s edge—and suddenly the thunder of great wheels, the tolling of the bell, the loneliness of the whistle cry wailed back, receding toward the North, and toward the hope, the promise, and the memory of the world unfound.


  Meanwhile, the boughs creaked bleakly in stiff light, ten thousand men were waiting in the darkness, far off a dog howled, and the Court House bell struck three.


  No answer? Impossible? ... Then let those—if such there be—who have not waited in the darkness, find answers of their own.


  But if speech could frame what spirit utters, if tongue could tell what the lone heart knows, there would be answers somewhat other than those which are shaped by the lean pickets of rusty facts. There would be answers of men waiting, who have not spoken yet.


  Below the starred immensity of mountain night old Rumford Bland, he that is called “The Judge,” strokes his sunken jaws reflectively as he stands at the darkened window of his front office and looks out with sightless eyes upon the ruined town. It is cool and sweet tonight, the myriad promises of life are lyric in the air. Gem-strewn in viewless linkage on the hills the lights make a bracelet for the town. The blind man knows that they are there, although he cannot see them. He strokes his sunken jaws reflectively and smiles his ghostly smile.


  It is so cool and sweet tonight, and spring has come. There never was a year like this, they say, for dogwood in the hills. There are so many thrilling, secret things upon the air tonight—a burst of laughter, and young voices, faint, half-broken, and the music of a dance—how could one know that when the blind man smiles and strokes his sunken jaws reflectively, he is looking out upon a ruined town?


  The new Court House and City Hall are very splendid in the dark tonight. But he has never seen them—they were built since he went blind. Their fronts are bathed, so people say, in steady, secret light just like the nation’s dome at Washington. The blind man strokes his sunken jaws reflectively. Well, they should be splendid—they cost enough.


  Beneath the starred immensity of mountain night there is something stirring in the air, a rustling of young leaves. And around the grass roots there is something stirring in the earth tonight. And below the grass roots and the sod, below the dew-wet pollen of young flowers, there is something alive and stirring. The blind man strokes his sunken jaws reflectively. Aye, there below, where the eternal worm keeps vigil, there is something stirring in the earth. Down, down below, where the worm incessant through the ruined house makes stir.


  What lies there stir-less in the earth tonight, down where the worm keeps vigil?


  The blind man smiles his ghostly smile. In his eternal vigil the worm stirs, but many men are rotting in their graves tonight, and sixty-four have bullet fractures in their skulls. Ten thousand more are lying in their beds tonight, living as shells live. They, too, are dead, though yet unburied. They have been dead so long they can’t remember how it was to live. And many weary nights must pass before they can join the buried dead, down where the worm keeps vigil.


  Meanwhile, the everlasting worm keeps vigil, and the blind man strokes his sunken jaws, and slowly now he shifts his sightless gaze and turns his back upon the ruined town.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 26

  THE WOUNDED FAUN


  Ten days after the failure of the bank in Libya Hill, Randy Shepperton arrived in New York. He had made up his mind suddenly, without letting George know, and the motives that brought him were mixed. For one thing, he wanted to talk to George and see if he couldn’t help to get him straightened out. His letters had been so desperate that Randy was beginning to be worried about him. Then, too, Randy felt he just had to get away from Libya Hill for a few days and out of that atmosphere of doom and ruin and death. And he was free now, there was nothing to keep him from coming, so he came.


  He arrived early in the morning, a little after eight o’clock, and took a taxi from the station to the address on Twelfth Street and rang the bell. After a long interval and another ringing of the bell, the door lock clicked and he entered the dim-lit hall. The stairs were dark and the whole house seemed sunk in sleep. His footfalls rang out upon the silence. The air had a close, dead smell compounded of many elements, among which he could distinguish the dusty emanations of old wood and worn plankings and the ghostly reminders of many meals long since eaten. The light was out on the second-floor landing and the gloom was Stygian, so he groped along the wall until he found the door and rapped loudly with his knuckles.


  In a moment the door was almost jerked off its hinges, and George, his hair disheveled, his eyes red with sleep, an old bathrobe flung hastily over his pajamas, stood framed in the opening, blinking out into the darkness. Randy was a little taken back by the change in his appearance in the six months since he had last seen him. His face, which had always had a youthful and even childish quality, had grown older and sterner. The lines had deepened. And now his heavy lip stuck out at his caller with a menacing challenge, and his whole pug-nosed countenance had a bulldog look of grim truculence.


  When Randy recovered from his first surprise he cried out heartily:


  “Now wait a minute! Wait a minute! Don’t shoot! I’m not that fellow at all!”


  At the unexpected sound of the familiar voice George looked startled, then his face broke into a broad smile of incredulity and delight. “Well, I’ll be damned!” he cried, and with that he seized hold of Randy, wrung him vigorously by the hand, almost dragged him into the room, and then held him off at arm’s length while he grinned his pleasure and amazement.


  “That’s better,” said Randy in a tone of mock relief. “I was afraid it might be permanent.”


  They now clapped each other on the back and exchanged those boisterous and half-insulting epithets with which two men who have been old friends like to greet each other when they meet. Then, almost at once, George asked Randy eagerly about the bank. Randy told him. George listened intently to the shocking details of the catastrophe. It was even worse than he had supposed, and he kept firing questions at Randy. At last Randy said:


  “Well, that’s just about the whole story. I’ve told you all I know. But come, we can talk about that later. What I want to know is—how the hell are you? You’re not cracking up, too, are you? Your last letters made me a little uneasy about you.”


  In their joy at seeing one another again and their eagerness to talk, they had both remained standing by the door. But now, as Randy put his casual finger on George’s sore spot, George winced and began to pace back and forth in an agitated way without answering.


  Randy saw that he looked tired. His eyes were bloodshot, as if he had not slept well, and his unshaved face made him look haggard. The old bathrobe he was wearing had all the buttons missing, and the corded rope that belonged to it was also gone and George had lashed a frayed necktie around his middle to hold the thing together. This remarkable garment added to his general appearance of weariness and exhaustion. His features as he strode about the room had the contracted intensity of nervous strain, and as he looked up quickly Randy saw the worry and apprehension in his eyes.


  Suddenly he paused and faced Randy squarely, and with a grim set to his jaws said:


  “All right, let me have it! What are they saying now?”


  “Who? What is who saying?”


  “The people back home. That’s what you meant, isn’t it? From what they’ve written me and said to my face, I can imagine what they’re saying behind my back. Let’s have it and get it over with. What are they saying now?”


  “Why,” said Randy, “I don’t know that they’re saying anything. Oh, they said plenty at first—just the kind of thing they wrote you. But since the bank failed I don’t think I’ve heard your name mentioned. They’ve got too much real trouble to worry about now.”


  George looked incredulous, and then relieved. For a moment he studied the floor and said nothing. But as his sense of relief spread its soothing balm upon his agitated spirit he looked up and smiled broadly at his friend, and then, realizing for the first time that Randy was standing there with his back against the door, he suddenly remembered his duties as a host and burst out impulsively and warmly:


  “God, Randy, I’m glad to see you! I can’t get over it! Sit down! Sit down! Can’t you find a chair somewhere? For Christ’s sake, where are all the chairs in this dump?”


  With that he went over to a chair that was piled high with manuscript and books, brushed these things off unceremoniously onto the floor, and shoved the chair across the room toward his friend.


  He apologized now for the coldness of the place, explaining unnecessarily that the door bell had got him out of bed, and telling Randy to keep his overcoat on and that it would be warmer in a little while. Then he vanished through a doorway into a noisome cubbyhole, turned on a faucet, and came back with a coffee pot full of water. This he proceeded to pour into the spout of the radiator that stood below a window. When this was done, he got down on his hands and knees, peered about underneath, struck a match, turned some sort of valve, and applied the flame. There was an immediate blast, and pretty soon the water began to rattle and gurgle in the pipes.


  “It’s gas,” he said, as he clambered to his feet. “That’s the worst thing about this place—it gives me headaches when I have to spend long hours working here.”


  While this operation had been going on, Randy took a look around. The room, which was really two large rooms thrown together when the sliding doors that joined them were pushed into the wall, as now, seemed as big as a barn. The windows at the front gave onto the street, and those at the rear looked out over some bleak little squares of backyard fences to another row of buildings. The first impression Randy got was one of staleness: the whole apartment had that unmistakable look and feeling of a place where someone has lived and where something has been finished so utterly that there is no going back to it. It was not merely the disorder everywhere—the books strewn around, the immense piles of manuscript, the haphazard scattering of stray socks, shirts and collars, old shoes, and unpressed trousers inside out. It was not even the dirty cup and saucer filled with old cigarette butts, all of them stained with rancid coffee, which was set down in the vast and untidy litter of the table. It was just that life had gone out of all these things—they were finished—all as cold and tired and stale as the old dirty cup and the exhausted butts.


  George was living in the midst of this dreary waste with a kind of exasperated and unhappy transiency. Randy saw that he had caught him on the wing, in that limbo of waiting between work which is one of the most tormenting periods a writer can know. He was through with one thing, and yet not really ready to settle down in earnest to another. He was in a state of furious but exhausted ferment. But it was not merely that he was going through a period of gestation before going on with his next book. Randy realized that the reception of his first, the savagery of the attack against him in Libya Hill, the knowledge that he had done something more than write a book—that he had also torn up violently by the roots all those ties of friendship and sentiment that bind a man to home—all of this, Randy felt, had so bewildered and overwhelmed him that now he was caught up in the maelstrom of the conflict which he had himself produced. He was not ready to do another piece of work because his energies were still being absorbed and used up by the repercussions of the first.


  Moreover, as Randy looked around the room and his eye took in the various objects that contributed to its incredible chaos, he saw, in a dusty corner, a small green smock or apron, wrinkled as though it had been thrown aside with a gesture of weary finality, and beside it, half-folded inward, a single small and rather muddy overshoe. The layer of dust upon them showed that they had lain there for months. These were the only poignant ghosts, and Randy knew that something which had been there in that room had gone out of it forever—that George was done with it.


  Randy saw how it was with George, and felt that almost any decisive act would be good for him. So now he said:


  “For God’s sake, George, why don’t you pack up and clear out of all this? You’re through with it—it’s finished—it’ll only take you a day or two to wind the whole thing up. So pull yourself together and get out. Move away somewhere—anywhere—just to enjoy the luxury of waking up in the morning and finding none of this around you.”


  “I know,” said George, going over to a sagging couch and tossing back the pile of foul-looking bedclothes that covered it and flinging himself down wearily. “I’ve thought of it,” he said.


  Randy did not press the point. He knew it would be no use. George would have to work around to it in his own way and in his own good time.


  George shaved and dressed, and they went out for breakfast. Then they returned and talked all morning, and were finally interrupted by the ringing of the telephone.


  George answered it. Randy could tell by the sounds which came from the transmitter that the caller was female, garrulous, and unmistakably Southern. George did nothing for a while but blurt out polite banalities:


  “Well now, that’s fine. ... I certainly do appreciate it. ... That’s mighty nice of you. ... Well now, I’m certainly glad you called. I hope you will remember me to all of them.” Then he was silent, listening intently, and Randy gathered from the contraction of his face that the conversation had now reached another stage. In a moment he said slowly, in a somewhat puzzled tone: “Oh, he is? ... He did? ... Well—” somewhat indefinitely—“that’s mighty nice of him. ... Yes, I’ll remember. ... Thank you very much. ... Good-bye.”


  He hung up the receiver and grinned wearily.


  “That,” he said, “was one of the I-just-called-you-up-to-tell-you-that-I’ve-read-it-all-every-word-of-it-and-I-think-it’s-perfectly-grand people—another lady from the South.” As he went on his voice unconsciously dropped into burlesque as he tried to imitate the unction of a certain type of Southern female whose words drip molasses mixed with venom:


  “‘Why, I’ll declayah, we’re all just so proud of yew-w! I’m just simply thrilled to daith! It’s the most wondaful thing I evah read! Why it is! Why, I nevah dreamed that anyone could have such a wondaful command of lang-widge!’”


  “But don’t you like it just a little?” asked Randy. “Even if it’s laid on with a trowel, you must get some satisfaction from it.”


  “God!” George said wearily, and came back and fell upon the couch. “If you only knew! That’s only one out of a thousand! That telephone there”—he jerked a thumb toward it—“has played a tune for months now! I know them all—I’ve got ’em classified! I can tell by the tone of the voice the moment they speak whether it’s going to be type B or group X.”


  “So the author is already growing jaded? He’s already bored with his first taste of fame?”


  “Fame?”—disgustedly. “That’s not fame—that’s just plain damn rag-picking!”


  “Then you don’t think the woman was sincere?”


  “Yes—” his face and tone were bitter now—“she had all the sincerity of a carrion crow. She’ll go back and tell them that she talked to me, and by the time she’s finished with me she’ll have a story that every old hag in town can lick her chops and cackle over for the next six months.”


  It sounded so unreasonable and unjust that Randy spoke up quickly:


  “Don’t you think you’re being unfair?”


  George’s head was down dejectedly and he did not even look up; with his hands plunged in his trouser pockets he just snorted something unintelligible but scornful beneath his breath.


  It annoyed and disappointed Randy to see him acting so much like a spoiled brat, so he said:


  “Look here! It’s about time you grew up and learned some sense. It seems to me you’re being pretty arrogant. Do you think you can afford to be? I doubt if you or any man can go through life successfully playing the spoiled genius.”


  Again he muttered something in a sullen tone.


  “Maybe that woman was a fool,” Randy went on. “Well, a lot of people are. And maybe she hasn’t got sense enough to understand what you wrote in the way you think it should be understood. But what of it? She gave the best she had. It seems to me that instead of sneering at her now, you could be grateful.”


  George raised his head: “You heard the conversation, then?”


  “No, only what you told me.”


  “All right, then—you didn’t get the whole story. I wouldn’t mind if she’d just called up to gush about the book, but, look here!—” he leaned toward Randy very earnestly and tapped him on the knee. “I don’t want you to get the idea that I’m just a conceited fool. I’ve lived through and found out about something these last few months that most people never have the chance to know. I give you my solemn word for it, that woman didn’t call up because she liked my book and wanted to tell me so. She called up,” he cried bitterly, “to pry around, and to find out what she could about me, and to pick my bones.”


  “Oh, look here now—” Randy began impatiently.


  “Yes, she did, too! I know what I’m talking about!” he said earnestly. “Here’s what you didn’t hear—here’s what she was working around to all the time—it came out at the end. I don’t know who she is, I never heard of her before—but she’s a friend of Ted Reeve’s wife. And apparently he thinks I put him in the book, and has been making threats that he’s going to kill me if I ever go back home.”


  This was true; Randy had heard it in Libya Hill.


  “That’s what it was about,” George sneered bitterly—“that woman’s call. That’s what most of the calls are about. They want to talk to the Beast of the Apocalypse, feel him out, and tell him: ‘Ted’s all right! Now don’t you believe all those things you hear! He was upset at first—but he sees the whole thing now, the way you meant it—and everything’s all right.’ That’s what she said to me, so maybe I’m not the fool you think I am!”


  He was so earnest and excited that for a moment Randy did not answer him. Besides, making allowances for the distortion of his feelings, he could see some justice in what George said.


  “Have you had many calls like that?” Randy asked.


  “Oh—” wearily—“almost every day. I think everyone who has been up here from home since the book was published has telephoned me. They go about it in different ways. There are those who call me up as if I were some kind of ghoul: ‘How are you?’—in a small, quiet tone such as you might use to a condemned man just before they lead him to the death chamber at Sing Sing—‘Are you all right?’ And then you get alarmed, you begin to stammer and to stumble around: ‘Why, yes! Yes, I’m fine! Fine, thanks!’—meanwhile, beginning to feel yourself all over just to see if you’re all there. And then they say in that same still voice: ‘Well, I just wanted to know. ... I just called up to find out. ... I hope you’re all right.’”


  After looking at Randy for a moment in a tormented and bewildered way, he burst out in an exasperated laugh:


  “It’s been enough to give a hippopotamus the creeps! To listen to them talk, you’d think I was Jack the Ripper! Even those who call up to laugh and joke about it take the attitude that the only reason I wrote the book was to see how much dirt and filth I could dig up on people I didn’t like. Yes!” he cried bitterly. “My greatest supporters at home seem to be the disappointed little soda jerkers who never made a go of it and the frustrated hangers-on who never got into the Country Club. ‘You sure did give it to that son-of-a-bitch, Jim So-and-so!’ they call me up to tell me. ‘You sure did burn him up! I had to laugh when I read what you said about him—boy!’ Or: ‘Why didn’t you say something about that bastard, Charlie What’s-his-name? I’d have given anything to see you take him for a ride!’ ... Jesus God!” He struck his fist upon his knee with furious exasperation. “That’s all it means to them: nothing but nasty gossip, slander, malice, envy, a chance of getting back at someone—you’d think that none of them had ever read a book before. Tell me,” he said earnestly, bending toward Randy, “isn’t there anyone there—anyone besides yourself—who gives a damn about the book itself? Isn’t there anyone who has read it as a book, who sees what it was about, who understands what I was trying to do?”


  His eyes were full of torment now. It was out at last—the thing Randy had dreaded and wanted to avoid. He said:


  “I should think you’d know more about that by this time than anyone. After all, you’ve had more opportunity than anyone else to find out.”


  Well, that was out, too. It was the answer that he had to have, that he had feared to get. He stared at Randy for a minute or two with his tormented eyes, then he laughed bitterly and began to rave:


  “Well, then, to hell with it! To hell with all of it!” He began to curse violently. “The small two-timing bunch of crooked sons-of-bitches! They can go straight to hell! They’ve done their best to ruin me!”


  It was ignoble and unworthy and untrue. Randy saw that he was lashing himself into a fit of violent recrimination in which all that was worst and weakest in him was coming out—distortion, prejudice, and self-pity. These were the things he would have to conquer somehow or be lost. Randy stopped him curtly:


  “Now, no more of that! For God’s sake, George, pull yourself together! If a lot of damn fools read your book and didn’t understand it, that’s not Libya Hill, that’s the whole world. People there are no different from people anywhere. They thought you wrote about them—and the truth is, you did. So they got mad at you. You hurt their feelings, and you touched their pride. And, to be blunt about it, you opened up a lot of old wounds. There were places where you rubbed salt in. In saying this, I’m not like those others you complain about: you know damn well I understand what you did and why you had to do it. But just the same, there were some things that you did not have to do—and you’d have had a better book if you hadn’t done them. So don’t whine about it now. And don’t think you’re a martyr.”


  But he had got himself primed into a mood of martyrdom. As Randy looked at him sitting there, one hand gripping his knee, his face sullen, his head brooding down between his hulking shoulders, he could see how this mood had grown upon him. To begin with, he had been naïve not to realize how people would feel about some of the things he had written. Then, when the first accusing letters came, he had been overwhelmed and filled with shame and humility and guilt over the pain he had caused. But as time went on and the accusations became more vicious and envenomed, he had wanted to strike back and defend himself. When he saw there was no way to do that—when people answered his explanatory letters only with new threats and insults—he had grown bitter. And finally, after taking it all so hard and torturing himself through the whole gamut of emotions, he had sunk into this morass of self-pity.


  George began to talk now about “the artist,” spouting all the intellectual and æsthetic small change of the period. The artist, it seemed, was a kind of fabulous, rare, and special creature who lived on “beauty” and “truth” and had thoughts so subtle that the average man could comprehend them no more than a mongrel could understand the moon he bayed at. The artist, therefore, could achieve his “art” only through a constant state of flight into some magic wood, some province of enchantment.


  The phrases were so spurious that Randy felt like shaking him. And what annoyed him most was the knowledge that George was really so much better than this. He must know how cheap and false what he was saying really was. At last Randy said to him quietly:


  “George, of all the people I have ever known, you are the least qualified to play the wounded faun.”


  But he was so immersed in his fantasy that he paid no attention. He just said.[:] “Huh?”—and then was off again. Anybody who was “a real artist,” he said, was doomed to be an outcast from society. His inevitable fate was to be “driven out by the tribe.”


  It was all so wrong that Randy lost patience with him:


  “For Christ’s sake, George, what’s the matter with you? You’re talking like a fool!” he said. “You haven’t been driven out of anywhere! You’ve only got yourself in a little hot water at home! Here you’ve been ranting your head off about ‘beauty’ and ‘truth’! God! Why in hell, then, don’t you stop lying to yourself? Can’t you see? The truth is that for the first time in your life you’ve managed to get a foothold in the thing you want to do. Your book got some good notices and has had a fair sale. You’re in the right spot now to go on. So where have you been driven? No doubt all those threatening letters have made you feel like an exile from home, but hell, man!—you’ve been an exile for years. And of your own accord, too! You know you’ve had no intention of ever going back there to live. But just as soon as they started yelling for your scalp, you fooled yourself into believing you’d been driven out by force! And, as for this idea of yours that a man achieves ‘beauty’ by escaping somewhere from the life he knows, isn’t the truth just the opposite? Haven’t you written me the same thing yourself a dozen times?”


  “How do you mean?” he said sullenly.


  “I mean, taking your own book as an example, isn’t it true that every good thing in it came, not because you withdrew from life, but because you got into it—because you managed to understand and use the life you knew?”


  He was silent now. His face, which had been screwed up into a morose scowl, gradually began to relax and soften, and at last he looked up with a little crooked smile.


  “I don’t know what comes over me sometimes,” he said. He shook his head and looked ashamed of himself and laughed. “You’re right, of course,” he went on seriously. “What you say is true. And that’s the way it has to be, too. A man must use what he knows—he can’t use what he doesn’t know. ... And that’s why some of the critics make me mad,” he added bluntly.


  “How’s that?” asked Randy, glad to hear him talking sense at last. “Oh, you know,” he said, “you’ve seen the reviews. Some of them said the book was ‘too autobiographical.’”


  This was surprising. And Randy, with the outraged howls of Libya Hill still ringing in his ears, and with George’s outlandish rantings in answer to those howls still echoing in the room, could hardly believe he had heard him aright. He could only say in frank astonishment:


  “Well, it was autobiographical—you can’t deny it.”


  “But not ‘too autobiographical,’” George went on earnestly. “If the critics had just crossed those words out and written in their place ‘not autobiographical enough,’ they’d have hit it squarely. That’s where I failed. That’s where the real fault was.” There was no question that he meant it, for his face was twisted suddenly with a grimace, the scar of his defeat and shame. “My young hero was a stick, a fool, a prig, a snob, as Dedalus was—as in my own presentment of the book I was. There was the weakness. Oh, I know—there were lots of autobiographical spots in the book, and where it was true I’m not ashamed of it, but the hitching post I tied the horses to wasn’t good enough. It wasn’t true autobiography. I’ve learned that now, and learned why. The failure comes from the false personal. There’s the guilt. That’s where the young genius business gets in—the young artist business, what you called a while ago the wounded faun business. It gets in and it twists the vision. The vision may be shrewd, subtle, piercing, within a thousand special frames accurate and Joycean—but within the larger one, false, mannered, and untrue. And the large one is the one that matters.”


  He meant it now, and he was down to solid rock. Randy saw the measure of his suffering. And yet, now as before, he seemed to be going to extremes and taking it too hard. In some such measure all men fail, and Randy said:


  “But was anything ever as good as it could be? Who succeeded anyway?”


  “Oh, plenty did!” he said impatiently. “Tolstoy when he wrote War and Peace. Shakespeare when he wrote King Lear. Mark Twain in the first part of [of] Life on the Mississippi. Of course they’re not as good as they might have been—nothing ever is. Only, they missed in the right way: they might have put the shot a little further—but they were not hamstrung by their vanity, shackled by their damned self-consciousness. That’s what makes for failure. That’s where I failed.”


  “Then what’s the remedy?”


  “To use myself to the top of my bent. To use everything I have. To milk the udder dry, squeeze out the last drop, until there is nothing left. And if I use myself as a character, to withhold nothing, to try to see and paint myself as I am—the bad along with the good, the shoddy alongside of the true—just as I must try to see and draw every other character. No more false personal, no more false pride, no more pettiness and injured feelings. In short, to kill the wounded faun.”


  Randy nodded: “Yes. And what now? What comes next?”


  “I don’t know,” he answered frankly. His eyes showed his perplexity. “That’s the thing that’s got me stumped. It’s not that I don’t know what to write about.—God!” he laughed suddenly. “You hear about these fellows who write one book and then can’t do another because they haven’t got anything else to write about!”


  “You’re not worried about that?”


  “Lord, no! My trouble’s all the other way around! I’ve got too much material. It keeps backing up on me—” he gestured around him at the tottering piles of manuscript that were everywhere about the room—“until sometimes I wonder what in the name of God I’m going to do with it all—how I’m going to find a frame for it, a pattern, a channel, a way to make it flow!” He brought his fist down sharply on his knee and there was a note of desperation in his voice. “Sometimes it actually occurs to me that a man may be able to write no more because he gets drowned in his own secretions!”


  “So you’re not afraid of ever running dry?”


  He laughed loudly. “At times I almost hope I will,” he said. “There’d be a kind of comfort in the thought that some day—maybe after I’m forty—I would dry up and become like a camel, living on my hump. Of course, I don’t really mean that either. It’s not good to dry up—it’s a form of death. ... No, that’s not what bothers me. The thing I’ve got to find out is the way!” He was silent a moment, staring at Randy, then he struck his fist upon his knee again and cried: “The way! The way! Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” said Randy, “I think I do. But how?”


  George’s face was full of perplexity. He was silent, trying to phrase his problem.


  “I’m looking for a way,” he said at last. “I think it may be something like what people vaguely mean when they speak of fiction. A kind of legend, perhaps. Something—a story—composed of all the knowledge I have, of all the living I’ve seen. Not the facts, you understand—not just the record of my life—but something truer than the facts—something distilled out of my experience and transmitted into a form of universal application. That’s what the best fiction is, isn’t it?”


  Randy smiled and nodded encouragement. George was all right. He needn’t have worried about him. He would work his way out of the morass. So Randy said cheerfully:


  “Have you started the new book yet?”


  He began to talk rapidly, and again Randy saw worried tension in his eyes.


  “Yes,” he said, “I’ve written a whole lot. These ledgers here—” he indicated a great stack of battered ledgers on the table—“and all this manuscript—” he swept his arms in a wide gesture around the room—“they are full of new writing. I must have written half a million words or more.”


  Randy then made the blunder which laymen so often innocently make when they talk to writers.


  “What’s it about?” he said.


  He was rewarded with an evil scowl. George did not answer. He began to pace up and down, thinking to himself with smoldering intensity. At last he stopped by the table, turned and faced Randy, and, with the redemptive honesty that was the best thing in him, bluntly said:


  “No, I haven’t started my new book yet! ... Thousands of words—” he whacked the battered ledgers with a flattened palm—“hundreds of ideas, dozens of scenes, of scraps, of fragments—but no book! ... And—” the worried lines about his eyes now deepened—“time goes by! It has been almost five months since the other book was published, and now—” he threw his arms out toward the huge stale chaos of that room with a gesture of exasperated fury—“here I am! Time gets away from me before I know that it has gone! Time!” he cried, and smote his fist into his palm and stared before him with a blazing and abstracted eye as though he saw a ghost—“Time!”


  His enemy was Time. Or perhaps it was his friend. One never knows for sure.


  Randy stayed in New York several days, and the two friends talked from morning till night and from night till morning. Everything that came into their heads they talked about. George would stride back and forth across the floor in his restless way, talking or listening to Randy, and suddenly would pause beside the table, scowl, look around him as though he were seeing the room for the first time, bring down his hand with a loud whack on a pile of manuscript, and boom out:


  “Do you know what the reason is for all these words I’ve written? Well, I’ll tell you. It’s because I’m so damned lazy!”


  “It doesn’t look like the room of a lazy man to me,” said Randy, laughing.


  “It is though,” George answered. “That’s why it looks this way. You know—” his face grew thoughtful as he spoke—“I’ve got an idea that a lot of the work in this world gets done by lazy people. That’s the reason they work—because they’re so lazy.”


  “I don’t follow you,” said Randy, “but go on—spill it—get it off your chest.”


  “Well,” he said, quite seriously, “it’s this way: you work because you’re afraid not to. You work because you have to drive yourself to such a fury to begin. That part’s just plain hell! It’s so hard to get started that once you do you’re afraid of slipping back. You’d rather do anything than go through all that agony again—so you keep going—you keep going faster all the time—you keep going till you couldn’t stop even if you wanted to. You forget to eat, to shave, to put on a clean shirt when you have one. You almost forget to sleep, and when you do try to you can’t—because the avalanche has started, and it keeps going night and day. And people say: ‘Why don’t you stop sometime? Why don’t you forget about it now and then? Why don’t you take a few days off?’ And you don’t do it because you can’t—you can’t stop yourself—and even if you could you’d be afraid to because there’d be all that hell to go through getting started up again. Then people say you’re a glutton for work, but it isn’t so. It’s laziness—just plain, damned, simple laziness, that’s all.”


  Randy laughed again. He had to—it was so much like George—no one else could have come out with a thing like that. And what made it so funny was that he knew George saw the humor of it, too, and yet was desperately in earnest. He could imagine the weeks and months of solemn cogitation that had brought George to this paradoxical conclusion, and now, like a whale after a long plunge, he was coming up to spout and breathe.


  “Well, I see your point,” Randy said. “Maybe you’re right. But at least it’s a unique way of being lazy.”


  “No,” George answered, “I think it’s probably a very natural one. Now take all those fellows that you read about,” he went on excitedly—“Napoleon—and—and Balzac—and Thomas Edison—” he burst out triumphantly—“these fellows who never sleep more than an hour or two at a time, and can keep going night and day—why, that’s not because they love to work! It’s because they’re really lazy—and afraid not to work because they know they’re lazy! Why, hell yes!” he went on enthusiastically. “I know that’s the way it’s been with all those fellows! Old Edison now,” he said scornfully, “going around pretending to people that he works all the time because he likes it!”


  “You don’t believe that?”


  “Hell, no!”—scornfully. “I’ll bet you anything you like that if you could really find out what’s going on in old Edison’s mind, you’d find that he wished he could stay in bed every day until two o’clock in the afternoon! And then get up and scratch himself! And then lie around in the sun for a while! And hang around with the boys down at the village store, talking about politics, and who’s going to win the World Series next fall!”


  “Then what keeps him from it, if that’s what he wants to do?”


  “Why,” he cried impatiently, “laziness! That’s all. He’s afraid to do it because he knows he’s so damned lazy! And he’s ashamed of being lazy, and afraid he’ll get found out! That’s why!”


  “Ah, but that’s another thing! Why is he ashamed of it?”


  “Because,” he said earnestly, “every time he wants to lie in bed until two o’clock in the afternoon, he hears the voice of his old man——”


  “His old man?”


  “Sure. His father.” He nodded vigorously.


  “But Edison’s father has been dead for years, hasn’t he?”


  “Sure—but that doesn’t matter. He hears him just the same. Every time he rolls over to get an extra hour or two, I’ll bet you he hears old Pa Edison hollering at him from the foot of the stairs, telling him to get up, and that he’s not worth powder enough to blow him sky high, and that when he was his age, he’d been up four hours already and done a whole day’s work—poor, miserable orphan that he was!”


  “Really, I didn’t know that. Was Edison’s father an orphan?”


  “Sure—they all are when they holler at you from the foot of the stairs. And school was always at least six miles away, and they were always barefooted, and it was always snowing. God!” he laughed suddenly. “No one’s old man ever went to school except under polar conditions. They all did. And that’s why you get up, that’s why you drive yourself, because you’re afraid not to—afraid of ‘that damned Joyner blood in you.’ ... So I’m afraid that’s the way it’s going to be with me until the end of my days. Every time I see the Ile de France or the Aquitania or the Berengaria backing into the river and swinging into line on Saturday, and see the funnels with their racing slant, and the white breasts of the great liners, and something catches at my throat, and suddenly I hear mermaids singing—I’ll also hear the voice of the old man yelling at me from as far back as I can remember, and telling me I’m not worth the powder to blow me up. And every time I dream of tropic isles, of plucking breadfruit from the trees, or of lying stretched out beneath a palm tree in Samoa, fanned by an attractive lady of those regions clad in her latest string of beads—I’ll hear the voice of the old man. Every time I dream of lying sprawled out with Peter Breughel in Cockaigne, with roast pigs trotting by upon the hoof, and with the funnel of a beer bung in my mouth—I’ll hear the voice of the old man. Thus conscience doth make cowards of us all. I’m lazy—but every time I surrender to my baser self, the old man hollers from the stairs.”


  George was full of his own problems and talked about them constantly. Randy was an understanding listener. But suddenly one day, toward the end of Randy’s visit, the thought struck George as strange that his friend should be taking so much time off from his job. He asked Randy about it. How had he managed it?


  “I haven’t got a job,” Randy answered quietly with his little embarrassed laugh. “They threw me out.”


  “You mean to say that that bastard Merrit—” George began, hot with instant anger.


  “Oh, don’t blame him,” Randy broke in. “He couldn’t help it. The higher-ups were on his tail and he had to do it. He said I wasn’t getting the business, and it’s true—I wasn’t. But what the Company doesn’t know is that nobody can get the business any more. It isn’t there, and hasn’t been for the last year or so. You saw how it was when you were home. Every penny anybody could get hold of went into real estate speculation. That was the only business they had left down there. And now, of course, that’s gone, too, since the bank failed.”


  “And do you mean to say,” George commented, speaking the words slowly and with emphasis—“do you mean to say that Merrit seized that moment to throw you out on your ear? Why, the dirty——”


  “Yes,” said Randy. “I got the sack just a week after the bank closed. I don’t know whether Merrit figured that was the best time to get rid of me or whether it just happened so. But what’s the difference? It’s been coming for a long time. I’ve seen it coming for a year or more. It was just a question of when. And believe me,” he said with quiet emphasis, “I’ve been through hell. I lived from day to day in fear and dread of it, knowing it was coming and knowing there wasn’t anything I could do to head it off. But the funny thing is, now it’s happened I feel relieved.” He smiled his old clear smile. “It’s the truth,” he said. “I never would have had the guts to quit—I was making pretty good money, you know—but now that I’m out, I’m glad. I’d forgotten how it felt to be a free man. Now I can hold my head up and look anybody in the eye and tell the Great Man, Paul S. Appleton himself, to go to the devil. It’s a good feeling. I like it.”


  “But what are you going to do, Randy?” asked George with evident concern.


  “I don’t know,” said Randy cheerfully. “I haven’t any plans. All the years I was with the Company I lived pretty well, but I also managed to save a little something. And, luckily, I didn’t put it in the Citizens Trust, or in real estate either, so I’ve still got it. And I own the old family house. Margaret and I can get along all right for a while. Of course, jobs that pay as well as the one I had don’t turn up around every corner, but this is a big country and there’s always a place for a good man. Did you ever hear of a good man who couldn’t find work?” he said.


  “Well, you can’t be too sure of that,” said George, shaking his head dubiously. “Maybe I’m wrong,” he went on, pausing and frowning thoughtfully, “but I don’t think the Stock Market crash and the bank failure in Libya Hill were isolated events. I’m coming to feel,” he said, “that we may be up against something new—something that’s going to cut deeper than anything America has experienced before. The papers are beginning to take it seriously. They’re calling it a depression. Everybody seems to be scared.”


  “Oh, pshaw!” said Randy with a laugh. “You are feeling low. That’s because you live in New York. Here the Stock Market is everything. When it’s high, times are good; when it’s low, they’re bad. But New York is not America.”


  “I know,” said George. “But I’m not thinking about the Stock Market. I’m thinking about America. ... Sometimes it seems to me,” he continued slowly, like a man who gropes his way in darkness over an unfamiliar road, “that America went off the track somewhere—back around the time of the Civil War, or pretty soon afterwards. Instead of going ahead and developing along the line in which the country started out, it got shunted off in another direction—and now we look around and see we’ve gone places we didn’t mean to go. Suddenly we realize that America has turned into something ugly—and vicious—and corroded at the heart of its power with easy wealth and graft and special privilege. ... And the worst of it is the intellectual dishonesty which all this corruption has bred. People are afraid to think straight—afraid to face themselves—afraid to look at things and see them as they are. We’ve become like a nation of advertising men, all hiding behind catch phrases like ‘prosperity’ and ‘rugged individualism’ and ‘the American way.’ And the real things like freedom, and equal opportunity, and the integrity and worth of the individual—things that have belonged to the American dream since the beginning—they have become just words, too. The substance has gone out of them—they’re not real any more. ... Take your own case. You say you feel free at last because you’ve lost your job. I don’t doubt it—but it’s a funny kind of freedom. And just how free are you?”


  “Well, free enough to suit me,” said Randy heartily. “And, funny or not, I’m freer than I’ve ever been before. Free enough to take my time and look around a bit before I make a new connection. I don’t want to get in with another outfit like the old one. I’ll land on my feet,” he said serenely.


  “But how are you going to do it?” asked George. “There can’t be anything for you in Libya Hill, with the bottom dropped out of everything down there.”


  “Hell, I’m not wedded to the place!” said Randy. “I’ll go anywhere. Remember, I’ve been a salesman all my life—I’m used to traveling around. And I have friends in the game—in other lines—who’ll help me. That’s one good thing about being a salesman: if you can sell one thing, you can sell anything, and it’s easy to switch products. I know my way around,” he concluded with strong confidence. “Don’t you worry about me.”


  They said very little more about it. And when Randy left, his parting words at the station were:


  “Well, so long, fellow! You’re going to be all right. But don’t forget to kill that wounded faun! As for me, I don’t know just what the next move is, but I’m on my way!”


  With that he got aboard his train, and was gone.


  But George wasn’t too sure about Randy. And the more he thought about him, the less sure he became. Randy had certainly not been licked by what had happened to him, and that was good; but there was something about his attitude—his cheerful optimism in the face of disaster—that seemed spurious. He had the clearest head of anybody George knew, but it was almost as if he had shut off one compartment of his brain and wasn’t using it. It was all very puzzling.


  “There are tides in the affairs of men,” George thought musingly—“definite periods of ebb and flow. ... And when they come, they come, and can’t be held back by wishing.”


  That was it, perhaps. It seemed to George that Randy was caught in the ebb and didn’t know it. And that was what made it so queer and puzzling—that he, of all people, shouldn’t know it.


  Also, he had spoken about not wanting to get mixed up with another outfit like the old one. Did he think the fearful pressures he had been subject to were peculiar to the company he had been working for, and that their counterparts existed nowhere else? Did he suppose he could escape those conditions just by changing jobs? Did he believe it was possible by such a shift to enjoy all the glorious advantages he had ever dreamed of as a bright, ambitious youth—high income and good living far beyond what most men are accustomed to—and to do it without paying the cost in other ways?


  “What will you have? quoth God; pay for it, and take it,” said Emerson, in that wonderful essay on “Compensation” that every American ought to be required by law to read. ... Well, that was true. One always paid for it. ...


  Good Lord! Didn’t Randy know you can’t go home again?


  The next few years were terrible ones for all America, and especially terrible for Randy Shepperton.


  He didn’t get another job. He tried everything, but nothing worked. There just weren’t any jobs. Men were being let off by the thousands everywhere, and nowhere were new ones being taken on.


  After eighteen months his savings were gone, and he was desperate. He had to sell the old family house, and what he got for it was a mere pittance. He and Margaret rented a small apartment, and for another year or so, by careful management, they lived on what the house had brought them. Then that, too, was gone. Randy was on his uppers now. He fell ill, and it was an illness of the spirit more than of the flesh. At last, when there was nothing else to do, he and Margaret moved away from Libya Hill and went to live with the older sister who was married, and stayed there with her husband’s family—dependents on the bounty of these kindly strangers.


  And at the end of all of this, Randy—he of the clear eyes and the quick intelligence—he who was nobody’s fool—he who thought he loved the truth and had always been able to see straight to the heart of most things—Randy went on relief.


  And by that time George thought he understood it. Behind Randy’s tragedy George thought he could see a personal devil in the form of a very bright and plausible young man, oozing confidence and crying, “Faith!” when there was no faith, and dressed like a traveling salesman. Yes, salesmanship had done its job too well. Salesmanship—that commercial brand of special pleading—that devoted servant of self-interest—that sworn enemy of truth. George remembered how Randy had been able to look at his alien problem and see it in the abstract, whole and clear, because there was no self-interest to cast its shadow on his vision. He could save others—himself he could not save, because he could no longer see the truth about himself.


  And it seemed to George that Randy’s tragedy was the essential tragedy of America. America—the magnificent, unrivaled, unequaled, unbeatable, unshrinkable, supercolossal, 99-and-44-one-hundredths-per-cent-pure, schoolgirl-complexion, covers-the-earth, I’d-walk-a-mile-for-it, four-out-of-five-have-it, his-master’s-voice, ask-the-man-who-owns-one, blueplate-special home of advertising, salesmanship, and special pleading in all its many catchy and beguiling forms.


  Had not the real rulers of America—the business men—been wrong about the depression from the start? Had they not pooh-poohed it and tried to wipe it out with words, refusing to see it for what it was? Had they not kept saying that prosperity was just around the corner—long after “prosperity,” so called, had vanished, and the very corner it was supposed to be around had flattened out and bent into a precipitate downward curve of hunger, want, and desperation?


  Well, Randy had been right about the wounded faun. For George knew now that his own self-pity was just his precious egotism coming between him and the truth he strove for as a writer. What Randy didn’t know was that business also had its wounded fauns. And they, it seemed, were a species that you could not kill so lightly. For business was the most precious form of egotism—self-interest at its dollar value. Kill that with truth, and what would be left?


  A better way of life, perhaps, but it would not be built on business as we know it.


  [¬]


  BOOK IV

  THE QUEST OF THE FAIR MEDUSA


  George took Randy’s advice and moved. He did not know where to go. All he wanted was to get away as far as possible from Park Avenue, from the æsthetic jungles of the lion hunters, from the half-life of wealth and fashion that had grown like a parasite upon the sound body of America. He went to live in Brooklyn.


  He had made a little money from his book, so now he paid his debts and quit the job he held as a teacher at the School for Utility Cultures. From this time on, he earned his precarious living solely by what he wrote.


  For four years he lived in Brooklyn, and four years in Brooklyn are a geologic age—a single stratum of grey time. They were years of poverty, of desperation, of loneliness unutterable. All about him were the poor, the outcast, the neglected and forsaken people of America, and he was one of them. But life is strong, and year after year it went on around him in all its manifold complexity, rich with its unnoticed and unrecorded little happenings. He saw it all, he took it all in hungrily as part of his experience, he recorded much of it, and in the end he squeezed it dry as he tried to extract its hidden meanings.


  And what was he like inside while these grey years were slipping by? What was he up to, what was he doing, what did he want?


  That’s rather hard to tell, because he wanted so many things, but the thing he wanted most was Fame. Those were the years of his concentrated quest of that fair Medusa. He had had his little taste of glory, and it was bitter in his mouth. He thought the reason was that he had not been good enough—and he had not been good enough. Therefore he thought that what he had had was not Fame at all, but only a moment’s notoriety. He had been a seven-day wonder—that was all.


  Well, he had learned some things since he wrote his first book. He would try again.


  So he lived and wrote, and wrote and lived, and lived there by himself in Brooklyn. And when he had worked for hours at a stretch, forgetting food and sleep and everything, he would rise from his desk at last and stagger forth into the nighttime streets, reeling like a drunkard with his weariness. He would eat his supper at a restaurant, and then, because his mind was feverish and he knew he could not sleep, he would walk to Brooklyn Bridge and cross it to Manhattan, and ferret out the secret heart of darkness in all the city’s ways, and then at dawn come back across the Bridge once more, and so to bed in Brooklyn.


  And in these nightly wanderings the old refusals dropped away, the old avowals stood. For then, somehow, it seemed to him that he who had been dead was risen, he who had been lost was found again, and he who in his brief day of glory had sold the talent, the passion, and the belief of youth into the keeping of the fleshless dead, until his heart was corrupted and all hope gone, would win his life back bloodily, in solitude and darkness. And he felt then that things would be for him once more as they had been, and he saw again, as he had once seen, the image of the shining city. Far-flung, and blazing into tiers of jeweled light, it burned forever in his vision as he walked the Bridge, and strong tides were bound around it, and the great ships called. So he walked the Bridge, always he walked the Bridge.


  And by his side was that stern friend, the only one to whom he spoke what in his secret heart he most desired. To Loneliness he whispered, “Fame!”—and Loneliness replied, “Aye, brother, wait and see.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 27

  THE LOCUSTS HAVE NO KING


  The tragic light of evening falls upon the huge and rusty jungle of South Brooklyn. It falls without glare or warmth upon the faces of all the men with dead eyes and flesh of tallow-grey as they lean upon their window sills at the sad, hushed end of day.


  If at such a time you walk down this narrow street, between the mean and shabby houses, past the eyes of all the men who lean there quietly at their open windows in their shirt-sleeves, and turn in at the alley here and follow the two-foot strip of broken concrete pavement that skirts the alley on one side, and go to the very last shabby house down at the end, and climb up the flight of worn steps to the front entrance, and knock loudly at the door with your bare knuckles (the bell is out of order), and then wait patiently until someone comes, and ask whether Mr. George Webber lives here, you will be informed that he most certainly does, and that if you will just come in and go down this stairway to the basement and knock at the door there on your right, you will probably find him in. So you go down the stairway to the damp and gloomy basement hall, thread your way between the dusty old boxes, derelict furniture, and other lumber stored there in the passage, rap on the door that has been indicated to you, and Mr. Webber himself will open it and usher you right into his room, his home, his castle.


  The place may seem to you more like a dungeon than a room that a man would voluntarily elect to live in. It is long and narrow, running parallel to the hall from front to rear, and the only natural light that enters it comes through two small windows rather high up in the wall, facing each other at the opposite ends, and these are heavily guarded with iron bars, placed there by some past owner of the house to keep the South Brooklyn thugs from breaking in.


  The room is furnished adequately but not so luxuriously as to deprive it of a certain functional and Spartan simplicity. In the back half there is an iron bed with sagging springs, a broken-down dresser with a cracked mirror above it, two kitchen chairs, and a steamer trunk and some old suitcases that have seen much use. At the front end, under the yellow glow of an electric light suspended from the ceiling by a cord, there is a large desk, very much scarred and battered, with the handles missing on most of the drawers, and in front of it there is a straight-backed chair made out of some old, dark wood. In the center, ranged against the walls, where they serve to draw the two ends of the room together into æsthetic unity, stand an ancient gate-legged table, so much of its dark green paint flaked off that the dainty pink complexion of its forgotten youth shows through all over, a tier of book-shelves, unpainted, and two large crates or packing cases, their thick top boards pried off to reveal great stacks of ledgers and of white and yellow manuscript within. On top of the desk, on the table, on the book-shelves, and all over the floor are scattered, like fallen leaves in autumn woods, immense masses of loose paper with writing on every sheet, and everywhere are books, piled up on their sides or leaning crazily against each other.


  This dark cellar is George Webber’s abode and working quarters. Here, in winter, the walls, which sink four feet below the level of the ground, sweat continuously with clammy drops of water. Here, in summer, it is he who does the sweating.


  His neighbors, he will tell you, are for the most part Armenians, Italians, Spaniards, Irishmen, and Jews—in short, Americans. They live in all the shacks, tenements, and slums in all the raw, rusty streets and alleys of South Brooklyn.


  And what is that you smell?


  Oh, that! Well, you see, he shares impartially with his neighbors a piece of public property in the vicinity; it belongs to all of them in common, and it gives to South Brooklyn its own distinctive atmosphere. It is the old Gowanus Canal, and that aroma you speak of is nothing but the huge symphonic stink of it, cunningly compacted of unnumbered separate putrefactions. It is interesting sometimes to try to count them. There is in it not only the noisome stenches of a stagnant sewer, but also the smells of melted glue, burned rubber, and smoldering rags, the odors of a boneyard horse, long dead, the incense of putrefying offal, the fragrance of deceased, decaying cats, old tomatoes, rotten cabbage, and prehistoric eggs.


  And how does he stand it?


  Well, one gets used to it. One can get used to anything, just as all these other people do. They never think of the smell, they never speak of it, they’d probably miss it if they moved away.


  To this place, then, George Webber has come, and here “holed in” with a kind of dogged stubbornness touched with desperation. And you will not be far wrong if you surmise that he has come here deliberately, driven by a resolution to seek out the most forlorn and isolated hiding spot that he could find.


  Mr. Marple, a gentleman who has a room on the second floor, comes stumbling down the darkened basement stairway with a bottle in his hand and knocks upon George Webber’s door.


  “Come in!”


  Mr. Marple comes in, introduces himself, does the right thing with the bottle, sits down, and begins to make talk.


  “Well, now, Mr. Webber, how d’yah like that drink I mixed for yah?”


  “Oh, I like it, I like it.”


  “Well, now, if yah don’t, I want yah t’come right out an’ say so.”


  “Oh, I would, I would.”


  “I mean I’d like to know. I’d appreciate yah tellin’ me. What I mean is, I made that stuff myself from a little private formuler I got—I wouldn’t buy no stuff from a bootlegger—I wouldn’t take no chance wit’ the bastards. I buy the alcohol that goes into that drink from a place I know, an’ I always know what I’m gettin’—d’yah know what I mean?”


  “Yes, I certainly do.”


  “But I’d like to know what yah think of it, I’d appreciate yah tellin’ me.”


  “Oh, it’s fine, it couldn’t be better.”


  “I’m glad yah like it, an’ you’re sure I didn’t disturb yah?”


  “Oh, no, not at all.”


  “Because I was on my way in when I sees your light there in the winder, so I says to myself, now that guy may think I’ve got an orful nerve buttin’ in like this but I’m gonna stop an’ get acquainted an’ ast him if he’d like a little drink.”


  “I’m glad you did.”


  “But if I disturbed yah I wantcha t’say so.”


  “Oh, no, not at all.”


  “Because here’s the way it is wit’ me. I’m interested in youman nature—I’m a great student of psychology—I can read faces the minute I look at a guy—it’s somethin’ that I always had—I guess that’s why I’m in the insurance game. So when I sees a guy that interests me I wanta get acquainted wit’ him an’ get his reactions to things. So when I sees your light I says to myself, he may tell me to get the hell outa there but there ain’t no harm in tryin’.”


  “I’m glad you did.”


  “Now Mr. Webber, I think I’m a pretty good judge of character——”


  “Oh, I’m sure you are.”


  “—an’ I been lookin’ at yah an’ sorta sizin’ yah up while yah been sittin’ there. Yah didn’t know I was sizin’ yah up but that’s what I been doin’ all the time yah been sittin’ there because I’m a great student of youman nature, Mr. Webber, an’ I gotta size up all grades an’ classes every day in my business—you know—I’m in the insurance game. An’ I wanna ast yah a question. Now if it’s too personal I wantcha t’come right out an’ say so, but if yah don’t mind answerin’ I’m gonna ast it to yah.”


  “Not at all. What is it?”


  “Well, Mr. Webber, I already reached my own conclusions, but I’m gonna ast it to yah just t’see if it don’t bear me out. Now what I’m gonna ast yah—an’ yah don’t have to answer if yah don’t want to—is—What’s your line?—What business are yah in? Now yah don’t need to tell me if it’s too personal.”


  “Not at all. I’m a writer.”


  “A what?”


  “A writer. I wrote a book once. I’m trying to write another one now.”


  “Well now, it may surprise yah but that’s just what I figgered out myself. I says to myself, now there’s a guy, I says, that’s in some kind of intelleckshul work where he’s got t’use his head. He’s a writer or a newspaperman or in the advertisin’ business. Y’see I’ve always been a great judge of youman nature—that’s my line.”


  “Yes, I see.”


  “An’ now I wanna tell yah somethin’ else, Mr. Webber. You’re doin’ the thing yah was cut out for, you’re doin’ the thing yah was born to do, it’s what yah been preparin’ to do all your life sinct yah was a kid—am I right or wrong?”


  “Oh, I guess you’re right.”


  “An’ that’s the reason you’re gonna be a big success at it. Stick to writin’, Mr. Webber. I’m a great judge of youman nature an’ I know what I’m talkin’ about. Just stick to the thing yah always wanted to be an’ yah’ll get there. Now some guys never find theirselves. Some guys never know what they wanna be. That’s the trouble wit’ some guys. Now wit’ me it’s different. I didn’t find myself till I was a grown man. You’d have t’laugh, Mr. Webber, if I told yah what it was I wanted t’be when I was a kid.”


  “What was it, Mr. Marple?”


  “Say, Mr. Webber—y’know it’s funny—yah won’t believe me—but up to the time I was about twenty years old, a grown man, I was crazy to be a railroad engineer. No kiddin’. I was nuts about it. An’ I’d a-been just crazy enough to’ve gone ahead an’ got a job on the railroad if the old man hadn’t yanked me by the collar an’ told me t’snap out of it. Yah know I’m a Down-Easter by birth—don’t talk like it any more—I been here too long—but that’s where I grew up. My old man was a plumber in Augusta, Maine. So when I tells him I’m gonna be a locomotive engineer he boots me one in the seat of the pants an’ tells me I ain’t no such thing. ‘I’ve sent yah to school,’ he says, ‘you’ve had ten times the schoolin’ that I had, an’ now yah tell me that you’re gonna be a railroad hogger. Well, you’re not,’ the old man says, ‘you’re gonna be one member of the fambly that’s comin’ home at night wit’ clean hands an’ a white collar. Now you get the hell outa here an’ hunt yah up a job in some decent high-class business where yah’ll have a chanct t’advance an’ associate wit’ your social ekals.’ Jesus! It was a lucky thing for me he took that stand or I’d never a-got where I am today. But I was good an’ sore about it at the time. An’ say, Mr. Webber—you’re gonna laugh when I tell yah this one—I ain’t actually over the darn thing yet. No kiddin’. When I see one of these big engines bargin’ down the track I still get that funny crawly feelin’ I usta have when I was a kid an’ looked at ’em. The guys at the office had t’laugh about it when I told ’em, an’ now when I come in they call me Casey Jones.—Well, what d’yah say yah have another little snifter before I go?”


  “Thanks, I’d like to, but maybe I’d better not. I’ve still got a little work I ought to do before I turn in.”


  “Well now, Mr. Webber, I know just how it is. An’ that’s the way I had yah sized up from the first. That guy’s a writer, I says, or in some sort of intelleckshul occupation where he’s got to use his head—was I right or wrong?”


  “Oh, you were right.”


  “Well, I’m glad to’ve metcha, Mr. Webber. Don’t make yourself a stranger around here. Yah know, a guy gets sorta lonely sometimes. My wife died four years ago so I been livin’ upstairs here ever sinct—sorta figgered that a single guy didn’t need no more room than I got here. Come up to see me. I’m interested in youman nature an’ I like to talk to people an’ get their different reactions. So any time yah feel like chewin’ the rag a bit, drop in.”


  “Oh, I will, I will.”


  “Good night, Mr. Webber.”


  “Good night, Mr. Marple.”


  Good night. Good night. Good night.


  Across the basement hall, in another room similar to George Webber’s, lived an old man by the name of Wakefield. He had a son somewhere in New York who paid his rent, but Mr. Wakefield rarely saw his son. He was a brisk and birdy little man with a chirping, cheerful voice; and, although he was almost ninety, he always seemed to be in good health and was still immensely active. His son had provided him with a room to live in, and he had a little money of his own—a few dollars a month from a pension—enough to supply his meager wants; but he lived a life of utter loneliness, seeing his son only on the occasion of a holiday or a rare visit, and the rest of the time living all by himself in his basement room.


  Yet he had as brave and proud a spirit as any man on earth. He longed desperately for companionship, but he would have died rather than admit he was lonely. So independent was he, and so sensitive, that, while he was always courteous and cheerful, his tone when he responded to a greeting was a little cold and distant, lest anyone should think he was too forward and eager. But, once satisfied of one’s friendliness, no one could respond more warmly or more cordially than old man Wakefield.


  George grew fond of him and liked to talk with him, and the old man would invite him eagerly into his part of the basement and proudly display his room, which he kept with a soldierlike neatness. He was a veteran of the Union Army in the Civil War, and his room was filled with books, records, papers, and old clippings bearing on the war and on the part his regiment had played in it. Although he was alert and eager toward the life around him, and much too brave and hopeful a spirit to live mournfully in the past, the Civil War had been the great and central event in old man Wakefield’s life. Like many of the men of his generation, both North and South, it had never occurred to him that the war was not the central event in everyone’s life. Because it was so with him, he believed that people everywhere still lived and thought and talked about the war all the time.


  He was a leading figure in the activities of his Grand Army Post, and was always bustling about with plans and projects for the coming year. It seemed to him that the Grand Army organization, whose thinning ranks of old and feeble men he still saw with the proud eyes of forty or fifty years before, was the most powerful society in the nation, and that its word of warning or stern reproof was enough to make all the kings of the earth quake and tremble in their boots. He was bitterly scornful and would bristle up immediately at mention of the American Legion: he fancied slights and cunning trickery on the part of this body all the time, and he would ruffle up like a rooster when he spoke of the Legionnaires, and say in an angry, chirping tone:


  “It’s jealousy! Nothing in the world but sheer tar-nation jealousy—that’s what it is!”


  “But why, Mr. Wakefield? Why should they be jealous of you?”


  “Because we reely did some soldierin’—that’s why!” he chirped angrily. “Because they know we fit the Rebels—yes! and fit ’em good—and licked ’em, too!” he cackled triumphantly—“in a war that was a war! ... Pshaw!” he said scornfully, in a lowered voice, looking out the window with a bitter smile and with eyes that had suddenly grown misty. “What do these fellows know about a war?—Some bob-tail—raggedy—two-by-two—little jackleg feller—of a Legionnary!” He spat the words out with malignant satisfaction, breaking at the end into a vindictive cackle. “Standin’ to their necks all day in some old trench and never gettin’ within ten miles of the enemy!” he sneered. “If they ever saw a troop of cavalry, I don’t know what they’d make of it! I reckon they’d think it was the circus come to town!” he cackled. “A war! A war! Hell-fire, that warn’t no war!” he cried derisively. “If they wanted to see a war, they should’ve been with us at the Bloody Angle! But, pshaw!” he said. “They’d a-run like rabbits if they’d been there! The only way you could a-kept ’em would’ve been to tie ’em to a tree!”


  “Don’t you think they could have beaten the Rebels, Mr. Wakefield?”


  “Beat ’em?” he shrilled. “Beat ’em! Why, boy, what are you talkin’ about? ... Hell! If Stonewall Jackson ever started for that gang, he’d run ’em ragged! Yes, sir! They’d light out so fast they’d straighten out all the bends of the road as they went by!” cried old man Wakefield, cackling. “Pshaw!” he said quietly and scornfully again. “They couldn’t do it! It ain’t in ’em! ... But I’ll tell you this much!” he cried suddenly in an excited voice. “We’re not goin’ to put up with it much longer! The boys have had just about as much of it as they can stand! If they try to do us like they done last year—pshaw!” he broke off again, and looked out the window shaking his head—“Why it’s all as plain as the nose on your face! It’s jealousy—just plain, confounded jealousy—that’s all in the world it is!”


  “What is, Mr. Wakefield?”


  “Why, the way they done us last year!” he cried. “Puttin’ us way back there at the tail-end of the pee-rade, when by all the rights—as everybody knows—we should’ve come first! But we’ll fix ’em!” he cried warningly. “We’ve got a way to fix ’em!” he said with a triumphant shake of the head. “I know the thing we’re goin’ to do this year,” he cried, “if they try another trick like that on us!”


  “What are you going to do, Mr. Wakefield?”


  “Why,” he cackled, “we won’t pee-rade! We simply won’t pee-rade! We’ll tell ’em they can hold their derned pee-rade without us!” he chirped exultantly. “And I reckon that’ll fix ’em! Oh, yes! That’ll bring ’em round, or I miss my guess!” he crowed.


  “It ought to, Mr. Wakefield.”


  “Why, boy,” he said solemnly, “if we ever did a thing like that, there would be a wave of protest—a wave of protest—” he cried with a sweeping gesture of the arm, as his voice rose strongly—“from here to Californy! ... The people wouldn’t stand for it!” he cried. “They’d make those fellers back down in a hurry!”


  And as George left him, the old man would come with him to the door, shake his hand warmly, and, with an eager and lonely look in his old eyes, say:


  “Come again, boy! I’m always glad to see you! ... I got stuff in here—photygraphs, an’ books, an’ such as that about the war—that you ain’t seen yet. No, nor no one else!” he cackled. “For no one else has got ’em! ... Just let me know when you’re comin’ an’ I’ll be here.”


  Slowly the years crept by and George lived alone in Brooklyn. They were hard years, desperate years, lonely years, years of interminable writing and experimentation, years of exploration and discovery, years of grey timelessness, weariness, exhaustion, and self-doubt. He had reached the wilderness period of his life and was hacking his way through the jungles of experience. He had stripped himself down to the brutal facts of self and work. These were all he had.


  He saw himself more clearly now than he had ever done before, and, in spite of living thus alone, he no longer thought of himself as a rare and special person who was doomed to isolation, but as a man who worked and who, like other men, was a part of life. He was concerned passionately with reality. He wanted to see things whole, to find out everything he could, and then to create out of what he knew the fruit of his own vision.


  One criticism that had been made of his first book still rankled in his mind. An unsuccessful scribbler turned critic had simply dismissed the whole book as a “barbaric yawp,” accusing Webber of getting at things with his emotions rather than with his brains, and of being hostile toward the processes of the intellect and “the intellectual point of view.” These charges, if they had any truth in them, seemed to George to be the kind of lifeless half-truth that was worse than no truth at all. The trouble with the so-called “intellectuals” was that they were not intellectual enough, and their point of view more often than not had no point, but was disparate, arbitrary, sporadic, and confused.


  To be an “intellectual” was, it seemed, a vastly different thing from being intelligent. A dog’s nose would usually lead him toward what he wished to find, or away from what he wished to avoid: this was intelligent. That is, the dog had the sense of reality in his nose. But the “intellectual” usually had no nose, and was lacking in the sense of reality. The most striking difference between Webber’s mind and the mind of the average “intellectual” was that Webber absorbed experience like a sponge, and made use of everything that he absorbed. He really learned constantly from experience. But the “intellectuals” of his acquaintance seemed to learn nothing. They had no capacity for rumination and digestion. They could not reflect.


  He thought over a few of them that he had known:


  There was Haythorpe, who when George first knew him was an æsthete of the late baroque in painting, writing, all the arts, author of one-act costume plays—“Gesmonder! Thy hands pale chalices of hot desire!” Later he became an æsthete of the primitives—the Greek, Italian, and the German; then æsthete of the nigger cults—the wood sculptures, coon songs, hymnals, dances, and the rest; still later, æsthete of the comics—of cartoons, Chaplin, and the Brothers Marx; then of Expressionism; then of the Mass; then of Russia and the Revolution; at length, æsthete of homo-sexuality; and finally, death’s æsthete—suicide in a graveyard in Connecticut.


  There was Collingswood, who, fresh out of Harvard, was not so much the æsthete of the arts as of the mind. First, a Bolshevik from Beacon Hill, practitioner of promiscuous, communal love as the necessary answer to “bourgeois morality”; then back to Cambridge for post-graduate study at the feet of Irving Babbitt—Collingswood is now a Humanist, the bitter enemy of Rousseau, Romanticism, and of Russia (which is, he now thinks, Rousseau in modern form); the playwright, next—New Jersey, Beacon Hill, or Central Park seen in the classic unities of the Greek drama; at length, disgusted realist—“all that’s good in modern art or letters is to be found in advertisements”; then a job as a scenario writer and two years in Hollywood—all now is the moving picture, with easy money, easy love affairs, and drunkenness; and finally, back to Russia, but with his first love lacking—no sex triflings now, my comrades—we who serve the Cause and wait upon the day lead lives of Spartan abstinence—what was the free life, free love, enlightened pleasure of the proletariat ten years ago is now despised as the contemptible debauchery of “bourgeois decadence.”


  There was Spurgeon from the teaching days at the School for Utility Cultures—good Spurgeon—Chester Spurgeon of the Ph.D.—Spurgeon of “the great tradition”—thin-lipped Spurgeon, ex-student of Professor Stuart Sherman, and bearer-onward of the Master’s Torch. Noble-hearted Spurgeon, who wrote honeyed flatteries of Thornton Wilder and his Bridge—“The tradition of the Bridge is Love, just as the tradition of America and of Democracy is Love. Hence—” Spurgeon hences—Love grows Wilder as the years Bridge on across America. Oh, where now, good Spurgeon, “intellectual” Spurgeon—Spurgeon whose thin lips and narrowed eyes were always so glacial prim on Definitions? Where now, brave intellect, by passion uninflamed? Spurgeon of the flashing mind, by emotion unimpulsed, is now a devoted leader of the intellectual Communists (See Spurgeon’s article entitled, “Mr. Wilder’s Piffle,” in the New Masses).—So, Comrade Spurgeon, hail! Hail, Comrade Spurgeon—and most heartily, my bright-eyed Intellectual, farewell!


  Whatever George Webber was, he knew he was not an “intellectual.” He was just an American who was looking hard at the life around him, and sorting carefully through all the life he had ever seen and known, and trying to extract some essential truth out of this welter of his whole experience. But, as he said to his friend and editor, Fox Edwards:


  “What is truth? No wonder jesting Pilate turned away. The truth, it has a thousand faces—show only one of them, and the whole truth flies away! But how to show the whole? That’s the question. ...


  “Discovery in itself is not enough. It’s not enough to find out what things are. You’ve also got to find out where they come from, where each brick fits in the wall.”


  He always came back to the wall.


  “I think it’s like this,” he said. “You see a wall, you look at it so much and so hard that one day you see clear through it. Then, of course, it’s not just one wall any longer. It’s every wall that ever was.”


  He was still spiritually fighting out the battle of his first book, and all the problems it had raised. He was still searching for a way. At times he felt that his first book had taught him nothing—not even confidence. His feelings of hollow desperation and self-doubt seemed to grow worse instead of better, for he had now torn himself free from almost every personal tie which had ever bound him, and which formerly had sustained him in some degree with encouragement and faith. He was left, therefore, to rely almost completely on his own resources.


  There was also the insistent, gnawing consciousness of work itself, the necessity of turning toward the future and the completion of a new book. He was feeling, now as never before, the inexorable pressure of time. In writing his first book, he had been unknown and obscure, and there had been a certain fortifying strength in that, for no one had expected anything of him. But now the spotlight of publication had been turned upon him, and he felt it beating down with merciless intensity. He was pinned beneath the light—he could not crawl out of it. Though he had not won fame, still he was known now. He had been examined, probed, and talked about. He felt that the world was looking at him with a critic eye.


  It had been easy in his dreams to envision a long and fluent sequence of big books, but now he was finding it a different matter to accomplish them. His first book had been more an act of utterance than an act of labor. It was an impassioned expletive of youth—something that had been pent up in him, something felt and seen and imagined and put down at white-hot heat. The writing of it had been a process of spiritual and emotional evacuation. But that was behind him now, and he knew he should never try to repeat it. Henceforth his writing would have to come from unending labor and preparation.


  In his effort to explore his experience, to extract the whole, essential truth of it, and to find a way to write about it, he sought to recapture every particle of the life he knew down to its minutest details. He spent weeks and months trying to put down on paper the exactitudes of countless fragments—what he called, “the dry, caked colors of America”—how the entrance to a subway looked, the design and webbing of the elevated structure, the look and feel of an iron rail, the particular shade of rusty green with which so many things are painted in America. Then he tried to pin down the foggy color of the brick of which so much of London is constructed, the look of an English doorway, of a French window, of the roofs and chimney pots of Paris, of a whole street in Munich—and each of these foreign things he then examined in contrast to its American equivalent.


  It was a process of discovery in its most naked, literal, and primitive terms. He was just beginning really to see thousands of things for the first time, to see the relations between them, to see here and there whole series and systems of relations. He was like a scientist in some new field of chemistry who for the first time realizes that he has stumbled upon a vast new world, and who will then pick out identities, establish affiliations, define here and there the outlines of sub-systems in crystalline union, without yet being aware what the structure of the whole is like, or what the final end will be.


  The same processes now began to inform his direct observation of the life around him. Thus, on his nocturnal ramblings about New York, he would observe the homeless men who prowled in the vicinity of restaurants, lifting the lids of garbage cans and searching around inside for morsels of rotten food. He saw them everywhere, and noticed how their numbers increased during the hard and desperate days of 1932. He knew what kind of men they were, for he talked to many of them; he knew what they had been, where they had come from, and even what kind of scraps they could expect to dig out of the garbage cans. He found out the various places all over the city where such men slept at night. A favorite rendezvous was a corridor of the subway station at Thirty-third Street and Park Avenue in Manhattan. There one night he counted thirty-four huddled together on the cold concrete, wrapped up in sheathings of old newspaper.


  It was his custom almost every night, at one o’clock or later, to walk across the Brooklyn Bridge, and night after night, with a horrible fascination, he used to go to the public latrine or “comfort station” which was directly in front of the New York City Hall. One descended to this place down a steep flight of stairs from the street, and on bitter nights he would find the place crowded with homeless men who had sought refuge there. Some were those shambling hulks that one sees everywhere, in Paris as well as New York, in good times as well as bad—old men, all rags and bags and long white hair and bushy beards stained dirty yellow, wearing tattered overcoats in the cavernous pockets of which they carefully stored away all the little rubbish they lived on and spent their days collecting in the streets—crusts of bread, old bones with rancid shreds of meat still clinging to them, and dozens of cigarette butts. Some were the “stumble bums” from the Bowery, criminal, fumed with drink or drugs, or half insane with “smoke.” But most of them were just flotsam of the general ruin of the time—honest, decent, middle-aged men with faces seamed by toil and want, and young men, many of them mere boys in their teens, with thick, unkempt hair. These were the wanderers from town to town, the riders of freight trains, the thumbers of rides on highways, the uprooted, unwanted male population of America. They drifted across the land and gathered in the big cities when winter came, hungry, defeated, empty, hopeless, restless, driven by they knew not what, always on the move, looking everywhere for work, for the bare crumbs to support their miserable lives, and finding neither work nor crumbs. Here in New York, to this obscene meeting place, these derelicts came, drawn into a common stew of rest and warmth and a little surcease from their desperation.


  George had never before witnessed anything to equal the indignity and sheer animal horror of the scene. There was even a kind of devil’s comedy in the sight of all these filthy men squatting upon those open, doorless stools. Arguments and savage disputes and fights would sometimes break out among them over the possession of these stools, which all of them wanted more for rest than for necessity. The sight was revolting, disgusting, enough to render a man forever speechless with very pity.


  He would talk to the men and find out all he could about them, and when he could stand it no more he would come out of this hole of filth and suffering, and there, twenty feet above it, he would see the giant hackles of Manhattan shining coldly in the cruel brightness of the winter night. The Woolworth Building was not fifty yards away, and a little farther down were the silvery spires and needles of Wall Street, great fortresses of stone and steel that housed enormous banks. The blind injustice of this contrast seemed the most brutal part of the whole experience, for there, all around him in the cold moonlight, only a few blocks away from this abyss of human wretchedness and misery, blazed the pinnacles of power where a large portion of the entire world’s wealth was locked in mighty vaults.


  They were now closing up the restaurant. The tired waitresses were racking the chairs upon the tables, completing the last formalities of their hard day’s work in preparation for departure. At the cash register the proprietor was totting up the figures of the day’s take, and one of the male waiters hovered watchfully near the table, in a manner politely indicating that while he was not in a hurry he would be glad if his last customer would pay his bill and leave.


  George called for his check and gave the man some money. He took it and in a moment returned with the change. He pocketed his tip and said, “Thank you, sir.” Then as George said good night and started to get up and leave, the waiter hesitated and hung around uncertainly as if there was something he wanted to say but scarcely knew whether he ought to say it or not.


  George looked at him inquiringly, and then, in a rather embarrassed tone, the waiter said:


  “Mr. Webber ... there’s ... something I’d like to talk over with you sometime. ... I—I’d like to get your advice about something—that is, if you have time,” he added hastily and almost apologetically.


  George regarded the waiter with another inquiring look, in which the man evidently read encouragement, for now he went on quickly, in a manner of almost beseeching entreaty:


  “It’s—it’s about a story.”


  The familiar phrase awakened countless weary echoes in Webber’s memory. It also resolved that hard and honest patience with which any man who ever sweated to write a living line and to earn his bread by the hard, uncertain labor of his pen will listen, as an act of duty and understanding, to any other man who says he has a tale to tell. His mind and will wearily composed themselves, his face set in a strained smile of mechanical anticipation, and the poor waiter, thus encouraged, went on eagerly:


  “It’s—it’s a story a guy told me several years ago. I’ve been thinking about it ever since. The guy was a foreigner,” said the waiter impressively, as if this fact was enough to guarantee the rare color and fascinating interest of what he was about to reveal. “He was an Armenian,” said the waiter very earnestly. “Sure! He came from over there!” He nodded his head emphatically. “And this story that he told me was an Armenian story,” said the waiter with solemn emphasis, and then paused to let this impressive fact sink in. “It was a story that he knew about—he told it to me—and I’m the only other guy that knows about it,” said the waiter, and paused again, looking at his patron with a very bright and feverish eye.


  George continued to smile with wan encouragement, and in a moment the waiter, after an obvious struggle with his soul, a conflict between his desire to keep his secret and to tell it, too, went on:


  “Gee! You’re a writer, Mr. Webber, and you know about these things. I’m just a dumb guy working in a restaurant—but if I could put it into words—if I could get a guy like you who knows how it’s done to tell the story for me—why—why—” he struggled with himself, then burst out enthusiastically—“there’d be a fortune in it for the both of us!”


  George felt his heart sink still lower. It was turning out just as he knew it would. But he still continued to smile pallidly. He cleared his throat in an undecided fashion, but then said nothing. And the waiter, taking silence for consent, now pressed on impetuously:


  “Honest, Mr. Webber—if I could get somebody like you to help me with this story—to write it down for me the way it ought to be—I’d—I’d—” for a moment the waiter struggled with his lower nature, then magnanimity got the better of him and he cried out with the decided air of a man who is willing to make a generous bargain and stick to it—“I’d go fifty-fifty with him! I’d—I’d be willing to give him half! ... And there’s a fortune in it!” he cried. “I go to the movies and I read True Story Magazine—and I never seen a story like it! It’s got ’em all beat! I’ve thought about it for years, ever since the guy told it to me—and I know I’ve got a gold mine here if I could only write it down! ... It’s—it’s——”


  Now, indeed, the waiter’s struggle with his sense of caution became painful to watch. He was evidently burning with a passionate desire to reveal his secret, but he was also obviously tormented by doubts and misgivings lest he should recklessly give away to a comparative stranger a treasure which the other might appropriate to his own use. His manner was very much that of a man who has sailed strange seas and seen, in some unknown coral island, the fabulous buried cache of forgotten pirates’ plundering, and who is now being torn between two desperate needs—his need of partnership, of outward help, and his imperative need of secrecy and caution. The fierce interplay of these two powers discrete was waged there on the open battlefield of the waiter’s countenance. And in the end he took the obvious way out. Like an explorer who will take from his pocket an uncut gem of tremendous size and value and cunningly hint that in a certain place he knows of there are many more like it, the waiter decided to tell a little part of his story without revealing all.


  “I—I can’t tell you the whole thing tonight,” he said apologetically. “Some other night, maybe, when you’ve got more time. But just to give you an idea of what’s in it—” he looked around stealthily to make sure he was in no danger of being overheard, then bent over and lowered his voice to an impressive whisper—“just to give you an idea, now—there’s one scene in the story where a woman puts an advertisement in the paper that she will give a ten-dollar gold piece and as much liquor as he can drink to any man who comes around to see her the next day!” After imparting this sensational bit of information, the waiter regarded his patron with glittering eyes. “Now!” said the waiter, straightening up with a gesture of finality. “You never heard of anything like that, did you? You ain’t never seen that in a story!”


  George, after a baffled pause, admitted feebly that he had not. Then, when the waiter continued to regard him feverishly, with a look that made it plain that he was supposed to say something more, he inquired doubtfully whether this interesting event had really happened in Armenia.


  “Sure!” cried the waiter, nodding vigorously. “That’s what I’m telling you! The whole thing happens in Armenia!” He paused again, torn fiercely between his caution and his desire to go on, his feverish eyes almost burning holes through his questioner. “It’s—it’s—” he struggled for a moment more, then surrendered abjectly—“well, I’ll tell you,” he said quietly, leaning forward, with his hands resting on the table in an attitude of confidential intimacy. “The idea of the story runs like this. You got this rich dame to begin with, see?”


  He paused and looked at George inquiringly. George did not know what was expected of him, so he nodded to show that his mind had grasped this important fact, and said hesitantly:


  “In Armenia?”


  “Sure! Sure!” The waiter nodded. “This dame comes from over there—she’s got a big pile of dough—I guess she’s the richest dame in Armenia. And then she falls for this guy, see?” he went on. “He’s nuts about her, and he comes to see her every night. The way the guy told it to me, she lives up at the top of this big house—so every night the guy comes and climbs up there to see her—oh, a hell of a long ways up—” the waiter said—“thirty floors or more!”


  “In Armenia?” George asked feebly.


  “Sure!” cried the waiter, a little irritably. “That’s where it all takes place! That’s what I’m telling you!”


  He paused and looked searchingly at George, who finally asked, with just the proper note of hesitant thoughtfulness, why the lover had had to climb up so far.


  “Why,” said the waiter impatiently, “because the dame’s old man wouldn’t let him in! That was the only way the guy could get to her! The old man shut her up way up there at the top of the house because he didn’t want the dame to get married! ... But then,” he went on triumphantly, “the old man dies, see? He dies and leaves all his dough to this dame—and then she ups and marries this guy!”


  Dramatically, with triumph written in his face, the waiter paused to let this startling news soak into the consciousness of his listener. Then he continued:


  “They lived together for a while—the dame’s in love with him—and for a year or two they’re sitting pretty. But then the guy begins to drink—he’s a booze hound, see?—only she don’t know it—she’s been able to hold him down for a year or two after they get married. ... Then he begins to step out again. ... The first thing you know he’s staying out all night and running around with a lot of hot blondes, see? ... Well, then, you see what’s coming now, don’t you?” said the waiter quickly and eagerly.


  George had no notion, but he nodded his head wisely.


  “Well, that’s what happens,” said the waiter. “The first thing you know the guy ups and leaves the dame and takes with him a lot of her dough and joolry. ... He just disappears—just like the earth had opened and swallowed him up!” the waiter declared, evidently pleased with his poetic simile. “He leaves her cold, and the poor dame’s almost out of her head. She does everything—she hires detectives—she offers rewards—she puts ads in the paper begging him to come back. ... But it’s no use—she can’t find him—the guy’s lost. ... Well, then,” the waiter continued, “three years go by while the poor dame sits and eats her heart out about this guy. ... And then—” here he paused impressively, and it was evident that he was now approaching the crisis—“then she has an idea!” He paused again, briefly, to allow this extraordinary accomplishment on the part of his heroine to be given due consideration, and in a moment, very simply and quietly, he concluded: “She opens up a night club.”


  The waiter fell silent now, and stood at ease with his hands clasped quietly before him, with the modest air of a man who has given his all and is reasonably assured it is enough. It now became compellingly apparent that his listener was supposed to make some appropriate comment, and that the narrator could not continue with his tale until this word had been given. So George mustered his failing strength, moistened his dry lips with the end of his tongue, and finally said in a halting voice:


  “In—in Armenia?”


  The waiter now took the question, and the manner of its utterance, as signs of his listener’s paralyzed surprise. He nodded his head victoriously and cried:


  “Sure! You see, the dame’s idea is this—she knows the guy’s a booze hound and that sooner or later he’ll come to a place where there’s lots of bar-flies and fast women. That kind always hang together—sure they do! ... So she opens up this joint—she sinks a lot of dough in it—it’s the swellest joint they got over there. And then she puts this ad in the paper.”


  George was not sure that he had heard aright, but the waiter was looking at him with an expression of such exuberant elation that he took a chance and said:


  “What ad?”


  “Why,” said the waiter, “this come-on ad that I was telling you about. You see, that’s the big idea—that’s the plan the dame dopes out to get him back. So she puts this ad in the paper saying that any man who comes to her joint the next day will be given a ten-dollar gold piece and all the liquor he can drink. She figures that will bring him. She knows the guy is probably down and out by this time and when he reads this ad he’ll show up. ... And that’s just what happens. When she comes down next morning she finds a line twelve blocks long outside, and sure enough, here’s this guy the first one in the line. Well, she pulls him out of the line and tells the cashier to give all the rest of ’em their booze and their ten bucks, but she tells this guy he ain’t gonna get nothing. ‘What’s the reason I ain’t?’ he says—you see, the dame is wearing a heavy veil so he don’t recognize her. Well, she tells him she thinks there’s something phoney about him—gives him the old line, you know—tells him to come upstairs with her so she can talk to him and find out if he’s O.K. ... Do you get it?”


  George nodded vaguely. “And then what?” he said.


  “Why,” the waiter cried, “she gets him up there—and then—” he leaned forward again with fingers resting on the table, and his voice sank to an awed whisper—“she—takes—off—her—veil!”


  There was a reverential silence as the waiter, still leaning forward with his fingers arched upon the table, regarded his listener with bright eyes and a strange little smile. Then he straightened up slowly, stood erect, still smiling quietly, and a long, low sigh like the coming on of evening came from his lips, and he was still. The silence drew itself out until it became painful, and at length George squirmed wretchedly in his chair and asked:


  “And then—then what?”


  The waiter was plainly taken aback. He stared in frank astonishment, stunned speechless by the realization that anybody could be so stupid.


  “Why—” he finally managed to say with an expression of utter disillusion—“that’s all! Don’t you see? That’s all there is! The dame takes off her veil—he recognizes her—and there you are! ... She’s found him! ... She’s got him back! ... They’re together again! ... That’s the story!” He was hurt, impatient, almost angry as he went on: “Why, anybody ought to be able to see——”


  “Good night, Joe.”


  The last waitress was just going out and had spoken to the waiter as she passed the table. She was a blonde, slender girl, neatly dressed. Her voice was quiet and full of the casual familiarity of her daily work and association; it was a pleasant voice, and it was a little tired. Her face, as she paused a moment, was etched in light and shadow, and there were little pools of violet beneath her clear grey eyes. Her face had the masklike fragility and loveliness, the almost hair-drawn fineness, that one often sees in young people who have lived in the great city and who have never had wholly enough of anything except work and their own hard youth. One felt instantly sorry for the girl, because one knew that her face would not long be what it was now.


  The waiter, interrupted in the flood of his impassioned argument, had been a little startled by the casual intrusion of the girl’s low voice, and turned toward her. When he saw who it was, his manner changed at once, and his own seamed face softened a little with instinctive and unconscious friendliness.


  “Oh, hello, Billie. Good night, kid.”


  She went out, and the sound of her brisk little heels clacked away on the hard pavement. For a moment more the waiter continued to look after her, and then, turning back to his sole remaining customer with a queer, indefinable little smile hovering in the hard lines about his mouth, he said very quietly and casually, in the tone men use to speak of things done and known and irrecoverable:


  “Did you see that kid? ... She came in here about two years ago and got a job. I don’t know where she came from, but it was some little hick town somewhere. She’d been a chorus girl—a hoofer in some cheap road show—until her legs gave out. ... You find a lot of ’em in this game—the business is full of ’em. ... Well, she worked here for about a year, and then she began going with a cheap gigolo who used to come in here. You know the kind—you can smell ’em a mile off—they stink. I could’ve told her! But, hell, what’s the use? They won’t listen to you—you only get yourself in dutch all around—they got to find out for themselves—you can’t teach ’em. So I left it alone—that’s the only way. ... Well, six or eight months ago, some of the girls found out she was pregnant. The boss let her out. He’s not a bad guy—but, hell, what can you expect? You can’t keep ’em around a place like this when they’re in that condition, can you? ... She had the kid three months ago, and then she got her job back. I understand she’s put the kid in a home somewhere. I’ve never seen it, but they say it’s a swell kid, and Billie’s crazy about it—goes out there to see it every Sunday. ... She’s a swell kid, too.”


  The waiter was silent for a moment, and there was a far-off look of tragic but tranquil contemplation in his eyes. Then, quietly, wearily, he said:


  “Hell, if I could tell you what goes on here every day—the things you see and hear—the people you meet and all that happens. Jesus, I get sick and tired of it. Sometimes I’m so fed up with the whole thing that I don’t care if I never see the joint again. Sometimes I get to thinking how swell it would be not to have to spend your whole life waiting on a lot of mugs—just standing around and waiting on ’em and watching ’em come in and out ... and feeling sorry for some little kid who’s fallen for some dope you wouldn’t wipe your feet on ... and wondering just how long it’ll be before she gets the works. ... Jesus, I’m fed up with it!”


  Again he was silent. His eyes looked off into the distance, and his face was set in that expression of mildly cynical regret and acceptance that one often notices in people who have seen much of life, and experienced its hard and seamy side, and who know that there is very little they can do or say. At last he sighed deeply, shook himself, threw off the mood, and resumed his normal manner.


  “Gee, Mr. Webber,” he said with a return of his former eagerness, “it must be great to be able to write books and stories—to have the gift of gab—all that flow of language—to go anywhere you like—to work when you want to! Now, take that story I was telling you about,” he said earnestly. “I never had no education—but if I could only get some guy like you to help me—to write it down the way it ought to be—honest, Mr. Webber, it’s a great chance for somebody—there’s a fortune in it—I’d go fifty-fifty!” His voice was pleading now. “A guy I knew one time, he told it to me—and me and him are the only two that knows it. This guy was an Armenian, like I said, and the whole thing happened over there. ... There’d be a gold mine in it if I only knew how to do it.”


  It was long after midnight, and the round disk of the moon was sinking westward over the cold, deserted streets of slumbering Manhattan.


  The party was in full swing now.


  The gold and marble ballroom of the great hotel had been converted into a sylvan fairyland. In the center a fountain of classic nymphs and fauns sent up its lighted sprays of water, and here and there about the floor were rustic arbors with climbing roses trailing over them, heavy with scented blossoms. Flowering hot-house trees in tubs were banked around the walls, the shining marble pillars were wreathed about with vines and garlands, and overhead gay lanterns had been strung to illuminate the scene with their gentle glow. The whole effect was that of an open clearing in a forest glade upon Midsummer Night where Queen Titania had come to hold her court and revels.


  It was a rare, exotic spectacle, a proper setting for the wealthy, carefree youth for whom it had been planned. The air was heavy with the fragrance of rich perfumes, and vibrant with the throbbing, pulsing rhythms of sensuous music. Upon the polished floor a hundred lovely girls in brilliant evening gowns danced languidly in the close embrace of pink-cheeked boys from Yale and Harvard, their lithe young figures accentuated smartly by the black and white of faultless tailoring.


  This was the coming-out party of a fabulously rich young lady, and the like of it had not been seen since the days before the market crashed. The papers had been full of it for weeks. It was said that her father had lost millions in the debacle, but it was apparent that he still had a few paltry dollars left. So now he was doing the right thing, the expected thing, the necessary and inescapable thing, for his beautiful young daughter, who would one day inherit all that these ruinous times had left him of his hard-earned savings. Tonight she was being “presented to Society” (whose members had known her since her birth), and all “Society” was there.


  And from this night on, the girl’s smiling face would turn up with monotonous regularity in all the rotogravure sections of the Sunday papers, and daily the nation would be kept posted on all the momentous trivia of her life—what she ate, what she wore, where she went, who went with her, what night clubs had been honored by her presence, what fortunate young gentleman had been seen accompanying her to what race track, and what benefits she had sponsored and poured tea for. For one whole year, from now until another beautiful and rich young lady from next season’s crop of beautiful and rich young ladies was chosen by the newspaper photographers to succeed her as America’s leading débutante, this gay and care-free creature would be for Americans very much what a royal princess is for Englishmen, and for very much the same reason—because she was her father’s daughter, and because her father was one of the rulers of America. Millions would read about her every move and envy her, and thousands would copy her as far as their means would let them. They would buy cheap imitations of her costly dresses, hats, and underclothes, would smoke the same cigarettes, use the same lipsticks, eat the same soups, sleep on the same mattresses that she had allowed herself to be pictured wearing, smoking, using, eating, and sleeping on in the handsome colored advertisements on the back covers of magazines—and they would do it, knowing full well that the rich young lady had set these fashions for a price—was she not her father’s daughter?—all, of course, for the sake of sweet charity and commerce.


  Outside the great hotel, on the Avenue in front of it and on all the side streets in the near vicinity, sleek black limousines were parked. In some of them the chauffeurs slouched dozing behind their wheels. Others had turned on their inside lights and sat there reading the pages of the tabloids. But most of them had left their cars and were knotted together in little groups, smoking, talking, idling the time away until their services should be needed again.


  On the pavement near the entrance of the hotel, beside the huge marquee which offered shelter from the wind, the largest group of them, neat in their liveried uniforms, had gathered in debate. They were discussing politics and theories of international economy, and the chief disputants were a plump Frenchman with a waxed mustache, whose sentiments were decidedly revolutionary, and an American, a little man with corky legs, a tough, seamed face, the beady eyes of a bird, and the quick, impatient movements of the city. As George Webber came abreast of them, brought thither by the simple chance of his nightly wanderings, the argument had reached its furious climax, and he stopped a while to listen.


  The scene, the situation, and the contrast between the two principal debaters made the whole affair seem utterly grotesque. The plump Frenchman, his cheeks glowing with the cold and his own excitement, was dancing about in a frenzy, talking and gesticulating volubly. He would lean forward with thumb and forefinger uplifted and closed daintily in a descriptive circle—a gesture that eloquently expressed the man’s conviction that the case he had been presenting for immediate and bloody world revolution was complete, logical, unshakable, and beyond appeal. When any of the others interposed an objection, he would only grow more violent and inflamed.


  At last his little English began to break down under the strain imposed upon it. The air about him fairly rang with objurgations, expletives, impassioned cries of “Mais oui! ... Absolument! ... C’est la vérité!”—and with laughs of maddened exasperation, as if the knowledge that anyone could be so obtuse as not to see it as he saw it was more than he could endure.


  “Mais non! Mais non!” he would shout. “Vous avez tort! ... Mais c’est stupide!” he would cry, throwing his plump arms up in a gesture of defeat, and turning away as if he could stand it no longer and was departing—only to return immediately and begin all over again.


  Meanwhile, the chief target of this deluge, the little American with the corky legs and the birdy eyes, let him go on. He just leaned up against the building, took an occasional puff at his cigarette, and gave the Frenchman a steady look of cynical impassivity. At last he broke in to say:


  “O.K. ... O.K., Frenchy. ... When you get through spoutin’, maybe I’ll have somethin’ to say.”


  “Seulement un mot!” replied the Frenchman, out of breath. “One vord!” he cried impressively, drawing himself up to his full five feet three and holding one finger in the air as if he were about to deliver Holy Writ—“I ’ave to say one vord more!”


  “O.K.! O.K.!” said the corky little American with cynical weariness. “Only don’t take more than an hour and a half to say it!”


  Just then another chauffeur, obviously a German, with bright blue eyes and a nut-cracker face, rejoined the group with an air of elated discovery.


  “Noos! I got noos for you!” he said. “I haf been mit a drifer who hass in Rooshia liffed, and he says that conditions there far worser are——”


  “Non! Non!” the Frenchman shouted, red in the face with anger and protest. “Pas vrai! ... Ce n’est pas possible!”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” the American said, tossing his cigarette away with a gesture of impatience and disgust. “Why don’t you guys wake up? This ain’t Russia! You’re in America! The trouble with you guys,” he went on, “is that you’ve been over there all your life where you ain’t been used to nothin’—and just as soon as you get over here where you can live like a human bein’ you want to tear it all down.”


  At this, others broke in, and the heated and confused dialogue became more furious than ever. But the talk just went round and round in circles.


  George walked away into the night.


  The lives of men who have to live in our great cities are often tragically lonely. In many more ways than one, these dwellers in the hive are modern counterparts of Tantalus. They are starving to death in the midst of abundance. The crystal stream flows near their lips but always falls away when they try to drink of it. The vine, rich-weighted with its golden fruit, bends down, comes near, but springs back when they reach to touch it.


  Melville, at the beginning of his great fable, Moby Dick, tells how the city people of his time would, on every occasion that was afforded them, go down to the dock, to the very edges of the wharf, and stand there looking out to sea. In the great city of today, however, there is no sea to look out to, or, if there is, it is so far away, so inaccessible, walled in behind such infinite ramifications of stone and steel, that the effort to get to it is disheartening. So now, when the city man looks out, he looks out on nothing but crowded vacancy.


  Does this explain, perhaps, the desolate emptiness of city youth—those straggling bands of boys of sixteen or eighteen that one can always see at night or on a holiday, going along a street, filling the air with raucous jargon and senseless cries, each trying to outdo the others with joyless catcalls and mirthless quips and jokes which are so feeble, so stupidly inane, that one hears them with strong mixed feelings of pity and of shame? Where here, among these lads, is all the merriment, high spirits, and spontaneous gayety of youth? These creatures, millions of them, seem to have been born but half made up, without innocence, born old and stale and dull and empty.


  Who can wonder at it? For what a world it is that most of them were born into! They were suckled on darkness, and weaned on violence and noise. They had to try to draw out moisture from the cobblestones, their true parent was a city street, and in that barren universe no urgent sails swelled out and leaned against the wind, they rarely knew the feel of earth beneath their feet and no birds sang, their youthful eyes grew hard, unseeing, from being stopped forever by a wall of masonry.


  In other times, when painters tried to paint a scene of awful desolation, they chose the desert or a heath of barren rocks, and there would try to picture man in his great loneliness—the prophet in the desert, Elijah being fed by ravens on the rocks. But for a modern painter, the most desolate scene would be a street in almost any one of our great cities on a Sunday afternoon.


  Suppose a rather drab and shabby street in Brooklyn, not quite tenement perhaps, and lacking therefore even the gaunt savagery of poverty, but a street of cheap brick buildings, warehouses, and garages, with a cigar store or a fruit stand or a barber shop on the corner. Suppose a Sunday afternoon in March—bleak, empty, slaty grey. And suppose a group of men, Americans of the working class, dressed in their “good” Sunday clothes—the cheap machine-made suits, the new cheap shoes, the cheap felt hats stamped out of universal grey. Just suppose this, and nothing more. The men hang around the corner before the cigar store or the closed barber shop, and now and then, through the bleak and empty street, a motor car goes flashing past, and in the distance they hear the cold rumble of an elevated train. For hours they hang around the corner, waiting—waiting—waiting——


  For what?


  Nothing. Nothing at all. And that is what gives the scene its special quality of tragic loneliness, awful emptiness, and utter desolation. Every modern city man is familiar with it.


  And yet—and yet——


  It is also true—and this is a curious paradox about America—that these same men who stand upon the corner and wait around on Sunday afternoons for nothing are filled at the same time with an almost quenchless hope, an almost boundless optimism, an almost indestructible belief that something is bound to turn up, something is sure to happen. This is a peculiar quality of the American soul, and it contributes largely to the strange enigma of our life, which is so incredibly mixed of harshness and of tenderness, of innocence and of crime, of loneliness and of good fellowship, of desolation and of exultant hope, of terror and of courage, of nameless fear and of soaring conviction, of brutal, empty, naked, bleak, corrosive ugliness, and of beauty so lovely and so overwhelming that the tongue is stopped by it, and the language for it has not yet been uttered.


  How explain this nameless hope that seems to lack all reasonable foundation? I cannot. But if you were to go up to this fairly intelligent-looking truck driver who stands and waits there with his crowd, and if you put to him your question, and if he understood what you were talking about (he wouldn’t), and if he were articulate enough to frame in words the feelings that are in him (he isn’t)—he might answer you with something such as this:


  “Now is duh mont’ of March, duh mont’ of March—now it is Sunday afternoon in Brooklyn in duh mont’ of March, an’ we stand upon cold corners of duh day. It’s funny dat dere are so many corners in duh mont’ of March, here in Brooklyn where no corners are. Jesus! On Sunday in duh mont’ of March we sleep late in duh mornin’, den we get up an’ read duh papers—duh funnies an’ duh sportin’ news. We eat some chow. An’ den we dress up in duh afternoon, we leave our wives, we leave duh funnies littered on duh floor, an’ go outside in Brooklyn in duh mont’ of March an’ stand around upon ten t’ousand corners of duh day. We need a corner in duh mont’ of March, a wall to stand to, a shelter an’ a door. Dere must be some place inside in duh mont’ of March, but we never found it. So we stand around on corners where duh sky is cold an’ ragged still wit’ winter, in our good clothes we stand around wit’ a lot of udder guys we know, before duh barber shop, just lookin’ for a door.”


  Ah, yes, for in summer:


  It is so cool and sweet tonight, a million feet are walking here across the jungle web of Brooklyn in the dark, and it’s so hard now to remember that it ever was the month of March in Brooklyn and that we couldn’t find a door. There are so many million doors tonight. There’s a door for everyone tonight, all’s open to the air, all’s interfused tonight: remote the thunder of the elevated trains on Fulton Street, the rattling of the cars along Atlantic Avenue, the glare of Coney Island seven miles away, the mob, the racket, and the barkers shouting, the cars swift-shuttling through the quiet streets, the people swarming in the web, lit here and there with livid blurs of light, the voices of the neighbors leaning at their windows, harsh, soft, all interfused. All’s illusive in the liquid air tonight, all mixed in with the radios that blare from open windows. And there is something over all tonight, something fused, remote, and trembling, made of all of this, and yet not of it, upon the huge and weaving ocean of the night in Brooklyn—something that we had almost quite forgotten in the month of March. What’s this?—a sash raised gently?—a window?—a near voice on the air?—something swift and passing, almost captured, there below?—there in the gulf of night the mournful and yet thrilling voices of the tugs?—the liner’s blare? Here—there—some otherwhere—was it a whisper?—a woman’s call?—a sound of people talking behind the screens and doors in Flatbush? It trembles in the air throughout the giant web tonight, as fleeting as a step—near—as soft and sudden as a woman’s laugh. The liquid air is living with the very whisper of the thing that we are looking for tonight throughout America—the very thing that seemed so bleak, so vast, so cold, so hopeless, and so lost as we waited in our good clothes on ten thousand corners of the day in Brooklyn in the month of March.


  If George Webber had never gone beyond the limits of the neighborhood in which he lived, the whole chronicle of the earth would have been there for him just the same. South Brooklyn was a universe.


  The people in the houses all around him, whose lives in the cold, raw days of winter always seemed hermetic, sterile, and remote, as shut out from him as though they were something sealed up in a tin, became in spring and summer so real to him it seemed that he had known them from his birth. For, as the days and nights grew warmer, everybody kept their windows open, and all the dwellers in these houses conducted their most intimate affairs in loud and raucous voices which carried to the street and made the casual passer-by a confidant of every family secret.


  God knows he saw squalor and filth and misery and despair enough, violence and cruelty and hate enough, to crust his lips forever with the hard and acrid taste of desolation. He found a sinister and demented Italian grocer whose thin mouth writhed in a servile smile as he cringed before his customers, and the next moment was twisted in a savage snarl as he dug his clawlike fingers into the arm of his wretched little son. And on Saturdays the Irishmen would come home drunk, and then would beat their wives and cut one another’s throats, and the whole course and progress of their murderous rages would be published nakedly from their open windows with laugh, shout, scream, and curse.


  But he found beauty in South Brooklyn, too. There was a tree that leaned over into the narrow alley where he lived, and George could stand at his basement window and look up at it and watch it day by day as it came into its moment’s glory of young and magic green. And then toward sunset, if he was tired, he could lie down to rest a while upon his iron bed and listen to the dying birdsong in the tree. Thus, each spring, in that one tree, he found all April and the earth. He also found devotion, love, and wisdom in a shabby little Jewish tailor and his wife, whose dirty children were always tumbling in and out of the dingy suffocation of his shop.


  In the infinite variety of such common, accidental, oft-unheeded things one can see the web of life as it is spun. Whether we wake at morning in the city, or lie at night in darkness in the country towns, or walk the streets of furious noon in all the dusty, homely, and enduring lights of present time, the universe around us is the same. Evil lives forever—so does good. Man alone has knowledge of these two, and he is such a little thing.


  For what is man?


  First, a child, soft-boned, unable to support itself on its rubbery legs, befouled with its excrement, that howls and laughs by turns, cries for the moon but hushes when it gets its mother’s teat; a sleeper, eater, guzzler, howler, laugher, idiot, and a chewer of its toe; a little tender thing all blubbered with its spit, a reacher into fires, a beloved fool.


  After that, a boy, hoarse and loud before his companions, but afraid of the dark; will beat the weaker and avoid the stronger; worships strength and savagery, loves tales of war and murder, and violence done to others; joins gangs and hates to be alone; makes heroes out of soldiers, sailors, prize fighters, football players, cowboys, gunmen, and detectives; would rather die than not out-try and out-dare his companions, wants to beat them and always to win, shows his muscle and demands that it be felt, boasts of his victories and will never own defeat.


  Then the youth: goes after girls, is foul behind their backs among the drugstore boys, hints at a hundred seductions, but gets pimples on his face; begins to think about his clothes, becomes a fop, greases his hair, smokes cigarettes with a dissipated air, reads novels, and writes poetry on the sly. He sees the world now as a pair of legs and breasts; he knows hate, love, and jealousy; he is cowardly and foolish, he cannot endure to be alone; he lives in a crowd, thinks with the crowd, is afraid to be marked off from his fellows by an eccentricity. He joins clubs and is afraid of ridicule; he is bored and unhappy and wretched most of the time. There is a great cavity in him, he is dull.


  Then the man: he is busy, he is full of plans and reasons, he has work. He gets children, buys and sells small packets of everlasting earth, intrigues against his rivals, is exultant when he cheats them. He wastes his little three score years and ten in spendthrift and inglorious living; from his cradle to his grave he scarcely sees the sun or moon or stars; he is unconscious of the immortal sea and earth; he talks of the future and he wastes it as it comes. If he is lucky, he saves money. At the end his fat purse buys him flunkeys to carry him where his shanks no longer can; he consumes rich food and golden wine that his wretched stomach has no hunger for; his weary and lifeless eyes look out upon the scenery of strange lands for which in youth his heart was panting. Then the slow death, prolonged by costly doctors, and finally the graduate undertakers, the perfumed carrion, the suave ushers with palms outspread to leftwards, the fast motor hearses, and the earth again.


  This is man: a writer of books, a putter-down of words, a painter of pictures, a maker of ten thousand philosophies. He grows passionate over ideas, he hurls scorn and mockery at another’s work, he finds the one way, the true way, for himself, and calls all others false—yet in the billion books upon the shelves there is not one that can tell him how to draw a single fleeting breath in peace and comfort. He makes histories of the universe, he directs the destiny of nations, but he does not know his own history, and he cannot direct his own destiny with dignity or wisdom for ten consecutive minutes.


  This is man: for the most part a foul, wretched, abominable creature, a packet of decay, a bundle of degenerating tissues, a creature that gets old and hairless and has a foul breath, a hater of his kind, a cheater, a scorner, a mocker, a reviler, a thing that kills and murders in a mob or in the dark, loud and full of brag surrounded by his fellows, but without the courage of a rat alone. He will cringe for a coin, and show his snarling fangs behind the giver’s back; he will cheat for two sous, and kill for forty dollars, and weep copiously in court to keep another scoundrel out of jail.


  This is man, who will steal his friend’s woman, feel the leg of his host’s wife below the table cloth, dump fortunes on his whores, bow down in worship before charlatans, and let his poets die. This is man, who swears he will live only for beauty, for art, for the spirit, but will live only for fashion, and will change his faith and his convictions as soon as fashion changes. This is man, the great warrior with the flaccid gut, the great romantic with the barren loins, the eternal knave devouring the eternal fool, the most glorious of all the animals, who uses his brain for the most part to make himself a stench in the nostrils of the Bull, the Fox, the Dog, the Tiger, and the Goat.


  Yes, this is man, and it is impossible to say the worst of him, for the record of his obscene existence, his baseness, lust, cruelty, and treachery, is illimitable. His life is also full of toil, tumult, and suffering. His days are mainly composed of a million idiot repetitions—in goings and comings along hot streets, in sweatings and freezings, in the senseless accumulation of fruitless tasks, in decaying and being patched, in grinding out his life so that he may buy bad food, in eating bad food so that he may grind his life out in distressful defecations. He is the dweller in that ruined tenement who, from one moment’s breathing to another, can hardly forget the bitter weight of his uneasy flesh, the thousand diseases and distresses of his body, the growing incubus of his corruption. This is man, who, if he can remember ten golden moments of joy and happiness out of all his years, ten moments unmarked by care, unseamed by aches or itches, has power to lift himself with his expiring breath and say: “I have lived upon this earth and known glory!”


  This is man, and one wonders why he wants to live at all. A third of his life is lost and deadened under sleep; another third is given to a sterile labor; a sixth is spent in all his goings and his comings, in the moil and shuffle of the streets, in thrusting, shoving, pawing. How much of him is left, then, for a vision of the tragic stars? How much of him is left to look upon the everlasting earth? How much of him is left for glory and the making of great songs? A few snatched moments only from the barren glut and suck of living.


  Here, then, is man, this moth of time, this dupe of brevity and numbered hours, this travesty of waste and sterile breath. Yet if the gods could come here to a desolate, deserted earth where only the ruin of man’s cities remained, where only a few marks and carvings of his hand were legible upon his broken tablets, where only a wheel lay rusting in the desert sand, a cry would burst out of their hearts and they would say: “He lived, and he was here!”


  Behold his works:


  He needed speech to ask for bread—and he had Christ! He needed songs to sing in battle—and he had Homer! He needed words to curse his enemies—and he had Dante, he had Voltaire, he had Swift! He needed cloth to cover up his hairless, puny flesh against the seasons—and he wove the robes of Solomon, he made the garments of great kings, he made the samite for the young knights! He needed walls and a roof to shelter him—and he made Blois! He needed a temple to propitiate his God—and he made Chartres and Fountains Abbey! He was born to creep upon the earth—and he made great wheels, he sent great engines thundering down the rails, he launched great wings into the air, he put great ships upon the angry sea!


  Plagues wasted him, and cruel wars destroyed his strongest sons, but fire, flood, and famine could not quench him. No, nor the inexorable grave—his sons leaped shouting from his dying loins. The shaggy bison with his thews of thunder died upon the plains; the fabled mammoths of the unrecorded ages are vast scaffoldings of dry, insensate loam; the panthers have learned caution and move carefully among tall grasses to the water hole; and man lives on amid the senseless nihilism of the universe.


  For there is one belief, one faith, that is man’s glory, his triumph, his immortality—and that is his belief in life. Man loves life, and, loving life, hates death, and because of this he is great, he is glorious, he is beautiful, and his beauty is everlasting. He lives below the senseless stars and writes his meanings in them. He lives in fear, in toil, in agony, and in unending tumult, but if the blood foamed bubbling from his wounded lungs at every breath he drew, he would still love life more dearly than an end of breathing. Dying, his eyes burn beautifully, and the old hunger shines more fiercely in them—he has endured all the hard and purposeless suffering, and still he wants to live.


  Thus it is impossible to scorn this creature. For out of his strong belief in life, this puny man made love. At his best, he is love. Without him there can be no love, no hunger, no desire.


  So this is man—the worst and best of him—this frail and petty thing who lives his day and dies like all the other animals, and is forgotten. And yet, he is immortal, too, for both the good and evil that he does live after him. Why, then, should any living man ally himself with death, and, in his greed and blindness, batten on his brother’s blood?


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 28

  THE FOX


  During all these desperate years in Brooklyn, when George lived and worked alone, he had only one real friend, and this was his editor, Foxhall Edwards. They spent many hours together, wonderful hours of endless talk, so free and full that it combed the universe and bound the two of them together in bonds of closest friendship. It was a friendship founded on many common tastes and interests, on mutual liking and admiration of each for what the other was, and on an attitude of respect which allowed unhampered expression of opinion even on those rare subjects which aroused differences of views and of belief. It was, therefore, the kind of friendship that can exist only between two men. It had in it no element of that possessiveness which always threatens a woman’s relations with a man, no element of that physical and emotional involvement which, while it serves nature’s end of bringing a man and woman together, also tends to thwart their own dearest wish to remain so by throwing over their companionship a constricting cloak of duty and obligation, of right and vested interest.


  The older man was not merely friend but father to the younger. Webber, the hot-blooded Southerner, with his large capacity for sentiment and affection, had lost his own father many years before and now had found a substitute in Edwards. And Edwards, the reserved New Englander, with his deep sense of family and inheritance, had always wanted a son but had had five daughters, and as time went on he made of George a kind of foster son. Thus each, without quite knowing that he did it, performed an act of spiritual adoption.


  So it was to Foxhall Edwards that George now turned whenever his loneliness became unbearable. When his inner turmoil, confusion, and self-doubts overwhelmed him, as they often did, and his life went dead and stale and empty till it sometimes seemed that all the barren desolation of the Brooklyn streets had soaked into his very blood and marrow—then he would seek out Edwards. And he never went to him in vain. Edwards, busy though he always was, would drop whatever he was doing and would take George out to lunch or dinner, and in his quiet, casual, oblique, and understanding way would talk to him and draw him out until he found out what it was that troubled him. And always in the end, because of Edwards’ faith in him, George would be healed and find himself miraculously restored to self-belief.


  What manner of man was this great editor and father-confessor and true friend—he of the quiet, shy, sensitive, and courageous heart who often seemed to those who did not know him well an eccentric, cold, indifferent fellow—he who, grandly christened Foxhall, preferred to be the simple, unassuming Fox?


  The Fox asleep was a breathing portrait of guileless innocence. He slept on his right side, legs doubled up a little, hands folded together underneath the ear, his hat beside him on the pillow. Seen so, the sleeping figure of the Fox was touching—for all his five and forty years, it was so plainly boylike. By no long stretch of fancy the old hat beside him on the pillow might have been a childish toy brought to bed with him the night before—and this, in fact, it was!


  It was as if, in sleep, no other part of Fox was left except the boy. Sleep seemed to have resumed into itself this kernel of his life, to have excluded all transitions, to have brought the man back to his acorn, keeping thus inviolate that which the man, indeed, had never lost, but which had passed through change and time and all the accretions of experience—and now had been restored, unwoven back into the single oneness of itself.


  And yet it was a guileful Fox, withal. Oh, guileful Fox, how innocent in guilefulness and in innocence how full of guile! How straight in cunning, and how cunning-straight, in all directions how strange-devious, in all strange-deviousness how direct! Too straight for crookedness, and for envy too serene, too fair for blind intolerance, too just and seeing and too strong for hate, too honest for base dealing, too high for low suspiciousness, too innocent for all the scheming tricks of swarming villainy—yet never had been taken in a horse trade yet!


  So, then, life’s boy is he, life’s trustful child; life’s guileful-guileless Fox is he, but not life’s angel, not life’s fool. Will get at all things like a fox—not full-tilt at the fences, not head-on, but through coverts peering, running at fringes of the wood, or by the wall; will swing round on the pack and get behind the hounds, cross them up and be away and gone when they are looking for him where he’s not—he will not mean to fox them, but he will.


  Gets round the edges of all things the way a fox does. Never takes the main route or the worn handle. Sees the worn handle, what it is, says, “Oh,” but knows it’s not right handle though most used: gets right handle right away and uses it. No one knows how it is done, neither knows the Fox, but does it instantly. It seems so easy when Fox does it, easy as a shoe, because he has had it from his birth. It is a genius.


  Our Fox is never hard or fancy, always plain. He makes all plays look easy, never brilliant; it seems that anyone can do it when Fox does it. He covers more ground than any other player in the game, yet does not seem to do so. His style is never mannered, seems no style at all; the thrilled populace never holds its breath in hard suspense when he takes aim, because no one ever saw the Fox take aim, and yet he never misses. Others spend their lives in learning to take aim: they wear just the proper uniform for taking aim, they advance in good order, they signal to the breathless world for silence—“We are taking aim!” they say, and then with faultless style and form, with flawless execution, they bring up their pieces, take aim—and miss! The great Fox never seems to take aim, and never misses. Why? He was just born that way—fortunate, a child of genius, innocent and simple—and a Fox!


  “And ah!—a cunning Fox!” the Aimers and the Missers say. “A damned subtle, devilish, and most cunning Fox!” they cry, and grind their teeth. “Be not deceived by his appearance—’tis a cunning Fox! Put not your faith in Foxes, put not your faith in this one, he will look so shy, and seem so guileless and so bewildered—but he will never miss!


  “But how—” the Aimers and the Missers plead with one another in exasperation—“how does he do it? What has the fellow got? He’s nothing much to look at—nothing much to talk to. He makes no appearance! He never goes out in the world—you never see him at receptions, parties, splendid entertainments—he makes no effort to meet people—no, or to talk to them! He hardly talks at all! ... What has he got? Where does it come from? Is it chance or luck? There is some mystery——”


  “Well, now,” says one, “I’ll tell you what my theory is——”


  Their heads come close, they whisper craftily together until——


  “No!” another cries. “It is not that. I tell you what he does, it’s——”


  And again they whisper close, argue and deny, get more confused than ever, and finally are reduced to furious impotence:


  “Bah!” cries one. “How does the fellow do it, anyway? How does he get away with it? He seems to have no sense, no knowledge, no experience. He doesn’t get around the way we do, lay snares and traps. He doesn’t seem to know what’s going on, or what the whole thing’s all about—and yet——”


  “He’s just a snob!” another snarls. “When you try to be a good fellow, he high-hats you! You try to kid him, he just looks at you! He never offers to shake hands with you, he never slaps you on the back the way real fellows do! You go out of your way to be nice to him—to show him you’re a real guy and that you think he is, too—and what does he do? He just looks at you with that funny little grin and turns away—and wears that damned hat in the office all day long—I think he sleeps with it! He never asks you to sit down—and gets up while you’re talking to him—leaves you cold—begins to wander up and down outside, staring at everyone he sees—his own associates—as if he were some half-wit idiot boy—and wanders back into his office twenty minutes later—stares at you as if he never saw your face before—and jams that damned hat further down around his ears, and turns away—takes hold of his lapels—looks out the window with that crazy grin—then looks at you again, looks you up and down, stares at your face until you wonder if you’ve changed suddenly into a baboon—and turns back to the window without a word—then stares at you again—finally pretends to recognize you, and says: ‘Oh, it’s you!’ ... I tell you he’s a snob, and that’s his way of letting you know you don’t belong! Oh, I know about him—I know what he is! He’s an old New Englander—older than God, by God! Too good for anyone but God, by God!—and even God’s a little doubtful! An aristocrat—a rich man’s son—a Groton-Harvard boy—too fine for the likes of us, by God!—too good for the ‘low bounders’ who make up this profession! He thinks we’re a bunch of business men and Babbitts—and that’s the reason that he looks at us the way he does—that’s the reason that he grins his grin, and turns away, and catches at his coat lapels, and doesn’t answer when you speak to him——”


  “Oh, no,” another quickly interrupts. “You’re wrong there! The reason that he grins that grin and turns away is that he’s trying hard to hear—the reason that he doesn’t answer when you speak to him is that he’s deaf——”


  “Ah, deaf!” says still another in derision. “Deaf, hell! Deaf as a Fox, he is! That deafness is a stall—a trick—a gag! He hears you when he wants to hear you! If it’s anything he wants to hear, he’ll hear you though you’re forty yards away and talking in a whisper! He’s a Fox, I tell you!”


  “Yes, a Fox, a Fox!” they chorus in agreement. “That much is certain—the man’s a Fox!”


  So the Aimers and the Missers whisper, argue, and deduce. They lay siege to intimates and friends of Fox, ply them with flattery and strong drink, trying thus to pluck out the heart of Fox’s mystery. They find out nothing, because there’s nothing to find out, nothing anyone can tell them. They are reduced at length to exasperated bafflement and finish where they started. They advance to their positions, take aim—and miss!


  And so, in all their ways, they lay cunning snares throughout the coverts of the city. They lay siege to life. They think out tactics, crafty stratagems. They devise deep plans to bag the game. They complete masterly flanking operations in the nighttime (while the great Fox sleeps), get in behind the enemy when he isn’t looking, are sure that victory is within their grasp, take aim magnificently—and fire—and shoot one another painfully in the seats of their expensive pants!


  Meanwhile, the Fox is sleeping soundly through the night, as sweetly as a child.


  Night passes, dawn comes, eight o’clock arrives. How to describe him now as he awakes?


  A man of five and forty years, not really seeming younger, yet always seeming something of the boy. Rather, the boy is there within that frame of face, behind the eyes, within the tenement of flesh and bone—not imprisoned, just held there in a frame—a frame a little worn by the years, webbed with small wrinkles round the eyes—invincibly the same as it has always been. The hair, once fair and blond, no longer fair and blond now, feathered at the temples with a touch of grey, elsewhere darkened by time and weather to a kind of steel-grey—blondness really almost dark now, yet, somehow, still suggesting fair and blond. The head well set and small, boy’s head still, the hair sticking thick and close to it, growing to a V in the center of the forehead, then back straight and shapely, full of natural grace. Eyes pale blue, full of a strange misty light, a kind of far weather of the sea in them, eyes of a New England sailor long months outbound for China on a clipper ship, with something drowned, sea-sunken in them.


  The general frame and structure of the face is somewhat lean and long and narrow—face of the ancestors, a bred face, face of people who have looked the same for generations. A stern, lonely face, with the enduring fortitude of granite, face of the New England seacoast, really his grandfather’s face, New England statesman’s face, whose bust sits there on the mantel, looking at the bed. Yet something else has happened on Fox’s face to transfigure it from the primeval nakedness of granite: in its essential framework, granite still, but a kind of radiance and warmth of life has enriched and mellowed it. A light is burning in the Fox, shining outward through the face, through every gesture, grace, and movement of the body, something swift, mercurial, mutable, and tender, something buried and withheld, but passionate—something out of his mother’s face, perhaps, or out of his father’s, or his father’s mother’s—something that subdues the granite with warmth—something from poetry, intuition, genius, imagination, living, inner radiance, and beauty. This face, then, with the shapely head, the pale, far-misted vision of the eyes, held in round bony cages like a bird’s, the strong, straight nose, curved at the end, a little scornful and patrician, sensitive, sniffing, swift-nostriled as a hound’s—the whole face with its passionate and proud serenity might almost be the face of a great poet, or the visage of some strange and mighty bird.


  But now the sleeping figure stirs, opens its eyes and listens, rouses, starts up like a flash.


  “What?” says Fox.


  The Fox awake now.


  “Foxhall Morton Edwards.”


  The great name chanted slowly through his brain—someone had surely spoken it—it filled his ears with sound—it rang down solemnly through the aisles of consciousness—it was no dream—the very walls were singing with its grave and proud sonorities as he awoke.


  “What?” cried Fox again.


  He looked about him. There was no one there. He shook his head as people do when they shake water from their ears. He inclined his good right ear and listened for the sound again. He tugged and rubbed his good right ear—yes, it was unmistakable—the good right ear was ringing with the sound.


  Fox looked bewildered, puzzled, searched around the room again with sea-pale eyes, saw nothing, saw his hat beside him on the pillow, said, “Oh,” in a slightly puzzled tone, picked up the hat and jammed it on his head, half covering the ears, swung out of bed and thrust his feet into his slippers, got up, pajamaed and behatted, walked over to the door, opened it, looked out, and said:


  “What? Is anybody there?—Oh!”


  For there was nothing—just the hall, the quiet, narrow hall of morning, the closed door of his wife’s room, and the stairs.


  He closed the door, turned back into his room, still looking puzzled, intently listening, his good right ear half-turned and searching for the sounds.


  Where had they come from then? The name—he thought he heard it still, faintly now, mixed in with many other strange, confusing noises. But where? From what direction did they come? Or had he heard them? A long, droning sound, like an electric fan—perhaps a motor in the street? A low, retreating thunder—an elevated train, perhaps? A fly buzzing? Or a mosquito with its whining bore? No, it could not be: it was morning, springtime, and the month of May.


  Light winds of morning fanned the curtains of his pleasant room. An old four-poster bed, a homely, gay old patch-quilt coverlet, an old chest of drawers, a little table by his bed, piled high with manuscripts, a glass of water and his eyeglasses, and a little ticking clock. Was that what he had heard? He held it to his ear and listened. On the mantel, facing him, the bust of his grandfather, Senator William Foxhall Morton, far-seeing, sightless, stern, lean, shrewd with decision; a chair or two, and on the wall an engraving of Michelangelo’s great Lorenzo Medici. Fox looked at it and smiled.


  “A man,” said he in a low voice. “The way a man should look!” The figure of the young Caesar was mighty-limbed, enthroned; helmeted for war; the fine hand half-supporting the chin of the grand head, broodingly aware of great events and destiny; thought knit to action, poetry to fact, caution to boldness, reflection to decision—the Thinker, Warrior, Statesman, Ruler all conjoined in one. “And what a man should be,” thought Fox.


  A little puzzled still, Fox goes to his window and looks out, pajamaed and behatted still, the fingers of one hand back upon his hips, a movement lithe and natural as a boy’s. The head goes back, swift nostrils sniff, dilate with scorn. Light winds of morning fan him, gauzy curtains are blown back.


  And outside, morning, and below him, morning, sky-shining morning all above, below, around, across from him, cool-slanting morning, gold-cool morning, and the street. Bleak fronts of rusty brown across from him, the flat fronts of Turtle Bay.


  Fox looks at morning and the street with sea-pale eyes, as if he never yet had seen them, then in a low and husky voice, a little hoarse, agreeable, half-touched with whisper, he says with slow recognition, quiet wonder, and—somehow, somewhy—resignation:


  “Oh. ... I see.”


  Turns now and goes into his bathroom opposite, surveys himself in the mirror with the same puzzled, grave, and sea-pale wonder, looks at his features, notes the round cages that enclose his eyes, sees Boy-Fox staring gravely out at him, bethinks him suddenly of Boy-Fox’s ear, which stuck out at right angles forty years ago, getting Boy-Fox gibes at Groton—so jams hat further down about the ear, so stick-out ear that’s stick-out ear no longer won’t stick out!


  So standing, he surveys himself for several moments, and finding out at length that this indeed is he, says, as before, with the same slightly puzzled, slow, and patiently resigned acceptance:


  “Oh. I see.”


  Turns on the shower faucet now—the water spurts and hisses in jets of smoking steam. Fox starts to step beneath the shower, suddenly observes pajamas on his person, mutters slowly—“Oh-h!”—and takes them off. Unpajamaed now, and as God made him, save for hat, starts to get in under shower with hat on—and remembers hat, remembers it in high confusion, is forced against his will to acknowledge the unwisdom of the procedure—so snaps his fingers angrily, and, in a low, disgusted tone of acquiescence, says:


  “Oh, well, then! All right!”


  So removes his hat, which is now jammed on so tightly that he has to take both hands and fairly wrench and tug his way out of it, hangs the battered hulk reluctantly within easy reaching distance on a hook upon the door, surveys it for a moment with an undecided air, as if still not willing to relinquish it—and then, still with a puzzled air, steps in beneath those hissing jets of water hot enough to boil an egg!


  Puzzled no longer, my mad masters, ye may take it, Fox comes out on the double-quick, and loudly utters, “Damn!”—and fumes and dances, snaps his fingers, loudly utters “Damn!” again—but gets his water tempered to his hide this time, and so, without more peradventure, takes his shower.


  Shower done, hair brushed at once straight back around his well-shaped head, on goes the hat at once. So brushes teeth, shaves with a safety razor, walks out naked but behatted into his room, starts to go downstairs, remembers clothing—“Oh!”—looks round, bepuzzled, sees clothing spread out neatly on a chair by womenfolks the night before—fresh socks, fresh underwear, a clean shirt, a suit, a pair of shoes. Fox never knows where they come from, wouldn’t know where to look, is always slightly astonished when he finds them. Says “Oh!” again, goes back and puts clothes on, and finds to his amazement that they fit.


  They fit him beautifully. Everything fits the Fox. He never knows what he has on, but he could wear a tow-sack, or a shroud, a sail, a length of canvas—they would fit the moment that he put them on, and be as well the elegance of faultless style. His clothes just seem to grow on him: whatever he wears takes on at once the grace, the dignity, and the unconscious ease of his own person. Never exercises much, but never has to; loves to take a walk, is bored by games and plays none; has same figure that he had at twenty-one—five feet ten, one hundred and fifty pounds, no belly and no fat, the figure of a boy.


  Dressed now, except for necktie, picks up necktie, suddenly observes it, a very gay one with blue polka dots, and drops it with dilating nostrils, muttering a single word that seems to utter volumes:


  “Women!”


  Then searches vaguely on a tie rack in his closet, finds a modest grey cravat, and puts it on. So, attired now, picks up a manuscript, his pince-nez glasses, opens the door, and walks out in the narrow hall.


  His wife’s door closed and full of sleep, the air touched subtly with a faint perfume. The Fox sniffs sharply, with a swift upward movement of his head, and, looking with scorn, mixed with compassion, pity, tenderness, and resignation, inclines his head in one slow downward movement of decision, and says:


  “Women!”


  So, down the narrow, winding staircase now, his head thrown sharply back, one hand upon his lapel, the other holding manuscript, and reaches second floor. Another narrow hall. Front, back and to the side, three more closed doors of sleep and morning, and five daughters——


  “Women!”


  Surveys the door of Martha, the oldest, twenty, a——


  Woman!


  And next the door of Eleanor, aged eighteen, and Amelia, just sixteen, but——


  Women!


  And finally, with a gentle scorn, touched faintly with a smile, the door of the two youngest, Ruth, fourteen, little Ann, just seven, yet——


  Women!


  So, sniffing sharply the woman-laden air, descends now to the first floor, enters living room, and scornfully surveys the work of——


  Women!


  The carpets are rolled up, the morning sunlight slants on the bare boards. The chairs, the sofas, and upholstery have been ripped open, the stuffing taken out. The place smells of fresh paint. The walls, brown yesterday, are robin’s-egg blue this morning. Buckets of paint are scattered round the floor. Even the books that lined the walls have been taken from the tall, indented shelves. The interior decorators are at their desperate work again, and all because of——


  Women!


  Fox sniffs the fresh paint with sharp disgust, crosses the room, mounts winding steps, which also have been painted robin’s-egg blue, and goes out on the terrace. Gay chairs and swings and tables, gay-striped awnings, and in an ashtray several cigarette butts with telltale prints upon them——


  Women!


  The garden backs of Turtle Bay are lyrical with tender green, with birdsong and the hidden plash of water—the living secret of elves’ magic embedded in the heart of the gigantic city—and beyond, like some sheer, terrific curtain of upward-curving smoke, the frontal cliff of the sky-waving towers.


  Fox sniffs sharply the clean green fragrance of the morning, sea-pale eyes are filled with wonder, strangeness, recognition. Something passionate and far transforms his face—and something rubs against his leg, moans softly. Fox looks down into the melancholy, pleading eyes of the French poodle. He observes the ridiculous barbering of the creature—the fuzzy muff of kinky wool around the shoulders, neck, and head, the skinned nakedness of ribs and loins, wool-fuzzy tail again, tall, skinny legs—a half-dressed female creature with no wool at all just where the wool is needed most—no dog at all, but just a frenchified parody of dog—an absurd travesty of all the silly fashions, mannerisms, coquettishness, and irresponsibility of a——


  Woman!


  Fox turns in disgust, leaves terrace, descends steps to the living room again, traverses barren boards, threads way around the disemboweled furnishings, and descends the stairs to the basement floor.


  “What’s this?”


  In entrance hall below, a lavish crimson carpet where yesterday there was a blue one, cream-white paint all over walls today, which yesterday were green, the wall all chiseled into, a great sheet of mirror ready to be installed where yesterday no mirror was.


  Fox traverses narrow hallway, past the kitchen, through the cloak-room—this, too, redolent of fresh paint—and into little cubbyhole that had no use before.


  “Good God, what’s this?”


  Transfigured now to Fox’s “cozy den” (Fox wants no “cozy den”—will have none!), walls are painted, bookshelves built, a reading lamp and easy chairs in place, the Fox’s favorite books (Fox groans!) transplanted from their shelves upstairs and brought down here where Fox can never find them.


  Fox bumps his head against the low doorway in going out, traverses narrow hall again, at last gets into dining room. Seats himself at head of the long table (six women make a table long!), looks at the glass of orange juice upon his plate, does nothing to it, makes no motion toward it, just sits there waiting in a state of patient and resigned dejection, as who should say: “It’s no one but the Old Grey Mule.”


  Portia enters—a plump mulatto, nearing fifty, tinged so imperceptibly with yellow that she is almost white. She enters, stops, stares at Fox sitting motionless there, and titters coyly. Fox turns slowly, catches his coat lapels, and looks at her in blank astonishment. She drops her eyelids shyly, tittering, and spreads plump fingers over her fat mouth. Fox surveys her steadily, as if trying to peer through her fingers at her face, then with a kind of no-hope expression in his eyes, he says slowly, in a sepulchral tone:


  “Fruit salad.”


  And Portia, anxiously:


  “What fo’ you doesn’t drink yo’ orange juice, Mistah Edwahds? Doesn’t you like it?”


  “Fruit salad,” repeats Fox tonelessly.


  “What fo’ you always eats dat ole fruit salad, Mistah Edwahds? What fo’ you wants dat ole canned stuff when we fixes you de nice fresh orange juice?”


  “Fruit salad,” echoes Fox dolefully, utter resignation in his tone.


  Portia departs protesting, but presently fruit salad is produced and put before him. Fox eats it, then looks round and up at Portia, and, still with no-hope resignation in his voice, says low and hoarsely:


  “Is that—all?”


  “Why, no suh, Mistah Edwahds,” Portia replies. “You can have anything you likes if you jest lets us know. We nevah knows jest what you’s goin’ to awdah. All las’ month you awdahed fish fo’ brek-fus’—is dat what you wants?”


  “Breast of guinea hen,” says Fox tonelessly.


  “Why, Mistah Edwahds!” Portia squeals. “Breas’ of guinea hen fo’ brek-fus’?”


  “Yes,” says Fox, patient and enduring.


  “But, Mistah Edwahds!” Portia protests. “You know you doesn’t want breas’ of guinea hen fo’ brek-fus’!”


  “Yes,” says Fox in his hopeless tone, “I do.” And he regards her steadily with sea-misted eyes, with proud and scornful features, eloquent with patient and enduring bitterness as if to say: “Man is born of woman and is made to mourn.”


  “But Mistah Edwahds,” Portia pleads with him, “fokes don’t eat breas’ of guinea hen fo’ brek-fus’! Dey eats ham an’ aiggs, an’ toast an’ bacon—things like dat.”


  Fox continues to regard her fixedly.


  “Breast of guinea hen,” he says wearily, implacably as before.


  “B-b-b-but, Mistah Edwahds,” Portia stammers, thoroughly demoralized by this time, “we ain’t got no breas’ of guinea hen.”


  “We had some night before last,” says Fox.


  “Yes, suh, yes, suh!” Portia almost tearfully agrees. “But dat’s all gone! We et up all dere was! ... Besides, you been eatin’ breas’ of guinea hen ev’ry night fo’ dinnah de las’ two weeks, an’ Miz Edwahds—she say you had enough—she say de chillun gettin’ tired of it—she tol’ us to get somep’n else! ... If you tol’ us dat you wanted guinea hen fo’ brek-fus’, we’d a-had it. But you nevah tol’ us, Mistah Edwahds.” Portia is on the verge of open tears by now. “You nevah tells us what you wants—an’ dat’s why we nevah knows. One time you wanted cream chicken fo’ yo’ brek-fus’ ev’ry mawnin’ fo’ a month. ... Den you changed aroun’ to codfish balls, an’ had dat fo’ a long, long time. ... An’ now it’s guinea hen,” she almost sobs—“an’ we ain’t got none, Mistah Edwahds. You nevah tol’ us what you wanted. We got ham an’ aiggs—we got bacon—we got——”


  “Oh, well,” says Fox wearily, “bring what you have, then—anything you like.”


  He turns away full of patient scorn, enduring and unhoping bitterness—and “aiggs” are brought him. Fox eats them with relish; toast, too, three brown slices, buttered; and drinks two cups of strong hot coffee.


  Just at half-past eight something entered the dining room as swift and soundless as a ray of light. It was a child of fourteen years, a creature of surpassing loveliness, the fourth daughter of the Fox, named Ruth. It was the Fox in miniature: a little creature, graceful as a bird, framed finely as some small and perfect animal. The small, lean head was shaped and set exactly as the head of Fox, the dark blonde hair grew cleanly to it, the child’s face was of an ivory transparency, the features and the sensitivity of expression were identical with those of Fox, transformed to femininity, and the lines of the whole face were cut and molded with the exquisite delicacy of a cameo.


  The shyness of this little girl was agonizing; it was akin to terror. She entered the room breathlessly, noiselessly, stricken, with her head lowered, her arms held to her side, her eyes fixed on the floor. The ordeal of passing by her father, and of speaking to him, was obviously a desperate one; she glided past as if she almost hoped to escape notice. Without raising her eyes, she said, “Good morning, daddy,” in a timid little voice, and was about to duck into her chair, when Fox looked up, startled, got up quickly, put his arms around her, and kissed her. In answer to his kiss, she pecked her cheek toward him like a bird, still keeping her eyes desperately on the floor.


  The face of Fox was illuminated by a radiant tenderness as, in a low, deaf, slightly hoarse tone, he said:


  “Good morning, darling.”


  Still without looking at him, stricken, desperate, she tried to get away from him, yet, even in the act, her affection for the Fox was eloquent. Her heart was beating like a triphammer, her eyes went back and forth like a frightened fledgling’s, she wanted to vanish through the walls, dart out of doors, turn into a shadow—anything, anything, if only she could utterly escape notice, having no one look at her, pay any attention to her, above all, speak to her. So she fluttered there in his embrace like a dove caught in a snare, tried to get away from him, was in a state of agony so acute and sensitive that it was painful to watch her or to do anything that would in any way increase the embarrassment and desperate shyness of this stricken little girl.


  Fox’s embrace tightened around her as she tried to escape, and he grew full of solicitude and anxiety as he looked at her.


  “Darling!” he whispered, in a low and troubled tone. He shook her gently. “What, darling?” he demanded. “Now what?” he finally demanded, with a touch of the old scorn.


  “But nothing, daddy!” she protested, her timid little voice rising in a note of desperate protest. “Nothing, daddy!” She squirmed a little to get free. Reluctantly Fox let her go. The child ducked right down into her chair, still with her eyes averted, and concluded with a little gasping laugh of protest: “You’re so funny, daddy!”


  Fox resumed his seat and still continued to regard her sternly, gravely, with alarmed solicitude, and a little scorn. She shot a frightened look at him and ducked her head down toward her plate.


  “Is anything wrong?” said Fox, in a low voice.


  “But naturally—not!”—a protesting and exasperated little gasp of laughter. “Why should anything be wrong? Honestly, you’re so strange, daddy!”


  “Well, then,” said Fox, with patient resignation.


  “But nothing! I keep telling you, there’s nothing! That’s what I’ve told you from the feerst!”


  All of the children of the Fox say “feerst” for “first,” “beerst” for “burst,” “theerst” for “thirst.” Why, no one knows. It seems to be a tribal accent, not only among all of Fox’s children, but among all of their young cousins on the Fox’s side. It is almost as if they were creatures of some isolated family, immured for generations on some lonely island, cut off from the world, and speaking some lost accent that their ancestors spoke three hundred years ago. Moreover, their tone is characterized by a kind of drawl—not the languorous drawl of the deep South, but a protesting drawl, a wearied-out, exasperated drawl, as if they have almost given up hope of making Fox—or someone—understand what ought to be obvious without any explanation whatsoever. Thus:


  “But nothing, daddy! I’ve told you that from the f-e-e-r-s-t!”


  “Well, then, what is it, darling?” Fox demanded. “Why do you look like that?”—with an emphatic downward movement of the head.


  “But look like what?” the child protested. “Oh, daddy, honestly—” she gasped, with a little strained laugh, and looked away—“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  Portia brought smoking oatmeal and put it down before her, and the girl, saying timidly, “Good morning, Portia,” ducked her head and began to eat hastily.


  Fox continued to look at the child sternly, gravely, with a troubled expression in his eyes. Looking up suddenly, she put down her spoon, and cried:


  “But, daddy—wha-a-t?”


  “Are those scoundrels going to be here again today?” said Fox.


  “Oh, daddy, what scoundrels? ... Honestly!” She twisted in her chair, gasped a little, tried to laugh, picked up her spoon, started to go on eating, then put her spoon down again.


  “Those scoundrels,” said the Fox, “that—you women—” he inclined his head with scornful emphasis—“have brought in to destroy my home.”


  “But who are you talking about?” she protested, looking around like a hunted animal for a means of escape. “I don’t know who you mean.”


  “I mean,” said Fox, “those interior decorating fellows—” here his voice was filled with the dismissal of an unutterable contempt—“that you and your mother have imported to wreck the house.”


  “But I had nothing to do with it!” the girl protested. “Oh, daddy, you’re so—” she broke off, squirmed, and turned away with a little laugh.


  “So—what?” said Fox, low, hoarse, and scornful.


  “Oh, I don’t know—so—so stra-a-nge! You say such funny thi-i-ngs!”


  “Have you women,” Fox went on, “decided when you’re going to let me have a little peace in my own house?”


  “Let you have a little pe-a-ce? ... What have I done? If you don’t want the decorators, why don’t you speak to mo-o-ther?”


  “Because—” Fox inclined his head with a slow, ironic emphasis upon the word—“because—I—don’t—count! I’m only the—Old—Grey—Mule—among six women—and, of course, anything is good enough for me!”


  “But what have we done? We haven’t done anything to you! Why do you act so p-e-e-r-secuted? ... Oh, daddy, honestly!” She squirmed desperately, tried to laugh, turned away, and ducked her head down toward her plate again.


  Sitting back in his chair, one hand clasped upon the arm, his whole being withdrawn, remote, in an attitude eloquent of deep, unhoping patience, Fox continued to regard the child gravely for a moment. Then he thrust his hand into his pocket, pulled his watch out and looked at it, glanced at the child again, and shook his head in a movement packed with stern reproach and silent accusation.


  She looked up, quick and startled, laid her spoon down, and gasped:


  “Now what? What are you shaking your he-a-ad for? What is it now?”


  “Is your mother up?”


  “But naturally, I don’t kno-o-w!”


  “Are your sisters up?”


  “But, da-a-dy, how can I tell?”


  “Did you get to bed early?”


  “Ye-e-e-s,” in a drawl of protest.


  “What time did your sisters get to bed?”


  “But, of course, I have no way of kno-o-wing! Why don’t you ask the-e-m?”


  Fox looked at the watch again, then at the child, and shook his head once more.


  “Women!” he said quietly, and put the watch back into his pocket.


  The child by now has finished with her oatmeal—all she wants of it. Now she slides out of her chair and, with face averted, tries to glide past Fox, out of the room. Fox gets up quickly, puts his arms around her, says in a low, quick, worried tone:


  “Oh, darling, where are you going?”


  “But to sch-o-o-ol, of course!”


  “Darling, stay and eat your breakfast!”


  “But I’ve e-e-a-ten!”


  “Oh, you haven’t!” whispers Fox impatiently.


  “But I’ve eaten all I wa-a-a-nt!”


  “You haven’t eaten anything!” he whispers scornfully.


  “But I don’t want any more,” she protests, looks desperately about, and struggles to free herself. “Oh, let me go-o-o, daddy! I’ll be late!”


  “Then be late!” whispers the great watch-watcher and head-shaker scornfully. “Stay and eat your breakfast!”—punctuating these decisive words with slow nods of emphasis.


  “But I ca-a-n’t! I’ve got to read a pa-a-per.”


  “A—what?”


  “A t-e-e-r-m paper—for Miss Allen’s class—it comes at nine o’clock.”


  “Oh,” says Fox slowly, “I see.” In a low, almost inaudible tone, “On—Whitman?”


  “Ye-e-e-s.”


  “Oh. ... Did you read the book I gave you—the one with his war diary and notes?”


  “Ye-e-e-s.”


  “Astonishing!” whispers Fox. “Isn’t it astonishing? You can see just how he did it, can’t you? He—he got right up on everything,” Fox whispers, “just as if he were the thing itself—as if it were happening to him!”


  “Ye-e-e-s.” She looks desperately around, then with averted eyes blurts out: “You were right about the other thing, too.”


  “What other thing?”


  “About night—how there’s so much night and darkness in him—his—his feeling for night.”


  “Oh,” Fox whispers slowly, his sea-pale eyes misted with reflection. “Did you tell about that, too?”


  “Ye-e-s. It’s tr-u-e. After you told me, I read him again, and it’s tr-u-e.”


  Shy, desperate, timid, stricken as she is, she nevertheless knows it’s true when it’s true.


  “That’s fine!” Fox whispers, and shakes his head sharply with immense satisfaction. “I’ll bet it’s good!”


  The girl’s ivory features flush crimson. Like Fox, she loves praise, yet cannot stand to have it spoken. She squirms, is terrified, is hoping against hope——


  “I don’t kno-o-w,” she gasps. “Miss Allen didn’t like the last paper I wrote—what I said about Mark Twain.”


  “Then,” Fox whispers, low and scornfully, “let Miss Allen not like it. That was a fine paper,” he whispers. “What—what you said about the River was just right.”


  “I kno-o-w! And that was the part she didn’t like. She didn’t seem to know what I was talking about—said it was immature and not sound, and gave me a ‘C’.”


  “Oh,” says Fox absently, thinking all the time with an immense satisfaction of the spirit: “What a girl this is! She has a fine mind. She—she understands things!”


  “You see, darling,” Fox whispers gently, coming back to Miss Allen, “it’s not their fault. These people do the best they can—but—but they just can’t seem to understand,” he whispers. “You see, Miss Allen is an—an academic kind of person—I guess, kind of an old maid, really,” he whispers, with an emphatic movement of the head—“and that kind of person, darling, just wouldn’t be able to understand what Whitman and Mark Twain and Keats are like. ... It’s—it’s a shame,” Fox mutters, and shakes his head, his eyes troubled with regret—“it’s a shame we’ve got to hear about these people first in—in schools—from—from people like Miss Allen. You see, darling,” Fox says gently, his face cocked sideways, his good ear pointing toward the girl, his language simple as a shoe, his face keen, shrewd, thoughtful, and absorbed, and radiant as a blade of light, as it always is when interest and reflection hold the wise serpent of his brain—“you see, darling, schools are all right, really—but the Thing they do is different from the Thing that Keats and Whitman and Mark Twain do. ... People like that really have no place in schools. A—a school,” Fox whispers, “is an academic kind of place, you see—and the people that you find in schools are academic people—and these other kind of people—the poets,” whispers Fox, “are not academic people—they’re—they’re really against what the academic people do—they are people who—who discover things for themselves,” Fox whispers, “who burst through and make another world—and the academic people cannot understand them—so that’s why what the academic people say about them is—is not much good,” Fox whispers. For a moment he is silent, then shakes his head and mutters in a low tone of profound regret: “It’s a pity! Too bad you’ve got to hear about it first in schools—but—but just do the best you can with it—get what you can from it—and—and when those people”—whisper mixed with understanding, pity, and contempt—“have gone as far as they can go, just forget about the rest they tell you.”


  “I kno-o-w! But, really, daddy, when Miss Allen starts drawing charts and diagrams upon the blackboard, showing how they did it—it’s—it’s aw-w-ful! I can’t be-e-ar it—it just makes everything so—te-er-rible! ... Oh, daddy, let me go!” She squirms to free herself again, her tender features tortured with self-consciousness. “Please, daddy! I’ve got to! I’ll be late!”


  “How are you going?”


  “But naturally, the way I always go.”


  “By taxi?”


  “But of course not, I take the str-e-e-t car.”


  “Oh. ... What street car?”


  “The Lexington A-a-a-venue.”


  “Alone?” says Fox in a low, grave, troubled tone.


  “But, of course, daddy!”


  He looks at her sternly with a sorrow-troubled face, and shakes his head.


  “But what’s wrong with taking the str-e-e-t car? Oh, daddy, you’re so-o”—she squirms, looks off indefinitely, her face touched by a smile of agonized embarrassment. “Please, daddy! Let me go-o-o! I tell you I’ll be late!”


  She pushes a little to release herself, he kisses her, and lets her go reluctantly.


  “Good-bye, darling”—low, hoarse, tender, troubled with grave solicitude. “You will take care, won’t you?”


  “But, of course!” A little agonized laugh. “There’s nothing to take care.” Then, suddenly, in a timid little voice, “Good-bye, daddy”—and she is gone, swiftly, silently, like fading light.


  Fox, hands upon his hips, with a look half-trouble and half-tenderness, follows her with sea-pale eyes until she has gone. Then he turns back to the table, sits down again, and picks up the paper.


  News.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 29

  “THE HOLLOW MEN”


  Fox picks up the paper and settles back to read it with keen relish. The paper is the Times. (He read the Tribune late last night: waited up for it, would not miss it, has never missed it, could not sleep if he had not read it.) Morning now, Fox reads the Times.


  How does he read the Times?


  He reads it the way Americans have always read the paper. He also reads it as few Americans have ever read the paper—with nostrils sensitive, dilating with proud scorn, sniffing for the news behind the news.


  He loves it—even loves the Times—loves Love unlovable—and don’t we all? Ink-fresh papers, millions of them—ink-fresh with morning, orange juice, waffles, eggs and bacon, and cups of strong hot coffee. How fine it is, here in America, at ink-fresh, coffee-fragrant morning, to read the paper!


  How often have we read the paper in America! How often have we seen it blocked against our doors! Little route-boys fold and block it, so to throw it—and so we find it and unfold it, crackling and ink-laden, at our doors. Sometimes we find it tossed there lightly with flat plop; sometimes we find it thrown with solid, whizzing whack against the clapboards (clapboards here, most often, in America); sometimes, as now in Turtle Bay, servants find just freshly folded sheets laid neatly down in doorways, and take them to the table for their masters. No matter how it got there, we always find it.


  How we do love the paper in America! How we do love the paper, all!


  Why do we love the paper in America? Why do we love the paper, all?


  Mad masters, I will tell ye why.


  Because the paper is “the news” here in America, and we love the smell of news. We love the smell of news that’s “fit to print.” We also love the smell of news not fit to print. We love, besides, the smell of facts that news is made of. Therefore we love the paper because the news is so fit-printable—so unprintable—and so fact-printable.


  Is the news, then, like America? No, it’s not—and Fox, unlike the rest of you, mad masters, turns the pages knowing it is just the news and not America that he reads there in his Times.


  The news is not America, nor is America the news—the news is in America. It is a kind of light at morning, and at evening, and at midnight in America. It is a kind of growth and record and excrescence of our life. It is not good enough—it does not tell our story—yet it is the news!


  Fox reads (proud nose sharp-sniffing with a scornful relish):


  An unidentified man fell or jumped yesterday at noon from the twelfth story of the Admiral Francis Drake Hotel, corner of Hay and Apple Streets, in Brooklyn. The man, who was about thirty-five years old, registered at the hotel about a week ago, according to the police, as C. Green. Police are of the opinion that this was an assumed name. Pending identification, the body is being held at the King’s County Morgue.


  This, then, is news. Is it also the whole story, Admiral Drake? No! Yet we do not supply the whole story—we who have known all the lights and weathers of America—as Fox supplies it now:


  Well, then, it’s news, and it happened in your own hotel, brave Admiral Drake. It didn’t happen in the Penn-Pitt at Pittsburgh, nor the Phil-Penn at Philadelphia, nor the York-Albany at Albany, nor the Hudson-Troy at Troy, nor the Libya-Ritz at Libya Hill, nor the Clay-Calhoun at Columbia, nor the Richmond-Lee at Richmond, nor the George Washington at Easton, Pennsylvania, Canton, Ohio, Terre Haute, Indiana, Danville, Virginia, Houston, Texas, and ninety-seven other places; nor at the Abraham Lincoln at Springfield, Massachusetts, Hartford, Connecticut, Wilmington, Delaware, Cairo, Illinois, Kansas City, Missouri, Los Angeles, California, and one hundred and thirty-six other towns; nor at the Andrew Jackson, the Roosevelt (Theodore or Franklin—take your choice), the Jefferson Davis, the Daniel Webster, the Stonewall Jackson, the U.S. Grant, the Commodore Vanderbilt, the Waldorf-Astor, the Adams House, the Parker House, the Palmer House, the Taft, the McKinley, the Emerson (Waldo or Bromo), the Harding, the Coolidge, the Hoover, the Albert G. Fall, the Harry Daugherty, the Rockefeller, the Harriman, the Carnegie or the Frick, the Christopher Columbus or the Leif Ericsson, the Ponce-de-Leon or the Magellan, in the remaining eight hundred and forty-three cities of America—but at the Francis Drake, brave Admiral—your own hotel—so, of course, you’ll want to know what happened.


  “An unidentified man”—well, then, this man was an American. “About thirty-five years old” with “an assumed name”—well, then, call him C. Green as he called himself ironically in the hotel register. C. Green, the unidentified American, “fell or jumped,” then, “yesterday at noon ... in Brooklyn”—worth nine lines of print in today’s Times—one of seven thousand who died yesterday upon this continent—one of three hundred and fifty who died yesterday in this very city (see dense, close columns of obituaries, page 15: begin with “Aaronson,” so through the alphabet to “Zorn”). C. Green came here “a week ago”——


  And came from where? From the deep South, or the Mississippi Valley, or the Middle West? From Minneapolis, Bridgeport, Boston, or a little town in Old Catawba? From Scranton, Toledo, St. Louis, or the desert whiteness of Los Angeles? From the pine barrens of the Atlantic coastal plain, or from the Pacific shore?


  And so—was what, brave Admiral Drake? Had seen, felt, heard, smelled, tasted—what? Had known—what?


  Had known all our brutal violence of weather: the burned swelter of July across the nation, the smell of the slow, rank river, the mud, the bottom lands, the weed growth, and the hot, coarse, humid fragrance of the corn. The kind that says, “Jesus, but it’s hot!”—pulls off his coat, and mops his face, and goes in shirt-sleeves in St. Louis, goes to August’s for a Swiss on rye with mustard, and a mug of beer. The kind that says, “Damn! It’s hot!” in South Carolina, slouches in shirt-sleeves and straw hat down South Main Street, drops into Evans Drug Store for a dope, says to the soda jerker, “Is it hot enough fer you today, Jim?” The kind that reads in the paper of the heat, the deaths, and the prostrations, reads it with a certain satisfaction, hangs on grimly day by day and loses sleep at night, can’t sleep for heat, is tired in the morning, says, “Jesus! It can’t last forever!” as heat lengthens into August, and the nation gasps for breath, and the green that was young in May now mottles, fades and bleaches, withers, goes heat-brown. Will boast of coolness in the mountains, Admiral Drake. “Always cool at night! May get a little warm around the middle of the day, but you’ll sleep with blankets every night.”


  Then summer fades and passes, and October comes. Will smell smoke then, and feel an unsuspected sharpness, a thrill of nervous, swift elation, a sense of sadness and departure. C. Green doesn’t know the reason, Admiral Drake, but lights slant and shorten in the afternoon, there is a misty pollen of old gold in light at noon, a murky redness in the lights of dusk, a frosty stillness, and the barking of the dogs; the maples flame upon the hills, the gums are burning, bronze the oak leaves, and the aspens yellow; then come the rains, the sodden dead-brown of the fallen leaves, the smoke-stark branches—and November comes.


  Waiting for winter in the little towns, and winter comes. It is really the same in big towns and the cities, too, with the bleak enclosure of the winter multiplied. In the commerce of the day, engaged and furious, then darkness, and the bleak monotony of “Where shall we go? What shall we do?” The winter grips us, closes round each house—the stark, harsh light encysts us—and C. Green walks the streets. Sometimes hard lights burn on him, Admiral Drake, bleak faces stream beneath the lights, amusement signs are winking. On Broadway, the constant plaze of sterile lights; in little towns, no less, the clustered raisins of hard light on Main Street. On Broadway, swarming millions up to midnight; in little towns, hard lights and frozen silence—no one, nothing, after ten o’clock. But in the hearts of C. Greens everywhere, bleak boredom, undefined despair, and “Christ! Where shall I go now? When will winter end?”


  So longs for spring, and wishes it were Saturday, brave Admiral Drake.


  Saturday night arrives with the thing that we are waiting for. Oh, it will come tonight; the thing that we have been expecting all our lives will come tonight, on Saturday! On Saturday night across America we are waiting for it, and ninety million Greens go mothwise to the lights to find it. Surely it will come tonight! So Green goes out to find it, and he finds—hard lights again, saloons along Third Avenue, or the Greek’s place in a little town—and then hard whiskey, gin, and drunkenness, and brawls and fights and vomit.


  Sunday morning, aching head.


  Sunday afternoon, and in the cities the chop-suey signs wink on and flash their sterile promises of unborn joy.


  Sunday night, and the hard stars, and the bleak enclosures of our wintry weather—the buildings of old rusty brick, in cold enclosed, the fronts of old stark brown, the unpainted houses, the deserted factories, wharves, piers, warehouses, and office buildings, the tormented shabbiness of Sixth Avenues; and in the smaller towns, bleak Main Streets, desolate with shabby store fronts and be-raisined clusters of lamp standards, and in the residential streets of wooden houses (dark by ten o’clock), the moaning of stark branches, the stiff lights, limb-be-patterned, shaking at street corners. The light shines there with wintry bleakness on the clapboard front and porch of a shabby house where the policeman lives—blank and desolate upon the stuffy, boxlike little parlor where the policeman’s daughter amorously receives—and almost—not quite—gives. Hot, fevered, fearful, and insatiate, it is all too close to the cold street light—too creaking, panting, flimsy-close to others in the flimsy house—too close to the policeman’s solid and slow-creaking tread—yet somehow valiant, somehow strong, somehow triumphant over the stale varnish of the little parlor, the nearness of the street, the light, the creaking boughs, and papa’s tread—somehow triumphant with hot panting, with rose lips and tender tongue, white underleg and tight-locked thighs—by these intimacies of fear and fragrant hot desire will beat the ashen monotone of time and even the bleak and grey duration of the winter out.


  Does this surprise you, Admiral Drake?


  “But Christ!”—Green leaves the house, his life is bitter with desire, the stiff light creaks. “When will it end?” thinks Green. “When will spring come?”


  It comes at last unhoped for, after hoping, comes when least expected, and when given up. In March there is a day that’s almost spring, and C. Green, strong with will to have it so, says, “Well, it’s here”—and it is gone like smoke. You can’t look spring too closely in the eye in March. Raw days return, and blown light, and gusty moanings of the wind. Then April comes, and small, soaking rain. The air is wet and raw and chilled, but with a smell of spring now, a smell of earth, of grass exploding in small patches, here and there a blade, a bud, a leaf. And spring comes, marvelous, for a day or two—“It’s here!” Green thinks. “It’s here at last!”—and he is wrong again. It goes, chill days and greyness and small, soaking rains return. Green loses hope. “There is no spring!” he says. “You never get spring any more; you jump from winter into summer—we’ll have summer now and the hot weather before you know it.”


  Then spring comes—explodes out of the earth in a green radiance—comes up overnight! It’s April twenty-eighth—the tree there in the city backyard is smoke-yellow, feathered with the striplings of young leaf! It’s April twenty-ninth—the leaf, the yellow, and the smoke have thickened overnight. April thirtieth—you can watch it grow and thicken with your eye! Then May the first—the tree’s in leaf now, almost full and dense, young, feather-fresh! The whole spring has exploded from the earth!


  All’s explosive with us really, Admiral Drake—spring, the brutal summer, frost, October, February in Dakota with fifty-one below, spring floods, two hundred drowning along Ohio bottoms, in Missouri, in New England, all through Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Tennessee. Spring shot at us overnight, and everything with us is vast, explosive, floodlike. A few hundred dead in floods, a hundred in a wave of heat, twelve thousand in a year by murder, thirty thousand with the motor car—it all means nothing here. Floods like this would drown out France; death like this would plunge England in black mourning; but in America a few thousand C. Greens more or less, drowned, murdered, killed by motor cars, or dead by jumping out of windows on their heads—well, it just means nothing to us—the next flood, or next week’s crop of death and killings, wash it out. We do things on a large scale, Admiral Drake.


  The tar-smell in the streets now, children shouting, and the smell of earth; the sky shell-blue and faultless, a sapphire sparkle everywhere; and in the air the brave stick-candy whippings of a flag. C. Green thinks of the baseball games, the raw-hide arm of Lefty Grove, the resilient crack of ashwood on the horsehide ball, the waiting pockets of the well-oiled mitts, the warm smell of the bleachers, the shouted gibes of shirt-sleeved men, the sprawl and monotone of inning after inning. (Baseball’s a dull game, really; that’s the reason that it is so good. We do not love the game so much as we love the sprawl and drowse and shirt-sleeved apathy of it.) On Saturday afternoon, C. Green goes out to the ball park and sits there in the crowd, awaiting the sudden sharpness and the yell of crisis. Then the game ends and the crowd flows out across the green turf of the playing field. Sunday, Green spends the day out in the country in his flivver, with a girl.


  Then summer comes again, heat-blazing summer, humid, murked with mist, sky-glazed with brutal weariness—and C. Green mops his face and sweats and says, “Jesus! Will it never end?”


  This, then, is C. Green, “thirty-five years old”—“unidentified”—and an American. In what way an American? In what way different from the men you knew, old Drake?


  When the ships bore home again and Cape St. Vincent blazed in Spaniard’s eye—or when old Drake was returning with his men, beating coastwise from strange seas abreast, past the Scilly Isles toward the slant of evening fields, chalk cliffs, the harbor’s arms, the town’s sweet cluster and the spire—where was Green?


  When, in red-oak thickets at the break of day, coon-skinned, the huntsmen of the wilderness lay for bear, heard arrows rattling in the laurel leaves, the bullets’ whining plunk, and waited with cocked musket by the tree—where was Green?


  Or when, with strong faces turning toward the setting sun, hawk-eyed and Indian-visaged men bore gunstocks on the western trails and sternly heard the fierce war-whoops around the Painted Buttes—where, then, was Green?


  Was never there with Drake’s men in the evening when the sails stood in from the Americas! Was never there beneath the Spaniard’s swarthy eye at Vincent’s Cape! Was never there in the red-oak thicket in the morning! Was never there to hear the war-cries round the Painted Buttes!


  No, no. He was no voyager of unknown seas, no pioneer of western trails. He was life’s little man, life’s nameless cipher, life’s manswarm atom, life’s American—and now he lies disjected and exploded on a street in Brooklyn!


  He was a dweller in mean streets, was Green, a man-mote in the jungle of the city, a resident of grimy steel and stone, a mole who burrowed in rusty brick, a stunned spectator of enormous salmon-colored towers, hued palely with the morning. He was a renter of shabby wooden houses in a little town, an owner of a raw new bungalow on the outskirts of the town. He was a waker in bleak streets at morning, an alarm-clock watcher, saying, “Jesus, I’ll be late!”—a fellow who took short cuts through the corner lot, behind the advertising signs; a fellow used to concrete horrors of hot day and blazing noon; a man accustomed to the tormented hodgepodge of our architectures, used to broken pavements, ash cans, shabby store fronts, dull green paint, the elevated structure, grinding traffic, noise, and streets be-tortured with a thousand bleak and dismal signs. He was accustomed to the gas tanks going out of town, he was an atom of machinery in an endless flow, going, stopping, going to the winking of the lights; he tore down concrete roads on Sundays, past the hot-dog stands and filling stations; he would return at darkness; hunger lured him to the winking splendor of chop-suey signs; and midnight found him in The Coffee Pot, to prowl above a mug of coffee, tear a coffee-cake in fragments, and wear away the slow grey ash of time and boredom with other men in grey hats and with skins of tallow-grey, at Joe the Greek’s.


  C. Green could read (which Drake could not), but not too accurately; could write, too (which the Spaniard couldn’t), but not too well. C. Green had trouble over certain words, spelled them out above the coffee mug at midnight, with a furrowed brow, slow-shaping lips, and “Jesus!” when news stunned him—for he read the news. Preferred the news with pictures, too, girls with voluptuous legs crossed sensually, dresses above the knees, and plump dolls’ faces full of vacant lechery. Green liked news “hot”—not as Fox knows it, not subtly sniffing with strange-scornful nostrils for the news behind the news—but straight from the shoulder—socko!—biff!—straight off the griddle, with lots of mustard, shapely legs, roadside wrecks and mutilated bodies, gangsters’ molls and gunmen’s hide-outs, tallow faces of the night that bluntly stare at flashlight lenses—this and talk of “heart-balm,” “love-thief,” “sex-hijacker”—all of this liked Green.


  Yes, Green liked the news—and now, a bit of news himself (nine lines of print in Times), has been disjected and exploded on a Brooklyn pavement!


  Well, such was our friend, C. Green, who read, but not too well; and wrote, but not too easily; who smelled, but not too strongly; felt, but not too deeply; saw, but not too clearly—yet had smelled the tar in May, smelled the slow, rank yellow of the rivers, and the clean, coarse corn; had seen the slants of evening on the hill-flanks in the Smokies, and the bronze swell of the earth, the broad, deep red of Pennsylvania barns, proud-portioned and as dominant across the fields as bulls; had felt the frost and silence in October; had heard the whistles of the train wail back in darkness, and the horns of New Year’s Eve, and—“Jesus! There’s another year gone by! What now?”


  No Drake was he, no Spaniard, no coon-skin cap, no strong face burning west. Yet, in some remote and protoplasmic portion, he was a little of each of these. A little Scotch, perhaps, was Green, a little Irish, English, Spanish even, and some German—a little of each part, all compacted and exploded into nameless atom of America!


  No. Green—poor little Green—was not a man like Drake. He was just a cinder out of life—for the most part, a thinker of base thoughts, a creature of unsharpened, coarse perceptions. He was meager in the hips, he did not have much juice or salt in him. Drake gnawed the beef from juicy bones in taverns, drank tankards of brown ale, swore salty curses through his whiskers, wiped his mouth with the back of his hard hand, threw the beef bone to his dog, and pounded with his tankard for more ale. Green ate in cafeterias, prowled at midnight over coffee and a doughnut or a sugar-coated bun, went to the chop-suey joint on Saturday nights and swallowed chow mein, noodle soup, and rice. Green’s mouth was mean and thin and common, it ran to looseness and a snarl; his skin was grey and harsh and dry; his eyes were dull and full of fear. Drake was self-contained: the world his oyster, seas his pastures, mighty distances his wings. His eyes were sea-pale (like the eyes of Fox); his ship was England. Green had no ship, he had a motor car, and tore down concrete roads on Sunday, and halted with the lights against him with the million other cinders hurtling through hot space. Green walked on level concrete sidewalks and on pavements grey, through hot and grimy streets past rusty tenements. Drake set his sails against the west, he strode the buoyant, sea-washed decks, he took the Spaniard and his gold, and at the end he stood in to the sweet enfoldments of the spire, the clustered town, the emerald fields that slope to Plymouth harbor—then Green came!


  We who never saw brave Drake can have no difficulty conjuring up an image of the kind of man he was. With equal ease we can imagine the bearded Spaniard, and almost hear his swarthy oaths. But neither Drake nor Spaniard could ever have imagined Green. Who could have foreseen him, this cipher of America, exploded now upon a street in Brooklyn?


  Behold him, Admiral Drake! Observe the scene now! Listen to the people! Here is something strange as the Armadas, the gold-laden cargoes of the bearded Spaniards, the vision of unfound Americas!


  What do you see here, Admiral Drake?


  Well, first, a building—your own hotel—such a building as the folk of Plymouth never saw. A great block of masonry, pale-hued, grimy-white, fourteen stories tall, stamped in an unvarying pattern with many windows. Sheeted glass below, the store front piled with medicines and toilet articles, perfumes, cosmetics, health contrivances. Within, a soda fountain, Admiral Drake. The men in white with monkey caps, soda jerkers sullen with perpetual overdriven irritation. Beneath the counter, pools of sloppy water, filth, and unwashed dishes. Across the counter, Jewesses with fat, rouged lips consuming ice cream sodas and pimento sandwiches.


  Outside upon the concrete sidewalk lies the form of our exploded friend, C. Green. A crowd has gathered round—taxi drivers, passers-by, hangers-on about the subway station, people working in the neighborhood, and the police. No one has dared to touch exploded Green as yet—they stand there in a rapt and fascinated circle, looking at him.


  Not much to look at either, Admiral Drake; not even those who trod your gory decks would call the sight a pretty one. Our friend has landed on his head—“taken a nose dive,” as we say—and smashed his brains out at the iron base of the second lamp post from the corner. (It is the same lamp post as heretofore described, to be found throughout America—a “standard,” standardized, supporting five hard grapes of frosted glass.)


  So here Green lies, on the concrete sidewalk all disjected. No head is left, the head is gone now, head’s exploded; only brains are left. The brains are pink, and almost bloodless, Admiral Drake. (There’s not much blood here—we shall tell you why.) But brains exploded are somewhat like pale sausage meat, fresh-ground. Brains are stuck hard to the lamp post, too; there is a certain driven emphasis about them, as if they had been shot hydraulically out of a force-hose against the post.


  The head, as we have said, is gone completely; a few fragments of the skull are scattered round—but of the face, the features, forehead—nothing! They have all been blown out, as by some inner explosion. Nothing is left but the back of the skull, which curiously remains, completely hollowed out and vacant, and curved over, like the rounded handle of a walking stick.


  The body, five feet eight or nine of it, of middling weight, is lying—we were going to say “face downward”; had we not better say “stomach downward”?—on the sidewalk. It is well-dressed, too, in cheap, neatly pressed, machine-made clothes: tan shoes and socks with a clocked pattern, suit of a light texture, brownish red in hue, a neat canary-colored shirt with attached collar—obviously C. Green had a nice feeling for proprieties! As for the body itself, save for a certain indefinable and curiously “disjected” quality, one could scarcely tell that every bone in it is broken. The hands are still spread out, half-folded and half-clenched, with a still-warm and startling eloquence of recent life. (It happened just four minutes ago!)


  Well, where’s the blood, then, Drake? You’re used to blood; you’d like to know. Well, you’ve heard of casting bread upon the waters, Drake, and having it return—but never yet, I’ll vow, of casting blood upon the streets—and having it run away—and then come back to you! But here it comes now, down the street—down Apple Street, round the corner into Hay, across the street now toward C. Green, the lamp post, and the crowd!—a young Italian youth, blunt-featured, low-browed, and bewildered, his black eyes blank with horror, tongue mumbling thickly, arm held firmly by a policeman, suit and shirt all drenched with blood, and face be-spattered with it! A stir of sudden interest in the crowd, sharp nudges, low-toned voices whispering:


  “Here he is! Th’ guy that ‘got it’! ... Sure, that’s him—you know him, that Italian kid that works inside in the newsstand—he was standin’ deh beside the post! Sure, that’s the guy!—talkin’ to anotheh guy—he got it all! That’s the reason you didn’t see more blood—this guy got it!—Sure! The guy just missed him by six inches!—Sure! I’m tellin’ you I saw it, ain’t I? I looked up an’ saw him in the air! He’d a hit this guy, but when he saw that he was goin’ to hit the lamp post, he put out his hands an’ tried to keep away! That’s the reason that he didn’t hit this guy! ... But this guy heard him when he hit, an’ turned around—and zowie!—he got all of it right in his face!”


  And another, whispering and nudging, nodding toward the horror-blank, thick-mumbling Italian boy: “Jesus! Look at th’ guy, will yuh! ... He don’t know what he’s doing! ... He don’t know yet what happened to him! ... Sure! He got it all. I tell yuh! He was standin’ deh beside the post, wit a package undehneath one ahm—an’ when it happened—when he got it—he just stahted runnin’ ... He don’t know yet what’s happened! ... That’s what I’m tellin’ yuh—th’ guy just stahted runnin’ when he got it.”


  And one policeman (to another): “... Sure, I yelled to Pat to stop him. He caught up with him at Borough Hall. ... He just kept on runnin’—he don’t know yet what happened to him.”


  And the Italian youth, thick-mumbling: “... Jeez! W’at happened? ... Jeez! ... I was standin’ talkin’ to a guy—I heard it hit. ... Jeez! ... W’at happened, anyway? ... I got it all oveh me! ... Jeez! ... I just stahted runnin’. ... Jeez! I’m sick!”


  Voices: “Here, take ’im into the drug store! ... Wash ’im off! ... That guy needs a shot of liquor! ... Sure! Take him into the drug stoeh deh! ... They’ll fix him up!”


  The plump, young, rather effeminate, but very intelligent young Jew who runs the newsstand in the corridor, talking to everyone around him, excitedly and indignantly: “... Did I see it? Listen! I saw everything! I was coming across the street, looked up, and saw him in the air! ... See it? ... Listen! If someone had taken a big ripe watermelon and dropped it on the street from the twelfth floor you’d have some idea what it was like! ... See it! I’ll tell the world I saw it! I don’t want to see anything like that again!” Then excitedly, with a kind of hysterical indignation: “Shows no consideration for other people, that’s all I’ve got to say! If a man is going to do a thing like that, why does he pick a place like this—one of the busiest corners in Brooklyn? ... How did he know he wouldn’t hit someone? Why, if that boy had been standing six inches nearer to the post, he’d have killed him, as sure as you live! ... And here he does it right in front of all these people who have to look at it! It shows he had no consideration for other people! A man who’d do a thing like that. ...”


  (Alas, poor Jew! As if C. Green, now past considering, had considered nice “considerations.”)


  A taxi driver, impatiently: “That’s what I’m tellin’ yuh! ... I watched him for five minutes before he jumped. He crawled out on the window sill an’ stood there for five minutes, makin’ up his mind! ... Sure, I saw him! Lots of people saw him!” Impatiently, irritably: “Why didn’t we do somethin’ to stop him? F’r Chri’ sake, what was there to do? A guy who’d do a thing like that is nuts to start with! You don’t think he’d listen to anything we had to say, do you? ... Sure, we did yell at him! ... Jesus! ... We was almost afraid to yell at him—we made motions to him to get back—tried to hold his attention while the cops sneaked round the corner into the hotel. ... Sure, the cops got there just a second after he jumped—I don’t know if he jumped when he heard ’em comin’, or what happened, but Christ!—he stood there gettin’ ready for five minutes while we watched!”


  And a stocky little Czech-Bohemian, who works in the delicatessen-fruit store on the corner, one block down: “Did I hear it! Say, you could have heard it for six blocks! Sure! Everybody heard it! The minute that I heard it, I knew what had happened, too! I come runnin’!”


  People press and shuffle in the crowd. A man comes round the corner, presses forward to get a better look, runs into a little fat, bald-headed man in front of him who is staring at the Thing with a pale, sweating, suffering, fascinated face, by accident knocks off the little fat man’s straw hat. The new straw hat hits the pavement dryly, the little fat, bald-headed man scrambles for it, clutches it, and turns around on the man who has knocked it off, both of them stammering frantic apologies:


  “Oh, excuse me! ... ’Scuse me! ... ’Scuse me! ... Sorry!”


  “Quite all right. ... All right! ... All right.”


  Observe now, Admiral, with what hypnotic concentration the people are examining the grimy-white façade of your hotel. Watch their faces and expressions. Their eyes go traveling upward slowly—up—up—up. The building seems to widen curiously, to be distorted, to flare out wedgelike till it threatens to annihilate the sky, overwhelm the will, and crush the spirit. (These optics, too, American, Admiral Drake.) The eyes continue on past story after story up the wall until they finally arrive and come to rest with focal concentration on that single open window twelve floors up. It is no jot different from all the other windows, but now the vision of the crowd is fastened on it with a fatal and united interest. And after staring at it fixedly, the eyes come traveling slowly down again—down—down—down—the faces strained a little, mouths all slightly puckered as if something set the teeth on edge—and slowly, with fascinated measurement—down—down—down—until the eyes reach sidewalk, lamp post, and—the Thing again.


  The pavement finally halts all, stops all, answers all. It is the American pavement, Admiral Drake, our universal city sidewalk, a wide, hard stripe of grey-white cement, blocked accurately with dividing lines. It is the hardest, coldest, cruellest, most impersonal pavement in the world: all of the indifference, the atomic desolation, the exploded nothingness of one hundred million nameless “Greens” is in it.


  In Europe, Drake, we find worn stone, all hollowed out and rubbed to rounded edges. For centuries the unknown lives of men now buried touched and wore this stone, and when we see it something stirs within our hearts, and something strange and dark and passionate moves our souls, and—“They were here!” we say.


  Not so, the streets, the sidewalks, the paved places of America. Has man been here? No. Only unnumbered nameless Greens have swarmed and passed here, and none has left a mark.


  Did ever the eye go seaward here with searching for the crowded sail, with longing for the strange and unknown coasts of Spain? Did ever beauty here come home to the heart and eyes? Did ever, in the thrusting crowd, eye look to eye, and face to face, and heart to heart, and know the moment of their meeting—stop and pause, and be oblivious in this place, and make one spot of worn pavement sacred stone? You won’t believe it, Admiral Drake, but it is so—these things have happened on the pavements of America. But, as you see yourself, they have not left their mark.


  You, old Drake, when last your fellow townsmen saw you at the sailing of the ships, walked with the crowd along the quay, past the spire and cluster of the town, down to the cool lap of the water; and from your deck, as you put out, you watched the long, white, fading arm of your own coast. And in the town that you had left were streets still haunted by your voice. There was your worn tread upon the pavement, there the tavern table dented where you banged your tankard down. And in the evening, when the ships were gone, men waited for your return.


  But no return is here among us in America. Here are no streets still haunted by departed men. Here is no street at all, as you knew streets. Here are just our cement Mobways, unannealed by time! No place in Mobway bids you pause, old Drake. No spot in Mobway bids you hold your mind a moment in reflection, saying: “He was here!” No square of concrete slab says: “Stay, for I was built by men.” Mobway never knew the hand of man, as your streets did. Mobway was laid down by great machines, for one sole purpose—to unimpede and hurry up the passing of the feet.


  Where did Mobway come from? What produced it?


  It came from the same place where all our mob ways come from—from Standard Concentrated Production Units of America, No. 1. This is where all our streets, sidewalks, and lamp posts (like the one on which Green’s brains are spattered) come from, where all our white-grimy bricks (like those of which your hotel is constructed) come from, where the red façades of our standard-unit tobacco stores (like the one across the street) come from, where our motor cars come from, where our drug stores and our drug store windows and displays come from, where our soda fountains (complete, with soda jerkers attached) come from, where our cosmetics, toilet articles, and the fat, rouged lips of our Jewesses come from, where our soda water, slops and syrups, steamed spaghetti, ice cream, and pimento sandwiches come from, where our clothes, our hats (neat, standard stamps of grey), our faces (also stamps of grey, not always neat), our language, conversation, sentiments, feelings, and opinions come from. All these things are made for us by Standard Concentrated Production Units of America, No. 1.


  So here we are, then, Admiral Drake. You see the street, the sidewalk, the front of your hotel, the constant stream of motor cars, the drug store and the soda fountain, the tobacco store, the traffic lights, the cops in uniform, the people streaming in and out of the subway, the rusty, pale-hued jungle of the buildings, old and new, high and low. There is no better place to see it, Drake. For this is Brooklyn—which means ten thousand streets and blocks like this one. Brooklyn, Admiral Drake, is the Standard Concentrated Chaos No. 1 of the Whole Universe. That is to say, it has no size, no shape, no heart, no joy, no hope, no aspiration, no center, no eyes, no soul, no purpose, no direction, and no anything—just Standard Concentrated Units everywhere—exploding in all directions for an unknown number of square miles like a completely triumphant Standard Concentrated Blot upon the Face of the Earth. And here, right in the middle—no, that is wrong, for Standard Concentrated Blots don’t have a middle—but, if not in the middle, at least right slap-bang out in the open, upon a minute portion of this magnificent Standard Concentrated Blot, where all the Standard Concentrated Blotters can stare at him, and with the brains completely out of him——


  —Lies Green!


  And this is bad—most bad—oh, very bad—and should not be allowed! For, as our young Jewish friend has just indignantly proclaimed, it “shows no consideration for other people”—which means, for other Standard Concentrated Blotters. Green has no right to go falling in this fashion in a public place. He has no right to take unto himself any portion of this Standard Concentrated Blot, however small. He has no business being where he is at all. A Standard Concentrated Blotter is not supposed to be places, but to go places.


  You see, dear Admiral, this is not a street to amble in, to ride along, to drift through. It is a channel—in the words of the Standard Concentrated Blotter-Press, an “artery.” This means that it is not a place where one drives, but a place where one is driven—not really a street at all, but a kind of tube for a projectile, a kind of groove for millions and millions of projectiles, all driven past incessantly, all beetling onward, bearing briefly white slugged blurs of driven flesh.


  As for the sidewalk, this Standard Concentrated Mobway is not a place to walk on, really. (Standard Concentrated Blotters have forgotten how to walk.) It is a place to swarm on, to weave on, to thrust and dodge on, to scurry past on, to crowd by on. It is not a place to stand on, either. One of the earliest precepts in a Concentrated Blotter’s life is: “Move on there! Where th’ hell d’you think you are, anyway—in a cow pasture?” And, most certainly, it is not a place to lie on, to sprawl out on.


  But look at Green! Just look at him! No wonder the Jewish youth is angry with him!


  Green has willfully and deliberately violated every Standard Concentrated Principle of Blotterdom. He has not only gone and dashed his brains out, but he has done it in a public place—upon a piece of Standard Concentrated Mobway. He has messed up the sidewalk, messed up another Standard Concentrated Blotter, stopped traffic, taken people from their business, upset the nerves of his fellow Blotters—and now lies there, all sprawled out, in a place where he has no right to be. And, to make his crime unpardonable, C. Green has——


  —Come to Life!


  Consider that, old Drake! We can understand some measure of your strangeness, because we heard you swearing in the tavern and saw your sails stand to the west. Can you now do the same for us? Consider strangeness, Drake—and look at Green! For you have heard it said by your own countryman, and in your living generation: “The times have been that, when the brains were out, the man would die.” But now, old Drake, what hath Time wrought? There is surely here some strangeness in us that you could never have foretold. For the brains are “out” now—and the man has——


  —Come to Life!


  What’s that, Admiral? You do not understand it? Small wonder, though it’s really very simple:


  For just ten minutes since, C. Green was a Concentrated Blotter like the rest of us. Ten minutes since, he, too, might hurry in and out of the subway, thrust and scurry on the pavement, go hurtling past with whited blur in one of our beetles of machinery, a nameless atom, cipher, cinder, swarming with the rest of us, just another “guy” like a hundred million other “guys.” But now, observe him! No longer is he just “another guy”—already he has become a “special guy”—he has become “The Guy.” C. Green at last has turned into a—Man!


  Four hundred years ago, brave Admiral Drake, if we had seen you lying on your deck, your bronze gone pale and cold, imbrued in your own blood, and hewn to the middle by the Spaniards’ steel, we could have understood that, for there was blood in you. But Green—this Concentrated Blotter of ten minutes since—made in our own image, shaped in our own dust, compacted of the same grey stuff of which our own lives are compacted, and filled, we thought, with the same Standard Concentration of embalming fluid that fills our veins—oh, Drake, we did not know the fellow had such blood in him! We could not have thought it was so red, so rich, and so abundant!


  Poor, shabby, and corrupted cipher! Poor, nameless, and exploded atom! Poor little guy! He fills us Concentrated Blotters of the Universe with fear, with shame, with awe, with pity, and with terror—for we see ourselves in him. If he was a man with blood in him, then so are we! If he, in the midst of his always-driven life, could at last be driven to this final and defiant gesture of refusal to remain a Concentrated Blotter, then we, too, might be driven to a point of equal desperation! And there are other methods of defiance, other ways of ultimate refusal, other means of exercising one’s last-remaining right of manhood—and some of them are no less terrifying to contemplate than this! So our fascinated eyes go up and up, past floor after floor of Standard Concentrated brick, and fasten on the open window where he stood—and suddenly we crane our necks along the ridges of our collars, look away with constricted faces, and taste the acrid bitterness of steel upon our lips!


  It is too hard, and not to be endured—to know that little Green, speaking our own tongue and stuffed with our own stuffing, had yet concealed in him some secret, dark, and frightful thing more terrible than anything that we have ever known—that he bore within him some black and hideous horror, some depth of madness or of courage, and could stand there—upon the sheer and nauseating verge of that grey window ledge for five full minutes—and know the thing he was about to do—and tell himself he must now!—that he had to!—that the compulsion of every horror-fascinated eye down in the gulf below had now made escape impossible—and then, horror-sick past all regeneration, see, too, before he jumped, his fall, the downward-hurtling plunge, and his own exploded body—feel the bones crack and fly apart, and the brutal obliteration of the instant when his brains would shoot out against the lamp post—and even while his soul drew back from that sheer verge of imagined terror, shame, and unutterable self-loathing, crying, “I cannot do it!”—then jumped!


  And we, brave Drake? We try to see it, but we cannot see. We try to fathom it, but we cannot plunge. We try to comprehend the hell of hells, the hundred lives of horror, madness, anguish, and despair that were exhausted in five minutes by that shabby creature crouched there on the window ledge. But we cannot understand, or look at it any longer. It is too hard, too hard, and not to be endured. We turn away with nausea, hollowness, blind fear, and unbelief within us.


  One man stares, cranes his neck, wets his lips, and whispers: “Jesus! To do a thing like that takes guts!”


  Another, harshly: “Nah! It don’t take guts! A guy who’d do a thing like that is crazy! He don’t know what he’s doin’ to begin with!”


  And others, doubtfully, half-whispering, with eyes focused on the ledge: “But Jesus!”


  A taxi driver, turning away and moving toward his cab, with an attempt at casual indifference that does not ring entirely true: “Oh, well! Just another guy, I guess!”


  Then one man, turning to his companion with a little puckered smile: “Well, what about it, Al? You still feel like eating?”


  And his companion, quietly: “Eating, hell! I feel like two or three stiff shots of rye! Come on, let’s go around to Steve’s!”


  They go. The Concentrated Blotters of the World cannot abide it. They must somehow blot it out.


  So a policeman comes around the corner now with an old tarpaulin, with which he covers the No-Head. The crowd remains. Then the green wagon from the morgue. The Thing, tarpaulin and all, is pushed into it. It drives away. A policeman with thick-soled boots scuffs and pushes skull-pieces and brain-fragments into the gutter. Someone comes with sawdust, strews it. Someone from the drug store with formaldehyde. Later, someone with a hose and water. From the subway come an adolescent boy and girl with the hard, tough faces of the city; they walk past it, deliberately and arrogantly step among it, look at the lamp post, then at each other, and laugh!


  All’s over now, all’s gone, the crowd’s departed. Something else remains. It cannot be forgotten. There’s a sick, humid smell upon the air, what was light and clear and crystal has gone out of day, and something thick and glutinous—half taste, half smell, and all impalpable—remains upon your tongue.


  There would have been a time and place for such a thing, brave Admiral Drake, if he, our fellow Green, had only fallen as a hollow man and landed dryly, or if he had opened to disperse a grey embalming fluid in the gutter. It would have been all right if he had just been blown away like an old paper, or if he had been swept aside like remnants of familiar litter, and then subsumed into the Standard Concentrated stuff from which he came. But C. Green would not have it so. He exploded to drench our common substance of viscous grey with the bright indecency of blood, to resume himself from number, to become before our eyes a Man, and to identify a single spot of all our general Nothingness with the unique passion, the awful terror, and the dignity of Death.


  So, Admiral Drake—“an unidentified man fell or jumped yesterday at noon” from a window of your own hotel. That was the news. Now you’ve had the story.


  We are “the hollow men, the hollow men”? Brave Admiral, do not be too sure.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 30

  THE ANODYNE


  Fox read it instantly, the proud nose sniffing upward sharply—“man fell or jumped ... Admiral Francis Drake Hotel ... Brooklyn.” The sea-pale eyes took it in at once, and went on to more important things.


  Fox was cold, then? Hard? Selfish? Lacking in understanding? Unsympathetic? Unimaginative? By no means.


  Could not have known Green, then? Was too much the patrician to know Green? Was too high, too rare, too subtle, too fine-fibered to know Green? None of these.


  Fox knew everything, or almost everything. (If there’s a lack here, we will smell it out.) Fox had been born with everything, and had learned much, yet his learning had not made him mad, or ever blunted the keen blade of knowing. He saw all things as they were: had never (in his mind and heart) called man a “white man” yet, because Fox saw man was not “white man”—man was pink man tinged with sallow, man was sallow tinged with grey, man was pink-brown, red-bronze, or white-red-sallow, but not white.


  So Fox (in mind and heart) would call it as it was. This was the boy’s straight eye. Yet his clarities were obscured for other men. His straightness was thought cunning by crude-cunning rogues, his warmth seemed ice to all the hearty-false, and to the false-sincere Fox was a twister. Not one of these things was true of him.


  Fox knew Green all right—knew him better than we, the Concentrated Blotters of Green’s ilk. For, being of the ilk, we grow confused, struggle with Green (so with ourselves), argue, debate, deny, are tarred with the same brush, and so lose judgment.


  Not so, Fox. Not of Green’s ilk, yet was he still of the whole family of earth. Fox knew at once that Green had blood in him. Fox placed him instantly: saw sky above him, Admiral Drake Hotel behind him, lamp post, pavement, people, Brooklyn corner, cops, rouged Jewesses, the motor cars, the subway entrance, and exploded brains—and, had he been there, would have said in a low, somewhat puzzled, and abstracted tone:


  “Oh. ... I see.”


  Would have seen, too, my mad masters; never doubt it. Would have seen clearly and seen whole, without our agony, without confusion, without struggling with the surface of each brick, each square inch of concrete pavement, each scale of rust upon the fire escapes, the raw-green paint of the lamp post, the sterile red-front brightness of the cigar store, the shapes of windows, ledges, cornices, and doorways, the way the shops were set into old houses along the street, all the heart-sick ugliness exploded into the nothingness of Brooklyn. Fox would have seen it instantly, without having to struggle to see all, know all, hold all clearly, singly, permanently, in the burning crystal of the brain.


  And if Fox had lived in Brooklyn, he would have got much else as well—got it clear and straight—while we were trying to make our maddened ears spread out like funnels to absorb it—every whispered word in Flatbush, every rhythmic-creaking spring in the back bedrooms of whore’s Sand Street (by old yellow shades concealed), every barker’s cry in Coney, all the jargons of each tenement from Red Hook to Brownsville. Yes, while we wrestled with our five senses there in Jungletown, our tormented brain caught in the brutal chaos of “Gewirr! Gewirr!”—Fox would have got it all, without madness, agony, or the fevered eye, and would have murmured:


  “Oh. ... I see.”


  Wherever he was, Fox was one to get the little things—the little, most important things that tell you everything. He never picked a little thing because it was a little thing, to show he was a devilish cunning, subtle, rare, and most æsthetic fellow: he picked a little thing because it was the right thing—and he never missed.


  Fox was a great fox, and a genius. He was no little Pixy of the Æsthetes. He did not write nine-page reviews on “How Chaplin Uses Hands in Latest Picture”—how it really was not slap-stick, but the tragedy of Lear in modern clothes; or on how Enters enters; or on how Crane’s poetry can only be defined, reviewed, and generally exposited in terms of mathematical formulae—ahem! ahem, now!—as:


  [image: ]


  (Bring on the Revolution, Comrades; it is Time!)


  Fox did not go around making discoveries nine years after Boob McNutt had made them. He didn’t find out that Groucho was funny seven years too late, and then inform the public why he was. He did not write: “The opening Volte of the Ballet is the historic method amplified in history, the production of historic fullness without the literary cliché of the historic spate.” He had no part in any of the fine horse-manure with which we have allowed ourselves to be bored, maddened, whiff-sniffed, hound-and-hornered, nationed, new-republicked, dialed, spectatored, mercuried, storied, anviled, new-massed, new-yorkered, vogued, vanity-faired, timed, broomed, transitioned, and generally shat upon by the elegant, refined, and snobified Concentrated Blotters of the Arts. He had nothing to do with any of the doltish gibberings, obscene quackeries, phoney passions, and six-months-long religions of fools, joiners, and fashion-apes a trifle brighter and quicker on the uptake than the fools, joiners, and fashion-apes they prey upon. He was none of your little franky-panky, seldesey-weldesey, cowley-wowley, tatesy-watesy, hicksy-picksy, wilsony-pilsony, jolasy-wolasy, steiny-weiny, goldy-woldly, sneer-puss fellows. Neither, in more conventional guise, was he one of your groupy-croupy, cliquey-triquey, meachy-teachy devoto-bloato wire-pullers and back-scratchers of the world.


  No, Fox was none of these. He looked at the whole thing, whatever it was, and got it straight, said slowly, “Oh. ... I see,” then like a fox would begin to pick up things around the edges. An eye here, a nose there, a cleft of lip, a length of chin elsewhere—and suddenly, within the frame of a waiter’s face, he would see the grave, thought-lonely visage of Erasmus. Fox would turn away reflectively and drink his drink, glance casually from time to time as the man approached him, catch his coat lapels and turn, stare fixedly at the waiter’s face again, turn back to the table, turn again and stare, bend over, staring right up into the waiter’s face:


  The waiter, troubled now, and smiling doubtfully: “Sir? ... Is there anything wrong, sir?”


  Fox, slowly, almost in a whisper: “Did you ever hear of—Erasmus?”


  And the waiter, still smiling, but more doubtfully than ever: “No sir.”


  And Fox, turning away and whispering hoarsely with astounded conviction: “Simply astonishing!”


  Or, again, it will be a hat-check girl at the place where he has lunch—a little tough-voiced, pert, hard-boiled girl. Fox will suddenly stop one day and look at her keenly with his sea-pale eyes, and will give her a dollar as he goes out.


  “But Fox,” friends will protest, “in God’s name, why did you give that girl a dollar?”


  “But isn’t she the nicest person?” Fox will say, in a low and earnest whisper.


  And they will stare at him in blank amazement. That girl! That little tough, gold-digging, hard-boiled—oh, well, what’s the use? They give it up! Rather than shatter the illusions and wound the innocence of this trusting child, they’ll hold their tongues and leave him to his dream.


  And she, the little hard-boiled hat-check girl, in a hoarse, confiding tone to the other hat-check girl, excitedly: “Say! Do you know that guy that comes in here every day for lunch—the queer one that always orders guinea hen—an’ that didn’t usta wanna let us have his hat at all?”


  The other, nodding: “Sure, I know! He usta try to wear it w’ile he’s eatin’! You awmost had to throw ’im down an’ take it from ’im befoeh he’d letcha have it.”


  She, rapidly, nodding: “Yeah! That’s him!” Then, lowering her voice to an excited whisper: “Well, y’know, he’s been givin’ me a dollah tip every day for the last mont’!”


  The other, staring, stunned: “G’wan!”


  She: “Honest t’ Gawd!”


  The other: “Has he made any passes atcha yet?—any wisecracks?—any funny tawk?”


  She, with a puzzled look in her eye: “That’s the funny paht of it—I can’t make ’im out! He tawks funny awright—but—he don’t mean what I thought he did. The first time he said somethin’ I thought he was goin’ t’ be fresh. He comes up t’ get his hat one day, an’ stands lookin’ at me with that funny look until I got the willies. So I says, ‘So what?’ ‘Married?’ he says—just like that. Just stands lookin’ at me an’ says, ‘Married?’”


  The other: “Gee! That was fresh!” Eagerly: “Well, go on—w’atcha say to ’im? W’atcha tell ’im?”


  She: “Well, I says to myse’f, ‘Oh, ho! I knew this was comin’! This dollah-a-day stuff can’t keep up forever! Well,’ I thinks, ‘you can’t hang onto a good thing all yoeh life!’—so I decides to let ’im have it befoeh he has the chanct to staht gettin’ funny. So I lies to ’im: ‘Sure!’ I says, an’ looks ’im right in the eye—‘I’m good an’ married! Ain’t you?’ I thought that ought to hold ’im.”


  The other: “An’ w’at did he say t’ that?”


  She: “He just stood lookin’ at me with that funny look. Then he shook his head at me—as if I’d done somep’n—as if it was my fault—as if he was disgusted wit’ me. ‘Yes,’ he says, an’ gets his hat, an’ leaves his dollah, an’ walks out. Tie that one down! Well, I gets to thinkin’ it oveh, an’ I figure that next day he’s goin’ t’ spring it—staht givin’ me the old oil about how his wife don’t undehstand ’im, or how he’s not livin’ wit’ her an’ how lonesome he is—an’ how about it?—can’t we get togetheh some night for dinneh?”


  And number two, rapt: “So w’at happens?”


  And she: “When he comes to get his hat next day he just stands there lookin’ at me for a long time in that funny way of his that used to get me noivous—as if I’d done somep’n—so I says again, ‘So what?’ An’ he says in that funny voice—it’s so low sometimes you can’t hahdly hear it—he says, ‘Any children?’—just like that! Gee, it was funny! It wasn’t what I expected ’im t’ say at all! I didn’t know what t’ say, so fine’ly I says, ‘No.’ So, wit’ that, he just stands there lookin’ at me, an’ he shakes his head at me like he was disgusted wit’ me for not havin’ any. So then I gets sore, I forget I’m not married—the way he shakes his head at me as if it was my fault for not havin’ any children gets me good an’ sore—an’ I says to ’im: ‘So what? What if I haven’t? Have you?”


  Number two, now fascinated: “So w’at happens? W’at does he tell yah?”


  She: “He stands lookin’ at me, an’ says, ‘Five!’—just like that. An’ then he shakes his head again—‘All women,’ he says, as if he was disgusted wit’ me—‘Like yourself,’ he says. An’ then he takes his hat, an’ leaves his dollah, an’ walks out!”


  Number two, in an aggrieved tone: “Say-y! Who does he think he is, anyway? How does he get that way? That guy’s pretty fresh, I’d say!”


  She: “Well, I get to thinkin’ about it an’ I get sore. The noive of ’im, tawkin’ about women like that! So the next day when he comes to get his hat I says: ‘Listen,’ I says, ‘what’s eatin’ on you, anyway? What are yah—a woman-hatah or somep’n? Whatcha got against women, anyway? What’d they eveh do to you?’ ‘Nothing,’ he says, ‘nothing—except act like women!’ Gee! The way he said that! An’ stood there shakin’ his head at me in that disgusted way like I’d done somep’n! He takes his hat then, leaves his dollah, an’ goes out. ... So afteh that I decide t’ kid ’im along a little, seein’ he’s not tryin’ t’ get funny wit’ me. So every day afteh that I make some wisecrack about women, tryin’ to get a rise out of ’im, but I neveh do! Say! You can’t get a rise outa that guy! I’ve tried an’ I know! He don’t even know when you’re tryin’ t’ get a rise out of ’im! ... So then he stahts t’ ast me questions about my husband—an’ gee!—was I embarrassed? He ast me all kinds of questions about ’im—what did he do, an’ how old was he, an’ where did he come from, an’ was his mother livin’, an’ what did he think about women? Gee! It usta keep me busy from one day to anotheh wonderin’ what he was goin’ to ast me next, an’ what t’ say to ’im. ... Then he stahted astin’ me about my mother, an’ my sisters an’ brothers, an’ what did they do, an’ how old were they—an’ I could tell ’im those because I knew the answers.”


  Number two: “An’ you told ’im?”


  She: “Sure. W’y not?”


  Number two: “Gee, Mary, y’ shouldn’t do that! You don’t know th’ guy! How do you know who he is?”


  She, abstracted, in a softer tone: “Oh, I don’t know. That guy’s all right!” With a little shrug: “You know! You can always tell.”


  Number two: “Yeah, but all the same, y’ neveh can tell! You don’t know anything about th’ guy! I kid ’em along, but I neveh tell ’em anything.”


  She: “Oh, sure. I know. I do the same. Only, it’s diff’rent wit’ this guy. Gee, it’s funny! I musta told ’im awmost everything—all about mama, an’ Pat, an’ Tim, an’ Helen—I guess he knows the history of the whole damn fam’ly now! I neveh tawked so much to a stranger befoeh in my whole life. But it’s funny, he neveh seems to say anything himse’f. He just stands there an’ looks at you, an’ turns his head to one side as if he’s listenin’—an’ you spill the beans. When he’s gone you realize you’ve done all the tawkin’. ‘Listen,’ I says to ’im the otheh day, ‘you know everything else now, I’ve told you the truth about everything else, so I’ll come clean on this, too—that wasn’t true about me bein’ married.’ Gee! He was about to drive me nuts astin’ a new question every day about my husband! ‘I lied to you about that,’ I says. ‘I neveh was married. I haven’t got a husband.’[”]


  Number two, hungrily: “So w’at does he say to that?”


  She: “Just looks at me an’ says, ‘So—what?’” Laughing: “Gee, it was funny to hear ’im say that! I guess I taught it to ’im. He says it all the time now. But it’s funny the way he says it—like he don’t know exactly what it means. ‘So—what?’ he says. So I says, ‘What d’you mean, so what? I’m tellin’ you that I’m not married, like I said I was.’ ‘I knew that all the time,’ he says. ‘How did you know?’ I says. ‘How could you tell?’ ‘Because,’ he says, an’ shakes his head at me in that disgusted way—‘because you’re a woman!’”


  Number two: “Can you imagine that? The noive of ’im! I hope you told ’im somep’n!”


  She: “Oh, sure! I always come right back at ’im! But still, you neveh can be sure he means it! I think he’s kiddin’ half the time. He may be kiddin’ when he shakes his head at you in that disgusted way. Anyway, that guy’s all right! I don’t know, but somehow you can tell.” A pause, then with a sigh: “But gee! If only he’d go an’ get himse’f a——”


  Number two: “Hat!”


  She: “Can yah beat it?”


  Number two: “Ain’t it a scream?”


  They regard each other silently, shaking their heads.


  Fox gets at all things around the edges in this way—sees the whole thing, whole, clear, instant, unperplexed, then all the little things as well. Will see a man in the crowd, notice the way his ear sticks out, his length of chin, his short upper lip, the way his face is formed, something about the cheek bones—a man well dressed and well behaved, conventional in appearance, no one but the Fox would look a second time at him—and suddenly the Fox will find himself looking into the naked eyes of a wild animal. Fox will see the cruel and savage tiger prowling in that man, let loose in the great jungle of the city, sheathed in harmless and deceptive grey—a wild beast, bloody, rending, fierce, and murderous—and stalking free and unsuspected on the sheep of life! And Fox will turn away appalled and fascinated, look at the people all around him with astonishment—“Can’t they see? Don’t they know?”—then will return again and walk past the tiger with hands clutching coat lapels, will bend, crane his head, and stare fixedly into tiger’s eye until tiger’s eye, discovered and unguarded now, blazes back at Fox—and all the people, puzzled and perturbed, are staring at Fox, too. Like children, they don’t know what to make of it: “What does that guy see?” And Fox, astounded: “Can’t they see?”


  Sees all life foxwise, really: has acute animal perceptions—does not let concrete, brick, stone, skyscrapers, motor cars, or clothes obscure the thing itself. Finds the tiger looking out at life, and then sees all the people who are lions, bulls, mastiffs, terriers, bulldogs, greyhounds, wolves, owls, eagles, hawks, rabbits, reptiles, monkeys, apes, and—foxes. Fox knows the world is full of them. He sees them every day. He might have found one in C. Green, too—cat, rabbit, terrier, or snipe—could he have seen him.


  He reads the news in this way, sniffing sharply, with keen relish, at the crisp, ink-pungent pages. He also reads the paper with a kind of eager hopelessness. Fox has no hope, really; he is beyond despair. (If there’s a lack, we’ll smell it out. Is this not one? Is this not a lack-American? Can Fox be wholly of us if he has no hope?) Fox really has no hope that men will change, that life will ever get much better. He knows the forms will change: perhaps new changes will bring better forms. The shifting forms of change absorb him—this is why he loves the news. Fox would give his life to keep or increase virtue—to save the savable, to grow the growable, to cure the curable, to keep the good. But for the thing unsavable, for life ungrowable, for the ill incurable, he has no care. Things lost in nature hold no interest for him.


  Thus will grow grey at the temples, haggard-eyed, and thin if one of his children has an ailment. One daughter has been in a motor wreck, escapes unhurt apparently, days later has a slight convulsion. It comes a second time, returns weeks later, goes away, and comes again—not much, not long, just a little thing, but Fox grows grey with worry. He takes the girl from college, gets doctors, specialists, the best people in the world, tries everything, can find nothing wrong, yet the attacks continue; at length comes through it, finds out the trouble, pulls the girl out, and sees her married. His eyes are clear again. Yet if the girl had had a cureless ailment, Fox would not have worried much.


  He goes home, sleeps soundly, seems indifferent, shows no worry, the night the daughter has a child. Next morning, when informed he is a grandfather, looks blank, puzzled, finally says, “Oh”—then, turning away with a disdainful sniffing of the nose, says scornfully:


  “Another woman, I suppose?”


  Informed it is a man-child, says, “Oh,” dubiously, then whispers contemptuously:


  “I had supposed such a phenomenon was impossible in this family.”


  And for some weeks thereafter persists in referring to his grandson as “She,” to the indignation, resentment, excited protest of the——


  Women!


  (A cunning Fox—knows slyly how to tease.)


  So, then, unhoping hopefulness, and resigned acceptance; patient fatality, and unflagging effort and unflinching will. Has no hope, really, for the end, the whole amount of things; has hope incessant for the individual things themselves. Knows we lose out all along the line, but won’t give in. Knows how and when we win, too, and never gives up trying for a victory. Considers it disgraceful to stop trying—will try everything—will lay subtle, ramified, and deep-delved plans to save people from avertible defeat: a man of talent drowning in his own despair, some strong and vital force exploding without purpose, some precious, misused thing gone wickedly to ruin. These things can be helped, they must be helped and saved, to see them lost, to see them thrown away, is not to be endured—Fox will move mountains to prevent them. But gone? Lost? Destroyed? Irretrievably thrown away? The grave face will be touched with sadness, the sea-pale eyes filled with regret, the low voice hoarse and indignant:


  “It was a shame! A shame! Everything would have come out all right ... he had it in his grasp ... and he just let it go! He just gave in!”


  Yes, for failure such as this, a deep, indignant sadness, a profound regret. But for other things foreordained and inevitable, not savable by any means, then a little sadness—“Too bad”—but in the end a tranquil fatality of calm acceptance: the thing had to be, it couldn’t be helped.


  Is therefore like Ecclesiastes: has the tragic sense of life, knows that the day of birth is man’s misfortune—but, knowing this, will then “lay hold.” Has never, like the Fool, folded his hands together and consumed his flesh, but, seeing work to be done, has taken hold with all his might and done it. Knows that the end of all is vanity, but says: “Don’t whine, and don’t repine, but get work done.”


  Is, therefore, not afraid to die; does not court death, but knows death is a friend. Does not hate life, is rather passionately involved with life, yet does not hug it like a lover—it would not be torn bitterly from reluctant fingers. There is no desperate hug of mortality in Fox—rather, the sense of mystery and strangeness in the hearts of men, the thrilling interest of the human adventure, the unending fascination of the whole tangled, grieved, vexed, and unfathomed pattern. As he reads the Times now, he sniffs sharply, shakes his head, smiles, scans the crowded columns of the earth, and whispers to himself:


  “What a world! And what a life! Will we ever get to the bottom of it all? ... And what a time we live in! I don’t dare go to sleep at night without the paper. I cannot wait until the next one has come out—things change so fast, the whole world’s in such a state of flux, the course of history may change from one edition to another. The whole thing’s so fascinating, I wish I could live a hundred years to see what’s going to happen! If it weren’t for that—and for the children——”


  A slow perplexity deepens in his eyes. What will become of them? Five tender lambs to be turned loose out of the fold into the howling tumults of this dangerous and changeful earth. Five fledglings to be sent forth, bewildered and defenseless, to meet the storms of fury, peril, adversity, and savage violence that beat across the whole vexed surface of the earth—unsheltered, ignorant, unprepared, and——


  “Women.” Scorn, touched now deeply with compassion; trouble, with a tender care.


  Is there a way out, then? Yes, if only he can live to see each of them married to—to—to a good husband (the sense of trouble deepens in the sea-pale eyes—the world in printed columns there before him seethes with torment—no easy business). ... But to find good husbands, foxes all of them—to see his fleecelings safely folded, shielded from the storms—each—each with fleecelings of her own—yes!—that’s the thing! Fox clears his throat and rattles the pages with decision. That’s the thing for——


  —Women!


  —To be folded, sheltered, guarded, kept from all the danger, violence, and savagery, the grimed pollution of this earth’s coarse thumb, each to ply her needle, learn to keep her house, do a woman’s work, be wifely, and—and—“lead the sort of life a woman ought to lead,” Fox whispers to himself—“the kind of life she was intended for.”


  Which is to say, produce more fleecelings for the fold, Fox? Who will, in turn, find “good” husbands, and a fold, learn sewing, housewifery, and “lead the sort of life a woman ought to lead,” produce still other fleecelings, and so on, ad infinitum, to world’s end forever, or until——


  —The day of wrath, the huge storm howling through the earth again—again the Terror and Jemappes!—again November and Moscow!—the whole flood broke through, the mighty river re-arisen, the dark tide flowing in the hearts of men, and a great wind howling through the earth, good Fox, that tears off rooftops like a sheet of paper, bends the strongest oak trees to the ground, knocks down the walls, and levels the warmest, strongest, and most solid folds that ever sheltered fleecelings in security—leaving fleecelings where?


  O Fox, is there no answer?


  Leaving fleecelings there to knit a pattern of fine needlework on the hurricane? Leaving fleecelings there to ply housewifery on the flood? Leaving fleecelings to temper the bleak storms of misery to the perfumed tenderness of fleeceling hides? To find “good” husbands in the maelstrom’s whirl? To produce more fleecelings in order to be secure, protected, in doing a woman’s work, in leading “the kind of life she was intended for”——


  Oh, where, Fox, where?


  —To draw compassion from the cobblestones? Security from iron skies? Solicitude from the subduer’s bloody hand? Arthurian gallantries from the brutal surge of the on-marching mass?


  Still no answer, subtle Fox?


  What, then? Will not hoarse voices fogged with blood and triumph soften to humility when they behold the fleeceling loveliness? And while the blind mob fills the desolated streets, will not a single cloak be thrown down for dainty fleeceling feet to tread upon? Will the shattered masonries of all those (as we thought) impregnable securities, with which the Foxes of the world have sheltered fleecelings, no longer give the warmth and safety which once were so assured and certain? And must those fountains so unfailing in the flow of milk and honey, on which fleecelings feed, be withered at their source? Must they be fountains, rather, dyed with blood—blood of the lamb, then? Fleeceling blood?


  O Fox, we cannot think of it!


  Fox reads on, intent, with the keen hunger of a fascinated interest, the shade of a deep trouble in his eye. The sober, close-set columns of the Times give up their tortured facts, revealing a world in chaos, man bewildered, life in chains. These substantial pages, so redolent of morning and sobriety—of breakfast in America, the pungency of ham and eggs, the homes of prosperous people—yield a bitter harvest of madness, hatred, dissolution, misery, cruelty, oppression, injustice, despair, and the bankruptcy of human faith. What have we here, mad masters?—for surely if ye be masters of such hell-on-earth as sober Times portrays, then ye be mad!


  Well, here’s a little item:


  It is announced, my masters, that on Saturday next, in the Land of the Enchanted Forest, land of legends and the magic of the elves, land of the Venusberg and the haunting beauties of the Gothic towns, land of the truth-lover and the truth-seeker, land of the plain, good, common, vulgar, and all-daring Sense of Man, land where the great monk nailed his blunt defiance to the doors at Wittenberg, and broke the combined powers, splendors, pomps, and menaces of churchly Europe with the sledgehammer genius of his coarse and brutal speech—land from that time onward of man’s common noble dignity, and of the strong truth of sense and courage, shaking its thick fist into the face of folly—yes! land of Martin Luther, land of Goethe, land of Faust, land of Mozart and Beethoven—land where immortal music was created, glorious poetry written, and philosophy cultivated—land of magic, mystery, matchless loveliness, and unending treasure-hordes of noble art—land where the Man of Weimar, for the last time in the modern world, dared to make the whole domain of art, culture, and learning the province of his gigantic genius—land, too, of noble, consecrated youth, where young men sang and wrote, loved truth, went through apprenticeships devoted to the aspiration of a high and passionate ideal—well, mad masters, it is announced that this same enchanted land will consecrate the devotion of another band of youth this Saturday—when the young men of the nation will burn books before the Town Halls, in all the public squares of Germany!


  Well, then, Fox?


  And elsewhere on this old tormented globe, goes it much better? Fire, famine, flood, and pestilence—these trials we have always had. And hatred—most firelike, faminelike, floodlike, and most pestilential of all evils—yes, we have always had that, too. And yet, Great God! When has our old unhappy earth been stricken with such universal visitation? When has she ached in every joint as she aches now? When has she had such a universal itch, been so spavined, gouty, poxy, so broken out in sores all over?


  The Chinese hate the Japanese, the Japanese the Russians, the Russians also hate the Japanese, and the hordes of India the English. The Germans hate the French, the French hate the Germans, and then look wildly around to find other nations to help them hate the Germans, but find they hate almost everyone as much as they hate Germans; they can’t find enough to hate outside of France, and so divide themselves into thirty-seven different cliques and hate each other bitterly from Calais to Menton—the Leftists hate Rightists, the Centrists hate Leftists, the Royalists hate Socialists, the Socialists hate Communists, the Communists hate Capitalists, and all unite in hatred of one another. In Russia, the Stalinites hate Trotskyites, the Trotskyites hate Stalinites, and both hate Republicans and Democrats. Everywhere the Communists (so they say) hate their cousin Fascists, and the Fascists hate the Jews.


  In this year of Our Gentle Lord 1934, “expert” observers say, Japan is preparing to go to war again with China within two years, Russia will join in with China, Japan will ally herself with Germany, Germany will make a deal with Italy, and then make war on France and England, America will try to stick her head into the sand, and so keep out of it, but will find it cannot be done and will be drawn in. And in the end, after everybody has fought everybody else up and down the globe, the whole Capitalistic world will join up finally against Russia in an effort to crush Communism—which eventually must win—will lose—is bound to triumph—will be wiped out—will supplant Capitalism, which is on its last legs—which is only suffering a temporary relapse—which grows more dropsical, greedy, avaricious, bloated, and monopolistic all the time—which is mending its ways and growing better all the time—which must be preserved at all costs if the “American System” is to endure—which must be destroyed at all costs if America is to endure—which is just beginning—which is ending—which is gone already—which will never go——


  And so it goes—around, around, around the tortured circumference of this aching globe—around, around, and back again, and up and down, with stitch and counterstitch until this whole earth and all the people in it are caught up in one gigantic web of hatred, greed, tyranny, injustice, war, theft, murder, lying, treachery, hunger, suffering, and devilish error!


  And we, old Fox? How goes it in our own fair land—our great America?


  Fox winces quickly, cranes his neck into his collar, and mutters hoarsely a passionate regret:


  “Too bad! Too bad! We should have had it! We were just beginning—we should have had it fifty years ago, as Rome had it, and as England had it! But all this turmoil came too soon—we didn’t have it long enough! Too bad! Too bad!”


  Yes, Fox, it is too bad. Too bad, indeed, that in our pride, our self-respect, and our taut horror the Medusa-visage of the whole tormented earth may be an anodyne for us, lest we have to look too closely at the honor of our own America.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 31

  THE PROMISE OF AMERICA


  For four years George Webber lived and wrote in Brooklyn, and during all this time his life was about as solitary as any that a modern man can know. Loneliness, far from being a rare and curious circumstance, is and always has been the central and inevitable experience of every man. Not only has this been true of the greatest poets, as evidenced by the huge unhappiness of their published grief, but now it seemed to George to apply with equal force to all the nameless ciphers who swarmed about him in the streets. As he saw them in their strident encounters with each other, and overheard their never-varying exchanges of abuse, contempt, distrust, and hatred, it became increasingly clear to him that one of the contributing causes of their complaint was loneliness.


  To live alone as George was living, a man should have the confidence of God, the tranquil faith of a monastic saint, the stern impregnability of Gibraltar. Lacking these, he finds that there are times when anything, everything, all and nothing, the most trivial incidents, the most casual words, can in an instant strip him of his armor, palsy his hand, constrict his heart with frozen horror, and fill his bowels with the grey substance of shuddering impotence and desolation. Sometimes it would be a sly remark dropped by some all-knowing literary soothsayer in the columns of one of the more leftish reviews, such as:


  “Whatever has become of our autobiographical and volcanic friend, George Webber? Remember him? Remember the splash he made with that so-called ‘novel’ of his a few years back? Some of our esteemed colleagues thought they detected signs of promise there. We ourselves should have welcomed another book from him, just to prove that the first was not an accident. But tempus fugit, and where is Webber? Calling Mr. Webber! No answer? Well, a pity, perhaps; but then, who can count the number of one-book authors? They shoot their bolt, and after that they go into the silence and no more is heard from them. Some of us who were more than a little doubtful about that book of Webber’s, but whose voices were drowned out by the Oh’s and Ah’s of those who rushed headlong to proclaim a new star rising in the literary firmament, could now come forward, if we weren’t too kindly disposed toward our more emotional brethren of the critical fraternity, and modestly say, ‘We told you so!’”


  Sometimes it would be nothing but a shadow passing on the sun, sometimes nothing but the gelid light of March falling on the limitless, naked, sprawling ugliness and squalid decencies of Brooklyn streets. Whatever it was, at such a time all joy and singing would go instantly out of day, Webber’s heart would drop out of him like a leaden plummet, hope, confidence, and conviction would seem lost forever to him, and all the high and shining truth that he had ever found and lived and known would now turn false to mock him. Then he would feel like one who walked among the dead, and it would be as if the only things that were not false on earth were the creatures of the death-in-life who moved forever in the changeless lights and weathers of red, waning, weary March and Sunday afternoon.


  These hideous doubts, despairs, and dark confusions of the soul would come and go, and George knew them as every lonely man must know them. For he was united to no image save that image which he himself created. He was bolstered by no knowledge save that which he gathered for himself out of his own life. He saw life with no other vision save the vision of his own eyes and brain and senses. He was sustained and cheered and aided by no party, was given comfort by no creed, and had no faith in him except his own.


  That faith, though it was made up of many articles, was at bottom a faith in himself, a faith that if he could only succeed in capturing a fragment of the truth about the life he knew, and make it known and felt by others, it would be a more glorious accomplishment than anything else he could imagine. And through it all, animating this faith and sustaining it with a promise of rewards to come, was a belief—be it now confessed—that if he could only do this, the world would thank him for it, and would crown him with the laurel of its fame.


  The desire for fame is rooted in the hearts of men. It is one of the most powerful of all human desires, and perhaps for that very reason, and because it is so deep and secret, it is the desire that men are most unwilling to admit, particularly those who feel most sharply its keen and piercing spur.


  The politician, for example, would never have us think that it is love of office, the desire for the notorious elevation of public place, that drives him on. No, the thing that governs him is his pure devotion to the common weal, his selfless and high-minded statesmanship, his love of his fellow man, and his burning idealism to turn out the rascal who usurps the office and betrays the public trust which he himself, as he assures us, would so gloriously and devotedly maintain.


  So, too, the soldier. It is never love of glory that inspires him to his profession. It is never love of battle, love of war, love of all the resounding titles and the proud emoluments of the heroic conqueror. Oh, no. It is devotion to duty that makes him a soldier. There is no personal motive in it. He is inspired simply by the selfless ardor of his patriotic abnegation. He regrets that he has but one life to give for his country.


  So it goes through every walk of life. The lawyer assures us that he is the defender of the weak, the guardian of the oppressed, the champion of the rights of defrauded widows and beleaguered orphans, the upholder of justice, the unrelenting enemy, at no matter what cost to himself, of all forms of chicanery, fraud, theft, violence, and crime. Even the business man will not admit a selfish motive in his money-getting. On the contrary, he is the developer of the nation’s resources. He is the benevolent employer of thousands of working men who would be lost and on the dole without the organizing genius of his great intelligence. He is the defender of the American ideal of rugged individualism, the shining exemplar to youth of what a poor country boy may achieve in this nation through a devotion to the national virtues of thrift, industry, obedience to duty, and business integrity. He is, he assures us, the backbone of the country, the man who makes the wheels go round, the leading citizen, Public Friend No. 1.


  All these people lie, of course. They know they lie, and everyone who hears them also knows they lie. The lie, however, has become a part of the convention of American life. People listen to it patiently, and if they smile at it, the smile is weary, touched with resignation and the indifferent dismissals of fatigue.


  Curiously enough, the lie has also invaded the world of creation—the one place where it has no right at all to exist. There was a time when the poet, the painter, the musician, the artist of whatever sort, was not ashamed to confess that the desire for fame was one of the driving forces of his life and labor. But what a transformation from that time to this! Nowadays one will travel far and come back fruitless if he hopes to find an artist who will admit that he is devoted to anything except the service of some ideal—political, social, economic, religious, or æsthetic—which is outside himself, and to which his own humble fame-forsaking person is reverently and selflessly consigned.


  Striplings of twenty assure us that the desire for fame is naïvely childish, the fruit of an outworn cult of “romantic individualism.” From all the falseness and self-deception of this cult these young gentlemen tell us they are free—without troubling to explain, however, by what process of miraculous purgation they achieved their freedom. It took Goethe, the strongest soul of modern times, some three and eighty years to free his mighty spirit of this last infirmity. Milton, old and blind, forsaken, and past fifty, is said to have won free of it by the end of Cromwell’s revolution, in whose employment he destroyed his sight. And yet, can we be sure that even he was ever wholly clear, for what is the tremendous edifice of Paradise Lost except a man’s final and triumphant suit against eternity?


  Poor, blind Milton!


  
    Fame is the spur that the clear spirit doth raise


    (That last infimity [infirmity] of Noble mind)


    To scorn delights, and live laborious dayes;


    But the fair Guerdon when we hope to find,


    And think to burst out into sudden blaze,


    Comes the blind Fury with th’abhorred shears,


    And slits the thin-spun life. But not the praise,


    Phœbus repli’d, and touch’d my trembling ears;


    Fame is no plant that grows on mortal soil,


    Nor in the glistering foil


    Set off to th’world, nor in broad rumour lies,


    But lives and spreds aloft by those pure eyes,


    And perfet witnes of all judging Jove;


    As he pronounces lastly on each deed,


    Of so much fame in Heav’n expect thy meed.

  


  Deluded man! Poor vassal of corrupted time! How fair a thing for us to know that we are not such men as he and Goethe were! We live in more stirring times, and our very striplings are secure in their collective selfllessness. [selflessness.] We have freed ourselves of all degrading vanities, choked off the ravening desire for individual immortality, and now, having risen out of the ashes of our father’s earth into the untainted ethers of collective consecration, we are clear at last of all that vexed, corrupted earth—clear of the sweat and blood and sorrow, clear of the grief and joy, clear of the hope and fear and human agony of which our father’s flesh and that of every other man alive before us was ever wrought.


  And yet, having achieved this glorious emancipation; having laid all petty dreams aside; having learned to think of life, not in terms of ourselves, but in terms of the whole mass; having learned to think of life, not as it is today, but as it is going to be five hundred years from now, when all the revolutions have been made, and all the blood has been shed, and all the hundreds of millions of vain and selfish little lives, each concerned with its own individual and romantic breath, have been ruthlessly wiped out in order to usher in the collective glory that will be—having become marvelously and, as it were, overnight such paragons of collective selflessness and such scorners of the vanity of personal fame, is it not strange that though we have new phrases, yet their meaning is still the same? Is it not strange that, feeling only an amused and pitying contempt for those who are still naïve enough to long for glory, we should yet lacerate our souls, poison our minds and hearts, and crucify our spirits with bitter and rancorous hatred against those who are fortunate enough to achieve fame?


  Or do we err? Are we mistaken in assuming that these words we read so often are really words of hatred, malice, envy, ridicule, and jeering mockery? Are we mistaken in assuming that the whole vocabulary of abuse which is exhausted every week in the journals of our red and pink-complexioned comrades—the sneers against a man’s talent, the bitter denials that his work has any substance, sincerity, truth, or reality whatever—is really what it seems to be? No doubt we are mistaken. It would be more charitable to believe that these pure spirits of the present day are what they say they are—collective, selfless, consecrated—and that the words they use do not mean what they seem to mean, and do not betray the romantic and deluded passions that seem to animate them, but are really words used coldly, without passion, for the purposes of collective propaganda—in operations completely surgical, whereby the language of the present day, with all its overtones of superstition, prejudice, and false knowledge, is employed clinically, scientifically, simply to further the Idea of the Future State!


  No more, no more! Of what avail to crush these vermin beneath our heavy boot? The locusts have no king, and lice will multiply forever. The poet must be born, and live, and sweat, and suffer, and change, and grow, yet somehow maintain the changeless selfhood of his soul’s integrity among all the crawling fashions of this world of lice. The poet lives, and dies, and is immortal; but the eternal trifler of all complexions never dies. The eternal trifler comes and goes, sucks blood of living men, is filled and emptied with the surfeit of each changing fashion. He gorges and disgorges, and is never fed. There is no nurture in him, and he draws no nurture from the food he feeds on. There is no heart, no soul, no blood, no living faith in him: the eternal trifler simply swallows and remains.


  And we? Made of our father’s earth, blood of his blood, bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh—born like our father here to live and strive, here to win through or be defeated—here, like all the other men who went before us, not too nice or dainty for the uses of this earth—here to live, to suffer, and to die—O brothers, like our fathers in their time, we are burning, burning, burning in the night.


  Go, seeker, if you will, throughout the land and you will find us burning in the night.


  There where the hackles of the Rocky Mountains blaze in the blank and naked radiance of the moon, go make your resting stool upon the highest peak. Can you not see us now? The continental wall juts sheer and flat, its huge black shadow on the plain, and the plain sweeps out against the East, two thousand miles away. The great snake that you see there is the Mississippi River.


  Behold the gem-strung towns and cities of the good, green East, flung like star-dust through the field of night. That spreading constellation to the north is called Chicago, and that giant wink that blazes in the moon is the pendant lake that it is built upon. Beyond, close-set and dense as a clenched fist, are all the jeweled cities of the eastern seaboard. There’s Boston, ringed with the bracelet of its shining little towns, and all the lights that sparkle on the rocky indentations of New England. Here, southward and a little to the west, and yet still coasted to the sea, is our intensest ray, the splintered firmament of the towered island of Manhattan. Round about her, sown thick as grain, is the glitter of a hundred towns and cities. The long chain of lights there is the necklace of Long Island and the Jersey shore. Southward and inland, by a foot or two, behold the duller glare of Philadelphia. Southward further still, the twin constellations—Baltimore and Washington. Westward, but still within the borders of the good, green East, that nighttime glow and smolder of hell-fire is Pittsburgh. Here, St. Louis, hot and humid in the cornfield belly of the land, and bedded on the mid-length coil and fringes of the snake. There at the snake’s mouth, southward six hundred miles or so, you see the jeweled crescent of old New Orleans. Here, west and south again, you see the gemmy glitter of the cities on the Texas border.


  Turn now, seeker, on your resting stool atop the Rocky Mountains, and look another thousand miles or so across moon-blazing fiend-worlds of the Painted Desert and beyond Sierras’ ridge. That magic congeries of lights there to the west, ringed like a studded belt around the magic setting of its lovely harbor, is the fabled town of San Francisco. Below it, Los Angeles and all the cities of the California shore. A thousand miles to north and west, the sparkling towns of Oregon and Washington.


  Observe the whole of it, survey it as you might survey a field. Make it your garden, seeker, or your backyard patch. Be at ease in it. It’s your oyster—yours to open if you will. Don’t be frightened, it’s not so big now, when your footstool is the Rocky Mountains. Reach out and dip a hatful of cold water from Lake Michigan. Drink it—we’ve tried it—you’ll not find it bad. Take your shoes off and work your toes down in the river oozes of the Mississippi bottom—it’s very refreshing on a hot night in the summertime. Help yourself to a bunch of Concord grapes up there in northern New York State—they’re getting good now. Or raid that watermelon patch down there in Georgia. Or, if you like, you can try the Rockyfords here at your elbow, in Colorado. Just make yourself at home, refresh yourself, get the feel of things, adjust your sights, and get the scale. It’s your pasture now, and it’s not so big—only three thousand miles from east to west, only two thousand miles from north to south—but all between, where ten thousand points of light prick out the cities, towns, and villages, there, seeker, you will find us burning in the night.


  Here, as you pass through the brutal sprawl, the twenty miles of rails and rickets, of the South Chicago slums—here, in an unpainted shack, is a Negro boy, and, seeker, he is burning in the night. Behind him is a memory of the cotton fields, the flat and mournful pineland barrens of the lost and buried South, and at the fringes of the pine another nigger shack, with mammy and eleven little niggers. Farther still behind, the slave-driver’s whip, the slave ship, and, far off, the jungle dirge of Africa. And before him, what? A roped-in ring, a blaze of lights, across from him a white champion; the bell, the opening, and all around the vast sea-roaring of the crowd. Then the lightning feint and stroke, the black panther’s paw—the hot, rotating presses, and the rivers of sheeted print! O seeker, where is the slave ship now?


  Or there, in the clay-baked piedmont of the South, that lean and tan-faced boy who sprawls there in the creaking chair among admiring cronies before the open doorways of the fire department, and tells them how he pitched the team to shut-out victory today. What visions burn, what dreams possess him, seeker of the night? The packed stands of the stadium, the bleachers sweltering with their unshaded hordes, the faultless velvet of the diamond, unlike the clay-baked outfields down in Georgia. The mounting roar of eighty thousand voices and Gehrig coming up to bat, the boy himself upon the pitching mound, the lean face steady as a hound’s; then the nod, the signal, and the wind-up, the rawhide arm that snaps and crackles like a whip, the small white bullet of the blazing ball, its loud report in the oiled pocket of the catcher’s mitt, the umpire’s thumb jerked upward, the clean strike.


  Or there again, in the East-Side Ghetto of Manhattan, two blocks away from the East River, a block away from the gas-house district and its thuggery, there in the swarming tenement, shut in his sweltering cell, breathing the sun-baked air through opened window at the fire escape, celled there away into a little semblance of privacy and solitude from all the brawling and vociferous life and argument of his family and the seething hive around him, the Jew boy sits and pores upon his book. In shirt-sleeves, bent above his table to meet the hard glare of a naked bulb, he sits with gaunt, starved face converging to his huge beaked nose, the weak eyes squinting painfully through his thick-lens glasses, his greasy hair roached back in oily scrolls above the slanting cage of his painful and constricted brow. And for what? For what this agony of concentration? For what this hell of effort? For what this intense withdrawal from the poverty and squalor of dirty brick and rusty fire escapes, from the raucous cries and violence and never-ending noise? For what? Because, brother, he is burning in the night. He sees the class, the lecture room, the shining apparatus of gigantic laboratories, the open field of scholarship and pure research, certain knowledge, and the world distinction of an Einstein name.


  So, then, to every man his chance—to every man, regardless of his birth, his shining, golden opportunity—to every man the right to live, to work, to be himself, and to become whatever thing his manhood and his vision can combine to make him—this, seeker, is the promise of America.


  [¬]


  BOOK V

  EXILE AND DISCOVERY


  After four long years in Brooklyn, George Webber came out of the wilderness, looked around him, and concluded he had had enough of it. During this period he had learned much, both about himself and about America, but now he was seized again with wanderlust. His life had always seemed to shift between the poles of anchored loneliness and foot-loose voyagings—between wandering forever, and then the earth again—and now the old and restless urgings of “Where shall we go? And what shall we do?” again became insistent, would not down, and demanded of him a new answer.


  Ever since his first book had been published he had been looking for a way to form and shape his next. Now he thought that he had found it. It was not the way, perhaps, but it was a way. The hundreds and thousands of separate and disjointed notes that he had written down had fallen at last into a pattern in his mind. He needed only to weave them all together, and fill in the blanks, and he would have a book. He felt that he could do this final job of organization and revision better if he made a clean break in the monotony of his life. New scenes, new faces, and new atmospheres might clear his head and sharpen his perspective.


  It would be a good thing, too, to get away from America for a while. Too much was happening here—it was too exciting and disturbing. The whole thing was in such a state of flux, in such a prophetic condition of becoming, that the sheer exhilaration of watching it made it hard to concentrate upon the immediate job he had to do. Perhaps in the older civilization of Europe, where life was fixed and certain, molded by the heritage of centuries, there would be fewer distractions to keep him from his work. He decided to go abroad, to England, and there drop anchor, there find even keel in placid waters—there complete his book.


  So in the late summer of 1934 he sailed from New York, went straight to London, took a flat, and settled down to hard, intensive labor. All through the fall and winter of that year he lived in London in his self-imposed exile. It was a memorable time for him, a time during which, as he was later to realize, he discovered an entire new world. All the events, the experiences, and the people that he met became engraved indelibly upon his life.


  And the event which exercised the most profound influence upon him in that alien air was his meeting with the great American author, Mr. Lloyd McHarg. Everything seemed to lead up to that. And what made his meeting with Mr. McHarg so important to him was that now, for the first time, he met a living embodiment of his own dearest and most secret dream. For when Mr. Lloyd McHarg swept like a cyclone through his life, George knew that he was having his first encounter in the flesh with that fair Medusa, Fame herself. Never before had he beheld the lady, or witnessed the effects of her sweet blandishments. Now he saw the whole thing for himself.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 32

  THE UNIVERSE OF DAISY PURVIS


  On arriving in London, George had the good fortune to sublet a flat in Ebury Street. The young military gentleman who condescended to let him have the place possessed one of those resounding double-jointed names that one comes across so often among the members of the upper or would-be-upper branches of English society. George was never able to get all the mouth-filling syllables of that grand name quite straight, but suffice it to say that his landlord was a Major Somebody Somebody Somebody Bixley-Dunton.


  He was a good-looking man, tall, young, ruddy, with the lean and well-conditioned figure of a cavalryman. He was an engaging kind of fellow, too—so engaging that when he made the arrangements which permitted George to take over the premises, he managed to insinuate into his bill for rent a thumping sum that covered all the electricity and gas he had used in the preceding two quarters. And electricity and gas, as George was to discover, came high in London. You read and worked by one, sometimes not only through the night, but also through the pea-soup opacity of a so-called day. And you bathed and shaved and cooked and feebly warmed yourself by the other. George never did figure out just exactly how the engaging Major Bixley-Dunton did it, but he managed it so adroitly that George was halfway back to America some six months later before it dawned on his unsuspecting mind that he had occupied his modest dwelling only two quarters but had paid four whacking assessments for a whole year’s gas and electricity.


  George thought he was getting a bargain at the time, and perhaps he was. He paid Major Bixley-Dunton in quarterly installments—in advance, of course—at the rate of two pounds ten shillings a week, and for this sum he had the advantage of being the sole occupant, at night at least, of a very small but distinctly authentic London house. It was really a rather tiny house, and certainly a very inconspicuous one, in a section noted for the fashionable spaciousness and magnificence of its dwellings. The building was three stories tall, and George had the top floor. Below him a doctor had his offices, and the ground floor was occupied by a small tailor shop. These other tenants both lived elsewhere and were present only during the day, so at night George had the whole house to himself.


  He had a good deal of respect for the little tailor shop. The venerable and celebrated Irish writer, Mr. James Burke, had his pants pressed there, and George had the honor of being present in the shop one night when the great man called for them. It was a considerable moment in Webber’s life. He felt that he was assisting at an impressive and distinguished ceremony. It was the first time he had ever been in such intimate contact with such exalted literary greatness, and most fair-minded people will agree that there are few things in the world more intimate than a pair of pants. Also, even at the moment that Mr. Burke entered the shop and demanded his trousers, George was requesting the return of his own. This homely coincidence gave him a feeling of perfectly delightful understanding and identity of purpose with a gentleman whose talents had for so many years been an object of his veneration. It gave him an easy and casual sense of belonging to the inner circle, and he could imagine someone saying to him:


  “Oh, by the way, have you seen anything of James Burke lately?”


  “Oh yes,” he could nonchalantly reply, “I ran into him the other day in the place where we both go to have our pants pressed.”


  And night after night as he worked in his sitting room on the third floor, at that hour the solitary lord and master of that little house, toiling on the composition of a work which he hoped, but did not dare believe, might rival in celebrity some of James Burke’s own, he would get at times the most curious and moving sense of companionship, as if a beneficent and approving spirit were there beneath that roof with him; and through the watches of the night it would speak to him with the eloquence of silence, saying:


  “Toil on, son, and do not lose heart or hope. Let nothing you dismay. You are not utterly forsaken. I, too, am here—here in the darkness waiting, here attentive, here approving of your labor and your dream.


  Ever sincerely yours,


  James Burke’s Pants”


  One of the most memorable experiences of George Webber’s six months in London was his relationship with Daisy Purvis.


  Mrs. Purvis was a charwoman who lived at Hammersmith and for years had worked for “unmarried gentlemen” in the fashionable districts known as Mayfair and Belgravia. George had inherited her, so to speak, from Major Bixley-Dunton, and when he went away he gave her back to him, to be passed on to the next young bachelor gentleman—a man, George hoped, who would be worthy of her loyalty, devotion, idolatry, and humble slavery. He had never had a servant in his life before. He had known Negro servants during his boyhood in the South; since then he had had people come in once or twice a week to clean up the various places where he had lived; but never before had he owned a servant body and soul, to the degree that her interests became his interests and her life his life; never before had he had anyone whose whole concern was the preservation of his comfort and welfare.


  In appearance, Mrs. Purvis might have been the prototype of a whole class. She was not one of those comic figures so often pictured in the drawings of Belcher and Phil May, those pudgy old women who wear shawls and little Queen Victoria bonnets perched upon their heads, whose most appropriate locale seems to be the pub, and whom one actually does see in London pubs, sodden with beer and viciousness. Mrs. Purvis was a self-respecting female of the working class. She was somewhere in her forties, a woman inclined to plumpness, of middling height, fair-haired, blue-eyed, and pink-complexioned, with a pleasant, modest face, and a naturally friendly nature, but inclined to be somewhat on her dignity with strangers. At first, although she was at all times courteous, her manner toward her new employer was a little distant. She would come in in the morning and they would formally discuss the business of the day—what they were going to have for lunch, the supplies they were going to “git in,” the amount of money it would be necessary to “lay out.”


  “What would you like for lunch today, sir?” Mrs. Purvis would say. “’Ave you decided?”


  “No, Mrs. Purvis. What would you suggest? Let’s see. We had the chump chop yesterday, didn’t we, and the sprouts?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mrs. Purvis would reply, “and the day before—Monday, you may recall—we ’ad rump steak with potato chips.”


  “Yes, and it was good, too. Well, then, suppose we have rump steak again?”


  “Very good, sir,” Mrs. Purvis would say, with perfect courtesy, but with a rising intonation of the voice which somehow suggested, delicately and yet unmistakably, that he could do as he pleased, but that she rather thought his choice was not the best.


  Feeling this, George would immediately have doubts. He would say:


  “Oh, wait a minute. We’ve been having steak quite often, haven’t we?”


  “You ’ave ’ad it quite a bit, sir,” she would say quietly, not with reproof, but with just a trace of confirmation. “Still, of course—” She would not finish, but would pause and wait.


  “Well, rump steak is good. All that we’ve had was first-rate. Still, maybe we could have something else today, for a change. What do you think?”


  “Should think so, sir, if you feel that way,” she said quietly. “After all, one does like a bit of variety now and then, doesn’t one?”


  “Of course. Well, then, what shall it be? What would you suggest, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “Well, sir, if I may say so, a bit of gammon and peas is rather nice sometimes,” with just a trace of shyness and diffidence, mixed with an engaging tinge of warmth as she relented into the informality of mild enthusiasm. “I ’ad a look in at the butcher’s as I came by this mornin’, and the gammon was nice, sir. It was a prime bit, sir,” she said now with genuine warmth. “Prime.”


  After this, of course, he could not tell her that he had not the faintest notion what gammon was. He could only look delighted and respond:


  “Then, by all means, let’s have gammon and peas. I think it’s just the thing today.”


  “Very good, sir.” She had drawn herself up again; the formal intonation of the words had put her back within the fortress of aloofness, and had put him back upon his heels.


  It was a curious and disquieting experience, one that he was often to have with English people. Just when he thought that finally the bars were down and the last barriers of reserve broken through, just when they had begun to talk with mutual warmth and enthusiasm, these English would be back behind the barricade, leaving him to feel that it was all to do over again.


  “Now for your breakfast tomorrow mornin’,” Mrs. Purvis would continue. “’Ave you decided what you’d like?”


  “No, Mrs. Purvis. Have we anything on hand? How are our supplies holding out?”


  “They are a bit low, sir,” she admitted. “We ’ave eggs. There is still butter left, and ’arf a loaf of bread. We’re gittin’ low on tea, sir. But you could ’ave eggs, sir, if you like.”


  Something in the faint formality of the tone informed him that even though he might like to have eggs, Mrs. Purvis would not approve, so he said quickly:


  “Oh, no, Mrs. Purvis. Get the tea, of course, but no more eggs. I think we’ve had too many eggs, don’t you?”


  “You ’ave, sir, you know,” she said gently—“for the last three mornin’s, at any rate. Still—” Again she paused, as if to say that if he was determined to go on having eggs, he should have them.


  “Oh, no. We mustn’t have eggs again. If we keep on at this rate, we’ll get to the point where we can’t look an egg in the face again, won’t we?”


  She laughed suddenly, a jolly and full-throated laugh. “We will, sir, won’t we?” said Mrs. Purvis, and laughed again. “Excuse me for larfin’, sir, but the way you put it, I ’ad to larf. It was quite amusin’, really.”


  “Well, then, Mrs. Purvis, maybe you’ve got some ideas. It’s not going to be eggs, that’s one thing sure.”


  “Well, sir, ’ave you tried kippers yet? Kippers are quite nice, sir,” she went on, with another momentary mellowing into warmth. “If you’re lookin’ for a change, you could do worse than kippers. Really you could, sir.”


  “Well, then, we’ll have kippers. They’re the very thing.”


  “Very good, sir,” She hesitated a moment and then said: “About your supper, sir—I was thinkin’——”


  “Yes, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “It just occurred to me, sir, that, seein’ as I’m not here at night to cook you a ’ot meal, we might lay in somethin’ you could prepare for yourself. I was thinkin’ the other day, sir, workin’ as you do, you must get ’ungry in the middle of the night, so it wouldn’t be a bad idea, would it, sir, if you could have somethin’ on ’and?”


  “I think it would be a wonderful idea, Mrs. Purvis. What do you have in mind?”


  “Well, sir,” she paused briefly again, reflecting quietly, “we might git in a bit of tongue, you know. A bit of cold tongue is very tasty. I should think you’d find it most welcome in the middle of the night. Or a bit of ’am. Then, sir, you would ’ave your bread and butter and your mustard pickle, and I could even git in a jar of chutney, if you like, and you know ’ow to make tea yourself, don’t you, sir?”


  “Of course. It’s a good idea. By all means, get in tongue or ham and chutney. Is that all, now?”


  “Well, sir,” she reflected a moment longer, went to the buffet sideboard, opened it, and looked in. “I was just wonderin’ ’ow you are for beer, sir. ... Ah-h,” she exclaimed, nodding with satisfaction, “it is gittin’ a bit low, sir. You ’ave only two bottles left. Shall we lay in a ’arf-dozen bottles?”


  “Yes. No—wait a minute. Better make it a dozen, then you won’t have to be running out to order it again so soon.”


  “Very good, sir,” [sir.”] Again the formal rising intonation, this time, he thought, with approval. “And what do you prefer, the Worthington or Bass?”


  “Oh, I don’t know. Which is better?”


  “They’re both first-rate, sir. Some people prefer one kind and some another. The Worthington, perhaps, is a trifle lighter, but you won’t go wrong, sir, whichever one you order.”


  “All right, then, I’ll tell you what you do—suppose you order half a dozen of each.”


  “Very good, sir.” She turned to go.


  “Thank you, Mrs. Purvis.”


  “’Kew,” she said, most formally and distantly now, and went out quietly, closing the door gently but very firmly after her.


  As the weeks went by, her excessive formality toward George began to thaw out and drop away. She became more and more free in communicating to him whatever was on her mind. Not that she ever forgot her “place.” Quite the contrary. But, while always maintaining the instinctive manner of an English servant toward her master, she also became increasingly assiduous in her slavish attentions, until at last one would almost have thought that her duty toward him was her very life.


  Her devotion, however, was not quite as whole and absolute as it appeared to be. For three or four hours of the day she had another master, who shared with George her service and her expense. This was the extraordinary little man who kept doctor’s offices on the floor below. In truth, therefore, Mrs. Purvis had a divided loyalty, and yet, in a curious way, she also managed to convey to each of her employers a sense that her whole-souled obligation belonged to him, and to him alone.


  The little doctor was a Russian of the old regime, who had been a physician at the court of the Czar, and had accumulated a large fortune, which of course had been confiscated when he fled the country during the revolution. Penniless, he had come to England, and had made another fortune by a practice about which Mrs. Purvis, with a kind of haughty aloofness mixed with loyalty, had invented a soothing little fiction, but concerning which the doctor himself became in time quite candid. From one o’clock in the afternoon until four or thereabouts, the door bell tinkled almost constantly, and Mrs. Purvis was kept busy padding up and down the narrow stairs, admitting or ushering out an incessant stream of patients.


  George had not been long in the place before he made a surprising discovery concerning this thriving practice. He and the little doctor had the same telephone, by a plug-in arrangement which permitted each to use the instrument in his own quarters while sharing the same number and the same bill. Sometimes the telephone would ring at night, after the doctor had departed for his home in Surrey, and George observed that the callers were always women. They would demand the doctor in voices that varied from accents of desperate entreaty to tones that fairly crooned with voluptuous and sensual complaint. Where was the doctor? When George informed them that he was at his home, some twenty miles away, they would moan that it couldn’t be true, that it wasn’t possible, that fate could assuredly not play them so cruel a joke. When told that it was indeed so, they would then sometimes suggest that perhaps George himself could render them some assistance on his own account. To these requests he was forced to reply, often with reluctance, that he was not a physician, and that they would have to seek help in some other quarter.


  These calls sharpened his curiosity, and he began to keep his eye peeled during the doctor’s office hours in the afternoon. He would go to the window and look out each time the door bell rang, and in a little while he became convinced of what he had already begun to suspect, that the doctor’s practice was devoted exclusively to women. Their ages ranged from young womanhood to elderly haghood, they were of all kinds and conditions, but the one thing that was true of these patients was that they all wore skirts. No man ever rang that door bell.


  George would sometimes tease Mrs. Purvis about this unending procession of female visitors, and would openly speculate on the nature of the doctor’s practice. She had a capacity for self-deception which one often encounters among people of her class, although the phenomenon is by no means confined to it. No doubt she guessed some of the things that went on below stairs, but her loyalty to anyone she served was so unquestioning that when George pressed her for information her manner would instantly become vague, and she would confess that, although she was not familiar with the technical details of the doctor’s practice, it was, she believed, devoted to “the treatment of nervous diseases.”


  “Yes, but what kind of nervous diseases?” George would ask. “Don’t the gentlemen ever get nervous, too?”


  “Ah-h,” said Mrs. Purvis, nodding her head with an air of knowing profundity that was very characteristic of her. “Ah-h, there you ’ave it!”


  “Have what, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “’Ave the hanswer,” she said. “It’s this Moddun Tempo. That’s what Doctor says,” she went on loftily, in that tone of unimpeachable authority with which she always referred to him and quoted his opinions. “It’s the pace of Moddun Life—cocktail parties, stayin’ up to all hours, and all of that. In America, I believe, conditions are even worse,” said Mrs. Purvis. “Not, of course, that they really are,” she added quickly, as if fearing that her remark might inadvertently have wounded the patriotic sensibilities of her employer. “I mean, after all, not ’avin’ been there myself, I wouldn’t know, would I?”


  Her picture of America, derived largely from the pages of the tabloid newspapers, of which she was a devoted reader, was so delightfully fantastic that George could never find it in his heart to disillusion her. So he dutifully agreed that she was right, and even managed, with a few skillful suggestions, to confirm her belief that almost all American women spent their time going from one cocktail party to another—in fact, practically never got to bed.


  “Ah, then,” said Mrs. Purvis, nodding her head wisely with an air of satisfaction, “then you know what this Moddun Tempo means!” And, after a just perceptible pause: “Shockin’ I calls it!”


  She called a great many things shocking. In fact, no choleric Tory in London’s most exclusive club could have been more vehemently and indignantly concerned with the state of the nation than was Daisy Purvis. To listen to her talk one might have thought she was the heir to enormous estates that had been chief treasures of her country’s history since the days of the Norman conquerors, but which were now being sold out of her hands, cut up piece-meal, ravaged and destroyed because she could no longer pay the ruinous taxes which the government had imposed. She would discuss these matters long and earnestly, with dire forebodings, windy sighs, and grave shakings of the head.


  George would sometimes work the whole night through and finally get to bed at six or seven o’clock in the dismal fog of a London morning. Mrs. Purvis would arrive at seven-thirty. If he was not already asleep he would hear her creep softly up the stairs and go into the kitchen. A little later she would rap at his door and come in with an enormous cup, smoking with a beverage in whose soporific qualities she had the utmost faith.


  “’Ere’s a nice ’ot cup of Ovaltine,” said Mrs. Purvis, “to git you off to sleep.”


  He was probably nearly “off to sleep” already, but this made no difference. If he was not “off to sleep,” she had the Ovaltine to “git him off.” And if he was “off to sleep,” she woke him up and gave him the Ovaltine to “git him off” again.


  The real truth of the matter was that she wanted to talk with him, to exchange gossip, and especially to go over the delectable proceedings of the day’s news. She would bring him fresh copies of The Times and The Daily Mail, and she would have, of course, her own tabloid paper. Then, while he propped himself up in bed and drank his Ovaltine, Mrs. Purvis would stand in the doorway, rattle her tabloid with a premonitory gesture, and thus begin:


  “Shockin’, I calls it!”


  “What’s shocking this morning, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “Why, ’ere now, listen to this, if you please!” she would say indignantly, and read as follows: “‘It was announced yesterday, through the offices of the Messrs. Merigrew & Raspe, solicitors to ’Is Grace, the Duke of Basingstoke, that ’Is Grace ’as announced for sale ’is estate at Chipping Cudlington in Gloucestershire. The estate, comprisin’ sixteen thousand acres, of which eight thousand are in ’untin’ preserve, and includin’ Basingstoke Hall, one of the finest examples of early Tudor architecture in the kingdom, ’as been in the possession of ’Is Grace’s family since the fifteenth century. Representatives of the Messrs. Merigrew & Raspe stated, ’owever, that because of the enormous increase in the estate and income taxes since the war, ’Is Grace feels that it is no longer possible for ’im to maintain the estate, and ’e is accordingly puttin’ it up for sale. This means, of course, that the number of ’Is Grace’s private estates ’as now been reduced to three, Fothergill ’All in Devonshire, Wintringham in Yawkshire, and the Castle of Loch McTash, ’is ’untin’ preserve in Scotland. ’Is Grace, it is said, ’as stated recently to friends that if somethin’ is not done to check the present ruinous trend toward ’igher taxation, there will not be a single great estate in England remainin’ in the ’ands of its original owners within a ’undred years. ...’


  “Ah-h,” said Mrs. Purvis, nodding with an air of knowing confirmation as she finished reading this dolorous item. “There you ’ave it! Just as ’Is Grace says, we’re losin’ all our great estates. And what’s the reason? Why the owners can no longer afford to pay the taxes. Ruinous ’e calls ’em, and ’e’s right. If it keeps up, you mark my words, the nobility’ll ’ave no place left to live. A lot of ’em are migratin’ already,” she said darkly.


  “Migrating where, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “Why,” she said, “to France, to Italy, places on the Continent. There is Lord Cricklewood, livin’ somewhere in the south of France. And why? Because the taxes got too ’igh for ’im. Let all ’is places go ’ere. Ah-h, lovely places they were, too,” she said, with appetizing tenderness. “And the Earl of Pentateuch, Lady Cynthia Wormwood, and ’Er Ladyship, the Dowager Countess of Throttlemarsh—where are they all? They’ve all left, that’s where they are. Packed up and got out. Let their estates go. They’ve gone abroad to live. And why? Because the taxes are too ’igh. Shockin’, I calls it!”


  By this time Mrs. Purvis’s pleasant face would be pink with indignation. It was one of the most astonishing demonstrations of concern George had ever seen. Again and again he would try to get to the bottom of it. He would bang down his cup of Ovaltine and burst out:


  “Yes, but good Lord, Mrs. Purvis, why should you worry so much about it. Those people aren’t going to starve. Here you get ten shillings a week from me and eight shillings more from the doctor. He says he’s retiring and going abroad to live at the end of this year. I’ll be going back to America pretty soon after that. You don’t even know where you’ll be or what you’ll be doing this time next year. Yet you come in here day after day and read me this stuff about the Duke of Basingstoke or the Earl of Pentateuch having to give up one of his half dozen estates, as if you were afraid the whole lot of them would have to go on the dole. You’re the one who will have to go on the dole if you get out of work. Those people are not going to suffer, not really, not the way you’ll have to.”


  “Ah-h yes,” she answered quietly, in a tone that was soft and gentle, as if she were speaking of the welfare of a group of helpless children, “but then, we’re used to it, aren’t we? And they, poor things, they’re not.”


  It was appalling. He couldn’t fathom it. He just felt as if he’d come up smack against an impregnable wall. You could call it what you liked—servile snobbishness, blind ignorance, imbecilic stupidity—but there it was. You couldn’t shatter it, you couldn’t even shake it. It was the most formidable example of devotion and loyalty he had ever known.


  These conversations would go on morning after morning until there was scarcely an impoverished young viscount whose grandeurs and miseries had not undergone the reverent investigation of Mrs. Purvis’s anguished and encyclopædic care. But always at the end—after the whole huge hierarchy of saints, angels, captains of the host, guardians of the inner gate, and chief lieutenants of the right hand had been tenderly inspected down to the minutest multicolored feather that blazed in their heraldic wings—silence would fall. It was as if some great and unseen presence had entered the room. Then Mrs. Purvis would rattle her crisp paper, clear her throat, and with holy quietness pronounce the sainted name of “’E.”


  Sometimes this moment would come as a sequel to her fascinated discussion of America and the Moddun Tempo, as, after enlarging for the hundredth time upon the shocking and unfortunate lot of the female population in the United States, she would add:


  “I must say, though,” tactfully, after a brief pause, “that the American ladies are very smart, aren’t they, sir? They’re all so well turned out. You can always tell one when you see one. And then they’re very clever, aren’t they, sir? I mean, quite a number of ’em ’ave been received at court, ’aven’t they, sir? And some of ’em ’ave married into the nobility, too. And of course—” her voice would fall to just the subtlest shade of unction, and George would know what was coming—“of course, sir, ’E ...”


  Ah, there is [it] was! Immortal “’E,” who lived and moved and loved and had his being there at the center of Daisy Purvis’s heaven! Immortal “’E,” the idol of all the Purvises everywhere, who, for their uses, their devotions, had no other name and needed none but “’E.”


  “Of course, sir,” Mrs. Purvis said, “’E likes ’em, doesn’t ’E? I’m told ’E’s very fond of ’em. The American ladies must be very clever, sir, because ’E finds ’em so amusin’. There was a picture of ’Im in the news just recently with a party of ’Is friends, and a new American lady was among ’em. At least I’d never seen ’er face before. And very smart she was, too—a Mrs. Somebody-or-other—I can’t recall the name.”


  Again, something in the day’s news would bring the reverent tone to her voice and the glow of tenderness to her face, as:


  “Well, I see by the paper ’ere that ’E’s got back from the Continent. I wonder what ’E’s up to now.” And suddenly she laughed, a jolly and involuntary laugh that flushed her pink cheeks almost crimson and brought a mist to her blue eyes. “Ah! I tell you what,” she said, “’E is a deep one. You never know what ’E’s been up to. You pick the paper up one day and read where ’E’s visitin’ some friends in Yawkshire. The next day, before you know it, ’E turns up in Vienna. This time they say ’E’s been in Scandinavia—it wouldn’t surprise me if ’E’s been over there visitin’ one of them young princesses. Of course—” her tone was now tinged with the somewhat pompous loftiness with which she divulged her profounder revelations to the incondite Mr. Webber—“of course there’s been talk about that for some time past. Not that ’E would care! Not ’Im! ’E’s too independent, ’E is! ’Is mother found that out long ago. She tried to manage ’Im the way she does the others. Not ’Im! That chap’s got a will of ’Is own. ’E’ll do what ’E wants to do, and no one will stop ’Im—that’s ’ow independent ’E is.”


  She was silent a moment, reflecting with misty eyes upon the object of her idolatry. Then suddenly her pleasant face again suffused with ruddy color, and a short, rich, almost explosive laugh burst from her as she cried:


  “The dev-ill! You know, they do say ’E was comin’ ’ome one night not long ago, and”—her voice lowered confidingly—“they do say ’E’d ’ad a bit too much, and”—her voice sank still lower, and in a tone in which a shade of hesitancy was mixed with laughter, she went on—“well, sir, they do say ’E was ’avin’ ’Is troubles in gittin’ ’ome. They say that really ’E was ’avin’ to support ’Imself, sir, by the fence around St. James’s Palace. But they do say, sir, that—ooh! ha-ha-ha!”—she laughed suddenly and throatily. “You must excuse me, sir, but I ’ave to larf when I think of it!” And then, slowly, emphatically, with an ecstasy of adoration, Mrs. Purvis whispered: “They say, sir, that the bobby on duty just outside the palace saw ’Im, and came up to ’Im and said, ‘Can I ’elp you, sir?’ But not ’Im! ’E wouldn’t be ’elped! ’E’s too proud, ’E is! That’s the way ’E’s always been. I’ll tell you what—’E is a dev-ill!” And, still smiling, her strong hands held before her in a worn clasp, she leaned against the door and lapsed into the silence of misty contemplation.


  “But, Mrs. Purvis,” George remarked presently, “do you think he’ll ever get married? I mean, do you really, now? After all, he’s no chicken any longer, is he? And he must have had lots of chances, and if he was going to do anything about it——”


  “Ah!” said Mrs. Purvis, in that tone of somewhat lofty recognition that she always used at such a time. “Ah! What I always say to that is, ’E will! ’E’ll make up ’Is mind to it when ’E ’as to, but not before! ’E won’t be driven into it, not ’Im! But ’E’ll do it when ’E knows it is the proper time.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Purvis, but what is the proper time?”


  “Well,” she said, “after all, there is ’Is father, isn’t there? And ’Is father is not as young as ’e used to be, is ’e?” She was silent for a moment, diplomatically allowing the tactful inference to sink in by itself. “Well, sir,” she concluded very quietly, “I mean to say, sir, a time will come, sir, won’t it?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Purvis,” George persisted, “but will it? I mean, can you be sure? You know, you hear all sorts of things—even a stranger like myself hears them. For one thing, you hear he doesn’t want it very much, and then, of course, there is his brother, isn’t there?”


  “Oh, ’im,” said Mrs. Purvis, “’im!” For a brief interval she remained silent, but had she filled an entire dictionary with the vocabulary of bitter and unyielding hostility, she could not have said more than she managed to convey in the two letters of that mutilated little pronoun “’im.”


  “Yes,” George persisted somewhat cruelly, “but after all, he wants it, doesn’t he?”


  “’E does,” said Mrs. Purvis grimly.


  “And he is married, isn’t he?”


  “’E is,” said Mrs. Purvis, if anything a trifle more grimly than before.


  “And he has children, hasn’t he?”


  “’E ’as, yes,” said Mrs. Purvis, somewhat more gently. In fact, for a moment her face glowed with its look of former tenderness, but it grew grim again very quickly as she went on: “But ’im! Not ’im!” She was deeply stirred by this imagined threat to the ascendancy of her idol. Her lips worked tremulously, then she shook her head with a quick movement of inflexible denial and said, “Not ’im.” She was silent for a moment more, as if a struggle were going on between her desire to speak and the cool barrier of her natural reserve. Then she burst out: “I tell you, sir, I never liked the look of ’im! Not that one—no!” She shook her head again in a half-convulsive movement; then, in a tone of dark confidingness, she almost whispered: “There’s somethin’ sly about ’is face that I don’t like! ’E’s a sly one, ’e is, but ’e don’t fool me!” Her face was now deeply flushed, and she nodded her head with the air of a person who had uttered her grim and final judgment and would not budge from it. “That’s my opinion, if you ask me, sir! That’s the way I’ve always felt about ’im. And ’er. ’Er! She wouldn’t like it, would she? Not ’arf she wouldn’t!” She laughed suddenly, the bitter and falsetto laugh of an angry woman. “Not ’er! Why, it’s plain as day, it’s written all over ’er! But a lot of good it’ll do ’em,” she said grimly. “We know what’s what!” She shook her head again with grim decision. “The people know. They can’t be fooled. So let ’em git along with it!”


  “You don’t think, then, that they——”


  “Them!” said Mrs. Purvis strongly. “Them! Not in a million years, sir! Never! Never! ... ’E”—her voice fairly soared to a cry of powerful conviction—“’E’s the one! ’E’s always been the one! And when the time comes, sir, ’E—’E will be King!”


  In the complete and unquestioning loyalty of her character, Mrs. Purvis was like a large and gentle dog. Indeed, her whole relation to life was curiously animal-like. She had an intense concern for every member of brute creation, and when she saw dogs or horses in the streets she always seemed to notice first the animal and then the human being that it belonged to. She had come to know and recognize all the people in Ebury Street through the dogs they owned. When George questioned her one day about a distinguished-looking old gentleman with a keen hawk’s face whom he had passed several times on the street, Mrs. Purvis answered immediately, with an air of satisfaction:


  “Ah-h, yes. ’E’s the one that ’as the rascal in 27. Ah-h, and ’e is a rascal, too,” she cried, shaking her head and laughing with affectionate remembrance. “Big, shaggy fellow ’e is, you know, comin’ along, swingin’ ’is big shoulders, and lookin’ as if butter wouldn’t melt in ’is mouth. ’E is a rascal.”


  George was a little bewildered by this time and asked her if she meant the gentleman or the dog.


  “Oh, the dog,” cried Mrs. Purvis. “The dog! A big Scotch shepherd ’e is. Belongs to the gentleman you were speakin’ of. Gentleman’s some sort of scholar or writer or professor, I believe. Used to be up at Cambridge. Retired now. Lives in 27.”


  Or again, looking out of the window one day into the pea-soup drizzle of the street, George saw an astonishingly beautiful girl pass by upon the other side. He called Mrs. Purvis quickly, pointed out the girl, and excitedly demanded:


  “Who is she? Do you know her? Does she live here on the street?”


  “I can’t say, sir,” Mrs. Purvis answered, looking puzzled. “It seems I must ’ave seen ’er before, but I can’t be sure. But I will just keep my eyes open and I’ll let you know if I find out where she lives.”


  A few days later Mrs. Purvis came in from her morning’s shopping tour, beaming with satisfaction and full of news. “Ah-h,” she said, “I ’ave news for you. I found out about the girl.”


  “What girl?” he said, looking up startled from his work.


  “The girl you asked about the other day,” said Mrs. Purvis. “The one you pointed out to me.”


  “Oh yes,” he said, getting up. “And what about her? Does she live here in the street?”


  “Of course,” said Mrs. Purvis. “I’ve seen ’er a ’undred times. I should ’ave known ’er in a second the other day, only she didn’t ’ave ’im with ’er.”


  “Him? Who?”


  “Why, the rascal down at 46. That’s who she is.”


  “That’s who who is, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “Why, the great Dane, of course. You must ’ave seen ’im. ’E’s big as a Shetland pony,” she laughed. “’E’s always with ’er. The only time I ever saw ’er without ’im was the other day, and that’s why,” she cried triumphantly, “I didn’t know ’er. But today, they were out takin’ a walk together and I saw ’em comin’. Then I knew who she was. They’re the ones in 46. And the rascal—” here she laughed affectionately—“ah-h, what a rascal ’e is! Oh, a fine fellow, you know. So big and strong ’e is. I sometimes wonder where they keep ’im, ’ow they found a ’ouse big enough to put ’im in.”


  Hardly a morning passed that she didn’t return from her little tour of the neighborhood flushed with excitement over some new “rascal,” some “fine fellow,” some dog or horse she had observed and watched. She would go crimson with anger over any act of cruelty or indifference to an animal. She would come in boiling with rage because she had passed a horse that had been tightly bridled:


  “... And I gave ’im a piece of my mind, too,” she would cry, referring to the driver. “I told ’im that a man as mistreated a hanimal in that way wasn’t fit to ’ave one. If there’d been a constable about, I’d ’ave ’ad ’im took in custody, that’s what I’d ’ave done. I told ’im so, too. Shockin’, I calls it. The way some people can b’ave to some poor, ’elpless beast that ’as no tongue to tell what it goes through. Let ’em ’ave a bridle in their mouth a bit! Let ’em go around for a while with their faces shut up in a muzzle! Ah-h,” she would say grimly, as if the idea afforded her a savage pleasure, “that’d teach ’em! They’d know then, all right!”


  There was something disturbing and unwholesome about the extravagance of this feeling for animals. George observed Mrs. Purvis closely in her relations with people and found out that she was by no means so agitated at the spectacle of human suffering. Her attitude toward the poor, of whom she was one, was remarkable for its philosophic acceptance. Her feeling seemed to be that the poor are always with us, that they are quite used to their poverty, and that this makes it unnecessary for anybody to bother about it, least of all the miserable victims themselves. It had certainly never entered her head that anything should be done about it. The sufferings of the poor seemed to her as natural and as inevitable as the London fog, and to her way of thinking it was just as much a waste of honest emotion to get worked up about the one as about the other.


  Thus, on the same morning that she would come in blazing with indignation over the mistreatment of a dog or a horse, George would sometimes hear her speak sharply, curtly, and without a trace of feeling to the dirty, half-starved, and half-naked devil of a boy who always delivered the beer from the liquor shop. This wretched child was like some creature out of Dickens—a living specimen of that poverty which, at its worst, has always seemed to be lower and more degraded in England than anywhere else. The thing that gives it its special horror is that in England people of this type appear to be stogged in their misery, sucked down in a swamp of inherited wretchedness which is never going to be any better, and from which they know they can never escape.


  So it was with this God-forsaken boy. He was one of the Little People—that race of dwarfs and gnomes which was suddenly and terribly revealed to George that winter in London. George discovered that there are really two different orders of humanity in England, and they are so far apart that they hardly seem to belong to the same species. They are the Big People and the Little People.


  The Big People are fresh-skinned, ruddy, healthy, and alert; they show by their appearance that they have always had enough to eat. At their physical best, they look like great bulls of humanity. On the streets of London one sees these proud and solid figures of men and women, magnificently dressed and cared for, and one observes that their faces wear the completely vacant and imperturbable expressions of highly bred cattle. These are the British Lords of Creation. And among the people who protect and serve them, and who are really a part of their own order, one also sees some magnificent specimens—strapping Guardsmen, for example, six feet five inches tall and as straight as lances, with the same assured look in their faces, which says plainly that though they may not be the Lords of Creation themselves, at any rate they are the agents and instruments of the Lords.


  But if one stays in England long enough, all of a sudden one day he is going to discover the Little People. They are a race of gnomes who look as if they have burrowed in tunnels and lived for so many centuries in underground mines that they have all become pale and small and wizened. Something in their faces and in the gnarled formations of their bodies not only shows the buried lives they live, but also indicates that their fathers and mothers and grandparents for generations before them were similarly starved of food and sunlight and were bred like gnomes in the dark and deep-delved earth.


  One hardly notices them at first. But then, one day, the Little People swarm up to the surface of the earth, and for the first time one sees them. That is the way the revelation came to George Webber, and it was an astounding discovery. It was like a kind of terrible magic to realize suddenly that he had been living in this English world and seeing only one part of it, thinking it was the whole. It was not that the Little People were few in number. Once he saw them, they seemed to be almost the whole population. They outnumbered the Big People ten to one. And after he saw them, he knew that England could never look the same to him again, and that nothing he might read or hear about the country thereafter would make sense to him if it did not take the Little People into account.


  The wretched boy from the liquor shop was one of them. Everything about him proclaimed eloquently that he had been born dwarfed and stunted into a world of hopeless poverty, and that he had never had enough to eat, or enough clothes to warm him, or enough shelter to keep the cold fogs from seeping through into the very marrow of his bones. It was not that he was actually deformed, but merely that his body seemed to be shriveled and shrunk and squeezed of its juices like that of an old man. He may have been fifteen or sixteen years old, though there were times when he seemed younger. Always, however, his appearance was that of an undergrown man, and one had the horrible feeling that his starved body had long since given up the unequal struggle and would never grow any more.


  He wore a greasy, threadbare little jacket, tightly buttoned, from the sleeves of which his raw wrists and large, grimy, work-reddened hands protruded with almost indecent nakedness. His trousers, tight as a couple of sausage skins, were equally greasy and threadbare, and were inches too short for him. His old and broken shoes were several sizes too big, and from the battered look of them they must have helped to round the edges of every cobblestone in stony-hearted London. This costume was completed by a shapeless old hulk of a cap, so large and baggy that it slopped over on one side of his head and buried the ear.


  What his features were like it was almost impossible to know, because he was so dirty. His flesh, what one could see of it through the unwashed grime, had a lifeless, opaque pallor. The whole face was curiously blurred and blunted, as if it had been molded hastily and roughly out of tallow. The nose was wide and flat, and turned up at the end to produce great, flaring nostrils. The mouth was thick and dull, and looked as if it had been pressed into the face with a blunt instrument. The eyes were dark and dead.


  This grotesque little creature even spoke a different language. It was cockney, of course, but not sharp, decisive cockney; it was a kind of thick, catarrhal jargon, so blurred in the muttering that it was almost indecipherable. George could hardly understand him at all. Mrs. Purvis could make better sense of it, but even she confessed that there were times when she did not know what he was talking about. George would hear her beginning to rail at him the instant he came staggering into the house beneath the weight of a heavy case of beer:


  “’Ere, now, mind where you’re goin’, won’t you? And try not to make so much noise with those bottles! Why can’t you wipe those muddy boots before you come in the ’ouse? Don’t come clumpin’ up the stairs like an ’orse! ... Oh,” she would cry in despair, turning to George, “’e is the clumsiest chap I ever saw! ... And why can’t you wash your face once in a while?” she would say, striking again at the urchin with her sharp tongue. “A great, growin’ chap like you ought to be ashamed goin’ about where people can see you with a face like that!”


  “Yus,” he muttered sullenly, “goin’ abaht wiv a fyce lahk that. If you ’ad to go abaht the wye I do, you’d wash your fyce, wouldn’t yer?”


  Then, still muttering resentfully to himself, he would clump down the stairs and go away, and from the front window George would watch him as he trudged back up the street toward the wine and liquor shop in which he worked.


  This store was small, but since the neighborhood was fashionable the place had that atmosphere of mellow luxury and quiet elegance—something about it a little worn, but all the better for being a little worn—that one finds in small, expensive shops of this sort in England. It was as if the place were mildly tinctured with fog, touched a little with the weather, and with the indefinable but faintly exciting smell of soft coal smoke. And over everything, permeating the very woods of the counter, shelves, and floor, hung the fragrance of old wines and the purest distillations of fine liquors.


  You opened the door, and a little bell tinkled gently. You took a half-step down into the shop, and immediately its atmosphere made you feel at peace. You felt opulent and secure. You felt all the powerful but obscure seductions of luxury (which, if you have money, you can feel in England better than anywhere else). You felt rich and able to do anything. You felt that the world was good, and overflowing with delectable delicacies, and that all of them were yours for the asking.


  The proprietor of this luxurious little nest of commerce seemed just exactly the man for such an office. He was middle-aged, of medium height, spare of build, with pale brown eyes and brown mustaches—wispy, rather long, and somewhat lank. He wore a wing collar, a black necktie, and a scarfpin. He usually appeared in shirt-sleeves, but he dispelled any suggestion of improper informality by wearing arm protectors of black silk. This gave him just the proper touch of unctuous yet restrained servility. He was middle class—not middle class as America knows it, not even middle class as the English usually know it—but a very special kind of middle class, serving middle class, as befitted a purveyor of fine comforts to fine gentlemen. He was there to serve the gentry, to live upon the gentry, to exist by, through, and for the gentry, and always to bend a little at the waist when gentry came.


  As you entered the shop, he would come forward behind his counter, say “Good evening, sir” with just the proper note of modified servility, make some remark about the weather, and then, arching his thin, bony, sandily-freckled hands upon the counter, he would bend forward slightly—wing collar, black necktie, black silk arm protectors, mustache, pale brown eyes, pale, false smile, and all the rest of him—and with servile attentiveness, not quite fawning, would wait to do your bidding.


  “What is good today? Have you a claret, a sound yet modestly-priced vintage you can recommend?”


  “A claret, sir?” in silken tones. “We have a good one, sir, and not expensive either. A number of our patrons have tried it. They all pronounce it excellent. You’ll not go wrong, sir, if you try this one.”


  “And how about a Scotch whiskey?”


  “A Haig, sir?” Again the silken tones. “You’ll not go wrong on Haig, sir. But perhaps you’d like to try another brand, something a trifle rare, a little more expensive, perhaps a little more mature. Some of our patrons have tried this one, sir. It costs a shilling more, but if you like the smoky flavor you’ll find it worth the difference.”


  Oh, the fond, brisk slave! The fond, neat slave! The fond slave bending at the waist, with bony fingers arched upon his counter! The fond slave with his sparse hair neatly parted in the middle, and the narrow forehead arched with even corrugations of pale wrinkles as the face lifted upward with its thin, false smile! Oh, this fond, brisk pander to fine gentlemen—and that wretched boy! For suddenly, in the midst of all this show of eager servitude, this painted counterfeit of warmth, the man would turn like a snarling cur upon that miserable child, who stood there sniffling through his catarrhal nose, shuffling his numbed feet for circulation, and chafing his reddened, chapped, work-coarsened hands before the cheerful, crackling fire of coals:


  “Here, now, what are you hanging around the shop for? Have you delivered that order to Number 12 yet? Be on your way, then, and don’t keep the gentleman waiting any longer!”


  And then immediately the grotesque return to silken courtesy, to the pale, false smile again, to the fawning unctions of his “Yes, sir. A dozen bottles, sir. Within thirty minutes, sir. To Number 42—oh, quite so, sir. Good night.”


  And good night, good night, good night to you, my fond, brisk slave, you backbone of a nation’s power. Good night to you, staunch symbol of a Briton’s rugged independence. Good night to you, and to your wife, your children, and your mongrel tyranny over their lives. Good night to you, my little autocrat of the dinner table. Good night to you, my lord and master of the Sunday leg of mutton. Good night to you, my gentlemen’s pander in Ebury Street.


  And good night to you, as well, my wretched little boy, my little dwarf, my gnome, my grimy citizen from the world of the Little People.


  The fog drifts thick and fast tonight into the street. It sifts and settles like a cloak, until one sees the street no longer. And where the shop light shines upon the fog, there burns a misty glow, a blurred and golden bloom of radiance, of comfort, and of warmth. Feet pass the shop, men come ghostwise from the fog’s thick mantle, are for a moment born, are men again, are heard upon the pavement, then, wraithlike, vanish into fog, are ghosts again, are lost, are gone. The proud, the mighty, and the titled of the earth, the lovely and protected, too, go home—home to their strong and sheltered walls behind the golden nimbus of other lights, fog-flowered. Four hundred yards away the tall sentries stamp and turn and march again. All’s glory here. All’s strong as mortared walls. All’s loveliness and joy within this best of worlds.


  And you, you wretched child, so rudely and unfitly wrenched into this world of glory, wherever you must go tonight, in whatever doorway you must sleep, upon whatever pallet of foul-smelling straw, within whatever tumbled warren of old brick, there in the smoke, the fog-cold welter, and the swarming web of old, unending London—sleep well as can be, and hug the ghosts of warmth about you as you remember the forbidden world and its imagined glory. So, my little gnome, good night. May God have mercy on us all.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 33

  ENTER MR. LLOYD McHARG


  During the late autumn and early winter of that year occurred an event which added to Webber’s chronicle the adventure of an extraordinary experience. He had received no news from America for several weeks when, suddenly in November, he began to get excited letters from his friends, informing him of a recent incident that bore directly on his own career.


  The American novelist, Mr. Lloyd McHarg, had just published a new book which had been instantly and universally acclaimed as a monument of national significance, as well as the crowning achievement in McHarg’s brilliant literary career. George had read in the English press brief accounts of the book’s tremendous success, but now he began to receive enlargements on the news from his friends at home. Mr. McHarg, it seemed, had given an interview to reporters, and to the astonishment of everyone had begun to talk, not about his own book, but about Webber’s. Cuttings of the interview were sent to George. He read them with astonishment, and with the deepest and most earnest gratitude.


  George had never met Mr. Lloyd McHarg. He had never had occasion to communicate with him in any way. He knew him only through his books. He was, of course, one of the chief figures in American letters, and now, at the zenith of his career, when he had won the greatest ovation one could win, he had seized the occasion, which most men would have employed for purposes of self-congratulation, to praise enthusiastically the work of an obscure young writer who was a total stranger to him and who had written only one book.


  It seemed to George then, as it seemed to him ever afterwards, one of the most generous acts he had ever known, and when he had somewhat recovered from the astonishment and joy which this unexpected news had produced in him, he sat down and wrote to Mr. McHarg and told him how he felt. In a short time he had an answer from him—a brief note, written from New York. Mr. McHarg said that he had spoken as he had because he felt that way about Webber’s book, and that he was happy to have had the opportunity of giving public acknowledgment to his feeling. He said that he was about to be awarded an honorary degree by one of America’s leading universities—an event which, he confessed with pardonable pride, pleased him all the more because the award was to be made out of season, in special recognition of his last book, and because the ceremony attending it was not to be part of the usual performance of trained seals at commencement time. He said that he was sailing for Europe immediately afterwards and would spend some time on the Continent, that he would be in England a little later, and that he hoped to see Webber then. George wrote back and told him he was looking forward to their meeting, gave him his address, and there for a time the matter rested.


  Mrs. Purvis was a party to George’s elation, which was so exultant that he could not have kept the reason a secret from her if he had tried. She was almost as excited about his impending meeting with Mr. McHarg as he was. Together they would scan the papers for news of Mr. McHarg. One morning she brought the “nice ’ot cup” of Ovaltine, rattled the pages of her tabloid paper, and said:


  “I see where ’e is on ’is way. ’E’s sailed already from New York.”


  A few days later George smacked the crisp sheets of The Times and cried: “He’s there! He’s landed! He’s in Europe! It won’t be long now!”


  Then came the never-to-be-forgotten morning when she brought the usual papers, and with them the day’s mail, and in the mail a letter from Fox Edwards, enclosing a long clipping from The New York Times. This was a full account of the ceremonies at which Mr. McHarg had been awarded his honorary degree. Before a distinguished gathering at the great university Mr. McHarg had made a speech, and the clipping contained an extended quotation of what he had had to say. George had not foreseen it. He had not imagined it could happen. His name shot up at him from the serried columns of close print and exploded in his eyes like shrapnel. A hard knot gathered in his throat and choked him. His heart leaped, skipped, hammered at his ribs. McHarg had put Webber in his speech, had spoken of him there at half a column’s length. He had hailed the younger man as a future spokesman of his country’s spirit, an evidence of a fruition that had come, of a continent that had been discovered. He called Webber a man of genius, and held his name before the mighty of the earth as a pledge of what America was, and a token of where it would go.


  And suddenly George remembered who he was, and saw the journey he had come. He remembered Locust Street in Old Catawba twenty years before, and Nebraska, Randy, and the Potterhams, Aunt Maw and Uncle Mark, his father and the little boy that he had been, with the hills closing in around him, and at night the whistles wailing northward toward the world. And now his name, whose name was nameless, had become a shining thing, and a boy who once had waited tongueless in the South had, through his language, opened golden gateways to the Earth.


  Mrs. Purvis felt it almost as much as he did. He pointed speechless to the clipping. He tapped the shining passages with trembling hand. He thrust the clipping at her. She read it, flushed crimson in the face, turned suddenly, and went away.


  After that they waited daily for McHarg’s coming. Week lengthened into week. They searched the papers every morning for news of him. He seemed to be making a tour of Europe, and everywhere he went he was entertained and feted and interviewed and photographed in the company of other famous men. Now he was in Copenhagen. Now he was staying in Berlin a week or two. Later he had gone to Baden-Baden for a cure.


  “Oh Lord!” George groaned dismally. “How long does that take?”


  Again he was in Amsterdam; and then silence. Christmas came.


  “I should ’ave thought,” said Mrs. Purvis, “’e’d be ’ere by now.”


  New Year’s came, and still there was no word from Lloyd McHarg.


  One morning about the middle of January, after George had worked all night, and now, in bed, was carrying on his usual chat with Mrs. Purvis, he had just spoken of McHarg’s long-deferred arrival rather hopelessly—when the phone rang. Mrs. Purvis went into the sitting room and answered it. George could hear her saying formally:


  “Yes. Who shall I say? Who’s callin’, please?” A waiting silence. Then, rather quickly, “Just a moment, sir.” She entered George’s room, her face flushed, and said, “Mr. Lloyd Mc’Arg is on the wire.”


  To say that George got out of bed would be to give a hopelessly inadequate description of a movement which hurled him into the air, bedclothes and all, as if he had been shot out of a cannon. He landed squarely in his bedroom slippers, and in two strides, still shedding bedclothes as he went, he was through the door, into the sitting room, and had the receiver in his hand.


  “Hello, hello, hello!” he stammered. “Who—what—is that?”


  McHarg was even quicker. His voice, rapid, feverish, somewhat nasal and high-pitched, unmistakably American, stabbed nervously across the wire and said:


  “Hello, hello. Is that you, George?” He called him by his first name immediately. “How are you, son? How are you, boy? How are they treating you?”


  “Fine, Mr. McHarg!” George yelled. “It is Mr. McHarg, isn’t it? Say, Mr. McHarg——”


  “Now take it easy! Take it easy!” he cried feverishly. “Don’t shout so loud!” he yelled. “I’m not in New York, you know!”


  “I know you’re not,” George screamed. “That’s what I was just about to say!”—laughing idiotically. “Say, Mr. McHarg, when can we——”


  “Now wait a minute, wait a minute! Let me do the talking. Don’t get so excited. Now listen, George!” His voice had the staccato rapidity of a telegraph ticker. Even though one had never seen him, one would have got instantly an accurate impression of his feverishly nervous vitality, wire-taut tension, and incessant activity. “Now listen!” he barked. “I want to see you and talk to you. We’ll have lunch together and talk things over.”


  “Fine! F-fine!” George stuttered. “I’ll be delighted! Any time you say. I know you’re busy. I can meet you tomorrow, next day, Friday—next week if that suits you better.”


  “Next week, hell!” he rasped. “How much time do you think I’ve got to wait around for lunch? You’re coming here for lunch today. Come on! Get busy! Get a move on you!” he cried irritably. “How long will it take you to get here, anyway?”


  George asked him where he was staying, and he gave an address on one of the streets near St. James’s and Piccadilly. It was only a ten-minute ride in a taxi, but since it was not yet ten o’clock in the morning George suggested that he arrive there around noon.


  “What? Two hours? For Christ’s sake!” McHarg cried in a high-pitched, irritated voice. “Where the hell do you live anyway? In the north of Scotland?”


  George told him no, that he was only ten minutes away, but that he thought he might want to wait two or three hours before he had his lunch.


  “Wait two or three hours?” he shouted. “Say, what the hell is this, anyway? How long do you expect me to wait for lunch? You don’t keep people waiting two or three hours every time you have lunch with them, do you, George?” he said, in a milder but distinctly aggrieved tone of voice. “Christ, man! A guy’d starve to death if he had to wait on you!”


  George was getting more and more bewildered, and wondered if it was the custom of famous writers to have lunch at ten o’clock in the morning, but he stammered hastily:


  “No, no, certainly not, Mr. McHarg. I can come any time you say. It will only take me twenty minutes or half an hour.”


  “I thought you said you were only ten minutes away?”


  “I know, but I’ve got to dress and shave first.”


  “Dress! Shave!” McHarg yelled. “For Christ’s sake, you mean to tell me you’re not out of bed yet? What do you do? Sleep till noon every day? How in the name of God do you ever get any work done?”


  By this time George felt so crushed that he did not dare tell McHarg that he was not only not out of bed, but that he’d hardly been to bed yet; somehow it seemed impossible to confess that he had worked all night. He did not know what new explosion of derision or annoyance this might produce, so he compromised and mumbled some lame excuse about having worked late the night before.


  “Well, come on, then!” he cried impatiently, before the words were out of George’s mouth. “Snap out of it! Hop into a taxi and come on up here as soon as you can. Don’t stop to shave,” he said curtly. “I’ve been with a Dutchman for the last three days and I’m hungry as hell!”


  With these cryptic words he banged the receiver up in George’s ear, leaving him to wonder, in a state of stunned bewilderment, just why being with a Dutchman for three days should make anyone hungry as hell.


  Mrs. Purvis already had a clean shirt and his best suit of clothes laid out for him by the time he returned to his room. While he put them on she got out the brush and the shoe polish, took his best pair of shoes just beyond the open door into the sitting room, and went right down on her knees and got to work on them. And while she labored on them she called in to him, a trifle wistfully:


  “I do ’ope ’e gives you a good lunch. We was ’avin’ gammon and peas again today. Ah-h, a prime bit, too. I ’ad just put ’em on when ’e called.”


  “Well, I hate to miss them, Mrs. Purvis,” George called back, as he struggled into his trousers. “But you go on and eat them, and don’t worry about me. I’ll get a good lunch.”


  “’E’ll take you to the Ritz, no doubt,” she called again a trifle loftily.


  “Oh,” George answered easily as he pulled on his shirt, “I don’t think he likes those places. People of that sort,” he shouted with great assurance, as if he were on intimate terms with “people of that sort”—“they don’t go in for swank as a rule. He’s probably bored stiff with it, particularly after all he’s been through these past few weeks. He’d probably much rather go to some simple place.”


  “Um. Shouldn’t wonder,” said Mrs. Purvis reflectively. “Meetin’ all them artists and members of the nobility. Probably fed up with it, I should think,” she said. “I know I should be,” which meant that she would have given only her right eye for the opportunity. “You might take ’im to Simpson’s, you know,” she said in the offhand manner that usually accompanied her most important contributions.


  “There’s an idea,” George cried. “Or to Stone’s Chop House in Panton Street.”


  “Ah yes,” she said. “That’s just off the ’Ay Market, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, runs between the Hay Market and Leicester Square,” George said, tying his tie. “An old place, you know, two hundred years or more, not quite so fancy as Simpson’s, but he might like it better on that account. They don’t let women in,” he added with a certain air of satisfaction, as if this in itself would probably recommend the place to his distinguished host.


  “Yes, and their ale, they say, is grand,” said Mrs. Purvis.


  “It’s the color of mahogany,” George said, throwing on his coat, “and it goes down like velvet. I’ve tried it, Mrs. Purvis. They bring it to you in a silver tankard. And after two of them you’d send flowers to your own mother-in-law.”


  She laughed suddenly and heartily and came bustling in with the shoes, her pleasant face suffused with pink color.


  “Excuse me, sir,” she said, setting the shoes down. “But you do ’ave a way of puttin’ things. I ’ave to larf sometimes. ... Still, in Simpson’s—you won’t go wrong in Simpson’s, you know,” said Mrs. Purvis, who had never seen any of these places in her whole life. “If ’e likes mutton—ah-h, I tell you what,” she said with satisfaction, “you do get a prime bit of mutton there.”


  He put on his shoes and noted that only ten minutes had passed since Mr. McHarg hung up. He was now dressed and ready, so he started out the door and down the stairs, flinging on his overcoat as he descended. Despite the early hour, his appetite had been whetted by his conversation, and he felt that he would be able to do full justice to his lunch. He had reached the street and was hailing a taxi when Mrs. Purvis came running after him, waving a clean handkerchief, which she put neatly in the breast pocket of his coat. He thanked her and signaled again to the taxi.


  It was one of those old, black, hearselike contraptions with a baggage rack on top which, to an American, used to the gaudy, purring thunderbolts of the New York streets, seem like Victorian relics, and which are often, indeed, driven by elderly Jehus with walrus mustaches who were driving hansom cabs at the time of Queen Victoria’s jubilee. This ancient vehicle now rolled sedately toward him, on the wrong side of the street as usual—which is to say, on the right side for the English.


  George opened the door, gave the walrus the address, and told him to make haste, that the occasion was pressing. He said, “Very good, sir,” with courteous formality, wheeled the old crate around, and rolled sedately up the street again at exactly the same pace, which was about twelve miles an hour. They passed the grounds of Buckingham Palace, wheeled into the Mall, turned up past St. James’s Palace into Pall Mall, thence into St. James’s Street, and in a moment more drew up before McHarg’s address.


  It was a bachelors’ chambers, one of those quiet and sedate-looking places that one finds in England, and that are so wonderfully comfortable if one has the money. Inside, the appointments suggested a small and very exclusive club. George spoke to a man in the tiny office. He answered:


  “Mr. McHarg? Of course, sir. He is expecting you. ... John,” to a young man in uniform and brass buttons, “take the gentleman up.”


  They entered the lift. John closed the door carefully, gave a vigorous tug to the rope, and sedately they crept up, coming to a more or less accurate halt, after a few more manipulations of the rope, at one of the upper floors. John opened the door, stepped out with an “If you please, sir,” and led off down the hall to a door which stood partially open and from which there came a confused hum of voices. John rapped gently, entered in response to the summons, and said quietly:


  “Mr. Webber calling, sir.”


  There were three men in the room, but so astonishing was the sight of McHarg that at first George did not notice the other two. McHarg was standing in the middle of the floor with a glass in one hand and a bottle of Scotch whiskey in the other, preparing to pour himself a drink. When he saw George he looked up quickly, put the bottle down, and advanced with his hand extended in greeting. There was something almost terrifying in his appearance. George recognized him instantly. He had seen McHarg’s pictures many times, but he now realized how beautifully unrevealing are the uses of photography. He was fantastically ugly, and to this ugliness was added a devastation of which George had never seen the equal.


  The first and most violent impression was his astonishing redness. Everything about him was red—hair, large protuberant ears, eyebrows, eyelids, even his bony, freckled, knuckly hands. (As George noticed the hands he understood why everyone who knew him called him “Knuckles.”) Moreover, it was a most alarming redness. His face was so red that it seemed to throw off heat, and if at that moment smoke had begun to issue from his nostrils and he had burst out in flames all over, George would hardly have been surprised.


  His face did not have that fleshy and high-colored floridity that is often seen in men who have drunk too long and too earnestly. It was not like that at all. McHarg was thin to the point of emaciation. He was very tall, six feet two or three, and his excessive thinness and angularity made him seem even taller. George thought he looked ill and wasted. His face, which was naturally a wry, puckish sort of face—as one got to know it better, a pugnacious but very attractive kind of face, full of truculence, but also with an impish humor and a homely, Yankee, freckled kind of modesty that were wonderfully engaging—this face now looked as puckered up as if it were permanently about to swallow a half-green persimmon, and it also seemed to be all dried out and blistered by the fiery flames that burned in it. And out of this face peered two of the most remarkable-looking eyes in all the world. Their color must originally have been light blue, but now they were so bleached and faded that they looked as if they had been poached.


  He came toward George quickly, with his bony, knuckled hand extended in greeting, his lips twitching and bared nervously over his large teeth, his face turned wryly upward and to one side in an expression that was at once truculent, nervously apprehensive, and yet movingly eloquent of something fiercely and permanently wounded, something dreadfully lacerated, something so tender and unarmed in the soul and spirit of the man that life had got in on him at a thousand points and slashed him to ribbons. He took George’s hand and shook it vigorously, at the same time bristling up to him with his wry and puckered face like a small boy to another before the fight begins, as if to say: “Go on, now, go on. Knock that chip off my shoulder. I dare and double-dare you.” This was precisely his manner now, except that he said:


  “Why you—why you monkeyfied—why you monkeyfied bastard, you! Just look at him!” he cried suddenly in a high-pitched voice, half turning to his companions. “Why you—who the hell ever told you you could write, anyway?” Then cordially: “George, how are you? Come on in, come on over here!”


  And, still holding Webber’s hand in his bony grip, and taking his arm with his other hand, he led him across the room toward his other guests. Then, suddenly releasing him, and striking a pompous oratorical attitude, he began to declaim in the florid accents of an after-dinner speaker:


  “Ladies and gentlemen, it is my peculiar privilege, and I may even say my distinguished honor, to present to the members of the Hog Head Hollow Ladies Leeterary, Arteestic, and Mutual Culshural Society our esteemed guest of honor—a man who writes books that are so God-damned long that few people can even pick ’em up. A man whose leeterary style is distinguished by such a command of beautiful English as she is wrote that he has rarely been known to use less than twenty-one adjectives where four would do.”


  He changed abruptly, dropped his oratorical attitude, and laughed a sudden, nervous, dry, falsetto laugh, at the same time mauling Webber in the ribs with a bony finger. “How do you like that, George?” he said with immediate friendly warmth. “Does that get ’em? Is that the way they do it? Not bad, eh?” He was obviously pleased with his effort.


  “George,” he now continued in a natural tone of voice, “I want you to meet two friends of mine. Mr. Bendien, of Amsterdam,” he said, presenting Webber to a heavy-set, red-faced, elderly Dutchman, who sat by the table within easy reaching distance of a tall brown crock of Holland gin, of which, to judge from his complexion, he had already consumed a considerable quantity.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” cried McHarg, striking another attitude, “allow me to introduce that stupendous, that death-defying, that thrill-packed wonder of the ages, that hair-raising and spine-tingling act which has thrilled most of the crowned heads of Europe and all of the deadheads of Amsterdam. Now appearing absolutely for the first time under the big tent. Ladies and gentlemen, I now take pleasure in introducing Mynheer Cornelius Bendien, the Dutch maestro, who will perform for you his celebrated act of balancing an eel on the end of his nose while he swallows in rapid succession, without pausing for breath, three—count ’em—three brown jugs of the finest imported Holland gin. Mr. Bendien, Mr. Webber. ... How was that, boy, how was that?” said McHarg, laughing his shrill falsetto, and turning and prodding Webber again with an eager finger.


  Then, somewhat more curtly, he said: “You may have met Mr. Donald Stoat before. He tells me that he knows you.”


  The other man looked out from underneath his heavy eyebrows and inclined his head pompously. “I believe,” he said, “I have had the honor of Mr. Webber’s acquaintance.”


  George remembered him, although he had seen him only once or twice, and that some years before. Mr. Stoat was not the kind of man one easily forgets.


  It was plain to see that McHarg was on edge, terribly nervous, and also irritated by Stoat’s presence. He turned away abruptly, muttering: “Too—too—too much—too much.” And then, wheeling about suddenly: “All right, George. Have a drink. What’s it going to be?”


  “My own experience,” said Mr. Stoat with unctuous pomposity, “is that the best drink in the morning—” he leered significantly with his bushy eyebrows—“a gentleman’s drink, if I may say so—is a glawss of dry sherry.” He had a “glawss” of this beverage in his hand at the moment, and, lifting it with an air of delicate connoisseurship, at the same time working his eyebrows appraisingly, he sniffed it—an action which seemed to irritate McHarg no end. “Allow me,” continued Mr. Stoat, with rotund deliberation, “to recommend it to your consideration.”


  McHarg began to pace rapidly up and down. “Too much—too much,” he muttered. “All right, George,” he said irritably, “what’ll you have to drink—Scotch?”


  Mynheer Bendien put in his oar at this point. Holding up his glass and leaning forward with a hand on one fat knee, he said with guttural solemnity: “You should trink chin. Vy don’t you try a trink of Holland chin?”


  This advice also seemed to annoy Mr. McHarg. He glared at Bendien with his flaming face, then, throwing up his bony hands with a quick, spasmodic movement, he cried, “Oh, for God’s sake!” He turned and began to pace up and down again, muttering: “Too much—too much—too—too—too much.” Then abruptly, in a voice shrill with irritation: “Let him drink what he wants, for Christ’s sake! Go ahead, Georgie,” he said roughly. “Drink what you like. Pour yourself some Scotch.” And suddenly turning to Webber, his whole face lighting up with an impish smile, his lips flickering nervously above his teeth: “Isn’t it wonderful, Georgie? Isn’t it marvelous? K-k-k-k-k—” prodding Webber in the ribs with bony forefinger, and laughing a high, dry, feverish laugh—“Can you beat it?”


  “I confess,” said Mr. Donald Stoat at this point, with rotund unction, “that I have not read our young friend’s opus, which, I believe—” unction here deepening visibly into rotund sarcasm—“which, I believe, has been hailed by certain of our cognoscenti as a masterpiece. After all, there are so many masterpieces nowadays, aren’t there? Scarcely a week goes by but what I pick up my copy of The Times—I refer, of course, to The Times of London, as distinguished from its younger and somewhat more immature colleague, The New York Times—to find that another of our young men has enriched English literature with another masterpiece of im—per—ish—able prose.”


  All this was uttered in ponderous periods with leerings and twitchings of those misplaced mustaches that served the gentleman for eyebrows. McHarg was obviously becoming more and more annoyed, and kept pacing up and down, muttering to himself. Mr. Stoat, however, was too obtuse by nature, and too entranced by the rolling cadences of his own rhetoric, to observe the warning signals. After leering significantly with his eyebrows again, he went on:


  “I can only hope, however, that our young friend here is a not too enthusiastic devotee of the masters of what I shall call The School of Bad Taste.”


  “What are you talking about?” said McHarg, pausing suddenly, half turning, and glaring fiercely. “I suppose you mean Hugh Walpole, and John Galsworthy, and other dangerous radicals of that sort, eh?”


  “No, sir,” said Mr. Stoat deliberately. “I was not thinking of them. I was referring to that concocter of incoherent nonsense, that purveyor of filth, that master of obscenity, who wrote that book so few people can read, and no one can understand, but which some of our young men are hailing enthusiastically as the greatest masterpiece of the century.”


  “What book are you talking about anyway?” McHarg said irritably.


  “Its name, I believe,” said Mr. Stoat pompously, “is Ulysses. Its author, I have heard, is an Irishman.”


  “Oh,” cried McHarg with an air of enlightenment, and with an impish gleam in his eye that was quite lost on Mr. Stoat. “You’re speaking of George Moore, aren’t you?”


  “That’s it! That’s it!” cried Mr. Stoat quickly, nodding his head with satisfaction. He was getting excited now. His eyebrows twitched more rapidly than ever. “That’s the fellow! And the book—” he sputtered—“pah!” He spat out the word as though it had been brought up by an emetic, and screwed his eyebrows around across his domy forehead in an expression of nausea. “I tried to read a few pages of it once,” he whispered sonorously and dramatically, “but I let it fall. I let it fall. As though I had touched a tainted thing, I let it fall. And then,” he said hoarsely, “I washed my hands, with a very—strong—soap.”


  “My dear sir,” cried McHarg suddenly, with an air of sincere conviction, at the same time being unable to keep his eye from gleaming more impishly than ever, “you are absolutely right. I absolutely agree with you.”


  Mr. Stoat, who had been very much on his dignity up to now, thawed visibly under the seducing cajolery of this unexpected confirmation of his literary judgment.


  “You are positively and unanswerably correct,” said Knuckles, now standing in the middle of the room with his long legs spread wide apart, his bony hands hanging to the lapels of his coat. “You have hit the nail right smack—dead—square on the top of its head.” As he uttered these words, he jerked his wry face from side to side to give them added emphasis. “There has never been a dirtier—filthier—more putrid—and more corrupt writer than George Moore. And as for that book of his, Ulysses,” McHarg shouted, “that is unquestionably the vilest——”


  “—the rottenest—” shouted Mr. Stoat——


  “—the most obscene—” shrilled McHarg——


  “—the most vicious—” panted Mr. Stoat——


  “—unadulterated——”


  “—piece of tripe—” choked Mr. Stoat with rapturous agreement——


  “—that has ever polluted the pages, defiled the name, and besmirched the record——”


  “—of English literature!” gasped Mr. Stoat happily, and paused, panting for breath. “Yes,” he went on when he had recovered his power of speech, “and that other thing—that play of his—that rotten, vile, vicious, so-called tragedy in five acts—what was the name of that thing, anyway?”


  “Oh,” cried McHarg with an air of sudden recognition—“you mean The Importance of Being Earnest, don’t you?”


  “No, no,” said Mr. Stoat impatiently. “Not that one. This one came later on.”


  “Oh yes!” McHarg exclaimed, as if it had suddenly come to him. “You’re speaking of Mrs. Warren’s Profession, aren’t you?”


  “That’s it, that’s it!” cried Mr. Stoat. “I took my wife to see it—I took my wife—my own wife——”


  “His own wife!” McHarg repeated, as if astounded. “Well I’ll be God-damned,” he said. “What do you know about that!”


  “And would you believe it, sir?” Mr. Stoat’s voice again sank to a whisper of loathing and revulsion, and his eyebrows worked ominously about his face. “I was so ashamed—I was so ashamed—that I could not look at her. We got up and left, sir, before the end of the first act—before anyone could see us. I went away with head bowed, as one who had been forced to take part in some nasty thing.”


  “Well what do you know about that?” said McHarg sympathetically. “Wasn’t that just too damned bad? I call it perfectly damned awful!” he shouted suddenly, and turned away, his jaw muscles working convulsively as he muttered again, “Too much—too much.” He halted abruptly in front of Webber with his puckered face aflame and his lips twitching nervously, and began to prod him in the ribs, laughing his high, falsetto laugh. “He’s a publisher,” he squeaked. “He publishes books. K-k-k-k-k—Can you beat it, Georgie?” he squeaked almost inaudibly. Then, jerking a bony thumb in the direction of the astonished Stoat, he shrieked: “In the name of Christ Almighty—a publisher!”—and resumed his infuriated pacing of the room.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 34

  THE TWO VISITORS


  Ever since George entered the room he had been wondering about the presence of McHarg’s two strangely assorted visitors. Anyone could see at a glance that Bendien and Stoat were not clever men, not men of the spirit, and that neither possessed any qualities of intellect or of perception that could interest a person like Lloyd McHarg. What, then, were they doing here in this simulation of boon companionship so early in the morning?


  Mynheer Bendien was obviously just a business man, a kind of Dutch Babbitt. He was, indeed, a hard-bargaining, shrewd importer who plied a constant traffic between England and Holland, and was intimately familiar with the markets and business practices of both countries. His occupation had left its mark upon him, that same mark which is revealed in a coarsening of perception and a blunting of sensitivity among people of his kind the world over.


  As George observed the signs that betrayed what Bendien was beyond any mistaking, he felt confirmed in an opinion that had been growing on him of late. He had begun to see that the true races of mankind are not at all what we are told in youth that they are. They are not defined either by national frontiers or by the characteristics assigned to them by the subtle investigations of anthropologists. More and more George was coming to believe that the real divisions of humanity cut across these barriers and arise out of differences in the very souls of men.


  George had first had his attention called to this phenomenon by an observation of H.L. Mencken. In his extraordinary work on the American language, Mencken gave an example of the American sporting writers’ jargon—“Babe Smacks Forty-second with Bases Loaded”—and pointed out that such a headline would be as completely meaningless to an Oxford don as the dialect of some newly discovered tribe of Eskimos. True enough; but what shocked George to attention when he read it was that Mencken drew the wrong inference from his fact. The headline would be meaningless to the Oxford don, not because it was written in the American language, but because the Oxford don had no knowledge of baseball. The same headline might be just as meaningless to a Harvard professor, and for the same reason.


  It seemed to George that the Oxford don and the Harvard professor had far more kinship with each other—a far greater understanding of each other’s ways of thinking, feeling, and living—than either would have with millions of people of his own nationality. This observation led George to realize that academic life has created its own race of men who are set apart from the rest of humanity by the affinity of their souls. This academic race, it seemed to him, had innumerable peculiar characteristics of its own, among them the fact that, like the sporting gentry, they had invented their own private languages for communication with one another. The internationalism of science was another characteristic: there is no such thing as English chemistry or American physics or (Stalin to the contrary notwithstanding) Russian biology, but only chemistry, physics, and biology. So, too, it follows that one tells a good deal more about a man when one says he is a chemist than when one says he is an Englishman.


  In the same way, Babe Ruth would probably feel more closely akin to the English professional cricketer, Jack Hobbs, than to a professor of Greek at Princeton. This would be true also among prize fighters. George thought of that whole world that is so complete within itself—the fighters, the trainers, the managers, the promoters, the touts, the pimps, the gamblers, the grafters, the hangers-on, the newspaper “experts” in New York, London, Paris, Berlin, Rome, and Buenos Aires. These men were not really Americans, Englishmen, Frenchmen, Germans, Italians, and Argentines. They were simply citizens of the world of prize fighting, more at home with one another than with other men of their respective nations.


  Throughout all the years of his life, George Webber had been soaking up experience like a sponge. This process never ceased with him, but within the last few years he had noticed a change in it. Formerly, in his insatiable hunger to know everything—to see all the faces in a crowd at once, to remember every face that passed him on a city street, to hear all the voices in a room and through the vast, perplexing blur to distinguish what each was saying—he had often felt that he was drowning in some vast sea of his own sensations and impressions. But now he was no longer so overwhelmed by Amount and Number. He was growing up, and out of the very accumulation of experience he was gaining an essential perspective and detachment. Each new sensation and impression was no longer a single, unrelated thing: it took its place in a pattern and sifted down to form certain observable cycles of experience. Thus his incessantly active mind was free to a much greater degree than ever before to remember, digest, meditate, and compare, and to seek relations between all the phenomena of living. The result was an astonishing series of discoveries as his mind noted associations and resemblances, and made recognitions not only of surface similarities but of identities of concept and of essence.


  In this way he had become aware of the world of waiters, who, more than any other class of men, seemed to him to have created a special universe of their own which had almost obliterated nationality and race in the ordinary sense of those words. For some reason George had always been especially interested in waiters. Possibly it was because his own beginnings had been small-town middle class, and because he had been accustomed from birth to the friendship of working people, and because the experience of being served at table by a man in uniform had been one of such sensational novelty that its freshness had never worn off. Whatever the reason, he had known hundreds of waiters in many different countries, had talked to them for hours at a time, had observed them intimately, and had gathered tremendous stores of knowledge about their lives—and out of all this had discovered that there are not really different nationalities of waiters but rather a separate race of waiters, whole and complete within itself. This seemed to be true even among the French, the most sharply defined, the most provincial, and the most unadaptive nationality George had ever known. It surprised him to observe that even in France the waiters seemed to belong to the race of waiters rather than to the race of Frenchmen.


  This universe of waiterdom has produced a type whose character is as precisely distinguished as that of the Mongolian. It has a spiritual identity that unites it as no mere feelings of patriotism could ever do. And this spiritual identity—a unity of thought, of purpose, and of conduct—has produced unmistakable physical characteristics. After George became aware of this, he got so that he could recognize a waiter no matter where he saw him, whether in the New York subway or on a Paris bus or in the streets of London. He tested his observation many times by accosting men he suspected of being waiters and engaging them in conversation, and nine times out of ten he found that his guess had been right. Something in the feet and legs gave them away, something in the way they moved and walked and stood. It was not merely that these men had spent most of their lives standing on their feet and hurrying from kitchen to table in the execution of their orders. Other classes of men, such as policemen, also lived upon their feet, and yet no one could mistake a policeman in mufti for a waiter. (The police of all countries, George discovered, formed another separate race.)


  The gait of an old waiter can best be described as gingery. It is a kind of gouty shuffle, painful, rheumatic, and yet expertly nimble, too, as if the man has learned by every process of experience to save his feet. It is the nimbleness that comes from years of “Yes, sir. Right away, sir,” or of “Oui, monsieur. Je viens. Toute de suite.” It is the gait of service, of despatch, of incessant haste to be about one’s orders, and somehow the whole soul and mind and character of the waiter is in it.


  If one wishes an instant insight into the emotional and spiritual differences between the race of waiters and the race of policemen, all one needs to do is to observe the gaits of each. Compare a waiter as he approaches a table at the peremptory command of an impatient customer, and a policeman, whether in New York, London, Paris, or Berlin, as he approaches the scene of a disorder or accident. A man is lying stretched out on the pavement, let us say: he has had a heart attack, or has been struck by a motor car, or has been assaulted and beaten by thugs. People are standing around in a circle. Watch the policeman as he comes up. Does he hurry? Does he rush to the scene? Does he come forward with the quick, shuffling, eager, and solicitous movement of the waiter? He does not. He advances deliberately, ponderously, with a heavy and flat-footed tread, taking the scene in slowly as he approaches, with an appraising and unrelenting look. He is coming not to take orders but to give them. He is coming to assume command of the situation, to investigate, to disperse the crowd, to do the talking, and not to be talked back to. His whole bearing expresses a certain primitive brutality of vested authority, as well as all the other related mental and spiritual qualities that proceed from the exercise of licensed power. And in all these things which issue from his own peculiar vision of life and of the world, he is almost the exact reverse of the waiter.


  Since this is true, can anyone doubt that waiters and policemen belong to separate races? Does it not follow that a French waiter is more closely akin to a German waiter than to a French gendarme?


  Mynheer Bendien had attracted George’s interest from the first. It was not merely that he was Dutch. That fact was unmistakable. He had a Halsian floridity, a Halsian heartiness and gusto, a Halsian heaviness—a kind of Dutch grossness that is quite different from German grossness in that it is mixed with a certain delicacy, or rather smallness. This delicacy or smallness is most often evident in the expression and shape of the mouth. So, now, with Mynheer Bendien. His lip was full and pouting, but also a little prim and smug. It was the characteristic Dutch lip—the lip of a small and cautious people, with a very good notion about which side their bread is buttered on. In any town throughout Holland one can see them behind the shuttered windows of their beautiful and delicate houses—see them quietly and privily enjoying the very best of everything and smacking those full, pouting, sensual little lips together.


  Holland is a wonderful little country, and the Dutch are a wonderful little people. Just the same, it is a little country, they are a little people, and George did not like little countries or little people. For in the look of those little, fat, wet, pouting mouths there is also something cautious and self-satisfied, something that kept nicely out of war in 1914 while its neighbors were bleeding to death, something that feathered its nest and fattened its purse at the expense of dying men, something that maintained itself beautifully clean, beautifully prim, and beautifully content to live very quietly and simply in those charming, beautiful houses, without any show or fuss whatever upon the best of everything.


  In all these respects Mynheer Bendien was indubitably Dutch. But he was also something else as well, and this was what made George observe him with fascinated interest. For, alongside his Dutchness, he also wore that type look which George had come to recognize as belonging to the race of small business men. It was a look which he had discovered to be common to all members of this race whether they lived in Holland, England, Germany, France, the United States, Sweden, or Japan. There was a hardness and grasping quality in it that showed in the prognathous jaw. There was something a little sly and tricky about the eyes, something a little amoral in the sleekness of the flesh, something about the slightly dry concavity of the face and its vacuous expression in repose which indicated a grasping self-interest and a limited intellectual life. It was the kind of face that is often thought of as American. But it was not American. It belonged to no nationality. It belonged simply and solely to the race of small business men everywhere.


  He was obviously the kind of man who would have found an instant and congenial place for himself among his fellow business men in Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, St. Louis, or Kalamazoo. He would have felt completely at home at one of the weekly luncheons of the Rotary Club. He would have chewed his cigar with the best of them, wagged his head approvingly as the president spoke of some member as having “both feet on the ground,” entered gleefully into all the horseplay, the heavy-handed kind of humor known as “kidding,” and joined in the roars of laughter that greeted such master strokes of wit as collecting all the straw hats in the cloak room, bringing them in, throwing them on the floor, and gleefully stamping them to pieces. He would also have nodded his red face in bland agreement as the speaker aired again all the quackery about “service,” “the aims of Rotary,” and its “plans for world peace.”


  George could easily imagine Mynheer Bendien pounding across the continental breadth of the United States in one of the crack trains, striking up a conversation with other men of substance in the smoking room of the pullman car, pulling fat cigars from his pocket and offering them to his new-found companions, chewing on his own approvingly and nodding with ponderous affirmation as someone said: “I was talking to a man in Cleveland the other day, one of the biggest glue and mucilage producers in the country, a fellow who has learned his business from the ground up and knows what he’s talking about—” Yes, Mynheer Bendien would have recognized his brother, his kinsman, his twin spirit wherever he found him, and would instantly have established a connection and a footing of proper familiarity with him, as McHarg and Webber could never have done, even though the stranger might be an American like themselves.


  George knew McHarg’s antipathy for this kind of man. It was an antipathy which he had savagely expressed in swingeing and satiric fiction—an antipathy which, George had felt, had a quality of almost affectionate concern in its hatred, but which was hatred nonetheless. Why, then, had McHarg invited this man to his room? Why had he sought out his companionship?


  The reason became plain enough as he thought about it. Although McHarg and Webber could never belong to Bendien’s world, there was something of Bendien in both of them—more in McHarg, perhaps, than in himself. Though they belonged to separate worlds, there was still another world to which each of them could find a common entry. This was the world of natural humanity, the world of the earthly, eating, drinking, companionable, and company-loving man. Every artist feels the need of this world desperately. His nature is often torn between opposing poles of loneliness and gregariousness. Isolation he must have to do his work. But fellowship is also a necessity without which he is lost, since the lack of it removes him from all the naturalness of life which he demands more than any other man alive, and which he must share in if he is to grow and prosper in his art. But his need for companionship often betrays him through its very urgency. His hunger and thirst for life often lay him open to the stupidity of fools and the trickery and dishonesty of Philistines and rascals.


  George could see what had happened to McHarg. He himself had gone through the same experience many times. McHarg, it is true, was a great man, a man famous throughout the world, a man who had now attained the highest pinnacle of success to which a writer could aspire. But on just this account his disillusionment and disappointment must have been so much the greater and the more crushing.


  And what disillusionment, what disappointment, was this? It was a disappointment that all men know—the artist most of all. The disappointment of reaching for the flower and having it fade the moment your fingers touch it. It was the disappointment that comes from the artist’s invincible and unlearning youth, from the spirit of indomitable hope and unwavering adventure, the spirit that is defeated and cast down ten thousand times but that is lost beyond redemption never, the spirit that, so far from learning wisdom from despair, acceptance from defeat, cynicism from disillusionment, seems to grow stronger at every rebuff, more passionate in its convictions the older it grows, more assured of its ultimate triumphant fulfillment the more successive and conclusive its defeats.


  McHarg had accepted his success and his triumph with the exultant elation of a boy. He had received the award of his honorary degree, symbolizing the consummation of his glory, with blazing images of impossible desire. And then, almost before he knew it, it was over. The thing was his, it had been given to him, he had it, he had stood before the great ones of the earth, he had been acclaimed and lauded, all had happened—and yet, nothing had happened.


  Then, of course, he took the inevitable next step. With a mind surcharged with fire, with a heart thirsting for some impossible fulfillment, he took his award, and copies of all the speeches, programs, and tributes, sailed for Europe, and began to go from place to place, looking for something that he had no name for, something that existed somewhere, perhaps—but where he did not know. He went to Copenhagen—wine, women, aquavit, and members of the press; then women, wine, members of the press, and aquavit again. He went to Berlin—members of the press, wine, women, whiskey, women, wine, and members of the press. So then to Vienna—women, wine, whiskey, members of the press. Finally to Baden-Baden for a “cure”—cure, call it, if you will, for wine, women, and members of the press—cure, really, for life-hunger, for life-thirst, for life-triumph, for life-defeat, life-disillusionment, life-loneliness, and life-boredom—cure for devotion to men and for disgust of them, cure for love of life and for weariness of it—last of all, cure for the cureless, cure for the worm, for the flame, for the feeding mouth, for the thing that eats and rests not ever till we die. Is there not some medicine for the irremediable? Give us a cure, for God’s sake, for what ails us! Take it! Keep it! Give it back again! Oh, let us have it! Take it from us, damn you, but for God’s sake bring it back! And so good night.


  Therefore this wounded lion, this raging cat of life, forever prowling past a million portals of desire and destiny, had flung himself against the walls of Europe, seeking, hunting, thirsting, starving, and lashing himself into a state of frenzied bafflement, and at last had met—a red-faced Dutchman from the town of Amsterdam, and had knocked about with the red-faced Dutchman for three days on end, and now hates red-faced Dutchman’s guts and would to God that he could pitch him out of the window, bag and baggage, and wonders how in God’s name the whole thing began, and how he can ever win free from it and be alone again—and so now is here, pacing the carpet of his hotel room in London.


  The presence of Mr. Donald Stoat was more puzzling. Mynheer Bendien at least had a certain earthy congeniality to recommend him to McHarg’s interest. Mr. Stoat had nothing. Everything about the man was calculated to rub McHarg the wrong way. He was pompous and pretentious, his judgments, such as they were, were governed by a kind of moral bigotry that was infuriating, and, to cap it all, he was a complete and total fool.


  He had inherited from his father a publishing business with a good name and a record of respected accomplishment. Under his leadership it had degenerated into a business largely devoted to the fabrication of religious tracts and textbooks for the elementary grades. Its fiction list was pitiful. Mr. Stoat’s literary and critical standards were derived from a pious devotion to the welfare of the jeune fille. “Is it a book,” he would whisper hoarsely to any aspiring new author, at the same time rolling his eyebrows about—“is it a book that you would be willing for your young daughter to read?” Mr. Stoat had no young daughter, but in his publishing enterprises he always acted on the hypothesis that he did have, and that no book should be printed which he would be unwilling to place in her hands. The result, as may be imagined, was fudge and taffy, slop and goo.


  George had met Mr. Stoat quite casually some years before and had later been invited to his house. He was married to a large, full-bosomed female with a grim jaw who wore a perpetually frozen grin around the edges of her mouth and eyeglasses which were attached to a cord of black silk. This formidable lady was devoted to art and had not let her marriage to Mr. Stoat interfere with that devotion. Indeed she had not let marriage interfere even with her name, but had clung to her resounding maidenly title of Cornelia Fosdick Sprague. She and Mr. Stoat maintained a salon, to which a great many people who shared Cornelia Fosdick Sprague’s devotion to art repaired at regular intervals, and it was to one of these meetings of the elect that George had been invited. He still remembered it vividly. Mr. Stoat had telephoned him a few days after their first casual meeting and had pressed the invitation upon him.


  “You must come, my boy,” Mr. Stoat had wheezed over the wire. “You can’t afford to miss this, you know. Henrietta Saltonstall Spriggins is going to be there. You must meet her. And Penelope Buchanan Pipgrass is going to give a reading from her poems. And Hortense Delancey McCracken is going to read her latest play. You simply must come, by all means.”


  So urged, George accepted and went, and it was quite an occasion. Mr. Stoat met him at the door and with a pontifical flourish of the eyebrows led him into the presence of Cornelia Fosdick Sprague. After he had made his obeisances Mr. Stoat piloted the young man about the room and with repeated flourishes of the eyebrows introduced him to the other guests. There was an astonishing number of formidable-looking females, and, like the imposing Cornelia, most of them had three names. As Mr. Stoat made the introductions he fairly smacked his lips over the triple-barreled sonority of their titles.


  George noticed with amazement that all of these women bore a marked resemblance to Cornelia Fosdick Sprague. Not that they really looked like her in feature. Some were tall, some were short, some were angular, some were fat, but all of them had a certain overwhelming quality in their bearing. This quality became a crushing air of absolute assurance and authority when they spoke of art. And they spoke of art a great deal. Indeed, it was the purpose of these meetings to speak of art. Almost all of these ladies were not only interested in art, but were “artists” themselves. That is to say, they were writers. They wrote one-act plays for the Little Theatre, or they wrote novels, or essays and criticism, or poems and books for children.


  Henrietta Saltonstall Spriggins read one of her wee stories for tiny tots about a little girl waiting for Prince Charming. Penelope Buchanan Pipgrass read some of her poems, one about a quaint organ grinder, and another about a whimsical old rag man. Hortense Delancey McCracken read her play, a sylvan fantasy laid in Central Park, with two lovers sitting on a bench in the springtime and Pan prancing around in the background, playing mad music on his pipes and leering slyly out at the lovers from behind trees. In all of these productions there was not a line that could bring the blush of outraged modesty to the cheek of the most innocent young girl. Indeed, the whole thing was just too damned delightful for words.


  After the readings they all sat around and drank pale tea and discussed what they had read in fluty voices. George remembered vaguely that there were two or three other men present, but they were pallid figures who faded into the mist, hovering in the background like wan ghosts, submissive and obscure attendants, husbands even, to the possessors of those sonorous and triple-barreled names.


  George never went back again to Cornelia Fosdick Sprague’s salon, and had seen nothing more of Mr. Donald Stoat. Yet here he was, the last person in the world he would have expected to find in Lloyd McHarg’s apartment. If Mr. Stoat had ever read any of McHarg’s books—a most improbable circumstance—his moral conscience must have been outraged by the mockery with which, in almost every one of them, McHarg had assaulted the cherished ideals and sacred beliefs that Mr. Stoat held dear. Yet here he was sipping his dry sherry in McHarg’s room with all the aplomb of one who was accustomed to such familiar intimacy.


  What was he doing here? What on earth did it mean?


  George did not have to wait long for an answer. The telephone rang. McHarg snapped his fingers sharply and sprang for the instrument with an exclamation of overwrought relief.


  “Hello, hello!” He waited a moment, his inflamed and puckered face twisted wryly to one side. “Hello, hello, hello!” he said feverishly and rattled the receiver hook. “Yes, yes. Who? Where?” A brief pause. “Oh, it’s New York,” he cried, and then impatiently: “All right, then! Put them through!”


  George had never before seen the transatlantic telephone in operation, and he watched with feelings of wonder and disbelief. A vision of the illimitable seas passed through his mind. He remembered storms that he had been in and the way great ships were tossed about; he thought of the enormous curve of the earth’s surface and of the difference in time; and yet in a moment McHarg, his voice calm now, began to speak quietly as if he were talking to someone in the next room:


  “Oh, hello Wilson,” he said. “Yes, I can hear you perfectly. Of course. ... Yes, yes, it’s true. Of course it is!” he cried, with a return to his former manner of feverish annoyance. “No, I’ve broken with him completely. ... No, I don’t know where I’m going. I haven’t signed up with anyone yet. ... All right, all right,” impatiently. “Wait a minute,” he said curtly. “Let me do the talking. I won’t do anything until I see you. ... No that’s not a promise to go with you,” he said angrily. “It’s just a promise that I won’t go anywhere else till I see you.” A moment’s pause while McHarg listened intently. “You’re sailing when? ... Oh, tonight! The Berengaria. Good. I’ll see you here then next week. ... All right. Good-bye, Wilson,” he snapped, and hung up.


  Turning away from the phone, he was silent a moment, looking a little rueful in his wry, puckered way. Then, with a shrug of his shoulders and a little sigh, he said:


  “Well, cat’s out of the bag, I guess. The news has got around. They all know I’ve left Bradford-Howell. I suppose they’ll all be on my tail now. That was Wilson Fothergill,” he said, mentioning the name of one of America’s largest publishers. “He’s sailing tonight.” Suddenly his face was twisted with demonic glee. He laughed a high, dry cackle. “Christ, Georgie!” he squeaked, prodding Webber in the ribs. “Isn’t it wonderful? Isn’t it marvelous? Can you beat it?”


  Mr. Donald Stoat cleared his throat with premonitory emphasis and arched his eyebrows significantly. “I hope,” he said, “that before you come to any terms with Fothergill, you will talk to me and listen to what I have to say.” There was a weighty pause, then he concluded pontifically: “Stoat—the House of Stoat—would like to have you on its list.”


  “What’s that? What’s that?” said McHarg feverishly. “Stoat!” he cried suddenly. “Stoat?” He winced nervously in a kind of convulsion of jangled nerves, then paused, trembling and undecided, as if he did not know whether to spring upon Mr. Stoat or to spring out the window. Snapping his bony fingers sharply, he turned to Webber and shrieked again in a shrill, falsetto cackle: “Did you hear it, Georgie? Isn’t it wonderful? K-k-k-k-k—Stoat!” he squeaked, prodding Webber in the ribs again. “The House of Stoat! Can you beat it? Isn’t it marvelous? Isn’t it—All right, all right,” he said, breaking off abruptly and turning upon the astounded Mr. Stoat. “All right, Mr. Stoat, we’ll talk about it. But some other time. Come in to see me next week,” he said feverishly.


  With that he grasped Mr. Stoat by the hand, shook it in farewell, and with his other arm practically lifted that surprised gentleman from his chair and escorted him across the room. “Good-bye, good-bye! Come in next week. ... Good-bye, Bendien!” he now said to the Dutchman, seizing him by the hand, lifting him from the chair, and repeating the process. He herded the two before him with his bony arms outstretched as if he were shooing chickens, and finally got them out of the door, talking rapidly all the time, saying: “Good-bye, good-bye. Thanks for coming in. Come back to see me again. Georgie and I have to go to lunch now.”


  At last he closed the door on them, turned, and came back in the room. He was obviously unstrung.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 35

  A GUEST IN SPITE OF HIMSELF


  When Bendien and Stoat were so suddenly and unceremoniously ushered from the room, George rose from his chair in some excitement, not knowing what to do with himself. McHarg now looked at him wearily.


  “Sit down, sit down!” McHarg gasped, and fell into a chair. He crossed his bony legs with a curiously pathetic and broken attitude. “Christ!” he said, letting out a long sigh, “I’m tired. I feel as if I’ve been run through a sausage grinder. That damned Dutchman! I went out with him in Amsterdam, and we’ve been going it ever since. God, I can’t remember having eaten since I left Cologne. That was four days ago.”


  He looked it, too. George was sure that he had spoken the literal truth and that he had not paused to eat for days. He was a wreck of jangled nerves and utterly exhausted weariness. As he sat there with his bony shanks crossed like two pieces of limp string, his gaunt figure had the appearance of being broken in two at the waist. He looked as if he would never be able to get out of that chair again without assistance. Just at that moment, however, the telephone rang sharply, and McHarg leaped up as if he had received an electric shock.


  “Jesus Christ!” he shrilled. “What’s that?” He darted for the phone, snatched it up savagely, and snapped, “Hello, who’s there?” Then feverishly but very cordially: “Oh, hello; hello, Rick—you bastard, you! Where the hell have you been, anyway? I’ve been trying to reach you all morning. ... No! No! I just got here last night. ... Of course I’m going to see you. That’s one of the reasons I’m here. ... No, no, you don’t need to come for me. I’ve got my own car here. We’ll drive down. I’m bringing someone with me. ... Who?” he cackled suddenly in his shrill falsetto. “You’ll see, you’ll see. Wait till we get there. ... For dinner? Sure, I’ll make it. How long does it take? ... Two hours and a half? Seven o’clock. We’ll be there with time to spare. Wait a minute. Wait a minute. What’s the address? Wait till I get it down.”


  He seated himself abruptly at the writing desk, fumbled for a moment with pen and paper, and then passed them impatiently toward George, saying, “Write it down, George, as I give it to you.” The address was in Surrey, a farm on a country road several miles away from a small town. The directions for finding it were quite complicated, involving detours and crossroads, but George finally got it all down correctly. Then McHarg, feverishly assuring his host that they would be there for dinner, with time to spare, hung up.


  “Well, now,” he said impatiently, springing to his feet with another exhibition of that astounding vitality which seemed to burn in him all the time, “come on, Georgie! Let’s snap out of it! We’ll have to get going!”


  “W-w-w-we?” George stammered. “Y-y-y-you mean me, Mr. McHarg?”


  “Sure, sure!” McHarg said impatiently. “Rick’s expecting us to dinner. We can’t keep him waiting. Come on! Come on! Let’s get started! We’re getting out of London! We’re going places!”


  “P-p-p-places?” George stammered again, dumbfounded. “But w-w-w-where are we going, Mr. McHarg?”


  “West of England,” he barked out instantly. “We’ll go down to Rick’s and spend the night. But tomorrow—tomorrow,” he muttered, pacing up and down and speaking with ominous decision, “we’ll be on our way. West of England,” he muttered again, pacing and hanging to his coat lapels with bony fingers. “Cathedral towns,” he said. “Bath, Bristol, Wells, Exeter, Salisbury, Devonshire, coast of Cornwall,” he cried feverishly, getting his geography and his cathedrals hopelessly confused, but covering, nevertheless, a large portion of the kingdom in a single staccato sentence. “Keep out of cities,” he went on. “Stay away from swank hotels—joints like this one. Hate them. Hate all of them. Want the country—the English countryside,” he said with relish.


  George’s heart sank. He had not bargained for anything like this. He had come to England to finish his new book. The work had been going well. He had established the beat and cadence of daily hours at his writing, and the prospect of breaking the rhythm of it just when he was going at full swing was something that he dreaded. Moreover, God only knew where such a jaunt as McHarg spoke of would end. McHarg, meanwhile, was still talking, pacing nervously back and forth and letting his enthusiasm mount as his mind built up the idyllic picture of what he had suddenly taken it into his head to do.


  “Yes, the English countryside—that’s the thing,” he said with relish. “We’ll put up at night by the side of the road and cook our own meals, or stay at some old inn—some real English country inn,” he said with deliberate emphasis. “Tankards of musty ale,” he muttered. “A well-done chop by the fireside. A bottle of old port, eh Georgie?” he cried, his scorched face lighting up with great glee. “Did it all before one time. Toured the whole country several years ago with my wife. Used a trailer. Went from place to place. Slept in our trailer at night and did our own cooking. Wonderful! Marvelous!” he barked. “The real way to see the country. The only way.”


  George said nothing. At the moment he was unable to say anything. For weeks he had looked forward to his meeting with McHarg. He had leaped to do his bidding when McHarg had summoned him to get out of bed instantly and come to lunch. But he had never dreamed of being abducted as a traveling and talking companion on an expedition that might last for days and even weeks, and end up almost anywhere. He had no desire or intention of going with McHarg if he could avoid it. And yet—his mind groped frantically for a way out—what was he to do? He did not want to offend him. He had too great an admiration and respect for McHarg to do anything that might, wittingly or unwittingly, hurt him or wound his feelings. And how could he reject the invitation of a man who, with the most generous and unselfish enthusiasm, had used the power and elevation of his high place to try to lift him out of the lower channel in which his own life ran?


  In spite of the brevity of their acquaintance, George had already seen clearly and unmistakably what a good and noble human being McHarg really was. He knew how much integrity and courage and honesty was contained in that tormented tenement of fury and lacerated hurts. Regardless of all that was jangled, snarled, and twisted in his life, regardless of all that had become bitter, harsh, and acrid, McHarg was obviously one of the truly good, the truly high, the truly great people of the world. Anyone with an atom of feeling and intelligence, George thought, must have seen this at once. And as he continued to watch and study McHarg, and took in again the shock of his appearance—the inflamed face, the poached blue eyes, the emaciated figure and nervously shaking hands—an image flashed into his mind which seemed to represent the essential quality of the man, and this, curiously, was the image of Abraham Lincoln. Save for McHarg’s tallness and gauntness, there was no physical similarity to Lincoln. The resemblance came, George thought, from a certain homely identity, from a kind of astonishing ugliness which was so marked that it was hard to see how it escaped the grotesque, and yet it was not grotesque. It was an ugliness which somehow, no matter what extravagances of gesture, tone, and manner McHarg indulged in, never lost its quality of enormous, latent dignity. This strange and troubling resemblance became strikingly evident in repose.


  For now, his decision having been arrived at with explosive violence, McHarg sat quietly in a chair, his bony legs crossed lankly, and with the fingers of one freckled and large-knuckled hand fumbled in the breast pocket of his coat for his checkbook and his wallet. He got them out at last, his hands still shaking as with palsy, but even that did not disturb the suggestion of quiet dignity and strength. He put wallet and checkbook on his knees, fumbled in a pocket of his vest, took out an old, worn spectacle case, snapped it open, and deliberately extracted a pair of spectacles. They were the most extraordinary spectacles George had ever seen. They looked as if they might have belonged to Washington, or to Franklin, or to Lincoln himself. The rims, the nose clasp, and the handles were of plain old silver. McHarg opened them carefully, and then, using both hands, slowly adjusted them and settled the handles over his large and freckled ears. This done, he bent his head, took up the wallet, opened it, and very carefully began to count the contents. The transforming effect of this simple act was astonishing. The irritable, rasping, overwrought man of a few minutes before was gone completely. This lank and ugly figure in the chair, with its silver-rimmed spectacles, its wry and puckered face lowered in calculation, its big bony hands deliberately fingering each note inside the wallet, was an image of Yankee shrewdness, homely strength, plain dignity, and assured power. His very tone had changed. Still counting his money, without lifting his head, he spoke to George, saying quietly:


  “Ring that bell over there, George. We’ll have to get some more money. I’ll send John out to the bank.”


  George rang, and shortly the young man with buttons rapped at the door and entered. McHarg glanced up and, opening his checkbook and, taking out his fountain pen, said quietly:


  “I need some money, John. Will you take this check around to the bank and cash it?”


  “Very good, sir,” said John. “And ’Enry is ’ere, sir, with the car. ’E wants to know if ’e should wait.”


  “Yes,” said McHarg, still writing out the check. “Tell him I’ll need him. Tell him we’ll be ready in twenty minutes.” He tore out the check and handed it to the man. “And by the way,” he said, “when you come back will you pack some things—shirts, underwear, socks, and so on—in a small bag? We’re going out of town.”


  “Very good, sir,” John said quietly, and went out.


  McHarg was silent and thoughtful for a moment. Then he capped his fountain pen, restored it to his pocket, put away his wallet and checkbook, took off his old spectacles with the same grave and patient movement, folded them and laid them in the case, snapped it to and put it in the pocket of his vest, and then, with a much quieter and more genial friendliness than he had yet displayed, brought one hand down smartly on the arm of his chair and said:


  “Well, George, what are you doing now? Working on another book?”


  Webber told him that he was.


  “Going to be good?” he demanded.


  Webber said he hoped so.


  “A nice, big, fat one like the first? Lots of meat on it, is there? Lots of people?”


  Webber told him that there would be.


  “That’s the stuff,” he said. “Go to it and give ’em people,” he said quietly. “You’ve got the feeling for ’em. You know how to make ’em live. Go on and put ’em in. You’ll hear a lot of bunk,” he went on. “You’ve probably heard it already. There’ll be a lot of bright young men who will tell you how to write, and tell you that what you do is wrong. They’ll tell you that you have no style, no sense of form. They’ll tell you that you don’t write like Virginia Woolf, or like Proust, or like Gertrude Stein, or like someone else that you ought to write like. Take it all in, as much of it as you can. Believe all of it that you’re able to believe. Try to get all the help from it you can, but if you know it’s not true, don’t pay too much attention to it.”


  “Will you be able to know whether it’s true or not?”


  “Oh, yes,” he said quietly. “You always know if it’s true. Christ, man, you’re a writer, you’re not a bright young man. If you were a bright young man you wouldn’t know whether it was true or not. You’d only say you did. But a writer always knows. The bright young men don’t think he does. That’s the reason they’re bright young men. They think a writer is too dumb or too pig-headed to listen to what they say, but the real truth of the matter is that the writer knows much more about it than they can ever know. Once in a while they say something that hits the nail on the head. But that’s only one time in a thousand. When they do, it hurts, but it’s worth listening to. It’s probably something that you knew about yourself, that you knew you’d have to look at finally, but that you’ve been trying to dodge and that you hoped no one else would discover. When they punch one of those raw nerves, listen to them, even though its hurts like hell. But usually you’ll find that you’ve known everything they say a long time before they say it, and that what they think is important doesn’t amount to a damn.”


  “Then what’s a man to do?” Webber said. “It looks pretty much as if he’s got to be his own doctor, doesn’t it? It looks as if he’s got to find the answer for himself.”


  “I never found any other way,” said McHarg. “I don’t think you will, either. So get going. Keep busy. For Christ’s sake, don’t freeze up. Don’t stall around. I’ve known a lot of young fellows who froze up after their first book, and it wasn’t because they had only that one book in them, either. That’s what the bright young men thought. That’s what they always think, but it just ain’t true. Good God, man, you’ve got a hundred books in you! You can keep on turning them out as long as you live. There’s no danger of your drying up. The only danger is of freezing up.”


  “How do you mean? Why should a man freeze up?”


  “Usually,” said McHarg, “because he loses his nerve. He listens to the bright young men. His first book gets him pretty good reviews. He takes them seriously. He begins to worry about every little bit of criticism that’s sandwiched in with the praise. He begins to wonder if he can do it again. His next book is really going to be as good as his first, maybe better. He has been a natural slugger to begin with, with a one-ton punch. Now he begins to shadow-box. He listens to everything they tell him. How to jab and how to hook. How to counter with his right. How to keep out of the way. How to weave and how to bob. How to take care of his feet. He learns to skip the rope, but forgets to use that paralyzing punch that he was born with, and the first thing you know some palooka comes along and knocks him for a row of ash cans. For God’s sake, don’t let it happen to you. Learn all you can. Improve all you can. Take all the instruction you can absorb. But remember that no amount of instruction can ever take the place of the wallop in the old right hand. If you lose that, you may learn all the proper ways that other men have used to do the job, but you’ll have forgotten your own way. As a writer, you’ll be through. So for God’s sake, get going and keep going. Don’t let them slow you down. Make your mistakes, take your chances, look silly, but keep on going. Don’t freeze up.”


  “You think that can happen? Do you think a man can freeze up if he really has talent?”


  “Yes,” McHarg said quietly, “that can happen. I’ve seen it happen. You’ll find out, as you go on, that most of the things they say, most of the dangers that they warn you of, do not exist. They’ll talk to you, for instance, about prostituting your talent. They’ll warn you not to write for money. Not to sell your soul to Hollywood. Not to do a dozen other things that have nothing whatever to do with you or with your life. You won’t prostitute yourself. A man’s talent doesn’t get prostituted just because someone waves a fat check in his face. If your talent is prostituted, it is because you are a prostitute by nature. The number of writers in this world who weep into their Scotch and tell you of the great books they would have written if they hadn’t sold out to Hollywood or to the Saturday Evening Post is astonishingly large. But the number of great writers who have sold out is not large. In fact, I don’t believe there are any at all. If Thomas Hardy had been given a contract to write stories for the Saturday Evening Post, do you think he would have written like Zane Grey or like Thomas Hardy? I can tell you the answer to that one. He would have written like Thomas Hardy. He couldn’t have written like anyone else but Thomas Hardy. He would have kept on writing like Thomas Hardy whether he wrote for the Saturday Evening Post or Captain Billy’s Whizbang. You can’t prostitute a great writer, because a great writer will inevitably be himself. He couldn’t sell himself out if he wanted to. And a good many of them, I suppose, have wanted to, or thought they did. But he can freeze up. He can listen too much to the bright young men. He can learn to shadow-box, to feint and jab and weave, and he can lose his punch. So whatever you do, don’t freeze up.”


  There was a rap at the door, and in response to McHarg’s summons John came in, carrying in his hand a bundle of crisp, brand-new Bank of England notes.


  “I think you will find these right, sir,” he said, as he handed the money to McHarg. “I counted them. One ’undred pounds, sir.”


  McHarg took the notes, folded them into a wad, and thrust it carelessly into his pocket. “All right, John,” he said. “And now will you pack a few things?”


  He got up, looked about him absently, and then, with a sudden resumption of his former feverish manner, he barked out:


  “Well, George, get on your coat! We’ve got to be on our way!”


  “B-b-but—” George began to temporize—“don’t you think we’d better get some lunch before we start out, Mr. McHarg? If you haven’t eaten for so long, you’ll need food. Let’s go somewhere now and get something to eat.”


  George spoke with all the persuasiveness he could put into his voice. By this time he was beginning to feel very hungry, and thought longingly of the “prime bit” of gammon and peas that Mrs. Purvis had prepared for him. Also he hoped that if he could only get McHarg to have lunch before starting, he could use the occasion diplomatically to dissuade him from his intention of departing forthwith, and taking him along willy-nilly, on a tour that was apparently designed to embrace a good portion of the British Isles. But McHarg, as if he foresaw Webber’s design, and also feared, perhaps, the effect of further delay upon his almost exhausted energies, snapped curtly, with inflexible decision:


  “We’ll eat somewhere on the road. We’re getting out of town at once.”


  George saw that it was useless to argue, so he said nothing more. He decided to go along, wherever McHarg was going, and to spend the night, if need be, at his friend’s house in the country, trusting in the hope that the restorative powers of a good meal and a night’s sleep would help to alter McHarg’s purpose. Therefore he put on his coat and hat, descended with McHarg in the lift, waited while he left some instructions at the desk, and then went out with him to the automobile that was standing at the curb.


  McHarg had chartered a Rolls-Royce. When George saw this magnificent car he felt like roaring with laughter, for if this was the vehicle in which he proposed to explore the English countryside, cooking out of a frying pan and sleeping beside the road at night, then the tour would certainly be the most sumptuous and the most grotesque vagabondage England had ever seen. John had already come down and had stowed away a small suitcase on the floor beside the back seat. The driver, a little man dressed appropriately in livery, touched the visor of his cap respectfully, and he and George helped McHarg into the car. He had suddenly gone weak, and almost fell as he got in. Once in, he asked George to give the driver the address in Surrey, and, having said this, he collapsed: his face sank forward on his chest, and he had again that curious broken-in-two look about the waist. He had one hand thrust through the loop of a strap beside the door, and if it had not been for this support he would have slumped to the floor. George got in and sat down beside him, still wondering desperately what to do, how in the name of God he was going to get out of it.


  It was well after one o’clock when they started off. They rolled smoothly into St. James’s Street, turned at the bottom into Pall Mall, went around St. James’s Palace and into the Mall, and headed toward Buckingham Palace and Webber’s own part of town. Coming out of the Mall and wheeling across the great place before the palace, McHarg roused himself with a jerk, peered through the drizzle and the reek—it was a dreary day—at the magnificent sentries stamping up and down in front of the palace, stamping solemnly, facing at the turns, and stamping back again, and was just about to slump back when George caught him up sharply.


  At that moment Ebury Street was very near, and it seemed very dear to him. George thought with desire and longing of his bed, of Mrs. Purvis, and of his untouched gammon and peas. That morning’s confident departure already seemed to be something that had happened long ago. He smiled bitterly as he remembered his conversation with Mrs. Purvis and their speculations about whether Mr. McHarg would take him to lunch at the Ritz, or at Stone’s in Panton Street, or at Simpson’s in the Strand. Gone now were all these Lucullan fantasies. At that point he would joyfully have compromised on a pub and a piece of cheese and a pint of bitter beer.


  As the car wheeled smoothly past the palace, he felt his last hope slipping away. Desperately he jogged his companion by the elbow before it should be too late and told him he lived just around the corner in Ebury Street, and could he please stop off a moment there to get a toothbrush and a safety razor, that it would take only a minute. McHarg meditated this request gravely and finally mumbled that he could, but to “make it snappy.” Accordingly, George gave the driver the address, and they drove down around the palace, turned into Ebury Street, and slowed down as they approached his modest little house. McHarg was beginning to look desperately ill. He hung on grimly to his strap, but when the car stopped he swayed in his seat and would have gone down if George had not caught him.


  “Mr. McHarg,” George said, “you ought to have something to eat before we go on farther. Won’t you come upstairs with me and let the woman give you something? She has fixed me a good lunch. It’s all ready. We could eat and be out again in twenty minutes.”


  “No food,” he muttered and glared at George suspiciously. “What are you trying to do—run out on me?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Well, get your toothbrush then, and hurry up. We’re going to get out of town.”


  “All right. Only I think you’re making a mistake not to eat first. It’s there waiting for you if you’ll take it.”


  George made it as persuasive as he could. He stood at the open door, with one foot upon the running board. McHarg made no answer; he lay back against the seat with his eyes closed. But a moment later he tugged on the strap, pulled himself partly erect, and, with just a shade of obstinate concession, said:


  “You got a cup of tea up there?”


  “Of course. She’ll have it for you in two minutes.”


  He pondered this information for a moment, then half unwillingly said: “Well, I don’t know. I might take a cup of tea. Maybe it would brace me up.”


  “Come on,” George said quickly, and took him by the arm.


  The driver and George helped him out of the car. George told the man to wait for them, that they would be back within thirty minutes, which McHarg quickly amended to fifteen. Then George opened the street door with his key and, slowly, carefully, helping the exhausted man, began to propel the tall and angular form up the narrow stairs. They finally got there. George opened the door, led him through into his sitting room, and seated McHarg in his most comfortable chair, where he immediately let his head slump forward on his breast again. George lit the little open gas radiator which provided the room with the only heat it had, called Mrs. Purvis, who had heard them and was already coming from the kitchen, whispered quickly to her the circumstance of his being there and the identity of his distinguished visitor, and dispatched her at once to make the tea.


  When she left the sitting room McHarg roused himself a little and said: “Georgie, I feel all shot to hell. God, I could sleep a month.”


  “I’ve just sent Mrs. Purvis for the tea,” George answered. “She’ll have it ready in a minute. That’ll make you feel better.”


  But almost instantly, as if the effort to speak had used up his last energies, McHarg sank back in the chair and collapsed completely. By the time Mrs. Purvis entered with her tray and teapot, he no longer needed tea. He was buried in comatose oblivion—past tea or travel now, past everything.


  She saw instantly what had happened. She put the tray down quietly and whispered to George: “’E’s not goin’ anywhere just yet. ’E will be needin’ sleep.”


  “Yes,” George said. “That’s what he does need, badly.”


  “It’s a shame to leave ’im in that chair. If we could only get ’im up, sir,” she whispered, “and into your room, ’e could lie down in your bed. It’d be more comfortable for ’im.”


  George nodded, stooped beside the chair, got one of McHarg’s long, dangling arms around his neck and his own arm around McHarg’s waist, and, heaving, said encouragingly: “Come on, Mr. McHarg. You’ll feel better if you lie down and stretch out.” He made a manful effort and got out of the chair, and took the few steps necessary to enter the bedroom and reach the bed, where he again collapsed, this time face downward. George rolled him over on his back, straightened him out, undid his collar, and took off his shoes. Then Mrs. Purvis covered him from the raw chill and cold, which seemed to soak right into the little bedroom from the whole clammy reek of fog and drizzle outside. They piled a number of blankets and comforters upon him, brought in a small electric heat reflector and turned it on in such a way that its warmth would reach him, then they pulled the curtains together at the window, darkened the room, closed the doors, and left him.


  Mrs. Purvis was splendid.


  “Mr. McHarg is very tired,” George said to her. “A little sleep will do him good.”


  “Ah, yes,” she said, and nodded wisely and sympathetically. “You can see it’s the strain ’e’s been under. Meetin’ all them people. And then ’avin’ to travel so much. It’s easy to see,” she went on loftily, “that ’e’s still sufferin’ from the fatigue of the journey. But you,” she said quickly—“should think you’d feel tired yourself, what with the excitement and ’avin’ no lunch and all. Do come,” she said persuasively, “and ’ave a bite to eat. The gammon is nice, sir. I could ’ave it for you in a minute.”


  Her proposal had George’s enthusiastic endorsement. She hastened to the kitchen, and soon came in again and told him lunch was ready. He went at once to the little dining room and ate a hearty meal—gammon, peas, boiled potatoes, a crusty apple tart with a piece of cheese, and a bottle of Bass ale.


  After that he returned to the sitting room and decided to stretch out on the sofa. It was a small sofa and much too short for him, but he had had no sleep for more than twenty-four hours and it looked inviting. He lay down with his legs dangling over the end, and almost instantly fell asleep.


  Later he was faintly conscious that Mrs. Purvis had come softly in, had put his feet upon a chair, and had spread a blanket over him. He was also dimly aware that she had drawn the curtains, darkened the room, and gone softly out.


  Later still, as she prepared to leave for the day, George heard her open the door and listen for a moment; then, very quietly, she tiptoed across the floor and opened the bedroom door and peered in. Evidently satisfied that all was well, she tiptoed out again, closing the doors gently as she went. He heard her creep softly down the stairs, and presently the street door closed. He fell asleep again and slept soundly for some time.


  When George woke again it had grown completely dark outside, and McHarg was up and stirring about in the bedroom, evidently looking for the light. George got up and switched the light on in the sitting room, and McHarg came in.


  Again there was an astonishing transformation in him. His short sleep seemed to have restored his vitality, and restored it to a degree and in a direction George had not wanted. He had hoped that a few hours of sleep would calm McHarg and make him see the wisdom of getting a really sound rest before proceeding farther on his travels. Instead, the man had wakened like a raging lion, and was now pacing back and forth like a caged beast, fuming at their delay and demanding with every breath that George get ready to depart instantly.


  “Are you coming?” he said. “Or are you trying to back out of it? What are you going to do, anyway?”


  George had waked up in a semi-daze, and he now became conscious that the door bell was ringing, and had been ringing for some time. It was probably this sound which had aroused them both. Telling McHarg that he’d be back in a moment, George ran down the stairs and opened the door. It was, of course, McHarg’s chauffeur. In the excitement and fatigue of the afternoon’s event he had completely forgotten him, and the poor fellow had been waiting all this time there in his glittering chariot drawn up before Webber’s modest door. It was not yet quite five o’clock in the afternoon, but dark comes early in the dismal wintry days of London’s ceaseless fog and drizzle, and it was black as midnight outside. The street lights were on, and the shop fronts were shining out into the fog with a blurred and misty radiance. The street itself was still and deserted, but high up over the roof tops the wind was beginning to swoop in fitful gusts, howling faintly in a way that promised a wild night.


  The little chauffeur stood patiently before George when he opened the door, holding his visored cap respectfully in his hands, but he had an air of restrained anxiety about him which he could not conceal. “I beg your pardon, sir,” he said, “but I wonder if you know whether Mr. Mc’Arg ’as changed ’is plans?”


  “Plans? Plans?” George stammered, still not quite awake, and he shook his head like a dog coming out of the water in an effort to compose himself and bring order to his own bewilderment. “What plans?”


  “About going to Surrey, sir,” the little man said gently, yet giving George a quick and rather startled look. Already the painful suspicion, which later in the evening was to become a deep-rooted conviction, that he was alone and under the criminal direction of two dangerous maniacs, had begun to shape itself in the chauffeur’s consciousness, but as yet he betrayed his apprehension only by an attitude of solicitous and somewhat tense concern. “You know, sir,” he continued quietly, in a tone of apologetic reminder, “that’s where we started for hearlier in the hafternoon.”


  “Oh, yes, yes. Yes, I remember,” George said, running his fingers through his hair and speaking rather distractedly. “Yes, we did, didn’t we?”


  “Yes, sir,” he said gently. “And you see,” he went on, almost like a benevolent elder speaking to a child—“you see, sir, one is not supposed to park ’ere in the street for so long a time as we’ve been ’ere. The bobby,” he coughed apologetically behind his hand, “’as just spoken to me, sir, and ’as told me that I’ve been ’ere too long and will ’ave to move. So I thought it best to tell you, sir, and to find out if you know what Mr. Mc’Arg intends to do.”


  “I—I think he intends to go on with it,” George said. “That is, to go on to Surrey as we started out to do. But—you say the bobby has ordered you to move?”


  “Yes, sir,” the chauffeur said patiently, and held his visored cap and looked up at George and waited.


  “Well, then—” George thought desperately for a moment, and then burst out: “Look here, I’ll tell you what you do. Drive around the block—drive around the block——”


  “Yes, sir,” the chauffeur said, and waited.


  “And come back here in five minutes. I’ll be able to tell you then what we’re going to do.”


  “Very good, sir.” He inclined his head in a brief nod of agreement, put on his cap, and got into his car.


  George closed the door and went back up the stairs. When he entered the sitting room, McHarg had on his overcoat and hat and was pacing restlessly up and down.


  “It was your driver,” George said. “I forgot about him, but he’s been waiting there all afternoon. He wants to know what we’re going to do.”


  “What we’re going to do?” McHarg shrilled. “We’re going to get a move on! Christ Almighty, man, we’re four hours late already! Come on, come on, George!” he rasped. “Let’s get going!”


  George saw that he meant it and that it was useless to try to change his purpose. He took his brief case, crammed toothbrush, tooth paste, razor, shaving cream and brush, and a pair of pajamas into it, put on his hat and coat, switched off the lights, and led the way into the hall, saying: “All right. I’m ready if you are. Let’s go.”


  When they got out into the foggy drizzle of the street, the car was just wheeling to a halt at the curb. The chauffeur jumped out and opened the door for them. McHarg and Webber got in. The chauffeur climbed back into his seat, and they drove swiftly away, down the wet street, with a smooth, cupped hissing of the tires. They reached Chelsea, skirted the Embankment, crossed Battersea Bridge, and began to roll southwestward through the vast, interminable ganglia of outer London.


  It was a journey that Webber remembered later with nightmare vividness. McHarg had begun to collapse again before they crossed the Thames at Battersea. And no wonder! For weeks, in the letdown and emptiness that had come upon him as a sequel to his great success, he had lashed about in a frenzy of seeking for he knew not what, going from place to place, meeting new people, hurling himself into fresh adventures. From this impossible quest he had allowed himself no pause or rest. And at the end of it he had found exactly nothing. Or, to be more exact, he had found Mynheer Bendien in Amsterdam. It was easy to see just what had happened to McHarg after that. For if, at the end of the trail, there was nothing but a red-faced Dutchman, then, by God, he’d at least find out what kind of stuff a red-faced Dutchman was made of. Then for several days more, in his final fury of exasperation, he had put the Dutchman to the test, driving him even harder than he had driven himself, not even stopping to eat, until at last the Dutchman, sustained by gin and his own phlegmatic constitution, had used up what remained of McHarg’s seemingly inexhaustible energies. So now he was all in. The flare of new vitality with which he had awakened from his nap had quickly burnt itself out: he lay back in the seat of the car, drained and emptied of the fury which had possessed him, too exhausted even to speak, his eyes closed, his head rolling gently with the motion of the car, his long legs thrust out limply before him. George sat beside him, helpless, not knowing what to do or where he was going or how and when it would end, his gaze fixed upon the head of the little driver, who was hunched up behind the wheel, intent upon the road, steering the car skillfully through the traffic and the fog-bound night.


  The enormous ganglia of unending London rolled past them—street after street wet with a dull gleam of rain-fogged lamps, mile after mile of brick houses, which seemed steeped in the fog and soot and grime of uncounted days of dismal weather, district after district in the interminable web, a giant congeries of uncounted villages, all grown together now into this formless, monstrous sprawl. They would pass briefly through the high streets of these far-flung warrens. For a moment there would be the golden nimbus of the fog-blurred lights, the cheerful radiance of butcher shops, with the red brawn of beef, the plucked plumpness and gangling necks of hung fowls, and the butchers in their long white aprons; then the wine and liquor stores, and the beer-fogged blur and warmth and murmur of the pubs, with the dull gleam of the rain-wet pavement stretching out in front; then pea-soup darkness again, and again the endless rows of fog-drear houses.


  At last they began to come to open country. There was the darkness of the land, the smell of the wet fields, the strung spare lights of night across the countryside. They began to feel the force of the wind as it swooped down at them across the fields and shivered against the sides of the car. It was blowing the fog away and the sky was lifting. And now, against the damp, low, thick, and dismal ceiling of the clouds, there was an immense corrupted radiance, as if all the swelter, smoke, and fury of London’s unending life had been caught up and resumed there. With every revolution of the wheels the glow receded farther behind them.


  And now, with the lonely countryside all around him, George became conscious of the mysterious architecture of night. As he felt the abiding strength and everlastingness of the earth, he began to feel also a sense of exultation and release. It was a feeling he had had many times before, a feeling that every man who lives in a vast modern city must feel when, after months within the hive of the city’s life—months of sweat and noise and violence, months of grimy brick and stone, months of the incessant thrust and intershift and weaving of the endless crowd, months of tainted air and tainted life, of treachery, fear, malice, slander, blackmail, envy, hatred, conflict, fury, and deceit, months of frenzy and the tension of wire-taut nerves and the changeless change—he leaves the city and is free at last, out beyond the remotest filament of that tainted and tormented web. He that has known only a jungle of mortared brick and stone where no birds sing, where no blade grows, has now found earth again. And yet, unfathomable enigma that it is, he has found earth and, finding it, has lost the world. He has found the washed cleanliness of vision and of soul that comes from earth. He feels himself washed free of all the stains of ancient living, its evil and its lust, its filth and cruelty, its perverse and ineradicable pollution. But curiously, somehow, the wonder and the mystery of it all remains, its beauty and its magic, its richness and its joy, and as he looks back upon that baleful glow that lights the smoky blanket of the sky, a feeling of loss and loneliness possesses him, as if in gaining earth again he has relinquished life.


  The car sped onward and still onward, until finally the last outpost of London was left behind and the glow in the sky was gone. They were driving now through dark country and night toward their journey’s end. McHarg had not uttered a word. He still sat with legs sprawled out and head thrown back, swaying with the motion of the car but held in position by one limp arm which was hooked in the strap beside him. George was getting more and more alarmed at the thought of bringing him in this exhausted state to the house of an old friend whom he had not seen for years. At last he stopped the car and told the driver to wait while he pleaded with his master.


  He switched on the overhead light and shook him, and to his surprise McHarg opened his eyes right away and by his responses showed that his mind was completely clear and alert. George told him that, worn out as he must be, he could not possibly enjoy a visit with his friend. He begged him to change his mind, to return to London for the night, to let him telephone his friend from the nearest town to say that he had been delayed and would see him in a day or two, but by all means to defer his visit until he felt better able to make it. After McHarg’s former display of obstinate determination, George had little hope of success, but to his amazement McHarg now proved most reasonable. He agreed to everything George said, confessed that he himself thought it would be better not to see his friend that night, and said he was prepared to embrace any alternative George might propose, except—on this he was most blunt and flat—he would not go back to London. All day his desire to get out of London had had the force and urgency of an obsession, so George pressed no further on that point. He agreed that they should not turn back, but asked McHarg if he had any preference about where they should go. McHarg said he didn’t care, but after meditating with chin sunk forward on breast for several moments, he said suddenly that he would like the sea.


  This remark did not seem at all astonishing to George at the time. It became astonishing only as he thought of it later. He accepted the proposal of going to the sea as naturally as a New Yorker might accept a suggestion of riding on a Fifth Avenue bus to see Grant’s tomb. If McHarg had said he wanted to go to Liverpool or to Manchester or to Edinburgh, it would have been the same—George would have felt no astonishment whatever. Once out of London, both of these Americans, in their unconscious minds, were as little impressed by the dimensions of England as they would have been by a half-acre lot. When McHarg said he’d like the sea, George thought to himself: “Very well. We’ll just drive over to the other side of the island and take a look at it.”


  So George thought the idea an excellent one and fell in with it enthusiastically, remarking that the salt air, the sound of the waves, and a good night’s sleep would do them both a world of good, and would make them fit and ready for further adventures in the morning. McHarg, too, began to show whole-hearted warmth for the plan. George asked him if he had any special place in mind. He said no, that it didn’t matter, that any place was good as long as it was on the sea. In rapid order they named over seacoast towns which they had either heard of or at one time or another had visited—Dover, Folkstone, Bournemouth, Eastbourne, Blackpool, Torquay, Plymouth.


  “Plymouth! Plymouth!” cried McHarg with enthusiastic decision. “That’s the very place! I’ve been in there in ships dozens of times, but never stopped off. True, it’s in the harbor, but that doesn’t matter. It always looked like a nice little town. Let’s go there for the night.”


  “Oh, sir,” spoke up the chauffeur, who till now had sat quietly at his wheel, listening to two maniacs dismember the geography of the British Isles. “Oh, sir,” he repeated, with an intonation of quite evident alarm, “you can’t do that, you know. Not tonight, sir. It’s quite himpossible to make Plymouth tonight.”


  “What’s the reason it is?” McHarg demanded truculently.


  “Because, sir,” said the driver, “it’s a good two ’undred and fifty miles, sir. In this weather, what with rain and never knowing when the fog may close in again, it would take quite all of eight hours, sir, to do it. We should not arrive there, sir, until the small hours of the morning.”


  “Well, then, all right,” McHarg cried impatiently. “We’ll go somewhere else. How about Blackpool? Blackpool, eh, Georgie?” he said, turning to Webber feverishly, his lips lifting in a grimace of puckered nervousness. “Let’s try Blackpool. Never been there. Like to see the place.”


  “But, sir—” the driver was now obviously appalled—“Blackpool—Blackpool, sir, is in the north of England. Why, sir,” he whispered, “Blackpool is even farther away than Plymouth is. It must be all of three ’undred miles, sir,” he whispered, and the awe in his tone could not have been greater if they had just proposed an overnight drive from Philadelphia to the Pacific coast. “We couldn’t reach Blackpool, sir, before tomorrow morning.”


  “Oh, well, then,” said McHarg in disgust. “Have it your own way. You name a place, George,” he demanded.


  Webber thought earnestly for a long minute, then, fortified with memories of scenes from Thackeray and Dickens, he said hopefully: “Brighton. How about Brighton?”


  Instantly he knew that he had hit it. The driver’s voice vibrated with a tone of unspeakable relief. He turned around in his seat and whispered with almost fawning eagerness:


  “Yes, sir! Yes, sir! Brighton! We can do that very nicely, sir.”


  “How long will it take?” McHarg demanded.


  “I should think, sir,” said the driver, “I could do it from ’ere in about two and a ’arf hours. A bit late for dinner, sir, but still, it is within reach.”


  “Good. All right,” McHarg said, nodding his head with decision and settling back in his seat. “Go ahead.” He waved one bony hand in a gesture of dismissal. “We’re going to Brighton.”


  They started off again, and at the next crossroad changed their course to hunt for the Brighton road.


  From that time on, their journey became a nightmare of halts and turnings and changes of direction. The little driver was sure they were headed toward Brighton, but somehow he could not find the road. They twisted this way and that, driving for miles through towns and villages, then out into the open country again, and getting nowhere. At last they came to an intricate and deserted crossroad where the driver stopped the car to look at the signs. But there was none to Brighton, and he finally admitted that he was lost. At these words, McHarg roused and pulled himself wearily forward in his seat, peered out into the dark night, then asked George what he thought they ought to do. The two of them knew even less about where they were than the driver, but they had to go somewhere. When George hazarded a guess that Brighton ought to be off to the left somewhere, McHarg commanded the man to take the first left fork and see where he came out, then sank back in his seat and closed his eyes again. At each intersection after that McHarg or Webber would tell the driver what to do, and the little Londoner would obey them dutifully, but it was evident that he harbored increasing misgivings at the thought of being lost in the wilds of Surrey and subject to the unpredictable whim of two strange Americans. For some inexplicable reason it never occurred to either of them to stop and ask their way, so they only succeeded in getting more lost than ever. They shuttled back and forth, first in one direction, then in another, and after a while George had the feeling that they must have covered a good part of the whole complex system of roads in the region south of London.


  The driver himself was being rapidly reduced to a nervous wreck. The little man was now plainly terrified. He agreed with frenzied eagerness to everything that was said to him, but his voice trembled when he spoke. From his manner, he obviously felt that he had fallen into the clutches of two madmen, that he was now at their mercy in the lonely countryside, and that something dreadful was likely to happen at any moment. George could see him bent over the wheel, his whole figure contracted with the tenseness of his terror. If either of the crazy Americans on the back seat had chosen to let out a blood-curdling war whoop, the wretched man would not have been surprised, but he would certainly have died instantly.


  Under these special circumstances the very geography of the night seemed sinister and was conducive to an increase of his terror. As the hours passed, the night grew wilder. It became a stormy and demented kind of night, such as one sometimes finds in England in the winter. A man alone, if he had adventure in his soul, might have found it a thrilling and wildly beautiful night. But to this quiet little man, who was probably thinking bitterly of a glass of beer and the snug haven of his favorite pub, the demoniac visage of the night must have been appalling. It was one of those nights when the beleaguered moon drives like a spectral ship through the scudding storm rack of the sky, and the wind howls and shrieks like a demented fiend. They could hear it roaring all around them through the storm-tossed branches of the barren trees. Then it would swoop down on them with an exultant scream, and moan and whistle round the car, and sweep away again while gusts of beating rain drove across their vision. Then they would hear it howling far away—remote, demented, in the upper air, rocking the branches of the trees. And the spectral moon kept driving in and out, now casting a wild, wan radiance over the stormy landscape, now darting in behind a billowing mass of angry-looking clouds and leaving them to darkness and the fiendish howling of the wind. It was a fitting night for the commission of a crime, and the driver, it was plain to see, now feared the worst.


  Somewhere along the road, after they had spent hours driving back and forth and getting nowhere, McHarg’s amazing reserves of energy and vitality ran completely out. He was sitting sprawled out as before, with head thrown back, when suddenly he groped blindly with a hand toward George and said:


  “I’m done in, George! Stop the car! I can’t go on.”


  George stopped the car at once. There by the roadside in the darkness, in stormy wind and scudding rain, they halted. In the wan and fitful light of the spectral moon McHarg’s appearance was ghastly. His face now looked livid and deathlike. George was greatly alarmed and suggested that he get out of the car and see if the cold air wouldn’t make him feel better.


  McHarg answered very quietly, with the utter finality of despair. “No,” he said. “I just feel as if I’d like to die. Leave me alone.” He slumped back into his corner, closed his eyes, and seemed to resign himself entirely into George’s keeping. He did not speak again during the remainder of that horrible journey.


  In the half-darkness, illuminated only by the instrument panel of the car and the eerie light of the moon, George and the driver looked at each other in mute and desperate interrogation. Presently the driver moistened his dry lips and whispered:


  “What are we to do now, sir? Where shall we go?”


  George thought for a moment, then answered: “We’ll have to go back to his friend’s house, I think. Mr. McHarg may be very ill. Turn around quickly, and let’s get there as soon as possible.”


  “Yes, sir! Yes, sir!” the driver whispered. He backed the car around and started off again.


  From that point on, the journey was just pure nightmare. The directions they had received were complicated and would have been hard enough to follow if they had kept to the road they had first intended to take. But now they were lost and off their course, and had somehow to find their way back to it. Through what seemed to George nothing less than a miracle, this was finally accomplished. Then their instructions required them to look carefully for several obscure crossroads, make the proper turns at each, and at the end of all this find the lonely country lane up which McHarg’s friend lived. In attempting it, they lost their way again and had to go back to a village, where the driver got his bearings and the true directions. It was after ten-thirty before they finally found the lane leading up to the house which was their destination.


  And now the prospect was more sinister and weird than any they had seen. George could not believe that they were still in England’s Surrey. He had always thought of Surrey as a pleasant and gentle place, a kind of mild and benevolent suburb of London. The name had called to his mind a vision of sweet, green fields, thick-sown with towns and villages. It was, he had thought, a place of peace and tranquil spires, as well as a kind of wonderful urbs in rure, a lovely countryside of which all parts were within an hour’s run of London, a place where one could enjoy bucolic pleasures without losing any of the convenient advantages of the city, and a place where one was never out of hailing distance of his neighbor. But the region they had now come to was not at all like this. It was densely wooded, and as wild and desolate on that stormy night as any spot he had ever seen. As the car ground slowly up the tortuous road, it seemed to George that they were climbing the fiendish slope of Nightmare Hill, and he rather expected that when the moon broke from the clouds again they would find themselves in a cleared and barren circle in the forest, surrounded by the whole witches’ carnival of Walpurgis Night. The wind howled through the rocking trees with insane laughter, the broken clouds scudded across the heavens like ghosts in flight, and the car lurched, bumped, groaned, and lumbered its way up a road which must have been there when the Romans came to Rye, and which, from the feel of it, had not been repaired or used since. There was not a house or a light in sight.


  George began to feel that they were lost again, and that surely no one would choose to live in this inaccessible wilderness. He was ready to give up and was about to command the driver to turn back when, as they rounded a bend, he saw, away to the right, a hundred yards or so off the road and at some elevation above it, a house—and from its windows issued the beaconing assurance of light and warmth.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 36

  THE HOUSE IN THE COUNTRY


  The chauffeur brought the car to a jolting halt.


  “This must be it, sir,” he whispered. “It’s the only ’ouse there is.” His tone indicated heightened tension rather than relief.


  George agreed that it was probably the place they were looking for.


  All the way up the hill McHarg had given no signs of life. George was seriously alarmed about him, and his anxiety had been increased the last few miles by the inanimate flappings and jerkings of the long, limp arms and bony hands of the exhausted figure every time the car hit a new bump in the road or lurched down into another rut. George spoke to him, but there was no answer. He did not want to leave him, so he suggested to the chauffeur that he’d better get out and go up to the house and find out if Mr. McHarg’s friend really lived there; if so, George told him to ask the man to come down to the car.


  This request was more than the chauffeur could bear in his already terrified state. If before he had been frightened to be with them, he seemed now even more frightened at the thought of being without them. What he was afraid of George did not know, but he spoke as if he thought the other members of their bloody gang were in that house, just waiting for him.


  “Oh, sir,” he whispered, “I couldn’t go up there, sir. Not to that ’ouse,” he shuddered. “Really, sir, I couldn’t. I’d much rather you’d go, sir.”


  Accordingly, George got out, took a deep breath to brace himself, and started reluctantly up the path. He felt trapped in a grotesque and agonizing predicament. He had no idea whom he was going to meet. He did not even know the name of McHarg’s friend. McHarg had spoken of him only as Rick, which George took to be an abbreviation or a nickname. And he could not be certain that the man lived here. All he knew was that after a day filled with incredible happenings, and a nightmarish ride in a Rolls-Royce with a terrified driver, he was now advancing up a path with rain and wind beating in his face toward a house he had never seen before to tell someone whose name he did not know that one of the most distinguished of American novelists was lying exhausted at his door, and would he please come out and see if he knew him.


  So he went on up the path and knocked at the door of what appeared to be a rambling old farmhouse that had been renovated. In a moment the door opened and a man stood before him, and George knew at once that he must be, not a servant, but the master of the place. He was a well-set and well-kept Englishman of middle age. He wore a velvet jacket, in the pockets of which he kept his hands thrust while he stared out with distrust at his nocturnal visitor. He had on a wing collar and a faultless bow tie in a polka-dot pattern. This touch of formal spruceness made George feel painfully awkward and embarrassed, for he knew what a disreputable figure he himself must cut. He had not shaved for two days, and his face was covered with a coarse smudge of stubbly beard. Save for the afternoon’s brief nap, he had not slept for thirty-six hours, and his eyes were red and bloodshot. His shoes were muddy, and his old hat, which was jammed down on his head, was dripping with the rain. And he was tired out, not only by physical fatigue, but by nervous strain and worry as well. It was plain that the Englishman thought him a suspicious character, for he stiffened and stood staring at him without a word.


  “You’re—I—” George began—“that is to say, if you’re the one I’m looking for——”


  “Eh?” the man said in a startled voice. “What!”


  “It’s Mr. McHarg,” George tried again. “If you know him——”


  “Eh?” he repeated, and then almost at once, “Oh!” The rising intonation of the man’s tone and the faint howl of surprise and understanding that he put into the word made it sound like a startled, sharply uttered “Ow!” He was silent a moment, searching George’s face. “Ow!” he said again, and then quietly, “Where is he?”


  “He—he’s out here in his car,” George said eagerly, feeling an overwhelming sense of relief.


  “Ow!” the Englishman cried again, and then, impatiently: “Well, then, why doesn’t he come in? We’ve been waiting for him.”


  “I think if you’d go down and speak to him—” George began, and paused.


  “Ow!” the gentleman cried, looking at George with a solemn air. “Is he—that is to say—? ... Ow!” he cried, as if a great light had suddenly burst upon him. “Hm-m!” he muttered meditatively. “Well, then,” he said in a somewhat firmer voice, stepping out into the path and closing the door carefully behind him, “suppose we just go down and have a look at him. Shall we?”


  The last squall of rain had passed as quickly as it had blown up, and the moon was sailing clear again as they started down the path together. Halfway along, the Englishman stopped, looked apprehensive, and shouted to make himself heard above the wind:


  “I say—is he—I mean to say,” he coughed, “is he—sick?”


  George knew by the emphasis on that final word, as well as from previous experience with the English, that when he said “sick” he meant only one thing. George shook his head.


  “He looks very ill,” he said, “but he is not sick.”


  “Because,” the gentleman went on with howling apprehensiveness, “if he’s sick—ow, dear me!” he exclaimed. “I’m very fond of Knuck, you know—I’ve known him for years—but if he’s going to get sick!” He shuddered slightly. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not. I don’t want to know about it!” he shouted rapidly. “I—I don’t want to hear about it! I—I don’t want to be around when it’s going on! I—I—I wash my hands of the whole business!” he blurted out.


  George reassured him that Mr. McHarg had not been sick but was merely desperately ill, so they went on down the path until they got to the car. The Englishman, after a moment’s hesitation, stepped up and opened the door, thrust his head inside, and, peering down at McHarg’s crumpled figure, called out:


  “Knuck! I say, Knuck!”


  McHarg was silent, save for his hoarse breathing, which was almost a snore.


  “Knuck, old chap!” the Englishman cried again. “I say, Knuck!” he cried more loudly. “Are you there, old boy?”


  McHarg very obviously was there, but he gave no answer.


  “I say, Knuck! Speak up, won’t you, man? It’s Rick!”


  McHarg only seemed to snore more hoarsely at this announcement, but after a moment he shifted one long jackknifed leg a few inches and, without opening his eyes, grunted, “’Lo, Rick.” Then he began to snore again.


  “I say, Knuck!” the Englishman cried with sharper insistence. “Won’t you get up, man? We’re waiting for you at the house!”


  There was no response except the continued heavy breathing. The Englishman made further efforts but nothing happened, and at length he withdrew his head out of the car and, turning to George, said:


  “I think we’d better help him inside. Knuck has worn himself out again, I fancy.”


  “Yes,” said George anxiously. “He looks desperately ill, as if he were on the point of complete physical and nervous collapse. We’d better call a doctor, hadn’t we?”


  “Ow, no,” said the Englishman cheerfully. “I’ve known Knuck a long time and seen this happen before when he got all keyed up. He drives himself mercilessly, you know—won’t rest—won’t stop to eat—doesn’t know how to take care of himself. It would kill anybody else, the way he lives. But not Knuck. It’s nothing to worry about, really. He’ll be all right. You’ll see.”


  With this comforting assurance they helped McHarg out of the car and stood him on his feet. His emaciated form looked pitifully weak and frail, but the cold air seemed to brace him up. He took several deep breaths and looked about him.


  “That’s fine,” said the Englishman encouragingly. “Feel better now, old chap?”


  “Feel Godawful,” said McHarg. “All in. Want to go to bed.”


  “Of course,” said the Englishman. “But you ought to eat first. We’ve kept dinner waiting. It’s all ready.”


  “No food,” said McHarg brusquely. “Sleep. Eat tomorrow.”


  “All right, old man,” the Englishman said amiably. “Whatever you say. But your friend here must be starved. We’ll fix you both up. Do come along,” he said, and took McHarg by the arm.


  The three of them started to move up the path together.


  “But, sir,” spoke a plaintive voice at George’s shoulder, for he was on the side nearest the car. Full of their own concerns, they had completely forgotten the little driver. “But, sir,” he now leaned out of the window and whispered, “what shall I do with the car, sir? Will—” he moistened his lips nervously—“will you be needing it again tonight, sir?”


  The Englishman took immediate charge of the situation.


  “No,” he said crisply, “we shan’t be needing it. Just drive it up behind the house, won’t you, and leave it there.”


  “Yes, sir, yes, sir,” the driver gasped. What he was still afraid of not even he could have said. “Drive it up be’ind the ’ouse, sir,” he repeated mechanically. “Very good, sir. And—and—” again he moistened his dry lips.


  “And, ow yes!” the Englishman cried, suddenly recollecting. “Go into the kitchen when you’re through. My butler will give you something to eat.”


  Then, turning cheerfully and taking McHarg by the arm again, he led the way up the path, leaving the stricken driver behind to mutter, “Yes, sir, yes, sir,” to the demented wind and scudding moon.


  After the blind wilderness of storm and trouble, the house, as they entered it, seemed very warm and bright with lights. It was a lovely house, low-ceilinged, paneled with old wood. Its mistress, a charming and beautiful woman much younger than her husband, came forward to greet them. McHarg spoke a few words to his hostess and then immediately repeated his desire for sleep. The woman seemed to take in the situation at once and led the way upstairs to the guest room, which had already been prepared for them. It was a comfortable room with deep-set windows. A fire had been kindled in the grate. There were two beds, the covers of which had been folded neatly down, the white linen showing invitingly.


  The woman left them, and her husband and George did what they could to help McHarg get to bed. He was dead on his feet. They took off his shoes, collar, and tie, then propped him up while they got his coat and vest off. They laid him on the bed, straightened him out, and covered him. By the time all this was done and they were ready to leave the room, McHarg was lost to the world in deep and peaceful slumber.


  The two men went downstairs again, and now for the first time remembered that in the confusion of their meeting they had not thought to introduce themselves. George told his name, and was pleased and flattered to learn that his host knew it and had even read his book. His host had the curious name of Rickenbach Reade. He informed George later in the evening that he was half German. He had lived in England all his life, however, and in manner, speech, and appearance he was pure British.


  Reade and Webber had been a little stiff with each other from the start. The circumstances of Webber’s arrival had not been exactly conducive to easy companionship or the intimacy of quick understanding. After introductions were completed with a touch of formal constraint, Reade asked Webber if he did not want to wash up a bit, and ushered him into a small washroom. When George emerged, freshened up as much as soap and water and comb and brush could accomplish, his host was waiting for him and, still with a trace of formality, led him into the dining room, where the lady had preceded them. They all sat down at the table.


  It was a lovely room, low-ceilinged, warm, paneled with old wood. The lady was lovely, too. And the dinner, although it had been standing for hours, was nevertheless magnificent. While they were waiting for the soup to come on, Reade gave George a glass of fine dry Sherry, then another, and still another. The soup came in at last, served by a fellow with a big nose and a sharp, shrewd, cockney sort of face, correctly dressed for the occasion in clean but somewhat faded livery. It was a wonderful soup, thick tomato, the color of dark mahogany. George could not conceal his hunger. He ate greedily, and, with the evidence of that enthusiastic appetite before them, all the stiffness that was left began to melt away.


  The butler brought in an enormous roast of beef, then boiled potatoes and Brussels sprouts. Reade carved a huge slab of meat for George, and the lady garnished his plate generously with the vegetables. They ate, too, but it was evident that they had already had their dinner. They took only small portions and left their plates unfinished, but they went through the motions just to keep George company. The beef vanished from his own plate in no time at all.


  “I say!” cried Reade, seizing the carving knife again. “Do let me give you some more. You must be starved.”


  “I should think you’d be famished,” said his wife in a musical voice.


  So George ate again.


  The butler brought in wine—old, full-toned Burgundy in a cob-webbed bottle. They polished that off. Then for dessert there was a deep and crusty apple pudding and a large slice of cheese. George ate up everything in sight. When he had finished he heaved a great sigh of satisfied appeasement and looked up. At that instant their three pairs of eyes suddenly met, and with one accord they leaned back in their chairs and roared with laughter.


  It was the mutual and spontaneous kind of laughter that one almost never hears. It was a booming, bellowing, solid, and ungovernable “haw-haw-haw” that exploded out of them in a rib-splitting paroxysm and bounded and reverberated all around the walls until the very glasses on the sideboard started jingling. Once begun, it swelled and rose and mounted till it left them exhausted and aching, reduced to wheezing gasps of almost inaudible mirth, and then, when it seemed that they didn’t have another gasp left in them and that their weary ribs could stand no more, it would begin again, roaring and rolling and reverberating around the room with renewed force. Twice while this was going on the butler came to the swinging door, opened it a little, and craftily thrust his startled face around. Each time the sight of him set them off again. At length, when they were subsiding into the last faint wheezes of their fit, the butler thrust his face around the door again and said:


  “Please, sir. The driver’s ’ere.”


  This wretched little man now reappeared, standing nervously in the doorway, fingering his cap, and moistening his dry lips apprehensively.


  “Please, sir,” he finally managed to whisper. “The car. Will you be wanting it to stay be’ind the ’ouse all night, sir, or shall I take it to the nearest village?”


  “How far is the nearest village?” George wheezed faintly.


  “It’s about six miles, sir, I understand,” he whispered, with a look of desperation and terror in his eyes.


  The expression on his face was too much for them. A strangled scream burst from Webber’s throat. Mrs. Reade bent forward, thrusting her wadded napkin over her mouth. As for Rickenbach Reade, he just lay back in his chair with lolling head and roared like one possessed.


  The driver stood there, rooted to the spot. It was clear that he thought his time had come. These maniacs had him at their mercy now, but he was too paralyzed to flee. And they could do nothing to allay his nameless fear. They could not speak to him, they could not explain, they could not even look at him. Every time they tried to say something and glanced in his direction and caught sight of the little man’s blanched and absurdly tortured face, they would strangle with new whoops and yells and shrieks of helpless laughter.


  But at last it was over. The mood was spent. They felt drained and foolish and sober and ashamed of themselves because of the needless fright they had given the little driver. So, calmly and gently, they told him to leave the car where it was and forget about it. Reade asked his butler to take care of the driver and put him up for the night in his own quarters.


  “Yes, sir, yes, sir,” mumbled the little driver automatically.


  “Very good, sir,” said the butler briskly, and led the man away.


  They now arose from the table and went into the living room. In a few minutes the butler brought in a tray with coffee. They sat around a cheerful fire and drank it, and had brandy afterwards. It was wonderfully warm and comforting to sit there and listen to the fury of the storm outside, and under the spell of it they felt drawn together, as if they had all known each other a long time. They laughed and talked and told stories without a trace of self-consciousness. Reade, seeing that George was still worried about McHarg, tried in various ways to allay his fears.


  “My dear fellow,” he said, “I’ve known Knuck for years. He drives himself to exhaustion and I’ve seen him do it a dozen times, but it always comes out all right in the end. It’s astonishing how he does it. I’m sure I couldn’t. No one else could, but he can. The man’s vitality is amazing. Just when you think he’s done himself in, he surprises you by bounding up and beginning all over again, as fresh as a daisy.”


  George had already seen enough to know that this was true. Reade told of incidents which verified it further. Some years before, McHarg had come to England to work on a new book. Even then his way of life had been enough to arouse the gravest apprehensions among those who knew him. Few people believed that he could long survive it, and his writing friends did not understand how he could get any work done.


  “We were together one night,” Reade continued, “at a party that he gave in a private room at the Savoy. He had been going it for days, driving himself the way he does, and by ten o’clock that night he was all in. He just seemed to cave in, and went to sleep at the table. We laid him out on a couch and went on with the party. Later on, two of us, with the assistance of a couple of porters, got him out of the place into a taxi and took him home. He had a flat in Cavendish Square. The next day,” Reade went on, “we had arranged to have lunch together. I had no idea—not the faintest—that the man would be able to make it. In fact, I very much doubted whether he would be out of his bed for two or three days. Just the same, I stopped in a little before one o’clock to see how he was.”


  Reade was silent a moment, looking into the fire. Then, with a sharp expiration of his breath, he said:


  “Well! He was sitting there at his desk, in front of his typewriter, wearing an old dressing gown over his baggy old tweeds, and he was typing away like mad. There was a great sheaf of manuscript beside him. He told me he’d been at it since six oclock [o’clock] and had done over twenty pages. As I came in, he just looked up and said: ‘Hello, Rick. I’ll be with you in a minute. Sit down, won’t you?’ ... Well!”—again the sharp expiration of his breath—“I had to sit down! I simply fell into a chair and stared at him. It was the most astonishing thing I had ever seen.”


  “And was he able to go to lunch with you?”


  “Was he able!” cried Reade. “Why, he fairly bounded from his chair, flung on his coat and hat, pulled me out of my seat, and said: ‘Come on! I’m hungry as a bear.’ And what was most astounding,” Reade continued, “was that he remembered everything that had happened the night before. He remembered everything that had been said, too—even the things that were said during the time when I should have sworn he was unconscious. It is an astonishing creature! Astonishing!” cried the Englishman.


  In the warming glow of the fire and their new-found intimacy they had several more brandies, smoked endless cigarettes, and talked on and on for hours, forgetting the passage of time. It was the kind of talk which, freed of all constricting traces of self-consciousness, lets down the last barriers of natural reserve and lays bare the souls of men. George’s host was in high spirits and told the most engaging stories about himself, his wife, and the good life they were making here in the isolated freedom of their rural retreat. He made it seem not only charming and attractive, full of wholesome country pleasures, but altogether desirable and enviable. It was an idyllic picture that he painted—such a picture of rugged independence, with its simple joys and solid comforts, as has at one time or another haunted the imagination of almost every man in the turmoil, confusion, and uncertainties of the complex world we live in. But as George listened to his host and felt the nostalgic attractiveness of the images that were unfolded before him, he also felt a disquieting sense of something else behind it all which never quite got into the picture, but which lent colorings of doubt and falsity to every part of it.


  For Rickenbach Reade, George began to see after a while, was one of those men who are unequal to the conditions of modern life, and who have accordingly retreated from the tough realities which they could not face. The phenomenon was not a new one to George. He had met and observed a number of people like this. And it was now evident to him that they formed another group or family or race, another of those little worlds which have no boundary lines of country or of place. One found a surprising number of them in America, particularly in the more sequestered purlieus of Boston, Cambridge, and Harvard University. One found them also in New York’s Greenwich Village, and when even that makeshift Little Bohemia became too harsh for them, they retired into a kind of desiccated country life.


  For all such people the country became the last refuge. They bought little farms in Connecticut or Vermont, and renovated the fine old houses with just a shade too much of whimsey or of restrained good taste. Their quaintness was a little too quaint, their simplicity a little too subtle, and on the old farms that they bought no utilitarian seeds were sown and no grain grew. They went in for flowers, and in time they learned to talk very knowingly about the rarer varieties. They loved the simple life, of course. They loved the good feel of “the earth.” They were just a shade too conscious of “the earth,” and George had heard them say, the women as well as the men, how much they loved to work in it.


  And work in it they did. In spring they worked on their new rock garden, with the assistance of only one other man—some native of the region who hired himself out for wages, and whose homely virtues and more crotchety characteristics they quietly observed and told amusing stories about to their friends. Their wives worked in the earth, too, attired in plain yet not unattractive frocks, and they even learned to clip the hedges, wearing canvas gloves to protect their hands. These dainty and lovely creatures became healthily embrowned: their comely forearms took on a golden glow, their faces became warm with soaked-up sunlight, and sometimes they even had a soft, faint down of gold just barely visible above the cheekbone. They were good to see.


  In winter there were also things to do. The snows came down, and the road out to the main highway became impassable to cars for three weeks at a time. Not even the trucks of the A. & P. could get through. So for three whole weeks on end they had to plod their way out on foot, a good three-quarters of a mile, to lay in provisions. The days were full of other work as well. People in cities might think that country life was dull in winter, but that was because they simply did not know. The squire became a carpenter. He was working on his play, of course, but in between times he made furniture. It was good to be able to do something with one’s hands. He had a workshop fitted up in the old barn. There he had his studio, too, where he could carry on his intellectual labors undisturbed. The children were forbidden to go there. And every morning, after taking the children to school, the father could return to his barn-studio and have the whole morning free to get on with the play.


  It was a fine life for the children, by the way. In summer they played and swam and fished and got wholesome lessons in practical democracy by mingling with the hired man’s children. In winter they went to an excellent private school two miles away. It was run by two very intelligent people, an expert in planned economy and his wife, an expert in child psychology, who between them were carrying on the most remarkable experiments in education.


  Life in the country was really full of absorbing interests which city folk knew nothing about. For one thing, there was local politics, in which they had now become passionately involved. They attended all the town meetings, became hotly partisan over the question of a new floor for the bridge across the creek, took sides against old Abner Jones, the head selectman, and in general backed up the younger, more progressive element. Over week-ends, they had the most enchanting tales to tell their city friends about these town meetings. They were full of stories, too, about all the natives, and could make the most sophisticated visitor howl with laughter when, after coffee and brandy in the evening, the squire and his wife would go through their two-part recital of Seth Freeman’s involved squabble and lawsuit with Rob Perkins over a stone fence. One really got to know his neighbors in the country. It was a whole world in itself. Life here was simple, yet it was so good.


  In this old farmhouse they ate by candlelight at night. The pine paneling of the dining room had been there more than two hundred years. They had not changed it. In fact, the whole front part of the house was just the same as it had always been. All they had added was the new wing for the children. Of course, they had had to do a great deal when they bought the place. It had fallen into shocking disrepair. The floors and sills were rotten and had had to be replaced. They had also built a concrete basement and installed an oil furnace. This had been costly, but it was worth the price. The people who had sold them the house were natives of the region who had gone to seed. The farm had been in that one family for five generations. It was incredible, though, to see what they had done to the house. The sitting room had been covered with an oilcloth carpet. And in the dining room, right beside the beautiful old revolutionary china chest, which they had persuaded the people to sell with the house, had been an atrocious phonograph with one of those old-fashioned horns. Could one imagine that?


  Of course they had had to furnish the house anew from cellar to garret. Their city stuff just wouldn’t do at all. It had taken time and hard work, but by going quietly about the countryside and looking into farmers’ houses, they had managed to pick up very cheaply the most exquisite pieces, most of them dating back to revolutionary times, and now the whole place was in harmony at last. They even drank their beer from pewter mugs. Grace had discovered these, covered with cobwebs, in the cellar of an old man’s house. He was eighty-seven, he said, and the mugs had belonged to his father before him. He’d never had no use for ’em himself, and if she wanted ’em he calc’lated that twenty cents apiece would be all right. Wasn’t it delicious! And everyone agreed it was.


  The seasons changed and melted into one another, and they observed the seasons. They would not like to live in places where no seasons were. The adventure of the seasons was always thrilling. There was the day in late summer when someone saw the first duck flying south, and they knew by this token that the autumn of the year had come. Then there was the first snowflake that melted as it fell to usher in the winter. But the most exciting of all was the day in early spring when someone discovered that the first snowdrop had opened or that the first starling had come. They kept a diary of the seasons, and they wrote splendid letters to their city friends:


  “I think you would like it now. The whole place is simply frantic with spring. I heard a thrush for the first time today. Overnight, almost, our old apple trees have burst into full bloom. If you wait another week, it will be too late. So do come, won’t you? You’ll love our orchard and our twisted, funny, dear old apple trees. They’ve been here, most of them, I suspect, for eighty years. It’s not like modern orchards, with their little regiments of trees. We don’t get many apples. They are small and sharp and tart, and twisted like the trees themselves, and there are never too many of them, but always just enough. Somehow we love them all the better for it. It’s so New England.”


  So year followed year in healthy and happy order. The first year the rock garden got laid down and the little bulbs and alpine plants set out. Hollyhocks were sown all over the place, against the house and beside the fences. By the next year they were blooming in gay profusion. It was marvelous how short a time it took. That second year he built the studio in the barn, doing most of the work with his own hands, with only the simple assistance of the hired man. The third year—the children were growing up now; they grow fast in the country—he got the swimming pool begun. The fourth year it was finished. Meanwhile he was busy on his play, but it went slowly because there was so much else that had to be done.


  The fifth year—well, one did miss the city sometimes. They would never think of going back there to live. This place was wonderful, except for three months in the winter. So this year they were moving in and taking an apartment for the three bad months. Grace, of course, loved music and missed the opera, while he liked the theatre, and it would be good to have again the companionship of certain people whom they knew. That was the greatest handicap of country life—the natives made fine neighbors, but one sometimes missed the intellectual stimulus of city life. And so this year he had decided to take the old girl in. They’d see the shows and hear the music and renew their acquaintance with old friends and find out what was going on. They might even run down to Bermuda for three weeks in February. Or to Haiti. That was a place, he’d heard, that modern life had hardly touched. They had windmills and went in for voodoo worship. It was all savage and most primitively colorful. It would get them out of the rut to go off somewhere on a trip. Of course they’d be back in the country by the first of April.


  Such was the fugitive pattern in one of its most common manifestations. But it also took other forms. The American expatriates who had taken up residence in Europe were essentially the same kind of people, though theirs was a more desolate and more embittered type of escapism. George Webber had known them in Paris, in Switzerland, and here in England, and it seemed to him that they represented one of the extremest breeds among the race of futilitarians. These were the Americans who had gone beyond even the pretense of being nature-lovers and earth-discoverers and returners to the simple life of native virtue in rural Yankeedom. These were the ones to whom nothing was left except an encyclopædic sneer—a sneer at everything American. It was a sneer which was derived from what they had read, from what others had said, or from some easy rationalization of self-defense. It was a sneer that did not have in it the sincerity of passion or the honesty of true indignation, and it became feebler year after year. For these people had nothing left but drink and sneering, the dreary round of café life with its endless repetition of racked saucers—nothing left but a blurred vision of the world, a sentimental fantasy of “Paris,” or of “England,” or of “Europe,” which was as unreal as if all their knowledge had been drawn from the pages of a fairy tale, and as if they had never set foot upon these shores which they professed to understand so well and to cherish so devotedly.


  And always with this race of men it seemed to George that the fundamental inner structure of illusion and defeat was the same, whether they followed the more innocuous formula of flight to the farm, with its trumped-up interest in rock gardening, carpentry, hollyhock culture, and the rest of it, or whether they took the more embittered route of retreat to Europe and the racked saucers. And it made no difference whether they were Americans, Englishmen, Germans, or Hottentots. All of them betrayed themselves by the same weaknesses. They fled a world they were not strong enough to meet. If they had talent, it was a talent that was not great enough to win for them the fulfillment and success which they pretended to scorn, but for which each of them would have sold the pitifully small remnant of his meager soul. If they wanted to create, they did not want it hard enough to make and shape and finish something in spite of hell and heartbreak. If they wanted to work, they did not want it genuinely enough to work and keep on working till their eyeballs ached and their brains were dizzy, to work until their loins were dry, their vitals hollow, to work until the whole world reeled before them in a grey blur of weariness and depleted energy, to work until their tongues clove to their mouths and their pulses hammered like dry mallets at their temples, to work until no work was left in them, until there was no rest and no repose, until they could not sleep, until they could do nothing and could work no more—and then work again. They were the pallid half-men of the arts, more desolate and damned than if they had been born with no talent at all, more lacking in their lack, possessing half, than if their lack had been complete. And so, half full of purpose, they eventually fled the task they were not equal to—and they pottered, tinkered, gardened, carpentered, and drank.


  Such a man, in his own way, was this Englishman, Rickenbach Reade. He was, as he confided to George later in the evening, a writer—as he himself put it, with a touch of bitter whimsey, “a writer of sorts.” He had had a dozen books published. He took them from their shelves with a curious eagerness that was half apology and showed them to George. They were critical biographies of literary men and politicians, and were examples of the “debunking school” of historical writing. George later read one or two of them, and they turned out to be more or less what he had expected. They were the kind of books that debunked everything except themselves. They were the lifeless products of a padded Stracheyism: their author, lacking Strachey’s wit and shirking the labors of his scholarship, succeeded at best in a feeble mimicry of his dead vitality, his moribund fatigue, his essential foppishness. So these books, dealing with a dozen different lives and periods, were really all alike, all the same—the manifestations of defeat, the jabs of an illusioned disillusion, the skeptical evocations of a fantastic and unliving disbelief.


  Their author, being the kind of man he was, could not write otherwise than as he had written. Having no belief or bottom in himself, he found no belief or bottom in the lives he wrote about. Everything was bunk, every great man who ever lived had been built up into the image of greatness by a legend of concocted bunk; truth, therefore, lay in the debunking process, since all else was bunk, and even truth itself was bunk. He was one of those men who, by the nature of their characters and their own defeat, could believe only the worst of others. If he had written about Caesar, he could never have convinced himself that Caesar looked—as Caesar looked; he would assuredly have found evidence to show that Caesar was a miserable dwarf, the butt of ridicule among his own troops. If he had written about Napoleon, he would have seen him only as a fat and pudgy little man who got his forelock in the soup and had grease spots on the lapels of his marshal’s uniform. If he had written about George Washington, he would have devoted his chief attention to Washington’s false teeth, and would have become so deeply involved with them that he would have forgotten all about George Washington. If he had written about Abraham Lincoln, he would have seen him as a deified Uriah Heep, the grotesque product of backwoods legendry, a country lawyer come to town, his very fame a thing of chance, the result of a fortuitous victory and a timely martyrdom. He could never have believed that Lincoln really said the things that Lincoln said, or that he really wrote what he is known to have written. Why? Because the things said and written were too much like Lincoln. They were too good to be true. Therefore they were myths. They had not been said at all. Or, if they had been said, then somebody else had said them. Stanton had said them, or Seward had said them, or a newspaper reporter had said them—anybody could have said them except Lincoln.


  Such was the tone and temper of Reade’s books, and such was the quality of disbelief that had produced them. In consequence, they fooled no one except the author. They did not even have the energy of an amusing or persuasive slander. They were stillborn the moment they issued from the press. No one read them or paid any attention to them.


  And how did he rationalize to himself his defeat and failure? In the easy, obvious, and inevitable way. He had been rash enough, he told George with a smile of faint, ironic bitterness, to expose some of the cherished figures of public worship and, with his cold, relentless probing for the truth, to shatter the false legends that surrounded them. Naturally, his reward had been anathema and abuse, the hatred of the critics and the obstinate hostility of the public. It had been a thankless business from beginning to end, so he was done with it. He had turned his back on the prejudice, bigotry, stupidity, and hypocrisy of the whole fickle and idolatrous world, and had come here to the country to find solitude and seclusion. One gathered that he would write no more.


  And this life certainly had its compensations. The old house which Reade had bought and renovated, making it a trifle too faultlessly agricultural, with a workbench for mending harness in the kitchen, was nevertheless a charming place. His young wife was gracious and lovely, and obviously cared a great deal for him. And Reade himself, apart from the literary pretensions which had embittered his life, was not a bad sort of man. When one understood and accepted the nature of his illusions and defeat, one saw that he was a likable and good-hearted fellow.


  It was growing late, but they had not noticed and were surprised when the clock in the hall chimed two. The three of them talked quietly for a few minutes after that, had a final glass of brandy, then said good night. George went upstairs, and shortly afterwards he heard Mr. and Mrs. Reade come softly up and go to their room.


  McHarg lay motionless, just as they had left him. He had not stirred a muscle, but seemed to be sunk in the untroubled sleep of childhood. George spread another blanket over him. Then he undressed, turned out the lights, and crawled into his own bed.


  He was exhausted, but so excited by all the strange events of the day that he was beyond the desire for sleep. He lay there thinking over what had happened and listening to the wind. It would rush at the house and shiver the windows, then swoop around the corners and the eaves, howling like a banshee. Somewhere a shutter flapped and banged insanely. Now and then, in the momentary lulls between the rushes of the wind, a dog barked mournfully in the faint distance. He heard the clock in the downstairs hall chime three.


  It was some time after that when he finally dropped off. The storm was still howling like a madman round the house, but he was no longer aware of it.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 37

  THE MORNING AFTER


  George lay in merciful and dreamless sleep, as leaden as if he had been knocked senseless by a heavy club. How long he had slept he did not know, but it hardly seemed five minutes when he was awakened suddenly by someone shaking him by the shoulder. He opened his eyes and started up. It was McHarg. He stood there in his underwear, prancing around on his storklike legs like an impatient sprinter straining at the mark.


  “Get up, George, get up!” he cried shrilly. “For Christ’s sake, man, are you going to sleep all day?”


  George stared at him dumbfounded. “What—what time is it?” he managed finally to say.


  “It’s after eight o’clock,” McHarg cried. “I’ve been up an hour. Shaved and had a bath, and now,” he smacked his bony hands together with an air of relish and sniffed zestfully at the breakfast-laden air, “boy, I could eat a horse! Don’t you smell it?” he cried gleefully. “Oatmeal, eggs and bacon, grilled tomatoes, toast and marmalade, coffee. Ah!” he sighed with reverent enthusiasm. “There’s nothing like an English breakfast. Get up, George, get up!” he cried again with shrill insistence. “My God, man, I let you sleep a whole hour longer than I did because you looked as if you needed it! So get your clothes on! We don’t want to keep breakfast waiting!”


  George groaned, dragged his legs wearily from the covers, and stood groggily erect. He felt as if he wanted nothing so much as to sleep for two days on end. But under the feverish urging of this red fury, he had nothing left to do except to awake and dress. Like a man in a trance, he pulled on his clothes with slow, fumbling motions, and all the while McHarg fumed up and down, demanding every two seconds that he get a move on and not be all day about it.


  When they got downstairs the Reades were already at the table. McHarg bounced in as if he had a rubber core, greeted both of them cheerfully, took a seat, and instantly fell to. He put away an enormous breakfast, talking all the time and crackling with electricity. His energy was astounding. It was really incredible. It seemed impossible that the exhausted wreck of a few hours before could now be miraculously transformed into this dynamo of vitality. He was in uproarious spirits, and full of stories and adventures. He told wonderful yarns about the ceremonies at which his degree had been presented and about all the people there. Then he told about Berlin, and about people he had met in Germany and in Holland. He told of his meeting with Mynheer Bendien, and gave a side-splitting account of their madhouse escapades. He was full of plans and purposes. He asked about everyone he knew in England. His mind seemed to have a thousand brilliant facets. He took hold of everything, and whatever he touched began to crackle with the energy and alertness of his own dynamic power. He was a delightful companion. George realized that he was now seeing McHarg at his best, and his best was wonderfully and magnificently good.


  After breakfast they all took a walk together. It was a rare, wild morning. The temperature had dropped several degrees during the night and the fitful rain had turned to snow, which was now coming down steadily, swirling and gusting through the air upon the howling wind and piling up in soft, fleecy drifts. Overhead, the branches of the bare trees thrashed about and moaned. The countryside was impossibly wild and beautiful. They walked long and far, filled with the excitement of the storm, and with a strange, wild joy and sorrow, knowing that the magic could not last.


  When they came back to the house, they sat beside the fire and talked together. McHarg’s gleeful exuberance of the morning had subsided, but in its place had come a quiet power—the kind of Lincolnesque dignity of repose and strength which George had observed in him the day before. He took out his old silver-rimmed spectacles and put them on his homely, wry, and curiously engaging face. He read some letters which he had in his pocket and had not opened, and after that he talked to his old friend. What they talked about was not important in itself. What was important, and what George would always remember, was the way McHarg looked, and the way he sat and talked, with his bony knuckles arched and clasped before him in an attitude of unconscious power, and the dignity, wisdom, and deep knowledge of his speech. Here was a man with greatness in him, a man who was now showing the basic sources of his latent strength. His speech was full of quiet affection for his old friend. One felt something unshakable and abiding in him—a loyalty that would not change, that would remain always the same, even though he might not see his friend again for twenty years.


  They had a good lunch together. Wine was served, but McHarg partook sparingly of it. After lunch, to Webber’s great relief, McHarg told him quietly that they were returning to London in the afternoon. He said nothing about the projected tour of England which he had depicted in such glowing colors the day before. Whether that had been just a passing whim, or whether he had given up the idea because he sensed George’s lack of enthusiasm for it, George did not know. McHarg did not refer to it at all. He merely announced their return to London as a fact and let it go at that.


  But now, as if the thought of going back to the city was more than he could bear, he immediately underwent another of his astonishing transformations. Almost at once his manner again became feverish and impatient. By three o’clock, when they left, he had worked himself into a state of inflamed distemper. He seemed on edge, like one who wanted to get some disagreeable business over and done with.


  They drove cautiously down the whitened, trackless lane, over which no car had passed that day, leaving behind them the low-eaved comfort of that fine old house, now warmly fleeced in its blanket of snow, and George felt again the almost unbearable sadness that always came to him when he said good-bye to people whom he knew he would never see again. The lovely woman stood in the doorway and watched them go, with Reade beside her, his hands thrust deep in the pockets of his velvet jacket. As the car took the turn McHarg and George looked back. Reade and his wife waved, and they waved back, and something tightened in George’s throat. Then they were out of sight. McHarg and George were alone again.


  They reached the highroad and turned north and sped onward toward London. Both men were silent, each absorbed in his own thoughts. McHarg sat back in his corner, quiet, abstracted, sunk deep into his inner world. Darkness came, and they said nothing.


  And now the lights were up, and there against the sky George saw again the vast corrupted radiance of the night—the smoke, the fury, and the welter of London’s unending life. And after a little while the car was threading its way through the jungle warren of that monstrous sprawl, and at last it turned into Ebury Street and stopped. George got out and thanked McHarg; they shook hands, exchanged a few words, and then said good-bye. The little driver shut the door, touched his cap respectfully, and climbed back into his seat. The big car purred and drove off smoothly into the darkness.


  George stood at the curb and looked after it until it disappeared. And he knew that he and McHarg might meet and speak and pass again, but never as they had in this, their first meeting; for something had begun which now was finished, and henceforth they would have to take their separate courses, he to his own ending, McHarg to his—and which to the better one no man knew.


  [¬]


  BOOK VI

  “I HAVE A THING TO TELL YOU”


  („Nun Will Ich Ihnen ’Was Sagen“)


  By spring, when George returned to New York, it seemed to him that he had his new book almost finished. He took a small apartment near Stuyvesant Square and buckled down to a steady daily grind to wind it up. He thought two months more would surely see him through, but he always fooled himself about time, and it was not till six months later that he had a manuscript that satisfied him. That is to say, he had a manuscript that he was willing to turn over to his publisher, for he was never really satisfied with anything he wrote. There was always that seemingly unbridgeable gulf between the thing imagined and the thing accomplished, and he wondered if any writer had ever been able to look calmly at something he had done and honestly say:


  “This conveys precisely the ideas and feelings I wanted it to convey—no more, no less. The thing is just right, and cannot be improved.”


  In that sense he was not at all satisfied with his new book. He knew its faults, knew all the places where it fell short of his intentions. But he also knew that he had put into it everything he had at that stage of his development, and for this reason he was not ashamed of it. He delivered the bulky manuscript to Fox Edwards, and as its weight passed from his hands to Fox’s he felt as if a load that he had been carrying for years had been lifted from his mind and conscience. He was done with it, and he wished to God he could forget it and never have to see a line of it again.


  That, however, was too much to hope for. Fox read it, told him in his shy, straight way that it was good, and then made a few suggestions—for cutting it here, for adding something there, for rearranging some of the material. George argued hotly with Fox, then took the manuscript home and went to work on it again and did the things Fox wanted—not because Fox wanted them, but because he saw that Fox was right. Two more months went into that. Then there were proofs to read and correct, and by the time this was done another six weeks had gone. The better part of a year had passed since his return from England, but now the job was really finished and he was free at last.


  Publication was scheduled for the spring of 1936, and as the time approached he became increasingly apprehensive. When his first book had come out, wild horses could not have dragged him from New York; he had wanted to be on hand so he could be sure not to miss anything. He had waited around, and read all the reviews, and almost camped out in Fox’s office, and had expected from day to day some impossible fulfillment that never came. Instead, there had been the letters from Libya Hill and his sickening adventures with the lion hunters. So now he was gun-shy of publication dates, and he made up his mind to go away this time—as far away as possible. Although he did not believe there would be an exact repetition of those earlier experiences, just the same he was prepared for the worst, and when it happened he was determined not to be there.


  Suddenly he thought of Germany, and thought of it with intense longing. Of all the countries he had ever seen, that was the one, after America, which he liked the best, and in which he felt most at home, and with whose people he had the most natural, instant, and instinctive sympathy and understanding. It was also the country above all others whose mystery and magic haunted him. He had been there several times, and each time its spell over him had been the same. And now, after the years of labor and exhaustion, the very thought of Germany meant peace to his soul, and release, and happiness, and the old magic again.


  So in March, two weeks before the publication of his book, with Fox at the pier to see him off and reassure him that everything was going to be all right, he sailed again for Europe.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 38

  THE DARK MESSIAH


  George had not been in Germany since 1928 and the early months of 1929, when he had had to spend weeks of slow convalescence in a Munich hospital after a fight in a beer hall. Before that foolish episode, he had stayed for a while in a little town in the Black Forest, and he remembered that there had been great excitement because an election was being held. The state of politics was chaotic, with a bewildering number of parties, and the Communists polled a surprisingly large vote. People were disturbed and anxious, and there seemed to be a sense of impending calamity in the air.


  This time, things were different. Germany had changed.


  Ever since 1933, when the change occurred, George had read, first with amazement, shock, and doubt, then with despair and a leaden sinking of the heart, all the newspaper accounts of what was going on in Germany. He found it hard to believe some of the reports. Of course, there were irresponsible extremists in Germany as elsewhere, and in times of crisis no doubt they got out of hand, but he thought he knew Germany and the German people, and on the whole he was inclined to feel that the true state of affairs had been exaggerated and that things simply could not be as bad as they were pictured.


  And now, on the train from Paris, where he had stopped off for five weeks, he met some Germans who gave him reassurance. They said there was no longer any confusion or chaos in politics and government, and no longer any fear among the people, because everyone was so happy. This was what George wanted desperately to believe, and he was prepared to be happy, too. For no man ever went to a foreign land under more propitious conditions than those which attended his arrival in Germany early in May, 1936.


  It is said that Byron awoke one morning at the age of twenty-four to find himself famous. George Webber had to wait eleven years longer. He was thirty-five when he reached Berlin, but it was magic just the same. Perhaps he was not really very famous, but that didn’t matter, because for the first and last time in his life he felt as if he were. Just before he left Paris a letter had reached him from Fox Edwards, telling him that his new book was having a great success in America. Then, too, his first book had been translated and published in Germany the year before. The German critics had said tremendous things about it, it had had a very good sale, and his name was known. When he got to Berlin the people were waiting for him.


  The month of May is wonderful everywhere. It was particularly wonderful in Berlin that year. Along the streets, in the Tiergarten, in all the great gardens, and along the Spree Canal the horse chestnut trees were in full bloom. The crowds sauntered underneath the trees on the Kurfürstendamm, the terraces of the cafés were jammed with people, and always, through the golden sparkle of the days, there was a sound of music in the air. George saw the chains of endlessly lovely lakes around Berlin, and for the first time he knew the wonderful golden bronze upon the tall poles of the kiefern trees. Before, he had visited only the south of Germany, the Rhinelands and Bavaria; now the north seemed even more enchanting.


  He planned to stay all summer, and one summer seemed too short a time to encompass all the beauty, magic, and almost intolerable joy which his life had suddenly become, and which he felt would never fade or tarnish if only he could remain in Germany forever. For, to cap it all, his second book was translated and brought out within a short time of his arrival, and its reception exceeded anything he had ever dared to hope for. Perhaps his being there at the time may have had something to do with it. The German critics outdid each other in singing his praises. If one called him “the great American epic writer,” the next seemed to feel he had to improve on that, and called him “the American Homer.” So now everywhere he went there were people who knew his work. His name flashed and shone. He was a famous man.


  Fame shed a portion of her loveliness on everything about him. Life took on an added radiance. The look, feel, taste, smell, and sound of everything had gained a tremendous and exciting enhancement, and all because Fame was at his side. He saw the world with a sharper relish of perception than he had ever known before. All the confusion, fatigue, dark doubt, and bitter hopelessness that had afflicted him in times past had gone, and no shadow of any kind remained. It seemed to him that he had won a final and utterly triumphant victory over all the million forms of life. His spirit was no longer tormented, exhausted, and weighted down with the ceaseless effort of his former struggles with Amount and Number. He was wonderfully aware of everything, alive in every pore.


  Fame even gave a tongue to silence, a language to unuttered speech. Fame was with him almost all the time, but even when he was alone without her, in places where he was not known and his name meant nothing, the aura which Fame had shed still clung to him and he was able to meet each new situation with a sense of power and confidence, of warmth, friendliness, and good fellowship. He had become the lord of life. There had been a time in his youth when he felt that people were always laughing at him, and he had been ill at ease with strangers and had gone to every new encounter with a chip on his shoulder. But now he was life’s strong and light-hearted master, and everyone he met and talked to—waiters, taxi drivers, porters in hotels, elevator boys, casual acquaintances in trams and trains and on the street—felt at once the flood of happy and affectionate power within him, and responded to him eagerly, instinctively, with instant natural liking, as men respond to the clean and shining light of the young sun.


  And when Fame was with him, all this magic was increased. He could see the wonder, interest, respect, and friendly envy in the eyes of men, and the frank adoration in the eyes of women. The women seemed to worship at the shrine of Fame. George began to get letters and telephone calls from them, with invitations to functions of every sort. The girls were after him. But he had been through all of that before and he was wary now, for he knew that the lion hunters were the same the whole world over. Knowing them now for what they were, he found no disillusion in his encounters with them. Indeed, it added greatly to his pleasure and sense of power to turn the tactics of designing females on themselves: he would indulge in little gallantries to lead them on, and then, just at the point where they thought they had him, he would wriggle innocently off the hook and leave them wondering.


  And then he met Else. Else von Kohler was not a lion hunter. George met her at one of the parties which his German publisher, Karl Lewald, gave for him. Lewald liked to give parties; he just couldn’t do enough for George, and was always trumping up an excuse for another party. Else did not know Lewald, and took an instinctive dislike to the man as soon as she saw him, but just the same she had come to his party, brought there uninvited by another man whom George had met. At first sight, George fell instantly in love with her, and she with him.


  Else was a young widow of thirty who looked and was a perfect type of the Norse Valkyrie. She had a mass of lustrous yellow hair braided about her head, and her cheeks were two ruddy apples. She was extremely tall for a woman, with the long, rangy legs of a runner, and her shoulders were as broad and wide as a man’s. Yet she had a stunning figure, and there was no suggestion of an ugly masculinity about her. She was as completely and as passionately feminine as a woman could be. Her somewhat stern and lonely face was relieved by its spiritual depth and feeling, and when it was lighted by a smile it had a sudden, poignant radiance, a quality of illumination which in its intensity and purity was different from any other smile George had ever seen.


  At the moment of their first meeting, George and Else had been drawn to each other. From then on, without the need of any period of transition, their lives flowed in a single channel. They spent many wonderful days together. Many, too, were the nights which they filled with the mysterious enchantments of a strong and mutually shared passion. The girl became for George the ultimate reality underlying everything he thought and felt and was during that glorious and intoxicating period of his life.


  And now all the blind and furious Brooklyn years, all the years of work, all the memories of men who prowled in garbage cans, all the years of wandering and exile, seemed very far away. In some strange fashion, the image of his own success and this joyous release after so much toil and desperation became connected in George’s mind with Else, with the kiefern trees, with the great crowds thronging the Kurfürstendamm, with all the golden singing in the air—and somehow with a feeling that for everyone grim weather was behind and that happy days were here again.


  It was the season of the great Olympic games, and almost every day George and Else went to the stadium in Berlin. George observed that the organizing genius of the German people, which has been used so often to such noble purpose, was now more thrillingly displayed than he had ever seen it before. The sheer pageantry of the occasion was overwhelming, so much so that he began to feel oppressed by it. There seemed to be something ominous in it. One sensed a stupendous concentration of effort, a tremendous drawing together and ordering in the vast collective power of the whole land. And the thing that made it seem ominous was that it so evidently went beyond what the games themselves demanded. The games were overshadowed, and were no longer merely sporting competitions to which other nations had sent their chosen teams. They became, day after day, an orderly and overwhelming demonstration in which the whole of Germany had been schooled and disciplined. It was as if the games had been chosen as a symbol of the new collective might, a means of showing to the world in concrete terms what this new power had come to be.


  With no past experience in such affairs, the Germans had constructed a mighty stadium which was the most beautiful and most perfect in its design that had ever been built. And all the accessories of this monstrous plant—the swimming pools, the enormous halls, the lesser stadia—had been laid out and designed with this same cohesion of beauty and of use. The organization was superb. Not only were the events themselves, down to the minutest detail of each competition, staged and run off like clockwork, but the crowds—such crowds as no other great city has ever had to cope with, and the like of which would certainly have snarled and maddened the traffic of New York beyond hope of untangling—were handled with a quietness, order, and speed that was astounding.


  The daily spectacle was breath-taking in its beauty and magnificence. The stadium was a tournament of color that caught the throat; the massed splendor of the banners made the gaudy decorations of America’s great parades, presidential inaugurations, and World’s Fairs seem like shoddy carnivals in comparison. And for the duration of the Olympics, Berlin itself was transformed into a kind of annex to the stadium. From one end of the city to the other, from the Lustgarten to the Brandenburger Tor, along the whole broad sweep of Unter den Linden, through the vast avenues of the faëry Tiergarten, and out through the western part of Berlin to the very portals of the stadium, the whole town was a thrilling pageantry of royal banners—not merely endless miles of looped-up bunting, but banners fifty feet in height, such as might have graced the battle tent of some great emperor.


  And all through the day, from morning on, Berlin became a mighty Ear, attuned, attentive, focused on the stadium. Everywhere the air was filled with a single voice. The green trees along the Kurfürstendamm began to talk: from loud-speakers concealed in their branches an announcer in the stadium spoke to the whole city—and for George Webber it was a strange experience to hear the familiar terms of track and field translated into the tongue that Goethe used. He would be informed now that the Vorlauf was about to be run—and then the Zwischenlauf—and at length the Endlauf—and the winner:


  “Owens—Oo Ess Ah!”


  Meanwhile, through those tremendous banner-laden ways, the crowds thronged ceaselessly all day long. The wide promenade of Unter den Linden was solid with patient, tramping German feet. Fathers, mothers, children, young folks, old—the whole material of the nation was there, from every corner of the land. From morn to night they trudged, wide-eyed, full of wonder, past the marvel of those banner-laden ways. And among them one saw the bright stabs of color of Olympic jackets and the glint of foreign faces: the dark features of Frenchmen and Italians, the ivory grimace of the Japanese, the straw hair and blue eyes of the Swedes, and the big Americans, natty in straw hats, white flannels, and blue coats crested with the Olympic seal.


  And there were great displays of marching men, sometimes ungunned but rhythmic as regiments of brown shirts went swinging through the streets. By noon each day all the main approaches to the games, the embannered streets and avenues of the route which the Leader would take to the stadium, miles away, were walled in by the troops. They stood at ease, young men, laughing and talking with each other—the Leader’s bodyguards, the Schutz Staffel units, the Storm Troopers, all the ranks and divisions in their different uniforms—and they stretched in two unbroken lines from the Wilhelm-strasse up to the arches of the Brandenburger Tor. Then, suddenly, the sharp command, and instantly there would be the solid smack of ten thousand leather boots as they came together with the sound of war.


  It seemed as if everything had been planned for this moment, shaped to this triumphant purpose. But the people—they had not been planned. Day after day, behind the unbroken wall of soldiers, they stood and waited in a dense and patient throng. These were the masses of the nation, the poor ones of the earth, the humble ones of life, the workers and the wives, the mothers and the children—and day after day they came and stood and waited. They were there because they did not have money enough to buy the little cardboard squares that would have given them places within the magic ring. From noon till night they waited for just two brief and golden moments of the day: the moment when the Leader went out to the stadium, and the moment when he returned.


  At last he came—and something like a wind across a field of grass was shaken through that crowd, and from afar the tide rolled up with him, and in it was the voice, the hope, the prayer of the land. The Leader came by slowly in a shining car, a little dark man with a comic-opera mustache, erect and standing, moveless and unsmiling, with his hand upraised, palm outward, not in Nazi-wise salute, but straight up, in a gesture of blessing such as the Buddha or Messiahs use.


  From the beginning of their relationship, and straight through to the end, Else refused to discuss with George anything even remotely connected with the Nazi regime. That was a closed subject between them. But others were not so discreet. The first weeks passed, and George began to hear some ugly things. From time to time, at parties, dinners, and the like, when George would speak of his enthusiasm for Germany and the German people, various friends that he had made would, if they had had enough to drink, take him aside afterwards and, after looking around cautiously, lean toward him with an air of great secrecy and whisper:


  “But have you heard ...? And have you heard ...?”


  He did not see any of the ugly things they whispered about. He did not see anyone beaten. He did not see anyone imprisoned, or put to death. He did not see any men in concentration camps. He did not see openly anywhere the physical manifestations of a brutal and compulsive force.


  True, there were men in brown uniforms everywhere, and men in black uniforms, and men in uniforms of olive green, and everywhere in the streets there was the solid smack of booted feet, the blare of brass, the tootling of fifes, and the poignant sight of young faces shaded under iron helmets, with folded arms and ramrod backs, precisely seated in great army lorries. But all of this had become so mixed in with his joy over his own success, his feeling for Else, and the genial temper of the people making holiday, as he had seen and known it so many pleasant times before, that even if it did not now seem good, it did not seem sinister or bad.


  Then something happened. It didn’t happen suddenly. It just happened as a cloud gathers, as fog settles, as rain begins to fall.


  A man George had met was planning to give a party for him and asked him if he wanted to ask any of his friends. George mentioned one. His host was silent for a moment; he looked embarrassed; then he said that the person George had named had formerly been the editorial head of a publication that had been suppressed, and that one of the people who had been instrumental in its suppression had been invited to the party, so would George mind——?


  George named another, an old friend named Franz Heilig whom he had first met in Munich years before, and who now lived in Berlin, and of whom he was very fond. Again the anxious pause, the embarrassment, the halting objections. This person was—was—well, George’s host said he knew about this person and knew he did not go to parties—he would not come if he were invited—so would George mind——?


  George next spoke the name of Else von Kohler, and the response to this suggestion was of the same kind. How long had he known this woman? Where, and under what circumstances, had he met her? George tried to reassure his host on all these scores. He told the man he need have no fear of any sort about Else. His host was instant, swift, in his apologies: oh, by no means—he was sure the lady was eminently all right—only, nowadays—with a mixed gathering—he had tried to pick a group of people whom George had met and who all knew one another—he had thought it would be much more pleasant that way—strangers at a party were often shy, constrained, and formal—Frau von Kohler would not know anybody there—so would George mind——?


  Not long after this baffling experience a friend came to see him. “In a few days,” his friend said, “you will receive a phone call from a certain person. He will try to meet you, to talk to you. Have nothing to do with this man.”


  George laughed. His friend was a sober-minded German, rather on the dull and heavy side, and his face was so absurdly serious as he spoke that George thought he was trying to play some lumbering joke upon him. He wanted to know who this mysterious personage might be who was so anxious to make his acquaintance.


  To George’s amazement and incredulity, his friend named a high official in the government.


  But why, George asked, should this man want to meet him? And why, if he did, should he be afraid of him?


  At first his friend would not answer. Finally he muttered circumspectly:


  “Listen to me. Stay away from this man. I tell you for your own good.” He paused, not knowing how to say it; then: “You have heard of Captain Roehm? You know about him? You know what happened to him?” George nodded. “Well,” his friend went on in a troubled voice, “there were others who were not shot in the purge. This man I speak of is one of the bad ones. We have a name for him—it is ‘The Prince of Darkness.’”


  George did not know what to make of all this. He tried to puzzle it out but could not, so at last he dismissed it from his mind. But within a few days the official whom his friend had named did telephone, and did ask to meet him. George offered some excuse and avoided seeing the man, but the episode was most peculiar and unsettling.


  Both of these baffling experiences contained elements of comedy and melodrama, but those were the superficial aspects. George began to realize now the tragedy that lay behind such things. There was nothing political in any of it. The roots of it were much more sinister and deep and evil than politics or even racial prejudice could ever be. For the first time in his life he had come upon something full of horror that he had never known before—something that made all the swift violence and passion of America, the gangster compacts, the sudden killings, the harshness and corruption that infested portions of American business and public life, seem innocent beside it. What George began to see was a picture of a great people who had been psychically wounded and were now desperately ill with some dread malady of the soul. Here was an entire nation, he now realized, that was infested with the contagion of an ever-present fear. It was a kind of creeping paralysis which twisted and blighted all human relations. The pressures of a constant and infamous compulsion had silenced this whole people into a sweltering and malignant secrecy until they had become spiritually septic with the distillations of their own self-poisons, for which now there was no medicine or release.


  As he began to see and understand the true state of affairs, George wondered if anyone could be so base as to exult at this great tragedy, or to feel hatred for the once-mighty people who were the victims of it. Culturally, from the eighteenth century on, the German was the first citizen of Europe. In Goethe there was made sublimely articulate a world spirit which knew no boundary lines of nationality, politics, race, or religion, which rejoiced in the inheritance of all mankind, and which wanted no domination or conquest of that inheritance save that of participating in it and contributing to it. This German spirit in art, literature, music, science, and philosophy continued in an unbroken line right down to 1933, and it seemed to George that there was not a man or woman alive in the world who was not, in one way or another, the richer for it.


  When he first visited Germany, in 1925, the evidence of that spirit was manifest everywhere in the most simple and unmistakable ways. For example, one could not pass the crowded window of a bookshop in any town without instantly observing in it a reflection of the intellectual and cultural enthusiasm of the German people. The contents of the shop revealed a breadth of vision and of interest that would have made the contents of a French bookshop, with its lingual and geographic constrictions, seem paltry and provincial. The best writers of every country were as well known in Germany as in their own land. Among the Americans, Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, Upton Sinclair, and Jack London had particularly large followings; their books were sold and read everywhere. And the work of America’s younger writers was eagerly sought out and published.


  Even in 1936 this noble enthusiasm, although it had been submerged and mutilated by the regime of Adolph Hitler, was still apparent in the most touching way. George had heard it said that good books could no longer be published and read in Germany. This, he found, was not true, as some of the other things he had heard about Germany were not true. And about Hitler’s Germany he felt that one must be very true. And the reason one needed to be very true was that the thing in it which every decent person must be against was false. You could not turn the other cheek to wrong, but also, it seemed to him, you could not be wrong about wrong. You had to be right about it. You could not meet lies and trickery with lies and trickery, although there were some people who argued that you should.


  So it was not true that good books could no longer be published and read in Germany. And because it was not true, the tragedy of the great German spirit was more movingly evident, in the devious and distorted ways in which it now manifested itself, than it would have been if it were true. Good books were still published if their substance did not, either openly or by implication, criticize the Hitler regime or contravert its dogmas. And it would simply be stupid to assert that any book must criticize Hitler and contravert his doctrines in order to be good.


  For these reasons, the eagerness, curiosity, and enthusiasm of the Germans for such good books as they were still allowed to read had been greatly intensified. They wanted desperately to find out what was going on in the world, and the only way they had left was to read whatever books they could get that had been written outside of Germany. This seemed to be one basic explanation of their continued interest in American writing, and that they were interested was a fact as overwhelming as it was pathetic. Under these conditions, the last remnants of the German spirit managed to survive only as drowning men survive—by clutching desperately at any spar that floated free from the wreckage of their ship.


  So the weeks, the months, the summer passed, and everywhere about him George saw the evidences of this dissolution, this shipwreck of a great spirit. The poisonous emanations of suppression, persecution, and fear permeated the air like miasmic and pestilential vapors, tainting, sickening, and blighting the lives of everyone he met. It was a plague of the spirit—invisible, but as unmistakable as death. Little by little it sank in on him through all the golden singing of that summer, until at last he felt it, breathed it, lived it, and knew it for the thing it was.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 39

  “ONE BIG FOOL”


  The time had come for George to go. He knew he had to leave, but he had kept putting it off. Twice he had booked his passage back to America and made all his preparations for departure, and twice, as the day approached, he had canceled the arrangements.


  He hated the thought of quitting Germany, for he felt, somehow, that he would never again be able to return to this ancient land he loved so much. And Else—where, and under what alien skies, could he hope to see her again? Her roots were here, his were elsewhere. This would be a last farewell.


  So, after delaying and delaying, once more he booked his passage and made his plans to leave Berlin on a day toward the middle of September. The postponement of the dreaded moment had only made it more painful. He would be foolish to draw it out any further. This time he would really go.


  And at last came the fateful dawn.


  The phone beside his bed rang quietly. He stirred, then roused sharply from that fitful and uneasy sleep which a man experiences when he has gone to bed late, knowing that he has to get up early. It was the porter. His low, quiet voice had in it the quality of immediate authority.


  “It is seven o’clock,” he said.


  “All right,” George answered. “Thank you. I’m awake.”


  Then he got up, still fighting dismally with a stale fatigue which begged for sleep, as well as with a gnawing tension of anxiety which called for action. One look about the room reassured him. His old leather trunk lay open on the baggage rest. It had been packed the night before with beautiful efficiency by the maid. Now there was very little more to do except to shave and dress, stow toilet things away, pack the brief case with a few books and letters and the pages of manuscript that always accumulated wherever he was, and drive to the station. Twenty minutes’ steady work would find him ready. The train was not due until half-past eight, and the station was not three minutes distant in a taxicab. He thrust his feet into his slippers, walked over to the windows, tugged the cord, and pulled up the heavy wooden blinds.


  It was a grey morning. Below him, save for an occasional motor car, the quiet thrum of a bicycle, or someone walking briskly to his work with a lean, spare clack of early morning, the Kurfürstendamm was bare and silent. In the center of the street, above the tram tracks, the fine trees had already lost their summer freshness—that deep and dark intensity of German green which is the greenest green on earth and which has a kind of forest darkness, a legendary sense of coolness and of magic. The leaves looked faded now, and dusty. They were already touched here and there by the yellowing tinge of autumn. A tram, cream-yellow, spotless, shining like a perfect toy, slid past with a hissing sound upon the rails and at the contacts of the trolley. Except for this, the tram car made no noise. Like everything the Germans built, the tram and its roadbed were perfect in their function. The rattling and metallic clatter of an American street car were totally absent. Even the little cobblestones that paved the space between the tracks were as clean and spotless as if each of them had just been gone over thoroughly with a whisk broom, and the strips of grass that bordered the tracks were as green and velvety as Oxford sward.


  On both sides of the street, the great restaurants, cafés, and terraces of the Kurfürstendamm had the silent loneliness that such places always have at that hour of the morning. Chairs were racked upon the tables. Everything was clean and bare and empty. Three blocks away, at the head of the street, the clock on the Gedächtnis-kirche belatedly struck seven times. He could see the great, bleak masses of the church, and in the trees a few birds sang.


  Someone knocked upon the door. He turned and crossed and opened it. The waiter stood there with his breakfast tray. He was a boy of fifteen, a blond-haired, solemn child with a fresh pink face. He wore a boiled shirt, and a waiter’s uniform which was spotless-clean, but which had obviously been cut off and shortened down a little from the dimensions of some more mature former inhabitant. He marched in solemnly, bearing his tray before him straight toward the table in the center of the room, stolidly uttering in a guttural and toneless voice his three phrases of English which were:


  “Goot morning, sir,” as George opened the door—


  “If you bleeze, sir,” as he set the tray down upon the table, and then—


  “Dank you ferry much, sir,” as he marched out and turned to close the door behind him.


  The formula had always been the same. All summer it had not varied by a jot, and now as he marched out for the last time George had a feeling of affection and regret. He called to the boy to wait a moment, got his trousers, took some money, and gave it to him. His pink face reddened suddenly with happiness. George shook hands with him, and the boy said gutturally:


  “Dank you ferry much, sir.” And then, very quietly and earnestly, “Gute reise, mein Herr.” He clicked his heels together and bowed formally, and then closed the door.


  George stood there for a moment with that nameless feeling of affection and regret, knowing that he would never see the boy again. Then he went back to the table and poured out a cup of the hot, rich chocolate, broke a crusty roll, buttered it, spread it with strawberry jam, and ate it. This was all the breakfast he wanted. The pot was still half full of chocolate, the dish was still piled with little scrolls of creamy butter, there was enough of the delicious jam, enough of the crusty rolls and flaky croissants, to make half a dozen breakfasts, but he was not hungry.


  He went over to the wash basin and switched on the light. The large and heavy porcelain bowl was indented in the wall. The wall and the floor beneath were substantial and as perfect as a small but costly bathroom. He brushed his teeth and shaved, packed all the toilet things together in a little leather case, pulled the zipper, and put it away in the old trunk. Then he dressed. By seven-twenty he was ready.


  Franz Heilig came in as George was ringing for the porter. He was an astonishing fellow, an old friend of the Munich days, and George was devoted to him.


  When they had first met, Heilig had been a librarian in Munich. Now he had a post in one of the large libraries of Berlin. In this capacity he was a public functionary, with the prospect of slow but steady advancement through the years. His income was small and his scale of living modest, but such things did not bother Heilig. He was a scholar, with the widest range of knowledge and interests that George had ever known in anyone. He read and spoke a dozen languages. He was German to the very core of his learned soul, but his English, which he spoke less well than any other language he had studied, was not the usual German rendering of Shakespeare’s tongue. There were plenty of Germanic elements in it, but in addition Heilig had also borrowed accents and inflections from some of his other linguistic conquests, and the result was a most peculiar and amusing kind of bastard speech.


  As he entered the room and saw George he began to laugh, closing his eyes, contorting his small features, and snuffling through his sourly puckered lips as if he had just eaten a half-ripe persimmon. Then his face went sober and he said anxiously:


  “You are ready, zen? You are truly going?”


  George nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Everything’s all ready. How do you feel, Franz?”


  He laughed suddenly, took off his spectacles, and began to polish them. Without his glasses, his small puckered face had a tired and worn look, and his weak eyes were bloodshot and weary from the night before.


  “O Gott!” he cried, with a kind of gleeful desperation. “I feel perfectly dret-ful! I haf not efen been to bett! After I left you I could not sleep. I valked and valked, almost up to Grunewald. ... May I tell you somesing?” he said earnestly, and peered at George with the serious intensity with which he always uttered these oracular words. “I feel like hell—I really do.”


  “Then you haven’t been to bed at all? You’ve had no sleep?”


  “Oh, yes,” he said wearily. “I haf slept an hour. I came back home. My girl vas asleep—I did not vant to get into ze bett wiz her—I did not vant to vake her up. So I laid down upon ze couch. I did not efen take off my clothes. I vas afraid zat I vould come too late to see you at ze station. And zat,” he said, peering at George most earnestly again, “vould be too dret-ful!”


  “Why don’t you go back home and sleep today after the train goes?” George said. “I don’t think you’ll be able to do much work, feeling as you do. Wouldn’t it be better if you took the day off and caught up on your sleep?”


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig abruptly, yet rather indifferently, “I vill tell you somesing.” He peered at George earnestly and intently again, and said: “It does not matter. It really does not matter. I vill take somesing—some coffee or somesing,” he said indifferently. “It vill not be too bad. But Gott!”—again the desperately gleeful laugh—“how I shall sleep tonight! After zat I shall try to get to know my girl again.”


  “I hope so, Franz. She’s a nice girl. I’m afraid she hasn’t seen much of you the last month or so.”


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig, as before, “I vill tell you somesing. It does not matter. It really does not matter. She is a good girl—she knows about zese sings—you like her, yes?”—and he peered at George eagerly, earnestly, again. “You sink she is nice?”


  “Yes, I think she’s very nice.”


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig, “I vill tell you somesing. She is very nice. I am glad if you like her. She is very good for me. Ve get along togezzer very vell. I hope zat zey vill let me keep her,” he said quietly.


  “They? Who do you mean by ‘they,’ Franz?”


  “Oh,” he said, wearily, and his small face puckered in an expression of disgust, “zese people—zese stupid people—zat you know about.”


  “But good Lord, Franz! Surely they have not yet forbidden that, have they? A man is still allowed to have a girl, isn’t he? Why you can step right out into the Kurfürstendamm and get a dozen girls before you’ve walked a block.”


  “Oh,” said Heilig, “you mean ze little whores. Yes, you may still go to ze little whores. Zat’s quite anozzer matter. You may go to ze little whores and perhaps zey give you somesing—a little poison. But zat is quite all right. You see, my dear shap,” here his face puckered in a look of impish malice, and he began to speak in the tone of exaggerated and mincing refinement that characterized some of his more vicious utterances, “I vill now tell you somesing. Under ze Dritte Reich ve are all so happy, everysing is so fine and healsy, zat it is perfectly Gott-tam dret-ful,” he sneered. “Ve may go to ze little whores in ze Kurfürstendamm. Zey vill take you to zeir rooms, or zey vill come wiz you. Yes,” he said earnestly, nodding, “zey vill come wiz you to vhere you live—to your room. But you cannot haf a girl. If you haf a girl you must marry her, and—may I tell you?” he said frankly—“I cannot marry. I do not make enough money. It vould be quite impossible!” he said decisively. “And may I tell you zis?” he continued, pacing nervously up and down and taking rapid puffs at his cigarette. “If you haf a girl, zen you must haf two rooms. And zat also is quite impossible! I haf not efen money enough to afford two rooms.”


  “You mean, if you are living with a girl you are compelled by law to have two rooms?”


  “It is ze law, yes,” said Heilig quietly, nodding with the air of finality with which a German states established custom. “You must. If you are liffing wiz a girl, she must haf a room. Zen you can say,” he went on seriously, “zat you are not liffing wiz each ozzer. She may haf a room right next to you, but zen you can say zat she is not your girl. You may sleep togezzer every night, all you Gott-tam please. But zen, you see, you vill be good. You vill not do some sings against ze Party. ... Gott!” he cried, and, lifting his impish, bitterly puckered face, he laughed again. “It is all quite dret-ful.”


  “But if they find, Franz, that you’re living with her in a single room?”


  “Vell, zen,” he said quietly, “I may tell you zat she vill haf to go.” And then, wearily, dismissingly, in a tone of bitter indifference: “It does not matter. I do not care. I pay no attention to zese stupid people. I haf my vork, I haf my girl. And zat is all zat matters. Ven I am finished wiz my vork, I go home to my little room. My girl is zere, and zis little dog,” he said, and his face lighted up gleefully again. “Zis little dog—may I tell you somesing?—zis little dog—Pooki—ze little Scottie zat you know—I haf become quite fond of him. He is really quite nice,” said Heilig earnestly. “Ven he first came to us I hated him. My girl saw him and she fall in love wiz zis little animal,” said Heilig. “She said zat she must haf him—zat I must be buying him for her. Vell, zen,” said Heilig, quickly flipping the ash from his cigarette and moving up and down the room, “I said to her zat I vill not haf zis Gott-tam little beast about my place.” He fairly shouted these words to show the emphasis of his intention. “Vell, zen, ze girl cry. She talk alvays about zis little dog. She say zat she must haf him, zat she is going to die. Gott!” he cried gleefully again, and laughed. “It vas perfectly dret-ful. Zere vas no more peace for me. I vould go home at night and instantly she vould begin to cry and say she vill be dying if I do not buy zis little dog. So finally I say: ‘All right, haf it your own vay. I vill buy zis little animal!’” he said viciously—“‘Only for Gott’s sake, shut your crying!’ So, zen,” said Heilig impishly, “I vent to buy zis little dog, and I looked at him.” Here his voice became very droll, and with a tremendous sense of comic exaggeration his eyes narrowed, his small face puckered to a grimace, and his discolored teeth gritted together as he snarled softly and gleefully: “I looked at zis little dog and I said—‘All right, you—you-u-u buh-loody little animal—you-u-u aww-ful—dret-ful—little bee-e-e-st—I vill take you home wiz me—but you—you-u-u damned little beast, you—’” here he gleefully and viciously shook his fist at an imaginary dog—“‘if you do some sings I do not like—if you vill be making some buh-loody awful messes in my place, I vill give you somesing to eat zat you will not enchoy.’ ... But zen,” said Heilig, “after ve had him, I became quite fond of him. He is quite nice, really. Sometime ven I come home at night and everysing has gone badly and zere haf been so many of zese dret-ful people, he vill come and look at me. He vill talk to me. He vill say he knows zat I am so unhappy. And zat life is very hard. But zat he is my friend. Yes, he is really very nice. I like him very much.”


  During this conversation the porter had come in and was now waiting for his orders. He asked George if everything was in the leather trunk. George got down on hands and knees and took a final look under the bed. The porter opened doors and drawers. Heilig himself peered inside the big wardrobe and, finding it empty, turned to George with his characteristic expression of surprise and said:


  “Vell, zen, I may tell you zat I sink you have it all.”


  Satisfied on this score, the porter closed the heavy trunk, locked it, and tightened the straps, while Heilig helped George stuff manuscripts, letters, and a few books into the old brief case. Then George fastened the brief case and gave it to the porter. He dragged the baggage out into the hall and said he would wait for them below.


  George looked at his watch and found that it still lacked three-quarters of an hour until train time. He asked Heilig if they should go on immediately to the station or wait at the hotel.


  “Ve can vait here,” he said. “I sink it vould be better. If you vait here anozzer half an hour, zere vould still be time.”


  He offered George a cigarette and struck a match for him. Then they sat down, George at the table, Heilig upon the couch against the wall. And for a minute or two they smoked in silence.


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig quietly, “zis time it is to be good-bye. ... Zis time you vill really go?”


  “Yes, Franz. I’ve got to go this time. I’ve missed two boats already. I can’t miss another one.”


  They smoked in silence for a moment more, and then suddenly, earnestly and anxiously, Heilig said:


  “Vell, zen, may I tell you somesing? I am sorry.”


  “And I, too, Franz.”


  Again they smoked in troubled and uneasy silence.


  “You vill come back, of gourse,” said Heilig presently. And then, decisively: “You must, of gourse. Ve like you here.” Another pause, then very simply and quietly, “You know, ve do so luff you.”


  George was too moved to say anything, and Heilig, peering at him quickly and anxiously, continued:


  “And you like it here? You like us? Yes!” he cried emphatically, in answer to his own question. “Of gourse you do!”


  “Of course, Franz.”


  “Zen you must come back,” he said quietly. “It vould be quite dret-ful if you did not.” He looked at George searchingly again, but George said nothing. In a moment Heilig said, “And I—I shall hope zat ve shall meet again.”


  “I hope so, too, Franz,” said George. And then, trying to throw off the sadness that had fallen on them, he went on as cheerfully as he could, voicing his desire more than his belief: “Of course we shall. I shall come back some day, and we shall sit together talking just the same as we are now.”


  Heilig did not answer immediately. His small face became contorted with the look of bitter and malicious humor which George had seen upon it so often. He took off his glasses quickly, polished them, wiped his tired, weak eyes, and put his glasses on again.


  “You sink so?” he said, and smiled his wry and bitter smile.


  “I’m sure of it,” George said positively, and for the moment he almost believed it. “You and I and all the friends we know—we’ll sit together drinking, we’ll stay up all night and dance around the trees and go to Aenna Maentz at three o’clock in the morning for chicken soup. All of it will be the same.”


  “Vell, zen, I hope zat you are right. But I am not so sure,” said Heilig quietly. “I may not be here.”


  “You!” George laughed derisively. “Why what are you talking about? You know you wouldn’t be happy anywhere else. You have your work, it’s what you always wanted to do, and at last you’re in the place where you always wanted to be. Your future is mapped out clearly before you—it’s just a matter of hanging on until your superiors die off or retire. You’ll always be here!”


  “I am not so sure,” he said. He puffed at his cigarette, and then continued rather hesitantly. “You see—zere are zese fools—zese stupid people!” He ground his cigarette out viciously in the ash tray, and, his face twisted in a wry smile of defiant, lacerated pride, he cried angrily: “Myself—I do not care. I do not vorry for myself. Right now I haf my little life—my little chob—my little girl—my little room. Zese people—zese fools!” he cried—“I do not notice zem. I do not see zem. It does not bozzer me,” he cried. And now, indeed, his face had become a grotesque mask. “I shall always get along,” he said. “If zey run me out—vell, zen, I may tell you zat I do not care! Zere are ozzer places!” he cried bitterly. “I can go to England, to Sveden. If zey take my chob, my girl,” he cried scornfully and waved his hand impatiently, “may I tell you zat it does not matter. I shall get along. And if zese fools—zese stupid people—if zey take my life—I do not sink zat is so terrible. You sink so? Yes?”


  “Yes, I do think so, Franz. I should not like to die.”


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig quietly, “wiz you it is a different matter. You are American. Wiz us, it is not ze same. I haf seen men shot, in Munich, in Vienna—I do not sink it is too bad.” He turned and looked searchingly at George again. “No, it is not too bad,” he said.


  “Oh hell, you’re talking like an idiot,” George said. “No one’s going to shoot you. No one’s going to take your job or girl away. Why, man, your job is safe. It has nothing to do with politics. And they’d never find another scholar like you. Why, they couldn’t do without you.”


  He shrugged his shoulders indifferently and cynically. “I do not know,” he said. “Myself—I think ve can do wizout everybody if ve must. And perhaps ve must.”


  “Must? What do you mean by that, Franz?”


  Heilig did not answer for a moment. Then he said abruptly:


  “Now I sink zat I vill tell you somesing. In ze last year here, zese fools haf become quite dret-ful. All ze Chews haf been taken from zeir vork, zey haf nozzing to do any more. Zese people come around—some stupid people in zeir uniform—” he said contemptuously—“and zey say zat everyone must be an Aryan man—zis vonderful plue-eyed person eight feet tall who has been Aryan in his family since 1820. If zere is a little Chew back zere—zen it is a pity,” Heilig jeered. “Zis man can no more vork—he is no more in ze Cherman spirit. It is all quite stupid.” He smoked in silence for a minute or two, then continued: “Zis last year zese big fools haf been coming round to me. Zey demand to know who I am, vhere I am from—whezzer or not I haf been born or not. Zey say zat I must prove to zem zat I am an Aryan man. Ozzervise I can no longer vork in ze library.”


  “But my God, Franz!” George cried, and stared at him in stupefaction. “You don’t mean to tell me that—why, you’re not a Jew,” he said, “are you?”


  “Oh Gott no!” Heilig cried, with a sudden shout of gleeful desperation. “My dear shap, I am so Gott-tam Cherman zat it is perfectly dret-ful.”


  “Well, then,” George demanded, puzzled, “what’s the trouble? Why should they bother you? Why worry about it if you’re a German?”


  Heilig was silent a little while, and the look of wry, wounded humor in his small, puckered face had deepened perceptibly before he spoke again.


  “My dear Chorge,” he said at last, “now I may tell you somesing. I am completely Cherman, it is true. Only, my poor dear mozzer—I do so luff her, of course—but Gott!” He laughed through his closed mouth, and there was bitter merriment in his face. “Gott! She is such a fool! Zis poor lady,” he said, a trifle contemptuously, “luffed my fazzer very much—so much, in fact, zat she did not go to ze trouble to marry him. So zese people come and ask me all zese questions, and say, ‘Vhere is your fazzer!’ And of gourse I cannot tell zem. Because, alas, my dear old shap, I am zis bastard. Gott!” he cried again, and with eyes narrowed into slits he laughed bitterly out of the corner of his mouth. “It is all so dret-ful—so stupid—and so horribly funny!”


  “But Franz! Surely you must know who your father is—you must have heard his name.”


  “My Gott, yes!” he cried. “Zat is vhat makes it all so funny.”


  “You mean you know him, then? He is living?”


  “But of gourse,” said Heilig. “He is living in Berlin.”


  “Do you ever see him?”


  “But of gourse,” he said again. “I see him every veek. Ve are quite good friends.”


  “But—then I don’t see what the trouble is—unless they can take your job from you because you’re a bastard. It’s embarrassing, of course, and all that, both for your father and yourself—but can’t you tell them? Can’t you explain it to them? Won’t your father help you out?”


  “I am sure he vould,” said Heilig, “if I told zis sing to him. Only, I cannot tell him. You see,” he went on quietly, “my fazzer and I are quite good friends. Ve never speak about zis sing togezzer—ze vay he knew my mozzer. And now, I vould not ask him—I vould not tell him of zis trouble—I vould not vant him to help me—because it might seem zat I vas taking an adwantage. It might spoil everysing.”


  “But your father—is he known here? Would these people know his name if you mentioned it?”


  “Oh Gott yes!” Heilig cried out gleefully, and snuffled with bitter merriment. “Zat is vhat makes it all so horrible—and so dret-fully amusing. Zey vould know his name at vonce. Perhaps zey vill say zat I am zis little Chew and t’row me out because I am no Aryan man—and my fazzer—” Heilig choked and, snuffling, bent half over in his bitter merriment—“my fazzer is zis loyal Cherman man—zis big Nazi—zis most important person in ze Party!”


  For a moment George looked at his friend—whose name, ironically, signified “the holy one”—and could not speak. This strange and moving illumination of his history explained so much about him—the growing bitterness and disdain toward almost everyone and everything, the sense of weary disgust and resignation, the cold venom of his humor, and that smile which kept his face almost perpetually puckered up. As he sat there, fragile, small, and graceful, smiling his wry smile, the whole legend of his life became plain. He had been life’s tender child, so sensitive, so affectionate, so amazingly intelligent. He had been the fleeceling lamb thrust out into the cold to bear the blast and to endure want and loneliness. He had been wounded cruelly. He had been warped and twisted. He had come to this, and yet he had maintained a kind of bitter integrity.


  “I’m so sorry, Franz,” George said. “So damned sorry. I never knew of this.”


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig indifferently, “I may tell you zat it does not matter. It really does not matter.” He smiled his tortured smile, snuffling a little through his lips, flicked the ash from his cigarette, and shifted his position. “I shall do somesing about it. I haf engaged one of zese little men—zese dret-ful little people—vhat do you call zem?—lawyers!—O Gott, but zey are dret-ful!” he shouted gleefully. “I haf bought one of zem to make some lies for me. Zis little man wiz his papers—he vill feel around until he discover fazzers, mozzers, sisters, brozzers—everysing I need. If he cannot, if zey vill not believe—vell, zen,” said Heilig, “I must lose my chob. But it does not matter. I shall do somesing. I shall go somevhere else. I shall get along somehow. I haf done so before, and it vas not too terrible. ... But zese fools—zese dret-ful people!” he said with deep disgust. “Some day, my dear Chorge, you must write a bitter book. You must tell all zese people just how horrible zey are. Myself—I haf no talent. I cannot write a book. I can do nozzing but admire vhat ozzers do and know if it is good. But you must tell zese dret-ful people vhat zey are. ... I haf a little fantasy,” be [he] went on with a look of impish glee. “Ven I feel bad—ven I see all zese dret-ful people valking up and down in ze Kurfürstendamm and sitting at ze tables and putting food into zeir faces—zen I imagine zat I haf a little ma-chine gun. So I take zis little ma-chine gun and go up and down, and ven I see one of zese dret-ful people I go—ping-ping-ping-ping-ping!” As he uttered these words in a rapid, childish key, he took aim with his hand and hooked his finger rapidly. “O Gott!” he cried ecstatically. “I should so enchoy it if I could go around wiz zis little ma-chine gun and use it on all zese stupid fools! But I cannot. My ma-chine gun is only in imagination. Wiz you it is different. You haf a ma-chine gun zat you can truly use. And you must use it,” he said earnestly. “Some day you must write zis bitter book, and you must tell zese fools vhere zey belong. Only,” he added quickly, and turned anxiously toward George, “you must not do it yet. Or if you do, you must not say some sings in zis book zat vill make zese people angry wiz you here.”


  “What kind of things do you mean, Franz?”


  “Zese sings about—” he lowered his voice and glanced quickly toward the door—“about politics—about ze Party. Sings zat vould bring zem down on you. It would be quite dret-ful if you did.”


  “Why would it?”


  “Because,” he said, “you have a great name here. I don’t mean wiz zese fools, zese stupid people, but wiz ze people left who still read books. I may tell you,” he said earnestly, “zat you have ze best name here now of any foreign writer. If you should spoil it now—if you should write some sings now zat zey vould not like—it vould be a pity. Ze Reichschriftskammer vould forbid your books—vould tell us zat ve could no longer read you—and ve could not get your books. And zat vould be a pity. Ve do so like you here—I mean ze people who understand. Zey know so vell about you. Zey understand ze vay you feel about sings. And I may tell you zat ze translations are quite marvelous. Ze man who does zem is a poet, and he luffs you—he gets you in, ze vay you feel—your images—ze rhythmus of your writing. And ze people find it very vonderful. Zey cannot believe zat zey are reading a translation. Zey say zat it must haf been written in Cherman in ze beginning. And—O Gott!” he shouted gleefully again—“zey call you everysing—ze American Homer, ze American epic writer. Zey like and understand you so much. Your writing is so full of juice, so round and full of blood. Ze feeling is like feeling zat ve haf. Wiz many people you haf ze greatest name of any writer in ze world today.”


  “That’s a good deal more than I’ve got at home, Franz.”


  “I know. But zen, I notice, in America zey luff everyvun a year—and zen zey spit upon him. Here, wiz many people you haf zis great name,” he said earnestly, “and it vould be too dret-ful—it vould be such a pity—if you spoil it now. You vill not?” he said, and again looked anxiously and earnestly at George.


  George looked off in space and did not answer right away; then he said:


  “A man must write what he must write. A man must do what he must do.”


  “Zen you mean zat if you felt zat you had to say some sings—about politics—about zese stupid fools—about——”


  “What about life?” George said. “What about people?”


  “You vould say it?”


  “Yes, I would.”


  “Efen if it did you harm? Efen if it spoiled you here? Efen if ve could no longer read vhat you write?” With his small face peering earnestly at George, he waited anxiously for his reply.


  “Yes, Franz, even if that happened.”


  Heilig was silent a moment, and then, with apparent hesitancy, he said:


  “Efen if you write somesing—and zey say to you zat you cannot come back?”


  George, too, was silent now. There was much to think of. But at last he said:


  “Yes, even if they told me that.”


  Heilig straightened sharply, with a swift intake of anger and impatience. “Zen I vill tell you somesing,” he said harshly. “You are one big fool.” He rose, flung his cigarette away, and began to pace nervously up and down the room. “Vhy should you go and spoil yourself?” he cried. “Vhy should you go and write sings now zat vill make it so zat you cannot come back. You do so luff it here!” he cried; then turned sharply, anxiously, and said, “You do, of gourse?”


  “Yes, I do—better than almost any other place on earth.”


  “And ve alzo!” cried Heilig, pacing up and down. “Ve do so luff you, too. You are no stranger to us, Chorge. I see ze people look at you ven you go by upon ze street and zey all smile at you. Zere is somesing about you zat zey like. Ze little girls in ze shirt shop ven ve vent to buy ze shirt for you—zey all said, ‘Who is he?’ Zey all vanted to know about you. Zey kept ze shop open two hours late, till nine o’clock zat night, so zat ze shirt vould be ready for you. Efen ven you speak zis poor little Cherman zat you speak, all ze people like it. Ze vaiters in ze restaurants come and do sings for you before everybody else, and not because zey vant a tip from you. You are at home here. Everybody understands you. You have zis famous name—to us you are zis great writer. And for a little politics,” he said bitterly, “because zere are zese stupid fools, you vould now go and spoil it all.”


  George made no answer. So Heilig, still walking feverishly up and down, went on:


  “Vhy should you do it? You are no politician. You are no propaganda Party man. You are not one of zese Gott-tam little New York Salon-Kommunisten.” He spat the word out viciously, his pale eyes narrowed into slits. “May I now tell you somesing?” He paused abruptly, looking at George. “I hate zese bloody little people—zese damned æst’etes—zese little propaganda literary men.” Puckering his face into an expression of mincing disdain, advancing with two fingers pressed together in the air before him, and squinting at them with delicately lidded eyes, he coughed in an affected way—“U-huh, u-huh!”—and then, in a tone of mincing parody, he quoted from an article he had read: “‘If I may say so, ze transparence of ze Darstellung in Vebber’s vork. ...’ U-huh, u-huh!” he coughed again. “Zis bloody little fool who wrote zat piece about you in Die Dame—zis damned little æst’ete wiz zese phrases about ‘ze transparence of ze Darstellung’—may I tell you somesing?” he shouted violently. “I spit upon zese bloody people! Zey are everyvhere ze same. You find zem in London, Paris, Vienna. Zey are bad enough in Europe—but in America!” he shouted, his face lighting up with impish glee—“O Gott! If I may tell you so, zey are perfectly dret-ful! Vhere do you get zem from? Efen ze European æst’ete says, ‘My Gott! zese bloody men, zese awful people, zese damned æst’etes from ze Oo Ess Ah—zey are too dret-ful!’”


  “Are you talking now of Communists? You began on them, you know!”


  “Vell now,” he said, curtly and coldly, with the arrogant dismissal that was becoming more and more characteristic of him, “it does not matter. It does not matter vhat zey call zemselves. Zey are all ze same. Zey are zese little expressionismus, surréalismus, Kommunismus people—but really zey can call zemselves anysing, everysing, for zey are nozzing. And may I tell you zat I hate zem. I am so tired of all zese belated little people,” he said, and turned away with an expression of weariness and disgust. “It does not matter. It simply does not matter vhat zey say. For zey know nozzing.”


  “You think then, Franz, that all of Communism is like that—that all Communists are just a crowd of parlor fakes?”


  “Oh, die Kommunisten,” said Heilig wearily. “No, I do not sink zat zey are all fakes. And Kommunismus—” he shrugged his shoulders—“vell, zen, I sink zat it is very good. I sink zat some day ze vorld may live like zat. Only, I do not sink zat you and I vill see it. It is too great a dream. And zese sings are not for you. You are not one of zese little propaganda Party people—you are a writer. It is your duty to look around you and to write about ze vorld and people as you see zem. It is not your duty to write propaganda speeches and call zem books. You could not do zat. It is quite impossible.”


  “But suppose I write about the world and people as I see them, and come in conflict with the Party—what then?”


  “Zen,” he said roughly, “you vill be one big fool. You can write everysing you need to write wizout zese Party people coming down on you. You do not need to mention zem. And if you do mention zem, and do not say nice sings, zen ve can no longer read you, and you cannot come back. And for vhat vould you do it? If you vere some little propaganda person in New York, you could say zese sings and zen it vould not matter. Because zey can say anysing zey like—but zey know nozzing of us, and it costs zem nozzing. But you—you have so much to lose.”


  Heilig paced back and forth in feverish silence, puffing on his cigarette, then all at once he turned and demanded truculently:


  “You sink it is so bad here now?—ze vay sings are wiz ze Party and zese stupid people? You sink it vould be better if zere vas anozzer party, like in America? Zen,” he said, not waiting for an answer, “I sink you are mistaken. It is bad here, of gourse, but I sink it vill be soon no better wiz you. Zese bloody fools—you find zem everyvhere. Zey are ze same wiz you, only in a different vay.” Suddenly he looked at George earnestly and searchingly. “You sink zat you are free in America—no?” He shook his head and went on: “I do not sink so. Ze only free ones are zese dret-ful people. Here, zey are free to tell you vhat you must read, vhat you must believe, and I sink zat is also true in America. You must sink and feel ze vay zey do—you must say ze sings zey vant you to say—or zey kill you. Ze only difference is zat here zey haf ze power to do it. In America zey do not haf it yet, but just vait—zey vill get it. Ve Chermans haf shown zem ze vay. And zen, you vould be more free here zan in New York, for here you haf a better name, I sink, zan in America. Here zey admire you. Here you are American, and you could efen write and say sings zat no Cherman could do, so long as you say nozzing zat is against ze Party. Do you sink zat you could do zat in New York?”


  He paced the floor in silence for a long moment, pausing to look searchingly at George. At length he answered his own question:


  “No, you could not. Zese people here—zey say zat zey are Nazis. I sink zat zey are more honest. In New York, zey call zemselves by some fine name. Zey are ze Salon-Kommunisten. Zey are ze Daughters of ze Revolution. Zey are ze American Legion. Zey are ze business men, ze Chamber of Commerce. Zey are one sing and anozzer, but zey are all ze same, and I sink zat zey are Nazis, too. You vill find everyvhere zese bloody people. Zey are not for you. You are not a propaganda man.”


  Again there was a silence. Heilig continued to pace the floor, waiting for George to say something; when he did not, Heilig went on again. And in his next words he revealed a depth of cynicism and indifference which was greater than George had ever before suspected, and of which he would not have thought Heilig’s sensitive soul was capable.


  “If you write somesing now against ze Nazis,” said Heilig, “you vill please ze Chews, but you cannot come back to Chermany again, and zat for all of us vould be quite dret-ful. And may I tell you somesing?” he cried harshly and abruptly, and glared at George. “I do not like zese Gott-tam Chews any more zan I like zese ozzer people. Zey are just as bad. Ven all is going vell wiz zem, zey say, ‘Ve spit upon you and your bloody country because ve are so vunderful.’ And ven sings are going bad wiz zem, zey become zese little Chewish men zat veep and wring zeir hands and say, ‘Ve are only zese poor, downtrodden Chews, and look vhat zey are doing to us.’ And may I tell you,” he cried harshly, “zat I do not care. I do not sink it matters very much. I sink zat it is stupid vhat zese bloody fools are doing to zese Chews—but I do not care. It does not matter. I haf seen zese Chews ven zey vere high and full of power, and really zey vere dret-ful. Zey vere only for zemselves. Zey spit upon ze rest of us. So it does not matter,” he repeated harshly. “Zey are as bad as all ze ozzers, zese great, fat Chews. If I had my little ma-chine gun, I vould shoot zem, too. Ze only sing I care about any more is vhat zese dret-ful fools vill do to Chermany—to ze people.” Anxiously, he looked at George and said, “You do so like ze people, Chorge?”


  “Enormously,” said George, almost in a whisper, and he was filled with such an overwhelming sadness—for Germany, for the people, and for his friend—that he could say no more. Heilig caught the full implications of George’s whispered tone. He glanced at him sharply. Then he sighed deeply, and his bitterness dropped away.


  “Yes,” he said quietly, “you must, of gourse.” Then he added gently: “Zey are really a good lot. Zey are big fools, of gourse, but zey are not too bad.”


  He was silent a moment. He ground out his cigarette in the ash tray, sighed again, and then said, a little sadly:


  “Vell, zen, you must do vhat you must do. But you are one big fool.” He looked at his watch and put his hand upon George’s arm. “Come on, old shap. Now it is time to go.”


  George got up, and for a moment they stood looking at each other, then they clasped each other by the hand.


  “Good-bye, Franz,” George said.


  “Good-bye, dear Chorge,” said Heilig quietly. “Ve shall miss you very much.”


  “And I you,” George answered.


  Then they went out.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 40

  LAST FAREWELL


  When they got downstairs the bill was made up and ready, and George paid it. There was no need to count it up, because there never had been a cheat or error in their reckoning. George distributed extra largess to the head porter—a grey, chunky, sternly able Prussian—and to the head waiter. He gave a mark to the smiling boy beside the lift, who clicked his heels together and saluted. He took one final look at the faded, ugly, curiously pleasant furnishings of the little foyer, and said good-bye again, and went swiftly down the steps into the street.


  The porter was already there. He had the baggage on the curb. A taxi was just drawing up, and he stowed the baggage in. George tipped him and shook hands. He also tipped the enormous doorman, a smiling, simple, friendly fellow who had always patted him upon the back as he went in and out. Then he got into the taxi, sat down by Heilig, and gave the driver the address—Bahnhof Am Zoo.


  The taxi wheeled about and started up along the other side of the Kurfürstendamm, turned and crossed into the Joachimtalen-strasse, and, three minutes later, drew in before the station. They still had some minutes to wait before the train, which was coming from the Friedrich-strasse, would be there. They gave the baggage to a porter, who said he would meet them on the platform. Then Heilig thrust a coin into the machine and bought a platform ticket. They passed by the ticket inspectors and went up the stairs.


  A considerable crowd of travelers was already waiting on the platform. A train was just pulling in out of the west, from the direction of Hanover and Bremen. A number of people got off. On other tracks the glittering trains of the Stadtbahn were moving in and out; their beautiful, shining cars—deep maroon, red, and golden yellow—going from east to west, from west to east, and to all the quarters of the city’s compass, were heavily loaded with morning workers. George looked down the tracks toward the east, in the direction from which his train must come, and saw the semaphores, the lean design of tracks, the tops of houses, and the massed greens of the Zoologic Garden. The Stadtbahn trains kept sliding in and out, swiftly, almost noiselessly, discharging streams of hurrying people, taking in others. It was all so familiar, so pleasant, and so full of morning. It seemed that he had known it forever, and he felt as he always did when he left a city—a sense of sorrow and regret, of poignant unfulfillment, a sense that here were people he could have known, friends he could have had, all lost now, fading, slipping from his grasp, as the inexorable moment of the departing hour drew near.


  Far down the platform the doors of the baggage elevator clanged, and the porters pulled trucks loaded with great piles of baggage out upon the platform. And presently George saw his porter advancing with a truck, and among the bags and trunks upon it he could see his own. The porter nodded to him, indicating at about what point he ought to stand.


  At this same moment he turned and saw Else coming down the platform toward him. She walked slowly, at her long and rhythmic stride. People followed her with their eyes as she passed by. She was wearing a rough tweed jacket of a light, coarse texture and a skirt of the same material. Everything about her had a kind of incomparable style. She could have worn anything with the same air. Her tall figure was stunning, a strange and moving combination of delicacy and power. Under her arm she was carrying a book, and as she came up she gave it to George. He took her hands, which for so large a woman were amazingly lovely and sensitive, long, white, and slender as a child’s, and George noticed that they were cold, and that the fingers trembled.


  “Else, you have met Herr Heilig, haven’t you? Franz, you remember Frau von Kohler?”


  Else turned and surveyed Heilig coldly and sternly. Heilig answered her look with a stare that was equally unrelenting and hostile. There was a formidable quality in the mutual suspicion they displayed as their eyes met. George had observed the same phenomenon many times before in the encounters of Germans who were either total strangers or who did not know each other well. At once their defenses would be up, as if each distrusted the other on sight and demanded full credentials and assurances before relenting into any betrayal of friendliness and confidence. George was used to this sort of thing by now. It was what was to be expected. Just the same, it never failed to be alarming to him when it happened. He could not accustom himself to it and accept it as an inevitable part of life, as so many of these Germans seemed to have done, because he had never seen anything like it at home, or anywhere else in the world before.


  Moreover, between these two, the usual manifestations of suspicion were heightened by an added quality of deep, instinctive dislike. As they stood regarding each other, something flashed between them that was as cold and hard as steel, as swift and naked as a rapier thrust. These feelings of distrust and antagonism were communicated in a single moment’s silence; then Else inclined her head slightly and sternly and said in her excellent English, which had hardly a trace of accent and revealed its foreignness only by an occasional phrase and the undue precision of her enunciation:


  “I believe we have met, at Grauschmidt’s party for George.”


  “I belief so,” Heilig said. And then, after surveying her a moment longer with a look of truculent hostility, he said coldly: “And Grauschmidt’s drawing in ze Tageblatt—you did not like it—no?”


  “Of George!” she spoke derisively, incredulously. Her stern face was suddenly illuminated with a radiant smile. She laughed scornfully and said: “This drawing by your friend, Grauschmidt—you mean the one that made George look like a wonderful and charming sugar-tenor?”


  “You did not like it, zen?” said Heilig coldly.


  “But ja!” she cried. “As a drawing of a Zuckertenor—as a drawing of Herr Grauschmidt, the way he is himself, the way he sees and feels—it is quite perfect! But George! It looks no more like George than you do!”


  “Zen I may tell you somesing,” said Heilig coldly and venomously. “I sink zat you are very stupid. Ze drawing vas egg-zellent—everybody sought so. Grauschmidt himself said zat it vas vun of ze very best zat he has effer done. He likes it very much.”


  “But naturlich!” Else said ironically, and laughed scornfully again. “Herr Grauschmidt likes so many things. First of all, he likes himself. He likes everything he does. And he likes music of Puccini,” she went on rapidly. “He sings Ave Maria. He likes sob-songs of Hilbach. He likes dark rooms with a red light and silken pillows. He is romantic and likes to talk about his feelings. He thinks: ‘We artists!’”


  Heilig was furious. “If I may tell you somesing—” he began.


  But Else now could not be checked. She took a short and angry step away, then turned again, with two spots of passionate color in her cheeks:


  “Your friend, Herr Grauschmidt,” she continued, “likes to talk of art. He says, ‘This orchestra is wonderful!’—he never hears the music. He goes to see Shakespeare, saying, ‘Mayer is a wonderful actor.’ He——”


  “If I may tell you somesing—” Heilig choked.


  “He likes little girls with high heels,” she panted. “He is in the Ess Ah. When he shaves, he wears a hair-dress cap. Of course his nails are polished. He has a lot of photographs—of himself and other great people!” And, panting but triumphant, she turned and walked away a few paces to compose herself.


  “Zese bloody people!” Heilig grated. “O Gott, but zey are dret-ful!” Turning to George, he said venomously: “If I may tell you somesing—zis person—zis voman—zis von Kohler zat you like so much—she iss a fool!”


  “Wait a minute, Franz. I don’t think she is. You know what I think of her.”


  “Vell, zen,” said Heilig, “you are wrong. You are mistaken. If I may say so, you are again also one big fool. Vell, zen, it does not matter,” he cried harshly. “I vill go and buy some cigarettes, and you can try to talk to zis damn stupid voman.” And, still choking with rage, he turned abruptly and walked away down the platform.


  George went up to Else. She was still excited, still breathing rapidly. He took her hands and they were trembling. She said:


  “This bitter little man—this man whose name it means ‘the holy one’—he is so full of bitterness—he hates me. He is so jealous for you. He wants to keep you for himself. He has told you lies. He has tried to say things against me. I hear them!” she went on excitedly. “People come to me with them! I do not listen to them!” she cried angrily. “O George, George!” she said suddenly, and took him by the arms. “Do not listen to this bitter little man. Last night,” she whispered, “I had a strange dream. It was a so strange, a so good and wonderful dream that I had for you. You must not listen to this bitter man!” she cried earnestly, and shook him by the arms. “You are religious man. You are artist. And the artist is religious man.”


  Just then Lewald appeared on the platform and came toward them. His pink face looked fresh and hearty as always. His constant exuberance had in it a suggestion of alcoholic stimulation. Even at this hour of the morning he seemed to be bubbling over with a winy exhilaration. As he barged along, swinging his great shoulders and his bulging belly, people all along the platform caught the contagion of his gleeful spirits and smiled at him, and yet their smiles were also tinged with respect. In spite of his great pink face and his enormous belly, there was nothing ridiculous in Lewald’s appearance. One’s first impression was that of a strikingly handsome man. One did not think of him as being fat; rather, one thought of him as being big. And as he rolled along, he dominated the scene with a sense of easy and yet massive authority. One would scarcely have taken him for a business man, and a very shrewd and crafty one to boot. Everything about him suggested a natural and instinctive Bohemianism. Looking at him, one felt that here, probably, was an old army man, not of the Prussian military type, but rather a fellow who had done his service and who had thoroughly enjoyed the army life—the boisterous camaraderie of men, the eating and drinking bouts, the adventures with the girls—as, indeed, he had.


  A tremendous appetite for life was plainly legible all over him. People recognized it the moment they saw him, and that is why they smiled. He seemed so full of wine, so full of spacious, hearty unconventionality. His whole manner proclaimed him to be the kind of man who has burst through all the confines of daily, routine living with the force of a natural element. He was one of those men who, immediately somehow, shine out luminously in all the grey of life, one of those men who carry about their persons a glamorous aura of warmth, of color, and of temperament. In any crowd he stood out in dominant and exciting isolation, drawing all eyes to himself with a vivid concentration of interest, so that one would remember him later even though one had seen him only for an instant, just as one would remember the one room in an otherwise empty house that had furniture and a fire in it.


  So now, as he approached, even when he was still some yards away, he began to shake his finger at George waggishly, at the same time moving his great head from side to side. As he came up, he sang out in a throaty, vinous voice the opening phrases of an obscene song which he had taught to George, and which the two of them had often sung together during those formidable evenings at his house:


  “Lecke du, lecke du, lecke du die Katze am Arsch ...”


  Else flushed, but Lewald checked himself quickly at the penultimate moment and, wagging his finger at George again, cried:


  “Ach du!” And then, in an absurdly sly and gleeful croon, his small eyes twinkling roguishly: “Naught-ee boy-ee! Naught-ee boy-ee!”—wagging a finger all the time. “My old Chorge!” he cried suddenly and heartily. “Vhere haf you been—you naught-ee boy-ee? I look for you last night and I cannot see you anyvheres!”


  Before George could answer, Heilig returned, smoking a cigarette. George remembered that the two men had met before, but now they gave no sign of recognition. Indeed, Lewald’s hearty manner dropped away at sight of the little Heilig, and his face froze into an expression of glacial reserve and suspicion. George was so put out by this that he forgot his own manners, and instead of presenting Else to Lewald, he stammered out an introduction of Heilig. Lewald then acknowledged the other’s presence with a stiff and formal little bow. Heilig merely inclined his head slightly and returned Lewald’s look coldly. George was feeling very uncomfortable and embarrassed when Lewald took the situation in hand again. Turning his back on Heilig, he now resumed his former manner of hearty exuberance and, seizing George’s arm in one meaty fist and pounding affectionately upon it with the other, he cried out loudly:


  “Chorge! Vhere haf you been, you naught-ee boy-ee? Vhy do you not come in to see me dese last days? I vas eggsbecting you.”


  “Why—I—I—” George began, “I really meant to, Karl. But I knew you would be here to see me off, and I just didn’t get around to dropping in at your office again. I’ve had a great deal to do, you know.”


  “And I alzo!” cried Lewald, his voice rising in droll emphasis on the last word. “I alzo!” he repeated. “But me—I alvays haf time for mein friends,” he said accusingly, still beating away on George’s arm to show that his pretended hurt had not really gone very deep.


  “Karl,” George now said, “you remember Frau von Kohler, don’t you?”


  “Aber natürlich!” he cried with the boisterous gallantry that always marked his manner with women. “Honorable lady,” he said in German, “how are you? I shall not be likely to forget the pleasure you gave me by coming to one of my parties. But I have not seen you since that evening, and I have seen less and less of old Chorge since then.” Relapsing into English at this point, he turned to George again and shook his finger at him, saying: “You naught-ee boy-ee, you!”


  This playful gallantry had no effect on Else. Her face did not relax any of its sternness. She just looked at Lewald with her level gaze and made no effort to conceal the scorn she felt for him. Lewald, however, appeared not to notice, for once more he turned to her and addressed her in his exuberant German:


  “Honorable lady, I can understand the reason why the Chorge has deserted me. He has found more exciting adventures than anything the poor old Lewald had to offer him.” Here he turned back to George again and, with his small eyes twinkling mischievously, he wagged his finger beneath George’s nose and crooned slyly, absurdly: “Naught-ee boy-ee! Naught-ee boy-ee!”—as if to say: “Aha, you rascal, you! I’ve caught you now!”


  This whole monologue had been delivered almost without a pause in Lewald’s characteristic manner—a manner that had been famous throughout Europe for thirty years. His waggishness with George was almost childishly naïve and playful, while his speech to Else was bluff, high-spirited, hearty, and good-humored. Through it all he gave the impression of a man who was engagingly open and sincere, and one who was full of jolly good will toward mankind. It was the manner George had seen him use many times—when he was meeting some new author, when he was welcoming someone to his office, when he was talking over the telephone, or inviting friends to a party.


  But now again, George was able to observe the profound difference between the manner and the man. That bluff and hearty openness was just a mask which Lewald used against the world with all the deceptive grace and subtlety of a great matador preparing to give the finishing stroke to a charging bull. Behind that mask was concealed the true image of the man’s soul, which was sly, dexterous, crafty, and cunning. George noticed again how really small and shrewd were the features. The big blond head and the broad shoulders and the great, pink, vinous jowls gave an effect of massive size and grandeur, but that general effect was not borne out by the smaller details. The mouth was amazingly tiny and carnal; it was full of an almost obscene humor, and it had a kind of mousing slyness, as if its fat little chops were fairly watering for lewd titbits. The nose was also small and pointed, and there was a sniffing shrewdness about it. The eyes were little, blue, and twinkled with crafty merriment. One felt that they saw everything—that they were not only secretly and agreeably aware of the whole human comedy, but were also slyly amused at the bluff and ingenuous part that their owner was playing.


  “But come, now!” Lewald cried suddenly, throwing back his shoulders and seeming to collect himself to earnestness with a jerk. “I bring somet’ing to you from mein hosband. ... Was?” He looked around at all three of them with an expression of innocent, questioning bewilderment as George grinned.


  It was a familiar error of his broken English. He always called his wife his “hosband,” and frequently told George that some day he, too, would get a “good hosband.” But he used the word with an expression of such droll innocence, his little blue eyes twinkling in his pink face with a look of cherubic guilelessness, that George was sure he knew better and was making the error deliberately for its comic effect. Now, as George laughed, Lewald turned to Else, then to Heilig, with a puzzled air, and in a lowered voice said rapidly:


  “Was, denn? Was meint Chorge? Wie sagt man das? Ist das nicht richtig englisch?”


  Else looked pointedly away as though she had not heard him and wished to have nothing more to do with him. Heilig’s only answer was to continue looking at him coldly and suspiciously. Lewald, however, was not in the least put out by the unappreciativeness of his audience. He turned back to George with a comical shrug, as if the whole thing were quite beyond him, and then slipped into George’s pocket a small flask of German brandy, saying that it was the gift his “hosband” had sent. Next he took out a thin and beautifully bound little volume which one of his authors had written and illustrated. He held it in his hand and fingered through it lovingly.


  It was a comic memoir of Lewald’s life, from the cradle to maturity, done in that vein of grotesque brutality which hardly escapes the macabre, but which nevertheless does have a power of savage caricature and terrible humor such as no other race can equal. One of the illustrations showed the infant Lewald as the infant Hercules strangling two formidable-looking snakes, which bore the heads of his foremost publishing rivals. Another showed the adolescent Lewald as Gargantua, drowning out his native town of Kolberg in Pomerania. Still another pictured Lewald as the young publisher, seated at a table in Aenna Maentz café and biting large chunks out of a drinking glass and eating them—an operation which he had actually performed on various occasions in the past, in order, as he said, “to make propaganda for meinself and mein business.”


  Lewald had inscribed and autographed this curious little book for George, and underneath the inscription had written the familiar and obscene lines of the song: “Lecke du, lecke du, lecke du die Katze am Arsch.” Now he closed the book and thrust it into George’s pocket.


  And even as he did so there was a flurry of excitement in the crowd. A light flashed, the porters moved along the platform. George looked up the tracks. The train was coming. It bore down swiftly, sweeping in around the edges of the Zoologic Garden. The huge snout of the locomotive, its fenders touched with trimmings of bright red, advanced bluntly, steamed hotly past, and came to a stop. The dull line of the coaches was broken vividly in the middle with the glittering red of the Mitropa dining car.


  Everybody swung into action. George’s porter, heaving up his heavy baggage, clambered quickly up the steps and found a compartment for him. There was a blur of voices all around, an excited tumult of farewell.


  Lewald caught George by the hand, and with his other arm around George’s shoulder half pounded and half hugged him, saying, “My old Chorge, auf wiedersehn!”


  Heilig shook hands hard and fast, his small and bitter face contorted as if he were weeping, while he said in a curiously vibrant, deep, and tragic voice, “Good-bye, good-bye, dear Chorge, auf wiedersehen.”


  The two men turned away, and Else put her arms around him. He felt her shoulders shake. She was weeping, and he heard her say: “Be good man. Be great one that I know. Be religious man.” And as her embrace tightened, she half gasped, half whispered, “Promise.” He nodded. Then they came together: her thighs widened, closed about his leg, her voluptuous figure yielded, grew into him, their mouths clung fiercely, and for the last time they were united in the embrace of love.


  Then he climbed into the train. The guard slammed the door. Even as he made his way down the narrow corridor toward his compartment, the train started. These forms, these faces, and these lives all began to slide away.


  Heilig kept walking forward, waving his hat, his face still contorted with the grimace of his sorrow. Behind him, Else walked along beside the train, her face stern and lonely, her arm lifted in farewell. Lewald whipped off his hat and waved it, his fair hair in disarray above his flushed and vinous face. The last thing George heard was his exuberant voice raised in a shout of farewell. “Old Chorge, auf wiedersehen!” And then he cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Lecke du—!” George saw his shoulders heave with laughter.


  Then the train swept out around the curve. And they were lost.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 41

  FIVE PASSENGERS FOR PARIS


  The train gathered speed. The streets and buildings in the western part of the city slipped past—those solid, ugly streets, those massive, ugly buildings in the Victorian German style, which yet, with all the pleasant green of trees, the window boxes bright with red geraniums, the air of order, of substance, and of comfort, had always seemed as familiar and as pleasant to George as the quiet streets and houses of a little town. Already they were sweeping through Charlottenburg. They passed the station without halting, and on the platforms George saw, with the old and poignant feeling of regret and loss, the people waiting for the Stadtbahn trains. Upon its elevated track the great train swept on smoothly toward the west, gathering momentum steadily. They passed the Funkturma. [Funkturm.] Almost before he knew it they were rushing through the outskirts of the city toward the open country. They passed an aviation field. He saw the hangars and a flock of shining planes. And as he looked, a great silver-bodied plane moved out, sped along the runway, lifted its tail, broke slowly from the earth, and vanished.


  And now the city was left behind. Those familiar faces, forms, and voices of just six minutes past now seemed as remote as dreams, imprisoned there as in another world—a world of massive brick and stone and pavements, a world hived of four million lives, of hope and fear and hatred, of anguish and despair, of love, of cruelty and devotion, that was called Berlin.


  And now the land was stroking past, the level land of Brandenburg, the lonely flatland of the north which he had always heard was so ugly, and which he had found so strange, so haunting, and so beautiful. The dark solitude of the forest was around them now, the loneliness of the kiefern trees, tall, slender, towering, and as straight as sailing masts, bearing upon their tops the slender burden of their needled and eternal green. Their naked poles shone with that lovely gold-bronze color which is like the material substance of a magic light. And all between was magic, too. The forest dusk beneath the kiefern trees was gold-brown also, the earth gold-brown and barren, and the trees themselves stood alone and separate, a polelike forest filled with haunting light.


  Now and then the light would open and the woods be gone, and they would sweep through the level cultivated earth, tilled thriftily to the very edges of the track. He could see the clusters of farm buildings, the red-tiled roofs, the cross-quarterings of barns and houses. Then they would find the haunting magic of the woods again.


  George opened the door of his compartment and went in and took a seat beside the door. On the other side, in the corner by the window, a young man sat and read a book. He was an elegant young man and dressed most fashionably. He wore a sporting kind of coat with a small and fancy check, a wonderful vest of some expensive doelike grey material, cream-grey trousers pleated at the waist, also of a rich, expensive weave, and grey suede gloves. He did not look American or English. There was a foppish, almost sugared elegance about his costume that one felt, somehow, was Continental. Therefore it struck George with a sense of shock to see that he was reading an American book, a popular work in history which had the title, The Saga of Democracy, and bore the imprint of a well-known firm. But while he pondered on this puzzling combination of the familiar and the strange there were steps outside along the corridor, voices, the door was opened, and a woman and a man came in.


  They were Germans. The woman was small and no longer young, but she was plump, warm, seductive-looking, with hair so light it was the color of bleached straw, and eyes as blue as sapphires. She spoke rapidly and excitedly to the man who accompanied her, then turned to George and asked if the other places were unoccupied. He replied that he thought so, and looked questioningly at the dapper young man in the corner. This young man now spoke up in somewhat broken German, saying that he believed the other seats were free, and adding that he had got on the train at the Friedrich-strasse station and had seen no one else in the compartment. The woman immediately and vigorously nodded her head in satisfaction and spoke with rapid authority to her companion, who went out and presently returned with their baggage—two valises, which he arranged upon the rack above their heads.


  They were a strangely assorted pair. The woman, although most attractive, was obviously much the older of the two. She appeared to be in her late thirties or early forties. There were traces of fine wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and her face gave an impression of physical maturity and warmth, together with the wisdom that comes from experience, but it was also apparent that some of the freshness and resilience of youth had gone out of it. Her figure had an almost shameless sexual attraction, the kind of naked allure that one often sees in people of the theatre—in a chorus girl or in the strip-tease woman of a burlesque show. Her whole personality bore a vague suggestion of the theatrical stamp. In everything about her there was that element of heightened vividness which seems to set off and define people who follow the stage.


  Beside her assurance, her air of practice and authority, her sharply vivid stamp, the man who accompanied her was made to seem even younger than he was. He was probably twenty-six or thereabouts, but he looked a mere stripling. He was a tall, blond, fresh-complexioned, and rather handsome young German who conveyed an indefinable impression of countrified and slightly bewildered innocence. He appeared nervous, uneasy, and inexperienced in the art of travel. He kept his head down or averted most of the time, and did not speak unless the woman spoke to him. Then he would flush crimson with embarrassment, the two flags of color in his fresh, pink face deepening to beetlike red.


  George wondered who they were, why they were going to Paris, and what the relation between them could be. He felt, without exactly knowing why, that there was no family connection between them. The young man could not be the woman’s brother, and it was also evident that they were not man and wife. It was hard not to fall back upon an ancient parable and see in them the village hayseed in the toils of the city siren—to assume that she had duped him into taking her to Paris, and that the fool and his money would soon be parted. Yet there was certainly nothing repulsive about the woman to substantiate this conjecture. She was decidedly a most attractive and engaging creature. Even her astonishing quality of sexual magnetism, which was displayed with a naked and almost uncomfortable openness, so that one felt it the moment she entered the compartment, had nothing vicious in it. She seemed, indeed, to be completely unconscious of it, and simply expressed herself sensually and naturally with the innocent warmth of a child.


  While George was busy with these speculations the door of the compartment opened again and a stuffy-looking little man with a long nose looked in, peered about truculently, and rather suspiciously, George thought, and then demanded to know if there was a free seat in the compartment. They all told him that they thought so. Upon receiving this information, he, too, without another word, disappeared down the corridor, to reappear again with a large valise. George helped him stow it away upon the rack. It was so heavy that the little man could probably not have managed it by himself, yet he accepted this service sourly and without a word of thanks, hung up his overcoat, fidgeted and worried around, took a newspaper from his pocket, sat down opposite George and opened it, banged the compartment door shut rather viciously, and, after peering around mistrustfully at all the other people, rattled his paper and began to read.


  While he read his paper George had a chance to observe this sour-looking customer from time to time. Not that there was anything sinister about the man—decidedly there was not. He was just a drab, stuffy, irascible little fellow of the type that one sees a thousand times a day upon the streets, muttering at taxicabs or snapping at imprudent drivers—the type that one is always afraid he is going to encounter on a trip but hopes fervently he won’t. He looked like the kind of fellow who would always be slamming the door of the compartment to, always going over and banging down the window without asking anyone else about it, always fidgeting and fuming about and trying by every crusty, crotchety, cranky, and ill-tempered method in his equipment to make himself as unpleasant, and his traveling companions as uncomfortable, as possible.


  Yes, he was certainly a well-known type, but aside from this he was wholly unremarkable. If one had passed him in the streets of the city, one would never have taken a second look at him or remembered him afterwards. It was only when he intruded himself into the intimacy of a long journey and began immediately to buzz and worry around like a troublesome hornet that he became memorable.


  It was not long, in fact, before the elegant young gentleman in the corner by the window almost ran afoul of him. The young fellow took out an expensive-looking cigarette case, extracted a cigarette, and then, smiling engagingly, asked the lady if she objected to his smoking. She immediately answered, with great warmth and friendliness, that she minded not at all. George received this information with considerable relief, and took a package of cigarettes from his pocket and was on the point of joining his unknown young companion in the luxury of a smoke when old Fuss-and-Fidget rattled his paper viciously, glared sourly at the elegant young man and then at George, and, pointing to a sign upon the wall of the compartment, croaked dismally:


  “Nicht Raucher.”


  Well, all of them had known that at the beginning, but they had not supposed that Fuss-and-Fidget would make an issue of it. The young fellow and George glanced at each other with a slightly startled look, grinned a little, caught the lady’s eye, which was twinkling with the comedy of the occasion, and were obediently about to put their cigarettes away unsmoked when old Fuss-and-Fidget rattled his paper, looked sourly around at them a second time, and then said bleakly that as far as he was concerned it was all right—he didn’t personally mind their smoking—he just wanted to point out that they were in a non-smoking compartment. The implication plainly was that from this time on the crime was on their own heads, that he had done what he could as a good citizen to warn them, but that if they proceeded with their guilty plot against the laws of the land, it was no further concern of his. Being thus reassured, they produced their cigarettes again and lighted up.


  Now while George smoked, and while old Fuss-and-Fidget read his paper, George had further opportunity to observe this unpleasant companion of the voyage. And his observations, intensified as they were by subsequent events, became fixed as an imperishable image in his mind. The image which occurred to him as he sat there watching the man was that of a sour-tempered Mr. Punch. If you can imagine Mr. Punch without his genial spirits, without his quick wit, without his shrewd but kind intelligence, if you can imagine a crotchety and cranky Mr. Punch going about angrily banging doors and windows shut, glaring around at his fellow-travelers, and sticking his long nose into everybody’s business, then you will get some picture of this fellow. Not that he was hunchbacked and dwarfed like Mr. Punch. He was certainly small, he was certainly a drab, unlovely little figure of a man, but he was not dwarfed. But his face had the ruddy glow that one associates with Mr. Punch, and its contour, like that of Mr. Punch, was almost cherubic, except that the cherub had gone sour. The nose also was somewhat Punchian. It was not grotesquely hooked and beaked, but it was a long nose, and its fleshy tip drooped over as if it were fairly sniffing with suspicion, fairly stretching with eagerness to pry around and stick itself into things that did not concern it.


  George fell asleep presently, leaning against the side of the door. It was a fitful and uneasy coma of half-sleep, the product of excitement and fatigue—never comfortable, never whole—a dozing sleep from which he would start up from time to time to look about him, then doze again. Time after time he came sharply awake to find old Fuss-and-Fidget’s eyes fixed on him in a look of such suspicion and ill-temper that it barely escaped malevolence. He woke up once to find the man’s gaze fastened on him in a stare that was so protracted, so unfriendly, that he felt anger boiling up in him. It was on the tip of his tongue to speak hotly to the fellow, but he, as if sensing George’s intent, ducked his head quickly and busied himself again with his newspaper.


  The man was so fidgety and nervous that it was impossible to sleep longer than a few minutes at a time. He was always crossing and uncrossing his legs, always rattling his newspaper, always fooling with the handle of the door, doing something to it, jerking and pulling it, half opening the door and banging it to again, as if he were afraid it was not securely closed. He was always jumping up, opening the door, and going out into the corridor, where he would pace up and down for several minutes, turn and look out of the windows at the speeding landscape, then fidget back and forth in the corridor again, sour-faced and distempered-looking, holding his hands behind him and twiddling his fingers nervously and impatiently as he walked.


  All this while, the train was advancing across the country at terrific speed. Forest and field, village and farm, tilled land and pasture stroked past with the deliberate but devouring movement of high velocity. The train slackened a little as it crossed the Elbe, but there was no halt. Two hours after its departure from Berlin it was sweeping in beneath the arched, enormous roof of the Hanover station. There was to be a stop here of ten minutes. As the train slowed down, George awoke from his doze. But fatigue still held him, and he did not get up.


  Old Fuss-and-Fidget arose, however, and, followed by the woman and her companion, went out on the platform for a little fresh air and exercise.


  George and the dapper young man in the corner were now left alone together. The latter had put down his book and was looking out of the window, but after a minute or two he turned to George and said in English, marked by a slight accent:


  “Where are we now?”


  George told him they were at Hanover.


  “I’m tired of traveling,” the young man said with a sigh. “I shall be glad when I get home.”


  “And where is home for you?” George asked.


  “New York,” he said, and, seeing a look of slight surprise on George’s face, he added quickly: “Of course I am not American by birth, as you can see from the way I talk. But I am a naturalized American, and my home is in New York.”


  George told him that he lived there, too. Then the young man asked if George had been long in Germany.


  “All summer,” George replied. “I arrived in May.”


  “And you have been here ever since—in Germany?”


  “Yes,” said George, “except for ten days in the Tyrol.”


  “When you came in this morning I thought at first that you were German. I believe I saw you on the platform with some German people.”


  “Yes, they were friends of mine.”


  “But then when you spoke I saw you could not be a German from your accent. When I saw you reading the Paris Herald I concluded that you were English or American.”


  “I am American, of course.”


  “Yes, I can see that now. I,” he said, “am Polish by birth. I went to America when I was fifteen years old, but my family still lives in Poland.”


  “And you have been to see them, naturally?”


  “Yes. I have made a practice of coming over every year or so to visit them. I have two brothers living in the country.” It was evident that he came from landed people. “I am returning from there now,” he said. He was silent for a moment, and then said with some emphasis: “But not again! Not for a long time will I visit them. I have told them that it is enough—if they want to see me now, they must come to New York. I am sick of Europe,” he went on. “Every time I come I am fed up. I am tired of all this foolish business, these politics, this hate, these armies, and this talk of war—the whole damned stuffy atmosphere here!” he cried indignantly and impatiently, and, thrusting his hand into his breast pocket, he pulled out a paper—“Will you look at this?”


  “What is it?” George said.


  “A paper—a permit—the damn thing stamped and signed which allows me to take twenty-three marks out of Germany. Twenty-three marks!” he repeated scornfully—“as if I want their God-damn money!”


  “I know,” George said. “You’ve got to get a paper every time you turn around. You have to declare your money when you come in, you have to declare it when you go out. If you send home for money, you have to get a paper for that, too. I made a little trip to Austria as I told you. It took three days to get the papers that would allow me to take my own money out. Look here!” he cried, and reached in his pocket and pulled out a fistful of papers. “I got all of these in one summer.”


  The ice was broken now. Upon a mutual grievance they began to warm up to each other. It quickly became evident to George that his new acquaintance, with the patriotic fervor of his race, was passionately American. He had married an American girl, he said. New York, he asserted, was the most magnificent city on earth, the only place he cared to live, the place he never wished to leave again, the place to which he was aching to return.


  And America?


  “Oh,” he said, “it will be good after all this to be back there where all is peace and freedom—where all is friendship—where all is love.”


  George felt some reservations to this blanket endorsement of his native land, but he did not utter them. The man’s fervor was so genuine that it would have been unkind to try to qualify it. And besides, George, too, was homesick now, and the man’s words, generous and whole-hearted as they were, warmed him with their pleasant glow. He also felt, beneath the extravagance of the comparison, a certain truth. During the past summer, in this country which he had known so well, whose haunting beauty and magnificence had stirred him more deeply than had any other he had ever known, and for whose people he had always had the most affectionate understanding, he had sensed for the first time the poisonous constrictions of incurable hatreds and insoluble politics, the whole dense weave of intrigue and ambition in which the tormented geography of Europe was again enmeshed, the volcanic imminence of catastrophe with which the very air was laden, and which threatened to erupt at any moment.


  And George, like the other man, was weary and sick at heart, exhausted by these pressures, worn out with these tensions of the nerves and spirit, depleted by the cancer of these cureless hates which had not only poisoned the life of nations but had eaten in one way or another into the private lives of all his friends, of almost everyone that he had known here. So, like his new-found fellow countryman, he too felt, beneath the extravagance and intemperance of the man’s language, a certain justice in the comparison. He was aware, as indeed the other must have been, of the huge sum of all America’s lacks. He knew that all, alas, was not friendship, was not freedom, was not love beyond the Atlantic. But he felt, as his new friend must also have felt, that the essence of America’s hope had not been wholly ruined, its promise of fulfillment not shattered utterly. And like the other man, he felt that it would be very good to be back home again, out of the poisonous constrictions of this atmosphere—back home where, whatever America might lack, there was still air to breathe in, and winds to clear the air.


  His new friend now said that he was engaged in business in New York. He was a member of a brokerage concern in Wall Street. This seemed to call for some similar identification on George’s part, and he gave the most apt and truthful statement he could make, which was that he worked for a publishing house. The other then remarked that he knew the family of a New York publisher, that they were, in fact, good friends of his. George asked him who these people were, and he answered:


  “The Edwards family.”


  Instantly, a thrill of recognition pierced George. A light flashed on, and suddenly he knew the man. He said:


  “I know the Edwardses. They are among the best friends I have, and Mr. Edwards is my publisher. And you—” George said—“your name is Johnnie, isn’t it? I have forgotten your last name, but I have heard it.”


  He nodded quickly, smiling. “Yes, Johnnie Adamowski,” he said. “And you?—what is your name?”


  George told him.


  “Of course,” he said. “I know of you.”


  So instantly they were shaking hands delightedly, with that kind of stunned but exuberant surprise which reduces people to the banal conclusion that “It’s a small world after all.” George’s remark was simply: “I’ll be damned!” Adamowski’s, more urbane, was: “It is quite astonishing to meet you in this way. It is very strange—and yet in life it always happens.”


  And now, indeed, they began to establish contact at many points. They found that they knew in common scores of people. They discussed them enthusiastically, almost joyfully. Adamowski had been away from home just one short month, and George but five, but now, like an explorer returning from the isolation of a polar voyage that had lasted several years, George eagerly demanded news of his friends, news from America, news from home.


  By the time the other people returned to the compartment and the train began to move again, George and Adamowski were deep in conversation. Their three companions looked somewhat startled to hear this rapid fire of talk and to see this evidence of acquaintance between two people who had apparently been strangers just ten minutes before. The little blonde woman smiled at them and took her seat; the young man also. Old Fuss-and-Fidget glanced quickly, sharply, from one to the other of them and listened attentively to all they said, as if he thought that by straining his ears to catch every strange syllable he might be able somehow to fathom the mystery of this sudden friendship.


  The cross fire of their talk went back and forth, from George’s corner of the compartment to Adamowski’s. George felt a sense of embarrassment at the sudden intrusion of this intimacy in a foreign language among fellow travelers with whom he had heretofore maintained a restrained formality. But Johnnie Adamowski was evidently a creature of great social ease and geniality. He was troubled not at all. From time to time he smiled in a friendly fashion at the three Germans as if they, too, were parties to the conversation and could understand every word of it.


  Under this engaging influence, everyone began to thaw out visibly. The little blonde woman began to talk in an animated way to her young man. After a while Fuss-and-Fidget chimed in with those two, so that the whole compartment was humming with the rapid interplay of English and German.


  Adamowski now asked George if he would not like some refreshment.


  “Of course I myself am not hungry,” Adamowski said indifferently. “In Poland I have had to eat too much. They eat all the time, these Polish people. I had decided that I would eat no more until I got to Paris. I am sick of food. But would you like some Polish fruits?” he said, indicating a large paper-covered package at his side. “I believe they have prepared some things for me,” he said casually—“some fruits from my brother’s estate, some chickens and some partridges. I do not care for them myself. I have no appetite. But wouldn’t you like something?”


  George told him no, that he was not hungry either. Thereupon Adamowski suggested that they might seek out the Speisewagen and get a drink.


  “I still have these marks,” he said indifferently. “I spent a few for breakfast, but there are seventeen or eighteen left. I shall not want them any longer. I should not have used them. But now that I have met you, I think it would be nice if I could spend them. Shall we go and see what we can find?”


  To this George agreed. They arose, excused themselves to their companions, and were about to go out when old Fuss-and-Fidget surprised them by speaking up in broken English and asking Adamowski if he would mind changing seats. He said with a nervous, forced smile that was meant to be ingratiating that Adamowski and the other gentleman, nodding at George, could talk more easily if they were opposite each other, and that for himself, he would be glad of the chance to look out the window. Adamowski answered indifferently, and with just a trace of the unconscious contempt with which a Polish nobleman might speak to someone in whom he felt no interest:


  “Yes, take my seat, of course. It does not matter to me where I sit.”


  They went out and walked forward through several coaches of the hurtling train, carefully squeezing past those passsengers [passengers] who, in Europe, seem to spend as much time standing in the narrow corridors and staring out of the windows as in their own seats, and who flatten themselves against the wall or obligingly step back into the doors of compartments as one passes. Finally they reached the Speisewagen, skirted the hot breath of the kitchen, and seated themselves at a table in the beautiful, bright, clean coach of the Mitropa service.


  Adamowski ordered brandy lavishly. He seemed to have a Polish gentleman’s liberal capacity for drink. He tossed his glass off at a single gulp, remarking rather plaintively:


  “It is very small. But it is good and does no harm. We shall have more.”


  Pleasantly warmed by brandy, and talking together with the ease and confidence of people who had known each other for many years—for, indeed, the circumstances of their meeting and the discovery of their many common friends did give them just that feeling of old intimacy—they now began to discuss the three strangers in their compartment.


  “The little woman—she is rather nice,” said Adamowski, in a tone which somehow conveyed the impression that he was no novice in such appraisals. “I think she is not very young, and yet, quite charming, isn’t she? A personality.”


  “And the young man with her?” George inquired. “What do you make of him? You don’t think he is her husband?”


  “No, of course not,” replied Adamowski instantly. “It is most curious,” he went on in a puzzled tone. “He is much younger, obviously, and not the same—he is much simpler than the lady.”


  “Yes. It’s almost as if he were a young fellow from the country, and she——”


  “Is like someone in the theatre,” Adamowski nodded. “An actress. Or perhaps some music-hall performer.”


  “Yes, exactly. She is very nice, and yet I think she knows a great deal more than he does.”


  “I should like to know about them,” Adamowski went on speculatively, in the manner of a man who has a genuine interest in the world about him. “These people that one meets on trains and ships—they fascinate me. You see some strange things. And these two—they interest me. I should like so much to know who they are.”


  “And the other man?” George said. “The little one? The nervous, fidgety fellow who keeps staring at us—who do you suppose he is?”


  “Oh, that one,” said Adamowski indifferently, impatiently. “I do not know. I do not care. He is some stuffy little man—it doesn’t matter. ... But shall we go back now?” he said. “Let’s talk to them and see if we can find out who they are. We shall never see them again after this. I like to talk to people in trains.”


  George agreed. So his Polish friend called the waiter, asked for the bill, and paid it—and still had ten or twelve marks left of his waning twenty-three. Then they got up and went back through the speeding train to their compartment.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 42

  THE FAMILY OF EARTH


  The woman smiled at them as they came in, and all three of their fellow passengers looked at them in a way that showed wakened curiosity and increased interest. It was evident that George and Adamowski had themselves been subjects of speculation during their absence.


  Adamowski now spoke to the others. His German was not very good but it was coherent, and his deficiencies did not bother him at all. He was so self-assured, so confirmed in his self-possession, that he could plunge boldly into conversation in a foreign language with no sense whatever of personal handicap. Thus encouraged, the three Germans now gave free expression to their curiosity, to the speculations which the meeting of George and Adamowski and their apparent recognition of each other had aroused.


  The woman asked Adamowski where he came from—“Was für ein Landsmann sind sie?”


  He replied that he was an American.


  “Ach, so?” She looked surprised, then added quickly: “But not by birth? You were not born in America?”


  “No,” said Adamowski. “I am Polish by birth. But I live in America now. And my friend here—” they all turned to stare curiously at George—“is an American by birth.”


  They nodded in satisfaction. And the woman, smiling with good-humored and eager interest, said:


  “And your friend—he is an artist, isn’t he?”


  “Yes,” said Adamowski.


  “A painter?” The woman’s tone was almost gleeful as she pursued further confirmation of her own predictions.


  “He is not a painter. He is ein Dichter.”


  The word means “poet,” and George quickly amended it to “ein Schriftsteller”—a writer.


  All three of them thereupon looked at one another with nods of satisfaction, saying, ah, they thought so, it was evident. Old Fuss-and-Fidget even spoke up now, making the sage observation that it was apparent “from the head.” The others nodded again, and the woman then turned once more to Adamowski, saying:


  “But you—you are not an artist, are you? You do something else?”


  He replied that he was a business man—“ein Geschäftsmann”—that he lived in New York, and that his business was in Wall Street. The name apparently had imposing connotations for them, for they all nodded in an impressed manner and said “Ah!” again.


  George and Adamowski went on then and told them of the manner of their meeting, how they had never seen each other before that morning, but how each of them had known of the other through many mutual friends. This news delighted everyone. It was a complete confirmation of what they had themselves inferred. The little blonde lady nodded triumphantly, and burst out in excited conversation with her companion and with Fuss-and-Fidget, saying:


  “What did I tell you? I said the same thing, didn’t I? It’s a small world after all, isn’t it?”


  Now they were all really wonderfully at ease with one another, all talking eagerly, excitedly, naturally, like old friends who had just met after a long separation. The little lady began to tell them all about herself. She and her husband, she said, were proprietors of a business near the Alexander-platz. No—smiling—the young man was not her husband. He, too, was a young artist, and was employed by her. In what sort of business? She laughed—one would never guess. She and her husband manufactured manikins for show-window displays. No, it was not a shop, exactly—there was a trace of modest pride here—it was more like a little factory. They made their own figures. Their business, she implied, was quite a large one. She said that they employed over fifty workers, and formerly had had almost a hundred. That was why she had to go to Paris as often as she could, for Paris set the fashion in manikins just as it did in clothes.


  Of course, they did not buy the Paris models. Mein Gott!—that was impossible with the money situation what it was. Nowadays it was hard enough for a German business person even to get out of his own country, much less buy anything abroad. Nevertheless, hard as it was, she had to get to Paris somehow once or twice a year, just in order to keep up with “what was going on.” She always took an artist with her, and this young man was making his first trip in this capacity. He was a sculptor by profession, but he earned money for his art by doing commercial work in her business. He would make designs and draw models of the latest show-window manikins in Paris, and would duplicate them when he returned; then the factory would turn them out by the hundreds.


  Adamowski remarked that he did not see how it was possible, under present circumstances, for a German citizen to travel anywhere. It had become difficult enough for a foreigner to get in and out of Germany. The money complications were so confusing and so wearisome.


  George added to this an account of the complications that had attended his own brief journey to the Austrian Tyrol. Ruefully he displayed the pocketful of papers, permits, visas, and official stamps which he had accumulated during the summer.


  Upon this common grievance they were all vociferously agreed. The lady affirmed that it was stupid, exhausting, and, for a German with business outside the country, almost impossible. She added quickly, loyally, that of course it was also necessary. But then she went on to relate that her three- or four-day trips to Paris could only be managed through some complicated trade arrangement and business connection in France, and as she tried to explain the necessary details of the plan she became so involved in the bewildering complexities of checks and balances that she finally ended by waving her hand charmingly in a gesture of exhausted dismissal, saying:


  “Ach, Gott! It is all too complicated, too confusing! I cannot tell you how it is—I do not understand it myself!”


  Old Fuss-and-Fidget put in here with confirmations of his own. He was, he said, an attorney in Berlin—“ein Rechtsanwalt”—and had formerly had extensive professional connections in France and in other portions of the Continent. He had visited America as well, and had been there as recently as 1930, when he had attended an international congress of lawyers in New York. He even spoke a little English, which he unveiled with evident pride. And he was going now, he said, to another international congress of lawyers which was to open in Paris the next day, and which would last a week. But even so brief a trip as this now had its serious difficulties. As for his former professional activities in other countries, they were now, alas, impossible.


  He asked George if any of his books had been translated and published in Germany, and George told him they had. The others were all eagerly and warmly curious, wanting to know the titles and George’s name. Accordingly, he wrote out for them the German titles of the books, the name of the German publisher, and his own name. They all looked interested and pleased. The little lady put the paper away in her pocketbook and announced enthusiastically that she would buy the books on her return to Germany. Fuss-and-Fidget, after carefully copying the paper, folded the memorandum and tucked it in his wallet, saying that he, too, would buy the books as soon as he came home again.


  The lady’s young companion, who had shyly and diffidently, but with growing confidence, joined in the conversation from time to time, now took from an envelope in his pocket several postcard photographs of sculptures he had made. They were pictures of muscular athletes, runners, wrestlers, miners stripped to the waist, and the voluptuous figures of young nude girls. These photographs were passed around, inspected by each of them, and praised and admired for various qualities.


  Adamowski now picked up his bulky paper package, explained that it was filled with good things from his brother’s estate in Poland, opened it, and invited everyone to partake. There were some splendid pears and peaches, some fine bunches of grapes, a plump broiled chicken, some fat squabs and partridges, and various other delicacies. The three Germans protested that they could not deprive him of his lunch. But Adamowski insisted vigorously, with the warmth of generous hospitality that was obviously characteristic of his nature. On the spur of the moment he reversed an earlier decision and informed them that he and George were going to the dining car for luncheon anyway, and that if they did not eat the food in the package it would go to waste. On this condition they all helped themselves to fruit, which they pronounced delicious, and the lady promised that she would later investigate the chicken.


  At length, with friendly greetings all around, George and his Polish friend departed a second time and went forward to the Speisewagen.


  They had a long and sumptuous meal. It began with brandy, proceeded over a fine bottle of Bernkasteler, and wound up over coffee and more brandy. They were both determined to spend the remainder of their German money—Adamowski his ten or twelve marks, George his five or six—and this gave them a comfortable feeling in which astute economy was thriftily combined with good living.


  During the meal they discussed their companions again. They were delighted with them and immensely interested in the information they had gathered from them. The woman, they both agreed, was altogether charming. And the young man, although diffident and shy, was very nice. They even had a word of praise for old Fuss-and-Fidget now. After his crusty shell had been cracked, the old codger was not bad. He really was quite friendly underneath.


  “And it goes to show,” said Adamowski quietly, “how good people really are, how easy it is to get along with one another in this world, how people really like each other—if only——”


  “—if only——” George said, and nodded.


  “—if only it weren’t for these God-damned politicians,” Adamowski concluded.


  At the end they called for their bill. Adamowski dumped his marks upon the table and counted them.


  “You’ll have to help me out,” he said. “How many have you got?”


  George dumped his out. Together, they had enough to pay the bill and to give the waiter something extra. And there was also enough left over for another double jolt of brandy and a good cigar.


  So, grinning with satisfaction, in which their waiter joined amiably as he read their purpose, they paid the bill, ordered the brandy and cigars, and, full of food, drink, and the pleasant knowledge of a job well done, they puffed contentedly on their cigars and observed the landscape.


  They were now running through the great industrial region of western Germany. The pleasant landscape was gone, and everything in sight had been darkened by the grime and smoke of enormous works. The earth was dotted with the steely skeletons of great smelting and refining plants, and disfigured with mountainous dumps and heaps of slag. It was brutal, smoky, dense with life and labor and the grim warrens of industrial towns. But these places, too, had a certain fascination—the thrill of power in the raw.


  The two friends talked about the scene and about their trip. Adamowski said they had done well to spend their German money. Outside of the Reich its exchange value would be lower, and they were already almost at the border; since their own coach went directly through to Paris, they would have no additional need of German currency for porters’ fees.


  George confided to him, somewhat apprehensively, that he had some thirty dollars in American currency for which he had no German permit. Almost all of his last week in Berlin had been consumed, he said, in the red tape of departure—pounding wearily from one steamship office to another in an effort to secure passage home, cabling to Fox Edwards for more money, then getting permits for the money. At the last moment he had discovered that he still had thirty dollars left for which he had no official permit. When he had gone in desperation to an acquaintance who was an official in a travel agency, and had asked him what to do, this man had told him wearily to put the money in his pocket and say nothing; that if he tried now to get a permit for it and waited for the authorities to act on it, he would miss the boat; so to take the chance, which was, at most, he thought, a very slight one, and go ahead.


  Adamowski nodded in agreement, but suggested that George take the uncertified money, thrust it in the pocket of his vest, where he would not seem to hide it, and then, if he were discovered and questioned, he could say that he had put the money there and had forgotten to declare it. This he decided to do, and made the transfer then and there.


  This conversation brought them back to the thorny problem of the money regulations and the difficulties of their fellow travelers who were Germans. They agreed that the situation was hard on their new-found friends, and that the law which permitted foreigners and citizens alike to take only ten marks from the country, unless otherwise allowed, was, for people in the business circumstances of the little blonde woman and old Fuss-and-Fidget, very unfair indeed.


  Then Adamowski had a brilliant inspiration, the fruit of his generous and spontaneous impulses.


  “But why——” he said—“why can’t we help them?”


  “How do you mean? In what way can we help them?”


  “Why,” he said, “I have here a permit that allows me to take twenty-three marks out of the country. You have no permit, but everyone is allowed——”


  “—to take ten marks,” George said. “So you mean, then,” he concluded, “that each of us has spent his German money——”


  “—but can still take as much as is allowed out of the country. Yes,” he said. “So we could at least suggest it to them.”


  “You mean that they should give us some of their marks to keep in our possession until we get across the frontier?”


  Adamowski nodded. “Yes. I could take twenty-three. You could take ten. It is not much, of course, but it might help.”


  No sooner said than seized upon. They were almost jubilantly elated at this opportunity to do some slight service for these people to whom they had taken such a liking. But even as they sat there smiling confirmation at each other, a man in uniform came through the car, paused at their table—which was the only one now occupied, all the other diners having departed—and authoritatively informed them that the Pass-Control had come aboard the train, and that they must return at once to their compartment to await examination.


  They got up immediately and hastened back through the swaying coaches. George led the way, and Adamowski whispered at his shoulder that they must now make haste and propose their offer to their companions quickly, or it would be too late.


  As soon as they entered the compartment they told their three German friends that the officials were already on the train and that the inspection would begin shortly. This announcement caused a flurry of excitement. They all began to get ready. The woman busied herself with her purse. She took out her passport, and then, with a worried look, began to count her money.


  Adamowski, after watching her quietly for a moment, took out his certificate and held it open in his hand, remarking that he was officially allowed twenty-three marks, that he had had that sum at the beginning, but that now he had spent it. George took this as his cue and said that he, too, had spent all of his German money, and that, although he had no permit, he was allowed ten marks. The woman looked quickly, eagerly, from one to the other and read the friendship of their purpose.


  “Then you mean——” she began. “But it would be wonderful, of course, if you would!”


  “Have you as much as twenty-three marks above what you are allowed?” asked Adamowski.


  “Yes,” she nodded quickly, with a worried look. “I have more than that. But if you would take the twenty-three and keep them till we are past the frontier——”


  He stretched out his hand. “Give them to me,” he said.


  She gave them to him instantly, and the money was in his pocket in the wink of an eye.


  Fuss-and-Fidget now counted out ten marks nervously, and without a word passed them across to George. George thrust the money in his pocket, and they all sat back, a little flushed, excited but triumphant, trying to look composed.


  A few minutes later an official opened the door of the compartment, saluted, and asked for their passports. He inspected Adamowski’s first, found everything in order, took his certificate, saw his twenty-three marks, stamped the passport, and returned it to him.


  Then he turned to George, who gave him his passport and the various papers certifying his possession of American currency. The official thumbed through the pages of the passport, which were now almost completely covered with the stamps and entries which had been made every time George cashed a check for register-marks. On one page the man paused and frowned, scrutinizing carefully a stamp showing reëntrance into Germany from Kufstein, on the Austrian border; then he consulted again the papers George had handed him. He shook his head. Where, he asked, was the certificate from Kufstein?


  George’s heart jumped and pounded hard. He had forgotten the Kufstein certificate! There had been so many papers and documents of one kind and another since then that he no longer thought the Kufstein certificate was needed. He began to paw and thumb through the mass of papers that remained in his pocket. The officer waited patiently, but with an air of perturbation in his manner. Everyone else looked at George apprehensively, except Adamowski, who said quietly:


  “Just take your time. It ought to be there somewhere.”


  At last George found it! And as he did, his own sharp intake of relief found echo among his companions. As for the official, he, too, seemed glad. He smiled quite kindly, took the paper and inspected it, and returned the passport.


  Meanwhile, during the anxious minutes that George had taken to paw through his papers, the official had already inspected the passports of the woman, her companion, and Fuss-and-Fidget. Everything was apparently in order with them, save that the lady had confessed to the possession of forty-two marks, and the official had regretfully informed her that he would have to take from her everything in excess of ten. The money would be held at the frontier and restored to her, of course, when she returned. She smiled ruefully, shrugged her shoulders, and gave the man thirty-two marks. All other matters were now evidently in order, for the man saluted and withdrew.


  So it was over, then! They all drew deep breaths of relief, and commiserated the charming lady upon her loss. But they were all quietly jubilant, too, to know that her loss had been no greater, and that Adamowski had been able in some degree to lessen it.


  George asked Fuss-and-Fidget if he wanted his money returned now or later. He replied that he thought it would be better to wait until they had crossed the frontier into Belgium. At the same time he made a casual remark, to which none of them paid any serious attention just then, to the effect that for some reason, which they did not follow, his ticket was good only to the frontier, and that he would utilize the fifteen minutes’ wait at Aachen, which was the frontier town, to buy a ticket for the remainder of the trip to Paris.


  They were now approaching Aachen. The train was beginning to slacken speed. They were going once more through a lovely countryside, smiling with green fields and gentle hills, unobtrusively, mildly, somehow unmistakably European. The seared and blasted district of the mines and factories was behind them. They were entering the outskirts of a pleasant town.


  This was Aachen. Within a few minutes more, the train was slowing to a halt before the station. They had reached the frontier. Here there would be a change of engines. All of them got out—Fuss-and-Fidget evidently to get a ticket, the others to stretch their legs and get a breath of air.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 43

  THE CAPTURE


  Adamowski and George stepped out on the platform together and walked forward to inspect the locomotive. The German engine, which had here reached the end of its journey and would soon be supplanted by its Belgian successor, was a magnificent machine of tremendous power and weight, almost as big as one of the great American engines. It was beautifully streamlined for high velocity, and its tender was a wonderful affair, different from any other that George had ever seen. It seemed to be a honeycomb of pipes. One looked in through some slanting bars and saw a fountainlike display composed of thousands of tiny little jets of steaming water. Every line of this intricate and marvelous apparatus bore evidence of the organizing skill and engineering genius that had created it.


  Knowing how important are the hairline moments of transition, how vivid, swift, and fugitive are the poignant first impressions when a traveler changes from one country to another, from one people to another, from one standard of conduct and activity to another, George waited with intense interest for the approach of the Belgian locomotive in order to see what it might indicate of the differences between the powerful, solid, and indomitable race they were leaving and the little people whose country they were now about to enter.


  While Adamowski and George were engaged in observations and speculations on this subject, their own coach and another, which was also destined for Paris, were detached from the German train and shifted to a string of coaches on the opposite side of the platform. They were about to hasten back when a guard informed them that they still had ample time, and that the train was not scheduled to depart for another five minutes. So they waited a little longer, and Adamowski remarked that it was a pitiful evidence of the state Europe was in that a crack train between the two greatest cities on the Continent should be carrying only two through coaches, and these not even filled.


  But the Belgian locomotive still did not come, and now, glancing up at the station clock, they saw that the moment for departure had arrived. Fearful of being left behind if they waited any longer, they started back along the platform. They found the little blonde-haired lady and, flanking her on each side, they hastened toward their coach and their own compartment.


  As they approached, it was evident that something had happened. There were no signs of departure. The conductor and the station guard stood together on the platform. No warning signal had been given. When they came alongside of their car, people were clustered in the corridor, and something in the way they stood indicated a subdued tension, a sense of crisis, that made George’s pulse beat quicker.


  George had observed this same phenomenon several times before in the course of his life and he knew the signs. A man has leaped or fallen, for example, from a high building to the pavement of a city street; or a man has been shot or struck by a motor car, and now lies dying quietly before the eyes of other men—and always the manifestation of the crowd is just the same. Even before you see the faces of the people, something about their backs, their posture, the position of their heads and shoulders tells you what has happened. You do not know, of course, the precise circumstances, but you sense immediately the final stage of tragedy. You know that someone has just died or is dying. And in the terrible eloquence of backs and shoulders, the feeding silence of the watching men, you also sense another tragedy which is even deeper. This is the tragedy of man’s cruelty and his lust for pain—the tragic weakness which corrupts him, which he loathes, but which he cannot cure. As a child, George had seen it on the faces of men standing before the window of a shabby little undertaker’s place, looking at the bloody, riddled carcass of a Negro which the mob had caught and killed. Again, as a boy of fourteen, he had seen it on the faces of men and women at a dance, as they watched a fight in which one man beat another man to death.


  And now, here it was again. As George and his two companions hastened along beside the train and saw the people gathered in the corridor in that same feeding posture, waiting, watching, in that same deadly fascinated silence, he was sure that once again he was about to witness death.


  That was the first thought that came to him—and it came also, instantaneously, without a word of communication between them, to Adamowski and the little blonde woman—the thought that someone had died. But as they started to get on the train, what suddenly stunned them and stopped them short, appalled, was the realization that the tragedy, whatever it was, had happened in their own compartment. The shades were tightly drawn, the door closed and locked, the whole place sealed impenetrably. They stared in silence, rooted to the platform. Then they saw the woman’s young companion standing at the window in the corridor. He motioned to them quickly, stealthily, a gesture warning them to remain where they were. And as he did so it flashed over all three of them that the victim of this tragic visitation must be the nervous little man who had been the companion of their voyage since morning. The stillness of the scene and the shuttered blankness of that closed compartment were horrible. They all felt sure that this little man who had begun by being so disagreeable, but who had gradually come out of his shell and become their friend, and to whom they had all been talking only fifteen minutes before, had died, and that authority and the law were now enclosed there with his body in the official ceremony that society demands.


  Even as they stared appalled and horror-stricken at that fatally curtained compartment, the lock clicked sharply, the door was opened and closed quickly, and an official came out. He was a burly fellow in a visored cap and a jacket of olive green—a man of forty-five or more with high, blunt cheekbones, a florid face, and tawny mustaches combed out sprouting in the Kaiser Wilhelm way. His head was shaven, and there were thick creases at the base of his skull and across his fleshy neck. He came out, climbed down clumsily to the platform, signaled and called excitedly to another officer, and climbed back into the train again.


  He belonged to a familiar and well-known type, one which George had seen and smiled at often, but one which now became, under these ominous and unknown circumstances, sinisterly unpleasant. The man’s very weight and clumsiness, the awkward way he got down from the train and climbed up again, the thickness of his waist, the width and coarseness of his lumbering buttocks, the way his sprouting mustaches quivered with passion and authority, the sound of his guttural voice as he shouted to his fellow officer, his puffing, panting air of official indignation—all these symptoms which ran true to type now became somehow loathsome and repellent. All of a sudden, without knowing why, George felt himself trembling with a murderous and incomprehensible anger. He wanted to smash that fat neck with the creases in it. He wanted to pound that inflamed and blunted face into a jelly. He wanted to kick square and hard, bury his foot dead center in the obscene fleshiness of those lumbering buttocks. Like all Americans, he had never liked the police and the kind of personal authority that is sanctified in them. But his present feeling, with its murderous rage, was a good deal more than that. For he knew that he was helpless, that all of them were, and he felt impotent, shackled, unable to stir against the walls of an unreasonable but unshakable authority.


  The official with the sprouting mustaches, accompanied by the colleague he had summoned, opened the curtained door of the compartment again, and now George saw that two other officers were inside. And the nervous little man who had been their companion—no, he was not dead!—he sat all huddled up, facing them. His face was white and pasty. It looked greasy, as if it were covered with a salve of cold, fat sweat. Under his long nose his mouth was trembling in a horrible attempt at a smile. And in the very posture of the two men as they bent over him and questioned him there was something revolting and unclean.


  But the official with the thick, creased neck had now filled the door and blotted out the picture. He went in quickly, followed by his colleague. The door closed behind them, and again there was nothing but the drawn curtains and that ill-omened secrecy.


  All the people who had gathered around had gotten this momentary glimpse and had simply looked on with stupefied surprise. Now those who stood in the corridor of the train began to whisper to one another. The little blonde woman went over and carried on a whispered conversation with the young man and several other people who were standing at the open window. After conferring with them with subdued but growing excitement for a minute or two, she came back, took George and Adamowski by the arm, and whispered:


  “Come over here. There is something I want to tell you.”


  She led them across the platform, out of hearing. Then, as both of the men said in lowered voices, “What is it?”—she looked around cautiously and whispered:


  “That man—the one in our compartment—he was trying to get out of the country—and they’ve caught him!”


  “But why? What for? What has he done?” they asked, bewildered.


  Again she glanced back cautiously and, drawing them together till their three heads were almost touching, she said in a secretive whisper that was full of awe and fright:


  “They say he is a Jew! And they found money on him! They searched him—they searched his baggage—he was taking money out!”


  “How much?” asked Adamowski.


  “I don’t know,” she whispered. “A great deal, I think. A hundred thousand marks, some say. Anyhow, they found it!”


  “But how?” George began. “I thought everything was finished. I thought they were done with all of us when they went through the train.”


  “Yes,” she said. “But don’t you remember something about the ticket? He said something about not having a ticket the whole way. I suppose he thought it would be safer—wouldn’t arouse suspicion in Berlin if he bought a ticket only to Aachen. So he got off the train here to buy his ticket for Paris—and that’s when they caught him!” she whispered. “They must have had their eye on him! They must have suspected him! That’s why they didn’t question him when they came through the train!” George remembered now that “they” had not. “But they were watching for him, and they caught him here!” she went on. “They asked him where he was going, and he said to Paris. They asked him how much money he was taking out. He said ten marks. Then they asked him how long he was going to remain in Paris, and for what purpose, and he said he was going to be there a week, attending this congress of lawyers that he spoke about. They asked him, then, how he proposed to stay in Paris a week if all he had was ten marks. And I think,” she whispered, “that that’s where he got frightened! He began to lose his head! He said he had twenty marks besides, which he had put into another pocket and forgotten. And then, of course, they had him! They searched him! They searched his baggage! And they found more—” she whispered in an awed tone—“much, much more!”


  They all stared at one another, too stunned to say a word. Then the woman laughed in a low, frightened sort of way, a little, uncertain “O-hoh-hoh-hoh-hoh,” ending on a note of incredulity.


  “This man—” she whispered again—“this little Jew——”


  “I didn’t know he was a Jew,” George said. “I should not have thought so.”


  “But he is!” she whispered, and looked stealthily around again to see if they were being overheard or watched. “And he was doing what so many of the others have done—he was trying to get out with his money!” Again she laughed, the uncertain little “Hoh-hoh-hoh” that mounted to incredulous amazement. Yet George saw that her eyes were troubled, too.


  All of a sudden George felt sick, empty, nauseated. Turning half away, he thrust his hands into his pockets—and drew them out as though his fingers had been burned. The man’s money—he still had it! Deliberately, now, he put his hand into his pocket again and felt the five two-mark pieces. The coins seemed greasy, as if they were covered with sweat. George took them out and closed them in his fist and started across the platform toward the train. The woman seized him by the arm.


  “Where are you going?” she gasped. “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to give the man his money. I won’t see him again. I can’t keep it.”


  Her face went white. “Are you mad?” she whispered. “Don’t you know that that will do no good? You’ll only get yourself arrested! And, as for him—he’s in trouble enough already. You’ll only make it so much worse for him. And besides,” she faltered, “God knows what he has done, what he has said already. If he has lost his head completely—if he has told that we have transferred money to one another—we’ll all be in for it!”


  They had not thought of this. And as they realized the possible consequences of their good intentions, they just stood there, all three, and stared helplessly at one another. They just stood there, feeling dazed and weak and hollow. They just stood there and prayed.


  And now the officers were coming out of the compartment. The curtained door opened again, and the fellow with the sprouting mustaches emerged, carrying the little man’s valise. He clambered down clumsily onto the platform and set the valise on the floor between his feet. He looked around. It seemed to George and the others that he glared at them. They just stood still and hardly dared to breathe. They thought they were in for it, and expected now to see all of their own baggage come out.


  But in a moment the other three officials came through the door of the compartment with the little man between them. They stepped down to the platform and marched him along, white as a sheet, grease standing out in beads all over his face, protesting volubly in a voice that had a kind of anguished lilt in it. He came right by the others as they stood there. The man’s money sweated in George’s hand, and he did not know what to do. He made a movement with his arm and started to speak to him. At the same time he was hoping desperately that the man would not speak. George tried to look away from him, but could not. The little man came toward them, protesting with every breath that the whole thing could be explained, that it was an absurd mistake. For just the flick of an instant as he passed the others he stopped talking, glanced at them, white-faced, still smiling his horrible little forced smile of terror; for just a moment his eyes rested on them, and then, without a sign of recognition, without betraying them, without giving any indication that he knew them, he went on by.


  George heard the woman at his side sigh faintly and felt her body slump against him. They all felt weak, drained of their last energies. Then they walked slowly across the platform and got into the train.


  The evil tension had been snapped now. People were talking feverishly, still in low tones but with obvious released excitement. The little blonde woman leaned from the window of the corridor and spoke to the fellow with the sprouting mustaches, who was still standing there.


  “You—you’re not going to let him go?” she asked hesitantly, almost in a whisper. “Are—are you going to keep him here?”


  He looked at her stolidly. Then a slow, intolerable smile broke across his brutal features. He nodded his head deliberately, with the finality of a gluttonous and full-fed satisfaction:


  “Ja,” he said. “Er bleibt.” And, shaking his head ever so slightly from side to side, “Geht nicht!” he said.


  They had him. Far down the platform the passengers heard the shrill, sudden fife of the Belgian engine whistle. The guard cried warning. All up and down the train the doors were slammed. Slowly the train began to move. At a creeping pace it rolled right past the little man. They had him, all right. The officers surrounded him. He stood among them, still protesting, talking with his hands now. And the men in uniform said nothing. They had no need to speak. They had him. They just stood and watched him, each with a faint suggestion of that intolerable slow smile upon his face. They raised their eyes and looked at the passengers as the train rolled past, and the line of travelers standing in the corridors looked back at them and caught the obscene and insolent communication in their glance and in that intolerable slow smile.


  And the little man—he, too, paused once from his feverish effort to explain. As the car in which he had been riding slid by, he lifted his pasty face and terror-stricken eyes, and for a moment his lips were stilled of their anxious pleading. He looked once, directly and steadfastly, at his former companions, and they at him. And in that gaze there was all the unmeasured weight of man’s mortal anguish. George and the others felt somehow naked and ashamed, and somehow guilty. They all felt that they were saying farewell, not to a man, but to humanity; not to some pathetic stranger, some chance acquaintance of the voyage, but to mankind; not to some nameless cipher out of life, but to the fading image of a brother’s face.


  The train swept out and gathered speed—and so they lost him.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 44

  THE WAY OF NO RETURN


  “Well,” said Adamowski, turning to George, “I think this is a sad end to our journey.”


  George nodded but said nothing. Then they all went back into their compartment and took their former seats.


  But it seemed strange and empty now. The ghost of absence sat there ruinously. The little man had left his coat and hat; in his anguish he had forgotten them. Adamowski rose and took them, and would have given them to the conductor, but the woman said:


  “You’d better look into the pockets first. There may be something in them. Perhaps—” quickly, eagerly, as the idea took her—“perhaps he has left money there,” she whispered.


  Adamowski searched the pockets. There was nothing of any value in them. He shook his head. The woman began to search the cushions of the seats, thrusting her hands down around the sides.


  “It might just be, you know,” she said, “that he hid money here.” She laughed excitedly, almost gleefully. “Perhaps we’ll all be rich!”


  The young Pole shook his head. “I think they would have found it if he had.” He paused, peered out of the window, and thrust his hand into his pocket. “I suppose we’re in Belgium now,” he said. “Here’s your money.” And he returned to her the twenty-three marks she had given him.


  She took the money and put it in her purse. George still had the little man’s ten marks in his hand and was looking at them. The woman glanced up, saw his face, then said quickly, warmly:


  “But you’re upset about this thing! You look so troubled.”


  George put the money away. Then he said:


  “I feel exactly as if I had blood-money in my pocket.”


  “No,” she said. She leaned over, smiling, and put her hand reassuringly upon his arm. “Not blood-money—Jew-money!” she whispered. “Don’t worry about it. He had plenty more!”


  George’s eyes met Adamowski’s. Both were grave.


  “This is a sad ending to our trip,” Adamowski said again, in a low voice, almost to himself.


  The woman tried to talk them out of their depression, to talk herself into forgetfulness. She made an effort to laugh and joke.


  “These Jews!” she cried. “Such things would never happen if it were not for them! They make all the trouble. Germany has had to protect herself. The Jews were taking all the money from the country. Thousands of them escaped, taking millions of marks with them. And now, when it’s too late, we wake up to it! It’s too bad that foreigners must see these things—that they’ve got to go through these painful experiences—it makes a bad impression. They don’t understand the reason. But it’s the Jews!” she whispered.


  The others said nothing, and the woman went on talking, eagerly, excitedly, earnestly, persuasively. But it was as if she were trying to convince herself, as if every instinct of race and loyalty were now being used in an effort to excuse or justify something that had filled her with sorrow and deep shame. For even as she talked and laughed, her clear blue eyes were sad and full of trouble. And at length she gave it up and stopped. There was a heavy silence. Then, gravely, quietly, the woman said:


  “He must have wanted very badly to escape.”


  They remembered, then, all that he had said and done throughout the journey. They recalled how nervous he had been, how he had kept opening and shutting the door, how he had kept getting up to pace along the corridor. They spoke of the suspicion and distrust with which he had peered round at them when he first came in, and of the eagerness with which he had asked Adamowski to change places with him when the Pole had got up to go into the dining car with George. They recalled his explanations about the ticket, about having to buy passage from the frontier to Paris. All of these things, every act and word and gesture of the little man, which they had dismissed at the time as trivial or as evidence simply of an irascible temper, now became invested with a new and terrible meaning.


  “But the ten marks!” the woman cried at length, turning to George. “Since he had all this other money, why, in God’s name, did he give ten marks to you? It was so stupid!” she exclaimed in an exasperated tone. “There was no reason for it!”


  Certainly they could find no reason, unless he had done it to divert suspicion from their minds about his true intent. This was Adamowski’s theory, and it seemed to satisfy the woman. But George thought it more likely that the little man was in such a desperate state of nervous frenzy and apprehension that he had lost the power to reason clearly and had acted blindly, wildly, on the impulse of the moment. But they did not know. And now they would never find out the answer.


  George was still worried about getting the man’s ten marks returned to him. The woman said that she had given the man her name and her address in Paris, and that if he were later allowed to complete his journey he could find her there. George then gave her his own address in Paris and asked her to inform the man where he was if she should hear from him. She promised, but they all knew that she would never hear from him again.


  Late afternoon had come. The country had closed in around them. The train was winding through a pleasant, romantic landscape of hills and woods. In the slant of evening and the waning light there was a sense of deep, impenetrable forest and of cool, darkling waters.


  They had long since passed the frontier, but the woman, who had been looking musingly and a little anxiously out of the window, hailed the conductor as he passed along the corridor and asked him if they were really in Belgium now. He assured her that they were. Adamowski gave him the little man’s hat and coat, and explained the reason. The conductor nodded, took them, and departed.


  The woman had her hand upon her breast, and now when the conductor had gone she sighed slowly with relief. Then, quietly and simply, she said:


  “Do not misunderstand me. I am a German and I love my country. But—I feel as if a weight has lifted from me here.” She put her hand upon her breast again. “You cannot understand, perhaps, just how it feels to us, but—” and for a moment she was silent, as if painfully meditating what she wished to say. Then, quickly, quietly: “We are so happy to be—out!”


  Out? Yes, that was it. Suddenly George knew just how she felt. He, too, was “out” who was a stranger to her land, and yet who never had been a stranger in it. He, too, was “out” of that great country whose image had been engraved upon his spirit in childhood and youth, before he had ever seen it. He, too, was “out” of that land which had been so much more to him than land, so much more than place. It had been a geography of heart’s desire, an unfathomed domain of unknown inheritance. The haunting beauty of that magic land had been his soul’s dark wonder. He had known the language of its spirit before he ever came to it, had understood the language of its tongue the moment he had heard it spoken. He had framed the accents of its speech most brokenly from that first hour, yet never with a moment’s trouble, strangeness, or lack of comprehension. He had been at home in it, and it in him. It seemed that he had been born with this knowledge.


  He had known wonder in this land, truth and magic in it, sorrow, loneliness, and pain in it. He had known love in it, and for the first time in his life he had tasted there the bright, delusive sacraments of fame. Therefore it was no foreign land to him. It was the other part of his heart’s home, a haunted part of dark desire, a magic domain of fulfillment. It was the dark, lost Helen that had been forever burning in his blood—the dark, lost Helen he had found.


  And now it was the dark, found Helen he had lost. And he knew now, as he had never known before, the priceless measure of his loss. He knew also the priceless measure of his gain. For this was the way that henceforth would be forever closed to him—the way of no return. He was “out.” And, being “out,” he began to see another way, the way that lay before him. He saw now that you can’t go home again—not ever. There was no road back. Ended now for him, with the sharp and clean finality of the closing of a door, was the time when his dark roots, like those of a pot-bound plant, could be left to feed upon their own substance and nourish their own little self-absorbed designs. Henceforth they must spread outward—away from the hidden, secret, and unfathomed past that holds man’s spirit prisoner—outward, outward toward the rich and life-giving soil of a new freedom in the wide world of all humanity. And there came to him a vision of man’s true home, beyond the ominous and cloud-engulfed horizon of the here and now, in the green and hopeful and still-virgin meadows of the future.


  “Therefore,” he thought, “old master, wizard Faust, old father of the ancient and swarm-haunted mind of man, old earth, old German land with all the measure of your truth, your glory, beauty, magic, and your ruin; and dark Helen burning in our blood, great queen and mistress, sorceress—dark land, dark land, old ancient earth I love—farewell!”


  [¬]


  BOOK VII

  A WIND IS RISING, AND THE RIVERS FLOW


  The experiences of that final summer in Germany had a profound effect upon George Webber. He had come face to face with something old and genuinely evil in the spirit of man which he had never known before, and it shook his inner world to its foundations. Not that it produced a sudden revolution in his way of thinking. For years his conception of the world and of his own place in it had been gradually changing, and the German adventure merely brought this process to its climax. It threw into sharp relief many other related phenomena which George had observed in the whole temper of the times, and it made plain to him, once and for all, the dangers that lurk in those latent atavistic urges which man has inherited from his dark past.


  Hitlerism, he saw, was a recrudescence of an old barbarism. Its racial nonsense and cruelty, its naked worship of brute force, its suppression of truth and resort to lies and myths, its ruthless contempt for the individual, its anti-intellectual and anti-moral dogma that to one man alone belongs the right of judgment and decision, and that for all others virtue lies in blind, unquestioning obedience—each of these fundamental elements of Hitlerism was a throwback to that fierce and ancient tribalism which had sent waves of hairy Teutons swooping down out of the north to destroy the vast edifice of Roman civilization. That primitive spirit of greed and lust and force had always been the true enemy of mankind.


  But this spirit was not confined to Germany. It belonged to no one race. It was a terrible part of the universal heritage of man. One saw traces of it everywhere. It took on many disguises, many labels. Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin—each had his own name for it. And America had it, too, in various forms. For wherever ruthless men conspired together for their own ends, wherever the rule of dog-eat-dog was dominant, there it bred. And wherever one found it, one also found that its roots sank down into something primitive in man’s ugly past. And these roots would somehow have to be eradicated, George felt, if man was to win his ultimate freedom and not be plunged back into savagery and perish utterly from the earth.


  When George realized all this he began to look for atavistic yearnings in himself. He found plenty of them. Any man can find them if he is honest enough to look for them. The whole year that followed his return from Germany, George occupied himself with this effort of self-appraisal. And at the end of it he knew, and with the knowledge came the definite sense of new direction toward which he had long been groping, that the dark ancestral cave, the womb from which mankind emerged into the light, forever pulls one back—but that you can’t go home again.


  The phrase had many implications for him. You can’t go back home to your family, back home to your childhood, back home to romantic love, back home to a young man’s dreams of glory and of fame, back home to exile, to escape to Europe and some foreign land, back home to lyricism, to singing just for singing’s sake, back home to æstheticism, to one’s youthful idea of “the artist” and the all-sufficiency of “art” and “beauty” and “love,” back home to the ivory tower, back home to places in the country, to the cottage in Bermuda, away from all the strife and conflict of the world, back home to the father you have lost and have been looking for, back home to someone who can help you, save you, ease the burden for you, back home to the old forms and systems of things which once seemed everlasting but which are changing all the time—back home to the escapes of Time and Memory.


  In a way, the phrase summed up everything he had ever learned. And what he now knew led inexorably to a decision which was the hardest he had ever had to make. Throughout the year he wrestled with it, talked about it with his friend and editor, Foxhall Edwards, and fought against doing what he realized he would have to do. For the time had come to leave Fox Edwards. They had reached a parting of the ways. Not that Fox was one of the new barbarians. God, no! But Fox—well, Fox—Fox understood. And George knew that whatever happened, Fox would always remain his friend.


  So in the end, after all their years together, they parted. And when it was over, George sat down and wrote to Fox. He wanted to leave the record clear. And this is what he wrote:


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 45

  YOUNG ICARUS


  I have of late, dear Fox [George wrote], been thinking of you very much, and of your strange but most familiar face. I never knew a man like you before, and if I had not known you, I never could have imagined you. And yet, to me you are inevitable, so that, having known you, I cannot imagine what life would have been for me without you. You were a polestar in my destiny. You were the magic thread in the great web which, being woven now, is finished and complete: the circle of our lives rounds out, full swing, and each of us in his own way now has rounded it: there is no further circle we can make. This, too—the end as the beginning—was inevitable: therefore, dear friend and parent of my youth, farewell.


  Nine years have passed since first I waited in your vestibule. And I was not repulsed. No: I was taken in, was welcomed, was picked up and sustained just when my spirit reached its lowest ebb, was given life and hope, the restoration of my self-respect, the vindication of my self-belief, the renewal of my faith by the assurance of your own belief; and I was carried on, through all the struggle, doubt, confusion, desperation, effort of the years that were to follow, by your help and by the noble inspiration of your continued faith.


  But now it ends—the road we were to go together. We two alone know how completely it has ended. But before I go, because few men can ever know, from first to last, a circle of such whole, superb finality, I leave this picture of it.


  You may think it a little premature of me to start summing up my life at the age of thirty-seven. That is not my purpose here. But, although thirty-seven is not an advanced age at which one can speak of having learned many things, neither is it too early to have learned a few. By that time a man has lived long enough to be able to look back over the road he has come and see certain events and periods in a proportion and a perspective which he could not have had before. And because certain of the periods of my life represent to me, as I now look back on them, stages of marked change and development, not only in the spirit which animates the work I do, but also in my views on men and living, and my own relation to the world, I am going to tell you about them. Believe me, it is not egotism that prompts me to do this. As you will see, my whole experience swings round, as though through a predestined orbit, to you, to this moment, to this parting. So bear with me—and then, farewell.


  To begin at the beginning (all is clear from start to finish):


  Twenty years ago, when I was seventeen years old and a sophomore at Pine Rock College, I was very fond, along with many of my fellows, of talking about my “philosophy of life.” That was one of our favorite subjects of conversation, and we were most earnest about it. I’m not sure now what my “philosophy” was at that time, but I am sure I had one. Everybody had. We were deep in philosophy at Pine Rock. We juggled such formidable terms as “concepts,” “categorical imperatives,” and “moments of negation” in a way that would have made Spinoza blush.


  And if I do say so, I was no slouch at it myself. At the age of seventeen I had an A-1 rating as a philosopher. “Concepts” held no terrors for my young life, and “moments of negation” were my meat. I could split a hair with the best of them. And now that I have turned to boasting, I may as well tell you that I made a One in Logic, and it was said to be the only One that had been given in that course for many a year. So when it comes to speaking of philosophy, I am, you see, a fellow who is privileged to speak.


  I don’t know how it goes with students of this generation, but to those of us who were in college twenty years ago philosophy was serious business. We were always talking about “God.” In our interminable discussions we were forever trying to get at the inner essence of “truth,” “goodness,” and “beauty.” We were full of notions about all these things. And I do not laugh at them today. We were young, we were impassioned, and we were sincere.


  One of the most memorable events of my college career occurred one day at noon when I was walking up a campus path and encountered, coming toward me, one of my classmates whose name was D.T. Jones. D.T.—sometimes known more familiarly as Delirium Tremens—was also a philosopher. And the moment I saw him approaching I knew that D.T. was in the throes. He came from a family of Primitive Baptists, and he was red-haired, gaunt, and angular, and now as he came toward me everything about him—hair, eyebrows, eyelids, eyes, freckles, even his large and bony hands—shone forth in the sunlight with an excessive and almost terrifying redness.


  He was coming up from a noble wood in which we held initiations and took our Sunday strolls. It was also the sacred grove to which we resorted, alone, when we were struggling with the problems of philosophy. It was where we went when we were going through what was known as “the wilderness experience,” and it was the place from which, when “the wilderness experience” was done, we triumphantly emerged.


  D.T. was emerging now. He had been there, he told me later, all night long. His “wilderness experience” had been a good one. He came bounding toward me like a kangaroo, leaping into the air at intervals, and the only words he said were:


  “I’ve had a Concept!”


  Then, leaving me stunned and leaning for support against an ancient tree, he passed on down the path, high-bounding every step or two, to carry the great news to the whole brotherhood.


  And still I do not laugh at it. We took philosophy seriously in those days, and each of us had his own. And, together, we had our own “Philosopher.” He was a venerable and noble-hearted man—one of those great figures which almost every college had some years ago, and which I hope they still have. For half a century he had been a dominant figure in the life of the entire state. In his teaching he was a Hegelian. The process of his scholastic reasoning was intricate: it came up out of ancient Greece and followed through the whole series of “developments” down to Hegel. After Hegel—well, he did not supply the answer. But it didn’t matter, for after Hegel we had him—he was our own Old Man.


  Our Philosopher’s “philosophy,” as I look back upon it, does not seem important now. It seems to have been, at best, a tortuous and patched-up scheme of other men’s ideas. But what was important was the man himself. He was a great teacher, and what he did for us, and for others before us for fifty years, was not to give us his “philosophy”—but to communicate to us his own alertness, his originality, his power to think. He was a vital force because he supplied to many of us, for the first time in our lives, the inspiration of a questioning intelligence. He taught us not to be afraid to think, to question; he taught us to examine critically the most sacrosanct of our native prejudices and superstitions. So of course, throughout the state, the bigots hated him; but his own students worshiped him to idolatry. And the seed he planted grew—long after Hegel, “concepts,” “moments of negation,” and all the rest of it had vanished into the limbo of forgotten things.


  It was at about this time that I began to write. I was editor of the college newspaper, and I wrote stories and poems for our literary magazine, The Burr, of which I was also a member of the editorial staff. The war was going on then. I was too young to be in service, but my first literary attempts may be traced to the patriotic inspiration of the war. I remember one poem (my first, I believe) which was aimed directly at the luckless head of Kaiser Bill. It was called, defiantly, “The Gauntlet,” and was written in the style and meter of “The Present Crisis,” by James Russell Lowell. I remember, too, that it took a high note from the very beginning. The poet, it is said, is the prophet and the bard—the awakened tongue of all his folk. I was all of that. In the name of embattled democracy I let the Kaiser have the works. And I remember two lines in particular that seemed to me to ring out with the very voice of outraged Freedom:


  
    “Thou hast given us the challenge—


    Pay, thou dog, the cost, and go!”

  


  I remember these lines because they were the occasion of an editorial argument. The more conservative members of the magazine’s staff felt that the epithet, “thou dog,” was too strong—not that the Kaiser didn’t deserve it, but that it jarred rudely upon the high moral elevation of the poem and upon the literary quality of The Burr. Over my vigorous protest, and without regard for the meter of the line, the two words were deleted.


  Another poem that I wrote that year was a cheerful one about a peasant in a Flanders field who ploughed up a skull, and then went on quietly about his work while the great guns blasted away and “the grinning skull its grisly secret kept.” I also remember a short story—my first—which was called “A Winchester of Virginia,” and was about the recreant son of an old family who recovered his courage and vindicated his tarnished honor in the charge over the top that took his life. These, so far as I can recall them, were my first creative efforts; it will be seen what an important part the last war played in them.


  I mention all this merely to fix the point from which I started. This was the beginning of the road.


  In recent years there have been several attempts to explain what has happened to me since that time in terms of something that happened to me in college. I believe, Fox, that I never told you about that episode. Not that I was ashamed of my part in it or was afraid to talk about it. It just never came up; in a way, I had forgotten it. But now, at this moment of our parting, I think I had better speak of it, because it is vitally important to me to make one thing clear: that I am not the victim or the embittered martyr of anything that ever happened in the past. Oh, yes, there was a time, as you well know, when I was full of bitterness. There was a time when I felt that life had betrayed me. But that preciousness is gone now, and with it has gone my bitterness. This is the simple truth.


  But to get back to this episode I spoke of:


  As you know, Fox, when my first book was published, feeling ran high against me at home. Then it was that an effort was made to explain what was called the “bitterness” of the book in terms of my disfranchisement when I was at college. Now, the Pine Rock case is famous in Old Catawba, but the names of its chief actors had been almost forgotten when the book appeared. Then, because I was one of them, people began to talk about the case again, and the whole horrible tragedy was exhumed.


  It was recalled how five of us (and God have mercy on the souls of those others who kept silent at the time) had taken our classmate Bell out to the playing field one night, blindfolded him, and compelled him to dance upon a barrel. It was recalled how he stumbled and toppled from the barrel, fell on a broken bottle neck, severed his jugular, and bled to death within five minutes. It was recalled, then, how the five of us—myself and Randy Shepperton, John Brackett, Stowell Anderson, and Dick Carr—were expelled, brought up for trial, released in the custody of our parents or nearest relatives, and deprived of the rights of citizenship by legislative act.


  All this was true. But the construction which people put upon it when the book appeared was false. None of us, I think, was “ruined” and “embittered”—and our later records prove that we were not. There is no doubt that the tragic consequences of our act (and of the five who suffered disfranchisement, at least three—I will not say which three—were present only in the group of onlookers) left its dark and terrible imprint on our young lives. But, as Randy whispered to me on that dreadful night, as we stood there white-faced and helpless in the moonlight, watching that poor boy as he bled to death:


  “We’re not guilty of anything—except of being plain damned fools!”


  That was the way we felt that night—all of us—as we knelt, sick with horror, around the figure of that dying boy. And I know that was the way Bell felt, too, for he saw the terror and remorse in our white faces and, dying though he was, he tried to smile and speak to us. The words would not come, but all of us knew that if he could have spoken he would have said that he was sorry for us—that he knew there was no evil in us—no evil but our own stupidity.


  We had killed the boy—our thoughtless folly killed him—but with his dying breath that would have been his only judgment on us. And we broke the heart of Plato Grant, our Old Man, our own Philosopher; but all he said to us that night as he turned toward us from poor Bell was, quietly:


  “My God, boys, what have you done?”


  And that was all. Even Bell’s father said no more to us. And after the first storm had passed, the cry of outrage and indignation that went up throughout the state—that was our punishment: the knowledge of the Done inexorable, the merciless insistence in our souls of that fatal and irrevocable “Why?”


  Swiftly, people came to see and feel this, too. The first outburst of wrath that resulted in our disfranchisement was quickly over. Even our citizenship was quietly restored to us within three years. (As for myself, I was only eighteen when it happened, and cannot even be said to have missed a legal vote because of it.) Each of us was allowed to return to college the next year after our expulsion, and finish the full course. The sentiment of people everywhere not only softened: the verdict quickly became: “They didn’t mean to do it. They were just damned fools.” Later, by the time of our reënfranchisement, public sentiment actually became liberal in its tone of pardon. “They’ve been punished enough,” people said by then. “They were just kids—and they didn’t mean to do it. Besides—” this became an argument in our favor—“it cost a life, but it killed hazing in the state.”


  As to the later record of the five—Randy Shepperton is dead now; but John Brackett, Stowell Anderson, and Dick Carr have all enjoyed a more than average measure of success in their communities. When I last saw Stowell Anderson—he is an attorney, and the political leader of his district—he told me quietly that, far from having been damaged in his career by the experience, he thought he had been helped.


  “People,” he said, “are willing to forget a past mistake if they see you’re regular. They’re not only willing to forgive—on the whole, I think they’re even glad to give a helping hand.”


  “If they see you’re regular!” Without commenting on the meanings of that, I think it sums up the matter in a nutshell. There has not only been no question since about the “regularity” of the other three—Brackett, Anderson, and Carr—but I think any natural tendencies they may have had toward regularity were intensified by their participation in the Pine Rock case. I believe, too, that the denunciations of my “irregularity,” following the publication of my first book, might have been even more virulent and vicious than they were had it not been for the respectable fellowship of Brackett, Anderson, and Carr.


  Well, Fox, I have taken the trouble to tell you about this unrecorded incident in my life because I thought you might hear of it sometime and might possibly put a strained construction on it. There were those in Libya Hill who thought it offered a reasonable and complete explanation of what had happened to me when I wrote the book. So, too, you might come to believe that it twisted and embittered me and somehow had something to do with what has happened now. With nine-tenths of your mind and heart you understand perfectly why I have to leave you, but with that remaining tenth you are still puzzled, and I can see that you will go on wondering about it. You have, from time to time, tried to reason with me about what you called, half seriously, my “radicalism.” I don’t believe there is any radicalism in me—or, if there is, it is certainly not what the word implies when you use it.


  So, believe me, the Pine Rock case has nothing to do with it. It explains nothing. Rather, the natural assumption, for me as for the others who were involved in it, would be that the experience should have established me in a more staunch and regular conformity than I should otherwise have known.


  You have a friend, Fox, named Hunt Conroy. You introduced me to him. He is only a few years my senior, but he is very fixed in his assertion of what he calls “The Lost Generation”—a generation of which, as you know, he has been quite vociferously a member, and in which he has tried enthusiastically to include me. Hunt and I used to argue about it.


  “You belong to it, too,” he used to say grimly. “You came along at the same time. You can’t get away from it. You’re a part of it whether you want to be or not.”


  To which my vulgar response was:


  “Don’t you-hoo me!”


  If Hunt wants to belong to The Lost Generation—and it really is astonishing with what fond eagerness some people hug the ghost of desolation to their breast—that’s his affair. But he can’t have me. If I have been elected, it was against my knowledge and my will—and I resign. I do not feel that I belong to a Lost Generation, and I have never felt so. Indeed, I doubt very much the existence of a Lost Generation, except insofar as every generation, groping, must be lost. Recently, however, it has occurred to me that if there is such a thing as a Lost Generation in this country, it is probably made up of those men of advanced middle age who still speak the language that was spoken before 1929, and who know no other. These men indubitably are lost. But I am not one of them.


  Although I don’t believe, then, that I was ever part of any Lost Generation anywhere, the fact remains that, as an individual, I was lost. Perhaps that is one reason, Fox, why for so long I needed you so desperately. For I was lost, and was looking for someone older and wiser to show me the way, and I found you, and you took the place of my father who had died. In our nine years together you did help me find the way, though you could hardly have been aware just how you did it, and the road now leads off in a direction contrary to your intent. For the fact is that now I no longer feel lost, and I want to tell you why.


  When I returned to Pine Rock and finished my course and graduated—I was only twenty then—I don’t suppose it would have been possible to find a more confused and baffled person than I was. I had been sent to college to “prepare myself for life,” as the phrase went in those days, and it almost seemed that the total effect of my college training was to produce in me a state of utter unpreparedness. I had come from one of the most conservative parts of America, and from one of the most conservative elements in those parts. All of my antecedents, until a generation before, had been country people whose living had been in one way or another drawn out of the earth.


  My father, John Webber, had been all of his life a working man. He had done hard labor with his hands since the time he was twelve years old. As I have often told you, he was a man of great natural ability and intelligence. But, like many other men who have been deprived of the advantages of formal education, he was ambitious for his son: he wanted more than anything else in the world to see me go to college. He died just before I was prepared to enter, but it was on the money he left me that I went. It is only natural that people like my father should endow formal education with a degree of practicality which it does not and should not possess. College seemed to him a kind of magic door which not only opened to a man all the reserves of learning, but also admitted him to free passage along any highroad to material success which he might choose to follow after he had passed through the pleasant academic groves. It was only natural, too, that such a man as my father should believe that this success could be most easily arrived at along one of the more familiar and more generally approved roads.


  The road he had chosen for me before his death was a branch of engineering. He stubbornly opposed the Joyner choice, which was the law. The old man had small use for the law as a profession, and very little respect for the lawyer as a man; his usual description of lawyers was “a gang of shysters.” When I went to see him as he lay dying, his last advice to me was:


  “Learn to do something, learn to make something—that’s what college should be for.”


  His bitterest regret was that the poverty of his early years had prevented him from learning any skill beyond that of a carpenter and a mason. He was a good carpenter, a good mason—in his last days he liked to call himself a builder, which indeed he was—but I think he felt in himself, like a kind of dumb and inarticulate suffering, the unachieved ability to design and shape. Certainly he would have been profoundly disappointed if he could have known what strange forms his own desires for “doing” and for “making” were to achieve in me. I cannot say what extremity—law or writing—would have filled him with the most disgust.


  But by the time I left college it was already apparent that whatever talents I might have, they were neither for engineering nor the law. I had not the technical ability for the one, and, in view of what I was to discover for myself in later years, I think I was too honest for the other. But what to do? My academic career, with the crowning disgrace of complicity in the Pine Rock case and temporary expulsion from college, had not been distinguished by any very glittering records in scholarship except that One in Logic. I had failed both my father and the Joyner side of the house in any ambitions they had had for me. My father was dead, and the Joyners were now done with me.


  For all these reasons, it was difficult to admit, even to myself, the stirrings of an urge so fantastic and impractical as the desire to write. It would only have confirmed the worst suspicions that my people had of me—suspicions, I fear, which had begun to eat into my own opinion of myself. Consequently, the first admission I made to myself was evasive. I told myself that I wanted to go into journalism. Now, looking back at it, I can see the reason for this decision clearly enough. I doubt very much that I had, at the age of twenty, the burning enthusiasm for newspaper work which I thought I had, but I managed to convince myself of it because newspaper work would provide me with the only means I knew whereby I could, in some fashion, write, and also earn a living, and thus prove to the world and to myself that I was not wasting my time.


  To have confessed openly to my family that I wanted to be a writer would have been impossible. To be a writer was, in modern phrase, “nice work if you could get it.” In the Joyner consciousness, as well as in my own, “a writer” was a very remote kind of person. He was a romantic figure like Lord Byron, or Longfellow, or—or—Irvin S. Cobb—who in some magical way was gifted with the power to put words together into poems or stories or novels which got printed in books or in the pages of magazines like the Saturday Evening Post. He was therefore, quite obviously, a very strange, mysterious sort of creature who lived a very strange, mysterious, and glittering sort of life, and who came from some strange and mysterious and glittering world very far away from the life and world we knew. For a boy who had grown up in the town of Libya Hill to assert openly that he wanted to be a writer would have seemed to everyone at that time to border on lunacy. It would have harked back to the days of Uncle Rance Joyner, who wasted his youth learning to play the violin, and who in later life borrowed fifty dollars from Uncle Mark to take a course in phrenology. I had always been told that there was a strong resemblance between myself and Uncle Rance, and now I knew that if I confessed my secret desires, everyone would have thought the likeness more pronounced than ever.


  It was a painful situation, and one which is now amusing to look back on. But it was also very human—and very American. Even today I don’t think the Joyners have altogether recovered from their own astonishment at the fact that I have actually become “a writer.” This attitude, which was also my own at the age of twenty, was to shape the course of my life for years.


  So, fresh from college, I took what remained of the small inheritance my father had left me, and, with an exultant sense that I had packed my secret into my suitcase along with my extra pants, I started out, boy and baggage, on the road to fame and glory. That is to say, I came to New York to look for a job on a newspaper.


  I did look for the job, but not too hard, and I didn’t find it. Meanwhile I had enough money to live on and I began to write. Later, when the money ran out, I condescended to become an instructor in one of the great educational factories of the city. This was another compromise, but it had one virtue—it enabled me to live and go on writing.


  During that first year in New York I shared an apartment with a group of boys, transplanted Southerners like myself, whom I had known in college. Through one of them I made the acquaintance of some artistic young fellows who were living in what I swiftly learned to call “The Village.” Here, for the first time, I was thrown into the company of sophisticated young men of my own age—at least they seemed very sophisticated to me. For instead of being like me, an uncouth yokel from the backwoods, all rough edges, who felt within himself the timid but unspoken flutterings of a desire to write, these young gentlemen had come down from Harvard, they had the easy manner of men of the world, and they casually but quite openly told me that they were writers. And so they were. They wrote, and were published, in some of the little experimental magazines which were springing up on all sides during that period. How I envied them!


  They were not only able to assert openly that they were writers, but they also asserted openly that a great many other people that I had thought were writers—most dismally were not. When I made hesitant efforts to take part in the brilliant conversation that flashed around me, I began to discover that I would have to be prepared for some very rude shocks. It was decidedly disconcerting, for example, to ask one of these most superior young men, so carelessly correct in their rough tweeds and pink cheeks: “Have you ever read Galsworthy’s Strife?”—and to have him raise his eyebrows slowly, exhale a slow column of cigarette smoke, slowly shake his head, and then say in an accent of resigned regret: “I can’t read him. I simply can’t read him. Sorry—” with a rising inflection as if to say that it was too bad, but that it couldn’t be helped.


  They were sorry about a great many things and people. The theatre was one of their most passionate concerns, but it seemed that there was hardly a dramatist writing in those days who escaped their censure. Shaw was amusing, but he was not a dramatist—he had never really learned how to write a play. O’Neill’s reputation was grossly exaggerated: his dialogue was clumsy, and his characters stock types. Barrie was insufferable on account of his sentimentality. As for Pinero and others of that ilk, their productions were already so dated that they were laughable.


  In a way, this super-criticality was a very good thing for me. It taught me to be more questioning about some of the most venerated names and reputations whose authority had been handed down to me by my preceptors and accepted by me with too little thought. But the trouble with it was that I soon became involved, along with the others, in a niggling and overrefined æstheticism which was not only pallid and precious, but too detached from life to provide the substance and the inspiration for high creative work.


  It is interesting to look back now and see just what it was we believed fifteen years ago—those of us who were the bright young people of the time and wanted to produce something of value in the arts. We talked a great deal about “art” and “beauty”—a great deal about “the artist.” A great deal too much, in fact. For the artist as we conceived him was a kind of æsthetic monster. Certainly he was not a living man. And if the artist is not first and foremost a living man—and by this I mean a man of life, a man who belongs to life, who is connected with it so intimately that he draws his strength from it—then what manner of man is he?


  The artist we talked about was not such a man at all. Indeed, if he had any existence outside of our imaginations he must have been one of the most extraordinary and inhuman freaks that nature ever created. Instead of loving life and believing in life, our “artist” hated life and fled from it. That, in fact, was the basic theme of most of the stories, plays, and novels we wrote. We were forever portraying the sensitive man of talent, the young genius, crucified by life, misunderstood and scorned of men, pilloried and driven out by the narrow bigotry and mean provincialism of the town or village, betrayed and humiliated by the cheapness of his wife, and finally crushed, silenced, torn to pieces by the organized power of the mob. So conceived, the artist that we talked about so much, instead of being in union with life, was in perpetual conflict with it. Instead of belonging to the world he lived in, he was constantly in a state of flight from it. The world itself was like a beast of prey, and the artist, like some wounded faun, was forever trying to escape from it.


  It seems to me now, as I look back on it, that the total deposit of all this was bad. It gave to young people who were deficient in the vital materials and experiences of life, and in the living contacts which the artist ought to have with life, the language and formulas of an unwholesome preciosity. It armed them with a philosophy, an æsthetic, of escapism. It tended to create in those of us who were later to become artists not only a special but a privileged character: each of us tended to think of himself as a person who was exempt from the human laws that govern other men, who was not subject to the same desires, the same feelings, the same passions—who was, in short, a kind of beautiful disease in nature, like a pearl in an oyster.


  The effect of all this upon such a person as myself may easily be deduced. Now, for the first time, I was provided with a protective armor, a glittering and sophisticated defense to shield my own self-doubts, my inner misgivings, my lack of confidence in my power and ability to accomplish what I wanted to do. The result was to make me arrogantly truculent where my own desires and purposes were concerned. I began to talk the jargon just as the others did, to prate about “the artist,” and to refer scornfully and contemptuously to the bourgeoisie, the Babbitts, and the Philistines—by which all of us meant anyone who did not belong to the very small and precious province we had fashioned for ourselves.


  Looking back, in an effort to see myself as I was in those days, I am afraid I was not a very friendly or agreeable young man. I was carrying a chip on my shoulder, and daring the whole world to knock it off. And the reason I so often took a high tone with people who, it seemed to me, doubted my ability to do the thing I wanted to do, was that, inwardly, I was by no means sure that I could do it myself. It was a form of whistling to keep one’s courage up.


  That was the kind of man I was when you first knew me, Fox. Ah, yes, I spoke about the work I wished to do in phrases of devotion and humility, but there was not much of either in me. Inside, I was full of the disdainful scorn of the small and precious snob. I felt superior to other people and thought I belonged to a rare breed. I had not yet learned that one cannot really be superior without humility and tolerance and human understanding. I did not yet know that in order to belong to a rare and higher breed one must first develop the true power and talent of selfless immolation.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 46

  EVEN TWO ANGELS NOT ENOUGH


  Since childhood [George wrote to Fox] I had wanted what all men want in youth: to be famous, to be loved. These two desires went back through all the steps, degrees, and shadings of my education; they represented what we younglings of the time had been taught to believe in and to want.


  Love and Fame. Well, I have had them both.


  You told me once, Fox, that I did not want them, that I only thought I did. You were right. I wanted them desperately before I had them, but once they were mine I found that they were not enough. And I think, if we speak truth, the same thing holds for every man who ever lived and had the spark of growth in him.


  It has never been dangerous to admit that Fame is not enough—one of the world’s greatest poets called it “that last infirmity of Noble mind”—but it is dangerous, for reasons which everybody understands, to admit the infirmity of Love. Perhaps Love’s image may suffice some men. Perhaps, as in a drop of shining water, Love may hold in microcosm the reflection of the sun and the stars and the heavens and the whole universe of man. Mighty poets dead and gone have said that this was true, and people have professed it ever since. As for that, I can only say that I do not think a frog pond or a Walden Pond contains the image of the ocean, even though there be water in both of them.


  “Love is enough, though the world be a-waning,” wrote William Morris. We have his word for it, and can believe it or not as we like. Perhaps it was true for him, yet I doubt it. It may have been true at the moment he wrote it, but not in the end, not when all was said and done.


  As for myself, I did not find it so.


  For, even while I was most securely caught up and enclosed within the inner circle of Love’s bondage, I began to discover a larger world outside. It did not dawn upon me in a sudden and explosive sense, the way the world of Chapman’s Homer burst upon John Keats:


  
    “Then felt I like some watcher of the skies


    When a new planet swims into his ken.”

  


  It did not come like that at all. It came in on me little by little, almost without my knowing it.


  Up to that time I had been merely the sensitive young fellow in conflict with his town, his family, the life around him—then the sensitive young fellow in love, and so concerned with his little Universe of Love that he thought it the whole universe. But gradually I began to observe things in life which shocked me out of this complete absorption with the independent entities of self. I caught glimpses of the great, the rich, the fortunate ones of all the earth living supinely upon the very best of everything and taking the very best for granted as their right. I saw them enjoying a special privilege which had been theirs so long that it had become a vested interest: they seemed to think it was a law ordained of nature that they should be forever life’s favorite sons. At the same time I began to be conscious of the submerged and forgotten Helots down below, who with their toil and sweat and blood and suffering unutterable supported and nourished the mighty princelings at the top.


  Then came the cataclysm of 1929 and the terrible days that followed. The picture became clearer now—clear enough for all with eyes to see. Through those years I was living in the jungle depths of Brooklyn, and I saw as I had never seen before the true and terrifying visage of the disinherited of life. There came to me a vision of man’s inhumanity to man, and as time went on it began to blot out the more personal and self-centered vision of the world which a young man always has. Then it was, I think, that I began to learn humility. My intense and passionate concern for the interests and designs of my own little life were coming to seem petty, trifling, and unworthy, and I was coming more and more to feel an intense and passionate concern for the interests and designs of my fellow men and of all humanity.


  Of course I have vastly oversimplified the process in my telling of it. While it was at work in me I was but dimly aware of it. It is only now, as I look back upon those years, that I can see in true perspective the meaning of what was happening to me then. For human nature is, alas, a muddy pool, too full of sediment, too murky with the deposits of time, too churned up by uncharted currents in the depths and on the surface, to reflect a sharp, precise, and wholly faithful image. For that, one has to wait until the waters settle down. It follows, then, that one can never hope, however much he wishes that he could, to shed the old integuments of the soul as easily and completely as a snake sloughs off its outworn skin.


  For, even at the time when this new vision of the outer world was filtering in and making its strange forms manifest to me, I was also more involved than I had ever been before with my inner struggle. Those were the years of the greatest doubt and desperation I had ever known. I was wrestling with the problems of my second book, and I could take in what my eyes beheld only in brief glimpses, flashes, snatches, fragments. As I was later to discover, the vision etched itself upon some sensitive film within, but it was not until that later time, when the second book was finished and out of the way, that I saw it whole and knew what the total experience had done to me.


  And all the while, of course, I was still enamored of that fair Medusa, Fame. My desire for her was a relic of the past. All the guises of Fame’s loveliness—phantasmal, ghostwise, like something flitting in a wood—I had dreamed of since my early youth, until her image and the image of the loved one had a thousand times been merged together. I had always wanted to be loved and to be famous. Now I had known Love, but Fame was still elusive. So in the writing of my second book I courted her.


  Then, for the first time, I saw her. I met Mr. Lloyd McHarg. That curious experience should have taught me something. And in a way I suppose it did. For in Lloyd McHarg I met a truly great and honest man who had aspired to Fame and won her, and I saw that it had been an empty victory. He had her more completely than I could ever hope to have her, yet it was apparent that, for him, Fame was not enough. He needed something more, and he had not found it.


  I say I should have learned from that. And yet, how could I? Does one ever really learn from others till one is ready for the lesson? One may read the truth in another’s life and see it plain and still not make the application to oneself. Does not one’s glorious sense of “I”—this wonderful, unique “I” that never was before since time began and never will be again hereafter—does not this “I” of tender favor come before the eye of judgment and always plead exception. I thought: “Yes, I see how it is with Lloyd McHarg, but with me it will be different—because I am I.” That is how it has always been with me. I could never learn anything except the hard way. I must experience it for myself before I knew.


  So with Fame. In the end I had to have her. She was another woman—of all Love’s rivals, as I was to find by a strange paradox, the only one by women and by Love beloved. And I had her, as she may be had—only to discover that Fame, like Love, was not enough.


  By then life’s weather had soaked in, although I was not fully conscious yet what seepings had begun, or where, in what directions, the channel of my life was flowing. All I knew was that I was exhausted from my labor, respiring from the race, conscious only, as is a spent runner, that the race was over, the tape breasted, and that in such measure I had won. This was the only thought within me at the time: the knowledge that I had met the ordeal a second time and at last had conquered—conquered my desperation and self-doubt, the fear that I might never come again to a whole and final accomplishment.


  Then the circle went full swing, the cycle drew to its full close. For several months, emptied, hollow, worn out, my life marked time while my exhausted spirit drew its breath. But after a while the world came in again, upon the flood tide of reviving energy. The world came in, the world kept coming in, and there was something in the world, and in my heart, that I had not known was there.


  I had gone back for rest, for recreation, for oblivion, to that land which, of all the foreign lands that I had visited, I loved the best. Many times during the years of desperate confinement and labor on the book I had thought of it with intense longing, as men in prison, haltered to all the dusty shackles of the hour, have longed for the haunted woods and meadows of Cockaigne. Many times I had gone back to it in my dreams—to the sunken bell, the Gothic towns, the plash of waters in the midnight fountain, the Old Place, the broken chime, and the blonde flesh of secret, lavish women. Then at last came the day when I walked at morning through the Brandenburger Tor, and into the enchanted avenues of the faëry green Tiergarten, and found that Fame had come to me. It was May, and I walked below the blossoms of the great horsechestnut trees, and felt like Tamerlane, that it was passing fine to be a king and move in triumph through Persepolis—and be a famous man.


  After those long and weary years of labor, and the need of proof to give some easement to my tormented soul, this was the easement I had dreamed of, the impossible thing so impossibly desired, now brought magically to fulfillment. And now it seemed to me, who had so often gone a stranger and unknown to the great cities of the world, that Berlin was mine. For weeks there was a round of pleasure and celebration, and the wonderful thrill of meeting in a foreign land and in a foreign tongue a hundred friends, now for the first time known and captured. There was the sapphire sparkle in the air, the enchanted brevity of northern darkness, the glorious wine in slender bottles, and morning, and green fields, and pretty women—all of these were mine now, they seemed to have been created for me, to have been waiting for me, and to exist now in all their loveliness just for my possession.


  The weeks passed so—and then it happened. Little by little the world came in. At first it sifted in almost unnoticed, like dark down dropped in passing from some avenging angel’s wing. Sometimes it came to me in the desperate pleading of an eye, the naked terror of a startled look, the swift concealment of a sudden fear. Sometimes it just came and went as light comes, just soaked in, just soaked in—in fleeting words and speech and actions.


  After a while, however, in the midwatches of the night, behind thick walls and bolted doors and shuttered windows, it came to me full flood at last in confessions of unutterable despair. I don’t know why it was that people so unburdened themselves to me, a stranger, unless it was because they knew the love I bore them and their land. They seemed to feel a desperate need to talk to someone who would understand. The thing was pent up in them, and my sympathy for all things German had burst the dam of their reserve and caution. Their tales of woe and fear unspeakable gushed forth and beat upon my ears. They told me stories of their friends and relatives who had said unguarded things in public and disappeared without a trace, stories of the Gestapo, stories of neighbors’ quarrels and petty personal spite turned into political persecution, stories of concentration camps and pogroms, stories of rich Jews stripped and beaten and robbed of everything they had and then denied the right to earn a pauper’s wage, stories of well-bred Jewesses despoiled and turned out of their homes and forced to kneel and scrub off anti-Nazi slogans scribbled on the sidewalks while young barbarians dressed like soldiers formed a ring and prodded them with bayonets and made the quiet places echo with the shameless laughter of their mockery. It was a picture of the Dark Ages come again—shocking beyond belief, but true as the hell that man forever creates for himself.


  Thus it was that the corruption of man’s living faith and the inferno of his buried anguish came to me—and I recognized at last, in all its frightful aspects, the spiritual disease which was poisoning unto death a noble and a mighty people.


  But even as I saw it and knew it for what it was, there came to me, most strangely, another thing as well. For while I sat the night through in the darkened rooms of German friends, behind the bolted doors and shuttered windows—while their whispered voices spoke to me of the anguish in their hearts, and I listened, stricken in my chair to see the tears and the graven lines of mortal sorrow form on faces which only a short time before, in the presence of others, had been masked in expressions of carefree unconcern—while I heard and saw these things my heart was torn asunder, and from its opened depths came forth into my consciousness a knowledge that I had not fully known was there. For then it was, most curiously, that all the grey weather of unrecorded days in Brooklyn, which had soaked through into my soul, came flooding back upon me. Came back, too, the memory of my exploration of the jungle trails of night. I saw again the haggard faces of the homeless men, the wanderers, the disinherited of America, the aged workers who had worked and now could work no more, the callow boys who had never worked and now could find no work to do, and who, both together, had been cast loose by a society that had no need of them and left to shift in any way they could—to find their food in garbage cans, to seek for warmth and fellowship in foul latrines like the one near New York’s City Hall, to sleep wrapped up in old newspapers on the concrete floors of subway corridors.


  It all came back to me, all the separate fragments of the vision I had seen, together with the sinister remembrance of that upper world of night, glittering with its riches, and its soft, sophisticated pleasures, and its cold indifference to the misery and injustice on which its very life was founded. It all came back, but now it was an integrated picture.


  So it was, in this far place and under these profoundly moving and disturbing alien circumstances, that I realized fully, for the first time, how sick America was, and saw, too, that the ailment was akin to Germany’s—a dread world-sickness of the soul. One of my German friends, Franz Heilig, later told me this same thing. In Germany it was hopeless: it had already gone too far to be checked now by any measures short of death, destruction, and total ruin. But in America, it seemed to me, it was not mortal, not incurable—not yet. It was desperate, and would become more desperate still if in America, as in Germany, men became afraid to look into the face of fear itself, to probe behind it, to see what caused it, and then to speak the truth about it. America was young, America was still the New World of mankind’s hope, America was not like this old and worn-out Europe which seethed and festered with a thousand deep and uncorrected ancient maladies. America was still resilient, still responsive to a cure—if only—if only—men could somehow cease to be afraid of truth. For the plain and searching light of truth, which had here, in Germany, been darkened to extinction, was the remedy, the only one, that could cleanse and heal the suffering soul of man.


  After such a night of seeing whole at last, day would come again, the cool glow of morning, the bronze gold of the kiefern trees, the still green pools of lucid water, the enchanted parks and gardens—but none of it was the same as it had been before. For now I knew that there was something else in life as new as morning and as old as hell, a universal ill of man seen here in Germany at its darkest, and here articulated for the first time in a word, regimented now in a scheme of phrases and a system of abominable works. And day by day the thing soaked in, and kept soaking in, until everywhere, in every life I met and touched, I saw the ruin of its unutterable pollutions.


  So now another layer had been peeled off the gauzes of the seeing eye. And what the eye had seen and understood, I knew that it could nevermore forget or again be blind to.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 47

  ECCLESIASTICUS


  Now I have told you [George wrote to Fox] some of the things that have happened to me and the effect they had upon me. But what has all of this to do with you?—you may ask. I am coming to that now.


  In the beginning I spoke about my “philosophy of life” when I was a student in college twenty years ago. I didn’t tell you what it was because I don’t think I really had one then. I’m not sure I have one now. But I think it is interesting and important that I should have thought I had one at the age of seventeen, and that people still talk about “a philosophy of life” as though it were a concrete object that you could pick up and handle and take the weight and dimensions of. Just recently I was asked to contribute to a book called Modern-Day Philosophies. I tried to write something for it but gave it up, because I was unwilling and unready to say that I had a “modern-day philosophy.” And the reason that I was unwilling and unready was not that I felt confusion and doubt about what I think and now believe, but that I felt confusion and doubt about saying it in formalistic and final terms.


  That was what was wrong with most of us at Pine Rock College twenty years ago. We had a “concept” about Truth and Beauty and Love and Reality—and that hardened our ideas about what all these words stood for. After that, we had no doubt about them—or, at any rate, could not admit that we did. This was wrong, because the essence of belief is doubt, the essence of reality is questioning. The essence of Time is Flow, not Fix. The essence of faith is the knowledge that all flows and that everything must change. The growing man is Man-Alive, and his “philosophy” must grow, must flow, with him. When it does not, we have—do we not?—the Unfixed Man, the Eternal Trifler, the Ape of Fashion—the man too fixed today, unfixed tomorrow—and his body of beliefs is nothing but a series of fixations.


  I cannot attempt, therefore, to define for you your own “philosophy”—for to define so is to delimit the “closed” and academic man, and you, thank God, are not of that ilk. And to define so would be to call upon me once again your own and curious scorn, your sudden half-amused contemptuousness. For how could anyone pin down neatly the essence of your New Englandness—so sensitively proud, so shy, so shrinking and alone, but at bottom, as I think, so unafraid?


  I shall not define you, then, dear Fox. But I may state, may I not? I may say how “it seems to me”?—how Fox appears?—and what I think of it?


  Well, first of all, Fox seems to me to be Ecclesiasticus. I think that this is fair, and, insofar as definition goes, I think you will agree. Do you know of any definition that could possibly go further? I do not. In thirty-seven years of thinking, feeling, dreaming, working, striving, voyaging, and devouring, I have come across no other that could fit you half so well. Perhaps something has been written, painted, sung, or spoken in the world that would define you better: if it has, I have not seen it; and if I did see it, then I should feel like one who came upon a Sistine Chapel greater than the first, which no man living yet has heard about.


  So far as I can see from nine years of observing you, yours is the way of life, the way of thought, of feeling, and of acting, of the Preacher in Ecclesiastes. I know of no better way. For of all that I have ever seen or learned, that book seems to me the noblest, the wisest, and the most powerful expression of man’s life upon this earth—and also earth’s highest flower of poetry, eloquence, and truth. I am not given to dogmatic judgments in the matter of literary creation, but if I had to make one I could only say that Ecclesiastes is the greatest single piece of writing I have ever known, and the wisdom expressed in it the most lasting and profound.


  And I should say that it expresses your own position as perfectly as anything could. I have read it over many times each year, and I do not know of a single word or stanza in it with which you would not instantly agree.


  You would agree—to quote just a few precepts which come to mind from that noble book—that a good name is better than precious ointment; and I think you would also agree that the day of death is better than the day of one’s birth. You would agree with the great Preacher that all things are full of labor; that man cannot utter it; that the eye is not satisfied with seeing, nor the ear filled with hearing. I know you would agree also that the thing that hath been, is that which shall be; and that that which is done, is that which shall be done: and that there is no new thing under the sun. You would agree that it is vexation of spirit to give one’s heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly. I know you would agree—for you have so admonished me many times—that to everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven.


  “Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher; all is vanity.” You would agree with him in that; but you would also agree with him that the fool foldeth his hands together and eateth his own flesh. You would agree with all your being that “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.”


  Is this abridgment and this definition just, dear Fox? Yes, for I have seen every syllable of it in you a thousand times. I have learned every accent of it from yourself. You said one time, when I had spoken of you in the dedication of a book, that what I had written would be your epitaph. You were mistaken. Your epitaph was written many centuries ago: Ecclesiastes is your epitaph. Your portrait had been drawn already in the portrait the great Preacher had given of himself. You are he, his words are yours so perfectly that if he had never lived or uttered them, all of him, all of his great and noble Sermon, could have been derived afresh from you.


  If I could, therefore, define your own philosophy—and his—I think I should define it as the philosophy of a hopeful fatalism. Both of you are in the essence pessimists, but both of you are also pessimists with hope. From both of you I learned much, many true and hopeful things. I learned, first of all, that one must work, that one must do what work he can, as well and ably as he can, and that it is only the fool who repines and longs for what is vanished, for what might have been but is not. I learned from both of you the stern lesson of acceptance: to acknowledge the tragic underweft of life into which man is born, through which he must live, out of which he must die. I learned from both of you to accept that essential fact without complaint, but, having accepted it, to try to do what was before me, what I could do, with all my might.


  And, curiously—for here comes in the strange, hard paradox of our twin polarity—it was just here, I think, where I was so much and so essentially in confirmation with you, that I began to disagree. I think almost that I could say to you: “I believe in everything you say, but I do not agree with you”—and so state the root of our whole trouble, the mystery of our eventual cleavage and our final severance. The little tongues will wag—have wagged, I understand, already—will propose a thousand quick and ready explanations (as they have)—but really, Fox, the root of the whole thing is here.


  In one of the few letters that you ever wrote to me—a wonderful and moving one just recently—you said:


  “I know that you are going now. I always knew that it would happen. I will not try to stop you, for it had to be. And yet, the strange thing is, the hard thing is, I have never known another man with whom I was so profoundly in agreement on all essential things.”


  And that is the strange, hard thing, and wonderful and mysterious; for, in a way the little clacking tongues can never know about, it is completely true. Still, there is our strange paradox: it seems to me that in the orbit of our world you are the North Pole, I the South—so much in balance, in agreement—and yet, dear Fox, the whole world lies between.


  ’Tis true, our view of life was very much the same. When we looked out together, we saw man burned with the same sun, frozen by the same cold, beat upon by the hardships of the same impervious weathers, duped by the same gullibility, self-betrayed by the same folly, misled and baffled by the same stupidity. Each on the opposing hemisphere of his own pole looked out across the spinning orbit of this vexed, tormented world, and at the other, and what each saw, the picture that each got, was very much the same. We not only saw the stupidity and the folly and the gullibility and the self-deception of man, but we saw his nobility, courage, and aspiration, too. We saw the wolves that preyed upon him and laid him waste—the wild scavengers of greed, of fear, of privilege, of power, of tyranny, of oppression, of poverty and disease, of injustice, cruelty, and wrong—and in what we saw of this as well, dear Fox, we were agreed.


  Why, then, the disagreement? Why, then, the struggle that ensued, the severance that has now occurred? We saw the same things, and we called them by the same names. We abhorred them with the same indignation and disgust—and yet, we disagreed, and I am making my farewell to you. Dear friend, the parent and the guardian of my spirit in its youth, the thing has happened and we know it. Why?


  I know the answer, and the thing I have to tell you now is this:


  Beyond the limits of my own mortality, the stern acknowledgment that man was born to live, to suffer, and to die—your own and the great Preacher’s creed—I am not, cannot be, confirmed to more fatality. Briefly, you thought the ills which so beset mankind were irremediable: that just as man was born to live, to suffer, and to die, so was he born to be eternally beset and preyed upon by all the monsters of his own creation—by fear and cruelty, by tyranny and power, by poverty and wealth. You felt, with the stern fatality of resignation which is the granite essence of your nature, that these things were doomed to be, and be forever, because they had always been, and were inherent in the tainted and tormented soul of man.


  Dear Fox, dear friend, I heard you and I understood you—but could not agree. You felt—I heard you and I understood—that if old monsters were destroyed, new ones would be created in their place. You felt that if old tyrannies were overthrown, new ones, as sinister and evil, would reign after them. You felt that all the glaring evils in the world around us—the monstrous and perverse unbalance between power and servitude, between want and plenty, between privilege and burdensome discrimination—were inevitable because they had always been the curse of man and were the prime conditions of his being. The gap between us widened. You stated and affirmed—I heard you, but could not agree.


  To state your rule and conduct plainly, I think I never knew a kinder or a gentler man, but I also never knew a man more fatally resigned. In practice—in life and conduct—I have seen the Sermon of the Preacher work out in you like a miracle. I have seen you grow haggard and grey because you saw a talent wasted, a life misused, work undone that should be done. I have seen you move mountains to save something which, you felt, was worth the effort and could be saved. I have seen you perform prodigies of labor and patience to pull a drowning man of talent out of the swamp of failure into which his life was sinking; and at each successive slipping back, so far from acknowledging defeat with resignation and regret, you made your eyes flash fire and your will toughen to the hardness of forged steel as I saw you strike your hand upon the table and heard you whisper, with an almost savage intensity of passion: “He must not go. He is not lost. I will not, and he must not, let it happen!”


  To give this noble virtue of your life the etching of magnificence it deserves, it is your due to have it stated here. For, without it, there can be no proper understanding of your worth, your true dimension. To describe the acquiescence of your stern fatality without first describing the inspired tenacity of your effort would be to give a false and insufficient picture of the strangest and the most familiar, the most devious and the most direct, the simplest and the most complex figure that this nation and this generation have produced.


  To say that you looked on at all the suffering and injustice of this vexed, tormented world with the toleration of resigned fatality without telling also of your own devoted and miraculous effort to save what could be saved, would not do justice to you. No man ever better fulfilled the injunction of the Preacher to lay about him and to do the work at hand with all his might. No man ever gave himself more wholly, not only to the fulfillment of that injunction for himself, but to the task of saving others who had failed to do it, and who might be saved. But no man ever accepted the irremediable with more quiet unconcern. I think you would risk your life to save that of a friend who put himself uselessly and wantonly in peril, but I know, too, that you would accept the fact of unavoidable death without regret. I have seen you grow grey-faced and hollow-eyed with worry over the condition of a beloved child who was suffering from a nervous shock or ailment that the doctors could not diagnose. You found the cause eventually and checked it; but I know that if the cause had been fatal and incurable, you would have accepted that fact with a resignation as composed as your own effort was inspired.


  All of this makes the paradox of our great difference as hard and strange as the paradox of our polarity. And in this lies the root of trouble and the seed of severance. Your own philosophy has led you to accept the order of things as they are because you have no hope of changing them; and if you could change them, you feel that any other order would be just as bad. In everlasting terms—those of eternity—you and the Preacher may be right: for there is no greater wisdom than the wisdom of Ecclesiastes, no acceptance finally so true as the stern fatalism of the rock. Man was born to live, to suffer, and to die, and what befalls him is a tragic lot. There is no denying this in the final end. But we must, dear Fox, deny it all along the way.


  Mankind was fashioned for eternity, but Man-Alive was fashioned for a day. New evils will come after him, but it is with the present evils that he is now concerned. And the essence of all faith, it seems to me, for such a man as I, the essence of religion for people of my belief, is that man’s life can be, and will be, better; that man’s greatest enemies, in the forms in which they now exist—the forms we see on every hand of fear, hatred, slavery, cruelty, poverty, and need—can be conquered and destroyed. But to conquer and destroy them will mean nothing less than the complete revision of the structure of society as we know it. They cannot be conquered by the sorrowful acquiescence of resigned fatality. They cannot be destroyed by the philosophy of acceptance—by the tragic hypothesis that things as they are, evil as they are, are as good and as bad as, under any form, they will ever be. The evils that we hate, you no less than I, cannot be overthrown with shrugs and sighs and shakings of the head however wise. It seems to me that they but mock at us and only become more bold when we retreat before them and take refuge in the affirmation of man’s tragic average. To believe that new monsters will arise as vicious as the old, to believe that the great Pandora’s box of human frailty, once opened, will never show a diminution of its ugly swarm, is to help, by just that much, to make it so forever.


  You and the Preacher may be right for all eternity, but we Men-Alive, dear Fox, are right for Now. And it is for Now, and for us the living, that we must speak, and speak the truth, as much of it as we can see and know. With the courage of the truth within us, we shall meet the enemy as they come to us, and they shall be ours. And if, once having conquered them, new enemies approach, we shall meet them from that point, from there proceed. In the affirmation of that fact, the continuance of that unceasing war, is man’s religion and his living faith.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 48

  CREDO


  I have never before made a statement of belief [George wrote in his conclusion to Fox], although I have believed in many things and said that I believed in them. But I have never stated my belief in concrete terms because almost every element of my nature has been opposed to the hard framework, the finality, of formulation.


  Just as you are the rock of life, I am the web; just as you are Time’s granite, so, I think, am I Time’s plant. My life, more than that of anyone I know, has taken on the form of growth. No man that I have known was ever more deeply rooted in the soil of Time and Memory, the weather of his individual universe, than was I. You followed me through the course of that whole herculean conflict. For four years, as I lived and worked and explored the jungle depths of Brooklyn—jungle depths coincident with those of my own soul—you were beside me, you followed, and you stuck.


  You never had a doubt that I would finish—make an end—round out the cycle—come to the whole of it. The only doubt was mine, enhanced, tormented by my own fatigue and desperation, and by the clacking of the feeble and malicious little tongues which, knowing nothing, whispered that I would never make an end again because I could not begin. We both knew how grotesquely false this was—so false and so grotesque that it was sometimes the subject of an anguished and exasperated laugh. The truth was so far different that my own fears were just the opposite: that I might never make an end to anything again because I could never get through telling what I knew, what I felt and thought and had to say about it.


  That was a giant web in which I was caught, the product of my huge inheritance—the torrential recollectiveness, derived out of my mother’s stock, which became a living, million-fibered integument that bound me to the past, not only of my own life, but of the very earth from which I came, so that nothing in the end escaped from its inrooted and all-feeling explorativeness. The way the sunlight came and went upon a certain day, the way grass felt between bare toes, the immediacy of noon, the slamming of an iron gate, the halting skreak upon the corner of a street car, the liquid sound of shoe leather on the pavements as men came home to lunch, the smell of turnip greens, the clang of ice tongs, and the clucking of a hen—and then Time fading like a dream, Time melting to oblivion, when I was two years old. Not only this, but all lost sounds and voices, forgotten memories exhumed with a constant pulsing of the brain’s great ventricle, until I lived them in my dreams, carrying the stupendous and unceasing burden of them through the unresting passages of sleep. Nothing that had ever been was lost. It all came back in an endless flow, even the blisters of the paint upon the mantelpiece in my father’s house, the smell of the old leather sofa with my father’s print upon it, the smell of dusty bottles and of cobwebs in the cellar, the casual stomping of a slow, gaunt hoof upon the pulpy lumber of a livery stable floor, the proud lift and flourish of a whisking tail, and the oaty droppings. I lived again through all times and weathers I had known—through the fag-ends of wintry desolation in the month of March and the cold, bleak miseries of ragged red at sunset, the magic of young green in April, the blind horror and suffocation of concrete places in mid-summer sun where no limits were, and October with the smell of fallen leaves and wood smoke in the air. The forgotten moments and unnumbered hours came back to me with all the enormous cargo of my memory, together with lost voices in the mountains long ago, the voices of the kinsmen dead and never seen, and the houses they had built and died in, and the rutted roads they trod upon, and every unrecorded moment that Aunt Maw had told me of the lost and obscure lives they led long, long ago. So did it all revive in the ceaseless pulsings of the giant ventricle, so did the plant go back, stem by stem, root by root, and filament by filament, until it was complete and whole, compacted of the very earth that had produced it, and of which it was itself the last and living part.


  You stayed beside me like the rock you are until I unearthed the plant, followed it back through every fiber of its pattern to its last and tiniest enrootment in the blind, dumb earth. And now that it is finished, and the circle come full swing—we, too, are finished, and I have a thing to say:


  I believe that we are lost here in America, but I believe we shall be found. And this belief, which mounts now to the catharsis of knowledge and conviction, is for me—and I think for all of us—not only our own hope, but America’s everlasting, living dream. I think the life which we have fashioned in America, and which has fashioned us—the forms we made, the cells that grew, the honeycomb that was created—was self-destructive in its nature, and must be destroyed. I think these forms are dying, and must die, just as I know that America and the people in it are deathless, undiscovered, and immortal, and must live.


  I think the true discovery of America is before us. I think the true fulfillment of our spirit, of our people, of our mighty and immortal land, is yet to come. I think the true discovery of our own democracy is still before us. And I think that all these things are certain as the morning, as inevitable as noon. I think I speak for most men living when I say that our America is Here, is Now, and beckons on before us, and that this glorious assurance is not only our living hope, but our dream to be accomplished.


  I think the enemy is here before us, too. But I think we know the forms and faces of the enemy, and in the knowledge that we know him, and shall meet him, and eventually must conquer him is also our living hope. I think the enemy is here before us with a thousand faces, but I think we know that all his faces wear one mask. I think the enemy is single selfishness and compulsive greed. I think the enemy is blind, but has the brutal power of his blind grab. I do not think the enemy was born yesterday, or that he grew to manhood forty years ago, or that he suffered sickness and collapse in 1929, or that we began without the enemy, and that our vision faltered, that we lost the way, and suddenly were in his camp. I think the enemy is old as Time, and evil as Hell, and that he has been here with us from the beginning. I think he stole our earth from us, destroyed our wealth, and ravaged and despoiled our land. I think he took our people and enslaved them, that he polluted the fountains of our life, took unto himself the rarest treasures of our own possession, took our bread and left us with a crust, and, not content, for the nature of the enemy is insatiate—tried finally to take from us the crust.


  I think the enemy comes to us with the face of innocence and says to us:


  “I am your friend.”


  I think the enemy deceives us with false words and lying phrases, saying:


  “See, I am one of you—I am one of your children, your son, your brother, and your friend. Behold how sleek and fat I have become—and all because I am just one of you, and your friend. Behold how rich and powerful I am—and all because I am one of you—shaped in your way of life, of thinking, of accomplishment. What I am, I am because I am one of you, your humble brother and your friend. Behold,” cries Enemy, “the man I am, the man I have become, the thing I have accomplished—and reflect. Will you destroy this thing? I assure you that it is the most precious thing you have. It is yourselves, the projection of each of you, the triumph of your individual lives, the thing that is rooted in your blood, and native to your stock, and inherent in the traditions of America. It is the thing that all of you may hope to be,” says Enemy, “for—” humbly—“am I not just one of you? Am I not just your brother and your son? Am I not the living image of what each of you may hope to be, would wish to be, would desire for his own son? Would you destroy this glorious incarnation of your own heroic self? If you do, then,” says Enemy, “you destroy yourselves—you kill the thing that is most gloriously American, and in so killing, kill yourselves.”


  He lies! And now we know he lies! He is not gloriously, or in any other way, ourselves. He is not our friend, our son, our brother. And he is not American! For, although he has a thousand familiar and convenient faces, his own true face is old as Hell.


  Look about you and see what he has done.


  Dear Fox, old friend, thus we have come to the end of the road that we were to go together. My tale is finished—and so farewell.


  But before I go, I have just one more thing to tell you:


  Something has spoken to me in the night, burning the tapers of the waning year; something has spoken in the night, and told me I shall die, I know not where. Saying:


  “To lose the earth you know, for greater knowing; to lose the life you have, for greater life; to leave the friends you loved, for greater loving; to find a land more kind than home, more large than earth——


  “—Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward which the conscience of the world is tending—a wind is rising, and the rivers flow.”


  the end
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  CHAPTER 1

  THE QUICK AND THE DEAD


  About midway along the Atlantic seaboard of the North American continent lies a strip of land which is known today as the State of Old Catawba. It is an ancient part of the everlasting earth, but its history is quite young. One of the earliest references to it occurs in the chronicle of old Hugh Fortescue. His narrative is so well known that it would hardly bear recounting, were it not for the curious legend which has grown out of it.


  In the month of September, 1593, Fortescue, one of the hardiest and most celebrated sea adventurers of the time, set sail from Plymouth harbor with a full cargo of provisions and material, and, in addition to his crew, a company of one hundred and seven men, women, and children, whom he proposed to land upon the shores of Old Catawba to establish a colony there. The colony, as everyone knows, was founded four months later, in January, 1594. According to Fortescue’s account, he remained for two months, helping the colonists build huts and log houses; then Fortescue sailed for England, leaving the colony apparently well established, with everything going briskly.


  It was the old sea dog’s intention, as he tells us in his lusty chronicle, to return again early the following year with additional supplies for the settlers, and with the further purpose, of course, of collecting and taking home the first fruits of their crops or findings in the New World. Troubles at home, however, delayed him far beyond his reckoning, and it was August, 1595, before he stood in past the shifting dunes again, into the pearl gray waters of the Great Sound. He was a good six months late. And everyone knows what he found.


  The settlement was still there, but all the people had disappeared. The natural supposition was that they had been massacred by the Indians. Curiously, however, the rude huts and cabins were intact. Fortescue says that they had been stripped of every utensil, ornament, and stick of furniture that might conceivably be of use to anyone, but there was no evidence of violence. The whole place was just empty and deserted. And, nailed to a tree at the edge of the clearing, was a kind of rude sign on which had been crudely painted the word “here”—or “heare,” as it was actually spelled. Below, an arrowhead, blazed in the bark, pointed toward the wilderness. This was all.


  Fortescue and his men, taking this clue for what it was worth, or what it might imply, explored the wilderness of the whole region for weeks. They found nothing—not even a footprint—that could give any hint of what had happened to the people in the settlement. So, after exhausting every hope and every possibility of search, Fortescue set sail again and headed back for England.


  That’s the story—all that was ever known. No new light has since been shed upon the mystery. But the human mind is so constructed that it cannot abide an unresolved mystery. From Fortescue’s day onward, people wondered what became of the Lost Colony, and since history gave no answer, they were free to invent an answer of their own. This, as we shall shortly see, is exactly what they did.


  Time passed, and other settlers came to Old Catawba. The manner of their coming was very much like that by which all the colonies of the British Crown were eventually peopled. And like the nation of which it was to be a part, Old Catawba grew from east to west. Its expansion followed the inevitable direction prescribed by geography and economic pressure. The earliest settlements were in the tide-water regions along the coast. In the 1660’s the population of the colony did not exceed ten thousand persons, and they were distributed in a thin belt of settlements that penetrated no more than seventy-five or a hundred miles inland.


  One hundred years later, just before the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, the population had grown to two hundred thousand, and had pushed westward to the foothills of the upper Piedmont, at the base of the great mountain wall, three hundred and fifty miles from the ocean. Intrepid pioneers and daring huntsmen had actually surmounted the last barrier of the West, had blazed their way through the wilderness, had lived for months alone in what was then Indian country, and had returned at length laden with furs and skins and other trophies of the hunt, as token of the fact that they had been there. The first settlements behind the mountain wall, in the great wilderness of western Catawba, occurred in the years immediately following the Revolution, and as a direct result of the war: the settlers were men who had been soldiers in the Continental Army, and had been induced to go there through land grants given them as a reward for their services.


  Slowly but surely the movement to the West continued, until by the first quarter of the nineteenth century the western regions of the state had so grown in numbers that they threatened to wrest control of the government from the East, which had hitherto maintained its supremacy unchallenged. The West demanded its rightful representation in the legislature. The East, stiffnecked with pride, refused, and since the East still had the edge in population, as well as most of the wealth, the refusal stood. Thus began the first in the long series of conflicts between East and West that were to disturb the life of the state for years.


  But it was an unequal struggle, and time was with the West. The East fought back desperately against this giant stripling, this obscure country cousin, this uncouth hillbilly, but the West, with gangling stride and dangling arms and gap-toothed grin, refused to know when it was licked, and instead just wiped the lank hair from its eyes, spat briefly through its bloody lips, and kept coming on again after every knockdown. The East used every weapon at its command, and when fair means failed, it did not scruple to use foul. One of the foulest and most specious weapons that it used was the arrogant claim that the East was superior to the West in birth and breeding, and therefore born to rule.


  Now the history of genealogies is very significant and curious. In America, as in most young countries, people are much less likely to be snobs over the thing they have than over the thing they lack. Thus, Americans are seldom snobs about money, but they are often snobs about “family.” The amount of time spent by certain people in New England and the South in talking about their “families” is appalling. In the South, particularly, this preoccupation seems to absorb most of the spare energies of the female population, for it is an axiom of Southern life that a woman without “family” is nothing. A woman may be poor; she may be abysmally ignorant (and usually is); she may have read nothing, seen nothing, gone nowhere; she may be lazy, nasty, vain, arrogant, venomous, and dishonest; her standards of morality, government, justice may not differ one whit from that of the lynching mob: but if she can assert, loudly and without challenge, that her “family” is older (and therefore better) than other families, then her position in the community is unquestioned, she is the delicate flower of “Southern culture,” she must not be “talked back to”—she is, in short, “a lady.”


  So it was in this final phase of the war between the East and the West. As a last resort, the East claimed the right to rule the West on grounds of “family.” In a state which had hitherto been singularly free of aristocratic pretensions this was a most peculiar development. But the reasons for it are not far to seek.


  The East now knew that its cause was hopeless. It had grown fat on power, and now it saw that it must yield before the new men of the West. It read the signs of its declining influence, and hated to think of the future. So, as nearly always happens under such circumstances, the East took refuge in the glories of an imagined past as compensation for the threatened loss of its future.


  What happened was this:


  The bare facts of the Lost Colony, as old Hugh Fortescue recorded them, had been known for years to the more literate people in the eastern part of the state. The mystery surrounding the disappearance of those first colonists had always been a subject of speculation, and a body of legend had grown up about it. According to this legend, the people of that colony were not killed, but were taken captive and carried off into the wilderness by an Indian tribe. In the course of time they adopted the language and customs of their captors; they intermarried with the Indians and bore children; and these children, in turn, intermarried with colonists of a still later date. Thus the Lost Colony was not really lost at all. And it followed from the legend that the descendants of this colony were not only still living, but could lay claim to the oldest English ancestry of any people in the New World—dating thirteen years before Jamestown, and twenty-six before Plymouth.


  For years, this legend had existed as folklore, kept alive by idle curiosity and gossip. No one believed it. It was not until about a decade before the Civil War, at a time when the legends of Massachusetts and Virginia were already venerable with tradition, that the Catawba legend began to congeal into a form imposing enough for anyone to take it seriously.


  Then it was that a professor of history at one of the local colleges published a book entitled The History of the Lost Colony. It achieved some passing notice in the world at large, being generally received in learned circles as a fairly interesting experiment in conjectural possibility. The author himself did not make any greater claim for it. He was too conservative and cautious a historian to try to prove that the legend of the colonists’ survival through intermarriage with the Indians was anything more than a theory of what might have happened. Still, in a manner that is distressingly familiar to the local historian everywhere, he sometimes let his patriotic ardor get the better of his scholarly judgment, and, in modern parlance, was inclined “to give himself the breaks.”


  No doubt it was for this reason that the book produced a considerable sensation at home. Its sales in Old Catawba were phenomenal, and its effect was both profound and startling, in a way that the worthy professor had never intended or foreseen. The time was ripe for it, and people in the eastern part of the state fell upon the book eagerly, and began straightway to embroider and to weave, as composers do, with what are called “improvisations on a theme.” The ladies proved themselves especially proficient in this form of intellectual exercise. Starting from scratch—indeed, from the most scratchy sort of scratch—they began to erect a glittering edifice of pure fantasy, all of it proceeding, of course, out of something which started merely as a titillating thought, grew rapidly to a rosy hope, and ended in an unshakable conviction that they themselves were descended from the presumptive survivors of the Lost Colony.


  In almost no time at all a new and highly exclusive social organization came into being, calling itself The Society of the Sons and Daughters of the Aborigines. The aristocratic pretensions of its members threatened overnight to eclipse even the haughty claims of the F.F.V.’s and the Mayflower descendants. The Sons and Daughters of the Aborigines had just discovered who they were, and from this point on they would play second fiddle to no one. No doubt it was all well enough, they said patronizingly, to talk about royal grants and tide-water plantations and the early days of Plymouth, but such trifling originalities as these could not be expected to matter very greatly to people who were aboriginally descended from the first English colonists and from Indian chieftains. It was quite surprising to see how proudly the Aborigines laid claim to this tinge of savage color in their veins. Ladies whose husbands would have reached for their dueling pistols at any imputation of a recent tinge of color in their blood felt no hesitation whatever in proclaiming their dusky ancestors of some two and a half centuries before.


  There have been critics unkind enough to suggest that throughout this whole extraordinary performance necessity was the mother of invention, and that the ready acceptance of the Catawba legend as historic fact was no more than might have been expected of a people who had too long been irked by their own obscurity and too long been indifferent to the claims of “family.” Thus, “a lady of family” in Virginia is known to have remarked one time, when informed that her nephew had married a mere nobody for no other reason than because he loved her: “Well, what else can you expect? He was brought up in Johnsville, and that’s practically a Catawba town.” This shrewd observation reflects pretty much the estimation in which Old Catawba has been commonly held by outsiders. And certainly it is true that the history of the state has always been more distinguished for its home-spun ruggedness than for its aristocratic splendor.


  In spite of all gibes and taunts, The Society of the Sons and Daughters of the Aborigines grew strong and flourished throughout the eastern part of the state. And what had begun as a social organization quickly became the chief ally of entrenched power in the state’s politics. The Sons and Daughters brought up their heaviest artillery of “family” to stem the rising tide of the West, and in the pivotal campaign of 1858 they nominated one of their own number to run for Governor against a country lawyer from the wilds of Zebulon County.


  The country lawyer stumped the state, pleading the cause of democracy, and telling his audiences that the ruling caste in the East, with its money and privileges and humbug aristocracy, was dead and didn’t know it. Like Swift when he announced the death of Partridge, the almanac maker, his logic was irrefutable: for, as Swift retorted, when Partridge came forward to assert he was still alive, if Partridge was not dead, he should have been—so the country lawyer held to the proposition that the East was dead, or should be; and his delighted followers called the fight that ensued “The Battle of the Quick and the Dead.”


  Under that banner the East was beaten. The West had won at last. And the leader and hero of that victory became from that time on the symbol of the West.


  His name was Zachariah Joyner—a name famous to everyone who since that time has lived upon Catawba earth and breathed Catawba air. Throughout his life he was a vigorous and undaunted champion of the common people. The pretensions of the Aborigines disgusted him, and he let no opportunity go by to flail them with the brutal lash of his coarse but devastating ridicule.


  Joyner’s opponent in the campaign for the governorship was himself a Son of the Aborigines, his right to this distinction being founded upon the aristocratic claims of his mother, a charming lady who had inherited money and idleness, both together, and with this endowment had thus been one of the first to trace her ancestry back to the Lost Colony. Her son had campaigned vigorously to save what he called “our precious heritage” and “the Catawba way of life” from the raw crudeness of a Western victory. In the end he was even rash enough to accept Joyner’s challenge to appear on the same platform and debate the issues face to face. On this occasion the gentleman-champion of the East gave everything he had. He was not only eloquent in his show of filial devotion to his mother—“that delicate flower of Southern womanhood, etc. ... to whom I owe, etc. ... at whose knees I learned, etc.”—but he also sought to endear himself to the masses by condescension: he went so far as to admit that he made no claims to aristocratic lineage on his father’s side, his father’s people being descended, so he said, “from good old yeoman stock.”


  “Good old yeoman stock, my——!” bellowed Zachariah Joyner in rebuttal. “They came here because the jails in England were crowded, and to keep from being hanged”—this was an exaggerated reference to the settlement of a group of exiled convicts on the eastern coast in 1683—“and the only yeomen they ever saw were the yeomen of the guard!”


  So Zachariah Joyner won, and his victory was a great deal more than the triumph of one half of the state over the other half. It was the triumph of the common man—of all the obscure and unknown lives that somewhere had turned a wheel, or swung an ax, or plowed a furrow, or blazed a trail and made a clearing in the wilderness. His was the voice, the tongue, the language of every one of these who had lived and died and gone unrecorded to the earth—and who now arose again, incarnate in one living man, to say to all proud hearts, stiff necks, and Aborigines soever that in the final reckoning the representatives of privilege must bow before the insistent rights of universal humanity.


  Old Catawba had found its man.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 2

  OLD MAN OF THE TRIBE


  Zachariah Joyner was never one to indulge in the reverent pruning of family trees. When he was Governor of Old Catawba he often said that if people in the eastern part of the state would spend less time in thinking about where they came from, and more in thinking about where they were going, they would be a lot easier to get along with.


  He was also impatient of all attempts to dignify himself and his own family genealogically. In the heyday of his later fame, the Aborigines made some conciliating overtures to bring Catawba’s most distinguished citizen into the fold. They did not quite dare hint that Zack had as good a right as anybody else to claim an ancestor in the Lost Colony, for they knew too well what he would say to that; but they did draw up quite a formidable account of the doings of the Joyners in the annals of history. They traced the name back to the Middle Ages. They even had one of the Joyners doing valiant service in defense of King Richard of the Lion Heart, when that great sovereign was surrounded by a murderous host of Saracens before the walls of old Jerusalem. They dug out others with baronial titles, and found some of them contending back and forth in the Wars of the Roses. There were Joyners who had fought loyally under the banners of King Charles, and others just as doggedly with Cromwell’s men. From that point the earliest migrations of the family were traced to Virginia, thence to the coastal regions of Catawba, and finally to their stronghold in the mountain districts of the West. By dint of much contriving, the whole thing had been linked together in a kind of chain.


  But Zachariah was not impressed. His comment on the document, when it was presented for his inspection and approval, was characteristically blunt and to the point:


  “I don’t know where we came from, and, what’s more, I don’t give a damn. The point is, we’re here now.”


  There was not only good democracy in this, but the ring of sound truth, too. For the essential trait of the Joyner tribe was in those words. They were “here now,” and Catawba would have been inconceivable without them. They were, in fact, a kind of native dragon seed. They may have had some other and more ancient antecedents, but in their magnificent quality of Now-ness—the quality of being what they were because they were where they were—they were so naturally a part of western Catawba, its life, its speech, its history, even the clay of its soil, that any other previous existence for them seemed fantastically detached, ghostly, and unreal.


  Since every mother’s son of us has got to come from somewhere, their lineage, no doubt, went back like everyone’s to Father Adam, or to the origins of primeval man. So perhaps their ancestor was some prehistoric anthropoid. But if anyone wants to know who the founder of the family was, the answer is that it was old William Joyner, the father of Zack, and the sire of the whole clan. Even today the memory of old William is still kept alive in the hills, for in his own way he attained a legendary repute which almost equals that of his more celebrated son.


  There is some doubt about William Joyner’s antecedents, and no certainty whatever about where he came from. It is known that he came to Zebulon County because of a Revolutionary land grant. And the date of his coming is established. It was in 1793 when he took up his grant upon the south fork of what is now known as the Thumb Toe River. If he was not actually the first settler in that region, he was among the first. From this time on, people began to come in rapidly, and when William Joyner married, in 1798, the wife he took was the daughter of another settler who had recently arrived in the mountains.


  Her name was Martha Creasman, and by her he had a family of seven. She died at the birth of her last child. Later, William married a second time. By this wife he had fourteen or sixteen children—for there were so many of them, and their destinies were so diverse, that even their number has been disputed. But of these matters, with all the ramifications of kinship and heredity they imply, it is our purpose to speak later. Here we shall tell a little more of William Joyner.


  There were, in the earlier years of the present century, old men alive who could remember him; for he lived to a great old age, and there were people who were children in the 1840’s who had seen him and had heard the stories men told of him. Even at that time, a hundred years ago, he was an almost legendary figure. The stories of his great physical strength, for example, were prodigious, and yet apparently were founded in substantial fact.


  He was said to have been, particularly in his earlier years, a man of a hot temper, who liked a fight. There is a story of his fight with a big blacksmith: a quarrel having broken out between them over the shoeing of a horse, the blacksmith brained him with an iron shoe and knocked him flat. As William started to get up again, bleeding and half conscious, the blacksmith came at him again, and Joyner hit him while still resting on one knee. The blow broke the blacksmith’s ribs and caved in his side as one would crack a shell.


  He was known in his day to be a mighty hunter; and old men who remembered him used to tell of the time he “chased the dogs the whole way over into Tennessee, and was gone four days and nights, and never knowed how fer from home he was.”


  There is also the story of his fight with a grizzly bear: the bear charged him at close quarters and there was nothing left for him to do but fight. A searching party found him two days later, more dead than living—as they told it, “all chawed up,” but with the carcass of the bear: “and in the fight he had bit the nose off that big b’ar and chawed off both his years, and that ba’r was so tored up hit was a caution.”


  Then there is the story of the time when he walked off with enough leather on his back to shoe a regiment. The brother of Joyner’s first wife owned a kind of trading post or country store, and had besides a pound of savage and ferocious dogs. It was the storekeeper’s boast that no one but himself could manage these fierce animals, and certainly no one else had ever attempted to. People generally were afraid of them, and gave them a wide berth. Their owner was so proud of their untamed ferocity that on one occasion, when he was talking of his dogs to a group of men who were in his store, he offered any man who could subdue them “as much leather as he can tote out of here upon his back.”


  William Joyner was present and instantly accepted the challenge. In spite of the efforts of his friends to dissuade him, he went out to the pound, and, while the others watched, opened the gate and went in. The great dogs sprang snarling at him with bared fangs. According to the story, “he jest snapped his fingers once or twice,” and the dogs whimpered and came crawling to him like a pack of curs. To add insult to injury, he is said to have stooped down and picked up two of the largest and most savage of the dogs and held them under his arms, “a-hangin’ thar real foolish-like, like a couple of pigs.” After walking about the pen with them a time or two, he tossed them down, snapped his fingers again, opened the gate, and walked out unscathed.


  The storekeeper, although beaten and dumbfounded, was as good as his word. He pointed to the pile of leather in his store and told William he could take as much as he could carry. Joyner stood there while his companions heaped the leather on, and finally staggered out the door with eight hundred pounds of it on his shoulders.


  There are many other stories about him, but these suffice to indicate the unusual qualities of his person, his great strength, and his undaunted courage. He was said by everyone who ever saw him to have been a person of remarkable gifts. Indeed, one does not have to probe a mystery to find an explanation for the amazing family he produced: the seed of all their talents was aware in him. Although he came to Zebulon with nothing but his rifle and his grant of land, within twenty years, through his ability as a shrewd trader, he had accumulated what was, in his time and place, a substantial property. He was the owner of a mill, to which his neighbors brought their corn for grinding. He increased his holdings until he owned and had under cultivation hundreds of acres of the most fertile land in the beautiful valley that now bears the name of Joyner’s Creek. And eventually he became the owner of the largest and most flourishing trading post in the whole district.


  From these beginnings came the start of the whole clan. It is true that Zachariah, in the later years of his political career, made frequent and eloquent reference, in the phrases of the orotund rhetoric of which he was a master, to “the little log cabin where I was born.” It is further true that the little log cabin where Zachariah so often and so advantageously asserted he was born, still exists, kept piously by the State Historical Commission, in a condition of trimmed, sodded, planted, and be-flowered snugness that it assuredly did not know at the time when William Joyner lived in it. The State Highway Commission has likewise memorialized the sanctuary in a system of neat signs, which notify the modern pilgrim that he is now approaching “the birthplace of Zachariah Joyner—four miles.”


  It is unfortunate, perhaps, both for the lovers of sentiment and the believers in historic fact, that Zachariah was not born here at all. William Joyner did live here for years, and built the cabin with his own hands, with the assistance of some friendly Cherokees; but by the time of Zachariah’s birth, his father was already a person of considerable substance, and in accordance not only with his new position, but with the expansive needs of his growing family, he had built the larger and much more substantial dwelling that adjoins it, and which also still exists. “The little log cabin where I was born,” existed in Zachariah’s childhood as a kind of outside kitchen; it was certainly in such a capacity that Zachariah himself must have known it, no matter how he remembered it later in the more imaginative flights of political oratory by which he gave it fame.


  In his later years, William Joyner having now become a man of weight and standing in the community, his wife tried, as wives of successful citizens are apt to do, to ameliorate some of his social imperfections. The story goes that she tried to get him to wear shoes in summertime—for apparently he was a man who liked bare feet, and when he went out to the fields to work, the weather and the season permitting, he always worked so.


  Failing to win this really formidable concession, the worthy woman then attempted to persuade him “at least to put your shoes on when you come into the house.” Her efforts in this direction were not successful, for although he made some effort to please her, he “kept forgittin.” Failing in all this, she finally tried to prevail on him “for pity’s sake, at least to put your shoes on when company comes.” But this also proved too much, for she used to say despairingly: “I don’t know what to do with him. I’ve begged an’ I’ve pled an’ he promises to try, but the minute we have company—even when the preacher’s there—here he comes without his shoes, trampin’ along out of the fields in his big feet.”


  As for “Bear” Joyner—for, after his famous encounter with the grizzly, he was known by this name—he would often say: “I thought I was marryin’ me a wife, but I reckon what I done was to go an’ git myself hitched to a blacksmith. My advice to you young’uns is, if you ever go and git yourself married, make sure first whether you’re marryin’ a woman who is goin’ to cook fer you, or one who is goin’ to try to throw you down an’ shoe you every time you come into the house.”


  He was a man of keen wit, and everyone who ever knew him said that he would have “gone far” if he had had the advantages of formal education. He was unable to read or write his own name until he was more than forty years old; but he learned how to do both in his later years. Indeed, he developed quite a taste for reading, and, limited as his facilities were, he managed to acquire a surprising store of bookish information.


  Bear Joyner, like his famous son, was increate with myth, because the very nature of the man persuaded it. Such myths, then—facts most probably, indeed—as his bear-fighting, hunting, blacksmith-crushing, dogmastering, and his instinctive shoelessness we have adduced to give the flavor of the man.


  These things get into the story, make the picture. Yet it is not the Myth that falsifies the true identity of man (our debunking truth-tellers of the present notwithstanding—would to God they were themselves debunked!)[.] The Myth is true. Let those who doubt it deny that Lincoln liked a joke, and had a gift for making one; split rails; was very strong; said h—1 and d—n; so far as we can guess, was not averse to—; was pungent in his speech, and said his legs were long enough to reach the ground (which certainly was high sense); picked up the dirty pig; was chased out of doors by his wife—yes, and even when embarrassed by the presence of surrounding ladies on a railroad platform, told a little boy who pointed to a certain word scrawled upon the wall by other little boys, that the thing it stood for was “a station, son ... the name, son, of a certain station ... most important station ... the station where more men get on and off than any other station in the world.”


  A myth, then, to like food and women, and to take a drink? ... A myth to know the use of corncobs in the country? ... To be able to say——, and make a joke about it? ... To be a lawyer, and have “a high and squeaky voice,” and yet be able to speak Gettysburg?


  O, little men, come, come!


  Then why the Myth?


  The Myth is founded on extorted fact: wrenched from the context of ten thousand days, and rutted roads, the desolations of lost voices long ago, the rheumy nostrils in the month of March, the winter howling in the oak, the superfetation of the dreary wait, the vacancy of unremembered hours.


  For it is not a question of having faith, or lack of it. It is a simple fact of seeing. Seeing, we are saved. Half-seeing, we are worse than blind. And wrong.


  It is important, then, to know that William Joyner “chawed the b’ar.” But it is even more important to know that William Joyner was a man who learned to read a book.


  It may be that some later period in the human history will dispense with the whole necessity of print, and that book-reading, book-writing, book-publishing, all the ramified accessories that have accumulated since old Gutenberg, will (through some system of psychophones, printoscopes, empathic waves, or type telepathies; or what more of the strange and unbelievable we can wot not of) be as prehistoric as the dinosaur. But in William Joyner’s day the thing was known—not only known, but, aside from speech, the swiftest and most common way of all communication; and the point is that, illiterate as he was until his fortieth year, unread, unlettered, not even knowing the look of his own name in common script—he learned it!


  Why?


  We do not know; and cannot guess the reason except that men sought India once, and braved inhuman seas beyond the world’s edge, in their scallop shells; and looked at one another with “a wild surmise.” As for all other antecedents—possible Joyners in the Middle Ages, with the Roses, or King Charles—let others search them: all things must have their precincts, and our own are there, in Old Catawba, with Bear Joyner, in the hills of home.


  Whatever seed produced him, or what kernel of his own unknown heritage, the man was “there”—and not only “chawed the b’ar,” but learned to read a book. And of all the facts that can be evidenced, of all the traits that bind the clan of William Joyner’s seed together, none is more strange than its respect for learning.


  Where did it come from?


  In the century since old Bear Joyner’s time, there have been some thousands of his name who have been dwellers in these hills. Some have been mountain folk, bowed down by poverty, who never learned to write, or to construe in print, their names. Others have been half-literate. Others have had the rudiments of education. Still others have risen in the world to places of commercial eminence: some have been lawyers, doctors, business men; there has been a preacher here and there; there has been more, much more, than an average sprinkling of “radical thinkers”—“atheists and agnostics” (that is to say, people who would openly debate the divinity of Jesus Christ, or the existence of “the after-life”); others who had “radical notions” (people who would challenge the accepted standards of law and property: there was one such who ran for Congress on the ticket of Eugene Debs, and got eight votes—it was said, however, that his sons and brothers did not vote for him). In the mountain districts to this day the Joyners have the reputation of being “queer.” The word is not used scornfully, for generally, no matter what their station, the Joyners are respected folk. But any variation from the norm in them does not astonish anyone: people have come to accept it casually and as a matter of expected fact. If a Joyner is an “atheist,” an “agnostic,” a “socialist,” a “radical,” it has come to be accepted because the Joyners are “queer” folk.


  But again—why?


  Boiled down to their essential element, all of these “eccentric” qualities which have, for a hundred years or more, caused their neighbors to accept the Joyners as belonging to their special type, and “queer,” are nothing but the marks of an intensely heightened curiosity, a questioning, probing debating, and examining intelligence that their neighbors did not have. There’s the mystery—if mystery it be; indeed, the only mystery there is.


  The Joyners have always been “individualists.” But so are all mountain folk. Yet other mountain folk are individualistic more convenably. Most mountain folk are individuals within the narrow frame of a convention. True, they will go their own way, make their own law, “take nothing off of any man”—but all of this follows a close code. They are clannish, suspicious of the strange, world-lost, mistrustful of the outer world—conformant, really, in their non-conforming. For even when they go their way and kill their man, they are unquestioning of the special law of their own world.


  In this respect the Joyners were all different from their neighbors, and the pattern of divergence was set by the founder of the clan. At a time when it was the convention for all men in the wilderness to be illiterate, in a place where the knowledge contained in books was of no earthly use, nothing would suit old Bear Joyner but that he must learn to read.


  At a later time, as has already been stated, the genealogists of the Aborigines tried to account for Zachariah Joyner’s distinction by tracing his line back to the Middle Ages. It was no use. The answer lay closer home. For no one ever really knew where his father came from. And it did not matter. Old Bear Joyner came from the same place, and was of the same kind, as all the other people in the mountains. But he was a man who learned to read. And there is the core of the whole mystery.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 3

  THE GREAT SCHISM


  If, as Carlyle says, the history of the world is recorded in the lives of its great men, so, too, the spirit of a people is recorded in the heroes it picks. No better illustration of this fact could be found than in the life of Zachariah Joyner. Historically, his position is secure enough. True, his greatest fame is where he would himself have wished to be—at home. His name has not attained the national celebrity of a Webster or Calhoun; no doubt most people outside Catawba would have difficulty in placing him. But historians will remember him as a leader in the affairs of his own state for almost fifty years; as an able and resourceful Governor; later, as one of the more forceful and colorful leaders of debate in the affairs of the United States Senate; and all in all, when the whole record of his life is weighed and estimated, as a man of great natural ability and intelligence, considering his place and time and situation.


  He directed the affairs of his state through the Civil War, and he directed them courageously and ably. In periods of stress he was unmoved by threat and unswayed by the hysterias of popular feeling. In the closing days of the Confederacy, when the armies were in desperate need, he curtly refused a demand from Jefferson Davis for almost seventy thousand suits of uniforms, shoes, and coats which the state owned and had in its possession. He refused bluntly and without apology, saying that the equipment would be used first of all for the rehabilitation of his own people; and although this act of rebellion brought down upon him bitter denunciation from all quarters, he stuck to his decision and refused to budge.


  Later, in the darker days of Reconstruction, military occupation, black legislatures, and night riders, he rendered even greater service to his state. And he concluded a long life, full of honors and accomplishments, as a member of the nation’s Senate, in which capacity he died, during Cleveland’s last administration, in 1893.


  All these facts are sufficiently well known to make his position in the nation’s chronicle secure. But to people in Catawba his name means a great deal more than this. They are well acquainted with the story of his life, and the record of his offices as it has been outlined here. But these honors and accomplishments, splendid as they are, do not in themselves explain the place he holds in Catawba’s heart. For he is their hero: in the most local and particular sense, they feel that he belongs to them, is of them, could in no conceivable way belong to anything else, is theirs and theirs alone. Therefore, they love him.


  He was not only their own native Lincoln—their backwoods son who marched to glory by the log-rail route—he was their Crockett and Paul Bunyan rolled in one. He was not alone their hero; he was their legend and their myth. He was, and has remained so to this day, a kind of living prophecy of all that they themselves might wish to be; a native divinity, shaped out of their clay, and breathing their own air; a tongue that spoke the words, a voice that understood and spoke the language, they would have him speak.


  They tell a thousand stories about him today. What does it matter if many of the things which they describe never happened? They are true because they are the kind of things he would have said, the kind of things that would have happened to him. Thus, to what degree, and in what complex ways, he was created so in their imaginations, no one can say. How much the man shaped the myth, how much the myth shaped the man, how much Zack Joyner created his own folk, or how much his people created him—no one can know, and it does not matter.


  For he was of them, and the rib; and they of him the body and the flesh. He was indigenous to them as their own clay, as much a part of all their lives as the geography of their native earth, the climate of their special weather. No other place on earth but Old Catawba could have produced him. And the people know this: therefore, again, they love him.


  In examining the history of that great man, we have collected more than eight hundred stories, anecdotes, and jokes that are told of him, and of this number at least six hundred have the unmistakable ring—or smack—of truth. If they did not happen—they should have! They belong to him: they fit him like an old shoe.


  “But,” the pedants cunningly inquire, “did they happen? Now, really, did they? Ah, yes, they sound like him—he might have said them—but that’s not the point! Did he?”


  Well, we are not wholly unprepared for these objections. Of the six hundred stories which have the smack of truth, we have actually verified three hundred as authentic beyond the shadow of a doubt, and are ready to cite them by the book—place, time, occasion, evidence—to anyone who may inquire. In these stories there is a strength, a humor, a coarseness, and a native originality that belonged to the man and marked his every utterance. They come straight out of his own earth.


  As a result of our researches, we can state unequivocally that there is no foundation in fact for the story that one time, in answer to a lady’s wish, he called out to a Negro urchin at a station curb, who had a donkey wagon and a load of peanuts:


  “Boy! Back your——over here and show this lady your——!”


  But he certainly did make the speech in the United States Senate (in rejoinder to the Honorable Barnaby Bulwinkle) that is generally accredited to him, even though there is no account of it in the Congressional Record:


  “Mr. President, sir, we are asked by the honorable gentleman to appropriate two hundred thousand dollars of the taxpayer’s money for the purpose of building a bridge across Coon Creek in the honorable gentleman’s district—a stream, sir, which I have seen, and which, sir, I could——halfway across.”


  The Vice-President (pounding with his gavel): “The Senator is out of order.”


  Senator Joyner: “Mr. President, sir, you are right. If I was in order, sir, I could——the whole, way across it!”


  The last story that is told of Zachariah Joyner is that in his final days of illness (and, like King Charles, in dying, he was “an unconscionable time”) he was aroused from coma one afternoon by the sound of rapid hoofs and wheels, and, looking wearily out of the window of his room, he saw the spare figure of his brother Rufus hastening toward the house. Even in his last extremity his humor did not forsake him, for he is said to have smiled wanly and feebly croaked:


  “My God! I reckon it’s all up with me! For here comes Rufe!”


  People told the story later and, despite the grimness of the joke, they laughed at it; for the family trait to which it pointed was well known.


  Bear Joyner, in his later years, after he had moved to Libya Hill, when told of the death of one of his sons in Zebulon by his second marriage, is known to have said:


  “Well, I reckon some of the children will attend the funeral.” Here he considered seriously a moment, then nodded his head with an air of confirmation. “Hit’s—hit’s no more than right!” And after another pause he added virtuously “If I was thar, I’d go myself!” And with these words, he wagged his head quite solemnly, in such a way as to leave no doubt about the seriousness of his intent.


  Zachariah is reported, when asked the number of his kin, to have replied “Hell, I don’t know! You can’t throw a rock in Zebulon without hitting one of them!” He reflected on his metaphor a moment, and then said: “However, let him that is without sin among you throw the first stone. I can’t!” And with these words he turned virtuously away, scratching himself vigorously in the behind.


  Again, when he responded to the greeting of a member of the audience after a political rally at which he had made a speech he is reported to have said:


  “My friend, your face looks familiar to me. Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?”


  To which the person so addressed replied: “Yes, sir. I think you have. I was yore pappy’s ninth child by his second marriage, and you was his fourth ’un by his first. So I reckon you might say that you and me was both half-brothers, distantly removed.”


  The grimmest story in the whole Joyner catalogue, perhaps, is that old Bear Joyner, when reproached one time for a seeming neglect of his own brood, is reputed to have said to his inquisitor:


  “My God Almighty! A man can plant the seed, but he cain’t make the weather! I sowed ’em—now, goddamn ’em, let ’em grow!”


  There is no reason to believe that either William or his children were as neglectful of each other as these stories indicate, yet they really do denote a trait—or failing—of the clan. The fault—if fault it be—has long been known in Catawba, where it is said that “the only thing that will bring ’em all together is a wedding or a funeral; and it has to be a good one to do that.” And yet, this trait has been too easily interpreted. Many people have taken such stories as evidence that the Joyners were lacking in a sense of family feeling; but nothing could be further from the truth.


  The truth is that no family ever lived that had a stronger sense of their identity. It is hard to describe the thing in more familiar terms, for the whole tribe violates the standards by which such things are commonly appraised. Of “affection,” “love,” “devotion,” even “clannishness”—as these terms are generally accepted—the family seems to have had little. It is perfectly true that years have gone by when brothers have not seen or spoken to each other, even when they lived in the same town. It is also true that some have grown rich, indifferent to others who have struggled on in obscure poverty; that children have been born, and grown up, and gone away, scarcely familiar with the look of a cousin’s face, the identity of a cousin’s face, the identity of a cousin’s name.


  Many people have observed these things and wondered at them, and then accepted them as further proof that the tribe was “queer.” And yet, paradoxically, out of this very indifference came the family unity. From this very separateness came the deep and lasting sense of their identity. In a way, they reversed completely the old adage that if men refuse to hang together, they will all hang separately: of the Joyners it could rather be said that they hang separately because they know they hang together.


  To find what produced their sense of “separateness” one must look into the history of the family.


  The many children of Bear Joyner by his two marriages—there were more than twenty by the lowest count—grew up in a community where every man had to look out for himself. As for old Bill himself, nothing in his earlier life had prepared him for the exacting duties of parenthood. Whatever his career had been before he came into the hill-bound fastness of Zebulon, it had been very hard. He is known to have said: “If a young’un don’t learn to root afore fourteen, he never will. A hen’ll scrabble for young chicks, but before they’re fryin’ size they’ve got to scratch for themselves.”


  Although he was a man of substance for his time and place, his means were not enough to give two dozen children an easy start in life. Moreover, it must be owned that, like so many men who have been widowed in first marriage, he ventured into a second because it was the best expedient to meet his need. And the fourteen or sixteen children who came later—well, it is a brutal fact, but it was a sowing of blind seed. They came. They just came. And that was all.


  Perhaps it is unjust to emphasize the schism of this second marriage. And yet, a separation did exist. It is inevitable that this should have been. For one thing, the older children of Bear Joyner’s first marriage were fairly well grown when he married for the second time, and when the children of the second brood began to come along. Again, the surviving children of the first—Zack, Robert, Hattie, Theodore, and Rufe—were, if not a different breed, yet of a separate clan. And they knew it. From the first, instinctively, they seemed to know it. It was not that, consciously, they felt themselves to be “superior”—a bitter accusation that was later made—and yet they seemed to feel they were. And—since the blunt truth must be spoken—in the light of their accomplishment, and in the world’s esteem, they were.


  Another fact—the Joyners, first to last, were a vainglorious folk. Even old William had his share of this defect, perhaps even more than the rest of them, for old men thirty years ago who could remember him, and would pay due tribute to his prowess and his extraordinary gifts, would often add: “Well, he knowed that he was good. ... He was remarkable, but he knowed that he was good. And he was bigoted. He could be bigoted; and he was overbearing, too. ... And as for Zack,” old men would smile when they said his name, “Well, there was Zack, too. He knowed that he was good. Zack was a wonder ... but no one ever said he was a blushing violet.”


  The Joyners of this early flowering not only “knowed that they was good,” but they made little effort to conceal it. Apparently, none of them—unless it was Robert—hid his light under a bushel. And the truth is, each of them, in his own way—even Theodore!—had a light to show.


  The reasons? Well, the reasons were complex, but perhaps the first one was the consciousness they had of special heritage. Bear Joyner’s first wife was a “special woman”: she was a Creasman, and the Creasmans were “good people.” The Joyners of the first lot were all proud of their Creasman ancestry. Of Martha Creasman herself there is little to be told except that she was a good wife, a quiet and hard-working mother, and a Presbyterian. This last fact, trifling as it seems, was all important: for it bespeaks a kind of denominational snobbishness which is still more prevalent than the world may know, and which the Joyners of the first lot never lost.


  As to Bear Joyner’s second wife, she was a Baptist. The first Joyners—Zack, and the rest of them—were always careful to speak of her respectfully, but with a touch of unconscious patronage that was infuriating to “the country cousins” of the lesser breed:


  “Well now, she was a mighty good woman, and all of that. ... Of course”—with a kind of hesitant and regretful concessiveness—“she was a Baptist. ... I reckon you might call her a kind of religious fanatic. ... She had queer religious notions. ... But she was a good woman. ... She had some queer ideas, but she was a good mother to those children. ... Now everyone will have to give her that!”


  Here then, obviously, were the roots of the great schism. Bear Joyner himself seems to have shared unconsciously in this prejudice of his elder children. He had apparently always been somewhat in awe of his first wife: her family was well known, and there is reason to believe he felt he was making a considerable step forward in the world when he married her. Toward his second wife he had no such feeling: she was one of a hard-shell Baptist tribe, and there is a story that he met her at camp meeting. However that may be, he was “looking for a woman to keep house”; and it was pretty much in this capacity that he married her.


  That she worked long and faithfully there can be no doubt: or that she was a patient, strong, enduring woman—“a good mother,” as the elder Joyners always willingly admitted, to the numerous family that she now began to bring into the world.


  As for Bear Joyner’s older children by his previous marriage—Zack, Hattie, Robert, Theodore, and Rufe (Martha and George, the two remaining of the seven, had died in childhood)—they seem from the beginning to have been outside the sphere of their stepmother’s control. Their strongly marked individualities had already been defined and shaped by the time their father married again. They had inherited, in liberal measure, his own strong character, his arrogant confidence in his own powers, a good measure of his color, his independence, his intelligence, his coarse and swinging humor, his quick wit.


  There is no evidence that they were consciously contemptuous of their new mother, but there is no doubt they felt superior to her. Even in a backwoods community theirs was a larger, bolder, more tolerant and experienced view of life than she had ever known; and her narrow prejudice, her cramped vision, her rigid small moralities (all products of an inheritance she couldn’t help) simply amused them, aroused their ridicule and mirth.


  Zachariah, especially, although in later years he always spoke feelingly of her excellent qualities, was particularly active in his humorous analysis of her. Her superstitions and prejudices amused him; the operations of her mind, and the narrow cells of her morality seemed grotesque and ludicrous to him; and he questioned, teased, examined her rather cruelly in order, as he said, “to see what made her tick.”


  Hers, indeed, poor woman, was a strange and contradictory code, and yet, because it was the only one she knew, she thought it was the only one there was: it seemed natural to her, and it never occurred to her to question it.


  That harsh code to which she adhered was indigenous to America. It has not only done much to shape our lives and histories, but it persists to this day, and is at the root of much of the sickness, the moral complex of America. For example, she believed it was wrong to take a life “in cold blood,” but it was not nearly so wrong as to take a drink. She was always warning her children against evil ways and loose living, and speaking of people who committed “all kinds of immorality and licentiousness”; but it would have come strangely to her ears to hear murder referred to as an immoral act. True, it was “an awful crime”—she could understand it in these terms because the Bible told about Cain and Abel, and taught that it was wicked to take life. But, privately, she did not consider it half as bad for a man to take a life as to take a drink, or—what was the most immoral act of all—to sleep with a woman who was not his wife.


  Life-taking, the shedding of man’s blood, was so much a part of the life of a pioneer community that it occasioned no surprise. To be sure, she would not openly defend the practice of killing, although in a surprising number of individual cases she was willing to defend it, becoming quite aroused, in fact, when Zachariah, with deceptive gravity, would point out that her own brother—whose life in other ways she esteemed as a model of the Christian virtues—had been quite handy with his gun in his hot youth, and was known to have killed three men:


  “Now, Zack,” she would cry angrily, “don’t you go a-diggin’ into that. Reese had his faults, like everyone, and I reckon maybe in his young days he may have been hot-tempered. But he’s always led a good Christian and God-fearin’ sort of life. He never drank or smoked or used bad language or ran around with women—like some people I know about.” Here she glanced accusingly at her erring stepson, who returned her look with an expression of bland innocence. “So don’t you start on him: he’s always been an upright, moral sort of man.”


  All of this amused Zachariah no end: he did not mean to be cruel to her, but, as she said, he was “always tormenting” her, rummaging gravely about in the confusing rag-bag of her moral consciousness to see what further mysteries would be revealed.


  He is known to have spoken of the physical sharpness of her sense of smell, which really was amazing, and which all of her children inherited (she is said one time to have “smelled burning leaves five miles away upon the mountain, long before anyone else knowed there was a fire”):


  “Well, she can smell fire and brimstone farther off than that. And Hell! If I took a drink in Libya Hill, she’d smell it on my breath before I crossed the county line!”


  On another occasion, she is said to have called out to him the moment that he came into the house: “Zack Joyner! You’ve been drinkin’ that bad, old, rotten, vile corn licker again. I can smell it on your breath!”


  “Now, mother,” he answered temperately, “there is no bad, old, rotten, vile corn licker. Some is good—” he went on in a tone of judicious appraisal that she must have found very hard to take—“and some is better. But there is no bad!”


  Again, when Bear Joyner returned from Libya Hill one day with this announcement:


  “Well, Thad Burton’s gone and done it again!”


  “Gone and done what?” said Zachariah, looking up.


  “Gone and killed a man,” Bear Joyner answered.


  “Oh!” said Zachariah with a relieved air, casting a sly look toward his stepmother, “I was afraid you were goin’ to tell me he’d done something really bad, like gettin’ drunk.”


  Bear Joyner was no less adept than his sons in this sport of teasing his bewildered wife. It is said that having driven in with her one day from Zebulon, to see the boys who at that time were “keeping store” for him in Libya Hill, he went into the store and, finding Zack on duty there, the following conversation then took place between them:


  “You boys been leadin’ the Christ-life like your mother told you to?”


  “Yes, sir,” Zachariah said.


  “Have you done your chores this mornin’?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Watered the milk?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Sanded the sugar?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Fixed the scales?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well,” said Bear, “you’d better call in Ted and Bob. Your mother’s here, an’ we’re goin’ to have prayers.”


  Finally, there was the case of Harriet—the “Miss Hattie” of later years, for she never married—to add to the confusion and distress of William Joyner’s second wife. Of all Bear Joyner’s children, Hattie was the favorite. In her, perhaps, more than in any of the others he saw the qualities—the quick wit, the humor, the independence and intelligence—that in himself he most esteemed. It has been said that she was his “love child”—a euphemism maybe for the fact that she was illegitimate—and that this accounted for her father’s deeper care. At any rate, although her birth was hidden in an obscurity that was never cleared—for old Bear Joyner never spoke of it, and no one dared to speak of it to him—she was brought up as a member of his elder brood. The story goes that he was gone one time for several weeks upon a journey to the south, and then when he returned he brought the child with him. She was almost eight years old then, and Martha, the first wife was still alive. The story goes that Joyner brought the child into the house—the family was at dinner, and the faces of the other children wonderingly turned—and sat her down beside them at the table.


  “This,” he said, “is your new sister. From this time on, she’ll be one of the family, and you’ll treat her so.”


  And this is all that was ever spoken. It is said that Martha, Joyner’s first wife, took the child as one of her own; and in justice to the second wife, no matter what additional distress and confusion this new proof of Joyner wickedness may have caused that bewildered woman’s soul, it was always freely acknowledged, most loyally of all by Harriet herself, as a further tribute to the woman’s qualities, that she was a good mother, and brought the girl up as if she were “one of her own.”


  Historically, time-periods are most curiously defined: the world does not grow up together. The footpads that made Johnson carry his stick at night when he went out alone in London in the Eighteenth Century have been quite actively abroad in recent years in our own land. As for “human life,” a commodity which our editorial writers tell us they most jealously esteem, the security of human life in our own broad land—whether from murder, violence, or sudden death of every kind soever—is perhaps almost as great in America at the present time as it was in England at the period of Elizabeth, although our figures are by far the more bloody of the two.


  And as for our own Dick Whittingtons—our country boys who went to town—there, too, we ape the European pattern; but we have been late.


  The history of human celebrity for the most part is an urban one. In our own land, although children are taught that most of their great men “came from the country,” it is not sufficiently emphasized that most of them also “went to town.” Certainly, this has been true in America: the national history could almost be written in the lives of men who went to town.


  Zachariah Joyner, in his later years, was very fond of using the log-cabin theme for politics, but if he had been more true to fact, he would have admitted that the turning point in his own career had come when he abandoned finally the world-lost fastnesses of Zebulon for the most urban settlement of Libya Hill. There, truly, was his starting point, his threshold, the step from which he gained his vantage, took off for the larger community of public life and general notice in which for fifty years he was to play so large a role.


  And, in various ways, the same transitional experience was true of his more immediate family—his three brothers, who came with him. In one sense the whole history of the many Joyners, their divided lot and the boundary that separated the lowly from the great, might be stated in one phrase. It was the history of those who stayed at home, and of those who went to town.


  As the years passed, the division of each group became more widely marked, the sense of unity more faint and far. Hill-bound, world-lost, locked in the narrow valleys and the mountain walls of Zebulon, the Joyners who remained at home became almost as strange and far away to those who lived in Libya Hill as if their home had been the Mountains of the Moon. True, they lived only fifty miles away, but as Bear Joyner had himself said so many years before, it was “the wrong way.” It really was this sense of two directions that divided them. The Libya Hill Joyners were facing ever toward the world, and those in Zebulon away from it; and as years went by, it seemed that this directiveness became more marked than ever—the town Joyners ever more the world’s men; those in Zebulon more withdrawn from the world.


  By 1900, a whole century since William Joyner crossed the Blue Ridge and came down into the wilderness with his rifle and his grant of land, if some curious historian, gifted with immortality, could have returned there, he would have observed a change as startling as it was profound. He would have found the lives of the town Joyners (for by this time Libya Hill had grown to twelve thousand people) so greatly altered as to be scarcely recognizable; but he would have found the lives of the country Joyners scarcely changed at all.


  True, some changes had occurred in Zebulon in those hundred years, but for the most part these were tragic ones. The great mountain slopes and forests of the section had been ruinously detimbered; the farm-soil on hill sides had eroded and washed down; high up, upon the hills, one saw the raw scars of old mica pits, the dump heaps of deserted mines. Some vast destructive “Suck” had been at work here; and a visitor, had he returned after one hundred years, would have been compelled to note the ruin of the change. It was evident that a huge compulsive greed had been at work: the whole region had been sucked and gutted, milked dry, denuded of its rich primeval treasures: something blind and ruthless had been here, grasped, and gone. The blind scars on the hills, the denuded slopes, the empty mica pits were what was left.


  And true, the hills were left—with these deteriorations; and all around, far-flung in their great barricades, the immense wild grandeur of the mountain wall, the great Blue Ridge across which they had come long, long ago; and which had held them from the world.


  And the old formations of the earth were left: the boiling clamor of the rocky streams, the cool slant darkness of the mountain hollows. Something wild, world-lost, and lyrical, and special to the place called Zebulon was somehow left: the sound of rock-bright waters, birds calls, and something swift and fleeting in a wood; the way light comes and goes; cloud shadows passing on a hill; the wind through the hill grasses, and the quality of light—something world-lost, far, and haunting (special to the place as is the very climate of the soil) in the quality of light; and little shacks and cabins stuck to hill or hollow, sunken, tiny, in the gap; the small, heart-piercing wisps of smoke that coiled into the clear immensity of weather from some mountain shack, with its poignant evidence that men fasten to a ledge, and draw their living from a patch of earth—because they have been here so long and love it and cannot be made to leave; together with lost voices of one’s kinsmen long ago—all this was left, but their inheritance was bare. Something had come into the wilderness, and had left the barren land.


  And the people—ah, the people!—yes, the people!—


  They were left! They were left “singing the same songs” (as college Doctors of Philosophy so gloatingly assure us) “their Elizabethan forebears sang”—which is a falsehood; and no glory—they should have made new and better ones for themselves. “Speaking the same tongue” their Elizabethan forebears spoke—which also is a falsehood; and they should have made a new one for themselves. “Living the same lives” their forebears lived a hundred years ago—which further is a falsehood. The lives their forebears lived were harsh and new, still seeking and explorative; their own lives often were just squalid, which should have been better.


  What remained? It has been said, “The earth remains.” But this was wrong. The earth had changed, the earth had eroded, the earth had washed down the gulleys in a billion runnels of red clay; the earth was gone.


  But the people—ah, the people!—yes, the people! The people were still there!


  Turned backwards now, world-lost, in what was once new land! Unseeking now, in what their forebears with blue vistas in their eyes, alone, in Indian country, sought! Turned in upon themselves, congruent as a tribe, all intermarried (so each man now was cousin to the very blood he took: each Cain among them brother to his very deed!)——


  The people!—aye, the people! The people of Zack Joyner, and old Bear, who sought a world, and found it, that such as these might lose it; had wandered so that such as these should stay; had sought great vistas to the West, so that such as these remain——


  The people! To be gloated over by exultant Ph.D’s (who find in mountain shacks the accents of Elizabeth); to be gawked at by tourists (now the roads are good) in search of the rare picturesque; to be yearned over by consecrated school-marms “from the North”; have their “standards” “improved” by social service workers, who dote upon the squalor, ignorance, and poverty; lasciviously regret the degradations of the people’s lot, and who do valiantly their little bit (God bless their little, little souls!) to help the people, teach the people, prop the people, heal the people, with their little salves (not, too completely, else what are little salves and social service work about?)—and who therefore (in spite of dirt, filth, rickets, murder, lean-tos, children, syphilis, hunger, incest, and pellagra) love the people, adore the people, see underneath their “drawbacks” and their “lack of opportunities” all “the good” in people—because the people, at the bottom, “are so fine.”


  It is a lie! ... Dear God! ... Dear Jesus God, protect us, all men living, and the people, from such stuff as this!


  The people are not “fine”—the people are not picturesque—the people——


  Well, after a hundred years of it—denudings, minings, lootings, intermarryings, killings, dyings, bornings, livings, all the rest of it—the people—in spite of Smike, the lumber thief, who stole their hills; and Snead, his son, who stole their balladry; in spite of Gripe, who took their mica and their ore, and gave them “the lung-sickness” in exchange for it; despite Grace, Gripe’s daughter, who now brings rubber condoms and tuberculin; and his wife, Gertrude, who schools them in hand-weaving—despite Gripe, Smike, and Grace, and all lovers of the picturesque soever—despite rickets, incest, syphilis, and sham—the people!—ah, the people!—well, the people——


  “Why, goddamn it!” Zachariah Joyner roared—“I’ll tell you what the people are! ... The people ... the people! ... Why, goddamn it, sir, the people are the people!”


  And so they are!—Smike, Gripe, rickets, Grace, and Snead—all forces to the contrary notwithstanding.


  The people are the people.


  And the Joyners—second Joyners: the humble, world-lost Joyners out in Zebulon—they’re the people!


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 4

  HOW CERTAIN JOYNERS WENT TO TOWN


  Bear Joyner was what would be called today “a forward-looking man.” He had not been settled down in Zebulon very long before he began to regret the choice that had brought him there, saying: “Hit’s too fer back! Hit’s purty, but you can’t git out!”


  Here was the spirit of the empire-builder. He was not, in his own phrase, a man to “crawl into a hole and pull it in after him.” If there was an “in,” there must also be an “out”—and soon after he came to Zebulon he began to look for it.


  During the next twenty years his life was punctuated by his explorations, which, comparatively short though they were, were most significant. Throughout those two decades, restless, seeking, forever unsatisfied, he was still “looking for the place.” In this period of his early manhood he seems to have been regarded with misgivings by his neighbors in Zebulon, especially by the older and more conservative element. His good qualities—his energy, his skill, his strength, and his intelligence—were recognized and esteemed, but there was a strong suspicion that he was by temperament a rolling stone, and that his worldly fortunes would never flourish because he would not stay at home long enough to allow them to take root.


  At first, his life was that of the woodsman and trapper. He fished, he hunted, and he had his little patch of land where he could grow such food as he needed. Wild game, including bear and venison, was plentiful. Even after his first marriage, this is the way he continued to live, in the cabin on the south fork of the Toe.


  But in those early years, as people told it later, he was forever “up and gone.” He would go off on long hunting trips, or on mysterious expeditions into the surrounding country. Sometimes these journeys took him into,. Tennessee, or down to South Carolina, or eastward across the Blue Ridge to the Piedmont, or even far north in Virginia. He would be gone for days, sometimes for weeks, “leavin’ that woman out thar all alone.” There were forebodings and grave shakings of the head; but while the others stayed at home, Bear Joyner saw new lands.


  People admitted freely that he “knew more about this country” than any other person living there. And his restless explorations were to bear fruit in unsuspected ways. Gradually he acquired a kind of gigantic mental blueprint of the whole region for a hundred miles around, until there was scarcely a stream, a creek, a valley, or a hollow in that vast wilderness which he did not know. Little by little, his knowledge began to define itself more clearly and to shape his moves, until at last it led him to Libya Hill.


  Libya Hill is a sort of great encampment in the hills, the tenting ground of the Blue Ridge. It is on a high plateau, close-held against the east, and again in semi-circles to the north and south, by a border of low hills, but opening to the west, and the soaring vistas of the western ranges forty miles away. The great ranges come down to the rolling slopes of Libya Hill like lions to a water-hole; and westward, northward, southward, eastward, in smoky vistas the great ranges soar away. When Bear Joyner first saw it he said, as Brigham Young was to say a little later of another spot: “This is the place.”


  It was, indeed, of all that mountain district of the west, “the place.” It was a natural confluence of the hills, the junction of the four directions of the map—the appointed, the inevitable, place. A river, broader than any of the small streams of Zebulon, wound through the passes of the hills into the West. Along the narrow valley of another winding stream another road was open to the East. Here was the place, not only where the world got out, but also where the world got in.


  Bear Joyner saw this; and here at last, for him, was journey’s end. From this time on, the story of his life is the story of his withdrawings out of Zebulon toward this chosen place. In the end he took the four sons of his first marriage with him; and he left the rest behind. The Joyners at last had come to town. Thence dates the final schism of the clan, as well as the beginning of its greater history.


  By 1828 Bear Joyner owned the country store in Libya Hill—the largest one in the whole section—and thenceforth his fortunes were secure. In the years that followed, before the end of his long life, he bought up various tracts of land, and these were ultimately dispersed among the “four town Joyners” who became his heirs.


  Indeed, as recently as sixty years ago, when Libya Hill had grown to perhaps two thousand people, the Joyner heirs still held large tracts of land. And even in this present century children were familiar with the regretful recollections of their elders, who could recall when “Rufus Joyner offered me that whole block—from where the Palais Royal now stands all the way down to the Post Office comer—for two hundred dollars! And I was such a fool I didn’t take it! If I had, I’d have been a rich man today. You couldn’t buy it now for a million dollars! but then—why, I just laughed at him. It was nothing but an old field, with a pig pen in the hollow, and the hogs used to wallow in the mud where Main Street is today. Two hundred dollars for that hole? I thought Rufe Joyner must be crazy; or else he took me for a fool. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘You wait and see.’ Well, I waited, and I did!”


  By the time the Civil War broke out the Joyners were accounted wealthy folk. It was “the big family” of the whole community. Even long before that their position was so generally acknowledged throughout the western mountains that when the boys began to “make their mark,” it occasioned no surprise.


  When Zack Joyner was Governor of the state, and later United States Senator, he was fond of saying, for purposes political, that he had been “raised on hawg and hominy.”


  “I have known what it was,” he would say, warming up to his subject, and dropping into the mountain idiom for the benefit of his delighted followers—“I’ve known what it was, boys, to go to bed on bacon and awake on grits. Yes, and I’ve known what it was to go to bed and to git up without either of ’em. I have dumb the persimmon tree many’s the time to shrink my belly up to fit my rations, so don’t talk to me of no hard times. I can go right out into the cornfield or the tobacco patch today and spit on my hands and keep up with any man that’s settin’ here tonight. If I was twenty years younger, I’d give ye all a head start and beat ye.”


  Like so many other specimens of political autobiography, this was a good deal less than accurate. Far from being the barefoot and half-starved infant born in a humble cabin—the image which he was fondest of evoking—Zack had been brought up under circumstances which were amazingly comfortable for the time and place. Before he was half grown, his father was already considered well off and was one of the leading citizens of the town. Zack’s public statements about himself were simply part of the legend which he created, and which helped to create him—the legend of the backwoods savior, the country Moses, schooled by poverty, hardship, solitude, and the precepts of a stern and homely virtue, until at last he had been ready to come out of the wilderness and lead his people into the promised land.


  In elaboration of the log-cabin theme, Zack would say that “all the schoolin’ I ever had would not amount to three months put together, and even then I had to walk six miles for what I got.” This, too, was part of the myth on which great Zachariah’s life was founded. Privately, he would confess that he knew how to “read and write and cipher” before he came to Libya Hill. And there is proof that he, along with Theodore and Robert, attended school in Libya Hill for some time under the tutelage of a pedagogue who was always referred to later by the Joyners with considerable respect as “Old Professor Coleman.” Zack managed to learn, among other things, a smattering of Latin, for even in his old age he could quote from Caesar’s Gallic Wars.


  In talking with his closer friends, he would admit something of the truth and say good-naturedly: “Well, it wasn’t a great deal, but it was something. Bob, Ted, and I learned how to read and write and cipher. And Uriah!”—this was his familiar name for Rufus when his older brother was not present (an indication that he knew his Dickens, too)—“Uriah,” chuckled Zack, “he never took the time to read or write, but, by God!”—here his shoulders would begin to heave—“Uriah always did know how to cipher!”


  Rufus, the oldest of the four, was, by general consent and his own choice, the storekeeper of the crowd. Of his career, all that need be set forth here are the bare facts. And the bare facts in Rufe’s case are peculiarly appropriate, for his was a bare life, a grooved life, a hard-bitten, steady, quiet life which from first to last, with one exception, was to run on a single track. The great exception, of course, as the Civil War. When the call came he went to war, he lived through the war, he came back from the war, and that was the only interruption that his purpose suffered. And his purpose was business. His purpose was money. That was all he ever did or thought about. He never married. He carried on his father’s business, he built it into a really great enterprise, and he became a rich man. Of any man, perhaps all that can be truly said when his life is done is that “he lived, he suffered, and he died.” With the same succinct finality it would later be said of Rufus: “He made money, and he died.”


  Meanwhile he lived in his father’s old house on College Street. Eventually his lusty, gusty, old-maid sister, Hattie, came from Zebulon to keep house for him. But not all the wit and savor, the irrepressible spirits and joy of living that animated the sprightly figure of Miss Hattie Joyner could ever deflect Rufus from his grim purpose. Even in his youth his stinginess was proverbial, and in his old age his brother, Zachariah, then also hale and sere, had no hesitation in proclaiming it:


  “Why, he’s so mean,” Zack roared, “he wouldn’t-down a preacher’s throat if his guts were on fire! If you fell down and broke your leg he wouldn’t come across the street to help you because of the shoe leather he’d use up. He stops the clocks at night to keep the cogs from wearing out, and when he goes to church he puts a two-cent stamp in the collection plate and takes back a penny’s change!”


  Hattie, who was more like Zachariah in her ribald humor than any of the others, and who outlived all of them, would cackle gleefully and say: “Just wait till that old skinflint dies! I’ll beat him yet—even if I have to live to be a hundred. When he’s gone I’m goin’ to open up the purse strings and let the moths fly out! I tell you, I’m just waitin’ till he dies to cut loose and raise hell!”


  In the course of this chronicle we have mentioned the fact that old Bear Joyner had some fourteen or sixteen children by his second wife, all of whom were left behind in Zebulon when their father came to Libya Hill. He did not exactly leave them, for he was always going back for visits—the point is that he did not bring them with him, and they did not have gumption enough to insist on coming. We have not yet had occasion to tell about these members of the lesser breed, although they all had Christian names like other folk. Of those who survived the rigors of infancy and childhood there were, among the girls, Betsy, Alice, Melissa, and Florabelle, and, among the boys, Lafayette, Sam, John, Claudius, Sid, and Rance. Insofar as they get into our story, each of these shall have his due in time. For the present they will have to look after themselves. We have left them behind in the fastnesses of Zebulon County where they made their bed, and there they will have to lie in it. They would not come along with us. They did not have it in them to push on with the Joyners of the great will, the great spirit, the great determination. Therefore we shall now leave them to the honorable but mute oblivion of unrecorded history, and shall forget about them until the turn of events compels us to seek them out again.


  Suffice it to say that they grew up and married and had children and grandchildren. They tilled the soil, they grew much corn and tobacco, they timbered the rugged slopes of Zebulon for Smike, the lumber thief, and mined for feldspar and for mica in the wretched pay of Gripe, Smike’s brother, until the very wilderness which had been their sole inheritance became scarred and barren. They despoiled. But still they were very worthy and honest people. There were few horse thieves among them, and only two or three of them got hanged. Just the same, it must be owned that they were small potatoes. They did not join the Joyners of the greater breed. They never went to town—none of them, that is, except for Lafayette, and he came late, and the reasons for his coming were of quite another order from those which had moved his half-brothers years before. But of that, more anon. To everything its season, and our story now concerns the Joyners of the first coming.


  To be sure, it was not very much of a town that these first Joyners came to—unless “a hole in the road,” a log courthouse of one room, a log church, a general store, a hitching post, and a ramshackle tavern for itinerant drovers could be called a town. But the fact remains that town it was—town in the core, in the making, in the process of becoming. Libya Hill was at that time the only semblance of a town that the whole mountain district could boast of.


  When Bear Joyner became the owner of the general store and his fortunes began to flourish, he gave to his four favorite sons the education that each was fitted for. While Rufus settled down to keeping store like one who had been born for it, Zachariah, Robert, and Theodore were sent away, in turn, to college.


  At just what time in Zachariah’s formative years the idea of the law as a career first came to him, it is impossible to say; but it came early, and the choice was inevitable. As a boy of eighteen, when he was helping Rufe to “tend store” for their father, he was already noted for his ready wit, his coarse humor, and his gift of repartee. People would come into the store “just to hear Zack Joyner talk.”


  And even in that backwoods community there was a pretty shrewd appraisal of him from the first. Already people suspected, or observed, more than a race of charlatanism in his make-up. It was said: “He can talk you out or talk you in to anything.” Among other tendencies that many noticed in him was a certain indisposition to hard work. Bear Joyner himself was well aware of this, because he said: “Well, I don’t know what to do with him unless I make a lawyer of him. He won’t work—that’s certain.” Here he paused a moment; then he grinned and added: “But he won’t starve, neither. Not Zack.”


  It may be that there is wisdom in the observation of the showman that “the people like to be fooled.” Anyhow, the experience of Zack Joyner’s life would seem to bear this out. For the very basis of his amazing political success lay in the people’s awareness of him: not only the fact that they knew him so well, but also that he was so much of them, as if they felt him to be, in some special way, their own. And among the qualities which people seemed most to admire in Zack, and to be proud of rather than otherwise, was his tincture of charlatanism and smooth dealing. They loved to tell stories to illustrate Zack’s smartness, his adeptness, his superior adroitness and cunning, and men would wag their heads and laugh with envious approval, as though they wished they could do such things themselves, but knew, being merely average men, that they could not make the grade.


  So Zack was sent away for a year of legal training at Pine Rock College (a year was considered ample in those days). Bob followed him there and also had his year of training for the law. Then both boys returned home again, were admitted to the bar, and hung out their shingle as the firm of Joyner and Joyner. By 1840 they were enjoying a thriving practice. For in that day the fact that the two Joyner boys had become full-fledged lawyers—this very same Zack and Bob whom everybody in town had known and liked and watched grow up—was quite a thing to marvel at and feel a sense of personal pride in.


  Lawyers, of course—that articulate tribe which was to breed and multiply with such astonishing proliferation during the next century—were not utterly foreign to the little town. From its beginnings Libya Hill had been the county seat, and had had its courthouse, its circuit judges, and its trials for thirty years or more. But the Joyners were the first lawyers to come of local stock. The others heretofore had been imported.


  These other lawyers had come in to the sessions of the court from older and more populous communities beyond the Blue Ridge—from Old Stockade, from Millerton, from Locust Gap—and occasionally from still larger towns farther east, down in the Piedmont. They had come in by stage, by coach, by horse and saddle. They had come in with their frocktails parted across the cruppers of their horses, with long and spindly legs hung loosely down around the shining flanks. They had come in with their jaws lank and learned, their thin lips closed, their cold eyes ruminant and speculative, narrowed into slits, their saddlebags stuffed with all the cunning of their accursed and incessant papers. They had come in and dismounted and tied up at the hitching post before the log courthouse, had swung their bony hands beneath their coattails and carried in the saddlebags and unpacked their papers, and then had spoke strange words—strange words of depth and learning no one else could understand. While all the helpless natives looked on and gaped their wonderment, the great men cleared their throats and uttered strange and mystic words and shuffled their accursed papers in their parchment fingers. And, so speaking and so doing, they had then departed, leaving native awe behind them, taking with them native fees.


  Now this was changed. The Joyner boys had gone away beyond the Blue Ridge, farther off than anyone else had ever been, had seen strange peoples and strange cities, and had got much learning—deep learning, lawyer learning—and now could speak and write the mystic words that no one else could read, that no one but the Joyners or another lawyer could even make out the sense of. Zack and Bob, as everybody owned, were smart—had always been—and now that they had learned nearly everything there was to know, they had come back to town and could hold their own with any other of the lawyer crew—in fact, could say words as big and deep and dark as any other lawyer in the world. And people marveled that the Joyners were their very own. They themselves had produced the Joyners. Accordingly they felt, not only the humility of awe, but the pride of ownership and the ecstasy of submission. Everyone had the satisfaction of knowing that hereafter if he was going to be eaten by a shark, it would be one of his own choosing that had grown in native waters.


  Zack and Bob, therefore, were now in clover. They had the inestimable advantage, not only of belonging, but of being in at the beginning. Before very long they were enjoying what was practically a monopoly of their chosen profession and were doing most of the legal work of the entire mountain region.


  It was a curious paradox, though, that these two brothers, sprung from the same seed, brought up in exactly the same way, educated to the same degree as far as formal training went, and set upon the parallel courses of their lives at precisely the same point, were to have such widely divergent careers. From the first, their natures inclined them to seek different objectives.


  It was the primary fact of Robert’s nature, once he became interested in the law, to study it profoundly, to pierce beyond the letter to the spirit of the thing, and to see it as an adaptive instrument of the common good. Once he had made up his mind to be a lawyer, he concentrated all his fine qualities of character and intellect upon the single goal of making himself into the very best lawyer it was in him to be. From that point on, it never entered his head to want to be anything else.


  Zack, however, was never seriously interested in the law. Oh, he wanted to be a lawer [lawyer] right enough, and as a trial lawyer he became one of the best, with a courtroom manner that could sweep a jury completely off its feet even when the weight of evidence was against him. Yes, he wanted to be a lawyer, but he wanted it not because he loved the law, but because he loved something else a great deal more and saw in the law the surest means of getting it. And what Zack really wanted more than anything in life was to be a politician. That was the role he had been born for. All his talents fitted him for it as for nothing else. The law, therefore, was just a stepping stone for Zack, and a very handy one it proved to be.


  In the general estimation, even back in the days of their earliest practice together, Robert was always the most respected, the most trusted; but Zachariah was by all odds the most popular, the most loved. And already Zack’s feet were firmly planted on the rungs of the political ladder. It did not hurt his chances of success for people to say, as they were now saying: “The man that beats Zack Joyner’ll have to git up early and stay up late.” He was, throughout his life, the hero of the crowd.


  Robert, on the other hand, never played up to an audience. Quiet, blunt, plain-spoken whenever there was need for plain speaking, he was first and last a forthright and an honest man. His purposes he kept forever single, and already those few who knew him well were predicting for him a useful, and indeed a noble, career. How useful and how noble, not even they could have foretold, but it was written in the stars that such a man as Robert, in a profession which is so frequently besmirched by base and shady uses, could not fail to distinguish himself upon the bench. And so, in time, he did, as we shall see.


  Meanwhile both brothers married, and chose their mates well. Robert married rather late in life and had an only son, who inherited both his father’s character and the delicate sensitivity of his mother. Zachariah, despite a robust predilection for pretty women, married young, and he surprised some people by remaining constant to his wife until the end of her days. He became the devoted father of three lovely daughters, and of a son in whom he took great pride.


  The difference between these two brothers became more and more marked with the passage of time. And strange to say, it never brought them into conflict. Their talents were complementary, and each man respected the other for what he was. For Zack, in spite of the deliberate charlatanism of speech and manner which so endeared him to the people, had a solid inner core of sincerity which even such a completely upright man as Robert could respect. Thus each was equipped to fulfill his destiny, but in their later years, even after Zachariah had risen to the place of highest eminence in the state, people would still say:


  “Zack Joyner will promise you the moon, and you’ll be lucky if you get green cheese. Bob Joyner won’t even promise cheese; but you’re likely to get something in the end.”


  Often those communities which are most ruthless in their violation of the law are also the most devout in their respect for it. Of no section has this been truer than of the South. Almost from the beginning, among rich and poor alike, the profession of the law has been esteemed above all others. With people of the wealthier class, it represented the most approved and honorable alternative to the other career of plantation agriculture; and of course, an incomparable advance over the most ignominious last resort of trade. To the sons of poorer people, the hardy products of small tenantry and the descendants of the mountain white, it represented an even higher goal—the highest goal they could attain. For, to such people as Zack Joyner, to such people as the more able, fortunate, and intelligent children of old Bear, the law represented almost the only possible means of escape from an environment and from a life that could promise nothing more than the narrow world of backwoods isolation, and the reward of a bare living, hardly gained.


  In this way, it came to be accepted almost without question among mountain folk that the most gifted of their sons would, if possible, get into the profession of the law. The lawyer was a kind of medicine man to the community. To his ruder, simpler, and less talented contemporaries, he was the man of learning and of argument, the man of reason and of fluent speech. He was the man to wear good clothes, to have white hands, to live in a good house, and to be vested with the honors and rewards of high authority by his less fortunate fellows, because his talents and accomplishments entitled him to them.


  The evil of this system—an evil that has become widespread, rooted in the very structure of the nation’s life—is instantly apparent. It offered to many unscrupulous men, under the protections of a high authority, the opportunity to prey upon their neighbors—neighbors who were not endowed with their own shrewdness, smoothness, gift of gab, and formal training, and who, by the conditions of the system, were forced to seek recourse for their troubles from the very men who preyed on them. Not that the lawyers themselves were inevitably and invariably dishonest men. But the system put a high premium on dishonesty, and those lawyers who had integrity enough to resist the ever-present temptation to prey upon their neighbors were, at best, left in the unhappy position of being themselves a part of one of the basic functions of society that had been tainted at its source.


  It was very unfortunate that from the beginnings of American life the profession of the law was commonly considered, not so much an end in itself, as a means to an end. And the end to which the law supplied the means was, in the final analysis, almost identical with the end of business—namely, personal advantage and private profit. With business, it did not matter so much, because, until recently, no one had ever supposed that business had a social purpose as well as a private one; and this was why, through all human history, business and trade had been looked down upon, and the business man condemned by lofty minds as the stinking, swinking fellow that he usually was. But the law, in theory at least, was supposed to be different from this. It represented one of the most elemental of social functions, and if private profit entered into its operations, this was supposed to be only incidental, in order that lawyers might eat. Actually, matters worked out quite otherwise in practice. Too often the end to which the law supplied the means was private profit, and the avenue by which one arrived at that end was politics, party conflict, candidacy, and election to public office.


  In Zachariah Joyner’s day, and in his own community, this process was considered so right and so inevitable that any variation from it seemed extraordinary. A lawyer who did not also “get into politics,” or at least show a partisan and active interest in it, was a queer fish. So when Robert Joyner decided to stick to the law and refused to have any truck or traffic with politicians, people began to wonder about it; and when they could find no satisfactory explanation of his extraordinary conduct, they shook their heads and said he was a fine man, of course, but a little queer. There was nothing queer about Zack. When he began to get into politics he was doing exactly what everyone naturally expected him to do. People not only understood, they enthusiastically approved, and showed their approval by voting for him the first chance they got.


  The course which Zack followed was the accepted procedure throughout the greater part of the nation. It is still the standard procedure. And the social implications of this fact are enormous. For, from the very beginnings of American life, there seems to have been a general assumption among the majority of the population that the functions of the law and of justice were divergent, and perhaps quite incompatible and hostile to each other. This accounted for the grotesque paradox that in such communities as that from which Zachariah Joyner came, where lawlessness, personal violence, and the taking of human life flourished in their most extreme and savage forms, respect for “the law” was curiously deep-seated and profound. People in such communities felt instinctively that justice was a personal matter, and that the ends of justice could only be individually secured; but that the law was a political and public matter, and that its purposes and concerns had better be left as far as possible to the unpredictable operation of its mysterious machinery.


  Thus a man would kill another man to get justice for himself; but he would go to court to keep from being hanged for it. Anyone who has ever attended a murder trial in a mountain community—such a trial as Zack Joyner attended hundreds of times, and took part in as counsel for prosecution or defense; such a trial, indeed, as is still being enacted in Zebulon today—must have observed the astonishing illustration of this paradox.


  A man has killed another man, with whom there has been “bad blood” for years; and now he is on trial for his life, and the entire community has come to witness and take part. On one side, at a rude table, are seated the attorneys for the state, and the private counsel which the family of the murdered man has employed to help the state in prosecuting of its case. On the other side, at another similar table, are marshaled the battery of attorneys which the family of the accused man has engaged to defend him, and to secure, if possible, a verdict of acquittal.


  Behind these two batteries of embattled legal talent, separated from them only by a low wooden barrier, upon the front rows of battered seats, are clustered the many witnesses whom both the prosecution and the defense have summonsed in support of their own arguments—the wives, friends, brothers, children, relatives, and neighbors who have some evidence to contribute. And behind them, crowding the rows of battered seats, packed in the dusty aisles, pressed into the rear four-deep, jammed so thick and dense that they are not able to move in the suffocating atmosphere of mid-July, is as much of the blue-shirted, faded-overalled, and gingham-bonnetted community as the dingy white-washed room will hold.


  In the center, upon a small raised platform, the presiding judge sits at his desk—sometimes a table. To his left is the witness box and the clerk of the court. To his right, the court stenographer. Behind him, tacked to the whitewashed wall, are the Stars and Stripes. And to his left again, upon two rows of chairs, are the twelve men selected for a jury after a three days’ inquisition by the contending forces of attorneys: selected from a whole army of veniremen, one hundred in all, such men as these in Zebulon—be-whiskered, overalled, blue-shirted—summonsed and brought in from another county, because everyone in Zebulon, in one fashion or another, is related. In some distant way, even the murdered man is a cousin of the man who sits here now accused of killing him. And the feeling is too high, the passions too fierce—the skein of prejudice, family loyalties, and clannishness; the dense web of more than a hundred years of intermarrying, of conflicts gone but not forgotten, of feuds long past but never dead—it is all too complex and too dangerous to find here a jury that could pass impartial judgment.


  The whole thing is as deadly and as thrilling in the naked impact of its social forces as anything on earth can be. The air is electric with its tension; one feels that if a match were struck, the whole place might explode. For everything is here—not only the whole present life of the community, packed, tense, and crowded, stripped down at length to the naked trial of this hour—but the whole history of man is here: his own life, and the life of all his neighbors, the lives of his fathers and his kinsmen and of all who have gone before him.


  And with it all, at the very peak and crest of this desperate and final hour, one feels upon all sides, from both groups, among all parties and all partisans, a curious impassivity. Passion leashed there is, the unforgiving will to kill, and kill again, to get full measure of reprisal—an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, a brother for a brother, and a friend for a friend—and yet, with it all, a curious, fatal, deadly impassivity of judgment. For passion belongs to justice, passion shall come later on—and there shall be again a time for justice and vengeance and for blood of murdered men.


  But now it is a question of “the law.” The law has spoken, the law must have now its full day in court, according to all the devices of its operations, and according to the schedule of its own particular machinery. And these people, every woman, man, and child of them, in this way, in this astounding way, understand, respect, and make a separate place in their own judgment for the law and for its judgments. And in such ways as these, no other folk on earth so deeply understand the law; for, in such ways as these, it has been rooted in their lives, as much a part of them as the very air they breathe, the very speech they speak—yes! the very justice that they take upon themselves and execute, the very vengeance that they so secure.


  The trial begins, in such a scene as this—a scene that has not changed an atom since the days when Zachariah Joyner knew it, and took his part in it—a scene which, with all its strange and terrible contradictions, is somehow as memorable and as moving as it is thrilling; for in it, somehow, is the whole enigma of our violent and tormented life—the huge complex of America, with all its innocence and guilt, its justice and its cruelty, its lawlessness and its law.


  There at his table sits the judge, a white-haired man, with his string necktie, his boiled shirt, his dark clothes—the quiet vestments of his high authority. Blood of their blood, bone of their bone, kin of their kin—the whole story of their thousand feuds, the knowledge of all their passions and their guilts, together with the very names of each of them, are as familiar to him as the names of his own sons. And he sits in judgment there above the raging furnace of that packed and very quiet hell—not only a man of their own people, but, as the trial proceeds, a man of wisdom and of courage, a splendid and impartial embodiment of law. Here, too, the years have not changed man—for this judge is the same kind of man as Robert Joyner, who sat here, in such trials as these, sixty years ago.


  And now the charge is read, the fatal question asked and answered. From the left side of the court, the state rises, and the trial begins. The state’s witnesses are called forward. Uneasy, awkward, they shuffle in around the wooden rail—a snag-toothed mountain woman, with a harelip and a bewildered look; a stupid shag-haired fellow with a blunted face; another, small, compact, contained, soft-voiced, with furtive eyes; another, with an uneasy look of divided loyalties; another, grim, determined-looking; some others of this kind; then the murdered man’s pregnant wife, large, oily-eyed, and swollen featured—they are all sworn in together, with their right hands dividing three battered books. The first is called into the box; the state Solicitor arises, and the trial is on.


  “Where were you on the night of May 14, a little before eight o’clock?” The very words and phrases since Zack Joyner’s day have not changed a jot. In kind, not even the Solicitor has changed. This was Zack Joyner’s job before him: it’s how they begin.


  The Solicitor is a young man now, in his mid-thirties, well-made, of something more than middle height—five feet eleven, we should guess—one hundred and eighty pounds of him, abundant, curly hair, by nature crisp, tinged reddish brown. It is a strong face, too, the angles well-defined, highboned; the jaw strong, competent, jutting out a little; the long lip touched with humor and belligerency—the whole Scotch-Irish, long upper lip more Irish than Scotch. He is already schooled in the manner of the country lawyer, the country politician, still bearing with him traces of high school debate, and subsequent experiments in commencement oratory. He is already able to refer to “the little log cabin where I was born”—or, in somewhat more modern phrase, to “the farm where I grew up.”


  He’s out to get “a good conviction.” He admits it. The talk of justice doesn’t enter in. A murder has been done—he knows that, so does the other side, and so does everyone. There’s no debate in that; it is agreed. The only question now is: “How much?”


  The first degree is “out.” No one wastes time in talking of the first degree in Zebulon. There hasn’t been a conviction in the first degree in Zebulon since before the Civil War. Zack Joyner got that one when he was Solicitor; and it was for rape. There’s no first degree for murder out in Zebulon—the only question is: “How much?”


  The Solicitor admits he has “a strong side” against him. The murderer is prominent, his family are “big people” in the county; his father back before him killed his man in youth, and his father was a highly respected citizen. The family has stood high, has great connections; to get a conviction will be hard.


  Moreover, they have lined up the best murder lawyers that the western districts can provide—the killer’s uncle, old man Martin, a good lawyer and a Baptist and a pillar of the church—he “knows the law”; Zeb Pendergraft, the best defense lawyer in the county; Whit Gardiner of Millerton; and several others.


  But the long lip, and the smile, good-humored but belligerent, show the Solicitor’s belief that he has a chance. It’s going to be a hard fight, but he believes he has a chance to get a conviction in the second degree—from twelve to twenty years—and if he does, another feather in his cap. Twelve years for murder out in Zebulon, added to a mounting record. The pattern of his plan is set: a little later on he’ll try the legislature; and after that, we’ll see.


  It hasn’t changed a bit The man could be Zack Joyner’s twin. Even the degrees and stages, the necessary steps, haven’t changed a bit since Joyner’s day.


  And now, the question asked—and from the other side, like an electric flash, the crackle of “Objection!” up and down the line. The leading forward of the witness step by step, the turning over of the witness to the thirsty jackals of the other side. Eyes turn: there is Zeb Pendergraft rocking back and forth in tilted chair, the red eyes and the alcoholic face inflamed and ready now. He tilts back and through his widened knees spits through discolored teeth a dribble of tobacco juice, rocks forward again and comes to rest, and, suddenly, the inflamed face thrust forward, the voice harsh and rasping as a saw, the bully of the murder courts is at his work—the work for which he gets his pay—the work for which he is invariably employed—the work that is his noted specialty.


  “You know—” compacted equally of tearing rasp and overbearing sneer—“You know why you were there! Tell this court why you were there! Tell this court why you heard him! ... Isn’t it true that you were there in jail yourself because you’d been arrested for being drunk? ... You wouldn’t say that? ... Well then, what would you say? ... And you don’t even know how drunk you were—now, do you? You couldn’t even tell this court where you got arrested, could you? ... You were so drunk you don’t even remember where it was now do you? ...


  “How many times have you been on the chain gang? Tell this court how many times you’ve been on the chain gang. ... You don’t even know how many times, do you? ... You wouldn’t say that? ... Well, come on then, and tell this court. You’ve been on the chain gang six times, haven’t you? ... Or six? ... You wouldn’t say! ... Well, I’ll tell the court. You’ve been on the chain gang six times, haven’t you? ... All told, you’ve served twenty months upon the gang—and you’re here to testify against a man who is on trial for his life! ... Why, your honor...


  “Objection!” ... “Objection sustained!” Or “Objection overruled!” ... The duel crackles back and forth like flashes of artillery, the Solicitor tenacious, truculent, half-grinning; Pendergraft, a series of explosive flashes, a snarling rasp of scalding words, the inflamed cockerel of the out-thrust head, broken by deliberate tiltings back at interrupted intervals to shift his quid and spit deliberately downwards, between widened knees, his dribble of tobacco juice ... while the currents of excitement, whispers, and taut interest, broken by the judge’s warning gavel, flash through the crowd—and while the poor dumb creature, with stunned face and matted hair, squirms helplessly in his chair like a hooked fish.


  The game goes on; the duel flashes back and forth—the Solicitor now alert to save the testimony of his challenged witness:


  “Yes, and tell the court ... tell the court just why you were on the chain gang all those times.”


  And at last, the poor tormented witling has his day:


  “Fer gittin’ drunk—” and quickly, with an out-jerked thumb toward Pendergraft—“just like he does all the time.”


  Then, instant and explosive, an approving roar, a guffaw of applause, hand-clapping, and the shout of Sympathetic laughter from that overalled, blue-shirted crowd, as if the heart of simple and tormented man has found support—the warmth of its own kind against the thrusts and shrewd outwittings of the law. But the old judge is on his feet now, his gavel pounding on the table, his face red beneath his silver shock, with righteous wrath:


  “If that occurs again, I’ll clear the court! ... If I knew who was responsible for this, I’d arrest you all for contempt of court. ... Mr. Sheriff, I shall hold you responsible for any further outbreak or disturbance! ... I order you to arrest anyone you see guilty of such disturbance, and if you have not enough men, I empower you to appoint deputies!” Sternly, more quietly, after a moment’s pause, almost like a schoolmaster speaking to a classroom of unruly boys: “This is a court of law, and a man is on trial here for his life today! ... This is a solemn occasion... It is disgraceful that any of you should come here to treat it as if it were a circus!”


  The court room is as silent as a tomb now: those overalled and blue-shirted men almost seem to hold their breath as the old man with the white hair looks at them. In a moment, when he sees that they are properly chastened and subdued, he resumes his seat, adjusts his spectacles, and says quietly:


  “Mr. Solicitor, you may proceed with your examination.”


  It is all the same—the same great and thrilling drama of violence, crime, and human passion; the same drama of the human community, the great spectacle of “the law,” in the process of its orderly enfoldment—the rapier duel of embattled wits, the rough-and-ready school of quick rejoinder, the school of hammer-and-tongs debate fighting it out on the dusty floor of a country court room, in the rough and tumble of a battle for a man’s life and liberty—while the whole concerted life of the community looks on.


  It is the same today as it was in Zachariah Joyner’s time. And this is the way he began, the school that taught him.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 5

  THE PLUMED KNIGHT


  Theodore Joyner was old Bear’s youngest son by his first marriage. As so often happens with the younger children of a self-made man, he got more education than the others. “And,” said Zachariah whenever the fact was mentioned, “just look at him!” For, mingled with the Joyner reverence for learning, there was an equally hearty contempt among them for those who could not use it for some practical end.


  Like his two more able brothers, Theodore had been destined for the law. He followed them to Pine Rock College and had his year of legal training. Then he “took the bar,” and failed ingloriously; tried and failed again; and——


  “Hell!” old Bear said disgustedly—“hit looked like he wa’nt fit for nothing’ else, so I jest sent him back to school!”


  The result was that Theodore returned to Pine Rock for three years more, and finally succeeded in taking his diploma and bachelor’s degree. Hence his eventual reputation as the scholar of the family.


  Schoolmastering was the trade he turned to now, and, Libya Hill having grown and there being some demand for higher learning, he set up for a “Professor.” He “scratched about” among the people he knew—which was everyone, of course—and got twenty or thirty pupils at the start. The tuition was fifteen dollars for the term, which was five months; and he taught them in a frame church.


  After a while “’Fessor Joyner’s School,” as it was called, grew to such enlargement that Theodore had to move to bigger quarters. His father let him have the hill he owned across the river two miles west of town, and here Theodore built a frame house to live in and another wooden building to serve as a dormitory and classroom. The eminence on which the new school stood had always been known as Hogwart Heights. Theodore did not like the inelegant sound of that, so he rechristened it Joyner Heights, and the school, as befitted its new grandeur, was now named “The Joyner Heights Academy.” The people in the town, however, just went on calling the hill Hogwart as they had always done, and to Theodore’s intense chagrin they even dubbed the academy Hogwart, too.


  In spite of this handicap the school prospered in its modest way. It was by no means a flourishing institution, but as people said, it was a good thing for Theodore. He could not have earned his living at anything else, and the school at least gave him a livelihood. The years passed uneventfully, and Theodore seemed settled forever in the comfortable little groove he had worn for himself.


  Then, three years before the outbreak of the Civil War, a startling change occurred. By that time the fever of the approaching conflict was already sweeping through the South, and that fact gave Theodore his great opportunity. He seized it eagerly, and overnight transformed his school into “The Joyner Heights Military Academy.” By this simple expedient he jumped his enrollment from sixty boys to eighty, and—more important—transmogrified himself from a rustic pedagogue into a military man.


  So much is true, so cannot be denied—although Zachariah, in his ribald way, was forever belittling Theodore and his accomplishments. On Zachariah’s side it must be admitted that Theodore loved a uniform a good deal better than he wore one; and that he, as Master, with the help of the single instructor who completed the school’s faculty, undertook the work of military training, drill, and discipline with an easy confidence which, if not sublime, was rather staggering. But Zachariah was unjust.


  “I have heard,” Zachariah would say in later years, warming up to his subject and assuming the ponderously solemn air that always filled his circle of cronies with delighted anticipation of what was to come—“I have heard that fools rush in where angels fear to tread, but in the case of my brother Theodore, it would be more accurate to say that he leaps in where God Almighty crawls! ... I have seen a good many remarkable examples of military chaos,” he continued, “particularly at the outset of the war, when they were trying to teach farm hands and mountain boys the rudiments of the soldier’s art in two weeks’ time. But I have never seen anything so remarkable as the spectacle of Theodore, assisted by a knock-kneed fellow with the itch, tripping over his sword and falling on his belly every time he tried to instruct twenty-seven pimply boys in the intricacies of squads right.”


  That was unfair. Not all, assuredly, were pimply, and there were more than twenty-seven.


  “Theodore,” Zack went on with the extravagance that characterized these lapses into humorous loquacity—“Theodore was so short that every time he —— he blew dust in his eyes; and the knock-kneed fellow with the itch was so tall that he had to lay down on his belly to let the moon go by. And somehow they had got their uniforms mixed up, so that Theodore had the one that was meant for the knock-kneed tall fellow, and the knock-kneed tall fellow had on Theodore’s. The trousers Theodore was wearing were so baggy at the knees they looked as if a nest of kangaroos had spent the last six months in them, and the knock-kneed fellow’s pants were stretched so tight that he looked like a couple of long sausages. In addition to all this, Theodore had a head shaped like a balloon—and about the size of one. The knock-kneed fellow had a peanut for a head. And whoever had mixed up their uniforms had also got their hats exchanged. So every time Theodore reared back and bawled out a command, that small hat he was wearing would pop right off his head into the air, as if it had been shot out of a gun. And when the knock-kneed fellow would repeat the order, the big hat he had on would fall down over his ears and eyes as if someone had thrown a bushel basket over his head, and he would come clawing his way out of it with a bewildered expression on his face, as if to say, ‘Where the hell am I, anyway?’ ... They had a devil of a time getting those twenty-seven pimply boys straightened up as straight as they could get—which is to say, about as straight as a row of crooked radishes. Then, when they were all lined up at attention, ready to go, the knock-kneed fellow would be taken with the itch. He’d shudder up and down, and all over, as if someone had dropped a cold worm down his back; he’d twitch and wiggle, and suddenly he’d begin to scratch himself in the behind.”


  These flights on Zachariah’s part were famous. Once launched, his inventive power was enormous. Every fresh extravagance would suggest half a dozen new ones. He was not cruel, but his treatment of his brother bordered on brutality.


  The truth of the matter is that the “pimply boys” drilled so hard and earnestly that the grass was beaten bare on the peaceful summit of Hogwart Heights. Uniforms and muskets of a haphazard sort had been provided for them, and all that could be accomplished by a pious reading of the drill manual and a dry history of Napoleonic strategy was done for them by Theodore and his knock-kneed brother in arms. And when war was declared, in April, 1861, the entire enrollment of the academy marched away to battle with Theodore at their head.


  The trouble between Zachariah and Theodore afterwards was that the war proved to be the great event in Theodore’s life, and he never got over it. His existence had been empty and pointless enough before the war, and afterwards, knowing there was nothing left to live for that could possibly match the glories he had seen, he developed rather quickly into the professional warrior, the garrulous hero forever talking of past exploits. This is what annoyed Zachariah more and more as time went on, and he never let a chance go by to puncture Theodore’s illusion of grandeur and to take him down a peg or two.


  Separate volumes could be written about each member of this remarkable family. A noble biography for Robert, done with a Plutarchian pen—that is what he deserves. A lusty, gusty Rabelaisian chronicle to do justice to the virtues of old Miss Hattie. A stern portrait of Rufus in the Balzac manner. For Zachariah, his own salty memoirs would be the best thing, if he had only thought to write them, for he saw through everybody, himself included; and if he could have been assured that not a word would leak out till his death, so that no political harm could come of it, he would have shamed the devil and told the naked and uproarious truth. As for Theodore—well, we’ll try to do our best in the pages of this book, but we know full well beforehand that it won’t be good enough for Theodore. No book, no single pen, could ever do for Theodore what should be done for him.


  Theodore should have had a group photograph taken of himself. He should have been blocked out by Rubens, painted in his elemental colors by fourteen of Rubens’s young men, had his whiskers done by Van Dyke, his light and shade by Rembrandt, his uniform by Velasquez; then if the whole thing might have been gone over by Daumier, and touched up here and there with the satiric pencil of George Belcher, perhaps in the end you might have got a portrait that would reveal in colors of life itself, the august personage of Colonel Theodore Joyner, C.S.A.


  Theodore rapidly became almost the stock type of the “Southern Colonel-plumed knight” kind of man. By 1870, he had developed a complete vocabulary and mythology of the war—“The Battle of the Clouds,” Zachariah termed it. Nothing could be called by its right name. Theodore would never dream of using a plain or common word if he could find a fancy one. The Southern side of the war was always spoken of in a solemn whisper, mixed of phlegm and reverent hoarseness, as “Our Cause.” The Confederate flag became “Our Holy Oriflamme—dyed in the royal purple of the heroes’ blood.” To listen to Theodore tell about the war, one would have thought it had been conducted by several hundred thousand knighted Galahads upon one side, engaged in a struggle to the death against several hundred million villainous and black-hearted rascals, the purpose of said war being the protection “of all that we hold most sacred—the purity of Southern womanhood.”


  The more completely Theodore emerged as the romantic embodiment of Southern Colonelcy, the more he also came to look the part. He had the great mane of warrior hair, getting grayer and more distinguished-looking as the years went by; he had the bushy eyebrows, the grizzled mustache, and all the rest of it. In speech and tone and manner he was leonine. He moved his head exactly like an old lion, and growled like one, whenever he uttered such proud sentiments as these:


  “Little did I dream, sir,” he would begin—“little did I dream, when I marched out at the head of the Joyner Military Academy—of which the entire enrollment, sir—the entire enrollment, had volunteered to a man—all boys in years, yet each breast beating with a hero’s heart—one hundred and thirty-seven fine young men, sir—the flower of the South—all under nineteen years of age—think of it, sir!” he growled impressively—“one hundred and thirty-seven under nineteen!——”


  “Now wait a minute, Theodore,” Zachariah would interpose with a deceptive mildness. “I’m not questioning your veracity, but if my memory is not playing tricks, your facts and figures are a little off.”


  “What do you mean, sir?” growled Theodore, and peered at him suspiciously. “In what way?”


  “Well,” said Zachariah calmly, “I don’t remember that the enrollment of the academy had risen to any such substantial proportions as you mention by the time the war broke out. One hundred and thirty-seven under nineteen?” he repeated. “Wouldn’t you come closer to the truth if you said there were nineteen under one hundred and thirty-seven?”


  “Sir—Sir—” said Theodore, breathing heavily and leaning forward in his chair. “Why you—Sir!” he spluttered, and then glared fiercely at his brother and could say no more.


  Is it any wonder that fraternal relations between Zack and Theodore were sometimes strained?


  To the credit of Theodore’s lads, and to the honor of the times and Colonel Joyner’s own veracity, let it be admitted here and now that whether there were nineteen or fifty or a hundred and thirty-seven of them, they did march out “to a man,” and many of them did not return. For four years and more the grass grew thick and deep on Hogwart Heights: the school was closed, the doors were barred, the windows shuttered.


  When the war was over and Theodore came home again, the hill, with its little cluster of buildings, was a desolate sight. The place just hung there stogged in weeds. A few stray cows jangled their melancholy bells and wrenched the coarse, cool grass beneath the oak trees, before the bolted doors. And so the old place stood and stayed for three years more, settling a little deeper into the forgetfulness of dilapidation.


  The South was stunned and prostrate now, and Theodore himself was more stunned and prostrate than most of the men who came back from the war. The one bit of purpose he had found in life was swallowed up in the great defeat, and he had no other that could take its place. He did not know what to do with himself. Half-heartedly, he “took the bar” again, and for the third time failed. Then, in 1869, he pulled himself together, and, using money that his brothers loaned him, he repaired the school and opened it anew.


  It was a gesture of futility, really—and a symptom of something that was happening all over the South in that bleak decade of poverty and reconstruction. The South lacked money for all the vital things, yet somehow, like other war-struck and war-ravaged communities before it, the South found funds to lay out in tin-soldierism. Pigmy West Points sprang up everywhere, with the attendant claptrap of “Send us the boy, and we’ll return you the man.” It was a pitiable spectacle to see a great region and a valiant people bedaubing itself with such gimcrack frills and tin-horn fopperies after it had been exhausted and laid waste by the very demon it was making obeisance to. It was as if a group of exhausted farmers with blackened faces, singed whiskers, and lackluster eyes had come staggering back from some tremendous conflagration that had burned their homes and barns and crops right to the ground, and then had bedecked themselves in outlandish garments and started banging on the village gong and crying out: “At last, brothers, we’re all members of the fire department!”


  Theodore took a new lease on life with the reopening of the Joyner Military Academy. When he first decided to restore the place he thought he could resume his career at the point where the war had broken in upon it, and things would go on as though the war had never been. Then, as his plans took shape and he got more and more into the spirit of the enterprise, his attitude and feelings underwent a subtle change. As the great day for the reopening approached, he knew that it would not be just a resuming of his interrupted career. It would be much better than that. For the war was a heroic fact that could not be denied, and it now seemed to Theodore that in some strange and transcendental way the South had been gloriously triumphant even in defeat, and that he himself had played a decisive part in bringing about this transcendental victory.


  Theodore was no more consciously aware of the psychic processess [processes] by which he had arrived at this conclusion than were thousands of others all over the South who, at this same time, were coming to the same conclusion themselves. But once the attitude had crystallized and become accepted, it became the point of departure for a whole new rationale of life. Out of it grew a vast mythology of the war—a mythology so universally believed that to doubt its truth was worse than treason. In a curious way, the war became no longer a thing finished and done with, a thing to be put aside and forgotten as belonging to the buried past, but a dead fact recharged with new vitality, and one to be cherished more dearly than life itself. The mythology which this gave rise to acquired in time the force of an almost supernatural sanction. It became a kind of folk-religion. And under its soothing, otherworldly spell, the South began to turn its face away from the hard and ugly realities of daily living that confronted it on every hand, and escaped into the soft dream of vanished glories—imagined glories—glories that had never been.


  The first concrete manifestation of all this in Theodore was an inspiration that came to him as he lay in bed the night before the great day when the Joyner Military Academy was to reopen its doors. As he lay there, neither quite awake nor yet asleep, letting his mind shuttle back and forth between remembered exploits on the field of battle and the exciting event scheduled for the morrow, the two objects of his interest became fused: he felt that they were really one, and he saw the military school as belonging to the war, a part of it, a continuation and extension of it into the present, and on down through the long, dim vista of the future. Out of this there flowed instantly into his consciousness a sequence of ringing phrases that brought him as wide awake as the clanging of a bell, and he saw at once that he had invented a perfect slogan for his school. The next day he announced it at the formal convocation.


  It is true that Theodore’s slogan occasioned a good deal of mirth at his expense when it was repeated all over town with Zachariah’s running commentary upon it. The father of a student at the school was one of Zack’s most intimate friends: this man had attended the convocation, and he told Zach [Zack] all about it afterwards[.]


  “Theodore,” this friend reported, “gave the boys a rousing new motto to live up to—earned, he said, by their predecessors on the glorious field of battle. Theodore made such a moving speech about it that he had all the mothers in tears. You never heard such a blubbering in your life. The chorus of snifflings and chokings and blowing of noses almost drowned Theodore out. It was most impressive.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” said Zack. “Theodore always did have an impressive manner. If he only had the gray matter that ought to go with it, he’d be a wonder. But what did he say? What was the motto?”


  “First at Manassas——”


  “First to eat, he means!” said Zachariah.


  “—fightingest at Antietam Creek——”


  “Yes, fightingest to see who could get back first across the creek!”


  “—and by far the farthest in the Wilderness.”


  “By God, he’s right!” shouted Zachariah. “Too far, in fact, to be of any use to anyone! They thrashed around all night long, bawling like a herd of cattle and taking pot-shots at one another in the belief that they had come upon a company of Grant’s infantry. They had to be gathered together and withdrawn from the line in order to prevent their total self-destruction. My brother Theodore,” Zachariah went on with obvious relish, “is the only officer of my acquaintance who performed the remarkable feat of getting completely lost in an open field, and ordering an attack upon his own position. ... His wounds, of course, are honorable, as he himself will tell you on the slightest provocation—but he was shot in the behind. So far as I know, he is the only officer in the history of the Confederacy who possesses the distinction of having been shot in the seat of the pants by one of his own sharpshooters, while stealthily and craftily reconnoitering his own breastworks in search of any enemy who was at that time nine miles away and marching in the opposite direction!”


  From this time on, the best description of Theodore is to say that he “grew” with his academy. The institution thrived in the nostalgic atmosphere that had made its resurrection possible in the first place, and Theodore himself became the personal embodiment of the post-war tradition, a kind of romantic vindication of rebellion, a whole regiment of plumed knights in his own person. And there can be no doubt whatever that he grew to believe it all himself.


  According to contemporary accounts, he had been anything but a prepossessing figure when he went off to war, and, if any part of Zachariah’s extravagant stories can be believed, anything but a master strategist of arms on the actual field of battle. But with the passage of the years he grew into his role, until at last, in his old age, he looked a perfect specimen of the grizzled warrior.


  Long before that, people had stopped laughing at him. No one but Zachariah now dared to question publicly any of Theodore’s pronouncements, and Zachariah’s irreverence was tolerated only because he was considered to be a privileged person, above the common mores. Theodore was now held in universal respect. Thus the youngest of “the Joyner boys”—the one from whom least had been expected—finally came into his own as a kind of sacred symbol.


  In Libya Hill during those later years it was to be a familiar spectacle every Monday—the day when the “cadets” enjoyed their holiday in town—to see old Colonel Joyner being conveyed through the streets in an old victoria, driven by an aged Negro in white gloves and a silk hat. The Colonel was always dressed in his old uniform of Confederate gray; he wore his battered old Confederate service hat, and, winter or summer, he was never seen without an old gray cape about his shoulders. He did not loll back among the faded leather cushions of the victoria: he sat bolt upright—and when he got too old to sit bolt upright under his own power, he used a cane to help him.


  He would ride through the streets, always sitting soldierly erect, gripping the head of his supporting cane with palsied hands, brown with the blotches of old age, and glowering out to left and right beneath bushy eyebrows of coarse white with kindling glances of his fierce old eyes, at the same time clinching his jaw grimly and working sternly at his lips beneath his close-cropped grizzled mustache. This may have been just the effect of his false teeth, but it suggested to awed little boys that he was muttering warlike epithets. That is what every inch of him seemed to imply, but actually he was only growling out such commands as “Go on, you scoundrel! Go on!” to his aged charioteer, or muttering with fierce scorn as he saw the slovenly postures of his own cadets lounging in drugstore doors:


  “Not a whole man among ’em! Look at ’em now! A race of weaklings, hollow-chested and hump-backed—not made of the same stuff their fathers were—not like the crowd we were the day we all marched out to a man—the bravest of the brave, the flower of our youth and our young manhood! One hundred and thirty-seven under nineteen!—Hrumph! Hrumph!—Get along, you scoundrel! Get along!”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 6

  THE BATTLE OF HOGWART HEIGHTS


  Theodore had married the year after he reopened the Joyner Military Academy, and everyone agreed at the time that he had made an exceedingly good match. He went to Virginia for his wife. She was Miss Emily Drumgoole, daughter of a Confederate officer, another plumed veteran of the war who, like Theodore, ran a military school near Winchester. Thus she was also a daughter of the Shenandoah Valley, which had boasted stately houses, courtly manors, and green acres in the days of powdered hair and periwigs, when the wild fastnesses of Zebulon County had been broken only by the moccasin of the Cherokee.


  Yes, decidedly, Theodore had done well. His wife was not only a Drumgoole of the Virginia Drumgooles, she was also a lady of quite considerable beauty, flawed only a little by the unfriendly hauteur of a long, cold nose. She came to Catawba in the role of a disdainful invader, and she never dropped the role throughout the remainder of her life.


  Being a person of considerable confidence and force, however, she did not spend too much time bemoaning the vanished splendors of her past. Her vision was dominated not so much by the thought of what she had lost as by the calculation of what she was now willing to accept. In her cold, sure way, it was never so much a question of what she was going to take as to what she was going to reject. It was in this frigid frame of mind that she came as Theodore’s bride to Hogwart Heights, and settled down there as the glacial monarch of all that she was willing to survey.


  And what was she willing to survey? Well, very little, certainly, from the small precincts of Libya Hill.


  Robert Joyner and his family she was pleased to welcome among the picked circle of her intimates, for he had been a Brigade Commander in the Civil War and the bosom friend of General Jubel Early—and Jubel Early, like herself, came from Virginia. So when Jubel Early or other great ones came to visit Robert Joyner, she would always invite him to call and bring his guests.


  Zachariah was too strong meat for her. She tried to stomach him, but could not, so she coldly turned away. She could not stand his ribaldry and his coarseness. She suspected very shrewdly that in her presence he literally outdid himself in these respects for her special benefit. True, he was a famous man—but in Catawba. He had been Governor of the state—but the state was Catawba. He was now a member of the nation’s Senate—but from Catawba. He chewed tobacco and he spat tobacco juice, he made coarse jokes and uttered words that no gentleman would ever utter—all in the presence of a lady. And although he knew much better, and could speak with elegance and beauty when he would, he often deliberately used the language of a backwoods yokel, mentioning with disgusting relish such revolting foods as “hawg and hominy,” and delighting in crude anecdotes about how his father had gone barefoot and had never learned to read and write until he was forty years old—this, too, before a lady and her friends.


  Miss Hattie Joyner was too much like her celebrated brother in character and plain speaking to find a cordial welcome on the hill. And Rufus, so the lady felt, smelt strongly of his store—a kind of compost of general merchandise, her proud, cold nose informed her, mixed of dry goods and of groceries, and dominated, it seemed to her, by the especial commonness of cheese and calico.


  The Joyner clan being thus disposed of, the survivors of her choice were few. She admitted the existence of Dr. Burleigh and his wife and their three mannish and unmarried daughters. He was a dentist, it was true, and dull as dust, but he had come from Charleston and had good connections. The Randolphs also were accepted in her graces. They were Virginia people, and their family was a good one even there.


  Her standards of selection were as rigid as the law of the Medes and the Persians, and just as incomprehensible to most of her neighbors; but she knew well enough what they were, and she adhered to them to the end of her days. Wit did not count with her, nor did wisdom, charm, grace, intelligence, character, or any other happy faculty with which men are endowed by nature. The only standard that she had, really, was “family.” To her credit be it said that money counted with her not at all. Old Dr. Burleigh was as poor as he was dull. The Randolph fortune was a very meager one. But both of them had “family”—in her own quite definite and restricted meaning of the word. So she received them.


  Mrs. Theodore Joyner presented her warlike mate with three offspring, and their arrivals occurred in a sequence almost as rapid as nature would allow. The daughter, Emma-line, was born the year after her parents’ marriage. Eleven months later the lady rewarded her delighted spouse with a male heir, who was promptly named Drumgoole to perpetuate the proud accents of his mother’s line. The next year she gave birth to her third child, also a boy. The Colonel was secretly a little resentful of the fact that his wife had named the first son, and he claimed for himself the right to name this one; so, after great cogitation and much thumbing of military histories—the only books he ever read—he finally ruled out Hannibal and Quintus Fabius and settled upon Gustavus Adolphus. Mrs. Joyner objected that the boys would call him Gus, but Theodore stood his ground. He pointed out that Dolph had a pleasant sound and was just as easy to say as Gas, and that Dolph would likely stick if the family used it, so that is what they called him. And it became apparent fairly soon that whatever brains and physical attractions these children were to possess would be held in almost exclusive monopoly by the last and youngest of them.


  Emmaline grew up under her mother’s exacting tutelage, a gawky and unlovely girl, preserved from God-knows-what contaminations by the proud isolation of Hogwart Heights. Of her mother’s beauty, character, and personality she inherited nothing except the extravagant snobbishness, as evidenced by the same long, cold nose. In the course of time she was sent off to the approved girls’ finishing school in Virginia, which, then as now, was a kind of elegant country club for Southern maidens—a sanctuary where they could wait till marriage or early spinsterhood claimed them, and meanwhile could fill their empty heads, not with any smattering of conceivably useful knowledge, but with vicious triviality, gossip, and the accepted rituals and mannerisms of their own grotesque, aborted little world. The school was attended by none but born snobs like Emmaline herself, but most of the others were much more personable and far more adept than she in the dreary drivel that has always been held in such high esteem by the professional representatives of “Southern charm.”


  After four years of this, Emmaline was pronounced “finished” and she returned home again, having learned all the accents and vocabularies of the approved mode, but without having found wholly adequate substitutes for a long nose, a flat bosom, and a small, dull mind. At twenty-two she was already confirmed, though by no means reconciled, to a life of unsullied virginity.


  Young Drumgoole, or Drum as they called him, was brought up with the same narrowness of view which his mother had so painstakingly implanted in his sister. From the beginning his father had fondly hoped that the youth would carry on the war-like strain and had envisioned the proud day when he should be a candidate for West Point. And eventually the proud day came, and Drum was sent away into the very heart of the enemy’s country with many fond flourishes of fatherly advice and admonition. But it was all to no purpose. He never saw the conclusion of his first term at the great academy on the Hudson. He was a casualty to the rapid fire of trigonometry. He was cut down- the first charge. He never even heard the booming of the heavy guns upon the distant front of calculus.


  After this, of course, there was nothing left for him to do except to go to Charlottesville and enroll himself among the princelings of the blood at the University of Virginia. Any other alternative was clearly impossible. A gentleman could still attend the United States Military Academy without dishonor, for Lee himself had been a West Point man, but to submit his person to the Yankee degradations of Harvard, Yale, or Princeton was, in the eyes of the Colonel and his wife, unthinkable.


  So Drum was sent to Charlottesville as the next-best thing to West Point. Of his life there, there is little to record save that he finally scraped through and learned “to hold his liquor like a gentleman”—which apparently has always been one of the stiffest requirements of the curriculum at that famous university. At length Drum came home again wearing a small blonde mustache, and was instantly appointed a Major in his father’s celebrated corps, and second in command, the appointment also carrying with it an instructorship in mathematics, trigonometry and calculus included.


  If the life of Drum Joyner was the inner seal and signing of his mother’s purpose, stamped in wax, then molded outwardly to fit the pattern of his father’s wishes, the life of his younger brother, Dolph, was from the outset governed by a purpose of its own. Dolph was one who could have gained and held the coveted honors of West Point training had he so willed, but he would have none of it. He elected to follow Drum to Charlottesville, and his college years showed unmistakable evidence of those qualities which were later to distinguish his whole career.


  It is true, he did not shine in scholarship. It is also true, he made no effort to. He was content to pass acceptably, which he had no difficulty in doing, and to leave accomplishments of profounder learning to his more earnest brethren. It was not that Dolph was lacking in earnestness: he possessed it to a degree and in a way that would have astonished his more solemn-seeming contemporaries had they suspected what lay in his mind and heart. It was merely that he already knew of other laurels which seemed to him far more worth winning than any to be found in the academic groves. He had his vision fixed on larger ends. The world, and nothing less, was the oyster of this young Gustavus Adolphus—this young American with the medieval name—and the world had been the mollusk of his desire since childhood.


  The geography of western Catawba is especially conducive to the stimulation of visions of the earth. Many writers have spoken of the isolation of these magic hills, the provincial insularity of the mountain man, his remoteness and his consequent asylum age from the affairs and doings of the great and distant world. All of this is true. But the effect of early imprisonment in these hills may lead, in some men, to quite another ending. In the little coves and hollows of the mountain fastness of Zebulon County, in the narrow valleys along the rocky creeks that boil down from Clingmans Dome, there may still be found in shack and cabin whole families of people who have never been as far from home as Libya Hill, and for whom the ranging earth beyond the abutment of the mountain at their back is as strange, as alien to all their thoughts and dreams, as Timbuktu. But let the acorn fall on proper earth, or let the lightning strike a chosen rock, and the oak will flourish there, the rock burst forth abundantly with water as it did in Moses’ day, and there will be a prophet there to glimpse a Promised Land as golden in its glorious enticements as the one that Moses saw.


  Gustavus Adolphus Joyner was the proper earth. Gustavus Adolphus Joyner was the chosen rock. And when the lightning struck, Gustavus Adolphus Joyner was ready there and waiting to receive its flash. When he was a child and looked out from Hogwart Heights and saw the distant ranges of the soaring hills, he did not spend much time in thinking of the coves and hollows hidden away among them, or of the quaint and curious world-forgotten people who grubbed and groped there, from whose own blood and flesh and sinew not so long ago he had himself in partial measure been derived. He looked and saw the hills, and in his kindling vision leaped beyond them. His eyes pierced through the mountain wall and swept beyond to daydreams of the golden cities of the plains.


  The very sight of these great hills, under the special enchantments of their weather, the blue haze of their tremendous distances, is like some magic vista of time and the imagined kingdoms of the earth. And there is no place among them that is a better vantage point for this Weltanschauung than Hogwart Heights. From the summit of that hill the eye commands a prospect in which grandeur and homeliness are uniquely and wonderfully intermingled, in which the far and the near, the sense of strangeness and Utter familiarity, are combined in a single panoramic unity of now and forever. Away to the right, miles distant, sweeping up gradually from the edges of the rolling plateau on which Libya Hill stands, the great ramparts of the Smoky Mountains first appear, ranging westward tier on tier until they end in endlessness that carries the vision on into imagined worlds beyond even after the eye can go no further. To the north, east, and south, more intimate, more friendly and familiar, rise the peaks and undulating masses of the Blue Ridge Mountains.


  Before one, and below one, lies Libya Hill, the straggling little town strewn widely on its broad plateau, not always lovely at close hand, but very lovely from the crest of Hogwart Heights. The center of the town, the “business section,” looks ghostly, unsubstantial, and unreal under its drifting plumes of soft-coal smoke. But out of the heart of this ethereal-looking town, coming as swift and clean as a deliberate act of cold, clear purpose, bends a bright band of what, beneath the summer sun, seems to be an arc of burnished silver. In a graceful curve it sweeps out from the town and bears around the base of Colonel Joyner’s hill, then it winds on westward, sinuously but forever westward, till it is lost among the far-flung, blue-hazed mountains. It is a river, just a thread of river, really, when compared to its great brother, the Tennessee, into which it ultimately flows; yet as rivers go in the Catawba hills, where as a rule they are hardly more than creeks, this one is quite impressive. In August, if the weather has been hot and dry, and all the mountain streams are low, the river at this point below the brow of Hogwart Heights will shrink away from banks of cake-dry mud into a mere trickle. But in the freshets of the spring, or later on in June if rains are heavy and a flood comes, the river will quickly swell and rise up to the very flooring of the wooden bridge. At these times one understands why the first settlers gave it the curiously haunting name of Catawba Broad.


  Here on the summit of this hill, bedded in soft grasses, Dolph Joyner lay a thousand times in childhood and traced the shining river’s course as it swept out from the town and wound its way beyond his sight and ken; and with soaring certitude he went on following it, through mountain gorges and deep valleys of verdant coolness, until he came out with it into the imagined world upon the other side, and saw it beckoning on before him in a vision of golden lands.


  If others had known why the boy spent so many hours in this solitude of hill-top dreaming, they might have guessed that the little world of Libya Hill and the Hogwart Heights Military Academy would soon prove too small for him. His father, of course, wanted him to pursue what he had come to think of as “the family tradition of arms.” It was comforting for the Colonel to think that his two sons would join their talents to carry on the school after he was gone. But this was not to be. For, while Drum was as malleable as putty in his parents’ hands, Dolph was made of different stuff.


  Rather small of figure, erect and graceful as a shaft, Dolph was quick and hard in both mind and body, but this quickness, this lean hardness, was from childhood couched deceptively in a velvet sheath. He inherited all of the Colonel’s courtliness of manner without any of the Colonel’s bombast and capacity for self-deception. He seemed to be full of grace and gentleness, and his voice, which was never raised in loudness or in violence, was so pleasing in its quiet modulations that it fell on tired ears or on jangled nerves as gratefully as balm. During his college days at Charlottesville he acquired the nickname of “Silk,” which was to cling to him throughout his life. Silk was a perfectly accurate tag for him. His whole personality seemed to be summed up in that one word. But it was silk around iron. It was silk carefully overlaid on flint.


  The essential quality of Silk Joyner’s character was that he not only always knew the right thing when he saw it, but sensed the right thing before anyone else even suspected its existence. And “the right thing” with Silk Joyner was, simply, the advantageous thing. This was his main concern. His vision of life was utterly utilitarian, and the only utility he recognized was that which applied to himself. He was interested in the usefulness of things and of people only insofar as they could be used to further his own purposes. That suave and courtly figure with the silken voice offended no one unless he had to, but he did not waste himself on useless and unprofitable acquaintances. People who could not help him, who could not profit him in some way, were ruthlessly cast out of his life; but the annihilating act was performed with such smooth courtesy and such winning charm that the luckless victim did not even know he had been kicked out of doors into the cold until he felt the icy blast.


  At college, Silk knew precisely the right people, joined precisely the right organizations, made precisely the right connections. He squeezed the whole university life dry of the last drop of nourishment it could offer him, and yet did not once betray the fact to those who knew him best that he was anything else but the infinitely pleasant, polished, charming, friendly, and rather indolent fellow whom they took him to be. He got his law degree at Charlottesville within two years after his graduation from the college, and he followed this with a pleasant and profitable term at Heidelberg.


  And then, to cap the climax, he did what no one who knew him could possibly have thought he would ever do. But it was the thing he had always had in the back of his head, the thing that his sure instinct told him was inevitably right, so he did it. He came home—home from his travels, home from Heidelberg, smoother and more silken than he had ever been—and announced that he was going out West, to the Territory of Oklahoma. He was that he was not only going there, but that he intended to settle down there and practice his profession and grow up with the country—there in that raw outpost of civilization which, to his mother’s appalled conception, seemed to be as far and wild and grotesquely unfit a place for a gentleman’s habitation as an encampment of Sioux Indians.


  His mother’s tears, his father’s entreaties and objurgations, had no more effect upon his purpose than rain against the surface of a cliff. He had made up his mind to go, and go he did. So for the nonce we leave him there, to return to him a little later. In the interim we can be sure of one thing: Silk Joyner is not going to be caught picking daisies out in Oklahoma. While our backs are turned, he will still be cultivating all the right people and doing all the right things, whatever they happen to be in Oklahoma. He will be fitting his silk purse to the sow’s ear, and, incidentally, making a very good thing of it.


  While Theodore’s children were growing up, an event of considerable importance occurred in Libya Hill which, in its sequel, was to reveal as nothing else had ever done the true mettle of the remarkable woman who had given them birth. The impact of this event upon the town was so electrifying that for weeks and months after the first news of it broke upon the awareness of the natives, they could think and talk of nothing else. Everybody was bursting with excitement over it, everybody was adither and agog over the stupendous implications of it, everybody said it was the best thing that could possibly have happened—everybody, that is, except Mrs. Theodore Joyner. From the first, she was totally indifferent to it.


  In the late seventies, George Willetts, one of the richest and most benefactory members of that mighty tribe of plunderers which has looted the resources of America for two hundred years, came to Libya Hill and, after looking over all the mountains in the surrounding region, bought up a whole range of them, comprising a major portion of three counties, for his own domain. He imported artists, artisans, and architects by the hundred, brought in from Italy and the great cities of the East the most skilled and cunning craftsmen of their kind—a veritable army of masons, carpenters, stonecutters, and foresters—and put them to work creating on his two hundred thousand princely acres the greatest country house that had yet been built in all America—the greatest private residence, it was said, in the whole wide world.


  While everybody in town gasped and buzzed with each new development in this magnificent undertaking, Mrs. Theodore Joyner sat unmoved on Hogwart Heights. From her own verandah, on a summer’s day, she sometimes surveyed the proceedings from afar. Across rolling miles of green plateau she could see from her hill the Willetts’ mansion rising on its hill, a faery citadel of royal marble gleaming white as alabaster against the smoky backdrop of the distant mountains, upborne richly and sustained by swelling masses of green forest. Poor indeed by comparison was Hogwart Heights and the weathered paint of Mrs. Joyner’s old frame house. But Mrs. Joyner sat on her verandah and she never moved. If it ever crossed her mind to draw a comparison, she did so proudly; but what she thought she kept entirely to herself and never said a word to anyone.


  George Willetts could have owned six counties for all she cared, and built a marble palace of four hundred rooms instead of the two hundred and sixty-two that were now under construction. He could have spent forty million dollars for all she cared, instead of the twenty million that his plans were costing him, and her feeling toward him would have been the same. That is to say, she would have had no feeling toward him. For she had heard that his grandfather had once run a ferry boat. That settled it. He had no “family.” He did not belong. As far as Mrs. Joyner was concerned, he did not exist.


  The rest of that small world fairly groveled in the dust before the Willetts’ name. People fought for a better glimpse of George Willetts’ secluded, legendary person when they saw his chrisomed flesh upon the familiar pavements of the town; they pinched themselves to make sure they were not dreaming, so that they could really tell this marvel as a verity to wide-eyed grandchildren sixty years from then. The name of George Willetts and his enchanted domain came to dominate the life of the little town like a magic spell. But through the whole of this, Mrs. Theodore Joyner sat on Hogwart Heights and gave no sign at all.


  It is not likely that the Willetts family cared at first. But the years rolled by, the mansion was completed, the Willetts took possession, and as the whole community save the dame on Hogwart Heights sank before them in the obeisance of abject vassalage, the sheer effrontery of the thing began to fascinate them, then to stun them, until finally it overcame them. As time went on, the word was whispered back into the porches of the Willetts’ ears that the lady on the Heights had totally ignored them, had shown no interest in their great proceedings, had said, indeed, that Mr. Willetts had no “family,” and that she—God save the mark!—the lady on Hogwart Heights, the mistress of a shabby house and of a one-horse military school—would not receive them!


  It was funny. It was unbelievable. It was absurd. It was—it was—it was—great God! it was simply horrible, that’s what it was! It was not to be endured! It had never before happened to a member of the Willetts family, and it had to stop!


  The upshot of it was that there came a day—a memorable, never-to-be-forgotten day—when the Willetts family did what it had never done before. It put its pride into its pocket and went to call upon a total stranger—and to make the circumstance still more incredible, if that can be, a total stranger who had snubbed the Willetts family dead and cold.


  History does not record that on that memorable day the bells were rung backward, or the flags hung at half mast in Libya Hill, or the streets lined with silent throngs, their heads uncovered, as Mrs. Willetts drove through town on her way to Hogwart Heights. There is a rumor that there was a partial eclipse of the sun, but scientific research does not confirm it. Still, everyone who remembers anything about it agrees that it was a day of days.


  The coronation of a king may be witnessed by the populace, but the solemn investiture of the royal robes is reserved for the royal family and members of the most select nobility. Accordingly the full and satisfying record of what happened on that famous day will always be concealed somewhat in mystery. Yet rumor, like a fine and subtle smoke, can insinuate itself through solid walls, and rumor whispers that upon that day Mrs. Willetts got up at the crack of dawn—a thing unknown to her before—and ate the lightest kind of breakfast. Henchmen of the royal preserve, game wardens, foresters, French maids, and such like folk were known to have hinted discreetly afterwards that on this day Mrs. Willetts was not utterly herself. She looked pale and haggard in the mirror, her small, jeweled hand was seen to tremble slightly as she put the cap back on the tray, she is said to have called for her smelling salts and to have taken two sharp sniffs, one more than was her customary average.


  Driving down along the eight miles of lovely road that wound from the mansion to the lodge gates of the great estate, behind a pair of spanking bays, two liveried coachmen perched above her, and two more with folded arms behind, in a princely equipage of which the very harness studs were solid silver, the lady was said to have betrayed the tension of her nerves, the agitation of her mind, by the way in which she twirled the handle of her parasol with one small gloved hand and nervously kept clenching and unclenching the fingers of the other. She swept through the arches of the lodge gate with set and rigid features, and for the first time in her life failed to respond with her customary graciousness little nod and smile to the bows of the venerable retainer who kept the gate.


  These symptoms of internal stress were likewise noted by the populace as Mrs. Willetts passed through the town. At a spanking trot the splendid carriage swept smoothly through the streets on velvet wheels. The sun was shining and the silver harness sparkled like a maiden’s dream. The flowers were blooming, the month was May, the laughter of young children and of lovers could be heard upon the air. All nature wore a smile that day, but Mrs. Willetts did not smile. Her face was rigid and her eyes were blank. Had she been carved out of stone she could not have been more preoccupied, more unaware of all the eyes, the hats, the faces, and the smiles that were raised hopefully to her in greeting.


  The carriage swept smartly up South Main Street, turned the corner into College at the Square, rolled out College to Montgomery, trotted swiftly down the long slope of Montgomery to the bottom, then up the hill beyond and out of town. Dust arose now beneath those shining hooves, dust arose around that shining equipage, around the coachmen and the footmen and the flunkeys; dust swirled up around the fashionable figure of George Willetts’ wife, obscuring her designs and purposes, clouding all her hopes, smothering whatever thoughts she had been thinking. At last the carriage crossed the old wooden bridge that spanned the river at the base of Hogwart Heights and heaved up as it struck a bump upon the other side. It lurched into the rutted and uneven roadway that wound up around the hill to the academy, and then, still toiling and lurching upward, disappeared from sight around a bend.


  Mrs. Willetts finally arrived, got out, mounted the wooden steps to the verandah, and there, straight and cold at journey’s end, stood Mrs. Theodore Joyner. They went into the house together—and the rest is silence. Only Rumor knows what happened then, and Rumor was not slow to tell it.


  They are supposed to have had tea together, and it is said that for some moments neither spoke a word. Then after a long and painful silence Mrs. Willetts remarked that she had heard so much of Mrs. Joyner and had looked forward to this meeting for quite some time.


  Mrs. Joyner, after a perceptible pause, replied: “You are a stranger in this part of the country, I believe?”


  Mrs. Willetts strove to assimilate the meaning of this question, and is said to have gasped a little and finally to have managed: “Yes—I—I—I suppose I am. We have been here just six years.”


  This information was received with another long and attentive silence.


  Finally Mrs. Willetts said: “I—I do hope you will come to see us soon.”


  Mrs. Joyner inclined her head ever so slightly in a gesture that was committal of nothing, and, without answering directly the lady’s invitation, is rumored to have said: “I believe you and your husband are both Northern people, are you not?”


  “Yes—” Mrs. Willetts blurted out—“but my grandmother was a Southern woman.”


  “Of what family?” Mrs. Joyner asked with an accent of sharp interest.


  “Of the Marsden family—” Mrs. Willetts answered quickly—“the Marsden family of Virginia.”


  “Which branch?” Mrs. Joyner asked with glacial sternness. “The Southwestern or the Tidewater?”


  “The Tidewater,” Mrs. Willetts cried out with almost desperate hopefulness.


  Mrs. Joyner inclined her head ever so slightly and said, “Ah!”


  It is not to be supposed for a moment that this “Ah!” was a warm “Ah!”—an “Ah!” of friendly surrender. It was no such “Ah!” as this at all. But it is reported that there was in it just a perceptible relenting into interest, a suggestion that a very mild thaw had set in, an indication that here at last was something that could be taken into consideration and examined seriously.


  “And your mother?” Mrs. Joyner now said, as she put down her cup. “Was she a Southern woman, too?”


  “No,” Mrs. Willetts answered somewhat wretchedly, “she—she was a Northern woman.” Here Mrs. Joyner is said to have stiffened visibly again, and Mrs. Willetts rushed on recklessly: “But she was a Dyckman—a New York Dyckman.”


  “Was that one of the Dutch families?” Mrs. Joyner asked sharply.


  “Yes, one of the very first Dutch families. I do assure you, one of the very oldest Dutch families!”


  Mrs. Joyner said nothing for a moment, then, taking up her saucer and teacup again, she remarked with the first faint flush of condescension in her voice: “I have heard that there are some very good Dutch families.”


  Here Mrs. Joyner sipped her tea, and carefully put cup and saucer down again, and Mrs. Willetts is said to have heaved a long, slow, and quite audible sigh of relief.


  Finally Mrs. Joyner spoke again. “I should be glad,” she said, smiling graciously as she framed the words, “to come to see you when I am next in town.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 7

  A STRANGER WHOSE SERMON WAS BRICK


  Fifty years ago, one of the most extraordinary people in the town of Libya Hill was a man named Webber. In a great many curious and interesting ways which no one could have foreseen, he was destined to influence the life of the whole town. John Webber came to Libya Hill in 1881, and since the story of his arrival there involved the celebrated Zachariah Joyner, it attained a considerable local notoriety.


  It was in the autumn—early October—of 1881. Judge Robert Joyner, Zachariah’s brother, had gone to Millerton, twenty-four miles away, to attend the session of the Circuit Court which was being held there at the time. Zachariah had been in Washington, and on the way back had stopped to meet his brother in Millerton.


  Millerton was as far as the railroad went in those days. The line had not yet reached Libya Hill, but it was under construction at the time. The building of this particular stretch of the railroad was a tremendous job of engineering for those days. As anyone can see who rides over it today, the line winds back and forth with corkscrew bends and hairpin turns for eight miles between Millerton at the base of the mountains and Ridgepole Gap at the crest, some fourteen hundred feet above. It is a beautiful and thrilling ride—one of the most beautiful in America—and there are places where one can see the track below one seven times.


  In 1881, all of this was in the process of construction. The crews were just finishing the grading of the right of way: the tracks were laid, and work cars and shifting engines were already moving over them, but there were no scheduled trains. To get to Libya Hill people had to take the stage. It left Millerton every afternoon at one o’clock and reached Libya Hill at six, which was not bad time considering the tremendous pull and climb of those first eight miles.


  The stage wasn’t much of a contraption judged by romantic or Wild Western standards. It was just a wagon with seats for six people, and it was drawn by two horses. When it rained, the dirt road winding up around the mountainside to Ridgepole Gap became a swamp of sticky mire. And usually, when this happened, the passengers got out and walked.


  On this day, Zack Joyner had come down from Washington on the train which arrived in Millerton at noon. He and his brother had dinner at a place called Crandall’s Tavern, which was a country hotel from which the stage departed. The man Webber had himself arrived on the same train. Zachariah had noticed him, and while they were eating at the tavern Zack commented to his brother on the stranger’s peculiar appearance. Afterwards Webber got in the stage with them, and almost immediately Zack, as was his custom with anyone whose appearance interested him, struck up a conversation.


  The stage had three rows of seats. In front was the driver’s seat, with room for one passenger beside him; behind this and backing up against it was the second seat, and facing the second was a third. There were only five passengers that trip. Judge Robert Joyner sat up front beside the driver, Zack sat behind the driver facing Webber on the left side of the coach and there were two ladies, a mother and her daughter, who were going as far as Ridgepole Gap.


  Zachariah started off at once in his usual way. Webber did not know who he was, but the other people did. In a few minutes he had them laughing at his jokes, and Webber was looking at him with a kind of puzzled grin. Presently Zack asked Webber where he was bound for and if he was a stranger in those parts, knowing full well that he was. Webber answered that he had never been in Old Catawba before and said that he was bound for Libya Hill. Still curious, Zack asked him if he was not “a Northern man.” Webber said he was, and that he came from Pennsylvania.


  The stranger had answered these questions readily enough but had volunteered no additional information about himself, so Zack now asked him if he was on a visit. Webber said no, that he was a brick mason and general builder, and that he was coming to Libya Hill to take charge of work on the new hotel which the Corcorans were putting up on Belmont Hill, in the center of the town, and for which ground had already been broken. Zack had already concluded that the man was a laborer of some sort, for his hands were thick and strong and had the look of having known much hard work; and Zack had also noticed on the index finger of the man’s right hand a horny callous, which Zack now took to be the mark of persistent wielding of the trowel. Even in later years, when Webber became prosperous and confined himself to superintending the labor of others, this callous remained, and one always felt it in shaking hands with him.


  The news of his occupation and purpose was received by everyone with considerable interest and satisfaction. The Corcorans were rich people who had recently come into that section and bought up tracts of property and laid out plans for large enterprises, of which the hotel was the central one. And only a few years before, George Willetts, the great Northern millionaire, had built and moved into his fabulous country estate near by. New people were coming to town all the time, new faces were being seen upon the streets. And now that the railroad would soon be opened, there was a general feeling in the air that great events were just around the corner for them all, and that an important destiny was in store for Libya Hill.


  It was the time when they were just hatching from the shell, when the place was changing from a little isolated mountain village, lost to the world, with its few thousand native population, to a briskly-moving modern town, with railway connections to all parts, and with a growing population of wealthy people who had heard about the beauties of the setting and were coming there to live. It was, in fact, the beginning of their “boom”—a boom which at times was to lapse, to lie dormant, but never to die out utterly until the final explosion fifty years later. People had already begun to learn the language and to talk the jargon with a practiced tongue. Even then one was hearing a great deal about the beautiful scenery, the magnificent climate, the purity of the crystal water. The whole vocabulary of the tourist community was just waiting to be translated into the lush phrases of the professional rhapsodist and the Chamber of Commerce guide.


  Zachariah Joyner assured the stranger that he was coming to “the greatest country in the world,” and enlarged upon the theme in the syllables of the ornate rhetoric of which he was a master. What Webber said is not on record, but it can be assumed from his character that his comment was bluntly noncommittal, quiet, to the point.


  The talk then turned to travel and to railway journeys, which in those days were considerably more complicated and difficult than they are now. Webber remarked that he had come all the way from Baltimore, that the trip had been a long and wearing one, with many changes, and that he would be glad when it was over because he was pretty tired. Zachariah then told a story about “Greasy” Wray, a country lawyer out in Zebulon whom Joyner had appointed a Circuit Judge during his first term as Governor. Greasy Wray had never been anywhere, and when he received his first instructions to hold court in Harrington, a seacoast town four hundred miles away, he was delighted at the prospect of seeing so much of the world and proceeded at once to heed the call of civic duty. He set out on horseback to Libya Hill; then he went by stage to Millerton; then by the Exeter and West Catawba Railway to Exeter; then by the Belmont, Fletcher, and West Central to Sanderson; then by the Sanderson and Northeastern to Dover; then by the Dover and Mount Arthur to Redfern; then by the Redfern and Eastern Shore to Bellamy, where, all exhausted from his three-day journey, he arrived to find the boat waiting. Greasy Wray got on board at once and went to sleep, and woke up the next morning to find the boat docked at its destination. He saw a great crowd of Negroes on the wharf, went ashore and hired a hack, was driven to a hotel, and demanded of the astounded clerk that the sheriff be sent for right away. Fifteen minutes later he welcomed the no less astounded sheriff in his room and said: “I am Judge Wray of Zebulon, and I have been sent here to open court in Harrington.” The sheriff was speechless for a moment, then he replied: “Hell, man, this ain’t Harrington. It’s Baltimore!”


  This story was one of Zachariah’s favorites, and he told it with gusto. He was off to a good start now, and as the stage toiled up the mountainside the stories rolled from him in a swelling tide. Just before the stage reached Ridgepole Gap, the last bend of the road as the team pulled toward the crest, the wheels lurched down into a heavy rut. The two women were almost tossed out of their seats. They screamed, and then, as the team pulled out of it again, one of the ladies turned to Zachariah and, giggling apprehensively, remarked:


  “Oh, Senator! I do declare! It seems as if all the holes are on our side!”


  “Yes, madam,” Zachariah boomed out gallantly and without a moment’s hesitation, “and all the roots on ours.”


  His face did not change expression as he spoke these words, nor his blue eyes lose a vestige of their innocence. But Robert Joyner had to take vigorous recourse to his handkerchief and blow his nose loudly for some time; and when he finally looked back, Zachariah was blandly surveying the landscape, while Webber was staring rigidly out across the side of the stage, and his thick neck and ruddy face were purple.


  The ladies got out at Ridgepole Gap, and from that point on Zack Joyner gave free play to his bawdy vein. He asked Webber where he planned to stay when he got to town. Webber said he didn’t know, but supposed there was a boarding house or a hotel.


  “Well,” said Zachariah gravely, “I usually put up at Joyner’s place myself.”


  Mr. Webber very innocently inquired: “Is that a good place?”


  “Yes,” said Zachariah. “Taking it all in all it suits me about as well as any place I’ve found. You get a good bed and good accommodation there, and Mrs. Joyner’s known as one of the best cooks in these parts. And say—” here Zack looked around slyly, then leaned forward, and, tapping Webber on the knee, said confidentially—“she’s not a bad-looking woman either. As a matter of fact—” again he looked round slyly—“when I go here, I usually sleep with her.”


  It was shameless and outrageous, but it was Zack Joyner, too. One look, however, at John Webber’s astounded face was too much for Zack. He burst into a roar of laughter, in which the driver and Judge Robert Joyner joined, and then he introduced himself.


  Just after this the thing happened. The stage came to a little rise where the road crossed the right of way of the new railroad tracks. The crews were working here. Just as the team pulled up to the crossing, a shifting engine with a string of dump cars came by. The horses reared and snorted, and the driver lashed them with his whip. Then the train clanked past, the horses pulled skittishly across the tracks, the engine whistled—and the horses ran away.


  The team plunged down the mountain road at breakneck speed. The driver clamped his foot upon the brake, the brake rod snapped, and as they neared the bend, Judge Robert Joyner reached over, grabbed the reins, and swerved the team around. The stage skidded to one side and almost overturned, and Zachariah pitched out on his head. Judge Robert Joyner and John Webber bent over him while the driver pulled the team around. His head had struck a rock, and there was a great blue swelling on his forehead. They opened his collar and his shirt, chafed his wrists, and spoke to him. He didn’t stir. Robert said he thought Zack was a dead man, because his eyelids were half open and his eyeballs looked like glass.


  Then Webber got up, went over to the stage, spoke to the driver, reached in underneath the seat, and pulled out a bottle of Glover’s Mange Cure. He came back, uncorked the bottle, bent over Zack, forced the bottle neck between his lips, and poured its contents down his throat.


  Robert said later that if Webber had held a blowtorch to Zack’s behind, the effect could not have been more instantaneous. He did not get up, big, heavy man that he was—he rose up, shot up into the air as if he had been fired out of a gun.


  “Great God!” he roared. “You’ve burnt me up!”


  That was the way John Webber came to town.


  The story lost nothing in the telling that Zachariah gave it, so that in no time at all John Webber became known to everyone as “the man who burnt Zack Joyner up.” And the story typified the man: the stark remedy and the blunt, unspoken way in which he administered it were characteristic of everything he ever did. And, most characteristic of all, as Zack himself was the first to admit, was the fact that “it worked.” That was the beginning of the sound respect that both Zack Joyner and his brother Robert had for Mr. Webber throughout the remainder of their lives.


  Although there was undoubtedly a touch of the grotesque in his appearance, one forgot it quickly on acquaintance, because of the natural dignity—the sheer animal dignity—of the man. For one thing, John Webber never in his life felt a moment’s embarrassment because of the way he looked. He was certainly not vain of his appearance: he was the last person in the world to deceive himself. He would even laugh good-naturedly and say: “No one’s ever going to give me the prize for beauty at the county fair, and no matter—I’ve got to work for my living, anyway.” But he was not ashamed, either. He could resent an insult or an affront to his self-respect as quickly as any man, but he was entirely without morbid sensitivity. He accepted the well-intentioned but sometimes rather crude jokes of his fellows with quiet amusement, and could even turn a joke against a man as well as enjoy one at his own expense.


  The wise thing about his attitude was that he accepted his appearance sensibly and without self-consciousness. “I’m not much for looks,” he would say, “but I’ve no complaint to make. I’ve always had a good constitution, and that was lucky, because I’ve had to work hard all my life, ever since I was twelve years old. I’ve had my share of the hard knocks, I can assure you, and done my share of the hard labor; so even if I’m no parlor beauty I guess I can still be pretty thankful that I was strong enough to stand up and take the hard knocks as fast as they came.” This innate dignity of the man enabled him to keep at all times what other people sometimes lost—his own self-respect.


  Judge Robert Joyner used to say that if Webber had been “an educated man” he could have “gone far in the world”—a statement which he would conclude emphatically by saying: “He would have made a fine lawyer.” Judge Joyner’s only son, Edward, first heard his father say these words when he could not have been more than twelve years old. He never forgot them, and later on it struck him as curious that he should have remembered them at all. Ordinarily a boy of that age is not very much concerned with the merits of the gentlemen who either adorn or might have adorned the legal profession—even when one’s father is a lawyer, and a judge of the Circuit Court to boot. Young Edward Joyner was certainly no different from most other boys in this respect. He was interested in a great number of things at that time, but the law was emphatically not one of them.


  Among the things that did interest young Edward Joyner was the circus. He saw his first circus some six months after Mr. Webber arrived in town, and at the same time caught his first glimpse of Mr. Webber. Perhaps that is why he remembered Mr. Webber and his father’s opinion of him—why, indeed, Mr. Webber and the circus became interfused in his mind forever after—because he would never forget how Mr. Webber helped the circus come to town. From that time on, young Edward Joiner was pretty well convinced, like his father, that John Webber could do anything he attempted, and do it well.


  This great event concerned a very modest version of Barnum’s Mammoth Circus and Combined Shows. Since the last stretch of the new railroad was still under construction, the whole thing had been brought in by wagon across the mountains all the way from Millerton. They even had an elephant named Jumbo, and they had marched him up across the Blue Ridge, too—and it was just like Hannibal crossing the Alps. And as Edward Joyner later remembered it, one of the things he wanted to be at that time, and for a long time afterwards, was the man who sat on Jumbo’s skull and rode up across the mountains; and if he could not be that man, then he was willing to be that man’s man—or his boy or his apprentice—or his valet—or his valet’s man—or to take any office, however humble, that the retinue of such a princely officer could furnish—and then, of course, work his way up from there.


  It was the spring of the year. The snows were melting in the mountains and the river had flooded the bottoms. The big circus vans, coming into town, had mired up on the river road a mile or two away and were stuck there in the mud up to the axle hubs. The circus people tried to get the vans out of the mud. It was a hard job, they had more than they could do, and they sent out calls for teamsters. Mr. Webber had two teams of iron-gray mules which he used for hauling: he rented them to the circus men that morning and came along himself to see that they got handled right.


  It was Sunday morning. The weather had cleared after a week of rain and it was one of the first fine days of April. Judge Joyner and his son had hitched up the buggy and driven out to see the fun, and when they got there it seemed to the boy that everyone in town had come out to meet the circus. They found that part of the circus procession had gotten through all right, but the rest of it was stuck in the mud, with the circus people standing around the vans, cursing, cracking their whips at the big, straining horses, and making no progress whatever. They might as well have tried to pull those heavy vans out of the Everglades. Like Mercutio’s wound, the mudhole in the road may not have been as deep as a well or as wide as a barn door, but it served, and the vans and wagons which had already managed to traverse it successfully had churned it up into something resembling the consistency of liquid glue.


  So the horses tugged and strained, the circus people cracked their whips and cursed, the whole town looked on and marveled—the sunshine and the hills were the same as they had always been in April—and the big vans never budged. At this moment Mr. Webber arrived from town with two wagonloads of lumber and his four gray mules.


  It was the first time the boy had ever seen him. When we are children, our initial impression of a man is likely to color everything we feel about him the rest of our lives, and certainly young Edward Joyner could have had no better introduction to the sharp and strong excitement of Mr. Webber’s personality than he had on that bright morning. Everything about the bizarre situation—all so new and strange to the boy—with the brightly painted circus wagons and the big horses lined up along the road, the shining and enchanting day with every leaf still a-sparkle with the rain, and the rocky river, flooded to its muddy rim as he had never seen it before, rushing along with a full and almost soundless violence, and carrying with it the heavy, wet, and rotten, yet curiously fresh and pungent, smell of vegetation—all this gave to the occasion the thrill of a strange and wonderful excitement, as sharp and piercing as a blade.


  Mr. Webber as he first appeared on the scene was one of the most extraordinary-looking people that young Edward Joyner had ever seen in his whole life. And this, apparently, was also the verdict of the crowd. As he came up, a kind of involuntary snort or gasp of laughter—more of sheer astonishment than anything else—rose upon the Sunday morning air. The little boys giggled, and Edward heard a man behind him saying softly, in a tone of wonder:


  “Hell, I knew they had an elephant—but somebody must have left the monkey cage unlocked!”


  At this remark, almost unpremeditated in its humor, there was louder and more open laughter, a growing wave of it throughout the crowd.


  John Webber stood there on his wagonload of lumber, and, seen from below as the others had to look up at him, he did seem to fit the man’s remark. Although he was somewhat above the average height, being about five feet ten inches tall, he gave the curious impression of being inches shorter. This came from a variety of causes, chief of which was a slightly “bowed” formation of his body. At first sight there was something distinctly simian in his short legs, bowed a little outward, his large, flat-looking feet, the powerful, barrel-like torso, and the tremendous gorilla-like length of his arms, with the huge paws dangling almost even with his knees. He had a thick, short neck that seemed to sink right down into the burly shoulders, and close sandy-reddish hair that grew down almost to the edges of the cheek bones and to just an inch or so above the eyes. His eyebrows were extremely thick and bushy, and he had the trick of peering out from under them with head out-thrust in an attitude of intensely still attentiveness. His nose was short, pointed, and turned up so sharply at the end that the nostrils almost seemed to flare; and consequently, he had an extremely long and simian upper lip. What was most startling of all, perhaps, was the extraordinary smallness—the extraordinary delicacy—of the features when contrasted with the power and weight of the big torso.


  His costume on that sparkling Sunday morning was also remarkable. He was wearing his “good Sunday clothes.” It was a suit of black broadcloth, heavy and well cut, the coat half cutaway, a stiff white shirt with starched cuffs, a wing collar with a cravat of black silk tied in a thick knot, and a remarkable-looking derby hat, pearl-gray in color and of a squarish cut. As he stood on his wagonload of lumber, he took off the hat and scratched his head thoughtfully, revealing as he did so that his sandy-reddish hair was thin on top, with a wide bald swathe right down the center of his skull.


  It was at this instant that the crowd laughed. John Webber paid no attention. One would have thought that he did not hear the laughter, so unself-conscious was the dignity of his attitude, and almost instantly the crowd’s disposition to laugh at him died out. He continued to survey the scene a moment, attentively and quietly, then got down off his wagon and said to one of the circus people:


  “Take your horses out of the traces.”


  This was quickly done. The big horses were unhitched and plodded jangling down the road.


  “Now,” said Mr. Webber to his own teamsters, “unhitch those mules.”


  This was also done.


  “You’d better let us use our horses,” one of the circus people said. “We know how to handle horses.”


  “I know how to handle mules,” sad Mr. Webber. “Give me six of your men and help unload the lumber from my wagons.”


  The lumber was unloaded. In just a few minutes Mr. Webber had shored some stout timbers down into that sea of glue and got his two mule teams hitched up to the leading van; the big mules braced their muscles, strained, and the big van heaved up out of the mudhole and lurched forward onto solid earth.


  Then Mr. Webber began to use the rest of his lumber. In a wonderfully short time, under his direction, the men had laid down a bridge across that treacherous sink, and one by one the big circus vans rolled forward and over it to safety.


  Later, Mr. Webber came over to the buggy where Edward and his father sat, and stood for a moment talking to Judge Joyner. Edward noticed that the man’s good Sunday clothes were now spattered with mud, and that his big hand, as he rested it upon the buggy seat, was also caked with mud; but Mr. Webber seemed not to notice it at all. He just stood there talking quietly, as if such events as this were all in the day’s work and must be taken as they came. Of what was said, the boy had no clear recollection later, except that Judge Joyner made some observation about the poor condition of the road, and that Mr. Webber, after looking at the slough again, shook his head with a short, strong movement, and said bluntly:


  “We have pikes in Pennsylvania that have been good a hundred years.”


  Then he turned and walked away. And Judge Robert Joyner, as he gathered up the reins, said quietly to his son:


  “There goes a very remarkable man.”


  It must have been only a month or two after this when young Edward saw the man again. Certainly it was that same year. Since the cornerstone of Judge Robert Joyner’s old law office bears the date 1882, it is easy enough to fix the time.


  Edward came out of the house one morning about nine o’clock and found Mr. Webber talking with his father in the yard.


  “Now, Mr. Webber,” he heard his father say, “what I have in mind is this: an office big enough for two good-sized rooms, one for my clerk and for any people who may be kept waiting, and one for my private use. I thought we’d put it about here—” he indicated the upper corner of the yard. “That would be, say, about twenty feet across, and about so deep—” he paced off the distance to which he thought the structure might extend. “Now, it’s not going to be anything very fancy. I’m not even going to have an architect draw up the plans. I’ve sketched them out myself, and I think they will do. But what I had in mind was something plain and substantial, and I’d like to get an estimate from you on the cost.”


  “What material do you want to use?” asked Mr. Webber.


  “Why—” Judge Joyner looked puzzled for a moment, then, glancing back toward the rambling gables of his house, with its clapboard covering he said—“something like the house there, I suppose. Wouldn’t you use pine?”


  “No, sir,” Mr. Webber answered firmly. “I’d build it with brick.”


  Young Edward was looking at Mr. Webber when he said this, and now for the first time it occurred to the boy that Mr. Webber was somewhat like a brick himself: the squat figure, the powerful shoulders, the thick neck, the red-weathered face, and the bald head, all had a compact solidity and coloring that suggested that he might be shaped from the materials in which he dealt. To the boy the idea seemed sensational and exciting. Mr. Webber’s words surprised his father, too, for it had not occurred to him to use brick; and for a moment, while Mr. Webber waited stolidly, Judge Joyner was silent. Then, rather doubtfully as if he were not sure he had heard a-right, he said:


  “Brick?”


  “Yes, sir,” said Mr. Webber inflexibly, “brick. It’s not going to cost you so much more than lumber by the time you’re done, and,” he went on quietly, and with conviction, “it’s the only way to build. You can’t rot it out. You can t rattle or shake it. You can’t kick holes in it. It will keep you warm in winter and cool in summer. And fifty years from now, or a hundred for that matter, it will still be here. I don’t like lumber,” Mr. Webber continued doggedly. “I don’t like wooden houses. I come from Pennsylvania”—ah, there it was again!—“where they know how to build. Why,” said Mr. Webber, with one of his rare displays of boastfulness, “we’ve got stone barns up there that are built better and will last longer than any house you’ve got in this whole section of the country. In my opinion there are only two materials for a house—stone or brick. And if I had my way,” he added a trifle grimly, “that’s how I’d build all of them.”


  The idea, once planted in Judge Joyner’s mind, took firm root. So brick it was. Ground was broken for the office within a month, and before the summer was over the place was built and the Judge had moved into it.


  And it’s there yet, in between the corner filling station and the dilapidation of the old frame house, which now functions dismally as a “tourist home.” The old office is still there, squat, blunt, rusty-looking, certainly not an architectural triumph, but living up in every respect to the specifications that John Webber laid down almost sixty years ago. Amid the wreckage of Libya Hill’s recent boom it stands as a substantial survivor of an earlier time, a token that someone was here who believed in making things to last.


  From that moment on, young Edward’s memory of John Webber was tied up with brick. Also from that time on, the appearance of the town began to change, to take on here and there a more substantial look. And John Webber was himself so much the cause and agent of that change that if his whole life story, his epitaph, had to be written in eight words, there could be no better one than:


  “Here lies a man who believed in brick.”


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 8

  THE DEAD WORLD RELIVED


  Young Edward Joyner’s own view of things was beginning to change about this time. Probably it would have changed anyway in the course of events, but because the impressions of boyhood are so influenced by personality, the whole change which was going on in him was always later to be identified with John Webber. Webber arrived in town just at the time when the old order was “yielding place to new”—when new forces and new faces were coming in, when the townspeople’s thoughts and visionings were going out, when the town was first establishing its connections with the world. And because Webber was coincident with that process—indeed, did so much himself to fashion it—he always stood, in Edward Joyner’s memory, as the incarnation of it.


  Later, as he looked back upon his childhood, there was a kind of geographic dividing line which separated his conception of the world into two periods. It was a kind of Before Webber and After Webber time. It seemed to him that After Webber the color of life began to be different. In this time A.W., the world came in. Not only the look of things, but his whole sense of temporal events—his sense of time, the way he felt about the world—began to change. Seen in this perspective, the time B.W. had a curiously lost and lonely look, like the memory of a cloud shadow floating on a hill. Perhaps this is to say that, before, he had been a lost boy in the mountains; now he became a boy thinking of the world.


  And because that earlier time—B.W.—is the harder to recapture, we shall begin by trying to describe it.


  Sixty years ago, in Edward Joyner’s childhood, Libya Hills [Hill] was little more than a crossroads country village. The population was small, and most of the people had come there fairly recently. The “old settlers” were few in number; there were not many families who had lived in Libya Hill longer than young Edward Joyner’s own. There may have been half a dozen other families of similar antiquity—the Blands, the Kennedys, the Duncans, the Owenbys, the McIntyres, and the Sheppertons—they could all be named in a minute.


  This is not to say that any of them were really aliens, or, as the saying went “outsiders.” Most of them, even if they were not native to the town, were native to the region. Nine-tenths of them had been born within a radius of forty miles.


  During Edward’s early boyhood the print of the Civil War was still heavy on the memory of the town. Judge Joyner had been himself a soldier, and while Edward was growing up the boy came to see and know a great many of his father’s comrades in the war. They were coming to the house to visit all the time. They liked his father, as most men did, and, in spite of Judge Joyner’s instinctive and deep-rooted feeling against war, and his reticence in almost never speaking of his own part in it, he had a deep and quiet affection for these soldiers he had known. His son never heard him say a word that could be construed as criticism of any of them, either as a man or as a soldier. Sometimes other soldiers who had been with him in the war would criticise some General for what they conceived to be a strategic or a critical mistake—Hooker at Chancellorsville, Ewell at Gettysburg, Stuart on his raid through Pennsylvania. Yes! there were even times when the sacred name of Lee himself was mentioned critically, his judgment questioned. In discussions such as these the elder Joyner listened quietly, but took almost no part at all.


  His son could remember only one occasion when he did express an active opinion on the conduct of the war. This was once when General Gordon, who was a friend, had been talking about Gettysburg; there was silence for a moment when he finished speaking. Then Judge Robert Joyner turned to him, his square face reddened painfully, and he blurted out: “We could have had it! We could have had it!” Then he turned away and muttered: “The whole truth is we didn’t really want it! ... We didn’t really want to win!”


  Gordon looked at him for a moment with a startled expression, seemed about to speak, and changed his mind. But this was the only time the boy ever heard his father utter an opinion of any sort about the conduct of the war.


  Nevertheless, he heard hundreds of discussions such as these during his boyhood; the soldiers were always coming to the house to visit his father. At one time or another, a good many of the Generals stayed there: Pettigrew, McLaws, Iverson and Heth, Jenkins, Hood, and John B. Gordon, that generous and gallant soldier who stood in the boy’s adoring vision as the ideal of what a man and soldier ought to be. It was a glorious experience for a boy to sit in breathless silence while these brave men talked, to drink the war in to the very limits of idolatry beneath the magic spell of the war’s great men. Their talk was meat to him, their talk was drink to him, the sparkling of bright wine to him! He felt the pulse of it, he breathed the glorious air of it, he felt the singing and the joy of it!


  It was all sweet smells and sounds and sights ... with Jubal Early swinging in his saddle on the skirts of Washington. It was all good tastes and glorious war, like perfumes ... with Stuart’s cavalry pounding up the roads of Pennsylvania. It was the lovely smells of smoking flanks and sweating withers, the glorious smells of sweated leather, the smell of worn saddles, the good reek of the cavalry! And it was apple-blossom smell with troops among it; and campfire smells, and brown-coffee smells, and wheatfield smells in Pennsylvania, and cornfield smells in Maryland, and hayloft smells and troopers up and down Virginia, and all the dogwood and the laurel in the Shenandoah Valley in the spring! And, best of all, it was the acrid battle smells, the smells of gunshot and of powder, the smells of cannon-shot, the sultry thunder of artillery, the smells of cartridges, shrapnel, grape-shot, minnie balls, and canister!


  When these men talked, he saw it all, he felt it all, he breathed and tasted it all—all of the glory, joy, and fragrance of the war—none of its stench and filth and misery. It was not in the boy’s heart to understand the sadness and the sorrow in the talking of the Generals. He never saw the failure and defeat of it, the passionate regret of it, the constant repetition of its bitter and incessant litany of “Why?”


  Why, they would earnestly demand, had someone left his right flank unprotected, when he should have had sufficient warning of the pressure of Hancock’s infantry behind the wood? Why had someone mistaken a picket fence for a line of soldiers? Why had there been a mile’s interval between someone’s line and his support? Why had someone waited from eleven-thirty in the morning until two-thirty in the afternoon to follow up his own advance and effect the total rout of an exhausted enemy? Why had someone not instantly taken possession of the hill, when he must have known it was undefended?


  Why had Jubal Early, Gordon passionately demanded, not followed up the rout of Cedar Creek with one single, crushing, and conclusive blow? Why, when Hancock’s army was in a state of almost total rout, its divisions scattered and its force demoralized, when only a single corps of the whole army was intact—Why in God’s name had Early failed to give the order for capture and annihilation of that corps, and pounded it to pieces, which a few batteries of artillery could have done? Why, when a glorious victory was ours, had he refrained from making it complete, and allowed a vanquished enemy to gather up its shattered forces, and so had let a glorious victory be turned to terrible defeat?


  Embattled “Why?” and wildly-longing “If”—the two great dirges of defeated men! If someone had not acted as he had; If someone had not gone where he had gone, or stayed where he had stayed; If someone had only seen what others saw, believed what others told him, known what others knew; If only someone hadn’t waited, or had done at once what others would have done without delay—“Yes, If,” as Zachariah Joyner said with bitter irony, “If only men were gods instead of children; If they were seers and prophets gifted with prevision and foresight; If battlefields were checkerboards of logic instead of fields of chance; If someone had not been just what he was at the place and moment where he was—in short, If flesh were not flesh, and brain not brain, and man’s nature, feeling, thought, and error not the things they are—then there would never be defeats and victory, there would be faultless logic, but no war!”


  As for the boy, he saw the thrill of it, he saw the glory of it; he never saw the defeated hopes and passionate regrets of it, in these earnest conversations of the Generals. For, no matter what their sorrow, how deep and unassuaged their resignation, the Generals were grand men. Inhuman war had fostered in them all a wise and deep humanity; fatherless death upon the battlefield, a kind of deep and powerful paternity; awful responsibility, a calm and unperturbed serenity, a total fearlessness of death or life, a tenderness toward man and child, and to all living. He heard them talk of another’s error, and confess their own. He heard them question another’s judgment, not his courage. He heard them engage in hot debate and open criticism, but there was no recrimination. They were good men, the Generals. They were not jealous, vengeful, petty, mean, and bitter people; theirs was the grief of grief, the sorrow of irrevocable loss; theirs was the sadness for the shattered past, all of the lost joy and the singing—but there was no hate.


  And to the boy it seemed a good life that they lived then—sixty years ago. He saw and heard them talk, he listened breathlessly to everything they had to say, he devoured every scrap that they had written—memoirs, reminiscences, autobiographies, personal experiences in the war, as well as complex and highly technical discussions about battles and campaigns, errors in strategy, technical maneuvers. As a result of it, his studies in school suffered disastrously. His grammar was a thing of shreds and patches, his algebra was worse than negligible. To his father’s blunt and frequently outspoken disgust, he was deep in “flanking operations” of all sorts, and a “covering movement” held no terrors for him. He had small Latin, and less Greek, but his knowledge of his rear, his wings, his right, his left, his center, and the position of his supporting columns was encyclopaedic and profound.


  He was, as he admitted in his later years, obsessed. He would go for days at a time completely lost to all around him, sunk in a whole dream-world of war, a war in which he played the conspicuous part, a war exclusively concerned with his tactics, his strategies, his battles, his campaigns, his final and decisive victories—for, since he was a warrior of twelve years, his victories were always final and decisive. In all his gory struggles, he never lost a battle, or made a technical mistake.


  In his mind’s eye, and in his war-drunk heart and spirit, he composed entire histories, extraordinary documents woven of a dozen different styles, and cunningly combining the most exciting features in the works of all his literary masters—the cold and dry precisions, the technical analysis of the Northern General Doubleday, the flaming and impulsive rhetoric of John B. Gordon. Like Molière and Shakespeare, the boy took what he wanted where he found it, and, like both his illustrious predecessors, he may sometimes have improved upon his theft:


  “The scene upon our left was one of indescribable confusion. Early, unaware of Hancock’s movements in the morning, and, through an error of his faulty vision mistakenly assuming that a picket fence somewhat to his right and rear was a supporting column of his own troops, had rashly thrown out his left to the very edges of the wood—when the attack occurred. At this moment, when the Southern line was still resting on its arms, a solid wall of flame and fire burst from the wood. At the same instant, Hancock’s right, under the command of Hays, swept out behind the cover of the wood around the flank of Early’s unsuspecting line. Under the murderous cross fire of this enfilading movement and the solid frontal wall of Hazard’s guns, the whole left crumpled like a piece of paper, and was driven in upon the weakened center. The Union cavalry under Pleasanton now dashed from the woods and drove through the thinned and shattered lines, and the rout was complete.


  “It was at just this moment that Lee turned to that young and brilliant officer who, alone of all his Generals, had from the outset of the battle rightly judged the movements through the wood of Hancock’s men.


  “‘General Joyner’ he said gravely—for he was speaking to none other than the famous Edward Zebulon Joyner, the youngest general officer in the Confederate Army, the commander of the famous Iron-Wall Brigade, a stripling in years and in appearance, but a scarred veteran of battle despite his youth, and in tactical judgment and strategic skill perhaps the superior of any other officer in the whole Army of Virginia—‘General Joyner,’ said Lee gravely, as he pointed toward the fatal wood, ‘do you think that position there is tenable and may be taken by our men?’


  “For a moment the young officer was silent. A look of deep sadness and resignation overspread his handsome countenance, for he, better than all others, knew at what fearful cost of men—the men of his own gallant and beloved command—the operation might succeed. He of all men realized the tragic blunder that had been committed—the tragic consequence of Early’s obstinate refusal to heed the warnings he had given him that morning—but no matter what he felt or thought, he masked his feelings bravely, his hesitation was only momentary. Looking Lee directly in the eyes, he answered firmly:


  “‘Yes, General Lee, I think that the position in the wood is tenable and may be held.’


  “‘Then, General,’ said Lee quietly, ‘I have just one other question. Do you think that course the only one that is left us?’


  “The young hero’s answer came this time without an instant’s hesitation, as clear and ringing as a shot:


  “‘Sir, I do!’


  “Lee was silent for a moment; when he spoke, his voice was very sad.


  “‘Then, Sir,’ he said, ‘you may advance.’


  “Without an instant of delay, the young leader gave the order; his veteran troops swept forward, the great attack had begun.”


  This was the kind of thing, as Edward Joyner later on confessed, to which his fantasy was susceptible in the eighties. He not only thought and dreamed volumes of it in his mind and heart—he actually wrote whole reams and packets of it out on paper; and one of the most painful experiences of his life occurred when he came home one afternoon and found his father sitting at his roll-top desk reading a great batch of it. The boy had thought his secret safe, but had very imprudently stuffed the manuscript away in an unused drawer, and the Judge had come upon it unexpectedly while going through his desk to find some letters.


  He looked up at his son briefly, very grimly, when he entered; then, without a word of greeting, he went back to his interrupted reading of that damning scrawl, that devastating revelation of his miserable soul.


  And Edward sat there wretchedly and watched him, as he read page after page. His father sat at the desk, with his broad back turned on the boy, the late light gleaming on the polished surface of his bald head, with only his thick red neck, the angle of his square red jaw, a small portion of his square red face, exposed. Although the boy could not see the expression of that square red face, he did not have to use much of his imagination to vision its grim intensity. And as Edward sat there, staring wretchedly, he could see that red neck turn a redder hue, the red jaw thickening to an angry purple. Near the end of his perusal, which, like everything he did, was most deliberate and thorough—horribly complete, it seemed to the boy, as he watched him read each page slowly and carefully from top to bottom, turning each page face down carefully with a thick and hairy hand when he had finished it—his father began to give utterance of certain harsh, explosive sounds indicative of partial strangulation, and to certain fragmentary expletives which were translatable to his offspring’s tortured ears as follows:


  “‘... flanking operations!’ ... Pah!”


  And bang! The offending sheet would be thumped down on its miserable face.


  “‘... murderous enfilading fire which drove his whole left back upon his center—which crumpled like a sheet of tissue paper!’ ... What damned rubbish is this anyway?”


  Bang! And down went this one on its miserable face.


  “‘... that brilliant and gallant young Commander, the flower of the Confederate cavalry, as he was the pride of their success, whose superb tactical manipulations might alone have served to save the day if only——’”


  This, finally, was too much for him! He banged the offending sheet of paper down upon his desk with a tremendous thump, he raised his square red face, and roared out like a bewildered man imploring heaven:


  “Great God! Whoever read such Goddamned stuff as this since time began?”


  Then he composed himself again, and went back to his reading. Slowly, deliberately, with agonizing thoroughness, he read the whole thing through to the bitter, miserable end. When he had finished, he sat silent for a moment, his thick hands clenched upon the desk, his burly shoulders leaning forward, breathing somewhat slowly and stertorously, like a man trying to think his way through some problem to a laborious conclusion. At last he gathered up the manuscript in his thick fingers, carefully arranged it, put it into the little drawer from which it had come—where the boy had thought it was so safe—and, fumbling in his vest pocket for a small key, locked the drawer. Then he swung around in his old swivel chair, and faced his son grimly and in silence for a moment. And now he took a sheet of paper from his pocket—a sheet which obviously had been crumpled violently in his hand, and at whose telltale and abhorred appearance the boy’s heart stopped beating—and, smoothing it out carefully with his big fingers, he presented it to his son:


  “Here’s your report card. It just came today. Among your other academic victories I notice you got forty-two in history.”


  Then he got up, still breathing loudly, and limped heavily and slowly from the room.


  Edward’s father never spoke to him of this humiliating episode again. One of the greatest elements of that blunt, inarticulate, and desperately shy man was his generosity, the warmth and understanding of his essential humanity. His words could be as direct and brutal as a blow of the fist, but once he had spoken, he was done with it; what was past was past, he didn’t bear grudges, or try to persuade people to his own judgments or beliefs by the ignoble practices of incessant argument, recessive bickerings.


  Nevertheless, he was seriously perturbed by the strength and virulence of the boy’s obsession. By the time Edward was fourteen, he was openly and passionately announcing that he was going to West Point if he could get an appointment. Although the father’s usual comment on this was a scornful grunt, or a blunt comment that “You’d better be thinking of some means of earning an honest living and being a useful citizen,” he was deeply and seriously alarmed. The truth was that Judge Joyner would rather have had his son choose any other profession in the world than that of the soldier; every instinct of his nature, every element of his character, abhorred the whole idea and the life of war.


  “It’s not a life, anyway,” he said. “It’s death. It’s true the finest men I ever knew, I knew because I went to war. But I went to war because I had to go—and that was the reason that the others went. But the reason that you meet fine men in war is because it is fine men who have to go to war; it is not war that makes them fine. War is the filthiest, rottenest, corruptest, and most damnable disease that man and the devil have invented; and because it is the filthiest, rottenest, corruptest, and most damnable disease, it brings out the most heroic and enobling qualities that men have. But don’t deceive yourself; the reason that war brings out these qualities is not because war is good, but because war is bad. These qualities come out in men who go to war because without these qualities men could not suffer and endure it. Sherman said that war is hell; well, he was wrong. War is not hell, war is worse than hell, war is death!”


  He was silent for a moment, his square face reddening as he strove to speak:


  “To hell with death!” he grunted.


  His son pointed out to him, with all the earnestness and persuasiveness of youth, the advantages of getting “a good education” at West Point free of charge, and added that, even though he went to West Point and got an officer’s commission, “I might not even have to go to war; there might not ever be another war.”


  “That would be a fine life, wouldn’t it?” Judge Joyner said. “If that’s all the value you put upon your life, why don’t you just chuck it off the top of Mount Mitchell and be done with it?”


  The boy was troubled and bewildered. “Why? How do you mean?”


  “I mean you’d be doing something just as useful, for yourself and for your country—and at just a fraction of the expense. No!” he shook his head doggedly. “A peacetime soldier is no good at all. He is a parasite, a fool, and his head is about as useful to him, or to society, as a doorknob. ... No! You find good men in an army in time of war; in time of peace you find tin soldiers.”


  He was very scornful of “tin soldiers.” No man was ever more generous or fair when he spoke of his own comrades in the war, but, like Zachariah, his contempt for the military pretensions of people such as Theodore was frank and pitiless.


  Robert Joyner was especially exasperated to see that the terrible experience of the war had taught so many people nothing. His homely character abhorred romantic flummery. He was an intelligent and experienced observer of men and customs, and perfectly aware of a fatal weakness in the Southern temperament—its capacity for romantic self-deception and mythology. The very root and source of his practical and hopeful character was a spirit that would not yield an atom to defeat. He was the type of man who, had his own house burned down, would have begun to build a new one before the smoking embers had grown cold; and, had he needed them, he would have pulled the very nails out of the smoking embers.


  At the moment of Lee’s surrender, he undoubtedly had his plans made and knew what work he had to do, and do at once. When he got home, he began immediately to rebuild his life, and from that time on he never faltered at his task—which was, which always was, the task before him, the work at hand.


  “If there’s a job to do,” he told his son—“and you will find as you grow older that there always is a job to do—for God’s sake, lay a-hold of it, and shove! Don’t shilly-shally, and don’t mess around! That’s the trouble with so many of us now! It’s always been a trouble in the South. I hoped the war would have knocked some of that foolishness out of us, but you can see yourself what has happened, can’t you? God knows, before the war the thing was bad enough—Sir Walter Scott, fake chivalry, fake lords and ladies, fake ideals of honor, fake wooden columns on the houses—everything fake except the plumbing, which wasn’t fake because it didn’t exist at all. And now, look at the thing that’s happened to us. I hoped the war would have knocked all that rubbish into a cocked hat, that the beating which we had to take would wake us up, and that when we got home, we’d start off with a clean slate, make a fresh start. That’s the thing, Ed!” Robert Joyner cried, and smote his big hand down upon the desk. “Get really started! Don’t you realize that that’s the thing that ails us in the South? It’s not the war. It’s not the war that ruined us. Most of us,” he went on grimly, “were ruined long before the war! It’s all rubbish for most of us to talk of what we lost, because we had nothing to begin with. And the real truth of the matter is that we got off on the wrong foot at the beginning—we made a bad start! Why,” cried Robert Joyner earnestly, and brought his big fist down upon the desk again, “looked at it in one way, that war might have been the best thing that ever happened to us—if we had only seen it in the proper light. It gave us the chance to start off with a clean slate—to wipe out that whole fake and shoddy way of life—and to begin anew!—to get started right! And now just see the thing that’s happened!” In his earnestness, he leaned forward and tapped his son on the knee with one big finger. “For every fake we had before the war we have ten new ones nowadays, and each of them is ten times as bad! Some of the people back before the war did have some basis for their pretensions. If they lived in houses with fake columns, at least some of them did own such houses; and although their niggers ate them out of house and home, at least some of them did own niggers. But look at the kind of people you meet everywhere today. You have people talking of the great estates and houses that they lost who were born in shacks and raised on hog and hominy. You find people—like Old Looky Thar!” cried Robert Joyner scornfully, mentioning a local character to whom Zarachiah had given this strange name for reasons that shall presently appear. “You find people like Old Looky Thar—who calls himself a ‘Major’ now, and never even rose up to a corporal’s chevrons. Yes! and tells you of all the land and property he owned, and all the niggers that he lost! You’ve heard him, haven’t you?”


  “‘No, Suh!’” Zachariah broke in at this point, imitating perfectly the exact tone and quality of Old Looky Thar’s high-pitched, cracked, and drawling voice. “‘We wa’nt no common trash. We owned niggers, we did!—We had big estates an’ great plantations, we did!—We were big folks in the community., I tell you!—Why, up to the time I was twenty-two, I nevah had to lace up my own shoes. We had niggers fo’ that kind of work!’ ... Shoes!” roared Zachariah, and banged his big hand down. “Why, damn his soul, that old mountain grill was lucky if he ever saw a pair of shoes before he was twenty-two years old, much less own a pair! And as for niggers, I know he never saw a nigger until he came to Libya Hill, just before the war, for he was born and raised on Thumb Toe Creek out in Zebulon, where niggers were unknown. As we all know, the mountain people hated them. And as for great estates and houses—why, Goddamn his lying hide!” yelled Zack. “He was brought up in a lean-to shanty—he was lucky if he had a corncob—and if he went out in the woods, he had to take a stick along to kill the snakes with! There’s your fine old Southern gentry—Looky Thar!”


  “And it’s not the Looky Thars alone, my boy,” Judge Robert Joyner went on earnestly. “It’s all the people who might do something and who never do—the people who sit around on their behinds mourning the loss of something that they never had. Did you ever hear the scientist’s description of a certain philosopher as a blind man searching in a dark room for a black cat that wasn’t there?—Well, the South is full of just such people—people who sit around and sit around, mourning the loss of something that they never had, or are better off without—and there’s work to be done! A whole new world to build, a whole new life, better than anything we ever had before! ... And ... we ought to be up and doing it. We ought to lay a-hold and shove—there’s nothing to delay us. As old Salmon P. Chase said: The only way to resumption is to resume!’”


  “Well,” young Edward said, “why are you always poking fun at Uncle Theodore and his school? He resumed, didn’t he? He started up the school again just as soon as he got back from the war.”


  “Yes, he did,” his father answered, “but you ought not to resume making a fool of yourself. You ought not to resume tin-soldierdom. You ought not to resume turning out little tin soldiers for a world that has need of men. You ought not to resume training little tin soldiers for a war that has already been fought! That’s like locking the barn door after the horse is stolen.”


  “An occupation, by the way,” Zachariah put in at this point, “in which your Uncle Theodore excels!”


  “You ought not to resume the kind of foolishness and fakery and lying that ruined you in the first place,” his father went on. “You ought to resume being what God made you for—what you were intended to be.”


  “What is that?” asked the boy.


  His father looked at him a moment with his round blue eyes, his own strangely boyish earnestness.


  “A man!” he said. “A fellow who doesn’t whine about the past or groan about what can’t be helped! A fellow who is willing to work like a man—and act like a man—and—be a man!”


  “Like who?” asked young Edward pointedly.


  “Why—why—” his father breathed heavily, craned his thick red neck, looked around from side to side, and suddenly found his answer—“like John Webber! That’s who! There’s a man for you!” And he thumped his big fist on the desk.


  “Well,” young Edward said and laughed, “he may be. But some people think he looks like a monkey.”


  “I don’t care what they say,” the Judge said doggedly. “There’s a man! He goes ahead and does things. That’s the kind of fellow we need!”


  At this moment, as if to remind him that he himself had things to do, the courthouse bell began to ring, and he got up to go.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 9

  THE BELL STRIKES THREE


  Later, it seemed to Edward Joyner that his whole childhood had been haunted by the ringing of the courthouse bell. It got into almost every memory he had of early youth. It beat wildly, with advancing and receding waves of sound through stormy autumn days. In the sharp, sweet loveliness of spring, the bloom of April and the green of May, the courthouse bell was also there: it gave a brazen pulse to haunting solitudes of June, getting into the rustling of a leaf, speaking to morning with its wake-o’-day of “Come to court,” and jarring the drowsy torpor of the afternoon with “Court again.”


  It was a rapid and full-throated cry, a fast stroke beating on the heels of sound. Its brazen tongue, its hard and quickening beat, were always just the same, yet never seemed the same. The constant rhythm of its strokes beat through his heart and brain and soul with all the passionate and mad excitements of man’s fate and error, and he read into the sound his own imagined meanings.


  He never heard it as a boy without a faster beating of the pulse[,] a sharp, dry tightening of the throat, a numb aerial buoyancy of deep excitement. At morning, shining morning in the spring, it would seem to speak to him of work-a-day, to tell him that the world was up and doing, advancing to the rattling traffics of full noon. In afternoon it spoke with still another tongue, breaking the dull-eyed hush of somnolent repose with its demand for action. It spoke to bodies drowsing in the midday warmth, and told them they must rudely break their languorous siesta. It spoke to stomachs drugged with heavy food, crammed full of turnip greens and corn, string beans and pork, hot biscuits and hot apple pie, and it told them it was time to gird their swollen loins for labor, that man’s will and character must rise above his belly, that work was doing, and that night was not yet come.


  Again, in morning, it would speak of civil actions, of men at law and the contentions of a suit. Its tone was full of writ and summonses, of appearances and pleadings. Sometimes its hard, fast tongue would now cry out: “Appear!”


  “Appear, appear, appear, appear, appear, appear, appear!”


  Again:


  “Your property is mine—is mine—is mine—is mine—is mine!”


  Or, yet again, harsh, peremptory, unyielding, unexplained:


  “You come to court—to court—to court—to court—to court—to court!”


  Or, more brusque and more commanding still, just:


  “Court—court—court—court—court—court—court!”


  “Court—court—court—court—court—court—court!”


  In the afternoon, the courthouse bell would speak of much more fatal punishment—of murder on trial, of death through the heated air, of a dull, slow-witted mountain wretch who sat there in the box, with a hundred pairs of greedy eyes upon him, and, still half unaware of what he did, let out the killer’s sudden sob, itself like blood and choking in the throat, and instantly the sun went blood-smeared in the eyes, with the feel and taste of blood throughout, upon the sultry air, upon the tongue and in the mouth, and across the very visage of the sun itself, with all the brightness of the day gone out. Then, as the clanging stroke continued, a cloud-shape passed upon the massed green of a mountain flank, and the gold-bright sun of day returned, and suddenly there were bird-thrumming wood notes everywhere, swift and secret, bullet-wise within the wilderness, and the drowsy stitch and drone of three o’clock through coarse, sweet grasses of the daisied fields, and there beneath his feet the boy beheld the life-blood of a murdered man soaking quietly down before him into an unsuspected hand’s breadth of familiar earth—all as sudden, swift, and casual as this, all softly done as the soft thrummings in the wood. And as the brazen strokes went on, he saw again the prisoner in the box, all unknowing still of the reason why he did it, a stunned animal caught in the steel traps of law, and now, with those hundred pairs of greedy eyes upon him, the courthouse bell was pounding on the torpor of hot afternoon the stark imperative of its inflexible command:


  To kill—to kill—to kill—to kill—to kill—to kill!”


  And then, dying out upon the heated air, just:


  “Kill—kill—kill kill kill kill killkillkill ...!”


  It is doubtful if people of a younger and more urban generation can realize the way the county courthouse shaped human life and destiny through all America some sixty years ago. In Libya Hill the courthouse was the center of the community, for Libya Hill had been the county courthouse before it was a town. The town grew up around the courthouse, made a Square, and straggled out along the roads that led away to the four quarters of the earth.


  And for the country people round about, the courthouse was even more the center of life and interest than it was for the townsfolk. The countrymen came into town to trade and barter, to buy and sell; but when their work was over, it was always to the courthouse that they turned. When court was being held, one could always find them here. Here, in the Square outside, were their mules, their horses, their ox-teams, and their covered wagons. Here, inside the building, were their social converse and their criminal life. Here were their trials, suits, and punishments, their relatives accused, their friends and enemies acquitted or convicted, their drawling talk of rape and lust and murder—the whole shape and pattern of their life, their look, their feel, their taste, their smell.


  Here was, in sum, the whole framework of America—the abysmal gap between its preachment and performance, its grain of righteousness and its hill of wrong. Not only in the voices and the persons of these country people, these mountaineers who sat and spat and drawled and loitered on the courthouse steps, but in the very design and structure of the courthouse building itself did the shape and substance of their life appear. Here in the pseudo-Greek façade with the false front of its swelling columns, as well as in the high, square dimensions of the trial courtroom, the judge’s bench, the prisoner’s box, the witness stand, the lawyers’ table, the railed-off area for participants, the benches for spectators behind, the crossed flags of the state and of the nation, the steel engraving of George Washington—in all these furnishings for office there was some effort to maintain the pomp of high authority, the outward symbols of a dignified, impartial execution of the law. But, alas, the execution of the law was, like the design and structure of the courthouse itself, not free from error, and not always sound. The imposing Doric and Corinthian columns were often found, upon inspection, to be just lath and brick and plaster trying to be stone. No matter what pretensions to a classic austerity the courtroom itself might try to make, the tall and gloomy-looking windows were generally unwashed. No matter what effect of Attic graces the fake façade might have upon the slow mind of the countryman, the wide, dark corridors were full of drafts and unexpected ventilations, darkness, creaking boards, squeaking stairways, and the ominous dripping of an unseen tap.


  And the courthouse smell was like the smell of terror, crime, and justice in America—a certain essence of our life, a certain sweat out of ourselves, a certain substance that is ours alone, and unmistakable. What was this smell of courthouse justice in America? What were the smells of terror, law, and crime in this great land? It was a single and yet most high, subtle, and composite stink: made up of many things, yet, like the great union that produced it, one smell and one alone—one and indivisible!


  It was—to get down to its basic chemistries—a smell of sweat, tobacco juice, and urine; a smell of sour flesh, feet, clogged urinals, and broken-down latrines. It was, mixed in and subtly interposed with these, a smell of tarry disinfectant, a kind of lime and alum, a strong ammoniac smell. It was a smell of old dark halls and old used floorways, a cool, dark, dank, and musty cellar-smell. It was a smell of old used chairs with creaking bottoms, a smell of sweated woods and grimy surfaces; a smell of rubbed-off arm rests, bench rests, chair rests, of counters, desks, and tables; a smell as if every inch of woodwork in the building had been oiled, stewed, sweated, grimed, and polished by man’s flesh.


  In addition to all these, it was a smell of rump-worn leathers, a smell of thumb-worn calfskin, yellowed papers, and black ink. It was a smell of brogans, shirt-sleeves, overalls, and sweat and hay and butter. It was a kind of dry, exciting smell of chalk, of starched cuffs that rattled—a smell that went with the incessant rattling of dry papers, the crackling of dry knuckles and parched fingers, the rubbing of dry, chalky hands—a country lawyer smell of starch and broadcloth.


  And oh, much more than these—and all of these—it was a smell of fascination and of terror, a smell of throbbing pulse and beating heart and the tight and dry constriction of the throat. It was a smell made up of all the hate, the horror, the fear, the chicanery, and the loathing that the world could know; a smell made up of the intolerable anguish of man’s nerve and heart and sinew, the sweat and madness of man’s perjured soul enmeshed in trickery—a whole huge smell of violence and crime and murder, of shyster villainies and broken faith. And to this high and mountainous stench of error, passion, guilt, graft, and wrong, there was added one small smell of justice, fairness, truth, and hope.


  The county courthouse was, in short, America—the wilderness America, the sprawling, huge, chaotic, criminal America. It was murderous America soaked with murdered blood, tortured and purposeless America, savage, blind, and mad America, exploding through its puny laws, its pitiful pretense. It was America with all its almost hopeless hopes, its almost faithless faiths—America with the huge blight on her of her own error, the broken promise of her lost dream and her unachieved desire; and it was America as well with her unspoken prophecies, her unfound language, her unuttered song. And just for all these reasons it was for us all our own America—with all her horror, beauty, tenderness, and terror—with all we know of her that never has been proved, that has never yet been uttered—the only one we know, the only one there is.


  Young Edward Joyner’s interest in the courthouse and the courthouse bell was a double one: the sound of that great and brazen bell not only punctuated almost every experience of his youth, but it also punctuated almost every memory that he had of his father. Since his father was a judge of the Circuit Court of Appeals, the whole record of the boy’s life during this period might have been chronicled in the ringing of the bell. When the bell rang, court was in session and his father was in town; when the bell did not ring, court was not in session, and his father was holding court in some other town.


  Moreover, when the bell began to ring, his father was at home; and before the bell had finished ringing he was on his way to court. The ceremony of his going was always the same; his son watched him perform it a thousand times, and it never changed or varied by a fraction. He would get home at one o’clock for lunch—or “dinner” as they called it in those days. He would eat in a preoccupied silence, speaking rarely, and probably thinking of the case that he was trying at the moment. After dinner, he would go into his office or “study,” stretch himself out on his old leather sofa, and nap or doze for three-quarters of an hour. His son often watched him while he took this brief siesta; he slept with a handkerchief spread out across his face, and with only the top of his bald head visible. Often, these naps or dozes produced snores of very formidable proportions, and the big handkerchief would blow up beneath the blast like a sail that catches a full wind.


  But no matter how profound or deep these slumbers seemed to be, he would always rouse himself at the first stroke of the courthouse bell, snatch the handkerchief from his face, and sit bolt upright with an expression of intense and almost startled surprise on his red face and in his round blue eyes:


  “There’s the bell!” he would cry, as if this was the last thing on earth he had expected. Then he would get up, limp over to his desk, stuff papers, briefs, and documents into his old worn briefcase, jam a battered old slouch hat upon his head, and limp heavily down the hall to the sitting room, where young Edward’s mother would be busy at her sewing.


  “I’m going now!” he would announce in a tone that seemed to convey a kind of abrupt and startled warning. To this his wife would make no answer whatever, but would continue placidly at her sewing, as if she had been expecting this surprising information all the time.


  Then Edward’s father, after staring at her for a minute in a somewhat puzzled, undecided manner, would limp off down the hall, pause halfway, limp back to the open door, and fairly shout:


  “I say, I’m going!”


  “Yes, Robert,” his wife would answer placidly, still busy with her needle. “I heard you.”


  Whereupon, he would glare at her again, in a surprised and baffled manner, and finally blurt out:


  “Is there anything you want from town?”


  To which she would say nothing for a moment, but would lift the needle to the light, and, squinting, thread it.


  “I say,” he shouted, as if he were yelling to someone on top of a mountain, “is—there—anything—you—want—from—town?”


  “No, Robert,” she would presently reply, with the same maddening placidity, “I think not. We have everything we need.”


  At these words, Edward’s father would stare at her fixedly, breathing heavily, with a look of baffled indecision and surprise. Then he would turn abruptly, grunting, “Well, goodbye then,” and limp down the hall and down the steps, and heavily and rapidly away across the yard. And the last thing Edward would see of his father until evening would be the sight of his stocky figure, with the battered old brief case underneath his arm, limping away up the straggling street of the little town, while the courthouse bell still beat out its hard and rapid stroke.


  Judge Joyner often said that, outside of a battlefield, a courtroom could be the most exciting place on earth, because it provided the greatest opportunity there was for observing life and character. And it seemed to his son that he was right.


  When an interesting case was being tried, he sometimes took his son with him. Young Edward saw and heard a great many wonderful and fascinating things, a great many brutal and revolting things, as well. By the time he was fifteen he was not only pretty familiar with courtroom procedure, but he had seen men on trial for their lives. He had watched the thrilling and terrible adventure of pursuit and capture, the cunning effort of the hounds of law to break down evidence, to compel confession, to entrap and snare—the hounds full running, and the fox at bay. And he heard trials for every other thing on earth as well—for theft, assault, and robbery; for blackmail, arson, rape, and petty larceny; for deep-dyed guilt and perjured innocence—all of the passion, guilt, and cunning, all of the humor, love, and faithfulness, all of the filth and ignorance, the triumph and defeat, the pain and the fulfillment, that the earth can know, or of which man’s life is capable.


  Yes, the courthouse in those days was a wonderful place to observe the drama of man’s life and character: not only in the proceedings of the trials themselves, but in the people who attended them—the crowd of “courthouse loafers” that were always hanging round. A good deal of the life of the whole town was here—and if not a good deal of its “character,” at least most of its “characters.”


  Although his father’s house on School Street was just a few blocks from the courthouse on the Square—so near, in fact, that he could be in court before the bell had finished with its brazen ringing—in those days they would pass a large part of the town’s population in the course of that short journey. Every step of their way was punctuated by greetings, such as “Hello, Judge,” or [“]Good morning, Judge,” or “Good afternoon”—and his father’s brief, grunted-out replies as he limped along:


  “’Lo, Sam.”


  “Morning, Jim.”


  “Day, Tom.”


  He was a good walker in spite of his limp, and, when in a hurry, he could cover ground fast—so fast, indeed, that the boy had to “stir his stumps” to keep abreast of him.


  Arrived at the courthouse, they were greeted by the usual nondescript conglomeration of drawling countryfolk, tobacco-chewing mountaineers, and just plain loafers who made the porches, steps, and walls of the old courthouse their club, their prop, their stay, their fixed abode—and almost, it seemed to the boy, their final resting place. Certainly some of them were, in his father’s phrase, “as old as God,” and had been sitting on the courthouse steps, or leaning against the courthouse walls, longer than most people could remember.


  Chief among these ancient sons of leisure—he was, by tacit consent, generally considered chief of them—was the venerable old reprobate who was always referred to, when his back was turned, as “Looky Thar.” Zachariah Joyner had given him that title, and it stuck forever after, chiefly because of its exceeding fitness. Looky Thar’s real name was Old Man Purtle. Although he called himself Major Purtle, and was generally addressed as “Major” by his familiars, friends, and acquaintances, the title was self-bestowed, and had no other basis in fact or actuality.


  Old Looky Thar had been a soldier in the war, and, in addition to the loss of a leg, he had suffered a remarkable injury which had earned for him his irreverent and flippant name. This injury was a hole in the roof of his mouth, “big enough to stick your hull fist through,” in Looky Thar’s own description of its dimensions, the result of an extraordinary shrapnel wound which had miraculously spared his life, but had unfortunately not impaired his powers of speech. He was one of the lewdest, profanest, dirtiest-minded old men that ever lived, and his obscenities were published in a high, cracked falsetto and accompanied by a high, cracked cackle, easily heard by people one hundred yards away.


  He was, if anything, prouder of that great hole in his mouth than he was of his wooden leg; he was, in fact, more pleased about it than he would have been over election to the Legion of Honor. That hole in the roof of his mouth not only became the be-all and the sufficient reason for his right to live; it became the be-all for his right to loaf. The hole in the roof of his mouth justified him in everything he said or thought or felt or did, for he apparently believed that it gave to all his acts and utterances a kind of holy and inspired authority, a divine and undebatable correctness. If anyone had the effrontery—was upstart enough—to question any of Looky Thar’s opinions (and his opinions were incessant and embraced the universe), whether on history, politics, religion, mathematics, hog raising, peanut growing, or astrology, he might look forward to being promptly, ruthlessly, and utterly subdued—discomfited—annihilated—put in his place at once by the instant and infallible authority of Old Looky Thar’s chief “frame of reference”—the huge hole in the roof of his mouth.


  It did not matter what the subject was, what the occasion, what the debate; Old Looky Thar might argue black was white or top was bottom, that the earth was flat instead of round; whatever his position, everything he said or thought —was right, because he said it, because a man who had a big hole in the roof of his mouth could never possibly be wrong in anything.


  On these occasions, whenever he was questioned or opposed in anything, his whole demeanor would change in the wink of an eye. In spite of his wooden leg he would leap up out of his old split-bottomed chair as quick as a monkey, and so angry that he punctuated almost every word by digging the end of his wooden peg into the earth with vicious emphasis. Then, opening his horrible old mouth so wide that one wondered how he would ever get it closed again, exposing a few old yellow fangs of teeth, he would point a palsied finger at the big hole in his mouth, and, in a high, cracked voice that shook with passion, scream:


  “Looky thar!”


  “I know, Major, but——”


  “You know!” Old Looky Thar would sneer. “Whut do you know, sir?—a miserable little upstart that don’t know nothin’ trying’ [trying] to talk back to a man that went all through the Wah an’ come out of it with this! Looky thar!”


  And, stretching his mouth open until one could hear his jaws crack, he would point a trembling finger at the all-embracing hole again.


  “I know, Major—I can see that hole all right. But the argument was whether the earth was round or flat, and I say it’s round!”


  “You say it’s round!” sneered Looky Thar. “Whut do you know about it, sir? How do you know whether it’s round or flat—a little two-by-fo’ snotnose like you that ain’t been nowhere, an ain’t seen nothin’ yet! You—talkin’ back to a man that’s fit all up an’ down Virginy an’ that’s got a hole in the roof of his mouth big enough to stick your hull fist through! Looky thar!”


  And once more he would dig viciously into the earth with his wooden peg, crank his jaws wide open, and point to the all-justifying hole with a palsied but triumphant hand.


  If not opposed in any way, Old Looky Thar was amiable enough, and would talk endlessly and incessantly to anyone within hearing distance who might have leisure or the inclination to listen to unending anecdotes about his experiences in war, in peace, with horses, liquor, niggers, men, and women—especially with women. His alleged relations with the female sex were lecherously recounted in a high, cracked voice, punctuated by bursts of bawdry, all audible a hundred yards away.


  Judge Robert Joyner loathed him. Looky Thar represented everything he hated most—shiftlessness, ignorance, filth, lechery, and professional veteranism. But hate, loathing, anger, or contempt were not sufficient to prevail over Old Looky Thar; he was a curse, a burden, and a cause of untold agony, but he was there in his split-bottomed seat against the courthouse porch, and there to stay—a burden to be suffered and endured.


  Every time Judge Joyner went to court, he always glanced up quickly as he came up the courthouse steps to see if Looky Thar was there—as if he hoped some merciful act of Providence had taken him away. But Looky Thar was always there. Fire, famine, floods, and pestilence could devastate the earth—but Looky Thar remained. He could always be heard endlessly relating his war experiences to the courthouse loafers. And as the Judge limped up the steps, and the loafers would obsequiously and with scrambling haste remove their sprawling, drawling carcasses out of his way, Old Looky Thar was always there to greet young Edward’s father. It was a form of greeting which his father especially loathed.


  Although Old Looky Thar could pop up from his chair as quick and nimble as a monkey when he was mad, and someone had opposed him, when he greeted the Judge he became the aged and enfeebled veteran, crippled from his wounds, but resolved at the cost of no matter how much suffering to make a proper and respectful salutation to his honored chief. If it had not been for the intense embarrassment and angry suffering which this spectacle cost the Judge each time he was compelled to witness and endure it, the absurd show which this old reprobate put on would have been a most amusing one. As it was, it was a remarkable exhibition, even to one who was not familiar with the hypocrisy behind it.


  At Judge Joyner’s approach, Old Looky Thar—who would have been regaling his tobacco-chewing audience with tall tales of “how we fit ’em up and down Virginy”—would cease talking suddenly, tilt his chair forward to the ground, place his palsied hands upon the arms of the chair, and claw frantically and futilely at the floor with his wooden stump, all the time grunting, groaning, and almost sobbing for breath, like a man at the last gasp of his strength, but resolved to do or die at any cost. Then he would pause, and, still panting heavily for breath, would gasp out in a voice mealy with hypocrisy and assumed humility:


  “Boys, I’m shamed to have to ask fer help, but I’m afraid I got to! Here comes the Judge an’ I got to get up on my feet. Will one of you fellers lend a hand?”


  Of course a dozen sympathetic hands were instantly available to pull and hoist Old Looky Thar erect. He would stagger about drunkenly and claw frantically at the floor with his wooden leg in an effort to get his balance, catch hold of numerous shoulders to steady himself, and then, with a magnificent show of concentrated purpose, he would bring his arm up slowly to the salute. It was the most florid salute imaginable, the salute of a veteran of the Old Guard acknowledging the presence of the Emperor at Waterloo.


  There were times when young Edward was afraid his father was going to strangle the brave veteran. The elder Joyner’s face would redden to the hue of a large and very ripe tomato, the veins of his neck and forehead would swell up like whipcording, his big fingers would work convulsively for a moment into his palms while he glared at Looky Thar, then, without a word, he would turn and limp away into the courthouse.


  To his son, however, he would unburden himself of his feelings, which, though briefly expressed, were violent and explosive.


  “There’s one of your famous veterans,” he growled. “Four years in war, and he’ll spend the next forty years on his hind end! There’s a fine old veteran for you!”


  “Yes, father,” the boy protested, “but the man has got a wooden leg.”


  His father stopped abruptly and faced him, his square face reddened painfully as he fixed his son with the earnest, boyish look of his blue eyes.


  “Listen to me, my boy,” he said very quietly, and tapped him on the shoulder with a peculiar and extraordinarily intense gesture of conviction. “Listen to me. His wooden leg has nothing to do with it. He is simply a product of war, an example of what war does to eight men out of ten. Don’t drag his wooden leg into it. If you do, it will blind you with false pity and you’ll never be able to see the thing straight. Then you’ll be as big a sentimental fool as he is.”


  Young Edward stared at him, too astonished to say anything, and not knowing what reply to make to what seemed to him at the moment one of the most meaningless remarks he had ever heard.


  “Just remember what I tell you,” his father went on, slowly and impressively. “A wooden leg is no excuse for anything.”


  Then, his face very red, he turned and limped heavily and rapidly away into his courtroom, leaving his son staring in gap-mouthed astonishment at his broad back, wondering what on earth such an extraordinary statement of opinion could mean.


  He was soon to find out.


  [¬]


  CHAPTER 10

  THE LOST DAY


  Young Edward grew up in what the historian has so often called “the dark period of Reconstruction,” yet he remembered his boyhood as a happy time.


  He had a good life in the eighties. As he looked back upon it later, it seemed to him that their little world, their little town, was full of life and hope and growth. They escaped, almost totally, the kind of apathy and desolation of which a great part of the South was victim.


  People did not feel the sadness of the war so much in Libya Hill. As Judge Joyner said, they had not had much to lose before the war, so there was not so much later to regret. The mountain people had never been wealthy. They had not been slave owners. They were a backwoods folk—a small-farm, hunting, hewing, clearing, trapping, and log-cabin sort of people. In many of the mountain counties, Negroes were unknown before the war; many mountaineers had never seen a Negro before the war broke out.


  Even in Libya Hill it is doubtful if there were more than half a dozen people who had owned slaves. Old Captain Duncan had had by far the most—some forty or fifty Negroes: he owned a great deal of land and had a sawmill, and he had used them there. The Blands had had a few slaves. Zack Joyner may have had half a dozen, and Robert three. Perhaps there were a few more families scattered here and there who had owned a slave or two apiece, but such families were rare.


  Thus, since western Catawba did not belong to the rich cotton- and tobacco-growing, plantation-owning, and slave-holding South, its losses from the war were less than they otherwise would have been. Libya Hill, in face, was still an undeveloped, almost pioneer community. The wilderness of the Blue Ridge Mountains surrounded it and had cut it off from the main lines of development that had been going on in the other regions of the South. Its growth was still to come.


  So, as far as young Edward’s own life and that of his immediate family were concerned, the business of living in the eighties was an interesting and hopeful experience. Although they were very far from being rich, their circumstances were a good deal more comfortable and secure than those of most of their neighbors. Edward’s father had his judge’s salary—a modest one—and a little money coming in from rents. Besides, he owned the old house on School Street, the land on which it stood having been inherited from his father, as well as a place six miles out of town, also a part of old Bear Joyner’s holdings. This last was farmed and lived on by a tenant, but the family went there in the summer. All told, they had some three thousand dollars a year to live on, in addition to owning these two places. It was no affluence, but it was a good deal of money in the South in the 1880’s.


  More important than all this, Judge Joyner, like John Webber, was what was known as “a forward-looking man” (this was probably the real basis for their friendship), and the atmosphere around the house, as around everything with which young Edward’s father had to do, was busy, cheerful, and hospitable. Someone was always paying them a visit; someone was always staying with them; someone was always coming or going. This gave to their life a perpetual atmosphere of eager preparation and expectancy, with all the accompanying bustle of arrivals and departures, the joy of greetings and the fond regretfulness of farewells.


  And, as we have seen, the town itself was stirring at that time with its first delicious pangs of growth, of bursting from its shell. Edward Joyner, like all the rest, shared the feeling of agreeable excitement and elation, the sense of sparkling things that lay ahead. It was in the air.


  As a sign and symbol of their golden future, the railroad was coming up the mountain. People waited for its coming with eagerness and a buoyant impatience. And at last the great day came. The last rail was laid, the last spike driven, and Edward Joyner would never forget the carnival exhilaration of that day in April, 1884, when old Captain Billy Joslin brought his engine, “Puffing Billy,” around the bend and down the rails into the station, its brass bell clanging, its whistle tooting, the whole thing festooned with bright bunting, to be welcomed by every man, woman, and child in town with loud cheers and yelling jubilation.


  And young Edward, as he stood beside his father and his mother on the platform, did not know it at the time, but he realized later that with that puffing little engine the world came in.


  Not long after this event, and only a few months after his father had spoken so mysteriously about Old Looky Thar, the boy was in the study late one afternoon and his nose was buried in a book. He was reading an account of the Battle of Spotsylvania by one of the Generals in Hancock’s command who had been present at the fight. He had finished reading a description of the first two movements of that bloody battle—Hancock’s charge upon the Confederate position, and the thrilling countercharge of the Confederate troops—and was now reading about the final movement—the hand-to-hand fighting over the earth embankment, a struggle so savage and prolonged that, in the words of this officer, “almost every foot of earth over which they fought was red with blood.” Suddenly he came upon this passage:


  There have been other battles of the war in which more troops were engaged, the losses greater, the operations carried on in a more extensive scale, but in my own estimation there has been no fighting in modern times that was as savage and destructive as was the hand-to-hand fighting that was waged back and forth over the earth embankment there at Spotsylvania in the final hours of the battle. The men of both armies fought toe to toe; the troops of both sides stood on top of the embankment firing point-blank in the faces of the enemy, getting fresh muskets constantly from their comrades down below. When one man fell, another from below sprang up to take his place. No one was spared, from private soldier up to Captain, from Captain to Brigade Commander. I saw general officers fighting in the thick of it, shoulder to shoulder with the men of their own ranks; among others, I saw Joyner among his gallant mountaineers firing and loading until he was himself shot down and borne away by his own men, his right leg so shattered by a minie ball that amputation was imperative. ...


  Something blurred and passed across the eyes of the boy, and suddenly all of the gold and singing had gone out of the day. He got up and walked out of the study, and down the hallway, holding the book open in his hand. When he got to the sitting room he saw his mother there. She glanced up placidly, then looked at him quickly, startled, and got up, putting her sewing things down upon the table as she rose.


  “What is it? What’s the matter with you?”


  He walked over to her, very steadily, but on legs which felt as light and hollow as a cork.


  “This book,” he mumbled and held the page up to her, pointing at the place—“this book—read what it says here.”


  She took it quickly, and read. In a moment she handed it back to him, and her fingers shook a little, but she spoke calmly:


  “Well?”


  “What the books says—is that father?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Then,” he said, staring slowly at her and swallowing hard, “does that mean that father——”


  And suddenly, he saw that she was crying; she put her arms around his shoulders, as she answered:


  “My dear child, your father is so proud, and in some ways a child himself. He wouldn’t tell you. He could not bear to have his son think that his father was a cripple.”


  And all at once the boy remembered what his father had once said to him; and knew what he had meant.


  A cripple!


  Fifty years and more have passed since then, but every time the memory returned to Robert Joyner’s son, the vision blurred, and something tightened in the throat, and the gold and singing passed out of the sun as it did on that lost day in spring, long, long ago.


  A cripple—he, a cripple!


  He could see the bald head and red face, the stocky figure limping heavily away to court ... and hear the fast, hard ringing of the bell ... and remember Looky Thar, the courthouse loafers, and the people passing ... the trials, the lawyers, and the men accused ... the soldiers coming to the house ... the things they talked of and the magic that they brought ... and his war-young heart boy-drunk with dreams of war and glory ... the splendid Generals, and his father so unwarlike, as he thought ... and the unworthiness of his romantic unbelief ... to see that burly and prosaic figure as it limped away toward court ... and tried to vision him with Gordon in the Wilderness ... or charging through the shot-torn fields and woods at Gettysburg ... or wounded, sinking to his knees at Spotsylvania ... and failing miserably to see him so; and, boylike, failing to envision how much of madness or of magic even brick-red faces and bald heads may be familiar with ... down the Valley of Virginia more than seventy years ago.


  But a cripple?—No! no cripple. One of the strongest, straightest, plainest, most uncrippled men his son would ever know.


  Half a century has gone since then, but when Robert Joyner’s son would think of that lost day, it would all come back ... the memory of each blade, each leaf, each flower ... the rustling of each leaf and every light and shade that came and went against the sun ... the dusty Square, the hitching posts, the mules, the ox-teams, and the horses, the hay-sweet bedding of the country wagons ... the courthouse loafers ... and Old Looky Thar ... and Webber’s mule teams trotting across the Square ... each door that opened ... and each gate that slammed ... and everything that passed throughout the town that day ... the women sitting on the latticed porches of their brothels at the edge of “Niggertown” ... the whores respiring in warm afternoon, and certain only of one thing—that night would come! ... and all things known, as well as things unseen, a part of his whole consciousness ... a little mountain town down South one afternoon in May some fifty years ago ... and time passing like the humming of a bee ... time passing like the thrumming in a wood ... time passing as cloud shadows pass above the hill-flanks of the mountain meadows, or like the hard, fast pounding of the courthouse bell. ...


  And now, his father dead, and long since buried, who limped his way to court and who had been to Gettysburg ... another man since dead and buried with the gorilla arm-length of an ape. ...


  And time still passing ... passing like a leaf ... time passing, fading like a flower ... time passing like a river flowing ... time passing ... and remembered suddenly, like the forgotten hoof and wheel. ...


  Time passing as men pass who never will come back again ... and leaving us, Great God, with only this ... knowing that this earth, this time, this life, are stranger than a dream.


  [¬]


  thomas wolfe


  THE GOOD CHILD’S RIVER


  The University of North Carolina Press, Suzanne Stutman, ed., 1991


  
    By night on my bed I sought him whom my soul loveth:


    I sought him, but I found him not.

  


  [The text follows the first edition.]


  
    THE GOOD CHILD’S RIVER


    [¬]


    I · The Time That Is Lovely


    II · [My Cousin Robert]


    III · [My Father on Tour]


    IV · [A Baby Is Born]


    V · My Father’s Youth


    VI · The Three Sisters


    VII · Esther


    VIII · White Fokes

  


  I

  THE TIME THAT IS LOVELY


  “Long, long into the night I lay—”


  (One!)


  “Long, long into the night I lay awake—”


  (Two!)


  “Long, long into the night I lay awake, thinking how I should tell my story!”


  (One, two, three, four! One, two, three, four!)


  Time!


  O, there are bells and that is time:


  What time is that?


  That was the half hour that the bells were striking,


  And that was time, time, time.


  And that was time, dark time. Yes, that was time, time that dark hangs above our heads in lovely bells.


  Time. You hang time upon great bells in a tower, you keep time ticking in a delicate pulse upon your wrist, you imprison time within the small coiled wafer of a watch, and each man has his own, a separate, time.


  One!


  Now in the dark I hear the boats there in the river.


  Two!


  Now I can hear the great horns blowing in the river. Great horns are baying in the harbor’s mouth, great horns are lowing in the gulf of night, great ships are putting out to sea.


  They call! Ships call! The great ships call!


  Hark, then: Hear you now! O hark!


  The river is a tide of moving waters; by night it floods the pockets of the Earth. By night it drinks strange time, dark time; by night the river drinks proud potent tides of strange dark time. By night the river draws the tides, proud potent tides of time’s dark waters that with champ and lift of teeth, with lapse and reluctivity of their breath, fill with a kissing glut the sockets of the land. Sired by the horses of the sea, maned with the dark: they come.


  They come! The great night horsemen come! And the horses of sleep are galloping over the land.


  Great whistles blow there. Can you not hear great whistles blow there?


  (O now I hear the whistles blowing on the river:)


  And there are ships there. Do you not hear the ships there?


  (O now great ships are going down the river! O now great ships are putting out to sea!)


  A harness of light ships is on the water. A thunder of faint hooves is on the land!


  And there is time there! Do you not hear dark time there?


  (O now I hear dark time there! Strange time, dark tragic time there! O now I hear dark time, strange time, the dark, the moving tide of time as it flows down the river! And in the night time, in the dark there, in all the sleeping silence of the Earth, I hear the river, the rich immortal river, full of its strange dark time. Full with the pulse of time it flows there, full with the pulse of all men living, sleeping, dying, waking, it will flow there, full with the dark and secret moments of our lives it flows there, in the day time, in the dark, drinking with ceaseless glut the land, mining into its tides the earth as it mines the hours and moments of our life into its tides, moving against the sides of ships, foaming about piled crustings of old wharves, sliding like time and silence by vast cliffs of cities, girdling the isle of life with moving waters—thick with the wastes of earth, dark with our stains, and heavied with our dumpings: rich, rank, beautiful, and unending as all life, all living, as it flows by us, by us, by us, to the sea!)


  —


  There, tell me; tell me, there. Where is lost time now? Where are lost ships, lost faces, and lost love? Where is the lost child now? Did no one see her as the tangled shipping? Did no one see her by light waters? By proud cleavages of forgotten ships at Counties Slip, by forgotten fume-flows of light smoke above Manhattan? Lost? Did no one speak to her? Ah, please! Can no one find her, hold her, keep her—bring her back to me? Gone? Just for a moment, I beseech you, just for a moment out of measured, meted, and unmindful time.


  Gone? Then is she lost? Can no one bring me back a child? Why should a dog, a horse, a rat bare lips—at “them”—You’ll build great engines yet and taller towers, our dust will tremble to far greater wheels; have you no engines then to bring back sixty seconds of lost time?


  Then she is lost.


  —


  And once upon a time there was a tiny little girl, and she was a might pretty sweet little girl, too, and she was awfully smart, she learned to write before she was six years old, and she used to write her dear uncles John and Fred letters and they were great fat fellows, God! how those fellows could eat! the very best of everything was just about good enough for them, and they simply adored her, and she used to call them her Dere Uncle Honeys: We have a Dog called Roy and he is swete but Bella says he is also messy Sister is lerning to talk and she can now say everything and I am taking french lessons and the tetcher says I can now talk it good I am awfuely smart and good and I think of my dere Uncle Honeys all the time wel that is all Sister sends luv and we know our dere Uncle Honeys will not forget us and will bring something luvly yore darling litel Esther.


  —


  O, but that must have been much later after we came back; yes, I think it must have been a year or two later because all I can remember before is a big boat that went up and down and Mama got awfully sick, God, she was white, I got so frightened and began to cry, and Daddy was so lovely: he brought her champagne, I heard him say, “Here, drink this, you’ll feel better,” and she said, “O, I can’t, I can’t!” But she did, everyone always did what he wanted them to do; and I had a nurse called Miss Crampton—isn’t that a funny name to have?—and at first we lived behind the museum in Gower Street, then later we were in Tavistock Square, and the milkman had a little cart that he pushed before him and he made a funny noise in his throat, and every morning when he came by they let me go out and sit upon the curb and wait for him, and the sun was like old gold and murky looking, and I gave the man some money, two or three pennies and he said in a loud voice, “There you are, Miss, fresh as a dyesy,” and he gave me a tiny little bottle of cream and I drank it all right there before him, and gave him back the bottle—God! I was proud, I think I was about three or four years old; and then when I asked Daddy why cream cost so much more than milk he said “Because it’s so hard for the cow to sit down on those little bottles,” and O! I thought that was so wonderful I couldn’t stop thinking about it, and Mama told him he ought to be ashamed of himself talking to a child like that, but there was something so wonderful about him, I believed everything he said.


  Then later Daddy was away on a tour with [Richard] Mansfield and Mama went with him and they left me with Auntie May: she had a house in Portman Square, God! what a lovely house that was! She was a writer, she wrote under the name of Hugh Trench, isn’t that a queer name for a woman writer to have? She wrote a book called The Heart of Mile-End Mary, it was all about a kid who grew up in the east end of London, it was damned good: the whole thing was done with the most enormous skill, it was trash, but it was awfully good trash, it’s ten times better than that stuff Cousin Rupert writes now, he makes me tired that fellow! He thinks he’s hell. We were both about the same age and we had the same governess, we never could get along, we were always fighting; he’s just the same as he always was, I don’t think people change that way. Auntie May was awfully nice: she always let us have tea with her, I used to love that, all sorts of people came to see her, she knew a great many people; and one day when I came down to tea there was an old man there with a long white beard and I was wearing my little apron, I must have been awfully sweet; and Auntie said “Come here, my dear,” and she took me and stood me between her knees, and turned my face toward the old man and God! I was frightened, there was something so strange about it! And Auntie said “I want you to look at this gentleman and remember his name for some day you will know more about him and remember meeting him.” Then Auntie said that the old man’s name was Mister Wilkie Collins and that he was a writer and I thought that was an awfully funny name for anyone to have and I wondered what an old man like that could write. Then Rupert laughed at me and teased me because I was afraid of Mister Collins. O! he was dreadful! I used to hate him! and I began to cry and Mister Collins got me to come and sit on his knee, and he was really an awfully nice old man, I think he died a year or so after that. He began to tell me some stories and they were simply fascinating but I’ve forgotten what they were. But God! I used to love his books—O! he wrote some wonderful books: did you ever read The Woman in White and the Moonstone? Well, they’re pretty swell. So then I guess we must have been away two years in all, Daddy was on this tour with Mansfield, and when we got back we all went to live with Bella, I think that was the only time she and Mama were separated, they simply adored each other—well, no, maybe we did not live with Bella at first, Mama still had some of those houses left down on Eleventh Street, so maybe we went there at first, I don’t know, sometimes it seems such a long time ago, we moved around so much and sometimes now it all gets confused.


  —


  That was a good time then, for then the sun came out one day and the Bridge made music through the shining air, it was like a song: it soared like flight above the harbor, and there were men with derby hats upon it. It was like something you remember for the first time, it was like seeing something clearly for the first time in your life and down below it was the river: I think it is like that when you are a kid, I am sure it must be just like that, you remember things but they are all confused and broken up and darkness is in them; and then one day you know what day it is, and you know what time it is, and you remember everything you see; and it was just like that; I could see all the masts of the sailing ships tied up below, and they were like a forest of young trees, they were delicate and spare and close together and they had no leaves upon them and I thought of Spring. And a ship was coming up the river, and there was a white excursion boat all jammed with people and a band was playing, and I could see and hear it all. And I saw all the faces of the people on the Bridge, and they were coming toward me and there was something strange and sad about it, and yet it was the most magnificent thing I had ever seen: the air was clean and sparkling like sapphires and out beyond this was the harbor and I knew that the sea was there. And I heard the hoofs of all the horses, and the bells of the street cars, and all those heavy trembling sounds as if the Bridge was all alive: it was like time, it was like the red brick houses that they have in Brooklyn, it was like being a kid in the early nineties, and I guess that was when it was.


  The Bridge made music and a kind of magic in me, it bound the earth together like a cry; and all of the earth seemed young and tender, I saw the people moving in two streams back and forth across the Bridge, and it was just as if we all had just been born. God! I was so happy I could hardly speak, but when I asked Daddy where we were going he kept singing in a kind of chant, “To see the man who built the Bridge, who built the Bridge, who built the Bridge, to see the man who built the Bridge, my fair La-dee.” “O Daddy, we are not?” I said; he was so wild and wonderful, he told so many stories I never knew when to believe him. We sat up front on one of those open cars behind the motorman: the man kept clanging on his bell with his foot, Daddy was so happy and excited, when he got that way he had a wild crazy look in his eye. God! he was handsome! He was all dressed up in a rich dark coat with light grey trousers, he had a pearl in his necktie and a grey derby tilted sideways on his head, it was all so rich and perfect; his hair was like bright sand, it was thick and shiny. I was so proud of him, everyone stared after him wherever he went, the women were simply mad about him.


  So when we got over there we got off and walked down a street and went up the steps of this wonderful old house, and an old nigger man came to the door and let us in: he had a white coat on and he was all white and black and clean looking, and he made you think of good things to eat and drinks in tall thin glasses, something with mint and frost and lots of ice in it. And we went back through the house behind the nigger and it was one of those wonderful old houses that are so dark and cool and grand with walnut stair rails a foot thick and mirrors up to the ceiling. Then this old nigger took us into a room in the back of the house and it was one of the most magnificent rooms you ever saw: it was noble and high, and the air from the sea was in it, it had three great windows all open and a balcony outside and beyond that you could see all of the harbor and there was the Bridge where we had come from. It was like a dream: the Bridge soared through the air and seemed to be so near the window and yet it was so far away. And down below us was the river, and the sparkle of the water, and all the ships; and boats were coming in and boats were going out to sea; and there were delicate plumes of smoke above the boats.


  And there was an old man in a wheel-chair by the window: his face was strong and gentle, his eyes were grey like Daddy’s, but they were not wild; he had enormous hands, but they were delicate and he used them in a wonderful way, and when he saw us he began to smile, he came toward us in the chair, he could not get up out of it: his face had an eager and wonderful look when he saw Daddy, because Daddy was so grand to people, they all loved him and wanted to be near him; he made them feel good. And Daddy began to talk at once and God! I was so embarrassed I just didn’t know what to say, I stood there pulling at my dress. “Major,” Daddy said, “I want you to meet the Princess Arabella Clementina Sapolio Von Hoggenheim: The Princess has appeared both in the flesh and by proxy here and abroad and before all the crowned heads of Arop, Erop, Irop, Orop, and Urop.” “O Daddy!” I said, “I have not!” God! I didn’t know what to say, I was afraid the old man would believe it. “Don’t listen to her, Major!” Daddy said. “She’ll deny it if she can, but you mustn’t believe her. The Princess is very shy and shuns publicity: she is hounded by reporters wherever she goes, the gilded youth pursue her with offers of marriage, and unwelcome suitors are constantly throwing themselves out of windows and under the wheels of locomotives when she passes just to attract her attention.” “O Daddy!” I said, “they do not!” Gee! I just stood there not knowing what to say, and then the old man took my hand in his, and his great hand was so strong and gentle, it closed around my hand and my hand was lost in it and I was not afraid of him; a kind of wonderful joy and strength went through me like a flame: it came out of him, and it was like being on the Bridge again, and then Daddy said, “This is the man who built the Bridge, who built the Bridge, who built the Bridge, this is the man who built the Bridge, my fair La-dee”; and I knew that it was true! I knew the Bridge had come out of him, and that his life was in the Bridge. He could not move, because his legs were crippled, and yet his life soared up out of him; his eyes were calm and steady, yet they leaped through space like a cry and like a glory; he sat in his chair but his great life sang a song, and I knew in my heart that it was true that he had built the Bridge, and I did not think of all the men who had worked for him, and had done what he had told them to do—I only knew that he was an angel and a giant who could build great bridges with his hands, and I thought that he had done it all himself; and I forgot that he was an old man crippled in his chair, I thought that if he had wanted to he could have soared through space and back again just like the Bridge.


  I had a feeling of the most unspeakable joy and happiness, it was as if I had discovered the world the day when it was made; it was like getting back to the place where all things come from, it was like knowing the source where all things start, and having it in you, so that there will always be immortal joy and strength and certainty, and no more doubting and confusion. Yes! I knew he was the man who built the Bridge, by the touch of his hand and the great life that soared out of him, but I was so confused that all I could say was, “O Daddy! He did not!” And then I turned to him and said “You didn’t, did you?” Just to hear him say he did. And he was so grand and gentle, he kept smiling and he kept holding to my hand, he had a German way of talking, I think he had been born in Germany, and he said: “Vell, your fader says I did, ant you must alvays belief vat your fader says because he alvays tells the truth," and he said this in such a solemn way, and then he looked at Daddy and they laughed. And then I said “O you didn’t! How could you?” And I kept looking at his crippled legs, and they both knew what I was thinking, and Daddy said: “What! How could he? Why, he just called out to them when he wanted anything done; he just hollered over and told them what he wanted and they did it.” God! it was so silly that I had to laugh but Daddy was so serious, he had such a wonderful way about him that he could make you believe anything he wanted and I said “O he did not.” And then I said to the old man, “Did you?” And he said “Vell, your Datty says I did, and you should alvays belief your Datty.” “What’s that?” Daddy said. “What was the general drift and purport of that last remark, Major?” “I told her,” the old man said, “that you are a truthful man, Choe, and she must alvays belief her Datty.” Then Daddy threw his head back and laughed in that strange wild way he had: there was a sort of fate and prophecy in it. “God, yes!” he said, “She must always believe her Daddy.”


  And I went to the window and kept looking at the Bridge and sometimes it seemed so close you could almost touch it, and again it seemed miles away, and they were both watching me; and then I saw the wagons crawling back and forth across it, and little tiny dots of men upon it, and I said, “I don’t believe it: the men couldn’t hear you holler; it’s too far.” “All right, I’ll show you, then,” said Daddy, and he went to the window and put his hands up to his mouth, and he had this powerful magnificent voice, and he could do all sorts of things with it; he could throw it like a ventriloquist and make it come from somewhere else, and he called out in a tone that made the whole room tremble: “HELLO OVER THERE! IS THAT YOU?” Then he would answer in a funny little voice that seemed to come from miles away: “Yes, sir.” “WHO GAVE YOU THAT BLACK EYE?” Daddy said. Then the little voice said: “A friend of mine.” “HOW’S THE BRIDGE GETTING ON TO-DAY?” Daddy hollered. “Very well, sir,” the little voice said. “WELL, TIE UP THEM LOOSE CABLES. WE DONT WANT NO ACCIDENTS,” Daddy said. “All right, sir,” the little voice said. “CATCHING ANY FISH?” Daddy hollered. “No, sir,” the little voice said. “WHAT’S THE MATTER?” Daddy hollered. “They ain’t bitin,” the little voice said.


  —


  That year Richard Brandell made a production of Richard the Third, and he had sent my father tickets for the performance, with a very urgent and excited note asking us to come to see him before the show began. At this time my father had not played in the theatre for almost a year: his deafness had got so bad he could no longer hear his cues and Uncle Jake had given him a job as his secretary at Police Headquarters: I used to go there to meet him every Saturday—the policemen were very nice to me and gave me bundles of pencils and great packages of fine stationery.


  Mr. Brandell had not seen my father for several months: When we got to the theatre we went backstage for a few moments before the curtain. As my father opened the door and went into the dressing room, Brandell turned and sprang out of his chair like a tiger: he threw both arms around my father and embraced him, crying out in a trembling and excited voice as if he were in some great distress of mind and spirit:


  “Choe! Choe! I am glad you have gome! It’s good to zee you!”


  When he was excited he always spoke like this—with a pronounced accent. Although he insisted he was English by birth, he had been born in Leipzig, his father was a German: His real name was Brandl, which he had himself changed to Brandell after becoming an actor.


  He had the most terrific vitality of any man I have ever seen; he was a very handsome man but at the moment his features, which were smooth, powerful, and, as everyone knows, infinitely flexible, were so swollen and distorted by some revulsion of the soul that he looked like a pig. At his best, he was a man of irresistible charm and warmth: he greeted me in a very kind and affectionate way, and kissed me, but he was overjoyed to see my father, and he stood for a moment without speaking, grasping him by the arms and shaking him gently. In a moment more, however, he began to speak in a bitter voice of “they” and “them”; he thought everyone was against him, he kept saying that Daddy was his only friend on earth, and he kept asking in a scornful and yet eager tone:


  “What are they saying, Joe? Have you heard them talk?”


  “All that I’ve heard,” my father said, “is that it is a magnificent performance and that there’s no one on the stage today who can come anywhere near you—no! there’s no one who can touch you, Dick—and that’s the way I feel about it, too.”


  “Not even His Snakeship? Not even His Snakeship?” Mr. Brandell cried, his face livid and convulsed.


  We knew he was speaking of Henry Irving and we said nothing: for years, ever since the failure of his tour in England, he had been convinced that Irving had been responsible for his failure: in his mind Irving was a monster who spent all his time conspiring how to ruin and betray him. He had become obsessed with the idea that almost everyone on earth hated him and was trying to get the best of him, and he seized my father’s hand, and, looking very earnestly into his eyes, he said: “No, no! You mustn’t lie to me! You mustn’t fool me! You are the only man on earth I’d trust!”


  Then he began to tell us all the things his enemies had done to injure him: he began to curse and rave against everyone, he said the stage hands were all against him, that they never got the stage set in time, that the time they took between scenes was going to ruin the production. I think he felt his enemies were paying the crew to wreck the show. Daddy told him this was foolish, that no one would do a thing like that, and Mr. Brandell kept saying:


  “Yes they would! They hate me! They’ll never rest now until they ruin me! I know! I know!” in a very mysterious manner. “I could tell you things. ... I know things. ... You wouldn’t believe it if I told you, Joe.” Then, in a bitter voice, he said: “Why is it, then, that I’ve toured this country from coast to coast playing in a new town every night and I’ve never had any trouble like this before? Yes! I’ve played in every damned opera house and village auditorium on the North American continent and I always found the stage ready when it was time for the curtain! I’ve had my scenery arrive two hours before the performance and they always set it up for me on time—Yes! They’ll do that much for you in any one horse town! Do you mean to tell me they can’t do as well here in New York?”


  In a moment he said, in a bitter tone: “I’ve given my life to the theatre, I’ve given the public the best that was in me—and what is my reward? The public hates me and I am tricked, betrayed and cheated by the members of my own profession. I started life as a bank clerk in a teller’s cage, and sometimes I curse the evil chance that took me away from it. Yes!” he said in a passionate voice, “I should have missed the tinsel, the glitter, and the six day fame—the applause of a crowd that will forget about you tomorrow, and spit upon you two days later, but I would have gained something priceless—”


  “What’s that?” my father said.


  “The love of a noble woman and the happy voices of the little ones.”


  “Now I can smell the ham,” my father said in a cynical tone. “Why, Dick, they could not have kept you off the stage with a regiment of infantry. You sound like all the actors that ever lived.”


  “Yes,” said Mr. Brandell with an abrupt laugh. “You’re right. I was talking like an actor.” He bent forward and stared into the mirror of his dressing table. “An actor! Nothing but an actor! ‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat have life—and thou no breath at all?’”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Dick,” my father said. “You’ve got plenty of breath—I’ve never known you to run short of it.”


  “Only an actor!” cried Mr. Brandell, staring into the mirror. “A paltry, posturing, vain, vile, conceited rogue of an actor! An actor—a man who lies and does not know he lies, a fellow who speaks words that better men have written for him, a reader of mash notes from shop girls and the stage struck wives of grocery clerks, a seducer of easy women, a fellow who listens to the tones of his own voice, a fellow who could not go into the butcher’s to buy his dog a bone without wondering what appearance he was making, a man who cannot even pass the time of day without acting. An—actor! Why, my God, Joe!” he cried, turning to my father. “When I look into the glass and see my face I hate the sight of it.”


  “Where’s that ham?” said Daddy, sniffing about the place.


  “An actor!” Mr. Brandell said again. “A fellow who has played so many parts that he can no longer play his own: a man who has imitated so many feelings that he no longer has any of his own—Why, Joe!” he said, in a whispering voice, “Do you know that when the news came to me that my own mother was dead I had a moment—yes, I think I really had a moment—of genuine sorrow. Then I ran to look at my face in the mirror, and I cursed because I was not on the stage where I could show it to an audience. An actor!—A fellow who has made so many faces he no longer knows his own—a collection of false faces! ... what would you like, my dear?” he said to me ironically. “Hamlet?”—instantly he looked the part. “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde?”—here his face went through two marvelous transformations: one moment he was a benevolent-looking gentleman and the next a deformed and horrible looking monster. “Richelieu?”—all at once he looked like a crafty and sinister old man. “Beau Brummell?”—he was young, debonair, arrogant, and a fop. “The Duke of Gloucester?”—and in a moment he had transformed himself into the cruel and pitiless villain he was to portray that night.


  It was uncanny and fascinating; and there was something horrible in it, too. It was as if he was possessed by a powerful and fluent energy which had all been fed into this wonderful and ruinous gift of mimicry—a gift which may have, as he said, destroyed and devoured his proper self, since one got fleeting and haunting glimpses between these transformations of a man—a sense, an intuition, rather than a memory, of what the man was like and looked like—a sense of a haunted, lost, and lonely spirit which looked out with an insistent, mournful, and speechless immutability through all the hundred changes of his mask. It seemed to me there was a real despair, a real grief in Mr. Brandell: I think he had been tormented, like my father, by the eternal enigma of the theatre—its almost impossible grandeur and magnificence, its poetry and its magic which are like nothing else on earth—and the charlatanism and cheapness with which it corrupts its people. Richard Brandell was not only the greatest actor I have ever seen upon the stage, he was also a man of the highest quality—he had a lavish and magnificent generosity: it showed in the productions he made and which he set before the public as if he were inviting them to a feast, and it showed in the company of actors he employed. For no matter how he was obsessed with ideas that rivals and enemies were plotting against him, he surrounded himself with the best actors he could find, he drove them furiously, and he exulted in their success as much as if it had been his own.


  He possessed almost every gift a great actor should possess, but because of certain poisonous qualities in his nature he was unable to sustain his powers at the pitch at which an artist must work. He had everything else, voice, tradition, physical beauty of the manliest sort, and unsurpassed background in the profession, a glamorous personality, and just enough of the ham actor—enough to hold the gallery.


  And yet his spirit was disfigured as if by an ineradicable taint—a taint which he felt and recognized, as a man might recognize the action of a deadly poison in his blood without being able either to cure or control it. He had an astounding repertory of plays which ranged all the way from the great music of Hamlet to grotesque and melodramatic trash which he had commissioned some hired hack to write for him. He could play one night in Hamlet until it seemed that Shakespeare’s genius had found a living voice, that this man knew the remotest depths of Hamlet’s spirit, and the next night he would be posturing and grimacing in some grotesque rubbish which had been thrown together in order to display his amazing gift for the characterization of deformed and monstrous people:—he had a whole gallery of horrors—insane old misers gloating at midnight over bags of gold and calling them “my pretties”; lecherous old Parisian rakes in the act of horrible dissolution before one’s eyes; hunched backs deformed in body and soul wreaking out their hate upon a world of widows and young girls; criminal spirits plotting the destruction of all mankind—and he would use his great powers in these parts with as much passion and energy as he used in his wonderful portrayals of Iago, Gloucester, or Macbeth.


  Like most men who are conscious of something false and corrupt in them he had a kind of Byronic scorn and self-contempt: he was constantly discovering that what he thought had been a deep and honest feeling was only the posturings of his own vanity, a kind of intoxication of self-love, an immense romantic satisfaction at the spectacle of himself having such a feeling, and while his soul twisted about in shame he would turn and mock and jeer himself and his fellow actors bitterly. Thus, he would corner one of them so that he could not escape, and bear down upon him relentlessly:


  “Oh, please let me tell you all about myself. Let’s just sit right down and have a good long talk all about myself. I can see by the look in your eye that you are just dying to hear, but you’re too polite to ask. I know you’d love to hear me talk about myself. Of course, you have nothing to say about yourself, have you?” He would sneer. “Oh, dear no! You’re much too modest! But what shall it be now? What do you most want to hear about first? Would you like to hear about the house I had in Lima, Ohio? Or would you rather hear of Cairo, Illinois? I had them hanging to the edges of their seats there, you know? It was marvelous, old boy! Such an ovation! They stood and cheered for ten minutes! Women hurled flowers at me, strong broke down and wept. Are you interested? I can see you are! I can tell by that eager look in your eye! Now do let me tell you some more. Don’t you want to hear about the women? My dear fellow, they’re mad about me! I had six notes in the mail this morning, three from Boston heiresses and two from the wives of prominent feed and hay merchants in Minnesota. ... But I must tell you about the house I had in Cairo, Illinois. ... I was playing in Hamlet that night: it’s a good part old boy—a little old-fashioned maybe, but I fixed that: I had to write a few of the speeches over here and there, but no one knew the difference. I made up some marvelous business for some of the scenes—absolutely marvelous! And my boy they loved me! They adored me! I had sixteen calls at the end of the Third Act—they wouldn’t let me go, old man: they kept calling me back—until finally I simply had to say a few well-chosen words. Of course, I hated to do it, old boy—you can imagine how I hated it—after all, the play’s the thing, isn’t it? We’re not there to get applause for ourselves, are we? Oh, dear no!” he sneered, “—but do let me tell you what I said to them in Cairo: I can see you are burning up to hear!”


  That night was the last time Mr. Brandell ever saw my father. Just before we left, he turned to me, took me by the hand, and said very simply and earnestly: “Esther, earn your living in the sweat of your brow if you have to; go down on your hands and knees and scrub floors, if you have to; eat your bread in sorrow if you have to—but promise me you will never attempt to go on the stage.”


  “I have already made her promise that,” my father said.


  “Is she as good as she’s pretty? Is she smart?” said Mr. Brandell, still holding my hand and looking at me.


  “She’s the smartest girl that ever lived,” my father said. “She’s so smart she should have been my son.”


  “And what is she going to do?” said Mr. Brandell, still looking at me.


  “She’s going to do what I could never do,” my father said. He lifted his great hands before him and shook them suddenly in a gesture of baffled desperation. “She’s going to take hold of something!” Then he took my hands in his and said: “Not to want the whole earth and to get nothing! Not to want to do everything and to do nothing! Not to waste your life dreaming about India when India is around you here and now! Not to go mad thinking of a million lives, wanting the experience of a million people, when everything you have is in the life you’ve got! Not to be a fool, tortured with hunger and thirst when the whole earth is groaning with its plenty. ... My dear child,” my father cried. “You are so good, so beautiful and so gifted, and I love you so much! I want you to be happy and to have a wonderful life—” He spoke these words with such simple and urgent feeling that all the strength and power in him seemed to go out through his great hands to me as if all of the energy of his life had been put into his wish.


  “Why, Dick,” he said to Mr. Brandell, “This child was born into the world with more wisdom than either of us will ever have. She can go into the Park and come back with a dozen kinds of leaves and study them for days. And when she gets through she will know all about them: she knows their size, their shape and color—she knows every marking on them, she can draw them from memory. Could you draw a leaf, Dick? Do you know the pattern and design of a single leaf? Why, I have looked at forests, I have walked through woods and gone across the continent in trains, I have stared the eyes out of my head trying to swallow up the whole earth at a glance—and I hardly know one leaf from another: I could not draw a leaf from memory if my life depended on it. And she can go out on the street and tell you later what clothes the people wore, and what kind of people wore them: can you remember anyone you passed by on the street today? I walk the streets, I see the crowds, I look at a million faces until my brain goes blind and dizzy with all that I have seen, and later all the faces swim and bob about like corks in water. I can’t tell one from the other, I see a million faces and I can’t remember one. But she sees one and remembers a million: that’s the thing, Dick—if I were young again I’d try to live like that: I’d try to see a forest in a leaf, the whole earth in a single face.”


  “Why, Esther,” Mr. Brandell said. “Have you discovered a new country? How does one get to this wonderful place where you live?”


  “Well, I tell you, Mr. Brandell,” I said. “It’s easy! You just walk out in the street and look around and there you are.”


  “There you are!” Mr. Brandell said. “Why, my dear child, I have been walking out and looking around for almost fifty years, and the more I walk and look, the less I see that I care to look at. What are these wonderful sights that you have found?”


  “Well, Mr. Brandell,” I said. “Sometimes it’s a leaf, and sometimes it’s the pocket of a coat, and sometimes it’s a button or a coin, and sometimes it’s an old hat, or an old shoe on the floor. Do you know what is wonderful? Well, it’s the window of a hardware store: sometimes they have nothing but tools, sometimes pots and pans, and one time I saw one that was nothing but knives—they were arranged in all sorts of designs and patterns: in the centre there was a great circle of them, hundreds and hundreds of knives, flashing with light like a river, all flowing into one another—this is one of the most beautiful things I ever saw. Sometimes it’s the tobacco stores, the cigars tied up in bundles on the counter, and all of the jars where they keep the pipe tobacco, and the wonderful dark smell of the place. Sometimes it’s a little boy, and sometimes it’s a girl looking out a window, and sometimes it’s an old woman with a funny hat. Sometimes it’s the color of an ice wagon, and sometimes the color of an old brick wall, and sometimes a cat creeping along the backyard fence. Sometimes it’s the feet of the man on the rail when you pass a saloon, and the sawdust floors, and the sound of their voices and that wonderful smell you get of beer and orange peel and angostura bitters. Sometimes it’s people passing underneath your window late at night, and sometimes it’s the sound of a horse in the street early in the morning, and sometimes it’s the ships blowing out in the harbor at night. Sometimes it’s the design of the elevated structure across the street where a station is, and sometimes it’s the smell of bolts of new clean cloth, and sometimes it’s the way you feel when you make a dress: you can feel the design go out of the tips of your fingers into the cloth as you shape it, and you feel yourself in it and it looks like you, and you know nobody else on earth could do it that way. Sometimes it’s the way Sunday morning feels when you wake up and listen to it—you can smell it and feel it and it smells like breakfast; sometimes it’s the way Saturday night is, sometimes it’s the way Monday morning feels, you get all excited and nervous and your coffee goes bouncing around inside you; and you don’t enjoy your breakfast; and sometimes it’s like Sunday afternoon with people coming from a concert—this feels terrible and makes you blue. Sometimes it’s the way you feel at night when you wake up in winter time and you know it’s snowing, although you can’t see or hear it. Sometimes it’s the harbor, sometimes the docks, and sometimes it’s the Bridge with people coming across it. Sometimes it’s the markets and the way the chickens smell; sometimes it’s all the new vegetables and the smell of apples. Sometimes it’s the people in a train that passes the one you’re in: you see all the people, you are close to them, but you cannot touch them, you say good-bye to them and it makes you feel sad. Sometimes it’s all the kids playing in the streets: they don’t seem to have anything to do with the grownups, they seem to be kids and yet they seem to be grown up and to live in a world of their own—there is something strange about it; and sometimes it’s like that with the horses too—sometimes you go out and there is nothing but the horses, they fill the streets, you forget about all the people, the horses seem to own the earth, they talk to one another, and they seem to have a life of their own that people have nothing to do with—I’d like to paint a picture of this. Sometimes it’s all the different kinds of carriages—the hansoms, the four-wheelers, the victorias, the landaulets; sometimes it’s the Brewster Carriage Works on Broadway: you can look in and see them making them down in the basement—everything is very delicate and beautiful, you can smell the shavings of the finest wood and new leather and harness and the silks, the springs, the wheels, and the felloes. Sometimes it’s all the people going along the street, and sometimes there’s nothing but the Jews—the old men with the beards, and the old women poking and prodding at ducks, and the girls and the kids: I know all about this and what is going on inside them, but it’s no use telling you and Daddy—you’re both Gentiles and you wouldn’t know what I was talking about. Well—there’s a lot more: do you give up?”


  “Good God, yes!” said Mr. Brandell, picking up a towel from his dressing table and waving it at me. “I surrender! O brave new world that has such wonders in it! ... Oh, Joe, Joe!” he said to my father. “Will that ever happen to us again? Are we nothing but famished beggars, weary of our lives? Can you still see all those things when you walk the streets? Would it ever come back to us that way again?”


  “Not to me,” my father said. “I was a Sergeant, but I’ve been rejuced.”


  He smiled as he spoke but his voice was old and tired and weary: I know now he felt that his life had failed. All at once, as I looked at him, I had another terrible flash of premonition as I had had one day when I was living with Bella in New Jersey, and he stood waiting for the street car to come, and I could hear the wind blowing in the leaves. His face had got very yellow from his sickness, and his shoulders stooped, his great hands dangled to his knees: as he stood there between Mr. Brandell and me he seemed to be half-erect and simian as if he had just clambered up from all fours. His strange and grotesque figure which had served him so loyally, which had borne so patiently the terrible drive of his hunger, the frenzy of his tormented spirit, and which he had hated so bitterly in his youth, now looked old and tired, and more apelike than ever: even to a stranger it would have been obvious why men had always called him Monkey Hawke. And yet his face was as delicate and wild as it had ever been, it had the strange soaring look—as if it were in constant flight away from a shackling and degrading weight—that it had always worn, and to this expression of uplifted flight there had now been added the intent listening expression that all deaf people have.


  It seemed to me that the sense of loneliness and exile, of a brief and alien rest, as if some winged spirit had temporally arrested flight upon a foreign earth, was more legible on him now than it had ever been. Suddenly I felt all the strangeness of his life and destiny—his remoteness from all the life I knew: I thought of his strange childhood, of the mystery of his father’s disappearance, and of his years of wandering about the earth haunted always by the thought that some day he would find his father; and finally I thought of the dark miracle of chance which had brought him to my mother and the Jews—an alien, a stranger, and an exile among dark faces; with us but never of us. And I felt more than ever before a sense of our nearness and farness; I felt at once closer to him than to anyone on earth, and at the same time farther from him. Already his life had something fabulous and distant in it; he seemed to be a part of some vanished and irrevocable time.


  I do not think Mr. Brandell had noticed before how tired and ill my father looked: he was buried in his own world, burning with a furious half suppressed excitement, an almost mad vitality which was to have that night its consummation. Before we left him, however, he suddenly glanced sharply and critically at my father, took his hand, and said with great tenderness: “What is it, Monk? You look so tired? Is anything wrong?”


  My father shook his head: he had become very sensitive about his deafness and any reference to the affliction that had caused his retirement from the stage or any suggestion of pity from one of his former colleagues because of his present state deeply wounded him. “Of course not!” he said. “I never felt better! I used to be Jo-Jo the Dog Faced Actor; now I’m Jo-Jo the Dog Faced Policeman, and I’ve got a badge to prove it too”—here he produced his policeman’s badge of which he was really very proud. “If that’s not a step up in the world, what is it? Come on, daughter,” he said to me. “Let’s leave this wicked man to all his plots and murders: if he gets too bad, I’ll arrest him.”


  We started to go; but for a moment Mr. Brandell stopped us and was silent—the enormous and subdued excitement, the exultant fury, which had been apparent in him all the time, now became much more pronounced: the man was thrumming like a dynamo, his strong hands trembled, and when he spoke it was as if he had already become the Duke of Gloucester: there was a quality of powerful, cunning and exultant prophesy in his tone, something mad, secret, conspiratorial and knowing.


  “Keep your eyes open tonight,” he said. “You may see something worth remembering.”


  We left him and went out into the theatre. It was the last time Brandell ever saw my father.


  —


  I have wanted to tell about this last meeting between Richard Brandell and my father because of the wonderful thing that happened to both of us later on that evening, and because in my memory, our visit to Mr. Brandell before the performance has always seemed to be an integral part of it, the beginning of it.


  When we got out into the auditorium the house was almost full, although the people were still going down the aisles to their seats. Because of my father’s deafness Brandell had given us seats in the front row; for a few minutes I watched the people come in and the house fill up, I felt again the sense of elation and joy I have always felt in the theatre before the curtain goes up—I looked at the beautiful women, the men in evening clothes, and at all the fat and gaudy ornamentation of the house; I heard the rapid and excited pattern of the voices, the stir and rustic of silks, the movement, and I loved it all. Then, in a few minutes, the lights darkened, there was a vast rustling sigh all over the theatre, the sound of a great bending forward, and then, for a moment, in that dim light I saw the thing that has always seemed so full of magic and beauty to me; a thousand people who have suddenly become a single living creature, and all the frail white spots of faces blooming like petals there in a velvet darkness, upturned, thirsty, silent, and intent and beautiful.


  Then the curtain went up and on an enormous and lofty stage stood the deformed and solitary figure of a man. For a moment I knew the man was Brandell; for a moment I could feel nothing but an astonished surprise, a sense of unreality, to think of the miracle of transformation which had been wrought in the space of a few minutes, to know that this cruel and sinister creature was the man with whom we had just been talking. Then the first words of the great opening speech rang out across the house, and instantly all this was forgotten: the man was no longer Brandell, he was the Duke of Gloucester.


  That evening will live in my memory as the most magnificent evening I ever spent in the theatre. On that evening Richard Brandell reached the summit of his career: that night was literally the peak. Immediately after the performance Branded had a nervous collapse: the play was taken off, he never appeared as Richard again. It was months before he made any appearance whatever and he never again, during the remainder of his life, approached the performance he gave that night.


  With the opening words, the intelligence was instantly communicated to the audience that it was about to witness such a performance as occurs in the theatre only once in a lifetime; and yet at first there was no sense of characterization, no feeling of the cruel and subtle figure of Richard—there was only a mighty music which sounded out across the house, a music so grand and overwhelming that it drowned the memory of all the baseness, the ugliness, and the pettiness in the lives of men. In the sound of the words it seemed there was the full measure of man’s grandeur, magnificence, and tragic despair and the words were flung against immense and timeless skies like a challenge and an evidence of man’s dignity, and like a message of faith that he need not be ashamed or afraid of anything.


  
    Now is the winter of our discontent


    Made glorious summer by this sun of York;


    And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house


    In the deep bosom of the ocean buried—

  


  Then, swiftly and magnificently, with powerful developing strokes of madness, fear and cruelty, the terrible figure of Richard begins to emerge: almost before the conclusion of the opening speech it stands complete. That speech is really a speech of terror, and sets clearly the picture of the warped, deformed, agonized Gloucester, for whom there was no beautiful thing in life, a man who had no power to rise himself except by murder. As the play went on the character of Richard had become so real to me, the murders so frightful, the lines filled with such music and such terror that when the curtain rose on that awful nightmare scene in the tent, I felt I could not stay there if one more drop of blood was shed. Then, just as the ghosts of the little princes appeared to Richard, just as he starts up crying, “The lights burn blue—” there occurred one of the most extraordinary experiences of my life.


  Suddenly, I heard in my ears the faint rumbling of wheels, far, far away, and gradually coming nearer. The king’s tent faded from my view and suddenly before my eyes there stretched a long band of hard silvery sand and a calm ocean beyond. The water was of a delicate blue tint known as aquamarine, the sun shone low in the sky from the land side. The beach near the water was perfectly flat, no human had trod there since the tide had washed out.


  I felt the land was an island, the beach curved round a high cliff of earth and growth quite far down. Then I heard the wheels come nearer and saw a chariot moving with great speed, drawn by three horses. The rumble of the wheels grew very loud and the chariot, which was of Greek form, came before my vision. It was driven by a woman who filled my being at once with warmth and familiarity. She was of medium height, her head rather small, and her face I can only describe as heart-shaped: it was wide at the temples and tapering to a delicate pointed chin. She had fine, silky wavy hair, bound with a chaplet of leaves made of beaten gold, the chaplet tied at the back with a red-purple ribbon. Neither face nor figure was of the classic type, as we conceive it. The face was beautiful in its own way and touched a chord within me that answered with all the warmth of my nature.


  I had known this woman forever. Sometimes a certain set of vibrations will make a crystal goblet ring when nothing has really touched it. That is what this woman did to my heart. If I had come into a room filled with the most beautiful women on earth and among them I had seen her face, I would have exclaimed, “There she is!” She meant home, love, delight to me. Her figure was rounded, but not developed as the Greek statues and not particularly beautiful except for her noble and perpendicular carriage. She handled the reins and horses with a swift sure grace with one hand, and with the other patted the heads of two children who stood at her left side—a girl of about ten, skinny, and a tiny boy of about four, whose eyes just cleared the rim of the chariot. Her dress was ivory white, laced in infinitesimal pleats of that clinging yet flowing material worn by the Greeks. She wore high laced cothurns of white leather, trimmed with gold.


  So they raced along, the wind whipping her dress close to her form. The wheels thundered in my ears and the thud of the horses’ hoofs upon the hard wet sand. I could see the wheel revolving on the axle. They passed by and soon had turned the promontory of land. She was gone. I felt a sense of irreparable loss, I have felt nothing like it before or since.


  Then I became aware of the theatre full of people, I saw the scene on the stage again, and I heard a sound coming from my own throat. My father had taken my outstretched hands in his and was speaking gently to me. The vision, or whatever it was, seemed to me to have lasted fully five minutes, but in reality it must have been much less.


  I wrenched my mind from my vision to watch the stage, the play was drawing to its magnificent close, but the dream stayed by me for many days, and for months I would feel that wonderful sense of recognition and love and smell the beach, the sea, the shore, and see everything as clearly as events that passed around me. Then, in [the] course of time, it faded, but from time to time in years to come it would return, as clearly as when first I saw it that night in the theatre.


  What do you think it was?


  —


  “Long, long into the night I lay—” (One!). “Long, long into the night I lay awake—” (One, Two, Three, Four!). “Long, long into the night I lay awake, thinking how I should tell my story.” O how lovely those words are! They make a music in me just like bells. One, Two, Three, Four! One, Two, Three, Four! O, there are bells, and that is time: what time is that? That was the half hour that the bells were striking, and that was time, time, time! O that was time, dark time, strange tragic time, that hangs above our heads in lovely bells.


  Time! Where are you now, and in what place, and at what time? Now in the dark I hear the boats there in the river: now I can hear the great horns blowing in the river. Great horns are baying at the harbor’s mouth, great horns are baying in the gulf of night, great boats are putting out to sea! O now I hear the whistles on the river! O now great ships are going down the river! O now I hear strange time, dark time, strange tragic time, as it flows down the river; and in the night-time, in the dark, in all the sleeping silence of the earth, the river, the dark rich river, full of strange tragic time, is flowing by me, by me, by me, to the sea!


  —


  When the show was over that night we went out onto the street and turned up Broadway. We were both so happy and excited that we fairly bounded along: when a wonderful thing happens it seems to make everything in the world look young and new again, and that was the way it was that night. It was one of the first fine days in Spring, the air was cool and delicate and yet soft, and the sky was of a velvety lilac texture, and it was glittering with great stars. The streets outside the theatre were swarming with hansoms, four-wheelers, private carriages and victorias; they kept driving up in front of the theatre all the time and people kept getting into them.


  All of the men looked handsome, and all of the women were beautiful: everyone seemed to be as exultant and happy as we were, it seemed as if a new world and new people had burst out of the earth with the coming of Spring—everything ugly, dull, sour, and harsh had vanished—the streets were flashing with life and sparkle, I saw all of it, I felt myself a part of it all, I wanted to possess it all, and there was something I wanted to say so much it made my throat ache, and yet I could not say it because I could not find the words I wanted. I could not think of anything else to say—it sounded foolish, but suddenly I seized my father’s arm and cried: “O to be in April now that England’s there.”


  “Yes,” he shouted. “Also in Paris, Naples, Rome and Dresden! O to be in Budapest!” cried Daddy. “Now that April’s here and the frost is on the pumpkin, and the dawn comes up like thunder out of the night that covers me.”


  He seemed to have grown young again; he was the way he used to be when I was a little girl and I would knock at his study door and he would call out in a wonderful actor’s voice: “Enter, Daughter of Des-o-la-tion into this abode of mis-er-ee.”


  His eyes sparkled, and he threw back his head and laughed his wild and happy laugh.


  —


  . ... that year I think we were living with Bella; no we weren’t, I guess we were living with Auntie Kate—well, maybe we were staying with Bella: I don’t know, we moved around so much, and it’s so long ago. It gets all confused in my mind now. When Daddy was acting he was always on the go, he couldn’t be still a minute: sometimes he was playing in New York, and sometimes he went off on a tour with Mr. Mansfield and was gone for months.


  I think that must have been the year before he died; I was about eighteen: I was a beauty. ... I was like peaches and cream. ...


  In those days when he was acting I used to meet him after the theatre and we would go somewhere to eat. ... There was a fellow after your heart:—the very best was just about good enough for him. ... New York was awfully nice in those days. They had such nice places to go to—I don’t know, they didn’t have all this noise and confusion; it seems like another world sometimes. You could go to White’s or Martin’s or Delmonico’s—there were a lot of nice places. There was also a place called Mocks, I never went there. But one of the first things I remember as a child was hearing Daddy come home late at night and say he’d been to Mocks. When he came home, I would listen at the grating of the heater in my room and I could hear him and the other actors talking to my mother: it was fascinating; and sometimes it was all about Mocks. “O, have you been to Mocks?” I thought I heard my mother say. “O, yes! I have been to Mocks,” my father said. “And what did you have at Mocks?” my mother said. “O, I had some oysters and a glass of beer and some mock turtle soup at Mocks,” my father said.


  We used to go to White’s almost every night after the show with two priests who were friends of Daddy’s: Father Dolan and Father Chris O’Rourke. Father Dolan was a big man with the bluest eyes I ever saw and Father Chris O’Rourke was a little man with a swarthy and greasy face: it was all full of black marks, it was one of the strangest faces I ever saw; it was greasy and almost black but there was something very powerful and sweet about it. He wore the thickest eyeglasses I have ever seen, he was very nearsighted. He was a great scholar, he knew the plays of Shakespeare almost by heart—he and Daddy used to tag each other’s lines, to see who knew the most: I never knew my father to catch him up but once and that was on a line from King Lear, “The Prince of Darkness is a gentleman”—Father Dolan said it came from As You Like It.


  How those fellows loved to eat and drink: if one of them had to say Mass the next day we had to hurry because you can’t eat or drink after midnight if you are saying Mass the next day. Because of this, both these priests would immediately take out their watches and lay them on the table before them when they sat down: Father Chris O’Rourke drank nothing but beer and as soon as he sat down a waiter would bring him a half dozen glasses which he would drink at once. But if these two priests had a glass of beer on the table before them when midnight came, they left it: no matter what it was, no matter whether they’d finished eating or drinking or not, when the stroke of midnight came these fellows quit, if they were going to say Mass the morning after.


  Father Chris O’Rourke would eat and drink for almost an hour as if his life depended on it: he was very nearsighted, he wore thick glasses, and from time to time he would seize his watch and bring it up right under his nose while he peered and squinted at it. Because of his own hurry to get through before twelve o’clock, he thought everyone else must be the same way: he was afraid someone would not get fed, and he was always urging and belaboring people to hurry up and eat. Father Dolan loved to eat too, but he was a great talker: sometimes he would get to talking to Daddy and forget to eat: when he did this Father Chris O’Rourke would almost go out of his head, he would keep nudging and poking at Father Dolan and pointing at his watch with a look of agony on his face, leaning over and muttering at him in an ominous sort of way: “You’re going to be late! It is almost twelve!”


  “Bedad, then!” said Father Dolan. “I’ll be late!” He was a big man, but he had a funny little Irish voice, it was very crisp and jolly and had a little chuckling lilt in it, and it seemed to come from a long way off. “I never saw a man like ye, Chris, to be always thinkin’ of his belly: Did the great Saints of the Church spend their time guzzling and cramming, or did they spend it in meditatin’ and prayin’ an’ mortifyin’ their flesh? Did ye never hear of the sin of gluttony?”


  “Yis!” said Father Chris O’Rourke, “that I have, an’ I’ve also heard of the wicked sin of wanton waste. Shame on ye, Dan Dolan, wit yer talk about the great Saints of the Church: there was niver a great Saint yit that would praise a man fer wastin’ what the Lord had set before him. Do ye think I’ll sit here an’ see good food go to waste whin there’s poor people all over the world tonight that’s goin’ wit out?”


  “Well,” said Father Dolan, “I’ve read most of the argyments of the learned reasoners of the Church as well as the damnable heresies of the infidels, all the way from St. Thomas Aquinas to Spinozey, an’ in me young days I could split a hair meself wit the best of them, but in all me life I niver heard the beat of that one: it makes Aristotle look like Wordsworth’s Idiot Boy. Bedad, if ye can prove that what ye’re doin’ wit yer gorgin’ is feedin’ the poor all over the earth, I won’t put anything past yer powers of reasonin’, Chris—ye could show the Pope that Darwin was a Jesuit, an’ he’d believe ye!”


  Father Dolan was a very fine, high sort of man: he was very kind and jolly, but he also had a fine mind and he was very outspoken and honest. He loved the theatre, he knew a great many actors, a great many of them went to his Church, and he loved my father. It was because of him that Daddy sent my sister Edith to the Convent of the Sacred Heart in the Bronx: although Father Dolan joked about it and said she was goin’ to get canonized some day as the first Jewish Saint, he gave orders that she should not be approached in any way about religion and the Sisters lived up to this to the letter. Daddy and I used to go up to see her every Monday—she was about fourteen at this time—and when we did Father Dolan would usually come along.


  One day when we got up to the gate outside the Convent he had to stand for a long time pulling at the bell: it was old and rusty and wouldn’t work, presently it gave a rusty kind of jangle far away. The Sister who finally let us in that day was an old woman named Sister Fidelia, she was an old woman with a good face, there was something stern and very grey about her: when she got down to the gate and opened it Father Dolan spoke to her about the bell and told her they must get a new one.


  “That is no bell, Father Dolan, as ye should know very well,” said Sister Fidelia.


  “No, then?” said Father Dolan is his funny little voice. “And what is it, if it’s not a bell?”


  “It is the Voice of God,” said Sister Fidelia.


  “Bedad, then!” said Father Dolan as quick as a flash. “God’s Voice is gettin’ mighty rusty! I’m thinkin’ He’ll soon be needin’ a new one!”


  This Convent was a wonderful place: it was a great brick building set up on a hill and it had trees around it: it took us a long time to get there, sometimes, we went up by train from the Grand Central depot, and sometimes we went uptown on the horse cars, we had to get off and change a great deal, and finally we had to climb the hill to the Convent. One time I went there in Winter when there had been a great fall of snow: all of the little girls and the nuns were out-of-doors and coasting down the hill on sleds—the nuns shot past me on a sled laughing, they had their knees drawn up and their skirts tucked in between their knees: it was one of the strangest sights I ever saw.


  The Mother Superior at the Convent was named Mother Mary Ursula: she was an enormous woman, proportioned like an Amazon; she was one of the handsomest women I have ever seen and she had a magnificent figure. She was very proud of her figure, she went to see one of the most expensive dressmakers in New York and had corsets made which cost her seventy-five dollars apiece; she would take one or two of the girls with her, and sometimes my sister Edith went.


  When we went to the Convent on visiting days we would often meet in the Mother Superior’s reception room and have tea—or rather chocolate—with her. She was very fond of Father Dolan and Daddy: when we had chocolate with her, the silver, the china and the linen was of the very finest and costliest money could buy—everything she had was like this—and the chocolate was so thick and rich that the silver spoons stood upright in it. She had come from a very rich Irish family in Brooklyn, I think her name had been Murphy, she had large luminous grey eyes of great depth and beauty; she was a very beautiful woman, and later I often thought of her and wondered what her life had been like.


  Well, as I say, when we got to the restaurant the first thing Father Chris O’Rourke would do was to lay his watch upon the table and the first thing Daddy would do was to order two or three bottles of champagne: they used to know we were coming and it would be waiting for us in great silver buckets full of ice. Then Daddy would pick up the menu—it was a great big card simply covered with the most delicious things to eat, and he would frown and look serious and clear his throat, and say to Father Dolan: “What does the Pontifical Palate crave, Dan?”


  After the play, that night, we went to Whites and these two priests were waiting for us when we got there. A little later Mr. Gates came in, he’s still alive, I saw him on the street the other day, he’s getting quite old. He was married to one of the most beautiful women you ever saw, and she was burned to death in an automobile accident. He saw the thing happen right under his eyes: isn’t that the most horrible thing you ever heard of? Well, you could tell by the way Mr. Gates walked that he was awfully excited about something: he was another of these great fat fellows, and you could see his old jowls quivering as he came.


  “Good God!” said Daddy, “Here comes Bunny with a full head of steam on!”


  Mr. Gates began to speak to Daddy half across the room; all of the people stopped and stared at him.


  “Joe! Joe!” he said. He had a funny hoarse kind of voice, one of those foggy whiskey voices, I think he drank a good deal. “Joe, do you know what I’ve done? I’ve just bought a Horseless Carriage. Come on! You’re going for a ride with me!”


  “Now wait! Wait! Wait!” said Daddy, holding up his hand just like an actor, “Not so fast, Bunny! Sit down and have a bite to eat first, and tell us about it. When did you do this Desperate Deed?”


  “Today.” Mr. Gates said in a sort of hoarse whisper, “Do you suppose I’ve done right?”


  He looked around at us with his old eyes simply bulging out of his head and with a sort of scared look on his face. O! We laughed so much about it: Father Dolan began to laugh, and Daddy had to pound him on his back, he got to coughing so!


  Mr. Gates was an awfully nice man: he was a great fat fellow, but he was so handsome: there was something so delicate about him, his mouth kept trembling and twitching so when he was excited and wanted to say something, I think that was why they called him Bunny. He had the finest collection of Chinese things I have ever seen, the things he had in that house were simply priceless.


  So Daddy said: “Sit down and have something to eat and then we’ll see.”


  Mr. Gates said: “Say, Joe, I’ve got the mechanic outside here, and I don’t know what to do with him.”


  “You mean you hired him for keeps?” Daddy said.


  “Yes,” Mr. Gates said, “and I’m damned if I’m not embarrassed! I don’t know what to do with him. I mean, what is his social standing?”


  “Does he wash?” Daddy said.


  “Well,” said Mr. Gates, looking at Father Dolan, “I think he uses holy water.”


  “O Mr. Gates!” I said, “How awful! Right before Father Dolan, too!”


  But Father Dolan laughed just like I knew he would: he was a great fat fellow, he was an awfully nice man. Father Chris O’Rourke laughed too, but I don’t think he liked it so much.


  “I mean,” Mr. Gates said, “I don’t know how to treat the man. Is he above me, or below me, or what?”


  “It looks to me,” Daddy said, “as if he were on top of you. I think you’ve gone and got yourself saddled with a Black Elephant.”


  Daddy was so wonderful like that, everybody loved him. Mr. Gates was so worried about the driver: it all seems so funny now to think back on it—he didn’t know whether the man was to eat at the table with his family, and be treated like one of them or what. There was something so delicate about Mr. Gates: he was big and fat, but a very sensitive, fine person.


  “It looks like a neat little problem in social etiquette, Bunny.” Daddy said. “Well, let’s have him in here for a bite to eat. We’ll see what he looks like.”


  So Mr. Gates went out and got him, and pretty soon he came back with him, and he was really an awfully nice young fellow: he had a little moustache, and he wore a Norfolk jacket and a flat cap, and everybody stared so, and nudged each other, he was awfully embarrassed. But Daddy was wonderful with people, he made him feel right at home. He said, “Sit down, young fellow. If we’re going to run an engine we’ve got to feed the driver.”


  So he sat down, and we had a marvelous meal: you’d get great juicy chops in that place cooked in butter, and steaks an inch thick, and the most marvelous oysters and sea food.


  I know it was pretty late in the season, but we started off with oysters and champagne: I don’t think the young fellow was used to drinking. Daddy kept filling up his glass, and he got quite drunk. He was awfully funny, he kept talking about his responsibility:


  “It’s a terrible responsibility to know that all these lives are dependent on you,” he said, then Daddy would fill up his glass again.


  “A moment’s hesitation in a crisis,” he said, “and all is lost.”


  “A truer word was never spoken,” said Daddy, and he filled his glass up again.


  “A man must have a clear brain and a steady hand,” he said.


  “Right you are,” said Daddy. “This will make you so steady, son, that you will get practically paralyzed”


  Mr. Gates and Father Dolan laughed so much that the tears began to trickle down their cheeks, O we had an awfully good time in those days, there was something so innocent about everything.


  Then we all got up to go, and I was really quite nervous: the poor kid could hardly stand up, and I didn’t know what was going to happen. Daddy was so happy and excited, there was something so wild about him, his eyes danced like devils, and he threw back his head and laughed, and you could hear him all over the place.


  Father Chris O’Rourke had to hold Mass the next morning, and he left us, but Father Dolan came along. We all went outside with the young man being helped along by Daddy and Mr. Gates, and everyone in the restaurant followed us outside, and Mr. Gates told me to sit up front beside the driver. God! I was proud! And Daddy and Mr. Gates and Father Dolan got in behind, how they ever did it I don’t know, it must have been awfully small, I think Daddy must have sat on Father Dolan’s lap. O yes! I know he did.


  And everybody cheered as we started off; the actors followed us out of the restaurant, and stood looking after us as we drove off into the lilac and velvet darkness, and I can still remember how I looked back and saw their smiling and unnatural faces, their bright masks, their lonely and haunted eyes. They kept shouting funny things at Daddy and asking if he had any last messages, and De Wolfe Hopper was there and he ran around pretending to be a horse and neighing, and trying to climb up a lamp post. O, it was thrilling!


  So Mr. Gates said, “Whither away, Joe?”


  And Daddy said, “To the Golden Gate and may she never stop!”


  Then Daddy said to the young fellow who was driving: “How fast can she go, son?” and the young fellow said, “She can do twenty miles an hour without any trouble.”


  “Downhill, you mean,” said Daddy just to tease him, so we started to go and God! I was thrilled! It seemed to me we were flying, I suppose he did go twenty miles an hour, but it seemed like a hundred would now and we passed a policeman on a horse and the horse got frightened and tried to run away and God! the cop was so mad: he came galloping after us and shouted for us to stop, and Daddy laughed just like a crazy man, and said, “Go on! son! Go on! There’s not a horse in the world can catch you!”


  But the young fellow was scared and he slowed down and then the cop came up and said what did we mean, and where did we think we were, and he’d a good mind to put us all under arrest for disturbing the peace at that hour of night with “that thing”; he kept calling it “that thing” in such a scornful way, and I got so angry at him, I thought it was so beautiful, it was painted the richest kind of winey red, it looked good enough to eat, and I was so mad to think the man should talk that way.


  I don’t know why it made me mad, but I think the reason must have been that the car didn’t seem to me like a thing at all. It’s hard to tell you how it was, but it was almost as if the car was some strange and beautiful and living creature which we had never known before but which now gave to all our lives a kind of added joy and warmth and wonder. And I believe that was the way it was with those first motor cars we ever saw. Somehow each one of them seemed different from all the others, each one seemed to have a different name, a separate life and personality, and although now I know they would look crude and funny and old-fashioned, it was all different then. We had never seen or known them in the world before, we had only dreamed or heard they could exist, and now that I was riding in one, it all seemed incredible and unbelievable, and yet gloriously real and strange, as every beautiful thing is when it first happens to you. The car was magical to me as if it had come out of some other world like Mars, and yet the very moment that I saw it I seemed to have known about it always, and it seemed to belong to that day, that hour, that year, somehow to be a part of all that happened that night, and to belong to Daddy and the priests and Mr. Gates, the young mechanic and all the haunted faces of the actors, and to all the songs we sang that year, the things we did and said, and something strange and innocent and lost and long ago. I can remember now the way that old car looked so well that I could close my eyes and draw it for you. I can remember its rich wine color, its great polished lamps of brass, the door that opened in its round, fat back, and all its wonderful and exciting smells—the strong and comforting smell of its deep leather, and the smells of gasoline and oil and grease that were so strong and warm and pungent that they seemed to give a kind of thrilling life and ecstasy to everything in the whole world. They seemed to hold the unknown promise of something wonderful and strange that was about to happen and that belonged to the night, and to the mystery and joy of life, the ecstasy of the lilac dark, as [if] all the smells of flowers and leaf and grass and earth belonged to them.


  So I guess that was the reason that I got so mad when I heard the policeman call the car “that thing,” although I did not know the reason then. It looked as if the cop was going to run us in, but then Daddy got up off Father Dolan’s lap, and the cop saw Father Dolan and of course he got very nice to us: you know nearly all the cops are Catholic; and Mr. Gates talked to him and gave him some money, and Daddy joked with him and made him laugh, and then Daddy showed him his police badge and asked him if he knew Big Jake Dietz at police headquarters, and then I was so proud to see the way the cop came round.


  And the cop said for us all to go into Central Park and we could ride all we damn pleased for all he cared, but you wouldn’t catch him in one of those things, they’d blow up on you at any moment and then where’d you all be? And Daddy said he hoped we’d all be in Heaven, and what’s more we’d take our own priest with us, so there’d be no hitch in any of the formalities, and we all got so tickled and began to laugh and the cop did too, and then he began to brag about his horse and God! it was a beautiful horse and he said give him a horse always, that they’d never make one of those things that could go faster than a horse. The poor fellow! I wonder what he’d say now!


  And Daddy teased him and said the time would come when you’d have to go to the zoo to see a horse and the policeman said by that time you’d have to go to a junkshop to see a motor car, and Daddy said, “The trouble with us is that we’re anachronisms.” And the policeman said well, he didn’t know about that, but he wished us luck, and hoped we all got out of it alive.


  So he rode off and we drove into Central Park and started off as hard as we could go and began to climb a hill when sure enough, we broke down just as the policeman said we would. I never knew just what did happen, I guess the young fellow may have had too much to drink, he seemed wild and excited, but anyway we saw a hansom halfway up the hill in front of us, and he cried out, “Watch me pass them,” and did something to the car, and just as we got up even with them and were trying to go by, the car coughed and spluttered and stood still. Well, we could hear the people in the hansom laughing, and one of them shouted something back to us about the tortoise and the hare. And I felt so mad at them and so humiliated and so sorry for our driver, and Daddy said, “Never mind, son, the race may not always be to the swift, but even the hare will sometimes have his day.”


  But our young fellow felt so bad he couldn’t say a word. He got out of the car and walked round and round it, and finally he began to explain to us the way it happened and how it could never happen again in a hundred years. And well you see it was this way, and well you see it was that. And we didn’t understand a word of what he was saying, but we felt so sorry for him that we told him he was right. So he began to poke around inside of it, and then he would turn something here and twist something there, and grab the crank and whirl it round and round until I was afraid he was going to wring his arm off. Then he would get down on his back and crawl in under it and bang and hammer at something underneath. And nothing happened. Then he would walk round and round the car again and mutter to himself. Finally he gave up and said he was afraid we’d have to get out of the car and take a hansom if we wanted to get home without walking. So we started to get out, and the mechanic was so mad and so embarrassed at the way his car had acted that he grabbed it and shook it as if it were a brat. And nothing happened.


  He gave it one last try. He grabbed the crank like a crazy man and began to whirl it round and round until he was exhausted. And when nothing happened he suddenly shouted out “O damn that thing,” kicked it in the tire as hard as he could, and collapsed across the radiator, sobbing as if his heart would break. And I don’t know what that did to it or how it happened, but suddenly the car began to chug and wheeze again, and there we were ready to go, and the young fellow with a grin upon his face that stretched from ear to ear. So we went on up that hill and coasted down the next, and now we really seemed to fly.


  It was like soaring through the air, or finding wings you never knew you had before. It was like something we had always known about and dreamed of finding, and now we had it like a dream come true. And I suppose we must have gone the whole way round the park from one end to another, but none of us really knew how far we went or where we were going. It was like that kind of flight you make in dreams, and sure enough, just like something you are waiting for in a dream, we came tearing around a curve in the road and there before us we could see the same hansom we had tried to pass upon the hill. And the minute that I saw it I knew that it was bound to happen, it seemed too good to be true, and yet I had felt sure all the time that it was going to turn out just this way. And that was the way it was with all of us, we threw back our heads and roared with laughter, we yelled and waved our hands at all the people in the cab, we went tearing by them as if they were rooted to the earth, and as we passed them Daddy turned and shouted back at them: “Cheer up, my friends, they also serve who only stand and wait.”


  So we passed them by and left them far behind us and they were lost. And now there was nothing all around us but the night, the blazing stars, the lilac darkness in the park and God but it was beautiful. It was just the beginning of May and all the leaves and buds were coming out, they had that tender feathery look, and there was just a little delicate shaving of moon in the sky, and it was so cool and lovely, with the smell of the leaves, and the new grass, and all the flowers bursting from the earth till you could hear them grow: it seemed to me the loveliest thing that I had ever known, and when I looked at my father, his eyes were full of tears and he cried out “Glory! O glory! Glory!” and then he began in his magnificent voice: “What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! In form, in moving, how express and admirable! In action how like an angel! In apprehension how like a God!”


  And the words were so lovely, the music was so grand that somehow it made me want to cry, and when he had finished he cried out “Glory!” once again, and I saw his wild and beautiful brow there in the darkness, and I turned my eyes up toward the sky and there were the tragic and magnificent stars, and a kind of fate was on his wild and beautiful head and in his eyes, and the story of all his wandering, his exile, his loneliness was on his brow; and suddenly as I looked at him I knew that he was going to die.


  And he cried “Glory! Glory!” and we rode all through the night, and round and round the Park, and then dawn came and all of the birds began to sing. Now broke the birdsong in first light, and suddenly I heard each sound the birdsong made: like a flight of shot, the sharp fast scarps of sound arose. With chitterling bicker, fast-fluttering skirrs of sound the palmy honied birdcries came. Smooth drops and nuggets of bright gold they were. Now sang the birdtree filled with lutings in bright air: the thrum, the lark’s wing, and tongue-trilling chirrs arose now. The little brainless cries arose and fell with liquorous liquefied lutings, with lirruping chirp, plumbellied smoothness, sweet lucidity. And now there was the rapid kweet kweet kweet kweet kweet of homely birds, and then their pwee-pwee-pwee: others with thin metallic tongues, a sharp cricketing stitch, a mosquito buzz, while some with rusty creakings, high shrew’s caws, with eery rasp, with harsh far calls—all birds that are awoke [awake] in the park’s woodland tangles; and above them passed [a] whirr of hidden wings, the strange lost cry of the unknown birds in full light now in the park, the sweet confusion of their cries was mingled.


  “Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet with charm of earliest birds.” And it was just like that and the sun came up, and it was like the first day of the world, and that was the year before he died and I think we were staying at Bella’s then, but maybe we were staying at the old hotel, or perhaps we had already moved to Auntie Kate’s: we moved around so much, we lived so many places, it seems so long ago that when I try to think of it now it gets confused, and I cannot remember.


  —


  That year I was living with Bella, no I wasn’t. I guess we were living with Auntie Kate—well maybe we were staying with Bella: I don’t know, we moved around so much and it’s so long ago. It gets all confused in my mind now, Daddy was always on the go, he couldn’t be still a minute: sometimes he was playing in New York, and sometimes he went off on a tour with Mansfield or somebody and was gone for months. O you would have loved Daddy! He was so wild and beautiful, everybody adored him. That was the trouble: things came too easy for him, he never had to work for anything. I think that must have been the year before he died; I was about sixteen. God, I was a beauty. I was like peaches and cream, I don’t think I’ve changed much. Don’t you think I have a nice face? I think it’s a nice face; it’s the same as it always was, people don’t change much. ... Daddy was playing in New York that year. Did you ever hear of a play called Polonius Potts, Philanthropist? O, it was a wonderful play: Daddy was so good in it—he took the part of Professor McGilligrew Mumps, of Memphis, D.D.: people began to roar as soon as he came on the stage. I have some pictures of him in his make-up: he had a gold wig and long side-whiskers that stuck out like hay, he had on a long frock coat, and he carried a big floppy umbrella that kept coming open whenever he leaned on it. “Mumps is my name, McGilligrew Mumps of Memphis”—then he would pull out a big red handkerchief from his side pocket and blow his nose like a trumpet; he had only to do that to stop the show, the audience would howl for five minutes.


  He was so beautiful: the corners of his mouth bent up as if they were trying to smile all the time: when he smiled his whole face seemed to light up. There was something so delicate about it: it was just as if someone had turned on a light. They don’t have plays like that any more, I suppose people would think them too simple and foolish. I thought they were wonderful—I don’t know, it seems to me people were more simple in those days. Most people are such Smarties nowadays: everyone thinks he has to be saying or doing something smart all the time. They’re all so Fancy, they make me tired. Most of the young fellows are such trash: they’re all sickbed over with the pale cast of someone else—a little false this and a little not quite that, it’s all like imitation shredded wheat. Good heavens, what’s the use of trying to be something you’re not and throwing away whatever quality you have? God! I wish I could do something else! I’m too good for it! I’m sorry I gave up my painting. The theatre ought to be the richest and most magnificent thing in the world but most of the people in it are such trash. “As for me I am noted for muh torso!” Imagine giving the words and thoughts of a great poet to a fellow like that! Calling himself Atwater when his real name is Weiss! Atwater, my eye! You can’t fool me, young fellow, with that Atwater gaff: I’m one of the chosen myself, you know. Atwater! God! The names they give themselves! Reginald Atwater, when you only have to take one look at his nose to hear the ducks quack: you could hang the complete works of Rubens on one side of it, it looks like the front end of the Leviathan coming into the dock. The nerve of him! Yes, I said, but it doesn’t matter at all, Mr. Atwater, what looks best on you: the only thing that matters is what looks best on Hamlet (“Aye, in my heart of hearts, Horatio”), and you have got to understand that. God, the conceit of him: it didn’t even make a dent in him: “I know, I know,” he says, “but we must consider the Physique of the actor playing the part.” “Yes, but what part are you playing?” I said, “You are not playing Atwater, you are playing Hamlet (which is a big lie, of course, he’s playing Atwater: He never played anything but Atwater in his life; he couldn’t play anything but Atwater), and you must wear a costume that fits the character.” “Yes,” he says, “but we all have our Points.” (Points! God, that fellow has nothing but Points, he’s one complete mass of Elbows and Sore Thumbs so far as I’m concerned, he makes me sick!)—“We all have our Points,” he says, “and we must try to make the most of them. As for me,” he says, slapping himself on the breast like a big piece of Ham, God, it just didn’t seem possible—“As for me I am noted for muh torso!” “What!” I cried. “What! O what did you say, Mr. Atwater!” I didn’t know what to do, it didn’t seem real, I just couldn’t believe it: I had to get off the stage as fast as I could; when I told Roberta about it I thought she was going to have a fit—it’s become a regular saying now, when we’ve got some terrible ham we say he is noted for his torso.


  You just can’t believe it’s true until you see them: I think Robert and Gwen at the League are about the best of the lot, they work awfully hard—she’s a nice woman but if you mentioned Mussolini she’d ask you what did he ever play in. That’s about as much as they know about anything. ... I hope I get some good plays to do this year. God, how I hate this thing the League has given me: it’s just like a fake masterpiece, you can smell the ham a mile off, all about Mr. X297, and Mr. Z346 and all of them sitting on their rumps in a row wearing masks and working adding machines and saying the same thing; and all the people in the subway wearing masks and chewing gum, and they’ve got something hidden up in the garret, an idiot boy, or something, that no one can bear to look at and they try to hide it: I don’t know what the hell that’s supposed to represent, but it’s symbolical and significant and you hear screams from time to time. And then everybody goes to Heaven and God and all the angels are wearing masks and they all sing “The Star-Spangled Banner” together and say: “To hell with Russia, to hell with the Jews, to hell with the Niggers,” etc.—Good God! Nobody has ever been like that. Mr. X297! It’s ridiculous! He read it in a book somewhere, no, I know where he got it: he went to Germany last year and now he’s going to write German plays about America, and I suppose next year he’ll be writing Russian plays about Peru, and then he’ll read another book and write a Siamese play about Chicago.


  It makes me sick, here they’ve got this magnificent thing around them and none of them will look at it, they’re all so fancy; and then there’s Mr. Joyce and he’s almost blind and God he was glad to get that money, he said he was very hard up, and look what he’s able to see: there was something so delicate about his face and when I told him I was deaf he looked awfully interested and asked me a lot of questions about it—he wanted to know what it was like being deaf, he said he was writing something about deafness in his new book, I wonder what it’s going to be like. God! there was some good writing in Ulysses, it was just as if you had got off suddenly into another dimension, and I thought all that about the man looking for his son was magnificent, and then you have this Burke running around with both his eyes and seeing nothing but X147. It makes me tired! “I don’t know if you can do it,” he says to me, “it’s got to be something cr-r-ude”—gee! I had to laugh at him, the spittle sort of dribbled out of the side of his mouth when he said “crude.” But isn’t that just like them! They sit around on their back-ends and look bitter and think they’re being crude. I’d like to tell them a few things! The nerve of that fellow! “Look here, Burke,” I said, “I’m designing this show, and you’ve got to let me do it my own way.” “Yes,” he said, “but I want to be sure that you really feel the thing” (Feel it! My God, I felt like telling him it was like a case of chronic neuralgia). “In a play of this sort,” he said, “getting the right scenery is most important.” “Vell!” I said, “take avay the scenery and vot have you got?” It was an awfully mean thing to say, but it was so funny I couldn’t help it: it just sort of popped out of my mouth before I knew it, usually you think of something like that when it’s too late, you never think of it at the moment—I was so proud of myself for thinking of it like that, I think it was awfully smart of me, I don’t think he liked it very much, I felt awfully good about it.


  —


  But God! the things I’d like to tell these people if I could: I see the most marvelous things every day, and nobody seems to do anything about it. What a shame to let all this richness and beauty go to waste! It seems to get richer and more beautiful all the time, I see the most marvelous colors and shapes of things now that I used not to notice. God, I wish I could write, what a wonderful power it must be to express yourself in words that way, and to be able to tell what you feel and see. Nobody ever asked me what goes on in my mind when I design, nobody ever tries to find out anything about it, but it is the most exciting and beautiful thing. I should like to write a book and tell people all about it, I should like to tell them about the thing that happens inside me and about all the things I see: O it would be a wonderful book! It would have all kinds of things in it that people know nothing about.


  First, I should tell them all about the clothes people wear. O yes! everyone thinks he knows all about clothes, especially these rich Christian women who go into Edith’s shop but they know nothing about it. I know more about clothes than anyone I have ever seen, and Edith comes next—I should tell them all the things I see on the street every day and how you cannot know what a person is like until you have seen what he is wearing. People are like the clothes they wear, they may think it’s all an accident but it’s not. The reason they wear the kind of clothes they do is because they are what they are: when you see one of the men with tight lips and a long thin coldlooking nose he will wear a certain kind of clothes, and when you see all these young fellows nowadays with side pockets that slant and pleat at the waist of the trousers, it is because of something in them, there is something sad about it, and then there is the way that actors and preachers and politicians and quack doctors and psychologists dress: everything they wear sort of goes forward, they are turning everything in them out for the world to see. That was the trouble with Atwater when they did the Hamlet: Hamlet turns inward and Atwater turns outward, it is hard to make actors understand that—it is their whole life to turn outward and to be seen and observed, they are always putting themselves forward, it simply kills them if this doesn’t happen, they have got to have people talk about them and notice them.


  You can tell if people turn inward or outward by the clothes they wear, by their shoes, neckties, shirts, socks and hats. People who wear loose clothes and people who wear tight clothes are not the same, and then there are all the colors they wear: this is simply fascinating. The most wonderful people are the old women you see who wear about a million little things: there are a lot of them in England, they live in all those horrible little hotels up in Bloomsbury and places like that, there are also a lot of them in Boston; they have strange faces, they are lost.


  Gee! I saw a wonderful old woman in Boston once: it was in a restaurant, she must have had about a thousand little things on, she had a long black dress on and it was all covered with beads and bangles and glittering ornaments. God! it must have weighed a ton! Then she had all sorts of lace things on over that, it all sort of dripped down from her arms, and fell over her wrists, and got into her soup; and then she had a lot of rings and loose bracelets and beads and necklaces, and a whaleboned collar with a lot more lace and ear rings, and all sorts of combs in her hair, and a hat all covered with masses of things, feathers, fruit, birds, God! that woman was a walking museum. I was so excited, it was one of the strangest things I ever saw in my life, there was something so tragic about her, these people are always sad: I got as close as I could to her and tried to hear what she was saying, but I couldn’t. I’d have given anything to know what it was: what do you suppose a woman like that can do? Isn’t it a strange thing! It comes from something inside them, something all fancy and broken up like beads, something all cluttered up that can’t bear to throw anything away and that is smothering in oceans of junk: there was another of them in Lincoln that time Irene and I were travelling together in that car—she lived in one of those old houses near the Cathedral: it was a lively little old house and when I passed by this old woman was having her tea. God, she was wearing more junk than I’ve ever seen on any one person [in] all my life, and the room where she was was just like that, there must have been a thousand little things in it—little covers for everything, and little jugs and vases and jars and pots and chairs and tables—it was simply fascinating: I forgot where I was and began to stare in through the window and all of a sudden the door opened and the most dreadful woman flew out at me: she was wearing a maid’s dress, and she was one of the most cruel and terrible looking people I have ever seen—her face was all red and hard looking, it was like an axe, you could have chopped wood with it; and she rushed at me with her arms above her head as if she were going to kill me: she cried out in the most terrible voice, “You! You!” I guess she was awfully mad because I had been staring in through the window. God! I was scared stiff; I turned and flew.


  Then there are the things people wear underneath, I should like to tell about that too, there is something sad and terrible about it: there was that girl at the theatre when we were doing the Revue, she was a dancer, Jackie they called her, God, she could dance! she was just like a streak of lightning, she was an awfully nice kid, she looked like a boy and when she came in there to be fitted for her costume she was wearing man’s underwear, these loose white drawers and an athletic shirt: God, I almost had a fit, there was something awfully sad about it, and the poor kid began to cry as if her heart would break; I don’t think she knew what was the matter. And then Lou Becker came in, and she weighs three hundred pounds, she has a great behind that looks like a barrel, and she used to wear the fanciest things you ever saw: she came in once with a black cat embroidered on them in the most suggestive fashion, it was simply horrible. “O Lou!” I cried, “In heaven’s name, what are you doing?” “It’s art, darling,” she said, “this modern symbolical stuff. Let those read who can.” Gee, she was a funny girl. I wish you could have seen her great fat face with a sort of lewd leer on it when she said it: Martha Hart almost had hysterics.


  But isn’t there something awfully sad about it? I don’t suppose the poor fat thing ever had a beau in her life, and she was always talking about it, she had an awfully dirty mind, but some of the things she said were really very funny. And then there’s poor old Rapp, and that time she was staying at our house last year and got bronchitis, and we thought she was going to die: she was simply burning up with fever and shivering, and Edith and I undressed her and put her to bed—Good God! would you believe it, she was wearing three pairs of those old fashioned cotton drawers?


  “O Rapp!” I cried, “Rapp! In God’s name what’s the matter?”


  “O don’t let them see me!” she said, “they’re after me!”


  “They?” I said, “Who do you mean, Rapp? There’s no one here but us.”


  The poor old thing, she was simply terrified: she told me later she’s been afraid for years that some man was going to attack her, and that’s why she wears all those things.


  God! it’s sad: when I first knew her she was a young and very beautiful woman, she had just come from the hospital, and Bella was her first case. Then later, when I had my little Alma, we had her again: that was the time I almost died, she was simply wonderful, and since then she’s always come and stayed with us. Isn’t it a strange thing: I remember her when she was a very handsome woman, she had lots of beaus, and several men wanted to marry her, and she had this other terrible thing in her all the time, and now she’s old and mad, and she thinks everyone is persecuting her and that men are going to attack her; and sometimes it only seems a little while ago since she came to Bella’s and then again it seems so long ago that you can’t believe it is real.


  O yes! And then I would like to write about the way you feel when you have a child and what it was like when my little Alma came, for I had lain on the earth upon green hillsides all that summer with my child inside me, and I felt the great earth move below me and swing westward in the orbits of the sun. I knew the earth, my body was the earth, I grew into the earth, and my child was stirring in me as I lay there on the earth in that green hillside: and Rapp was there and old Dr. Roth—he was a great surgeon, and I seemed to be out of my head. And yet I knew everything that was going on around me: we were living in that house in West End Avenue then, and it was about eleven o’clock in the morning and God! it was hot! It was August and it was hot as hell, and I could feel the heat and hear the people going by in the street, I heard the clank of the iceman’s tongs there in the street and the children shouting, and all of a sudden I could hear all the birds singing in the trees outside, and I cried out “Sweet is the breath of morn her rising sweet with charm of earliest birds,” and that was the way it was. It was so lovely, God, I was mad with the pain; it is beyond anything you could ever imagine, it becomes a kind of exquisite and unbearable joy, and one part of you, the upper part, seems to be floating around way up about you, and the other part seems chained to the earth, and they are rending and stabbing you with knives, and great waves of it roll over you, and you feel yourself come and go from it, and when it came I kept crying out “For who would fardels bear? who would fardels bear? who would fardels bear?” And I could see Rapp and Dr. Roth moving about through it all, and it was all so strange because their faces bloomed and faded with the pain; and then there was Rapp with her enormous gentle hands that were everlasting and merciful, they were as big and strong as a man’s under me, and I was not afraid but I thought I was dying, I was sure I was dying and I cried, “O Rapp! Rapp! Good-bye, I am going,” and she said, “O my darling! My dear! You’re not! You will be all right!” She loved me so, and God! but I was lovely then, I was so small and lovely then. And then there was something so strange and terrible about Rapp and Dr. Roth, I had never seen them that way before, he was always so gentle, he told me later he was awfully worried but now he was bending over me and barking in my face: “Push! You’ve got to push, mother! You’re not trying hard enough! You’ve got to try harder than that, mother! Come on, mother! We can’t have it for you, you know! Push! Push hard, mother! You’re not trying!” And Rapp said, “O she is trying, too,” she got so mad at him, and they were both terribly worried, it had been so long, and then it was all over and I was floating on clouds of peace, I was floating in a lovely and undulant ocean of bliss.


  And O yes! I should like to write of the times I go in swimming and of my nice toes and feet and my nice legs, and it was that glorious soft day and the water was so clean and sparkling, and they’ve got that enormous place that goes a mile or more along the shore, and there was no one there, so Lily and I went in without anything on, and I turned over on my back and floated, and God! I seemed to be right in the very middle of the universe: I could see my nice white belly floating there and my legs all short and funny looking with a strange green color on them moving back and forth like fish, and the sea was like a great bed below me, it held me up and my back and arms floated on it, and I looked up in the sky that was so deep and blue and it all seemed to be part of my body, it seemed to fill me and come from me and flow into me; I was the earth and the sea and the sky and all things were born in me and proceeded from me, it was like something that had gone on forever, it was like music, it was like a star, and I should like to tell people how it was, it was like being in love when your lover comes into you.


  And Yes! I should like to tell them all about my little Alma, and how tiny she was, she was just a little scrap of a thing, and of the things that child said! Gee, she was a funny kid: we were having tea one day and she came by the door, and we had guests there, and she couldn’t have been more than four years old and I called out “O Alma, Alma, where are you going?” And she said, “I am going out, out, brief candle!” O God! I thought they’d kill themselves laughing, but there was something so wonderful about it too: wasn’t that a strange thing for a child that age to say? It popped right out of her mouth, I suppose she had heard some of us quoting Shakespeare. And then one time when Edith and I came in we found her doing her lessons: she had all her books around her in the middle of the floor and she was doing her spelling lesson, she was simply biting the word off as if she were scolding it: O-u-n-c-e, ounce! O-u-n-c-e, ounce! O-u-n-c-e, ounce! Then she changed to another one, P-u-a-r-t, quart! P-u-a-r-t, quart! P-u-a-r-t, quart! God, we had a fit! The poor kid thought the “q” was a “p,” and whenever anything went wrong after that we used to say, O-u-n-c-e, ounce!—it was like saying damn, only better. Gee, that kid’s a scream: you have never in your life heard anything like the way she goes on at the table, we get to laughing so sometimes that we can hardly eat, she says the funniest things you ever heard, I wish I could remember some of them—O yes! The other night we were talking about the house in the country and what name we would call it by and Alma said, “We will call the side that Father sleeps on the Patri-side, and the side that Mother sleeps on the Matri-side, and as for you, Stinkweed”—that’s what she calls Joe, they simply adore each other, they say the most dreadful things to each other—“we will call the side that you sleep on the Fratri-side.” God, she’s so wonderful! She is my darling and my dear, she is my little Alma, she is the most delicate and lovely thing that ever lived.


  And yes! And yes! I should like to tell them how it is the mornings I go into Stein and Bamberg’s to design, and Mr. Bamberg is walking up and down on big thick carpets, and God! richness and power and goosegrease seem to be oozing out of every pore of him, and there is something so clean and lovely about the place, the workrooms are great airy places with a beautiful light everywhere, and everywhere there are great clean bolts of magnificent cloth piled upon the tables, and the wonderful smell of cloth: I should like to tell about that in the book and the wonderful feeling it gives you—there is something so generous and full of noble dignity about this cloth, it is grand and beautiful and you can do such wonderful things with it, and all the little tailors are sitting crosslegged on their tables with this magnificent cloth all around them and God! how they stink sometimes! I’m sure some of them never take a bath, sometimes it’s simply dreadful when you go in there, you could cut the stink with a knife, but it’s fascinating to watch them at work. They’re very fine workmen, some of them get paid two hundred dollars a week, they have the most delicate and skillful hands, there is something delicate and beautiful about their movements as they draw the thread through or make a knot, it is like a dance.


  And yes! I should like to tell them about Rosen’s, what a wonderful place it is, with the Grand Duchess Somebody or Other selling perfume as you go in and this Princess Piccatitti selling underwear. God! I think that is the most horrible name I have ever heard, there is something obscene about it, even Edith has to laugh when she says it—if I had a name like that I’d change it to Schultz or something: imagine being called Ophelia Piccatitti, wouldn’t that be horrible? Wouldn’t it be awful to be one of the Piccatitti children and then have them call you one of the little Piccatittis. We had a girl down at the theatre once by the name of Titsworth, she was an awfully nice girl, she did the props, but God! I almost got hysterics every time I had to say her name, and what made it more awful the stage manager’s name was Mister Matchem, and I think he really got awfully fond of her, she was very pretty, there was something terribly sad about it, I am sure the poor girl suffered tortures about her name. I think she liked him, too, but she was sometimes very unkind to him, and I think that was the reason, and one time he was looking for her and asked where she was and I told him she was upstairs in the workshop, and he asked me would I call her, and I went to the stairs and called up, “Miss Titsworth, someone wants to see you,” and she called down, “Who is it?” And I said, “Mr. Matchem,” and God! they had to pick me up off the floor, I got hysterical, they carried me to a chair and Louise Morgenstern was terribly worried, she thought that I was crying, the tears were streaming down my face, and finally when I got so I could talk again, Louise asked me what the trouble was and I said, “Mr. Matchem is looking for Miss Titsworth,” and that started me off again. I think Louise was terribly shocked, she could never understand anything like that, she was so awfully pure herself, and she said, “Well, I don’t see anything funny about that.”


  Gee, I have to laugh sometimes when I see their names in the social columns, New York must be simply full of these people, where do you suppose they all come from? When you read about it it doesn’t seem possible, it is the God damndest thing you ever saw, it doesn’t seem real, you think somebody made all the names up: Mrs. H. Stuyvesant O’Toole entertained at dinner last night in honor of the Prince and Princess Stephano di Guttabelli: among those present were the Lady Jessica Houndsditch, Captain the Right Honorable Hugh McDingle, Mr. and Mrs. Van Rensalaer Weisberg, Count Sapski, R. Mortimer Shulemovitch, and the Grand Duchess Martha-Louise of Hesse-Schnitzelpuss.


  But God! doesn’t it make you want to laugh! The nerve of that fellow Burke! This ham playwright that they’ve got! That’s another of those names. Nathaniel Burke my eye! Why didn’t you go pick a real fancy Christian name while you were about it?—Montmorency Van Landingham Monteith, or Reginald Hilary Saltonstall, or Jefferson Lincoln Coolidge, or something like that? Nathaniel Burke! Can you beat it? He’s the greasiest Kike you ever saw: his real name is Nathan Berkovich, I’ve known his people all my life. The Menorah Journal got hold of all our pictures somehow and the first thing you knew there was Joe Aaronson on the left, and me in the middle, and this Burke on the right with a big black headline: JEWS NOW PROMINENT IN THE ART THEATER, or something like that. I thought Burke was going to have a fit: he simply turned green. God! He was mad! I think he thought Joe and I had something to do with it, he stormed around and threatened to sue everybody: he wouldn’t speak to anyone for days. I thought Joe would die laughing: he threw his arms around me and kept saying: “After all these years, I believe! There is a God!” It was really awfully mean of him, he and Burke simply loathed each other: he kept tormenting him for days about it: “By the way, Burke, I was reading a very interesting piece about you the other day in the Menorah Journal.” Or, “I see where you have broken into print, Burke. There’s a very interesting article about your early life and struggles in this month’s Menorah Journal. Have you seen it yet? I’ll send you a half dozen copies,” and so on. I really got frightened: I was afraid once or twice that Burke was going to kill him from the way he looked. His face got all swollen and horrible looking. They both think they are God Almighty: Joe is awfully arrogant and insulting when he wants to be—I think it’s because he’s so small and Jewy looking: his face is so dark and discolored I think he wears all those horrible scarfs and neckties to accentuate it—he suffered tortures as a child: when he first went to school the teacher and all the other children thought he was a negro. I don’t think that he’s ever gotten over it: he’s really a very fine and sensitive person, a very high grade sort of man. I think that he has the finest intelligence of anyone they have there.


  God! I’m glad he’s got Virginia at last, she’s a nice girl but nobody’s ever going to crown her Miss America. I thought he was going to die for a while; his face became simply purple, none of the doctors knew what was wrong with him, I think he got a little crazy. He hasn’t got much money, and he went to Europe and began to spend money right and left. I think he got delusions of grandeur, or something: he hired a Rolls Royce and two men up front and drove all through France and Germany buying costumes right and left—he spent over twenty thousand dollars, part of it he charged to the League. I thought Lawrence Weinberg was going to commit suicide: he tried to tell me about it and he began to strangle, they had to give him a drink to bring him around. Now, they have the cutest Jew baby you ever saw.


  But God! the nerve of that fellow Burke! I got so tired of his goings on after a while that I said to him: “Look here, Burke. You’d just better be glad you are a Jew. Where would you be if it weren’t for the Jews, I’d like to know? That’s too bad about you. You’ve been treated pretty well, I think. Alle Yiddieshae kinder!” I think he hated me for it. I used to know his father and mother, they were such nice old people—the old fellow had a store on Grand Street, he wore a beard and a derby hat, and washed his hands in a certain way they have before eating: There’s something awfully nice about old Jews like that. They were orthodox of course, and I think it almost killed them the way he’s acted. He won’t go near them any more. Isn’t it a shame: to throw that wonderful thing away in order to become an imitation Christian?


  And then there’s Mr. Rosen in his shop walking up and down and giving orders and bowing and shaking hands with people in his striped pants and rich black coat with the pearl in his necktie: he is like a powerful rich bull, he is so well kept and sleek, I always think of a great well fed bull when I see him; and everything about the place sort of purrs with luxury, everything seems so quiet, but everything seems to be going on just the same, and they’re calling for Edith all over the place, you hear them asking for her everywhere, and there she is looking like a very elegant piece of limp celery, with that pedometer strapped around her ankle, she told me she walked seventeen miles one day, sometimes she is simply dead when she gets home, the poor thing is as thin as a rail, sometimes she won’t say three words during the entire evening, even when there are people coming to dinner, but God she is smart, they couldn’t do without her, she is smarter than any of them.


  We’re fine people. They sneer at us and mock us but we’re fine people just the same. “Many a time and oft in the Rialto you have rated me. ... and spat upon my Jewish gaberdine.” Daddy was a Christian but he was so beautiful. He loved all the things we do, he loved food so much, I don’t think he could have stood this Christian cooking. I can’t imagine him eating the junk one of these little anemic Christian bitches serves up to her husband. ... I wonder what they give them ... O yes, I know! ... I can just see them now with some awful mess on their plate: I can just see Daddy’s delicate and sensitive nose turning up in disgust at the sight of it. He could never have stood it. I know. I know now what they give them: Ox-tail soup out of a can with all of the Ox left out of it, picked-up cod-fish with a little dab of that awful white gooey Christian sauce, boiled Brussels Sprouts and a little stale Angel Food cake that the little bitch got at the Bakery on her way home from the Movies. “Come darling! be a nice boy now! You haven’t eaten any of your good boiled Spinach, dear. It’s good for you, pet, it’s full of nice healthy iron, love (healthy iron, your granny! in three month’s time he will turn green with the belly ache and dyspepsia. I bet he’ll writhe with acute indigestion). No, you bad boy! you can’t have anymore creamed chipped beef: you’ve already had meat three times this month, you’ve had 6¾ ounces of meat in the last three weeks, dear, and it’s very bad for you: you’ll be getting Uric Acid the first thing you know. If you’re a good boy, pet, I’ll let you have a nice burned up Lamb chop week after next. I’ve got the most delicious menu all fixed up for the next two weeks. I read all about it in Molly Messmore’s Food Hints in the Daily Curse—O yum! yum! yum! Your mouth will water all right when you see what I’ve prepared for you (Yes! and if I know anything about them his eyes will water too!). Next week is going to be Fish Week darling, we’re going to have nothing but fish, pet, won’t that be nice? (O yes! that will be just too Goddam nice for words.) Molly says fish is good for you, Lamb, the body needs lots of fish, it’s Brain Food, pet, and if my big boy is going to use that great big wonderful brain of his and think all those beautiful thoughts, he’s going to be a good boy and eat lots of fish like his Momma tells him to. Monday, darling, we are going to have imported Hungarian Cat Fish with hen house noodles—and Tuesday, pet, we are going to have roast Long Island suckers with Gastric juice, and Wednesday, love, we are going to have stewed milk-fed bloaters a la Gorgonzola with stink weed salad and Thursday, sweet, we are going to have creamed Cod with chitling gravy, and Friday—is really Fish Day, lamb—Friday we are going—You bad boy! you take that ugly old fwown wight off your face. I don’t like to see my big boy’s beautiful face all winkled up by that ugly old fwown. Open your moufy now, and swallow down this nice big spoonful of stewed prune juice. There! Now doesn’t he feel better? It’s good for my darling’s bow-wels—O! wake up in the morning feeling just wonderful ... O what a naughty word! If my pet begins to talk like that Momma spank! She will wash his mouf right out with soap and water! Yes she will! He just mustn’t!”


  No wonder Daddy got away from them! He could never have stood it! The very best was not quite good enough for him! And that is the way it is with us too. God, these Christians are a fine lot! I’ll take my chances with a Jew any day! Auntie Kate was another of your Christians and look at the way she acted after Daddy died. And now you would think she was some sort of Saint to listen to her talk—all about how much she did for us, how she sacrificed, and so on. It makes me sick! You just wouldn’t believe it possible till you see her ... she is eighty-five and she gets all dressed up in red velvet, red satin slippers, and red heels. Edith and I send her a hundred dollars a month and she’s always asking for more: When she wants more money she writes and says she’s got to have a new set of false teeth. One year we counted up and we found we’d bought her seven sets of teeth. Fritz simply loathes her: he’s been awfully kind and generous to her, but she is so horrible. She was so mean to Edith and me after Daddy died: Daddy left us some money and she spent every cent of it on herself; she was awfully gay, she had a big house and kept a carriage and did all kinds of entertaining. I guess she needed the money and used it as the bills came in. She did dreadful things: she would go away to Philadelphia or someplace for days at a time and leave me in the house without a penny or anything to eat. There was no one I could go to. I couldn’t go to Bella: I think she was living out in the country in Jersey that year, or maybe she was in the sanatarium for taking dope—I don’t know: everything was so mixed up and unsettled, we were all moving around so much, it all gets confused now.


  When Daddy’s lawyer, Mr. Siegel, found out what she’d done, I thought he was going to kill her: he told her hanging was too good for her, he said that he would see that she went to prison if it was the last thing that he ever did ... I think he really meant it. I got awfully frightened, I was only a kid about twenty, and things frightened me more then ... I had to go get Edith, she was living in that Convent way up in the Bronx, we had to go to Mr. Siegel’s office and answer a lot of questions and sign some papers making it all right. We were both of us frightened nearly to death, Edith was only fifteen, she looked just like a little nun: she had great black staring eyes and she never said anything, no one could ever get her to talk. We walked right into Mr. Siegel’s office hand-in-hand, and whenever they asked us a question we just wagged our heads. Neither of us was able to speak. Anyway, everything turned out all right and nothing was done about it. Auntie Kate wept and rung her hands and carried on, and said what wouldn’t she do for her dear brother’s children. O it made you sick! ... God what those Christians will do for money! The Jews aren’t in it!


  —


  
    They come! Ships call!


    Forever the rivers run.


    The great hooves come below their manes of darkness.


    And the horses of sleep are galloping, galloping over the land.

  


  —


  Come, mild and magnificent sleep, and let your tides flow through the nation. O daughter of memoried hours, empress of labor and weariness, merciful sister of dark death and all forgetfulness, enchantress and redeemer, hail! Seal up the porches of our memory, tenderly, gently, steal our lives away from us, blot out the vision of lost love, lost days, and all our ancient hungers: Transformer, heal us!


  For we are strange and beautiful asleep, we are all strange and beautiful asleep; for we are dying in the darkness, and we know no death, there is no death, in sleep.


  O softly, softly the great dark horses of sleep are galloping over the land. The great black bats are flying over us, the tides of sleep are moving through the nation, below the tides of sleep and time great fish are moving. Call!


  As from dark winds and waters of our sleep on which a few stars sparely look, we grope our feelers in the sea’s dark bed, among the polyped squirms, blind sucks and crawls and sea-valves of the brain, call through the slopes and glades of night’s dark water on great fish. ...


  [¬]


  II

  [MY COUSIN ROBERT]


  My cousin Robert sat quietly on the thick carpet of the stair’s top step. He was twelve years old; he was a fat earnest little boy who stammered badly. Slowly, solemnly, remote and elfin as time’s memory, the small clock in the room below struck out nine strokes of golden sweetness. The sound thronged through the dark and living silence of the house: it was a music sunken in a far sea-depth, and its chime inhabited the house with its phantasmal magic. After the clock stopped striking there was for a time no sound within the house save its faint slow punctual tock.


  As my cousin Robert listened he could hear the footsteps of people coming by on the street outside, and the sounds of their voices. They would come nearer on a crest of sound, pass, with laughter and a maze of voices at its apex, and recede into far sounds and silence. From time to time a cab would pass by in the street outside, and Robert could hear the velvet rumble of its wheels and the sound of the horse, moving at a spanking trot as its hooves struck with a sharp metallic ring upon the frosty pavement.


  Among these sounds, these living presences of the moment, the horse lived like a timeless spirit, the house lived the time’s spirit, remote, withdrawn, everlasting, and phantasmal. The streets of life cried sharply with their voice of now, the splendid frosty stars were burning overhead, and no wind blew. Among the metes and marks of mortal time, joined breath to breath, and link to link, the time here spoken of was some sixteen thousand days and nights ago upon this earth, and now the hoof, the wheel, the sound of all the vanished steps and voices, are forgotten; and my cousin Robert is old and fat and sad.


  Robert had the plump white freckled skin, the blue eyes and the curly hair of flaming red that one often sees in Jewish children. He was a good hearted and earnest little boy, generous and affectionate, and his feelings were very easily touched. At the present moment he sat alone in the living silence listening to people passing in the street, and he was a little grieved and thoughtful because suddenly he had been forsaken. That night he had had no dinner. On this spacious and luxurious house where Bella lived, and to which he had so often come with his mother as a favored and pampered guest, a disquieting silence, a silence that removed the house from life and detached it from the cheerful hustle of the streets, had fallen. This was the house of plenty, the house where he had so often stuffed his belly with good things, and Bella was the giver of richness and joy. Therefore he had come here with his mother on this night with the old stir of happy anticipation, and now he found himself, inexplicably, deserted and alone.


  People were in the house, and there was life and movement in the house, mysterious life and movement of which he was given a few brief glimpses, but from which he was shut out. They had forgotten him. When he spoke to one of them—to Bella, to his mother, to Bella’s husband, or to Else, the cook, they answered him carelessly, indifferently, brusquely. Sometimes they made no answer at all. Once when he had spoken to her, Bella had laid her warm glowing hand, that hand that gave out love and plenty, upon his head; it was an absent and affectionate gesture.


  Sometimes a door in the hall above would open; there would be a moment’s wedge of soft light, a sudden hiss of quiet voices, a sense of quick but subdued movements. These invasions of life and movement upon the animate silence of the house gave to the boy a sense of intense but quiet activity behind the doors which had been closed to him. From time to time someone would pass him swiftly, softly on the way downstairs, sometimes the heavy waddling form of Else would pant swiftly past him up the stairs. Then doors would open and close gently and the house would lapse into its living quiet again, its breathing silence marked by the slow pulse of the clock.


  It was not this momentary and unaccustomed silence that now gave Robert this sense of ominous apprehension; his thought leaped to the living and cheerful activity of the season of which bright scraps and flickers came to him from the streets, and of which this house had always been a living part. It was a few days before Christmas, and the presence of the holiday was everywhere visible, in the streets, in the shops, most of all in the mind of a child which gives to this time a sensuous and mysterious quality, which makes all things—earth, air, fire, and water, the texture of men themselves, different in time and quality from other times. A child breathes ecstasy and hope into him at this season, exultancy gathers in him, he lives with an incomparable intensity, there is mystery and joy in the air around him and he cannot endure to have this rapture broken.


  Although my cousin Robert was a Jew, he looked forward to Christmas with as much eagerness as any other child: Bella always had a Christmas tree with gifts for everyone and the family would always gather at her house on Christmas day. For this reason Robert was so troubled now by the silence of the house. Also, until that year, he had accepted Christmas as other children do, as a season of gifts and feasting, and he had never questioned its origin or meaning. But, a few days before, when some of the children at school had been talking of the holiday and of what they planned to do, Robert had said he was going to spend the day at his Aunt Bella’s. Then one of the boys, a young tough named Rags Cassidy, began to laugh and sneer at my cousin Robert, and said:


  “Why, you ain’t got no right to even talk about it. Jews don’t have Christmas.”


  When Robert went home that day he told his mother what the boy had said. My Aunt Mary was a very fine woman, but she was not like Bella or my mother, she did not have much humor; she was a very emotional woman and a fancy talker. So when my cousin Robert told her what this Cassidy had said, my aunt clasped him to her bosom and wept and said, “O my son! My little son! Yes! You are a Jew! Tell him you are a Jew! Tell him you belong to a race that has been persecuted and tortured for three thousand years. Tell him that Christ was a Jew—this Christ that they pretend to worship and in whose name they do such cruel things. Tell them the Twelve Apostles were Jews. Tell him the greatest poets and philosophers who ever lived were Jews, that Spinoza and Disraeli and Heine were all Jews.”


  Robert did not think it would do much good to tell the Cassidy boy these things, but he promised he would try, and the next day when the boy started on him again, Robert said:


  “Spinosey and Heinie and the Twelve Apostles were all Jews.”


  “You’re crazy,” the Cassidy boy said, “Heine is the name of a Dutchman.”


  This is what Robert had always thought, too. So he changed the subject.


  “Well, Christ was a Jew,” he said.


  This made the Cassidy boy very mad and he said if Robert said it again he would smash him one. So Robert didn’t say it, but he said:


  “Well, if he wasn’t one, what was he?”


  “He wasn’t nothing!” the Cassidy boy shouted. “He was the Loid.”


  Robert did not understand what the boy meant, and he did not say anything until he had spoken to my father. He knew that my father understood everything and did not get excited like Aunt Mary: My father was a Christian, but he was very smart, and he could always tell my cousin Robert things to say that the Cassidy boy could not answer. So when Robert went to see him, my father said:


  “What did he say he was?”


  “He said he was the Loid,” my cousin Robert said.


  “He did, did he?” my father said. “Well, if he knows so much, ask him which Loid he means.”


  My cousin Robert looked doubtfully at my father.


  “There are a lot of Loids,” my father said. “First of all there is the North German Loid. Then there is the British South African Loid. Then there are all the Loids in the insurance business. Then there is Loid and Taylor’s. Then there are all the English Loids: there is Loid Tennyson and Loid Cornwallis and Loid Burgoyne and Loid Halpus. Maybe he means Loid Halpus,” my father said. “Ask him if he doesn’t mean Loid Halpus.”


  When Robert told the Cassidy boy what my father had said, the boy got very angry and said that someday he would kill himself a Jew, but he had no answer to make to the things my father had told Robert to say.


  Therefore, my cousin Robert now sat there on the top step thinking of these things, and of Christmas, and on the ominous and forbidding quiet which now filled the house.


  Wherever my father and my mother and Bella were, there was richness and joy: for days the house had been alive with a delightful activity, he had seen Bella come in from the streets with her arms loaded with packages, for weeks my mother and Else had been together in the kitchen: they had baked dozens of cakes, pies, tarts, cookies, and loaves of bread. That magnificent house was perfumed now with a dozen strange, rich, and delicate odors—of cinnamon and butter, of spiced fruits and brandied peaches, of preserved ginger brought from China in jars of dark green with heads of woven straw, the Christmas wreathes with their thick stiff leaves of dull green and the red bitterness of their berries. Bella loved abundance and joy, the very best of everything was just about good enough for her, and in addition to the finest meats and fruits and poultry, she loved whatever was rich, rare, and subtle—silks and spices from China, the smoky shawls of India, goblets of thin Austrian glass, the oldest, rarest, headiest wines of the Rhine and Burgundy, the heavy silver chains and lockets of the East, the softest warmest furs of the North—she loved all things that were rich and rare and plentiful in man and nature, she gathered the treasures of the earth about her, and then, because she was the bountiful giver, the source of love and abundance, she gave them out again.


  Shall we hear the sound of the hoof and the wheel in the street again? Shall we hear the sound of the foot on the step? And was there any music in that sound? If there was music, is there more to say?


  How proud, how sharp, how certain some have been! Where are the lost words now? Some had the medicines for all our griefs and could not heal their own. Of some was said: “How fine, how wise, how subtle.” They died, we said that we regretted them, and our memory grew as grey as their own dust. Some used the mockery of limber tongues, some cursed and threatened, and now the mocker and the angry man lie in the earth together. There was no music in their flesh, they brought no joy up to the lintel of a door, and they are lost. They could not help their barrenness, the taste of life was bitter on their lips, and they are lost. They were born without juice or succulence, they grew wise upon the words of others, they knew what they did not know, and they are lost. There was a fashion in disdainfulness, some therefore curled their lips and spoke of nightingales in Jersey City, and they are lost. They could not mock, and so they curled their lips in mockery; they could not weep, and therefore they covered their faces with their hands; they made a skein of words to speak of love, but they had no love, no love, and they are lost. Born without hope or hopelessness, born without love or madness, they breathed the air punctually and moved inglorious flesh about, and they are lost. They hated life and could not die, they could not believe in their own unbelief, they longed to make the semblance of a living man, they had the parts and painted grief or laughter, and they are lost.


  But we heard the horses and wheels of Bella’s carriage in the street as children, we heard her slow stride on the steps, the glorious undulations of her dress, and our hearts were lifted to our throats with joy, and the sound of the hoof and the wheel will walk in our brain forever. Therefore, can we say more than this of any man when he is dead? Perhaps there are a thousand memories and reasons, ten thousand affirmations or denials, but at the end, the very end, what can we say of him? At the end, the very end, we might say: “He was not wise or faithful; his tongue was cruel and his brain was mad. He was so wrong and so mistaken, he was drunken, wild and foolish, he laid the treasure of his spirit waste, and he brought us pain because we loved him.” At the end, the very end, we might say all these things if they were true, but we would not say them, we would not remember them, they would be melted from us like a wisp of smoke, if joy and richness dwelt in him. At the end, the very end, we could say no more than this, for there would be no more to say than this: “Our hearts were lifted to our throats with joy whenever we heard his step outside the door.”


  There are some people who have this quality of richness and joy in them, they were born with it and it stays with them throughout their life, no matter what they do, no matter what ruin or misfortune falls upon them. Some of these people are rich and some are poor, but it does not matter at all whether they are rich or poor in worldly wealth, such people are really always rich: they have in them a wealth that can never be taken away from them and that makes them richer in poverty than millionaires. My father and my Aunt Bella had this quality more than anyone I have ever known.


  At this time Bella was rich. She still had a considerable portion of the property my grandfather had given to his children: this house was part of it. She had also married a doctor who was a wealthy man, and who had a large practice among rich people. She always had plenty of money at this time, and she spent it with the same gesture as a farmer sowing grain: if there was any chink or rift in the comfort of life, any crack or barrenness in the richness of things, Bella stopped it with gold. She could not bear that anyone within sight or touch of her life should want for anything, and her beautiful and opulent hunger soared over the earth and gathered into her house the rarest things: a poor child like my cousin Robert felt, on entering this house, that he had come into magic, that there was nothing within his wish or desire that could not instantly and abundantly be given to him.


  Later, when Bella had begun to feel the pinch of money, this was just the same. Whatever she wanted, or whatever anyone else wanted, she got at once. If she wanted a new carriage and horses, and she had no money for them, she would sell a house; if she had no house to sell, she would bite off pearls or emeralds from a necklace, and send a servant out to get money on them from a pawnbroker: once she paid a grocer who had refused her father credit by sending him a diamond bracelet, and if she wanted to wear jewels which she had already pawned, she would retrieve them by sending others in their place.


  One might say that it is easy to give to people this sense of joy and richness so long as one has wealth to fling away in this fashion. It is not true. There is no joy in wealth alone: in the hands of meagre and barren people wealth has a dusty color. The real wealth that Bella had burned like a flame inside her, and it never went out. In the last years of her life, when she had lost everything, when she was a ruined and broken old woman, wrecked with drugs, drifting from one cheap lodging house to another, this quality was more triumphant than it had ever been. Wherever she went the people wanted to be near her: the people in these dingy places—the little shop-girls and stenographers, the broken down chorus women, the clerks and book keepers, and those desolate and barren old men and women who carefully eked their meagre candle-end of life out in these houses—were instantly drawn toward her, and they loved her. The story of her ruin, the degradation of the drug, was legible upon her flesh and in her eye, but their vision passed by this at once and they could never see her in this ruined mask again: Bella stood instantly revealed to them as the most beautiful and distinguished woman they had ever known, whatever she touched at once became valuable and beautiful, the dingy little rooms she lived in at once grew glorious when she entered them, and the poor lives of all these little people feasted like starved sparrows on the endless wealth and bounty of her spirit.


  When I have spoken of her to people who never met her, I have found that many would not believe me: some laughed at me and said I had a romantic temperament, that exaggeration was natural to me, that my memory had thrown a false glow over her, and that such a person as I described had never lived. Other people would get somewhat annoyed and bitter when I told them about Bella: there were always people who had not had much life of their own because they had nothing to make it with. I have often noticed that such people get angry and sarcastic when told that such a person as Bella has lived upon this earth: Some of them buy their own sterility, they clutch their little delusion of futility because it is all they have, and they feel it gives them a bitter elegance. If it is taken away from them they are deprived of their whole stock-in-trade, they have nothing left: they say that joy and glory have departed from the earth, and when they meet a person like Bella they are finished. They can still speak, but their words sound foolish. Once when I was talking to such people about Bella, a man burst out resentfully:


  “Yes, but why? Why? To what end? What was she living for? For what purpose was all this energy and exuberance? What did it all amount to in the end?”


  He waited for an answer but I did not answer him because he was a fool and a fancy talker: he really did not want an answer. My words would have had no meaning for him. But I knew the answer.


  I knew the answer because I am a Jew and we are born with a knowledge of all the sorrow on the earth. We are so wise because we know at once that we must die. We have been to the wailing wall of love and death for so many centuries, we know so well how to weep and laugh, and we have no time for childish Gentile gabble of futility. We began at the beginning, we have been the master delvers and explorers of living for so long a time that we know! We know! An immense and tragic authority rests upon us. We knew all that at the start, and it was one of us who wrote thousands of years ago: “I gave my heart to know wisdom, and to know madness and folly: I perceived that this also is vexation of spirit.” And the same man wrote that the day of a man’s death is better than the day of his birth, he wrote that the “fool foldeth his hands together and eateth his flesh,” and he wrote that there is nothing better for a man than that he should eat and drink and enjoy good in his labor. He told us to do the work that lay before us with all our might, for there is neither work nor wisdom in the grave, he told us to live with all our heart, and he said that the living know that they shall die, but the dead know nothing. A Jew said this thousands of years ago, he knew the human destiny and what befalls us, and there has never been anything beyond it in courage, in wisdom or in understanding.


  Bella knew this. The reason she had so much exultancy and joy in her life was because the sorrow of time and death was in her heart. The reason she lived this life so well was because she knew that she must die. She died a ruined and broken woman but I think she had as great a wisdom in her as any person I have ever known. The wisdom that Bella had was this: that a man can save his life only by saving nothing, that we can hope to live only by giving all the life we have in us to living, that, in the end, whatever is saved is wasted. I know that we must save nothing that we value dearly: our love, our life, our talent, our possessions and our money must be given utterly and fiercely, and I know whoever saves a precious thing is damned and lost. When I think of Bella, I think also of all the people I have known who have lost their lives through saving them: the people who were forever fearful, forever cautious, who never did anything intensely and with all their life and spirit: who always yielded sparingly and by less than half, and who always kept their eye upon half opened doors of safety and retreat. Here were the lovers with strings of compromise and caution on their love, here were half-poets who wrote of their half-lives the flimsy substitutes for passion; here were the quarter-rebels, and the part-adventurers, the bold eye longing for new lands and oceans and the cold withdrawing heart. Here were the frugal cooks, the thrift of crusts and salad leaves, the almost-good economics and the reworked remnants, here were the people who had never done or felt anything with all their spirit, with all their life and energy—here they were, most of the men and women I have known on this earth, these are the really poor and the truly wretched, the halfhearted, the half-willed, the half-minded! Here, finally, were those who were frugal, mean, stingy with money, devoured by what they had hoarded, destroyed by what they had saved: the men who had saved their gold and wasted their lives.


  As I thought of all these people I saw clearly that they, and not people like Bella, were the true wasters and wantons of the earth: these people were the enemies of life, the foes to inspired and magnificent living—the cautious, the calculating, the corrupt—and in the end what did they have for all their pains of fear and caution? They had saved, saved, saved, and in the name of God, for what had all this saving been? What had they saved themselves for? For the bitter lips. For the starved eyes and the constricted heart. For ten thousand days of grey awakenings, for the countless repetitions of their weary acts of dressing, feeding, working, for ten thousand nights of lying down to rest, to sleep, to restore their wasted energies for what, for what? For endless turnings of the wheel that ground no grain. For this meagre house of skin and bone that year by year grows dry and yellow with depletion, that unhallowed by love or joy grows old and sick when corrupted to base uses; for this patched up dwelling place, this shabby inn, and for its final thoughts of dusty earth.


  No. I know now with an utter certainty that who saves his life shall lose it, and that Bella had been superbly right, triumphant in her ruin, victorious in her death. I heard her say once, with her wild, impatient, fiercely hungry gesture: “God! I’d like to go up all at once in one good blaze—just like a bonfire!” It was the madness of her hunger, but it was right.


  When a person has this glorious endowment of energy and joy it is not an exaggeration to say that “nothing else matters.” With such a person the simplest act glows with a vital and exultant power, and the most common and familiar things begin to live with a fresh and living glory. About my first memory of Bella was of her smoking a cigarette: I was sitting on the floor of our back parlor, and it was Spring, and suddenly I looked up and I saw Bella looking at me as she lit a cigarette. I can see her slow rich smile, with the faint shadow of her dimple appearing as she looked at me with the deep and living sparkle of her eyes that was so mocking and so tender, I saw her face dip toward the lighted match, and her mouth pucker, I saw her flick the match away, and then she looked toward mother, who was busy with her sewing, and spoke to her. I do not know what she said, but I know it was something about me, and then she looked at me again for a moment, and her great laugh filled the room. I saw the delicate wires of smoke curl from her nostrils, perhaps I did not know then what tobacco was, but all at once I understood that it was one of the most delicious things in the world, that it was a poignant and glorious weed, and that the cigarette which Bella was smoking at that moment was the finest cigarette that anyone had ever smoked. All at once I discovered the earth. In a second the obscure and broken memory of my infancy was flooded with light: the whole world came to life before me, instantly I saw and knew everything. Bella was sitting in the centre of a universe each part of which was pulsing and glowing with her own joy and energy. I saw the spacious and beautiful room, the high white ceiling with its great central bud of plaster, the back windows that were so proud and tall with their clean sunlit curtains fluttering in the breeze, the squares of living sunlight on the floor, the shelves of books, and the warm comfort of the furniture. I saw the strength and delicacy of everything, the wonderful life that pulsed in all these well used objects, the generous and strong design of the furniture, the carelessness, the ease, the whole living texture of the room charged with its own life and the lives of the people who dwelt here.


  Everything made one piece with life: my mother’s dark head was bent above her flashing needle, she was dark and silent, a flame was burning in her, she was the listener. Sometimes when Bella talked she smiled, and her hand went back and forth. Suddenly I understood that it was morning, before noon, and that my mother had been here in the room all morning and that Bella had come in from the streets. Instantly I understood the bond between the two women, the enormous casualness of a lifetime was between them, but I felt a love and devotion that was deep as life and death, and I understood in what way I belonged to them and why Bella had looked at me and smiled. Now, also, I was aware of the living presence of the season: I saw the first sharp green of city trees with all their lively piercing ecstasy and I knew for the first time the immense youth and sweetness of the back yards of New York. The vital living air fell with such shining purity upon all things, and, imperial, unperplexed, the bird song rose with its proud liquid clarity. At this moment I heard a sudden shout of children playing, the cry struck strong and hard upon the air with the certitude of gravel, and a feeling of the most unspeakable joy and triumph swept across my spirit. The entire earth came to life before my eyes like music, and everything about me lived, and I saw Bella there before me, and I knew wherever she was, there, too, was glory. This was the day that I first saw her clearly, that I remember her, but I knew at once that to be with such a person was to live constantly with a great enchanter who will take us not into charmed kingdoms, but lead us back into the kingdom of this earth, which some have lost and some have never found. The glory of all this joy is that there is no falseness in it: it reveals the wonder of the earth that has never died, and the power to reveal this wonder Bella never lost. That was the reason people loved her and wanted to be near her wherever she went.


  Wealth or poverty made no difference in her. If Bella had invited guests to dinner, and she had only two dollars to buy food with, it would have been the same: she would have bought one thing—she would have bought the best steak she could find for two dollars, she would have brought it home, and cooked it herself, her beauty and her richness would have gone into the steak, she would have served it to her guests upon a single platter, and there would have been no more to eat; yet, when the guests had eaten, they would all have felt that they had banqueted.


  It was the same with my father. He could touch nothing that he did not glorify. Wherever he went the earth broke into living forms of magic. Whenever these two people come into the memory of my childhood, life takes on its intensest glow of joy and color, and I remember everything: the large sprawl and dusty chaos of living is burned and drawn to a focal clearness, and I see all the world about them in a series of sharp, intensely living pictures, exultant, touched magically by time, and fabulously real.


  Often, I have noticed here upon this crowded and fantastic isle which I have known and loved dearly, the strange intensities of time and history. It has been said of us that we have no history and no sense of time because we are so young, but the truth is that our history is vast and immeasurable and we have all lived through a dozen times and lives. The history of a thousand years has been crammed into this compacted grain of rock on which we live, this mite of laden earth on which so many million men have lived and died, and which gathers into its iron grip the nerves and sinews of the world. This is the fabulous earth, the only legendary city: we live at the heart of time and unbelief, and not only the streets of forty years ago seem evocations of a wizard’s dream, but the streets of the present moment, the phantasmagoria of the afternoon, the incredible intensity of each moment of the city’s life is touched with legendry. To remember the hoof and the wheel in the street again, the tramp and shuffle of a million solid leathers on the pavement, and the faces of the lost Americans of 1893 is to remember charms and strangers on another earth. It is more fabulous than Araby, more remote than the Saxon themes, the young knights and the horses. And yet we lived in it.


  Yet, I have seen that many people who have lived here, who, like myself, have known that strange land, have little memory of it now. And I think that I know the reason. Without some glorious image for their minds to cling to, their memory has been dulled and deadened by the shock and glare of the innumerable days. They can only vaguely speak of “then” and “now.” For here, the ravenous hours devour their parents, the mind reels in the tempest of each moment, and the city changes like the destiny of a nation behind the dust and violence of each day’s attack: the terrible moments cloak the shift and evolution of a history like a screen of battle smoke until one day we wake to see first light again, to hear the constant miracle of birds, as men have wakened from a fever, and we see that the world we knew has changed: the world of little houses that we lived in as children has shrunk and dwindled underneath stupendous towers—already all that world is lost and ghostly and the faces of the people that we knew there are also innocent and lost. Sometimes at night we lie and listen to the sounds of silence and of death, and day by day, in all our living, the people are dropping one by one into the tides of death, until a hundred million nameless little men have died with all the objects that they dwelt with, and we have a new world, and we don’t know how it came. The years come, the savage years, the fury-winged years armed with their whips of days, the tens, the teens, the twenties come, a friend says “Were you living here in 1923? What were you doing then?” and for a moment our hearts grow black, we feel as if we had been drowned: before the dusty roar and shock of the unnumbered days, the years have passed by in a blur of chaos, our minds grip to a straw of memory here and there, we say “that time ... another time ... one day ... it must have been the time that you came back.” The color of the years grows grey and blurred before the smashing shock of the city days, we remember little, nothing, because our minds are glutted with a million memories. We see, we hear, we taste no more, because our senses have been blunted by satiety, but at times we see ourselves, blind, driven figures in some nameless destiny, unmindful at length of year or day or any destiny save that moment’s painful goal, we see ourselves no longer mindful of great towers, no longer conscious of great changes, bewildered soldiers in a battle, the shock troops in the bloody battle lines, choking in [the] dust and tumult of ten thousand days, and at length asking for nothing but an end to all the beat and clamour of the man-swarm, the calm immensity of night again, the sound of silence on the earth, a few familiar things, and the imperturbable splendor of a single star.


  For life is more savage than any war: it is not for the million men who are slain in a battle that men should grieve, but for the hundred million men around us who are daily slain by living, and for whom, soon or late, the earth is waiting. We do not grieve that some men die in battle: we simply grieve that all men die, with all their hunger unappeased, with all their purpose gone amort.


  My own memory of my youth, however, has remained fresh and vivid. It has not been dulled and blunted by weariness or confusion. I think the reason for this is that our memory thrives upon some vivid, brilliant thing or person, such as Bella or my father: the blur and confusion of time and all the faces are conquered and dominated by our memory of wonderful people. The powerful energy of these lives and the light they cast evokes a thousand other pictures of the world around them, until, through them, we have drawn up out of oblivion a picture of the past that has order and a sharp design. Even after we have grown up, long after the death of these people, the memory of their lives still masters everything they touched, and saves our own from forgetfulness and confusion. We pass along a street where such people lived, or by a house where they once lived, or by a building that has taken the place of the house, and no matter what swarming change, what bewildering complications have occurred in size and number, we can remember the place as it was when we first knew it, and these people lived here, and our lives are given roots in the midst of this city’s life that always changes. This is what Bella and my father gave to me.


  [¬]


  III

  [MY FATHER ON TOUR]


  One of my first memories of my father was of a time when he had taken us along on one of his tours. At first I have a sense, rather than a memory, of one-night stands in little towns. I have a sense of darkness, of weariness, of always being wakened from my sleep to catch a train, of the hotel bus that took us to the station, and of long weary pauses in the waiting rooms of stations while we dozed upon hard benches. I have a sense, rather than a memory, of the dreary attentive silence of waiting rooms at night, of the occasional brief loneliness of steps, of the clatter of a pail upon the floor, the uneven clatter of the telegraph, of figures of time erased and written on a board, of trains that were constantly late. I can remember the sounds of shifting engines in the yard, the slow wear and wastage of the night, the heavy interminable rumble of a freight as it passed by, and the mournful whistle of an engine far away.


  And then, suddenly, in the midst of all this eternity of dreary waiting, the morning and my father came together. I can see the first light of the day outside, a wagon from the post office rattles up, and then I see my father, coming toward us with the eager lift and brightness of his smile. I don’t know where he had been before; I suppose he had been there with my mother all the time, but I remember him always as he came toward us, and the sun came up outside. Then the other people, the members of the company, began to stretch and yawn, and straighten out their limbs; there was the air of something impending in the station.


  We got up then and went into the station lunch room. All of the actors, the men and the women alike, sat on the stools at the counter, talking and laughing together, and joking with the man who served them. One of the men pointed to some stale railroad sandwiches under a greasy glass cover, and he asked the counter man if those were property sandwiches. Everyone laughed, and so did I, although I did not know what he meant, and his meaning came to me only one day, after I had grown up. Then Mr. Henry T. Dixie said he was sure he had met the sandwiches before; then someone asked what kind of sandwiches they were, and when the counter man said they were ham, everyone roared with laughter. He said they were the same sandwiches that had played in the banquet scene in Macbeth. My father then said no, in his clear and magnificent voice: he told Mr. Dixie that he was mistaken and that he had gotten these sandwiches mixed up with some other sandwiches: he said these sandwiches were the ones that had played in The Block Crook. Then someone shouted, “No! No! East Lynne! East Lynne!” and the entire company took it up, arguing with one another in a fierce and animated manner about the parts and plays in which these sandwiches had appeared. As the actors talked in this earnest and animated fashion, I became terribly excited and eager to know what they were talking about: I wanted to ask my father questions about it, I did not understand how sandwiches could play a part in anything, and yet I did not want to say so publicly, and betray my ignorance. But I knew that my father would tell me anything that I wanted to know, and I resolved to ask him when we were alone. Suddenly, the dreary ugliness, the dull weariness of the night had gone; I felt excitement and exultant joy. I sat beside my father and mother at the counter and Mr. Dixie came and sat with us. He was a famous actor of that time, and he and my father were devoted friends. My father was studying the greasy menu with his grave and beautiful look, and presently he said to the counter man:


  “I see that you have shark upon your menu. Is it in season?”


  The counter man was stupefied. “Where?” he said. “Where do you see that?”


  “Here,” my father said, pointing to a greasy stain.


  The counter man looked. “That don’t say shark!” he said. “That says broiled mackerel.”


  “O, excuse me!” my father said. “I thought it was shark.”


  Mr. Dixie was also looking at the menu, and he said: “How are the snails today?”


  “We ain’t got none,” the man behind the counter said.


  “I did not ask you that,” said Mr. Dixie in a gentle tone. “I merely asked you how they were.”


  Thus they talked with the man behind the counter, asking for all manner of strange dishes, pretending to be surprised and shocked because he had no boiled camel’s hump or roasted elephant trunk, telling him such things were all the rage in New York at that moment, and that he should keep abreast of the times. The actors sat all along the counter in a row: then bright and rapid chatter filled the cheery little room with gaiety and sparkle: the place took on a life that it had never had before. As I remember it now, I know it was only a dingy little station lunch room in an American town forty years ago, and I know that most of the actors were what actors have always been: vain and trivial show people, quick and shallow, speakers of lines and passions which a deeper sort of person had set down for them, for the most part men without a talent or belief, fascinated by the glare of light, the sham of tinsel, troupers and mountebanks, without wisdom or understanding, who decided destinies so grandly on the stage, but were unable to decide their own lives wisely for a week, never vouchsafed a gleam of the rare immortal glory of the theatre. I have known them so well, and for the most part they are children: vain, jealous, ignorant and ebullient, in a moment utterly cast down or widely hopeful, each a jaded sort of peacock, the grotesque centre of an absurd firmament, at once more funny and more pitiful than the jokes they made. But how brave, how innocent!


  As we sat there, the door opened, and a member of the company came in from the station. He had an open telegram in his hand and he came straight toward my father. His name was Rooney: he was a comedian, a singer and a dancer, well known at that time. He loved children and always had something in his pockets—an apple, an orange, or a piece of candy—to give to them: besides that, he taught us little songs and the steps of a dance. When he danced he was like smoke or ashes, or a streak of lightning. Everyone liked Mr. Rooney, and children adored him. He was like a child himself, hot-tempered and generous, vain and sensitive to his deficiencies. He was totally illiterate: he could neither read nor write, everyone knew this, but it was part of the delicacy of these people never to refer to it or recognize it in any way. When he received a letter or telegram, he always came with it to my father: my father knew that Rooney could not read, and Rooney knew my father knew it, but the pretense was kept up on both sides with perfect gravity. Now Mr. Rooney approached my father, brandishing the telegram with an air of great distress and indignation.


  “Read that, Joe! Just read it!” he exclaimed, thrusting the message into my father’s hands.


  “What does it say, Pat?” my father said as he looked at it. “No bad news, I hope.”


  “You’ll see! You’ll see!” said Mr. Rooney. “Just read it, Joe! I can’t believe me own eyes, Joe! Just read it out to me, so I can hear it for meself.”


  My father therefore read the message, and it contained a very good offer to Mr. Rooney to appear in a show that was going to open in New York in the summer.


  “Ain’t it a shame, Joe? Ain’t it a shame?” Mr. Rooney said at once. His mind was very quick and agile and he always had an answer ready. “Did ye ever hear of such hard luck? Hear I am noine million miles away from Broadway with never a hope of gettin’ back before St. Swithin’s eve!”


  My father said it was too bad, but that he was sure we would all be back before the new show opened. When Mr. Rooney had gone, my father looked at my mother for a moment, and then he smiled. I noticed for the first time that his eyes were grey and his hair a complete silvery white. It had been so from his twenty first year. When he smiled it was as if a light had been turned on; his smile had a grave sweet quality, it came slowly and it gave his face a luminous and shining radiance: every line in his face seemed to lift and try to turn upwards. Everyone who knew him always remembered his smile and his laugh: they printed themselves instantly upon the memory and people never forgot them. His smile had a peculiar and grave sweetness, and his laugh always came a moment or two later. His laugh came suddenly and yet with a kind of deliberation, it always came a moment or two after the thing that caused it: he was always telling jokes and stories, he could tell the wildest and most extravagant story, building it up in his mind and adding some new fantasticality to it with every word. And yet he could persuade people that anything he told them was the truth: his eyes burned and sparkled like a demon’s when he talked, but he told the stories with an intense and eager seriousness that fascinated everyone and made them believe against belief. I think that when he talked he believed these things himself: when he finished people would be so fascinated and bewildered they could not speak, and it was only a moment or two later, when the conversation had changed completely, that my father would laugh. He would pause suddenly, glance with his grey piercing eyes at his listener, and suddenly laugh softly and gently, including everyone in a glance that was full of humor and affection.


  People adored him. They loved him because he had the power to make them feel a sense of beauty and distinction in themselves. They felt this because he believed it of them: he believed in the value and dignity of everyone, and his relations with people were touched with the sense of respect and honor he had for life. He was a man of a higher quality and with a deeper spirit than the other actors. I think they perceived in him a reality which they did not have in themselves, and I think he felt for them the same affection and sympathy that one feels for unhappy children.


  I know now how wretched and poor the lives of all these people must have been. There was very little in themselves on which they could depend: everything in them turned outward, they had to secure the applause and attention of the world, or they were lost. They could not be alone. I know also how miserable and shabby was their physical existence. There was at that time among the people of these small towns all over America a legend that the life of the actor was gay, luxurious, and sinful. They were not considered respectable, or fit company for decent people, but the people in these towns regarded them with fascination and awe. As soon as the company appeared in a new town they were marched out by the natives as “show people,” and from that time until they left they were the centre of the town’s curiosity wherever they went. If they went out in the streets, children followed them about, and men loafing in front of shops and stores would grow silent when they passed. Later these men would nudge and speak behind their backs: “There he goes! There goes that show feller!”


  This attention was not always friendly. Hostility and suspicion were mixed with wonder. The women in the company were regarded by the townspeople as prostitutes: if a woman was young and attractive, she rarely escaped the clumsy foulness of some village Casanova. And neither the actors nor the townspeople had any understanding of one another: the conception each had of the other’s life was completely legendary. To the townsman the actor dwelt in a world of fabulous and glittering vice. And to the actor the townsman was a yokel, a gullible hayseed. To the townsman the actor was a figure in a melodrama, and to the actor, the townsman was a buffoon in a farce. The actor came from a legendary city called New York: the townsman dwelt in a legendary village called Hicksville. I think that each believed what he wanted to believe about the other: when the actor talked to a native, his manner was glib and bantering in the fashion of the city fellow pulling the leg of the greenhorn.


  Although the actors mocked at these small towns and cursed the fate that sent them on these tours, I know they cherished the conspicuous attention they received. It pleased them to hear the whispers, to see the stares and nudges: it gave their poor lives a sense of dignity and importance, a stimulus they could not do without. They talked of the splendid lives and brilliant opportunities that awaited them in New York, they spoke of their past triumphs, for the most part mythical—each had his own tale of fame and glory to relate, but I think that most of them were really grateful in their hearts even for the shabby insecurity of the road. Their city lives had in the main been records of pain and hunger, of rare employments and of long and weary quests for work, of poverty, rebuff, and squalid living.


  For what? They did not know: in these dark histories of defeat and disappointment there was a hope of glory they could not forego, a sense of magic which enthralled them and kept them from every other kind of life. And I think of them as I sat there beside my father with a memory that is full of tenderness: I remember the hard, the aching weariness of the night, the distressed and shabby pattern of their lives, the dull monotony and the ghastly ugliness and discomfort of that life of cheap hotels, of long night waits and pauses, and I remember how quickly they could laugh, how little it took to make them merry, with what fierce and reckless courage they brought brightness back, how fiercely their lives fought for ecstasy. We sat there in that dingy room that had grown bright with all our laughter, and presently, as the time grew tense with the hour for the train, the actors got up and went out upon the platform. Bright morning sparkled on the tracks, and before my vision the powerful rails bent out of sight like space and music.


  My father lifted me onto an empty trunk and I sat there with my short legs swinging off the edge, seeing the whole earth perfectly at last. The delicate morning light concealed nothing and yet gave a lyrical quality to the immense ugliness of the station tracks and sheds, the freight cars on the sidings, the cindered yard, and the ragged baldness of the warehouse and factory backs. In the intense purity and sweetness of this light there was enormous hopefulness. A man came from the baggage room drawing a heavy truck piled high with mailbags. The actors stood about in groups and talked or walked up and down the platform. There was an extra cut to everything they did or said; it was in all their clothes and gestures, an added vividness and intensity in their appearance that distinguished them from other people: they were like men in vivid masks.


  It was early in the Spring. My father was wearing a light overcoat of a rich tan color; it was a magnificent garment that fitted him perfectly, with a bold firm line, and came down almost to his ankles. He had a cane below one arm and now he began to walk up and down the platform rapidly. At the same time Mr. Dixie began to do the same thing. They approached and passed each other from opposite ends of the platform; then, as their mad exuberance gained on them, they began to glare and mutter melodramatically as they passed. Again and again they passed each other in this manner and each time their glares grew fiercer, and their mutterings grew louder. Each time they got closer to each other, until, at length, they bumped together. Then, with a tigerish ferocity, they sprang apart and faced each other.


  “Hah!” my father cried in a terrible voice.


  “Hah!” cried Mr. Dixie in the same tone.


  “Hold, villain, and defend yourself!” my father cried and whipped his cane out underneath his arm as if it were a sword.


  “Have at you, dawg! Your hour is come,” cried Mr. Dixie, whipping his cane out in the same manner. Then, furiously, their bright canes flashed and struck together in that pure light: with fierce cries and noble imprecations they thrust and lunged and parried; and all the time my father leaped and moved with an incomparable grace, with the proud and beautiful balance, the rhymed precision of his strong delicate figure that had been trained to twist and fall in circuses. Now, they duelled fiercely up and down the platform, they drove each other back and forth, and suddenly my father stopped, struck Mr. Dixie’s cane up, and ran him through the body. And Mr. Dixie cried out in a great and moving voice:


  
    O Woe! O, I am dead, dead, dead! Villain, thou hast slewn me!

  


  And he sank upon the platform while the gapmouthed natives stared at him, and the actors cheered, and the train came roaring round the bend and stopped, panting in its hot sides, and the conductor swung down, and all of us got up and went into the train, and there was a smell of old red plush and cinders in it. Then we left that place of night and ugliness, we went out across the country, we moved across the huge and thoughtful earth, we saw its wild rude immensity, its rough pelt still embourned with water, its tangled lakes and undergrowths: we saw the fields and meadows of the nation, the red barns and the old frame houses, the tattered posters of sudden forgotten circuses, the whipping of light wind among coarse grasses, the rude sweet bursting from the earth of April. We saw the moving light that came and went across great fields, the lift, the fall, the sweep and fold and hollow, the lyric ugliness and fecundity of this immense and everlasting earth that can never be remembered, that can never be forgotten, that has never been described, and that lives in our brain and our heart forever: America.


  There was no answer to that living earth. There was nothing but immortal joy. These cities were the ugly haunts of children: we scored their grime and rickets off the earth as men score scum away from buried emeralds. The proud voice of the land said “Here!”—we saw the great plantations, and the actors, the children and the wanderers, vivid as the innocence of a print, rolled through the land toward bright retrievements in new towns and better cities.


  [¬]


  IV

  [A BABY IS BORN]


  The clock had finished striking, and Robert sat there in the dark clutching his fat knees where the coarse-ribbed stocking covered them: he was only a blur of fat boy face with a carroty twist of red Jew’s hair.


  Again, a horse sparked down the ringing street, it stopped quite near: there were voices, laughter, and farewells, and the crisp rattle of a Christmas package. The horse moved on, and a door was opened and shut. Silence.


  Robert was grieved and lonely, and he hated darkness. He hated quiet. He hated Bella’s husband for commanding quiet. Bella’s husband was a doctor: therefore, Robert hated doctors.


  He decided he would not be a doctor. He would not do anything where one always had to be so quiet and dark. When he grew up he was going to be something where there was lots of light and people. He wanted gaiety and voices and heroic actions. He wanted deeds and sentiments. He wanted love and romance. Robert knew very well what he was going to be. He was going to be an actor like his Uncle Joe. It would be fine to be an actor if one could be like Uncle Joe: he had fine things to say, he always came out on top—well, almost always—and if anyone talked back to him he’d give him one. Robert thought of the Cassidy boy and reflected how well he should like to give him one.


  Robert thought he would like to be like Uncle Joe in Saved at the Switch. You could hear the thunder of the night express as it came closer and closer, the girl was tied down to the rails so that she couldn’t move, with Henshaw gloating over her.


  “You fiend!” she cried. “Will you add murder to your other crimes? May heaven forgive you for your black heart’s infamy.”


  Then Henshaw had laughed in a very sinister tone of voice.


  “In another minute the night mail will dismember that proud form. You will be strewn to the winds. Yield, girl! Even now it is not too late! Even now you may be saved if you submit to my desire!”


  “Never! A thousand deaths were better than the shame you offer me! Villain, if Rodney Whittaker were here your life would pay the measure of this bloody crime.”


  “Fool! Your fine lover has forsaken you and cares nothing for your pleas. Even now he dallies in the embraces of the Lady Maude.”


  “You lie! You coward and villain, you lie!” cried Uncle Joe, at this moment leaping down upon him from a twenty foot embankment. In the desperate struggle that followed it was the girl who got rescued and Henshaw who was run over by the first night mail. This was just. This was excellent and good.


  Robert had been to see this drama seven times on passes which his Uncle Joe had given to him: he had loved it, loved it, brooded upon it with such fervor that he could now almost repeat each of the splendid speeches line for line. With the familiar intensity of children in their fantasies, the boy had long since broken down the bridge between living fact and melodrama: his fortunes and his own identity had mingled with those of his uncle, and his uncle’s with those of the wonderful hero he portrayed; and the sardonic visage of the villain Henshaw had fused insensibly with the Irish toughness of Rags Cassidy. The imperial magic of the theatre had wrought its wizardry in Robert: he had crouched in the enthralled darkness of the gaudy gas-lit houses, his young eye had cherished all the gilded follies—the golden cornucopias, the terrestrial grapes and fat gilt cherubs, the screws and scrolls and painted pilasters, the mellow plushy staleness of the boxes and that splendid painted gas-lit world upon the stage—those unreal and flawless figures of heroism, virtue, villainy, of brashness or gentleness, of spurious motives, and instant solutions. He loved them all, the beautiful figures of the play had become real to him—the splendid defiances of menaced virtue, the proud resolution of heroism, the ringing voice of his uncle, so clear, so brave, so glorious, as he cried “You lie! You coward and villain, you lie!” as he sprang upon villainy—these sentiments and actions were more real to Robert now than all the daily humdrum of house and school.


  The beautiful figures of the play had become so real to him that he saw them now not only in the scenes that had been made for them: he saw them in a thousand lives, a thousand plays, he knew the source from which they came and he could project them and himself instantly into any situation. A thousand times he triumphed over Henshaw-Cassidy, a thousand times vile wrongs and tyrannies were requited, a thousand times the beautiful, the sweet, the sad misunderstandings of the lover and his mistress were resolved and rectified. The scenes shifted, but the figures of his world were constant—the troubling perplexity and confusions of the earth, the complexity of human character; the dense and obscure weaving of men’s destinies were unknown in this simple and heroic world in which he was always brave, good, and victorious. Here he had the brave grey eye of his Christian uncle, he was never afraid of anything, and he always won.


  Yet there were flaws even in this bright world. His Uncle Joe had not always conquered and survived, there had been troubling interludes, parts and speeches that he could not comprehend: grief and disaster had stricken his great hero, he tried to shut the memory from his mind, but it returned now in dark silence. Once he had gone to see his uncle in one of these old plays he did not like. There were a lot of people dressed in old time costumes. All the men wore tights and carried swords and Uncle Joe had been the best of the lot: some of them were always talking big and drawing their swords out, but they were such a skinny, puny lot they could not have killed a rabbit. Uncle Joe had the best build of any of them, but just when things were beginning to get interesting. Uncle Joe got killed. It was not fair, they killed him by a trick. Uncle Joe got into a fight with another fellow who also had a sword and Uncle Joe was getting the best of him as usual when a friend of Uncle Joe’s had to butt in and try to separate them. While he was doing this and Uncle Joe couldn’t see what was happening, the other fellow stuck his sword clean through him. Robert saw it go in and come out on the other side. It was a mean, sneaking thing to do, nobody but a coward would do it: if he’d stood up like a man and fought fair Uncle Joe would have killed him as dead as a door nail. Uncle Joe’s friend didn’t have any business to come in the way he did, and Uncle Joe told him so. He said:


  “What did you have to go and interfere for? He got in under your arm when I wasn’t looking. If it hadn’t been for you I would have killed him by now!”


  Of course his friend was sorry for what he did, he said he thought he acted for the best, but that did no good after Uncle Joe had been killed.


  Before he died, Uncle Joe had said: “A plague on both your houses,” and although Robert had been somewhat puzzled by the phrase at first, Uncle Joe had explained it all to him when he asked about it. It was like this: Robert’s mother ran a boarding house on Forty-fourth Street, and two or three years before she had taken the house next door as well because the house she had was too small to hold all the people who wanted to board with her. She had knocked a hole through the walls of the two houses and joined them with a passageway that ran from one dining room to another. Uncle Joe called this passageway the Bridge of Size and when Robert asked him why he called it such a name he said it was because the boarders at his mother’s grew to such a great size. So when Robert asked his uncle what “a plague on both your houses” meant, his Uncle Joe had said:


  “Well, a plague on one house would not be so bad, would it? But if someone had two houses, like your mother has, it would be a pretty bad thing, wouldn’t it, if she had a plague on both of them?”


  Robert had never thought about it in this way before, but now he did, and he said, “Yes, it would be.”


  But still the memory of defeat and woe, the finality of death, made its small pulse of sorrow in his brain. He stirred uneasily. At this moment his dark quiet was broken suddenly, the door opened in the hall, and Bella stood there calling sharply to him.


  “Robert!”


  He jumped, got quickly to his feet, ran toward her. For a bewildered second he saw the dark design of the room, somberly lighted by a lamp that made a small hot pool of light around it. He was conscious of the moving figures of the doctor and Else, but his glance went straight to the big fourposted bed before him: in the centre of the breadth of bedding he could see my mother propped with pillows, holding her long white arms straight up above her head. What he saw distressed and frightened him, he did not know why: he turned suddenly and walked away toward the stairs, liking it better there. At this moment he heard a thin long wail, remote but penetrating as from another world, and he felt a wave of anger, jealousy and resentment pass over him. Bella called to him again, he walked on stubbornly. Then she came after him, seized him and wheeled him around sharply, gripping her strong warm paws about his arms.


  “Robert!” she said with such fierce excitement that he trembled. “Go to your Uncle Joe as fast as you can! Tell him he has a little girl! Tell him that all—everyone—is well! Go! Go quick, boy!”


  He stared at her. She gave him a little push and clapped her palms.


  “Go!”


  Instantly he turned and ran downstairs. The night was cold and frosty but he did not pause to take his hat or overcoat. He ran outside and down the stone steps of the stoop into the street. Then he chugged briskly off, a runner down enormous streets, a tiny speck upon a swarming rock, below the terrible desolation of proud stars, a puny messenger among ten thousand other instant births and deaths, but yet, he thought, the bearer of a mission, life’s pulse and heart, the centre of it all—a fat little boy who stammered.


  At this time my father was appearing in a play called Esther Craig: it was one of the most famous plays of the time, it had run for years and broken records for performances. It was a play about a poor but beautiful and virtuous miller’s daughter who loved and was loved by a lord. She was disowned and driven away from home by her stern father who thought no honest girl could love a lord, and after a period of misunderstanding which almost ended in tragedy, she was restored to the arms of her lover once more. It was just such a play as Robert loved: there was never a purer heroine or more noble hero, and, although the play was, to his taste, a little quiet, and somewhat lacking in the more violent action that delighted him, there was an excellent and moving scene at the end where the heroine was hurled into the mill pond by the father and rescued by her lover. My father did not have the hero’s part in this play. He took the part of Pittacus Green.


  Pittacus Green was the comic figure in Esther Craig. I do not think he was strictly essential to the action of the play. All of the great events of the drama could have occurred without him. And yet, I think he was perhaps the most important figure in the play. He acted as a chorus, an interpreter of events, as a confidant, and as a comic force to relieve the tension of tragedy, and to give the whole play the case and belief of laughter. He was a wonderful character, a creature that could have existed only in this strange world, a kind of Mercutio of melodrama, and my father played him magnificently. The things he said were of often the most extravagant nonsense, but below this folly we could see the shrewd intelligence of a wise and capable man.


  My father loved the play and did the part with all the dash and gusto in him: the kind of nonsense in his speeches was exactly to his taste—he was the first character I ever saw to go through the business of inviting himself to sit down and make himself at home, thanking himself, accepting, shaking his own hand. He was always making puns on his own name, Pittacus—“ ’Tis true, ’tis Pitty, and Pitty ’tis, ’tis true”: My father often quoted this, as well as many other speeches from his part. His entrance was wonderful: he came in singing, and leaped across a fence, and then he said:


  “At the early age of one minute, I howled to see the world.”


  The play had run for several years, and my father had appeared as Green so often that all of his friends at this time called him Pit, and at home the children called him Uncle Pit. Therefore when Robert, who ran all the way to the theatre, got there, he was so excited he could not remember my father’s real name when the man at the stage door stopped him. All Robert could remember was “Uncle Pit,” and when he tried to say that name he could not, because excitement made him stammer badly. When he tried to speak, all he could say was “Pah-pah-pah-pah-pah.” The door man spoke roughly to him, and frightened him still more.


  “Who are you lookin’ for?” the man said. “Don’t you know his name?”


  “Pah-pah—” Robert said.


  “Pah-pah!” said the door man. “I don’t know no ‘Pah-pah’! Tell me his name! I can’t let you in here unless you do.”


  Robert tried again, but could not say it. He burst into tears because he was frightened and thought he could not deliver Bella’s message to my father. At this moment the curtain had just gone down on the second act, and the actors were going to their dressing rooms. One of them heard the child crying, and she came out to see what was wrong. Her name was Effie Ellsler: she played the part of Esther Craig. When she saw Robert, she spoke to him very kindly and persuasively, took his hand in hers, until he got quieter, and asked him who he wanted.


  “Pah-pah-pah—” Robert said.


  “God!” the door man said. “He’s beginnin’ again!”


  “Pittacus!” said Robert like a shot.


  “Oh, I know who it is!” Miss Ellsler said, “It’s Joe Barrett! And I bet I know what it’s about! Joe! Joe! You come with me, boy!”


  She took Robert by the hand and led him backstage. My father had just entered his dressing room. When he heard her voice, he rushed out, saw Robert, and fairly sprang upon him.


  “What is it, son?” he said. “Is everything all right?”


  “Yes!” Robert shouted. “B-b-b-bella says to tell you that you’ve got a little guh-guh-guh-guh—”


  “Oh, you funny boy!” Miss Ellsler screamed. “You’ve got a little gul-guh! Joe! He means you’ve got a little girl. Isn’t that what you mean?” she said.


  “Yes!” Robert yelled. “That’s what I s-s-s-said.”


  Miss Ellsler ran up and down the corridor outside the dressing rooms, knocking at all the doors and shouting: “Joe Barrett’s got a little girl.” My father stared at Robert for a moment: then suddenly he turned his face away into his hand and for a moment he wept bitterly, for joy, for relief, and for sorrow, because a sentence of death was in his heart and he had wanted, as all men do, a son.


  By this time, however, all of the actors, laughing and shouting, were swarming out into the corridor. They slapped my father on the back, they shook his hand, they made jokes and congratulated him. My father stood among them smiling like a man who has been dazed: he spoke to them without knowing what he said.


  Suddenly Robert saw the actors clearly for the first time in his life. Here were the living presences of these heroic figures whose courage and beauty he had so often admired. What he now saw, as for the first time he shared a common earth and air with them, filled him with fear and horror. The bright staring faces of the actors shone with a heightened and obscene splendor, a mockery of life and energy; between their blue lids and leaded brows their eyes glittered with an unnatural and deathlike animation. The child shrank back before the stripped vision of this moment. Below the crude harsh color of these masks, the faces of the actors peered forth like imprisoned men: he saw the weary imperfection of the flesh, he saw how old and scarred and worn their faces were, and a knife was driven through his faith forever.


  Now, too, he noticed the battered visage of this backstage world: he saw stored flats of dingy scenery, the canvas stained and coarse, the crude scrawls and blots of paint, which, from the front, could make such splendor, he saw the tangle of strings and ropes, the shabby gaslit corridor and the dressing room doors with their rough lettering.


  Presently, when the actors had gone back to their rooms, his uncle led him into one of them. It was a hot little room, brightly lit, with flames of gas, with two dressing tables densely covered with pots of paint, cream, pastes and unguents. At one of these tables a man sat with his face almost buried in a small bowl which held a substance that had been ignited and now gave forth a coil of smoke with a choking heavy odor. The man had loosened his cravat, and opened his shirt at the throat: he was gasping the smoke into his lungs, his ribs panted like a dog’s, and his breath came with a wheezing constriction. Robert recognized him as the man who played the youthful and heroic lord: he gazed at him now with pain, pity and disgust as he gulped down the choking fumes in an effort to regain his strangled breath. As they entered, my father seemed to recover somewhat. He said:


  “How is it, Tom? Are you any better?”


  “No,” the man said, without looking up from his bowl.


  “Can I do anything for you?”


  The man shook his head and continued to draw the heavy smoke into his lungs. In a moment, in a rapid gasping voice, he said:


  “Baby ... come?”


  “Yes,” my father said.


  “Mother ... all ... right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Boy?”


  “No,” my father said, “girl.”


  The man said nothing: he continued to breathe with hoarse labor. In a moment without glancing up, he stretched his hand out toward my father. My father seized it, pressed it warmly, held it for a moment. There were tears in his eyes, for in that simple gesture was a whole history of his life among these people. Then he talked to Robert gently and quietly, and had a full account of all the boy could tell. When Robert had finished my father kissed him and told him he was a good boy: he gave him a dollar also, and told him to go home and say to Bella he would come as soon as he could. It was now time for the third act: the call boy had just come by and knocked, and some of the actors were already on their way to take their places. As they came past my father’s, they knocked or thrust their heads in shouting, “Come on, Come on, father! Come on!” Then they went on down the passage laughing. The man at the table raised himself with a gesture full of pain and weariness, and for a moment he stared fixedly at his visage in the mirror.


  “Christ!” he said.


  Then he buttoned his shirt and began to adjust his collar and cravat again. Robert went out into the corridor: the sound of the man’s hoarse and labored breathing followed him.


  As Robert went along the corridor several actors passed him rapidly going toward the stage. For ten minutes that world of legend, of rewards and punishments, and of calculated motives in which they dwelt had been suspended, and during this brief time the other world—the world in which men are born and die and draw their breaths in labor—had shown its dark visage, and now the child was retiring to his world again, the actors to theirs, but which one chose the happier way, by which way lay the greatest wisdom and fulfillment, what man knows?


  The child went out into the streets again. It was a cold sharp Northern night of frosty magnificence. The vast dark continent of heaven blazed with myriads of glittering stars. Before the theatre the cabs were drawn up in rows: the drivers stood in groups and talked, hitting their whips upon the stone, and the horses, beneath their heavy blankets, breathed vital smoke and stamped their ringing hooves upon the pavements. A great many people were still ahead: the stores were brightly lighted, and some were still open. The shoppers streamed along the pavements loaded with Christmas packages: from time to time the crowded horse cars jaunted past with a sharp rhythmic jingle of bells. The Christmas wreaths, with their stiff leaves of dull green, and their little red berries, already hung in some of the crisply curtained windows of the houses.


  Robert went on more slowly than he had come, no longer toward some brilliant foreseen goal: he was a little boy with love and kindness in his heart, he wanted beauty and glory, but somehow, he did not know in what way, something went amiss: Robert went on along the streets of life, he got rich and fat and bitter, he had a wife whom he despised, and two worthless daughters. He did not foresee it.


  Later that evening, as soon as his work was done, my father rushed out of the theatre, jumped into a cab, and was driven furiously homeward. The great stars glittered overhead, filling his heart with joy and ecstasy, his spirit was united to the timeless universe, he was annihilated and he saw nothing but glory everywhere, and he could hear the sounds of boats out on the river. When he got home he ran into the house and up the stairs. Bella held me in her arms, and when my father saw me, he cried:


  “Her eyes are two black buttons and they are looking straight at me because she knows I am her father.”


  Outside the boats were blowing in the harbor, and great ships were putting out to sea.


  [¬]


  V

  MY FATHER’S YOUTH


  My father, Joseph Barrett, was a Gentile: he came from a family which had been well known in New England for many generations. He was born in the town of Brantford, Connecticut, where his father owned a general store. It was one of those wonderful country stores in which everything could be bought from oil lamps to yellow cheese, from calico to coffee, from a boiled shirt to a tub of butter. Upon the long wooden counters every variety of thing was piled, and one was aware of the clean smells of boiled cloth—of cotton, wool, silk, and linen; of the coarse sweet leather of thick brogans and creaking harnesses; and rows of rakes, hoes, shovels, forks, and nails. My grandfather, Samuel Barrett, was a man of considerable wealth for those times, but his feeling against slavery was so intense and bitter that it outweighed any material consideration: at the outbreak of the Civil War he sold his store as soon as he could, and helped organize the first regiment of volunteer troops to go to the war from Connecticut.


  At this time my father was a child of six or seven years. He was the youngest of three children: he had a sister who was twelve and a brother who was nine. During the war they all lived on a farm outside of town which belonged to his uncle. The uncle could not go to the war because he was too fat, he weighed over three hundred pounds: he stayed on the farm and took care of all of them. He was very good to them: he was a wonderful man, and later I shall tell of him and of his two sons, John and Frederick Barrett.


  When the war was over, my grandfather returned in such poor health he could not go back into business: he had some money left and he took his family to New York to live. At this time my father was eleven years old.


  Three years after the family moved to New York my father’s brother died of typhoid fever. My grandfather died four years later: the manner of his death was so horrible that it cast a shadow over my father’s entire youth. During the war my grandfather had been wounded in the knee at the battle of Antictam: the army surgeons who removed the shot did their work badly and apparently never got all of it out. The wound never healed, a festering kind of gangrene set in, and for years my grandfather literally died by inches. At first his right leg was amputated in an effort to save his life. But apparently none of the surgeons of that time knew how to check the advance of this poison which ate its way into his vitals. Perhaps they know no more about it now. My grandfather was literally cut to pieces: year by year he endured a series of terrible amputations on the stump of his leg. The family lived constantly below this menace of death and horror. Their lives were absorbed by it. They watched the progress of the disease with the terrible fascination with which trapped prisoners might watch the progress of a train of fire toward an explosion which they are powerless to touch. And in the midst of all his horrible suffering, daily watching the death of his own body, able almost to reckon to the month the time of his death, my grandfather looked on life with love and joy; his great laugh filled the house.


  My father did not often talk to me about him. I think his memory of his father’s suffering and death was so painful he did not like to speak of it. But I know that he loved him dearly. Whenever he spoke of his father, even with the most casual reference, I noticed a remarkable change in his expression: my father had the most luminous and penetrating eyes of anyone I have ever known. They were of a living and powerful grey; one instantly noticed their magnetic and vital quality: Whenever my father felt deeply about anything, the pupils of his eyes would widen and darken until they were smoke-black. This always happened when he spoke of his father. He told me his father was the bravest man he had ever known. He told me that even before one of these terrible operations his father would make jokes with the surgeons. He told me that once his father had said to them:


  “Well, what’s it going to be this time? Another cut off the joint?”


  When the doctor said it would be, my grandfather replied:


  “You know, doc, I don’t mind these cuts off the joint so much, but when you begin carving off rump steaks I’m going to holler.”


  He died in unspeakable agony. In the four days before his death, the surgeons operated twice, the last time without an anaesthetic. My grandfather would not cry out: his effort was so great his teeth bit completely through his lower lip. After his death they had to pry his teeth apart.


  For months, it seemed, there had been little of the man to keep alive except his magnificent spirit. His body was leprous from head to foot. Almost immediately after his death there was a powerful odor of decomposition. The doctors urged immediate burial. In spite of this, my grandmother, who was a fanatic Methodist, refused. She refused to bury him in New York: she insisted on taking the body back to Connecticut for burial. Furthermore she insisted on services in both places, on the terrible death-watch and barbarous prolongation of Christian burial. Finally, she refused to allow embalming. She had an obscene shame and terror of nakedness, even the nakedness of dead bodies: even before her husband she had never unclothed her body, and as a young woman she had given instructions that, in the event of her death, her own body should not be touched by undertakers, and, if possible, should not be fully exposed to anyone. She now insisted that her husband’s body be treated the same way.


  My father told me the whole story once, but never referred to it again. At the time of his father’s death, he said, he was eighteen years old. And at this time all of the bitter accumulation of years of dislike and misunderstanding came to a head. He felt that his mother could have done much more than she did to ease and comfort the last years of his father’s life. He said she had never in her life uttered a word of love and tenderness for anyone: apparently she had always been convinced that life was evil, that men were bad, and that her husband was what she called a “sinner.” My father said she felt this way about him because, like all his family, he liked good food and drink, and the gaiety and joy of living. He had never shared in her church-going activity—in her fierce devotion to what she called “The work of the Lord.” After he returned from the war, and the family came to New York to live, he never went to church at all. During this time he was, of course, dying by inches, and his indifference to the church infuriated her: she exhorted him upon his evil-doing, besieged him with ministers and church people who tried to prevail on him to “come back to the fold,” and she never lost a chance to remind him he was dying and must lose no time if he wanted to repent and save his soul.


  “I think she liked to see people suffer,” my father told me. “Nothing else seemed to give her any pleasure.”


  My grandfather loved music and had a fine voice: my father would sit beside him for hours while he sang the songs he had learned as a soldier—the great marching songs of the Civil War, the campfire songs, and a great many jolly and rollicking songs that were then popular but have now been forgotten. He would sing them keeping time with the foot of his good leg, until my father knew them all, and they could sing together. The one hymn that he seemed to like best was “The Battle Hymn of the Republic”: When he came to the line “Oh! be swift, my soul, to answer Him, be jubilant, my feet!” his eyes would glow with joy, his good leg would fairly dance upon the floor, and his maimed stump would jerk up and down briskly under the impulse of his feeling, and finally his voice would lift triumphantly on the magnificent line, “As he died to make men holy, let us die to make men free.” And once he said to my father: “That would really be worth dying for, wouldn’t it?—to make men free.” When my father asked him if that wasn’t what men had died for in the Civil War he laughed, and said: “Yes. Free for the surgeons and the worms.” In his youth he had been very bitter against the South because of slavery, but now his bitterness seemed to have vanished completely: he spoke of the ability and courage of the Southern troops and of the campaigns of Lee and Stonewall Jackson with as much pride and tenderness as if they had belonged to his own side. I think this change in feeling must have come during the war, because I still have a remarkable letter which he wrote to his brother, Wesley, the one that was called Uncle Bud, the great fat fellow I have mentioned:


  “Most of the boys down here,” he wrote, “have had about enough of this war, but I see that the women and preachers back home are determined to fight it out to the bitter end. I never saw such a bloodthirsty lot as these women and preachers are: they just seem to live on fighting and it looks like they’re not going to give the rest of us much peace until they’ve got the rebs all mashed up into jelly. For my part, I never felt so peaceable in my life, I’ve had enough fighting to do me from now to Kingdom Come, I could be friends right now with almost anyone, I could be friends with a reb or a preacher. I’ve got a good idea: in the next war why don’t they let the women and the preachers do the fighting? It seems to me that they ought to let these people fight who enjoy fighting, and let the rest of us who want to be peaceable stay at home and make the crops. They could put all the women on one side and all the preachers on the other and let them fight it out to their heart’s content.


  “Bud, I’ve been having dreams about you. Have you still got that big fat belly? I’ve been telling some of the boys about it and they say, by God, they don’t believe I’m telling them the truth, they say they’re coming home with me to see it when the war is over. My own gut is rammed up against my backbone: they’re like twins, I don’t know if I’ll ever get them apart again, but if I do I’m going to see to it they stay strangers as long as I live. Anyway, we’re better off than the rebs: I was talking to one we took prisoner the other day and he said they’d been eating so much parched corn on his side some of the fellows had begun to crow like roosters. He said one of them came by him down the road the other day running for all he was worth. When he asked him where he was going this fellow flapped his arms a couple of times and cackled right in his face. When the man got so he could talk he said he’d eaten so much corn the hens thought he was a rooster: he said every hen in Virginia had been after him, he said they wouldn’t leave him alone, and with that he let out another cackle, flapped his arms, and let out down the road with six big Donnecker hens right after him. Now, Bud, do you believe that fellow was telling the truth? Well, Bud, you take care of yourself now and that big belly. When I come home I want to look at it and feel it and see if it is real.


  “Your brother,

  “Sam Barrett”


  From this letter, with its reference to “women and preachers,” I believe that my grandfather must have been thinking of his wife and her church friends, and my father told me this was true. I think anyone could see from reading this letter that the man who wrote it was brave, kind, and wise: his feeling about war is the feeling that many people have today and that we have come to think of as “modern,” but I think that my grandfather and my father must have been very much alike in this respect: they were such men as belong to no particular time, but are able to live for themselves and by themselves. They are able to get wisdom out of living without being very much influenced by the custom of the moment. My father had this power more than anyone I have ever known.


  There was another cause for the bitter feeling between my father and his mother. After the family came to New York, he went frequently with his father to the theatre. My grandfather loved the theatre and had committed to memory the entire plays of Shakespeare. By his fourteenth year my father knew more about these plays than most educated people ever know: they read or declaimed the speeches to each other, and they set each other a task of tagging lines the other began. Once my father caught him up in a mistake, and he said it was the proudest moment of his life. During the war my grandfather had become a good friend of an actor in his regiment (of this man I shall speak later), and now, in New York, he knew a great many people in the theatre. He knew the great actor Booth, and he knew Joseph Jefferson. Many of these people came to see him at his house: when they did there was laughter and music and punch in the parlor. My grandmother refused to take any part in these gatherings: she thought that her house was polluted by the presence of such people, and she reviled and insulted her husband for having such friends. At that time, the actor was almost a social outcast: he lived a wretched wandering life on the fringes of society; even the few distinguished artists like Booth and Jefferson never won the full acceptance to which their talents entitled them. To millions of church people like my grandmother, the actor was a depraved and evil man, and the theatre the devil’s dwelling place. My grandmother was convinced that this was true, yet, she could boast at the same time that she had never been in a theatre in her life.


  A year before her husband’s death an incident occurred which enraged her, and helped to hasten the final breach with her son. My father at this time was only seventeen, but for years, from the first time his father had taken him into a theatre, he had felt the complete fascination of its magic and he had already resolved that this was the life he wanted and the life he was going to follow. In this desire his father agreed, and wanted to help him. That year, accordingly, he was given his first chance. His father’s war-time friend, of whom I have spoken, was a man named Clark: Mr. Clark was an actor who had played in many parts and had also been a manager of several theatres. Mr. Clark, therefore, got my father a small part in a play that was soon to open: it was a melodrama and in one scene there was a thrilling fight between two groups of hoodlums. My father was given the part of leader of one of these gangs, and he was given a single speech of three short words. My father was supposed to rush out on the stage at the head of his gang, glare fiercely at the other leader when he saw him, throw up his fists in a fighting attitude, and run forward crying: “Now for it!”


  As every actor knows, it is often more difficult to play a small part well than to play a big part. When the actor is given only one or two short speeches, he is likely to be oppressed by a feeling that he must make every syllable and situation count, that there cannot be the slightest flaw or slip in his execution. As a consequence he is often strained and unnatural in his delivery of a few words, whereas if the words were only a fragment of a larger part, he could deliver them with perfect ease and naturalness.


  During the course of rehearsals my father was repeatedly told to accent the second of his three words—that is, to say “Now for it!” Invariably, however, perhaps because he had been warned so often and erred through trying to avoid error, he would deliver his three words with the accent, thus bounding up upon the last: “Now for it!” Finally, the director, out of patience, told him curtly he would be discharged if he did not deliver his speech correctly on the night of the dress rehearsal. My father was heartsick and desperate at the prospect: he strode up and down backstage for hours repeating “Now for it!” thousands of times, until he thought it was rooted in his brain beyond possibility of error. On the night of the dress rehearsal, however, he failed again. He rushed out on the stage, shouted “Now for it!” and then, turning to the director, he burst into tears and begged the man to give him another chance. To his stupefaction everyone roared with laughter, and the director told him to say his speech in any way he pleased. Thereafter, he always got it right: the play ran for several weeks and he performed creditably.


  My grandmother had known nothing of this. When Mr. Clark had got the job for him, my father and my grandfather agreed to say nothing to her about it. But my father’s absences from home on the evenings aroused her suspicion: when she asked him what he was doing, he told her. She flew into a terrible fit of temper, told him he was on the road to hell, and insisted that he give up his work at once. He refused; she then turned upon her husband, demanded that he compel the boy to stop, but he would not do this: he stood by his son and told her he should do as he wished. After the play had finished its run, my father made no effort to find new employment in the theatre, knowing that it would cause new tirades and invectives and that his father, now enduring the last hours of his agony, would have to bear the brunt of her bitterness and hate. But she never forgave either of them for it: she thought that both of them were damned and lost, and the harsh weight of her tongue was turned upon her husband to the end.


  But now that he was dead, and his house was filled with these people his wife brought there from her church, my father could not endure this obscenity of mourning. It did not seem to him as if his father had died: it seemed that life had died, that the house in which they lived had died, that the corrupted body there belonged to death, was itself death, and had never had a union with his father’s life. He remembered his father’s bright living eye, his great laugh, and the superb purity and courage of his spirit, which had lived life with such fierce joy, and had been trapped to die there in that corrupted flesh whose evil stench had, even in the last months of his life, polluted the air about him. And now that this corrupted carcass should be cherished hideously by this woman to do duty to these rusty mourners in place of the bright spirit they could never know was not to be endured: my father went to her and begged her to have it taken from the house at once and buried. She refused: I think she must have been insane because she told him that this odor of putrefaction came from evil living, and that the road which he was travelling would lead him to the same decay.


  My father went almost mad: he went out and walked the streets like a man who has been struck at the base of the brain and has no knowledge of what he is doing. Toward dark, however, he composed himself somewhat and went to see his father’s friend, the actor, Clark. When my father had told his story to Mr. Clark, the man got up, took his hat, and told my father to come with him. They went directly to my grandfather’s house: when they got there full dark had come, dim lamps were burning, and they could hear the voices of the mourners filled with their lust of pain and darkness. When Mr. Clark went into the house, he asked my grandmother if she would let him speak to her in private: immediately she denounced him and ordered him out of the house. My father protested at this, he told her Clark had been one of his father’s best friends and that he had asked him to come there to talk with her: at this, his mother started to revile them both. She said Clark had been responsible for her husband’s wickedness and that he was now bent on ruining her son. My father said that this was not true. His mother then appealed to her friends, the mourners: she asked them if they had heard the son say that his mother lied, and they said yes, they had heard, and they had never listened to such infamy. She then screamed at him that she had loved him and tried to save him, she said she had done all a mother could do for him, and that he was an unnatural son. She told him he would have to choose between herself and God and “that actor,” meaning Mr. Clark. She said if he did not do as she wished and go with her to Connecticut for the burial, he could get out of her house at once and that she never wanted to see his face again. My father waited until she had finished: then he told her he would go and that she could have her wish. Then my father left the house with Mr. Clark, and from that day he never saw his mother again. She went back to her home in Connecticut, she spent the rest of her life there, but she had not long to live: she died there three years later.


  What spirit shaped this woman? Of what unknown elements was she made: Wrought by what troubled brain, what cruel heart? In all the chronicles of my life’s rich journey there has been no one to be compared with her: we, with our fruitful cries, our warmth of love, our hate of hate, our depth of passion and of living, had strangeness and mystery enough for unbelief; but I knew the source we came from. But she would live for me like some legendary monster of some tainted earth, had I not proof of her existence: she coined the metal of her soul and flesh into the substance of her oldest child, her daughter, my Aunt Kate, with whom a portion of my youth was spent, and in whom I saw the spirit of this woman rise and walk. And my other proof lies bound up in a handful of yellowed letters which she wrote my father during these last years of her life. I have them yet: the faded scrawl upon those faded pages lives with a fierce eternity of hatred, a corrupt animation which no years nor centuries can wither up.


  Whether he ever answered these letters I do not know, nor did I ever ask him. I believe he must have, since hers had been addressed to him at various stages in his wanderings, and I suppose she must have known his address from letters which he wrote to her.


  That woman seemed to have all the books of the Old Testament committed to memory, and she used them as an almanac, a prophesy, a constant weather report of human earthquake and catechism: there was not an evil mischance which could befall mankind for which she did not have at once the corresponding warning in the gospel. As she said, “it has all been written down”: she could see the hand of God, she could believe in His living presence only in some act of horror in the universe—the sum and confirmation of her fierce belief was suffering and destruction, and wherever she saw stricken men, wherever she saw grief and agony, her triumphant faith cried out that God lived and wrought and that his presence was abroad throughout the earth. As one reads these letters today, with their dense compilation of quoted prophesies, the immense and twisted erudition—with which instantly she could tag with prophetic doom the most trivial events—the death of a horse, the diseases of sheep and cattle, the intervention of lightning in the life of a child or a withered hag—the reader may have at first the sense of unbelief, a comic sense of something grotesque and droll. But as he reads, whatever quality of humor he felt will disappear: the woman emerges with a horrible intensity and reality, like someone we have never known but instantly recognize, a harpy screaming from the rocks of a separate, a stricken, planet, who belongs to no age, untouched by space or time, brought to this earth by what black charm, what evil incantation no one knows.


  My father told me the whole story of his life with her only once, and I do not think I heard him speak of her, even casually, over a half dozen times in his life. He told me that he knew instantly when he left her that night that his feeling for her would never change, that he loathed her with all his heart and spirit, and that he would never see her again. At this moment of resolution all the tangled and bewildered dislike and resentment of years became clear and decisive: he knew exactly how he felt, he made a swingeing admission to himself, and thereafter he had no doubt about his feeling. Yet, he told me, for years he was to feel the bitter indecision of self-mistrust: he could not change his feeling for her, nor say he had any love or affection for her, but her last words of reproach and indictment haunted him. He wondered if she had been right—if he was an “unnatural” son, if his feeling branded him a monster, if his lack of love for her meant that there was a deformed and twisted isolation in his spirit. He was only a boy of eighteen years, and there was no one to whom he could confide. I think it was during these years that he acquired the certitude and independence of spirit that he had thereafter, but he bought it with the intense and lonely pain of his youth.


  This was his final comment: one Sunday afternoon a great many years after this, and at least ten years after his marriage, for I must have been eight years old or more at the time, we had as a caller at Bella’s house, one of her friends, an actor named Grantham. Mr. Grantham was from Indiana, but he had not lived there for many years. Grantham’s mother had died a week or two before and he had gone back to Indiana for the funeral: he had just returned to New York and now he was telling us about his mother. I think that actors as a rule spend as little time in thinking of their parents or kinfolk as any class of people I know: the reason for this, I think, is that the actor lives in a world that is unduly separated from the one in which he was born, and he constantly becomes more absorbed in one and more remote from the other. Yet, no one can talk more eloquently than an actor about the beauty of mother love: his eyes will fill with tears at [the] sound of a “mammy song,” and he can weep copiously when he speaks of his love for a mother he has made no attempt to see in twenty years. Mr. Grantham was doing this now, and I think we all felt a little ashamed of him: everyone knew he had not been to see his mother for at least fifteen years, yet here he was saying that her death was the greatest sorrow he had ever known, that the thought of her and her teaching had inspired and guided him at every moment of his life, and that mother love was the most wonderful and beautiful thing on earth.


  At length my father said: “I think you are very fortunate to feel that way.” Mr. Grantham looked at my father in a sharp suspicious manner. I think he was uneasy about his own feeling, and had been trying to convince himself of his devotion and grief by talking of it. At any rate, he thought that there was something critical of him in my father’s words.


  “Fortunate?” he said. “How so? I only feel the way about my mother that all men feel.”


  “No,” my father said. “I do not think so.”


  Mr. Grantham became a little excited: he still thought his beautiful emotion was being doubted, and he said:


  “I loved my mother more than anyone else in the world. No one can say I didn’t.”


  “I do not doubt you,” my father answered. “I only said that all men do not feel as you.”


  “Oh, yes they do!” said Mr. Grantham.


  “Oh, no they don’t!” said father.


  “Didn’t you?” said Grantham, feeling that he had my father trapped.


  “No, I didn’t,” my father said at once.


  “Do you mean to say,” said Grantham, slowly, “that you did not—love—really love—your mother?”


  “Yes,” my father said, “that is what I mean to say. I did not love my mother. I will go farther than that. I did not even like her. I had the most intense dislike for her that I have ever felt for any person, and I know she felt the same for me.”


  No one spoke. I think you could have heard their hearts beat in the silence. My own was pounding in my throat. As for Grantham, he was stupefied. At length he said:


  “That is the most unnatural thing I have ever heard.”


  “Is it unnatural because I say it is or because I feel it?” my father asked.


  “Because you feel it,” Grantham said. “You would not say it unless you felt it, would you?”


  My father’s eyes had suddenly got black and smoky. He said:


  “I would not go so far as that, Grantham. I think you must have known people who said things that they did not feel.”


  Mr. Grantham made no answer for a moment. My father looked at him. His face turned a fiery red. Then he said:


  “But you really feel that way about your mother. Anyone can see you do.”


  “Yes,” my father said. “I really feel that way. And I tell you, Grantham, it is not unnatural. I tell you there are many men who feel as I do. Yes! I tell you there are men who even feel the most savage and unmitigated hatred for their mothers, and I do not blame them for it!”


  We sat there in a hypnotic silence, and we felt awe and terror. My father’s cheeks were burning with two badges of bright red. I saw his fingers tremble. In a moment he spoke again in a voice so low, so charged with some strange deep passion that it did not seem to be his own.


  “But I’ll tell you what is unnatural, Grantham. It is to say we have big feelings when we have not got them. It is to live by words when the words have no real meaning for us: it is to mock at love and mercy we have never felt.”


  No one said anything for several moments. All of us felt a kind of terror. Yet what he had said had cut like a sharp sword through all the falseness and hypocrisy. We knew that what he had said was the truth, but at that time few people would have dared to utter such an opinion: it was a blasphemy of the accepted and cherished sentiment. Suddenly our smooth Sunday tea had been shattered by an utterance which came up out of a burning depth of pain and wisdom none of us had known. Our spirits had shrunk away a little from him, because what he had said had frightened us, and none of us were willing to stand by him at that moment. I wanted to be near him. I loved him, and yet I was afraid to go up to him. Then, all at once he looked so lonely sitting there among us. I looked at him, and instantly he was revealed to me: I saw how lonely and silent his spirit was, and what dreadful depths it had known. I looked at the dark and potent beauty of the Jews, my mother’s quiet and living faithfulness, and Bella’s radiant power and opulence, and I saw that he had come to us as a stranger and a wanderer of the earth, and I knew now why he loved us, and I knew why we could never know each other. His secret and withdrawn spirit had a wall around it we could never break: my mother lifted her eyes to him and it seemed to me they looked at each other across a great and inseparable distance, and yet their look had the greatest love and loyalty in it I had ever seen.


  As I remember my father now I always remember his lonely and secret spirit. Yet there was no one who loved the companionship of people more, and people always wanted to be near him. They wanted to be near him because it is the secret and lonely people who attract us most: we feel in them an integrity and power which other people do not have, we are drawn by a luminous mystery in them. Perhaps we feel that if we can pluck out the heart of this mystery we will find the wisdom and power we need in our own lives. It seems now that my father was always alone: even in a crowd he was isolated, the other people made a continent of life, they were bound together by great tides and rivers, but he dwelt among them like an island.


  The remainder of my father’s youth, after he left his mother’s house, were years of exile and wandering. There was no poverty that he did not endure, no hardship that he did not suffer, no human crime or misery that he did not see. He knew the raw savagery, the brutal violence, the idiot cruelty of living as few people ever knew it, and his spirit remained fearless, uncorruptible, gentle, and innocent to the last, because such innocence as his belonged to the innate wisdom of the spirit, and could never be lost, no matter what he saw or did. The night he left his mother he went away with Mr. Clark, the actor. My father had no money and no place to go: Mr. Clark took him home with him, and kept him there until he found employment. At first Mr. Clark tried to help him find employment at some theatre, or in some show that was going on the road, but they could not find it. In a few days Mr. Clark came to him and told him he had a friend who was the manager of a small circus which was about to go on tour: he said he could get my father work as ticket seller with the circus if he wanted it. My father was glad to take the job, and in a few days he joined the circus and started on the tour with them. It was Spring: the circus had started in New England and worked westward and then southward as the Summer and Autumn came on. My father’s nominal duties—for, in his vision, every incident, each face and voice and circumstance were blazing real as life itself—were those of ticket seller, but in this tiny show everyone did several things: the performers helped put up and take down the tents, load and unload the wagons, and the roustabouts and business people worked wherever they were needed.


  My father sold tickets, but he also posted bills, and bartered with the tradesmen and farmers in new places for fresh food. He became very shrewd and clever at this work, and loved to do it—some old, sharp, buried talent for shrewd trading, that had come to him from his mountain blood, now aided him. He could get the finest, freshest meat and vegetables at the lowest prices. The circus people were tough and hard, they always had a fierce and ravenous hunger, they would not accept bad food and cooking, they fed stupendously and they always had the best of everything.


  Usually, the circus would arrive at a new town very early in the morning, before daybreak. My father would go into town immediately: he would go to the markets and trade directly with the merchants, or with farmers who had come in for the circus. He felt and saw the purity of first light, he heard the sweet and sudden lutings of first birds, and suddenly he was filled with the earth and morning in new towns among new men: he walked among the farmer’s wagons, and he dealt with them on the spot for the prodigal plenty of their wares—the country melons bedded in sweet hay of wagons, the cool sweet pints of butter wrapped in clean wet cloths, with dew and starlight still upon them, the enormous battered cans foaming with fresh milk, the new laid eggs which he bought by the gross and hundred dozen, the tender limey pullets by the score, the rude country wagons laden to the rim with heaped abundancies—with delicate bunches of green quilled scallions, the heavy red ripeness of huge tomatoes, the sweet-leaved lettuces crisp as celery, the fresh podded peas and the succulent young beans, as well as the potatoes sported with the loamy earth, the powerful winy odors of the apples, the peaches, and the cherries, juicy corn stacked up in shades of living green, and the heavy blackened rinds of the home cured hams and bacons.


  As the markets opened my father would begin to trade and dicker with the butchers for their finest cuts of meat: they would hold great roasts up in their gouted fingers, they would roll up tubs of fresh ground sausage, they would smack with long palms the flanks of beeves and porks: he would drive back to the circus with a wagon full of meat and vegetables.


  At the circus ground the people were already in full activity. He could hear the wonderful timed tattoo of sledges on the driven stakes, the shouts of men riding animals down to water, the slow clank and pull of mighty horses, the heavy rumble of the wagons as they were rolled down off circus flat cars. By now the eating tent would be erected, and as he arrived, he could see the cooks already busy at their ranges, the long tables set up underneath the canvas with their rows of benches, their tin plates and cups, their strong readiness. There would be the amber indescribable pungency of strong coffee, and the smell of buckwheat batter.


  Then the circus people would come in for breakfast: hard and tough, for the most part decent and serious people, the performers, the men and the women, the acrobats, the riders, the tumblers, the clowns, the jugglers, the contortionists, and the balancers would come in quietly and eat with a savage and inspired intentness.


  The food they ate was incomparably masculine and fragrant as the earth on which they wandered: it belonged to the warm stained world of mellow sunwarmed canvas, the clean and healthful odor of the animals, and the wild sweet lyric nature of the land on which they lived as wanderers: and it was there for their asking with a fabulous and stupefying plenty. They ate stacks of buckwheat cakes, smoking hot, golden and embrowned, soaked in hunks of yellow butter which they carved at will with a wide free gesture from the piled pints on the table, and which they garnished (if they pleased) with ropes of heavy black molasses, or with the lighter free-er maple syrup. They ate big steaks for breakfast, hot from the pan and caked with onions, they ate whole melons crammed with the ripeness of the deep pink meat, they ate thick slabs of sugared hams, rashers of bacon and great platters of fried eggs, or eggs scrambled with calves brains, they helped themselves from pyramids of fruit piled up at intervals on the table—plums, peaches, apples, cherries, grapes, oranges, and bananas—they had great pitchers of thick cream to pour on everything, and they washed their hunger down with pint mugs of strong deep-savoured coffee.


  For their midday meal they would eat fiercely, hungrily, with wolfish gusto, mightily with knit brows and convulsive movements of their corded throats. They would eat great roasts of beef with crackled hides, browned in their juices, rare and tender, hot chunks of delicate pork with hems of fragrant fat, delicate young broiled chickens, only a mouthful, a crunch and a swallow, for these ravenous jaws, twelve pound pot roasts cooked for hours in an iron pot with new carrots, onions, sprouts, and young potatoes, together with every vegetable that the season yielded: huge roasting ears of corn, smacking hot, piled like cord-wood on two foot platters, tomatoes cut in slabs with wedges of raw onion, okra and succotash, mashed potatoes whipped to a creamy lather, boats swimming with pure beef gravy, new carrots, turnips, fresh peas cooked in butter and fat string beans seasoned with the flavor of big chunks of cooking-pork. In addition they had every fruit and berry that the place and time afforded: hot crusty apple, peach, and cherry pies, encrusted with cinnamon, puddings and cakes of every sort, and blueberry cobblers inches deep.


  Thus, the circus moved across America, from town to town, from state to state, eating its way from Maine into the great plains of the West, eating its way along the Hudson and the Mississippi rivers, eating its way across the prairies and from the North into the South, eating its way across the fat farm lands of the Pennsylvania Dutch along the eastern shores of Maryland and back again across the states of Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Florida—eating all good things that this enormous, this incredibly bountiful and abundant cornucopia of a continent yielded.


  They ate the cod, bass, mackerel, halibut, clams and oysters of the New England coast, the terrapin of Maryland, the fat beeves, porks, and cereals of the Middle West. And they had, as well, the heavy juicy peaches, watermelons, cantaloupe of Georgia, the fat sweet shad of the Carolina coasts, and the rinded and exotic citrus fruits of the tropics: the oranges, tangerines, bananas, cumquats, lemons, guavas down in Florida—together with a hundred other fruits and meats—the Vermont turkeys, the mountain trout, the bunched heaviness of the Concord grapes, the red winey bulk of the Oregon apples, as well as all the clawed, the shelled, crusted dainties, the crabs, the clams, the pink meated lobsters that grope their way along the sea-floors of America.


  My father awoke at morning in three hundred towns with the glimmer of starlight on his face: he was the moon’s man, then he saw light quicken in the east, he saw the pale stars drawn, he saw the birth of light, he heard the lark’s wing, then the bird tree, the first liquorous liquified lutings, the ripe-arred trillings, the plumskinned birdnotes, and he heard the hoof and the wheel come down the streets of the nation. He exalted in his work as food-provider for the circus people, and they loved him for it. They said there had never been anyone like him—they banqueted exultantly, with hoarse gulpings and with joy, and they loved him.


  Slowly, day by day, the circus worked its way across America, through forty states and through a dozen weathers. It was a little world that moved across the enormous loneliness of the earth, a little world that each day began a new life in new cities, and that left nothing to betray where it had been save a litter of beaten papers, the droppings of the camel and the elephant in Illinois, a patch of trampled grass, and a magical memory. The circus men knew no other earth than this, the earth came to them with the smell of the canvas and with the lion’s roar: they saw the world beyond the lights of the carnival, and everything beyond these lights was phantasmal and unreal to them, it lived for them within the circle of the tent as men and women who sat on benches, as the ports they came to, and sometimes as the enemy.


  Their life was filled with the strong joy of food, with the love of wandering, and with danger and hard labor. Always there was the swift violence of change and movement, of putting up and tearing down, and sometimes there was the misery of rain and sleet, and mud above the ankles, of wind that shook their flimsy residence, that ripped the tent stakes from their moorings in the earth and lifted out the great centre pole as if it were a match. Now they must wrestle with the wind, and hold their dwelling to the earth; now they must fight the weariness of mind and push their heavy wagons through the slime; now, cold and wet and wretched, they must sleep on piles of canvas in the flat cars in a driving rain, and sometimes they must fight the enemy—the drunk, the savage, the violent enemy, the bloody man, who dwelt in every place. Sometimes it was the city thug, sometimes the mill hands in the South, sometimes the miners in a Pennsylvania town—the circus people cried “Hey, Rube!” and fought them with fist and foot, with spike and stake, and my father saw and knew it all.


  When the men in a little town barricaded the street against their parade, they charged the barricade with their animals, and once the sheriff tried to stop the elephant by saying: “Now, damn ye, if you stick your god damned trunk another inch, I’ll shoot.”


  The circus moved across America, and foot by foot, mile by mile, my father came to know it all. It was rooted into his blood and his brain forever—its food, its fruits, its fields and forests, its deserts and its mountains, its savage lawlessness. He saw the crimes and violence of the people with pity, with mercy, and with tenderness: he thought of them as if they were children. They smashed their neighbors’ brains out with an axe, they disembowelled one another with knives, they were murderers and lost upon this earth they dwelt upon as strangers.


  The tongueless blood of the murdered men ran down into the earth and the earth received it. Upon this enormous and indifferent earth the little trains rattled on over the ill-joined rails that loosely bound the sprawling little towns together. Lost and lonely, sawings of wood and plaster and cheap brick ugliness, the little towns were scattered like encampments through the wilderness. Only the earth remained, which all these people had barely touched, which all these people dwelt on but could not possess.


  Only the earth remained, the savage and lyrical earth with its rude potency, its thousand vistas, its heights and slopes and levels, with all its violence and delicacy, the terrible fecundity, decay and growth, its fierce colors, its vital light and sparkle, its exultancy of space and wandering. And the memory of this earth, the memory of all this universe of sight and sense, was rooted in my father’s heart and brain forever. It fed the hungers of desire and wandering, it breached the walls of his secret and withdrawn spirit. And for every memory of place and continent, of enormous coffee-colored rivers and light touched miles of heady wheat, of Atlantic coast and midland prairie, of raw red Piedmont and tropic flatness, there were always the small, fecund, perfect memories of his father’s land, the dark side of his soul and heart’s desire, which he had never seen, but which he knew with every atom of his life, strange phantasmal haunting of man’s memory. It was a fertile nobly swelling land, and it was large enough to live in, walled with fulfilled desire.


  Abroad in this ocean of earth and vision he thought of his father’s land, of its great red barns and nobly swelling earth, its clear familiarity and its haunting strangeness, and its dark and secret heart, its magnificent, its lovely and tragic beauty. He thought of its smell of harbors and its rumors of the sea, the city and the ships, its wine-ripe apples and its brown-red soil, its smug weathered houses, its lyric unutterable ecstasy.


  A wonderful thing happened. One morning he awoke suddenly to find himself staring straight up at the pulsing splendor of the stars. At first he did not know where he was, but he knew instantly, even before he looked about him, that he had visited this place before. The circus train had stopped in the heart of the country, for what reason he did not know. He could hear the languid and intermittent breathing of the engine, the strangeness of men’s voices in the dark, the casual stamp of the horses in their cars, and all around him the attentive and vital silence of the earth.


  Suddenly he raised himself from the pile of canvas on which he slept. It was the moment just before dawn: against the East the sky had already begun to whiten with the first faint luminosity of day, the invading tides of light crept up the sky, drowning the stars out as they went. The train had halted by a little river which ran swift and deep close to the tracks, and now he knew that what at first he thought had been the sound of silence was the swift and ceaseless music of the river.


  There had been rain the night before and now the river was filled with the sweet clean rain-drenched smell of earthy deposits. He could see the delicate white glimmer of young birch trees leaning from the banks, and on the other side he saw the winding whiteness of the road. Beyond the road, and bordering it, there was an orchard with a wall of lichened stone: a row of apple trees, gnarled and sweet, spread their squat twisted branches out across the road, and in the faint light, he saw that they were dense with blossoms: the cool intoxication of their fragrance overpowered him.


  As the wan light grew, the earth and all its contours emerged sharply and he saw again the spare, gaunt loneliness of the earth at dawn, with all its sweet and sudden cries of Spring. He saw the worn and ancient design of lichened rocks, the fertile soil of the baked fields, he saw the kept order, the frugal cleanliness, with its springtime overgrowth, the mild tang of opulent greenery. There was an earth with fences, as big as a man’s heart, but not so great as his desire, and after his giant wanderings over the prodigal fecundity of the continent, this earth was like a room he once had lived in. He returned to it as a sailor to a small dosed harbor, as a man, spent with the hunger of his wandering, comes home.


  Instantly he recognized the scene. He knew he had come at last into his father’s land. It was a magic that he knew but could not speak, he stood upon the lip of time, and all of his life now seemed the mirage of some wizard’s spell—the spell of canvas and the circus ring, the spell of that tented world which had possessed him. Here was his home, brought back to him while he slept, like a forgotten dream. Here was the dark side of his soul, his heart’s desire, his father’s country, the earth his spirit dwelt on as a child. He knew every inch of the landscape, and he knew past reason, doubt or argument, that home was not three miles away.


  He got up at once and leaped down to the earth: he knew where he would go. Along the track there was the slow swing and dance of the brakeman’s lamps, that moving, mournful, and beautiful cloud of light along the rails of the earth that he had seen so many times. Already the train was in motion, its bell tolled and the heavy trucks rumbled away from him. He began to walk back along the tracks, for less than a mile away, he knew, where the stream boiled over the lip of a dam, there was a bridge. When he reached the bridge a deeper light had come: the old red brick of the mill emerged sharply, and with the tone and temper of deep joy, fell sheer into bright shining waters.


  He crossed the bridge and turned left along the road: here it moved away from the river, among fields and bridges, and through dark woods—dark woods bordered with stark poignancy of fir and pine, with the noble spread of maples, shot with the naked whiteness of birch. Here was the woodland maze: the sweet dense Yankee tangle of the brake and growth. Sharp thrummings, woodland flitters broke the silence. My father’s steps grew slow, he sat upon a wall, he waited.


  Now broke the birdsong in first light and suddenly he heard each sound the birdsong made. Like a flight of shot the sharp fast skarps of sound arose. With chitterling tricker, fast-fluttering skirrs of sound, the palmy honied birdcries came. Smooth drops and nuggets and bright gold they were. Now sang the birdtree filled with lutings in bright air: the thrums, the lark’s wing, and the tongue-trilling chirrs arose now. The little brainless cries arose and fell with liquorous liquified lutings, with lirruping chirp, plumbellied smoothness, sweet lucidity.


  And now there was the rapid kweet kweet kweet kweet of homely birds, and their pwee-pwee-pwee: others with sharp cricketing stitch, with their metallic tongues, a mosquito buzz, while some with rusty creakings, high shrew’s caws, with every rasp, with harsh far calls—all birds that are awoke in woodland tangles: and above there passed the whirr of hidden wings, the strange lost cry of the unknown birds; in full light now, the sweet confusion of their cries was mingled.


  Then my father rose and went along that road where, he knew, like the prophetic promise of a dream, the house of his father’s blood and kin lay hidden. At length he came around a bending of the road, he left the wooded land, he passed by hedges and saw the old white house, set in the shoulder of the hill, worn like ease and habit in the earth. Clean and cool it sat below the clean dark shelter of its trees: a twist of morning smoke curled from its chimney.


  Then my father turned into the rutted road that led up to the house, and at this moment the enormous figure of his uncle appeared around the corner, prophetically bearing a smoked ham in one huge hand. And when he saw him, a cry of greeting burst from my father’s throat, and the old man answered with a roar of welcome that shook the earth.


  Then the old man dropped his ham, and waddled forward to meet his nephew: they met half down the road and the old man crushed him in his hug, they tried to speak, but could not, they embraced again, and in an instant, all of the years between, the bad and bitter memory of his mother, the pain of loneliness and the fierce hungers of desire, were scored away like the scum of frost from a bright glass.


  He was a child again, and he wept with joy, with sorrow, with discovery in his uncle’s arms, he was a child that had stood upon the lip and leaf of time and heard the quiet tides that move us to our death, and he knew that the child could not be born again, the book of the days could never be turned back, old error and confusion never righted. And he wept with sorrow for all that was lost and could never be regained, and with joy for all that had been recovered.


  Suddenly he saw his youth as men on hilltops might look at the whole winding course of rivers to the sea, he saw the blind confusion of his wanderings across the earth, the horror of man’s little stricken mote of earth against immensity, and he remembered the proud exultancy of his childhood when all the world lay like a coin within his palms, when he could have touched the horned rim of the moon, when, heroes of a selfless passion, they enact the earth out in a lyric cry.


  At this moment, also, my father’s two cousins burst from the house and came running down the road to greet him. They had grown to be powerful and heavy young men, already beginning to show signs of that epic fatness that distinguished their father. Like their father, they recognized their cousin instantly, and in a moment my father was engulfed in their mighty energies, borne up among them to the house. As they ate breakfast, he told them the history of the last four years of his life and they told him what had befallen them. His mother had died the year before: this he knew; he did not know that two weeks after his father’s death his uncle had come to New York to find him. His uncle found no trace of him, nor could get news of him from anyone: my father had vanished as utterly as if the earth had swallowed him—by that time, of course, he was wandering across the country with the circus. During this time his mother had lived with his uncle’s family on the farm, but she had never given them any news of him, although she knew his address: when they had asked her if she knew, she had flown into such a storm of vituperation that they never asked her again. No one said very much about her, my father least of all: she who had lived on death now perished by the food she fed on. In the minds of all there was a quiet relief and thankfulness because she was dead, and a desire to forget her utterly, since there was no memory of her that was not filled with pain. They asked him why he had never let them know where he was or written to them: when he tried to answer them he could not. He knew now that they loved him dearly, and had always been his friends, but he had no tongue to utter the confusion, the desolation and doubt as well as all the fierce scourgings of a young man’s pride which had restrained him: his soul had been in such a bewildered turmoil that he had feared, from pride and loneliness, to turn in his time of trouble to these people who would have done most for him.


  But they understood what he wanted to say, but could not speak, and they surrounded him with love and lavish heapings of his plate, and my father knew the strange miracle of return to the dark land of their hearts’ desire, which haunts men in their fathers’ land, dreams but which many never know. Never before had he so felt the phantasmal strangeness of time and destiny, the living dream that is man’s life: the sliding shadows of old time moved through the forests of his memory; years that had passed since he left this house, and all that had happened in these years, seemed the remote and half-remembered phantoms of a dream. The house drenched memory with a flood of light, and as if he had been there yesterday he remembered a thousand moments of his childhood, and each familiar object in the room recalled the presence, the exact size, shape, and color of a hundred other objects in the rooms he had not seen: and he watched, with the belief of a child, for these other presences in the house that he remembered—the foot of his father on the stairs, a word that was spoken long ago, his own voice and his own lost body—the child that had lived here long ago at that moment entering at that door, ready to touch him, to speak there at his shoulder.


  They spoke with familiar and casual voices, with all of the little times and silences of men who have lived together, until their lives were like boulders in a stream’s clean bed, and they spoke of the things they had known long ago. He asked about a neighbor, and one said he had seen him just the day before, he asked about a dog they had named Squire, and they said that Squire was dead; about a girl, and she was married, living in another town. Had the winter been hard, and were the apples and the cider good?—They answered all these questions as if he had been gone from home a month: the magic light of time played suddenly on forgotten things, and reduced the years between to powder.


  My father spoke then of the fruit trees which he had that morning seen in bloom: he asked his uncle about “the cherry tree.” His uncle at once began to talk with a passionate interest of the cherry tree, and in the story of this tree is written the legend of this wonderful family.


  My uncle had many cherry trees upon his farm, but the one to which my father referred, the one in which his uncle’s love was centered, grew in the yard a few feet from the house. It was a fine tree, with a thick trunk and large spreading limbs, and every year it bore an immense yield of big red cherries. As my uncle grew older and fatter, the tree gained a complete mastery over his affection: he spoke of it, of the quantity and richness of its fruit, and of its performances and prospects from year to year, with as much pride and love as if it had been his son. During the season when it bore fruit my uncle could think and talk of nothing else except this tree: he was obsessed by it, he observed every phenomenon of bud and bloom, his entire time was occupied by this alone. As the fruit began to ripen, my uncle would sit before the house in a broadarmed chair with a pile of stones beside him. Whenever the birds would approach to eat the fruit my uncle would arise and hurl a stone at them, at the same time shouting “Go Away!” to them. As he grew older this exertion proved too much for him: he had grown enormously fat and the constant excitement and the labor of hurling stones at the birds exhausted him. He could no longer throw a stone with any accuracy, and the birds no longer feared him: they began to get at the fruit and peck great holes in the plump bellies of the cherries while the old man looked on helplessly, cursing with rage. His distress and fury were so great that it began to prey upon his mind. One day he collapsed and had to be carried to his bed: he was very ill for several days and the doctors warned his sons that he was in obvious danger of an apoplectic stroke. The boys were desperate: whenever they entered the room the old man would roar at them in a fury:


  “Are those God damned little bastards eating up my cherries? Hey?”


  He made them swear to him that they would keep the birds away, and my cousin John, who was the older, persuaded his brother Fred to sit before the house and throw stones when the birds came. Fred loathed the work: he felt that it was beneath his dignity, and made him look ridiculous, he had very fancy manners and had begun to go with the girls, and he was afraid his occupation would be known to them. He would sit in the chair for hours, getting up to throw a stone at the birds when they came near. Then he would get uneasy and suspicious as time went on; he was afraid that John was playing a trick on him, and at length he would get up and go to find him.


  “Look here, John,” he would say. “How long do you expect me to sit out there watching those damned little birds?”


  “Oh, it won’t be long,” John said, helpfully. “All you’ve got to do is sit there until the cherries get ripe, and then we’ll let you climb up the tree and pick them.”


  “How long is that going to be? Will you please tell me that? I’ve been out there four days now and they’re just the same as when I started.”


  “Well, they’re a little green yet, Fred,” said John. “It’s early in the season and these things take time. Nature is a strange thing, Fred. God moves in a mysterious way, his wonders to perform. But you got nothing to worry about, son. Give ’em a few weeks of good weather and you won’t know they’re the same cherries.”


  “A few weeks!” Fred yelled. “What the hell do you take me for—Sitting Bull!”


  “Why,” said John, “I take you for one of the best cherry watchers in the world. You’re always complaining about the work on the farm; I’m saying you’re going to get away the first chance you get, and now look at the chance I’ve given you.”


  “Chance!” said Fred. “Why, you must think I’m a fool for certain, John. What kind of a chance do you call it making faces at a lot of damned little sparrows?”


  “Now that goes to show that people never thank you for what you do for them,” said John. “Here you’ve got the opportunity of a lifetime and you turn up your nose at it.”


  “Opportunity!” said Fred. “What opportunity are you talking about?”


  “Why, the opportunity of being the world’s champion cherry watcher and bird frightener,” said John. “At the present time cherry watching is in its infancy, and here you are complaining when you’re practically alone in your field. You’re right up there among the leaders, Fred.”


  “Leaders!” said Fred. “Why you must be crazy! What leaders are you talking about?”


  “Why, the leaders in bird-fighting and face-making,” said John. “With that face of yours you ought to go far; I’ve started you off easy with a lot of little sparrows, but with a little more practice you could frighten the eyeballs off an owl. And here you are whining about it, when you’ve got a chance any other fellow would cut off his right hand to get.”


  “A chance!” Fred shouted. “Whoever heard of anyone getting anywhere by throwing rocks?”


  “Well, that’s how George Washington got his start,” said John.


  Fred got very angry: he accused John of making fun of him, and of telling his friends about it, and he refused to watch the cherry tree any longer. John asked him if he was going to let his poor old father die just out of his own stubbornness and pride; he told him it was only for a little while, and finally he so worked upon his feelings that Fred consented to go on. But John could not keep the secret. While in town he told another man, making him promise not to tell: then, in the same way, he told another and another. Presently people began to drive by the farm: neighbors would drive up to the house on any sort of pretext. When they saw Fred sitting in his chair they would ask him with an innocent air if he didn’t feel well, and was there anything they could do for him. Then they would praise the cherry tree and ask him how much longer it would be before the cherries got ripe, and if he was not afraid the birds would eat them. “If I was you,” they said [to one another], “I’d keep my eye on Fred there. If I had a tree like that I wouldn’t let the birds come near it. You watch ’em, Fred.”


  Then they would go into the house to see his father and in a moment, to his anguish, he would hear his father’s voice roar out:


  “Yes. My boy Fred is watching them!”


  One day, as Fred sat there brooding on his fate, he heard near at hand a slight choked sound. Looking around suddenly he saw John with another young man, the brother of one of the girls he went to see. They were grinning and nudging each other as they spied on him: They stopped as soon as he saw them, but the game was up. He was wild with fury, declared bitterly that he had been duped and cheated, and that everyone could go to hell. John pleaded with him to continue just for a little with the tree, but Fred was through. For the next day or two, therefore, John had to watch the tree: during this time he thought seriously and for a long time of their problem. He knew that some solution must be reached, or he saw for them a weary succession of days and weeks, year after year, while they sat and guarded cherries as they ripened. But in that great fat hulk of John’s there was a lively and original spirit: his mind was more inventive than his brother’s, and all at once, the answer to their difficulty came to him. It was a very simple one: he called for Fred, and when he told it to him, the two brothers danced for joy.


  Fred drove furiously into town and purchased there a good-sized, full-toned dinner bell, a rope, and a pulley. When he got back to the farm, John climbed into the tree and hung the bell there in such a way that the full rich bosom of the tree concealed it. He tied the cord to the bell handle, fixed the pulley to the house above a window, and ran the cord across the pulley so that its end hung down before the window. There he waited till the birds came near the tree again: as they swooped down to settle, he pulled sharply at the cord and a peal of hidden bells burst from the centre of the tree. The startled birds shot up like bullets and soared away.


  The brothers shook hands exultantly: then they went in to their father’s room and got him out of bed. They took him to the window, and seated him in a chair. When the birds came again, they told him to pull the cord: he did so, there was a peal of bells, and the birds flew away.


  The old man was wild with joy: for the rest of his life, whenever the cherry tree bore fruit, he did nothing but sit by the window all day long and ring the bell. This was my first and latest memory of him. When I was a child we used always to go there to the farm for a week at this time of year. As we turned from the main road into the road that led up to the house, our arrival would be welcomed with the sudden peal of the bell, the flutter of wings, and the bullet thrum of the birds. As we came up before the house, Uncle Bud would be sitting in his window with his great hand stretched forth on the sill below the cord. In this gesture, there was something calm and powerful that reminded us of the look of a locomotive engineer as he sits in his cab, waiting for the signal that will start his train.


  And during the time of these wonderful visits to the farm, my memory is marked by the sound of the bell, and the sudden flight of wings. Wherever I was, stretched out on the floor of the dining room or in the hay loft of the barn, with a pile of books and magazines—Leslie’s, Harper’s Young People, and a book of pictures of the World’s Columbian Exposition at Chicago—the sound of the bell came to me.


  Uncle Bud and his two sons lived with a sole and simple intensity I have never seen to like degree in any other people for the pleasures of eating. All of them were huge fat fellows, and as they grew older they got fatter: it was not, however, their fatness which was hereditary, but their hunger. Nowhere else have I seen such quantity and variety of food, save at Bella’s, and nowhere have I seen such eating.


  During my childhood we always went there at least once a year: there was a period of about once a week when the shad were running in the river, and we were always there at this time. At this time tables were set up on trestles underneath the trees at the river bank, there was a grill of white hot wood coals, and my Uncle Bud, girdled in a long white apron, would broil the fish as fast as John and Fred could clean and dress them. The grilled shad were then served smoking hot upon big yellow platters, and pure cream from silver pitchers was poured over them. And as plate after plate of the smoking succulent fish was carried to the table, Uncle Bud would roar:


  “Eat up! Eat up! There’s more a’ comin’! It only lasts a week!”


  —As if we were engaged in a race with time and rivers and he expected us to eat without a pause for seven days. I remember Uncle Bud in many other acts and moments, but these two memories instantly dominate all the others: I see him as we drive up to the house, seated in his window like an engineer with his great hand ready near the bell, and I hear the sudden peal of the bell, and the churning of wings out of the dense red clusters of the cherry tree, and I see him by the river bank, with his fat cheeks pendulous and red with his excitement, as he dispatches plate after plate of smoking shad to the waiting tables. He died while I was still a child, appropriately after he had eaten a hearty dinner. He was then in his seventy-sixth year. When he was dead John said,


  “Well, he dug his grave with his teeth, but it took him nearly eighty years to do it, didn’t it?”


  We all went up to the funeral. There was a great deal of excitement in the community because the undertaker could not get a coffin big enough to hold him. Finally, the day before the funeral, two carpenters were put to work: They constructed a coffin out of pine boards which was big enough. When they took it to the house, however, they could not get it through the door: accordingly, the door was widened—a section of the wall was taken out. And eight strong men could barely lift the coffin: they staggered below his weight.


  Thus died my father’s uncle. They buried him below an elm tree in the village graveyard: Now, if you go there, you’ll see the grass is greener on his grave than on any other. He’s heaved the earth up in great laughing heights of flowers.


  Of this man’s sons, John and Frederick Barrett, I shall often speak. They are occasional but enormous and beneficent visitors in the memory of my childhood: whenever they came they brought with them power and abundance. Neither of them ever got married. Neither of them was ever separated from the other. They both fell in love with Bella, and as far as I know this was the only time they were in love, and certainly the only serious trouble that ever came between them. They always kept their father’s farm, but later they went there only in the summer: They built a big house in Brantford where they lived with a housekeeper and with Bella’s child, whom they adopted. They were powerful and intelligent men with formidable wills: they created a great business and before their middle age they had become very rich. But they never lost in the slightest degree their intense and sensual love of life and the belly.


  The gigantic figures of the brothers became famous throughout the state and in New England. Their table groaned with the produce of their farm, and throughout their lives they continued to do all their own marketing. They were up every morning by half past four, and at six o’clock they could be seen, each armed with an enormous basket, on their way to the markets. This regimen, Winter and Summer, was as certain as time, as punctual as the clock. John was a man with a coarse and robust humor—he was full of vulgarity and belly laughter, and he loved to tease his brother, Fred, who was somewhat more dainty, a fop in his dress, and often affected a florid speech and manner, but during this hour of marketing in the morning, both were solemnly intent and earnest: they made no jokes about food, and they allowed no levity to disturb the seriousness of their meditation.


  As they entered the markets in the morning an air of gravity fell upon the place: the butchers, the fish dealers, the fruit and vegetable men awaited them with a brisk and attentive manner. The great fat jowls of Fred and John hung down ponderously, seriously, with gravity, they paused drawing upon the fragrant fruity air with a powerful breath of approval. Then they walked forward with their great baskets slung upon their arms, glancing about fiercely and suspiciously at the loaded stalls. They thrust in among the fruits, and with a sullen and solemn stare, they pawed at the roasts and poultry: John would poke at a shoulder of beef, and Fred would tweak the long and tender leg of a chicken; Fred would plunk a melon with his thick forefinger and John would turn the cabbages, the carrots and the turnips in his enormous hands with a look that was full of scorn and mistrust.


  To all the oaths and arguments of the butchers and vegetable dealers they would listen with the same air of sullen suspicion: each morning a kind of passionate debate would take place, with John and Fred cast in the role of the suspicious interlocutor: the butchers would grow eloquent, and the vegetable dealers passionately inspired, as they held their wares aloft, smote roast and melon with a loving hand, and begged John and Fred to look at it, just look at it.


  “Well, I’m looking,” said John in a surly tone.


  “O, a prime bit, Mr. Barrett! A lovely bit of meat if I do say so! Prime! Prime! Look at it now! Just look at it! Feel it! Go on, Mr. Barrett, feel it!”


  Doubtfully, and with a slight sneer, John felt it.


  “Well,” he said, “I don’t feel anything to get excited about.”


  “Mister Barrett!” the butcher cried reproachfully. “I tell you what!” he exclaimed with an air of sudden decision. “Take it along with you. If you don’t say it’s the best cut of beef you ever tasted, bring it back and—and—I’ll eat it raw!” he yelled triumphantly. “I’ll eat it raw before your eyes!”


  At this point Fred would whisper something in John’s ear: a muttered conversation would take place between them, punctuated with suspicious looks at the butcher, and at length, their decision made, they would buy generously, lavishly, enormously, going away with their great baskets loaded and their arms full.


  The brothers were famous through the town, throughout the state. This morning ritual of food and marketing with its deep seriousness, the intensity and power of its hunger, and its earthly health brought all the world it touched closer to its exultancy and joy: men and children looking from their windows would see the two huge men go by, with laden baskets striding to the ponderous rhythm of their jowls. They would say, “Well, there they are!” and immediately it was as if they had just been born, full armed and lusty, shaking sleep out of their vital eyes, with hope, with hunger, and the smell of breakfast in their nostrils.


  These men were more completely of the earth than anyone else I have ever known, and I know this is why they made their lives prevail, why people loved them, and why there was such a depth of love and wisdom in them. During my life I have seen so many people who have tried to make themselves less or more than other men, steering themselves into some poor mimicry of gods or devils, into aesthetical saints and melodramatic fiends, into unfleshed and dismal subtleties and unearthly cure-alls. There are two hungers that raven at the hearts of men: one is the mighty hunger of pain and fruitfulness that feeds on eating, that grows fertile with desire, that sprouts and blossoms in the deep earth of mighty men, and the other hunger is the terrible hunger of impotence—that shows these poor damned starvelings of the earth the vision of the great plantations which they can never touch, approach, or enjoy.


  My uncles were New Englanders, there was something deep, buried, and withdrawn in their spirits that fortressed them about; they were enormous men, but there was something spare, clean, and delicate in them, they also came from the land of the great rivers and the mighty harvests: they were as great as rivers and as wide as the plains (it was the sea perhaps) and their hearts were deep and subtle as a vine. Therefore I never knew the barren land, I never saw a pinched or meagre element in New England: it had spare shoulders, but the bins were full: it was the place of the clean sweet rivers and of sharp October, ripeness was there, strong walls, and the full throat of the roaring fire; and men were fed there. Such are my father’s folk, whose strange fortunes are so interwoven with my own, whose stories must be told as I tell mine.


  My father never returned to the circus. That afternoon he drove over into Brantford with his uncle and his cousins: they saw the show while my father gathered up his few belongings and took his leave of the circus people, all of whom were sorry to see him go, and entreated him to stay. But he would not: All at once it was the circus, and this tented world, with all its warmth and pungency, that seemed remote to him—he had discovered the earth he came from, and now it seemed to him that he had never left it. His years among the circus people had slipped by like a dream: as he stood among them now, saying farewell, their faces were dark and strange, and there in their eyes he read the vision of all the loss and hunger that make men murderers upon the earth. He remembered every moment of his wandering with them, the whole vision of the enormous earth, inhabited with small elves’ rings of canvas, with its infinite treasure of seed and harvest—he remembered all the pain, the labor, the misery, the unspeakable joy, and when he tried to speak to them he could not, for he had lost the language, he looked at them with love and sorrow over a wordless, timeless gulf, and he wondered in what lost world, and under what wild sorcery he had known them.


  They pressed around him, they seized his hand with all their warmth and roughness, they knew all he wanted to say, and could not, and they said good-bye.


  That evening he drove out of town again leaving the smell of evening food, the canvas and the tawny camel’s reek behind him; the sun fell with a remote and ancient light, without violence or heat, upon the earth. Then the shadows walked across the land, the young moon glittered like a nail, night came and the sounds of the night rose out of the earth in a clear high mimicry. My father lay again below old rafters bedded at last in quilted sleep, in brown silence.


  That year he lived there with them on the farm until late summer came. Meanwhile, he had written to his old friend, Walter Clark, the actor, who now was manager of a theatre in New York: in August, Clark wrote to him again and offered him a small part in a play which was to open in September. My father accepted: he went to New York during the summer, and for the next three years he was regularly employed by Mr. Clark, who had a stock company. By his twenty fifth year my father had established himself in his profession, and had a modest reputation.


  During these years he worked very hard. Of formal education he had almost none, save a few years’ schooling in his childhood, but he had learned much from his father—songs, ballads, and lyrical poems which he had committed to memory and spoken aloud, and the whole body of plays of Shakespeare, several of which he knew by heart. He had a prodigious memory, particularly for poetry, which he loved with a poet’s love, and beyond this he had an understanding of what was living and beautiful on the earth that no amount of education could have given him. His sense had never been dulled or limited by schools, and everywhere about him he saw a thousand wonderful designs and forms: only in the theatre, which he loved, did he miss it. In the circus he had learned of the beauty that lies in balance and in that sense of timing which runs like a thread of gold through all the arts: it is an intuition rather than a calculation and it governs the movements of athletes, of cooks, and of poets, as I shall show you. But in the theatre he missed this rhythm, and he thought it was the theatre that most needed it. At this time the “serious” theatre was dominated by the spectacular figures of a few great tragedians: their monstrous and distorted shadows fell across the stage, ringed with phantasmal swarms of pygmy satellites. The great men walked the stage on stilts: they inhabited the silence with a ranting voice.


  There was, however, at this time a great interest in the teachings of a Frenchman, Joseph Delsarte, who had died a few years before. His work was later so defiled by the charlatans and by people who claimed to have studied under him that his name became synonymous with a sickly and sentimental aestheticism. But what Joseph Delsarte had really taught was true and of the most lasting value: he believed there was as much music in man’s flesh as in his words, and he thought the deepest feeling could be as eloquently expressed with the movement of the body as with the voice. He taught people the use of balance and posture, the meaning of rhythm. Now he was dead, but in New York his work was furiously discussed, and a few men gave instructions in what was known as the “Delsarte system.” Among these men was a romantic and Byronic figure named Steele MacKaye: he was a man with a moustache and curly hair, a person of prodigious energies, a prolific writer of plays, one of which was Esther Craig, an actor, a designer of theatres, and an inventor of sinking stages, movable theatre seats, in which one could sleep or wake, contemplate the stage or the ceiling according to desire, with many other strange and wonderful things, some of which worked, and some didn’t.


  MacKaye had known Delsarte and had studied with him in Paris. Now he often talked to my father about Delsarte’s work, of the great range and flexibility it gave to acting and how it enhanced an actor’s power: he also spoke of his own life in Paris, and of his travels in Europe, and as my father listened a sense of powerful desire and joy was kindled in his heart: that terrible and undefined impulse which urges young men with a furious spur to “do something,” to do something glorious and wonderful, was now focused and fused in a single word: “Paris.” As Steele MacKaye spoke of his work, and of his life in Paris, each word he uttered, each casual reference he made to the streets, the boulevards, the cafés, the salons of painting, the “French,” and the theatres, glowed for my father with a thousand wonderful shades and connotations. It seemed to him that he could see all of these things and people exactly as they were. He could close his eyes and see in exact detail that proud panoply of life, that glittering and beautiful carnival that men call “Paris,” and over it all there played a strange and lovely light of legend and desire: the imperial and fabulous city rose from the earth like a form of magic, invincible, indestructible, and miraculous, more ancient than the earth it dwelt upon, and yet a golden myth remembered like a dream, tangible only to those who had themselves been touched by sorcery, a spot upon the surface of this earth—but a spot that no earthly road could lead to, that no earthly distance could define. There it was, then—Paris! A crest of earthly sorcery, only a stride away from those who had been entrusted to its magic, tangible, visible, apprehensible only to those in whom some magic dwelt, but never to be seen or touched at all by whatever toil of travel of earthbound men.


  Paris! It was not a city, not a place—it was a fable, a vision, a state of enchantment, and a consummation of man’s highest effort and desire. At this time my father could not have said toward what known goal his will was driving him, but it seemed to him that this word “Paris” gave the end and answer now to all the wanderings of desire, that all the wild unharnessed horses of his energy were reined and gaited to the bridle of this world, that here was the happy land he had sought so fruitlessly, and that here would he complete himself, fulfill his destiny. For, even to live in this enchanted place was glory enough, one breathed in greatness from the air about him, and everything else—the streets, the houses, the people, the language, the books, the conversations—conspired to the advancement of art and the production of genius.


  My father resolved to go to Paris. He had no money: the money he earned in the theatre was barely sufficient to support him when he worked. But at this time the stage was crowded with plays which had been translated or adapted from the French. For a year, therefore, my father worked on these translations for Mr. Clark and other managers: he knew very little French, but he did the work doggedly with the aid of grammars and dictionaries, and succeeded because of his quiet intelligence and his sense of the theatre. The work was poorly paid, but it gave him some knowledge of the language, and by the end of the year he had saved a few hundred dollars. When he thought he had money enough he embarked at once. His hope, his hunger beat across the seas and burned upon that fabulous spot which dwelt in his vision like a living light of time. He was now twenty four years old.


  [¬]


  VI

  THE THREE SISTERS


  My mother was the youngest of three daughters: they came from a family of Dutch Jews, and were the children of a man whose name was Cornelius Goldsmith (or Goudsmit, as the name is spelled in Holland).


  Cornelius Goldsmith had been born in Leyden and came to this country when he was a young man. Members of his family, whom I would visit several years after my marriage, still live in Leyden: they were forceful and cultivated people, they had originally come into Holland from Germany, and there were still branches of the stock in Germany and England. My grandfather was a graduate of the Leyden University and took his degree in law there. His younger brother also studied there: this man was a brilliant scholar and later was professor in jurisprudence at this university. They were people of considerable wealth for that time, and when Cornelius Goldsmith came to this country about fifteen years before the Civil War, he brought several thousand dollars with him. Moreover, he came as the legal agent for one of the Dutch navigation companies. Thus, he was solidly established before he came: he was a worldly and immensely capable man, bold and cautious, who left nothing to chance, and he was bound to get ahead.


  When he had been here several years and knew enough people to assure his success, he left the company and set up in practice for himself. For years he had one of the largest practices in New York, but when the Civil War broke out he enlisted in one of the city regiments and served for the duration of the war: he was wounded at the battle of Chancellorsville, and was held prisoner by the Confederates for eight months, but escaped with several companions and got back to his own side safely after making a detour of hundreds of miles and travelling by night. In the years that followed the Civil War he was very successful: his practice was large and he made a great deal of money out of real estate. The time was particularly corrupt—it was the time of Gould and Fiske and Vanderbilt, of the plunderers of the Grant administration and of Boss Tweed and his gang: towns, cities, mines, forests, and the immensely fruitful wilderness lay open to their grab, and they robbed and looted like a set of drunken thieves.


  In the midst of this debauch, Cornelius Goldsmith stuck out his scornful little mouth, and hewed precisely to the letter of the law, recognizing in that instrument a much more formidable tool than the crude clutching paw of the professional lootsman. No mud soiled him, but he belonged to Tammany Hall, and played the game with a dutiful completeness, and he prospered.


  Also, he was well known to Dutch people all over this country and in Holland: many of his clients were Dutch people with business connections in America, he kept an office in Amsterdam, and he made a trip to Holland every year. On one of these trips he married and brought his wife back with him. He had known her for many years, and this marriage, of course, was a part of the life-plan he followed with unwavering calculation and which, in all respects but the most important ones, was completely successful. My mother and my aunt Mary were born in New York, but Bella was born in Holland one summer when my grandmother went back with him on one of these trips. There were only three children from this marriage: all were girls. My aunt Mary was the oldest. Bella, whose real name was Beatrice, was the second child: I do not know why people called her Bella, except that this was the name that exactly suited her, and the one she liked best, although a few of her older friends always called her “Bee.” My mother was the youngest of the sisters: her name was Rebecca, which always seemed to me the most beautiful name a woman could have. The name is straight and sharp, there is silence and dark passion in it.


  I never saw my grandmother. She died many years before I was born, but Bella told me she was a beautiful and gentle Jewish woman, faithful, docile, and loving. There was a suspicion that she had Christian blood in her: in Holland Bella heard that her great-grandfather had been half-Christian, but when she spoke of it later to her father he became furiously angry and forbade her ever to mention it again.


  My grandmother never questioned her husband’s word on any matter: he was a tyrant but she always obeyed him without hesitation. I have a picture of her—a little, faded daguerreotype, tinted with pale spots of color in her cheeks, made in what year I do not know but which always suggests somehow “1860.” It is a gaunt, classical Jewish face: high boned, big visaged, with a powerful hooked nose, and a thin, wide, close-lipped mouth: a racial mask which seems to have been weathered in thousands of years of grief and pity. Most Gentiles would mistakenly call this bony visage harsh and cruel, because they have never seen its powerful and sensitive convulsions, its minute and instant transformations of feeling, and yet it is very similar to the bold, worn faces of the pioneer women. It is almost like a man’s face, it is hard to say in what respect it is unlike a man’s face, but it is a woman’s face: gaunt, fecund, female, and powerful; recumbent, receptive, combative, ready for the plough. If a woman lived forever and never got old, this is the way she would really look—fertile, gaunt, and ageless like the earth: she would be strong, fierce and bony, with big lank thighs—the rest of it is brief, the magic of curve and breast, the velvet undulance, the creamy texture of the skin: this is a fashion of years, the hook fleshed with the succulent bait, part of their brief snare of harlotry.


  My grandmother died before any of her daughters had grown up, and her early death was the most unfortunate thing that could have happened to them, and probably accounted for a great deal of the trouble they had later. But she unquestionably saved them from becoming stupid idle women: she was a maker and doer and she was fiercely attentive to her house, which was her kingdom. She taught them to cook in copper and in iron, and what to cook in each: she taught them how to get their rich Jew’s tone and temper into cooking, to watch food with a loving and subtle intuition, to season, turn and mix with a delicate touch, never to be mean, dull, or sparing, and always to use abundantly the best of everything, together with the finest butter. These three sisters were the finest cooks on earth: there was no time in their lives when they could not turn in and cook a better meal than any of their servants. Later, I shall tell you what they cooked.


  She also taught them how to shape and fashion with their hands: she taught them how to make clothes, and the clothes they made were more living and beautiful than any that could be bought in shops. This gift of seeing with their mind and heart, and of making with their hands came down to all of them, and had probably run back like a golden thread for hundreds of years. For they could see the pulse and cut of all things, great and small: the slant of a pocket, the set of a sleeve, the careful delicacy of well-made stitches, the color of faded brick or a paint-scaled wagon, the flight of a bridge, the hard lean cruel music of webbed steel.


  My grandmother knew these things: she knew, as Jewish women know, finality and the end of hunger, the whole earth in a little room. She knew the synagogue, the markets, the feel of fat white-bellied fish, the closed kingdom of her walls. The Jewish women were final and complete: they needed no new worlds, they made their own within a little space, they got richer, deeper, and more populous, until the populous rich voices of their own earth filled the air in grief, in passion, in laughter, or in love. At length they were a field, a garden, the only universe they knew or needed, and of all things living that grew upward from the earth to heaven, they heard all, they knew all, they were fulfilled.


  Did not her father seek and find them thus? Did he not know them after wandering? Did they not appease his fierce desire where starveling Gentiles had denied him? Did he not know their amber depth and sweetness, their warm recumbency, their complete fertility? Did he not hear their sweet henclucking Jews-cries (Oi!), their broken yolky beat: did the fiery lips not stop his mouth in darkness (Yes!), did they not receive him with deep-moaned darkling wholeness (aie, aie!), with velvety undulance, with satiable and entire fulfillment!


  Bella told me that their life after her mother’s death was unspeakably narrow, dull and lonely. They were allowed to see no one, to visit no one without their father’s approval, and the only people he approved of were a few old and stolid Jews. Even a visit from these people was rare: he was an arrogant and secretive man, fiercely jealous of his household privacy, and he received visitors grudgingly and with great effort. It is likely that quality of secrecy is Dutch, but I suspect from other things that I have known and seen that it is. But part of it is also Jewish.


  My grandfather did not think that anything or anyone was good enough for himself or his daughters. If he entertained people in his house, the food and drink he gave them was almost the best, but Bella told me that what he had for himself and the family when no one else was present was always better. My father told me that the old man had two kinds of cigars: one which he gave to his friends, which were very fine, and another which he kept for himself, which were just a little finer. These cigars were sent to him by one of his brothers who had a wine and tobacco importing business in Amsterdam: the tobacco was of Sumatra leaf and had a delicious fragrance. Bella said she thought one reason he invited so few people to the house (they then lived on West Twentieth Street), was that he was jealous of the comfort and luxury in which he lived and wanted no one else to share it, or know about it, because he thought it was much too good for them. Although he knew a great many people and had many friends, Irish, German, Jewish, Dutch and American, in politics and business, he would never bring these people home: if he wanted to entertain them he would take them to a restaurant or a club.


  They lived in the most extravagant luxury: his daughters were not allowed to have friends or beaux, but they could have anything that money could buy. He encouraged them in wastefulness, their extravagance delighted him, and because they had no other outlet for their time and interest, they spent money with reckless indifference, and grew up with no sense of its value. They had horses, carriages, silks, satins, bonnets and dresses, bracelets and jewels—always “the latest thing from Paris,” and he never questioned or checked them. He was mistaken in his own life, he set his value upon the wrong things, and he was wrong in almost everything he did for his children, and yet he loved them dearly and was bitterly disappointed in the way they used their lives. Like most worldly Jews, he was liberal with money once he had it, but he placed too high a value on getting it: he was purse proud and it was hard for him to respect or like people who were not successful. Even in the way he encouraged the extravagance of his daughters there was something arrogant and proud: whatever belonged to him must be the best and cost the most.


  He died when I was about seven years old, but I remember very vividly his visits to us, and the way he looked and talked. He was a short little man with a very heavy figure, and a very proud, out-thrust, pompous carriage. He had a high, flat, and wide forehead, some sparse, reddish-brown hair, and great tufty side-whiskers. His face was very fat and heavy, but what seemed very remarkable to me was the delicacy of his features. In spite of the cushion of fat, they emerged as small and sharp as a child’s: the nose was small and delicate and tilted at the end, he had a firm, decisive little mouth with a scornful, pouting underlip, and a sharply moulded little chin, and he had very bright blue eyes. His face was a beautiful tender pink from all the good living he had done: if anyone had touched it, his finger would have left a fading mark, but the set and cast of the face was choleric and proud.


  The garments he wore were extraordinary: he was always spotlessly dressed, and his clothes were newly tailored, but they represented a style that was at least twenty years old. He wore long frock coats of beautiful broadcloth with big horn buttons, and he always wore white, stiffly starched shirts and a high, wide-open collar, tied with a big bow tie of heavy black silk. His waistcoats were very fancy: they were usually brown with a big checked pattern, and he wore a heavy gold watch chain strung through a button hole. He had a nice little belly neatly tucked away into these waistcoats, and when he sat in a chair, there was something withdrawn and scornful about his posture—one hand was usually thrust out resting over the top of a heavy cane with a smooth round silver head on which some letters were engraved.


  There was something inarticulate and perverse in him that repelled affection even when it asked for it: he was scornful, arrogant, and hurt at the same time, he died a lonely and bitter man. I was afraid of him. All of his kindness had some scorn in it: once when he had come to see me, he tried to take me upon his knee but I would not let him. I shrank back and would not go to him. I think that he was hurt by this and at length he took a new shiny gold piece from his pocket and offered it to me. The beautiful coin, bright and golden, fascinated me: it lay there in his palm with a living weight I could feel myself. In a moment I moved forward to take it.


  “You will come now, eh?” he said in his precise, somewhat foreign accent. “Now you will sit on my knee.” He laughed shortly and scornfully, without opening his mouth. “Yes. Now you will come. It is the same with all of you. When you see gold you will sit on the old man’s knee.” He was mistaken. I would not go to him then. When he went away, he left the gold piece on the table. Then I took it.


  When my grandfather thought his daughters were old enough, he sent them abroad to complete their schooling, because he did not think the schools here were good enough for them. All of them had been in Holland several times, and spoke Dutch because it was the only language he wanted to use at home. Probably he did not think that English was good enough, either, although, because he had to use it in most of his business dealings, he had learned to speak it accurately and well. But it was part of his obstinacy and pride to think nothing here as good as it was in Holland: he never ceased to feel that the life here in America was crude and barbarous, he often mocked at it, at the nasal twang and at many of the customs of the people, and yet he had managed to use this life so well that he had grown rich on it. But he would not talk what he called “Yankee Jabber” in his house; it annoyed him if his daughters spoke to one another in English, but because they resented his narrow tyranny and were bored with the life he made them lead, they often spoke English in his presence to annoy him, and they always spoke it among themselves.


  After they had married and left him, they rarely spoke in Dutch again, although during my childhood Bella and my mother used to speak the language when they had something to say they did not want me to hear. I was always fascinated and impressed by this accomplishment on which they placed no value whatever: if they had spoken in French or German it would not have been half so strange to me, but Dutch was a language that did not seem probable. And yet, when I listened to them as they spoke it, it had a tantalizing familiarity as if I could almost understand it, as if its full meaning would come to me in another moment. And although I never learned to speak a word of it, it always seemed to me that Dutch had this familiar sound: if one would listen to a group of people speaking it, the sound, the movement, all of the little tones and implications are almost identical with casual American speech. I once asked Bella why she never spoke it any more, and she told me that she hated it. Yet all of her memories of Holland were pleasant ones. She told me some of the happiest years of her life had been lived there: if she hated to speak the language in later years I know it was because of my grandfather. Her relations with him had been so bitter and so hostile, and after his death she grieved and blamed herself for all of it, and wept when she spoke of him.


  Of all his children, he loved Rebecca most: he knew nothing about her, he was troubled by something silent and implacable in her which once or twice he had encountered, but he did not know what depth and resolution dwelt in her, and how inflexible her decision was once she made it. This discovery, when at length it came, broke his heart. The oldest daughter, Mary, was docile and gentle like her mother: she was easily guided; he was very fond of her and felt she would always obey him. Yet she, too, thwarted his will in the end.


  With Bella, however, he was constantly at odds. Sometimes they had bitter and violent quarrels together; sometimes they would go for weeks without speaking to each other.


  On these occasions she would not go to the table when he was at home, and she would leave the room immediately, without speaking, when he came in. When he was not at home she would walk up and down the room impatiently as she talked to Rebecca:


  “I have not spoken to him for a week. He never speaks to me any more. Do you think that’s natural? I suppose I ought to remember he’s my own father? I suppose I ought not to act this way? Do you think so, Beck?"


  “Well, I don’t think it would hurt you to speak to him,” Rebecca said. “You know how stubborn and proud he is. After all, you are young and can afford to give in a little to an old man.”


  “Do you think so?” Bella asked eagerly. She walked up and down in silence for a moment. Suddenly she made a large unhappy gesture. “No, I won’t do it. If he thinks he’s going to have his own way all the time I’ll show him he’s mistaken. Why, good heavens, Beck,” she burst out in a fury, “I think the man is mad. He thinks he’s God Almighty. Why should we be always cooped up like this, and never allowed to go anywhere or see anyone? How does he expect us to spend our time? What are we living for? It is always the same—we get up and dress, we sit around and sew, we play cards, we read novels, we go shopping, we take a ride in the park. We get constipated. Always the same old ride, the same old shops—yes, and the same old constipation,” she shouted, beginning to laugh. “Then we come back and sit at the table with him and watch him eat. God, I’ll go crazy if something doesn’t happen soon!”


  “Well,” Rebecca said. “I suppose we do the same things that most people do. I can’t see that we’re worse off than most of the others. What else would you like?”


  “What else would I like!” cried Bella. “God, Beck, you’re not so simple as to think we ought to be content with what we have. Do you mean to tell me you are satisfied to live like this. Of course you’re not,” she said impatiently.


  “Well,” Rebecca said, “it seems to me that Father has been very generous with us all. I don’t think we can complain on that score.”


  “Complain!” said Bella. “I’m nothing but one huge mass of complaints. I don’t complain: I howl. Why do you think he’s so generous? Because he gives us all the money we can spend? You know why he does that—he thinks we are his property: he’ll spend money on anything that belongs to him. Generous! Why, Beck, he’s one of the stingiest and meanest people I ever knew!”


  “Oh, Bella!” Rebecca said. “You’re very unfair! You know he’s not like that: he’d do anything in the world for us. He wants us to have the best and to do the best for ourselves. He is mistaken and narrow, but he means well. You know he’s dogmatic and Jewish, but he can’t help that: he’s so afraid we’ll get away from our race and religion.”


  “Get away!” cried Bella. “You can just bet I’ll get away from them. I’ll get so far away from them they can’t find me with a telescope! I hope I never see a Jew again!”


  “You’d better not let your father hear you say that,” Rebecca said.


  “I hope he does hear me!” Bella cried. “I’d like to see him writhe! God! How he’s made me hate his race. When I see them coming I feel like starting a pogrom of my own!”


  “Bella!” Rebecca cried. “How can you talk like that! Someday you may be married to a Jew.”


  “Married to one of them!” said Bella. “I’ll be damned if I will! They can boil me in oil before I do! God! I hate the sight of them! I hate their big noses and that come-on-please-hurt-me look they have. If I ever marry, I’m going to marry a Goy!”


  “Bella!”


  “Yes, I am! I mean it!" Bella said, suddenly beginning to laugh. “A nice blue-eyed, blond-headed uncircumcised son of a Goy! And so are you, Beck! You know you are.”


  “I have not thought about it,” Rebecca said. “Anyway, we never get a chance to meet anyone but Jewish people.”


  “We’ll get the chance,” said Bella mysteriously. “You’ll see. ... Now, Beck,” she said teasingly, “you know you’ve thought about it hundreds of times. You needn’t roll your innocent eyes at me, old girl. You know you’d like to have a nice blue-eyed Goy make love to you. ... It’s what we all want.”


  “Bella!”


  “Well, I would!” Bella cried. “And I’m going to have one, too! I’m going to get me a nice blue-eyed, blond-headed uncircumcised son of a Christian, and if he has freckles on the back of his neck, so much the better. Yes! And if he’s been to Yale or Harvard College, so much the better! Yes, Beck, I’d like to have a nice fancy Goy name—Mrs. Cavendish Montgomery, or something like that—and bring up a whole flock of nice little tow-headed polo players!”


  “Why, Bella.” Rebecca said, “I believe you’re just trying yourself to see how far you can go.”


  “Trying myself!” said Bella. “Why, I haven’t begun to try myself yet. If I told you some of the things I really think about. I’d make your hair stand straight up on your head.”


  “Then I hope you never tell me,” Rebecca said. “What are they?” she continued in a moment.


  Bella laughed an open, joyful laugh, because she was young, proud with song, a girl.


  “Oh, Beck,” she cried. “I wonder if you know what a wonderful place the world is! You must have thought about it! My God, here we are starving to death in the midst of plenty! But we won’t starve forever!” she said, flying her arms out in a powerful gesture. “Why has this hunger been put in us if we are never going to be fed? Sometimes I feel as if I could open my arms and crush the whole earth in my hug. If father only knew what goes on inside me! Sometimes I feel as [if] I could tear his whole little Jewish world to pieces as if it were a rotten cloth! And someday I will!” she said. “I’ll knock his whole little house of cards to pieces! God! If these fools could know what goes on in us!”


  She strode restlessly back and forth for a moment, then she picked up a book which her sister had been reading and opened it.


  “Oh, listen to this, will you, Beck?” she said immediately, with a rising intonation of strong scornfulness, as she read the first line her eye fell on:


  “The young girl turned her clear eyes upon Delano for a moment with a glance that was direct, pure, and full of great reproach.


  “‘I am afraid you did not quite—understand, Mr. Delano,’ she said simply.


  “For a moment he said nothing. He stared blankly at her. Then, slowly, a flash of deepest red overspread his features.


  “‘I beg your pardon,’ he stammered. ‘I assure you, Miss Josephine, I meant nothing—’”


  “O rats!” Bella cried, hurling the book across the room. “He meant nothing! The poor fool! ‘The young girl lifted her pure eyes,’ did she? The lying young bitch, you’d better say. What she wanted to lift was her skirt! Beck, I don’t see how you can spend your time reading such foolishness!” she burst out furiously.


  “Well,” Rebecca said. “It might not hurt you if you read a book sometime. You wouldn’t prance around so. Did you ever try? Did you ever in your life read a whole book through from beginning to end?”


  “I did not!” said Bella proudly. “Thank God, I’ve better ways to waste my time! Oh, of course, I’ve got no brain. Beck. I know that. But sometimes I think I have more sense than a lot of people who have brains. Why are smart people such big fools! They read and study all their lives and then they don’t know how to get across the street! Don’t you think it’s queer, Beck? Here are all these wonderful brainy people who can settle the affairs of the world and everyone else, but they can’t settle their own for five minutes? I have no sense, but sometimes I think I know more than any of them. Anyway, I know how to get across the street, and I know what I want. Good heavens! You wonder where these people spend their lives. Do they never learn anything? Do they never use their eyes? God, sometimes I wish that I could write a book! I’d tell them a few things that would make their eyes stick out, all right! You can just bet I’d tell them what young girls really think about! ... I wonder what would happen. Beck, if a woman ever wrote the truth down in a book.”


  “Why, I suppose the other women would deny it was the truth,” Rebecca said.


  “That’s it!” cried Bella. “That’s just it! Of course they would! They’re afraid to tell the truth! They think it would spoil the game for them.”


  “No, I don’t think that’s it,” Rebecca said.


  “Then why has none of them ever written about it: you know what I mean, Beck. Don’t pretend you don’t. You know this business of the young girl blushing is all bosh. Why don’t they say so?”


  “Perhaps they can’t,” Rebecca said. “It’s not so easy.”


  “Well, I could,” Bella said. “There are some things I’d like to tell them.”


  “What sort of things?”


  “Oh, the most wonderful sort of things!” cried Bella. “The others can tell of what goes on in their heads. I have no head to tell about. I’d love to tell them what goes on between my shoulders and my hips! God! That would be a-plenty! It’d make juicy reading, I tell you! I’d like to tell of the slope of a man’s shoulders. Don’t you love the slope of their shoulders, Beck? And the way they carry themselves. God! I think the line of a man’s back and the shape of his hips is the most beautiful thing in the world. The other day I saw a man digging a ditch. He was naked to the waist and as brown as a piece of leather. Honestly, I could hardly keep my hands off him.”


  “Bella!”


  “It’s the truth! I can’t help it. I watched him as he bent and straightened up, and the way his muscles came and went was just like music. I felt my fingers itching to touch that strong salty skin. I got so close I could smell the sweat. Talk about your perfumes of Araby! I tell you, Beck, they were nothing compared—”


  “Good heavens Bella!”


  “Oh, but you haven’t heard the half of it yet, old girl! I could tell you things about policemen and sailors that would curdle your blood!”


  “Sailors!”


  “Yes, sailors. Sailors are lovely. Why I adore them, Beck. It’s those britches that they wear that does it. I can’t keep my eyes away from them! Up and down! Up and down! Yes! And handsome young doctors! Oh, I’d love to have an affair with a handsome young doctor, Beck! God! If I can ever afford it, I’m going to be an invalid a large part of the time. I’d look at him with my pure innocent young girl’s eyes in a way that would melt the heart of an iceberg. I have thought about it thousands of times: I can close my eyes and see it just the way I know it’s going to be. I shall receive him all stretched out in a crimson negligee; I shall be pale and wan and tell him my throat hurts me. Something tells me if he ever gets a look at my tonsils, he’s as good as mine already. He will be very strong and tender and handsome and when he bends over me I shall adore the way his head is set upon his shoulders! God! I think there’s nothing more wonderful than the way a man’s head is set upon his shoulders, Beck. Don’t you think so? I wouldn’t dream of marrying a man if his head and his shoulders didn’t meet properly. I don’t want any of these drooping, furtive, hang-dog Jews-heads! No thank you! Not for me! I like that proud, fearless, blue-eyed Christian look! They’re the boys for Bella! I don’t suppose they’re so strong in the upper-story, but O! Beck, how I could love them! ... I suppose I’ll die an old maid. That’s what usually happens to women like me. I’ve got a what-do-you-call-it—an obsession—for big blue-eyed, blond-haired Goys, and if I don’t get one I suppose I’ll never take anything else!”


  “Well!” Rebecca said. “I must say, Bella, you’ve outdone all your former efforts today! I’m glad there’s no one here to take you seriously. If you really believed all the things you say, I’d think I had a pretty wild sister!”


  “You have, Becksie, but you don’t know it! You don’t begin to know it yet. But you will! I promise you that. I tell you what, old girl: I think I’m a bit of a whore, you know.”


  “Bella!”


  “Well, where there’s so much smoke, there’s bound to be some fire. And God knows I’m boiling with smoke!”


  “You’re boiling with talk, you mean,” Rebecca said. “You love to talk, that’s all. As for your conduct, you have stricter morals than a rabbi.”


  “I don’t know what morals a rabbi has,” said Bella. “But I’ve got none at all.”


  “Oh, Bella! What a fib!”


  “It’s true, so help me God! Rabbi! That’s it. You’d better say rabbit. I’ve got no more morals than a rabbit. Neither have you.”


  “You can speak for yourself,” Rebecca said. “You’re not speaking for me!”


  “Yes I am! I’m speaking for every woman in the world. Look here, Beck, you know good and well that a woman doesn’t care two raps of her fingers for morals. They believe what the men tell them they ought to believe—it’s all only a kind of fashion or style as far as we are concerned: if the style changed in favor of going stark naked you know perfectly well we’d all be running around without a rag on in six months’ time—yes! And we’d laugh at all the fool women who used to wear clothes in the old days!”


  “Not I, Bee! You’re not speaking for me!”


  “Well, I would,” said Bella, slapping her hips, and swinging her opulent figure with a happy laugh. “And be glad of the chance to show my wares!”


  “Oh no, you wouldn’t, Bee. No woman with any character could do a thing like that.”


  “No woman has any character,” Bella said. “We have no morals and no character—no more than a wheat field. And I tell you what, Beck: we’re all waiting for the plough. If we don’t get that, old girl, we’re alone in the desert. And I’m going to get it!” she said exultantly. “God! Sometimes I think I’d love to be a regular daughter of the regiment. I could take them as they came—whole platoons and companies of them all lined up—the dear little blue-eyed boys! Oh now, don’t you worry,” she said, noting her sister’s alarmed expression, “I’m not going to. I’m not so big a fool. The game’s not played that way! I haven’t been brought up in a respectable Jewish household for nothing. If a man wants me he’s got to marry me! As the Chinaman says, no tickee, no washee!”


  At this moment a carriage stopped in the street, there was the slamming of a carriage door, and the sound of someone mounting the steps outside.


  “Bella!” Rebecca said quickly. “There’s father!”


  “Well,” said Bella, “there’s one man I’ll never have to marry, thank God!”


  As he entered the room he stopped, for a moment his short figure was turned harsh and full against her; at length they broke the fierce stare of their unquiet eyes with a kind of hard effort, and Bella went past him out of the room without saying a word to him.


  The reason for this bitter war was plain. Bella at this time was a completely innocent girl, but all of the fiercely sensual energy, the hot chemistry of her blood, her enormous hunger for living, fought savagely against the narrow cell of custom and convention in which her father tried to jail her. For her, at this time, the world glowed with a hundred light and sparkling colors, a furious swarm of desires and hungers, of tongueless expectancies and dateless fulfillments which beat like a drone of frustrate bees within her: There was nothing for her to grip in her devouring hug, no words that could utter her deep, driven desires, nothing at which she could hurl her strength. She sweltered in fury, in that maddening fury and bafflement of young people who feel within them enormous power and yet have no means of harnessing it, of focusing it, of expressing it. They do not feel that the delight they want, the life they desire, is intangible and amorphous: they feel it is as tangible as flesh or earth, but when they try to grasp it they cannot, even when they try to utter their desire they cannot—they are devoured by their own hunger, and they have no words to utter the desire that feeds upon them. Their energy is torn asunder and diffused by the wild, unyoked horses of desire, they are maddened by the concrete immanence of wonder which is yet just beyond their touch or utterance; they try to speak, and in their fury they strike their fist vainly into the air, or beat their flesh, in a gesture of bafflement and fury. At no other time in life does one have such lucid and terrible flashes of wisdom—in a second the magical and irrecoverable moment is struck by lightning, the youth knows instantly all that can be known of the human destiny and of man’s brief wink of sentience in time—he sees the moment go forever.


  Suddenly he understands that such moments, that a single marvelous day, may not be repeated a dozen times in his life—and that all he lives in hope of finding and possessing may, even if the supremest fortune smile on him, be found, possessed, and relinquished in ten minutes. A kind of madness of desire overwhelms him—the desire to possess the moment as it may never be possessed, to feed hunger in an absolute fashion, as it may never be fed: at such moments he has constantly the sense of starving to death in the midst of plenty, of perching unfed in the greenery of life, of being made impotent by abundance.


  Of course, it is true that very few people ever feel this hunger with such intensity, and most people would think this description of it, which only moderately and inadequately describes it, a wild exaggeration. Most young people, indeed, would condemn this statement of the youth-hunger and would deny that it represented their own feelings. But if youth is wonderful and rare and lovely, most of the young people are not, and youth is wasted on them. Youth is lonely, wild, and beautiful—it falters, it is blind, it is usually foolish and ridiculous, it is often afraid, it is almost always mistaken—but if all the poetry of all the mighty poets who ever lived and wrote in praise of youth, was bound together in one great book with words of living gold—yet the sum of all these priceless numbers would be paltry compared to the true excellence and beauty of youth. The reason men love youth is because they know it is so lovely and because they know, however wrong and foolish all of its actions may be, it is the truest and loveliest spirit on earth.


  The true friends of youth, again, are the old men. Most young men are stupid, barren, fearful and gnawed by bitter envy: if they see hunger, they mock at it, they say it does not exist because they have no hunger in themselves. They must have something to ridicule, because they fear that ridicule will be turned against themselves, and this they cannot endure. They are afraid to be alone: therefore, they hate youth with the consuming hate of men who have no power to live within themselves. Youth goes alone, but young men go in crowds: they want to be safe, they want to be fashionable, they have no power of belief or disbelief in them, they know what they do not know, they live upon the lives of truer, bolder spirits, their words are hedged with fear, measured by timorous calculations. The young men are treacherous and disloyal, they betray one another, but they are united in their betrayal of youth: they hate its power, its faith, its loneliness, and they try to destroy it by ridiculing its follies and excesses.


  For a young woman like Bella, who feels this savage hunger, the release is harder than for a man. For a man is a wanderer; he reels, he staggers, he gropes blindly across the earth, but he moves, strives, actively seeks and searches: his power is often foiled and wasted, but from this labor of defeat he comes to know himself upon the earth and at length to believe in fences. A man is nothing until he stands alone, a man alone may be a hero or a poet, but a woman alone is nothing. A man must invade and try to conquer the earth for himself, but a woman must be conquered and invaded before she can make her life prevail in any way. Her body is like the earth: she must be ploughed and sown before she can yield a harvest. Even in its physical structure her body resembles the earth: the likeness has been observed and written about by many poets. John Donne, in a magnificent tribute to his mistress, addresses her as “O my America! My new-found land, my kingdome, Safliest when with one man man’d”—he likens himself to an explorer and begs license for his “roaming hands, and let them go, Before, behind, between, above, below”—etc. Similarly, in “Venus and Adonis,” Shakespeare has Venus petition young Adonis in these words:


  
    ‘I’ll be a park, and thou shalt be my deer;


    Feed where thou wilt, on mountain or in dale:


    Graze on my lips; and if those hills be dry,


    Stray lower, where the pleasant fountains lie.


    ‘Within this limit is relief enough,


    Sweet bottom-grass and high delightful plain,


    Round rising hillocks, brakes obscure and rough,


    To shelter thee from tempest and from rain:


    Then be my deer, since I am such a park;


    No dog shall rouse thee, though a thousand bark.’

  


  It must be obvious that these splendid metaphors are not the product of a rich but wayward fancy. No. The poet has meditated them deliberately and he pursues the analogy of the earth with opulent detail.


  Everyone must have observed the truth of this for himself: in its contours—its curves, slopes, hollows, mounds, its music of flowing rhythms, and its legend of fecundity, a woman’s body resembles the earth much more closely than a man’s. Moreover, many women have had an illusion of physical union with the earth—of being joined to the earth and a part of it, particularly during the period before the birth of a child. Finally, most women are much more beautiful in recumbency, in a position of languorous receptivity, than when erect.


  Thus, like Shakespeare’s Venus, Bella saw her desire before her and could not grasp it. Before she could possess, she must be possessed, before she could hold she must be held: sometimes a frenzy of desperate energy would seize her—she felt that she could push her finger through a wall of brick, that she could tear the world about her into rags, that in an instant she could grasp the palpable warm treasures of the earth she wanted. But always the word, the way, the moment slipped away, and she was left like a wave that breaks upon the shore. At length she would release herself in moments of explosive destruction: she would storm through the house like a fury, hurl books across the room, knock over chairs, sweep stacks of music from the piano to the floor—attack whatever came within reach of her angry hands.


  “Bella! In heaven’s name! What’s wrong with you? What do you want?” Rebecca said.


  “I want to get my hands on something and smash it up!” said Bella. “I’d like to get my hands on him!” she cried, thinking of her father. “I’d like to shake him till his teeth rattled! God! Beck! Sometimes I think I’ll go mad if I don’t get out of here! I wish I were a man! Think of the fun they have: when I see them passing on the street I want to call out to them, to tell them they don’t know how lucky they are, to make the most of it! God! What fools they are not to do more with it. They can do what they like without asking. Think of it, Beck! They can go where they please and no one will stop them. They walk along the streets smoking big cigars. They go into saloons and order drinks, they stand up to the bar and talk to the bartender, they tell dirty jokes, they eat in restaurants, they go to the Fifth Avenue Hotel, they spit in spittoons—like this—Hock! Ptoo! They work on ships, they ride on trains, they drive wagons and cabs, they ride in them, they curse and fight, they belong to clubs, they go fishing, they live in flats, they go to the theatre and sit in the front row, they make eyes at the girls, they loaf around on street corners, they build houses, they run machinery, they sell meat and groceries, they go to the bank and count their money, they pick their teeth in public with a private gold tooth-pick while a boot-black shines their shoes, they go down to the Bowery, and they go to the houses where those women are. ... I’ve heard that some of these places are very high-toned. All the men are perfect gents and all the girls are perfect ladies. ... Beck, do you suppose I’d be any good at a job like that? Maybe we could go into business together. You could be the lady of the house: you could give it tone. We would cater only to the better class of people. Why, there’s our chance. Beck: many a poor girl got her start in life like that—we might pick off a couple of Society Swells from Newport. I’ve been told that some of them go to those places.”


  “Well!” Rebecca said. “I must say, Bee, that for a girl who grumbles about leading such a shut-in life you certainly gather very spicy information. How on earth do you ever hear such things?”


  “By asking questions when I get the chance and by keeping my eyes open. I tell you, Beck, there’s nothing like asking people questions. If you want to find out anything about them you’ve got to ask them questions.”


  “I shouldn’t think it’d be so easy,” Rebecca said. “I should think they’d hate to tell you things about themselves.”


  “Hate it!” Bella cried. “They love it. Once you get them started you’d have to strangle them to make them stop. Why Beck, don’t you know there’s nothing people like better than to talk about themselves? ... I talk to everyone, Becksie, and everyone talks to me. And I could tell you some very strange and interesting things, old girl, that I bet you’d never learn from reading Tennyson and Longfellow. We go along the streets and we pass whole blocks of tenements or brownstone houses and all of them look alike. But inside everyone is different. When you go down a street at night, it’s very peaceful looking, isn’t it? But I want to tell you something: the silent watches of the night are not so very silent as you think. Sometimes there are some very gay doings: you’d be surprised to know what goes on down the street at number 31 on the last Friday night of every month! I mean that pretty little doll-faced Christian, Mrs. Crawford—butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, would it? Oh, no! And isn’t she just devoted to him: did you ever see anything like the way she hangs on his arm? It’s a pity he’s got to leave her for a minute, isn’t it? But he has—the factory is at Hartford and he’s got to go there once a month. ... If you want to know what happens when he’s gone you want to get acquainted with Mrs. Madden: she’s the cook.”


  “Good heavens. Bee!”


  “Oh, the private life of doll-faced Christians is not always dull, my dear! ... There’s the home-life of Italian fruit merchants—that’s worth looking into, I can tell you! Mrs. Scarsati has told me all about it! ... Her husband beats her, Beck—he beats her once a week, and, what is more, she likes it!”


  “What does he beat her for?”


  “Oh, for one thing or another,” Bella said. “One time he beat her because she took a bath. ... He was really mad that time ... the Italian men don’t like their wives to bathe, she says. ... It spoils the way they smell. ... But, usually, he just beats her for fun!”


  “Well, he’s a low brute if he does—that’s all I’ve got to say!” said Rebecca angrily. “Somebody ought to beat him, and beat him good! I don’t see why she stands for it! Why doesn’t she call a policeman and have him arrested?”


  “Why Beck, you are a goose! Why should she call a policeman? Most of the police are married men, anyway. They’ve got wives of their own to beat. How do you think the tired working man spends his time Saturday night? You don’t think he spends it playing checkers, do you? He’s got to have some rest and relaxation, hasn’t he? If he doesn’t beat his wife, what’s he going to do?”


  “Well, it’s a dreadful thing, if it’s true,” Rebecca said. “If that’s the kind of life you complain of missing, I think you’re better off the way you are.”


  “Yes. I suppose you’d call it dreadful,” Bella said, “but it’s—God, Beck! it’s so beautiful!” she said. “They get their hands on one another! Oh, I can’t tell you how it is!” she exclaimed with a sudden half-checked gesture of fury and frustration. “It’s like getting a hold on something! It’s like finding a single word that would make the whole thing clear.”


  She paused: for a moment she stared somberly at the window.


  “Do you know what I’d like to do?” she said abruptly. “I’d like to give a great party and invite everyone I know to it.—I’d like to have Mr. & Mrs. Scarsati, and old lady Witzenstein, and Ed O’Hare, and Miss Hilda Berniker, the dressmaker, and old man Berniker, and Bertha, and the two Rosenzweig boys and George Innes, and Mrs. Madden, and Hunter and Post, the grocers, and their families, and Captain Groen, and Jim Earnshaw, the horse car driver, and Wayne Mears, and Mr. Norodny who runs the tobacco shop, and Mr. Haddad, the rug merchant, and old Doctor Purefoy, and—”


  “Why, Bee!” Rebecca said. “You can’t mix people up that way. Do you think anyone would come to a party like that?”


  “Would anyone come!” said Bella. “You mean, would anyone stay away? Why, you couldn’t keep them away with a shot-gun. Do you think people are going to refuse a chance to have some fun for a change? They’d come in flocks and droves: I’ll bet you that for every one who failed to turn up there’d be three new ones who weren’t invited. We’d have the house full, never fear!”


  “But how would they pass the time after they got here?” Rebecca said. “What could they do?”


  “They could eat!” cried Bella. “That’s what they could do! They could begin by eating and drinking, and you can be sure they’d get around to talking and singing together later on.”


  “I wonder what we could give them,” Rebecca said reflectively.


  “I’ve thought about that,” said Bella. “My idea is, it would be a mistake to serve them hot food—I mean an elaborate cooked dinner. I think if we gave them something cold—some light refreshments—and let them mix around together and help themselves, it would be better.”


  “We might give them chicken salad,” said Rebecca.


  “Yes,” Bella said. “That’s the very thing! I’d thought of that. Then we might get Else to cook a ham a day or two before and stick it full of cloves. I thought we could lay it all out on the dining room table in a tasty manner and let them help themselves.”


  “Oh, the table would be much too small for all these people,” Rebecca said.


  “Why, no,” said Bella. “It’s big enough. We’d pull it out and put in two or three extra leaves. No one would sit down anyway: they’d move around and help themselves. It would all be very informal. I thought we could put Else’s ham at one end of the table, and perhaps a cold roast turkey, or a duck at the other end—I thought we might have a great pyramid of all sorts of different fruits in the centre of the table: I’ve thought of it many times, I can just see how it would look, it would be beautiful. Joe Scarsati told me he would furnish the fruit himself—I thought we could have pears, oranges, bananas, raisins, plums, tangerines, and big red apples with maybe a few pineapples around the base and some bunches of Concord and Malaga grapes. Joe would arrange it so it would knock your eye out: the way he does it is a marvel—he’s an artist at it. Honestly, it’s a pity to spoil it after he gets through building it up.”


  “Oh, Bee, we couldn’t let him,” said Rebecca. “Why-he-he spits upon the apples, to make them shine.”


  “Oh, he does not!” said Bella, beginning, however, to laugh heartily.


  “Why he does!” said Rebecca. “I’ve seen him do it!”


  “Oh well, it’d be all right,” Bella said easily. “I could arrange all that—just tell him in a tactful manner not to spit. He’d understand. ... Now I think, Beck, we ought to have some cold meats, too—say, a cold sliced tongue and a roast of beef. We could also have some plates of little sandwiches—I think some dainty little sandwiches—caviar and cucumber and cheese, you know—and then we could have hot chocolate and coffee for whoever wants it. After all, people don’t expect a great deal: once you get them started talking and laughing they’re not going to pay much attention to what they have to eat. Of course, we’ll have to have ice cream and cakes for the children: Jim Earnshaw said he’d take care of the ice cream—he’d freeze it, and Mr. Hunter will send assorted candies—I think it would look nice in all these little silver dishes: we could set it about in various places on the table and on the sideboard.”


  “I could make a big cake,” Rebecca said.


  “Yes,” said Bella. “I think one of these frosted layer cakes you make, with nuts in between the layers and an edge of maraschino cherries and some strips of lemon peel would be nice. Of course, we could have some little ones, too—cookies, ginger bread, wafers, and things like that—the children like them.”


  “It would be nice to do,” Rebecca said. “It would be fun. ... But of course we couldn’t!” she added regretfully, but decisively.


  Bella was silent for a moment: her vital, generous features smouldered for a moment with a sullen, a resentful energy.


  “I will! Someday I will!” she said.


  For a few moments, gripped by the excitement of desire, the sisters had forgotten that such a party as they planned was only a hopeless wish: they had believed in its reality as they planned it, and now they were left with nothing but a sense of the full joy that somehow lay within their sight, beyond their grasp.


  Rebecca, the younger sister, bore herself more patiently and quietly than Bella at this time, but her hostility to the life they were forced to lead was as implacable, and her determination to escape from it as fixed. She had a more contained and enduring soul than Bella’s; she could endure to be alone, and she could wait more tranquilly, with patience. But Bella’s hunger for the earth and for people was imperative: as limited as her life was, she fed fiercely on the colors and movements of the earth, on every human relation. She talked to everyone who came within the confined circle of her life—to cooks, grocers, coachmen, cab drivers and horse car drivers, newsboys, street urchins, to the Jews, the Irish, the Italians, the Germans, to passengers on ships and to Dutch sea captains—and they responded, revealing their lives to her with instant confidence because they knew and understood her at once.


  She loved the city. The rock of life bordered between its gleaming tides, mast hemmed, exultant, was the richest earth her heart had ever known. Even the years she had spent in Holland with her uncle’s family, living a life that was immeasurably freer, more generous, and more gay than she had ever known in her father’s house, she had felt inexplicably the sharp, the piercing ache of nostalgia for Manhattan, with its cold wet jaws of ocean running waters. Even then as now, as always and forever, a fabulous light of time fell over it—it was its own legend, a living sorcery, and as she thought of it from the humid flatness of Dutch fields, its myriad sights, its shapes and swarming motions, the harsh din of its million voices, were sunken and seductive as the seanotes of a dream. Fenced with its delicate forest of young masts, it glittered in enchanted light, bent in upon the under cheek of an incredible earth, remote, wistful, savage, young and unspeakably exultant.


  It was the fabulous place, the timeless city, and as Bella remembered it from the smooth, suave reality of Holland, from the subtle and secret opulence of Dutch life, which is the most desolate and sophisticated life on earth, she felt a deep and wordless longing to return to it again. Her vision pierced through the soft, grey, humid enervation of the foreign air, a thousand scenes and memories of the city she had left returned to her, she heard again all its familiar sounds, she saw its brawling pageantry of life, and all of it seemed lost and sunken in a dream. She saw the island with its forest forge of masts, and its nose thrust out into sea-running tides, she saw its vast sliding traffic of boats and lighters, its immense and joyful ugliness. She saw its solid decent blocks of coffee-colored brown and its streets of young thin buildings, packed, ragged, grimed with work. She saw the jaunty lines of horse cars along Broadway, the jammed confusions of wheel and hoof, the curses and threats of drivers, the shrill harsh cries of the dirty newsboys as they charged in among the crowds flaunting the latest rag of thrill and scandal, and she saw its crowds again, rude, hoarse, thrusting, pushing, swarming—visibly thickened year by year by new tides and dumpings from abroad, with its brawling arrogance of Irish, its proud dark potency of Jews. Here it was, again, the fabulous city, the great encampment, rootless, save for the rock it rested on, unbounded, save by the gleaming bracelet of bright sea-running waters that girdled it forever—a threat, an insolence flung like a cry into the maw of the all-taking ocean. The blare and glitter of loud hot brass, the full loud coming-on of drums, the hard grain of marching music in the bright air, the tramp of marching men, the roar of the crowd, the love of parades and pageantry, the crude, gilt splendor of the millionaires, the teetering of proud, groomed horses in the park, the rubber flash and rumble of rich carriages, the rich men’s wives and daughters in the park, the coaching hacks with their style of whips and reins, the prim, the smug, the murderous, the threat and swagger of the rough; and all over, life, cursing and shouting out of doors, foaming across forbidden places, bursting out of bounds, swarming, thronging, pulsing, spreading by moments of perceptible growth—over all the litter, refuse, rickets, shambles, dives and diggings, over all the immense indifference and carelessness of this shifting encampment of a city, which was the stupefaction of ugliness, and yet the most exultant and beautiful place she had ever known.


  [¬]


  VII

  ESTHER


  She hated school with a deep-rooted and constantly growing hatred which she dared confess to no one, and which she was unable to articulate even for herself. Curiously, this hatred of school went hand in hand with a perfect diligence and punctilious service to the thing she hated: she was never tardy, never absent, never late or unprepared with work which had been assigned. Her loathing of the whole school ritual, in fact, manifested itself in a feeling of sickening terror lest she be remiss in some detail of her duty. For several years during her childhood this terror had grown to such proportions that Bella had at length become alarmed and called in a physician. In some way it seemed to be related to that nameless, dreamless, unpalpable horror which woke her out of sleep screaming with terror, unable to speak, unable to know or tell its cause. Her greatest fear was that she would be late for school in the morning: she was never late, had never been late, yet the fear grew until she was obsessed by it.


  When she went to bed at night, her heart would pound with dread as she thought of the possibility of being late the next morning; she would go off to sleep at last with this uneasy fear grown dull but not quiescent, coiled like a snake at the edge of her brain. At length she began to awake suddenly in the morning fully clothed. One morning Bella, who had been troubled by her increasing nervousness and unrest, and by something nameless and terrifying of which she would not speak, awoke to hear her stirring in her room! It was not yet six o’clock. Bella got up quickly, flung a wrapper over her shoulders, and went softly down the hall to Esther’s room. When she entered, the girl was sitting on the edge of her bed, completely dressed for school, save for her shoes, which she was putting on and now began to lace rapidly with impatient trembling fingers. By the dim light Bella could not see her plainly, but, surprised and shocked, she called out sharply to her.


  “Esther, what on earth are you doing out of bed at this hour?”


  Instantly, as soon as she had spoken, she saw that Esther was asleep. As she spoke, the girl’s hands faltered at their work, a strong sigh of weariness and slumber stirred her, her eyes opened and for a moment rested on Bella with a blank stricken stare. Then with a tone and movement of deep agitation she cried:


  “Is it time? Did I sleep? Am I going to be late?”


  “Why child!” said Bella, going toward her. “In heaven’s name! It’s not six o’clock yet. Esther!” she exclaimed, noting at once the girl’s distress, her delicate trembling hands, and the breath that panted in her like a bird’s, and feeling as she sat down beside her a great warmth of love and tenderness for her youth and misery.


  “What is it? What is wrong with you?”


  Esther flung her arms about the other woman and suddenly began to sob convulsively.


  “I hate it! I can’t stand it any more! If I have to go to school another day I’m going crazy!”


  “Well, you don’t have to go to school,” said Bella quietly. “You never have to go another day if you don’t want to. You mustn’t worry about it. You shall do as you please. I want you to take off your clothes and go on back to bed! You must get some sleep.”


  “Oh no!” Esther cried in an alarmed tone. “I couldn’t do that!”


  “Why not?” asked Bella.


  “Oh, I’d be late!”


  Thus, in spite of all of Bella’s efforts to dissuade her, she insisted on going.


  It was after this discovery that Bella had called a doctor in to determine the cause of the girl’s nervousness, and the fear which made her dress herself in her sleep. After many questions and much examination, the learned physician concluded that the cause of this deep trouble of the spirit was “cold lunches.” Accordingly, Bella made arrangements to provide Esther each day with hot food during the midday recess. Near the school on the corner she found a German couple who owned an ice cream “parlor” and candy shop, and whose only daughter went to school with Esther: these people agreed to provide the girl with hot food every day, and for the remainder of the year Esther went here for her lunch. Although she disliked the place, the heavy cooking, the general untidiness, she concealed her strong distaste from Bella and told her the change had helped her, and that she no longer felt the old nervousness and fear of being late. As a matter of fact, she was really better after this, because as a result of her aunt’s concern, and the conversations she had for the first time had with her about this trouble, her reason and sense of judgment had asserted itself and she saw her fear was an unreal phantom, that, even if she were “late,” neither she nor the school would perish, that “lateness” was not a very heinous crime. Nevertheless, as long as her schooldays lasted, she never recovered completely from this fear of lateness: she always awoke early in the morning with jumpy nerves, the old constricted paleness of the heart, the queasy stomach and the lack of appetite.


  She had usually finished all the breakfast she could eat—the half of a buttered roll and a cup of scalding milk meagerly thickened with a dash of coffee—a good hour before school-time, and from that time on she was in a state of increasingly prancing nervousness as she tried to hurry Georgia Barnhill from her placid table, her leisurely consumption of fat greasy bacon. As the girls started for school Esther worried about her larger, calmer companion like a terrier, trotting ahead in her excitement, coming back to pluck the other girl by the sleeve, saying,


  “Come on, Georgia! Come on! I know we’re going to be late!”


  The only result of all this nagging was finally to draw from Georgia this drawling, but somewhat nettled answer:


  “All right, then. We’ll be late! That’s all there is to that.”


  The calm decisiveness of this usually served to quiet Esther for a few seconds. Then, her nervousness increasing, she would say:


  “But Georgia, you don’t want to be late, do you?”


  “No,” drawled Georgia, “I don’t want to be, but if I’m goin’ to be, I’m goin’ to be, so what’s the use of gettin’ yo’self all worked up about it?”


  Then for a moment she would survey Esther’s smaller, more alert and active figure, her flushed excited face, with a look of good humored sarcasm and contempt:


  “My land!” she said. “The way you go prancin’ around beats all I ever saw. Anyone would think you belong to the fiah department to look at you. They ain’t no fiah, Esthah. We ain’t goin’ to no fiah, y’know. I ain’t seen no fiah wagons about.”


  “Oh, but I’d hate it so if I was ever late to school.”


  “Why, it’ll keep, honey,” Georgia drawled. “The school will be right there in the same old place where we left it in when we get there. They ain’t nothin’ goin’ to happen to it; if I thought somethin’ would, then I might hurry. But they ain’t nothin’ goin’ to happen to it. I wish it would.”


  “So do I!” said Esther suddenly and emphatically. “I’d like it better than anything in the world.” It was, in fact, because of these conversations that Georgia was finally aroused from her lethargy: each morning as they approached Fifty-fourth Street, the two girls would pause, glance nervously and eagerly at each other, and, at the call of “Now,” race at top speed the remainder of the way to school, simply to see “if anything had happened to it.”


  “What do you suppose could happen?” Esther asked, as their speculations took the form of delightful concrete possibility. “What do you suppose would have to happen to make them close?”


  “Well,” said Georgia reflectively, her thought run easily to arson, “they might have a fiah. ... One of those stables across the street might ketch on fiah: they’re full of straw and hay, they’d burn like tinder.”


  “Oh, no, that wouldn’t be any good,” said Esther. “Everything’s made of brick. You can’t burn brick. If there was a fire it’d have to come from the inside.”


  “And then it wouldn’t do any good,” said Georgia. “That’s the trouble of bein’ in a great big place like New Yawk. If one school did burn down, they’d only send you on to one of the othahs. I reckon they must have about a thousand. In the town where I come from down South we only had one school, an’ that was a little ole thing made out of clapboa’d wood. Law! if we’d evah a-had a fiah there, I don’t reckon we’d evah have gone back to school.” She said this as if stating another of the fundamental advantages and superiorities of Southern life, and for a moment after was lost in a delirious fantasy of this glorious but unrealized possibility.


  “Well, fire wouldn’t do us any good,” said Esther. “It’d have to be something else. It’d have to be somebody getting sick or dying.”


  “Well, they wouldn’t shut down just because somebody got sick,” Georgia said. “Not unless it was somethin ketchin’, like one of these epidemics, an’ then we all might get sick. Pshaw! I’d just as soon be in school as in bed all the time.”


  “Well, then,” said Esther, “it’d have to be somebody dying. That’s the only thing I can think of.”


  “That’s what I think, too,” said Georgia. She meditated the idea for a moment. “But it’d sho have to be somebody mighty big,” she said. “These fokes up heah wouldn’t shut down fo’ just anyone.”


  Then, with hunger, with strong eagerness, they fell to considering appropriate deaths.


  “There’s Miss Brill,” Esther said. “Do you think we’d get a holiday if she died?”


  “Why, Esthah!” Georgia said with a scornful rising intonation. “Miss Brill ain’t nothin’ but a little ole common school principal. Why, honey, they grow on bushes: you kin find plenty of them. You’re not simple enough to think they’d shut down school if she died, are you?”


  She laughed slowly, richly, with derision.


  “No, suh!” she said with positive assurance. “It’d have to be somebody a whole heap biggah than that! It’d have to be somebody who was sho-nuff big, I tell you! It’d have to be somebody lak Pres’dent Cleveland or the Mayah of New Yawk.”


  Nevertheless, the wild final breathless dash that brought them panting up before the school had now become part of their morning’s habit. But nothing happened. The school stood ready to receive them, harsh, solid, angular, and red: the day’s ritual proceeded with punctual monotony.


  One morning, however, as the girls dashed round the corner they saw something which brought them to a sudden halt. Before the school a dense crowd of boys and girls had assembled, the number grew greater at every moment as other children dashed up from every direction: even as they looked there was a flurry in the crowd; a wild cheer, fierce, exultant, burst from them, and in a moment the boys were tossing their caps up in the air with a brave free motion, and the girls, less confidently and more subdued, were swinging their books around in circles by their straps. As Esther and Georgia came up they heard repeated again and again everywhere around them, these wonderful magical words which have brought exultant joy to children everywhere, when they have heard them:


  “No school today! No school today!”


  Already, some of the children, laughing and cavorting, had begun to go away, but another group was gathered before a sheet of white paper which had been tacked to the closed doors of the school. The notice read: “Owing to the death of the Hon. Philip I. Becker, Superintendent of City Schools, school is dismissed for the day.”


  Esther had never before heard the name of Philip I. Becker, but the news of his death brought her the greatest happiness she had ever known. She turned to Georgia with a look of joy and wonder, and she said:


  “Georgia! It did come true!”


  And Georgia, with her slow ripe negroid humor, said: “Yes, suh! It sho did! It just goes to show there is a Gawd settin’ way up theah an’ listenin’ to ouah prayuhs.” Solemnly, drolly, she read again the notice: “The Honnabul Philip I. Becker! Uh-uh! ... Well, bud,” she said, “I don’t know who you ah, an’ I don’t know wheh y’ah, but I sho hope you ah happv!” She looked around for a moment at the crowd of cavorting, shouting children, then laughed shortly and vulgarly:


  “Man!” she said. “This is sho a prime crowd of moanahs. They are suttenly all to’n up about it.” Slyly, she nudged Esther, and deftly indicated a boy whom they knew named Reuben Feinberg, who lived near them on their block: he had an immense hooked putty-colored nose, and his mouth now curved up under it in a great half moon of grin: “Gawd!” she said. “Now theah’s a hot Christian if I evah saw one! I reckon they’s not much he can’t smell with that nose of his: if I had one like it I’d paint it green.”


  Esther laughed: she had no real feeling of inferiority because of her Jewish blood, in her brief life she had rarely been rebuffed or wounded on this account, and her feeling toward people was very simple, healthy, natural, and eager. Moreover, the world which she had known was a remarkably warm, generous, and intelligent one: she knew, of course, how much more beautiful, joyful, and comfortable the life at Bella’s house was than at the houses of most of her companions, but she thought the difference was one of degree, and not of kind. She concluded that the lives of most children were not very different from her own, and that people everywhere were like the people she saw at her aunt’s house. And yet, in a single evening at Bella’s, after the theatre, there might be present such an assorted company as Richard Mansfield, her uncles John and Fred Barrett, Fay Templeton, the light opera singer; the painter, George Innes; two Catholic priests who were friends of her father’s, Henry Dixie and De Wolfe Hopper, a bartender who sang sad songs; Miss Josephine Beaufelt, an actress who dressed like a man; her fat cousin, Fred Goldsmith; a Dutch sea captain; her aunt Mary; old lady Witzenstein and Mr. Hodges, two of her oldest boarders; as well as a circus trouper, a baseball player, and a Jewish silk merchant. In a gathering of this sort, whatever decisions or arguments might disturb it, differences of race or religion played no great part. Moreover, all of these people had been gathered by Joe and Bella in the most natural and spontaneous way: this great and sometimes comically varied acquaintance had come through their warm hug on life—there were people who had been met and known through a thousand acts of living: the case of Innes, the painter, was typical of this. He had first come to the house when Esther’s mother was still alive, and this was the manner of his coming: Rebecca was celebrated among Joe’s friends for her cooking, and particularly for the pies she made. The hungry actors would come home late at night with Joe, and Esther, whose room was above the dining room, could hear them plainly as they went in to eat their supper that was always laid out for them. In Esther’s room there was an iron furnace grating, and by sitting near this she could hear plainly all that was said among the people in the room below. Night after night, she would sit in the dark listening to their conversations, drinking in eagerly everything they said, rocking with laughter not only because of the things they said, but because coming to her in the dark with vibrant hollowness, they seemed even more funny.


  “... What is this, Beck? Ham? Well, as I live, it’s ham. ...”


  “Don’t give him any,” another voice said. “It’s cannibalism. He can’t eat his own kind, you know.”


  “Well,” the first voice said. “I’d rather see than be one. ... Anyway, cut me off a piece of it.”


  “Becksie, by God!” a voice full, feeling, choked, exclaimed a moment later. “This is the finest pumpkin pie I ever tasted. I never thought I’d live to see a pie like this in New York City. ... Say, I know a fellow who’d give his shirt for a piece of this. His name’s Innes: he’s a friend of mine. ... He’s crazy about pumpkin pie, Beck: he told me the other day they didn’t know how to make it any more. ... God, I’ll bet the sweat would break out on his forehead if he got a look at this. ... Say, Beck, do you suppose I could take him a piece of it?”


  There were derisive shouts and laughter, and then another voice said: “Don’t you believe him, Beck. ... That fellow’s been eating his way across the country with that yam. ... Eat! Why, God! Beck. He could eat his way across the Pampas from Rio de Janeiro to Buenos Aires without ever stopping to draw breath. ... Out in the Hay belt they call him Bottomless Bill, the Crop Destroyer. ... He’s worse than a plague of locusts, Beck. ... After he’s passed through a town they have seven lean years to follow. ... Innes! Why, Beck, he never heard the name before tonight. ... The last time I heard the story the name was Sniggins: he worked on the feelings of an old maid out in Keokuk until she cried right out of her glass eye. ... I saw her give him two hams and a bacon to take to Sniggins. ... Honest, Beck, that fellow could get a handout from a wooden Indian.”


  “By heaven, Beck, they lie,” the other voice now cried with passion. “As God is my witness I speak truth. ... I do know a man named Innes, and he likes pumpkin pie.”


  “Well, Bill,” Rebecca said. “You can take a whole piece to him if you promise to bring the plate back.” She sent the pie and in a day or two Bill returned with the plate. On it Innes had drawn a wonderful picture of a pumpkin field: among dried shards and on the frosty clotted earth great pumpkins ripened in the foreground.


  [¬]


  VIII

  WHITE FOKES


  The character and temper of the two girls were sharply and deeply contrasted: Esther, small, brisk, vital and dutiful, obsessed by her constant ravening fear of “lateness”—Georgia, large, slow, indolent and indifferent, still definitely “Southern”: immensely vain and ignorant, negroid, sensitive and stubborn in resentment, but incapable of deep penetration of the spirit, as ripe and sensual as a peach. It was as if not only her spirit but her flesh was dyed in those deep colors of place and climate, as if her life was soaked in the weather of the South, and as if all its qualities—its near-tropic heat and indolence, the lush fecundity of its thick red clay, its guarded sense of a smouldering and volcanic passion, abrupt and fatal, just below the surface of its life, and its terrible lack of memory—in which it seemed the continuity of life was destroyed moment by moment by the murderous and present instant, even as the swarming life of the tropics eats and is eaten, conquers and dies, perishes, past hope, past honor, past memory, in the idiot proliferation of the jungle—had worked their potent insoluble chemistry on her, soul and body.


  For it is this, exactly this chemistry, this weather of the soul and body, and not anything traditional or consciously remembered, that gives to Southern people whatever quality of difference they have: in the slow and impenetrable ways in which their lives have yielded to this infiltration there is something of mystery and deep strangeness—they have yielded to warmth even as New Englanders have yielded to cold—in each there is something secret and remote, unpalpable and strange—but the chemistry of warmth has wrought something which outwardly, at least, is more agreeable: ease, indolence, rich colors, and a powerful humor that is of nature, witless and devastating—a belly laughter that surges from the earth.


  In the city and the tropics, alike, memory is destroyed, but from different causes: the city memory is drowned below the rush and glare of the days, the stamp of a billion feet, the dusty violence of ten thousand shocks and changes, but the tropical memory swirls into the level tides, the full blank samelessness of yesterday and forever.


  The affection Esther felt for this Southern girl at this time was deep, positive, active: for a time their companionship was warm and constant, although later it was to dwindle out into indifferent apathy, and finally into total separation—with Georgia, because alert purpose and the intelligence of direction were distasteful to the lazy sprawl of her soul, because even now, the absorbing interest of her life was in “the boys,” in having “lots of beaus.” It was a pattern, a tradition formed years ago out of the structure of the only life she knew, and she had never questioned it, nor dreamed of any better one: there was only one standard of success for women—to “have lots of beaus” and finally to “get a man”—a kind of benevolent scapegoat vaguely described as “a good husband” to whom at length she could turn for sanctuary and support when the last possibilities of flirtation and coquetry had been exhausted. In this picture of a ship-worn and paved-over matrimony she saw nothing distasteful: her vision of the future was fixed, tawdry, banal—but she desired no better one. She saw herself as an accomplished flirt with a dozen unhappy suitors dancing on her string, as having not one, but two, three, a half dozen “dates” in the course of a prize evening, bestowing her time and interest with queenly graciousness upon a host of hot, jealous, amorous, competing slaves, but its consummation, forever balanced dangerously but superbly above seduction, but finally maintaining what she thought of, without humor, as her “virginity.”


  The final separation between the two girls was therefore inevitable. Esther’s nature was profoundly romantic, Georgia’s merely erotic. As time went on Esther began to be vaguely distressed and annoyed by Georgia’s erotic obsession—the fixed monotony of her desire. For Esther at this time the physical world was expanding before her waking sense with a thousand magnificent designs and colors she had never seen before. Each walk to school or through the streets revealed new intensities, new unsuspected glories, and in her passionate and vital spirit a fierce though obscure hunger was now awake—the hunger of a creative spirit for all the beauty in the universe, ravenous, insatiable and at its beginning, cruel, because it has found no means of articulation. In her excitement, she was constantly speaking of these things to Georgia, but the other girl answered her only with a sleepy and dull attention, slothful, without perception. One day, however, she did say in a tone that was good humored but that had a note of impatience in it:


  “Esthah, you can spend mo’ time lookin’ at some dirty ole piece of junk than anyone I evah saw! Who wants to spend their time lookin’ at a dirty ole ice-wagon?”—for it was this that Esther had indicated.


  “Well, I never said that it was pretty,” Esther replied. “I only said it was painted a wonderful color.”


  “Colah!” Georgia shouted derisively. “Why, it was nothin’ but a dirty ole yellow!”


  “Oh, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” Esther said angrily. “It was a lovely color. You just don’t look at things.”


  “I know I don’t!” said Georgia with a note of anger in her voice. “I know I don’t look at things. I look at people!” I want to see what’s goin’ on! Some fokes I know,” she added pointedly, “might do bettah if they spent less time on things an’ mo’ on people.”


  “Yes, I suppose so!” said Esther ironically. “Especially people in livery stables!”


  She was sorry the moment she spoke for what she had said; but it was out, and they were as near now to an open quarrel as they had ever come. For some time past Georgia had been carrying on a flirtation with a man who worked in one of the stables on the street. No word had been spoken, but now the man was waiting for them every day as they came from school: he was a young man, well-fleshed and muscular with thick straw colored hair, blue eyes, a thick red neck, and a bold high colored face, sensual, wide-lipped and brutal. He always wore riding-breeches and leggings and he stood in the stable doorway with his legs apart, and his hands thrust into shallow pockets, with a look that was bold, foul and insolent. A strong odor of the stable—animal-hide and hair and horse—hung round him: his glance explored their bodies fully with a quality that was almost as palpable as the touch of a hand. Speech—crude, shameful, and slimy—seemed forever immanent. Esther hurried by with averted eyes and with her heart thudding in her throat. Then she became aware that Georgia did not wish to hurry, suddenly aware that there was something in Georgia’s walk and manner that answered with equal eloquence, with the same foul potent silence. It spoke out of her sensual flesh, with a sly and evil tongue, it spoke indefinably yet unmistakably in every gesture, it spoke in something loose, exultant and inviting, like the phantom of obscene laughter in her face—yet apparently, in all this strange sensual eloquence of their flesh, she never glanced at him, never gave him any visible sign. The next day as they came from school Esther said:


  “Georgia, let’s go down the other side. I don’t want to go by there. He’ll be waiting for us.”


  “Who?”


  “That livery stable man.”


  “What you got against that po’ man,” said Georgia good naturedly. “He ain’t done nothin’ to you.”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” said Esther. “I don’t like the way he looks.”


  “Don’t like the way he looks!" said Georgia. “Why, child, you don’t know a good-lookin’ man when you see one.”


  “You don’t mean to say you think he’s good-looking!” Esther said incredulously.


  “Yes, suh! I sho do!” said Georgia emphatically; a flag of color, hard and angry, began to rush in her cheeks. “He’s the best-lookin’ man I seen aroun’ these pahts! A sho-nuff man, I mean!—not one of these little dried up Jew-boys that you see!”


  Esther made no answer: in the last words she now recognized an intention that was harsh, wounding, malicious—when they had gone by the man again, and turned the corner, her face was flaming, not with resentment, but with a sense of deep and wordless shame; but whether she felt this for herself or for her friend she could not say. They did not speak to each other on the way home, and when they reached Georgia’s house they did not linger but said goodbye abruptly and formally.


  A sense of disaster, immanent, foreboding, pressed like a weight upon her heart: she kept thinking,


  “What will her people say if they find out? What will they say?”


  A memory of grand dignities, of noble families, of high untarnished prides, of fiercely arrogant poverty, of “death but not dishonor,” of an ancestral line of gentlefolk, brave, high, and rare, that ran straight back into the past with the gleaming strength of an unrusted and unbroken lance—all this, evoked through Mrs. Barnhill’s assertion of a remote, princely, and awful antiquity—swept through her mind now like a curtain of dark and tragic splendor against which Georgia’s infamy was made to seem more complete and terrible than if this panoply of past time had not existed.


  Although she still called for Georgia on her way to school, the other girl avoided her on their return, and she accepted the evasion willingly: she understood now that her old friend did not want her company on the way home, and for her part, she was glad that she must no longer suffer the lewd loose foulness of the livery man’s stare. For she knew he had no interest in her whatever: now that she was alone, she could pass the stable without being noticed.


  One day, when she had left school late, she saw, as she approached the stable, the man and Georgia talking to each other. He had one hand stretched forth and leaned against the open door, the other was upon his hip, and the girl was indolently swinging her books by their straps as she talked: her manner was casual, bantering, hesitant—his was insinuating, sly, easily careful—the look of a man who is feeling his way. Before Esther had come near, the other girl glanced up, saw her, bade the man goodbye, and went on down the street alone. The man’s grin, reflective, loose, went after her: then he shook his head decisively, laughing, dropped his hand, and turned back into the stable.


  As Esther hurried by, she was aware of a circle of grinning faces gathered about him: he stood, with his back turned—a back in whose carriage boastful confidence was legible—and she heard one of the men about him say:


  “Y’ought t’be ashamed of yerself! Robbin’ the God-damn cradle!”


  Esther hurried by.


  “Ah! he won’t get nowhere!” another said. “I know that kind—a little teaser, she’s laughin’ up her sleeve at him right now.”


  “She is, eh?” the hero said: his tone was hard, quiet, confident. “Say: I want to tell you something—if I don’t have that little son-of-a-bitch up the pole within a month you can kick my God damn a—all over the stable!”


  There was a burst of laughter, harsh and derisive, and their speech, a replica of millions of others, pursued unweariedly its twin topics of horses and women.


  Yet, if Georgia could have heard them it is not likely she would have been repelled or displeased. Her true desire—a fantasy of what she wanted most—had little that was sentimental in it: she did not even trick it out with the morals and fancy manners of romantic fiction—her lust, her version of “good-lookin’ men”—was animal, save for a caste of color, negroid: she wanted the thick red neck, the muscular buttocks, the coarse vacant regularity of the face, the complete full hunger of a brutal energy.


  “I wonder what her mother would say if she knew,” thought Esther, and suddenly, it seemed at once, the conviction came to her that Mrs. Barnhill would say, would care, nothing. The sum of their actual lives, as she had herself witnessed them, with all that was trivial, disorderly, impure, slothful, of low desire and aspiration, and which formerly had weighed nothing against the sum of their grand assertions, now shattered in an instant that iridescent bubble of romantic and gentle ambiguity in whose reality she had believed. She thought of the kitchen and the slatternly negro girl with her dirty, unheeled white stockings, her run-down shoes and the strong black smell, thick and salty, niggery, which soaked out of her, the litter of unwashed dishes, unscoured pans, the bucket of decaying garbage, the strong blue buzz of flies, the most actual sign of force and purpose in the room; and then the house with its assortment of rickety furniture, its inept souvenirs of the past—its burnt-wood trinkets, with bows of dirty ribbon, its ancient calendars, its dilapidated beds, warped blistered dressers and untidy sewing machines, with their cigar boxes filled with loose unmatched buttons, threads, thimbles, swirls of wool and ribbons, its odd collection of chairs, squeaking rockers, and finally she remembered the day she had for the first time gone into Mrs. Barnhill’s own bedroom on an occasion when “company” from the South was calling, and when Mrs. Barnhill did not wish any let or hindrance to impede the full flow of envenomed gossip:


  “You children go somewheh’s else to tawk.”


  The old sagging bed had been rudely made: its soiled counterpane was awry and rumpled, its pillows unsmoothed. Upon the dresser there had been a strewn wilderness of hairpins, soiled powder puffs, brushes chocked with hair, and thickly gummed combs; and under the bed, both visible and odorous, a full chamberpot, swimming, rancid. And from below the woman’s insistent, incessant monologue:


  “They don’t know white fokes when they see ’em up heah! ... These fokes don’t cayah who you ah. ... No, suh! ... All they think about is makin’ money. ... An ig’rant! My lan’! ... These ole fawr’ners that you see! ... Why, it’s awful! Ha’f of them c’aint read ner write. ...”


  Now, suddenly, as Esther remembered all these scenes and moments, a laugh, short, explosive, angry, burst from her: she felt tricked and cheated, resentful, and when she got home, she flung her books down angrily, and began to wander sullenly and indecisively about the room.


  “What’s wrong with you?” said Bella.


  “Nothing,” she said morosely.


  “Is everything all right at school?”


  “Yes. Look here,” she burst out suddenly, in an exasperated tone. “If the Barnhills are such a wonderful old family as they say they are, it looks like they might try to keep that house better. Why it’s filthy!”


  Bella laughed. “Oh it’s the white fokes!”—this was the name, the inevitable name she always called them by. “White fokes don’t have to wash. Don’t you know that yet? It’s only Jews and niggers who get dirty.”


  “Oh, white fokes!” Esther muttered. “They make me sick!”


  “What’s the matter with you? Have you and white fokes had a falling out?”


  Esther made no answer: she went over to a chair and sat down wearily and dejectedly. At length she said in the same sullen and dejected tone:


  “I don’t care.”


  Bella looked intently at her for a moment:


  “I knew this would happen,” she said at length, slowly, and with a kind of triumphant, although not malicious, emphasis. “I knew it!” She paused for a moment. “Well, let me tell you something,” she continued. “You haven’t lost anything. ... You may think you have, but you haven’t. ... You’re better off without these people.”


  Later on the same day she told Joe about it:


  “She’s had some sort of trouble with the white fokes. I think it’s all over between them.”


  “I wondered how much longer it was going to last,” he said.


  The sense of freedom that Esther now felt, however, also carried with it the sense of loss. She felt, even more than the feeling of repulsion and disgust that Georgia’s conduct with the livery man had caused her, a feeling of bitter resentment, a feeling that was touched with jealousy. She thought of Georgia’s slow maturing charm—her peachy perfection of skin, her languid ripeness, her warm calm eye, the unutterable ease of the careless and slothful spirit that dwelt in her—and she felt frightened, stripped by her loss of some essential, some inestimable support. There was no doubt that the feeling was strongly physical: among women, when their feeling for each other has not been envenomed with a sense of rivalry or jealousy, there is a quality of affection which is unlike the affection men have for each other—it is intimately physical, caressing, and somewhat lesbic. Esther had almost a lover’s tenderness for Georgia’s physical beauty: she liked to put her arm around the other girl, to embrace her, to nestle in to her, to stroke with a sense of affection and wonderment, the velvet and perfect texture of Georgia’s skin.


  This was the only time she played a lover-like and suitor’s role with another woman. Curiously, as she grew older, and as her own beauty, which was delicate and ripe, matured, she inspired in other women the same feeling that she now felt for Georgia. These other women were always much larger physically than Esther: one was a nurse, a big, gaunt, raw-boned woman, with hands as large and strong as a man’s; another was a powerfully built Russian woman—a masseuse; and another was a tall, handsome, and passionate Jewess—a rich young woman devoured by a stupid fury and pride of possession: for her it was not enough to share with others a friend’s love—she had always to be a dominant and over-shadowing first, to hold off rivals at an outer wall. For her, possession died by what it feeds upon—glutton and niggard in one breath, crafty, insinuating, trivial, and meanly contriving, and beaten at length by its base stupidity.


  All these women later lived to put their hands on Esther: the strong gaunt woman stroked her face and forehead, and the rich woman held her in her arms and kissed her. She loved affection: as one saw her rich and delicate figure clothed in splendid robes upon a couch, her rosy and beautiful face bloomed like a pansy, and her whole body seemed to yield itself up gratefully to the tender stroking of the strong gaunt hands like some rare and splendid flower expanding toward rich warmth and light.


  As one saw Esther thus in later years, one’s feeling toward her would not have been tinged with any repulsion: one would have had, on the contrary, a good and tender feeling for her because her attitude as she responded to the caresses of these women was plainly innocent, sensual, and hungry as a child for affection. As for the women, the strokers and caressers themselves, one’s feeling might have been tinged by repulsion, anger, and disgust: as old Rapp, her great frame dried and withered now by loveless and sterile years, a web of insane and degrading illusions (such as: that lustful men were pursuing her constantly, with intentions of rape and defilement, so that now, past sixty, with her rusty hank of hair all dyed a dry harsh red, she nevertheless wore three pairs of drawers to protect more securely what she was pleased to think of as her “honor”)—on whose lank scorned visage as her great-knuckled fingers gently stroked the flowering pansy of the face below her, was legible a look of hypnotic contemplation in which an expression of tender love was mixed with a quality as repellent as a senile male lechery. And yet this quality itself was at once denied and complicated by a dozen other elements: a sense of noble tenderness, devotion, and changeless love as she spoke of Esther, of her childhood, and of her beauty as a young woman—a quality of love and profound understanding which played marvelously upon the lank leathery yellow of her features a luminous radiance. Thus, her mind, old, broken, and diffuse, caught hopelessly in a web of manias and impossible persecutions, would be focused suddenly upon some memory of Esther’s youth, and for a few moments, with a convulsive and splintered coherence, she would speak of her:


  “That time!—O! ... I shall never forget it. ... I want to tell you... I was thinking about it the other day. ... In all your life you never. ... If you could have seen her! (Here she drew her breath in with a rusty intake.) O! Her little feet. ... I lifted her like a child. ... ‘Why’ (I cried!) Her little toes so straight. ... And O! That great hunk of a thing inside her tearing her to pieces! ... Why! Enough to make you hate the sight of men! Yes, and him!” she said scornfully. “Playing cards! When she asked him for a drink of water ... one time we were all sitting on the stoop. I’ve never had any use for him since. Do you think he would! I could have told her then.” (This in a mincing tone of envenomed bitterness.)


  “Rapp, Rapp,” said Esther gently. “That was before.”


  “But O! the birds ... outside. ... O my no! ... He was too fine a gentleman. He said, ‘Get it yourself!’” This in a curt blunt tone. “But it was the longest night I ever. ... For fourteen hours she was. ... I’ll never forget ... a lovely young ... these Germans. ... Always despised them. ... Things they did in the war. ... Think of that. O! do you remember what you kept saying all the time? ...” She began to laugh in a rusty and clumsy manner, holding a few large gnarled fingers loosely over her mouth.


  “Yes,” said Esther. “I remember your face as you bent over me: it kept going in and out like a concertina. ... I kept saying ‘Rapp, you mustn’t do your face so funny! I don’t like it!’”


  “O yes! I remember!” Rapp screamed rustily, rocking slowly back and forth. “But you kept saying ‘For who would fardels bear! For who would fardels bear!’”


  “That’s what I said!” said Esther. “God, it was hot! And just at day all of the birds began to sing! Don’t you remember!”


  “O! if you could have seen her then!” cried Rapp. She drew in her breath with a sort of rusty ecstasy. “Her little hands and feet! ... Her slender little body. ... In all your life you never. ... O! I thought! ... She was the loveliest little. ...”


  “Rapp! Rapp!” said Esther gently, lightly stroking the great hand upon her forehead. “You must stop it now. You are going to make me cry in a moment.”


  For a moment, in fact, Esther’s eyes were full of tears, and her delicate rosy face seemed steeped in a memory of lost and irrevocable years, of the terrible mortality of flesh and beauty, of the vast and poignant sum of moments that could not be recalled, and of the merciless stroke of time which could not be stayed. And as she placed her strong delicate hand upon the old woman’s big gnarled fingers, one was conscious at this moment of a unity of love and loyalty which led them back among the scenes and persons of a buried life and a lost world, a unity that was like a living crimson thread and that was beyond life and death and beyond the terrible rush and glare of ten thousand city days, the hot blind insanity of change and movement. And instantly, one felt the same sense of bitter regret and pain that these two women felt over the loss of Esther’s youth and the passing of her beauty: under her crown of greying hair, and the webbing of her eyes—now tired and venous—one saw at once that her face had not changed at all since her childhood: the child’s face was indestructibly legible in the woman’s face, and the pain, the regret, the resentment was a child’s feeling over a loss it could not accept, a defeat it could not condone.


  And suddenly, it was as if through the rich and living unity of her marvelous life she had bridged all the depth of sunken years, and through the warmth and actuality of her living touch had led one (me) back into the midst of unrecoverable moments, had made one so certainly a part of a buried and unvisited life that it lived again with every color, every tone and shading, every casual atom of the scenes which the mind forgets, so that the substance of a million buried moments are ours again, with all their freight of sound and movement, as actually as the scene before us. It was as if, through the union of her flesh with buried time, she took one back until he was able to recover the buried life as men in India through an intensity of contemplation are said to unravel their lives day by day back to the moment of birth, and then to merge their memory and their identity with the unlived past.


  For, had not this same familiar voice uttered familiar words so long ago? Was not the seed of all this vanished time mingled and diffused within this living flesh? Had these eyes not looked on ten million moments of the buried life, and could one not, through the unity of this flesh, this life, this love, have inured oneself into the lost days, the buried years, until the sound of their voices, each moment’s flow and shift of movement, passed before him like this moment’s presence, like all the dusty tumult of this morning’s pavement.


  Yes. The magic of time and memory was true: suddenly a vast nimbus of dead faces was blooming around Esther—the faces of people dead and gone as they swarmed along the pavements, as they thrust and jostled in great crowds, as they walked toward us through the delicate webbing of the Bridge, or as, with painter’s nostrils, they rushed through heat to the place of the murdered man, to the salty smell of hot spilt blood, here they were in all their heavy dignities of dress, the derbied mustached men, the women with their dusty length of skirts, their clumsily muttoned sleeves, their stiff precarious hats, their hard sensual corsettings, and yet beneath the ornate and sculptured conventions of these fashions, with something sly, potent, and female, like ornate and decorous concubines in temple dances. Around Esther was the smell of proud dark woods, of bitters and of orange peel, the fast and easy slatting of the wicker doors, and a style of easeful feet upon a polished rail, piled iridescences of gleaming thin-shelled glass behind the proud dark woods of bars, and the foaming and hoppy fragrance of pungent beer, wet, tidal, rolling. The shout of the children playing in the street, the cold and frozen rasp of sawn ice, and a sound of quiet voices, of the near and the far of laughter, on summer nights; the rustic of the leaves was there. The small jeweled flicker of bicycle lamps, the great vital thrum of a thousand wheels, the stamp of the hoof at night on mellow board, and the odors of hoof, of gleaming hide, of proud and costly leathers, the odors of horse and bit and rein, and of all the sweet rich sultriness of sweat-cured harness, and the fabulous and fragrant woods superbly turned and shaped: the craft and cunning of fine hands in hub, spring, axle, brace, shaft, and crossbar, in sills, panels, felloes, spokes, in woods as hard as lignum vitae, and in delicate tender woods as soft and spicy as pared cheese. The imperial princely union of fine horses and fine women: behind the trotting velvet rumps the women leaned and nodded in luxurious leathers—love mixed slowly with a tinge of ice around the heart, a spell of desire, exultant, trembling, stirred across the loins, and the smells of the trotting rumps, the leathers, and the ripe slow-smiling women were all good: in the freckled light of the leaves, the lovers bolted, they went across the daisied warmth of fields into the woods, they came out slowly as a waning sun, with smiles luxurious and tender, with heads uplifted to their crown of hair, pulling a burr from the hem of their long full-figured dress; and their laughter welled in darkness soft and deep. Always there was the smell and stump of the horses, in the streets ammoniac, in ten thousand stables thick and warm, and the hoof and the wheel struck forth its lean and lively music in the night. Always there were the horses, sweet-breathed, smoke-throated in the wintry air, huddled below their blankets, stooped dejectedly below all the savage and persistent cruelty of heat and cold—and Esther remembered them, as if they had been people, in a thousand scenes and attitudes.


  She saw the lank and weary steeds that trotted along between loose climbing traces on the horse-car tracks: their lean heads tossed and nodded to the jaunting of their bells as if the laborious rhythm of their lives had warn [worn] itself into the structure of their flesh, and their heads turned toward each other constantly in a gesture that was mournful and resigned, steeped in all the infinite grief that finds acceptance in those who labor on the earth.


  And there were the droppings of great beasts upon the cobbles, the ponderous truck teams, slow footed and sway-backed, mottled with solid greys, the drivers standing in their wagonbeds, cursing, the heavy sweating police cursing, the hot air sown with thick cursings, the vein swelling, the neck swelling, the thick snarl of the simian upper lip, the thick sweated brutishness of the corrupt and unspeakable Irish, the foul brown sensuality of the unwashed Italians, the stale rancid smell of pallid sweaty Jews, oozing with a desperate and deathless tenacity, the weary load of centuries beneath their bales of cloth, and these the faces of the lost Americans, the thousand styles of faces each with a quality of baffling similarity, a quality that was recognizable and lost.—What was it, token of all our wordless and incongruent hunger that one saw here, that has never been expressed, that was so imminent, so exasperating, so impalpably near, as if the opiate of finality we had sought for our exacerbated nerves, the complete nurture we needed to stop the jaws of Cerebus was here almost within our grasp, an inch away from hope, a hand’s breadth off from certainty.


  Here were the faces of the lost, the dead, the buried men as they came toward us on the Bridge, as they streamed past us on the pavements, as they shifted, glanced, and passed in a thousand streets as dead, as lost, as buried as themselves: here was the lost world, the starved world, the world with all its blooms of time and magic as it grew outward now in all its myriad and magic evolutions from the rich annotation of Esther’s small, opulent and triumphant flesh. And suddenly, in this vanished world, we saw all that had not changed in us: we saw upon the faces of dead men what we could hardly see upon our own, we saw, through this permanent dimension of time done and cold, of moments finished and secure, the whole dark legend of our destiny, the vision of our hunger—as actual then as now: the vast loneliness of our inarticulation, the vast incongruence of our desire, the stupendous weight of our godless, wingless, formless, and undiscovered fears that press upon us from immense and lonely skies, from the piled masses of inhuman architecture, that comes to us like an invisible effluvia from all the tiny atoms of the man-swarm, lost, like ourselves, in the weariness of heat and distance, in a broad unsufferable light that beats and glares upon us till our earth is enclosed in that thick pocket of our impurity through which we struggle toward one another as through a marine consistency of foul depthless waters—drowned, our hope, our belief, all of our inner dignities—drowned deep in the thick stifling depths of weariness, horror, and stupendous triviality. Thus, these incongruent monsters of our fear, impalpable and immense, that hover over all our innocence and nakedness and that are mingled with all our wild exultancy and joy, had left their shadow as legibly on the faces of these dead men as on us: they, too, were guarded by this obscure and savage hunger, and they, too, must have felt that wordless but powerful desire to articulate some image to which these wild and restless longings of the spirit might be emitted and by which they could be assuaged, to articulate mighty and recognizable forms out of that unmistakable material which, we know, is everywhere around us, as certain as the joy, the exultancy, and the fear that springs from it.


  This picture that she had of Georgia that day before the stable returned in later years, long after it had lost its power to awaken resentment or revulsion, to haunt her with a memory of pity and piercing wordless regret. For it is so with time and memory: the seed of our deepest feeling is buried under the rush of a momentary and violent one, there is in all feeling a quality of deception and evasion, and the meanings of the spirit become evident only in the light of a dispassionate distance. Thus, in later years her memory of Georgia was always attended somehow by one of the most evocative and moving memories of her life: this was the memory of men coming across the Bridge—she could not say what it meant, but she remembered their faces with a sense of loss and finality, as, poised high above the gleaming tide of water, they passed between two points in space two moments in lost time, and were gone forever; and yet she felt she had met them and knew in an instant all that could ever be known about them: the total legend of their destiny. So, later, when she remembered Georgia, that memory was mixed and shadowed by the Bridge: she remembered her as she stood talking to the man before the stable, and her clumsy indecision, and half-shy gesture as she swung her books by their strap, a gesture that was bewitching, awkwardly bold, and pitifully knowing—evoked in Esther later a vision of all that is wistful, stumbling, and moved by a shy and clumsy eagerness in youth. As the years passed, Esther’s sharper and more personal memories of Georgia, and of the relation of their ages, faded, until, mothered by memory, a woman looked with pity and compassion at the clumsy figure of a child, and before the child was the old red brick of stable, the stamp of vanished hooves, the odor of dark worn leathers, the fading light of a morning sun graining with golden dust before the stable door, with all that was sad and exultant in its wordless connotation, and all the forgotten words, the lost faces, the remembered footfalls of a buried life—a child who, now that all bitter memory of an evil moment was forgotten, had become the type of youth everywhere, its destiny caught in a flitting moment as permanently and completely as that of men who cross a bridge—caught with all of the universal hopefulness, clumsiness, cheapness and stupidity of youth.


  As that Spring advanced they saw each other less and less frequently, until their relation dwindled almost to complete separation. Finally their companionship was utterly broken; when they saw each other they nodded, or spoke curtly: in Georgia a sullen and resentful pride smouldered even more stubbornly, she thought: “Well, if she’s goin’ to act like that, I’m not goin’ to run aftah her.” And Esther, although her stronger and deeper spirit was in later life not much troubled by the distorted vanity of such “pride,” which is really a kind of weakness and fear, a childish desire to out-wait and out-stare the other person, and not to be the first to speak—(Esther’s almost complete lack of such folly was one of the chief elements of strength in her direct, forceful, and healthy temperament)—was restrained from speaking a dozen times when she wanted to by a sense of indecision and doubt: later, she remembered this feeling, and wondered why she had not spoken.


  Meanwhile, a rumor of disaster impending in the Barnhill family had spread throughout the street. It seemed to be a perception, an omen of ill fortune, which, without direct communications, had passed into men’s knowledge. One day Bella said to Esther:


  “I understand the Barnhills are going to move.”


  “Why?” Esther burst out sharply, and then regretted she had spoken.


  “I don’t know,” said Bella. “I don’t think things have gone so well with them.” She paused a moment, then with an air of irrelevance, added:


  “That poor man! ... I wish there were something we could do for him. I feel so sorry for him.”


  This feeling of sympathy for Barnhill seemed general among the people in the street, there was a sense of tacit agreement among people about him, and yet no one could have explained just why he was sorry for the man or why, in this communion of regret, the name of the woman was never mentioned. There was almost nothing about the man that could be remembered, no atom of personality to awaken either dislike or affection, and perhaps it was this very fact—that every element of personality had been stripped from him, that he had been spiritually caponized and every color of manhood, every mark of character taken from him, which awakened in people a sense of pity and shame. The little man with his wing collar, his drab clothing, his straggly sandy moustache, his feeble and polite laughter, and his soft colorless drawl which had never uttered a word that people could remember, cherish, or deny, remained, nevertheless, in the memory as someone who had been shamed and broken, and their hearts were with him. As one saw him come along the street and turn to mount the steps into his house, he seemed to pause and hesitate timidly, and then to enter with an air that was resigned and lost, and by which he seemed to surrender the last light of day, the last faint glimmer of personality. And, indeed, when the door had closed behind him the sense of his annihilation was complete: the front of solid and untelling brown had engulfed him as completely as an opening in the earth engulfs a rabbit, and until he again emerged into the light, every vestige of his identity was lost.


  And then, as if to intensify this sense of his disappearance and engulfment they heard at night, one voice—the woman’s high drawling and insistent voice, addressed to him, but they never heard him answer: they could only judge from the brief infrequent pauses in her harangue that he had spoken a word or two. And even more than the things she said, the sound of her voice, which was not loud, but which had a drawling resonance that carried clearly through stone walls into the street, over the shouts of the playing children, between the lapse of the horse’s hoof, or entering into quietness and darkness with a quality that was naked, wet, and unclean. And these city people who had heard without warning so much that was hard, bitter, and violent—the curse of a drunken Irishman and the screams of his beaten wife, the threats and abuse of truck drivers, the jeers of the roughs, the constant mockery of disbelief and cynicism—these people who had accepted all this with indifference or laughter turned away with a sense of convulsive shame from the sound of this woman’s voice:


  “... I knew it! I knew it! I knew it the first time I saw yo’ haid!”


  At this time phrenology was still alive and flourishing and Mrs. Barnhill’s judgments of people were always touched by the size and shape of their “haid.”


  “My mothah tol’ me but I wouldn’t listen: she tol’ me the first time you evah cume to see me that you couldn’t expect nothin’ from a man with a haid like that. ... She tol’ me no man with a haid no widah than you got between the eahs would evah amount to a hill of beans. ... She said, ‘As sauh as you live, if you go an’ marry that man you’ll cuss the day you ever laid eyes on him.’ I knew it! I knew it! But I wouldn’t listen. ...”


  Here, briefly, there was the pulse of silence: perhaps the man had made some answer no one could hear; but in a moment, the naked and near penetration of the shrew’s voice took up its tirade again, insulting darkness:


  “She said, ‘You c’aint make somethin’ out of nothin’, an’ he just ain’t got it. ... I nevah saw a man yet with eyes that close togethah who was with powah enough to kill him. ... There nevah was a man yet’ (she said) ‘whose eyebrows grow straight across his haid like that who had sense enough to come in out of the rain. ... Don’t you know what the Barnhills ah?’ (she said). ‘Don’t you know that evy’body in And’son county considahs them nothin’ but low-down po’ white trash? ... If you marry that man, I’m bettin’ you right now, you ah goin’ to bring disgrace on yo’ family. ... The Tolly’s ah the best people in this part of the state’ (she said). ‘... We got a long line o’ high-up people—leuovahs an’ preachahs an doctahs an’ all like that’ (she said). ‘... yo gran’fathah would tu’n right ovah in his grave’ (she said), ‘if he knew you was plannin’ to marry one of them little ole two-by fo’ Ba’nhills. ...’”


  There was another pause, during which the man apparently made no answer whatever, for suddenly she burst into a long sneering laugh, loaded with a full envenomed hate, a choking desire to slash and maim:


  “Look at him! ... With his po’ little peanut of a haid, pretendin’ he can read a papah! ... Yaie! Go on! Read yo’ papah. ... You won’t undahstan’ what you read, noway. ... You ain’t foolin’ no one. Why, pshaw!” Here she laughed long and sneeringly. “You po’ little sorry excuse fo’ a man! ... Pretendin’ you can read when you ain’t got sense enough to spell ‘cat’ an’ ‘rat’! ... When I think of the chances I had, an’ the real sho-nuff men I tu’ned down in awdah to marry a thing lak you, I could beat my brains out against the wall. ... You! ... Why, you po’ little countah-jumpah! ... You cheap little fifteen dollah a week ribbon clerk—fo’ that’s all you evah been—the on’y reason you evah got this job was because I went down on my knees befo’ my frien’s to get it fo’ you. ... I might have known you wouldn’t have get-up enough to hold a real man’s job. ... I might have known the only thing you was good enough fo’ was checkin’ in some cheap little dry-goods sto’. ... Well!” she screamed suddenly. “Ah you goin’ to tawk? C’aint you say somethin’? Ah you goin’ to sit thah lak a dummy? Do you know what we’re goin’ to do now? ... Have you thought what’s to become of yo’ wife an’ chile? ... Do yo’ know wheah nex’ month’s rent’s to come from? ... Have yo’ money enough to pay the fayah back home, or do we have to wawk? ... Ain’t you got nothin’ to say?” she screamed.


  There was only the dark listening silence: far off the vast brooding murmur of the city rose, the cars clambered by on Broadway, there was the delicate briskness of hooves, but in the street it seemed that life had been fixed in a strong hypnosis, a fascination of disgust and loathing, as it paused to listen. At length, more quietly spoken, but carried even more clearly in the astonishing resonance of her voice, came the final words of shame and grief. It was as if, goaded by some deep madness of fury and frustration, to a foul liberty of speech she had never taken in a more familiar place, and finally maddened because what charm of youth and sex she once had possessed had long since vanished in the general ruin of all her other hopes, she was emboldened now to publish in this alien place (whether truly or falsely no one ever knew) a news of foul infamy that would strip from him the last ray of dignity that remained to him. Her voice, calm, hoarse, broken between words as if she panted to get breath, still carried an amazing resonance:


  “... You say we ain’t goin’ back. ... No, I know that. ... I know we’re not. ... An’ I’ll tell you why. ... We ain’t goin’ back because they won’t let you come back. ... We ain’t goin’ back because they’s no one in that town that would give you a job. They won’t give you a job because everybody knows why you lost yo’ job at Ivans’ (Evans) sto’. They know you lost yo’ job because you’d been stealin’ from Ivans fo’ yeahs. They knew you’d been takin’ Ivans’ groceries an’ sendin’ them home without payin’ fo’ them. ... An’ I tell you somethin’ else. ... they [They] know you ain’t comin’ back because you ah afraid of Charley Brissey. ... They know that Brissey slapped yo’ face and kicked you out in the street when you went an’ tried to get money from him. ... They knew you tried to get money from him because he’d been goin’ to bed with yo’ wife fo’ yeahs, an’ you wasn’t man enough to do anything about it. ... Yaie!” she screamed. “I was his woman, I went to bed with him, an’ I’m proud of it. ... I had me a man, a real man, fo’ once ... not a little good-fo’ nothin’ rabbit. ... Yaie! Good-fo’-nothin’. You weren’t even good enough to get a chile of yo’ own. ... Yo’ own chile is Charley Brissey’s, an evy’body [ev’ybody] knows it, an’ I’m proud of it. ... God-damn you, I hate the sight of you, you good-fo’-nothin’ pimp, that’s all you ah. ...”


  Her speech broke into hoarse incoherent sobs, and at length there was silence in the house again, a movement of life along the street. A man knocked out the red cake of ash from his pipe against the stone railing of a stoop:


  “Christ!” he muttered, rising from the step. “I hope he smashes every God damn tooth she’s got into her throat!”


  And Bella, standing in darkness, her face pooled beside a film of curtain, spoke briefly and quietly through a mouth puckered with ruralism:


  “White fokes!”


  And someone said: “I wonder how much Charley Brissey misses her,” and laughed softly, bitterly.


  And Esther turned and went into the house that had no depth of darkness deep enough for the concealment she desired.


  Early Summer, late June: the beginnings of blazing heat, the summer persistent, timeless, an immeasurable weariness—the sweltering stifling blanket of the insistent and merciless heat: at ten o’clock the glazed murky light, the weary murky sky, the mournful acceptances of impure and tormented heat that sank nauseously to the entrails:


  “Looks like another scorcher today.” “Yep: It’s going to be hot. It’s not the heat I mind so much: it’s the humidity.” “Oh well! It’s not so bad, taking there’s only six weeks of it. August’s not a bad month: the nights are always cool.”


  It was a lie.


  “Yes: by the middle of August it’s all over. September’s a good month.”


  It was a lie, a lie, and Esther, looking out into the weary forenoon glaze, knew that it was a lie.


  Some of the horses wore a body netting, some wore straw hats through which their ears pricked rakishly, beneath which their long heads and enormous mottled eyes stared with their comic and mournful wisdom: the horses suffered horribly, they died by hundreds in the heat, in the deceiving gloom below the elevated structure, the raw horsecar nags were unhitched and rested; drivers with thoughtful faces appraisingly threw buckets of slopping water on the smoking trembling flanks of horses.


  Heat, thick glazed heat, humid and sweltering heat: from day to weary day the man-swarm thrust and jostled in this heat until all their memory and hope—all brilliant recollections of bright-nailed cold, of the frozen and immense solitude of stars, of the piercing exultancy of wind and frost, of the cry that leapt out in the wind—were lost under the thick dense envelope which pressed soddenly [suddenly] upon man’s spirit, and which shut him off from every memory, swift, soaring and exultant that joined him to cold lonely space;—heat that melted him out in hopelessness, that leveled out the keen and sharp defiance of self, the lean and secret architectures of vanity, beyond private dignity into a general nucleus of wet, weary and hopeless flesh, an uneasy atom in its world and inter-flux with a degrading identity of melting gropings, unmemoried and unmindful of anything but the uncaring moments, interfused of one drab stuff of rootless, quivering and impotent life. Hope, belief, joy—every strong and sudden energy that goes leaping through the blood and that makes life valuable drowned miserably in the glazed swelter of that heat, and Esther, who hated its miseries particularly, now felt a sense of exasperation and dislike for people themselves, as if they accepted this ugly and uncomfortable existence because their sense and aspiration were both too coarse to want (she knew not how or where) some better one: she resented the misery and discomfort of their sweltering lives, the fetid cells they lived in, their rancid body smells—and, with a sort of hatred for her own race, the rancid stench of Jewesses with unwashed armpits—as if these people had in some way willed and desired the wretchedness in which they dwelt. And then, with only the stay of a moment’s breeze, some seconds’ pause and flutter of a tired belief, a feeling of pity and wonder would surge back into her heart as she saw, below the dull greasy yellows of their disturbed and contorted faces, a look that was, in all the base indignity of their shabby, sweaty lives, patient, tenacious, dogged, and wistfully enduring—and suddenly the wonderful enigma of living, the sad, terrible, patience of living, came to her: suddenly she saw that man, out of the full sum and multiple of his twenty thousand miserable, sweaty, vile and loathsome days, might wrench ten hours of joy and ecstasy—ten moments, if he were lucky, when an almost perfect joy might not be fouled and mutilated by the infinite little diseases and destinies of his flesh, the itches, aches, and vague discomforts of his paltry body, of the insistent rasp of his tortured nerves, the pressure of his ragged and inept memories with their grotesque swarm of fears, hates and duties—and that it was only in hope of these ten possible moments that he lived or desired to live, that this and this alone, this mirage of some future and impossible bliss made him endure the desolation and horror of the existence he was forced to lead, kept him alive in all this sweltering misery from which he rarely gained a moment’s respite.


  A sense of horror and desolation which seemed too much for her to bear swept over her suddenly: it seemed to her that life was unendurable, and she hated people for enduring it as it was and for not resenting its ugliness and misery. It seemed to her that these people with their inept, confused, and frenzied lives actually loved the discomfort and ugliness in which they weltered—as if the horrible weather of these hot glazed skies, with their nausea of steaming heat, was also the weather of men’s souls, and as if she could no longer draw her breath in peace in a world where such things and people lived. In herself she felt only the desire for joy, wonder, and exultancy—for the discovery of an earth which had once seemed wonderful but had now betrayed her: she felt herself drowning, the only fish that could not swim or breathe in this sea of abject grey misery and dullness of mankind.


  Heat—and misery; and in the midst of this the Barnhills were moving. The cavernous maw of an enormous moving van stood backed to the curb to receive the dingy furnishings of the house, and in the street two powerful grey horses dropped their great heads doggedly before the heat, dug heavily at the pavement, and stiffly brushed their rumps with coarse dry whiskings of their tails. At length it came—upon the shoulders of three sweaty Irishmen: it came endlessly and horribly, the accumulated trash of a lifetime—the cheap dressers, with warped and blistered drawers, their mottled glass, the dirty stained mattresses, the rickety and dilapidated chairs, the long, rattling wide-width pictures, the rocker with carpeted seat, the fancy pincushions with their borders of dirty ribbon, the calendars, the organ with broken and sunken keys, the stereoscope, the accordion hat-rack, the grit and grease encrusted kitchen pots and pans, the chamberpots, the bedding—it all came out under the eye of the merciless sun with a sense of shameless and degrading exposure—as if the poverty, the lunacy, and defeat, and the dirty confusion of these lives was made legible and published nakedly in the ill-assortment of these possessions.


  At length, the last piece was roped into the end of the bulging and loaded van, the great horses strained and pulled off slowly, and Barnhill, his wife, and a little later, Georgia, came down the steps, and left the house. Esther waited at the window, and for a moment she thought Georgia had glanced in her direction and would come to speak to her. Esther’s heart was thudding fiercely, her legs trembled, she felt a wild impulse to rush out in the street, call to the other girl, and embrace her. But she didn’t. After a moment Georgia turned and walked slowly down the street behind her parents. They all turned south on Broadway, and vanished from her sight. The street seemed empty when they were gone, inhabited only by the fierce glare of the sun. They were lost in the heat, the glare, the scaring confusion of the city. She never saw any of them again.
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    Morning


    Morning · Jack Asleep


    Morning · Jack Erect


    Morning · Jack Afloat


    Morning · Mrs. Jack Awake


    Morning · Mrs. Jack and the Maid


    Morning · Jack and His Wife


    Morning · The World that Jack Built


    The Great Building · (April, 1930)


    The Elevator Men


    Before the Party


    Piggy Logan


    The Family


    The Party Beginning


    The Guests Arriving


    The Lover


    Mr. Hirsch Was Wounded Sorrowfully


    Piggy Logan’s Circus


    The Guests Departing · The Fire


    The Fire · The Outpouring of the Honeycomb


    The Fire · The Tunneled Rock


    After the Fire · These Two Together


    Love Is Enough?

  


  MORNING


  “Hartmann!”


  “Hier, Herr Professor.”


  “Das wort für garten.”


  “Hortus, Herr Professor.”


  “Deklination?”


  “Zweite.”


  “Geschlecht?”


  “Maskulinum, Herr Professor.”


  “Deklinieren!”


  Hartmann stiffened his shoulders slightly, drew a deep breath, and, looking straight before him with a wooden expression, rapidly recited in an expressionless sing-song tone:


  “Hortus, horti, horto, hortum, horte, horto; horti, hortorum, hortis, hortos, horti, hortis.”


  “So. Setzen sie, Hartmann.”


  Hartmann sat down blowing slightly at the corners of his thick mouth. For a moment he held his rigid posture, then he relaxed warily, his little eyes wavered craftily from side to side, he stole a look of triumph and of satisfaction at his comrades.


  He was only a child in years, but his limbs and features held in miniature the mature lineaments of a man. He seemed never to have been young or child-like. His face was tough, sallow and colorless: the skin looked as thick and rough as a man’s and it was covered unpleasantly with thick white hair which was not visible until one came close to him. His eyes were small, red, and watery looking and thickly lashed and browed with the same silken, unpleasantly white, hair. His features were small, blunted, and brutal: the nose small and turned up and flattened at the tip, so that the nostrils had a wide flaring appearance, the mouth was coarse, blurred and indefinite, and the cheekbones also had a blunted flattened-out appearance.


  Hartmann’s head was shaved, a bluish stubble of hair covered it evenly, and the structure of the skull was ugly, mean, and somehow repellent: it seemed to slant forward and downward from the bony cage at the back of the brain to a pinched and painful brow. Finally Hartmann’s body was meagre and stringy looking, but immensely tough, his hands were disproportionately large and raw, and dangled crudely and clumsily at his sides. Brutal in mind and body, neither his person nor his character was pleasing, and Frederick hated him. And this hatred Hartmann returned on him with cordial measure.


  “Jack!”


  Frederick did not hear that word of harsh command. His dark eye brooded into vacancy, his mind was fixed and lost in stellar distances, his spirit was soaring far away across the surging blue, the immense and shiny wink of an ocean that washed the shores of all the earth. And a channel of bright water led him straight to the goal of all his dreaming. Upon the decks of clean white river-steamers he went down the river Rhine. He went from Koblenz on to Bonn, from Bonn, [Bonn] to Köln, from Köln to Düsseldorf, and then through Holland to the sea. And then he put out to sea upon another mightier ship. The sea was blue and shining, but there was also gold upon it: it was never grey. The great ship foamed and lifted with a lordly prancing motion, like a horse, he felt the rock and swell, the infinite plangent undulance of the sea beneath that foaming keel, and the great ship rushed onward day by day into the west.


  And now, after many days, Frederick saw before him the outposts of the land. He smelled the brave familiar fragrance of the land, the spermy sea-wrack and the warmth of earth, and he saw before him first pale streaks of sand, a low coast, and then faint pallid greens, and little towns and houses. Now, the ship entered the narrow gateways of the harbor, and now Frederick saw before him a great harbor busy with the play and traffic of a thousand boats. And he saw before him, at the harbor’s base, a fabulous city, built upon an island. It swept upward from an opalescent cloud, from which it seemed to grow, on which it was upborne lightly, and as magical as a vision, and yet it was real and shining, and as solid as the rock on which it had been founded. And by the city flowed a river—“ein Fluss viel schöner als den Rhein”—a thing almost incredible, and yet it must be so, for Uncle Max had seen it, and sworn just the night before that it was true. Beyond the city was an immense, fertile, and enchanted land—“ein Land von unbegrenzte möglich keiten,” Uncle Max had sworn, and surely Uncle Max had known, for he had come back from that country speaking its strange nasal accents, wearing its strange garments, rich with the tribute of its enormous bounty. And he had said that some day he would come and take Frederick back with him, and Frederick, dreaming of the wealth, the gold, the glory and the magic of that far shining city that floated upward from its cloud of mist hoped for this more than for anything on earth.


  “Jack! Jack! Ist Friedrich Jack hier?”


  He came to with a sharp start of confusion as that harsh and choleric voice broke in upon his revery, and the class whose attention had been riveted for some seconds on his dreaming face burst into a sharp and sudden yelp of glee as he scrambled frantically to his feet, straightened his shoulders, and stammered out confusedly,


  “Hier, bitte. Ja. Ich bin hier.”


  That high and hateful face, hairless, skull-like, seamed and parchment dry, scarred hideously upon one sallow cheek, with its livid scorpion of saber wounds, and with thin convulsive lips drawn back above a row of big yellow teeth, now peered at him above its glasses with a stare of wall-eyed fury. In a moment the stringy tendons of the neck craned hideously above the choker collar, and the harsh voice rasped with fury as old Kugel’s ramrod form bowed with a slightly ironic courtesy in its frock coat sheathing of funereal black.


  “Wenn sie sind fertig, Excellenz,” he said.


  “Ja—Ja—fertig,” Frederick stammered foolishly and incoherently, wondering desperately what the question was, and if it had already been asked. The class tittered with expectancy, and already unnerved by his shock and confusion, Frederick blurted out with no sense at all of what he was saying: “Ich meine—Ich bin fertig—Onkel!”


  A sickening wave of shame and mortification swept over him the moment that he spoke the words, and as the instant roar of the class brought to him the knowledge of his hideous blunder. Onkel! Would he ever hear the end of this? And how could he have been such a fool as to identify, even in a moment of forgetfulness, this cruel and ugly old ape with the princely and heroic figure of his Uncle Max. Tears of shame welled in his eyes, he stammered out incoherent apologies and explanations that went unheard in the furious uproar of the class, but he could have bitten his tongue out for rage and mortification.


  As for Kugel, he stood stock still, his eyes staring with horror, like a man who has just received a paralytic stroke. In a moment, recovering his powers of speech, and torn with fury between the roaring class and the culprit who stood trembling before him, he snatched up a heavy book, lifted it high above his head in two dry, freckled hands, and smashed it down upon the table with terrific force.


  “Schweig!” he yelled. “Schweigen sie!” a command that was no longer necessary, since all of them had subsided instantly into a stunned cowed silence.


  He tried to speak but could not find the words he wanted. In a moment, pointing a parched trembling finger at Frederick, he said in a small choked whisper of a voice:


  “Das wort—das wort—für Bauer.” He craned convulsively above his collar as if he was strangling.


  Frederick gulped, opened his mouth and gaped wordlessly.


  “Was?” screamed Kugel taking a step toward him.


  “Ag-ag-ag!” he stuttered like a miserable idiot.


  “Was!”


  He had known the word a moment before—he knew it still, he tried frantically to recall it, but now, his fright, shame, and confusion were so great that he could not have pronounced it if he had had it written out before him on a piece of paper.


  Desperately he tried again.


  “Ag-ag-ag,” but at the titter of laughter that began to run across the class again, he subsided helplessly, completely disorganized and unable to continue.


  Kugel stared at him a moment over the rims of his thick glasses, his yellow bulging eyeballs fixed in an expression of hatred and contempt.


  “Ag-ag-ag!” he sneered, with hateful mimicry. “Erst es war onkel—und jetzt müsst er den Schlucken haben!”


  He regarded Frederick a moment longer with cold hate, and then dismissed him.


  “Schafskopf! Setzen sie,” he said.


  Frederick sat down.


  —


  That day as the children were going away from school, he heard steps pounding after him and a voice calling to him, a word of command and warning raucous, surly, hoarse. He knew it was Albert Hartmann, and he did not stop. He quickened his step a little and walked on doggedly. Hartmann called again, this time with menace in his voice.


  “Hey—Jack!” Frederick did not pause. “Excellenz! Onkel!” it cried with a jeering note.


  “Ag—ag! Schafskopf!” At the last word, Frederick stopped abruptly and turned, his face flushed with anger. He was a small neat figure of a boy, well-kept, round-featured, with straight black hair and the dark liquid eyes of his race. His somewhat chubby face was ruddy and fresh colored, his neat blue jacket and his flat student’s cap were of far better cut and quality than Albert Hartmann’s, which were poorly made and of mean material, and his firm plump features had in them a touch of the worldly assurance and scornful complacency, the sense of material appraisal that the children of wealthy merchants sometimes have.


  Hartmann pounded up, breathing thickly and noisily through the corners of his blunt ugly mouth. Then he seized Frederick roughly by the sleeve, and said:


  “Well, Ag-ag, do you think you’ll know the word next time he asks you? Have you learned your lesson? Hey?”


  Frederick detached his sleeve from Albert Hartmann’s grasp, and surveyed him coldly. He did not answer him. At this moment, Walter Grauschmidt, another of the boys in the class, came up and joined them. Albert Hartmann turned and spoke to him with an ugly grin.


  “I was asking Ag—Ag here if he’d know the word for farmer the next time Kugel calls on him,” he said.


  “No. He’ll never know the word for farmer,” Walter Grauschmidt answered calmly, and with assurance. “He’ll know the word for money. He’ll know the word for cash. He’ll know the word for interest and loan in every language in the world. But he’ll never know the word for farmer.”


  “Why?” said Albert Hartmann looking at his more gifted and intelligent companion with a stupid stare.


  “Why,” said Walter Grauschmidt deliberately, “because he is a Jew, that’s why. A farmer has to work hard with his hands. And there never was a Jew who would work hard with his hands if he could help it. He lets the others do that sort of work, while he sits back and takes the money in. They are a race of pawnbrokers and money lenders. My father told me.” He turned to Frederick and spoke quietly and insultingly to him. “That’s right, isn’t it? You don’t deny it, do you?”


  “Ja! Ja!” cried Albert Hartmann excitedly, now furnished with the words and reasons he had not wit enough to contrive himself. “That’s it! That’s the way it is! A Jew! That’s what you are!” he cried to Frederick. “You never worked with your hands in your life! You wouldn’t know a farmer if you saw one!”


  Frederick looked at them both silently, and with contempt. Then he turned and walked away from them.


  “Yah! Pawnbroker! Your people got their start by cheating other people out of money! Yah!”


  The hoarse and inept jibes followed him until he turned the corner of the street in which he lived. It was a narrow cobbled street of ancient gabled houses, some of which hung out with such a crazy Gothic overhang that they almost touched each other across the street. But the street was always neat and tidy. The houses were painted with bright rich colors and there were little shops with faded Gothic signs above them. The old irregular cobbles had a clean swept appearance, and the old houses were spotless in their appearance. The stones and brasses seemed always to have been freshly scrubbed and polished, the windows glittered like flat polished mirrors, and the curtains in the windows were always crisp, fresh and dainty looking. In Spring and Summer, the window ledges were gay with flower boxes of bright geraniums.


  In an old four-story house half way down this little street, Frederick lived with his mother, a sister, his uncle and his aunt. His father had died several years before, and had left his family a comfortable, although not a great, inheritance. And now his uncle carried on the family business.


  They were a firm of private bankers and they had always borne a respected name. Beginning with Frederick’s grandfather, over sixty years before, the firm had carried on its business in the town of Koblenz. And it had always been assumed, without discussion, that Frederick also would go into the firm when he had finished school.


  Frederick went along the pleasant ancient street until he came to the old house where he lived. In this house, members of his family had lived for eighty years. His bedroom was on the top floor of the house. It was a little gabled room below the eaves and at night before he went to sleep he could hear the voices of people passing in the street, sometimes a woman’s laughter suddenly, and sometimes nothing but footsteps which approached, passed, and faded with a lonely echoing sound.


  The street ended in a broad tree-shaded promenade that crossed it at right angles and which was one of the leading thoroughfares of the town.


  Beyond that was the river Rhine.


  [¬]


  MORNING

  JACK ASLEEP


  Jack thought he had gone back home to visit his family. Although his uncle had been dead for twenty years, and his aunt for twelve, and his sister was now an elderly married woman, with grown-up children of her own, who lived in Frankfort, and his mother was an old woman in the seventies, it seemed to Jack that they were all living in the old house in the Weinfass Gasse, and that none of them had grown any older. He was himself a spruce, smartly groomed, grey-haired man, but no one seemed to notice this. Everyone treated him as if he was a child, and as if he had been away from home for forty days, instead of forty years.


  But now that he was back among them, he was haunted day and night by intolerable images of fear and pity. Nothing around him seemed to have changed one jot. The old house in the Wine-Cask Street looked just the same as it had always looked, and when he entered a room it leaped instantly into all its former life for him and he remembered the place of every minute object in it, even the place in an old wooden clock where the winding-key was kept, although these were things he had not thought of for many years. And the heavy deliberate tock of the old clock in the silent room suddenly awoke, with its own single character of time, the memory of a thousand winter evenings when he had bent above his book under the warm light of the table lamp, and had felt time slowly wear away around him, the grey ash of its slow intolerable fire.


  These images of the past returned to him instantly, and they filled him with weariness and horror. Everything was as familiar as it was the day he left it, and yet it was stranger than a dream. He had returned to all that he had known and was part of, and yet it no longer seemed a part of him. It seemed incredible that it had ever been a part of him, and its very familiarity filled his soul with terror and unbelief. And this same doubt and terror chilled his heart when he thought of all the years since childhood that he had spent in America, and of the life he had lived there. The old life of his youth had instantly possessed him with all its terror of strangeness and familiarity and now it seemed impossible to believe that he had ever been away.


  Then, Jack thought he went to bed in the little room of his childhood and that he dreamed he had gone to America, and that all his life there had been nothing but a dream. He thought he awoke suddenly at dawn to hear a cart rumbling on the narrow cobbled street below and to think for a moment that he was in New York. Then he would sweat with horror for it seemed that he belonged to nothing he had known, and could never tell whether his life had been a dream or a reality, or whether he had ever known a home or made a voyage. And it seemed to him that he was doomed forever to be a traveller upon the illimitable and protean ocean of time, borne constantly across its stormy seas upon a dark phantasmal ship that never reached a port, haunted forever by dreams of homes and cities he had never known. Grey horror gripped him. The snake of desolation ate his heart.


  Yet, it seemed to Jack that his family saw nothing strange in his appearance or demeanour. He had returned to them, but he was still a boy of seventeen to them. He looked into the mirror in his little room, and he saw the grey hair and the worldly features of a man past fifty. This was the self he knew and saw, but his mother, his aunt, his uncle, his sister, his cousin, Karl, and the servant Anna, saw no change in him at all. And just as nothing in the street or house had changed a jot, so all of them looked just the same age as they had looked when he was seventeen.


  Moreover when he tried to speak to them, he found he had forgotten his native German tongue. He understood every word they spoke to him, yet when he tried to answer a strange wordless jargon broke harshly from his lips, filling his heart with shame and terror. And yet they seemed to know just what he wished to say, and answered him without surprise.


  Alone, with fear slow-feeding with its poisonous lip against his heart, he would try to speak to himself in English, but the words came rustily with a guttural outlandish accent, strange and difficult to his own ears and, he felt, incomprehensible to others. It seemed that he was tongueless, homeless, and a phantom, that he belonged to nothing, was sure of nothing, and that his whole life might be nothing but an image in the dream of time.


  Jack thought he had returned to his own people for only a short visit and yet, at the very instant of returning, he was filled with horror and desolation to the roots of his soul, and with a desire to escape as soon as possible. But, escape where? He was no longer sure of his own life in America, or that he had ever been there, and the thought of his return there filled him with the same doubt, horror, and confusion. And his family treated him as if he had returned to live with them forever, and was still a child. They lavished upon him the kind of tenderness and affection that people lavish on a beloved child who has returned from a long journey, and their incessant kindness, their constant efforts to amuse, interest, and delight him choked him with a sense of furious exasperation and indignity, and at the same time with an unutterable rending pity. Their eager attentions, their constant solicitude, their gleeful certainty that the childish entertainment they had prepared for him was just the thing that would enrapture him rasped his nerves to a frenzied irritation. Hot and angry words rose to his lips, words of curt refusal, angry requests that he be given an hour’s peace and privacy alone, but when he tried to speak them he could not. They were themselves like children in their eager innocence, and to answer their tender love, to repay their pitiable preparations, with sharp and angry words would have been like meeting the love of children with a blow.


  Yet, their well-intentioned kindliness was maddening. On his arrival, they had all insisted on panting up the steps behind him to his room. The little room beneath the gables that he had slept in as a child had been made ready for him, but now it seemed small and cramped. The same bed he had slept in as a boy was spread tightly with clean coarse linen sheets and pillows, and covered with the fat pleated yellow comforter beneath whose warmth he had lain snugly as a child but which would now only warm his feet and legs while his shoulders froze, or cover back and neck, while feet congealed. He wondered how he could ever fit into such a bed, or find repose on the granite hardness of its two thick mattresses, or wash himself out of the little half-pint bowl and pitcher which sat tidily upon its school boy’s washstand, or dry his face upon the scrap of towel, or crouch down low enough to see to shave himself in the little square of mirror in whose mottled surface the face blurred, swelled, or contracted with a mercurial uncertainty.


  But they all stood around and beamed and winked at one another gleefully as if his heart must be simply bursting with speechless rapture in face of all this luxury. Anna,—Die Grosse Anna—the servant who had worked for his family as long as he could remember waddled heavily to the bed and pranced her stiffened fingers up and down on it a dozen times, turning to look at him triumphantly as if to say: “What do you think of that, hey?”


  Then Anna and his mother had made him sit down upon the bed and bounce up and down on it in an experimental manner, while all the others stood and looked on admiringly. He had obliged them dutifully, but suddenly, as he was bouncing up and down there like a fool, he had looked straight into the little mirror and seen his image, bobbing clownishly, reflected there. He saw his face, the plump, ruddy face of a well-kept man of fifty-four, the neat grey moustache, crisply trimmed, and twisted at its ends into waxed points, the clipped grey hair, neatly parted in the middle, the straight square shoulders set-off trimly with a coat that fit him beautifully, the crisp business like style of the collar and the rich dull fabric of his necktie, with the white carnation in his buttonhole. It was the figure of a man of mark and dignity, but now he saw it disfigured by a foolish simpering leer, and prancing up and down upon a bed like an idiot. It was intolerable, intolerable, and suddenly Jack began to choke with speechless rage.


  But everyone stood around him goggle eyed and gap-jawed with a look of rapture, and Anna said to him with exultant satisfaction: “Ah, I tell you what! It’s good to be back in your own bed again, isn’t it, Mr. Freddy? I’ll bet you thought of it many’s the time while you were gone. Hey? I thought so!” the old fool said triumphantly, although he had said nothing. “Sleeping among all those foreigners,” the ignorant woman cried contemptuously, “in beds you don’t know who’s been in the night before! Well, Mister Freddy,” she went on in a bantering tone, “home’s not such a bad place after all, is it?” She prodded him stiffly with her thick red fingers, chuckling craftily.


  Jack stared at her with an expression of apoplectic horror. This, this, Great God, to a man who had gone out and conquered the great world and who had known all the luxury and wealth that world could offer. This to a man who lived only in the best hotels when he travelled anywhere, whose room at home was a chamber twenty feet each way,—yes, by God, a room twenty feet each way in a city where every foot of space was worth its weight in gold.


  Then his cousin Karl, winking at him drolly, had opened the door of the little walnut cabinet beside the bed and sharply rapped a knuckle against the chamber-pot with a mellow echoing ping. All the others had screamed with laughter, coarsely, while he sat there foolishly with a burning face. Were they mad? Was it a clownish joke that they were playing on him? But when he looked into their faces and saw the depth of love and tenderness in them he knew that it was not and the words of hot anger were silenced on his lips.


  In the morning, before he was up, he heard Anna toiling heavily up the ancient winding stairs. Broad and red of face and breathing stertorously, she entered, bearing a tray with a silver pot, an enormous cup and saucer of fine thin china, a crispy flaky roll and a pot of jam. Eagerly, Jack seized the handle of the silver pot, tilted the tall frail spout into the cup and then discovered that the pot contained hot thick chocolate instead of the strong black coffee which he had had for thirty years, and must have now. But when he demanded irritably of Anna if she had no coffee, and why she had not brought it to him, she looked at him first with an expression of stupefaction, and then with alarm and reproach.


  “Why, Mister Freddy,” she said chidingly, “you’ve always had your chocolate every morning of your life. Surely you haven’t gone and started drinking coffee while you were away. Why, what would your mother say if she knew you’d gone and formed the coffee-habit? You know she’d never let you have it. Ach! That’s what comes of all this gadding about and going to America,” she muttered. “It’s Mister Max who got you into this—with all his crazy Yankee ways he’s picked up over there—oranges for breakfast, if you please!—Gott!—putting all that acid in your stomach before you’ve got any solid food in you—I told your mother when you left—I said that something of this sort would happen—‘He’s not to be trusted with that child!’ I said. ‘You mark my words, you let him go with Mr. Max and something will happen you’ll be sorry for!’ Come, now, Freddy” she said coaxingly and with a bantering jocosity that infuriated him, “Drink your nice chocolate that I made for you while it’s good and hot. It’s just the thing you need.” Then, seeing the angry protest in his face, she relented a little, saying: “Well, I’ll ask your mother if you can have a cup of coffee for your Second Breakfast. If she says it’s all right, I’ll make it for you.”


  Zweite Frühstück! He had forgotten that abomination! At nine o’clock in the morning beer, sausages, sauerkraut, cold cut meats, and liverwurst, pumpernickel, butter, jam—and beer again! Bah! He started to tell her savagely that, so far as he was concerned, there would be no second breakfast; he’d have coffee, toast, two eggs and orange juice right now, or not at all. Yes, by God! And he’d put an end to this Mister Freddy business once for all. Did this old fool think he was a schoolboy that he should have to whine and wheedle like a ninny for a cup of coffee? Ask his mother!


  The sense of injury and indignity rose up choking in his throat. Why, damn them all, he’d show them if he was to be treated like a child in arms. He’d show them that they had a grown man to deal with, who had gone out and faced the world alone, and made his own way in a foreign country while the rest of them stayed home and went to seed in a one horse town. Where would they all be now if it hadn’t been for him? Who had moved heaven and earth during the war to get food through to them? Who had smuggled, bribed, pulled wires, wrote letters, sweated blood, made use of every stratagem and exerted every influence, and spared no labor and expense to keep them all from starving? Whose money had kept them going in the years that followed the Armistice? Who was it? Oh, they knew, they knew well enough! Mister Freddy was the boy! And was the man who had done all this to ask permission of his mother to drink a cup of coffee? By God, he did not think so!


  Yet, when he looked up with a tongue of fierce reproof, he saw Anna’s broad red face, which had in it all the love, the loyalty, the concern, and simple trust of those innocent and child-like people who spend their lives in serving others, and whose lives are lived only in the lives of those they serve and love. When Jack saw this, he could not speak the hot and angry words. Instead, his heart was twisted in him with wild nameless pity. It seemed to him that his life had been steeped in all the hard and iniquitous dyes of the great earth, that he could never recapture his lost innocence again, nor make these people understand the man be had become. To them he was still the child who had left them; to him they seemed themselves like children. The strange dark light of time fell over him, and he had no tongue to utter what he wished to say.


  Then his mother came and sat beside him, her dark convulsive face marked deep with pride and tenderness. And one by one the others came and stood fondly around his bed; wild fury choked him, shame covered him, pain and pity stabbed his heart, but they stood round him while he dressed.


  They were always with him. They were with him in the house and in the garden. They were with him when he went out in the street. They watched him eat, they came to watch him when he bathed. Each night they ushered him to bed, and every morning they were standing round him when he woke. He was never for a moment free of them, he had not a moment’s peace or privacy; horror, boredom, a feeling of loss and agony drowned his spirit. He turned on them to curse them with all the fury of his maddened and exasperated flesh, but when he looked into their faces alive with love and tenderness his heart was torn with wild pity, and he could not speak.


  In the house it was always night or morning. In the street it was always morning, and under the lime trees in the garden behind the house where bright geraniums grew, it was always afternoon. And they were always with him. They prodded him with gleeful fingers, they winked at him with knowing and secretive winks, they rubbed their hands in exultant anticipation, as they hinted, darkly, at some new delight they had prepared for him. Sometimes it was Anna with something held behind her back: a plate covered with a napkin—“Guess what’s here?” He could not. It would be a heavy peach-cake, glutinous with its syrups, and covered with a luscious inch-thick coat of “schlagsahne.” And with beer! Great God! With beer! His stomach turned against this richness, his Yankee notions cautioned a trim girth for business men, and careful diets, and his man-like dignity cursed with rage because a mature and worldly man must grin and gloat like a boy over a cookie which a fool of an old woman had given him. Nevertheless, he took it smiling, trying to show the right degree of stupefied surprise and ecstasy the old woman expected him to feel.


  Then the others rubbed their hands exultantly as they hinted at surprises, or told him of delights in store for him. On Monday they were invited out to Uncle Abe’s for dinner—his heart sank down with leaden weariness; on Wednesday Cousin Jake was coming with his wife for tea—his flesh turned grey with apathy; on Sunday—oh! he’d grin all over when he heard what they had planned for Sunday!—they were taking the Rhine-boat for a picnic in the woods across the river ten miles up, after which they would cross by ferry, and walk home again.


  Desolation.


  Jack thought that he endured it all—dinner at Uncle Abe’s together with young Abie’s stamp collections, and songs and selections at the piano by young Lena afterwards; tea with the family and Cousin Jake and his wife Sadie, and all that pompous fool’s smart-Aleck questions about America—which he had never visited but which he could talk about, of course, with all his customary conceit, assurance, and unfathomed ignorance.


  Jack endured it all—food, weddings, the interminable family gatherings, and reunions, funerals, gossip, visits and receptions. He endured all the questions endlessly repeated and patiently answered to circles of dark oily faces, smiling with benignant and approving pride above fat paunches comfortably crossed by hands. He endured the picnics up the river and the long walks back, blistered feet and prehistoric plumbing, beer evenings of a sodden jollity in enormous and cavernous drinking halls, thick with a murk of smoke, glutinous with the warmth and odor of a thousand heavy bodies and roaring with the thick mixed tumults of guttural voices and Wagnerian music.


  Jack endured it all, and fear ate like a vulture at his heart, desolation rested in his bowels, and his heart was torn with nameless horror and pity as he saw how like a ghost he had become to all that was a part of him, to everything with which his life was most familiar. And always time lay feeding at his heart. It crept along the channels of his blood, it grew within his flesh and flowered in his brain like a grey and cancerous plant. He lay tranced below its hypnotic pressure, like a rabbit caught and held under the baleful spell of a serpent’s eye, he was powerless to act or move, but always he was conscious of his life wasting and consuming fatally under the strange dark light of time. In his heart there dwelt forever the horror of a memory, almost captured, of a word almost spoken, of a decision almost understood and made. The knowledge of some great labor left undone, of a terrible duty unfulfilled, of the irrevocable years that had been passed and wasted and of friends and works forgot while he lay tranced and stricken by time’s sorcery, haunted him day and night, but what the goal, the labor, and the duty were, he could not say.


  Smoke! His life was passing like a dream under the strange and terrible visages of time, and Jack sought for some door he could enter, and he found none open. He longed for some goal and home and harbor, and he had nowhere to go.


  Then, out of the old house where all lay sleeping he crept one day into the high and ancient street where all the houses tottered and leaned together like conspiring crones and where bright sunlight cut cool depths of Gothic shadows and where it was always morning.


  —


  Now Jack was walking in an ancient cobbled street; but not the one he lived in. The old gabled houses with their mellow timbers, their bright rich colors, and their high Gothic overhang seemed to bend and lean like old live things above the narrow cobbled ways, conferring quietly in all the attitudes of familiar personal intimacy. They had a look of old witch-haggery, crone-like, wise and ancient, and yet unmalign. They were like old benignant wives and gossips of the town huddled above some juicy morsel of town scandal, and yet they seemed innocent and familiar.


  Although the street was hundreds of years old, it had a quality that was wonderfully fresh and living. The slow wear and waste of time, the rich alluvial deposits of centuries seemed only to have given to the street a richer and profounder sort of life. This life had not only entered or worked its way into the old houses, it had also got into the cobbles and the narrow pavements before the houses, giving a line of life, a rich and vital color to everything. The old timbers of the houses were seasoned in the hues of time, and even in the warp and wave of ancient walls, in the sag and bend of roofs and basements, there was a rich undulant vitality which only time could bring. Moreover, all harsh lines and angles seemed to have been rubbed and softened by this slow enormous chemistry of time. And this chemistry had given the street a warmth and life which seemed to Jack to make it not only richer in quality, but somehow more young and wholesome than the streets of home.


  The street sprang instantly into living unity, with a tone and quality which was incomparable and unique, and yet the houses were richly varied by all the colors and designs of an elfin and capricious architecture. But in comparison to this street, a street at home with its jargon of ugly and meaningless styles, its harsh pale colors broken with gloomy interspersions of dingy grey and rusty brown, the prognathous rawness of apartment houses, lofts, and office buildings of new raw brick or glaring stone, that ranged from dreary shambles of two stories to forty glittering floors of arrogant steel and stone, the ragged confusion of height, and the beaten weariness of grey pavements bleakly worn by a million feet, seemed sterile, raw, and lifeless in its senseless and chaotic fury.


  It was morning, the sun cut crisply and yet with an autumnal mellowness into the steep old shadows of the street. The sun felt warm and drowsy, but in the shadows of the houses Jack felt at once the premonitory breath of frost.


  Before one of the old houses a woman with thick mottled arms and wide solid-looking hams was down upon her hands and knees, vigorously “going for” the stone step before a door. Jack noticed that the step was of old red stone, worn and hollowed deeply by the feet of four hundred years, and at the same time he noticed that the street and pavement was made of this same red stone, and had been worn, rounded, and enriched by time just as everything else had been. The woman who was scrubbing the stone finished, and got up like a strong clumsy animal. Her face was red, flushed triumphantly by her labor, and with a swift motion of her thick red hand she brushed back some strands of blown hair. Then she seized the bucket of grey sudsy water and dashed it out into the gutter. Finally she began to talk loudly and cheerfully to a woman who was passing along the other side of the street with an enormous market basket on her arm. And Jack felt that all of this was just as it had always been. All his former sensations of strangeness and phantasmal unreality had vanished. He felt secure and certain and exultant. He seemed always to have known this street, and all the people in it, and this knowledge gave him a feeling of the most extraordinary happiness he had ever known.


  A man rode slowly by upon a bicycle. The man wore a flat cap, he had a straight stiff collar and wore a stringy necktie. He had on a belted coat, and he wore thick solid shoes and long black woollen stockings. He pedalled with deliberate care, pausing at the apex of his stroke, while his wheel wobbled perilously on the cobbles, and pedalling downward with a strong driving motion that sent him swiftly forward again. The man had a small lean face, a little bristly tuft of moustache, and hard muscular jaws that writhed unpleasantly. Jack was sure he knew this man. And all along the street there were small shops with panes of leaded glass and little bells that tinkled as one entered. Some had old wooden signs that hung out in the streets before them, and some had Gothic lettering of rich faded colors on the wall of the house above the shop. The windows were crammed to bursting with fat succulent looking sausages, rich pastries, chocolate, rolls and bread, flasks of wine or bundles of cigars made of strong coarse looking tobacco. And Jack knew that when one entered the shop the proprietor would greet him with a long, droll, gutturally friendly “Mo-o-o-rgen!”


  Jack did not know why he was walking in this street, but he knew that a meeting with someone he had known was impending, and this certain knowledge increased the feeling of joy and security he had already. And suddenly he saw them all about him in the street—the friends and schoolmates of his youth—and he knew instantly why he was there among them.


  And now another curious fact appeared. Here were the companions of his early years in the grammar school, and here were those he had known later in the gymnasium. He knew and recognized them instantly, and yet he saw with a sense of sorrow and without surprise that all of them had grown old. He had seen none of them since his childhood, and now the children he had known had grown into old men with worn eyes and wrinkled faces. Jack saw this instantly and yet it caused him no surprise; when he looked at them he could see they were old men but he seemed to look straight through their old faces into the faces of the children he had known. And the moment that he saw them they came to him and grasped him by the hand. They spoke to him with kindly friendship and with no surprise or questioning, and there was something infinitely sorrowful, weary, and resigned in their voices.


  Then they were sitting all together at a pleasant table in an old beer house, looking with quiet eyes into the street. The waiter came to take their order, and they ordered beer. Jack saw that the waiter was a heavily built man of middle age who walked with a heavy limp. His head was shaven, he wore a long apron that went from neck to ankles and that had been woven out of a coarse blue thread. The man had a kindly brutal face, and the same quiet and sorrowful eyes the others had. He said “Was soll es sein?” in a gruff and friendly tone, taking their orders with a rough male friendliness and limping away to fill them.


  They sat at a table of old dark wood, scored and carved with many deep initials and shining with the cleanliness of countless scrubbings. The place was vast and deep; it was full of old dark woods and cool depths, and the strong wet reek of beer came freshly on the air.


  With Jack sitting at the table and looking out into the street were Walter Grauschmidt, Paul Heyst, and Ludwig Berniker. Ludwig had become a mountain of a man, with a bald, shining, completely hairless head and a swinish face. And yet the head and face had also a profound and massive strength, a curious and tragic mixture of swinish gluttony and lonely and sorrowful thought, as if the beast and the angel of the race had come together there. Jack had seen these faces in his youth ten thousand times, and they had haunted his memory with the enigma of their bestial and hateful swinishness and their massive and lonely power and dignity, but now he noticed also that Ludwig’s head was disfigured at the temple with a clean bullet hole, bluish and bloodless at the edges, and drilled cleanly through his brain. Then he remembered having heard that Ludwig who had served throughout the war as an officer of infantry had been killed, or it was thought, had killed himself, in the week before the Armistice. Yet neither this fact, nor the clean bullet hole in Ludwig’s temple, caused Jack any surprise whatever.


  Instead, a quiet and certain knowledge, an old and sorrowful acceptation which had no need or words, seemed to bind them all together as they sat at their pleasant table, looking out into the street. Then, as they sat there at their beer, looking with quiet eyes into the street, Jack saw the figure of his once hated enemy Hartmann, stumping by. And Hartmann, too, had grown old and battered. He also walked with a heavy limp, which he had got in the war, he was poorly and shabbily dressed, and he wore the flat cap of a working man.


  Yet Jack knew him instantly, and with the same strange recognition that had no surprise in it. He jumped to his feet crying sharply, “Albert, Albert!”, and Hartmann turned slowly, blinking and peering from right to left through small worn rheumy eyes like an old bewildered animal. Then Jack ran out into the street to greet him. But the sense of triumph, the moment of victory, which he thought would be the fruit of the encounter, had vanished. He was conscious only of a feeling of great warmth and affection for Hartmann, and of the sorrowful presence of time. Then Hartmann knew him, and to his horror he saw him make a movement towards his cap as if to take it off. But instead, he rubbed his hand clumsily and hesitantly upon his trousers leg before he grasped the hand that Jack held out to him. Then the two of them together went back into the beer hall and joined their friends where they all sat by the window. Hartmann greeted the rest of them shyly and awkwardly, and at first seemed ill at ease as if he thought this big cafe was much too fine for a working man. An immense weight of sorrow and dejection bowed him down and, at length, shaking his head slightly, he said quietly to Jack:


  “Oh, Frederick, Frederick! I have known so much trouble in my life.”


  For a space the others had said nothing. Then Ludwig took his pipe out of his mouth and held it in the great mutton of his hand upon the table. Then he said quietly, in confirmation, “Ja-a-a. Ich weiss.”


  It was so quietly spoken that it seemed a whisper rather than a word, and suddenly it seemed to Jack that at the instant it was spoken all the others had confirmed it like an echo, and that in it was all the sorrowful and resigned wisdom of the earth. And yet he could not swear that anyone had spoken. They sat there quietly, in their strange communion of sorrow and kindliness, and resignation, they drew with slow meditation on their pipes and drank their beer.


  It seemed to Jack now that all he had wanted to say to them need not be said. A thousand times he had looked forward to such a meeting. He had foreseen their wonderment and awe when they saw how fine a man he had become. It had thrilled him to think of the great figure he would cut among them when he returned and they would see him, not old and shabby and provincial as they were, but a man of urbane and distinguished manner, a man of high position in the great world, a man of power and quiet authority, who sat familiarly at dinner every day with famous people, and who dealt every day with sums of money which would have beggared their whole city. In years, they were no older than he was and yet their flesh was old and loose and sagging, while his was ruddy, plump and firm. Their teeth, clamped on their pipes, were old and blackened and decayed while his were still white and sound, cunningly braced and filled with gold and porcelain by the finest dentists, and everyone could see at once the difference between their cheap ill-fitting clothes and the expensive and “distinguished” garments which had been made for him by a London tailor. Here, for instance, was old Grauschmidt sitting at his side and wearing an incredible wing-collar, a stringy little necktie, a shoddy little suit of an outlandish cut, with a funny little hat of green that had a brush of horsehair at the side of it. If he wore that outfit in New York he would have a crowd of urchins howling at his heels within five minutes, and yet, Jack felt none of the triumph and superiority he had expected to feel.


  He had been eager to tell them of his wealth, his great possessions, of the glittering life he lived, and of the fabulous world he lived in. He wanted to tell them of his three expensive motor cars, and of his chauffeur to whom he paid over seven hundred marks a month—yes! with fine food and lodging for his family thrown in!—which was more than most of them could earn in three. He wanted to tell them of the great house he was building in the country which would cost him more than five hundred thousand marks when it was finished, and of the apartment in the city to which he had recently moved, and for which he paid a rent of more than fifty thousand marks a year. And he wanted to tell them of the four maids who got three hundred fifty marks a month apiece, and of his cook—a German woman!—whom he paid five hundred marks a month, and of his offices, where he paid two hundred thousand marks a year in rent, and where even the humblest of his fifty employees—even the office boys—were paid four hundred marks a month.


  He had licked his chops in triumph a thousand times as he foresaw the look of stupefaction on their faces when he told this tale of magic. He could see the pipe poised halfway to the gaping mouth, and hear their guttural fascinated grunts of disbelief and wonder as he went on from height to dizzy height, telling his story quietly and modestly, without vain boasting or affectations. He would laugh good-naturedly at their astonishment, and when they asked him if such marvels as he had described were not almost unheard of, even in the legendary country where he lived, he would assure them they were not—that he was nothing but a minnow in an enormous pond, and that he had many friends who considered him a poor man—Ja! who spent and earned more in a month than he did in a year!


  With fast-gathering impulse, in a tidal sweep of strong desire thicker and faster than his power to utter them, the images of splendor swept up from his memory. He would tell them of great buildings soaring eighty floors into the sky, and of towns the size of Koblenz housed within a single building. He would tell them of a city built upon a rock, and of tunnels bored below the whole length of the city through which at every moment of the day nameless hordes of men were hurled to destinies in little cells.


  Then he would tell them of the night-time world of wealth and art and fashion in which he cut a figure. He would tell them of the style and wit and beauty of his daughter, and of pearl necklaces he gave her, and of money spent upon her clothes in one year’s time that would keep a German family comfortably for ten. He would tell of the ability and shrewdness of his wife’s sister—as smart a woman as ever lived!—and of her great position as vice president of a fashionable woman’s store. He would speak casually of the four trips she made to Paris every year, and of the fortunes which the wives and mistresses of the millionaires spent every year for clothes. He would tell of the business ability of his only son, who was barely twenty-four, but who was prized and trusted like a man of forty by his employers, and who earned four hundred marks a week in a broker’s office.


  Finally he would tell them of his beautiful and talented wife. He would tell them of the high place she had won for herself in the art-world of the city, and of the famous people who knew her and respected her, and how celebrated men and women came and sat around his table every night, and how they called him “Fritz” and how he called them by their first names, and knew all the ways and secrets of their lives.


  Jack had thought and dreamed of this triumphant moment for thirty years, but now that it had come, he could not talk to them. All that he had to say stormed wildly at the gates of speech, but when he tried to speak he could not. Instead, a fast thick jargon broke harshly from his lips, filling his ears with terror, and stirring the air about him with its savage dissonance. He paused, stricken to silence by that unaccustomed sound. He tried again; a speech that was no speech, a sound more brutal than the jargon of a tongueless maniac smote terror to his heart.


  Now madness seized him. The veins swelled upon his forehead, his face grew purple with his rage and bafflement, he beat the table and shouted into their faces, he cursed, snarled, and jeered at them, but nothing but a bestial and incoherent jargon came from him. Then he saw that they were all looking at him with quiet and sorrowful eyes, and their look told him that they knew all, understood all that he had wished to say. And at the same moment it seemed to Jack that he heard that strange whispering echo—that sound filled with acquiescence, with the resigned and final knowledge of men who had known all that any men on earth could know—and which seemed to say, although he could not be certain any words were spoken: “Yes. We know.”


  He said no more. His friends were looking at him with their weary and sorrowful eyes in which there was neither any trace of envy or mockery, nor any of youth’s pride or pain or passion. There was only the agreement of an old and final wisdom, an immense and kindly understanding. Without speaking they seemed to say to him: “We know, we understand you, Frederick, because we have all been young and mad and innocent, and full of hope and anguish. We have seen the way the world goes, and we have seen we could not change it, and now we are old and have seen and known as much of it as men can know.”


  Now Jack no longer wanted to tell them of his triumphs in the world. He no longer wanted to boast about his wealth, his power, his family, or his high position. Instead, it seemed to him that for the first time in his life, his heart had been cleansed of vanity and pretense. He had for these men a feeling of trust and affection such as he never before had for anyone. And suddenly he wanted to talk to them as he had never talked to anyone, to say and hear the things he had never said and heard.


  Like the Mariner who found that he could speak again as soon as he had blessed the living creatures in the sea, so now it seemed to Jack that he could speak and be free again if in penitence and shame he could unpack the sorrowful and secret burden that lay heavy on his heart. He wanted to ask the old men what their own youth had been like and if any of them had known the bitter misery of loneliness and exile in a foreign land. He wanted to tell them the secret dreams and visions of his youth which he had never told to anyone and to hear what dreams and visions they had known. He wanted to tell them of the first years of his life in America, of his little room in a boarding-house, and of the little room he had lived in later in his uncle’s house, and how, forlorn, lonely, poor and wretched as his life had been, he had brought into these little rooms all the proud hope and ecstasy youth can know. He wanted to tell them how he had dreamed of growing rich and famous and of how for years a proud and secret image had sustained his spirit with its prophecy of love and triumph.


  That image was this: in an ancient cobbled street like this one and in one of the old and elfin houses in this street a woman lived. The woman had the face and figure of a young woman he had seen in Bonn when he had stopped off there for a visit to a kinsman on his way to America. He had seen the woman seated at a table with two men in an old dark tavern such as this one where the students at the university went for beer. She was a great blonde creature, lavish of limb and full and deep of breast. She looked toward him once and smiled and he had seen that her eyes were grey and clear and fathomless. Jack had never forgotten her and in the dream which was to haunt and sustain his spirit during his first years in America he saw himself as a rich, famous, and distinguished man who had returned to find her. And although he had seen this woman just one time and only for a moment and knew nothing more about her he was certain that he would know where she was when he went to find her. He could see the street, the house, even the room where she would be. The street was like the picture of a destiny, and the old red light of fading day that lay quietly on the gables of the houses, resting there briefly without violence or heat, with a fading and unearthly glow, was like the phantasmal light of time and dreams. And Jack watched with prescient certitude to see himself, as he turned in from a corner to the street and approached the house where she was waiting for him. He heard her singing as she combed her long blonde hair and he knew the song and all the words she sang as well as all the words that she would speak to him.


  Her lips were red and full, half-parted, living, warm and fragrant as her breath, her hair was like ripe wheat and spun as fine as smoky silk, her eyes as blue and depthless as unfathomed water, and her voice and the song she sang as rich, as strange and haunting as any songs that sirens sang from fabled rocks. Then she received him into her great embrace, he lay drowned in the torrent of her hair, cradled in the fathomless undulance of her great blonde thighs, borne upon the velvet cushion of her belly, engulfed in the lavish bounty of her breasts, and lost to time, to memory, to any other destiny save dark night and the everlasting love of her great flesh to which, a wisp of man, he surrendered blindly with a passionate and willing annihilation.


  This was the dream as it had come to him a thousand times in the first years of poverty and exile to fortify his soul with its triumphant music of love and victory and now he wanted to tell his friends about it and ask them if they too had known such dreams as this in youth. He wanted to tell them how he had gained the power and wealth his heart had visioned and how he had lost the dream and he wanted to ask them if they had also known such loss. He wanted to tell them how the loss had not come bitterly and suddenly but how it came insensibly day by day so that man’s youth and visions slip away from him without his knowing it and time wears slowly at his life as a drop of water wears at rock. He wanted to ask them if they had learned as he had learned the hard knowledge which the world can give a man and which he must get and live by if he is to draw his breath calmly without pain and not to die maddened, snarling, beaten, full of hate, like a wild beast in a snare.


  Jack wanted to ask the old men if they too had found that a boy’s dreams and visions passed like smoke and were like sand that slid and vanished through his fingers for all the good that they might do him. He wanted to ask them if they had learned that a suave and kindly cynicism was better than all the tortured protest in the painful and indignant soul of man and a wise and graceful acquiescence to the way of the world more sensible than all the anguish and madness youth can know. He wanted to ask them if they too had found there is no shame too great to be endured but thinking makes it so and that the wise men of the world have eyes to see with when they need them, ears to hear with when they want to use them for that purpose, but neither eyes, ears, tongues or words for what had better not be seen or known or spoken.


  He wanted to ask them if they too had found that a hard word breaks no bones, that envy, venom, hatred, lies and slander are poisons to which man’s hardy flesh may grow immune and the falseness of one’s wife or mistress is an injury less harmful to sound sleep than an ill-cooked meal or a lumpy mattress—yes! far less harmful to the healthy slumber of a man of great affairs than the ravings of a drunken boy upon the telephone in the middle of the night. Such injuries as this were real and not to be endured. But cuckoldry! Why, cuckoldry was nothing, a joke, a thing to be made light of or ignored by people of experience, something sophisticated people laugh about, a subject for light comedy in the theatre, an evil only to some yokel who would not take the world as it was made.


  Had they not found it so? Was a serious man to lose his own good sleep because his wife had gone to bed with other men? Was it a matter of moment that a woman gave her body for an hour or so to a lover? What did it matter so long as she behaved herself discreetly and got home in time for dinner. Cuckoldry! Why, a man might even take some pride in it, a kind of secret and illicit joy, if his wife had only made him cuckold with a celebrated man—a famous painter, say, or a distinguished lawyer—yes, even if the lover was only a nameless and infatuated fool of a boy, a man might feel a cynical and urbane amusement, an almost paternal and friendly interest. But to lose sleep, to writhe with jealousy or grow sick with shame, to be tortured by a thousand doubts and fears, to waste in flesh and lose all interest in one’s business, to strangle with hatred and choke with murderous fury for revenge, because of the illicit rhythms of a woman’s hams, the infidelities of a few inches of hair and gristle—it was a grotesque idiocy, a childish and provincial superstition, and not to be thought of by a grown man. Jack wanted to ask his friends if they had not found it so.


  Jack also wanted to know if his friends had steeped and stained their souls in the hard dyes of the earth’s iniquity. He wanted to know if they were crusted hide and heart with the hard varnish of complaisance. He wanted to know if they had seen the good man drown and the mad boy perish, if they had held their peace and saved their lives by losing them, buying success at the price of one man’s failure or another’s folly, paying for position as they went, and sure of nothing except that prizes go to men who yield consent.


  The words of shame and penitence rushed to his lips in a hot and choking flood releasing the foul packed burden of his heart of a weight it had not known it bore. Yet when he tried to speak, he could not, no more than when vain boasting filled his mouth. But suddenly he saw their quiet and sorrowful eyes fixed on him, he heard again a strange and wordless whisper full with its weary final knowledge and he knew that they had known all this too and had for him neither reproach nor loathing because of it.


  The old men sat there looking with their quiet eyes into the street where it was always morning. Bright sunlight, ancient, sorrowful, and autumnal sunlight, cut into the cool steep shadows of the street and the sunlight was like wine. Between the terraces of October hills, he knew, the Rhine was flowing. Bathed in the sorrowful harvest of that light, premonitory with its sense of death and parting, the wine hills rose steeply from the edges of a fabled river and the river was itself a tide of golden wine.


  Then Jack bought the old men wine.


  He shouted loudly to the waiter with the brutal and friendly face, and the man came quickly towards the table with his heavy limp. Jack flung great sums of money on the table, and he bought the old men wine. He bought frantically, lavishly, as if he could somehow consummate the only act and answer that was left for him. He bought until the old carved table was covered with tall slender bottles of the golden wine. The old men poured the potent wine into their throats. Again and again they filled their glasses with wild golden wine and drank it down. Then the old men lifted up their lined and worn faces and, looking out into the street with their quiet and sorrowful eyes, which never changed or faltered in their expression of a single and final knowledge, they sang out strongly in the hoarse, worn voices of old men such songs as young men sing, which they had sung themselves in youth. They sang again the songs of love and hope and wandering, of drunkenness and glee, and of wild and strange adventure.


  Jack turned his face away into his hand and wept bitterly.


  —


  Now Jack thought he was standing with his mother on the Rhine-boat landing. Bright October sunlight lay upon the terraced hills and filled the river with its light. It was morning, the landing place was swarming with an immense energy of arrival and departure, but the breath of autumn, sorrowful and foreboding, was in the air. Jack felt an immense and nameless excitement stirring in him, and also a sense of incommunicable sadness. The Rhine boat had just come in, people were streaming up the landing from the boat, and other people were streaming into the boat. The porters were diving feverishly among the crowd, loading, unloading, stockily bowed with people’s baggage, uttering sharp cries of warning as they rushed on and off the boat. In the crowd Jack saw many people that he knew.


  He spoke to his mother, but she did not hear him or answer him. Instead, she stood motionless, looking with a fixed stare at someone who was standing on the top deck of the crowded boat, as if she wanted to fix his image in her mind forever. Jack followed his mother’s glance, and he saw that she was looking at a plump fresh skinned boy of seventeen. The boy was neatly dressed in a somewhat comical and countrified fashion, and he was wearing a flat student’s cap. He stood looking back at Jack’s mother, with the same fixed voracious stare, as if he too was trying to fix forever in his memory this final picture of her. The boy was also trying to smile, but his eyes were glazed and wet with tears and from time to time he turned his plump ruddy face away and wiped furtively at his eyes with the sleeve of his coat. Then he would begin to look at Jack’s mother again with the same fixed and ridiculous effort at a smile.


  Jack saw that the boy was himself and he began to shout to him in an excited voice. But the boy paid no attention to him and did not seem to hear him. Then the porters pulled the landing bridge back on the landing stage, the whistle sounded sharply twice, the great paddle wheels began to churn, and the white Rhine-boat moved out swiftly into the river. On the top deck the boy stood, a small, plump, forlorn figure, waving frantically with his handkerchief as the boat receded. Jack’s mother kept her eyes fixed on that small receding figure until she could see it no more, and the boat had dwindled to a white dot in the distance. Then she turned and began to walk away blindly, with tears streaming down her cheeks and her powerful dark face twisted and contorted in the convulsive mask of sorrow of the Jew. Jack ran after her shouting frantically: “Mother, mother! Here! Look at me! I am here! It is Frederick.” But she neither turned nor glanced at him, no more than if he had been a viewless ghost. He shouted to the people around him at the top of his voice. No one heard him. No one looked at him. No one saw him.


  —


  The Rhine-boat was a miracle of shining white and polished brass and glittering glass. All day in the rich fading sunlight of October its dove white breast was feathering the surface of the golden river. The boat was loaded with a crowd of people who sang and drank and ate and shouted constantly. All day long the waiters rushed back and forth across the decks bearing steins of foaming beer, bottles of wine, and trays filled with food and sandwiches. All day long the white Rhine-boats passed along the river, and as they passed the powerful voices of the young men singing rolled across the water and echoed in the hills. And all day long they passed the great Rhine barges churning swiftly down the river towards the sea and Holland, or up the river towards Mainz.


  On the ship there were two brothers whose faces were to haunt his dreams forever. They were enormous men of middle age; they were expensively dressed and they drank wine all day long. Their ponderous jowls hung down from their great red faces comically, they had large flowing moustaches, and their eyes were large and brown and gentle as a cow’s. They held long folding maps in the great muttons of their hands, and all day long, as the ship went down the river, they looked from time to time at their maps, grunting with a guttural satisfaction of discovery: “Ach—die Lorelei! Ach—das Rheinpfalz!” Then they would return solemnly to their eating and drinking. They were comical in the solemn intentness of their glutting, and yet in their great size, their huge red glowing faces, their thick brown moustaches and their great gentle brown eyes, there was a profound and impressive nobility, such as great well kept bulls might have.


  Then day faded on the ancient hills, the ruined turrets melted into dusk, and night came on.


  Jack stood alone in darkness watching as the dim white breast of the boat feathered against dark flowing waters, and Jack could hear dark hoofs rushing on the land, and he thought he heard the mermaids singing.


  —


  Then, out of the dream of time into the dream of time, Mr. Frederick Jack awoke with sad defunctive music in his brain, and instantly he knew that it was morning, May the second, nineteen hundred twenty-eight. A fine bright day and spring at last, he thought, with golfer’s relish. April’s ended.


  [¬]


  MORNING

  JACK ERECT


  Mr. Frederick Jack rose quite early in the morning and he liked the sense of power. The best of everything was good enough for him, and he also loved his family dearly. He liked the odor of strong inky news-print together with the sultry and exultant fragrance of black boiling coffee the first thing in the morning. He liked lavish plumbing, richly thick with creamy porcelain and polished silver fixtures, he liked the morning plunge in his great sunken tub, the sensual warmth of clean sudsy water and the sharp aromatic clean-ness of the bath salts. He had a keen eye for aesthetic values, too, and he liked to watch the swarming dance of water spangles in their magic shift and play upon the creamy ceiling of the bathroom. Most of all, he liked to come up pink and dripping, streaked liberally from head to toe all over his plump hairy body with strong wholesome soap-suds, and then he loved the stinging drive and shock of needled spray, the sense of bracing conflict, hardihood, triumph and, finally, of abundant glowing health as he stepped forth draining cleanly down upon a thick cork mat and vigorously rubbing himself dry in the folds of a huge crashy bath-towel.


  Mr. Jack also liked the opulent bowled depth and richness of the creamy water-basin, and he liked to stand there for a moment with bared lips, regarding with considerable satisfaction the pearly health and hue of his strong front teeth, the solid clamp and bite of the molars edged expensively with gold. Then he liked to brush them earnestly with a brush of stiff hard bristles and an inch of firm thick paste, turning his head strongly from side to side around the brush, and glaring at his image in the glass until he foamed agreeably at the mouth with a lather of pink spittle tinged pleasantly with a fresh and minty taste. This done, he liked to spit it out, soft flop and fall of blobsy bubbled pink into the open basin where clean running water washed it down, and then he liked to rinse his mouth and wash his throat and tonsils with the tonic antiseptic bite of strong pale listerine.


  Mr. Jack also liked the tidy crowded array of lotions, creams, unguents; of bottles, tubes, brushes, jars, and shaving implements that covered the shelf of thick blue glass above the basin. He liked to lather his face heavily with a large silver-handled shaving brush, rubbing the lather strongly in with firm stroking finger tips, brushing and stroking till his jaws were covered with a smooth thick layer of warm shaving cream. Then Mr. Jack took the razor in his hand and opened it. He used a long straight razor, murderously sharp, and he always kept it in excellent condition. At the crucial moment, just before the first long downward stroke, Mr. Jack would flourish slightly forward with his plump arms and shoulders, raising the glittering blade aloft in one firm hand, his legs would widen stockily, crouching gently at the knees, and his lathered face would crane carefully to one side and upward, and his eyes would roll aloft, as if he was getting braced and ready underneath a heavy burden. Then holding one cheek delicately between two daintily arched fingers, he would advance deliberately upon it with that gleaming blade. He grunted gently, with satisfaction, at the termination of the stroke. The blade had mown smoothly, from cheek to jowl, an even perfect swath of pink clean flesh across his ruddy face. He exulted in the slight tug and rasping pull of wiry stubble against the smooth and deadly sharpness of the blade, and in the relentless sweep and triumph of the steel. Then he liked to rinse his glowing face first with hot, then with cold water, to dry it in a crisp fresh towel, and to rub face and neck carefully with a soft, fragrant, gently stinging lotion. This done, he stood for a moment, satisfied, regarding his image, softly caressing the velvet texture of shaved ruddy cheeks with gentle finger tips.


  Mr. Jack also liked to twist his close-clipped moustache ends into fine waxed points and carefully to part exactly in the middle his grey distinguished-looking hair, which was somewhat thin, and cropped closely up the sides in German fashion.


  Elegant in dress, even perhaps a trifle foppish, but always excellently correct, Mr. Jack wore fresh garments every day. No cotton touched him. He wore undergarments of the finest silk and he had over forty suits from London. Every morning he surveyed his wardrobe studiously, and he chose with care and with a good eye for harmony the shoes, socks, shirts and neckties he would wear, and before he chose a suit he was sometimes lost in thought for several minutes. He loved to open wide the door of his great closet and see them hanging there in thick set rows with all their groomed and regimented elegance. He liked the strong clean smell of honest cloth, the rich dull texture of good material, and in those forty several shapes and colors he saw forty pleasing reflections and variations of his own character. They filled him, as did everything about him, with a sense of morning confidence, joy, and vigor.


  Mr. Jack also had the best room in the house, although he had not asked for it. It was an immense and spacious chamber, twenty feet each way and twelve feet high, and in these noble proportions was written quietly a message of wealth and power. In the exact centre of the wall that faced the door was placed Mr. Jack’s bed, a chaste fourposter of the Revolutionary period. A chest of antique drawers was placed in the centre of another wall, a gate-legged table, with a row of books and the latest magazines, two fine old Windsor chairs, a few tasteful French prints on the walls, an old well padded easy chair, another little table at the side of his bed, on which was set a small clock, a book or two and a little electric lamp, and curiously, an enormous chaise longue, such as women use, but of a sober grey hue and long and wide enough to receive the figure of an eight foot man, which stood at the foot of the bed, and in which Mr. Jack liked to stretch himself and read—this was about all the furniture the room had in it. The total effect was one of a modest and almost austere simplicity combined quietly and subtly with a sense of spaciousness, wealth, and power. Finally, the floor was covered with a thick and heavy carpet of dull grey. Mr. Jack liked to walk across it in his bare feet, the floor below it neither creaked nor sagged. It was as solid as if it had been hewn in one single block from the timber of a massive oak.


  Mr. Jack liked this. He liked what was solid, rich, and spacious, made to last. He liked the sense of order and security everywhere. He even liked the thick and solid masonry of the walls, through which the sounds of the awaking city all around him came pleasantly to his ears with a dull, sustained, and mounting roar. He liked to look through the broad window of his room into the canyon of the street below, and see the steep cool morning shadows cut cleanly by the young and living light of May. He liked to raise his eyes aloft upon the glittering pinnacle of the building opposite him and see the young light of the morning flame and glitter on the arrogant bright silver of the city’s spires and ramparts. He liked to look down upon the oiled bluish ribbon of the street below him and watch the trucks and motors as they began to charge furiously through that narrow gulch in ever-growing numbers. The thickening tide of the man-swarm, as it began to stream past to its labors in a million little cells, was also pleasing to him. Founded like a rock among these furious, foaming tides of life Mr. Jack saw nothing but security, order, and a radiant harmony wherever he looked.


  And all of this, he felt, was just exactly as it should be. He loved the feeling of security and power that great buildings and rich and spacious dwellings gave to him. Even in the furious thrust and jostle of the crowd his soul rejoiced, for he saw order everywhere. It was the order of ten million men who swarmed at morning to their work in little cells, and who swarmed at evening from their work to little cells. It was an order as inevitable as the seasons, as recurrent as the tides, and in it Mr. Jack read the same harmony and permanence that he saw in the entire visible universe around him. And he liked order. He did not like for things to shake and tremble. When things shook and trembled, a slight frown appeared between his eyes, and an old unquiet feeling, to which he could not give a name or image, stirred faintly in his heart. Once, when he awoke at morning, he thought he felt a faint vibration, a tremor so brief and slight he could not be certain of it, in the massive walls around him. Then Mr. Jack had asked the door man who stood at the street entrance a few questions. The man told him that the building had been built across two depths of railway tunnels, and that all that Mr. Jack had heard was the faint vibration that might have come from the passing of a train twelve depths below him. Then the man assured him it was all quite safe, that the very trembling in the walls, in fact, was just another gauge and proof of safety.


  Still, Mr. Jack did not like it. The news disturbed him vaguely. He would have liked it better if the building had been built upon the solid rock.


  —


  For breakfast he liked orange juice, two leghorn eggs, soft boiled, two slices of crisp thin toast, and tasty little segments of pink Praguer ham, which looked so pretty on fresh parsley sprigs, and coffee, coffee, he liked strong fragrant sultry coffee, cup by cup.


  With simple comforts such as these Mr. Jack faced the world each morning with strong hope, with joy breast and back as either should be. The smell of the earth was also good, and fortified his soul. Up through the pavements of thick stone, out of the city’s iron breast, the smell of the earth was coming somehow, immortal and impalpable, cool, pregnant, moist and flowerful. It was loaded to its lips with the seeds of life and always coming onward, upward, out of steel and stone or subterranean rock, never to be seen or touched and like a miracle as it impended in the bright living morning air in waves of subtle and premonitory fragrance.


  Mr. Jack, although city bred, could feel the charm of Mother Earth. Accordingly with eyes half closed, the strong deep volutes of his nostrils trembling gently, he arose and sniffed that living laden air with zestful satisfaction. This was more like it, now. Made him feel like a young colt again. He breathed deeply, slowly, deliberately, his hands pressed with firm tenderness against his swelling diaphragm.


  He liked the cultivated forms of nature: the swarded greens of great estates, gay regiments of brilliant gardened flowers, the rich clumped masses of the shrubbery, even the gnarled old apple tree of other times which had been left cunningly by the architect to lend a homely and familiar touch at the angle of the master’s room. All this delighted him, the call of the simple life was growing stronger every year, and he was building a big house in Westchester County.


  He also liked the ruder and more natural forms of beauty: he liked the deep massed green that billowed on a hillside, the smell of cleanly mown fields, and he liked old shaded roads that wound away to quietness from driven glares of speed and concrete. He knew the values in strange magic lights of green and gold, and he had seen an evening light upon the old red of a mill, and felt deep stillness in his heart (all—could anyone believe it?—within thirty miles of New York City). On those occasions the distressful life of that great and furious city had seemed very far away. And often he had paused to pluck a flower or to stand beside a brook in thought. But after sighing with regret as, among such scenes, he thought of the haste and folly of man’s life, Mr. Jack always came back to the city. For life was real, and life was earnest, and Mr. Jack was a business man.


  Mr. Jack also liked the more expensive forms of sport. He liked to go out in the country to play golf; he loved bright sunlight and the fresh mown smell of fairways. The rich velvet of the greens delighted him, and afterwards when he had stood below the bracing drive of needled showers, and felt the sweat of competition wash cleanly from his well-set form, he liked to loaf upon the cool veranda of the club, and talk about his score, and joke and laugh, pay or collect his bets, and drink good Scotch with other men of note. And he liked to watch his country’s flag flap languidly upon the tall white pole because it looked so pretty there.


  It was of golf that Mr. Jack was now thinking as he sniffed the morning air.


  Mr. Jack also liked to gamble and he gambled everywhere he could. He gambled every day upon the price of stocks: this was his business. And every night he went and gambled at his club. It was no piker’s game he played. He never turned a hair about a thousand dollars. Large sums did not appall him. He counted by the hundred thousand every day; he was not frightened by amount or number. When he saw the man-swarm passing in its million-footed weft he did not sicken in his heart. Neither did his guts stir nauseously, growing grey with horror. And when Mr. Jack saw the ninety story buildings all about him, did he fall down grovelling in the dust? Did he beat a maddened brain against their sides, as he cried out, “Woe! O woe is me!”? No. He did not. The brawling shift and fury of great swarms of people warmed his heart, and beetling cliffs of immense and cruel architectures lapped his soul in strong security. He liked great crowds and every cloud-lost spire of masonry was a talisman of power, the monument to an everlasting empire. It made him feel good. For that empire was his faith, his fortune, and his life. He had a place there. Therefore, the fury of great crowds, the towering menace of great buildings did not oppress his soul. He never felt that he was drowning. A ruddy compact human atom, five feet seven inches tall, he was, he knew, if not a man among a million, at least a man among some thousands.


  Yet, his neck was not stiff, nor his eye hard. Neither was he very proud. For he had seen the men who lean upon their sills at evening, and those who swarmed from ratholes in the ground, and often he had wondered what their lives were like.


  —


  Mr. Jack was a wise man, too, who knew the world, the devil, and the city well. He liked the brilliant shock and gaiety of evening and, although kind, he was not averse to a little high-toned cruelty at night. It gave a spice and zest to things, a pleasant tinge of wickedness, and after all, it broke no bones. A nice juicy young yokel, say, fresh from the rural districts, all hands and legs and awkwardness, hooked and wriggling on a cruel and cunning word—a woman’s, preferably, because they were so swift and deft in matters of this nature, although there were men as well whose skill was great—some pampered lap-dog of rich houses, to his preference, some fiesty nimble-witted little she-man whose lisping mincing tongue was always good for one or two shrewd thrusts of poison in a hayseed’s hide. Or a nice young couple, newly married, say, eager to make their way among smart people and determined to go forward with sophisticated knowingness—to ply their stage fright smoothly with strong drink, until the little woman indiscreetly showed a preference for some insolently handsome youth, who should be present to give a touch of pleasant menace to the evening, was discovered in his arms, say, in a bed room, or sat upon his lap before invited guests, or merely lolled upon him with an intoxicated ardour—why surely moments such as these, even the strained smile, the faint green pallor of the husband’s face, were innocent enough, and did no lasting harm to anyone.


  Of the two enjoyments, however, Mr. Jack felt he rather liked the wincing of the solitary yokel better: there was something so much like innocence, youth, and morning in the face of a nice freshly baited country boy, as it darkened to a slow dull smouldering glow of shame, surprise, and anger, and as it sought with clumsy and inept words to retort upon the wasp which had stung it and winged away, that Mr. Jack, when he saw it, felt a sense of almost paternal tenderness for its hapless victim, a delightful sense of youth and innocence in himself. It was almost as if he were revisiting his own youth: it was far better than a trip out to the country, and the sight of dewy meadows, or the smells of hay and milk and butter.


  But enough was enough. Mr. Jack was neither a cruel nor an immoderate man. He liked the great gay glitter of the night, the thrill and fever of high stakes, and the swift excitements of new pleasures. He liked the theatre and saw all the worthwhile plays, and the better, smarter, wittier revues—the ones with sharp satiric lines, good dancing, and Gershwin music. He liked the shows his wife designed because his wife designed them, he was proud of her, and he also enjoyed these evenings of ripe culture at the Guild. He also went to prize fights in his evening clothes and once when he came home he had the red blood of a champion on the white boiled bosom of his shirt. Few men could say as much.


  He liked the social swim, the presence of the better sort of actors, artists, writers, and the wealthy cultivated Jews around his table, he liked the long velvet backs of lovely women, and the flash and play of jewelry about their necks, he liked a little malice and a little spicy scandal deftly hinted in a word. He liked the brilliant chambers of the night with their smooth baleful sparkle of vanity and hate. He breathed their air agreeably, without anguish or confusion. He even liked a little quiet fornication now and then, and all the other things that men are fond of. All this he had enjoyed himself, but decently and quietly, all in its proper time and place, without annoyance to other people, and he expected everyone to act as well as he.


  But ripeness with this man was all, and he always knew the time to stop. His ancient and belraic spirit was tempered with an almost classic sense of moderation. He prized the virtue of decorum highly. He knew the value of the middle way. He had a kind heart and a loyal nature. His purse was open to a friend in need. He kept a lavish table and a royal cellar, and his family was the apple of his eye.


  He was not a man to wear his heart upon his overcoat, nor risk his life on every corner, nor throw himself away upon a word or at any cross-wind of his fancy, nor spend the heart and strength out of his life forever just on the impulse of a moment’s wild belief. This was such madness as the Gentiles knew. But, this side idolatry and madness, he would go as far for friendship’s sake as any man alive. He would go with a friend up to the edge of his own ruin and defeat, and he would ever try to hold him back from it. But once he saw a man was mad, and not to be persuaded by calm judgment, he was done with him. He would leave him where he was, although regretfully. Are matters helped if the whole crew drown together with a single drunken sailor? He thought not. He could put a world of sincere meaning in the three words: “What a pity!”


  Yes, Mr. Frederick Jack was a wise and kind and temperate man, and he had found life pleasant, and won from it the secret of wise living. And the secret of wise living was founded in a graceful compromise, a tolerant acceptance. If a man wanted to live in this world without getting his pockets picked, he had better learn how to use his eyes and ears in what is going on around him. But if he also wanted to live in this world without getting hit over the head, or without all the useless pain, the grief, the terror, and the bitterness that scourges man’s sad flesh, he had better learn how not to use his eyes and ears, in what is going on around him. This sounds difficult but it had not been so for Mr. Frederick Jack. Perhaps some great inheritance of pain and suffering, the long dark ordeal of his race, had left him, as a kind of precious distillation, this gift of balanced understanding. At any rate, he had not learned it because it could not be taught. He had been born with it.


  Therefore, he was not a man to rip the sheets in darkness or beat his knuckles bloody on a wall. He would not madden furiously in the envenomed passages of night, nor strangle like a mad dog of his hate and misery in the darkness, nor would he ever be carried smashed and bloody from the stews. A woman’s falseness, the lover’s madness, the pangs of misprized love were no doubt hard to bear, but love’s bitter mystery had broken no bones for Mr. Jack and, so far as he was concerned, it could not murder sleep the way an injudicious wiener schnitzel could, or some drunk young Gentile fool ringing the telephone at one a.m.


  Mr. Jack’s brow was darkened as he thought of it. He muttered wordlessly. If fools are fools, let them be fools where their folly will not injure or impede the slumbers of a serious man.


  Yes. Men could rob, lie, murder, swindle, trick, and cheat—the whole world knew as much. And women could be as false as hell and lie their guilt away from now to doomsday with a round rogue’s eye of innocence, ten thousand oaths, and floods of tears. And Mr. Jack also had known something of the pain, the madness, and the folly that twists the painful and indignant soul of youth—it was too bad, of course, too bad, but regardless of all this the day was day, and men must work, the night was night, and men must sleep, and it was, he felt intolerable—


  Ein!—


  Red of face, to tune of tumbling morning water, in big tub, he bent stiffly, with a grunt, a plump pajamaed figure, until his fingers grazed the rich cream tiling of the bathroom floor.


  Intolerable!—


  Zwei!—


  (He straightened sharply with a grunt of satisfaction—)


  —that a man with serious work to do—


  Drei!


  (His firm plump arms shot strongly to full stretching finger tips above his head, and came sharply down again until he held clinched fists against his breast—)


  Vier!—


  —should be pulled out of his bed in the middle of the night by the ravings of a manic—ja! a crazy young fool—


  (His closed fists shot outward in strong driving crosswise movement, and came strongly to his sides again).


  Ein!—


  —It was intolerable and, by God, he’d tell her so!


  (Head to waist, stiff-legged and grunting vigorously, he bent again until his fingers grazed the floor).


  [¬]


  MORNING

  JACK AFLOAT


  At seven twenty-eight Jack awoke and began to come alive with all his might. He sat upward and yawned strongly, with a stretching and propitiating movement of thick outward-yearning arms, at the same time bending a tousled slumber-swollen face into the plump muscle-hammock of his right shoulder blade, a movement coy and cuddlesome. Eee-a-a-a-ach! He stretched deliciously out of thick rubbery sleep, happily, with regret, and for a moment he sat heavily upright rubbing at his somewhat gummed sleep-reddened eyes the firm clenched backs of his plump fingers. Then he flung back the covers with one determined motion, and swung strongly to the floor. For a moment his short well-kept toes groped blindly in fine grey carpet stuff, smooth as felt, for suave heel-less slippers of red Russian leather. Found and shod he paddled drowsily across the floor’s thick noiseless carpeting to the window and stood, yawned strongly, stretched again, as he looked out with sleepy satisfaction at the finest morning of the year.


  Nine floors below him Forty-seventh Street lay gulched in steep cool morning shadow, bluish, barren, cleanly ready for the day. A truck roared past with a solid rattling heaviness. An ash can was banged strongly on the pavement with an abrupt slamming racket. Upon the street a man walked swiftly by with lean picketing footsteps, turned the corner into Madison Avenue, and was gone, heading southward towards its work, a little figure foreshortened from above and covered by its neat drab cone of grey. Below Jack the street lay, a narrow bluish lane, between sheer cliffs of solid masonry, but straight before him on the western front of that incredible gulch of steel and stone to which opulently the name Vanderbilt Avenue had been given, the morning sunlight, firm, living, golden, young, immensely strong and delicate, cut with a clean sculptural sharpness at blue walls of shade. The light lay living with a firm, rose-golden, yet unearthly glow of morning upon the soaring upper tiers and summits of immense pale structures that rose terrifically from solid sheeted basal stone and glittering brass, still sunk in the steep blue morning shadow of that incredible gulch. Sharply, and yet with its unearthly rose-golden clarity, the light cut at appalling vertices of glass, and silver-burnished steel and cliffs of harsh white-yellow brick, haggard in young light. It lay clean and fragile, without violence or heat, upon upsoaring cliffs of masonry and on vast retreating pyramids of steel and stone, fumed at their summits with bright fading flaws of smoke. It was an architecture cruel, inhuman, monstrous and Assyrian in its pride and insolence soaring to nauseous pinnacles and cut wedge-like, wall-like, knife-like at a sickening height and depth from a wrought incredible sculpture of shade and light.


  The morning light lay with a flat reddened blaze upon ten thousand even equal points of glass; it lay firmly on the upper tiers of great hotels and clubs and on vast office spaces bare of life. Jack looked with pleasure straight into great offices ready for the day: firm morning light shaped clean patterns out of pale-hued desks and swivel chairs of maple, it burnished flimsy thin partition woods and thick glazed office glasses. The offices stood silent, barren, with a clean sterility, in young morning light, empty and absent with a kind of lonely expectation for the life that soon would swarm into their emptiness to fill and use them.


  The proud, glittering, vertical arrogance of the city, graven superbly like a triumphant and exulting music out of light and shade, was still touched with this same premonitory solitude of life. From streets yet bare of traffic the buildings rose haggard and incredible in first light, with an almost inhuman desolation, as if all life had been driven or extinguished from the giant city, and as if these inhuman and perfect relics were all that remained of a life that had been fabulous and legendary in its monstrous arrogance. The immense and vertical shapes of the great buildings soared up perfectly into a perfect sky: their pointed spires that dwindled to glittering needles of cold silver light cut sharply the crystal weather of a blue shell-fragile sky. Morning, bright shining morning, blazed incredibly upon their shining spires: the clean soaring shapes were built into a shining air which framed them with a radiant substance of light that was itself as clean as carving and only less material than the spires that carved it.


  The cross street straight below him was now empty, but already in the short steep canyon that stretched straight and hard between its sheer terrific walls the trucks were beginning to drive past his vision at the cross street openings, an even savage thunder of machinery going to its work. And lengthways in that furious gulch the glittering bright-hued cabs were drilling past projectile-like in solid beetle-bullet flight to curve, vanish, and emerge again from the arched cab driveways of the Grand Central Station.


  And everywhere, through that shining living light and above the solid driving thunder of machinery, Jack could feel the huge vibrant tremor, the slow-mounting roar of furious day. He stood there by his window, a man-mite poised midmost of the shining air upon a shelf of solid masonry, the miracle of God, a proud plump atom of triumphant man’s flesh, founded upon a rock of luxury and quietude at the earth’s densest and most central web of man-swarm fury, the prince of atoms who bought the luxuries of space, silence, light and iron-walled security out of chaos with the ransom of an emperor, and who exulted in the price he paid for them, a compact tiny tissue of bright blood, a palpable warm motion who gazed upon sky-pointing towers blazing in young light, and did not feel appalled, a grain of living dust who saw the million furious accidents of shape and movement that daily passed the little window of his eye, and felt no doubt or fear or lack of confidence.


  Instead, if those appalling shapes had been the monuments of his own special triumph, his sense of confidence, pride, and ownership could hardly have been greater.


  My city. Mine.


  They filled his heart with certitude and joy because he had learned, like many other men, to see, to marvel, to accept, and not to read, and in that insolent boast of steel and stone he saw a permanence surviving every danger, an answer, crushing and conclusive in its silence, to every doubt.


  His eye swept strongly, proudly, with a bright awakened gleam of life along the gulched blue canyon of the avenue until his vision stopped, halted at the end, forced upwards implacably, awfully, along the terrific vertex of the Lincoln Building which rose, a flat frontal wall of sheer appalling height, a height incredible, immeasurable, cut steeply in blue shade.


  Then, with firm fingers pressed against his slowly swelling breast, he breathed deliberately, the fresh living air of morning, laden with the sharp thrilling compost of the city, a fragrance, subtly mixed of many things, impalpable and unforgettable, touched with joy and menace. The air was laden with the smell of earth, a quality that was moist and flowerful, it was tinged faintly with the fresh wet reek of tidal waters, a faint fresh river smell, rank, a little rotten, somehow wild with jubilation and the thought of ships. That shining incense-laden air was also spiced impalpably with the sultry and fragrant excitement of strong boiling coffee, and in it was the proud tonic threat of conflict and of danger, and a leaping wine-like prophecy of power, wealth and love. Jack breathed that vital ether slowly, strongly, with the heady joy, the sense of unknown menace and delight it always brought to him. A trembling, faint and instant, passed in the earth below him. He paused, frowning, waiting till it stopped. He smiled.


  Great trains pass under me. Morning, bright morning, and the dreams we knew: a boy, the station, and the city first, in morning, living morning. And now—yes, even now!—they come, they pass below me wild with joy, mad with hope, drunk with their thoughts of victory. For what? For what? Glory, huge profit and a girl!


  O! Du schöne schöne zauberstadt!


  Power. Power. Power.


  —


  Jack breathed the powerful tonic fragrance of shining morning and the city with strong pleasure. Then, thoroughly awake, he turned, moved briskly across his chamber to the bathroom, and let fall with a full stopped thud the heavy silver-headed waste pipe of his lavish sunken tub. He turned the hot water tap on full force and, as the tumbling water began smokily to fill the tub with its thick boiling gurgle, he brushed his teeth and gargled his throat. Then, scuffing suave slippers from his feet, and gripping the thick warm tiling of the floor with strong bare toes, he straightened with a military smartness, drew deeply in a long determined breath, and vigorously began his morning exercises. With stiffened legs and straight flexed arms, he bent strongly towards the floor, grunting, as his groping finger tips just grazed the tiling. Then he swung into punctual rhythms, counting, “One—Two—Three—Four,” as his body moved, lapsing presently into a mere guttural and native mutter of “Ein—Zwei—Drei—Vier!” as he went on. At length he paused, panting, red, victorious: he turned the water off, tested it gingerly with a finger which he jerked back with a grunt of hurt surprise; he turned the cold water spigot strongly to the left and waited while cold water tumbled, surged up bubbling, seething, milky, sending waves of trembling light across the hot blue surface of the water.


  He stripped off rapidly the neat pajama suit, silk-blue, that clad his sturdy figure with a loose soft warmth, and comfort. For a moment he stood in sensual contemplation of his nakedness. He felt with pleasure his firm swelling bicep muscle and observed with keen satisfaction the reflection in the mirror of his plump, hairy, well-conditioned body. Firm, well-moulded, and erect, well-fleshed and solid-looking, there was hardly a trace of unwholesome fat upon him—a little undulance, perhaps, goose-plump, across the kidneys, a suggestion of a roll of flesh about the waist, but not enough to give concern, and far, far less than he had seen on men twenty years his junior. Content, strong, deep and glowing had filled him: he turned his rapt eye away reluctantly and tried the water with a cautious toe. He found it tempered to his liking. He turned off the flow from the cold water pipe, stepped carefully into the tub, and then settled his body slowly in its blue-crystal depths with a slow grunt of apprehension.


  A sigh, long, lingering, full of relief and pleasure, expired slowly on his lips. He rolled down slowly in a wallow of complete immersion and came up dripping: with a thick lather of fragrant tarry soap, he soaped himself enthusiastically across his hairy chest and belly, under the armpits, over his shoulders, up his pink solid-looking neck, and into the porches of his reddened ears. He slid under again in a slow bearlike wallow and came up with a cleansed and grateful feeling, filled with the pleasant fragrance of his flesh.


  He lolled back in a sensual meditation against the rich cream thickness of the tub and gazed with dreamy rapture at his navel, and at the thick wet hair which floated, waving gently, strong, oily, silken, the sea-frond forest of himself. He looked with brooding tenderness, with strong wonder, at the flower of his sex: short, strong, and wrinkled, velvet to his touch, and circumcised, it floated slowly upward like a fish at rest, gently sustained upon the floating pontoons of his ballocks, gently afloat upon the spread veined mesh of his full floating bag. He grasped it tenderly, soaping it with respectful fingers and with a look of delicate and refined concern upon his face. How are you, sir, this morning? Will that do? Reverently he released it, leaning backward, watching as it swam. A smile broke happily cross his lips: he found life good. Was there, he asked himself rhetorically, life in the old boy yet? Was there? How many men of fifty-four could say as much? Grow old? A laugh, low, deep, guttural, thick with triumph, welled up exultantly in his throat. Grow old! Yes! Grow old, by God, grow old! He almost shouted. Grow old along with me! Oh, he would show old tottering toothless fools what growing old was like.


  He would keep groomed and ready for the work of love if it took the treasure of a king and all the cunning in the brain of science. A sensual fantasy, wild and jubilant, possessed him, filling his heart with triumph and exultant certainty. He would be trained and groomed more finely than an athlete for the single goal and end of his desire. He would renew the juice of youth and love within him constantly, if surgeons had to graft into his flesh the genitals of a bull, or if he had to buy the manhood of a youth of twenty-five, to do it. He would be fed and renewed forever on foods and liquors rich with all the energies of love, and he would have them at whatever cost—if hunters had to scour the jungles of the earth to find them, if divers had to go down to the seafloors of the earth to gather them—oh! if a hundred men must lose their lives or shed their blood to keep youth living in him, he would have it, he would keep it—or what was money, what was science, for?


  Jack thought of women, seductive, rare and lovely women, bought with gold, and more seductive for the gold that bought them. He no longer thought or cared to think about the lavish Amazon, the blonde creature great of limb and deep of breast who, in the visions of his youth, had waited for him, singing, in an ancient house. Or, if he ever thought of her, it was without regret, without desire: she was an image crude, naive, and youthful, such as children have, as far and lost and buried as the boy who wanted her. But Jack was a modern man, and even styles in woman’s flesh had changed. He liked his women cut to fashion: he liked women with long flat hips and unsuspected depth and undulance. He liked women with firm narrow breasts, long necks, long slender legs, and straight flat bellies. He liked their faces long and pale, a little cruel and merciless, he liked thin wicked mouths of red, and long slant eyes, cat-grey, and lidded carefully. He liked ladies with spun hair of bronze-gold wire; he liked a frosted cocktail shaker in a lady’s hands, and he liked a voice hoarse-husky, city-wise, a trifle weary, and ironic, faintly insolent, that said: “Well! What happened to you, darling? I thought that you would never get here.”


  And thinking so, he flopped suddenly, flatly, with the caught hooked motion of a fish, in the warm soap-lathered water.


  Tonight. Tonight.


  The water spangles, gold-green, stinging, flashed in a swarming web upon the ceiling.


  [¬]


  MORNING

  MRS. JACK AWAKE


  Mrs. Jack awoke at eight o’clock. She awoke like a child, completely alert and alive, instantly awake all over and with all sleep shaken clearly from her mind and senses the moment that she opened her eyes. It had been so with her all her life. For a moment she lay flat on her back with eyes wide open, completely awake but staring with a blank, puzzled stare straight up at the ceiling.


  Then with a vigorous and jubilant movement she flung the covers back from her small and opulent body, which was clothed with a long sleeveless garment of thin yellow silk. She bent her knees briskly, drew her feet from beneath the cover, and straightened out flat again. For a moment she surveyed her small straight feet, with a look of wonder and delight. The perfect and solid alignment of the little toes, and the healthy shining nails which, save for a slight bluish discoloration at the edge of one great toe were as perfect, healthy, and well kept as her small, strong, and capable hands filled her with pleasure.


  With the same expression of childish wonder and vanity, she slowly lifted her left arm and began to revolve it deliberately before her fascinated eye. With a tender concentration she observed how the small and delicate wrist obeyed each movement with a strong suppleness, and then she gazed raptly at the strong, graceful winglike movement of the hand, at the strength, beauty, and firm competence that was legible in its brown narrow back and in the shapely fingers. And filled with delight at the strength and beauty of her hand, she lifted the other arm as well, and now turned both of them upon their graceful wrists, gazing upon both hands with a tender concentration of delight.


  “What magic!” she thought. “What magic and strength is in them. God! How beautiful they are, and what things they can do! The design for all of it comes out of me in the most wonderful and exciting way,” she thought, with a sense of love and wonder. “It is all distilled and brewed inside of me—and yet nobody ever asks me how it happens! First, it is all one piece—like something solid in the head,” she thought comically, now wrinkling her low forehead with an almost animal-like expression of bewildered and painful difficulty. “Then it all breaks up into little particles and somehow arranges itself and then it starts to move!” she thought triumphantly.


  “First I can feel it coming down along my neck and shoulders, and then it is moving up across my legs and belly, then it meets and joins together like a star [star”] (‘that art of three sounds not a fourth sound a star!’” [star!’] she thought) [thought),] in her image of beautiful faces, such images—“a thread of gold” and “a star” were constantly re[turning]. “Then it flows out into my arms until it reaches down into my finger tips—and then the hand does just what I want it to. It makes a line—and everything I want is in that line—it puts a fold into a piece of cloth, and no one else on earth could put it in that way, or make it look the same—it gives a turn to the spoon, a prod of the fork, a dash of pepper when I cook for him,” she thought, “and there’s a dish the finest chef on earth can never equal—because it’s got me in it, heart and soul and all my love,” she thought with modest joy. “Yes! And everything I’ve ever done has been the same—always the clear design, the line of life, running like a thread of gold all through my life back to the time I was a child,” she thought. And at this moment, it really seemed to her that her life, at every time and moment had always had the unity, beauty, and assurance of this “thread of gold.”


  Now, having surveyed her strong and beautiful hands with an immense and tender satisfaction, the woman began deliberately an inspection of her other members. Craning her head a little to the side, she began to revolve one arm slowly, and it was evident from her dissatisfied and somewhat scornful frown that she did not regard this member with the same pride and pleasure with which she had looked at her hand. Her arm was slender, firm, and strong looking but rather short, and for this reason she did not like it. As she looked at it, she shook her head slightly with a comical gesture of depreciation as she muttered “No.” Her arm seemed stumpy, short, and ugly, and with her love of “a clear design,” for the swift, beautiful, and incisive character which had shaped her hands, her arm seemed to her to be without any distinction whatever.


  Therefore, she turned her discontented look from them, and craning her head downward and staring with a puckered glance of a child, she put her hands beneath her breasts and looked at them. They were the full loose sagging breasts of a woman of middle age who has born children, and their ends were tough, brown, and leathery looking, surrounded by brown areolas of mottled flesh. And curiously, although it was here and here only that the woman’s noble and delicate beauty had been marred by age and labor, she regarded her breasts with no sign either of approval or despair. Rather, she held them in her hands and looked at them with the intent rude and somewhat puzzled stare of a child, which was as detached in its curiosity as if they were no part of her.


  At length she released them and slid her hands down gently across her waist, which was still small and delicate, and over her hips. Then she drew her hands back slowly over the smooth contours of her thighs and rubbed them with sense of approval and satisfaction on her belly. It was comely, proportionate, and yet bountiful, swelling smoothly with a velvet unction. There was a wide smooth sear upon it and for a moment her finger traced the slick smooth imprint of this sear below her gown. Then the woman put her hands down at her sides again, and for a moment more she lay motionless, toes evenly in line, limbs straight, head front, eyes staring gravely at the ceiling,—a little figure stretched out like a queen for burial, yet still warm, still palpable, immensely grave and beautiful, as she thought: “These are my hands and these are my fingers; these are my legs and hips, this is my velvet belly, and these are my fine feet and my perfect toes:—this is my body.”


  And suddenly, as if the grave and final estimate of these possessions filled her with an immense joy and satisfaction, she flung the covers jubilantly aside, sat up with a shining face, and swung her body strongly to the floor. She thrust her small feet vigorously into a pair of slippers, stood up, thrust her arms out and brought the hands down again behind her head, yawned and then thrust her bare arms into the sleeves of a yellow quilted dressing gown which was lying across the foot of the bed.


  The woman had a rosy, jolly, and delicate face of noble beauty, which was like no one else on earth. The face was small, firm and almost heart-shaped, and in it was evident that same strange union of the child and of the woman, which was also visible in her body. The moment anyone met her or saw her for the first time he must instantly have felt: “This woman looks exactly the way she did when she was a child. She has not changed at all.” Yet her face also bore the markings of age and maturity of a middle-aged woman: it was when she was talking to someone and when her face was lighted by a merry and eager animation that the child’s face was most clearly visible.


  When she was at work, her face was likely to have the serious and rather worn concentration of a mature and expert craftsman engaged in an absorbing and exacting labor, and it was at such a time that she looked oldest: It was then that one noticed the somewhat fatigued and minutely wrinkled spaces around her eyes, and some strands of coarse grey that were beginning to sprinkle her dull dark-brown hair.


  Finally, in repose, or when she was alone, her face was likely to have a sombre, brooding and almost sorrowful depth. It had at such a time a beauty that was profound, and full of mystery. And it had also in it the troubling quality of something fatal and last of someone who has “lost out” somewhere in life in some priceless and irrecoverable thing; her forehead was low and at such a time could be wrinkled by an almost animal-like look of perplexity, confusion, and even grief. Such a look could trouble a friend or a lover because it suggested a knowledge buried, secret, and fundamental to the life of a person he believed he had come to know. And at such a moment, she looked completely like the woman with no trace of the child about her.


  She was three parts a Jewess, and it was at such a time as this that the ancient, dark, and sorrowful quality of her race was most evident. But this was not often, to act, to work, to move and live in the world, with almost furious industry was the way people remembered her best, the very weather of her soul, the way she appeared most often was as a glowing, jolly, indomitably active and eager little creature, in whose delicate and lovely face the image of the child, proud, and with an invincible joyfulness was looking out of the woman’s face with an immortal confidence.


  Thus, in the woman’s face were all the lights and tunes of beauty, grave, gay, or eager, troubled by strange depths and haunted by an obscure and sorrowful perplexity, now the woman, now the child, and now strangely, marvelously, both, she had in her all the enchantment of a beauty that was dark and strange as Asia, and as familiar as the light of day. By night—in the great cliff and glitter of the city night, with all its proud and arrogant dust of gold, its incredible pollens soaring into space of a million sown lights and with its shining edge of menace, its corrupt and sneering faces, the woman’s face could glow cruel and brilliant in chambers of the night with a proud, sensual and almost arrogant assurance.


  But by day, in the first dear light of morning, or by noon, by the high, sane practical light of golden noon, she had as jolly, a rare and good a face of delicate and noble beauty as any on this earth could be. Her jolly apple-cheeks were glowing with all the health and freshness in the world, and they were as red and tender as a cherry, her mouth was red and tender, as the petals of a rose, her eyes were brown and kind, wise, sharp and eager. When she came into a room she filled it with her exultant health and loveliness and she seemed to give structure, a color of morning joy and life to all the brutal and furious stupefaction of the streets she came from.


  So, too, when she went out in the streets at morning, glowing all about her with an eager, merry, and insatiable curiosity, she gave a color to these grey beaten pavements which they had never had before. Her little face, among the spires and ramparts of the cruel and inhuman architectures that beetled all about her was blowing like a deathless flower; among the numberless swarms of desolate and sterile people, thrusting and thronging endlessly up and down a thousand streets with a kind of weary and exacerbated fury, as they urged themselves on to the consummation of their arid and fruitless labor, the sight of that woman’s face was like a triumph and a prophecy.


  It shone there as the other people thronged about her like the token of a deathless and glorious beauty to people trapped in hell, the man-swarm pressed about her in an incessant tidal grey, grey hats and dead grey flesh, and dark dead eyes. They thronged past her with their accursed hats of cheap grey felt, and their million faces set in the few familiar gestures of an inept hardness, a cunning without an end, a guile without a purpose, a cynical knowledge without faith or wisdom, and with their scrabble of a few harsh oaths and cries dedicated to the sterile and unending repetition of their own knavishness. And against all these million evidences of the vileness, cheapness, and shabby, dingy evil of which men are capable if there was only this evidence of their beauty, and magnificence, it was enough. The woman passed among them, and that one deathless flower of a face that bloomed among so many mil-lions of the dead at once struck music from the shining morning: it gave a tongue to chaos, a music of energy and joy to the vast pulsation of the city’s life, a structure of beauty, life, and certitude to everything it passed,—so that even the sterile and grey-faced people thrusting about her everywhere with their harassed and driven eyes, were halted suddenly in the dreary fury of their lives, and looked at her, at the music of health and joy that shone out of her face, and stared after her little figure as it moved briskly along, and which in its opulence, its sense of something fertile, curved, and living as the earth was so different from their own grey and meagre flesh, that they looked at her almost like wretches who are trapped and damned in hell, but to whom for one moment a vision of a living and deathless beauty has been granted.


  [¬]


  MORNING

  MRS. JACK AND THE MAID


  At this moment, as Mrs. Jack stood there by her bed, her maid servant, Molly, knocked at the door and entered immediately, bearing a tray with a tall silver coffee pot, a small bowl of sugar lumps, a cup, and saucer and a spoon. The maid put the tray down on a little table beside the bed, saying in a thick Irish voice:


  “Good maar-nin’, Mrs. Jack.”


  “Oh, Hello, Molly!” the woman answered, crying out in the eager and surprised and rather bewildered tone with which she usually responded to a greeting, “How are you?—Hah?”—clapping her hand to one ear as she phrased this conventional question, as if she was really eagerly concerned, but immediately adding: “Isn’t it going to be a nice day? Did you ever see a more beautiful morning in your life?”


  “Oh, beautiful, Mrs. Jack,” Molly answered. “Beautiful!” The maid’s voice had a solemn and almost reverential tone of agreement as she answered, but there was in it the undernote of something sly, furtive, sullen and Irish, and the other woman looking at her swiftly now saw the maid’s eyes, sullen, drunken, inflamed, and irrationally choleric, staring back at her. The maid’s voice was respectful and even unctuously submissive in its agreement but her bleared and angry looking eyes stared back with a sullen and drunken rancour, a resentfulness, whose bold, wilful and wicked defiant glance seemed to be directed not so much at her mistress as at the general family of the earth. Or, if her angry eye did swelter with a glare of spite more personal and direct, her resentment was instinctive, blind and stubborn—it just smouldered in her with an ugly truculence, and she did not know the reason for it. Certainly, it was not based on any feeling of class inferiority, for she was Irish and a papist to the bone, and where social dignities were concerned she had no doubt at all on which side condescension lay.


  She had served this woman and her family for more than twenty years, and it must be admitted (for her present defection was a recent one) that she had swindled them, stolen from them, lied to (and for) them, and grown slothful on their bounty with a very affectionate devotion and warmth of old Irish feeling—but she had never doubted for a moment that they would all ultimately go to hell, together with the other pagans and all alien heathen tribes whatever.


  Meanwhile, she had done herself pretty well among these prosperous infidels for some twenty years, fattening herself up in a cushy job, wearing the scarcely worn garments of two of the best dressed women on the earth and seeing to it that the constable who came to woo her several times a week should lack for nothing in the way of food and drink to spur him on to fresh accomplishment in the exercise in which, it seemed to her, he excelled—or, as she would have put it, “a [?].”


  Meanwhile she had feathered her nest snugly to the tune of several thousand dollars, and kept the old folks back in Clare or Cork or wherever it was she came from, faithfully furnished with a glittering and lascivious chronicle, sprinkled with pious interjections of regret and deprecation and appeals to the Virgin to watch over her and guard her among such infidels of this brave new world that had such pickings in it. No—decidedly this truculent resentment which smouldered in her eye had nothing to do with caste: she had lived here for twenty years a kind of female Marco Polo enjoying the bounty of a very good superior sort of heathen, and growing used and tolerant to almost all their sinful customs, but she had no doubt where the true way and the true light was, and that she would one day find her way back into the more civilized and Christian precincts of her own kind.


  Neither did the grievance in the maid’s hot eye come from a sense of poverty, the stubborn silent anger of the poor against the rich, the feeling that good decent people like herself must fetch and carry all their lives for lazy idle wasters, that she must drudge with roughened fingers all day long in order that this fine lady might smile brightly and keep beautiful. No, the maidservant knew full well that there was no task in all the household range of duties—whether of serving, mending, cooking, cleaning or repairing, which her mistress could not do far better and with more dispatch than she.


  And she knew further that every day in the great city which roared all about her own dull ears this other woman was going back and forth with the energy of a dynamo, a shining needle flashing through the million repetitions of the earth’s dull web, buying, ordering, fitting, cutting, and designing—now on the scaffolds with the painters, beating them at their own business in immense, draughty and rather dismal rooms where her designs were hammered into substance, now sitting cross-legged among great bolts of cloth and plying a needle with a defter finger than any on the dully flashing little hands of the peaked and pallid tailors all about her, now searching and prying about indefatigably through a dozen gloomy little junk shops until she unearthed triumphantly out of the tottering heaps of junk the exact small ornament which she must have—always after her people, always good humoredly but formidably pressing on, keeping the affair in hand, and pushing it to its conclusion (enforcing the structure, the design, the rich incomparable color of her own life on the incompetent chaos of inept lives and actions all about her) in spite of the laziness, carelessness, vanity, stupidity, indifference and faithlessness of the people with which she had to work—painters, actors, shifters, bankers, union bosses, lighters, tailors and costumers, producers and directors—the whole immense motley, and for the most part shabbily inept and tawdry crew which carried on the crazy and precarious affair that is known as “the show business.”


  No: the maid had seen enough of the hard world in which her mistress daily strove and conquered to convince herself that even if she had possessed any of the immense talent and knowledge that her mistress had to have, she did not have in all her lazy body as much energy, resolution, and power as the other woman carried in the tip of her little finger. And this knowledge, so far from arousing any feeling of resentment in her, only gave her a feeling of self-satisfaction, a gratified feeling that her mistress, not herself, was really the working woman and that, enjoying the same food, the same drink, the same shelter—yes! even the same clothing as her mistress—she would not swap places with her for any thing on earth.


  Yes, the maid knew that she was fortunate, and had no cause for complaint: yet her grievance, ugly and perverse, glowered implacably in her inflamed and mutinous eye. And she could not have found a word or reason for that grievance, but as the two women stood there, it scarcely needed any word. The reason for it was printed into their flesh, legible in everything they did, in every act and move they made. It was not against the other woman’s wealth, authority, and position that the maid’s rancour was directed, but against something much more personal and indefinable—against the very tone and quality of the other woman’s life. For there had come over the maid’s life in the past year a distempered sense of failure, and frustration, an angry discontent, an obscure but powerful feeling that her life had somehow gone awry and dissonant, and was growing into a sterile and fruitless age without ever having come to any ripeness. And she was goaded, baffled, and tormented, as so many people have been, by a sense of having missed something splendid and magnificent in life, without knowing at all what it was. But whatever it was, the other woman seemed marvelously somehow to have found it and enjoyed it to the full, and this obvious fact, which she could plainly see, but could not define, goaded the maid almost past endurance.


  Both women were about the same age, and so nearly the same size that the maid could wear any of her mistress’ garments without alteration. But if they had been creatures from separate planetary systems, if each had been formed, filled and given life by a completely different protoplasm, the physical differences between them could not have been more extreme.


  The maid was not an ill-favored woman. She had a mass of fairly abundant red-brown hair, coarsely woven and clean looking, brushed over from the side. Her face, had it not been for the distempered and choleric look which drink and her own baffled and incoherent fury had now given it, would have been a pleasant and attractive one. It had in it the warmth, and a trace of that wild fierceness, which belongs to something mad, red, and lawless in nature, at the same time coarse and delicate, murderous, tender, savagely ebullient like a lawless chemistry, which so many women of her race have had. Moreover, she still had a trim figure, which wore neatly the well-cut skirt of rough green plaid which her mistress had given her (for, because of her long service, her position in the household as a kind of unofficial captain to the other maids was recognized, and she was usually not required to wear maid’s uniform).


  But where the figure of the mistress was at once rich and delicate, small of bone and fine of line and yet lavishly opulent and seductive, packed as it was from top to toe with juice and sweetness (so that the woman when one looked at her jolly, glowing, marvelously delicate face and figure was not only “good enough to eat,” but of such a maddening and appetizing succulence, such wholesome relish that it was with difficulty one restrained himself from leaping upon her and devouring her then and there), the figure of the maid was by contrast almost thick and clumsy-looking, no longer young, no longer living, and no longer fresh and fertile, but already heavied, thickened, dried and hardened by the shock, the wear, the weight, the slow inexorable accumulations of the intolerable days, the merciless years that take from people everything, and from which there is no escape. “No—no escape, except for her” the maid was thinking bitterly, with a dull and tongueless rancour, a feeling of inarticulate outrage, “—and for her, for her, there was never anything but triumph, there was never anything but an outrageous and constantly growing success. And why? Why?”


  It was here upon this question that her spirit halted like a wild beast, baffled by a sheer and solid blank of wall. Had they not both drawn the nurture of their lives from the same earth? Had they not breathed the same air, eaten the same food, been clothed by the same garments, and sheltered by the same walls? Had she not had as much, as good, of everything as her mistress—yes! Even of love, she thought with a contemptuous bitterness, for she had seen the other woman’s lovers come and go for twenty years, and if that was what it took to keep a woman young she thought, she had had as many and as good herself.


  Yet here she stood, baffled and confused, glowering sullenly with an ugly and truculent eye into the shining face of the other woman’s glorious success—and she saw it, she knew it, she felt its outrage but she had no word to voice the sense that sweltered in her an intolerable wrong. Instead, she stood there stiffened and thickened by the same years that had given the other woman an added grace and suppleness, her skin dried and sallowed by the same lights and weathers that had added health and lustre to the radiant beauty of the other one, her body stunned and deadened of its youth and freshness by the merciless collisions of ten thousand furious days which had served only to pack the other woman to her red rose lip with health and sweetness, energy and joy—and the end of it all was that she was being devoured by the same qualities the other woman fed upon, that she was growing old on the same earth, beneath the same impartial sky, whereon the other woman grew more beautiful day by day, that time whose grey and cancerous tongs was feeding like an adder on her life had yielded to this woman all that it had of richness, strangeness, beauty, that there was pulsing in her constantly a wild and dissonant chemistry of ruin, hatred, and defeat, that fed the sullen flames of her distempered eye, while—in the other woman there coursed forever a music of health and joy, an exquisite balance of power and control, of ecstasy and temperance, a pulse, a flame, a star!—an exquisite confluence of all the forces of a rare and subtle beauty which was as vital as the omnipotent and everlasting earth, yet poised more sweetly than a bird in flight.


  And all of this—the tidal flood of this all conquering ever growing beauty had found its well spring somehow in the hard and dismal rock of stony life from which her own ruined flesh and baffled soul had drawn no provender but an acrid and unwholesome dust. Oh, it was true, staring her in the face with an incontrovertible and overwhelming evidence, established by a literal and cruel comparison, so that the story of her ruin and the other woman’s glory was written down in lip, cheek, eye, in every line and movement of the figure, and in the very chemistry of the blood which brought to one an ugly jungled dissonance, and to the other the singing and triumphant music of beauty and success, until the other woman’s victory was evident with every breath she drew, and not only the color of her life, the health and radiance of her soul, seemed to shine out, with a charitable but merciless benignity upon the warped and blackened spirit of the maid, but the very texture of her flesh, the weave of her hair, the rose of her lip, the living satin of her skin, the spittle of her mouth, together with all combining sinews, nerves and tissues, juices, fibres, jellies, marrows, the whole warm integument of pulsing flesh that bound her life together seemed of a finer, rarer substance than the maid had ever known.


  Yes, she saw it, she knew it, cruelly and terribly true past the last atom of hope and disbelief, and as she stood there before her mistress with the weary distemper of her mutinous eye, enforcing by a stern compulsion the qualities of obedience, and respect into her voice and into the composed humility of her face which betrayed her effect nakedly in the mottled and choleric color of her cheeks and jaws, she saw that the other woman read the secret of her envy and frustration plainly and pitied her because of it. And for this she hated her, because pity seemed to her the final and intolerable indignity.


  And, in fact, although the kind, jolly and eager look on the other woman’s lovely face had not changed a bit since she had greeted the maid, her eye had read instantly and with a merciless and deadly precision, every minute sign of fever, envy and inchoate mutiny, the unwholesome dissonant fury that was raging in the woman, mind and body, and at this moment, with a strong emotion of pity, wonder and regret, she was thinking:


  “She’s been at it again: this is the third time in a week that she’s been drunk. I wonder what it is, I wonder what it is that happens to that kind of person,” she thought, without knowing clearly what it was she understood by “that kind of person,” but feeling the detached, momentary, and half-indifferent regret and curiosity that people of a powerful, rich and decisive character may feel when they pause for a moment from the brilliant and productive exercise of an energy and talent that has crowned their life with a triumphant ease and success almost every step of the way, and note suddenly, and with surprise, that most of the other people in the world are groping, reeling, fumbling, blindly and wretchedly about, eking out from day to day, the inept and wretched progress of grey lives, that are so utterly lacking in any individual distinction, character, or talent that each seems to be rather a small, grey and flabby particle of some immense and vicious life-substance than a living and beautiful creature who is able to feel and to inspire the whole intolerable music of love, beauty, joy, passion, pain and death, of wild regret, exultancy, desire and depthless sorrow, which men have felt and made immortal on the earth.


  And now, the mistress, with a strong emotion of discovery and surprise, was feeling this as she looked at the servant who had lived with her familiarly for more than twenty years, and as she now for the first time reflected closely on the kind of life the other woman might have had:


  “What is it?” she kept thinking. “What’s gone wrong with her? She never used to be this way, it’s all happened in the last six months. And Molly used to be so pretty, too,” she thought. “Why—when she first came to us twenty years ago she was really a very handsome girl,”—and she started with a memory of surprise—“Isn’t it a shame!” she thought indignantly, “That she should let herself go to seed like this—a girl who’s had the chances that she’s had! I wonder why she never married—she used to have a half dozen of those big policemen on the string, they were mad about her, she could have had her pick of them!”


  And suddenly, as she stood there looking kindly at the servant, the woman’s breath, foul, stale and sour with a rank whiskey stench was blown upon her, and she got suddenly a rank body smell, an old odor of pit and crotch, strong, hairy, female and unwashed. She frowned slightly with a feeling of revulsion that was almost like a physical pain, and her rosy and delicate face began to burn more deeply with a hot excited glow of shame, embarrassment, and acute distaste.


  “God! But she stinks!” she thought, with a feeling of horror and disgust. “You could cut the smell around her with an axe! The nasty bitches!” she thought suddenly, now including all her servants in a feeling of indignant contempt. “I’ll bet they never wash—and here they are all day long with nothing to do, and they could at least keep clean! My God! You’d think these people would be so damned glad to be here in this lovely place with the fine life that we’ve made for them, that they would be a little proud of it and try to show that they appreciate it—but no!—What trash they are—the lazy, lying, thieving sluts! They’re just not good enough!” she thought scornfully, and for a moment her fine and delicate mouth was disfigured slightly at one corner by an expression, almost racial in its contempt and arrogance, and certainly common to people of her race.


  It was an expression which had in it not only the qualities of contempt and scorn, but also a quality that was too bold and naked in its sneering arrogance, as if it was too eager to flaunt and brandish its insolent contempt into the face of any passer by. And although this ugly look, so full of pride and scorn, and a lewd and cynical materialism, rested only for a second, and almost imperceptibly, about the edges of the woman’s mouth, it did not sit well on her lovely face, and for just a moment it gave her fine, strong and sensitive mouth a coarse touch of something ugly, loose and sensual. Then it was gone. But the maid had seen it, and that swift look, with all it carried of contempt and arrogance, had stung and whipped her frenzied spirit to the quick.


  “Oh, yes, my fine lady!” she was thinking. “It’s too good for the likes of us, you are, isn’t it? Oh my, no, but we’re very fine, aren’t we? What with our fine clothes and our evening gowns, and our forty pairs of hand made shoes—Jesus! now! Ye’d think she was some kind of centipede to see the different pairs of shoes she’s got—and our silk petticoats and step-ins that we have made in Par-is, now—yes!—that makes it very fine, doesn’t it—it’s not as if we ever did a little private [fucking] on the side, like ordinary people, is it?—Oh my, no! We are gathered together wit a friend fer a little elegant an’ high-class entertainment durin’ the course of the evenin’—What’s this I heard her say to him?—‘Yer face is so delicate,—it’s like an angel’s!’ Jesus! now! But aint that nice!—His face! God, it’s the first time, that I ever knew of anyone to keep his face buttoned in his britches!—But maybe that’s the way they do it now, in high society!—But if it’s some poor girl without an extra pair of drawers to her name, it’s different, now! It’s ‘Oh! you nasty thing! I’m disgusted wit you! I believe ye’re no better than a common whore!’ Yes! An’ there’s many a fine lady livin’ on Park Avenoo right now who’s no better, if the truth was told—That I know and could swear to—So just take care, my lady, not to give yerself too many airs, for it wouldn’t take me long to pull ye down a peg or two when I got started,” she thought with a rancourous triumph.


  “Ah! If I told all that I know of you—wit yer angels and their faces and ‘He’s simply mad about me little Edith,’ and ‘Molly, if anyone calls when I’m not here I wish ye’d take the message yerself—Mr. Jack doesn’t like to be disturbed’—Jesus! From what I’ve seen there’s none of them who likes to be disturbed. It’s live and let live wit them, no questions asked an’ the devil take the hindmost, so long as ye do it in yer leisure hours, but if ye’re twenty minutes late fer dinner, it’s where the hell have ye been and what’s to become of us when ye neglect yer family in this way? Sure,” she thought, warming with a flush of humor and a more tolerant and liberal spirit, “It’s a queer world, ain’t it?—And these are the queerest of the lot! Thank God, I was brought up like a Christian in the Holy Church, and still have grace enough [enough to] be ashamed when I have sinned! But, then—” and now, as often happens with people of strong but disordered feeling, she was already sorry for her flare of ugly temper, and her affections were running warmly in a different direction—


  “But, then, God knows, there’s not a better-hearted sort of people in the world—there’s no one I’d rather work for, than Mrs. Jack, they’d give ye everything they have, if they like ye—I’ve been here twenty years next April and in all that time no one has ever been turned away from the door who needed food. Sure, there’s far worse who go to Mass six days a week—yes, and would steal the pennies off a dead man’s eyes if they got the chance. It’s a good home we’ve been given here—as I keep tellin’ all the rest of ’em,” she thought with virtuous content, “and Molly Fogarty’s not the one to turn and bite the hand that’s feedin’ her—no matter what the rest of them may do!”


  —


  All this had passed in the minds and hearts of the two women with the speed of light, the instancy of thought. Meanwhile, the maid, having set the tray down on a little table by the bedside, had gone to the windows, lowered one of them and raised the shades to admit more light, slightly adjusted the curtains, and was now in the bath room drawing the water for her mistress’ bath, an activity signalized at first by the sound of thick tumbling waters, and later by a sound more quiet and sustained as she reduced the flow and tempered the boiling fluid to a moderate heat.


  While this was going on, the other woman had seated herself on the edge of her bed, crossed her legs briskly in a strong, jaunty and yet graceful movement, poured out a cup of the black steaming coffee from the tall silver pot, opened the newspaper which lay folded on the tray, and now, as she drank her coffee, she was staring with a blank troubled frown at the headlines of the paper, meanwhile slipping one finger in and out of a curious and ancient ring which she wore on her right hand. It was an action which she performed unconsciously, but with great speed and deftness—a single swift and nervous movement of her hand which, when she was with people, always indicated in her a statement of impatience, nervousness, or strained attention and when she was alone, indicated the swift and troubled reflection of a mind that was rapidly collecting itself for a decisive action.


  And now, her first emotions of regret, pity, and curiosity having passed, the more practical necessity of some vigorous and immediate action was pressing at her.


  “He’s been furious about it—That’s where Fritz’s liquor has been going,” she thought. “She’s got to stop it. If she keeps on at the rate she’s going she’ll be no good for anything in another month or two—God! I could kill her for being such a fool!” she thought furiously. “What gets into these people, anyway?”—Her small and lovely face now red with anger and determination, the space between her troubled eyes cleft deeply by a frown, she determined suddenly to speak plainly and sternly with the maid without any more delay.


  And, this decision being made, the woman was conscious instantly of a feeling of great relief and certitude, almost of happiness. For indecision was alien to the temper of her soul, and the knowledge of the maid’s delinquency had been nagging at her conscience for some time: now, with a feeling of surprise and relief, she wondered why she had ever hesitated. Yet, when the maid came back into the room again, and paused before going out for a moment as if waiting for further orders, and looking at her with a glance that now seemed affectionate and warm, she was conscious of a feeling of acute embarrassment and regret, as she began to speak to her and, to her surprise, she found herself beginning in a hesitant and almost apologetic tone,


  “Oh, Molly!” she said rapidly in a sharp and somewhat excited tone, as she slipped the ring swiftly on and off her finger—“There’s something I want to speak to you about—”


  “Yes, Mrs. Jack,” Molly answered humbly, and paused respectfully.


  “It’s something Miss Edith wanted me to ask you,” she went on quickly, somewhat timidly, discovering to her amazement that she was beginning her stern warning and reproof in quite a different way from the way she had intended.


  Molly waited in an attitude of studious and respectful attention.


  “I wonder if you or any of the other girls remember seeing a dress Miss Edith had,” she said and went on quickly—“One of those dresses she brought back last year from Paris. It had a funny grey-green kind of color and she used to wear it in the morning when she went to business. Do you remember?” she said sharply, clapping her hand to her ear, “Hah?”


  “Yes, Ma’am,” said Molly with a solemn wondering air. “I’ve seen it, Mrs. Jack.”


  “Well, Molly, she can’t find it. It’s gone.”


  “Gone?” said Molly, staring at her with a stupid and astonished look.


  But even as she spoke the other woman saw a furtive ghost of a smile, thin, evil, Irish and corrupt, at the corner of the servant’s mouth, in her sly and sullen humor, and a look of triumph in her eye, and she thought instantly:


  “Yes! She knows where it is! Of course she knows! They’ve taken it!—Of course, they’ve taken it!—the lying sluts! It’s perfectly disgraceful and I’m not going to stand it any longer!”—and a wave of angry indignation, hot, swift and choking boiled up in her, flushing the delicate rose color of her face a thick and angry red.


  “Yes, gone! It’s gone, I tell you!” she said angrily to the staring maid. “What’s become of it? Where do you think it’s gone to?” she asked bluntly.


  “I don’t know, Mrs. Jack,” Molly answered in a slow, wondering tone. “Miss Edith must have lost it.”


  “Lost it! Oh, Molly, don’t be stupid!” she cried furiously. “How could she lose it? She’s been nowhere. She’s been here all the time—and the dress was here, too, hanging in the closet, up to a week ago! How can you lose a dress?” she cried impatiently. “Is it just going to crawl off your back and walk away from you when you’re not looking?” she said sarcastically. “You know she didn’t lose it! Someone’s taken it!”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Molly said with a dutiful acquiescence. “That’s what I think, too. Someone must have sneaked in here when all of yez was out an’ taken it. Ah, I tell ye,” she remarked with a regretful movement of the head, “It’s got so nowadays ye never know who to trust and who not to,” she remarked sententiously. “A friend of mine who works fer some big people up at Rye was tellin’ me just the other day about a man who came there wit some new kind of a floor-mop that he had to sell—ast to try it out an’ show ’em how it worked upon their floors, ye know, an’ a finer, cleaner lookin’ boy, she says, ye wouldn’t see again in yer whole life-time. ‘And my God!’ she says—I’m tellin’ ye just the way she told it to me, Mrs. Jack—‘I couldn’t believe me own ears when they told me later what he’d done! If he’d been me own brother I couldn’t have been more surprised,’ she says.—Well, it just goes to show ye that—”


  “Oh, Molly, for heaven’s sake!”—the other woman cried with an angry and impatient gesture—“Don’t talk such rot to me! Who could come in here without you knowing it? You girls are here all day long, there’s only the elevator and the service entrance, and you see everyone who comes here—and besides, if anyone ever took the trouble to break in, you know he wouldn’t stop with just one dress. He’d be after money or jewelry, or something valuable that he could sell.”


  “Well, now, I tell ye,” Molly said, “that man was here last week to fix the frigidaire—I says to May at the time—‘I don’t like the look of him. There’s something in his face that I don’t like, you keep your eye on him,’ I says, ‘because—’”


  “Molly!”—At the sharp, stern warning in her mistress’s voice, the maid paused suddenly, looked sharply at her, and then was silent, with a dull, sullen flush of shame and truculence upon her face. For a moment the other woman stared at her with a burning and indignant look. Then she burst out on her plainly, with an open blazing anger before which the maid stood sullenly, hostile, silent and resentful.


  “Look here!” the other woman broke out furiously. “I think it’s a dirty shame the way you girls are acting! We’ve been fine to you! Molly, there are no girls in this town who’ve been treated better than you have.”


  “Don’t I know it, Mrs. Jack,” Molly cried in a lilting and earnest tone—“Haven’t I always said the same? Wasn’t I saying the same thing meself to Annie just the other day? ‘Sure,’ I says, ‘but we’re the lucky ones! There’s no one in the world I’d rather work for than Mrs. Jack. Twenty years,’ I says, ‘I’ve been here, and in all that time,’ I says, ‘I’ve never heard a cross word from her. They’re the best people in the world,’ I says, ‘and any girl who gets a job wit them is lucky,’” she cried richly. “Sure, haven’t I lived with ye all like ye was me own family? Don’t I know ye all—Mister Jack an’ Miss Edith and Miss Alma and Mr. Ernie—Wouldn’t I get down on me knees right now an’ scrub me fingers to the bone if it would help ye any—?”


  “Oh, scrub your fingers to the bone!” the other woman cried impatiently. “Who’s asking you to scrub your fingers to the bone? Lord, Molly, you girls have had it pretty soft. There’s mighty little scrubbing that you’ve had to do!” she said. “It’s the rest of us who scrub,” she cried. “We go out of here every morning—six days in the week—and work like hell——”


  “Don’t I know it, Mrs. Jack?” Molly cried. “Wasn’t I sayin’ to May just the other day—”


  “Oh, damn what you said to May!” the woman said. For a brief moment she looked at the servant with a straight, burning face of indignation. Then she spoke more quietly to her. “Molly, listen to me,” she now said. “We’ve always given you girls everything you ever asked for. You’ve had the best wages anyone can get for what you do. And you’ve lived here with us just the same as the rest of us—you’ve had the same food, the same shelter—yes! even the same clothes—” she cried, “for you know very well that—”


  “Sure,” Molly interrupted in a richly sentimental tone. “It hasn’t been like I was workin’ here at all! Ye couldn’t have treated me any better if I’d been one of the family!”


  “Oh, one of the family my eye!" the other said impatiently. “Don’t make me laugh! There’s no one in the family—unless maybe it’s my daughter Alma—who doesn’t do more in a day than you girls do in a week! You’ve lived the life of Riley here!—The life of Riley!” she repeated, almost comically, and then stood there looking at the other woman for a moment, a formidable little dynamo trembling with her indignation, slowly clenching and unclenching her small hands at her sides. “Good heavens, Molly!” she burst out in a furious tone. “It’s not as if we ever begrudged you anything! It’s not as if we ever denied you anything you asked for! It’s not the value of the dress—you know very well that Edith would have given it to you if you had gone to her and asked her for it. But—oh! It’s intolerable! Intolerable!” She stormed out suddenly in a furious and uncontrollable anger. “That you should have no more sense or decency than to do a thing like that to people who have always been your friends!”


  “Sure, and do you think I’d be the one who’d do a thing like that?” cried Molly in a trembling voice. “Is it me ye’re accusin,’ [accusin’,] Mrs. Jack, when I’ve lived here wit yez almost twenty years? Sure, they could take me right hand”—in her rush of feeling she raised and held the member up, “and drop it from me arm before I’d take a button that belonged to one of yez. And that’s God’s truth,” she added solemnly. “I swear it to ye as I hope to live and be forgiven for me sins. Yes, I’ll swear it to ye,” she declared more passionately as the other woman started to speak—“that I never took a pin or penny that belonged to one of yez—and so help me God, that’s true! And yes! I’ll swear it to ye by everything that’s holy!” she now cried, tranced in a kind of ecstasy of sacred vows.—“By the soul an’ spirit of me blessed mother who is dead”—


  “Ah! Molly!” the other woman cried with a furious and impatient exclamation, turning angrily away, and, in spite of her indignation, breaking into a short and angry laugh at the extravagance of the servant’s oaths as she thought with a bitter, scornful and contemptuous humor: “God! There’s not an honest bone in her whole body—yet she’ll swear a thousand oaths and thinks that makes an honest woman out of her! Yes! And will stay stinking drunk all night and go to Mass next morning if she has to crawl to get there—and cross herself with holy water—and listen to the priest say words she cannot understand—and come out glorified—to steal from us all day! What strange and magic things these oaths and ceremonies are!” she thought. “They give a kind of life to people who have none of their own. They make a kind of truth for people who have found none for themselves. Love, beauty, everlasting truth, salvation—all that we hope and suffer for on earth is in them for these people, all that we have to do with our own blood and labor, and by the ambush of our soul, is done for them, somehow” she thought ironically, “if they can only swear to it ‘by the soul an’ spirit of me blessed mother who is dead!—’”


  “—And, so help me God, by all the Blessed Saints, and by the Holy Virgin, too,” she heard Molly’s voice intoning, and instantly she turned upon her with a movement of furious and exasperated impatience.


  “Molly, for God’s sake, have a little sense!” she cried. “What is the use of all this swearing by the saints and virgins, and getting up and going out to Mass, when all you do is come back home to swill down Mr. Jack’s whiskey? Yes, and to lie and steal from the people who have been the best friends that you ever had!” she cried out bitterly, and seeing the old and mutinous look which had returned now to the maid’s sullen and distempered eye, she went on with an almost pleading earnestness: “Molly, for God’s sake, try to have a little wisdom! Is this all you’ve been able to get from life?—To come in here and sneer and lie, and blow your stinking breath on me, when all we’ve ever done has been to help you?”—The woman’s voice was trembling with her passionate and open anger, and yet one would instantly have known, had he heard her, that her anger was something more than personal, that she was speaking not so much because she felt the maid had lied to her and stolen from her sister, but because she felt that the maid had betrayed and insulted something decent and inviolable in life—a faith and integrity in human feeling that she felt should be kept and honored everywhere. And this fine, bold, passionate quality of indignation was so plainly and earnestly written down in every feature of her face, and in every line and member of her vital and determined little figure, that it somehow made the woman wonderful. For it was plain that she would have spoken out without fear or favor to anyone, and at any place and time, as she had spoken to the maid, if she had seen some cut of cruelty, injustice or dishonor; yet it was also evident that she was in no way a quarrelsome or officious woman, but as kind, happy, and liberal in her nature as anyone could be.


  Finally, the very sight of her as she stood there would have been sufficient to evoke a whole human faith again, a belief in a high, rare, and wonderful value of human dignity—and with a strength and truth in her which was so much greater than anything in the maid that it soared triumphantly above the maid’s sullen figure, establishing victoriously and forever above the servant’s feeble sneer the reality of beauty, joy, and glorious and abundant living on the earth. And it was this quality, that sprang and flourished from the everlasting earth, that the maid had seen and hated dumbly in her rancourous and barren soul, and that made the woman wonderful.


  This quality of exultancy, energy, and joy which this woman had is not only the most rare and wonderful thing in the world, it is also so familiar and living a possession that when people see it, even though they have never seen it before, they feel instantly not only its power and beauty, but they feel that they have known it forever, that it belongs to them, and that everyone should be a part of it. Yet not one person in ten thousand has it; when he has, it is scarcely too much to say that nothing else matters. People will want to be near him, to feel the power, joy, and beauty of his presence, to live in the world of ecstasy and magic that springs to life everywhere around him and that lives in everything he touches. What is this quality? From where does it come? Where does it go? In what kind of people does it live? It seems to be a power that is completely arbitrary and indifferent to human choice. It chooses, rather than is chosen, and one finds it as often in brutal, ignorant and indifferent men, as in people distinguished by their talent or intelligence.


  One finds it sometimes in the heavy shambling figure of a man with the brutal and battered face of a vagabond: as he swings along at a shambling step he will carelessly thrust one hand into the pocket of his shapeless coat, draw forth a cigarette, light it briefly between a cupped palm and hard and twisted mouth, and then walk on, with a wire of acrid smoke expiring slowly from his nostrils. Yet this simple and familiar gesture will not only awaken in the beholder an overpowering desire to smoke, but that man has somehow discovered tobacco again: all the joy, the pungent fragrance, the relish and the deep content that the first man who ever smoked must have known has been revived in the wink of an eye by the gesture of a tramp.


  In the same way a workman tearing the thick and glutinous halves of a meat sandwich between his blackened fingers may awaken an almost intolerable hunger in the spectator as the finest chef on earth could never do; an old man sitting at the throttle of a mighty locomotive as he steams slowly past, by his one gloved hand of curving, his lean and somewhat withered applecheeks, his glint of demon hawkeyes on the rail, may evoke in the beholder a sense of glory, power, and joy, a music of space and ecstasy, an instant vision of the whole vast structure of the earth, the sleeping woods, the great dark continent of night, and new lands, morning, and a shining city, as all the eightlocked driving wheels and flashing pistons in the world could never do.


  And these examples, as bright as beings in a shining water, as literal as morning, as incontrovertible as the savage thirst and hunger with which we nailed them to the walls of our fierce memory could be multiplied, as everybody knows, indefinitely, but to no advantage, for everyone has seen them, everyone has known them for himself, and we all know this radiant and exultant power has struck like lightning everywhere on earth, and has been chosen as its rare agents the most obscure and humble people as often as the most renowned. Certainly it had never made its dwelling in a richer earth than in this woman, for it seemed to inhabit not only every atom of her flesh, but to be part of the whole radiance and energy of her spirit, so that it was in everything she did, everything she touched, everything she said, and if she had done, said, or touched nothing, it would have been with her, and around her, filling the very silence with the presence of its exultancy and joy: For this reason, she brought magic with her everywhere.


  [¬]


  MORNING

  JACK AND HIS WIFE


  He rapped lightly at the door and waited. There was no answer. More faintly, listening, he rapped again.


  “Are you there?” he said. He entered the room. She was sitting with her back to him at the other side of the room, seated at a small writing desk between the windows with a little stack of bills, business letters, and personal correspondence on her left hand, and an open check book on her right; she was vigorously and rapidly scrawling off a note. As he advanced toward her, she put the pen down, swiftly blotted the paper, and was preparing to fold and thrust it in an envelope when he spoke.


  “Good morning,” he said in the pleasant half ironic tone that people use when they address someone who is not aware of their presence.


  She jumped, turned around quickly and then spoke to him in the jolly and eager but somewhat bewildered voice with which she usually responded to a greeting.


  “Oh, hello, Fritz,” she cried in a high, rather dazed tone. “How are you? Hah?" clapping her small hand swiftly to her ear.


  He stopped in a somewhat formal and teutonic fashion, planted a brief, friendly and perfunctory kiss on her rosy cheek, and straightened, unconsciously shrugging his shoulders a little, and giving his sleeves and the bottom of his coat a brief tug to smooth out any wrinkle that might have appeared to disturb the faultless correctness of his costume. And although she continued to look at him with a jolly, eager, and innocent face, still seeming a little confused and bewildered, as deaf people are, she had missed not even the remotest detail of his costume for the day—shoes, socks, trousers, coat, and tie, together with the true perfection of a tailored line, and the neat gardenia in his buttonhole,—all this she observed in an instant together with his ruddy face and the small waxed points of his moustache, and she felt a swift secret and ironic amusement which did not tell even for a second upon her jolly and eager face. And as he straightened, her innocent and merciless eye swept briefly across the faultless smoothness of his buttoned coat, noting a just faintly perceptive disturbance in the smooth line of his coat at the place where his inside breast pocket was.


  And remembering the small square envelope with the thin spidery writing which she had seen among the mail that morning, she thought with an ironic faintly bitter amusement: “Well, he’s got it. Right over the heart—or, anyway, just underneath the pocket book.” Yet, during all this time of merciless cognition, the somewhat confused and good-humored expression of her jolly face did not change a bit. Instead, as she sat there with her glowing face bent forward and her hand held firmly to one ear in an attitude of eager attentiveness, her jolly face had the puzzled and confused look of good-natured people—and particularly of good-natured people who are somewhat deaf—which seemed to say: “Now, I can see that you are laughing at me about something? What have I done now?”


  As for Jack, he stood before her for a moment, feet apart, and hands akimbo on his hips, looking at her with an expression of mock gravity and sternness, in which, however, his good humor and elation were apparent.


  “Hah?” she cried again, eagerly, bending forward with a cupped ear as if to hear what he had said, although he had said nothing.


  In answer, Jack produced the newspaper which he had been holding folded back in one hand, and tapped it with his index finger, saying:


  “Have you seen this?”


  “No, who is it?” she cried eagerly. “Hah?”


  “It’s Elliot in the Globe. Like to hear it?”


  “Yes. Read it. What does he say?”


  And as he prepared to read, she bent forward, her rosy face glowing more deeply with excitement and attention, and one hand held firmly to her ear. Jack struck a pose, rattled the paper, frowned, and cleared his throat with mock pretentiousness, and then began in a slightly ironic and affected tone, in which however his own deep pleasure and satisfaction was manifest, to read the fancy and florid words of the review.


  “Mr. Shulberg has brought to this, his latest production, the full artillery of his own distinguished gifts for suave direction. He has paced it brilliantly, timed it—word, scene, and gesture—with some of the most subtly nuanced, deftly restrained, and quietly persuasive acting that this too too jaded season has yet seen. He has a gift for silence that is eloquent—oh! devoutly eloquent—among all the loud but for the most part meaningless vociferation of the current stage. All this your diligent observer is privileged to repeat with more than customary elation. Moreover, Mr. Shulberg has revealed to us in the person of Montgomery Mortimer the finest youthful talent that this season has discovered. Finally”—Jack cleared his throat solemnly, “Ahem, Ahem”—flourished forward his short arms, and rattled the paper expressively, and for a moment stared drolly at her. “Finally, he has given us with the distinguished aid of Esther Jack a faultless and unobtrusive decor which warmed these ancient bones as they have not been warmed for many a Broadway moon. In these three acts, Miss Jack contributes three of the most effective settings she has yet done for the stage. Subtle, searching and hushed, with a slightly rueful humor that is all their own, there is apparent, in her elvishly sly design, a quiet talent that is growing constantly, and that need make obeisance to no one. She is, in fact, in the studious opinion of this humble but diligent observer, the first designer of her time.”


  Jack paused abruptly, looked at her drolly and gravely with a cocked head over the edges of the paper, and said:


  “Did you say something!”


  “God!” she yelled, her jolly face flushed with laughter and excitement. “Did you hear it! Vat is dees?” she said comically, making a Jewish gesture with the hands. “An ovation,—what else does he say?” she asked eagerly, clapping her hand to her ear and bending forward, “Hah?”


  Jack proceeded:


  “‘It is, therefore, a pity that Miss Jack’s brilliant talent should not have better fare to feed as than was given it last evening at the Arlington. For the play itself, we must reluctantly admit, was neither—’”


  “Well,” said Jack, stopping suddenly and putting down the paper, “the rest of it is—you know,” he shrugged slightly and made a gesture with his hands, “—a sort of so-so. Neither good nor bad! He sort of pans it.—But say!” he cried, with a kind of jocular indignation. “I like the nerve of that guy! Where does he get this Miss Esther Jack stuff? Where do I come in?” he said. “Don’t I get any credit at all for being your husband? You know,” he said, “I’d like to get in somewhere if it’s only a seat in the second balcony. Of course”—and now he began to speak in the impersonal manner that people often use when they are being heavily sarcastic, addressing himself into the vacant air, as if some invisible auditor were there, and as if he himself were only an ironical observer—“Of course, he’s nothing but her husband, anyway. What is he?—Bah!” he said in a scornful and contemptuous tone. “Nothing but a fat little stock broker who doesn’t deserve to have such a brilliant woman for his wife. What does he know about art? Can he appreciate her? Can he understand anything she does? Can he say—What is it this fellow says?” Jack demanded, suddenly looking at the paper with an intent stare and then reading it in an affected and ironic tone—“‘subtle searching, and hushed with a slightly rueful humor’—a slightly rueful humor,” Jack said ironically, “Not a rueful humor, but a ‘slightly rueful humor that is all their own.’”


  “I know,” she said in a tone of pitying contempt, as if the florid words of the reviewer aroused in her only a feeling of commiseration, although the pleasure and excitement which the words of praise had given her were still legible on her flushed face—“I know. Isn’t it pathetic! They’re all so fancy—these fellows, they make me tired!”


  “‘There is apparent in her elvishly sly design’” Jack continued—“‘Elvishly sly’—now that’s a good one! Not sly, but elvishly sly,” he said, then with a droll and Jewish gesture of the palms he demanded of his unseen auditor—“Could her husband think of a thing like that? Nah-nah-nah!” he cried suddenly, in a curiously guttural accent, shaking his head with a scornful and angry laugh and waving a plump forefinger sideways before him. “Her husband is not smart enough!” he cried furiously. “He is not good enough! He’s nothing but a common business man! He can’t appreciate her!” he shouted in a furious and guttural tone,—and suddenly, to her amazement, she saw that his eyes were shot with tears, and that the lenses of his neat gold rimmed spectacles were being covered with a film of mist.


  For a moment she stared at him in stupefaction, her warm and jolly little face bent towards him in an expression of startled and protesting concern, but even at the same moment she was thinking, as she had often thought: “What a strange man!” and feeling obscurely yet strangely, as everyone has felt, that there was something in life she had never been able to find out about, or to express. For she knew that in this sudden and reasonless display of strong feeling in this plump greyhaired, and faultlessly groomed man, there was no relation whatever to the review in the paper, which had praised her work so warmly. Neither was his chagrin because the reviewer had referred to her as “Miss,” anything more than a playful and jocular pretense.


  She knew that he was really bursting with pride and elation because of her success, and with a sudden poignant, and wordless pity—for whom, for what, she could not say—she had an instant and complete picture of the great chasmed downtown city, where he would spend his day, and where all day long, in the furious drive and turmoil of his business, excited prosperous looking men would pause suddenly to seize his arm, to grasp his hand, and to shout: “Say—have you seen today’s Globe?—Did you see what it had to say about your wife?—Aren’t you proud of her?—Congratulations!”


  And she could see also his spruce plump figure, and his ruddy face beginning to blush and burn brick-red with pride and pleasure, as he received the tribute of prosperous men, and as he tried to answer them with an amused and tolerant smile, and a few casual and indifferent words of acknowledgment as if to say: “Yes, I think I did see some mention of it—but of course you can hardly expect me to be excited by a thing like that. That’s an old story to us now. They’ve said that kind of thing so often that we’re used to it.”


  And when he came home that night he would repeat what had been said to him—what Rosenthal and Straus, his two rich partners, had said to him, what Liliencron, the president of his luncheon club, had said, and what Clark and Stein, two of his richest customers, had said. And although he would repeat their words at dinner with an air of faintly cynical amusement, she knew that his satisfaction would be immense and solid, and that it would be enhanced by the knowledge that the wives of these rich men, handsome and splendid-looking Jewesses, as material-minded in their quest for what was fashionable and successful in the world of art, as were their husbands, for what was profitable in the world of business, would also read of her success, would straightway go to witness it themselves, and then would speak of it in brilliant chambers of the night; where even the heavy glowing air received an added menace of something cruel and erotic from the lavish bodies and the cruel faces of these handsome, scornful and sensual looking women.


  All this she thought of instantly as she stared with an astounded face at this plump, ruddy, grey haired man, whose eyes had suddenly and for no reason that she knew, filled with tears, and whose firm scornful mouth now had the pouting, bitterly wounded look of a hurt child. “What a strange man!” she thought again, for she had seen these sudden and unexplainable surges of feeling come over him before, and had never known what they meant, but even as she thought all this, and as her heart was filled with a nameless and undefinable sense of pity, she was crying warmly in a protesting voice: “But, Fritz! You know I never felt like that! You know I never said a thing like that to you,” she cried indignantly. “You know I love it when you like anything I do—I’d rather have your opinion ten times over than one of these fellows in the newspaper. What do they know anyway?” she muttered scornfully. “They make me tired, they’re all so fancy.”


  And he, having taken off his glasses and polished them angrily, having blown his nose vigorously and put his glasses on again, now suddenly lowered his head, braced his thumb stiffly on his temple and put four plump fingers across his eyes in a shielding comical position, saying rapidly, in a muffled, guttural and apologetic tone:


  “I know! I know! It’s all right! I was only choking,” he said with an absurd and pathetic smile, and then lowering his head abruptly, he blew his nose vigorously again, his face lost its ridiculous expression of wounded feeling, and he began to talk in a completely natural matter-of-fact tone, as if nothing he had done or said had seemed at all extraordinary:


  “Well,” he said, “How do you feel? Are you pleased with the way things went?”


  “Oh, I suppose so,” she answered in the dubious, vague and somewhat discontented tone she always used on these occasions, when her work was finished, and the fury, haste and almost hysterical tension of the last days before a theatrical production were at an end. Then she continued: “I think it went off pretty well—don’t you? Hah? I thought my sets were sort of good—or did you think so” she demanded eagerly. “No,” she went on in the comical and disparaging tone of a child talking to itself, shaking her head in a depressed fashion but hoping for the warm denial of the connotation of its elders. “I guess they were just ordinary—pretty bad—a long way from my best—hah?” she demanded, clapping her hand to her ear.


  “You know what I think,” he said angrily, “I’ve told you. There’s no one who can touch you. The best thing in the show!” he said, strongly. “They were by far the best thing in the show!” (And, as always, in moments of strong feeling, his accent became guttural—and, instead of “show,” he said “joe”)—“By far! By far!” he said. Then, in a quiet tone, he said, “Well, I suppose you’re glad it’s over. That’s the end of it for this year, isn’t it.”


  “Yes,” she said, “except for some costumes that I’ve promised Irene Morgenstein I’d do for one of her damned ballets. And I’ve got to meet some of the company for fittings again this morning,” she concluded in a weary and dispirited tone.


  “What, again! Weren’t you satisfied with the way they looked last night? What’s the trouble?”


  “Oh,” she said in a disgusted and impatient tone, “What do you think’s the trouble, Fritz? There’s only one trouble—it never changes: It’s always the same! The trouble is that there are so many half-baked God-damned fools in the world who’ll never do the thing you tell them to do! That’s the trouble! God!” she said frankly, “I’m too good for it! I never should have given up my painting. The thing you do is so wonderful—the thing that happens when you design,” she went on in an earnest but rather confused tone, wrinkling her low forehead in an almost animal-like expression of perplexity as if she knew exactly what she wished to say, but could not find the words to explain it, and as if that fault lay rather in the understanding of other people, and in the dimensions of language, rather than in herself. “Honestly! You don’t know what goes on in me when I design!” she cried in an earnest half-accusing tone, as if, by not knowing, he were guilty of some fault: “No one ever asks me how it happens: No one seems to want to know,” she said in an aggrieved and half resentful tone, “But it’s the most wonderful thing you ever heard of! At first, it’s all solid, like one thing. It’s one solid mass up here,” she went on tapping her head, and frowning again with the curiously bewildered and animal-like frown:—“Then, it all gets broken up somehow in little bits, like a picture,” she went on vaguely, still frowning in the confused manner, “it all sort of swims around and arranges itself until—there it is! I’ve got it—all clear!” she cried triumphantly, “—The design!” She was silent, frowning in the perplexed and troubled fashion for a moment, then she burst out suddenly with her straight warm indignation, “Isn’t it a shame!” she cried, “that a wonderful thing like that has got to be wasted on those people?”


  “What people?” he said.


  “Oh, you know,” she muttered, “the kind of people that you get in the theatre. Of course there are some good ones—but God!” she said frankly, “Most of them are such trash! Did you see me in this and did you read what they said about me in that, and wasn’t I a knockout in the other thing?” she muttered in a sullen and resentful tone. “God, Fritz, to listen to the way they talk you’d think the only reason a play ever gets produced is to give one of them a chance to strut around and show himself off upon a stage! When it ought to be the most wonderful thing in the world!—Oh! The magic you can make, the thing you can do with people if you want to—It’s like nothing else on earth!” she cried. “Isn’t it a shame no more is done with it!” She brooded for a moment with an angry almost sullen flash upon her face. Then, suddenly, her breast and warm full throat began to tremble, a burble of wild humor welled up in her throat, and finally she cast back her head and laughed, a wild full yell of woman’s laughter, as she spoke: “‘As for me—as for me,’” she choked, “‘I am noted for muh torso’”—and rich wild helpless laughter rose from her and rang around the spacious room.


  “Eh? What’s that? What did you say? Who said that?” cried Jack eagerly, beginning to grin and scenting a good story to tell his business friends even before he understood the meaning of her reference.


  “Oh, that fellow Atwater! That big bum!” she said in a disgusted tone.


  “Reginald Atwater?—” Jack said eagerly. “The one who played the Older Man?”


  “Yes, doesn’t it sound like him?—God! I could have killed him!” she burst out furiously. “To think he’d have no more sense than to do a thing like that."


  “What! What did he do?” said Jack.


  “Why, coming on in the second act in that God-awful evening suit! I thought I’d have a fit when I looked at him!” she cried.


  “Well, I did notice it!” Jack admitted. “It was pretty gay. I sort of wondered why you did it.”


  “I?” she cried indignantly. “Do you think I had anything to do with it? Do you think I’d have let him come on in a rig like that. No! Over my dead body!” she declared.


  “Why, wasn’t it the suit you’d picked out for him?”


  “Of course not!” she cried furiously. “It was his own ham actor’s outfit that he goes out shop-girl hunting with—or something,” she muttered angrily. “Couldn’t you tell it by looking at it—those fancy silk lapels about twice too wide, and that fancy actor’s vest with rolled lapels, and about three acres of that God-damned shirt all bulged out in front like a pouter pigeon? Do you think I’d ever do a thing like that?” she said indignantly. “Not on your life.”


  “Then how did it happen?”


  “—Oh, the way it always happens! If you’re not there to watch over them every second of the time it will always happen. I had a beautiful quiet suit all picked out for him,—just the one he needed for the part—and got him fitted up in it—”


  “Did he want to wear the other one—his own?"


  “Oh, yes, of course! They always do!” she said impatiently. “That’s what I’m always fighting with them for—trying to beat it into their heads that—‘Look here, Atwater,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t matter at all what you want to wear. What you think looks best on you! I’m not costuming you but the character in the play! You’re not playing Atwater’—(which is a big lie, of course, he’s always playing Atwater!) He couldn’t play anything else but Atwater if he tried!” she said scornfully—“‘You’re playing the man in the play’ I said. ‘And you’ve simply got to get that into your head.’ ‘Yes, I know,’ he said. ‘I know.’—(God! Fritz, his face looks just exactly like a piece of cold sliced ham)—‘I know,’ he says, ‘but then, you know we all have our points,’—Points!” she muttered resentfully. “That fellow has nothing else but points: He’s one complete mass of sore thumbs as far as I’m concerned.—‘We all have our points,’ he said. ‘And as for me’—sticking his chest out about a mile and hitting himself on it like a piece of ham—‘As for me’”—her voice rose to a rich full yell of laughter. “‘I am noted for muh Torso!’”


  And their laughter joined and rang around the room.


  “—But isn’t it a shame,” she went on presently in an indignant tone. “To give the words and thoughts of a great poet or anything that’s any good to a fellow like that! You’d think they’d be so damned glad to make the most of the chance they have!—Really, you wouldn’t believe it—some of the things they say. ‘As for me I am noted for muh torso.’” she muttered. “God! I didn’t believe I’d heard him right—‘What did you say?’ I cried. ‘Oh what did you say, Mr. Atwater?’—It just didn’t seem possible—I had to get off the stage as fast as I could! When I told Roberta I thought she’d have a fit!—‘Torso!’” she muttered scornfully again. “I suppose he thought I should have dressed him up in a lion skin.”


  She was silent for a moment, then she said wearily, “Gee, I’m glad this season’s at an end, I wish there was something else I could do.—If I only knew how to do something else, I’d do it. Really, I would,” she said earnestly. “I’m tired of it. I’m too good for it,” she said simply, and for a moment stared moodily ahead.


  Then, still frowning in a sombre and perturbed manner, she fumbled nervously in a wooden box upon the desk, took from it a cigarette and lighted it. She got up nervously and began to walk about the room with short steps holding the cigarette in the rather clumsy charming and unaccustomed manner of a woman who rarely smokes, and frowning intently when she puffed at it.


  “I wonder if I’ll get some good shows to do next year,” she muttered, as if scarcely aware of his presence. “I wonder if there’ll be anything for me to do. No one’s spoken to me yet,” she said gloomily.


  “Well if you’re so tired of it, I shouldn’t think you’d care,” he said ironically, and he added, “Why worry about it till the time comes?”


  [¬]


  MORNING

  THE WORLD THAT JACK BUILT


  Jack had, in fact, listened to her complaint and her account of her troubles in the recent production, with the serious attention, and the keen interest and amusement that her stories of her labors, trials and adventures in the theatre always aroused in him. For, in addition to the immense pride and satisfaction that he took in his wife’s talent and success, he was like most rich men of his race, and particularly those who like himself were at that time living every day in a glamorous, unreal and fantastic world of speculation, strongly attracted by the glittering electric life of the theatre.


  The progress of his life, indeed, for almost forty years when, as a boy, he had come to America from the little Rhineland town where his family lived, had been away from the quieter, more traditional, and as it now seemed to him, duller forms of social and domestic life, to those forms which were more brilliant and gay, filled with the constant excitement of new pleasures and sensations, and touched with a spice of uncertainty and menace. Thus, the life of his boyhood—the life of his family, who for a hundred years had carried on a private banking business in a little German town—now seemed to him impossibly dull and stodgy. Not only its domestic and social life, which went on as steadily and predictably as a clock from year to year, and which was marked at punctual intervals by a ritual of dutiful visits and counter-visits among dull and heavy-witted relatives, but its business life, also, with its small and cautious transactions, now seemed paltry and uninteresting.


  His life, in fact, had for more than thirty years moved on from speed to speed and height to height—keeping time indeed, with all the most glittering and magnificent inclines of speed and height in the furious city that roared in constantly increasing crescendo about him. Now, even in the mad world in which he lived by day, and whose feverish air he breathed into his veins exultantly, there was a glittering, inflamed and feverish equality that was not unlike the night time world of the theatre in which the actors lived.


  At nine o’clock in the morning of every working day, Jack was hurled southward to his employment in a great glittering projectile of machinery which was driven by a man who was himself as mad, inflamed, and unwholesome as any of the life around him. In fact, as the chauffeur prowled above his wheel, his dark and sallow face twisted bitterly by the thin and dry corruption of his mouth, his dark eyes glittering with the unnatural glitter of a man who is under the stimulation of a powerful drug, he seemed to be a creature which this new and furious city had created—whose dark and tallowy flesh seemed to have compacted, along with millions of other men who wore grey hats and had faces of the same lifeless and unutterable hue, out of a common city-substance—the stuff of pavement grey, as well as the stuff of buildings, towers, tunnels, bridges, streets. In his veins there seemed to pulse and flow, instead of blood, the feverish, unnatural, and electric energies to which the whole city moved, and which was legible in every act and gesture the man made, as his corrupt, toxic and sinister face prowled above the wheel, so that as his glittering eyes darted right and left as, with the coming of a maniac, the skill and precision of a sinister but faultless mechanism grazing, cutting, flanking, shifting, and insinuating, as he snaked and shot the great car through all but impossible channels and with a perilous and murderous recklessness, it was evident that the criminal and unwholesome chemistry that raced in him was consonant to a great energy that was pulsing everywhere about him in the city.


  Yet, to be driven downtown by this sinister and toxic creature seemed to increase Jack’s sense of pleasure, power and anticipation: as he sat behind his driver and saw his eyes now sly and cunning as a cat’s, now hard and black as basalt, now glittering humidly with a drugged and feverish glitter, as his thin face now peered slyly and evilly right and left, now full of cunning and sly triumph as he snaked his car ahead around some cursing rival, now from the thin twisted corner of his convulsed, corrupt and obscene mouth snarling out his hate loudly at other drivers or at some careless pedestrian—“Guh-wan ya screwy bast-ed—guh-wan!”—more softly at the menacing figure of some hated policeman, or speaking to his master from the twisted corner of that bitter, sterile, and corrupted mouth a few constricted words of grudging praise for some policeman who would grant him privileges—“Some of dem are all right,” he said. “You know,” with a shining and a powerful and constricted accent of high strained voice. “Dey’re not all basteds. Dis guy”—with a jerk of his head toward the policeman who had nodded and let him pass, “Dis guy’s all right—I know him—Sure! Sure!—He’s a bruddeh of me sisteh-in-law!”


  And all of this—the sense of menace, conflict, cunning, stealth, and victory—above all else, the sense of privilege, added to Jack’s pleasure and even gave him a heady tonic joy as he rode down to work. The unnatural and unwholesome energy of his driver, the man’s drugged eyes and evil face evoked in Jack’s mind, as well, a whole image of a phantasmal and theatrical world. Instead of seeing himself as one man among a million other men who were going to their work, in the homely, practical, immensely natural light of day, he saw himself and his driver as two cunning and powerful men pitted triumphantly against the world; and the monstrous and inhuman architecture of the city, the phantasmagoric chaos of the traffic, the web of the streets swarming with a million nameless people became a kind of tremendous, woven, chameleon backdrop for his own activities.


  And just as that unreal and feverish world of gigantic speculation in which he lived by day and which had now come to have a theatrical cast and color was everywhere sustained by this great sense of privilege—the privilege of men, selected from the man-swarm of the earth because of some mysterious intuition or knowledge they were supposed to have, to live gloriously with labor or production in a world where their profits mounted incredibly with every ticking of the clock, or where their wealth was increased fabulously by a nod of the head, the lifting of a finger, so did it seem to Jack, not only entirely reasonable but even pleasant and desirable that the whole structure of society from top to bottom should be honeycombed with privilege and dishonesty.


  He knew, for example, that this same driver, who was part Irish, part Italian, and whose name was Barney Dorgan, swindled and stole from him right and left, that every bill for fuel, oil, tires, repairs or overhauling was viciously padded, and that this same Dorgan was in collusion with the garage owner for this purpose, and received a handsome percentage from him as a reward. Yet this knowledge did not disturb or anger him. Instead, he actually got from it a feeling of pleasure and cynical amusement. The knowledge that his driver stole from him and that he could afford it, gave him somehow a sense of power and security. If he ever questioned his dishonesty at all, it was only to shrug his shoulders indifferently, and to smile cynically, as he thought: “Well, what of it? There’s nothing to be done about it. They all do it. If it wasn’t him, it would be someone else.”


  Similarly, he knew that the Irish maids in his household were stealing all the time, and that at least three members of the police force, and one red-necked Irish foreman spent most of their hours of ease in his kitchen and in the maid’s sitting or bed rooms. He also knew all these guardians of the public peace and safety ate royally every night of the choicest dishes of his own table, and that their wants were cared for even before he, his family, and his guests were served, and that his best whiskey and his rarest wine was theirs for the asking.


  But, beyond an occasional burst of temper and annoyance, when he discovered that a case of real Irish whiskey (with rusty sea-stain markings on the bottles to prove genuineness) had melted away almost overnight, a loss which roused his temper because of the rareness of the thing that was lost, he said very little. When his wife spoke to him about these thefts, as she occasionally did, in a tone of vague protest, saying: “Fritz, I’m sure those girls are stealing from us all the time. I think it’s perfectly dreadful don’t you? What do you think we ought to do about it?” His only answer was to shrug, smile cynically, and show his palms.


  And although it had cost him more than seventy thousand dollars the year before to keep the five members of his family provided with shelter, clothing, service, food, and entertainment, the fact that a large part of this shocking amount had been uselessly squandered or actually stolen from him caused him no distress whatever. Rather, the extravagance, waste, and theft in his own household expense seemed to give authority and justification to that unbelievable madness which he was witnessing every day in the business world which was at that time mounting to its crest. Neither was the indifferent and tolerant acquiescence he gave to this shameful waste the fact of a man who feels his world is trembling on a volcanic crust that certain ruin and collapse is before him, and that he will make merry with all his might and spend riotously until the crash comes.


  No. He gave consent to the theft, extravagance, and privilege which he saw everywhere about him not because he doubted but because he felt secure, convinced that this rotten fabric was woven from an iron thread, not because he felt that ruin was impending, but because he was so convinced that ruin would never come—that the tottering, corrupt, and fictitious edifice of speculation was hewn from an everlasting granite, and would not only endure, but would grow constantly greater.


  It was an ironic fact that this man who now lived in a world in which every value was false and theatrical should see himself, not as a creature tranced by a fatal and illusionary hypnosis, but rather as one of the most practical, hardheaded, and knowing men alive. Just as he saw himself, not as a theatrical and feverishly stimulated gambler, obsessed and fascinated by his belief in the monstrous fictions of speculation, but rather as the brilliant and assured executive of great affairs, who at every moment of the day had his “finger on the pulse” of the nation, so when he looked about him and saw everywhere in the world from top to toe, nothing but the million shapes of privilege, dishonesty and self-interest, he was convinced that this was inevitably “the way things are.”


  Moreover, he was so far from understanding that his own vision was distorted, false, and theatrically easy that he flattered himself on his “hardness,” fortitude, and intelligence for being able to swallow this black picture of the earth with such an easy and tolerant cynicism. The real substance of this “hardness,” fortitude, and intelligence was to be painfully demonstrated in another year or two when, the gaudy bubble of his world having been exploded overnight before his eyes, this plump, ruddy, and assured man would shrink and wither visibly in three days’ time into a withered and palsied senility. But now nothing could exceed his satisfaction and assurance. He looked about him in the world, and, like an actor, found that all was false and evil, and this brilliant discovery only enhanced the joy and pleasure which he took in life.


  In fact, at this time, the choicest stories which Jack and his associates told each other, all had to do with some facet of human chicanery, treachery, or dishonesty. They delighted in matching stories concerning the delightful knaveries of their chauffeurs, maids, cooks, and bootleggers, describing the way in which these people had cheated them as one would describe the antics of a household pet, and they found that these stories usually had a great success at the dinner table, and were characterized by the ladies as: “I—think—that—is—simply—price-less!” (Spoken slowly and deliberately as if the enormity of the tale has simply stunned and duped the listener into a state of stupefaction), or, “Isn’t it in-credi-i-bul!” (Spoken with a faint rising scream of laughter), or, “Stop! You know he didn’t,” delivered with a lady-like shriek—all the fashionable and stereotyped phrases of people who are listening to an “amusing” story, and whose lives have become so sterile and savorless that laughter has gone dead in them.


  One of the stories which Jack told with considerable success, was this: A year or two before (when he was still living in the brown-stone house on Seventy-Fourth Street which he had occupied for more than twenty years), his wife was giving one of the jolly open-house parties which she gave every year to the members of a “group” theatre for which she worked. At the height of the gaiety when the party was in full swing and the actors were swarming through the rooms, gorging themselves to their heart’s content on the food and drink with which the tables were groaning, there was a great screaming of police sirens on Riverside Drive, which was only a few yards away, and the sound of motors driven to their limit, and approaching at top speed. Suddenly the entourage turned into the street, and to the alarm and stupefaction of Jack and his guests who now came crowding to the windows, a high powered motor truck flanked by two motor cycle policemen pulled up before the house, and stopped. Immediately, two burly policemen, whom Jack instantly recognized as friends of his Irish maids, sprang to the ground from the body of the truck and, in a moment more, with the assistance of their fellows, they had lifted a great barrel from the truck and were solemnly rolling it across the sidewalk and up the stone steps into the house. This enormous barrel, it turned out, was filled with beer which the police were contributing to the party to which they had also been invited (for when Jack’s wife, Esther, gave a party to the actors and actresses, the maids and cook were also allowed to give a party to the policemen and firemen in the kitchen).


  Then when Jack, moved and gratified by this act of friendship and generosity on the part of the police, had desired to pay them for the trouble and expense the beer had cost them, one of the policeman had said to him: “Forget about it, boss. It’s O.K. I tell you how it is,” the man then said lowering his voice in a tone of quiet and confidential intimacy. “Dis stuff don’t cost us nuttin’, see? Nah!” he vigorously declared. “It’s given to us. Sure! It’s a commission dey give us,” he added delicately, “for seein’ dat dere stuff goes troo O.K. See?”


  Jack saw, and told the story many times to his delighted guests. For Jack was really a good and generous little man and an act like this, even when it came from men who had eaten and drunk royally and at his expense for years the value of a hundred barrels of beer, warmed and delighted him.


  As is invariably the case with the cynic, cynicism and sentiment were woven indissolubly together, and his black picture of the earth, false and theatrical as it was, was saved from monstrousness by his own character, which had in it so much that was liberal, kind, and tolerant. Of this there was constant and repeated evidence. Jack would act instantly and materially to help people who were in distress, and he did this again and again—for actors down on their luck, for elderly spinsters with schemes for the renovation of the stage which were never profitable,—he even pensioned off every month one of his wife’s aunts, a dyed and varnished old hag of eighty-two, who had cheated his wife and her sister out of the little nest egg which their father had left to them, and whom Jack detested not only for this but for all other reasons.


  “Oh,” the old witch would croak at him, as she wagged a vindictive varnished claw in his face on one of her frequent visits to his house, “—Oh, you don’t like me now,” she croaked, but [“but] I’ll bet you, Fritz!” she cackled vindictively, “I’ll bet you, if I had a million dollars that you’d treat me different then—Heh! Heh! Heh! Heh!” At which Jack, red in the face from anger and exasperation would fling down his paper, jump to his feet, shout angrily—“You can bet your sweet life I would!” and stamp out of the room. Yet, he not only sent this old harpy an allowance of one hundred dollars on the first of every month, which she rarely found adequate to her own extravagances (the chief of which was a passion for shoes with high red heels which she wore by day and night and in all times and weathers) but he also invariably yielded to her begging cries for additional help, the chief of which the old hag craftily embodied in a plea for new false teeth—(a plea she used so often and so forgetfully that it was found she had desired money for eleven sets within eight months’ time).


  Thus, as often happens, there was housed in the compact well-groomed figure of this plump ruddy grey haired Jew with the waxed moustache ends a vision of the earth which was false and black as hell, together with as kind, liberal and tolerant a spirit as one is likely to meet in the course of a day’s journey. If this had not been true, the man would have been a monster. For not only, in his belief, was the dishonesty of his servants, the corruption of the police, and the complete tyranny of privilege everywhere on earth, from the greatest to the most trifling affairs, a condition to be accepted without even the most casual and languid feeling of surprise, but the total corruption of humanity everywhere was also to be understood and accepted in this same matter-of-fact way.


  Thus, in his view of the world, every man had certainly his price, as every woman had hers, and if, in any discussion of conduct, it was suggested to him that people had acted as they had for motives other than those of total self-interest and calculating desire—had acted as they had because they loved each other, or because they would rather endure pain themselves than cause it to other people that they loved, or were loyal because of loyalty, or could not be bought or sold for no other reason than the integrity of their own characters—Jack’s answer to this was to smile politely but cynically, make a brief motion with his arms and hands, and say: “All Right. But I thought you were going to be intelligent. Let’s talk of something else that we both understand.”


  And that was all.


  Such a man, then, was this ruddy, smartly groomed, and faultlessly tailored little fellow of fifty-four who was hurled southward to his business every morning in a powerful projectile of glittering steel that was driven by a maniac and who, as immense and cruel architectures beetled all about him, and he saw the man-swarm passing in its million-footed weft, found nothing strange therein.


  Such a man was Frederick Jack—a spruce, assured, and very prosperous looking figure, who had in his bearing, dress, and feature something of the “distinguished” manner of the great banker, together with that little extra and indefinable cut to everything—a somewhat heightened color, cut, and vividness, an added knowingness and swagger, a kind of sporty dash and tone and recklessness, that was like a dash of paprika, and that somehow related him with others who live constantly among the theatrical and feverish excitement of a life which is disturbed, out of focus, and unnaturally stimulated—in other words, with politicians, gamblers, quack joint-and-gland and lay-the-hand-on specialists, and all other quacks whatever fashionable psycho-analysts, hit-the-trail evangelists, suave racketeers—and actors!


  Such a man was Frederick Jack: a little man forever certain and forever wrong, a resident in a world which accepted the fabrications of its own distorted and intoxicated fury as the very heart and care of harsh reality, and which rejected reality itself with an impatient and dismissing gesture and a cynic’s smile. Frederick Jack was a man who daily lived, breathed, and believed in all the acts and passions of a fantastic, theatrical and incredible world, and who subscribed to a vision of life that was as black, as vile, as viciously false and ineptly, uselessly sinister as any on this earth could be—and yet he was a man with as much grace, kindliness, and charity as anyone could wish for the most liberal and tolerant spirit.


  He was a loving and indulgent father, who lavished gifts and luxuries upon his two children with prodigal hand, and he had on countless occasions responded with the instant and liberal help of his purse not only to the needs of friends but also to the troubles of many people whom he scarcely knew—to all the improvident, drunken, haphazard, or futile people whom his wife had met in her experience in the theatre, and who, in time of distress inevitably clustered about her strong, clear and victorious personality as slaves of steel cluster about a powerful magnet—as well as to a great motley regiment of others—to a raw-boned half-demented old nurse who had been in attendance at the birth of his two children, and had subsisted largely on his bounty ever since, to his wife’s childhood and schoolgirl friends who had made poor marriages, to decrepit or impoverished relatives of his own and his wife’s family, no matter how distant the relationship or how heartily he detested them, and finally, and always, to members of his own family living in Germany, and to his own begotten blood and seed.


  For strangely, curiously, and pathetically, this little man who lived among all the furious and constantly shifting visages of a feverish and unstable world, had always held with a desperate and tenacious devotion to one of the ancient traditions of his race and youth—a belief in the sacred and inviolable stability of the family. And through this devotion, in spite of the sensational tempo and its furious constantly mounting instability of the city life, in spite of the unwholesome life of the theatre in which each member of his family was somehow involved, and which constantly menaced the security of the family life, he had managed to keep his family together. And this was really the only bond which now connected him with his wife. They had never loved each other, they had long since ceased to care what separate loves and ardours each might have, but they had joined together in a material effort to maintain the unity of a family life, as distinct from the lives of each individual in it. And through this effort, and by this compromise—which avoided deliberately and almost studiously, a close inspection of the individual life—they had succeeded in keeping the unity of the family group, and for this reason, and on this ground, Jack respected and had a real affection for his wife.


  Such was the well-groomed little man who was delivered at his business every morning by a maniac. And if such dissonance between his own belief and practice, between his sinister view of men’s acts and motives, and the charity and generosity of his own character, seems remarkable, or if his skill and cunning in the acts of balance seems remarkable, where his sole remaining anchor to an older and more traditional form of life was his belief in the permanence of the family, it was by no means so. For every morning, within a hundred yards of the place where his maniac delivered him, ten thousand other men, in dress, style, form and feature much the same as he, in their fantastic and sinister beliefs, and even in kindness, mercy, love and tolerance, much the same as this portly little Jew, were even as he descending from their gleaming thunderbolts and moving towards another day of legend, smoke and fury.


  —


  At length, having been delivered at his business with a murderous haste by this furious automation, Jack was shot up to his office where all day long men in whom this same unnatural and feverish energy seemed to be at work, bought, sold, and traded in an atmosphere which was not so openly, obviously and frantically alive, as it was quietly, murderously alert, with madness.


  This madness was everywhere about him all day long, and Jack was himself aware of it. Yet he said nothing. For it was one of the qualities of this time that men should see and feel and know the madness all about them, and never mention it. Jack had known for several months, for example, that Rosenthal, the senior partner of his firm, was mad. Everyone else knew it as well, yet no one spoke of it until two years later when Rosenthal had to be confined in an asylum. Then, to be sure, they all said, with wise nods: “Sure, we knew it, all the time!”


  But often in the morning Rosenthal would ride up in the same elevator with Jack, and not only would he fail to respond to his junior partner’s morning greeting, but he would stare at Jack with a gloomy Napoleonic look, seeming to stare right through the other man who was not a foot away from him. Moreover, when Rosenthal entered his office he would enter through a certain door, and give orders that an office boy and his secretary must always be there in the room to greet him, standing at attention and facing the door when he would enter, even when there was no real reason for their being there.


  Having seated himself at his magnificent desk—for everything he had as we shall see, pens, paper, desks, inkwells, chairs, and so forth, now had to be the most magnificent and expensive that money could buy—having seated himself at his magnificent desk Rosenthal would at once go into a gloomy Napoleonic attitude of deep meditation from which he would presently start up and rouse himself to say in a harsh tone of voice to his secretary who still was standing dutifully at attention: “Who is waiting?” The girl would answer that Mr. Clark—or whoever it was—was waiting, whereupon Rosenthal would wave his hand in a furious and gloomy gesture of dismissal saying: “Tell him I cannot see him today,” although he had himself made the appointment just the day before.


  Then he would lapse into his moody soliloquy again, from which he would presently rouse himself to mutter gloomily: “And who comes next?”


  “Mr. Seligman, sir—at nine-thirty.”


  There would be a portentous darkening pause, and finally Rosenthal would whisper hoarsely: “Tell him—tell Mr. Seligman—that I shall see him—at ten-fif-teen,” although there was no reason whatsoever for the delay.


  Again, when about to sign a letter, he would start to dip his pen in the inkwell, and suddenly stop, drawing back from the inkwell and shuddering as if it were a viper and had stung him.


  “This—this—” he would say in a choked and trembling tone, throwing down his pen and pointing to the inkwell with a palsied finger. “Where did this come from?” he would scream, although it had been there on his desk all the time. Then he would seize the inkwell and hurl it against the wall or smash it on the floor, yelling that it was a disgrace that such a man as he should have to use such an inkwell. Then he would shout out orders, and demand the finest inkwell for himself and his secretary “that money could buy.” And they would finally arrive, as his awed secretary would tell her fascinated auditors when she went home to Brooklyn—“made of saw-lid silveh—Duh one on his desk costs sixteh-seven dollehs—an’duh one on my desk costs fawty-six dollehs! O-O-oh! Ya know, I think that’s aw-w-ful! I think that’s ter-ri-bul!”


  But this frightened little stenographer was the only one who did. As for the others—Rosenthal’s business partners, and his clients, although they saw the man was mad they considered his madness as being another evidence of his financial genius.


  Thus, when he would suddenly emerge from his office and come out into the great room where the stock-board was, casting wild and gloomy glances all about him, peering intensely into the faces of men he had known for twenty years without speaking to them or giving any indication that he recognized them, the while he muttered and mumbled cunningly to himself words that no one understood, rubbing his white plump hands softly and greedily together, and from time to time chuckling craftily as he peered about him, his associates accepted this strange conduct as evidence that deep and cunning projects were being contrived in his brain, and that presently he would startle the entire market with a series of brilliant financial manipulations.


  Among all these people, only the frightened little stenographer read in the man’s conduct the omens of ruin and collapse, not only for Rosenthal himself but for the whole structure that supported him, and gave to such a madman its final utter faith. Day by day, this poor girl would go home to the great jungle of obscure and nameless people from which she came and tell her stories, which grew constantly more extravagant and incredible to an awed circle of shop girls, fellow stenographers, and bewildered elders.


  “Gee! D’ya know what he says to me this mawnin?” she would begin, as they all crowded forward eagerly. “D’ya know what he asts me? He says ta me, he says, ‘Who is dat man, Miss Feinboig? Who is dat man dat just came in here?’ ‘Wah-h-, Misteh Rosenthal!’ I says. ‘Dontcha re-membeh—gee!’ I thought he was kiddin’ me or somethin’—you know!” she cried. “‘Dontcha remembeh Misteh Mahtin? Wah he’s been comin’ in heah to see ya faw yeahs!’ ‘Who’s dat?’ he says. ‘Wah Misteh Mahtin—gee!’ I thought he maht be kiddin’ me or somethin’—you know!” she cried painfully. “So I says, ‘You been doin’ business with Misteh Mahtin all yoeh life.’ ‘Neveh hoid of ’im before,’ he says, ‘Wah-h, Misteh Rosenthal!’ I says. He don’t remembeh any moeh,” she now cried earnestly. “Honest, he don’t know what he’s doo-in,” [doo-in’,”] she said with comical solemnity. “‘Ya gotta ’n engagement, Misteh Rosenthal. Ya gotta ’n engagement to have lunch mit Misteh Huddlem’ an’ ah says, An’ honest! He don’t know what I’m tawkin’ about—He acts as if he’s neveh hoid of ’im—He don’t remembeh ’im at all! Gee! Ya know that’s ter-ri-bul! Ya know that’s aw-w-ful!”—But this shocked and frightened little typist was the only one who did.


  [¬]


  THE GREAT BUILDING

  (APRIL, 1930)


  From the outside the building was—just a building. True it was a very impressive one. It was not beautiful, certainly, but it impressed one by its bulk, its weight, its squareness, its sheer massivity. In the course of a day’s journey on that fabled rock one would see a hundred buildings that one could remember more sharply for some startling or sensational quality. There were sky-soaring spires and splintered helves of steel and stone, and dizzy vertices, cliff-like facades, stupendous architectures that seemed themselves a part of the cold atmosphere of the high air. They were an aether of imperial stone and steel that framed the sky in etchings of immortal masonry, that caught the breath of man, appalled his eye, put a cold numbness in his flesh, and gave to that sea-girt isle a portion of its own fabulous and special weather, its time-sense that was so strange, so peculiarly thrilling, so different from the time of any other place on earth.


  Yes, there were more special shapes that gave the swarming rock its startling quality, its fabulous uniqueness, its distinctive place among the super-cities of the world. These were the shapes the European thought about when he thought about “New York,” about “America,” the thing that caught the breath of travelers spell-bound, looking from a liner’s deck, as that appalling and inhuman loveliness sustained there lightly on the water like a congeries of fabled smoke first went home to their seafilled eyes, and stilled their tongues.


  This building, then, was none of these. In this great brede of appalling and man-daring shapes, the frame of this insolent and tormented loveliness, this square and massive building would have gone unnoticed, and had one seen it in his questing of the tortured rock he might not later have remembered it.


  And yet the building in its way was memorable. In all that scheme of splintered jaggedness, the transient landscape of these tormented, ever-changing skies, the building stood for permanence, for enduring substance in the midst of ceaseless change.


  It had, where so much else was temporal and ethereal, a monumental quality. The splintered helves would go and be replaced by madder stalactites of steel and stone, the spire-pierced skies would alter to new shapes of jaggedness—but this, one felt, was changeless and would still endure.


  A mighty shape, twelve stories high, with basal ramparts of enduring stone, above huge planes of rather grimy, city-weathered brick, spaced evenly by the interstices of a thousand square and solid windows, the great building filled a city block, and went through squarely to another city block, and fronted on both sides. It was so grand, so huge, so solid, and so square-dimensioned that it seemed to grow out of the very earth, to be hewn from the everlasting rock itself, to be built there for eternity, and to endure there while the rock itself endured.


  And yet this really was not true at all. That mighty building, so solid-seeming to the eye, was really tubed and hollowed like a giant honeycomb. It was sustained on curving arches, pillared below on riddled vacancy. It was really a structure upon monstrous stilts, its nerves and tubes and bones and sinews went down depth below depth among the channeled rock: below these basal ramparts of enduring stone, there was its underworld of storied basements. Below all these, far in the tortured rock, there was the tunnel’s depth.


  Therefore, it happened sometimes that dwellers in this imperial tenement would feel a tremor at their feet as something faint and instant passed below them, and perhaps remember that there were trains there, there were trains, far, far below them in these tunneled depths.


  Then all would pass, recede, and fade away into the riddled distances of the tormented rock. The great building would grow solidly to stone and everlastingness again, and people would smile faintly, knowing that it was enduring, solid, and unshaken, now and forever, as it had always been.


  A little before seven o’clock, just outside the building, as he was going in for the night’s work, old John was accosted by a man of perhaps thirty years who was obviously in a state of vinous and unkempt dilapidation.


  “Say, Mac—” At the familiar words, uttered in a tone of fawning and yet rather menacing ingratiation, the face of the old man reddened with anger, he quickened his step, and tried to move away. But the creature in its greasy clothes kept after him, plucked at his sleeve with unclean fingers, and said in a low tone—“I was just wonderin’ if you could spare a guy a—”


  “Nah-h!" the old man snapped angrily before the other one could finish the familiar plea. “I can’t spare you anything! I’m twice your age and I always had to work for everything I had. If you was any good you’d do the same!”


  “Oh, yeah?” the other jeered, looking at the old man with eyes that had suddenly gone hard and ugly.


  “Yeah!” old John snapped back in the same tone, and then went on, feeling that this ironic repartee was perhaps a little inadequate but the best he could do on the spur of the moment.


  He was still muttering to himself as he entered the great arched entrance of the building and started along the colonnade that led to the South wing.


  “What’s the matter, Pop?”—It was Ed, the day elevator man who spoke to him—“Who got your goat?”


  “Ah-h!” John muttered, still fuming with resentment, and the unsatisfied inadequacy of his own retort—“It’s these panhandling bums! One of ’em just stopped me outside the building and asked me if I could spare a dime! A young fellow no older than you are tryin’ to panhandle from an old man like me! He ought to be ashamed of himself! I told him so, too!—I said, ‘If you was any good you’d work for it!’”


  “Yeah?” said Ed, in a tone of mild interest.


  “Yeah,” said John, feeling a little more satisfied this time with his answer—“‘If you was any good,’ I says, ‘you’d work for it—the way I always had to do.’” He seemed to derive a little comfort from the repetition, for in a moment he went on forcefully but in a less bitter tone. “They ought to keep these fellows away from here,” he said. “They got no right to bother the people in this building. The kind of people we got here oughtn’t to have to stand for it.” There was just a faint trace of mollification in his voice as he spoke the words, “the kind of people we got here”: One felt that on this side reverence lay—“The kind of people we got here” were, at all odds, to be protected and preserved.


  “That’s the only reason they hang around this place,” the old man said. “They know they can work on the kind of people we got here and get it out of ’em. Only the other day I saw one of ’em panhandle Mrs. Lewis for a dollar. A big fellow, as well and strong as you are! I’d a good notion to tell her not to give him anything! If he wanted work, he could go and get him a job the same as you and I! But of course they know how to play on the sympathy of the kind of people we got here. It’s got so it’s not safe for a woman in the house to take the dog around the block. Some greasy bum will be after her before she gets back. If I was the management I’d put a stop to it. A house of this kind can’t afford it. The kind of people we got here don’t have to stand for it!”


  And having made these pronouncements, so redolent of convention, outraged propriety, and his desire to protect “the kind of people we got here” from further invasions of their trusting sanctity by these cadging frauds, old John, somewhat appeased, went on around the colonnade, went in at the service entrance of the south wing, and in a few moments was at his post, ready for the night’s work.


  [¬]


  THE ELEVATOR MEN


  John Enborg was an American of first-generation stock. He had been born in Brooklyn more than sixty years before, the son of a Norwegian seaman and an Irish serving-girl. In spite of this mixed parentage, it would have been hard to find anyone whose appearance was more decisively “old stock” American than the old man’s. One would have said without hesitation that he was sparely, dryly, American—New England Yankee. Even his physical structure had in one brief generation taken on those national characteristics which are perhaps partly the result of weather and of time, partly the result of tempo, speech, and local custom, a kind of special pattern of the nerves and vital energies wrought out and engraved upon the features, upon the whole framework of flesh and bone, so that, whatever they may be or from whatever complex source they are derived, they are still instantly and unmistakably “American”—so to be recognized, so unmistakably defined wherever they are found, at whatever place on earth.


  Old John was “American” in all these ways. He had the dry neck of the American—the lean, sinewy, furrowed neck that is engraved so lankily and so harshly, with so much weather. He had the dry face, too, also seamed and lank and squeezed dry of its moisture, the dry mouth, not brutal certainly but a little harsh and stiff and woodenly inflexible, the lower jaw out-cropping slightly, the whole mouth a little sunken in above this bleak prognathousness as if the very tension of the nerves, some harsh and jarring conflict in the life around him had hardened the very formations of the jaw into this sinewy tenacity. In stature, he was not very tall, somewhat above the average height, but suggesting tallness by this same stringy, nervous and hard-sinewed leanness which was apparent in his neck and face. The old man’s hands were large and bony, corded with heavy veins, as if he had done much work with them. Even in speech he was distinctively “American.” His speech was spare, dry, nasal, and semi-articulate. It could have passed with most people for New England Yankee speech, though it did not have pronounceably the New England twang. What one noticed about it especially was its Yankee spareness, a kind of tartness, a dry humor, that was really not at all truculent, but that at times seemed so. He was very far from being a sour-tempered or ill-natured old man, but at times he may have seemed to be. It was just his way. He really loved the exchange of banter, the rough and ready interplay of wit that went on among the younger elevator men around him. But his humor concealed itself dryly, tartly, behind a mask of almost truculent denial. This was apparent now as Herbert Anderson came in. Herbert was the night elevator man for the south entrance. He was a young, chunky, good-natured fellow of twenty-eight or thirty years, with two pink, modelled, absurdly fresh spots in his plump cheeks, lively and good-humored eyes, and a mask of crinkly, curly brownish hair of which one somehow felt he was rather proud. He was really John’s especial favorite of the whole building, although one might not have instantly gathered this from the exchange that now took place between them.


  “Well, what do you say, Pop?” cried Herbert as he entered the service elevator. “You haven’t seen anything of two blondes yet, have you?”


  The faint, dry grin about John Enborg’s mouth deepened a little, almost to a stubborn line, as he swung the door to and pulled the lever.


  “Ah-h,” he said sourly, almost in a disgusted tone, “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about!”


  He said nothing more, but stopped the machine and pulled the door open at the basement floor.


  “Sure you do!” Herbert said vigorously as he walked over to the line of lockers, peeled off his coat, and began to take off his collar and tie. “You know those two blondes I been talkin’ to you about, doncha Pop?”


  By this time he was peeling his shirt off his plump, muscular-looking shoulders, and supporting himself with one hand against the locker he had stopped to take off his shoe.


  “Ah-h,” said the old man, sour as before. “You’re always tellin’ me about something. I don’t even pay no attention to it. It goes in one ear and comes out the other.”


  “Oh yeah?” said Herbert with a rising, ironical inflection on the last word. He bent to unlace his other shoe.


  “Yeah,” said John in the same tone.


  The old man’s tone had from the beginning been touched with this dry and even sour note of disgusted and disinterested unbelief. And yet, somehow indefinably, there was the unmistakable suggestion that he was enjoying himself. For one thing, he had made no move to depart. Instead he had propped himself against the side of the open elevator door, and, his old arms folded loosely into the sleeves of the worn grey alpaca coat which was his “uniform,” he was waiting there with the dry, fixed stubborn little grin around his mouth as if against his own admission he was enjoying the debate and was willing to prolong it indefinitely.


  “So that’s the kind of a guy you are?” said Herbert, taking his neat coat and disposing it carefully on one of the hangers which he had taken from the open locker door. “Here I go and get you all fixed up and you run out on me. O.K., Pop,”—his voice now shaded with resignation, Herbert was stepping out of his neatly pressed trousers and arranging them also with crease-like precision on a hanger. “I thought you was a real guy, but if you’re goin’ to walk out on a party after I’ve gone to all the trouble, I’ll have to look for someone else.”


  “Oh yeah?” said old John dryly as before.


  “Yeah,” said Herbert in the accent proper to this type of repartee. “I had you all doped out for a live number, but I see I’ve picked a dead one.”


  Herbert said nothing for a moment, and grunted a little as he bent to unlace his other shoe.


  “Where’s old Organizin’ Pete?” he said presently. “Seen him tonight?”


  “Who?” said John, looking at him with a somewhat bewildered expression.


  “Henry.”


  “Oh!” The word was small but the accent of disgust was sufficient. “Say!” the old man waved a gnarled hand stiffly in a downward gesture of dismissal. “That guy’s a pain in the neck!”—He spoke the words with the kind of dry precision old men have when they speak slang and when they are trying to “keep up with” a younger man, a little stiffly and awkwardly and not quite accustomed. “A pain in the neck!” he repeated. “No, I ain’t seen him to-night.”


  “Oh, Hank’s all right when you get to know him,” said Herbert cheerfully. “You know how a guy gets when he gets all burned up about somethin’ he gets too serious about it—he thinks everybody else in the world ought to be like he is. But he’s O.K. He’s not a bad guy when you get him to talkin’ about somethin’ else.”


  "Yeah!” cried John suddenly and excitedly, not by way of agreement, but as if he was suddenly remembering something—“And you know what he says to me the other day? ‘I wonder what all the rich mugs in this house would do if they had to get down and do a hard day’s work for a livin’ once in a while—And these old bitches’—Yeah!” cried John in a dry excited voice, as he nodded his head in angry affirmation—“‘that I got to help in and out of cars all night long, and couldn’t walk up a flight of stairs by themselves—what if they had to get down on their hands and knees and scrub floors like your mother and my mother did?’—That’s the way he goes on all the time!” cried John indignantly—“and him a-gettin’ his livin’ from the people in this house, and takin’ tips from them—and talkin’ about them like he does!—Hah-h!” John muttered to himself and rapped his fingers on the walls—“I don’t like that way of talkin’! If he feels that way, let him get out! I don’t like that fellow.”


  “Oh,” said Herbert easily and indifferently, “Hank’s not a bad guy, Pop. He don’t mean half of it—He’s just a grouch.” By this time, with the speed and deftness born of long experience, he was putting on the stiff, starched shirt-front which was a part of his uniform on duty, and buttoning the studs.


  “Ah-h,” said old John surlily, “you don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I had more girls in my day than you ever thought about.”


  “Yeah?” said Herbert.


  “Yeah,” said John, “I had blondes and brunettes and every other kind.”


  “Never had any red-heads, did you, Pop?” said Herbert grinning.


  “Yeah, I had red-heads too,” said John sourly. “More than you had, anyway.”


  “Just a rounder, hunh?” said Herbert, “Just an old petticoat-chaser.”


  “Nah-h, I ain’t no rounder or no petticoat-chaser,” said John sourly. “Hm!” he grunted contemptuously, “I’ve been a married man for forty years. I got grown-up children, oldr’n you are!”


  “Why, you old—!” Herbert exclaimed and turned on him indignantly. “Braggin’ to me about your blondes and red-heads, and then boastin’ that you’re a family man! Why, you—”


  “Nah-h,” said John, “I never did no such thing. Wasn’t talkin’ about now—but then! That’s when I had ’em—forty years ago.”



  “Who?” said Herbert innocently, “Your wife and children?”


  “Ah-h,” said John disgustedly, “get along with you. You ain’t goin’ to get my goat. I’ve forgotten more about life than you ever heard about, so don’t think you’re goin’ to make a monkey out of me with your cute talk.”


  “Well, you’re makin’ a big mistake this time, Pop,” said Herbert with an accent of regret. He had drawn on the neat grey trousers of his uniform, adjusted his broad white stock, and now, facing the small mirror on the wall, he was engaged in carefully adjusting the coat about his well-set shoulders.


  “Wait till you see ’em—these two blondes. I picked one of ’em out just for you.”


  “Well, you needn’t pick any out for me,” said John sourly. “I’ve got no time for no such foolishness.”


  A moment later, stooping and squinting in the mirror, he said half-absently: “So you’re goin’ to run out on me and the two blondes. You can’t take it, hunh? O.K. O.K.,” said Herbert with resigned regret as he buttoned up his coat. “If that’s the way you feel about it—only, you may change your mind when you get a look at them.”


  “What do you say, pal?” he cried boisterously to Henry, the night doorman, who had just come in, and was rattling his key in the locker door. “Here I get Pop all dated up with a couple of hot blondes and he runs out on me. Is that treatin’ a guy right or not?”


  Henry did not answer. His face was hard and white and narrow, his eyes had the look and color of blue agate, and he never smiled. He took off his coat and hung it in the locker.


  “Where were you?” he said.


  Herbert looked at him startled.


  “Where was I when?” he said.


  “Last night.”


  “That was my night off,” said Herbert.


  “It wasn’t our night off,” said Henry. “We had a meetin’. They was askin’ about you.” He turned and directed his hard look toward the old man, “And you too,” he said in a hard tone, “You didn’t show up either.”


  Old John’s face had hardened too. He had shifted his position, and began to drum nervously and impatiently with his old fingers upon the side of the elevator, a quick, annoyed tapping that was characteristic of him in moments of annoyance or exacerbated tension. Now his own eyes were hard and flinty as he returned the other’s look, and there was no mistaking the dislike of his glance, the hostility instinctive and inherent to two types of personality that must always clash.


  “Oh yeah?” he said again in a hard voice.


  And Henry answered briefly: “Yeah. You’ll come to the meetin’s like everyone else, see? Or you’ll get bounced out. You may be an old man but that goes for you like it does for everyone.”


  “Yeah?” said John.


  “Yeah.”


  “Jesus!” Herbert’s face was red with crestfallen embarrassment and he stammered out an excuse. “I forgot all about it—honest I did! I was just goin’—”


  “Well, you’re not supposed to forget,” said Henry harshly, and for a moment he looked at Herbert with a hard accusing eye. “Where the hell do you suppose we’ll be if everybody forgets?"


  “I—I’m all up on my dues,” said Herbert feebly.


  “That ain’t the question. We ain’t talkin’ about dues.” For the first time a tone of indignant passion was evident in the hard voice as he went on earnestly. “Where the hell do you suppose we’d be if everyone ran out on us every time we hold a meetin’? What’s the use of anything if we ain’t goin’ to stick together? No, you’re supposed to be there like anyone else. And that goes for you too,” he said harshly looking briefly at the old man.


  He was silent for a moment, looking almost sullenly at Herbert whose red face really now did suggest the hang-dog appearance of a guilty schoolboy. But when Henry spoke again, his tone was gentler and more casual, and somehow suggestive that there was buried underneath the hard exterior in the secret sources of the man’s life, a genuine affection for his errant comrade. “I guess it’s OK this time,” he said quietly. “I spoke to O’Neil. I told him you’d been out with a cold and I’d get you there next time.”


  He said nothing more, and began swiftly to take off his clothes.


  Herbert looked flustered but relieved. For a moment he seemed about to speak, but changed his mind. He stooped swiftly, took a final appraising look at his appearance in the small mirror, and then, turning toward the elevator with a simulation of fine regret, he said: “Well, O.K. O.K. If that’s the way you feel, Pop, about the blondes—only you may change your mind when you get a look at them.”


  “No, I won’t change my mind, neither,” said John with sour implacability. “About them, or about you.”


  “Oh yeah?” he looked at the old man for the first time now, laughing, the pink spots in his fresh cheeks flushed with good-humor, his lively eyes dancing as he slammed the locker door shut and came back, fully uniformed now for the evening’s work, and took his place upon the elevator. “So that’s the kind of guy you think I am?” he said menacingly, and gently poked the old fellow in the ribs with closed fist. “So you don’t believe me, huh?”


  “Ah-h,” said John, grouchily, as he slammed the door, “I wouldn’t believe you on a stack of bibles.” He pulled the lever and the elevator started up. “You’re a lot of talk—that’s what you are. I don’t listen to anything you say.” He pulled the lever back and stopped the elevator and opened the heavy green-sheet door of the service car.


  “So that’s the kind of a friend you are?” said Herbert, stepping out into the corridor. Full of himself, full of delight with his own humor, he winked swiftly at two pretty, rosey Irish maids who were waiting to go up, and jerking his thumb toward the old man, he said, “What are you goin’ to do with a guy like this anyway? I go and get him all dated up with a blonde and he won’t believe me when I tell him so. He calls me a big wind.”


  “Yeah, that’s what he is,” said the old man grimly to the smiling girls. “He’s a lot of wind. He’s always talkin’ about his girls and I bet he never had a girl in his life. If he saw a blonde he’d run like a rabbit.”


  “Oh yeah?” said Herbert.


  “Yeah,” said John. His manner had not changed an atom in its tone of unyielding belligerence, but it was somehow evident that the old man was enjoying himself hugely.


  “Just a pal!” said Herbert with mock bitterness, appealing to the smiling maids. “O.K., then. When they get here, keep ’em here till I get back?”


  “Well, you’d better not be bringin’ any of ’em around here,” said John pugnaciously. He shook his white head shortly with a movement of dogged inflexibility. “I don’t want any of ’em comin’ around here—blondes or brunettes or red-heads or any of ’em,” he muttered. “If they do, you won’t find ’em when you come back.”


  “My friend,” said Herbert bitterly, to the two girls and jerked his thumb toward the old man again. “A pal of mine!” he said and started to depart. “Yeah, pals!” the old man muttered. “And I don’t believe you anyway—” he called out as a happy after-thought after Herbert’s plump retreating figure. “You ain’t got no blondes. You never did have—You’re a momma’s boy!” John cried almost triumphantly, as if he had now had the happiest inspiration of the evening. “That’s what you are!”


  Herbert paused at the door and looked back menacingly at the old man, a look that was belied by the exuberant sparkle of his eyes. “Oh yeah?” he said, dangerously.


  “Yeah!” said John implacably. Herbert stared fiercely at him a moment, then winked swiftly at the two girls and departed.


  “That fellow’s just a lot of talk,” said John sourly as the two girls stepped into the car and he closed the door. “Always talkin’ about his girls and the blondes he’s goin’ to bring around. I’ll betcha he never had a girl in his life. Yeah!” he muttered scornfully, almost to himself as he pulled on the lever and the car started up. “He lives with his mother up in the Bronx, and he’d be scared stiff if a girl ever looked at him.”


  “Still, John, Herbert ought to have a girl,” one of the girls said practically, in a thick Irish brogue. “Herbert’s a nice boy, John,” [John.”]


  “Oh he’s all right, I guess,” the old man muttered, in a dry and unwilling tone that nevertheless somehow indicated the genuine, though submerged affection for the younger man.


  “And a nice looking boy, too,” the other maid now said.


  “Oh, he’ll do, I guess,” said John; and then abruptly: “What are you folks doin’ to-night anyway? There are a whole lot of packages waitin’ to come up.”


  “Mrs. Jack is having a big party,” one of the girls said. “And, John, will you bring everything up as soon as you can? There may be something we need right away.”


  “Well,” he said in that half-belligerent, half-unwilling tone that seemed to be a kind of inverted attribute to his real good-nature, “I’ll do the best I can. If all of them are giving their big parties to-night—” he grumbled, “It goes on some time here till two or three o’clock in the morning. You’d think all some people had to do was give parties all the time. It would take a whole regiment of men just to carry up packages to them. Yeah!” he muttered angrily to himself. “And what do you get? If you ever got so much as a word of thanks—”


  “Oh, John,” one of the girls now said reproachfully, “you know that Mrs. Jack is not like that—You know yourself—”


  “Oh, she’s all right, I guess,” said John unwillingly as before, and yet his tone had softened imperceptibly, in his voice there was now the same indefinable note of affection as when he had spoken of Herbert, just a moment before. “If all of them was like her,” he began—but then, as the memory of that night’s experience with the pan-handler came back to him, he muttered angrily: “She’s too good-hearted for her own good. Them pan-handling bums—they swarm around her like flies every time she leaves the building. I saw one the other day get a dollar out of her before she’d gone twenty feet. A big strapping fellow not over thirty, looked like he’d never done a day’s work in his life. She’s crazy to put up with it—I’m goin’ to tell her so, too, when I see her!”


  The old man’s face had flushed with anger at the memory. He had opened the door on the service landing, and now, as the girls stepped out, he muttered to himself again: “The kind of people we got in this building oughtn’t to have to put up with it. Well then, I’ll see—” he said concedingly, as one of the maids unlocked the service door and went in. “I’ll get it up to you.”


  And for a moment, after the door had closed behind the maids—just a blank dull sheet of painted tin with the numerals 9C on it—the old man stood there looking at it with a glance in which somehow affectionate and friendly regard was evident. Then he closed the elevator door, pulled the lever and started down.


  Henry was just coming up from the basement as the old man reached the ground floor. The doorman, uniformed, ready for his night’s work, passed morosely without speaking. John called to him.


  “If they try to deliver any packages out front,” he said, “You send ’em around here.”


  Henry turned and looked at the old man unsmilingly a moment, and then said curtly: “What?”


  “I say,” said John, raising his voice a trifle shrilly, and speaking more rapidly and excitedly, for he did not like Henry and the man’s habitual air of sullen curtness angered him, “—If they try to make any deliveries out front, send them back to the service entrance.”


  Henry continued to look at him without speaking, and the old man added: “The Jacks are giving a party to-night. If there are any deliveries, send them back here.”


  Henry stared at him a moment longer and then, without inflection, said: “Why?”


  The question, with its insolent suggestion of defied authority—someone’s authority, his own, the management’s, or the authority of “the kind of people that live here”—infuriated the old man, affronted his authority-loving soul. His face, beneath its fine shock of silvery silk-white hair, flamed crimson. A wave of anger, hot, choking, insubordinate, welled up in him, and before he could control himself, he rasped harshly: “Because that’s where they ought to come—that’s why. You ought to know enough for that. Haven’t you been working around places of this kind long enough to know the way to do? Don’t you know the kind of people we got here don’t want every Tom, Dick and Harry with a package to deliver running up in the front elevator all the time, mixing in with all the other people, annoying all the people in the house? You ought to have sense enough to have learned that much by now!” he muttered angrily.


  “Why?” said Henry with deliberate insolence. “Why should I?”


  “Because,” old John shouted, his face now crimson with anger at the effrontery of this insolence—“if you haven’t got sense enough to know it, you ought to quit and get a job diggin’ ditches somewhere. You got no business in a job like this. You’re bein’ paid to know it. That’s part of your job as doorman in a house like this. If you ain’t got sense enough now to know what a doorman’s supposed to do, to where delivery people are supposed to go in a place like this, you’d better quit and give your job to someone who knows what it’s all about.”


  Henry did not answer him for a moment. He just looked at him with an expressionless face and with eyes which were just as hard and emotionless as two chunks of agate.


  “Listen,” he said in a moment in a quiet and toneless voice. “You know what’s going to happen to you if you don’t watch out? You’re gettin’ old, Pop, and you’d better watch your step. You’re goin’ to be caught in the street some day worryin’ about what’s goin’ to happen to people in this place if they have to ride up in the same elevator with a delivery boy. You’re goin’ to worry about their gettin’ contaminated—about them catchin’ all sorts of diseases because they got to ride up in the same car with some guy who carries a package. And you know what’s goin’ to happen to you, Pop? I’ll tell you what’s goin’ to happen to you. You’re goin’ to worry about it so much that you ain’t goin’ to notice where you’re goin. [goin’.] And you’re goin’ to get hit. See?”


  The tone was so hard, so inflexible, so unyielding in its toneless savagery that for a moment—just for a moment—the old man felt something in him tremble at the unutterable passion of that flinty monotone.


  “You’re goin’ to get hit, Pop. That’s what’s goin’ to happen to you. And it ain’t goin’ to be by nothing small or cheap. It ain’t goin’ to be by no Ford truck or by no taxi-cab. You’re goin’ to get hit by somethin’ large and shiny that cost a lot of money. You’re goin’ to die happy. You’ll get hit by at least a Rolls Royce. And I hope it belongs to one of the people in this house. Because I want you to be happy, Pop, I want you to push off knowin’ that it wasn’t done by nothin’ cheap. You’ll die like any other worm, but I want you to know that it was done expensive—by a big Rolls Royce—by one of the people in this house. I just want you to be happy, Pop.”


  Old John’s face was purple. The veins in his forehead stood out like corded ropes. For a moment, he glared at the hard and flint-like face of the younger man with such murderous fury that it seemed as if apoplectic strangulation was inevitable. He tried to speak but no words came, and at length, all else having failed him, he managed to choke out, but this time with no vestige of even submerged good-nature, only the implacable dryness of unforgiving hate, the familiar phrase: “Oh yeah?”


  Just for a moment more the agate eye, the flint-like face surveyed him with their granite hostility.


  “Yeah!” said Henry tonelessly, and departed.


  [¬]


  BEFORE THE PARTY


  Mrs. Jack came from her room a little after eight o’clock and walked along the broad hallway that traversed her big apartment from front to rear. Her party would begin at half past eight: Her guests had been invited for that hour, but long experience in these matters told her that the affair would not be going at full swing until after nine. Nevertheless, as she walked along the corridor at a brisk and rapid little step, she felt sharply, as she always felt on these occasions, a tension of excitement, not unpleasurable, even though it was now sharpened, as it always was, but the tincture of an apprehensive doubt.


  Would all be ready? Had she forgotten anything? Had the girls followed her instructions? Or had they slipped up somewhere, failed or blundered in some way—would something now be lacking?


  The wrinkled line between her eyes grew deeper as she thought about these things. Her firm, short step grew brisker and unconsciously she began rapidly to slip the old jade ring on and off her finger with a quick movement of her small, strong hand. It was a familiar and unconscious gesture, a gesture nervous and impatient that defined her state exactly at a time like this. It was the gesture of an alert, resourceful, highly able person who, through reliance on her own superior powers, her own abilities to make, and act, and do, had come to have a certain instinctive mistrust in the abilities of other people less gifted than herself. So understood, it was a gesture of impatience and some scorn, a scorn not born of arrogance, a scorn assuredly not born of wilful pride or any lack of warm humanity, but one that was inclined to say—at least to feel—a trifle sharply: “Yes, yes, I know! I understand all that. There’s no need telling me all that. Let’s get to the point: What can you do? What have you done? Can I depend on you to do what must be done?”


  Such thoughts as these, too swift for utterance, too sharp and quick for definition, like water flicks of light upon a pool, were darting across the surface of her mind as she walked briskly down the hall.


  “I wonder if I have forgotten anything?” she was thinking. “And have the girls remembered to do everything I told them? Oh, Lord! If only Molly hasn’t started drinking! What has happened to her anyway? She used to be so clean, so sweet, and so reliable—and now! If she’s begun again I’ll!—And Annie! Oh, she’s as good as gold, of course—But, God! She is a fool! And Cookie!—Well, Cookie, she can cook, but after that she doesn’t know April from July! And if you try to tell her anything she gets flustered and begins to gargle German at you! And then it’s worse than if you never spoke to her at all! As for the rest—well, all you can do is to hope and pray! My God, you’d think they’d be so happy to be here!”


  The line between her troubled vision deepened. The ring slipped on and off her finger like a flash and for a moment her flowerlike and fresh-colored face burnt deeper with a glow of righteous indignation!


  “You’d think they’d be so happy to be here! You’d think they’d realize how well off they are!—How good a life they lead! The life of Riley! The life of Riley!—that’s what it is!”—she thought indignantly, and then the volutes of her nostrils curved just slightly with the dilation of commiserating scorn: “Oh, well, poor things! I suppose they do the best they can. I suppose all you can do is to reconcile yourself to it—realize that the only way you can be sure that everything will be all right is to do it all yourself!” By this, of course, she meant herself.


  By this time she had reached the entrance to the living room and still with the worried tension in her eyes, still slipping the jade ring on and off her nervous little hand, she was looking quickly about the room, taking everything in in a dozen splintered little glances, assuring herself by a moment’s swift inspection that everything was in its proper place.


  Her examination pleased her. The worried look about her eyes began to disappear. The little wrinkle went away. She slipped the ring back on her hand and let it stay there, and her earnest little face began to undergo a subtle transformation: in fact, it actually began to bloom, to bloom gently, softly, impalpably, to be suffused by a look of peace and of relief, to take on imperceptibly somehow the look of satisfaction of a child when it regards in silence some object of its love and art and self-creation and finds it good.


  The big room was ready for the party. It was just quietly the way that she would have it always, perfectly itself. It was a room of grand dimensions, high ceilinged, so nobly proportioned as hardly to escape a regal massiveness, and yet so subtly toned by the labor of her faultless taste that whatever forbidding coldness its essential grandeur may have had was utterly subdued. To a stranger the room would have seemed not only homelike in its comfortable simplicity, but even, on a closer inspection, a trifle shabby. Almost everything in it was somewhat worn. The coverings of some of the chairs and couches had become in places threadbare. On three sides of the room were bookshelves extending a third of the way up. And these bookshelves were crowded with a friendly and somewhat dog-eared company of worn-looking books. Obviously the books had been read and read again. The stiff sets of tooled and costly bindings that ornament the bookshelves of the rich with unread awe were lacking here. Neither was there any evidence of the greedy and revolting mania of the professional collector. If there were “first editions” on these friendly shelves, they were here because their owner liked them and had bought them in the first place to be read. They were here because they had been read, because their covers were well thumbed, dog-eared, warm and worn and homely looking, like all the other books up on the shelves.


  The warm light of the room, the crackling dance of the pine logs on the great marble hearth all cast their radiance warmly on the three thousand covers of these worn books. Her eyes warmed and glowed with comfort as she looked at the rich and homely compact of their colors; with pride and satisfaction as she looked at the great books of decoration and design, of painting, drawing, architecture, which she had collected in a dozen countries, upon a dozen voyages, throughout a crowded lifetime of work, of travel and of living. She saw the old worn backs of her favorite books, the novels and the histories, the plays, the poems, the biographies. She took the joy and pride in them that she took in all good things which had been born for use and joy and comfort and the growth of man’s estate. And the good books glowed there in warm light as if the knowledge of their use and comfort was written in their very hue.


  Everything else in the great room had this same air of homeliness and use. The very carpet that covered the floor with its pattern of old faded green was somewhat threadbare by long use. The gatelegged table with its pleasant shaded lamp and the stacks of books and magazines upon it had the air of waiting to be used. Upon the creamy slab of marble mantle which was itself a little stained and worn, there was spread out, as always, a green, old, faded strip of Chinese silk. And on top of it there was a little figure of green jade. It was one of those lovely figures of compassionating mercy with carved lifted fingers that the Chinese made. There were a few drawings on the high, cream-colored walls, a few of her own designs, a portrait of herself in her young loveliness at twenty-five which a painter now dead and famous had made long ago.


  And everywhere there was the strange fused miracle of the woman’s life. For, all these objects of a thousand different kinds, these chairs and tables, these jades and silks, all the drawings, and the paintings, and the books, themselves acquired on a hundred several occasions, themselves the product of a dozen periods, were brought together in this room into its magic and its harmony from the instinctive sources of the woman’s life.


  It is no wonder, therefore, that the eye of Mrs. Jack should soften and her flower face take on an added glow of loveliness as she looked at her fine room. The like of it indeed, as she well knew, could no where else be found for “Here"—she thought—“Ah, here it is, and it is living like a part of me. And God! How beautiful it is”—she thought—“How living and how warm—how true—It’s—it’s not as if it was a place that we have rented—just another room in an apartment house. No—the whole place—” she glanced swiftly down the long and spacious width of the big hall—“It’s really more like some grand and noble house than like an apartment on Park Avenue. If it weren’t for the elevator there you’d think it was some grand old house. I don’t know—but—” a little furrow, this time of reflectiveness and of effort, came between her eyes as she tried to shape her meaning—“there’s something sort of grand—and simple—about it all.”


  And indeed there was: the amount of simplicity which could be purchased even in those times for a yearly rental of fifteen thousand dollars was quite considerable. And as if this very thought had found in the phrasing of her mind an echo, she went on: “I mean—when you compare it with some of these places that you see nowadays—some of these godawful places that all these rich people live—I mean, there’s simply no comparison. I don’t care how rich they are, there’s—there’s just something here that money cannot buy.”


  And really, as her mind phrased the accusatory words “all these rich people nowadays,” the volutes of her nostrils twitched again and her rosy little face glowed deeper in instinctive feeling of sharp scorn. For Mrs. Jack had always had great scorn of wealth: it was, [was] curiously one of her unshakable and dogmatic convictions that she, herself, and none of her family could ever possibly be described as “rich.”


  She was not “rich.” One thing was certain: she could never be called “rich”—"Oh, not really—not the way people are who really are—not the way—” and her mind now embattled to defensive consciousness, her spirit stubbornly aroused to feminine denial, she would curiously have looked for confirmation not at the hundred million people there impossibly below her in this world’s hard groove, but at that fabulous ten thousand who perhaps were there above her on the moneyed heights—and who, therefore, by the comparison, were “really rich.”


  Besides, there really was no need for spurious confirmation. She was “a worker.” She had always been “a worker.” The evidence of her life of work, her love of work, her grand accomplishment of work was all about her—in those great books and folios of costume and design, thumb-worn and marked by such devoted ardours of study and of labor, upon the shelves; by the lovely grace, the human vitality of the costume drawings on the walls—costumes that had adorned the figures of some of the most celebrated and beautiful women of the time, and that even here, without the figure, had in their vital lines all the life, the movement and the character, of human personality, here in these designs as wonderfully present as if the voice, the eye, the living flesh and blood were also here. No, she was not “rich.” She had no need of riches—she had worked. One look at the strength, the grace, the swiftness of those small, sure hands—and with the thought, she lifted them before her, turned them, flexed them, and regarded them with a little smile—could tell the story of their owner’s life, of talent, energy and creative fashioning—a life of work. In that accomplishment lay deep pride, the last integrity of this indomitable person who now stood there looking at the wing-like strength and grace of those strong hands. “Is not my help within me?” Well, hers was. She had needed no man’s help, the benefits of no man’s purse, the succor of no man’s shielding strength. The wife of a rich man, the economic necessity for work had long been lacking in her life. But she had made her way. She had supported herself. She had gone on working. She had known insecurity in youth, hard toil in youth, doubt, perplexity, and sorrow in youth, but she had gone on working. And now in her forties, the wife of a wealthy man, secure from every need, and surrounded by every luxury that wealth could buy, she had made for herself a name that asked support from nothing. She loved clothes. She had always loved clothes, she had been born with a kind of poetry of clothes inside her. Clothes had a life for her, a philosophy, a meaning that translated the whole meaning of personality and character. As a result, she had for twenty years or more created for the theatre and for the purposes of art a gallery of costume that was touched with genius, and for fifteen years or more, she had been the chief designer for the most fashionable and expensive woman’s store in the country. For this reason there was ample justification for the look of quiet pride with which she now surveyed those small, strong hands. She had been born with a genuine and useful talent, and she had used it well, with energy, with intelligence and with a deep and grand integrity, a reverent respect for good work and for high achievement. She had created beautiful and enduring things—things that would endure because their quality was unforgettable. There had never been a lazy bone in her whole body. Therefore it is no wonder that she never thought of herself as being “rich.” She was a worker: she had worked.


  But now, her inspection of the big room satisfied and ended, she turned quickly to investigation into other things. The living room gave on the dining room through glass doors opening from the right. These were now closed and curtained filmily. Mrs. Jack moved toward them at her quick and certain little step and threw them open. Then she stopped short, her small strong hand flew quickly to her bosom. She gasped out an involuntary little “Oh!” of wonder and delight. It was too beautiful! It was quite too beautiful! But really it was just the way she expected it to look—the way all of her parties looked—the “way” that made her parties memorable to fame and history. None the less, every time she saw it, it filled her with the emotion of a grand and new discovery, a wonder of new joy.


  Everything had been carried out beautifully—to perfection—and—well, it was just too grand and lovely! All she could do was gasp and stare at it. Before her the great slab of the dining table glowed faultlessly, a single sheet of walnut light. The great chairs, old Italian chairs with stamped backs of ancient leather, had been drawn back and placed against the walls. This was to be a buffet supper—the guests could come and help themselves according to their taste and whim and—well, the materials of the banquet were there before her on that noble table.


  That mighty table simply groaned with food. The mind and memory of man could scarcely contemplate the lavish total of its victualling. Upon an enormous silver trencher at one end there was a mighty roast of beef done to a turn and crisply browned all over. It had just been “begun on” at one end, for a few succulent slices had been carved away to leave the sound rare body of the roast open to the inspection or hunger of anyone who might be tempted by its juicy succulence.


  At the opposite end, upon another enormous trencher, and similarly carved, was a whole Virginia ham, sugar cured and baked and stuck all over with a pungent myriad of cloves. Just to look at it was enough to make one’s mouth water, and to smell it brought tears of happiness into one’s eyes.


  And in between and all around that massive board was a staggering variety of mouth-watering reliefs. There were great bowls of mixed green salads, bowls of chicken salad, platters containing golden slabs of smoked salmon, the most rare and delicate that money could buy or the market could provide. There were dishes piled with caviar and countless other dishes loaded with a staggering assortment of hors d’oeuvres, with mushrooms, herring, sardines and small, toothsome artichokes, with pickled onions and with pickled beets, with sliced tomatoes and with deviled eggs, with walnuts, almonds, and pecans, with olives and with celery—in short with almost everything that could tempt the tongue or tickle the palate of jaded man.


  It was a gargantuan banquet. It was like some great vision of a feast that has been made immortal on the page of history and of legendry. It was like something that you read about. In these thin modern times where even the board of wealth is for the most part tainted with a touch of meagreness, where there is in general and so curiously, in especial, in the houses of the great, a blight of not-enoughness, there was here a quite triumphant staggering excess, an overwhelming too-muchness out of everything. And yet, the whole thing was miraculously right.


  It was, perhaps, an even greater triumph for the genius of a woman’s taste that it could provide a herculean banquet of this sort and yet control and govern it with the same faultless and instinctive rightness with which it governed everything it touched—a shelf of old worn books, a piece of old worn silk, a little idol on the mantle, or a simple drawing on the wall. There was, indeed, in the vision thus provided by that lavish table a concept of abundance, a breadth of imagination and a boldness of execution on which few other people in the world, and no one in the city, would have dared to venture. Certainly, in those pyramided vertices of wealth that now blazed all around her in the nocturnal magic of their skyflung faery, there were other purses that could have so provided, but there were no other spirits that could so have dared.


  Few “rich” people would have dared venture on a banquet such as this of Mrs. Jack’s and in this fear of venturing they would have been right. Only Mrs. Jack could do a thing like this; only Mrs. Jack could do it right. And that was why her parties were such very famous things, why everyone who could, and was invited, would always come when there was going to be a party at the Jacks’. For, wonderful to tell, there was no where on the surface of that lavish board a suggestion of disorder or obscene excess. That groaning table was a miracle of noble planning and of right design. Just as no one looking here could possibly have wanted anything to be added, so could no one here have felt that there was any need.


  And everywhere, from the centre of the great, rich board where on a carpet of thick lace a great bowl blossomed with a fragrant harvest of cut flowers, to the four edges of the table where stood in orderly array big stacks of the grand plates which she had bought in Dresden years before, and gleaming rows of old and heavy silver, the knives and forks and spoons so strong in weight and beauty, which she had brought from England—everywhere, even in the arrangement of the countless dishes—there was evident this same instinctive faultlessness of taste, this same style that never seemed to be contrived, that was so casual and so gracious and so right.


  To the right the polished service of the great buffet glittered with an array of flasks, decanters, bottles, syphons, and tall glasses, thin as shells, which covered it. Elsewhere, two tall delicately lovely cupboards of the Colonial period stood like graces with their splendid wares of china and of porcelain, of cut glass and of silverware, of grand old plates and cups and saucers, tureens, and bowls, and jars, and pitchers, as smooth as velvet and as rich as cream. The great room with its simplicity and strength, its delicacy and massivity, had also been touched everywhere with the same spirit of casualness and grace, of power and beauty that one felt everywhere.


  Here, too, all was in readiness and the mistress, after a moment’s long inspection, in which delight and wonder were again commingled with a satisfied appraisal, walked rapidly across the room and through the swinging door that separated it from the pantries and the kitchen and the servants’ quarters. As she walked through the narrow hallway that led past the pantry to the kitchen she heard the rich excited voices of the maids, their lilty brogue, and laughter broken by the gutturally mixed phrases of the cook.


  Here, too, the mistress found a scene of busy order and of readiness. The big kitchen glittered like a sheet of tile—it was a joy to see. You could have eaten your dinner off the floor. The great range with its marvelous hood, itself as large as those one sees in a big restaurant, seemed to have been freshly scrubbed and oiled and polished till it glittered like a jewel. The vast company of copper cooking vessels, the skillets, kettles, pots and pans, the frying pans of every size and shape, from those just large enough to hold a fair sized egg to those so huge it seemed that one might cook in them the rations of a regiment, had been scrubbed and rubbed and polished until Mrs. Jack could see her face in them.


  The big kitchen table in the centre of the room was so startlingly clean and white that for a moment one had a shocked illusion that the table really belonged in a surgeon’s office. Even the very pantry shelves, the drawers and cupboards and the bins looked as if they had just been freshly scrubbed and gone over with sand-paper and above the voices of the girls there brooded the curiously quiet, intent, dynamic hum of the great electric ice box which was itself, in its white splendor, like another perfect jewel.


  “Oh this!” thought Mrs. Jack, “Oh this—” Her small clenched hand flew up against her breast again, her breath came quickly, and her eyes grew bright as stars. “This is quite the most perfect, lovely thing of all!” she thought. “This is the best room in the house. I love the others—but is there anything in the world as grand and beautiful as a fine kitchen! How wonderful! How strong and clean and beautiful!—and God!”—as her eye caught the gleaming rows of copper pots and pans—“How grand they are, how thrilling and how beautiful! And how Cookie keeps the place! She is a queer old thing but my God! She can cook and she can keep a kitchen! If I could only paint it! If only I had never given up my painting! I’d like to have a try at it—but no! It would take a Brueghel to do it! There’s no one nowadays to do it justice—and God! Oh, Cookie!”


  And now, at last, she spoke these words aloud: “What a lovely cake!"


  Cook looked up from the great layer cake on the table to which she had been adding the last prayerful tracery of frosted icing and for a moment a faint smile illuminated the gaunt, blunt surface of her germanic face. “You like him, yes?” said Cook. “You think he is nice?”


  “Oh, Cook!”—cried Mrs. Jack, with a face flushed with excitement and in a tone of such eager childlike earnestness that Cook smiled this time a little more broadly than before—“It is the most beautiful—the most wonderful—” she turned away with a comical shrug of despair as if words failed her and then said humorously: “Well, all I can say is, you can’t beat Gilbert and Sullivan, can you?”


  The literary significance of this remark was probably lost on Cook and the smiling maids, but no one, not even a Chinaman, could have missed the intent of the emotion it conveyed. Cook laughed gutturally with satisfaction, and Molly, smiling, and in a brogue that could have been cut with a knife said: “No’m, Mrs. Jack, that you can’t!”


  Mrs. Jack looked happily about her. Everything had turned out perfectly, better than she could possibly have hoped for. Nothing had been forgotten, everything was in readiness. Janie and Lily in their trim, crisp uniforms, and with their smiling, rosy faces, were really awfully pretty and Molly—she looked swiftly at Molly with relief—Molly, although much older than the other girls, looked indeed the middle aged woman that she was, but looked also clean and plain and sober as Molly used to look. Thank heaven! She had pulled herself together, she hadn’t had a drink: drink worked on her like poison, you could tell the moment that she’d had a single one. But everything had turned out perfectly: it ought to be a glorious party.


  [¬]


  PIGGY LOGAN


  At this moment the buzzer of the bell rang sharply. Mrs. Jack clapped her little hand up sharply to her deaf right ear, looked rosily, inquiring around her as she always did when she was not certain whether she had heard, and said quickly: “Hah? Did the bell ring, Janie? Is there someone at the door?”


  “Yes’m,” said Janie, coming to the door of the maids’ sitting room. “I’ll go, Mrs. Jack.”


  “Yes, you’d better, Janie, I wonder who—” she cast a puzzled look up at the clock up on the wall, and then at the little shell of platinum on her wrist. “It’s only 8:15! I don’t think any of them would be this early. Oh!—” as illumination came—“I think, perhaps, it’s Mr. Logan. If it’s Mr. Logan, Janie, show him in. I’ll be right out.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Jack,” said Janie, and departed. And Mrs. Jack, after another quick look about the kitchen, another smile of thanks and approbation for Cookie and her arts, followed her.


  It was Mr. Logan. Mrs. Jack encountered him right away in the entrance hall where he had just paused to set down two enormous black suit cases each of which, from the bulging look of them, carried enough weight to make strong muscles ache. This impression was justified by Mr. Logan’s own appearance at the moment. He had seized the biceps of one muscular looking arm with the fingers of another, and with a rueful look upon his face was engaged in flexing and bending the aching member up and down. As Mrs. Jack approached he turned, a thickset, rather burly looking young man of about thirty years, with bushy eyebrows of coarse black, a round and heavy face smudged darkly with the shaven grain of a heavy beard, a low corrugated forehead and close cropped hair of stiff black bristles mounting to a little brush-like pompadour in front.


  “Gosh!” said Mr. Piggy Logan, for by such affectionate title was he known to his more intimate acquaintance—“Gosh!”—the expletive came out somewhat windily, a steamy expiration of relief. At the same moment he released his aching arm and shook hands firmly with his hostess with a muscular and stubby hand, haired thickly on the back up to the very fingertips with fuzzy black.


  “You must be simply dead!” cried Mrs. Jack. “Why didn’t you let me know you had so much to carry? I’d have sent our driver—he could have handled everything for you.”


  “Oh, it’s quite all right,” said Piggy Logan. “I always handle everything myself. You see, I carry everything right here—my whole equipment—” he indicated the two ponderous cases. “That’s it,” said Piggy Logan, “everything I use—the whole show. That’s all there is, so naturally,”—he smiled at her quickly and quite boyishly—“I don’t like to take any chances. It’s all I’ve got. If anything went wrong—well, I’d just rather do it for myself and then I know where I am!”


  “I know!” said Mrs. Jack, nodding her head with a look of quick understanding—“I feel the same way about everything I do. You simply can’t depend on people. If anything went wrong—and after all the years you must have put in making them! People who’ve seen it said it’s simply marvelous,” she went on, “Everyone is so thrilled to know you’re going to be here and that at last they’re going to have a chance to see it. We’ve heard so much about it—really, all you hear around New York these days is—”


  “Now—,” said Mr. Logan abruptly, in a manner that was perfectly courteous but that indicated he was no longer paying any attention to her, as indeed he wasn’t: he had become all business and while she talked had been making a quick appraisal of the place. He walked over to the entrance of the living room, was looking all about the room with thoughtful speculation. “Now—,” he continued, “I suppose it’s going to be in here, isn’t it?”


  “Yes—that is, if you like it here. If you prefer, we’ll use another room—but this is the largest one we have—”


  “No, thank you,” crisply, absently. “This is quite all right. This will do very nicely. Hm!” meditatively, as he pressed his full lower lip between two hairy fingers—“best place, I should think, would be over there—” briefly he indicated the opposite wall, “facing the door here, the people all around on the other three sides. Hm! Yes—just about the centre there, I should think posters on the book shelves—we can clear all this stuff away, of course—” he made a quick but spacious gesture with his thick hand which seemed to dispose of a large part of the furnishings with a single movement. “Yes! That ought to do it very well! Now, if you don’t mind”—All business now, he turned to her rather peremptorily and said: “Have you got a place where I can change my clothes? I’ll have to change to costume—if you have a room—”


  “Oh, yes,” she answered quickly, “here, just down the hall, the first room on the right. But won’t you have a drink and something to eat before you start—You must be terribly—”


  “No thank you,” said Mr. Logan crisply. “It’s very nice of you but—” He smiled swiftly, winningly at her under the beetling collectivism of his bushy brows—“I never take anything before a performance. Now,—” he crouched, gripped the handles of the big cases with his hairy fingers and heaved mightily—“if you’ll just excuse me—,” he grunted.


  “If there is anything we can do—” Mrs. Jack began helpfully.


  “No, thank you—nothing—” Mr. Logan somewhat gruntingly replied and began to stagger down the hall with his tremendous freight. “I can get along—quite—nicely—thank you,” he groaned as he staggered through the door of the room to which she had directed him. “Nothing—at—all—” his grunts came back more faintly now. She heard the two ponderous baggages hit the floor with a leaden thump and then Mr. Logan’s long expiring “whush” of exhausted relief.


  For a moment after the young man’s lurching departure from the scene his hostess continued to look after him with somewhat overwhelmed expression touched faintly with alarm. She felt a little dazed. His businesslike dispatch and the rather spacious nonchalance with which he had suggested indefinite but widespread alterations in her beloved room touched her with vague apprehension. But—she shook her head and reassured herself on the sharp decision—it was bound to be all right! She had heard so many people speak of him: he was really all the rage this year, everyone was talking of his show, there had been write-ups of him everywhere. He was the darling of all the smart society crowd—of all those “rich” Long Island and Park Avenue people—here the lady’s nostrils curved again in a faint dilation of patronizing scorn. Nevertheless, she could not help feeling a pleasurable sense of triumph, a kind of satisfying glow that she had landed him.


  Mr. Piggy Logan was the rage that year. He was the owner and creator of a kind of puppet circus of wire dolls, and the enthusiasm, the excitement, the applause with which this curious entertainment had been greeted was astonishing. In fact, it was not enough to say that Mr. Piggy Logan had a vogue: he was one. Not to have read about him, not to know about him, not to be able to discuss him and his little wire dolls with some show of intelligence was, in smart circles, akin to never having heard of Jean Cocteau, to never having heard of Surrealisme, to being completely at a loss when such names as those of Picasso and Brancusi, of Utrillo and of Gertrude Stein were mentioned. Mr. Piggy Logan and his art was spoken of with the same animated reverence that the knowing used when they spoke of one of these.


  And, like all of these, Mr. Piggy Logan and his art demanded their own special vocabulary. To speak of him correctly one must know a kind of special language, a language whose delicate phrasings [phrasings,] whose subtle nuances were becoming more highly specialized month by month, as each succeeding critic outdid his predecessor, as each succeeding critic delved deeper in the bewildering complexities, the infinite shadings and associations of Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  It is not too much to say that an entire literature in the higher aesthetics had by this time been created by Mr. Logan and his puppet dolls. It is by no means too much to say that entire critical reputations had that season been made or ruined by Mr. Logan and his dolls. It is furthermore a certainty that the last criteria of fashionable knowingness that year was an expert knowledge of Mr. Logan and his dolls and that if one lacked this knowledge he was lower than the dust, and if one had it his connoisseurship in the arts was definitely established, his eligibility for any society of the higher sensibilities was instantly confirmed.


  One could, in fact, in that sweet year of grace and in that great and chosen citadel of this earth’s fashion and its art, admit with utter nonchalance that the late John Milton bored him and was in fact a large “stuffed shirt.” “Stuffed shirts” indeed were numerous in the findings of the critical gentry of the time. The chemises of such inflated personalities as Goethe, Ibsen, Byron, Tolstoy, Whitman, Dickens, and Balzac had been ruthlessly investigated by some of the most fearless intellects of the time and found to be largely composed of straw wadding. Almost everything in fact was in a process of debunking. Almost everyone was being fearlessly debunked except debunkers and Mr. Piggy Logan and his dolls.


  And life had recently become “too short” for many things that people once found time for. One could blithely admit that “life was simply too short” for the perusal of any book longer than two hundred pages, and that, as for War and Peace—no doubt all that “they” said of it was true—and all of that—but as for one’s self—well, one had tried, and really it was quite too—too—Oh, well, life simply was too short.


  And life that year was far too short to be bothered by Browning and by Arnold; by Whitman, Dickens, Mr. Dreiser or Dean Swift. But life was not too short that year to be passionately concerned with Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  To a future world, no doubt, a less acute and understanding race of men all this may seem to be a trifle strange. To the future historians of that year of grace it may seem somewhat strange that the subtle-souled psychologists and aesthetes of that period, the privileged flower of the time should have been bored by quite so much and passionately concerned with so curiously little. And yet it was indubitably a fact: the highest intelligence of the time—the very subtlest of a chosen few—were bored by many things. They tilled the waste land, and erosion had grown fashionable. They were bored with love; and they were bored with hate. They were bored with men who worked, and with men who loafed. They were bored with people who created something and with people who created nothing. They were bored with marriage and with single blessedness; they were bored with chastity and they were bored with adultery. They were bored with going abroad and they were bored with staying at home. They were bored with most of the great poets of the world who had lived and died and about whom they knew nothing. They were even bored with the great poems which had been written and which they had never read.


  They were bored with hunger in the streets, with the injustice, cruelty and oppression all around them, with the men who were killed, with the children who starved, with justice, freedom and man’s right to live. Finally, they were bored with living, they were bored with dying but!—they were not bored that year with Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  War, death and famine, the surge of chaos, all of the grief, the sweat, the labor, anguish and defeat that left their scar upon the suffering and tormented soul of man could only fill the minds and spirits of these gentry with the languors of unuttered boredom. They had heard about it all so often. It was old stuff now. Life was “too short.” They simply could not be bored. And so they turned their spirited and enthusiastic interest to a contemplation of Mr. Piggy Logan and his works.


  There had been those at first among the cognoscenti—those happy pioneers who had got in at the very start of Mr. Logan’s vogue—who had characterized his performance as “frightfully amusing.” But that too was old stuff now and anyone who now dared to qualify Mr. Logan’s art with such a paltry adjective as “amusing” was instantly dismissed as a person of no cultural importance. He was annihilated with the contempt that such insensitive appraisal richly warranted. Mr. Logan and his circus had long since ceased to be “amusing.” He had ceased to be “amusing” when one of the more sophisticated columnists of the daily press had discovered that “not since the early Chaplin has the art of tragic humor through the use of pantomime reached such a faultless elevation.”


  This, in more modern phrase, was the “payoff.” After this, the procession formed upon the right, and each newcomer paid his tribute with a new and glittering coin. The articles in the daily press were followed by others in the smarter publications. There was a whole page of pictures in Vanity Fair, a Profile in The New Yorker. The dramatic critics took it up, the offerings of the current stage were held up to barbed shafts of ridicule, the withering fire of admonitory criticism. Unfortunate actresses enjoying a long run were admonished to view Mr. Logan and his dolls and take seriously to heart the miming of the barebacked rider. Young actors were solemnly enjoined to observe the conduct of the dashing young doll on the flying trapeze, and to learn something from him in the arts of balance. The leading tragedians of the theatre were instructed to pay special attention to Mr. Logan’s clown before they next essayed the role of Hamlet.


  The solemn discussions broke out everywhere. There were articles about Mr. Logan and his dolls in every publication of any standing. Two eminent critics engaged in a rapier-like duel which reached a culmination of such adaptive subtlety that in the end it was said there were not over seven people in the modern world who could understand the final passages at arms. The central issue of this battle was to establish whether Logan in his development had been influenced more by the geometric cubism of the early Picasso or by the geometric abstractions of Brancusi. Both schools of thought had their impassioned followers, but in the end it was generally conceded that the Picassos had somewhat the best of it.


  And the Centre of the storm? The Cause of all this tumult? The generating Force behind this mighty revolution in the world of art—which, as one critic had so aptly put it, was a great deal more than just another “movement,” a great deal more than just a new “development,” the expression of a new and individual talent in modern art: it was rather a whole new universe of creation, a whirling planet which in its fiery revolution may throw off the generation of its own sidereal system—and It!—The colossal Talent which had done all this—What was It doing now? It (under the care of her gracious hospitality) was now enjoying the privacy of one of the lovely rooms in Mrs. Jack’s apartment, and, as if It was utterly unaware of the huge disturbance It had made or the towering position It now enjoyed in the great world—It was calmly, quietly, modestly prosaically and matter-of-factly occupied in pulling off Its own trousers and pulling on a pair of canvas pants.


  What did It think and say and feel about the cataclysmic commotion It had thus occasioned? Well,—It, from all that one could see and tell, said and thought and felt and did very little about it. Indeed, as more than one critic significantly pointed out—It had “the essential simplicity of the great artist: an almost childlike naiveté of speech and gesture that pierces straight to the heart of reality.” Essentially, It—in critic phrase—had an “intelligence that sees things in large masses. Its vision is universal, hence elliptical—It sees life and the universe simply in essences of Mass Matter. Its creations thus are whole and instant, the fusion of planetary substances.”


  Even the life of It, Its previous history, resisted investigations of the biographers with the impenetrability of the same baffling simplicity. Or, as one critic clearly phrased it: “As in the life of almost all great men of art there is little in Logan’s early years to indicate his future achievement. Like almost all supremely great men his development was slow—it might almost be said, unheeded—up to the time he burst suddenly, like a blazing light, upon the public consciousness.”


  This states it very fairly. To state the facts, however, a trifle more concretely, the naked biography of It was as follows: It had come from quite an old, distinguished family in New England. It had been sent to St. Paul’s School where It had been generally known among Its fellows by the name of Piggy. It had then gone to Harvard and It had left Harvard at the end of two years when It had handsomely failed to qualify for Its succeeding year. It had then gone to Yale and remained a year with no greater progress than It had known before. Then It had gone to Paris where It had stayed for the next five years and—save for Its final burst of glory—the rest was almost silence.


  It had been seen regularly and constantly about the cafes of the Left Bank for the next five years. It had been well known and a great favorite there. It had made the acquaintance of Mr. Ezra Pound and during the last year of Its sojourn in the capital of Art it had given first performance of Its wire dolls. The performance had been largely attended by Its friends and by Its enemies, by Its partisans and by Its opponents, by Its two schools of thought of which there were in those days almost thirty-seven in this fair city by the Seine.


  And during the course of Its famous first performance, while Its enemies were loudly united in booing It and all Its works into oblivion, Its fiery champion, Mr. Pound, had leaped to his feet, brandished his fist and screamed: “Assassins!”—after which, of course, the affair broke up in a general brawl, and the career and fame of It were thus gloriously established.


  Since then Its career had been a chain of unbroken constantly growing triumphs. When It had returned to Its native shores the autumn before, the adepts of the arts were already ripened for idolatry. And now, at this very moment, in this very place, on this very spot, in the month of April of this year of grace, It Itself was here in Mrs. Jack’s apartment, under the care of her gracious hospitality, was now enjoying the privacy of one of the lovely rooms in Mrs. Jack’s apartment, and, as if It was utterly unaware of the huge disturbance It had made or the towering position It now enjoyed in the great world—It was calmly, quietly, modestly, and matter-of-factly pulling off its own trousers prosaically and pulling on a pair of canvas pants.


  [¬]


  THE FAMILY


  Meanwhile, while this momentous happening was taking place, events were moving smoothly to their consummation in other quarters of the house. The swing door between the kitchen and the dining room kept slatting back and forth as the maids came in and out to make the final preparations for the feast. Janie came through the dining room bearing a great silver tray filled with bottles, decanters, a bowl of ice, and tall lovely glasses crystal thin.


  As she sat the tray down upon a table in the living room the shell-thin glasses chimed together musically, there was a pleasant clink of bottles, the cold, clean rattle of cracked ice. Then the girl came over toward the hearth, removed the big brass screen and knelt before the dancing flames. She poked the logs with a long brass poker and a pair of tongs. For a moment there was a shower of fiery sparks, the fire blazed and crackled with new life. The girl restored the tongs and poker to their place and for a moment stayed there on her knees in a gesture of sweet maiden grace. The fire danced and cast its radiance across her glowing face and Mrs. Jack looked at her for a moment with a softened glance, thinking how sweet and clean and pretty the girl was.


  Then the maid arose and restored the screen to its former position. And Mrs. Jack, after arranging anew a vase of long-stemmed roses on a small table in the hall and glancing at herself for a brief moment in the mirror above, turned and walked briskly and happily down the broad, deep-carpeted hallway towards her own room at the other end.


  Her son was just coming from his room as she passed his door. He was fully dressed for the evening. She looked at him with an expert eye that missed no detail of his costume. And she saw how well his clothes fit him and how he wore them as if they had grown on him. He was a young man, only twenty-six or seven. But, compared to his mother’s fresh and jolly face, her quick and nervous movements, her habitual expression of almost bewildered innocence and surprise, of childlike innocence—a manner and expression so naive and ingenuous that it made everyone smile affectionately when they saw her, although it did not always take everyone in—his own face, his own voice and manner and expression were by the contrast curiously tainted and sophisticated.


  It was not that he was in any way a dissipated man. He was, on the contrary, a very wise and knowing one. He took excellent care of himself. He was certainly by no means inexperienced in the pleasures and temptations of the flesh but he knew how far to go. He knew very well beyond what point lay danger, beyond what point lay chaos, shipwreck and the reef. Looking at him quickly, in one of those swift and comprehensive glances that missed nothing, despite the deceptive and half bewildered innocence of her jolly little face, she was amazed to see how much he knew, a little troubled, perhaps, to find he knew so much, that he knew even more, perhaps, than she could see or fathom.


  The young man’s face was heavy, white, blue jowled and thick jawed. It was a curiously sleepy, almost stupid looking kind of face. The eyes also were dull and sleepy looking. But it was the eyes that gave him away. The face was a bland and heavy mask, but the eyes had something jeering in their sleepy depths that he could not wholly hide. It was not something that jeered bitterly. It was not something that had ever been fierce and young and wounded sorrowfully. It was not the bitter jeering hurt of anguish that came from the young soul’s torment, the anguish of a ruined innocence, the bitter desolation and despair of youth’s lost dream, its shattered world.


  No, it was none of this and for this reason it was more terrible. It was something that had never had a youth or known innocence. It was something that had sprung full-born and full-begotten, old and dark and weary and corrupt as hell out of its race and womb. It was something that had never looked upon this earth and on the strange and bitter miracle of living with a child’s fierce eyes of love and hope and terror and fierce passion, with horror, pity or with desperate pride. It was something that had been born with ancient eyes and with an ancient soul, with all the weary visions of ten thousand years of pain, of fear, of craft, of stealth and of perverse contrivings and that had come here from the cradle, canopied with the full armor of all its sorrowful and ill-starred wisdoms, with all the guilt and caution of its unhappy findings, with all the faithlessness of its lost faith, the hopelessness of its lost hope, the bitter damnations of its own security—which was to live, to breathe, to flourish and grow sleek, to profit and to prosper, somehow not to die—to survive, just to survive by any means.


  So lost, it was no longer to be lost or desperate, or drawn in, wisely to know where peril lay, and to avoid it. A barren gain! To be so knowing and so wrong, to see so clearly and to be so blind to be betrayed at last by its own knowingness, duped out of wisdom by its own ancient and remediless unrighteousness: to look for ever on all the pain, the ruin, the victory and defeat, the error, the frustration, the despair of the tormented race of man as if it were a barren comedy, the provender of a mirthless laugh, with the sleepy and unfathomed cynicism of those jeering eyes—ah, comfortless! Profitless comfort! Comfortless gain! He bent smoothly over her small figure as she approached. He said: “Oh, hello,” in a tone in which suave courtesy was curiously commingled with a kind of heavy insolence. He kissed her lightly and perfunctorily on one rosy cheek. It was the kiss of an ambassador, the heavy smoothness of the whole manner, the entire gesture of greeting and of welcome was really one of old and polished sophistry, instead of youth. His manner and his tone, the perfect bland assurance of everything he did, were more like the gestures of an old and jaded diplomat—an automaton of faultless conduct, perfect courtesy, from whom all the warmth and sincerity of life had gone.


  He was growing bald, his short, silky hair was getting very thin on top and on the sides it crinkled in unpleasant little scrolls. She was conscious of a moment’s distaste and repugnance as she looked at him, but then she remembered what a perfect son he was, how thoughtful and how good and how devoted and how, no matter what the unfathomed implications of those jeering eyes might be he had said nothing—for all that anyone could prove, saw nothing.


  “He’s a sweet boy,” she was thinking as she responded brightly to his greeting: “Oh, hello, darling. You’re all ready, aren’t you? Listen,”—she spoke rapidly—“Will you look out for the bell and take care of anyone who comes? Mr. Logan is changing his costume in the guest room—won’t you look out for him if he needs anything? And see if Edith’s ready. And when the guests begin to come you can send the women to her room to take off their wraps—oh, just tell Molly—she’ll attend to it! And you’ll take care of the men yourself—won’t you, dear? You can take them back into your father’s room—is he ready yet? You’d better go and tell him that it’s time. I’ll be out in a few minutes. If only everything!—” she began in a worried tone, slipped the jade ring quickly from her finger and slipped it back again. “I do hope that everything’s all right!” She spoke rapidly, nervously, with a little line of tension between her eyes.


  “But isn’t it?” he said in his heavy, smooth and blandly jeering tone. “Have you looked?”


  “Oh, everything looks perfect!” she cried. “It’s really just too beautiful! The girls behaved wonderfully—only—” the little furrow came between her eyes again—“Do keep an eye on them, won’t you, Ernie? You know how they are if you’re not around. Something’s so likely to go wrong. And of course I can’t hear everything that’s going on any longer. It’s such a nuisance getting deaf this way!—” she said impatiently—“So please do listen and look out for me, won’t you, dear? And look out for Mr. Logan. I do hope—” she paused, with a look of worried abstraction in her eyes. She began to snap the ring on and off her finger again.


  “You do hope what?” said Ernie pointedly, with just the suggestion of an ironic grin around the corners of his heavy mouth.


  “I do hope he won’t—” she began in a troubled tone, then went on rapidly—“He said something about—about clearing away some of the things in the living room for his show—”


  She looked at him rather helplessly, then, catching the irony of his faint grin, she colored quickly and laughed, shortly richly: “God! I don’t know what he’s going to do. He brought enough stuff with him to sink a battleship! Still, I suppose it’s going to be all right. Everyone’s been after him you know—everyone’s thrilled at the chance of seeing him—Oh, I’m sure it’ll be all right. Don’t you think so? Hah?” She looked eagerly, earnestly at him with her flushed and rosy little face with a look of such droll, beseeching inquiry as she clapped a small hand to her ear that, unmasked for a moment, he laughed abruptly, coarsely, as he turned away, saying:


  “Oh, I suppose so, I’ll look after it.”


  Mrs. Jack went on down the hall, pausing just perceptibly as she passed her daughter’s door, cupping her hand swiftly to her ear and listening for a moment. She could hear just faintly the girl’s voice clear, cool, and young, humming the jaunty strains of a tune that was popular at the moment:


  “You’re the cream in my coffee—You’re the salt in my stew-w——”


  The woman listened eagerly, a little smile of love and tenderness suffusing her face as she did so. Then she went on down the hall and entered her room, leaving her door slightly ajar behind her.


  It was a very simple, lovely room. It was a room that had a kind of haunting chastity, a moving austerity. At first glance the room seemed almost needlessly severe: There was, in the centre of one wall, a little narrow wooden bed, so small, and plain, and old, that it seemed it might almost have served as the bed of a medieval nun, as perhaps it had. Beside this bed there was a little table with a few books, a telephone, a glass and a silver pitcher and in a silver frame a photograph of a girl in her early twenties. This was Mrs. Jack’s daughter.


  In the centre of the wall at the left as one entered there was an enormous old wooden wardrobe, which she had brought from Italy and which was a product of the Italian renaissance. On the opposite wall, two high broad windows looked out on the street and between these windows there was a small writing table, with some ink, some paper and a pen.


  Along the wall that faced the bed and near the door of the big closet were all her beautiful dresses, gowns and suits and the wonderful collection of wing-like little shoes which had been made by hand to house her perfect little feet, and which were one of her special and most proud extravagances. There was a gay old painted wooden chest, a product of the Pennsylvania Dutch, carved and colored in quaint and cheerful patterns. Here she kept her fine old silks and laces and the wonderful and noble Indian saris which she loved so well and which adorned her small but lovely figure with such gracious dignity.


  Facing this old chest, along the opposite wall, between the bed and window, there was a small drawing table. It was a single sheet of white perfect wood on which were arranged with faultless precision a dozen sharpened pencils, a few feathery brushes, some crisp sheets of tracing papers on which the geometric figures of design were legible, a pot of paste, a ruler, and a little jar of golden paint. Exactly above this table hanging from the wall in all the clean perfection and beauty of their strength and accuracy were a triangle and a square. At the foot of the little bed there was a chaise longue covered with a flowered design of old faded silk.


  There were a few simple drawings on the wall and a single painting of a strange, exotic flower. It was such a flower as never was, a kind of dream flower of the brain which this woman had painted long ago. There was an old chest of drawers with a few silver toilet articles and a small square mirror on its top, and these were the sole adornments of the room.


  Mrs. Jack regarded herself for a moment in the mirror. She had a very lovely face, her brown and pleasant eyes were a little tired and there were webbings of fine wrinkles about them. But the healthy, jolly freshness of her rosy cheeks and lips needed the redemptive aid of no artifice of rouge. She never used it. Her hair was brown, a little dull and coarse, just touched a little by filaments of grey. The hair itself was not distinguished by its beauty, but it was clean and healthy looking. The forehead was low, not an impressive one, certainly not showing signs of intellectual grandeur. But the wise eyes were kind and shrewd and sharp and lively and missed nothing. The quality of the whole face had an expression of serious and acute intelligence a little worn by time, by care, by experience and the responsibilities of life and work. The face itself was a fine one: it was almost perfectly heartshaped. The glowing rosy features sloped firmly, perfectly, to a rounded but most determined chin. The chin was slightly cleft. The nose was somewhat too large and fleshy for the contours of the face, which were characterized not only by the strength, the decision, the firmness of the features, but also by a quality of delicacy and loveliness that can only be described as flowerlike.


  It was a strange and moving congruence of age and youth, of innocence and maturity, of an almost childlike eagerness, surprise and wonder, with the shrewd intelligence, the driving will and energy of an extremely resourceful, able and experienced child of Eve.


  She looked at herself for a moment. She regarded and admired herself. She found herself good.


  And, as the woman continued to look at herself in the privacy of her mirror, her face and manner betrayed a childlike vanity that would have been ludicrously comical if anyone had seen her. First she bent forward a little and looked at herself long and earnestly with an expression of a childlike innocence, an air of surprised wonder which was one of her characteristic expressions when she faced and met the world.


  Apparently she found the contemplation of her own rosy guilelessness quite pleasing, for in a moment she began to regard herself from first one angle, then another. She put her hand up to her temple and smoothed her brow, and regarded herself with rapt complacency again. Her expression now, indeed, barely escaped a smirk of satisfaction and for the first time, now, there was a sense of looseness about the mouth and nostril, a kind of cynic smirk not wholly good to see.


  Then slowly, raptly, she lifted the small, strong hand and looked at it. She flexed the firm and slender fingers and turned her wrist, meanwhile regarding the miracle with a fascinated stare. And now, the look upon her face was truly childlike in its vanity. She admired the old Jade ring upon her finger. She brooded with a kind of dark and smouldering fascination on the thick bracelet around her arm—a rich and sombre chain of ancient India, studded with dull and curious gems.


  She looked at her slender fingers, at her warm, slightly worn neck, and traced out with her fingertips the strange and opulent design of the old necklace, also a work of India, that she wore. She surveyed her smooth and naked arms, her smooth, bare back, her breast and gleaming shoulders and the outlines of her small and lovely figure and arranged half consciously with practiced touches of an expert hand the folds of her simple, splendid gown.


  She looked demurely at her small feet, shod beautifully in golden wings. Then she lifted arm and hand again and half-turning with the other hand upon her hip she ogled herself absurdly in the friendly mirror.


  But even while this ritual of adoring self was taking place, its spellbound abbess was discovered in the act. As the elder woman turned and worshipped at the shrine of her own beauty a girl, young, slender, faultless, cold and lovely—with the hard perfection, the perfect convention of Egyptian Nefratete, whose likeness she so strikingly suggested—had entered through the bathroom that connected two rooms and, standing in the door, paused in a moment of cold irony as she caught the other woman in the act.


  Slowly the mother turned, arm raised and hand extended in the orbit of her own self worship. Slowly she turned, still rapt in contemplation of her loveliness, gasped suddenly with surprise and fright, and uttered a little scream. Her hand flew to her throat in a gesture of alarm and realizing now that she was not alone she looked up and saw the girl. Her face went crimson as a beet. For a moment longer the two women continued to look at each other, the mother utterly confused and crimson with her guilt, the daughter coolly and appraisingly with the irony of sophisticated mirth.


  Then, as they continued to look at each other and full consciousness of the moment dawned upon the older woman, something quick and instant passed between them in their glance. Like one who has been discovered and who knows that there is nothing more to say, the woman suddenly cast up her head and laughed, a rich, full-throated, woman’s yell of free acknowledgment, unknown to the race of man.


  As for the girl, now grinning faintly, she approached and kissed her mother, saying, “Well, Mother, was it good?” And again the woman was shaken with a rich hysteria of helpless mirth; then both freed from all argument by that all-taking moment, were calm again.


  Thus passed there in a flash the whole tremendous comedy of womankind. No words were needed, there was nothing left to say. All had been said there in that voiceless instant of complete and utter understanding, of mutual recognition and conspiracy. The whole universe of sex had been nakedly revealed for just a moment in all its horror, guile, deception and its overwhelming humor.


  And the great city, the unceasing city, the unnumbered temporal city, with its seven million lives roared on unwittingly around that secret cell and never knew that here for a moment had been revealed a buried force more strong than cities and as old as earth.


  [¬]


  THE PARTY BEGINNING


  But now the guests were beginning to arrive. The electric thring of the doorbell broke sharply and persistently on accustomed quietness. People began to come in and fill the place with the ease and familiarity of old friends. In the hallway and in the rooms at the front there arose now the confused but crescent medley of a dozen voices—the rippling laughter and quick excited voices of the women with the deeper and more vibrant sonorities of the men. One could listen and without looking sense and feel and hear the growing momentum of the party.


  It was a mixture smooth as oil, the ingredients of a liquor which mixed, and fused, and grew, and mounted steadily with each arrival. There were, with every sharp electric ringing of the bell, with every opening and closing of the door, new voices and new laughter, a babel of new greeting, new gaiety and new welcome. There was the tinkle of ice in shell-thin glasses, voices and people coming closer, voices and people moving down the hall, voices and people moving in and out of rooms, weaving back and forth, circulating everywhere in beautiful and spontaneous patterns as natural and as fluent as all life until the whole place was invaded, filled, completely inhabited with the flashing iridescent gaiety of all these voices, all these people.


  Already the party, like all the parties Mrs. Jack had ever given, seemed to run itself. Without any sense of strain or supervision it was mounting swiftly, easily, naturally to full swing. People were coming down the hall now, women were coming in to Mrs. Jack’s room, greeting and embracing her with the affectionate tenderness of old friendship. And outside, the voices of the men could be heard engaged in solemn discussion or in jesting interplay of wit, going in and out of Mr. Jack’s apartment, moving back and forth from one end of the place to the other.


  The whole place, and all its rooms from front to back, was now thrown open to the party. Mrs. Jack, her face glowing and excited, her eyes sparkling with the joy and happiness that giving parties, meeting people, welcoming old friends, the whole warm and brilliant flux and interplay of life, of movement, beauty, color, conversation and design around her always gave to her, had now left her room and was moving up the hall greeting people everywhere, stopping to talk to everyone with a voice and manner and a rosy, beaming face, that showed plainly her state of eager and somewhat surprised delight.


  This quality of surprise and wonder was now indubitably real—somewhat akin, no doubt, to her own deafness—the effect of which was not to give her the expression of a person who feels that delighted wonders will never cease. Although she had invited all these people, although she had known most of them for years, although she must have known that all of them were coming, her manner now as each greeted her in turn in her triumphant progress through the throng was the manner of one who is really taken aback, a little bewildered and stunned by the happiness of an unexpected and unhoped-for encounter with an old friend that one has not seen for a long time. And this was really true, the woman had great goodness in her, and her feeling towards her friends was deep and warm.


  Her voice, as she talked, grew a trifle higher with its excitement, even at times a little shrill, her rosy, glowing little face was seen everywhere, blooming like a flower, one could see her bend forward eagerly and clap her hand to her ear as she strove to catch every word of what people were saying to her. And people smiled at her; almost as people smile who look at a happy and excited child, they looked after her and smiled.


  And when new people would come up and speak to her she would turn with her rosy face fairly burning with excitement and earnestness. Her whole face would light up with a kind of bewildered and delighted surprise as she saw who her new guest was. One could hear her voice saying excitedly and in an almost confused tone:—“Oh, Steve! I didn’t see you! I didn’t know that you were here! I am so glad that you could come! And Mary—Did you bring her with you? Is she here too? Hah?—” And she would clap her hand up to her ear and bend forward with her rosy beaming face eagerly focused to hear all that was being said.


  The whole party was in full blast now, moving wonderfully, miraculously, beautifully, in full swing, with a wonderful harmony, with spontaneous rhythm; people were moving in and out of rooms with glasses in their hands, people were leaning against walls talking to each other, splendid, distinguished looking men were leaning on the mantle engaged in the casual earnestness of debate, the seriousness of mutual interests, the informal conversation of old acquaintanceship and chance meeting, beautiful women with satiny backs were moving through the crowd with velvet undulance, the young people had gathered together in little parties of their own, spontaneously attracted by the crystalline magic of their youth.


  Everywhere people were talking, laughing, debating, chattering, bending to fill glasses with long frosty drinks, moving around the loaded temptations of the dining table and the great buffet with that “choosey,” somewhat perturbed and doubtful look of people who would like to taste it all but know they can’t. And the clean, sweet, rosily and smiling maids were there to do their bidding, help them, urge them just to have a little more. It was wonderful, greeting one another, weaving back and forth in a celebrated pattern of white and black and gold and power and wealth and loveliness and food and drink.


  And through it all, like the magnetic star, through it all like the thread of gold, the line of life, through all the wonder of this wealth of life, warmth, joy and gaiety together, through it all like some strange and lovely flower, bending and welcoming on its gracious stem, moved the flushed and rosy face, the dancing eye, the warm heart and the wise, the subtle, childlike, magic spirit that was Mrs. Jack.


  She seemed to give a tongue to loveliness: to weave a magic thread into the labyrinth of movement and of sound. And to the pattern of this swarming web she seemed to give the combining purpose of her presence, the unifying magic of her one and single self. Here, in these rooms, between these walls, was now collected a good part of all the best in strength, in power, in talent and in beauty that the city could produce or that life could know. And all of it had been miraculously resumed, fused to a flower of life by the unique genius of a single spirit. And the result of that great fusion was—as it had always been solely and inimitably itself:—a party at Jack’s.


  [¬]


  THE GUESTS ARRIVING


  Mrs. Jack glanced happily through the crowded rooms. It was, she well knew, a notable assemblage of the best, the highest, and the fairest that the city had to offer. And others were arriving all the time. At this moment, in fact, Miss Lily Mandell arrived upon the arm of Mr. Lawrence Hirsch: the tall smoldering beauty swung undulant away along the hall to dispose of her wraps and schooled in power, close clipped hair groomed and faultless, the banker came into the room, wove greetings through the throng toward the focal centre of his rosy hostess, shook hands with her and kissed her lightly on one cheek saying with that cool irony of friendly humor that was a portion of the city style: “You haven’t looked so lovely, darling, since the days we used to dance the cancan together.”


  The guests were now arriving in full force. Sometimes the elevator was so crowded with new arrivals that one group had hardly time to finish with greetings before the door would open and a new group would come in. Miss Roberta Heilprinn arrived with Mr. Robert Ahrens and made their greetings to their hostess: they were old friends of hers “in the theatre” and her greetings to them, while not more cordial or affectionate than to her other guests, were indefinably yet plainly more direct and casual: it was as if one of those masks—not of pretending, but of formal custom—which life imposes upon so many of the human relations, had been here sloughed off. It was here simply; “Oh, hello, Bertie—hello Bob:” the shade indefinable told everything: they were “show people”: they had “worked together.”


  There were a good many “show people.” Roy Farley had now arrived accompanied by two young men from the Art Theatre where he was employed and by the Misses Hattie Warren and Bessie Lane, two greyhaired spinsters who were also directors of the theatre. Mr. Farley and his two young companions divested themselves of their light overcoats with graceful movements, gave them to the waiting maid and made their way into the crowded room to pay their duties to the hostess.


  Old Jake Abramson came in with his sister, Irita; Stephen Hook, the novelist, arrived with his sister Mary. A moment later, Amy Van Leer, her beautiful head all sunning over with golden curls, arrived with a young Japanese, the sculptor, Nokamura, who had enjoyed a fashionable success the year before and had been for the nonce her lover, and with an immensely wealthy young Jew with a talent for music, who had written two of the songs of a current revue, and was her present one.


  Many other people had filtered in, the place was crowded: there was Helen Reagan, a very beautiful woman with a Gibson face, touched by Irish freckles: she was the business manager of a repertory theatre, but it was rumored that her greatest talent lay in wangling large sums of money from infatuated millionaires for the support of her organization. One of these enamored Maecenases, a middle-aged plutocrat named Pendleton, was now with her. With proud and graceful carriage, and straight shoulders, slender, naked, hued like ivory, this beautiful woman moved along a miracle of cold seductiveness, in all the fragile cool intoxication of her beauty.


  Saul Levenson came in with his wife, Virginia. He was one of the leaders of the modern theatre and one of its most eminent designers. He had been a friend of Mrs. Jack’s since childhood.


  In addition to all these other more or less gifted, beautiful or distinguished people, most of whom had some connection with the arts, there were a number of the lesser fry—that is, people who had no great worldly renown, or any particular claim to distinction save that they were friends of Mrs. Jack.


  There was her friend Agnes Wheeler and her husband. They were people who lived quietly in the country. Agnes Wheeler had been a girlhood friend of Mrs. Jack’s, had gone to school with her in childhood, had married a man who had died tragically and horribly after an agony of years of a cancer of the face which had finally eaten into his brain, and was now married again to a man who was dull and drab and unremarkable in every way. They had a small income and they lived modestly upon it.


  There was also a lawyer named Roderick Hale and his wife. Hale wrote little verses which occasionally were published in newspaper columns and he had a wife who was interested in social service work. And there was also a young girl, a dancer at Irita Abramson’s Repertory Theatre, another girl who was the seamstress and the wardrobe woman there, and another girl of twenty, who was Mrs. Jack’s assistant in her own work.


  It was a wholesome and admirable quality of her character that, as she had gone on in her profession and “up” in her career, as success, wealth, and renown had come to her and members of her family, she had not lost the sane and healthy practicality that was one of the essential elements of her life. She had not, as do so many people who achieve success or fame, lost her touch with life—with everyday life, the life about her, the life of the people with whom she worked, whom she worked for, who worked for her, or whom she had known in her youth.


  As a result, she was always in touch with the common heart of life—not only with the lives and interests of the wealthy or celebrated people that she knew, but with the lives and interests of her maids, her cook, the man who drove her car, the stage-hands at the theatre, the seamstresses and helpers, the painters and carpenters who built her sets for her, the electricians who lighted them, as well as with all the actors, actresses, directors and producers whose names were current in the daily press.


  It was a wonderful, a saving quality. A celebrity herself, she had escaped the banal and stereotyped existence that so many celebrities achieve—a life that is no life at all, made up no more of life, but of just a kind of barren parliament of famous names, a compendium of famous stories, a collection of jokes and anecdotes and stories about famous people, eagerly to be lapped up at secondhand and passed about among the popular—but really just a counterfeit of life, empty dead and stale as hell.


  She had escaped this. The line of life ran like a golden thread through this woman’s years from first to last. She remembered every living thing that she had touched. And nearly everything that she had touched had lived. She had known sorrow in her youth, insecurity and hardship in her youth, heart break, disillusion and poor people in her youth. And she remembered all of them. She had not forgotten her old friends; she had a talent rare in modern life for loyal and abiding friendships and most of the people that were here tonight, even the most celebrated ones, were people that she had known for many years, and her friendship with some of them went back to childhood.


  Another childhood friend of Mrs. Jack’s was present. This was Margaret Ettinger: she had married a bad painter, and tonight she had brought her husband. And her husband, who was not only a bad painter but a bad man, too, had brought his mistress, a young buxom, and fullblown whore, with him. This group provided the most bizarre and unpleasantly disturbing touch to an otherwise distinguished gathering.


  [¬]


  THE LOVER


  And yet, someone was still lacking.


  “Long, long into the night I lay,” thought Mrs. Jack. “Thinking about you all the time.”


  For someone was still absent and she kept thinking of him—well, almost all the time. At least, so she would phrase it next day in her mind with that kind of temporal infatuation which a woman feels when she is thinking of her lover: “I keep thinking of you all the time. I do nothing but think of you all the time. When I wake up in the morning the first thing I think about is you. And then I think about my little Alma: the two people that I love the best in all the world. Did you ever try to tell a story? Once when I was a child I felt sure I had to tell a story. It kept growing in me, it was like an immense and golden dream. I thought it was the most wonderful story that anyone had ever told. I was sure that it would make me rich and famous. I felt I had the whole thing in me, it kept swelling up in me and seemed to fill me, soak me through and through with all its gold. And yet, when I began it all that I could think of was ‘Long, long into the night I lay thinking of how to tell my story.’ Wasn’t that wonderful? It seemed to me to be the most beautiful and perfect way to begin a story—but I could go no further. And now I know the end. ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking of you.’ I think about you all the time. You fill my life, my heart, my spirit and my being. I have an image that I go around with you inside me—here. I have you inside of me—and I keep thinking of you all the time. And that’s the story, ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking about you all the time.’ And that’s the story. Ah, dearest, that’s the story.”


  And so this lovely and successful woman really felt—or thought she felt. Really, when she thought of him, she kept thinking she was “thinking of him all the time.” And on this crowded and this brilliant evening, he kept flashing through her mind. Or maybe he was really there, as someone we have known and loved is there—and really can’t be lost, no matter what we’re doing, what we’re thinking of—and so, in such a wise, we keep “thinking of them all the time.”


  “I wonder where he is,” she thought. “Why doesn’t he come? If only he hasn’t been—” she looked quickly over the brilliant gathering with a troubled eye and thought impatiently—“If only he liked parties more! If only he enjoyed meeting people—going out in the evening—Oh well! He’s the way he is. It’s no use to change him. I wouldn’t have him any different. I think about him all the time!”


  And then he arrived; a hurried but relieved survey told her that he was “all right.” He was a little too quick and a trifle more feverish than was his wont. Just the same, he was, as Esther had phrased it to herself, “all right.”


  “If only my people—my friends—everyone I know—didn’t affect him so,” she thought. “Why is it, I wonder. Last night when he telephoned me he talked so strange! Nothing he said made any sense! What could have been wrong with him? Oh, well—it doesn’t matter now. He’s here. I love him!”


  Her face warmed and softened, her pulse beat quicker, and she went to meet him. He greeted her half fondly and half truculently, with a mixture of diffidence and pugnacity, of arrogance and humility, of pride, of hope, of love, of suspicion, of eagerness, of doubt.


  “Oh, hello, darling,” she said fondly. “I’m so glad you’re here at last. I was beginning to be afraid you were going to fail me after all.”


  He had not really wanted to come to the party. From the moment she had first invited him he had objected. They had argued it back and forth for days, and at last she had beaten down his reasons and had exacted his promise. But last night he had paced the floor for hours in an agony of self-recrimination and indecision, and at last with desperate resolve he had telephoned her and had blunderingly awakened the whole household before he got her. But he had told her then that he had decided not to come and had repeated all his reasons. He only half-understood them himself, but they had to do with her world and his world, and his belief, which was more a matter of feeling than of clear thought, that he must keep his independence of the world she belonged to if he was to do his work. He was almost desperate as he tried to explain it all to her, because he couldn’t make her understand what he was driving at. She became a little desperate, too, in the end. First she was annoyed and told him for God’s sake to stop being such a fool about things that didn’t matter. Then she became hurt and angry, and reminded him of his promise.


  “We’ve been over all of this a dozen times!” she said angrily, and there was also a tearful note in her voice. “You promised, George! And now everything’s arranged. It’s too late to change anything now. You can’t let me down like this!”


  This appeal was too much for him. He knew, of course, that the party had not been planned for him and that no arrangements would be upset if he failed to appear. No one but Esther would even be aware of his absence. But he had given his promise to come, however reluctantly, and he saw that the only issue his arguments had raised in Esther’s mind was the simple one of whether he would keep his word. So once more, and finally, he had yielded. And now he was here, full of confusion, and wishing with all his heart that he was somewhere else—anywhere but here.


  “I’m sure you’re going to have a good time,” Esther was saying to him in her eager way. “You’ll see!”—and she squeezed his hand. “There are lots of people I want you to meet. But you must be hungry. Better get yourself something to eat first. You’ll find lots of things you like. I planned them especially for you. Go in the dining room and help yourself. I’ll have to stay here a little while to welcome all these people.”


  Mrs. Jack looked happily about her. Now they were all together—even to the one she loved.


  George stood for a moment, scowling a little as he glanced about the room at the brilliant assemblage. In that attitude he cut a rather grotesque figure. The low brow with its frame of short black hair, the burning eyes, the small, packed features, the long arms dangling to the knees, and the curved paws gave him an appearance more simian than usual in his not-too-well-fitting dinner jacket. People looked at him and stared, then turned away indifferently and resumed their conversations.


  “So,” he thought with somewhat truculent self-consciousness, “these are her fine friends that she’s been telling me about! I might have known it!” he muttered to himself, without knowing at all what it was he might have known. The very poise and assurance of all these sleek and wealthy faces made him fear a fancied slight where none was offered or intended. “Well, here they are! I’ll show them!” he growled,—but God knows what he meant by that.


  It was, he knew, a distinguished gathering. It included brilliant men and beautiful women. But as he looked them over, he saw unmistakably that it also included some who wore another hue. That fellow there, for instance, with his pasty face and rolling eyes and mincing ways and hips that he wiggled as he walked—could there be any doubt at all that he was a member of nature’s other sex? And that woman, with her mannish haircut and angular lines and hard enameled face, holding hands over there in the corner with that rather pretty young girl—a nymphomaniac, surely. His eye took in Krock, standing a little apart there with his wife and his mistress. He saw Mr. Jack moving among his guests, and suddenly with a rush of shame he thought of himself. Who was he to feel so superior to these others? Did they not all know who he was and why he was here?


  Yes, all these people looked at one another with untelling eyes. Their speech was casual, quick, and witty. But they did not say the things they knew. And they knew everything. They had seen everything. They had accepted everything. And they received every new intelligence now with a cynical and amused look in their untelling eyes. Nothing shocked them any more. It was the way things were. It was what they had come to expect of life.


  Just the same, they were an honored group. They had stolen no man’s ox or ass. Their gifts were valuable and many, and had won for them the world’s grateful applause.


  Was not the great captain of finance and industry, Lawrence Hirsch, a patron of the arts as well, and a leader and advanced supporter of The Federalist, the nation’s leading “journal of ideas,” the leader everywhere of advanced—nay! radical opinion? And this gentlemen’s own opinions on child labor, share cropping, the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti, and other questions that had stirred the indignation of the intellectual world—were they not well known everywhere, and was there any flaw in them? Were they not celebrated for their liberality, the advanced and leftward trend of their enlightenment?


  Of what then to utter the blunt truth?—which was that Lawrence Hirsch derived a portion of his enormous income from the work of children in the textile factories of the South?—that another part of it was derived from the labor of share-croppers in the tobacco fields of North Carolina?—that another came from steel mills in the Middle West where armed thugs had been employed and used to shoot into the ranks of striking workers?—and that this man’s enormous combining and financing and directing cunning was being called into use everywhere by great corporations of which he was a member, to betray the rights of labor, and to protect the powers of wealth?


  Of what use, then, to criticize in ways like these? What useful purpose could it serve? Had Mr. Hirsch’s life and work, the sources of his mighty wealth, been seriously called to an accounting, there was scarcely a skilled young liberal—hardly a well trained revolutionary on the staff of Mr. Hirsch’s Federalist—who could not have leaped to the defense of his employer, who could not have pointed out at once that criticism of this sort was childish—elementary, Watson! Elementary!—That the sources of Mr. Hirsch’s wealth and power and income were quite accidental and beside the point—and that his position as an enlightened liberal, “a friend of Russia,” a leader in advanced social thought, a scathing critic of—God save the mark!—the Capitalist class!—was so well known as to place him in the very brain and forehead of enlightened thought, secure beyond the reach of envious and incondite carping of this sort.


  And, as for the others of that brilliant and that celebrated company—did one cry “privilege?” Privilege? Which one of these had ever said, “Let them eat cake?” When the poor had starved, had these not suffered? When the children toiled, had these not bled? When the oppressed, the weak, the stricken and betrayed of men had been falsely accused and put to death, had these tongues not lifted in indignant protest—if only the issue had been fashionable? Had these not written letters to the press? Carried placards upon Beacon Hill? Joined parades, made contributions, gave the prestige of their names to form committees of defense?


  Had they not done all these things? Were they not well known for these acts? Was their position in all questions that demanded an enlightened stand not known in advance? And were their names not known with honor everywhere among enlightened men?


  Of what use then to say that such as these might lift their voices and parade their placards to the crack of doom, but in the secret and entrenched resources of their life they had all battened on the blood of common man, and wrung their profits from the sweat of slaves, like any common overseer of money and of privilege that ever lived.


  Of what use to point out that the whole issue of these princely lives, the dense and costly web of all these lesbic, all these pederastic loves, and these adulterous intrigues, the perverse and evil pattern of this magic fabric, hung there athwart the beetling ramparts of the city, and spun like gossamer across the sky-flung faery of the night, had been spun from man’s common dust of sweating clay, derived out of the exploitation of his life, and sustained in midair now, floating on the face of night like a starred veil, had, none the less, been unwound out of the entrails of man’s agony.


  Such thoughts as these came from the baffled and inchoate bitterness of youth. And youth? A thorny paradox, to be so stretched out on the rack of this tough world and here to ache with so much beauty, so much pain. To see the starred face of the night with a high soul of exaltation and of noble aspiration, to dream great dreams, to think great thoughts. And in that instant have the selfless grandeur turn to dust, and to see great night itself, a reptile coiled and waiting in the nocturnal blood of life.


  And these! And these! Great God! To know such love, such longing, and such hatred all together—and to find no ear or utterance anywhere for all the blazing baffled certitudes of youth! To find man’s faith betrayed and his betrayers throned in honor, themselves the idols of his bartered faith. To find truth false and falsehood truth, good evil, evil good, and the swarming web of life so changing, so mercurial. To find even love suspect of whoredom, even whoredom touched with love!


  A thorny paradox, to find it all so changing, so unfixed, so baffling to our certain judgments and our hard necessity for certitude; so different from the way we thought that it would be. Was there no other end than this hard road, for all the anguish, sorrow, disappointment of man’s baffled innocence then the resigned dejection of the Russian’s summing up: “Prince Andrey turned away—His heart was heavy and full of melancholy. It was all so strange, so different than what he had anticipated.”


  Well, there they were then, anyway. And, paradox or not, it would be hard to find another group of people comparable to this one in achievement, beauty, or in talent, in any other place save here, where it had assembled to such brilliant consummation as it had to-night—at Jack’s.


  The party was now moving in a magic inter-flux. Lawrence Hirsch, having made his greetings to his hostess, now turned away and took his place among the crowd. Polished, imperturbable, his face just like his moustache and his hair, close cropped and packed and perfectly contained, a little worn but assured, vested with huge authorities of wealth, in its unconscious arrogance, it was a perfect visage of great Croesus and Maecenas, both conjoined with all the complex fusions of the modern world. He moved, this weary, able son of man, among the crowd and took his place assuming, without knowing he assumed, his full authorities.


  Meanwhile, Lily Mandell, who had gone away to take off her wraps, returned to the big room. The tall smouldering beauty swung sensually along the hall and entering wove her way along towards Mrs. Jack with a languid naked undulance.


  The heir of Midas wealth, child of a merchant emperor and a hoard amassed by nameless myriads of slave sweat, this voluptuous absentee of bargain basements in huge department stores which she had never visited, was a voluptuary of esthetics arts as well. She was an adept of obscurities, William Beckford’s Vathek, T.S. Eliot, and the works of Marcel Proust.


  She was a tall, dark beauty, shockingly arrayed, a woman of great height and of sensual and yet delicate massivity. She had a shock of wild dark hair, a face too eloquent in its sleepy arrogance, and heavy lidded eyes whose most naked living qualities were the qualities of her insolence and pride.


  Everything about this tall and stunning woman was sensational and startling. In the sleepy insolence of her dark smouldering face, in the languorous arrogance of her rich and throaty voice, even in the lazy undulance of her voluptuous figure there was a quality of naked indifference and contempt for life that barely escaped brutality.


  Moreover, in the sensational way in which she exhibited and displayed herself there was an insolent immodesty that was so shameless that it left people dazed and gasping. The dress she wore was a magnificent gown made from a single piece of some dull old golden cloth. But that gown had been so made and so contrived to display her charms that her tall voluptuous figure seemed literally to have been poured into it. It was a miracle of sheer carnality, a masterpiece of insolent sensuality. If she had walked into that room stark naked the impact of her sex, the deliberate emphasis of physical allure could not have been so arrogantly and shamelessly signified as it was now as she wove her way through the crowd with sleepy undulance, bent over the smaller figure of her hostess, kissed her and in a yolky voice in which affection and arrogance were curiously commingled, said: “Darling, how are you?”


  The guests were now moving freely around, greeting one another and talking together. Groups were already forming here and there. Stephen Hook had come in with his sister Mary, and greeted his hostess by holding out to her a frail limp hand. At the same time he turned half away from her with an air of exaggerated boredom and indifference, an almost weary disdain, as he murmured: “Oh, hello, Esther. ... Look—” he half turned toward her again, almost as if this were an after thought—“I brought this to you.” He handed her a book and turned away again. “I thought it was rather interesting,” he said in a bored tone. “You might like to look at it.”


  What he had given her was a magnificent book of Peter Brueghel’s drawings—a book that she knew well of, whose costliness had frightened even her. She looked quickly at the flyleaf and saw that in his fine hand, he had written there primly: “For Esther—from Stephen Hook.” And suddenly she remembered that she had mentioned to him casually, a week or two before, her interest in this book, and she understood now that this act, which in a characteristic way he was trying to conceal under a mask of labored boredom and indifference, had come swift and shining as a beam of light out of the depths of the man’s fine and generous spirit. Her little face turned crimson, something choked her in the throat, and for a moment, she could not say why, her eyes were hot with tears.


  “Oh, Steve!” she gasped—“This is simply the most beautiful—the most wonderful—”


  He seemed fairly to shrink away from her in horror, fairly to shrink away into the fat envelope of his unhealthy body. His white, flabby face took on a gesture of disdainful boredom and aloof indifference that was so exaggerated it would have seemed comical if it had not been for the look of naked pleading terror in his hazel eyes—a look swift, frightened, lacerated—the look of a proud, noble, strangely twisted and tormented man—the look really almost of a frightened child, which, even while it shrank away from the life, the companionship, the security, it so desperately needed and wanted, was also pleading pitifully for help—which almost said: “For God’s sake—help me if you can! I am afraid!”


  She saw that look of naked pleading terror in his eyes as he turned pompously away from her with a look of such exaggerated boredom on his pursed face as would have made Pooh Bah look like an exuberant sophomore by the comparison. And the look went through her like a knife and in a moment’s flash of stabbing pity she felt also the wonder, the strangeness and the miracle of living. “Oh, you poor tormented creature,” she was thinking—“What is wrong with you? What are you afraid of? What’s eating on you anyway? What a strange man he is,” she thought more tranquilly. “And How fine and good and high.”


  At this moment, as if reading her own thoughts, her daughter, Alma, came to the rescue. Cool, poised, lovely, perfectly chiseled and rather cold, the girl came across the room, moved up to Hook, and said coolly:


  “Oh, Hello, Steve. Can I get you a drink?”


  The question was a godsend. He was extremely fond of the girl—He liked her polished style, her faultless elegance, her cool, hard, friendly, yet perfectly impenetrable manner. It gave him just the foil, the kind of protection that he so desperately needed. He answered her at once hiding his enormous relief in turning away from her disdainfully with an air of elaborately mannered boredom. “You,” he said. “What you have to say quite fascinates me—” he murmured in a bored tone and moved over to the mantle, where he leaned as spectator and turned his face three-quarters away from the room as if the sight of so many appallingly dull and stupid people was something more than he could endure.


  All this was not only completely characteristic of Hook, it was really almost the man’s whole history. Even the elaborately mannered indirection of his answer when the girl had asked him if he wanted a drink was completely characteristic of Stephen Hook, and provided a key to his literary style. “What you have to say really fascinates me”—contained the kernel of Hook’s literary style and the books he wrote. He was the author of a great many stories which he sold mostly to magazines and from which he derived the income with which he supported himself and his family. And in addition he was the author of two or three very fine distinguished books on which his considerable reputation had been established but which had had almost no sale. And yet he was famous not for his stories but for these books: As he himself had ironically pointed out, almost everyone, apparently, had read his books and no one had bought them. In these books, also the curious complex of Hook’s strange, frightened, desperately shy personality were fully revealed. And here also, in these books he tried to mask this shyness and timidity by an air of boredom and disdain, by the intricate artifice and circumlocution of an elaborately mannered style. In other words, what Hook was always saying in his books when someone asked him if he’d have a drink was half turning away and looking passionately bored—“What you have to say quite fascinates me.”


  Mrs. Jack, after staring rather helplessly at this paunchy image of disdain turned to his sister, a red-haired spinsteress with twinkling eyes and an infectious laugh who shared her brother’s charm, but lacked his tormented spirit, and whispered: “What’s wrong with Steve tonight, anyway? He looks as if he’s been seeing ghosts.”


  “No—just another monster,” Mary Hook replied, and laughed. “He had a pimple on his nose last week and he stared at it so much in the mirror that he became convinced it was a tumor. Mother was almost crazy. He locked himself in his room and refused to come out or talk to anyone for days and days. Four days ago he sent her a note leaving minute instructions for his funeral and burial: he has a horror of being cremated. Three days ago he came out in his pajamas and said good-bye to all of us. He said life was over—all was ended. Tonight he thought better of it and decided to dress and come to your party.”


  Then laughing, with the twinkle of wise infectious humor in her blue eyes, Mary Hook glanced shrewdly in the direction of her brother, whose paunchy figure was now leaning on the mantle, turned indifferently away, like some plump Mandarin, with a pursy and disdainful face, and answered Mrs. Jack’s perturbed glance with a humorous shrug of the shoulders. Mrs. Jack’s rosy face colored richly, and suddenly she laughed an involuntary and astounded laugh, crying:


  “God! Isn’t it the most!—” while she continued to stare helplessly at Mary Hook. Mary Hook, laughing good naturedly with a humorous shrug and a shake of her head, moved away into the crowd. And Mrs. Jack, still with an earnest and rather troubled little face, turned to talk to old Jake Abramson, who had been holding her hand and gently stroking it during this whole puzzled interlude.


  The mark of the fleshpots was plain upon Jake Abramson. He was an old, subtle, sensual, weary Jew and he had the face of a vulture. Curiously enough, for all its vulturesque quality, his face was a strangely attractive one. It had so much weariness and patience, and a kind of wise cynicism, and a weary humor. There was something kind and understanding about him. Even his evening clothes sat on him with a kind of casual weariness as if he were a kind of immensely old and tired ambassador of life who had lived so long, who had seen so much, who had been so many places, and who had worn evening clothes so many times that the garments themselves were as habitual as his breath and hung on him with a kind of weary and accustomed grace as if he had been born in them.


  He had taken off his heavy coat and his silk hat and given them to the maid, and then had come wearily into the room and greeted Mrs. Jack. He was evidently very fond of her. While she had been talking to Mary Hook he remained silent and he brooded above her like a benevolent vulture. He smiled beneath his great nose and kept his eyes intently on her face; then he took her small strong hand in his weary old clasp and, as he continued to gaze at her intently, and to talk, he stroked her smooth arm. It was a gesture frankly old and sensual, jaded, and yet strangely fatherly and gentle. It was the gesture of a man who had known and possessed many pretty women and who still knew how to admire and appreciate them, but whose strong lust had passed over into a kind of paternal benevolence.


  And in the same way he now spoke to her, continuing to talk to her all the time with a weary, coarse, old humor which also had in it a quality that was fatherly and kind.


  “Momma,” he said as he kept stroking her arm with his old hand and looking intently at her with his weary eyes—


  “You’re looking nice! You’re looking pretty!” He kept smiling vulturesquely at her and stroking her arm—“Just like a rose she is!” the old man said, and never took his old, beady stare from her.


  “Oh! Jake!” she cried excitedly and in a surprised tone, as if she had not known before that he was there. “How nice of you to come! I never knew you were back! I thought you were still in Europe!—”


  “Momma,” the old man said, still smiling fixedly at her and stroking her smooth arm,—“I’ve been and went. I’ve gone and come. I was away but now I’ve come back already yet,” he declared humorously.


  “You’re looking awfully well, Jake,” she declared earnestly. “The trip did you lots of good. You’ve lost a lot of flesh. You took the cure at Carlsbad, didn’t you?”


  “Momma,” the old man solemnly declared, “I didn’t take the cure. I took the diet—” Deliberately he mispronounced the word to “die-ett.” And instantly Mrs. Jack’s rosy face was suffused with crimson; her shoulders began to shake hysterically. At the same moment she turned to Roberta Heilprinn, seized her helplessly by the arm, and clung to her, and shrieked faintly: “Did you hear him? He’s been on a diet! God! I bet it almost killed him! The way he loves to eat!”


  Miss Heilprinn chuckled fruitily and her oil-smooth features widened in a grin of such proportions that her eyes contracted to closed slits.


  “Momma,” said old Jake solemnly as he continued gently to stroke the bare smooth arm of Mrs. Jack, “I’ve been die-et-ting—”


  The way he said this with all the connotations it evoked drew from her shaking figure another hysterical little shriek.


  “I’ve been die-etting ever since I went away,” said Jake. “I was sick when I went away—and I came back on an English boat,” the old man said with a kind of melancholy and significant leer that drew a scream of laughter from the two women.


  “Oh, Jake!” cried Mrs. Jack hilariously. “How you must have suffered! I know what you used to think of English food!”


  “Momma,” the old man said with a resigned sadness—


  “I think the same as I always did—only ten times more!”


  She faintly shrieked again, then gasped out, “Brussels sprouts?”


  “They still got ’em,” said old Jake solemnly. “They still got the same ones they had ten years ago. I saw Brussels sprouts this last trip that ought to be sent to the British Museum—And they still got that good fish—” he went on with a suggestive leer and Mrs. Jack shrieked faintly again and Roberta Heilprinn, her bland features grinning like a Buddha, gurgled fruitily: “The Dead Sea fruit?”


  “No,” said old Jake sadly, “not the Dead Sea fruit—that ain’t dead enough. They got boiled flannel now,” said Jake, “and that good sauce, Momma, they used to make?”—He leered at Mrs. Jack with an air of such insinuation that she was again set off in a fit of shuddering hysteria: “You mean that awful—tasteless—pasty—goo—about the color of a dead lemon?”


  “You got it,” the old man nodded his wise and tired old head in weary agreement.


  “You got it—That’s it—They still make it. ... So I’ve been die-etting all the way back!” For the first time his tired old voice showed a trace of energetic animation. “Carlsbad wasn’t in it compared to the die-etting I had to do on the English boat!” He paused, then with a glint of old cynic humor in his weary eyes, he said: “It was fit for nothing but a bunch of goys!”


  This reference to unchosen tribes, with the complete evocation of the humorous contempt, now really snapped a connection between these three people that nothing else had done. And suddenly one saw these three able and resourceful people in a new way. The old man smiling thinly, vulturesquely, with a cynical intelligence, the two women shaken suddenly and utterly by a helpless paroxysm of understanding mirth. And now one saw they really were together, able, ancient, and immensely knowing, and outside the world, regardant, tribal, communitied in derision and contempt for the unhallowed, unsuspecting tribes of lesser men who were not party to their knowing, who were not folded to their seal. It passed—the instant showing of their ancient sign. The women smiled more quietly, they were citizens once again.


  “But Jake! You poor fellow!” Mrs. Jack said sympathetically. “You must have hated it! But oh Jake!” she cried suddenly and enthusiastically as she remembered—“Isn’t Carlsbad just too beautiful? ... Did you know that Bert and I were there one time?” she cried rapidly and eagerly with the animation that was characteristic of her when she was remembering something or telling someone a story—and as she uttered these words she slipped her hand affectionately through the arm of her blandly smiling friend, then went on vigorously, with a jolly laugh and a merry face: “Didn’t I ever tell you about that time?—Really, it was the most wonderful experience!—But God!” she laughed suddenly and almost explosively and her face flushed almost crimson—“Will you ever forget the first three or four days, Bert?” she appealed rosily to her smiling friend—“Do you remember how hungry we got? How we thought we couldn’t possibly hold out?—Wasn’t it dreadful?” she said frankly and then went on with a serious rather puzzled air as she tried to explain it:—“But then—I don’t know—it’s funny—but somehow you get used to it, don’t you, Bert? The first few days are pretty awful, but after that you didn’t seem to mind. I don’t know.” Again her low brow furrowed with a puzzled air, and she spoke with a shade of difficulty—“I guess you get too weak, or something—I know Bert and I stayed in bed three weeks—and really it wasn’t bad after the first few days.” She laughed suddenly, richly. “We used to try to torture each other by making up enormous menus of the most delicious food we could think of—We had it all planned out to go to a swell restaurant the moment our cure was over and order the biggest meal we could think of!—Well!” she laughed. “Would you believe it—the day the cure was finished and the doctor told us it would be all right for us to get up and eat—I know we both lay there for hours thinking of all the things we were going to have. It was simply wonderful!” she said, flushing with laughter and making a fine little movement with her finger and her thumb to indicate great delicacy, her voice squeaking like a child’s and her eyes wrinkling up to dancing points—“In all your life you never heard of such delicious food as Bert and I were going to devour. We resolved to do everything in the greatest style!—Well, all I can tell you is,” she went on humorously, “the very best of everything was just about half good enough for us—that’s the way we felt! ... Well, at last we got up and dressed. And God!” she cried with her jolly crimson face and twinkling eyes, “you’d have thought we’d been invited to meet the King and Queen at Buckingham Palace. We were so weak we could hardly stand up but we wore the prettiest clothes we had and we had chartered a Rolls Royce for the occasion and a chauffeur in livery.—In all your days,” she cried with her twinkling little face,—“you’ve never seen such swank. We got into the car and were driven away like a couple of queens. We told the man to drive us to the swellest, most expensive restaurant he knew. He drove us to a beautiful place outside of town. It looked like a chateau!”—she beamed rosily around her—“and when they saw us coming they must have thought that we were royalty from the way they acted. The flunkies were lined up, bowing and scraping for half a block—Oh, it was thrilling! Everything we’d gone through and endured in taking the cure seemed worth it—Well!” she looked around her and the breath left her body audibly in a sigh of complete frustration—“would you believe it? When we got in there and tried to eat we could hardly swallow a bite! We had looked forward to it so long—we had planned it all so carefully—and well! all I can say is, it was a bitter disappointment—” she said humorously. “Would you believe it—all we could eat was a soft boiled egg—and we couldn’t even finish that! It filled us up right to here—” she put a small hand level with her chin—“It was so tragic that we almost wept!—I don’t know,” she went on turning her eyes away in a glance of serious and rather puzzled reflection—“but isn’t it a strange thing? I guess it must be that your stomach shrinks up and gets little while you’re on the diet. You lie there day after day and think of the enormous meal you are going to devour just as soon as you get up—and then when you try it you’re not even able to finish a soft boiled egg—but is that life, or isn’t it? I ask you—” She shrugged her shoulders, and lifted her hands questioningly, with such a comical look on her face that everybody laughed.


  Even the weary jaded old man, Jake Abramson, who had been regarding her fixedly with a vulpine smile during the whole course of her animated monologue, now smiled a little more warmly as he turned away to speak to other friends. He had really paid no attention to what she was saying, but Mrs. Jack’s way of telling a story was so pleasant, her rosy face and twinkling eyes were so full of life and eagerness, she spoke with such excitement, with such gusto, with such ready humor, that everything she said was interesting. And, in a tired and jaded world, people could just look at her animated little face and figure, her eager and excited voice for hours at a time, without growing tired.


  The two women—Miss Heilprinn and Mrs. Jack who were now left standing together in the centre of the big room, offered a remarkable and instructive comparison in the capacities of their sex. Miss Heilprinn was in appearance as in face a very distinguished woman. The thing that one noticed about her immediately was her bland and smiling pallor. She suggested oil—smooth oil, oil of tremendous driving power and generating force. And although no one would ever have called her a beautiful woman, no discerning eye could fail to see instantly that she was a very handsome one.


  She was a woman perhaps of middling height, perhaps a little under it: at any rate she was a little taller than Mrs. Jack. Her smooth and smiling face, her plump figure, hips and ankles, were inclined to heaviness and corpulence. Her face was almost impossibly bland. It was a blandness without unction, a blandness without hypocrisy. On first sight the smooth, plump, smiling features had a look of almost Buddhistic quality and the fruity tones, the infectious chuckle, the eyes that narrowed into jolly slits whenever the lady laughed or even smiled, contributed to a first impression of imperturbable and unquenchable good nature.


  But let the ingenuous spirit be not too easily deceived: a closer examination of this lady would have revealed a pair of twinkling eyes that missed nothing and that were as hard as agate. Her distinguished looking grey hair was combed back in a pompadour and she was splendidly gowned with a suavity that was perfectly adapted to the bland and imperturbable assurance of her worldliness. She would, and could, if occasion or necessity had demanded it, have taken the gold fillings out of her best friend’s teeth and never for a moment lost the oily blandness of her smiling face, the infectious chuckle of her throaty voice, as she did so.


  To say merely that she was “as hard as nails” would be to put an unfair strain upon the durability of common iron. In the theatrical profession, and along Broadway, where she had reigned for years as the governing brain and directive force behind a celebrated art theatre she was known familiarly as “the Duchess.” And the business acuity which had wrung this homage from the hard lips of that milling street was fully deserving of all the tributes, all the oaths, that had been heaped upon it.


  As the two ladies, both of whom were warm old friends, stood looking at each other affectionately in the act of greeting, a very instructive performance in worldly shrewdness was being quietly unfolded between them for the enlightenment or amusement of one privileged to see. Each woman was perfectly cast in her own role. Each had found the perfect adaptive means by which she could utilize her full talents with the least waste and friction and with the greatest smooth persuasiveness.


  Miss Heilprinn’s role in life had been essentially a practical and not a romantic one. It had been her function to promote, to direct, to govern, and in the tenuous and uncertain speculations of the theatre to take care not to be fleeced by the wolves of Broadway. The brilliance of her success, the power of her will, and the superior quality of her mettle, was written plain upon her. It took no very experienced observer to see instantly that in the unequal contest between the Duchess and the wolves of Broadway it had been the wolves who had been fleeced. Lucky, indeed, was the wolf who could escape an encounter with the Duchess with a portion of his native hide intact.


  And in that savage unremitting warfare, when bitter passions had been aroused, when undying hatreds had been awakened, when eyes had been jaundiced and when lips had been so bitterly twisted that they had never regained their rosy pristine innocence and now lay written on haggard faces like a yellowed scar, had the face of the Duchess grown hard and bitter? Had her mouth contracted to a grim and bitter line? Had her jaw out-jutted like a granite crag? Were the marks of the wars visible anywhere upon her? By no means.


  The more murderous the fight, the blander her face. The more treacherous and guileful the strategy in its snaky intrigues, the more cheerful and good-natured the fruity lilt of her good-humored chuckle. She had actually thriven on it. She seemed to blossom like a flower beneath the dead and barren glare of Broadway lights. And she never seemed to be so happily and unconsciously herself as when playing about ingenuously in a nest of rattlesnakes.


  The other lady presented a tactical problem of quite another sort. Mrs. Jack’s career had been romantic rather than executive. Yet, in a strange, hard way, each woman was completely worldly, each woman was wholly practical, each woman was fundamentally concerned with her own interests, her own success.


  In a curious way, Mrs. Jack’s strategy was more guileful and complex than that of her smooth companion. Mrs. Jack’s strategy was that of the child: she had early learned the advantages of possessing the rosy, jolly little face of flowerlike loveliness. She had early learned the advantages of a manner of slightly bewildered surprise, naive innocence, of smiling doubtfully and inquiringly yet good-naturedly at her laughing friends, as if to say: “Now, I know you’re laughing at me, aren’t you? I don’t know what it is. I don’t know what I’ve done or said now. Of course, I know I’m not clever the way you are—all of you are so frightfully smart—but anyway I have a good time, and I like you all—Hah?”


  She had even learned in recent years that deafness itself might have its compensations in furthering this illusion of her happy, somewhat bewildered innocence. She had early learned as well the value of tears in a woman’s life and what an effective weapon tears may be. She had learned the supreme value of romantic emotion as a triumphant answer-all to reasoned thought or to the objections of fair play and a sense of justice. She knew better than most women that if any act of hers was ever called in question, if any act of hers which she was trying to conceal was ever discovered, and she was confronted with it, there was no answer so effective, so annihilating as tempestuous tears—romantic and irrational declaration:


  “All right. All right—I’m through!—She’s finished!—She’s no good anymore!—Throw her out—Let her go!—She’s tried to do the best she could but you’ve thrown her out now—You’ve told her she wasn’t any good anymore—All right, then—” Here she would smile a pathetic twisted smile as she squeaked these touching little words, move aimlessly toward the door in a pathetic gesture of departure, smile a pathetic twisted little smile again and wave her hand childishly in farewell as she squeaked pathetically—“All over—Finished—Done for—She’s no good—Goodbye, Goodbye—” After which, of course, there was nothing but embarrassed, half amused, half angry, half disgusted surrender.


  She had her faults, no doubt—she was “romantic.” Most people, even those who knew her well considered her affectionately to be a “most romantic person—” “a very romantic woman.” For this reason she had triumphantly escaped censure for many acts that would have brought down upon many another less privileged, less gifted and less favored person a heavy punishment. She was essentially not less shrewd, not less accomplished, not less subtle and not less hardly determined to have her own way, to secure her own ends in the hard world than was the blandly, suavely smiling Roberta Heilprinn—But oh! As her friends said she was “so beautiful,” she was “such a child,” she was so “good”—and everybody loved her!


  Not everyone, however, was so easily deceived by Mrs. Jack’s deceptive innocence. The bland lady who now confronted her in greeting was one of these: hence the instructive quality of the moment. Miss Roberta Heilprinn’s hard and merry eye, indeed, missed no artifice of that rosy, innocently surprised, small person. And hence perhaps the twinkle in her eye as she greeted her old friend was a little harder, brighter and more lively than it usually was, the bland, Buddhistic smile, a little smoother in its oily suavity, and the fruity tones, the engaging yolky chuckle, a trifle more infectious, and on all of these accounts, perhaps more full of genuine affection as she bent and kissed the rosy, glowing little cheek.


  And she, the blooming object of this affectionate caress, although she never changed the expression of surprised delighted innocence on her rosy face, knew full well all that was going on in the other woman’s mind. For a moment, so quickly imperceptibly, that no one save Olympian Mercury could have followed that swift glance, the eyes of the two women, stripped bare of all concealing artifice, met each other nakedly. And in that moment there was matter for Olympian laughter. But no one of these gifted worldlings saw it.


  —


  “I mean!—You know!—” At the words, eager, rapid, uttered in a rather hoarse, yet strangely seductive tone of voice, Mrs. Jack smiled and turned: “There’s Amy!”


  Then, as she saw the angelic head, with its unbelievable harvest of golden curls, the snub nose and the little freckles, and the lovely face so radiant with an almost boyish quality of eagerness, of animation, of enthusiasm, she thought; “Isn’t she beautiful! And—and—there is something so sweet, so lovely, so—so good about her!”


  She did not know why or how this was true. Indeed, as she well knew, from any worldly point of view it would have been hard to prove. If Amy Van Leer was not “a notorious woman” the reason was that she had surpassed the ultimate limit of notoriety, even for New York, years before. She had a reputation that stank even in the more decadent groups of the great capitals on the Continent.


  By the time she was nineteen years old she had been married and divorced and had a child. And even at that time her conduct had been so scandalous that her first husband, a member of one of the most powerful of the American plutocracies, had had no difficulty in getting a divorce and in demonstrating her unfitness for the custody of her own child. There had been a sensational case which fairly reeked. Since that time, seven years before, it would have been impossible to define or chronicle her career in any terms measurable to time or to chronology. Although the girl was now only twenty-six years old, her life seemed to go back through aeons of iniquity, through centuries of vice and dissipation, through a Sargassic seadepth of depravity.


  Thus, one might remember one of the innumerable scandals connected to her name and that it had happened only three short years before, and then check oneself suddenly with a feeling of stunned disbelief, a feeling that time had suddenly turned phantom, that one had dreamed it all, that it had happened in a kind of outrageous night-mare. “Oh no! It can’t be!—That happened only three short years ago and since then she’s—why she’s—”


  And one would turn to stare in stupefaction at that angelic head, that snub nose, that boyish eager face—as one who, in this bewildering guise, might know that he was looking at the dread Medusa, or that, couched here in this pleasant counterfeit of youthful eagerness and naiveté, he was really looking at some ageless creature, some enchantress of Circean cunning whose life was older than the ages and whose heart was old as Hell.


  What was the truth of it or what the true image of that sun-headed, golden counterfeit of youth and joy no one could say. It baffled time, it turned reality to phantasmal shapes. One could, and had, as here and now, beheld this golden head, this tilted nose, this freckled, laughing, eager face, here at its very noon of happy innocence. And before ten days had made their round, one had come on it again in the corruptest gatherings of Paris, drugged fathoms deep in opium, foul bodied and filth spattered, cloying to the embraces of a gutter rat, so deeply rooted in the cesspool that it seemed its very life was nothing but a tainted plant, whose roots had grown out of sewage and who had never known any life but that.


  And then one would remember the laughing boyish, eager, and hoarse-throated girl with the snub nose, the freckles and the golden head that one had seen four-thousand miles away just seven days before. And time would turn into a dusty ash, the whole substantial structure of the world would reel in witches’ dance, and melt away before one’s eyes like fumes of smoke.


  And she?—the cause, or agent of this evil miracle—Medusa, Circe or unhappy child—whatever was the truth—to tell her story!—Oh, it was impossible! That story could be told no more than one could chronicle the wind, put halters on a hurricane, saddle Mercury, or harness with a breded skein of words the mapless raging of tempestuous seas.


  Chronology?—Well, for birth, she had the golden spoon; she was a child of Pittsburgh steel, the heiress of enfabled wealth, of parentage half—perhaps the fatal half—of Irish blood; she had been born O’Neill.


  And youth? It was the youth and childhood of a dollar princess, kept, costly, cabined, pruned, confined; a daughter of “Society”:—and of a woman, twice divorced and three times married. Her girlhood had been spent in travel and rich schools, in Europe, Newport, New York and Palm Beach. By eighteen she was “out”—a famous beauty; by nineteen she was married. And by twenty her name was tainted and divorced.


  And, since then? There were not words to tell the story, and although there were warm apologists who tried to find the reason for it, or to make for it excuse, there was not enough logic in the Universe to find a reason or to shape a plan, to phrase an argument for that maelstrom of a life.


  “The facts speak for themselves”? The very facts were unspeakable; could one have spoken them there would not be space enough for a full record, and no one credulous enough for their belief; one could not quote the simple and accepted truths, which were that she had been three times married and that one marriage had been annulled and had lasted only twenty hours; and that a third had ended tragically when her husband, a young French writer of great talent, but a hopeless addict of cocaine, had shot himself.


  And before and after that, and in between, and in and out, and during it and later on, and now and then, and here and there, and at home and abroad, and on the seven seas, and across the length and breadth of the five continents, and yesterday and tomorrow and forever—could it be said of her that she had been “promiscuous”? No, that could not be said of her. For she had been as free as air, and one does not qualify the general atmosphere of the sidereal universe with such a paltry adjective as “promiscuous.”


  She had just slept with everybody, with white, black, yellow, pink or green or purple—but she had never been promiscuous.


  It was, in romantic letters, a period that celebrated the lady who was lost, the lovely creature in the green hat who was “never let off anything.” The story of this poor lady was a familiar one: she was the ill-starred heroine of fate, a kind of martyr to calamitous mischance, whose ruin had been brought about through tragic circumstance which she could not control, and for which she was not responsible.


  Amy had her own apologists who tried to cast her in this martyred role. The stories told about her ruin—her “start upon the downward path” were numerous: there was even one touching conte which dated the beginning of the end from the moment when, an innocent, happy and fun-loving girl of nineteen years, she had, in a moment of desperation, in an effort to enliven the gloom, inject a flash of youth, of daring, or of happy spontaneity into the dismal scene, lighted a cigarette at a dinner party in Newport, attended by a large number of eminent Society Dowagers; the girl’s downfall, according to this moving tale, had been brought about by this thoughtless and harmless little act. From this moment on—so the story went—the verdict of the dowagers was “thumbs down” on the unhappy Amy: the evil tongues began to wag, scandal began to grow, her reputation was torn to shreds, then, in desperation, the unhappy child did go astray; she took to drink, from drink to lovers, from lovers to opium, from opium to—everything.


  And all because a happy laughter-loving girl had smoked a cigarette! All because an innocent child had flaunted prejudice, defied convention! All because the evil tongues had wagged, because the old and evil minds had whispered! All of this of course, was just romantic foolishness. She was the ill-starred child of fate indeed, but the fate was in her, not outside of her. She was the victim of a tragic doom, but she herself had fashioned it: with her the fault, as with dear Brutus, lay not in her stars but in herself—for having been endowed with so many rare and precious things that most men lack—wealth, beauty, charm, intelligence and vital energy—she lacked the will to do, the toughness to resist, the power to shape her life to mastery: so, having almost all, she was the slave to her own wealth—an underling.


  It is true, she was the child of her own time, the unhappy incarnation of a sickness of her time. She let her own time kill her. Her life expressed itself in terms of speed, sensational change and violent movement, in a feverish tempo that never drew from its own energies exhaustion or surcease, and that mounted constantly to insane excess. The only end of this could be destruction. Her life then was already sealed with doom. The mark of her destruction was already apparent upon her.


  People had once said, “What on earth is Amy going to do next?" But now they said, “What on earth is there left for her to do?” And really if life is to be expressed solely in terms of velocity and sensation, it seemed that there was very little left for her to do. She had been everywhere, she had “seen everything” in the way in which such a person sees things, as one might see them from the windows of an express train traveling eighty miles an hour.


  And having so quickly exhausted the conventional kaleidoscope of things to be seen in the usual itineraries of travel she had long since turned to an investigation of things much more bizarre and sinister and hidden, which her great wealth, her powerful connections, and her own driving energies opened to her, but which were closed to other people.


  She had possessed for years an intimate and extensive acquaintance among the most sophisticated and decadent groups in society, in the great cities of the world. And this intimacy matured swiftly into familiarity with even more sinister border lines of life. She had an acquaintanceship among the underworld of New York, London, Paris and Berlin which the police might have envied and which few criminals achieve. It was rumored that she had taken part in a holdup “just for the fun of the thing.” And the police and some of her friends knew that she had been present at a drinking party at which one of the chieftains of the underworld had been killed.


  But even with the police her wealth and power had secured for her dangerous privileges. Although she was nearsighted—in fact her eye sight was myopic, seriously affected—she drove a yellow racing car through city traffic at murderous speed. This great yellow car was well known in the seething highways of Manhattan and always brought the courtesy of a police salute. In some way, known only to persons of wealth, privilege, or political influence she possessed a police card and was privileged to a reckless license in violation of the laws in the operation of her car. Although, a year or two before, she had demolished this car, and killed a young dramatist who had been driving with her, this privilege had never been revoked.


  And it was the same everywhere she went. It seemed that her wealth and power and feverish energy could get her anything she wanted in any country in the world. And the answer to it all? Well, speed, change, violence and sensation was the only answer—and then more speed, more change, more violence, and more sensation—until the end. And the end? The end was already in sight; it was written in her eyes—in her tormented [tormented,] splintered, and exploded vision. She had sowed the wind and now there was nothing left for her to reap except the whirlwind.


  People now said: “What on earth is there left for her to do?” Nothing. There was nothing. She had tried everything in life—except living. And she could never try that now because she had so long ago, so irrecoverably lost the way. And having tried everything in life save living, and having lost the way to live, there was nothing left for her to do except to die.


  And yet that golden, that angelic head; the snubbed nose and the freckled face—“I mean!—You know!”—the quick excited laugh, the hoarse and thrilling tones, the eager animation of a boy—were all so beautiful, so appealing, and somehow, one felt in this hard mystery, so good,—“If only—” people would think regretfully as Mrs. Jack now thought as she looked at that sunny head—“Oh, if only things had turned out differently for her!—” and then would seek back desperately through the labyrinthine scheme to find the clue to her disorder—saying, “Here—or here—or here—it happened here, you see—if only!—If only men were so much clay, as they are blood, bone, marrow, passion, feeling!—if they only were!”


  “I mean!—You know!—” at these familiar words, so indicative of her inchoate thought, her splintered energies, her undefined enthusiasm, Amy jerked the cigarette away from her lips with a quick and feverish movement, laughed hoarsely and eagerly, and turned to her companions as if fairly burning with an excited desire to communicate something to them that filled her with a conviction of exuberant elation—“I mean!” she cried hoarsely again,—“When you compare it with the stuff they’re doing nowadays!—I mean! There’s simply no comparison!”—and laughing jubilantly as if the meaning of these splintered phrases was perfectly clear to everyone, she drew furiously upon her cigarette again and jerked it from her lips.


  During the course of this exuberant and feverish monologue, the group of young people, of which Amy was the golden centre and which included besides Alma and Ernest Jack, Roy Farley and his two young male companions, the young Japanese sculptor and the rich young Jew who had accompanied Amy to the party, had moved over toward the portrait of Mrs. Jack above the mantle, and were looking up at it.


  The famous portrait, which was now the subject of Amy’s jubilant admiration, was deserving of its reputation and of the enthusiastic praise that was now being heaped upon it. It was one of the best examples of Henry Mallows’ early work and it had also been created with the passion, the tenderness, the simplicity of a man in love.


  “I mean!” cried Amy jubilantly again, pausing below the portrait, and gesturing at it with rapid movement of her impatient cigarette, “When you look at it and think how long ago that was!—and how beautiful she was then!—and how beautiful she is now!” cried Amy exultantly, laughed hoarsely, then cast her lovely grey green eyes so full of splintered torment around her in a glance of almost feverish exasperation—“I mean!” she cried again and drew impatiently on her cigarette—“There’s simply no comparison!”—without saying what it was there was simply no comparison to or for or with, and certainly not saying what she wanted to say—“Oh, I mean!” she cried with a tone and gesture of desperate impatience, jerked her golden head and tossed her cigarette angrily and impatiently away into the blazing fire—“The whole thing’s obvious,” she muttered leaving everyone more bewildered than ever. Then, turning toward Hook with a sudden and impulsive movement, she demanded; “How long has it been, Steve? It’s been twenty years ago, hasn’t it?”


  “Oh, quite all of that,” Hook answered in a cold bored tone. In his agitation and embarrassment he turned still farther away from her with an air of fatigued indifference, until he almost had his fat back turned upon the whole group. “It’s been nearer thirty, I should think,” he tossed back indifferently over his fat shoulder and then with an air of bored casualness, he gave them the exact date which he knew precisely as he knew all such dates, “I should think it was done in nineteen one or two,—wasn’t it, Esther?”—he drawled in a bored tone, turning to Mrs. Jack, who, rosily beaming, and with a jolly and rather bewildered look upon her face, had now approached the group, “Around nineteen one, wasn’t it?”—he said more loudly in answer to her sharply lifted little hand cupped at the ear and her eager and inquiring “Hah?”


  “Hah? What?” cried Mrs. Jack in an eager rather bewildered tone, then went on immediately, “Oh, the picture! No, Steve—it was done in nineteen—” She checked herself so swiftly that it was not apparent to anyone but Hook that she was not telling the truth—“In nineteen-four.” She saw just the momentary trace of a smile upon the pale bored features as he turned away and gave him a quick warning little look, but he just murmured in a casual and disinterested tone: “Oh ... I had forgotten it was as late as that.”


  As a matter of fact, he knew the exact date, even to the month and day it had been finished—which had been October, 1902. And still musing on the vagaries of the sex, he thought: “Why will they be so stupid! She must know that to anyone who knows the least thing about Mallows’ life, the date is as familiar as the Fourth of July—”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Jack was saying rapidly, “I was just a child when it was made, I couldn’t have been more than eighteen at the time—if I was that——”


  “Which would make you not more than forty-three at the present time,” thought Hook cynically—“if you are that! Well, my dear, you were twenty when he painted you—and you had been married for two years and had a child and you had been Henry Mallows’ mistress for a year. ... Why do they do it!”—he thought impatiently, and turned away with a feeling of sharp annoyance—“Does she take me for a fool!”


  He turned toward her almost impatiently and looked at her and saw her quick glance, an expression startled, almost pleading in her eye. He followed it, and saw the hot eye, the fierce packed features of ungainly youth: he caught it in a flash: “Ah! It’s this boy! She’s told him then that—” and suddenly remembering the startled pleading of that look—so much of child, of folly, even in their guile—was touched with pity: “Oh! I see!”


  Aloud, however, he merely turned away and murmured indifferently, with no expression in his heavy eyes: “Oh, yes, you couldn’t have been very old.”


  “And God!” cried Mrs. Jack. “But I was beautiful!” She spoke these words with such gleeful conviction, with such a jolly and good-humored face, with such innocent delight that they lost any trace of objectionable vanity they might have had, and people smiled at her affectionately, as one might smile at a child, and Amy Van Leer, with a quick hasty little laugh, said impulsively,


  “Oh, Esther! Honestly you’re the most—But I mean!” She cried impatiently, with a quick toss of her golden head, as if answering some invisible antagonist—“She is!”


  “In all your days,” cried Mrs. Jack, her tender little face suffusing with laughter and good-humor like a flower, “You never saw the like of me! I was just like peaches and cream,” she said; then with her rich plain humor, simply “I’d have knocked your eye out!”


  “But darling! You do now!” cried Amy—“What I mean to say is, darling you’re the most—isn’t she, Steve?” She laughed hoarsely, uncertainly, turning to Hook with a kind of feverish eagerness in her tone.


  And he, seeing the ruin, the loss, the desperation in her splintered eyes was sick with horror and with pity. He looked at her disdainfully, with weary lidded eyes, and a haughtily pursy face, like a gentleman who has just been accosted in his club by a drunken sot who has clutched him by the sleeve, and after looking at her for a moment in this way, with this disdainful hauteur, he said, “What?” quite freezingly, and then turned pompously away, saying in a bored and weary tone: “Oh ...”


  He saw the rosy smiling face of Mrs. Jack beside him, and above, the portrait of the lovely girl that she had been. And the anguish and the majesty of time stabbed through him like a knife.


  “My God, here she is!” he thought. “Still featured like a child, still beautiful, still loving someone—another boy!—Almost as lovely now as she was then when Mallows was a boy, and she had just begun to sleep with him in—in—”


  1902! Ah! Time! The figures reeled in drunken dance before his eyes. He rubbed his hand before his eyes, and turned wearily away. No figures these—but symbols in a witches’ dance, a dance of evil and enchanted time. In 1902!—How many centuries ago was that?—How many lives and deaths and floods, how many million days and nights of love, of hate, of anguish and of fear, of guilt, of hope, of disillusion and defeat here in the geologic aeons of this monstrous catacomb, this riddled isle!—in 1902! Good God! It was the very Prehistoric Age of man!—the Neolithic Era of this swarming Rock! Why, all that had happened several million years ago—so much had happened after that, so much had begun and ended, been forgotten, so many, many million lives of truth, of youth, of old age, death, and new beginning, so much blood and sweat and agony had gone below the bridge—why he himself had lived through at least ten million years of it! Had lived and died a million births and lives and deaths and dark oblivions of it, had striven, fought, and hoped and been destroyed through so many centuries of it that even memory had failed—the sense of time had been wiped out—and all of it had seemed to happen in a timeless dream; a kind of Grand Canyon of the human nerves and bones and blood and brain and flesh and words and thought, all timeless now, all congealed, all there solidified in a kind of timeless and unchanging stratum, there impossibly below, mixed into a general geologic layer with all the bonnets, bustles and old songs, the straw hats and the derbies, the clatter of forgotten hooves, the thunder of forgotten wheels upon forgotten cobbles, together with lost words, lost music and lost songs, the skeletons of lost thought and lost ideas—merged together now there in a geologic stratum of the sunken world—while she


  —She! Why surely she had been a part of it with him—with Mallows—with all these times, these places—what?—


  She had turned to listen to another group with Lawrence Hirsch, and he could see her rosy little face serious and attentive now, and saying earnestly:—


  “Oh, yes, I knew Jack Reed. He used to come to Mabel Dodge’s place; we were great friends—That was when Alfred Stieglitz had started his salon—”


  Ah, all these names! Had he not been with these as well? Or, was it but another shape—a seeming!—in this phantasmal and traumatic shadow-show of time! Had he not been beside her at the launching of the ship?—When they were captive among Thracian faces?—Or lighted tapers to the tent when she had come to charm remission from the lord of Macedon?—All these were ghosts—save she! And she—Circean she, this time-devouring child of time—had of this whole huge company of ghosts alone remained immortal and herself, had shed off the chrysalis of all these her former selves, as if each life that she had loved was nothing but an out-worn garment—and now stood here—here! Good God! Upon the burnt out candle-ends of time—with her jolly face of noon, as if she had just heard of this brave new world on Saturday—and would see if all of it was really true tomorrow!


  Mrs. Jack had turned again at the sound of Amy’s eager and throat-husky tone and now beaming rosily, she had bent forward to listen to the girl’s disjointed monologue, one hand cupped to her ear, and an eager, childlike little smile upon her lips.


  “I mean! You know! But Esther! What I mean to say is!—Darling, you’re the most!—It’s the most!—I mean, when I look at both of you, I simply can’t—I mean, there’s simply no comparison, that’s all!” cried Amy, with hoarse elation, her lovely face and head all sunning over with light, with eagerness, with generous enthusiasm and boyish animation. “Oh, what I mean to say is!” Amy cried, then shook her head with a short strong movement, tossed her cigarette away impatiently and cried with the expiration of a long sigh—“Gosh!”


  Poor child! Poor Child!—Hook turned pompously and indifferently away to hide the naked anguish in his eyes—So soon to grow, to go, to be consumed and die like all of us—beyond this timeless breed, unlike them so unschooled, incautious, and so prone to peril and to go too far. Like him she was, he knew, unused to breathe the dangerous vapors of this most uncertain place; unlike these children of the furious street, so soon to feel unhoused, unhomed, unhearted, strangers and alone!


  Never to walk as they, with certitude and hope, the stoney canyons of these cruel vertices, to speak with joy the babel of its strident tongues—like him, to deafen to strong steel,—alas! To want the nightingale, and to shrink beneath these monstrous and inhuman pyramids of Asiatic pride! She was, like him, too prone to die the death upon a single death; to live the life upon the single life; to love the love upon the single love—never to save out of anything, life, death, or love—a prudent remnant for the hour of peril or the day of ruin; but to use it all, to give it all, to be consumed, burnt out like last night’s moths upon a cluster of hard light!


  Poor child! Poor child!—thought Hook—So quick and short and temporal, both you and I, the children of a younger kind! While she!—just for a moment, briefly, seeming-cold, he surveyed the innocence enrosed of Mrs. Jack. And these!—the sensual volutes of strong nostrils curved with scornful mirth: he looked at them—These others of this ancient chemistry—unmothed, reborn, and venturesome, yet wisely mindful of the flame—these others shall endure! Ah time!—Poor Child!


  [¬]


  MR. HIRSCH WAS WOUNDED SORROWFULLY


  Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully, but he could wait.


  He did not seem to follow her. It was just that one always knew he was there. She wove through the complications of that brilliant crowd the lavish undulation of her opulent behind. And Mr. Lawrence Hirsch—he did not follow her. But he was always there:


  “Oh absolutely!”—the tone was matter-of-fact and undisturbed: It carried the authority of calm conviction—“We have positive proof of their innocence—evidence that was never allowed to come to light. The Federalist is publishing it in the next issue. It proves beyond the shadow of a doubt that Vanzetti could not have been within fifty miles of the crime—”


  Mr. Lawrence Hirsch spoke quietly, and did not look at her.


  “But how horrible!” cried Mrs. Jack with a flushed, indignant little face. “Isn’t it dreadful to know that things like that could happen in a country like this?”


  She turned to Lawrence Hirsch with a flaming face and with round righteous anger blazing up in her: “I think the whole thing’s the most damnable—the most dastardly—the most disgraceful thing I ever heard!” she cried. “These—these miserable people who could be guilty of such a thing!—These despicable horrible rich people!—It’s enough to make you want a Revolution!” cried Mrs. Jack—


  “Well, my dear,” said Mr. Hirsch with a cool irony—“you may have your wishes gratified—It’s not beyond the realm of possibility—and it if [if it] comes that case may still return to plague them yet. The trials, of course, were perfectly outrageous and the judge should have been instantly dismissed. The men were put to death without a fair trial.”


  “But these terrible old men!” cried Mrs. Jack. “To know that there are people living who could do a thing like that!” At the bottom of her heart she had always been convinced that she was a “radical”—a revolutionary! As she now said, turning to another member of the group and speaking earnestly, and with a quiet pride: “You know I have always been a Socialist. I vote for Norman Thomas every time he runs—You see,” she spoke very simply and with honest self-respect, “I’ve always been a worker. All my sympathy is on their side.”


  Suddenly she held her small strong hands out before her, looked at them and their firm swift shape with pride, turned them over with palms upward, turned them back again, and said quietly: “Look at those hands. You can see that they have worked. How strong and deft and sure they are!


  Mr. Hirsch did not seem to be following anybody. Not really. However, there was now a very strong sense—a feeling that he knew someone was there. His manner had become a trifle vague, detached, as if he were no longer paying strict attention.


  “It is a cause célèbre,” said Mr. Lawrence Hirsch, and, as if rather liking the sound of the words he repeated them portentously: “A cause célèbre.” And, distinguished, polished, and contained, he moved away towards the next group and in the general direction of that lavish undulance, those weaving buttocks. And yet he did not seem to follow her.


  For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  —


  “Oh Beddoes! Beddoes!”


  Miss Mandell had woven her undulant voluptuous charms toward Robert Ahrens, and his exultant words had been uttered in response to some remark of hers.


  Mr. Ahrens was a connoisseur of books, a collector of editions, an aesthete of rare letters. Almost his whole time since he had entered the room with Miss Roberta Heilprinn and paid his cheerful duties to his hostess, Mrs. Jack, had been spent in a cherubic investigation of that lady’s books. And never before or since Erasmus’ time, was there a more cheerful, a more mellow investigator. Just to look at him as he browsed around—yes, that was the word for it!—Mr. Ahrens was a browser, if there ever was one—was enough to make one’s mouth water for a good book, a cheerful nook or corner by the blazing fire, a pipe—oh, by all means, a pipe! A pipe!—And a bottle of old port—or, a crusty flagon, say, of Nut Brown Ale. This was the effect Mr. Ahrens had on people when they saw him with a book. He made one think of bowered cottages in the English country-side—of the one we heard about last week in Sussex, which could be had for sixteen bob a week—(our informant was completely English)—and which was simply charming.


  Mr. Ahrens revived man’s wistful yearnings for such a life, his desires to “get away from all of this,” to spend the remainder of his days in charming rustication, in peaceful gossip with the cook, the maid, the vicar, and the old men at the pub, and his evenings in his cottage by the fire with a pipe, a bottle of old port, a shaggy dog, and a volume of Charles Lamb. Mr. Robert Ahrens thus became in the maelstrom of the vexed tormented city, a kind of living wish-fulfillment—if not the answer to a maiden’s prayer, at least a kind of embodiment of many a jaded mortal’s secret hope.


  Miraculously, Mr. Robert Ahrens, in the feverish torment of the city’s life seemed to have achieved somehow for himself the things that other men think they will have to go to Sussex for—the pipe, the port, a collie, the charming cottage, and the book. Mr. Robert Ahrens seemed to carry these things around with him. Here, in the strident and uncertain life of this great city, among the brilliant glitter, the fine nerves, the complicated lives of this sophisticated gathering, Mr. Ahrens alone seemed to carry about with him the furniture of his own content. He was his pipe, his port, his collie, and his cheerful hearth, his English cottage and his volume of Charles Lamb. He didn’t need to travel anywhere to find them because he had them there inside him all the time.


  He was a cheerful, pleasant, and distinguished looking man in his mid-forties, an engaging combination of gentleness and happy exuberance, of energy and gay good humor, of fastidiousness and of casual ease. Unlike the remainder of the gathering he was not in evening dress. He wore grey English flannels—“Oxford bags” as they were called by the more knowing kind—a shaggy coat of grey-brown tweed, thick English shoes with heavy soles, woollen socks, a soft white shirt and a red tie.


  In appearance, he was fairly tall, something over middling height, in figure rather slight and graceful. He had fine hands and his face was very healthy looking. He was somewhat bald and his high forehead and bald head were pleasantly browned and freckled as if he had spent much time out of doors in the wind and sun. His face also was healthy, ruddy, and pleasant looking. His blue eyes twinkled with gaiety and good humor, and his pleasant face really did have a cherubic look, especially when his elated spirits would rise up in him and he would cry out exuberantly as he now did: “Oh Beddoes! Beddoes! By all means, you must read Beddoes!”


  He had been looking at a book as Miss Mandell approached him, thumbing the pages with loving fingers, pausing from time to time to take a puff at an immensely long, fastidious, and very costly amber cigarette holder. His features suffused with a cherubic glow, he was as completely absorbed in his pleasant investigation, even in the midst of this brilliant and sophisticated throng, as if he had been in his study in an Oxford College. He seemed in fact to have just come in from a long walk across the country-side, or on the moors, and now to be quietly looking forward to an evening with his books—and with a pipe. As Miss Mandell approached him, he looked up, and in response to her question, “Have you ever read anything by a man named Beddoes?”—he but answered in the way, and in the tone, described.


  It was, by the way, a habit of Miss Mandell’s always to preface a man’s name no matter how famous that name might be, by the qualifying phrase “a man named.” Why she did this is hard to say, unless she felt instinctively it was another sop to arrogance—a kind of concession to her own snobbishness and pride, a way of saying that if she was bending her stiff neck a little, she was doing it indifferently.


  Thus, if she were discussing her literary acquaintanceship, particularly among the rarer coteries of precocity, which was large, she might say: “Did you ever read a book called ‘To the Lighthouse’ by a woman named Virginia Woolf. I know her rather well. I just wondered if you had read anything of hers and what you thought of it.”


  Or, “I wonder if you’ve read a poem called ‘The Waste Land’ by a man named T.S. Eliot. I used to see a good deal of him in London. I just wondered if you had never heard of him and what you thought of his work.”


  Or, “I wonder if you ever read a piece called ‘Tender Buttons’ by a woman named Gertrude Stein. She lives in Paris. I used to see a lot of her while I was there. She’s quite a fascinating person—a good deal of a charlatan, but enormous charm. I just wondered if you’d ever read anything she’d written and what you thought of it.”


  Or, more simply, sleepily, with a smouldering look of her dark face: “Have you read anything by a man named Proust?” This simpler method was even more effective. By not admitting anything herself, simply by asking such a question with a kind of casual indirection, and a smouldering look on her dark untelling face she managed to convey an impression not only of enormous erudition but of very superior critical reserve. It was as if she were accustomed to hold conversations with Mr. T.S. Eliot in which the greater part of knowledge—what the common cry of letterly mankind: the professors, Ph.D’s, book reviewers, and average critics spend a life-time in laboriously gathering and expanding—was a matter of such tedious commonplace, as to be regarded entirely in conversations of such succinct allusiveness and such connotative subtlety that the results were distillations of the rarest gold, to be revealed only at intervals of ten years in volumes of no more than forty pages at a time.


  When she was in this vein there was an air of “more to this than meets the eye” to everything she said. And the impressed and flattered questionee would not only hastily blurt out that he not only had heard of a man named Proust but had actually read something that he had written, and would then proceed to lay out with great eloquence his critical opinion.


  The manner in which this ill-timed outburst was received was decidedly depressing to the unhappy victim. For, at the conclusion of his harangue, Miss Mandell would just look at him searchingly for a moment with a kind of lingering contempt, murmur “um-m,” non-committally and then turn arrogantly away, weaving her way through the crowd with lavish undulance as if in search of some likelier material for her deep searchingness.


  So stranded, the unfortunate person who had been duped into these critical loquacities would not only feel that he had made a fool of himself, but also that what he had to say must seem to be the most infantile and driveling stuff to an intelligence which, after he had done his best, could only look at him a long moment with a smouldering stare, murmur “Um,” and undulate away.


  Mr. Robert Ahrens, however, was made of different stuff—if not of sterner stuff, at least of stuff too exuberantly assured, too cherubically concerned with its own interests to be very seriously perturbed by any look that Miss Mandell might give him, whether smouldering or not, or by anything she might or might not say. Besides, they had known each other for years; and they were both theatrical people, he in his actual practice and profession, she in the conduct of her life.


  So when the lady approached and smouldered at him, and then said, “Have you ever read anything by a man named Beddoes?”—Mr. Ahrens immediately took the long amber holder from his mouth, looked up at her with a face fairly glowing with cherubic warmth, and elatedly cried: “Oh Beddoes! Beddoes!”—The name seemed to give him such exuberant satisfaction that he actually shook his head a little and chortled—“Ah, ha-ha-ha! Beddoes! Oh by all means, Beddoes!” cried Mr. Ahrens. “Everyone should be compelled to read him! I love Beddoes!”


  And, with these words, he lifted his cherubic face which by this time was positively glowing with delight as if he had just consumed a whole quart bottle of port wine, put the enormously long amber holder in his mouth again and drew on it a long fastidious inhalation, let it trickle out in a long luxurious exhalation, and then shook his head again with a short strong movement and cried exultantly: “Oh Beddoes, by all means!”


  “He was mad, wasn’t he?” inquired Mr. Lawrence Hirsch at this moment. He had just casually seemed to wander up, as if attracted by the noises of these cultural enthusiasms, and without appearing to follow anyone:—“I mean, didn’t he die in an asylum?—in Switzerland, I believe. Really a fascinating case of misplaced identity, wasn’t it?” Polished, casual, imperturbable, he turned for the first time toward Miss Mandell in an explanatory manner—“I mean, the man was really born out of his time. He should have been an Elizabethan, shouldn’t he?”


  Miss Mandell said nothing for a moment. She just looked at Mr. Lawrence Hirsch with a long smouldering stare of lingering contempt. Then she murmured “Um-m,” in a non-committal tone, and moved undulantly away. And Mr. Hirsch did not follow her.


  For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully—but he could wait.


  He never seemed to follow her. Instead, he stayed there for some moments talking about—Beddoes! He was informed and imperturbable, authoritatively assured, on his aesthetic toes—the very model of what a distinguished leader of enlightened thought—a modern Federalist—should be. There was a little Sacco and Vanzetti here, a little first hand secrecy from Washington there, a sophisticated jest or so, an amusing anecdote of what happened only last week to the President, a little about Russia with a shrewd observation culled from the latest cry in Marxian economy and a little Beddoes now and then. And it was all so perfectly informed, all so suavely contained, all so alertly modern that it never for a moment slipped into a cliché, always represented the very latest mode in everything—art, letters, politics, and economics—and Beddoes!


  It was a remarkable accomplishment!—An inspiring example of what the busy modern man of affairs, the great captain of finance, can really accomplish if he only applies himself—not for fifteen minutes, but for fifteen hours, a day.


  And in addition to all this there was Miss Mandell. He never seemed to follow her.


  Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  He did not beat his breast, or tear his hair, or cry out “Woe is me!” If he had, he might have found some easement of his agony, some merciful release for his swart pain. But instead, Mr. Hirsch remained himself, the captain of his soul, the man of many interests, the master of immense authorities. And he could wait.


  And so he did not follow her by so much as a glance. And yet one always knew that he was there. He did not speak to her in any way, nor say to her, “Beloved, thou art fair, beloved, thou art fair: thou hast dove eyes,” nor did he say, “Tell me, O thou whom my soul loveth, where thou feedest,” nor did he compare her to a company of horses in Pharaoh’s chariots, nor say to her, “Also our bed is green.” He did not remark to her that she was beautiful as Tirzah or comely as Jerusalem or terrible as an army with banners, nor that her teeth were as a flock of sheep which go up from the washing, nor that her navel was like a round goblet which wanteth nor liquor, nor that her belly was like a bag of wheat set about with lilies.


  In fact he did not even speak to her in any way, nor ask anyone to stay him with flagon or comfort him with wine, or confess that he was sick of love. And as for confessing to anyone that his beloved put her hand in at the hole of the door and that his bowels were moved by her, the idea probably never occurred to him.


  For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  He did not cry out to her in his agony: “Flaunt me with your mockery and scorn, spurn me with your foot, lash me with your tongue, trample upon me like the worm I am, spit upon me like the dust of which I am composed—revile me to your friends and ridicule me to your lovers, make me crawl far and humbly, if you like, to pimp for you, to act as your procurer, to act as willing cuckold and as pander to the systems of your transient and adulterous lovers—do anything you like, I can endure it—but oh, for God sake, notice me! Look at me for just a moment—if just with scorn! Speak to me with just a word—if just with hate! Be near me for just a moment, make me happy with just a touch—even if the nearness is but loathing, and the touch a blow! Do anything you like! Treat me in any way you will!—But, in the name of God, I beg you, I implore you—oh beloved as thou art—” Out of the corner of his steady but tormented eye he followed for a moment the lavish undulations of that opulent behind—“In God’s name, let me see you know that I am here!”


  And yet he did not seem to follow—anyone. For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  “Hm! Interesting!” Mr. Hirsch murmured politely. He craned a little at the collar and ran attentive fingers underneath the collar’s rim. The eyeballs of his weary eyes were shot with red.—“I had not realized the real facts were so interesting—Oh absolutely! I agree with you entirely—He was an Elizabethan out of place, if ever there was one.”


  And distinguished and assured he moved on, following the weaving undulations of that lavish form, without ever seeming so to follow it. It was grotesquely, in that brilliant gathering of fashion, talent, and of wit, a brutal comedy: a hunt that dogs could follow even in these best of men. But though the eye might burn and redden, yet the tongue was cool—“Oh really?—Absolutely—You’re looking awfully well.” And Beddoes! Beddoes!—But the hunt was on.


  For Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully. But he could wait.


  —


  There was a sound of music in one corner of the room. Teddy Samuels, Amy Van Leer’s most recent lover, had been playing some of the songs he had written for his last revue: he was seated at the grand piano in the corner, running through the scores, playing a few bars of the deft, neat music lightly, then changing swiftly into something else. Meanwhile, the young people gathered around him—Amy, Ernest, Jack, and Alvin, the gay Japanese, and two or three of the young people from the repertory theatre leaned on the polished leaf of the great piano humming the catchy airs and in a graceful and engaging group keeping time to their brisk rhythm with tapping feet, light drumming fingers, and moving shoulders.


  At this moment there was a burst of laughter from the group: someone had looked up and espied Roy Farley who had gone out and returned and was now standing in the door, looking languorously over the crowd, with deep violet-lidded eyes and the drowsy arrogance of a prima donna. Samuels stopped playing suddenly, and looked up laughing, and Amy’s hoarse excited voice could be heard, laughing, saying quickly: “There’s Roy!—But look at him! Isn’t he the most!—I mean!—you know!” Thus encouraged, Roy Farley took full advantage of the moment: It was, he knew, “Good theatre” and he “played it up” for all that it was worth. The drowsy arrogance of his prima donna manner deepened perceptibly: he burlesqued the role absurdly, slowly looking around the room with eyes that were now so heavy-lidded that they were almost closed. He had to hold his head far back even to see out of them at all. Finally, pretending to see someone in the crowd he knew, he waved his hand with a kittenish gesture, at the same time saying, “Oh, hello,” in a tone half-way between a greeting and a croon, and then, lidding his eyes still further, and making his voice yield the last atom of lewd suggestiveness he could put into the words, he said: “You must come over.”


  With these words, simpering like an ancient whore, he advanced into the room, now closing his eyes and lifting his head with a tragic mien, at the same time saying in the husky and melodramatic monotone of a famous actress: “That’s all there is. There isn’t any more.”


  The gathering apparently found this curious performance hilariously amusing: there were little shrieks of laughter from the women, coarser guffaws from the men, as Mr. Farley made his calculated entrance.


  The comedian was a frail young man with lank reddish hair, a thin face of unnatural whiteness—it looked indeed, as if it had been coated with white powder—and a thin, ruined mouth. He was by profession an actor but his greatest celebrity had come from his impersonation of female parts in which at the moment he enjoyed a considerable minor reputation, and he was also on occasions of this sort in considerable demand as a kind of court jester.


  It was the spirit of the time. People of Mr. Farley’s type and gender enjoyed a perverse celebrity. There was scarcely a fashionable hostess of the period or a smart gathering which did not have their own accredited Mr. Farley as an essential functionary of the feast. He was a kind of privileged comic personality, a cross between a lapdog and a clown.


  The homosexual had in fact usurped the place and privilege of the hunchback jester of an old king’s court. It was a curious analogy: his own deformity had become, like the crooked backs of royal clowns, a thing of open jest and ribaldry. And his mincing airs and graces, his antics and his gibes, the spicy sting of his feminine and envenomed wit, were like the malicious quips, the forked tongues of the clowns of ancientry, approved and privileged by the spirit of the time and given license that is given only to a clown—or a king. It was, perhaps, an aspect of those times that the great, full throat of laughter, the huge side-shaking humor of the belly, the full, free, commonality of hearty mirth, wise, simple, deep, affectionate and all-embracing, were so rarely heard.


  These were more piping times: the world had grown older, subtler, more aware—such ribaldry as made their fathers laugh, or as enlivened coarse breeds of human clay were not for gentry such as these. Their palates now were more adept and jaded, it took a subtler sauce, a more cunning chef to stir the appetites of these sophisticates.


  Therefore, in that great citadel of wealth and power and loveliness and sky-flung faery to which the lowly of the earth so yearningly aspire, there was small laughter in those years of grace that did not have the serpent’s fangs behind it, and little mirth that was not omened by the rattles of the snake. And for such splendid folk as these, such jests as shook the ribs of Rabelais and filled the taverns of Elizabeth with lusty mirth were not enough. These gentle folk had grown wise and fine beyond all reckoning in their wits’ demand. They could no longer be prodded into laughter by the coarser thumbs of Fielding, Dickens, or of Swift—apparently their risible refinements could only be aroused by the humors of a mincing whore.


  The subtlety of this celebrated performance was now being graciously unveiled by Mr. Farley in its full and finest flower for the benefit of the admiring host. He made his entrance opportunely, with all eyes fixed upon him and faces already half upon the grin as they waited for the latest flowering of his genius. So encouraged, so inspired—for Mr. Farley like all his precious tribe and others of the Thespian cult—could do nothing unless the eyes and ears of men were fixed upon him—made an impressive entrance. His wit apparently depended largely upon the arts of mimicry—and the art of mimicry where Mr. Farley was concerned depended solely upon impersonation of the female sex.


  And this impersonation, to judge from the effect it immediately produced upon the audience, was—in common phrase—“simply killing.” Mr. Farley minced forward delicately with a languorous and exaggerated movement of the hips. As he did so he kept one frail and slender hand arched gracefully upon his thigh as with the other he pawed daintily at the air with plucking fingers as if reaching timidly for an unseen flower.


  Meanwhile, he kept his head, the powdered whiteness of his parchment face, held languidly to one side, the weary eyes half closed and heavy-lidded—with an expression of simpering coyness at the lewd confines of his ruined and sunken mouth. And, as he minced along in this position he paused from time to time to wave maidenly at various people of his acquaintance in different parts of the big room saying, as he did so, “Oh, hello!—There you are!—How are you?—You must come over!”—in such an irresistibly mincing and ladylike manner that the effect upon that distinguished gathering was convulsing.


  The ladies shrieked with laughter, the gentlemen spluttered and guffawed. As for Mrs. Jack, her rosy face grew almost purple. She was fairly overcome, she shrieked faintly: “Honestly!—isn’t he the most killing—” and was unable to continue.


  The celebrated wit now came mincing up to her, took her hand and kissed it, and taking full advantage of the expectant silence that had fallen, he said, quite loudly in a throaty, languid and effeminate tone that could be heard in every corner of the room: “Oh, Esther, darling! I have news for you! ...”


  He paused and waited, and thus forewarned she clapped her little hand up to her deaf ear, turned her jolly little face half away from him with the expression and manner of a child listening eagerly and gleefully for the first time to the music coming from a gramophone, and said quickly: “Hah? Yes? What is it—What did you hear, Roy?”


  “Well,” he said languidly in a voice, however, of great carrying power, “you know the Hotel Manger there on Broadway?”


  “Yes? What about it, Roy?”


  “They’re going to change its name,” he said.


  “Hah?”—eagerly, almost gleefully—“Why? Why are they going to change its name, Roy?”—with her own theatrical training she was the good trouper now and played right into his hands to give full point and flavor to his jest.


  “Because of what people have to say,” said Mr. Farley.


  “Hah? What have they begun to say, Roy?”


  “Why,” said he with lewd insinuation, “you know?—If it’s good enough for Jesus it’s good enough for me?”


  In the roar of laughter that followed this splendid sally he sauntered mincingly away as one adept in the “tinning” of the stage, waving his hand girlishly at various guests and speaking to them as if he were completely, nonchalantly unaware of the humorous sensation he had created.


  But now the doorbell rang again. Mrs. Jack looked around doubtfully, inquiringly, a little startled, as if she were not certain whether she had heard its sharp ring. Then she saw Molly going towards the door: she looked quickly at the little watch upon her wrist. It was after ten o’clock. In a moment the door from the centre vestibule was opened, and a woman and a man came into the hall. It was Saul Levenson and his wife, Virginia. He had been a true and devoted friend of Mrs. Jack’s since childhood, but one would never have suspected it from the sneering arrogance of the look which he now gave her. Even as he stood there in the hall waiting for his wife to return, and arrogantly surveying the crowd within the room, the tragic fact of an incurable distemper in the man was instantly apparent. It stuck out all over him. He was a mass of sore thumbs. He had gnawed his own liver for so long a time that it had colored his whole life. Even his flesh seemed to have been soaked in bile; he was dyed through with the pigments of his own distemper, a kind of tragic stain of his own torment that could never be got out. And yet—and this was also apparent—he was a richly talented man. Just lacking genius, he had many shining gifts. He wrote brilliantly, he was a subtle and a penetrating critic, he was deep in the history of the arts, and an authority on modern painting, and he had a true and just appreciation of literature. Furthermore, he was one of the leaders of the modern theatre and one of its most eminent designers.


  With gifts like these, with talents of such extraordinary variety, and with an accomplishment of work that had crowned his career with recognition and success for many years, it might be inferred that Levenson was a very happy man. Such, unhappily, was not the case. He was a very extraordinary man, he was often, where appreciation of true merit, or recognition of the good work of other people was concerned, a very generous and fine spirited man. But he was not a happy man. He was a tormented, wretchedly inverted, complicated man.


  The result was grotesque but it was also terrible. The man’s face was simply unbelievable. One’s first and involuntary impulse on seeing him for the first time was to burst out in an explosive and uncontrollable laugh in which incredulity was mixed with amusement. But such a laugh was swiftly checked when one saw what inconceivable anguish of the mind and spirit it must have taken to wreak such anguish on the features of a high and sensitive man.


  His face was a kind of living crazy-quilt of obnoxious and distressful colors. Or, rather, with its naturally oriental and Hebraic swarthiness, it was now a kind of Turkish rug into which every color of distemper and spiritual distress had been ruthlessly and grotesquely poured.


  It was purple, it was green, it was dingy yellow, it was crimson, it was black. It seemed to have in it, in about equal proportions, the mixtures of jaundice and of apoplectic strangulation. It was, as Mrs. Jack thought instantly and with a momentary tendency toward explosive mirth, “the damnedest face you ever saw”—and then, with the instant repercussion of overwhelming sympathy: “Poor thing! Poor thing!”


  To say that Levenson carried this grotesque patchquilt of a visage proudly like a flaming banner would be a modest understatement of the truth. He not only carried it, he brandished it. And as if those gargoyle features were not in their unhappy state of nature enough to do him vengeful service had he wished—to frighten little children with, had he so willed, to startle strangers and to shock his friends—he made it do a double duty in repulsion by conforming it to every eloquent expression that contempt and scorn can know.


  It was an outrageously arrogant face. The quality of its arrogance was so exaggerated, so extravagant, so insultingly enlarged and emphasized that by comparison the expression of the celebrated Pooh Bah was ingenuous in its sweet democracy.


  Even before Levenson spoke to anyone, even before he greeted a stranger, those jaundiced eyes and that chromatic gargoyle of a face looked his unhappy victim up and down with such hyperbole of sneering contempt and disdain that if he had at the same time emitted a mocking laugh and snarled: “Really, who is this low fellow anyway? Do I have to be bored by such a clodhopper or will not some good Samaritan come and rescue me from having to endure any more of the drivel of this bourgeois num-skull”—his arrogance and scorn could not have been more plainly uttered.


  And this really was the way he often felt. His was a tragic paradox of the gifted intellectual of his race. He wanted to have his cake and eat it too. Gifted by nature and by inheritance not only with an artist’s talent, but with an artist’s love and appreciation of beauty, and of the gifts and talents of other people, no one could be more quick and warm and selfless in his generous and intelligent recognition of the work of other men. And yet he could also be torn by feelings of envy. He could writhe with a torment of jealousy and scorn.


  Likewise, endowed by nature with a brilliant mind, a fine intelligence and with a critical faculty that sought and loved the truth for its own sake, these high intellects were being constantly twisted and perverted from their clear purposes, their grand detachments, and their nobler impersonality, by the corrosive vanities of the intellectual. As a result, he was constantly getting embroiled in picayune and acrid arguments with other people of this sort, the total effect of which too often was that both sides failed to see the woods because there were so many trees. “What precisely I said in my last letter to your columns and what precisely Mr. Katzstein said in his reply is now a matter of record—” etc., etc.,—and so on back and forth until all that was left of the original issue, had there been one, was the sordid spectacle of two embittered egotisms crossing useless t’s and dotting worthless i’s.


  All these unhappy and conflicting qualities in this tormented and yet exceptional and distinguished spirit were now evident as he made his entrance at the party at Jack’s. While his wife, a plain featured, and rather ugly little New Englander whom he loved devotedly and for whom he had felt such a consuming passion that he had turned all colors of the rainbow until his face positively resembled an outbreak of the plague, and for whom he had left a beautiful and voluptuous spouse of his own race, had undergone a complete physical collapse and an eight months’ period of reconstruction at Zurich under the enlightened eye of Dr. Jung—while this quiet little lady, who had been the cause of so much shipwreck and so many rainbow hues was divesting herself of her wraps in the room that had been given over to the women, Levenson remained in the outer corridor, removed his hat, took off his light spring overcoat and slowly and disdainfully unwound from his collar an outrageous scarf which was a confusion of so many violent and distempered colors that it seemed almost that he must have chosen it in a deliberate effort to outdo his face.


  He waited until his wife came back before entering the crowded living room. She entered first and for a moment Levenson remained standing in the door, slowly and insolently turning upon the combined assemblage the small-pox battery of his bubonic face. The look of scorn and revulsion upon his astounding features was now so eloquent in its violence that people turned and stared at him appalled. If he had chosen that moment to break into a loud and sneering laugh and say: “So! It has come to this, hey? I have taken all this trouble to get here—and this—ha, ha, ha,—is what I find.”—His contempt could not have been more explicit than it now seemed to be, and few people would have been surprised.


  In a moment, however, his wife, feeling his absence and sensing from the lull that had descended upon the gathering that something was amiss, turned quickly, saw him, and gave him a quiet, quick, and warning look. This swift warning glance of his small guardian angel toned him down at once. He immediately composed himself, came into the room, and began to greet people in a natural tone of voice. Then he spoke to Mrs. Jack with the quiet affection of an old and valued friend.


  “Esther, I’m sorry that we’re late,” he said, “We stopped in to look at your new show. I wanted to see your set.”


  “Oh, did you see it, Saul?” she cried, clapping her hand to her ear and bending forward a little to hear better as her rosy face flushed deeper with excitement and interest: “Did you like it? Hah?”


  For a moment his face was again distempered by its old look of arrogance and scorn:


  “Oh, I suppose it will pass very well as an example of La Jack in one of her better moments. Of course, nothing anyone could do could hurt a piece of tripe like that play anyway. So I suppose it doesn’t matter much what the set is like. If they haven’t got sense enough to come to me in the first place it doesn’t matter who designs it.”


  She was not annoyed. She had known him too long. She knew too much about him. She laughed and said: “God! You hate yourself don’t you?”—At the same time taking him in—the whole discolored pamphlet of his face—in one swift glance, thinking a trifle cynically, but good-humoredly and utterly without rancour:


  “That fellow thinks he’s hell, doesn’t he? And, my God!”—for a moment as she looked at the polychromia of his astounding face the old swift impulse to explosive and incredulous mirth rose up in her and almost choked her—“What a face! Would anyone believe it! It’s—it’s—it’s like something out of Grimm’s Fairy Tale!”—she thought, and then immediately, with a swift and overwhelming sense of pity: “Poor Saul! Poor thing!”


  More quietly now, her face still flushed with laughter, her wise eyes twinkling shrewdly and good-naturedly, she looked at him and said: “Well, Saul, I’ll tell you something. No one’s ever going to get a swelled head from staying around you.”


  “Don’t listen to him, Esther,” Levenson’s wife said quietly. “He’s crazy about your set—he told me so. And I thought it was beautiful,” she added simply.


  Levenson’s voice, when he spoke again, was also quiet, his face and manner had lost all their former arrogance and there was now no doubt whatever about his complete and utter seriousness.


  “Esther,” he said, “you are one of the best designers in the world! The set tonight was lovely. At your best," he said. “There’s no one else who can touch you.”


  Mrs. Jack’s face now really did flush deeply with happiness and joy. A wave of warm swift feeling, of gratefulness and affection, filled her being: “How generous and good!” she thought. “What a fine high man he really is!”


  When she answered him her voice too was quiet, the voice of a person talking to an old friend at such a moment, stripped free of mirth or any playful pleasantry, when there is nothing but plain speech to say:


  “Well, Saul,” she said. “You know the saying: ‘Praise from Sir Topas is praise indeed.’ That’s the way I feel now.”


  He turned away from her, having resumed his former manner, saying arrogantly and disdainfully as he did so: “Not that there’s not room for a lot of improvement! And when I think you’re lousy—as you frequently are—I’ll tell you so!”


  She laughed richly: “I’ll bet you will.”—And then her rosy little face, twinkling with good humor, she raised her hands, palms upward, Jewishly, shrugged her shoulders, and said plaintively: “I vont even have to esk”—a comicality that so delighted her by its quick spontaneity that she shook hysterically with helpless appreciation of her own humor, putting a handkerchief to her mouth and saying quickly: “I know—but it was funny, wasn’t it!”—although no one said it wasn’t.


  Levenson grinned a little, then moved away and joined the crowd. He could be seen moving from group to group, his amazing patchwork of a face arrogantly contorted in the full and swarthy volutes of dark oriental scorn.


  Anyone who might have been present on this famous evening, would undoubtedly have noted, among the crowd of brilliant and distinguished people, most of whom seemed to know one another with the familiarity of long acquaintanceship, a weird little group, which seemed to be marooned, to be sorrowfully enisled there in the crowd in the lonely isolation of a lepers’ colony, and which provided the most bizarre and disturbing touch to an otherwise distinguished gathering.


  This was a man named Krock, a sculptor, his wife, who had been a girlhood friend of Mrs. Jack’s, and who was the reason for their being present, and his mistress, a young, buxom, and fullblown whore.


  It was an astounding and unhappy little party. Krock was a Germanic kind of man with a carnal face, a little blond goatee that tufted out of the deep hollow below his sensual mouth and an unpleasant habit of moistening his full red lips and rubbing his hands, tenderly along his heavy thighs, at the same time, murmuring intimately as he did so that he had varicose veins and that his legs were very tired, and couldn’t “they” go off quietly somewhere to another room away from all this noise and sit down—this last remark being made invariably to any attractive woman that he met as he eased gently toward her with a straddling movement.


  His wife looked like someone who had been struck by lightning. She was a blown shell of a woman with a fragile face—a wisp of life with sunken, brightly staring eyes. And the mistress, whom he introduced as his “model,” was like something out of one of the drawings of Felician Rops. She had carnal lips, eyes and lashes that had been weirdly stained with some nocturnal dye, and blondish hair combed down and cut in a straight bang across her forehead. She was a bold featured and bold figured girl with full outstanding breasts, and although she was dressed in a street costume, her blouse was low. It was a shocking little group, strange mixture of flaunting carnality and frail surrender, of Madonna and of Mary Magdalene, of the Twentieth Century and the Moulin Rouge.


  And although such liaisons were certainly not unknown to this gathering, although such carnal triangles were familiar to them all, and the forms even present here tonight, of conventional concealment had been here so ruthlessly violated, the naked fact was here so ruthlessly revealed, that the other people at the party evidently felt the circumstance a little shocking and perhaps, like sinners gone to church, enjoyed the luxury of feeling virtuous.


  The little group was somewhat isolated—a fact which seemed to trouble the painter and his mistress not at all—and from time to time people would glance at them with speculative looks—at the wife with wonder and commiseration, at the man and the young woman with distaste and a kind of cynical amusement.


  The carnal history of the whole group was written with such brutal nakedness that men would stare at them for a moment heavily, then turn away with a short ejaculative laugh that summed up everything, and women, after staring at them with a curiosity mixed of wonder and repulsion, would turn away, saying with a kind of helpless and astounded laugh: “Isn’t it the most?—” It was only when people looked at the frail and tragic-looking wife that their expressions would soften into kindly interest. Men looked at her with quiet sympathy, and women with a more active and aroused compassion would say involuntarily:


  “The poor thing!”


  Well, here they were then, three dozen of the highest and the best, with shimmer of silk, and ripple of laughter, with the tumultuous babel of fine voices, with tinkle of ice in shell-thin glasses, and with silvern clatter, in thronging webs of beauty, wit and loveliness—as much passion, joy, and hope, and fear, as much triumph and defeat, as much anguish and despair and victory, as much sin, viciousness, cruelty and pride, as much base intrigue and ignoble striving, as much unnoble aspiration as flesh and blood can know, or as a room can hold—enough, God knows, to people hell, inhabit heaven, or fill out the universe—were all here, now, miraculously composed, in magic interweft—at Jack’s!


  [¬]


  PIGGY LOGAN’S CIRCUS


  The hour had now arrived for Mr. Piggy Logan and his celebrated circus of wire dolls. As he made his appearance there was a flurry of excited interest in the brilliant throng. People in the dining room crowded to the door, holding tinkling glasses or plates loaded with tempting victuals in their hands, even old Jake Abramson deserted for the moment his painstaking circuit of the loaded table, and appeared in the doorway gnawing coarsely at a chicken leg: an old man with loose teeth patiently worrying a bone.


  Mr. Piggy Logan was now attired for the performance. His costume was a simple yet an extraordinary one. He wore a thick blue sweater with a turtle roll neck of the kind in favor with college heroes thirty years ago. And on this sweater—God knows why—was sewn an enormous “Y.” He wore an old white pair of canvas trousers, a pair of tennis sneakers, and a pair of battered knee pads which were formerly in favor with professional wrestlers. On his head he wore a battered football helmet, the straps securely fastened underneath his round and heavy jowls. And thus arrayed, he now made his appearance, staggering between his two enormous cases.


  The crowd scattered, made way for him, and regarded him with awe. Mr. Logan grunted forward with his two enormous valises, which at length he dropped with a floorshaking thump, and breathed an audible sigh of relief. He immediately pushed back the big sofa which obstructed his view of the premises, began to push back all chairs and tables and any other objects of furniture which might obstruct his free view, pushed back the carpet and then ruthlessly began to take books from the shelves and dump them on the floor. He looted a half dozen shelves in various parts of the room and then fastened up in the vacant spaces big circus posters which he had procured somewhere and which in addition to the familiar paraphernalia of tigers, lions, elephants, clowns, and trapeze performers, bore such descriptive legends as “Barnum & Bailey—May 7th and 8th,” “Ringling Brothers—July 31st,” and so on.


  The gathering watched him curiously as he went about this labor of methodical destruction. When he had finished he came back to his valises, and began to take out a great variety of objects. There were little miniature circus rings made of rounded strips of tin or copper which fitted neatly together. There were trapezes and flying swings made of wire. And in addition there were a great variety of figures made of wire designed to represent the animals and performers of a circus. There were clowns and trapeze performers, acrobats and tumblers, bareback lady riders and wire horses. There was almost everything, in fact, that one could think of, or that a circus would need. And all of it was made of wire, and Mr. Logan’s celebrated dolls.


  It took him a good time to set all this up for he was evidently of a patient turn of mind, and although his little figures were constructed of wire only, he would not be content until he had fairly represented the paraphernalia of a good sized circus. He got down upon his kneepads and for some time he was extremely busy with his work. He set up his wire trapezes and his wire rings. He set up his little wire figures of elephants, lions, tigers, horses, camels, and the other personnel of the circus menagerie. He set out his little wire figures of the circus performers, and he even set up a little sign that said “Main Entrance.”


  It was some time before he had finished his patient labors. Meanwhile, the people who had been invited regarded him curiously for a time, then resumed the rapid clatter of their talk with one another.


  At length Mr. Logan was ready and signified his willingness to begin by a gesture to his hostess. She made a sign to her guests that asked for silence and attention. At the same moment, the doorbell rang and a host of new and uninvited guests were ushered in by Molly. Mrs. Jack looked somewhat bewildered. The new arrivals, who had not been invited were, for the most part, young people and obviously they belonged to Mr. Piggy Logan’s “social set.” The young women had that subtle yet unmistakable appearance of having gone to Miss Spence’s School for Girls and the young men, by the same token, seemed to have gone to Yale and Harvard and one was also sure that some of them were members of the Racquet Club and were now connected with a firm of “investment brokers” in downtown New York.


  In addition, there was with them a large well-kept somewhat decayed looking lady of advanced middle age. She had evidently been a society beauty in her palmy days, but now she was a picture of corrupted elegance: everything about her, arms, shoulders, neck, and face, and throat were somewhat blown, full and loose, like something that has been elegantly kept but is decayed. In addition, she had large bright eyes and a throaty and indifferent voice: it was a picture of corrupted wealth—what Amy Van Leer might look like twenty years from now, if she were careful and survived. One felt unpleasantly that she had lived too long in Europe, and preferred the Riviera, and that there was somewhere in the offing something with dark liquid eyes, a little moustache, and pomaded hair—something quite young and private and obscene—and kept.


  This lady was accompanied by a gentleman past sixty, faultlessly attired in evening dress, as were all the others, and with a cropped moustache and artificial teeth, which were revealed occasionally when the clipped cachinnation of his speech was broken and he paused to lick his thin lips lecherously, and to stutter out—“What—what.” Both of these people looked remarkably like some of the characters portrayed by Mr. Henry James, if Mr. Henry James had written of them in a slightly later period of decay.


  All these people streamed in noisily and vociferously, headed by an elegant young gentleman in a white tie and tails whose name, curiously, was Hen Walters, and who was evidently Mr. Logan’s bosom friend.


  Mrs. Jack looked rather overwhelmed at this invasion, but was dutifully murmuring greetings and welcome when all the new people swarmed right past her ignoring her completely, and stormed into the room shouting vociferous gaieties at Mr. Logan. He greeted them from his kneepads with a fond and foolish grin, waved at them and beckoned them to a position along one wall with a spacious gesture of his thick hand. They swarmed in and took the place. They paid absolutely no attention to any of the other invited guests, except for a greeting here and there to Amy Van Leer who apparently they considered one of them, even though a fallen angel.


  There was even an interlude of contact here. Amy came over and joined her people for a moment. Her golden head could be seen sunning out of the chattering group; she seemed to know them all: the debutantes and the young men were polite but crisply detached. One could see that they had all heard of her, and had been warned. Some of the young people drew away after the formalities of greeting and eyed her curiously as one would look, and rather furtively, at a famous scarlet woman who was once a member of the flock. It was a look that said as plain as words could do: “So this is she?—the Dread Medusa or the Fallen Angel we have heard so much about?”


  One or two of the other people were more unreserved and natural. Hen Walters greeted her quite cordially: he said, “Oh, hello, Amy,” in a voice that constantly suggested he was burbling with suppressed fun, and was just about to break into a burbling laugh. Some of his friends professed to like it, and thought his laugh a quite infectious and engaging one. But it was really not a pleasant voice: it was too moist and yolky and it seemed to circulate around a nodule of fat phlegm. He was, to use a phrase by which Mrs. Jack had already mentally described him, “A lowdy-dow-young man.” As such, in his own “set,” he was a privileged character, an Original.


  He was one of the impoverished young men of the high plutocracy, whose family, however, is a “good” one and whose social standing high. His friends described it in this way: “Of course he’s frightfully poor! He has nothing.”—In Mr. Walters’ case “nothing” was seven thousand dollars every year.—“But he’s most amusing. You’ve simply got to meet Hen Walters: you’ll adore him.”


  Cast in this role, Mr. Walters was the generating force of much hilariousness:—the list of his accomplishments was a most impressive one. He was, for example, the first one to organize a party on roller skates around Central Park; he was the originator of the famous “busman’s dinner”—a gustatory expedition that began in Greenwich Village and that then jumped course by course—by taxi, trolley, or by bus—all over town. And although this repast was calculated to wreak havoc with the nervous system and the digestive tract, it was carried out from soup to nuts, and was the great sensation of the year.


  In addition to all these other contributions to sophisticated gaiety, Mr. Walters owned a Ford of such ancient vintage that it threatened to fall to pieces every time it hit a bump. The Ford was famous everywhere through “Society”: Mr. Walters drove it everywhere hilariously, and it was his custom to appear at the most grandiose receptions—the coming-out of a famous deb, a dinner or a dance—clad in full evening dress, with “tails” and a silk hat, in his decrepit Ford, insinuating this rusty rattletrap among the purring lanes of sleek Rolls Royces with as much aplomb as if it were the President’s car.


  All of these facts were in themselves enough to establish Mr. Walters as the pet of fashion and the spur of wit.


  But there was more—much more. In addition to all these other claims to eminence, he was the chosen crony of the idol of the hour:—of Mr. Piggy Logan and his circus of wire dolls.


  It was small wonder then that he was Privileged—chosen to do and dare what others could not dare to do, to walk with crowds, nor lose his virtue, to talk to kings, nor lose the common touch, to rush in blithely where the most experienced angels fear to tread, even to greet the most notorious Fallen Angel of the upper crust, with the cordial assurance of familiarity—only Mr. Hen Walters was privileged to do these things.


  So he greeted her now with all the gleeful elations of his burbling voice:


  “Oh, hello, Amy! I haven’t seen you for an age. What brings you here?”—in a tone that somehow indicated, with all the unconscious arrogance of his kind, that the scene and company was amusingly bizarre and beyond the pale of things accepted and confirmed,—that to find anyone of his own group in such a place was an astounding experience.


  The tone and implication stung her sharply, “got her Irish up.” As for herself, she had received the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune, the vicious scandal and the slander of her name, with beautiful good nature. But an affront to someone that she loved was more than she could endure. And she loved Mrs. Jack.


  Almost before she was aware of what she was saying, she was repeating quickly:


  “What brings me here—of all places! Well, first of all it’s a very good place to be—the best I know—And I mean! You know!—” She laughed hoarsely, quickly, jerked the cigarette from her mouth and tossed her head with a movement of almost furious impatience and said: “I mean! After all, I was invited, you know—which is more than I can say—” She checked herself and turned away with a short laugh. Her green gold eyes were flashing dangerously, and for the first time there was a flush of color on her golden face: the freckled pugnacity of her snub-nosed visage was more apparent than it had ever been.


  Unconsciously, instinctively, with a gesture of protective warmth, she had slipped her arm around Mrs. Jack who, still rather over-whelmed by this tumultuous and unexpected invasion, had been standing by her, with her hand held to her ear, her rosy little face beaming with trustful confidence, as if still a little doubtful what was happening, but blissfully assured it was all right.


  “Esther, darling,” Amy said. “This is Mr. Walters—and some of his friends”—but for a moment she looked at the cluster of young debutantes and their escorts, and then turned away, saying frankly, to no one in particular, but with no effort to subdue her tone: “God, aren’t they simply dreadful!—I mean!—You know!” She addressed herself now to the elderly man with the clipped stammer and the artificial teeth—“Charley—In the name of God, what are you trying to do?—You old cradle-snatcher, you—I mean! You know! After all, it’s not that bad, is it?” She surveyed the group of girls again with a short glance, then turned away with a brief, hoarse laugh: “My God! How do you stand it! I mean! After all!” She laughed suddenly hoarsely. “Six little vaginas standing in a row and not a grain of difference between them. Chapin’s School last year. Harvard and their first—this! All these little Junior League bitches,” she muttered. “How do you stand it, anyway! You old bastard!” She [she] said quickly, and not at all awkwardly, and looking at him for a moment, laughed her short hoarse laugh. “Why don’t you come to see me any more?”


  Before he answered her he licked his lips nervously and bared his artificial teeth.


  “Wanted to see you, Amy, for ever so long—What?—Intended to stop in—Matter of fact, did stop by some time ago but you’d just sailed—What—You’ve been away, haven’t you—What—”


  As he spoke these words in a kind of clipped staccato stammer, he kept licking his thin lips with nervous lechery, and at the same time he scratched himself, rooting rather obscenely into the inner thigh of his right leg in a way that suggested he was wearing woollen underwear, or was being bitten by a flea. The result of this operation was that his trouser leg was pulled up and stayed there, revealing the tops of his socks, and a portion of white meat.


  Meanwhile, Hen Walters, still smiling his bright wet smile, was burbling on to Mrs. Jack:


  “—So nice of you to let us all come in.” Although she, poor lady, had had nothing at all to do with it. “Piggy told us it would be all right. I hope you don’t mind.”


  “But no-o—not at all!” she protested earnestly, still with a somewhat puzzled and bewildered look. “Any friends of Mr. Logan’s—But won’t you all have a drink or something to eat? There’s loads to eat—”


  “Oh, heavens, no!” cried Mr. Walters, in a tone of such burblesome glee that it seemed he really could not keep his little secret any longer—that the joke which he had been harboring all evening, jubilantly suppressing in his moist throat now simply had to out—could be contained no longer, just had to be shared with the attendant universe. “We’ve all been to Tony’s and we simply gorged ourselves!”—he burbled gleefully. “If we took another mouthful, I’m absolutely positive we should explode!”


  He uttered these words with such ecstatic jubilation that it really seemed for a moment that explosion was imminent—that he was likely to evaporate at any moment in a large moist bubble.


  “Well, then, if you’re sure,” she began.


  “Oh, absolutely!” cried Mr. Walters rapturously. “But we’re holding up the show!” he cried. “And, after all, that’s what we’re here to see. It would simply be a tragedy to miss it. Oh, Piggy,” he cried to his friend, who now had all his materials assembled and, cheerfully grinning, was crawling on his kneepads on the floor. “Do begin! Everyone’s simply dying to see it! I’ve seen it a dozen times myself,” he announced gleefully to the general public, “and it becomes more fascinating every time. So if you’re ready, please begin!”


  Mr. Logan was ready and began.


  The new arrivals took up their positions along the wall to the left and as he prepared to start his show carried on a vociferous and curious conversation with one another of which they themselves apparently had the key or understood the vocabulary. The other people, after looking at the newcomers with a somewhat puzzled and troubled expression, remained to themselves and made no further effort at contact. In fact, they withdrew a little to the other three corners of the room, leaving the assemblage now cleanly divided in two parts as if a knife had been drawn between them and cut them apart—the people of wealth, of talent, and of mixed abilities upon one side and those of fashion or “Society” upon the other.


  On a signal from Mr. Logan, Mr. Walters detached himself from his group, came over, arranged the tails of his coat, and knelt down gracefully beside his friend. Then, in answer to instruction, he read a sheet of typewritten paper which Mr. Logan handed to him. It was a whimsical document of sorts, the effect of which was that to understand and enjoy the circus one must make an effort to recover his lost youth and have the spirit of a child again. Mr. Walters read this document with great gusto in a cultivated tone of voice which burbled with happy laughter. When he had finished, he got up and resumed his former position among his friends against the wall and Mr. Logan then began the performance of his circus.


  It began, as all good circuses should, with a grand procession of the animals in the menagerie. Mr. Logan accomplished this by taking the wire figures of the various animals in his thick hands and walking them around the circus ring and then solemnly out again. This took some time, but was greeted at its conclusion with vociferous applause.


  Then Mr. Logan had the grand procession of the performers. He marched them around in the same way with manipulations of his hairy paws. This also was carried out in full detail and was greeted with applause.


  Then came the great performance. The circus started first with an exhibition of the bareback riders. Mr. Logan galloped his wire horses into the ring and round and round with movements of his hand. Then he put his bareback riders on top of the wire horses, and holding them firmly in place, he galloped these around too. Then he brought in an interlude of clowns and made these wire figures tumble around by working and manipulating them with his hands. After this there was a procession of the wire elephants, etc. This performance gained particular applause because of the clever way in which Mr. Logan made the figures imitate the swaying ponderous lurch of elephants.


  People were not always sure what each act meant, but when they were able to identify an act, a pleasant little laugh of recognition would sweep the crowd and they would applaud the act vigorously. There was now an act by the trapeze performers. This occupied a long time, because Mr. Logan first, with his punctilious fidelity to actuality, had to put up a little net below the trapeze, just as nets are put up in circuses. The trapeze act began and it was unconscionably long, largely because Mr. Logan was not able to make it work. First of all the little wire figures swung and dangled from their flying trapezes. Then Mr. Logan tried to make one little figure swing through the air, leave its trapeze and catch the other figure by its downswept hands. This wouldn’t work. Again and again the little wire figure soared through the air, caught at the outstretched hands of the other doll—and missed ingloriously.


  It became painful: people craned their necks and looked embarrassed—all, indeed, except Mr. Logan who did not look at all embarrassed, but giggled happily with each new failure and tried again. It went on and on. It must have taken twenty minutes while Mr. Logan tried to make his trapeze figures catch and hang. But nothing happened. At length, when it was obvious that nothing was going to happen, Mr. Logan settled the whole matter himself by taking one of the little figures firmly between two thick fingers conveying it to the other and carefully hanging it to the other’s arms. When he had finished he looked up at his audience and giggled with cheerful idiocy. And the gathering, after a brief and somewhat puzzled pause, broke into applause.


  Mr. Logan was now ready for what might be called the pièce de résistance of the entire occasion. This was the celebrated sword swallowing act on which he obviously prided himself a great deal. He picked up a small rag doll, stuffed with wadding and with crudely painted features, and with the other hand he took a long hairpin and began patiently and methodically to work it down the throat of the rag doll.


  People looked on with amazement and then, as the meaning of Mr. Logan’s operation was conveyed to them, they smiled at one another in a puzzled and rather doubting way. And then, after another pause, they began to applaud decorously but half-heartedly.


  It was a horrible exhibition. Mr. Logan kept working the hairpin down with thick, probing fingers and when some impediment of wadding got in his way he looked up and giggled foolishly. Half way down he struck an obstacle, and it seemed indeed he would not be able to go any farther. But he persisted—persisted horribly.


  He kept working, and pressing with his hairpin while people looked at one another with distressed faces, and suddenly a gap appeared in the side of the bulging doll and some of the stuffing began to ooze out shockingly. At this manifestation some people gave up utterly. A few of the men looked at one another with an expression of disgust and loathing and quietly filtered out into the hall, or in the restorative direction of the dining room.


  Miss Lily Mandell looked on with an expression of undisguised horror and, as the stuffing began to ooze out of the doll, she placed one hand against her stomach in a gesture of undisguised nausea, said “ugh,” and made her hasty exit in the direction of a nearby room.


  The young “society people,” however, looked on with a simulation of eager interest and applauded everything enthusiastically. In fact, as Mr. Logan began to probe with his hairpin and the stuffing in the doll began to ooze out, one of the young women, with the pure, cleanly chiseled face that is so frequent in her class, turned to the young man who was standing beside her, who also had the lean head, the cropped shining hair, the small-boned and decisive features that are so familiar in his type, and said: “I think it’s frightfully interesting—the way he does that. Don’t you?”


  To which the young man, also in what was evidently an approved accent, said briefly, “Eh,” an ejaculation that might have been indicative of almost anything but which here obviously was taken for assent.


  This conversation had taken place in a curiously muffled clipped speech which apparently was the fashion among these people: when the girl had spoken she had barely opened her mouth and her words seemed to come out between almost motionless lips. The young man had answered her in the same way, the conversations of the other people in this group were likewise characterized by this formula or fashion of clipped and somewhat muffled speech, so that it was sometimes difficult to follow what they said.


  It was a curious spectacle and would have furnished interesting material for the speculations of a thoughtful historian of life and customs of this golden age. It was astounding to see so many able and intelligent men and women, people with quick minds, tense nerves, high abilities, who could and had enjoyed almost every high and rare entertainment of travel, reading, music, and aesthetic taste, and who were for the most part so impatient of the dull, the boring, the trivial, patiently assembled here to give their respectful attention to an exhibition of this sort.


  But even respect for the accepted mode was wearing thin. Save for this audience of the devoted young, people were beginning to get a trifle restless and impatient. The performance had already lasted a wearily unreasonable time, and it was evident that the main trouble with Mr. Logan’s dolls was that they wouldn’t work. His clowns, his trapeze performers, and his bareback riders, if they performed at all, performed only by the muscular assistance of their creator’s aiding fingers. He showed the persistence of a cheerful idiot and when he had tried something for twenty minutes or more, and had it fail, he would then make it work by using his own hands.


  People had now begun to go out into the halls, and a few of the more cynical and less believing could be seen and heard talking to each other ironically with little laughs.


  Even Mrs. Jack, who had slipped on a wonderful jacket of gold thread and seated herself cross-legged on the floor, like a dutiful child, squarely before the maestro and his puppets, had got up and gone out into the hall, where a number of her guests were now assembled. Here she found Lily Mandell, and approaching her with a bright affectionate little smile, she queried, hopefully:


  “Are you enjoying it, Lily? And you, darling?” she now turned fondly to her young lover—“Do you like it?—Hah?—Are you having a good time?—Hah?”


  Lily Mandell answered in a tone of throaty protest and disgust:


  “When he started pushing that long pin into the doll, and all its insides began oozing out—ugh!”—She made a nauseous face and put a hand upon her stomach—“I simply couldn’t stand it any longer! It was horrible! Had to get out!—I thought that I was going to puke!”


  Mrs. Jack’s shoulders shook, her face reddened, and she gasped in a hysterical whisper:


  “I know! Wasn’t it awful?”


  “But what is it, anyway?” said the attorney Roderick Hale, as he came up and joined the group.


  “Oh, hello, Rod!” said Mrs. Jack—“What do you think of it?—Hah?” and held her hand up to her eager and attentive ear.


  “I can’t make it out,” he said, and took another disgusted look into the living room where Piggy Logan was still patiently probing out the entrails of his rag doll, oozing insides out upon the floor—“What is it all supposed to be about, anyway? ... And who is this fellow?” he said in an irritated tone as if his legal and fact-finding mind had been annoyed by some phenomenon he could not fathom. “It’s like some puny form of decadence,” he muttered in a discontented tone, and after another disgusted look into the room, he turned away.


  At this moment, Mr. Jack came from the living room, approached his wife, and lifting his shoulders in a bewildered shrug, and with an alarmed face and accent, thickened Germanically by his perturbation, he said:


  “What is this? My Gott, perhaps I’m crazy!”


  His bewildered protest was irresistibly comical.


  Mrs. Jack shuddered, her face flamed, and she chuckled faintly, helplessly, as she put her handkerchief to her mouth:


  “Poor Fritz!”


  Jack turned, with the same bewildered face and gesture to his son, who had also now come out into the hall:


  “What is it?” he said. “Can you find out?" He cast another bewildered look into the living room, surveyed the wreckage there, then turned away suddenly with a short explosive laugh:


  “Gott! Tell me if he leaves the furniture! I’m going to my room!” he said decidedly, and Mrs. Jack chuckled faintly again, and said, “Poor Fritz!”


  He looked at her a moment, then at the weird performance in the living room, then at his son, shrugged his shoulders helplessly again, shook his head with a gesture of defeat, and then, with a short laugh said:


  “Mein Gott!—Your Mother!”


  Mrs. Jack chuckled faintly, and with a crimsoned face, she leaned forward eagerly, clapped her small hand to her ear, and still trembling with laughter, said, “Hah?”


  He looked at her cynically a moment, then shook his head and said:


  “Nah-h!—Nah, Esther—”


  “What?” she gasped in a feeble little squeak. “What?”


  “Nah-h,” said Jack as before, turning to the smiling company in an explanatory way:


  “The trouble with her iss not that she iss deaf. She iss dumb!"


  Then, with another helpless shrug, a bewildered look into the living room, a defeated, baffled, “Gott!” he departed in the direction of his own room, followed by his wife’s hysterical little shriek, his son’s short heavy laugh, and the general amusement of the other people.


  Mrs. Jack and Lily Mandell bent together shuddering helplessly in the way women have when they communicate whispered laughter to each other:


  “Isn’t it the most horrible—” Miss Mandell whispered: the word, as she pronounced it slowly and with laughing emphasis, sounded almost like “how-w-rible.” She had lived in England for a year or two, and she had acquired, or affected, a thick British accent.—“The most awful!”—Mrs. Jack faintly chuckled, then taking another look into the wreckage of the living room, and the creature on his kneepads still fondly forcing entrails from the insides of his doll, with a smile of idiot pertinacity, she was overcome again, pressed her handkerchief to her trembling mouth, and squeaked hysterically: “God!”


  At this moment, the sculptor, Krock, who from the beginning had paid no attention to the circus, but had devoted himself exclusively to a methodical effort at seduction of every attractive woman in the gathering, approaching each in turn, and rubbing his legs, while he whispered intimate details concerning the condition of his varicose veins, now came up to Mrs. Jack, and whispered softly:


  “I’m a great admirer of your work. ... I should so much like to see you sometime and talk it over with you.” During all this time while he whispered to her in this silly and repulsive whisper, he had been coming closer to her, meanwhile tenderly rubbing the insides of his heavy thigh, and now saying plaintively:


  “I am very tired of standing up. I have varicose veins, and when I stand it hurts me—I wish we could go off to a quiet place and sit and talk!”


  She had not caught the exact meaning of his whispered words, but their purport was plain because he had sidled up to her all the time until he was now almost straddling her. She looked around quickly with an alarmed glance and saw the face of her young lover, saw that it had now grown fierce and dark with passion, and that his fist had closed tightly in a menacing knot, and moving hastily away, she murmured: “Oh, yes, thank you Mr. Krock”—although she had not heard what he had said.


  She put one hand quickly, warmly, upon the arm of the young man, and another upon the arm of Lily Mandell, and smiling, said in a soft and gentle tone, that had an almost rapt and brooding quality, as if she were speaking hypnotically to herself:


  “These are the best! The best. The two I love, and both of them the best.”


  As she uttered these words, she drew them together and closed their hands in a gesture of friendship. Lily Mandell responded timidly, with an almost frightened look, and the young man flushed deeply, awkwardly and with uneasy constraint. Just for a moment he had looked up and caught the eyes of Hale, of Ernie, and of several other people fixed on him in a hard attentive stare, in which curiosity was mixed with cynical amusement. And so caught, so revealed, in all the anguish of his youth, his passion, and his jealousy, he suddenly felt naked and ashamed. It was the old look of the city that he knew so well. It was not wholly unaffectionate, but it was jaded, worn, and wearily experienced. It had in it also a touch of quick and eager curiosity, such as an old worn-out man might display in the hot passions, the quick and sensual heats, of hasty youth, but it was also wearily amused and jaded as if it knew that such ardours as love, or hate, or scalding jealousy were youthful follies which the years would cure.


  He turned away, his face deeply, darkly flushed, clumsily holding Lily Mandell’s hand. And she, too, awkwardly self-conscious, ill at ease, looked at him helplessly with an expression that, in contrast to her customary arrogance, was timid, frightened, almost child-like.


  Even as they stood there, holding hands with this awkward constraint, Lawrence Hirsch came up and joined them, saying in a tone of casual puzzlement:


  “A curious performance, isn’t it? I mean, I really can’t quite make out—”


  She turned on him almost furiously, so quickly and fiercely that he recoiled. His eyes had the look of a whipped dog.


  “Esther” she cried, turning to her friend in a tone of yolky complaint, “If I don’t get away from this—”


  She did not say what “this” was, but her meaning was so evident that Hirsch winced involuntarily, then turned away with a look of naked anguish in his eye, at the same time saying casually:


  “Oh, these are some of your latest designs, aren’t they, Esther?” He strolled over to the wall and bending, examined them with professional curiosity:


  “How interesting! Hm! I hadn’t seen these. I wish you’d—”


  Miss Mandell regarded him with a look of loathing, then turned toward her friend:


  “Honestly, if I don’t get some place! ... These awful worms!” she muttered; then, kindly, in a tone of yolky protest she murmured vaguely, and to no one in particular:


  “Why can’t they go off and die—or something!—Oh, darling!” She turned impulsively to Mrs. Jack—“When you’re so lovely!—Why do they have to bother you?” she said.


  Mrs. Jack received this indefinite commiseration with a rapt and tender smile. Surveying both her lover and her friend with a soft and tender look, she took their hands in hers again, and said gently:


  “These two! My two! The best. The best.” She turned to the young man and said: “Lily is one of the finest and most beautiful people I have ever known.” And turning to Miss Mandell, holding her lover by the hand and patting it as she spoke, she said in a low voice that glowed and rose with an exultant pride: “And he—he is the best! The highest and the best!” she said, in a kind of chant, “He is my music and my joy—my great angel—my great George!—the one I love the most in all the world!—Oh, Lily, he is meat, drink, bread, and wine to me—he fills my life until without him there is nothing in it—my demon, my great genius, my child!—Oh, Lily, if you knew him as I do!—You two,” she murmured now softly as before, “If only you each knew the other better—Oh, you must!”


  They stared at each other for a moment helplessly—the lover and his love’s voluptuous friend: they stared at each other almost with strong terror, the woman with a frightened and yet wildly eager look, he fiercely, with all the anguish, all the repulsion of desire: he broke from her almost desperately, turned furiously upon his mistress and cried bitterly:


  “Oh, you! In the name of God what are you trying to”—and then was baffled, maddened, and defeated, as he always was by the rose-sweet innocence of that trusting face, enigma of that guileless guile, that dew-fresh flower of baleful night and dark sophistries, so hued with innocence and morning—Oh thorny paradox! By that whole complex of this ancient and chameleon world, so much too old, too wise, too subtle, too mercurially woven of deceptive lights, of all the ancient troubling weathers of man’s soul, to be here fathomed, here defined, by youth’s harsh light, its fierce antitheses of light and shade, of truth and evil, good and bad—too hard, too complex, and too subtle for the fierce hurt, the anguish, madness, hope, and pride and faith and desperate love of youth.


  “My two! The two I love,” said Mrs. Jack raptly as before. “Now you must talk together—get to know each other as I know you both—I want to share my love for both of you with both.”


  “Oh, Esther,” Mr. Hirsch, who had been examining the drawings on the wall, now called out in a tone of aroused excitement, “—I think this one here is simply”—


  “Oh, where?” cried Lily desperately. “Can we never get away from him?” she muttered. “Is there nowhere we can go?”—


  “Darling, why don’t you two go in Edith’s room. You can talk there: You’ll be quiet.”


  Miss Mandell looked at the young man with desperate frightened eyes: at the door of the room they stood awkwardly for a moment, regarding each other helplessly. Then, instinctively they turned and looked in the direction of Mrs. Jack, as if seeking there some confirmation or some aid. And she, still following them with her rosy smiling little face, nodded her head affirmatively and happily, and again said softly, raptly, like a child: “My two.”


  “Oh, Esther,” said Mr. Hirsch again, who had moved down nearer in his inspection of the drawings on the wall—just for a moment his naked look, full of terror, pain, and anguished pleading, met Miss Mandell—“I wonder if you could tell me—”


  “Oh, that fool!” Miss Mandell muttered furiously, and went into the room. “Why can’t these awful people—these—these worms—Why don’t they die, or something?”—she murmured yolkily, with brooding disinterest, as before.


  “He’s after you, I guess,” the young man said. “He doesn’t seem to follow you, but he’s always there.”


  “Oh—the worm!” she muttered. “I’d like to step on him!”


  “I guess he wants you pretty bad,” the young man said.


  “It’s—it’s—” For a moment he paused, then grinned—“It’s like a hot hound after a—”


  “Stop!” she shrieked faintly. “You’re terrible!”


  “But is it.” And, after a brief pause: “Are you going to marry him?”


  “Him?” A whole lexicon of scorn was packed into that little word “That—that worm.” Then slowly, painfully she muttered:


  “That greasy Kike”—


  “No, Lawrence.”—Mrs. Jack’s voice, explanatory, sweetly patient, was nearer now: Mr. Hirsch was coming down the hall—“I did these last year:—You remember when the League was doing a show? They were going to follow it with Hedda—”


  “Oh, but Esther! She’s so lovely!” Lily Mandell said. They were facing each other now, close together—


  “She’s—she’s the most beautiful!—the most glorious!—Oh, she loves you so!”—Her voice broke yolkily, half hysterically, as she spoke the words, and her hand came out instinctively upon his arm. Still standing apart, they were holding each other now clumsily, their hands resting on each other’s arms, regarding each other with a desperate, searching, and half-frightened look—“If anything should happen to her!”—she whispered, breathing quickly now—“I mean, she is too beautiful!—If anything should hurt her!”


  Her wheaten belly was against him now, they were holding to each other tightly: his own breath was coming hoarse and hard, he spoke thickly, furiously, caught there in a trap of lust and loathing, of sweltering desire and his own self-shame. He fairly grated through his teeth: “Oh she!—she!—” Then bitterly, desperately—“She sent us here! She put us here!”—Then furiously, as every torturing doubt of the whole tormenting complex returned to catch him in the web, and baffle him, he cried:


  “—Oh, she must have known!—She’s not so innocent as that!—She’s planning something!—You—You people!” This in a strangling gasp, then savagely: “Oh damn you! Damn you!—Now, by God!—” They were locked together now in a fierce clasp, devouring each other with passionate kisses; they seemed to grow together, to become a single animal: locked lip to lip, and tongue to tongue, they consumed each other, her amorous belly passionately undulant into the hard thrusting cradle of his loins.


  “You bitch!” he panted. “—You lovely bitch!—By God!” His grip about her tightened savagely. “—I’ll”—


  “—Don’t hurt me!” she whimpered like a frightened child. “Oh darling, I’m so little. I’m afraid—don’t hurt me. Oh, darling, darling, darling, darling—Not here!” she panted, widening to his knee—“Not here!—Oh darling, darling, darling.” They fell over on the bed, locked together in the fierce undulations of the embrace, her breast, round, melon-heavy, nippled like a bud, was in his hand, her dress came up above her knees, his fierce fingers were gripped bruisingly in the sensual opulence of her creamy, slightly yellow thighs, and all the while her wild dark head rolled on the pillow, tossed like storm, she cried out weeping bitterly—“Oh God! God!—All that beauty—All that pain—That loveliness inside me—God! God! God!—”


  Mr. Lawrence Hirsch was wounded sorrowfully, but he could wait.


  —


  “—Oh, Esther!—What is this?—How very interesting—” The voice was very close now, casual, anguish-laden, they could fairly hear him sweating blood. The voice came close: panting, they scrambled to their feet—“Oh, Esther”—breathing heavily, wildeyed, disarranged, they stood erect, reeling, stupidly staring at the door—


  “What have you here?”—The casual tone was cracking underneath the strain as Mr. Hirsch approached that fatal door. His gloom cropped face of agony peered in, the eyeballs shot with lacings of bright red, the whole glance pleading like a beaten dog’s—“Oh a room. Hm, now—Yes—Oh, hello, Lily—I didn’t know you were in here—”


  Panting, she regarded him with a black look of smouldering contempt.


  “But how very interesting, Esther!”—More himself again, he turned to her, and she looked at him, at them, at everyone with that rosy smile of trustful innocence. “I had no idea there were so many of them—”


  And the climax of that grotesque comedy—so mixed of loathing, anguish, broken faith, the hot lust of animals so obscenely fuming underneath its undeceptive mash of skilled urbanity—was over. And the chase was on: the actors in the play were on their way again.


  [¬]


  THE GUESTS DEPARTING

  THE FIRE


  But now there was the sound of voices in the living room. The performance had ended and there was a ripple of perfunctory applause when Mr. Logan finished. The fashionable young people of his own group clustered around him, chattering congratulations, and then, without paying attention to any of the other guests, or without a word of thanks to their hostess, they began to leave.


  Other people now gathered around Mrs. Jack and made their farewells. Meanwhile, Mr. Logan was busy with his enormous valises, his wire dolls, the general wreckage he had created. People began to leave singly and in pairs and groups until presently there was no one left except those intimates and friends who are usually the last to leave a big party, Mrs. Jack and her family, her lover, Miss Mandell, Amy Van Leer and Mr. Logan. Already a curious and rather troubling change was apparent in the atmosphere of the whole place. It was an atmosphere of completion, of absence, of departure: it was the atmosphere one feels in a house the day after Christmas, or the hour after a wedding or when most of the passengers have disembarked from a great liner at one of the channel ports, leaving only a small, and rather sorrowful remnant who know the voyage is really over, and who are now just marking time for a few hours until their own destination is reached.


  Mrs. Jack looked at Piggy Logan and at the wreckage he had made of a large part of her fine room with an air of bewilderment, then turned doubtfully and with a questioning look to Lily Mandell. The two women looked at each other for a moment, then Mrs. Jack shrugged her shoulders in a protesting, helpless way as if to say: “Can you understand all this? What has happened?”—


  And then, catching her friend’s expression of drowsy arrogance, her own face suddenly flushed crimson, she cast her head back and laughed helplessly, hysterically, saying: “God!”


  Meanwhile the others looked at Mr. Logan, who seemed absorbed with the litter that surrounded him, utterly and happily oblivious of their presence, with varied expressions of bewilderment, and amusement, and irony. Mr. Jack, who had been unable to stand the full protraction of the performance now appeared again, stared in at the kneeling figure of Mr. Logan and at all the wreckage of which he was the author then turning to his wife and son with a protesting gesture he said: “What is it?” Then he retired again, leaving everybody helplessly convulsed with hysterical laughter.


  Amy Van Leer stretched herself out flat on the carpet beside Ernie with her hands beneath her head and began to talk to him in her rapid, eager, excited, curiously husky voice. Miss Mandell surveyed Mr. Logan with looks of undisguised distaste. Meanwhile the maids were busily clearing up the debris of the party—glasses, bottles, bowls of ice, and so on, and Molly was quietly and busily engaged putting the books back on their shelves. The other people looked on rather helplessly at Mr. Logan and his work, obviously at a loss what to do, and waiting evidently for the young man’s departure.


  The happy confusion, the thronging tumult of the party had now ended. The guests had departed, the place had grown back into its wonted quiet, and the unceasing city, like an engine of immortal life and movement which had been for the moment forgotten and shut out, now closed in upon these lives again, pervaded these great walls: the noises of the street were heard again.


  Outside, below them, there was the sound of a fire truck, the rapid clanging of a bell. It turned the corner into Madison and thundered excitingly past the big building. Mrs. Jack went to the window and looked out. Other trucks now appeared from various directions until four or five had gone by.


  “I wonder where the fire can be,” she remarked presently in a tone of detached curiosity. Another truck roared down and thundered into Madison. “It must be quite a big one, too—six trucks have driven past: I wonder where it is. It must be somewhere in this neighborhood.”


  For a moment the location of the fire absorbed the idle speculation of the group, but presently they began to look again at Mr. Logan. His labors were now, apparently, at long last, almost over. He began to close his big valises and adjust the straps.


  At this moment Lily Mandell turned her head with an air of wakened curiosity in the direction of the hall, sniffed sharply, and suddenly said: “Does anyone smell smoke?”


  “Hah? What?”—said Mrs. Jack with a puzzled air. And then, suddenly and sniffing sharply, she cried excitedly: “But yes! There is quite a strong smell of smoke out here. I think it would be just as well if we got out of the building until we find out what is wrong.”


  Mrs. Jack’s rosy face was now burning with excitement. “But isn’t it queer?” she appealed to everyone, in a protesting and excited tone—“I mean, it is so strange after the party and—to think that it should be in this building—I mean—” She was evidently not quite certain what she meant and looked around her rather helplessly. “Well, then—” she said indefinitely, “I suppose we’d better, until we find out what it is. Oh, Mr. Logan!—” She lifted her voice as she spoke to him, and in a moment he lifted his round and heavy face with an expression of inquiring and cherubic innocence—“I say—I think perhaps we’d all better get out, Mr. Logan, until we find out where the fire is. Are you ready?”


  “Yes, of course,” said Mr. Logan cheerfully, “but fire?” he said, in a puzzled tone, “What fire? Is there a fire?”


  I think the building is on fire,” said Ernie smoothly, but with an edge of heavy irony, “so perhaps we’d better all get out—that is, unless you prefer to stay.”


  “Oh no,” said Mr. Logan cheerfully, and clumsily getting to his feet, “I am quite ready, thank you, except for changing to my clothes—”


  “I think that had better wait,” said Ernie.


  “Oh those girls!” cried Mrs. Jack suddenly, and snapping the ring on and off her finger, she walked quickly toward the dining room. “Molly—Janie—Lily! Girls! We’re going to have to get out—there’s a fire somewhere in the building. You’ll have to get out until we find out where it is!


  “Fire, Mrs. Jack?” said Molly rather stupidly, staring at her mistress, and Mrs. Jack, glancing quickly at her, saw her dull eye, and her flushed face, and thought: “Oh, she’s been at it again!”


  “Yes, Molly, fire” she said, and impatiently, “Get all the girls together and tell them they’ll have to come along with us—and Oh! Cook!—” she cried quickly—“Where is Cookie? Go get her someone. Tell her she’ll have to come too!”


  The news obviously confused and upset the girls. They looked helplessly at one another then they began to move aimlessly around, as if no longer certain what to do.


  “Shall we take our things, Mrs. Jack?” said Molly, looking at her stupidly. “Will we have time to pack?”


  “Oh, of course not, Molly!” cried Mrs. Jack impatiently. “We’re not going anywhere! No one is moving out! We’re simply getting out till we find out where the fire is and how bad it is!—And Molly, please get Cook and bring her with you! You know how rattled and confused she gets!”


  “Yes’m,” said Molly, and staring at her helplessly, “and is that all?”


  “Yes, Molly, of course, and do please hurry! We’ll be waiting for you here!”


  “Yes’m,” said Molly as before, hesitated a little, then said—“And will that be all, mum?—I mean,” and gulped, “will we need anything?”


  “Oh, Molly, no, in heaven’s name!” cried Mrs. Jack, beginning to slip the ring on and off her nervous hand. “Nothing except your coats. Tell all the girls and Cook to wear their coats!”


  “Yes’m,” said Molly, dumbly, hesitated, and in a moment, looking fuddled and confused, she went uncertainly through the dining room to the kitchen.


  Ernie meanwhile had gone out into the hall and was ringing the elevator bell. The others joined him there. He rang persistently and presently the voice of John, the elevator man, was heard shouting up the shaft from a floor or two below: “All right! All right! I’ll be right up, folks, as soon as I take down this load!”


  The sound of people’s voices, excited, chattering, could be heard down the shaft on the floor below, and presently the elevator door closed and the elevator went away.


  Meanwhile, Mrs. Jack, her family and her guests, waited in the hall. The smell of smoke in the hallway was now quite pronounced and although no one was seriously alarmed all of them were conscious of the nervous tension. Presently the sound of the elevator could be heard again as it came up. It mounted and then suddenly paused somewhere half a flight or two below them. The elevator man could be heard working his lever and fooling with the door. There was no response. Ernie rang again impatiently and hammered on the door, and in a moment more the man shouted up so clearly that all of them could hear him very plainly: “Mr. Jack, will you all please use the service entrance? The elevator’s out of order: I can’t go any farther.”


  The people gathered in the hall now looked at one another with an air of bewildered and rather troubled surprise. In a moment, Ernie said: “Well, that’s that. I suppose that means we’ll have to walk down.”


  He and his father put on derby hats, donned overcoats, and without another word started down the hall.


  At this moment all the lights went out. The place was plunged in inky blackness. There was just a brief, a rather terrifying moment, when the women caught their breaths sharply. In the darkness the smell of the smoke was perceptively stronger, more acrid and biting than it had ever been. Molly moaned a little and the maids began to mill around like stricken cattle. But they quieted down when they heard the comforting assurance of Ernie’s quiet voice speaking in the dark: “Mother, we’ll have to light candles. Can you tell me where they are?”


  She told him. He reached into a table drawer, pulled out a flashlight, and went back through the dining room into the kitchen. In a few moments he reappeared with a box of tallow candles. He gave everyone a candle and lighted them. The procession was really now a somewhat ghostly one. The women lifted their candles and looked at each other with an air of bewildered surmise. Mrs. Jack, deeply excited, but still retaining her customary interest in events, held up her candle and turned questioningly to the young man who was her lover. “Isn’t it strange?” she whispered—“Isn’t it the strangest thing? I mean the party—all the people and then this”—And holding up her candle she looked about her at that ghostly company and suddenly he was filled with love and tenderness for her, because he knew the woman like himself had the mystery and strangeness of all life, all love in her heart.


  In the steady flame of their upheld candles the faces of the maids and Cookie showed dazed, bewildered, and somewhat frightened. Cookie grinned confusedly and muttered jargon to herself. Mr. Jack and Ernie, their derby hats fixed firmly now on top of their well-kept heads, raised their candles and led the way. The women followed after, and the young man came last of all. Mrs. Jack, just in front of her young lover, was bringing up the end of the procession behind her guests and had reached the door that opened out to the service landing when she noticed a confusion in the line and glanced back along the hallway, and saw two teetering candles disappearing in the general direction of the kitchen. It was Cook and Molly.


  “Oh Lord!” cried Mrs. Jack with an accent of exasperation and despair. “What on earth are they trying to do? Oh, Molly!” She raised her voice sharply. Cook had already disappeared but Molly heard her and turned in a bewildered way. “Oh, Molly, in God’s name, where are you going?” cried Mrs. Jack impatiently.


  “Why—why, mum,—I just thought I’d go back here and get some things,” said Molly in a confused and thickened tone.


  “No, you’re not either!” cried Mrs. Jack furiously thinking bitterly at the same moment, “she probably thought she’d sneak back there and get a drink.” “You don’t need any things.” She lifted her voice sharply again. “You come right along with us! And where is Cook?” she cried in an exasperated tone, then seeing the two bewildered looking girls, Lily and Janie, milling around her helplessly, she seized them impatiently and gave them a little push towards the door: “Oh, you girls get out!” she cried. “What are you gawking at?”


  Then she came fuming back along the hall in the direction of her lover, who had gone after the bewildered Molly, herded her down the hall, and was now going into the kitchen to find Cook. Mrs. Jack followed him into the kitchen with her candle in her hand, said anxiously, “Are you there, darling?” And then raising her voice sharply: “Oh, Cook! Cook! Where are you?”


  Suddenly, like a spectral visitant, still holding her candle, and flitting from room to room down the narrow hallway of the servant’s quarters Cook appeared. Mrs. Jack cried out angrily: “Oh, Cookie! What in the name of God are you doing!” At the same time she thought to herself again, as she had thought so many times before, “She’s probably an old miser, I suppose she’s got her wad hoarded away back there somewhere. That’s why she hates to leave.”


  “Cook!” she cried again sharply with peremptory command. “You’ve simply got to come on now? We’re waiting on you.” Cook glided away down the hallway with spectral stealth and disappeared into her room. After another fuming silence Mrs. Jack turned to the young man, they regarded each other for a moment in that strange light and circumstance with perplexed and troubled faces and suddenly both laughed explosively.


  “My God!” cried Mrs. Jack. “Isn’t it the damnedest—”


  At this moment Cook, flitting like a phantom, appeared again; they yelled at her as she flitted away and followed her into one of the maids’ bedrooms and caught her in the act of locking herself away into a bathroom. “Cook!” cried Mrs. Jack, angrily.


  “You’ve simply got to come on now!”


  Cook goggled at her and sneered infuriatingly, and then muttered some incomprehensible jargon, in an ingratiating tone.


  “Do you hear, Cook?” Mrs. Jack cried furiously. “You’ve got to come now! You can’t stay here any longer.”


  “Augenblick! Augenblick!” muttered Cook cajolingly—In a moment she reappeared again, thrusting something into her bosom, and still looking unwillingly behind her, she was still obviously unwilling to leave, but allowed herself to be prodded, herded, pushed, and propelled down the servants’ hallway and out into the main part of the apartment.


  When Mrs. Jack got out into the broad front corridor again she found to her consternation that although the others had gone out, Molly had not yet made her departure and that the other two maids had sidled back into the hallway and were huddled together talking in dazed whispers. When they saw Mrs. Jack and Cook they began to sidle toward their mistress as if attracted by a magnet.


  “Oh, no, you’re not either!” she cried furiously. “You girls are not coming back in here! You get out now—this instant!”


  And herding Cook before her, and shooing the others along as if she were mothering a flock of silly chickens, she drove them down the hall and through the door on to the service landing.


  The others were now gathered here, waiting while Ernie tested the bell of the service elevator. There was no response in reply to his repeated efforts and in a few moments he remarked: “Well, I suppose there’s nothing for us to do now except to walk down.”


  Mr. Jack had apparently reached this conclusion on his own account and had started down the nine flights of concrete stairs that led to the ground floor and safety. In a moment all the others followed him.


  [¬]


  THE FIRE

  THE OUTPOURING OF THE HONEYCOMB


  The electric lights in the service hallways were still burning dimly. But the smell of smoke had noticeably increased. The smoke, in fact, had now become quite dense and filled the air with floating filaments and shifting plumes that made breathing acrid and uncomfortable.


  And the service stairs from top to bottom was providing an astounding spectacle. Doors were opening now on every floor and other tenants of the building, and their servants and their guests, were coming out to swell the tide of refugees which now marched steadily downstairs.


  It was an extraordinary and bizarre conglomeration—a parade of such fantastic quality as had never been witnessed in the world before. And it was a composite of classes, types, and characters that could have been found no where else in the world at the time save in such a building as this. It is probable that most of these people had never seen their neighbors before now. But now, because excitement and their need for communication had broken through the walls of their reserve, they all showed a spirit of fellowship, of friendliness, and of help which that enormous honeycomb of life had never seen before.


  It was an astounding aggregation. There were people fully attired for the evening in splendid evening dress, and beautiful women blazing with jewels and wearing costly wraps. There were other people who had apparently gone to bed when the fire alarm had sounded, and who were now attired in pajamas, slippers, dressing gowns, kimonos, or whatever easy and convenient garment they could snatch up in the stress and excitement of the moment. There were young people and there were old people. There were people of every kind and quality and age and physical variation.


  And in addition to these there was a babel of strange tongues, the excited jargons of a dozen races. There were German cooks and there were French maids. There were English chauffeurs and there were Irish serving girls. There were Swedes and Danes and Italians and Norwegians, with a sprinkling of white Russians. There were Poles and Czechs and Austrians, Negroes, and Hungarians; and all of these poured out on the landing stages of the service stairway helter-skelter, were poured out in a noisy, chattering gesticulating tide to join in with their lords and masters, united now in seeking refuge, their interests all united now in their common pursuit of safety.


  As the refugees neared the ground floor, helmeted and coated firemen began to come up the stairs. A few policemen came up after them and these men tried in various ways to allay any panic or alarm that anyone may have felt.


  “It’s all right, folks! Everything’s okay!” one glib policeman cried cheerfully as he came up past the members of Mrs. Jack’s party. “The fire’s over now.”


  These words, spoken really for the sake of quieting confusion and alarm and of expediting the orderly progress of the tenants in the building, had an opposite effect from the one which the big policeman wanted to produce. One of the male members of Mrs. Jack’s party, the young man, who was bringing up the end of the procession, paused upon hearing the policeman’s reassuring words, spoke to the others and turned, about to retrace his way upstairs again.


  As he did so, he saw that the effect upon the policeman had been alarming. The man was stationed half a flight above him on the landing, and as he started to mount the stairs again, he saw the policeman was making frantic gestures to him and looking at him with an agonized face, the whole effect of which was silently and desperately to entreat him not to come back any further or to encourage any of the others to come back, but to leave the building as quickly as possible.


  So warned and so exhorted, the refugee turned again and hastened down the stairs. As he did so, he could hear some tapping and hammering noises from the service elevator shaft. He paused and listened for a moment: the tapping began, then stopped—began again—and stopped again.


  The space outside the great apartment building, or rather between it—for the tremendous building was constructed in the shape of a hollow square—was now a wonderful spectacle. No more imposing stage for the amazing scene could have been provided. This great central court or hollow was covered for the most part with loose gravel and there was also two or three terraces or earthy beds of flowers and plants built up above the general level, and surrounded by low walls.


  The sides of the tremendous building the whole way around were flanked by a broad brick pavement on which opened at evenly spaced intervals the entrances into the big apartment house and by arches which also ran the whole way around and flanked the walk. The effect of this arrangement was to give the whole place, court and all, something of the appearance of an enormous cloister—a cloister different, vaster, and more modern than any other one which had been seen, a cloister whose mighty walls soared fourteen flights into the air, and whose beetling sides were still blazing with all the thrilling evocation of night lights, one thousand radiant squares of warmth, of wealth, of passion, beauty, and of love, one thousand cells still burning with all the huge deposit of their still-recent, just-departed life, with a whole universe of flesh, and blood, a world incarnate with all the ecstasy, anguish, hatred, joy, and vexed intrigue that life could know, or that the heat and hunger of man’s high enfamished soul could ever compass—with all the magic, all the loveliness and grace, the whole sky-flung faery of the marvelous, the nocturnal, the unceasing everlasting city.


  And this great cloistered space was now filled surely with one of the strangest companies of the devout which any cloister had ever seen—a company of all sizes, kinds, and ages, dressed variously in costumes that went all the way from full evening dress to simply pajamas, from the bare back and sleeveless arms of a lady’s splendid gown to the modest uniform of a maid, and from white ties and full tails to a chauffeur’s livery. Here, around the four sides of their great cloister, pouring out of two dozen entry ways in a milling and gesticulating stream, adding constantly to the shuffling, bewildered, motley crowd that packed the gravel court, the babel of their own tumultuous tongues, a horde of people were now constantly flooding out of the huge honeycomb and adding their numbers to the assembled crowd.


  Seen so, the tremendous pageantry of the scene was overwhelming in the range, the power, the variety, and the miraculous compression of its reality and beauty, and, like every high and ultimate reality, the scene had in it something of the nearness, the intensity of a vision, a nearness and intensity that was so wonderful, so real, that it attained an almost supernatural, unbelievable quality. Anyone looking at that scene would feel instantly, and with a still wonder in the heart, that he would never see such a thing again—that here, miraculously compressed, was assembled before him the whole theatre of human life—a universe such as few people ever see in a whole life time, and which can be brought before them only by the tremendous vision, the combining genius of a Shakespeare or a Brueghel.


  It was really like the scene of an appalling shipwreck—one of those great shipwrecks of modern times, where a great liner, still ablaze with lights along the whole stern’s sweep of her superhuman length, her life gored out upon an iceberg, keeling slowly to the racing slant of her proud funnels with her whole great company of people—the crew, the passengers, the rich, the poor, the mighty and the lowly—all the huge honeycomb of life that goes down to the bottom of a great ship’s hollowed depths—assembled now, at this last hour of peril, in a living fellowship—the whole family of earth, and all its classes, at length united on these slanting decks.


  This scene here now in this great cloister was like this—except that the ship was this enfabled rock beneath their feet, the ship’s company the whole company of life, of earth, and of the swarming and unceasing city.


  As yet few people seemed fully to have comprehended the full significance of the event which had thus unceremoniously dumped them out of their sleek nest into the open weather. The only people, indeed, who did now seem to be aware of peril or an immediacy of danger which touched their own lives and fortunes were isolated individuals here and there whose own welfare and interest had in some way been touched.


  At this moment, in fact, a window on the first floor on the opposite side of the building flew up and a man with a bald head and a pink, excited face appeared at the window. It was instantly apparent from his tone and manner that under the pressure of these events the man was on the verge of emotional collapse. He immediately cried out loudly in a high, rather fat tone that already was being shaken by incipient hysteria: “Mary!—Mary!—” his voice rose almost to a scream as he sought for her below and a woman in the crowd coming forward below the window looked up and said quietly, “Yes, Charles.”


  “I can’t find the key!” he cried in a trembling voice. “... and the door’s locked! I can’t get out!” he almost screamed.


  “Oh, Charles,” the woman said in a quieter tone in which perhaps some sorrow was evident, “don’t get so excited, dear. You’re in no danger—and the key is bound to be there somewhere. I’m sure you’ll find it if you look.”


  “But I tell you it isn’t here,” he babbled in a high trembling tone. “I’ve looked, and it’s not here. I can’t find it!—Here, you fellows!” he shouted at a group of firemen who were dragging a heavy hose across the gravel court, “I’m locked in here!—I want out of here!—”


  Most of the firemen paid no attention to him at all, but one of them raised his head for a moment, looked at him, and then saying briefly: “Okay, chief!” resumed his work and paid no further attention to the man.


  “Do you hear me?—” the man screamed, “You fireman you!—I tell you—”


  “Dad. Dad—” a young man beside the woman on the ground now spoke quietly to the flushed, excited man in the open window above. “Don’t get excited—You’re in no danger there. All the fire is on the other side—They’ll let you out in a moment when they can get to you.”


  Elsewhere—from the very entrance, indeed, from which the Jacks had issued, a man in evening clothes had been staggering in and out accompanied by two other men, one of whom was a chauffeur and one his butler, with great loads of ponderous ledgers. He had already accumulated a staggering pile of them, which he was stacking up on the gravel and leaving in the guardianship of the butler. This man’s activities from the beginning had been as furiously self-absorbed, as completely buried in his own work, as if he was completely unconscious of every one around him and cared nothing for anyone’s activity except his own. Now, as he again prepared to rush into the smoke-filled corridor with his chauffeur, he was stopped by the police.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” the policeman said, “but you can’t go in there again. We’ve got orders not to let anyone else in.”


  “But I tell you!” the man shouted, “I’ve got to. I’m Henry J. Baer!”—he mentioned the name of a man who was at that time famous in the motion picture industry, and whose accounts and earnings had only recently been called into investigation by a board of Governmental inquiry. “There are seventy-five million dollars worth of records in my apartment,” the man shouted, “and I’ve got to get them out! They’ve got to be saved!” He tried to thrust by again but the policeman blocked the way, barred his entrance, and thrust him back.


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Baer,” he said obdurately, “but we have our orders. You can’t come in.”


  The effect of this refusal upon the man was instantaneous and shocking. If he had been King Croesus, forced to stand by idly while he saw all of his huge treasures go up in flame and smoke, he could not have been more maddened. He became like a wild animal, he lost any vestige of dignity or self-respect which he might heretofore have had. The whole principle of his life, which was that money is the only thing in life that counts and that people will do anything for money—the naked philosophy of tooth and claw which, in moments of security and in comfort, was veiled beneath a velvet sheath—now became ragingly insistent to the exclusion of every other value.


  A tall, dark man, with a rapacious beak-nosed face, he became now like a beast of prey. He went charging in among the people, offering everyone, any stranger that he saw, fabulous sums of money if they would go with him to help in the salvation of his cherished records. He saw a group of firemen dragging a great hose into position and he rushed up to them, seizing one of them by the arm in his frantic eagerness and shaking him, crying: “I’m Henry J. Baer—I live in there! You’ve got to help me! I’ll give any man here ten thousand dollars if he’ll help me get my records out!”


  The man whom he had thus addressed and interrupted, a burly fireman with a weathered face, turned now and spoke: “On your way, Mac!” he said.


  “But I tell you!” the man shouted, “You don’t know who I am. I’m—”


  “I don’t care who you are!” the fireman said. “On your way now! We’ve got work to do!” and roughly, he pushed the Croesus back.


  Most of the crowd, however, was quieter, more bewildered. For some time the people shifted and moved about, taking curious side looks at one another out of the corners of their eyes. For most of them it was undoubtedly an illuminating experience—for all of them, certainly, the first time that they had had the opportunity of appraising at first hand and, so to speak, unprepared, the full personnel of the great building.


  People who would never, under any ordinary circumstances, mingle with one another were now seen laughing and talking together with the familiarity of long acquaintanceship. A famous courtesan, wearing a chinchilla coat which her aged but fabulously wealthy lover had given her, and which must have cost a king’s ransom, now took off this magnificent garment and, walking over to an elderly woman with a delicate and patrician face, she threw the coat over this woman’s thinly covered shoulders, at the same time, saying in a tough but somehow kindly little voice:


  “You wear this, darling. You look cold.”


  And the woman, after a startled expression had for a moment crossed her proud and sensitive face, smiled graciously and thanked her tarnished sister in a sweet tone; then the two women stood talking together like old friends.


  Elsewhere, a group of eager idol-worshipping girls had gathered around a famous comedienne of the revue and musical comedy stage. And this woman, an Englishwoman with a beautiful small head, and the instinctive elegance, the fine features and the figure of an aristocrat was delighting these adoring children by spontaneously carrying on for them in the comic vein for which she was famous.


  “Tell me, my lambs,” she was saying in her cool clipped tones, “Do you like me with—or without—my face?”—As she uttered these words, she threw her lovely features out of shape in a rubbery grimace that was irresistibly comical, and instantly was herself again, cool, clipped, poised, and elegant, going from one hilarity to another with a comic inventiveness that was wonderful, and that gained in effectiveness because its essentially bawdy quality was always conveyed with the imperturbable elegance, the exquisite refinement of a great lady.


  Meanwhile, her companion, another tall and beautiful Englishwoman with a lovely voice, who was also a famous actress of the comic stage, was listening to the fervent adorations of an earnest little woman who looked as if she might have been a school teacher, as if she were enchanted with these banal platitudes and had never listened to such understanding and delightful comment on her act in her whole life.


  Elsewhere, a haughty old Bourbon of the Knickerbocker type was seen engaged in earnest conversation with a Tammany politician whose corrupt plunderings were notorious, and whose companionship, in any social sense, the Bourbon would have spurned indignantly an hour before.


  Proud aristocrats of patrician lineage, whose names appeared but rarely in the most exclusive gatherings of the aristocracy could be seen chatting familiarly with the plebeian parvenus of the new rich who had got their name and money both together, only yesterday.


  And so it went, everywhere one looked:—one saw haughty gentiles with rich Jews; stately ladies with musical comedy actresses; a woman famous for her charities with a celebrated whore.


  Curiously, the appraisal was an increasingly friendly one. It was as if the stress of danger, the shock of surprise, the informality of their attire had created the feeling of mutual interest and affection which no amount of formal meeting could have brought about. People who had never seen one another before, people who had never spoken to one another, now began to move about, to greet one another with friendly smiles and to engage familiarly with other people who up to that time had been complete strangers to them.


  Even the servants—the French chauffeurs, the Irish maids, the German cooks, and so on—under these informal circumstances, were now beginning to fraternize and to talk to one another as they had never done before.


  In one place a group of liveried chauffeurs had gathered together and were furiously discussing politics and the problem of international economy, the chief disputants being a plump Frenchman with a waxed moustache, whose sentiments were decidedly revolutionary, and an American, a little man with corky legs, a tough seamed face, a birdy eye, and the quick impatient movements of the city.


  The scene, the situation, and the contrast between these two men was absurdly funny. The plump Frenchman, his cheeks pink with excitement, was talking and gesticulating volubly: he would get so excited that he would lean forward with the fingers of one plump hand closed daintily in a descriptive circle that meant—everything! The air about him fairly screeched with objurgations, expletives, impassioned cries of “Mais oui!—Mais oui! Absolument!—C’est le vérité!”—or with laughs of maddened exasperation as if the knowledge that such stupidity could exist was more than he could endure:


  “—Mais non!—Mais non!—Vous avez tort—Mais c’est stupide!” he would cry, throwing his plump arms up in a gesture of defeat, and turning away with an exasperated laugh as if he could endure it no longer, and was departing—only to return immediately, talking and gesticulating more furiously than ever.


  Meanwhile, the target of this deluge, the little American with the corky legs and the birdy eye was listening with a look of cynical impassivity, leaning against the wall of a terrace, taking an occasional puff at a cigarette, and with an air that seemed to say: “O.K.—O.K.—Frenchy—When you get through spouting, maybe I’ll have something to say.”


  “Seulement un mot!” the Frenchman finally declared, when he had exhausted his vocabulary and his breath. “One vord!” he cried impressively, drawing himself up to his full five feet three, and holding one plump finger in the air, as if he were about to deliver Holy Writ—“I’ave to say one vord more!”


  “O.K.! O.K.!” said the corky little American with an air of cynical weariness—“Only don’t take more than an hour and a half to say it! ... The trouble with you guys,” he went on in a moment, after a preliminary puff upon his cigarette, “is that you have been over there all your life where you ain’t been used to nothing—and the moment you get over here where you can live like a human being you want to tear it all down—”


  “Mais non!” the Frenchman cried in a tone of impassioned protest. “... Mais c’est stupide!” he turned to the whole company in a gesture of exasperated appeal—“C’est—”


  “Noos! I got noos for you!”—another chauffeur, obviously of Germanic origin, with bright blue eyes, and a nut-cracker face somewhat reminiscent of a vulture’s, at this moment rejoined the group with an air of elated discovery—“I haf been mit a drifer who has liffed in Rooshia and he says that conditions there far worser are—”


  “Non! Non!” the Frenchman shouted, red in the face with anger and protest “Ce n’est pas—”


  “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” the American said, tossing his cigarette away, with a gesture of impatience and disgust—“Why don’t you guys wake up? This ain’t Russia! You’re in America!”—And the heated and confused dialog would become more spirited than ever.


  Meanwhile, the crowd continued to watch curiously the labors of the firemen. The firemen had dragged in across the court from all directions a network of great white hose. Squadrons of helmeted men would dash into the smoky corridors from time to time, some would go upstairs, others would emerge from the lower regions of the basements and confer intimately with their chiefs and leaders.


  As for the crowd itself, save for the unmistakable presence of smoke in the halls and corridors, it was in ignorance concerning the cause and extent of the fire. There was, indeed, at first, save for this mist of acrid smoke in the hallways, little evidence of fire.


  But now the indications became much plainer. For some time now upon the very top floor of the south wing—just three floors indeed above Mrs. Jack’s apartment and in the vicinity of her husband’s bedroom, infrequent wisps of smoke had been curling through the open window of a room in which a light now somewhat somberly had been left burning.


  Now the amount of smoke began to increase in volume and in density and suddenly a great billowing puff of oily black smoke accompanied by a dancing fire of sparks burst through the open window. And, as it did, the whole crowd drew in its single and collected breath in a sharp intake of excitement in which a curious and disturbing eagerness—the strange wild joy that people feel when they see fire, even if fire means ruin or peril to them or their neighbors—was evident.


  Steadily the amount of smoke increased in density and volume. Nothing apparently was as yet affected except that single room on top, but the black and oily looking smoke was now billowing out in belching folds and the smoke itself in the room within was colored luridly by the sinister and unmistakable glow of fire.


  Mrs. Jack gazed upward with a rapt, a fascinated gaze. “How terrible!” she thought, “How terrible!—but God! How beautiful it is.”


  Mrs. Jack turned to Hook with one hand raised and lightly clenched against her breast, and whispered slowly: “Steve—isn’t it the strangest—I mean isn’t it the most—” She did not finish, but with her face deeply flushed, her eyes quietly, deeply concerned with the sense of wonder that she felt and that she was trying to convey, she just stood there with her hand loosely clenched and looked at him.


  He understood her perfectly—too, too well. His heart was sick with fear, with hunger and with fascinated wonder. For him it was too hard, too strong, too full of terror, of wonder, awe, and overwhelming beauty to be endured. He was sick with terror, fainting with it, he wanted to be borne away, to be sealed hermetically somewhere, in some dead and easeful air where free for ever more of violence and terror, of this consuming and heart-sickening fear that wracked his flesh, he could live in everlasting peace and security, could live a life in death, if such it was—but at least could live, live, live. And yet he could not leave it. He looked at it with sick but fascinated eyes like some man mad with thirst who drinks the waters of the sea and sickens with each drop he drinks, yet cannot leave the wetness and the coolness, the unsated hungers of his unslaked thirst. He looked at it and loved it with all the desperate ardour of his sick hate. The wonder of it, the strangeness of it, the beauty and the magic and the nearness of it, the richness of its overwhelming reality—a reality so near, so close, so overpowering in its impact that it had, as all moments of supreme reality have, the quality of a vision or a dream, the concentrated omnipresence of a ship-wreck when the sloping decks of a tremendous liner, or of a gigantic catastrophe when a fabulous city such as this—a reality that is all the more overwhelming and unbelievable because one knows that it is so, one knows he has always foreseen it, has always imagined it, and now that it is here in its sheer texture, in its complex substance, now that it is here not a hand’s breadth away, to be seen, felt, smelled, touched, visioned and experienced in a design that is if anything more overpowering than anything mind or imagination could contrive, becomes therefore more incredible. “It can’t be true,” thought Hook, “but here it is. It is not true—it’s just a dream—it’s unbelievable—but, here it is!”


  And there it was. He didn’t miss a thing. And yet he stood there, ridiculously, a derby hat upon his head, his pale, plump hands thrust into the pockets of his overcoat, the velvet collar turned up around his pale, plump neck, his butty figure turned as usual three-quarters away from the whole world, his heart simply sick with fear, and his haughty, pursey face, his heavy-lidded, wearily indifferent eyes, surveying the scene with a glance of mandarin contempt, as if to say: “Really, what is this curious assembly? Who are these extraordinary creatures that go milling about me? And why is everyone so frightfully eager, so terribly earnest about everything?”


  A group of firemen thrust past him coarsely, dripping the powerful brass-nozzled end of a great hose. The hose slid coarsely through the gravel like the heavy tough-scaled hide of a giant boa-constrictor, and as the firemen passed him, Hook heard their booted and unconscious feet strike gravel and he saw the crude strength, the simple driving purpose of their coarse strong faces. And his life shrank back within him as he looked at them with butty heavy-eyed indifference. But his heart was sick. Sick with fear, with wonder, with hunger and with love of the unconscious strength, the joy, the energy and the violence of life itself.


  A coarse voice, drunken, boisterous and too-near, cut the air about him. It jarred his ears, angered him, and made him timorously hope it would not come closer, invade him with its brutal and insensitive intrusion. Turning slightly toward Mrs. Jack, in answer to her whispered question, he murmured in a bored tone: “Um—yes. An interesting revelation of the native moeurs.”


  Amy Van Leer seemed really happy. It was not that her manner had changed. It was really as if, for the first time that evening, she had achieved, had found something that she was looking for. Really, it was now as if, for her, the party had just begun. Nothing had changed really very much in her manner or appearance. The quick impetuous speech—the broken interrupted semi-coherent phrases—the hoarse short laugh—the exuberant expletives—the lovely, golden, crisp-curled head, snub nose and freckled face were just the same. But it was as if all these explosive fragments had now been gathered into a kind of harmony. It was as if she had, so to speak, now been able to articulate herself. It was as if all the dissonance had been brought together to a congruent whole. It was as if all the splintered elements of her personality had now, under the strong and marvelous chemistry of the fire, been brought together into crystalline union. She was, in short, as she had been before except the torment was left out and wholeness was let in.


  Poor child! For it would have been now instantly apparent to anyone who knew her and with half an idle look that, as were so many of the “lost” people that we know, she was not lost at all—if only there can be a fire all the time. The girl could not accept getting up in the morning or going to bed at night, or doing accustomed things in their accustomed order. But she could and did accept the fire. It did not seem to her at all strange. It seemed to her to be wonderful, the most natural thing in the world, instantly to be accepted and understood when it occurred. She was delighted with everything that happened: the movements of the firemen with the hose, the action of the police, the conduct of the crowd—all fascinated her, all aroused at once her eager and excited interest, her perfect understanding. She threw herself into the whole thing not as a spectator but as a vital and inspired participant. It was apparent at once that she knew people everywhere—she could be seen moving about from group to group, her gold head bobbing through the crowd, her voice eager, hoarse, short, abrupt, elated, infusing everyone somehow, wherever she went, with the energy and exuberance of her own ebullient spirit.


  She returned to her own group: “I mean!—You know!—These firemen here!—” she gestured hurriedly. “When you think of what they have to know!—Of what they have to do!—I went to a big fire once!—” she shot out quickly in explanatory fashion “—a guy in the department was a friend of mine!—I mean.”—She laughed hoarsely, elatedly, gesturing toward a group of helmeted men who dashed into a smoke-filled corridor with a tube of chemicals—“When you think of what they have to—” At this point there was a splintering crash within: Amy laughed hoarsely, jubilantly and made a quick and sudden little gesture as if this answered all: “After all, I mean!” she cried.


  While this was going on, a young girl, fashionably attired in evening dress, and wearing a cloak had wandered casually up to the group and with that free democracy of speech which the collision of the fire seemed in some amazing way to have induced among all these people, now addressed herself, without a word of preliminary introduction, in the somewhat flat, nasal and almost toneless accents of the middle west, to Stephen Hook: “You don’t think it’s very bad, do you?” she said, looking up at the billowing puffs of oily smoke and flame that now really were belching formidably from one of the windows of the top floor. “I mean,” she went on, before anyone had a chance to answer, “I hope it’s not bad—”


  Hook, who was simply terrified at her raw and unexpected intrusion, had turned three-quarters away from her and was looking at her side-ways with eyes that were almost closed and with a face of such mandarin-like aloofness and haughty contempt that it seemed it would have abashed a monkey. But it didn’t phase the young girl a bit. Getting no answer from him, she turned in an explanatory fashion to Mrs. Jack: “I mean,” she said again, “It will be just too bad if anything was wrong up there, wouldn’t it?—”


  Mrs. Jack answered quickly, her face full of friendly and earnest reassurance, in a gentle, quiet and comforting voice: “No, dear,” she said. “I don’t think it’s bad at all.” At the same moment, instinctively, she looked up quickly with trouble in her eyes at the billowing mass of smoke and flame which now, to tell the truth, not only looked “bad” but distinctly threatening. Then lowering her perturbed gaze quickly, she turned to the girl again and said encouragingly: “I’m sure everything is going to be all right.”


  “Well,” said the girl, “I hope you’re right—Because,” she added, apparently as a kind of after-thought as she turned away. “That’s Mama’s room, and she’s up there, it will be just too bad, won’t it?—I mean, if it is too bad,” she remarked casually in a flat and nasal tone that betrayed no more emotion than if she were asking for a glass of ice-water.


  There was dead silence for a moment. Then Mrs. Jack turned to Hook with an earnest and even alarmed face as if she were not certain she had heard aright. Hook returned her glance with a sideways look of bored indifference. “But did you hear—” Mrs. Jack began in a bewildered and protesting tone.


  “But I mean!” cried Amy at this moment, with a short, hoarse, even exultant laugh. “There you are! What I mean to say is—the whole thing’s there!” she cried exultantly.


  Mrs. Jack continued to look at Hook for a moment with her alarmed, questioning and deeply concerned face.


  “Hah?” she cried eagerly and demanding, and getting no answer, suddenly her shoulders began to shake hysterically: “God!” she screamed faintly, “Isn’t it the most—in all your life, did you ever hear—?”


  “Um,” he murmured noncommittally, as he turned completely away from her. For a moment she was shaken with wild laughter, and Hook, so sick, so frightened, so full of terror and of fear as he was, was yet pierced instantly with strong, incredible humor. His lips twitched slightly, just for the fraction of a second his plump shoulders quivered.


  [¬]


  THE FIRE

  THE TUNNELED ROCK


  The lights around the cloistered sides of the building now flashed off, plunging the court in darkness save for such light as was provided by the billowing bursts of fiery smoke on the top floor. There was a restless stir in the crowd. In a few moments two or three young men, attired in evening dress, began to move back and forth among the dark mass of people, rather arrogantly flashing electric flashlights into the faces of various people they passed as if they now suspected everyone of being a jewel thief and of being determined, in this hour of crisis, to protect the vested accumulations of property and wealth.


  The police now also began to move upon the crowd and good-naturedly but firmly, with outstretched arms, started to herd them back, out of the court, through the arches and out across the street. The streets surrounding the great building were laced and criss-crossed everywhere with a bewildering skein of hose, and the powerful throbbing of the fire machines could everywhere be heard. The residents of the great building were forced back across the street to take their place among the humbler following of the general public.


  A number of the ladies finding themselves too thinly clad in the cool night air sought refuge in neighboring hotels or in the apartments of friends who lived in the neighborhood. Some people tired of waiting went to hotels to spend the night. Others hung on curiously, eager to see what the outcome might be: Mr. Jack, Ernie, Alma, Amy, and two or three smart-looking young people of their acquaintance repaired to the Ritz, which was nearby. Mrs. Jack, her maids and servants, Miss Mandell and Logan, and a few of the other guests who still remained, looked on curiously for a while, but presently went into a small drug store near at hand, seated themselves at the counter, ordered coffee or sandwiches and engaged in eager chatter with many other people of their acquaintance who now filled the store.


  The conversation of these people was friendly, casual, and pleasant: some were even gay. But in their talk it would have been possible to detect a note of perturbation, something troubled, puzzled, and uncertain, as if something was now happening which they could no longer fathom or control. And in this feeling they were right. They were the lords and masters of the earth, the proprietors of vast establishments, those vested with the high authorities and accustomed to command. And now they felt curiously helpless, no longer able to command anything, no longer even able to find out what was happening.


  They had been firmly but unceremoniously herded out of their regal appointments, and now there was nothing for them to do except to wait, herded together in a drug store, or standing on the corner, huddled together in their wraps like shipwrecked voyagers, looking at one another with helpless eyes. They felt somehow that they had been caught up by some mysterious and relentless force, that they were being borne on helplessly by the momentum of some tremendous machine, that they were caught up and enmeshed in the ramifications of some tremendous web, some design so vast and complicated that they had not the faintest notion where it had its roots or what its pattern was, and that there was nothing for them to do except to be caught up and borne onwards, as unwitting of the power that ruled them as blind flies fastened to the revolutions of a wheel.


  And in this feeling they were right.


  —


  For, in ways remote and far from the blind and troubled kennings of this helpless group, the giant web was at its mighty spinning: deep in the bowelled earth, the threads were being spun.


  —


  Not far from them, indeed, in one of the smoking corridors of that enormous hive, two men in helmets and in boots had met and now were talking quietly together.


  “Did you find it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where is it?”


  “It’s in the basement, chief. It’s not on the roof at all: the draft is taking it up a vent—but it’s down here”—he pointed thumb-wise down below.


  “Well, then, go get it: you know what to do.”


  “It looks bad, Chief. It’s going to be hard to get.”


  “What’s the trouble?”


  “If we flood the basement we will flood the tracks, too. You know what that means.”


  The other man looked at him: for a moment their troubled glances met and held each other steadily.


  Then the older man jerked his head, spoke shortly, started down the stairs:


  “Come on,” he said. “We’re going down.”


  —


  Far from the troubled kennings of these helpless folk also, deep in the tunnel’s depth there in the bowelled earth, there was a room where lights were burning, and where it was always night.


  There, now, a phone rang, and a man with a green eyeshade seated at the desk was there to answer it:


  “Hello—oh, hello, Mike”—he listened carefully for a moment, suddenly jerked forward taut with interest, and pulled the cigarette out of his mouth: “The hell you say!—Where? On number thirty two!—They’re going to flood it!—Oh, the hell!—”


  —


  Far from the kennings of these helpless folk, in these enormous congeries of dark, deep in the marvelous honeycombs of that bowelled rock, things began to happen with the speed of light, the beautiful complication of a vast design: lights changed and flashed, the marvelous lights, green, red, and yellow, silent, lovely, poignant as remembered grief, burned there upon the checkerboard of the eternal dark: all happened smoothly, there was no delay.


  —


  Six blocks away just where the mighty network of that amazing underworld begins its mighty flare, lights shifted, changed, and flared immortally: the Overland halted swiftly, but so smoothly that the passengers, already standing to debark, felt only a slight jar, were unaware that anything had happened.


  Ahead, however, in the cab of the powerful electric locomotive which had pulled the great train the last miles of its continental span along the Hudson River, the engineer peered out and read the signs: He saw these shifting patterns of hard light against the dark, and swore:


  “Now what the hell.” Turning, he spoke quietly across the darkness to another man:


  “We’re going in on Twenty-One—I wonder what the hell has happened.”


  Smoothly, swiftly, the train slid forward again, the enormous network of cold rail flared out around it. And there, unknowing of these other lives, there in the tunnel’s depths, five hundred men and women who had been hauled across the continent in one of the crack trains of the nation were sliding smoothly in now to their destination, each to his own end, his own goal, and his own desire in this immortal and unceasing web—which to a better end, a better goal, what man can say?


  —


  On the seventh landing of the service stairs, the foremen were working ruthlessly with axes. The place was dense with smoke: the sweaty men were wearing masks, and the only light they had to work by was that provided by a torchlight and a flare.


  They had battered open the doorway of the elevator shaft, and one of them had lowered himself down on to the roof of the imprisoned elevator half a floor below, and was cutting in the roof with his sharp axe.


  “Have you got it, Ed?”


  “—O.K.—I’m almost through—Here it is.”


  The axe smashed through; there was a splintering crash, and then:


  “O.K.—Wait a minute—Hand me down that flashlight, Tom—”


  “See anything?”


  And in a moment, quietly: “Yeah—I’m going in—Jim, you better come down too: I’ll need you—”


  There was a silence for a moment, then the man’s quiet voice again:


  “O.K.—I’ve got it—Here, Jim, reach down and get underneath the arms—Got it?—O.K. Tom, you’d better reach down and help, Jim—Good.”


  In such a way they lifted it from its imprisoned trap, looked at it for a moment by the flare of their flashlight, and laid it down, not ungently—something old and tired and dead and very pitiful—upon the floor.


  —


  At this moment Mrs. Jack went to the window of the drug store and peered out at the great building across the street.


  “I wonder if anything’s happening over there,” she said, and turning to her friends with a puzzled and earnest look on her rosy little face, she said: “Do you suppose it’s over? Have they got it out?”


  —


  The cold immensity of those towering walls told nothing. But there were other signs that it was really “out.” The lines of hose that had threaded the street in a thick skein were noticeably fewer, one could see firemen pulling in the hose, and putting it back again into the wagon, and now and then there was the heavy beating roar of a great engine as a fire-truck thundered away. Firemen were coming from the building putting their tools and apparatus back into their trucks: At the corner a great engine throbbed quietly with a suggestion of departure, and although the police still held the line, and would not yet permit the tenants to return to their apartments, there was every indication now that the fire was over.


  Meanwhile, the newspapermen, who had arrived upon the scene, were beginning to come into the drug store to phone their stories to the papers. They were a motley crew, a little shabby and threadbare, with battered hats in which their press cards had been stuck, and occasionally with the red noses of the speakeasy period.


  It is hard to say why or how one knew that all these men were members of the press. Yet anyone would have known it at once. The signs were indefinable but unmistakable. There was something jaded in the eye, something a little battered, worn, tarnished about the whole man, something that got into his face, his tone, the way he walked, the way he smoked a cigarette, even into the hang of his trousers, and especially into his battered hat that told one that these were gentlemen of the press.


  It was something wearily receptive, wearily cynical, something that said wearily: “I know, I know. But what’s the story? What’s the racket?”


  And yet it was something that one liked, too, something corrupted but still good, something that had once blazed with hope and fired with aspiration, something that said, “Sure. I used to think I had it in me too, and I’d have given my life to do something good. Now I’m just a whore. I’d sell my best friend out to get a story. I’d steal the glass eye out of an orphan’s head to get a story. I’d betray your trust, your faith, your friendliness, twist everything you say around until all the sincerity, sense and honesty of what you say is made to sound like the meanderings of a buffoon or a clown—if I thought that it would make a better story. I don’t give a damn for truth, for accuracy, for facts, for telling anything about you people here, your lives, your speech, the way you look, the way you really are, the special quality, tone and weather of this moment—of this fire—except insofar as it will help to make a story. I don’t care for what is true, for what is right, for what is really important if I can get a special ‘angle’ on my story. There has been grief and love and ecstasy and pain and life and death tonight: a whole universe of living has been here enacted—but all of it doesn’t matter a damn to me if I can only pick up something that will make the customers sit up tomorrow and rub their eyes—tell them that in the excitement last night Miss Lena Ginster’s pet boa constrictor escaped from its cage and that the police and fire departments are still looking for it while Members of Fashionable Apartment House Dwell In Terror—So there I am, folks, with yellow fingers, weary eyeballs, a ginny breath, and what is left of last night’s hangover, and I wish to God I could get to that telephone to send this story in, and the boss would tell me to go home, I’d like to go around to Eddy’s place for sixteen or twenty highballs before I call it another day—but don’t be too hard on me. Sure, I’d sell you out, of course. No man’s name or any woman’s reputation is safe with me—if I can make a story out of it—but at the bottom, I’m not such a bad guy, after all. I have violated the standards of decency again and again, but in my heart I’ve always wanted to be decent. I don’t tell the truth, or I’ve twisted the truth around a thousand times until it has a different meaning, but there’s a kind of bitter honesty in me for all of that. I’m able to look myself in the face at times, and tell the truth about myself and see just what I am. And I hate sham and hypocrisy and pretense and fraud and crookedness and if I could only be sure that tomorrow was really going to be the last day in the world—oh, Christ! What a paper we’d get out tomorrow! And, in addition, I have wit, a sense of humor, a love of gaiety, of the whole flashing interweft, the thrilling and unceasing pageantry of life, of food, of drink, of good talk, and of good companionship—So don’t be too severe on me. I’m really not as bad as some of the things I have to do!”


  Such, indefinably and yet plainly, were the markings of these men—the legend written on their persons that spoke so clearly that it did not need to speak. It was as if the world’s coarse thumb which had so soiled them with its grimy touch, had also left upon them some of its warm earthiness, the redeeming virtues of its rich experience, its humor, wit, and understanding, the homely fellowship of all its pungent speech. Seen so, their presence here was an engaging one: people looked at them, and smiled, and felt a strange familiarity as if they had known all of them for years, and so knowing them, and what they were, were not afraid of them.


  Two or three of them now approached the soda counter where Mrs. Jack and various other people were seated and began to interview some of the people there. The questions of these men seemed ludicrously inappropriate. They approached some of the younger, more attractive girls, found out if they lived in the building and immediately asked them—with a kind of naive eagerness, for, strangely, naiveté was also a characteristic of this cynical breed—if they were “in the Social Register.” If any of the girls admitted that she was in the Social Register, the Press would immediately demand her name and address, details of her parentage, and so on.


  Many of the younger girls, excited at the prospect of having their names and pictures in the tabloid press, readily admitted, when asked, that they were in the Social Register, even though it was almost ludicrously apparent, from their beak-nosed physiognomies, that they could not have been. Meanwhile, one of the representatives of the Press, a rather battered looking gentleman with a bulbous red nose and infrequent teeth, had called the City Desk on the telephone, and was now engaged in reporting his findings to the man at the other end:


  “—Sure, that’s what I’m tellin’ yuh—The police have arrived,” he went on in a rather important tone of voice that showed he was probably as much fascinated by his own journalese as any reader could be—“the police have arrived and thrown a cordon round the building—”


  There was a moment’s pause at the conclusion of this item, but in a moment more the red nosed man rasped out irritably. “No—No—No!—Not a squadron! A cordon!—What’s’at? Cordon—I say!—C-o-r-d-o-n—cordon—For pete’s sake!” he went on presently, in a somewhat aggrieved tone of voice, “How long have you been workin’ on a newspaper, anyway?—Didn’t you ever hear of a cordon before?—Now, get this: Lissen—” he went on in a careful voice, glancing at some scrawled notes upon a piece of paper in his hand, “—Among the residents are included the names of many Social Registerites and others prominent among the younger set—What?—How’s that?” he said abruptly, rather puzzled—“Oh!—” He looked around briefly to see if he was being overheard, then lowered his voice and he spoke again: “Oh, sure!—Two!—Nah, there was only two—that other story was all wrong—Yeh—both of them were elevator men—” He lowered his voice a little more, then looking at the notes upon his piece of dirty paper, he read carefully, in lowered voice: “John Enborg—age 64—married—three children—Lives in Jamaica, Queens—You got that?” he said quietly in a moment, then proceeded, “—and Herbert Anderson—aged 25, unmarried, lives with his mother, 841 Southern Boulevard, the Bronx—Have yuh got it?—Sure. Oh, sure!” Quietly after a moment’s pause, he looked around briefly again, then lowered his voice before he spoke again, “—No, they couldn’t get them out—They were on the elevators and they were goin’ up to get the tenants when the current was shut off—Sure: That’s the idea—They got caught between the floors—They just got Enborg out,” his voice sank lower, “They had to use axes to get in through the top—Sure—Sure.” He nodded quietly into the mouthpiece, “That’s it—smoke: Too late when they got to him—no, that’s all—just those two—no, they don’t know about it yet—the management wants to keep it quiet if they can—no, none of the tenants know it—what’s that? Heh? Speak louder, can’t yuh—you’re mumblin’ at me!—” He spoke sharply, irritably, then listened attentively for a moment—“Oh!—Yes, it’s almost over—Sure, it was tough—They had trouble gettin’ at it—It started in the basement, then it went up a flue and out at top—Sure, I know,” he nodded—“That’s what made it so tough!—The tracks are right below it—they were afraid to flood the basement, if they did, they’d flood two tunnels and four sets of tracks—They were afraid to risk it—Sure, they tried to get at it with chemicals—It’s going down now, but it’s been tough—Okay, Mac—Shall I hang around?—Okay,” he said at length, and hung up.


  —


  Mr. Jack and Ernie came back presently and rejoined the people in the drug store. They had met some old friends at the Ritz and had left Alma and two or three of her companions with them. The two men looked cheerful and were in good spirits: Their manner showed mildly and pleasantly that they had partaken of some refreshment on the way. Ernie greeted his mother with his customary bland and heavy “Oh Hello.” He was carrying a woman’s coat upon his arm and he now slipped it around her shoulders, saying: “Mrs. Feldman sent this to you, Mother. She said you could send it back tomorrow.”


  “But how sweet of her!” cried Mrs. Jack, her little face beginning to glow and sparkle again with friendly warmth as she felt how good and kind and thoughtful everyone was in a time of hardship and of stress. “Aren’t people just the most—” she began very earnestly, but failed to finish, feeling a little inadequate—feeling hospitably, anyway, that people were “the most”—well, “the most something,” anyway.


  They went out on to the street again. People were beginning to straggle out of the store, watching and waiting on the corner. They were still held back by the police, but there were already unmistakable signs that the fire was under control, was, in fact, almost extinguished. The firemen had hauled in the great lines of hose and packed them away in the trucks. Most of the big fire machines had already gone and two or three more were now throbbing powerfully and in a moment more roared away with a sense of finality in their departure. In a very short time the street was clear. The remaining firemen were coming out of all sides of the building, packing up their equipment, and one by one the great trucks were thundering away. Presently the police on duty got the signal to allow the tenants to go back into the house again.


  [¬]


  AFTER THE FIRE

  THESE TWO TOGETHER


  The fire was over. The people began to stream back across the street and through the arch-like entrances into the court, collecting servants, maids, cooks, chauffeurs, the scattered personnel of their establishments, as they did so. An air of authority and order had already been re-established. One could hear masters and mistresses giving orders to their servants, the cloister-like arcades were again filled with streams of shuffling people going back into their entrances.


  But now the people were more orderly and assured. The confusion, bewilderment and excitement that had marked their first pell mell outpouring from the building had now disappeared. Indeed, the informality and friendliness of their first appearance seemed now to have vanished. A kind of ordered formality, a sense of cold restraint even, had come upon them. It was almost as if they were now a little ashamed of the emotions of excitement and danger which had betrayed them into injudicious cordialities, unwonted neighborliness. Each little group, master and mistress, servants and members of the family, had now collected somewhat frigidly into their own separate entity and were filing back to their cells in the enormous hive.


  Mrs. Jack collected her own maids and Cook around her and gave them some instructions. Then, accompanied by her husband, Ernie, Miss Mandell, and the young man, she went in at her entrance. There was still a faint smell of smoke, slightly stale and acrid, but the power had been restored, the elevator was running again. She noticed with casual surprise that the doorman, Henry, took them up, and she asked him if Herbert had gone. He paused just perceptibly, and then said quietly: “Yes, Mrs. Jack.”


  “You all must be simply worn out!” she said quickly, warmly, with her instant sympathy. “Hasn’t it been a thrilling evening?” she went on quickly, eagerly: “In all your life did you even know of such excitement, such confusion as we had tonight?”


  Again, the man said: “Yes, Ma’am” in a tone so curiously unyielding, formal, that she felt stopped and baffled by it, as she had many times before. “What a strange man he is!” she thought. “And what a difference between people! How different he is from Herbert. Herbert is so warm, so jolly, so—so—human. You can talk to him. And this one—he’s—he’s so stiff, so formal: you can never get inside of him. And if you try to speak to him he snubs you—puts you in your place as if he doesn’t want to have to talk to you. How unfriendly!”


  And for a moment she felt almost angry, wounded and rebuffed: She was herself a friendly person, and she liked people around her, even servants, to be friendly, too. But already her active and constantly inquiring mind was working loosely on the curious enigma of the doorman’s personality: “I wonder what is wrong with him,” she thought. “He seems always so unhappy, so disgruntled, nursing some secret grievance all the time. I wonder what has done it to him—how he got this way—Oh, well, poor thing, I suppose the life he leads is enough to turn anyone sour:—opening doors and calling cabs and helping people in and out of cars and answering questions all day long—But then Herbert has to do these things also, and he’s always so sweet and so obliging about everything!—”


  And, giving partial utterance to her thoughts, she said: “I suppose Herbert will be back upon the job tomorrow?”


  He made no answer whatever. He simply seemed not to have heard her. He had halted the elevator and opened the door at her own landing, and after a moment he said quietly: “This is your floor, Mrs. Jack.”


  She was so annoyed for a moment after he had gone, that she halted in the little vestibule, turned to her family and guests with flaming cheeks, and said angrily:


  “Honestly, that fellow makes me tired! He’s such a grouch. And he’s getting worse every day. It’s got so now he won’t even answer when you speak to him.”


  “Well, Mother, maybe he’s tired out tonight with all the excitement of the fire,” suggested Ernie, more pacifically.


  “Maybe it’s all our fault?” said Mrs. Jack ironically, then with a sudden flare of her quick and jolly humor, she shrugged comically and said: “Vell, ve should have a fire sale!”—which restored her to good humor, and a full-throated appreciation of her own wit.


  They opened the door then and went in. Everything was curiously unchanged—curiously, because it seemed to Mrs. Jack so much had happened since their excited departure. The place smelled close and stale and there was still an acrid scent of smoke. But by this time the maids were streaming in from the service entrance at the back and Mrs. Jack directed them to throw up the windows.


  The big living room also now had a curiously stale, disordered look: the chaos of Mr. Logan’s performance had never been cleared away, and now it rather startled her. So much had happened, it seemed, since Mr. Logan and his celebrated circus of wire dolls. Mrs. Jack stopped short and bit her lip, then turned away with a sharp feeling of vexation and distaste.


  She called out sharply to the girls and ordered them to clean up the mess; then feeling rather angry with herself and Mr. Logan and with the general state of the living room—she could not quite say why—she turned and walked rapidly away toward her own room.


  There things were better. Her pleasant room had not changed a bit. It still had its customary appearance of chaste austerity. The windows, according to her instructions, had been thrown up and the stale smoke-acrid air, with its unpleasant reminders of an extinguished fire, was becoming cool and sweet again. She took off her coat and hung it up in the closet, and carefully brushed and adjusted her somewhat disordered hair. When she walked out into the hall again everything was looking better. The air was clearing out: it seemed fresher and more clean. The girls had tidied up the living room and were now, in the full process of interrupted routine, busy cleaning up the dining room. Lily Mandell who had gone into the guest room for her wraps, now came out wearing her splendid cape and said goodbye.


  “Darling, it has been too marvelous,” she said throatily, with weary arrogance. “Fire, smoke, Piggy Logan, everything—I’ve simply adored it!” she said while Mrs. Jack shook with laughter. “Your parties are too wonderful!” she said. “You never know what’s going to happen next.” Turning to the young man, she extended a limp hand, and murmured: “So nice to have seen you again—I’m staying at the Chatham. Couldn’t you come in sometime for a drink: I should so like to talk to you.”


  Then she turned and said good-bye to Mr. Jack and Ernie, who were still attentively awake but obviously ready for their beds.


  There was an air of finality about everything. The party was over, the fire was over, the remaining guests were ready to depart, and the men were waiting to go to bed. Miss Mandell kissed Mrs. Jack goodbye affectionately and in a moment more was taken down in the elevator.


  Ernie kissed his mother goodnight and went off to bed. In a moment Mr. Jack, also kissing his wife formally and lightly upon her rosy cheek, said goodnight casually to her lover, and departed. Lovers could come, and lovers could go, but Mr. Jack was going to get his sleep. The young man was also going now, but she, taking him by the hand, said quickly, coaxingly, “Don’t go yet. Stay a few minutes, dear, and talk to me.”


  For a moment she looked around her with an air of thoughtful appraisal. Everything was just the same. The place looked just the same as it had looked when she had first examined it that evening before the people came, before Mr. Logan and his horrible performance, before the fire, all the excitement, all the confusion. Now, it was just the same. If anyone came in here now he would never dream that anything had happened.


  And wasn’t everything so strange? Wasn’t everything so strange—and yet so—so—kind of simple? And wasn’t that what made everything in life so thrilling?


  Well!—This thought was uppermost in her mind when she turned to him again:


  “Wasn’t it all so strange?—And wonderful?" she said. “Don’t you think it was a wonderful party? And that everybody had a good time?—And the fire! Wasn’t the fire the strangest thing!—I mean, the way it happened”—again her tone had grown a little vague and puzzled as if there was something she could not quite express—“I don’t know, but the way we were all sitting here, after Mr. Logan’s performance—Then all of a sudden the fire alarms, and then the big trucks going past in the street—I don’t know,” again her tone was vague and puzzled. “There was something so—sort of strange—about it—The fire was right here in our building—And for a long time we didn’t know about it—We thought the trucks were going somewhere else—I mean it’s all so strange—It shows!” Her low brow furrowed with a look of difficulty and again her tone was vague and puzzled as if she were trying to find words to express the emotion she had defined as “strange”—“I don’t know—but it sort of frightens you, doesn’t it?—No, not the fire!” she spoke quickly—“That didn’t amount to anything. No one got hurt—it was terribly exciting, really—I think everyone was thrilled!—What I mean,” again her brow was furrowed with a look of vagueness and of puzzled difficulty as she sought for words—“When you think of how sort of big—things have got—I mean the way people live nowadays—these big buildings where they live—And how a fire can break out in the same building where you live and you won’t even know about it—I mean, there’s something sort of terrible about it, isn’t there?—And God!” she burst out suddenly with a kind of sudden exclamatory eagerness that was so warmly, naturally a part of her—“In all your life, did you ever see the likes of them? I mean the people in this house!—The kind of people who live here—The way they all looked—The way they looked, pouring out into the court—Have you ever dreamed—” Her excitement and eagerness as she spoke these words were almost comical, she actually gesticulated with her hand in order to give her meaning emphasis—“Well, it was the most astonishing—the queerest—I mean, in all your days you’d never dream that there were people like this—I mean,” she said confusedly—“it’s—it’s—”


  She paused, holding his hand, and looking at him tenderly, then, with a rapt look on her face, like an enchanted child, she whispered:


  “—Just you and I—That’s all that matters—They’re all gone now—the whole world’s gone—There’s no one left but you and I—Do you know,” she said in a quiet tone, “that I think about you all the time? All that I do is think about you all the time. When I wake up in the morning the first thought that comes into my head is you—and I. And from that moment on I carry you around inside me all day long. I carry you around inside me—here,” she laid her hand upon her breast and looked at him like a good child who believes religiously its own fable, “I carry you inside me all the time,” she went on in a kind of rapt whisper. “I have an angel that I carry around inside me here,”—again she laid her hand upon her breast—“and the angel that I carry around in me is—you. You fill my life, my heart, my spirit, body, and my being,” the woman cried. “Oh, do you ever think that there was ever since the world began another love like this—two other people who ever loved each other as you and I? If I could play I’d make of it great music! If I could sing I’d make of it a great song! If I could write I’d make of it a great story—but when I try to play or write or try to sing, I can think of nothing else but you and I—Did you know that once I tried to write a story?” Smiling, she inclined her rosy little face towards his, and put her hand up to her ear and said: “Did I ever tell you the time I tried to write a story? And I was sure that it would make a wonderful story. It seemed to fill me up. I was ready to burst with it. But when I tried to write it all that I could say was ‘Long, long into the night I lay, thinking of how I should tell my story.’”—She laughed suddenly, richly—“And that’s as far as I could get. But wasn’t that a grand beginning for a story? And now at night when I try to go to sleep, that old line of the story that I could not write, comes back to me and haunts me, and keeps ringing in my ears: ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking about you all the time.’ For that’s the story.” She came closer to him, and lifted her rose face to him—“Ah, dearest, that’s the story. I keep thinking of you all the time. And that’s the story. In the whole world there’s nothing more.”


  [¬]


  LOVE IS ENOUGH?


  He made no answer. For suddenly he knew that, for him, at any rate, it was not the story. He felt desolate and tired, weary of all the consuming fury, fire, and passion, the tormenting jealousy and doubt, the self-loathing, the degrading egotisms of possession—of desire, of passion, and romantic love—of youth.


  And suddenly it seemed to him that it was not enough. It seemed to him that there had to be a larger world, a higher devotion than all the devotions of this fond imprisonment could ever find. Well, then,—a swift thrust of rending pity pierced him as he looked at the rose sweetness of that childlike and enraptured face—it must be so: he to his world, and she to hers, and each to each—which to the better one, no one could say—but this, at last, he knew, was not enough. There were new lands; dark windings, strange and subtle webs there in the deep delved earth, a tide was running in the hearts of men—and he must go.


  The memory of all those years of love, of beauty, of devotion, of pain, of conflict, hate and fear and joy—the whole universe of love, all that the tenement of flesh, or one small room could hold—together with this marvelous tenacity, the determination of the flower face, the resolution of this one small person, the refusal to give up in spite of fate, of rebuff, or repulsion, so often wounded sorrowfully, so often spurned, reviled, and treated cruelly, so often flung away only to return again to try the harness of its love upon the wild horse of spirit—together with all its faith, its tenderness, its noble loyalty—all this returned to rend him in this instant, but he knew that he must go.


  They said little more that night. In a few minutes he got up, and with a sick and tired heart he went away.


  —


  Outside, at a side entrance, on the now quiet, deserted street, one of the dark green wagons of the police had slid up very quietly and was waiting now with a softly throbbing motor. No one was watching it. In a few moments a door which gave on to a flight of concrete stairs and led down into one of the basement entrances of the enormous building was opened.


  A minute or two later two men emerged bearing a stretcher which had something on it that was very still, completely covered. They slid this carefully away into the back of the green wagon. In another moment two other men, bearing a stretcher with a similar burden, emerged and this also was quietly and carefully disposed in the same way. Then the door of the wagon was securely closed.


  The driver and another man walked around and got into the front seat and after conferring quietly a moment with the sergeant of police, they drove off quietly turning the corner below with a subdued clangor of bells. The three policemen conferred together for a moment longer in lowered voices and two of them wrote down notes in their little books. Then the three men said goodnight all around, the two policemen saluted the sergeant and they all departed, each walking away upon the further prosecution of his appointed task.


  Meanwhile, at the big front entrance, another policeman was conferring with the doorman, Henry. The doorman answered the questions of the officer in a toneless, monosyllabic and almost sullen voice, and the policeman wrote down his answers in another little book.


  “You say he was unmarried?”


  “Yes,” said Henry.


  “How old?”


  “I think he was 28,” Henry said.


  “And where did he live?” said the policeman.


  “In the Bronx,” said Henry.


  His tone was so low and sullen that it was hardly more than a mutter and the policeman lifted his head from the book in which he had been writing, and rasped out harshly: “Where?”


  “The Bronx!” said Henry almost furiously.


  The man finished writing in his book, put it away into his pocket, and then before he departed, looked up at the facade of the big building with a look of casual, almost weary speculation.


  “Well,” he said, “I wouldn’t like to try it. It’s a long way up there, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” the man named Henry answered with the same ungracious sullenness and turned impatiently away—“If that’s all you want?” he began.


  “That’s all,” the policeman said with a kind of brutal and ironic geniality, “that’s all, brother.” And with a hard, ironic look of mirth in his cold eyes he oscillated his nightstick behind him and looked at the retreating figure of the doorman as he disappeared.


  —


  At this moment, Mr. Jack, wearing his silken dressing gown, and ready for his bed and sleep, had just gone to the window of his room, lowered the sash still farther, and drawn in a good full breath of cool night air. He found it good. The last disruptive taint of smoke had been washed clean and sweet away by the cool breath of April. And in the white light of the virgin moon the spires and ramparts of Manhattan were glittering with cold magic in splintered helves of stone and glass. Peace fell upon his tranquil spirit. Strong comfort and assurance bathed his soul. It was so solid, splendid, everlasting and so good. And it was all as if it had always been—all so magically itself as it must be save for its magical increasements, forever.


  A tremor, faint and instant shook his feet. He paused, startled, waited, listened. Was the old trouble there again to shake the deep perfection of his soul? What was it he had felt that morning? What rumor had he heard this night? ... Faint tremors, small but instant, and a talk of tunnels—what was it? What?—This talk of tremors in the tunnels there below?—Ah, there it was a second time! What was it?—


  TRAINS AGAIN!


  —Passed, faded, trembled delicately away into securities of eternal stone, and left behind it the blue helve of a night, and April, in the blazing vertices of all that sculptured and immortal peace.


  The smile came back into his eyes. The brief and troubling frown had lifted from his soul. And his look as he prepared to sleep was almost dulcet and cherubic—the look of a good child who ends the great adventure of another day and who knows that sleep and morning have come back again—


  —


  “Long, long into the night I lay” she thought—“and thought of you—”


  Ah, sleep.


  [¬]


  STORIES


  [The texts follow The Complete Short Stories, Charles Scribner’s Sons 1987, except “A Portrait of Bascom Hawke,” “The Web of Earth,” “I Have a Thing to Tell You,” “The Party at Jack’s” (magazine publications) and “The Four Lost Men” (The Four Lost Men. The Previously Unpublished Long Version, Arlyn and Matthew J. Bruccoli, eds., The University of South Carolina Press 2008).]


  AN ANGEL ON THE PORCH


  [Scribner’s Magazine, August 1929]


  Late on an afternoon in young summer Queen Elizabeth came quickly up into the square past Gant’s marble-shop. Surrounded by the stones, the slabs, the cold carved lambs of death, the stonecutter leaned on the rail and talked with Jannadeau, the faithful burly Swiss who, fenced in a little rented place among Gant’s marbles, was probing with delicate monocled intentness into the entrails of a watch.


  “There goes the Queen,” said Gant, stopping for a moment their debate. “A smart woman. A pippin as sure as you’re born,” he added with relish.


  He bowed gallantly with a sweeping flourish of his great-boned frame of six feet five. “Good evening, madame.”


  She replied with a bright smile which might have had in it the flicker of an old memory, including Jannadeau with a cheerful impersonal nod. For just a moment she paused, turning her candid stare upon smooth granite slabs of death, carved lambs and cherubim within the shop, and finally on an angel poised on cold phthisic feet, with a smile of soft stone idiocy, stationed beside the door upon Gant’s little porch. Then, with her brisk firm tread, she passed the shop, untroubled by the jeweler’s heavy stare of wounded virtue, as he glowered up from his dirty littered desk, following her vanishing form with a guttural mutter of distaste.


  They resumed their debate:


  “And mark my words,” proceeded Gant, wetting his big thumb, as if he had never been interrupted, and continuing his attack upon the Democratic party, and all the bad weather, fire, famine, and pestilence that attended its administration, “if they get in again we’ll have soup-kitchens, the banks will go to the wall, and your guts will grease your backbone before another winter’s over.”


  The Swiss thrust out a dirty hand toward the library he consulted in all disputed areas—a greasy edition of The World Almanac, three years old—saying triumphantly, after a moment of dirty thumbing, in a strange wrenched accent: “Ah—just as I thought: the muni-cip-al taxation of Milwaukee under De-moc-ratic administration in 1905 was two dollars and twenty-five cents the hundred, the lowest it had been in years. I cannot ima-gine why the total revenue is not given.”


  Judiciously reasonable, statistically argumentative, the Swiss argued with animation against his Titan, picking his nose with blunt black fingers, his broad yellow face breaking into flaccid creases, as he laughed gutturally at Gant’s unreason, and at the rolling periods of his rhetoric.


  Thus they talked in the shadow of the big angel that stood just beyond the door upon Gant’s porch, leering down upon their debate with a smile of idiot benevolence. Thus they talked, while Elizabeth passed by, in the cool damp of Gant’s fantastical brick shack, surrounded by the stones, the slabs, the cold carved lambs of death. And as they talked, the gray and furtive eyes of the stonecutter, which darkened so seldom now with the shade of the old hunger—for stone and the cold wrought face of an angel—looked out into the square at all the pullulation of the town, touched, as that woman passed his door with gallant tread, by a memory he thought had died forever. The lost words. The forgotten faces. Where? When?


  He was getting on to sixty-five, his long, erect body had settled, he stooped a little. He spoke of old age often, and he wept in his tirades now because of his great right hand, stiffened by rheumatism, which once had carved so cunningly the dove, the lamb, the cold joined hands of death (but never the soft stone face of an angel). Soaked in pity, he referred to himself as “the poor old cripple who has to provide for the whole family.”


  That proud and sensual flesh was on its way to dust.


  The indolence of age and disintegration was creeping over him. He rose now a full hour later, he came to his shop punctually, but he spent long hours of the day extended on the worn leather couch of his office, or in gossip with Jannadeau, bawdy old Liddell, Cardiac, his doctor, and Fagg Sluder, who had salted away his fortune in two big buildings on the square, and was at the present moment tilted comfortably in a chair before the fire department, gossiping eagerly with members of the ball club, whose chief support he was. It was after five o’clock; the game was over.


  Negro laborers, grisly with a white coating of cement, sloped down past the shop on their way home. The draymen dispersed slowly, a slouchy policeman loafed along the steps of the city hall picking his teeth, and on the market side, from high grilled windows, there came the occasional howls of a drunken Negress. Life buzzed slowly like a fly.


  The sun had reddened slightly; there was a cool flowing breath from the hills, a freshening relaxation over the tired earth, the hope, the ecstasy, of evening in the air. In slow pulses the thick plume of fountain rose, fell upon itself, and slapped the pool in lazy rhythms. A wagon rattled leanly over the big cobbles; beyond the firemen, the grocer Bradly wound up his awning with slow creaking revolutions.


  Across the square at its other edge the young virgins of the eastern part of town walked lightly home in chattering groups. They came to town at four o’clock in the afternoon, walked up and down the little avenue several times, entered a shop to purchase small justifications, and finally went into the chief drug-store, where the bucks of the town loafed and drawled in lazy, alert groups. It was their club, their brasserie, the forum of the sexes. With confident smiles the young men detached themselves from their group and strolled back to booth and table.


  “Hey theah! Wheahd you come from?”


  “Move ovah theah, lady. I want to tawk to you.”


  Gant looked and saw. His thin mouth was tickled by a faint sly smile. He wet his big thumb quickly.


  While his furtive eyes roved over the east end of the square, Gant talked with Jannadeau. Before the shop the comely matrons of the town came up from the market. From time to time they smiled, seeing him, and he bowed sweepingly. Such lovely manners!


  “The King of England,” he observed, “is only a figurehead. He doesn’t begin to have the power of the President of the United States.”


  “His power is severely limited,” said Jannadeau gutturally, “by custom but not by statute. In actuality he is still one of the most powerful monarchs in the world.” His black fingers probed carefully into the viscera of a watch.


  “The late King Edward, for all his faults,” said Gant, wetting his thumb, “was a smart man. This fellow they’ve got now is a nonentity and a nincompoop.” He grinned faintly, with pleasure, at the ghost of his old rhetoric, glancing furtively at the Swiss to see if the big words told.


  His uneasy eyes followed carefully the stylish carriage of Queen Elizabeth’s well-clad figure as she came down by the shop again. She smiled pleasantly, bound homeward for her latticed terrace. He bowed elaborately.


  “Good evening, madame,” he said.


  She disappeared. In a moment she came back decisively and mounted the broad steps. He watched her approach with quickened pulses. Twelve years.


  “How’s the madam?” he said gallantly as she crossed the porch. “Elizabeth, I was just telling Jannadeau you were the most stylish woman in town.”


  “Well, that’s mighty sweet of you, Mr. Gant,” she said in her cool, poised voice. “You’ve always got a good word for everyone.”


  She gave a bright pleasant nod to Jannadeau, who swung his huge scowling head ponderously around and muttered at her.


  “Why, Elizabeth,” said Gant, “you haven’t changed an inch in fifteen years. I don’t believe you’re a day older.”


  She was thirty-eight and cheerfully aware of it.


  “Oh, yes,” she said, laughing. “You’re only saying that to make me feel good. I’m no chicken any more.”


  She had pale, clear skin, pleasantly freckled, carrot-colored hair, and a thin mouth live with humor. Her figure was trim and strong—no longer young. She had a great deal of energy, distinction and elegance in her manner.


  “How are all the girls, Elizabeth?” he asked kindly.


  Her face grew sad. She began to pull her gloves off.


  “That’s what I came to see you about,” she said. “I lost one of them last week.”


  “Yes,” said Gant gravely, “I was sorry to hear of that.”


  “She was the best girl I had,” said Elizabeth. “I’d have done anything in the world for her. We did everything we could,” she added. “I’ve no regrets on that score. I had a doctor and two trained nurses by her all the time.”


  She opened her black leather handbag, thrust her gloves into it, and pulling out a small blue-bordered handkerchief, began to weep quietly.


  “Huh-huh-huh-huh-huh,” said Gant, shaking his head. “Too bad, too bad, too bad. Come back to my office,” he said. They went back to the dusty little room and sat down. Elizabeth dried her eyes.


  “What was her name,” he asked.


  “We called her Lily—her full name was Lilian Reed.”


  “Why, I knew that girl,” he exclaimed. “I spoke to her not over two weeks ago.” He convinced himself permanently that this was true.


  “Yes,” said Elizabeth, “she went like that—one hemorrhage after another. Nobody knew she was sick until last Wednesday. Friday she was gone.” She wept again.


  “T-t-t-t-t-t,” he clucked regretfully. “Too bad, too bad. She was pretty as a picture.”


  “I couldn’t have loved her more, Mr. Gant,” said Elizabeth, “if she had been my own daughter.”


  “How old was she?” he asked.


  “Twenty-two,” said Elizabeth, beginning to weep again.


  “What a pity! What a pity!” he agreed. “Did she have any people?”


  “No one who would do anything for her,” Elizabeth said. “Her mother died when she was thirteen—she was born out here on the Beetree Fork—and her father,” she added indignantly, “is a mean old devil who’s never done anything for her or anyone else. He didn’t even come to her funeral.”


  “He will be punished,” said Gant darkly.


  “As sure as there’s a God in heaven,” Elizabeth agreed, “he’ll get what is coming to him in hell. The dirty old crook!” she continued virtuously, “I hope he rots!”


  “You can depend upon it,” he said grimly. “He will. Ah, Lord.” He was silent for a moment while he shook his head with slow regret.


  “A pity, a pity,” he muttered. “So young.” He had the moment of triumph all men have when they hear some one has died. A moment, too, of grisly fear—sixty-four.


  “I couldn’t have loved her more,” said Elizabeth, “if she had been one of my own. A young girl like that with all her life before her.”


  “It’s pretty sad when you come to think of it,” he said. “By God, it is!”


  “And she was such a fine girl, Mr. Gant,” said Elizabeth, weeping softly. “She had such a bright future before her. She had more opportunities than I ever had, and I suppose you know”—she spoke modestly—“what I’ve done.”


  “Why,” he exclaimed, startled, “you’re a rich woman, Elizabeth—damned if I don’t believe you are. You own property all over town.”


  “I wouldn’t say that,” she answered, “but I’ve enough to live on without ever doing another lick of work. I’ve had to work hard all my life. From now on I don’t intend to turn my hand over.”


  She looked at him with a shy, pleased smile, and touched a coil of her fine hair with a small competent hand. He looked at her attentively, noting with pleasure her firm uncorseted hips, moulded compactly into her tailored suit, and her cocked comely legs tapering into graceful feet, shod in neat little slippers of tan. She was firm, strong, washed, and elegant—a faint scent of lilac hovered over her. He looked at her candid eyes, lucently gray, and saw that she was quite a great lady.


  “By God, Elizabeth,” he said, “you’re a fine-looking woman!”


  “I’ve had a good life,” she said. “I’ve taken care of myself.”


  They had always known each other—since first they met. They had no excuses, no questions, no replies. The world fell away from them. In the silence they heard the pulsing slap of the fountain, the high laughter of bawdry in the square. He took a book of models from the desk and began to turn its slick pages. They showed modest blocks of Georgia marble and Vermont granite.


  “I don’t want any of those,” she said impatiently. “I’ve already made up my mind. I know what I want.”


  He looked up surprised. “What is it?”


  “I want the angel out front.”


  His face was startled and unwilling. He gnawed the corner of his thin lip. No one knew how fond he was of the angel. Publicly he called it his white elephant. He cursed it and said he had been a fool to order it. For six years it had stood on the porch, weathering in all the wind and rain. Now it was brown and fly-specked. But it had come from Carrara in Italy, and it held a stone lily delicately in one hand. The other hand was lifted in benediction, it was poised clumsily on the ball of one phthisic foot, and its stupid white face wore a smile of soft stone idiocy.


  In his rages Gant sometimes directed vast climaxes of abuse at the angel. “Fiend out of hell,” he roared, “you have impoverished me, you have ruined me, you have cursed my declining years, and now you will crush me to death—fearful, awful, and unnatural monster that you are.”


  But sometimes when he was drunk he fell weeping on his knees before it, called it Cynthia, the name of his first wife, and entreated its love, forgiveness, and blessing for its sinful but repentant boy. There was from the square laughter.


  “What’s the matter?” said Elizabeth. “Don’t you want to sell it?”


  “It will cost you a good deal of money, Elizabeth,” he said evasively.


  “I don’t care,” she answered positively. “I’ve got the money. How much do you want?”


  He was silent, thinking for a moment of the place where the angel stood. He knew he had nothing to cover or obliterate that place—it left a barren crater in his heart.


  “All right,” he said finally. “You can have it for what I paid for it—four hundred and twenty dollars.”


  She took a thick sheaf of bank notes from her purse and counted the money out for him. He pushed it back.


  “No. Pay me when the job’s finished and it has been set up. You want some sort of inscription, don’t you?”


  “Yes. There’s her full name, age, place of birth, and so on,” she said, giving him a scrawled envelope. “I want some poetry, too—something that suits a young girl taken off like this.”


  He pulled his tattered little book of inscriptions from a pigeonhole and thumbed its pages, reading her a quatrain here and there. To each she shook her head. Finally he said:


  “How’s this one Elizabeth?” He read:


  
    “She went away in beauty’s flower,


    Before her youth was spent,


    Ere life and love had lived its hour


    God called her and she went.

  


  
    Yet whispers Faith upon the wind:


    No grief to her was given.


    She left your love and went to find


    A greater one in heaven.”

  


  “Oh, that’s lovely—lovely!” she said. “I want that one.”


  “Yes,” he agreed, “I think that’s the best one.”


  In the musty, cool smell of his little office they got up. Her gallant figure reached his shoulder. She buttoned her kid gloves over the small pink haunch of her palms and glanced about her. His battered sofa filled one wall, the line of his long body was printed in the leather. She looked up at him. Her face was sad and grave. They remembered.


  “It’s been a long time, Elizabeth,” he said.


  They walked slowly to the front through aisled marbles. Sentineled just beyond the wooden doors, the angel leered vacantly down. Jannadeau drew his great head turtlewise a little farther into the protective hunch of his burly shoulders. They went out onto the porch.


  The moon stood already like its own phantom in the clear-washed skies of evening. A little boy with an empty paper delivery-bag swung lithely by, his freckled nostrils dilating pleasantly with hunger and the fancied smell of supper. He passed, and for a moment, as they stood at the porch edge, all life seemed frozen in a picture: the firemen and Fagg Sluder had seen Gant, whispered, and were now looking toward him; a policeman, at the high side-porch of the police court, leaned on the rail and stared; at the edge of the central plot below the fountain a farmer bent for water at a bubbling jet, rose dripping, and stared; from the tax collector’s office, city hall, upstairs, Yancy, huge, meaty, shirt-sleeved, stared.


  And at that second the slow pulse of the fountain was suspended, life was held, like an arrested gesture, in photographic abeyance, and Gant felt himself alone move deathward in a world of seemings as, in 1910, a man might find himself again in a picture taken on the grounds of the Chicago Fair, when he was thirty, and his mustache black; and noting the bustled ladies and the derbied men fixed in the second’s pullulation, remember the dead instant, seek beyond the borders for what (he knew) was there. Or as a veteran who finds himself upon his elbow near Ulysses Grant before the march, in pictures of the Civil War, and sees a dead man on a horse. Or, I should say, like some completed Don, who finds himself again before a tent in Scotland in his youth, and notes a cricket-bat, long lost and long forgotten; the face of a poet who had died, and young men and the tutor as they looked that Long Vacation when they read nine hours a day for greats.


  Where now? Where after? Where then?


  [¬]


  A PORTRAIT OF BASCOM HAWKE


  [Scribner’s Magazine, April 1932]


  During the first twenty-five years of this century, business people who had their offices in or near State Street, Boston, no doubt grew very familiar with the cadaverous and extraordinary figure of my uncle, Bascom Hawke. Shortly before nine o’clock of every working day he would emerge from a subway exit near the head of the street and pause vaguely for a moment, making a craggy eddy in the tide of issuing workers that foamed swiftly about him while he stood with his enormous bony hands clutched comically before him at the waist, as if holding himself in, at the same time making the most horrible grimaces with his lean and amazingly flexible features. These grimaces were made by squinting his small sharp eyes together, widening his mouth in a ghastly travesty of a grin, and convolving his chin and cheek in a rapid series of pursed lips and horrible squints as he swiftly pressed his rubbery underlip against a few enormous horse teeth that decorated his upper jaw. Having completed these facial evolutions, he glanced quickly and, it must be supposed, blindly, in every direction; for he then plunged heedlessly across the street, sometimes choosing the moment when traffic had been halted, and pedestrians were hurrying across, sometimes diving into the midst of a roaring chaos of motor cars, trucks, and wagons, through which he sometimes made his way in safety, accompanied only by a scream of brake bands, a startled barking of horns, and the hearty curses of frightened drivers, or from which, howling with terror in the centre of a web of traffic which he had snarled hopelessly and brought to a complete standstill, he was sometimes rescued by a red-faced and cursing young Irishman who was on point duty at that corner.


  But Bascom was a fated man and he escaped. Once, it is true, a bright mindless beetle of machinery, which had no thought for fated men, had knocked him down and skinned and bruised him; again, an uninstructed wheel had passed across the soft toe-end of his shoe and held him prisoner, as if he were merely some average son of destiny—but he escaped. He escaped because he was a fated man and because the providence which guides the steps of children and the blind was kind to him; and because this same policeman whose simian upper lip had once been thick and twisted with its curses had long since run the scale from anger to wild fury, and thence to madness and despair and resignation, and had now come to have a motherly affection for this stray sheep, kept his eye peeled for its appearance every morning or, failing this, at once shrilled hard upon his whistle when he heard the well-known howl of terror and surprise, plunged to the centre of the stalled traffic snarl, plucked Bascom out to safety under curse and shout and scream of brake, and marched him tenderly to the curb, gripping his brawny hand around my uncle’s arm, feeling his joints, testing his bones, massaging anxiously his sinewy carcass, and calling him “bud”—although my uncle was old enough to be his grandfather. “Are you all right, bud? You’re not hurt, are you, bud? Are you O.K.?”—to which Bascom if his shock and terror had been great, could make no answer for a moment save to pant hoarsely and to howl loudly and huskily from time to time “Ow! Ow! Ow! Ow!”


  At length, becoming more coherent, if not more calm, he would launch into an ecclesiastical indictment of motor cars and their drivers delivered in a high, howling, and husky voice that suggested the pronouncements of a prophet from a mountain. This voice had a quality of strange remoteness and, once heard, would never be forgotten. It actually had a howling note in it, and carried to great distances, and yet it was not loud: it was very much as if Mr. Bascom Hawke were standing on a mountain and shouting to some one in a quiet valley below—the sounds came to one plainly but as if from a great distance, and it was full of a husky, unearthly passion. It was really an ecclesiastical voice, the voice of a great preacher; one felt that it should be heard in churches, which was exactly where it once was heard, for my uncle Bascom had at various times and with great conviction, in the course of his long and remarkable life, professed and preached the faith of the Episcopalians, the Presbyterians, the Methodists, the Baptists, and the Unitarians.


  Quite often, in fact, as now, when he had narrowly escaped disaster in the streets, Bascom Hawke still preached from the corner: as soon as he recovered somewhat from his shock, he would launch forth into a sermon of eloquent invective against any driver of motor cars within hearing, and if any of them entered the fray, as sometimes happened, a very interesting performance occurred.


  “What happened to you?” the motorist might bitterly remark. “Do the keepers know you’re out?”


  Mr. Hawke would thereupon retort with an eloquent harangue, beginning with a few well-chosen quotations from the more violent prophets of the Old Testament, a few predictions of death, destruction and damnation for the owners of motor cars, and a few apt references to Days of Judgment and Reckoning, Chariots of Moloch, and Beasts of the Apocalypse.


  “Oh, for God’s sake!” the exasperated motorist might reply. “Are you blind? Where do you think you are? In a cow-pasture? Can’t you read the signals? Didn’t you see the cop put his hand up? Don’t you know when it says to ‘Stop’ or ‘Go’? Did you ever hear of the traffic law?”


  “The traffic law!” my uncle Bascom sneeringly exclaimed, as if the mere use of the word by the motorist evoked his profoundest contempt. His voice now had a precise and meticulous way of speech, there was something sneering and pedantical in the way he pronounced each word, biting it off with a prim, nasal and heavily accented enunciation in the manner of certain pedants and purists who suggest by their pronunciation that language in the mouths of most people is vilely and carelessly treated, that each word has a precise, subtle, and careful meaning of its own, and that they—they alone—understand these matters. “The traffic law!” he repeated again: then he squinted his eyes together, pursed his rubbery lip against the big horsy upper teeth, and laughed down his nose in a forced, sneering manner, “The traffic law!” he said. “Why, you pit-i-ful ig-no-ram-us! You il-lit-ter-ate ruffian! You dare to speak to me—to me!” he howled suddenly with an ecclesiastical lift of his voice, striking himself on his bony breast and glaring with a majestical fury as if the word of a mighty prophet had been contradicted by an upstart—“of the traffic law, when it is doubtful if you could read the law if you saw it,”—he sneered—“and it is obvious to any one with the perception of a schoolboy that you would not have intelligence enough to understand it, and”—here his voice rose to a howling emphasis and he held one huge bony finger up to command attention—“and to interpret it, if you could read.”


  “Is that so!” the motorist heavily remarked. “A wise guy, eh? One of these guys who knows it all, eh? You’re a pretty wise guy, aren’t you?” the motorist continued bitterly, as if caught up in the circle of his refrain and unable to change it. “Well, let me tell you something. You think you’re pretty smaht, don’t you? Well, you’re not. See? It’s wise guys like you who go around looking for a good bust on the nose. See? That’s how smaht you are. If you wasn’t an old guy I’d give you one, too,” he said, getting a moody satisfaction from the thought.


  “Ow-w! Ow-w! Ow-w!” Bascom howled in sudden terror.


  “If you know so much, if you’re so smaht as you think you are, what is the traffic law?”


  Then, assuredly, if there was a traffic law, the unfortunate motorist was lost, for my uncle Bascom would deliver it to him verbatim, licking his lips with joy over all the technicalities of legal phrasing and pronouncing each phrase with a meticulous and pedantical enunciation.


  “And furthermore!” he howled, holding up his big bony finger, “the Commonwealth of Massachusetts has decreed, by a statute that has been on the books since 1856, by a statute that is irrevocably, inexorably, ineluctably plain that any driver, director, governor, commander, manager, agent or conductor, or any other person who shall conduct or cause to be conducted any vehicular instrument, whether it be of two, four, six, eight or any number of wheels whatsoever, whether it be in the public service, or in the possession of a private individual, whether it be—” but by this time, the motorist, if he was wise, had had enough, and had escaped.


  If, however, it had been one of his more fortunate mornings, if he had blindly but successfully threaded the peril of roaring traffic, my uncle Bascom proceeded rapidly down State Street, still clutching his raw bony hands across his meagre waist, still contorting his remarkable face in its endless series of pursed grimaces, and presently turned in to the entrance of a large somewhat dingy-looking building of blackened stone, one of those solid, unpretending, but very valuable properties which smells and looks like the early 1900’s, and which belongs to that ancient and enormously wealthy corporation which lies across the river and is known as Harvard University.


  Here, my uncle Bascom, still clutching himself together across the waist, mounted a flight of indented marble entry steps, lunged through revolving doors into a large marble corridor that was redolent with vibrating waves of hot steamy air, wet rubbers and galoshes, sanitary disinfectant, and serviceable but somewhat old-fashioned elevators and, entering one of the cars which had just plunged down abruptly, banged open its door, belched out two or three people and swallowed a dozen more, he was finally deposited with the same abruptness on the seventh floor, where he stepped out into a wide dark corridor, squinted and grimaced uncertainly to right and left as he had done for twenty-five years, and then went left along the corridor, past rows of lighted offices in which one could hear the preliminary clicking of typewriters, the rattling of crisp papers, and the sounds of people beginning their day’s work. At the end of the corridor Bascom Hawke turned right along another corridor and at length paused before a door which bore this inscription across the familiar glazed glass of American business offices: The John T. Brill Realty Co.—Houses For Rent or Sale. Below this bold legend in much smaller letters was printed: Bascom Hawke—Att’y at Law—Conveyancer and Title Expert.


  —


  And now, before we enter this interesting office, let us give a closer and more particular scrutiny to the appearance of this singular man.


  The appearance of this strange figure in State Street, or anywhere else, had always been sufficiently curious to attract attention and to draw comment. Bascom Hawke, if he had straightened to his full height, would have been six feet and three or four inches tall, but he had always walked with a stoop and as he grew older, the stoop had become confirmed: he presented a tall, gnarled, bony figure, cadaverous and stringy, but tough as hickory. He was of that race of men who seem never to wear out, or to grow old, or to die: they live with almost undiminished vitality to great ages, and when they die they die suddenly. There is no slow wastage and decay because there is so little to waste or decay: their mummied and stringy flesh has the durability of granite.


  Bascom Hawke clothed his angular figure with an assortment of odd garments which seemed to have the same durability: they were immensely old and worn, but they also gave no signs of ever wearing out, for by their cut and general appearance of age, it seemed that his frugal soul had selected in the Nineties materials which it hoped would last forever. His coat, which was originally of a dark dull pepper-and-salt gray, had gone green at the seams and pockets, and moreover it was a ridiculously short skimpy coat for a gaunt big-boned man like this: it was hardly more than a jacket, his great wristy hands burst out of it like lengths of cord-wood, and the mark of his high humped narrow shoulders cut into it with a knife-like sharpness. His trousers were also tight and skimpy, of a lighter gray and of a rough woolly texture from which all fuzz and fluff had long ago been rubbed, he wore rough country brogans with raw-hide laces, and a funny little flat hat of ancient black felt, which had also gone green along the band. One understands now why the policeman called him “Bud”: this great bony figure seemed ruthlessly to have been crammed into garments in which a country fledgling of the eighties might have gone to see his girl, clutching a bag of gumdrops in his large red hand. A stringy little necktie, a clean but dilapidated collar which by its bluish and softly mottled look Bascom Hawke must have laundered himself (a presumption which is quite correct since my uncle did all his own laundry work, as well as his mending, repairing, and cobbling)—this was his costume, winter and summer, and it never changed, save that in winter he supplemented it with an ancient blue sweater which he wore buttoned to the chin and whose frayed ends and cuffs projected inches below the scanty little jacket. He had never been known to wear an overcoat, not even on the coldest days of those long, raw, and formidable winters which Boston suffers.


  —


  The mark of my uncle’s madness was plain upon him: intuitively men knew he was not a poor man, and the people who had seen him so many times in State Street would nudge one another, saying: “You see that old guy? You’d think he was waitin’ for a handout from the Salvation Army, wouldn’t you? Well, he’s not. He’s got it, brother. Believe me, he’s got it good and plenty: he’s got it salted away where no one ain’t goin’ to touch it. That guy’s got a sock full of dough!”


  “Jesus!” another remarks. “What good’s it goin’ to do an old guy like that? He can’t take any of it with him, can he?”


  “You said it, brother,” and the conversation would become philosophical.


  Bascom Hawke was himself conscious of his parsimony, and although he sometimes asserted that he was “only a poor man” he realized that his exaggerated economies could not be justified to his business associates on account of poverty: they taunted him slyly, saying, “Come on, Hawke, let’s go to lunch. You can get a good meal at the Pahkeh House for a couple of bucks.” Or “Say, Hawke, I know a place where they’re havin’ a sale of winter overcoats: I saw one there that would just suit you—you can get it for sixty dollars.” Or “Do you need a good laundry, Reverend? I know a couple of Chinks who do good work.”


  To which Bascom, with the characteristic evasiveness of parsimony, would reply, snuffling derisively down his nose: “No, sir! You won’t catch me in any of their stinking restaurants. You never know what you’re getting: if you could see the dirty, nasty, filthy kitchens where your food is prepared you’d lose your appetite quick enough.” His parsimony had resulted in a compensating food mania: he declared that “in his young days” he “ruined his digestion by eating in restaurants,” he painted the most revolting pictures of the filth of these establishments, laughing scornfully down his nose as he declared: “I suppose you think it tastes better after some dirty, nasty, stinking nigger has wiped his old hands all over it” (phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh!)—here he would contort his face and snuffle scornfully down his nose; and he was bitter in his denunciation of “rich foods,” declaring they had “destroyed more lives than all the wars and all the armies since the beginning of time.”


  As he had grown older he had become more and more convinced of the healthy purity of “raw foods,” and he prepared for himself at home raw revolting messes of chopped-up carrots, onions, turnips, even raw potatoes, which he devoured at table, smacking his lips with an air of keen relish, and declaring to his wife: “You may poison yourself on your old roasts and oysters and turkeys if you please: you wouldn’t catch me eating that stuff. No, sir! Not on your life! I think too much of my stomach!” But his use of the pronoun “you” was here universal rather than particular because if that lady’s longevity had depended on her abstinence from “roasts and oysters and turkeys” there was no reason why she should not have lived forever.


  Or again, if it were a matter of clothing, a matter of fencing in his bones and tallows against the frozen nail of Boston winter, he would howl derisively: “An overcoat! Not on your life! I wouldn’t give two cents for all the old overcoats in the world! The only thing they’re good for is to gather up germs and give you colds and pneumonia. I haven’t worn an overcoat in thirty years, and I’ve never had the vestige—no! not the semblance—of a cold during all that time!”—an assertion that was not strictly accurate since he always complained bitterly of at least two or three during the course of a single winter, declaring at those times that no more hateful, treacherous, damnable climate than that of Boston had ever been known.


  Similarly, if it were a question of laundries he would scornfully declare that he would not send “his shirts and collars to let some dirty old Chinaman spit and hock upon them—yes!” he would gleefully howl, as some new abomination of nastiness suggested itself to his teeming brain—“Yes! and iron it in, too, so you can can walk around done up in old Chinaman’s spit!”—(Phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh-phuh!)—here he would grimace, contort his rubbery lip, and laugh down his nose in forced snarls of gratification and triumph.


  This was the old man who now stood clutching his raw bony hands across his waist, before entering his office.


  —


  This was his history:


  Bascom Hawke had been the scholar of his amazing family: he was a man of powerful intelligence and disordered emotions. Even in his youth, his eccentricities of dress, speech, walk, manner had made him an object of ridicule to his Southern kinsmen, but their ridicule was streaked with pride, since they accepted the impact of his personality as another proof that theirs was an extraordinary family. “He’s one of ’em, all right,” they said exultantly, “queerer than any of us!”


  Bascom’s youth, following the war between the States, had been seared by a bitter poverty: at once enriched and warped by a life that clung to the earth with a root-like tenacity, that was manual, painful, spare and stricken, and that rebuilt itself—fiercely, cruelly, and richly—from the earth. And, because there burned and blazed in him from the first a hatred of human indignity, a passionate avowal of man’s highness and repose, he felt more bitterly than the others the delinquencies of his father, and the multiplication of his father’s offspring, who came regularly into a world of empty cupboards.


  “As each of them made its unhappy entrance into the world,” he would say later, his voice tremulous with passion, “I went out into the woods, striking my head against the trees, and blaspheming God in my anger. Yes, sir,” he continued, pursing his long lip rapidly against his few loose upper teeth, and speaking with an exaggerated pedantry of enunciation, “I am not ashamed to confess that I did. For we were living in conditions un-worthy—unworthy”—his voice rising to an evangelical yell, “I had almost said—of the condition of animals. And—say—what do you think?”—he said, with a sudden shift in manner and tone, becoming, after his episcopal declaration, matter of fact and whisperingly confidential. “Why, do you know, my boy, at one time I had to take my own father aside, and point out to him we were living in no way becoming decent people.”—Here his voice sank to a whisper, and he tapped me on the knee with his big stiff finger, grimacing horribly and pursing his lip against his dry upper teeth.


  Poverty had been the mistress of his youth and Bascom Hawke had not forgotten: poverty had burned its way into his heart. He took what education he could find in a backwoods school, read everything he could, taught, for two or three years, in a country school and, at the age of twenty-one, borrowing enough money for railway fare, went to Boston to enroll himself at Harvard. And, somehow, because of the fire that burned in him, the fierce determination of his soul, he had been admitted, secured employment waiting on tables, tutoring, and pressing every one’s trousers but his own, and lived in a room with two other starved wretches on $3.50 a week, cooking, eating, sleeping, washing, and studying in the one place.


  At the end of seven years he had gone through the college and the school of theology, performing brilliantly in Greek, Hebrew, and metaphysics.


  Poverty, fanatical study, the sexual meagreness of his surroundings, had made of him a gaunt zealot: at thirty he was a lean fanatic, a true Yankee madman, high-boned, with gray thirsty eyes and a thick flaring sheaf of oaken hair—six feet three inches of gangling and ludicrous height, gesticulating madly and obliviously before a grinning world. But he had a grand lean head: he looked somewhat like the great Ralph Waldo Emerson—with the brakes off.


  About this time, he married a young Southern woman of a good family: she was from Tennessee, her parents were both dead, in the seventies she had come north and had lived for several years with an uncle in Providence, who had been constituted guardian of her estate, amounting probably to about seventy-five thousand dollars, although her romantic memory later multiplied the sum to two hundred thousand dollars. The man squandered part of her money and stole the rest: she came, therefore, to Bascom without much dowry, but she was pretty, bright, intelligent, and had a good figure. Bascom smote the walls of his room with bloody knuckles, and fell down before God.


  When Bascom met her she was a music student in Boston: she had a deep full-toned contralto voice which was wrung from her somewhat tremulously when she sang. She was a small woman, birdlike and earnest, delicately fleshed and boned, quick and active in her movements and with a crisp tart speech which still bore, curiously, traces of a Southern accent. She was a brisk, serious, lady-like little person, without much humor, and she was very much in love with her gaunt suitor. They saw each other for two years: they went to concerts, lectures, sermons; they talked of music, poetry, philosophy and of God, but they never spoke of love. But one night Bascom met her in the parlor of her boarding house on Huntington Avenue, and with a voice vibrant and portentous with the importance of the words he had to utter, began as follows: “Miss Louise!” he said carefully, gazing thoughtfully over the apex of his hands. “There comes a time when a man, having reached an age of discretion and mature judgment, must begin to consider one of the gravest—yes! by all means one of the most important events in human life. The event I refer to is—matrimony.” He paused, a clock was beating out its punctual measured tock upon the mantel, and a horse went by with ringing hoofs upon the street. As for Louise, she sat quietly erect, with dignified and lady-like composure, but it seemed to her that the clock was beating in her own breast, and that it might cease to beat at any moment.


  “For a minister of the gospel,” Bascom continued, “the decision is particularly grave because, for him—once made it is irrevocable, once determined upon, it must be followed inexorably, relentlessly—aye! to the edge of the grave, to the uttermost gates of death, so that the possibility of an error in judgment is fraught” his voice sinking to a boding whisper—“is fraught with the most terrible consequences. Accordingly,” Uncle Bascom said in a deliberate tone, “having decided to take this step, realizing to the full—to the full, mind you—its gravity, I have searched my soul, I have questioned my heart. I have gone up into the mountings and out into the desert and communed with my Maker until,” his voice rose like a demon’s howl, “there no longer remains an atom of doubt, a particle of uncertainty, a vestige of disbelief! Miss Louise, I have decided that the young lady best fitted in every way to be my helpmate, the partner of my joys and griefs, the confidante of my dearest hopes, the in-spir-a-tion of my noblest endeavors, the companion of my declining years, and the spirit that shall accompany me along each step of life’s vexed and troubled way, sharing with me whatever God in his inscrutable Providence shall will, whether of wealth or poverty, grief or happiness—I have decided, Miss Louise, that that lady must be—yourself!—and, therefore, I request,” he said slowly and impressively, “the honor of your hand in mar-ri-age.”


  She loved him, she had hoped, prayed, and agonized for just such a moment, but now that it had come she rose immediately with lady-like dignity, and said: “Mistah Hawke: I am honuhed by this mahk of yoah esteem and affection, and I pwomise to give it my most unnest considahwation without delay. I wealize fully, Mistah Hawke, the gwavity of the wuhds you have just uttuhed. Foh my paht, I must tell you, Mistah Hawke, that if I accept yoah pwoposal, I shall come to you without the fawchun which was wightfully mine, but of which I have been depwived and defwauded by the wascality—yes! the wascality of my gahdian. I shall come to you, theahfoh, without the dow’y I had hoped to be able to contwibute to my husband’s fawchuns.”


  “Oh, my dear Miss Louise! My dear young lady!” Uncle Bascom cried, waving his great hand through the air with a dismissing gesture. “Do not suppose—do not for one instant suppose, I beg of you!—that consideration of a monetary nature could influence my decision. Oh, not in the slightest!” he cried. “Not at all, not at all!”


  “Fawchnatly,” Louise continued, “my inhewitance was not wholly dissipated by this scoundwel. A pohtion, a vewy small pohtion, remains.”


  “My dear girl! My dear young lady!” Uncle Bascom cried. “It is not of the slightest consequence. ... How much did he leave?” he added.


  Thus they were married.


  Bascom immediately got a church in the Middle West: good pay and a house. But during the course of the next twenty years he was shifted from church to church, from sect to sect—to Brooklyn, then back to the Middle West, to the Dakotas, to Jersey City, to Western Massachusetts, and finally back to the small towns surrounding Boston.


  When Bascom talked, you may be sure God listened: he preached magnificently, his gaunt face glowing from the pulpit, his rather high, enormously vibrant voice, husky with emotion. His prayers were fierce solicitations of God, so mad with fervor that his audiences felt uncomfortably they came close to blasphemy. But, unhappily, on occasions my uncle’s mad eloquence grew too much for him: his voice, always too near the heart of passion, would burst in splinters, and he would fall violently forward across his lectern, his face covered by his great gaunt fingers, sobbing horribly.


  This, in the Middle West, where his first church had been, does not go down so well—yet it may be successful if one weeps mellowly, joyfully—smiling bravely through the tears—at a lovely aisle processional of repentant sinners; but Bascom, who chose uncomfortable titles for his sermons, would be overcome by his powerful feelings on these occasions when his topic was “Potiphar’s Wife,” “Ruth, the Girl in the Corn,” “The Whores of Babylon,” “The Woman on the Roof,” and so on.


  His head was too deeply engaged with his conscience—he was in turn Episcopal, Presbyterian, Unitarian, searching through the whole roaring confusion of Protestantism for a body of doctrine with which he could agree. And, he was forever finding it, and later forever renouncing what he had found. At forty, the most liberal of Unitarians, the strains of agnosticism were piping madly through his sermons: he began to hint at his new faith in prose which he modelled on the mighty utterance of Carlyle, and in poetry, in what he deemed the manner of Matthew Arnold. His professional connection with the Unitarians, and indeed with the Baptists, Methodists, Holy Rollers, and Seventh Day Adventists, came to an abrupt ending after he read from his pulpit one morning a composition in verse entitled The Agnostic, which made up in concision what it lacked in melody, and which ended each stanza sadly, but very plainly, on this recurrence:


  
    “I do not know:


    It may be so.”

  


  Thus, when he was almost fifty Bascom Hawke stopped preaching in public. There was no question where he was going. He had his family’s raging lust for property. He became a “conveyancer”; he acquired enough of the law of property to convey titles; but he began to buy pieces of land in the suburbs of Boston, and to build small cheap houses, using his own somewhat extraordinary designs to save the architect’s fees and, wherever possible, doing such odd jobs as laying the foundations, installing the plumbing, and painting the structure.


  He regarded the price of everything as exorbitant—his furious anguish over the wages of labor was marvellous to behold: it drove him raging home, where he stamped insanely upon the floors in his fury, declaring that the Italians, Irish, Belgians, Poles, Swiss, and Yankees—or whatever unfortunate race had been represented in the last bill of charges—were infamous scoundrels, foul and dishonest cutthroats, engaged in a conspiracy to empty both his purse and his cupboard. He called upon them the entire and plenteous artillery of his abuse, his high husky voice ascending to a scream until, his own powers failing him, there flashed in him for a moment remembrance of one mightier than he, the most terribly eloquent of all earth’s thunderers—his obscene and gargantuan partner, John T. Brill; and lifting his shaking hands toward Heaven, he would invoke God and Brill at the same time.


  Like others in his family seared with a terrible and minute memory of war and hunger, he fled before the skeleton spectre of poverty: he was of that race which expects to avert starvation by eating sparingly.


  Therefore, he mended his own shoes and wore historic clothing; he fiercely sowed and reaped the produce of his stony garden, and contrived in countless other ways to thwart the forces of organized extortion.


  The small houses that he—no, he did not build them!—he went through the agonies of monstrous childbirth to produce them, he licked, nursed, and fondled them into stunted growth, and he sold them on long, but profitable terms to small Irish, Jewish, Negro, Belgian, Italian and Greek laborers and tradesmen. And at the conclusion of a sale, or after receiving from one of these men the current payment, Uncle Bascom went homeward in a delirium of joy, shouting in a loud voice, to all who might be compelled to listen, the merits of the Jews, Belgians, Irish, Swiss or Greeks.


  “Finest people in the world! No question about it!”—this last being his favorite exclamation in all moments of payment or conviction.


  For when they paid, he loved them. Often on Sundays they would come to pay him tramping over the frozen ground or the packed snow through street after street of smutty gray-looking houses in the flat weary-looking suburb where he lived. To this dismal heath, therefore, they came, the swarthy children of a dozen races, clad in the hard and decent blacks in which the poor pay debts and go to funerals. They would advance across the barren lands, the harsh sere earth scarred with its wastes of rust and rubbish, passing stolidly by below the blank board fences of a brick yard, crunching doggedly through the lanes of dirty rutted ice, passing before the gray besmutted fronts of wooden houses which in their stark, desolate, and unspeakable ugliness seemed to give a complete and final utterance to an architecture of weariness, sterility and horror, so overwhelming in its absolute desolation that it seemed as if the painful and indignant soul of man must sicken and die at length before it, stricken, stupefied, and strangled without a tongue to articulate the curse that once had blazed in him.


  And at length they would pause before my uncle’s little house—one of a street of little houses which he had built there on the barren flatlands of the suburb, and to which he had given magnificently his own name—Hawke Heights—although the only eminence in all that flat and weary waste was a stunted and almost imperceptible rise a half mile off. And here along this street which he had built, these little houses, warped, yet strong and hardy, seemed to burrow down solidly like moles for warmth into the ugly stony earth on which they were built and to cower and huddle doggedly below the immense and terrible desolation of the northern sky, with its rimy sun-hazed lights, its fierce and cruel rags and stripes of wintry red, its raw and savage harshness. And then, gripping their greasy little wads of money, as if the knowledge that all reward below these fierce and cruel skies must be wrenched painfully and minutely from a stony earth, they went in to pay my uncle. He would come up to meet them from some lower cellar-depth, swearing, muttering, and banging doors; and he would come toward them howling greetings, buttoned to his chin in the frayed and faded sweater, gnarled, stooped and frosty-looking, clutching his great hands together at his waist. Then they would wait, stiffly, clumsily, fingering their hats, while with countless squints and grimaces and pursings of the lip, he scrawled out painfully their receipt—their fractional release from debt and labor, one more hard-won step toward the freedom of possession.


  At length, having pocketed their money and finished the transaction, he would not permit them to depart at once, he would howl urgently at them an invitation to stay, he would offer long weedy-looking cigars to them, and they would sit uncomfortably, crouching on their buttock bones like stalled oxen, at the edges of chairs, shyly and dumbly staring at him, while he howled question, comment, and enthusiastic tribute at them.


  “Why, my dear sir!” he would yell at Makropolos, the Greek. “You have a glorious past, a history of which any nation might well be proud!”


  “Sure, sure!” said Makropolos, nodding vigorously. “Beeg Heestory!”


  “The isles of Greece, the isles of Greece!” my uncle howled, “where burning Sappho loved and sung—” (Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh!)


  “Sure, sure!” said Makropolos again, nodding good-naturedly but wrinkling his lowering finger’s-breadth of brow in a somewhat puzzled fashion. “Tha’s right! You got it!”


  “Why, my dear sir!” Uncle Bascom cried. “It has been the ambition of my lifetime to visit those hallowed scenes, to stand at sunrise on the Acropolis, to explore the glory that was Greece, to see the magnificent ruins of the noblest of ancient civ-i-liz-a-tions!”


  For the first time a dark flush, a flush of outraged patriotism, began to burn upon the swarthy yellow of Mr. Makropolos’ cheek: his manner became heavy and animated, and in a moment he said with passionate conviction:


  “No, no, no! No ruin! Wat you t’ink, eh! Athens fine town! We got a million pipples dere!” He struggled for a word, then cupped his hairy paws indefinitely: “You know? Beeg! O, ni-ez!” he added greasily, with a smile. “Everyt’ing good! We got everyt’ing good dere as you got here! You know?” he said with a confiding and painful effort. “Everyt’ing ni-ez! Not old! No, no, no!” he cried with a rising and indignant vigor. “New! de same as here? Ni-ez! You get good and cheap—everyt’ing! Beeg place, new house, dumbwaiter, elevator—wat chew like!—oh, ni-ez!” he said earnestly. “Wat chew t’ink it cost, eh? Feefateen dollar a month! Sure, sure!” he nodded with a swarthy earnestness. “I wouldn’t keed you!”


  “Finest people on earth!” my uncle Bascom cried with an air of great conviction and satisfaction. “No question about it!”—and he would usher his visitor to the door howling farewells into the terrible desolation of those savage skies.


  Meanwhile, my Aunt Louise, although she had not heard a word of what was said, although she had listened to nothing except the periods of Uncle Bascom’s heavily accented and particular speech, kept up a constant snuffling laughter punctuated momently by faint whoops as she bent over her pots and pans in the kitchen, pausing from time to time as if to listen, and then snuffling to herself as she shook her head in pitying mirth which rose again up to the crisis of a faint crazy cackle as she scoured the pan; because, of course, during the forty-five years of her life with him thoroughly, imperceptibly, and completely, she had gone mad, and no longer knew or cared to know whether these words had just been spoken or were the echoes of lost voices long ago.


  And again, she would pause to listen, with her small birdlike features uplifted gleefully in a kind of mad attentiveness as the door slammed and he stumped muttering back into the house, intent upon the secret designs of his own life, as remote and isolate from her as if they had each dwelt on separate planets, although the house they lived in was a small one.


  —


  The union of Bascom and Louise had been blessed by four children, all of whom had left their father’s bed and board when they discovered how simple it is to secure an abundance of food, warmth, clothing, shelter and freedom in the generous world, whether by marriage, murder, or simply by hard labor. Of them, however, remarkable as their lives have been, it is not necessary to speak here, for he had forgotten them, they no longer touched his life: he had the power to forget, he belonged to a more ancient, a more lonely earth.


  Such, briefly, had been the history of the old man who now stood before this dusty office. His life had come up from the wilderness, the buried past, the lost America. The potent mystery of old events and moments had passed around him, and the magic light of dark time fell across him.


  Like all men in this land, he had been a wanderer, an exile on the immortal earth. Like all of us he had no home. Wherever great wheels carried him was home.


  In the office which Bascom Hawke now entered there were two rooms, one in front and one behind, L shaped, and set in the elbow of the building, so that one might look out at the two projecting wings of the building, and see lighted layers of offices, in which the actors of a dozen enterprises “took” dictation, clattered at typewriters, walked back and forth importantly, talked into telephones or, what they did with amazing frequency, folded their palms behind their skulls, placed their feet restfully on the nearest solid object, and gazed for long periods dreamily and tenderly at the ceilings.


  Through the broad and usually very dirty panes of the window in the front office one could catch a glimpse of Faneuil Hall and the magnificent and exultant activity of the markets.


  These dingy offices, however, from which a corner of this rich movement might be seen and felt, were merely the unlovely counterpart of millions of others throughout the country and, in the telling phrase of Baedeker, offered “little that need detain the tourist”: a few chairs, two scarred roll-top desks, a typist’s table, a battered safe with a pile of thumb-worn ledgers on top of it, a set of green filing cases, an enormous green, greasy water-jar always half filled with a rusty liquid that no one drank, and two spittoons, put there because Brill was a man who chewed and spat widely in all directions—this, save for placards, each bearing several photographs of houses with their prices written below them—8 rooms, Dorchester, $6,500; 5 rooms and garage, Melrose, $4,500, etc.—completed the furniture of the room, and the second room, save for the disposition of objects, was similarly adorned.


  To reach his own “office,” as Bascom Hawke called the tiny cubicle in which he worked and received his clients, the old man had to traverse the inner room and open a door in a flimsy partition of varnished wood and glazed glass at the other end. This was his office: it was really a very narrow slice cut off from the larger room, and in it there was barely space for one large dirty window, an ancient dilapidated desk and swivel chair, a very small battered safe, buried under stacks of yellowed newspapers, and a small bookcase with glass doors and two small shelves on which there were a few worn volumes. An inspection of these books would have revealed four or five tattered and musty law books in their ponderous calf-skin bindings—one on Contracts, one on Real Property, one on Titles—a two-volume edition of the poems of Matthew Arnold, very dog-eared and thumbed over, a copy of Sartor Resartus, also much used, a volume of the essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson, the Iliad in Greek with minute yellowed notations in the margins, a volume of the World Almanac several years old, and a very worn volume of the Holy Bible, greatly used and annotated in Bascom’s small, stiffly laborious, and meticulous hand.


  If the old man was a little late, as sometimes happened, he might find his colleagues there before him. Miss Muriel Brill, the typist, and the eldest daughter of Mr. John T. Brill, would be seated in her typist’s chair, her heavy legs crossed as she bent over to undo the metal latches of the thick galoshes she wore during the winter season. It is true there were also other seasons when Miss Brill did not wear galoshes, but so sharply and strongly do our memories connect people with certain gestures which, often for an inscrutable reason, seem characteristic of them, that any frequent visitor to these offices at this time of day would doubtless have remembered Miss Brill as always unfastening her galoshes. But the probable reason is that some people inevitably belong to seasons, and this girl’s season was winter—not blizzards or howling winds, or the blind skirl and sweep of snow, but gray, grim, raw, thick, implacable winter: the endless successions of gray days and gray monotony. There was no spark of color in her, her body was somewhat thick and heavy, her face was white, dull, and thick-featured and instead of tapering downwards, it tapered up: it was small above, and thick and heavy below, and even in her speech, the words she uttered seemed to have been chosen by an automaton, and could only be remembered later by their desolate banality. One always remembered her as saying as one entered: “... Hello! ... You’re becoming quite a strangeh! ... It’s been some time since you was around, hasn’t it? ... I was thinkin’ the otheh day it had been some time since you was around. ... I’d begun to think you had forgotten us. ... Well, how’ve you been? Lookin’ the same as usual, I see. ... Me? ... Oh, can’t complain. ... Keepin’ busy? I’ll say! I manage to keep goin’. ... Who you lookin’ for? Father? He’s in there.... Why, yeah! Go right on in.”


  —


  This was Miss Brill, and at the moment that she bent to unfasten her galoshes, it is likely that Mr. Samuel Friedman would also be there in the act of rubbing his small dry hands briskly together, or of rubbing the back of one hand with the palm of the other in order to induce circulation. He was a small youngish man, a pale somewhat meagre-looking little Jew with a sharp ferret face: he, too, was a person who goes to “fill in” those vast swarming masses of people along the pavements and in the subway—the mind cannot remember them or absorb the details of their individual appearance but they people the earth, they make up life. Mr. Friedman had none of the richness, color, and humor that some members of his race so abundantly possess, the succession of gray days, the grim weather seemed to have entered his soul as it enters the souls of many different races there—the Irish, the older New England stock, even the Jews—and it gives them a common touch that is prim, drab, careful, tight and sour. Mr. Friedman also wore galoshes, his clothes were neat, drab, a little worn and shiny, there was an odor of steamy thawing dampness and warm rubber about him as he rubbed his dry little hands saying: “Chee! How I hated to leave that good wahm bed this morning! When I got up I said, ‘Holy Chee!’ My wife says, ‘Whatsa mattah?’ I says, ‘Holy Chee! You step out heah a moment where I am an’ you’ll see whatsa mattah.’ ‘Is it cold?’ she says. ‘Is it cold! I’ll tell the cock-eyed wuhld!’ I says. Chee! You could have cut the frost with an axe: the wateh in the pitchehs was frozen hahd; an’ she has the nuhve to ask me if it’s cold! ‘Is it cold!’ I says. ‘Do you know any more funny stories?’ I says. O how I do love my bed! Chee! I kept thinkin’ of that guy in Braintree I got to go see to-day an’ the more I thought about him, the less I liked him! I thought my feet would tu’n into two blocks of ice before I got the funniss stahted! ‘Chee! I hope the ole bus is still workin,’ I says. ‘If I’ve got to go thaw that damned thing out,’ I says, ‘I’m ready to quit.’ Chee! Well, suh, I neveh had a bit of trouble: she stahted right up an’ the way that ole moteh was workin’ is nobody’s business.”


  During the course of this monologue Miss Brill would give ear and assent from time to time by the simple interjection: “Uh!” It was a sound she uttered frequently, it had somewhat the same meaning as “Yes,” but it was more non-committal than “Yes.” It seemed to render assent to the speaker, to let him know that he was being heard and understood, but it did not commit the auditor to any opinion, or to any real agreement.


  The third member of this office staff, who was likely to be present at this time, was a gentleman named Stanley P. Ward. Mr. Stanley P. Ward was a neat middling figure of a man, aged fifty or thereabouts; he was plump and had a pink tender skin, a trim Vandyke, and a nice comfortable little pot of a belly which slipped snugly into the well-pressed and well-brushed garments that always fitted him so tidily. He was a bit of a fop, and it was at once evident that he was quietly but enormously pleased with himself. He carried himself very sprucely, he took short rapid steps and his neat little paunch gave his figure a movement not unlike that of a pouter pigeon. He was usually in quiet but excellent spirits, he laughed frequently and a smile—rather a subtly amused look—was generally playing about the edges of his mouth. That smile and his laugh made some people vaguely uncomfortable: there was a kind of deliberate falseness in them, as if what he really thought and felt was not to be shared with other men. He seemed, in fact, to have discovered some vital and secret power, some superior knowledge and wisdom, from which the rest of mankind was excluded, a sense that he was “chosen” above other men, and this impression of Mr. Stanley Ward would have been correct, for he was a Christian Scientist, he was a pillar of the church, and a very big church at that—for Mr. Ward, dressed in fashionable striped trousers, rubber soles, and a cut-away coat might be found somewhere under the mighty dome of the Mother Church on Huntington Avenue every Sunday suavely, noiselessly, and expertly ushering the faithful to their pews.


  —


  This completes the personnel of the first office of the John T. Brill Realty Company, and if my uncle, Bascom Hawke, arrived late, if these three people were already present, if Mr. Bascom Hawke had not been defrauded of any part of his worldly goods by some contriving rascal, of whom the world has many, if his life had not been imperilled by some speed maniac, if the damnable New England weather was not too damnable, if, in short, Bascom Hawke was in fairly good spirits he would on entering immediately howl in a high, rapid, remote and perfectly monotonous tone: “Hello, Hello, Hello! Good-morning, Good-morning, Good-morning!”—after which he would close his eyes, grimace horribly, press his rubbery lip against his big horse teeth, and snuffle with laughter through his nose, as if pleased by a tremendous stroke of wit. At this demonstration the other members of the group would glance at one another with those knowing subtly supercilious nods and winks, that look of common self-congratulation and humor with which the more “normal” members of society greet the conduct of an eccentric, and Mr. Samuel Friedman would say: “What’s the matteh with you, Pop? You look happy. Some one musta give you a shot in the ahm.”


  At which, a coarse powerful voice, deliberate and rich with its intimation of immense and earthy vulgarity, might roar out of the depth of the inner office: “No, I’ll tell you what it is.” Here the great figure of Mr. John T. Brill, the head of the business, would darken the doorway. “Don’t you know what’s wrong with the Reverend? It’s that widder he’s been takin’ around.” Here, the phlegmy burble that prefaced all of Mr. Brill’s obscenities would appear in his voice, the shadow of a lewd smile would play around the corner of his mouth: “It’s the widder. She’s let him——”


  At this delicate stroke of humor, the burble would burst open in Mr. Brill’s great red throat, and he would roar with that high, choking, phlegmy laughter that is frequent among big red-faced men. Mr. Friedman would laugh drily (“Heh, heh, heh, heh, heh!”), Mr. Stanley Ward would laugh more heartily, but complacently, and Miss Brill would snicker in a coy and subdued manner as became a modest young girl. As for Bascom Hawke, if he was really in a good humor, he might snuffle with nosey laughter, bend double at his meagre waist, clutching his big hands together, and stamp at the floor violently several times with one stringy leg; he might even go so far as to take a random ecstatic kick at objects, still stamping and snuffling with laughter, and prod Miss Brill stiffly with two enormous bony fingers, as if he did not wish the full point and flavor of the jest to be lost on her.


  My uncle, Bascom Hawke, however, was a very complicated person with many moods, and if Mr. Brill’s fooling did not catch him in a receptive one, he might contort his face in a pucker of refined disgust, and mutter his disapproval, as he shook his head rapidly from side to side. Or he might rise to great heights of moral denunciation, beginning at first in a grave low voice that showed the seriousness of the words he had to utter: “The lady to whom you refer,” he would begin, “the very charming and cultivated lady whose name, sir,” here his voice would rise on its howling note and he would wag his great bony forefinger, “whose name, sir, you have so foully traduced and blackened——”


  “No, I wasn’t, Reverend. I was only tryin’ to whiten it,” said Mr. Brill, beginning to burble with laughter.


  “—whose name, sir, you have so foully traduced and blackened with your smutty suggestions,” Bascom continued implacably, “—that lady is known to me, as you very well know, sir,” he howled, wagging his great finger again, “solely and simply in a professional capacity.”


  “Why, hell, Reverend,” said Mr. Brill innocently, “I never knew she was a perfessional. I thought she was an amatoor.”


  At this conclusive stroke, Mr. Brill would make the whole place tremble with his laughter, Mr. Friedman would laugh almost noiselessly, holding himself weakly at the stomach and bending across a desk, Mr. Ward would have short bursts and fits of laughter, as he gazed out the window, shaking his head deprecatingly from time to time, as if his more serious nature disapproved, and Miss Brill would snicker, and turn to her machine, remarking: “This conversation is getting too rough for me!”


  And my uncle, if this jesting touched his complex soul at one of those moments when such profanity shocked him, would walk away, confiding into vacancy, it seemed, with his powerful and mobile features contorted in the most eloquent expression of disgust and loathing ever seen on any face, the while he muttered, in a resonant whisper that shuddered with passionate revulsion: “Oh bad! Oh bad! O bad, bad, bad!”—shaking his head slightly from side to side with each word.


  Yet there were other times, when Brill’s swingeing vulgarity, the vast coarse sweep of his profanity not only found Uncle Bascom in a completely receptive mood, but they evoked from him gleeful responses, counter essays in swearing which he made slyly, craftily, snickering with pleasure and squinting around at his listeners at the sound of the words, and getting such stimulus from them as might a renegade clergyman, exulting in a feeling of depravity and abandonment for the first time.


  —


  To the other people in this office—that is, to Friedman, Ward and Muriel, the stenographer—my uncle was always an enigma; at first they had observed his peculiarities of speech and dress, his eccentricity of manner, and the sudden, violent, and complicated fluctuation of his temperament, with astonishment and wonder, then with laughter and ridicule, and now, with dull, uncomprehending acceptance. Nothing he did or said surprised them any more, they had no understanding and little curiosity, they accepted him as a fact in the gray schedule of their lives. Their relation to him was habitually touched by a kind of patronizing banter—“kidding the old boy along” they would have called it—by the communication of smug superior winks and the conspiracy of feeble jests, and in this there was something base and ignoble, for my uncle was a better man than any of them.


  He did not notice any of this, it is not likely he would have cared if he had, for, like most eccentrics, his thoughts were usually buried in a world of his own creating to whose every fact and feeling and motion he was the central actor. Again, as much as any of his extraordinary family, he had carried with him throughout his life the sense that he was “fated”—a sense that was strong in all of them—that his life was pivotal to all the actions of providence, that, in short, the time might be out of joint, but not himself. Nothing but death could shake his powerful egotism, and his occasional storms of fury, his railing at the world, his tirades of invective at some motorist, pedestrian, or laborer occurred only when he discovered that these people were moving in a world at cross-purposes to his own and that some action of theirs had disturbed or shaken the logic of his universe.


  It was curious that, of all the people in the office, the person who had the deepest understanding and respect for my uncle was John T. Brill. Mr. Brill was a huge creature of elemental desires and passions: a river of profanity rushed from his mouth with the relentless sweep and surge of the Mississippi, he could no more have spoken without swearing than a whale could swim in a frog-pond—he swore at everything, at every one, and with every breath, casually and unconsciously, and yet when he addressed my uncle Bascom his oath was always impersonal, and tinged subtly by a feeling of respect.


  Thus, he would speak to Uncle Bascom somewhat in this fashion: “Goddamn it, Hawke, did you ever look up the title for that stuff in Malden? That feller’s been callin’ up every day to find out about it.”


  “Which fellow?” my uncle Bascom asked precisely. “The man from Cambridge?”


  “No,” said Mr. Brill, “not him, the other————, the Dorchester feller. How the hell am I goin’ to tell him anything if there’s no goddamn title for the stuff?”


  Profane and typical as this speech was, it was always shaded nicely with impersonality toward my uncle Bascom—conscious to the full of the distinction between “damn it” and “damn you.” Toward his other colleagues, however, Mr. Brill was neither nice nor delicate.


  Brill was an enormous man physically: he was six feet two or three inches tall, and his weight was close to three hundred pounds. He was totally bald, his skull was a gleaming satiny pink; above his great red moon of face, with its ponderous and pendulous jowls, it looked almost egg-shaped. And in the heavy, deliberate, and powerful timbre of his voice there was always lurking this burble of exultant, gargantuan obscenity: it was so obviously part of the structure of his life, so obviously his only and natural means of expression, that it was impossible to condemn him. His epithet was limited and repetitive—but so, too, was Homer’s, and, like Homer, he saw no reason for changing what had already been used and found good.


  He was a lewd and innocent man. Like my uncle, by comparison with these other people, he seemed to belong to some earlier, richer and grander period of the earth, and perhaps this was why there was more actual kinship and understanding between them than between any of the other members of the office. These other people—Friedman, Brill’s daughter, Muriel, and Ward—belonged to the myriads of the earth, to those numberless swarms that with ceaseless pullulation fill the streets of life with their gray immemorable tides. But Brill and my uncle Bascom were men in a thousand, a million: if one had seen them in a crowd he would have looked after them, if one had talked with them, he could never have forgotten them.


  It is rare in modern life that one sees a man who can express himself with such complete and abundant certainty as Brill did—completely, and without doubt or confusion. It is true that his life expressed itself chiefly by two gestures—by profanity and by his great roar of full-throated, earth-shaking laughter, an explosive comment on existence which usually concluded and summarized his other means of expression.


  Although the other people in the office laughed heartily at this soaring rhetoric of obscenity, it sometimes proved too much for Uncle Bascom. When this happened he would either leave the office immediately, or stump furiously into his own little cupboard that seemed silted over with the dust of twenty years, slamming the door behind him so violently that the thin partition rattled, and then stand for a moment pursing his lips, and convolving his features with incredible speed, and shaking his gaunt head slightly from side to side, until at length he whispered in a tone of passionate disgust and revulsion: “Oh, bad! Bad! Bad! By every gesture, by every act, he betrays the boor, the vulgarian! Can you imagine”—here his voice sunk even lower in its scale of passionate whispering repugnance—“can you for one moment imagine a man of breeding and the social graces talking in such a way publicly?—And before his own daughter. Oh, bad! Bad! Bad! Bad!”


  And in the silence, while my uncle stood shaking his head in its movement of downcast and convulsive distaste, we could hear, suddenly, Brill’s pungent answer to all the world—and his great bellow of throaty laughter. Later on, if my uncle had to consult him on any business, he would open his door abruptly, walk out into Brill’s office clutching his hands together at the waist, and with disgust still carved upon his face, say: “Well, sir, ... If you have concluded your morning devotions,” here his voice sank to a bitter snarl, “we might get down to the transaction of some of the day’s business.”


  “Why, Reverend!” Brill roared. “You ain’t heard nothin’ yet!”


  And the great choking bellow of laughter would burst from him again, rattling the windows with its power as he hurled his great weight backward, with complete abandon, in his creaking swivel-chair.


  —


  It was obvious that he liked to tease my uncle, and never lost an opportunity of doing so: for example, if any one gave Uncle Bascom a cigar, Brill would exclaim with an air of innocent surprise: “Why, Reverend, you’re not going to smoke that, are you?”


  “Why, certainly,” my uncle Bascom said tartly. “That is the purpose for which it was intended, isn’t it?”


  “Why, yes,” said Brill, “but you know how they make ’em, don’t you? I didn’t think you’d touch it after some dirty old Spaniard has wiped his old hands all over it—yes! an’ spit upon it, too, because that’s what they do!”


  “Ah!” my uncle snarled contemptuously. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! There is nothing cleaner than good tobacco! Finest and healthiest plant on earth! No question about it!”


  “Well,” said Brill, “I’ve learned something. We live and learn, Reverend. You’ve taught me somethin’ worth knowing: when it’s free it’s clean; when you have to pay for it it stinks like hell!” He pondered heavily for a moment, and the burble began to play about in his great throat: “And by God!” he concluded, “tobacco’s not the only thing that applies to, either. Not by a damned sight!”


  Again, one morning, my uncle cleared his throat portentously, coughed, and suddenly said to me: “Now, David, my boy, you are going to have lunch with me to-day. There’s no question about it whatever!” This was astonishing news, for he had never before invited me to eat with him when I came to his office, although I had been to his house for dinner many times. “Yes, sir!” he said, with an air of decision and satisfaction. “I have thought it all over. There is a splendid establishment in the basement of this building—small, of course, but everything clean and of the highest order! It is conducted by an Irish gentleman whom I have known for many years. Finest people on earth: no question about it!”


  It was an astonishing and momentous occasion; I knew how infrequently he went to a restaurant. Having made his decision, Uncle Bascom immediately stepped into the outer offices, and began to discuss and publish his intentions with the greatest satisfaction.


  “Yes, sir!” he said in a precise tone, smacking his lips in a ruminant fashion, and addressing himself to every one rather than to a particular person. “We shall go in and take our seats in the regular way, and I shall then give appropriate instructions, to one of the attendants—” again he smacked his lips as he pronounced this word with such an indescribable air of relish, that immediately my mouth began to water, and the delicious pangs of appetite and hunger began to gnaw my vitals—“I shall say: ‘This is my nephew, a young man now enrolled at Harvard Un-i-ver-sit-tee!’”—here Bascom smacked his lips together again with that same maddening air of relish—“‘Yes, sir’ (I shall say!)—‘You are to fulfil his order without stint, without delay, and without question, and to the utmost of your ability’”—he howled, wagging his great bony forefinger through the air—“As for myself,” he declared abruptly, “I shall take nothing. Good Lord, no!” he said with a scornful laugh. “I wouldn’t touch a thing they had to offer. You couldn’t pay me to: I shouldn’t sleep for a month if I did. But you, my boy!” he howled, turning suddenly upon me, “—are to have everything your heart desires! Everything, everything, everything!” He made an inclusive gesture with his long arms; then closed his eyes, stamped at the floor, and began to snuffle with laughter.


  Mr. Brill had listened to all this with his great-jowled face slack-jawed and agape with astonishment. Now, he said, heavily: “He’s goin’ to have everything, is he? Where are you goin’ to take him to git it?”


  “Why, sir!” my uncle said in an annoyed tone, “I have told you all along—we are going to the modest but excellent establishment in the basement of this very building.”


  “Why, Reverend,” Brill said in a protesting tone. “You ain’t goin’ to take your nephew there, are you? I thought you said you was goin’ to git somethin’ to eat.”


  “I had supposed,” my uncle said with bitter sarcasm, “that one went there for that purpose. I had not supposed that one went there to get shaved.”


  “Well,” said Brill, “if you go there you’ll git shaved, all right. You’ll not only git shaved, you’ll git skinned alive. But you won’t git anything to eat.” And he hurled himself back again, roaring with laughter.


  “Pay no attention to him!” my uncle said to me in a tone of bitter repugnance. “I have long known that his low and vulgar mind attempts to make a joke of everything, even the most sacred matters. I assure you, my boy, the place is excellent in every way:—do you suppose,” he said now addressing Brill and all the others, with a howl of fury—“do you suppose, if it were not, that I should for a single moment dream of taking him there? Do you suppose that I would for an instant contemplate taking my own nephew, my sister’s son, to any place in which I did not repose the fullest confidence? Not on your life!” he howled. “Not on your life!”


  And we departed, followed by Brill’s great bellow, and a farewell invitation which he shouted after me, “Don’t worry, son! When you git through with that cockroach stew, come back an’ I’ll take you out to lunch with me!”


  —


  Although Brill delighted in teasing and baiting my uncle in this fashion, there was, at the bottom of his heart, a feeling of deep humility, of genuine respect and admiration for him: he respected Uncle Bascom’s intelligence, he was secretly and profoundly impressed by the fact that my uncle had been a minister of the gospel and had preached in many churches.


  Moreover, in the respect and awe with which Brill greeted these evidences of my uncle’s superior education, in the eagerness he showed when he boasted to visitors, as he often did, of my uncle’s learning, there was a quality of pride that was profoundly touching and paternal: it was as if my uncle had been his son, and as if he wanted at every opportunity to display his talents to the world. And this, in fact, was exactly what he did want to do. Much to my uncle’s annoyance, Brill was constantly speaking of his erudition to strangers who had come into the office for the first time, and constantly urging my uncle to perform for them, to “say some of them big words, Reverend.” And even when my uncle answered him, as he frequently did, in terms of scorn, anger, and contempt, Brill was completely satisfied, if Uncle Bascom would only use a few of the “big words” in doing it. Thus, one day, when one of his boyhood friends, a New Hampshire man whom he had not seen in thirty-five years, had come in to renew their acquaintance Brill, in describing the accomplishments of my uncle, said with an air of solemn affirmation: “Why, hell yes, Jim! It’d take a college perfesser to know what the Reverend is talkin’ about half the time! No ordinary ———— is able to understand him! So help me God, it’s true!” he swore solemnly, as Jim looked incredulous. “The Reverend knows words the average man ain’t never heard. He knows words that ain’t even in the dictionary. Yes, sir!—an’ uses ’em, too—all the time!” he concluded triumphantly.


  “Why, my dear sir!” my uncle answered in a tone of exacerbated contempt, “What on earth are you talking about? Such a man as you describe would be a monstrosity, a heinous perversion of natural law! A man so wise that no one could understand him:—so literate that he could not communicate with his fellow creatures:—so erudite that he led the inarticulate and incoherent life of a beast or a savage!”—here Uncle Bascom squinted his eyes tightly shut, and laughed sneeringly down his nose: “Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh!—Why, you con-sum-mate fool!” he sneered, “I have long known that your ignorance was bottomless—but I had never hoped to see it equalled—Nay! Surpassed!” he howled, “by your asininity.”


  “There you are!” said Brill exultantly to his visitor, “What did I tell you? There’s one of them words, Jim: ‘asserninity,’ why, damn it, the Reverend’s the only one who knows what that word means—you won’t even find it in the dictionary!”


  “Not find it in the dictionary!” my uncle yelled. “Almighty God, come down and give this ass a tongue as Thou didst once before in Balaam’s time!”


  —


  Again, Brill was seated at his desk one day engaged with a client in those intimate, cautious, and confidential preliminaries that mark the consummation of a “deal” in real estate. On this occasion the prospective buyer was an Italian: the man sat awkwardly and nervously in a chair beside Brill’s desk while the great man bent his huge weight ponderously and persuasively toward him. From time to time the Italian’s voice, sullen, cautious, disparaging, interrupted Brill’s ponderous and coaxing drone. The Italian sat stiffly, his thick, clumsy body awkwardly clad in his “good” clothes of heavy black, his thick, hairy, blunt-nailed hands cupped nervously upon his knees, his black eyes glittering with suspicion under his knitted inch of brow. At length, he shifted nervously, rubbed his paws tentatively across his knees and then, with a smile mixed of ingratiation and mistrust, said: “How mucha you want, eh?”


  “How mucha we want?” Brill repeated vulgarly as the burble began to play about within his throat. “Why, how mucha you got? ... You know we’ll take every damn thing you got! It’s not how mucha we want, it’s how mucha you got!” And he hurled himself backward, bellowing with laughter. “By God, Reverend,” he yelled as Uncle Bascom entered, “ain’t that right? It’s not how mucha we want, it’s how mucha you got! ’od damn! We ought to take that as our motter. I’ve got a good mind to git it printed on our letterheads. What do you think, Reverend?”


  “Hey?” howled Uncle Bascom absently, as he prepared to enter his own office.


  “I say we ought to use it for our motter.”


  “Your what?” said Uncle Bascom scornfully, pausing as if he did not understand.


  “Our motter,” Brill said.


  “Not your motter” my uncle howled derisively. “The word is not motter,” he said contemptuously. “Nobody of any refinement would say motter. Motter is not correct!” he howled finally. “Only an ig-no-ram-us would say motter. No!” he yelled with final conclusiveness. “That is not the way to pronounce it! That is ab-so-lute-ly and em-phat-ic-ally not the way to pronounce it!”


  “All right, then, Reverend,” said Brill, submissively. “You’re the docter. What is the word?”


  “The word is motto,” Uncle Bascom snarled. “Of course! Any fool knows that!”


  “Why, hell,” Mr. Brill protested in a hurt tone. “That’s what I said, ain’t it?”


  “No-o!” Uncle Bascom howled derisively. “No-o! By no means, by no means, by no means! You said motter. The word is not motter. The word is motto: m-o-t-t-o! M-O-T-T-O does not spell motter,” he remarked with vicious decision.


  “What does it spell?” said Mr. Brill.


  “It spells motto!’ Uncle Bascom howled. “It has always spelled motto! It will always spell motto! As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be: A-a-men!” he howled huskily in his most evangelical fashion. Then, immensely pleased at his wit, he closed his eyes, stamped at the floor and snarled and snuffled down his nose with laughter[.]


  “Well, anyway,” said Brill, “no matter how you spell it, it’s not how mucha we want, it’s how mucha you got! That’s the way we feel about it!”


  And this, in fact, without concealment, without pretense, without evasion, was just how Brill did feel about it. He wanted everything that was his and, in addition, he wanted as much as he could get. And this rapacity, this brutal and unadorned gluttony, so far from making men wary of him, attracted them to him, inspired them with unshakable confidence in his integrity, his business honesty. Perhaps the reason for this was that concealment did not abide in the man: he published his intentions to the world with an oath and a roar of laughter—and the world, having seen and judged, went away with the confidence of this Italian—that Brill was “one fine-a man!” Even my uncle, who had so often turned upon his colleague the weapons of scorn, contempt, and mockery, had a curious respect for him, an acrid sunken affection: often, when we were alone, he would recall something Brill had said and his powerful and fluent features would suddenly be contorted in that familiar grimace, as he laughed his curious laugh which was forced out, with a deliberate and painful effort, through his powerful nose and his lips, barred with a few large teeth. “Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! ... Of course!” he said, with a nasal rumination, as he stared over the apex of his great bony hands, clasped in meditation—“of course, he is just a poor ignorant fellow! I don’t suppose—no, sir, I really do not suppose that Brill ever went to school over six months in his life!—say!” my uncle Bascom paused suddenly, turned to me abruptly with his strange fixed grin, and fastened his sharp old eyes keenly on me: in this sudden and abrupt change, this transference of his vision from his own secret and personal world, in which his thought and feeling was sunken, and which seemed to be so far away from the actual world about him, there was something impressive and disconcerting. His eyes were gray, sharp, and old, and one eyelid had a heavy droop or ptosis which, although it did not obscure his vision, gave his expression at times a sinister glint, a malevolent humor. “—Say!” here his voice sank to a deliberate and confiding whisper, “(Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh!) Say—a man who would—he told me—O vile! vile! vile! my boy!” my uncle whispered, shutting his eyes in a kind of shuddering ecstasy as if at the memory of things too gloriously obscene to be repeated. “Can you imagine, can you even dream of such a state of affairs if he had possessed an atom, a scintilla of delicacy and good breeding! Yes, sir!” he said with decision. “I suppose there’s no doubt about it! His beginnings were very lowly, very poor and humble, indeed! ... Not that that is in any sense to his discredit!” Uncle Bascom said hastily, as if it had occurred to him that his words might bear some taint of snobbishness. “Oh, by no means, by no means, by no means!” he sang out, with a sweeping upward gesture of his long arm, as if he were clearing the air of wisps of smoke. “Some of our finest men—some of the nation’s leaders, have come from just such surroundings as those. Beyond a doubt! Beyond a doubt! There’s no question about it whatever! Say!”—here he turned suddenly upon me again with the ptotic and sinister intelligence of his eye. “Was Lincoln an aristocrat? Was he the issue of wealthy parents? Was he brought up with a silver spoon in his mouth? Was our own former governor, the Vice-President of the United States to-day, reared in the lap of luxury! Not on your life!” howled Uncle Bascom. “He came from frugal and thrifty Vermont farming stock, he has never deviated a jot from his early training, he remains to-day what he has always been—one of the simplest of men! Finest people on earth, no question about it whatever!”


  —


  Again, he meditated gravely with lost stare across the apex of his great joined hands, and I noticed again, as I had noticed so often, the great dignity of his head in thought—a head that was highbrowed, lean and lonely, a head that not only in its cast of thought but even in its physical contour, and in its profound and lonely earnestness, bore an astonishing resemblance to that of Emerson—it was, at times, like these, as grand a head as I had ever seen, and on it was legible the history of man’s loneliness, his dignity, his grandeur and despair.


  “Yes, sir!” he said, in a moment. “He is, of course, a vulgar fellow and some of the things he says at times are O! vile! vile! vile!” my uncle cried, closing his eyes and laughing. “O vile! most vile! ... but (phuh! phuh! phuh!) you can’t help laughing at the fellow at times because he is so ... O, I could tell you things, my boy! ... O Vile! vile!” he cried, shaking his head downwards. “What coarseness! ... What in-vect-ive!” he whispered, in a kind of ecstasy.


  And this invective, I know, he cherished in his secret heart so dearly that on at least one notable occasion he had invoked it, and lamented that he did not have it by him as an aid. What Uncle Bascom had said on that occasion, lifting his arms to heaven, and crying out a confession of his own inadequacy in a tone of passionate supplication, was: “O, that J.T. were here at this moment!—or that I had his tongue!—that he might aid me with his scathing invective!”


  The occasion was this: a few years before my uncle had taken his wife to Florida for the winter, and had rented there a cottage. The place he chose was small and modest, it was several miles away from one of the larger and more fashionable towns, it was not on the coast, but set a few miles inland, and it had the advantages of a river, or peninsular inlet which rose and fell with the recurrence of the tides. This modest winter colony was so small that it could afford only one small church and one minister, himself a member of the colony. During the winter this man was taken ill: he was unable to continue his services at the church, and his little following, in looking around for a substitute, learned that Uncle Bascom had formerly been a minister. They came to him, therefore, and asked if he would serve.


  “Oh, Lord, no!” Bascom howled derisively. “Good heavens, no! I shouldn’t dream of such a thing! I shouldn’t for a moment contemplate such a thing! I am a total—for twenty years I have been a complete—agnostic.”


  The flock looked at him with a dazed expression. “Wal,” said one of the leading parishioners, a lean Down-Easter, “most of us here are Presbyterians, but I don’t know that that would make any difference. The way I see it, we’re all met here to worship the Lord, and we need a preacher no matter what his denomination is. When all’s said and done,” he concluded comfortably, “I don’t guess there’s much difference between any of us in the long run.”


  “Why, my dear sir!” my uncle said, with a slight sneer. “If you think there is no difference between an agnostic and a Presbyterian you had better have your head examined by a doctor without further delay. No-o!” he howled faintly. “I cannot profess belief in what I do not know! I cannot simulate conviction when I have none! I cannot preach a faith I have not got! There, sir, you have my whole position in a nut-shell!”


  Here, people in the group began to stir restlessly, to mutter uneasily, and to draw away: suddenly Uncle Bascom caught the muttered word “atheist.”


  “No-o!” he shouted, his ptotic eye beginning to glitter with the light of combat. “By no means! By no means! You only show your ignorance when you say a thing like that. They are not the same! They are ab-so-lute-ly and em-phat-i-cal-ly not the same! An atheist is not an agnostic and an agnostic is not an atheist! Why!” he yelled, “the mere sound of the words would teach you that if you had an atom of intelligence. An atheist is a man who does not believe in God!—it is composed of the Greek prefix ‘a’—meaning not, and the noun ‘the-os,’ meaning God: an atheist therefore says there is no God! Now,” he continued, licking his lips for joy, “we come to the word agnostic. Is the sound the same? No-o! Is the meaning the same? By no means! Are the parts the same? Not on your life! The word is agnostic: a-g-n-o-s-t-i-c! From what language is it derived? From Greek, of course—as any fool should know! From what words? From the vowel of negation ‘a’ again, and from ‘gnostikos’—the word for knowing. An agnostic therefore is what?” he demanded, glaring around at their mute faces. “Why!” he said impatiently, as no one answered, “Any schoolboy knows that much! A not-knowing man! A man who does not know! Not a man who denies! Oh, by no means!”—his great hand rose impatiently—“An atheist is a man who denies! An agnostic is simply a man who does not know!”


  “I can’t see there’s any difference,” some one muttered. “They both sound like a couple of godless heathen to me!”


  “No difference!” Bascom howled. “My dear sir, hold your tongue before you bring down lasting shame upon your progeny! ... They are as different as night from day, as black from white, as the sneering irreverence of the cynic from the calm, temperate, and judicial spirit of the philosopher! Why!” he declared impressively, “Some of the finest spirits of our times have been agnostics. Yes, sir! Some of the grandest people that ever lived! ... The great Matthew Arnold was an agnostic!” he yelled. “Does that sound as if there was no difference? Not on your life!”


  He paused, and as there was no response from his involuntary congregation, he began, after a moment, to fumble at the inside pocket of his coat with his big fingers.


  “I have here a poem,” he said, taking it out of his pocket, “of my own composition”—here he coughed modestly—“although it may show traces, I admit, of the influence of the great man whose name I have just mentioned, and whom I am proud to call my master: Matthew Arnold. It will, I believe, illustrate my position better than anything I could say to you.” He held up his great forefinger to command attention, and then began to read.


  “The title of the poem,” Uncle Bascom said, “is—‘My Creed.’” After a short silence, he began:


  
    “‘Is there a land beyond the stars


    Where we may find eternal day,


    Life after death, peace after wars?


    Is there? I can not say.

  


  
    Shall we find there a happier life,


    All joy that here we never know,


    Love in all things, an end of strife?


    Perhaps: it may be so.’”

  


  There were seventeen other stanzas which Uncle Bascom read to them deliberately and with telling enunciation, after which he folded the paper and looked about him with a sneer: “I think,” he said, “that I have made my meaning clear. Now you know what an agnostic is.”


  —


  They did. His meaning was so clear that they had no language to oppose to it: they turned, they went away like men who had been stunned. Among them, however, was one who did not yield so easily, a daughter of the Lord who had often won by persuasion and the soft violence of her beaming eye what others failed to win by harsher means. This lady was a widow, a Southern woman in her middle years: her charms were ripe, she had a gentle, loving touch, a soft and fruity unction in her voice. This lady had been able to resist few ministers and few ministers had been able to resist this lady. Now, as the others retreated, the lady advanced: she came forward with a practised sidling movement of her hips and Uncle Bascom, who was standing triumphantly in the midst of a receding host, suddenly found himself confronted by her gentle and importunate face.


  “Oh, Mr. Hawke!” she crooned sweetly, with a kind of abdominal rapture in her voice (thus, the way she pronounced his name was—Mis-tah Haw-uk!). “I jus’ know that you must’ve been a won-da-ful preach-ah! I can tell by yo’ face that you’ah such a g-o-o-d man—” Again she grunted sweetly with this ecstatic abdominal expiration.


  “Why, madame! Why—” Uncle Bascom began, decidedly in a confused tone, but taking her abundance in with a sharp appraising eye.


  “I was jus’ thrilled to death all the time that you was tawkin’, Mistah Haw-uk” the widow said. “I was a-sittin’ theah an’ sittin’ theah, just a-drinkin’ it all in, just a-baskin’ in the rays of yo’ wisdom, Mistah Haw-uk! All the time you was readin’ that wonderful poem, I was just a-sayin’ to myse’f: What a wondaful thing it is that a man like this has been chosen fo’ the Suvvice of the Lawd, what a wondaful thing it is to know that this man is one o’ Gawd’s Suvvants!”


  “Why, madame!” Bascom cried, his gaunt face flushed with pleasure. “Why, madame, I assure you I am deeply grateful ... deeply honored to think that a lady of your obvious ... your undoubted intelligence ... should feel that way about me! But, madame!——”


  “Oh, Mistah Haw-uk!” the widow groaned. “I jus’ love to heah you tawk! I jus’ love the way you handle langwidge! You heah so much po’ shoddy, good-fo’-nothin’ tawk nowadays—all full o’ slang an’ bad grammah an’ I don’t know whatall: I don’t know what fokes ah comin’ to—it’s a real pleasuah—yes, suh! a real sho’ nuff treat—to heah a man who can express himse’f the way you can. The minute I saw you I said to myse’f: I jus’ know that that man can tawk! I know it! I know it! I know it!” The widow cried, shaking her head from side to side vigorously. “Theah’s a man, I said,” the widow continued, “theah’s a man who kin do anything he likes with me—yes, suh! just anything!—I said that just as soon as you opened yo’ mouf to speak!”


  “Oh, madame, madame!” cried Bascom fervently, bowing with real dignity. “I thank you. I thank you sincerely and gratefully from the bottom of my heart!”


  “Yes, suh! I could just enjoy myse’f—(I said)—just a-lookin’ at his haid.”


  “At my what?” yelled Bascom, jumping as if he had received an electric shock.


  “At yo’ haid,” the widow answered.


  “Oh!” howled Bascom. “At my head! My head!”—and he began to laugh foolishly.


  “Yes, suh, Mistah Haw-uk,” the widow continued. “I jus’ thought you had the grandest haid I evah saw. The moment you began to read that poem I said, ‘Only a man with a haid like that could a-written that poem. O thank Gawd! (I said) that he has dedicated his wondaful haid to the Lawd’s Wuk!”


  “Why, madame,” Bascom cried again. “You have paid me the greatest honor! I cannot sufficiently thank you! But I am afraid—in justice, in fairness, I must admit,” he said with some difficulty, “that you may not have entirely understood—that you are not quite clear—that, perhaps I did not make the meaning, the general purpose of that poem—O! it’s my own fault, I know! Beyond a doubt! Beyond a doubt!—but perhaps I did not make its meaning wholly plain!”


  “Yes, you did!” the widow protested. “Every word of it was jus’ as plain as day to me! I kep’ sayin’ to myse’f: That’s jus’ the way I’ve always felt, but I nevah could express myse’f befo’: I nevah met any one befo’ that I could tawk to about it. An’ now (I said), this wondaful man comes along an’ puts the whole thing straight in my haid! O! (I said) if I could just sit at his feet, an’ listen all day long, if I could jus’ sit an’ drink in all he had to say, if I could just listen to him tawk—I’d nevah ask fo’ anything bettah!”


  “Why, madame!” Bascom cried, deeply, genuinely moved. “I assure you I’d like nothing better! Yes, indeed! I assure you I’d be delighted! O, at any time! At any time!” he howled. “It is rare that one meets to-day—O, most rare!—a woman of your intelligence and perspicacity! We must have another talk!” he said. “Oh, by all means, by all means!”


  “Uh-huh!” the widow grunted sweetly.


  Bascom looked around craftily to see if my Aunt Louise was anywhere within sight or hearing. “Perhaps,” he said, smacking his lips together, “we might meet and have a quiet walk together. Nothing is more conducive to contemplation than the tranquil peace of nature. There’s no question about it.”


  “Uh-huh,” the widow said.


  “To-morrow,” Bascom whispered.


  “Uh-huh,” the widow crooned viscerally.


  Thus, there began between Uncle Bascom and the widow a series of promenades, in which he expounded his views liberally, and in which she was able, by the harmonious adjustment of her nature, to find herself in complete agreement. Again and again, my Aunt Louise watched them depart, she peered after them through her bright mad eyes, snuffling with angry laughter, and muttering, as she had muttered many times before: “The old fool! ... The misable old skinflint! ... Too poor to buy his own wife a dwess ... while he spends faw-chuns, faw-chuns on them! ... It’s in the blood ... the blood!” she whispered hoarsely. “They’re mad ... mad! His family’s ovah-sexed, all of them!”


  —


  One evening, as Bascom and the widow were returning from one of these walks, they found themselves toward sunset a mile or so from town. It was a desolate spot: their road wound on through fringes of scrub pine and stunted palm along the edges of the inlet: the tide was out, the water lay in shallow puddles across the bed of viscous mud, a few birds wheeled with creaking eery cries above this loneliness of earth and water, and there was the smell of shelled waste, sea-scum—the potent, magical, and exultant smell of the sea in harbors. The air and the sky were sweet with incomparable clarity, with an immense delicacy of light, and the sun, which now burned like a vast orange-colored ball, without violence or heat, was resting against the lonely and desolate space of the western horizon. The widow and Bascom paused for a moment to watch this scene, and then she said triumphantly: “Now, Mistah Haw-uk, you know that Somebody must’ve done all that. You know it jus’ didn’t go an’ happen by itse’f. You know, when you see a beautiful sunset like that that nobody but Gawd himse’f could’ve made it. Now, you know you do, Mistah Haw-uk!”


  “The question of its beauty,” said my uncle precisely, “is debatable. The philosopher Hegel, for example, so far from seeing beauty in a sunset, remarked that it looked to him as if the sky had small-pox!” Here Bascom closed his eyes, and snuffled with laughter.


  “Oh, Mistah Haw-uk!” the widow said reproachfully. “I know you don’t feel that way about it. A man with a haid like yoah’s could nevah believe a thing like that!”


  “Oh!” Bascom shouted, immensely tickled for some reason. “By no means! By no means!” And he stamped violently at the earth, blind with his strange forced snarl of laughter.


  For a moment they were silent: a vast and exuberant elation, an exultant vitality, was alive in Uncle Bascom. He looked at the shallow waters, he looked at the setting sun, he looked at the widow, and when he tried to speak, exultant mirth possessed him, and he could not.


  “Shall we?—” he began at length inquiringly, but here a whimsy of humor seized him, he stopped short, contorted his face, stamped at the earth ecstatically, and snuffled down his nose—“shall we go in wa-ding?” There was a deliberate, a luscious nasality in his precise enunciation of the last word.


  “Oh, Mistah Haw-uk! Why-y!” the widow exclaimed fruitily. “Wading! For what?”


  “For ... oysters!” said Uncle Bascom lusciously and gently.


  “For ... oysters!” the widow cried. “But I didn’t know there were any oysters!”


  Bascom pondered this statement for a moment, and the more he considered it, the funnier it became to him. He bit his rubbery lip, closed his eyes, and began to snuffle down his nose with laughter. “O yes!” he howled. “O my yes! There are always ... oysters! There are plenty of... oysters!”


  So the widow, without much more than a half-hearted and decorous protest, and a cautious glance around to make sure that pine and palm gave shelter to no watchers, sat down beside my uncle and took off her shoes and stockings. Then, hand in hand, they advanced across the shallows and through water that rarely came above their knees, the widow tentatively, with a balancing movement and little abdominal cries of alarm, Uncle Bascom more boldly, and with confident assurances: “My dear girl!” he said, grasping her hand more tightly. “You are in no danger whatsoever! Oh, not the slightest!” he yelled. “You are as safe as you would be in your mother’s arms. Yes, sir! You may rest assured on that score! There’s no question of it!”


  The widow held her skirts kilted up and knotted in one hand, midway along her milky thighs, while Uncle Bascom had rolled his trousers high above his bony knees and stringy calves, which now advanced through the shallow water with a storky and tentative step. At length, about the middle of the stream, they reached a bar of hard-packed sand, and here they stood for a while looking at the setting sun, pacing along their little beach, so absorbed in their contemplation of coming dark, of solitude, and of themselves that neither noticed that the tide was coming in.


  And yet the tide came in. It came steadily, urgently, imperceptibly, feathering against the fringes of the inlet, advancing, retreating, advancing, retreating, but advancing always past its last retreat until suddenly Bascom felt the shock of water at his toes: he looked down and saw that their ledge of earth and safety was shrinking almost visibly below his glance: he yelled, first from alarm, and then for help: he shouted, but no one came; he seized the buxom widow and, by staggering effort lifted her, he tottered with her into the water. At the first step the water reached his knees, at the second, halfway up his shanks, at the third, he yelled, and dropped his cargo. She screamed, as a swirl of water caught her at the waist: she clutched him, she clung to him, she screamed, and suddenly Bascom began to curse. He shook a knotted fist at the imperturbable evening skies, he blasphemed against a deity in which he had no faith, and when a false step plunged him to his chin in water, he howled retraction of his blasphemy and begged for providential help. Neither could swim; perhaps neither was in the greatest danger, but both were terrified and shocked, the water wet their ears before they reached the shore, and when at length they tottered up on dry land again, the widow had reached the end and limit of her effort: for several moments she lay panting hoarsely, half out of water and half in, a battered half-emergent Phryne. As for Bascom, he stood on palsied limbs and with a chattering jaw for several moments: his long arms, his bony hands, his stooped shoulders, his stringy legs all bent in a common, constant drip—he was absolutely speechless, and stood there for some time chattering with fright, and dripping water. At length, the widow raised a portion of her charms, bedraggled but made undeniable by water, and moaned hoarsely, “Oh, Mistah Haw-uk! Mistah Haw-uk! Come an’ git me, Mistah Haw-uk!”


  At this moment Uncle Bascom’s features were seized by a horrible convulsion, he opened his mouth to speak, but no words came, he raised two trembling fists toward heaven, but no words came. He tried to curse, but no words came. At length he mastered himself sufficiently to speak and, as if finding his own artillery too feeble for the occasion, he uttered slowly, with passionate conviction, the supplication already mentioned: “O that J.T. were here—that he might aid me with his scathing invective!”


  So ended romance between Uncle Bascom and the widow.


  —


  That year I was twenty, it had been my first year in New England, and the winter had seemed very long. In the man-swarm I felt alone and lost, a desolate atom in the streets of life. That year I went to see my uncle many times.


  Sometimes I would find him in his dusty little cubicle, bent over the intricacy of a legal form, painfully and carefully, with compressed lips, filling in the blank spaces with his stiff angular and laborious hand. He would speak quietly, without looking up, as I came in: “Hello, my boy. Sit down, won’t you? I’ll be with you in a moment.” And for a time the silence would be broken only by the heavy rumble of Brill’s voice outside, by the minute scratching of my uncle’s pen, and by the immense and murmurous sound of time, which rose above the city, which caught up in the upper air all of the city’s million noises, and yet which seemed remote, essential, imperturbable and ever-lasting—fixed and unchanging. no matter what men lived or died.


  Again, I would find him staring straight before him, with his great hands folded in a bony arch, his powerful gaunt face composed in a rapt tranquillity of thought. At these times he seemed to have escaped from every particular and degrading thing in life—from the excess of absurd and eccentric speech and gesture, from all demeaning parsimonies, from niggling irascibilities, from everything that contorted his face and spirit away from its calmness and unity of thought. His face at such a time might well have been the mask of Thought, the visage of contemplation. Sometimes he would not speak for several minutes, his mind seemed to brood upon the lip and edge of time, to be remote from every dusty moment of the earth.


  One day I went there and found him thus; after a few moments he lowered his great hands and, without turning toward me, sat for some time in an attitude of quiet relaxation. At length he said:


  “What is man that thou art mindful of him?”


  It was one of the first days of spring: the spring had come late, with a magical northern suddenness. It seemed to have burst out of the earth overnight, the air was lyrical and sang with it.


  Spring came that year like a triumph and like a prophecy—it sang and shifted like a moth of light before me, but I was sure that it would bring me a glory and fulfilment I had never known.


  My hunger and thirst had been immense: I was caught up for the first time in the midst of the Faustian web—there was no food that could feed me, no drink that could quench my thirst—like an insatiate and maddened animal I roamed the streets, trying to draw up mercy from the cobblestones, solace and wisdom from a million sights and faces, or prowled through endless shelves of high-piled books tortured by everything I could not see and could not know, and growing blind, weary, and desperate from what I read and saw. I wanted to know all, have all, be all—to be one and many, to have the whole riddle of this vast and swarming earth as legible, as tangible in my hand as a coin of minted gold.


  Suddenly spring came, and I felt at once exultant certainty and joy. Outside my uncle’s dirty window I could see the edge of Faneuil Hall, and hear the swarming and abundant activity of the markets. The deep roar of the markets came to us across the singing and lyrical air, and I drank into my lungs a thousand proud, potent, and mysterious odors which came to me like the breath of certainty, like the proof of magic, and like the revelation that all confusion had been banished—the world that I longed for won, the word that I sought for spoken, the hunger that devoured me fed and ended. And the markets, swarming with richness, joy, and abundance, thronged below me like a living evidence of fulfilment. For it seemed to me that nowhere more than here was the passionate enigma of New England felt: New England, with its harsh and stony soil, and its tragic and lonely beauty; its desolate rocky coasts and its swarming fisheries, the white, piled, frozen harshness of its winters with the magnificent jewelry of stars, the dark firwoods, and the warm little white houses at which it is impossible to look without thinking of groaning bins, hung bacon, hard cider, succulent bastings and love’s warm, white, and opulent flesh.


  There was the rustle of gingham by day and sober glances; then, under low eaves and starlight, the stir of the satiny thighs in feather beds, the white small bite and tigerish clasp of secret women—always the buried heart, the sunken passion, the frozen heat. And then, after the long, unendurably hard-locked harshness of the frozen winter, the coming of spring as now, like a lyrical cry, like a flicker of rain across a window glass, like the sudden and delicate noises of a spinet—the coming of spring and ecstasy, and overnight the thrum of wings, the burst of the tender buds, the ripple and dance of the roughened water, the light of flowers, the sudden, fleeting, almost captured, and exultant spring.


  And here, within eighty yards of the dusty little room where my uncle Bascom had his desk, there was living evidence that this intuition was not false: the secret people, it was evident, did not subsist alone on codfish and a jug full of baked beans—they ate meat, and large chunks of it, for all day long, within the market district, the drivers of big wagons were standing to their chins in meat, boys dragged great baskets of raw meat along the pavements, red-faced butchers, aproned with gouts of blood, and wearing the battered straw hats that butchers wear, toiled through the streets below great loads of loin or haunch or rib and in chill shops with sawdust floors the beeves were hung in frozen regimental rows.


  Right and left, around the central market, the old buildings stretched down to the harbor and the smell of ships: this was built-on land, in old days ships were anchored where these cobbles were, but the warehouses were also old—they had the musty, mellow, blackened air and smell of the Seventies, they looked like the Victorian prints, they reeked of ancient ledgers, of “counting houses,” of proud monied merchants, and the soft-spoked rumble of victorias.


  By day, this district was one snarled web of chaos: a gewirr of deep-bodied trucks, powerful dappled horses, cursing drivers, of loading, unloading, and shipping, of dispatch and order, of the million complicated weavings of life and business.


  But if one came here at evening, after the work of the day was done, if one came here at evening on one of those delicate and sudden days of spring that New England knows, if one came here as many a lonely youth had come here in the past, some boy from the inland immensity of America, some homesick lad from the South, from the marvellous hills of Old Catawba, he might be pierced again by the bitter ecstasy of youth, the ecstasy that tears him apart with a cry that has no tongue, the ecstasy that is proud, lonely, and exultant, that is fierce with joy and blind with glory, but that yet carries in it a knowledge that is born in such a moment that the intangible cannot be touched, the ungraspable cannot be grasped—the imperial and magnificent minute is gone forever which, with all its promises, its million intuitions, he wishes to clothe with the living substance of beauty. He wishes to flesh the moment with the thighs and breast and belly of a wonderful mistress, he wishes to be great and glorious and triumphant, to distill the ether of this ecstasy in a liquor, and to drink strong joy forever; and at the heart of all this is the bitter knowledge of death—death of the moment, death of the day, death of one more infrequent spring.


  Perhaps the thing that really makes New England wonderful is this sense of joy, this intuition of brooding and magic fulfilment that hovers like a delicate presence in the air of one of these days. Perhaps the answer is simple: perhaps it is only that this soft and sudden spring, with its darts and flicks of evanescent joy, its sprite-like presence that is only half-believed, its sound that is the sound of something lost and elfin, and half-dreamed, half-heard, seems wonderful after the grim frozen tenacity of the winter, the beautiful and terrible desolation, the assault of the frost and ice on living flesh which resists it finally as it would resist the cruel battering of a brute antagonist, so that the tart, stingy speech, the tight gestures, the withdrawn and suspicious air, the thin lips, red pointed noses and hard prying eyes of these people are really the actions of people who, having to defend themselves harshly against nature, harshly defend themselves against all the world.


  —


  At any rate, the thing the boy feels who comes here at the day’s end is not completion, weariness, and sterility, but a sense of swelling ecstasy, a note of brooding fulfilment. The air will have in it the wonderful odors of the market and the smell of the sea: as he walks over the bare cobbled pavement under the corrugated tin awnings of the warehouses and produce stores a hundred smells of the rich fecundity of the earth will assail him: the clean sharp pungency of thin crated wood and the citric nostalgia of oranges, lemons and grapefruit, the stench of a decayed cabbage and the mashed pulp of a rotten orange. There will be also the warm coarse limey smell of chickens, the strong coddy smell of cold fish and oysters; and the crisp moist cleanliness of the garden smells—of great lettuces, cabbages, new potatoes, with their delicate skins loamy with sweet earth, the wonderful sweet crispness of crated celery; and then the melons—the ripe golden melons bedded in fragrant straw—and all the warm infusions of the tropics: the bananas, the pineapples and the alligator pears.


  The delicate and subtle air of spring touches all these odors with a new and delicious vitality; it draws the tar out of the pavements also, and it draws slowly, subtly, from ancient warehouses, the compacted perfumes of eighty years: the sweet thin piney scents of packing boxes, the glutinous composts of half a century, that have thickly stained old warehouse plankings, the smells of twine, tar, turpentine and hemp, and of thick molasses, ginseng, pungent vines and roots and old piled sacking; the clean ground strength of fresh coffee, brown, sultry, pungent, and exultantly fresh and clean; the smell of oats, baled hay and bran, of crated eggs and cheese and butter; and particularly the smell of meat, of frozen beeves, slick porks and veals, of brains and livers and kidneys, of haunch, paunch and jowl; of meat that is raw and of meat that is cooked, for upstairs in that richly dingy block of buildings there is a room where the butchers, side by side with the bakers, the bankers, the brokers and the Harvard boys, devour thick steaks of the best and tenderest meat, smoking hot breads, and big jacketed potatoes.


  And then there is always the sea. In dingy blocks, memoried with time and money, the buildings stretch down to the docks, and there is always the feeling that the sea was here, that this is built-on earth. A single truck will rattle over the deserted stones, and then there is the street that runs along the harbor, the dingy little clothing shops and eating places, the powerful strings of freight cars, agape and empty, odorous with their warm fatigued planking, and the smells of flanges and axles that have rolled great distances.


  And finally, by the edges of the water, there are great piers and storehouses, calm and potent with their finished work: they lie there, immense, starkly ugly, yet touched with the powerful beauty of enormous works and movements; they are what they are, they have been built without a flourish for the work they do, their great sides rise in level cliffs of brick, they are pierced with tracks and can engulf great trains; and now that the day is done they breathe with the vitality of a tired but living creature. A single footfall will make remote and lonely echoes in their brooding depths, there will be the expiring clatter of a single truck, the sound of a worker’s voice as he says “Good-night,” and then the potent and magical silence.


  And then there is the sea—the sea, beautiful and mysterious as it is only when it meets the earth in harbors, the sea that bears in swell and glut of tides the odorous savor of the earth, the sea that swings and slaps against encrusted piles, the sea that is braided with long ropes of scummy weed, the sea that brings the mast and marly scent of shelled decay. There is the sea, and there are the great ships—the freighters, the fishing schooners, the clean white one-night boats that make the New York run, now also potent and silent, a glitter of bright lights, of gleaming brasses, of opulent saloons—a token of joy and splendor in dark waters, a hint of love and the velvet belly upon dark tides—and the sight of all these things, the fusion of all these odors by the sprite of May is freighted with unspeakable memories, with unutterable intuitions for the youth: he does not know what he could utter, but glory, love, power, wealth, flight and movement and the sight of new earth in the morning, and the living corporeal fulfilment of all his ecstasy is in his wish and his conviction.


  Certainly, these things can be found in New England, but perhaps the person who finds this buried joy the most is this lonely visitor—and particularly the boy from the South, for in the heart of the Southerner alone, perhaps, is this true and secret knowledge of the North: it is there in his dreams and his childhood premonition, it is there like the dark Helen, and no matter what he sees to cheat it, he will always believe in it, he will always return to it. Certainly, this was true of the gnarled and miserly old man who now sat not far from all this glory in his dingy State Street office, for my uncle Bascom Hawke, although the stranger on seeing him might have said, “There goes the very image of a hard-bitten old Down-Easter,” had come, as lonely and wretched a youth as ever lived, from the earth of Old Catawba, he had known and felt these things and, in spite of his frequent bitter attacks on the people, the climate, the life, New England was the place to which he had returned to live, and for which he felt the most affection.


  —


  —“What is man that thou art mindful of him?”—he said again, this time with that tell-tale pedantry of emphasis which foretold a seizure of his mouthing eccentricity. “What is man that thou art mindful of him?” he repeated with yet more emphasis. The word is mindful, mindful, mindful!—he made the word whine like the rasp of a saw. “M-I-N-D-F-U-L! (Phuh! phuh! phuh! phuh, phuh!)”


  And again, his visage of calm and powerful thought was twisted by the disfiguring grimace, the inept and reasonless laughter. In a moment more, his face grew calm again, magnificently composed above his arched, gnarled hands; he spoke with eloquent deliberation. He became triumphant reasoning mind: he talked with superb and balanced judgment. And as the strange and lonely spirit of thought transformed his face, all the tumult and madness of his life was forgotten: no question of money or of self was involved.


  “Beyond a doubt! Beyond a doubt!” he said deliberately. “The quality of the best writing in the books of the Old and New Testaments may take rank with the best writing that was ever done, but the amount of great writing is less than it is commonly supposed to be. There are passages—nay! books!”—his voice rising strangely to a husky howl—“of the vilest rubbish.”


  He paused a moment; then, in a remote voice—in the remote and passionate voice that had had such power to thrill men when it uttered poetry—he continued: “I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first and the last—the triumphant music of one of the mightiest of earth’s poets, the sublime utterance of a man for whom God had opened the mysteries of heaven and hell, one of the mightiest lines, my dear boy, the most magnificent poetry that was ever written.” And suddenly Bascom threw his gaunt hands before his face, and wept in strong, hoarse sobs: “Oh, my God! My God!—The beauty, the pity of it all! ... You must excuse me,” he whispered huskily after a moment, drawing his frayed and faded sleeve across his eyes. “You must excuse me. ... It brought back ... memories.”


  In spite of this ridiculous exhibition, and the absurd quality of these final words, there was something terrible and revolting about it, too: I was only twenty, and I shrank back for a moment and felt ashamed. In a moment more, however, Uncle Bascom was completely at his ease again: he acted as if nothing unusual had happened, and as if he had completely forgotten his outburst of a moment before.


  After a pause, without looking at me, he said quietly, but with an unmistakable note of bitterness in his voice: “Have you seen any of my ... children, recently?”


  The question surprised me, because he rarely asked about them: most of the time he seemed to have forgotten their existence, to be wholly indifferent to them. I told him that I had seen one of his daughters the week before.


  “My children—basely and damnably, basely and damnably, have deserted me!” he said with bitter passion. Then, quietly, indifferently, as if stating the fact more truthfully and temperately, he said: “I never see any of them any more. They never come to my house and I never go to theirs. I do not care. No, sir, I do not care. It makes no difference to me. O, not the slightest! None whatever!” and he dismissed it with his big-boned hand. In a moment he added: “Their mother visits them, I believe. ... Their mother goes, of course, whenever she gets invited.”—Here again, the note of bitterness and scorn was evident, as if he held his wife guilty of some treachery in visiting her own children; but indifference and contempt were also in his voice—he spoke of his wife and children as if they were all strangers to him, as if their lives touched only remotely the edges of the buried world—the world in which he lived and moved, in which his soul wrought out its fated destiny.


  And this was true: like all of his family he had passed through a dozen lives in living his own, he was done with his children and done with his wife, he had forgotten them, he was indifferent to them, he did not need them. But they, two daughters and two sons, the youngest of whom was over thirty, the oldest more than forty, were neither able to forget him nor forgive him. He lived in their bitter memory; like men who are searching the causes for some fatal catastrophic flaw which has broken the back of a mighty bridge they went back through the painful annals of their childhood, the years of frustration and bitterness they had lived beneath his roof, the years they could not forget, escape, or. deny. His shadow fell across them: they never saw him, and they always talked of him, aping his speech, his gesture, and his manner, mocking him with limber tongues, but living in his life again and secretly feeling the old fear, the old awe, because his life alone had done what it had wished to do—warped and twisted though it may have been, it had held the rails, it had kept its way, it had seen new lands. For them, it sometimes seemed, the years were passing like a bitter water on the wheel of life: the wheel turned and they got older.


  And now, as if he, too, had seen them as he spoke of them, he said: “They can all look after themselves. Every one must look after himself—say!” he paused suddenly, tapping his great finger on my knee, with the enquiring and combative glitter of his eye. “Does any one help you to die? Does any one go down into the grave with you? Can you do anything for any one? No!” he said decisively, and in a moment he added, slowly and deliberately: “Is not my help in me?”


  —


  Then, ruminant and lost, he stared across the archway of his hands. In a moment, with what was only an apparent irrelevance, with what was really a part of the coherent past, a light plucked from dark adyts of the brain, he said: “Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit of the beast that goeth downward to the earth?”


  He was silent and thoughtful for a moment; then he added sadly: “I am an old man. I have lived a long time. I have seen so many things. Sometimes everything seems so long ago.”


  Then his eye went back into the wilderness, the lost earth, the buried men.


  Presently he said, “I hope you will come out on Sunday. O, by all means! By all means! I believe your aunt is expecting you. Yes, sir, I believe she said something to that effect. Or perhaps she intends to pay a visit to one of her children. I do not know, I have not the remotest—not the faintest idea of what she proposes to do,” he howled. “Of course,” he said impatiently and scornfully, “I never have any notion what she has in mind. No, sir, I really could not tell you. I no longer pay any attention to what she says—O! not the slightest!” he waved his great hand through the air—“Say!” stiffly and harshly he tapped my knee, grinning at me with the combative glitter of his ptotic eye—“Say! did you ever find one of them with whom it was possible to carry on a coherent conversation? Did you ever find one of them who would respond to the processes of reason and ordered thought? My dear boy!” he cried, “You cannot talk to them. I assure you you cannot talk to them. You might as well whistle into the wind or spit into the waters of the Nile for all the good it will do you. In his youth man will bare the riches of his spirit to them, will exhaust the rich accumulations of his genius—his wisdom, his learning, his philosophy—in an effort to make them worthy of his companionship—and in the end, what does he always find? Why,” said Uncle Bascom bitterly, “that he has spent his powers in talking to an imbecile”—and he snarled vengefully through his nose. In a moment more, he contorted his face, and nasally whined in a grotesque and mincing parody of a woman’s voice, “O, I feel so sick! O, deary me, now! I think my time is coming on again! O, you don’t love me any mo-o-ore! O, I wish I was dead! O, I can’t get up to-day! O, I wish you’d bring me something nice from ta-own! O, if you loved me you’d buy me a new hat! O, I’ve got nothing to we-e-ar!” here his voice had an added snarl of bitterness—“I’m ashamed to go out on the street with all the other wim-men!”


  Then he paused broodingly for a moment more, wheeled abruptly and tapped me on the knee again: “The proper study of mankind is—say!” he said with a horrible fixed grimace and in a kind of cunning whisper—“Does the poet say—woman? I want to ask you: does he, now? Not on your life!” yelled Uncle Bascom. “The word is man, man, man! Nothing else but man!”


  Again he was silent: then, with an accent of heavy sarcasm, he went on: “Your aunt likes music. You may have observed your aunt is fond of music——”


  It was, in fact, the solace of her life: on a tiny gramophone which one of her daughters had given her, she played constantly the records of the great composers, particularly of Wagner, lost in the enchanted forests of the music, her spirit wandering drunkenly down vast murky aisles of sound, through which the great hoarse throats of horns were baying faintly. And occasionally, on Sundays, on one of her infrequent excursions into the world, when her daughters bought her tickets for concerts at Symphony Hall—that great gray room lined on its sides with pallid plaster shells of Greece—she would sit perched high, a sparrow held by the hypnotic serpent’s eye of music—following each motif, hearing minutely each subtle entry of the mellow flutes, the horns, the spinal ecstasy of violins—until her lonely and desolate life was spun out of her into aerial fabrics of bright sound.


  “—Your aunt is fond of music,” Bascom said deliberately. “Perhaps you may have thought—perhaps it seemed to you that she discovered it—perhaps you thought it was your aunt’s own patent and invention—but there you would be wrong! O yes! my boy!” he howled remotely. “You may have thought so, but you would be wrong—Say!” he turned slowly with a malevolent glint of interrogation, a controlled ironic power—“was the Fifth Symphony written by a woman? Was the object of your aunt’s worship, Richard Wagner, a female?” he snarled. “By no means! Where are their great works—their mighty symphonies, their great paintings, their epic poetry? Was it in a woman’s skull that the Critique of Pure Reason was conceived? Is the gigantic work upon the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel the product of a woman’s genius?—Say! Did you ever hear of a lady by the name of William Shakespeare? Was it a female of that name who wrote King Lear? Are you familiar with the works of a nice young lady named John Milton? Or Fräulein Goethe, a sweet German girl?” he sneered. “Perhaps you have been edified by the writ-ings of Mademoiselle Voltaire or Miss Jonathan Swift? Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh!”


  He paused, stared deliberately across his hands, and in a moment repeated, slowly and distinctly: “The woman gave me of the tree and I did eat. Ah! that’s it! There, my boy, you have it! There, in a nut-shell, you have the work for which they are best fitted.” And he turned upon me suddenly with a blaze of passion, his voice husky and tremulous from the stress of his emotion. “The tempter! The Bringer of Forbidden Fruit! The devil’s ambassador! Since the beginning of time that has been their office—to madden the brain, to turn man’s spirit from its highest purposes, to corrupt, to seduce, and to destroy! To creep and crawl, to intrude into the lonely places of man’s heart and brain, to wind herself into the core of his most secret life as a worm eats its way into a healthy fruit—to do all this with the guile of a serpent, the cunning of a fox—that, my boy, is what she’s here for!—and she’ll never change!” And, lowering his voice to an ominous and foreboding whisper, he said mysteriously, “Beware! Beware! Do not be deceived!”


  In a moment more he had resumed his tone and manner of calm deliberation and, with an air of irrelevance, somewhat grudgingly, as if throwing a bone to a dog, he said, “Your aunt, of course, was a woman of considerable mentality—considerable, that is, for a female. Of course, her mind is no longer what it used to be. I never talk to her any more,” he said indifferently. “I do not listen to her. I think she said something to me about your coming out on Sunday! But I do not know. No, sir, I could not tell you what her plans are. I have my own interests, and I suppose she has hers. Of course, she has her music. ... Yes, sir, she always has her music,” he said indifferently and contemptuously, and, staring across the apex of his hands, he forgot her.


  —


  Yet, he had been young, and full of pain and madness. For a space he had known all the torments any lover ever knew. So much my aunt had told me, and so much he had not troubled to deny. For bending toward me swiftly, fiercely, and abruptly in the full rich progress of a meal, her eyes ablaze with a mad and earnest light, she had suddenly muttered this ominous warning: “Take care, Dave! Take care, boy! You’re one of them! Don’t brood! Don’t brood! You mustn’t be mawbid,” she whispered hoarsely, fixing the mad glitter of her bright old eyes even more intensely on me. “You’re like all the rest of them—it’s in the blood!” she muttered, hoarsely and fatally.


  “Ah, what are you talk-ing about?” Bascom snarled in a tone of the profoundest contempt. “Scotch! English! Finest people on the face of the earth—no question about it!”


  “Fugitive ideation! fugitive ideation!” she chattered like a monkey over a nut. “Mind goes off in all diwections—can’t keep attention focused on anything foh five minutes! The modern decadents! Wead Nordau’s book, Dave—you’ll see, you’ll see! You’ah all alike,” she muttered. “You’ah ovah-sexed—all of you!”


  “Ah,” he snarled again, “You talk like a fool! Some more of your psychology, I suppose,” he said with a heavy sneer. “The black magic of little minds.”


  He knew nothing about it, of course; occasionally he still read Kant, and he could be as deep in absolutes, categories, moments of negation, and definitions of a concept, as she with all of her complicated and extensive paraphernalia of phobias, complexes, fixations, and repressions.


  Then, bending toward me once again, as if she had not heard him, she whispered: “Oh, yes! he’s indifferent enough to me now—but there was a time, there was a time, I tell you!—when he was mad about me! The old fool!” she cackled suddenly and bitterly with a seeming irrelevance. Then bending forward suddenly with a resumption of her former brooding intensity she whispered: “Yes! he was mad, mad, mad! Oh, he can’t deny it!” she cried. “He couldn’t keep his eyes off me for a minute! He went cwazy if any other man so much as looked at me!”


  “Quite true, my dear! Quite true!” my uncle said without a trace of anger or denial in his voice, with one of his sudden and astonishing changes to a mood of tender and tranquil agreement. “Oh, yes,” he said again, staring reminiscently across the apex of his great folded hands. “It is all quite true—every word as she has spoken it—quite true, quite true. I had forgotten but it’s all quite true.” And he shook his gaunt head gently from side to side, turning his closed eyes downward, and snuffling gently, blindly, tenderly, with laughter, with a passive and indifferent memory.


  For a year or two after his marriage he had been maddened by a black insanity of jealousy. It descended on his spirit like a choking and pestilence-laden cloud, it entered his veins with blackened tongues of poison, it crept along the conduits of his blood, sweltered venomously in his heart, it soaked into the convolutions of his brain until his brain was fanged with hatred, soaked in poison, stricken, maddened, and unhinged. His gaunt figure wasted until he became the picture of skeletonized emaciation, jealousy and fear ate like a vulture at his entrails, all of the vital energy, the power and intensity of his life, was fed into this poisonous and consuming fire and then, when it had almost wrecked his health, ruined his career, and destroyed his reason, it left him as suddenly as it came: his life reverted to its ancient and imbedded core of egotism, he grew weary of his wife, he thought of her indifferently, he forgot her.


  And she, poor soul, was like a rabbit trapped before the fierce yellow eye, the hypnotic stare of a crouching tiger. She did not know whether he would spring, strike forth his paw to maul her, or walk off indifferently. She was dazed and stricken before the violence of his first passion, the unreasoning madness of his jealousy, and in the years that followed she was bewildered, resentful, and finally embittered by the abrupt indifference which succeeded it—an indifference so great that at times he seemed to forget her very existence for days at a time, to live with her in a little house as if he were scarcely conscious of her presence, stumping about the place in an intensity of self-absorption while he cursed and muttered to himself, banged open furnace doors, chopped up whatever combinations of raw foods his fantastic imagination might contrive, and answering her impatiently and contemptuously when she spoke to him: “What did you say-y? Oh, what are you talk-ing about?”—and he would stump away again, absorbed mysteriously with his own affairs. And sometimes, if he was the victim of conspiracy in the universe—if God had forsaken him and man had tricked and cheated him, he would roll upon the floor, hammer his heels against the wall, and howl his curses at oblivious heaven.


  Louise, meanwhile, her children having left her, played Wagner on the gramophone, kept her small house tidy, and learned to carry on involved and animated conversations with herself, or even with her pots and pans, for when she scrubbed and cleaned them, she would talk to them: if she dropped one, she would scold it, pick it from the floor, spank it across the bottom, saying: “No, you don’t! Naughty, you bad thing, you!” And often, while he stumped through the house, these solitary conversations were interspersed by fits of laughter: she would bend double over her pots snuffling with soft laughter which was faintly broken at its climax, a long high “Who-o-op.” Then she would shake her head pityingly, and be off again, but at what she was laughing she could not have said.


  Suddenly one night, however, she interrupted one of Bascom’s stamping and howling tirades by putting on her tiny gramophone The Ride of the Valkyries, as recorded by the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra. Bascom, after the first paralysis of his surprise had passed, rushed furiously toward the offending instrument that was providing such melodious but mighty competition. Then Bascom halted; for suddenly he noticed that Louise was standing beside the instrument, that she was snuffling through her nose with laughter, and that from time to time she looked craftily toward him, and broke into a high piercing cackle. Bascom also noticed that she held a large carving knife in her hand. With a loud yell he turned and fled toward his room, where he locked the door, crying out strongly in an agony of terror: “O momma! Momma! Save me!”


  All this had amused Louise enormously. She played the record over time after time, forever snuffling with laughter and the high cackle: “Who-oo-oo!” She bent double with it.


  —


  The next morning after Bascom had gone furtively away to his office, Louise looked at her image in a mirror. She looked for a long time, and she said: “I wonder if I am going mad.”


  Her face at fifty was bloodless, birdlike, her bright eyes badly paunched and rimmed with red; her hair was dead white—all her delicate features were minutely carved with a fabric of tiny wrinkles. So she said: “I wonder if I’m going mad,” and took up the study of psychology.


  She read all the works of William James, and those of Professor William McDougall as often as they appeared. She subscribed t:o several magazines, and wrote a book herself. She called it “The Surgery of Psychic Analysis”: the publishers rejected it.


  “I’m a good hundred years ahead of my time,” she said to one of her daughters.


  Thus, Louise found the life of reason. She had found a curative for all disease: she became convinced very shortly that she was one of the very few perfectly balanced people in the world and, of course, that Bascom was utterly mad.


  But sometimes, even now, the old resentment and bewilderment would return—she would remember the time of his passionate absorption in her, even the black insanity of his jealousy, with bitterness and regret.


  What she had said was true. For two years after their marriage, before she had her first child, he had been like a man beset by furies. For the first time in his life his enormous egotism had been pulled away from its centre: he went outside of himself, he became acutely sensitive to the world around him. Because of the fury of possession which raged in him, because the thing he possessed must be the best and dearest thing on earth, it suddenly seemed that men were united against him in an effort to take it from him. Louise was pretty and attractive: wherever she went men looked at her, and when Bascom noticed this, it almost drove him mad.


  At this time he had his first church in a town in Illinois: sometimes in the middle of a sermon he would see her face below him and his own would grow livid; he would pause suddenly and lean forward gripping the edges of his lectern like a man stricken and foolish—he would recover himself and go on brokenly and indifferently, but his spirit would twist like a tortured animal, his entrails would get numb and sick, his heart seemed frozen in a ring of poison, and a thousand horrible and foolish doubts would torment him. There was no excess of fantastic possibility, no absurdity of suspicion that he did not know: his mind swarmed with poisonous fabrications, which in a second were translated into reality: he was unable to distinguish between cold fact and his delirious fancy—the moment he imagined anything he believed it to be true.


  And what was the reason for this madness? He did not know, and yet he knew that he was mad. He could sit in a chair and watch the madness soak into his brain and crawl along his flesh as a man might watch the progress of a poison in his blood. It was a madness that his mind contested, that his reason knew was false, and yet it conquered him. It drove him brain-sick, heart-sick, cursing through the streets at night, it drove him stamping through the streets clutching his great hands together at the waist, and if he heard a burst of laughter in the dark, if he heard voices and the pronouns “he” and “she” he was sure the words had reference to his wife and him or to a rival, and he would turn and curse the people who had spoken. The interest of the earth and of the town he thought was fastened on his own life and his wife’s: the earth was full of malevolent voices, evil whisperings—he saw himself at times as trapped, duped, tricked and mocked at by all men; he greeted his parishioners with a sick heart and a livid smile, and he searched their eyes, their faces, for a sly lurking humor, an evil and secret glee, or for some evidence that they knew the nature of his hurt, the ugly dishonor in his brain and heart, the foul color of his secret.


  And it was not, it could no longer be, he felt, a secret; he felt as naked as an infant, he thought the reason for his grief was legible in every word and action, and when he went out in the streets, sometimes his spirit cowered in a dreadful kind of shame—he felt like shielding his face from sight. Shame pressed upon him from the skies, he could not escape it—and when it was not shame of his own dishonor, it was shame because he feared that he was being mocked and jeered at as a fool and cuckold by the world.


  Great shapes of fear and cruelty were evoked out of immense and timeless skies, they hovered above him wherever he went, they darkened the wintry lights of desolate little towns like smears of blood: it seemed to him that there would never again be joy and confidence on earth, that the shapes of death and madness would walk in his brain forever and, having lost his faith in God, he now sought desperately for some faith in man: he dreamed of finding some earthly father, some man superior to himself in strength, wisdom, and age to whom he could confess the burden of his packed and overladen heart, from whom he might derive some wisdom, some medicine for the plague that was consuming him.


  But he never found him, in his heart he knew that such a physician and confessor did not exist: he was caught in a trap, he could not confess the evil weight that lay upon his soul, he took the last full measure of man’s loneliness. He could not add to his own dishonor by bringing dishonor on his wife, and always there was a censor in his brain, a core of sanity that in the darkest and evilest hours yet judged fairly, and told him he was mad.


  Then it left him. When it seemed that life was no longer tolerable it left him. It guttered out as a fierce flame gutters out of the fuel it has fed upon, and it left him full of weariness, indifference, and a sense of completion: he turned from the hurt, bewildered woman into the orbit of his own remote and secret life, he went on into new lives, new places and projects, and he forgot her.


  —


  And now, as I looked at the old man, I had a sense of union with the past. It seemed to me if he would only speak, the living past, the voices of lost men, the pain, the pride, the madness and despair, the million scenes and faces of the buried life—all that an old man ever knew—would be revealed to me, would be delivered to me like a priceless treasure, as an inheritance which old men owed to young, and which should be the end and effort of all living. My savage hunger was a kind of memory: I thought if he could speak, it would be fed.


  And for a moment, it seemed, I saw the visages of time, dark time, the million lock-bolts shot back in man’s memory, the faces of the lost Americans, and all the million casual moments of their lives, with Bascom blazing at them from a dozen pulpits, Bascom, tortured by love and madness, walking the streets of the nation, stumping the rutted roads, muttering through darkness with clasped bony hands, a gaunt and twisted figure reeling below immense and cruel skies across the continent. Light fell upon his face and darkness crossed it:—he came up from the wilderness, from derbied men and bustled women, from all of the memories of lavish brown, and from time, dark time—from a time that was further off than Saxon thanes, all of the knights, the spearheads, and the horses.


  Was all this lost?


  “It was so long ago,” the old man said.


  Bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more: the flying leaf, the broken cloud. Was no love crying in the wilderness?


  “—So long ago. I have lived so long. I have seen so much. I could tell you so many things,” my uncle said huskily, with weariness and indifference. His eye was lustreless and dead, he looked for a moment tired and old.


  All at once, a strange and perplexing vision, which was to return many times in the years that followed, came to me. It was this: there were a company of old men and women at dinner, seated together around a table. All of them were very old, older than my uncle; the faces of the old men and women were fragile and delicate like old yellowed china, their faces were frail and sexless, they had begun to look alike. In their youth all these people had known one another. The men had drunk, fought, whored, hated one another, and loved the women. Some had been devoured by the sterile and corrupt fear and envy that young men know. In secret their lips were twisted, their faces livid, and their hearts bitter; their eyes glittered with a reptilian hatred of another man—they dreaded his success, and they exulted in his failure, laughing with a delirious joy when they heard or read of his hurt, defeat or humiliation. They had been afraid to speak or confess what was in their hearts, they feared the mockery of their fellows; with one another their words were careful, picked, and disparaging. They gave the lie to passion and belief and they said what they knew was false. And yet along dark roads at night they had shouted out into the howling winds their great goat cries of joy, exultancy and power; they had smelled snow in thick brooding air at night, and they had watched it come, softly spitting at the window glass, numbing the footfalls of the earth with its soft silent fall, filling their hearts with a dark proud ecstasy, touching their entrails with impending prophecy. Each had a thousand dark desires and fantasies; each wanted wealth, power, fame and love; each saw himself as great, good and talented; each feared and hated rivals in business or in love—and in crowds they glared at one another with hard hostile eyes, they bristled up like crested cocks, they watched their women jealously, felt looks and glances through their shoulder blades, and hated men with white spermatic necks, amorous hair, and faces proud and insolent with female conquest.


  They had been young and full of pain and combat, and now all this was dead in them: they smiled mildly, feebly, gently, they spoke in thin voices, and they looked at one another with eyes dead to desire, hostility, and passion.


  As for the old women, they sat there on their yellowed and bony haunches. They were all beyond the bitter pain and ecstasy of youth—its frenzy, its hope, its sinew of bright blood and agony: they were beyond the pain and fear of anything save age and death. Here was a faithful wife, a fruitful mother; here was an adulterous and voluptuous woman, the potent mistress of a dozen men, here was her cuckold husband, who had screamed like a tortured animal when he had found her first in bed with another man, and here was the man he found her with; here was another man in whom the knowledge of his wife’s infidelity had aroused only a corrupt inverted joy, he exulted in it, he urged her on into new love affairs, he besought her greedily to taunt him with it, he fed upon his pain—and now they were all old and meagre and had the look of yellowed china. They turned their mild sunken faces toward one another with looks in which there was neither hate nor love nor desire nor passion, they laughed thinly, and their memory was all of little things.


  They no longer wanted to excel or to be first; they were no longer mad and jealous; they no longer hated rivals; they no longer wanted fame; they no longer cared for work or grew drunk on hope; they no longer turned into the dark and struck their bloody knuckles at the wall; they no longer writhed with shame upon their beds, cursed at the memory of defeat and desolation, or ripped the sheets between convulsive fingers. Could they not speak? Had they forgotten?


  Why could not the old men speak? They had known pain, death and madness, yet all their words were stale and rusty. They had known the wilderness, the savage land, the blood of the murdered men ran down into the earth that gave no answer; and they had seen it, they had shed it. Where were the passion, pain and pride, the million living moments of their lives? Was all this lost? Were they all tongueless? It seemed to me that there was something sly and evil in their glances as they sat together, as if they hoarded some cunning and malevolent wisdom in their brains, as if the medicine to all our grief and error was in them, but as if through the evil and conspirate communication of their glance, they had resolved to keep it from us. Or were they simply devoured with satiety, with weariness and indifference? Did they refuse to speak because they could not speak, because even memory had gone lifeless in them?


  Yes. Words echoed in their throat but they were tongueless. For them the past was dead: they poured into our hands a handful of dry dust and ashes.


  —


  The dry bones, the bitter dust? The living wilderness, the silent waste? The barren land?


  Have no lips trembled in the wilderness? No eyes sought seaward from the rock’s sharp edge for men returning home? Has no pulse beat more hot with love or hate upon the river’s edge? Or where the old wheel and the rusted stock lie stogged in desert sand: by the horsehead a woman’s skull. No love?


  No lonely footfalls in a million streets, no heart that beat its best and bloodiest cry out against the steel and stone, no aching brain, caught in its iron ring, groping among the laybrinthine canyons? Naught in that immense and lonely land but incessant growth and ripeness and pollution, the emptiness of forests and deserts, the unhearted, harsh and metal jangle of a million tongues, crying the belly-cry for bread, or the great cat’s snarl for meat and honey? All, then, all? Birth and the twenty thousand days of: snarl and jangle—and no love, no love? Was no love crying in the wilderness?


  It was not true. The lovers lay below the lilac bush; the laurel leaves were trembling in the wood.


  Suddenly it seemed to me, that if I could put my hand upon my uncle, if I could grip my fingers in his stringy arm, my strength and youth would go into him, and I could rekindle memory like a living flame in him, I could animate for an hour his ancient heart with the exultancy, the power, the joy that pulsed in me; I could make the old man speak.


  I wanted to speak to him as people never speak to one another, I wanted to say and hear the things one never says and hears. I wanted to know what his own youth beyond its grim weather of poverty, loneliness, and desperation had been like. He had been over ten years old when the war had ended, he had seen the men plod home in wreaths of dust and heard their casual voices in a room, he had breathed the air of vanished summers, he had seen cloud shadows floating on the massed green of the wilderness, the twisting of a last lone leaf upon a bough; and he had heard the desolate and stricken voices in the South long, long ago, the quiet and casual voices of lost men, a million vanished footsteps in the streets of life. And he had known the years of brown, dark lavish brown, the lost and hypocritic years, the thunder of the wheels and hooves upon the cobbles, the color of bright blood—the savagery, the hunger and the fear.


  Was the memory of all this lost?


  I touched him—I put my hand upon his shoulder, he did not move. Sunken in what lost world, buried in what incommunicable and tongueless past, he said—“So long ago.”


  Then I got up and left him and went out into the streets where the singing and lyrical air, the man-swarm passing in its million-footed weft, the glorious women and the girls compacted in a single music of belly and breasts and thighs, the sea, the earth, the proud, potent, clamorous city, all of the voices of time fused to a unity that was like a song, a token and a cry. Victoriously, I trod the neck of doubt as if it were a serpent: I was joined to the earth, a part of it, and I possessed it; I would be wasted and consumed, filled and renewed eternally; I would feel unceasingly alternate tides of life and dark oblivion; I would be emptied without weariness, replenished forever with strong joy. I had a tongue for agony, a food for hunger, a door for exile and a surfeit for insatiate desire: exultant certainty welled up in me, I thought I could possess it all, and I cried: “Yes! It will be mine!”


  [¬]


  THE WEB OF EARTH


  [Scribner’s Magazine, July 1932]


  ... in the year that the locusts came, something that happened in the year the locusts came, two voices that I heard there in that year. ... Child! Child! It seems so long ago since the year the locusts came, and all of the trees were eaten bare: so much has happened and it seems so long ago. ...


  “What say?” I said.


  Says, “Two ... Two,” says, “Twenty ... Twenty.”


  “Hah? What say?”


  “Two ... Two,” the first voice said; and, “Twenty ... Twenty,” said the other.


  “Oh, Two!” I cried out to your papa, and “Twenty ... Twenty—can’t you hear them?”


  “Two ... Two,” it said again, the first voice over by the window, and “Twenty ... Twenty” said the second, at my ear.


  “Oh, don’t you hear it, Mr. Hawke?” I cried.


  “Why, Lord, woman!” your papa said. “What on earth are you talking about? There’s no one there,” he said.


  “Oh, yes, there is!” I said, and then I heard them once again, “Two ... Two” and “Twenty ... Twenty.”


  “There they are!” I said.


  “Pshaw, Mrs. Hawke,” your papa said. “It’s something you imagined. You fell asleep, you must have dreamed it.”


  “Oh, no, I didn’t,” I said. “It’s there! It’s there all right!”—because I knew, I knew: because I heard it just as plain!


  “It’s the condition you’re in,” he said. “You’re tired and overwrought and you’ve imagined it.”


  Then all of the bells began to ring and he got up to go.


  “Oh! don’t go!” I said. “I wish you wouldn’t go”—you know I had a premonition, and it worried me to see him go.


  And then I heard it once again—“Two ... Two,” the first voice said, and “Twenty ... Twenty,” said the other ... and I know, I know—why, yes! Lord God! don’t I remember, boy!—the hour, the time, the very year it happened to the day ... because that was the year the locusts came at home and all of the trees were eaten bare.


  “But, say, then!—Ed—Gil—Lee—pshaw! Boy! John! I mean—I reckon Lee is thinking of me at this moment, that’s why I keep calling you his name. Well, now—hah? What say?”


  “You started to tell about two voices that you heard one time.”


  “Oh, yes! That’s so! Well, now, as I was—say! What was that? Hah?”


  “Those were the ships out on the harbor, mama.”


  “What say? Harbor? Ships? Oh, yes, I reckon now that’s so. The harbor is yon way?”


  “No, mama, it’s the other way. You’re turned around. It’s just the other way: it’s there.”


  “Hah? That way? Why, no, child, surely not. ... Are you telling me the truth? ... Well, then, I’ll vow! I am mixed up. I reckon comin’ in that tunnel did it. But you couldn’t lose me in the country; give me a landmark of some sort to go by and I’ll be all right. ... Why, boy, I’ll vow! ... There goes that thing again! Why, Lord! It sounds like some old cow! And here you are right on the edge of it! How did you ever come to such a place? Lord! Listen—do you hear it? I reckon that’s a big one gettin’ ready to pull out. ... Lord, God! You’re all alike: your daddy was the same—forever wantin’ to be up and gone. If I’d a let him he’d have been nothing but a wanderer across the face of the earth. ... Child, child, you mustn’t be a wanderer all your days. ... It worries me to think of you away off somewheres with strange people. ... You mustn’t spend your life alone with strangers. ... You ought to come back where your people came from. ... Child, child, it worries me. ... Come back again.”


  —


  “Well, now, as I was goin’ on to say, that night I heard it, the first voice—pshaw! there goes that whistle once again. Say, boy! I tell you what—it makes me want to pick right up and light out with it! Why, yes, I’m not so old! I could start out now—I tell you what, I’ve got a good mind to do it—I’d like to start right out and just see everything—why! all those countries, England, where all your folks came from, and France, Germany, Italy—say! I’ve always wanted to see Switzerland—that must certainly be a beautiful spot—as the feller says, the Wonderland of Nature. ...


  “Say ... oh, now I hear it! ... Now I know. ... Why, yes! It’s out yon way. And where’s the bridge, then, that we walked across that night?”


  “It’s here—right at the bottom of the street. Here! Come to the window and look out. Don’t you remember how we came?”


  Remember! Now, boy, you ask me if I can remember! Lord, God! I reckon I remember things you never read about, the way it was, the things they never wrote about in books.


  I reckon that they tried to put it down in books, all of the wars and battles, child, I guess they got that part of it all right, but Lord!—how could these fellers know the way it was when they weren’t born, when they weren’t there to see it: they made it seem so long ago and like it happened in some strange land—what could they know, child, of the way it was: the way the wind blew and the way the sun was shining, the smell of the smoke out in the yard, and mother singin’ and the scalded feathers, and the way the river swelled that spring when it had rained. The way the men looked as they marched back along the river road that day, as they were comin’ from the war, and the things we said, and the sound of all the voices of the people who are dead, and the way the sunlight came and went, and how it made me sad to see it, and the way the women cried as we stood there in Bob Patton’s yard, and the men marched by us, and the dust rose, and we knew the war was over. Lord, God! do I remember! Those are the things that I remember, child, and that’s the way things were.


  I can remember all the way back to the time when I was two years old, and let me tell you, boy: there’s mighty little I’ve forgotten since.


  Why, yes!—don’t I remember how they took me by the hand that day and led me down into the holler—Bob Patton and your Uncle George—and here boy-like they had constructed an effigy of Willy and Lucindy Patton out of that old black mud they had there—you could mould it in your hands just like a piece of putty—and how I screamed and all—because I knew, I knew, I’d seen them both and I remembered them—why! Willy and Lucindy were two slaves that Cap’n Patton owned—Oh, Lord! the blackest African niggers you ever saw, as father said, charcoal would a left a white mark on them, their parents had been taken right out of the jungle—and those white teeth, those gleaming white teeth when they grinned—but oh! the odor! that awful odor, that old black nigger smell that nothin’ could wash out, mother couldn’t stand it, it made her deathly sick, when they passed through a room they left the smell behind them—and here these two devils of boys had made this effigy with pebbles they had taken from the creek for teeth, and to think of it!—that they should tell a child of two a thing like that—why, that it was Willy and Lucindy Patton I was lookin’ at—“Look out!” says Bob, “they’re goin’ to eat you up,” he says, and how I screamed—why I remember it all the same as yesterday!


  And don’t I remember taking Brother Will up to the Indian Mound—of course the story went that there were Indians buried there, that’s what it was, they said—and here this brook was filled up with this old black oily stuff that came out from the mound—of course, father always gave it as his opinion there was oil there, that’s what he said, you know, that some one would make a fortune some day if they dug a well there—and Will was only two and a half years old and George told him that the old black oil was squeezed out of the corpses of the Indians and how Will screamed and hollered when he told him—“Why,” mother said, “I could wring your neck for having no more sense than to frighten a child with such a story.”


  —


  And yes, now! What about it? Don’t I remember that winter when the deer come boundin’ down the hill across the path and stopped and looked at me not ten feet away, and I screamed because I saw its antlers? Lord! I didn’t know what to make of it, I’d never heard of such an animal, and how it bounded away into the woods again and how when I told mother she said, “Yes, you saw a deer. That was a deer you saw all right. The hunters ran it down here off the mountain” and—why, yes! wasn’t it only the next spring after that when I was a big girl four years old and remembered everything that the Yankees began to come through there, and didn’t I hear them, didn’t I see them with my own eyes, the villains—those two fellers tearing along the road on two horses they had stolen as hard as they could as if all hell had cut loose after them—why! it’s as plain in my mind today as it was then, the way they looked, two ragged-lookin’ troopers bent down and whippin’ those horses for all that they were worth, with bandanna handkerchiefs tied around their necks and the ends of them whipping back as stiff and straight as if they’d been starched and ironed—now that will give you some idea of how fast they were goin’—and couldn’t I hear the people shoutin’ and hollerin’ all along the road that they were comin’, and how the women-folks took on and made the men go out and hide themselves? “Oh, Lord,” says mother, wringin’ her hands, “here they come!” and didn’t Addie Patton come running up the hill to tell us, the poor child frightened out of her wits, you know, screaming, “Oh, they’ve come, they’ve come! And grandfather’s down there all alone,” she says. “They’ll kill him, they’ll kill him!”


  Of course we didn’t know then that these two Yankee stragglers were alone, we thought they were the advance guard of a whole brigade of Sherman’s troopers. But law! the rest of them never got there for a week, here these two thieving devils had broken away, and I reckon were just trying to see how much they could steal by themselves. Why, yes! Didn’t all the men begin to shoot at them then as they went by and when they saw they didn’t have the army with them, and didn’t they jump off their horses and light out for the mountains on foot as hard as they could, then, and leave the horses? And didn’t some people from way over in Bedford County come to claim the horses when the war was over? They identified them, you know, and said those same two fellers were the ones that took ’em. And Lord! didn’t they tell it how Amanda Stevens set fire to the Bridge with her own hands on the other side of Sevier so that those that were comin’ in from Tennessee were held up for a week before they got across—yes! and stood there laughin’ at them, you know; of course they used to tell it on her that she said (“Lord!” I said, “you know she wouldn’t say a thing like that!”) but of course Amanda was an awful coarse talker, she didn’t care what she said, and they all claimed later that’s just the way she put it—“Why,” she hollers to them, “you don’t need a bridge to get across a little stream like that, do you? Well, you must be a pretty worthless lot, after all,” she said. “Why, down here,” she says, “we’d call it a pretty poor sort of man who couldn’t-across it,” and, of course, the Yankees had to laugh then, that’s the story that they told.


  And yes! Didn’t they tell it at the time how the day the Yankees marched into town they captured old man Dockery. I reckon they wanted to have some fun with him more than anything else, a great fat thing, you know, with that swarthy yeller complexion and that kinky hair, of course, the story went that he had nigger blood in him and—what about it! he admitted it, sir, he claimed it then and there in front of all the Yankees, I reckon hoping they would let him off. “All right,” the Yankees said, “if you can prove that you’re a nigger we’ll let you go.” Well, he said that he could prove it, then. “Well, how’re you goin’ to prove it?” they asked him. “I’ll tell you how,” this Yankee captain says, calls to one of his troopers, you know, “Run him up and down the street a few times, Jim,” he says, and so they started, this soldier and old man Dockery, running up and down in that hot sun as hard as they could go. Well, when they got back, he was wringin’ wet with perspiration, Dockery, you know, and the story goes the Yankee went over to him and took one good smell and then called out, “Yes, by God, he told the truth, boys. He’s a nigger. Let him go!” Well, that’s the way they told it, anyhow.


  And yes! Don’t I remember it all, yes! With the men comin’ by and marchin’ along that river road on their way into town to be mustered out and all of us ganged together there in the front yard of Uncle John’s place to see them pass, father and mother and all the childern and all of the Patton and Alexander and Woodsend tribes and these two black African niggers that I told you John Patton owned, Willy and Lucindy Patton, and your greatgrandfather, boy, old Bill Woodsend that they called Bill the Hatter because he could make them of the finest felt—learned how to treat the wool with chamber lye, oh! the finest hats you ever saw, why, don’t I remember an old farmer coming to our house in my childhood to give a hat to Uncle Sam to be reblocked, says, “Sam, old Bill Woodsend made that hat for me just twenty years ago and it’s as good,” he says, “as it ever was, all it needs is to be blocked and cleaned,” and let me tell you, every one that knew him said that Billy Woodsend was certainly a man with a remarkable mind.


  —


  Now, boy, I want to tell you, I’ve always said whatever ability you had came from that side of the house, there’s one thing sure, Bill Woodsend was a man who’d a gone far if he’d had the education. Of course he had no book-learnin’ but they told it, you know, how he could argue and take sides on any question, hale and hearty, mind you, right up to the hour of his death, sent word down to Sam one day to come up there to see him, says, “Sam”—of course Sam told it how he found him building his fire and singin’ a hymn, at peace with the world and without a thing wrong with him—“Sam,” he says, “I’m glad you’ve come. There are matters I want to talk over with you. Lay down on that bed,” he says, “so we can talk.” Well, that just suited Sam, you know, oh! the laziest feller that ever lived, he could spend his whole life just a-layin’ round and talkin’, “Why,” he says, “what is it, father? What’s the matter? Aren’t you feelin’ good?” he says. “Oh,” says Bill, “I never felt better, but I’m not goin’ to be here with you much longer,” he says, says, [he says,] “I’ve made up my mind it’s time to die, Sam, and I want to put my house in order before I go.” “Why, father,” Sam says, “what are you talkin’ about, what do you mean? There’s nothing wrong with you.” “No, not a thing,” says Bill. “Why, you’ll be here for years to come,” says Sam. “No, Sam,” the old man says, he shook his head, you know. “I’ve just decided that it’s my time to go. I’ve had a Call. Now, I’ve lived out my full three score years and ten,” he says, “with some to spare and I feel there’s nothin’ more I can do on earth, so I’ve made up my mind.” “Made up your mind?” says Sam, “why, made up your mind to what?” “Why,” he says, “I’ve made up my mind to die, Sam.” “Why, father,” says Sam, “what are you talking about? You’re not going to die,” he says. “Yes,” says Bill, “I’ve made up my mind to die tomorrow,” says, “I’ve made up my mind to die at ten minutes after six tomorrow afternoon, and that’s the reason I sent for you.” Well! they built up a roarin’ big fire and stayed up all night long talkin’ together, and oh! you know, Sam told it how the wind roared and howled, and how they talked long, long into the night, and they cooked breakfast, and lay around and talked some more, and they cooked dinner, and talked some more, and that old man was as well and strong as he’d ever been, at peace with mankind, sir, and without a worry in the world, but on the stroke of six, now, boy, I want to tell you the kind of man he was, on the stroke of six, he turned to Sam and said, “Get ready, Sam,” and at ten minutes after six to the dot, he looked at him again and said, “Good by, Sam: it’s my time, I’m going, son,” and he turned his face to the wall, sir, and died—now that’s the kind of a man he was, that goes to show the kind of will power and determination he had in him—and let me tell you something: we’ve all had it in us, that same thing, when it came our time to go, we knew it, father went the same way, sir, kept wakin’ up all day long to say, “Is it six o’clock, yet?”—couldn’t seem to get it off his mind, you know—“Why, no, father,” I said, “it’s only noon.” Now, six, six, I kept a-thinkin’, why does he keep asking if it’s six? That very day, sir, as the clock was striking the last stroke of six he breathed his last, I turned to Jim and whispered “Six”: he nodded, “Yes,” he said. Of course we knew.


  But here he was that day—don’t I remember him? Old Bill Woodsend standin’ there with all the rest of us to watch the troops go by, a hale and hearty old man, sir, oh! married twice and had all those childern, eight by his first wife, Martha Patton, of course father was one of that crowd and fourteen by that other woman—well, that’s so, there was that other one, I reckon, that he’d had by that woman down in South Carolina, of course there was no record of the ceremony and I reckon what they said was true, but he brought that child home and sat her down at the table with all the rest of them and said to them all: “From this time on she is your sister and must be treated so,” and that’s the way it was all right. And here, to think of it! All these childern that he had went out and had big families of their own, those that didn’t die early or get killed, until now there are hundreds of them living down there in Catawba in the mountains and in Georgia and Texas and out west in California and Oregon until now they are spread all over like a web—but that’s where they came from, from that one old man, he was the only one there was to begin with, the son of that Englishman that came there back in Revolutionary days to sink those copper shafts out there in Yancey. Of course they say we’ve got great estates waitin’ for us in England—I know Uncle Bob came to father at the time Bill Woodsend died and told him he ought to do something about it, but they decided against it, said the expense would be too great—but he was there, all right, Bill Woodsend was there with all the rest of us the day they came back from the war. And here came all the troops, you know, and you could hear the men a-cheerin’ and the women-folks a-crying, and every now and then you’d see one of the men drop out of line and then the women would start crying again, and here comes Uncle Bob—only sixteen, mind you, but he seemed like an old man to me—wearing a stovepipe hat I reckon he’d looted from some store and no shoes on, and here he comes and we all began to cry.


  “Why, Lord!” says Bob, “this is a pretty home-comin’ for a fact,” he says, you know, trying to joke us along and cheer us up. “Why, I thought you’d be glad to see me,” he says. “I didn’t expect you all to bust out cryin! [cryin’!] Why, if that’s the way you feel,” he says, “I’m goin’ back.”


  “Oh, Bob, Bob,” his mother says, “you’ve got no shoes, poor child, you’re barefooted,” she says.


  “No,” says Bob, “I wore ’em out in my hurry to get home,” he says, “I just walked them clean off my feet,” he says, “but if I’d known it was goin’ to be like this, I wouldn’t have come so fast,” he said, and of course that made ’em laugh.


  But, child, that wasn’t the reason that the women cried. So many had gone off that never would come home again and, of course, they knew it, they knew it, and then, didn’t we all flock into the house, and hadn’t they all been baking and cooking for a week and, let me tell you, poor as we were, that was a meal, no little dabs of stuff such as they give you in these days: fried chickens—why we must have cooked two dozen of them—and boiled hams and pork and roasting ears and sweet pertaters and string beans and plates full of corn bread and hot biscuits and peach and apple dumplings and all kinds of jams and jellies and pies and cakes galore and all of the cider you could drink, and Lord! I wish you could have seen the way that Bob and Rufus Alexander and Fate Patton put that food away—why, as mother said, you’d a thought they hadn’t had a square meal since they went to war and I reckon maybe she didn’t miss it much either.


  Why, wasn’t I a big girl of five years old at the time, and saw it all, and remember it as well as I’m settin’ here—yes, and things that happened long before that—and things you never heard of, boy, with all your reading out of books: why, yes, didn’t we learn to do everything ourselves and to grow everything we ate and to take the wool and dye it, yes, to go out in the woods and get the sumac and the walnut bark and all the walnut hulls and elderberries for the dyes and rinse the wool in copperas water until we had a hard fast black you couldn’t take the shine off—why! it beat the stuff they have today all hollow—didn’t I learn to do it with my own hands and couldn’t I get the finest reds and greens and yellers that you ever saw, and didn’t I learn to spin the flax and bleach it and make fine shirts and sheets and tablecloths myself, why, yes, don’t I remember the day—oh! that strong rank smell, you know, of scalded feathers, with mother plucking the chicken in the yard, and the smell of the smoke, and the fresh pine chips out by the chopping block, and all (that’s where you got your sense of smell from, boy!) and the wind that howled and whistled through that old coarse grass, it made me sad to listen to it (that was the year just after Sally died) and I sat there at the wheel spinning away, and I can see it all, I remember just the way it was—when here they came along the river road, and you could hear them shout and holler out “Hurrah! hurrah!” I reckon they’d all been in to town to vote. “Hurrah!” they cried: “Hurrah for Hayes!” one crowd would cry and, “Hurrah for Tilden!” cried the other.


  Lord God! do I remember! I reckon that I do! I remember things you never dreamed or heard of, boy.


  “But what about those voices that you heard?”


  “Well, [Well,] now, I say—that’s what I’m telling you:


  “Two-two,” the first voice said, and “twenty-twenty,” said the other. “What say?” I said. Says, “two-two,” says, “twenty-twenty.” “Hah? What say?” Says, “two-two,” the first voice said, says “twenty-twenty,” said the other.


  Well, then—say! what about it!—I was thinking about it the other day. ... I don’t know ... but it’s pretty strange when you come to think about it, isn’t it? Why, that very day, you know, the twenty-seventh of September, I remember because it was on the twenty-fifth, just two days before, that I had the talk with Ambrose Radiker, that’s exactly when it was all right, about eleven o’clock in the morning, your papa was back there in his work room lettering a tombstone he was getting ready to set up for a man out there in Beaverdam whose wife had died, when here he came, Mel Porter. Your papa said he marched right back into the work room, sir, and stood there looking at him without sayin’ a word: he just stood there shakin’ his head and your papa said he certainly looked blue and depressed as if some awful calamity had befallen him, so your papa said, “What’s the matter, Mel? I never saw you look so sad,” he says.


  “Oh, Will, Will,” he says, and he just stood there shakin’ his head at your papa, “if you only knew how I envy you! Here you are with a good trade you can work at and nothing to worry you: I’d give up everything I have in the world if I could just change places with you!” “Why what on earth are you talking about!” your papa said, “You’re a first-class lawyer with a good practice and here you want to swap places with a stone-cutter who’s got to work with his hands and never knows where his next job’s comin’ from,” your papa said. “It’s a curse and a care,” your papa said, that’s exactly the way he talked to him, you know the way he had of talkin’, he’d come right out with a thing without mincin’ words, “It’s a curse and a care,” he said, “and it was a bitter day for me when I first took it up: You’ve got to wait until they die to get a job and then their families, ingrates that they are, will give the work to one of your competitors: if I’d done the thing I was cut out for, I’d studied law like you did and gone into practice.” Well, of course, they all said that, they said that Mr. Hawke would certainly have made a fine lawyer with his fluent command of language and all. “Oh, Will, Will,” he said, “you can just go down on your knees and thank God that you didn’t,” he said. “At least you have enough to eat,” he said, “and when you go home at night you can go to bed and sleep.”


  “Why, Mel,” your papa said. “What on earth is wrong with you? Something is worryin’ you, that’s one thing sure.” “Oh, Will,” he said, shakin’ his head, “it’s those men. I can’t sleep at night for thinkin’ about them!” Well, he hadn’t said what men, he hadn’t mentioned their names, but your papa knew right away who he was talkin’ about, it flashed over him all at once that he was referrin’ to Ed Mears and Lawrence Wayne and those other three murderers down there in the county jail he had defended. And he had been down there to see them, he’d just come away from there, your papa said he knew exactly where he’d been the moment he looked at him, said his shoes and the bottoms of his trousers were coated with that old red-clay Niggertown dust, that’s all in the world it was.


  “Why, yes, Mel,” your papa said, “I reckon it is pretty hard, but you’ve got nothin’ to blame yourself for,” he said. “You did all any one could expect you to do,” he said; says, “You did the best you could for them,” he says; says, “I don’t see what you got to blame yourself about now,” he says.


  “Oh, Will,” he says, “it’s the strain, the awful strain of it,” he says. “Here I’ve done all I could to save them,” he says, “and it looks as if there’s nothing else I can do,” he says; says, “It looks to me as if they’ve got to hang,” he says, “and here are their wives and childern and all of their kinfolk beggin’ me to save them and,” he says, “Will, I just don’t know what else there is I can do,” he says; says, “I’ve racked my brain lookin’ for a way out,” he says, “and it looks to me as if they’ve got to swing. I tell you what,” he says, shakin’ his head, and your papa said he looked mighty blue, says, “it’s an awful thing when you come to think of it! What about it!” he says. “Here they’ve got all those little childern dependent on them who have got to grow up now with that awful stigma attached to their name of knowin’ they’re the childern of men who were hanged for murder. Why, it’s awful, that’s what it is, Will,” he says; says, “I can’t sleep at night for thinkin’ about it.”


  Well, when your papa came home to dinner that day he told me all about it, says, “I tell you what, it’s pretty hard on him, isn’t it? I reckon he’s done all he can but he feels like he’s in some way responsible for it, that maybe there’s somethin’ he failed to do that might have saved their lives,” he says; says, “I couldn’t help feelin’ sorry for him,” says “he was pale as a ghost: he looked as if he hadn’t been able to sleep for a week.” “Hm!” I says. “Now you listen to me: there’s something mighty funny about this somewheres. I’ve never known a lawyer yet,” I says, “who wasn’t able to sleep because a client was goin’ to be hanged, and you can just bet your bottom dollar,” I says, “that Melvin Porter isn’t losin’ sleep on that account. The only reason they’ll lose sleep,” I says, “is because they’re afraid they’re not goin’ to get paid or because they’re stayin’ awake figgerin’ how they can get the best of some one, and if he told you any such story as that,” I says, “you can depend upon it that he wasn’t tellin’ you the truth—there’s a nigger in the woodpile somewheres: that story just won’t wash.”


  “No,” your papa says, “I believe you’re wrong,” says, “I think you’re doin’ him an injustice.”


  “Why, pshaw, Mr. Hawke!” I says. “I wouldn’t be such a goose! There’s not a word of truth in that story, all they’ve got to do is to appeal to your sympathies and you’ll believe anything they tell you.”


  And of course that was just exactly how he was: he’d curse and rave and carry on, and then they’d tell him some big lie to get on his good side and he’d give them everything he had. Why! didn’t Mel Porter’s own brother, that miserable old rip, Rufus Porter—as the sayin’ goes, if there’s a just God in heaven he’s getting today the punishment he deserves—with his old red face all stewed down like a persimmon with all the licker he’d drunk—why yes! when I was a girl didn’t I see him myself march right down the aisle as big as you please, sir, that night at the meeting of the Sons of Temperance arm in arm with Jeter Alexander to sign the pledge and Lord! as I said later if you took all the rotten old licker they’d poured down their throats since then you’d have enough to float a battleship—come to your papa and got him to sign his note and stand security for him at the bank for fourteen hundred dollars. Pshaw! when I think of it! ... I said to your papa, “He’s the one who ought to be hanged! I could spring the trap myself!” I said; says to your papa, in that mealy voice he had, you know, says, “Oh, it will be all right, Will.” Says, “You know I wouldn’t let you lose a penny,” when he didn’t have a dollar to his name! “I’ll vow, Mr. Hawke!” I said at the time. “How on earth were you ever such a fool as to do such a thing!”


  “Well,” he said, “he swore it was all right—said he’d go down and dig ditches before he’d let me lose a penny.”


  “Yes,” I said, “and you were just fool enough to believe him, weren’t you!”


  “Well,” your papa said, “I’ve learned my lesson. There’s one thing sure: I’ll never get stung that way again,” he said.


  “All right,” I said, “we’ll wait and see.”


  Well, it wasn’t two years before Rufe Porter tried the very same trick on him again: he had the gall to walk right into your papa’s office, sir, as big as you please, and ask him to go his note for five hundred dollars. Your papa was so mad he took him by the collar and pitched him all the way out into the square and says, “If you ever come back here again, you God-damned mountain grill,” that’s just the way your papa talked to him, you know the way he talked, he didn’t mince words when he was mad, “I’ll kill you.” Why yes! wasn’t old Bill Smathers the chief of police at the time standin’ right there on the steps of the City Hall and saw the whole thing? and he hollered right out to your papa, “Yes, and if I’m here when he does come back, Mr. Hawke, I’ll help you to do it,” he says; says, “You did exactly the right thing,” says, “The only pity is you didn’t kill him now.”


  When your papa came home and told me about it, I said, “Yes, and he was exactly right! You should have finished the job then and there. That’s exactly what you should have done. It would have been good riddance,” I said, you know, I reckon I was pretty bitter, to think of it—here we were with six childern to support and to think that he would go flingin’ his money away on that miserable old toper: I could a wrung his neck for being such a fool. “Now, you look a-here,” I said, “Let this be a lesson to you: don’t you ever let him have a penny again, and don’t you go lendin’ money out to any one without consultin’ me first. You’re a married man with a family of little childern to support and your first duty is to them.” Well, he promised, of course—he said he’d never do such a thing again, and I suppose I believed him.


  —


  Well, sir, it wasn’t three days before he went off on a big spree, he came home roaring drunk, I remember they sent word to us from Ambrose Radiker’s saloon that he was up there and that we’d better come and get him: of course, they said they couldn’t do anything with him and they thought they’d better let us know. So I went myself. Oh! Lord! ... Why, child! you never knew him till later when he was getting old and tired—I reckon you thought he was bad enough then but child! child! You don’t know, you don’t know. You never saw him! ... That nigger of Radiker’s told me. ... You know that big old pock-marked yellow nigger that they had—told me that he could drink more licker than any four men he ever saw. ... He told me, mind you, that he’d seen him stand right up at the bar and drink two quart bottles of that old rye licker without stoppin’. “Yes,” I said to Ambrose Radiker, “and you let him! You,” I said, you know I looked him right in the eye when I said it and he looked pretty sheepish, I tell you he did! “Here you are,” I said, “a man with a wife and childern of your own, and you’ve got no more pride nor honor than to take money out of the pocket of a man who needs it to support his family. Why, they ought to tar and feather a man like you and ride him out of town on a rail,” I said. I reckon I was pretty bitter but that’s just exactly the way I talked to him.


  Well. ... I reckon it stung him. He didn’t say anything for a minute, but, I tell you what, his face was a study. ... Oh! that mortified look, you know, looked as if he’d a been glad if the earth had opened and swallered him up at that moment. Then, of course, he said: “Why, Delia! We don’t want his money! We don’t need it that bad. Why, your good will would be worth more to me than that,” he says. “There are plenty of people who will come in here and drink and behave themselves,” he said. “You know we don’t try to lure him on to get him to come in here. Why,” he said, “I’d be the happiest man alive if Mr. Hawke took a solemn oath never to touch another drop of licker as long as he lived—Yes and lived up to it, too. Because he’s one man,” he says, “that ought never to touch a drop! If he’d take one drink and then go on,” he said, “why, he’d be all right, but one drink’s no more use to him than a drop in the eye,” he says, that’s just the way he put it, “he’s got to drink up half a bottle before he even feels it and then,” he says, oh, shaking his head, “I tell you what, he is a caution. It’s just a problem to know what to do with him. You never know what he’s going to do next,” he says; says, “we’ve had some terrible times with him.


  “Ah, you don’t know,” he says. “He can get the queerest notions in his head of any man I ever saw,” he said, “you never know what’s comin’ next. Why, one night,” he said, “he began to holler and rave about Lydia. Why,” Ambrose says, “he swore that she’d come back from the grave to haunt him because of the life he’d led. ‘There she is,’” he hollers, “‘There! ... there! ... Don’t you see her?’—he kept a-pointin’ round the room and then he said she was looking at him over my shoulder. ‘Why, no,’ I says, ‘there’s no one there, Will, you’re just imaginin’ all that.’ ‘Yes she is,’ he says, ‘and damn you, you’re trying to shield her. Get out of the way, or I’ll kill you,’ he says, and with that he ups and throws a quart bottle half full of licker right at my head—why, it’s a wonder,” he says, “that it didn’t kill me: I saw it comin’,” he says, “an ducked my head just in the nick of time but it smashed up a whole row of glasses we had settin’ back behind the bar, and then,” says Ambrose, “he got down on his knees and began prayin’ to her and saying, ‘Oh, Lydia, Lydia, say that you forgive me, baby,’ and then he started talking about her eyes—‘There! ... there!’ he says, ‘they’re glarin’ at me—don’t you see them?—Oh, God have mercy on me!’ he hollers, ‘she’s come back from the grave to curse me!’ It was enough to curdle your blood to hear him,” Ambrose says. “Why, that nigger Dan of mine,” he says, “was so scared that he lit right out of here: I didn’t see hide nor hair of him for two days,” he says, “you know how superstitious a nigger is,” he says, “a thing like that would frighten the life out of him.” “Why, of course,” I says, “and let me tell you something: I’m not so sure it’s nothin’ but superstition, after all.”


  Well, he gave me a mighty funny look, I tell you what, he did, and he says, “Why Delia! Surely you don’t think there was anything in all that?” “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I says. “I could tell you some mighty strange things, I could tell you of things I’ve seen myself,” I said, “and I don’t know how you’re goin’ to account for them unless there is, sure enough, as the saying goes, a voice beyond the grave.” Well, his face was a study, I can tell you. In a moment he looked me straight in the eyes and said: “Who was Lydia? Did he ever know any one by that name?” “Yes,” I said, “he did. That was before you knew him,” I said. “Was it his other wife—the one that died?” he said. “That’s who,” I said. “Yes, that’s exactly who it was. And he’s got a lot to remember and be sorry for, too,” I said. Well, I didn’t say any more, I didn’t tell him your papa had had two other wives, I didn’t tell him that he had been married and divorced from one woman way down in the eastern part of the state before he married Lydia, of course, Lydia was the only one the folks at home knew about. I reckon I was too proud to let any one know about Maggie Efird, it was considered a disgrace in those days to have anything to do with a divorced man and as for a divorced woman, why, of course, she wasn’t considered much better than a chippy. If I’d known about it before I married him I don’t reckon I’d a had anything more to do with him: I’d a been too mortified at the thought of lowerin’ myself in that way. But, of course, he didn’t tell me! Law, no! I’d been married to him almost a year before I knew anything about it.


  —


  Of course, he told it then, he had to admit it.


  Why, yes! didn’t old Mrs. Mason—child! I’ve often thought of her, that poor old woman, to think what she went through! Here she was, of course, livin’ with us about a year after we got married, just to see that he got settled once again and tryin’ to restore peace in her own family: tryin’ to bring John and Eller Beals together again—of course John and Lydia were her childern by her first marriage, she married a man named Beals the first time, says: “Oh, Delia, I’ll help you any way I can. He’ll be all right now if she just keeps away from him. If I can just keep them apart now, if I can just persuade her to go back to John and lead a decent life, I’ll consider that my work in life is finished. I’ll be able to die in peace,” she said, oh, cryin’, you know. “You don’t know, you don’t know,” she says, “what I’ve lived through.”


  And then she told the whole story, you know, how they came to know him first, how they met him that first time down there in Sidney when he came to their house to live. Of course, he’d just come South to live: here he was work-in’ for John Arthur as a stonecutter, doin’ all that work there on the State Penitentiary and I reckon at first he didn’t have many friends; of course, he was a Yankee, and it was back in Reconstruction Days, and the feeling was still bitter.


  Why, yes! Didn’t he tell it himself about how bitter he was against us when he came south from Baltimore. “But my comin’ was an accident,” he said, “I firmly intended to go west. That was my boyhood ambition, and I’d have gone if John Arthur hadn’t written me and told me to come on, that there was work to do,” but, oh! he considered us nothing but a set of damned rebels and hangin’ too good for us. Why! didn’t they want to try Lee and Jefferson Davis as traitors—of course, his oldest brother George had been killed at Gettysburg and here he was all up in arms against us, sir—until he saw it all—and then he changed right over and cursed the government for allowin’ it—why the black legislatures—there in Sidney and at that time he helped John Arthur build the penitentiary at Columbia, South Carolina—oh! some of the blackest niggers you ever laid your eye on, drinkin’ and carousin’ and squanderin’ the taxpayers’ money, dressed in the finest broadcloth, with big cigars in their mouth, if you please, and their feet stuck up on fine mahogany desks, the nasty stinking things—why didn’t we see it all in that picture, “The Birth of the Nation” based upon Tom Dixon’s book, “Yes,” your papa says, “and every bit of it is true. I saw worse things than that myself.” But that’s the way he came, all right!


  Well, he came there to their house, and they took him in, you know, as a boarder, Lydia and old Mrs. Mason. Of course, the old woman said, she admitted it, says, “Well, we were glad to have him. We were livin’ there all alone,” she said, “and we needed a man around the house. We felt safer havin’ him,” she said. “And I tell you what,” she said, “Will was certainly a good man to have about the house. I’ve never known his equal,” she said. Well, of course, I had to admit it: you’ve got to give the devil his due—with all his wanderin’ and goin’ away, he was as good a family man as ever lived. Now, boy, I want to tell you: he could do anything about a house, he could repair and fix anything, he could make anything with his hands, and let me tell you, sir: when you went downstairs in the morning you always found a good fire burning in the range; now, you didn’t have to wait, you didn’t have to go pokin’ around to get a fire. Now, he liked to eat, and he always had a hot stove waitin’ for you. Why, Lord! as I said to him, “The way you make a fire, no wonder. Why any one could make a fire the way you do,” I said, “pourin’ half a can of kerosene oil on it every time. Why, mercy, man!” I cried, “you’ll burn us all up some day, as sure as you’re born!”—child! child! that awful waste! that awful extravagance! Oh, roaring up the chimney till the whole house shook with it, you know.


  —


  Now, boy, here’s another thing: we’ve got to be fair, we’ve got to be just, and he wasn’t all the way to blame! It wasn’t all his fault: of course, the old woman admitted it, I said to her: “But Mrs. Mason, see here! You must have known something about him before he came to your house to live. Now, he’d been livin’ right there in the same town with you, and surely you must have heard about him and Maggie Efird before he came to your house. Now, livin’ in a little town like that, I don’t see how it could have been otherwise. You must have known!” Well, she had to admit it then, said: “Yes, we knew about it.” Said, “Of course, the story was he had to marry her, her father and brothers made him, and I reckon he hated her for it ever after. I guess that’s why they got the divorce,” she said.


  I looked her straight in the eye: “Now,” I said, “knowing that, you let me marry him, a divorced man, without sayin’ a word! Now, why didn’t you tell me about it?” I said—of course, she’d never said a word about it, if I’d waited for her to tell me I would never have found out. Here it was, you know, months after we got married, and it all came to light by accident. I was cleanin’ out the bottom drawer of that old walnut bureau, lookin’ for a place to put his shirts, and there it was—a stack of old letters and papers, you know, that he’d put away there, I reckon meaning to destroy them. Well, I picked them up, I didn’t intend to look at them, I was goin’ to put them in the stove and burn them up. “Now he’s left them there,” I said, “intendin’ to destroy them,” but I had a premonition—I don’t know what else you’d call it—it flashed over me all of a sudden, I reckon some providence left them there for me to read, here it was, the final papers of his divorce from Maggie Efird, and I could see it, I could read it! There it was! a-starin’ me in the face.


  Well, I waited for him to come home, you know, I had them in my hand, said: “Here are some old letters I came across cleanin’ out your bureau drawer today. Do you want them?” I didn’t let on, you know, I just looked at him as innocent as you please. Well, his face was a study, I tell you what, it was. “Give me those papers,” he said, and made a snatch for them. “Did you read them?” he said. I didn’t say a word, I just looked at him: “Well,” he said, and his face had a mighty sheepish look, I tell you what, it did, “I intended to tell you about it, but I was afraid you might not understand.”


  “Understand,” I said, “why what is there to understand? It’s all written down there as plain as the nose on your face: you are a divorced man and you never told me a thing about it. You let me marry you believin’ you were a widower, that Lydia was the only woman you were ever married to. I understand that much all right!”


  “Well,” he said, “that first marriage was a great mistake. I was led into it against my better judgment,” he said. “I didn’t want to worry you by tellin’ you about it,” he said. “Now,” I said, “I’m going to ask you: I want to know. What was the trouble? Why were you divorced?” “Why,” he said, “the decree was granted on grounds of incompatibility. She refused to live with me as my wife. She was in love with another man,” he said, “and married me just to spite him. But from the moment we were married she never had anything to do with me. We never lived together for a moment as man and wife.” “Who got the divorce?” I said, “You or her?” He spoke right up quick as a flash, “I did,” he said. “The decree was granted in my favor.”


  Well, I didn’t let-on, I didn’t say a word, but I knew, I knew, that he was lying. I had read that paper from beginning to end and the divorce had been given to her. Maggie Efird got the divorce, all right: I saw that much with my own eyes! But I didn’t say anything, I just let him go on, “And you mean to say that she never lived with you as your wife?” I said.


  “Not for a minute,” he said, “I swear it.”


  Well, it was too much; that story was too fishy—here they told it on her, you know, old Mrs. Mason told me, that she was a good-lookin’ girl, a high-stepper with lots of beaux before she married him, and, of course, they said that was the trouble—he had to marry her. I looked at him, you know, and shook my head: “No, sir,” I said, “I don’t believe you. There’s something mighty queer about this somewhere. That story just won’t work. Now, you can’t tell me that you lived with that woman eighteen months and never had anything to do with her. Now, I know you,” I said—you know I looked him straight in the eye—“I know you, and I know you couldn’t have kept away from her. You’d a got at her somehow,” I said, “if you had to bore a hole through the wall!” Well, it was too much for him: he couldn’t face me, he had to look away, you know, with a sort of sheepish grin.


  “Well, now,” I said, “what are you going to do with these old papers? Now, surely you don’t want them any more,” I said. “They’re no use to you that I can see.” “No,” he said, “I hate the sight of them. They’re a curse and a care and I never want to look at them again. I’m going to burn them up.”


  “Yes,” I said, “that’s what I think, all they do is bring up memories you ought to try to forget. You ought to destroy them.”


  “That’s what I’ll do,” he said. “By God, I will!”


  —


  “But still” (I said)—as I was goin’ on to say, you know, I said to the old woman, Mrs. Mason—“but still, you must have known all about him when he came there to your house to live. Now, Mrs. Mason, you must have known he’d been married to Maggie Efird and divorced from her. Surely, you must have known that,” I said.


  “Well, yes,” she said, “I guess we did”—admitted it, you know.


  “Well now, I’m going to tell you how it was,” she said—and then, of course, she told the story: it all came out. Now, boy, I want to tell you: I want to show you that it wasn’t all your daddy’s fault.


  Now, I’m not sayin’ a word against Lydia—of course, I knew her before I did him, when they first came there to live and she opened up a little millinery shop there on that corner of Academy street where the Greenwood hotel now stands. I reckon the first real “store” hat I ever owned I bought from her out of my savin’s as a schoolteacher that time I taught all winter way back there in Yancey county, I got paid twenty dollars a month and my board and room and let me tell you something: I considered myself rich. Why, Lord, yes! didn’t I save up enough out of it to make the first payment on the first piece of property I ever owned, that corner lot there on the south side of the square where your daddy built his shop after we got married, that’s exactly where it was, sir, why yes, wasn’t I only twenty-two years old at that time I bought it, and Lord! I thought I’d done something big, you know! Here I was a property-owner and a tax-payer like Cap’n Bob Patton and old General Alexander, and all the rest of ’em (child, child! we were so poor, we’d gone through so much hardship since the war that I reckon that’s what led me on, I reckon that’s what got me into it: I was determined to own something of my own); why, yes: Don’t I remember how I ran all the way to town the day I got my first tax-statement, $1.83, that’s all in the world it was then, and the money just a-burning a hole in my pocket! Lord! what a goose I must have been! afraid they’d try to take it away from me and sell me out under the sheriff’s hammer before I got there.


  Well, then, as I say, I got to know Lydia before I got to know your daddy. Here she was, you know, runnin’ this little millinery store there on that northeast corner, and, as I say, the first “store” hat I ever owned I got from her. That’s where it was, all right. Now, boy, I’m not saying a word against Lydia: for all I know she was a good, honest, hard-working woman and till she met your daddy she was all right. Of course, she was more than ten years older than he was, and that’s exactly what the trouble was, that’s where the shoe pinched, all right, that was the rub. Now your daddy was not all the way to blame: when he came there to their house to live he was only a young man in his early twenties and Lydia was thirty-six years old. Now, if it had been some young girl he led astray you could blame him more, but you can say what you please, Lydia was old enough to know better. Of course, he was a strong fine-lookin’ man and all the women were right out after him, but she should have known, a woman that age should have had too much pride and self-respect—why I’d a died before I did a thing like that!—to have follered and thrown herself at him the way she did! Why, of course! Didn’t old Mrs. Mason admit it? Didn’t she tell me? “Oh, Lydia!” she said, “Lydia!” shakin’ her head, you know. “She went clean out of her head about him.”


  Here she’d been a decent respectable woman all her life, runnin’ a little millinery shop down there, you know, and well thought of by every one in town—and, of course, I reckon, considered sort of an old maid, and to think she’d go and behave herself like that. “Oh, it was awful,” the old woman said; says, “She never gave him a moment’s peace, she kept after him all the time,” and, of course, that’s just what happened. You know your daddy; as the sayin’ goes, he didn’t stop to say his prayers when there was a woman around. It was the same old story: within a year’s time he’d gone and got himself all mixed up again, that woman was goin’ to have a child and sayin’ he’d ruined her and would have to marry her.


  Well, he didn’t know what to do. Told me himself, you know, admitted it, said: “I didn’t want to marry her. I wasn’t in love with her,” he said. Well, he studied it all over and at last he decided to send her to Washington to see a doctor. So he wrote to Gil: of course Gil and your Aunt Mary were livin’ there at the time—that was before Gil had follered him down South. Gil was workin’ there in Washington as a plasterer, and they were brothers and he knew he could depend on him.


  She went, he sent her, and I don’t know just what happened, Gil never said and I didn’t like to ask, but I guess it came before its time: they were riding in the day coach of a train comin’ South again, some little town down there in the eastern part of the State, the conductor stopped the train and helped Gil carry her out into the station, and the next day she got up again and went on home. Now, give her her due, that woman had lots of grit: I reckon that’s the way it was, all right.


  —


  Well, of course, the whole thing got found out. The story got known and your daddy had to marry her. And, I reckon, the feeling against him in the town was pretty bitter: here he was, you see, a Yankee, as the sayin’ went, a dam Yankee, who’d come down there and ruined two of their women; of course, if there’d only been one it might have been different, but I reckon two of them was more than they could stomach. It got too hot for him; he had to leave. That was the time he decided to come to Altamont: of course Lydia had consumption and he thought the mountain air might do her good and I reckon he was afraid he had it, too—he’d been livin’ with her and I guess he thought he had contracted it from her. When I first saw him he looked like a dead man, oh! as thin as a rail and that sailer complection, you know, from all the trouble and the worry he’d been through, I reckon. Well, then, Lydia sold out her stock—what little that she had—and closed her shop, and he sent her on ahead with old Mrs. Mason. Your daddy stayed behind down there a little bit, tryin’ to close out what stock he had left in his marble yard, and to get what money he could, and then he came on, too, and that’s how I came to know them first: when she was running that millinery shop on the corner there and he’d set up business in an old shack on the east side of the square. That’s when it was, all right.


  Now, boy, I was going on to tell you about that woman, Eller Beals. Up to this time, mind you, up to the time he moved up there from Sidney, she’d never had a thing to do with him. Of course, she had known him down there—she was the wife, you know, of Lydia’s brother, John—but law! they were too fine, you know, too fine, to have anything to do with your daddy, a common stone cutter who’d gone and disgraced the family like he had. Oh, they stormed and carried on about it, you know, when he got Lydia into this trouble. They wouldn’t speak to him or have anything to do with him: he told me they hated the sight of him and that he hated them. And here within six months she had no more pride than to foller them all up there. Of course, she came because she had to come, I reckon: this John Beals was a shiftless good-for-nothin’ sort of feller, and he couldn’t support her, so she wrote Lydia and old Mrs. Mason and they told her to come on. Your daddy didn’t know she was coming: they were afraid to tell him, and they thought they’d let her come and win him over afterwards. And that’s just what happened: he came home one day to dinner and there she was—oh! the fine lady, if you please, all primped and powdered up and dressed to kill—that was the first he knew about it. Well, I guess it brought back bitter memories: he hated her so much he wouldn’t speak to her, he picked up his hat and started to leave the house again, but she came up to him—oh, with her fine bonnet and the Langtry bang, and all: that was the way she fixed her hair, and put her arms around him, saying in that sugary voice: “Aren’t you going to kiss me, Will?”—Oh! (as I said later) to think of it! the villain! he should have wrung her neck for her then and there, it’d been a good riddance! Says, “Can’t we be friends, Will?”—after the way she’d acted, if you please—honeying up to him and takin’ him in right there before his own wife and his wife’s mother. “Can’t we let bygones be bygones?” she says, getting him to kiss her, and all—“Why it served you right,” I said, “for being such a fool! A man with no better sense than that deserves anything that happens to him!” And he agreed, admitted it, you know: “You’re right,” he said. So that’s the way she came to be there with him.


  This Eller Beals was a little dark black and white sort of a woman: she had this white skin, and hair as black as a raven’s and coal-black eyes. She had this easy sugary sleepy way of talkin’, all soft and drawly—like she’d just waked up out of a good long sleep. I could a-told him the first time I laid eyes on her that she was no good: she was a bad egg if ever I saw one, a charmer out to get the men and lead them on, you know, and bleed them out of everything they owned. Of course, she was a good-looking woman, there’s no denying that, she had a good figger and this creamy-white complection without a blemish on it. “Why, yes,” I said to him later when he’d begin to brag about how pretty she was to look at. “Why, yes, I reckon so, that’s true, but then,” I said, “a whole lot of us could be pretty if we never lifted a finger to do a lick of work. Some of the rest of us could look real nice,” I said, “if we didn’t have to cook and wash and bring up childern.” Well, he admitted it then, of course, said, “Yes, you’re right.”


  And, here, to think of it! this villain misbehaving herself with him right under his wife’s nose, sitting there primping herself and fixin’ herself up pretty to entice him day after day, just livin’ for him to come home and Lydia dying in that room upstairs, coughing her lungs out with every breath she took, and knowing about it all. Why, didn’t he admit it! didn’t he tell himself how Lydia said to him—of course, the poor thing knew that she was dying, says, “Will, I’m sick. I know I’m no good for you any more. I know I haven’t got long to live and, Will,” she said, “you can go where you like. You can do as you please,” says, “I don’t care, I’m dying, but Will,” and then he told it how she looked him in the eye, “there’s one thing I can’t stand. In my own house! My own house!” Says, “Will, you’ve got to leave my brother’s wife alone!”—Oh! he told it, admitted it, you know, says: “Ah, Lord! It’s a crime upon my soul. I reckon if there’s a just God in heaven I’ll be punished for it.”—And that poor old woman doing all the work, cooking and drudging for them all, with this little powdered-up trollop, that’s all in the world she was, laying up waitin’ for him and never liftin’ a hand to help, why, they should have tarred and feathered her.


  —


  Well, as I say, when Lydia died, Eller kept right on livin’ there: she wouldn’t budge. And, of course, by that time he had lost his head about her, he was infatuated, you know, and he wanted her to stay. And that was the time John Beals came up to visit her, and I reckon he sized the situation up, he saw the way things were, and I suppose it went against the grain, it was a little more than he could stomach. Now, I always considered him a pretty poor sort of man: a man who would wink at a thing like that and let his wife run wild—but, give him his due, I reckon he had some spunk left in him, after all: he was out of work but he went down to Johnson City, Tennessee, and got him a job there as a hotel clerk. And then he wrote back for her, telling her to come on.


  Well, she wouldn’t go. She wrote him and told him she didn’t love him and would never live with him again, said she was going to stay right where she was. Oh! she had it all fixed up in her mind, sir, she was going to get a divorce and marry your daddy—and him agreeing to it, if you please, like a moonstruck fool, just a-lavishin’ gifts and money on her, with that poor old woman working like a nigger and weepin’ and beggin’ her to go on back to her husband where she belonged. But you couldn’t reason with her, you couldn’t budge her, oh! crazy in love with him, mind you, determined to have him.


  Well, sir, John Beals wrote to her again, and this time he meant business, he’d reached the end of the rope. “Now you can make up your mind in a hurry what you’re going to do,” he said, “for I’m not going to put up with you any longer. You can decide now whether you’re coming by yourself or whether I’m going to have to come and take you, but I want you to understand right now that if I have to come and take you from him, I’ll come prepared, and I’m going to leave a damned dead Yankee behind me in the house when I do.”


  Well, she didn’t answer him, and let me tell you, sir, he came: he got on a train and came to get her. And oh! old Mrs. Mason said when she told me about it, shakin’ and tremblin’, you know. “Oh, I tell you, Delia, it was awful. Here she’d locked herself in upstairs and wouldn’t move, and here was John with a loaded pistol in his pocket, walkin’ up and down the dining-room floor and saying, ‘If she’s not ready to go in half an hour I’ll blow his brains out if it’s the last thing I ever do,’ and Will, pale as a ghost,” the old woman said, “walkin’ back and forth across the front porch, wringin’ his hands, and her up there refusin’ to go with John.”


  Well, they persuaded her somehow: I reckon she saw she’d have to go or there’d be bloodshed, and so she went along with him to Tennessee—but child! child! she hated it, she didn’t want to go, she was bitter about it, she cursed them all. Well, that’s the way it was, all right, before I married him.


  And then, after we were married she kept on writing to him: the letters kept a-coming to him until finally I considered it my duty to write John Beals and inform him that his wife was misconductin’ herself by writing letters to a married man, and that it was his business as her husband to stop her. Well, then, the letter came: she wrote him, you know, and I’ve never seen the like of it. She told him that I had written to her husband, she cursed him with every name she could think of, and she said: “If I had known you were going to marry her I’d have told her all I know about you, and you can be certain, no woman would have you if I told her all I know. Now she can have you and welcome to you; for no matter how much I may have hated her, her punishment will be greater than anything I ever wished for her.”


  Well, he brought it home and flung it in my face: “There you are, damn you,” he said. “That’s your work. Now, I want to tell you that you’re setting in her place here at my table because she left me, for you can rest assured if she had never gone, you would not be here—and I want you always to remember it!”


  Child! Child—I reckon I was young and proud, and it made me bitter to hear him talk that way. I got up and went out onto the porch and I wanted to go out and leave him then and there, but I was carrying my first baby around inside me, and it had rained and I could smell the flowers, the roses, and the lilies, and the honeysuckle vines, and all of the grapes a-gettin’ ripe, and it was growing dark, and I could hear the people talking on their porches, and I had nowhere to go, I could not leave him, and “Lord God!” I said. “What shall I do? What shall I do?”


  —


  Well, then, of course, as I was tellin’ you, he’d go up there to Ambrose Radiker’s saloon, and he’d get to drinkin’ and Ambrose told it on him how he’d imagine he was seeing Lydia again, and how she’d come back from the grave to haunt him. “Yes,” I said, “and maybe he’s not far wrong about it.”


  “And then,” says Ambrose, “that’s not all, that’s not the only thing. He came in here one time and accused Dan here of being a Chinaman,”—of course, you remember that big yellow nigger Dan with all those small-pox splotches, and, of course, I reckon your daddy in his drunken way just took the notion into his head that Dan was a Chinaman. “Why, yes,” says Ambrose, “he accused Dan of being a Chinaman and said he’d been sent here by somebody or other to kill him, and all such stuff as that. ‘Damn you!’ he says, ‘I know what you’re here for and I’ll make an end of us both right now: God damn you!’ he says, that’s just the way he talked, you know. ‘I’ll cut your heart out,’ he says, oh, laughin’,” says Ambrose, “in a crazy blood-curdlin’ manner, and then,” he says, “he grabbed up a carving knife off the lunch counter and started round the bar to get the nigger. Why, it was awful!” he says. “It almost scared the poor darkey to death,” he says; says, “Dan hadn’t done anything to him,” he says, “you know, Dan never done no harm to any one. Well, we had to do something, so we got the knife away from him, and then,” he says, “I tried to reason with him. ‘Why, Will,’ I said, ‘what have you got against Dan? Dan never did no harm to you,’ I said.


  “So he says, ‘He’s a Chinaman and I hate the sight of him’—oh, you know, he was crazy, you couldn’t reason with him at all. ‘Why, no, he’s not,’ I said. ‘Now, Will, you know better than that,’ I said. ‘You’ve been comin’ in here for years,’ I said, ‘and you know Dan, and you certainly know by now that he’s no Chinaman,’ I said.


  “‘Why, no, sah, Mistah Hawke,’ says Dan, you know nigger-like, he wanted to have his say, ‘why you know me,’ he says, ‘and you know I ain’t no Chinaman.’


  “‘Yes, he is,’ he says, ‘and by God I’m going to kill him.’


  “‘Why, Will,’ I says, ‘he’s not any Chinaman, and besides,’ I said, ‘even if he was, that wouldn’t be any reason for you wanting to kill him. Now, just use your reason a little about this,’ I said. ‘A Chinaman’s a man like any one else,’ I said. ‘There’s one thing sure, they were put here for some purpose,’ I said, ‘like every one else, or they wouldn’t be here. Now it wouldn’t be right to go and kill a man that never did you any harm,’ I said, ‘just because you think he’s a Chinaman, would it?’


  “‘Yes, by God,’ he said, ‘for they’re a set of fiends out of hell, they have drunk my heart’s blood and now they sit there gloatin’ upon my deathrattle,’ he said.


  “And that’s not the only time either,” said Ambrose Radiker, “that he’s been that way.” “What!” I said—of course, you know, I didn’t let-on [let on] to Ambrose I knew anything about it at all—“Do you mean he’s carried on that way before?” “Many’s the time,” he said, “I tell you what, it’s a mighty peculiar thing: there’s something mighty strange about it somewheres,” he says. “He’s got some grievance against Chinamen, at some time or other he’s had trouble with them.”


  “No,” I said, “you’re wrong.” I looked him straight in the eye. “Not in this life,” I said. “Why, what do you mean?” he says, and, let me tell you, he gave me a mighty queer look.


  “I can’t say no more,” I said, “but there are things you don’t understand,” I said. “Have you heard him talk like that?” he said.


  “Yes,” I said. But I wouldn’t tell him any more.


  —


  I could have told him, but I got to studying it all over and “I thought I’d better not,” I told your papa; says, “No, I’m glad you didn’t: you did right. I’m glad you said no more.” “But what is it, man? What’s the reason for it?”—I tried to reason with him about it—child, child, he always had it, that awful hatred, that bitterness—“Now see here, Mr. Hawke, surely you must have some reason that you should feel that way against them. People don’t feel that way without some cause: did one of them ever do you an injury? Did you ever know one of them?” He shook his head, says, “No. I never knew one in my life, but I’ve always hated the sight of them since the first time I ever saw one in my boyhood days in the streets of Baltimore. The first thing that I saw when I came out of the ferry house at San Francisco was a Chinaman—that awful yellow skin,” he said, “and I hated the place from that time on! But I don’t know what the reason is—by God, I don’t! It’s a pretty strange thing when you come to think of it—unless,” he said, and he looked at me, “I may have known them, as the saying goes, in some former life, some different reincarnation.” I looked him straight in the eye: “Yes,” I said, “that’s what I think it was, you’ve hit the nail on the head, all right. That’s exactly what it was, it never came out of this world,” and he looked at me, and let me tell you, sir, his face was a study.


  And yes! why long years after that you know, at the time of that Boxer Rebellion, didn’t he come home one day all excited with the news, “It’s come at last,” he said, “as I predicted long ago: the pitcher went to the well once too often. They’ve declared war on China, and I’m going to enlist, by God, I will!” Oh! all up in arms against them, sir, and wantin’ to leave everything, his family and business, to go out there and fight them. “No, sir, you will not!” I said. “You’re a married man with a family of little childern to support and you’re not going. If they need troops you let the others volunteer: your place is here. Besides,” I said, “they wouldn’t take you noway: they wouldn’t have you, you’re too old. They want the young men.”


  Well, I reckon it stung him, callin’ him an old man like that: he flared right up, says, “I’m a better man than nine-tenths of them this minute, for we are livin’ in a degenerate age, and if you think I’m not the equal of these nonentities an’ nincompoops you see hangin’ around the poolrooms with a cigarette stuck out of the corner of their mouth, the miserable degenerates that they are, then God help you, woman, for the truth is not in you and you are like the bird that fouls its own nest!” Says, “I can do more work right now than any four of them!”


  Well, when he put it that way I had to admit he was tellin’ the truth: of course, your papa was an awful strong man. Why, Lord! haven’t I heard them tell it on him how they’d go back there in his shop and find him liftin’ up one end of an eight hundred pound stone like it was nothin’ with two big black niggers sweatin’ and strainin’ at the other end of it that they could hardly budge, and “Yes,” I said to Wade Eliot that first time that we took him up to Hopkins, “I’ll give you my theory now. I’ll tell you what my diagnosis is,”—and then, of course I told him, “Now my opinion is he helped to bring this trouble on by just such things as that,”—(“Why, what on earth do you mean, Mr. Hawke, by doin’ such a thing! You’re apt to strain and rupture yourself first thing you know: let the niggers do that kind of work, that’s what you’re paying them for.” “Why, Lord,” he said, “You know I couldn’t do a thing like that: if I depended on those niggers I’d never get anything done!”) “But that was it, all right,” I said to Doctor Eliot. “He was hastenin’ his own end by just such stuff as that.” “Yes,” he said, “I agree with you, I think you’re right. That’s it exactly,” he said—“But you,” I said, “you have your family to consider, and you’re not goin’!’ I put my foot right down, you know, and then, of course, he admitted I was right, he gave in, but oh!—child, child, you don’t know what it was like—California, China, anywheres! He’d have been up and gone if I’d a-let him: a strange man.


  —


  Lord God! I never saw a man like that for wanderin’. I’ll vow! a rollin’ stone, a wanderer—that’s all that he’d a-been, oh! California, China, anywheres—forever wantin’ to be up and gone, who’d never have accumulated a stick of property if I hadn’t married him. Here Truman wrote to him that time from California, this same Perfessor Truman (why, yes! the father-in-law of these two murderers I’m telling you about, and how that night I got the warning, boy: “Two ... Two—and Twenty ... Twenty”), Ed Mears and Lawrence Wayne, who married sisters, Truman’s daughters, why, yes!—but oh! the scholar and the gentleman, you know, no murderer to him, I can assure you—oh! too fine, too fine, oh! too honorable, you know: he wouldn’t soil his hands with blood, always the finest broadcloth and the patent-leather shoes, wrote to him of course, to come on out there. Says, “The Lord has rained his blessings on this country with a prodigal hand,”—oh, the cultured gentleman with all that beautiful English and the flowery command of language, and all—says, “Come on out. This is the Wonderland of Nature, there’s riches and abundance here beyond the dreams of avarice, and as yet,” he says, “it’s hardly been touched. If you come out now you’ll be a rich man in fifteen years,”—he says—urgin’ him to come, you know, says, “Sell out now. Sell everything you got and come on out.” “Hm!” I says, “he’s mighty anxious to get you out there, isn’t he?” “Yes,” says your daddy, “a new country and by God I’ll do it.” Then, worried-like, “What do you mean?” he says.


  I didn’t tell him: I just looked at him, I didn’t speak. I just said, “Says come on out? And what about your wife and childern? What’s to become of them?” I said. Says, “Oh, that part’s all right,” your papa said. “Says bring them with you, ‘Sell out at once, bring Delia and the childern with you,’” your papa said. “That’s what he said, all right.” “I thought so! That’s what I thought,” I said. “What do you mean?” he said. I looked at him. I didn’t tell him.


  I could have told him but I didn’t want to worry him. Child! I didn’t tell him but I knew, I knew—that man—now, boy, I want to tell you—“I’ve come to say good-bye,” he says—and let me tell you, boy, his face was a study—why! “Oh, we’re sorry to see you go!” I said, “we’ll miss you.” “Yes,” he said, and he looked me straight in the eye—Oh! that look, you know, “and I’ll miss you!” He looked straight at me when he said it. “Well, now,” I said, you know I thought I’d turn it off, “we’ll miss you too, both Mr. Hawke and I—we’ll both miss you. Now,” I said, you know I thought I’d jolly him along to cheer him up, “when you get out there, I hope you won’t forget us. I hope you’ll write us. Why, yes,” I said, “if it’s the wonderful place they say it is, if you can pick gold up right off the streets I’d like to know about it, too,” I said. “Why, yes, if that’s the sort of place it is, I’d like to live there too—we might pack right up and come on out,” I said. “Well, now,” he said, “I wish you would, there’s nothin’ I’d like better,” and I could see, child, I could tell—why, yes! now—long years after when your papa made that trip out there. (Now, boy, that was a wild goose chase—what did he do that for? Why did he go out there? Why did he waste that money?) “Oh,” I said, “did you see Perfessor Truman?” the first question that I asked him, you know. “Yes,” he says, “I saw him,” and his face was a study, I can tell you. “Well, how is he? what’s he doin’?” Of course, I wanted to find out, you know. I wanted to hear the news. “Say,” your papa says, “what about it?” and his face was a study. “You know he did nothin’ but talk about you all the time I was there. Why,” he says, “I believe the damned old fool was in love with you, by God I do.” Well, I didn’t say anything, I didn’t want to worry him, but child, I had seen it in his eyes and I knew, I knew!


  I’ll vow! I never saw such a man for wantin’ to wander around. Pshaw! I reckon maybe old Amanda Stevens was right about them. That’s what she said, you know; of course, they told it on her when all her sons went off to the Civil War—she had eight, and every last one of them went to war, sir! And, of course, all of the people were comin’ around to congratulate her for sendin’ them, sayin’ how proud she must be, and so on. “Send nothing!” she said. “They all lit out of here in the middle of the night without sayin’ a word to me about it. If I had my way I’d bring every last one of them back here where they belong, helpin’ me to run this place!” “Yes,” they said, “but aren’t you proud of them?” they said. “Proud,” she says, “why, Lord God”—of course, you know, Amanda had an awful rough way of talkin’—“what’s there to be proud of? They’re all alike! I never saw a man yet that could stay where he was five minutes. Why!” she says, “all of them act as if their tails were full of turpentine,” she said. Of course, she was bitter to think they should all light out that way to leave her alone to run the farm without tellin’ her about it.


  But, I tell you what, that was certainly a remarkable woman; lived to be eighty-seven and hale and hearty, sir, right up to the end. Yes! and would go anywheres, you know, in the dead of winter to help out any one that was sick, and all! Of course, they told it on her at the time—Whew-w! what about it?—I remember sayin’, “Oh, surely she didn’t say a thing like that! you must be mistaken,” I said—to think that a woman would talk that way to her own daughter—“if that don’t beat all!” I said: why, they told it, you know, how her daughter Clarissy that married John Burgin, this same John Burgin I’ve been tellin’ you about all along, boy, your own distant cousin on my mother’s side of the house that Ed Mears killed, as I said to your papa at the time when he came home that day tellin’ me what Melvin Porter had said, I said to him: “Let them hang! they killed that man in cold-blood,” I said, “a good upright man with a family of little childern that never did any harm to any one,” I said, “as wicked and cold-blooded a murder as I ever heard of, and hangin’s too good for them,” I said. Why, they told it of course how Clarissy’s first baby came seven months after she was married. Well, it was all right, of course, nobody was blamin’ the girl, it never entered their minds that she had done anything wrong, but she began to scream and holler like she’d lost her mind.


  “Well,” the doctor says, “the baby’s all right, there’s nothing wrong with the baby, but if something isn’t done to stop that girl from cryin’ this child won’t have any mother before long.”


  “Well, I’ll stop her,” Amanda says, “or know the reason why,” so she marches right into the bedroom and sits right down beside the girl: “Now you look a-here,” she said, “there’s nothing wrong with you and I’m not going to put up with your foolishness any longer.” “Oh,” the girl says, “I shall die of shame! I’ll never be able to hold my head up again!”—weepin’ and goin’ on, you know. “Why, what’s the matter?” Amanda says, “what have you done,” she says, “that you should feel like that?” “Oh,” the girl says, “I haven’t done anything but my baby came before its time!” “Why, Lord God!” the old woman says—she came right out coarse with it, you know—“is that all that’s troublin’ you? I thought you had more sense than to let a thing like that bother you,” she said. “Oh,” the girl said, “they’ll all be sayin’ now that I misbehaved myself before I married John!” “Why, Lord God, let them say it, then,” Amanda said, “what if they do? Tell ’em your—is your own and you can do as you please with it!” That’s exactly what she said, you know, and of course they told it on her. I know when I told your papa about it, he said, “Lord! you know she didn’t say a thing like that!” But that’s the story that they told.


  —


  Well, I said to him, “You’re not going.” I put my foot down, you know, and when he saw I meant it, he had to give in, of course. But as I say he always had it in him, that desire to go off somewheres, California, China—why, yes, say! what about it, as long as he lived he never got over that feeling he had against them. That time, you know, long after—why yes! you must remember, you were right there with us—no, I guess that’s so. You must have been away at college. That was the year before the war ended, and we all went up there with him—Lee and Ed—I tell you what, I’ve often thought of it, that poor child: here we were all lookin’ for Mr. Hawke to die at any minute when he had five more years to live, and Ed—Ed was the one! We never thought, we never dreamed that he would be the one, would be dead and buried in the grave within a year! And to think that your daddy would behave as he did—here he was, you know, eaten up with that awful cancer—Lord! how he ever did it! with that rotten old thing consumin’ him, sending out its roots, you know, all through his blood.


  Wade Eliot said to me, “I don’t know what’s holdin’ him up,” he says, “I never thought I’d see him again when he went away the last time,” he says; says, “it is certainly a remarkable case,” he says; says, “in all my life,” he says, “I’ve never seen the beat of it.” “Well,” I says, “you must have some opinion,” I says. “A great doctor like you who has operated on thousands of people must know all the signs and symptoms,” I says—of course, you know, I wanted to draw him out and get him to tell me what his theory was. “Now,” I said, “surely you’ve some sort of notion about it, Doctor Eliot, and if you have,” I said, “I want to know! His family has a right to know,” I said, “and I want to know the worst. How much longer has he got to live?” I said. I looked him square in the eye.


  Well, sir, he just threw back his head and laughed. “Live!” he says, “why, probably, till both you and I are in our graves,” he said—and, let me tell you, he didn’t miss it much! That man, here he was a fine-looking man in the prime of life, why he’d be the last one any one would expect to go, the doctor they called in for Woodrow Wilson, and all. ... Said he’d saved thousands of lives, and here when his time comes he couldn’t save his own! They did everything on earth they could to save him—as the sayin’ goes, I reckon they exhausted all the resources of medical science but to no avail!—was dead and in his grave, sir, within two years after your papa died. I remember sayin’ to McGuire when I read the news, “Well, it only goes to show,” I said, “that when your time comes there is nothing that can save you. ... I don’t know what you’d call it,” I said, “but there is some higher power, as sure as you’re born, and when it calls us,” I said, “we’ve got to go, doctors and all.” “Yes,” he said, “you are exactly right. There’s something there,” he said, “that we know nothing of”—and here he had only a year longer to live himself, drinkin’ himself to death, you know, just grievin’ over the way that woman had acted. Of course, that nigger at the hospital told Lee he’d come in there late at night so drunk he’d have to get down on all-fours an’ crawl upstairs like some big old bear when he had to operate the first thing in the morning, said he’d get him to put him in a tub of cold water with chunks of ice in it, said he’d seen him that way many a time and put him to bed.


  “Well,” says Eliot, “I don’t pretend to know anything about it any more. I don’t know what is keepin’ him alive,” he says, “but there he is, and I don’t want to make any more predictions. He’s not a man,” he says, “he’s four men, and right now,” he says, “he’s got more real vitality than the rest of us put together”—and of course, it was true: right up to the end he could eat a meal that would put most people in the grave, two dozen raw oysters, a whole fried chicken, an apple pie, and two or three pots of coffee, sir. Why I’ve seen him do it time and again! with all sorts of vegetables, corn on the cob and sweet pertaters, string beans and spinach and all such as that. Of course Eliot was honest about it: he came right out and admitted he couldn’t say. “Now here,” he said, “I want you to look after him until he enters the hospital. I want him to be ready for us when he comes in here,” he said, “and you see to it that he behaves himself.” “Well,” I said, “I think he is going to be all right. He has promised, you know, and of course we are all going to do our best. Now,” I said, “what can he eat? Do we have to put him on a diet? Can he have some oysters?” I said. Well, he laughed, you know, says, “Look here, I’d call that a pretty strange diet to put a sick man on.” “Well,” I said, “you know he’s been lookin’ forward to it. He’s always loved oysters,” I said, “he’s always remembered how he could eat them by the dozen on the half shell in his boyhood here. He’s looked forward to it so much,” I said, “that I hate to disappoint him.” “Oh, all right,” Wade Eliot says, laughin’, you know, “let him have them then. You couldn’t kill him noway,” he said, “but look a-here!” he said, and he looked me square in the eye, “I’m not worryin’ about what he eats so much as what he drinks. Now,” he says, “you keep him sober. I don’t want to have to get him over a drunk when he gets in here,” he says. “You put the fear of God into him,” he says, “I know you, and you can do it. Now, you tell him,” he said, “that if he goes off on another big spree he’ll never live to get home. Tell him I said so.”


  Well, I told him what Wade Eliot had said. “You can have the oysters,” I said, “he said that would be all right, but he says you’re not to touch a drop of anything to drink, or they may have to send you home in a box.” “Why, Lord! Mrs. Hawke,” your papa said, “you know I wouldn’t do a thing like that in my condition. If any one offered me a drink I’d throw it out the window. Why the very sight of the stuff makes me sick at my stomach!” Well, he promised, of course, and I reckon we all believed him.


  Well, sir, it wasn’t twenty-four hours before he went off on a big spree and came home at two o’clock in the morning roaring drunk—I tell you what, I certainly felt sorry for that woman. Why! here we were all stayin’ there just across from the hospital at Mrs. Barrett’s, a good religious woman, you know, a big churchgoer, and all, with her livin’ to make and that grown-up daughter to support whose husband ran off with some other woman—and here he comes in the dead of night howlin’ and hollerin’ that it was nothing but a bawdy house he was in and to bring on the women. Why, of course, you might know he waked the whole house up, they all got up to see what the trouble was, and she knocked at the door tremblin’, in her night gown and wringin’ her hands. “Oh, Mrs. Hawke,” she says, “you’ll have to get that man quiet or he’ll ruin me,” she says; “get him out of here,” she says, “I’ve never had anything like that in my house before,” she says, “and if it gets out I’m disgraced”—and her children, you know, those two little boys she had, she sent them out on the roof and there they were perchin’ up there like monkeys, and all of the people whisperin’ together in the halls. Ed was so mortified and bitter to think he would behave himself like that. “By God,” he said, “it’d serve him right if he did die. After the way he’s acted I wouldn’t care.”


  Well, I got hold of the bottle, I found a bottle of licker about a third full in one of his pockets, and pretty soon he began beggin’ for a drink: “No, sir,” I said. “Not another drop! Now you listen to me,” I said. “You’re a sick man: if you keep this up you’ll never get home alive,” I said. Well, he said he didn’t care. “I’d as soon get it over with now,” he says, “as go through all the torment and the agony.” Well, he kept yelling for a drink, but we wouldn’t let him have it—I took it and poured it out, anyway—and at last he got off to sleep. Then I took his clothes and locked them up in my trunk so he couldn’t get out again.


  We let him sleep it off. He slept right through until ten o’clock next morning and when he woke up he seemed to be all right, he wouldn’t eat any breakfast, said it would make him sick, but I got him to drink some good hot coffee Mrs. Barrett brought up to him. She was certainly a kind, good-hearted Christian woman and your papa told her he was sorry for the way he had acted. Well, we tried to get him to get up and come with us then, none of us had had any breakfast, and we were going down the street to a lunchroom. “No,” he said, “I don’t feel like getting up, you go on: I want you to go on and get something to eat,” he said.


  Well, I knew he didn’t have any more licker because I’d poured it out, and I knew he couldn’t go out for any because his clothes were all locked up, so I thought it’d be all right if we left him alone for a little. Well, we went out and ate and we couldn’t have been gone more than an hour, but when we came back he’d been drinkin’ again, layin’ up in the bed, you know, crazy-like, singin’ a song to himself. “Why, mama,” Ed says, “I thought you told us you took his licker away from him and poured it out.” “Why, I did,” I said. “Well, he must have had another bottle that you didn’t find,” he said. “There’s one thing sure, he’s had plenty since we left him.” “Well, now,” I said, “if he’s had anything to drink he’s got it while we were away. It wasn’t there in his room when we left,” I said, “because I searched that place from top to bottom with a fine-tooth comb and you can just bet your bottom dollar there was no licker there.” “Well, he’s getting it from some one,” Ed said, “and I’m going to find out who it is that’s giving it to him. Let’s ask Mrs. Barrett if any one has been here to see him.” “Why, yes,” I said, “that’s the very thing.”


  So we all trooped downstairs and asked her if any one had been there for him. “No,” she said, “no one has set foot in this house since you left it,” she said, “I was on the look-out for just such a thing to happen,” she said, “and if any one had been here I’d have known it.” “Now there’s something mighty strange about this somewheres,” I said, “and I mean to get to the bottom of it. You childern come on,” I said to Lee and Ed, “we’re going to find out where this mystery is or know the reason why.”


  Well, when we got back upstairs to his room there he was, you know—and you could see it, you could tell it—he’d had something else to drink since we’d been downstairs. He was drunk as a lord. I marched right up to him: “Look a-here,” I said, “you’ve been getting licker somewheres and I want to know who’s been giving it to you.” “Why, who-o? Me?” he says, in that drunken voice, “why, baby,” he says, “you know me, I wouldn’t touch a drop,” he says—trying to hug and kiss me, you know, and all that. Well, we looked again, the childern and I, we searched that place high and low, but it was no use—there was certainly nothing there, or we’d a found it.


  —


  Well, I got to studyin’ about it, and it flashed over me all of a sudden—I don’t know why I’d never thought of it before—“Come on, children,” I said to the boys, winkin’ at them, you know; “come on, we’ll go downtown and see the sights. Mr. Hawke, we’ll be back in an hour or so,” I said, “you be ready when we come,” I said. “We’re going to take you to the hospital at three o’clock.”


  Well, that just suited him, that was just what he wanted, he said, “Yes, go on,”—of course he wanted to be left alone so he could get more to drink. Well, we left him, we went right down the hall to my room and I took the childern in there and closed the door, easy-like, behind me. “Why, mama,” Lee says, “what are you talking about? We can’t go off downtown and leave him alone like this while he’s drinking. No,” he says, “he’s been getting it somewhere and I’m going to see to it that he gets no more if I have to sit there and watch him,” he says. “No,” I said, “you wait.” “Why,” he says, “what do you mean?” “Why, don’t you see?” I said—pshaw! I was so mad to think I hadn’t thought of it before, that miserable old toper Ben Tolly from Seneca, South Carolina, that used to stop at our house,—here, he had the room right next to your papa and was waitin’ to be admitted over at Hopkins with the same trouble your papa had and here the two of them were layin’ up together a-swillin’ it down as hard as they could—“it’s that rotten old Ben Tolly,” I said, “who’s been lettin’ him have it.” “Why, damn him,” says Lee, “I’ll go wring his neck for him,” and he starts for the door. “No, you don’t,” I said, “you wait a minute. I’ll fix him.”


  Well, we waited, and sure enough, it wasn’t five minutes before your papa’s door opened easy-like and he came creeping out into the hall, and then we heard him knockin’ at Ben Tolly’s door. Well, we heard Ben Tolly say, “Have they gone yet?” and we waited a moment longer until we heard the door shut again, and then we started. I marched right up and knocked and in a moment Ben Tolly says, “Who’s there?” “You open the door,” I said, “and you’ll find out.” Well, he opened it, and his face had a mighty sheepish look, I tell you. “Why, Mrs. Hawke,” he says, “is that you? Why, I thought you’d all gone to town,” he says. “Well, now, didn’t you get fooled that time?” I said. “Mr. Hawke is in here,” he says in that mealy voice, stickin’ his old red nose out that was all covered with warts like a pickle, “we were just having a little talk together,” he says. “Yes,” I said, “and it looks to me you’ve been havin’ something else besides. If it’s only talk,” I said, “I’d call it mighty strong talk that gets on people’s breath and smells up the place till you can’t bear to come near them.” Oh! you know, awful, that old rank odor of rye licker, you could a cut it with a knife. “Now,” I says, “I’ve been talkin’ all my life and it never had no such effect as that on me.” “Yes,” says Lee, “and I see you’ve got a whole bottle of that talk right there on the table before you.”


  Well, we marched right in on him then, and there he was, sir, sitting right up at the table, if you please, with a whole quart bottle of licker before him fixin’ to pour himself out a drink. Well, I reckon if looks could kill we’d have all been dead, for he gave us one of the blackest and bitterest looks you ever saw, and then he began to curse and rave. Well, I got hold of the bottle and then he began to beg me to give him just one drink. “No, sir,” I said, “you’re going into that hospital, and what’s more you’re going now. We’re not going to wait a minute longer.” Of course, I knew that was the only way to handle him; I’d seen him too many times before, and I knew if we didn’t take him he’d get licker somehow if he had to drill a tunnel to get to it. “Yes,” said Lee, “you’re going now if I have to drag you over there, and Ed will help me do it.” “No,” said Ed, “I’ll just be damned if I do! I don’t want to have anything more to do with him. He can do as he likes.” “Well,” said Lee, “if we let him stay here he’ll drink himself to death.” “Well, I don’t give a damn if he does,” said Ed, “if that’s what he wants to do let him go right ahead. Maybe the rest of us would get some peace then if he did. He’s always had his own way,” he said, “he’s never thought of any one but himself and I don’t care what happens to him. I was lookin’ forward to this trip,” he said, “I thought we might all get a chance to enjoy ourselves a little and here he’s gone and disgraced us all and ruined it for us. Now you can look after him if you like, but I’m done.” Of course, the child was bitter: he’d been lookin’ forward to comin’, he’d saved up the money for the trip and had a nice new suit of clothes made before we left home, and here to think your papa would act this way, of course it was a bitter disappointment to us all. We thought, you know, we’d get him in the hospital and then have a little time to look around and see things for ourselves but Law! the way he’d been actin’ it would have taken a whole regiment of men to look after him.


  —


  Well, he didn’t want to go, of course, but he saw we meant business and he’d have to, so he went along back to his room with Lee and I got his clothes out, and we dressed him. Well, I began packin’ away a few things I thought he’d need in the hospital, some nightshirts, and his bathrobe and slippers and so forth, and then I saw he had no clean shirts: the one he had on was filthy, I was ashamed to let him go in that, and I knew he’d need some clean ones after he’d begun to sit up again. “Why, where on earth are your shirts?” I said, “what have you done with them? I know that I put in six, you couldn’t have lost ’em,” I said, “where are they?” “Oh, they’ve got ’em, they’ve got ’em,” he said in that maudlin tone, beginning to rave and carry on, you know, said, “Let ’em have them! Fiends that they are, they have impoverished and ruined me, they have drunk my heartsblood, now they can take what’s left.” “Why, what are you talking about?” I said, “who do you mean?” “Why, mama,” Lee said, “it’s those Chinamen that run that laundry down there. They’ve got his shirts,” he said, “why, I took them there myself,” he said, “but that was a week ago,” he said; said, “I thought he’d gone and got them by this time.” “Well, we’ll march right down there and get them now,” I said, “he can’t go to the hospital wearing that thing he’s got on. We’d all be disgraced!”


  Of course, that just suited him: he said, yes, go on, he’d be all ready when we came back—of course, he wanted to get rid of us so he could drink some more. I said, “No, sir, when we leave this house you’re coming with us.”


  —


  So we started out. He went on ahead with Lee, and Ed stayed behind to go with me. Of course, Ed was proud and he refused to help him. “I’ll carry his valise and come along with mama,” he said, “but I won’t be seen with him.” “What’s the matter?” Lee said, “he’s your father as much as mine,” he said, “you’re not ashamed to be seen with him, are you?” “Yes, by God, I am!” said Ed—that was just the way he put it. “I don’t want any one to think I know him,” he said. “Now you needn’t expect me to help you,” he said, “I’m no damned nurse maid,” says, “I’ve done all I intend to do.”


  Well, then, we went on down the street to this laundry; it was down there a block or two below the hospital on the corner in a little old brick building and, of course, when we got there we could see them, these two Chinamen inside, just a-ironing away for all they were worth. “Well, this must be it,” I said. “Yes, this is it, all right,” said Lee, “this is the place.” So, we all went in, and this Chinaman asked him, says, “What do you want?” “Why, God damn it,” your papa says, “I want my shirt.” “Well,” the Chinaman says, “tickee, tickee”—kept sayin’ “tickee,” you know. Well, of course, Mr. Hawke had been drinkin’ and he didn’t understand him. He got excited, you know, says, “Tickee hell! I don’t want any tickee. I want my shirt!” “Well, now, you wait,” I said to your papa, “now don’t you worry,” I says, “I’ll talk to him. If your shirts are here, I’ll get them for you.” Of course, I knew I could talk to the Chinaman and reason with him about it. “Now,” I said to him, winkin’, you know, easy-like, “you tell me about it. What is it you want?” I says. “Why,” he says, “tickee, tickee.” Now, I thought to myself, the man’s all right—I could see it, you know—he’s tryin’ to say something, he’s tryin’ to explain something to us with this tickee. “Now,” I says, “do you mean you’re not finished with them yet?” I thought, of course, he might not have them done—but no, I thought, that can’t be, he’s had a whole week’s time to do them in. Surely, I thought, he’s had time enough. “No,” he said, “tickee, tickee,” and then, of course, he began jabberin’ to the other feller, and then they both came and they both began to shout and holler at us in that awful outlandish tongue. “Well,” your papa says, “I’ll make an end of it all now, by God I will! Little did I reck,” he says, “that it would come to this.” “Now, Mr. Hawke,” I said, “you be quiet and I’ll get to the bottom of this. If your shirts are here I’ll get them.” Well, these two Chinamen had been arguin’ about it together and I reckon the other one had told him that we didn’t understand because he got one of those slips of paper then that they used—as I said to Lee later, it looked exactly like it was covered by old hen tracks—and he pointed to it, you know, and said, “Tickee, tickee.”


  “Oh!” I cried—of course, I caught on then, it flashed over me all of a sudden, I don’t know why I’d never thought of it before! “Why, of course!” I said, “he means ticket, that’s what he’s trying to say.” “Yes,” he says, beginning to smile and grin, you know, he understood that much all right, “tickee, tickee.” “Why, yes,” I said, winkin’ at him, “that’s just it—tickee.” Of course, I suppose, with your papa hollerin’ and goin’ on I’d got confused, and that was the reason I hadn’t understood before. “Why, Mr. Hawke,” I said, “he says he gave you a laundry ticket and he wants to see it.” “No, I haven’t got any ticket,” he says, “I want my shirt.” “Why, surely, you’ve got a ticket,” I said, “what have you done with it? Surely you haven’t gone and lost it.” “I never had one,” he said, you know—drunken-like. “Why, yes, he has,” Lee said, “I remember giving it to him now. What did you do with the laundry ticket I gave you?” he said, “where is it? Speak, speak!” he says, shakin’ him—the child was excited and upset, you know, to think he’d go and do a thing like that. “Don’t stand there mumbling like an idiot! God damn it, where’s the ticket?” Well, sir, we searched his pockets, we went through everything he had, and there was no ticket to be found, it wasn’t there! “Well, now,” I said to the Chinaman, “Mr. Hawke has mislaid that ticket somewheres but I tell you what you do: you just let us have his shirts anyway and as soon as I find the ticket I’ll bring it to you myself”—you know, tryin’ to humor him along. “Oh, no!” he says, he couldn’t do anything like that, and he began to jabber away, I reckon tryin’ to tell us he didn’t know where the shirts were and couldn’t let us have them noway until we brought the ticket. Well, sir, the trouble started then and there: Your papa grabbed him by the neck and says, “God damn you, I’m goin’ to kill you,” hittin’ at him over the counter, you know, says, “fiend that you are, you have impoverished and ruined me, you have hounded me to the gates of death,” he said, “but I’ll make an end of you now before I go,” says, “I’ll take you with me.”


  Well, Ed and Lee got hold of him and pulled him off, but the damage was done: the other feller had gone screamin’ and hollerin’ out the door and he came back now with a policeman. “What’s the meaning of all this?” the policeman says, “what’s going on here?” he says, sizin’ us all up, you know. “They have robbed me,” your papa says, “and now, fearful, awful and blood-thirsty fiends that they are, they stand there plottin’ my destruction.” Why, he’d a ruined us all, if he’d gone on: Lee shook him, you know, says, “Now you be quiet or you’ll land in jail. You’ve made trouble enough.” “No, now, officer,” I said to the policeman—of course, I knew I had to be diplomatic—“there’s been a little misunderstanding, but everything’s all right.” “Why,” he says, “what happened?” “We’re takin’ my husband here to the hospital,” I said—of course, I thought I’d let him know your papa was a sick man—“and we just came by to get some shirts we left here to be laundered.” “Why, what’s the matter?” he says, “won’t they let you have them?” “Well,” I said, “it seems they gave Mr. Hawke a laundry ticket and I reckon he’s mislaid it. At least, we haven’t been able to find it yet. But the shirts are here,” I said, “they’re bound to have them: my son here brought them himself a week ago.”


  Well, he began to eye Lee then, and I tell you what! That child certainly made a good appearance. Of course, he was all dressed up nice in his sailor clothes—you know he’d got leave of absence to come up there from Norfolk and as Mrs. Barrett said, says, “That is certainly a fine-looking boy. I tell you,” she says, “it does you good to look at him—makes you feel that no harm can come to a country as long as it’s got boys like that to defend it,” she says.


  “Why, yes, Captain,” Lee says—you know, callin’ him that, I reckon, to make him feel good—“it’s all right. The shirts are here all right,” he says, “because I brought them myself but I guess my father accidently [accidentally] mislaid the ticket.” “Well,” the policeman says to me, “would you know the shirts if you saw them?” “Why, Lord!” I said, “you know I would! I’d know them in the dark, I’d be able to pick them out by the size of them. Why, you know,” I said, lookin’ him straight in the eye, “you can use your own reason,” I said, “they wouldn’t have another shirt in the house that would fit a man like that,” I said. Well, he took one look at your papa, and then he began to laugh. “No,” he said, “I reckon you’re right. Well, I tell you what you do,” he said, “you go around there yourself and pick ’em out,” he said, “and I’ll stay right here until you find them.”


  And that’s exactly what he did. I marched right around behind the counter and that man stayed there until I found them. “Here they are!” I sang right out—way down at the bottom of a pile, you know, why I must have opened up fifty packages before I came to them and I tell you what! those two Chinamen didn’t like it either, the looks that they gave us were oh! bitter, bitter. If that policeman hadn’t been there to pertect us, I tell you what, I’d been alarmed, of course, there’s no telling what people like that might do, especially with your papa ravin’ and stormin’ at them the way he did. I know I said to Lee later, after we’d taken him up and put him in the hospital, “I tell you what,” I said, “I was glad to get out of that place. There was a look in the eye of those men I didn’t like; it made my flesh crawl.” “Yes,” he said, “I felt the same way. Damned if I don’t believe papa was right about them: I wouldn’t trust one of them as far as I could throw an elephant,” he said. “Well, child,” I said, “he’s had it a long time, that feelin’, you know, and you may rest assured there’s something there, something we can’t understand,” I said.


  —


  And, of course, that’s just what I told Ambrose Radiker, that day in his saloon long, long ago! “It’s something,” he said, “sure enough—and he’s a terror when he has it. I don’t know what to do with him when he gets that way.” “Well, I tell you what to do,” I said, “don’t sell him any licker when he asks for it. Now, the best way to keep out of trouble,” I said, “is to avoid it.” “That’s right,” he said. “Well, what do you want to put up with it for?” I said. “Now, surely, you’ve got strength of mind enough not to be forced into a thing against your better judgment. You’ve got more sense than that,” I said. “Why, what can I do?” he said. “Why, you can refuse him the next time he comes here after licker,” I said, “that’s exactly what you can do.” “Why, Delia,” he said, “what good would that do? He’d only give that old Rufe Porter the money and send him in here to buy a bottle, and I’d rather see him spend his money on himself,” he says, “than squander it on that old toper.” “Why, you don’t mean to tell me he ever did that,” I said. “Yes,” says Ambrose, “that’s exactly what he’s done, many a time. Rufe comes and buys the licker for him and they drink it up together over at the shop.” “Well, that explains it then!” I said. “The cat’s out of the bag at last!” Of course, I knew then—I could see—just how that villain had got him into his power, gettin’ him to go his note, and all: he’d get him drunk, of course, an’ then your daddy would do anything he told him to.


  “Yes!” I said, that day he came home and told it how Mel Porter had been in to see him and was so upset because those men were going to hang. “Let them hang—and I wish that miserable old brother of his was going to be hanged with ’em.” “Oh, you mustn’t talk like that,” he said, “I hate to hear you say such things.” Of course, I was bitter against him. “Well,” your papa says, “I couldn’t help feeling sorry for Mel. I reckon he’s been under a great strain and now he’s all worried and grieved to think that all of them have got to hang.” “Not a bit of it,” I said, “if you swallowed any such story as that you’re more gullible than I am, you don’t know Mel Porter as well as I do. Now you can mark my words,” I said, “it’s something else that’s troublin’ him.” “No,” he says, “I think you’re wrong.” “All right,” I said, “you wait and see.”


  Well, he didn’t have to wait long, either. That very night, sir, they made that break from jail. They got away scot-free, all five of them, and none of them was ever caught. “Ah-hah,” I said to him, “what did I tell you? And you were just fool enough to think Mel Porter was worryin’ about their bein’ hanged, weren’t you? You see, don’t you?” “Well,” he said, “I reckon you’re right! I guess that’s what was troublin’ him. He knew about it!” “Knew about it! Why, of course!” I said. “That’s just it!”—of course, we could see then that he’d known about it all along, he knew they were going to make the break that night, and in his heart he was dreadin’ it—he was afraid something would go wrong and there’d be more bloodshed, for they were a set of desperate bloody men and they wouldn’t have hesitated to kill any one who got in their way, and so, of course, the thought of it was weighin’ on Mel Porter’s conscience. “Well,” your papa says, “it’s an awful thing and I hate to think about it.”


  “What about it?” says Mr. Hawke. “Dock Hensley came in to see me the other day and tried to give me two tickets for you and me to see it. To think of it!” he says, “here they were all boon companions six months ago, and now Dock is just waitin’ for the moment when he springs the trap on them.” “Why, yes,” I said, “they were all thick as thieves together”—and, of course, that was true. Ed Mears and Lawrence Wayne and Dock Hensley had been bosom friends for twenty years—“and let me tell you something,” I said, “I don’t know that any of them are any worse than he is. Now,” I said, “they’re all tarred with the same brush: they are all violent men, and Dock Hensley has shed as much blood as any of them, and I reckon he knows it. The only difference,” I said, “is that he has worn a badge and has always had the authority of the law to pertect him.” Why, of course! didn’t they tell it on him that time he was being tried for the murder of Reese McLendon—of course they freed him on grounds of self-defense and an officer in the performance of his duty, but I said at the time to your papa: “Now, you know as well as I do that that was nothing but a deliberate cold-blooded murder if ever there was one.” Of course, Reese was an awfully strong man, and when he got drunk he was a holy terror—and, I guess, he’d killed plenty, too—but here he and Hensley were close friends, you know, had always got along fine together, and then they arrested him for bein’ drunk and disturbin’ the peace. Well, the story goes that he got to making so much noise that they had to take him out of the cell. Oh! they said you could hear him howlin’ and hollerin’ the whole way across the square, and they put him downstairs in what they called the dungeon; of course, it was nothing but an old cellar basement with a dirt floor that the city had used one time as a stable. Well, that was Hensley’s defense: he said he went down there to see if he couldn’t reason with him and do something to quiet him down, and, of course, his story was that McLendon had picked up an old horseshoe that he’d found laying around down there and when he came in, he said, McLendon jumped on him and tried to brain him with the horseshoe.


  So his claim was that it was either his life or McLendon’s and he got the horseshoe out of his hand and gave him a lick across the forehead with it that killed him. Well, the rest of them told it when they tried him that he came back upstairs all covered with blood and said: “You’d better get a doctor for Reese. I’m afraid I’ve killed him.” Well, of course, when the doctor got there he saw there was nothing he could do, said McLendon was dead, you know. Why, the doctor said it looked as if he’d hit him a hundred times with the thing, said the whole side of his head was bashed into jelly and he lay there welterin’ in his blood. Oh, they said it was awful!


  —


  Your papa went to that trial and he came home and told about it: “I tell you what,” he said, “in all my life I’ve never heard anything to equal Zeb Woodsend’s address to the jury today”—of course, your cousin Zeb was prosecutin’ him—“It was a masterly effort,” your papa says, “I wish you could have heard it.” “Well,” I said, “what are they going to do? Will they convict him?” “Why, Lord, no!” your papa said, “he’ll go free. He’ll get off on grounds of self-defense, but I tell you what,” he said, “I wouldn’t have been standing in his shoes today for a million dollars. You can mark my words,” he said, “he’ll never be able to forget what Woodsend said to him as long as he lives. His face turned pale as he listened,” he said, “and I reckon he’ll carry it with him to his grave.” Of course, it came out in the trial—Zeb Woodsend proved it—how Dock Hensley had shot down and killed eighteen men since he had been an officer of the law, and your papa says he turned to the jury and told them, “You have given a policeman’s badge, you have armed with the full authority and pertection of the law a man without mercy and without pity, to whom the shedding of human blood means no more than the killing of a fly, you have given him a loaded pistol and yet some of you,” he said, “would set this mad dog free again to ravin’ and destroy, and take the lives of innocent and defenseless people. Look at him as he sits there before you!” he said, “cowerin’ and tremblin’ with the mark of Cain upon his brow and with his hands red with the blood of all his victims! The accusing fingers of dead men are pointed at him from the grave,” he said, “and their blood, could it have a tongue, would cry aloud for his conviction as do the tongues of all the widows and orphans he has made—” Well, Mr. Hawke said it was a powerful effort, said Hensley turned pale and trembled as if the spirits of the dead had come back to accuse him, sure enough. But of course they acquitted him like every one predicted.


  But, Lord! as I said to your papa I could never stand to go near the man after that time they had us to their house for dinner and here he was, sir—he had it on the table right where every one was going to eat!—to think of it, I said!—why, the skull of a nigger he had shot and killed—that he should have no more refinement I said to your papa than to do a thing like that right there with guests comin’ to his house for dinner and before his own childern, usin’ it, mind you, as a sugar bowl! Oh, braggin’ about it, you know, like he’d done something big, with the top of the skull sawed off to make a lid and a place in the forehead for the sugar to pour out where the bullet hole was. Why it was enough to turn your stomach, I couldn’t touch a bite, when we got out your papa said, “Well that’s the last time I’ll ever go to his house,” he said, “I don’t want to have anything to do with a man who’s got no more mercy in him than that. It’s enough to curdle your blood,” he said, and from that day on he never set foot in his house again. Oh! he couldn’t endure him, you know. But they say that’s exactly why he killed himself in the end—I know Gilmer who was stayin’ at the house brought me the news, came right back to the kitchen, you know, says, “Well, it was a terrible sight.” Says, “I was the first one there. I heard the explosion,” he says, “right behind the new court house and when I got there—there he was,” he says, “all sprawled out behind a pile of brick,” says, “they couldn’t tell who it was for a while, the whole top of his head blown off so they couldn’t identify him. Oh, awful, you know.”


  “Well,” I said, “I’m not surprised. Those who live by the sword will perish by the sword,” and, of course, that’s just what happened, I reckon his conscience got too much for him, he couldn’t face it any longer. Why didn’t Amy tell Jenny way back there when they were both in high school together, “Oh, daddy!” she says—the child came right out with it, you know—“oh, we don’t know what to do with him. We’re afraid he’s goin’ to lose his mind,” she says. “He wakes up in the middle of the night screamin’ and hollerin’ and we think he’s goin’ crazy,” she said. “Ah-hah!” I said to your papa when I heard it, “you see, don’t you? The guilty fleeth when no man pursueth.” “Well,” he said, “I reckon he’s got a lot to forget. He’s got all those crimes upon his soul and he can’t forget them. It’s the torment of a guilty conscience as sure as you’re born. It wouldn’t surprise me if he committed suicide some day,” he said.


  But, of course, for a long time there he seemed to get all right. He quit the force and became a sort of religious fanatic, a pillar of the Methodist Church, and all, right down there among them in the amen corner every Sunday and yes! what about it! in the real estate business, if you please, swellin’ it around town in a big car, promotin’ Hensley Heights, and all such stuff as that, and of course I reckon for a time there like all the rest of us he made some money or thought he did.


  I know when I bought those lots from W.J. Bryan he told me Hensley had acted as agent in a couple of deals for him, and I reckon Bryan was feelin’ pretty good about it, he began to brag about him, says: “I tell you what: Hensley is certainly a fine upright sort of man,” he says. “In all my dealin’s with him,” he says, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard him make use of a coarse expression, or utter a word that couldn’t be spoken in the presence of a lady.” Hm! I thought to myself, times have certainly changed, I thought, but, of course, I didn’t say anything, I just let him go on. “Yes,” he says, “I’ve found him honest and upright in all my dealings with him and what’s more, you’ll find him right in his seat in church every Sunday morning. And for a man who says he never had any schoolin’,” he says, “his knowledge of the Scriptures is profound,” says, “I’ve tried him out myself on texts from all parts of the Bible and I haven’t managed to trip him up yet.” Says, “It’s a rare thing that you’ll find a business man in this day and time with so much interest in spiritual matters,” says, “he is certainly a credit to the community.” “Why, yes,” I said, “I reckon you’re right but then there are a whole lot of things about this community you don’t know, Mr. Bryan. Of course,” I said, “you’re a recent comer and there may have been a time when Dock Hensley wasn’t such a credit as he is now.” “Why, when was that?” he said. “Well,” I said, of course I wasn’t going to tell him anything, winkin’ at him, you know, “maybe we’d better let dead dogs lie. I reckon it was a long time ago, for a fact,” I said, “about the time you first began to run for President.”


  Well, sir, he just threw back his head and hah-hahed. “Why, yes!” he said, “I reckon that was a long time ago, sure enough. Well, maybe you’d better say no more,” he said; says, “but I’ll bet you if there was anything I did want to know,” he said, “you’d remember it.” “Why, yes,” I said, “of course, I don’t believe in any one braggin’ on themselves, but I’ve always been considered to have a pretty good memory,” I said. “Well, I should say you have,” he said, “I was tellin’ my wife the other day,” he says, “that it was remarkable to find a person who took as keen an interest in all that’s goin’ on as you do. Why,” he says, “I said to her I believe you remember everything that ever happened to you.” “Well, no,” I said, “I wouldn’t go so far as that. There may be a few things that I don’t remember very well before I was two years old, but there hasn’t been much I’ve missed out on since then.” “Well, I just bet there’s not,” he said, laughin’, you know, as big as you please. But, of course, then, I said to him—you know I didn’t want to do the man an injury, I thought I would give him credit for his good points—said, “Well, Mr. Bryan, there are things we could say against any one,” I said, “for there is no one alive that hasn’t got his faults. Judge not lest ye be judged,” I said. “That is certainly true,” he said. “We must all be charitable.” “And I suppose if I wanted to,” I said, “that I coul [could] tell you things about Dock Hensley that might not be exactly to his credit, but,” I said, “you may rest assured on one score: he has certainly been a home-lovin’ man and he has stuck to his wife and childern: no matter what else he has done he has never been guilty of no immorality or licentiousness, no one has ever been able to say that about him,” and of course, that was true: they tried to prove something like that on him in that trial in order to discredit his character, they tried to show that he’d gone running around after other women besides his wife, but they couldn’t do it, sir—they had to give the devil his due—his morals were pure.


  —


  “Why, Dock,” your papa said, “you’ve been good friends with those men for twenty years,” says, “I don’t see how you’ve got the heart to do it.” “Yes, I know,” he says, “it’s an awful thing, but some one’s got to do it. That’s part of my job, that’s what the people elected me for,” he says, “and besides I believe Ed and Lawrence would rather have me do it anyway. I’ve talked it all over with ’em,” he says—of course, they told it that he’d been goin’ down there to the jail to see them, and that they were all as thick as thieves, sir, laughin’ and carryin’ on together—says, “they’d rather have me do it than some stranger.” “Yes,” Mr. Hawke said, “but I should think it would trouble your conscience. I don’t see how you’d be able to sleep at night after doin’ such a thing.” “Why, pshaw! Mr. Hawke,” he said, “it wouldn’t bother me at all. I’ve done it many a time,” he said, “all I’ve got to do is spring the trap. Why, I think no more of it than I would of wringin’ a chicken’s neck,” he said. “What about it!” your papa says to me, “did you ever hear of such a man? Why it seems that all human feeling and mercy has been left out of him,” he says.


  Well, we never could find out if Dock Hensley was in on it or not—if he knew they were goin’ to make that break—but if he did it looked mighty funny that—“I tell you what,” says Mr. Hawke a day or two after it happened, “I believe we misjudged Dock Hensley,” he says, “I believe he knew they were goin’ to make that break all along and that’s the reason,” he says, “he was takin’ it so easy.” “Well, now,” I said, “there’s something mighty funny about it somewhere. If he knew about it why did he come to your office with those passes? Why was he so anxious to have us come and see it?” “Well,” he says, “I reckon he did it in order to turn suspicion away from him.” “No, sir,” I said, “I don’t believe a word of it. He was just waitin’ his chance to hang ’em—yes, and gloatin’ about it.” Well, of course, Mr. Hawke didn’t want to believe it of him, said he didn’t like to think that any man could be so callous.


  Of course, they said later that the whole thing had been arranged for weeks: that was the story, you know, that John Rand, the jailer, had been fixed, as the sayin’ goes, to let them make their getaway. Now they weren’t able to prove anything on the man and he may have been an honest all-right sort of feller—but there was something mighty queer about it somewhere: here they found him, you know, in Ed’s cell all trussed up as slick as a whistle and without a mark upon him, sir, to indicate he’d ever made the least resistance. Well, the story he told was that he’d gone in there to take Ed and Lawrence their supper and that they overpowered him and tied him up as soon as he came in, said they took his keys and unlocked the other three and skipped right out. Of course, those other three had nothing to do with Ed and Lawrence, they were just plain ordinary murderers, mountain grills, as your papa called them, down there waitin’ to be hanged, and the story goes that Ed said to Lawrence, “well, we’ll just turn them loose, too, while we are about it.”


  —


  Well, there was something funny about John Rand’s story. People didn’t like the look of it. And then, within six months’ time John Rand goes into business for himself, opens up a great big plumbing shop on South Main street with a stock that must have cost him thousands of dollars. “Look here,” your papa said, “do you know what they’re saying? They’re saying that John Rand was bribed to let those men escape.” “Well,” I said, “they may be right. It’s mighty funny,” I said, “that a man who never earned over fifty dollars a month in his life gets money enough all of a sudden to start up a big business of his own. Now where did all that money come from: you’ve got to admit it looks fishy.” “Yes,” your daddy says, “but who bribed him? Where did the money come from?” he said. “Why,” I said, “it came from Yancey County where all their kinfolk and relations live—that’s exactly where it came from.” “Why,” he says, “are their people well-to-do?” “They’ve got plenty,” I said, “plenty—and they’d a spent every last penny they had to see those men go free.” Of course, I knew what I was talkin’ about, “Look here,” I said, “I’ve lived here all my life and I know those people better than you do. I grew up among them,” I said, “and I want to tell you they’d a stopped at nothing.” Why, they said the money poured in there like water, said thousands of dollars were spent in their defense, why, yes! didn’t they tell it that old Judge Truman alone—the brother of this same Perfessor Truman, of course, Ed Mears and Lawrence Wayne married Perfessor Truman’s daughters, they both married sisters—didn’t they tell it that Judge Truman alone, one of the biggest lawyers that they had in Yancey, spent over ten thousand dollars in defendin’ them, “and you can rest assured,” I told your papa, “that that wasn’t a drop in the bucket. Wherever they are today they’re well provided for,” I said, “and you needn’t waste your pity on them.” “Well,” he said, “I’m glad they got away. There’s been enough blood shed already. I don’t see any use in adding to it.”


  I shook my head, “No,” I said, “you’re wrong. They should have been hanged and I’m sorry they didn’t get what was comin’ to them, but,” I said, “I’m glad we acted as we did. I shouldn’t have cared if they’d been caught, but I don’t want the blood of any man, guilty or innocent, on my conscience.” “No,” he said, “nor do I.” “But you know,” I said, “you know as well as you’re standin’ there that those men were guilty as hell”—that’s just the way I put it—why, murder, of course, as deliberate and cold-blooded murder as any one was ever guilty of. Here they told it at the trial that both of them walked in to that mica mine on Saturday afternoon when they were payin’ off, and they were spoilin’ for a fight—that’s all in the world it was. Why! I said to your papa at the time, if it had been money they were after, if they’d wanted to hold up the place, you might have seen some reason for it—but no! they were out to start a row, and they’d come ready for it. Of course, they’d both been drinkin’ and when they drank they were always up to devilment. And here, of course, they began to abuse that paymaster—a decent law-abidin’ man, they said—and to hinder him from payin’ off and, of course, that was when John Burgin stepped into the office. “Now, boys,” he said, “I don’t like to see you act like this. Why don’t you go on off now,” he says, tryin’ to reason with them, you know, “before you get yourselves in trouble?” “Why, damn you,” says Lawrence Wayne, “what business is it of yours what we do?” “Why, it’s no business at all,” John Burgin says, “only I don’t like to see you act this way. I don’t want to see you get into any trouble,” he said, “and I know when you wake up tomorrow morning you’re goin’ to regret this thing.” “Well, now,” says Lawrence Wayne, “don’t you worry how we’re goin’ to feel tomorrow morning. You worry about yourself. It’s people like you,” he says, “who don’t wake up at all. Why, damn you,” he says, “I never did like your face noway. Now you’d better go on,” he says, “while you’re still able to walk.” “All right,” John said, “I’ll go. I don’t want to have no trouble with you. I was just tryin’ to reason with you to behave yourselves for the sake of your wives and childern, but if that’s the way you feel about it, I’ll go on.” And they said he turned his back on them and was walkin’ away when Ed Mears shot him, turned to Lawrence, they said, with a kind of a drunken grin, says, “Lawrence, do you reckon I can hit him?” and he shot that man down that never did him no harm through the back of his head—and then, of course, they both cut loose on the paymaster and that man he had assistin’ him—killed them all, and then skipped out. “But to think of it!” I said to your papa, “there was no excuse, no provocation as far as I can see—they were simply out to kill,” I said, “and hangin’s the only treatment they deserve.” “Yes,” he said, “but I’m glad we acted as we did.”


  Now, boy, I want to tell you:


  —


  “Two ... Two,” the first voice said, and “Twenty ... Twenty,” said the other.


  I know exactly when it was—I’m goin’ to tell you now: it was on the twenty-seventh day of September, sir, at twenty minutes to ten o’clock in the evening. The reason I know is—well, that’s what I’m goin’ to tell you—but it was just two days before that on the twenty-fifth day of the month, sir—that I’d had that talk with Ambrose Radiker in his saloon, that’s exactly when it was. That was just after Mr. Hawke had been off on that spree and they’d had to send for us to get him and bring him home. Now, I thought, I’ve had as much as I can stand, I won’t put up with it any longer, and I marched right in there by myself to have it out with him.


  Well, I could see that Ambrose was telling me the truth—that was the time of course he told me how your daddy raved and carried on in his delirium against the Chinese and how much trouble they’d had with him—give the devil his due, of course—saloon keeper though he may have been, I believe he told the truth and was being honest with me. “Now,” he said, “I’ve done everything I can but if there’s anything more I can do to persuade him to stop drinkin’ you tell me what it is and,” he says, “I’ll do it!”—and yes! didn’t he stop in to see us that very evening on his way home, we were sitting there after supper, you know, your daddy reading the paper to me, and all, and says, “Will, I want you to promise me that you’ll try to cut out drinkin’. I hate to see you do it,” he said, “a man with your mind and your command of language and all—why there’s nothing you couldn’t accomplish if you set yourself to it!” “Why, yes,” I said, “he’s smart enough, all right. I don’t believe there’s a man in the community with half his natural ability,” I said, “and he could go far if it wasn’t for that accursed cravin’ for licker. There’s one thing sure,” I said, “he never learned it from any of my people—you know, my father, Major Woodsend,” I said, “never touched a drop in his life and never allowed any one to come inside his house if he thought he drank.” “Yes, I know,” says Ambrose, “he is certainly a fine man and a credit to the community,” he says, “and, Will,” he says, “here you are with everything it takes to make a man happy—with a fine wife and a family of childern and a good business and, Will, for their sakes,” he said, “you oughtn’t to do it, you ought to cut out drinkin’.” Well, your papa admitted he was right and he promised, you know, said he’d never touch another drop and Ambrose went on then—that was the very night it was, all right, the twenty-seventh of September.


  Well, then, I heard it! “Two ... Two,” said one, and “Twenty ... Twenty,” said the other. “Why, Lord, woman!” says Mr. Hawke, “there’s no one there!”—went to the window and looked out, you know, says, “It’s something you imagined. You don’t hear anything,” he said.


  “Oh, yes, I do!” I said—of course, I was as sure of it as I was sitting there—“there it is again!” I said, and of course I heard it just as plain, “Two ... Two,” the first one over by the window said, and “Twenty ... Twenty,” the other one kept whispering in my ear.


  And that was the time the bell began to ring—that court-house bell, you know, banging it out as hard and fast as it could go. “Oh, Lord!” I said, “something’s happened. What do you reckon it can be?” You could hear them the whole way to the square shoutin’ and hollerin’ and smashing in the windows of Curtis Black’s hardware store to get the guns, that’s what they did, all right, and then man-like, of course, your papa wanted to be up and gone, grabs his hat, you know, says “I think I’ll go and see!”


  “Oh, don’t go!” I said, “don’t go! I wish you wouldn’t go. You oughtn’t to leave me while I’m in this condition,” I said. “Why, Lord,” he said, “I’ll be back in half an hour. Why you’re all right,” he said, “there’s nothing can happen to you.” I shook my head—I had a premonition, I don’t know what else you’d call it—but something awful, awful, some approachin’ calamity. “I wish you wouldn’t go,” I said—but he was up and gone.


  —


  I looked at the clock as he went out the door and the minute hand stood just exactly at twenty minutes to ten o’clock.


  So I waited. I felt it, you know, I didn’t know what it was, but I knew that it was comin’, and I listened to that old wooden clock there on the mantel—tock-tock, tock-tock, it said, ticking the minutes off, and let me tell you: that was the longest time I ever waited, each of those minutes seemed an hour. The clock struck ten.


  And then I heard it—creepin’ along the alley-way above our house, and then I heard the fence-wires creak outside the window, and then it dropped down on the flower beds outside the house—and then it crept up soft and easy and began to crawl along the porch outside the sitting room door. “Oh, Lord!” I said—it flashed over me all at once, the meaning of it—“They’ve come! they’re here! What shall I do,” I said, “left all alone here with the childern to face them, these bloody men?”


  Of course, I saw it then—the meaning of that warning—“Two ... Two,” and “Twenty ... Twenty”—they’d tried to warn me and your papa that they’d be there in twenty minutes. “He should have waited, he should have listened,” I said, “that was what they were trying to tell him.”


  I went to the door—how on earth I ever mustered strength and courage in my condition, I don’t know how I ever did it, but child! child! I must have been given strength and courage to face them by some higher power—and I flung it open. It was a pitch-black night along towards the beginning of autumn. It had been raining but the rain had stopped and Lord! it seemed that you could cut the darkness with an axe, everything still and heavy, frosty-like—that was the reason we could hear them all so plain up on the square, but not a sound, sir! not a word now!


  “All right!” I sang right out into the dark, you know, like I wasn’t afraid of anything. “I know you’re there, Ed! You can come on in.” He didn’t speak. I listened. I could hear him breathing, heavy-like. “Now, surely,” I said, “you’re not going to be afraid of me. I’m all alone,” I said, “I’m nothing but a defenseless woman, and you’ve got nothing to be afraid of”—of course, I knew that that would aggervate him.


  Well, it stung his pride, he got right up and walked into the room: “I’m not afraid of any one,” he said, “man nor woman.” “Well, no,” I said, “I reckon you’re not. At least they all said you weren’t afraid of John Burgin when you shot him in the back when he was walkin’ away from you and surely,” I said, “a man who’s killed as many people as you have is not going to be afraid of one lone woman who’s been left alone in the house without pertection. Now I know better than that,” I said, “I know you’re not afraid of me.”


  “No, Delia,” he said, “I’m not and that’s the reason that I’m here,” he said. “You’ve got nothing to fear from me,” he said, “I came here because I knew that I could trust you and you wouldn’t give me away. I need your help,” he said. Well, I reckon the look of the feller was too much for me, he looked like a hunted animal and let me tell you, I never want to see no such look in any one’s eyes as I saw in his that night: if he’d been to hell and back it couldn’t have been worse. It was too much for me, I couldn’t have told on him then no matter what he’d done. “It’s all right, Ed. You’ve nothing to fear from me, I won’t give you away. And you can tell Lawrence,” I said, “to come on in. I know he’s out there.”


  Well, he gave me a mighty funny look. “Why, what do you mean?” he said, “Lawrence isn’t here. He’s not with me.” “Yes, he is,” I said. “I know he’s there. I’m sure of it. And you can tell him so, and to come on in.” “Why, how do you know he’s there?” he said, worried, “What makes you so sure of it?” “Well, I tell you,” I said, “I was warned about it, Ed. I knew that you were both coming.” “Warned?” he said, beginning to get excited, you know, “Why, who warned you? Has any one been here? How did any one know?” he said. “No,” I said, “you needn’t get excited, Ed. Some one was here to warn me, all right, that you and Lawrence were coming, but it’s no one you’ve got to be afraid of in this world. The next world is a different matter, of course,” I said, “I can’t tell you about that. You’ll have to face that for yourself.” Well, he looked at me and his eyes were sticking out of his head. “Spirits?” he said. “Yes,” I said, “that’s what they were, all right! Now I don’t know who they were, but they came here to warn me, whisperin’ in my ear, and they said you and Lawrence were on your way and would be here in twenty minutes.”


  —


  Well, his face was a study, and at last he said: “No, Delia, you’re wrong. I don’t want to alarm you,” he said, “but if they were here they came here to warn you about something else. It wasn’t me and Lawrence,” he said, “I’ll swear to that!” “Why, what do you mean?” I said. “I’ve told you,” he said, “Lawrence isn’t with me. We parted company outside the jail; we decided that was best and he lit out towards South Carolina. I’m going across the mountain,” he said, “and if we get away we hope to meet again out West.” “You look me in the eye,” I said, “are you telling me the truth?” Well, he looked straight at me: “Yes,” he said, “so help me God, it’s true!”


  Well, I looked at him and I saw, of course, that he was telling me the truth. “Well,” I said, “it was something else, then, what it is I don’t yet know, but I’ll find out. Now,” I said, “why did you come here to my house? What do you want?” I said. “Why,” he said, “Delia, I’ve got to get away across those mountains tonight, and I’ve got no shoes, I’m barefooted,” he said. And then, of course, I saw, I reckon I’d been too excited to notice before, but there he was, ragged and bleeding, in his bare feet and let me tell you he was a sight to behold and marvel at: here he was with no shoes and no coat and nothing to wear but an old ragged pair of pants that looked as if he’d been sleeping in them all the time he’d been in jail, and a dirty old flannel shirt that had been all ripped out beneath the shoulder, and here his hair was all matted and tangled up like a bird’s nest, hanging down over his eyes and he must have had a six weeks’ growth of beard upon his face—why it looked as if he hadn’t had a shave or haircut since he went to jail, the very sight of him was enough to scare the life out of a grizzly bear. Why, as I told your papa later, they’d thought of everything to help him make his getaway except the things he needed most: here they’d given him a pistol and cartridges to kill people with—as if he hadn’t killed enough already—but they didn’t have sense enough to give him shoes to walk in or a coat to keep him warm. “If that don’t beat all I ever heard of!” I told your papa.


  “I’ve got to get them somehow,” he said. “If I don’t I’ll cut my feet to pieces going across the mountains and then,” he said, “if I can’t walk, I’m done for. They’ll catch me sure.” “Why, of course,” I said. “Well,” he said, “that’s why I came here to see you, Delia. I knew you wouldn’t give me up and I could depend on you to help me. Now,” he says, “you can see for yourself I’ve got an awful big foot and the only man I know,” he says, “who wears a shoe that would fit me is Mr. Hawke. Now if you’ll only let me have a pair of his old shoes—anything you’ve got—I’ll pay you for them. I’ve got plenty of money,” he said, and he pulled out a big roll of bills, he had certainly come well heeled, “and I’ll pay you anything you say they’re worth.” “No, Ed,” I shook my head, “I don’t want your money”—of course, I couldn’t have touched it, it’d been like taking blood-money—“but I’ll give you the shoes.” So I went to the closet and got them out, a fine new pair, sir, that your daddy had bought only a couple of months before, in good condition, for he certainly took good care of all his clothes. “Here they are,” I said, “and I hope you’ll be able to use them.” Well, he put them on then and there, and they fitted him, sir, as if they’d been made for him. Well, you know, murderer that he was, he showed he still had feeling left in him, he took my hand and began to cry, says: “I’ll never forget what you’ve done as long as I live. If there’s ever anything I can do to pay you for it,” he says, “I’ll do it.” “Well, you can do something,” I said, “and you can do it here and now.” “What is it?” he said. “I don’t want your money,” I said, “I wouldn’t touch it. You can have the shoes, Ed, and I hope they help you to escape—you need the shoes,” I said, “but you don’t need that pistol you’re carryin’ in your hip pocket.” I could see it, you know, making a big bulge when he walked. “Now you’ve shed enough blood already,” I said, “and come what may, whether you escape or not, I never want to hear that you’ve shed another drop of blood. You give that gun to me,” I said, “and go on. If they catch you it won’t do you any good.”


  —


  Well, he looked at me a moment as if he couldn’t make up his mind, and then he gave it to me. “All right,” he said, “I reckon you’re right. I don’t suppose it’d do me much good noway and besides, if they do catch me I don’t care. I’ve committed so many crimes in my life,” he said, “that I don’t care what happens to me now. I’d just as soon be out of it,” he said. “No,” I said, “I don’t like to hear you talk like that. You’ve got a wife who’s stuck by you through thick and thin and little childern, and now,” I said, “you must begin to think of them. Go on off some-wheres,” I said, “where no one knows you and make a fresh start, and when you are ready, send for her and I know her,” I said—I looked him in the eye—“I know her, and she’ll come.”


  Well, it was too much for him. He couldn’t speak, he turned his head away, said, “All right. I’ll try!” “Now, you go on,” I said. “I don’t want them to find you here,” I said, “and I hope that all goes well with you.” “Goodbye,” he said, “I’m going to try to lead a different life hereafter.” “Yes, that’s what you’ve got to do. You’ve got to try to atone for all the harm you’ve done. Go,” I said, “and sin no more.”


  Well, he went. I heard the fence wires creak and I saw him going up the street, I reckon towards the mountain. He got away, all right. I never saw him again.


  Well, he hadn’t been gone ten minutes when here he came, you know, your daddy, all excited with the news he thought he had to tell.


  “Well,” he said, “they got away, all five of them. Hensley and a big mob have smashed the windows of Black’s hardware store to get guns and he’s out after them now with a posse.”


  “Yes,” I said, “and you had to run all the way to town to find that out, didn’t you? The next time you go chasing off like that bring me back something I don’t know about.” “Why,” he said, “how did you hear? Do you know about it?” he said. “Know about it!” I said, “why I know more about it than you’ll ever know,” I said. “I got my information at first hand,” I said, “and I didn’t have to stir out of this house to get it, either.” “Why,” he says, “how was that? What do you mean?” “I’ve had a caller since you went away,” I said. “Who was it?” he says. I looked at him, “Ed Mears was here,” I said. “Good God!” your papa says, “do you mean to tell me that murderer was here—in my house? Have you given the alarm?” he says, “have you told the neighbors?” “No,” I said. “Well, I’m going to,” he says, “this very minute.” And he started to go again. I stopped him. “No,” I said, “you’ll do no such thing. You’ll stay here. Now, I gave him my promise not to give him away, and we’re going to stick to it. You keep quiet.” He studied about it for a moment. “Well,” he said, “I reckon you’re right. Maybe it’s the best way, after all. But that’s the strangest thing I ever heard about,” he said. “By God it is!”


  —


  Well, they got away, all right. None of them were ever caught. Of course, years later when your daddy made that trip to California Truman told him that both Ed and Lawrence had come to his house in Colorado when he was living there and, of course, the girls both follered them within six months or so. Lawrence’s wife, who was Mary Truman, died out there in Colorado of consumption a year or two later, and I don’t know for certain what ever became of Lawrence. The story went that he settled down in Kansas and got married again and had a big family of childern and is living there right now, sir, a well-to-do man and highly respected in his community.


  Of course, we know what happened to Ed Mears. I got the whole story from Dock Hensley. Truman told your papa that Ed had come out there to Colorado and went up into the mountains to some mining camp to work, and, of course, when he was ready he sent for Addie, and she follered him. Well, Truman said, she lived with him up there a year or so and then she came down to her father’s house again. Oh! he told it, you know! Said it was awful, she couldn’t stand no more of it, said Ed was going crazy and would go out of his mind sometimes screaming and raving that the spirits of the dead men he had killed had come back from the grave to haunt and torment him. “You see, don’t you,” I said to your papa when he told it, “you see what happens, don’t you? I’ve never known it to fail,” I said. “The guilty fleeth when no man pursueth.” “Yes,” he said, “that’s it. A guilty conscience as sure as you’re born,” he said. “So I took her away from him,” said Truman. “I sent her back East where she would never see him any more. Of course,” he said, “he threatened me—he threatened my life, but I could see that the man was goin’ crazy, and I wouldn’t let her go back to him,” he said.


  Well, Addie came home again and got a divorce: of course, Cash Jeter took the case for her—that was long before he got elected to the Senate, he was nothing but a practising attorney at the time—and the story goes, in the course of the proceedings he fell in love with her, and marries her, if you please, within a month’s time after she got the final papers. “Well, they didn’t wait long, did they?” I said to your papa! “Now it does seem to me,” I said, “that they might have waited a decent length of time.” “Ah, Lord!” your papa says, “the funeral baked meats did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables. ’Twas thrift Horatio with a vengeance,” he says. “That’s so,” I said, “that’s what it was, all right.”


  Well, then, they sent Dock Hensley West to get a man who’d killed some one, and, of course, when he came back he told it how he had run into Ed Mears in Mexico. Said he was on a boat somewheres going from Texas into Mexico follerin’ on the trail of this murderer he’d been sent to get, I reckon, when here he saw him, face to face—Ed Mears. Dock said he’d grown a beard, but said he’d recognized him, “but I want to tell you,” he says, “he’s changed a lot. He’s not the same man that you knew,” he says. Dock said he looked like a dead man, said he was nothing but a shadder of his former self. “Why,” he said, “he was only a bundle of skin and bone, he didn’t have no more meat on him than a squirrel,” he says. “Well,” I said, “did he know you? Did he speak to you?”—of course, you know, I wanted to hear the story. “Why, Lord, yes!” Hensley said. “We roomed together for four days down there, hail-fellow-well-met and boon companions,” he says. Then, he went on to say, you know, “Of course,” he says, “when he first saw me on the boat he thought that I had come for him, he stepped right up,” he said, “to surrender himself.” “All right, Dock,” he says, “I know you came down here to take me back and,” he says, “I’m ready to go.” “Why, no, Ed,” I says, “you’re wrong. I’m here for some one else. You’re not the man I’m lookin’ for,” I said, “I don’t want you—and besides,” I said, “even if I did I’ve got no authority to arrest you, I’ve got no warrant for you.” “Well,” he said, “I’m comin’ back anyway some day. I’ve one more killing to do yet before I die,” he said, “and then they can take me and do what they like with me.” “Why, who’s that?” Dock says—asks him, “who do you want to kill?” he says. “Cash Jeter,” he says. And then Dock told it how bitter he hated him for getting the divorce and marrying his wife.


  So Dock said that before he left for home again Ed handed him a letter and asked him to deliver it to Jeter when he got back—and he said he saw that letter with his own eyes, mind you, and that in all his life he never read the like of it: “I may have been a murderer,” Ed wrote, “and I’ve got many a crime upon my soul to atone for but in all my days I have never sunk so low as to steal a man’s wife away from him. Now,” he said, “you can set your house in order and get ready for me because I’m coming back. It may be a month, or it may be a year, or it may be ten years, but I’ll be there,” he said. “I’ve got a score to settle with you, and you get ready.” Well, Dock said when he handed that letter to Jeter he opened it and read it and Dock said his face turned pale and you could see him tremble and I suppose, of course, his life was hell on earth from that day on until the news got back to them that Ed was dead—because, of course, Ed never lived to get there, the story went that he got killed in a saloon in Mexico. But you can rest assured that he’d a come.


  Well, that’s the way it was, all right: that’s just what happened.


  —


  But still and all—the thing was puzzlin’ me, you know—“Two ... Two,” and “Twenty ... Twenty”—what could it mean?


  “Why, Lord,” your papa said, “it didn’t mean a thing! It never happened anyway,” he said, “it’s something you imagined.”


  “You wait,” I said, “you wait and see.”


  It wasn’t long. We didn’t have long to wait.


  It started in along some time before dinner, about one o’clock. Oh, Lord! it felt like something had tore loose inside me. And he was there, he’d come home early, here he was, you know, out in the backyard rendering the lard out of some hogs he’d bought. “Why, what on earth!” I cried. “What ever made you buy them?” Child, child! that awful waste, that awful extravagance! Why, as I told him, if it hadn’t been for me he’d have spent every penny he earned featherin’ the nests of the butchers and the farmers and the saloon keepers—he couldn’t resist ’em, you know. “Why, man alive!” I said, “what ever persuaded you to go and do a thing like that!” Here we were with hams and bacon in the pantry that he’d bought, six smoked hams, if you please, and here he comes with this whole hog. “Why, man, you’ll kill us all with all this hog meat!” I said—yes! with lots of chickens of our own and a twelve-pound roast he’d sent down from the market—“Why, we’ll get down sick,” I said, “you’ll have the childern all in bed! So much meat isn’t good for people.” To think of it! the waste, you know—child, child, many’s the time I’ve sat down and cried about it, to think he’d go and squander away his money in that way. “Why, Lord!” I said, “I never saw such a glutton in my life!” I thought I’d appeal to his pride, you know. “Why, all you think of is your belly! Now stop here and consider for a moment: how do you ever expect to accumulate any property if everything you earn goes rolling down your gullet to feed your gut? Why, I’ll vow! man! I believe all of your brains are in your belly!” Why, yes! he’d meet up with some old farmer who had a whole wagon load of stuff he wanted to get rid of so he could get out of town and hike for home again, and he’d buy him out, sir. Why, didn’t I tell you! What about it! to think that he could be such a dunce—the time he sent this man home with forty dozen eggs—Lord! I could have thrown them at him I was so aggervated!—when here we had hens of our own layin’ us fresh ones every day as hard as they could. “Why, what ever prompted you to do such a trick as that?” I said. “Well,” he says, sheepish-like, “he let me have the lot at seven cents a dozen. It was such a bargain,” he says, “it seemed a pity not to buy them.” “Why I don’t care,” I said, “if he let you have them for two cents a dozen, it was money thrown away,” I said, “we’ll never use them.” “Oh, we can use them,” he said. “We’ll give ’em to the childern.” “Why, Lord, man, how you talk!” I said, “you’ll get the childern so sick of eggs they’ll never look one in the face again. They’ll never eat ’em,” I said, “they’ll all go bad!” And he looked pretty sheepish about it, I tell you what he did! “Well,” he says, “I thought I was actin’ for the best. I guess I was mistaken,” he said.


  And yes! Didn’t he come home one time with a whole load of cantaloupes and watermelons—twenty-seven watermelons, if you please, and the Lord knows how many cantaloupes, hundreds of ’em, I reckon. “To think you had no better sense than that!” I said. “Oh, we’ll eat ’em, we’ll eat ’em,” he said. “The childern will eat ’em up,” he says. Yes, didn’t Lee get down sick from eating them, “and there’s a doctor bill to pay,” I told him ... and all the other times he’d come with wagon loads of roastin’ ears and termaters and string beans and sweet pertaters and onions and radishes and beets and turnips and all kinds of garden vegetables and all sorts of fruit, peaches and pears and apples and plums, when here we had a big orchard and garden right behind the house growin’ everything we needed. Why, it kept me busy thinkin’ up ways to keep it all from goin’ to waste, said, “how do you ever expect me to look after the childern if you keep dumping this stuff in here on me?”—here I was in that condition, you know, putting up preserves for all I was worth and him out there rendering the lard out. Oh! the smell of it, that old strong smell of fat, you know—right up to the very time, four hundred and thirty-seven jars of preserved cherries, peaches, apple, grape, and plum jelly, quince honey, preserved pears, termater ketchup, chow chow, pickled cucumbers, and all such stuff as that, why you couldn’t get into the pantry, it was stacked up to the ceiling, and let me tell you, now, he could eat: now I’ve seen some good eaters in my day and time but I’ve never seen any one who could poke it away the way he could. I reckon he got it from that crowd he came from up there, told it you know how they’d come in from the fields in his boyhood and sit down to a meal that would stall an ox. Why didn’t I see the old woman myself when we were up there that time eat a whole chicken and three big hunks of pie—says to Augusta, you know, “Daughter, fill my plate again,” she says, and she was in her seventies then—that’s exactly how she got her death, sir. “To think of it!” I said when I heard the news—in her ninety-sixth year and fell out of her chair and broke her leg while reachin’ for an ear of corn: of course it killed her, she was too old to recover from the injury, her bones wouldn’t knit together again, “but if that don’t beat all!” I said.


  Why, I’ll vow! It’s a wonder his constitution stood it as long as it did—brains and eggs and bacon and fried steak and oatmeal and hot biscuits and sausage and two or three cups of coffee for his breakfast, and two or three different kinds of meat, liver and roast beef and pork and fish and chicken, and a half dozen different vegetables, beans and mashed pertaters and succotash and turnip greens and preserved peaches and pie, and all such as that, for dinner and supper. “Why,” I said to Wade Eliot, “I believe that’s what helped bring on this trouble. He’s been diggin’ his grave with his teeth.” “Well,” he said, “he’s been diggin’ a long time, hasn’t he?” and, of course, I had to admit it, but I’ll vow! I sometimes think he might be alive today if he’d only used more judgment!


  Well, then, I say, it hit me, those awful stabbing pains. I went to the window and called out to him, “Come! come quick!” And let me tell you, he didn’t wait: he came a-running.


  “Oh, it can’t be!” I said. “There hasn’t been time enough.”


  “That’s what I think it is,” he said. “I’m going for the doctor.”


  And he went.


  —


  That was the year the locusts came: it seems so long ago since the year that the locusts came, and all the earth was eaten bare, it seems so long ago. But no (I thought) the thing kept puzzlin’ me, you know—it can’t be that, there hasn’t been time enough for that, it was only the year before in January—Lord! Lord! I often think of all that I’ve been through, and wonder that I’m here to tell it. I reckon for a fact I had the power of Nature in me; why! no more trouble than the earth takes bearing corn, all of the childern, the eight who lived, and all the others that you never heard about—all of the childern and less married life than any woman that I knew—and Oh! to think of it, to think that he should say the things he did—cursin’ and tauntin’ me and runnin’ wild with other women when he had done it all, and like a devil when he saw what he had done. Lord! Lord! he was a strange man, a wild and savage man; sometimes it seemed I never got to know him: there was a devil in him somewhere, something wild and strange we never got to know about—the things he did and said were more than I could stand, they made me bitter and I prayed that God would punish him, but Lord! it was so long ago since the year that the locusts came, and I think of it all, the orange trees, the fig trees, and the singin’ and all of the times we knew together. Oh! the good, the bad times, all of the happiness and bitter weepin’, and there is something now that can’t be said, I tried to hate him but now I have no words to say against him: he was a strange man but where he was no one was ever cold, no one was ever hungry, there was enough for all, and now when I remember him it seems so long ago since the year when the locusts came, and there’s something that I want to say that can’t be spoken.


  That year—it was the year the childern had the typhoid and Gil and Jenny were just gettin’ well again and I had taken them—Lord! how did I ever do it all alone—down to St. Augustine—and he came, he couldn’t stay, of course, he follered us, and began to drink—I tried to find it but he got Gil to hide it in the sand up underneath the house—and to curse and rave when he had seen me, says “Damn you! if you bring it back with you I’ll kill you both!” And child, to think that he should talk like that, it made me bitter and I didn’t stop to think: I walked the floor, I walked the floor and then I went out on the porch and leaned against a post—we were livin’ in a cottage that I’d rented from some Northern people—and there was no rail—there was nothin’ but that old loose sand there anyway, and I knew the childern wouldn’t hurt themselves if they fell off—and Lord! What shall I do! What shall I do! I thought. ...


  The next day he had sobered up again and was all right and so towards sunset of that day we took the childern with us and set out for old Fort Marion, the Spanish Fort, down by the Ponce de Leon, and here were all the people in their finery and the soldiers band a playin’ and then you heard the gun and the bugle blowin’ as the flag came down—yes—Toodle-oo! Toodle-oo!—that was the way the bugle blew and all the little childern put their hands up to their mouths to see if they could do it too, and the birds flyin’, the palm trees and the music and the smell of water and the orange blossoms, and that old black fort—why Lord! the walls were fourteen feet in places—with the sun goin’ down behind it like some big orange, and the people listenin’ to the music, in January of that year the locusts came at home, and then I felt as if the whole thing had tore [torn] loose inside me.


  “Come on,” I said. “We’ve got to go,” and says, “What is it?” “Oh, Lord!” I told him, “it’s tearing me in two. Oh, Lord! We’ll never get there! Come!”—and we went, the childern and all, and my feet slippin’ and sinkin’ in the sand, until I thought I’d never get there, and that great hunk of a thing tearing away at me, and he picked me up and carried me the last part of the way into the house, and I said, “You see, don’t you? You see what you’ve done. That’s your work!” and he was frightened and his face turned pale and he trembled as he looked and he said, “My God, My God! What have I done!” and he walked the floor, and it got dark, and I lay there, and all of the childern were asleep around me, and he went out into the yard, and we had a fig tree there, and I lay there in the dark listenin’ to people comin’ by, and I could hear music playin’ somewheres and hear their voices laughin’ and singin’, and smell all of the blossoms—Oh! the magnolias and the lilies and the roses, the poinsettias, and all the other flowers they had there and the orange trees and all, and the little childern sleepin’ in the house, you know, and see the sky all full of stars and Lord God! I thought, what shall I do, what shall I do?—and that was the year the locusts came at home and now it seems so long ago.


  —


  But Lord! I reckon Nelson got it right that time, said, “You’ve got the power of nature in you for a fact. I’ve never seen the like of it,” he said. Why, yes! didn’t I have them all, and couldn’t I make things grow by touchin’ them, and wasn’t it that way ever since I was a child—termaters and flowers and corn and vegetables—and all kinds of fruit. Why Lord! it seemed that all I had to do was stick my fingers in the earth and they’d come up for me. “Oh,” says old man Shumaker, workin’, you know to all hours in his garden till it looked like a checkerboard, everything standing up straight and neat without a weed among it like I reckon he’d been taught to do in Germany, says “Oh! you mustn’t let your garden go that way. You’ve got to weed it out or things will never grow.” “You wait,” I said, “you wait and see! They’ll grow,” I said, “they’ll grow for me, and I’ll have things as good as yours for all your work and grubbin’.” And didn’t I have onions and radishes and lettuce and termaters that beat him out of sight—why Lord! You could see them popping from the earth! and let me tell you, if the worst come to the worst, I wouldn’t starve, if I didn’t have a penny I could live, I’d make the earth perduce for me. I’ve done it and I could do it yet.


  Why, yes! didn’t I go in to the Catawba Coal company here one day last winter to pay my bill and talk to him just two days before he dropped dead from that heart attack, and see him, you know, Miller Wright, not a day over seventy, pale as a ghost and trembling and shaking all over like a leaf? “Why, Miller,” I said, “it worries me to see you in this condition. What is it? What’s the matter?” “Oh,” he says, trembling and shaking, “Delia, it’s the worry, the awful worry! I can’t sleep no more for thinkin’ of it.” “Why, what is it?” I said; says, “Oh, Delia, everything I ever had is gone! I’m penniless. Most of it went in real estate,” he says, “and now that miserable bank has closed its doors. What am I going to do?” he said. “Do?” I said, “why you’re going to do the same as me—profit by your mistakes and start all over.” “Oh, but Delia, Delia,” he said, shakin’ his head at me, “it’s too late—we’re both past seventy and we’re too old, too old,” he said. “Old!” I said, “why, Lord God, I could start right out tomorrow and earn my living with the best of them.” “Yes,” he said, “but Delia, what are you going to do?” “Do!” I said, “why, I tell you,” I said, “I’m going to pitch right in and work hard till I’m eighty and then,” I says, winkin’ at him, you know, “I’m goin’ to cut loose and just raise hell,” I said—that’s exactly what I said, you know, I thought I’d jolly him up a bit and, of course, he had to laugh then, says, “Well, I reckon that’s as good a plan as any.” “Now, look here, Miller,” I said, “you ought to know better than to give in like this. We’ve both been through the mill, and we’ve seen some mighty rough times—why, these people that they’ve got today don’t know anything about it, they don’t know what hardship is”—why didn’t we both grow up within five miles of each other and don’t I remember it all, yes! every minute of it like it was today, the men marchin’, and the women cryin’, the way the dust rose, the times we went through and the way we had to work, the wool, the flax, the wheel, the things we grew and the things we had to make, and a thousand things you never dreamed or heard of, boy, the summertime, the river and the singin’, the poverty, the sorrow, and the pain—we saw and had to do it all—“And you!” I said to Miller Wright. “You! You did it, too,” I said, “and you remember!”


  Well, he had to admit it then, you know, says, “Yes, you’re right, I remember. But,” he says—you know, he brightened up a bit, “could you do it now?” “Do it?” I said. “Why I could do it like a flash: Now, Miller,” I said, “suppose we did lose out. We’re in the boat with lots of others. We all thought we were doing the right thing and I reckon we lost our heads,” I said. “We allowed ourselves to be swept off our feet against our better judgment”—pshaw! when I think of it! I had my mind all made up ... if I’d only known. ... Why, I was just going to make another trade or two and then get out. Pshaw! I’ll vow, I believe if it hadn’t been for all these sharks and New York Jews and easy-money grafters that came in there over-night ... that was the time I should have sold if I’d only had the sense to see it ... and as for all that stuff we bought in Florida, I believe we’d have been all right today if that hurricane hadn’t come along and hit us like it did and then on top of it these lying villains out in California spread that story about the Mediterranean fruit fly down in Florida. Why, Lord, there was no more fruit fly there than at the North Pole—it was all part of a lying story they put out to ruin and injure Florida because they couldn’t stand to see us get ahead of them, and Hoover and all his crowd playin’ right along with them and abettin’ them in their villainy because he came from California, if you please—that’s all in the world it was, but Florida will come back in spite of all the lies they told about her, you can’t down Florida!—“And Miller,” I said, “the banks haven’t got everything,” I said, “they may think they have but now,” I said, winkin’ at him, “I’ve got a secret that I’m goin’ to tell you. I’ve still got a little patch of land out in the country that no one knows about and if the worst comes to the worst,” I said, “I won’t starve. I’ll go out there and grow my food and I’ll have plenty. And if you go broke you come on out,” I said. “You won’t go hungry, I can make things grow.” “Oh, but Delia,” he said, “it’s too late, too late. We’re both too old to start again, and we’ve lost everything.” “No,” I said, “not everything. There’s something left.” “What is it?” he said. “We’ve got the earth,” I said. “We’ve always got the earth. We’ll stand upon it and it will save us. It’s never gone back on nobody yet.”


  Well, here they came, you know, tearing along for all they were worth, your papa and Old Doctor Nelson, [Nelson.] I lay there with those awful pains rending me as if they were going to tear me in two.


  “But no,” I said to Doctor Nelson. “It can’t be that. I’m not ready for it yet. It’s not been time, it’s two weeks before my time,” I said.


  “No matter about that,” he said. “You’re ready. It’s your time,” he said. “It’s your time, sure enough.”


  And, sure enough, it was. Why! that was it, of course!—that’s what I’ve been telling you, boy!—that explained it all.


  “Two ... Two,” the first voice said, and “Twenty ... Twenty” said the other:—


  Twenty days later from that evening that Ed Mears came there to our house, to the minute, at twenty minutes to ten o’clock on the seventeenth day of October, twins were born—Ed and Arthur were both born that night.


  The next day as I lay there thinkin’, it flashed over me, the meaning of it, of course I saw it all. The mystery was explained.


  And that’s the story, sir, that’s just the way it happened.


  “Two ... Two,” the first voice said, and “Twenty ... Twenty,” said the other.


  I’ve told you now.


  “What do you think of that?” I said to Mr. Hawke. “You see, don’t you?”


  His face was a study. “It’s pretty strange when you come to think of it,” he said. “By God it is!”


  Lord, boy! What’s that I hear now on the harbor? Hah? What say? A ship!—Now it will soon be April, and I must be going home again: out in my garden where I work the early flowers and blossoms will be comin’ out, the peach trees and the cherry trees, the dogwood and the laurel and the lilacs. I have an apple tree and it is full of all the birds there are in June: the flower-tree you planted as a child is blooming by the window where you planted it. (My dear child, eat good food and watch and guard your health: it worries me to think of you alone with strangers.) The hills are beautiful and soon it will be spring once more. (It worries me to think of you like this alone and far away: child, child, come home again!)


  O listen! ...


  Hah? What is it? ...


  Hah? What say? ...


  (Lord God! A race of wanderers!)


  Child, child! ... what is it?


  Ships again!


  [¬]


  THE TRAIN AND THE CITY


  [Scribner’s Magazine, May 1933]


  Spring came that year like magic and like music and like song. One day its breath was in the air, a haunting premonition of its spirit filled the hearts of men with its transforming loveliness, wreaking its sudden and incredible sorcery upon gray streets, gray pavements, and on gray faceless tides of manswarm ciphers. It came like music faint and far, it came with triumph and a sound of singing in the air, with lutings of sweet bird-cries at the break of day and the high swift passing of a wing, and one day it was there upon the city streets with a strange and sudden cry of green, its sharp knife of wordless joy and pain.


  “Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet, the charm of earliest birds”—and that is the way the springtime came that year, and instantly this weary earth cast off the hag’s pelt of the harsh and barren winter: the earth burst into life with a thousand singing unities of joy, of magical and delicate hues and lights, shifting as strangely and as poignantly as all the thousand strange and subtle weathers of man’s heart and spirit, wreaking upon his soul the invisible mystery of its presence, its music of unrest and longing, its arrows of pain and joy, its thousand evanescent and impalpable griefs and glories, so strangely mixed of triumph and of singing, of passion, pride, and sorrow, love, and death.


  A flame, a light, a glory, and a moth of light, a far lost cry, a triumph and a memory, a song, a paean and a prophecy, a moment lost forever and a word that would never die, a spurt of fire, a moment’s twist of passion and of ecstasy, a brevity of poignant days and a haunting wild sorrow and regret, a thorn, a cry, a triumph, and a wordless and intolerable grief for beauty that must die, for buried dust that trembled to the passing of a wheel, for rooted lip and bone and for the cages of the heart where welled the vine, a goading of hunger and desire that maddened the brain, twisted the flesh, and tore the heart asunder with its savage and incommunicable passion of ecstasy and grief—that was the way that springtime came that year, and nowhere on the earth did it come with greater glory than on the streets and pavements of the city.


  Not the whole glory of the great plantation of the earth could have outdone the glory of the city streets that spring. Neither the cry of great green fields, nor the song of the hills, nor the glory of young birch trees bursting into life again along the banks of rivers, nor the oceans of bloom in the flowering orchards, the peach trees, the apple trees, the plum and cherry trees, all of the singing and the gold of spring, with April bursting from the earth in a million shouts of triumph, and the visible stride, the flowered feet of the springtime as it came on across the earth, could have surpassed the wordless and poignant glory of a single tree in a city street, that spring, the waking to life of the bird song in the morning.


  Over the immense and furious encampment of the city there trembled the mighty pulsations of a unity of hope and joy, a music of triumph and enchantment that suddenly wove all life into the fabric of its exultant harmonies. It quelled the blind and brutal stupefaction of the streets, it pierced into a million cells, and fell upon ten thousand acts and moments of man’s life and business, it hovered above him in the air, it gleamed and sparkled in the flashing tides that girdled round the city, and with a wizard’s hand it drew forth from the tombs of winter the gray flesh of the living dead.


  Suddenly the streets were bursting into life again, they foamed and glittered with a million points of life and color, and women more beautiful than flowers, more full of juice and succulence than fruit, appeared upon them in a living tide of love and beauty. Their glorious eyes were shining with a single tenderness; they were a rhyme of teeth, a red rose of loveliness of lip, a milk and honey purity, a single music of breast, buttock, thigh and lip and flashing hair, a chorus of beauty in the exultant and triumphant harmony of spring.


  In the backyard of the old brick house in which I lived that year, one of those old fenced backyards of a New York house, a minute part in the checkered pattern of a block, there was out of the old and worn earth a patch of tender grass, and a single tree of a slender and piercing green was growing there.


  That spring, day by day, I watched the swift coming of that tree into its moment’s glory of young leaf again, until one day I looked into its heart of sudden and magical green, and saw the trembling lights that came and went into it, the hues that deepened, shifted, changed before one’s eye to every subtle change of light, each delicate and impalpable breeze, so real, so vivid, so intense that it made a magic and a mystery evoking the whole poignant dream of time and of our life upon the earth, and instantly the tree became coherent with my destiny, and my life was one with all its brevity from birth to death.


  And always when this happened, when I had worked with hope, with triumph, and with power, and looked again into the heart of that green tree, I could not hold the joy and hunger that I felt in me: it would burst out of its tenement of blood and bone like the flood tide bursting through a dam, and everything on earth would come to life again.


  I would start up from a furious burst of work, tired but with a huge joy pulsing in me, and suddenly I would see again that tree of magic green. I would see the evening sunlight painted without violence or heat, and with a fading and unearthly glow upon the old red brick of rusty buildings, and instantly the whole earth would begin to live with an incomparable intensity, in all its panoply of color, odor, warmth, and movement. It was living instantly in one single and exultant harmony of life and joy.


  I would look out the backyard window and see the tree and shout over to the waitresses in the hospital annex, who would be ironing out as usual their two pairs of drawers and their flimsy little dresses in their shabby rooms; and I would watch a cat that crept along the ridges of the fence; and see some handsome women or some girls taking the air and reading, as they lolled back at ease in big garden chairs; and hear all the shouts and sounds of children in the streets, the voices of the people in the houses; and watch the cool steep shadows, and how the evening light was moving in the little squares of yards, each of which had in it something intimate, familiar, and revealing—a flower-plot in which a woman would work earnestly for hours, wearing a big straw hat and canvas gloves; a little patch of grass watered solemnly every evening by a man with a square red face and a bald head; a little shed or playhouse or workshop for some business-man’s spare time hobby; or a gay-painted table, some easy lounging chairs, and a huge bright-striped garden parasol to cover it, and a good-looking girl who sat there reading with a tall drink at her side.


  Everything would come to life at once. The old house I lived in, its red brick walls, its rooms of noble height and spaciousness, its old dark woods and floors that creaked, seemed to be living with the life of all its ninety years, and to be enriched and given a great and living silence, a profound, calm, and lonely dignity, by all the livers [lives] it had sheltered. The house was like a living presence all about me, and my sense of all these vanished lives would grow so strong that I seemed to live among them as their son and brother, and through them to reach back into a living and unbroken past, as real as all the life that passed about me.


  My books leaned right and left upon the shelves as if some powerful inner energy was thrusting them that way, others had fallen off onto the floor, were stacked in tottering heaps upon the table, were flung and hauled in a dynamic circle round my cot, and were strewn everywhere about the room, until they seemed literally to move and breathe, to walk off their shelves and move around the place, even when I put them straight the hour before.


  House, brick, walls, rooms, the old and worn woods, chairs, tables, even the way a half-wet bath towel hung from the shower ring above the bath tub, the way a coat was thrown down upon a chair, and finally the wild and yet organic movement and confusion of my papers, manuscripts, and books—all seemed to have an animate vitality of their own, and to leap instantly into a furious and living design.


  But now everything seemed fine and wonderful to me! I loved the old house I lived in and the two disordered rooms; and suddenly it would seem to me that I knew all about the lives of the people all around me. Then, through the delicate, fragrant, and living air, I would get the smell of the sea, the fresh half-rotten river smell, which would come to me with an instant and intolerable evocation of the harbor, the traffic of its mighty ships.


  And this odor, with its exultant and unutterable promise of the voyage, would be mixed with the odors of the earth and of the city. It was mixed with the smell of the ground, the fragrance of leaf and flower, and with all the warm, tarry exhalations of the street. It was mixed with the great and glorious taint of the city air, with the thousand smells of life and business that made everything palpable, warm, and sensuous with life, not only the immense and tidal flow of life that passed forever in the street, but gray pavement, old red brick, and rusty metal, old houses and great towers blazing in the air.


  And instantly, an intolerable desire would awaken in me to go out in the streets. I would feel, with a feeling of wild longing, pain, and joy, that I was missing something rare and glorious, that I was allowing some superb happiness and good fortune to escape from me by staying in my room. It seemed to me that some enormous joy, some glorious and fortunate event—some fulfillment of glory, wealth, or love—was waiting for me everywhere through the city. I did not know where I must go to find it, on which of the city’s thousand corners it would come to me, and yet I knew that it was there, and had no doubt at all that I would find and capture it—that I was going to achieve the greatest power and happiness that any man had ever known. Every young man on the earth has felt this.


  And every child has felt it, too, for when I was a child on the great plantation of the earth there had been no waste or barren places; there was only the rich tapestry of an immense and limitlessly fertile domain forever lyrical as April, and forever ready for the harvest touched with the sorcery of a magic green, bathed forever in a full-hued golden light. And at the end, forever at the end of all the fabled earth, there hung the golden vision of the city, itself more fertile, richer, and more full of joy and bounty than the earth it rested on. Far-off and shining, it rose upward in my vision from an opalescent mist, upborn and sustained as lightly as a cloud, yet firm and soaring with full golden light. It was a vision simple, golden, unperplexed, carved from deep substances of light and shade, and exultant with its prophecy of glory, love, and triumph.


  I heard, far-off, the deep and bee-like murmur of its million-footed life, and all the mystery of the earth and time was in that sound. I saw its thousand streets peopled with a flashing, beautiful, infinitely varied life. The city flashed before me like a glorious jewel, blazing with the thousand rich and brilliant facets of a life so good, so bountiful, so strangely and constantly beautiful and interesting that it seemed intolerable that I should miss a moment of it. I saw the streets swarming with the figures of great men and glorious women, and I walked among them like a conqueror, winning fiercely and exultantly by my talent, courage, and merit, the greatest tributes that the city had to offer, the highest prize of power, wealth, and fame, and the great emolument of love. There would be knavery as black and sinister as hell, but I would smash them with a blow, and drive them cringing to their hole; there would be heroic men and lovely women, and I would win and take a place among the highest and most fortunate people on earth.


  Thus, in a vision hued with all the strange and magic colors of that time—a time which later somehow seemed to find its deepest meaning and fulfillment in the figures “1908”—I walked the streets of my great legendary city. Sometimes I sat among the masters of the earth in rooms of man-like opulence: dark wood, heavy leathers, solid lavish brown were all around me. Again I walked in great chambers of the night rich with the warmth of marble and the majesty of great stairs, and that were sustained on great columns of onyx, soft and deep with crimson carpets in which the foot sank down in noiseless tread. And through this room, filled with a warm and undulant music, the deep and mellow thrum of violins, there walked a hundred beautiful women, and all were mine, if I would have them, and the loveliest of them all was mine. Long of limb, and slender, yet lavish and deep of figure, they walked with an undulant movement and a proud straight look on their fragile and empty faces, holding their gleaming shoulders superbly, and their clear depthless eyes alive with love and tenderness. A firm golden light fell over them and over all my love, but I walked also in steep canyoned streets, blue and cool with a frontal steepness of money and great business, brown and rich somehow with the sultry and exultant smell of coffee, the good green smell of money, and the fresh half-rotten odor of the harbor and its tide of ships.


  Such was my vision of the city—childish, fleshly, and erotic, but drunk with innocence and joy, and made strange and wonderful by the magic lights of gold and green and lavish brown in which I saw it, given a strange and trembling quality and tone, which was indefinable but unmistakable, so that I never could forget it later, and yet so strange, impalpable, and enchanted that later it would seem to me to have come from another life, a different world.


  And more than anything, it was the light—oh, above all else, it was the light, the light, the tone, the texture of the magic light in which I saw that city and the earth, that made it wonderful. The light was golden, deep, and full with all rich golden lights of harvest; the light was golden like the flesh of women, lavish in their limbs, true, depthless, tender as their glorious eyes, time spun and maddening as their hair, as unutterable with desire as their fragrant nests of spicery, their melon-heavy breasts. The light was golden like a morning golden light that shines through ancient glass into a room of old dark brown. The light was brown, dark lavish brown, hued with rich lights of gold like the sultry and exultant fragrance of ground coffee; the light was lavish brown like old stone houses gulched in morning on a city street, brown like exultant breakfast smells that come from basement areas in the brownstone houses where the rich men lived; the light was blue, steep frontal blue, like morning underneath the frontal cliffs of buildings, the light was vertical cool blue, hazed with a thin morning mist, the light was blue, cold flowing harbor blue of clean cool waters, rimed brightly with the blue-black of the morning gulch and canyon of the city, blue-black with cool morning shadow as the ferry, packed with its thousand small white staring faces turned one way, drove bluntly toward the rusty weathered slips.


  The light was amber brown in vast dark chambers shuttered from young light where in great walnut beds the glorious women stirred in sensual warmth their lavish limbs. The light was brown-gold like ground coffee, merchants, and the walnut houses where they lived, brown-gold like old brick buildings grimed with money and the smell of trade, brown-gold like morning in great gleaming bars of swart mahogany, the fresh beer-wash, lemon-rind, and the smell of angostura bitters. Then full-golden in the evening in the theaters, shining with full-golden warmth and body on full-golden figures of the women, on gilt sheaves and cupids and the cornucopias, on the fleshly, potent, softly-golden smell of the people; and in great restaurants the light was brighter gold, but full and round like warm onyx columns, smooth warmly tinted marble, old wine in dark round age-encrusted bottles, and the great blonde figures of naked women on rose-clouded ceilings. Then the light was full and rich, brown-golden like the great fields in autumn; it was full-swelling-golden like mown fields, bronze-red, picketed with fat rusty sheaves of corn and governed by huge barns of red and the mellow winey fragrance of the apples.


  Such was the tone and texture of the lights that qualified my vision of the city and the earth.


  But that childhood vision of the city was gathered from a thousand isolated sources, from the pages of books, the words of a traveler, a picture of the Bridge with its great wing-like sweep, the song and music of its cables, even the little figures of the men with derby hats as they advanced across it—these and a thousand other things all built the picture of the city in my mind, until now it possessed me and had got somehow, powerfully, exultantly, ineradicably, into everything I did or thought or felt.


  That vision of the city blazed outward not only from those images and objects which would evoke it literally—as the picture of the Bridge had done; it was now mixed obscurely and powerfully into my whole vision of the earth, into the chemistry and rhythm of my blood, into a million things with which it had no visible relation. It came in a woman’s laughter in the street at night, in sounds of music and the faint thrumming of a waltz in the guttural rise and fall of the bass violin; and it was the odor of new grass in April, in cries half heard and broken by the wind, and in the hot doze and torpid drone of Sunday afternoon. It came in all the smells and noises of a carnival, in the smell of confetti, gasoline, in the high excited clamors of the people, the wheeling music of the carousel, the sharp cries and strident voices of the barkers: and it was in the circus smells and sounds, as well—in the ramp and reek of lions, tigers, elephants, and in the tawny camel smell. It came somehow in frosty autumn nights, and it was in all clear sharp frosty sounds of Halloween; and it came to me intolerably at night in the receding whistle-wail of a distant and departing train, the faint and mournful tolling of its bell, and the pounding of great wheels upon the rail. It came also from the sight of great strings of rusty freight cars on the tracks and in the sight of a rail, powerful, shining, and exultant with a music of space and flight, as it swept away into the distance and was lost from sight.


  In things like these and countless others like them the vision of the city somehow came alive and stabbed me like a knife; and most of it came from the sight of one of those old motor cars with their rich warmth and redolence, their strong, sultry smell of rubber, oil, and gasoline, of old warm wood and deep luxurious leather.


  And somehow the dilapidated old ruin of an ancient bakery delivery truck which gasped and panted by my mother’s house each day a little before three o’clock could evoke these powerful emotions of wandering, and the vision of the city as I thought it must be, as nothing else could do. The sharp and sultry odor of the old machine, the strong congruent smells of warm worn rubber, gasoline, and leather, touched my sense with a powerful and nameless excitement, the meaning of which I could not define, but which had in it, somehow, the exultancy of flight, the voyage, and deserving, and in addition to these odors of the machine there was the warm and maddening fragrance of new baked bread, of fresh buns and pies, and crisp new rolls.


  Such had been my vision of the city when I was a child and before I ever had seen the city, and now, that spring, the vision was the same again.


  I would rush out on the streets at evening like a lover going to a meeting with his mistress. I would hurl myself into the terrific crowds of people that swarmed incredibly, unaccountably, from work—five million bees that hummed with furious sound and movement from a thousand soaring hives. And instead of the old confusion, weariness and despair and desolation of the spirit, instead of the old and horrible sensation of drowning, smothering, in the numberless manswarm of the earth, I knew nothing but triumphant joy and power.


  The city seemed carved out of a single rock, shaped to a single pattern, moving forever to a single harmony, a central all-inclusive energy—so that not only pavements, buildings, tunnels, streets, machines, and bridges, the whole terrific structure that was built upon its stony breast, seemed made from one essential substance, but the tidal swarms of people on its pavements were filled and made out of its single energy, moving to its one rhythm or repose. I moved among the people like a swimmer riding on the tide; I felt their weight upon my shoulders as if I carried them, the immense and palpable warmth and movement of their lives upon the pavements as if I were the rock they walked upon.


  I seemed to find the source, the well-spring from which the city’s movement came, from which all things proceeded—and having found it, my heart rose with a cry of triumph, and it seemed to me that I possessed it all.


  And what did I do? How did I live? What did I enjoy, possess, and make my own in April, late April, of that year? I had all and nothing! I owned the earth; I ate and drank the city to its roots; and I left not even a heel print on its stony pavements.


  And just as this tremendous fugue of hunger and fulfillment, of wild longing and superb content, of having everything and owning nothing, of finding the whole glory, warmth, and movement of the city in one small moment of my seeing, and of being maddened with desire, because I could not be everywhere at once and see everything—just as these great antagonists of wandering forever and the earth again worked furiously in me all the time, in a conflict of wild forces which strove constantly with each other and yet were all coherent to a central unity, a single force—so now did the city seem to join the earth it rested on, and everything on earth to feed the city.


  Therefore, at any moment on the city streets, I would feel an intolerable desire to rush away and leave the city, if only for the joy I felt in being there. And at every moment when I was away from it, I would feel the same longing to return, to see if the city was still there, and still incredible, to find it once more blazing in my vision, in all its fabulous reality, its eternal unity of fixity and variousness, its strange and magic light of time.


  Sometimes that spring, I would leave the city, going away just for the sheer joy I felt in coming back to it. I would go out in the country and come back at the end of day; or at the week-end, when I had no class to teach at the university where I was employed as an instructor, I would go away to other places where I had known people, or where I had once lived. I would go to Baltimore, to Washington, into Virginia, to New England, or among my father’s people in a country town near Gettysburg, in Pennsylvania.


  One Saturday, on one of those instant and overwhelming impulses, I went to the station, and got on a train that was going south into the State where I was born. This journey was never completed: I left the train that night at a station in Virginia, caught another train bound north, and was back in the city again the next afternoon. But on the trip into the South an incident occurred which I could not forget, and which became as much a part of my whole memory of the city as everything I saw that year.


  It was this: that afternoon about three o’clock, as the train was pounding south across New Jersey, another train upon the inside track began to race with us, and for a distance of ten miles the two trains thundered down the tracks in an even, thrilling, and tremendous contest of steel and smoke and pistoned wheel that blotted out everything, the vision of the earth, the thought of the journey, the memory of the city, for every one who saw it.


  The other train, which was bound for Philadelphia, appeared so calmly and naturally that at first no one suspected that a race was on. It came banging up slowly, its big black snout swaying and bucking with a clumsy movement, as it came on, its shining pistons swinging free and loose, and with short intermittent blasts of smoke from its squat funnel. It came up so slowly and naturally, past our windows, that at first it was hard to understand at what terrific speed the train was running, until one looked out of the windows on the other side and saw the flat, formless and uncharactered earth of New Jersey whipping by like pickets on a fence.


  The other train came slowly on with that huge banging movement of the terrific locomotive, eating its way up past our windows, until the engine cab was level with me and I could see across two or three scant feet of space and see the engineer. He was a young man cleanly jacketed in striped blue and wearing goggles. He had a ruddy color, and his strong, pleasant face, which bore on it the character of courage, dignity, and an immense and expert knowledge these men have, was set in a good-natured and determined grin, as with one gloved hand held steady on the throttle, he leaned upon his sill, with every energy and perception in him fixed with a focal concentration on the rails. Behind him his fireman, balanced on the swaying floor, his face black and grinning, his eyes goggled like a demon and lit by the savage flare of his terrific furnace, was shoveling coal with all his might. Meanwhile, the train came on, came on, eating its way past foot by foot until the engine cab disappeared from sight, and the first coaches of the train came by.


  And now a wonderful thing occurred. As the heavy rust-red coaches of the other train came up and began to pass us, the passengers of both trains suddenly became aware that a race between the trains was taking place. A tremendous excitement surged up in them, working its instant magic on all these travelers, with their gray hats, their worn gray city faces, and their dull tired eyes, which just the moment before had been fastened dully and wearily on the pages of a newspaper, as if, having been hurled along this way beneath the lonely skies so many times, the desolate face of the earth had long since grown too familiar to them, and they never looked out the windows any more.


  But now the faces that had been so gray and dead were flushed with color, the dull and lusterless eyes had begun to burn with joy and interest. The passengers of both trains crowded to the windows, grinning like children for delight and jubilation.


  Meanwhile, our own train, which for a space had been holding its rival even, now began to fall behind. The other train began to slide past our windows with increasing speed, and when this happened the joy and triumph of its passengers were almost unbelievable. Meanwhile, our faces had turned black and bitter with defeat. We cursed, we muttered, we scowled malevolently at them, and turned away with an appearance of indifference, as if we had no further interest in the thing, only to come back again with a fascinated and bitter look as their accursed windows slid by us with the inevitability of death and destiny.


  Meanwhile, the crews of the two trains had shown as keen and passionate an interest, as intense a rivalry, as had the passengers. The conductors and porters were clustered at the windows or against the door in the car-ends, and they grinned and jeered just as the rest of us had done; but their interest was more professional, their knowledge more intimate and exact. The conductor would say to the porter—“Whose train is that? Did you see John McIntyre aboard?” And the Negro would answer positively, “No, sah! Dat ain’t Cap’n McIntyre. Old man Rigsby’s got her. Dere he is now!” he cried, as another coach moved past, and the grizzled and grinning face of an old conductor came in sight.


  Then the conductor would go away, shaking his head, and the Negro would mutter and chuckle to himself by turns. He was a fat and enormous darkey, with an ink-black skin, a huge broad bottom, teeth of solid grinning white, and with a big fatty growth on the back of his thick neck. He shook like jelly when he laughed. I had known him for years because he came from my native town, and the Pullman car in which I rode, which was known as K19, was the car that always made the journey of seven hundred miles between my home town and the city. Now the Negro sprawled upon the green upholstery of the end seat in the Pullman and grinned and muttered at his fellows in the other train.


  “All right, boy. All right, you ole slew-footed niggah!” he would growl at a grinning darkey in the other train. “Uh! Uh!” he would grunt ironically. “Don’t you think you’s somp’n dough! You’s pullin’ dat train by yo’self, you is!” he would laugh sarcastically, and then suddenly and impatiently conclude, “Go on, boy! Go on! I sees you! I don’t care how soon I loses you! Go on, niggah! Go on! Git dat ugly ole livah-lipped face of yo’n out o’ my way!”


  And the grinning and derisive face would also vanish and be gone, until the whole train had passed us, and vanished from our sight. And our porter sat there staring out the window, chuckling and shaking his head from time to time, as he said to himself, with a tone of reproof and disbelief:


  “Dey ain’t got no right to do dat! Dey ain’t got no right to run right by us like we wasn’t here!” he chuckled. “Dey ain’t nothin’ but a little ole Philadelphia local! Dey’re not supposed to make the time we is! We’s de limited! We got de outside rail!” he bragged, but immediately shaking his head, he said: “But Lawd, Lawd! Dat didn’t help us none today. Dey’ve gone right on by us! We’ll never ketch dem now!” he said mournfully, and it seemed that he was right.


  Our train was running in free light and open country now, and the passengers, resigned finally to defeat, had settled back into their former dozing apathy. But suddenly our train seemed to start and leap below us with a living energy, its speed increasing visibly, the earth began to rush by with an ever-faster stroke, the passengers looked up and at one another with a question in their eyes, and an awakened interest.


  And now our fortune was reversed, our train was running through the country at terrific speed, and in a moment more we began to come up on the rival train again. And now, just as the other train had slid by us, we began to walk by its windows with the calm imperious stride of our awakened and irresistible power. But where, before, the passengers of both trains had mocked and jeered at one another, they now smiled quietly and good-naturedly, with a friendly, almost affectionate, interest. For it seemed that they—the people in the other train—now felt that their train had done its best and made a manful showing against its mighty and distinguished competitor, and that they were now cheerfully resigned to let the limited have its way.


  And now we walked up past the windows of the dining-car: we could see the smiling white-jacketed waiters, the tables covered with their snowy white and heavy gleaming silver, and the people eating, smiling and looking toward us in a friendly manner as they ate. And then we were abreast the heavy parlor cars: a lovely girl, blonde haired, with a red silk dress, and slender shapely legs crossed carelessly, holding an opened magazine face downward in one hand, and with the slender tapering fingers of the other hand curved inward toward her belly where they fumbled with a charm or locket hanging from a chain, was looking at us for a moment with a tender and good-natured smile. And opposite her, with his chair turned toward her, an old man, dressed elegantly in a thin, finely woven, and expensive-looking suit of gray, and with a meager, weary, and distinguished face, that had brown spots upon it, was sitting with his thin phthisic shanks crossed, and for a moment I could see his lean hands, palsied, stiff, and folded on his lap, with brown spots on them; and I could see a stiff, corded, brittle-looking vein upon the back of one old hand.


  And outside there was raw and desolate-looking country, bursting suddenly into flares of April—a tree in bloom, a patch of grass, a light of flowers—incredible, unutterable, savage, immense, and delicate. And outside there were the great steel coaches, the terrific locomotives, the shining rails, the sweep of the tracks, the vast indifferent dinginess and rust of colors, the powerful mechanical expertness, and the huge indifference to suave finish. And inside there were the opulent green and luxury of the Pullman cars, the soft glow of the lights, and the people fixed there for an instant in incomparably rich and vivid little pictures of their life and destiny, as we were all hurled onward, a thousand atoms, to our journey’s end somewhere upon the mighty continent, across the immense and lonely visage of the everlasting earth.


  And we looked at one another for a moment, we passed and vanished and were gone forever, yet it seemed to me that I had known these people, that I knew them better than the people in my own train, and that, having met them for an instant under immense and timeless skies as we were hurled across the continent to a thousand destinations, we had met, passed, vanished, yet would remember this forever. And I think the people in the two trains felt this, also: slowly we rode past them now, and our mouths smiled and our eyes were friendly, but I think there was some sorrow and regret in what we felt. For, having lived together as strangers in the immense and swarming city, we now had met upon the everlasting earth, hurled past each other for a moment between two points in time upon the shining rails, never to meet, to speak, to know each other any more, and the briefness of our days, the destiny of man, was in that instant greeting and farewell.


  Therefore, in this way, we passed and vanished, the coaches slipped away from us until again we came up level with the high cab of the locomotive. And now the young engineer no longer sat in his high window with a determined grin and with his hard blue eyes fixed on the rail. Rather, he stood now in the door, his engine banging away deliberately, slowed down, bucking and rocking loosely as we passed. His attitude was that of a man who has just given up a race. He had just turned to shout something to his fireman, who stood there balanced, arms akimbo, black and grinning, as we moved up by them. The engineer had one gloved hand thrust out against the cab to support him, he held the other on his hip, and he was grinning broadly at us with solid teeth edged with one molar of bright gold—a fine, free, generous, and good-humored smile, which said more plain than any words could do: “Well, it’s over now! You fellows win! But you’ll have to admit we gave you a run for your money while it lasted!”


  Then we drew away and lost the train forever. And presently our own train came in to Trenton, where it stopped. And suddenly, as I was looking at some Negroes working there with picks and shovels on the track beside the train, one looked up and spoke quietly to our fat porter, without surprise or any greeting, as casually and naturally as a man could speak to some one who has been in the same room with him for hours.


  “When you comin’ back dis way, boy?” he said.


  “I’ll be comin’ back again on Tuesday,” said our porter.


  “Did you see dat ole long gal yet? Did you tell huh what I said?”


  “Not yet,” the porter said, “but I’ll be seein’ huh fo’ long! I’ll tell yo what she says.”


  “I’ll be lookin’ fo’ you,” said the other Negro.


  “Don’t fo’git now,” said our fat black porter, chuckling; and the train started, the man calmly returned to his work again; and this was all. What that astounding meeting of two black atoms underneath the skies, that casual, incredible conversation meant, I never knew; but I did not forget it.


  And the whole memory of this journey, of this race between the trains, of the Negroes, of the passengers who came to life like magic, crowding and laughing at the windows, and particularly of the girl and the vein upon the old man’s hand, was fixed in my brain forever. And like everything I did or saw that year, like every journey that I made, it became part of my whole memory of the city.


  And the city would always be the same when I came back. I would rush through the immense and glorious stations, murmurous with their million destinies and the everlasting sound of time, that was caught up forever in their roof—I would rush out into the street, and instantly it would be the same as it had always been, and yet forever strange and new.


  I felt as if by being gone from it an instant I had missed something priceless and irrecoverable. I felt instantly that nothing had changed a bit, and yet it was changing furiously, every second before my eyes. It seemed stranger than a dream, and more familiar than my mother’s face. I could not believe in it—and I could not believe in anything else on earth. I hated it, I loved it, I was instantly engulfed and overwhelmed by it, and yet I thought at once that I could eat and drink it all, devour it, have it in me. It filled me with an intolerable joy and pain, an unutterable feeling of triumph and sorrow, a belief that all of it was mine, and a knowledge that I could never own or keep even a handful of its dust.


  I brought back to it the whole packed glory of the earth, the splendor, power, and beauty of the nation. I brought back to it a tremendous memory of space, and power, and of exultant distances; a vision of trains that smashed and pounded at the rails, a memory of people hurled past the window of my vision in another train, of people eating sumptuously from gleaming silver in the dining cars, of cities waking in the first light of morning, and of a thousand little sleeping towns built across the land, lonely and small and silent in the night, huddled below the desolation of immense and cruel skies.


  I brought to it the memory of the loaded box-cars slatting past at fifty miles an hour, of swift breaks like openings in a wall when coal cars came between, and the sudden feeling of release and freedom when the last caboose whipped past. I remembered the dull rusty red, like dried blood, of the freight cars, the lettering on them, and their huge gaping emptiness and joy as they curved in among raw piney land upon a rusty track, waiting for great destinies in the old red light of evening upon the lonely, savage, and indifferent earth; and I remembered the cindery look of road-beds, and the raw and barren spaces in the land that ended nowhere; the red clay of railway cuts, and the small hard lights of semaphores—green red and yellow—as in the heart of the enormous dark they shone for great trains smashing at their rails their small and passionate assurances.


  And somehow all these things would awaken intolerably the blazing images of all the other things which I had seen and known in my childhood in a little town, when the great vision of the shining city was living already in my mind, and was somehow legible, exultant, full of joy and menace in ten thousand fleeting things, in the tremendous pageantry of childhood. And in all I saw, felt, tasted, smelled, or heard then—in the odor of tar in April, and the smell of smoke in late October; in cloud shadows passing on the massed green of a hill and in the tugging of a leaf upon a bough; in the face of an actor from the city as he walked cockily down the main street of the town; and in the smell of sawdust and of circuses; and of elephants coming from the cars in morning darkness, and the smells of coffee, steaks, and ham in the circus breakfast-tent; of old worn planking in a small-town baseball bleachers, and the strident voices of a barker in a carnival; in the smell of powder, confetti, gasoline, and hot dogs, and in the sad wheeling music of a carousel; and in the flame-flares of great trains pounding at the river’s edge; in the smell of rivers, fresh, half-rotten; and in the cool rustling of bladed corn at night; in walnut pulp, and rotting leaves, and in the mellow winey smell of binned and cellared apples; in the voice of a traveler who had come back from the city; and in the face of a woman who had lived there; in the drowsy warmth and smell and apathy of a little country station in mid-afternoon, sparking through brooding air the electric thrill of ticking telegraphs, and the oncoming menace of the train; in pictures of the Brooklyn Bridge with its soaring web of cables, and of men with derby hats who walked across it; and in the memory of the songs we sang—in haunting memories—of “Alexander’s Rag Time Band,” “Has anybody here seen Kelly?” and “Yip-I-Addy-I-Ay”; and of wintry streets where the bare boughs swung in corner light; and of closed houses, drawn shades, warmly golden with the lights and fires, and thumped pianos and the sound of voices singing; and in church bells tolling through a countryside at night; and in the departing whistle-wail of trains; the scamper of leaves upon a street in autumn; and of a woman’s burst of laughter in the summer dark; in the great slow yellow rivers, and the broad and lonely light of winter across the land, and in a thousand images of the embrowned, desolate, and wintry earth—in these and in ten thousand other things I had seen and dreamed as a child; and now they all came back to me.


  And finally I brought back to it the heart, the eye, the vision, of the everlasting stranger, who had walked its stones, and breathed its air, and looked into its million dark and riven faces as a stranger, and who could never make the city’s life his own.


  I brought back to it the million memories of my fathers, who were great men and knew the wilderness, but who had never lived in cities: three hundred of my blood and bone who sowed their blood and sperm across the continent, walked beneath its broad and lonely lights, were frozen by its bitter cold, burned by the heat of its fierce suns, withered, gnarled, and broken by its savage weathers, and who fought like lions with its gigantic strength, its wildness, its limitless savagery and beauty until with one stroke of its paw it broke their backs and killed them.


  I brought back to it the memory and inheritance of all these men and women who had worked, fought, drunk, loved, whored, striven, and lived and died, letting their blood soak down like silence in the earth again, letting their flesh rot quietly away into the stern and beautiful, the limitless substance of the everlasting earth from which they came, from which they were compacted, on which they worked and wrought and moved, and in whose immense and lonely breast their bones were buried and now lay, pointing eighty ways across the continent.


  Above the pounding of the mighty wheels their voices seemed to well out of the everlasting earth, giving to me, the son whom they had never seen, the dark inheritance of the earth and centuries, which was mine, even as my blood and bone were mine, but which I could not fathom:


  “Whoever builds a bridge across this earth,” they cried, “whoever lays a rail across this mouth, whoever stirs the dust where these bones lie, go dig them up, and say your Hamlet to the engineers. Son, son,” their voices said, “is the earth richer where our own earth lay? Must you untwist the vine-root from the buried heart? Have you unrooted mandrake from our brains? Or the rich flowers, the big rich flowers, the strange unknown flowers?


  “You must admit the grass is thicker here. Hair grew like April on our buried flesh. These men were full of juice; you’ll grow good corn here, golden wheat. The men are dead, you say? They may be dead, but you’ll grow trees here; you’ll grow an oak, but we were richer than an oak: you’ll grow a plum tree here that’s bigger than an oak, it will be filled with plums as big as little apples.


  “We were great men, and mean men hated us,” they said. “We were all men who cried out when we were hurt, wept when we were sad, drank, ate, were strong, weak, full of fear, were loud and full of clamor, yet grew quiet when dark came. Fools laughed at us and witlings sneered at us: how could they know our brains were subtler than a snake’s? Because they were more small, were they more delicate? Did their pale sapless flesh sense things too fine for our imagining? How can you think it, child? Our hearts were wrought more strangely than a cat’s, full of deep twistings, woven sinews, flushing with dull and brilliant fires; and our marvelous nerves, flame-tipped, crossed wires too intricate for their fathoming.


  “What could they see,” the voices rose above the sound of the wheels with their triumphant boast, “what could they know of men like us, whose fathers hewed the stone above their graves, and now lie under mountains, plains, and forests, hills of granite, drowned by a flooding river, killed by the stroke of the everlasting earth? Now only look where these men have been buried: they’ve heaved their graves up in great laughing lights of flowers—do you see other flowers so rich on other graves?


  “Who sows the barren earth?” their voices cried. “We sowed the wilderness with blood and sperm. Three hundred of your blood and bone are recompacted with the native earth: We gave a tongue to solitude, a pulse to the desert; the barren earth received us and gave back our agony: We made the earth cry out. One lies in Oregon, and one by a broken wheel and horse’s skull still grips a gunstock on the western trail. Another one has helped to make Virgina [Virginia] richer. One died at Chancellorsville in Union blue, and one at Shiloh walled with Yankee dead. Another was ripped open in a bar-room brawl and walked three blocks to find a doctor, holding his entrails thoughtfully in his hands.


  “One died in Pennsylvania reaching for a fork: her reach was greater than her grasp; she fell, breaking her hip, cut off from rare beef and roasting-ears at ninety-six. Another whored and preached his way from Hatteras to the Golden Gate: he preached milk and honey for the kidneys, sassafras for jaundice, sulphur for uric acid, slippery elm for decaying gums, spinach for the goiter, rhubarb for gnarled joints and all the twistings of rheumatism, and pure spring water mixed with vinegar for that great ailment dear to Venus, that makes the world and Frenchmen kin. He preached the brotherhood and love of man, the coming of Christ and Armageddon by the end of 1886, and he founded the Sons of Abel, the Daughter of Ruth, the Children of the Pentateuch, as well as twenty other sects; and finally he died at eighty-four, a son of the Lord, a prophet, and a saint.


  “Two hundred more are buried in the hills of home: these men got land, fenced it, owned it, tilled it; they traded in wood, stone, cotton, corn, tobacco; they built houses, roads, grew trees and orchards. Where these men went, they got land and worked it, built upon it, farmed it, sold it, added to it. These men were hill-born and hill-haunted: all knew the mountains, but few knew the sea.


  “So there we are, child, lacking our thousand years and ruined walls, perhaps, but with a glory of our own, laid out across three thousand miles of earth. There have been bird-calls for our flesh within the wilderness. So call, please call! Call for the robin red-breast and the wren who in dark woods discover the friendless bodies of unburied men!


  “Immortal land, cruel and immense as God,” they cried, “we shall go wandering on your breast forever! Wherever great wheels carry us is home—home for our hunger, home for all things except the heart’s small fence and place of dwelling—place of love.


  “Who sows the barren earth?” they said. “Who needs the land? You’ll make great engines yet, and taller towers. And what’s a trough of bone against a tower? You need the earth? Whoever needs the earth may have the earth. Our dust wrought in this land, stirred by its million sounds, will stir and tremble to the passing wheel. Whoever needs the earth may use the earth. Go dig us up and there begin your bridge. But whoever builds a bridge across this earth, whoever lays a rail across this mouth, whoever needs the trench where these bones lie, go dig them up and say your Hamlet to the engineers.


  “The dry bones, the bitter dust?” they said. “The living wilderness, the silent waste? The barren land?


  “Have no lips trembled in the wilderness? No eyes sought seaward from the rock’s sharp edge for men returning home? Has no pulse beat more hot with love or hate upon the river’s edge? Or where the old wheel and rusted stock lie stogged in desert sand: by the horsehead a woman’s skull. No love?


  “No lonely footfalls in a million streets, no heart that beat its best and bloodiest cry out against the steel and stone, no aching brain, caught in its iron ring, groping among the labyrinthine canyons? Naught in that immense and lonely land but incessant growth and ripeness and pollution, the emptiness of forests and deserts, the unhearted, harsh, and metal jangle of a million tongues, crying the belly-cry for bread, or the great cat’s snarl for meat and honey? All, then, all? Birth and the twenty thousand days of snarl and jangle—and no love, no love? Was no love crying in the wilderness?


  “It is not true. The lovers lie beneath the lilac bush; the laurel leaves are trembling in the wood.”


  So did their hundred voices well up from the earth and call to me, their son and brother, above the pounding of the mighty wheel that roared above them. And the memory of their words, their triumphant tongue of deathless silence, and the full weight of the inheritance they had given me, I brought back out of the earth into the swarming canyons and the million tongues of the unceasing, the fabulous, the million-footed city.


  And finally I brought back to it a memory of the immortal and unchanging stillness of that earth itself, and of quiet words still spoken on a road. I had seen once more the huge and everlasting earth, the American earth, wild, rude, and limitless, scarred with harshness, filled with emptiness, unfinished and immemorable, but bursting into life and April at ten thousand places and somehow lyric, wild, and unforgettable, lonely, savage, and unspeakable in its beauty, as no other land on earth.


  And all that I had seen, all that I remembered of this earth, I brought back to the city, and it seemed to be the city’s complement—to feed it, to sustain it, to belong to it. And the image of the city, written in my heart, was so unbelievable that it seemed to be a fiction, a fable, some huge dream of my own dreaming, so unbelievable that I did not think that I should find it when I returned; yet it was just the same as I remembered it. I found in it, the instant I came out of the station, the tidal swarm of faces, the brutal stupefaction of the street, the immense and arrogant blaze and sweep of the great buildings.


  It was fabulous and incredible, but there it was. I saw again the million faces—the faces dark, dingy, driven, harried, and corrupt, the faces stamped with all the familiar markings of suspicion and mistrust, cunning, contriving, and a hard and stupid cynicism. There were the faces, thin and febrile, of the taxi-drivers, the faces cunning, sly, and furtive, and the hard twisted mouths and rasping voices, the eyes glittering and toxic with unnatural fires. And there were the faces, cruel, arrogant, and knowing, of the beak-nosed Jews, the brutal heavy figures of the Irish cops, and their red beefy faces, filled with the stupid, swift, and choleric menaces of privilege and power, shining forth terribly with an almost perverse and sanguinary vitality and strength among the swarming tides of the gray-faced people. They were all there as I remembered them—a race mongrel, dark, and feverish, swarming along forever on the pavements, moving in tune to that vast central energy, filled with the city’s life, as with a general and dynamic fluid.


  And incredibly, incredibly! these common, weary, driven, brutal faces, these faces I had seen a million times, even the sterile scrabble of harsh words they uttered, now seemed to be touched with the magic of now and forever, this strange and legendary quality that the city had, and to belong themselves to something fabulous and enchanted. The people, common, dull, cruel, and familiar-looking as they were, seemed to be a part, to comprise, to be fixed in something classic and eternal, in the everlasting variousness and fixity of time, in all the fabulous reality of the city’s life: they formed it, they were part of it, and they could have belonged to nothing else on earth[.]


  And as I saw them, as I heard them, as I listened to their words again, as they streamed past, their stony gravel of harsh oaths and rasping cries, the huge single anathema of their bitter and strident tongues dedicated so completely, so constantly, to the baseness, folly, or treachery of their fellows that it seemed that speech had been given to them by some demon of everlasting hatred only in order that they might express the infamy and vileness of men, or the falseness of women—as I listened to this huge and single tongue of hatred, evil, and of folly, it seemed incredible that they could breathe the shining air without weariness, agony, and labor—that they could live, breathe, move at all among the huge encrusted taint, the poisonous congestion of their lives.


  And yet live, breathe, and move they did with savage and indubitable violence, an unfathomed energy. Hard-mouthed, hard-eyed, and strident-tongued, with their million hard gray faces, they streamed past upon the streets forever, like a single animal, with the sinuous and baleful convolutions of an enormous reptile. And the magical and shining air—the strange, subtle, and enchanted weather—of April was above them, and the buried men were strewed through the earth on which they trod, and a bracelet of great tides was flashing round them, and the enfabled rock on which they swarmed swung eastward in the marches of the sun into eternity, and was masted like a ship with its terrific towers, and was flung with a lion’s port between its tides into the very maw of the infinite, all-taking ocean. And exultancy and joy rose with a cry of triumph in my throat, because I found it wonderful.


  Their voices seemed to form one general City-Voice, one strident snarl, one twisted mouth of outrage and of slander bared forever to the imperturbable and immortal skies of time, one jeering tongue and rumor of man’s baseness, fixed on the visage of the earth, and turned incredibly, and with an evil fortitude, toward depthless and indifferent space against the calm and silence of eternity.


  Filled with pugnacious recollection, that Voice said, “‘Dis guy,’ I says. ‘Dis friend of yoehs,’” it said, “‘dis cheap chiselin’ bastad who owes me fawty bucks—dat you intruduced me to—when’s he goin’t’ givit to me?’ I says.” And derisive, scornful, knowing, it would snarl: “Nah! Nah! Nah! Yuh don’t get duh idea at all! Watcha talkin’ about? Yuh got it all wrong! Not him! Nah! Not dat guy! Dat’s not the guy at all—duh otheh guy!” it said. And it would ask for information sharply, saying, “Wich guy? Wich guy do you mean? Duh guy dat used to come in Louie’s place?” And bullying and harsh it would reply: “Yuh don’t know? Watcha mean yuh don’t know?” ... Defiant, “Who don’t know? ... Who says so ... Who told yuh so?” And jeering, “Oh, dat guy! ... Is dat duh guy yuh mean? An’ wat t’ hell do I care wat he t’inks, f’r Chris’ sake! ... To hell wit him!” it said.


  Recounting past triumphs with an epic brag, it said: “‘You’re comin’ out of dere!’ I said. ‘Wat do yuh t’ink of dat?’ ... ‘Oh, yeah,’ he says, ‘who’s goin’t’ make me?’ So I says, ‘You hoid me—yeah! ... You’re goin’ to take dat little tin crate of yoeh’s right out of deh! You’ll take yoeh chance right on duh line wit’ all the rest of us!’ ... ‘Oh, yeah,’ he says. ... ‘You hoid me, misteh’—an’ he went!” In tones of lady-like refinement, it recounted romance into ravished ears as follows: “‘Lissen,’ I says, ‘as far as my boss is concoined it’s bizness only. ... An’ as far as Mr. Ball is concoined it’s my own business (hah! hah! hah! Y’ know that’s wat I toi’ him. ... Jeez: it handed him a laugh, y’ know!)—An’ afteh five o’clock (I says) I’m my own boss. ... At duh same time,’ I says, ‘deh’s duh psychological side to be considehed.’”


  And with the sweet accent of maternal tribulation, it admitted, “Sure! I hit her! I did! Oh, I hit her very hahd! Jeez! It was an awful crack I gave her, honestleh! My hand was boinin’ f’r a half-oueh aftehwads! ... I just blow up, y’ know! ... Dat’s my on’y reason f’r dat! I jus’ blow up! Dis fellah’s in duh bathroom callin’ f’r his eggs, duh baby’s yellin’ f’r his bottle, an’ I jus’ blow up! ... Dat’s my on’y reason f’r dat! Dat’s duh on’y reason dat I hit her, see? I’m afraid she’ll hoit duh baby, see? She bends its fingehs back. So I says, ‘F’r God’s sake, please, don’t do dat! ... I gotta headache’ ... an’ then I jus’ blow up! Sure! I hit her hahd! ... Duh trouble is I can’t stop wit’ one slap, see! ... Jeez! I hit her! My hand was boinin’ f’r a half-oueh aftehwads!”


  Hot with its sense of outraged decency, it said, “I went upstairs an’ pounded on dat doeh! ... ‘Come out of dere,’ [dere,] you s of a b,’ I says—Sure, I’m tellin’ yuh! Dat’s what I said to her, y’ know! ... ‘Come out of dere, before I t’row you out,’” and regretfully it added, “Sure! I hate to do dese t’ings—it makes me feel bad lateh—but I won’t have dem in my place. Dat’s duh one t’ing I refuse t’ do,” it said. And with passionate emotion it asserted, “Sure! ... Dat’s what I’m tellin’ yuh! ... Yuh know how dat was, don’t cha? Duh foist guy—her husban’—was passin’ out duh sugah an’ duh otheh guy—duh boy-friend—was layin’ her. Can yuh ima-a-gine it?” it said.


  Amazed, in tones of stupefaction, it would say, “No kiddin’! No!” And with solemn reprehension it would add, “Oh, yuh know I think that’s te-e-ri-bul! I think that’s aw-w-ful!”—the voice of unbelieving horror would reply.


  Finally, friendly, and familiar, the great voice of the city said, “Well, so long, Eddy. I’m goin’t’ ketch some sleep,” it said, and answered, “Well, so long, Joe, I’ll be seein’ yuh.” “So long, Grace,” it added with an accent of soft tenderness and love, and the huge voice of the city murmured, “O.K. kid! Eight o’clock—no kiddin’—I’ll be deh!”


  Such were some of the tongues of that huge single Voice, as I heard them speak a thousand times, and as now instantly, incredibly, as soon as I came back to them, they spoke again.


  And as I listened, as I heard them, their speech could not have been more strange to me had they been people from the planet Mars. I stared gape-mouthed, I listened, I saw the whole thing blazing in my face again to the tone and movement of its own central, unique, and incomparable energy. It was so real that it was magical, so real that all that men had always known was discovered to them instantly, so real I felt as if I had known it forever, yet must be dreaming as I looked at it; therefore I looked at it and my spirit cried:


  “Incredible! Oh, incredible! It moves, it pulses like a single living thing! It lives, with all its million faces—and this is the way I always knew it was.”


  [¬]


  DEATH THE PROUD BROTHER


  [Scribner’s Magazine, June 1933]


  Three times already I had looked upon the visage of death in the city, and now that spring I was to see it once again. One night—on one of those kaleidoscopic nights of madness, drunkenness, and fury that I knew that year, when I prowled the great street of the dark from light to light, from midnight until morning, and when the whole world reeled about me its gigantic and demented dance—I saw a man die in the city subway.


  He died so quietly that most of us would not admit that he was dead, so quietly that his death was only an instant and tranquil cessation of life’s movement, so peaceable and natural in its action, that we all stared at it with eyes of fascination and unbelief, recognizing the face of death at once with a terrible sense of recognition which told us that we had always known him, and yet, frightened and bewildered as we were, unwilling to admit that he had come.


  For although each of the three city deaths that I had seen before this one had come terribly and by violence, there would remain finally in my memory of this one a quality of terror, majesty, and grandeur which the others did not have.


  The first of these deaths had occurred four years before in the month of April of my first year in the city. It had happened upon the corner of one of those dingy, swarming streets of the upper East Side, and in the way it had happened there had been a merciless, accidental, and indifferent quality which was far more terrible than any deliberate cruelty could have been, which spoke terribly and at once through the shining air, the joy and magic of the season, obliterating all the hope and exultancy in the hearts of men who saw it, as it spoke to them instantly its savage and inexorable judgment.


  “Oh, little man,” it said, “I am the city, the million-footed, million-visaged city—my life is made up of the lives of ten million men, who come and go, pass, die, are born, and die again, while I endure forever. Little man, little man,” it said, “you think me cruel and merciless because I have just killed one of you, just as only a moment since you thought that I was beautiful and good because the breath of April filled your lungs with its intoxication, the smell of the tides was coming to you from the harbor with an excellent promise of Spring—warm seas, the thought of mighty ships, of voyages, and the vision of the fabled and golden countries you have never known. Yes, little man—oh! dingy meager little atom that crawls and sweats along my strong pavements, is hauled blindly, darkly, grayly, and helplessly through my savage tunnels, who swarms up from my earth in places like vermin swarming from their ratholes in the ground, and who is poured in here and doled out there, driven and hurried along here like a dead leaf on the breast of my great tides—you little man, who live, sweat, suffer, die, only as an infinitesimal particle of my everlasting sweep, my tidal energies, to whom I give brief housings in my ten million little cells, but who can leave not even the mark of your puny foot upon my savage streets to tell that you have lived here—Oh! little man, little man, thou grimy, faceless little atom in my unnumbered swarms, who sweat, curse, hate, lie, cheat, plead, love, and toil forever until your flesh grows dry and hard and juiceless as the stone it walks upon, your eyes as dark and dead as burnt-out coals, your words as harsh, sterile, and strident as the clangors of my rusty iron, a moment since you thought me kind because the sun shone warmly on you and the air was sweet with April, and now you think me cruel because I have just killed one of your number—but what do you think I care for you? Do you think that I am kind because the sun shines warmly on you in the month of April and you see a tree in leaf again? Do you think that I am beautiful because your blood begins to pulse more hot and wild with April, because your lungs draw magic from the smells of spring, and your eyes read lies of beauty, magic, and adventure into the green of a tree, the light of the sun, the flesh and fragrance of your women? Little man, little man—in gray November you have found me dull and dismal, in the glazed and gelid heat of August you have cursed me bitterly and found my walls intolerable, in October you have returned to me with wild joy and sorrow, with exulting and regret, in the grim and savage month of February you have found me cruel, merciless, and barren, in the wild and ragged month of March your life itself was like a torn cloud, filled with mad promises of spring, and with despair and dreariness, with soaring hopes and with the broad harsh lights of desolation, with the red and torn sunsets, and the howling of demented winds; and in April, late April, you have found me fair and beautiful again. But, little man, these are the lights and weathers of your own heart, the folly of your soul, the falseness of your eye. Ten thousand lights and weathers have passed over me, shone upon me, stormed and beaten at my iron front—yet I have been the same forever. You sweat, you toil, you hope, you suffer, I kill you in an instant with a stroke, or let you grub and curse your way along to your own death, but I do not care a jot whether you live or die, survive or are beaten, swim in my great tides, or smother there. I am neither kind, cruel, loving, or revengeful—I am only indifferent to you all, for I know that others will come when you have vanished, more will be born when you are dead, millions arise when you have fallen—and that the City, the everlasting City, will surge forever like a great tide upon the earth.”


  So did the city speak to me that first time that I saw it kill a man, and the way it killed a man was this:


  I was coming along one of the dingy cross-streets in the upper east-side district—a street filled with the harsh and angular fronts of old brown-stone houses, which once no doubt had been the homes of prosperous people but were now black with the rust and grime of many years. These streets were swarming with their violent and disorderly life of dark-faced, dark-eyed, strange-tongued people, who surged back and forth, unaccountably, innumerably, namelessly, with a tidal, liquid, and swarming fluency that all dark bloods and races have, so that the lean precision, their isolation, and the severe design that the lives of northern peoples have—like something lonely, small, pitifully yet grandly itself beneath an infinite and cruel sky—are fractured instantly by this tidal darkness. The numberless and ageless manswarm of the earth is instantly revealed in all its fathomless horror and will haunt one later in dreams of madness, terror, and drowning, even if one sees only a half-dozen of these dark faces in a street. For this reason, Thomas De Quincey remarked that if he were forced to live in China for the remainder of his days, he would go mad.


  Upon the corner of this swarming street, where it joined one of the great grimy streets that go up and down the city and that are darkened forever by the savage violence and noise of the elevated structure, so that not only the light which swarms through the rusty iron webbing, but all the life and movement underneath it seems harsh, broken, driven, beaten, groping, violent, bewildered, and confused—on such a corner the man was killed. He was a little middle-aged Italian who had a kind of flimsy cart or wagon which was stationed at the curb and in which he had a shabby and miscellaneous stock of cigarettes, cheap candies, bottled drinks, a big greasy-looking bottle of orange juice turned neck downward into a battered cylinder of white-enameled tin, and a small oil stove on which several pots of food—sausages and spaghetti—were always cooking.


  The accident occurred just as I reached the corner opposite the man’s stand. The traffic was roaring north and south beneath the elevated structure. At this moment an enormous covered van—of the kind so large, powerful, and cumbersome that it seems to be as big as a locomotive and to engulf the smaller machines around it, to fill up the street so completely that one wonders at the skill and precision of the driver who can manipulate it—came roaring through beneath the elevated structure. It curved over and around, in an attempt to get ahead of a much smaller truck in front of it, and as it did so, swiped the little truck a glancing blow that wrecked it instantly and sent it crashing across the curb into the vendor’s wagon with such terrific force that the cart was smashed to splinters, and the truck turned over it completely and lay beyond it in a stove-in wreckage of shattered glass and twisted steel.


  The driver of the truck, by the miracle of chance, was uninjured, but the little Italian vendor was mangled beyond recognition. As the truck smashed over him, the bright blood burst out of his head in an instant and exploding fountain so that it was incredible so small a man could have such fountains of bright blood in him. A great crowd of swarming, shouting, excited dark-faced people gathered around the dying man at once, police appeared instantly in astonishing numbers, and began to thrust and drive in brutally among the excited people, cursing and mauling them, menacing them with clubs, and shouting savagely:


  “Break it up, deh! Break it up! On your way, now!” ... “Where yuh goin’?” one snarled, grabbing a man by the slack of his coat, lifting him and hurling him back into the crowd as if he were a piece of excrement. “Break it up, deh! Break it up! G’wan, youse guys—yuh gotta move!”


  Meanwhile, the police had carried the dying man across the curb, laid him down on the sidewalk, and made a circle around him from the thrusting mob. Then the ambulance arrived with its furious and dreadful clangor of bells, but by this time the man was dead. The body was taken away, the police drove and lashed the crowds before them, whipping and mauling them along, as if they were surly and stupid animals, until at length the whole space around the wreck was clear of people.


  Then two policemen, clearing the street again for its unceasing traffic, half pushed, half-carried the twisted wreckage of the vendor’s cart to the curb, and began to pick up his strewn stock, boxes, broken cups and saucers, fragments of broken glass, cheap knives and forks, and finally his spaghetti pots, and to throw them into the heap of wreckage. The spaghetti, pieces of brain, and fragments of the skull were mixed together on the pavement in a horrible bloody welter. One of the policemen looked at it for a moment, pushed the thick toe of his boot tentatively into it, and then turned away with a grimace on his brutal red face as he said, “Jesus!”


  At this moment, a little gray-faced Jew, with a big nose, screwy and greasy-looking hair that roached backward from his painful and reptilian brow, rushed from the door of a dismal little tailor’s shop across the sidewalk, breathing stertorously with excitement, and carrying a bucketful of water in his hand. The Jew ran swiftly out into the street, with a funny bandy-legged movement, dashed the water down upon the bloody welter, and then ran back into the shop as fast as he had come. Then a man came out of another shop with a bucketful of sawdust in his hand which he began to strew upon the bloody street until the stain was covered over. Finally, nothing was left except the wreckage of the truck and the vendor’s cart, two policemen who conferred quietly together with notebooks in their hands, some people staring with dull fascinated eyes upon the blood-stain on the pavement, and little groups of people upon the corners talking to one another in low, excited tones, saying:


  “Sure! I seen it! I seen it! Dat’s what I’m tellin’ yuh! I was talkin’ to’m myself not two minutes before it happened! I saw duh whole t’ing happen! I was standin’ not ten feet away from ’im when it hit him!”—as they revived the bloody moment, going over it again and again with an insatiate and feeding hunger.


  Such was the first death that I saw in the city. Later, the thing I would remember most vividly, after the horror of the blood and brains, and the hideous mutilation of the man’s flesh was almost forgotten, was the memory of the bloody and battered tins and pots in which the vendor had cooked his spaghetti, as they lay strewn upon the pavement, and as the policemen picked them up to fling them back into the pile of wreckage. For later it seemed these dingy and lifeless objects were able to evoke, with a huge pathos, the whole story of the man’s life, his kindly warmth and smiling friendliness—for I had seen him many times—and his pitiful small enterprise, to eke out shabbily, but with constant hope and as best he could, beneath an alien sky, in the heart of the huge indifferent city, some little reward for his bitter toil and patient steadfastness—some modest but shining goal of security, freedom, escape, and repose, for which all men on this earth have worked and suffered.


  And the huge indifference with which the immense and terrible city had in an instant blotted out this little life, soaking the shining air and all the glory of the day with blood, the huge and casual irony of its stroke—for the great van, which had wrecked the truck and killed the man, had thundered ahead and vanished, perhaps without its driver even knowing what had happened—was evoked unforgettably, with all its pity, pathos, and immense indifference, by the memory of a few battered pots and pans. This, then, was the first time I saw death in the city.


  The second time I saw death in the city, it had come by night, in winter, in a different way.


  About mid-night of a night of still bitter cold in February, when the moon stood cold and blazing in the white-blue radiance of the frozen skies, a group of people were huddled together upon the sidewalk of one of those confusing and angular streets which join Seventh Avenue near Sheridan Square. The people were standing before a new building which was being put up there, whose front stood raw and empty in the harsh brown-livid light. A few feet away, upon the curb, the watchman of the building had made a fire in a rusty ash-can, and this fire now whipped and blazed in the frozen air with a crackling flame to which some of the people of the group would go from time to time to warm their hands.


  Upon the icy pavement before the building, a man was stretched upon his back and a hospital interne, with the tubes of a stethoscope fastened to his ears, was kneeling beside him, moving the instrument from place to place on the man’s powerful chest, which was exposed. An ambulance, its motor throbbing with a quiet and reduced power that was somehow ominous, was drawn up at the curb.


  The man on the pavement was about forty years old and had the heavy shambling figure, the brutal and powerful visage, of the professional bum. On the scarred and battered surface of that face it seemed that every savage violence of weather, poverty, and physical degradation had left its mark of iron, during the years the vagabond had wandered back and forth across the nation, until now the man’s features had a kind of epic brutality in which the legend of immense and lonely skies and terrible distances, of pounding wheel and shining rail, of rust and steel and bloody brawl, and of the wild, savage, cruel, and lonely earth was plainly written.


  The man lay on his back, as still and solid as a rock, eyes closed, his powerful, brutal features upthrust in the rigid and stolid attitude of death. He was still living, but one side of his head, at the temple, had been bashed in—a terrible and gaping wound which had been got when he had wandered, drunk and almost blind with the cheap alcohol or “smoke” which he had been drinking, into the building, and had fallen forward across a pile of iron beams, against one of which he had smashed his head. The great black stain of the wound had run down across one side of his face and on the ground, but it had almost ceased to bleed, and in the freezing air the blood was clotting rapidly.


  The man’s rag of dirty shirt had been torn open, and his powerful breast also seemed to swell forward with the same rigid and stolid immobility. No movement of breath was visible: he lay there as if carved out of rock, but a dull, flushed, unwholesome-looking red was still burning on his broad and heavy face, and his hands were clenched beside him. His old hat had fallen off, and his bald head was exposed. This bald head, with its thin fringe of hair upon each side, gave a final touch of dignity and power to the man’s strong and brutal face that was somehow terrible. It was like the look of strength and stern decorum one sees on the faces of those powerful men who do the heavy work in the trapeze act at the circus, and who are usually bald-headed men.


  None of the people who had gathered there about the man showed any emotion whatever. Instead, they just stood looking at him quietly with an intent yet indifferent curiosity, as if there were in the death of this vagabond something casual and predictable which seemed so natural to them that they felt neither surprise, pity, nor regret. One man turned to the man next to him, and said quietly, but with assurance, and a faint grin:


  “Well, dat’s duh way it happens to dem in duh end. Dey all go like dat sooner or later. I’ve never known it to fail.”


  Meanwhile, the young interne quietly and carefully, yet indifferently, moved his stethoscope from place to place, and listened. A policeman with a dark, heavy face, pitted, seamed, and brutal looking, stood over him, surveying the scene calmly as he gently swung his club, and ruminating slowly on a wad of gum. Several men, including the night watchman and a news-dealer on the corner, stood quietly, staring. Finally, a young man and a girl, both well dressed, and with something insolent, naked, and ugly in their speech and manner that distinguished them as being a cut above the others in education, wealth, and position—as young college people, young city people, young Village, painting, writing, art-theater people, young modern “post-war generation” people—were looking down at the man, observing him with the curiosity with which, and with less pity than, one would regard a dying animal and laughing, talking, jesting with each other with a contemptible and nasty callousness that was horrible, and which made me want to smash them in the face.


  They had been drinking, but they were not drunk: something hard and ugly was burning nakedly in them—yet, it was not anything forced or deliberate; it was just hard-eyed, schooled in arrogance, dry and false, and fictional, and carried like a style. They had an astonishing literary reality as if they might have stepped out of the pages of a book, as if there really were a new and desolate race of youth upon the earth that men had never known before—a race hard, fruitless, and unwholesome, from which man’s ancient bowels of mercy, grief, and wild, exultant joy had been eviscerated as out of date and falsely sentimental to bright arid creatures who breathed from sullen preference an air of bitterness and hate, and hugged desolation to the bone with a hard fatality of arrogance and pride.


  Their conversation had in it something secret, sweet, and precious. It was full of swift allusions, little twists and quirks and subtleties of things about which they themselves were in the know, and interspersed with all the trade-marks of the rough-simple speech that at that time was in such favor with this kind of people: the “swell,” the “grand,” the “fine,” the “simply marvelous.”


  “Where can we go?” the girl was asking him. “Will Louie’s still be open? I thought that he closed up at ten o’clock.”


  The girl was pretty and had a good figure, but both face and body had no curve or fullness; body and heart and soul, there was no ripeness in her, she was something meager of breast, hard, sterile, and prognathous.


  “If he’s not,” the young man said, “we’ll go next door to Steve’s. He’s open all night long.” His face was dark and insolent, the eyes liquid, the mouth soft, weak, pampered, arrogant, and corrupt. When he laughed, his voice had a soft welling burble in it, loose, jeering, evilly assured.


  He had the look of something prized, held precious by aesthetic women; I had also seen his kind among the art-theater crowd who sometimes went to Esther’s house.


  “Oh, swell!” the girl was saying in her naked tone. “I’d love to go there! Let’s have another party! Who can we get to go? Do you think Bob and Mary would be in?”


  “Bob might be, but I don’t think that you’ll find Mary,” said the young man, adroitly innocent.


  “No!” the girl exclaimed incredulously. “You don’t mean that she’s”—and here their voices became low, eager, sly, filled with laughter, and the young man could be heard saying with the burble of soft laughter in his voice:


  “Oh, I don’t know! It’s just another of those things! It happens in the best of families, you know.”


  “No!” the girl cried with a little scream of incredulous laughter. “You know she hasn’t! After all she said about him, too! ... I think—that’s—simply—priceless!” She then said slowly: “Oh—I—think—that’s—simply—swell!” She cried: “I’d give anything to see Bob’s face when he finds out about it!”—and for a moment they laughed and whispered knowingly together, after which the girl cried once more, with her little shout of incredulous laughter:


  “Oh, this is too good to be true! Oh—I think that’s marvelous, you know!”—then added quickly and impatiently:


  “Well, who can we get to go, then? Who else can we get?”


  “I don’t know,” the young man said. “It’s getting late now. I don’t know who we can get unless”—and his soft dark mouth began to smile, and the burble of laughter appeared in his throat as he nodded toward the man on the ground “—unless you ask our friend here if he’d like to go along.”


  “Oh, that would be grand!” she cried with a gleeful little laugh. Then for a moment she stared down seriously at the silent figure on the pavement. “I’d love it!” the girl said. “Wouldn’t it be swell if we could get someone like that to go with us!”


  “Well—” the young man said indefinitely. Then, as he looked down at the man, his soft wet flaw of laughter welled up, and he said softly and slyly to the girl, “I hate to disappoint you, but I don’t think we’ll get our friend here to go. He looks as if he’s going to have a bad head in the morning,” and again his soft dark mouth began to smile, and the burble of soft laughter welled up in his throat.


  “Stop!” the girl cried with a little shriek. “Aren’t you mean?” She said reproachfully, “I think he’s sweet. I think it would be simply marvelous to take some one like that on a party! He looks like a swell person,” she continued, looking down at the man curiously. “He really does, you know.”


  “Well, you know how it is,” the young man said softly. “He was a great guy when he had it!” The burble welled up richly in his soft throat. “Come on,” he said. “We’d better go. I think you’re trying to make him!”—and laughing and talking together in their naked and arrogant young voices, they went away.


  Presently the interne got up, took the ends of the stethoscope from his ears, and spoke a few quiet and matter-of-fact words to the policeman, who scrawled something down in a small book. The interne walked over to the curb, climbed up into the back of the ambulance, and sat down on one seat with his feet stretched out upon the other one, meanwhile saying to the driver: “All right, Mike, let’s go!” The ambulance moved off smoothly, slid swiftly around the corner with a slow clangor of bells, and was gone.


  Then the policeman folded his book, thrust it into his pocket, and turning on us suddenly, with a weary expression on his heavy, dark, night-time face, stretched out his arms and began to push us all back gently, meanwhile saying in a patient and weary tone of voice: “All right, you guys! On your way, now. Yuh gotta move. It’s all oveh.”


  And obedient to his weary and tolerant command, we moved on and departed. Meanwhile, the dead man lay, as solid as a rock, upon his back, with that great brutal face of power and fortitude, upthrust and rigid, bared with a terrible stillness, an awful dignity, into the face of the cold and blazing moon.


  This was the second time that I saw death in the city.


  The third time that I saw death in the city, it had come like this:


  One morning in May the year before, I had been on my way uptown, along Fifth Avenue. The day was glorious, bright and sparkling, the immense and delicate light of the vast blue-fragile sky was firm and almost palpable. It seemed to breathe, to change, to come and go in a swarming web of iridescent and crystalline magic, and to play and flash upon the spires of the great shining towers, the frontal blaze and sweep of the tremendous buildings, and on the great crowd which swarmed and wove unceasingly on the street, with vivid and multifarious points of light and color, as if the light were shining on a lake of sapphires.


  Up and down the great street as far as the eye could reach, the crowd was surging in the slow yet sinuous convolutions of an enormous brilliantly colored reptile. It seemed to slide, to move, to pause, to surge, to writhe here and to be motionless there in a gigantic and undulant rhythm that was infinitely complex and bewildering but yet seemed to move to some central and inexorable design and energy. So did the great surge of the man-swarm look from afar, but when one passed it by at close range, it all broke up into a million rich, brilliant, and vivid little pictures and histories of life, all of which now seemed so natural and intimate to me that I thought I knew all the people, to have the warm and palpable substance of their lives in my hands, and to know and own the street as if I had created it.


  At one place, a powerful motor with a liveried chauffeur would snake swiftly in toward the curb, a uniformed doorman of some expensive shop would scramble with obsequious haste across the sidewalk and open the door for some rich beauty of the upper crust. The woman would get out swiftly with a brisk, sharp movement of her well-shod little feet and slender ankles, speak a few cold, incisive words of command to her attentive driver, and then walk swiftly across the sidewalk toward the shop with a driving movement of her shapely but rather tailored-looking hips and a cold impatient look on her lovely but hard little face. To her, this great affair of seduction, attraction, and adornment for which she lived—this constant affair of clothing her lovely legs to the best advantage, setting off her solid shapely little buttocks in the most persuasive fashion, getting varnished, plucked, curled, perfumed, and manicured until she smelled like an exotic flower and glittered like a rare and costly jewel—was really as stern a business as her husband’s job of getting money, and not to be trifled with or smiled at for a moment.


  Again, some lovely and more tender, simple, and good-natured girl would come by on the pavements, jaunty and rich with some glowing spot of color—a scarf of red or blue, or a gray hat—her hair fine spun and blown by light airs, her clear eyes fathomless and luminous with a cat-like potency and health, her delicate loins undulant with a long stride, and her firm breasts rhythmical with each step she took, her mouth touched by a vague and tender smile as she came by.


  Elsewhere, dark-eyed, dark-faced, gray-faced, driven, meager, harassed, and feverish-looking men and women would be swarming along, but the shining light and magic of the day seemed to have touched them all with its sorcery, so that they, too, all seemed filled with hope, gaiety, and good nature, and to drink in as from some source of central and exultant energy the glorious intoxication of the day.


  Meanwhile, in the street the glittering projectiles of machinery were drilling past incredibly in their beetle-bullet flight, the powerful red-faced police stood like towers in the middle of the street stopping, starting, driving them on or halting them with an imperious movement of their mast-like hands.


  Finally, even the warm odors of the hot machinery, the smells of oils, gasoline, and worn rubber which rose from the bluish surface of the furious street, seemed wonderful, mixed as they were with the warm, earthy, and delicious fragrance of the trees, grass, and flowers in the Park, which was near by. The whole street burst into life for me immediately as it would on such a day for every young man in the world. Instead of being crushed down and smothering beneath its cruel and arrogant blaze of power, wealth, and number, until I seemed to drown in it, like a helpless, hopeless, penniless, and nameless atom, it now seemed to me to be a glorious pageantry and carnival of palpable life, the great and glamorous Fair of all the earth, in which I was moving with certitude, exultancy, and power as one of the most honored and triumphant figures.


  At this moment, with the Park in view, with the sight of the trees, with their young magic green, and all the flash and play of movement, color, and machinery, in the square before the Park, I halted and began to look with particular interest at the people working on a building which was being erected there across the street. The building was not large, and neither very tall nor wide: it rose ten flights with its steel girders set against the crystal air with a graceful and almost fragile delicacy, as if already, in this raw skeleton, the future elegance and style of the building were legible.


  For I knew that this building was to house the great business which was known as Stein and Rosen, and like the man who had once shaken the hand of John L. Sullivan, I had a feeling of joy, pride, and familiarity when I looked at it. For Esther’s sister was vice-president of this mighty shop, second-in-command, its first in talent and in knowledge, and from Esther’s merry lips I had often heard the fabulous stories of what took place daily there. She told of the glittering processions of rich women who came there for their finery; of actresses, dancers, millionaires’ wives, moving-picture women, and of all the famous courtesans, who would pay as they bought and would plank down the ransom of a king in thousand-dollar bills for a coat of chinchilla fur; and of the stupendous things these legendary figures said.


  Through the portals of this temple in the daytime would move the richest women and the greatest harlots in the country. And an exiled princess would be there to sell them underwear, an impoverished duchess would be there to sell them perfumery, and Mr. Rosen himself would be there to greet them. He would bend before them from the waist, he would give his large firm hand to them, he would smile and smile with his large pearly teeth, as his eyes went back and forth about his place continually. He would wear striped trousers, and he would walk up and down upon rich carpets, he would be splendid and full of power like a well-fed bull, and somehow he would be like that magnificent horse in Job who paweth in the valley and saith among the trumpets, “Ha! Ha!”


  And all day long they would be calling all over the place for Esther’s sister, who rarely spoke and rarely smiled. They could not get along without her, they would be asking for her everywhere, the rich women would demand her, and the famous courtesan would say she had to speak to her. And when she came to them, they would say: “I wanted to speak to you, because the rest of them know nothing. You are the only one who understands me. You are the only one I can talk to,” and yet they could not talk to her, because she never spoke. But they would want to be near her, to confess to her, to pour their words into her silence: her large eyes would look at them and make them want to speak. Meanwhile, the Rosens smiled.


  Thus, while the countless man-swarm of the earth thronged all around me, I stood there thinking of these things and people. I thought of Mr. Rosen, and of Esther and her sister, and of a thousand strange and secret moments in our lives. I thought how great Caesar’s dust would patch a wall, and how our lives touch every other life that ever lived, how every obscure moment, every obscure life, every lost voice and forgotten step upon these pavements, had somewhere trembled in the air about us. “’Twere to consider too curiously, to consider so.” “No! faith, not a jot!—” the step that passed there in the street rang echoes from the dust of Italy, and still the Rosens smiled.


  And it seemed to me that all the crowded and various life of this great earth was like a Fair. Here were the buildings of the Fair, the shops, the booths, the taverns, and the pleasure-places. Here were the places where men bought and sold and traded, ate, drank, hated, loved, and died. Here were the million fashions that they thought eternal, here was the ancient, everlasting Fair, tonight bereft of people, empty and deserted, tomorrow swarming with new crowds and faces in all its million lanes and passages, the people who are born, grow old and weary, and who die here.


  They never hear the great dark wings that beat in the air above them, they think their moment lasts forever, they are so intent that they scarcely ever see themselves falter and grow old. They never lift their eyes up to the deathless stars above the deathless Fair, they never hear the immutable voice of time that lives in the upper air, that never ceases, no matter what men live or die. The voice of time is distant and remote, and yet it has all of the voice of million-noted life within its murmur, it feeds on life and yet it lives above it and apart from it, it broods forever like the flowing of a river round the Fair. Here was the Fair: here were fixed flow and changeless change, immutable movement, the eternity of the earth haunted by the phantasmal briefness of our days.


  Therefore when I looked at the spare webbing of this building on that shining day and knew that those ingots of lean steel, those flat blocks of fashionable limestone which already sheeted the building’s basal front, and which in their slender elegance were somehow like the hips of the women that the building would adorn, had been spun marvelously from the gossamer substance of the Parisian frocks, distilled out of the dearest perfumes in the world, shaped from the cunning in man’s brain, and from the magic in a woman’s hands—it all seemed good and wonderful to me.


  For above, beyond, and through that web of steel, and over the great surge and pulse of life in the great street, over all the sparkling surge and shift of the great Fair, I saw suddenly the blazing image of my mistress’s jolly, delicate, and rosy face of noble beauty. And the image of that single face seemed to give a tongue to joy, a certitude to all the power and happiness I felt, to resume into its small circle, as into the petals of a flower, all of the glory, radiance, and variousness of life and of the street, until a feeling of such triumph and belief surged up in me that I thought I could eat and drink the city and possess the earth.


  Then, quite suddenly, as I stood there looking at the little figures of the men who were working on the building, walking along high up against the crystal air with a corky and scuttling movement as they swarmed back and forth across the girders, the thing happened with the murderous nonchalance of horror in a dream. Nine floors above the earth, a little figure was deftly catching in a bucket the nails or rivets of red-hot steel which the man with tongs was tossing to him from the forge. For a moment, the feeder had paused in his work, had turned, tongs in hand, for a breather, and had spoken to a man upon another girder. The catcher, meanwhile, grateful for this respite, had put his bucket down and stood erect, a cigarette between his lips, the small flame of a match held in the cave of his brown cupped hands. Then the feeder, his throat still loud with some scrap of bawdry irrelevant to steel, turned to his forge, gripped with his tongs a glowing rivet, and his throat still trembling with its laughter, tossed deftly, absently, casually in its accustomed arc, that nail of fire. His scream broke in upon the echoes of his laughter, carrying to the glut of faultless and accurate machinery in the street below him its terrible message of human error.


  His scream was “Christ!” and at that word so seldom used for love and mercy the startled eyes of the other man leaped from his match upon the death that whizzed toward him. Even in the six feet of life that still remained to him, his body had its time for several motions. It half turned, the knees bent as if for a spring out into space, the shoulder stooped, the big brown hands groping in a futile, incompleted gesture for the bucket. Then, half crouched and rigid, with palms curved out in a kind of grotesque and terrible entreaty and one foot groping horribly into thin air, he met his death squarely, fronting it. For a moment after the rivet struck him, his body paused, crouched, rigid, like a grotesque image, groping futilely and horribly into space with one clumsy foot, and with a wire of acrid smoke uncoiling at his waist. Then his shabby garments burst into flame, the man pawed out in sickening vacancy and fell, a blazing torch lit by a single scream.


  So that rich cry fell blazing through the radiant and living air. It seemed to me that the cry had filled up life—for the moment I had the sense that all life was absolutely motionless and silent save for that one cry. Perhaps this was true. It is certain that all life in that building had ceased—where but a moment before there had been the slamming racket of the riveting machines, the rattling of the winches, and the hammering of the carpenters, there was now the silence of a cataleptic trance.


  Above the street, delicate and spare in the blue weather, two girders swung gently in the clasp of the chain, but all machinery had stopped. The signal-man leaned over bent, staring, his hands still stretched in warning for his mate. The feeder sat astride a girder, gripping it in his curved hands, his face bent forward sightlessly in an oblivion of sick horror. The body had fallen like a mass of blazing oil waste, upon the wooden structure that covered the sidewalk, then bounced off into the street.


  Then the illusion of frozen silence, which seemed to have touched all the world, was broken. That crowd, which in the city seems to be created on the spot, to spring up from the earth like Gorgon-seed for every calamity, had already grown dense at the spot where the man had fallen. Several policemen were there, mauling, cursing, thrusting back the thickening ring that terribly suggested flesh-flies that work on something dead or sweet. And all the gleaming machinery in the street—which had been halted by the traffic lights—was again in motion.


  There had been threat of longer halt, a disruption of that inevitable flow, because several of the human units in the foremost squadrons of motors who had witnessed the accident refused now, under the strong drug of horror, to “click” as good machinery ought. But they were whipped into action after a moment’s pause by a ponderous traffic cop, who stood in the center of the street, swinging his mighty arm back and forth like a flail, sowing the air with rich curses, his accents thickened in the long ape-like upper lip. So, the lights burned green again, the clamors in the street awoke, the hot squadrons of machinery crawled up and down: an army of great beetles driven by an ape. Then the racket of the riveters began again, high up above the street in the blue air the long arm of the derrick moved, a chain with its balanced weight of steel swung in and down.


  Already the body had been carried inside the building, the police were charging like bulls into the persistent crowd, dispersing them. In a closed car, a young woman, bright with the hard enamel of city elegance, stared through the window, her little gloved hand clenched upon the glass, her face full of manicured distress. And as she looked, she kept murmuring sharply and monotonously: “Quick! quick! be quick!” Before her, her driver bent stolidly to his work. He was upset, but he could not show it. Perhaps he was thinking: “Jesus! I’ve got to get her out of this quick. What’ll he say if she tells him about it? He can’t blame me. I can’t help what the other guy does! That’s his lookout. You never know what is going to happen. A guy’s got to think of everything at once.”


  He took a chance. Smoothly, swiftly, he skirted three cars and slid into the first rank between cursing drivers, just as the lights changed. The lady settled back in her seat with a look of relief. Thank Heaven, that was over! George was so smart. He got in ahead of every one: you never knew how he did it! He had done that beautifully!


  Then I leaned against the building. I felt empty and dizzy. It seemed to me suddenly that I had only two dimensions—that everything was like something cut out of stiff paper, with no thickness.


  “Brightness falls from the air.” Yes, brightness had fallen suddenly from the air, and with it all the marrowy substance of life. The vitality of life and air and people was gone. What remained to me was only a painting of warmth and color that my sick eyes viewed with weariness and disbelief. Everything in that street went up and down. It seemed to me suddenly that everything was thin, two-dimensioned, without body and fullness. The street, the people, the tall thin buildings: these were all plane lines and angles. There were no curves in the street—the only thing that curved had been that one rich cry.


  And just as the light of noon had gone out of the day, so had the image of that woman’s face, struck by the casual horror of this death with all its evocations of a life she knew, now suffered a transforming and sorrowful change.


  For where that radiant, good, and lovely face had just the moment before wrought for me its magic certitude and unity of exultant joy, now all this magic world of health and life was shattered by this nameless death, was drowned out in the torrent of this man’s nameless blood, and I could see her face no longer as it had looked at noon.


  Rather that man’s blood and death had awakened the whole black ruin in my heart, the hideous world of death-in-life had instantly returned with all its thousand phantom shapes of madness and despair and, intolerably, unanswerably, like the unsearchable mystery of love and death, the bitter enigma of that face of radiant life was now fixed among these shapes of death to drive me mad with its unsearchable mystery.


  For in the image of that face was held all the pity and the wild regret of love that had to die and was undying, of beauty that must molder into age and wither to a handful of dry dust and yet was high as a star, as timeless as a river, undwarfed beneath the whole blind horror of the universe, and taller than man’s tallest towers, and more enduring than steel and stone.


  And then the shapes of death would wake and move around her, and I could only see her now fixed and secure in an infamous and arrogant power, which could not be opposed or beaten by any man, and against which, like a maddened animal, I could do nothing but batter my life and brains out on the pavements, as this man had done, or madden horribly into furious death among the other nameless, faceless, man-swarm atoms of the earth.


  I saw her, impregnably secure in an immense, complex, and corrupt city-life—a life poisonous, perverse, and sterile that moved smoothly in great chambers of the night ablaze with baleful suavities of vanity and hate, where the word was always fair and courteous, and the eye forever old and evil with the jubilation of a filthy consent. It was a world of the infamous dead so powerful in the entrenchments of its obscene wealth, its corruption that was amorous of death and faithlessness, its insolence of a jaded satiety, and its appalling weight of number and amount that it crushed man’s little life beneath its ramified assault and killed and mutilated every living thing it fed upon—not only the heart and spirit of youth, with all the hope and pride and anguish in him, but also the life and body of some obscure worker whose name it did not know, whose death, in its remote impregnability, it would never hear or care about.


  I tried to get the fingers of my hate upon that immense and shifting world of shapes and phantoms, but I could not. I could track nothing to its tangible source, trace nothing to some fatal certitude. Words, whispers, laughter, even an ounce of traitorous flesh, all the immense and moving tapestry of that cruel and phantasmal world, were all impalpable and hovered above me, the deathless and invincible legend of scorn and defeat.


  Then, even as I stood there in the street, the blind horror left me with the magic instancy in which it always came and went; all around me people seemed to live and move, and it was noon, and I could see her face the way it was again, and thought that it was the best face in the world, and knew that there was no one like her.


  Two men came rapidly back across the street from the dispersing crowd and one of them was talking in a low earnest tone to the other:


  “Jeez!” he said. “Dat gul! Did yuh see her? Sure, sure, he almost fell on top of her! ... She fainted! ... Dey had to carry her into a stoeh! ... Jeez!” he said. In a moment and in a quietly confidential tone he added: “Say—dat makes duh fourth one on dat building—did yuh know dat?”


  Then I saw a man beside me with a proud, shrinking, and sensitive face, set in a blind sightless stare that kept looking through people, feeding on something that could not be seen. As I looked, he moved, turned his head slowly, and presently, in the dull voice of some one who has had an opiate, he said, “What? The fourth? The fourth?”—although no one had spoken to him. Then he moved his thin hand slowly, and with an almost meditative gesture over his forehead and eyes, sighed wearily and slowly like some one waking from a trance or some strong drug, and then began to walk ahead uncertainly.


  This was the third time I saw death in the city.


  Later, the thing I was to remember vividly about these three deaths, in contrast to the fourth one, which I will now describe to you, was this: That where the first three deaths had come by violence, where almost every circumstance of horror, sudden shock, disgust, and terror was present to convulse the hearts and sicken and wither up the flesh of those who saw death come, the city people, when their first surprise was over, had responded instantly to death, accepting its violence, bloody mutilation, and horror calmly, as one of the consequences of daily life. But the fourth time I saw death come, the city people were stunned, awed, bewildered, and frightened, as they had not been before; and yet the fourth death had come so quietly, easily, and naturally that it seemed as if even a child could have looked at it without terror or surprise.


  This is the way it happened:


  At the heart and core of the most furious center of the city’s life—below Broadway at Times Square—a little after one o’clock in the morning, bewildered, aimless, having no goal or place to which I wished to go, with the old chaos and unrest inside me, I had thrust down the stairs out of the great thronging street, the tidal swarm of atoms who were pressing and hurrying forward in as fierce a haste to be hurled back into their cells again as they had shown when they had rushed out into the streets that evening.


  Thus, we streamed down from free night into the tunnel’s stale and fetid air again, we swarmed and hurried across the floors of gray cement, we rushed and pushed our way along as furiously as if we ran a race with time, as if some great reward were to be won if only we could save two minutes, or as if we were hastening onward, as fast as we could go, toward some glorious meeting, some happy and fortunate event, some goal of beauty, wealth, or love on whose shining mark our eyes were fastened.


  Then, as I put my coin into the slot and thrust on through the wooden turnstile, I saw the man who was about to die. The place was a space of floor, a width of cement which was yet one flight above the level of the trains, and the man was sitting on a wooden bench which had been placed there to the left, as one went down the incline to the tunnel.


  The man just sat there quietly at one end of the bench, leaned over slightly to his right with his elbow resting on the arm of the bench, his hat pulled down a little, and his face half lowered. At this moment, there was a slow, tranquil, hardly perceptible movement of his breath—a flutter, a faint sigh—and the man was dead. In a moment, a policeman who had watched him casually from a distance walked over to the bench, bent down, spoke to him, and then shook him by the shoulder. As he did so, the dead man’s body slipped a little, his arm slid over the end of the bench and stayed so, one hand hanging over, his shabby hat jammed down, a little to one side, upon his head, his overcoat open, and his short right leg drawn stiffly back. Even as the policeman shook him by the shoulder, the man’s face was turning gray, and yet no one would say so. By this time a few people out of the crowds that swarmed constantly across the floor had stopped to look, stared curiously and uneasily, started to go on, and then had come back. Now a few of them were standing there, just looking, saying nothing, casting uneasy and troubled looks at one another from time to time.


  And yet I think that we all knew that the man was dead. By this time another policeman had arrived, was talking quietly to the other one, and now he, too, began to look curiously at the dead man, went over and shook him by the shoulder as the other one had done, and then after a few quiet words with his comrade, had walked off rapidly. In a minute or two he came back again, and another policeman was with him. They talked together quietly for a moment. One of them bent over and searched his pockets, finding a dirty envelope, a wallet, and a grimy-looking card. After prying into the purse and taking notes upon their findings, they just stood beside the dead man, waiting.


  The dead man was a shabby-looking fellow of an age hard to determine, but he was scarcely under fifty, and hardly more than fifty-five. And had one sought long and far for the true portrait of the pavement cipher, the composite photograph of the man-swarm atom, he could have found no better specimen than this man. His only distinction was that there was nothing to distinguish him from a million other men. He had the kind of face one sees ten thousand times a day upon the city streets but cannot remember later.


  This face, which even when alive, it is true, was of a sallow, sagging, somewhat paunchy and unwholesome hue and texture, was dryly and unmistakably Irish—city Irish—with the mouth thin, sunken, slightly bowed, and yet touched with something loose and sly, a furtive and corrupt humor. And the face was so surly, hang-dog, petulant, and servile—the face of one of those little men—a door-man at a theater, a janitor in a shabby warehouse, office building, or cheap apartment house, the father-in-law of a policeman, the fifth cousin of a desk-sergeant, the uncle of a ward-heeler’s wife, a pensioned door-opener, office-guarder, messenger, or question-evader for some Irish politician, schooled to vote dutifully for “the boys” on election day, and flung his little scrap of patronage for service rendered and silence kept, apt at servility, fawning, cringing to those sealed with the mark of privilege and favor, and apt at snarling, snapping, gratuitous, and impudent discourtesy to those who had no power, no privilege, no special mark of favor or advancement to enlarge them in his sight. Such was indubitably the man who now sat dead upon the subway bench.


  And that man was legion, his number myriad. On his gray face, his dead sunken mouth, the ghost of his recent life and speech sat incredibly, until it seemed we heard him speak, listened to the familiar tones of his voice again, knew every act and quality of his life, as certainly as if he were alive, as he snarled at one man: “I can’t help dat, I don’t know nuttin’ about dat, misteh. All I know is dat I got my ordehs, an’ my ordehs is to keep every one out unless dey can prove dey’ve gotta a date wit’ Misteh Grogan. How do I know who you are? How can I tell what yoeh business is? What’s dat got to do wit’ me? No, seh! Unless you can prove you gotta date wit’ Misteh Grogan, I can’t let yuh in. ... Dat may be true ... and den again it may not be. ... Wat t’hell am I supposed t’be? A mind-readeh, or somp’n? ... No, misteh! Yuh can’t come in! ... I got my ordehs an’ dat’s all I know.”


  And yet, the next moment, this same voice could whine with a protesting servility its aggrieved apology to the same man, or to another one: “W’y didn’t yuh say yuh was a friend of Misteh Grogan’s? ... W’y didn’t yuh tell me befoeh you was his brudder-in-law? ... If yuh’d told me dat, I’d a-let yuh by in a minute. Yuh know how it is,” here the voice would drop to cringing confidence, “so many guys come in here every day an’ try to bust dere way right in to Misteh Grogan’s office when dey got no bizness dere. ... Dat’s duh reason dat I gotta be kehful ... But now dat I know dat you’re O.K. wit’ Misteh Grogan,” it would say fawningly, “you can go in any time yuh like. Any one dat’s O.K. wit’ Misteh Grogan is all right,” that voice would say with crawling courtesy. “Yuh know how it is,” it whispered, rubbing sly, unwholesome fingers on one’s sleeve, “I didn’t mean nuttin’—but a guy in my position has gotta be kehful.”


  Yes, that was the voice, that was the man, as certainly as if that dead mouth had moved, that dead tongue stirred and spoken to us its language. There he was, still with the sallow hue of all his life upon his face, as it faded visibly, terribly before us to the gray of death. Poor, shabby, servile, fawning, snarling, and corrupt cipher, poor, meager, cringing, contriving, cunning, drearily hopeful, and dutifully subservient little atom of the million-footed city. Poor, dismal, ugly, sterile, shabby little man—with your little scrabble of harsh oaths, and cries and stale constricted words, your pitiful little designs and feeble purposes, with your ounce of brain, your thimbleful of courage, the huge cargo of your dull and ugly superstitions. Oh, you wretched little thing of dough and tallow, you eater of poor foods and drinker of vile liquors. Joy, glory, and magnificence were here for you upon this earth, but you scrabbled along the pavements rattling a few stale words like gravel in your throat, and would have none of them, because the smell of the boss, the word of the priest, the little spare approvals of Mike, Mary, Molly, Kate, and Pat were not upon them—and tonight stars shine, great ships are blowing from the harbor’s mouth, and a million more of your own proper kind and quality go stamping on above your head, while you sit here dead in your gray tunnel!


  Yes—Stamp! Stamp! Stamp your feet, little man, little man, proud City, as you pass over us. We look at you tonight, and we shall not forget you. We look at your dead face with awe, with pity, and with terror, because we know that you are shaped from our own clay and quality. Something of us all, the high, the low, the base, and the heroic, the rare, the common, and the glorious, lies dead here in the heart of the unceasing city, and the destiny of all men living, yes, of the kings of the earth, the princes of the mind, the mightiest lords of language, and the deathless imaginers of verse, all the hope, hunger, and earth-consuming thirst that can incredibly be held in the small prison of a skull, and that can rack and rend the little tenement of bright blood and agony in which it is confined, is written here upon this shabby image of corrupted clay.


  The dead man was wearing nondescript clothing, and here again, in these dingy garments, the whole quality, the whole station, of his life was evident, as if the clothes he wore had a tongue, a character, and a language of their own. They said that the man had known poverty and a shabby security all his life, that his life had been many degrees above the vagabond and pauper, and many degrees below any real security, substance, or repose. His garments said that he had lived from month to month rather than from day to day, always menaced by the fear of some catastrophe—sickness, the loss of his job, the coming on of age—that would have dealt a ruinous blow to the slender resource which he built between him and the world, never free from the fear of these calamities, but always just escaping them.


  He wore an unpressed baggy gray suit which he filled out pretty well, and which had taken on the whole sagging, paunchy, and unshapely character of his own body. He had a small pot belly, a middling fleshiness and fullness which showed that he had known some abundance in his life, and had not suffered much from hunger. He was wearing a dingy old brown felt hat, a shabby gray overcoat, and a ragged red scarf—and in all these garments there was a quality of use and wear and shabbiness that was inimitable and that the greatest costume artist in the world could never have duplicated by intent.


  The lives of millions of people were written in these garments. In their sagging hang and worn dingy textures, the shabby lives of millions of pavement ciphers were legible, and this character was so strong and legible that as the dead man sat there and his face took on the corpsen gray of death, his body seemed to shrink, to dwindle, to withdraw visibly before our eyes out of its last relationship with life, and the clothes themselves took on a quality and a character that were far more living than the shape they covered.


  Meanwhile, the dead man’s face had grown ghastly with the strange real-unreality of death that has such a terrible irony in it, for as one looks, the face and figure of the dead man seem to have no more substance of mortal flesh than a waxen figure in a museum, and to smile, to mock, to stare, to mimic life in the same ghastly and unreal manner that a waxen figure would. So it was with this man: above his sunken mouth, about which a thin corrupted smile still seemed to hover, he had a close-cropped moustache of iron gray; his chin, which was somewhat long, full, and Irish, had a petulant, hang-dog, old man’s look, and was covered by a short furze or stubble of gray beard. His eyes were half-lidded: the dead eyeballs glittered bluishly with a dull dead fisheye stare.


  Meanwhile, the turnstiles kept clicking with their dull wooden note, the hurrying people kept swarming past over the gray cement floor, the trains kept roaring in and out of the station below with a savage grinding vibrance, and from time to time, out of these swarming throngs, some one would pause, stare curiously for a moment, and stay. By this time, a considerable number of people had gathered in a wide circle about the bench on which the dead man sat, and curiously, although they would not go away, they did not press in, or try to thrust their way up close, as people do when some violent, bloody, or fatal accident has occurred.


  Instead, they just stood there in that wide semi-circle, never intruding farther, looking at one another in an uneasy and bewildered manner, asking each other questions in a low voice from time to time which, for the most part, went unanswered since the person asked would squirm, look at his questioner uneasily and with wavering eyes, and then, muttering, “I don’t know,” with a slight gesture of his arms and shoulders, would sidle or shuffle away. And from time to time, the policemen, whose number by this time had grown to four, and who just stood around the man’s body with a waiting and passive vacancy, would suddenly start, curiously and almost comically, into violent activity, and would come thrusting and shoving at the ring of people, pushing them back and saying in angry and impatient voices: “All right, now! Break it up! Break it up! Break it up! Go on! Go on! Go on! Yuh’re blockin’ up duh passageway! Go on! Go on! Break it up, now! Break it up!”


  And the crowd obediently would give ground, withdraw, shuffle around, and then, with the invincible resiliency of a rope of rubber or a ball of mercury, would return, coming back once more into their staring, troubled, uneasily whispering circle.


  Meanwhile, the wooden stiles kept clicking with their dull, dead, somewhat thunderous note, the people kept thronging past to get their trains, and in their glances, attitudes, and gestures when they saw the ring of staring people and the man upon the bench, there was evident all of the responses which it is possible for men to have when they see death.


  Some people would come by, pause, stare at the man, and then begin to whisper to one another in low uneasy tones: “What’s wrong with him? Is he sick? Did he faint? Is he drunk—or something?” to which a man might answer, looking intently for a moment at the dead man’s face, and then crying out heartily, with a hard, derisive movement of his hand, and yet with something troubled and uncertain in his voice: “Nah! He’s not sick. Duh guy is drunk! Dat’s all it is. Sure! He’s just passed out. ... Look at dem all standin’ dere, lookin’ at duh guy!” he jeered. “Yuh’d t’ink dey neveh saw a drunk befoeh. Come on!” he cried. “Let’s go!” And they would hurry on, while the man mocked at the crowd with hard derisive laughter.


  And indeed, the dead man’s posture and appearance as he sat there on the bench with his shabby old hat pushed forward over his head, one leg drawn stiffly back, his right hand hanging over the edge of the bench, and his thin, sunken Irish mouth touched by a faint, loose, rather drunken smile, were so much like the appearance of a man in a drunken stupor that many people, as soon as they saw his gray ghastly face, would cry out with a kind of desperate relief in their voices: “Oh! He’s only drunk. Come on! Come on! Let’s go!”—and would hurry on, knowing in their hearts the man was dead.


  Others would come by, see the dead man, start angrily, and then look at the crowd furiously, frowning, shaking their head in a movement of strong deprecation and disgust, and muttering under their breath before they went on, as if the crowd were guilty of some indecent or disorderly act which their own decent and orderly souls abhorred. Thus an old man—unmistakably, somehow, a waiter—came by, paused, stared, and went on shaking his head and muttering angrily in this way. The waiter was a man past sixty, Irish, but tall, lean, and dignified in appearance. He had silvery gray hair, really very white and fine spun, a long thin face, with handsome and dignified features, which were marked with long seamed lines of care, disappointment, and quiet bitterness and disgust, and a skin that could flame and flush up hotly in a moment and that was always a tender, choleric, rose-pink color.


  Everything about this man spoke out its message of decorum, respectability, and ordered restraint. His manner, dress, and bearing said as plain as words: “I have always gone about my business in this world in a quiet and dignified and decent manner, held my tongue and kept my counsel, not mixed up with what did not concern me, went home to my wife and children every night when my work was over, and kept myself free from this low riff-raff and rabble all around me. If you want to keep out of trouble, take my advice and do likewise.”


  The waiter was wearing upon his silvery hair a neat black derby hat; he had on a neat black suit, which was a little threadbare, but neatly brushed and pressed, and a dignified black overcoat, with a collar of black velvet, which was buttoned and set well on his long, thin, rather distinguished-looking figure. Finally, he was carrying a neat package wrapped up in a newspaper underneath one arm, and he wore long black patent-leather shoes, which looked very elegant, but which he had notched with vent-holes at the toes. He walked a trifle painfully, with a careful, somewhat flat-footed and gouty shuffle, which had all the old waiters in the world in it, and it was evident that, another day’s work being over, with all its disappointment, acrimony, and fatigue, he was going quietly and decently home to his quiet and decent family.


  When the waiter saw the dead man and the ring of staring people, he paused, started angrily, and then his rose-pink face began to flame and burn with a choleric and almost apoplectic fury. For a moment he started, and even took a step forward toward the ring of people as if he was going to cuff their ears, then muttering angrily, he looked at them, shaking his head with a glance full of distaste, disgust, and affronted decency, as if they had done some shameful, deliberate, and ruffianly act against public order and propriety. Then, still shaking his head and muttering angrily under his breath, and without another glance in the direction of the dead man, the old waiter had shuffled rapidly away, his neck, his features, and his forehead rose-pink with fury to the roots of his silvery hair.


  Meanwhile, three little Jewesses and a young Jewish boy had come in together, and pressed up in a group into the circle of the crowd. For a moment the girls stood there, staring, frightened, huddled in a group, while the boy had looked in a rather stupid and bewildered manner at the dead man, finally saying nervously in a high stunned tone of voice: “What’s wrong wit’ him? Have dey called duh ambulance yet?”


  No one in the ring of silent people answered him, but in a moment a taxi-driver, a man with a brutal heavy night-time face, a swarthy, sallow, and pitted skin, and black hair and eyes, who wore a cap, a leather jacket, and a shirt of thick black wool—this man turned and, jerking his head contemptuously toward the boy without looking at him, began to address the people around him in a jeering and derisive tone:


  “Duh ambulance!” he cried. “Duh ambulance! Wat t’hell’s duh use of duh ambulance! Jesus! Duh guy’s dead an’ he wants t’know if any one has called duh ambulance!” he cried, jerking his head contemptuously toward the boy again, and evidently getting some kind of security and assurance from his own jeering and derisive words. “Jesus!” he snorted. “Duh guy’s dead an’ he wants to know w’y some one doesn’t call duh ambulance!” And he went off snorting and sneering by himself, saying, “Jesus!” and shaking his head, as if the stupidity and folly of people was past his power of understanding and belief.


  Meanwhile, the boy kept staring at the dead man on the bench with a dull, fascinated eye of horror and disbelief. Presently he moistened his dry lips with his tongue, and spoke nervously and dully in a bewildered tone:


  “I don’t see him breathe or nuttin’,” he said. “He don’t move or nuttin’.”


  Then the girl beside him, who had been holding his arm all this time, and who was a little Jewess with red hair, thin meager features, and an enormous nose that seemed to overshadow her whole face, now plucked nervously and almost frantically at the boy’s sleeve, as she whispered:


  “Oh! Let’s go! Let’s get away from heah! ... Gee! I’m shakin’ all oveh! Gee! I’m tremblin’—look!” she whispered, holding up her hand, which was trembling visibly. “Let’s go!”


  “I don’t see him breathin’ or nuttin’,” the boy muttered dully, staring.


  “Gee! Let’s go!” the girl whispered, pleading again. “Gee! I’m so noivous I’m tremblin’ like a leaf—I’m shakin’ all oveh! Come on!” she whispered. “Come on! Let’s go!” And all four of them, the three frightened girls and the stunned bewildered-looking boy, hurried away in a huddled group, and went down the incline into the tunnel.


  And now the other people, who up to this time had only stood, looked uneasily at one another, and asked perplexed and troubled questions which no one answered, began to talk quietly and whisper among themselves, and one caught the sound of the word “dead” several times. Having spoken and heard this word, all the people grew very quiet and still, and turned their heads slowly toward the figure of the dead man on the bench, and began to stare at him with a glance full of curiosity, fascination, and a terrible feeding hunger.


  At this moment a man’s voice was heard speaking quietly, and with an assurance and certainty which seemed to say for every one what they had been unable to say for themselves.


  “Sure, he’s dead. The man’s dead.” The quiet and certain voice continued, “I knew all the time he was dead.”


  And at the same time a big soldier, who had the seamed and weathered face of a man who has spent years of service in the army, turned and spoke with a quiet and familiar assurance to a little dish-faced Irishman who was standing at his side.


  “No matter where they kick off,” he said, “they always leave that little black mark behind them, don’t they?” His voice was quiet, hard, and casual as he spoke these words, and at the same time he nodded toward a small wet stain upon the cement near the dead man’s foot where it had been drawn stiffly back—a stain which we had noticed and which, from his remark, was probably urine.


  The little dish-faced Irishman nodded as soon as the soldier had spoken, and with an air of conviction and agreement, said vigorously:


  “You said it!”


  At this moment, there was a shuffling commotion, a disturbance in the crowd near the gate beside the turnstiles, the people pressed back respectfully on two sides, and the ambulance doctor entered, followed by two attendants, one of whom was bearing a rolled stretcher.


  The ambulance surgeon was a young Jew with full lips, a somewhat receding chin, a little silky moustache, and a rather bored, arrogant, and indifferent look upon his face. He had on a blue jacket, a flat blue cap with a visor which was pushed back on his head, and even as he entered and came walking slowly and indifferently across the cement floor, he had the tubes of the stethoscope fastened in his ears and was holding the end part in his hand. The two attendants followed him.


  About every move that the ambulance doctor made there was an air of habit, boredom, even weariness, as if he had been summoned too many times on errands such as this to feel any emotion of surprise, interest, or excitement any longer. As he approached the policemen, they separated and opened up a path for him. Without speaking to them, he walked over to the dead man, unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it open, bent, and then began to use the stethoscope, listening carefully and intently for some seconds, then moving it to another place upon the dead man’s tallowy, hairless, and ghastly-looking breast and listening carefully again.


  During all this time his face showed no emotion whatever of surprise, regret, or discovery. Undoubtedly, the doctor had known the man was dead the moment that he looked at him, and his duties were only a part of that formality which law and custom demanded. But the people during all this time surged forward a little, with their gaze riveted on the doctor’s face with awe, respect, and fascinated interest as if they hoped to read upon the doctor’s face the confirmation of what they already knew themselves or as if they expected to see there a look of developing horror, pity, or regret which would put the final stamp of conviction on their own knowledge. But they saw nothing in the doctor’s face but deliberation, dutiful intentness, and a look almost of weariness and boredom.


  When he had finished with the stethoscope, he got up, took it out of his ears, and then casually opened the half-shut eyelids of the dead man for a moment. The dead eyes stared with a ghastly bluish glitter. The doctor turned and spoke a few words quietly to the police who were standing around him with their note-books open, with the same air of patience, custom, and indifference, and for a moment they wrote dutifully in their little books. One of them asked him a question and wrote down what he said, and then the doctor was on his way out again, walking slowly and indifferently away, followed by his two attendants, neither of whom showed any curiosity or surprise. The dead man, in fact, seemed to be under the control of a regime which worked with a merciless precision, which could not be escaped or altered by a jot, and whose operations all of its servants—doctors, stretcher-bearers, policemen, and even the priests of the church—knew with a weary and unarguable finality.


  The police, having written in their books and put the books away, turned and came striding toward the crowd again, thrusting and pushing them back, and shouting as they had before: “Go on! Go on! Break it up, now! Break it up!”—but even in the way they did this, there was this same movement of regime and custom, a sense of weariness and indifference, and when the people surged back into their former positions with the maddening mercurial resiliency, the police said nothing and showed no anger or impatience. They took up their station around the dead man again, and waited stolidly, until the next move in their unalterable program should occur.


  And now the people, as if the barriers of silence, restraint, and timidity had been broken and the confusion and doubt in their own spirits dispersed by a final acknowledgment, and the plain sound of the word “death,” which had at last been spoken openly, began to talk to one another easily and naturally, as if they had been friends or familiar associates for many years.


  A little to one side, and behind the outer ring of the crowd, three sleek creatures of the night and of the great street which roared above our heads—a young smooth Broadwayite wearing a jaunty gray hat and a light spring overcoat of gray, cut inward toward the waist, an assertive and knowing-looking Jew, with a large nose, an aggressive voice, and a vulturesque smile, and an Italian, smaller, with a vulpine face, ghastly yellow night-time skin, glittering black eyes and hair, all three smartly dressed and overcoated in the flashy Broadway manner—now gathered together as if they recognized in one another men of substance, worldliness, and knowledge. They began to philosophize in a superbly knowing manner, bestowing on life, death, the brevity of man’s days, and the futility of man’s hopes and aspirations the ripe fruit of their experience. The Jew was dominantly the center of this little group, and did most of the talking. In fact, the other two served mainly as a chorus to his harangue, punctuating it whenever he paused to draw breath with vigorous nods of agreement and such remarks as “You said it!” “And I don’t mean maybe!” or “Like I was sayin’ to a guy duh otheh day—” an observation which was never completed, as the philosopher would be wound up and on his way again:


  “And they ask us, f’r Christ’s sake, to save for the future!” he cried, at the same time laughing with jeering and derisive contempt. “For the future!” Here he paused to laugh scornfully again. “When you see a guy like that, you ask what for? Am I right?”


  “You said it!” said the Italian, nodding his head with energetic assent.


  “Like I was sayin’ to a guy duh otheh day”—the other younger man began.


  “Christ!” cried the Jew. “Save for the future! W’y the hell should I save for the future?” he demanded in a dominant and aggressive tone, tapping himself on the breast belligerently, glancing around as if some one had just tried to ram this vile proposal down his throat. “What’s it goin’ to getcha? You may be dead tomorrow! What the hell’s the use in saving, f’r Christ’s sake! We’re only here for a little while. Let’s make the most of it, f’r Christ’s sake!—Am I right?” he demanded pugnaciously, looking around, and the others dutifully agreed that he was.


  “Like I was sayin’ to a guy duh otheh day,” the young man said, “it only goes to show dat yuh—”


  “Insurance!” the Jew cried at this point, with a loud scornful laugh. “The insurance companies, f’r Christ’s sake! W’y the hell should any one spend their dough on insurance?” he demanded.


  “Nah, nah, nah,” the Italian agreed gutturally, with a smile of vulpine scorn, “dat’s all a lotta crap.”


  “A lotta baloney,” the young man said, “like I was sayin’ to a guy duh otheh—”


  “Insurance!” said the Jew. “W’y, to listen to those bastuds talk you’d think a guy was gonna live forever! Save for the future, f’r Christ’s sake,” he snarled. “Put something by f’r your old age—your old age, f’r Christ’s sake,” he jeered, “when you may get what this guy got at any minute! Am I right?”


  “You said it!”


  “Put something by for a rainy day! Leave something for your children when you kick off!” he sneered. “W’y should I leave anything for my children, f’r Christ’s sake?” he snarled, as if the whole pressure of organized society and the demands of fifteen of his progeny had been brought to bear on him at this point. “No, sir!” he said. “Let my children look out for themselves the way I done!” he said. “Nobody ever did anything f’r me!” he said. “W’y the hell should I spend my life puttin’ away jack for a lot of bastuds to spend who wouldn’t appreciate it, noway! Am I right?”


  “You said it,” said the Italian, nodding. “It’s all a lotta crap!”


  “Like I was sayin’ to dis guy—” the young man said.


  “No, sir!” said the Jew in a hard positive tone, and with a smile of bitter cynicism. “No, sir, misteh! Not for me! When I kick off and they all gatheh around the big cawfin,” he continued with a descriptive gesture, “I want them all to take a good long look,” he said. “I want them all to take a good long look at me and say: ‘Well, he didn’t bring nothing with him when he came, and he’s not taking anything with him when he goes—but there was a guy,’” the Jew said loudly, and in an impressive tone, “‘there was a guy who spent it when he had it—and who didn’t miss a thing!’” Here he paused a moment, grasped the lapels of his smart overcoat with both hands, and rocked gently back and forth from heel to toe, as he smiled a bitter and knowing smile.


  “Yes, sir!” he said presently in a tone of hard assurance.


  “Yes, sir! When I’m out there in that graveyahd pushin’ daisies, I don’t want no bokays! I want to get what’s comin’ to me here and now! Am I right?”


  “You said it!” the Italian answered.


  “Like I was sayin’ to a guy duh otheh day,” the young man now concluded with an air of triumph, “yuh neveh can tell. No, sir! Yuh neveh can tell what’s goin’ t’happen. You’re here one day an’ gone duh next—so wat t’hell!” he said. “Let’s make duh most of it.”


  And they all agreed that he was right, and began to search the dead man’s face again with their dark, rapt, fascinated stare.


  Elsewhere now, people were gathering into little groups, beginning to talk, philosophize, even to smile and laugh, in an earnest and animated way. One man was describing his experience to a little group that pressed around him eagerly, telling again and again, with unwearied repetition, the story of what he had seen, felt, thought, and done when he first saw the dead man.


  “Sure! Sure!” he cried. “Dat’s what I’m tellin’ yuh. I seen him when he passed out. I was standin’ not ten feet away from ’im! Sure! I watched ’im when he stahted gaspin’ t’ get his bret’. I was standin’ dere. Dat’s what I’m sayin’. I tu’ns to duh cop an’ says, ‘Yuh’d betteh look afteh dat guy,’ I says. ‘Deh’s somet’ing wrong wit’ ’im,’ I says. Sure! Dat’s when it happened. Dat’s what I’m tellin’ yuh. I was standin’ dere,” he cried.


  Meanwhile, two men and two women had come in and stopped. They all had the thick, clumsy figures, the dull-red smouldering complexions, the thick taffy-colored hair, bleared eyes, and broad, blunted, smeared features of the Slavic races—of Lithuanians or Czechs—and for a while they stared stupidly and brutally at the figure of the dead man, and then began to talk rapidly among themselves in coarse thick tones, and a strange tongue.


  And now, some of the people began to drift away, the throng of people swarming homeward across the cement floor had dwindled noticeably, and the circle of people around the dead man had thinned out, leaving only those who would stay like flesh-flies feeding on a carrion, until the body was removed.


  A young Negro prostitute came through the gate and walked across the floor, glancing about her quickly with every step she took and smiling a hideous empty smile with her thin encarmined lips. When she saw the circle of men, she walked over to it and after one vacant look toward the bench where the dead man sat, she began to glance swiftly about her from right to left, displaying white, shining, fragile-looking teeth.


  The thin face of the young Negress, which was originally of a light coppery color, had been so smeared over with rouge and powder that it was now a horrible, dusky yellow-and-purplish hue, her black eyelashes were coated with some greasy substance which made them stick out around her large dark eyes in stiff greasy spines, and her black hair had been waved and was also coated with this grease.


  She was dressed in a purple dress, wore extremely high-heels which were colored red, and had the wide hips and long, thin, ugly legs of the Negress. There was something at once horrible and seductive in her figure, in her thin stringy lower legs, her wide hips, her mongrel color, her meager empty little whore’s face, her thin encarmined lips, and her thin shining frontal teeth, as if the last atom of intelligence in her bird-twitter of brain had been fed into the ravenous maw of a diseased and insatiable sensuality, leaving her with nothing but this varnished shell of face, and the idiot and sensual horror of her smile, which went brightly and impudently back and forth around the ring of waiting men.


  Meanwhile, the Italian with the vulpine face, whose former companions, the Jew and the sleek young Broadwayite, had now departed, sidled stealthily over toward the Negress until he stood behind her. Then he eased up on her gently, his glittering eye and livid face feeding on her all the time in a reptilian stare, until his body was pressed closely against her buttocks, and his breath was hot upon her neck. The Negress said nothing but looked swiftly around at him with her bright smile of idiot and sensual vacancy, and in a moment started off rapidly, stepping along on her high red heels and long, stringy legs, and looking back swiftly toward the Italian, flashing her painted lips and shining teeth at him in a series of seductive invitations to pursuit. The man craned his neck stealthily at the edges of his collar, looked furtively around with his glittering eyes and vulpine face, and then started off rapidly after the girl. He caught up with the girl in the corridor beyond the stiles, and they went on together.


  Meanwhile, the stiles still turned with their blunt, dull wooden note, belated travelers came by with a lean shuffle of steps upon the cement floors, in the news-stand the dealer sold his wares, giving only an occasional and wearily indifferent glance at the dead man and the people, and in the cleared space around the bench the police were standing, waiting, with a stolid, weary, and impassive calm. A man had come in, walked across the space, and was now talking to one of the police. The policeman was a young man with a solid strong-necked face that was full of dark color. He talked quietly out of the side of his mouth to the man who questioned him, and who was taking notes in a small black book. The man had a flabby yellowish face, weary eyes, and a flabby roll of flesh below his chin.


  Meanwhile, the people who remained, having greedily sucked the last drop of nourishment from conversation, now stood silent, staring insatiably at the dead man with a quality of vision that had a dark, feeding, glutinous, and almost physical property, and that seemed to be stuck upon the thing they watched.


  By this time an astonishing thing had happened. Just as the dead man’s figure had appeared to shrink and contract visibly within its garments, as if before our eyes the body were withdrawing out of a life with which it had no further relationships, so now did all the other properties of space and light, the dimensions of width, length, and distance that surrounded him, undergo an incredible change.


  And it seemed to me that this change in the dimensions of space was occurring visibly and momently under my eyes, and just as the man’s body seemed to dwindle and recede, so did the gray cement space around him. The space that separated him from the place where the police stood, and the gray space which separated us from the police, together with the distance of the tiled subway wall behind, all grew taller, wider, longer, enlarged themselves terrifically while I looked. It was as if we were all looking at the man across an immense and lonely distance. The dead man looked like a lonely little figure upon an enormous stage, and by his very littleness and loneliness in that immense gray space, he seemed to gain an awful dignity and grandeur.


  And now, as it seemed to me, just as the living livid gray-faced dead men of the night were feeding on him with their dark insatiate stare, so did he return their glance with a deathless and impassive irony, with a terrible mockery and scorn, which was as living as their own dark look, and would endure forever.


  Then, as suddenly as it had come, that distorted vision was gone, all shapes and things and distances swam back once more into their proper focus. I could see the dead man sitting there in the gray space and the people as they looked and were. And the police were driving forward again and thrusting at the people all about me.


  But they could not bear to leave that little lonely image of proud death, that sat there stiffly with its grotesque, drunken dignity, its thin smile, as men are loyal to a lifeless shape, and guard and watch and will not leave it till the blind earth takes and covers it again. And they would not leave it now because proud death, dark death, sat grandly there upon man’s shabby image, and because they saw nothing common, mean, or shabby on earth, nor all the fury, size, and number of the million-footed city could alter for an instant the immortal dignities of death, proud death, even when it rested on the poorest cipher in the streets.


  Therefore they could not leave it from a kind of love and loyalty they bore it now; and because proud death was sitting grandly there and had spoken to them, and had stripped them down into their nakedness; and because they had built great towers against proud death, and had hidden from him in gray tunnels, and had tried to still his voice with all the brutal stupefactions of the street, but proud death, dark death, proud brother death, was striding in their city now, and he was taller than their tallest towers, and triumphant even when he touched a shabby atom of base clay, and all their streets were silent when he spoke.


  Therefore they looked at him with awe, with terror and humility, and with love, for death, proud death, had come into their common and familiar places, and his face had shone terribly in gray tainted air, and he had matched his tongue, his stride, his dignities against the weary and brutal custom of ten million men, and he had stripped them down at length, and stopped their strident and derisive tongues, and in the image of their poorest fellow had shown them all the way that they must go, the awe and terror that would clothe them—and because of this they stood before him lonely, silent, and afraid.


  Then the last rituals of the law and church were followed, and the dead man was taken from their sight. The dead-wagon of the police had come. Two men in uniform came swiftly down the stairs and entered carrying a rolled stretcher. The stretcher was rolled out upon the cement floor, swiftly the dead man was lifted from the bench and laid down on the stretcher, and at the same moment, a priest stepped from the crowd, and knelt there on the floor beside the body.


  He was a young man, plump, well-kept, and very white, save for his garments, pork-faced, worldly, and unpriestly, and on his full white jaws was the black shaved smudge of a heavy beard. He wore a fine black overcoat with a velvet collar, and had on a scarf of fine white silk, and a derby hat, which he removed carefully and put aside when he knelt down. His hair was very black, fine-spun as silk, and getting thin on top. He knelt swiftly beside the dead man on the stretcher, raised his white, hairy hand, and as he did so, the five policemen straightened suddenly, whipped off their visored hats with a military movement, and stood rigidly for a moment, with their hats upon their hearts as the priest spoke a few swift words above the body which no one could hear. In a moment a few of the people in the crowd also took off their hats awkwardly, and presently the priest got up, put on his derby hat carefully, adjusted his coat and scarf, and stepped back into the crowd again. It was all over in a minute, done with the same inhuman and almost weary formality that the ambulance doctor had shown. The two uniformed stretcher-men bent down, took the handles of the stretcher, and speaking in low voices to each other, lifted it. Then they started off at a careful step, but as they did so, the dead man’s gray-tallow hands flapped out across the edges of the stretcher and began to jog and jiggle in a grotesque manner with every step the stretcher-bearers took.


  One of the men spoke sharply to another, saying, “Wait a minute! Put it down! Some one get his hands!”


  The stretcher was laid down upon the floor again, a policeman knelt beside the body and quickly stripped the dead man’s tie from his collar, which had been opened by the doctor and now gaped wide, showing a brass collar-button in the neck band of the shirt and the round greenish discoloration of the brass collar-button in the dead yellowed tissues of the neck. The policeman took the dead man’s necktie, which was a soiled, striped, and stringy thing of red and white, and quickly tied it in a knot around the dead man’s wrists in order to keep his hands from jerking.


  Then the stretcher-bearers lifted him again, and started off, the police striding before them toward the gate-way, thrusting the people back, and crying: “Get back, there! Get back! Make way! Make way! Make way!”


  The dead man’s hands were silent now, tied together across his stomach, but his shabby old garments trembled, and his gray-yellow cheek-flanks quivered gently with every step the stretcher-bearers took. The gaping collar ends flapped stiffly as they walked, and his soiled white shirt was partially unbuttoned, revealing a dead, bony, tallowy-yellow patch of breast below, and his battered old brown hat was now pushed down so far over his face that it rested on his nose, and, together with the thin sunken smile of his mouth, intensified the grotesque and horrible appearance of drunkenness.


  As for the rest of him—the decaying substance that had been his body—this seemed to have shrunk and dwindled away to almost nothing. One was no longer conscious of its existence. It seemed lost, subsided to nothing and indistinguishable in a pile of shabby old garments—an old gray overcoat, baggy old trousers, an old hat, a pair of scuffed and battered shoes. This in fact was all he now seemed to be: a hat, a thin, grotesquely drunken smile, two trembling cheek-flanks, two flapping collar-ends, two gray-grimy claws tied with a stringy necktie, and a shabby heap of worn, dingy, and nondescript garments that moved and oscillated gently with every step the stretcher-bearers took.


  The stretcher men moved carefully yet swiftly through the gate and up the stairs of an obscure side opening which was marked “Exit.” As they started up the grimy iron steps, the body sloped back a little heavily, and the old brown hat fell off, revealing the dead man’s thin, disordered, and gray-grimy hair. One of the policemen picked up the hat, saying to one of the stretcher-bearers, “O.K., John, I’ve got it!” then followed him up-stairs.


  It was now early morning, about half-past three o’clock, with a sky full of blazing and delicate stars, an immense and lilac darkness, a night still cool, and full of chill, but with all the lonely and jubilant exultancy of spring in it. Far-off, half-heard, immensely mournful, wild with joy and sorrow, there was a ship lowing in the gulf of night, a great boat blowing at the harbor’s mouth.


  The street looked dark, tranquil, almost deserted—as quiet as it could ever be, and at that brief hour when all its furious noise and movement of the day seemed stilled for a moment’s breathing space, and yet preparing for another day, the taxis drilled past emptily, sparely, and at intervals, like projectiles, the feet of people made a lean and picketing noise upon the pavements, the lights burned green and red and yellow with a small, hard, lovely radiance that somehow filled the heart with strong joy and victory and belonged to the wild exultancy of the night, the ships, the springtime, and of April. A few blocks farther up the street where the great shine and glitter of the night had burned immensely like a huge censer steaming always with a dusty, pollinated, immensely brilliant light, that obscene wink had now gone dull, and shone brownly, still livid but subdued.


  When the stretcher-men emerged from the subway exit, the green dead-wagon of the police was waiting at the curb, and a few taxi-drivers with dark dingy faces had gathered on the sidewalk near the door. As the stretcher-men moved across the pavement with their burden, one of the taxi-drivers stepped after them, lifted his cap obsequiously to the dead man, saying eagerly:


  “Taxi, sir! Taxi!”


  One of the policemen, who was carrying the dead man’s hat, stopped suddenly, turned around laughing, and lifted his club with jocular menace, saying to the taxi-man:


  “You son-of-a-bitch! Go on!”


  Then the policeman, still laughing, saying “Jesus!” tossed the dead man’s hat into the green wagon, into which the stretcher-men had already shoved the body. Then one of the stretcher-men closed the doors, went around to the driver’s seat where the other was already sitting, took out a cigarette and lit it between a hard cupped palm and a twisted mouth, climbed up beside the driver, saying, “O.K. John,” and the wagon drove off swiftly. The police looked after it as it drove off. Then they all talked together for a moment more, laughed a little, spoke quietly of plans, pleasures, and duties of the future, said good-night all around, and walked off, two up the street toward the dull brown-livid smoulder of the lights, and three down the street, where it was darker, quieter, more deserted, and where the lights would shift and burn green, yellow, red.


  Meanwhile, the jesting taxi-man who had offered his services to the dead man on the stretcher turned briskly to his fellows with an air of something ended, saying sharply and jocosely:


  “Well, wattya say, boy! Wattya say!”—at the same time sparring sharply and swiftly at one of the other drivers with his open hands. Then the taxi drivers walked away toward their lines of shining, silent machines, jesting, debating, denying, laughing in their strident and derisive voices.


  And again, I looked and saw the deathless sky, the huge starred visage of the night, and heard the boats then on the river, a great ship baying at the harbor’s mouth. And instantly an enormous sanity and hope of strong exultant joy surged up in me again; and like a man who knows he is mad with thirst, yet sees real rivers at the desert’s edge, I knew I should not die and strangle like a mad dog in the tunnel’s dark, I knew I should see light once more and know new coasts and come into strange harbors, and see again, as I had once, new lands and morning.


  The face of the night, the heart of the dark, the tongue of the flame—I had known all things that lived or stirred or worked below her destiny. I was the child of night, a son among her mighty family, and I knew all that moved within the hearts of men who loved the night. I had seen them in a thousand places, and nothing that they ever said or did was strange to me. As a child, when I had been a route boy on a morning paper, I had seen them on the streets of a little town—that strange and lonely company of men who prowl the night. Sometimes they were alone, and sometimes they went together in a group of two or three, forever in mid-watches of the night in little towns prowling up and down the empty pavements of bleak streets, passing before the ghastly waxen models in the windows of the clothing stores, passing below hard bulbous clusters of white light, prowling before the facades of a hundred darkened stores, pausing at length in some little lunch-room to drawl and gossip quietly, to thrust snout, lip, and sallow jowl into the stained depths of a coffee mug, or dully to wear the slow gray ash of time away without a word.


  The memory of their faces, and their restless prowling of the night, familiar and unquestioned at the time, returned now with the strangeness of a dream. What did they want? What had they hoped to find as they prowled past a thousand doors in those little, bleak, and wintry towns?


  Their hope, their wild belief, the dark song that the night awoke in them, this thing that lived in darkness while men slept and knew a secret and exultant triumph, and that was everywhere across the land, were written in my heart. Not in the purity and sweetness of dawn with all the brave and poignant glory of its revelation, nor in the practical and homely lights of morning, nor in the silent stature of the corn at noon, the drowsy hum and stitch of three o’clock across the fields, nor in the strange magic gold and green of its wild lyric wooded earth, nor even the land that breathed quietly the last heat and violence of day away into the fathomless depth and brooding stillness of the dusk—as brave and glorious as these times and lights have been—had I felt and found the mystery, the grandeur, and the immortal beauty of America.


  I had found the dark land at the heart of night, of dark, proud, and secret night: the immense and lonely land lived for me in the brain of night. I saw its plains, its rivers, and its mountains spread out before me in all their dark immortal beauty, in all the space and joy of their huge sweep, in all their loneliness, savagery, and terror, and in all their immense and delicate fecundity. And my heart was with the hearts of all men who had heard the exultant and terrible music of wild earth, triumph, and discovery, singing a strange and bitter prophecy of love and death.


  For there was something living on the land at night. There was a dark tide moving in the hearts of men. Wild, strange, and jubilant, sweeping on across the immense and sleeping earth, it had spoken to me in a thousand watches of the night, and the language of all its dark and secret tongues was written in my heart. It had passed above me with the rhythmic sustentions of its mighty wing, it had shot away with bullet cries of a demonic ecstasy on the swift howlings of the winter wind, it had come softly, numbly, with a dark impending prescience of wild joy in the dull, soft skies of coming snow, and it had brooded, dark and wild and secret, in the night, across the land, and over the tremendous and dynamic silence of the city, stilled in its million cells of sleep, trembling forever in the night with the murmurous, remote, and mighty sound of time.


  And always, when it came to me, it had filled my heart with a wild exultant power that burst the limits of a little room, and that knew no stop of time or place or lonely distances. Joined to that dark illimitable energy of night, like a page to the wind, and westward, my spirit rushed across the earth with the wild post of the exultant furies of the dark, until I seemed to inhabit and hold within my compass the whole pattern of the earth, the huge wink of the enormous seas that feathered its illimitable shores, and the vast structure of the delicate and engulfing night.


  And I was joined in knowledge and in life with an indubitable certitude to the great company of men who lived by night and knew and loved its mystery. I knew all joys and labors and designs that such men know. I knew the life of the engineer, lit by the intermittent flares of savage furnace fires as he sat behind his throttle, in the swaying cab of his terrific locomotive, as his eyes peered out into the darkness at the spaced and lonely beacons of the semaphores, winking into the enormous dark, green, red, and white, their small and passionate assurances, and seeing the level wall of the golden wheat, lit for a moment by his furnace flare, the huge and secret earth that leaped instantly with all its mystery into the glare of the great headlight, and that was swallowed and engulfed again beneath the terrific drive of pistoned wheels.


  And I knew the passionate heart of the boy who from the darkness of his berth watched, with a wild exultancy of joy and hope and sorrow, the great stroke and fanlike sweep of the immense and imperturbable earth. Field and fold and sleeping wood, it swept past him with its strange enigma of storm-swift flight and immortal stillness, of something found and lost forever in an instant, and with a dark tongue that spoke of morning, and the sea, and the triumph of a shining city.


  I knew the secret glory that the brakeman knew, as through the night he moved along his runway on the tops of reeling freights, and saw light break before him in the east and the cool blind fragrance of the night emerge into the still pure sculpture of first light. I saw the fields and woods awake then in young sunlight, peach bloom, and the singing of the birds. And I saw the outposts of the town appear in the vast spread and flare of forty rails, as the engine swept into its final destination. I knew the fear, the ecstasy, the trembling, growing resolution of a boy who prowled outside the brothels of a sleeping town. I had seen and known the dark heart of a boy’s desire a thousand times and in a hundred little places, and it had given a tongue to darkness, an animate stillness to silent streets and bolted doors, a heart of fire and passion and wild longing to all the waste and lone immensity of night.


  I had known as well all other joys and labors of the night: the quiet voices of a country station, and the huge and brooding song of the dark Southern earth; the clean and quiet tremble of great dynamos in power stations and the perilous flares of bluish light that came from cutting torches, the showers of golden fire that exploded from them, and the intent and goggled faces of the men who used them.


  Finally, I knew the joys and labors and designs that such men know. I had known all things living on the earth by night, and finally, I had known by night the immortal fellowship of those three with whom the best part of my life was passed—proud Death, and his stern brother, Loneliness, and their great sister, Sleep. I had watched my brother and my father die in the dark mid-watches of the night, and I had known and loved the figure of proud Death when he had come. I had lived and worked and wrought alone with Loneliness, my friend, and in the darkness, in the night, in all the sleeping silence of the earth, I had looked a thousand times into the visages of Sleep, and had heard the sound of her dark horses when they came.


  Therefore, immortal fellowship, proud Death, stern Loneliness, and Sleep, dear friends, in whose communion I shall live forever, out of the passion and substance of my life, I have made this praise for you:


  To you, proud Death, who sits so grandly on the brows of little men—first to you! Proud Death, proud Death, whom I have seen by darkness, at so many times, and always when you came to nameless men, what have you ever touched that you have not touched with love and pity, Death? Proud Death, wherever we have seen your face, you came with mercy, love, and pity, Death, and brought to all of us your compassionate sentences of pardon and release. For have you not retrieved from exile the desperate lives of men who never found their home? Have you not opened your dark door for us who never yet found doors to enter and given us a room who, roomless, doorless, unassuaged, were driven on forever through the streets of life? Have you not offered us your stern provender, Death, with which to stay the hunger that grew to madness from the food it fed upon, and given all of us the goal for which we sought but never found, the certitude, the peace, for which our overladen hearts contended, and made for us, in your dark house, an end of all the tortured wandering and unrest that lashed us on forever? Proud Death, proud Death, not for the glory that you added to the glory of the king, proud Death, nor for the honor that you imposed upon the dignities of famous men, proud Death, nor for the final magic that you have given to the lips of genius, Death, but because you come so gloriously to us who never yet knew glory, so proudly and sublimely to us whose lives were nameless and obscure, because you give to all of us—the nameless, faceless, voiceless atoms of the earth—the awful chrism of your grandeur, Death, because I have seen and known you so well, and have lived alone so long with Loneliness, your brother, I do not fear you any longer, friend, and have made this praise for you.


  Now, Loneliness forever and the earth again! Dark brother and stern friend, immortal face of darkness and of night, with whom the half part of my life was spent, and with whom I shall abide now till my death forever, what is there for me to fear as long as you are with me? Heroic friend, blood-brother of proud Death, dark face, have we not gone together down a million streets, have we not coursed together the great and furious avenues of night, have we not crossed the stormy seas alone, and known strange lands, and come again to walk the continent of night, and listen to the silence of the earth? Have we not been brave and glorious when we were together, friend, have we not known triumph, joy, and glory on this earth—and will it not be again with me as it was then, if you come back to me? Come to me, brother, in the watches of the night, come to me in the secret and most silent heart of darkness, come to me as you always came, bringing to me again the old invincible strength, the deathless hope, the triumphant joy and confidence that will storm the ramparts of the earth again.


  Come to me through the fields of night, dear friend, come to me with the horses of your sister, Sleep, and we shall listen to the silence of the earth and darkness once again, we shall listen to the heartbeats of the sleeping men as with soft and rushing thunder of their hooves the strange dark horses of great Sleep come on again.


  They come! Ships call! The hooves of night, the horses of great Sleep, are coming on below their manes of darkness. And forever the rivers run. Deep as the tides of Sleep the rivers run. We call!


  As from dark winds and waters of our sleep on which a few stars sparely look, we grope our feelers in the sea’s dark bed. Whether to polyped spore, blind sucks or crawls or seavalves of the brain, we call through slopes and glades of night’s dark waters on great fish. Call to the strange dark fish, or to the dart and hoary flaking of electric fins, or to the sea-worms of the brain that lash great fish to bloody froth upon the seafloor’s coral stipes. Or, in vast thickets of our sleep to call to blue gulphs and deep immensities of night, call to the cat’s bright blazing glare and ceaseless prowl; call to all things that swim or crawl or fly, all subtlest unseen stirs, all half-heard, half-articulated whisperings, O forested and far!—call to the hooves of sleep through all the waste and lone immensity of night: “Return! Return!”


  They come: My great dark horses come! With soft and rushing thunder of their hooves they come, and the horses of Sleep are galloping, galloping over the land.


  Oh, softly, softly the great dark horses of Sleep are galloping over the land. The great black bats are flying over us. The tides of Sleep are moving through the nation; beneath the tides of Sleep and time strange fish are moving.


  For Sleep has crossed the worn visages of day, and in the night time, in the dark, in all the sleeping silence of the towns, the faces of ten million men are strange and dark as time. In Sleep we lie all naked and alone, in Sleep we are united at the heart of night and darkness, and we are strange and beautiful asleep; for we are dying in the darkness, and we know no death, there is no death, there is no life, no joy, no sorrow, and no glory on the earth but Sleep.


  Come, mild and magnificent Sleep, and let your tides flow through the nation. Oh, daughter of unmemoried desire, sister of Death, and my stern comrade, Loneliness, bringer of peace and dark forgetfulness, healer and redeemer, dear enchantress, hear us: come to us through the fields of night, over the plains and rivers of the everlasting earth, bringing to the huge vexed substance of this world and to all the fury, pain, and madness of our lives the merciful anodyne of your redemption. Seal up the porches of our memory, tenderly, gently, steal our lives away from us, blot out the vision of lost love, lost days, and all our ancient hungers, great Transformer, heal us!


  Oh, softly, softly, the great dark horses of Sleep are galloping over the land. The tides of Sleep are moving in the hearts of men, they flow like rivers in the night, they flow with lapse and reluctation of their breath, with glut and fullness of their dark unfathomed strength into a million pockets of the land and over the shores of the whole earth. They flow with the full might of their advancing and inexorable flood across the continent of night, across the breadth and sweep of the immortal earth, until the hearts of all men living are relieved of their harsh weight, the souls of all men who have ever drawn in the breath of anguish and of labor are healed, assuaged, and conquered by the vast enchantments of dark, silent, all-engulfing sleep.


  Sleep falls like silence on the earth, it fills the hearts of ninety million men, it moves like magic in the mountains, and walks like night and darkness across the plains and rivers of the earth, until low upon the lowlands, and high upon the hills, flows gently sleep, smooth-sliding sleep—oh, sleep—sleep—sleep!


  [¬]


  NO DOOR


  A Story of Time and the Wanderer


  [Scribner’s Magazine, July 1933]


  ... of wandering forever and the earth again ... of seed-time, bloom, and the mellow-dropping harvest. And of the big flowers, the rich flowers, the strange unknown flowers.


  Where shall the weary rest? When shall the lonely of heart come home? What doors are open for the wanderer, and in what place, and in what land, and in what time?


  Where? Where the weary of heart can abide forever, where the weary of wandering can find peace, where the tumult, the fever, and the fret shall be forever stilled.


  Who owns the earth? Did we want the earth that we should wander on it? Did we need the earth that we were never still upon it? Whoever needs the earth shall have the earth: he shall be still upon it, he shall rest within a little space, he shall dwell in one small room forever.


  Did he feel the need of a thousand tongues that he sought thus through the moil and horror of ten thousand furious streets? He shall need a tongue no longer, he shall need no tongue for silence and the earth: he shall speak no word through the rooted lips, the snake’s cold eye will peer for him through the sockets of the brain, there will be no cry out of the heart where wells the vine.


  The tarantula is crawling through the rotted oak, the adder lisps against the breast, cups fall: but the earth will endure forever. The flower of love is living in the wilderness, and the elmroot threads the bones of buried lovers.


  The dead tongue withers and the dead heart rots, blind mouths crawl tunnels through the buried flesh, but the earth will endure forever; hair grows like April on the buried breast, and from the sockets of the brain the death-flowers will grow and will not perish.


  O flower of love whose strong lips drink us downward into death, in all things far and fleeting, enchantress of our twenty thousand days, the brain will madden and the heart be twisted, broken by her kiss, but glory, glory, glory, she remains: Immortal love, alone and aching in the wilderness, we cried to you: You were not absent from our loneliness.


  I

  OCTOBER: 1931


  It is wonderful with what warm enthusiasm well-kept people who have never been alone in all their life can congratulate you on the joys of solitude. I know whereof I speak. I have been alone a great deal of my life—more than anyone I know, and I also knew, for one short period of my life, a few of these well-kept people. And their passionate longing for the life of loneliness is astonishing. In the evening they are driven out to their fine house in the country where their wives and children eagerly await them; or to their magnificent apartments in the city where their lovely wife or charming mistress is waiting for them with a tender smile, a perfumed, anointed, and seductive body, and the embrace of love. And all this is as a handful of cold dust and ashes, and a little dross.


  Sometimes one of them invites you out to dinner: your host is a plump and pleasant gentleman of forty-six, a little bald, healthily plump, well-nourished-looking, and yet with nothing gross and sensual about him. Indeed, he is a most aesthetic-looking millionaire, his features, although large and generous, are full of sensitive intelligence, his manners are gentle, quietly subdued, his smile a little sad, touched faintly with a whimsy of ironic humor, as of one who has passed through all the anguish, hope, and tortured fury youth can know, and now knows what to expect from life and whose “eye-lids are a bit weary,” patiently resigned, and not too bitter about it.


  Yet life has not dealt over-harshly with our host: the evidences of his interest in un-monied, precious things is quietly, expensively, all around him. He lives in a penthouse apartment near the East River: the place is furnished with all the discrimination of a quiet but distinguished taste, he has several of Jacob Epstein’s heads and figures, including one of himself which the sculptor made “two years ago when I was over there,” and he also has a choice collection of rare books and first editions, and after admiring these treasures appreciatively, you all step out upon the roof for a moment to admire the view you get there of the river.


  Evening is coming fast, and the tall frosted glasses in your hands make a thin but pleasant tinkling, and the great city is blazing there in your vision in its terrific frontal sweep and curtain of star-flung towers, now sown with the diamond pollen of a million lights, and the sun has set behind them, and the old red light of fading day is painted without heat or violence upon the river—and you see the boats, the tugs, the barges passing, and the winglike swoop of bridges with exultant joy—and night has come, and there are ships there—there are ships—and a wild intolerable longing in you that you cannot utter.


  When you go back into the room again, you feel very far away from Brooklyn, where you live, and everything you felt about the city as a child, before you ever knew about it, now seems not only possible, but about to happen.


  The great vision of the city is living in your heart in all its enchanted colors just as it did when you were twelve years old and thought about it. You think that same glorious happiness of fortune, fame, and triumph will be yours at any minute, that you are about to take your place among great men and lovely women in a life more fortunate and happy than any you have ever known—that it is all here, somehow, waiting for you and only an inch away if you will touch it, only a word away if you will speak it, only a wall, a door, a stride from you if you only knew the place where you may enter.


  And somehow the old wild wordless hope awakes again that you will find it—the door that you can enter—that this man is going to tell you. The very air you breathe now is filled with the thrilling menace of some impossible good fortune. Again you want to ask him what the magic secret is that has given his life such power, authority, and ease, and made all the brutal struggle, pain, and ugliness of life, the fury, hunger, and the wandering, seem so far away, and you think he is going to tell you—to give this magic secret to you—but he tells you nothing. And finally, you are certain of nothing—except that your drink is very good and that dinner is ahead of you. And all the old bewilderment and confusion of the soul you always felt when you thought of the mystery of time and the city returns to you. You remember how the city blazed before you like a fable the first time when you came through the portals of the mighty station and saw it—how it was like something you had always known and yet could not believe was possible, and how unbelievably it was true and was set there in its legend of enchanted time so that even the million dark and driven faces on its swarming pavements had this same legend of enchanted time upon them—a thing that was City-Time, and not your time, and that you always had lived in as a stranger, and that was more real than morning, and more phantasmal than a dream to you.


  And for a moment this old unsearchable mystery of time and the city returns to overwhelm your spirit with the horrible sensations of defeat and drowning. You see this man, his mistress, and all the other city people you have known in shapes of deathless brightness, and yet their life and time are stranger to you than a dream, and you think that you are doomed to walk among them always as a phantom who can never grasp their life or make their time your own. It seems to you now that you are living in a world of creatures who have learned to live without weariness or agony of the soul, in a life which you can never touch, approach, or apprehend; a strange city-race who have never lived in a dimension of time that is like your own, and that can be measured in minutes, hours, days, and years, but in dimensions of fathomless and immemorable sensation; who can be remembered only at some moment in their lives nine thousand enthusiasms back, twenty thousand nights of drunkenness ago, eight hundred parties, four million cruelties, nine thousand treacheries or infidelities, two hundred love affairs gone by—and whose lives therefore take on a fabulous and horrible age of sensation, that has never known youth or remembered innocence and that induces in you the sensation of drowning in a sea of horror, a sea of blind, dateless, and immemorable time. There is no door.


  But now your host, with his faintly bitter and ironic smile, has poured himself out another good stiff drink of honest rye into a tall thin glass that has some ice in it, and smacked his lips around it with an air of rumination, and after two or three reflective swallows, begins to get a trifle sorrowful about the life harsh destiny has picked out for him.


  While his mistress sits prettily upon the fat edge of an upholstered chair, stroking her cool and delicate fingers gently over his knit brows, and while his good man Ponsonby or Kato is quietly “laying out his things” for dinner, he stares gloomily ahead, and with a bitter smile congratulates you on the blessed luck that has permitted you to live alone in the Armenian section of South Brooklyn.


  Well, you say, living alone in South Brooklyn has its drawbacks. The place you live in is shaped just like a pullman car, except that it is not so long and has only one window at each end. There are bars over the front window that your landlady has put there to keep the thugs in that sweet neighborhood from breaking in; in winter the place is cold and dark, and sweats with clammy water; in summer you do all the sweating yourself, but you do get plenty of it, quite enough for any one; the place gets hot as hell.


  Moreover—and here you really begin to warm up to your work—when you get up in the morning the sweet aroma of the old Gowanus Canal gets into your nostrils, into your mouth, into your lungs, into everything you do, or think, or say! It is, you say, one gigantic Stink, a symphonic Smell, a vast organ-note of stupefying odor, cunningly contrived, compacted, and composted of eighty-seven separate several putrefactions; and with a rich and mounting enthusiasm, you name them all for him. There is in it, you say, the smell of melted glue and of burned rubber. It has in it the fragrance of deceased, decaying cats, the odor of rotten cabbage, prehistoric eggs, and old tomatoes; the smell of burning rags and putrefying offal; mixed with the fragrance of a boneyard horse, now dead, the hide of a skunk, and the noisome stenches of a stagnant sewer: it has as well the—


  But at this moment your host throws his head back and, with a look of rapture on his face, draws in upon the air the long full respiration of ecstatic satisfaction, as if, in this great panoply of smells, he really had found the breath of life itself, and then cries:


  “Wonderful! Wonderful! Oh, simply swell! Marvelous!” he cries and throws back his head again, with a shout of exultant laughter.


  “Oh, John!” his lady says at this point with a troubled look upon her lovely face, “I don’t think you’d like a place like that at all. It sounds simply dreadful! I don’t like to hear about it,” she says, with a pretty little shudder of distaste. “I think it’s simply terrible that they let people live in places like that!”


  “Oh!” he says, “it’s wonderful! The power, the richness, and the beauty of it all!” he cries.


  Well, you agree, it’s wonderful enough. And it’s got power and richness—sure enough! As to the beauty—that’s a different matter. You are not so sure of that—but even as you say this you remember many things. You remember a powerful big horse, slow-footed, shaggy in the hoof, with big dappled spots of iron gray upon it, that stood one brutal day in August by the curb. Its driver had unhitched it from the wagon, and it stood there with its great patient head bent down in an infinite and quiet sorrow, and a little boy with black eyes and a dark face was standing by it, holding some sugar in his hand, and its driver, a man who had the tough seamed face of the city, stepped in on the horse with a bucket full of water which he threw against the horse’s side. For a second, the great flanks shuddered gratefully and began to smoke, the man stepped back on to the curb and began to look the animal over with a keen deliberate glance, and the boy stood there, rubbing his hand quietly into the horse’s muzzle, and talking softly to it all the time.


  Then you remember how a tree that leaned over into the narrow little alley where you live had come to life that year, and how you watched it day by day as it came into its moment of glory of young magic green. And you remember a raw, rusty street along the waterfront, with its naked and brutal life, its agglomeration of shacks, tenements, and slums and huge grimy piers, its unspeakable ugliness and beauty, and you remember how you came along this street one day at sunset, and saw all the colors of the sun and harbor, flashing, blazing, and shifting in swarming motes, in an iridescent web of light and color for an instant on the blazing side of a proud white ship.


  And you start to tell your host what it was like and how the evening looked and felt—of the thrilling smell and savor of the huge deserted pier, of the fading light upon old brick of shambling houses, and of the blazing beauty of that swarming web of light and color on the ship’s great prow, but when you start to tell about it, you cannot, nor ever recapture the feeling of mystery, exultancy, and wild sorrow that you felt then.


  Yes, there has been beauty enough—enough to burst the heart, madden the brain, and tear the sinews of your life asunder—but what is there to say? You remember all these things, and then ten thousand others, but when you start to tell the man about them, you cannot.


  Instead, you just tell him about the place you live in: of how dark and hot it is in summer, how clammy and cold in winter, and of how hard it is to get anything good to eat. You tell him about your landlady who is a hard-bitten ex-reporter. You tell him what a good and liberal-hearted woman she is; how rough and ready, full of life and energy, how she likes drinking and the fellowship of drinking men, and knows all the rough and seamy side of life which a newspaper reporter gets to know.


  You tell how she has been with murderers before their execution, got the story from them or their mothers, climbed over sides of ships to get a story, forced herself in at funerals, followed burials to the graveyard, trampled upon every painful, decent, and sorrowful emotion of mankind—all to get that story; and still remains a decent woman, an immensely good, generous, and lusty-living person, and yet an old maid, and a puritan, somehow, to the roots of her soul.


  You tell how she went mad several years before and spent two years in an asylum: you tell how moments of this madness still come back to her, and of how you went home one night several months before, to find her stretched out on your bed, only to rise and greet you as the great lover of her dreams—Doctor Eustace McNamee, a name, a person, and a love she had invented for herself. Then you tell of her fantastic family, her three sisters and her father, all touched with the same madness, but without her energy, power, and high ability; and of how she has kept the whole crowd going since her eighteenth year.


  You tell about the old man who is an inventor who does not invent; of how he invented a corkscrew with a cork attached that would not cork; an unlockable lock; and [an] unbreakable looking-glass that wouldn’t look. And you tell how the year before he inherited $120,000—the first money he had ever had—and promptly took it down to Wall Street where he was promptly shorn of it, meanwhile sending his wife and daughters to Europe in the nuptial suite of a palatial liner and cabling them when they wanted to come back: “Push on to Rome, my children! Push on, push on! Your father’s making millions!”


  Yes, all this, and a hundred other things about this incredible, mad, fantastic, and yet high-hearted family which I had found in a dingy alleyway in Brooklyn I could tell my host. And I could tell him a thousand other things about the people all about me—of the Armenians, Spaniards, Irishmen in the alley who came home on week days and turned on the radio, until the whole place was yelling with a hundred dissonances, and who came home on Saturday to get drunk and beat their wives—the whole intimate course and progress of their lives published nakedly from a hundred open windows with laugh, shout, scream, and curse.


  I could tell him how they fought, got drunk, and murdered; how they robbed, held up, and blackjacked, how they whored and stole and killed—all of which was part of the orderly and decent course of life for them—and yet, how they could howl with outraged modesty, complain to the police, and send a delegation to us when the young nephew of my landlady lay for an hour upon our patch of backyard grass clad only in his bathing trunks.


  “Yuh gotta nekkid man out deh!” they said, in tones of hushed accusatory horror.


  Yes, we—good sir, who are so fond of irony—we, old Whittaker, the inventor, and Mad Maude, his oldest daughter, who would grumble at a broken saucer, and then stuff lavish breakfasts down your throat, who would patiently water twenty little feet of backyard earth from April until August, and until the grass grew beautifully, and then would turn twenty skinny, swarthy, and half-naked urchins loose into it to stamp it into muddy ruin in twenty minutes while she played the hose upon their grimy little bodies; we, this old man, his daughters, and his grandson, three bank clerks, a cartoonist, two young fellows who worked for Hearst, and myself; we, good sir, who sometimes brought a girl into our rooms, got drunk, wept, confessed sinful and unworthy lives, read Shakespeare, Milton, Whitman, Donne, the Bible—and the sporting columns—we, young, foolish, old, mad, and bewildered as we were, but who had never murdered, robbed, or knocked the teeth out of a woman; we, who were fairly decent, kind, and liberal-hearted people as the world goes, were the pariahs of Balcony Square—called so because there was neither square nor balconies, but just a little narrow alleyway, a long brick wall, and a row of dingy little houses, made over from the stables and coach houses of an earlier and more wealthy day.


  Yes, we were suspect, enemies to order and public morals, shameless partakers in an open and indecent infamy, and our neighbors looked at us with all the shuddering reprehension of their mistrustful eyes as they beat their wives like loving husbands, cut each other’s throats with civic pride, and went about their honest toil of murder, robbery, and assault like the self-respecting citizens they were.


  Meanwhile, a man was murdered, with his head bashed in, upon the step of a house three doors below me; and a drunken woman got out of an automobile one night at two o’clock, screaming indictments of her escort to the whole neighborhood.


  “Yuh gotta pay me, ya big bum!” she yelled. “Yuh gotta pay me now! Give me my three dollehs, or I’ll go home and make my husband beat it out of yah! No son-of-a-bitch alive is goin’ to —— me an’ get away wit’ it f’r nothin’!! Come on an’ pay me now!” she yelled.


  “Staht actin’ like a lady!” said the man in lower tones. “I wont pay yuh till yuh staht actin’ like a lady! Yuh gotta staht actin’ like a lady!” he insisted, with a touching devotion to the rules of gallantry.


  And this had continued until he started the engine of his car and drove off at furious speed, leaving her to wander up and down the alleyway for hours, screaming and sobbing, cursing foully and calling down the vengeance of her husband on this suitor who had thus misused her—an indictment that had continued unmolested until three young ambitious thugs had seized the opportunity to go out and rob her; they passed my window, running, in the middle of the night, one fearful and withdrawing, saying, “Jeez! I’m sick! I don’t feel good! Wait a minute! Youse guys go on an’ do it by yourself! I want a cup of coffee!”—And the others snarling savagely:


  “Come on! Come on, yuh yellah bastad! If yah don’t come on, I’ll moiduh yuh!” And they had gone, their quick feet scampering nimbly in the dark, while the woman’s drunken and demented howls came faintly from the other end, and then ceased.


  Your host has been enchanted by that savage chronicle. He smites himself upon the brow with rapture, crying, “Oh, grand! Grand! What a lucky fellow you are! If I were in your place, I’d be the happiest man alive!”


  You take a look about you and say nothing.


  “To be free! To go about and see these things!” he cries. “To live among real people! To see life as it is, in the raw—the real stuff, not like this!” he says with a weary look at all the suave furnishings of illusion that surround him. “And above all else, to be alone!”


  You ask him if he has ever been alone, if he knows what loneliness is like. You try to tell him, but he knows about this, too. He smiles faintly, ironically, and dismisses it, and you, with a wise man’s weary tolerance of youth: “I know! I know!” he sighs. “But all of us are lonely, and after all, my boy, the real loneliness for most of us is here!”—and he taps himself a trifle to the left of the third shirt stud, in the presumptive region of his heart. “But you! Free, young, and footloose, with the whole world to explore—You have a fine life! What more, in God’s name, could a man desire?”


  Well, what is there to say? For a moment, the blood is pounding at your temples, a hot retort springs sharp and bitter to your lips, and you feel that you could tell him many things. You could tell him, and not be very nice or dainty with it, that there’s a hell of a lot more that a man desires: good food and wonderful companions, comfort, ease, security, a lovely woman like the one who sits beside him now, and an end to the loneliness—but what is there to say?


  For you are what you are, you know what you know, and there are no words for loneliness, black, bitter, and aching loneliness, that gnaws the roots of silence in the night. It lies beside us in the darkness while the river flows, it fills us with wild secret song and the unmeasured desolations of gray time, and it abides with us forever, and is still, until we cannot root it from our blood or pluck it from our soul or unweave it from our brain. Its taste is acrid, sharp, and bitter at the edges of our mouth, and it is with us, in us, around us all the time, our jail, our captive, and our master, all in one, whose dark visage we cannot decipher from our own, whom we have fought, loved, hated, finally accepted, and with whom we must abide now to our death forever.


  So what is there to say? There has been life enough, and power, grandeur, joy enough, and there has been also beauty enough, and God knows there has been squalor and filth and misery and madness and despair enough; murder and cruelty and hate enough, and loneliness enough to fill your bowels with the substance of gray horror, and to crust your lips with its hard and acrid taste of desolation.


  And oh, there has been time enough, even in Brooklyn there is time enough, strange time, dark secret time enough, dark million-visaged time enough, forever flowing by you like a river, in the daytime, in the dark, flowing round you like a river, making your life its own as it makes all lives and cities of the earth its own, mining into its tides the earth as it mines the million dark and secret moments of your life into its tides, mining against the sides of ships, moving across the edges of your soul, foaming about the piled crustings of old wharves in darkness, sliding like time and silence by the vast cliffs of the city, girdling the stony isle of life with moving waters—thick with the wastes of earth, dark with our stains, and heavied with our dumpings, rich, rank, beautiful, and unending as all life, all living as it flows by us, by us, by us, to the sea.


  Oh! there has been time enough, dark-visaged time enough—even in cellar-depths in Brooklyn there is time enough, but when you try to tell the man about it, you cannot, for what is there to say?


  For suddenly you remember how the tragic light of evening falls even on the huge and rusty jungle of the earth known as Brooklyn and on the faces of all the men with dead eyes and with flesh of tallow gray, and of how even in Brooklyn they lean upon the sills of evening in that sad hushed light. And you remember how you lay one evening on your couch in your cool cellar depth in Brooklyn, and listened to the sounds of evening and to the dying birdsong in your tree; and you remember how two windows were thrown up, and you heard two voices—a woman’s and a man’s—begin to speak in that soft tragic light. And the memory of their words came back to you, like the haunting refrain of some old song—as it was heard and lost in Brooklyn.


  “Yuh musta been away,” said one, in that sad light.


  “Yeah, I been away. I just got back,” the other said.


  “Yeah? Dat’s just what I was t’inkin’,” said the other. “I been t’inkin’ dat yuh musta been away.”


  “Yeah, I been away on my vacation. I just got back.”


  “Oh, yeah? Dat’s what I t’ought meself. I was t’inkin’ just duh otheh day dat I hadn’t seen yuh f’r some time, ‘I guess she’s gone away,’ I says.”


  And then for seconds there was silence—save for the dying birdsong, voices in the street, faint sounds and shouts and broken calls, and something hushed in evening, far, immense, and murmurous in the air.


  “Well, wat’s t’ noos since I been gone?” the voice went on in quietness in soft tragic light. “Has anyt’ing happened sinct I was away?”


  “Nah! Nuttin’s happened,” the other made reply. “About duh same as usual—you know?” it said with difficult constraint, inviting intuitions for the spare painfulness of barren tongues.


  “Yeah, I know,” the other answered with a tranquil resignation—and there was silence then in Brooklyn.


  “I guess Fatheh Grogan died sinct you was gone,” a voice began.


  “Oh, yeah?” the other voice replied with tranquil interest.


  “Yeah.”


  And for a waiting moment there was silence.


  “Say, dat’s too bad, isn’t it?” the quiet voice said with comfortless regret.


  “Yeah. He died on Sattidy. When he went home on Friday night he was O.K.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  And for a moment they were balanced in strong silence.


  “Gee, dat was tough, wasn’t it?”


  “Yeah. Dey didn’t find him till duh next day at ten o’clock. When dey went to look for him, he was lyin’ stretched out on duh bat’ room floeh.”


  “Oh, yeah?”


  “Yeah. Dey found him lyin’ deh,” it said.


  And for a moment more the voices hung in balanced silence.


  “Gee, dat’s too bad. ... I guess I was away when all dat happened.”


  “Yeah. Yuh musta been away.”


  “Yeah, dat was it, I guess. I musta been away. Oddehwise I woulda hoid. I was away.”


  “Well, so long, kid. ... I’ll be seein’ yuh.”


  “Well, so long!”


  A window closed, and there was silence; evening and far sounds and broken cries in Brooklyn, Brooklyn, in the formless, rusty, and unnumbered wilderness of life.


  And now the old red light fades swiftly from the old red brick of rusty houses, and there are voices in the air, and somewhere music, and we are lying there, blind atoms in our cellar-depths, gray voiceless atoms on the manswarm desolation of the earth, and our fame is lost, our names forgotten, our powers are wasting from us like mined earth, while we lie here at evening and the river flows ... and dark time is feeding like a vulture on our entrails, and we know that we are lost, and cannot stir ... and there are ships there! there are ships! ... and Christ! we are all dying in the darkness! ... and yuh musta been away ... yuh musta been away. ...


  And that is a moment of dark time, that is one of strange, million-visaged time’s dark faces. Here is another:


  II

  OCTOBER: 1923


  My life, more than the life of any one I know, has been spent in solitude and wandering. Why this is true, or how it happened, I have never known; yet it is so. From my fifteenth year—save for a single interval—I have lived about as solitary a life as modern man can have. I mean by this that the number of hours, days, months, and years—the actual time that I have spent alone—has been immense and extraordinary.


  And this fact is all the more astonishing because I never seemed to seek out solitude, nor did I shrink from life or seek to build myself into a wall away from all the fury and turmoil of the earth. I loved life so dearly that I was driven mad by the thirst and hunger that I felt for it, a hunger so literal, cruel, and physical that it wanted to devour the earth and all the people in it.


  At college, I would prowl the stacks of the great library at night pulling books out of a thousand shelves and reading them like a mad man. The thought of these vast stacks of books would drive me mad; the more I read, the less I seemed to know; the greater the number of books I read, the greater the immense uncountable number of those which I could never read would seem to be. Within a period of ten years I read at least twenty thousand volumes—deliberately I have set the figure low—and opened the pages and looked through many times that number. If this seems unbelievable, I am sorry for it, but it happened. Yet all this terrific orgy of the books brought me no comfort, peace, or wisdom of the mind and heart. Instead, my fury and despair increased from what it fed upon, my hunger mounted with the food it ate.


  And it was the same with everything I did.


  For this fury which drove me on to read so many books had nothing to do with scholarship, nothing to do with academic honors, nothing to do with formal learning. I was not in any way a scholar and did not want to be one. I simply wanted to know about everything on earth, and it drove me mad when I saw that I could not do this. In the midst of a furious burst of reading in the enormous library, the thought of the streets outside and the great city all around me would drive through my body like a sword. It would now seem to me that every second that I passed among the books was being wasted—that at this moment something priceless, irrecoverable, was happening in the streets, and that if I could only get to it in time and see it, I would somehow get the knowledge of the whole thing in me—the source, the well, the spring from which all men and words and actions and every design upon this earth proceed.


  And I would rush out in the streets to find it, be hurled through the tunnel into Boston and then spend hours in driving myself savagely through a hundred streets, looking into the faces of a million people, trying to get an instant and conclusive picture of all they did and said and were, of all their million destinies. And I would search the furious streets until bone and brain and blood could stand no more—until every sinew of my life and spirit was wrung, trembling and exhausted, and my heart sank down beneath its weight of despair and desolation.


  Yet a furious hope, a wild extravagant belief was burning in me all the time. I would write down enormous charts and plans and projects of all that I proposed to do in life—a program of work and living which would have exhausted the energies of ten thousand men. I would get up in the middle of the night to scrawl down insane catalogs of all that I had seen and done: the number of books I had read, the number of miles I had traveled, the number of people I had known, the number of women I had slept with, the number of meals I had eaten, the number of towns I had visited, the number of states I had been in.


  And at one moment I would gloat and chuckle over these stupendous lists like a miser gloating over his hoard, only to groan bitterly with despair the next moment, and to beat my head against the wall, as I remembered the overwhelming amount of all I had not seen or done, or known. Then I would begin another list filled with enormous catalogs of all the books I had not read, all the food I had not eaten, all the women I had not slept with, all the states I had not been in, all the towns I had not visited. Then I would write down plans and programs whereby all these things must be accomplished, how many years it would take to do it all, and how old I would be when I had finished. An enormous wave of hope and joy would surge up in me, because it now looked easy, and I had no doubts at all that I could do it.


  I never asked myself how I was going to live while this was going on, where I was going to get the money for this gigantic adventure, and what I was going to do to make it possible. Although I had a good mind in some respects, I was no better than a child when it came to things like this; the fact that to explore and devour the world, as I was going to do, would require the fortune of a millionaire had no meaning to me at all. If I thought about it, it seemed to have no importance or reality whatever—I just dismissed it impatiently, or with a conviction that some old man would die and leave me a fortune; that I was going to pick up a purse containing hundreds of thousands of dollars while walking in the Fenway, and that the reward would be enough to keep me going; or that a beautiful and rich young widow, true-hearted, tender, loving and voluptuous, who had carrot-colored hair, little freckles on her face, a snub nose and luminous gray-green eyes with something wicked, yet loving and faithful, in them, and one gold filling in her solid little teeth, was going to fall in love with me, marry me, and be forever true and faithful to me while I went reading, eating, drinking, whoring, and devouring my way around the world; or finally that I would write a book or play every year or so, which would be a great success, and yield me fifteen or twenty thousand dollars at a crack.


  Thus I went storming away at the whole earth about me, sometimes mad with despair, weariness, and bewilderment; and sometimes wild with jubilant and exultant joy and certitude as the conviction came to me that everything would happen as I wished. Then at night I would hear the vast sounds and silence of the earth and of the continent of night, until it seemed to me it was all spread before me like a map—rivers, plains, and mountains and ten thousand sleeping towns; it seemed to me that I saw everything at once.


  Then I would think about the State of Kansas, of Wyoming, Colorado, or some other place where I had never been, and I could sleep no more, and I would twist about in bed, and tear the sheets, get up and smoke, and walk around the room. I would feel an intolerable desire to go and see these places, to hear the voices of the people, to step out of the train upon the earth, and it seemed to me if I could do this only for five minutes I would be satisfied. I would become obsessed with the notion that the earth of these places would look and feel different from anything I had ever known, that it had a quality and texture of its own, a kind of elastic quality so that the foot would spring upon it, and also a feeling of depth and solidity which the earth in the East did not have. And I felt that I could never rest in peace again until I had stepped upon this earth, and tested it.


  Meanwhile, the great antagonists of fixity and everlasting change, of wandering forever and return, of weariness intolerable and insatiate thirst, of certitude and peace and no desire and everlasting torment of the soul, had begun to wage perpetual warfare in me. And now I hardly ever thought of home. Rather, like a man held captive in some green land of sorcery who does not know the years are passing while he dreams his life away, the enormous plant of time, desire, and memory flowered and fed forever with a cancerous growth through all the tissues of my life until the earth I came from, and the life that I had known seemed remote and buried as the sunken cities of Atlantis.


  Then, one day I awoke at morning and thought of home. A lock-bolt was shot back in my memory, and a door was opened. Suddenly, as if a curtain of dark sorcery had been lifted from my vision, I saw the earth I came from, and all the people I had known in shapes of deathless brightness. And instantly an intolerable desire to see them all again began to burn in me. I said: “I must go home again!” And this, too, all men who ever wandered on the earth have said.


  Three years had passed by like a dream. During this time my father had died. That year I went home for the last time in October.


  October had come again, and that year it was sharp and soon: frost was early, burning the thick green on the mountain sides to the massed brilliant hues of blazing colors, painting the air with sharpness, sorrow, and delight. Sometimes, and often, there was warmth by day, and ancient drowsy light, a golden warmth and pollinated haze in afternoon, but over all the earth there was the premonitory breath of frost, an exultancy for all men who were returning and for all those who were gone and would not come again.


  My father was dead, and now it seemed to me that I had never found him. He was dead, and yet I sought him everywhere, and could not believe that he was dead, and was sure that I would find him. It was October and that year, after years of absence and of wandering, I had come home again.


  I could not think that he had died, but I had come home in October, and all the life that I had known there was strange and sorrowful as dreams. And yet I saw it all in shapes of deathless brightness—the town, the streets, the magic hills, and the plain prognathous faces of the people I had known as if I had revisited the shores of this great earth with a heart of fire, a cry of pain and ecstasy, a memory of intolerable longing and regret for all that glorious and exultant life which I must visit now forever as a fleshless ghost, never to touch, to hold, to have its palpable warmth and substance for my own again. I had come home again, and yet I could not believe that he was dead, and I thought I heard his great voice ringing in the street again and that I would see him striding toward me across the Square with his gaunt earth-devouring stride, or find him waiting every time I turned the corner, or lunging toward the house bearing the tremendous provender of his food and meat, bringing to us all the deathless security of his strength and power and passion, bringing to us all again the roaring message of his fires that shook the firefull chimney throat with their terrific blast, giving to us all again the exultant knowledge that the good days, the magic days, the golden weather of our lives, would come again, and that this dream-like and phantasmal world in which I found myself would waken instantly, as it had once, to all the palpable warmth and glory of the earth, if only my father would come back to make it live, to give us life, again.


  Therefore, I could not think that he was dead. And at night, in my mother’s house, I would lie in my bed in the dark, hearing the wind that rattled dry leaves along the empty pavement, hearing far-off across the wind, the barking of a dog, feeling dark time, strange time, dark secret time, as it flowed on around me, remembering my life, this house, and all the million strange and secret visages of time, thinking, feeling, thinking:


  “October has come again, has come again. ... I have come home again and found my father dead ... and that was time ... time ... time. ... Where shall I go now? What shall I do? For October has come again, but there has gone some richness from the life we knew, and we are lost.”


  Storm shook the house at night—the old house, my mother’s house—where I had seen my brother die. The old doors swung and creaked in the darkness, darkness pressed against the house, the darkness filled us, filled the house at night, it moved about us soft and secret, palpable, filled with a thousand secret presences of sorrowful time and memory, moving about me as I lay below my brother’s room in darkness, while storm shook the house and something creaked and rattled in the wind’s strong blast.


  Wind beat at us with burly shoulders in the night. The darkness moved there in the house like something silent, palpable—a spirit breathing in my mother’s house, a demon and a friend—speaking to me its silent and intolerable prophecy of flight, of secrecy and of storm, moving about me constantly, prowling about the edges of my life, ever beside me, in me, whispering:


  “Child, child—come with me—come with me to your brother’s grave tonight. Come with me to the places where the young men lie whose bodies have long since been buried in the earth. Come with me where they walk and move again tonight, and you shall see your brother’s face again, and hear his voice, and see again, as they march toward you from their graves, the company of the young men who died, as he did, in October, speaking to you their messages of flight, of triumph, and the all-exultant darkness, telling you that it all will be again as it was once.”


  And I would lie there thinking:


  “October has come again—has come again”—feeling the dark around me, not believing that my father could be dead, thinking: “The strange and lonely years have come again. ... I have come home again ... come home again ... and will it not be with us as it has been again?”—feeling darkness as it moved about me, thinking, “Is it not the same darkness that I knew in Childhood, and have not I lain here in bed before, and felt this darkness moving all about me? ... Did we not hear dogs that barked in darkness, in October,” I then thought. “Were not their howls far-broken by the wind? ... And hear dry leaves that scampered on the streets at night ... and the huge and burly rushes of the wind ... and hear limbs that stiffly creak in the remote demented howlings of the wind ... and something creaking in the wind at night ... and think, then, as we think now, of all the men who have ever gone and never will come back again, and of our friends and brothers who lie buried in the earth? ... Oh, has not October now come back again,” I cried, “as always—as it always was?”—and hearing the great darkness softly prowling in my mother’s house at night, and thinking, feeling, thinking, as I lay there in the dark:


  “And now October has come again, which in our land is different from October in other lands. The ripe, the golden month has come again, and in Virginia the chinquapins are falling. Frost sharps the middle music of the seasons, and all things living on the earth turn home again. The country is so big you cannot say the country has the same October. In Maine, the frost comes sharp and quick as driven nails; just for a week or so the woods, all of the bright and bitter leaves, flare up: the maples turn a blazing bitter red, and other leaves turn yellow like a living light, falling about you as you walk the woods, falling about you like small pieces of the sun, so that you cannot say where sunlight shakes and flutters on the ground, and where the leaves.


  “Meanwhile the Palisades are melting in massed molten colors, the season swings along the nation, and a little later in the South dense woodings on the hill begin to glow and soften, and when they smell the burning wood-smoke in Ohio, the children say, ‘I’ll bet that there’s a forest fire in Michigan.’ As the mountaineer goes hunting down in North Carolina, he stays out late with mournful flop-eared hounds; a rind of moon comes up across the rude lift of the hills: what do his friends say to him when he stays out late? Full of hoarse innocence and laughter, they will say: ‘Mister, yore ole woman’s goin’ to whup ye if ye don’t go home.’”


  Oh, return, return!


  “October is the richest of the seasons: the fields are cut, the granaries are full, the bins are loaded to the brim with fatness, and from the cider-press the rich brown oozings of the York Imperials run. The bee bores to the belly of the yellowed grape, the fly gets old and fat and blue, he buzzes loud, crawls slow, creeps heavily to death on sill and ceiling, the sun goes down in blood and pollen across the bronzed and mown fields of old October.


  “The corn is shocked: it sticks out in hard yellow rows upon dried ears, fit now for great red barns in Pennsylvania, and the big stained teeth of crunching horses. The indolent hoof kicks swiftly at the boards, the barn is sweet with hay and leather, wood and apples. This, and the clean dry crunchings of the teeth, is all: the sweat, the labor, and the plow are over. The late pears mellow on a sunny shelf; smoked hams hang to the warped barn rafters; the pantry shelves are loaded with three hundred jars of fruit. Meanwhile, the leaves are turning up in Maine, the chestnut burrs plop thickly to the earth in gusts of wind, and in Virginia the chinquapins are falling.


  “There is a smell of burning in small towns in afternoons, and men with buckles on their arms are raking the leaves in yards as boys come by with straps slung back across their shoulders. The oak leaves, big and brown, are bedded deep in yard and gutter: they make deep wadings to the knee for children in the streets. The fire will snap and crackle like a whip, sharp, acrid smoke will sting the eyes, in mown fields the little vipers of the flame eat past the coarse black edges of burnt stubble like a line of locusts. Fire drives a thorn of memory in the heart.


  “The bladed grass, a forest of small spears of ice, is thawed by noon: summer is over, but the sun is warm again, and there are days throughout the land of gold and russet. The summer is dead and gone, the earth is waiting, suspense and ecstasy are gnawing at the hearts of men, the brooding prescience of frost is there. The sun flames red and bloody as it sets, there are old red glintings on the battered pails, the great barn gets the ancient light as the boy slops homeward with warm foaming milk. Great shadows lengthen on the fields, the old red light dies swiftly, and the sunset barking of the hounds is faint and far and full of frost: there are shrewd whistles to the dogs of frost and silence—this is all. Wind scuffs and rattles at the old brown leaves, and through the night the great oak leaves keep falling.


  “Trains cross the continent in a swirl of dust and thunder, the leaves fly down the track behind them: the great trains cleave through gulch and gulley, they rumble with spoked thunder on the bridges over the powerful brown wash of mighty rivers, they toil through hills, they skirt the rough brown stubble of shorn fields, they whip past empty stations in the little towns, and their great stride pounds its even pulse across America. Field and hill and lift and gulch and hollow, mountain and plain and river, a wilderness with fallen trees across it, a thicket of bedded brown and twisted undergrowth, a plain, a desert, and a plantation, a mighty landscape with no fenced niceness, an immensity of fold and convolution that can never be remembered, that can never be forgotten, that has never been described—weary with harvest, potent with every fruit and ore, the immeasurable richness embrowned with autumn, rank, crude, unharnessed, careless of scars or beauty, everlasting and magnificent, a cry, a space, an ecstasy!—American earth in old October.


  “And the great winds howl and swoop across the land: they make a distant roaring in great trees, and boys in bed will stir in ecstasy, thinking of demons and vast swoopings through the earth. All through the night there is the clean, the bitter, rain of acorns, and the chestnut burrs are plopping to the ground.


  “And often in the night there is only the living silence, the distant frosty barking of a dog, the small clumsy stir and feathery stumble of the chickens on the limed roosts, and the moon, the low and heavy moon of autumn, now barred behind the leafless poles of pines, now at the pinewood’s brooding edge and summit, now falling with ghost’s dawn of milky light upon rimed clods of fields and on the frosty scurf of pumpkins, now whiter, smaller, brighter, hanging against the church spire’s slope, hanging the same way in a million streets, steeping all the earth in frost and silence.


  “Then a chime of frost-cold bells may peal out on the brooding air, and people lying in their beds will listen. They will not speak or stir, silence will gnaw the darkness like a rat, but they will whisper in their hearts:


  “‘Summer has come and gone, has come and gone. And now—?’ but they will say no more, they will have no more to say: they will wait listening, silent and brooding as the frost, to time, strange ticking time, dark time that haunts us with the briefness of our days. They will think of men long dead, of men now buried in the earth, of frost and silence long ago, of a forgotten face and moment of lost time, and they will think of things they have no words to utter.


  “And in the night, in the dark, in the living sleeping silence of the towns, the million streets, they will hear the thunder of the fast express, the whistles of the great ships upon the river.


  “What will they say then? What will they say?”


  Only the darkness moved about me as I lay there thinking; feeling in the darkness: a door creaked softly in the house.


  “October is the season for returning: the bowels of youth are yearning with lost love. Their mouths are dry and bitter with desire: their hearts are torn with the thorns of Spring. For lovely April, cruel and flowerful, will tear them with sharp joy and wordless lust. Spring has no language but a cry; but crueler than April is the asp of time.


  “October is the season for returning: Even the town is born anew,” I thought. “The tide of life is at the full again, the rich return to business or to fashion, and the bodies of the poor are rescued out of heat and weariness. The ruin and the horror of the summer is forgotten—a memory of hot cells and hurpid walls, a hell of ugly sweat and labor and distress and hopelessness, a limbo of pale greasy faces. Now joy and hope have revived again in the hearts of millions of people, they breathe the air again with hunger, their movements are full of life and energy. The mark of their summer’s suffering is still legible upon their flesh, there is something starved and patient in their eyes, and a look that has a child’s hope and expectation in it.


  “All things on earth point home in old October: Sailors to sea, travelers to walls and fences, hunters to field and hollow and the long voice of the hounds, the lover to the love he has forsaken—all things that live upon this earth return, return: Father, will you not, too, come back again?


  “Where are you now, when all things on earth come back again? For have not all these things been here before, have we not seen them, heard them, known them, and will they not live again for us as they did once, if only you come back again?


  “Father, in the night time, in the dark, I have heard the thunder of the fast express. In the night, in the dark, I have heard the howling of the winds among great trees, and the sharp and windy raining of the acorns. In the night, in the dark, I have heard the feet of rain upon the roofs, the glut and gurgle of the gutter spouts, and the soaking, gulping throat of all the mighty earth, drinking its thirst out in the month of May—and heard the sorrowful silence of the river in October. The hill-streams foam and welter in a steady plunge, the mined clay drops and melts and eddies in the night, the snake coils cool and glistening under dripping ferns, the water roars down past the mill in one sheer sheet-like plunge, making a steady noise like the wind, and in the night, in the dark, the river flows by us to the sea.


  “The great maw slowly drinks the land as we lie sleeping: the mined banks cave and crumble in the dark, the dark earth melts and drops into its tide, great horns are baying in the gulf of night, great boats are baying at the river’s mouth. Thus, thick with the wastes of earth, dark with our stains, and heavied with our dumpings, rich, rank, beautiful, and unending as all life, all living, the river, the dark immortal river, full of strange tragic time, is flowing by us—by us—by us—to the sea.


  “All this has been upon the earth, and will abide forever. But you are gone, our lives are ruined and broken in the night, our lives are mined below us by the river, are whirled away into the sea and darkness, and we are lost unless you come to give us life again.


  “Come to us, father, in the watches of the night, come to us as you always came, bringing to us the invincible sustenance of your strength, the limitless treasure of your bounty, the tremendous structure of your life that will shape all lost and broken things on earth again into a golden pattern of exultancy and joy. Come to us, father, while the winds howl in the darkness, for October has come again, bringing with it huge prophecies of death and life and the great cargo of the men who will return. For we are ruined, lost, and broken if you do not come, and our lives, like rotten chips, are whirled about us onward in the darkness to the sea.”


  So, thinking, feeling, speaking, I lay there in my mother’s house, but there was nothing in the house but silence and the moving darkness: storm shook the house and huge winds rushed upon us, and I knew then that my father would not come again, and that all the life that I had known was now lost and broken as a dream.


  Suddenly I knew that every man who ever lived has looked, is looking, for his father, and that even when his father dies, his son will search furiously the streets of life to find him, and that he never loses hope but always feels that some day he will see his father’s face again. I had come home again in October, and there were no doors, there were no doors for me to enter, and I knew now that I could never make this life my own again. Yet, in all the huge unrest that was goading me to flight, I had no place or door or dwelling-place on earth to go, and yet must make for myself a life different from the one my father made for me or die myself.


  Storm shook the house at night, and there was something calling in the wind. It spoke to me and filled my heart with the exultant prophecies of flight, darkness, and discovery, saying with a demon’s whisper of unbodied joy:


  “Away! Away! Away! There are new lands, morning, and a shining city! Child, child, go find the earth again!”


  That was another moment of dark time. That was another of time’s million faces.


  Here is another:


  III

  OCTOBER: 1926


  Smoke-gold by day, the numb, exultant secrecies of fog, a fog-numb air filled with the solemn joy of nameless and impending prophecy, an ancient yellow light, the old smoke-ochre of the morning, never coming to an open brightness—such was October in England that year. Sometimes by night in stormy skies there was the wild, the driven moon, sometimes the naked time-far loneliness, the most—oh, most—familiar blazing of the stars that shine on men forever, their nameless, passionate dilemma of strong joy and empty desolation, hope and terror, home and hunger, the huge twin tyranny of their bitter governance—wandering forever and the earth again.


  They are still-burning, homely particles of night that light the huge tent of the dark with their remembered fire, recalling the familiar hill, the native earth from which we came, from which we could have laid our finger on them, and making the great earth and home seem near, most near, to wanderers; and filling them with naked desolations of doorless, houseless, timeless, and unmeasured vacancy.


  And everywhere that year there was something secret, lonely, and immense that waited, that impended, that was still. Something that promised numbly, hugely, in the fog-numb air, and that never broke into any open sharpness, and that was almost keen and frosty October in remembered hills—oh, there was something there incredibly near and most familiar, only a word, a stride, a room, a door away—only a door away and never opened, only a door away and never found. Such was October in that land that year, and all of it was strange and as familiar as a dream.


  At night, in the lounging rooms of the old inn, crackling fires were blazing cheerfully, and people sat together drinking small cups of black bitter liquid mud that they called coffee.


  The people were mostly family groups who had come to visit their son or brother in the university. They were the most extraordinary, ugly, and distinguished-looking people I had ever seen. There was the father, often the best looking of the lot: a man with a ruddy weathered face, a cropped white mustache, iron gray hair—an open, driving, bull-dog look of the country carried with tremendous style. The mother was very ugly with a long horse face and grimly weathered cheek-flanks that seemed to have the tough consistency of well-tanned leather. Her grim bared smile shone in her weathered face and was nailed forever round the gauntness of her grinning teeth. She had a neighing voice, a shapeless figure, distinguished by the bony and angular width of the hip structure, clothed with fantastic dowdiness—fantastic because the men were dressed so well, and because everything they wore, no matter how old and used it might be, seemed beautiful and right.


  The daughter had the mother’s look: a tall, gawky girl with a bony, weathered face and a toothy mouth, she wore an ill-fitting evening or party dress of a light, unpleasant blue, with a big meaningless rosette of ruffles at the waist. She had big feet, bony legs and arms, and she was wearing pumps of dreary gray and gray silk stockings.


  The son was a little fellow with ruddy apple-cheeks, crisp, fair, curly hair, and baggy gray trousers; and there was another youth, one of his college friends, of the same cut and quality, who paid a dutiful but cold attention to the daughter, which she repaid in kind and with which everyone was completely satisfied.


  They had to be seen to be believed, but even then, one could only say, like the man who saw the giraffe: “I don’t believe it.” The young men sat stiffly on the edges of their chairs, holding their little cups of coffee in their hands, bent forward in an attitude of cold but respectful attentiveness, and the conversation that went among them was incredible. For their manner was impregnable, they were cold, remote, and formal almost to the point of military curtness, and yet one felt among them constantly an utter familiarity of affection, a strange secret warmth, past words or spoken vows, that burned in them like glacial fire.


  You had to get almost on top of them to understand what they were saying, and even then you listened in a state of fascinated disbelief, following the sound and meanings of the words like a man who has a very competent understanding of a foreign language, but who is conscious at every moment of the effort of translation, and never once forgets that the language is not his own.


  But when you got ten or fifteen feet away from them, their language could not have been more indecipherable if they had spoken in Chinese; but it was fascinating just to listen to the sounds. For there would be long mounting horse-like neighs, and then there would be reedy flute-like notes, and incisive cold finalities and clipped ejaculations and sometimes a lovely and most musical speech. But the horse-like neighs and the clipped ejaculations would predominate; and suddenly I understood how strange these people seemed to other races, and why the Frenchmen, Germans, and Italians would sometimes stare at them with gape-mouthed stupefaction when they heard them talking.


  Once when I passed by them, they had the family vicar or some clergyman of their acquaintance with them. He was a mountain of a man, and he, too, was hardly credible: the huge creature was at least six and a half feet tall, and he must have weighed three hundred pounds. He had a flaming moon of face and jowl, at once most animal and delicate, and he peered out keenly with luminous smoke-gray eyes beneath a bushy hedge-growth of gray brows. He was dressed in the clerical garb, and his bulging grossly sensual calves were encased in buttoned gaiters. As I went by, he was leaning forward with his little cup of muddy coffee held delicately in the huge mutton of his hand, peering keenly out beneath his beetling bush of brow at the young man who was the brother’s friend. And what he said was this:


  “Did you ever read—that is in recent yöhs—the concluding chaptahs in ‘The Vicah of Wakefield’?” Carefully he set the little cup down in its saucer. “I was reading it again the other day. It’s an extraordinary thing!” he said.


  It was impossible to reproduce the sound of these simple words, or the effect they wrought upon my senses. For in them was packed such a mingled measure of the horse-like neigh, the reedy, flute-like note, the solemn portentousness of revealed authority, and the long-breathing whisper of unctuous reverence, that it seemed incredible such simple words could hold the weight of all the meaning that was treasured in them.


  For first, the words “Did you ever” were delivered in a delicate rising-and-falling neigh, the word “read” really came out with a long reedy sound, the words “that is in recent yöhs,” in a parenthesis of sweetly gentle benevolence, the phrase “the concluding chaptahs in ‘The Vicah of Wakefield,’” in full, deliberate, satisfied tones of titular respect, the phrase “I was reading it again the other day,” thoughtfully, reedily, with a subdued, gentle, and mellow reminiscence, and the final decisive phrase “It’s an extraordinary thing,” with passionate conviction and sincerity that passed at the end into such an unction of worshipful admiration that the words “extraordinary thing” were not spoken, but breathed out passionately, and had the sound “’strawd’n’ry thing!”


  “Ow!” the young man answered distantly, and in a rather surprised tone, with an air of coldly startled interest, “Now! I can’t say that I have—not since my nursery days, at any rate!” He laughed metallically.


  “You should read it again,” the mountainous creature breathed unctuously. “A ’strawd’n’ry thing! A ’strawd’n’ry thing.” Delicately he lifted the little cup of muddy black in his huge hand again and put it to his lips.


  “But frightfully sentimental, down’t you think?” the girl neighed sharply at this point. “I mean all the lovely-woman-stoops-to-folly sawt of thing, you now. After all, it is a bit thick to expect people to swallow that nowadays,” she neighed, “particularly after all that’s happened in the last twenty yöhs. I suppose it mattuhed in the eighteenth centureh, but after all,” she neighed with an impatient scorn, “who cares today? Who cares,” she went on recklessly, “what lovely woman stoops to? I can’t see that it makes the slightest difference. It’s not as if it mattuhed any longah! No one cares! It doesn’t mattuh what she does!”


  “Ow!” the young man said with his air of coldly startled interest. “Yes, I think I follow you, but I don’t entirely agree. How can we be certain what is sentimental and what’s not?” he cried. “It may be we’re the sentimental ones ourselves—and the time may come when we turn again to the kind of life and manners Goldsmith wrote about.”


  “That would be jolly, wouldn’t it?” the girl said quietly and ironically.


  “It would be, yes,” the youth replied. “But stranger things than that have happened, haven’t they?”


  “But it seems to me that he misses the whole point!” the girl exclaimed with one full mouth-like rush. “After all,” she went on scornfully, “no one is interested in woman’s folly any longah—the ruined-maiden, broken-vows sawt of thing. If that was what she got, she should jolly well have known what she wanted to begin with! I’ll not waste any pity on her,” she said grimly. “The greatest folly is in not knowing what you want to do! The whole point today is to live as cleveleh as possible! That’s the only thing that mattahs! If you know what you want and go about it cleveleh, the rest will take care of itself.”


  “Um,” the mother now remarked, her gaunt smile set grimly, formidably, on her weathered face. “That takes a bit of doin’, doesn’t it?” And as she spoke these quiet words, her grim smile never faltered for an instant, and there was a hard, an obdurate, an almost savage irony in her intonation, which left them all completely unperturbed.


  “Oh, a ’strawd’d’ry thing! A ’strawd’nr’y thing!” the huge clerical creature whispered dreamily at this point, as if he had not heard them. And delicately he set his little cup back on the saucer.


  One’s first impulse when he saw and heard them was to shout with an astounded laughter—and yet, somehow, one never laughed. They had a formidable and impregnable quality that silenced laughter: a quality that was so assured in its own sense of its inevitable rightness that it saw no other way except its own, and was so invincibly sure of its own way that it was indifferent to all others. It could be taken among strange lands and alien faces, and to the farthest and most savage colonies on earth, and would never change or alter by a jot, and would be invincibly immune to the invasions of any life except its own.


  Yes, they had found a way, a door, a room to enter, and there were walls about them now, and the way was theirs. The mark of dark time and the architecture of unnumbered centuries of years were on them, and had made them what they were, and what they were, they were, and would not change.


  I did not know if their way was a good way, but I knew it was not mine. Their door was one I could not enter. And suddenly the naked empty desolation filled my life again, and I was walking on beneath the timeless sky, and had no wall at which to hurl my strength, no door to enter by, and no purpose for the furious unemployment of my soul. And now the worm was eating at my heart again. I felt the slow, interminable waste and wear of gray time all about me, and my life was passing in the darkness, and all the time a voice kept saying: “Why? Why am I here now? And where shall I go?”


  When I got out into High Street after dinner, the dark air would be thronging with the music of great bells, and there would be a smell of fog and smoke and old October in the air, the premonitory thrill and menace of some intolerable and nameless joy. Often at night, the visage of the sky would by some magic be released from the thick grayness that had covered it by day, and would shine forth barely, blazing with flashing and magnificent stars. And sometimes the sky would be wild and stormy, and one could see the wild moon driving on above the stormy tatters of the scudding clouds.


  And, as the old bells thronged through the smoky air, the students would be passing along the street, singly or in groups of two or three, briskly, and with the eager haste that told of meetings to come, appointments to be kept, or the expectation of some good fortune, happiness, or pleasure toward which they hurried on.


  The soft glow of lights would shine from the ancient windows of the colleges, and one could hear the faint sounds of voices, laughter, sometimes music in the colleges.


  Then I would go to different pubs and drink until closing time. Sometimes the proctors would come into a pub where I was drinking, speak amicably to every one, and in a moment more go out again.


  Somehow I always hoped that they would take me for a student. I could see them stepping up to me, as I stood there at the bar, saying courteously, yet gravely and sternly:


  “Your name and college, sir?”


  Then I could see the look of astonished disbelief on their grim red faces when I told them I was not a student, and at last, when I had convinced them, I could hear their crestfallen muttered-out apologies, and would graciously excuse them.


  But the proctors never spoke to me, and the bar-man, seeing me look at them as they went out one night, misunderstood the look, and laughed with cheerful reassurance:


  “You’ve nothing at all to worry about, sir. They won’t bother you. It’s only the gentlemen at the University they’re after.”


  “How do they know I’m not there?”


  “That I couldn’t tell you, sir,” he answered cheerfully, “but they ’ave a way of knowin’! Ah, yes!” he said with satisfaction, slapping a wet cloth down on the bar. “They ’ave a way of knowin’, right enough! They’re a clever lot, those chaps. A very clever lot, sir, and they always ’ave a way of knowin’ when you’re not.” And smiling cheerfully, he made a vigorous parting swipe across the wood, and put the cloth away below the counter.


  My glass was almost empty, and I looked at it and wondered if I ought to have another. I thought they made them very small, and kept thinking of the Governors of North Carolina and South Carolina. It was a fine, warm, open sort of pub, and there was a big fire-place just behind me, crackling smartly with a fire of blazing coals: I could feel the warmth upon my back. Outside, in the fog-numb air, people came by with lonely, rapid footsteps and were lost in fog-numb air again.


  At this moment the bar-maid, who had bronze-red hair and the shrewd, witty visage of a parrot, turned and called out in a cheerful, crisply peremptory tone: “Time, please, gentlemen. Closing time.”


  I put the glass down empty. I wondered what the way of knowing was.


  It was October, about the middle of the month, at the opening of the Michaelmas term. Everywhere there was the exultant thrill and bustle of returning, of new life, beginning in an ancient and beautiful place that was itself enriched by the countless lives and adventures of hundreds of years. In the morning there was the numb excitement of the foggy air, a smell of good tobacco, beer, grilled kidneys, ham and sausages, and grilled tomatoes, a faint nostalgic smell of tea, and incredibly, somehow, in that foggy old-gold light, a smell of coffee—a maddening, false, delusive smell, for when one went to find the coffee, it would not be there: it was black liquid mud, bitter, lifeless, and undrinkable.


  Everything was very expensive, and yet it made you feel rich yourself just to look at it. The little shops, the wine shops with their bay windows of small leaded glass, and the crusty opulence of the bottles of old port and sherry and the burgundies, the mellow homely warmth of the interior, the tailor shops, the tobacco shops with their selected grades of fine tobacco stored in ancient crocks, the little bell that tinkled thinly as you went in from the street, the decorous, courteous, yet suavely good-natured proprietor behind the counter, who had the ruddy cheeks, the flowing brown mustache, and the wing-collar of the shopkeeper of solid substance, and who would hold the crock below your nose to let you smell the moist fragrance of a rare tobacco before you bought, and would offer you one of his best cigarettes before you left—all of this gave to the simplest acts of life and business a ritualistic warmth and sanctity, and made you feel wealthy and secure.


  And everywhere around me in the morning there was the feeling of an immanent recovery, a recapture of a life that had always been my own. This familiar look kept shining at me through the faces of the people. It was in the faces of tradesmen—people in butcher shops, wine shops, clothing stores—and sometimes it was in the faces of women, at once common, fine, familiar, curiously delicate and serene, going to the markets, in the foggy old-bronze light of morning, and of men who passed by wearing derby hats and wing-collars. It was in the faces of a man and his son, good-humored little red-faced bullocks, packed with life, who ran a pub in Cowley Road near the house where, later, I went to live.


  It was a look round, full, ruddy, and serene in its open good-nature and had more openness and mellow humor in it than I had found in the faces of the people of New England. It was more like the look of country people and small-town people in the South. Sometimes it had the open tranquil ruddiness, the bovine and self-satisfied good humor of my uncle, Crockett Pentland, and sometimes it was like Mr. Bailey, the policeman, whom the Negro killed one winter’s night, when snow was on the ground and all the bells began to ring. And then it was full and hearty like the face of Mr. Ernest Pegram, who was the City Plumber and lived next door to my father, or it was plump, common, kindly, invincibly provincial, ignorant, and domestic like the face of Mrs. Higginson, who lived across the street, and had herself been born in England and whose common kindly face had the same animal, gentle, smoke-like delicacy of expression round the mouth that some of these men and women had.


  It was a life that seemed so near to me that I could lay my hand on it and make it mine at any moment. I seemed to have returned to a room that I had always known, and to have paused for a moment without any doubt or perturbation of the soul outside the door, since at any time I chose I had only to turn the knob, open the door, and step into a life that was mine as naturally and thoughtlessly as a man throws himself into his own familiar chair when he returns from a long journey.


  But I never found the door, or turned the knob, or stepped into the room. When I got there, I couldn’t find it. It was as near as my hand if I could only touch it, only a hand’s breadth off if I could span it, a word away if I would speak it. Only a stride, a move, a step away was all the peace, the certitude, the joy—and home forever—for which my life was panting, and I was drowning in the darkness.


  I never found it. The old-smoke-gold of morning would be full of hope and joy and immanent discovery, but afternoon would come, and the soft gray humid skies would press down on me with their huge numb waste and weight and weariness of intolerable time, and the empty naked desolation filled my guts.


  I would walk that legendary street past all those visible and enchanted substances of time, and see the students passing through the college gates, the unbelievable velvet green of college quads, and see the huge dark room of peace and joy that time had made, and I had no way of getting into it.


  Each day I walked about the town and breathed the accursed languid softness of gray foreign air, that had no bite or sparkle in it, and went by all their fabulous age-encrusted walls of Gothic time, and wondered what in the name of God I had to do with all their walls or towers, or how I could feed my hunger on the portraits of the Spanish king, and why I was there, why I had come!


  Around me was the whole structure of an enchanted life—a life hauntingly familiar—and now that I was there, I had no way of getting into it. The inn itself was ancient, legendary, beautiful, elfin, like all the inns I had ever read about, and yet all of the cheer, the warmth, the joy and comfort I had dreamed of finding in an inn was lacking.


  Upstairs the halls went crazily up and down at different levels, one mounted steps, went down again, got lost and turned around in the bewildering design of the ancient added-on-to structure—and this was the way I had always known it would be. But the rooms were small, cold, dark, and dreary, the lights were dim and dismal, you stayed out of your room as much as possible, and when you went to bed at night, you crawled in trembling between clammy sheets. When you got up in the morning, there was a small jug of warm water at your door with which to shave, but the jug was too small. You got out of the room and went downstairs as quickly as you could.


  Downstairs it would be fine. There would be a brisk fire crackling in the hearth, the old smoke-gold of morning and the smell of fog, the crisp cheerful voices of the people and their ruddy competent morning look, and the cheerful smells of breakfast, always liberal and good, the best meal they had: kidneys and ham and eggs and sausages, toast and marmalade and tea.


  But at night would come the huge boiled-flannel splendor of the dinner, the magnificent and prayerful service of the waiter, who served you with such reverent grace from heavy silver platters that you felt the food must be as good as everything looked. But it never was.


  I ate at a large table in the center of the dining-room provided by a thoughtful staff for such isolated waifs and strays as myself. The food looked very good, and was, according to the genius of the nation, tasteless. How they ever did it I could never tell: everything was of the highest quality, and you chewed upon it mournfully, wearily, swallowing it with the dreary patience of a man who has been condemned forever to an exclusive diet of boiled unseasoned spinach. There was a kind of evil sorcery, a desolate mystery in the way they could take the choicest meats and vegetables and extract all their succulence and native flavor from them, and serve them up to you magnificently with every atom of their former life reduced to the general character of stewed hay or well-boiled flannel.


  There would be a thick, heavy soup of dark mahogany, a piece of boiled fish covered with a nameless, tasteless sauce of glutinous white, roast beef that had been done to death in dish-water, and solid, perfect, lovely brussels sprouts for whose taste there was no name whatever. It might have been the taste of boiled wet ashes, or the taste of stewed green leaves, with all the bitterness left out, pressed almost dry of moisture, or simply the taste of boiled clouds and rain and fog. For dessert there would be a pudding of some quivery yellow substance, beautifully moulded, which was surrounded by a thin sweetish fluid of sickly pink. And at the end there would be a cup of black bitter liquid mud.


  I felt as if these dreary ghosts of food would also come to life at any moment, if I could only do some single simple thing—make the gesture of an incantation, or say a prayer, or speak a magic word, a word I almost had, but couldn’t quite remember.


  It was the food that plagued my soul with misery, bitter disappointment, and bewilderment. For I liked to eat, and they had written about food better than anyone on earth. Since my childhood there had burned in my mind a memory of the food they wrote about. It was a memory drawn from a thousand books (of which Quentin Durward, curiously, was one), but most of all it came from that tremendous scene in Tom Brown’s School-Days which described the boy’s ride through the frosty darkness on an English stagecoach, the pause for breakfast at an inn, blazing fire, cheerful room, snowy table groaning with spiced meats, waiter reeling in with steaks, grilled kidneys, eggs and bacon, piping hot.


  I could remember with a gluttonous delight the breakfast which that hungry boy had devoured. It was a memory so touched with the magic relish of frost and darkness, and smoking horses, the thrill, the ecstasy of the journey and a great adventure, the cheer, the warmth, the bustle of the inn, and the delicious abundance of the food they gave the boy, that the whole thing was evoked with blazing vividness, and now it would almost drive me mad with hunger when I thought of it.


  Now it seemed to me that these people had written so magnificently about food not because they always had it, but because they had it rarely and therefore made great dreams and fantasies about it, and that this same quality—the quality of lack rather than of possession, of desire rather than fulfillment—had got into everything they did, and made them dream great dreams, and do heroic acts, and had enriched their lives unmeasurably.


  They had been the greatest poets in the world because the love and substance of great poetry were so rare among them. Their poems were so full of the essential quality of sunlight because their lives had known sunlight briefly, and so shot through with the massy substance of essential gold (a matchless triumph of light and color and material in which they had beaten the whole world by every standard of comparison) because they had known so much fog and rain, so little gold. And they had spoken best of April because April was so brief with them.


  Thus, from the grim gray of their skies they had alchemied gold, and from their hunger, glorious food, and from the raw bleakness of their lives and weathers they had drawn magic. And what was good among them had been won sternly, sparely, bitterly, from all that was ugly, dull, and painful in their lives, and when it came, was more rare and beautiful than anything on earth.


  But that, I knew, was also theirs: it was another door I could not enter.


  The day before I went away, the Rhodes scholars invited me to lunch. That was a fine meal: we ate together in their rooms in college, they opened their purses to the college chef and told him not to spare himself and go the limit. Before the meal we drank together a bottle of good sherry wine, and as we ate, we drank the college ale, strong, brown, and mellow, and when we came to coffee, we all finished off on a bottle of port apiece.


  There was a fine thick seasonable soup, of the color of mahogany, and then a huge platter piled high with delicate brown-golden portions of filet of sole, and a roast of mutton, tender, fragrant, and delicious as no other mutton that I ever ate, with red currant jelly, well-seasoned sprouts, and boiled potatoes to go with it, and at the end a fine apple tart, thick cream, sharp cheese and crackers.


  It was a fine meal, and when we finished with it, we were all happy and exultant. We were beautifully drunk and happy, with that golden, warm, full-bodied, and most lovely drunkenness that can come only from good rich wine and mellow ale and glorious and abundant food—a state that we recognize instantly when it comes to us as one of the rare, the priceless, the unarguable joys of living, something stronger than philosophy, a treasure on which no price can be set, a sufficient reward for all the anguish, weariness, and disappointment of living, and a far, far better teacher than Aquinas ever was.


  We were all young men, and when we had finished, we were drunk, glorious, and triumphant as only young men can be. It seemed to us now that we could do no wrong, or make no error, and that the whole earth was a pageantry of delight which had been shaped for our happiness, possession, and success. The Rhodes scholars no longer felt the old fear, confusion, loneliness, and bitter inferiority and desolation of the soul which they had felt since coming there.


  The beauty, age, and grandeur of the life about them were revealed as they had never been before, their own fortune in living in such a place seemed impossibly good and happy, nothing seemed strange or alien in this life around them now, and they all felt that they were going to win and make their own a life among the highest and most fortunate people on earth.


  As for me, I now thought of my departure exultantly, and with intolerable desire, not from some joy of release, but because everything around me now seemed happy, glorious, and beautiful, and a token of unspeakable joys that were to come. A thousand images of trains, of the small rich-colored joy and comfort and precision of their trains, of England, lost in fog, and swarming with its forty million lives, but suddenly not dreary, but impossibly small, and beautiful and near, to be taken at a stride, to be compassed at a bound, to enrich me, to fill me, be mine forever in all its joy and mystery and magic smallness.


  And I thought of the huge smoky web of London with this same joy; of the suave potent ale I could get in one place there, of its squares and ancient courts, and age-grimed mysteries, and of the fog-numb strangeness of ten million passing men and women. I thought of the swift rich projectile of the channel train, the quays, the channel boats, and darkness, night, the sudden onslaught of the savage choppy seas outside the harbor walls, and England fading, and the flashing beacon lights of France, the quays again, the little swarming figures, the excited tongues, the strange dark faces of the Frenchmen, the always-alien, magic, time-enchanted strangeness of the land, the people, and the faces; and then Paris, the nostalgic, subtle, and incomparably exciting fabric of its life, its flavor, its smell, the strange opiate of its time, the rediscovery of its food, its drink, the white, carnal, and luxurious bodies of the whores.


  We were all exultant, wild, full of joy and hope and invincible belief as we thought of all these things and all the glory and mystery that the world held treasured in the depths of its illimitable resources for our taking; and we shouted, sang, shook hands, and roared with laughter, and had no doubts, or fears, or dark confusions, as we had done in other, younger, and more certain times.


  Then we started out across the fields behind the colleges, and the fields were wet and green, the trees smoky-gray and blurred in magic veils of bluish mist, and the worn path felt, looked, and seemed incredibly familiar, like a field we had crossed, a path we had trod, a million times. And at length we came to their little creek-wise river, their full, flowing little river of dark time and treasured history, their quiet, narrow, deeply flowing little river, uncanny in the small perfection of its size, as it went past soundlessly among the wet fresh green of fields that hemmed it with a sweet, kept neatness of perfection.


  Then, having crossed, we went up along the river path until we came to where the crews were waiting—the Merton crew before, another college behind, and the students of both colleges clustered eagerly on the path beside their boats, exhorting their comrades in the shell, waiting for the signal that would start the race.


  Then, even as the Rhodes scholars pounded on my back and roared at me with an exuberant affection that “You’ve got to run with us! You belong to Merton now!” the starting gun cracked out, the crews bent furiously to their work, the long blades bit frantically the cold gray water, and the race was on, and we were racing lightly, nimbly now, two packs of young men running on the path, each yelping cries of sharp encouragement to his crew as he ran on beside it.


  At first it seemed so wild, so sharp, so strong and lithe and eager, as I ran. I felt an aerial buoyancy: my step was light, my stride was long and easy, my breath came softly, without labor, and the swift feet of the running boys thudded before, behind, around me on the hard path pleasantly, and I was secure in my strength and certitude again, and thought I was one of them, and could run with them to the end of the world and back, and never feel it.


  I thought that I had recovered all the lean sinew and endurance of a boy, that the storm-swift flight, the speed, the hard condition and resilient effort of the boy were mine again, that I had never lost them, that they had never changed. Then a leaden heaviness began to steal along my limbs. I felt the weariness of effort for the first time, a thickening slowness in the muscles of my legs, a numb weight-like heaviness tingling at my finger tips, and now I no longer looked so sharply and so smartly at the swinging crew below me, the nimbly running boys around me.


  I began to pound ahead with dogged and deliberate effort, my heart pounding like a hammer at my ribs; my breathing was laboring hoarsely in my throat, and my tongue felt numb and thick and swollen in my mouth, and blind motes were swimming drunkenly before my eyes. I could hear my voice, unfamiliar and detached, weirdly unreal, as if someone else was speaking in me, as it panted hoarsely:


  “Come on, Merton! ... Come on, Merton! ... Come on, Merton!”


  And now the nimbler running footsteps all around me had passed, had gone ahead of me, had vanished. I could no longer see the crews nor know if they were there. I ran on blindly, desperately, hearing, seeing, saying nothing any longer, an anguished leaden creature, weighted down with a million leaden hours and weary efforts, pounding heavily, blindly, mindlessly along beneath gray timeless skies of an immortal weariness, across the gray barren earth of some huge planetary vacancy—where there was neither shade nor stay nor shelter, where there would never be a resting place, a room, nor any door which I could enter, and where I must pound blindly, wearily along, alone, through the huge vacancy forever.


  Then voices swarmed around me once again, and I could feel strong hands upon me. They seized me, stopped me, and familiar faces swarmed forward at me through those swimming motes of blind gray vacancy. I could hear again the hoarse ghost-unreality of my own voice panting, “Come on, Merton!” and see my friends again, now grinning, laughing, shouting as they shook me, “Stop! The race is over! Merton won!”


  IV

  LATE APRIL: 1928


  Before me, all that Spring, in the broad window of the dingy storage house across the street, a man sat, in a posture that had never changed, looking out the window. It was an old building with a bleak and ugly front of a rusty, indurated brown, a harsh webbing of fire escapes, and a battered old wooden sign which stretched across the whole width of the facade, and on which in faded letters was inscribed this legend: The Security Distributing Corporation. I did not know what a Distributing Corporation was, nor the purport of its business, but every day since I had come into this street to live, enormous motor vans and powerful horse-drawn trucks had driven up before this dingy building, had backed cleanly and snugly against the floor of old, worn planking that ended with a sharp, sheared emptiness three feet above the sidewalk pavement. And instantly the quiet musty depths of the old building would burst into a furious energy of work: the drivers and their helpers would leap from their seats to the pavements, and the air would be filled with the harsh, constricted cries and shouts of the city:


  “Back it up, deh! Back it up! Cuh-mahn! Cuh-mahn! Giwus a hand, youse guys! Hey-y! You! Lightnin’!” They looked at one another with hard smiling faces of derision, quietly saying, “Jesus!” They stood surlily upon their rights, defending truculently the narrow frontier of their duty: “Wadda I care where it goes? Dat’s yoeh look-out! Wat t’hell ’sit got to do wit me!” And they worked furiously, unamiably, with high exacerbated voices, spurred and goaded by their harsh unrest. They worked with speed and power and splendid aptness, shouting: “Hey-y! Youse guys! D’yuhth t’ink all we got to do is run aroun’ wit youse all night? ... Back it up, deh! Back it up!”


  They had the tough, seamed face, the thick, dry skin without hue of freshness or of color, the constricted speech, the hard assurance of men born and nurtured from the city’s iron breast, and yet there was a bitter savor to them, too. Born to a world of brick and stone and savage conflict, torn from their mother’s womb into a world of crowded tenements and swarming streets, stunned into sleep at childhood beneath the sudden, slamming racket of the elevated trains, taught to fight, to menace, and to struggle in a world of savage violence and incessant din, the qualities of that world had been stamped into their flesh and movements, written into their tongue and brain and vision, distilled through all the tissues of their flesh until their lives, schooled in the city’s life, had taken on its special tones and qualities. Its harsh metallic clangors sounded from their strident tongues, the savage speed and violence of its movement were communicated to their acts and gestures, the rhythm of its furious dissonance, its vertical heights and canyoned narrowness, and the vast illusion of its swarming repetitions, had yielded them the few words and oaths and gestures, the perfect, constant, cat-like balance that they needed, and stunned their senses to a competent and undaunted tonelessness, cutting the pattern of their lives sparely into its furious and special groove.


  The city was their stony-hearted mother, and they had drawn a harsh nurture from its breast. Surly of act and ready in an instant with a curse, their pulse beat with the furious rhythm of the city’s stroke, their tongues were bitter with its strident and abusive languages, and their hearts were filled with an immense and secret pride, a dark, unspoken tenderness when they thought of it.


  Their souls were like the implacable asphalt visage of a city street: each day the movement of a furious life, a thousand new and alien pageantries, the violent colors of a thousand new sensations, swept across the visage of that soul, and each day all sound and sight and fury were erased from its unyielding surfaces. Ten thousand furious days had passed about them, and they had no memory: they lived like creatures born full-grown into present time, shedding the whole accumulation of the past with every step they took, with every breath they drew, and their lives were written in the passing of each moment of dark time.


  And they were sure and certain, forever wrong, but always confident; and they had no hesitations, they confessed no ignorance, nor error, and they knew no doubt. They began each morning with a jibe, a shout, an oath of harsh impatience; eager for the tumult of the day, they sat strongly in their seats at furious noon, and through fumes of oil and hot machinery addressed their curses to the public at the tricks and strategies of cunning rivals, the tyranny of the police, the stupidity of the pedestrian, and the errors of less skillful men than they. Each day they faced the million perils and confusions of the streets with as calm a heart as if they were alone upon a country road. Each day, with an undaunted and untroubled mind, they embarked upon an adventure at which the hearts of men bred only to the wilderness would have recoiled in horror and desolation. They were the city’s true-born children, and they possessed it utterly. They possessed it to the last, remotest arm of its unnumbered ganglia, to the remotest spot in all its mighty web, and each day, they hurled their great machines across its length and breadth as if it was just the hand’s breadth of a native and familiar earth, meeting each instant crisis, shock, or peril with a skill, a masterful certainty, a bold authority that was incomparable.


  The power and precision with which they worked stirred in me a strong and deep emotion of respect, and it also touched in me a sense of regret and humility. For whenever I saw it, my own life, with its tormented desires, its fury of love and madness, its wild and uncertain projects and designs, its labors begun in hope and confidence and ended in despair and incompletion, its obscure purposes and bewilderments, by a cruel comparison with the lives of these men, who had learned to use their strength and talents perfectly in a life demanding manual skill, and mastery of sensuous materials, seemed blind, faltering, baffled, still lost in clouds and chaos and confusion. And I had seen them as I saw them now, three hundred times, in their brief and violent intrusions in the street. In the winter they wore shirts of thick black wool and leather jackets, in the spring they worked with naked tattooed arms, brown and lean with the shift and play of whipcord muscles. And the end and purposes of their work had always been a mystery to me.


  Five times a week at night, the mighty vans were lined up at the curb in an immense and waiting caravan. Their huge bulk was covered now with huge bolts of canvas, on each side a small green lamp was burning, and the drivers, their faces faintly lit with small, respiring points of red tobacco ash, were talking quietly in the shadow of their great machines. Once I had asked one of the drivers the destination of these nightly journeys, and the man had told me that they went to Philadelphia, and would return again by morning.


  That spring the picture of these great vans at night, immense, somber, and yet alive with a powerful and silent expectancy, the small green glow of the lamps and the quiet voices of the drivers waiting for the word to start, had given me a sense of mystery and joy. I could not have said what emotion the scene evoked in me, but in it was something of the cruel loveliness of April, the immense space and loneliness of the land at night, the lilac dark, sown with its glittering panoply of stars, and the drivers moving in their great dark vans through sleeping towns, and out into the fragrant country-side again, and into first light, cities, April, and the birdsong of morning.


  Their lives seemed splendid to me in the darkness of the night and April. They were a part of that great company of men throughout the earth who love the night, and I felt a sense of union with them. For I had loved the night more dearly than the day. The energies of my life had risen to their greatest strength at night, and at the center of my life had always been the secret and exultant heart of darkness. Night had brought to me madness, drunkenness, a thousand cruel images of hatred, lust, and murder, and of woman’s falseness, but it had never brought to me, as day had done, the weariness, the confusion, the sense of smothering and drowning on the eyeless, mindless, crawling seafloors of the earth.


  I knew the joys and labors of such men as these, who drove their huge vans through the country in the night. I could see and feel with the literal concreteness of an experience in which I had shared all hours and movements of their journey. I could see the dark processional of vans lumbering through the sleeping towns, and feel the darkness, the cool fragrance of the country, on my face again. I could see the quiet, seamed faces of the drivers dimly lit by lantern flares, and I knew the places where they stopped to eat, the little all-night lunch rooms or the lunch wagon warm with greasy light, now empty, save for the dozing authority of the night-time Greek, and now filled with the heavy shuffle of the drivers’ feet, the hard and casual intrusions of their voices.


  I could smell the pungent solace of strong, fragrant, fresh tobacco, the plain, priceless, and uncostly joy of the first cigarette lit between the cupped flame of a hard hand and a strong-seamed mouth, in slow fumes of deep-drawn luxury from the nostrils of a tired man. Then I could smell the sultry, excellent excitement of black boiling coffee, the clean, hungry spur and savor of the frying eggs and onions, and the male and meaty relish of strong frying hamburgers. I could see and smell and taste the strong coarse pats of forcemeat red, smacked by a greasy hand upon the blackened sheet of frying plate, turning, in a coil of pungent smoke, from ground, spicy, sanguinary beef into a browned and blackened succulence, crisp on its surface, juicy at the core with the good raw grain of meat.


  They ate coarsely, thrusting at plate and cup with strong, hoarse gulpings, goatily, with jungle lust, with the full sharp relish of male hunger and the pleasant weariness of a strong fatigue. They ate with bestial concentration, grained to the teeth with coarse, spicy meat, coating their sandwiched hamburgers with the liberal unction of the thick tomato ketchup, and rending with hard blackened fingers soft yielding slabs of fragrant baker’s bread.


  Oh, I was with them, of them, for them, blood brother of their joy and hunger to the last hard gulping of the craw, the last deep ease and glow of strong, hungry bellies, the last slow coil of pungent blue expiring from the bellows of their grateful lungs.


  Their lives seemed glorious to me in the magic of the dark and April. They swept strongly, invincibly, into the heart of desolation, through all the fury, pain, and madness of my soul, speaking to me again their exultant prophecies of new lands, triumph, and discovery, the morning of new joy upon the earth again, the resurrection of man’s ancient, deathless, and triumphant labor of creation, saying again to me with an invincible contention that we who were dead should live again, we who were lost be found, and that the secret, wild, and lonely heart of man was young and living in the darkness, and could never die.


  All that Spring in the window of the warehouse, the man sat at a desk, staring out into the street. I had seen this man three hundred times, and yet I had never seen him do anything but look out the window with a fixed abstracted stare. At first, the man seemed so natural and unobtrusive a part of his surroundings that his personality had faded quietly into them, as much a part of the old warehouse building as its dusty brick and dingy planking, and he had gone unnoticed.


  Then Esther, with her merry, quick, and sharp observance, had caught and fixed him in her memory, had looked quietly at him day by day and then, one day, with laughter, had pointed to him, saying, “There’s our friend in the Distributing Corp. again! What do you suppose he distributes? I’ve never seen him do anything but look out the window! Have you noticed him? Hah?” she said eagerly and merrily, clapping her small hand to her ear. “God! It’s the strangest thing I ever saw! He sits there day by day, and he does nothing!” she cried with a rich laugh of astonishment. “Have you seen him? He spends all his time in looking out the window.” She paused, making a slight movement of bewildered protest. “Isn’t it queer?” she said, after a moment, with serious wonder. “What do you suppose a man like that can do? What do you suppose he’s thinking of?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” I said indifferently. “Of nothing, I suppose.”


  And yet from that moment the man’s face had been fixed in my memory.


  For several weeks thereafter when she came in every day, she would look across the street and cry out in a jolly voice that had in it the affectionate satisfaction and assurance that people have when they see some familiar and comforting object in their memory.


  “Well, I see our old friend, the Distributing Corp., is still looking out his window! I wonder what he’s thinking of today?” And she would turn away, laughing, her faced [face] flushed with merriment and good humor. Then, for a moment, with child-like fascination which words and rhythms had for her, she meditated their strange beat with an abstracted gravity, silently framing and pronouncing with her lips a series of meaningless sounds such as “Corp—Borp—Forp—Dorp—Torp—,” and at length singing out in an earnest and gleeful chant, and with an air of triumphant discovery: “The Distributing Corp, the Distributing Corp, He sits all day and he does no Worp!” And in spite of my protest that her rhyme had neither sense nor reason in it, she cast back her encrimsoned face, and roared with laughter, a rich full woman’s yell of delight and triumph.


  Then we had laughed no more about the man. For incredible, comical as his indolence had been when we first noticed it, as obscure and mysterious as his employment seemed, there came to be something formidable, immense, and impressive in the quality of that fixed stare. Day by day a thronging traffic of life and business passed before him in the street. Day by day the great vans and wagons came, the drivers, handlers, packers, swarmed before his eyes, filling the air with their harsh cries, irritably intent with driving labor, but the man in the window never wavered in his fixed abstracted stare.


  That man’s face remained forever in my memory. It was fixed there like one of those unforgettable images that a man remembers from his whole city life, and became for me a timeless image of fixity and judgment, the impartial, immutable censor of all the blind confusion and oblivion of a thousand city days, and of the tortured madness and unrest of my own life.


  For night would come, and I would see the night’s dark face again, and live again the crowded century of darkness that stretched from light to light, from midnight until morning.


  From the meditation of a half-heard phrase, the hard mockery of a scornful eye, a young thug’s burst of jeering laughter as he passed below my window with his comrades, or from some incident remembered, the inflection of a tone, the protraction of a smile, the hideous distortion of any casual act or word or circumstance, or from no visible cause whatever, the tidal flood of madness, hatred, and despair would awake with evil magic, poisoning me, bone, brain, and blood, swarming through every tissue of my life the foul corruption of its malignant taint, becoming the instant and conclusive proof of the faithlessness and treachery of my mistress.


  Then would I call the woman on the phone, and if she answered me, I would curse and taunt her foully, ask her where her lover was, and if she had him with her at that moment, and believe I heard him whispering and snickering behind her even when she swore no one was there. Feeling even as I cursed at her a rending anguish of inexpiable regret, I would tell her never to come back, rip the phone out of its moorings in the wall, hurl it on the floor, and smash and trample it to fragments underneath my feet, as if the instrument itself had been the evil agent of my ruin.


  I would drain the bottle to its last raw drop, feel for a moment its fatal, brief, and spurious illusions of deliberation and control, and then rush out into the streets of night to curse and fight with people, with the city, with all life. Into the tremendous fugue of all-receiving night was packed a century of living, the death, despair, and ruin of a hundred lives. Night would reel about me lividly the huge steps of its demented dance, and day would come incredible like birth, like hope, like joy again, and I would be rescued out of madness to find myself upon the Bridge again, walking home across the Bridge, and with morning, bright, shining morning, blazing incredible upon the terrific frontal cliff and wall of the great city.


  I would come home into my street at morning, and find the living stillness of my rooms that had been waiting to receive me, and see again, after all the madness, death, and million blind confusions of the night, the stolid, fixed, unchanging judgment of that face set in the warehouse window, staring out into the street forever with its look of sorrow, stern repose, and tranquil prophecy, its immutable judgment of dark time.


  The man’s thick white face, fixed there like the symbol of some permanence among the blind rush and sweep of all the million things that pass, the furious and immeasurable erosions of time, was connected somehow with another image which came to me that Spring among all the blazing stream of visions that passed constantly, a train of fire across my brain and this one, unlike the others, was wordless and inexplicable, and neither dream nor fantasy.


  And that image, which was to haunt me sorrowfully, was this:


  In an old house at the end of day, a man was sitting by the window. Without violence or heat the last rays of the sun fell on the warm brick of the house, and painted it with a sad unearthly light. In the window the man sat always looking out. He never spoke, he never wavered in his gaze, and his face was neither the face of the man in the warehouse window, nor any other face that I had ever seen, but it looked at me quietly, and the immutable exile of an imprisoned spirit was legible upon it, and it was the calmest and the most sorrowful face that I had ever seen.


  I saw that image plainly; I knew it utterly, like something I had lived and made my own. And that man’s face became for me the face of darkness and of time. It was fixed above the memory of that Spring like some dark judge or destiny, some sorrowful and yet impassive witness of all the fury and anguish in the lives of men.


  It never spoke a word to me that I could hear, its mouth was closed, its language was unspeakable—and yet what it said to me was more plain and inevitable than any spoken word could ever be. It was a voice that seemed to have the whole earth in it, and to resume into itself that murmurous and everlasting sound of time, that, day and night, hovers forever above the earth, and all the furious streets of life, unchanging and eternal in its sustenance, no matter what men live or die.


  It was the voice of evening and of night, and in it were all the million tongues of all those men who have passed through the heat and fury of the day, and who now lean quietly upon the sills at evening. In it was the whole vast hush and weariness that seemed to come upon the city at the hour of dusk, when the blind and savage chaos of another day is ended—and when everything, streets, buildings, and ten million men and women seem to breathe slowly with a sorrowful and weary joy, and when all sound, all violence and movement in the city’s life, seems stilled in this same light of sorrow, peace, and resignation.


  The knowledge of their million tongues was in that single tongueless voice, the wisdom of man’s life of labor, fury, and despair, spoke to me from it in the hour of evening, and remained with me in all the madness and despair that I would know at night. And what this tongueless image said to me, was this:


  “Child, child,” it said. “Have patience and belief, for life is many days, and all this present grief and madness of your life will pass away. Son, son, you have been mad and drunken, furious and wild, filled with hatred and despair, and all the dark confusions of the soul—but so have we. Your thirst and hunger were so great you thought that you could eat and drink the earth, but it has been this way with all men dead or living in their youth. You found the earth too great for your one life, you found your brain and sinew smaller than the hunger and desire that fed on them—but child, this is the chronicle of the earth and of all life. And now because you have known madness and despair, because you will grow mad and desperate again before this night is over, we, made of your earth and quality, men who have known all of the madness, anguish, and despair that youth can know, we who have stormed the ramparts of the furious earth and been hurled back, we who have been maddened by the unknowable and bitter mystery of love, the passion of hatred and desire, of faith and jealousy, grief and longing, we who can now lean quietly on the sills of evening, watching the tumult, pain, and frenzy of this life, now call upon you to take heart and hope again, for we can swear to you that these things pass, and we can tell you there are things that never change and are the same forever.


  “Because we shall not go into the dark again, nor suffer madness, nor admit despair; because we have found doors—Because we shall build walls about us now, and find a place, and see a few things clearly, letting millions pass. ...


  “Because we have known so many things, we have seen so many things, we have lived so long and lived alone so much and thought so many things; and because there is a little wisdom in us now; because, belly and back and bone and blood, we have made our own a few things now, and we know what we know, we have what we have, we are what we are ...


  “We shall not strike against the wall at night and cry, ‘No more!’; we shall not hear the clocks of time strike out on foreign air, we shall not wake at morning in some foreign land to think of home, nor hear the hoof and wheel come down the streets of memory again; because we shall not go again, we shall not go again, because our wandering is over and our hunger fed—O brother, son and comrade, famished youth, over the dust and fury of ten thousand days, over all the madness of our hunger and unrest, we had a vision of things that never change, we had a vision of things that last forever, and we made this song for you:


  “Some things will never change. Some things will always be the same. Lean down your ear upon the earth, and remember there are things that last forever. Behold: because we have been set here in the shift and glitter of so many fashions, because we have seen so many things that come and go, so many words forgotten, so many fames that flared and were destroyed; because our brains were bent and sick and driven by the rush, the jar, the million shocks of multitude and number, because we were a grain of dust, a cellulate and dying atom, a dwarfed wanderer among the horror of immense architectures, a stranger whose footfalls had not worn away the millionth part of an inch from the million streets of life; a sinew of bright blood and agony staggering under the weight of its desire, exploded by its everlasting hunger; and because our proudest songs were lost in all the snarl of voices, our vision broken and bewildered by the buildings, because we thought men so much less than mortar, our hearts grew mad and desperate, and we had no hope.


  “But we know that the vanished step is better than the stone it walked upon, that one lost word will live when all the towers have fallen down, we know that the vanished men, the dead that they motored to swift burials and at once forgot, the cry that was wasted, the gesture that was half remembered, the forgotten moments of a million obscure lives, will live here when these pavements are forgotten, and the dust of the buried lovers will outlast the city’s dust. Lift up your heart, then, as you look at those proud towers: for we tell you they are less than blade and leaf, for the blade and leaf will last forever.


  “Some things will never change. Some things will always be the same. The tarantula, the adder, and the asp will always be the same. The sound of the hoof in the street will never change, the glitter of the sunlight on the roughened water will always be the same, and the leaf that strains there in the wind upon the boughs will always be the same. April again! Patches of sudden green, the feathery blur and smoky buddings of young boughs, and something there that comes and goes and never can be captured, the thorn of Spring, the sharp, the tongueless cry! These things will always be the same.


  “The voice of forest water in the night, the silence of the earth that lives forever, the glory of the proud and deathless stars, a woman’s laughter in the dark—and a cry! a cry!—these things will always be the same.


  “Hunger and pain and death will never change, the lids of dark, the innocence of morning, the clean, hard rattle of raked gravel, the cricketing stitch of mid-day in hot meadows, the stir and feathery stumble of hens upon the roost, the smell of sea in harbors, and the delicate web of children’s voices in bright air, these things will always be the same.


  “All things belonging to the earth will never change—the leaf, the blade, the flower, the wind that cries and sleeps, and wakes again, the trees whose stiff arms clash and tremble in the dark, and the dust of lovers long since buried in the earth—all things proceeding from the earth to seasons, all things that lapse and change and come again upon the earth—these things will always be the same, for they come up from the earth that never changes, they go back into the earth that lasts forever; only the earth endures, but it endures forever.


  “Under the pavements trembling like a pulse, under the buildings trembling like a cry, under the waste of time, the hoof of the beast again above the broken bones of cities, there will be something growing like a flower, forever bursting from the earth, forever deathless, faithful, coming into life again like April.”


  [¬]


  THE FOUR LOST MEN


  Long Version


  [Scribner’s Magazine, February 1934]


  Suddenly, at the green heart of June, beneath the starred tent of deep-breasted night, I heard my father’s voice again. That year I was sixteen, [the week before I had come home from my first year at college,] and the huge thrill and menace of the war, which we had entered just two months before, in April, filled our hearts. And war gives life to men as well as death. It fills the hearts of young men with wild song and jubilation. It wells up in their throats in great-starred night with a savage goat-cry of exultant pain and joy. And it fills them with a wild and wordless prophesy not of death, but life, for it speaks to them of new lands, triumph, and discovery, of heroic deeds, the fame and fellowship of heroes, and the love of glorious unknown women—of a shining triumph and a grand success in a heroic world, and of a life more fortunate and happy than they have ever known.


  So was it with us all that year. Over the immense and waiting earth, the single pulse and promise of the war impended. One felt it in the little towns at dawn, with all their quiet, casual, utterly familiar acts of life beginning. One felt it in the route-boy deftly flinging the tight-folded block of paper on a porch, a man in shirt-sleeves coming out upon the porch and bending for the paper, the slow-clopping hooves of the milk horse in a quiet street, the bottle-clinking wagon, and the sudden pause, the rapid footsteps of the milkman and the clinking bottles, then clopping hoof and wheel, and morning stillness, the purity of light, and the dew-sweet bird-song rising in the street again.


  In all these ancient, ever-new, unchanging, always magic acts of life and light and morning one felt the huge impending presence of the war. And one felt it in the brooding hush of noon, in the warm dusty stir and flutter and the feathery clucking of the sun-warm hens at noon. One felt it in the ring of the ice-tongs in the street, the cool whine of the ice-saws droning through the smoking block. One felt it poignantly, somehow, in the solid lonely liquid leather shuffle of men in shirt-sleeves coming home to lunch in one direction in the brooding hush and time-enchanted spell of noon, and in screens that slammed and sudden silence. And one felt it in the humid warmth and hungry fragrance of the cooking turnip greens, in leaf and blade and flower, in smell of tar, and the sudden haunting green-gold summer absence of a street-car after it had gone.


  In all these ancient, most familiar things and acts and colors of our lives, one felt, with an intolerable entrail-numbing ecstacy, [ecstasy,] the huge impending presence of the war. The war had got in everything: it was in things that moved and in things that were still, in the animate red silence of an old brick wall as well as in all the thronging life and traffic of the streets. It was in the faces of the people passing, and in ten thousand familiar acts and moments of man’s daily life and business.


  And lonely, wild, and haunting, calling us on forever with the winding of its far-lost horn, it had got into the time-enchanted loneliness of the magic hills around us, in all the sudden, wild and lonely lights that came and passed and vanished on the massed green of the wilderness.


  The war was in far cries and broken sounds and cow bells tinkling in the gusting wind, and in the far wild wailing joy and sorrow of a departing train, as it rushed eastward, seaward, war-ward through a valley of the South in the green spell and golden magic of full June. The war was in the ancient red-gold light of fading day, that fell without violence or heat upon the streets of life, the houses where men lived, the brief flame and fire of sheeted window panes.


  —


  And it was in field and gulch and hollow, in the sweet green mountain valleys fading into dusk, and in the hill-flanks reddened with the ancient light, and slanting fast into steep cool shade and lilac silence. It was in the whole earth breathing the last heat and weariness of day out in the huge hush and joy and sorrow of oncoming night.


  Finally, the war had got into all sounds and secrecies, the sorrow, longing, and delight, the mystery, hunger, and exultant joy that came from the deep-breasted heart of fragrant, cool, and all-engulfing night. It was in the sweet and secret rustling of the leaves in summer streets, in footsteps coming quiet, slow, and lonely along the darkness of a leafy street, in screen doors slammed, and silence, the distant barking of a dog, far voices, laughter, faint pulsing music at a dance, and in all the casual voices of the night, far, strangely near, most intimate and familiar, remote as time, as haunting as the briefness of our days.


  And suddenly, as I sat there under all the proud and secret mystery of huge-starred, velvet-breasted night, hearing my father’s great voice sounding from the porch, the war, with a wild and intolerable loneliness of ecstasy and desire, came to me in the sudden throbbing of a racing motor far away, silence, an image of the cool sweet darkness of the mountainside, the white flesh and yielding tenderness of women, and even as I thought of this I heard the rich sensual welling of a woman’s voice, voluptuous, low and tender, from the darkness of a summer porch across the street.


  What had the war changed? What had it done to us? What miracle of transformation had it wrought upon our lives? It had changed nothing; it had heightened, intensified, and made glorious all the ancient and familiar things of life. It had added hope to hope, joy to joy, and life to life; and from that vital wizardry it had rescued all our lives from hopelessness and despair, and made us live again who thought that we were lost.


  The war seemed to have collected in a single image of joy, and power, and proud compacted might all of the thousand images of joy and power and all-exulting life which we had always had, and for which we had never had a word before. Over the fields of silent and mysterious night it seemed that we could hear the nation marching, that we could hear, soft and thunderous in the night, the million-footed unison of marching men. And that single glorious image of all-collected joy and unity and might had given new life and new hope to all of us.


  My father was old, he was sick with a cancer that flowered and fed forever at his entrails, eating from day to day the gaunt sinew of his life away beyond a hope or remedy, and we knew that he was dying. Yet, under the magic life and hope the war had brought to us, his life seemed to have revived again out of its grief of pain, its death of joy, its sorrow of irrevocable memory.


  For a moment he seemed to live again in his full prime. And instantly we were all released from the black horror of death and time that hung above him, from the nightmare terror that had menaced us for years. Instantly we were freed from the evil spell of sorrowful time and memory that had made his living death more horrible than his real one could ever be.


  And instantly the good life, the golden and exultant life of childhood, in whose full magic we had been sustained by all the power and richness of his life, and which had seemed so lost and irrecoverable that it had a dream-like strangeness when we thought of it, had under this sudden flare of life and joy and war returned in all its magic and triumphant colors. And for a moment we believed that all would be again for us as it had been, that he never could grow old and die, but that he must live forever, and that the summertime, the orchard and the singing, would be ours, and ours forever, and could never die.


  I could hear him talking of old wars and ancient troubles, hurling against the present and its leaders the full indictment of his soaring rhetoric, that howled, rose, fell and swept out into the night, piercing all quarters of the darkness with the naked penetration which his voice had in the old days when he sat talking on his porch in summer darkness, and the neighborhood attended and was still.


  Now as my father talked, I could hear the boarders on the porch attending in the same way, the stealthy creak of a rocker now and then, a low word spoken, a question, protest or agreement, and then their hungry, feeding, and attentive silence as my father talked. From time to time some of the boarders, whose politics for the most part differed from my father’s, would interrupt him with a laugh of good-natured protest at some partisan extravagance of rhetoric, or with words of some earnest and heated denial. When this happened, as was his custom, he would pay no attention whatever to their arguments. Rather, he would pause, like a caged animal crouched for a spring, lunge forward violently, spit, hitch nervously in his chair, while his cold-grey and unseeing eyes, at once so shallow, un-deep, furious, and lonely, went flickering restlessly about in the boney, deep-sunk, slanting and almost reptilian cage-formation of his skull.


  Then, when the words of argument or denial had ceased, he would wet his great thumb briefly, clear his throat savagely, and launch immediately again into the full tide of his invective rhetoric, paying no attention to what had been said to him. All of his life he had been this way. He never paused to argue, he had no interest in the fine points of debate. His interest was in soaring affirmation and whole-hearted curse and, like Dr. Samuel Johnson, if he failed to shoot you with his gun, he would knock you down with the butt of it, and go on heedless of reason or of right.


  This now happened. From time to time I would hear the voices of three of the boarders, and my sister’s voice, and then my father, breathing furiously and obliviously in these interrupted periods, clearing his throat savagely, and lunging forward in full swing again.


  The three boarders who dared to interrupt him were all men, and all had come to my mother’s house in summertime for many years. One was an old German from New Orleans named Helm. Another was a genial red-faced man named Jim Blackshire, who was clerk of the court in the South Carolina mill town one hundred miles away where my oldest sister lived. The third, also a South Carolinian, was a man named McKeithan. He was a permanent boarder at my mother’s house, and was employed by a jeweller in town as his assistant.


  Of all these men we had known old Mr. Helm the best, and felt for him the deepest and most friendly affection. He had been coming to my mother’s house since 1907, the summer when she had first acquired the property. Somehow the sight of his broad and kindly face, the sound of his guttural and gentle voice evoked for me the memory of an entire past which I had known and which already seemed lost and colored by the strange golden hue and magic of old time—old time that we ourselves have lived in childhood and that seems, on this account, so strange and wonderful.


  Now when I saw and heard old Mr. Helm I would think not only of all the vanished lives of the first boarders, but of all the event, romance, and adventures of their lives, the songs we sang in those first summers and the things we did. The memory of these lives—lives that had come to us from everywhere, that had been drawn in to us on the impulsion of blind chance from a thousand towns and cities, out of the faceless and unknown man-swarms of the earth—had always held for me a magic congruence.


  There had been for me in all the casual and accidental interweavings of these lives a sense of purpose and design so ordered and inevitable that now I could only think of these people and the whole integument of event they had created as part of a fixed design, an inevitable purpose in our destiny. And yet they had come to our house by chance, had met by accident, and with the magic instancy and familiarity of life itself, had made a new life there.


  There they had hated, loved, been rivals, friends, companions, enemies, had taken sides, divided, joined, created a two-month summer world that had in it all the meanness, malice, envy, spite, and hate, all of the love and tenderness, all of the sorrow, joy, delight, and passion men can know. And all of it, in the time-strange spell and magic of those first golden summers of my life, had seemed to me, a child of seven years, inevitable, eternal. But always at the summer’s end they had broken all the magic of that world forever, and departed to take up new lives, new adventures, and new labors of their own. And the destruction of that magic world would always leave me with an unutterable sorrow of loss, the lonely rustle of leaves at night in the trees of waning summer, the receding whistle wailing into darkness at the river’s edge, the tolling bell, and for a moment, far and lonely, the pounding of great wheels upon the rail.


  Now, from all that vanished world, that buried life, no one returned to waken it but Mr. Helm. And he was old, my father was dying, and the huge impending thrill and menace of the war, the gaunt prophecy of new event, hung over us. Therefore the face of Mr. Helm, the sound of his voice, could now revive the old life poignantly, with an incomparable vividness of memory, but sorrowfully, like something never to be brought back again or captured, like the lost magic, all of the hopes, beliefs, and visions of a child.


  The others had long since left us. That company of youth, gayety, beauty and adventure which had come to my mother’s house in the first years, which had come out of the deep still mystery of the dark and secret South from a hundred places, of which, somehow, the most magic, languorous, sensuous, and exultant place of all was New Orleans—now came no more. They had vanished, were lost, as strangely, sorrowfully and magically as those enchanted years of “1908,” with all their thousand lights and qualities of a lost enchantment—the lost songs, words, events, and casual voices of that time in which they came. Where now?


  We did not know, and none could find the reason for their absence, except my mother who sometimes spoke of them regretfully, referring to them as “that class of people” saying:


  “We no longer get the class of people that used to come here. They go to hotels now—and then, of course, that’s so,” she said reflectively. “The automobiles came in and everyone who has a car is out to see the country. The old folks would rather go off somewheres in the mountains where it’s quiet and they can rest—and the young folks want to be where there’s lots of amusement and something to keep them goin’ all the time. Where they used to come and stay two months they put up with you for the night and then they’re up and gone next day before you know it. It’s become a fly-by-night sort of business, sure enough,” she said. “There’s no money in it any more. The crowd you get nowadays are clerks or counterjumpers or people who come here on three-day excursions. They’re out to get all they can for nothing. They’re a far different lot from the class of people that we used to get—oh! doctors, lawyers, business men, the leading folks of the community, good substantial people all of them, would come here with their wives and children—oh! from New Orleans, you know, and everywheres!” my mother said proudly, and as she said these words, and I saw her high white naked forehead and the child-like innocence in her worn brown eyes, I felt suddenly the rending anguish of intolerable pity that she sometimes roused in me, although why I could not say.


  Over all our lives that year there hung a sorrow of time and memory, a feeling, inchoate and unspoken that, whatever the perilous and uncertain future brought to us, golden time of life and hope and full abundant joy had gone from us forever, and could never be recaptured as it was. Even my mother’s house had grown shabby, dingy and dilapidated-looking, as if it knew its days of glory had departed.


  And now, all through the house—through the wide draughty old halls and in the high calcimined rooms there was an incommunicable but overwhelming feeling of emptiness and departure. And that haunting and sorrowful feeling of sorrow and resignation seemed to have touched, somehow, everyone and everything.


  The voices of the boarders on the porch now sounded quiet and sad and lonely in the darkness. And in their comings and goings, even in the way my mother received them, gave them rooms, or watched them as they went away again, there was this strange and terrible sense of emptiness, loneliness, and departure, for which I could not find a word, but which I felt constantly, and knew with a wild and wordless ache of sorrow, mystery, and exultant joy.


  It was like the feeling of departed summer, the rustling of leaves in quiet streets at night when summer is over, and lonely footsteps passing in the leafy street, and darkness, a woman’s laughter, and the rustling of September leaves again. The boarders themselves were like dry blown leaves. They came and went in the old house with this same feeling of emptiness and sorrow. They were blown past our lives in the old draughty halls and high bare rooms (now naked-bare and rude and shabby as I had never dreamed they were before) with a casual and sorrowful familiarity of affection.


  My mother saw them come and go, was kind and tranquil when they spoke to her, and did not trouble much about them. There seemed to be a silent understanding in us all, a quiet fatality of acceptance. We drifted like blown leaves through the wide empty halls of the old house, and went our different ways, and lived most lonely yet familiar to the others in the house.


  Sometimes the boarders would pass along the halls, would look in on us as we sat in the kitchen, in the parlour, in the hall, and for a moment the boarders would pause, lean casually against the door and look in on us, talking to us tranquilly and casually with a complete and quiet familiarity of understanding, and then go on again. Sometimes they would ask my mother if anyone had telephoned while they were away, if Jones or Brown or Smith had been there looking for them, and she would answer: “Why, yes, it seems I did see him comin’ down the stairs—he went on out—he didn’t say what he wanted and I didn’t ask,” she would tranquilly conclude—“I reckon if he wants to see you he’ll be back again.”


  Or they would ask her casual questions about hot water, laundry, towels, and she would tell them if the water was hot and where to go to get the towels they wanted. And the boarders seemed content with this, and somehow sorrowfully yet affectionately drawn to us all, as if, to be blown like old leaves through the wide draughty halls of the old house, to pass our lives with such a casual, quiet, and intimate affection, to look in on us as we sat in rooms or lay on beds and talked together, to fetch their towels, and ask about the water and the laundry, and then be blown lonely on through the old and sorrowful emptiness of the house again, to come and go, each in his own way as he wanted—was something they desired in life more than order, comfort, care, and service, and with which they were content.


  How had we changed? What had time done to us? What was this sorrowful acceptance of time and memory that now hung above our lives forever and that had so transformed us, and haunted even the halls and rooms of the old house with this feeling of emptiness, sadness, and departure? That lost world of those first years of magic—that golden world of “1908” with its integument of a warm, flashing, constantly various and thrilling life—a life of gayety, youth, and summer magic, drawn from a hundred accidental sources, but so intimate, rich, and wonderful that it seemed to me to have the inevitable unity, purpose and design of a densely woven web of destiny, now seemed more lost and strange to me than a vanished dream.


  Rather, this world of blown leaves and departure we now lived in had grown dreamlike in its haunting and phantasmal reality until it seemed this old and sorrowful house of haunting vacancy—this house that was so ghostly strange in its stark bare and incredible reality could never have lived and flourished with that great cargo of the past, and was itself the ghostly relic of a reality that had gone forever.


  [The feeling that the house gave me was the feeling a man might have when he walks past an old dilapidated house in the great city where he once lived when he was twenty-five, and had come for the first time to live in the unceasing, million-footed city. Then he sees again the room he lived in, with a woman that he loved, and he sees the window that was theirs from which they looked out a thousand times upon the people passing in the street, and he now sees the faces of the people passing in the street about him with a sense of horror, anguish, disbelief, and all of the life that he has lived seems stranger than a dream.


  For he knows that in that room were packed incredibly all of the hope, hunger, joy and savage passion youth can know, and that a room can hold. And he sees now that the room was just a room, the house a house, the street a street, and then goes on again, filled with all the mystery, sorrow and the wild regret of time, dark time, that flows forever like a river, and is more real than morning, stranger than a dream, and that haunts us with the briefness of our days. This was the feeling that my mother’s house now gave to me.]


  This feeling in our lives had come from two main sources. It had come first because the war, which impended now with its terrific thrill and menace, and which had got, passionately and incommunicably, into the most casual and familiar acts of life, and into everything we did and felt and thought, had engulfed us with its tremendous image of central all-embracing reality. The war had overwhelmed our lives and drawn our souls out through our mouths even as the terrific locomotive overwhelms and draws out the souls of people standing on the platform of a little station as it sweeps by them.


  For this reason, therefore, not only the lives we had lived, the people we had known, the time, the things, and the events which had long since vanished seemed ghost-strange, magically unreal to us, but even the people around us, the most familiar scenes and acts of all our lives had a dream-like and sorrowful unreality. The familiar world and all the acts and memories of life had now become dream-strange as painted smoke before this overwhelming image of the war which impended, which pounded in our veins like wine, which filled our entrails with the exultant menaces of its dark and secret prophecies, and which called us forth forever to its tremendous life of triumph, glory, new lands, and the love of glorious women.


  The second reason for these powerful and incommunicable feelings of sorrow, absence and departure, and the dream-like strangeness of the times we had known, the lives we had led, lay in the constant threat and menace of my father’s death. He lived among us now like his own ghost, a memory, a shadow, and a phantom of his own world. Yet, sometimes by a word, a gesture, a living flash of the old fire and power, he would seem to live again in his full prime, as now, as he sat talking of old wars and of lost men to the silent and attentive boarders on the porch.


  And when this happened, he could instantly evoke in all its hues of triumph and enchantment not only the lost world of those first years of magic in my mother’s house but also the great world of abundance, power, and savage joy, of terror, shame, and rich exultant living which had then been his. That was the world which he had shaped, created, and imposed upon us all, and now, under this phantasmal sorrow of his sunken, waning life, under this dreadful menace of his death that hung above him by a thread forever constricting our hearts with the cold and poisonous fear of an antagonist who always threatened, and who never came, that world of life and joy and magic now seemed lost and sorrowful as dreams, buried forever in a sea-depth of phantasmal time.


  What was that world that we had lost? What was that magic life that was so near to all of us, so intolerably near that it was stranger, farther than Hesperides, so near it seemed almost that all we had to do was say a word, or make a spell, or make a little turning of our arm in space to touch it with our hand again, to enter the lost province of its Eden-glories, to make it live again in all its flashing panoply of movement, pulsing warmth, enchanted color, and exultant joy?


  [It was the world of the first summers in my mother’s house, the summer singing and my father’s prime. It was the world of the vanished faces, mystery, the soft low tender laughter of the summer women welling richly from the summer dark, and it was the world of dew-sweet morning with the apple blossoms floating to the ground.] It was the world of the smell of the tar out in the streets at noon, the green-gold aching joy and magic of the dandelions. And it was the world of the spell and wait of drowsy noon, and the time-strange magic of the golden summer.


  It was the world where life did not pass in a measured agony of hours and days, and weeks, in grisly endurances of a weary and interminable heat. It was a summer world where life passed magically in one swarming iridescent web of green and gold and velvet night, in a single spell and magic of enchanted time.


  It was the world of the vanished faces, the exultant mystery of great-starred, cool-enfolding night, the lilac dark, a woman’s laughter, and the rustling of a leaf. And it was the world where we heard great wheels pounding at the river’s edge in darkness, the tolling of a bell, the whistle wailing far and lonely through the cool sweet mountain valleys of the South at night, and had no thought of sorrow and departure when we heard those sounds, but rather felt a swelling joy and mystery in our hearts, and thought: “Out of the South, the deep dark South, the ever-still, unmoving, ancient and seductive South, South of the tropic depths, the still reptilian secrecies, the tideless sensual rivers, South of the unknown flowers, the strange perfumes of death and love, the silent trees, the hid desire, the low sweet tender voices and the white flesh of magnolia women—oh, who comes, who comes, who comes to us tomorrow from your dark and secret heart, great South?”


  It was the world of the voices singing in the summer darkness, the mellow thrum of violins, the thumped piano and the songs they sang. It was the world of “The Chocolate Soldier,” “Tammany,” “Has Anybody Here Seen Kelly?” and of “Love Me and the World Is Mine.” It was the world of the lovely girls, the beautiful and seductive women coming to us from a hundred places, world of the merry, sensuous, pleasure-loving, and free-handed people of the deep and sensuous South, world of summer-magic, time-enchantment, “New Orleans.”


  —


  And now, of all that world, old Mr. Helm alone was left. From all that life of vanished magic he alone returned, year after year, to revive that lost life in our minds with all the haunting sorrow of its loss. And of us all, old Mr. Helm was the only one who did not know that world had gone forever. He was the only one who did not see how sorrowfully with death my father’s life was changed, the ghostly world in which it now lay sunken, nor feel the huge impending menace of the war, a new life, and a transformed world, that hung above us darkly with its secret and unspoken prophecies of triumph and departure, joy and glory, and love and death that was in us, with us, all about us, and had come before we knew it, and was there.


  Rather, with the kindly, stolid, unreflecting faith of all his kind, he could not see that anything on earth had changed a bit. My father, whom he worshipped, was still the grandest man on earth to him, his heart the truest, his mind the keenest, the wildest and most extravagant oaths of his vituperative rhetoric, the pure ore of a balanced judgment and a flawless reason, not for a moment to be subjected to the sacrilege of argument or denial. And that my father was an old and dying man, only sick of his life and waiting in the darkness till death came, the enfeebled shadow of his former self, old Mr. Helm did not understand at all.


  Likewise, my mother’s house had not grown old and shabby, and full of a haunting and sorrowful emptiness to Mr. Helm. Nor could he see that the boarders, too, had changed from that first company of life and youth and ever-pulsing movement, and were only sorrowful poor leaves of boarders now, who came and went in silence, were blown casual and lonely through our empty halls.


  No, my mother’s house and all the people in it were just the same as they had always been, and nothing in the world had changed at all. Toward all life, and particularly towards his own life, old Mr. Helm felt nothing but the most benevolent satisfaction and assurance that everything had been arranged just as it ought to be. And for that reason, the memory of that good old man as he was that final fatal summer was to haunt my heart forever, and to pierce me with a feeling of anguish, pity, and unutterable regret for all men living when I thought of him.


  [For even at that moment as the old man sat there in the summer darkness, worshipfully listening to my father’s voice again, solemnly wagging his ponderous and benevolent old head in pious affirmation of everything my father said, his life was ruined, lost, and broken, and he did not know it.]


  A German by birth, Mr. Helm had come to America in his sixteenth year, a fugitive, like many others, from the tyranny of the Prussian military system that would have swallowed him. And although he had now lived for more than fifty years in his adopted country, he had never learned to speak its language save in a guttural, almost broken, accent.


  For more than forty years old Mr. Helm had been employed by a great bank in New Orleans, and for over thirty years he had been its chief cashier. This bank had been the central passion and consuming loyalty of the old man’s life. Of its chief officials—the President, the Vice-Presidents—and its great depositors he spoke with hushed awe, quoting their words and judgments with a reverential deference as great as he accorded the opinions of my father. And for the bank itself he felt a holy devotion that was as sincere and deep as any good priest ever felt for the spiritual divinity of the church.


  Year after year the old man had come back to us, bringing his kind old wide-hipped wife along with him, and she would sit there with her hands folded on her ample stomach, beaming her pride and approval of everything he said from every corner of her good broad face, as the old fellow smoked his good cigar and told us of his bank.


  He boasted of its wealth, the huge amount of its deposits, its invincible strength and unassailable integrity and the boundless faith and confidence which the public had in it. When he spoke of the bank, it was with such love and tenderness and utter humility of pride as a man might feel for a beautiful and beloved son, or as a son might feel for a parent who can do no wrong.


  Then he would boast of the goodness, honor and unbounded kindness of the chief directors of the bank, and of the princely generosity they had so often lavished on him.


  “Alvays ven I vent avay on my vacation,” he would begin slowly, wagging his big head in slow nods of ponderous affirmation, “He”—no need to name that mighty “He,” for the solemn look, hushed tone, and reverent devotion with which the word was spoken told plainly that old Helm was speaking of the President—“He vould call me in to de office und gif to me a box of fine cigars—ja! I smoke vun of dem now!” the old man cried, proudly lifting the long Havana in his pudgy fingers and putting it into his mouth with a somewhat clumsy gesture but with a look of indescribable satisfaction.


  “He vould say, ‘Fritz, I make to you a leetle bresent.’ Und den he vould gif me a whole box of dem—ja! De same kind dat he smokes himself!” the old man said proudly, while his old wife wagged her head in solemn confirmation of this bounty.


  “Den I vould tank him for his bresent und start to go,” said old man Helm, “und he vould alvays sdop me going out de door. He vould say, ‘Fritz, vait a minute! Here iss sometink dat I forgot to gif you.’ Und he vould hand to me an envelope mit sometink written on it—alvays de same ting. Vat you tink it say, eh?” said Mr. Helm, beaming slowly around at everyone in a gesture of all-inclusive satisfaction. “‘To Fritz Helm—in token of hiss loyal und valued services to de bank, mit all good vishes for a happy und successful vacation—Mit de compliments of de directors’—a check! Ja!” he would cry excitedly. “A check for ein hundert dollars!” he would shout. “Ein hundert dollars!” he now fairly yelled. “Nod my salary! Nod my chob! Nein! Nein! Nein!” he would cry angrily, as if someone had contradicted him. “A gift! Dey gif it to me! Do you see?”—and the old man would glare wildly at his listeners. “I do nodding for it! Dey gif it to me every year ven I come avay—to—‘To Fritz,’”—and suddenly the old fellow’s eyes had grown blind with tears, and his voice became so husky as to be almost inaudible—“‘To Fritz—from de directors,’” he muttered, and suddenly he wiped his old hand with a rough shamed movement across his eyes, and in a moment went on in a quieter tone, “I try to say sometink —to sbeak to him—to make my tanks fer vat dey do—but I gan not sbeak!” and now his voice was old and husky and his eyes had grown blind with tears again. “It all comes svelling here,” he whispered, and put his hand upon this throat. “I try to sbeak—but I gan zay nodding—it vill not come! Den,”—with a shamefaced smile—“he see I act like a big baby—he make a choak mit me to make me laugh—ja!” he cried, suddenly beginning to chuckle. “He say—‘Now, Fritz, ven you get up dere vere ve gan’t look after you—I vaut you to look out for de merry summer vidows! Dey’re on de look out for younk fellers like you, und I vaut you to vatch out fer dem—ja!” said old man Helm chuckling. “He alvays say sometink like dat ven I go avay! ... Dat vas a choak!” he dutifully explained.


  Then his wife would beam round at everyone, nodding her head slowly in a smile of expansive satisfaction which seemed to say, “Ja. Dot vas a choke—und now you gan all laugh aboud it!”


  And my father, who had been leaning forward during the whole recital with a faint grin fixed at the corners of his thin pale lips and with his head cocked slightly to the side in an attitude of almost ravenous attentiveness, so that his enormous leathery-looking ear, from which a big tuft of coarse grey hair was growing, seemed almost to sprout outward from his head and seize the words as fast as they came from Mr. Helm’s mouth, would now look around at us all with a swift glance of his uneasily restless cold-grey eyes, grin thinly, wet his great thumb briefly on his mouth, spit, and then lunge backward in his chair with a grin of satisfaction, a slow, somewhat rusty chuckle, and a sound which it would be impossible to define exactly but which sounded somewhat like “E’God!”


  Although my father had heard this story at least a hundred times, always listened to it with the same hungry and unwearied interest, bent forward gauntly, head cocked in an attitude of fixed alertness and with his terrific hands hinged in their great-boned clasp upon his knees.


  Later, I could not forget my father’s hands. They were the largest, most powerful, and, somehow, the most shapely hands I had ever seen. And even though his great right hand had been so crippled and stiffened by an attack of inflammatory rheumatism ten years before that he had never regained the full use of it, and since that time could only hold the great wooden mallet that the stonecutters use in a painful and clumsy half-clasp between the thumb and the big stiffened fingers, his hands had never lost their character of life, strength and powerful shapeliness.


  The hands gave to the interminable protraction of his living death a kind of concrete horror that it otherwise would not have had. For as his powerful gaunt figure waned and wasted under the ravages of the cancer that was consuming him until he had become only the enfeebled shadow of his former self, his gaunt hands, on which there was so little which death could consume, lost none of their former rock-like heaviness, strength and shapely power. Thus, even when the giant figure of the man had become nothing but a spectral remnant of itself, sunk in a sorrow of time, awaiting death, those great still-living hands of power and strength hung incredibly, horribly from the spectral form of death to which they were attached.


  And for this reason those powerful hands of life evoked, as nothing else could have done, in an instant searing flash of memory and recognition the lost world of my father’s life of manual power, hunger, fury, savage abundance and wild joy, the whole enchanted structure of the lost life of magic he had made for us. Constantly, those great hands of life joined with an almost grotesque incongruity to that scarecrow form of wasting death would awake for us, as nothing else on earth could do, all of the sorrowful ghosts of time, the dream-like spell and terror of the years between, the years of phantom death, the horror of unreality, strangeness, disbelief, and memory, that haunted us.


  So would it be even in death with my father’s hands. In their powerful, gaunt and shapely clasp, as he lay dead in his coffin, there would be held and gathered, somehow, all of his life that could never die—a living image of the essential quality of his whole life with its fury and unrest, desire and hunger, its tremendous sweep and relish of its enormous appetites and the huge endowment of its physical and sensual powers.


  Therefore, even in his death, as he lay there in his coffin, there was a triumph over death in his great hands. For, curiously, there is usually in the obscene ritual of Christian burial a kind of mercy of obliteration. Under the strong drug of an unnatural and disgusting curiosity, the naked grief and horror of man’s death is for the moment dulled. The brutal memory that we want to forget, the intolerable physical horror of a brother’s death as he strangles to death before one’s eyes in the ropy congestion of his own secretions, writhing on the bed like something impaled upon a hook, and making us writhe forever after in the same way as we try to put it from our minds, seems stranger than a dream when the embalmers have transfigured him with the delicate nuances of their art.


  Similarly, the memory of one’s father dying in a lake of blood, the great red blot forever spreading on the sheet, the soaking bloody sheet removed and replaced with a white one, the white one red at once with that instant spreading, soaking blot of red again—even the naked mutilation of that memory grows dull when we see him stretched out in a coffin.


  The first horror of the knowledge that death in its most loathsome forms can come to a loved familiar figure as readily as to the nameless man-swarm cipher that we do not know, is almost forgotten. Even the rending anguish of hatred, horror, pity, and wet naked shame that one feels at such a time towards one’s own family, the wet eyes and oily faces of the women, the hoarse, ugly, and hysterical sobbings, the lack of anything clean, hard, lonely, gaunt and silent in the whole horrible mess and shame and confusion of that blood-soaked death—the literal, physical, and unescapable reality of this horror of death is somehow mercifully drugged by the obscene unrealities of burial.


  Now the corpse is stretched out on the splendid satin cushions of the expensive coffin. It has been barbered, powdered, disembowelled, and pumped full of embalming fluid. And as it lies there with its waxen head set forward in its curious gaunt projectiveness, the pale lips firmly closed and with a little line of waxen mucous in the lips, the women come forward with their oily swollen faces, and a look of ravenous eagerness in their eyes, look at it hard and long, lift their sodden handkerchiefs slowly to their oily mouths, and are borne away sobbing hysterically by their equally oily, ravenous sister orgiasts in sorrow.


  Meanwhile your father’s friends, the stonecutters, masons, building contractors, butchers, businessmen, and the male relatives stand awkwardly about, dressed in their good black clothes, which they seem not to wear so much as to inhabit with a kind of unrestful itchiness, lowering their eyes gravely and regretfully as the women put on their revolting show, talking together in low voices, and wondering when it will all be over.


  These circumstances, together with the heavy unnatural languour of the funeral smells, the sweet-sick heaviness of the carnations, the funeral weepy blacks in which the women have arrayed themselves, the satiny sandalwood scent that comes from the splendid coffin, and the fragrant faintly acrid odor of embalmed flesh, particularly when blended with the smell of cooking turnip greens, roast pork and apple sauce out of the kitchen, combine to create an atmosphere somewhat like a dinner party in a comfortably furnished morgue.


  In all this obscene pomp of burial there is something so grotesque, unnatural, disgusting, and remote from all we can remember of the dead man’s life and personality that everything about him—even the physical horror of his bloody death, now seems so far away we can hardly believe it ever happened. Therefore, we stare at this waxen and eviscerated relic in the coffin with a sense of weird disbelief, unable to relate it to the living man who bled great lakes of blood the night before.


  Yet, even in his death, my father’s hands still seemed to live, and would not die. And this was the reason why the memory of these hands haunted me then and would haunt me forever after, when he was dead. This was the reason why, when I would try to remember how he looked when dead, I could remember nothing clearly except the powerful sculptured weight and symmetry of his tremendous hands as they lay folded on his body in the coffin. The great hands had a stony, sculptured, and yet living strength and vitality as if Michaelangelo had carved them. They seemed to rest there upon the groomed, bereft and vacant horror of the corpse with a kind of terrible reality as if there really is, in death, some energy of life that will not die, some element of man’s life that must persist and that resumes into a single feature of his life the core and essence of his character.


  Thus, one could suppose that on the face of a dead poet there might remain—how, where, or in what way we could not tell, a kind of flame, a light, a glory—the magic and still-living chrism of his genius. And on the face of the dead conqueror we might see still living, arrogant, and proud with all its dark authorities the frown of power, the inflexible tyranny of stern command, the spacial infinitude of the invincible will that would not die with life, and that, incredibly, remains, still dark and living in its scorn and mockery of death.


  Then, on the face of an old dead prophet or philosopher there would live and would not die the immortality of proud, dark, lonely Thought. We could not say just where that spirit rested. Sometimes it would seem to rest upon the temples of the grand and lonely head. Sometimes we would think it was a kind of darkness in the shadows of the closed and sunken eyes, sometimes the marsh fire of a dark and lambent flame that hovered round the face, that never could be fixed, but that we always knew was there.


  And just as poet, prophet, priest, and conqueror each might retain in death some living and fitting image of his whole life’s truth, so would the strength, the skill, all of the hope, hunger, fury, and unrest that had lashed and driven on through life the gaunt figure of a stonecutter be marvellously preserved in the granite power and symmetry of those undying hands.


  Moreover, in the unwearied and even ravenous interest with which my father heard every repetition of old Mr. Helm’s account of the greatness of his bank, and the generosity and benevolence of the officials who directed it, there was evident all of the savage hunger, interest, and delight of a man who loves life dearly, and holds to it fiercely with a bitter hug.


  It was the same with everything my father did. Everything that he had found good in life gained and flourished in repeating. His powerful relish for all the joyful, adventurous, warlike, savage, strange and fiercely living acts and histories of life was as strong and sharp as his appetite for food and drink. He could no more have grown tired of a story which had once delighted and interested him than he could have discarded his favorite dishes on the ground that he had been familiar with them since his boyhood, and had now, accordingly, grown weary of them. The reason for discarding one would have seemed as absurd and foolish as the reason for discarding the other.


  It will be found that this is true of all men who have loved life fiercely, had the richest and most interesting lives, and have enjoyed life best. For it is only the living man who does not stale of life and its familiar uses; it is always the sterile man who turns life dead. The complaint of tedium, the sneering charge of dulness, the charge of weariness with what was once found good, but now has grown stale through repetition, is the lament of people who themselves were born tedious, weary, stale and dull as hell out of their mothers’ wombs.


  These are the living dead of life and their dismal legions swarm across the earth, and spread the grey infection of their hopeless taint at all the living roots of joy. Their eyes are lustreless and old, their veins flow slowly with a pale and viscous liquid like embalming fluid, and they have never known innocence, exultancy or joy.


  For them all living things on earth turn to a substance of grey ashes in the mouth, and nothing can be done to help them. For them, there is no joy, no hunger, and no savor on the earth. Surfeited from the cradle, jaded even in the loins that wearily begot them, they hate their lives and every living thing on earth with the hatred of their death and impotence.


  Nothing is theirs, therefore, but style and newness turning old the moment that they touch it. If they are poor they swarm greyly, wearily along the obscene avenues of night where lights are, seeking constantly about with dead hard eyes and the harsh clamour of their sterile, strident and exacerbated tongues. And if they are rich they sauce up their funeral meats in a quaint and curious realm of pederasts, lesbians, prizefighters, Negro barytones, bicycle riders, jolly old opium eaters and precious kept and sensitively refined young men from the yearning nuances of the art-theatre.


  At length, no doubt, this precious and most weary crew submits to the superfetation of death, and the finial anachronism of embalming, and are motored to swift burials and at once forgot.


  The living man, however, is never weary of an ancient joy, nor does he sneer at an old magic because he once has known it. Rather, he seeks out constantly the plain, priceless, and uncostly glory of the earth, and knows that there is nothing better. In all his fury, hunger, and unrest, his voyages to strange lands, his constant searching through the streets of life, there is forever the thought of return, the hope of discovery. In such a man there burns forever the belief that all will be again for him as it was once, and that the whole earth will again come instantly to life for him in all the hues of its familiar joy and magic.


  The Greeks, one of the more loving, wise, and joyful peoples of the earth, recognized the truth of this with, “Dis a tris tail kala” (The good things are worth trying two or three times). But the man who loves life knows that they could have added: “And if you are a living man and find them good you will not weary of them if you try them twenty thousand times.”


  Homer did not grow weary of the siege of Troy and of the heroes of that war, although he must have heard the story told by many men. Neither, having looked upon that sea and known its color, was he ashamed to repeat a thousand times that it was “wine-dark”; nor did any living man grow weary when he told him so.


  So was it with my father. Just as I had heard him tell a thousand times of old wars and battles and the thousand scenes and stories of a past which he had known and lived, just as I had heard him speak, as now, a thousand times, of the strange lost moments of dark time, of vanished faces, of lost men, of “Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes,” so had I never grown weary of these stories, nor of the way in which he told them, the soaring rhetoric and the familiar epithet, the design that grew, enlarged, and enriched itself forever, but was woven from the old familiar thread of joy.


  For my father with his fierce exultant love of life could make the lost world and the buried life that he had known live for me as no one else on earth could do. And because my father had this power and love of life in him, his delight in hearing such stories as old Mr. Helm told to him about his bank was insatiable. So far from ever growing tired of them, he derived constantly a deeper and greater satisfaction from each telling, looking around at all of us with a kind of triumphant satisfaction as he heard the familiar words, as if to say, “You see? What did I tell you?”—even when he had heard the story told unnumbered times—holding his great leathery ear cocked to one side, as he bent forward in an attitude of ravenous attention, and when the story had been told, looking around at all of us with a thin grin of satisfaction, and a slow hoarse almost unwilling chuckle, as he spat strongly, lunged back violently in his chair, wet his great thumb briefly on his tongue, and made an indefinable noise in his throat that sounded like “E’ God!”


  So had it always been. Now, at the beginning of this first summer of the war, old Mr. Helm had come back again, and now there were new marvels to be added to that old familiar tale. For this year, just the month before, in fact, Mr. Helm, having reached his seventieth birthday and having completed more than forty years of service to his beloved bank, had given in his resignation and prepared to retire to the old age of modest comfort which his savings would enable him to enjoy.


  Then, what a leave-taking there had been! What a triumph of farewell and felicitation, joy and sorrow, happiness and regret! On the occasion of his seventieth birthday, which was also the day the old man’s resignation took effect, the officials of the bank had given such a banquet in his honor as had never been known before even in the annals of that glorious institution. Not only all the great officials of the bank were there, and the whole personnel down to the last remotest teller, but the most prominent people in the city’s life had been invited, and were there in all their stiff white-shirted glory.


  The mayor had made a speech of eloquent congratulation, the cashier who was succeeding Mr. Helm had spoken on behalf of employes, and had told of the position of esteem and affection the old man had won in the hearts of all who had known him and worked with him. Finally, “he,” the great man himself, seated at the right hand of the guest of honor, had got up and paid such a tribute to the qualities of his departing servant as no one there had ever heard before. The president had spoken with a simple depth and earnestness of feeling of the “bank’s great loss,” of the place left vacant “in our hearts which no one else can ever fill,” and of the honor and respect in which the old man was held by all who had known him “and come to love him as we do.” When he had finished, there was not a dry eye left among them, and the old man himself had been so overcome that he was unable to respond.


  “It vas not like a sbeech,” said old man Helm. “He dit not stand beseit me—he come und stand behind me—he talk to me chust like I talk to you—he call me ‘Fritz’—he put his hants upon my shoulters vile he talked like dis—so!” he said, unsteadily stretching his hands before him for a moment—“He say, ‘Fritz: no matter vere you go—no matter vat you do—I vant you to know dat our hearts go mit you. ... Some of us,’ he say, ‘who vere younk men ven you first came to de bank are now grey-haired mit grand-chiltren of our own. ... Some of us dat you see here aroundt you to-night vere not efen born ven you first came here. But younk or olt, our hearts are mit you to a man—you haf been more dan an associate, more dan an employe, more dan some-vun ve haf vorked mit und learnt to honor und respect—You haf been more like de fader of our family—a brudder und a friendt. ... Und so,’ he say, ‘Fritz, olt friendt, God bless you und keep you verefer you are ... in eferyting you do. ... Our hearts go mit you und you leaf a blace dat no vun else can efer fill.’”


  Mr. Helm paused a moment, checked by the powerful swelling flood of his own feeling, and in the silence my father cleared his throat a little huskily, straightened gauntly in his chair, wet his great thumb briefly, and muttered: “Ah, Lord!”


  “Den he gif to me,” the old man went on quietly in a moment, “a check for five hundert dollars ... ja!”—his voice rose strongly with an emphasis of passion—“five hundert dollars! ... A bresent dat dey make to me dis time because dey know I go for good! ... Und de odders gif to me a luffing-cup ... und efery month of my life now, as lonk as I lif,—it comes to me a pension of two hundert dollars—and if I die—if I should be de first to go,” he went on in a shaking voice, “den de pension comes to Else just de same.”


  He stopped, and in the darkness I could hear the hungry feeding silence of the boarders, and in a moment heard my father come back sharply in his chair, spit hard and wide, clear his throat and say:


  “Ah, Lord! That was a noble act! It does you good to hear it! It goes to show that all mercy, justice, truth, and honor is not dead on earth. It was ‘Well done, thou good and faithful servant!’ with a vengeance! That’s what it was, all right!” And savagely he cleared his throat again, lunged forward in his chair and spat across the rail, lunged back, and in the darkness I could feel the boarders waiting.


  “Ja,” said Mr. Helm, quietly, with a tranquil certitude, “dat vas it. All my life I haf been faithful to dem—und dey vere fine to me! If you are faithful all goes vell,” he said, and silent for a moment, he lifted his cigar to tranquil lips and smoked.


  “I vork for dem for ofer forty years,” he said. “Ven I go dere first it vas de time ven Hayes vas Bresident. ... Dot vas a lonk lonk time ago,” said old man Helm, and smoked.


  “Ah, Lord!” my father answered gravely. “That it was! A long, long time! And well do I remember!”


  He lunged forward in his chair again and spat strongly, cleanly out across the rail into the dark geranium bed, and the boarders waited. Then, for a moment, there was nothing but the brooding silence of cool, lilac and deep-breasted night, a woman’s laughter welling soft and low and sensual from the darkness of a summer porch, and somewhere far away a motor starting, racing and receding into night’s dark and secret heart, then silence, mystery, and the earth again.


  That was the year the war came.


  —


  Then, as the boarders waited, my father spoke again of the old times, the vanished faces, the lost men. He spoke of all the wars and troubles he had known, told how he had stood, “a barefoot country boy,” beside a dusty road twelve miles from Gettysburg, and had watched the dusty ragged rebels march past upon the road that led to death and battle and the shipwreck of their hopes.


  He spoke of the faint and ominous trembling of the guns across the hot and brooding silence of the countryside, and how silence, wonder, and unspoken questions filled the hearts of all the people, and how they had gone about their work upon the farm as usual. He spoke of the years that followed on the war when he was a stonecutter’s apprentice in Baltimore, and he spoke of ancient joys and labors, forgotten acts and histories, and he spoke then with familiar memory of the lost Americans——


  My father spoke then of the strange, lost, time-far, dead Americans, the remote, voiceless, and bewhiskered faces of the great Americans, who were more lost to me than Egypt, more far from me than the Tartarian coasts, more haunting strange than Cipango or the lost faces of the first dynastic kings that built the Pyramids—whom he had seen, heard, known, found familiar in the full pulse and passion and proud glory of his terrific youth. My father spoke of the lost, time-far, voiceless faces of Buchanan, Johnson, Douglas, Tilden, Blaine—the proud, vacant, time-strange, and bewhiskered visages of Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes.


  “Ah, Lord!” he said—his voice went out in darkness like a gong. “Ah, Lord!—I’ve known all of ’em since James Buchanan’s time—for I was a boy of six when he took office!”


  Here he paused a moment, lunged forward violently in his rocking chair, and spat cleanly out a spurt of strong tobacco juice across the porch-rail into the loamy earth, the night-sweet fragrance of the geranium beds.


  “Yes, sir,” he said gravely, lunging back again, while the attentive, hungry boarders waited in the living darkness and were still—“I remember all of them since James Buchanan’s time, and I’ve seen most of them that came since Lincoln’s day! Ah, Lord!”—he paused briefly for another waiting moment, shaking his grave head sadly in the dark—“Well do I remember the day when I stood on a street in Baltimore—poor friendless orphan that I was!” my father went on sorrowfully, but somewhat imprecisely since, at the time he mentioned, his mother was alive and in good health, upon her little farm in Pennsylvania, and would continue so for almost fifty years—“a poor friendless country boy of sixteen years, alone in the great city where I had come to learn my trade as an apprentice—and heard Andrew Johnson, then the president of this great nation,” said my father, “speak from the platform of a horse-car—and he was so drunk—so drunk!”—he howled—“the president of this country was so drunk that they had to stand on both sides of him and prop him up—or he’d a-gone head over heels into the gutter!”


  Here he paused, wet his great thumb briefly, cleared his throat with considerable satisfaction, lunged forward violently again in his rocking chair and spat cleanly, strongly forth a wad of bright tobacco juice into the loamy fragrance of the dark geranium bed.


  “The first vote I ever cast for president,” my father continued presently, as he lunged back again, “I cast in eighteen hundred and seventy-two, in Baltimore, for that great man—that brave and noble soldier—U.S. Grant!”


  “Ja!” said Mr. Helm, nodding vigorously. “I vote for him dat time! Dot vas de first time dot I vote! Ven I come from Chermany dere vas de var, und den I could not vote.”


  “And I have voted for every Republican nominee for president ever since,” my father said. “I voted for Rutherford B. Hayes of Ohio in 1876—that was the year, as you well know, of the great Hayes-Tilden controversy.”


  “Controversy, was it?” said McKeithan, the jeweller’s assistant, good-naturedly enough, but with an evident undertone of cynical disparagement. “You can call it controversy if you like, but some people call it highway robbery.”


  My father, impatient with the interruption, cleared his throat loudly and rapidly, rocked violently back and forth in his chair, breathing heavily, made no answer.


  “Now I don’t care what you say—that man got elected,” said McKeithan stubbornly, but with an appearance of good nature through which, however, the ugly truculence of his distempered spirit showed furious, bare, and ugly. “Yes, sir!” he declared with an obstinate finality, bringing his feet down from the porch rail to the porch in a sudden, nervous, almost furious movement of distemper, although he still maintained his strained pretense of hearty amiability. “By rights, he should have been the president of this country, but the Republicans cheated him out of it!”


  My father cleared his throat, hitched impatiently in his chair, wet his thumb, and said shortly: “Me was defeated by Hayes, who was given a majority of one vote by the electoral commission—all of which is provided for under the terms of the Federal Constitution.”


  Mr. Helm nodded his head slowly with the devoted affirmation he gave to all of my father’s opinions. “Ja,” he said. “Dot iss righd! I gan remember.”


  “I don’t care what you can remember,” said McKeithan, laughing and shaking his head rapidly as he stared downward at the floor with the ugly brainless obstinacy of the provincial Southerner. The note of fury and distemper in his voice was more naked, plain and ugly now than it had been before. “All I say is that they cheated that man out of his election after he’d won it fair and square.”


  Then he laughed again, his sudden full agreeable laugh of South Carolina good nature that had in it something ugly, false, and shameful because it came so quick and palpably to cover up the image of the naked and malevolent hatred that sweltered in him and that blazed furiously out of his watery red eyes even as he laughed.


  He was a man in his late thirties, but his black abundant hair, which he parted in the middle, was already coarsely and heavily streaked with grey. He had sharply defined, but rather generous and pleasant-looking features. It was a thin, seamed, nervous-looking face, marked strongly with the quick, thin, febrile, hotly sensitive alertness of the Southerner, and yet rather agreeable and engaging, save for the over-developed rocky muscularity of the jaw muscles, which writhed and twisted almost constantly, suggesting unpleasantly the desperate and tenuous effort at control of a man who is suffering from a whole hell of jangled, gnarled and abscessed nerves which may twist out of his grasp at any moment.


  His figure was tall, thin, almost fragile, and the nervous, almost convulsive, quickness of his movements also suggested the enforced and tortured control of the habitual alcoholic. He was always neatly and carefully dressed in garments which were not gaudy but which showed a rather provincial and local taste in favor of colored sox, tan shoes, shirts and neckties moderately striped, tie-clasps, engraved belt buckles, and elegant-looking watch fobs.


  He smoked cigarettes constantly, but with a kind of deep-drawn langourous inhalation that I had noticed a thousand times in the small-town South Carolinian, and which was one of the most agreeable things on earth to watch, and which gave a kind of rare sensual quality even to the most common men of that region, beside which the middle-westerner, for instance, would seem flat, colorless and rather dreary. It evoked a powerful sensuous image of an easy-going pleasure-loving race who were able to draw ease, luxury, and delight from the most common and uncostly pleasures of the earth, and to touch every familiar act and experience of life, food, tobacco, drinking, going on a journey or to a baseball game, or sitting on a porch step talking to one of their slow-tongued sweet-voiced women with a brooding, sultry, entrail-stirring prophecy of exultant joy.


  In addition to this, McKeithan had the infinitely engaging and agreeable tone and manner of these people: the soft, low-toned friendly voice, the natural grace and easiness of manner, the instinctive desire for warm, friendly and happy relations with people, the native, almost excusable, hypocrisy of agreeableness which marks the Southerner, and the sudden, genial, deep-toned laugh of good-natured friendliness.


  It was an image of the natural sensuous man as warm, engaging and attractive as anything on earth could be, if one could have found the same complement of warmth, freedom, friendliness and natural vigor in the soul. But one rarely found that dual triumph in these people: behind its warmly colored and attractive tenement of flesh, the soul looked out warped, mutilated, full of fear, ignorance, cruelty, superstition and mistrust.


  And so it was with McKeithan. Even as he laughed his sudden, warm, deep-noted laugh, and spoke in his agreeable low voice to you, his inflamed and reddened eyes were looking at you all the time with an ugly, sullen, furious and distempered look, in which all the blind distempered hatred of his mutilated soul was packed. Yet no one could pluck out the heart of this mystery. We did not know the reason for this poisonous hatred of the soul in which his life was drowning, and though he saw it, felt it, lived it hideously with every anguished breath he drew, it is certain he did not know the cause or remedy himself.


  Now I could hear his right foot doing it’s devil’s jig upon the porch, and I knew that he was crossing and uncrossing his thin legs rapidly and convulsively in an effort to check the dissonant almost epileptic jerking of his limbs, and that his head was craning, jerking, and grimacing over the edges of his collar like a man suffering from some uncontrollable disease of the facial nerves, and that there was nothing constant but the blind, sweltering, and implacable hatred in his inflamed red eyes.


  What was it? What was the reason for that terrible distemper of the spirit, that maddened fury and unrest of soul that was so different from my father’s since it seemed to work like poison in the blood, to have no name or aim or reason in its blind unarguable insanity of hate? What had caused the horrible dissonance of nerves, brain, heart, mind, spirit in this man which had already wrecked his life and within another year would utterly destroy him. For, one morning eight months later while lying in the lower berth of a Pullman coming south from Washington—whither he had gone and been rejected in a final fruitless effort to enlist for active service in the army—he shot himself through the brain, dying as he had lived, a ruined, lost, and desperate man, with the reason for his life’s grief and error unknown.


  Later, I could not forget the man. The memory of his life and death, and the fury of blind brainless hatred that could blaze so suddenly from his reddened eyes would return to haunt my spirit with a wordless pity and regret. The man’s life must have been one agony of living hell—a hell from which no one on earth could save him, and from which he had no power to save himself. And curiously, although I never knew the reason for the cancerous poison of the soul that was destroying him, I seemed to understand its nature thoroughly. For I had felt its sweltering corrosions in myself, and seen it in a thousand other men.


  And for this reason I could not forget him. For, although part of the distempered weather of his life, the moroseness, mistrust, and sudden taking of offense when no offense had been intended, was traceable to his constant saturation in the fatal anodyne of alcohol—a saturation so complete that it never rose to open drunkenness and never knew a cleansing interval of sobriety—that enslavement was itself not the cause of the destroying malady, but one of the results.


  Moreover, I had seen all the elements of that disease—the lacerated, swiftly-wounded pride, the sudden blind hostility, the stubborn, ugly and dogmatic prejudice, the truculent flaring-up in face of an imagined injury, the wild, blind, maddened hatreds of the soul—in a thousand other Southern men, and particularly in those who came, as did McKeithan, from a region where cruelty, fear and ignorance were rooted in the structure of man’s life, where the free play and exploration of man’s spirit was warped and mutilated from his birth, and where the only alternative to the unquestioning and utter conformity that was demanded to the dogmas of that life, no matter how cruel, superstitious and degrading they might be, was exile, bitter and dishonored loneliness, or death.


  Thus, in the eyes of a thousand other men from those same regions, of whom McKeithan might have been the brother, so much was he their true type in look, in soft-toned and agreeable speech, in natural kindliness, friendliness, warmth and grace of manner, I had seen that same look of blind, ugly, reasonless and distempered hate. It seemed to come from something fierce and lonely in their lives, from something so foully poisoned and grievously lacerated that their lives had become one incurable running wound of passionate bitterness and disgust, one maddened grievance of complaint against an insult, injury and injustice for which they had no words.


  Thus, I knew that McKeithan was now sitting in the darkness on the porch, choking with feelings of hatred, revenge, and insulted pride, all because my father had made a simple reference to the old Hayes-Tilden controversy. And by this time, also, although in what way he could himself not have determined, that simple reference to Hayes and Tilden had become so poisonously enlarged and translated in McKeithan’s maddened brain that he had now read into it an insult implied or intended for himself, so that he now found some sneer at his judgment, some intolerable insult to his dignity and pride, in any word of simple disagreement.


  And now the madness of blind hate had so possessed him that he sat there in the darkness drowning in his venom, doing his devil’s jig upon the floor with one frantic foot, jerking and twitching like the victim of an epileptic fit, smiling convulsively, and bursting from time to time into an ugly jeering laugh from which every vestige of good nature had vanished, as he read into every word my father, Mr. Helm or anyone else now said, a sneer or insult intended for himself.


  In the same way, the man had suddenly begun to hate me one night in winter two years before, although I was only a boy of fourteen years at that time, and had never done or intended to do him any injury. We had been sitting round the table in the dining room one Sunday night in February, and my father, who had been talking about Gladstone, now quoted one of his favorite sayings: that Gladstone, on being asked by a foreigner the population of England, had answered: “About fifteen million, mostly fools.”


  For some reason, probably because I had for the first time that winter read A Midsummer Night’s Dream, this suggested to me the famous utterance of Puck—“Lord! What fools these mortals be!”


  When this happened, Mr. McKeithan, who had been eating in silence, smiling bitterly and morosely to himself while he ate, now broke into an ugly jeering laugh, and said:


  “Yes, and some of the fools are sitting not very far away from me right now!”


  Then, even as we stared at the man in gape-mouthed stupefaction, he suddenly hurled his knife and fork down on the table, pushed back his chair violently, leaped to his feet, and glaring across the table at me, he cried in a shaking voice:—


  “You—you—you—damned fellow, you!—I’m not going to stand for your insults any longer!”


  And suddenly he rushed around the table towards me, his face livid and convulsed, his eyes blood-shot and blind with hate. I jumped to my feet, badly shocked and frightened by his unprovoked and reasonless assault. As I did so, the man rushed on me and struck out at me with his opened hands, a clumsy and feeble blow that did me no harm but that sent me back a foot or two. I hit back at him from a kind of instinct and my blow was harder and more solid—it caught him on the breast and sent him staggering back.


  A wretched and degraded scene had then occurred which even at that time, with all the excitement and anger that I felt, had seemed shameful to me, and which later I could not forget. For, although even at that time I had been bigger and stronger than the man, and better able to defend myself, I had felt so powerfully the contaminating shame of his act, the naked ruin in his life that had made him so forget his manhood as to come to blows with a boy of fourteen years, who had never done him any injury, that I could hardly bear to look at him.


  And at the same time I felt a horrible and nauseous sickness as if that poisonous and morbid disease of his own nerves, the huge infection of his own life, had somehow tainted all the wholesome tissues of my life and spirit, so that suddenly the lights turned dull and wretched like a smear of blood, and for a moment I seemed to have the thick brown taste of blood and shame and loathing in my mouth.


  The man had stood there, mad with fear and rage and shame, knowing that he had now irrevocably stripped bare to our gaze of horror the festering sore of his life. Stripped of the last rag of concealment, he now railed wildly, miserably, at all of us, trembling in every limb as if he had the palsy, and shouting at us accusations of insults and injuries we had never done to him in a voice that shook, faltered, gasped and choked and was finally almost incoherent:


  “This—this—this—fellow!” he panted, pointing a shaking finger at me. “Ever since I came here—it’s been one thing after another—I’ve taken as much as I can stand from this—this—this—damned boy—”


  And finally, we had said nothing to him, but had just stood looking at him, silent and full of a horrible anguish of regret and shame until he had gasped himself to silence. During all the time the man had railed at us, my mother had stood solidly, quietly, her strong worn hands clasped at her waist in their powerful loose gesture, her powerful and delicate mouth puckered in an expression of strong revulsion and concern.


  When he had finished, she said nothing, but just looked at him quietly for a moment, shaking her head silently and slightly from side to side in a movement of powerful and spontaneous regret. That natural, simple, and wordless gesture had suddenly overwhelmed the man with the shame and despair as no words of anger or reproach could do. He had stared at my mother for a moment with his inflamed eyes and trembling speechless lips, and suddenly had turned with a scream of pain like the cry of a tortured animal, and had rushed out of the room and up the stairs, shouting:


  “I’ll not put up with any more of it. ... I’m going to leave—do you hear?”


  Within fifteen minutes he had come down again carrying a valise packed with his few belongings, had spoken quietly to her and paid his bill, and then had gone. Three months later he came back to us again. He never spoke to any of us about the quarrel, and none of us spoke to him about it. The elements of shame and pity made us silent. After that, his manner towards me was as kind, friendly, and good-natured as anyone’s could be. But when he looked at me his reddened eyes were full of the blind unreasoning hatred. It was the hatred of a man who knows the hatred that exposed him had no reason, and who hates more bitterly on that account.


  Now, I knew, he was sitting there in the darkness, completely out of reason, choked with hate, sweltering in corroding meditation of his imagined wrongs. It is doubtful if he was any longer able to pay attention to what was being said by the other people. Rather, he sat there brewing in his own poison, with twitching limbs and a convulsed and livid face, hearing from time to time a random word or phrase, muttering “Yeah” from time to time and laughing to himself an ugly jeering laugh.


  Now I could hear my father’s voice again. Less annoyed by argument, to which he paid no attention anyway, than by the interruption, he now cleared his throat and said in a tone of almost comic patience and long-suffering resignation:


  “Well—am I to be allowed to speak, or not—or must I always be interrupted when I start?”


  Several of the boarders could now be heard hitching their chairs around eagerly, and murmuring hastily, as if there was an enormous passive vacancy in their own lives, forever famished and unfed, and waiting to be filled: “No, go on, go on. We want to hear about it.” Then I could hear old Mr. Helm’s guttural voice speaking in tones of chiding reproof, as he ponderously defended the inviolable right to speech of his hero:


  “Den you should all keep k’viet und not interrupt,” he said severely. “Dere are t’ings de rest of you don’t know aboud.”


  “All right! All right!” said Mr. McKeithan, laughing his full sudden hearty laugh of false good-nature. “No one’s stopping you! Go on!”


  “Well, as I say,” my father said then, clearing his throat and wetting his great thumb briefly on his mouth, “the first vote that I cast was for U.S. Grant in 1872, I voted for Hayes in 1876, in 1880 I cast my vote for James Abram Garfield—that great good man,” he passionately declared, “that martyred hero who was so foully and brutally done to death by the cowardly assault of a murderous assasin!”


  “You’re sure it wasn’t a Democrat who murdered him?” said McKeithan with his full, false, ugly laugh.


  “He did not say it vas a Democrat,” said Mr. Helm heavily.


  “No, but I thought it was only the Democrats who committed crimes,” McKeithan answered. “When anything good gets done it’s always done by the Republicans. Isn’t that right?” He laughed jeeringly again and relapsed bitterly and sullenly into the huge self-poison that was drowning him.


  My father breathed heavily and impatiently, like a locomotive checked in its full course until some obstacle that lay across the rails had been removed. Then he cleared his throat, wet his thumb, lunged forward in his rocking chair and spat, and went on without paying any further attention to his heckler.


  “In 1884,” he said, “I cast my vote for James G. Blaine in the year that Grover Cleveland defeated him—”


  “Something must have been wrong that time,” McKeithan said now with an ugly laugh. “That was the time the Democrats got in. That time doesn’t count.”


  “They got in,” my father answered shortly, “because Blaine let Burchard’s ‘Rum Romanism and Rebellion’ speech go unchallenged. It was a fatal error, if ever there was one! It turned the Roman Catholic vote against him like a flash. And that was the thing that defeated him. But he’d have been elected by a big majority had it not been for that speech! You can rest assured of that!” my father said, and spat.


  “I voted for Benjamin Harrison in 1888, and for Harrison again in 1892—the time that Cleveland got in for his second term—”


  “Ah—hah,” said McKeithan ironically and then laughed his false and ugly laugh again. “What went wrong that time?”


  “Everything,” my father answered curtly, “as anyone who was alive then and remembers it could tell you. That was a time we will remember to our dying days,” he went on grimly. “Business went to smash, the banks were going to the wall—”


  “Ja,” said Mr. Helm, “I gan remember dat: de banks are glosing all around us—de people are all frightened und dey make a run on us—dey come pooshing in like dey vas crazy—‘Vere iss my money?’—ve gif it to dem—ve are vaiting in de cage mit shtacks of it dat high,” he added, indicating its height with a comical gesture of his pudgy hands. “It last for free days und den dey go avay. Ve vere too shtrong for dem,” he concluded proudly. “But dat vas a bad time!”


  “A fearful time!” my father said. “There was no work, no business, no money, and no nothing, for the Democrats were in and we had soup-kitchens. ... And you can mark my words,” he howled suddenly, “you’ll have them again, before these next four years are over—your guts will grease your back-bone as sure as there’s a God in heaven before that fearful, that awful, that cruel, inhuman and blood-thirsty monster—who kept us out of war”—he snarled bitterly—“is done with you! For hell, ruin, misery, and damnation commences every time the Democrats get in. You can rest assured of that!” he said, and breathing heavily with excitement he lunged forward in his chair and spat and then rocked violently for a moment, his great hands gripped hard on the arms of the rocking chair.


  “Oh, here, here, here! Papa, for heaven’s sake!”—for the first time now I could hear my sister’s voice, speaking to him quietly, wearily humorous, with patient and tolerant reproof. She had been married just the year before, and that summer, after a year’s absence, she and her husband had returned home to live, to keep life in my father while she could.


  “You mustn’t talk that way!” she said quietly, laughing. “He’s just the same as everybody else, and trying to do the best he can—even if he is a Democrat. Besides,” she now said warningly, almost angrily, “you can’t afford to talk that way! You’re going to get yourself in trouble if you don’t look out! That talk was all right a year ago, but, good heavens, Papa!”—she now cried with a furious impatience—“this country’s at war now! Can’t you realize that? We’re not a neutral nation any longer. You’ve already got one son in the navy and before it’s over the rest of them may have to join up, too. If people hear you say these things they’ll think you’re pro-German!”


  No one spoke for a moment and then old Mr. Helm said doggedly:


  “Dere iss vorse t’ings in de vorld dan being Cherman! Dere iss as goot Cherman people as any vun!”


  “Why, of course there are, Mr. Helm,” my sister now said kindly. “I know there are! I wasn’t casting any reflections on you, at all. Besides I never thought of you as being German—I always thought of you as an American.”


  “Ja,” said Mr. Helm slowly and heavily, “I am an American—as goot an American as anyvun. But I vas also born in Chermany und all my beeple come from dere. De Kaiser iss a bat man—I do not say dat he iss not. All de time he vants to fight und he make all dis trouble! But de Cherman people iss all righd—as goot people as you vill find anyvere.”


  “They have been,” my father said, clearing his throat, “among the finest citizens we have—and now it is a fearful, cruel, damnable and hellish thing that we should be called upon by that inhuman monster to go out and shoot down our own flesh and blood—for that’s what it amounts to in the end.”


  “Ja,” said Mr. Helm emphatically. “Dot iss righd!”


  “Well, I know,” my sister said with weary patience. “That may be true enough. There may be lots of us who feel that way, but we’re at war with them now and they’re our enemies. So you mustn’t talk like that. People don’t understand that kind of talk! You’ll get yourself in trouble!” she said sternly.


  My father said nothing, but for a moment he rocked back and forth furiously, muttered under his breath, cleared his throat savagely once or twice as if about to speak, and then spat vigorously out across the rail. He had, as a matter of fact, until the outbreak of the war, been one of the most violent critics of President Wilson’s peace-time policies, had howled bitterly at the sinking of the ships and all the other insults to the nation’s outraged honor. Yes, in his recent patriotic frenzy he had fairly panted for satisfaction, painting a thrilling picture of what “Teddy would have done” had he been in office.


  Under the formidable threats of twenty-four-hour ultimatums instantly dispatched, of armies, fleets and expeditions ready to set sail “at an instant’s notice,” my father saw the insolent enemy cringing into immediate submission and retreat—“as he made them do in the Venezuela dispute in 1904,” he howled, “when he told them he would order the fleet to set sail instantly if they did not withdraw their forces!” It was a splendid image of that proud lost world of San Juan Hill and cock-crow patriotism which would, my father thought, be magically brought to life again if only Teddy could be there to tell them how.


  But suddenly, as instantly as it had flared, the fire was gone, and my father was an old man again. Even in the howling anathema of his attack on Wilson, there had been something different from the savage partisanship of other days—the days of Cleveland, Blaine, and Roosevelt—the strange lost days of Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes. There had been, in this new feeling of my father’s, something more personal and bitter, the hatred of an old man who is dying in a new world he no longer knows and understands and for whom, somehow, the unfamiliar forms of that new world are allied in his frenzy to the hated form of death.


  Therefore he curses and reviles them in his sorrow and despair as if somehow “they”—unknown, cruel, and phantasmal “they” that will not let us live or give us rest—have done his life to death. My father had lived life with so fierce a love, and now he died so bitterly with such wild regret that it was a rending anguish of the soul to see him die, a horror that we could not forget.


  But now, as if he too had suddenly felt the huge indifference of despair, and knew that the world he had so passionately evoked was lost to him forever, all of the fire had gone out of him and he was an old man again, sick and dying, the enfeebled ghost of his past strength sunken in a phantasmal memory—lost in the sorrowful shades of a world that I could never know, and that had gone from him forever.


  “Ah, Lord!” my father said at length sadly, gravely, in a low almost inaudible tone. All the old life and howling fury of his rhetoric had gone from him: he was an old man again, sick, indifferent, dying, and his voice had grown worn, weary, old, and sad.


  “Ah, Lord!” he muttered again, shaking his head sadly, thinly, wearily in the dark, “I’ve seen them come and go: Buchanan, Lincoln, Johnson, Tilden, Blaine ... Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes ... and all ... all ... all of them are dead. ... All, all are gone—the old familiar faces—I’m the only one that’s left,” he said illogically, “and soon I’ll be gone, too.”


  Then for a moment he was silent as the tidal flood of time, dark time, strange time that haunts us with the briefness of our days, swept over him. “It’s been a long time—a long, long time,” he muttered. “It’s pretty strange when you come to think of it. By God it is!” And he was silent, and darkness, the huge enfolding mystery of great-starred night was all about us.


  Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes—time of my father’s time, earth of his earth, blood of his blood, life of his life—living, real, and actual people in all the passion, power, and feeling of my father’s youth. And for me, the lost Americans: their gravely vacant and bewhiskered faces mixed, melted, swam together in the sea-depths of a past intangible, immeasurable, and unknowable as the buried city of Persepolis.


  And they were lost.


  —


  For who was Garfield, martyred man, and who had seen him in the streets of life? Who could believe his footfalls ever sounded on a lonely pavement? Who had heard the casual and familiar tones of Chester Arthur? And where was Harrison? Where was Hayes? Which had the whiskers, which the burnsides: which was which?


  Were they not lost?


  Into their ears, as ours, the tumults of forgotten crowds, upon their brains the million printings of lost time, and suddenly upon their dying sight the brief bitter pain and joy of a few death-bright, fixed and fading memories:—the twisting of a leaf upon a bough, the grinding felloe-rim against the curb, the long distant and retreating thunder of a train upon the rails.


  Garfield, Hayes, and Harrison were Ohio men; but only the name of Garfield had been brightened by his blood. But at night had they not heard the howlings of demented wind, the sharp, clean, windy rain of the acorns? Had all of them not walked down lonely roads at night in winter and seen a light and known it was theirs? Had all of them not known the wilderness?


  Had they not known the smell of old bound calf and well-worn leathers, the Yankee lawyer’s smell of strong tobacco spit and court-house urinals, the smell of horses, harness, men and sweating country men, of jury rooms and court rooms—the strong male smell of Justice at the county seat, and heard a tap along dark corridors where fell a drop in darkness with a punctual crescent monotone of time, dark time.


  Had not Garfield, Hayes, and Harrison studied law in offices with a dark brown smell? Had not the horses trotted past below their windows in wreaths of dust along a straggling street of shacks and buildings with false fronts? Had they not heard below them the voices of men talking, loitering up in drawling heat? Had they not heard the casual, rich-fibred, faintly howling country voices, and heard the rustling of a woman’s skirt, and waiting silence, slily lowered tones of bawdry and then huge guffaws, slapped meaty thighs, and high fat choking laughter? And in the dusty dozing heat, while time buzzed slowly, like a fly, had not Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes then smelled the river, the humid, subtly fresh, half-rotten river, and thought of the white flesh of the women then beside the river, and felt a slow impending passion in their entrails, a heavy rending power in their hands?


  Then Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes had gone to war, and each became a brigadier or major-general. All were bearded men: they saw a spattering of bright blood upon the leaves, and they heard the soldiers talking in the dark of food and women. They held the bridge-head in bright dust at places with such names as Wilson’s Creek and Spangler’s Spring, and their men smashed cautiously through dense undergrowth. And they had heard the surgeons cursing after battles and the little rasp of saws. They had seen boys standing awkwardly holding their entrails in their hands, and pleading pitifully with fear-bright eyes: “Is it bad, General? Do you think it’s bad?”


  When the canister came through it made a ragged hole. It smashed through tangled leaves and boughs, sometimes it plunked solidly into the fibre of a tree. Sometimes when it struck a man it tore away the roof of his brain, the wall of his skull, raggedly, so that his brains seethed out upon a foot of wilderness, and the blood blackened and congealed, and he lay there in his thick clumsy uniform, with a smell of urine in the wool, in the casual awkward and incompleted attitude of sudden death. And when Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes saw these things they saw that it was not like the picture they had had, as children, it was not like the works of Walter Scott and William Gilmore Simms. They saw that the hole was not clean and small and in the central front, and the field was not green nor fenced, nor mown. Over the vast and immemorable earth the quivering heated light of afternoon was shining, a field swept rudely upward to a lift of rugged wood, and field by field, gulley by gulch by fold, the earth advanced in rude, sweet, limitless convolutions.


  Then Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes had paused by the bridge-head for a moment and were still, seeing the bright blood at noon upon the trampled wheat, feeling the brooding hush of three o’clock across the fields where all the storming feet had passed at dawn, seeing the way the rough field hedge leaned out across the dusty road, the casual intrusions of the coarse field grasses and the hot dry daisies to the edges of the road, seeing the rock-bright sallows of the creek, the sweet cool shade and lean of river trees across the water.


  They paused then by the bridge-head looking at the water. They saw the stark blank flatness of the old red mill, that somehow was like sunset, coolness, sorrow and delight, and looked at the faces of dead boys among the wheat—the most-oh-most familiar, plain, the death-strange faces of the dead Americans—they stood there for a moment, thinking, feeling, thinking, with strong, wordless wonder in their hearts:


  “There is the bridge we crossed, the mill we slept in, and the creek. There is a field of wheat, a hedge, a dusty road, an apple orchard and the sweet wild tangle of a wood upon that hill. And there is six o’clock across the fields, again now and always as it was and will be to world’s end forever. And some of us have died this morning coming through the field—and that was time—time—time. We shall not come again, we never shall come back again, we never shall come back along this road again as we did once at morning—so, brothers, let us look again before we go. ... There is the mill, and there the hedge, and there the sallows of the rock-bright waters of the creek, and there the sweet and most familiar coolness of the trees—and surely we have been this way before!” they cried.


  “Oh, surely, brothers, we have sat upon the bridge, before the mill, and sung together by the rock-bright waters of the creek at evening, and came across the wheat field in the morning and heard the dew-sweet bird-song rising from the hedge before! O plain, O most-familiar and most homely earth, proud earth of this huge land unutterable, proud nobly swelling earth, in all your delicacy, wildness, savagery, and terror—grand earth in all your loveliness, beauty and exultant joy, terrific earth in all your limitless fecundities, swelling with infinite fold and convolution into the reaches of the west forever—American earth!—bridge, hedge and creek and dusty road—you plain tremendous poetry of Wilson’s Creek where boys died in the wheat this morning—O you unutterable far-near, strange-familiar, homely earth of magic, for which a word would do if we could find it, for which a word would do if we could call it by its name, for which a word would do that never can be spoken, that can never be forgotten, and that will never be revealed—O proud, familiar, nobly swelling earth, it seems we must have known you before! It seems we must have known you forever, but all we know for certain is that we came along this road one time at morning, and now our blood is painted on the wheat, and you are ours now, we are yours forever—and there is something here we never shall remember—oh, there is something here we never shall forget!”


  —


  [Hearing my father’s voice then on the porch, I thought:] had Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes been young? Or had they all been born with flowing whiskers, sideburns, and wing collars, speaking gravely from the cradle of their mothers’ arms the noble vacant sonorities of far-seeing statesmanship? It could not be. Had they not all been young men in the Thirties, the Forties, and the Fifties? Did they not, as we, cry out at night along deserted roads into demented winds? Did they not, as we, cry out the fierce goat-cry of ecstasy and exultancy, as the full measure of their hunger, their potent and inchoate hope, went out into that single wordless cry?


  Did they not, as we, when young, prowl softly up and down the door-less avenues of night, seeing the gas lamps flare and flutter on the corner, falling with livid light upon the corners of old cobbled streets of brown-stone houses? Had they not heard the lonely rhythmic clopping of a horse, the jounting wheels of a hansom cab, upon those barren cobbles? And had they not waited, waited, trembling in the darkness till the horse and cab had passed, had vanished with the lonely recession of shod hooves, and then were heard no more?


  And then had Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes not waited, waited in the silence of the night, prowling up and down the lonely cobbled street, with trembling lips, numb entrails, pounding hearts? Had they not set their jaws, made sudden indecisive movements, felt terror, joy, a numb impending ecstasy, and had waited, waited then—for what? Had they not waited, hearing sounds of shifting engines in the yards at night, hearing the hoarse, gaseous breaths of little engines through the grimy fan-flare of their funnels, the racketing clack of wheels upon the light, ill-laid, ill-joined rails? Had they not waited there in that dark street with the fierce lone hunger of a boy, feeling around them the immense and moving quietness of sleep, the heart beats of ten thousand sleeping men, as they waited, waited, waited in the night?


  Had they not, as we, then turned their eyes up and seen the huge starred vision of the night, the immense and lilac darkness of America and April? Had they not heard the sudden, shrill, and piping whistle of a departing engine? Had they not waited, thinking, feeling, seeing then the immense mysterious continent of night, the wild and lyric earth, so casual, sweet, and strange-familiar, in all its space and savagery and terror, its mystery and joy, its limitless sweep and rudeness, its delicate and savage fecundity? Had they not had a vision of the plains, the mountains, and the rivers flowing in the darkness, the huge pattern of the everlasting earth and the all-engulfing wilderness of America?


  Had they not felt, as we have felt, as they waited in the night, the huge lonely earth of night time and America, on which ten thousand lonely sleeping little towns were strewn? Had they not seen the fragile network of the light, racketing, ill-joined little rails across the land, over which the lonely little trains rushed on in darkness, flinging a handful of lost echoes at the river’s edge, leaving an echo in the cut’s resounding cliff, and being engulfed then in huge lonely night, in all-brooding, all-engulfing night? Had they not known, as we have known, the wild secret joy and mystery of the everlasting earth, the lilac dark, the savage, silent, all-possessing wilderness that gathered in around ten thousand lonely little towns, ten million lost and lonely sleepers, and waited, and abode forever, and was still?


  Had not Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes then waited, feeling the goat-cry swelling in their throats, feeling wild joy and sorrow in their hearts, and a savage hunger and desire—a flame, a fire, a fury—burning fierce and lean and lonely in the night, burning forever while the sleepers slept? Were they not burning, burning, burning, even as the rest of us have burned? Were Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes not burning in the night? Were they not burning forever in the silence of the little towns with all the fierce hunger, savage passion, limitless desire that young men in this land have known in the darkness?


  Were they not burning with the wild and wordless hope, the incredible belief that all young men have known before the wild promise of that huge mirage, the deathless dupe and invincible illusion of this savage all-exultant land where all things are impending and where young men starve? Were they not burning in the enfabled magic, mystery, and exultant joy of lilac dark, the lonely, savage, secret, everlasting earth on which we lived, and wrought, and perished, mad with hunger, unfed, famished, furious, unassuaged? Were they not burning, burning where a million doors of glory, love, unutterable fulfilment, impended, waited in the dark for us, were here, were here around us in the dark forever, were here beside us in the dark forever, were ready to our touch forever, and that duped us, mocked forever at our hunger, maddened our hearts and brains with searching, took our youth, our strength, our love, our life, and killed us, and were never found?


  Had Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes not waited then, as we have waited, with numb lips and pounding hearts and fear, delight, exultancy and terror stirring in their entrails as they waited in the silent street before the shuttered windows of a house, proud, evil, lavish, lighted, certain, secret, and alone? And as they heard the hoof, the wheel, the sudden whistle and the immense and sleeping silence of the town, the lonely, wild exultant earth, the lilac dark, the huge starred visage of the night—did they not wait there in the darkness thinking:


  “Oh, there are new lands, morning, and a shining city. Soon, soon, soon!”


  And thinking, feeling, thinking, with wild secret joy, intolerable desire, as they heard the sudden shrill departure of the whistle: “There are women in the West and we shall find them. [Coming at evening to their door, a wanderer, we shall find them standing there with quiet eyes.] They will be waiting for us, calm, tranquil, corn-haired, lavish, unsurprised, looking across the wall of level grain with level eyes, looking into the flaming domains of the red, the setting sun, at the great wall, and the soaring vistas of the western ranges. “Oh, there are lavish, corn-haired women in the West with tranquil eyes!” cried Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes, “and we shall find them waiting in their doors for us at evening! [Then we shall base our heads upon the limitless depth, the snowy purity and the proud sustentions of their Atlantean breasts, lie cradled in the fragrant whiteness of their swelling and columnar thighs, possess the tender bounty of their yielding beauty with all the hunger of our limitless desire, taste the pure and wholesome liquors of their tongues, and feed on the red-rose ripeness of their mouths all night long. Then, having taken and possessed, we shall be conquered by their dear surrender and lie, all through the brooding mystery of lilac dark and great-starred night, engulfed in the huge domain of their love, surrounded by the infinite, fertile, and all-taking earth clasp of their lavish bodies, bedded upon the silken swelling unction, the insatiate tenderness, the soft-withdrawing, and slow-yielding undulations of their velvet bellies!


  “Oh, there are women in the West!” cried Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes, “and some day we shall find them standing at evening, waiting, in their doors. And we shall leave them in the morning, and hear them singing in their low sweet voices a song far, sorrowful, and golden, that tells of wandering and return. And we shall always know that we will find them there at evening when we come again!” they cried.]


  And as Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes prowled softly up and down in the dark cobbled streets of sleeping towns, hearing the sudden shrill departure of the whistle in the night, the great wheels pounding at the river’s edge, feeling the lilac dark, the heart beats of the sleeping men, and the attentive silence, the terror, savagery, and exultant joy, the huge mystery and promise of the immense and silent earth, did they not say:


  “There are ten thousand lonely little towns at night, ten thousand lonely little towns of sleeping men, and we shall come to them forever in the night. We shall come to them like storm and fury, and a wild demonic impulse of exultant joy, dropping suddenly upon them from the fast express at night—leaving the train in darkness, in the dark mid-watches of the night, and being left then to the sudden silence, mystery and promise of an unknown little town. Oh, we shall come to them forever in the night,” they cried, “in winter among howling winds and swirling snow. Then we shall make our tracks along the sheeted fleecy whiteness of an empty silent little street, and find our door at length, and know the instant that we come to it that it is ours. And we shall knock upon it then,” they cried, “and find her waiting for us in the storm-white silence of the night, in the huge unknown mystery, magic, savage joy and promise of America. Then we shall stay with her in darkness while storm beats about the house and the white mounting drifts of swirling snow engulf us. We shall see the flower-whiteness of her face below us, the night-time darkness of her cloud of hair across our arm, and know all the mystery, tenderness and surrender of her white-dark beauty, her fragrant whiteness and slow sensual undulance. And we shall stay with her while storm howls about the house,” they said, “and the huge drifts rise about us. And we shall leave her in the whitened silence of the morning, and hear her whisper of farewell, and always know that she will be there waiting for us when storms howl at night, and we drop off the fast express, and come to find her through the swirling snow, leaving our footprints on the whitened, empty, silent streets of unknown little towns, lost at the heart of storm and darkness upon the lonely, wild, and all-exultant mystery of the everlasting earth and of America.”


  Then, had Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes not said as they waited there in lilac darkness in the barren cobbled street [before the lavish lighted promise of the brothel]: “Oh, there are women in the South with dark eyes and the white magnolia faces. They are moving beneath the droop of old mossed trees in darkness in the sorrowful haunting tree-barred levels of the South. Now they are moving on the sweep of ancient lawns, moving beside the great slow-flowing rivers in the night! Their step is light and soundless as the dark, they drift the white ghost-glimmer of their beauty under ancient trees, their words are soft and slow and hushed, and sweeter far than honey, and suddenly their low and tender laugh, slow, swelling, rich, and sensual, comes welling from the great vat of the dark. The perfume of their slow white flesh is flower-sweet, magnolia-strange, and filled with all the secret languors of desire! Oh, there are secret women in the South!” they cried, “who drift like phantoms under drooping trees at night the sensual, secret languor of their loveliness, and the great slow rivers of the South are flowing by them, and the slow perfume, the mystery, the death, the terror, the evil and the sorrow of the Southern night is waiting all around them in the brooding mystery of all its fathomless fecundity, the thick jungle voice and fragrance of its million-noted ululation. Oh, there are secret, sensual women in the South,” they cried, “who move by darkness under drooping trees in the white ghost-glimmer of their magnolia loveliness, and we shall find them!


  “And there are women in the North,” cried Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes, “who wait for us with Viking eyes, the deep breast and the great limbs of the Amazons. There are powerful and lovely women in the North,” they said, “whose eyes are blue and depthless as a mountain lake. Their glorious hair is braided into ropes of ripened grain, and their names are Lundquist, Neilsen, Svensen, Jorgensen, and Brandt. They are waiting for us in the wheat-fields of the North, they are waiting for us at the edges of the plains, they are waiting for us in the forests of great trees. Their eyes are true and level, and their great hearts are the purest and most faithful on the earth, and they will wait for us until we come to them. [Then they will clasp us in a hug of bear-like tenderness, engulf us in the cradle of their mighty limbs, and break our backs with the powerful and sweet submissions of their infinite surrender] and be forever faithful to us.”


  And finally did not Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes, those fierce and jubilant young men, who waited there, as we have waited, in the silent barren street [before the brothel] with trembling lips, numb hands, with terror, savage joy, exultant wildness alive and stirring in their entrails—did they not feel, as we have felt, when they heard the shrill departing warning of the whistle in the lilac dark, the sound of great wheels pounding at the river’s edge? Did they not feel, as we have felt, as they waited there in all the intolerable sweetness, wildness, mystery and terror of the great earth in the month of April, and knew themselves alone, alive, and young and mad with secret desire and hunger in all the sleeping silence of the night, the huge impending, cruel, all-promise of this land? Were they not torn, as we were, by sharp pain and wordless lust, the asp of time, the thorn of spring, the sharp, the tongueless cry? Did they not say:


  “Oh, there are women in the East—and new lands, morning, and a shining city! There are forgotten fume-flaws of bright smoke above Manhattan, the forest of masts about the crowded isle, the proud cleavages of departing ships, the soaring web, the wing-like swoop and joy of the great bridge, and men with derby hats who come across the bridge to greet us—come, brothers, let us go to find them all! For the huge murmur of the city’s million-footed life, far, bee-like, drowsy, strange as time, has come to haunt our ears with all its golden prophesy of joy and triumph, fortune, happiness, and love such as no men before have ever known.


  “Oh, brothers, in the city, in the far-shining glorious time-enchanted spell of that enfabled city we shall find great men and lovely women, and unceasingly ten thousand new delights, a thousand magical adventures! We shall wake at morning in our rooms of lavish house to hear the hoof and wheel upon the city street again, and smell the harbor, fresh, half-rotten, with its bracelet of bright tides, its traffic of proud sea-borne ships, its purity and joy of dancing morning-gold—and feel, with an unspeakable sorrow and delight, that there are ships there, there are ships—and something in our hearts we cannot utter.


  “And we shall smell the excellent sultry fragrance of boiling coffee, and know the sensual luxuries of walnut chambers in whose shuttered amber morning-light proud beauties slowly stir in drowsy warmth their lavish limbs. Then we shall smell, with the sharp relish of our awakened hunger the exultant breakfast smells: the pungent bacon, crisping to a turn, the grilled kidneys, eggs, and sausages, and the fragrant stacks of gold-brown wheat cakes smoking hot. Then we shall move, alive and strong and full of hope, through all the swarming lanes of morning and know the good green smell of money, the heavy leathers and the sumptuous walnut of great merchants, the power, the joy, the certitude and ease of proud success. We shall come at furious noon to slake our thirst with drinks of rare and subtle potency in sumptuous bars of swart mahogany in the good fellowship of men, the spicey fragrance of the lemon rind, and Angostura bitters. Then, hunger whetted, pulse aglow and leaping with the sharp spur of our awakened appetite, we shall eat from the snowy linen of the greatest restaurants in the world. We shall be suavely served and tenderly cared for by the pious unction of devoted waiters. We shall be quenched with old wine and fed with the rare and priceless honesty, the maddening succulence of grand familiar food and noble cooking, fit to match the peerless relish of our hunger!


  “Street of the day, with the unceasing promise of your million-footed life, we come to you!” they cried. “Streets of the thunderous wheels at noon, streets of the great parades of marching men, the bands’ bright oncoming blare, the brave stick-candy whippings of a flag, street of the cries and shouts, the swarming feet, the man-swarm ever passing in its million-footed weft—street of the jounting cabs, the ringing hooves, the horse cars and the jingling bells, the in-horse ever bending its sad nodding head towards its lean and patient comrade on the right—great street of furious life and movement, noon, and joyful labors, your image blazes in our hearts forever, and we come!


  “Street of the morning, street of hope!” they cried. “Street of coolness, slanted light, the frontal cliff and gulch of steep blue shade, street of the dancing morning-gold of waters on the flashing tides, street of the smell of rusty weathered slips, the blunt-nosed ferry foaming in with its packed wall of small white staring faces, all silent and intent, all turned toward you—proud street! Street of the exultant sultry smells of new-ground coffee, the good green smell of money, the fresh half-rotten harbor smells with all its evocation of your mast-bound harbor and its tide of ships, great street!—Street of the old buildings grimed richly with the warm and mellow dinginess of trade—street of the million morning feet forever hurrying onward in the same direction—proud street of hope and joy and morning, in your steep canyon we shall win the wealth, the fame, the power and the esteem which our lives and talents merit!


  “Street of the night!” they cried, “great street of mystery and suspense, terror and delight, eagerness and hope, street edged forever with the dark menace of impending joy, an unutterable happiness and fulfilment, street of gaiety, warmth, and evil, street of the great hotels, the lavish bars and restaurants, and the softly-golden glow, the fading lights and empetalled whiteness of a thousand hushed white thirsty faces in the crowded theatres, street of the tidal flood of faces, lighted with your million lights and all thronging, tireless and unquenched in their insatiate searching after pleasure, street of the lovers coming along with slow steps, their faces turned towards each other, lost in the oblivion of love among the everlasting web and weaving of the crowd, street of the white face, the painted mouth, the shining and inviting eye, the slow proud pacings of the whores in darkness—O street of night, with all your mystery, joy, and terror—we have thought of you, proud street.


  “And we shall move at evening in the noiseless depths of sumptuous carpets through all the gaiety, warmth, and brilliant happiness of great lighted chambers of the night, filled with the mellow thrum and languor of the violins, and where the loveliest and most desirable women in the world—the beloved daughters of great merchants, bankers, millionaires, or rich young widows, beautiful, loving, and alone—are moving with a slow proud undulance, a look of depthless tenderness in their fragile, lovely faces. And the loveliest of them all,” they cried, “is ours, is ours forever, if we want her! For, brothers, in the city, in the far-shining, magic, golden city we shall move among great men and glorious women and know nothing but strong joy and happiness forever, winning by our courage, talent, and deserving the highest and most honored place in the most fortunate and happy life that men have ever known, if only we will go and make it ours!”


  So, thinking, feeling, waiting as we have waited in the sleeping silence of the night in silent streets [before the shuttered windows of the brothel], hearing as we have heard, the sharp blast of the warning whistle, the thunder of great wheels upon the river’s edge, feeling, as we have felt, the mystery of night time and of April, the huge impending presence, the wild and secret promise, of the savage, lonely, everlasting earth, finding, as we have found, no doors to enter, and being torn, as we were torn, by the thorn of spring, the sharp, the wordless cry, did they not carry—these young men of the past, Garfield, Arthur, Harrison and Hayes—even as we have carried, within those little tenements of bone, blood, sinew, sweat and agony, the intolerable burden of all the pain, joy, hope and savage hunger that a man can suffer, that the world can know?


  “Were they not lost? Were they not lost, as all of us have been, who have known youth and hunger in this land, and who have waited lean and mad and lonely in the night, and who have found no goal, no wall, no ending, and no door?


  “The years flow by like water and one day it is spring again. Brothers, shall we ever ride out of the gates of the East again, as we did once at morning, and seek again, as we did then, new lands, the promise of the war, and glory, joy, and triumph, and a shining city?


  “O youth, still wounded, living, feeling with a woe unutterable, still grieving with a grief intolerable, still thirsting with a thirst unquenchable—where are we to seek? For the wild tempest breaks above us, the wild fury beats about us, the wild hunger feeds upon us—and we are houseless, doorless, unassuaged, and driven on forever; and our brains are mad, our hearts are wild and wordless, and we cannot speak.”


  THE BANK FAILURE


  Now I could hear my father’s voice upon the porch again, the premonitory scraping of the boarders’ chairs, the sound of people going down the leafy street towards home, a sense of coolness, silence, the huge sweet tides of oncoming all-engulfing sleep. Suddenly, coming down the darkened street I heard the fat short thring of a bicycle bell, the hum of the light wired wheels: the little winking light curved over sharply as it neared the house, slowed down and stopped.


  The boy got off, lifted the wheel, kicked down the pedal deftly till it balanced on the curb, and then came quickly up the concrete steps across the walk and up onto the porch, bringing to us all the unknown thrill and hope and menace of that little slip of yellow magic called a telegram. The voices on the porch stopped instantly: in a moment I could hear my father saying sharply, “Who? Hey?” and then Mr. Helm saying in an excited tone, “Vas? Who? ... For me?”


  His chair scraped heavily, he got up, and lumbered rapidly across the porch, saying in an excited, rather bewildered tone:


  “Ja. ... Vait a minute. ... I vill sign. ... Gif us some light!” he cried. Someone switched the porch-light on, and then I could hear Mr. Helm breathing heavily as he scrawled his name down in the messenger’s book. The boy ran down the steps, across the walk, and in a moment had got on his wheel again, and with a thring of bells was coasting swiftly off downhill.


  Then for a moment there was a heavy breathing silence, a rattling of the flimsy paper as he tore the message open, and then heavy, breathy, and attentive silence once again.


  Suddenly, Mr. Helm cried out in a hoarse bewildered tone:


  “Else! ... Else! ... Komm’ hier! ... Schnell! ... Um Gottes willen! ... Was soll dies sein!”


  I could hear the old woman speak to him in an excited tone, get up, and waddle toward him, and almost immediately there was a choking, gasping noise, and the sound of something heavy falling to the porch.


  When I got there, the boarders were all on their feet, staring with startled faces at the old man, who was sitting stupidly on the floor, upright and stolid, with his short heavy legs thrust straight out before him. My father and McKeithan were bending over him on either side, they got their hands beneath his heavy shoulders and began to lift him up, and all the time the old man’s heavy arms were stretched out in their grasp with a kind of terrible paralyzed passivity, and as they lifted them, his ponderous bullet head rolled slowly from side to side, and he looked stupidly and vacantly at them as if he had never seen them before, and had no notion where he was.


  There was something at once horribly comic and tragic in his posture and in the vacant stupid looks he gave my father and McKeithan: I have never seen men shot in battle but I am certain that a man struck by a shell might look at the people around him in the same stupid foolish way that old man Helm looked at my father.


  Even when they had lifted him he still held clutched in one pudgy old hand the crumpled telegram. My father took it from his hand and read it. The telegram bore the news that the bank had closed its doors, that a ruinous deficit had been discovered, and that the president had fled, taking with him a huge sum of money. The bank, in fact, had been looted down to the last buck in the vault, although old Mr. Helm did not know it at that moment. Mr. Helm’s beloved president fled to South America and was never captured, thousands of depositors were ruined, and Mr. Helm himself, who departed the next day with his wife for New Orleans, lost not only pension and savings, but the modest investment of a lifetime’s labor.


  He died four months later, and death was merciful, for he was a paralyzed gibbering idiot of a man when death released him.


  That was the year the war came. And war brings death to men as well as life. To the old man it brings ruin, heart-break, hopelessness, and death. But to the young man it impends forever like a glorious and exultant prophesy in every blade and leaf and flower, in a woman’s laughter in the dark, and the all-enfolding mystery of velvet-breasted night. It fills his heart with thoughts of glory and exultant joy, with haunting memories of old time, and the lost voices and forgotten faces of his father’s youth. And it comes to him like madness in the night, whispering its dark and secret promises of fame, the fellowship of heroes, the love of glorious women, with flight and darkness, morning, and the earth.


  [¬]


  BOOM TOWN


  [The American Mercury, May 1934]


  I


  Through the windows of the train he could see the flat, formless earth of New Jersey, loaded with its swarming weight of men and cities, with slum, swamp, and filthy tenement, with suburb and the ugliness of industry—cinder and yard and rust and waste, stubble and field and wood, steel and smoke-glazed glass and factory chimney, stroking forever past the moving windows into the infinite progressions of the stifled land. All through the early afternoon this flat uncharactered earth faded away into the powerful and weary hazes of the heat: the earth was parched and dusty looking, hot with coarse yellowed grasses and the withered stalks of flowerless weeds. Then, under a glazed and burning sky the train pounded down across the States of Pennsylvania, Delaware, and Maryland, paused for forty minutes in the fading glow of a weary day at Washington, and toward dark slowly rumbled over the Potomac and entered the broad heat-stricken Commonwealth of Virginia. It was the end of June: already the weather had grown very hot, and there had been no rain for weeks.


  A gigantic panorama of a continent gasping for its breath unfolded as the train rushed on: everywhere within the hot green airless depth of the train and outside, at stations on the pauses of the journey, the talk was all of drought and heat: in great engines steaming slowly on the tracks, or passive as great cats, the engineers were wiping wads of blackened waste across their grimy faces, the wilted passengers in other trains fanned feebly at their faces a sheaf of languid paper, or sat in a soaked and sweltering dejection.


  All through the night he lay in his dark berth and watched, as he had watched so many times before, the old earth of Virginia as it stroked past him in the dream-haunted silence of the moon. Field and hill and gulch and stream and bridge and dreaming wood, then field and hill and gulch and stream and wood again, the old earth, the everlasting earth of America, kept stroking past him in the steep silence of the moon.


  All through the ghostly stillness of the land the train made on forever its tremendous noise fused of a thousand sounds and haunted by the spell of time. And that sound evoked for him a million images: old songs, old faces and forgotten memories, and all strange, wordless, and unspoken things men know and live and feel, and never find a language for, the legend of dark time, the sad brevity of their days, the strange and bitter miracle of life itself. And through the thousand rhythms of this one design he heard again, as he had heard ten thousand times in childhood, the pounding wheel, the tolling bell, the whistle wail. Far, faint, and lonely as a dream, it came to him again through that huge spell of time and silence and the earth, evoking for him, as it had always done, its tongueless prophecy of life, its wild and secret cry of joy and pain, and its intolerable promises of the new lands, morning and a shining city.


  But now the strange and lonely cry of the great train, which had haunted his whole life and which, far and faint from some green mountain of the South, had come to him so often as a child at night, bringing to him huge promises of flight and darkness, was speaking to him with an equal strangeness of return. For he was going home again. And sudden, blind, and furious as all his wandering had been, was his return. He was going home again, and he did not know the reason for his going.


  What was he looking for? What did he hope to find at home? He did not know. A restless wanderer, twenty-five years old, an obscure instructor at one of the universities in the city, a nameless atom in the terrific manswarm of the city’s life, he was not by any standard which his native town could know—“successful,” “a success.” And more than anything, he feared the sharp, the appraising eye, the worldly judgments of that little town. Yet now he was returning to it. Why?


  Suddenly, a memory of his years away from home, the years of wandering in many lands and cities, returned to him. He remembered how many times he had thought of home with such an intensity of passion that he could close his eyes and see the scheme of every street in town, and every house upon each street, and the faces of ten thousand people, as well as the memory of all their words, the densely woven fabric of all their histories.


  Why had he felt so, thought so, remembered with such blazing accuracy, if it had not mattered, and if, in the vast homeless unrest of his spirit, this little town, and the immortal hills around it, was not the only home he had on earth? He did not know. All that he knew was that the years flow by like water and that one day men come home again.


  The train rushed onward through the moonlit land.


  II


  When he looked from the windows of the train the next morning, the hills were there again: they towered immense and magical into the blue weather, and suddenly coolness was there, the winey sparkle of the air and the shining brightness, and it seemed to him that he had never left them and that all which had passed in the years between was like a dream.


  Above him was the huge bulk of the hills, the looming shapes around him, the dense massed green of the wilderness, the cloven cuts and gulches of the mountain passes, the dizzy steepness, and the sudden drops below. He could see the little huts stuck to the edge of bank and gulch and hollow, set far below him in the gorges, toy-small, yet closer, nearer than a dream. All this, so far, so near, so strange, and so familiar, refound like something we have always known and remembered, lost the instant that we find it, the everlasting stillness of the earth now meeting the intimate toiling slowness of the train as it climbed upward round the sinuous curves, was near and instant as a vision, more lost yet more familiar than his mother’s face.


  At last the train came sweeping down the long sloping bend into the suburban junction two miles from town, where his family always met him when he came home. But even before the train had come to a full halt at the little station, he had looked out the windows and seen with this same sense of instant recognition the figures of his mother and his brother, waiting for him on the platform as he knew he would find them.


  He could see his brother, Lee, teetering restlessly from one flat foot to another as his glance went back and forth along the windows of the train in search of him. He could see his mother’s strong short figure, planted solidly, her hands clasped across her waist in their loose and powerful grip, her white face with its delicate pursed mouth turned toward the windows of the train, her glance darting back and forth with the curious, startled, animal-like swiftness and intensity all her family had.


  And even as he swung down from the car-steps of the Pullman and, valise in hand, strode toward the platform across the rock ballast of the roadbed and the powerful gleaming rails, he knew instantly, with this intuitive feeling of strangeness and recognition, just what they would say to him at the moment of their meeting.


  Now his mother and his brother had seen him. He could see his mother speak excitedly to his brother, and motion toward him. And now his brother was coming toward him on the run, his broad clumsy hand extended in a gesture of welcome, his rich tenor shouting greetings at him as he came:


  “How are you, boy?” he shouted. “Put it there!” he cried heartily as he came up and vigorously wrung him by the hand. “Glad to see you, John.”


  And still shouting greetings, he reached over and attempted to take the valise. The inevitable argument, vehement and protesting, began immediately, and in another moment, as always, the older brother was in triumphant possession, and the two were walking together toward the platform, Lee shouting scornfully all the time in answer to the other’s protests: “Oh, for God’s sake! Forget about it! I’ll let you do as much for me when I come up to the Big Town to visit you! ... Here’s mama!” he said abruptly, as they came up on the platform. “I know she’ll be glad to see you!”


  She was waiting for him with the bridling and rather confused movement that was characteristic of her in moments of strong excitement. Her powerful and delicate mouth was smiling tremulously, her worn faded brown eyes were wet with the tears which the sight of a train arriving and departing always seemed to cause.


  “Hello, mama,” he said, somewhat thickly and excitedly. “How are you, mama?”


  He hugged her hard, planting a clumsy kiss on her white face. In a moment they released each other, and his mother, holding his hand in her strong warm clasp, stepped back a pace and regarded him with the old tremulous, half-bantering expression she had used so often when he was a child.


  “Well, well, well!” she said. “Hm-m!” she said, making a little humming noise as she spoke. “My ba-aby!”


  John reddened in the face, making an awkward and indefinite gesture, and could find nothing adequate to say. Then he looked quickly at his brother; for a moment they regarded each other with a tormented glance, then both began to grin at the same time, he sullenly, his brother with a wide, swiftly developing grin of wild exuberance, which suddenly split his handsome face with an idiotic and exultant glee. That grin was followed immediately by the tremendous chortling of mad laughter, the huge “Whah—whah-h!—Haw-w” his brother cried, smiting his forehead with the back of one clumsy hand. “‘My baby’—haw-w!” he cried again, and smote himself. “God-damn!”


  “Well, now, sonny boy,” his mother now said briskly, “come on, now! I’ve got a good breakfast waiting for you when you get home!”


  “How’s Helen, mama,” John broke in, somehow disturbed by the failure of his sister to meet him.


  “Hah? What say? Helen?” she said quickly, in a sharp, surprised kind of tone. “Oh, she’s all right. And yes, now! She called up before we left this morning and said to give you her love and tell you she’d be over later. Said she wanted to come along to meet you but had to stay at home because Roy McIntyre had ’phoned her he had a prospect for that place of theirs on Weaver Street and wanted to bring him over right away to look at it. Of course, she and Hugh are anxious to sell, want to move out there and build on one of those lots they own on Grovewood Terrace. Say they’ll take eight thousand for the house—two thousand down, but I told her to take cash. I told her not to listen to Roy McIntyre if he tries to trade in on the deal any of those lots he’s got up there on the hill in Ridgewood.”


  Here she gestured toward the hill that swept back in a slope of massed leafy green behind the railroad tracks, and with a short and almost compulsive tremor of her strong, pursed face, she shook her head in a movement of emphatic negation.


  “Mama!” Lee, who during the course of these remarks had been teetering restlessly back and forth on his large feet, thrusting his fingers through his flashing hair in a distracted manner, and finally consulting his watch uneasily, now spoke in a tone of patient but somewhat strained courtesy:


  “I think if we get started—”


  “Why, yes!” she cried instantly in a tone of briskly cheerful but rather startled agreement. “That’s the very thing. This very minute, sir! I’m ready any time you are! Come on!” and she started to move off with a confused and bridling movement of her strong frame.


  “But as I say, now,” she continued quickly, turning to John again, “I told her not to listen to him if he wants to swap. No, sir!” Here she shook her head emphatically. “I told her if that’s what he’s trying to do I’d pay no attention to him for a minute! Hm!”—she shook her head with a little scornful smile—“That’s what he was trying to do. Why, here, now! Yes! You see what he was up to, don’t you? Why, didn’t he try the same trick on me? Didn’t he come to me? Didn’t he try to trade with me? Oh, here, along you know the first part of last April,” she said impatiently with a dismissing gesture of her broad hand, as if all this splintered and explosive information must be perfectly clear to everyone—“with Dr. Gibbs, Rufe Mears, Erwin Featherstone, and all the rest of that crowd that’s in with him. Says: ‘I’ll tell you what I’ll do. We know you’re a good trader, we respect your judgment, and we want you in,’ he says, ‘and just to have you with us, why, I’ll trade you three fine lots I own up there on Pinecrest Road in Ridgewood for that house and lot you own on Preston Avenue.’


  “Says: ‘You won’t have to put up a cent of your own money. Just to get you in with us I’ll make an even swap with you!’ ‘Well,’ I says—”


  III


  “Mama,” John broke in desperately, stunned and bewildered by this mad obsession which had so completely filled and conquered her that everything else on earth—home, friends, children, absence and return, the whole chronicle of her life—had been submerged and for the time forgotten:


  “Mama,” he began desperately again, but bewildered, not knowing what to say, “don’t you think it would be better if ...”


  “Hah? What say?” Startled from that flood-tide of her obsession, she looked suddenly at him with the quick, instant attentiveness of a bird. “Well, as I say, you see now,” she went on, seeing that he did not answer. “Said to him when they first came to me—Roy McIntyre, old Gibbs, and then, of course, that’s so—” she went on reflectively, “Rufe Mears was there as ...”


  “Couldn’t we?” John blurted out with the blind confusion of a man who has suddenly come upon an undiscovered continent. “Why couldn’t we go home now, and eat our breakfast and then call up Helen—couldn’t we—”


  “Why, yes! The very thing! I’m ready, sir!”


  “I think, mama,” Lee now said gently with the tortured pleading, almost comic patience of exasperation, “I think that if we could—” and at this moment his tormented eyes suddenly met, stopped, rested for a moment on the astounded, bewildered look his brother gave him. For a minute they looked at each other with earnest, asking looks—then suddenly the bursting of wild glee upon his brother’s face.


  “Haw-w,” Lee yelled, “haw-w,” prodding his brother in the ribs, “haw-w!” he cried. “You’ll see—oh, you’ll see, all right!” he gloated. “Frankly I have to laugh when I think about it. Frankly I do!” he said earnestly. Then, looking at the astonished face before him, he burst into the devastating roar again: “Haw-w! Whah-whah-h! You’ll see,” he said mysteriously and mockingly. “Oh, you’ll get it now,” he cried. “Nineteen hours a day, from daybreak to three o’clock in the morning—no holts barred!” he chortled. “They’ll be waiting for us when we get there,” he said. “They’re all lined up there on the front porch in a reception committee to greet you and to cut your throat, every damn mountain grill of a real estate man in town. Old Horse Face Hines, the undertaker; Skin-em-alive Roy McIntyre; Skunk-eye Rufe Mears the demon promoter; and old squeeze-your-heart’s-blood Gibbs, the widder and orphan man from Arkansas;—they’re all there!” he said gloatingly. “She told ’em you’re a prospect, and they’re waiting for you—every cut-throat swindler of a real estate man in town! It’s your turn now!” he yelled. “She’s told ’em that you’re on the way, and they’re drawin’ lots right now to see which one gets your shirt and which one takes the pants and B.V.D.s. Haw-w! Whah-whah-h!” he poked his younger brother in the ribs.


  “They’ll get nothing from me,” John said angrily, “for I haven’t got it to begin with.”


  “Haw-w! Whah-whah-h!” Lee yelled. “That doesn’t matter. If you’ve got an extra collar button, they’ll take that as the first installment, and then and then—haw-w!—they’ll collect your goddam cufflinks, socks, and your pants suspenders in easy installments,” he said gloatingly, “as the years roll on. Haw-w! Whah-h!” he yelled, prodding his brother with clumsy fingers as he saw the sullen and astounded look upon his face. Then, seeing his mother’s white, pursed, and reproving face, he suddenly prodded her in the ribs, at which she shrieked in a vexed manner and slapped his rough hand.


  “I’ll vow, boy!” she cried fretfully. “What on earth’s the matter with you? Why, you act like a regular idiot. I’ll vow you do!”


  “Haw! Whah-h!” he yelled again. Then, still grinning, he picked up the valise and started rapidly across the station platform toward his battered little car, which was parked at the curb not more than twenty yards away.


  And in this manner, accompanied every foot of the way by his mother’s torrential discourse, which gave him with encyclopedic fullness the speculative history of every piece of real estate they passed, punctuated from time to time by his brother’s prodding fingers in his ribs, the limitless and exultant madness of his great “whah-whah-h,” the youthful native, after years of wandering, returned to his own town again—and found there a strange mad life, a glittering city, a wild and drunken fury he had never seen before.


  IV


  The streets were foaming with a mad exuberant life, crowded with strange expensive traffic, with a thousand points of glittering machinery, winking and blazing imperially in the hot bright air, filled with new faces he had never seen. And the faces of the people he had known shone forth from time to time like a remembered door, like a street he had gone to once, or like lights in the enormous darkness of a lonely coast. And yet on the faces of everyone, natives and strangers alike, there was burning the drunken glow of an unholy glee. Their feet swarmed and scampered on the pavements, their bodies darted, dodged, thrust, and twisted as if the leaping energy of some powerful drug was driving them on. For the first time he witnessed the incredible spectacle of an entire population which was drunk—drunk on the same powerful liquors, drunk with an intoxication which never wore off and which never made them weary, dead, or sodden, but which drove them on constantly to new heights of leaping and scampering exuberance.


  The people he had known all his life cried out to him along the streets, they seized his hand and shook it, saying, “Hi there, boy! ... Glad to see you home again! ... Going to be with us for a while now? Good! I’ll be seeing you, I’ve got to go on now, I’ve got to meet a fellow down the street to sign some papers! Glad to see you, boy!”—and they would vanish, having uttered this tempestuous greeting without a pause and without the loss of a stride, pulling and dragging him along with them as they wrung his hand.


  The conversation was terrific and incessant—a tumult of voices united in variations of a single chorus: speculation and real estate. They were gathered in groups before the drug stores, before the post-office, along the curbs, before the court house and the city hall. They hurried along the pavements talking together with a passionate absorption of earnestness, bestowing a half-abstracted nod of greeting from time to time on some acquaintance who was passing. The real estate men were everywhere. Their motors and buses roared through all the streets of the town and out into the country, bearing crowds of prospective clients. One could see them on the porches of houses unfolding blue prints and prospectuses as they shouted enticements and promises of sudden wealth into the ears of deaf old women. Everyone was game for them—the lame, the halt, and the blind, Civil War veterans or their decrepit pensioned widows, as well as high school boys and girls, Negro truck drivers, soda-jerkers, elevator-boys, boot-blacks.


  Everyone bought real estate; and everyone was a “real estate man” either in name or in practice. The barbers, the lawyers, the grocers and butchers and builders and clothiers were all engaged now in a single interest, a common obsession. And there seemed to be only one rule, a dominant and infallible law—to buy, always to buy, to pay whatever price was asked and to sell again within two days at whatever price one chose to fix. It was fantastic: within the town, along any of its streets, the property was being sold by the inch, the foot—thousands of dollars were being paid for each front foot of earth along these streets, and when the supply of streets was exhausted, new streets were created feverishly, and even before these streets were paved or a house had been built upon them, the land was being sold by the inch, the foot, for hundreds and thousands of dollars.


  A spirit of drunken waste and wild destructiveness was everywhere apparent: the fairest places in town were mutilated at a cost of millions of dollars. In the center of town, for instance, there was a beautiful green hill, opulent with rich lawn and lordly trees, with beds of flowers and banks of honeysuckle, and surmounted with an immense rambling old wooden hotel. It was a glorious old place which was a labyrinth of wings and corridors, of great parlors, porches, halls, and courts, which had for forty years been the most delightful place in town, and from which as lovely and magical a landscape as the earth can offer—the vast panorama of the ranges of the “Smokies”—could be seen. Now they advanced upon this enchanted hill.


  John could remember the immense and rambling old hotel with its wide porches and comfortable rockers, its countless eaves and gables, elfin, Gothic, capricious, and fantastic, the thick red carpets of the wide corridors, and the old lobby, a place of old red leather hollowed and shaped by the backs of men, of the smells of tobacco and the iced tinkle of tall drinks. It had a splendid mellow dining-room filled with laughter and quiet voices, and unctuous expert niggers, bending and scraping and chuckling with glee over the jokes of the rich men from the North as with prayerful grace they served them delicious foods out of old silver dishes.


  He could remember all these things as well as the tender or smiling looks and glances of the glorious women, the rich men’s wives and daughters. And he would be touched with the unutterable mystery of all these things—of beauty and wealth and fame, and of these splendid travelers who had come great distances, who brought with them somehow a marvelous evocation of the whole golden and unvisited world, with its thousand fabulous cities and with all its proud, passionate song of glory, fame, and love.


  Now this was gone: an army of men and shovels had advanced upon this great green hill and leveled it down to an ugly mound of clay, and they had paved that clay with a desolate horror of hard white concrete, they had built stores and garages and office buildings and parking spaces—raw and new—and they had built a new hotel where the old one was. It was a structure of sixteen stories of pressed brick and concrete, harsh and sharp and raw, which seemed to have been stamped out of the same mold as a thousand others throughout the country by some gigantic biscuit-cutter of hotels, and which was called, sumptuously, the Ritz-Altamont.


  V


  Suddenly, one day, in the midst of this glittering tumult, he met Robert Weaver, a classmate at college, and a boyhood friend. He came down the thronging street swiftly at his anxious lunging stride, and immediately, without a word of greeting, broke hoarsely into the abrupt and fragmentary speech that had always been characteristic of him, but that now, in the pulsing stimulation of this atmosphere, seemed feverish and emphasized.


  “When did you get here? ... How long are you going to stay? ... What do you think of the way things look here?” Then, without waiting for an answer, he demanded with a brusque, challenging, and almost impatient scornfulness: “Well, what do you intend to do—be a two-thousand-dollar-a-year school-teacher all your life?”


  The contemptuous tone with its implication of superiority—an implication which among this swarm of excited people big with their importance of imagined achievement and great wealth he had felt keenly since his return—now stung John to retort sharply:


  “There are worse things than teaching school! Being a paper millionaire is one of them! As for the two thousand dollars a year, you really get it, Robert. It’s not real estate money, it’s money you can spend. You can buy a ham sandwich with it.”


  He laughed sharply. “You’re right!” he said. “I don’t blame you. It’s the truth!” He began to shake his head slowly. “Lord, Lord!” he said. “They’ve all gone clean out of their heads here ... Never saw anything like it in my life ... Why, they’re all crazy as a loon,” he swore. “You can’t talk to them ... You can’t reason with them ... They won’t listen to you ... They’re getting prices for property here you couldn’t get in New York.”


  “Are they getting it?”


  “Well,” he said, with a falsetto laugh, “they get the first five hundred dollars ... You pay the next five hundred thousand on time.”


  “How much time?”


  “God!” he said, “I don’t know ... All you want, I reckon ... Forever ... It doesn’t matter ... You sell the next day for a million.”


  “On time?”


  “That’s it!” he cried, laughing. “You make a half million just like that.”


  “On time?”


  “You’ve got it!” said Robert. “On time ... God! Crazy, crazy, crazy.” He kept laughing and shaking his head. “That’s the way they make it,” he said.


  “Are you making it, too?”


  His manner at once became feverish, earnest, and excited: “Why, it’s the damnedest thing you ever heard of!” he said. “I’m raking it in hand over fist ... Made three hundred thousand dollars in the last two months ... Why, it’s the truth! ... Made a trade yesterday and turned around and sold the lot again not two hours later. ... Fifty thousand dollars just like that!” he snapped his fingers. “Does your mother want to sell that house on Spring Street? ... Have you talked to her about it? ... Would she consider an offer?”


  “Yes, if she gets enough.”


  “How much does she want?” he demanded impatiently. “Would she talk [take] two hundred and fifty thousand?”


  “Could you get it for her?”


  “I could get it within twenty-four hours,” he said. “I know a man who’d snap it up in five minutes ... I’ll tell you what I’ll do, John. If you persuade her to sell, I’ll split the commission with you ... I’ll give you five thousand dollars.”


  “All right, Robert, it’s a go. Could you let me have fifty cents on account?”


  “Do you think she’ll sell?” he said feverishly.


  “I don’t think so. I think she’s going to hold on.”


  “Hold on! What’s she going to hold on for? Now’s the time when things are at the peak. She’ll never get a better offer!”


  “I know, but we’re expecting to strike oil out in the backyard at any time now.”


  At this moment there was a brilliant disturbance among the tides of traffic in the street. A magnificent motor car detached itself from the stream of humbler vehicles and crawled in swiftly to the curb where it came to a smooth stop—a panther of opulent machinery, a glitter of nickel, glass, and burnished steel. From it, a gaudily attired creature stepped down to the pavement with an air of princely indolence, tucked a light malacca cane carelessly under its right arm-pit, and slowly and fastidiously withdrew from its nicotined fingers a pair of lemon gloves, at the same time saying to the liveried driver: “You may go, James. Call for me again in hal-luf and houah!”


  The creature’s face was thin, sunken, and as swarthy as a Mexican’s; its coal-black eyes glittered with the unnatural fires of the drug addict; its toothless jaws had been so bountifully furnished forth with a set of glittering false teeth that they now grinned and clattered at the world with the prognathous bleakness of a skeleton. The whole figure, although heavy and shambling, had a caved-in and tottering appearance that suggested a stupendous debauchery. It moved forward with its false bleak grin, leaning heavily upon the stick, and suddenly John recognized that native ruin which had been known to him since childhood as Rufus—or Rufe—Mears.


  VI


  J. Rufus Mears—the “J” was a recent and completely arbitrary addition of his own, fitting in, no doubt, with his ideas of financial and personal grandeur and matching the dizzy pinnacle at the summit of the town’s affairs on which he was now perched—was the black sheep of a worthy and industrious family in the community.


  From the beginning, Rufe’s career had been lurid, capricious, and disgraceful. A dark and corrupt energy was boiling ceaselessly within him to wrest a living and quick wealth from life in some shady and precarious fashion. He was haunted constantly by the apparition of “easy money.” On one occasion he had been sentenced to a term in jail for operating gambling machines; on another he had been sent to the chain gang for running a “blind tiger”; on yet another, he had got into serious difficulties when he began to tour the small towns in the district with a burlesque musical show, the chorus of which had been recruited from ignorant girls in the neighborhood who had had no experience in the theater whatever and were lured into the unsavory enterprise by Rufe’s plausible dark tongue.


  In recent years, his physical and mental disintegration had been marked; he had become an addict of cocaine, and his swarthy eyes usually burned with a feverish drugged glitter. It was well known that he was no longer mentally responsible for his acts. He had spent other terms in prison, and once, after having telegraphed to the morning newspaper a thrilling and moving account of his death by violence in another city, he had been sent for a period to the State asylum for the insane.


  This was Rufe Mears as John remembered him, and as all of them had seen and known him, and who now stood before them in the fantastic trappings of a clown of royalty, the visible and supreme embodiment of their unbelievable and extravagant madness. For, like gamblers who will stake a fortune on some moment’s whimsy of belief or superstition, thrusting their money in a stranger’s hand and bidding him to play with it because the color of his eye is lucky, or as race-track men will rub the hump upon a cripple’s back to bring them luck, the people of the town now listened prayerfully to every word that Rufe Mears might utter. They greedily sought his opinion in all their staggering speculations, and they acted instantly on his suggestion or command. He had become—in what way, for what reason, upon what proof of competence no one knew—the high priest and prophet of this insanity of waste.


  They knew that he was witless, that he was criminal, that he was drugged, diseased, and broken, but they used him as men once used divining rods, they deferred to him as people in Russia were said to have deferred to idiots in the village—with an absolute and incredible faith that some divine power of intuition in him made all his judgments infallible. It was this creature who now stood before them, on whom already the respectful gaze of the passerby was directed, and to whom Robert now turned with a movement of feverish eagerness, saying to John abruptly and peremptorily as he left him: “Wait a minute ... I’ve got to speak to Rufe Mears about something ... Wait till I come back.”


  John watched the astounding scene—Rufe Mears still drawing the gloves off his stained and yellowed fingers with that movement of bored casualness, walked over toward the entrance to the drug store, while Robert, in an attitude of obsequious entreaty, kept at his elbow, bent his tall stiff form toward him, and hoarsely and abruptly poured a torrent of frenzied interrogation of which John could hear glittering fragments. “... Property in West Altamont ... Seventy-five thousand dollars ... Option expires tomorrow at noon ... John Ingram has the piece above mine ... Won’t sell. ... Holding for hundred fifty ... Mine’s the best location ... But Fred Bynum says too far from the main road. ... What do you think, Rufe? ... Is it worth it?”


  During the course of this torrential appeal Rufe Mears did not even once turn to look at his petitioner. In fact, he gave no evidence whatever that he was paying the slightest attention to what Robert was saying. Instead, he finished taking off his gloves, thrust them in his pocket, cast his glittering eye feverishly around in a series of disordered glances, and suddenly grew rigid, shuddering convulsively, and began to root into himself violently with a clutching, thrusting hand. This operation completed, he shuddered once again and, like a man who is just coming out of a trance, seemed for the first time to become aware that Robert was waiting in an attitude of prayerful entreaty.


  “What’s that? What did you say, Robert?” he said rapidly in his dark drugged tone. “How much did they offer you for it? ... Don’t sell ... Don’t sell!” he said suddenly and with violent emphasis. “Now is the time to buy, not to sell ... The trend is upwards ... Don’t sell. ... That’s my advice!”


  “I’m not selling, Rufe,” Robert cried excitedly. “I’m thinking of buying.”


  “Oh yes, yes, yes!” Rufe muttered rapidly. “I see, I see ...” He turned abruptly for the first time and fixed his glittering eye upon his questioner. “Where did you say it was?” he demanded sharply. “Rosemont. ... Good. ... Good! ... Can’t go wrong! Buy! Buy!”


  Suddenly he started to walk away into the drug-store; the lounging idlers split obsequiously. Robert rushed after him frantically, and caught him by the arm, shouting, “No, no, Rufe! It’s not Rosemont! It’s the other way ... I’ve been telling you ... It’s West Altamont!”


  “What’s that?” Rufe cried sharply. “West Altamont ... Why didn’t you say so? ... That’s different! Buy! Buy! ... Can’t go wrong! ... Whole town’s moving in that direction ... Values double out there in six months ... How much do they want?”


  “Seventy-five thousand,” Robert panted. “Option expires tomorrow ... Five years to pay it up ... The old Buckner place, only fifteen minutes away!”


  “Buy! Buy!” Rufe barked, and began to walk away into the store at a lunging and disjointed step, as if his legs would fly away below him at any moment.


  Robert turned and strode back toward John, his eyes blazing with excitement, his every stride and gesture a fierce interrogation.


  “Did you hear him? Did you hear what he said?” he demanded hoarsely. “You heard him, didn’t you? ... Best damned judge of real estate that ever lived ... Never known to make a mistake! ... Buy! Buy! ... Will double in value in six months ... You were standing right here?” he said hoarsely and accusingly, glaring at him. “You heard what he said, didn’t you?”


  “Yes. I heard him.”


  Robert glanced wildly and confusedly about him, passed his hand feverishly through his hair several times, and then said, sighing heavily and shaking his head in a movement of astonished wonderment: “Seventy-five thousand dollars’ profit in one deal! ... Never heard anything like it in my life! ... Lord, Lord!” he cried. “What are we coming to?”


  VII


  On Sunday afternoon, the mother and her two sons drove out to the only plot of land in town which had been preserved from the furious invasion of the real estate men. This was the cemetery, where all the members of their family who had died were buried.


  On the way out, as they drove through the streets of the town, the mother, who was sitting in the back seat of the car, kept up a constant, panoramic, and exhaustive commentary on the speculative history of every piece of property they passed. She talked incessantly about real estate, pausing from time to time to nod deliberately to herself in a movement of strong affirmation, gesturing briefly and casually with her strong wide hand, and meditating her speech frequently with the strong lips of deliberative silence.


  “You see, don’t you,” she said, nodding slowly to herself with a movement of conviction and tranquilly indifferent whether they listened or not so long as the puppets of an audience were before her. “You see what they’re goin’ to do here, don’t you? Why, Fred Arthur, Roy McIntyre, and Dr. Gibbs—all that crowd—why, yes—here! Say!” she cried, frowning meditatively. “Wasn’t I reading it? Didn’t it all come out in the paper—why, here, you know, a week or two ago—how they proposed to tear down that whole block of buildings there and were going to put up the finest garage in this part of the country. Oh! say, it will take up the whole block, you know, with a fine eight-story building over it, with storage space upstairs for more cars, and doctors’ offices—why, yes! they’re even thinking of puttin’ in a roof garden and a big restaurant on top. Say, the whole thing will cost ’em over half a million dollars before they’re done with it—oh, paid two thousand dollars a foot for every inch of it!” she cried. “But pshaw! Why, those are Main Street prices—you can get business property up in town for that!—I could have told him—but hm!”—again the scornful little tremor of the head—“He’ll never do it—no, sir! He’ll be lucky if he gets out with his skin!”


  Near the cemetery they passed a place beside the road where an unpaved road of clay went upward among fields toward some lonely pines. The place beside the road was flanked by two portaled shapes of hewn granite blocks set there like markers of a splendid city yet unbuilt which would rise grandly from the hills that swept back into the green wilderness from the river—this and a large sign planted in the field was all.


  But even as they passed by this loneliness of field and pine and waning light, they read some words upon the sign. The large word on the top was RIVERCREST—and down below they saw in small letters the word “Dedicated.”


  “Hah? What say?” she cried out in a sharply startled tone. “What does it say below? Dedicated?”


  “Wait a minute!” Lee cried abruptly, jamming his large flat foot onto the brake so violently that they were flung forward with a stunning jolt. They halted with a jarring skid and peered out at the letters of the sign:


  RIVERCREST

  Dedicated to All the People of This Section and to the Glory of the Greater City They Will Build.


  They read the words in silence for a moment, and then she repeated them slowly and with obvious satisfaction. “Ah-hah!” she said, nodding her head slowly with deliberate agreement, “that’s just exactly it!” Then they started to move on again.


  “Dedicated!” Lee muttered to himself. “Dedicated to all the people of this section,” he muttered distractedly, pushing his clumsy fingers through his hair. “To the glory of the Greater City they will build. ... Uh-huh! Ah-hah!” he sang out madly. “Dedicated! ... Now ain’t that nice,” he said slowly, and in a tone of mincing and delicate refinement. “Dedicated to the service of all the people of this section.” The crazy grin split wide and sudden on his handsome face. “Haw-w!” he yelled suddenly and smote himself upon the temple with the heel of his large and clumsy hand. “Dedicated to cutting your goddamn throat and bleeding you white of every nickel that you’ve got. Dedicated! Haw-w! Whah whah!”


  When they got to the cemetery, they drove slowly in around a circling road and at length came to a halt on the rounded crest of the hill where the family burial lot was situated. It was a good lot—perhaps the best one on the hill—and it looked out across the deep dense green of the wooded slopes and hollows toward the central business part of town. The ramparts, spires, and buildings of the town, the old ones as well as the splendid new ones—the hotels, office buildings, garages, and arcades and concrete squares of boom development which exploded from the old design with glittering violence—were plainly visible. It was a fine view.


  For a moment, after getting out of the car, the mother stood looking at the burial lot, her strong hands loosely clasped across her waist. Then shaking her head rapidly with a pursed mouth of depreciation and regret, she said: “Hm! Hm! Hm! Too bad, too bad, too bad!”


  “What’s that, mama?” Lee said. “What’s too bad?”


  “Why, that they should have ever chosen such a place as this for the cemetery,” she said regretfully. “Why, as I told Frank Candler just the other day, they’ve gone and deliberately given away the two best building sites in town to the niggers and the dead people! That’s just exactly what they’ve done! I’ve always said as much—that the two finest building sites in town for natural beauty are Niggertown and Riverview Cemetery. I could have told them that long years ago—they should have known as much themselves if any of them could have seen an inch beyond his nose—that someday the town would grow up and this would be valuable property! Why, why on earth! When they were looking for a cemetery site—why on earth didn’t they think of findin’ one across the river, up there on Patton Hill, say, where you get a beautiful view—out of town somewhere, where property is not so valuable? But this!” she cried. “This by rights is building property! And as for the niggers, I’ve always said that they’d have been better off if they were put down there on those old flats in the depot section! Now it’s too late, of course,—nothin’ can be done—but it was certainly a grave mistake,” she said, and shook her head. “I’ve always known it.”


  “Well, I guess you’re right,” Lee muttered absently. “I never thought of it before, but I guess you’re right.”


  “And to think,” the mother went on in a moment, with that curious fragmentary semblance of irrelevance which was not irrelevant at all, “—and to think that he would go and move her—to think that any man could be so hard-hearted as to—o-oh!” She shuddered with a brief convulsive pucker of revulsion. “It makes my blood run cold to think of it—and I told him so!—to think he would have no more mercy in him than to go and move her from the place where she lay buried.”


  “Why, who was that, mama?” Lee said absently. “Move who?”


  “Why, Lydia, of course, child!” she said impatiently, gesturing briefly to the old and weather-rusted stone beneath which her husband’s first wife lay buried. “That’s the thing that started all this moving! We’d never have thought of coming here if it hadn’t been for Lydia!—And here,” she cried fretfully, “the woman had been dead and in her grave more than a year when he gets this notion in his head he’s got to move her—and you couldn’t reason wuth him! You couldn’t argue wuth him!” she cried with vehement surprise. “I tried to talk to him about it, but it was like talking to a stone wall—no, sir!” Here, with a movement of strong decision, she shook her head. “He’d made up his mind, he was determined—and he wouldn’t budge from it an inch! ... ‘But see here, man,’ I said. ‘The thing’s not right!—The woman ought to stay where she’s buried!’ I didn’t like the look of it! ‘Even the dead have got their rights,’ I said”—again the powerful short tremor of the face—“‘Where the tree falls there let it lie!’—but no! he wouldn’t listen, you couldn’t talk to him. He says, ‘I’ll move her if it’s the last thing I ever live to do! I’ll move her if I have to dig her up myself and carry the coffin on my back to Riverview—but that’s where she’s going, and you needn’t argue any more!’ Well, I saw then that he had his mind made up and that it wouldn’t do any good to talk to him about it. But oh! an awful mistake, an awful mistake!” she muttered with the powerful short movement of the head—“All that moving and expense for nothing—if he’d felt that way he should have gone to Riverview in the beginning when she died—but that’s when he bought this lot, all right,” she now said tranquilly—“And that’s the reason that the rest of them are buried here. That’s how it was all right,” she said, “but I’ve always regretted it! I was against it from the start.”


  And for a moment she was silent, looking with the contemplation of a grave-eyed memory at the weather-rusted stone.


  “Well, as I say, then,” she went on calmly, “when I saw he had his mind made up and that there was no use to try to change him—Well, I went out to the old cemetery the day they moved her—oh! one of those raw windy days you get in March! The very kind of day she died on. And old Mrs. Wrenn and Amy Williamson—of course, they had both been good friends of Lydia’s—they went along, too. And, of course, when we got out there, they were curious, they wanted to have a look, you know,” she went on calmly, describing this grisly desire with no surprise whatever, “and they tried to get me to take a look at it, too. ‘No,’ I said. ‘You go on and satisfy your curiosity if that’s what you want to do, but I won’t look at it!’ I said, ‘I’d rather remember her the way she was.’ Well, they went ahead and did it, then. They got old Prov—you know, he was the old nigger man that worked for us—to open up the coffin, and I turned my back and walked away a little piece until they got through lookin’,” she said tranquilly, “and pretty soon, I heard them comin’. Well, I turned around and looked at them, and let me tell you something,” she said gravely, “their faces were a study. Oh, they turned pale and they trembled. ‘Well, are you satisfied?’ I said. ‘Did you find what you were lookin’ for?’ ‘Oh-h,’ says old Mrs. Wrenn, pale as a ghost, shakin’ and wringin’ her hands, you know, ‘Oh, Delia,’ she says, ‘it was awful. I’m sorry that I looked,’ she said.


  “‘Ah-hah!’ I says. ‘What did I tell you! You see, don’t you?’ Says, ‘Oh-h, it was all gone—all gone—all rotted away to nothing so you couldn’t recognize her. The face was all gone until you could see the teeth, and the nails had all grown out long—but Delia!’ she says, ‘the hair!—the hair!—oh! I tell you what,’ she says, ‘the hair was beautiful! It had grown out until it covered everything—the finest head of hair I ever saw on anyone. But the rest of it—oh! I’m sorry that I looked!’ she says. ‘Well, I thought so! I thought so!’ I said. ‘I knew you’d be sorry, so I wouldn’t look!’—But that’s the way it was all right,” she concluded with the tranquil satisfaction of omniscience.


  VIII


  At one corner of the burial lot a tall locust tree was growing: its pleasant shade was divided between the family lot and the adjacent one where members of the mother’s family, the Pentlands, had been buried. The gravestones in the family lot (which was set on a gentle slope) were arranged in two parallel rows. In the first row were buried John’s brothers, Arthur McFarlane Hawke and Edward Madison Hawke, who were twins: also his mother’s first child, Margaret Ann.


  Facing these was the family monument. It was a square massive chunk of gray metallic granite, brilliantly burnished, one of the finest and most imposing monuments in the cemetery. It bore the family name in raised letters upon its shining surface, and on each end were inscriptions for his father and his mother. His father was buried at the end of the monument which faced the town. His inscription read: “William Oliver Hawke—Born near Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, April 16, 1851—Died, Altamont, Old Catawba, June 21, 1922.” The mother’s inscription was at the other end of the monument, facing her own people, and read: “Delia Elizabeth Hawke—née Pentland—Born at the Forks of Ivy, Old Catawba, February 16, 1860—Died—”


  All of the monuments, save his father’s and mother’s, had, in addition to the name and birth and death inscription, a little elegiac poem, carved in a fine italicized script, and reading somewhat as follows:


  
    Still is the voice we knew so well


    Vanished the face we love


    Flown his spirit pure to dwell


    With Angels up above.


    Ours is the sorrow, ours the pain


    And ours the joy alone


    To clasp him in our arms again


    In Heaven by God’s throne.

  


  In the drowsy waning light of the late afternoon, John could see people moving across the great hill of the dead, among the graves and monuments of other burial lots. The place had the brooding hush a cemetery has on a summer day, and in the fading light even the figures of the people had a dream-like and almost phantasmal quality as they moved about.


  The mother stood surveying the scene reflectively, her hands held at the waist in their loose strong clasp. She looked at the gravestones in the family lot, reading the little elegiac verses, and although she had read these banal phrases a thousand times, she did so again with immense satisfaction, framing the words with her lips and then nodding her head slowly and deliberately in a movement of emphatic affirmation, as if to say: “Ah-hah! That’s it exactly!”


  For a moment longer, she stood looking at the stones. Then she went over to Ed’s grave, picked up a wreath of laurel leaves which someone had left there a few weeks before, and which had already grown withered and faded looking, and set it at the head of the grave against the base of the stone. Then she moved about among the graves, bending with a blunt, strong movement and weeding out tufts of the coarse grass which had grown weedily about the bases of some of the monuments.


  When she had finished, she stood looking down at Margaret’s stone, which was weathered, stained, and rusty looking. She read the inscription of the old faded letters, and then turning to her youngest son, spoke quietly:


  “This morning at eight o’clock, thirty-nine years ago, I lost the first child that I ever had. Your sister Margaret died today—July the fourteenth—four days less than nine months old. She was the most perfect baby I ever saw—the brightest and most sensible child for her age.” And again she nodded her head slowly and deliberately, in a movement of powerful affirmation.


  “Time went on, I had other children, kept my hands full, and to a certain degree,” she said reflectively, “kept my mind off sorrow. No time for sorrow!” cried the mother, with the strong convulsive tremor of the head. “Too much to do for sorrow! ... Then, when years had passed, the hardest blow of all fell. Arthur was taken. It seemed I had given up all. Could have borne as well if all the others had been taken! I can’t understand why!” And for a moment her brown worn eyes were wet. “But it had grown a part of me—felt somehow that he was to lead the others, and when I realized that he was gone, it seemed that everything was lost.


  “I never got to know Ed,” she said quietly. “I always wanted to talk to him, but could not. I felt a part of him was gone—maybe he felt so, too. It was hard to give Ed up, but I had suffered the first great loss in giving up his twin, the other part.”


  She paused, looking down at the two tombstones for a moment, and then said gravely and proudly: “I believe that they have joined each other, and if they are happy, I’ll be reconciled. I believe I’ll meet them in a Higher Sphere, along with all the members of our family—all happy and all leading a new life.”


  She was silent for another moment, and then, with a movement of strong decision, she turned away and looked out toward the town where already the evening lights were going on, were burning hard and bright and steady in the dusk.


  “Come now, my sonny boys!” she cried briskly and cheerfully. “It’s getting dark, and there are people waiting for us.


  “Son,” she said, laying her broad hand on John’s shoulder in a warm, strong, and easy gesture, and speaking in the old half-bantering manner that she had used so often when he was a child, “I’ve been a long time livin’ on this earth, and as the fellow says, the world do move. You’ve got your life ahead of you, and lots to learn and many things to do, but let me tell you something, boy!” and for a moment she looked at him in a sudden, straight, and deadly fashion, with a faint smile around the edges of her mouth. “Go out and see the world, and get your fill of wanderin’, and then,” she cried, “come back and tell me if you’ve found a better place than home! I’ve seen great changes in my time, and I’ll see many more before I die, and there are great things yet in store for us—great progress, great inventions, it will all come true. Perhaps I’ll not live to see it, but you will! We’ve got a fine town here, and we’ve got fine people here to make it go, and we’re not done yet. I’ve seen it all grow up out of a country village—and some day we will have a great city here.”


  IX


  A great city? These words, he knew, had come straight from his mother’s heart, from all the invincible faith of her brave spirit which had endured the anguish, grief, and suffering of a hundred lives and which would never change. That unshaken spirit would, he knew, face toward the future to the last hour of her life with this same unyielding confidence, and would be triumphant over all the ruinous error and mischance of life. And for her, he knew, this “great city” that she spoke of now was the city of her heart, her faith, her spirit—the city of the everlasting future, and her quenchless hope, the fortunate, good, and happy life that some day she was sure would be found here on the earth for all men living.


  But that other city, this glittering and explosive shape of man’s destructive fury which now stood sharply in their vision in the evening light—what did the future hold for that place and its people? In this strange and savage hunger for what she had spoken of as a better life, a greater city, in this delirium of intoxication which drove them on, there was really a fatal and desperate quality, as if what they hungered for was ruin and death. It seemed to him that they were ruined: it seemed that even when they laughed and shouted and smote one another on the back, the knowledge of their ruin was in them—and they did not care, they were drunk and mad and amorous of death.


  But under all their flash and play of life, the paucity of their designs—the starved meagerness of their lives—was already apparent to them. The better life resolved itself into a few sterile and baffled gestures—they built an ugly and expensive house and bought a car and joined a country club; they built a larger, uglier, and more expensive house, bought a more expensive car, and joined a larger and more expensive country club—they pursued this routine through all the repetitions of an idiot monotony, building new houses, new streets, new country clubs with a frenzied haste, a wild extravagance, but nowhere was there food to feed their hunger, drink to assuage their thirst. They were stricken and lost, starved squirrels chasing furiously the treadmill of a revolving cage, and they saw it, and they knew it.


  A wave of ruinous and destructive energy had welled up in them—they had squandered fabulous sums in meaningless streets and bridges, they had torn down the ancient public buildings, court house, and city hall, and erected new ones, fifteen stories tall and large enough to fill the needs of a city of a million people; they had leveled hills and bored through mountains, building magnificent tunnels paved with double roadways and glittering with shining tiles—tunnels which leaped out on the other side into Arcadian wilderness. It was mad, infuriate, ruinous; they had flung away the earnings of a lifetime and mortgaged those of a generation to come; they had ruined themselves, their children and their city, and nothing could be done to stop them.


  Already the town had passed from their possession, they no longer owned it, it was mortgaged under a debt of fifty million dollars, owned by bonding companies in the North. The very streets they walked on had been sold beneath their feet—and still they bought, bought, bought, signing their names to papers calling for the payment of a king’s ransom for forty feet of earth, reselling the next day to other mad men who signed away their lives with the same careless magnificence. On paper, their profits were fabulous, but their “boom” was already over, and they could not see it. They were staggering below obligations to pay that none of them could meet—and still they bought.


  And then, when it seemed that they had exhausted all the possibilities of ruin and extravagance in town, they had rushed out into the wilderness, into the calm eternity of the hills, into the lyrical immensities of wild earth where there was land enough for all men living, where any man could take as much earth as he needed, and they had madly staked off little plots and wedges of the wilderness, as one might try to stake a picket fence out in the middle of the ocean. They had given fancy names to all their plots and stakings—“Wild Boulders”—“Shady Acres”—“Eagle’s Crest.” They set prices to an acre of the wilderness that might have bought a mountain, and made charts and drawings, showing populous and glittering communities of shops, houses, streets, roads, and clubs in regions where there was no road, no street, no house, and which could not be reached in any way save by a group of resolute and desperate pioneers armed with axes, or by airplane.


  These places were to be transformed into idyllic colonies for artists and critics and writers—all the artists and critics and writers in the nation—and there were colonies as well for preachers, doctors, actors, dancers, golf-players, and retired locomotive engineers. There were colonies for everyone, and what is more, they sold them!


  It was the month of July 1929—that fatal year which brought ruin to millions of people all over the country. They were now drunk with an imagined victory, pressing and shouting in the dusty tumult of the battle, most beaten where they thought their triumph the greatest, so that the desolate and barren panorama of their ruin would not be clearly known to them for several years to come.


  X


  And now, as John stood there looking at this new strange town, this incredible explosion of a town which had gone mad and frenzied over night, he suddenly remembered the barren night-time streets of the town he had known so well in his childhood. The gaunt pattern of their dreary and unpeopled desolation had burned its acid print upon his memory. Bare, wintry, and deserted—by ten o’clock at night those streets had been an aching monotony and weariness of hard light and empty pavements, a frozen torpor broken only occasionally by the footfalls of some prowler of the night, by desperate famished lonely men who hoped past hope and past belief for some haven of comfort, warmth, and love there in the wilderness, for the sudden opening of a magic door into some secret, rich, and more exultant life. They never found it. They were dying in the darkness, and they knew it—without a goal, a wall, a certain purpose, or a door.


  For that was the way the thing had come. That was the way the thing had happened. Yes, it was there—on many a night long past and wearily accomplished in ten thousand little towns and in ten million barren streets where all the passion, hope, and hunger of the famished men beat like a great pulse through the fields of night—it was there and nowhere else that all this madness had been brewed.


  And yet, what really had changed in life? Below their feet, the earth was still and everlasting as it had always been. And around them in the cemetery the air brooded with a lazy drowsy warmth. There was the cry of the sweet-singing birds again, the sudden thrumming of bullet noises in undergrowth and leaf, and the sharp cricketing stitch of afternoon, the broken lazy sounds from far away, a voice in the wind, a boy’s shout, a cry, the sound of a bell, as well as all the drowsy fragrance of a thousand warm intoxicating odors—the resinous smell of pine, and the smells of grass and warm sweet clover. It was all as it had always been, but the town where he had spent his childhood and which lay stretched out before him in the evening light had changed past recognition: the town, with its quiet streets and the old frame houses, which were almost obscured beneath the massed leafy spread of trees, was now scarred with hard raw patches of concrete on which the sun fell wearily, or with raw clumps and growths of new construction—skyscrapers, garages, hotels, glittering residential atrocities of stucco and raw brick—or it was scored and scarred harshly by new streets and roads.


  The place looked like a battle field; it was cratered and shelltorn with savage explosions of brick and concrete all over town. And in the interspaces the embowered remnants of the old and pleasant town remained, timid, retreating, overwhelmed, to remind one, in all this harsh new din, of foot-falls in a quiet street as men went home at noon, of laughter and quiet voices and the leafy rustle of the night. For this was lost!


  This image of his loss, and theirs, had passed through his mind with the speed of light, the instancy of thought, and now he heard his mother’s voice again:


  “And you’ll come back!” he heard her saying. “There’s no better or more beautiful place on earth than in these mountains, boy—and some day you’ll come back again,” she cried with all the invincible faith and hopefulness of her strong heart.


  An old and tragic light was shining like the light of dreams on the rocky little river which he had seen somewhere, somehow, from the windows of a train long, long ago, in his childhood, somewhere before memory began, and which wound its deathless magic in his heart forever. And that old and tragic light of fading day shone faintly on their faces, and suddenly they were fixed there like a prophecy with the hills and river all around them—and there was something lost, intolerable, foretold, and come to pass, and like old time and destiny—some magic that he could not say.


  Down by the river’s edge in darkness he heard the bell, the whistle, and the pounding wheel. It brought to him, as it had done ten thousand times in childhood, its great promise of morning, new lands, and a shining city.


  And now, receding, far and faint, he heard again the whistle of the great train pounding on the rails across the river. It swept away from them, leaving the lost and lonely thunder of its echoes in the hills, the flame-flare of its terrific furnace for a moment, and then just heavy wheels and rumbling loaded cars—and, finally, nothing but the silence it had left behind it.


  Now, even farther off and almost lost, he heard for the last time its wailing and receding cry, bringing to him again all its wild and secret prophecy, its pain of going, and its triumphant promise of new lands. He saw them fixed forever in his vision, and the lonely light was shining on their faces, and he felt an intolerable pain, an unutterable joy and triumph, as he knew that he would leave them. And something in his heart was saying like a demon’s whisper of unbodied joy that spoke of flight and darkness, new earth he could touch and make his own again: Soon! Soon! Soon!


  Then they all got into the car again and drove rapidly away from the green hill of the dead, the woman toward the certitude of lights, the people, and the town; the young man toward the train, the city, and the voyages—all of the gold-bright waters of the morning, the seas, the harbors, and the magic of the ships.


  [¬]


  THE SUN AND THE RAIN


  [Scribner’s Magazine, May 1934]


  When he awoke, he was filled with a numb excitement. It was a gray wintry day with snow in the air, and he expected something to happen. He had this feeling often in the country in France: it was a strange mixed feeling of desolation and homelessness, of wondering with a ghostly emptiness why he was there—and a momentary feeling of joy, and hope, and expectancy, without knowing what it was he was going to find.


  In the afternoon he went down to the station and a took a train that was going to Orléans. He did not know where Orléans was. The train was a mixed train, made up of goods cars and passenger compartments. He bought a third-class ticket and got into one of the compartments. Then the shrill little whistle blew, and the train rattled out of Chartres into the countryside, in the abrupt and casual way a little French train has, and that was disquieting to him.


  There was a light mask of snow on the fields, and the air was smoky: the whole earth seemed to smoke and steam and from the windows of the train one could see the wet earth and the striped cultivated pattern of the fields, and now and then some farm buildings. It did not look like America: the land looked fat and well kept, and even the smoky wintry woods had this well-kept appearance. Far off sometimes one could see the tall lines of poplars and knew there was water there.


  In the compartment he found three people—an old peasant and his wife and daughter. The old peasant had sprouting mustaches, a seamed and weather-beaten face, and small rheumy-looking eyes. His hands had a rock-like heaviness and solidity, and he kept them clasped upon his knees. His wife’s face was smooth and brown, there were fine webs of wrinkles around her eyes, and her face was like an old brown bowl. The daughter had a dark sullen face and sat away from them next to the window as if she were ashamed of them. From time to time when they spoke to her she would answer them in an infuriated kind of voice without looking at them.


  The peasant began to speak amiably to him when he entered the compartment. He smiled and grinned back at the man, although he did not understand a word the man was saying, and the peasant kept on talking then, thinking he understood.


  The peasant took from his coat a package of the cheap powerful tobacco—the ’bleu—which the French Government provides for a few cents for the poor, and prepared to stuff his pipe. The young man pulled a package of American cigarettes from his pocket and offered them to the peasant.


  “Will you have one?”


  “My faith, yes!” said the peasant.


  He took a cigarette clumsily from the package and held it between his great stiff fingers, then held it up to the flame the young man offered, puffing at it in an unaccustomed way. Then he fell to examining it curiously, revolving it in his hands to read the label. He turned to his wife, who had followed every movement of this simple transaction with the glittering intent eyes of an animal, and began a rapid and excited discussion with her.


  “It’s American, this.”


  “Is it good?”


  “My faith, yes—it’s of good quality.”


  “Here, let me see! What does it call itself?”


  They stared dumbly at the label.


  “What do you call this?” said the peasant to the young man.


  “Licky Streek,” said the youth, dutifully phonetical.


  “L-L-Leek-ee?” they stared doubtfully. “What does that wish to say in French?”


  “Je ne sais pas,” he answered.


  “Where are you going?” the peasant said, staring at the youth with rheumy little eyes of fascinated curiosity.


  “Orleans.”


  “How?” the peasant asked with a puzzled look on his face.


  “Orleans.”


  “I do not understand,” the peasant said.


  “Orléans! Orléans!” the girl shouted in a furious tone. “The gentleman says he is going to Orléans.”


  “Ah!” the peasant cried with an air of sudden illumination. “Orléans!”


  It seemed to the youth that he had said the word just the same way the peasant said it, but he repeated again:


  “Yes, Orléans.”


  “He is going to Orléans,” the peasant said, turning to his wife.


  “Ah-h!” she cried knowingly, with a great air of illumination; then both fell silent, and began to stare at the youth with curious eyes again.


  “What region are you from?” the peasant asked presently, still intent and puzzled, staring at him with his small eyes.


  “How’s that? I don’t understand.”


  “I say—what region are you from?”


  “The gentleman is not French!” the girl shouted, as if exasperated by their stupidity. “He is a foreigner. Can’t you see that?”


  “Ah-h!” the peasant cried, after a moment, with an air of astounded enlightenment. Then, turning to his wife, he said briefly, “He is not French. He is a stranger.”


  “Ah-h!”


  And they both turned their small round eyes on him and regarded him with a fixed, animal-like attentiveness.


  “From what country are you?” the peasant asked presently. “What are you?”


  “I am an American.”


  “Ah-h! An American. ... He is an American,” he said, turning to his wife.


  “Ah-h!”


  The girl made an impatient movement and continued to stare sullenly out the window.


  Then the peasant, with the intent curiosity of an animal, began to examine his companion carefully from head to foot. He looked at his shoes, his clothes, his overcoat, and finally lifted his eyes to the young man’s valise on the rack above his head. He nudged his wife and pointed to the valise.


  “That’s good stuff, eh?” he said in a low voice. “It’s real leather.”


  “Yes, it’s good, that.”


  And both of them looked at the valise for some time and then turned their curious gaze upon the youth again. He offered the peasant another cigarette, and the old man took one, thanking him.


  “It’s very fine, this,” he said, indicating the cigarette. “That costs dear, eh?”


  “Six francs.”


  “Ah-h! ... that’s very dear,” and he began to look at the cigarette with increased respect.


  “Why are you going to Orléans?” he asked presently. “Do you know someone there?”


  “No, I am just going to see the town.”


  “How?” The peasant blinked at him uncomprehendingly. “You have business there?”


  “No. I am going just to visit—to see the place.”


  “How?” the peasant said stupidly in a moment, looking at him. “I do not understand.”


  “The gentleman says he is going to see the town,” the girl broke in furiously. “Can’t you understand anything?”


  “I do not understand what he is saying,” the old man said to her. “He does not speak French.”


  “He speaks very well,” the girl said angrily. “I understand him very well. It is you who are stupid—that’s all.”


  The peasant was silent for some time now, puffing at his cigarette and looking at the young man with friendly eyes.


  “America is very large—eh?” he said at length—making a wide gesture with his hands.


  “Yes, it is very large. Much larger than France.”


  “How?” the peasant said again with a puzzled, patient look. “I do not understand.”


  “He says America is much larger than France,” the girl cried in an exasperated tone. “I understand all he says.”


  Then, for several minutes, there was an awkward silence: nothing was said. The peasant smoked his cigarette, seemed on the point of speaking several times, looked bewildered and said nothing. Outside, rain had begun to fall in long slanting lines across the fields, and beyond, in the gray blown sky, there was a milky radiance where the sun should be, as if it were trying to break through. When the peasant saw this, he brightened, and leaning forward to the young man in a friendly manner, he tapped him on the knee with one of his great stiff fingers, and then pointing toward the sun, he said very slowly and distinctly, as one might instruct a child:


  “Le so-leil.”


  And the young man obediently repeated the word as the peasant had said it:


  “Le so-leil.”


  The old man and his wife beamed delightedly and nodded their approval, saying, “Yes. Yes. Good. Very good.” Turning to his wife for confirmation, the old man said:


  “He said it very well, didn’t he?”


  “But, yes! It was perfect!”


  Then, pointing to the rain and making a down-slanting movement with his great hands, he said again, very slowly and patiently:


  “La pluie.”


  “La pluie,” the young man repeated dutifully, and the peasant nodded vigorously, saying:


  “Good, good. You are speaking very well. In a little time you will speak good French.” Then, pointing to the fields outside the train, he said gently:


  “La terre.”


  “La terre,” the young man answered.


  “I tell you,” the girl cried angrily from her seat by the window, “he knows all these words. He speaks French very well. You are too stupid to understand him—that is all.”


  The old man made no reply to her, but sat looking at the young man with a kind, approving face. Then more rapidly than before, and in succession, he pointed to the sun, the rain, the earth, saying:


  “Le soleil ... la pluie ... la terre.”


  The young man repeated the words after him, and the peasant nodded with satisfaction. Then for a long time no one spoke, there was no sound except for the uneven rackety-clack of the little train, and the girl continued to look sullenly out the window. Outside, the rain fell across the fertile fields in long slanting lines.


  Late in the afternoon, the train stopped at a little station, and every one rose to get out. This was as far as the train went: to reach Orléans it was necessary to change to another train.


  The peasant, his wife, and his daughter collected their bundles, and got out of the train. On another track, another little train was waiting, and the peasant pointed to this with his great stiff finger, and said to the young man:


  “Orléans. That’s your train there.”


  The young man thanked him, and gave the old man the remainder of the package of cigarettes. The peasant thanked him effusively, and before they parted, he pointed again rapidly toward the sun, the rain, and the earth, saying with a kind and friendly smile:


  “Le soleil ... la pluie ... la terre.”


  And the young man nodded to show that he understood, repeating what the old man had said. And the peasant shook his head in vigorous approval, saying:


  “Yes, yes. It’s very good. You will learn fast.”


  At these words, the girl, who with the same sullen, aloof, and ashamed look had walked on ahead of her parents, now turned, and cried out in a furious and exasperated tone:


  “I tell you, the gentleman knows all that! ... Will you leave him alone now! ... You are only making a fool of yourself!”


  But the old man and old woman paid no attention to her, but stood looking at the young man with a friendly smile, and shook hands warmly and cordially with him as he said good-bye.


  Then he walked on across the tracks and got up into a compartment on the other train. When he looked out the window again, the peasant and his wife were standing on the platform, looking toward him with kind and eager looks on their old faces. When the peasant caught his eye, he pointed his great finger toward the sun again, and called out:


  “Le soleil.”


  “Le soleil,” the young man answered.


  “Yes, yes!” the old man shouted with a laugh. “It’s very good.”


  Then the daughter looked toward the young man sullenly, gave a short and impatient laugh of exasperation, and turned angrily away. The train began to move then, but the old man and woman stood looking after him as long as they could. He waved to them, and the old man waved his great hand in answer, and laughing, pointed toward the sun. And the young man nodded his head and shouted, to show that he had understood. Meanwhile, the girl had turned her back with an angry shrug and was walking away around the station.


  Then they were lost from sight, the train swiftly left the little town behind, and now there was nothing but the fields, the earth, the smoky and mysterious distances. The rain fell steadily.


  [¬]


  THE HOUSE OF THE FAR AND LOST


  [Scribner’s Magazine, August 1934]


  In the fall of that year I lived out about a mile from town in a house set back from the Ventnor Road. The house was called a “farm”—Hill-top Farm, or Far-end Farm, or some such name as that—but it was really no farm at all. It was a magnificent house of the weathered gray stone they have in that country, as if in the very quality of the wet heavy air there is the soft thick gray of time itself, sternly yet beautifully soaking down forever on you—and enriching everything it touches—grass, foliage, brick, ivy, the fresh moist color of people’s faces, and old gray stone with the incomparable weathering of time.


  The house was set back off the road at a distance of several hundred yards, possibly a quarter of a mile, and one reached it by means of a road bordered by rows of tall trees which arched above the road and which made me think of home at night when the stormy wind howled in their tossed branches. On each side of the road were the rugby fields of two of the colleges, and in the afternoon I could look out and down and see the fresh moist green of the playing fields and watch young fellows, dressed in their shorts and jerseys and with their bare knees scurfed with grass and turf, as they twisted, struggled, swayed, and scrambled for a moment in the scrimmage-circle, and then broke free, running, dodging, passing the ball as they were tackled, filling the moist air with their sharp cries of sport. They did not have the desperate, the grimly determined, the almost professional earnestness that the college teams at home have; their scurfed and muddy knees, their swaying scrambling scrimmages, the swift breaking away and running, their panting breath and crisp clear voices gave them the appearance of grown-up boys.


  Once when I had come up the road in afternoon while they were playing, the ball got away from them and came bounding out into the road before me, and I ran after it to retrieve it as we used to do when passing a field where boys were playing baseball. One of the players came over to the edge of the field and stood there waiting with his hands upon his hips while I got the ball: he was panting hard, his face was flushed, and his blond hair tousled, but when I threw the ball to him, he said, “Thanks very much!” crisply and courteously—getting the same sound into the word “very” that they got in “American,” a sound that always repelled me a little because it seemed to have some scornful aloofness and patronage in it.


  For a moment I watched him as he trotted briskly away on to the field again: the players stood there waiting, panting, casual, their hands upon their hips; he passed the ball into the scrimmage, the pattern swayed, rocked, scrambled, and broke sharply out into open play again, and everything looked incredibly strange, near, and familiar.


  I felt that I had always known it, that it had always been mine, and that it was as familiar to me as everything I had seen or known in my childhood. Even the texture of the earth looked familiar, and felt moist and firm and springy when I stepped on it, and the stormy howling of the wind in that avenue of great trees at night was wild and desolate and demented, as it had been when I was eight years old and could lie in my bed at night and hear the great oaks howling on the hill above my father’s house.


  The name of the people in the house was Coulson: I made arrangements with the woman at once to come and live there: she was a tall, weathered-looking woman of middle age, we talked together in the hall. The hall was made of marble flags and went directly out onto a graveled walk.


  The woman was crisp, cheerful, and worldly-looking. She was still quite handsome. She wore a well-cut skirt of woolen plaid and a silk blouse: when she talked, she kept her arms folded because the air in the hall was chilly, and she held a cigarette in the fingers of one hand. A shaggy brown dog came out and nosed upward toward her hand as she was talking, and she put her hand upon its head and scratched it gently. When I told her I wanted to move in the next day, she said briskly and cheerfully:


  “Right you are! You’ll find everything ready when you get here!” She then asked if I was at the university. I said no, and added, with a feeling of difficulty and naked desolation, that I was a “writer” and was coming there to work. I was twenty-four years old.


  “Then I am sure that what you do will be very, very good!” she said cheerfully and decisively. “We have had several Americans in the house before, and all of them were very clever! All the Americans we have had here were very clever people,” said the woman. “I’m sure that you will like it.” Then she walked to the door with me to say good-bye. As we stood there, there was the sound of a small motor car coming to a halt, and in a moment a girl came swiftly across the gravel space outside and entered the hall. She was tall, slender, very lovely, but she had the same bright hard look in her eye that the woman had, the same faint, hard smile around the edges of her mouth.


  “Edith,” the woman said in her crisp, curiously incisive tone, “this young man is an American—he is coming here tomorrow.” The girl looked at me for a moment, with her hard bright glance, thrust out a small gloved hand, and shook hands briefly, a swift firm greeting.


  “Oh! How d’ye do!” she said. “I hope you will like it here.” Then she went on down the hall, entered a room on the left, and closed the door behind her.


  Her voice had been crisp and certain like her mother’s, but it was also cool, young, and sweet, with music in it, and later, as I went down the road, I could still hear it.


  That was a wonderful house, and the people there were wonderful people. Later, I could not forget them. I seemed to have known them all my life, and to know all about their lives. They seemed as familiar to me as my own blood, and I knew them with a knowledge that went deep below the roots of thought or memory. We did not talk together often, or tell of our lives to one another. It will be very hard to tell about it—the way we felt and lived together in that house—because it was one of those simple and profound experiences of life which people seem always to have known when it happens to them, but for which there is no language.


  And yet, like a child’s half-captured vision of some magic country he has known, and which haunts his days with strangeness and the sense of immanent, glorious re-discovery, the word that would unlock it all seems constantly to be almost on our lips, waiting just outside the gateway of our memory, just a shape, a phrase, a sound away the moment that we choose to utter it—but when we try to say the thing, something fades within our mind like fading light, and something melts within our grasp like painted smoke, and something goes forever when we try to touch it. It is the greatest perceiver of moonlight and magic that this earth has known—“For if a man should dream that he had gone to heaven and waking found within his hand a flower as token that he had really been there—ay, and what then?” What then!


  The nearest I could come to it was this: In that house I sometimes felt the greatest peace and solitude that I had ever known. But I always knew the other people in the house were there. I could sit in my sitting room at night and hear nothing but the stormy moaning of the wind outside in the great trees, the small gaseous flare and jet from time to time of the coal fire burning in the grate—and silence, strong living lonely silence that moved and waited in the house at night—and I would always know that they were there.


  I did not have to hear them enter or go past my door, nor did I have to hear doors close or open in the house, or listen to their voices: if I had never seen them, heard them, spoken to them, it would have been the same—I should have known they were there.


  It was something I had always known, and had known it would happen to me, and now it was there with all the strangeness and dark mystery of an awaited thing. I knew them, felt them, lived among them with a familiarity that had no need of sight or word or speech. And the memory of that house and of my silent fellowship with all the people there was somehow mixed with an image of dark time. It was one of those sorrowful and unchanging images which, among all the blazing stream of images that passed constantly their stream of fire across my mind, was somehow fixed, detached, and everlasting, full of sorrow, certitude, and mystery that I could not fathom, but that wore forever on it the old sad light of waning day—a light from which all the heat, the violence, and the substance of furious dusty day had vanished, and was itself like time, unearthly-of-the-earth, remote, detached, and everlasting. For though that image was remote from life, it was essential to it, yet subject to no change and connected to no source of living or event that I could trace.


  And that fixed and changeless image of dark time was this: In an old house of time I lived alone, and yet had other people all around me, and they never spoke to me, or I to them. They came and went like silence in the house, but I always knew that they were there. I would be sitting by a window in a room, and I would know then that they were moving in the house, and darkness, sorrow, and strong silence dwelt within us, and our eyes were quiet, full of sorrow, peace, and knowledge, and our faces dark, our tongues silent, and we never spoke. I could not remember how their faces looked, but they were all familiar to me as my father’s face, and we had known one another forever, and we lived together in the ancient house of time, dark time, and silence, sorrow, certitude, and peace were in us. Such was the image of dark time that was to haunt my life thereafter, and into which, somehow, my life among the people of that house had passed.


  In the house that year there lived, besides myself and Morison, the Coulsons, the father and mother and their daughter, and three men who had taken rooms together, and who were employed in a factory where motor cars were made, two miles from town.


  I think the reason that I could never forget these people later and seemed to know them all so well was that there was in all of them something ruined, lost, or broken—some precious and irretrievable quality which had gone out of them and which they could never get back again. Perhaps that was the reason that I liked them all so much, because with ruined people it is either love or hate: there is no middle way. The ruined people that we like are those who desperately have died, and lost their lives because they loved life dearly, and had that grandeur that makes such people spend prodigally the thing they love the best, and risk and lose their lives because it is so precious to them, and die at length because the seeds of life were in them. It is only the people who love life in this way who die—and these are the ruined people that we like.


  The ruined people that we hate are those who died because they hated life and always had the seeds of death within them, and who, when dead, talk fatally and with an evil desperation of the vast land of the earth, but never go into the rain without their rubbers, or paint their corpse up with the hues of life, and try to put their leper’s touch upon the living flesh of man. These are the people who are old and evil, full of cunning and cold caution, who ensnare the heart of youth in death and desperation with false faces of gallantry and who finally risk nothing. These are the ruined people that we hate, for they are dead, yet will not die, and try to spread corruption at the heart of life.


  But the people in the house were people who had lost their lives because they loved the earth too well, and somehow had been slain by their hunger. And for this reason I liked them all, and could not forget them later: there seemed to have been some magic that had drawn them all together to the house, as if the house itself was a magnetic center for lost people.


  Certainly, the three men who worked at the motor car factory had been drawn together for this reason. Two were still young men in their early twenties. The third man was much older. He was a man past forty, his name was Nicholl, he had served in the army during the war and had attained the rank of captain.


  He had the spare, alert, and jaunty figure that one often finds in army men, an almost professional military quality that somehow seemed to set his figure upon a horse as if he had grown there, or had spent a lifetime in the cavalry. His face also had the same lean, bitten, professional military quality: his speech, although good-natured and very friendly, was clipped, incisive, jerky, and sporadic, his lean weather-beaten face was deeply, sharply scarred and sunken in the flanks, and he wore a small cropped mustache, and displayed long frontal teeth when he smiled—a spare, gaunt, toothy, yet attractive smile.


  His left arm was withered, shrunken, almost useless, part of his hand and two of the fingers had been torn away by the blast or explosion which had destroyed his arm, but it was not this mutilation of the flesh that gave one the sense of a life that had been mined, lost, and broken irretrievably. In fact, one quickly forgot his physical injury: his figure looked so spare, lean, jaunty, well-conditioned in its energetic fitness that one never thought of him as a cripple, nor pitied him for any disability. No: the ruin that one felt in him was never of the flesh, but of the spirit. Something seemed to have been exploded from his life—it was not the nerve-centers of his arm, but of his soul, that had been destroyed. There was in the man somewhere a terrible dead vacancy and emptiness, and that spare, lean figure that he carried so well seemed only to surround this vacancy like a kind of shell.


  He was always smartly dressed in well-cut clothes that set well on his trim spruce figure. He was always in good spirits, immensely friendly in his clipped spare way, and he laughed frequently—a rather metallic cackle which came suddenly and ended as swiftly as it had begun. He seemed, somehow, to have locked the door upon dark care and worry, and to have flung the key away—to have lost, at the same time that he lost more precious things, all the fretful doubts and perturbations of the conscience most men know.


  Now, in fact, he seemed to have only one serious project in his life. This was to keep himself amused, to keep himself constantly amused, to get from his life somehow the last atom of entertainment it could possibly yield, and in this project the two young men who lived with him joined in with an energy and earnestness which suggested that their employment in the motor car factory was just a necessary evil which must be borne patiently because it yielded them the means with which to carry on a more important business, the only one in which their lives were interested—the pursuit of pleasure.


  And in the way in which they conducted this pursuit, there was an element of deliberate calculation, concentrated earnestness, and focal intensity of purpose that was astounding, grotesque, and unbelievable, and that left in the mind of one who saw it a formidable and disquieting memory because there was in it almost the madness of desperation, the deliberate intent of men to cover up or seek oblivion at any cost of effort from some hideous emptiness of soul.


  Captain Nicholl and his two young companions had a little motor car so small that it scuttled up the road, shot around and stopped in the gravel by the door with the abruptness of a wound-up toy. It was astonishing that three men could wedge themselves into this midget of a car, but wedge themselves they did, and used it to the end of its capacity, scuttling away to work in it in the morning, and scuttling back again when work was done, and scuttling away to London every Saturday, as if they were determined to wrest from this small motor, too, the last ounce of pleasure to be got from it.


  Finally, Captain Nicholl and his two companions had made up an orchestra among them, and this they played in every night when they got home. One of the young men, who was a tall fellow with blond hair which went back in even corrugated waves across his head as if it had been marcelled, played the piano, the other, who was slight and dark, and had black hair, performed upon a saxophone, and Captain Nicholl himself took turns at thrumming furiously on a banjo, or rattling a tattoo upon the complex arrangement of trap drums, bass drums, and clashing cymbals that surrounded him.


  They played nothing but American jazz music or sobbing crooners’ rhapsodies or nigger blues. Their performance was astonishing. Although it was contrived solely for their own amusement, they hurled themselves into it with all the industrious earnestness of professional musicians employed by a night-club or a dance hall to furnish dance music for the patrons. The little dark fellow who played the saxophone would bend and weave prayerfully with his grotesque instrument, as the fat gloating notes came from its unctuous throat, and from time to time he would sway in a half circle, or get up and prance forward and back in rhythm to the music as the saxophone players in dance orchestras sometimes do.


  Meanwhile, the tall blond fellow at the piano would sway and bend above the keys, glancing around from time to time with little nods and smiles as if he were encouraging an orchestra of forty pieces or beaming happily in an encouraging fashion at a dance floor crowded with paying customers.


  While this was going on, Captain Nicholl would be thrumming madly on the strings of a banjo. He kept his instrument gripped somehow below his withered arm, fingering the end strings with his two good fingers, knocking the tune out with his good right hand, and keeping time with a beating foot. Then, with a sudden violent movement, he would put the banjo down, snatch up the sticks of the trap drum, and begin to rattle out a furious accompaniment, beating the bass drum with his foot meanwhile, and reaching over to smash cymbals, chimes, and metal rings from time to time. He played with a kind of desperate fury, his mouth fixed in a strange set grin, his bright eyes burning with a sharp wild glint of madness.


  They sang as they played, bursting suddenly into the refrain of some popular song with the same calculated spontaneity and spurious enthusiasm of the professional orchestra, mouthing the words of Negro blues and jazz with obvious satisfaction, with an accent which was remarkably good, and yet which had something foreign and inept in it, which made the familiar phrases of American music sound almost as strange in their mouths as if an orchestra of skillful patient Japanese were singing them.


  They sang:


  
    Yes, sir! That’s my baby


    Yes, sir! Don’t mean maybe


    Yes, sir! That’s my baby now!

  


  or:


  
    Oh, it ain’t gonna rain no more, no more


    It ain’t gonna rain no more

  


  or:


  
    I got dose blu-u-ues-

  


  the young fellow at the piano rolling his eyes around in a ridiculous fashion, and mouthing out the word “blues” extravagantly as he sang it, the little dark fellow bending forward in an unctuous sweep as the note came gloating fatly from the horn, and Captain Nicholl swaying sideways in his chair as he strummed upon the banjo strings, and improvising a mournful accompaniment of his own somewhat as follows: “I got dose blu-u-ues! Yes, suh! Oh! I got dose blues! Yes, suh! I sure have got ’em—dose blu-u-ues—blu-u-ues—blu-u-ues!”—his mouth never relaxing from its strange fixed grin, nor his eyes from their bright stare of madness as he swayed and strummed and sang the words that came so strangely from his lips.


  It was a weird scene, an incredible performance, and somehow it pierced the heart with a wild nameless pity, an infinite sorrow and regret.


  They were all lost and ruined and hopeless. Something precious, irrecoverable had gone out of them, and they knew it. They fought the emptiness in them with this deliberate, formidable, and mad intensity of a calculated gaiety, a terrifying mimicry of mirth, and the storm howled around us in the dark trees, and I felt that I had known them forever, and had no words to say to them—and no door.


  There were four in the Coulson family: the father, a man of fifty years, the mother, somewhere in the middle forties, a son, and a daughter, Edith, a girl of twenty-two who lived in the house with her parents. I never met the son: he had completed his course at Oxford a year or two before, and had gone down to London where he was now employed. During the time I lived there, the son did not come home.


  They were a ruined family. How the ruin had fallen on them, what it was, I never knew, for no one ever spoke to me about them. But the sense of their disgrace, of a shameful inexpiable dishonor, for which there was no pardon, from which there could never be redemption, was overwhelming. In the most astonishing way I found out about it right away, and yet I did not know what they had done, and no one ever spoke a word against them.


  Rather, the mention of their name brought silence, and in that silence there was something merciless and final, something that belonged to the temper of the country, and that was far more terrible than any open word of scorn, contempt, or bitter judgment could have been, more savage than a million strident, whispering, or abusive tongues could be, because the silence was unarguable, irrevocable, complete, as if a great door had been shut against their lives forever.


  Everywhere I went in town, the people knew about them, and said nothing—saying everything—when I spoke their names. I found this final, closed, relentless silence everywhere—in tobacco, wine, and tailor shops, in book stores, food stores, haberdashery stores—wherever I bought anything and gave the clerk the address to which it was to be delivered, they responded instantly with this shut finality of silence, writing the name down gravely, sometimes saying briefly, “Oh! Coulson’s!” when I gave them the address, but more often saying nothing.


  But whether they spoke or simply wrote the name down without a word, there was always this quality of instant recognition, this obdurate, contemptuous finality of silence, as if a door had been shut—a door that could never again be opened. Somehow I disliked them even more for this silence than if they had spoken evilly: there was in it something ugly, sly, knowing, and triumphant that was far more evil than any slyly whispering confidence of slander, or any open vituperation of abuse, could be. It seemed somehow to come from all the evil and uncountable small maggotry of the earth, the cautious little hatred of a million nameless ciphers, each puny, pallid, trivial in himself, but formidable because he added his tiny beetle’s ball of dung to the mountainous accumulation of ten million others of his breed.


  It was uncanny how these clerk-like faces, grave and quiet, that never spoke a word, or gave a sign, or altered their expression by a jot, when I gave them the address, could suddenly be alive with something secret, foul, and sly, could be more closed and secret than a door, and yet instantly reveal the naked, shameful, and iniquitous filth that welled up from some depthless source. I could not phrase it, give a name to it, or even see a certain sign that it was there, no more than I could put my hand upon a wisp of fading smoke, but I always knew when it was there, and somehow when I saw it my heart went hard and cold against the people who revealed it, and turned with warmth and strong affection toward the Coulson family.


  There was, finally, among these grave clerk-like faces one face that I could never forget thereafter, a face that seemed to resume into its sly suave surfaces all of the nameless abomination of evil in the world for which I had no name, for which there was no handle that I could grasp, no familiar places or edges I could get my hands upon, which slid phantasmally, oilily, smokily away whenever I tried to get my hands upon it. But it was to haunt my life for years in dreams of hatred, madness, and despair that found no frontal wall for their attack, no word for their vituperation, no door for the shoulder of my hate—an evil world of phantoms, shapes, and whispers that was yet as real as death, as ever-present as man’s treachery, but that slid away from me like smoke whenever I tried to meet, or curse, or strangle it.


  This face was the face of a man in a tailor shop, a fitter there, and I could have battered that foul face into a bloody pulp, distilled the filthy refuse of his ugly life out of his fat swelling neck and through the murderous grip of my fingers if I could only have found a cause, a logic, and an act for doing it. And yet I never saw the man but twice, and briefly, and there had been nothing in his suave, sly careful speech to give offense.


  Edith Coulson had sent me to the tailor’s shop: I needed a suit, and when I asked where to go to have it made, she had sent me to this place because her brother had his suits made there and liked it. The fitter was a heavy shambling man in his late thirties: he had receding hair, which he brushed back flat in a thick pompadour, yellowish, somewhat bulging eyes, a coarse heavy face, loose-featured, red, and sensual, a sloping meaty jaw, and large discolored buck teeth which showed unpleasantly in a mouth that was always half open. It was, in fact, the mouth that gave his face its sensual, sly, and ugly look, for a loose and vulgar smile seemed constantly to hover about its thick coarse edges, to be deliberately, slyly restrained, but about to burst at any moment in an open, evil, foully sensual laugh. There was always this ugly suggestion of a loose, corrupt, and evilly jubilant mirth about his mouth, and yet he never laughed or smiled.


  This man’s speech had this same quality. It was suave and courteous, but even in its most urbane assurances, there was something non-committal, sly, and jeering, something that slid away from you, and was never to be grasped, a quality that was faithless, tricky, and unwholesome. When I came for the final fitting, it was obvious that he had done as cheap and shoddy a job as he could do; the suit was vilely botched and skimped, sufficient cloth had not been put into it, and now it was too late to remedy the defect.


  Yet, the fitter gravely pulled the vest down till it met the trousers, tugged at the coat, and pulled the thing together where it stayed until I took a breath or moved a muscle, when it would all come apart again, the collar bulging outward from the shoulder, the skimpy coat and vest crawling backward from the trousers, leaving a hiatus of shirt and belly that could not be remedied now by any means.


  Then, gravely, he would pull the thing together again, and in his suave, yet oily, sly, and non-committal phrases, say:


  “Um! Seems to fit you very well.”


  I was choking with exasperation, and knew that I had been done, because I had foolishly paid them half the bill already, and now knew no way out of it except to lose what I had paid, and get nothing for it, or take the thing, and pay the balance. I was caught in a trap, but even as I jerked at the coat and vest speechlessly, seized my shirt, and thrust the gaping collar in his face, the man said smoothly:


  “Um! Yes! The collar. Should think all that will be all right. Still needs a little alteration.” He made some chalk marks on me. “Should think you’ll find it fits you very well when the tailor makes the alterations.”


  “When will the suit be ready?”


  “Um. Should think you ought to have it by next Tuesday. Yes. I think you’ll find it ready by Tuesday.”


  The sly words slid away from me like oil: there was nothing to pin him to or grasp him by, the yellowed eyes looked casually away and would not look at me, the sensual face was suavely grave, the discolored buck teeth shone obscenely through the coarse loose mouth, and the suggestion of the foul loose smile was so pronounced now that it seemed that at any moment he would have to turn away with heavy trembling shoulders, and stifle the evil jeering laugh that was welling up in him. But he remained suavely grave and non-committal to the end, and when I asked him if I should come again to try it on, he said, in the same oily tone, never looking at me:


  “Um. Shouldn’t think that would be necessary. Could have it delivered to you when it’s ready. What is your address?”


  “The Far-end Farm—it’s on the Ventnor Road.”


  “Oh! Coulson’s!” He never altered his expression, but the suggestion of the obscene smile was so pronounced that now it seemed he had to out with it. Instead, he only said:


  “Um. Yes. Should think it could be delivered to you there on Tuesday. If you’ll just wait a moment, I’ll ask the tailor.”


  Gravely, suavely, he took the coat from me and walked back toward the tailor’s room with the coat across his arm. In a moment, I heard sly voices whispering, laughing slyly, then the tailor saying:


  “Where does he live?”


  “Coulson’s!” said the fitter chokingly, and now the foul awaited laugh did come—high, wet, slimy, it came out of that loose mouth, and choked and whispered wordlessly, and choked again, and mingled then with the tailor’s voice in sly, choking, whispering intimacy, and then gasped faintly, and was silent. When he came out again, his coarse face was red and swollen with foul secret merriment, his heavy shoulders trembled slightly, he took out his handkerchief and wiped it once across his loose half-opened mouth, and with that gesture wiped the slime of laughter from his lips. Then he came toward me, suave, grave, and courteous, evilly composed, as he said smoothly:


  “Should think we’ll have that for you by next Tuesday, sir.”


  “Can the tailor fix it so it’s going to fit?”


  “Um. Should think you’ll find that everything’s all right. You ought to have it Tuesday afternoon.”


  He was not looking at me: the yellowish bulging eyes were staring casually indefinitely, away, and his words again had slid away from me like oil. He could not be touched, approached, or handled: there was nothing to hold him by, he had the impregnability of smoke or a ball of mercury.


  As I went out the door, he began to speak to another man in the shop, I heard low words and whispered voices, then, gasping, the word “Coulson’s!” and the slimy, choking smothered laughter as the street door closed behind me. I never saw him again. I never forgot his face.


  That was a fine house: the people in it were exiled, lost, and ruined people, and I liked them all. Later, I never knew why I felt so close to them, or remembered them with such warmth and strong affection.


  I did not see the Coulsons often and rarely talked to them. Yet I felt as familiar and friendly with them all as if I had known them all my life. The house was wonderful as no other house I had ever known because we all seemed to be living in it together with this strange speechless knowledge, warmth, and familiarity, and yet each was as private, secret, and secure in his own room as if he occupied the house alone.


  Coulson himself I saw least of all: we sometimes passed each other going in or out the door, or in the hall: he would grunt “Morning,” or “Good day,” in a curt blunt manner, and go on, and yet he always left me with a curious sense of warmth and friendliness. He was a stocky well-set man with iron-gray hair, bushy eyebrows, and the red weathered face which wore the open color of the country on it, but also had the hard dull flush of the steady heavy drinker.


  I never saw him drunk, and yet I think that he was never sober: he was one of those men who have drunk themselves past any hope of drunkenness, who are soaked through to the bone with alcohol, saturated, tanned, weathered in it so completely that it could never be distilled out of their blood again. Yet even in this terrible excess one felt a kind of grim control—the control of a man who is enslaved by the very thing that he controls, the control of the opium eater who cannot leave his drug but measures out his dose with a cold calculation, and finds the limit of his capacity, and stops there, day by day.


  But somehow this very sense of control, this blunt ruddy style of the country gentleman which distinguished his speech, his manner, and his dress, made the ruin of his life, the desperate intemperance of drink that smouldered in him like a slow fire, steadily, nakedly apparent. It was as if, having lost everything, he still held grimly to the outer forms of a lost standard, a ruined state, when the inner substance was destroyed.


  And it was this way with all of them—with Mrs. Coulson and the girl, as well: their crisp, clipped friendly speech never deviated into intimacy, and never hinted at any melting into confidence and admission. Upon the woman’s weathered face there hovered, when she talked, the same faint set grin that Captain Nicholl had, and her eyes were bright and hard, a little mad, impenetrable, as were his. And the girl, although young and very lovely, sometimes had this same look when she greeted anyone or paused to talk. In that look there was nothing truculent, bitter, or defiant: it was just the look of three people who had gone down together, and who felt for one another neither bitterness nor hate, but that strange companionship of a common disgrace, from which love has vanished, but which is more secret, silent, and impassively resigned to its fatal unity than love itself could be.


  And that hard bright look also said this plainly to the world: “We ask for nothing from you now, we want nothing that you offer us. What is ours is ours, what we are we are, you’ll not intrude nor come closer than we let you see!”


  Coulson might have been a man who had been dishonored and destroyed by his women, and who took it stolidly, saying nothing, and drank steadily from morning until night, and had nothing for it now but drink and silence and acceptance. Yet I never knew for certain that this was so, it just seemed inescapable, and seemed somehow legible not only in the slow smouldering fire that burned out through his rugged weathered face, but also in the hard bright armor of the women’s eyes, the fixed set grin around their lips when they were talking—a grin that was like armor, too. And Morison, who had referred to Coulson, chuckling, as a real “bottle-a-day-man,” had added quietly, casually, in his brief, indefinite, but blurted-out suggestiveness of speech:


  “I think the old girl’s been a bit of a bitch in her day. ... Don’t know, of course, but has the look, hasn’t she?” In a moment he said quietly, “Have you talked to the daughter yet?”


  “Once or twice. Not for long.”


  “Ran into a chap at Magdalen other day who knows her,” he said casually. “He used to come out here to see her.” He glanced swiftly, slyly, at me, his face reddening a little with laughter. “Pretty hot, I gather,” he said quietly, smiling, and looked away. It was night: the fire burned cheerfully in the grate, the hot coals spurting in small gaseous flares from time to time. The house was very quiet all around us. Outside we could hear the stormy wind in the trees along the road. Morison flicked his cigarette into the fire, poured out a drink of whiskey into a glass, saying as he did so: “I say, old chap, you don’t mind if I take a spot of this before I go to bed, do you?” Then he shot some seltzer into the glass and drank. And I sat there, without a word, staring sullenly into the fire, dumbly conscious of the flood of sick pain and horror which the casual foulness of the man’s suggestion had aroused, stubbornly trying to deny now that I was thinking of the girl all the time.


  One night, as I was coming home along the dark road that went up past the playing field to the house, and that was bordered on each side by grand trees whose branches seemed to hold at night all the mysterious and demented cadences of storm, I came upon her standing in the shadow of a tree. It was one of the grand wild nights that seemed to come so often in the autumn of that year: the air was full of a fine stinging moisture, not quite rain, and above the stormy branches of the trees I could see the sky, wild, broken, full of scudding clouds through which at times the moon drove in and out with a kind of haggard loneliness. By that faint, wild, and broken light, I could see the small white oval of the girl’s face—somehow even more lovely now just because I could not see it plainly. And I could see as well the rough gleaming bark of the tree against which she leaned.


  As I approached, I saw her thrust her hand into the pocket of her overcoat, a match flared, and for a moment I saw Edith plainly, the small flower of her face framed in the wavering light as she lowered her head to light her cigarette.


  The light went out, I saw the small respiring glow of her cigarette before the white blur of her face, I passed her swiftly, head bent, without speaking, my heart filled with the sense of strangeness and wonder which the family had aroused in me.


  Then I walked on up the road, muttering to myself. The house was dark when I got there, but when I entered my sitting room the place was still warmly and softly luminous with the glow of hot coals in the grate. I turned the lights on, shut the door behind me, and hurled several lumps of coal upon the bedded coals. In a moment the fire was blazing and crackling cheerfully, and getting a kind of comfort and satisfaction from its activity, I flung off my coat, went over to the sideboard, poured out a stiff drink of scotch from a bottle there, and coming back to the fire, flung myself into a chair, and began to stare sullenly into the dancing flames.


  How long I sat there in this stupor of sullen and nameless fury, I did not know, but I was sharply roused at length by footsteps light and rapid on the gravel, shocked into a start of surprise by a figure that appeared suddenly at one of the French windows that opened directly from my sitting room to the level sward of velvet lawn before the house.


  I peered through the glass for a moment with an astonished stare before I recognized the face of Edith Coulson. I opened the doors at once, she came in quickly, smiling at my surprise, and at the glass which I was holding foolishly, half-raised in my hand.


  I continued to look at her with an expression of gape-mouthed astonishment and in a moment became conscious of her smiling glance, the cool sweet assurance of her young voice.


  “I say!” she was saying cheerfully. “What a lucky thing to find you up! I came away without any key—I should have had to wake the whole house up—so when I saw your light—” she concluded briskly, “—what luck! I hope you don’t mind.”


  “Why no-o, no,” I stammered foolishly, still staring dumbly at her. “No—no-o—not at all,” I blundered on. Then, suddenly coming to myself with a burst of galvanic energy, I shut the windows, pushed another chair before the fire, and said:


  “Won’t you sit down and have a drink before you go?”


  “Thanks,” she said crisply. “I will—yes. What a jolly fire you have.” As she talked, she took off her coat and hat swiftly and put them on a chair. Her face was flushed and rosy, beaded with small particles of rain, and for a moment she stood before the mirror arranging her hair, which had been tousled by the wind.


  The girl was slender, tall, and very lovely with the kind of beauty they have when they are beautiful—a beauty so fresh, fair, and delicate that it seems to be given to just a few of them to compensate for all the grimly weathered ugliness of the rest. Her voice was also lovely, sweet, and musical, and when she talked, all the notes of tenderness and love were in it. But she had the same hard bright look in her eye that her mother had, the faint set smile around her mouth: as we stood there talking, she was standing very close to me, and I could smell the fragrance of her hair, and felt an intolerable desire to put my hand upon hers and was almost certain she would not draw away. But the hard bright look was in her eye, the faint set smile around her mouth, and I did nothing.


  “What’ll you have?” I said. “Whiskey?”


  “Yes, thank you,” she said with the same sweet crisp assurance with which she always spoke, “and a splash of soda.” I struck a match and held it for her while she lit the cigarette she was holding in her hand, and in a moment returned to her with the drink. Then she sat down, crossed her legs, and for a moment puffed thoughtfully at her cigarette, as she stared into the fire. The storm moaned in the great trees along the road, and near the house, and suddenly a swirl of rain struck the windows with a rattling blast. The girl stirred a little in her chair, restlessly, shivered:


  “Listen!” she said. “What a night! Horrible weather we have here, isn’t it?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t like the fog and rain so well. But this—the way it is tonight—” I nodded toward the window—“I like it.”


  She looked at me for a moment.


  “Oh,” she said non-committally. “You do.” Then, as she sipped her drink, she looked curiously about the room, her reflective glance finally resting on my table where there was a great stack of ledgers in which I wrote.


  “I say,” she cried again. “What are you doing with all those big books there?”


  “I write in them.”


  “Really?” she said, in a surprised tone. “I should think it’d be an awful bother carrying them around when you travel.”


  “It is. But it’s the best way I’ve found of keeping what I do together.”


  “Oh,” she said, as before, and continued to stare curiously at me with her fair, lovely young face, the curiously hard, bright, and unrevealing glance of her eye. “I see. ... But why do you come to such a place as this to write?” she said presently. “Do you like it here?”


  “I do. As well as any place I’ve ever known.”


  “Oh! ... I should think a writer would want a different kind of place.”


  “What kind?”


  “Oh—I don’t know—Paris—London—some place like that where there is lots of life—people—fun—I should think you’d work better in a place like that.”


  “I work better here.”


  “But don’t you get awfully fed up sitting in here all day long and writing in those enormous books?”


  “I do, yes.”


  “I should think you would ... I should think you’d want to get away from it sometime.”


  “Yes. I do want to—every day—almost all the time.”


  “Then why don’t you?” she said crisply. “Why don’t you go off some week-end for a little spree. I should think it would buck you up no end.”


  “It would—yes. Where should I go?”


  “Oh, Paris, I suppose. ... Or London! London!” she cried. “London is quite jolly if you know it.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know it.”


  “But you’ve been to London,” she said in a surprised tone.


  “Oh, yes. I lived there for several months.”


  “Then you know London,” she said impatiently. “Of course you do.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know it very well. I don’t know many people there—and after all, that’s the thing that counts, isn’t it?”


  She looked at me curiously for a moment with the faint hard smile around the edges of her lovely mouth. “—Should think that might be arranged,” she said with a quiet, an enigmatic humor. Then, more directly, she added: “That shouldn’t be difficult at all. Perhaps I can introduce you to some people.”


  “That would be fine. Do you know many people there?”


  “A good many,” she said. “I go there often—whenever I can.” She got up with a swift decisive movement, put her glass down on the mantel and cast her cigarette into the fire. Then she faced me, looking at me with a curiously bold, an almost defiant directness of her hard bright eyes, and she fixed me with this glance for a full moment before she spoke.


  “In fact,” she said slowly in a moment, as she looked at me, “in fact—I am going there this week—to meet a friend.”


  “Oh,” I said, looking at her stupidly. “When?”


  Her gaze did not waver.


  “Saturday,” she said. “I am going to meet someone there Saturday—Good night,” she said crisply. “Thanks awfully for letting me in—and for the drink.”


  “Good night,” I said, and she was gone before I could say more, and I had closed the door behind her, and I could hear her light swift footsteps going down the hall and up the steps. And then there was nothing in the house but sleep and silence, and storm and darkness in the world around me, and for a long time—until the fire had crumbled to a fading glow of coals—I sat there staring at the flame.


  Mrs. Coulson came into my room just once or twice while I was there. One morning she came in, spoke crisply and cheerfully, and walked over to the window looking out upon the velvet lawn and at the dreary impenetrable gray of foggy air. Although the room was warm, and there was a good fire burning in the grate, she clasped her arms together as she looked and shivered a little:


  “Wretched weather, isn’t it?” she said in her crisp tones, her gaunt weathered face and toothy mouth touched by the faint fixed grin as she looked out with her bright hard stare. “Don’t you find it frightfully depressing? Most Americans do,” she said, getting the sharp disquieting sound into the word.


  “Yes. I do, a little. We don’t have this kind of weather very often. But this is the time of year you get it here, isn’t it? I suppose you’re used to it by now.”


  “Used to it,” she said crisply, turning her hard bright gaze upon me. “Not at all. I’ve known it all my life, but I’ll never get used to it. It is a wretched climate.”


  “Still, you wouldn’t feel at home anywhere else, would you? You wouldn’t want to live outside of England.”


  “No?” she said, staring at me with the faint set grin around her toothy mouth. “Why do you think so?”


  “Because your home is here.”


  “My home? My home is where they have fine days, and where the sun is always shining.”


  “I wouldn’t like that. I’d get tired of sunlight all the time. I’d want some gray days and some fog and snow.”


  “Yes, I suppose you would. But then, you’ve been used to having fine days all your life, haven’t you? With us, it’s different. I’m so fed up with fog and rain that I could do without it nicely, thank you, if I never saw it again. ... I don’t think you could understand how much the sunlight means to us,” she said slowly. She turned, and for a moment looked out the window with her hard bright stare, the faint set grin about her mouth. “Sunlight—warmth—fine days forever! Warmth everywhere—in the earth, the sky, in the lives of people all around you—nothing but warmth and sunlight and fine days!”


  “And where would you go to find all that? Does it exist?”


  “Oh, of course!” she said crisply and good-naturedly, turning to me again. “There’s only one place to live—only one country where I want to live.”


  “Where is that?”


  “Italy,” she said. “That’s my real home. ... I’d live the rest of my life there if I could.” For a moment longer she looked out the window, then turned briskly, saying:


  “Why don’t you run over to Paris some week-end? After all, it’s only seven hours from London: if you left here in the morning you’d be there in time for dinner. It would be a good change for you. I should think a little trip like that would buck you up tremendously.”


  Her words gave me a wonderful feeling of confidence and hope: I think she had traveled a great deal, and she had the casual, assured way of speaking of a voyage that made it seem very easy, and filled one with a sense of joy and adventure when she spoke about it. When I tried to think of Paris by myself, it had seemed very far away and hard to reach: London stood between it and me, and when I thought of the huge smoky web of London, the soft gray skies above me, and the enormous weight of lives that were hidden somewhere in that impenetrable fog, gray desolation and weariness of the spirit filled me. It seemed to me that I must draw each breath of that soft gray air with heavy weary effort, and that every mile of my journey would be a ghastly struggle through some viscous and material substance of soft heavy gray that weighted down my steps and filled my heart with desolation.


  But when Mrs. Coulson spoke to me about it, suddenly it all seemed wonderfully easy and good. England was magically small, the Channel to be taken at a stride, and all the thrill, the joy, the mystery of Paris mine again—the moment that I chose to make it mine.


  I looked at her gaunt weathered face, her toothy mouth with the faint fixed grin, the hard bright armor of her eyes, and wondered how anything so clear, so sharp, so crisp, and so incisive could have been shaped and grown beneath these soft and humid skies that numbed me, mind and heart and body, with their thick numb substance of gray weariness and desolation.


  A day or two before I left, Edith came into my room one afternoon bearing a tray with tea and jam and buttered bread. I was sitting in my chair before the fire, and had my coat off: when she came in I scrambled to my feet, reached for my coat and started to put it on. In her young crisp voice she told me not to, and put the tray down on the table, saying that the maid was having her afternoon away.


  Then for a moment she stood looking at me with her faint and enigmatic smile.


  “So you’re leaving us?” she said presently.


  “Yes. Tomorrow.”


  “And where will you go from here?” she said.


  “To Germany, I think. Just for a short time—two or three weeks.”


  “And after that?”


  “I’m going home.”


  “Home?”


  “Back to America.”


  “Oh,” she said slowly. “I see.” In a moment she added, “We shall miss you.”


  I wanted to talk to her more than I had ever wanted to talk to anyone in my life, but when I spoke, all that I could say, lamely, muttering, was:


  “I’ll miss you, too.”


  “Will you?” She spoke so quietly that I could scarcely hear her. “I wonder for how long?” she said.


  “Forever,” I said, flushing miserably at the sound of the word, and yet not knowing any other word to say.


  The faint hard smile about her mouth was a little deeper when she spoke again.


  “Forever? That’s a long time when one is as young as you,” she said.


  “I mean it. I’ll never forget you as long as I live.”


  “We shall remember you,” she said quietly. “And I hope you think of us sometime—back here buried, lost, in all the fog and rain and ruin of England. How good it must be to know that none of the failure of the past can pull you down—that there will always be another day for you—a new beginning. I wonder if you Americans will ever know how fortunate you are,” the girl said.


  “And yet you could not leave all this,” I said with a kind of desperate hope. “This old country you’ve lived in, known all your life. A girl like you could never leave a place like this to live the kind of life we have in America.”


  “Couldn’t I?” she said with a quiet but unmistakable passion of conviction. “There’s nothing I’d like better.”


  I stared at her blindly, dumbly, for a moment; suddenly all that I wanted to say and had not been able to say found release in a movement of my hands. I gripped her by the shoulders and pulled her to me and began to plead with her:


  “Then why don’t you? I’ll take you there!—Look here—” my words were crazy, and I knew it, but as I spoke them, I believed all I said—“Look here! I haven’t much money—but in America you can make it if you want to! I’m going back there. You come, too—I’ll take you when I go!”


  She had not tried to free herself; she just stood there passive, unresisting, as I poured that frenzied proposal in her ears. Now, with the same passive and unyielding movement, the bright armor of her young eyes, she stepped away, and stood looking at me silently for a moment, the faint hard smile at the edges of her mouth. Then, slowly, with an almost imperceptible movement, she shook her head. “Oh, you’ll forget about us all,” she said quietly. “You’ll forget about our lives here—buried in fog—and rain—and failure—and defeat.”


  “Failure and defeat won’t last forever.”


  “Sometimes they do,” she said with a quiet finality that froze my heart.


  “Not for you—they won’t!” I said, and took her by the hand again with desperate entreaty. “Listen to me—” I blundered on incoherently, with the old feeling of nameless shame and horror. “You don’t need to tell me what it is—I don’t want to know—but whatever it is for you—it doesn’t matter—you can get the best of it.”


  She said nothing, but just looked at me through that hard bright armor of her eyes, the obdurate finality of her smile.


  “Good-bye,” she said, “I’ll not forget you either.” She looked at me for a moment curiously before she spoke again. “I wonder,” she said slowly, “if you’ll ever understand just what it was you did for me by coming here.”


  “What was it?”


  “You opened a door that I thought had been closed forever,” she said, “a door that let me look in on a world I thought I should never see again—a new bright world, a new life and a new beginning—for us all. And I thought that was something which would never happen to anyone in this house again.”


  “It will to you,” I said, and took her hand again with desperate eagerness. “It can happen to you whenever you want it to. It’s yours, I’ll swear it to you, if you’ll only speak.”


  She looked at me with her direct hard glance, an almost imperceptible movement of her head.


  “I tell you I know what I’m talking about.”


  Again she shook her head.


  “You don’t know,” she said. “You’re young. You’re an American. There are some things you’ll never be old enough to know. For some of us there’s no return. Go back,” she said, “go back to the life you know—the life you understand—where there can always be a new beginning—a new life.”


  “And you—” I said dumbly, miserably.


  “Good-bye, my dear,” she said so low and gently I could scarcely hear her. “Think of me sometime, won’t you—I’ll not forget you.” And before I could speak, she kissed me once and was gone, so light and swift that I did not know it, until the door had closed behind her. And for some time, like a man in a stupor, I stood there looking out the window at the gray wet light of England.


  The next day I went away, and never saw any of them again, but I could not forget them. Although I had never passed beyond the armor of their hard bright eyes, or breached the wall of their crisp, friendly, and impersonal speech, or found out anything about them, I always thought of them with warmth, with a deep and tender affection, as if I had always known them—as if, somehow, I could have lived with them or made their lives my own if only I had said a word, or turned the handle of a door—a word I never knew, a door I never found.


  [¬]


  DARK IN THE FOREST, STRANGE AS TIME


  [Scribner’s Magazine, November 1934]


  Some years ago, among the people standing on one of the platforms of the Munich railway station, beside the Swiss express, which was almost ready to depart, there were a woman and a man—a woman so lovely that the memory of her would forever haunt the mind of him who saw her, and a man on whose dark face the legend of a strange and fatal meeting was already visible.


  The woman, who was about thirty-five years old, was at the flawless summit of a mature and radiant beauty. She was a glorious creature, packed to the last red ripeness of her lip with life and health, a miracle of loveliness in whom all the elements of beauty had combined with such exquisite proportion and so rhythmical a balance that even as one looked at her he could scarcely believe the evidence of his eyes, so magically did it change and yet remain itself.


  Thus, although not over tall, she seemed at times to command a superb and queenly height, then to be almost demurely small and cozy as she pressed close to her companion. Again, her lovely figure seemed never to have lost the lithe slenderness of girlhood, yet it was full, lavish, undulant with all the voluptuous maturity of womanhood, and every movement she made was full of seductive grace.


  The woman was fashionably, smartly, and expensively dressed; her little toque-like hat fitted snugly down over a crown of coppery reddish hair and shaded her eyes, which had a smoke-blue and depthless quality that could darken almost into black, and change with every swiftest change of feeling that passed across her face. She was talking to the man in low and tender tones, smiling a vague and voluptuous smile as she looked at him. She spoke eagerly, earnestly, gleefully to him, and from time to time burst into a little laugh that came welling low, rich, sensual, and tender from her throat.


  As they walked up and down the platform talking, the woman thrust her small gloved hand through the arm of his heavy overcoat and snuggled close to him, sometimes nestling her lovely head, which was as proud and graceful as a flower, against his arm. Again they would pause, and look steadfastly at each other for a moment. Now she spoke to him with playful reproof, chided him, shook him tenderly by the arms, pulled the heavy furred lapels of his expensive overcoat together, and wagged a small gloved finger at him warningly.


  And all the time the man looked at her, saying little, but devouring her with large dark eyes that were burning steadily with the fires of death, and that seemed to feed on her physically, with an insatiate and voracious tenderness of love. He was a Jew, his figure immensely tall, cadaverous, and so wasted by disease that it was lost, engulfed, forgotten, in the heavy and expensive garments that he wore.


  His thin white face, which was wasted almost to a fleshless integument of bone and skin, converged to an immense hooked nose, so that his face was not so much a face as a great beak of death, lit by two blazing and voracious eyes and colored on the flanks with two burning flags of red. Yet, with all its ugliness of disease and emaciation, it was a curiously memorable and moving face, a visage somehow nobly tragic with the badge of death.


  But now the time had come for parting. The guards were shouting warnings to the passengers; all up and down the platform there were swift and serried movements, hurried eddyings among the groups of friends. One saw people embracing, kissing, clasping hands, crying, laughing, shouting, going back for one more hard swift kiss, and then mounting hastily into their compartments. And one heard in a strange tongue the vows, oaths, promises, the jests and swift allusions, that were secret and precious to each group and that sent them off at once in roars of laughter, the words of farewell that are the same the world over:


  “Otto! Otto! ... Have you got what I gave you? ... Feel! Is it still there?” He felt; it was still there; fits of laughter.


  “Will you see Else?”


  “How’s that? Can’t hear”—shouting, cupping hand to ear, and turning head sideways with a puzzled look.


  “I—say—will—you—see—Else?” fairly roared out between cupped palms above the tumult of the crowd.


  “Yes. I think so. We expect to meet them at St. Moritz.”


  “Tell her she’s got to write.”


  “Hey? I can’t hear you.” Same pantomime as before.


  “I—say—tell—her—she’s—got—to write” another roar.


  “Oh, yes! yes!” nodding quickly, smiling, “I’ll tell her.”


  “—or I’ll be mad at her!”


  “What? Can’t hear you for all this noise”—same business as before.


  “I—say—I’ll—be—mad—if—she—doesn’t—write” roared again at the top of his lungs.


  Here a man who had been whispering slyly to a woman, who was trembling with smothered laughter, now turned with a grinning face to shout something at the departing friend, but was checked by the woman, who seized him by the arm and with a face reddened by laughter, gasped hysterically:


  “No! No!”


  But the man, still grinning, cupped his hands around his mouth and roared:


  “Tell Uncle Walter he has got to wear his ——”


  “How’s that? Can’t hear!”—cupping ear and turning head to one side as before.


  “I—say,” the man began to roar deliberately.


  “No! No! No! Sh-h!” the woman gasped frantically, tugging at his arm.


  “—to—tell—Uncle Walter—he—must—wear—his—woolen ——”


  “No! No! No!—Heinrich! ... Sh-h!” the woman shrieked.


  “The—heavy—ones—Aunt—Bertha—embroidered—with—his—initials!” the man went on relentlessly.


  Here the whole crowd roared, and the woman screamed with laughter, shrieking protests, and saying:


  “Sh-h! Sh-h!” loudly.


  “Ja—I’ll tell him!” the grinning passenger yelled back at him as soon as they had grown somewhat quieter. “Maybe—he—hasn’t—got—’em—any—more,” he shouted as a happy afterthought. “Maybe—one—of—the—Frauleins—down—there—” he gasped and choked with laughter.


  “Otto!” the woman shrieked. “Sh-h!”


  “Maybe—one—of—the—Frauleins—got—them—away—from—” He began to gasp with laughter.


  “O-o-o-t-to! ... Shame on you—Sh-h!” the woman screamed.


  “Souvenir—from—old—München,” roared back his fellow wit, and the whole group was convulsed again. When they had recovered somewhat, one of the men began in a wheezing and faltering tone, as he wiped his streaming eyes:


  “Tell—Else—” Here his voice broke off in a feeble squeak, and he had to pause to wipe his eyes again.


  “What?” the grinning passenger yelled back at him.


  “Tell—Else,” he began more strongly, “that Aunt—Bertha—Oh, my God!” he groaned weakly again, faltered, wiped at his streaming eyes, and was reduced to palsied silence.


  “What?—What?” shouted the grinning passenger sharply, clapping his hand to his attentive ear. “Tell Else what?”


  “Tell—Else—Aunt—Bertha—is—sending—her—recipe—for—layer—cake,” the man fairly screamed now, as if he would get it out at any cost before his impending total collapse. The effect of that apparently meaningless reference to Aunt Bertha’s layer cake was astonishing: nothing that had gone before could approach the spasmodic effect it had upon this little group of friends. They were instantly reduced to a shuddering paralysis of laughter, they staggered drunkenly about, clasped one another feebly for support, tears streamed in torrents from their swollen eyes, and from their wide-open mouths there came occasionally feeble wisps of sound, strangled gasps, faint screams from the women, a panting, palsied fit of mirth from which they finally emerged into a kind of hiccoughing recovery.


  What it was—the total implication of that apparently banal reference which had thrown them all into such a convulsive fit of merriment—no stranger could ever know, but its effect upon the other people was infectious; they looked toward the group of friends, and grinned, laughed, shook their heads at one another. And so it went all up and down the line. Here were people grave, gay, sad, serious, young, old, calm, casual, and excited; here were people bent on business and people bent on pleasure; here were people sharing by every act, word, and gesture the excitement, joy, and hope which the voyage awakened in them, and people who looked wearily and indifferently about them, settled themselves in their seats, and took no further interest in the events of the departure—but everywhere it was the same.


  People were speaking the universal language of departure that varies not the whole world over—that language which is often banal, trivial, and even useless, but on this account curiously moving, since it serves to hide a deeper emotion in the hearts of men, to fill the vacancy that is in their hearts at the thought of parting, to act as a shield, a concealing mask to their true feeling.


  And because of this there was for the youth, the stranger and the alien who saw and heard these things, a thrilling and poignant quality in the ceremony of the train’s departure. As he saw and heard these familiar words and actions—words and actions that beneath the barrier of an alien tongue were identical to those he had seen and known all his life, among his own people—he felt suddenly, as he had never felt before, the overwhelming loneliness of familiarity, the sense of the human identity that so strangely unites all the people in the world, and that is rooted in the structure of man’s life, far below the tongue he speaks, the race of which he is a member.


  But now that the time had come for parting, the woman and the dying man said nothing. Clasped arm to arm they looked at each other with a stare of burning and voracious tenderness. They embraced, her arms clasped him, her living and voluptuous body drew toward him, her red lips clung to his mouth as if she could never let him go. Finally, she fairly tore herself away from him, gave him a desperate little push with her hands, and said, “Go, go! It’s time!”


  Then the scarecrow turned and swiftly climbed into the train, the guard came by and brutally slammed the door behind him, the train began to move slowly out of the station. And all the time the man was leaning from a window in the corridor looking at her, and the woman was walking along beside the train, trying to keep him in sight as long as she could. Now the train gathered motion, the woman’s pace slowed, she stopped, her eyes wet, her lips murmuring words no one could hear, and as he vanished from her sight, she cried, “Auf Wiedersehen!” and put her hand up to her lips and kissed it to him.


  For a moment longer the young man, who was to be this specter’s brief companion of the journey, stood looking out the corridor window down the platform toward the great arched station sheds, seeming to look after the group of people departing up the platform, but really seeing nothing but the tall lovely figure of the woman as she walked slowly away, head bent, with a long, deliberate stride of incomparable grace, voluptuous undulance. Once she paused to look back again, then turned and walked slowly as before.


  Suddenly she stopped. Someone out of the throng of people on the platform had approached her. It was a young man. The woman paused in a startled manner, lifted one gloved hand in protest, started to go on, and in the next moment they were locked in a savage embrace, devouring each other with passionate kisses.


  When the traveler returned to his seat, the dying man, who had already come into the compartment from the corridor and had fallen back into the cushions of his seat, breathing hoarsely, was growing calmer, less exhausted. For a moment the young man looked intently at the beak-like face, the closed weary eyes, wondering if this dying man had seen that meeting on the station platform, and what knowledge such as this could now mean to him. But the mask of death was enigmatic, unrevealing; the youth found there nothing that he could read. A faint and luminous smile was playing at the edges of the man’s thin mouth, and his burning eyes were now open, but far and sunken, and seemed to be looking from an unspeakable depth at something that was far away. In a moment, in a profound and tender tone, he said:


  “That was my wife. Now in the winter I must go alone, for that is best. But in the spring, when I am better, she will come to me.”


  All through the wintry afternoon the great train rushed across Bavaria. Swiftly and powerfully it gathered motion, it left the last scattered outposts of the city behind it, and swift as dreams, the train was rushing out across the level plain surrounding Munich.


  The day was gray, the sky impenetrable and somewhat heavy, and yet filled with a strong, clean, Alpine vigor, with that odorless and yet exultant energy of cold mountain air. Within an hour the train had entered Alpine country; now there were hills, valleys, the immediate sense of soaring ranges, and the dark enchantment of the forests of Germany, those forests which are something more than trees—which are a spell, a magic, and a sorcery, filling the hearts of men, and particularly those of strangers who have some racial kinship with that land, with a dark music, a haunting memory, never wholly to be captured.


  It is an overwhelming feeling of immediate and impending discovery, such as men have who come for the first time to their father’s country. It is like coming to that unknown land for which our spirits long so passionately in youth, which is the dark side of our soul, the strange brother and the complement of the land we have known in our childhood. And it is revealed to us instantly the moment that we see it with a powerful emotion of perfect recognition and disbelief, with that dream-like reality of strangeness and familiarity which dreams and all enchantments have.


  What is it? What is this wild fierce joy and sorrow swelling in our hearts? What is this memory that we cannot phrase, this incessant recognition for which we have no words? We cannot say. We have no way to give it utterance, no ordered evidence to give it proof, and scornful pride can mock us for a superstitious folly. Yet we will know the dark land at the very moment we come to it, and though we have no tongue, no proof, no utterance for what we feel, we have what we have, we know what we know, we are what we are.


  And what are we? We are the lonely naked men, the lost Americans. Immense and lonely skies bend over us, and ten thousand men are marching in our blood. Where does it come from, the constant hunger and the rending lust, and the music, dark and solemn, elfin, magic, sounding through the wood? How is it that this boy, who is American, has known this strange land from the moment that he saw it?


  How is it that from his first night in a German town he has understood the tongue he never heard before, has spoken instantly, saying all he wished to say, in a strange language which he could not speak, speaking a weird argot which was neither his nor theirs, of which he was not even conscious, so much did it seem to be the spirit of a language, not the words, he spoke, and instantly, in this fashion, understood by everyone with whom he talked?


  No. He could not prove it, yet he knew that it was there, buried deep in the old swarm-haunted brain and blood of man, the utter knowledge of this land and of his father’s people. He had felt it all, the tragic and insoluble admixture of the race. He knew the terrible fusion of the brute and of the spirit. He knew the nameless fear of the old barbaric forest, the circle of brutal and barbaric figures gathered round him in their somber and unearthly ring, the sense of drowning in the blind forest horrors of barbaric time. He carried all within himself, the slow gluttony and lust of the unsated swine, as well as all the haunting, strange, and powerful music of the soul.


  He knew the hatred and revulsion from the never-sated beast—the beast with the swine-face and the quenchless thirst, the never-ending hunger, the thick, slow, rending hand that fumbled with a brutal, smouldering, and unsated lust. And he hated that great beast with the hate of hell and murder because he felt and knew it in himself and was himself the prey of its rending, quenchless, and obscene desires. Rivers of wine to drink, whole roast oxen turning on the spit, and through the forest murk, the roaring wall of huge beast-bodies and barbaric sound around him, the lavish flesh of the great blonde women, in brutal orgy of the all-devouring, never-sated maw of the great belly, without end or surfeit—all was mixed into his blood, his life, his spirit.


  It had been given to him somehow from the dark time-horror of the ancient forest together with all that was soaring, glorious, haunting, strange, and beautiful: the husky horn-notes sounding faint and elfin through the forests, the infinite strange weavings, dense mutations of the old swarm-haunted and Germanic soul of man. How cruel, baffling, strange, and sorrowful was the enigma of the race: the power and strength of the incorruptible and soaring spirit rising from the huge corrupted beast with such a radiant purity, and the powerful enchantments of grand music, noble poetry, so sorrowfully and unalterably woven and inwrought with all the blind brute hunger of the belly and the beast.


  It was all his, and all contained in his one life. And it could, he knew, never be distilled out of him, no more than one can secrete from his flesh his father’s blood, the ancient and immutable weavings of dark time. And for this reason, as he now looked out the window of the train at the haunting and lonely Alpine land of snow and dark enchanted forest, he felt the sense of familiar recognition instantly, the feeling that he had always known this place, that it was home. And something dark, wild, jubilant, and strange was exulting, swelling in his spirit like a grand and haunting music heard in dreams.


  And now, a friendly acquaintance having been established, the specter, with the insatiate, possessive curiosity of his race, began to ply his companion with innumerable questions concerning his life, his home, his profession, the journey he was making, the reason for that journey. The young man answered readily, and without annoyance. He knew that he was being pumped unmercifully, but the dying man’s whispering voice was so persuasive, friendly, gentle, his manner so courteous, kind, and insinuating, his smile so luminous and winning, touched with a faint and yet agreeable expression of weariness, that the questions almost seemed to answer themselves.


  The young man was an American, was he not? ... Yes. And how long had he been abroad—two months? Three months? No? Almost a year! So long as that! Then he liked Europe, yes? It was his first trip? No? His fourth?—The specter lifted his eyebrows in expressive astonishment, and yet his sensitive thin mouth was touched all the time by his faint, wearily cynical smile.


  Finally, the boy was pumped dry: the specter knew all about him. Then for a moment he sat staring at the youth with his faint, luminous, subtly mocking, and yet kindly smile. At last, wearily, patiently, and with the calm finality of experience and death, he said:


  “You are very young. Yes. Now you vant to see it and to haf it all—but you haf nothing. Zat is right—yes?” he said with his persuasive smile. “Zat vill all change. Some day you vill vant only a little—maybe, then, you haf a little—” and he flashed his luminous winning smile again. “And dat iss better—Yes?” He smiled again, and then he said wearily, “I know. I know. Myself, I had gone everyvere like you. I haf tried to see everyt’ing—and I haf had nothing. Now I go no more. Everyvere it iss de same,” he said wearily, looking out the window, with a dismissing gesture of his thin white hand. “Fields, hills, mountains, rifers, cities, peoples—You vish to know about zem all. One field, one hill, one rifer,” the man whispered, “zat iss enough!”


  He closed his eyes for a moment: when he spoke again, his whisper was almost inaudible—“One life, one place, one time.”


  Darkness came, and the lights in the compartments were turned on. Again that whisper of waning life made its insistent, gentle, and implacable demand upon the youth. This time it asked that the light in the compartment be extinguished, while the specter stretched himself out upon the seat to rest. The younger man consented willingly and even gladly: his own journey was near its end, and outside, the moon, which had risen early, was shining down upon the Alpine forests and snows with a strange, brilliant, and haunting magic which gave to the darkness in the compartment some of its own ghostly and mysterious light.


  The specter lay quietly stretched out upon the cushions of the seat, his eyes closed, his wasted face, on which the two bright flags of burning red now shone with a vermilion hue, strange and ghastly in the magic light as the beak of some great bird. The man scarcely seemed to breathe: no sound or movement of life was perceptible in the compartment except the pounding of the wheels, the leathery stretching and creaking sound of the car, and all the strange-familiar and evocative symphony of sounds a train makes—that huge symphonic monotone which is itself the sound of silence and forever.


  For some time held in that spell of magic light and time, the youth sat staring out the window at the enchanted world of white and black that swept grandly and strangely past in the haunting and phantasmal radiance of the moon. Finally he got up, went out into the corridor, closing the door carefully behind, and walked back down the narrow passageway through car after car of the rocketing train until he came to the dining car.


  Here all was brilliance, movement, luxury, sensual warmth and gaiety. All the life of the train now seemed to be concentered in this place. The waiters, surefooted and deft, were moving swiftly down the aisle of the rocketing car, pausing at each table to serve people from the great platters of well-cooked food which they carried on trays. Behind them the sommelier was pulling corks from tall frosty bottles of Rhine wine: he would hold the bottle between his knees as he pulled, the cork would come out with an exhilarating pop, and he would drop the cork into a little basket.


  At one table a seductive and beautiful woman was eating with a jaded-looking old man. At another a huge and powerful-looking German, with a wing-collar, a shaven skull, a great swine face, and a forehead of noble and lonely thought, was staring with a concentrated look of bestial gluttony at the tray of meat from which the waiter served him. He was speaking in a guttural and lustful tone, saying, “Ja! ... Gut! ... und etwas von diesem hier auch ...”


  The scene was one of richness, power, and luxury, evoking as it did the feeling of travel in a crack European express which is different from the feeling one has when he rides on an American train. In America, the train gives one a feeling of wild and lonely joy, a sense of the savage, unfenced, and illimitable wilderness of the country through which the train is rushing, a wordless and unutterable hope, as one thinks of the enchanted city toward which he is speeding; the unknown and fabulous promise of the life he is to find there.


  In Europe, the feeling of joy and pleasure is more actual, ever-present. The luxurious trains, the rich furnishings, the deep maroons, dark blues, the fresh, well-groomed vivid colors of the cars, the good food and the cosmopolitan look of the travelers—all of this fills one with a powerful sensual joy, a sense of expectancy about to be realized. In a few hours’ time one goes from country to country, through centuries of history, a world of crowded culture, and whole nations swarming with people, from one famous pleasure-city to another.


  And instead of the wild joy and nameless hope one feels as he looks out the window of an American train and sees the lonely, savage, and illimitable earth that strokes past calmly and imperturbably like the visage of time and eternity, one feels here (in Europe) an incredible joy of realization, an immediate sensual gratification, a feeling that there is nothing on earth but wealth, power, luxury, and love, and that one can live and enjoy this life, in all the infinite varieties of pleasure, forever.


  When the young man had finished eating and paid his bill, he began to walk back again through corridor after corridor along the length of the rocketing train. When he got back to his compartment, he saw the specter lying there as he had left him, stretched out upon the seat, with the brilliant moonlight still blazing on the great beak of his face.


  The man had not changed his position by an atom, and yet at once the boy was conscious of some subtle, fatal change he could not define. What was it? He took his seat again and for some time stared fixedly at the silent ghostly figure opposite him. Did he not breathe? He thought, he was almost sure, he saw the motion of his breathing, the rise and fall of the emaciated breast, and yet he was not sure. But what he saw plainly now was that a line, vermilion in its moon-dark hue, had run out of the corner of the firm-set mouth, and that there was a large vermilion stain upon the floor.


  What should he do? What could be done? The haunted light of the fatal moon seemed to have steeped his soul in its dark sorcery, in the enchantment of measureless and inert calmness. Already, too, the train was slackening its speed, the first lights of the town appeared, it was his journey’s end.


  Was it not well to leave all things as he had found them in silence at the end? Might it not be that in this great dream of time in which we live and are the moving figures, there is no greater certitude than this, that having met, spoken, known each other for a moment, as somewhere on this earth we were hurled onward through the darkness between two points of time, it is well to be content with this, to leave each other as we met, letting each one go alone to his appointed destination, sure of this only, needing only this—that there will be silence for us all and silence only, nothing but silence in the end?


  And now the train was slowing to a halt. There were the flare of rails, the switch-lights of the yard, small, bright, and hard, green, red, and yellow, poignant in the dark, and on other tracks he could see the little goods cars and the strings of darkened trains, all empty, dark, and waiting with their strange attentiveness of recent life. Then the long station quays began to slide slowly past the windows of the train, and the sturdy goat-like porters were coming on the run, eagerly saluting, speaking, calling to the people in the train who had already begun to pass their baggage through the windows.


  Softly the boy took his overcoat and suit-case from the rack above his head and stepped out into the narrow corridor. Quietly he slid the door of the compartment shut behind him. In the semi-darkness of the compartment the spectral figure of the cadaver lay upon the cushions, did not move. Already the train had come to a full stop. The boy went down the corridor to the end, and in a moment, feeling the bracing shock of the cold air upon his lungs, he was going down the quay with a hundred other people, all moving in the same direction, some toward certitude and home, some toward a new land, hope, and hunger, the swelling prescience of joy, the promise of a shining city. He knew that one day he was going home again.


  [¬]


  THE NAMES OF THE NATION


  [Modern Monthly, December 1934]


  Brother, I know and I know and yet it will always be the same. They said that we are base and false, our lives shabby, ugly, paltry, worthless, dull, and let them have it as they will, for I know and I know, they said that beauty, mercy, pity, peace, and love had no place in us, and I know, I know, they said there was no glory, grandeur, greatness in our lives, and I know, and I know, and I know!


  But we heard a sound of marching in the night, we heard a sound of great hooves on the land by night, and in night-time, in the dark, Lee rode by us in Virginia on his great white horse.


  Brother, I know and I know, and many years have passed since we rushed forward in the dark together, and the river has flowed onward in the night, and yet it will always be the same forever.


  For I have heard the thousand phrases of their disbelief—the scorn of clever men, the ridicule of their bright bitter minds, the weariness and mockery of a barren people, the certain knowledge of the knowing fool, the bitter curse of exiled men, the harsh indictment of the wanderer—and all they said was true enough, but there was something yet which never has been spoken, and I knew and I knew, and it would always be the same.


  “One time!” their voices cried, leaning upon a bar the bitter weight of all their discontent. “One time! I’ve been back one time—just once in seven years,” they said, “and Jesus that was plenty! One time was enough. To hell with that damned country! What have they got now but a lot of cheap spaghetti joints and skyscrapers?” they said. “If you want a drink, you sneak down three back alleyways, get the once-over from a couple of ex-prize fighters, and then plank down a dollar for a shot of varnish that would rot the guts out of a goat! ... And the women!”—the voices rose here with infuriated scorn. “What a nice lot of cold-blooded gold-digging bastards they’ve turned out to be! ... I spent thirty dollars taking one of ’em to a show and to a night club afterward. When bedtime came, do you think I got anything out of it? ... ‘You may kiss my little hand,’ she says ... ‘You may kiss my little-, that’s what you may do,’” the voices snarled with righteous bitterness. “When I asked her if she was going to come through, she started to yell for the cops! ... A woman who tried to pull one like that over here would get sent to Siberia! ... A nice country I don’t think! ... Now, get this! Me, I’m a Frenchman, see!” the voices said with a convincing earnestness. “These guys know how to live, see? This is my country, where I belong. See? ... Johnny, luh meme chose pour mwah et m’seer! ... Fill ’em up again, kid.”


  “Carpen-teer!” the voices then rose jeeringly, in true accents of French pugnacity. “Sure, I’m a Frenchman—but Carpen-teer! Where do yuh get that stuff? Christ, Dempsey could a took that frog the best day he ever saw! ... An accident!” the voices yelled. “Whattya mean—an accident? Didn’t I see the whole thing with my own eyes? Wasn’t I back there then? ... Wasn’t I talkin’ t’ Jack himself an hour after the fight was over? ... An accident! Jesus! The only accident was that he let him last four rounds. ‘I could have taken him in the first if I wanted to,’ Jack says to me. ... Sure, I’m a Frenchman!” the voice said with belligerent loyalty. “But Carpenteer! Jesus! Where do you get that stuff?”


  And, brother, I have heard the voices you will never hear discussing the graces of a life more cultured than any you will ever know—and I know and I know, and yet it is still the same.


  Bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more! the flying leaf, the broken cloud—“I think,” said they, “that we will live here now I think,” they said, “that we are running down to Spain next week so Francis can do a little writing. ... And really,” their gay yet cultivated tones continued, “it’s wonderful what you can do here if you only have a little money. ... Yes, my dear!” their refined accents continued in a tone of gay conviction. “It’s really quite incredible, you know ... I happen to know of a real honest-to-goodness château near Blois that can be had for something less than seven thousand dollars! ... It’s all rather incredible, you know,” those light half-English tones went on, “when you consider what it takes to live in Brookline! ... Francis has always felt that he would like to do a little writing, and I feel somehow the atmosphere is better here for all that sort of thing—it really is, you know. Don’t you think so?” said those gay and cultivated tones of Boston which you, my brother, never yet have heard. “And after all,” those cultivated tones went on in accents of a droll sincerity, “you see all the people here you care to see, I mean, you know! They all come to Paris at one time or other—I mean, the trouble really is in getting a little time alone for yourself. ... Or do you find it so?” the voices suavely, lightly asked me. ... “Oh, look! Look at that—there!” they cried with jubilant elation. “I mean that boy and his girl there walking along with their arms around each other! ... Don’t you just a-do-o-re it? ... Isn’t it too ma-a-rvelous?” those refined and silvery tones went on with patriotic tenderness. “I mean, there’s something so perfectly sweet and unselfconscious about it all!” the voices said with all the cultivated earnestness of Boston. “Now where?—where?—would you see something like that at home?” the voices said triumphantly.


  (Seldom in Brookline, lady. O rarely, seldom, almost never in the town of Brookline, lady. But on the Esplanade—did you ever go out walking on the Esplanade at night-time, in the hot and gelid month of August, lady? They are not Frenchmen, lady: they are all Jews and Irish and Italians, lady, but the noise of their kissing is like the noise the wind makes through a leafy grove—it is like the great hooves of a hundred thousand cavalry being pulled out of the marshy places of the earth, dear lady.)


  “... I mean—these people really understand that sort of thing so much better than we do. ... They’re so much simpler about it... I mean so much more graceful with that kind of thing. ... “Il faut un peu de sentiment, n’est-ce pas? ... Or do you think so?” said those light, those gay, those silvery and half-English tones of cultivated Boston which you, my brother, never yet have heard.


  (I got you, lady. That was French. I know ... But if I felt your leg, if in a somewhat graceful Gallic way I felt your leg and said, “Chérie! Petite chérie!”—would you remember, lady, this is Paris?)


  O bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more: their silvery voices speak an accent you will never know, and of their loins is marble made, but, brother, there are corn-haired girls named Nielsen out in Minnesota, and the blonde thighs of the Lundquist girl could break a bullock’s back.


  O bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more, the French have little ways about them that we do not have, but, brother, they’re still selling cradles down in Georgia, and in New Orleans their eyes are dark, their white teeth bite you to the bone.


  O bitterly, bitterly Boston one time more, and of their flesh is codfish made, but Big Brother’s still waiting for you with his huge red fist behind the barn up in the State of Maine, and they’re still having shotgun marriages at home.


  Oh, brother, there are voices that you will never hear—ancestral voices prophesying war, my brother, and rare and radiant voices that you know not of, as they have read us into doom. The genteel voice of Oxenford broke once like chimes of weary unenthusiastic bells across my brain, speaking to me compassionately its judgment on our corrupted lives, gently dealing with the universe, my brother, gently and without labor—gently, brother, gently it dealt with all of us with easy condescension and amused disdain:


  “I’m afraid, old boy,” the genteel voice of Oxenford remarked, “you’re up against it over thöh. ... I really am ... Thös no place thöh faw the individual any longah,” the genteel voice went on, un-individual brother. “Obviously,” that tolerant voice instructed me, “obviously, thöh can be no cultuah in a country so completely lackin’ in tradition as is yöahs. ... It’s all so objective—if you see what I main—thös no place left faw the innah life,” it said, oh outward brother! ... “We Europeans have often obsöved (it’s very curious, you know) that the American is incapable of any real feelin’—it seems quite impawsible faw him to distinguish between true emotion an’ sentimentality—an’ he invayably chooses the lattah! ... Curious, isn’t it?”—or do you think so, brother? “Of co’se, thöh is yoah beastly sex-prawblem. ... Yoah women! ... Oh, deah, deah! ... Perhaps we’d bettah say no moah ... but, thöh you ah!”—right in the eye, brother. “Yoah country is a matriahky, my deah fellah ... it really is, you know” ... if you can follow us, dear brother. “The women have the men in a state of complete subjection ... the male is rapidly becomin’ moah sexless and emasculated”—that genteel voice of doom went on—“No!—decidedly you have quite a prawblem befoah you. ... Obviously thöh can be no cultuah while such a condition puhsists. ... That is why when my friends say to me, ‘You ought to see America. ... You really ought, you know’ ... I say, ‘No thanks. ... If you don’t mind, I’d rathah not. ... I think I’ll stay at home’” ... “I’m sorry,” the compassionate tones of Oxenford went on, “but that’s the way I feel—it really is, you know. ... Of co’se, I know you couldn’t understand my feelin’—faw aftah all, you ah a Yank—but thöh you ah! Sorry!” it said regretfully, as it spoke to me its courteous and inexpiable judgments of eternal exile, brother, and removed forever the possibility of your ever knowing him. “But that’s the way I feel! I hope you don’t mind,” the voice said gently, with compassion.


  No, sir, I don’t mind. We don’t mind, he, she, it, or they don’t mind. Nobody minds, sir, nobody minds, Because, just as you say, sir, oceans are between us, seas have sundered us, there is a magic in you that we cannot fathom—a light, a flame, a glory—an impalpable, indefinable, incomprehensible, undeniable something-or-other which I can never understand or measure because—just as you say, sir, with such compassionate regret—I am—I am—a Yank.


  ’Tis true, my brother, we are Yanks. Oh, ’tis true, ’tis true! I am a Yank! Yet, wherefore Yank, good brother? Hath not a Yank ears? Hath not a Yank lies, truths, bowels of mercy, fears, joys, and lusts? Is he not warmed by the same sun, washed by the same ocean, rotted by the same decay, and eaten by the same worms as a German is? If you kill him, does he not die? If you sweat him, does he not stink? If you lie with his wife or mistress, does she not whore, lie, fornicate, betray, even as a Frenchman does? If you strip him, is he not naked as a Swede? Is his hide less white than Baudelaire’s? Is his breath more foul than the King of Spain’s? Is his belly bigger, his neck fatter, his face more hoggish, and his eyes more shiny than a Munich brewer’s? Will he not cheat, rape, thieve, whore, curse, hate, and murder like any European? Aye—Yank! But wherefore, wherefore, Yank, good brother?


  My brother did not answer: the great stars blazed above us, shining faintly on his knit brows, his restless frenzied eyes, his drawn face, as the immense and mournful earth wheeled on around us, and we rushed forward forever into the limitless gulf of night.


  Brother, I know and I know, and many years have passed since we rushed forward in the dark together, and the river has flowed onward in the night, and yet it will always be the same forever.


  Wandering forever and the earth again! Yes, brother, we were living before that, and also we are living after—save that we stoop a little more, and go more slowly, and our eyes are worn a little more by hauntings of old things, and there are many things now we can’t forget.


  Brother, have we forgotten how the peach trees leaned across a wall, and how the blossoms drifted to the earth in Spring, in April, in the orchard of our father’s house? Have we forgotten the cool and purple glade of evening marching up the hill’s steep side, the dogs barking, and the soft, the sad, the come-to-meeting bells across the hush of evening countrysides? And did the broken tinkling of the fat-bellied cows as they plod home in bedded dust at night, never make echoes in an exile’s brain? And then the cool, the dew-cool of the night, the after-supper sounds on the high front porches, the great rise of our father’s voice, the smell of honeysuckle sagging on the old wire fence, and all of the fire-flies trembling in the dark, and over all, like time, like sleep, like blessed peace and certitude, the vast low stammer of the night?


  Will they never come back to us, never again—the forgotten faces, the old lost scenes? Will we never go back to them, never feel pain for them, never return to them, never again? Have we forgotten these things and our father’s face: will we rush blindly into night forever—brother and stranger and friend?


  Oh, I know and I know, and it will always be the same forever. For I have lived alone ten thousand nights of solitude and darkness, and waked at morning in a foreign land, and thought of home. And the years walked proudly in my brain, my father’s voice was sounding in my ear, and in the pulses of my blood the substance of my earth remained and would not die.


  Oh, stored with memory our living dust, within the shadow of our eyes were held the faces of the dead who died and live forever, two hundred million men were walking in our bones, and when we heard the howling of the wind around forgotten eaves in old October, we could not sleep. And by the waters of life, by time, by time, we stood and watched the rivers of this earth flow under us, and we knew it would be the same with us forever!


  Brother, have we come then from a fated stock? Augured from its birth, announced by two dark angels, named in our mother’s womb? And for what? Fatherless, to grope our feelers in the sea’s dark bed, among the polyped squirms, the blind sucks and crawls, the seavalves of the brain, loaded with memory that will not die? To cry our love out in the wilderness, to wake always in the night, smiting the pillow in some foreign land, thinking forever of the myriad sights and sounds of home?


  “While Paris Sleeps!”—By God, while Paris sleeps, to wake and walk and not to sleep; to wake and walk and sleep and wake, and sleep again, seeing dawn come before the window square that cast its wedge before our glazed, half-sleeping eyes, seeing soft hated foreign light, and breathing soft dull languid air that could not bite and tingle up the blood. Seeing legend and lie and fable wither in our sight, as we saw what we saw, we knew what we knew.


  Sons of the lost and lonely father, sons of the wanderers, children of the hardy loins, the savage earth, the pioneers, what had we to do with all their bells and churches? Could we feed our hunger on portraits of the Spanish king? Brother, for what? For what? To kill the giant of loneliness and fear, to slay the hunger that would not give us rest.


  Of wandering forever and the earth again. Brother, for what? For what? For the wilderness, the immense and lonely land. For the unendurable hunger, the unendurable ache, the incurable loneliness. For the exultancy whose only answer is the wild goat-cry. For a million memories, ten thousand sights and sounds and shapes and smells and names of things that only we can know.


  For what? For what? Not for a nation. Not for a people, not for an empire, not for a thing we love or hate.


  For what? For a cry, a space, an ecstasy. For a savage and nameless hunger. For a living and intolerable memory that may not for a second be forgotten, since it includes all the moments of our lives, it includes all we do and are. For a living memory; for ten thousand memories; for a million sights and sounds and moments; for something like nothing else on earth; for something which possesses us.


  For something under our feet, and around us and over us; something that is in us and part of us, and proceeds from us, that beats in the pulses of our blood.


  Brother, for what?


  First, for the thunder of the imperial names, the names of men and battles, the names of places and great rivers, the mighty names of the States. The name of the Wilderness; the names of Antietam, Chancellorsville, Shiloh, Bull Run, Fredricksburg, Cold Harbor, the Wheat Fields, Ball’s Bluff, and the Devil’s Den; the name [names] of Cowpens, Brandywine, and Saratoga; of Death Valley, Chickamauga, and the Cumberland Gap. The names of the Nantahalas, the Bad Lands, the Painted Desert, the Yosemite, and the Little Big Horn; the names of Yancey and Cabarras counties; and the terrible name of Hatteras.


  Then for the continental thunder of the States: the names of Montana, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, Michigan, Maryland, Virginia, and the two Dakotas, the names of Oregon and Indiana, of Kansas and the rich Ohio; the powerful name of Pennsylvania, and the name of Old Kentucky; the undulance of Alabama; the names of Florida and North Carolina.


  In the red-oak thickets at the break of day long hunters lay for bear: the rattle of arrows in laurel leaves, the war-cries round the painted buttes, and the majestical names of the Indian nations: the Pawnees, the Algonquins, the Cherokees, the Sioux, the Hurons, the Mohawks, the Navahos, the Utes, the Omahas, the Onandagas, the Chippewas, the Creeks, the Chickasaws, the Arapahos, the Catawbas, the Dakotas, the Apaches, the Croatans, and the Tuscaroras. The names of Powhatan and Sitting Bull, and the name of Great Chief Rain-In-The-Face.


  Of wandering forever and the earth again: in red-oak thickets at the break of day long hunters lay for bear. The arrows rattle in the laurel leaves, and the elmroots thread the bones of buried lovers. There have been war-cries on the western trails, and on the plains the gunstock rusts into a handful of bleached bones. The barren earth? Was no love living in the wilderness?


  The rails go westward in the dark. Brother, have you seen the starlight on the rails? Have you heard the thunder of the fast express?


  Of wandering forever and the earth again: the names of the mighty rails that bind the nation, the wheeled thunder of the names that net the continent: the Pennsylvania, the Union Pacific, the Santa Fe, the Baltimore and Ohio, the Chicago and Northwestern, the Southern, the Louisiana and Northern, the Seaboard Air Line, the Chicago, Milwaukee, and St. Paul; the Lackawanna; the New York, New Haven, and Hartford; the Florida East Coast; the Rock Island; and the Denver and Rio Grande.


  Brother, the names of the engines, the engineers, and the sleeping cars: the great engines of the Pacific type, the articulated mallets with three sets of eight-yoked driving wheels, the four hundred ton thunderbolts with J.T. Cline, T.J. McRae, and the demon hawkeyes of H.D. Campbell on the rails.


  The names of the great tramps who range the nation on the fastest trains: the names of the great tramps Oklahoma, Red Fargo Pete, Dixie Joe, Iron Mike, the Frisco Kid, Nigger Dick, Ike the Kike, and the Jersey Dutchman.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time, Lord Tennyson stood among the rocks, and stared. He had long hair, his eyes were deep and somber, and he wore a cape; he was a poet, and there was magic and mystery in his touch, for he had heard the horns of Elfland faintly blowing. And by the waters of life, by time, by time, Lord Tennyson stood among the cold gray rocks and commanded the sea to break—break—break! And the sea broke, by the waters of life, by time, by time, as Lord Tennyson commanded it to do, and his heart was sad and lonely as he watched the stately ships (of the Hamburg-American Packet Company, fares forty-five dollars and up, first class) go on to their haven under the hill, and Lord Tennyson would that his heart could utter the thoughts that arose in him.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time: the names of the mighty rivers, the alluvial gluts, the drains of the continent, the throats that drink America (Sweet Thames, flow gently till I end my song). The names of the men who pass and the myriad names of the earth that abides forever: the names of the men who are doomed to wander and the name of that immense and lonely land on which they wander, to which they return, in which they will be buried—America! The immortal earth that waits forever, the trains that thunder on the continent, the men who wander, and the women who cry out, “Return.”


  Finally, the names of the great rivers that are flowing in the darkness (Sweet Thames, flow gently till I end my song).


  By the waters of life, by time, by time: the names of the great mouths, the mighty maws, the vast wet coiling never glutted and unending snakes that drink the continent. Where, sons of men, and in what other land, will you find others like them, and where can you match the mighty music of their names?—the Monongahela, the Colorado, the Rio Grande, the Columbia, the Tennessee, the Hudson (Sweet Thames!); the Kennebec, the Rappahannock, the Delaware, the Penobscot, the Wabash, the Chesapeake, the Swannanoa, the Indian River, the Niagara (Sweet Afton!), the Saint Lawrence, the Susquehanna, the Tombigbee, the Nantahala, the French Broad, the Chattahoochee, the Arizona, and the Potomac (Father Tiber!)—these are a few of their great proud glittering names, fit for the immense and lonely land that they inhabit.


  O Tiber! Father Tiber! You’d only be a suckling in that mighty land! And as for you, Sweet Thames, flow gently till I end my song: flow gently, gentle Thames, be well-behaved, sweet Thames, speak softly and politely, little Thames, flow gently till I end my song.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time, and of the yellow cat that smites the nation, of the belly of the snake that coils across the land—of the terrible names of the rivers in flood, the rivers that foam and welter in the dark, that smash the levees, that flood the lowlands for two thousand miles, that carry the bones of the cities seaward on their tides: of the awful names of the Tennessee, the Arkansas, the Missouri, the Mississippi, and even the little mountain rivers, brother, in the season of the floods.


  Delicately they dive for Greeks before the railway station: the canoe glides gently through the portals of the waiting room (for whites). Full fathom five the carcass of old man Lype is lying (of his bones is coral made) and delicately they dive for lunch-room Greeks before the railway station.


  Brother, what fish are these? The floatage of sunken rooms, the sodden bridal veils of poverty, the slime of ruined parlor plush, drowned faces in the family album; and the blur of long-drowned eyes, blurred features, white, bloated flesh.


  Delicately they dive for Greeks before the railway station. The stern good half-drowned faces of the brothers Trade and Mark survey the tides. Cardui! Miss Lillian Leitzel twists upon one arm above the flood, the clown, half-sunken to the waist, swims upward out of the swirling yellow, the tiger bares his teeth above the surges of a river he will never drink. The ragged tatters of circus posters are plastered on soaked boards. And delicately they dive for Greeks before the railway stations.


  Have you not seen them, brother?


  And finally, brother, the mighty name of the earth itself, on which we live and move, that wheels past us with immortal stroke and calm and silence, as we rush onward into the night.


  For only the earth endures, but this earth is America, and America is this earth, and while this earth endures, America endures. America is immense and everlasting: it must endure forever. The wheel will rust, the tallest towers will topple down like smoke, the hundred thousand towns and cities, the new and old, the permanent and the impermanent, those built for a day and those built forever, will melt before the waters of time. They will be compacted into earth and dust as the bones of the wanderers and those weary of wandering have been compacted into earth and dust, but the great rivers of America will drink the continent, and the earth will endure forever.


  For only the earth endures, the immense and everlasting earth whereon we have all lived as wanderers and strangers. Only the earth endures, the terrific earth that needed giants, and that broke the backs of mighty men. Only the earth endures, the enormous earth with its incredible beauty, its terrific desolation, the American earth that can never be remembered, that can never be forgotten, and that has never been described. Only the earth endures, that strange and lonely continent of earth that bred the race of wanderers, that secret and mysterious earth which has always been unknown.


  Brother, it has possessed the bones of our father, it has possessed and knit with elmroot the bones of buried lovers, it has possessed and made its own the million secret moments of our lives. In it is our life and our destiny, and our immense and secret history.


  By the waters of life, by time, by time, the slow tides and secret movings of dark time, the dust of our cities melts into earth: it will possess and drink into itself the bones of the cities, the ruins of great towers and ten million streets—yes! it will possess strong steel and the iron of great wheels and make its own great engines, as it makes our dust its own.


  For what are we, brother? We are a phantom flare of grieved desire, the ghostling and phosphoric flickers of immortal time, a brevity of days haunted by the eternity of the earth. We are an unspeakable utterance, an insatiable hunger, an unquenchable thirst; a lust that bursts our sinews, explodes our brains, sickens and rots our guts, and rips our heart asunder. We are a twist of passion, a moment’s flame of love and ecstasy, a sinew of bright blood and agony, a lost cry, a music of pain and joy, a haunting of brief sharp hours, an almost captured beauty, a demon’s whisper of unbodied memory. We are the dupes of time.


  We are the sons of our father, whose face we shall never see again, we are the sons of our father, whose voice we shall hear no more, we are the sons of our father, to whom we have cried for strength and comfort in our agony, we are the sons of our father, whose life like ours was lived in solitude and darkness, we are the sons of our father, to whom only can we wreak out the strange dark burden of our heart and spirit, we are the sons of our father who is dead, and we shall follow the print of his foot forever.


  [¬]


  FOR PROFESSIONAL APPEARANCE


  (A Satire)


  [Modern Monthly, January 1935]


  The purposes of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated school for dramatists seemed, as stated, to be plain and reasonable enough. Professor Hatcher himself prudently forbore from making extravagant claims concerning the benefits to be derived from his course. He did not say that he could make a dramatist out of any man who came to take his course. He did not predict a successful career in the professional theater for every student who had been a member of his class. He did not even say he could teach a student how to write plays. No. He made, in fact, no claims at all. Whatever he said about his course was very reasonably, prudently, and temperately put: it was impossible to quarrel with it.


  All Professor Hatcher said about his course was that if a man had a genuine dramatic and theatrical talent to begin with, he might be able to derive from Professor Hatcher’s course a technical and critical guidance which it would be hard to get elsewhere, and which he might find for himself only after years of painful and even wasteful experiment.


  Certainly this seemed reasonable enough. Moreover, Professor Hatcher felt that the artist would benefit by what was known as the “round table discussion”—that is, by the comment and criticism of the various members of the class, after Professor Hatcher had read them a play by one of their group. He felt that the spirit of working together, of seeing one’s play produced and assisting in the production, of being familiar with all the “arts” of the theater—lighting, designing, directing, acting, and so on—was an experience which should be of immense value to the young dramatist of promise and talent. In short, although he made no assertion that he could create a talent where none was, or give life by technical expertness to the substance of a work that had no real life of its own, Professor Hatcher did feel that he might trim the true lamp to make it burn more brightly by the beneficent tutelage of this influence.


  And although it was possible to take issue with him on some of his beliefs—that, for example, the comment and criticism of “the group” and a community of creative spirits were good for the artist—it was impossible to deny that his argument was reasonable, temperate, and conservative in the statement of his purposes.


  And he made this plain to every member of his class. Each one was made to understand that the course made no claims of magic alchemy—that he could not be turned into an interesting dramatist if the talent was not there.


  But although each member of the class affirmed his understanding of the fundamental truth, and readily said that he accepted it, most of these people, at the bottom of their hearts, believed—pitiably and past belief—that a miracle would be wrought upon their sterile, unproductive spirits, that for them, for them, at least, a magic transformation would be brought about upon their miserable small lives and feeble purposes—and all because they now were members of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated class.


  And for this reason, it was impossible to forget any of these people—poor, damned, dull, sodden, pallid, misbegotten misfits though the most part of them might be—oh, indubitably, damnably, were! For this reason it was impossible to think of them later without a swift feeling of pity and regret, a sudden sense of strangeness, loss, and wonder as one thought of the immense and cruel skies of savage time that bend above America, of all the men now buried in the everlasting earth of the great wilderness, of all the lost, the lonely, and stricken people, the frustrate groping atoms of this earth now past our vision, past our knowledge, emptied out somewhere into the all-engulfing darkness of a hundred million atoms, and a planetary vacancy.


  Therefore, one could not forget the people in the class even when one forgot the plays they wrote, the designs and purposes toward which they thought they were working. For it was not the plays they wrote, the pallid aspirations of their inept unfertile spirits, or the fact that they were only the feeble adepts of a feeble cult that made them pitiable and unforgettable. It was not merely that in themselves they were evidences of that vast and tragic phenomenon of culture which had now begun to show itself all through the nation—in those millions of lost souls everywhere who felt that if they could somehow only act in a play or write a book, the vast and nameless misery, failure, vacancy, and unrest in their unprevailing lives would magically be overcome and cured. No—it was not merely this—plays, acting, artistic yearnings, and the art theater with all its portentous triviality, its feeble preciosity, and its pale designs—that made these people tragically memorable. It was not that, after one or two years in Professor Hatcher’s class, most of them would accept the inevitable defeat, silently concede his irremediable lack, and then drift quietly back into his appointed corner. It was not merely that the lifeless confinements of some small safe useless place, away from the savage glare and conflict of a life too tough for his thin soul, was sanctuary where most of them must go. It was not merely that most of them could look forward only to being teachers of the drama in some little middle western college, or assistant to a fat, flatulent old woman, or a neurotic and aesthetic female in the poisonous cloisters of the art theater. It was not merely that having made art the basis of their lives without having within them the power, the energy, or the fruitfulness to serve, sustain, or reproduce the faith they followed or the religion they professed—they must have the punishment that art gives to those who thus misuse it—which is utter sterility, the eunuch’s impotent hatred against life and against the artist who is able to live, produce, and use it, and finally, utter empty damnation.


  No, it was not merely this special form of all their frustrate yearning that made these people memorable. It was not merely that, as cult-adepts in a lifeless cult, they were illustrative of thousands of their kind everywhere who had recoiled in terror and sought refuge and escape, at whatever price, from a life too savage, naked, brutal, and magnificent for their frail sides and tender skins.


  No, it was more than this—almost, it might be said of all these people, it was in spite of their special cults rather than because of them that they were pitiable and interesting figures. For it was not merely that they were frustrate members of a cultish creed; it was that they belonged to the nameless and illimitable legion of the lost, the baffled, and the lonely everywhere across the earth, and of whatever class and quality—that made them memorable.


  The members of Professor Hatcher’s class belonged to the whole lost family of the earth, whose number is uncountable, and for this reason they could never be forgotten.


  And, first and foremost, they belonged to that great lost tribe of people who are more numerous in America than in any other country in the world. They belonged to that unnumbered horde who think that somehow, by some magic and miraculous scheme or rule or formula, “something can be done for them.” They belong to that huge colony of the damned who buy thousands of books that are printed for their kind, telling them how to run a tea shop, how to develop a pleasing personality, how to acquire “a liberal education,” swiftly and easily and with no anguish of the soul, by fifteen minutes’ reading every day, how to perform the act of sexual intercourse in such a way that your wife will love you for it, how to have children or keep from having children, how to write short-stories, novels, plays, and verses which are profitably salable, how to keep from having body odor, constipation, bad breath, or tartar on the teeth, how to have good manners, know the proper fork to use for every course, and always do the proper thing—how, in short, to be beautiful, “distinguished,” “smart,” “chic,” “forceful,” and “sophisticated”—finally, how to have a “brilliant personality” and to “achieve success.”


  Yes, for the most part, the members of Professor Hatcher’s class belonged to this great colony of the lost Americans. They belonged to that huge tribe of all the damned and lost who feel that everything is going to be all right if they can only take a trip, or learn a rule, or meet a person. They belong to that futile, desolate, and forsaken horde who feel that all will be well with their lives, that all the power they lack themselves will be supplied, and all the anguish, fury, and unrest, the confusion and the dark damnation of man’s soul, can magically be healed if only they eat bran for breakfast, secure an introduction to a celebrated actress, get a reading of their manuscript by a friend of Sinclair Lewis, or win admission to Professor Hatcher’s celebrated class of dramatists.


  And, in a curious way, the plays written by the people in Professor Hatcher’s class illustrated, in one form or another, this desire. Few of the plays had any intrinsic reality, for most of these people were lacking in the first, the last, the foremost quality of the artist, without which he is lost: the ability to get out of his own life the power to live and work by, to derive from his own experience—as a fruit of all his seeing, feeling, living, joy, and bitter anguish—the palpable and living substance of his art.


  Few of the people in Professor Hatcher’s class possessed this power. Few of them had anything of their own to say. Their lives seemed to have grown from a stony and fruitless soil, and, as a consequence, the plays they wrote did not reflect that life, save by a curious and yet illuminating indirection.


  Thus, in an extraordinary way, their plays—unreal, sterile, imitative, and derivative as most of them indubitably were—often revealed more about the lives of the people who wrote them than better and more living work could do. For, although few of the plays showed any contact with reality—with that passionate integument of blood and sweat and pain and grief and joy and laughter of which this world is made—most of them did show, in one way or another, what was perhaps the basic impulse in the lives of most of these people—the impulse that had brought them here to Professor Hatcher’s class.


  And this impulse was not the impulse of the living artist which is first of all the desire to know, to embrace all life, to explore it to its remotest depths, to drown in it, mix it with the currents of his blood and root it in his vitals with an insatiable hunger that consumes and drives him on forever, which knows no end or limit, and which grows forever from the food it feeds upon.


  The impulse of the people in Professor Hatcher’s class was not to embrace life and devour it, but rather to escape from it. And in one way or another most of the plays these people wrote were illustrative of this desire. For in these plays—unnatural, false, and imitative as they were—one could discern, in however pale and feeble a design, a picture of the world not as its author had seen and lived and known it, but rather as he wished to find it, or believe in it. Thus, these plays were really pallid figmentations of desire, neat little pictures of the world of make-believe in which their makers could find a convenient escape from all the conflict, sweat, and agony of a world too tough for them. And in all their several forms—whether gay, sad, comic, tragic, or fantastical—these plays gave evidence of the denial and fear of life.


  The wealthy young dawdler from Philadelphia, for example, wrote plays that had their setting in a charming little French café. Here one was introduced to all the gay, quaint, charming Frenchmen—to Papa Duval, the jolly proprietor, and Mama Duval, his rotund and no less jolly spouse, as well as to all the quaint and curious habitués that are so prolific in theatrical establishments of this order. One met, as well, that fixture of these places: old Monsieur Vernet, the crusty, crotchety, but kindly old gentleman who is the café’s oldest customer and has had the same table in the corner by the window for more than thirty years. One saw again the familiar development of the comic situation—the day when Monsieur Vernet enters at his appointed time and finds at his table a total stranger. Sacrilege! Imprecations! Tears, prayers, and entreaties on the part of Papa Duval and his wife, together with the stubborn refusal of the imperious stranger to move. Climax: old Monsieur Vernet storming out of the café, swearing that he will never return. Resolution of the conflict: the efforts of Papa and Mama Duval to bring their most prized customer back into the fold again, and their final success, the pacification and return of Monsieur Vernet amid great rejoicing, thanks to a cunning stratagem on the part of Henri, the young waiter, who wins a reward for all these efforts, the hand of Mimi, Papa and Mama Duval’s charming daughter, from whom he has been separated by Papa Duval’s stern decree.


  Thus, custom is restored and true love reunited by one brilliant comic stroke!


  And all this pretty little world, the contribution of a rich young man who came from Philadelphia! How perfectly God-damn delightful it was, to be sure!


  The plays of old Seth Flint, the sour and withered ex-reporter, were, if of a different coloring, cut from the same gaudy cloth of theatrical unreality. For forty years old Seth had pounded precincts as a news-man, and had known city-rooms across the nation. Now at his life’s close, he was yielding to the only self-indulgence he had ever known—a year away from the city-room of a Denver newspaper, a year away in the rare ether, among the precious and aesthetic intellects of Professor Hatcher’s celebrated course, a year in which to realize the dream of a lifetime, the vision of his youth—a year in which to write the plays he had always dreamed of writing.


  And what kind of plays did he write? Here was an interesting man, a creature full of courage, wisdom, understanding, humor, and the stern granite of an impregnable character. Here was a man who had seen, known, and lived as much of the horror of life as one man’s life could hold. Here was a man who had known all the blood, sweat, anguish, failure, joy, hope, the savage, huge, and tortured unrest of America in all its unspeakable ugliness, in all its unutterable beauty, in all its wildness, harshness, barrenness, sweetness, desolation, and abundance—here was a man who had within his withered old mummy of a body the living stuff of life, in all its passionate integument—the living stuff from which a hundred living books or plays could be created. Here was a man who had been faithful to his young man’s dream, and had now in his sixtieth year come here among these young men to fulfill his own dream of youth—to write the plays he had wanted to write as a young man. And what kind of plays did he write?


  Alas! Old Seth did exactly what he set out to do, he succeeded perfectly in fulfilling his desire—and by tragic irony, his failure lay in just that fact. The plays which he produced with an astounding and prolific ease—(“Three days is enough to write a play,” the old man said in his sour voice. “You guys who take a year to write a play give me a pain. If you can’t write a play in a week, you can’t write anything; the play’s no good.”)—these plays were just the plays which he had dreamed of writing as a young man, and therein was evident their irremediable fault.


  For Seth’s plays—so neat, brisk, glib, and smartly done—would have been good plays in a commercial way, as well, if he had only done them twenty years before. He wrote plays in which the babies got mixed up in the maternity ward of a great hospital, in which the rich man’s child goes to the family of the little grocer, and the grocer’s child grows up to be the heir of an enormous fortune, with all the luxuries and securities of wealth around him. And he brought about the final resolution of this tangled scheme, the meeting of these scrambled children and their bewildered parents, with a skill of complication, a design of plot, a dexterity that was astonishing. His characters—all well-known types of the theater, as of nurse tough-spoken, shop-girl slangy, reporter cynical, and so on—were well-conceived to fret their purposes, their lines well-timed and apt and deftly made. He had mastered the formula of an older type of “well-made” play with astonishing success. Only, the type was dead; the interest of the public in such plays had vanished twenty years before.


  So here was a man, a live man, writing with amazing skill, dead plays for a theater that was dead, and for a public that did not exist.


  “Chekov! Ibsen!” old Seth would whine sourly with a dismissive gesture of his parchmented old hand, and a scornful contortion of his bitter mouth in his old mummy of a face. “You guys make me tired the way you worship them!” he would whine out at some of the exquisite young temperaments in Professor Hatcher’s class. “Those guys can’t write a play! Take Chekov, now!” whined Seth. “That guy never wrote a real play in his life! He never knew how to write a play! He couldn’t have written a play if he’d tried! He never learned the rules of writing a play!—That Cherry Orchard now,” whined old Seth with a sour sneering laugh, “—that Cherry Orchard that you guys are always raving about! That’s not a play!” he cried indignantly. “Whatever made you think it was a play? I was trying to read it just the other day,” he rasped, “and there’s nothing there to hold your interest! It’s got no plot! There’s no story in it! There’s no suspense! Nothing happens in it. All you got is a lot of people who do nothing but talk all the time. You never get anywhere,” said Seth scornfully. “And to hear you guys rave about it, you’d think it was a great play.”


  “Well, what do you call a great play, then, if The Cherry Orchard isn’t one?” one of the young men said acidly. “Who wrote the great plays that you talk about?”


  “Why, George M. Cohan wrote some,” whined Seth instantly. “That’s who. Avery Hopwood wrote some great plays. We’ve had plenty of guys in this country who wrote great plays. If they’d come from Russia, you’d get down and worship ’em,” he said bitterly. “But just because they came out of this country they’re no good!”


  In the relation of the class toward old Seth Flint, it was possible to see the basic falseness of their relation toward life everywhere around them. For here was a man—whatever his defects as a playwright might have been—who had lived incomparably the richest, most varied and dangerous, and eventful life among them; he was himself far more interesting than any of the plays they wrote, and as dramatists they should have recognized and understood his quality. But they saw none of this. For their relation toward life and such people as old Seth Flint was not one of understanding. It was not even one of burning indignation—of that indignation which is one of the dynamic forces in the artist’s life. It was rather one of supercilious scorn and ridicule.


  They felt they were “above” old Seth, and most of the other people in the world, and for this reason they were in Professor Hatcher’s class. Of Seth they said:


  “He’s really a misfit, terribly out of place here. I wonder why he came.”


  And they would listen to an account of one of Seth’s latest errors in good taste with the expression of astounded disbelief, the tones of stunned incredulity which were coming into fashion about that time among elegant young men.


  “No really! ... But he never really said that. ... You can’t mean it.”


  “Oh, but I assure you, he did!”


  “... It’s simply past belief! ... I can’t believe he’s as bad as that.”


  “Oh, but he is! It’s incredible, I know, but you’ve no idea what he’s capable of.” And so on.


  And yet old Seth Flint was badly needed in that class: his bitter and unvarnished tongue caused Professor Hatcher many painful moments, but it had its use—oh, it had its use, particularly when the play was of this nature:


  
    Irene (slowly, with scorn and contempt in her voice) So—It has come to this! This is all your love amounts to—a little petty selfish thing! I had thought you were bigger than that, John.


    John (desperately) But—but, my God, Irene—what am I to think? I found you in bed with him, my best friend! (with difficulty) You know—that looks suspicious, to say the least!


    Irene (softly—with amused contempt in her voice) You poor little man! And to think I thought your love was so big.


    John (wildly) But I do love you, Irene. That’s just the point.


    Irene (with passionate scorn) Love! You don’t know what love means! Love is bigger than that! Love is big enough for all things, all people. (She extends her arms in an all-embracing gesture.) My love takes in the world—it embraces all mankind! It is glamorous, wild, free as the wind, John.


    John (slowly) Then you have had other lovers?


    Irene: Lovers come, lovers go. (She makes an impatient gesture.) What is that? Nothing! Only love endures—my love which is greater than all.

  


  The youth would writhe in his seat, and clench his hands convulsively. Then he would turn almost prayerfully to the bitter, mummied face of old Seth Flint for that barbed but cleansing vulgarity that always followed such a scene:


  “Well?” Professor Hatcher would say, putting down the manuscript he had been reading, taking off his eyeglasses (which were attached to a ribbon of black silk) and looking around with a quizzical smile, an impassive expression on his fine, distinguished face. “Well?” he would say again urbanely as no one answered. “Is there any comment?”


  “What is she?” Seth would break the nervous silence with his rasping snarl. “Another one of these society whores? You know,” he continued, “you can find plenty of her kind for three dollars a throw without any of that fancy palaver.”


  Some of the class smiled faintly, painfully, and glanced at each other with slight shrugs of horror; others were grateful, felt pleasure well in them and said underneath their breath exultantly:


  “Good old Seth! Good old Seth!”


  “Her love is big enough for all things, is it?” said Seth. “I know a truck driver out in Denver I’ll match against her any day.”


  The youth and Ed Horton, a large and robust aspirant from the Iowa cornlands, roared with happy laughter, poking each other sharply in the ribs.


  “Do you think the play will act?” someone said. “It seems to me that it comes pretty close to closet drama.”


  “If you ask me,” said Seth, “it comes pretty close to water-closet drama. ... No,” he said sourly. “What that boy needs is a little experience. He ought to go out and get him a woman and get all that stuff off his mind. After that, he might sit down and write a play.”


  For a moment there was a very awkward silence, and Professor Hatcher smiled a little palely. Then, taking his eyeglasses off with a distinguished movement, he looked around and said:


  “Is there any other comment?”


  [¬]


  ONE OF THE GIRLS IN OUR PARTY


  [Scribner’s Magazine, January 1935]


  The mid-day meal was ended and “the tour”—a group of thirty women, all of them teachers from the public schools of the American Middle West—had got up from their tables and left the dining-room of the sedate little Swiss hotel where they were quartered. Now they were gathered in the hall beyond: their voices, shrill, rasping, and metallic, could be heard lifted in a united clamor of strident eagerness. In a moment one of the older women, who wore an air of authority, returned to the dining room, and looking through the door at two young women who were still seated at one of the tables hastily bolting a belated luncheon, she called imperatively:


  “Miss Turner! Miss Blake! Aren’t you coming? The bus is here.”


  “All right!” Miss Turner, the smaller of the two women, was the one who answered. “In a moment.”


  “Well, you hurry, then,” the woman said in an admonishing tone as she turned to go. “Everyone else is ready: we’re waiting on you.”


  “Come on,” Miss Turner said quickly, in a lowered tone, as she turned to Miss Blake, “I guess we’d better go. You know how cranky they get if you keep them waiting.”


  “Well, you go on, then,” said Miss Blake calmly. “I’m not coming.” Miss Turner looked at her with surprise. “I’ve decided to pass this one up. I’ve got some letters to answer, and if I don’t do it now, they just won’t get answered.”


  “I know,” said Miss Turner. “I haven’t written a word to anyone in two weeks. The way they keep you on the go, there’s no time to write.” The two women got up from the table, moved toward the door, and there faced each other in a gesture of instinctive farewell. Then for a moment each stood in a constrained and awkward silence, as if waiting for the other one to speak. It was Miss Turner who first broke the pause:


  “Well, I guess that means I won’t see you again, will I?”


  “Why?” Miss Blake said. “You’ll come back here before you get your train, won’t you?”


  “No,” said Miss Turner, “I don’t think so. They’ve taken our baggage to the station, and I think we’re going to get out there on the way back—I mean, all the girls in my party.”


  “Well,” Miss Blake said, in her curiously flat and toneless way, “I guess I won’t see you, then—not until we get to Vienna, anyway. I’ll see you there.”


  “Yes,” Miss Turner agreed, “and I want to hear all about it, too. I almost wish I were going along with you—I’ve always wanted to see Italy—I’d almost rather go there than where we’re going, but you can’t take in everything at one time, can you?”


  “No,” Miss Blake agreed, “you certainly can’t.”


  “But I think it’s just wonderful how much you do see!” Miss Turner went on with considerable enthusiasm. “I mean, when you consider that the whole tour only lasts six weeks from the time you leave home, it’s wonderful how much you do take in, isn’t it?”


  “Yes,” Miss Blake said, “it certainly is.”


  “Well, good-bye. I guess I’d better go.”


  “Yes, you’d better,” Miss Blake answered. “I wouldn’t want you to miss the bus. Good-bye.”


  “Good-bye,” Miss Turner answered. “I’ll see you in Vienna. Have a good time, and take care of yourself, now.”


  “All right,” Miss Blake said flatly. “You do the same.”


  Miss Blake watched the bus go, then turned and went quickly upstairs to her room and set to work on her unfinished letters. She wrote:


  
    England was the first place we went to when we left the ship. We were in England a whole week, but it rained all the time we were in London. The coffee that they drink is awful. All the traffic goes to the left in London, and none of the girls could get used to this. Miss Cramer, who is one of the girls in our party, came within an inch of being run over one day because she was looking in the wrong direction; I know they have a lot of accidents. London was also the place where Miss Jordan slipped and fell and sprained her ankle when getting out of the bus. She is one of the girls in our party. She didn’t get to see anything in London because she was in bed all the time we were there and has been walking on a cane with her ankle taped ever since. But we took two bus-tours while we were in London that covered the whole city. In the morning we saw the Bank of England and the Tower of London and the Crown Jewels and came back to an old inn where Doctor Johnson, who was a good friend of Shakespeare’s, used to eat. Miss Barrett was especially interested in this, as she teaches English literature in the Senior High at Moline. She is one of the girls in our party. After lunch we saw Trafalgar Square with Nelson’s Monument and the National Gallery. We didn’t stay long at the National Gallery, we just stopped long enough to say we’d seen it. Then we visited the Houses of Parliament, Westminster Abbey with the Poet’s Corner, and Buckingham Palace with the sentinels on duty walking up and down. We got there just as the King and Queen were driving out; we got a good look at her, but you could hardly see the King because of that big hat she was wearing. You couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor man. As Miss Webster said, he did look so small and henpecked peeking out behind the edges of that big hat. Miss Webster is one of the girls in our party.


    We also spent a day at Oxford. We had good weather there; it didn’t rain at all the day we were there. Then we spent a day at Stratford-on-Avon where Shakespeare was born. But as Miss Webster said, they’ve fixed that house up a lot since he lived in it. It didn’t rain the morning of the day we went to Stratford-on-Avon, but it started in again when we were coming back. It rained most of the time we were in England. No wonder everything is so green.


    The next country we visited was Holland. Of all the countries we have been to I like Holland best. Everything was so clean in Holland. We spent three days in Holland, and it didn’t rain the whole time we were there. We were in Amsterdam for a day, and we went out to the Island of Marken where all the people were dressed up in their quaint costumes and even the children wore wooden shoes, just the same as they have done for hundreds of years. Miss Turner took some pictures of some children. She is making a collection to show her classes when she gets back home. It is a very interesting collection, and most of the pictures came out very well. Miss Turner is one of the girls in our party.


    We spent another whole day at Haarlem and The Hague. We saw the Palace of Peace and some pictures by Rembrandt, including “The Anatomy Lesson,” which of course was interesting to me and some more “grist for the mill,” as I will be able to make use of all this material in drawing class when school takes up again.


    In Holland we had the nicest guide we had on the whole trip. Everyone was crazy about him; we have thought so often of him, and laughed so much about him, since. He was an old man named Mr. Vogelsang, and when Miss Watson, who is one of the girls in our party, asked him what that name meant, he said the name meant Song-Bird, so after that we called him our Song-Bird. You couldn’t get the best of Mr. Vogelsang, no matter what you said. He always had an answer ready for you. We have laughed so much about it since whenever we thought of Mr. Vogelsang.

  


  Vogelsang iss my name unt dat means Sonk-birt. Sonk-birt by name, sonk-birt by nature; if you are nice to me, perhaps I sink for you. Now ve are commink to de olt shot-tower. It vas conshtructed in de year uff sixteen hundert unt t’venty-nine mit contribushions mait by all de burghers uff de town. De roof iss all uff golt unt silver conshtructed vich vas gifen by de laities from deir chewells, ornaments, unt odder brecious bossessions. De two fickures dat you see on top uff de olt glock iss subbosed to represent de burgermeister uff dot beriod, Pieter van Hondercoetter, unt his vife Matilda. Upon de shtroke uff t’ree o’glock you vill see dem come out on de platform, turn, unt shtrike mit gölten mallets on de bell—so! It comes now, vatch it!—So! Vun! de burgermeister shtrikes upon his seit vun time—you see?—So! Now! Two!—de laity shtrikes upon her seit vun time—So! Now! T’ree—de burgermeister shtrikes upon his seit—now it iss t’ree o’glock—all iss ofer for anodder hour—unt laities, dat’s de only time dat a man has efer been known to haf de last vort mit a voman.


  Oh, you couldn’t get the best of Mr. Vogelsang, we used to tease him but he always had an answer ready for you.


  Now, laities, dis tower was erected at a cost of twelluf million guilders vich iss fife million dollars in real money. It took ofer sixteen years to built it; de golt, chewells, unt odder brecious metals in de roof alone iss vort ofer vun million two hundert unt fifty t’ousand dollars. De tower iss two hundert unt sixty-t’ree feet tall from top to bottom unt dere iss t’ree hundert sixty-fife shtone shteps in de shtair case, vun for efery day in de year engrafed mit de name uff a citizen who gave money for de tower. If you vould like to gount de shteps yourself, you gan now glimb to de top, but ass for me, I t’ink I shtay here. For aldough my name iss Sonk-birt, I am now too olt to fly.


  
    Mr. Vogelsang always had a joke for everything. Well, we all climbed up to the top of the tower then, and when we got back down, Miss Powers said that Mr. Vogelsang was wrong, because she had counted three hundred and sixty-seven steps both ways, and Miss Turner swore that he was right, that she had made it three hundred and sixty-five both up and down. And then Mr. Vogelsang said: “Vell, laities, I tell you how it iss. You are both wronk, because I liet to you. I forgot to tell you dis iss leap year, unt ven leap year comes, dere iss alvays vun shtep more. Dis year you find dat dere iss t’ree hundert sixty-six if you gount again.”


    Well, we had to laugh then, because you couldn’t get the best of Mr. Vogelsang. But Miss Powers was awfully mad and swore she was right, that she had counted three hundred and sixty-seven both ways. She and Miss Turner had an argument about it, and that’s why they’ve hardly spoken to each other since. But we all liked Holland, it didn’t rain there, and everyone was crazy about Mr. Vogelsang.


    We were in Paris for four days, and it only rained once. We were really there only three days, we got there late at night, and we were all so tired that we went to bed as soon as we got to the hotel. But we didn’t get much sleep, it was the noisiest place you ever saw, and those little taxi horns they have kept tooting all night long under your window until it almost drove you crazy. Some of the girls thought they’d lost their baggage, it failed to arrive when we did, they almost had a fit. It didn’t get there until the day we left for Switzerland, and Miss Bradley said her whole stay in Paris was ruined by worrying about it. Miss Bradley is one of the girls in our party.


    We took a bus tour the first day and saw Notre Dame and the Latin Quarter, the Eiffel Tower, and the Arc de Triumph, and came back and had lunch at the hotel. After lunch some of the girls went shopping, but the rest of us went to the Louvre. We didn’t stay long, just long enough to see the Mona Lisa. One night we all had tickets for the Opera, where we saw Faust. The next night we went to the Folies Bergeres, and last night we went up to Montmartre in buses to see the night life there.


    Today we are in Montreux: this is the place where the tour splits up, some of the party leaving us to take the trip along the Rhine, and then to Munich, Salzburg, and the Bavarian Alps, while the rest of us are seeing Switzerland and Italy. After visiting Milan, Venice, Florence, Rome, and the Austrian Tyrol, we will join up with the other group in Vienna two weeks from now.


    All of us were sorry to say good-bye to most of the girls, but we know it will be for only two weeks’ time, and we are looking forward eagerly to our meeting in Vienna and relating our experiences to one another. But, frankly, there are one or two girls we wouldn’t miss if we never saw them again. There are always one or two on a party like this who can’t adjust themselves to the group and do their best to spoil the trip for everyone. That Miss Powers was one of them. She was always losing her baggage, or forgetting something, and leaving it behind; we got so tired of having her yapping all the time that there were three hundred and sixty-seven steps in that old shot-tower, that she was right and Miss Turner wrong, until Miss Turner finally said: “All right, have it your own way—there were three hundred and sixty-seven—who cares about it? Only, for heaven’s sake, forget about it and give the rest of us some peace.”


    Of course, that only made Miss Powers madder than ever, she was furious about it. She was certainly a pest, if I ever saw one. She was forever coming up to one of the girls and asking her to write something in her memory book. She carried that memory book with her wherever she went; I believe she slept with it under her pillow.


    Now when one of the girls wants to be funny, she says, “Won’t you please write something in my memory book?”—it’s become a regular joke with us. But Miss Powers was certainly a nuisance, and none of the girls are sorry to say good-bye to her.


    We have been spending the day in Switzerland. We all visited the League of Nations in Geneva and the famous castle of Chillon this morning. This afternoon, while I am writing this letter, everyone has gone for a bus tour through the Alps. We are leaving for Rome tonight.


    Well, it has been a wonderful trip and a wonderful experience, as well as being very educational. I can hardly wait now until I get home and have time to think over the many beautiful things I have seen.


    The tour has been well run and well conducted from start to finish. And on the whole the girls are enthusiastic about the way the trips have been managed. Of course when you have to cover so many countries—we will have covered nine countries—England, Holland, Belgium, France, Switzerland, Italy, Austria, Czechoslovakia, and Germany—by the time we set sail for home again, just thirty-one days after we disembarked—it is wonderful to think of all you do take in in such a short space of time.


    I get a little confused sometimes when I try to remember all the places we have been to and all the wonderful things we have seen, and if I come back again, I think I will take it a little more slowly and travel in a smaller party, with just a friend or two. But I’m certainly glad I took this tour, it gives you a chance to look around and pick out the high spots, so you will know what you want to see when you come back a second time. And it has certainly been very educational. Still, I won’t be sorry to see home again. I am looking forward to it already.


    I’m dying to see you and have a good long talk with you as soon as I get back. I’m starved for news. What has happened? Is Ted still going with the Trumbull girl, or has he found himself a new “enamorata”? (“Ain’t love grand?” Especially when you are seventeen—hah! hah!) Have you been out to the lodge this summer, and were Bill and Lola there? Couldn’t we get them to take us out the first week-end after I get back? It will be good to get a cup of real coffee for a change. Summer has come and gone before I knew it, and soon autumn will be here again.

  


  ... and the smell of the woodsmoke in Ohio and the flaming maples, the nights of the frosty stars, the blazing moons that hang the same way in a thousand streets, slanting to silence on the steeple’s slope, nights of the wheel, the rail, the bell, the wailing cry along the river’s edge, and of the summer’s ending, nights of the frost and silence and the barking of a dog, of people listening, and of words unspoken and the quiet heart, and nights of the old October that must come again, must come again, while we are waiting, waiting, waiting in the darkness for all of our friends and brothers who will not return.


  
    I’ll see you in September.

  


  [¬]


  CIRCUS AT DAWN


  [Modern Monthly, March 1935]


  There were times in early autumn—in September—when the greater circuses would come to town—the Ringling Brothers, Robinson’s, and Barnum and Bailey shows, and when I was a route-boy on the morning paper——on those mornings when the circus would be coming in——I would rush madly through my route in the cool and thrilling darkness that comes just before the break of day, and then I would go back home and get my brother out of bed.


  Talking in low excited voices, we would walk rapidly back toward town under the rustle of September leaves, in cool streets just grayed now with that still, that unearthly and magical first light of day which seems suddenly to rediscover the great earth out of darkness, so that the earth emerges with an awful, a glorious sculptural stillness, and one looks out with a feeling of joy and disbelief, as the first men on this earth must have done, for to see this happen is one of the things that men will remember out of life forever and think of as they die.


  At the sculptural still square where at one corner, just emerging into light, my father’s shabby little marble shop stood with a ghostly strangeness and familiarity, my brother and I would “catch” the first street-car of the day bound for the “depot” where the circus was—or sometimes we would meet someone we knew, who would give us a lift in his automobile.


  Then, having reached the dingy, grimy, and rickety depot section, we would get out, and walk rapidly across the tracks of the station yard, where we could see great flares and steamings from the engines, and hear the crash and bump of shifting freight cars, the swift sporadic thunders of a shifting engine, the tolling of bells, the sounds of great trains on the rails.


  And to these familiar sounds, filled with their exultant prophecies of flight, the voyage, morning, and the shining cities—to all the sharp, thrilling odors of the trains—the smell of cinders, acrid smoke, of musty, rusty freight cars, the clean pine-board of crated produce, and the smells of fresh stored food—oranges, coffee, tangerines and bacon, ham and flour and beef—there would be added now, with an unforgettable magic and familiarity, all the strange sounds and smells of the coming circus.


  The gay yellow sumptuous-looking cars in which the star performers lived and slept, still dark and silent, heavily and powerfully still, would be drawn up in long strings upon the tracks. And all around them the sounds of the unloading circus would go on furiously in the darkness. The receding gulf of lilac and departing night would be filled with the savage roar of lions, the murderously sudden snarling of great jungle cats, the trumpetings of the elephants, the stamp of the horses, and with the musty, pungent, unfamiliar odor of the jungle animals: the tawny camel smells, and the smells of panthers, zebras, tigers, elephants, and bears.


  Then, along the tracks, beside the circus trains, there would be the sharp cries and oaths of the circus men, the magical swinging dance of lanterns in the darkness, the sudden heavy rumble of the loaded vans and wagons as they were pulled along the flats and gondolas, and down the runways to the ground. And everywhere, in the thrilling mystery of darkness and awakening light, there would be the tremendous conflict of a confused, hurried, and yet orderly movement.


  The great iron-gray horses, four and six to a team, would be plodding along the road of thick white dust to a rattling of chains and traces and the harsh cries of their drivers. The men would drive the animals to the river which flowed by beyond the tracks, and water them; and as first light came, one could see the elephants wallowing in the familiar river and the big horses going slowly and carefully down to drink.


  Then, on the circus grounds, the tents were going up already with the magic speed of dreams. All over the place (which was near the tracks and the only space of flat land in the town that was big enough to hold a circus) there would be this fierce, savagely hurried, yet orderly confusion. Great flares of gaseous circus lights would blaze down on the seared and battered faces of the circus toughs as, with the rhythmic precision of a single animal—a human riveting machine—they swung their sledges at the stakes, driving a stake into the earth with the incredible instancy of accelerated figures in a motion picture. And everywhere, as light came and the sun appeared, there would be a scene of magic, order, and of violence. The drivers would curse, and talk their special language to their teams; there would be the loud, gasping, and uneven labor of a gasoline engine, the shouts and curses of the bosses, the wooden riveting of the driven stakes, and the rattle of heavy chains.


  Already in an immense cleared space of dusty beaten earth, the stakes were being driven for the main exhibition tent. And an elephant would lurch ponderously to the field, slowly lower his great swinging head at the command of a man who sat perched upon his skull, flourish his gray wrinkled snout a time or two, and then solemnly wrap it around a tent pole as big as the mast of a racing schooner. Then the elephant would back slowly away, dragging the great pole with him as if it were a stick of match-wood.


  And when this happened, my brother would break into his great “whah-whah” of exuberant laughter, and prod me in the ribs with his clumsy fingers. And farther on, two town darkeys, who had watched the elephant’s performance with bulging eyes, would turn to each other with ape-like grins, bend double as they slapped their knees, and howl with swart rich nigger-laughter, saying to each other in a kind of rhythmic chorus of question and reply:


  “He don’t play with it, do he?”


  “No, suh! He don’t send no boy!”


  “He don’t say, Wait a minute,’ do he?”


  “No, suh! He say, ‘Come with me!’ That’s what he say!”


  “He go ‘Boogety-boogety!’” said one, suiting the words with a prowling movement of his black face toward the earth.


  “He go rootin’ faw it!” said the other, making a rooting movement with his head.


  “He say, ‘Ar-rumpf!’” said one.


  “He say, ‘Big boy, we is on ouah way!’” the other answered.


  “Har! Har! Har! Har! Har!”—and they choked and screamed with their rich laughter, slapping their thighs with a solid smack as they described the elephant’s prowess to each other.


  Meanwhile, the circus food-tent—a huge canvas top without concealing sides—had already been put up, and now we could see the performers seated at long trestled tables underneath the tent, as they ate breakfast. And the savor of the food they ate—mixed as it was with our strong excitement, with the powerful but wholesome smells of the animals, and with all the joy, sweetness, mystery, jubilant magic, and glory of the morning and the coming of the circus—seemed to us to be the most maddening and appetizing succulence of any food that we had ever known or eaten.


  We could see the circus performers eating tremendous breakfasts, with all the savage relish of their power and strength: they ate big fried steaks, pork chops, rashers of bacon, a half dozen eggs, great slabs of fried ham and great stacks of wheat-cakes which a cook kept flipping in the air with the skill of a juggler, and which a husky-looking waitress kept rushing to their tables on loaded trays held high and balanced marvelously on the fingers of a brawny hand. And above all the maddening odors of the wholesome and succulent food, there brooded forever the sultry and delicious fragrance—that somehow seemed to add zest and sharpness to all the powerful and thrilling life of morning—of strong boiling coffee, which we could see sending off clouds of steam from an enormous polished urn, and which the circus performers gulped down, cup after cup.


  And the circus men and women themselves—these star performers—were such fine-looking people, strong and handsome, yet speaking and moving with an almost stern dignity and decorum, that their lives seemed to us to be as splendid and wonderful as any lives on earth could be. There was never anything loose, rowdy, or tough in their comportment, nor did the circus women look like painted whores, or behave indecently with the men.


  Rather, these people in an astonishing way seemed to have created an established community which lived an ordered existence on wheels, and to observe with a stern fidelity unknown in towns and cities the decencies of family life. There would be a powerful young man, a handsome and magnificent young woman with blonde hair and the figure of an Amazon, and a powerfully-built, thick-set man of middle age, who had a stern, lined, responsible-looking face and a bald head. They were probably members of a trapeze team—the young man and woman would leap through space like projectiles, meeting the grip of the older man and hurling back again upon their narrow perches, catching the swing of their trapeze in mid-air, and whirling thrice before they caught it, in a perilous and beautiful exhibition of human balance and precision.


  But when they came into the breakfast tent, they would speak gravely yet courteously to other performers, and seat themselves in a family group at one of the long tables, eating their tremendous breakfasts with an earnest concentration, seldom speaking to one another, and then gravely, seriously, briefly.


  And my brother and I would look at them with fascinated eyes: my brother would watch the man with the bald head for a while and then turn toward me, whispering:


  “D-d-do you see that f-f-fellow there with the bald head? W-w-well he’s the heavy man,” he whispered knowingly. “He’s the one that c-c-catches them! That f-f-fellow’s got to know his business! You know what happens if he misses, don’t you?” said my brother.


  “What?” I would say in a fascinated tone.


  My brother snapped his fingers in the air.


  “Over!” he said. “D-d-done for! W-w-why, they’d be d-d-d-dead before they knew what happened. Sure!” he said, nodding vigorously. “It’s a f-f-f-fact! If he ever m-m-m-misses, it’s all over! That boy has g-g-g-got to know his s-s-s-stuff!” my brother said. “W-w-w-why,” he went on in a low tone of solemn conviction, “it w-w-w-wouldn’t surprise me if they p-p-p-pay him seventy-five or a hundred dollars a week! It’s a fact!” my brother cried vigorously.


  And we would turn our fascinated stare again upon these splendid and romantic creatures, whose lives were so different from our own, and whom we seemed to know with such familiar and affectionate intimacy. And at length, reluctantly, with full light come and the sun up, we would leave the circus grounds and start for home.


  And somehow the memory of all we had seen and heard that glorious morning, and the memory of the food-tent with its wonderful smells, would waken in us the pangs of such a ravenous hunger that we could not wait until we got home to eat. We would stop off in town at lunch-rooms and, seated on tall stools before the counter, we would devour ham-and-egg sandwiches, hot hamburgers red and pungent at their cores with coarse spicy sanguinary beef, coffee, glasses of foaming milk and doughnuts, and then go home home to eat up everything in sight upon the breakfast table.


  [¬]


  HIS FATHER’S EARTH


  [Modern Monthly, April 1935]


  As the boy stood looking at the circus with his brother, there came to him two images, which had haunted his childhood and the life of every boy who ever lived, but were now for the first time seen together with an instant and magic congruence. And these two images were the images of the circus and his father’s earth.


  He thought then he had joined a circus and started on the great tour of the nation with it. It was spring: the circus had started in New England and worked westward and then southward as the summer and autumn came on. His nominal duties—for, in his vision, every incident, each face and voice and circumstance were blazing real as life itself—were those of ticket seller, but in this tiny show, everyone did several things: the performers helped put up and take down the tents, load and unload the wagons, and the roustabouts and business people worked wherever they were needed.


  The boy sold tickets, but he also posted bills and bartered with tradesmen and farmers in new places for fresh food. He became very shrewd and clever at this work, and loved to do it—some old, sharp, buried talent for shrewd trading, that had come to him from his mountain blood, now aided him. He could get the finest, freshest meats and vegetables at the lowest prices. The circus people were tough and hard, they always had a fierce and ravenous hunger, they would not accept bad food and cooking, they fed stupendously, and they always had the best of everything.


  Usually the circus would arrive at a new town very early in the morning, before daybreak. He would go into town immediately: he would go to the markets, or with farmers who had come in for the circus. He felt and saw the purity of first light, he heard the sweet and sudden lutings of first birds, and suddenly he was filled with the earth and morning in new towns, among new men: he walked among the farmers’ wagons, and he dealt with them on the spot for the prodigal plenty of their wares—the country melons bedded in sweet hay of wagons, the cool sweet prints of butter wrapped in clean wet cloths, with dew and starlight still on them, the enormous battered cans foaming with fresh milk, the new laid eggs which he bought by the gross and hundred dozens, the tender limy pullets by the score, the rude country wagons laden to the rim with heaped abundancies—with delicate bunches of green scallions, the heavy red ripeness of huge tomatoes, the sweet-leaved lettuces crisp as celery, the fresh podded peas and the succulent young beans, as well as the potatoes spotted with the loamy earth, the powerful winey odor of the apples, the peaches, and the cherries, the juicy corn stacked up in shocks of living green, and the heavy blackened rinds of home-cured hams and bacons.


  As the market opened, he would begin to trade and dicker with the butchers for their finest cuts of meat: they would hold great roasts up in their gouted fingers, they would roll up tubs of fresh ground sausage, they would smack with their long palms the flanks of beeves and porks: he would drive back to the circus with a wagon full of meat and vegetables.


  At the circus ground the people were already in full activity. He could hear the wonderful timed tattoo of sledges on driven stakes, the shouts of men riding animals down to water, the slow clank and pull of mighty horses, the heavy rumble of the wagons as they rolled down off the circus flat cars. By now the eating table would be erected, and as he arrived, he could see the cooks already busy at their ranges, the long tables set up underneath the canvas with their rows of benches, their tin plates and cups, their strong readiness. There would be the amber indescribable pungency of strong coffee, and the smell of buckwheat batter.


  And the circus people would come in for their breakfast: hard and tough, for the most part decent and serious people, the performers, the men and women, the acrobats, the riders, the tumblers, the clowns, the jugglers, the contortionists, and the balancers would come in quietly and eat with a savage and inspired intentness.


  The food they ate was as masculine and fragrant as the world they dwelt in: it belonged to the stained world of mellow sun-warmed canvas, the clean and healthful odor of the animals, and the mild sweet lyric nature of the land in which they lived as wanderers, and it was there for the asking with a fabulous and stupefying plenty, golden and embrowned: they ate stacks of buckwheat cakes, smoking hot, soaked in hunks of yellow butter which they carved at will with a wide free gesture from the piled prints on the table, and which they garnished (if they pleased) with ropes of heavy black molasses, or with the lighter, freer maple syrup.


  They ate big steaks for breakfast, hot from the pan and lashed with onions, they ate whole melons, crammed with the ripeness of the deep pink meat, rashers of bacon, and great platters of fried eggs, or eggs scrambled with calves’ brains, they helped themselves from pyramids of fruit piled up at intervals on the table—plums, peaches, apples, cherries, grapes, oranges, and bananas—they had great pitchers of thick cream to pour on everything, and they washed their hunger down with pint mugs of strong deep-savored coffee.


  For their mid-day meal they would eat fiercely, hungrily, with wolfish gusts, mightily, with knit brows and convulsive movements of their corded throats. They would eat great roasts of beef with crackled hides, browned in their juices, rare and tender, hot chunks of delicate pork with hems of fragrant fat, delicate young boiled chickens, only a mouthful for these ravenous jaws, twelve-pound pot roasts cooked for hours in an iron pot with new carrots, onions, sprouts, and young potatoes, together with every vegetable that the season yielded: huge roasting ears of corn, smoking hot, stacked like cord wood on two-foot platters, tomatoes cut in slabs with wedges of okra and succotash, and raw onion, mashed potatoes whipped to a creamy smother, boats swimming with pure beef gravy, new carrots, turnips, fresh peas cooked in butter, and fat string beans seasoned with the flavor of big chunks of cooking-pork. In addition, they had every fruit that the place and time afforded: hot crusty apple, peach and cherry pies, encrusted with cinnamon, puddings and cakes of every sort, and blobbering cobblers inches deep.


  Thus the circus moved across America, from town to town, from state to state, eating its way from Maine into the great plains of the West, eating its way along the Hudson and the Mississippi rivers, eating its way across the prairies and from the North into the South, eating its way across the flat farm lands of the Pennsylvania Dutch colony, the eastern shore of Maryland and back again across the states of Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Florida—eating all good things that this enormous, this inevitably bountiful and abundant cornucopia of a continent yielded.


  They ate the cod, bass, mackerel, halibut, clams, and oysters of the New England coast, the terrapin of Maryland, the fat beeves, porks, and cereals of the Middle West, and they had, as well, the heavy juicy peaches, watermelons, cantaloupes of Georgia, the fat sweet shad of the Carolina coasts, and the rounded and exotic citrus fruits of the tropics: the oranges, tangerines, bananas, kumquats, lemons, guavas down in Florida, together with a hundred other fruits and meats—the Vermont turkeys, the mountain trout, the bunched heaviness of the Concord grapes, the red winey bulk of the Oregon apples, as well as the clawed, shelled, and crusted dainties, the crabs, the clams, the pink meated lobsters that grope their way along the sea-floors of America.


  The boy awoke at morning in three hundred towns with the glimmer of starlight on his face; he was the moon’s man; then he saw light quicken in the east, he saw the pale stars drown, he saw the birth of light, he heard the lark’s wing, the bird tree, the first liquorous liquefied lutings, the ripe-aired trillings, the plumskinned birdnotes, and he heard the hoof and wheel come down the streets of the nation. He exulted in his work as food-producer for the circus people, and they loved him for it. They said there had never been anyone like him—they banqueted exultantly, with hoarse gulpings and with joy, and they loved him.


  Slowly, day by day, the circus worked its way across America, through forty states and through a dozen weathers. It was a little world that moved across the enormous loneliness of the earth, a little world that each day began a new life in new cities, and that left nothing to betray where it had been save a litter of beaten papers, the droppings of the camel and the elephant in Illinois, a patch of trampled grass, and a magical memory.


  The circus men knew no other earth but this; the earth came to them with the smell of the canvas and the lion’s roar. They saw the world behind the lights of the carnival, and everything beyond these lights was phantasmal and unreal to them; it lived for them within the circle of the tent as men and women who sat on benches, as the posts they came to, and sometimes as the enemy.


  Their life was filled with the strong joy of food, with the love of traveling, and with danger and hard labor. Always there was the swift violence of change and movement, of putting up and tearing down, and sometimes there was the misery of rain and sleet, and mud above the ankles, of wind that shook their flimsy residence, that ripped the tent stakes from their moorings in the earth and lifted out the great center pole as if it were a match. Now they must wrestle with the wind and hold their dwelling to the earth; now they must fight the weariness of mud and push their heavy wagons through the slime; now, cold and wet and wretched, they must sleep on piles of canvas, upon the flat cars in a driving rain, and sometimes they must fight the enemy—the drunk, the savage, the violent enemy, the bloody man, who dwelt in every place. Sometimes it was the city thug, sometimes the mill hands of the South, sometimes the miners in a Pennsylvania town—the circus people cried, “Hey, Rube!” and fought them with fist and foot, with pike and stake, and the boy saw and knew it all.


  When the men in a little town barricaded the street against their parade, they charged the barricade with their animals, and once the sheriff tried to stop the elephant by saying: “Now, damn ye, if you stick your God-damned trunk another inch, I’ll shoot.”


  The circus moved across America foot by foot, mile by mile. He came to know the land. It was rooted in his blood and his brain forever—its food, its fruit, its fields and forests, its deserts, and its mountains, its savage lawlessness. He saw the crimes and the violence of the people with pity, with mercy, and with tenderness: he thought of them as if they were children. They smashed their neighbors’ brains out with an ax, they disemboweled one another with knives, they were murderous and lost upon this earth they dwelt upon as strangers.


  The tongueless blood of the murdered men ran down into the earth, and the earth received it. Upon this enormous and indifferent earth the little trains rattled on over ill-joined rails that loosely bound the sprawling little towns together. Lost and lonely, brief sawings of wood and plaster and cheap brick ugliness, the little towns were scattered like encampments through the wilderness. Only the earth remained, which all these people had barely touched, which all these people dwelt upon but could not possess.


  Only the earth remained, the savage and lyrical earth with its rude potency, its thousand vistas, its heights and slopes and levels, with all its violence and delicacy, the terrible fecundity, decay, and growth, its fierce colors, its vital bite and sparkle, its exultancy of space and wandering. And the memory of this earth, the memory of all this universe of sight and sense, was rooted in this boy’s heart and brain forever. It fed the hungers of desire and wandering, it breached the walls of his secret and withdrawn spirit. And for every memory of place and continent, of enormous coffee-colored rivers and eight hundred miles of bending wheat, of Atlantic coast and midland prairie, of raw red Piedmont and tropic flatness, there was always the small, fecund, perfect memory of his father’s land, the dark side of his soul and his heart’s desire, which he had never seen, but which he knew with every atom of his life, the strange phantasmal haunting of man’s memory. It was a fertile, nobly swelling land, and it was large enough to live in, walled with fulfilled desire.


  Abroad in this ocean of earth and vision he thought of his father’s land, of its great red barns and nobly swelling earth, its clear familiarity and its haunting strangeness, and its dark and secret heart, its magnificent, its lovely and tragic beauty. He thought of its smell of harbors and its rumors of the seas, the city, and the ships, its wine-red apples and its brown-red soil, its snug weathered houses, and its lyric unutterable ecstasy.


  A wonderful thing happened. One morning he awoke suddenly to find himself staring straight up at the pulsing splendor of the stars. At first he did not know where he was, but he knew instantly, even before he looked about him, that he had visited this place before. The circus train had stopped in the heart of the country, for what reason he did not know. He could hear the languid and intermittent breathing of the engine, the strangeness of men’s voices in the dark, the casual stamp of the horses in their cars, and all around him the attentive and vital silence of the earth.


  Suddenly he raised himself from the pile of canvas on which he slept. It was the moment just before dawn: against the east, the sky had already begun to whiten with the first faint luminosity of day, the invading tides of light crept up the sky, drowning the stars out as they went. The train had halted by a little river which ran swift and deep next to the tracks, and now he knew that what at first had been the sound of silence was the swift and ceaseless music of the river.


  There had been rain the night before, and now the river was filled with the sweet clean rain-drenched smell of earthy deposits. He could see the delicate white glimmer of young birch trees leaning from the banks, and on the other side he saw the winding whiteness of the road. Beyond the road, and bordering it, there was an orchard with a wall of lichened stone: a row of apple trees, gnarled and sweet, spread their squat twisted branches out across the road, and in the faint light he saw that they were dense with blossoms: the cool intoxication of their fragrance overpowered him.


  As the wan light grew, the earth and all its contours emerged sharply, and he saw again the spare, gaunt loneliness of the earth at dawn, with all its sweet and sudden cries of spring. He saw the worn and ancient design of lichened rocks, the fertile soil of the baked fields, he saw the kept order, the frugal cleanliness, with its springtime overgrowth, the mild tang of opulent greenery. There was an earth with fences, as big as a man’s heart, but not so great as his desire, and after his giant wanderings over the prodigal fecundity of the continent, this earth was like a room he once had lived in. He returned to it as a sailor to a small closed harbor, as a man, spent with the hunger of his wandering, comes home.


  Instantly he recognized the scene. He knew that he had come at last into his father’s land. It was a magic that he knew but could not speak; he stood upon the lip of time, and all of his life now seemed the mirage of some wizard’s spell—the spell of canvas and the circus ring, the spell of the tented world which had possessed him. Here was his home, brought back to him while he slept, like a forgotten dream. Here was the dark side of his soul, his heart’s desire, his father’s country, the earth his spirit dwelt on as a child. He knew every inch of the landscape, and he knew, past reason, doubt, or argument, that home was not three miles away.


  He got up at once and leaped down to the earth; he knew where he would go. Along the track there was the slow swing and dance of the brake-men’s lamps, that moving, mournful, and beautiful cloud of light along the rails of the earth, that he had seen so many times. Already the train was in motion; its bell tolled and its heavy trucks rumbled away from him. He began to walk back along the tracks, for less than a mile away, he knew, where the stream boiled over the lip of a dam, there was a bridge. When he reached the bridge, a deeper light had come: the old red brick of the mill emerged sharply and with the tone and temper of deep joy fell sheer into bright shining waters.


  He crossed the bridge and turned left along the road: here it moved away from the river, among fields and through dark woods—dark woods bordered with stark poignancy of fir and pine, with the noble spread of maples, shot with the naked whiteness of birch. Here was the woodland maze: the sweet density of the brake and growth. Sharp thrummings, woodland flitters broke the silence. His steps grew slow, he sat upon a wall, he waited.


  Now rose the birdsong in first light, and suddenly he heard each sound the birdsong made. Like a flight of shot the sharp fast skaps of sound arose. With chittering bicker, fast-fluttering skirrs of sound, the palmy honeyed bird-cries came. Smooth drops and nuggets of bright gold they were. Now sang the birdtrees filled with lutings in bright air: the thrums, the lark’s wing, and tongue-trilling chirrs arose now. The little nameless cries arose and fell with liquorous liquified lutings, with lirruping chirp, plumbellied smoothness, sweet lucidity.


  And now there was the rapid kweet kweet kweet kweet kweet of homing birds and their pwee pwee pwee: others with sharp cricketing stitch, a mosquito buzz with thin metallic tongues, while some with rusty creakings, high shrew’s caws, with eerie rasp, with harsh far calls—all birds that are awake in the sweet woodland tangles: and above, there passed the whirr of hidden wings, the strange lost cry of the unknown birds, in full flight now, in which the sweet confusion of their cries was mingled.


  Then he got up and went along that road where, he knew, like the prophetic surmise of a dream, the house of his father’s blood and kin lay hidden. At length, he came around a bending in the road, he left the wooded land, he passed by hedges and saw the old white house, set in the shoulder of the hill, worn like care and habit in the earth; clean and cool, it sat below the clean dark shelter of its trees: a twist of morning smoke coiled through its chimney.


  Then he turned in to the rutted road that led up to the house, and at this moment the enormous figure of a powerful old man appeared around the corner prophetically bearing a smoked ham in one huge hand. And when the boy saw the old man, a cry of greeting burst from his throat, and the old man answered with a roar of welcome that shook the earth.


  Then the old man dropped his ham, and waddled forward to meet the boy: they met half down the road, and the old man crushed him in his hug; they tried to speak but could not; they embraced again and in an instant all the years of wandering, the pain of loneliness and the fierce hungers of desire, were scoured away like a scum of frost from a bright glass.


  He was a child again, he was a child that had stood upon the lip and leaf of time and heard the quiet tides that move us to our death, and he knew that the child could not be born again, the book of the days could never be turned back, old errors and confusions never righted. And he wept with sorrow for all that was lost and could never be regained, and with joy for all that had been recovered.


  Suddenly he saw his youth as men on hilltops might look at the whole winding course of rivers to the sea, he saw the blind confusions of his wanderings across the earth, the horror of man’s little stricken mote of earth against immensity, and he remembered the proud exultancy of his childhood when all the world lay like a coin between his palms, when he could have touched the horned rim of the moon, when heroes and great actions bent before him.


  And he wept, not for himself, but out of love and pity for every youth that ever hoped and wandered and was alone. He had become a man, and he had in him unique glory that belongs to men alone, and that makes them great, and from which they shape their mightiest songs and legends. For out of their pain they utter first a cry for wounded self, then, as their vision deepens, widens, the universe of their marvelous sense leaps out and grips the universe; they feel contempt for gods, respect for men alone, and with the indifference of a selfless passion, enact earth out of a lyric cry.


  At this moment, also, two young men burst from the house and came running down the road to greet him. They were powerful and heavy young men, already beginning to show signs of that epic and sensual grossness that distinguished their father. Like their father, they recognized the boy instantly, and in a moment he was engulfed in their mighty energies, borne up among them to the house. And they understood all he wanted to say, but could not speak, and they surrounded him with love and lavish heapings of his plate. And the boy knew the strange miracle of return to the dark land of his heart’s desire, the father’s land which haunts men like a dream they never knew.


  Such were the twin images of the circus and his father’s land which were to haunt his dreams and waking memory and which now, as he stood there with his brother looking at the circus, fused instantly to a living whole and came to him in a blaze of light.


  And in this way, before he had ever set foot upon it, he came for the first time to his father’s earth.


  [¬]


  OLD CATAWBA


  [The Virginia Quarterly Review, April 1935]


  On the middle-Atlantic seaboard of the North American continent and at about a day’s journey from New York is situated the American state of Old Catawba. In area and population the state might almost strike a median among the states of the union: its territory, which is slightly more than fifty thousand square miles, is somewhat larger than the territories of most of the Atlantic coastal states, and, of course, much smaller than the great areas of the immense but sparsely populated states of the Far West. Upon this area, which is a little smaller than the combined areas of England and Wales, there live about three million people, of whom about the third part are black. Catawba, therefore, is about as big as England, and has about as many people as Norway.


  The state possesses however a racial type and character that is probably much more strongly marked and unified than that of any European country. In fact, although America is supposed by many of her critics to be a confusion of races, tongues, and peoples, as yet unwelded, there is perhaps nowhere in the world a more homogeneous population than that of Old Catawba. Certainly, there are far greater differences in stature, temperament, speech, and habit between a North German and a South German, between a North Frenchman and a Southern Frenchman, a North of England man and a Devon man, a North Italian and a South Italian, than between a Catawban from the East and one from the West.


  The name “Catawba” is, of course, an Indian name: it is the name of a tribe that is now almost extinct but which at one time flourished in considerable strength and number. The chief seat of the tribe was in South Carolina, and there is at the present time a reservation in York County of that state where the remnant is gathered together.


  The way in which the State of Catawba got its name rests entirely upon misconception: the tribes that early explorers encountered were not Catawbas; they belonged to a tribe that is now probably wholly extinct. Yet, so strong is the power of usage and association that any other name would now seem unthinkable to a native of that state. People outside the state have often said that the name has a somewhat tropical laziness in its sound, particularly when prefixed with the word “old,” but there is very little that is tropical or exotic in the appearance and character of Catawba itself, or of the people who inhabit it. To them, the name Catawba perfectly describes the state: it has the strong, rugged, and homely quality that the earth has.


  In the state documents during the period of the royal proprietors, the territory is invariably referred to as “Catawba,” or “His Majesty’s Colony in the Catawbas”: the name “Old Catawba” does not begin to appear in state papers until twenty or thirty years before the Revolution, and for what reason no one knows. The typical American method in naming places has been to prefix the word “new” to the name—New England, New York, New Mexico—to discriminate these places from their older namesakes. But if New York indicates the existence somewhere of an old York, old Catawba does not indicate the existence of a new one. The name undoubtedly grew out of the spirit of the people who had dwelt there over a century, and the name did not come from a sentimental affection; it grew imperatively from a conviction of the spirit. It is one of those names that all men begin to use at about the same time, a perfect and inevitable name that has flowered secretly within them, and that now must be spoken.


  Anyone who has ever lived in the state for any length of time is bound to feel this: the word “old” is not a term of maudlin affection, it describes exactly the feeling that the earth of that state inspires—the land has a brooding presence that is immensely old and masculine, its spirit is rugged and rather desolate, yet it broods over its people with stern benevolence. The earth is a woman, but Old Catawba is a man. The earth is our mother and our nurse, and we can know her, but Old Catawba is our father, and although we know that he is there, we shall never find him. He is there in the wilderness, and his brows are bowed with granite: he sees our lives and deaths, and his stern compassion broods above us. Women love him, but only men can know him: only men who have cried out in their agony and their loneliness to their father, only men who have sought throughout the world to find him, can know Catawba: but this is all the men who ever lived.


  The Catawba people are great people for all manner of debate and reasoned argument. Where the more fiery South Carolinian or Mississippian will fly into a rage and want to fight the man who doubts his word or questions his opinion, the eye of the Catawban begins to glow with fire of another sort—the lust for debate, a Scotch love of argument. Nothing pleases a Catawban better than this kind of dispute. He will say persuasively, “Now let’s see if we can’t see through this thing. Let’s see if we can’t git to the bottom of this.” A long, earnest, and even passionate discussion will ensue in which the parties on both sides usually maintain the utmost good temper, kindliness, and tolerance, but in which they nevertheless pursue their arguments with great warmth and stubbornness. In these discussions several interesting traits of the Catawban quickly become manifest: the man is naturally a philosopher—he loves nothing better than to discuss abstract and difficult questions such as the nature of truth, goodness, and beauty, the essence of property, the problem of God. Moreover, in the development of his arguments the man loves the use of homely phrases and illustration; he is full of pungent metaphors drawn from his experience and environment; and in discussing an ethical question—say, the “moral right” of a man to his property, and to what extent he may profit by it—the Catawban may express himself somewhat in this manner:


  “Well, now, Joe, take a case of this sort: suppose I buy a mule from a feller over there on the place next to mine, an’ suppose I pay a hundred and fifty dollars fer that mule.”


  “Is this a one-eyed mule or a two-eyed mule you’re buyin’?” Joe demands with a broad wink around at his listening audience.


  “It’s a two-eyed mule,” the first man says good-humoredly, “but if you’ve got any objections to a two-eyed mule, we’ll make it a one-eyed mule.”


  “Why, hell, no! Jim,” the other man now says, “I ain’t got no objections, but it seems to me if you’re goin’ to have a two-eyed mule, you ought to have something better than a one-eyed argyment.”


  There is a roar of immense male laughter at this retort, punctuated with hearty slappings of thigh and knee, and high whoops in the throat.


  “By d-damn!” one of the appreciative listeners cries, when he can get his breath, “I reckon that’ll hold ’im fer a while.”


  The story of the “two-eyed mule and the one-eyed argyment” is indeed an immense success, it is the kind of phrase and yarn these people love, and it is destined for an immediate and wide circulation all over the community, accompanied by roars and whoops of laughter. It may even be raised to the dignity of proverbial usage so that one will hear men saying, “Well, that’s a two-eyed mule and a one-eyed argyment if I ever saw one,” and certainly the unfortunate Jim may expect to be greeted for some time to come in this way:


  “Howdy, Jim. I hear you’ve gone into the mule business,” or, “Hey, Jim, you ain’t bought no two-eyed mules lately, have you?” or, “Say, Jim: you ain’t seen a feller with a one-eyed argyment lookin’ fer a two-eyed mule, have you?”


  Jim knows very well that he is “in” for this kind of treatment, but he joins in the laughter good-humoredly, although his clay-red face burns with a deeper hue and he awaits the resumption of the debate with a more dogged and determined air.


  “Well, that’s all right about that,” he says, when he can make himself heard. “Whether he’s a one-eyed mule or a two-eyed mule is neither here nor there.”


  “Maybe one eye is here, an’ t’other there,” someone suggests, and this sets them off again at Jim’s expense. But Jim has the determination of the debater and the philosopher, and although his face is pretty red by now, he sticks to his job.


  “All right,” he says at length, “say I got a mule, anyway, an’ he’s a good mule, an’ I paid one hundred and fifty dollars fer him. Now,” he says, pausing, and lifting one finger impressively. “I take that mule an’ work him on my farm fer four years. He’s a good mule an’ a good worker, an’ durin’ that time he pays fer himself twice over! Now!” he declares again, pausing and looking triumphantly at his opponent, Joe, before resuming his argument.


  “All right! All right!” Joe says patiently with an air of resignation. “I heard you. I’m still waitin’. You ain’t said nothin’ yet. You ain’t proved nothin’ yet.”


  “Now!” Jim continues slowly and triumphantly. “I gave one hundred and fifty dollars fer him, but he’s earned his keep an’ paid fer himself twice over.”


  “I heard you! I heard you!” says Joe patiently.


  “In other words,” someone says, “you got back what you paid fer the mule with one hundred and fifty dollars to boot.”


  “Egs-actly!” Jim says with decision to the group that is now listening intently. “I got back what I put into him, an’ I got one hundred fifty dollars to boot. Now here comes another feller,” he continues, pointing indefinitely toward the western horizon, “who needs a good mule, an’ he sees my mule, and he offers to buy it!” Here Jim pauses again, and he turns and surveys his audience with triumph written on his face.


  “I heard you. I’m listenin’,” says Joe in a patient and monotonous voice.


  “How much does he offer you?” someone asks.


  “Now, wait a minute! I’m comin’ to that,” says Jim with a silencing gesture. “This here feller says, ‘That’s a perty good mule you got there!’ ‘I reckon he’ll do!’ I say. ‘I ain’t got no complaint to make!’ ‘I’m thinkin’ of buyin’ a mule myse’f,’ he says. ‘That so?’ I say. ‘Yes,’ he says, ‘I could use another mule on my farm. You ain’t thinkin’ of sellin’ that mule there, are you?’ ‘No,’ I say. ‘I ain’t thinkin’ of sellin’ it.’ ‘Well,’ he says, ‘would you consider an offer fer him?’ ‘Well,’ I say, ‘I might an’ I might not. It all depends.’ ‘How much will you take fer him?’ he says. ‘Well,’ I say, ‘I ain’t never thought of sellin’ him before. I’d rather you’d make an offer. How much will you give?’ ‘Well,’ he says, ‘how about three hundred dollars?’”


  There is a pause of living silence now while Jim turns finally and triumphantly upon his audience.


  “Now!” he cries again, powerfully and decisively, leaning forward with one big hand gripped upon his knee and his great index finger pointing toward them.


  “I’m listenin’,” Joe says in a calm but foreboding tone.


  “I got my money back out of that mule,” Jim says, beginning a final recapitulation.


  “Yes, an’ you got another hundred an’ fifty to boot,” someone helpfully suggests.


  “That makes one hundred percent clear profit on my ’riginal investment,” Jim says. “Now here comes a feller who’s willin’ to pay me three hundred dollars on top of that. That makes three hundred percent.”


  He pauses now with a conclusive air.


  “Well?” Joe says heavily. “Go on. I’m still waitin’. What’s the argyment?”


  “Why,” says Jim, “the argyment is this: I got my money back—”


  “We all know that,” says Joe. “You got your money back an’ a hundred percent to boot.”


  “Well,” says Jim, “the argyment is this: have I any right to take the three hundred dollars that feller offers me?”


  “Right?” says Joe, staring at him. “Why, what are you talkin’ about? Of course, you got the right. The mule’s yours, ain’t he?”


  “Ah!” says Jim with a knowing look, “that’s just the point. Is he?”


  “You said you bought an’ paid fer him, didn’t you?” someone said.


  “Yes,” says Jim, “I did that, all right.”


  “Why, hell, Jim,” someone else says, “you just ain’t talkin’ sense. A man’s got the right to sell his own property.”


  “The legal right,” Jim says. “The legal right! Yes! But I ain’t talkin’ about the legal right. I’m talkin’ about the mawral right.”


  They gaze at Jim for a moment with an expression of slack-jawed stupefaction mixed with awe. Then he continues:


  “A man’s got a right to buy a piece of property an’ to sell it an’ to git a fair profit on his investment, I ain’t denyin’ that. But has any man,” he continues, “a right—a mawral right—to a profit of three hundred percent?”


  Now Jim has made his point; he is content to rest for a moment and await the attack that comes, and comes immediately: after a moment’s silence there is a tumult of protest, derisive laughter, strong cries of denial, a confusion of many voices all shouting disagreement, above which Joe’s heavy baritone finally makes itself heard.


  “Why, Jim!” he roars. “That’s the damnedest logic I ever did hear. I did give you credit fer havin’ at least a one-eyed argyment, but I’m damned if this argyment you’re givin’ us has any eyes a-tall!”


  Laughter here, and shouts of agreement.


  “Why, Jim!” another one says with solemn humor, with an air of deep concern, “you want to go to see a doctor, son: you’ve begun to talk funny. Don’t you know that?”


  “All right. All right![”] says Jim doggedly. “You can laugh all you please, but there’s two sides to this here question, no matter what you think.”


  “Why, Jim,” another man says, with a loose grin playing around his mouth. “What you goin’ to do with that two-eyed mule? You goin’ to give him away to that feller simply because you got your money out of him?”


  “I ain’t sayin’,” Jim says stubbornly, looking very red in the face of their laughter. “I ain’t sayin’ what I’d do. Mebbe I would an’ mebbe I wouldn’t.”


  There is a roar of laughter this time, and the chorus of derisive voices is more emphatic than ever. But for some moments now, while this clamor has been going on, one of the company has fallen silent, he has fallen into a deep study, into an attitude of earnest meditation. But now he rouses himself and looks around with an expression of commanding seriousness.


  “Hold on a moment there, boys,” he says. “I’m not so sure about all this. I don’t know that Jim’s such a fool as you think he is. ’Pears to me there may be somethin’ in what he says.”


  “Now!” says Joe, with an air of finality. “What did I tell you! The woods are full of ’em. Here’s another ’un that ain’t all there.”


  But the contest is just now beginning in earnest: it goes on furiously, but very seriously, from now on, with these two Horatiuses holding their bridge valiantly and gaining in strength and conviction with each assault. It is a remarkable circumstance that at almost every gathering of Catawbans there is one or more of these minority warriors who become more thoughtful and dubious as their companions grow more vociferous in their agreement and derision, and who, finally, from the first mild expression of doubt, become hotly embattled on the weaker side, and grow in courage and conviction at every breath, every word they utter, every attack they make or repel.


  And it has always been the same with the Catawba people. Their character has strong Scotch markings: they are cautious and deliberate, slow to make a radical decision. They are great talkers, and believe in prayer and argument. They want to “reason a thing out,” they want to “git to the bottom of a thing” through discussion, they want to settle a thing peaceably by the use of diplomacy and compromise. They are perhaps the most immensely conservative people on earth, they reverence authority, tradition, and leadership, but when committed to any decision, they stick to it implacably, and if the decision is war, they will fight to the end with the fury of maniacs.


  Until very recent years these people were touched scarcely at all by “foreign” migration, whether from any of the other states, or from Europe: even today the number of “foreign-born” citizens is almost negligible; the state has the largest percentage of native-born inhabitants in the country. This stock proceeds directly from the stock of the early settlers, who were English, German, and Scotch, particularly Scotch: the frequency with which Scotch names occur—the Grahams, the Alexanders, the McRaes, the Ramsays, the Morrisons, the Pettigrews, the Pentlands, etc.—is remarkable, as is also a marked Scottishness of physique, a lean, angular, big-boned, and loose-jointed structure, a long loping stride, an immense vitality and endurance, especially among the mountaineers in the western part of the state. In fact, during the recent war, it was found by the Army examiners that Catawba furnished easily the tallest troops in the service, and that their average height was a good inch and a half above the average for the country. From this it must not be supposed, as some philological pedagogues have supposed, with the mincing and accurate inaccuracy which is usual in this kind of people, that Old Catawba is today a magnificent anachronism populated with roistering and swashbuckling Elizabethans, “singing” (the pedagogues gloatingly remark of the mountaineers) “the very songs their ancestors sang in England four centuries ago, in a form that is practically intact,” or with warlike and mad-eyed Celts, chanting the same ballads as when they stormed across the border behind the Bruces.


  No. The Catawban today is not like this, nor would he want to be. He is not a colonist, a settler, a transplanted European; during his three centuries there in the wilderness, he has become native to the immense and lonely land that he inhabits, during those three centuries he has taken on the sinew and the color of that earth, he has acquired a character, a tradition, and a history of his own: it is an obscure history, unknown to the world and not to be found in the pages of books, but it is a magnificent history, full of heroism, endurance, and the immortal silence of the earth. It lives in his heart, it lives in his brain, it lives in his unrecorded actions; and with this knowledge he is content, nor does he feel the need of ballads or armadas to trick him into glory.


  He does not need to speak, he does not need to affirm or deny, he does not need to assert his power or his achievement, for his heart is a lonely and secret heart, his spirit is immensely brave and humble, he has lived alone in the wilderness, he has heard the silence of the earth, he knows what he knows, and he has not spoken yet. We see him, silent and unheralded, in the brief glare of recorded event—he is there in the ranks of the American Revolution, and eighty years later he is there, gloriously but silently, in the ranks of the Civil War. But his real history is longer and much more extraordinary than could be indicated by these flares of war: it is a history that goes back three centuries into primitive America, a strange and unfathomable history that is touched by something dark and supernatural, and that goes back through poverty and hardship, through solitude and loneliness and unspeakable courage, into the wilderness. For it is the wilderness that is the mother of that nation, it was in the wilderness that the strange and lonely people who have not yet spoken, but who inhabit that immense and terrible land from East to West, first knew themselves, it was in the living wilderness that they faced one another at ten paces and shot one another down, and it is in the wilderness that they still live, waiting until the unspeakable thing in them shall be spoken, until they can unlock their hearts and wreak out the dark burden of their spirit—the legend of loneliness, of exile, and eternal wandering that is in them.


  The real history of Old Catawba is not essentially a history of wars or rebellions; it is not a history of politics or corrupt officials; it is not a history of democracy or plutocracy or any form of government; it is not a history of business men, puritans, knaves, fools, saints, or heroes; it is not a history of culture or barbarism.


  The real history of Old Catawba is a history of solitude, of the wilderness, and of the immense and eternal earth, it is the history of millions of men living and dying alone in the wilderness, it is the history of the billion unrecorded and forgotten acts and moments of their lives; it is the history of the sun and the moon and the earth, of the sea that with lapse and reluctation of its breath, feathers eternally against the desolate coasts, and of great trees that smash down in lone solitudes in the wilderness; it is a history of time, dark time, strange secret time, forever flowing like a river.


  The history of Old Catawba is the history of millions of men living alone in the wilderness, it is the history of millions of men who have lived their brief lives in silence upon the everlasting earth, who have listened to the earth and known her million tongues, whose lives were given to the earth, whose bones and flesh are recompacted with the earth, the immense and terrible American earth that makes no answer.


  [¬]


  ARNOLD PENTLAND


  [Esquire, June 1935]


  From time to time, during his Sunday visits to his Uncle Bascom’s house, Eugene would meet his cousin, Arnold Pentland. Arnold was the only one of Bascom’s children who ever visited his father’s house: the rest were studiously absent, saw their father only at Christmas or Thanksgiving, and then like soldiers who will make a kind of truce upon the morning of the Lord’s nativity. And certainly the only reason that poor tormented Arnold ever came to Bascom’s house was not out of any love he bore for him—for their relation to each other was savage and hostile as it had been since Arnold’s childhood—but rather, he came through loneliness and terror, as a child comes home, to see his mother, to try to find some comfort with her if he could.


  Even in the frequency of these visits, the dissonant quality of his life was evident. After months of absence he would appear suddenly, morosely, without a word of explanation, and then he would come back every Sunday for weeks. Then he would disappear again, as suddenly as he came: for several months, sometimes for a year or more, none of them would see him. The dense and ancient web of Boston would repossess him—he would be engulfed in oblivion as completely as if the earth had swallowed him. Then, after months of silence, he would again be heard from: his family would begin to receive postal cards from him, of which the meaning was often so confused that nothing was plain save that the furious resentment that sweltered in him against them was again at work.


  Thus, in the same day, Bascom, his daughters, and his other son might all receive cards bearing a few splintered words that read somewhat as follows:


  “Have changed my name to Arnold Penn. Do not try to find me. It is useless! You have made an outcast out of me—now I only want to forget that I ever knew you, have the same blood in my veins. You have brought this upon yourselves—I hope I shall never see your faces again! Arthur Penn.”


  After this explosion they would hear nothing from him for months. Then one day he would reappear without a word of explanation, and for several weeks would put in a morose appearance every Sunday.


  Eugene had met him first one Sunday afternoon in February at his uncle’s house: Arnold was sprawled out on a sofa as he entered, and his mother, approaching him, spoke to him in the tender, almost pleading tone of a woman who is conscious of some past negligence in her treatment of her child and who is now, pitiably too late, trying to remedy it.


  “Arnold,” she said coaxingly, “Arnold, will you get up now, please, dear—this is your cousin—won’t you say hello to him?”


  The great fat obscenity of belly on the sofa stirred, the man got up abruptly, and blurting out something desperate and incoherent, thrust out a soft, grimy hand, and turned away.


  Arnold Pentland was a man of thirty-six. He could have been rather small of limb and figure had it not been for his great soft shapeless fatness—a fatness pale and grimy that suggested animal surfeits of unwholesome food. He had lank, greasy hair of black, carelessly parted in the middle, his face, like all the rest of him, was pale and soft, the features blurred by fatness and further disfigured by a greasy smudge of beard. And from this fat, pale face his eyes, brown and weak, looked out on the world with a hysterical shyness of retreat, his mouth trembled uncertainly with a movement that seemed always on the verge of laughter and hysteria, and his voice gagged, worked, stuttered incoherently, or wrenched out desperate, shocking phrases with an effort that was almost as painful as the speech of a paralytic.


  His clothing was indescribably dirty. He wore a suit of old blue serge, completely shapeless, and shiny with the use of years, and spotted with the droppings of a thousand meals. Half the buttons were burst off the vest, and between vest and trousers there was a six-inch hiatus of dirty shirt and mountainous fat belly. His shoes were so worn that his naked toes showed through, and his socks were barely more than rags, exposing his dirty heels every time he took a step. The whole creature was as grievously broken, dissonant, and exploded as it is possible for a human life to be, and all the time his soft brown eyes looked out with the startled, pleading look of a stricken animal.


  It was impossible to remain with him without a painful feeling of embarrassment—a desire to turn away from the gibberings of an idiot.


  Dinner that day—the Sunday of Eugene’s first meeting with his cousin—was an agonizing experience for everyone except Bascom. Arnold’s conduct of his food was a bestial performance; he fell upon it ravenously, tearing at it, drawing it in with a slobbering suction, panting, grunting over it like an animal until layers of perspiration stood out on his pale wide forehead. Meanwhile, his mother was making a pitiable effort to distract attention from this painful performance: with a mask of attempted gaiety she tried to talk to her nephew about a dozen things—the news of the day, the latest researches in “psychology,” the base conduct of the Senate “unreconcilables,” or the researches of Professor Einstein, the wonder-working miracle of the human mind. At which, Arnold, looking up and glaring defiantly at both of them, would suddenly explode into a jargon of startling noises that was even more shocking than his bestial ruminations over food.


  “M-m-m-man at Harvard ... fourteen languages ... A guh-guh-guh-guh—” he paused and glared at his mother with a look of desperate defiance while she smiled pitiable encouragement at him—“A gorilla,” he marched it out at last triumphantly, “can’t speak one!” and he paused again, his mouth trembling, his throat working convulsively, and then burst out again—“Put gorilla in cage with man ... all over! ... done for! ... half a minute!” He snapped his fingers. “Gorilla make mince meat of him ... Homer ... Dante ... Milton ... Newton ... Laws of Gravity. ... Muh-muh-muh-muh—” again he gagged, craned his fat neck desperately along the edges of his dirty collar and burst out—“Mind of man! ... Yet when dead—nothing! ... No good! ... Seven ten-penny nails worth more!” He paused, glaring, his throat working desperately again, and at length barked forth with triumphant concision: “Brisbane!” and was still.


  “Ah-h!” Bascom muttered at this point, and his features contorted in an expression of disgust, he pushed his chair back, and turned half away—“What is he talking about, anyway! ... Gorillas—Harvard—Fourteen languages.” Here he laughed sneeringly down his nose. “Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! ... Homer—Dante—Newton—seven ten-penny nails—Brisbane! ... Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! Phuh! ... Did anyone ever hear such stuff since time began!” And contorting his powerful features he laughed sneeringly down his nose again.


  “Yes!” cried Arnold angrily, throwing down his napkin and glaring at his father with wild resentful eyes, shot suddenly with tears—“And you, too! ... No match for guh-guh-guh-guh gorilla!” he yelled. “Think you are! ... Egotist! ... Muh-muh-muh”—he paused, gagging, worked his neck along his greasy collar and burst out—“megalomaniac! ... Always were! ... But no match gorilla ... get you!”


  “Ah-h!” Bascom muttered, confiding his eloquent features into vacancy with an expression of powerful disgust. “You don’t know what you’re talking about! ... He has no conception—oh, not the slightest!—not the faintest!—none whatever!” he howled, waving his great hand through the air with a gesture of scornful dismissal.


  The next Sunday, when Eugene had gone to Bascom’s house, he was surprised when the old man himself came to the door and opened it. In response to the boy’s quick inquiry about his aunt, Bascom, puckering his face in a gesture of disgust, and jerking his head toward the kitchen, muttered:


  “Ah-h! She’s in there talking to that—fool! ... But come in, my boy!” he howled, with an instant change to cordiality. “Come in, come in, come in!” he yelled enthusiastically. “We’ve been expecting you.”


  From the kitchen came the sound of voices—a woman’s and a man’s at first low, urgent, blurred, then growing louder; and suddenly he could hear Arnold’s voice, the wrenched-out, desperate speech now passionately excited:


  “Got to! ... I tell you, mother, I’ve got to! ... She needs me ... and I’ve got to go!”


  “But Arnold, Arnold,” his mother’s voice was tenderly persuasive and entreating. “Now quiet, dear, quiet! Can’t you quiet yourself a moment while we talk about it?”


  “Nothing to talk about!” his voice wrenched the words out desperately. “You’ve seen the letters, mother. ... You see what she says, don’t you?” his voice rose to a hysterical scream.


  “Yes, dear, but—”


  “Then what is there to talk about?” he cried frantically. ... “Don’t you see she wants me? ... Don’t you see she’s in some terrible trouble with that—that brute ... that she’s begging me to come and take her away from him?”


  “Oh, Arnold, Arnold!” his mother’s voice was filled with pitiable entreaty, hushed with an infinite regret. “My poor boy, can’t you see that all she says is that if you ever go out there she would be glad to see you?” He made some blurted-out reply that was indecipherable, and then, speaking gently but incisively, she continued:


  “Arnold:—listen to me, my dear. This woman is a married woman twenty years older than yourself, with grown children of her own. ... Don’t you understand, my dear, that those letters are just the friendly letters that a woman would write to a boy she once taught in school? Don’t you see how much these letters you have written her have frightened her—how she is trying in a kind way to let you know—”


  “It’s a lie!” he said in a choking tone—“A dirty lie! You’re against me like all the rest of them! I’ll not listen to you any longer! I’ll go and get her—I’ll bring her back with me, no matter what you say—and to hell with you!” he yelled. “To hell with all of you!”


  There was a sound of scrambling confusion, and then he came flying through the swinging door that led into the kitchen, jamming his battered hat down on his head, his eyes wild with grief and anger, his lips trembling and convulsed, murmuring soundless imprecations as he fled. And his mother followed him, a small wren-like figure of a woman, her face haggard, stamped with grief and pity, calling: “Arnold! Arnold!” desperately to that untidy figure that went past like a creature whipped with furies, never pausing to look or speak or say good-bye to anyone, as he ran across the room and left the house, slamming the door behind him.


  The story, with its wretched delusion, was pitiable enough. Since his second year at high school, Arnold had cherished a deep affection for a woman who had taught him at that time. She was one of the few women who had ever shown a scrap of understanding for him, and her interest had been just the kindly interest that a warm-hearted and intelligent woman might feel for a wretched little boy. To her, as to everyone else, he had been an ugly duckling, but this had awakened her protective instinct, and actually made him dearer to her than the more attractive children. And because of this she had taught him more—done more for him—than any other person he had ever known, and he had never forgotten her.


  When Arnold left school, this woman had married and moved to California with her husband. But in the twenty years that had elapsed since, her old friendship with the boy—for “boy” he still was to her—had never been broken. During all that time Arnold had written her several times a year—long rambling letters filled with his plans, despairs, ambitions, hopes, and failures; the incoherent record of an incoherent personality—and the woman had always answered him with short, brisk, friendly letters of her own.


  And during all these years, while he remained to her the “boy” that she had taught, her own personality was undergoing a fantastic transformation in his memory. Although she had been a mature and rather spinsterly female when he had known her, and was now a gray-haired woman in the upper fifties, it seemed to him now that she had never been anything but young and beautiful and fair.


  And as that picture developed in his mind, it seemed to him that he had always loved her—as a man would love a woman—and that the only possible meaning in these casual and friendly letters that she wrote to him lay in the love she bore him.


  Nothing could be done to stop him. For months now he had come to his mother with trembling haste each time that he received one of the letters. He would read them in a trembly voice, finding in the most casual phrases the declaration of a buried love. And his own replies to these friendly notes had become steadily more ardent and intimate until at last they had become the passionate and hysterical professions of a man in love. The effect of this correspondence on the woman was evident—evident to everyone but Arnold himself. At first, her replies had been written in the same friendly tone that had always characterized her notes to him, but a growing uneasiness was apparent. It was evident that in a kindly way she was trying to check this rising tide of passion, divert his emotion into the old channel of fellowship. Then, as his letters increased in the urgent ardor of their profession, her own had grown steadily more impersonal; the last, in answer to his declaration that he “must see her and would come at once,” was decidedly curt. It expressed her cool regret that such a visit as he proposed was impossible—that she and her family would be “away for the summer”—told him that the journey to California would be long, costly, and unpleasant, and advised him to seek his summer’s recreation in some more agreeable and less expensive way.


  Even the chilling tenor of this letter failed to quench him. Instead, he “read between the lines,” he insisted on finding in these curt phrases the silent eloquence of love, and though months had passed since this last letter, and he had written many ardent times since then, he was even convinced that her protracted silence was just another sign of her love—that she was being suppressed through fear, that she was held in bitter constraint by that “brute,” her husband—a man for whom he had conceived a murderous hatred.


  Thus, against all the persuasions of his mother, he had decided to go. And that day, when he had fled out of his father’s house with bitter imprecations on his lips, had marked the final moment of decision. Nothing could be done to stop him, and he went.


  He was gone perhaps a month; no one knew exactly how long he was away, for none of his family saw him for almost a year. And what the result of that strange meeting may have been, they never heard—and yet never needed to be told.


  From that moment on he was completely lost to them; the legend of that last defeat, the ruin of that final and impossible hope, was written on him, inscribed on his heart and living in his eyes in letters of unspeakable terror, madness, and despair.


  One night in April when Eugene had been prowling around the dark and grimy streets of the South Boston slums, he saw a familiar figure in lower Washington Street. It was his cousin, Arnold Pentland. A fine spring rain had been falling all night long, and below the elevated structure the pavements were wet and glistening. Arnold was standing at a corner, looking around with a quick distracted glance, clutching a tattered bundle of old newspapers under one arm.


  Eugene ran across the street, calling to him, “Arnold! Arnold!” The man did not seem to hear at first, then looked around him in a startled way, and at last, as Eugene approached him, calling him by name again, he shrank together and drew back, clutching his bundle of old papers before him with both hands and looking at his cousin with the terror-stricken eyes of a child who has suddenly been attacked.


  “Arnold!” the other cried again, “Arnold! Don’t you know me? ... I’m your cousin—Eugene!” And as he made another step toward the man, his hand outstretched in greeting, Arnold scrambled back with such violent terror that he almost fell and then, still holding the bundle of old papers before him protectively, stammered:


  “Duh-duh-duh-don’t know you ... some mistake!”


  “Oh, there’s no mistake!” the boy cried impatiently. “You must know me! ... I’ve met you a dozen times at Uncle Bascom’s house. ... Look here, Arnold.” He took off his own hat so that the man could better see his face. “You know me now, don’t you?”


  “No!—No!” Arnold gasped, moving away all the time. “Wrong man. ... Name’s not Arnold!”


  The other stared at him a moment in blank astonishment and then exploded:


  “Not Arnold! Of course it’s Arnold! Your name’s Arnold Pentland, and you’re my first cousin. Look here, Arnold; what the hell is this, anyway? What are you trying to do?”


  “No! ... No! ... Mistake, I tell you. ... Don’t know you! Name’s not Arnold ... Name’s Arthur Penn.”


  “I don’t give a damn what you call yourself!” Eugene now cried angrily. “You’re Arnold Pentland just the same, and you’re not going to get away from me until you admit it! Look here! What kind of trick is this, anyway? What are you trying to pull on me?”—and in his excitement he took the man by the arm and shook him.


  Arnold uttered a long wailing cry of terror, and wrenching free, struggled backward, crying:


  “You leave me alone now! ... All of you leave me alone! ... I never want to see any of you again!” And turning, he began to run blindly and heavily away, a grotesque and pitiable figure, clutching his bundle of sodden newspapers, bent over toward the rain.


  Eugene watched him go with a feeling of nameless pity, loneliness, and loss—the feeling of a man who for a moment in the huge unnumbered wilderness of life, the roaring jungle of America, sees a face he knows, a kinsman of his blood, and says farewell to him forever. For that moment’s vision of that fat, stumbling figure running blindly away from him down a dark wet street was the last he would ever have. He never saw the man again.


  [¬]


  THE FACE OF THE WAR


  [Modern Monthly, June 1935]


  ... Heat-brutal August the year the war ended: here are four moments from the face of the war. One—at Langley Field: a Negro retreating warily out of one of the rude shed-like offices of the contracting company on the flying field, the white teeth bared in a horrible grimace of fear and hatred, the powerful figure half-crouched, ape-like, ready to crouch or run, the arms, the great black paws, held outward defensively as he retreated warily under the merciless glazed brutality of the August sun, over the barren, grassless horror of hard dry clay, the white eyeballs fixed with an expression of mute unfathomable hatred, fear, and loathing upon the slouchy, shambling figure of a Southern white—a gang boss or overseer—who advanced upon him brandishing a club in his meaty hand, and screaming the high thick throat-scream of blood-lust and murder: “I’ll stomp the guts out of you, you God-damned black bastard! I’ll beat his God-damn brains out!”—and smashing brutally with his club, coming down across the Negro’s skull with the sickening resilient thud, heard clear across the field, of wood on living bone. Behind the paunch-gut white, an office clerk, the little meager yes-man of the earth, a rat in shirt-sleeves, quick as a rat to scamper to its hiding, quick as a rat to come in to the kill when all is safe, with rat’s teeth bared—advancing in the shambling wake of his protector, fear’s servile seconder, murder’s cringing aide, coming in behind with rat’s teeth bared, the face white as a sheet, convulsed with fear and with the coward’s lust to kill without mercy or reprisal, the merciless sun blazing hot upon the arm-band buckles on the crisp shirt-sleeve, and with a dull metallic glint upon the barrel of the squat blue automatic that he clutches with a trembling hand, offering it to his blood-mad master, whispering frantically—“Here! ... Here, Mister Bartlett! ... Shoot the bastard if he tries to hit you!”


  Meanwhile, the Negro retreating slowly all the time, his terrible white stare of fear and hatred no longer fixed upon his enemy, but on the evil glint of that cylinder of blue steel behind him, his arms blindly, futilely, before him as his hated foe comes on, his black face, rilled and channeled first with lacings of bright blood, then beaten to a bloody pulp as the club keeps smashing down with its sickening and resilient crack:


  “You ... God-damn ... black ... son-of-a-bitch!” the voice thick, high, phlegmy, choked with murder. “I’ll teach ye—” Smash! the cartilage of the thick black nose crunches and is ground to powder by the blow “—if a God-damn Nigger can talk back to a white man!”—Smash. A flailing, horribly clumsy blow across the mouth which instantly melts into a bloody smear through which the Negro, eyes unmoving from the blue glint of the steel, mechanically spits the shattered fragments of his solid teeth—“I’ll bash in his God-damned head—the damn black bastard—I’ll show him if he can—” Smash! Across the wooly center of the skull and now, the scalp ripped open to the base of the low forehead, the powerful black figure staggering drunkenly, bending at the knees, the black head sagging, going down beneath the blows, the arms still blindly thrust before him, upon one knee now on the barren clay-baked earth, the head sunk down completely on the breast, blood over all, the kneeling figure blindly rocking, swaying with the blows, the arms still out until he crashes forward on the earth, his arms outspread, face to one side and then, the final nausea of horror—the murderous kick of the shoe into the blood-pulp of the unconscious face, and then silence, nothing to see or hear now but the heavy, choked, and labored breathing of the paunch-gut man, the white rat-face behind him with the bared rat’s fangs of terror, and the dull blue wink of the envenomed steel.


  Again: your coward’s heart of fear and hate, the coward’s lust for one-way killing, murder without danger to himself, the rat’s salvation from the shipwreck of his self-esteem—armed with a gun now, clothed in khaki, riding the horse of his authority—as here:—Three boys, himself among them, all employed by the contracting company, are walking after supper on the borders of the flying field in the waning light of the evening, coming dark. They are walking down near the water’s edge, across the flat marshy land, they are talking about their homes, the towns and cities they have known and come from, their colleges and schools, their plans for an excursion to the beach at the week-end, when they draw their pay. Without knowing it, they have approached a hangar where one of the new war-planes with which the government has been experimenting has been housed. Suddenly, the soldier who is there on guard has seen them, advances on them now, one hand upon the revolver in his holster, his little furtive eyes narrowed into slits. Face of the city rat, dry, gray, furtive, pustulate, the tallowy lips, the rasping voice, the scrabble of a few sharp oaths, the stony gravel of a sterile, lifeless speech:


  “What are ya doin’ here ya f—— little bastards!—Who told ya to come f—— round duh hangah?”


  One of the boys, a chubby red-cheeked youngster from the lower South, fair-haired, blue-eyed, friendly and slow of speech, attempts to answer:


  “Why, mister, we just thought—”


  Quick as a flash, the rat has slapped the boy across the mouth; the filthy tlps [tips] have left their mottled print upon the boy’s red cheek, have left their loathsome, foul, and ineradicable print upon the visage of his soul forever:


  “I don’t give a f—— what ya t’ought, ya little p——! Annudeh woid outa ya f—— trap an’ I’ll shoot the s—— outa ya!” He has the gun out of its holster now, ready in his hand; the eyes of the three boys are riveted on the dull reptilian wink of its blue barrel with a single focal intensity of numb horror, fascinated disbelief.


  “Now get t’ f—— hell outa here!” the hero cries, giving the boy he has just slapped a violent shove with his free hand. “Get the f—— hell away from heah, all t’ree of youse! Don’t f—— around’ [around] wit’ me, ya little p——,” the great man snarls now, eyes a-glitter, narrow as a snake’s, as he comes forward with deadly menace written on his face. “Annudeh woid outa ya f—— traps, an’ I’ll shoot t’ s—— outa youse! On yuh way, now, ya p——. Get t’ hell away from me befoeh I plug ya!”


  And the three boys, stunned, bewildered, filled with shame, and sickened out of all the joy and hope with which they had been speaking of their projects just a moment before, have turned, and are walking silently away with the dull shame, the brutal and corrosive hatred which the war has caused, aching and rankling in their hearts.


  Again, an image of man’s naked desire, brutal and imperative, stripped down to his raw need, savage and incurious as the harsh need of a starved hunger which takes and rends whatever food it finds—as here: Over the bridge, across the railway track, down in the Negro settlement of Newport News—among the dives and stews and rusty tenements of that grimy, dreary, and abominable section, a rude shack of unpainted pine boards, thrown together with the savage haste which war engenders, to pander to a need as savage and insatiate as hunger, as old as life, the need of friendless, unhoused, lonely men the world over.


  The front part of this rawly new, yet squalid place, has been partitioned off by rude pine boards to form the semblance of a lunch room and soft-drink parlor. Within are several tables furnished with a few fly-specked menu cards, on which half a dozen items are recorded, and at which none of the patrons ever look, and a wooden counter, with its dreary stage property of luke-warm soda pop, a few packages of cigarettes, and a box of cheap cigars beneath a dingy little glass case; and beneath a greasy glass humidor, a few stale ham and cheese sandwiches, which have been there since the place opened, which will be there till the war is done.


  Meanwhile, all through the room, the whores, in their thin, meager mummers, act as waitresses, move patiently about among the crowded tables and ply their trade. The men, who are seated at the tables, belong for the most part to that great group of unclassed creatures who drift and float, work, drift, and starve, are now in jail, now out again, now foul, filthy, wretched, hungry, out of luck, riding the rods, the rusty box cars of a freight, snatching their food at night from the boiling slum of hoboes’ jungle, now swaggering with funds and brief prosperity—the floaters, drifters, and half-bums, that huge nameless, houseless, rootless, and anomalous class that swarms across the nation.


  They are the human cinders of the earth. Hard, shabby, scarred, and lined of face, common, dull, and meager of visage as they are, they have the look of having crawled that morning from the box car in the train yard of another city or of having dropped off a day coach in the morning, looking casually and indifferently about them, carrying a cardboard suitcase with a shirt, two collars, and a tie. Yet a legend of great distances is written on them—a kind of atomic desolation. Each is a human spot of moving rust naked before the desolation of the immense and lonely skies that bend above him, unsheltered on the huge and savage wilderness of the earth, across which he is hurled—a spot of grimy gray and dingy brown, clinging to the brake rods of a loaded freight.


  He is a kind of human cinder hurled through space, naked, rootless, nameless, with all that was personal and unique in its one life almost emptied out into that huge vacancy of rust and iron and waste and lonely and incommunicable distances in which it lives, through which it has so often been bombarded.


  And this atom finds its end at length, perhaps, at some unknown place upon the savage visage of the continent, exploded, a smear of blood on the rock ballast, a scream lost in the roar of pounding wheels, a winding of entrails around the axle rods, a brief indecipherable bobbing of blood and bone and brains upon the wooden ties, or just a shapeless bundle of old ragged brown and gray slumped down at morning in a shabby doorway, on a city street, beneath the elevated structure, a bundle of ragged bone now cold and lifeless to be carted out of sight by the police, nameless and forgotten in its death as in its life.


  Such for the most part were the men who now sat at the tables in this rude house of pleasure, looking about them furtively, warily, with an air of waiting, calculation, or indecision, and sometimes glancing at one another with sly, furtive, rather sheepish smiles.


  As for the women who attended them, they were prostitutes recruited, for the most part, from the great cities of the North and Middle West, brutally greedy, rapacious, weary of eye, hard of visage, over-driven, harried and exhausted in the mechanical performance of a profession from which their only hope was to grasp and clutch as much as they could in as short a time as possible. They had the harsh, rasping, and strident voices, the almost deliberately exaggerated and inept extravagance of profanity and obscenity, the calculated and over-emphasized style of toughness which one often finds among poor people in the tenement sections of great cities—which one observes even in small children—the constant oath, curse, jeer, threat, menace, and truculent abuse, which really comes from the terrible fear in which they live, as if, in that world of savage aggression and brute rapacity, from which they have somehow to wrest their bitter living, they are afraid that any betrayal of themselves into a gentler, warmer, and more tolerant kind of speech and gesture will make them suspect to their fellows, and lay them open to the assaults, threats, tyrannies, and dominations they fear.


  So it was with these women now: one could hear their rasping, strident voices everywhere throughout the smoke-filled room, their harsh jeering laughter, and the extravagant exaggeration and profusion with which they constantly interlarded their rasping speech with a few oaths and cries repeated with brutal monotony, such phrases as “Christ!” “Jesus!”—“What t’ God-damn hell do I care?”—“Come on! Watcha goin’ t’ do now! I got no time t’-around with yuh! If ya want t’-come on an’ pay me—if ya don’t, get t’ God-damn hell outa here”—being among the expressions one heard most frequently.


  Yet, even among these poor, brutally exhausted, and fear-ridden women, there was really left, like something pitiably living and indestructible out of life, a kind of buried tenderness, a fearful, almost timid desire to find some friendship, gentleness, even love among the rabble-rout of lost and ruined men to whom they ministered.


  And this timid, yet inherent desire for some warmer and more tender relation even in the practice of their profession was sometimes almost ludicrously apparent as they moved warily about among the tables, soliciting patronage from the men they served. Thus, if a man addressed them harshly, brutally, savagely, with an oath—which was the customary form of greeting—they would answer him in kind. But if he spoke to them more quietly, or regarded them with a more kindly smiling look, they might respond to him with a pathetic and ridiculous attempt at coquetry, subduing their rasping voices to a kind of husky, tinny whisper, pressing against him intimately, bending their bedaubed and painted faces close to his, and cajoling him with a pitiable pretense at seductiveness somewhat in this manner:


  “Hello there, big boy! ... Yuh look lonesome sittin’ there all by yourself. ... Whatcha doin’ all alone? ... Yuh want some company? Huh?”—whispered hoarsely with a ghastly leer of the smeared lips, and pressing closer—“Wanta have some fun, darling? ... Come on!”—coaxingly, imperatively, taking the patron by the hand—“I’ll show yuh a big time.”


  It was in response to some such blandishment as this that the boy had got up from his table, left the smoke-filled room accompanied by the woman, and gone out through a door at one side into the corridor that led back to the little partitioned board compartments of the brothel.


  Here it was at once evident that there was nothing to do but wait. A long line of men and women that stretched from one end of the hallway to another stood waiting for their brief occupancies of the little board compartments at the other end, all of which were now obviously and audibly occupied.


  As they came out into the hall, the woman with the boy called out to another woman at the front end of the line: “Hello, May! ... Have ya seen Grace?”


  “Aah!” said the woman thus addressed, letting cigarette smoke coil from her nostrils as she spoke, and speaking with the rasping, exaggerated, and brutal toughness that has been described: “I t’ink she’s in number Seven here havin’ a ——.”


  And having conveyed the information in this delicate manner, she then turned to her companion, a brawny, grinning seaman in the uniform of the United States Navy, and with a brisk, yet rather bantering humor, demanded:


  “Well, whatchya say, big boy? ... Gettin’ tired of waitin’? ... Well, it won’t be long now. ... Dey’ll be troo in dere in a minute an’ we’re next.”


  “Dey better had be!” the sailor replied with a kind of jocular savagery. “If dey ain’t, I’ll tear down duh —— joint! ... Christ!” he cried in an astounded tone, after listening attentively for a moment. “Holy Jeez!” he said with a dumbfounded laugh. “What t’ hell are dey doin’ in deh all dis time? Who is dat guy, anyway?—A whole regiment of duh Marines, duh way it sounds t’ me! Holy Jesus!” he cried with an astounded laugh, listening again—“Christ!”


  “Ah, c’mon, Jack!” the woman said with a kind of brutal, husky tenderness, snuggling close to his brawny arm meanwhile, and lewdly proposing her heavy body against his. “Yuh ain’t gonna get impatient on me now, are yuh? ... Just hold on a minute moeh an’ I’ll give ya somet’ing ya neveh had befoeh!—”


  “If yuh do,” the gallant tar said tenderly, drawing his mighty fist back now in a gesture of savage endearment that somehow seemed to please her, “I’ll come back and smack yuh right in the ——, yuh son-of-a-bitch!” he amorously whispered, and pulled her to him.


  Similar conversations and actions were to be observed all up and down the line: there were lewd jests, ribald laughter, and impatient and shouted demands on the noisy occupants of the little compartments to “come on out an’ give some of duh rest of us a chanct, f’r Christ’s sake!” and other expressions of a similar nature.


  It was a brutally hot night in the middle of August: in the hallway the air was stifling, weary, greasily humid. The place was thick with tobacco smoke, the stench of the men, the powder and cheap perfume of the women and over all, unforgettable, overpowering, pungent, resinous, rude, and raw as savage nature and man’s naked lust, was the odor of the new, unpainted, white-pine lumber of which the whole shambling and haphazard place had been contructed. [constructed.]


  Finally, after a long and weary wait in that stifling place, during which time the door of the compartments had opened many times, and many men and women had come out, and many more gone in, the boy and the woman with him had advanced to the head of the line, and were next in the succession of that unending and vociferous column.


  Presently, the door of the room for which they waited opened, a man came out, shut the door behind him, and then went quickly down the hall. Then for a moment there was silence, impatient mutters in the line behind them, and at length the woman with the boy muttering:


  “I wondeh what t’ hell she’s doin’ all dis time!—Hey!” she cried harshly, and hammered on the door, “Who’s in dere? ... Come on out, f’r Christ’s sake! ... Yuh’re holdin’ up duh line!”


  In a moment, a woman’s voice answered wearily:


  “All right, Fay! ... Just a minute dear. ... I’ll be right there.”


  “Oh,” the woman with the boy said in a suddenly quiet, strangely tender, kind of voice. “It’s Margaret. ... I guess she’s worn out, poor kid.” And knocking on the door again, but this time gently, almost timidly, she said in a quiet voice:


  “How are yuh, kid? ... D’ya need any help?”


  “No, it’s all right, Fay,” the girl inside said in the same tired and utterly exhausted tone. “I’ll be out in a moment. ... Come on in, honey.”


  The woman opened the door softly and entered the room. The only furnishings of the hot, raw, and hideous little place, besides a chair, an untidy and rumpled looking bed, and a table, was a cheap dresser on which was a doll girdled with a soiled ribbon of pink silk, tied in a big bow, a photograph of a young sailor inscribed with the words, “To Margaret, the best pal I ever had—Ed”—and a package of cigarettes. An electric fan, revolving slowly from left to right, droned incessantly, and fanned the close stale air with a kind of sporadic and sweltering breeze.


  And from moment to moment, as it swung in its half orbit, the fan would play full upon the face and head of the girl, who was lying on the bed in an attitude of utter pitiable weariness. When this happened, a single strand of her shining hair, which was straight, lank, fine-spun as silk, and of a lovely red-bronze texture, would be disturbed by the movement of the fan and would be blown gently back and forth across her temple.


  The girl, who was tall, slender, and very lovely, was, save for her shoes and stockings, naked, and she lay extended at full length on the untidy bed, with one arm thrust out in a gesture of complete exhaustion, the other folded underneath her shining hair, and her face, which had a fragile, transparent, almost starved delicacy, turned to one side and resting on her arm, the eyelids closed. And the eyelids also had this delicacy of texture, were violet with weariness, and so transparent that the fine net-work of veins was plainly visible.


  The other woman went softly over to the bed, sat down beside her, and began to speak to her in a low and tender tone. In a moment the girl turned her head toward the woman, opened her eyes, and smiled, in a faint and distant way, as if someone who is just emerging from the drugged spell of an opiate:


  “What? ... What did you say, darling? ... No, I’m all right,” she said faintly, and sitting up, with the other woman’s help, she swiftly pulled on over her head the cheap one-piece garment she was wearing, which had been flung back over the chair beside the bed. Then smiling, she stood up, took a cigarette out of the package on the dresser, lighted it, and turning to the boy, who was standing in the door, said ironically, with something of the rasping accent which the other woman used, beneath which, however, her pleasant rather husky tone was plainly evident.


  “All right, Catawba! Come on in!”


  He went in slowly, still looking at her with an astounded stare. He had known her the first moment he had looked at her. She was a girl from the little town where the state university, at which he was a student, was situated, a member of a family of humble decent people, well-known in the town: she had disappeared almost two years before, there had been rumor at the time that one of the students had “got her in trouble,” and since that time he had neither seen nor heard of her.


  “How are all the folks down home?” she said. “How’s everyone in Pulpit Hill?”


  Her luminous smoke-gray eyes were hard and bright as she spoke, her mouth, in her thin young face, was hard and bitter as a blade, and her voice was almost deliberately hard and mocking. And yet, beneath this defiant scornfulness, the strange, husky tenderness of the girl’s tone persisted, and as she spoke, she put her slender hand lightly on his arm, with the swift, unconscious tenderness of people in a world of strangers who suddenly meet someone they know from home.


  “They’re all right,” he stammered in a confused and bewildered tone, his face beginning to smoulder with embarrassment as he spoke.


  “Well, if you see anyone I know,” she said in the same ironic tone, “say hello for me. ... Tell ’em I sent my love.”


  “All right,” he blurted out stupidly. “I—I—certainly will.”


  “And I’m mad at you, Catawba,” she said with a kind of mocking reproachfulness, “I’m mad at you for not telling me you were here. ... The next time you come here, you’d better ask for me—or I’ll be mad! ... We homefolks have got to stick together. ... So you ask for Margaret—or I’ll be mad at you—do you hear?”


  “All right,” he stammered confusedly again. “I certainly will.”


  She looked at him a moment longer with her hard bright stare, her bitter, strangely tender smile. Then thrusting her fingers swiftly through her hair, she turned to the other woman and said:


  “Be nice to him, Fay. ... He’s one of the folks from down my way. ... Good-bye, Catawba. ... When you come back, you ask for Margaret.”


  “Good-bye,” he said, and she was gone, out of the door and down that stifling little hall of brutal, crowding, and imperative desire, into the market-place again, where for the thousandth time she would offer the sale of her slender young body to whoever would be there to buy, to solicit, take, accept the patronage of any of the thousand nameless and unknown men that the huge cylinder of chance and of the night might bring to her.


  He never saw her after that. She was engulfed into the great vortex of the war, the million-threaded web of chance and of dark time, the huge dark abyss and thronging chaos of America, the immense, the cruel, the indifferent, and the magic land, beneath whose single law of perilous, fatal, million-visaged chance we all have lived, where all of us have lived and walked as strangers, where all of us have been so small, so lonely, and forsaken, which has engulfed us all at length, and in whose dark and lonely breast so many lost and nameless men are buried and forgotten.


  This, then, was the third visage of calamity, the image of desire, the face of war.


  Again, the speed, haste, violence, savage humor, and the instant decisiveness of war:—A sweltering room on one of the great munitions piers at Newport News where now the boy is working as a material checker. Inside the great shed of the pier, a silent sweltering heat of one hundred ten degrees, a grimy mote-filled air, pollinated with the golden dust of oats which feed through a gigantic chute into the pier in an unending river, and which are sacked and piled in tremendous barricades all up and down the length of that enormous shed.


  Elsewhere upon the pier, the towering geometries of war munitions: the white hard cleanliness of crated woods containing food and shot provender of every sort—canned goods, meat, beans, dried fruits, and small arms ammunition—the enormous victualing of life and death fed ceaselessly into the insatiate and receiving maw of distant war.


  The sweltering air is impregnated with the smells of all these things—with smell of oats and coarse brown sacking, with the clean fresh pungency of crated boxes, and with the huge, drowsy, and nostalgic compact of a pier—the single blend of a thousand multiform and mixed aromas, the whole compacted fragrance of the past, sharp, musty, thrilling, unforgettable, as if the savor of the whole huge earth’s abundance has slowly stained, and worn through, and soaked its mellow saturation into the massive and encrusted timbers of the pier.


  But now all work has ceased: all of the usual sounds of work—the unceasing rumble of the trucks, the rattling of winches and the hard, sudden labor of the donkey engines on the decks of ships, the great nets swinging up and over with their freight of boxes, the sudden rattling fall and rise again, the shouts and cries of the black sweating stevedores, the sharp commands of the gang bosses, overseers, and loading men—all this has stopped, has for the moment given over to the measured stamp of marching men, the endless streams of men in khaki uniforms who have all morning long, since early light, been tramping through the pier and filing up a gangplank into the side of a great transport which waits there to engulf them.


  Meanwhile, the Negro stevedores sprawl lazily on loaded oat sacks round the grain chute, the checkers doze upon the great walled pile of grain or, kneeling in a circle down behind some oaty barricade, they gamble feverishly with dice.


  Meanwhile, the troops come through. The sweltering brown columns tramp in, pause, are given rest, wearily shift the brutal impediment of the loaded knapsacks on their shoulders, take off their caps, wipe their sleeves across their red sweating faces, curse quietly among themselves, and then wait patiently for the lines to move again.


  Down by the ship-side, at the gangplank’s end, a group of officers are seated at a table as the troops file by them, examining each man’s papers as he comes to them, passing them on from hand to hand, scrawling signatures, filing, recording, putting the stamp of their approval finally on the documents that will release each little khaki figure to its long-awaited triumph of the ship, the voyage, the new land, to all the joy and glory it is panting for, and to the unconsidered perils of battle, war, and death, disease, or mutilation, and the unknown terror, horror, and disgust.


  But now a column of black troops is coming by. They are a portion of a Negro regiment from Texas, powerful big men, naive and wondering as children, incorrigibly unsuited to the military discipline. Something, in fact, is missing, wrong, forgotten, out of place, with everyone’s equipment: one has lost his cap, another is without a belt, another is shy two buttons on his jacket, still another has mislaid his canteen, one is shy a good part of his knapsack equipment, and dumbly, ignorantly bewildered—everyone has lost something, left something behind, done something wrong, now misses something which he has to have.


  And now, in one of the pauses in their march along the pier, each one of them pours out the burden of his complaint, into the sweltering misery of the heated air, the babel of black voices mounts. And the target of their bewilderment, the object on whom this whole burden of mischance and error is now heaped, the overburdened and exhausted ruler to whom each now turns in his distress, and with the naive and confident faith of a child, asks for an instant solution to the tangled web of error in which he is enmeshed—is an infuriated little bullock of a white man, a first lieutenant, their commander, who, during the mountainous accumulations of that catastrophic morning, has been driven completely out of his head.


  Now he stamps up and down that pier like a maddened animal, the white eyeballs and the black sweat-rilled faces follow him back and forth on his stamping and infuriated lunges with the patient, dutiful, and all-confiding trustfulness of children.


  His red solid little face is swollen with choked fury and exasperation: as the unending chronicle of their woes mounts up, he laughs insanely, clutches violently at the neck-band of his coat as if he is strangling, stamps drunkenly and blindly about like a man maddened with the toothache, and finally hurls his cap down on the floor and stamps on it, cursing bitterly.


  And still they petition him, with the confident hope and certitude of trusting children that one word from their infallible governor will settle everything:—one tells about his missing belt, another of his forgotten canteen, another of his lost cap, his depleted and half-furnished knapsack—affectionately, incorrigibly, they address his as “Boss!” in spite of his curses, threats, entreaties, his final maddened screams that they must address him in a military manner, and the man stamps up and down, out of his wits with choking and unutterable exasperation, cursing vilely:


  “You God-damned black bone-headed gang of sausage-brained gorillas!” he yells chokingly, and clutches at his throat—“Oh you damned thick-skulled solid-ivory idiot brothers of the one-eyed mule! You sweet stinking set of ape-faced sons of bitches, you! If your brains were made of dynamite you wouldn’t have enough to blow your nose, you poor dumb suffering second cousins of an owl! ... Oh, you just wait, you ink-complected bastards, you!” he now shouted with a kind of fiendish and anticipatory pleasure. “Just wait until I get you in the front-line trenches—I’ll line you up there till those German bastards shoot you full of daylight if it’s the last thing I ever live to do, you ... damned ... ignorant ... misbegotten ... cross ... between a ... a ... a ... walled-eyed possum and a camel’s hump—why, you low-down, ignorant bunch of ... of—”


  “Boss?”


  “Don’t call me Boss!” in a high, choking, almost strangled gurgle. “You dumb son-of-a-bitch, how often have I got to tell you not to call me BOSS!” he yells.


  “I know, Boss—” in a plaintive tone—“but my belt-buckle’s busted. Is you got a piece of string?”


  “A piece of string!” he chokes. “Why, you damned—you—you—a piece of string!” he squeaks, and finally defeated, he takes off his cap, throws it on the floor, and sobbing, stamps upon it.


  But an even greater affliction is in store for this happy man. Down at the ship-side now, where the examining officers are sitting at the table, there has come a sudden pause, a disturbing interruption in the swift and mechanical dispatch with which the troops have been filing in before them. Six of the big black soldiers in a group have been stopped, sharply questioned, and then brusquely motioned out of line.


  The officer picks up his cap, yells, “What in Christ’s name is the matter now?” and rushes down to where they stand, in an attitude of crushed dejection, with tears rolling down their ebony cheeks. A moment’s excited interrogation of the officers seated at the table informs him of the trouble: the six Negroes, all of whom are members of his command, have been under treatment for venereal diseases, but have somehow managed to sneak away from camp without a clean bill of health. Now their delinquency and stratagem of escape has been discovered, they have been denied their embarkation papers, and weeping and begging, with the pitiable confidence which all these blacks put in their commanding officer, they are fairly groveling before him, pleading with him that they be allowed to take ship with the rest of their companions.


  “We ain’t done nothin’, Boss!” their leader, a huge ape of a man, black as ebony, is sniffling, pawing at the officer’s sleeve. “Dey ain’t nothin’ wrong with us!”—“We don’t want to stay heah in dis Gawd-damn hole, Boss!” another sniffles. “We want to go to France wheah you is! ... Don’t leave us behind, Boss! ... We’ll do anyt’ing you say if you’ll jest take us along wid you!—”


  “Why, you black clappy bastards!” he snarls—“I wish you were in hell, the lot of you! ... How the hell do you expect me to do anything now at the last moment?” he yells, and filled with a frenzy that can find no stay or answer goes stamping back and forth like a man gone mad with the very anguish of exasperation and despair. He charges into the midst of that small group of tainted and dejected blacks like a maddened little bull. He raves at them, he reviles them and curses them most foully, for a moment it seems that he is going to assault them physically. And they gather around him weeping, entreating, crying, begging him for rescue and release, until at length, as if driven frantic by their clamor, he claps both hands onto his ears and screaming, “All right, all right, all right!—I’ll try—but if they let you go, I hope they kill every clappy son-of-a-bitch in the first attack”—he rushes away to the table where the examining officers are seated at their work, engages them long and earnestly in a passionate and persuasive debate, and finally wins them over to his argument.


  It is decided that the infected Negroes shall be given a physical examination here and now upon the pier, and a tall medical officer, delegated for this task, rises from the table, signs briefly to the rejected men, and accompanied by their red-faced little officer, marches them away behind the concealing barrier of the great roll of sacked oats.


  They are gone perhaps ten minutes: when they return the Negroes are cavorting with glee, their black faces split by enormous ivory grins, and they are capering around their little officer like frantic children. They fairly fawn upon him, they try to kiss his hands, they pat his shoulders with their great black paws—the story of their triumphant restoration to the fold is legible in every move they make, in everything they do.


  The tall medical officer marches sternly ahead, but with a faint grin playing round the corners of his mouth, and the little red-faced officer is still cursing bitterly, but in his curses now there is a gentler note, the suggestion almost of a lewd tenderness.


  And at length that brown, enormous, apparently interminable column has filed into the ship’s great side, and there is nothing on the pier now but the far lost sounds and silence, the breath of coolness, evening, the oncoming undulous stride of all-enfolding and deep-breasted night.


  [¬]


  GULLIVER


  The Story of a Tall Man


  [Scribner’s Magazine, June 1935]


  Some day someone will write a book about a man who was too tall—who lived forever in a dimension that he did not fit, and for whom the proportions of everything—chairs, beds, doors, rooms, shoes, clothes, shirts, and socks, the berths of Pullman cars, and the bunks of transatlantic liners, together with the rations of food, drink, love, and women, which most men on this earth have found sufficient to their measure—were too small.


  He should write the story of that man’s journey through this world with the conviction of incontrovertible authority, and with such passion, power, and knowledge that every word will have the golden ring of truth; and he will be able to do this because that man’s life has been his own, because he has lived it, breathed it, moved in it, and made it his with every sinew of his life since he was fifteen years of age, and because there is no one on earth who understands that world, in all its joy and pain and strangeness of an incommunicable loneliness, as well as such a man.


  The world this man would live in is the world of six feet six, and that is the strangest and most lonely world there is. For the great distances of this world are the fractional ones, the terrific differences are those we can measure by a hand, a step, a few short inches, and that shut us completely from the world we see, the life we love, the room, the door we want to enter, as if we saw them from the star-flung planetary distances of bridgeless and unmeasured vacancy. Yes, that world we see and want is even more remote from us than Mars, for it is almost ours at every instant, intolerably near and warm and palpable and intolerably far because it is so very near—only a foot away if we could utter, find, and enter it—and we are lashed on by our fury and devoured by our own hunger, captives in the iron and impregnable walls of our own loneliness.


  To be a giant, to be one of those legendary creatures two miles high in the old stories—that is another thing. For a giant lives in his own world and needs and wants no other: he takes a mountain at a stride, drinks off a river in one gulp of thirst, wanders over half a continent in a day, and then comes home at night to dine in friendship with his fellow Titans, using a shelf of mountain for a table, a foothill as a stool, and the carcasses of whole roast oxen as the dainty morsels of his feast.


  And to be a giant in a world of pygmy men—to be a mile-high creature in a world of foot-high men—that also is another thing. For sometimes his huge single eye is blinded by their cunning, he will make the mountains echo with his wounded cries, tear up a forest in his pain and fury, and will lash about him with an oak tree, and hurl ten-ton boulders torn from granite hills after the little ships of terror-stricken men.


  He awakes at morning in a foreign land, his ship is wrecked, his comrades drowned, and he forsaken: a regiment of tiny creatures are swarming up across his body, they shoot their tiny arrows at his face and bind him down with countless weavings of a thread-like cord, and the terrific legend of his life among the pygmies becomes the instrument by which another giant whipped the folly, baseness, and corruption in the lives of men with the scorpion lash of the most savage allegory ever written.


  And to be a pygmy in a world of pygmy men, that also is another thing. For where we all are inches tall, our size is only measured by proportion. We live elf-close and midget-near the earth, and desperately explore the tropic jungle of the daisy fields while monstrous birds—huge buzzing flies and booming bees and tottering butterflies—unfurl the enormous velvet sails of their slashed wings as they soar over us. We think we are as tall, as big, as strong as any men that ever lived, if thinking, seeing, makes it so, and in our three-inch world our corn and wheat is good but is no higher than the grass. We wander through great gloomy forests no taller than scrub pine, there are no Atlantic depths and Himalayan heights, our grandest mountain ranges are just mole-hill high, and if the stars seem far, most far, to us, they are no farther than they seem to other men.


  Finally, to be one of those poor giants and midgets of the time in which we live—one of these paltry eight- and nine-foot Titans, two-foot dwarfs of circuses—that also is a different thing. For now they live the life, and love the lights of carnival, and the world beyond those lights is phantom and obscure. Each day the world throngs in to sit beneath the canvas top and feed its fascinated eye on their deformities, and they display themselves before that world and are not moved by interest, touched by desire, from what they see of it. Instead they live together in the world of freaks, and this world seems to them to have been framed inevitably by nature. They love, hate, play, contrive, betray, and hope, are happy, sorrowful, and ambitious like all other men. The eight-foot giant and the two-foot dwarf are bosom friends. And three times a day they sit down and eat at table in the interesting and congenial society given charm and romance by The Fat Girl and The Bearded Lady, and piquant zest by the witty repartee of Jo-Jo-What-Is-It, The Living Skeleton, and The Tattooed Man. But that, as well, is not a tall man’s world: it is another door he cannot enter.


  For he is earthy, of the earth, like every man. Shaped from the same clay, breathing the same air, fearing the same fears, and hoping the same hopes as all men in the world, he walks the thronging streets of life alone—those streets that swarm forever with their tidal floods of five feet eight. He walks those streets forever a stranger, and alone, having no other earth, no other life, no other door than this, and feeding upon it with an eye of fire, a heart of intolerable hunger and desire, yet walled away from all the dimensional security of that great room of life by the length of an arm, the height of a head, the bitter small denial of a foot—seeing, feeling, knowing, and desiring the life that blazes there before his eyes, which is as near as his heart, and as far as heaven, which he could put his hand upon at every moment, and which he can never enter, fit, or make his own again, no more than if he were phantasmal substances of smoke.


  It is a strange adventure—the adventure of being very tall—and in its essence it comes to have a singular and instinctive humanity. In an extraordinary way, a tall man comes to know things about the world as other people do not, cannot, know them. And the reason for this lies mainly in the purely fortuitous quality of a tall man’s difference from average humanity. In no respect, save in respect to his unusual height, is a tall man different from other men. In no way is he less his brother’s brother, or his father’s son. In fact—astonishing as this fact may seem—the overwhelming probability is that the tall man never thinks of being tall, never realizes, indeed, that he is tall until other people remind him of his height.


  Thus, when this tall man was alone, he never thought of his great height; it never occurred to him that his dimensions were in any way different from those of most people that he saw around him every day upon the streets. In fact, he was the victim of an extraordinary delusion: for some reason which he could not define, he had a secret and unspoken conviction—an image of himself that was certainly not the product of his conscious reasoning, but rather the unconscious painting of his desire—that he was really a person of average height and size—a man of five feet eight or nine, no more. A moment’s reflection would, of course, tell him that this picture of himself was wrong, but his natural and instinctive tendency was to think—or rather feel—himself in this perspective. It was, therefore, only natural, that when his attention was rudely and forcibly brought to a realization of his unusual height—as it was a hundred times a day now by people on the street—he should receive the news with a sense of shocked surprise, bewilderment, and finally with quick flaring anger and resentment.


  He would be going along the street at five o’clock when the city was pouring homeward from its work, and suddenly he would become conscious that people were watching him: would see them stare at him and nudge each other, would see their surprised looks traveling curiously up his frame, would hear them whisper to each other in astonished voices, and see them pass him laughing, and hear their oaths and words of astonished disbelief, hilarious surprise. When this happened, he could have strangled them. As he heard their scoffs and jokes and exclamations—those dreary husks of a stale and lifeless humor which are the same the world over, which never change, and which have worn their weary rut into a tall man’s heart and brain until he knows them as no one else can ever know them—he felt almost that he could choke them into wisdom, seize them, knock their heads together, snarl at them:


  “God-damn you, but I’ll show you that I am the same as you if I have to shake you into owning it!”


  Thus he was the butt, a hundred times a day, of those clumsy, tiresome but well-intentioned jocularities to which, in the course of time, a tall man becomes so patiently accustomed, so wearily resigned. And his own response to them was probably the same as that of every other tall man that ever lived and had to weather the full measure of man’s abysmal foolishness. At first, he felt only the fierce and quick resentment of youth, the truculent sensitivity of youth’s wounded pride, its fear of ridicule, its swift readiness to take offense, to feel that it was being flouted, mocked, insulted, its desire to fight and to avenge its wounded honor.


  And then he felt a kind of terrible shame and self-abasement: a feeling of personal inferiority that made him envy the lot of the average man, that made him bitterly regret the accident of birth and nature that had imprisoned a spirit fierce and proud and swift as flight and burning as a flame in such a grotesque tenement. And this feeling of shame and self-abasement and hatred of his flesh is the worst thing that a tall man knows, the greatest iniquity that his spirit suffers. For it is during this period that he comes to hate the body that has been given him by birth and nature, and by his act of hatred, he degrades himself and dishonors man. For this loathing for his body is like the ignoble hatred that a man may have for a loyal and ugly friend whose destiny is coherent with his own, and who must endure. And endure he does—this loyal ugly friend that is man’s grotesque tenement—and goes with him everywhere in all his mad and furious marchings, and serves man faithfully like no other friend on earth, and suffers the insults and injuries that man heaps upon him, the frenzy, passion, and brute exhaustion, the scars, the sickness, and the pain, the surfeits of his master’s intolerable hunger, and at the end, all battered, scarred, debased, befouled, and coarsened by his master’s excess, is still with him, inseparable as his shadow, loyal to the end—a friend homely, true, devoted, good as no one else can ever be, who sticks with us through every trouble, stays by us through every brawl, bears the brunt of all our drinking, eating, and our brutal battery, reels in and out of every door with us, and falls with us down every flight of stairs, and whom we one day find again before us—as a madman may discover light and sanity again and see the comrade, the protector, and the victim of his madness steady there before him, grinning at him wryly through his puffed and battered lips, and saying with a rueful but an all-forgiving humor:


  “Well—here we are again.”


  It is a strange adventure, a hard but precious education, that a tall man knows. For finally he comes to learn, through sweat and toil and a little aging, a stern but not desolate humanity. He gets a kind of lonely wisdom that no one else on earth can get. And by the strange and passionate enigma of his destiny, he is drawn close to man by the very circumstance that shuts him out. He enters life through the very door that once he thought was shut against him, is of the earth, more earthy, by the fact of his exclusion. A tall man could not escape from life, or flee the world, even if he desired it: he is at once life’s exile and life’s prisoner; wherever he goes, life reaches out and pulls him to it, will not let him go. And at the end, he learns the truth of Ernest Renan’s bitter observation—that the only thing that can give one a conception of the infinite is the extent of human stupidity. And in the jibes, the jests, the drolleries that are shouted at him a dozen times a day in the streets because of his great height, in the questions that are asked concerning it, and in the innumerable conversations that it provokes, he acquires a huge and damning accumulation of evidence concerning man’s fatal unity, the barren paucity of his invention, the desolate consonance of his rut.


  It never changed, it was always the same: it went on day by day and month by month in the narrow crowded streets all around him, and it would go on year after year in a hundred cities, a dozen countries, among the thousand scattered places in all quarters of the world, and it would always be the same—a barren formula endlessly renewed with the unwearied pertinacity of an idiot monotony—it would always be the same.


  He never found the slightest deviation in that barren formula. No one ever made an interesting or amusing observation about his height—and ten thousand people talked to him about it. No one ever said a funny or a witty thing about his height, and ten thousand people had their fling about it. No one ever showed the slightest understanding of the nature of a tall man’s life, or asked a single shrewd and penetrating question about it—and yet the curiosity that his tallness caused was almost incredible, the conversations that he had, the questions that he had to answer, were innumerable.


  The barren formula was so endlessly repeated that at length it had worn its dull grooves into his brain, and he answered without thinking, replied without listening, giving mechanically the answers that they wished to hear, the tried and trusted formula that had served its purpose so many thousand times before, knowing in advance what every one would say.


  Was it wit? Then let the diligent historian of the nation’s wit give ear and pay attention to these drolleries which were shouted after one tall man’s receding figure as he trod the pavements of ten thousand streets:


  “Hey-y!”


  “Hey-y! Youse guy!”


  “Hey-y-y! ... Holy Jeez! ... Cheezus! ... Look ut duh guy!”


  “Hey-y, Mis-teh! ... Is it rainin’ up deh? ... Cheezus! ... Ho-lee Chee! ... Will yuh look at duh guy?”


  “Hey-y—Mis-teh! ... How’s duh weatheh up deh? ... Ho-lee Chee! ... Take a look ut duh size of ’m, will yah?”


  Such, then, were the evidences of the national humor upon this subject—by a high authority it can solemnly be affirmed that these evidences were all there were.


  Or was it conversation of a more polite and genteel sort—well-bred consolation, soothing affirmations, suave flatteries meant to hearten and give cheer? The formula in this kind of conversation ran as follows:


  “You’re ver-ree tall, aren’t you?”


  “Yes—hah! hah!—yes—hah! hah!—I suppose I am—hah! hah!—I suppose you noticed it!”


  “Yes, I did—when you got up, it did seem ra-ther overwhelming the first time—[with hasty correction]—only, of course, one doesn’t notice it at all later ... I mean one forgets all about it ... I ree-lee think you’d be awf-lee glad you are that way ... I mean, that’s the way most people would like to be ... it does give you such an advantage, doesn’t it? ... I mean, after all, everyone would be that way if they could—no one wants to be short, do they? ... Every one would much rather be tall ... I mean, it makes every one look up to you, doesn’t it, wherever you go. ... Reelee, I shouldn’t think you’d mind at all ... I should think you’d be glad you are that way ... I mean, after all, it does give you a great advantage, doesn’t it? ... Do you see what I mean?”


  “Yes ... ah-hah-hah! ... I certainly do! ... ah-hah-hah! ... Yes, I certainly do see what you mean ... ah-hah-hah! You’re right about it ... ah-hah-hah! ... I certainly do!”


  Or was it friendly banter now, a kindly curiosity of a rougher sort, among a simple yet good-natured kind of men? Suppose a scene, then: such a scene as one has found ten thousand times within the labyrinth of night upon the seaboard of the continent. It is an airless groove in an old wall behind blind windows set in rotting birch: within, a slab of bar, its wet shine puddled here and there with rings of glasses; a battered rail of brass, not polished recently; and a radiance of hard dead light; Leo, the bar-man, with his jowled, squatty face of night, professionally attentive; and at the end, the dead stamped visages of night, the rasping snarl of drunken voices, the elbows of the bar-flies puddled in beer slop.


  The buzzer rings, good Leo peers with hard mistrust through opened slot, the door is opened, and the tall man enters, to whom at once Pat Grogan, wit by nature, Celt by birth, and now the antic of good Leo’s bar—approaches, with the small red eyes of rheum and murder comically a-stare, ape-shoulders stooped, ape-knees bowed and tucked under, the jowled ape-visage comically turned upward in a stare of ape-like stupefaction—all most comical to see—while good Leo looks and chuckles heavily and all the barflies grin. So, now, as follows:


  Grogan (still crowding): “Je-sus... Christ!... Ho-lee Jeez! ... What’s dat guy standin’ on, anyway? ... (Leo and all the grinning bar-flies chortle with appreciative delight, and thus encouraged, Jolly Grogan carries on) ... Jee-zus! (with a slow deliberate lifting of his red-jowled face, he calculates the visitor from foot to head—a delicate stroke, not lost by any means on grinning Leo and his appreciative clientele) ... Say-y! ... When I foist saw dat guy, I t’ought he was standin’ on a box or somep’n ... (turning to Leo with an air of fine bewilderment). ... Take a lookut ’im, will yuh? Ho-lee Chee! ... Who is dis guy, anyway? ... (turning to all the grinning others) ... When I foist sees duh guy, I says t’ myself ... What is dis, anyway? ... Is duh coicus in town or somep’n? (turns again, gesturing to tall visitor with air of frank bewilderment) ... Take a look at’m, will yuh? ... (Satisfied with his success, he rejoins his grinning and appreciative comrades, and for some time further regales them by taking astounded glances at the tall visitor, shaking his head in a bewildered way, and saying in an unbelieving tone) ... But Je-sus!... Take a look at’m, will yuh?” etc.


  And now Leo, shaking his head slowly to himself with appreciative admiration of his client’s wit, approaches the tall visitor, and still chuckling heartily at the recollection, leans over the bar and whispers confidingly:


  “Dat’s Misteh Grogan. ... (a trifle apologetically) He’s been drinkin’ a little, so don’t pay attention to anything he says. ... He didn’t mean nuttin’ by it—(with ponderous assurance) Nah-h! ... He’s one of duh nicest guys you eveh saw when he’s not drinkin’ ... he’s only kiddin’, anyway ... he don’t mean nuttin’ by it ... but Je-sus! (suddenly laughs heartily at the recollection, a heavy, swarthy, and deliberate hah-hah-hah that sets all his night-time jowls a-quiver) ... When he pulled dat one aboutcha standin’ on a box or somep’n, I had t’ laff... duh way he said it! ... Standin’ on a box or somep’n—dat’s a good one! ... Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah!” ... (and goes heavily away, heaving with slow nocturnal laughter, shaking his head slowly to himself).


  Now, as the visitor stands drinking by himself, the bar-flies cluster at the other end in excited controversy, from which disputatious murmurs may be heard from time to time—such vehement scraps of affirmation or denial as the following:


  “Nah-h! ... Guhwan! ... Whatcha givin’ me? ... He’s more’n dat ... I’ll betcha on it! ... Nah-h! Guhwan! .. He’s oveh seven if he’s an inch! ... Guhwan! ... I’ll betcha on it! ... All right! All right! ... Guh-wan and ast him den! ... But he’s more’n dat! I’ll betcha on it!” ...


  One of the debaters now detaches himself from his disputatious group and, beer glass in hand, approaches the lone visitor. ... A face not bad, not vicious, not unfriendly: face of a city-man in the late forties—the face of the cartoonist-drawing—lean, furrowed, large-nosed, deeply seamed, a little sunken around the mouth, almost metallically stamped and wisely knowing, cynically assured—the nerve-ends stunned, the language strident, utterly, unmistakably, the city’s child.


  The City’s Child (grinning amiably, a trifle apologetically, lowering his voice, and speaking with a natural tensity of his lips, out of the corners of his mouth): ... “Podden me, Mac ... I hope yuh don’t mind my astin’ yuh a question ... but my frien’s and me has been havin’ a little oggument aboutcha ... an’ I gotta little question dat I’d like t’ ast yuh. ... Yuh don’t mind, do yuh?”


  The Tall Stranger (grinning mechanically and laughing an agreeable and complaisant laugh of utter falseness): “Why, no! ... ah-hah-hah! ... Not at all! ... ah-hah-hah! ... Go right ahead, it’s perfectly all right. ... Ah-hah-hah.”


  The City’s Child: “Because if yuh do, I wantcha t’ say so ... I guess a lotta guys ast yuh the same question, an’ I t’ought mebbe yuh might get tired of hearin’ it—you know what I mean? ... A lotta guys might get tired of bein’ ast duh same question so many times ... (with an expression of difficulty on his face, shrugs his shoulders expressively and says hopefully) You know?[”]


  The Tall Stranger: “Why ... ah-hah-hah! ... Yes ... I think I do. ... That is to say, go right ahead ... ah-hah-hah ... it’s quite all right.”


  The City’s Child: “I guess so many guys have ast yuh dis same question dat yuh can guess already what it is—can’t yuh?”


  The Tall Stranger: “Why, yes—no—ah-hah-hah! ... That is to say—Yes! ... I think I can!”


  The City’s Child: Well, den, Mac ... if yuh don’t mind ... if it’s all right ... I was just goin’t’ ast yuh ... (whispering persuasively) ... just to settle a little oggument I been havin’ wit’ my frien’s—How tall are yuh? (lustily) ... Now if yuh don’t want t’ tell me, it’s O.K. ... Yuh know how it is, some guys ...”


  The Tall Stranger: “Not at all—ah-hah-hah ... that is to say, yes—ah-hah-hah ... it’s quite all right ... I don’t mind at all. ... I’m between six feet five and six feet six ... that is, I haven’t measured for some time ... but I was between six feet five and six feet six the last time that I measured. ... (apologetically) That’s been some time ago ... several years ago since I last measured ... but ... ah-hah-hah ... it was between six feet five and six feet six and I don’t think I’ve grown much since then ... ah-hah-hah. ... Between six feet five and six feet six.”


  The City’s Child (with an astonished but somewhat disappointed air): “Is dat a fact? ... I t’ought yuh was more’n dat! ... I t’ought you was aroun’ seven foot ... but anotheh guy oveh heah said you wasn’t more’n six foot seven or eight (reflectively). ... I t’ought you was more’n dat!”


  The Tall Stranger: “No ... ah-hah-hah ... a lot of people think so ... but I guess that’s right ... about six feet five or six.”


  The City’s Child (jocularly): “Say! ... Yuh know watta a guy like you ought to do! ... You know what I’d do if I was big as you—”


  The Tall Stranger: “Why, no ... ah-hah-hah—What’s that?”


  The City’s Child: “I’d go in duh ring an’ fight Dempsey ... I’d fight all dose guys. ... Dat’s what I’d do .... A guy as big as you could hit an awful wallop ... an’ wit your reach dey couldn’t touch yuh. ... Dat’s what I’d do if I had yoeh size! I’d go in duh ring—yes, sir!—Dat’s just duh t’ing I’d do if I was big as you.”


  The Tall Stranger (rising glibly and mechanically to the occasion): “Well, you’d better be glad you’re not. ... You don’t know how lucky you are.”


  The City’s Child (in a slow, interested voice): “Oh, yeah?”


  The Tall Stranger (getting off his little speech rapidly and glibly): “Sure. A guy like me has nothing but trouble everywhere he turns.”


  The City’s Child (with awakened interest): “Oh, yeah?”


  The Tall Stranger: “Sure. They don’t make anything big enough to fit you.”


  The City’s Child (with an air of slow, surprised revelation): “Say! I guess dat’s right, at dat!”


  The Tall Stranger: “Sure it is! You can’t get a bed long enough to sleep in—”


  The City’s Child (curiously): “I guess yuh got to sleep all doubled up, heh?”


  The Tall Stranger: “Sure I have. Like this, see?” (Here he makes a zigzag movement with his hand, and the City’s Child laughs hoarsely.)


  The City’s Child: “Wat d’yuh do about clo’es? Guess yuh gotta have everyt’ing made to ordeh, huh?”


  The Tall Stranger: “Sure.” (And according to the formula, now he tells his fascinated listener that the one he sleeps on is a foot too short for him, that he cannot stretch out in a berth or steamer bunk, that he cracks his head against the rafters as he descends a steep flight of stairs, that he cannot find room for his knees in theaters or buses—and all the rest of it. When he has finished, the City’s Child strokes his head with a movement of slow and almost disbelieving revelation, and then saying slowly, “Well, what d’yuh t’ink of dat,” he returns to impart the fascinating information he has gathered to the waiting group of his expectant and interested friends.)


  So, in ten thousand streets and towns and places of the earth, ran the undeviating formula:—a formula that never changed, that was the same forever—and that showed the tall and lonely man the barren unity of life, and that finally, curiously, in a poignant and inexplicable fashion, gave him faith in man, a belief in man’s fundamental goodness, kindliness, and humanity, as nothing else on earth could do.


  [¬]


  IN THE PARK


  [Harper’s Bazaar, June 1935]


  When the show was over, we went out into the street and turned up Broadway. We were both so happy and excited that we fairly bounded along, and that was the way it was that night. It was one of the first fine days in spring, the air was cool and delicate and yet soft, and the sky was of a velvety lilac texture, and it was glittering with great stars. The streets outside the theater were swarming with hansoms, four wheelers, private carriages, and victorias; they kept driving up in front of the theater all the time, and people kept getting into them.


  All of the men looked handsome, and all of the women were beautiful: everyone seemed to be as exultant and happy as we were, it seemed as if a new world and new people had burst out of the earth with the coming of spring—everything ugly, dull, sour, and harsh had vanished—the streets were flashing with life and sparkle. I saw all of it, I felt myself a part of it all, I wanted to possess it all, and there was something I wanted to say so much it made my throat ache, and yet I could not say it because I could not find the words I wanted. I could not think of anything else to say—it sounded foolish, but suddenly I seized my father’s arm and cried: “Oh, to be in April now that England’s there.”


  “Yes!” he shouted, “Also in Paris, Naples, Rome, and Dresden! Oh, to be in Budapest!” cried Daddy, “now that April’s here and the frost is on the pumpkin, and the dawn comes up like thunder out of the night that covers me.”


  He seemed to have grown young again; he was the way he used to be when I was a little girl and I would knock at his study door and he would call out in a wonderful actor’s voice, “Enter, Daughter of Des-o-la-tion into this abode of mis-er-ee.”


  His eyes sparkled, and he threw back his head and laughed his wild and happy laugh.


  That year I think we were living with Bella; no, we weren’t, I guess we were living with Auntie Kate—well, maybe we were staying with Bella: I don’t know, we moved around so much, and it’s so long ago. It gets all confused in my mind now; when Daddy was acting, he was always on the go, he couldn’t be still a minute; sometimes he was playing in New York, and sometimes he went off on a tour with Mr. Mansfield and was gone for months.


  I think it must have been the year before he died; I was about eighteen: I was a beauty—I was like peaches and cream—


  In those days when he was acting, I used to meet him after the theater, and we would go somewhere to eat. There was a fellow after your heart: the very best was just about good enough for him. New York was awfully nice in those days. They had such nice places to go to—I don’t know, they didn’t have all this noise and confusion; it seems like another world sometimes. You could go to White’s or Martin’s or Delmonico’s—there were a lot of nice places. There was also a place called Mock’s; I never went there, but one of the first things I remember as a child was hearing Daddy come home late at night and say he’d been to Mock’s. When he came home, I would listen at the grating of the heater in my room, and I could hear him and the other actors talking to my mother: it was fascinating; and sometimes it was all about Mock’s. “Oh, you have been to Mock’s?” I thought I heard my mother say. “Oh, yes! I have been to Mock’s,” my father said. “And what did you have at Mock’s?” my mother said. “Oh, I had some oysters and a glass of beer and some mock-turtle soup at Mock’s,” my father said.


  We used to go to White’s almost every night after the show with two priests who were friends of Daddy’s: Father Dolan and Father Chris O’Rourke. Father Dolan was a big man with the bluest eyes I ever saw, and Father Chris O’Rourke was a little man with a swarthy and greasy face: it was all full of black marks, it was one of the strangest faces I ever saw; but there was something very powerful and sweet about it. Father Dolan was a very fine, high sort of man: he was very kind and jolly, but he also had a fine mind, and he was very outspoken and honest. He loved the theater, he knew a great many actors, a great many of them went to his church, and he loved my father. He was a great scholar; he knew the plays of Shakespeare almost by heart—he and Daddy used to tag each other’s lines, to see who knew the most. I never knew Daddy to catch him up but once, and that was on a line from “King Lear,” “The prince of darkness is a gentleman”—Father Dolan said it came from “As You Like It.”


  How those fellows loved to eat and drink: if one of them had to say Mass the next day we had to hurry because you can’t eat or drink after midnight if you are saying Mass the next day. Because of this, both priests would take out their watches and lay them on the table before them when they sat down. Father Chris O’Rourke drank nothing but beer, and as soon as he sat down, a waiter would bring him a half-dozen glasses which he would drink at once. But if these two priests had a glass of beer on the table before them when midnight came, they left it: no matter what it was, no matter whether they’d finished eating or drinking or not, when the stroke of midnight came, these fellows quit if they were going to say Mass the morning after.


  Father Chris O’Rourke would eat and drink for almost an hour as if his life depended on it: he was very near-sighted, he wore thick glasses, and from time to time he would seize his watch and bring it right under his nose while he peered and squinted at it. Because of his own hurry to get through before twelve o’clock, he thought everyone else must be the same way: he was afraid someone would not get fed, and he was always urging and belaboring people to hurry up and eat. Father Dolan loved to eat, too, but he was a great talker: sometimes he would get to talking to Daddy and forget to eat: when he did this, Father Chris O’Rourke would almost go out of his head, he would keep nudging and poking at Father Dolan and pointing at his watch with a look of agony on his face, leaning over and muttering at him in an ominous sort of way. “You’re going to be late! It is almost twelve/”


  “Bedad, then!” said Father Dolan, “I’ll be late!” He was a big man, but he had a funny little Irish voice: it was very crisp and jolly and had a little chuckling lilt in it, and it seemed to come from a long way off. “I never saw a man like ye, Chris, to be always thinkin’ of his belly! Did the great Saints of the Church spend their time guzzlin’ and crammin’, or did they spend it in meditation and prayin’ and mortifyin’ their flesh? Did ye never hear of the sin of gluttony?”


  “Yis,” said Father Chris O’Rourke, “that I have, and I also heard of the wicked sin of wanton waste. Shame on ye, Dan Dolan, wit your talk about the great Saints of the Church: there was niver a great Saint yit that would praise a man fer wastin’ what the Lord had set before him. Do you think I’ll sit here an’ see good food go to waste whin there’s poor people all over the world tonight that’s goin’ witout?”


  “Well,” said Father Dolan, “I’ve read most of the argyments of the learned reasoners of the Church as well as the damnable heresies of the infidels, all the way from St. Thomas Aquinas to Spinozey, an’ in me younger days I could split a hair meself wit the best of them, but in all me life I never heard the beat of that one: it makes Aristotle look like Wordsworth’s Idiot Boy. Bedad, if ye can prove that what ye’re doin’ wit yer gorgin’ is feedin’ the poor all over the earth, I won’t put anything past your powers of reasonin’—Chris—ye could show the Pope that Darwin was a Jesuit, and he’d believe ye!”


  Well, as I say, when we got to the restaurant, the first thing Father Chris O’Rourke would do was to lay his watch upon the table, and the first thing Daddy would do was to order two or three bottles of champagne: they used to know we were coming, and it would be waiting for us in great silver buckets full of ice. Then Daddy would pick up the menu—it was a great big card, simply covered with the most delicious things to eat, and he would frown and look serious and clear his throat and say to Father Dolan, “What does the pontifical palate crave, Dan?”


  After the play that night we went to White’s, and these two priests were waiting for us when we got there. A little later Mr. Gates came in—he’s still alive. I saw him on the street the other day, he’s getting quite old. He was married to one of the most beautiful women you ever saw, and she was burned to death in an automobile accident. He saw the thing happen right under his eyes: isn’t it the most horrible thing you ever heard of? Well, you could tell by the way Mr. Gates walked that he was awfully excited about something: he was another of these great fat fellows, and you could see his old jowls quivering as he came.


  “Good God!” said Daddy, “here comes Bunny with a full head of steam on!” Mr. Gates began to speak to Daddy half across the room; all of the people stopped and stared at him.


  “Joe! Joe!” he said—he had a funny hoarse kind of voice, one of those foggy whiskey voices. I think he drank a good deal. “Joe, do you know what I’ve done? I’ve just bought a horseless carriage. Come on! You’re going for a ride with me!”


  “Now, wait! Wait! Wait!” said Daddy, holding up his hand just like an actor. “Not so fast, Bunny! Sit down and have a bite to eat first, and tell us about it. When did you do this desperate deed?”


  “Today,” Mr. Gates said in a sort of hoarse whisper. “Do you suppose I’ve done right?”


  He looked around at us with his old eyes simply bulging out of his head and with a sort of scared look on his face. Oh! We laughed so much about it: Father Dolan began to laugh, and Daddy had to pound him on his back, he got to coughing so!


  Mr. Gates was an awfully nice man: he was a great big fat fellow, but he was so handsome: there was something so delicate about him; his mouth kept trembling and twitching so when he was excited and wanted to say something. I think that was why they called him Bunny.


  So Daddy said, “Sit down and have something to eat and then we’ll see.”


  Mr. Gates said, “Say, Joe. I’ve got the mechanic outside here, and I don’t know what to do with him.”


  “You mean you’ve hired him for keeps?” Daddy said.


  “Yes,” Mr. Gates said, “and I’m damned if I’m not embarrassed! I don’t know what to do with him. I mean, what is his social standing?”


  “Does he wash?” Daddy said.


  “Well,” said Mr. Gates, looking at Father Dolan, “I think he uses holy water.”


  “Oh, Mr. Gates,” I said. “How awful! Right before Father Dolan, too!”


  But Father Dolan laughed just as I knew he would; he was a great fat fellow, he was an awfully nice man. Father Chris O’Rourke laughed, too, but I don’t think he liked it so much.


  “I mean,” Mr. Gates said, “I don’t know how to treat the man. Is he above me, or below me, or what?”


  “It looks to me,” Daddy said, “as if he were on top of you. I think you’ve gone and got yourself saddled with a black elephant.”


  Daddy was so wonderful like that, everybody loved him. Mr. Gates was so worried about the driver: it all seems so funny now to think back on it—he didn’t know whether the man was to eat at the table with his family and be treated like one of them or what. There was something so delicate about Mr. Gates: he was big and fat, but a very sensitive, fine person.


  “It looks like a neat little problem in social etiquette, Bunny,” Daddy said. “Well, let’s have him in here for a bite to eat. We’ll see what he looks like.”


  So Mr. Gates went out and got him, and pretty soon he came back with him, and he was really an awfully nice young fellow: he had a little mustache, and he wore a Norfolk jacket and a flat cap, and everybody stared so, and nudged each other, he was awfully embarrassed. But Daddy was wonderful with people, he made him feel right at home. He said, “Sit down, young fellow. If we’re going to run an engine, we’ve got to feed the driver.”


  So he sat down, and we had a marvelous meal: you’d get great juicy chops cooked in butter, and steaks an inch thick, and the most marvelous oysters and sea food.


  I know it was pretty late in the season, but we started off with oysters and champagne: I don’t think the young fellow was used to drinking. Daddy kept filling up his glass, and he got quite drunk. He was awfully funny, he kept talking about his responsibility.


  “It’s a terrible responsibility to know that all these lives are dependent on you,” he said; then Daddy would fill up his glass again. “A moment’s hesitation in a crisis,” he said, “and all is lost.”


  “A truer word was never spoken,” said Daddy, and he filled his glass up again.


  “A man must have a clear brain and a steady hand,” he said.


  “Right your [you] are,” said Daddy. “This will make you so steady, son, that you will get practically paralyzed.”


  Mr. Gates and Father Dolan laughed so much that the tears began to trickle down their cheeks. Oh, we had an awfully good time in those days; there was something so innocent about everything.


  Then we all got up to go, and I was really quite nervous: the poor kid could hardly stand up, and I didn’t know what was going to happen. Daddy was so happy and excited, there was something so wild about him, his eyes danced like devils, and he threw back his head and laughed, and you could hear him all over the place.


  Father Chris O’Rourke had to hold Mass the next morning, and he left us, but Father Dolan came along. We all went outside, with the young man being helped along by Daddy and Mr. Gates, and everyone in the restaurant followed us outside, and Mr. Gates told me to sit up front beside the driver. God! I was proud! And Daddy and Mr. Gates and Father Dolan got in behind; how they ever did it I don’t know; it must have been awfully small—I think Daddy must have sat on Father Dolan’s lap. Oh, yes! I know he did.


  And everybody cheered as we started off: the actors followed us out of the restaurant and stood looking after us as we drove off into the lilac and velvet darkness, and I can still remember how I looked back and saw their smiling and unnatural faces, their bright masks, their lonely and haunted eyes. They kept shouting funny things at Daddy and asking if he had any last messages, and De Wolfe Hopper was there, and he ran around pretending to be a horse and neighing, and trying to climb up a lamp-post. Oh, it was thrilling!


  So Mr. Gates said, “Whither away, Joe?”


  And Daddy said, “To the Golden Gate and may she never stop!”


  Then Daddy said to the young fellow who was driving, “How fast can she go, son?” and the young fellow said, “She can do twenty miles an hour without any trouble.”


  “Downhill, you mean,” said Daddy just to tease him, so we started to go, and God! I was thrilled! It seemed to me we were flying. I suppose he did go twenty miles an hour, but it seemed like a hundred would now, and we passed a policeman on a horse, and the horse got frightened and tried to run away, and God! the cop was so mad: he came galloping after us and shouted for us to stop, and Daddy laughed just like a crazy man and said, “Go on, son! Go on! There’s not a horse in the world that can catch you!”


  But the young fellow was scared, and he slowed down, and then the cop came up and said what did we mean, and where did we think we were, and he’d a good mind to put us all under arrest for disturbing the peace at that hour of the night with “that thing”; he kept calling it “that thing” in such a scornful way, and I got so angry at him; I thought it was beautiful, it was painted the richest kind of winey red, it looked grand enough to eat, and I was so mad to think the man should talk that way.


  I don’t know why it made me mad, but I think the reason must have been that the car didn’t seem to me like a thing at all. It’s hard to tell you how it was, but it was almost as if the car was some strange and beautiful and living creature which we had never known before but which now gave to all our lives a kind of added joy and warmth and wonder. And I believe that was the way it was with those first motor cars we ever saw. Somehow each one of them seemed different from all the others, each one seemed to have a different name, a separate life and personality; and although now I know they would look crude and funny and old-fashioned, it was all different then. We had never seen or known them in the world before, we had only dreamed or heard they could exist, and now that I was riding in one, it all seemed unbelievable and yet gloriously real and strange, as every beautiful thing is when it first happens to you. The car was as magical to me as if it had come out of some other world like Mars, and yet the very moment that I saw it, I seemed to have known about it always, and it seemed to belong to that day, that hour, that year, somehow to be a part of all that happened that night; to belong to Daddy and the priests and Mr. Gates, the young mechanic, and all the haunted faces of the actors, and to all the songs we sang that year, the things we did and said, and something strange and innocent and lost long ago.


  I can remember how that old car looked so well that I could close my eyes and draw it for you. I can remember its rich wine color, its great polished lamps of brass, the door that opened in its round, fat back, and all its wonderful and exciting smells—the strong and comforting smell of its deep leather, and the smells of gasoline and oil and grease that were so strong and warm and pungent that they seemed to give a kind of thrilling life and ecstasy to everything in the whole world. They seemed to hold the unknown promise of something wonderful and strange that was about to happen and that belonged to the night, and to the mystery and joy of life, the ecstasy of the lilac dark, as all the smells of flowers and leaf and grass and earth belonged to them.


  So I guess that was the reason that I got so mad when I heard the policeman call the car “that thing,” although I did not know the reason then. It looked as if the cop was going to run us in, but then Daddy got up out of Father Dolan’s lap, and when the cop saw Father Dolan, of course he got very nice to us: and Mr. Gates talked to him and gave him some money, and Daddy joked with him and made him laugh, and then Daddy showed him his police badge, and asked him if he knew Big Jake Dietz at police headquarters, and told him he was one of Jake’s best friends, and then I was so proud to see the way the cop came round.


  And the cop said for us all to go into Central Park and we could ride all we damned pleased for all he cared, but you wouldn’t catch him in one of those things; they’d blow up on you at any moment and then where’d you all be? And Daddy said he hoped we’d all be in Heaven, and what’s more, we’d take our own priest with us, so there’d be no hitch in any of the formalities, and we all got so tickled and began to laugh, and the cop did, too, and then he began to brag about his horse, and God! it was a beautiful horse, and he said give him a horse always, that they’d never make one of those things that could go faster than a horse. The poor fellow! I wonder what he’d say now!


  And Daddy teased him and said the time would come when you’d have to go to the zoo to see a horse, and the policeman said by that time you’d have to go to a junk-shop to see a motor car, and Daddy said, “The trouble with us is that we’re anachronisms.” And the policeman said well, he didn’t know about that, but he wished us luck and hoped we all got out of it alive.


  So we rode off, and we drove into Central Park and started off as hard as we could go and began to climb a hill, when sure enough, we broke down just as the policeman said we would. I never knew just what did happen. I guess the young fellow may have had too much to drink, he seemed wild and excited, but anyway we saw a hansom halfway up the hill in front of us, and he cried out, “Watch me pass them,” and did something to the car, and just as we got even with them and were trying to go by, the car coughed and spluttered and stood still. Well, we could hear the people in the hansom laughing, and one of them shouted something back to us about the tortoise and the hare. And I felt so mad at them and so humiliated and so sorry for our driver, and Daddy said, “Never mind, son, the race may not be always to the swift, but even the hare will sometimes have his day.”


  But our young fellow felt so bad he couldn’t say a word. He got out of the car and walked round and round it, and finally he began to explain to us the way it happened and how it could never happen again in a hundred years. And well, you see it was this way, and well, you see it was that. And we didn’t understand a word of what he was saying, but we felt so sorry for him that we told him he was right. So he began to poke around inside of it, and then he would turn something here and twist something there, and grab the crank and whirl it round and round until I was afraid he was going to wring his arm off. Then he would get down on his back and crawl in under it and bang and hammer at something underneath. And nothing happened. Then he would get up and walk round and round the car again and mutter to himself. Finally, he gave up and said he was afraid we’d have to get out of the car and take a hansom if we wanted to get home without walking. So we started to get out, and the mechanic was so mad and so embarrassed at the way his car had acted that he grabbed it and shook it as if it were a brat. And nothing happened.


  He gave it one last try. He grabbed the crank like a crazy man and began to whirl it round and round until he was exhausted. And when nothing happened, he suddenly shouted out, “Oh, damn that thing,” kicked it in the tire as hard as he could, and collapsed across the radiator, sobbing as if his heart would break. And I don’t know what that did to it or how it happened, but suddenly the car began to chug and wheeze again, and there we were ready to go, and the young fellow with a grin that stretched from ear to ear.


  So we went up that hill and coasted down the next, and now we really seemed to fly. It was like soaring through the air, or finding wings you never knew you had before. It was like something we had always known about and dreamed of finding, and now we had it like a dream come true. And I suppose we must have gone the whole way round the park from one end to another, but none of us really knew how far we went or where we were going. It was like that kind of flight you make in dreams, and sure enough, just like something you are waiting for in a dream, we came tearing round a curve in the road, and there before us we could see the same hansom we had tried to pass upon the hill. And the minute that I saw it, I knew that it was bound to happen; it seemed too good to be true, and yet I had felt sure all the time that it was going to turn out this way. And that was the way it was with all of us; we threw back our heads and roared with laughter, we yelled and waved our hands at all the people in the cab, we went tearing by them as if they were rooted to the earth, and as we passed them, Daddy turned and shouted back at them, “Cheer up, my friends, they also serve who only stand and wait.”


  So we passed them by and left them far behind us, and they were lost; and now there was nothing all around us but the night, the blazing stars, the lilac darkness in the park, and God! but it was beautiful. It was just the beginning of May, and all the leaves and buds were coming out; they had that tender feathery look, and there was just a little delicate shaving of moon in the sky, and it was so cool and lovely, with the smell of the leaves, and the new grass, and all the flowers bursting from the earth till you could hear them grow: it seemed to me the loveliest thing I had ever known, and when I looked at my father, his eyes were full of tears, and he cried out, “Glory! Oh, glory! Glory!” and then he began in his magnificent voice, “What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason! How infinite in faculty! In form and moving how express and admirable! in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god!”


  And the words were so lovely, the music was so grand, that somehow it made me want to cry, and when he had finished, he cried out, “Glory!” once again, and I saw his wild and beautiful brow there in the darkness, and I turned my eyes up toward the sky and there were the tragic and magnificent stars, and a kind of fate was on his head and in his eyes, and suddenly as I looked at him I knew that he was going to die.


  And he cried “Glory! Glory!” and we rode all through the night, and round and round the park, and then dawn came, and all the birds began to sing. Now broke the birdsong in first light, and suddenly I heard each sound the birdsong made: like a flight of shot, the sharp fast skaps of sound arose. With chitterling bicker, fast-fluttering skirrs of sound, the palmy, honeyed birdcries came. Smooth drops and nuggets of bright gold they were. Now sang the birdtree filled with lutings in bright air: the thrum, the lark’s wing, and tongue-trilling chirrs arose now. The little brainless cries arose and fell with liquorous liquefied lutings, with lirruping chirp, plumbellied smoothness, sweet lucidity. And now there were the rapid kweet kweet kweet kweet of homely birds, and then their pwee-pwee-pwee: others with thin metallic tongues, a sharp cricketing stitch, a mosquito buzz, while some with rusty creakings, high shrew’s caws, with eerie rasp, with harsh far calls—all birds that are awoke in the park’s woodland tangles; and above them passed the whirr of hidden wings, the strange lost cry of the unknown birds; in full light now in the park, the sweet confusion of their cries was mingled.


  “Sweet is the breath of morn, her rising sweet with charm of earliest birds,” and it was just like that, and the sun came up, and it was like the first day of the world, and that was the year before he died, and I think we were staying at Bella’s then, but maybe we were staying at the old hotel, or perhaps we had already moved to Auntie Kate’s: we moved around so much, we lived so many places, it seems so long ago that when I try to think of it now it gets confused, and I cannot remember.


  [¬]


  ONLY THE DEAD KNOW BROOKLYN


  [The New Yorker, June 15, 1935]


  Now is the winter of our discontent made glorious by dis mont’ of May, and all the long-drowned desolation of our souls in the green fire and radiance of the Springtime buried.


  We are the dead—ah! We were drowned so long ago—and now we thrust our feelers in distressful ooze upon the sea-floors of the buried world. We are the drowned—blind crawls and eyeless gropes and mindless sucks that swirl and scuttle in the jungle depths, immense and humid skies bend desolately upon us, and our flesh is gray.


  We are lost, the eyeless atoms of the jungle depth, we grope and crawl and scuttle with blind feelers, and we have no way but this.


  Dere’s no guy livin’ dat knows Brooklyn t’roo an’ t’roo (only the dead know Brooklyn t’roo and t’roo), because it’d take a lifetime just to find his way aroun’ duh goddam town (—only the dead know Brooklyn t’roo and t’roo, even the dead will quarrel an’ bicker over the sprawl and web of jungle desolation that is Brooklyn t’roo an’ t’roo).


  So like I say, I’m waitin’ for my train t’ come when I sees dis big guy standin’ deh—dis is duh foist I eveh see of him. Well, he’s lookin’ wild, y’know, an’ I can see dat he’s had plenty, but still he’s holdin’ it; he talks good, an’ he’s walkin’ straight enough. So den dis big guy steps up to a little guy dat’s standin’ deh, an’ says, “How d’yuh get t’ Eighteent’ Avenoo an’ Sixty-sevent’ Street?” he says.


  “Jesus! Yuh got me, chief,” duh little guy says to him. “I ain’t been heah long myself. Where is duh place?” he says. “Out in duh Flatbush section somewhere?”


  “Nah,” duh big guy says. “It’s out in Bensonhoist. But I was neveh deh befoeh. How d’yuh get deh?”


  “Jesus,” duh little guy says, scratchin’ his head, y’know—yuh could see duh little guy didn’t know his way about—“yuh got me, chief. I neveh hoid of it. Do any of youse guys know where it is?” he says to me.


  “Sure,” I says. “It’s out in Bensonhoist. Yuh take duh Fourt’ Avenoo express, get off at Fifty-nint’ Street, change to a Sea Beach local deh, get off at Eighteent’ Avenoo an’ Sixty-toid, and den walk down foeh blocks. Dat’s all yuh got to do,” I says.


  “G’wan!” some wise guy dat I neveh seen befoeh pipes up. “Watcha talkin’ about?” he says—oh, he was wise, y’knowa “Duh guy is crazy! I’ll tell yuh wht yuh do,” he says to duh big guy. “Yuh change to duh West End line at Toity-sixt’,” he tells him. “Get off at Noo Utrecht an’ Sixteent’ Avenoo,” he says. “Walk two blocks oveh, foeh blocks up,” he says, “an’ you’ll be right deh.” Oh, a wise guy, y’know.


  “Oh, yeah?” I says. “Who told you so much?” He got me sore because he was so wise about it. “How long you been livin’ heah?” I says.


  “All my life,” he says. “I was bawn in Williamsboig,” he says. “An’ I can tell you t’ings about dis town you neveh hoid of,” he says.


  “Yeah?” I says.


  “Yeah,” he says.


  “Well, den, yuh can tell me t’ings about dis town dat nobody else has eveh hoid of, either. Maybe yuh make it all up yoehself at night,” I says, “befoeh yuh go to sleep—like cuttin’ out papeh dolls, or somep’n.”


  “Oh, yeah?” he says. “You’re pretty wise, ain’t yuh?”


  “Oh, I don’t know,” I says. “Duh boids ain’t usin’ my head for Lincoln’s statue yet,” I says. “But I’m wise enough to know a phony when I see one.”


  “Yeah?” he says. “A wise guy, huh? Well, you’re so wise dat someone’s goin’ t’bust yuh one right on duh snoot some day,” he says. “Dat’s how wise you are.”


  Well, my train was comin’, or I’da smacked him den an’ dere, but when I seen duh train was comin’ all I said was, “All right, mugg! I’m sorry I can’t stay to take keh of yuh, but I’ll be seein’ yuh sometime, I hope, out in duh cemetery.” So den I says to duh big guy, who’d been standin’ deh all duh time, “You come wit me,” I says. So when we gets onto duh train, I says to him, “Where yuh goin’ out in Bensonhoist?” I says. “What numbeh are yuh looking for?” I says. You know—I t’ought if he told me duh address I might be able to help him out.


  “Oh,” he says, “I’m not lookin’ for no one. I don’t know no one out deh.”


  “Then watcha goin’ out deh for?” I says.


  “Oh,” duh guy says, “I’m just goin’ out to see duh place,” he says. “I like duh sound of duh name”—Bensonhoist, y’know—“so I t’ought I’d go out an’ have a look at it.”


  “Watcha tryin’ t’ hand me?” I says. “Watcha tryin’ to do, kid me?” You know, I t’ought duh guy was bein’ wise wit me.


  “No,” he says, “I’m tellin[’] yuh duh troot. I like to go out an’ take a look at places wit nice names like dat. I like to go out an’ look at all kinds of places,” he says.


  “How’d yuh know deh was such a place,” I says, “if yuh neveh been deh befoeh?”


  “Oh,” he says, “I got a map.”


  “A map?” I says.


  “Sure,” he says, “I got a map dat tells me about all dese places. I take it wit me every time I come out heah,” he says.


  And Jesus! Wit dat, he pulls it out of his pocket, an’ so help me, but he’s got it—he’s tellin’ duh troot—a big map of duh whole goddam place wit all duh different pahts. Mahked out, y’know—Canarsie an’ East Noo Yawk and Flatbush, Bensonhoist, Sout’ Brooklyn, duh Heights, Bay Ridge, Greenpernt—duh whole goddam layout, he’s got it right deh on duh map.


  “You been to any of dose places?” I says.


  “Sure,” he says, “I been to most of ’em. I was down in Red Hook just last night,” he says.


  “Jesus! Red Hook!” I says. “Whatcha do down deh?”


  “Oh,” he says, “nuttin’ much. I just walked aroun’. I went into a coupla places an’ had a drink,” he says, “but most of the time I just walked aroun’.”


  “Just walked aroun’?” I says.


  “Sure,” he says, “just lookin’ at t’ings, y’know.”


  “Where’d yuh go?” I asts him.


  “Oh,” he says, “I don’t know duh name of duh place, but I could find it on my map,” he says. “One time I was walkin’ across some big fields where deh ain’t no houses,” he says, “but I could see ships oveh deh all lighted up. Dey was loadin’. So I walks across duh fields,” he says, “to where duh ships are.”


  “Sure,” I says, “I know where yuh was. Yuh was down to duh Erie Basin.”


  “Yeah,” he says, “I guess dat was it. Dey had some of dose big elevators an’ cranes, and dey was loadin’ ships, an’ I could see some ships in drydock all lighted up, so I walks across duh fields to where dey are,” he says.


  “Den what did yuh do?” I says.


  “Oh,” he says, “nuttin’ much. I came on back across duh fields after a while an’ went into a coupla places an’ had a drink.”


  “Didn’t nuttin’ happen while yuh was in dere?” I says.


  “No,” he says. “Nuttin’ much. A coupla guys was drunk in one of duh places an’ started a fight, an’ dey bounced ’em out,” he says, “an’ den one of duh guys stahted to come back again, but duh bartender gets his baseball bat out from under duh counteh, so duh guy goes on.”


  “Jesus!” I said. “Red Hook!”


  “Sure,” he says. “Dat’s where it was, all right.”


  “Well, you keep outa deh,” I says. “You stay away from deh.”


  “Why?” he says. “What’s wrong wit it?”


  “Oh,” I says, “it’s a good place to stay away from, dat’s all. It’s a good place to keep out of.”


  “Why?” he says. “Why is it?”


  Jesus! Whatcha gonna do wit a guy as dumb as dat? I saw it wasn’t no use to try to tell him nuttin’, he wouldn’t know what I was talkin’ about, so I just says to him, “Oh, nuttin’. Yuh might get lost down deh, dat’s all.”


  “Lost?” he says. “No, I wouldn’t get lost. I got a map,” he says.


  A map! Red Hook! Jesus!


  So den duh guy begins to ast me all kinds of nutty questions: how big was Brooklyn an’ could I find my way aroun’ in it, how long would it take a guy to know duh place.


  “Listen!” I says. “You get dat idea outa youeh head right now,” I says. “You ain’t eveh gonna get to know Brooklyn,” I says. “Not in a hunderd yeahs. I been livin’ heah all my life,” I says, “an’ I don’t even know all deh is to know about it, so how do you expect to know duh town,” I says, “when yuh don’t even live heah?”


  “Yes,” he says, “but I got a map to help me find my way about.”


  “Map or no map,” I says, “yuh ain’t gonna get to know Brooklyn wit no map,” I says.


  “Can yuh swim?” he says, just like dat. Jesus! By dat time, y’know, I begun to see dat duh guy was some kind of nut. He’d had plenty to drink, of course, but he had dat crazy look in his eye I didn’t like. “Can yuh swim?” he says.


  “Sure,” I says. “Can’t you?”


  “No,” he says. “Not more’n a stroke or two. I neveh loined good.”


  “Well, it’s easy,” I says. “All yuh need is a little confidence. Duh way I loined, me oldeh bruddeh pitched me off duh dock one day when I was eight yeahs old, does an’ all. ‘You’ll swim,’ he says. ‘You’ll swim all right—or drown.’ An’, believe me, I swam! When yuh know yuh got to, you’ll do it. Duh only t’ing yuh need is confidence. An’ once you’ve loined,” I says, “you’ve got nuttin’ else to worry about. You’ll neveh ferget it. It’s somep’n dat stays wit yuh as long as yuh live.”


  “Can yuh swim good?” he says.


  “Like a fish,” I tells him. “I’m a regleh fish in duh wateh,” I says. “I loined to swim right off duh docks wit duh odeh kids,” I says.


  “What would yuh do if yuh saw a man drownin’,” duh guy says.


  “Do? Why, I’d jump in an’ pull him out,” I says. “Dat’s what I’d do.”


  “Did yuh eveh see a man drown?” he says.


  “Sure,” I says. “I see two guys—bot’ times at Coney Island. Dey got out too far, an’ neider one could swim. Dey drowned befoeh anyone could get to ’em.”


  “What becomes of people after dey have drowned out heah?” he says.


  “Drowned out where?” I says.


  “Out heah in Brooklyn.”


  “I don’t know whatcha mean,” I says. “Neveh hoid of no one drownin’ heah in Brooklyn, unless yuh mean in a swimmin’ pool. Yuh can’t drown in Brooklyn,” I says. “Yuh gotta drown somewhere else—in duh ocean, where dere’s wateh.”


  “Drownin’,” duh guy says, lookin’ at his map. “Drownin’.”


  Jesus! By den I could see he was some kind of nut, he had dat crazy expression in his eyes when he looked at yuh, an’ I didn’t know what he might do. So we was comin’ to a station, an’ it wasn’t my stop, but I got off, anyway, an’ waited for duh next train.


  “Well, so long, chief,” I says. “Take it easy, now.”


  “Drownin’,” duh guys say, lookin’ at his map. “Drownin’.”


  Jesus! I’ve t’ought about dat guy a t’ousand times since den an’ wondered what eveh happed [happened] to ’m goin’ out to look at Bensonhoist because he liked duh name! Walkin’ aroun’ t’roo Red Hook by himself at night an’ lookin’ at his map! How many people did I see drowned out heah in Brooklyn! How long would it take a guy wit a good map to know all deh was to know about Brooklyn!


  Jesus! What a nut he was! I wondeh what eveh happened to ’m, anyway! I wondeh if someone knocked ’m on duh head, or if he’s still wanderin’ aroun’ in duh subway in duh middle of duh night wit his little map! Duh poor guy! Say, I’ve got to laugh, at dat, when I t’ink about him! Maybe he’s found out by now dat he’ll neveh live long enough to know duh whole of Brooklyn. It’d take a guy a lifetime to know Brooklyn t’roo and t’roo. An’ even den, yuh wouldn’t know it all.


  Only the dead know Brooklyn t’roo an’ t’roo.


  [¬]


  POLYPHEMUS


  [The North American Review, June 1935]


  A one-eyed Spaniard, one of the early voyagers, was beating his way up the American coasts out of the tropics, perhaps on his way back home, perhaps only to see what could be seen. He does not tell us in the record he has left of the voyage how he happened to be there, but it seems likely that he was on his way home and had been driven off his course. Subsequent events show that he was in a very dilapidated condition, and in need of overhauling: the sails were rent, the ship was leaking, the food and water stores were almost exhausted. During the night in a storm off one of the cruelest and most evilly celebrated of the Atlantic capes, the one-eyed Spaniard was driven in and almost wrecked. By some miracle of good fortune he got through one of the inlets in the dark, and when light broke, he found himself becalmed in an enormous inlet of pearl-gray water.


  As the light grew, he made out seaward a long almost unbroken line of sandy shoals and islands that formed a desolate barrier between the sea and the mainland, and made this bay in which he found himself. Away to the west he descried now the line of the shore: it was also low, sandy, and desolate looking. The cool gray water of morning slapped gently at the sides of his ship: he had come from the howling immensity of the sea into the desert monotony of this coast. It was as bleak and barren a coast as the one-eyed Spaniard had ever seen. And indeed, for a man who had come up so many times under the headlands of Europe, and had seen the worn escarpments of chalk, the lush greenery of the hills, and the minute striped cultivation of the earth that greeted the sailor returning from a long and dangerous voyage—and awakened in him the unspeakable emotion of earth which has been tilled and used for so many centuries, with its almost personal bond for the men who have lived there on it, and whose dust is buried in it—there must have been something particularly desolate about this coast which stretched away with the immense indifference of nature into silence and wilderness. The Spaniard felt this, and the barren and desert quality of the place is duly recorded in his log, which, for the most part, is pretty dry reading.


  But here a strange kind of exhilaration seizes the Spaniard: it gets into his writing, it begins to color and pulse through the gray stuff of his record. The light of the young rising sun reddened delicately upon the waters; immense and golden, it came up from the sea behind the line of sand-dunes, and suddenly he heard the fast drumming of the wild ducks as they crossed his ship high up, flying swift and straight as projectiles. Great heavy gulls of a size and kind he had never seen before swung over his ship in vast circles, making their eerie creaking noises. The powerful birds soared on their strong even wings, with their feet tucked neatly in below their bodies; or they dove and tumbled through the air, settling to the water with great flutterings and their haunted creaking clamor: they seemed to orchestrate this desolation, they gave a tongue to loneliness, and they filled the hearts of the men who had come there with a strange exultancy. For, as if some subtle and radical changes had been effected in the chemistry of their flesh and blood by the air they breathed, a kind of wild glee now possessed the one-eyed Spaniard’s men. They began to laugh and sing, and to be, as he says, “marvelous merry.”


  During the morning the wind freshened a little; the Spaniard set his sails and stood in toward the land. By noon he was going up the coast quite near the shore, and by night he had put into the mouth of one of the coastal rivers. He took in his sails and anchored there. There was nearby on shore a settlement of “the race that inhabits these regions,” and it was evident that his arrival had caused a great commotion among the inhabitants, for some who had fled away into the woods were now returning, and others were running up and down the shore, pointing and gesticulating and making a great deal of noise. But the one-eyed Spaniard had seen Indians before: that was an old story to him now; he was not disturbed. As for his men, the strange exuberance that had seized them in the morning does not seem to have worn off; they shouted ribald jokes at the Indians, and “did laugh and caper as if they had been madde.”


  Nevertheless, they did not go ashore that day. The one-eyed Spaniard was worn out, and his crew was exhausted: they ate such food as they had, some raisins, cheese, and wine, and after posting a watch, they went to sleep, unmindful of the fires that flickered in the Indian village, of sounds and chants and rumors, or of the forms that padded softly up and down the shore.


  The marvelous moon moved up into the skies, and blank and full, blazed down upon the quiet waters of the sound, and upon the Indian village. It blazed upon the one-eyed Spaniard and his lonely little ship and crew, on their rich dull lamps, and on their swarthy sleeping faces; it blazed upon all the dirty richness of their ragged costumes, and on their greedy little minds, obsessed then as now by the European’s greedy myth about America, to which he remains forever faithful with an unwearied and idiot pertinacity: “Where is the gold in the streets? Lead us to the emerald plantations, the diamond bushes, the platinum mountains, and the cliffs of pearl. Brother, let us gather in the shade of the ham and mutton trees, by the shores of ambrosial rivers: we will bathe in the fountains of milk, and pluck hot buttered rolls from the bread vines.”


  Then the moon blazed down upon the vast desolation of the American coasts, and on the glut and hiss of tides, on all the surge and foaming slide of waters on lone beaches. The moon blazed down on the eighteen thousand miles of coast, on the million sucks and hollows of the shore, and on the great wink of the sea, that ate the earth minutely and eternally. The moon blazed down upon the wilderness, it fell on sleeping woods, it dripped through moving leaves, it swarmed in weaving patterns on the earth, and it filled the cat’s still eye with blazing yellow. The moon slept over mountains and lay like silence on the desert, and it carved the shadows of great rocks like time. The moon was mixed with flowing rivers, and it was buried in the heart of lakes, and it trembled on the water like bright fish. The moon steeped all the earth in its living and unearthly substance, it had a thousand visages, it painted continental space with ghostly light; and its light was proper to the nature of all things it touched: it came in with the sea, it flowed with the rivers, and it was still and living on clear spaces in the forest where no men watched.


  And in the woodland darkness great birds fluttered to their sleep—in sleeping woodlands strange and secret birds, the teal, the nightjar, and the flying rail went to their sleep with flutterings dark as the hearts of sleeping men. In fronded beds and on the leaves of unfamiliar plants where the tarantula, the adder, and the asp had fed themselves asleep on their own poisons, and on lush jungle-depths where green-golden, bitter red, and glossy blue proud tufted birds cried out with brainless scream, the moonlight slept.


  The moonlight slept above dark herds of bison moving with slow grazings in the night, it covered lonely little Indian villages; but most of it fell upon the unbroken undulation of the wilderness where, two centuries later, it would blaze on windows, and move across the face of sleeping men.


  Sleep lay upon the wilderness, it lay across the faces of the nations, it lay like silence on the hearts of sleeping men; and low on lowlands and high upon the hills, flowed gentle sleep, smooth sliding sleep—sleep—sleep.


  Early the next morning, the Spaniard went ashore with several of his men. “When we reached land,” he writes, “our first act was to fall down on our knees and render thanks to God and the Blessed Virgin without whose intervention we had all been dead men.” Their next act was to “take possession” of this land in the name of the King of Spain and to ground the flag. As we read today of this solemn ceremony, its pathos and puny arrogance touches us with pity. For what else can we feel for this handful of greedy adventurers “taking possession” of the immortal wilderness in the name of another puny fellow four thousand miles away, who had never seen or heard of the place and could never have understood it any better than these men. For the earth is never “taken possession of”: it possesses.


  At any rate, having accomplished these acts of piety and devotion, the Spaniards rose from their prayers, faced the crowd of Indians who had by this time ventured quite close to all this unctuous rigmarole, and discharged a volley from their muskets at them (“lest they become too froward and threatening”). Two or three fell sprawling on the ground, and the others ran away yelling into the woods. Thus, at one blast, Christianity and government were established.


  The Spaniards now turned their attention to the Indian village—they began to pill and sack it with the deftness of long experience; but as they entered one hut after another, they found no coffers of nuggets or chests of emeralds, and found indeed that not even the jugs and pots and cooking utensils were of gold or silver, but had been crudely fashioned from baked earth; their rage grew; they felt tricked and cheated, and began to smash and destroy all that came within their reach. This sense of injury, this virtuous indignation, has crept into the Spaniard’s record—indeed, we are edified with a bit of early American criticism which, save for a few archaisms of phrasing, has a strangely familiar ring, and might almost have been written yesterday: “This is a wild and barbarous kind of race, full of bloudie ways, it exists in such a base and vile sort of living that is worthier of wild beestes than men: they live in darkness and of the artes of living as we know them they are ignorant, one could think that God Himself has forgot them, they are so farre remote from any lighte.”


  He comments with disgust on the dried and “stinkeing fysshe” and the dried meat that hung in all the huts, and on the almost total lack of metals, but he saves his finest disdain for a “kinde of weede or plante,” which they also found in considerable quantity in all the dwellings. He then goes on to describe this “weede or plante” in considerable detail: its leaves are broad and coarse, and when dried, it is yellow and has a strong odor. The barbarous natives, he says, are so fond of the plant that he has seen them put it in their mouths and chew it; when his own men tried the experience, however, they quickly had enough of it, and some were seized with retchings and a puking sickness. The final use to which this plant is put seems to him so extraordinary that he evidently fears his story will be disbelieved, for he goes on, with many assurances and oaths of his veracity, to describe how the plant may be lighted and burned and how “it giveth a fowle stinkeing smoak,” and most wonderful of all, how these natives have a way of setting it afire and drawing in its fumes through long tubes so that “the smoak cometh out again by their mouth and nostryls in such wyse that you mighte thinke them devils out of helle instead of mortyl men.”


  Before we leave this one-eyed fellow, it is ironic to note with what contempt he passes over “the gold in the streets” for which his bowels yearn. As an example of one-eyed blindness, it is hard to beat. For here was gold, the inexhaustible vein of gold which the marvelous clay of the region could endlessly produce, and which mankind would endlessly consume and pay for; and the Spaniard, devoured by his lust for gold, ignores it with a grimace of disgust and a scornful dilation of his nostrils. That act was at once a history and a prophecy, and in it is all the story of Europe’s blundering with America.


  For it must be said of all these explorers and adventurers, the early ones and the late ones, who came back from their voyages to the Americas embittered because they did not find gold strewn on the earth, that they failed not because there was no gold, but because they did not know where and how to look for it, and because they did not recognize it when they had it under their noses—because, in short, they were one-eyed men. That gold, real gold, the actual ore, existed in great quantities, and often upon the very surface of the earth as these men supposed, has since been abundantly shown: it is only one of the minor and less interesting episodes of American history—a casual confirmation of one of the European fairy tales. They tried to think of the most wonderful fable in the world, these money-haters, and they evolved the story of gold on the ground.


  It was a story as naive and not as beautiful as a child’s vision of the lemonade spring, the ice cream mountains, the cake and candy forests, but, at any rate, America confirmed this little fable about gold in one short year of her history, and then proceeded to unpocket and unearth vast stores of wealth that made the visions of these old explorers look absurd. For she unearthed rivers of rich oil and flung them skywards, she dug mountains of coal and iron and copper out of the soil, she harvested each year two thousand miles of golden wheat, she flung great rails across the desert, she bridged the continent with the thunder of great wheels, she hewed down forests of enormous trees and floated them down rivers, she grew cotton for the world, her soil was full of sugars, citric pungencies, of a thousand homely and exotic things, but still the mystery of her earth was unrevealed, her greatest wealth and potencies unknown.


  The one-eyed Spaniard, however, saw none of these things. He looted the village, murdered a few of the Indians, and advanced eighty or a hundred miles inland, squinting about for treasure. He found a desolate region, quite flat, with soil of a sandy marl, a coarse and undistinguished landscape, haunted by a lonely austerity, and thickly and ruggedly forested—for the most part with large areas of long-leaf pine. As he went inland, the soil deepened somewhat in hue and texture: it had a clayey, glutinous composition, and when rain fell, he cursed it. It grew coarse grasses and tough thick brush and undergrowth: it could also grow enough of the pungent weed whose fumes had so disgusted him to fill the nostrils of the earth with smoke forever. There was abundance of wild game and fowl, so that the one-eyed Spaniard did not go hungry; but he found no nuggets and not even a single emerald.


  The one-eyed Spaniard cursed, and again turned eastward toward the sea. Swift and high and straight as bullets, the ducks passed over him, flying toward the coastal marshes. That was all. The enormous earth resumed its silence. Westward in great hills that he had never seen, cloud shadows passed above the timeless wilderness, the trees crashed down at night athwart the broken bowl of clean steep waters; there was the flash and wink of a billion little eyes, the glide and thrumming stir, the brooding ululation of the dark; there was the thunder of wings, the symphony of the wilderness, but there was never the tread of a booted foot.


  The Spaniard took to his ship and set sail gladly. He was one-eyed and he had found no gold.


  [¬]


  THE FAR AND THE NEAR


  [Cosmopolitan, July 1935]


  On the outskirts of a little town upon a rise of land that swept back from the railway there was a tidy little cottage of white boards, trimmed vividly with green blinds. To one side of the house there was a garden neatly patterned with plots of growing vegetables, and an arbor for the grapes that ripened late in August. Before the house there were three mighty oaks which sheltered it in their clean and massive shade in summer, and to the other side there was a border of gay flowers. The whole place had an air of tidiness, thrift, and modest comfort.


  Every day, a few minutes after two o’clock in the afternoon, the limited express between two cities passed this spot. At that moment, the great train, having halted for a breathing space at the town near by, was beginning to lengthen evenly into its stroke, but it had not yet reached the full drive of its terrific speed. It swung into view deliberately, swept past with a powerful swaying motion of the engine, a low smooth rumble of its heavy cars upon pressed steel, and then it vanished into the cut. For a moment the progress of the engine could be marked by heavy bellowing puffs of smoke that burst at spaced intervals above the edges of the meadow grass, and finally nothing could be heard but the solid clacking tempo of the wheels receding into the drowsy stillness of the afternoon.


  Every day for more than twenty years, as the train had approached this house, the engineer had blown on the whistle, and every day, as soon as she heard this signal, a woman had appeared on the back porch of the little house and waved to him. At first she had a small child clinging to her skirts, and now this child had grown to full womanhood, and every day she, too, came with her mother to the porch and waved.


  The engineer had grown old and gray in the service. He had driven his great train, loaded with its weight of lives, across the land ten thousand times. His own children had grown up and married, and four times he had seen before him on the tracks the ghastly dot of tragedy converging like a cannon ball to its eclipse of horror at the boiler head—a light spring wagon filled with children, with its clustered row of small stunned faces; a cheap automobile stalled upon the tracks, set with the wooden figures of people paralyzed with fear; a battered hobo walking by the rail, too deaf and old to hear the whistle’s warning; and a form flung past his window with a scream—all this the man had seen and known. He had known all the grief, the joy, the peril, and the labor such a man could know; he had grown seamed and weathered in his loyal service, and now, schooled by the qualities of faith and courage and humbleness that attended his labor, he had grown old, and had the grandeur and wisdom that these men have.


  But no matter what peril or tragedy he had known, the vision of the little house and the women waving to him with a brave free motion of the arm had become fixed in the mind of the engineer as something beautiful and enduring, something beyond all change and ruin, and something that would always be the same, no matter what mishap, grief, or error might break the iron schedule of his days.


  The sight of the little house and of these two women gave him the most extraordinary happiness he had ever known. He had seen them in a thousand lights, a hundred weathers. He had seen them through the harsh bare light of wintry gray across the brown and frosted stubble of the earth, and he had seen them again in the green luring sorcery of April.


  He felt for them and for the little house in which they lived such tenderness as a man might feel for his own children, and at length the picture of their lives was carved so sharply in his heart that he felt that he knew their lives completely, to every hour and moment of the day, and he resolved that one day, when his years of service should be ended, he would go and find these people and speak at last with them whose lives had been so wrought into his own.


  That day came. At last the engineer stepped from a train onto the station platform of the town where these two women lived. His years upon the rail had ended. He was a pensioned servant of his company, with no more work to do. The engineer walked slowly through the station and out into the streets of the town. Everything was as strange to him as if he had never seen this town before. As he walked on, his sense of bewilderment and confusion grew. Could this be the town he had passed ten thousand times? Were these the same houses he had seen so often from the high windows of his cab? It was all as unfamiliar, as disquieting as a city in a dream, and the perplexity of his spirit increased as he went on.


  Presently the houses thinned into the straggling outposts of the town, and the street faded into a country road—the one on which the women lived. And the man plodded on slowly in the heat and dust. At length he stood before the house he sought. He knew at once that he had found the proper place. He saw the lordly oaks before the house, the flower beds, the garden and the arbor, and farther off, the glint of rails.


  Yes, this was the house he sought, the place he had passed so many times, the destination he had longed for with such happiness. But now that he had found it, now that he was here, why did his hand falter on the gate; why had the town, the road, the earth, the very entrance to this place he loved, turned unfamiliar as the landscape of some ugly dream? Why did he feel this sense of confusion, doubt, and hopelessness?


  At length he entered by the gate, walked slowly up the path, and in a moment more had mounted three short steps that led up to the porch, and was knocking on the door. Presently he heard steps in the hall, the door was opened, and a woman stood facing him.


  And instantly, with a sense of bitter loss and grief, he was sorry he had come. He knew at once that the woman who stood there looking at him with a mistrustful eye was the same woman who had waved to him so many thousand times. But her face was harsh and pinched and meager; the flesh sagged wearily in sallow folds, and the small eyes peered at him with timid suspicion and uneasy doubt. All the brave freedom, the warmth and the affection that he had read into her gesture, vanished in the moment that he saw her and heard her unfriendly tongue.


  And now his own voice sounded unreal and ghastly to him as he tried to explain his presence, to tell her who he was and the reason he had come. But he faltered on, fighting stubbornly against the horror of regret, confusion, disbelief that surged up in his spirit, drowning all his former joy and making his act of hope and tenderness seem shameful to him.


  At length the woman invited him almost unwillingly into the house, and called her daughter in a harsh shrill voice. Then, for a brief agony of time, the man sat in an ugly little parlor, and he tried to talk while the two women stared at him with a dull, bewildered hostility, a sullen, timorous restraint.


  And finally, stammering a crude farewell, he departed. He walked away down the path and then along the road toward town, and suddenly he knew that he was an old man. His heart, which had been brave and confident when it looked along the familiar vista of the rails, was now sick with doubt and horror as it saw the strange and unsuspected visage of the earth which had always been within a stone’s throw of him, and which he had never seen or known. And he knew that all the magic of that bright lost way, the vista of that shining line, the imagined corner of that small good universe of hope’s desire, could never be got again.


  [¬]


  THE BUMS AT SUNSET


  [Vanity Fair, October 1935]


  Slowly, singly, with the ambling gait of men who have just fed, and who are faced with no pressure of time and business, the hoboes came from the jungle, descended the few feet of clay embankment that sloped to the road bed, and in an unhurried manner walked down the tracks to the water tower. The time was the exact moment of sunset, the sun indeed had disappeared from sight, but its last shafts fell remotely, without violence or heat, upon the treetops of the already darkening woods and on the top of the water tower. That light lay there briefly with a strange unearthly detachment, like a delicate and ancient bronze, it was no part of that cool, that delicious, darkening of the earth which was already steeping the woods—it was like sorrow and like ecstasy and it faded briefly like a ghost.


  Of the five men who had emerged from the “jungle” above the tracks and were now advancing in a straggling procession toward the water tower, the oldest was perhaps fifty, but such a ruin of a man, such a shapeless agglomerate of sodden rags, matted hair, and human tissues, that his age was indeterminate. He was like something that has been melted and beaten into the earth by a heavy rain. The youngest was a fresh-skinned country lad with bright wondering eyes: he was perhaps not more than sixteen years old. Of the remaining three, one was a young man not over thirty with a ferret face and very few upper teeth. He walked along gingerly on tender feet that were obviously unaccustomed to the work he was now putting them to: he was a triumph of dirty elegance—he wore a pin-striped suit heavily spattered with grease stains and very shiny on the seat: he kept his coat collar turned up and his hands deeply thrust into his trousers pocket—he walked thus with his bony shoulders thrust forward as if, in spite of the day’s heat, he was cold. He had a limp cigarette thrust out of the corner of his mouth, and he talked with a bare movement of his lips, and a curious convulsion of his mouth to the side: everything about him suggested unclean secrecy.


  Of the five men, only the remaining two carried on them the authority of genuine vagabondage. One was a small man with a hard seamed face, his eyes were hard and cold as agate, and his thin mouth was twisted slantwise in his face, and was like a scar.


  The other man, who might have been in his mid-fifties, had the powerful shambling figure, the seamed brutal face, of the professional vagabond. It was a face and figure that had a curious nobility; the battered and pitted face was hewn like a block of granite, and on the man was the tremendous story of his wanderings—a legend of pounding wheel and thrumming rod, of bloody brawl and brutal shambles, of immense and lonely skies, the savage wildness, the wild, cruel, and lonely distance of America.


  This man, somehow obviously the leader of the group, walked silently, indifferently, at a powerful shambling step, not looking at the others. Once he paused, thrust a hand into the baggy pocket of his coat, and drew out a cigarette, which he lit with a single motion of his hard cupped hand. Then his face luxuriously contorted as he drew upon the cigarette, he inhaled deeply, letting the smoke trickle out slowly through his nostrils after he had drawn it into the depths of his mighty lungs. It was a powerful and brutal gesture of sensual pleasure that suddenly gave to the act of smoking and to the quality of tobacco all of their primitive and fragrant relish. And it was evident that the man could impart this rare quality to the simplest physical acts of life—to everything he touched—because he had in him somehow the rare qualities of exultancy and joy.


  All the time, the boy had been keeping step behind the man, his eyes fixed steadily upon the broad back of the vagabond. Now, as the man stopped, the boy came abreast of him, and also stopped, and for a moment continued to look at the man, a little uncertainly, but with the same expression of steadfast confidence.


  The bum, letting the smoke coil slowly from luxurious nostrils, resumed his powerful swinging stride, and for a moment said nothing to the boy. Presently, however, he spoke roughly, casually, but with a kind of brutal friendliness:


  “Where yuh goin’ kid?” he said. “To the Big Town?”


  The boy nodded dumbly, seemed about to speak, but said nothing.


  “Been there before?” the man asked.


  “No,” said the boy.


  “First time yuh ever rode the rods, huh?”


  “Yes,” said the boy.


  “What’s the matter?” the bum said, grinning. “Too many cows to milk down on the farm, huh? Is that it?”


  The boy grinned uncertainly for a moment, and then said, “Yes.”


  “I t’ought so,” the bum said, chuckling coarsely. “Jesus! I can tell one of youse fresh country kids a mile off by the way yuh walk. ... Well,” he said, with a rough blunt friendliness, in a moment, “stick wit me if you’re goin’ to the Big Town. I’m goin’ that way, too.”


  “Yeah,” the little man with the mouth like a scar now broke in, in a rasping voice, and with an ugly jeering laugh:


  “Yeah. You stick to Bull, kid. He’ll see yuh t’roo. He’ll show yuh de—woild, I ain’t kiddin’ yuh! He’ll take yuh up to Lemonade Lake an’ all t’roo Breadloaf Valley—won’t yuh, Bull? He’ll show yuh where de ham trees are and where de toikeys grow on bushes—won’t yuh, Bull?” he said with ugly yet fawning insinuation. “You stick to Bull, kid, and you’ll be wearin’ poils. ... A-a-a-ah! yuh punk kid!” he now said with a sudden turn to snarling viciousness. “Wat t’ hell use do yuh t’ink we got for a punk kid like you?—Dat’s duh trouble wit dis racket now! ... We was all right until all dese kids began to come along! ... Wy t’ hell should we be boddered wit him!” he snarled viciously. “Wat t’ hell am I supposed to be—a noice maid or sump’n? ... G’ wan, yuh little punk,” he snarled viciously, and lifted his fist in a sudden backhand movement, as if to strike the boy. “Scram! We got no use fer yuh! ... G’ wan, now. ... Get t’ hell away from here before I smash yuh one.”


  The man named Bull turned for a moment and looked silently at the smaller bum.


  “Listen, mug!” he said quietly in a moment. “You leave the kid alone. The kid stays, see?”


  “A-a-a-ah!” the other man snarled sullenly. “What is dis, anyway?—A—noic’ry or sump’n?”


  “Listen,” the other man said, “yuh hoid me, didn’t yuh?”


  “A-a-a-ah t’ hell wit it!” the little man muttered. “I’m not goin’t’ rock duh cradle f’r no punk kid.”


  “Yuh hoid what I said, didn’t yuh?” the man named Bull said in a heavy menacing tone.


  “I hoid yuh. Yeah!” the other muttered.


  “Well, I don’t want to hear no more outa your trap. I said the kid stays—and he stays.”


  The little man muttered sullenly under his breath, but said no more. Bull continued to scowl heavily at him a moment longer, then turned away and went over and sat down on a handcar which had been pushed up against a tool house on the siding.


  “Come over here, kid,” he said roughly, as he fumbled in his pocket for another cigarette. The boy walked over to the handcar.


  “Got any smokes?” the man said, still fumbling in his pocket. The boy produced a package of cigarettes and offered them to the man. Bull took a cigarette from the package, lighted it with a single movement, between his tough seamed face and his cupped hand, and then dropped the package of cigarettes in his pocket, with the same spacious and powerful gesture.


  “T’anks,” he said as the acrid smoke began to coil luxuriously from his nostrils. “Sit down, kid.”


  The boy sat down on the handcar beside the man. For a moment, as Bull smoked, two of the bums looked quietly at each other with sly smiles, and then the young one in the soiled pin-stripe suit shook his head rapidly to himself, and grinning toothlessly with his thin sunken mouth, mumbled derisively:


  “Cheezus!”


  Bull said nothing, but sat there smoking, bent forward a little on his knees, as solid as a rock.


  It was almost dark; there was still a faint evening light, but already great stars were beginning to flash and blaze in cloudless skies. Somewhere in the woods there was a sound of water. Far off, half heard and half suspected, there was a faint dynamic throbbing on the rails. The boy sat there quietly, listening, and said nothing.


  O night, now, night! And from the fields and thickets of coarse grass small night things sing, the bushes and the rank stiff underbrush are thrumming with the quick blind sudden noises: within the woods small lanterns of firefly glowworm’s magic wink like ghosts, the steady water makes a noise like night and silence, and through the clay and brittle mica-shale upon the banks small springs from under the earth are seeping slowly.


  O night, now, night! And all of the dark is one symphonic noise, all of the dark is one rich brooding noise, all of the dark is filled with the vast rich stammer of the night! O night, now, night! The bowels of youth are yearning with lost love! The bowels of youth are stirring with the ache of loneliness and joy! O night, now, night! And on the rails here in the wilderness, here in the ancient singing wilderness, O in the night here on the everlasting land, there is faint starlight on the gleaming rails, there is a humming in the air and on the wires, and on the rails we feel, O faint and far, the thunder of the fast express.


  All of the night is singing now with one rich voice, a few bright stars are winking sparely, a sliver of the moon hangs at the pine’s dark edge. And on the land, across the nightly earth, the voices of the women cry: “Return! Return. ... Return, return, our breasts are heavy with their tenderness. ... Return, return. ... Our limbs are heavy with our love. ... Return, return. ... Turn to us in the night. ... O come to us in the darkness. ... Lie below our roof in falling rain. ... Draw near us when the lightning flames and strikes. ... O clasp us, and lie cradled in our arms. ... Come into us and be engulfed in us—O plough deeply in the secret buried earth, plunge deeply into the furrow of our flesh, return, and feel our kiss forever on your lips.”


  Oh, will there not be some return for all men wandering on the earth? Will not the wound that pierced our hearts in April find some appeasement at the summer’s end? October is the time for all returning, and men in exile think then of their native earth. All through the land at evening women wait, their heads are leaned against the doorways of the house, and as the vast incessant brooding of the earth swells up and fills the vast dark blue immensity of night, their flesh is drinking slowly in the million rhythms of the earth: the night-time darkens on their silent faces; their eyes burn gloriously underneath the stars. Their bodies are dark cups that drink in night and all the brooding ululation of the earth. All exhalations of the earth, all rich sweet fragrances, all growth and seed-time of the dark flows in, flows in, with secret glut, with dark deep soakings; they shall inherit the earth, and their flesh is sweet, their legs are widened with waiting, patient, everlasting lust. Their faces are great pansies heavied down for love and darkness.


  Of wandering forever and the earth again. They wait there in the darkness in the earth, and all of the night-time is one singing noise. Their eyes are leveled out upon dark wheat; their eyes have pinetrees in them; their faces bloom with lilac and magnolia; their eyes have cool lakes in them, and their faces burn against the granite mountains, their faces burn across the desert and the dark.


  Return! Return! All of the women from the earth and darkness are crying out, “Return, return, return!”


  The engineer is pounding on the gleaming rails, and his wife has heard him in the night. And the whistle cry wails back: return, return, return!


  “There’s Jim now blowing for the Reidsville crossing.” Return return.


  And the brakeman’s whore is listening in the darkness; and the fireman’s girl is standing in the door.


  And the bums are waiting by the rails at sunset, and all of the million voices of the earth cry out, “Return!”


  [¬]


  THE BELL REMEMBERED


  [The American Mercury, August 1936]


  I


  It sometimes seems to me my whole life has been haunted by the ringing of the courthouse bell. The courthouse bell gets into almost every memory I have of youth; it beats wildly with receding and advancing waves of sound through stormy autumn days; and in the sharp burst suddenness of spring, the blade of April, and the green of May, the courthouse bell is also there with its first stroke, giving a brazen pulse to haunting solitudes of June, getting into the rustling of a leaf, cloud shadows passing on the hills near home, speaking to morning with its wake-o-day of come-to-court; jarring the drowsy torpor of the afternoon with “court again.”


  It was a rapid and full-throated cry; a fast stroke beating on the heels of sound; its brazen tongue, its fast hard beat was always just the same, I knew, and yet the constant rhythm of its stroke beat through my heart and brain and soul and through the pulses of my blood with all the passionate and mad excitements of man’s fate and error.


  I never heard it—as a boy—without a faster beating of the pulse, a sharp dry tightening of the throat, the numb aerial buoyancy of deep excitement, even though I did not always know the cause. And yet, at morning, shining morning, in the spring, it would seem to speak to me of work-a-day, to tell me the world was up-and-doing, advancing to the rattling traffics of full noon. And then, in afternoon, it spoke with still another tongue; it broke the drowsy hush of somnolent repose with its demand for action; it spoke to bodies drowsing in the mid-day warmth, and it told us we must rudely break our languorous siesta, it spoke to stomachs drugged with heavy food, crammed full of turnip greens and corn, string beans and pork, hot biscuit and hot apple pie, and it told us it was time to gird our swollen loins for labor, that man’s will and character must rise above his belly, that work was doing, and that night was not yet come.


  Again, in morning it would speak of civil action; of men at law and the contention of a suit; its tone was full of writs and summonses or appearances and pleading; sometimes its hard fast tongue would now cry out, “Appear!”


  “Appear, appear, appear appear appear appear appear, appear appear appear!”


  Or, “Your property is mine—is mine—is mine—is mine!”


  Or, again, harsh and peremptory, unyielding, unexplained:


  “You must come to court—to court—to court—to court—to court—to court—to court.”


  Or, more brutal still and more peremptory, just:


  “Court—court—court—court—court—court—court—court—court—”


  In afternoon, the courthouse bell spoke of more fatal punishment: murder on trial, death through the heated air, a dull, slow-witted mountain wretch who sat there in the box, with a hundred pairs of greedy eyes upon him, and still half unaware of what he did, the killer’s sudden sob, itself like blood and choking in the throat, the sun gone blood-smeared in the eyes, the feel and taste of blood throughout, upon the hot air, on the tongue and in the mouth, across the visage of the sun, with all the brightness of the day gone out—and then the sudden stroke, and the gold-bright sun of day returning, a cloud shape that passes on the massed green of a mountain flank, bird-thrumming wood-notes everywhere, swift and secret, bullet-wise within the wilderness, the drowsy stitch and drone of three o’clock through coarse wet grasses of the daisied fields, and the life-blood of a murdered man soaking quietly before him down into an unsuspected hand’s breadth of familiar earth on mountain meadow—all as sudden, swift, and casual as this, all swiftly done as the swift thrummings in a wood—and all unknowing of the reason why he did it; now the prisoner’s box, two hundred greedy eyes upon him, a stunned animal caught in the steel traps of law, and the courthouse bell that pounds upon the torpor of hot afternoon the brutal imperative of its inflexible command:


  “To kill to kill to kill to kill to kill to kill—” and then, simply:


  “Kill kill kill kill kill kill kill kill kill—”


  II


  I sometimes wonder if the people of a younger and more urban generation realize the way the courthouse bell, the country courthouse, shaped life and destiny through America some sixty years ago. For us in Libya Hill, at any rate, it was the center of the life of the entire community, the center of the community itself—for Libya Hill was first a country courthouse, then a town—a town that grew up round the courthouse, made a Square, and straggled out along the roads that led to the four quarters of the earth.


  And for the country people round about, even more than for the people who lived in the town, the courthouse was the center of their life, and of more interest to them than it was to us. They came to town to trade and barter—they came to town to buy and sell, but when their work was over, it was always to the courthouse that they turned.


  When court was being held, one could always find them here. Here were their mules, their horses, ox-teams, and their covered wagons; here their social converse, their communal life; here were their trials, suits, and punishments; here their drawling talk of rape and lust and murder—the whole shape and pattern of their life, the look of it, its feel, its taste, its smell.


  Here was, in sum, it seems to me, the framework of America; the abysmal gap between our preachment and performance, our grain of righteousness and our hill of wrong. Not only in the lives and voices and persons of these country people, these rude mountaineers, who sat and spat and loitered on the courthouse steps, but in the very design and shape and structure of the courthouse building itself did the framework of this life of ours appear. Here in the pseudo-Greek facade with its front of swelling plaster columns trying to resemble stone, as well as in the high square dimensions of the trial courtroom, the judge’s bench, the prisoner’s box, the witness stand, the lawyer’s table, the railed-off area for participants, the benches for spectators behind, the crossed flags of the State and of the nation, and the steel engraving of George Washington—in all these furnishings of office, there was some effort to maintain the pomp of high authority, the dignified impartial execution of the law.


  But, alas, the impartial execution of the law was, like the design and structure of the courthouse itself, not free from error, and not always sound. The imposing Doric and Corinthian columns were often found, upon inspection, to be just lath and brick and plaster trying to be stone. And no matter what pretensions to a classic austerity the courtroom itself would try to make, the tall gloomy-looking windows were generally unwashed; no matter what effect of Attic grace the grand facade could make upon the slow mind of the country man, the wide dark corridors were full of drafts and ventilations, darkness, creaking boards, and squeaking stairways, the ominous dripping of an unseen tap.


  And the courthouse smell was also like the smell of terror, crime, and justice in America—a certain essence of our life, a certain sweat out of ourselves, a certain substance that is ours alone and unmistakable—the smell of courthouse justice in this land.


  It was—to get down to its basic chemistries—first of all a smell of sweat, tobacco-juice, and urine—a smell of sour flesh, feet, clogged urinals, and broken-down latrines. It was, mixed in and subtly interposed with these, a smell of tarry disinfectant, a kind of lime and alum, a strong ammoniac smell. It was a smell of old dark hallways and old used floors, a cool, dark, dank, and musty cellar-smell. It was a smell of old used chairs with creaking bottoms; a smell of sweated woods and grimy surfaces; a smell of rubbed-off arm-rests, bench-rests, chair-rests, counter-, desk-, and table-rests; a smell as if every inch of woodwork in the building had been oiled, stewed, sweated, grimed, and polished by man’s flesh.


  In addition to all these, it was a smell of rump-worn leathers, a smell of thumb-worn calfskin, yellowed papers and black ink; it was a smell of brogans, shirtsleeves, overalls, and sweat and hay and butter; and it was a kind of exciting smell of chalk, starched cuffs that rattled, the incessant rattling of dry papers, the crackling of dry knuckles and parched fingers, the dry rubbing of white chalky hands; a country lawyer smell of starch and broadcloth.


  And oh, much more than these—and all of these—it was a smell of fascination and terror, a smell of throbbing pulse and beating heart and the tight and dry constriction of the throat; it was a smell made up of all the hate, the horror, the fear, the chicanery, and the loathing that the world could know, a smell made up of the intolerable anguish of men’s nerve and heart and brain and sinew; the sweat and madness of man’s perjured soul enmeshed in trickery—a whole huge smell of violence and crime and murder, of shyster trickeries and broken faith—it was one small smell of justice, fairness, truth, and hope in one high mountainous stench of error, passion, guilt, and graft, and wrong.


  It was, in short, America—the wilderness America, the sprawling, huge, chaotic criminal America; it was murderous America soaked with murdered blood, tortured and purposeless America; savage, blind, and mad America, exploding, through its puny laws, its pitiful pretense; America with all its almost hopeless hopes, its almost faithless faiths; America with the huge blight on her of her own error, the broken promise of her lost dream and her unachieved desire; and it was America as well with her unspoken prophecies, her unfound language, her unuttered song; and just for all these reasons it was for us all our own America, with all her horror, beauty, tenderness, and terror, with all we know of her that never has been proved, that never yet was uttered—the only one we know, the only one there is.


  III


  I suppose my interest in the courthouse and the courthouse bell was a double one; the sound of that great brazen bell not only punctuated almost every experience of my youth, but it also punctuated almost every memory I have of my father. He had been made a Judge of the Circuit Court some years after the War, and the whole record of his life about this period might have been chronicled in the ringing of the bell. When the bell rang, court was in session and my father was in town; when the bell did not ring, court was not in session, and my father was holding court in some other town.


  Moreover, when the bell began to ring, my father was at home; and before the bell had finished ringing, he was on his way to court. The ceremony of his going was always the same; I suppose I watched him do it a thousand times, and it never changed or varied by a fraction. He would get home at one o’clock, would eat dinner in a pre-occupied silence, speaking rarely, and probably thinking of the case that he was trying at the moment. After dinner, he would go into his study, stretch himself out on his old leather sofa, and nap for three-quarters of an hour. I often watched him while he took this brief siesta; he slept with a handkerchief spread out across his face, and with only the top of his bald head visible. Often, these naps produced snores of very formidable proportions, and the big handkerchief would blow up beneath the blast like a sail that catches a full wind.


  But no matter how profound these slumbers seemed to be, he would always rouse himself at the first stroke of the courthouse bell, snatch the handkerchief from his face, and sit bolt upright with an expression of intense and almost startled surprise on his red face and in his round blue eyes:


  “There’s the bell!” he would cry, as if this was the last thing on earth he had expected. Then he would get up, limp over to his desk, thrust papers, briefs, and documents into his old brief case, jam a battered old slouch hat upon his head, and limp heavily down the hall where my mother would be busy with her sewing in the sitting room.


  “I’m going now!” he would announce in a tone that seemed to convey a kind of abrupt and startled warning. To this my mother would make no answer whatever, but would continue placidly at her knitting, as if she had been expecting this surprising information all the time.


  Then my father, after staring at her for a minute in a puzzled and undecided manner, would limp off down the hall, pause half-way, limp back to the open door, and fairly shout:


  “I say, I’m going!”


  “Yes, Edward,” my mother would answer placidly, still busy with her needles. “I heard you.”


  Whereupon Father would glare at her again, in a surprised and baffled manner, and finally blurt out:


  “Is there anything you want from town?”


  To which my mother would say nothing for a moment, but would lift the needle to the light, and squinting, thread it.


  “I say,” my father would shout, as if he were yelling to someone on top of a mountain, “is—there—anything—you—want—from town?”


  “No, Edward,” Mother would presently reply, with the same maddening placidity. “I think not. We have everything we need.”


  At these words, Father would stare at her fixedly, breathing heavily, with a look of baffled indecision and surprise. Then he would turn abruptly, grunting, “Well, good-bye, then,” and limp down the hall toward the steps, and heavily and rapidly away across the yard—and that would be the last I would see of my father until evening came: a stocky, red-faced man, with a bald head and a battered-up old brief case underneath his arm, limping away up the straggling street of a little town down South some sixty years ago, while the courthouse bell beat out its hard and rapid stroke.


  I have heard my father say that, outside of a battlefield, a courtroom could be the most exciting place on earth, and that the greatest opportunity for observing life and character was in a courtroom; and I think that he was right. When an interesting case was being tried, he sometimes took me with him; I saw and heard a great many wonderful and fascinating things, a great many brutal and revolting things, as well; but by the time I was fifteen I was not only pretty familiar with courtroom procedure, but I had seen men on trial for their lives; the thrilling and terrible adventure of pursuit and capture; the cunning efforts of the hounds of law to break down evidence, to compel confession, to entrap and snare—hounds running, and the fox at bay; and I had heard trials for every other thing on earth as well—for theft, assault, and robbery; for blackmail, arson, rape, and greed, and petty larceny; for deep-dyed guilt or perjured innocence—all of the passion, guilt, and cunning, all of the humor, love, and faithfulness, all of the filth and ignorance, the triumph or defeat, the pain or the fulfillment, that the earth can know, or of which a man’s life is capable.


  Although my father’s house on College Street was just a few blocks from the courthouse on the Square—so near, in fact, that he could be in court before the bell had finished its brazen ringing—in those days we could pass a large part of the whole town’s population in the course of that short journey. It certainly seemed to me, every time I went along with him, that we spoke to the whole town; every step of our way was punctuated by someone greeting him with “Hello, General,” or “Good morning, General,” or “Good afternoon”—(outside the courtroom everybody called him General)—and my father’s brief, grunted-out replies as he limped along:


  “’Lo, Ed,” “Morning, Jim,” “’Day, Tom.”


  He was a good walker in spite of his limp and, when in a hurry, could cover ground fast—so fast indeed that I had to stir my stumps to keep ahead of him.


  Arrived at the courthouse, we were greeted by the usual nondescript conglomeration of drawling country folk, tobacco-chewing mountaineers, and just plain loafers who made the porch, the steps, and walls of the old brick courthouse their club, their prop, their stay, their fixed abode, and almost, so it seemed to me, their final resting place—certainly some of them were, in Father’s phrase, “as old as God,” and had been sitting on the courthouse steps or leaning against the courthouse walls longer than most of us could remember.


  Chief among these ancient sons of leisure—I think he was, by tacit consent, generally considered chief of them—was the venerable old reprobate who was generally referred to, when his back was turned, as Looky Thar. My father had given him that title, and it stuck forever after, chiefly because of its exceeding fitness. Old Looky Thar’s real name was Old Man Slagle; although he called himself Major Slagle, and was generally addressed as Major by his familiars, friends, and acquaintances, the title was self-bestowed, and had no other basis in fact or actuality.


  Old Looky Thar had been a soldier in the War and in addition to the loss of a leg, he had suffered a remarkable injury which had earned him the irreverent and flippant name of Looky Thar. This injury was a hole in the roof of his mouth, “big enough to stick your hull fist through,” in Looky Thar’s own description of its dimensions, the result of an extraordinary shrapnel wound which had miraculously spared his life, but had unfortunately not impaired his powers of speech. I think he was about the lewdest, profanest, dirtiest-minded old man I ever saw or heard, and furthermore, his obscenities were published in a high cracked falsetto and accompanied by a high cracked cackle, publishable for blocks, and easily heard by people a hundred yards away.


  He was, if anything, prouder of that great hole in his mouth than he was of his wooden leg; he was more pleased about it than he would have been over election to the Legion of Honor, the bestowal of the Victoria Cross, or the winning of a famous victory. That hole in the roof of his mouth not only became the be-all and the sufficient reason for his right to live; it bacame [became] the be-all for his right to loaf. Moreover, the hole not only justified him in everything he thought or felt or did; but he also felt apparently that it gave to all his acts and utterances a kind of holy and inspired authority, a divine and undebatable correctness. And if anyone had the effrontery—was upstart enough—to question any one of Looky Thar’s opinions (and his opinions were incessant and embraced the universe), whether on history, politics, religion, mathematics, hog-raising, peanut-growing, or astrology, he might look forward to being promptly, ruthlessly, and utterly subdued—discomfited—annihilated—put in his place at once by the instant and infallible authority of old Looky Thar’s chief “frame of reference”—the huge hole in the roof of his mouth.


  It did not matter what was the subject, what was the occasion, what the debate; old Looky Thar might argue black was white, or top was bottom, that the earth was flat instead of round—but whatever his position, no matter what he said was right, was right because he said it, because a man who had a big hole in the roof of his mouth could never possibly be wrong about anything.


  On these occasions, whenever he was questioned or opposed in anything, his whole demeanor would change in the wink of an eye. In spite of his wooden leg, he would leap up out of his old splint-bottomed chair as quick as a monkey, and so angry that he punctuated every word by digging his wooden peg into the earth with vicious emphasis. Then, opening his horrible old mouth so wide that one wondered how he would ever get it closed again, exposing a few old yellow fangs of teeth, he would point a palsied finger at the big hole, and in a high cracked voice that shook with passion, scream:


  “Looky thar!”


  “I know, Major, but—”


  “You know?” old Looky Thar would sneer. “Whut do you know, sir? A miserable little upstart that don’t know nothin’ tryin’ to talk back to a man that fit all up an’ down Virginny an’ that’s got a hole in the roof of his mouth big enough to stick your hull fist through. ... You know!” he screamed, “Whut do you know? ... Looky thar!”


  “All right, I can see the hole, all right, but the argument was whether the earth was round or flat, and I say it’s round!”


  “You say it’s round,” Looky Thar would sneer. “What do you know about it, sir—a pore little two-by-fo’ upstart that don’t know nothin’? ... How do you know whether it’s round or flat? ... When you ain’t been nowhere yet ... and ain’t seen nothin’ yet ... an’ never been five miles from home in your hull life! ... talkin’ back to a man that’s fit all up an’ down Virginny an’ that’s got a hole in the roof of his mouth you could stick your hull fist through—Looky thar!” and he would dig viciously into the earth with his wooden peg, crack his jaws wide open, and point to the all-justifying hole with a palsied and triumphant hand.


  Otherwise, if not opposed in any way, old Looky Thar was amiable enough, and would talk endlessly and incessantly to anyone within hearing distance, who might have leisure or the inclination to listen to unending anecdotes about old Looky Thar’s experiences in war, in peace, with horses, liquor, niggers, men and women—especially with women, his alleged relations with the female sex being lecherously recounted in a high cracked voice, punctuated by high-cracked bursts of bawdy laughter, all audible for several hundred yards.


  My father loathed him; he represented everything my father hated most—shiftlessness, ignorance, filth, lechery, and professional veteranism; but hate, love, loathing, anger or contempt were not sufficient to prevail above old Looky Thar; he was a curse, a burden, and a cause of untold agony, but he was there in his splint-bottomed chair against the courthouse porch, and there to stay—a burden to be suffered and endured.


  Although old Looky Thar could pop up from his chair as quick and nimble as a monkey when he was mad, and someone had opposed him, when he greeted my father he became the aged and enfeebled veteran, crippled from his wounds, but resolved to make a proper and respectful greeting to his honored chief.


  At Father’s approach, old Looky Thar, who would have been regaling his tobacco-chewing audience with tall tales of “how we fit ’em—we fit ’em up an’ down Virginny”—he would cease talking suddenly, tilt his chair forward to the ground, place his palsied hands upon the arms of the chair, and claw frantically and futilely at the floor with his wooden stump, all the time grunting and groaning, and almost sobbing for breath, like a man at the last gasp of his strength, but resolved to do or die at any cost.


  Then he would pause, and still panting heavily for breath, gasp out in a voice mealy with hypocrisy and assumed humility:


  “Boys, I’m ashamed to have to ask fer help, but I’m afraid I got to! Here comes the General an’ I got to get up on my feet; will one of you fellers lend a hand?”


  Of course, a dozen lending, sympathetic hands were instantly available; they would pull and hoist old Looky Thar erect. He would stagger about drunkenly and claw frantically at the floor with his wooden peg in an effort to get his balance, catch hold of numerous shoulders in an effort to regain his balance—and then, slowly, and with a noble effort, come up to the salute—the most florid and magnificent salute you ever saw, the salute of a veteran of the Old Guard saluting the Emperor at Waterloo.


  There were times when I was afraid my father was going to strangle him. Father’s face would redden to the hue of a large and very ripe tomato, the veins in his thick neck and forehead would swell up like whipcording, his big fingers would work convulsively for a moment into his palms while he glared at Looky Thar; then without another word he would turn and limp away into the court.


  To me, however, his comment on one occasion, while brief, was violent and descriptively explosive.


  “There’s another of your famous veterans,” he growled. “Four years in war and forty years on your hind-end. There’s a fine old veteran for you.”


  “Well,” I protested, “the man has got a wooden leg.”


  Father stopped abruptly, faced me, his square face reddened painfully as he fixed me with the earnest, strangely youthful look of his blue eyes:


  “Listen to me, boy,” he said very quietly, and tapped me on the shoulder with a peculiar and extraordinarily intense quality of conviction. “Listen to me; a wooden leg is no excuse for anything!”


  I stared at him, too astonished to say anything; and not knowing what reply to make to what seemed to me one of the most extraordinary and meaningless remarks I had ever heard.


  “Just remember what I tell you,” he said. “A wooden leg is no excuse for anything!”


  Then, his face very red, he turned and limped heavily and rapidly into the court, leaving me still staring in gape-mouthed astonishment at his broad back.


  IV


  One day, about six months after this conversation with my father, I was in his study reading an account of the Battle of Spottsylvania by one of the generals in Hancock’s command who had been present at the fight. I had finished reading his description of the first two movements of that bloody battle—namely, Hancock’s charge upon the Confederate position and the thrilling counter-charge of our own troops—and was now reading the passages that described the final movement—the hand-to-hand fighting that was waged by forces of both armies over the earth embankment—a struggle so savage and prolonged that, in the words of this officer, “almost every foot of earth over which they fought was red with blood.” Suddenly I came upon this passage:


  There have been other battles of the War in which more troops were engaged, where the losses were greater, and the operations carried on on a more extensive scale, but in my own estimation, there has been no fighting in modern times that was as savage and destructive as was the hand-to-hand fighting that was waged back and forth over the earth embankment there at Spottsylvania in the final hours of the battle. The men of both armies fought hand to hand and toe to toe; the troops of both sides stood on top of the embankment firing pointblank in the faces of the enemy, getting fresh muskets constantly from their comrades down below. When one man fell, another sprang up to take his place. No one was spared—from private soldier up to captain, from captain to brigade commander; I saw general officers fighting in the thick of it shoulder to shoulder with the men of their own ranks; among others, I saw Mason among his mountaineers, firing and loading until he was himself shot down and borne away by his own men, his right leg so shattered by a Minie ball that amputation was imperative—


  Something blurred and passed across my eyes, and suddenly all the gold and singing had gone out of the day. I got up and walked out of the study, and down the hallway, holding the book open in my hand.


  When I got to the sitting room, I looked in and saw my mother there; she looked up placidly, and then looked at me quickly, startled, and got up, putting her sewing things down upon the table as she did.


  “What is it? What’s the matter with you?”


  I walked over to her, very steadily, I think.


  “This book,” I said, and held the page up to her, pointing at the place—“Read what it says here—”


  She took it quickly, and read. In a moment she handed it back to me; her fingers shook a little, but she spoke calmly:


  “Well?”


  “What the book says—is that Father?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Then,” I said, staring slowly at her and swallowing hard—“does that mean that Father—”


  Then I saw that she was crying; she put her arms around my shoulders and said:


  “Your father is so proud—he wouldn’t tell you. He couldn’t bear to have his son think he was a cripple.”


  Then I knew what he had meant.


  A cripple! Fifty years and more have passed since then, but every time the memory returns, my vision blurs, and something tightens in my throat, and the gold and singing passes from the sun as it did on that lost day in spring, long, long ago. A cripple—he a cripple!


  I see his bald head and red face, his stocky figure limping heavily away to court ... and hear the hard fast ringing of the bell ... and remember Looky Thar, the courthouse loafers and the people passing ... the trials, the lawyers, and the men accused ... the generals coming to our house the way they did all through the ’eighties ... the things they talked of and the magic that they brought ... and my heart boy-drunk with dreams of war and glory ... the splendid generals and my father, who was so un-warlike as I thought ... and the unworthiness of my romantic unbelief ... to see that burly and prosaic figure as it limped away toward court ... and tried to vision him with Gordon in the Wilderness ... or charging through the shot-torn fields and woods at Gettysburg ... or wounded, sinking to his knees at Sharpsburg, by Antietam Creek ... and failing miserably to see him so; and, boy-like, failing to envisage how much of madness or of magic even brick-red faces and bald heads may be familiar with ... down the Valley of Virginia, long years ago. ...


  But a cripple!—No! He was no cripple, but the strongest, straightest, plainest, most uncrippled man I ever knew! ... And fifty years have gone by since then, but when I think of that lost day, it all comes back ... the memory of each blade, each leaf, each flower ... the rustling of each leaf and every light and shade that came and went against the sun ... the dusty Square, the hitching posts, the mules, the ox-teams, and the horses, the hay-sweet bedding of the country wagons and the smell of bedded melons ... the courthouse loafers ... and old Looky Thar—and Spangler’s mule teams trotting by across the Square ... each door that opened ... and each gate that slammed ... and everything that passed throughout the town that day ... the women sitting on the latticed porches of their brothels at the edge of Niggertown ... the whores respiring in warm afternoon, and certain only of one thing—that night would come! ... all things known or unseen—a part of my whole consciousness ... a little mountain town down South one afternoon in May some fifty years ago ... and time passing like the humming of a bee, time passing like the thrumming in a wood, time passing as cloud shadows pass above the hill-flanks of the mountain meadows or like the hard fast pounding of the courthouse bell ... a man long dead and long since buried who limped his way to court and who had been at Gettysburg ... and time passing ... passing like a leaf... time passing like a river flowing ... time passing ... and remembered suddenly as here, like the forgotten hoof and wheel of sixty years ago ... time passing as men pass who never will come back again ... and leaving us, Great God, with only this ... knowing that this earth, this time, this life are stranger than a dream.


  [¬]


  FAME AND THE POET


  [The American Mercury, October 1936]


  I


  Fame followed him round all day long, but he did not speak to her. He always knew that she was there, however, and that her glorious eyes were fixed adoringly on him. He deliberately avoided looking at her. He knew he had her, he knew that she was his, and he thought it was just as well to let her wait a little while. And that night, just as he expected, she got into the elevator as he was going up to his room. Still he didn’t speak to her or give any indication that he was aware of her presence. But her fragrance filled the elevator cage; she smelled perfectly glorious. When he got out of the elevator, Fame got out, too, and as he went down the corridor toward his room, he could hear her light and rapid footsteps following along behind him. He opened the door and walked into his room. Fame came in, too. He closed the door. Fame stood looking at him with an expression of adoring submissiveness. It was not until that moment that he spoke to her.


  “Sit down,” he said, in a quiet but masterful tone of voice.


  Fame took a seat, and with her hands folded in her lap, continued to look at him demurely, with an expression of adoring obedience in her glorious gray eyes.


  “Now, listen, Fame,” our hero said, clearing his throat nervously and fumbling in his pocket for a cigarette in order to conceal his embarrassment. “There are a few things we ought to get straight right now.”


  “Yes, darling,” the Angel replied, and leaning forward a little in an attitude of submissive respect, she indicated by her manner that she was prepared to give her master the most earnest and obedient attention.


  “In the first place,” the young man said, “there is this name of yours—not that I don’t like it,” he said quickly, as she gazed at him with wide and dewy eyes, “only—well,” he hunted for a word and flushed a little with embarrassment—“it is a little formal—a little too classical for modern use.”


  “Is it, dear?” said Fame in a vague and tender voice, still gazing at him with star-eyed adoration.


  “Yes.” He cleared his throat quickly. “Now what I was thinking is—if we could only find a name for you—something a little more simple—a—a—little more adapted to everyday use.”


  “Whatever you say, dear,” Fame replied.


  “Well, now,” the young man said, “I was thinking of something plain and simple like—like—Ruth, or Mary, or—or—Fay!” he cried triumphantly. “What’s wrong with Fay?” he demanded. “It’s a good name—short, plain, easy to remember, doesn’t attract attention—a lot of girls are called Fay nowadays. What’s wrong with Fay?” he said persuasively, and looked inquiringly at her.


  “Nothing, darling,” Fame answered. “I think it’s a very nice name. Is that what you’d like to call me?”


  “Yes, I think it is. It’s a good name for you. So if you don’t mind, I’ll call you Fay hereafter.”


  “All right, dear,” Fame said quietly. “If you like the name, I do, too.”


  “Good! That’s settled, then!” he said with satisfaction. “After this your name is Fay. ... Now another thing—” here he cleared his throat again, squirmed uncomfortably, and reddened. “Another thing” was not going to be easy.


  II


  “Yes, dear?” Fame asked inquiringly, after a moment’s pause.


  “Well, now, Fay—” The youth craned at his collar, flushed a deep tomato red, and strove desperately to get it out—“It’s—it’s—well,” he blurted, and brought his palm down sharply on his knee—“it’s about those wings of yours.”


  Fame regarded her plumage with considerable satisfaction and said, “They are nice, aren’t they?”


  “Yes,” the young man said, “but—but—well, you see, Fay, girls don’t wear those things nowadays. Not—not that they’re not very becoming to you and all that but—but if you went around now—always wearing things like that, you’d attract an awful lot of attention—you really would. You’d—you’d have people following you in the streets, and you wouldn’t like that, Fay, you know you wouldn’t.”


  Fame looked at him, wide-eyed with astonishment. “You don’t like my wings?” she said, shaking her head a little, looking at him with a troubled question in her lovely eyes.


  “I do like them—I do like them,” he said desperately, “—only you see, Fay, it’s not the style any more.”


  “Most of the boys I used to go with liked them,” Fame replied. “Shelley was crazy about them—he called me Angel—he was always talking about flying away with me somewhere. He always insisted that I have my wings snowy white. Keats liked them, too, only his tastes were a little loud. He liked crimson wings with golden tips: they really used to attract a lot of attention when I went out with him. Milton liked my wings, but he had very sober tastes in everything. I had to dress in gray for him; that was the way he liked me best. Then there was Walter Raleigh. Walter always liked—”


  “Look here,” the young man said, and stared at Fame suspiciously. “It seems to me you’ve been around a good deal for a girl of your age.”


  “Oh, no,” said Fame quickly. “I really haven’t. I’ve been almost nowhere. I’ve really led a very retiring sort of life.”


  “Well,” said her lord and master, still regarding the lady with a suspicious eye, “for a girl who has led a retiring life, you certainly seem to have known a lot of men.”


  “No one as nice as you, darling,” Fame whispered cozily and tried to snuggle in beside him. The young man repulsed her gently but firmly, still looking at her suspiciously. As he regarded her, his uneasiness increased. He didn’t like the way she said the words; there was something in the tone, the cajoling manner, that bothered him. The more he thought of it, the less he liked it. It seemed to him that he had heard these very words spoken in this very tone before, and even as he wondered where he had heard them, it came to him like a flash. It was his former mistress, Mrs. Flutterly, all over again.


  “Now don’t hand me any of that stuff,” he said brutally. “I want the truth. Have you or have you not?”


  “But—but,” Fame looked bewildered and tried to laugh it off, just as Mrs. Flutterly used to do. “What stuff are you talking about, darling? I’m not handing you any stuff,” she protested. “Besides, I don’t even know what you are talking about.”


  It’s the same old line, he reflected, and ground his teeth: Mrs. Flutterly to a T.


  “Now you look here,” he said roughly. “You know damned good and well what I’m talking about, so don’t try to play innocent with me.”


  “But—but darling, I don’t!” Fame protested, shrugging her shoulders slightly, lifting her hands and laughing a little troubled and uncomfortable laugh. They’re all alike, the youth thought gloomily, as he regarded the lady with a sullen and distempered eye; it’s Mrs. Flutterly all over, even to the way she looks innocent and bewildered and shrugs her shoulders and pretends to laugh.


  “If you’d only tell me what you’re talking about—” Fame began.


  “Come on,” he said coarsely. “Quit stalling around now—you know good and well what I’m talking about. How many men you been with, huh?” the brute barked at her, and glowered evilly.


  “Been with?” Fame said slowly, her voice rising on a fine inflection of puzzled doubt. “Do you mean how many men have I been out with?”


  “Now, listen, you,” he said in a tone that was distinctly full of threat. “You answer and you tell the truth or out you go. How many lovers have you had?”


  “Lovers?” Fame began, “why I don’t remember if—”


  “You do remember,” he said. “And by God, you’re going to tell me the truth if I have to choke it out of you. Answer me!” he shouted again, and smote his knee so fiercely that it made her jump. “How many of those guys did you sleep with?”


  “Why—why—” she faltered in a trembling tone.


  “By God, you’re going to tell me now,” he muttered between grating teeth, and leaning forward, he seized the slender bracelet of her arm with brutal grip. “Answer!” he snarled and shook her. “Answer, I tell you!”


  She burst into tears; great choking sobs welled up and filled her throat; she tried to speak but couldn’t through the tears. It was, he grimly saw, the art of Mrs. Flutterly.


  “There—there—” she choked.


  “Answer!” he rasped back, and shook her again. “Were there or were there not? Answer!”


  “—Yis,” she squeaked almost inaudibly. “There were—”


  “How many?” he said through clenched teeth.


  “I—I—I—two—” she finally squeaked in a pitiable little voice.


  “Two!” he shook her. “Two!” Again he shook her. “Are you sure it’s two?” For a third time he shook her brutally. “Answer!” he yelled.


  “I—I—I—three!” she squeaked. “Maybe three!” she gasped.


  “Ah—h—h—!” his breath expired in a sough of disgust.


  He straightened back in his chair and fairly flung her from him. “And maybe four—and maybe five—and maybe six—and maybe God knows how many more! You wouldn’t even know yourself! There have been so damn many you’ve lost count! You’re all alike—the whole lot of you!”


  III


  Gnawing his lip, he settled back in his chair, and for a moment surveyed her in glowering silence. But at length, curiosity got the best of him.


  “You and Milton,” he rasped harshly. “What about you and him? Was he one of them?”


  “He—he—was a good man, George,” Fame wept softly. “But I was so young when I met him—just a girl—he was so good—so good,” she wept. “But hard—hard! There was never any joy, any laughter—any music in the house. If I tried to sing, he made me stop. He wanted to be good to me—but he was so stern. Our life was nothing but work, work, work from dawn to dark—he called it living laborious days—and he said a woman’s place was in the home. I supppose [suppose] he was right,” she smiled pitifully through her tears, “—but I was so young—I wanted a little joy.”


  “You’re not answering my question,” said the youth implacably. “Was Milton one of your lovers or not?”


  “He—he—” Fame began in a faltering voice.


  “Yes or no?” he snarled. “I want an answer.”


  Fame’s ripe lip trembled. She tried to speak, her glorious eyes suffused with tears again: “Yis—” she squeaked—“He—he—Yis!—but I was so young—so young,” she sobbed. “I didn’t kn—o—w!”


  “I thought so,” said the hero with the grim finality of disgust, and leaning far back in his chair, he surveyed her a moment in gloomy silence.


  “What about Shelley?” he barked so sharply that it made her jump. “Was he one of the gang, too?”


  “—Oh,” Fame cried, softly smiling through her tears, “he was a saint, an angel. There was something so unearthly about Percy—he was more like a disembodied spirit than a man of flesh and blood—”


  “None of that guff now!” he rasped. “Did you and Percy have relations—yes or no?”


  “—It—it—it was really more like disembodied spirits—” Fame went on in a rapid and faltering tone.


  “Yes or no?”


  “—Nothing—nothing physical about it at all,” Fame went on. “The desire of the moth for the star—that’s what Percy called—”


  “Listen, you!” He leaned forward and shook her brutally. “Answer me! Did you and Percy have relations or didn’t you? Yes or no!”


  Her tender underlip trembled, she tried to speak, finally she burst into tears again, and squeaked:


  “Yis! ... but I was so young ... so lonely ... I didn’t really mean to—”


  “I thought so!” he said with a growl of fierce disgust and pushed her brutally away from him, and then for a moment longer sat regarding her with a sneer of contempt. “... ‘He could give not what men called love!’ Ah—ah—ah! The mealy-mouthed hypocrite! ... Giving the works to every girl he met and trying to pretend he was the Holy Ghost! ... Well, come on, now!” he said coarsely. “Let’s have all the dirt and get it over with! Was Keats one of the boys, too?”


  “—Johnny—” Fame began in a trembling voice, “—Johnny—”


  “Was he? Yes or no?”


  “—The poor kid—” she gasped. “He was all alone, he had no money, no friends—he was dying of consumption—I—I—I felt that if there was anything I could—”


  “Yes or no?” he shouted.


  “Yis,” squeaked Fame, beginning to sob hysterically. “Yis! ... Yis! ... I’ve told you now! You’ve dragged it out of me! ...”


  She smote herself dramatically on the bosom with a small clenched fist and tried to smile bravely, pathetically, with a martyred air. “... But as God is my judge,” she went on in a moment, in a trembling voice that faltered through her tears, “you’re the only one I ever really loved—the others didn’t count,” she sobbed. “I was so young at the time—just a young girl—father and mother were both dead—and, oh, God!” she sobbed, “I was so alone—so alone—” Great choking sobs engulfed her, took her speech away—she tried to speak, but could not—finally, pathetically, heartrendingly, just as Mrs. Flutterly used to do, she squeaked: “I didn’t know what to do—o—o!”


  IV


  He couldn’t stand it. He saw how he was being taken in, but he was still the dupe and still the gull; torn between pity and tenderness which the sight of a woman in tears stirred in him and cursing himself for his own weakness and folly in yielding, he took her in his arms and growled: “Oh, for God’s sake! Stop it! Stop it!” and shook her gently.


  Her arms went around him now, her fragrant mouth was pressed against his own, he breathed the fragrance of her shining hair, the flowery smell of her seductive loveliness, her voluptuous form bent back and yielded to his embrace, and he was lost.


  “Get off them clothes,” he panted thickly, made ungrammatical by passion, “because we’re—we’re—oh, damn it—how are we going to manage these wings?”


  [¬]


  I HAVE A THING TO TELL YOU


  (Nun Will Ich Ihnen ’Was Sagen)


  [The New Republic, March 10–24, 1937]


  I


  At seven o’clock the phone beside my bed rang quietly. I stirred, then roused sharply, from that fitful and uneasy sleep which a man experiences when he has gone to bed late knowing he has got to get up early. It was the porter.


  “It is seven o’clock,” he said.


  I answered: “All right. Thank you. I’m awake.”


  Then I got up, still fighting dismally with a stale fatigue which begged for sleep and with a gnawing tension of anxiety which called for action. One look about the room assured me. My old leather trunk lay packed and ready on the baggage rest. Now there was very little more to do except to shave and dress and drive to the station. The train was not due until half-past eight, and the station was not three minutes distant. I thrust my feet into my slippers, walked over to the windows, tugged the cord and pulled up the heavy blinds.


  It was a gray morning. Below me, save for an occasional taxicab or motor car, the quiet thrum of a bicycle, or some one walking briskly to his work, with a lean, spare clack of early morning, the Kurfürstendamm was bare and silent. In the center of the street, above the tram tracks, the fine trees had already lost their summer freshness—that deep intensity of German green which is the greenest green on earth and which gives to all their foliage a kind of forest darkness, a legendary sense of magic and of time. The leaves looked faded now and dusty. They were already touched here and there by the yellowing tinge of autumn. A tram, cream-yellow, spotless, shining as a perfect toy, slid past, with a kind of hissing sound upon the rails and at the contacts of the trolley. Except for this the tram made no noise. Like everything they made, the tram was perfect in its function. Even the little cobblestones that paved the tramway were spotless as if each of them had just been gone over thoroughly with a whisk broom, and the strips of grass on either side were as green and velvety as Oxford sward.


  On both sides of the street the great restaurants, cafes and terraces of the Kurfürstendamm were also bare and empty. Chairs were racked upon the tables, and everything was clean and still. Three blocks away, at the head of the street, the clock on the Gedächtnis-Kirche struck seven times. I could see the great bleak masses of the church, and in the trees a few birds sang.


  Some one knocked upon the door. I turned and crossed and opened it. The waiter stood there with his breakfast tray. He was a boy of fifteen years, a blond-haired solemn child with fresh pink face. He wore a boiled shirt and a waiter’s uniform that was spotless-clean, but that, I think, had been sawed off and shortened down a little from the costume of some more mature inhabitant to fit its present owner. He marched in solemnly, stolidly uttering, in a gutteral and toneless voice, his three phrases of English, which were: “Good morning, sir,” as I opened the door; “If you bleeze, sir,” as he set the tray down upon the table; and “Sank you very much, sir,” as he marched out, turned and closed the door behind him.


  For six weeks the formula had not varied by an atom, and now as he marched out again I felt a feeling of affection and regret. I told him to wait a moment, got my trousers, took some money and gave it to him. His pink face reddened into happiness. I shook hands with him, and then the boy said: “Sank you very much, sir.” And then, very quietly and earnestly: “Gute Reise.” He clocked his heels together and bowed formally; and then closed the door. And I stood there for a moment, with that nameless feeling of affection and regret, knowing that I should never see him again.


  Then I went back to the table and poured out a cup of the hot rich chocolate, broke a crusty roll, buttered it, spread it with strawberry jam and ate it. The pot was still half full of chocolate, the dish still piled with little scrolls of creamy butter. There was enough of the delicious jam, the crusty rolls and flaky croissants to make a half-dozen breakfasts, but I had eaten all I wanted. I brushed my teeth and shaved myself, put shaving brush and toothbrush, all the other things, together in a little leather case, and put it away in the old trunk. Then I dressed. By seven-twenty I was ready.


  Hartmann came in as I was ringing for the porter. He began to laugh as he saw me, closing his eyes, contorting his features and snuffling with laughter through his sourly puckered lips as if he had just eaten a half-ripe persimmon. Then he looked anxiously at me and said: “You are ready, then? You are going?”


  I nodded. “Yes. Everything’s all ready. How do you feel, Franz?”


  He laughed suddenly, took off his spectacles and began to polish them. Without his glasses, his small face had a tired and worn look, and his weak eyes were bloodshot and weary from the night before. “Oh, Gott!” he cried with a kind of gleeful desperation. “I feel perfectly dret-ful! I have not efen been to bett! May I tell you something?” he said, and peered at me with the serious intensity with which he always uttered these words, “I feel like hell—I really do.”


  He spoke good English. He had lived and worked in London for a year or two and since then his knowledge of the language had made his services extremely useful to the exporting firm that employed him. He rarely made an actual mistake in accent or pronunciation, yet one was instantly aware that he was speaking in a foreign tongue. It is not easy to describe—it was, more than anything else, perhaps, a certain intonation of the voice—a voice that spoke familiar words with the latent rhythm of another speech. He spoke without difficulty—there was occasionally a certain awkwardness in tense, an unsure exercise of idiom, a Germanic transposition of the English words—but his speech was always fluent, and his meaning clear. Yet, even when he spoke such simple words as “You are ready, then?” one was aware of a certain carefulness with “then,” as of one who had been schooled to say the word correctly. Or again, when he used such phrases as “Now, I may tell you something”—an expression that he used habitually, one felt a sense of strangeness not so much from the way he spoke the words (he spoke them very well, with a slight tendency toward the lisp, almost as if he were saying “thumthing”) as from the rather curious use he put them to. Thus, if one asked a casual question—where to buy a shirt, or where to get a bus, or whether there had been a call upon the telephone—Hartmann would turn with an air of almost startled earnestness and say: “Now I may tell you something—someone did call, yes.”


  I looked at him a moment as he put his spectacles back on.


  “Then you’ve had no sleep at all?” I said.


  “Oh, yes,” he said wearily. “I have slept an hour. I came back home. My girl was asleep—I did not want to wake her up. So I laid down upon the couch. I did not efen take off my clothes. I was afraid I would be coming too late to see you at the station. And that,” he said peering at me most earnestly again, “would be too dret-ful!”


  “Why don’t you go back home and sleep today after the train goes? I don’t think you’ll be able to do much at the office, feeling as you do. Wouldn’t it be better if you took the day off and caught up on your sleep?”


  “Well, then,” said Hartmann abruptly, yet rather indifferently, “I will tell you something. It does not matter. It really does not matter. I will take something—some coffee or something”—he shrugged his shoulders—“it will not be too bad. But, Gott!” again the desperately gleeful laugh, “how I shall sleep tonight! After that I shall try to know my girl again.”


  “I hope so, Franz. I’m afraid she hasn’t seen much of you the last month or so.”


  “Well, then,” said Hartmann, as before, “I will tell you something—it does not matter. It really does not matter. She is a good girl—she knows about these things—you like her, yes?—you think she is nice?”


  “Yes, I think she’s very nice.”


  “Well, then,” said Hartmann, “I may tell you: is very nice. We get along together very well. I hope they will let me keep her,” he said quietly.


  “They? Who do you mean by ‘they,’ Franz?”


  “Oh,” he said, wearily, “these people—these stupid people—that you know about.”


  “But, good Lord, Franz! Sure they have not yet forbidden that, have they? Why you can step right out on the Kurfürstendamm and get a dozen girls before you’ve walked a block.”


  “Oh,” said Hartmann, “you mean the little whores. Yes, you may still go to the little whores. That is quite all right. You see, my dear shap”—here Hartmann’s small face puckered in a look of impish malice and he began to speak in that tone of exaggerated and mincing refinement that charactered some of his more vicious utterances—“I will now tell you something. Under the Dritte Reich we are all so happy, everything is so fine and healthy that it is perfectly God damn dret-ful,” he sneered. “You may go to the little whores in the Kurfürstendamm. But you cannot have a girl. If you have a girl you must marry her and—may I tell you?” he said frankly—“I cannot marry. I do not make enough money. It would be quite impossible!” he said decisively. “And may I tell you this?” he continued, pacing nervously up and down the room, taking rapid puffs at his cigarette. “If you have a girl, then you most have two rooms. And that also is quite impossible! I have not efen money enough to afford two rooms.”


  “You mean, if you are living with a girl you are compelled by law to have two rooms?”


  “It is the law, yes,” said Hartmann, nodding with the air of finality with which a German states established custom. “You must. If you are living with a girl, she must have a room. Then you can say,” he went on seriously “you are not living with each other. You may sleep together every night. But then, you see, you will be good. You will not do some things against the Party. ... Gott!” he cried, and lifting his impish face, he laughed again. “It is all quite dret-ful.”


  “But if they find, Franz, that you’re living with her in a single room?”


  “Well, then,” he said quietly, “I may tell you she will have to go.” And then, wearily, with the tone of bitter indifference that had become so marked in one short year: “It does not matter. I do not care. I pay no attention to these stupid people. I have my work. I have my girl. If they let me keep them that is all that matters.”


  But now the porter had come in and was busy adjusting the straps of the leather trunk. I packed my briefcase with the letters, books and manuscript that had accumulated and gave it to the man. He dragged the baggage out into the hall and told us he would wait for us below.


  I looked at my watch, found that it still lacked three-quarters of an hour until train time, and then asked Hartmann if we should go immediately to the station or wait at the hotel.


  “Well, then,” he said, “I may tell you that we can be waiting here. If you wait here another half an hour I should imagine there would still be time.”


  He offered me a cigarette. I struck a match for him. Then we sat down, myself at the table, Hartmann upon the couch against the wall. And for a moment more we smoked in silence.


  “Well, then,” said Hartmann, “this time, it really is to be good-bye. ... This time you really will be going,” he said, peering at me sharply with his earnest, anxious look.


  “Yes, Franz. I’ve got to go this time. I’ve missed two boats already. I can’t miss another one.”


  We smoked in silence for a moment, and then suddenly, earnestly, as before, “Well, then, may I tell you something? I am sorry.”


  “And I, too, Franz.”


  “We will all be terribly missing you,” he said.


  And again we smoked in troubled silence.


  “You will come back, of course,” said Hartmann presently. And then, most emphatically, “You must, of course. We like you here”—and in a moment, very simply, quietly, “you know, we do so love you.”


  I did not say anything, but something tightened in my throat. And he, peering at me anxiously again, continued: “And you like it here? You like us? Yes I” he cried, in answer to his own question. “Of course you do!”


  “Of course, Franz.”


  “Then you must come back,” he said quietly. “It would be quite dret-ful if you did not.”


  I did not speak, but again I noticed, as I had so often done before, the deep and tragic resonance of his quiet voice, a voice touched somehow, for an American, with unfathomed depths of living, with a resignation that had long since passed despair, a fortitude that had gone far past both pride and hope. He looked at me searchingly again, but I said nothing. In a moment Hartmann said: “And I—I too shall hope that we shall meet again.”


  “I hope so, Franz. I believe we shall, some day.” And then, trying to throw off the sadness that had fallen on us I said strongly: “Of course we shall! I will come back, and we shall sit together talking just the same as we are now.”


  He did not answer, but for a moment his face was contorted by the look of bitter humor I had seen so often.


  “You think so,” he said and smiled his wry and bitter smile.


  “I’m sure of it I” I said more positively than ever. “We’ll sit together drinking, we’ll have parties, we’ll stay up all night and dance around the trees and go to Aenna Maentz at three o’clock for chicken soup. All of it will be the same.”


  “Well, then,” he said quietly, “I hope that you are right. I am not too sure,” said Hartmann, “I may not be here.”


  “You!” I said, and laughed derisively. “Franz, you know you will be here as long as Karl is here. You couldn’t get along without each other. You’ll always be together. Besides, the firm has got to have you for the English trade.”


  “I am not so sure,” he said. He was silent a moment longer, puffing at his cigarette, and then he continued, rather hesitantly: “You see—there are these fools—these stupid people!” He ground his cigarette out viciously in the ashtray and, his face contorted in a wry smile of defiant, lacerated pride, he cried angrily: “Myself—I do not care. I do not worry for myself. I have my little life I” cried Hartmann—“my little chob—my little girl—my little room. These people—these fools!” he cried—“I do not notice them. I do not see them! It does not bother me!” he cried. And now indeed his face was bitter as a grotesque mask. “I shall always get along,” said Hartmann. “If they run me out—well, then, I may tell you that I do not care! There are other places!” he cried bitterly. “I have lived in England and Vienna. If they take my chob, my girl”—he cried scornfully and waved his hand impatiently—“may I tell you that it does not matter? And if these fools—these stupid people—if they take this little life of mine, I do not think that is so terrible. You think so? Yes?”


  “Yes, I think so, Franz. I should not like to die.”


  “Well, then,” said Hartmann quietly, “with you it is a different matter. You are American. With us, it cannot be the same. I have seen men shot, in Munich, in Vienna—I do not think it is too bad”—he turned and looked searchingly at me again, “no, I should imagine it is not too bad,” he said.


  “Oh, hell, you’re talking like an idiot now! No one’s going to shoot you. No one’s going to take your job or girl away.”


  Hartmann did not answer for a moment. Presently he said, abruptly: “Now I think that I may tell you something. In the last year here these fools—these stupid people—have become quite dret-ful. All the Chews have been taken from their work, they have nothing to do any more. These people come around—some stupid people in their uniforms,” he said contemptuously—“and they say that everyone must be an Aryan man—this wonderful plue-eyed person eight feet tall who is being Aryan in his family since 1820. If there is a little Chew back there—then I should imagine it will be a pity.” Hartmann jeered. “This man can no more work—he is no more in the Cherman spirit. It is all quite stupid.” He smoked in silence for a moment, then continued. “This last year these big fools are coming round to Karl and me. They demand to know who I am, where I am from—whether I am porn or not. They say I must be proving to them that I am an Aryan man. Otherwise I can no longer hold my chob.”


  “But, my God, Franz!” I cried, and stared at him in stupefaction. “You don’t mean to tell me that—why you’re not a Jew! Are you?”


  “Oh, Gott, no! Hartmann cried, with a sudden shout of gleeful desperation. “My dear shap, I am so God-damn Cherman it is simply dret-ful.”


  “Well, then,” I demanded, puzzled, “why should they bother you? Why do they worry about your being Aryan if you’re German?”


  Hartmann was silent a moment longer before he answered, and the look of wounded humor in his face had deepened perceptibly before he spoke again. “My dear Paul,” he said, “now I may tell you something. I am completely Cherman, it is true. Only, my poor dear mother—I do love her so, of course—but, Gott!” He laughed again through a closed mouth, with a kind of bitter merriment in his face, as if he were laughing with an unripe persimmon in his mouth. “Gott! She is such a fool. This poor lady,” he said, a trifle contemptuously, “was loving my father very much, so much, in fact, that she did not go to the trouble to marry him. So these people come and ask me all these questions and say Where is your father?’—and of course I cannot tell them. Because, alas, my dear old shap, I am this bastard. Gott!” he cried again, seeing the look of stupefaction on my face, and, with eyes narrowed into slits, laughed through the corners of his mouth. “It is all so dret-ful—so stupid—and so horribly funny!” Hartmann cried.


  “But Franz! Surely you must know who your father is—you must have heard his name?”


  “My Gott, yes!” he cried, and laughed through his closed lips again. “That is what makes it all so funny.”


  “You mean you know him, then? He is living?”


  “But of course!” said Hartmann. “He is living in Berlin.”


  “But do you ever see him?”


  “But of course!” he said again. “I see him every week. We are quite good friends.”


  “But—then I don’t see what the trouble is—unless they can take your job from you because you are a bastard. It’s embarrassing, of course, but can’t you explain it to them? Won’t your father help you out?”


  “I am sure he would,” said Hartmann, “if I told this thing to him. Only, I cannot tell him. You see,” he went on quietly, after a moment’s pause, “my father and I are quite good friends. We never speak about this thing together—the way he was knowing my mother. And now, I would not ask him to help me—because it might be seeming I was taking an advantage. It might spoil everything.”


  “But your father—is he known here? Would these people know his name?”


  “Oh, Gott, yes!” Hartmann cried out gleefully. ‘That is what makes it all so horrible—and so dret-fully amusing. They would know his name at once—perhaps they say I am this little Chew and.throw me out because I am no Aryan man—and my father,” Hartmann choked, bent half over in his fitter merriment—“my father is this big Nazi—this most important person in the Party!”


  For a moment I looked at him and could not speak. As he sat there, smiling his embittered and disdainful smile, the whole legend of his life became plain. He had been life’s tender child, so sensitive, so affectionate, so amazingly intelligent He had been the fleeceling lamb thrust out into the cold to bear the blast and to endure the bitter strife of want and loneliness. He had been wounded cruelly. He bad been warped and twisted and yet he had maintained a kind of bitter hard integrity.


  “I’m so damned sorry, Franz! I never knew of this.”


  “Well, then,” said Hartmann indifferently, “I may tell you that it does not matter. It really does not matter.” He snuffled a little through his lips, flicked the ash off his cigarette and shifted his position. “I shall do something about it—I have engaged one of these little men—what do you call them?—lawyers—oh, Gott! but they are dret-ful!” Hartmann shouted gleefully—“to make some lies for me. This little man with his papers—he will feel around until he discovers fathers, mothers, sisters, brothers—everything I need. If he cannot, if they will not believe—well, then,” said Hartmann, “I must lose my chob. It does not matter.


  “But these fools,” he said again with an expression of disgust—“these dret-ful people! Some day, my dear Paul, you must write a bitter book. You must tell all these people just how horrible they are. Myself—I am a little man. I have no talent. I am only a little clerk. I cannot write a book. I can do nothing but admire what others do and know if it is good. But you must tell these dret-ful people what they are. I have a little fantasie,” he went on with a look of impish glee—“when I feel bad—when I see all these dret-ful people sitting at the tables putting food into their mouths, walking up and down in the Kurfürstendamm, then I imagine that I have a little ma-shine gun. So I take this little ma-shine gun and go up and down and when I see one of these dret-ful people I take the little ma-shine gun and I go—ping-ping-ping-ping-ping!” As he uttered these words he took aim and hooked his finger rapidly, saying “ping-ping-ping” is a rapid, childish key. “Oh, Gott!” he cried esctatically, [ecstatically,] “I should so enchoy it if I could go around with this little ma-shine gun and use it on all these stupid fools. But I cannot. My ma-shine gun is only in imagination. With you it is different. You have a ma-shine gun you can really use. And you must use it,” he said earnestly. “Some day you must write this bitter book in which you tell these fools where they belong. Only,” and he turned anxiously toward me, “you must not do it yet. Or if you do, you must not say some things in your next book that will make these people angry with you here.”


  “What kind of things do you mean, Franz?”


  “These things about”—he lowered his voice and glanced quickly toward the door—“about politics—about the Party. Things that would bring them down on you. It would be quite dret-ful if you did.”


  “Why would it?”


  “Because,” he said, “you have a name here. I don’t mean with these fools, but with the people left who still read books. If you should spoil it now—if you should write some things now that they would not like—the Reichsschriftenkammer would forbid your books. And that would be a pity. We do so like you here—I mean the people who do understand. They cannot believe that they are reading a translation. They say that it must sound as if it had been written in Cherman in the beginning and—Oh, Gott!” he shouted gleefully again—“they call you this very great writer.”


  "That’s a good deal more than they do at home, Franz.”


  “I know. But then, I notice, in America they love everyone a year—and then they spit upon him. Here, with many people you must have it—this name of yours,” he said earnestly. “And it would be too dret-ful if you spoil it now. You will not?” he said, and again looked anxiously at me.


  I did not answer for a moment, and then I said: “A man must write what he must write. A man must do what he must do.”


  “Then you mean if you felt you had to say some things—about politics—about these stupid fools—about—”


  “What about life?” I said. “What about people?”


  “You would say it?”


  “Yes, I would.”


  “Efen if it did you harm? Efen if it spoiled you here?” And, peering anxiously at me, he waited for my answer.


  “Yes, Franz, even if that happened.”


  He was silent a moment more and then, with apparent hesitancy, said: “Efen if you write something—if they say to you that you cannot come back?”


  I too was silent now. There was much to think of. But at last I said: "Yes, even if they told me that.”


  He straightened sharply, with a swift intake of anger and impatience. “Then I may tell you something,” he said harshly. “You are one big fool.” He rose, flung his cigarette away and began to pace nervously up and down the room. “Why should you go and spoil yourself,” he cried. “You are at home here. Everybody understands you. And for a little politics”—he said bitterly—“because there are these stupid fools, you would now go and spoil it all.”


  I made no answer. In a moment, still walking feverishly up and down he said: “Why should you do it? You are no politician. You are no propaganda Party man. You are not one of these Goddamn little New York Salon-Kommunisten.” He spat the word out viciously, his pale eyes narrowed into slits. “May I now tell you something?” He paused abruptly, looking at me. “I hate these bloody little people—they are everywhere the same. You find them everywhere—in London, Paris and Vienna. They are bad enough in Europe, but in America!” Hartmann shouted, his face lighting up with impish glee—“Oh, Gott! If I may tell you, they are simply dret-ful! Where do you get them from? Even the European esthete says ‘My Gott! these bloody men, these awful people, these damned esthetes from the Oo Ess Ah—are dret-ful!’”


  “Are you talking now of Communists?”


  "Well, now, I may tell you something”—curtly and coldly, with a kind of arrogant dismissal that was becoming more and more characteristic of him—“it does not matter what they call themselves. They are all the same. They are these little expressionissmus, surrealissmus, kommunissmus people—but really they are all the same. I am so tired of all these belated little people,” he said, and turned away with an expression of weariness and disgust. “It simply does not matter what they say. For they know nothing.”


  “You think then, Franz, that all of communism is like that—that all communists are just a crowd of parlor fakes?”


  “Oh, die Kommunisten,” said Hartmann wearily. “No, I do not think they are all fakes. And Kommunissmus!” he looked at me, shrugged his shoulders with an air of protesting agreement, and said: “Well, then, I think that it is very good. I think that some day we may live like that. Only, I do not think that you and I will see it. It is too great a dream. It is more than to expect. And these things are not for you. You are not one of these little propaganda Party people—you are a writer. It is your duty to look about you and to write about the world and people as you see them. It is not your duty to write propaganda speeches and call them books. You could not do that. It is quite impossible.”


  “But if by writing about the world and people as you see them you come in conflict with these propaganda Party people—what then?”


  “Then,” he said roughly, “you will be a great big fool. You can write about the world and people without these Party people coming down on you. You do not need to mention them. And if you do, and do not say nice things, then you cannot come back. And for what? If you were some little propaganda person in New York, you could say these things and then it would not matter. Because they can say anything they like—but they know nothing of us, and it costs them nothing. You have so much to lose. You have a name. The people admire you here!” Anxiously, earnestly, searchingly again, he looked at me and said: “And you? You do so like the people, too?”


  “Enormously.”


  “You must, of course,” he quietly replied, then added gently: “They are really a good lot. They are big fools, of course, but they are not too bad.” He was silent a moment, ground out his cigarette in the ashtray and then said, a little sadly, “Well then, you must do what you must do. But you are one big fool. Come on, old shap,” he said. He looked at his watch and put his hand upon my arm. “Now it is time to go.”


  We paused a moment, looking at each other, then we clasped each other by the hand.


  “Good-bye, Franz,” I said.


  “Good-bye, dear Paul,” said Hartmann quietly. “We shall miss you very much.”


  “And I you,” I answered.


  Then we went out.


  II


  The hour had come: along the station platform there was a flurry of excitement in the crowd, a light flashed, the porters moved along the quay. I turned and looked up the tracks. The train was sweeping down on us. It bore “Own swiftly, sweeping in around the edges of the Zoölogic Gardens, the huge snout of the locomotive looming bluntly, the fenders touched with trimmings of bright green. The great machine steamed hotly past and halted. The dull line of the coaches was broken vividly in the middle with the glittering red of the Mitropa dining car.


  We swung to action. My porter, heaving up my heavy leather case, clambered quickly up the steps found a seat for me. There was a blur of voices all around, an excited tumult of farewell. Hartmann shook hands hard and fast, his small and bitter face was contorted as if he were weeping, as indeed he was. With a sudden shock of recognition I saw how close together were his laughter and his grief. I heard his curiously vibrant, deep and tragic voice saying, “Good-bye, good-bye, dear Paul, auf wiedersehen.”


  Then I climbed up into the train. The guard slammed the door. Even as I made my way down the narrow corridor toward my compartment the train started, was in motion. These forms, these faces and these lives all slid away.


  Hartmann kept walking forward, waving his hat, his face still contorted with that strange grimace that was half bitter mirth, half sorrow. Then the train swept out around the curve. And he was lost.


  We gathered speed. The streets and buildings of the West slipped past me—those solid ugly streets, those great solid ugly buildings of Victorian German style, that yet, with all the pleasant green of trees, the window-boxes bright with red geraniums, the air of order, substance and comfort, had always been as familiar and as pleasant to me as the quiet streets and houses of a little town. Already we were sweeping through Charlottenburg. We passed the station without halting and on the platforms, with the old and poignant feeling of loss and of regret, I saw the people waiting for the Stadtbahn trains. Upon its elevated track the great train swept on smoothly toward the West, gathering in momentum slowly. We passed the Funkturm. Almost before I knew it we were running through the western outskirts of the city, toward the open country. We passed an aviation field. I saw the hangars and a flock of shining planes. Even as I looked a great silver-bodied plane moved out, taxied along and gathered speed, lifted its tail and, as we vanished, broke slowly from the earth.


  And now the city was behind us. Those familiar faces, forms and voices of just six minutes past were now remote from me as dreams, imprisoned there as in another world, a world hived of four million lives, of hope and fear and hatred, anguish and despair, of love, of cruelty and devotion, that was called Berlin.


  And now the land was stroking past, the level land of Brandenburg, the lonely flatland of the north that I had always heard to be so ugly and that I had found so strange, so haunting and so beautiful. The dark solitude of the forest was around us now, the loneliness of the kiefern trees, tall, slender, towering and straight as sailing masts, bearing upon their tops the burden of their needled and eternal green. Their naked poles shone with that lovely gold-bronze color that is itself like the material distillation of a magic light. And all between was magic too. The forest dusk was gold-brown, also, with this magic light, the earth gold-brown and barren, the trees themselves alone and separate, a pole-like forest filled with haunting light.


  And then, the light would open and the wood be gone. And we were sweeping through the level cultivated earth, tilled thriftily to the very edges of the track. And I could see the clusters of farm buildings, the red-tiled roofs, the cross-quarterings of barns and houses. Then we would find the magic of the woods again.


  I opened the door of my compartment and went in and took a seat beside the door. On the other side, in a corner by the window, a young man sat and read a book. He was an elegant young man dressed most fashionably. There was a kind of foppish elegance about his costume that one felt somehow was Continental, even though one did not know from what place upon the Continent he came.


  What struck me therefore with a sense of shock was the American book he was reading. Even as I pondered on this puzzling combination the door was opened and a woman and a man came in.


  They were Germans. The woman was no longer young, but plump, warm, seductive-looking, with hair so blonde it was the color of bleached straw, and eyes as blue as sapphires. She spoke rapidly to the man who accompanied her, then turned to me and asked me if the other places were unoccupied. I replied that I thought so, and looked inquiringly at the young man in the corner. And he too replied, in somewhat broken German, that he believed so. The woman nodded her head in satisfaction, spoke with quick authority to her companion and he went out and presently returned with their baggage—two valises, which he arranged upon the baggage rack above their heads.


  He was a tall, blond, fresh-complexioned German, who conveyed indefinably an impression of bewildered innocence. The woman, although most attractive, was obviously much the older of the two. One knew for a certainty she was in her thirties, and she might even already have attained her fortieth year. There were traces of fine wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, a kind of physical maturity and warmth which had in it the wisdom of experience, but from which some of the freshness of youth had gone.


  The young fellow obviously was in his early twenties. One felt instantly, without knowing why, that there was no family relation between these two: it was completely evident that the young man could not have been a brother, but it was also evident that they were not man and wife. Again, the woman, with the seductive warmth of her appeal, had an almost shameless physical attraction, a kind of naked allure such as one often sees in people of the theatre—in a chorus girl or in the strip woman of a burlesque show. Beside her assurance, her air of practice and authority, her sharply vivid stamp, the young man was almost countrified. And he certainly did look nervous and uneasy in the art of travel: I noticed that he kept his head down most of the time, and did not speak unless she spoke to him. And when she did, he would flush crimson with embarrassment, two wedge-shaped flags of color deepening in his fresh pink face to beetlike red.


  It was hard not to fall back upon an ancient parable—to assume that the boy was the village hayseed in the toils of the city siren, that she had duped him into taking her to Paris, that the fool and his money would soon be parted. And yet, there was certainly nothing repulsive about the blonde-haired woman. She was decidedly a most attractive and engaging creature. She even seemed to be completely unaware of that astonishing quality of sexual magnetism which she undoubtedly did possess, and to express herself sensually and naturally with the innocent warmth of a child.


  While I was busy with these speculations the door of the compartment opened again and a stuffy-looking little man with a long nose looked in, peered about truculently and rather suspiciously, and then demanded to know if the remaining seats in the compartment were free. We all told him that we thought so. Upon receiving this information, he too, without another word, disappeared down the corridor, to reappear again with a large valise. I helped him stow it away upon the rack above his head; although I do not think he could have done it for himself, he accepted my service without a word of thanks, hung up his overcoat, fidgeted and worried about, took a newspaper from his pocket, sat down and opened it, banged the compartment door rather viciously, and, after peering around sourly and mistrustfully at the rest of us, rattled his paper and began to read.


  While he read his paper I had a chance to observe this sour-looking customer from time to time. In a well known phrase of modern parlance, he was “nothing to write home about.” Not that there was anything sinister-looking about the man—decidedly there was not. It was just that he was a drab, stuffy, irascible-looking little fellow of the type that one is always afraid one is going to encounter on a trip hut that one hopes fervently he won’t meet. He looked like the kind of fellow who would always be banging down the window of the compartment without asking anyone else about it, always fidgeting and fuming about—always, in short, trying by every cranky, crusty and ill tempered means to make his traveling companions as uncomfortable as possible.


  Yes, he was certainly a well known type, but aside from these unpleasant aspects he was wholly unremarkable. It was only when he had intruded himself into the intimacy of a long journey and began immediately to buzz and worry around like a troublesome hornet that he became memorable. At this moment, in fact, the elegant young gentleman in the corner by the window almost ran afoul of him. The young fellow took out an expensive-looking cigarette case, and, smiling amiably, asked the lady if she objected to his smoking. She immediately answered, with great friendliness, that she minded not at all. I myself received this welcome information with considerable relief, took a package of cigarettes from my pocket and was on the point of joining my unknown young companion in the luxury of smoke when old Fuss-And-Fidget opposite me rattled his paper viciously, glared sourly at us and then, pointing at a sign upon the wall of the compartment, croaked dismally, “Nicht Raucher.”


  Well, all of us had known that at the beginning, but we had not known that Fuss-And-Fidget was going to make an issue of it. The young fellow and I glanced at each other with a slightly startled look, grinned a little, caught the lady’s eye, which was also twinkling with the comedy of the occasion, and were obediently about to put our cigarettes away unsmoked when Fuss-And-Fidget looked sourly around at us a second time and then said bleakly that as far as he was concerned it was all right. He’d just Wanted to point out to us that we were in a nonsmoking compartment. The implication plainly was that from this time on the crime was on our heads, that he had done what he could as a good citizen to warn us, but that if we proceeded with our guilty plot against the laws of the land it was no further concern of his. Being thus reassured, we produced our cigarettes again and lighted up.


  Time passed in silence now, and presently I fell into a dozing sleep, from which I would start up from time to time to look about me, then to doze again. Again and again I started up to find old Fuss-And-Fidget’s eyes fixed on me in a look of such suspicion and ill tempered sourness that the expression barely escaped malevolence. Moreover, he was so fidgety and nervous that it was almost impossible to sleep longer than for a few minutes at a time. He was always crossing and uncrossing his legs, always rattling his newspaper, always fooling with the handle of the door, half opening the door and banging it to again, as if he were afraid it was not securely closed. He was always jumping up and going out into the corridor, where he would pace up and down, look out the windows at the speeding landscape, and fidget up and down the corridor again, holding his hands behind him, twiddling his fingers nervously as he walked.


  Meanwhile, the train was advancing across the country at terrific speed. Forest and land, village and farm, tilled land and pasture rushed past us with the deliberate but devouring movement of the high velocity. We slackened a moment as we crossed the Elbe but there was no halt. Two hours after our departure from Berlin we were sweeping in beneath the arched, enormous roof of the Hannover station. There was a halt of ten or fifteen minutes here. I had fallen into a doze but as the train slackened and began to come into the outskirts of the old city I awoke. But fatigue still held me. I did not get up.


  The others in the compartment—everyone except myself and the elegant young gentleman in the corner—got up and went out upon the platform to get as much fresh air and exercise as our short stay allowed. Meanwhile, my companion in the corner had put down his book and, after peering out the window for a moment, turned to me and said in English, marked by a slight accent, “Where are we now?”


  I told him we were at Hannover.


  He sighed a little and said, “I am tired of traveling. I shall be glad when I get home.”


  “And where is home for you?”


  “New York,” he said, and seeing a look of surprise upon my face he added quickly: “Of course I am not American by birth, as you can see. But I am a naturalized American and my home is in New York.”


  I told him that I lived there too, and he asked me if I had been long in Germany.


  “No, not recently. I came over about two months ago.”


  “‘At first, when you came in this morning, I thought you were German. But then I saw you could not be German from your accent. When I saw you reading The Paris Herald I decided that you were English or American.”


  “I am American, of course.”


  “Yes, I can see that now. I,” he said, “am Polish by birth. I went to America fifteen years ago to live, but my family still live in Poland.”


  “And you have been to see them, naturally?”


  “Yes. I have two brothers living in the country. I am coming from there now,” he said. He was silent for a moment and then added with some emphasis, “But not again. Not for a long time will I visit them. I am sick of Europe,” he went on. “I am tired of all this foolish business, these politics, this hate, these armies and this talk of war—the whole damn stuffy atmosphere—here”—he cried indignantly and, thrusting his hand into his breast pocket, he pulled out a paper, “Will you look at this?”


  “What is it?”


  “A paper—a permit—which allows me to take twenty-three marks out of Germany. Twenty-three marks!” he repeated scornfully, “—as if I want their God-damn money.”


  “I know. You’ve got to get a paper every time you turn around. Look here!” I cried, and reaching in my own breast pocket I pulled out a mass of papers big enough to choke a horse. “I got all of these in two months’ time.”


  The ice was broken now. Upon a mutual grievance we began to warm up to each other. It quickly became evident that my new acquaintance, with the patriotic fervor of his race, was almost passionately American.


  “Oh,” he said, “it will be good after all this to be back there where all is Peace—where all is Friendship—where all is Love.”


  I had myself some reservations on this score, but I did not utter them. His fervor was so genuine and warm that it would have been unkind to try to qualify it. And besides, I too was homesick now and his words, generous and wholehearted as they were, warmed me with their pleasant glow.


  For I, as he, was weary and oppressed, exhausted with these pressures, worn out with these tensions of the nerves and spirit, sickened by the cancer of these cureless hates which had not only poisoned the life of nations but had eaten in one way or another into the lives of all my friends, of almost everyone that I had known here. And so, like my new-found fellow countryman, I too felt, beneath the extravagance and intemperance of his language, a certain justice in comparison. And I felt further that it would be very good to be back home again, out of the poisonous constrictions of this atmosphere, where, whatever we might lack, we still had air to breathe in, winds to clear that air.


  My new friend now told me that he was a member of a brokerage concern in Wall Street. This seemed to call for some similar identification on my part and I gave him the most truthful answer I could make, which was that I worked for a publishing house. He remarked then that he knew the family of a New York publisher. And when I asked him who these people were he answered, “The Edwards family.”


  I said: “I know the Edwardses. They are friends of mine and Mr. Edwards is my publisher. And you,” I said, “your name is Johnnie, isn’t it? I have forgotten your last name, but I have heard it—”


  He nodded quickly, smiling. “Yes, Johnnie Stefanowski,” he said. “And you?—what is your name?”


  I told him.


  He said, “Of course. I know of you.”


  And instantly we were shaking hands, with that kind of stunned but exuberant surprise which reduces people to the banal conclusion that “it’s a small world after all.”


  And now indeed we had established contact at a thousand points and found we knew in common scores of people. We discussed them enthusiastically, almost joyfully. By the time the other people returned to the compartment and the train began to move again we were engaged in rapid conversation.


  Our three companions looked somewhat startled to hear this rapid-fire of conversation, this evidence of acquaintanceship between two people who had apparently been strangers just ten minutes since. Our little blonde lady smiled at us and took her seat; the young man also. Old Fuss-And-Fidget, all ears now, glancing quickly, sharply, from one to the other of us, listened attentively to all we said.


  The cross-fire of our talk went back and forth, from my corner of the compartment to my friend’s. I felt myself a sense of embarrassment at the sudden intrusion of this intimacy in a foreign language among fellow travelers, with whom we had heretofore maintained a restrained formality. But Johnnie Stefanowski evidently was troubled not at all and smiled in a friendly fashion at our companions as if they too were parties to our conversation and could understand every word we said.


  Under this engaging influence, everyone began to thaw out visibly. The little blonde lady now began to talk in an animated way to her young companion. In a few moments Fuss-And-Fidget chimed in too. In a very short time the whole compartment was humming with this rapid interplay of English and of German.


  Johnnie Stefanowski now proposed that we seek out the Speisewagen and procure refreshment. “I am not hungry,” he said indifferently. “In Poland I have had to eat too much. I am sick of food—but would you like some Polish fruits?” he said, indicating a large paper-covered package at his side. “I believe they have prepared some things for me—some fruits from my brother’s estate, some chickens and some partridges. I have no appetite myself, but wouldn’t you take something?”


  I told him that I was not hungry yet.


  He suggested thereupon that we get a drink. “I still have these marks,” he said, “seventeen or eighteen of them. I no longer have any need of them. But now that I have met you I think it would be nice if we could spend them. Shall we go and see what we can find?”


  To this I agreed. We arose, excused ourselves to our companions and as Stefanowski left his seat, old Fuss-And-Fidget asked him if he was willing to change seats. Indifferently the young man answered, “Yes, take my seat, of course. It does not matter to me where I sit.”


  We went out into the narrow corridor and, moving forward through several coaches of the hurtling train, we finally reached the Speisewagen, skirted the hot breath of the kitchens and seated ourselves at one of the tables in one of the beautiful, bright clean coaches of the Mitropa service. Stefanowski seemed to have a Polish gentleman’s liberal capacity for drink. He tossed his brandy off at a single gulp, remarking rather plaintively: “It is very small. But it is good and does no harm. We shall have more.”


  Pleasantly warmed by brandy, and talking together with the ease of people who had known each other for many years, we now began to discuss our companions in our own compartment.


  “The little woman—she is rather nice,” said Stefanowski—“I think she is not very young, and yet, she is quite charming, isn’t she? A personality.”


  “And the young man with her?” I inquired. “You do not think he is her husband?”


  “No, of course not,” replied my companion instantly. “It is most curious,” he went on in a puzzled tone, “he is much younger, obviously, and not the same—he is much simpler than the lady.”


  “Yes. It’s almost as if he were some young fellow from the country, and she—”


  “Is like someone in the theatre,” Stefanowski nodded. “An actress. Or perhaps some music-hall performer.”


  “And the other man?” I said. “The little one? The fidgety little fellow who keeps staring at us. Who is he?”


  “Oh, that one,” said my friend impatiently. “I do not know. I do not care. He is some stuffy little man—you always meet them on a trip—it does not matter. But shall we go back now?” he said, “and talk to them? We shall never see them after this: and it would be interesting to find out who they are.”


  I agreed. Accordingly, my Polish friend now called the waiter, got our bill and paid it—and still had ten or twelve marks left from what remained of the waning twenty-three. Then we got up and went back through the speeding train to our compartment.


  The lady smiled at us as we came in. And our three fellow passengers all regarded us with a kind of sharpened curiosity. It was evident that during our absence we had been the subject of their speculation, Stefanowski smiled and spoke to them at once. His German was somewhat broken but coherent, and he was a man of such natural warmth and social assurance that his deficiencies did not bother him at all. Our companions responded quickly, even eagerly, to our greeting, and immediately gave free expression to their curiosity, to the speculations which our meeting, our apparent recognition of each other, had aroused.


  The lady asked Stefanowski where he came from —“Was sind sie für ein Landsmann?” And he replied that he was an American.


  “Ach so?”—for a moment she looked surprised, then added quickly, “but not by birth?”


  “No,” said Stefanowski, “I am Polish by birth, But I live in New York now. And my friend here”—he indicated me, and they all turned to stare curiously at me—“is an American by birth.”


  They nodded in satisfaction and, smiling with eager curiosity, the lady said—“And your friend here—he is an artist, isn’t he?”


  Stefanowski said I was.


  “A painter?”—the lady almost gleefully pursued the confirmation of her own predictions.


  “He is not a painter. He is a writer.” My young Polish friend said “Dichter” which means poet, which I amended quickly to “ein schriftsteller.”


  All three of them thereupon looked at one another with nods of satisfaction, saying ah, they thought so, it was evident, etc. Old Fuss-And-Fidget even now chimed in with a sage observation that it was apparent “from the head.” The others nodded in agreement, and the lady, now turning again to Stefanowski, said, “But you—you are not an artist, are you? You do something else?”


  He replied that he was a business man—a “Geschäftsmann”—that his business was in Wall Street, a name which apparently had imposing connotations for them, for they all nodded in an impressed manner and said “ah” again.


  We went on then and told them how we had never seen each other before that morning, but how each of us had known of the other through many mutual friends whom we had known for years. This news delighted everyone. Our little blonde lady nodded triumphantly, burst out in excited conversation with her companion and with Fuss-And-Fidget, the effect of which was, “What did I tell you? I said the same thing, didn’t I? It’s a small world after all, isn’t it?” etc.


  Now we were all really wonderfully at ease with one another, all talking eagerly and naturally, as if we had known one another for years. The little lady began to tell us all about herself. She and her husband were, she said, proprietors of a business near the Alexanderplatz. No—smiling—the young man was not her husband. He was a young artist and employed by her. In what sort of business? She laughed—one would never guess. She and her husband manufactured mannikins for window-shop display. Their business, I inferred, was quite a large one. She told us that they employed over fifty workers, and occasionally they had had almost a hundred. For this reason, she had to go to Paris once or twice a year. For, she explained, Paris set the fashion in these figures as it did in clothes.


  Of course, they did not buy the Paris models. Mein Gott! that was impossible with the present money situation as it was. Nevertheless, hard as it was, she had to get to Paris somehow once or twice a year, just in order to keep up with “what was going on.” She took this young man with her on these trips. He made designs, drew models of the late show-window modes in Paris, and duplicated them for her when he returned.


  Stefanowski now remarked that he did not see how it was even possible, under present circumstances, for a German citizen to travel anywhere. It had become difficult enough for a foreigner now to travel in and out of Germany. The money complications were so confusing and so wearisome. I added to this an account of my own experiences of the summer in my brief travels—the difficulties that had attended even a short journey to the Austrian Tirol. Ruefully I displayed the pocket full of papers, permits, visas and official stamps I had accumulated in two months. Upon this common ground we all again were vociferously agreed. The lady affirmed that it was stupid, exhausting and, for a German with business out of his own country, almost impossible. She added quickly, loyally, that of course it was also necessary, but then began to give an account of her own difficulties, which went swiftly into a bewildering maze of checks and balances, and which finally ended by her waving her hand charmingly, saying, “Ach Gott! it is all too complicated, too confusing, to explain.”


  Old Fuss-And-Fidget put in here, with confirmations of his own. He was, he said, an attorney in Berlin—a “Rechtsanwalt”—who had formerly had extensive professional connections in France and in other portions of the Continent. He had visited America as well, he added. He had been there, in fact, as recently as 1930, when he had attended an international congress of lawyers in New York. He even spoke a little English, which he now unveiled for us, and he was going now, he told us, to another international congress of lawyers which was to open in Paris within the next day or so and which would last a week. But it was hard for a German to make a trip even of this short duration. And as for his former professional activities in other countries, they were now, alas, impossible.


  He asked me if any of my books had been translated and published in Germany and I told him they had. They were all warmly curious, wanted to know the title and my name. Accordingly, I wrote out for them the German titles of the books, the name of the German publisher, my own name. The little lady put the paper away in her pocketbook and announced enthusiastically that she would buy the books on her return to Germany. And Fuss-And-Fidget, after carefully reading the paper, folded it and put it away in his wallet, remarking that he too would buy the books when he returned.


  Stefanowski now picked up his bulky paper package, opened it and demanded that everyone partake. There were some splendid pears and peaches, a plump broiled chicken, some fat squabs and various other delicacies. Our companions protested that they could not deprive him of his lunch, but the young man insisted with a vigorous warmth that was obviously a characteristic of his good-hearted nature that he and I were going to the dining car for luncheon anyway, and that if they did not eat the contents of the package it would go to waste. Whereupon, they all helped themselves to fruit, which they pronounced delicious, and the lady promised she would later on investigate the chicken. Upon these assurances, with friendly greetings all around, my Polish friend and I departed for a second time.


  III


  It is astonishing how short a time it takes to get acquainted on a journey. As we made our way a second time along the corridors of the speeding train I reflected that already Stefanowski and I were as accustomed to each other as if we had been friends for many years. As to the new-found friends in our compartment, we were delighted with them all. In the most extraordinary way, and in the space of fifteen minutes’ time, we seemed to have entered into the lives of all these people and they in ours. Now we were not only immensely interested in the information they had given us about themselves: we were as warmly, eagerly concerned with the problems that confronted them as if their troubles were our own.


  During a long and sumptuous meal—a meal that began with brandy, proceeded over a fine bottle of Bernkasteler and wound up over coffee and more brandy and a good cigar, a meal on which we were both exuberantly determined to spend the remainder of our German money, we discussed our companions again. The little woman, we agreed, was charming. And the young man, although diffident and shy, was very nice. We even had a word of praise for Fuss-And-Fidget now. After we had cracked his crusty shell the old codger was not bad. He really was quite friendly underneath.


  “And it does show,” said Stefanowski quietly, “how good people really are, how easy it is to get along with one another in this world, how people really like each other—if only—”


  “—if only—” I said, and nodded.


  “These damned politicians,” Stefanowski said. At length we called for our bill and paid it. Stefanowski dumped his marks upon the table, counted them: “You’ll have to help me out,” he said. “How many have you got?”


  I dumped mine out. We had enough to pay the bill, to give the waiter something extra. And there was enough left over for a double jolt of brandy and a good cigar.


  So, grinning with satisfaction, in which our waiter joined amiably as he read our purpose, we paid the bill, ordered the brandy and cigars, and, full of food, of drink, and of the pleasant knowledge of a job well done, we puffed contentedly on our cigars.


  We were now running through the great industrial region of western Germany. The pleasant landscape had been darkened by the grime and smoke of enormous works. Now it was grim with the skeletons of enormous smelting and refining plants, disfigured with great heaps of slag, with mountainous dumps. It was a new portion of the land, one of the few I had not seen before. It was brutal, smoky, dense with life, the grimy warrens of industrial towns. But it had the brutal fascination of these places too, the thrilling power of raw, enormous works.


  Stefanowski informed me that we were already almost at the border and that, since our own coach went directly through to Paris, we should have no additional need of money for porter’s fees.


  This made us remember the difficulties of our fellow travelers, who were Germans. We agreed that the existing law which permitted native citizens to take only ten marks from the country was, for people in the business circumstances of our little blonde companion and old Fuss-And-Fidget, a very trying one.


  At this moment Stefanowski had a brilliant inspiration, the result of his own generous impulse. “But why,” he said, “why can’t we help them?”


  “How? In what way can we help them?”


  “Why,” he said, “I have here a permit that allows me to take twenty-three marks out of the country. You have no permit, but everyone is allowed—”


  “To take ten marks,” I said and nodded. “So you mean then,” I concluded, “that since each of us has spent his German money—”


  “But can still take as much as is allowed out of the country—yes,” he said. “So we could suggest it to them—” he went on.


  “—that they give us some of their marks to keep, you mean?”


  He nodded. “Yes. It is not much, of course. But it might help.”


  No sooner said than seized upon. We were almost jubilantly elated at this opportunity of doing some slight service for these people to whom we had taken such a liking. At this moment, even while we were smiling confirmation at each other, a man in uniform came through the car, paused at our table—which was the only one that was now occupied—and quietly but authoritatively informed us that the Pass-Control had come upon the train and that we must return at once to our compartment to await examination. We rose, knowing now we had no time to lose, hastened back along the coaches of the swaying train, entered our compartment again and immediately told our fellows that the inspection would soon begin and that the officials were on the train.


  There was a flurry of excitement. Everyone began to get ready. The blonde lady took out her purse and passport and with a worried look began to count her money. Stefanowski watched her quietly for a moment and then, taking out his own certificate and showing it, remarked that he was officially allowed possession of the sum of twenty-three marks, that he had had the sum in his possession, but now had spent it. I took this as my cue and remarked that I too had spent the ten marks that the Jaw allowed me.


  Our little blonde companion looked eagerly at both of us and read the friendship of our meaning.


  “Then you mean?” she said, and gleefully—“but it would be wonderful, of course, if you would!”


  “Have you as much as twenty-three marks?” said Stefanowski.


  “Yes,” she nodded quickly, with a worried look, “I have more than that. But if you would take the twenty-three and keep them until we are past the frontier—”


  He stretched out his hand. “Give them to me,” be said quietly. The transfer was completed, the money in his pocket, in the wink of an eye.


  In another moment Fuss-And-Fidget had taken ten marks from his pocket and without a word passed them across to me. I thrust the money in my pocket, and we all sat back, a little flushed, excited but triumphant, trying to look composed.


  A few minutes later an official opened the compartment door, saluted and asked for our passports. He inspected Stefanowski’s first, found everything in order, took his certificate, saw his twenty-three marks, stamped the passport and returned it to him.


  Then he turned to me. I gave him my passport and the various papers certifying my possession of American currency. He thumbed through the pages of the passport, which were now almost completely covered with stamps and entries, and finally smiled quite kindly, and returned my passport to me. Then he inspected the passports of the little blonde lady, her companion and Fuss-And-Fidget. Everything, apparently, was in order, save that the lady had confessed to the possession of more than twenty marks, and the official regretfully informed her that he must take from her anything in excess of ten. It would be held at the frontier and restored to her, of course, when she returned. She smiled ruefully, shrugged her shoulders, and gave the man twelve marks. All other matters were evidently now in order, for the man saluted and withdrew.


  So it was over then! We all drew a deep breath of relief, and commiserated our charming lady friend upon her loss. But I think we were all quietly jubilant, too, to know her loss had been no greater, that we had been able in some degree to lessen it. I asked Fuss-And-Fidget if I should return his money now or later on. He told me to wait until we had crossed the frontier into Belgium. At the same time, he made some casual explanation, to which none of us paid any serious attention at the time, to the effect that his ticket was good only to the frontier, and that he would utilize the fifteen minutes of our wait at Aachen, the frontier town, to buy a ticket for the remainder of the trip to Paris.


  We were now, in fact, approaching Aachen. The train was slackening speed. We were going through a pleasant countryside, a smiling landscape of green fields and gentle hills, unobtrusively, mildly, somehow unmistakably European. The seared and blasted districts of the mines and factories were behind us. We were entering the outskirts of a pleasant town.


  This was Aachen. In another moment the train was slowing to a halt before the station. We had reached the frontier. There was to be a wait of fifteen minutes and a change of engines. All of us got out—Fuss-And-Fidget to get a ticket, the others to stretch their legs and get a breath of air.


  My Polish friend and I got out and walked forward along the platform to inspect the locomotive. The German locomotive which would here be supplanted by its Belgian successor was a magnificent machine, almost as big as one of the great American engines. The evidence of high velocity was legible in every line of it. What was most remarkable was the tender, a wonderful affair, the whole of which seemed to be a honeycomb of jetting pipes. One looked in through some slanting bars and saw a fountain-like display, composed of thousands of tiny little jets of steaming water. It was a marvelous machine, which bore in every line the evidence of the tremendous engineering talent that had created it.


  Knowing how vivid, swift and fugitive are those poignant first impressions that come at the moment when we change from one country to another, I waited with an almost feverish interest for the approach of the Belgian locomotive. I knew in advance it would not be so good as the German one because the energy, the intelligence, the strength and the integrity which produced it were inferior, but I was eagerly sensitized to observe the exact degree and quality of these differences between the powerful, solid and indomitable race that I was leaving and the little people I would now encounter.


  Presently we walked back along the platform, found our little blonde-haired lady and, flanking her on either side, began to stroll up and down beside the train. At length, observing the station clock and seeing that the moment scheduled for departure had already come, we moved quickly back towards our own coach and our own compartment.


  As we approached it was evident that something had happened. There were no signs of departure. The conductor and the station guard stood together on the platform. No warning signal had been given. And, moreover, there was now evident a kind of subdued tension, a sense of crisis that made my pulse beat quicker as I approached.


  I have often observed this phenomenon in life, its manifestations under certain conditions are nearly always identical. A man has leaped or fallen, for example, from a high building to the pavement of a city street. Or a man has been shot, or beaten. He has been struck by a motor car; or again, a man is dying quietly on the street before the eyes of other men. But always, the manifestation of the crowd is just the same. Even before you see the faces of the people, when you see their backs, their posture, the position of the head and shoulders, you know what has happened.


  You do not know, of course, the precise circumstance, but what you sense immediately is the final stage of tragedy. You know that someone has just died or is dying, and in the terrible eloquence of backs and shoulders, the feeding silence of the watching men, you sense a tragedy that is even deeper. It is the tragedy of man’s cruelty and his lust for pain, the tragic weakness that corrupts him, that he loathes but that he cannot cure.


  And always, the manifestation of this tragedy is just the same. Even before one arrives one knows from this silent eloquence of shoulders, backs and heads that something ruinous and horrible has happened. I knew the signs too well. And now, as I hastened along beside the train and saw the people gathered in the corridor in that same feeding posture, waiting, watching, in that deadly fascinated silence, I was sure that once again in life I was about to witness death.


  That was the first thing that came to me—and I believe to all of us—that someone had died. And what stunned us, what stopped us short, appalled, was that death had come to our compartment. The shades were tightly drawn, the door closed, the whole place sealed impenetrably. We had started to get on the train when this thing burst upon us. And now we saw our lady’s young companion standing at the window in the corridor. He motioned quickly to us, a gesture warning us to remain where we were. And as he did it flashed over all of us that the subject of this tragic visitation was the nervous little man who had been the companion of our voyage since morning.


  The stillness of the scene, the shuttered blankness of that closed compartment, were horrible. Even as we stared, appalled and horror-stricken, at that fatal curtained closet, which had so short a time ago housed the lives of all of us, and which had now become the tenement of death, the curtained door of the compartment was opened and closed quickly, and a man came out.


  He was an official, a burly-looking fellow, with a visored cap, a jacket of olive green. He was a man of forty-five or more, a Germanic type with high blunt cheekbones, a florid face and tawny mustaches, combed out sprouting, in the Kaiser Wilhelm way. His head was shaven, and there were thick creases at the base of the skull and across his fleshy neck. He came out, climbed down clumsily to the platform, signaled excitedly to another officer and climbed back into the train again.


  It was a familiar type, one that I had seen and smiled at often, but one that now became, under these ominous circumstances, sinisterly unpleasant. Even the man’s physical weight and clumsiness, the awkward way he got down from the train, the awkward way he climbed up again, the thickness of his waist, the unpleasant width and coarseness of his clumsy buttocks, the way his sprouting mustaches seemed to quiver with passion and authority, the sound of his guttural voice, raised coarsely, somewhat phlegmily, as he shouted to his fellow officer, the sense that he was fairly panting with an inflamed authority—all these symptoms had now become, under the ominous prescience of the moment, loathsome, sinister, repellent.


  All of a sudden, without knowing why, I felt myself trembling with a murderous and incomprehensible anger. I wanted to smash that fat neck with the creases in it. I wanted to pound that inflamed and blunted face into a jelly. I wanted to kick square and hard, bury my foot, dead center in the obscene fleshiness of those clumsy buttocks. And I knew that I was helpless, that all of us were. Like all Americans, I had never liked the police or the kind of personal authority that it sanctifies. But this feeling, this intensity, with its murderously helpless rage, was different. I felt impotent, shackled, unable to stir against the walls of an obscene but unshakable authority.


  The official with the sprouting mustaches, accompanied now by his colleagues, opened the curtained doors of the compartment again, and now I saw that they were not alone. Two other officials were in the compartment and our nervous little companion—no, he was not dead!—he sat there huddled, facing them. He sat looking up at them as they bent over him. His face was white and pasty. It looked greasy, as if it were covered with a salve of cold fat sweat. Under his long nose his mouth was trembling in a horrible attempt at a smile. In the very posture of the men as they bent over him there was something revolting and unclean.


  But the official with the thick creased neck had now filled the door and blotted out the picture. He went in followed by a smaller colleague, the door was closed again behind him, and again there was that vicious and ill omened secrecy.


  All of this had happened in a moment while we had looked on with stupefied surprise. Now the people gathered in the corridor began to whisper to one another. In a moment our little blonde lady went over, whispered to the young man at the window and then came back, took Stefanowski and myself by the arm and led us away, out of hearing.


  Then, as both of us whispered “What is it?” she looked around cautiously again and said with lowered voice: “That man—the one in our compartment—was trying to get out of the country and they’ve caught him.”


  “But why?—What for?—What has he done?” we asked, bewildered.


  Again she glanced back cautiously and then, drawing us toward her till our three heads were almost touching, she said, in an awed and almost frightened tone, “They say he is a Jew. They searched his baggage—he was taking money out.”


  “How much?” said Stefanowski.


  “I don’t know,” she whispered. “A great deal, I think. Several thousand marks. They found it.”


  “But how—” I began. “I thought everything was finished. I thought they were done with all of us when they went through the train.”


  “Yes,” she said, “but don’t you remember he said something about not having a ticket the whole way. He got off the train to get one. And I think that’s when they caught him,” she whispered. “I think they had their eye on him. That’s why they did not question him when they came through the train”—as indeed, I now remembered, “they” had not—“And they caught him here,” she went on. “They asked him where he was going and he said to Paris. They asked him how much money he was taking out; he said ten marks. Then they asked him how long he was going to remain in Paris, and for what purpose, and he said he was going to be there for a week and that he was attending this congress of lawyers that he spoke about. They asked him then how he proposed to stay in Paris for a week and attend this congress if all he had was ten marks. And I think,” she whispered, “he got frightened then. He began to lose his head. He said he had forgotten, that he had twenty marks besides, which he had put into another pocket. And then, of course, they had him. They searched him. They searched his baggage, and they found more,” she whispered in an awed tone. “Much, much more.”


  For a moment we all stared at one another, too stunned to say a word. Then the little woman laughed in a low, almost frightened, sort of way, a little uncertain “o-hoh-hoh-hoh-hoh” ending on a note of incredulity.


  “This man,” she whispered again, “this little Jew—”


  “I didn’t know he was a Jew,” I said, “I should not have thought so.”


  “But he is,” she whispered, and looked stealthily ground again to see if we were being overheard. And he was doing what so many of the others have done—he was trying to get out with his money.” And again she laughed, the uncertain little hoh-hoh-hoh that mounted on a note of incredulous amazement. And yet, I saw, her eyes were troubled, too.


  All of a sudden I felt sick, empty, nauseated. That money, those accursed ten marks, were beginning to burn a hole in my pocket. I put my hand into my vest pocket and the coins felt greasy, as if they were covered with sweat. I took them out and closed them in my fist and started to cross the platform toward the train.


  The woman seized me by the arm. “Where are you going?” she gasped. “What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to give that man his money. I can’t keep it now.”


  Her face went white. “Are you mad?” she whispered. “Don’t you know that that will do no good? You’ll only get yourself arrested and, as for him—he’s in trouble enough already. You’ll only make it So much worse for him. And besides,” she faltered, as the full consequences came to her, “God knows what he has done, what he has said already. If he has told that we have transferred money to one another—we may all be in for it!”


  We had not thought of this. But now we did. And as we saw the possible consequence of our act we just stood there and stared helplessly at one another. We just stood there, three abreast, feeling dazed and weak and hollow. We just stood there and prayed.


  And now they were coming out of the compartment. The fellow with the sprouting mustache came out first, carrying the little man’s valise. He looked around. It seemed to me he glared at us. We just stood still and prayed. We expected now to see all of our baggage come out. We thought that we were in for it.


  But in a moment the other three officials came out of the compartment, with the little man between them. They marched him right along the platform, white as a sheet, greasy looking, protesting volubly, in a voice that had a kind of anguished lilt. He came right by us. I made a movement with my arms. The greasy money sweated in my hand and I did not know what to do. I started to speak to him. And at the same time I was praying that he would not speak. I tried to look away from him, but I could not look away. He came toward us, still protesting volubly that everything could be explained, that all of it was an absurd mistake. And just for a moment as he passed us, he stopped talking, glanced at us, white-faced, smiling pitiably, his eyes rested on us for a moment, and then, without a sign of further recognition, he went on by.


  I heard the little blonde woman at my side sigh faintly and I felt her body slump against me. We all felt pretty weak and hollow. In a moment we went on across the platform and got up into the train. The evil tension had been snapped. People were now talking feverishly, still in a low tone but with obvious released excitement. Our little blonde companion leaned from the window of the corridor and spoke to the fellow with the sprouting mustache who was still standing there. “Are—are you going to keep him here?” she said in a low tone. “You’re not going to let him go?”


  He looked at her stolidly for a moment. Then an intolerable smile broke deliberately across his brutal features. He nodded his head, slowly, with the finality of a gluttonous satisfaction: “Nein,” he said, “Er bleibt.” And, shaking his heavy head ever so slightly from side to side, “Geht nicht!”


  They had him. Far down the platform we heard the sudden fifing shrill of the engine whistle. The guard cried warning; all up and down the platform doors were slammed. Slowly the train moved from the station. We rolled right past him, very slowly. They had him. They surrounded him. He stood among them, protesting volubly, talking with his hands now, insisting all could be explained. And they said nothing. They had him. They just stood and watched him, each with the faint suggestion of that intolerable slow smile upon his face. They raised their eyes, unspeaking, looked at us as we rolled past, with the obscene communication of their glance and of their smile.


  And he—he too paused once from his voluble and feverish discourse as we passed him. He lifted his eyes to us, his pasty face, and he was silent for a moment. And we looked at him for the last time, and he at us—this time, more direct and steadfastly. And in that glance there was all the silence of man’s mortal anguish. And we were all somehow naked and ashamed, and somehow guilty. We all felt somehow that we were saying farewell, not to a man but to humanity; not to some nameless little cipher out of life, but to the fading image of a brother’s face. We lost him then. The train swept out and gathered speed—and so farewell.


  I turned and looked at Stefanowski. He, too, was silent for a moment. Then he spoke.


  “Well, then,” he said, “I think that this is a sad ending to our trip.”


  And we? We went back in and took our former seats in our compartment. But it seemed strange and empty now. The ghost of absence sat there ruinously. He had left his coat and hat; in his anguish he had forgotten them. Stefanowski rose and took them, and would have given them to the conductor. But the woman said: “You’d better look into the pockets first. Perhaps there’s something in them. Perhaps”—quickly, eagerly, as the idea took her—“perhaps he has left money there.”


  Stefanowski searched the pockets. There was nothing there. He shook his head. The woman began to search the cushions of the seats, thrusting her hands down around the sides. “It might just be, you know,” she said, “that he hid money here.” She laughed excitedly, almost gleefully. “Perhaps we’ll all be rich.”


  The young Pole shook his head. “I think they would have found it if he had,” he said—and here he paused suddenly, peered out the window, and thrust his hand into his pocket, “I suppose we’re in Belgium now. Here’s your money.” And he returned to her the money she had given him.


  She took it and put it in her purse. I still had the ten marks in my hand and was looking at them. The woman looked up, saw my face, then said quickly, warmly, “But you’re upset about this thing! You look so troubled.”


  I put the money back and in a moment said: “Ich fühle gerade als ob ich Blutgeld in meiner Tasche hätte.”


  She leaned over, smiling, and put her hand reassuringly upon my arm: “Nein. Nicht Blutgeld—Judgeld!” she whispered. “Don’t worry about it. He had plenty more!”


  My eyes met those of Stefanowski for a moment and his too were grave. “This is a sad ending to our trip,” he said again.


  And she—our little blonde companion—she tried to laugh and joke, but her eyes were also full of trouble. She tried to talk us out of it, to talk herself into forgetfulness.


  “These Jews!” she cried. “These things would never happen if it were not for them! They make all the trouble. Germany has had to protect herself. The Jews were taking all the money from the country—thousands of them escaped, taking millions of marks with them. And now, when it is too late, we wake up to it! It is too bad that foreigners must see these things, that they’ve got to go through these painful experiences—it makes a bad impression. They do not understand the reason. But it is the Jews!” she whispered.


  We said nothing and the woman went on talking, eagerly, excitedly, earnestly, persuasively, but really as if she were trying to convince herself, as if every instinct of race and loyalty was now being used in an effort to justify something that had filled her with a sense of shame and sorrow. But even as she talked her clear blue eyes were full of trouble. And at length she stopped. There was silence for a moment. Then gravely, quietly, the woman said: “He must have wanted very badly to escape.”


  We remembered then all he had said and done throughout the journey. And now every act and gesture, every word became invested with a new and terrible meaning. We recalled how nervous he had been, how he kept opening and shutting the door, kept getting up to pace up and down along the corridor. We recalled how he kept peering around at us suspiciously, how eagerly he had asked Stefanowski if he would change places with him when the Pole had got up to go into the dining-car with me. We recalled his explanations about having to buy passage from the frontier to Paris, the explanations he had given to the conductor. And all these things, which at the time we had dismissed as irascible ill temper or trivial explanation, now were revealed in a sequence of terrible significance.


  “But the ten marks!” the woman cried at length. “In God’s name, since he had all this other money, why did he give ten marks to you? It is so stupid!”


  And we could find no reason, except that he had done it because he thought it might alleviate any suspicion in our minds about his true intent; or, what was even likelier, I thought, that he was in such an inner state of nervous frenzy that he had acted blindly, wildly, on the impulse of the moment.


  We did not know. We never would find out the answer now. We discussed the money he had given me. The young Pole remarked that I had given the man my name and my address and that if he was later on allowed to complete his journey, he could write to me. But we all knew I would never hear from him again.


  Late afternoon had come. The country had closed in, the train was winding through a pleasant, romantic landscape of hills and woods. There was a sense of forest dusk, cool darkling waters, the slant of evening and the wane of light. We knew somehow that we had entered another land. Our little blonde companion peered anxiously out the window and then asked if we were really now in Belgium. The conductor assured us that we were. We gave the man our late companion’s hat and coat and explained the reason for them. He nodded, took them, and departed.


  The woman had her hand upon her breast, and now when the man had gone I heard her sigh slowly, with relief.


  In a moment she said quietly and simply: “Do not misunderstand. I am a German and I love my country. But—I feel as it a weight has lifted from me here”—she put her hand upon her breast again. “You cannot understand perhaps just how it feels to us but—” and for a moment she was silent as if painfully meditating what she wished to say. Then quickly, quietly: “We are so happy to be—out!”


  Out? I too was “out.” And suddenly I knew just how she felt. I too was “out,” who was a stranger to her land, who never yet had been a stranger in it. I too was “out” of that great land whose image had been engraved upon my spirit in my childhood and my youth, before I had ever seen it. I too was “out” from that land which had been so much more to me than land, which had been for me so much more than place. It was a geography of heart’s desire. It was a soul’s dark wonder, the haunting beauty of the magic land. It had been burning there forever, like the dark Helen burning in man’s blood. And now, like the dark Helen, it was lost to me. I had spoken the language of its spirit before I ever came to it. I had spoken the accents of its speech most brokenly from the hour when I first entered it, yet never with a moment’s strangeness. I had been at home in it and it in me. It seemed I had been born in it and it in me. I had known wonder in it, truth and magic in it, sorrow, loneliness and pain in it. I had known love in it, and for the first time in my life I had tasted there the bright delusive sacraments of fame.


  Therefore, it was no foreign land to me. It was the other half of my heart’s home. It was the dark lost Helen I had found, it was the dark found Helen I had lost—and now I knew, as I had never known before, the countless measure of my loss—the countless measure of my gain—the way that now would he forever closed to me—the way of exile and of no return—and another way that I had found. For I knew that I was “out.” And that I had now found my way.


  To that old master, now, to wizard Faust, old father of the ancient and swarm-haunted mind of man, to that old German land with all the measure of its truth, its glory, beauty, magic and its ruin—to that dark land, to that old ancient earth that I had loved so long—I said farewell.


  I have a thing to tell you:


  Something has spoken to me in the night, burning the tapers of the waning year; something Has spoken in the night; and told me I shall die, I know not where. Losing the earth we know for greater knowing, losing the life we have for greater life, and leaving friends we loved for greater loving, men find a land more kind than home, more large than earth.


  Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward which the spirits of the nations draw, toward which the conscience of the world is tending—a wind is rising, and the rivers flow.


  [¬]


  RETURN


  [The Asheville Citizen-Times, May 16, 1937]


  I have been seven years from home, but now I have come back again. And what is there to say?


  Time passes, and puts halters to debate. There is too much to say; there is so much to say that must be spoken; there is so much to say that never can be told:—we say it in the impassioned solitudes of youth, and of ten thousand nights and days of absence and return. But in the end, the answer to it all is time and silence: this answers all; and after this, there is no more to say.


  So has it been with me. For there has been a time when I would wake just at the first blue-gray of dawn to feel the shoulder strap again against my arm, the canvas bag, the blocked sheet and the final shot beneath the oak tree on the lawn before the lawyer’s great white house—to know my route was ended and that work was done, and that morning had come back again—so thinking, feeling, and remembering, then, that I was far away, and that I had been long from home.


  Then all old things would come again—both brick and wall, and step and hedge, the way a street sloped or a tree was standing, the way a gate hung or a house was set, the very cinders of a rutted alley way—such things as these would come again, leaf, blade, and stone, and door. So much more door than any other one could ever be—like all things that belong to men—the essence of all doors that ever were because it is his own, the door that he has passed a thousand times—all things like these would come back again, the whole atomic pattern of my native earth, my town, my childhood, and my youth, with all the faces, all lives and histories of long ago—and all forgotten weathers of man’s memory would come again, there in the darkness in some foreign land, would come so poignant, swift, and vivid in the whiteness of their blazing panoply that I could feel my foot upon the street again, my hand upon the rail, the strap upon my shoulder, the whole sensuous unit of my native earth, with an intensity that I had never known before. And I could taste it, feel it, smell it, live it through again, hard to the hilt of exile, as I was born perhaps to live all things and moments, hard to the hilt, and carrying on that furious and impassioned argument of youth and solitude, contending fiercely with a thousand disputants, would think: “I have a thing that I must tell them; I’ll go home again, I’ll meet them and I’ll say my piece: I will lay bare my purposes, strip down the vision of my life until its bare soul’s nakedness, tell my people what it is to try to shape and spin a living out of the entrails of man’s life, and what he visions, why he does it—oh, some day I will go back and reveal my plan until no man living in the world can doubt it—I will show them utterly:—”


  —And I have come back now: I have come home again, and there is nothing more that I can say.—All arguments are ended: saying nothing, all is said then; all is known: I am home.


  Where are the words I thought that I must say, the arguments I thought that I should make, the debates and demonstrations that so often, in those years of absence, memory, wandering, youth, and new discovery I had so hotly made to solitude and to the ghostly audience of an absent fellowship, the thousand things that I would prove and show when I returned—where are they now?


  For I have come home again—and what is there to say? I think that there is nothing—save the silence of our speech. I think that there is nothing—save the knowledge of our glance. I think that there is nothing—save the silent and unspoken conscience in us now that needs no speech but silence, because we know what we know, we have what we have, we are what we are.


  So what is there to say?


  “You’ve put on weight since I last saw you.”


  “Yes, but you are just the same.”


  “Have you seen Bob yet? He’s been looking for you.”


  “No; but he came by the house last night, but I wasn’t there. I’m seeing him today.”


  “Sam Reed was asking about you. ... Here’s Jim now.”


  “... Come on, boys! Here he is! We’ve got him now! He’s on the spot! Let’s pin him down and make him own up! ... Wasn’t that Whit Nelson you had in mind when you told about the night he bought up all the gold fish down at Wood’s? ... What’s that he wrote, Ed, about the time you slept all night in Reagan’s hearse and woke up scared to death next morning when you found out where you were?”


  “Why, Lord, he got the facts right, but the figures were all wrong! I slept all night in Reagan’s hearse, all right, but you and Jim were with me, too—and you were worse scared when you woke up in the morning than I was! That’s all I objected to; he should have put that in!”


  “... And what was that you said, Paul, when he told of how you used to take the grass widow from Paducah down to Riverside on Thursday night and buy her popcorn? ... Come on, now ... you can’t back out on us: you know you said it—tell him what you said.”


  “Why, hell, I only said she wasn’t forty-four, the way HE said, but forty-eight, and that instead of two gold teeth the way HE had it, she had three. And two of them were on the side, with a great big bright one in the middle—not one above and one below the way HE told about it. And it wasn’t popcorn that I bought ‘her,’ but a bag of peanuts. I just wanted him to get it straight, that’s all!”


  “Come on, now! Own up! You had us all in mind! We’ve got you on the spot... Confess! ... Look at his face! He don’t know what to say!”


  “Hell, son, there’s nothing that you have to say. We all understand. There were some folks around here when that book of yours first came out who thought you’d written up the town and put them in the book; and some who were mad about it for a while. But that’s all forgotten now. So much has happened since those days, that anything you said was mild. You stayed away too long. We’re glad that you’ve come home.”


  And there is nothing more to say.


  “... You’ll find things changed, though. It’s not the place you used to know. ... I guess you’ll find it changed a lot. ... Your father’s marble shop was on this corner. ... Do you remember the old wooden steps? ... The draymen sitting on the steps? ... The tombstones and the angel on the porch? ... Your father standing there a thousand times ... the old fire department and the city hall ... the city market and the calaboose ... the fountain and the street cars coming in upon the quarter hour? We’ve put buses in since the time you went away. ... Have you been through the tunnel yet? ... It’s all changed so much you wouldn’t know the place.”


  Change? There is no change. These surfaces have altered and these shapes are new. ... There is a wrinkle by the eye we did not have before; a furrow in the cheek; a kind of worn humor in the grin about the lip, a look plain, steady, naked, touched with care that twenty did not know—our hue is rougher and our groove more deep—time passes, WE have grown older, much water and some blood has gone beneath the bridge since then: I think we know each other better—but, oh, brothers, friends, and comrades of this mortal dust—we have not changed!


  For here again, again, I turn into the street, finding again the place where corners meet, looking again to see if time is there. And all of it is as it has always been: again, again, I turn, and find again the things that I have always known: the cool sweet magic of starred mountain night, the huge attentiveness of dark, the slope, the street, the trees, the living silence of the houses waiting, and the fact that April has come back again. ... And again, again, in the old house I feel beneath my tread the creak of the old stair, the worn rail, the whitewashed walls, the feel of darkness and the house asleep, and think, “I was a child here; here the stairs and here was darkness; this was I, and here is Time.”


  These things will never change. Some things will never change: the groove is deeper, but the leaf, the bud, the wheel, the blade, and April will come back again.


  The wheel will turn, the immortal wheel of life will turn, but it will never change. Here from this little universe of time and place, from this small core and adyt of my being where once, hill-born and bound, a child, I lay at night, and heard the whistles wailing to the west, the thunder of great wheels along the river’s edge, and wrought my vision from these hills of the great undiscovered earth and my America—here, now, forevermore, shaped here in this small world, and in the proud and flaming spirit of a boy, new children have come after us, as we: as we, the boy’s face in the morning yet, and mountain night, and starlight, darkness, and the month of April, and the boy’s straight eye: again, again, the thudding press, the aching shoulder, and the canvas bag; the lean arm and the rifled throw again, that whacked the blocked and folded sheet against the shacks of Niggertown.


  ... These things, or such as these, will come again; so, too, the high heart and the proud and flaming vision of a child—to do the best that may be in him, shaped from this earth, as we, and patterned by this scheme, to wreak with all his might with humbleness and pride, to strike here from his native rock, I pray, the waters of our thirst, to get here from his native earth, his vision of this earth and this America, to hear again, as we, the wheel, the whistle, and the trolley bell; so, too, as we, to go out from these hills and find and shape the great America of our discovery; so, too, as we, who write these words, to know again the everlasting legend of man’s youth—flight, quest, and wandering—exile and return.


  [¬]


  MR. MALONE


  [The New Yorker, May 29, 1937]


  It was the first literary party in the life of Joseph Doaks. As he entered the room, he had the feeling of having stepped into a Covarrubias drawing and having all the figures come to life, looking even more like their own cartoons than life itself. There was Van Vleeck, with his buck teeth, over in the corner talking to a Negro; there was Stephen Hook, leaning against the mantel with that air of bored nonchalance that was really just the screen for his excruciating shyness; there was Mr. Lloyd McHarg, or “Knuckles,” as he was more familiarly known to his friends, who had done great violence to himself and nature and yet remained splendidly himself—a man—a kind of unruinable ruin, with the pale-blue eyes that looked as if they had been slightly poached in alcohol, the corrugated redness of his puckered face, the essential and terrific redness of hair, eyebrows, ears, and everything about him, the high staccato cachinnation of his speech, which was itself like the nervous clatter of a typewriter or of a page of one of his own books. There was Cottswold, the critic, a little puff-ball of a man, a lover of dear whimsy, a polished adept of envenomed treacle; and many other famous ones of art and letters in the city’s life.


  They all looked so much like themselves, and as Joe knew they must look, that he squared his shoulders, drew a breath, and muttered to himself, “Well, here we are.”


  And then these forms and faces, fixed there in his memory in that blinding instant of first recognition, moved and shifted, and the rosy, smiling face of Mrs. Jack bore down on him, wreathed in friendly greeting. She welcomed him and took him with her; then he heard a Voice.


  It was not that this was the only voice, for everywhere there was the sound of voices, that curious, haunting medley of three dozen voices, all together, in a kind of woven fabric of bright sound, a murmurous confluence as strange as time. But over all these voices, through them and above them, instantly distinguishable from all the others, there was a single, all-pervading, all-compelling, all-concluding, and all-dominating—well, this was a Voice!


  It was certainly by all odds the most extraordinary voice that Joe had ever heard. In the first place, it was distinguished by a perfectly astounding richness and an indescribable sonority that seemed to have in it the compacted resonance in the voice of every Irishman who ever lived. But this magnificently full-bodied voice was charged through and through with hell-fire, with vituperation of an unfathomable and unutterable hate. One felt with every word a kind of imminent flood of malevolent feeling for all mankind that seemed to swell up from some bottomless well of fury inside him and make instant strangulation inevitable.


  The possessor of this remarkable voice was Mr. Seamus Malone, and Mr. Malone’s appearance was fully as remarkable as his voice. He was a man somewhere in his early forties, of rather fragile physical mold, but giving a spurious impression of ruggedness through the possession of an astonishing beard. This beard covered all his face; it was square-cut, not long, but luxuriant, and of an inky, blue-black color. Above this beard a pair of pale-blue eyes surveyed the world with a distempered scorn; the total effect was to give Mr. Malone something of the appearance of an embittered Jesus Christ.


  Mr. Malone’s full-bodied voice, of course, surged through the black luxuriance of his beard. When he talked—and he talked constantly—one became uneasily aware of the presence of two pale-red lips, thick and rubbery looking, concealed in the black foliage. These lips were characterized by an astonishing flexibility; they writhed and twisted about in the beard like a couple of venomous snakes. Sometimes they parted in a ghastly travesty of a smile, sometimes they writhed clear around his face in a convulsive snarl. But they were never silent for a moment; through them poured a tide of envenomed speech.


  Mr. Malone was seated at the end of a sofa, within easy distance of his highball glass and a bottle of Scotch whisky. He was surrounded by an attractive audience of several people. Prominent among these was a young man and his beautiful young wife, both of whom—mouths slightly parted, eyes shining with hypnotized fascination—were listening with a kind of breathless attentiveness to the flood of Mr. Malone’s malevolent erudition.


  “Obviously,” Mr. Malone was saying, “obviously ...” Oh, how to convey the richness, the sonority, the strangling contempt that was packed into that single word! “Obviously, the fellow has read nothing! All that he’s read, apparently, are two books that every schoolboy is familiar with; namely, the Pons Asinorum of Jacopus Robisonius, which was printed by Parchesi in Bologna in the spring of 1497, and the Pontifex Maximus of Ambrosius Glutzius, which was printed in Pisa in the following year. Beyond that,” snarled Mr. Malone, “he knows nothing. Of course”—and his rubber lips did a snake dance all through the thicket of his beard—“of course, in a so-called civilization, where the standard of erudite information is governed by the lucubrations of Mr. William Randolph Hearst and the masterly creations of the Saturday Evening Post, the pretensions of such a fellow pass, no doubt, for encyclopedic omniscience. But he knows nothing!” choked Mr. Malone in a kind of strangling yell, and at the same time he threw both hands up as a final gesture of exasperated futility. “He’s read nothing! In God’s name, what can you expect?”


  And gasping, exhausted by his effort, he did a kind of devil’s mad jig for a moment with one foot. He looked about in a maddened way, espied the whisky bottle; his thin claw-like hand shot out and seized the bottle, he poured out a tumblerful of whisky, spilling half of it upon the table, gulped down the rest, and in a moment, a little appeased, he panted out, “The whole thing’s absurd—the sensation he has made! The fellow is an ignoramus, an imbecile!”


  During the concluding passages of this tirade, Mrs. Jack and Joe had approached the place where the master was sitting, and waited in respectful silence until the conclusion of his remarks. Now, when he had somewhat composed himself and a light akin to reason had begun to come back into his distempered eyes, Mrs. Jack bent over him and spoke quietly.


  “Seamus.”


  “Eh? Hey? What is it?” he said, startled. “Oh, hello, Alice. It’s you!”


  “Yes. I want to introduce the young man I was speaking to you about—Mr. Doaks, the one whose manuscript you have been reading.”


  “Oh—eh—how are you?” said Seamus Malone. He extended a clammy hand, his pale-red lips twisted in a ghastly attempt at a friendly smile. And in this smile there was something that was likewise pitiable, something that spoke of genuine warmth, a genuine instinct for friendship down below the whole tortured snarl of his life, something really engaging that peered out for just an instant behind the uncontrollable distemper of his race. It was there beneath all his swarming hatreds, jealousies, his self-pity, his feeling that life had somehow betrayed him, which it had not done, and that his talents had not had their due, which they had and more, and that infamous charlatans, fools, ignoramuses, mountebanks of every description were being acclaimed as geniuses, surfeited with the sickening adulations of a moronic population which should have been his! His! His! No one’s but his! Great God! If there was an atom of truth, of honor, of intelligence in this damnable, accursed, Judas Iscariot of a so-called world!


  But now, having spoken to Joe with a painful effort at friendly greeting, an “Oh, yes! How are you? I’ve been reading your manuscript,” the confession was too much for him, and the old note of scorn began to appear in the richly sonorous tones.


  “Of course, to tell the truth, I haven’t read it,” boomed Mr. Malone, beginning to tap impatiently upon the edges of the sofa. “No one who has an atom of intelligence would attempt to read a manuscript, but I’ve looked into it. I’ve—I’ve read a few pages.” This admission obviously cost him a great effort, but he wrenched it out at length. “I’ve—I’ve come across one or two things in it that—that didn’t seem bad. Not bad, that is”—he was snarling in good form now—“compared to the usual nauseating drivel that gets published, and that passes in this Noble and Enlightened Land of Ours for Belles-Lettres. Not bad when compared to the backwoods bilge of Mr. Sinclair Lewis. Not bad when compared to the niggling nuances of that neurotic New Englander from Missouri, Mr. T.S. Eliot, who after baffling an all-too-willing world for years by the production of such incomprehensible nonsense as ‘The Waste Land’ and ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,’ and gaining for himself a reputation for perfectly enormous erudition among the readers of Kalamazoo, has now, my friends, turned prophet, priest, and political revolutionary, and is at the present moment engaged in stunning the entire voting population of that great agnostic republic known as the British Isles with the information that he—God save the mark!—Mr. Eliot from Missouri, has become a Royalist! A Royalist, if you please,” choked Mr. Malone, “and an Anglo-Catholic.”


  “No,” said Mr. Malone, after a brief pause to catch his breath, “I have not read much of this young man’s book—a few words here and there, a passage now and then. But compared to Mr. Eliot’s portentous bilge, the perfumed piffle of Mr. Thornton Wilder”—he began to rock back and forth with the old red glitter in his eyes—“the elephantine imbecility of Mr. Theodore Dreiser, the moon-struck idiocies of the Sherwood Andersons, the Carl Sandburgs, the Ernest Hemingway ‘I am dumb’ school, the various forms of quackery purveyed by the various Frosts, O’Neills, and Jeffers, the Cabells, Glasgows, Peterkins, and Cathers, the Bromfields and Fitzgeralds, the Kansas Tolstois, the Tennessee Chekhovs, the Dakota Dostoevskis, and the Idaho Ibsens”—he choked—“compared to all the seven hundred and ninety-six varieties of piffle, bilge, quack-salvery, and hocus-pocus that are palmed off upon the eager citizens of this Great Republic by the leading purveyors of artistic hogwash, what this young man has written is not bad.” And after struggling stertorously for breath, he at last exploded in a final despairing effort. “It’s all swill!” he snarled. “Everything they print is swill! If you find four words that are not swill, why then”—he gasped, and threw up his hands again—“print it! Print it!”


  And having thus disposed of a large part of modern American writing, if not to his utter satisfaction, at least to his utter exhaustion, Mr. Malone rocked back and forth for several minutes, breathing like a porpoise and doing the devil’s jig of knee and toe. Finally he slopped out a staggering slug of Scotch and gulped it down, then subsided into silence, muttering once more, “Print it!”


  There was a rather awkward pause at the conclusion of this tirade. Few people attempted to interpose an answer to the vituperations of Mr. Seamus Malone; there was in his approach to matters a kind of tornado-like completeness that rendered argument, if not impotent, at least comparatively useless.


  After a painful silence, however, more to restore the aspects of polite conversation than for any other reason, one of the audience—the young man with the beautiful wife—inquired with just the right note of respectful hesitancy, “What—what do you think of Mr. Joyce?” Mr. Joyce, indeed, amid the general wreckage seemed at the moment one of the few undemolished figures left in modern literature. “You—you know him, don’t you?”


  It was evident at once that the question was unfortunate. Red fire began to flame again in the Malone eye, and he was already rubbing his claw-like hands back and forth across the hinges of his bony knees.


  “What,” Mr. Malone began in an extremely rich foreboding tone of voice, “what do I think of Mr. Joyce? And do I know him? I presume, sir,” Mr. Malone continued, very slowly, “that you are asking me if I know Mr. James Joyce, formerly a citizen of Dublin, but at present”—here his pale lips writhed around in a meaningful smile—“at the present moment, if I mistake not, a resident of the Left Bank of Paris. Yes, sir, I do. I have known Mr. James Joyce for a very long time, a very long time indeed. Too, too long a time. I had the honor—call it, rather, the Proud Privilege”—the choking note was evident—“of watching young Mr. Joyce grow up in the years after I moved to Dublin. And surely, my friends, it is a proud privilege for one so humble as myself”—here he beckoned sneeringly to his frail breast—“to be able to claim such glorious intimacy with the Great Mumbo Jumbo of Modern Literature, the holy prophet of the Intelligentsia, who in one staggering tome exhausts everything there is to write about—to say nothing of everyone who has read it. Do I know Mr. Joyce? Sir, I think I may modestly claim that happy distinction,” Mr. Malone remarked, with a slight convulsion of the lips. “I have known the gentleman in question for forty years, if not exactly like a brother”—jeeringly—“at least quite well enough. And what do I think of Mr. Joyce, you ask? Well,” Mr. Malone went on in a tone of sonorous reflectiveness, “let me see, what do I think of Mr. Joyce? Mr. Joyce, first of all, is a little bourgeois Irishman of provincial tastes who has spent a lifetime on the continent of Europe in a completely fruitless attempt to overcome the Jesuit bigotry, prejudice, and narrowness of his childhood training. Mr. Joyce began his literary career as a fifth-rate poet, from there proceeded to become a seventh-rate short-story writer, graduated from his mastery in this field into a ninth-rate dramatist, from this developed into a thirteenth-rate practitioner of literary Mumbo-Jumboism which is now held in high esteem by the Cultured Few,” Mr. Malone sneered, “and I believe is now engaged in the concoction of a piece of twenty-seventh-rate incoherency, as if the possibilities in this field had not already been exhausted by the master’s preceding opus.”


  In the pause that followed, while Mr. Malone drank and in a manner composed himself, some person of great daring was heard to murmur that he had thought that parts of Ulysses were rather good.


  Mr. Malone took this mild dissension very well. He rocked back and forth a little, and then, waving his thin white hand with a gesture of pitying concessiveness, remarked, “Oh, I suppose there is some slight talent there—some minor vestiges, at any rate. Strictly speaking, of course, the fellow is a school-teacher, a kind of small pedant who should be teaching the sixth form somewhere in a Jesuit seminary. But he had something—not a great deal, but something. Of course”—here the gorge began to rise again, and red, baleful lightnings shot out from his eyes—“of course, the amazing thing is the reputation the fellow has gotten for himself when he had no more to start with. It’s extremely amusing,” cried Mr. Malone, and his lips writhed horribly in an attempt at laughter. “There were at least a dozen people in Dublin at the time who could have done the job Joyce tried to do in Ulysses, and done it much better!” he choked. “Gogarty, who is twenty times the man Joyce is, could have done it. A.E. could have done it. Ernest Boyd could have done it. Yeats could have done it. Even—even Moore or Stephens could have done it.” He rocked back and forth, and suddenly snarled, “I could have done it! And why didn’t I?” he demanded furiously, thus asking a question that was undoubtedly in everyone’s mind at the moment. “Why, because I simply wasn’t interested! It didn’t matter enough to any of us! We were interested in—in other things—in living! Of course,” he choked, “that is the history of all modern literature, isn’t it? All of the people who really could write stay out of it. Why? Because,” boomed Mr. Malone, “they’re not interested in it. They’re interested in other things!”


  He was interested in his whisky glass at the moment; he looked around and found it, reached for it, and drank. Then, with a tortured effort at a smile, he turned to the young man with the beautiful wife and said, “But come! Let’s talk of something pleasanter. I hear you’re going abroad soon?”


  “Yes,” the young man answered, with a suggestion of relief. “We’re going over for a year.”


  “We’re terribly thrilled over going,” the young woman remarked. “We know you’ve lived there such a lot, and we’d be awfully grateful for any advice you’d give us.”


  “Where are you going,” said Malone. “Are you—are you just traveling around”—his lips twisted, but he controlled himself—“or are you going to settle down and live in one place?”


  “Oh, we’re going to live in one place,” the young man said quickly. “We’re going to settle down in Paris.”


  There was a pause, then the young wife leaned toward the great man a little anxiously and said, “Don’t you think that’s a good idea, Mr. Malone?”


  Now, if Mr. Malone had been expressing his own opinion, five minutes or five months before, he certainly would have thought it was a good idea to go to Paris and live there for a year. He had said so himself on many occasions—occasions when he had denounced American provincialism, American puritanism, American crassness, and American ignorance of Continental life. Moreover, he had frequently demanded why Americans, instead of trying to gulp all Europe down at once, didn’t settle down in Paris for a year, live quietly, and observe the people. Moreover, if the young man and his wife had announced their intention of settling down in London for a year, the effect on Mr. Malone would have been easily predictable. His pale, rubbery lips would have twisted around scornfully in his whiskers, and he would have ironically inquired, “Why London? Why”—here he would have begun to breathe hoarsely—“why inflict the dull provincialism of English life, the dreary monotony of English food, the horrible torpor of the English mind, when only seven hours away across the Channel you have the opportunity of living cheaply in the most beautiful and civilized city in the world, of living comfortably, luxuriously, in Paris for a fraction of what your living would cost you in London, and furthermore of associating with a gay and civilized people instead of with the provincial Babbitts of the British bourgeoisie?”


  Why, then, did the old red flood of vituperative scorn rise up in Mr. Malone now that the young people had expressed their intention of doing the very thing he himself would have urged them to do?


  Well, first of all, they were telling him, and Mr. Malone could not brook such impudence. Second, he rather regarded the city of Paris as his own private discovery, and too many damned Americans had begun to go there. Certainly no one could go there without his consent.


  So now that these two young people had decided, all by themselves, to go to Paris for a year, he found their puppy-like insolence insupportable. For a moment after the young man and his wife had spoken there was silence; red fire began to flash from the Malone eye, he rocked gently back and forth and rubbed his knees, but for the nonce controlled himself. “Why Paris?” he inquired, quietly enough, but with a note of ironic sarcasm in the rich timbre of his voice. “Why Paris?” he repeated.


  “But—don’t you think that’s a good place to go to, Mr. Malone?” the young woman anxiously inquired. “I don’t know,” she went on rapidly, “but—but Paris sounds so gay, and jolly, and sort of exciting.”


  “Gay? Jolly? Exciting?” said Mr. Malone, with an air of serious reflection. “Oh, I suppose some gaiety is left. That is, if Midwestern tourists, avaricious hotelkeepers, and the Messrs. Thomas Cook have not utterly destroyed what was left of it. I suppose, of course,” he went on with a slight choke, “that you’ll do all the things your compatriots usually do—sit twelve hours a day among the literati at Le Dôme, or on the terrace of the Café de la Paix, and come back at the end of your year having seen nothing of Paris, nothing of the French, nothing of the real life of the people, but utterly, thoroughly convinced that you know all!” He laughed furiously, and said, “Really, it’s most amusing, isn’t it, the way all you young Americans nowadays flock to Paris? Here you are—young people, presumably of some intelligence—and where do you go,” sneered Mr. Malone. “Paris!” He snarled the word out as if the very stench of it disgusted him. “Pa-a-ris, one of the dullest, dreariest, most expensive, noisiest, and most uncomfortable cities in the world, inhabited by a race of penny-pinching shopkeepers, cheating taxi-drivers and waiters, the simply appalling French middle class, and the excursions of the Cook’s tourists.”


  There was a stricken silence for a moment; the beautiful young wife looked crushed, bewildered; then the young man cleared his throat and said a trifle nervously, “But—but where would you go, Mr. Malone?”


  “My dear fellow,” Mr. Malone said, “there are dozens of more interesting places than Paris. Go anywhere, but don’t go there!”


  “But where?” the young woman said. “Where would you suggest, Mr. Malone? What other city can you think of?”


  “Why—why—why, Copenhagen!” Mr. Malone suddenly boomed triumphantly. “By all means, go to Copenhagen! Of course,” he sneered, “the news has probably not yet reached the Greenwich Village Bohemians on the Left Bank, Midwestern school-teachers, or other great globe-trotters of that ilk. They’ve probably never heard of the place, since it’s probably a little off their beaten route. They probably would be surprised to know that Copenhagen is the gay-est, pleasantest, most civilized city in Europe, populated by the most charming and intelligent people in the world. The news, no doubt,” he jeered, “would come as a distinct shock to our Bohemian friends on the Left Bank, whose complete conception of the geography of Europe does not extend, apparently, beyond the Eiffel Tower. But go to Copenhagen, by all means. Pa-a-ris,” he snarled. “Not in a million years—Copenhagen! Copenhagen!” he yelled, threw his hands up in a gesture eloquent of exasperated futility over the spectacle of human idiocy, gasped stertorously for breath, and shot claw-like fingers clutching for the whisky glass.


  Then suddenly, seeing the stricken figure, the somewhat appalled face, of young Mr. Doaks, so swiftly and so sharply caught here among imagined great ones of the earth, and finding all of it so strange, Mr. Malone, as if the face of the young Doaks brought sharply back and instantly the memory of the young Malone, and of all Doakses, all Malones that ever were, put down his whisky glass and cried out warmly, richly, “But I thought that what I read was—was—” Just for a moment the pale lips writhed tormented in his beard, and then—oh, tormented web of race and man—he got it out. He smiled at the young Doaks quite winningly and said, “I liked your book. Good luck to you.”


  Such a man as this was Mr. Seamus Malone.


  [¬]


  OKTOBERFEST


  [Scribner’s Magazine, June 1937]


  One Sunday afternoon, at the end of September, I made my way, accompanied by Heinrich Bahr, to the Theresien Fields, on the eastern edges of Munich, where the October fair was going on. As we walked along, past the railway station and toward the carnival grounds, the street, and all the streets that led to it, began to swarm with people. Most of them were native Müncheners, but a great number were also Bavarian country people. These Bavarians were brawny men and women who stained the crowd brilliantly with the rich dyes of their costume—the men in their elaborately embroidered holiday shorts and stockings, the women in their bright dresses and lace bodices, marching briskly along with the springy step of the mountaineer. These peasants had the perfect flesh and the sound teeth of animals. Their smooth round faces bore only the markings of the sun and the wind: they were unworn by the thought and pain that waste away man’s strength. I looked at them with a pang of regret and envy—their lives were so strong and confident, and having missed so much they seemed to have gained so greatly. Their lives were limited to one or two desires—most of them had never read a book, a visit to this magic city of Munich was to them a visit to the heart of the universe, and the world that existed beyond their mountains had no real existence for them at all.


  As we neared the Theresien Fields, the crowd became so thick that movement was impeded and slowed down. The huge noises of the fair came to us now, and I could see the various buildings. My first feeling as I entered the Fields was one of overwhelming disappointment. What lay before me and around me seemed to be a smaller and less brilliant Coney Island. There were dozens of booths and sheds filled with cheap dolls, teddy bears, candy wrappers, clay targets, etc., with all the accompanying claptrap of two-headed monsters, crazy houses, fat ladies, dwarfs, palmists, hypnotists, as well as all the elaborate machinery for making one dizzy: whirling carriages and toy automobiles that spun about on an electrified floor, all filled with people who screamed with joy when the crazy vehicles crashed together and were released again by an attendant.


  Heinrich Bahr began to laugh and stare like a child. The childlike capacity of all these people for amusement was astonishing. Like children, they never seemed to grow weary of the whole gaudy show. Great fat fellows with shaven heads and creased necks rode on the whirling and whipping machines, or rode round and round, again and again, on the heaving wooden horses of the merry-go-rounds. Heinrich was fascinated: I rode with him several times on the breathless dip-and-dive of the great wooden trestle-like railway, and then was whipped and spun dizzy in several of the machines.


  Finally Heinrich was content. We moved slowly along down the thronging central passage of the fair until we came to a more open space at the edge of the Fields. Here from a little platform a man was haranguing the crowd in harsh, carnival-barker’s German. Beside him on the platform stood a young man whose body and arms were imprisoned in a sleeveless canvas jacket and manacled with a chain. Presently the barker stopped talking, the young man thrust his feet through canvas loops, and he was hauled aloft, feet first, until he hung face downward above the staring mob. I watched him as he began his desperate efforts to free himself from the chain and jacket that fettered him, until I saw his face turn purple, and the great veins stand out in ropes upon his forehead. Meanwhile, a woman passed through the crowd soliciting contributions, and when she had got all the money the crowd would yield, the young man, whose swollen face was now almost black with blood, freed himself very quickly and was lowered to the earth. The crowd dispersed almost, it seemed to me, with a kind of sullenness as if the thing they had waited to see had now happened but had somehow disappointed them, and while the barker began his harangue again, the young man sat in a chair recovering himself, with his hand before his eyes. Meanwhile, the woman who had collected money stood by him anxiously, looking at him, and in a moment spoke to him. And somehow just by their nearness to each other and by no other outward sign there was communicated to me a sense of tenderness and love.


  My mind was reeling from all the clamorous confusion of the fair, and this last exhibition, coming as a climax to an unceasing program of monsters and animal sensations, touched me with a sense of horror. For a moment it seemed to me that there was something evil and innate in men that blackened and tainted even their most primitive pleasures.


  Late afternoon had come; the days now were shortening rapidly, and the air was already that of autumn—it was crisp and chill, meagerly warmed by a thin red sunshine. Over all the fair there rose the dense and solid fabric of a hundred thousand voices. Heinrich, whose interest in the shows of the fair had been for the time appeased, now began to think of beer. Taking me by the arm, he joined in the vast oscillation of the crowd that jammed the main avenue of the carnival in an almost solid wedge.


  The Germans moved along slowly and patiently, with the tremendous massivity that seems to be an essence of their lives, accepting the movement of the crowd with enormous contentment as they lost themselves and became a part of the great beast around them. Their heavy bodies jostled and bumped against one another awkwardly and roughly, but there was no anger among them. They roared out greetings or witticisms to one another and to everyone; they moved along in groups of six or eight, men and women all together with arms linked.


  Heinrich Bahr had become eager and gay; he laughed and chuckled to himself constantly; presently, slipping his hand through my arm with a friendly and persuasive movement, he said: “Come! Let us go and see the Roasted Ox.” And immediately at these words an enormous hunger woke in me, a hunger for flesh such as I had never known: I wanted not only to see the Roasted Ox, I wanted to devour great pieces of it. I had already noticed one characteristic of this fair that distinguished it from any other I had ever seen. This was the great number of booths, large and small, given over to the sale of hot and cold meats. Great sausages hung in ropes and festoons from the walls of some of these places, while in others there was a constant exhalation from steaming and roasting viands of all kinds and sizes. The fragrance and the odor were maddening. And it seemed to me that above this dense mass of people that swayed along so slowly, there hovered forever in the thin cold air an odor of slaughtered flesh.


  But now we found ourselves before a vast long shed, gaily colored in front, and bearing above its doors a huge drawing of an ox. This was the Oxen Roastery (Ochsen-Braterei), but so dense was the crowd within that a man stood before the doors with his arms out, keeping back the people who wanted to enter, and telling them they must wait another fifteen minutes. Heinrich and I joined the crowd and waited docilely with all the others: to me there was communicated some of the enormous patience of this crowd, which waited and which did not try to thrust past barriers. Presently the doors were opened, and we all went in.


  I found myself in a vast long shed at the end of which, through the dense cloud of tobacco smoke which thickened the atmosphere almost to the consistency of a London fog, I could see the carcasses of two great animals revolving slowly on iron spits over troughs of red-hot coals.


  The place, after the chill bite of the October air, was warm—warm with a single unmistakable warmth: the warmth of thousands of bodies crowded together in an enclosed place. And mingled with this warmth, there was an overpowering odor of food. At hundreds of tables people were sitting together devouring tons of flesh—ox flesh, great platters full of sliced cold sausages, huge slabs of veal and pork, together with great stone mugs that foamed with over a liter of the cold and strong October beer. There was a heavy and incessant rumble of voices full of food, that rose and fell in brittle waves. Down the central aisles and around the sides moved and jostled another crowd, looking restlessly over the densely packed area for a vacant place. And the brawny peasant women who acted as waitresses plunged recklessly through this crowd, bearing platters of food or a half-dozen steins of beer in one hand, and brusquely thrusting human impediments out of their way with another.


  Heinrich and I moved with the crowd slowly down the central aisle. The feeders, it seemed to me, were for the most part great heavy people who already had in their faces something of the bloated contentment of swine. Their eyes were dull and bleared with food and beer, and many of them stared at the people around them in a kind of stupefaction, as if they had been drugged. And indeed the air itself, which was so thick and strong it could be cut with a knife, was sufficient to drug one’s senses, and I was therefore glad when, having arrived at the end of the aisle and stared for a moment at the great carcass of the ox that was turning brown as it revolved slowly before us, Heinrich suggested that we go elsewhere.


  The sharp air lifted me at once from lethargy, and I began to look about me quickly and eagerly again. The crowd was growing denser as evening approached, and I knew now that the evening was to be dedicated to food and beer.


  Distributed among the innumerable smaller buildings of the fair, like lions couched among a rabble of smaller beasts, there rose about us the great beer halls erected by the famous breweries. And as thick as the crowd had been before the booths and shows, it seemed small compared to the crowd that filled these vast buildings—enormous sheds that each held several thousand people. Before us now, and from a distance, I could see the great red facade of the Löwenbräu brewery, with its proud crest of two royal lions, rampant. But when we came near the vast roaring of sound the hall enclosed, we saw that it would be impossible to find a seat there. Thousands of people were roaring over their beer at the tables, and hundreds more milled up and down incessantly, looking for an opening.


  We tried several other of the great beer halls of the great breweries with no better success, but at length we found one which had a few tables set about on a small graveled space before the hall, screened from the swarming crowd outside by a hedge. A few people were sitting at some of the tables, but most of the tables were vacant: darkness was now approaching, the air was sharp and frosty, and there was an almost frantic eagerness to join the fetid human warmth, enter the howling tempest of noise and drunkenness that the great hall contained. But both of us were now tired, fatigued by the excitement, by the crowd, by the huge kaleidoscope of noise, of color and sensation, we had experienced. “Let us sit down here,” I said, indicating one of the vacant tables before the hall. And Heinrich, after peering restlessly through one of the windows at the smoky chaos within, through which dark figures pushed and jostled like spirits lost in the foggy vapors of Valhalla, consented and took a seat, but with a disappointment he was unable to conceal.


  “It is beautiful in there,” he said. “You cannot afford to miss it.” Then a peasant woman bore down upon us, swinging in each of her strong hands six foaming steins of the powerful October beer. She smiled at us with a ready friendliness and said, “The light or the dark?” We answered, “Dark.” Almost before we had spoken, she had set two foaming mugs before us on the table and was on her way again.


  “But beer?” I said. “Why beer? Why have they come here to drink beer? Why have all these great sheds been built here by the famous breweries when all Munich is renowned for beer and there are hundreds of beer restaurants in the city?”


  “Yes,” Heinrich answered. “But—” he smiled and emphasized the word, “this is October beer. It is almost twice as strong as ordinary beer.”


  Then we seized our great stone mugs, clinked them together with a smiling “Prosit,” and in the frosty sharp exhilaration of that air we drank long and deep the strong cold liquor that sent tingling through our veins its potent energy. All about us people were eating and drinking—near by at another table people in gay clothes had ordered beer, and now, unwrapping several paper bundles that they were carrying with them, they set out on the table a prodigious quantity of food and began to eat and drink stolidly. The man, a brawny fellow with thick mustaches and white woolen stockings that covered his powerful calves but left his feet and knees bare, pulled from his pocket a large knife and cut the heads from several salt fish, which shone a beautiful golden color in the evening light. From another paper the woman produced several rolls, a bunch of radishes, and a big piece of liver sausage, and added them to the general board. Two children, a boy and a girl, the girl with braided hanks of long blonde hair falling before her over the shoulders, both watchful and blue-eyed with the intent and focused hunger of animals, stared silently at the food as their parents cut it and apportioned it. In a moment, with this same silent and voracious attentiveness, all of them were eating and drinking.


  Everyone was eating; everyone was drinking. A ravenous hunger, a hunger that knew no appeasement, that wished to glut itself on all the roasted ox flesh, all the sausages, all the salt fish in the world, seized me and held me in its teeth. In all the world there was nothing but Food—glorious Food. And beer—October beer. The world was one enormous belly—there was no higher heaven than the paradise of Cram and Gorge. All of the agony of the mind was here forgotten. What did these people know about books? What did they know about pictures? What did they know about the million tumults of the soul, the conflict and the agony of the spirit, the hopes, fears, hatreds, failures, and ambitions, the whole fevered complex of modern life? These people lived for nothing but to eat and drink—and they were right.


  The doors of the great hall kept opening and shutting constantly as the incessant stream of beer drinkers pressed patiently in. And from within I heard the shattering blare of a huge brass band and the roar of five thousand beer-drunk voices, rocking together in the rhythms of “Trink, Trink, Brüderlein, Trink!”


  Our savage hunger was devouring us: we called loudly to the bustling waitress as she passed us and were told that if we wanted hot food we must go within. But in another moment she sent another woman to our table who was carrying an enormous basket loaded with various cold foods. I took two sandwiches, made most deliciously of onions and small salted fish, and an enormous slice of liver cheese, with a crust about its edges. Heinrich also selected two or three sandwiches, and, having ordered another liter of dark beer apiece, we began to devour our food. Darkness had come on: all of the buildings and amusement devices of the fair were now blazing with a million lights; from the vast irradiant murk of night there rose and fell in wavelike nodes the huge fused roar and mumble of the crowd.


  When we had devoured our sandwiches and finished our beer, Heinrich suggested that we now make a determined effort to find seats within the hall, and I, who had heretofore felt a strong repulsion toward the thick air and roaring chaos of the hall, now found to my surprise that I was ready and eager to join the vast crowd of beer-fumed feeders. Obediently now I joined the line of patient Germans who were shuffling slowly through the doors, and in a moment more I found myself enveloped in a cyclone of drunken sound, trampling patiently with a crowd that moved slowly around the great room looking for seats. Presently, peering through the veils and planes of shifting smoke that coiled and rose in the great hall like smoke above a battlefield, Heinrich spied two seats at a table near the center of the room, where, on the square wooden platform, forty men dressed in peasant costume were producing a deafening noise upon brass instruments. We plunged directly for the seats, jostling and half-falling over unprotesting bodies that were numb with beer.


  And at last, dead center of that roaring tumult, we seated ourselves triumphantly, panting victoriously, and immediately ordered two liters of dark beer and two plates of schweinwurstl and sauerkraut. The band was blaring forth the strains of “Ein Prosit! Ein Prosit!” and all over the room people had risen from their tables and were standing with arms linked and mugs upraised while they roared out the great drinking song and swung and rocked rhythmically back and forth.


  The effect of these human rings all over that vast and murky hall had in it something that was almost supernatural and ritualistic: something that belonged to the essence of a race was enclosed in those rings, something dark and strange as Asia, something older than the old barbaric forests, something that had swayed around an altar, and had made a human sacrifice, and had devoured burnt flesh.


  The hall was roaring with their powerful voices, it shook to their powerful bodies, and as they swung back and forth, it seemed to me that nothing on earth could resist them—that they must smash whatever they came against. I understood now why other nations feared them so; suddenly I was myself seized with a deadly fear of them that froze my heart. I felt as if I had dreamed and awakened in a strange barbaric forest to find a ring of savage barbaric faces bent down above me—blonde-braided, blond-mustached, they leaned upon their mighty spear staves, rested upon their shields of toughened hide, as they looked down. And I was surrounded by them; there was no escape. I thought of all that was familiar to me, and it seemed far away, not only in another world but in another time, sea-sunken in eternity ages hence from the old dark forest of barbaric time. And now I thought almost with warm friendliness of the strange dark faces of the Frenchmen, their cynicism and dishonesty, their rapid and excited voices, their small scale, their little customs; even all their light and trivial adulteries now seemed friendly and familiar, playful, charming, full of grace. Or of the dogged English, with their pipes, their pubs, their bitter beer, their fog, their drizzle, their women with neighing voices and long teeth—all these things now seemed immensely warm, friendly, and familiar to me, and I wished that I were with them.


  But suddenly a hand was slipped around my arm, and through that roar and fog of sound I realized that someone was speaking to me. I looked down and there beside me saw the jolly, flushed, and smiling face of a pretty girl. She tugged at my arm good-naturedly and mischievously, spoke to me, nodded her head for me to look. I turned. Beside me was a young man, her companion; he, too, smiling, happy, held his arm for me to take. I looked across and saw Heinrich, his sallow, lonely, pitted face smiling and happy as I had never seen it before. He nodded to me. In an instant we, too, were all linked together, swinging, swaying, singing in rhythm to the roar of those tremendous voices, swinging and swaying, singing all together as the band played “Ein Prosit.” Ended at length the music, but now all barriers broken through, all flushed and happy, smiling at one another, we added our own cheers to the crowd’s great roar of affirmation when the song was ended. Then laughing, smiling, talking, we sat down again.


  And now there was no strangeness any more. There were no barriers any more. We drank and talked and ate together. I drained liter after liter of the cold and heady beer. Its fumes mounted to my brain. I was jubilant and happy. I talked fearlessly in a broken jargon of my little German. Heinrich helped me out from time to time, and yet it did not matter. I felt that I had known all these people all my life, forever. The young girl, with her jolly pretty face, eagerly tried to find out who I was and what I did. I teased her. I would not tell her. I told her a dozen things—that I was a Norwegian, an Australian, a carpenter, a sailor, anything that popped into my head, and Heinrich, smiling, aided and abetted me in my foolishness. But the girl clapped her hands and gleefully cried out, “No,” that she knew what I was—I was an artist, a painter, a creative man. She and all the others turned to Heinrich, asking him if this was not true. And smilingly he half inclined his head and said I was not a painter but that I was a writer—he called me a poet. And then all of them nodded their heads in satisfied affirmation; the girl gleefully clapped her hands together again and cried out that she had known it. And now we drank and linked our arms and swayed together in a ring again. And presently, now that it was growing late and people had begun to leave the hall, we, too, got up, the six of us, the girl, another girl, their two young men, and Heinrich and myself, moved out among the singing, happy crowds again, and arm in arm, linked all together, moved singing through the crowds.


  And then we left them, finally, four young people from the mass of life and from the heart of Germany, whom I should never see again—four people and the happy, flushed, and smiling face of a young girl. We left them, never having asked their names, nor they our own; we left them and lost them, with warmth, with friendship, with affection, in the hearts of all of us.


  We went our way, and they went theirs. The great roar and clamor of the fair suffused and faded behind us, until it had become a vast and drowsy distant murmur. And presently, walking arm and [in] arm together, we reached again the railway station and the ancient heart of Munich. We crossed the Karlsplatz, and at last we reached our dwelling in the Theresien and Louisen streets.


  And yet we found we were not tired, we were not ready to go in. The fumes of the powerful and heady beer, and more than that the fumes of fellowship and affection, of friendship and of human warmth, had mounted to our brains and hearts. We knew it was a rare and precious thing, a moment’s spell of wonder and of joy, that it must end, and we were loath to see it go.


  It was a glorious night, the air sharp, frosty, and the street deserted, and far away, like time, the ceaseless and essential murmur of eternity, the distant, drowsy, wavelike hum of the great fair. The sky was cloudless, radiant, and in the sky there blazed a radiant blank of moon. We paused a moment at our dwelling, then as by mutual instinct walked away. We went along the streets, and presently we had arrived before the enormous, silent, and moon-sheeted blankness of the Old Pinakothek. We passed before it, we entered on the grounds, we strode back and forth, our feet striking cleanly on clean gravel. Arm in arm we talked, we sang, we laughed together. “A poet, yes,” he cried, and looked exultantly at the blazing moon. “A poet, ja,” he cried again. “These people did not know you, and they said you were a poet. And you are.”


  And in the moonlight, his lonely scarred and pitted face was transfigured by a look of happiness. And we walked the streets, we walked the streets. We felt the sense of something priceless and unutterable, a world invisible that we must see, a world intangible that we must touch, a world of warmth, of joy, of imminent and impending happiness, of impossible delight, that was almost ours. And we walked the streets, we walked the streets. The moon blazed blank and cold out of the whited brilliance of the sky. And the streets were silent. All the doors were closed. And from the distance came the last and muted murmurs of the fair. And we went home.


  [¬]


  ’E, A RECOLLECTION


  [The New Yorker, July 17, 1937]


  All through the fall and winter of that year Mr. Joseph Doaks was living in a flat in London. For him it was a memorable year, and one of the most memorable experiences of that year was his relationship with Daisy Purvis.


  Mrs. Purvis was a charwoman who lived at Hammersmith and for years had worked for “unmarried gentlemen” in the fashionable districts known as Mayfair and Belgravia. Mr. Doaks inherited her, so to speak, from a young gentleman of fashion who occupied the little flat in Ebury Street before Mr. Doaks took it over. In appearance, Mrs. Purvis might have been the prototype of a whole class. She was somewhere in the middle forties, a woman inclined to plumpness, of middling height, fair-haired, blue-eyed, and pink-complexioned, with a pleasant, modest face, and a naturally friendly nature. At first, although at all times courteous, her manner toward her new employer was a little distant. She would come in in the morning, and they would formally discuss the business of the day: what they were going to have for lunch, the supplies they were going to “git in,” the amount of money it would be necessary to “lay out.”


  “What would you like for lunch today, sir?” Mrs. Purvis would say. “’Ave you decided?”


  “No, Mrs. Purvis. What would you suggest? Let’s see. We had the chump chop yesterday, didn’t we, and the sprouts?”


  “Yes, sir,” Mrs. Purvis would reply, “and the day before, Monday, you may recall, we ’ad rump steak with potato chips.”


  “Yes, and it was good, too. Well, then, suppose we have rump steak again?”


  “Very good, sir,” Mrs. Purvis would say, with perfect courtesy, but with a rising intonation of the voice that somehow suggested that she rather thought his choice was not the best one. Feeling this, Mr. Doaks would immediately have doubts. He would say, “Oh, wait a minute. We’ve been having steak quite often, haven’t we?”


  “You ’ave ’ad it quite a bit, sir,” she would say quietly. “Still, of course—” She would pause and wait.


  “Well, then, what would you suggest, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “Well, sir, if I may say so, a bit of gammon and peas is rather nice sometimes,” with just a trace of diffidence, mixed with an engaging tinge of warmth. “I ’ad a look in at the butcher’s as I came by this morning, and the gammon was nice, sir. It was a prime bit, sir,” she said now with genuine warmth. “Prime.”


  After this, of course, he could not tell her that he had not the faintest notion what gammon was. He could only look delighted and respond, “Then, by all means, Mrs. Purvis, let’s have gammon and peas. I think it’s just the thing today.”


  “Very good, sir.” The words had put her back within the fortress of aloofness, had put him back on his heels.


  “All right, then, Mrs. Purvis,” he said. “Thank you very much.”


  “’Kew,” she said, most formally and distantly now, and went out, closing the door gently but very firmly after her.


  Mr. Doaks had a good life that year. He had never had a servant in his life before. He had been served by many people, but never before had he owned a servant body and soul, to the degree that her life was his life, her interests his interests, her whole concern devoted to the preservation of his welfare. It was perhaps not quite as absolute a devotion as has been here described. Mrs. Purvis had, in fact, for two or three hours of the day, another master, who shared with Doaks her service. This was the little man who kept doctor’s offices on the floor below. From one o’clock in the afternoon until four, or thereabout, the doorbell tinkled almost constantly, and Mrs. Purvis was kept busy padding up and down the narrow stairs, admitting or ushering out an incessant stream of patients, all of whom were women.


  Doaks used to tease Mrs. Purvis about this unbroken procession of female visitors, and question her on the nature of the doctor’s practice. It is probable that she knew that he was not above turning an honest guinea now and then by occasional unorthodoxy. But her loyalty to anyone she served was so unquestioning that when the young man pressed her for information her manner would instantly become beautifully vague, and she would confess that, although she was not familiar with the technical details of Doctor’s practice, it was, she believed, devoted to “the treatment of nervous diseases.”


  “Yes, but what kind of nervous diseases, Mrs. Purvis, and why?” Mr. Doaks would innocently continue. “Why is it always women who have these nervous diseases? Don’t the gentlemen ever get nervous, too?”


  “Ah-h,” said Mrs. Purvis, nodding her head with an ejaculation of knowing profundity. “Ah-h! There you ’ave it!”


  “Have what, Mrs. Purvis?” Mr. Doaks demanded.


  “’Ave the answer,” Mrs. Purvis said. “It’s this Moddun Tempo. That’s what Doctor says,” she said, loftily. “It’s the pace of Moddun Life—cocktail parties, staying up to all hours, and all of that. In America, I believe, conditions are even worse,” said Mrs. Purvis. “Not, of course, that they really are,” she added quickly, as if fearing her remark might inadvertently have wounded the patriotic sensibilities of her employer. “I mean, after all, not ’avin’ been there myself, I wouldn’t know, would I? I must say, though,” she went on tactfully after a brief pause, “the American ladies are very smart, aren’t they, sir? They’re all so very well turned out, aren’t they, sir? You can always tell one when you see one. And then they’re very clever, aren’t they? I mean, quite a number of them ’ave married into the nobility, ’aven’t they, sir? You’re always readin’ somethin’ or other about them, and quite a number of them ’ave been received at court. And of course”—her voice fell to just the subtlest shade of unction, and Mr. Doaks’ prophetic soul informed him what was coming—“and of course, sir, ’E ...” Ah, there it was: immortal “’E,” who lived and moved and loved and had his being there at the central sphere of Daisy Purvis’s heaven; immortal “’E,” the idol of every Purvis everywhere, who, for their uses, their devotions, had no other name and needed none but “’E.”


  “Of course, sir,” Mrs. Purvis said, “’E likes them, doesn’t ’E? I’m told ’E’s very fond of them. The American ladies must be very clever, sir, because ’E finds them so amusing. There was a picture of ’Im in the news just recently with a party of ’Is friends and a new American lady was among them. At least I’d never seen ’er face before, and very smart she was, too—a Mrs. Somebody-or-Other—I can’t recall the name. But as I say, sir,” reverting to her former theme, “it’s what Doctor calls the Moddun Tempo, and I’ve ’eard that conditions in America are”—she hesitated just perceptibly, then with unfailing tactfulness she found the proper phrase—“much the same as they are here.”


  Her picture of America, derived largely from the pages of tabloid newspapers, of which she was an assiduous devotee, was so delightfully fantastic that Doaks could never find it in his heart to disillusion her. So he dutifully agreed that she was right, and managed skillfully to convey the suggestion that a large proportion of America’s female population spent their time going from one cocktail party to another; in fact, practically never got out of bed.


  “Ah, then,” said Mrs. Purvis, nodding her head wisely with an air of satisfaction, “then you know what it means!” And after a just perceptible pause, “Shockin’ I calls it.”


  She called a great many things shocking. In fact, it is doubtful that any choleric Tory in London’s most exclusive club could have been more vehemently concerned with the state of the nation than was Daisy Purvis. To listen to Mrs. Purvis talk, one might have thought that she was the heir to enormous estates that had been chief treasures of her country’s history since the days of the Norman conquerors, but which were now being sold out of her hands, ravaged and destroyed because she could no longer pay the ruinous taxes which the government had imposed.


  They used to discuss these matters long and earnestly, with dire forebodings, windy sighs, and grave shakings of the head. Mr. Doaks would sometimes work the whole night through and finally get to bed at six or seven o’clock in the dismal pea soup of a London morning. Mrs. Purvis would arrive at seven-thirty. If he was not already asleep, he would hear her creep softly up the stairs and go into the kitchen on the top floor. A little later she would rap at his door and come in with an enormous cup, smoking with a beverage, in whose soporific qualities she had the utmost faith.


  “’Ere’s a nice, ’ot cup of Ovaltine,” said Mrs. Purvis, “to git you off to sleep.”


  He was probably nearly “off to sleep” already, but this made no difference. If he was not “off to sleep,” Mrs. Purvis had the Ovaltine to “git him off” again.


  The real truth of the matter was that she wanted to exchange gossip with him, in especial to go over the delectable proceedings of the day’s news. She would bring him crisp, fresh copies of the Times and Daily Mail, and she would have, of course, her own copy of the tabloid paper that she read.


  While he propped himself up in bed and drank his Ovaltine, Mrs. Purvis would stand in the doorway, rattle her tabloid with a peremptory gesture, and thus begin: “Shockin’, I calls it!”


  “Why, ’ere now, listen to this, if you please!” she would say indignantly, and read as follows: “‘It was announced yesterday, through the offices of the Messrs. Merigrew & Raspe, solicitors to ’is Grace, the Duke of Basingstoke, that ’is Grace ’as announced the sale of ’is estate at Chipping Cudlington in Gloucestershire. The estate, comprising sixteen thousand acres, of which eight thousand are in ’unting preserve, and including Basingstoke ’All, one of the finest examples of early Tudor architecture in the kingdom, ’as been in the possession of ’is Grace’s family since the fifteenth century. Representatives of the Messrs. Merigrew & Raspe stated, ’owever, that because of the enormous increase in estate and income taxes since the war, ’is Grace feels that it is no longer possible for ’im to maintain the estate, and ’e is accordingly putting it up for sale. This means, of course, that the number of ’is Grace’s private estates ’as now been reduced to three, Fothergill ’All in Devonshire, Wintringham in Yorkshire, and the Castle of Loch McTash, ’is ’unting preserve in Scotland. ’Is Grace, it is said, ’as stated recently to friends that if something is not done to check the present ruinous trend toward higher taxation, there will not be a single great estate in England remaining in the ’ands of its original owners within a ’undred years.’”


  “Ah-h,” said Mrs. Purvis, nodding with an air of knowing confirmation as she finished reading this dolorous item. “There you ’ave it! Just as ’is Grace says, we’re losin’ all of our great estates. And wot’s the reason? Why, the owners can no longer afford to pay the taxes—ruinous, ’e calls ’em, and ’e’s right. If it keeps up, you mark my words, the nobility’ll ’ave no place left to live. A lot of ’em are migratin’ already,” she said darkly.


  “Migrating where, Mrs. Purvis?”


  “Why,” she said, “to France, to Italy, places on the Continent. They’ve all let their estates go. They’ve gone abroad to live. And why? Because the taxes are too ’igh. Shockin’, I calls it!”


  By this time Mrs. Purvis’s pleasant face would be pink with indignation. It was one of the most astonishing demonstrations of concern young Mr. Doaks had ever seen. Again and again he would try to get to the bottom of it. He would bang down his cup of Ovaltine and burst out, “Yes, but good Lord, Mrs. Purvis, why the hell should you worry so much about it? Those people aren’t going to starve. Here you get twelve shillings a week from me and eight shillings more from the doctor. He says he’s going abroad to live at the end of the year, and I’m going back to America in a few months. You don’t even know where you’ll be, what you’ll be doing, this time next year. And yet you come in here, day after day, and read me this stuff about the Duke of Basingstoke or the Earl of Pentateuch having to give up one of their half-dozen estates, as if you were afraid the whole lot of them would have to go on the dole. You’re the one who will have to go on the dole if you get out of work. Those people are not going to suffer, not really, not the way you’ll have to.”


  “Ah-h, yes,” she answered, in a tone that was soft and gentle, as if she were speaking of the welfare of a group of helpless children, “but then, we’re used to it, aren’t we? And they, poor things, they’re not.”


  It was appalling. He couldn’t fathom it. You could call it what you liked; you could call it servile snobbishness, blind ignorance, imbecilic stupidity, but there it was. You couldn’t shatter it, you couldn’t even shake it. It was one of the most formidable examples of devotion and loyalty he had ever known.


  These conversations would go on morning after morning until there was scarcely an impoverished young viscount whose grandeurs and whose miseries had not undergone the reverent investigation of Mrs. Purvis’s anguished and encyclopedic care. But always at the end—after the whole huge hierarchy of saints, angels, captains of the host, guardians of the inner gate, and chief lieutenants of the right hand had been reverently inspected down to the minutest multicolored feather that blazed in their heraldic wings—silence would fall. It was as if some great and unseen presence had entered the room. Then Mrs. Purvis would rattle her crisp paper, clear her throat, and with holy quietness pronounce the sainted name of “’E.”


  “Well,” she would say, and as she spoke her face was softened by a glow of tenderness, “I see by the paper ’ere that ’E’s got back from the Continent. I wonder what ’E’s up to now.” And suddenly she laughed, a jolly and involuntary laugh that flushed her pink cheeks almost crimson and brought a mist to her blue eyes. “Ah! I tell you wot,” she said, “’E is a deep one. You never know wot ’E’s been up to. You pick up the paper one day and read where ’E’s visitin’ some friends in Yawkshire. The next day, before you know it, ’E turns up in Vienna. This time they say ’E’s been in Scandinavia—it wouldn’t surprise me if ’E’s been over there visitin’ one of them young princesses. Of course”—her tone was now tinged with the somewhat pompous loftiness with which she divulged her profounder revelations to the incondite Mr. Doaks—“of course, there’s been talk about that for some time past. Not that ’E would care! Not ’Im. ’E’s too independent, ’E is! ’Is mother found that out long ago. She tried to manage ’Im the way she does the others. Not ’Im! That chap’s got a will of ’Is own. ’E’ll do wot ’E wants to do and no one will stop ’Im, that’s ’ow independent ’E is.”


  She was silent a moment, reflecting with misty eyes upon the object of her idolatry. Then suddenly her pleasant face again suffused with ruddy color, and a short, rich, almost explosive laugh burst from her as she cried, “The dev-ill! You know, they do say that ’E was comin’ ’ome one night not long ago, and that”—her voice lowered confidingly—“they do say ’E’d ’ad a bit too much, and”—her voice sank still lower, and in a tone in which a shade of hesitancy was mixed with laughter, she went on—“well, sir, they do say ’E was ’avin’ ’Is troubles in gittin’ ’ome. They say that really ’E was ’avin’ to support himself, sir, by the fence around St. James’s Palace. But they do say, sir, that—ooh! ha-ha-ha!”—she laughed suddenly and throatily—“You must excuse me, sir, but I ’ave to larf when I think of it!” And then, slowly, emphatically, with an ecstasy of adoration, Mrs. Purvis whispered, “They do say, sir, that the bobby on duty just outside the palace saw ’Im, and came up to ’Im and said, ‘Can I ’elp you, sir?’ But not ’Im! ’E wouldn’t be ’elped! ’E’s too proud, ’E is! That’s the way ’E’s always been. I’ll tell you wot, ’E is a dev-ill!” And still smiling, her strong hands held before her in a worn clasp, she leaned against the door and lapsed into the silences of misty contemplation.


  “But Mrs. Purvis,” Doaks remarked presently, “do you think he’ll ever get married? I mean, do you really, now? After all, he’s no chicken any longer, is he? And he must have had lots of chances, and if he was going to do anything about it—”


  “Ah!” said Mrs. Purvis, in that tone of lofty recognition that she always used at such a time. “Ah! Wot I always says to that is, ’E will! ’E’ll make up ’Is mind to it when ’E ’as to, but not before! ’E won’t be driven into it, not ’Im! ’E’ll do it when ’E knows it’s the proppuh time.”


  “Yes, Mrs. Purvis,” her questioner persisted, “but what is the proper time?”


  “Well,” said Mrs. Purvis, “after all, there is ’Is father, isn’t there? And ’Is father is not so young as ’e used to be, is ’e?” She was silent for a moment, diplomatically allowing the tactful inference to sink in by itself. “Well, sir,” she concluded very quietly, “I mean to say, sir, a time will come, sir, won’t it?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Purvis,” the young man persisted, “but will it? I mean, can you be sure? You know, you hear all sorts of things—even a stranger like myself hears them. For one thing, you hear that he doesn’t want it very much, and then, of course, there is his brother, isn’t there?”


  “Oh, ’im,” said Mrs. Purvis, “’im!” For a moment she said nothing more, but had she filled an entire dictionary with the vocabulary of bitter and unyielding hostility, she could not have said more than she managed to convey in the two letters of that tiny little pronoun “’im.”


  “Yes, but,” Doaks persisted somewhat cruelly, “after all, he wants it, doesn’t he?”


  “’E does,” said Mrs. Purvis grimly.


  “And he is married, isn’t he?”


  “’E is,” said Mrs. Purvis, if anything a trifle more grimly than before.


  “And he has children, hasn’t he?”


  “’E ’as, yes,” said Mrs. Purvis, somewhat more gently. In fact, for a moment her face glowed with its look of former tenderness, but it grew grim again very quickly, and in a moment she said, “But ’im! Not ’im!” She was more deeply stirred by this imagined threat to the ascendancy of her idol than Doaks had ever seen her. Her lips worked tremulously for a moment, then she shook her head with a quick movement of inflexible denial and said, “Not ’im.” She was silent for a moment more, as if a struggle was going on between her desire to speak and the cool barrier of her natural reserve. Then she burst out, “I tell you, sir, I never liked the look of ’im! Not that one—no!” She shook her head again in a half-convulsive movement; then in a tone of dark confidingness, she almost whispered, “There’s something sly about ’is face that I don’t like! ’E’s a sly one, ’e is, but ’e don’t fool me!” Her face was now deeply flushed, and she nodded her head with the air of a person who had uttered her grim and final judgment and would not budge from it. “That’s my opinion, if you ask me, sir! That’s the way I’ve always felt about ’im. And ’er. ’Er! She wouldn’t like it, would she? Not ’arf she wouldn’t!” She laughed suddenly, the bitter and falsetto laugh of an angry woman. “Not ’er! Why, it’s plain as day, it’s written all over ’er! But a lot of good it’ll do ’em,” she said grimly. “We know wot’s wot!” She shook her head again with grim decision. “The people know wot’s wot; they can’t be fooled. So let them get along with it!”


  “You don’t think, then, that they—”


  “Them!” said Mrs. Purvis strongly. “Them! Not in a million years, sir! Never! Never! ... ’E”—her voice fairly soared to a cry of powerful conviction—“’E’s the one! ’E’s always been the one! And when the time comes, sir, ’E—’E will be King!”


  [¬]


  APRIL, LATE APRIL


  [The American Mercury, September 1937]


  I


  Autumn was kind to them, winter was long to them—but April, late April, all the gold sang. ...


  Each day he heard her step upon the stairs at noon. By noon, by high, sane noon, with all its lights of health and joy, she was the one he loved, the mistress of his big disordered room, the bringer of marvelous food, the inspired cook, the one whose brisk small footsteps on the stairs outside his door could wake a leaping jubilation in his heart. Her face was like a light and like a music in the light of noon: it was jolly, small, and tender, as delicate as a plum, and as rosy as a flower. It was young and good and full of health and delight; its sweetness, strength, and noble beauty could not be equaled anywhere on earth. He kissed it a thousand times because it was so good, so wholesome, and so radiant in its loveliness.


  Everything about her sang out with hope and morning joy and the music of good life. Her little tender face was full of a thousand shifting plays of jolly humor, as swift and merry as a child’s, and yet it had in it always, like shadows in the sun, all the profound and sorrowful depths of beauty. And her hands, which were so small, so certain, and so strong, could cook food so maddening that the table of an emperor would have been put to shame beside it, food such as no one else had read, heard, or dreamed about before.


  Thus, when he heard her step upon his stairs at noon, her delicate knuckles briskly rapping at his door, she brought the greatest health and joy to him that he had ever known: she came in from the brutal stupefaction of the streets like a cry of triumph, like a shout of music in the blood, like the deathless birdsong in the first light of morning. She was the bringer of hope, the bearer of princely food, the teller of good news. A hundred sights and magical colors which she had seen in the streets that morning, a dozen tales of life and work and business, sprang from her merry lips with the eager insistence of a child, and as he heard her, as he looked at her, he saw and felt her freshness, youth, and loveliness anew.


  She got into the conduits of his blood, she began to sing and pulse through the vast inertia of his flesh, still heavied with great clots of sleep, until he sprang up, seized, engulfed, and devoured her, and felt there was nothing on earth he could not do, nothing on earth he could not conquer. She gave a tongue to joy, a certainty to all the music of the Spring whose great pulsations trembled in the gold and sapphire singing of the air.


  Everything—the stick-candy whippings of a flag, the shout of a child, the smell of old worn plankings in the sun, the heavy tarry exhalations of the Spring-warm streets, the thousand bobbing, weaving colors and points of light upon the pavements, the smell of the markets, of fruits, flowers, vegetables and loamy earth, and the heavy shattering baugh of a great ship as it left its wharf at noon on Saturday—was given intensity, structure, and the form of joy because of her.


  She had never been as beautiful as she was that Spring, and sometimes it drove him almost mad to see her look so fresh and fair. Even before he heard her step upon the stair at noon, he always knew that she was there. Sunken in sleep at twelve o’clock, drowned fathoms deep at noon in strange wakeful sleep, his consciousness of her was so great that he knew instantly the moment when she entered the house, whether he heard a sound or not.


  She seemed to be charged with all the good and joyful living of the earth, and as she stood there in the high rare light of noon, her little face was as strange and delicate as a flower, as red and tender as a cherry. And in all that was at once both rich and delicate in her little bones, her trim rich figure, slim ankles, full swelling thighs, deep breast, and straight small shoulders, rose lips and flower face, and all the winking lights of her gold hair—she seemed as rare, as rich, as high and grand a woman as any one on earth could be. The first sight of her at noon always brought hope, confidence, and belief, and sent through the huge inertia of his flesh, still drugged with the great anodyne of sleep, a tidal surge of invincible strength.


  She would fling her arms around him and kiss him furiously; she would throw herself down beside him on his cot and cunningly insinuate herself into his side, presenting her jolly glowing little face insatiably to be kissed, covered, plastered with a thousand kisses: she was as fresh as morning, as crisp as celery, as delicate and tender as a plum, her rare and tender succulence was so irresistible he felt he could devour her in an instant and entomb her in his flesh forever. And then, when he had embraced her to his will, she would rise and set briskly about the preparation of a meal for him.


  There is no spectacle on earth more appealing than that of a beautiful woman in the act of cooking dinner for someone she loves. Thus, the sight of his mistress as, delicately flushed, she bent with the earnest devotion of religious ceremony above the food she was cooking for him was enough to drive him mad with love and hunger.


  In such a moment he could not restrain himself. He would get up and begin to pace the room in a wordless ecstasy. He would lather his face for shaving, shave one side of it, and then begin to walk up and down the room again, singing, making strange noises in his throat, staring vacantly out of the window at the tree, pulling books from the shelves, reading a line, a page, sometimes reading her a passage from a poem as she cooked, and then forgetting the book, letting it fall upon the cot or on the floor, until the room was covered with them. Then he would sit on the edge of the cot for minutes, staring vacantly ahead, holding one sock in his hand. Then he would spring up again and begin to pace the room, shouting and singing, with a convulsion of energy surging through his body that could find no utterance and that ended only in a wild goat-like cry of joy.


  From time to time he would go to the door of the kitchen where she stood above the stove, and for a moment he would draw into his lungs the maddening fragrance of the food. Then he would fling about the room again, until he could control himself no longer. The sight of her tender face, earnestly bent and focused in its work of love, her sure and subtle movements, and her full lovely figure—together with the maddening fragrance of glorious food, evoked an emotion of tenderness and hunger in him which was unutterable.


  He could not say what he wished to say, but he could restrain himself no longer. A wild cry would be torn from his throat, and he would leap upon her. He devoured her face with kisses, crushed her figure in his embrace, dragged her, shrieking protests, but yet delighted with his frenzy, across the room, and hurled her down upon the cot.


  Or he would grip her tender thigh between his knees, hug her till she cried out for pain; sometimes he was so mad with joy that he gripped his paws around her slender arms, lifted his face crowing with exuberance, and shook her back and forth violently in the single music of a tongueless ecstasy.


  II


  Meanwhile, the cat crept trembling at its merciless stride along the ridges of the backyard fence. The young leaves turned and rustled in the light winds of April, and the sunlight came and went with all its sudden shifting hues into the pulsing heart of that enchanted green. The hoof and the wheel went by upon the street, as they had done forever, the man-swarm milled and threaded in the million-footed stupefaction of the streets, and the high, immortal sound of time, murmurous and everlasting, brooded forever in the upper air above the fabulous walls and towers of the city.


  And, at such a time, as the exultancy of love and hunger surged in upon them, these were the things they said, the words they spoke:


  “Yes! He loves me now!” she cried out in a jolly voice. “He loves me when I cook for him!” she said. “I know! I know!” she went on, with a touch of knowing and cynical humor. “He loves me then, all right!”


  “Why—you!” he would say convulsively, shaking her deliberately to and fro as if he could speak no more. “Why, my ... delicate ... damned ... darling,” he concluded, still slowly, but with a note of growing jubilation in his voice. “Why ... my delicate little plum-skinned wench ... Love you? ... Why, damn you, my darling, I adore you! ... I am so mad about you, my sweet, that I shall have you for my dinner,” he said with a gloating softness, shaking her gently to and fro, with a tender savagery of hunger. “Why, you fragrant and juicy little hussy ... let me kiss your rosy little face for you,” he said, gripping her between his knees, and brooding prayerfully over her with a kind of exultant difficulty. “I will kiss you ten thousand times, my sweet girl,” he now yelled triumphantly as he choked her in his rapture, “because you are the one who cooks for me—oh! you damned ... delectable ... little ... plum-skinned ... trollop ... of a cook!” he cried.


  Then for a moment he would step back, releasing her, and breathing slowly and heavily. Her delicate flushed face was lifted with the flowerful thirstiness of a child, eager and unquenchable. His eye fed for a moment on her slender succulence with a deliberate and almost material potency of vision, his lower lip bulged outward sensually, his face smoldered sullenly, and briefly and unknowingly he would lick his chops. A heavy surge of blood began to thud and pulse thickly along his veins, beating heavy and slow at his pulse and temples, making his thighs solid with a brutal potency, and impending warmly in his loins with a slow and sultry menace. It beat slowly down into his hands, curving the paws and filling his fingers with a heavy rending power.


  Deliberately he would step forward again, gripping her tender thighs between his knees, impending over her like a cloud crested and gathered darkly with its laden storm. Then, tentatively, he would take her arm and pull it gently like a wing.


  “Shall it be a wing,” he would say, a little hoarsely, “a tender wing done nicely with a little parsley and a butter sauce? Or shall it be the sweet meat of a haunch done to a juicy turn?”


  “Und ganz im Butter gekocht,” she cried, with a merry face.


  “Ganz im besten Butter gekocht,” he said. And suddenly he lifted his face, and wildly, with a beast-like cry past reason, crowed: “O yes! O yes indeed!”


  “Or shall it be the lean meat of the rib?” he continued in a moment, “or the ripe melons that go ding-dong in April?” he cried, “or shall it be a delicate morsel now of woman’s fingers?” he said with a rising jubilation in his heart, “a trifle of delicate knuckles tinged with paprika!” he cried and thrust them in his mouth, “or the juicy lip?” he said, and kissed her, “or belly, or back, or side, or throat—or her damned delicate apple-cheeks!” he yelled, and pressed her red face fiercely in his palms and fell ravenously upon her with a hundred savage kisses.


  “Don’t bite my face!” she screamed. “You don’t know how it hurts! The last time it was all sore and bitten and full of marks!” she said resentfully.


  “Why, damn you, my sweet,” he cried, “I will leave my mark upon you so all of them will see what I have done. Why, you lovely little trollop, I will bite your red-apple cheeks from hell to breakfast and feed upon your tender lips forever. I will eat you like honey, you sweet little hussy.”


  Then, they would draw apart once more, and for a moment she would look at him with a somewhat hurt and reproachful look, and then, shaking her head with a slight bitter smile, she said:


  “God, but you’re a wonder, you are! How have you the heart to call me names like that!”


  “Because I love you so!” he yelled exultantly. “That’s why. It’s love, pure love, nothing on earth but love!” He would look at her a moment longer with a lustful hunger, and then seize her once again in his fierce grip. “Why, you delicate and delectable little wench!” he cried. “I will eat you, devour you, entomb you in me: I will make you a part of me and carry you with me wherever I go.”


  She cast her head back suddenly, her face glowed fiercely with a heated and almost swollen intensity, and like a person in a trance, she cried out strongly: “Yes! Yes!”


  “I will get you inside of me—yes! here and now!—so that you will be mixed and mingled with my blood for ever.”


  “Yes!” she cried again, staring upward with a kind of focal savagery of feeling. “Yes! Yes!”


  “And I will plaster your cherry cheeks with ten thousand kisses,” he said fiercely. “By God, I will!” and then he fell upon her once more.


  Presently they drew apart again, both flushed and heated now, and breathing hard. In a moment she said in a soft and yet eager voice; [voice:]


  “Do you like my face?”


  He tried to speak, but for a moment he could not. He turned away, flinging his arms up in a wild convulsive movement, and suddenly cried out extravagantly in a singing tone:


  “I like her face, and I like her pace, and I like her grace!” And then, because he felt such hunger and such madness in him at the moment, he crowed jubilantly again: “O yes! O yes indeed!”


  And she, too, now as absurdly beyond reason as he was, would lift her glowing face, and say with a rich and earnest seriousness:


  “And he likes my chase, and he likes my place, and he likes my base!”


  Then separately, each of them would begin to dance about the room—he leaping and cavorting, flinging his head back in goat-like cries of joy, she more demurely, singing, with hands spread wing-wise, and with the delicate wheelings and pacings of a waltz.


  Suddenly he would pause as the purport of her words came clearly to him for the first time. He would come back to her seriously, accusingly, but with laughter welling up in him and an inclination to convulsive lewdness at the corners of his mouth.


  “Why, what is this? What did you say, girl? Like your base?” he would say sternly, but with a vulgar emphasis.


  She grew serious for a moment, considering, then her face grew beet-red with a sudden wave of choking laughter:


  “Yes!” she screamed. “O God! I didn’t know how funny it would sound!” And then rich, yolky screams of laughter filled her throat, clouded her eyes with tears, and echoed about the high bare walls of the room.


  “Why, this is shocking talk, my lass!” he would say in tones of chiding condemnation. “Why, woman, I am shocked at you.” And then, with a sudden return to that separate jubilation in which their words, it seemed, were spoken not so much to each other as to all the elements of the universe, he would lift his head and sing madly out again: “I am astounded and dumbfounded, and confounded at you, woman!”


  “He is astonished and admonished and demolished and abolished!” she cried, as she lifted her red face earnestly to heaven.


  “You missed that time; it doesn’t rhyme!” he cried. “I’ll rhyme you any word you like, my girl!” he now said, with a boastful confidence. “I am a poet, you must know it, give me a woid, I’ll sing like a boid!” he said.


  “Ceiling!” she cried instantly.


  “The ceiling has no feeling,” he replied at once. “Table?” he would then suggest.


  “The table is unstable,” she answered.


  “Floors?”


  “The floors have no doors,” she answered triumphantly.


  “The floors have cuspidors,” he said. “Kitchen?”


  “If you want your lunch I’ve got to pitch in,” she said warningly.


  “When you get in there, there’ll be a bitch in,” he shouted with a roar of laughter. “That’s what you should have said!”


  Again her face would be touched with a reproachful bitterness. She looked at him accusingly for a moment and then said:


  “How can you talk to me like that! How can you say such things to anyone who loves you as I do!”


  “Oh—I mean that’s where I want to see my witch in,” he would amend, and putting his arms around her, he would fall to kissing her again.


  III


  They were filled with folly, love, and jubilation, and they would not have cared how their words might sound to anyone on earth—how foolish, mad, or sensual. They looted their lives out with an insatiate desire, they loved, embraced, and clung and questioned, imagined, answered, believed, denied, giving the full measure of their lives and then beginning all over with a quenchless thirst—but it was like a great fire burning all the time. They lived ten thousand hours together, and each hour was like the full course of a packed and crowded life. And always it was like hunger: it began like hunger, and it went on forever like a hunger that was never satisfied—he felt a literal, physical, and insatiate hunger that could have eaten her alive. When she was with him, he was mad because he could not have her and consume her utterly as he desired, and when she had left him, he would go mad with thinking of her.


  She was central, like an inexorable presence, to every action, every feeling, every memory of his life. It was not that he thought directly of her at all times. It was not that he was unable for a moment to free his brain of an all-obsessing image on which the whole energy of his life was focused. No. Her conquest was ten thousand times more formidable than this. For had she dwelt there in the courts of the heart only as some proud empress throned in the temporal images of the brain, she could perhaps have been expelled by some effort of the will, some savage act of violence and dismissal, some oblivion of debauch, or some deliberate scourging of the soul to hate. But she had entered into the porches of the blood, she had soaked through all the tissues of the flesh, she had permeated the convolutions of the brain until now she inhabited his flesh, his blood, his life, like a subtle and powerful spirit that could never again be driven out any more than a man could drive out of him the blood of his mother, secrete unto himself the blood and tissue of his father’s life.


  Thus, whether he thought of her with deliberate consciousness or not, she was now present, with a damnable and inescapable necessity, in every act and moment of his life. Nothing was his own any more, not even the faintest, farthest memories of his childhood. She inhabited his life relentlessly to its remotest sources, haunting his memory like a witness to every proud and secret thing that had been his own. She was founded in the center of his life now so that she could never for a second be forgotten, and as if she had dwelt there forever. She was mixed and mingled with his flesh, diffused through all the channels of his life, coming and going with every breath he took with respiring hues of brightness, beating and moving in every pulse.


  And sometimes she was the subtle, potent bait of life, the fabled lure of proud evil cities, cunningly painted with the hues of innocence and morning, the evil snare that broke the backs of youth, and spread corruption in the hearts of living men, and took all of their visions and their strength in fee.


  And sometimes she was like morning, joy, and triumph, the lights of April, and the glorious and wholesome succulence of good food. Thus, as he stood there, he would smell suddenly and remember again the food she was cooking in the kitchen, and a wild and limitless gluttony, which somehow identified her with the food she cooked, would well up in him. He would grip her savagely in a powerful vise of knees and hands, and cry out in a hoarse and passionate tone: “Food! Food! Food!”


  Then he would loosen her from the vise-like grip: they would embrace more gently, she would kiss him and say in a tender and eager tone:


  “Are you hungry, are you hungry, my dear?”


  “Oh, if music be the food of love, play on Macduff, and damned be him that first cries hold, enough!”


  “I’ll feed you,” she said eagerly. “I’ll cook for you; I’ll get the food for you, my dear.”


  “You are my food!” he cried, seizing her again. “You are meat, drink, butter, and bread and wine to me!” he said, with a feeling of hunger and madness rising up in him. “You are my cake, my caviar, you are my onion soup!”


  “Shall I make you some onion soup?” she then said eagerly. “Is that what you would like?”


  Again the glorious smell of the food would come to him, and he would say: “You are my Yankee pot roast, my broiled tenderloin, my delicate and succulent chop!” shaking her gently to and fro, and covering her small glowing face with kisses.


  “Shall I make you a Yankee pot roast? Would you like a chop? Shall I broil you a steak?” she said eagerly.


  “Why, you—you—you!” he cried, with a movement of convulsive difficulty. “You are my fresh fruit salad, you are my big yellow salad bowl, you are my crisp green leaves of lettuce, my great ripe pears and oranges, my celery, pineapple, cherries, apples, and the rich French dressing that goes with it.”


  “Shall I make you one?” she said.


  “You are my dinner and my cook in one: you are my girl with the subtle soul and the magical hand, you are the one who feeds me, and now, my sweet pet, now, my delicate darling,” he cried, seizing her and drawing her to him, “now my jolly and juicy wench, I am going to have my dinner.”


  “Yes!” the woman cried, lifting her glowing face and staring straight before her, in a tranced and focal cry of complete surrender. “Yes!”


  “Are you my girl? Are you my tender, rich, and juicy girl?” he said.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Are you my delicate damned darling and my dear?”


  “Yes,” she said, “I am your darling and you [your] dear!”


  “Are you my duck?” he crowed with a fierce exultant joy. “Are you my darling and my duck?”


  “Yes,” she said, “I am your darling and your duck. I am the duck that loves you,” she said.


  “Is that my arm?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Is that my haunch? Is that my velvet thigh? Are those my ribs? Is that my tender satin hide? Is that my neck? Is that my warm round throat, are these my delicate fingers and my apple-cheeks? Is that my red-rose lip, and the sweet liquor of my juicy tongue?”


  “Yes!” she said. “Yes, it is all yours!”


  “Can I beat you, my duck?”


  “Yes,” she said.


  “Can I eat you, my sweet pet? Can I broil you, roast you, stew you, have you with a little parsley and a golden buttered sauce?”


  “Yes,” she said, “in any way you like!”


  “Can I devour you? Can I feed my hunger on you? Can I entomb you in my flesh forever?”


  And for a moment, a black convulsion of madness, shame, and death swept through his brain as he bent with ravening hunger over her, and he cried out the burden of his hatred and despair:


  “Can I feed, replenish, and fill with all the fountains of my life all the unsated ocean of your hot desire? Oh, tell me now! Can I wring from you as a reward for ruin and defeat the yolky cries of prayerful pleading, rich satiety? Can I depend upon you now to drive me mad with shame and horror and defeat, to feed the dead men with the life and passion of a living man? Will you stab me to the entrails of my life in the cruel green of Spring, lapse languorously with soft lying words of noble giving to the embraces of your lovers, betray me to my enemies in April, defeat me with the pride of scorn and the ruinous lusts of the old faithless race of man?”


  “Oh, you are mad,” she cried, “and your mind is black and twisted with its evil.”


  But instantly the wave of death and horror would pass out of him as quickly as it came, as if he had not heard her voice—and he would say again with swelling joy and certitude:


  “Or can I feed my life on your rich flower, get all your life and richness into me, walk about with you inside me, breathe you into my lungs like harvest, absorb you, eat you, melt you, have you in my brain, my heart, my pulse, my blood forever, to confound the enemy and to laugh at death, to love and comfort me, to strengthen me with certitude and wisdom, to make my life prevail, and to make me sound, strong, glorious, and triumphant with your love forever!”


  “Yes!” the woman cried out strongly, with the final, fierce, and absolute surrender of her conquest. “Yes! ... Yes! ... Yes! ... Forever!”


  And the cat crept trembling at its merciless stride along the ridges of the backyard fence. The young leaves turned and rustled in the light winds of April, and the sunlight came and went with all its sudden shifting hues into the pulsing heart of that enchanted green. The hoof and the wheel went by upon the street as they had done forever, the man-swarm milled and threaded in the million-footed stupefaction of the streets, and the high, immortal sounds of time, murmurous and everlasting, brooded forever in the upper air above the fabulous walls and towers of the city. And the woman looked at it again and put her hand upon her breast and cried, “Forever!” And all as if it was just the same as it had always been, and both of them were certain it was true.


  [¬]


  THE CHILD BY TIGER


  [The Saturday Evening Post, September 11, 1937]


  
    Tiger, tiger, burning bright


    In the forests of the night,


    What immortal hand or eye


    Could frame thy fearful symmetry?

  


  One day after school, twenty-five years ago, several of us were playing with a football in the yard at Randy Shepperton’s. Randy was calling signals and handling the ball. Nebraska Crane was kicking it. Augustus Potterham was too clumsy to run or kick or pass, so we put him at center, where all he’d have to do would be to pass the ball back to Randy when he got the signal.


  It was late in October, and there was a smell of smoke, of leaves, of burning in the air. Nebraska had just kicked to us. It was a good kick, too—a high, soaring punt that spiraled out above my head, behind me. I ran back and tried to get it, but it was far and away “over the goal line”—that is to say, out in the street. It hit the street and bounded back and forth with that peculiarly erratic bounce a football has.


  The ball rolled away from me down toward the corner. I was running out to get it when Dick Prosser, Shepperton’s new Negro man, came along, gathered it up neatly in his great black paw and tossed it to me. He turned in then, and came on down the alleyway, greeting us as he did. He called all of us “Mister” except Randy, and Randy was always “Cap’n”—“Cap’n Shepperton.” This formal address—“Mr.” Crane, “Mr.” Potterham, “Mr.” Spangler, “Cap’n” Shepperton—pleased us immensely, gave us a feeling of mature importance and authority.


  “Cap’n Shepperton” was splendid! It had a delightful military association, particularly when Dick Prosser said it. Dick had served a long enlistment in the United States Army. He had been a member of a regiment of crack Negro troops upon the Texas border, and the stamp of the military man was evident in everything he did. It was a joy, for example, just to watch him split kindling. He did it with a power, a kind of military order, that was astounding. Every stick he cut seemed to be exactly the same length and shape as every other one. He had all of them neatly stacked against the walls of the Shepperton basement with such a regimented faultlessness that it almost seemed a pity to disturb their symmetry for the use for which they were intended.


  It was the same with everything else he did. His little whitewashed basement room was as spotless as a barracks room. The bare board floor was always cleanly swept, a plain bare table and a plain straight chair were stationed exactly in the center of the room. On the table there was always just one object: an old Bible almost worn out by constant use, for Dick was a deeply religious man. There was a little cast-iron stove and a little wooden box with a few lumps of coal and a neat stack of kindling in it. And against the wall, to the left, there was an iron cot, always precisely made and covered cleanly with a coarse gray blanket.


  The Sheppertons were delighted with him. He had come there looking for work just a month or two before, and modestly presented his qualifications. He had, he said, only recently received his discharge from the Army and was eager to get employment, at no matter what wage. He could cook, he could tend the furnace, he knew how to drive a car—in fact, it seemed to us boys that there was very little that Dick Prosser could not do. He could certainly shoot. He gave a modest demonstration of his prowess one afternoon, with Randy’s .22, that left us gasping. He just lifted that little rifle in his powerful black hands as if it were a toy, without seeming to take aim, pointed it toward a strip of tin on which we had crudely marked out some bull’s-eye circles, and he simply peppered the center of the bull’s eye, putting twelve holes through a space one inch square, so fast that we could not even count the shots.


  He knew how to box, too. I think he had been a regimental champion. At any rate, he was as cunning and crafty as a cat. He never boxed with us, of course, but Randy had two sets of gloves, and Dick used to coach us while we sparred. There was something amazingly tender and watchful about him. He taught us many things—how to lead, to hook, to counter and to block—but he was careful to see that we did not hurt each other.


  He knew about football, too, and today he paused, a powerful, respectable-looking Negro man of thirty years or more, and watched us for a moment as we played.


  Randy took the ball and went up to him. “How do you hold it, Dick?” he said. “Is this right?”


  Dick watched him attentively as he gripped the ball, and held it back over his shoulder. The Negro nodded approvingly and said, “That’s right, Cap’n Shepperton. You’ve got it. Only,” he said gently, and now took the ball in his own powerful hand, “when you get a little oldah, yo’ handses gits biggah and you gits a bettah grip.”


  His own great hand, in fact, seemed to hold the ball as easily as if it were an apple. And holding it so a moment, he brought it back, aimed over his outstretched left hand as if he were pointing a gun, and rifled it in a beautiful, whizzing spiral thirty yards or more to Gus. He then showed us how to kick, how to get the ball off the toe in such a way that it would rise and spiral cleanly. He knew how to do this, too. He must have got off kicks there, in the yard at the Sheppertons’, that traveled fifty yards.


  He showed us how to make a fire, how to pile the kindling so that the flames shot up cone-wise, cleanly, without smoke or waste. He showed us how to strike a match with the thumbnail of one hand and keep and hold the flame in the strongest wind. He showed us how to lift a weight, how to tote a burden on our shoulders in the easiest way. There was nothing that he did not know. We were all so proud of him. Mr. Shepperton himself declared that Dick was the best man he’d ever had, the smartest darkey that he’d ever known.


  And yet? He went too softly, at too swift a pace. He was there upon you sometimes like a cat. Looking before us, sometimes, seeing nothing but the world before us, suddenly we felt a shadow at our backs and, looking up, would find that Dick was there. And there was something moving in the night. We never saw him come or go. Sometimes we would waken, startled, and feel that we had heard a board creak, the soft clicking of a latch, a shadow passing swiftly. All was still.


  “Young white fokes, oh, young white gent’mun,”—his soft voice ending in a moan, a kind of rhythm in his hips—“Oh, young white fokes, Ise tellin’ you”—that soft low moan again—“you gotta love each othah like a brothah.” He was deeply religious and went to church three times a week. He read his Bible every night. It was the only object on his square board table.


  Sometimes Dick would come out of his little basement room, and his eyes would be red, as if he had been weeping. We would know, then, that he had been reading his Bible. There would be times when he would almost moan when he talked to us, a kind of hymnal chant that came from some deep and fathomless intoxication of the spirit, and that transported him. For us, it was a troubling and bewildering experience. We tried to laugh it off and make jokes about it. But there was something in it so dark and strange and full of feeling that we could not fathom that our jokes were hollow, and the trouble in our minds and in our hearts remained.


  Sometimes on these occasions his speech would be made up of some weird jargon of Biblical phrases, of which he seemed to have hundreds, and which he wove together in this strange pattern of his emotion in a sequence that was meaningless to us, but to which he himself had the coherent clue. “Oh, young white fokes,” he would begin, moaning gently, “de dry bones in de valley. I tell you, white fokes, de day is comin’ when He’s comin’ on dis earth again to sit in judgment. He’ll put the sheep upon de right hand and de goats upon de left. Oh, white fokes, white fokes, de Armageddon day’s a comin’, white fokes, an de dry bones in de valley.”


  Or again, we could hear him singing as he went about his work, in his deep rich voice, so full of warmth and strength, so full of Africa, singing hymns that were not only of his own race but familiar to us all. I don’t know where he learned them. Perhaps they were remembered from his Army days. Perhaps he had learned them in the service of former masters. He drove the Sheppertons to church on Sunday morning, and would wait for them throughout the morning service. He would come up to the side door of the church while the service was going on, neatly dressed in his good dark suit, holding his chauffeur’s hat respectfully in his hand, and stand there humbly and listen during the course of the entire sermon.


  And then, when the hymns were sung and the great rich sound would swell and roll out into the quiet air of Sunday, Dick would stand and listen, and sometimes he would join in quietly in the song. A number of these favorite Presbyterian hymns we heard him singing many times in a low rich voice as he went about his work around the house. He would sing “Who Follows in His Train?” or “Alexander’s Glory Song,” or “Rock of Ages,” or “Onward, Christian Soldiers!”


  And yet? Well, nothing happened—there was just “a flying hint from here and there,” and the sense of something passing in the night. Turning into the square one day as Dick was driving Mr. Shepperton to town, Lon Everett skidded murderously around the corner, sideswiped Dick, and took the fender off. The Negro was out of the car like a cat and got his master out. Shepperton was unhurt. Lon Everett climbed out and reeled across the street, drunk as a sot at three o’clock. He swung viciously, clumsily, at the Negro, smashing him in the face. Blood trickled from the flat black nostrils and from the thick liver-colored lips. Dick did not move. But suddenly the whites of his eyes were shot with red, his bleeding lips bared for a moment over the white ivory of his teeth. Lon smashed at him again. The Negro took it full in the face again; his hands twitched slightly, but he did not move. They collared the drunken sot and hauled him off and locked him up. Dick stood there for a moment; then he wiped his face and turned to see what damage had been done to the car. No more now, but there were those who saw it who remembered later how the eyes went red.


  Another thing: the Sheppertons had a cook named Pansy Harris. She was a comely Negro wench, young, plump, black as the ace of spades, a good-hearted girl with a deep dimple in her cheeks and faultless teeth, bared in a most engaging smile. No one ever saw Dick speak to her. No one ever saw her glance at him, or him at her, and yet that smilingly good-natured wench became as mournful-silent and as silent-sullen as midnight pitch. She went about her work as mournfully as if she were going to a funeral. The gloom deepened all about her. She answered sullenly now when spoken to.


  One night toward Christmas she announced that she was leaving. In response to all entreaties, all efforts to find the reason for her sudden and unreasonable decision, she had no answer except a sullen repetition of the assertion that she had to leave. Repeated questionings did finally wring from her a sullen statement that her husband needed her at home. More than this she would not say, and even this excuse was highly suspect, because her husband was a Pullman porter, only home two days a week and well accustomed to do himself such housekeeping tasks as she might do for him.


  The Sheppertons were fond of her. They tried to find the reason for her leaving. Was she dissatisfied? “No’m”—an implacable monosyllable, mournful, unrevealing as the night. Had she been offered a better job elsewhere? “No’m”—as untelling as before. If they offered her more wages, would she stay with them? “No’m,” again and again, sullen and unyielding until finally the exasperated mistress threw up her hands in a gesture of defeat and said, “All right, then, Pansy. Have it your own way, if that’s the way you feel. Only for heaven’s sake don’t leave us in the lurch until we get another cook.”


  This, at length, with obvious reluctance, the girl agreed to. Then, putting on her hat and coat and taking her bag of “leavings” she was allowed to take home with her at night, she went out the kitchen door and made her sullen and morose departure.


  This was Saturday night, a little after eight o’clock. That afternoon Randy and I had been fooling around the basement and, seeing that Dick’s door was slightly ajar, we looked in to see if he was there. The little room was empty, swept and spotless, as it had always been.


  But we didn’t notice that! We saw it! At the same moment, our breaths caught sharply in a gasp of startled wonderment. Randy was the first to speak. “Look!” he whispered. “Do you see it?”


  See it! My eyes were glued upon it. Squarely across the bare board table, blue-dull, deadly in its murderous efficiency, lay a modern repeating rifle. Beside it lay a box containing one hundred rounds of ammunition, and behind it, squarely in the center, face downward on the table, was the familiar cover of Dick’s worn old Bible.


  Then he was on us like a cat. He was there like a great dark shadow before we knew it. We turned, terrified. He was there above us, his thick lips bared above his gums, his eyes gone small and red as rodents’.


  “Dick!” Randy gasped, and moistened his dry lips. “Dick!” he fairly cried now.


  It was all over like a flash. Dick’s mouth closed. We could see the whites of his eyes again. He smiled and said softly, affably, “Yes, suh, Cap’n Shepperton. Yes, suh! You gent’mun lookin’ at my rifle?” he said, and moved into the room.


  I gulped and nodded my head and couldn’t say a word, and Randy whispered, “Yes.” And both of us still stared at him, with an expression of appalled and fascinated interest.


  Dick shook his head and chuckled. “Can’t do without my rifle, white fokes. No, suh!” he shook his head good-naturedly again. “Ole Dick, he’s—he’s—he’s an ole Ahmy man, you know. If they take his rifle away from him, why, that’s just like takin’ candy from a little baby. Yes, suh!” he chuckled, and picked the weapon up affectionately. “Ole Dick felt Christmas comin’ on—he—he—I reckon he must have felt it in his bones”—he chuckled—“so I been savin’ up my money. I just thought I’d hide this heah and keep it as a big supprise fo’ the young white fokes untwil Christmas morning. Then I was goin’ to take the young white fokes out and show ’em how to shoot.”


  We had begun to breathe more easily now, and almost as if we had been under the spell of the Pied Piper of Hamelin, we had followed him, step by step into the room.


  “Yes, suh,” Dick chuckled, “I was just fixin’ to hide this gun away twill Christmas Day, but Cap’n Shepperton—hee!” He chuckled heartily and slapped his thigh. “You can’t fool ole Cap’n Shepperton. He just must’ve smelled this ole gun right out. He comes right in and sees it befo’ I has a chance to tu’n around. ... Now, white fokes”—Dick’s voice fell to a tone of low and winning confidence—“now that you’s found out, I’ll tell you what I’ll do. If you’ll just keep it a supprise from the other white fokes twill Christmas Day, I’ll take all you gent’mun out and let you shoot it. Now, cose,” he went on quietly, with a shade of resignation, “if you want to tell on me, you can, but”—here his voice fell again, with just the faintest yet most eloquent shade of sorrowful regret—“ole Dick was lookin’ fahwad to this; hopin’ to give all the white fokes a supprise Christmas Day”


  We promised earnestly that we would keep his secret as if it were our own. We fairly whispered our solemn vow. We tiptoed away out of the little basement room as if we were afraid our very footsteps might betray the partner of our confidence.


  This was four o’clock on Saturday afternoon. Already, there was a somber moaning of the wind, gray storm clouds sweeping over. The threat of snow was in the air.


  Snow fell that night. It came howling down across the hills. It swept in on us from the Smokies. By seven o’clock the air was blind with sweeping snow, the earth was carpeted, the streets were numb. The storm howled on, around houses warm with crackling fires and shaded light. All life seemed to have withdrawn into thrilling isolation. A horse went by upon the street with muffled hoofs. Storm shook the houses. The world was numb. I went to sleep upon this mystery, lying in the darkness, listening to that exultancy of storm, to that dumb wonder, that enormous and attentive quietness of snow, with something dark and jubilant in my soul I could not utter.


  A little after one o’clock that morning I was awakened by the ringing of a bell. It was the fire bell of the city hall, and it was beating an alarm—a hard fast stroke that I had never heard before. Bronze with peril, clangorous through the snow-numbed silence of the air, it had a quality of instancy and menace I had never known before. I leaped up and ran to the window to look for the telltale glow against the sky. But almost before I looked, those deadly strokes beat in upon my brain the message that this was no alarm for fire. It was a savage clangorous alarm to the whole town, a brazen tongue to warn mankind against the menace of some peril, secret, dark, and unknown, greater than fire or flood could ever be.


  I got instantly, in the most overwhelming and electric way, the sense that the whole town had come to life. All up and down the street the houses were beginning to light up. Next door, the Shepperton house was ablaze with light from top to bottom. Even as I looked, Mr. Shepperton, wearing an overcoat over his pajamas, ran down the snow-covered steps and padded out across the snow-covered walk toward the street.


  People were beginning to run out of doors. I heard excited shouts and questions everywhere. I saw Nebraska Crane come pounding down the middle of the street. I knew that he was coming for me and Randy. As he ran by Sheppertons’, he put his fingers to his mouth and whistled piercingly. It was a signal we all knew.


  I was all ready by the time he came running down the alley toward our cottage. He hammered on the door; I was already there.


  “Come on!” he said, panting with excitement, his black eyes burning with an intensity I’d never seen before. “Come on!” he cried. We were halfway out across the yard by now. “It’s that nigger. He’s gone crazy and is running wild.”


  “Wh-wh-what nigger?” I gasped, pounding at his heels. Even before he spoke, I had the answer. Mr. Crane had already come out of his house, buttoning his heavy policeman’s overcoat as he came. He had paused to speak for a moment to Mr. Shepperton, and I heard Shepperton say quickly, in a low voice, “Which way did he go?”


  Then I heard somebody cry, “It’s that nigger of Shepperton’s!”


  Mr. Shepperton turned and went quickly back across his yard toward the house. His wife and two girls stood huddled in the open doorway, white, trembling, holding themselves together, their arms thrust into the wide sleeves of their kimonos.


  The telephone in the Sheppertons’ house was ringing like mad, but no one was paying any attention to it. I heard Mrs. Shepperton say quickly, as he ran up the steps, “Is it Dick?” He nodded and passed her brusquely, going toward the phone.


  At this moment Nebraska whistled piercingly again upon his fingers, and Randy Shepperton ran past his mother and down the steps. She called sharply to him. He paid no attention to her. When he came up, I saw that his fine thin face was white as a sheet. He looked at me and whispered, “It’s Dick!” And in a moment, “They say he’s killed four people.”


  “With—” I couldn’t finish.


  Randy nodded dumbly, and we both stared there for a minute, aware now of the murderous significance of the secret we had kept, with a sudden sense of guilt and fear, as if somehow the crime lay on our shoulders.


  Across the street a window banged up in the parlor of the Suggs’s house, and Old Man Suggs appeared in the window, clad only in his nightgown, his brutal old face inflamed with excitement, his shock of silvery white hair awry, his powerful shoulders, and his thick hands gripping his crutches.


  “He’s coming this way!” he bawled to the world in general. “They say he lit out across the square! He’s heading out in this direction!”


  Mr. Crane paused to yell back impatiently over his shoulder, “No, he went down South Dean Street! He’s heading for Wilton and the river! I’ve already heard from headquarters!”


  Automobiles were beginning to roar and sputter all along the street. Across the street I could hear Mr. Potterham sweating over his. He would whirl the crank a dozen times or more; the engine would catch for a moment, cough and putter, and then die again. Gus ran out-of-doors with a kettle of boiling water and began to pour it feverishly down the radiator spout.


  Mr. Shepperton was already dressed. We saw him run down the back steps toward the carriage house. All three of us, Randy, Nebraska, and myself, streaked down the alleyway to help him. We got the old wooden doors open. He went in and cranked the car. It was a new one, and started up at once. Mr. Shepperton backed out into the snowy drive. We all clambered up on the running board. He spoke absently, saying, “You boys stay here. ... Randy, your mother’s calling you,” but we tumbled in, and he didn’t say a word.


  He came backing down the alleyway at top speed. We turned into the street and picked up Mr. Crane at the corner. We lit out for town, going at top speed. Cars were coming out of alleys everywhere. We could hear people shouting questions and replies at one another. I heard one man shout, “He’s killed six men!”


  I don’t think it took us over five minutes to reach the square, but when we got there, it seemed as if the whole town was there ahead of us. Mr. Shepperton pulled up and parked the car in front of the city hall. Mr. Crane leaped out and went pounding away across the square without another word to us.


  From every corner, every street that led into the square, people were streaking in. One could see the dark figures of running men across the white carpet of the square. They were all rushing in to one focal point.


  The southwest corner of the square where South Dean Street came into it was like a dog fight. Those running figures streaking toward that dense crowd gathered there made me think of nothing else so much as a fight between two boys upon the playgrounds of the school at recess time. The way the crowd was swarming in was just the same.


  But then I heard a difference. From that crowd came a low and growing mutter, an ugly and insistent growl, of a tone and quality I had never heard before. But I knew instantly what it meant. There was no mistaking the blood note in that foggy growl. And we looked at one another with the same question in the eyes of all.


  Only Nebraska’s coal-black eyes were shining now with a savage sparkle even they had never had before. “Come on,” he said in a low tone, exultantly. “They mean business this time, sure. Let’s go.” And he darted away toward the dense and sinister darkness of the crowd.


  Even as we followed him, we heard coming toward us now, growing, swelling at every instant, one of the most savagely mournful and terrifying sounds that night can know. It was the baying of the hounds as they came up upon the leash from Niggertown. Full-throated, howling deep, the savagery of blood was in it, and the savagery of man’s guilty doom was in it, too.


  They came up swiftly, fairly baying at our heels as we sped across the snow-white darkness of the square. As we got up to the crowd, we saw that it had gathered at the corner where my uncle’s hardware store stood. Cash Eager had not yet arrived, but, facing the crowd which pressed in on them so close and menacing that they were almost flattened out against the glass, three or four men were standing with arms stretched out in a kind of chain, as if trying to protect with the last resistance of their strength and eloquence the sanctity of private property.


  Will Hendershot was mayor at that time, and he was standing there, arm to arm with Hugh McNair. I could see Hugh, taller by half a foot than anyone around him, his long gaunt figure, the gaunt passion of his face, even the attitude of his outstretched bony arms, strangely, movingly Lincolnesque, his one good eye blazing in the cold glare of the corner lamp with a kind of cold inspired Scotch passion.


  “Wait a minute! You men wait a minute!” he cried. His words cut out above the clamor of the mob like an electric spark. “You’ll gain nothing, you’ll help nothing, if you do this thing!”


  They tried to drown him out with an angry and derisive roar. He shot his big fist up into the air and shouted at them, blazed at them with that cold single eye, until they had to hear. “Listen to me!” he cried. “This is no time for mob law! This is no case for lynch law! This is a time for law and order! Wait till the sheriff swears you in! Wait until Cash Eager comes! Wait—”


  He got no further. “Wait, hell!” cried someone. “We’ve waited long enough! We’re going to get that nigger!”


  The mob took up the cry. The whole crowd was writhing angrily now, like a tormented snake. Suddenly there was a flurry in the crowd, a scattering. Somebody yelled a warning at Hugh McNair. He ducked quickly, just in time. A brick whizzed past him, smashing the plate glass window into fragments.


  And instantly a bloody roar went up. The crowd surged forward, kicked the fragments of jagged glass away. In a moment the whole mob was storming into the dark store. Cash Eager got there just too late. He arrived in time to take out his keys and open the front doors, but as he grimly remarked, it was like closing the barn doors after the horse had been stolen.


  The mob was in and helped themselves to every rifle they could find. They smashed open cartridge boxes and filled their pockets with the loose cartridges. Within ten minutes, they had looted the store of every rifle, every cartridge, in the stock. The whole place looked as if a hurricane had hit it. The mob was streaming out into the street, was already gathering round the dogs a hundred feet or so away, who were picking up the scent at that point, the place where Dick had halted last before he had turned and headed south, downhill along South Dean Street toward the river. The hounds were scampering about, tugging at the leash, moaning softly with their noses pointed to the snow, their long ears flattened down. But in that light and in that snow it almost seemed no hounds were needed to follow Dick. Straight as a string, right down the center of the sheeted car tracks, the Negro’s footsteps led away until they vanished downhill in the darkness.


  But now, although the snow had stopped, the wind was swirling through the street and making drifts and eddies in the snow. The footprints were fading rapidly. Soon they would be gone.


  The dogs were given their head. They went straining on softly, sniffing at the snow; behind them the dark masses of the mob closed in and followed. We stood there watching while they went. We saw them go on down the street and vanish. But from below, over the snow-numbed stillness of the air, the vast low mutter of the mob came back to us.


  Men were clustered now in groups. Cash Eager stood before his shattered window, ruefully surveying the ruin. Other men were gathered around the big telephone pole at the corner, pointing out two bullet holes that had been drilled cleanly through it. And swiftly, like a flash, running from group to group, like a powder train of fire, the full detail of that bloody chronicle of night was pieced together.


  This was what had happened. Somewhere between nine and ten o’clock that night, Dick Prosser had gone to Pansy Harris’s shack in Niggertown. Some say he had been drinking when he went there. At any rate, the police had later found the remnants of a gallon jug of raw corn whiskey in the room. What happened, what passed between them, was never known. And, besides, no one was greatly interested. It was a crazy nigger with “another nigger’s woman.”


  Shortly after ten o’clock that night, the woman’s husband appeared upon the scene. The fight did not start then. According to the woman, the real trouble did not come until an hour or more after his return.


  The men drank together. Each was in an ugly temper. Shortly before midnight, they got into a fight. Harris slashed at Dick with a razor. In a second they were locked together, rolling about and fighting like two madmen on the floor. Pansy Harris went screaming out-of-doors and across the street into a dingy little grocery store.


  A riot call was telephoned at once to police headquarters on the public square. The news came in that a crazy nigger had broken loose on Gulley Street in Niggertown, and to send help at once. Pansy Harris ran back across the street toward her little shack.


  As she got there, her husband, with blood streaming from his face, staggered out into the street, with his hands held up protectively behind his head in a gesture of instinctive terror. At the same moment, Dick Prosser appeared in the doorway of the shack, deliberately took aim with his rifle, and shot the fleeing Negro squarely through the back of the head. Harris dropped forward on his face into the snow. He was dead before he hit the ground. A huge dark stain of blood-soaked snow widened out around him. Dick Prosser seized the terrified Negress by the arm, hurled her into the shack, bolted the door, pulled down the shades, blew out the lamp, and waited.


  A few minutes later, two policemen arrived from town. They were a young constable named Willis, and John Grady, a lieutenant of police. The policemen took one look at the bloody figure in the snow, questioned the frightened keeper of the grocery store, and after consulting briefly, produced their weapons and walked out into the street.


  Young Willis stepped softly down onto the snow-covered porch of the shack, flattened himself against the wall between the window and the door, and waited. Grady went around to the side and flashed his light through the window, which, on this side, was shadeless. Grady said in a loud tone: “Come out of there!”


  Dick’s answer was to shoot him cleanly through the wrist. At the same moment Willis kicked the door in and without waiting, started in with pointed revolver. Dick shot him just above the eyes. The policeman fell forward on his face.


  Grady came running out around the house, rushed into the grocery store, pulled the receiver of the old-fashioned telephone off the hook, rang frantically for headquarters and yelled out across the wire that a crazy nigger had killed Sam Willis and a Negro man, and to send help.


  At this moment Dick stepped out across the porch into the street, aimed swiftly through the dirty window of the little store, and shot John Grady as he stood there at the phone. Grady fell dead with a bullet that entered just below his left temple and went out on the other side.


  Dick, now moving in a long, unhurried stride that covered the ground with catlike speed, turned up the long snow-covered slope of Gulley Street and began his march toward town. He moved right up the center of the street, shooting cleanly from left to right as he went. Halfway up the hill, the second-story window of a two-story Negro tenement flew open. An old Negro man stuck out his ancient head of cotton wool. Dick swiveled and shot casually from his hip. The shot tore the top of the old Negro’s head off.


  By the time Dick reached the head of Gulley Street, they knew he was coming. He moved steadily along, leaving his big tread cleanly in the middle of the sheeted street, shifting a little as he walked, swinging his gun crosswise before him. This was the Negro Broadway of the town, but where those poolrooms, barbershops, drugstores, and fried-fish places had been loud with dusky life ten minutes before, they were now silent as the ruins of Egypt. The word was flaming through the town that a crazy nigger was on the way. No one showed his head.


  Dick moved on steadily, always in the middle of the street, reached the end of Gulley Street, and turned into South Dean—turned right, uphill, in the middle of the car tracks, and started toward the square. As he passed the lunchroom on the left, he took a swift shot through the window toward the counter man. The fellow ducked behind the counter. The bullet crashed into the wall above his head.


  Meanwhile, at police headquarters, the sergeant had sent John Chapman out across the square to head Dick off. Mr. Chapman was perhaps the best-liked man on the force. He was a pleasant florid-faced man of forty-five, with curling brown mustaches, congenial and good-humored, devoted to his family, courageous, but perhaps too kindly and too gentle for a good policeman.


  John Chapman heard the shots and ran. He came up to the corner by Eager’s hardware store just as Dick’s last shot went crashing through the lunchroom window. Mr. Chapman took up his post there at the corner behind the telephone post that stood there at that time. Mr. Chapman, from his vantage point behind this post, took out his revolver and shot directly at Dick Prosser as he came up the street.


  By this time Dick was not more than thirty yards away. He dropped quietly on one knee and aimed. Mr. Chapman shot again and missed. Dick fired. The high-velocity bullet bored through the post a little to one side. It grazed the shoulder of John Chapman’s uniform and knocked a chip out of the monument sixty yards or more behind him in the center of the square.


  Mr. Chapman fired again and missed. And Dick, still coolly poised upon his knee, as calm and as steady as if he were engaging in rifle practice, fired again, drilled squarely through the center of the post and shot John Chapman through the heart. Then Dick rose, pivoted like a soldier in his tracks, and started down the street, straight as a string, right out of town.


  This was the story as we got it, pieced together like a train of fire among the excited groups of men that clustered there in trampled snow before the shattered glass of Eager’s store.


  But now, save for these groups of talking men, the town again was silent. Far off in the direction of the river, we could hear the mournful baying of the hounds. There was nothing more to see or do. Cash Eager stooped, picked up some fragments of the shattered glass, and threw them in the window. A policeman was left on guard, and presently all five of us—Mr. Shepperton, Cash Eager, and we three boys—walked back across the square and got into the car and drove home again.


  But there was no more sleep, I think, for anyone that night. Black Dick had murdered sleep. Toward daybreak, snow began to fall again. The snow continued through the morning. It was piled deep in gusting drifts by noon. All footprints were obliterated; the town waited, eager, tense, wondering if the man would get away.


  They did not capture him that day, but they were on his trail. From time to time throughout the day, news would drift back to us. Dick had turned east along the river and gone out for some miles along the Fairchilds road. There, a mile or two from Fairchilds, he crossed the river at the Rocky Shallows.


  Shortly after daybreak, a farmer from the Fairchilds section had seen him cross a field. They picked the trail up there again and followed it across the field and through a wood. He had come out on the other side and got down into the Cane Creek section, and there, for several hours, they lost him. Dick had gone right down into the icy water of the creek and walked upstream a mile or so. They brought the dogs down to the creek, to where he broke the trail, took them over to the other side, and scented up and down.


  Toward five o’clock that afternoon they picked the trail up on the other side, a mile or more upstream. From that point on, they began to close in on him. The dogs followed him across the fields, across the Lester road, into a wood. One arm of the posse swept around the wood to head him off. They knew they had him. Dick, freezing, hungry, and unsheltered, was hiding in that wood. They knew he couldn’t get away. The posse ringed the wood and waited until morning.


  At 7:30 the next morning he made a break for it. He got through the line without being seen, crossed the Lester road, and headed back across the field in the direction of Cane Creek. And there they caught him. They saw him plunging through the snowdrift of a field. A cry went up. The posse started after him.


  Part of the posse were on horseback. The men rode in across the field. Dick halted at the edge of the wood, dropped deliberately upon one knee, and for some minutes held them off with rapid fire. At two hundred yards he dropped Doc Lavender, a deputy, with a bullet through the throat.


  The posse came in slowly, in an encircling, flankwise movement. Dick got two more of them as they closed in, and then, as deliberately as a trained soldier retreating in good order, still firing as he went, he fell back through the wood. At the other side he turned and ran down through a sloping field that bordered on Cane Creek. At the creek edge, he turned again, knelt once more in the snow, and aimed.


  It was Dick’s last shot. He didn’t miss. The bullet struck Wayne Foraker, a deputy, dead center in the forehead and killed him in his saddle. Then the posse saw the Negro aim again, and nothing happened. Dick snapped the breech open savagely, then hurled the gun away. A cheer went up. The posse came charging forward. Dick turned, stumblingly, and ran the few remaining yards that separated him from the cold and rock-bright waters of the creek.


  And here he did a curious thing—a thing that no one ever wholly understood. It was thought that he would make one final break for freedom, that he would wade the creek and try to get away before they got to him. Instead, he sat down calmly on the bank, and as quietly as if he were seated on his cot in an Army barracks, he unlaced his shoes, took them off, placed them together neatly at his side, and then stood up like a soldier, erect, in his bare bleeding feet, and faced the mob.


  The men on horseback reached him first. They rode up around him and discharged their guns into him. He fell forward in the snow, riddled with bullets. The men dismounted, turned him over on his back, and all the other men came in and riddled him. They took his lifeless body, put a rope around his neck, and hung him to a tree. Then the mob exhausted all their ammunition on the riddled carcass.


  By nine o’clock that morning the news had reached the town. Around eleven o’clock, the mob came back along the river road. A good crowd had gone out to meet it at the Wilton Bottoms. The sheriff rode ahead. Dick’s body had been thrown like a sack and tied across the saddle of the horse of one of the deputies he had killed.


  It was this way, bullet-riddled, shot to pieces, open to the vengeful and morbid gaze of all, that Dick came back to town. The mob came back right to its starting point in South Dean Street. They halted there before an undertaking parlor, not twenty yards away from where Dick had killed John Chapman. They took that ghastly mutilated thing and hung it in the window of the undertaker’s place, for every woman, man, and child in town to see.


  And it was so we saw him last. We said we wouldn’t look. But in the end we went. And I think it has always been the same with people. They protest. They shudder. And they say they will not go. But in the end they always have their look.


  At length we went. We saw it, tried wretchedly to make ourselves believe that once this thing had spoken to us gently, had been partner to our confidence, object of our affection and respect. And we were sick with nausea and fear, for something had come into our lives we could not understand.


  We looked and whitened to the lips, and craned our necks and looked away, and brought unwilling, fascinated eyes back to the horror once again, and craned and turned again, and shuffled in the slush uneasily, but could not go. And we looked up at the leaden reek of day, the dreary vapor of the sky, and, bleakly, at these forms and faces all around us—the people come to gape and stare, the poolroom loafers, the town toughs, the mongrel conquerors of earth—and yet, familiar to our lives and to the body of our whole experience, all known to our landscape, all living men.


  And something had come into life—into our lives—that we had never known about before. It was a kind of shadow, a poisonous blackness filled with bewildered loathing. The snow would go, we knew; the reeking vapors of the sky would clear away. The leaf, the blade, the bud, the bird, then April would come back again, and all of this would be as it had ever been. The homely light of day would shine again familiarly. And all of this would vanish as an evil dream. And yet not wholly so. For we would still remember the old dark doubt and loathing of our kind, of something hateful and unspeakable in the souls of men. We knew that we should not forget.


  Beside us a man was telling the story of his own heroic accomplishments to a little group of fascinated listeners. I turned and looked at him. It was Ben Pounders of the ferret face, the furtive and uneasy eye, Ben Pounders of the mongrel mouth, the wiry muscles of the jaw, Ben Pounders, the collector of usurious lendings to the blacks, the nigger hunter. And now Ben Pounders boasted of another triumph. He was the proud possessor of another scalp.


  “I was the first one to git in a shot,” he said. “You see that hole there?” He pointed with a dirty finger. “That big hole right above the eye?” They turned and goggled with a drugged and feeding stare.


  “That’s mine,” the hero said, turned briefly to the side and spat tobacco juice into the slush. “That’s where I got him. Hell, after that he didn’t know what hit him. He was dead before he hit the ground. We all shot him full of holes then. We sure did fill him full of lead. Why, hell yes,” he declared, with a decisive movement of his head, “we counted up to two hundred and eighty-seven. We must have put three hundred holes in him.”


  And Nebraska, fearless, blunt, outspoken, as he always was, turned abruptly, put two fingers to his lips, and spat between them, widely and contemptuously.


  “Yeah—we!” he grunted. “We killed a big one! We—we killed a ba’r, we did! ... Come on, boys,” he said gruffly. “Let’s be on our way!”


  And, fearless and unshaken, untouched by any terror or any doubt, he moved away. And two white-faced nauseated boys went with him.


  A day or two went by before anyone could go into Dick’s room again. I went in with Randy and his father. The little room was spotless, bare, and tidy as it had always been. But even the very austerity of that little room now seemed terribly alive with the presence of its black tenant. It was Dick’s room. We all knew that. And somehow we all knew that no one else could ever live there again.


  Mr. Shepperton went over to the table, picked up Dick’s old Bible that still lay there, open and face downward, held it up to the light, and looked at it, at the place that Dick had marked when he last read in it. And in a moment, without speaking to us, he began to read in a quiet voice:


  “‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.


  “‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.


  “‘He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.


  “‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me—


  Then Mr. Shepperton closed the book and put it down upon the table, the place where Dick had left it. And we went out the door, he locked it, and we went back into that room no more forever.


  The years passed, and all of us were given unto time. We went our ways. But often they would turn and come again, these faces and these voices of the past, and burn there in my memory again, upon the muted and immortal geography of time.


  And all would come again—the shout of the young voices, the hard thud of the kicked ball, and Dick moving, moving steadily, Dick moving, moving silently, a storm-white world and silence, and something moving, moving in the night. Then I would hear the furious bell, the crowd a-clamor and the baying of the dogs, and feel the shadow coming that would never disappear. Then I would see again the little room that we would see no more, the table and the book. And the pastoral holiness of that old psalm came back to me, and my heart would wonder with perplexity and doubt.


  For I had heard another song since then, and one that Dick, I know, had never heard, and one perhaps he might not have understood, but one whose phrases and imagery it seemed to me would suit him better:


  
    What the hammer? What the chain?


    In what furnace was thy brain?


    What the anvil? What dread grasp


    Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

  


  
    When the stars threw down their spears


    And water’d heaven with their tears


    Did He smile His work to see?


    Did He who made the lamb make thee?

  


  “What the hammer? What the chain?” No one ever knew. It was a mystery and a wonder. There were a dozen stories, a hundred clues and rumors; all came to nothing in the end. Some said that Dick had come from Texas, others that his home had been in Georgia. Some said it was true that he had been enlisted in the Army, but that he had killed a man while there and served a term at Leavenworth. Some said he had served in the Army and had received an honorable discharge, but had later killed a man and had served a term in a state prison in Louisiana. Others said that he had been an Army man, but that he had gone crazy, that he had served a period in an asylum when it was found that he was insane, that he had escaped from this asylum, that he had escaped from prison, that he was a fugitive from justice at the time he came to us.


  But all these stories came to nothing. Nothing was ever proved. Men debated and discussed these things a thousand times—who and what he had been, what he had done, where he had come from—and all of it came to nothing. No one knew the answer. But I think that I have found the answer. I think that I know from where he came.


  He came from darkness. He came out of the heart of darkness, from the dark heart of the secret and undiscovered South. He came by night, just as he passed by night. He was night’s child and partner, a token of the other side of man’s dark soul, a symbol of those things that pass by darkness and that still remain, a symbol of man’s evil innocence, and the token of his mystery, a projection of his own unfathomed quality, a friend, a brother, and a mortal enemy, an unknown demon, two worlds together—a tiger and a child.


  [¬]


  KATAMOTO


  [Harper's Bazaar, October 1937]


  Not more than five hours away from Manhattan, in the capital city of one of the great American States, there is a hill of pleasant green, surmounted by the tremendous edifice of the State Capitol. That innocent-looking hill might provide some future historian of our times with a quite considerable chapter in the history of political manipulation in this country.


  The great Capitol Building itself is a monument of spoliation, for of the thirty million dollars it cost, not over half is supposed to have been honestly expended. The remainder found its way, in one fashion or another, into the pockets of the faithful.


  And the faithful themselves have not been forgotten by their grateful State. That whole green hill, in fact, is a stately memorial to them. With that touching fidelity to political corruption which in our land keeps the names of its most eminent practitioners green in the hearts of their countrymen, the adoring populace have here memorialized in sculptures of enduring bronze some of the most illustrious scoundrels who ever betrayed a public trust.


  There they are, each a little green with age, a little mildewed by the weather, somewhat bespattered on the head with pigeon dung—but noble and enduring to the end. They survey the scene with eyes of far-seeing vacancy as if raptly searching out the possibilities of new corruption in the Civil Service. They start forward from their places with beetling brows, grim mouths, and sheaves of important-looking documents crushed in the hard grip of a bronze hand, as if the sculptor had caught them in the very act of passionately crying, “Never! Never! By Heaven, gentlemen, while the red blood of life flows in the veins of J. Alonzo Guff, let it never be said of him that he betrayed the interests of the working people for less than ten percent!”


  I was there again this spring, after an absence of several years, revisiting this pleasant hill and paying my respectful addresses to these honored dead. All of it was much the same as it had always been. The time was dusk, just at the end of one of the first fine days in April: the flowers were bursting from the earth, the grass and trees were coming into life with that feathery delicacy of young green that lasts so short a time and that can never be recaptured, and in the boughs of the fine trees some late birds sang.


  Nothing, it seemed, had changed a bit. The immortal dead still kept their sculptured stance, each in his old and proud position, and April had come back again. It was all so calm, so peaceful, somehow so comforting—for in this busy world of swift and brutal change the hill preserved a kind of serene immortality which sweetly said, “All passes—all changes—all is new, save only I, but I remain.”


  Such, at any rate, was the comforting assurance with which it spoke to me again. And then I saw a change! There had been an addition to that familiar gallery of brazen sculptures. Suddenly I found myself confronted with it, goggling helplessly at it, aghast and shocked and somehow overwhelmed by it, as if I had all at once stumbled upon one of the great pyramids that had always been here, but which, in some miraculous way, I had always missed before.


  Not that I had actually missed it! For after that first shocked moment of discovery, I saw that the figure was really new and had been put there since my last visit. Neither was there anything in the composition or style of the figure that should have caused me any astonishment. It fitted perfectly in the company of its celebrated brethren. It was punctiliously faithful to all the most cherished traditions of political sculpture. True, the costume was somewhat more modern than the costume of some of its fellows. But aside from this accidental detail of time and fashion, the other elements ran true to form.


  There was, for example, the small bronze chair of state behind the figure—such a chair as might befit the dignities of the Roman Senate, with a classically rounded back and the fasces and coat-of-arms of a great State engraven upon it. The figure itself, of course, was standing—and standing in one of the familiar attitudes of statesmanship, one great brazen hoof, complete even to its bronze shoe-laces, heavily advanced before the other, the big jowl-like head lifted in an attitude of grim resolve, and one clenched fist raised in the air above the head, with a fat finger pointing heavenward in a gesture of hoggish majesty.


  And yet I was still puzzled. The figure was one of the largest and most costly on the hill, and for a moment I was sorely tried because I could not think of any political crook in recent years who had occupied a position of sufficient magnitude to command a monument of this size.


  And then it all came to me in a flash! Of course! This surely could be no other than W. Voorhees Spaugh, who had died and been gathered to his fathers since I was last here and who now, exalted into bronze, was surveying mighty vistas of unexplored pork-barreling with brazen eyes of thoughtful meditation.


  I approached and read the legend at the base of his pedestal. Yes, there he was: William Voorhees Spaugh—1856–1928—Semper Fidelis. Here he was, and God had been merciful to His servant until the last. He had been taken away in the full tide of his advancing years before he could ever hear the sinister reverberations of the great crash—or witness the malevolent encroachments of the New Deal. He had gone to his Maker with a peaceful smile on his face and the unshaken conviction that for the faithful there would always be a hog in every trough.


  Here he was—fittingly memorialized among his compeers through the generous devotion of a grateful people. Here he was, the man who had created, in one of the greatest of the American States, a political machine which had a record of corrupt efficiency that need not yield its primacy to any other the fathers of the Republic had ever fashioned. Here he was—the man who could carry a million votes around in his vest pocket and “deliver” them to anyone he chose; the man who never needed to ask the count or to find out how and where the result was going because he knew these matters in advance; the man who had been for thirty years the kingmaker of his party, who had named four Presidential candidates from the smoky confines of a hotel room while a thousand sweating delegates milled and stamped and shouted in the convention hall and yet had no more to do with the ultimate decision than a set of rubber stamps. Here he was—the man who is said to have looked over his party’s leading candidate at midnight, and while the distinguished aspirant looked back and trembled and made silently his prayers, to have grunted hoarsely, “Hell, let’s get another one who’s got more chin!”


  Well, here he was, all right, where he ought to be. Everything had run magnificently true to form, and W. Voorhees Spaugh had attained in death the brazen eminence that he would have jeeringly refused in life, but that was none the less his due.


  And yet—I did not know why, but I was still puzzled, still unsatisfied. It seemed to me that somewhere, somehow—God knows where or how—I had seen this figure before. I don’t know what it was, but I think most of all it was the attitude of that brazen fist with the fat finger hoggishly upraised that set off in my memory a powder train of recollection. And all of a sudden, something flared and flashed: an image of a house I lived in and the life I knew, a woman’s step upon the stair at noon, the cat that crept along the ridges of the backyard fence, the brief lost moment we had called “forever.” I leaned forward in the gathering dusk and peered at the bronze base of the pedestal. And as I read the small and careful letters at one side, traced faintly out in roughened metal, my breath caught sharply and it all came back: K. Katamoto—1929.


  In the old house in Eleventh Street where I was living then, Mr. Katamoto occupied the floor below me, and during the course of that year I got to know him very well. I think it might be said that our friendship began in a moment of crisis and continued to a state of security and staunch understanding. Not that Mr. Katamoto ever forgave me when I erred. He was instantly ready to inform me that I had taken a false step again—the word is used advisedly—but he was so infinitely patient, so unflaggingly hopeful of my improvement, so unfailingly good-natured and so courteous, that no one possibly could have been angry or failed to try to mend his ways. I am sure that the thing that saved the situation was Katamoto’s gleeful, childlike sense of humor: the man was scarcely more than five feet tall, and small and wiry in his build, and I think my towering height inspired his comic risibilities from the very beginning, because even before I knew him, when we would just pass each other in the hall, he would begin to giggle when he saw me, and then wag a finger at me roguishly, saying, “Tramp-ling! Tramp-ling!”


  I thought these words were very mysterious and at first could not fathom their meaning or why the sound of them was sufficient to set him off in a paroxysm of mirth. And yet when he would utter these words and I would look at him in an inquiring sort of way, he would bend double with convulsive laughter, and before I had a chance to say anything, he would stamp at the floor with a tiny foot, shrieking hysterically, “Yis—yis—yis! You are tramp-ling!”—after which he would flee away.


  I inferred, however, that these mysterious references to “tramp-ling” had something to do with the size of my feet, for he would always look at them quickly and slyly when he passed me, and then giggle. However, a fuller explanation was presently to be provided me. He came upstairs one afternoon and knocked at my door. When I opened it, he giggled and flashed his teeth and looked somewhat embarrassed. After a moment, with evident hesitancy, he said:


  “If you ple-e-e-eze, sir! Will—you—have—some—tea—with—me—yis?” He spoke the words with a kind of deliberate formality, after which he flashed an eager and ingratiating smile at me. I told him I should be glad to, got my coat, and started downstairs with him: he padded swiftly on ahead, his little feet shod in felt slippers that made absolutely no sound.


  Half-way down the stairs, as if the sound of my heavy tread had touched his funny bone again, he turned and pointed at my feet, and giggled coyly, “Tramp-ling! You are tramp-ling!” After which he turned and fairly fled away down the stairs, shrieking like a gleeful child. Then he ushered me into his place, introduced me to the slender, agile little Japanese girl, who seemed to stay with him all the time, and brought me back into his studio and served me tea.


  It was an amazing place. He had taken the fine old rooms and redecorated them according to the whims of his curious taste. I remember vividly that the big back room had a very crowded, partitioned-off appearance. He had, in fact, for what reasons I never knew, screened off several small compartments with beautiful Japanese screens. In addition, he had constructed a flight of stairs which ran up to a balcony that extended around three sides of the room. And on this balcony I could see a couch, and I judged that he slept there. The room was crowded with little chairs and tables, and there was an opulent-looking couch and cushions. There were a great many small carved objects and a smell of incense.


  The center of the room had been left entirely bare save for a big strip of spattered canvas and the plaster model of the enormous hog-like native sons which apparently provided the means of his curious living. He did, I gathered, a thriving business turning out sculptures for expensive speakeasies or immense fifteen-foot statues of native politicians which were to decorate public squares in little towns, or in the State capitals of Arkansas, Nebraska, Iowa, and Wyoming. Where and how he had learned this curious profession I never found out, but he had mastered it somewhere with true Japanese fidelity, and in such a way that his products were apparently in greater demand than those of native sculptors. In spite of his small size and fragile build, the man was a powerful dynamo of energy and could perform the labors of a Titan.


  God knows how he did it—where he found the strength. Again and again, in the months that followed, when I came in, I would find the hall below full of sweating, panting movers over whom Katamoto, covered from head to foot with clots of plaster, would hover prayerfully lest they harm his work, twisting his small hands together convulsively, and saying meanwhile with an elaborate, pleading courtesy:


  “Now, if—you—gentlemen! a little! You-u—yis-s—yis-s—yis-s!” with a convulsive grin. “Oh-h-h!—yis-s! yis-s!—if you-u—ple-e-eze, sir!—would down—a little—yis-s!—yis-s!—yis-s!” he hissed softly with that prayerful grin. And the movers would carry out of the house and stow into their van the enormous piecemeal fragments of some North Dakota Pericles, whose size was such that one would wonder how such a fragile little man could possibly have fashioned such a leviathan as this.


  Then the movers would depart, and for a space Mr. Katamoto would loaf and invite his soul. He would come out in the backyard with his girl, the slender, agile little Japanese, and for hours at a time they would play beneath the tree at handball. The pair were usually alone: occasionally, however, they were accompanied by a friend, a young Japanese who would sometimes take part in the game, and who was, I believe, the only visitor they ever had.


  Mr. Katamoto would knock the ball up against the projecting brick wall of the house next door and scream with laughter, clapping his small hands together like a child, bending over weakly and pressing his hand against his stomach, staggering about with merriment every time he scored a point.


  Choking and screaming with laughter, he would cry out in a high, delirious voice, as rapidly as he could, “Yis, yis, yis!—Yis, yis, yis!—Yis, yis, yis!” He would bend over again, stamping his small feet, and holding his hands weakly over his shaking stomach. Then he would straighten up and catch sight of me looking at him from my window, and this would set him off again, for he would wag his finger at me roguishly, and then fairly scream, “You were tramp-ling! ... Yis, yis, yis! You were tramp-ling!”—which would finally reduce him to such a paroxysm of mirth that he would stagger across the court and lean against the wall, all caved in, holding his narrow stomach with his slender hands and shrieking faintly.


  By this time, however, his humorous allusiveness no longer held any mystery for me. I got the answer that my puzzled mind was seeking, indeed, on this very day when he invited me to tea. I asked him a question about the big plaster model in the center of the room and he took me over and showed it to me, remarking as he pointed to the huge cast of the creature’s feet: “He is like you! He is tramp-ling! Yis! He is tramp-ling!”


  Then he took me up the stairs onto the balcony, which I dutifully admired. “Yis?—You like?—” He smiled a little doubtfully at me, then, pointing at his couch, he said, “I sleep here!” Then he pointed to the ceiling, which was so painfully low that I had to stoop. “You sleep there?” said Katamoto eagerly. I nodded. Then Katamoto went on again with an ingratiating smile, but with a kind of embarrassed hesitancy that I had noticed before, “I here,” said Katamoto pointing, “you there—yis?” He looked at me almost pleadingly, and suddenly I caught the point. “Oh! You mean that I am right above you—” he nodded eagerly, “and sometimes when I stay up late you hear me?”


  “Yis! Yis!” he nodded his head vigorously with relief, “sometimes—you will be tramp-ling.” He shook his finger at me with coy reproof and giggled. “You are tramp-ling!” said Mr. Katamoto.


  “I am awfully sorry,” I said. “Of course, I didn’t know you slept so near—so near the ceiling. Maybe I can move my cot to the other side of the room where I won’t be in your way.”


  “Oh, no-o—” he cried, genuinely distressed. “If you ple-ee-ze—sir! if you would only not wear shoes at night—if you would—” he pointed at his own small felt-shod feet, “you would like slippers—yis?” and he smiled persuasively at me again.


  After that, of course, I wore slippers. Sometimes, however, I would forget, and the next morning Katamoto would be rapping at my door again. He was never angry, he was always beautifully courteous, but he would always call me to account. “You were tramp-ling!” he would cry, “last night, again, you were tramp-ling!” And I would tell him that I was sorry, I would try not to do it again, and he would go away giggling—pausing to turn and wag his finger roguishly at me and to call out “Tramp-ling,” after which he would flee downstairs, shrieking with laughter. We were good friends.


  Spring came and early summer. One day I came in to find the movers in the house again. This time, obviously, a work of considerable magnitude was in course of transit. Mr. Katamoto, spattered and caked from head to foot with gobs of plaster, was fluttering prayerfully around the husky, coarse-fisted trucking people. As I came in, two of the men backed slowly down the hall, sweating and cursing on each side of an immense head, monstrously jowled and mustached, and set in an expression of hoggish nobility. A moment later three more men backed slowly from the studio, grunted painfully around the huge and flowing garments of a long frock coat, the vested splendor of a bulging belly A little later some more men came out, staggering beneath the trousered shank of a mighty leg, the boot of an Atlantean hoof, saying coarsely as they passed, “If the son-of-a-bitch stepped on you with that foot, he wouldn’t leave a grease spot, would he, Eddy?”


  The last piece of all was an immense fragment of the solon’s arm and fist, with one huge fat finger pointed upward in an attitude of solemn objurgation!


  I believe that figure was Katamoto’s masterpiece; and I knew that the enormous upraised finger was the apple of his eye—the consummation of his life and art. I had never seen him in such a state of agitation as he was that day. He fairly prayed over the sweating men. It was obvious that the coarse indelicacy of their touch made him shudder. The grin was frozen on his face in an expression of congealed terror. He writhed, he wriggled, he wrung his little hands, he crooned to them. And if anything had happened to that fat, pointed finger I believe he would have dropped dead on the spot.


  At length, however, they got everything stowed away in their big van without mishap. The last fragment of this huge Ozymandias was packed away, and at length the van with its crew of sweating men drove off, leaving Mr. Katamoto, frail, plaster-spattered, utterly exhausted, at the curb. He came back into the house and smiled wanly at me. “Tramp-ling,” he said feebly, and shook his finger, and for the first time there was no mirth or energy in his movements.


  He was like some kind of haggard, mud-bespattered doll: I think I had never seen him tired before. I don’t think it had ever occurred to me that he could get tired. He had always been so full of inexhaustible life and energy And now, somehow, I felt an uncontrollable kind of sadness to see the little man so wan, so weary, and so curiously gray. He was silent for a moment, and then he lifted his gray face and said, wearily, yet with a kind of wistful eagerness, “You see statue—yis?”


  “Yes, Kato, I saw it.”


  “And you like?”


  “Yes, very much.”


  “And”—he giggled a little and made a shaping movement with his hands—“you see foot?”


  “Yes.”


  “I s’ink,” he said, “he will be tramp-ling—yis?” he said, and laughed gleefully.


  “He ought to,” I said, “with a hoof like that. It’s almost as big as mine,” I added, as an afterthought.


  He seemed delighted with this observation, for he laughed gleefully and said, “Yis! Yis!” nodding his head emphatically. He was silent for another moment, then hesitantly, but with a kind of wistful eagerness that he could not conceal, he said, “And you see finger?”


  “Yes, Kato.”


  “And you like?”—quickly, earnestly.


  “Very much.”


  “Big finger—eh?” he cried gleefully.


  “Very big, Kato.”


  “And pointing—yis?” he said ecstatically, grinning from ear to ear, and pointing his own small finger heavenward in the same gesture as the statue used.


  “Yes, pointing.”


  “But not tramp-ling!” he cried gleefully, and giggled. “Finger is not tramp-ling.”


  “No, Kato.”


  “Well, z’en,” he said, with the appeased air of a child, “I’m glad you like.”


  I told him that I was going away to Europe soon and that I had stopped for a moment to say good-bye. I did not say any more to him, but I felt the sadness people feel when they are leaving an old house where they have lived and when somehow they know that no matter what may come again, the house, the yard, Katamoto and his girl, and a woman’s step upon the stair at noon, the trembling cat that crept upon the ridges of the backyard fence—such things are gone and will not come again. I think he felt a little of this, too: in a moment he smiled wanly, extended his small, bespattered hand in a gesture of farewell, and said, “Good-bye”—a flicker of his childish gaiety flared up in him again—“and do not trample!” said Katamoto, as he shook his finger at me. “You mustn’t trample!” Then he was gone.


  I did not see him after that. Indeed, for several days, I doubt that I even thought of him. I was busy getting ready to go away, packing up my belongings, storing away the accumulation of several years. And then, one day, as I stood in my empty, now so curiously barren, rooms, among the big packing-cases that waited only the coming of the storage people, I thought of him again. I remembered suddenly that I had not seen him since I had last spoken to him and that I had not even heard the familiar thud of the little ball against the wall outside or the sound of Katamoto’s high, shrill laughter. And this sudden discovery, with its sense of loss, so troubled me that I went downstairs immediately and pressed his bell. There was no answer. All was as silent as a tomb; I waited—no one came. Then I went downstairs to the basement and found the caretaker of the old house and spoke to him. He told me that Mr. Katamoto had been ill—no, it was not serious, he thought, but the doctor had advised a brief rest from his furious labors, and had sent him for a few days’ care and observation to a nearby hospital.


  Then, for several days, I heard no more about him. One day, as I was coming home again, I found a moving van before the house, and saw that Katamoto’s door was open and that the moving people had already stripped his quarters almost bare. I went to the door and looked in. In the center of the room, where Katamoto had performed his prodigies of work, I saw the young Japanese, whom I had seen there several times before. He was standing in the middle of the bare floor supervising the conclusion of the moving operations. He looked up quickly, with a toothy grin of frozen courtesy, as I came in. He did not speak until I asked how Mr. Katamoto was and then, with the same toothy, frozen grin upon his face, the same impenetrable courtesy, he told me that Mr. Katamoto was dead.


  There was nothing more to say. I suppose some people may find this admission strange—or think it callous or inhuman. But it was not. I can’t even say that I felt particularly shocked or surprised at the news. Neither had I expected it. I just accepted it: when I heard it, I had a feeling of strange quietness; but really the strangest thing about the feeling was that it was so quiet, and seemed somehow so natural and familiar. I don’t know if I am right or not, but it has always seemed to me this is the way things are when we hear that someone has died: perhaps we did not expect it, perhaps we had no inkling of it, but really we are not often shocked, we are not often surprised.


  And I believe the reason for this is that death is one of the two most familiar things in life. We are really not surprised at death: surprise comes later—grief is really recollective feeling, isn’t it? I just stood there for a moment, knowing, as everyone must know, that there was nothing more to say, and yet feeling somehow as people always feel on these occasions that there is something that they ought to say. I looked at him quickly and started to speak, but found myself looking into the dark, untelling eye, the imperturbably courteous face of Asia. And I said nothing more. I just thanked him and went out. And it really has always seemed to me, whenever I thought of it, that there was nothing I could say—was there?


  And that was all. Just as the earth possessed again its little man, so did the great honeycomb of life, the labyrinth of our billion destinies, possess these others, and we went our ways. I never saw the young Japanese again. I never saw the slender, agile little girl who had been, in some strange half-childlike way, the mate of Katamoto. They vanished utterly, taking with them every atom of the little man’s belongings, leaving the old rooms as bare as if they had never lived in them, leaving a mystery as complete and baffling as the heart of Asia. Who were they? Where did they go? What became of them? It was all lost, faded away as utterly as sunlight passing on a wall on a forgotten day. And all of us were given unto time.


  And now I stood ten years later in this green and pleasant park at dusk and felt again the poignant evocation of lost time as I saw the grotesque pathos of that fat, uplifted finger pointing heavenward and knew that it had been the little man’s delight and that all of it had happened long ago. I thought again of Katamoto, knowing he was dead, the old house and the step upon the stair, the cat that crept along the ridges of the fence, knowing that all these things were lost in time and never would come back again. And I knew so many other men would pass and see this fat and lifted finger here, and then, like us, would vanish, having known, heard, of none of us—and that others would come after them, like us, so thinking, feeling, pondering on such things as these and on the miracle of time: where now?


  [¬]


  THE LOST BOY


  [Redbook Magazine, November 1937]


  The light came and went, the booming strokes of three o’clock beat out across the town in thronging bronze, light winds of April blew the fountain out in rainbow sheets, until the plume returned and pulsed, as Robert turned into the Square. He was a child dark-eyed and grave, birthmarked upon his neck—a berry of warm brown—and with a gentle face, perhaps too quiet and listening for his years. The scuffed boy’s shoes, the thick-ribbed stockings gartered at the knees, the short knee pants cut straight with three small useless buttons at the side, the sailor blouse, the old cap battered out of shape, perched sideways up on top the raven head—these friendly shabby garments, shaped by Robert, uttered him. He turned and passed along the north side of the Square, and in that moment felt the union of Forever and Now.


  Light came and went and came again; the great plume of the fountain pulsed, and the winds of April sheeted it across the Square in rainbow gossamer of spray. The street-cars ground into the Square from every portion of the town’s small compass and halted briefly like wound toys in their old quarter-hourly formula of assembled Eight. The courthouse bell boomed out its solemn warning of immediate Three, and everything was just the same as it had always been.


  He saw with quiet eyes that haggis of vexed shapes, that hodge-podge of ill-sorted masonries, and he did not feel lost. For “Here,” thought Robert, “here’s the Square as it has always been—and Papa’s shop, the fire department and the city hall, the fountain pulsing with its plume, the drug-store on the corner there, the row of old brick buildings on this side, the people passing and the cars that come and go, the light that comes and changes and that always will come back again, and everything that comes and goes and changes in the Square, and yet will be the same—here,” Robert thought, “here is the Square that never changes; here is Robert almost twelve—and here is Time.”


  For so it seemed to him: small center of his little universe, itself the accidental masonry of twenty years, the chance agglomerate of time and of disrupted strivings, it was for him earth’s pivot and the granite core of changelessness, the eternal Place where all things came and passed, the Place that would abide forever and would never change.


  The Square walked past him then with steady steps—plume, pulse, and fountain, and the sheeting spray, the open arches of the fire department doors, the wooden stomp of the great hoofs, the casual whiskings of the dry coarse tails. He passed the firetrap of a wiener stand; and the Singer shop, the steel-bright smartness of the new machines, with their swift evocations of the house, the whir, the treadle, and the mounting hum—the vague monotony of women’s work. He passed the music-store, the coffined splendor of piano shapes, the deep-toned richness, and the smell of proud dark wood, the stale yet pleasant memory of parlors.


  He passed the grocery store then, the gaunt gray horse, the old head leaning to its hitching block; within, the pickle-barrels, the fans, the sultry coffee and the cloven cheese, the musty compost of cool plenty, the delicious All-Smell, and the buttered unction of the grocer with his straw-cuffed sleeves.


  He was going past the hardware store now. He always had to stop by places that had shining perfect things in them, and windows full of geometric tools, of hammers, saws, and planing-boards, and strong new rakes and hoes with unworn handles of white perfect wood, stamped hard and vivid with the maker’s seal. Ah, how he loved such things as these, strong perfect shapes and pungent smells, the great integrities of use and need, the certitude of this unchanging pattern, set to the grand assurance of the everlasting Square. He turned a corner, and he was caught, held. A waft of air, warm, chocolate-laden, filled his nostrils. He tried to pass the white front of the little eight-foot shop; he paused, struggling with conscience; he could not go on. It was the little candy-shop run by old Crocker and his wife. And Robert could not pass.


  “Old stingy Crockers!” he thought scornfully. “I’ll not go there again. They’re so stingy they stop the clocks at night. But—” The maddening fragrance of rich cooking chocolate touched him once again. “I’ll just look in the window and see what they’ve got.” He paused a moment, looking with his dark and quiet eyes into the window of the candy shop. His dark eyes rested for a moment on a tray of chocolate drops. Unconsciously he licked his lips. Put one of them upon your tongue and it just melted there like honey. And then the trays full of rich home-made fudge. He looked longingly at the deep body of the chocolate fudge, reflectively at the maple walnut, more critically, yet with longing, at the mints, the nougatines, and all the other tempters.


  “Old stingy Crockers!” Robert muttered once again, and turned to go. “I wouldn’t go in there again.”


  And yet—he did not go away. “Old stingy Crockers,” it was true; still, they did make the best candy in town, the best, in fact, that he had ever tasted.


  He looked through the window back into the little shop and saw Mrs. Crocker there. A customer had made a purchase, and as Robert looked, he saw Mrs. Crocker, with her little wrenny face, lean over and peer primly at the scales. She had a piece of fudge in her clean bony fingers—and now she broke it, primly, in her little bony hands. She dropped a morsel down into the scales. They weighted down alarmingly, and her thin lips tightened. She snatched a piece of fudge out of the scales and broke it carefully once again. This time the scale wavered, went down very slowly, and came back again. Mrs. Crocker carefully put the reclaimed piece of fudge back in the tray, put the remainder in a paper bag, folded it and gave it to the customer, counted the money carefully, and doled it out into the till.


  Robert stood there, looking scornfully. “Old stingy Crocker—afraid that she might give a crumb away.”


  He grunted, and again he turned to go. But now Mr. Crocker came out from the little partitioned place behind, bearing a tray of fresh-made candy in his skinny hands. Old man Crocker rocked along the counter to the front and put it down. He was a cripple. One leg was inches shorter than the other, and on this leg there was an enormous thick-soled boot, with a kind of wooden rocker-like arrangement, six inches high at least, to make up for the deficiency of his game right leg. And on this wooden cradle Mr. Crocker rocked along. He was a little pinched and skinny figure of a man with bony hands and meager features, and when he walked, he really rocked along, with a kind of prim and apprehensive little smile, as if he was afraid he was going to lose something.


  “Old stingy Crocker,” muttered Robert. “Humph! He wouldn’t give you anything.”


  And yet he did not go away. He hung there curiously, peering through the window, with his dark and gentle face now focused and intent, flattening his nose against the glass. Unconsciously he scratched the thick-ribbed fabric of one stockinged leg with the scuffed toe of his old shoe. The fresh warm odor of the new-made fudge had reached him. It was delicious. It was a little maddening. Half-consciously, he began to fumble in one trouser pocket and pulled out his purse, a shabby worn old black one with a twisted clasp. He opened it and prowled about inside.


  What he found was not inspiring: a nickel and two pennies and—he had forgotten them—the stamps. He took the stamps out and unfolded them. There were five twos, eight ones, all that remained of the dollar and sixty cents’ worth which Reed, the pharmacist, had given him for running errands a week or two before.


  “Old Crocker,” Robert thought, looked somberly at the grotesque little form and—“Well—” indefinitely—“He’s had all the rest of them. He might as well take these.”


  So, soothing conscience with this sop of scorn, he went into the shop, and pointing with a slightly grimy finger at the fresh-made tray of chocolate fudge, he said: “I’ll take fifteen cents’ worth of this, Mr. Crocker.”


  He paused a moment, fighting with embarrassment; then he lifted his dark face and said quietly: “And please, I’ll have to give you stamps again.”


  Mr. Crocker made no answer. He pressed his lips together. Then he got the candy scoop, slid open the door of the glass case, put fudge into the scoop, and rocking to the scales, began to weigh the candy out. Robert watched him as he peered and squinted, watched him purse his lips together, saw him take a piece of fudge and break it into two parts. And then old Crocker broke two parts in two. He weighed, he squinted, he hovered, until it seemed to Robert that by calling Mrs. Crocker stingy he had been guilty of a rank injustice. But finally the scales hung there, quivering apprehensively, upon the very hair-line of nervous balance, as if even the scales were afraid that one more move from old man Crocker and they would be undone.


  Mr. Crocker took the candy, dumped it into a paper bag, and rocking back along the counter toward the boy, he said: “Where are the stamps?” Robert gave them to him. Mr. Crocker relinquished his claw-like hold on the bag and set it down upon the counter. Robert took the bag and then remembered. “Mr. Crocker,”—again he felt the old embarrassment that was almost like strong pain,—“I gave you too much,” Robert said. “There were eighteen cents in stamps. You—you can just give me three ones back.”


  Mr. Crocker did not answer for a moment. He was busy unfolding the stamps and flattening them out on top of the glass counter. When he had done so, he peered at them sharply, for a moment, thrusting his scrawny neck forward and running his eye up and down, as a bookkeeper who tots up rows of figures.


  Then he said tartly: “I don’t like this kind of business. I’m not a post office. The next time you come in here and want anything, you’ll have to have the money for it.”


  Hot anger rose in Robert’s throat. His olive face suffused with angry color. His tarry eyes got black and bright. For a moment he was on the verge of saying: “Then why did you take my other stamps? Why do you tell me now, when you have taken all the stamps I had, that you don’t want them?”


  But he was a quiet, gentle, gravely thoughtful boy, and he had been taught how to respect his elders. So he just stood there looking with his tar-black eyes. Old Man Crocker took the stamps up in his thin, parched fingers, and turning, rocked away down to the till.


  He took the twos and laid them in one rounded scallop, then took the ones and folded them and put them in the one next to it. Then he closed the till and started to rock off, down toward the other end. Robert kept looking at him, but Mr. Crocker did not look at Robert. Instead, he began to take some cardboard shapes and fold them into boxes.


  In a moment Robert said: “Mr. Crocker, will you give me the three ones, please?”


  Mr. Crocker did not answer. But Mrs. Crocker, also folding boxes with her parsley hands, muttered tartly: “Hm! I’d give him nothing!”


  Mr. Crocker looked at Robert: “What are you waiting for?”


  “Will you give me the three ones, please?” Robert said.


  “I’ll give you nothing,” Mr. Crocker said. “Now you get out of here! And don’t you come here with any more of those stamps.”


  “I should like to know where he gets them, that’s what I should like to know,” said Mrs. Crocker.


  “You get out of here,” said Mr. Crocker. “And don’t you come back here with any stamps. ... Where did you get those stamps?” he said.


  “That’s just what I’ve been thinking,” Mrs. Crocker said.


  “You’ve been coming in here for the last two weeks with stamps,” said Mr. Crocker. “I don’t like the look of it. Where did you get those stamps?” he said.


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking all along,” said Mrs. Crocker.


  Robert had got white underneath his olive skin. His eyes had lost their luster. They looked like dull, stunned balls of tar. “From Mr. Reed,” he said. “I got the stamps from Mr. Reed.” He burst out desperately: “Mr. Crocker, Mr. Reed will tell you how I got the stamps. I did some work for Mr. Reed; he gave me those stamps two weeks ago.”


  “Mr. Reed,” said Mrs. Crocker acidly. “I call it mighty funny.”


  “Mr. Crocker,” Robert said, “if you’ll just let me have the three ones—”


  “You get out of here, boy!” cried Mr. Crocker. “Now don’t you come in here again! There’s something funny about this whole business! If you can’t pay as other people do, then I don’t want your trade.”


  “Mr. Crocker,” Robert said again, and underneath the olive skin his face was gray, “if you’ll just let me have those three—”


  “You get out of here,” Mr. Crocker cried, and began to rock forward toward the boy. “If you don’t get out—”


  “I’d call a policeman, that’s what I’d do,” Mrs. Crocker said.


  Mr. Crocker came rocking up to Robert, took the boy and pushed him with his bony little hands. Robert felt sick and gray down to the hollow pit of his stomach.


  “You’ve got to give me those three ones,” he said.


  “You get out of here!” shrilled Mr. Crocker. He seized the screen door, pulled it open, and pushed Robert out. “Don’t you come back in here,” he said, pausing for a moment, working thinly at the lips. Then he turned and rocked back in the shop again. Robert stood there on the pavement. And light came and went and came again.


  The boy stood there for a moment, and a wagon rattled past. There were some people passing by, but Robert did not notice them. He stood there blindly, in the watches of the sun, but something had gone out of the day.


  He felt the soul-sickening guilt that all the children, all the good men of the earth, have felt since time began. And even anger had been drowned out, in the swelling tide of guilt. “There is the Square,” thought Robert as before. “This is Now. There is my father’s shop. And all of it is as it has always been—save I.”


  And the Square reeled drunkenly around him, light went in blind gray motes before his eyes, the fountain sheeted out to rainbow iridescence and returned to its proud pulsing plume again. But all the brightness had gone out of day.


  The scuffed boots of the lost boy moved and stumbled blindly over. The numb feet crossed the pavement—reached the sidewalk, crossed the plotted central Square—the grass plots, the flower-beds, so soon with red and packed geraniums.


  “I want to be alone,” thought Robert, “where I can not go near him. Oh, God, I hope he never hears, that no one ever tells him—”


  The plume blew out; the iridescent sheet of spray blew over him. He passed through, found the other side and crossed the street. “Oh, God, if Papa ever hears,” thought Robert, as his numb feet started up the steps into his father’s shop.


  He found and felt the steps—the thickness of old lumber twenty feet in length. He saw it all: the iron columns on his father’s porch, painted with the dull anomalous black-green that all such columns in this land and weather come to; two angels, fly-specked, and the waiting stones. Beyond and all around, in the stonecutter’s shop, cold shapes of white and marble, rounded stone, the limestone base, the languid angel with strong marble hands of love.


  He went on down the aisle; the white shapes stood around him. He went on back into the workroom. This he knew—the little cast-iron stove in the left-hand corner, the high, dirty window, looking down across the market square, the rude old shelves, upon the shelves the chisels and a layer of stone dust; an emery wheel with pump tread, and two trestles of coarse wood upon which rested gravestones. At one trestle was a man, at work.


  The boy looked numbly, saw the name was Creasman: the carved analysis of John, the symmetry of S, the fine finality of Creasman—November, Nineteen-Three.


  The man looked up and then returned to work. He was a man of fifty-three, immensely long and tall and gaunt. He wore good dark clothes, save he had no coat. He worked in shirt-sleeves with his vest on, a strong watch-chain stretching across his vest; wing collar and black tie, Adam’s apple, bony forehead, bony nose, light eyes, gray-green, undeep and cold, and somehow lonely-looking, a striped apron going up around his shoulders, and starched cuffs. And in one hand a tremendous rounded wooden mallet like a butcher’s bole; and in his other hand, implacable and cold, the chisel.


  “How are you, son?”


  He did not look up as he spoke. He spoke quietly, absently. He worked upon the chisel and the wooden mallet as delicately as a jeweler might work upon a watch, except that in the man and the wooden mallet there was power, too.


  “What is it, son?” he said.


  He moved around the table from the head, and started up on J again.


  “Papa, I never stole the stamps,” said Robert.


  The man put down the mallet, laid the chisel down. He came around the trestle.


  “What?” he said. And Robert winked his tar-black eyes; they brightened; the hot tears shot out. “I never stole the stamps,” he said.


  “Hey? What is this?” the man said. “What stamps?”


  “That Mr. Reed gave to me, when the other boy was sick and I worked there for three days. ... And old man Crocker,” Robert said, “he took all the stamps. And I told him Mr. Reed had given them to me. And now he owes me three ones—and old man Crocker says—he says—I must have taken them.”


  “The stamps that Reed gave to you—hey?” the stonecutter said. “The stamps you had—” He wet his great thumb briefly on his lips, strode from his workshop out into the storeroom aisle.


  The man came back, cleared his throat, and as he passed the old gray board-partition of his office, he cleared his throat and wet his thumb, and said: “I tell you, now—”


  Then he turned and strode up toward the front again and cleared his throat and said: “I tell you, now—” And coming back, along the aisle between the rows of marshaled gravestones, he muttered underneath his breath: “By God, now—”


  He took Robert by the hand. They went out flying down along the aisle by all the gravestones, the fly-specked angels waiting there, the wooden steps, across the cobbles and the central plot—across the whole thing, but they did not notice it.


  And the fountain pulsed, the plume blew out in sheeted spray and swept across them, and an old gray horse, with a peaceful look about its torn lips, swucked up the cool, the flowing mountain water from the trough as Robert and his father went across the Square.


  They went across the Square through the sheeted iridescence of the spray and to the other street and to the candy-shop. The man was dressed in his striped apron still; he was still holding Robert by the hand. He opened the screen door and stepped inside. “Give him the stamps,” he said.


  Mr. Crocker came rocking forward behind the counter, with a prim and careful look that now was somewhat like a smile. “It was just—” he said.


  “Give him the stamps,” the man said, and threw some coins down on the counter.


  Mr. Crocker rocked away and got the stamps. “I just didn’t know—” he said.


  The stonecutter took the stamps and gave them to the boy. And Mr. Crocker took the coins.


  “It was just that—” Mr. Crocker said, and smiled.


  The man in the apron cleared his throat: “You never were a father,” the man said. “You never knew the feeling of a child. And that is why you acted as you did. But a judgment is upon you. God has cursed you. He has afflicted you. He has made you lame and childless—and miserable as you are, you will go lame and childless to your grave—and be forgotten!”


  And Crocker’s wife kept kneading her bony little hands and said imploringly: “Oh, no—oh, don’t say that! Please don’t say that!”


  The stonecutter, the breath still hoarse in him, left the store. Light came again into the day.


  “Well, son,” he said, and laid his hand on the boy’s back. “Now don’t you mind.”


  They walked across the Square, the sheeted spray of iridescent light swept out on them; a horse swizzled at the water-trough.


  “Well, son,” the gaunt man said again, “now don’t you mind.”


  And he trod his own steps then with his great stride and went back again into his shop.


  The lost boy stood upon the Square, close by the porch of his father’s shop: light came again into the Square. A car curved in, upon the billboard of the car-end was a poster and some words: “St. Louis” and “Excursion” and “The Fair.”


  And light came and went into the Square, and Robert stood there thinking quietly: “Here is the Square that never changes; here is Time.”


  And light came and went and came again into the Square—but now not quite the same as it had done before. He saw that pattern of familiar shapes, and knew that they were just the same as they had always been. But something had gone out of the day, and something had come in again: out of the vision of those quiet eyes some brightness had been lost; into their vision some deeper color come. He could not say, he did not know through what transforming shadows life had passed within that quarter-hour. He only knew that something had been gained forever—something lost.


  As we went down through Indiana—you were too young, child, to remember it, but I always think of all of you, the way you looked that morning, when we went down through Indiana, going to the Fair. All of the apple trees were coming out, and it was April; all of the trees were coming out; it was the beginning of the spring in Indiana, and everything was getting green. Of course we don’t have farms at home like those in Indiana. The children had never seen such farms as those, and I reckon, kid-like, had to take it in.


  So all of them kept running up and down the aisle—well, no, except for you and Robert—you were too young; you were just three; I kept you with me. As for Robert: well, I’m going to tell you about that. But the rest of them kept running up and down the aisle and from one window to another. They kept calling out and hollering to each other every time they saw something new. They kept trying to look out on all sides in every way at once, as if they wished they had eyes in the back of their heads. It was the first time any of them had been in Indiana, and I reckon, that, kid-like, it all seemed strange and new.


  And so it seemed they couldn’t get enough. It seemed they never could be still.


  You see, they were excited about going to St. Louis and so curious over everything they saw. They couldn’t help it, and they wanted to see everything. But “I’ll vow,” I said, “if you children don’t sit down and rest, you’ll be worn to a frazzle before we ever get to see St. Louis and the Fair!”


  Except for Robert! He—no sir, not him! Now, boy, I want to tell you—I’ve raised the lot of you, and if I do say so, there wasn’t a numbskull in the lot. But Robert! Well, you’ve all grown up now, all of you have gone away, and none of you are children any more. ... And of course, I hope that, as the fellow says, you have reached the dignity of man’s estate. ... I suppose you have the judgment of a grown man. ... But Robert! Robert had it, even then!


  Oh, even as a child, you know—at a time I was almost afraid to trust the rest of you out of my sight—I could depend on Robert. I could send him anywhere, and I’d always know he’d get back safe, and do exactly what I told him to!


  Why, I didn’t even have to tell him—you could send that child to market and tell him what you wanted, and he’d come home with twice as much as you could get yourself for the same money.


  Now you know, I’ve always been considered a good trader, but Robert! Why, it got so finally that your papa said to me: “You’d be better off if you just tell him what you want and leave the rest to him. For,” your papa says, “damned if I don’t believe he’s a better trader than you are. ... He gets more for the money than anyone I ever saw.”


  Well, I had to admit it, you know. ... I had to own up then. ... Robert, even as a child, was a far better trader than I was. ... Why, yes, they told it on him all over town, you know. ... They said all of the market men, all of the farmers, would begin to laugh when they saw him coming. They’d say, “Look out! Here’s Robert! Here’s one trader you’re not going to fool!”


  And they were right! ... That child! ... I’d say: “Robert, suppose you run uptown and see if they’ve got anything good to eat today. Suppose you take this dollar and just see what you can do with it.”


  Well, sir, that was all that was needed. The minute that you told that child that you depended on his judgment, he’d have gone to the ends of the earth for you—and let me tell you something, he wouldn’t miss, either!


  His eyes would get black as coals—oh, the way that child would look at you, the intelligence and sense in his expression! He’d say, “Yes, ma’am! Now don’t you worry, Mamma, you leave it all to me—and I’ll do good!” said Robert.


  And he’d be off like a streak of lightning and oh, Lord! As your father said to me, “I’ve been living in this town for almost thirty years,” he said, “and I thought I knew everything there was to know about it—but that child,” your papa says, “he knows places that I never heard of!” Oh, he’d go right down there to that place below your papa’s shop where the draymen used to park their wagons—or he’d go down there to those old lots on Concord Street where the farmers used to keep their wagons. And child that he was, he’d go right in among them, sir—Robert would!—go right in and barter with them like a grown man!


  And he’d come home with things he’d bought that would make your eyes stick out. ... Here he comes one time with another boy, dragging a great bushel basket full of ripe termaters between them. “Why, Robert,” I says, “how on earth are we ever going to use them? Why, they’ll go bad on us before we’re half-way through them.” “Well, Mamma,” he says, “I know,”—oh, just as solemn as a judge—“but they were the last the man had,” he says, “and he wanted to go home, and so I got them for ten cents,” he says. “I thought it was a shame to let ’em go, and I figgered what we couldn’t eat—why,” says Robert, “you could put up!” Well, the way he said it, so earnest and so serious, I had to laugh. “But I’ll vow,” I said, “if you don’t beat all!” ... But that was Robert the way he was in those days! As everyone said, boy that he was, he had the sense and judgment of a grown man. ... Child, child, I’ve seen you all grow up, and all of you were bright enough, but for all-round intelligence, judgment, and general ability, Robert surpassed the whole crowd. ... I’ve never seen his equal, and everyone who knew him as a child will say the same.


  So that’s what I tell them now, when they ask me about all of you. I have to tell the truth. I always said that you were smart enough—but when they come around and brag to me about you, and I reckon how you have got on and have a kind of name—I don’t let on to them, I never say a word. Why, yes! Why, here, you know—oh, ’long about a month ago, this feller comes. He said he came from New Jersey, or somewhere up in that part of the country—and he began to ask me all sorts of questions, what you were like when you were a boy and all such stuff as that.


  I just pretended to study it all over; then I said, “Well, yes,” real serious-like, you know. “Well, yes—I reckon I ought to know a little something about him: he was my child, just the same as all the others were; I brought him up just the the way I brought up all the others. And,” I says—oh, just as solemn as you please, “he wasn’t a bad sort of a boy. Why,” I says, “up to the time that he was twelve years old he was just about the same as any other boy—a good average normal sort of fellow.”


  “Oh,” he says. “But didn’t you notice something? Didn’t you notice how brilliant he was? He must have been more brilliant than the rest!”


  “Well, now,” I says, and pretended to study that all over, too. “Now let me see. ... Yes,” I says—I just looked him in the eye, as solemn as you please. “I guess he was a fairly bright sort of a boy. I never had no complaints to make of him on that score. He was bright enough,” I says. “The only trouble with him was that he was lazy.”


  “Lazy!” he says—oh, you should have seen the look upon his face, you know—he jumped like someone had stuck a pin in him. “Lazy!” he says, “Why, you don’t mean to tell me—”


  “Yes,” I says, “I was telling him the same thing myself the last time that I saw him. I told him it was a mighty lucky thing for him that he had the gift of gab. Of course, he went off to college and read a lot of books, and I reckon that’s where he got this flow of language they say he has. ... But as I said to him, ‘Now look a-here,’ I said, ‘if you can earn your living doing a light easy class of work like this you do,’ I says, ‘you’re mighty lucky, because none of the rest of your people had any such luck as that. They had to work hard for a living.’”


  Oh, I told him, you know. I made no bones about it. And I tell you what—I wish you could have seen his face. It was a study.


  “Well,” he says, at last, “you’ve got to admit this, haven’t you—he was the brightest boy you had, now wasn’t he?”


  I just looked at him a moment. I had to tell the truth. I couldn’t fool him any longer. “No,” I says. “He was a good bright boy—I have no complaint to make about him on that score; but the brightest boy I had, the one that surpassed all the rest of them in sense, and in understanding, and in judgment—the best boy that I had, the smartest boy I ever saw, was—well, it wasn’t him,” I said. “It was another one.”


  He looked at me a moment; then he said: “Which boy was that?”


  Well, I just looked at him, and smiled. I shook my head. I wouldn’t tell him. “I never brag about my own,” I said. “You’ll have to find out for yourself.”


  But—I’ll have to tell you: the best one of the whole lot was—Robert!


  ... And when I think of Robert as he was along about that time, I always see him sitting there, so grave and earnest-like, with his nose pressed to the window, as we went down through Indiana in the morning, to the Fair.


  So Robert sat beside this gentleman and looked out the window. I never knew the man—I never asked his name—but I tell you what! He was certainly a fine-looking, well-dressed, good substantial sort of man, and I could see that he had taken a great liking to Robert, and Robert sat there looking out, and then turned to this gentleman, as grave and earnest as a grown-up man, and says: “What kind of crops grow here, sir?” Well, this gentleman threw his head back and just ha-ha-ed. “Well, I’ll see if I can tell you,” says this gentleman, and then, you know, he talked to him, and Robert took it all in, as solemn as you please, and asked this gentleman every sort of question—what the trees were, what was growing there, how big the farms were—all sorts of questions, which this gentleman would answer, until I said: “I’ll vow, Robert! You’ll bother the very life out of this gentleman.”


  The gentleman threw his head back and laughed right out. “Now you leave that boy alone. He’s all right,” he said. “He doesn’t bother me a bit, and if I know the answers to his questions, I will answer him. And if I don’t know, why, then, I’ll tell him so. But he’s all right,” he said, and put his arm around Robert’s shoulders. “You leave him alone. He doesn’t bother me a bit.”


  And I can still remember how he looked, that morning, with his black eyes, his black hair, and with the birthmark on his neck—so grave, so serious, so earnest-like—as he looked out the windows at the apple trees, the farms, the barns, the houses, and the orchards, taking it all in because it was, I reckon, strange and new to him.


  It was so long ago, but when I think of it, it all comes back, as if it happened yesterday. And all of you have grown up and gone away, and nothing is the same as it was then. But all of you were there with me that morning, and I guess I should remember how the others looked, but every time I think of it, I still see Robert just the way he was, the way he looked that morning when we went down through Indiana, by the river, to the Fair.


  Can you remember how Robert used to look? ... I mean the birthmark, the black eyes, the olive skin—the birthmark always showed because of those open sailor blouses kids used to wear. ... But I guess you must have been too young .... I was looking at that old photograph the other day—that picture showing all of us before the house in Orchard Street? ... You weren’t there. ... You hadn’t arrived. ... You remember how mad you used to get when we used to tell you that you were only a dish-rag hanging out in Heaven, when something happened?


  I was looking at that old picture just the other day. There we were. ... And my God, what is it all about? ... I mean, when you see the way you were—Mary and Dick and Robert, Bill and all of us—and then—look at us now! Do you ever get to feeling funny? You know what I mean—do you ever get to feeling queer?—when you try to figure these things out. ... You’ve been to college, and you ought to know the answer. ... And I wish you’d tell me if you know. ...


  My Lord, when I think sometimes of the way I used to be—the dreams I used to have. ... Taking singing lessons from Aunt Nell because I felt that some day I was going to have a great career in opera. ... Can you beat it now? ... Can you imagine it? ... Me! In grand opera! ... Now I want to ask you. ... I’d like to know. ...


  My Lord! When I go uptown and look at all these funny-looking little boys and girls hanging around the drug-store—do you suppose any of them have ambitions the way we did? ... Do you suppose any of these funny-looking little girls are thinking about a big career in opera? ... Didn’t you ever see that picture of us? It was made before the old house down on Orchard Street, with Papa standing there in his swallow-tail, and Mamma there beside him—and Robert and Dick and Jim, and Mary, Bill, and me, with our feet up on our bicycles.


  Well, there I was, and my poor old skinny legs and long white dress, and two pigtails hanging down my back. And all the funny-looking clothes we wore, with the doo-lolly business on them. ... But I guess you can’t remember. You weren’t born.


  But—well, we were a right nice-looking set of people, if I do say so. And there was 86 the way it used to be, with the front porch, the grape-vines, and the flower-beds before the house. And Miss Martha standing there by Papa with a watch-charm pinned to her waist. ... I shouldn’t laugh, but Miss Martha. ... Well, Mamma was a pretty woman then—and Papa in his swallow-tail was a good-looking man. Do you remember how he used to get dressed up on Sunday? And how grand he thought he was? And how wonderful that dinky little shop on the Square looked to us! ... Can you beat it, now? ... Why, we thought that Papa was the biggest man in town and—oh, you can’t tell me! You can’t tell me! He had his faults, but Papa was a wonderful man. You know he was!


  And there was Jim and Dick and Robert, Mary, Bill, and me lined up there before the house with one foot on our bicycles. ... And I got to thinking back about it all. It all came back.


  Do you remember anything about St. Louis? You were only three or four years old then, but you must remember something. ... Do you remember how you used to bawl when I would scrub you? How you’d bawl for Robert? ... Poor kid, you used to yell for Robert every time I’d get you in the tub. He was a sweet kid, and he was crazy about you: he almost brought you up.


  That year Robert was working at the Inside Inn out on the Fair Grounds ... Do you remember the old Inside Inn? That big old wooden thing inside the Fair? ... And how I used to take you there to wait for Robert when he got through working? ... And Billy Pelham at the news-stand, how he used to give you a stick of chewing-gum?


  They were all crazy about Robert. ... Everybody liked him. ... And how proud Robert was of you! ... Don’t you remember how he used to show you off? ... How he used to take you around and make you talk to Billy Pelham? ... And Mr. Curtis at the desk? ... And how Robert would try to make you talk and get you to say, “Robert”? And you couldn’t pronounce the ‘V’—and you’d say “Wobbut.” Have you forgotten that? ... You shouldn’t forget that, because ... you were a cute kid, then ... Ho-ho-ho-ho-ho. ... I don’t know where it’s gone to, but you were a big hit in those days. ...


  And I was thinking of it all the other day: how we used to go and meet Robert there and how he’d take us to the Midway. ... Do you remember the Midway? The Snake-Eater and the Living Skeleton, the Fat Woman and the Shoot the Chute, the Scenic Railway and the Ferris Wheel? ... How you bawled the night we took you up on the Ferris Wheel! You yelled your head off. ... I tried to laugh it off, but I tell you, I was scared myself ... And how Robert laughed at us and told us there was no danger. ... My Lord, poor little Robert! He was only twelve years old at the time, but he seemed so grown-up to us. I was two years older, but I thought he knew it all.


  It was always that way with him. ... Looking back now, it sometimes seems that it was Robert who brought us up. He was always looking after us, telling us what to do, bringing us something—some ice-cream or some candy, something he had bought out of the poor little money he’d got at the Inn. ...


  Then I got to thinking of the afternoon we sneaked away from home. ... Mamma had gone out somewhere. And Robert and I got on the street-car and came downtown. ... And my Lord, in those days, that was what we called a trip. A ride on the street-car was something to write home about in those days. ... I hear that it’s all built up around there now.


  So we got on the car and rode the whole way down into the business section of St. Louis. Robert took me into a drug-store and set me up to soda-water. Then we came out and walked around some, down to the Union Station and clear over to the river. ... And both of us half scared to death at what we’d done and wondering what Mamma would say if she found out.


  We stayed there till it was getting dark, and we passed by a lunch-room—an old joint with one-armed chairs and people eating at the counter. ... We read all the signs to see what they had to eat and how much it cost, and I guess nothing on the menu was more than fifteen cents, but it couldn’t have looked grander to us if it had been Delmonico’s. ... So we stood there with our noses pressed against the window, looking in. ... Two skinny little kids, both of us scared half to death, getting the thrill of a lifetime out of it. ... You know what I mean? ... And smelling everything with all our might and thinking how good it all smelled. ... Then Robert turned to me and whispered, “Come on, Sue. ... Let’s go in. ... It says fifteen cents for pork and beans. And I’ve got money,” Robert said. “I’ve got sixty cents.”


  I was so scared I couldn’t speak. ... I’d never been in a place like that before. ... But I kept thinking, “Oh, Lord, if Mamma should find out!” ... Don’t you know how it is when you’re a kid? It was the thrill of a lifetime. ... I couldn’t resist. So we both went in and ordered pork and beans and a cup of coffee. ... I suppose we were too frightened at what we’d done really to enjoy anything. We just gobbled it all up in a hurry, and gulped our coffee down. And I don’t know whether it was the excitement—I guess the poor kid was already sick when we came in there and didn’t know it. But I turned and looked at him, and he was as white as death. ... And when I asked him what was the matter, he wouldn’t tell me. ... He was too proud. He said he was all right, but I could see that he was sick as a dog. ... So he paid the bill. ... It came to forty cents; I’ll never forget that as long as I live. ... And sure enough, we no more than got out the door—he’d hardly time to reach the curb—before it all came up. ...


  And the poor kid was so scared and so ashamed. What scared him so was not that he had got sick but that he had spent all that money, and it had come to nothing. And Mamma would find out. ... Poor kid, he just stood there looking at me and he whispered, “Oh, Sue, don’t tell Mamma. She’ll be mad if she finds out.” Then we hurried home, and he was still white as a sheet when we got there.


  Mamma was waiting for us. ... She looked at us—you know how Miss Martha looks at you, when she thinks you’ve been doing something that you shouldn’t? ... Mamma said: “Why, where on earth have you two children been?” I guess she was all set to lay us out. Then she took one look at Robert’s face. That was enough for her. She said: “Why, child, what in the world—” She was white as a sheet herself. ... And all that Robert said was “Mamma, I feel sick.”


  He was sick as a dog. He fell over on the bed, and we undressed him, and Mamma put her hand upon his forehead and came out in the hall—she was so white you could have made a black mark on her face with chalk—and whispered to me:


  “Go and get the doctor quick; he’s burning up.”


  And I went running, my pigtails flying, to get Dr. Packer. I brought him back with me. When he came out of Robert’s room, he told Mamma what to do, but I don’t know if she even heard him.


  Her face was white as a sheet. She looked at me and looked right through me. ... And oh, my Lord, I’ll never forget the way she looked, the way my heart stopped and came up in my throat. ... I was only a skinny little kid of fourteen. But she looked as if she was dying right before my eyes. ... And I knew that if anything happened to him, she’d never get over it, if she lived to be a hundred.


  Poor old Mamma. You know, he always was her eyeballs—you know that, don’t you?—Not the rest of us!—No, sir! I know what I’m talking about. It always has been Robert—she always thought more of him than she did of any of the others and—Poor kid! I can see him lying there white as a sheet and remember how sick he was, and how scared I was! ... I don’t know why—all we’d done had been to sneak away from home and go to a lunch-room—but I felt guilty about the whole thing, as if it was my fault. ...


  It all came back to me the other day when I was looking at that picture, and I thought, my God, we were two kids together, and I was only two years older than Robert was. ... And now I’m forty-six. ... Can you imagine that—the way we all grow up and change and go away? ... And my Lord, Robert seemed so grown-up to me even then. He was only a kid; yet he seemed older than the rest of us.


  I was thinking of it just the other day, and I wonder what Robert would say now if he could see that picture. For when you look at it, it all comes back—the boarding house, St. Louis and the Fair. ... And all of it is just the same as it has always been, as if it happened yesterday. ... And all of us have grown up and gone away. And nothing has turned out the way we thought it would. ... And all my hopes and dreams and big ambitions have come to nothing.


  It’s all so long ago, as if it happened in another world. And then it all comes back, as if it happened yesterday. ... And sometimes I will lie awake at night and think of all the people who have come and gone, and all the things that happened. And hear the trains down by the river, and the whistles and the bell. ... And how we went to St. Louis back in 1904.


  And then I go out into the street and see the faces of the people that I pass. ... Don’t you see something funny in their eyes, as if they were wondering what had happened to them since they were kids—what it was that they had lost? ... Now am I crazy, or do they look that way to you?


  My God, I’d like to find out what is wrong. ... What has changed since then. ... And if we have that same queer funny look in our eyes, too. ... And if it happens to us all, to everyone. ... Robert and Jim and Dick and me—all standing there before that house on Orchard Street—and then you see the way we were—and how it all gets lost. ...


  The way it all turns out is nothing like the way we thought that it would be. ... And how it all gets lost, until it seems that it has never happened—that it is something that we dreamed somewhere. ... You see what I mean now? ... That it is something that we hear somewhere, that it happened to someone else. ... And then it all comes back again.


  And there you are, two funny, frightened, skinny little kids with their noses pressed against a dirty window thirty years ago. ... The way it felt, the way it smelled, even the funny smell in that old pantry of our house. And the steps before the house, the way the rooms looked. Those two little boys in sailor suits who used to ride up and down before the house on their tricycles. ... And the birthmark on Robert’s neck. ... The Inside Inn. ... St. Louis and the Fair. ... It all comes back as if it happened yesterday. And then it goes away and seems farther off and stranger than if it happened in a dream.


  “This is King’s Highway,” a man said. I looked and saw that it was just a street. There were some new buildings, and a big hotel; some restaurants, “bar-grill” places of the modern kind, the livid monotone of neon lights, the ceaseless traffic of the motorcars—all this was new, but it was just a street. And I knew that it had always been a street and nothing more. But somehow—I stood there looking at it, wondering what else I had expected to find.


  The man kept looking at me, and I asked him if the Fair had been out this way.


  “Sure, the Fair was out beyond here,” the man said. “Where the park is now. But this street you’re looking for? Don’t you remember the name of the street or nothing?”


  I said I thought the name was Edgemont Street, but that I was not sure. And I said the house was on the corner of this street and another street. And then the man said, “What street was that?” I said I did not know, but that King’s Highway was a block or so away and that an interurban line ran past about a block or so from where we lived.


  “What line was this?” the man said, and stared at me.


  “The interurban line,” I said.


  Then he stared at me again and finally, “I don’t know no interurban line,” he said.


  I said it was a line that ran behind some houses and that there were board fences there and grass beside the tracks. But somehow I could not say that it was summer in those days and that you could smell the ties, a kind of wooden tarry smell, and feel a kind of absence in the afternoon, after the car had gone. I could not say that King’s Highway had not been a street in those days but a kind of road that wound from magic out of some dim land, and that along the way it had got mixed with Tom the Piper’s son, with hot cross buns, with all the light that came and went, and with cloud shadows passing on the mountains, with coming down through Indiana in the morning, and the smell of engine smoke, the Union Station, and most of all with voices lost and far and long ago that said, “King’s Highway.”


  I didn’t say those things about King’s Highway because I looked about me and I saw what King’s Highway was. I left him then and went on till I found the place. And again, again, I turned into the street, finding the place where the two corners meet, the huddled block, the turret, and the steps, and paused a moment, looking back, as if the street was Time.


  So I waited for a moment for a word, for a door to open, for the child to come. I waited, but no words were spoken; no one came.


  Yet all of it was just as it had always been except the steps were lower and the porch less high, the strip of grass less wide than I had thought. A gray-stone front, St. Louis style, three-storied, with a slant slate roof, the side red brick and windowed, still with the old arched entrance in the center for the doctor’s use.


  There was a tree in front, a lamp-post, and behind and to the side more trees than I had known there would be. And all the slaty turret gables, all the slaty window gables going into points, the two arched windows, in strong stone, in the front room.


  It was all so strong, so solid and so ugly—and so enduring and good, the way I had remembered it, except I did not smell the tar, the hot and caulky dryness of the old cracked ties, the boards of backyard fences and the coarse and sultry grass, and absence in the afternoon when the street-car had gone, and the feel of the hot afternoon, and that everyone was absent at the Fair.


  It was a hot day. Darkness had come; the heat hung and sweltered like a sodden blanket in St. Louis. The heat soaked down, and the people sweltered in it; the faces of the people were pale and greasy with the heat. And in their faces was a kind of patient wretchedness, and one felt the kind of desolation that one feels at the end of a hot day in a great city in America—when one’s home is far away across the continent, and he thinks of all that distance, all that heat, and feels: “Oh, God, but it’s a big country!”


  Then he hears the engine and the wheel again, the wailing whistle and the bell, the sound of shifting in the sweltering yard, and walks the street, and walks the street, beneath the clusters of hard lights, and by the people with sagged faces, and is drowned in desolation and no belief.


  He feels the way one feels when one comes back, and knows that he should not have come, and when he sees that, after all, King’s Highway is—a street; and St. Louis—the enchanted name—a big hot common town upon the river, sweltering in wet dreary heat, and not quite South, and nothing else enough to make it better.


  It had not been like this before. I could remember how it got hot in the afternoons, and how I would feel a sense of absence and vague sadness when everyone had gone away. The house would seem so lonely, and sometimes I would sit inside, on the second step of the hall stairs, and listen to the sound of silence and absence in the afternoon. I could smell the oil upon the floor and on the stairs, and see the sliding doors with their brown varnish and the beady chains across the door, and thrust my hand among the beady chains, and gather them together in my arms, and let them clash, and swish with light beady swishings all round me. I could feel darkness, absence, and stained light, within the house, through the stained glass of the window on the stairs, through the small stained glasses by the door, stained light and absence, and vague sadness in the house in a hot mid-afternoon. And all these things themselves would have a kind of life: would seem to wait attentively, to be most living and most still.


  Then I would long for evening and return, the slant of light, and feet along the street, the sharp-faced twins in sailor-suits upon their tricycles, the smell of supper and the sound of voices in the house again, and Robert coming from the Fair.


  And again, again, I turned into the street, finding the place where two corners meet, turning at last to see if Time was there. I passed the house; some lights were burning in the house; the door was open, and a woman sat upon the porch. And presently I turned and stopped before the house again. I stood looking at it for a moment, and I put my foot upon the step.


  Then I said to the woman who was sitting on the porch: “This house—excuse me, but could you tell me, please, who lives here?”


  I knew my words were strange and hollow and I had not said what I wished to say. She stared at me a moment, puzzled.


  Then she said: “I live here. Who are you looking for?”


  I said, “Why, I am looking for—There used to be a house—” I said.


  The woman was now staring hard at me.


  “I used to live here in this house,” I said.


  She was silent for a moment; then she said: “When was it that you lived here?”


  “In 1904.”


  Again she was silent, looking at me for a moment. Then presently: “Oh. ... That was the year of the Fair. You were here then?”


  “Yes.” I now spoke rapidly, with more confidence: “My mother had the house, and we were here for seven months .... And the house belonged to Dr. Packer,” I went on. “We rented it from him.”


  “Yes,” the woman said, and nodded now. “This was Dr. Packer’s house. He’s been dead for many years. But this was the Packer house, all right.”


  “That entrance on the side,” I said, “where the steps go up—that was for Dr. Packer’s patients. That was the entrance to his office.”


  “Oh,” the woman said, “I didn’t know that. I’ve often wondered what it was. I didn’t know what it was for.”


  “And this big room here in front,” I said, “that was the office. And there were sliding doors, and next to it a kind of alcove for his patients.”


  “Yes, the alcove is still there, only all of it has been made into one room now—and I never knew just what the alcove was for.”


  “And there were sliding doors on this side, too, that opened on the hall—and a stairway going up upon this side. And halfway up the stairway, at the landing, a little window of stained glass—and across the sliding doors here in the hall a kind of curtain made of strings of beads.”


  She nodded, smiling. “Yes, it’s just the same—we still have the sliding doors and the stained glass window on the stairs. There’s no bead curtain any more,” she said, “but I remember when people had them. I know what you mean.”


  “When we were here,” I said, “we used the Doctor’s office for a parlor—except later on, the last month or two; and then we used it for a bedroom.”


  “It is a bedroom now,” she said. “I rent rooms—all of the rooms upstairs are rented—but I have two brothers and they sleep in this front room.”


  And we were silent for a moment; then I said, “My brother stayed there, too.”


  “In the front room?” the woman said.


  I answered: “Yes.”


  She paused a moment; then she said: “Won’t you come in? I don’t believe it’s changed much. Would you like to see?”


  I thanked her and said I would, and I went up the steps. She opened the screen door, and I went in.


  And it was just the same—the stairs, the hallway, and the sliding doors, the window of stained glass upon the stairs. All of it was just the same except the stained light of absence in the afternoon, and the child who sat there, waiting on the stairs, and something fading like a dream, something coming like a light, something going, passing, fading like the shadows of a wood. And then it would be gone again, fading like cloud shadows in the hills, coming like the vast, the drowsy rumors of the distant enchanted Fair, and coming, going, coming, being found and lost, possessed and held and never captured, like lost voices in the mountains, long ago, like the dark eyes and the quiet face, the dark lost boy, my brother, who himself like shadows, or like absence in the house, would come, would go, and would return again.


  The woman took me into the house and through the hall. I told her of the pantry, and I told her where it was and pointed to the place, but now it was no longer there. And I told her of the back yard, and the old board fence around the yard. But the old board fence was gone. And I told her of the carriage-house, and told her it was painted red. But now there was a small garage. And the back yard was still there, but smaller than I thought, and now there was a tree.


  “I did not know there was a tree,” I said. “I do not remember any tree.”


  “Perhaps it wasn’t there,” she said. “A tree could grow in thirty years.” And then we came back through the house and paused a moment at the sliding doors.


  “And could I see this room?” I said.


  She slid the doors back. They slid open smoothly, with a kind of rolling heaviness, as they used to do. And then I saw the room again. It was the same. There was a window to the side, the two arched windows to the front, the alcove and the sliding doors, the fireplace with the tiles of mottled green, the mantel of dark mission wood, a dresser and a bed, just where the dresser and the bed had been so long ago.


  “Is this the room?” the woman said. “It hasn’t changed?”


  I told her it was the same.


  “And your brother slept here where my brothers sleep?”


  “This was his room,” I said.


  And we were silent for a moment. Then I turned to go, and said: “Well, thank you. I appreciate your showing me.”


  The woman said that she was glad and that it was no trouble. And she said, “And when you see your family, you can tell them that you saw the house,” she said. “And my name is Mrs. Bell. You can tell your mother that a Mrs. Bell has got the house. And when you see your brother, you can tell him that you saw the room he slept in, and that you found it just the same.”


  I told her then that he was dead.


  The woman was silent for a moment. Then she looked at me and said: “He died here, didn’t he? In this room?”


  I told her that he did.


  “Well, then,” she said, “I knew it. I don’t know how. But when you told me he was here, I knew it.”


  I said nothing. In a moment the woman said: “What did he die of?”


  “Typhoid.”


  She looked shocked and troubled, and began involuntarily:


  “My two brothers—”


  “That was so long ago,” I said. “I don’t think you need to worry now.”


  “Oh, I wasn’t thinking about that,” she said. ... “It was just hearing that a little boy—your brother—was—was in this room that my two brothers sleep in now—”


  “Well, maybe I shouldn’t have told you then. But he was a good boy—and if you’d known him, you wouldn’t mind.”


  She said nothing, and I added quickly: “Besides, he didn’t stay here long. This wasn’t really his room—but the night he came back with my sister, he was so sick—they didn’t move him.”


  “Oh,” the woman said, “I see.” And in a moment: “Are you going to tell your mother you were here?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “I—I wonder how she feels about this room.”


  “I don’t know. She never speaks of it.”


  “Oh. ... How old was he?’


  “He was twelve.”


  “You must have been pretty young yourself.”


  “I was four.”


  “And—you just wanted to see the room, didn’t you? Is that why you came back?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well”—indefinitely—“I guess you’ve seen it now.”


  “Yes, thank you.”


  “I guess you don’t remember much about him, do you? I shouldn’t think you would.”


  “No, not much.”


  The years dropped off like fallen leaves: the face came back again—the soft dark oval, the dark eyes, the soft brown berry on the neck, the raven hair, all bending down, approaching—the whole ghost-wise, intent and instant, like faces from a haunted wood.


  “Now say it: Robert!”


  “Wobbut.”


  “No, not Wobbut: Robert. ... Say it.”


  “Wobbut.”


  “Ah-h—you didn’t say it. ... You said Wobbut: Robert!... Now say it.”


  “Wobbut.”


  “Look, I’ll tell you what I’ll do if you say it right. ... Would you like to go down to King’s Highway? Would you like Robert to set you up? All right, then. ... If you say Robert right, I’ll take you to King’s Highway and set you up to ice-cream. ... Now say it right: say Robert.”


  “Wobbut.”


  “Ah-h you-u! ... Old tongue-tie, that’s what you are. Some day I’m going to .... Well, come on, then. I’ll set you up, anyway.”


  It all came back and faded and was lost again. I turned to go, and thanked the woman, and I said: “Good-bye.”


  “Well, then, good-bye,” the woman said, and we shook hands. “I’m glad if I could show you. I’m glad if—” She did not finish, and at length she said: “Well, then, that was a long time ago. You’ll find it all changed now, I guess. It’s all built up around here now—way out beyond here, out beyond where the Fair grounds used to be. I guess you’ll find it changed,” she said.


  We could find no more to say. We stood there for a moment on the steps, and shook hands once more.


  “Well, then, good-bye.”


  And again, again, I turned into the street, finding the place where corners meet, turning to look again to see where Time had gone. And all of it was just the same, it seemed that it had never changed since then, except all had been found and caught and captured for forever. And so, finding all, I knew all had been lost.


  I knew that I would never come again, and that lost magic would not come again, and that the light that came, that passed and went and that returned again, the memory of lost voices in the hills, cloud shadows passing in the mountains, the voices of our kinsmen long ago, the street, the heat, King’s Highway, and the piper’s son, the vast and drowsy murmur of the distant Fair—oh, strange and bitter miracle of Time—come back again.


  But I knew that it could not come back—the cry of absence in the afternoon, the house that waited and the child that dreamed; and through the thicket of man’s memory, from the enchanted wood, the dark eye and the quiet face,—poor child, life’s stranger and life’s exile, lost, like all of us, a cipher in blind mazes, long ago—my parent, friend, and brother, the lost boy, was gone forever and would not return.


  [¬]


  CHICKAMAUGA


  [The Yale Review, Winter 1938]


  On the seventh day of August 1861, I was nineteen years of age. If I live to the seventh day of August this year, I’ll be ninety-five years old. And the way I feel this morning I intend to live. Now I guess you’ll have to admit that that’s goin’ a good ways back.


  I was born up at the forks of the Toe River back in 1842; your grandpaw was born at the same place in 1828. His father, Bill Pentland, your great-grandfather, was born at Stockade, back in 1805. Bill Pentland’s father moved his family up across the Blue Ridge in 1807, when Bill Pentland was jest two years old. They settled at the forks of Toe. The real Indian name fer hit was Estatoe, but the white man shortened hit to Toe, and hit’s been known as Toe River ever since.


  Hit was Indian country in those days: I’ve heard the Cherokees helped Bill Pentland’s father build the house they lived in where some of us was born. I’ve heard Bill Pentland’s father came from Scotland back before the Revolution and that thar was three brothers. That’s all the Pentlands that I ever heared of in this country: if you ever meet a Pentland anywheres you can rest assured he’s descended from those three. Bill Pentland married twice, and thar was twenty-three of us in all, nine by his first wife and fourteen by his second. They used to say you couldn’t throw a rock in Zebulon County without hittin’ either a Pentland or a Patton, and I reckon right out here along the Toe you’ll find a good many of us livin’ yet.


  Well, now, as I was tellin’ you, upon the seventh day of August 1861, I was nineteen years of age. At seven-thirty in the mornin’ of that day I started out from home and walked the whole way to Clingman. Jim Weaver had come over from Big Hickory, where he lived, the night before and stayed with me. And now he went along with me. He was the best friend that I had. We had growed up alongside of each other: now we was to march alongside of each other fer many a long and weary mile—how many neither of us knowed that mornin’ when we started out. Hit was a good twenty mile away from where we lived to Clingman, and I reckon young folks nowadays would consider twenty mile a right smart walk. But fer people in those days hit wasn’t anything at all. All of us was good walkers. Your grandpaw could keep goin’ without stoppin’ all day long: he was a great hunter and they tell hit on him that one time he ran hounds the whole way over into Tennessee and never knowed how far away from home he was until he stopped.


  Jim was big and I was little, about the way you see me now, except that I’ve shrunk up a bit, but I could keep up with him anywheres he went. We made hit into Clingman before twelve o’clock—hit was a hot day, too—and by three o’clock that afternoon we had both joined up with the Twenty-ninth. That was my regiment from then on, right to the end of the War. Anyways, I was an enlisted man that night, the day that I was nineteen years of age, and I didn’t see my home again fer four long years. Bob Saunders was our captain; L.C. McIntyre our major; and Leander Briggs the colonel of our regiment. They kept us thar at Clingman fer two weeks. Then they marched us into Altamont and drilled us fer the next two months. Our drillin’ ground was right up and down where Parker Street is now: in those days thar was nothin’ thar but open fields. That was where we did our drillin’ fer the next two months. We camped right out thar in the fields. Hit’s all built up now: to look at hit today you’d never know thar’d ever been an open field thar. But that’s where hit was, all right.


  Late in October we was ready, and they moved us on. The day they marched us out, Martha Patton came in all the way from Zebulon to see Jim Weaver before he went away. He’d known her fer jest two months; he’d met her the very week we joined up, and I was with him when he met her. She came from out along Cane River. Thar was a Camp Revival meetin’ goin’ on outside of Clingman at the time, and she was visitin’ this other gal in Clingman while the Revival lasted; and that was how Jim Weaver met her. We was walkin’ along one evenin’ towards sunset, and we passed this house where she was stayin’ with this other gal. And both of them was settin’ on the porch as we went past. The other gal was fair, and she was dark: she had black hair and eyes, and she was plump and sort of little, and she had the pertiest complexion, and the pertiest white skin and teeth you ever seed; and when she smiled, thar was a dimple in her cheeks.


  Well, neither of us knowed these gals, and so we couldn’t stop to talk to them, but when Jim seed the little ’un he stopped short in his tracks like he was shot, and then he looked at her so hard she had to turn her face. Well, then, we walked on down the road a piece, and then Jim stopped and turned and looked again, and when he did, sure enough, he caught her lookin’ at him, too; and then her face got red: she looked away again.


  Well, that was where she landed him. He didn’t say a word, but, Lord! I felt him jerk thar like a trout upon the line—and I knowed right then and thar she had him hooked. We turned and walked on down the road a ways, and then he stopped and looked at me and said: “Did you see that gal back thar?”


  “Do you mean the light one or the dark one?”


  “You know damn good and well which one I mean,” said Jim.


  “Yes, I seed her. What about her?” I said.


  “Well, nothin’—only I’m a-goin’ to marry her,” he said.


  I knowed then that she had him hooked. And yet I never believed at first that hit would last. Fer Jim had had so many gals—I’d never had a gal in my whole life up to that time, but, Lord! Jim would have him a new gal every other week. We had some fine lookin’ fellers in our company, but Jim Weaver was the handsomest feller that you ever seed. He was tall and lean and built jest right, and he carried himself as straight as a rod: he had black hair and coal-black eyes, and when he looked at you, he could burn a hole right through you. And I reckon he’d burned a hole right through the heart of many a gal before he first saw Martha Patton; he could have had his pick of the whole lot—a born lady-killer if ever you seed one—and that was why I never thought that hit’d last.


  And maybe hit was a pity that hit did. Fer Jim Weaver until the day that he met Martha Patton had been the most happy-go-lucky feller that you ever seed. He didn’t have a care in the whole world—full of fun—ready fer anythin’ and into every kind of devilment and foolishment. But from that moment on, he was a different man. And I’ve always thought that maybe hit was a pity hit had to come jest at that time. If hit could only have waited till the War was over! He’d wanted to go so much—he’d looked at the whole thing as a big lark—but now! Well, she had him, and he had her: the day they marched us out of town, he had her promise, and in his watch he had her picture and a little lock of her black hair, and as they marched us out, and him beside me, we passed her, and she looked at him, and I felt him jerk again and knowed the look she gave him had gone through him like a knife.


  From that time on he was a different man; from that time on he was like a man in hell. Hit’s funny how hit all turns out—how none of hit is like what we expect. Hit’s funny how war and a little black-haired gal will change a man—but that’s the story that I’m goin’ to tell you now.


  The nearest railhead in those days was eighty mile away at Locust Gap. They marched us out of town right up the Fairfield Road along the river up past Crestville, and right across the Blue Ridge thar, and down the mountain. We made Old Stockade the first day’s march and camped thar fer the night. It was twenty-four mile of marchin’ right across the mountain with the roads the way they was in those days, too. And let me tell you, fer new men with only two months’ trainin’ that was doin’ good.


  We made Locust Gap in three days and a half, and I wish you’d seed the welcome they gave us! People were hollerin’ and shoutin’ the whole way. All the women folk and the childern were lined up along the road, bands a-playin’, boys runnin’ along beside us, good shoes, new uniforms, the finest lookin’ set of fellers that you ever seed—Lord! you’d a-thought we was goin’ to a picnic from the way hit looked. And I reckon that was the way most of us felt about hit, too. We thought we was goin’ off to have a lot of fun. If anyone had knowed what he was in fer or could-a seed the passel o’ scarecrows that came limpin’ back barefoot and half naked four years later, I reckon he’d a-thought again before he ’listed up.


  Lord, when I think of hit! When I try to tell about hit, thar jest ain’t words enough to tell what hit was like. And when I think of the way I was when I joined up—and the way I was when I came back four years later!—When I went away I was an ignerant country boy, so tender-hearted that I wouldn’t harm a fly. And when I came back when the war was over, I could-a stood by and seed a man murderd right before my eyes with no more feelin’ than I’d have fer a stuck hog. I had no more feelin’ about human life than I had fer the life of a sparrer. I’d seed a ten-acre field so thick with dead men that you could have walked all over hit without steppin’ on the ground a single time.


  And that was where I made my big mistake. If I’d only knowed a little more, if I’d only waited jest a little longer after I got home, things would have been all right. That’s been the big regret of my whole life. I never had no education. I never had a chance to git one before I went away. And when I came back, I could-a had my schoolin’ but I didn’t take it. The reason was I never knowed no better: I’d seed so much fightin’ and killin’ that I didn’t care fer nothin’. I jest felt dead and numb like all the brains had been shot out of me. I jest wanted to git me a little patch of land somewheres and settle down and fergit about the world.


  That’s where I made my big mistake. I didn’t wait long enough. I got married too soon, and after that the childern came and hit was root, hawg, or die: I had to grub fer hit. But if I’d only waited jest a little while, hit would have been all right. In less’n a year hit all cleared up. I got my health back, pulled myself together and got my feet back on the ground, and had more mercy and understandin’ in me jest on account of all the sufferin’ I’d seed than I ever had. And as fer my head, why hit was better than hit ever was:—with all I’d seed and knowed, I could-a got a schoolin’ in no time. But you see I wouldn’t wait. I didn’t think that hit’d ever come back. I was jest sick of livin’. And that’s where I played smash!—


  But as I say—they marched us down to Locust Gap in less’n four days’ time, and then they put us on the cars fer Richmond. We got to Richmond on the mornin’ of one day:—up to that very moment we had thought that they were sendin’ us to join Lee’s army in the North. But the next mornin’ we got our orders—and they were sendin’ us out West. They had been fightin’ in Kentucky: we was in trouble thar; they sent us out to stop the Army of the Cumberland. And that was the last I ever seed of old Virginny. From that time on we fought hit out thar in the West and South. That’s where we was, the Twenty-ninth, from then on to the end.


  We had no real big fights until the spring of Sixty-two. And hit takes a fight to make a soldier of a man. Before that, there was skirmishin’ and raids in Tennessee and in Kentucky. That winter we seed hard marchin’ in the cold and wind and rain. We learned to know what hunger was, and what hit was to have to draw your belly in to fit your rations. I reckon by that time we knowed hit wasn’t goin’ to be a picnic like we thought that hit would be. We was a-learnin’ all the time, but we wasn’t soldiers yet. Hit takes a good big fight to make a soldier, and we hadn’t had one yet. Early in Sixty-two we almost had one: they marched us to the relief of Donelson—but—law! they had taken her before we got thar—and I’m goin’ to tell you a good story about that.


  U.S. Grant was thar to take her, and we was marchin’ to relieve her before Old Butcher could git in. We was seven mile away, and hit was comin’ on to sundown; we’d been marchin’ hard. We got the order to fall out and rest. And that was when I heard the gun and knowed that Donelson had fallen. Thar was no sound of fightin’. Everything was still as Sunday. We was sittin’ thar aside the road, and then I heard a cannon boom. Hit boomed five times, real slow like—Boom!—Boom!—Boom!—Boom!—Boom! And the moment that I heared hit, I had a premonition. I turned to Jim and I said: “Well, thar you are! That’s Donelson—and she’s surrendered!”


  Cap’n Bob Saunders heard me, but he wouldn’t believe me and he said: “You’re wrong!”


  “Well,” said Jim, “I hope to God he’s right. I wouldn’t care if the whole War has fallen through. I’m ready to go home.”


  “Well, he’s wrong,” said Cap’n Bob, “and I’ll bet money on hit that he is.”


  Well, I tell you, that jest suited me. That was the way I was in those days—right from the beginnin’ of the war to the very end. If there was any fun or devilment goin’ on, any card playin’ or gamblin’, or any other kind of foolishness, I was right in on hit. I’d a-bet a man that red was green or day was night, and if a gal looked at me from a persimmon tree, why, law! I reckon I’d a-clumb the tree to git at her. That’s jest the way hit was with me all through the War. I never made a bet or played a game of cards in my life before the War or after hit was over, but while the War was goin’ on, I was ready fer anything.


  “How much will you bet,” I said.


  “I’ll bet you a hundred dollars even money,” said Bob Saunders, and no sooner got the words out of his mouth than the bet was on.


  We planked the money down right thar and gave hit to Jim to hold the stakes. Well, sir, we didn’t have to wait half an hour before a feller on a horse came ridin’ up and told us hit was no use goin’ any farther—Fort Donelson had fallen.


  “What did I tell you?” I said to Cap’n Saunders, and I put the money in my pocket.


  Well, the laugh was on him then—I wish you could a-seed the expression on his face—he looked mighty sheepish, I tell you what he did. But he admitted hit, you know, he had to own up.


  “You were right,” he said. “You won the bet. But—I’ll tell you what I’ll do!” He put his hand into his pocket and pulled out a roll of bills—“I’ve got a hundred dollars left—and with me it’s all or nothin’! We’ll draw cards fer this last hundred—high card wins!”


  Well, I was ready fer him. I pulled out my hundred, and I said, “Git out the deck!”


  So they brought the deck out then, and Jim shuffled hit and held hit while we drawed. Bob Saunders drawed first, and he drawed the eight of spades. When I turned my card up, I had one of the queens.


  Well, sir, you should have seen the look upon Bob Saunders’ face. I tell you what, the fellers whooped and hollered till he looked like he was ready to crawl through a hole in the floor. We all had some fun with him, and then, of course, I gave the money back. I never took a penny in my life I made from gamblin’.


  But that’s the way hit was with me in those days—I was ready fer hit—fer anything. If any kind of devilment or foolishness came up, I was right in on hit with the ring-leaders.


  Fort Donelson was the first big fight that we was in—and as I say, we wasn’t really in hit because we couldn’t git to her in time. And after Donelson that spring, in April, thar was Shiloh. Well—all that I can tell you is, we was thar on time at Shiloh. Oh, Lord! I reckon that we was! Perhaps we had been country boys before, perhaps some of us still made a joke of hit before—but after Shiloh we wasn’t country boys no longer. We didn’t make no joke about hit after Shiloh. They wiped the smile off of our faces thar at Shiloh. And after Shiloh we was boys no longer: we was vet’ran men.


  From then on hit was fightin’ to the end. That’s where we learned what hit was like—at Shiloh. From then on we knew what it would be until the end.


  Jim got wounded thar at Shiloh. Hit wasn’t bad—not bad enough to suit him anyways—fer he wanted to go home fer good. Hit was a flesh wound in the leg, but hit was some time before we could git to him, and he was layin’ out thar on the field, and I reckon that he lost some blood. Anyways, I heared he was unconscious when they picked him up; they carried him back and dressed his wound right thar upon the field. They cleaned hit out, I reckon, and they bandaged hit—thar was so many of ’em they couldn’t do much more than that. Oh, I tell you what, in those days thar wasn’t much that they could do. I’ve seed the surgeons workin’ underneath an open shed with meat-saws, choppin’ off the arms and legs and throwin’ ’em out thar in a pile like they was sticks of wood, without no chloroform or nothin’, and the screamin’ and the hollerin’ of the men enough to make your head turn gray. And that was as much as anyone could do: hit was live or die and take your chance—and thar was so many of ’em wounded so much worse than Jim that I reckon he was lucky they did anything fer him at all.


  I heared them tell about hit later, how he come to, a-layin’, stretched out thar on an old dirty blanket on the bare floor, and an army surgeon seed him lookin’ at his leg all bandaged up, and I reckon he thought he’d cheer him up and said: “Oh, that ain’t nothin’—you’ll be up and fightin’ Yanks again in two weeks’ time.”


  Well, with that, they said, Jim got to cursin’ and a-takin’ on somethin’ terrible: they said the language he used was enough to make your hair stand on end—they said he screamed and raved and reached down thar and jerked the bandage off and said: “Like hell I will!” They said the blood spouted up thar like a fountain, and they said that army doctor was so mad he throwed Jim down upon his back and sat on him and took that bandage, all bloody as hit was, and he tied hit back around his leg again and he said: “Goddam you, if you pull that bandage off again, I’ll let you bleed to death.”


  And Jim, they said, came ragin’ back at him until you could have heard him fer a mile, and said: “Well, by God, I don’t care if I do; I’d rather die than stay here any longer.”


  They say they had hit back and forth thar until Jim got so weak he couldn’t talk no more. I know that when I come to see him a day or two later, he was settin’ up and I asked him: “Jim, how is your leg? Are you hurt bad?”


  And he answered quick as a flash: “Not bad enough. They can take the whole damn leg off as far as I’m concerned, and bury hit here at Shiloh if they’ll only let me go back home and not come back again. Me and Martha will git along somehow,” he said. “I’d rather be a cripple the rest of my life than have to come back and fight in this damn War.”


  Well, I knowed he meant hit, too. I looked at him and seed how much he meant hit, and I knowed thar wasn’t anything that I could do. When a man begins to talk that way, thar hain’t much you can say to him. Well, sure enough, in a week or two, they let him go upon a two months’ furlough, and he went limpin’ away upon a crutch. He was the happiest man I ever seed. “They gave me two months’ leave,” he said, “but if they jest let me git back home, old Bragg’ll have to send his whole damn army before he gits me out of thar again.”


  Well, he was gone two months or more, and I never knowed what happened—whether he got ashamed of himself when his wound healed up all right, or whether Martha talked him out of hit. But he was back with us by late July—the grimmest, bitterest-lookin’ man you ever seed. He wouldn’t talk to me about hit, he wouldn’t tell me what happened, but I knowed from that time on he’d never draw his breath in peace until he left the Army and got back home fer good.


  Well, that was Shiloh, that was the time we didn’t miss, that was where we found out war was no picnic, where we knowed at last what hit would be until the end.


  We seed some big fights in the War. And we was in some bloody battles. But the biggest fight we fought was Chickamauga. The bloodiest fight I ever seed was Chickamauga. Thar was big battles in the War, but thar never was a fight before, thar’ll never be a fight again, like Chickamauga. I’m goin’ to tell you how hit was at Chickamauga.


  All through the spring and summer of that year, Old Rosey follered us through Tennessee.


  We had him stopped the year before, the time we whupped him at Stone’s River at the end of Sixty-two: we tarred him out so bad he had to wait. He waited thar six months at Murfreesboro. But we knowed he was a-comin’ all the time. Old Rosey started at the end of June and drove us out of Shelbyville. We fell back on Tullahoma in rains the like of which you never seed. But Rosey kept a-comin’ on.


  He drove us out of Tullahoma, too. We fell back across the Cumberland: we pulled back behind the mountain, but he follered us.


  I reckon thar was fellers that was quicker when a fight was on, and when they’d seed just what hit was they had to do. But when hit came to plannin’ and a-figgerin’, old Rosey Rosecrans took the cake. Old Rosey was a fox’. Fer sheer natural cunnin’ I never knowed the beat of him.


  While Bragg was watchin’ him at Chattanooga to keep him from gittin’ across Tennessee, he sent some fellers forty mile upstream. And then he’d march ’em back and forth and round the hill and back in front of us again where we could look at ’em, until you’d a-thought that every Yankee in the world was thar.—But law! All that was jest a dodge! He had fellers a-sawin’ and a-hammerin’, a-buildin’ boats, a-blowin’ bugles and a-beatin’ drums, makin’ all the noise they could—you could hear ’em over yonder gittin’ ready—and all the time Old Rosey was fifty mile or more downstream, ten mile past Chattanooga, a-fixin’ to git over way down thar. That was the kind of feller Rosey was.


  We got to Chattanooga early in July and waited fer two months. Old Rosey had to cross the Cumberland, push his men and pull his trains across the ridges and through the gaps before he got to us. July went by, we had no news of him—“Oh Lord!” said Jim, “perhaps he ain’t a-comin’!”—I knowed he was a-comin’, but I let Jim have his way.


  Some of the fellers would git used to hit. A feller’d git into a frame of mind where he wouldn’t let hit worry him. He’d let termorrer look out fer hitself. That was the way hit was with me.


  With Jim hit was the other way around. Now that he knowed Martha Patton he was a different man. I think he hated the War and army life from the moment that he met her. From that time he was livin’ fer only one thing—to go back home and marry that gal. When mail would come and some of us was gittin’ letters, he’d be the first in line: and if she wrote him, why he’d walk away like someone in a dream. And if she failed to write, he jest go off somers and set down by himself: he’d be in such a state of misery he didn’t want to talk to no one. He got the name with the fellers for bein’ queer—unsociable—always a-broodin’ and a-frettin’ about somethin’ and a-wantin’ to be left alone. And so, after a time, they let him be: he wasn’t popular with most of them—but they never knowed what was wrong, they never knowed that he wasn’t really the way they thought he was at all—hit was jest that he was hit so desperate hard, the worst-in-love man that I ever seed. But law! I knowed! I knowed what was the trouble from the start.


  Hit’s funny how war took a feller. Before the War I was the serious one, and Jim had been the one to play.


  I reckon that I’d had to work too hard. We was so poor. Before the War, hit almost seemed I never knowed the time I didn’t have to work. And when the War came, why at first I thought hit would be different from the way hit was. I only thought of all the fan and frolic I was goin’ to have, and then at last when I knowed what hit was like, why I was used to hit and didn’t care.


  I always could git used to things. And I reckon maybe that’s the reason that I’m here. I wasn’t one to worry much, and no matter how rough the goin’ got, I always figgered I could hold out if the others could. I let termorrer look out fer hitself. I reckon that you’d have to say that I was an optimist. If things got bad, well, I always figgered that they could be worse, and if they got so bad that they couldn’t be no worse, why, then I’d figger that they couldn’t last this way ferever, they’d have to git some better some time later on. I reckon you’d have to say that was the Pentland in me: our belief in what we call predestination.


  Now, Jim was jest the other way. The War changed him round the other way. And, as I say, hit didn’t happen all at once. Jim was the happiest man I ever seed that mornin’ that we started out from home. I reckon he thought of the War, as we all did, as a big frolic. We gave hit just about six months: we figgered we’d be back by then, and, of course, that jest suited Jim. I reckon that hit suited all of us. Hit would give us all a chance to wear a uniform and to see the world, to shoot some Yankees and to run ’em north, and then to come back home and lord it over those who hadn’t been, and be a hero and court the gals.


  That was the way it looked to us when we set out from Zebulon. We never thought about the winter. We never thought about the mud and cold and rain. We never knowed what it would be to have to march on an empty belly, to have to march barefoot with frozen feet and with no coat upon your back, to have to lay down on bare ground and try to sleep with no coverin’ above you, and thankful half the time if you could find dry ground to sleep upon and too tard the rest of hit to care. We never knowed or thought about such things as these. We never knowed how hit would be thar in the cedar thickets beside Chickamauga Creek. And if we had a-knowed, if someone had a-told us, why I reckon that none of us would a-cared. We was too young and ignerant to care. And as fer knowin’—law! the only trouble about knowin’ is that you’ve got to know what knowin’s like before you can know what knowin’ is. Thar’s no one that can tell you, you’ve got to know hit fer yourself.


  We never knowed about these things the mornin’ we started out from home to join. And Jimmy never knowed of Martha Patton.


  Well, winter of the first year came, six months had passed, we was with Bragg up in Kentucky, and they pushed us back to Tennessee. And still there was no sign of the war endin’. We fought ’em off at Perryville in October, but they kept a-comin’ on, and winter came again. We stopped ’em at Stone’s River at the start of Sixty-three. Then spring came, thar was some skirmishin’ in May, and then the rains. But Rosey kept a-follerin’ us and “Lord!” said Jimmy, “will hit never end?”


  He’d been a-prayin’ and a-hopin’ from the first that soon hit would be over and that he could go back and git that gal. And fer a year or more I’d tried to cheer him up. I told him that hit couldn’t last ferever. Now hit was no use to tell him any longer. He wouldn’t have believed me if I had.


  Because Old Rosey kept a-comin’ on: we’d whup him, and we’d stop him fer a while, but then he’d git his wind, he’d be on our trail again, he’d drive us back—“Oh, Lord!” said Jimmy, “will hit never stop?”


  That summer he was drivin’ us through Tennessee. He drove us out of Shelbyville. We fell back on Tullahoma to the passes of the hills. Then we pulled back across the Cumberland—“Now, we’ve got him,” I told Jim. “He’ll have to cross the mountains now to get at us. And when he does, we’ll have him—that’s all that Bragg’s been waitin’ fer. We’ll whup the daylights out of him this time,” I said, “and after that there’ll be nothin’ left of him. We’ll be home by Christmas, Jim—you wait and see—” And Jim just looked at me and shook his head and said: “Lord, Lord, I don’t believe this War’ll ever end!”


  Hit wasn’t that he was afraid—or if he was, hit made a wildcat out of him in the fight. Jim could go fightin’-mad like no one else I ever seed. But I reckon hit was just because he was so desperate. He hated hit so much. He couldn’t git used to hit the way the others could. He couldn’t take hit as hit came. Hit wasn’t so much he was afraid to die. I guess hit was that he was still so full of livin’. ...


  So, like I say, Old Rosey pushed us back across the Cumberland. We was in Chattanooga in July, and fer a few weeks hit was quiet thar. But all the time I knowed that Rosey would keep a-comin’ on. We got wind of him again along in August. He pushed his trains across the Cumberland, with the roads so bad, what with the rains, his wagons sunk down to the axle hubs. But he got them over, came down in the valley, then across the ridge, and early in September he was on our heels again.


  We cleared out of Chattanooga on the eighth. And our tail end was pullin’ out at one end of the town as Rosey come in through the other. We dropped down around the mountain south of town, and Rosey thought he had us on the run again.


  But this time he was fooled. We was ready fer him now, a-pickin’ our spots and layin’ low. Old Rosey follered us. He sent McCook around down towards the south to head us off. He thought he had us in retreat, but when McCook got thar, we wasn’t thar at all. We’d come down south of town and taken our positions along Chickamauga Creek. McCook had gone too far. Thomas was follerin’ us from the north, and when McCook tried to git back to join Thomas, he couldn’t pass us fer we blocked the way. They had to fight us or be cut in two.


  We were in position on the Chickamauga on the seventeenth. The Yankees streamed in on the eighteenth, and took their position in the woods a-facin’ us. We had our backs to Chickamauga Creek. The Yankees had their line thar in the woods before us on a rise, with Missionary Ridge behind them to the west. ...


  The Battle of Chickamauga was fought in a cedar thicket: that cedar thicket, from what I knowed of hit, was about three miles long and one mile wide. We fought fer two days all up and down that thicket and to and fro across hit. When the fight started, that cedar thicket was so thick and dense you could a-took a butcher knife and drove hit in thar anywheres and hit would a-stuck. And when that fight was over, that cedar thicket had been so torn to pieces by shot and shell you could a-looked in thar anywheres with your naked eye and seed a black snake run a hundred yards away. If you’d a-looked at that cedar thicket the day after that fight was over, you’d a-wondered how a hummin’ bird the size of your thumbnail could a-flown through thar without bein’ torn to pieces by the fire. And yet more than half of us who went into that thicket came out of hit alive and told the tale. You wouldn’t have thought that hit was possible. But I was thar and seed hit, and hit was. ...


  A little after midnight—hit may have been about two o’clock in the mornin’—while we lay there waitin’ for the fight we knowed was bound to come next day—Jim woke me up. I woke up like a flash—you got used to hit in those days—and though hit was so dark you could hardly see your hand a foot away, I knowed his face at once. He was white as a ghost, and he had got thin as a rail in that last year’s campaign. In the dark his face looked white as paper. He dug his hand into my arm so hard hit hurt. I roused up sharp-like; then I seed him and knowed who it was.


  “John!” he said, “John!”—and dug his fingers in my arm so hard he made hit ache—“John! I’ve seed him! He was here again!”


  I tell you what, the way he said hit made my blood run cold. The sight of that white face and those black eyes a-burnin’ at me in the dark—the way he said hit and the way hit was—fer I could feel the men around me and hear somethin’ movin’ in the woods—I heared a trace chain rattle and hit was enough to make your blood run cold. I grabbed a-hold of him—I shook him by the arm—I didn’t want the rest of ’em to hear—I told him to hush up.


  “John, he was here!” he said.


  I never asked him what he meant—I knowed too well to ask. Hit was the third time he’d seed hit in a month—a man upon a horse—I didn’t want to hear no more—I told him that hit was a dream and I told him to go back to sleep—


  “I tell you, John, hit was no dream!” he said. “Oh, John, I heared hit—and I heared his horse—and I seed him sittin’ there as plain as day—and he never said a word to me—he jest sat thar lookin’ down and then he turned and rode away into the woods—John, John, I heared him, and I don’t know what hit means!”


  Well, whether he seed hit or imagined hit or dreamed hit, I don’t know. But the sight of his black eyes a-burnin’ holes through me in the dark made me feel almost as if I’d seed hit too. I told him to lay down by me—and still I seed his eyes a-blazin thar. I know he didn’t sleep a wink the rest of that whole night—I closed my eyes and tried to make him think that I was sleepin’, but hit was no use:—we lay thar wide awake. And both of us was glad when mornin’ came.


  The fight began upon our right at ten o’clock. We couldn’t find out what was happenin’—the woods thar was so close and thick we never knowed fer two days what had happened, and we didn’t know fer certain then. We never knowed how many we was fightin’ or how many we had lost. I’ve heard them say that even Old Rosey himself didn’t know jest what had happened when he rode back into town the next day, and didn’t know that Thomas was standin’ like a rock. And if Old Rosey didn’t know no more than this about hit, what could a common soldier know? We fought back and forth across that cedar thicket for two days, and thar was times when you would be right up on top of them before you even knowed that they was thar. And that’s the way the fightin’ went—the bloodiest fightin’ that was ever knowed until that cedar thicket was soaked red with blood, and thar was hardly a place left where a sparrer could have perched.


  And as I say, we heared them fightin’ out upon our right at ten o’clock, and then the fightin’ came our way. I heared later that this fightin’ started out when the Yanks come down to the Creek and run into a bunch of Forrest’s men and drove ’em back. And then they had hit back and forth until they got drove back themselves, and that’s the way we had hit all day long. We’d attack and then they’d throw us back, then they’d attack and we’d beat them off. And that was the way hit went from mornin’ to night. We piled up thar upon their left: they mowed us down with canister and grape until the very grass was soakin’ with our blood, but we kept comin’ on. We must have charged a dozen times that day—I was in four of ’em myself. We fought back and forth across that wood until thar wasn’t a piece of hit as big as the palm of your hand we hadn’t fought on. We busted through their right at two-thirty in the afternoon and got way over by the Widder Glenn’s, where Rosey had his quarters, and beat ’em back until we got the whole way cross the Lafayette Road and took possession of hit. And then they drove us out again. And we kept comin’ on and both sides was still at hit when darkness fell.


  We fought back and forth across that road all day, with first one side and then t’other holdin’ hit until the road itself was soaked in blood: they called that road the Bloody Lane, and that was jest the name for hit.


  We kept fightin’ fer an hour or more after hit had gotten dark, and you could see the rifles flashin’ in the woods, but then hit all died down. I tell you what, that night was somethin’ to remember and to marvel at as long as you live. The fight had set the woods afire in places, and you could see the smoke and flames and hear the screamin’ and the hollerin’ of the wounded until hit made your blood run cold. We got as many as we could—but some, we didn’t even try to—we jest let ’em lay. Hit was an awful thing to hear—I reckon many a wounded man was jest left thar to die or burn to death because we couldn’t git ’em out.


  You could see the nurses and the stretcher-bearers movin’ through the woods, and each side huntin’ fer hits dead; you could see ’em movin’ in the smoke an’ flames, an’ you could see the dead men layin’ there as thick as wheat, with their corpse-like faces an’ black powder on their lips, an’ a little bit of moonlight comin’ through the trees, and all of hit more like a nightmare out of hell than anything I ever knowed before.


  But we had other work to do. All through the night we could hear the Yanks a-choppin’ and a-thrashin’ round, and we knowed that they was fellin’ trees to block us when we went fer them next mornin’. Fer we knowed the fight was only jest begun. We figgered that we’d had the best of hit, but we knowed no one had won the battle yet. We knowed the second day would beat the first.


  Jim knowed hit, too. Poor Jim, he didn’t sleep that night—he never seed the man upon the horse that night—he jest sat thar, a-grippin’ his knees and starin’, and a-sayin’, “Lord God, Lord God, when will hit ever end?”


  Then mornin’ come at last. This time we knowed jest where we was and what hit was we had to do. Bragg knowed at last where Rosey had his line, and Rosey knowed where we was; so we waited thar, both sides, till mornin’ came. Hit was a foggy mornin’ with mist upon the ground. Around ten o’clock the mist began to rise, we got the order, we went chargin’ through the wood again.


  We knowed the fight was goin’ to be upon the right—upon our right, that is, on Rosey’s left. And we knowed that Thomas was in charge of Rosey’s left. And we all knowed that hit was easier to crack a flint rock with your teeth than to make Old Thomas budge. But we went after him, and I tell you what, that was a fight! The first day’s fight had been like playin’ marbles compared to this.


  We hit Old Thomas on his left at half past ten, and Breckinridge came sweepin’ round and turned Old Thomas’ flank and came in at his back, and then we had hit hot and heavy. Old Thomas whupped his men around like he would crack a rawhide whup, and drove Breckinridge back around the flank again, but we was back on top of him before you knowed the first attack was over.


  The fight went ragin’ down the flank, down to the center of Old Rosey’s army and back and forth across the left, and all up and down Old Thomas’ line. We’d hit right and left and in the middle, and he’d come back at us and throw us back again. And we went ragin’ back and forth thar like two bloody lions, with that cedar thicket so tore up, so bloody and so thick with dead by that time, that hit looked as if all hell had broken loose in thar.


  Rosey kept a-whuppin’ men around off of his right, to help Old Thomas on the left to stave us off. And then we’d hit Old Thomas left of center, and we’d bang him in the middle, and we’d hit him on the left again, and he’d whup those Yankees back and forth off of the right into his flanks and middle as we went fer him, until we run those Yankees ragged. We had them gallopin’ back and forth like kangaroos, and in the end that was the thing that cooked their goose.


  The worst fightin’ had been on the left, on Thomas’ line, but to hold us thar they’d thinned their right out and hadn’t closed up on the center of their line. And when Longstreet seed the gap in Wood’s position on the right, he took five brigades of us and poured us through. That whupped them. That broke their line and smashed their whole right all to smithereens. We went after them like a pack of ragin’ devils. We killed ’em, and we took ’em by the thousands, and those we didn’t kill and take right thar, went streamin’ back across the hill as if all hell was at their heels.


  That was a rout if ever I heared tell of one! They went streamin’ back across the hill—hit was each man fer himself and the devil take the hindmost. They caught Rosey comin’ up—he rode into them—he tried to check ’em, face ’em round, and git ’em to come up again—hit was like tryin’ to swim the Mississippi upstream on a bone-yard mule! They swept him back with them as if he’d been a wooden chip. They went streamin’ into Rossville like the ragtag of creation—the worst whupped Army that you ever seed, and Old Rosey Rosecrans was along with all the rest!


  He knowed hit was all up with him, or thought he knowed hit, fer everybody told him the Army of the Cumberland had been blown to smithereens and that hit was a general rout. And Old Rosey turned and rode to Chattanooga, and he was a beaten man. I’ve heard tell that when he rode up to his headquarters thar in Chattanooga, they had to help him from his horse, and that he walked into the house all dazed and fuddled-like, like he never knowed what had happened to him—and that he jest sat thar struck dumb and never spoke.


  This was at four o’clock of that same afternoon. And then the news was brought to him that Thomas was still thar upon the field and wouldn’t budge. Old Thomas stayed thar like a rock. We’d smashed the right, we’d sent hit flyin’ back across the ridge, the whole Yankee right was broken into bits and streamin’ back into Rossville for dear life. Then we bent Old Thomas back upon his left: we thought we had him, he’d have to leave the field or else surrender. But Old Thomas turned and fell back along the Ridge and put his back against the wall thar, and he wouldn’t budge.


  Longstreet pulled us back at three o’clock when we had broken up the right, and sent them streamin’ back across the Ridge. We thought that hit was over then; we moved back stumblin’ like men walkin’ in a dream. And I turned to Jim—I put my arm around him, and I said, “Jim, what did I say, I knowed hit, we’ve licked ’em and this is the end!” I never even knowed if he heared me, he went stumblin’ on beside me with his face as white as paper and his lips black with the powder of the cartridge-bite, mumblin’ and mutterin’ to himself like someone talkin’ in a dream. And we fell back to position, and they told us all to rest. And we leaned thar on our rifles like men who hardly knowed if they had come out of that hell alive or dead.


  “Oh, Jim, we’ve got ’em and this is the end!” He leaned thar swayin’ on his rifle, starin’ through the wood, he jest leaned and swayed thar, and he never said a word, and those great eyes of his a-burnin’ through the wood—


  “Jim, don’t you hear me?”—and I shook him by the arm. “Hit’s over, man! We’ve licked ’em and the fight is over—can’t you understand?”


  And then I heard them shoutin’ on the right, the word came down the line again, and Jim—poor Jim!—he raised his head and listened, and “Oh God!” he said. “We’ve got to go again!”


  Well, hit was true. The word had come that Thomas had lined up upon the Ridge, and we had to go for him again. After that I never exactly knowed what happened—hit was like fightin’ in a bloody dream—like doin’ somethin’ in a nightmare—only the nightmare was like death and hell. Longstreet threw us up that hill five times, I think, before darkness came. We’d charge up to the very muzzle of their guns, and they’d mow us down like grass, and we’d come stumblin’ back—or what was left of us—and form again at the foot of the hill, and then come on again. We’d charge right up the Ridge and drive ’em through the gap and fight ’em with cold steel, and they’d come back again, and we’d brain each other with the butt end of our guns. Then they’d throw us back, and we’d re-form and come on after ’em again.


  The last charge happened jest at dark. We came along and stripped the ammunition off the dead—we took hit from the wounded—we had nothin’ left ourselves. Then we hit the first line—and we drove ’em back—we hit the second and swept over ’em. We were goin’ to take the third and last—they waited till they saw the color of our eyes before they let us have hit. Hit was like a river of red-hot lead had poured down on us: the line melted thar like snow. Jim stumbled and spun round as if somethin’ had whupped him like a top. He fell right towards me, with his eyes wide open and the blood a-pourin’ from his mouth: I took one look at him and then stepped over him like he was a log. Thar was no more to see or think of now—no more to reach—except that line. We reached hit and they let us have hit—and we stumbled back again.


  And yet we knowed that we had won a victory. That’s what they told us later—and we knowed hit must be so because when daybreak come the next mornin’ the Yankees was all gone. They had all retreated into town, and we was left thar by the Creek at Chickamauga in possession of the field.


  I don’t know how many men got killed—I don’t know which side lost the most. I only know that you could have walked across the dead men without settin’ foot upon the ground. I only know that cedar thicket, which had been so dense and thick two days before you could’ve drove a knife into hit and hit would’ve stuck, had been so shot to pieces that you could’ve looked in thar on Monday mornin’ with your naked eye and seed a black snake run a hundred yards away.


  I don’t know how many men we lost or how many of the Yankees we may have killed—the generals on both sides can figger all that out to suit themselves. But I know that when the fight was over you could’ve looked in thar and wondered how a hummin’ bird could’ve flown through that cedar thicket and come out alive. And yet that happened, yes, and somethin’ more than hummin’ birds—fer men came out, alive.


  And on Monday mornin’, when I went back up the Ridge to where Jim lay, thar just beside him on a little torn piece of bough, I heard a redbird sing. I turned him over and got his watch, his pocket knife, and what few papers and belongin’s that he had, and some letters that he’d had from Martha Patton. And I put them in my pocket.


  And then I got up and looked around. Hit all seemed funny after hit had happened, like somethin’ that had happened in a dream. Fer Jim had wanted so desperate hard to live, and hit had never mattered half so much to me, and now I was a-standin’ thar with Jim’s watch and Martha Patton’s letters in my pocket and a-listenin’ to that little redbird sing.


  And I would go all through the War and go back home and marry Martha later on, and fellers like poor Jim were layin’ thar at Chickamauga Creek. ...


  Hit’s all so strange now when you think of hit. Hit all turned out so different from the way we thought. And that was long ago, and I’ll be ninety-five years old if I am livin’ on the seventh day of August, of this present year. Now that’s goin’ back a long ways, hain’t hit? And yet hit all comes back to me as clear as if hit happened yesterday. And then hit all will go away and be as strange as if hit happened in a dream.


  But I have been in some big battles, I can tell you: I’ve seen strange things and been in bloody fights. But the biggest fight that I was ever in—the bloodiest battle anyone ever fought—was Chickamauga in that cedar thicket—at Chickamauga Creek in that great War.


  [¬]


  THE COMPANY


  [The New Masses, January 11, 1938]


  I


  When Joe went home that year, he found that Mr. Merrit also was in town. Almost before the first greetings at the station were over, Jim told him. The two brothers stood there grinning at each other. Jim, with his lean, thin, deeply furrowed face, that somehow always reminded Joe so curiously and poignantly of Lincoln, and that also somehow made him feel a bit ashamed, looked older and more worn than he had the last time Joe had seen him. He always looked a little older and a little more worn; the years, like the slow gray ash of time, wore at his temples and at the corners of his eyes. The two brothers stood there looking at each other, grinning, a little awkward, but delighted. In Jim’s naked worn eyes, Joe could see how proud the older brother was of him, and something caught him in the throat.


  But Jim just grinned at him, and in a moment said: “I guess we’ll have to sleep you out in the garage. Bob Merrit is in town, you, you—or if you like, there’s a nice room at Mrs. Parker’s right across the street, and she’d be glad to have you.”


  Joe looked rather uncomfortable at the mention of Mrs. Parker’s name. She was a worthy lady, but of a literary turn of mind, and a pillar of the Woman’s Club. Kate saw his expression and laughed, poking him in the ribs with her big finger: “Ho, ho, ho, ho, ho! You see what you’re in for, don’t you? The prodigal son comes home, and we give him his choice of Mrs. Parker or the garage! Now is that life, or not?”


  Jim Doaks, as was his wont, took this observation in very slowly. One could see him deliberating on it, and then as it broke slowly on him, it sort of spread all over his seamed face; he bared his teeth in a craggy grin; a kind of rusty and almost unwilling chuckle came from him; he turned his head sideways, and said “Hi—I,” an expletive that with him was always indicative of mirth.


  “I don’t mind a bit,” protested Joe. “I think the garage is swell. And then”—they all grinned at each other again with the affection of people who know each other so well that they are long past knowledge—“if I get to helling around at night, I won’t feel that I am disturbing you when I come in. ... And how is Mr. Merrit, anyway?”


  “Why, just fine,” Jim answered with that air of thoughtful deliberation which accompanied most of his remarks. “He’s just fine, I think. And he’s been asking about you,” said Jim seriously. “He wants to see you.”


  “And we knew you wouldn’t mind,” Kate said more seriously. “You know, it’s business; he’s with the Company, and of course it’s good policy to be as nice to them as you can.”


  But in a moment, because such designing was really alien to her own hospitable and wholehearted spirit, she added: “Mr. Merrit is a nice fellow. I like him. We’re glad to have him, anyway.”


  “Bob’s all right,” said Jim. “And I know he really wants to see you. Well,” he said, “if we’re all ready, let’s get going. I’m due back at the office now. Merrit’s coming in. If you’d like to fool around uptown until one o’clock and see your friends, you could come by then, and I’ll run you out. Why don’t you do that? Merrit’s coming out to dinner, too.”


  It was agreed to do this, and a few minutes later Joe got out of the car upon the Public Square of the town he had not seen for a year.


  The truth of the matter was that Joe not only felt perfectly content at the prospect of sleeping in the garage, but he also felt a pleasant glow at the knowledge that Mr. Robert Merrit was in town, and staying at his brother’s house.


  Joe had never known exactly just what Mr. Robert Merrit did. In Jim’s spacious but rather indefinite phrase, he was referred to as “the Company’s man.” And Joe did not know what the duties of a “Company’s man” were, but Mr. Merrit made them seem mighty pleasant. He turned up ruddy, plump, well-kept, full of jokes, and immensely agreeable, every two or three months, with a pocket that seemed perpetually full, and like the Jovian pitcher of milk of Baucis and Philemon, perpetually replenished, in some miraculous way, with big fat savory cigars, which he was always handing out to people.


  Joe understood, of course, that there was some business connection in the mysterious ramifications of “the Company” between his brother and Robert Merrit. But he had never heard them “talk business” together, nor did he know just what the business was. Mr. Merrit would “turn up” every two or three months like a benevolent and ruddy Santa Claus, making his jolly little jokes, passing out his fat cigars, putting his arm around people’s shoulders—in general making everyone feel good. In his own words, “I’ve got to turn up now and then just to see that the boys are behaving themselves, and not taking any wooden nickels.” Here he would wink at you in such an infectious way that you had to grin. Then he would give you a fat cigar.


  His functions did seem to be ambassadorial. Really, save for an occasional visit to the office, he seemed to spend a good deal of his time in inaugurating an era of good living every time he came to town. He was always taking the salesmen out to dinner and to lunch. He was always “coming out to the house,” and when he did come, one knew that Kate would have one of her best meals ready, and that there would be some good drinks. Mr. Merrit usually brought the drinks. Every time he came to town he always seemed to bring along with him a plentiful stock of high-grade beverages. In other words, the man really did carry about with him an aura of good fellowship and good living, and that was why it was so pleasant now to know that Mr. Merrit was in town and “staying out at the house.”


  Mr. Merrit was not only a nice fellow. He was also with “the Company.” And since Jim was also a member of “the Company,” that made everything all right. Because “the Company,” Joe knew, was somehow a vital, mysterious form in all their lives. Jim had begun to work for it when he was sixteen years old—as a machinist’s helper in the shops at Akron. Since then he had steadily worked his way up through all the stages until now, “well-fixed” apparently, he was a district manager—an important member of “the sales organization.”


  “The Company,” “the sales organization”—mysterious titles, both of them. But most comforting.


  II


  The sales organization—or, to use a word that at this time was coming into common speech, the functional operation—of the Federal Weight, Scale & Computing Co., while imposing in its ramified complexity of amount and number, was in its essence so beautifully simple that to a future age, at least, the system of enfeoffments in the Middle Ages, the relation between the liege lord and his serf, may well seem complex by comparison.


  The organization of the sales system was briefly just this, and nothing more: the entire country was divided into districts, and over each district an agent was appointed. This agent, in turn, employed salesmen to cover the various portions of his district. In addition to these salesmen there was also an “office man” whose function, as his name implies, was to look after the office, attend to any business that might come up when the agent and his salesmen were away, take care of any stray sheep who might stray in of their own volition without having been enticed thither by the persuasive herdings of the salesmen and their hypnotic words; and a “repair man” whose business it was to repair damaged or broken-down machines.


  Although in the familiar conversation of the agents a fellow agent was said to be the agent for a certain town—Smith, for example, was the “Knoxville man,” Jones, the Charleston one, Robinson the one at Richmond, etc., these agencies, signified by the name of a town in which the agent had his office, comprised the district that surrounded them.


  In Catawba there were six agencies and six agents. The population of the state was about three million. In other words, each agent had a district of approximately one-half million people. Not that the distribution worked out invariably in this way. There was no set rule for the limitation of an agency; some agencies were larger than others and considerably more profitable, depending upon the amount of business and commercial enterprise that was done in any given district. But the median of one agent to a half-million people was, in probability, a fairly accurate one for the whole country.


  Now, as to the higher purposes of this great institution, which the agent almost never referred to by name, as who should not speak of the deity with coarse directness, but almost always with a just perceptible lowering and huskiness of the voice, as “the Company”—these higher purposes were also, when seen in their essential purity, characterized by the same noble directness and simplicity as marked the operations of the entire enterprise. This higher purpose, in the famous utterance of the great man himself, invariably repeated every year as a sort of climax or peroration to his hour-long harangue to his adoring disciples at the national convention, was—sweeping his arm in a gesture of magnificent and grandiloquent command toward the map of the entire United States of America—“There is your market. Go out and sell them.”


  What could be simpler or more beautiful than this? What could be more eloquently indicative of that quality of noble directness, mighty sweep, and far-seeing imagination, which has been celebrated in the annals of modern literature under the name of “vision”? “There is your market. Go out and sell them.”


  Who says the age of romance is dead? Who says there are no longer giants on the earth in these days? It is Napoleon speaking to his troops before the pyramids. “Soldiers, forty centuries are looking down on you.” It is John Paul Jones: “We have met the enemy and they are ours.” It is Dewey, on the bridge deck of the Oregon: “You may fire when you are ready, Gridley.” It is Grant before the works of Petersburg: “I propose to fight it out on this line if it takes all summer.”


  “There’s your market. Go out and sell them.” The words had the same spacious sweep and noble simplicity that have always characterized the utterances of the great leaders of every age and epoch of man’s history.


  It is true that there had been a time when the aims and aspirations of “the Company” had been more modest ones. There had been a time when the founder of the institution, the father of the present governor, John S. Appleton, had confined his ambitions to these modest words: “I should like to see one of my machines in every store, shop, or business in the United States that needs one, and can afford to pay for one.”


  The high aims expressed in these splendid words would seem to the inexperienced observer to be far-reaching enough, but as any agent upon the company’s roster could now tell you, they were so conventional in their modest pretensions as to be practically mid-Victorian. Or, as the agent himself might put it: “That’s old stuff now—we’ve gone way beyond that. Why, if you wanted to sell a machine to someone who needs one, you’d get nowhere. Don’t wait until he needs one—make him buy one now. Suppose he doesn’t need one; all right, we’ll make him see the need of one. If he has no need of one, why, we’ll create the need.” In a more technical phrase, this was known as “creating the market,” and this beautiful and poetic invention was the inspired work of one man, the fruit of the vision of none other than the great John S. Appleton, Jr., himself.


  In fact, in one impassioned flight of oratory before his assembled parliaments, John S. Appleton, Jr., had become so intoxicated with the grandeur of his own vision that he is said to have paused, gazed dreamily into unknown vistas of magic Canaan, and suddenly to have given utterance in a voice quivering with surcharged emotion to these words: “My friends, the possibilities of the market, now that we have created it, are practically unlimited.” Here he was silent for a moment, and those who were present on that historic occasion say that for a moment the great man paled, and then he seemed to stagger as the full impact of his vision smote him with its vistas. His voice is said to have trembled so when he tried to speak that for a moment he could not control himself. It is said that when he uttered those memorable words, which from that moment on were engraved upon the hearts of every agent there, his voice faltered, sank to an almost inaudible whisper, as if he himself could hardly comprehend the magnitude of his own conception.


  “My friends,” he muttered thickly, and was seen to reel and clutch the rostrum for support, “my friends, seen properly ...” he whispered and moistened his dry lips, but here, those who were present say, his voice grew stronger and the clarion words blared forth “... seen properly, with the market we have created, there is no reason why one of our machines should not be in the possession of every man, woman, and child in the United States of America.”


  Then came the grand familiar gesture to the great map of these assembled states: “There’s your market, boys. Go out and sell them.”


  Such, then, were the sky-soaring aims and aspirations of the Federal Weight, Scale & Computing Co. in the third decade of the century, and such, reduced to its naked and essential simplicity, was the practical effort, the concrete purpose, of every agent in the company. Gone were the days forever, as they thought, when their operations must be confined and limited merely to those business enterprises who needed, or thought they needed, a weight scale or computing machine. The sky was the limit, and for any agent to have hinted that anything less or lower than the sky was possibly the limit would have been an act of such impious sacrilege as to have merited his instant expulsion from the true church and the living faith—the church and faith of John S. Appleton, Jr., which is called “the Company.”


  In the pursuit and furtherance and consummation of this grand and elemental aim, the organization of the company worked with the naked drive, the beautiful precision of a locomotive piston. Over the salesmen was the agent, and over the agent was the district supervisor, and over the district supervisor was the district manager, and over the district manager was the general manager, and over the general manager was ... was ... God himself, or as the agents more properly referred to him, in voices that fell naturally to the hush of reverence, “the Old Man.”


  The operation of this beautiful and powerful machine can perhaps best be described to the lay reader by a series of concrete and poetic images. Those readers, for example, with an interest in painting, who are familiar with some of the terrific drawings of old Pieter Brueghel, may recall a certain gigantic product of his genius which bears the title The Big Fish Eating Up the Little Ones, and which portrays just that. The great whales and monster leviathans of the vasty deep swallowing the sharks, the sharks swallowing the swordfish, the swordfish swallowing the great bass, the great bass swallowing the lesser mackerel, the lesser mackerel eating up the herrings, the herrings gulping down the minnows, and so on down the whole swarming and fantastic world that throngs the sea-floors of the earth, until you get down to the tadpoles, who, it is to be feared, have nothing smaller than themselves to swallow.


  Or, to a reader interested in history, the following illustration may make the operation of the system plain: at the end of a long line that stretches from the pyramids until the very portals of his house, the great Pharaoh, with a thonged whip in his hands, which he vigorously and unmercifully applies to the bare back and shoulders of the man ahead of him, who is great Pharaoh’s great chief overseer, and in the hand of Pharaoh’s great chief overseer likewise a whip of many tails which the great chief overseer unstintingly applies to the quivering back and shoulders of the wretch before him, who is the great chief overseer’s chief lieutenant, and in the lieutenant’s hand a whip of many tails which he applies to the suffering hide of his head sergeant, and in the head sergeant’s hand a wicked flail with which he belabors the pelt of a whole company of groaning corporals, and in the hand of every groaning corporal, a wicked whip with which they lash and whack the bodies of a whole regiment of grunting slaves, who toil and sweat and bear burdens and pull and haul and build the towering structure of the pyramid.


  Or, finally, for those readers with an interest in simple mechanics, the following illustration may suffice. Conceive an enormous flight of stairs with many landings, and at the very top of it, supreme and masterful, a man, who kicks another man in front of him quite solemnly in the seat of the pants; this man turns a somersault and comes erect upon the first and nearest landing and immediately, and with great decision, kicks the man in front of him down two more landings of these enormous stairs, who, on arriving, kicks the next incumbent down three landing flights, and so on to the bottom, where there is no one left to kick.


  Now these, in their various ways, and by the tokens of their various imagery, fairly describe the simple but effective operation of the Company. Four times a year, at the beginning of each quarter, John S. Appleton called his general manager before him and kicked him down one flight of stairs, saying, “You’re not getting the business. The market is there. You know what you can do about it—or else ...”


  And the general manager repeated the master’s words and operations on his chief assistant managers, and they in turn upon the district managers, and they in turn upon the district supervisors, and they in turn upon the district agents, and they in turn upon the lowly salesmen, and they in turn, at long and final last, upon the final recipient of all swift kicks—the general public, the amalgamated Doakses of the earth.


  It is true that to the lay observer the operation did not appear so brutally severe as has been described. It is true that the iron hand was cunningly concealed in the velvet glove, but there was no mistaking the fact, as those who had once felt its brutal grip could testify, that the iron hand was there and could be put to ruthless use at any moment. It is true that the constant menace of the iron hand was craftily disguised by words of cheer, by talk of fair rewards and bonuses, but these plums of service could turn bitter in the mouth, the plums themselves were just a threat of stern reprisal to those who were not strong or tall enough to seize them. One was not given his choice of having plums or not having plums. It was no exaggeration to say that one was told he must have plums, that he must get plums, that if he failed to gather plums another picker would be put in his place.


  And of all the many wonderful and beautiful inventions which the great brain of John S. Appleton had created and conceived, this noble invention of plum-picking was the simplest and most cunning of the lot. For be it understood that these emoluments of luscious fruit were not wholly free. For every plum the picker took unto himself, two more were added to the plenteous store of Mr. Appleton. And the way this agricultural triumph was achieved was as follows:


  Mr. Appleton was the founder of a great social organization known as the Hundred Club. The membership of the Hundred Club was limited exclusively to Mr. Appleton himself and the agents, salesmen, and district managers of his vast organization. The advantages of belonging to the Hundred Club were quickly apparent to everyone. Although it was asserted that membership in the Hundred Club was not compulsory, if one did not belong to it, the time was not far distant when one could not belong to Mr. Appleton. The club, therefore, like all the nobler Appleton inventions, was contrived cunningly of all the familiar ingredients of simplicity and devilish craft, of free will and predestination.


  The club had the extraordinary distinction of compelling people to join it while at the same time giving them, through its membership, the proud prestige of social distinction. Not to belong to the Hundred Club, for an agent or a salesman, was equivalent to living on the other side of the railroad tracks. If one did not get in, if one could not reach high enough to make it, he faded quickly from the picture, his fellows spoke of him infrequently. When someone said, “What’s Bob Klutz doing now?” the answers would be sparse and definitely vague, and, in course of time, Bob Klutz would be spoken of no more. He would fade out in oblivion. He was “no longer with the Company.”


  Now, the purpose and the meaning of the Hundred Club was this. Each agent and each salesman in the company, of no matter what position or what rank, had what was called a “quota”—that is to say, a certain fixed amount of business which was established as the normal average of his district and capacity. A man’s quota differed according to the size of his territory, its wealth, its business, and his own experience and potentiality. If he was a district agent, his personal quota would be higher than that of a mere salesman in a district. One man’s quota would be sixty, another’s eighty, another’s ninety or one hundred. Each of these men, however, no matter how small or large his quota might be, was eligible for membership in the Hundred Club, provided he could average 100 percent of his quota—hence the name. If he averaged more, if he got 120 percent of his quota, or 150 percent, or 200 percent, there were appropriate honors and rewards, not only of a social but of a financial nature. One could be high up in the Hundred Club or low down in the Hundred Club: it had almost as many degrees of honor and of merit as the great Masonic order. But of one thing, one could be certain: one must belong to the Hundred Club if one wanted to continue to belong to “the Company.”


  The unit of the quota system was “the point.” If a salesman or an agent stated that his personal quota was eighty, it was understood that his quota was eighty points a month, that this was the desired goal, the average, toward which he should strive, which he should not fall below, and which, if possible, he should try to better. If a salesman’s quota was eighty points a month, and he averaged eighty points throughout the year, he became automatically a member of the Hundred Club. And if he surpassed this quota, he received distinction, promotion, and reward in the Hundred Club, in proportion to the degree of his increase. The unit of the point itself was fixed at forty dollars. Therefore, if a salesman’s quota was eighty points a month and he achieved it, he must sell the products of the Federal Weight, Scale & Computing Co. to the amount of more than three thousand dollars every month, and almost forty thousand dollars in the year.


  The rewards were high. A salesman’s commission averaged from 15 to 20 percent of his total sales; an agent’s, from 20 to 25 percent, in addition to the bonuses he could earn by achieving or surpassing his full quota. Thus, it was entirely possible for an ordinary salesman in an average district to earn from six to eight thousand dollars a year, and for an agent to earn from twelve to fifteen thousand dollars, and even more if his district was an exceptionally good one.


  So far, so good. The rewards, it is now apparent, were high, the inducements great. Where does the iron hand come in? It came in in many devious and subtle ways, of which the principal and most direct was this: once a man’s quota had been fixed at any given point, the Company did not reduce it. On the contrary, if a salesman’s quota was eighty points in any given year and he achieved it, he must be prepared at the beginning of the new year to find that his quota had been increased to ninety points. In other words, the plums were there, but always, year by year, upon a somewhat higher bough. “June Was the Greatest Month in Federal History”—so read the gigantic posters which the Company was constantly sending out to all the district offices—“Make July a Greater One! The Market’s There, Mr. Agent, the Rest Is Up to You,” etc.


  In other words, this practice as applied to salesmanship resembled closely the one that has been known in the cotton mills as the stretch-out system. June was the greatest month in Federal history, but July must be a bigger one, and one must never look back on forgotten Junes with satisfaction. One must go on and upward constantly, the race was to the swift. The pace was ever faster and the road more steep.


  The result of this on plain humanity may be inferred. It was shocking and revolting. If the spectacle of the average Federal man at work was an alarming one, the spectacle of that same man at play was simply tragic. No more devastating comment could be made on the merits of that vaunted system, which indeed in its essence was the vaunted system at that time of all business, of all America, than the astounding picture of the assembled cohorts of the Hundred Club gathered together in their yearly congress for a “Week of Play.” For, be it known, one of the chief rewards of membership in this distinguished body, in addition to the bonuses and social distinctions, was a kind of grandiose yearly outing which lasted for a week and which was conducted “at the Company’s expense.” These yearly excursions of the fortunate group took various forms, but they were conducted on a lavish scale. The meeting place would be in New York, or in Philadelphia, or in Washington; sometimes the pleasure trip was to Bermuda, sometimes to Havana, sometimes across the continent to California and back again, sometimes to Florida, to the tropic opulence of Miami and Palm Beach; but wherever the voyage led, whatever the scheme might be, it was always grandiose, no expense was spared, everything was done on the grand scale, and the Company—the immortal Company, the paternal, noble, and great-hearted Company—“paid for everything.”


  If the journey was to be by sea, to Bermuda or to Cuba’s shores, the Company chartered a transatlantic liner—one of the smaller but luxurious twenty-thousand tonners of the Cunard, the German Lloyd, or the Holland-American lines. From this time on, the Hundred Club was given a free sweep. The ship was theirs, and all the minions of the ship were theirs, to do their bidding. All the liquor in the world was theirs, if they could drink it. And Bermuda’s coral isles, the most unlicensed privilege of gay Havana. For one short week, for one brief gaudy week of riot, everything on earth was theirs that money could buy or that the Company could command. It was theirs for the asking—and the Company paid for all.


  It was, as we have said, a tragic spectacle: the spectacle of twelve or fifteen hundred men, for on these pilgrimages, by general consent, women—or their wives at any rate—were disbarred—the spectacle of twelve or fifteen hundred men, Americans, of middle years, in the third decade of this century, exhausted, overwrought, their nerves frayed down and stretched to the breaking point, met from all quarters of the continent “at the Company’s expense” upon a greyhound of the sea for one wild week of pleasure. That spectacle had in its essential elements connotations of such general and tragic force in its relation and its reference to the entire scheme of things and the plan of life that had produced it that a thoughtful Martian, had he been vouchsafed but thirty minutes on this earth and could he have spent those thirty minutes on one of the crack liners that bore the Hundred Club to tropic shores, might have formed conclusions about the life on this tormented little cinder where we live that would have made him sorrowful that he had ever come and eager for the moment when his thirty-minute sojourn would be ended.


  III


  It was a few minutes before one o’clock when Joe entered his brother’s office. The outer sales room, with its glittering stock of weights, scales, and computing machines, imposingly arranged on walnut pedestals, was deserted. From the little partitioned space behind, which served Jim as an office, he heard the sound of voices.


  He recognized Jim’s voice—low, grave, and hesitant, deeply troubled—at once. The other voice he had never heard before.


  But as he heard that voice, he began to tremble and grow white about the lips. For that voice was a foul insult to human life, an ugly sneer whipped across the face of decent humanity, and as it came to him that this voice, these words, were being used against his brother, he had a sudden blind feeling of murder in his heart.


  And what was, in the midst of this horror, so perplexing and troubling, was that this devil’s voice had in it as well a curiously human note, as of someone he had known.


  Then it came to him in a flash—it was Merrit speaking. The owner of that voice, incredible as it seemed, was none other than that plump, well-kept, jolly-looking man who had always been so full of cheerful and good-hearted spirits every time he had seen him.


  Now, behind that evil little partition of glazed glass and varnished wood, this man’s voice had suddenly become fiendish. It was inconceivable, and as Joe listened, he grew sick with horror, as a man does in some awful nightmare when suddenly he envisions someone familiar doing some perverse and abominable act. And what was most dreadful of all was the voice of his brother, humble, low, submissive, modestly entreating. He could hear Merrit’s voice cutting across the air like a gob of rasping phlegm, and then Jim’s low voice—gentle, hesitant, deeply troubled—coming in from time to time by way of answer.


  “Well, what’s the matter? Don’t you want the job?”


  “Why—why, yes, you know I do, Bob,” and Jim’s voice lifted a little in a troubled and protesting laugh.


  “What’s the matter that you’re not getting the business?”


  “Why—why ...” Again the troubled and protesting little laugh. “I thought I was ...!”


  “Well, you’re not!” The rasping voice fell harsh upon the air with the brutal nakedness of a knife. “This district ought to deliver thirty percent more business than you’re getting from it, and the Company is going to have it, too—or else! You deliver or you go right on upon your can! See? The Company doesn’t give a damn about you. It’s after the business. You’ve been around a long time, but you don’t mean a damn bit more to the Company than anybody else. And you know what’s happened to a lot of other guys who got to feeling they were too big for their job, don’t you?”


  “Why—why, yes, Bob. ...” Again the troubled and protesting laugh. “But—honestly, I never thought ...”


  “We don’t give a damn what you thought!” the brutal voice ripped in. “I’ve given you fair warning now. You get the business or out you go!”


  Merrit came out of the little partition-cage into the cleaner light of the outer room. When he saw Joe, he looked startled for a moment. Then he was instantly transformed. His plump and ruddy face was instantly wreathed in smiles; he cried out in a hearty tone: “Well, well, well! Look who’s here! If it’s not the old boy himself!”


  He shook hands with Joe, and as he did so, turned and winked humorously at Jim, in the manner of older men when they are carrying on a little bantering by-play in the presence of a younger one.


  “Jim, I believe he gets better-looking every time I see him. Has he broken any hearts yet?”


  Jim tried to smile, gray-faced and haggard.


  “I hear you’re burning them up in the big town,” said Merrit, turning to the younger man. “Great stuff, son, we’re proud of you.”


  And with another friendly pressure of the hand, he turned away with an air of jaunty readiness, picked up his hat, and said cheerfully: “Well, what d’ya say, folks? Didn’t I hear somebody say something about one of the madam’s famous meals, out at the old homestead? Well, you can’t hurt my feelings. I’m ready if you are. Let’s go.”


  And smiling, ruddy, plump, cheerful, a perverted picture of amiable good-will to all the world, he sauntered through the door. And for a moment the two brothers just stood there looking at each other, drawn and haggard, with a bewildered expression in their eyes.


  In Jim’s decent eyes, also, there was a look of shame. In a moment, with that instinct for loyalty which was one of the roots of his soul, he said: “Bob’s a good fellow .... You ... you see, he’s got to do these things. ... He’s ... he’s with the Company.”


  Joe didn’t say anything. He couldn’t. He had just found out something about life he hadn’t known before.


  And it was all so strange, so different from what he thought it would be.


  [¬]


  A PROLOGUE TO AMERICA


  [Vogue, February 1, 1938]


  SCENE: A night of dazzling light above America. As the action begins, the body and bones of the American continent are revealed from East to West. The vision at first is governed by silence and the still white radiance of the blazing moon. The view in this first instant is appalling—it seems lifeless and inhuman, like the design and landscape of a prehistoric world. And yet one knows at once that life is here. The place is burning with terrific instancy, and suddenly one knows that it is alive and swarming with the tremendous energies of forever and of now.


  Steeped in this moon-bright stillness of essential time, the vision sweeps the planetary distance of the continent: southward from Maine, around the thumb of Florida, up and around the belly of the Gulf, southward again along the curve of Mexico, and up and out again toward Oregon along the tremendous outward bulge and surge of the Pacific shore.


  The vision nears and deepens with the speed of light: the million smaller shapes and contours of the earth appear. And now, for the first time, through the steep silence of the moon, a sound is heard. Vast, low, and murmurous and like a sigh that breathes forever at the ledges of eternity, it is the sea, that feathers constantly upon the shores of time and darkness—and America.


  the sea (immensely far below, upon twelve thousand miles of coast, with lapse and reluctation of its breath, a vast recessive sigh):


  
    The sea—


    It is the sea—the sea


    It is the sea—the sea


    It is the sea—the sea


    The sea—the sea—the sea

  


  The vision nears and deepens once again. Faintly, mournfully, infinitely far away, the cry of a great train is heard, as it wails back across America: Whoo-hoo-oo-hoo-oo-hoo-oo. (The cry fades back, away, into the moon-drenched scenery of America: there is faint thunder of wheels pounding at the river’s edge. The scene nears and deepens with terrific instancy—the train is now heard plainly: it is the great Pacific Nine stroking the night with the pistoned velocity of its full speed): chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka. (The scene nears and deepens through the night: Pacific Nine, like a lighted thunderbolt, is smashing westward through Nebraska.)


  pacific nine: Ho-Idaho! Ho-Idaho! Ho-Idaho—ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho-ho! (Chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka, chucka-lucka: with fierce bull-bellows, hoarse with pride, she laughs her jolly laughter.)


  The scene nears and deepens once again: it is a country road in Illinois, the moon burns brightly on an unpaved road that goes straight as a string between tall walls of corn.


  the corn blades (very softly, rustling stiffly): Ah coarse and cool, ah coarse and cool, America.


  (The breeze dies, the corn stands motionless, moon-white the silence of the road again.)


  A Listener:


  ... Is it a lion in the mouth sulfurous ... a cat in the eye humorous, a fox in the paw felonious that prowls the edge of night’s great wall forever, and that will not let us sleep?


  Who are you that keep vigil in the night? Who are you that from night’s consistory the watches of the earth’s huge conscience bear? Who are you that from outer dark bring to the cell of this our waiting and most mortal solitude the eye of all your dark enormous listening—child, brother, demon, parent of the night, oh, you Communicant of this America, to us, your tongueless children of the night, on this dark land and waiting, we your children waiting, turn to you, as from the beginning, waiting—dark father of our waiting, speak!


  Heart of the night, the spirit of our unsung hope we bring to you! Lord of the night, the freight of all our huge unuttered longing, we bring to you! Tongue of the night, to whom so tongueless we have tongue-less spoken, knowledgeless so knowing known, and all unuttered uttered all the unspoke quantity of our impossible desire, the wild unuttered blood of this America and its unuttered prophecy—great hound of darkness ever running in our blood, we bring to you!


  Caves the mined darkness to the yellow flood, we turn to you! Still, from the silence heard, the unheard foot, we turn to you! Or waits in silentness, as here to-night, the blazing crater of the moon, on this our large unfinished land—oh, hound, forever running in our blood, we turn to you!


  Son of the night, we speak to you.


  Eye of the night, we speak to you.


  Lord of the night, to whom so often, from the million cells of night, out of the wilderness ourselves, the children of the night, have spoken—oh hound, forever running in the blood of these ourselves, and all our dark Americas, we speak to you.


  ... No answer? Waiting? Forever, as it was from the beginning, waiting? As it was from the beginning, waiting, knowing always you were there? No word, then? Silence again, tonight? No sound, then? But the rustle of the leaves across America.


  the leaves: ... promise ... promise ... promise promise.


  Where shall we go now? What shall we do?


  ’Twixt beetling seas, the star-flung crustaceans of the continent and darkness, darkness, and the cool enfolding night, and stars and magic on America—where shall we go now, and what shall we do?


  Where shall we go now and what shall we do? Down in the South beside the road, the country Negro, clay-caked, marching, mournful, and the car’s brief glare—the sudden spoke and forking of the dusty roads, a sleeping town—street-lights make spangles through the moving leaves, the corner houses are so bright—and then the earth, the pine-land, and the rushing cars again across America—and where shall we go now, and what shall we do?


  Here South by radiance of the mill at night, dynamic humming behind light-glazed glass, the weft and shuttle of the spindle room, and then the pines, the clay, the cotton-fields again.


  “Do you remember how we used to take an hour to Reynoldstown on Sunday afternoons—and doin’ good if we could make it in an hour? Well, it’s twenty-seven minutes now, not pushing it. The roads are so much better now—did you see that cat! did you see its eyeballs in the glare? Sure, that’s the Willoughby: she’s running full-time now: that and the other mills are what makes the town. ... The houses? Sure, that’s the mill-town village—yes, they’re all alike. You mustn’t think it is so bad; I know these people: they’re better off than they ever have been. Wages?—sure, they’re low—but you don’t get the idea: in most of those little houses that you see there, you’ll find three or four members of the family all at work. That’s fifty-six bucks a week—more than these people ever dreamed about before. Why, they’re in clover now—see there’s the mill store—”


  A plain brick front, and plate-glass and lights burning late: the provender of poor white people, the sacks of flour piled in the middle, and slabs of fatback racked up crudely like essential stuff, the loaded shelves upon each side with canned familiar articles, tea, coffee, sugar, the provender of a meal, a little glass case toward the front with sticks of licorice, tobacco, penny-candies, a tin ice-cooler, brilliant red and modern-looking, provided by the Coca-Cola people, filled with freezing water, floating ice, and soda-pop—a slattern-looking woman with hanked hair, and the slow, distrustful look poor people have when they come in to trade—the mill-store keeper, with grayed hair and ruined teeth—a poor white just a little better off and—thus mistrustful—“these mill-hands are a pretty sorry lot—as tough as they make them, poor white trash”—he is unhappy, too; behind the flour sacks is a jug of corn—


  “You see, now: they’re in clover. They’re better off than they have ever been before: that’s the thing these labor agitators from the North can’t understand.”


  Where shall we go now? What shall we do?


  The punctual flash across the darkness of the beacon-light; lost in the upper air, the night-plane roaring North from Jacksonville, a small blue light that bores across the night as Brat and Nell sit on the porch and listen: the children are asleep, the bolls are opening—“She’s going North tonight”—the vast and thrilling sadness of the katydids are making sound—where shall we go now, and what shall we do?


  Two thousand miles away, upon the coast of Maine, a silent road beside the sea, thick-set with spruce, so close, so near, and yet almost you’d never know the sea was there—save where the lighthouse flashes from the darkness of the point, so close beside the sea, you’d hardly know the sea was there: the little houses sleep beneath the moon, in moonlit fields the cows lie bedded on their haunches in the moon, white as a string and winding, the road winds back beneath the moon, so close beside the sea, so sheltered from the sea, so hidden from the sea, you know is there.


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  “There’s almost nothing quite so good this time of night in New Orleans: they split a crispy, French, and flaky loaf of bread in two and pave the inside with beef or pork or ham, salt, pepper, and some kind of pungent relish—or if the oyster season’s on, with six or eight big oysters, fried flaky brown, the way they know how to do it there—I don’t know how they do it, but they call the thing a Poor Boy Sandwich, and the price of it is just ten cents, a dime. I guess they got the name from this, because that’s the only thing that’s poor about it. Why don’t you and Pat go down and bring us back about a half-dozen?—we’ll sit here in the garden, I’ll take beef for mine.—I have remembered nights like these when people plugged a watermelon with champagne—you cut a plug out, and you poured iced champagne in—and you would sit there in the garden, eating watermelon on a night like this: how bright and still it is tonight, the moon makes brightness through magnolia leaves, there is so much of death, of life, of stillness, and of fragrance here around us; on nights like these, the river hooks around you like an elbow, and you always know it is above the town.[”]


  What shall we do now, and where shall we go?


  Fast-heard, soon-lost, the wheeling noises of the carnival; and sinners wailing in a church in Niggertown. At night, the cars pick tattered tidings from the sides of barns: the ragged remnants of the circus clowns, and mangled notice that Carl Hagenbeck has been to town, Sapolio. Across the width of Indiana the merits of Carter’s Little Liver Pills are blazoned in the moon, and from the upper sweep of the Brooklyn Bridge, the blank walls of the tenements advise man that departed ghosts of Cardui were there.


  The fields are dreaming through Virginia, there is the silent stature of the moonlit trees, far off and running the faint baying of the hound, moon-white in silence and the ghosts of absence, the houses are so sad, and there is something lost and dead and long ago, something too haunting in Virginia, that horses cannot cure.


  OH, WASHINGTON


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  It’s all the Government—that’s Washington—the buildings are all lighted up—the Capitol and the Monument—the White House is just down the street, across the Park. At half-past four you can watch them pouring from the Veterans’ Bureau, and you wonder where they all come from. A lot of them are young kids from Carolina, Mississippi, Alabama—from Texas, Massachusetts, Illinois, Ohio, way out West ... they pass the civil service, and they get their little ninety or a hundred per ... of course, they think it’s wonderful, the kids, I mean. Later on, it’s not so good. Of course, you read about the big stuff—the President, the Cabinet, and the Embassies ... the High Society stuff... but the tadpoles never get in on that—you’d know as much about it if you were still living down in Libya Hill ... you get so you don’t care—you wouldn’t walk across the street to see the President—it gives the tourists a great thrill, but here, well—it’s all old stuff to us, we’re used to it ... taxi-drivers, drifters, people hunting for a job, people with an axe to grind, all the kids from Carolina and Virginia—kids from everywhere, old maids, worn-out people, all the broken-down old people with a little pension—they all come here, and—Go out and take a walk before you go to bed—it’s all the Government—but the way the search-lights flash across the air and cross—somehow it makes you feel as if—as if—well, over there upon the other side, that is Virginia—and beyond that, well, you’ll like the way the searchlights flash and cross—


  Where shall I go now? What shall I do?


  Great barns sleep proudly in the swelling earth of Pennsylvania Dutch; at night-time, there are furnace flares across New Jersey: and then dumb ears beneath the river-bed and voices in the tunnel, stopped for Brooklyn; upon the elevated platforms, people waiting for the trains, within the lighted canyons of the city’s gulch, the lighted serpent of the train roars by—where shall we go now, and what shall we do?


  Upon the tide, the tugs slide moveless in the water, the loaded barge-strings come down after them in silent linkages of light—green, red, and white—in patterned schemes of loneliness, light moves in silence, and the chasmed hackles of Manhattan are blazing in the moon.


  OH, MANHATTAN


  Where shall we go now? What shall we do?


  Here on Manhattan’s swarming rock to-night a million feet are moving toward the sky-flung faery and the great Medusa of the night, the star-sown lights incredible are wrought into the robe of night itself, so masoned in the architecture of the night that there is nothing now but lights and darkness, the jewelled pollen of the lights that climb, in linkless chains, sustained and fixed upon the great wall of the night, until we know that there are only the great vertices of dark and light, and that the buildings never were.


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  Perhaps to-night, to-night, we shall all find at last what we are waiting for here in America. Or perhaps tonight again we’ll prowl the facades of Rat’s Alley where the dead men live. Night has a million windows and a million feet are marching somewhere in the night—where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  Perhaps to-night we’ll prowl the livid glare of light upon the swarming rock—perhaps we’ll go uptown to-night and look up at enormous signs where the electric fishes play. Along toward dusk they change the bulbs: you know, a sign like that has so many million bulbs, it keeps a guy busy changing them. There are so many bulbs; so many bulbs burn out—and Jesus! you should see the size of him, the way he looks up there beside the fish.


  But where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  Perhaps we’ll sit on porches in the little towns to-night, in leafy streets, behind respiring points of lighted ash, and listen to cars passing and the radios, and certain sounds of music from afar.


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  It is so cool to-night: down by the railroad tracks the whores sit with their faces pressed against the grating on the doors, and breathe the sweetness of the air, and switching engines going by: “Gee, Grace, I wish we could get in a swim to-night. ... If Eddie comes around at closing time, let’s see if he won’t take us to the lake.”


  Put dimes and nickels in the old piano, Johnny; we’ll play for you again “Love’s Old Sweet Song.”


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  It is so cool to-night, and everywhere there are young lovers, somewhere, and young voices, and the faint and broken music of a dance, and the promise of the leaves across America.


  OH, BOSTON


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  The cop in Boston, twirling at the stick—“Just one lone bum”—and ruminant—“just one lone bum upon the Common. That was all to-night ... well, good-night, Joe”—the windows fogged with pungent steam of hamburgers; the blackened fingers of compositors, pressing ink and hunger into spongy bread—“I see these guys in Spain have started in again”—and “Good-night, good-night.”


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  The Parson strokes his lantern jaws reflectively and smiles with artificial teeth to-night upon his ruined town. The two-million-dollar courthouse is bathed in secret, solid light just like the lighted buildings of Government at Washington. The million-dollar jail and city hall, also the Parson’s work, is bathed with baleful reds and purples on its pyramided crest. The Boom is over, and six hundred ruined men are rotting in their graves to-night, and sixty-four have shattered bullet fractures in their skulls—ten thousand more are living as shells live and watch the darkness from their beds to-night in Pleasanton—the town is still and lovely in the darkness, you’d never know to see such lovely buildings that the town is dead.—“We’re coming back,” the Parson says, and smiles at his police force: they’re all young men now, they have such snappy uniforms, neat khaki trousers, crisp brown shirts—you see their guns now, the deadly butt-ends holstered from the waist, a deadly arsenal of cartridge belts around them—they cruise in high-powered cars right down the middle of the streets, just waiting, purring softly their high-powered cars, and waiting in the streets of Pleasanton—there is something in their eyes that young men in the streets of Pleasanton did not use to have.


  The cops on the new force are such nice young fellows now—two kids are spitting through their shredded lips to-night, out through the gap-holes where their good teeth have been—they’re country kids from Zebulon, and they had a little too much corn to drink—well, they’re coming round now, and they’re asking fuddled questions of each other, they’ll have the whole night through to sober up and think it over in the Parson’s million-dollar jail. Out at the country club a dance is on, the saxophones are wailing loud: the Club has good Scotch nowadays, some of the crowd, however, sticks to corn. But, as the Parson says, “It’s Progress, and we’re coming back”—the Parson will address the federated civic clubs tomorrow upon Progress and Coming Back—and so good-night. Good-night, goodnight. Good-night, sweet prince, and flights of angels guide thee to thy rest.


  What shall we do now? And where shall we go?


  Outside of town, at Lester’s Cabins—after the Boom, it folded up, but they’re getting a big crowd out there every night these days, they’re coming back—the kids with waggish fingers are doing—with a one! a two! a three! a four!—The Big Apple—there’s so much nigger-drollness in it, they are so expert now, the girls have lovely legs—and there is something in them that the Parson maybe with his Progress never thought about. And so good-night, good-night. Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  OH, CHICAGO


  Who comes by darkness to the blasted land shall not find darkness in the blasted land; the hills are ruined in the blasted land, but who comes by darkness to the blasted land will find hell’s beauty in the blasted land, the forge of Tubal in the blasted land, the flare of Vulcan and the tide of Styx: smoke-flares of torment, fires of burning, hell, beauty, Pittsburgh in the blasted land, the vast smoke-haunted limbo of earth’s travail and man’s labor in the blasted land. What shall we do now? And where shall we go?


  The lake out here tonight is vast and dark and cool: and there is nothing in this world more arrogant and proud and splendid than the shirt-front of Chicago. It has the best shirt-front on earth, and underneath that shirt-front is nothing but the naked flesh. Upon one side the lake: the vast curve of the linked lights, the parkways and the boulevard, the tides of traffic thronging ceaseless into unknown power and mystery—upon the other side, the battlemented shirt-front of America, the cliff-like wall of mighty buildings, sown with a diamond dust of lights, the clubs, the great hotels, the vast apartment-houses. And behind that is—a million miles of brutal jungle that is called Chicago.


  It is a place that you’re at home in right away: perhaps it is the train-smoke that does the thing to you. You smell the smoke the minute you get off the train, and it does something fierce and wonderful to you: it’s better than a shot of gin, it’s better than the breath of air off of the prairies which for the most part you can’t smell anyway, you just breathe it in and you know that here comes everybody: Wops, Swedes, Jews, Dutchmen, Micks, and all the rest of them, and you can take it, and you are in America, Chicago, U.S.A.


  It is so cool along the lake to-night, and you are sitting on the roof beneath the moon, with music playing, a cold drink in your hand, with well-dressed men and women all around you on the lake to-night, you don’t smell train-smoke on the lake to-night, but there is something in your heart you cannot say.


  Where shall I go now? What shall I do?


  She said with silver laughter, and echoes of the Riviera in her voice: “Oh, Jim, how simply priceless that you are the way you are!—I mean, I’ve been so long away. I’m really such a foreigner, if you see what I mean. ... I mean, I really think my way of thinking and living have become completely European—I mean, you’re so Chicago, if you see what I mean. But tell me all the news—I’m simply dying to hear all the news. Of course, Bob Sprague is living in the East!—Anne’s living in the South of France, I see her all the time—where’s Steve Garrison—and Ed—and Emily—tell me—”


  It is so cool and sweet along the lake to-night, there is the lighted panoply of the greatest shirt-front in America, but a wind has risen from the West, across the roofs tonight there sweeps the thick and fat aroma of the slaughtered swine.


  “Is Jimmy Oberholt still here?—Did Billy Wade ever marry Sally Ellinger—”


  The butchers stand upon raised platforms with their polished knives, one has a very quiet face, and watches carefully. The nigger curses, slipping in the blood, as he plunges booted to the hips among the hogs, he gets the chains around the small protesting hoofs, the hog jerks, squealing in the air, and squealing, swings along the runway to the doom he knows is there. But the butchers are such kindly thoughtful men, they stand there on raised platforms, patiently at ease, the hog comes to them squealing, the butcher shifts the quid of plug tobacco in his cheek, offers, then waits, the hog squeals, it is so swiftly and so softly done, the long knife just slides over, the fat throat divides, the wine-bright hog-blood, redder than you ever dreamed that red could be, outgushes downward to the floor, the hog just jerks a little squealing faintly, so relieved to find it has not been so bad, and another hog is on its way again.


  “And what about the Hunt? Is Hugh still Master of the Hounds? You see, I’m simply starved for news. I’ve been away so long—I know absolutely nothing of what’s happened since I left.”


  But a wind is rising from the West to-night.


  OH, ROCKY MOUNTAINS


  Where shall we go now? And what shall we do?


  The song sweeps westward to the painted rock, to-night there is the silence of the moon on painted rock and there is hackled moonlight on the Rocky Mountains. The Santa Fe winds past the painted buttes. Miss Crocker for the fourteenth time is going to the Hopi Dance. She’s quite an expert now on Indian customs in the great Southwest—“You see,” she says to spellbound tenderfeet, with just the proper touch of Beacon Hill refinement, with a very nice and telling thumb-and-finger gesture of her bony little hand: “The relation between the Indian and the snake is quite remarkable.” The Santa Fe winds on and leaves the painted buttes, but takes Miss Crocker with The Santa Fe.


  Where shall we go now? What shall we do?


  But moonlight on the painted buttes again, the fiendish silence of the desert world, the mesa’s lift, and off the road in an arroyo bed, a shattered Ford, a dead man, two drunk Mexicans—“Meestaire—oh, Meestaire”—so eager, soft-tongued, plaintive, pleading, strange—“Meestaire”—and then the eerie nearness of the wild coyote yelp, and seven miles to go to Santa Fe. What shall we do now? And where shall we go?


  OH, HOLLYWOOD


  “It’s something that you shouldn’t miss out here in California—I mean a preem-year is a great experience: Joe’s working on the set, he’s got seats tonight—it’s something you ought not to miss, so come along.”


  To these dense herdings, thrusting at the breach, here to the glare of light before a facade like a most appallingly splendiferous chop-suey joint—the crowd is here—that maddened thrust of brutal violence, that empty yawn of Kansas gone to Hollywood with maw insatiate to be fed on vacancy, hats knocked askew on reddened faces, sometime-people thrusting, swaying, shoving, out of mind—The uniformed police thrust back, force, maul and snarl—“Get back there! Get back now, or I’ll throw you back!” and heaving, sweating, swaying, Kansas, unmanned, ignoble, most inhuman-human, surges to the very ledges of the canopy—the sleek cars arrive, the lights explode, the dazzling sweethearts of the land appear—“That’s her!” cries Kansas—is mauled back into line and surges forward with reddened face and all its hairpins gone awry—“That’s her!” it roars and surges forward obscenely—and something perfect, empty, glittering, passes by, pauses, responds with a smile of brilliant vacancy—and passes on. “That’s her!” screams Kansas—and “Yes, sir. Yes, sir,” replies assuring Mike, “The little lady’s here herself—and just a moment, folks, just a moment—I’m trying to get her—she’s coming this way—ah-h-h—hah-hah-hah, what a crowd! What a crowd!—I’m trying to get her attention now!—and yes, sir! I believe I’ve got her. She’s coming toward the microphone now!—And here she is, folks! Here—she—is!!”


  “Hello, everybody! Hello, America! I—I—well, I’m just so happy I don’t know what to say! This is the greatest, most beautiful and wonderful moment in my whole life. And well—ah-hah-hah—I guess you know what I mean! I’d just like to give you all a great big hug! And—well, that’s about all I can say! Good-night, everybody! And God bless you all! Good-night, America!” And good-night, good-night.


  What shall we do now? Where shall we go?


  The last street-car going for the night, a sound of absence after it has gone, somewhere a screen door slammed and voices going, and “Good-night.” “Good-night, Ollie, good-night, May ... where’s Checkers: did you let him out?” and silence, silence, and “Good-night, good-night,” and voices going in Carlisle, “Good-night, good-night”—and voices going in Meridian, “Good-night, good-night ... and hurry back again!”—and voices going in a thousand little towns—in Macon and Montgomery, in Asheville, Tallahassee, Waco, and Columbia—and “Good-night, goodnight”—in Ann Arbor, Wichita, Fort Wayne, Des Moines, Tacoma, Oakland, Monterey—“Good-night.”


  For everywhere, through the immortal dark, across the land, there has been something moving in the night, and something stirring in the hearts of men, and something crying in their wild unuttered blood, the wild unuttered tongues’ huge prophecies. Where shall we go now? And what shall we do? Smoke-blue by morning in the chasmed slant, on-quickening the tempo of the rapid steps, up to the pinnacles of noon; by day and ceaseless, the furious traffics of the thronging streets; forever now, upbuilding through the mounting flood-crest of these days, sky-hung against the crystal of the frail blue weather, the slamming racketing of girdered steel, the stunning riveting of the machines.


  And blazing moonlight on the buttes to-night, a screen door slammed, the clicking of a latch and silence in ten thousand little towns, and people lying in the darkness, waiting, wondering, listening as we—“Where shall we go now and what shall we do?”


  For there is something marching in the night; so soon the morning, soon the morning—oh, America.


  [¬]


  PORTRAIT OF A LITERARY CRITIC


  [The American Mercury, April 1939]


  I


  The personality of the celebrated Dr. Turner—or Dr. Hugo Twelvetrees Turner as he was generally known to the reading public—was not an unfamiliar one to Joseph Doaks, the novelist. Dr. Turner’s wider reputation had been well known to the public for fifteen years or more. And for ten years he had been the guiding spirit of the splendid journal he had himself established, the Fortnightly Cycle of Reading, Writing, and the Allied Arts.


  The establishment of the Fortnightly Cycle marked, as one critic says, “one of the most important literary events of our time,” and life without it, another offered, would have been “simply unthinkable.” The Cycle came into being at a time when the critical field was more or less divided between the somewhat prosaic conservatism of the Saturday Review of Literature and the rather mannered preciosity of the Dial. Between the two, Dr. Turner and the Cycle struck a happy medium; the position of the Cycle might be best classified as a middle-of-the-road one, and Dr. Turner himself might be described as the nation’s leading practitioner of middle-of-the-roadism. Here, really, lay his greatest contribution.


  It is true that there were certain skeptics who stubbornly disputed Dr. Turner’s right to such a title. These critics, instead of being reassured by the broad yet sane liberalism of the Doctor’s views, were seriously alarmed by it: they professed to see in Dr. Turner’s critical opinions a tendency toward a disturbing—nay dangerous!—radicalism. Such a judgment was simply ridiculous. Dr. Turner’s position was neither too far to the right nor too far to the left, but “a little left of center.” To such a definition he himself would have instantly agreed; the phrasing would have pleased him.


  True, there had been a period in Dr. Turner’s rich career when his position had been a much more conservative one than it now was. But to his everlasting credit, let it be said that his views had grown broader as the years went on; the years had brought increase of tolerance, depth of knowledge, width of understanding; ripeness with this valiant soul was all.


  There had been a time when Dr. Turner had dismissed the works of some of the more modern writers as being the productions of “a group of dirty little boys.” Indeed the first use of this delightfully homely and pungent phrase may be safely accredited to Dr. Turner himself; people on Beacon Hill read it with appreciative chuckles, gentlemen in clubs slapped the Fortnightly Cycle on their thighs and cried out “Capital!” It was just the way they had always felt about the fellow themselves, except that they had never found quite the words to put it so; but this man now, this What’s-His-Name, this Turner—oh, Capital! Capital! It was evident that a fearless, new, and salutary force had come into the Nation’s Letters!


  A little later on, however, Dr. Turner’s dirty little boy had been qualified by the adjectival words “Who scrawls bad words which he hopes may shock his elders upon the walls of privies.” This was even better! For a pleasing image was thus conveyed to the readers of Dr. Turner’s Fortnightly Cycle that brought much unction to their souls. For what could be more comfortable for a devoted reader of the Fortnightly Cycle than the reassuring sense that just as he was settling comfortably to attend to one of the most inevitable of the natural functions, he might look up and read with an amused and tolerating eye certain words that various dirty little boys like Anatole France, George Bernard Shaw, Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood Anderson, and D.H. Lawrence had scrawled up there with the intention of shocking him.


  If Dr. Turner had made no further contribution, his position would have been secure. But more, much more, was yet to come. For even at this early stage one of the salient qualities of Dr. Turner’s talent had revealed itself. He was always able to keep at least two jumps ahead not only of his own critics, but of his own admirers. It was Dr. Turner, for example, who first made the astonishing discovery that Sex was Dull. The news at first stunned the readers of the Fortnightly Cycle, who had begun to be seriously alarmed about the whole matter, shocked, appalled, and finally reduced to a state of sputtering indignation by “This, this Sort of Thing, now; Sort of Thing they’re writing nowadays; this, this, why, this Filth! This fellow Lawrence, now!”


  Dr. Turner put these perturbed spirits to rest. Dr. Turner was neither appalled, shocked, nor incensed by anything he read about sex. He didn’t get indignant. He knew a trick worth six of these. Dr. Turner was amused. Or would have been amused, that is, if he had not found the whole business so excessively boring. Even as early as 1924, he was writing the following in comment on a recent book of D.H. Lawrence:


  This preoccupation with Sex—really not unlike the preoccupation of a naughty little boy with certain four-letter words which he surreptitiously scrawls upon the sides of barns—[observe how the earlier exuberances of the Doctor are here subtly modified]—would on the whole be mildly amusing to an adult intelligence who had presumed that these were things that one had lived through and forgotten in one’s salad days, if it were not for the fact that the author contrives to make the whole business so appallingly dull. ...


  The readers of the Fortnightly Cycle were at first amazed, then simply enchanted by this information. They had been dismayed and sore perplexed—but now! Why, ah-hah-hah, the whole thing was very funny, wasn’t it? The extreme seriousness of the fellow about the Kind of Thing they had themselves forgotten since their Sophomore days—would really be quite amusing if he did not contrive to make it so abysmally Dull!


  II


  But there was more, much more, to come. The whole tormented complex of the twenties was upon good Dr. Turner. People everywhere were bewildered by the kaleidoscopic swiftness with which things changed. It was a trial that might have floored a less valiant spirit than that of Dr. Turner. Hardly a week went by but that a new great poet was discovered. Scarcely an issue of the Fortnightly Cycle appeared but that a new novel to equal War and Peace was given to the world. And not a month passed but that there was a new and sensational movement in the bewildering flux of fashion: Charles Chaplin was discovered to be not primarily a comedian at all, but the greatest tragic actor of the time (learned adepts of the arts assured the nation that his proper role was Hamlet). The true art-expression of America was the comic-strip (the productions of the Copleys, Whistlers, Sargents, Bellowses, and Lies could never hold a candle to it). The only theater that truly was native and was worth preserving was the burlesque show. The only music that was real was Jazz. There had only been one writer in America (his name was Twain, and he had been defeated just because he was—American; he was so good just because he was—American; but if he had not been American he could have been—so good!). Aside from this the only worthwhile writing in the land was what the advertising writers wrote; this was the true expression of the Yankee clime—all else had failed us, all was dross.


  The madness grew from week to week. With every revolution of the clock the Chaos of the Cultures grew. But through it all, the soul of Dr. Turner kept its feet. Turner hewed true and took the Middle Way. To all things in their course, in their true proportion, he was just.


  True, he had lapses. In culture’s armies, he was not always foremost to the front. But he caught up. He always caught up. If there were errors sometimes in his calculations, he always rectified them before it was too late; if he made mistakes, like the man he was, he gallantly forgot them.


  It was inspiring just to watch his growth. In 1923, for instance, he referred to the Ulysses of James Joyce as “that encyclopedia of filth which has become the bible of our younger intellectuals”; in 1925, more tolerantly, as “the bible of our younger intellectuals, which differs from the real one in that it manages to be so consistently dull”; in 1929 (behold this man!) as “that amazing tour de force which has had more influence on our young writers than any other work of our generation”; and in 1933, when Justice Woolsey handed down the famous decision that made the sale of Ulysses legally permissible throughout these States (in a notable editorial that covered the entire front page of the Fortnightly Cycle) as “a magnificent vindication of artistic integrity ... the most notable triumph over the forces of bigotry and intolerance that has been scored in the Republic of Letters in our time. ...”


  Similarly, when one of the earlier books of William Faulkner appeared, Dr. Turner greeted it with an editorial that was entitled, “The School of Bad Taste.” He wrote:


  One wonders what our bright young men will do for material now that the supply of four-letter words and putrescent situations has been so exhausted that farther efforts in this direction can only rouse the jaded reader to a state of apathy. Is it too much to hope that our young writers may grow tired of their own monsters and turn their talents to a possible investigation of—dare we hope it?—normal life?


  A few years later, however, when Mr. Faulkner’s Sanctuary appeared, the Doctor had so altered his views that, after likening the author to Poe in “the quality of his brooding imagination ... his sense of the Macabre ... his power to evoke stark fear, sheer horror, as no other writer of his time has done,” he concluded his article by saying darkly to his readers, “This man may go far.”


  Thus, although Dr. Turner was occasionally out of step, he always fell in again before the Top Sergeant perceived his fault. Moreover, once he got into the fore, he had a very brave and thrilling way of announcing his position to his readers as if he himself had been in the crow’s nest and cried, “Land Ho!” at the very moment when the faint shore of some new and brave America was first visible.


  These then were among the Doctor’s more daring discoveries; some of the more conservative of his following were made uneasy by such risky venturesomeness, but they should not have been alarmed. For if the Doctor ever stuck his neck out, it was only when he had it safely armor-plated: his bolder sorties out among the new and strange were always well-hedged round by flanking guards of reservations. Upon more familiar ground, however, the Doctor went the whole hog in a way that warmed the soul. His praises of the Joyces, Faulkners, Eliots, and Lawrences were always fenced in by a parenthesis of safe reserve; even the Dreisers and the Lewises had their moderating checks; but when the Millays, Glasgows, Cabells, Nathans, and Morleys were his meat, he spoke out of the fullness of his heart—in vulgar phrase, the Doctor went to town.


  And curiously enough, it was just here, when Dr. Turner was on what he himself was fond of classifying as “safe ground,” that his judgment was likely to grow giddy and was prone to err. This exuberance caused him some embarrassment; at various stages of his editorial career he had described Christopher Morley as being the possessor of “the most delightful prose style that the familiar essay has known since the days of his true contemporary and, may I say, almost his equal, Charles Lamb. Aside from Lamb there is no other essayist since Montaigne’s time to match him.” Of Ellen Glasgow: “Not only our greatest living novelist, but one of the greatest novelists that ever lived”; and of that lady’s many works, as “... in their entirety comprising a picture of a whole society that, for variety and scope, has no parallel in literature except the Comédie Humaine, and that, in the perfection of their form and style, achieve a faultless artistry that Balzac’s cruder talent never reached”; of the whimsy-whamsy of Robert Nathan as “... sheer genius. There is no other word for it; it’s sheer elfin genius of a kind that not even Barrie attained and that has no rival in our language unless perchance it be the elfin loveliness of the Titania-Oberon scenes in A Midsummer Night’s Dream”; of the baroque pilgrimage of Mr. Cabell in his Province of Cockaigne “... our greatest ironist. ... The greatest prose style in the language. ... Perhaps the only Pure Artist that we have”; and of a young gentleman who wrote a book about a Bridge in South America: “A great writer. ... Certainly the greatest writer that the Younger Generation has produced. And the book! Ah, what a book! A book to be treasured, cherished, and re-read; a book to put upon your shelves beside War and Peace, Don Quixote, Moby Dick, Candide ... and withal a book, that, without one touch of the dreary and degrading realism that disfigures the work of most of our younger writers, is so essentially, splendidly American ... as American as Washington, Lincoln, or the Rocky Mountains, since in its story are implicit the two qualities that are most characteristic of our folk: Democracy through Love; Love through Democracy. ...”


  The world being the grim place it sometimes is, it is sorrowful but not surprising to relate that there were a few wicked spirits who took a cruel delight in unearthing these lush phrases years after they had been uttered, and after they had lain decently interred in old copies of the Fortnightly Cycle for so long presumably they were as dead as most of the books that had evoked them. Then the worthy Doctor had to pretend he did not know they were there, or else eat them, and of all forms of diet this is the toughest and least palatable.


  But on the whole the Doctor came through nobly. The sea at times was stormy and the waves ran very high, but the staunch ship that was Turner weathered through.


  Among his followers, it is true, there are some whose tendencies were so conservative that they deplored the catholicity of the Doctor’s tastes. And among his enemies, there were some who were cruel enough to suggest that he wanted to be all things to all people, that Turner was not only the proper, but the inevitable, name for him, that the corkscrew shaped his course, and that if he went around the corner he would run into himself on the way back. Doctor Turner’s answer to both these groups was simple, dignified, and complete: “In the Republic of Letters,” said he, “of which I am a humble citizen, there are, I am glad to say, no factions, groups, or class distinctions. It is a true Democracy, perhaps the only one that now exists. And as long as I am privileged to belong to it, in however modest a capacity, I hope I shall be worthy of it, too, and broad enough to see all sides.” The simple dignity of this ringing utterance had answered all of Doctor Turner’s critics more effectively than any vituperative tirade could have done. And it was in tribute to these celebrated words that Peter Bilke, the Doctor’s editorial colleague who for years, under the nom de plume of Kenelm Digby, had delighted readers of the Cycle in his weekly accounts of his whimsical explorations in unknown corners of Manhattan, Brooklyn, and Hoboken—which he had made immortal with the tender appellation of “Old Hobey”—had dubbed the Doctor with a nickname fashioned from his own reply—“Old Broadsides”—a name by which he was now invariably known to his intimates and to those who loved him best.


  III


  In appearance, Old Broadsides was scarcely prepossessing. He was so much below middle height that at first sight it seemed that one of Singer’s Midgets had enjoyed a run of extra growth. He may have been four inches over five feet tall; as for his sides, so far from being broad, the whole man, from his shoulders right down to the ground, was astonishingly narrow—he was a mere forked radish of a man, if ever one was ever made. His little bread-crumb of a body, for in appearance he suggested nothing so much as a piece of well-done toast, was surmounted by a head of normal size which appeared too large for the meager figure that supported it. In its other qualities it resembled somewhat the face of the little man one so often sees in political cartoons, and which bears the caption of The Common People. It was such a face as one might see upon the streets a hundred times a day, and never think of later: it may have belonged to a bank clerk, a bookkeeper, an insurance agent, or someone going home to Plainfield on the 5:15.


  Doaks himself was one of the good Doctor’s more belated discoveries. When the author’s first book, Home to Our Mountains, had appeared some time before, Dr. Turner had not been favorably impressed. The review in the Fortnightly Cycle had been a very gem of bland dismissal: “No doubt the thing is well enough,” said Turner, “but after all, old Rabelais is really so much better”—a conclusion which the unhappy author was by no means minded to dispute.


  Five years later, upon the publication of Doaks’s second book the good Doctor was still undecided just what he was going to do about it or him. Three weeks before the book was released for general sale, in fact, the Doctor had met Doaks’s publisher and, after confessing that an advance copy of the new work had been sent to him, had added grimly: “I haven’t made up my mind about Doaks yet. But,” said he bodingly, “I’ll make it up within a week or two.” Within the next two weeks, however, Dr. Turner felt the telepathy of moderating influences—“You can always tell,” he was wont to say, “when Things are in the Air”—to such a degree that when his critique ultimately appeared, it was much more favorable than Doaks or his publisher had dared to hope. Not that the Doctor was thoroughly persuaded, but he took a more conciliating tone. The book, he averred, “could hardly be called a novel”—he did not trouble to explain what could—it was really “a Spiritual Autobiography,” and having arrived at this sounding definition, he discussed the volume freely in spiritual-autobiographical terms, and on the whole was pretty favorable about it, too, having neatly furnished forth a special little nest for Mr. Doaks without in any way impinging on the jealous precincts of more splendid birds on more important boughs.


  The way for rapprochement was thus opened gracefully, and when the author met the Doctor some months later, their greetings were of a friendly kind.


  “Darling,” said Dr. Turner to his wife, “I want you to meet Mr. Doaks. By George! I can’t get used to this ‘Mister’ stuff, I’m going to call you Joe!” cried Dr. Turner with an air of bluff heartiness that was simply irresistible. “I know so many people that you know, and I’ve heard them call you Joe for years, no other name seems possible.”


  Doaks murmured that he was enchanted thus to be addressed, meanwhile feeling a little helpless and confused under the hypnotic influence of Mrs. Turner, who, still holding him by the hand, was looking steadily into his eyes with a slow, strange smile.


  “You,” she said at length, very slowly and decidedly. “You! You wrote the book,” she concluded simply.


  He felt definitely vague about this, but managed to mumble that he had. The lady’s answer to this was to continue to hold the author by the hand, to regard him steadily with a fixed smile that seemed to harbor some dawning mirth to which no one else was a party.


  “You,” she said presently again. “I don’t know, but somehow you make me laugh. You amuse me. There is something about you that is like—is like—an Elf!”


  “Yes,” said Dr. Turner quickly, and meeting Doaks’s bewildered eye, he went on with an air of hasty explanation in the manner of people steering away from well-known reefs: “My wife was awfully interested in that book of yours. Awfully. Of course, we all were,” he went on rapidly. “Matter of fact, I wrote three full columns on it,” he went on with just a tinge of nervous constraint, as if he hoped this would make everything all right. “I believe it was the longest review I have done since An American Tragedy. I was awfully interested in it,” said the Doctor, now like Yser, rolling rapidly. “Did you see my review, by any chance?” he asked, and then quickly, before the other had a chance to answer, “I was really awfully interested; I called it a kind of spiritual autobiography,” he went on. “I mean,” he said quickly, as the other opened his mouth as if to speak, “it really made me think of Wilhelm Meister. Not,” the Doctor quickly cried, as Doaks started to open his mouth again, “not that that was all of it—of course there were passages in it that were very much like War and Peace—I remember saying to Mrs. Turner at the time, ‘You know, there are times when he is very much like Tolstoi.’”


  “And like an—Elf” said Mrs. Turner at this point, never for a moment relinquishing her grasp on the author’s hand, and continuing to smile steadily at him in a slow, strange way—“So—like—an—Elf,” she said, and laughed deliberately.


  “And, of course,” said Doctor Turner rapidly, “there’s the Moby Dick influence, too. I know I told my wife at the time that there were passages, magnificent passages,” cried Doctor Turner, “that were very much like Herman Melville—”


  “And—like—an—Elf!” the wife said.


  “And very much like Moby Dick!” the Doctor said decidedly.


  “And very,” Doaks, whose mind at last was beginning to work slowly, thought, “oh, very, very, like a whale!”


  Meanwhile, the critic’s lady continued to hold him by the hand, looking steadily at him, smiling a slow smile.


  In this way, after so long and perilous a voyage, the storm-tossed mariner, Mr. Doaks, came to port. And if he was not berthed among the mighty liners, at least he now had anchorage in the slips where some of the smaller vessels in the Turnerian heaven were.


  [¬]


  THE PARTY AT JACK’S


  [Scribner’s Magazine, May 1939]


  From the outside the building was—just a building. It was not beautiful, but it impressed one by its sheer massivity. A mighty shape, twelve stories high, with ramparts of enduring stone, spaced evenly by a thousand windows, the great building filled a city block, and fronted on both sides. It was so grand, so huge, so solid, it seemed to be hewn from the everlasting rock itself, to be built there for eternity, and to endure there while the rock itself endured.


  And yet this really was not true at all. That mighty building was really tubed and hollowed like a giant honeycomb. It was sustained on curving arches, pillared below on riddled vacancy, its nerves and bones and sinews went down depth below depth among the channeled rock: below these basal ramparts of enduring stone, there was its underworld of storied basements. Below all these, far in the tortured rock, there was the tunnel’s depth.


  Therefore, it happened sometimes, that dwellers in this imperial tenement would feel a tremor at their feet as something faint and instant passed below them, and perhaps remember that there were trains, far, far below them in these tunneled depths. Then all would fade away into the riddled distances of the tormented rock. The great building would grow solidly to stone again, and people would smile faintly, knowing that it was enduring and unshaken, now and forever, as it had always been.


  A little before seven o’clock, just outside the building, as he was going in for the night’s work, old John was accosted by a man of perhaps thirty years in a state of unkempt dilapidation.


  “Say, Mac—” at the familiar words, the old man tried to move away. But the creature plucked at his sleeve with unclean fingers. “I was just wonderin’ if you could spare a guy a—”


  “Nah-h!” the old man snapped angrily. “I can’t spare you anything! I’m twice your age and I always had to work for everything I had. If you was any good you’d do the same!”


  “Oh, yeah?” the other jeered, with eyes suddenly gone hard and ugly.


  “Yeah!” old John snapped back in the same tone, and then went on, feeling that this ironic repartee was perhaps a little inadequate but the best he could do on the spur of the moment.


  He was still muttering to himself as he entered the great arched entrance of the building and started along the colonnades that led to the south wing.


  “What’s the matter, Pop?”—it was Ed, the day elevator man, who spoke to him—“Who got your goat?”


  “Ah-h!” John muttered, still fuming with resentment. “It’s these panhandling bums! A young fellow no older than you are tryin’ to panhandle from an old man like me!”


  “Yeah?” said Ed, in a tone of mild interest.


  “Yeah,” said John. “They ought to keep these fellows away from here. They got no right to bother the kind of people we got here,” There was just a faint trace of mollification in his voice as he spoke the words “the kind of people we got here”: one felt that on this side reverence lay—“the kind of people we got here” were, at all odds, to be protected and preserved.


  “That’s the only reason they hang around this place,” the old man said. “They know they can work on the kind of people we got here and get it out of them. If I was the management I’d put a stop to it.”


  And having made these pronouncements, John went in at the service entrance of the south wing, and in a few moments was at his post, ready for the night’s work.


  II


  John Enborg had been born in Brooklyn more than sixty years before, the son of a Norwegian seaman and an Irish serving-girl. In spite of this mixed parentage, one would have said without hesitation that he was “old stock” American-New England Yankee. Even his physical structure had in one brief generation taken on that kind of special pattern wrought out upon the whole framework of flesh and bone, that is unmistakably “American.” He had the dry, lean, furrowed neck of the American. He had the dry face, too, the dry mouth, a little harsh and woodenly inflexible, the lower jaw outcropping slightly, as if some conflict in the life around him had hardened the very formations of the jaw into this sinewy tenacity. His speech was spare, dry, nasal, with a kind of tartness that was really not at all truculent but that at times seemed so. He was far from being an ill-natured old man, but his humor concealed itself dryly behind a mask of almost truculent denial.


  This was apparent now as Herbert Anderson came in. Herbert was the night elevator man for the south entrance. He was a young, chunky, good-natured fellow with two pink spots in his plump cheeks, and lively and good-humored eyes. He was really John’s especial favorite in the whole building, although one might not have instantly gathered this from the exchange that now took place between them.


  “Well, what do you say, Pop?” cried Herbert as he entered the service elevator. “You haven’t seen anything of two blondes yet, have you?”


  The faint, dry grin about John Enborg’s mouth deepened a little as he swung the door to and pulled the lever.


  “Ah-h,” he said sourly. “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  He said nothing more, but stopped the machine and pulled the door open at the basement floor.


  “Sure you do!” Herbert said vigorously as he walked over to the line of lockers, and peeled off his coat. “You know those two blondes I been tellin’ you about, doncha, Pop?”


  By this time he had peeled his shirt off his shoulders, and had stooped to take off his shoe.


  “Ah-h,” said the old man, sour as before, “you’re always tellin’ me about something. It goes in one ear and comes out the other.”


  “Oh yeah?” said Herbert. He bent to unlace his other shoe.


  “Yeah,” said John in the same tone.


  The old man’s tone had from the beginning been touched with this dry note of disgusted unbelief. And yet, somehow indefinably, there was the unmistakable suggestion that he was enjoying himself. For one thing, he had made no move to depart. Instead he had propped himself against the side of the open elevator door, and waited there as if against his own admission he was enjoying the debate.


  “Where’s old Organizin’ Pete?” Herbert said presently. “Seen him tonight?”


  “Who?” said John, looking at him with a somewhat bewildered expression.


  “Henry.”


  “Oh!” The word was small but the accent of disgust was sufficient. “Say,”—the old man waved a gnarled hand stiffly in a downward gesture of dismissal—“that guy’s a pain in the neck! No, I ain’t seen him tonight.”


  “Oh, Hank’s all right,” said Herbert cheerfully. “You know how a guy gets when he gets all burned up about somethin’. But he’s not a bad guy when you get him to talkin’ about somethin’ else.”


  “Yeah!” cried John excitedly, as if he was suddenly remembering something. “And you know what he says to me the other day: ‘I wonder what all the rich mugs in this house would do if they had to do a hard day’s work for a livin’ once in a while!’ Yeah,” cried John indignantly, “and him a-gettin’ his livin’ from the people in this house! Nah-h!” John muttered to himself. “I don’t like that fellow.”


  “Oh,” said Herbert easily. “Hank don’t mean half of it—he’s just a grouch.”


  By this time he was putting on the stiff, starched shirt front which was a part of his uniform. A moment later, squinting in the mirror, he said half-absently, “So you’re goin’ to run out on me and the two blondes? You can’t take it, huh?”


  “Ah-h,” said old John surlily. “I had more girls in my day than you ever thought about.”


  “Yeah?” said Herbert.


  “Yeah,” said John, “I had blondes and brunettes and every other kind.”


  “Just a rounder, hunh?” said Herbert. “Just an old petticoat chaser.”


  “Nah-h,” said John, contemptuously. “I’ve been a married man for forty years. I got grown-up children older’n you are!”


  “Why, you old—!” Herbert turned on him indignantly. “Braggin’ to me about blondes and brunettes, and then boastin’ that you’re a family man! Why, you—”


  “Ah-h,” said John disgustedly, “get along with you. I’ve forgotten more about life than you ever heard about, so don’t think you’re goin’ to make a monkey out of me with your cute talk.”


  “Well, you’re makin’ a big mistake this time, Pop,” said Herbert. “Wait till you see ’em—these two blondes. I picked one of ’em out just for you. What do you say, pal?” he cried boisterously to Henry, the night doorman, who had just come in. “Here I get Pop all dated up with a couple of blondes and he runs out on me. Is that treatin’ a guy right or not?”


  Henry did not answer. His face was hard and white and narrow, and he never smiled. He took off his coat and hung it in the locker.


  “Where were you?” he said.


  Herbert looked at him startled.


  “Where was I when?” he said.


  “Last night.”


  “That was my night off,” said Herbert.


  “It wasn’t our night off,” said Henry. “We had a meetin’. They was askin’ about you.” He turned and directed his hard look toward the old man. “And you too,” he said in a hard tone. “You didn’t show up either.”


  Old John’s face had hardened too. He had shifted his position, and begun to drum impatiently with his old fingers upon the side of the elevator. Now his own eyes were hard and flinty as he returned the other’s look, and there was no mistaking the hostility instinctive to two types of personality that must always clash.


  “Oh yeah?” he said again in a hard voice.


  And Henry answered briefly: “Yeah. Where the hell do you suppose we’d be if everyone ran out on us every time we held a meetin’? What’s the use of anything if we ain’t goin’ to stick together?”


  He was silent for a moment, looking almost sullenly at Herbert. But when he spoke again, his tone was gentler and somehow suggestive that there was buried underneath his hard exterior a genuine affection for his errant comrade. “I guess it’s O.K. this time,” he said quietly.


  He said nothing more and began swiftly to take off his clothes.


  Herbert looked flustered but relieved. For a moment he seemed about to speak, but changed his mind: he took a final appraising look at his appearance in the small mirror, and then, taking his place upon the elevator with a simulation of fine regret, he said, “Well, O.K., O.K. If that’s the way you feel, Pop, about the blondes—only, you may change your mind when you get a look at them.”


  “No, I won’t change my mind, neither,” said John with sour implacability. “About them, or about you.” He pulled the lever and the elevator started up. “You’re a lot of talk—that’s what you are. I don’t listen to anything you say.” He stopped the elevator and opened the heavy green-sheet door of the service car.


  “So that’s the kind of a friend you are?” said Herbert, stepping out into the corridor. He winked swiftly at two pretty, rosy Irish maids who were waiting to go up, and jerking his thumb toward the old man, he said, “What are you goin’ to do with a guy like this anyway? I go and get him all dated up with a blonde and he won’t believe me when I tell him so. He calls me a big wind.”


  “Yeah, that’s what he is,” said the old man grimly to the smiling girls. “If he saw a blonde he’d run like a rabbit.”


  Herbert paused at the door and looked back menacingly at the old man, a look that was belied by the exuberant sparkle of his eyes. “Oh yeah?” he said dangerously.


  “Yeah!” said John implacably.


  Herbert stared fiercely at him a moment, then winked swiftly at the two girls and departed.


  “That fellow’s just a lot of talk,” said John sourly as the two girls stepped into the car. “He lives with his mother up in the Bronx, and he’d be scared stiff if a girl ever looked at him.”


  “Still, Herbert ought to have a girl,” one of the girls said practically. “Herbert’s a nice boy, John.”


  “Oh, he’s all right, I guess,” the old man muttered. Then abruptly, “What are you folks doin’ tonight anyway? There are a whole lot of packages waitin’ to come up.”


  “Mrs. Jack is having a big party,” one of the girls said. “And John, will you bring everything up as soon as you can? There may be something we need right away.”


  “Well,” he said in that half-belligerent tone that seemed to be a kind of inverted attribute to his real good nature, “I’ll do the best I can. You’d think all some people had to do was give parties all the time. It would take a whole regiment of men just to carry up packages to them. Yeah!” he muttered angrily to himself. “If you ever got so much as a word of thanks—”


  “Oh, John,” one of the girls now said reproachfully, “you know that Mrs. Jack isn’t like that—”


  “Oh, she’s all right, I guess,” said John unwillingly as before, and yet his tone had softened imperceptibly. “If all of them were like her,” he began—and then, as the memory of that night’s experience with the panhandler came back to him, he muttered angrily, “she’s too good-natured for her own good. Them panhandling bums—they swarm around her like flies every time she leaves the building.”


  The old man’s face had flushed with anger at the memory. He had opened the door on the service landing, and now as the girls stepped out, he muttered to himself again: “The kind of people we got in this building oughtn’t to have to put up with it ... Well then, I’ll see—” he said concedingly as one of the maids unlocked the service door and went in. “I’ll get it up to you.”


  Henry the doorman was just coming up from the basement as the old man reached the ground floor. John called to him. “If they try to deliver any packages out front,” he said, “you send ’em around here.”


  Henry turned and looked at the old man unsmilingly a moment, and then said curtly, “Why?”


  The question, with its insolent suggestion of defied authority, infuriated the old man. “Because that’s where they ought to come,” he rasped out harshly. “That’s why. Don’t you know the kind of people we got here don’t want every Tom, Dick, and Harry with a package to deliver running up in the front elevator all the time mixin’ in with all the people in the house!”


  Henry looked at him with eyes as hard and emotionless as two chunks of agate. “Listen,” he said in a moment in a toneless voice. “You know what’s going to happen to you if you don’t watch out? You’re gettin’ old, Pop, and you’d better watch your step. You’re goin’ to be caught in the street some day worryin’ about what’s goin’ to happen to people in this place if they have to ride up in the same elevator with a delivery boy. You’re goin’ to worry about it so much that you ain’t goin’ to notice where you’re goin’. And you’re goin’ to get hit. See?”


  For a moment the old man felt something in him tremble at the unutterable passion of that flinty monotone.


  “You’re goin’ to get hit, Pop. And you’re goin’ to get hit by at least a Rolls Royce. And I hope it belongs to one of the people in this house. Because I want you to push off knowin’ that it was done expensive—by a big Rolls Royce—by one of the people in this house. I want you to be happy, Pop.”


  Old John’s face was purple. He tried to speak, but no words came, and at length, all else having failed him, he managed to choke out the familiar phrase: “Oh yeah?”


  Just for a moment more the eyes surveyed him with their granite hostility.


  “Yeah!” said Henry tonelessly, and departed.


  III


  Mrs. Jack came from her room a little after eight o’clock and walked along the broad hallway that traversed her big apartment from front to rear. Her party would begin at half past eight, but long experience told her that the affair would not be going at full swing until after nine. Nevertheless she felt a tension of excitement, not unpleasurable, even though it was now sharpened by the tincture of an apprehensive doubt. Would all be ready? Had she forgotten anything? Had the girls blundered in some way—would something now be lacking?


  The wrinkled line between her eyes grew deeper as she thought about these things, and unconsciously she began to slip the old jade ring on and off her finger with a quick movement of her small, strong hand. It was the gesture of a highly able person who had come to have a certain instinctive mistrust in the abilities of other people less gifted than herself. So understood it was a gesture of impatience and some scorn, a scorn not born of arrogance, or any lack of warm humanity, but one that was inclined to say a trifle sharply: “Yes, yes, I know! Can I depend on you to do what must be done?”


  By this time she had reached the entrance to the living room and was looking quickly about, assuring herself that everything was in its proper place. Her examination pleased her. Her earnest little face began to undergo a subtle transformation: in fact, it actually began to bloom, to take on somehow the look of satisfaction of a child when it regards some object of its love and self-creation and finds it good.


  The big room was ready for the party: it was just quietly the way that she would have it always, perfectly itself. It was a room so nobly proportioned as hardly to escape a regal massiveness, and yet so subtly toned by the labor of her faultless taste that whatever coldness its essential grandeur may have had was utterly subdued. To a stranger the room would have seemed not only home-like in its comfortable simplicity, but even on a closer inspection, a trifle shabby. The coverings of some of the chairs and couches had become in places threadbare. On three sides of the room were bookshelves crowded with a friendly and somewhat dog-eared company of books. The warm light of the room, the crackling dance of the pine logs in the great marble hearth all cast their radiance warmly on these worn books. And the good books glowed there as if the knowledge of their use and comfort was written in their very hue.


  Everything else in the great room had this same air of homeliness and use. The gate-legged table with its pleasant shaded lamp had the air of waiting to be used. Upon the creamy slab of marble mantel there was spread out a green, old, faded strip of Chinese silk. And on top of it there was a little figure of green jade: one of those lovely figures of compassionating mercy that the Chinese made. There were a few drawings on the walls, and a portrait of herself in her young loveliness at twenty which a painter now dead and famous had made long ago.


  And all these objects of a thousand different kinds were brought together in this room, into its magic and its harmony from the instinctive sources of the woman’s life. It is no wonder, therefore, that the flower face of Mrs. Jack took on an added glow of loveliness as she looked at her fine room. The like of it indeed, as she well knew, could nowhere else be found, for “Here”—she thought—“Ah, here it is, and it is living like a part of me. And God! How beautiful it is.”


  But now, her inspection of the big room ended, she turned quickly to investigation into other things. The living room gave on the dining room through glass doors now closed and curtained filmily. Mrs. Jack moved toward them at her quick and certain little step and threw them open. Then she gasped out an involuntary little “Oh!” of wonder and delight. It was too beautiful! It was quite too beautiful! But really it was just the way she expected it to look—the way that made her parties memorable. Nonetheless, every time she saw it, it filled her with a wonder of new joy.


  Before her the great slab of the dining table glowed faultlessly, a single sheet of walnut light. The old Italian chairs had been drawn back against the walls. This was to be a buffet supper—the guests could come and help themselves according to their taste and—well, the materials of the banquet were there. That mighty table simply groaned with food. Upon a silver trencher at one end there was a mighty roast of beef crisply browned all over. At the opposite end, upon another trencher, was a whole Virginia ham, stuck with a pungent myriad of cloves. And in between and all around that massive board was a staggering variety of relishes—almost everything that could tempt the tongue of jaded man. It was like some great vision of a feast that has been made immortal on the page of history. In these thin modern times where there is so curiously, in the houses of the great, a blight of not-enoughness, there was here an overwhelming too-muchness of everything. And yet, the whole thing was miraculously right.


  After a moment’s long inspection, Mrs. Jack walked rapidly across the room and through the swinging door that separated it from the kitchen. Here, too, she found a scene of busy order and of readiness. The big kitchen seemed to have been freshly scrubbed and polished till it glittered like a jewel. The big kitchen table was so startlingly white that for a moment one had a shocked illusion that it really belonged in a surgeon’s office. Even the pantry shelves, the drawers and cupboards looked as if they had just been freshly scrubbed, and above the voices of the girls there brooded the dynamic hum of the great electric ice box which was itself, in its white splendor, like another perfect jewel.


  “Oh this!” thought Mrs. Jack. “Oh this!—” Her small clenched hand flew up against her breast, her eyes grew bright as stars. “This is quite the most perfect, lovely thing of all! If I could only paint it! But no! It would take a Brueghel to do it! There’s no one nowadays to do it justice.”


  And now, at last, she spoke these words aloud: “What a lovely cake!”


  Cook looked up from the great layer cake to which she had been adding the last prayerful tracery of icing, and for a moment a faint smile illuminated her gaunt Germanic face. “You like him, yes?” said Cook. “You think he is nice?”


  “Oh, Cook!” cried Mrs. Jack. “It is the most beautiful—the most wonderful—” She shrugged as if words failed her and then said humorously: “Well, all I can say is, you can’t beat Gilbert and Sullivan, can you?”


  The literary significance of this remark was probably lost on Cook and the smiling maids, but no one could have missed the emotion it conveyed. Cook laughed gutturally with satisfaction, and Molly, smiling, and in a brogue that could have been cut with a knife, said: “No’m, Mrs. Jack, that you can’t!”


  Mrs. Jack looked happily about her. Everything had turned out perfectly: it ought to be a glorious party.


  IV


  At this moment the buzzer of the bell rang sharply. Mrs. Jack looked rosily, inquiringly around her and said quickly: “I wonder who—” She cast a puzzled look up at the clock up on the wall. “I think, perhaps, it’s Mr. Hartwell. I’ll be right out.”


  It was Mr. Hartwell. Mrs. Jack encountered him in the hall where he had just set down two enormous suit cases, and had seized the biceps of one arm with the fingers of the other. “Gosh!” said Mr. Piggy Hartwell—for by such affectionate title was he known to his more intimate acquaintance—“Gosh!”—the expletive came out somewhat windily, a steamy expiration of relief.


  “Why didn’t you let me know you had so much to carry?” cried Mrs. Jack. “I’d have sent our driver.”


  “Oh, it’s quite all right,” said Piggy Hartwell. “I always handle everything myself.” He smiled at her quite boyishly.


  “I know!” said Mrs. Jack, nodding her head with quick understanding. “You simply can’t depend on people. If anything went wrong—and after all the years you must have put in making them! People who’ve seen it say it’s simply marvelous,” she went on. “Everyone is so thrilled.”


  “Now—,” said Mr. Hartwell abruptly, and walked over to the entrance of the living room, “I suppose it’s going to be in here, isn’t it?”


  “Yes—that is, if you prefer, we’ll use another room—but this is the largest one we have—”


  “No, thank you,” crisply, absently. “This is quite all right. Best place, I think, would be over there”—briefly he indicated the opposite wall—“facing the door here, the people all around on the other three sides ... we can clear all this stuff away, of course”—he made a quick gesture which seemed to dispose of a large part of the furnishings. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll have to change to costume—if you have a room—”


  “Oh, yes,” she answered quickly, “here, just down the hall. But won’t you have a drink and something to eat before you start—”


  “No, thank you—nothing,” Mr. Hartwell somewhat gruntingly replied, and staggered down the hall with his tremendous freight. She heard the two ponderous baggages hit the floor with a leaden thump and then Mr. Hartwell’s long expiring “whush” of exhausted relief.


  Mr. Piggy Hartwell was the rage that year. He was the creator of a kind of puppet circus of wire dolls, and the applause with which this entertainment had been greeted was astonishing. The last criteria of fashionable knowingness was an expert knowledge of Mr. Hartwell and his dolls. If one lacked this knowledge he was lower than the dust, and if one had it, his eligibility for any society of the higher sensibilities was instantly confirmed. One could, in fact, in that sweet year of grace, admit with utter nonchalance that the late John Milton bored him and was in fact a large “stuffed shirt.” “Stuffed shirts” indeed were numerous in the findings of the critical gentry of the time. The chemises of such personalities as Goethe, Tolstoy, and Balzac had been ruthlessly investigated by some of the most fearless intellects of the time and found to be largely composed of straw wadding. Almost everyone was being fearlessly debunked except debunkers and Mr. Piggy Hartwell and his dolls.


  To a future world, no doubt, this may seem to be a trifle strange. And yet it was indubitably a fact: the highest intellects of the time were bored by many things. They were bored with love and they were bored with hate. They were bored with men who worked, and with men who loafed. They were bored with going abroad and they were bored with staying at home. They were bored with the injustice all around them, with the men who were killed, with the children who starved, with justice, freedom, and man’s right to live. Finally, they were bored with living, they were bored with dying but!—they were not bored that year with Mr. Piggy Hartwell and his circus of wire dolls.


  —And the Center of the storm? The Cause of all this tumult—what was It doing now? It was enjoying the privacy of one of Mrs. Jack’s lovely rooms—and, as if utterly unaware of the towering position It now enjoyed in the great world, It was modestly and matter-of-factly pulling on a pair of canvas pants!


  V


  Mrs. Jack, after arranging anew a vase of roses on a table in the hall, walked briskly toward her room. Her husband was just coming from his room as she passed his door. He was a well-kept man of fifty years or more. But, compared to his wife’s expression of childlike innocence, his own manner was curiously sophisticated.


  He bent smoothly over her small figure and kissed her perfunctorily on one rosy cheek. It was the kiss of an ambassador; his manner and his tone, the perfect bland assurance of everything he did, were like the gestures of an old and jaded diplomat.


  She was conscious of a moment’s repugnance as she looked at him, but then she remembered what a perfect husband he had been, how thoughtful and how good and how devoted. “He’s a sweet person,” she was thinking as she responded brightly to his greeting: “Oh, hello, darling. You’re all ready, aren’t you? ... Listen,”—she spoke rapidly—“will you take care of anyone who comes? Mr. Hartwell is changing his costume in the guest room—won’t you look out for him if he needs anything?” She slipped the jade ring quickly from her finger and slipped it back again. “I do hope that everything’s all right! I do hope—” She paused again, with a look of worried abstraction in her eyes.


  “You do hope what?” he said with just the suggestion of an ironic grin around the corners of his mouth.


  “I do hope he won’t—” she began in a troubled tone, then went on rapidly—“He said something about—about clearing away some of the things in the living room for his show—”


  Then, catching the irony of his faint grin, she laughed, shortly, richly. “I don’t know what he’s going to do. Still, everyone’s been after him, you know—everyone’s thrilled at the chance of seeing him—Oh, I’m sure it’ll be all right. Don’t you think so?” She looked eagerly at him with such droll, beseeching inquiry that he laughed abruptly, as he turned away, saying, “Oh, I suppose so, Alice. I’ll look after it.”


  Mrs. Jack went on down the hall and entered her room, leaving her door slightly ajar behind her.


  She regarded herself for a moment in the mirror, and her face betrayed a childlike vanity that would have been ludicrously comical if anyone had seen her. First she bent forward a little and looked at herself with a childlike innocence which was one of her characteristic expressions when she faced the world. Then she surveyed the outlines of her small and lovely figure, and arranged half-consciously the folds of her simple, splendid gown. Then she lifted her arm and hand and half-turning with the other hand upon her hip, she ogled herself absurdly in the friendly mirror.


  A tremor, faint and distant, shook her feet. She paused, startled; waited; listened. A slight frown appeared between her eyes, and an old unquiet feeling stirred faintly in her heart. At times she thought she felt this faint vibration in the massive walls around her. Once she had asked the doorman a few questions. The man told her that the building had been built across two depths of railway tunnels, and that all Mrs. Jack had heard was the faint vibration from the passing of a train below her. The man assured her it was all quite safe; still, the news disturbed her vaguely. She would have liked it better if the building had been built upon the solid rock.


  VI


  But now the guests were beginning to arrive. The electric thring of the doorbell broke persistently on the accustomed quietness. In the hallway there arose now the confused but crescent medley of a dozen voices—the rippling laughter and quick, excited voices of the women with the deeper and more vibrant sonorities of the men. One could sense and feel the growing momentum of the party. It was a mixture, smooth as oil, which grew and mounted headily with each arrival.


  Mrs. Jack, her eyes sparkling with the joy that giving parties, meeting people, the whole warm and brilliant flux and interplay of life always gave to her, now left her room and moved up the hall, greeting people everywhere with a rosy, beaming face.


  The whole party was in full blast now. Everywhere people were talking, laughing, bending to fill glasses with long frosty drinks, moving around the loaded temptations of the dining table with that somewhat doubtful look of people who would like to taste it all but know they can’t. It was wonderful, weaving back and forth in a celebrated pattern of white and black and gold and power and wealth and loveliness and food and drink. And through it all, like some strange and lovely flower, bending and welcoming on its gracious stem, moved the flushed and rosy face, the warm heart and the wise, the subtle, childlike, magic spirit that was Mrs. Jack.


  She glanced happily through the crowded rooms. It was, she well knew, a notable assemblage: a distinguished excerpt of the best, the highest, and the fairest the city had to offer. And yet, someone was still lacking.


  “Long, long into the night I lay”—thought Mrs. Jack—“thinking about you all the time.”


  For someone was still absent and she kept thinking of him—well, almost all the time. At least, so she would phrase it with that infatuation which a woman feels when she is thinking of her lover: “I keep thinking of you all the time. When I wake up in the morning the first thing I think about is you. Did you ever try to tell a story? Once when I was a child I felt sure I had to tell a story. And yet, when I began it, all that I could think of was ‘Long, long into the night I lay thinking of how to tell my story.’ It seemed to me to be the most beautiful and perfect way to begin a story—but I could go no further. And now I know the end. ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking of you. I think about you all the time. You fill my life, my heart, my spirit and my being.’ And that’s the story. Ah, dearest, that’s the story.”


  And so this lovely woman really felt—or thought she felt. Really, when she thought of him, she kept thinking she was “thinking of him all the time.” And on this crowded and this brilliant evening, he kept flashing through her mind.


  “I wonder where he is,” she thought. “Why doesn’t he come? If only he hasn’t been—” She looked quickly over the brilliant gathering with a troubled eye and thought impatiently, “If only he liked parties more! Oh well! He’s the way he is. I wouldn’t have him any different. I think about him all the time!”


  And then he arrived, a hurried but relieved survey told her that he was “all right.”


  Webber had been drinking just a little, the eyes were injected just a little, the speech and manner a trifle more excited than is wont, but, she saw, he was “all right.”


  “If only people—the people who know me—didn’t affect him so,” she thought. “What does he want? He is like a crazy man with doubt: he hates everyone I know, he has every kind of insane, impossible delusion—oh, he is so strange and wild and mad—and young. And he is the best! the best! At bottom he is the grandest and the best. I love him!”


  As Webber entered the crowded room, Sidney Page, the novelist, who had been leaning upon the mantel talking with a handsome woman, turned, glanced at him, and then, extending his soft, plump hand sideways, said casually, “Oh. How are you? ... Look,” his tone, as always when he did something that came from the generous and sensitive warmth of his spirit, was deliberately casual. “Have you a telephone? I was trying to get you the other day. Can’t you come and have lunch with me some time?”


  As a matter of fact, he had not thought of it until that moment. And Webber knew that he had thought of it to put him at his ease, to make him feel less desperately shipwrecked in these glittering, sophisticated tides. He seized it desperately, with a feeling of overwhelming gratefulness and affection. He had understood the kind of man Page was from the first moment he met him, and had seen the desperate shyness, the naked terror in his eyes. He had never for a moment been deceived by the man’s air of sophisticated weariness, the elaborately mannered speech. Below all the concealments of that elaborate disguise, he had felt the quality of generosity, of nobility, in the tormented spirit of the man. And now, like a bewildered swimmer in strong tides, he reached out and caught hold of it with enormous relief, as being the one thing before him in the disturbing and unfathomed currents of these brilliant lives that he could understand—he stayed there now, hung on as to a rock among the flood. He stammered out a hasty acceptance, and Page said quickly, casually, to put an end to more embarrassment: “Good. Suppose we meet for lunch on Tuesday, then, at one o’clock, at the Meadowbrook. Do you know where it is?” He gave the address, passed quickly on to other things, introduced the young man to the woman. They made speech, the young man looked around as if searching for someone, and really to give some show of ease and purpose which he did not feel, he blurted out: “Have—have you seen Alice anywhere about?” knowing as he said the words how stiff and clumsy they must seem to be, and how absurd also, for Mrs. Jack, as anyone could see, surrounded by a group of chattering guests, was standing in the center of the room.


  Almost before the words were out of his mouth, the sophisticated-looking woman had “taken him up on it.” “About?” she said. “Yes, I think you’ll find her about—just about there,” with her cold, bright smile, she nodded in the direction of Mrs. Jack, not ten feet away.


  He knew that what unfriendliness the words may have had: was just the concomitant of fashion, willing to sacrifice manners to the opportunity of exhibiting one’s wit, however feeble the attempt might be. So understood, so accurately appraised, why did the young man’s face now flush with anger? It was absurd to feel so, and yet, as is usually the case with youth, his sense proved unequal to the welling upsurge of his feeling. For a moment, he tried to find a telling and bitter retort, but he was not apt with matters such as these, and he just stood there, looking like some baffled clodhopper and feeling ten times the clodhopper that he looked. And then, defeated utterly, he turned and stalked away.


  In just a minute’s time, the chip upon his shoulder, with which he had entered that great room, had grown ten times as big, and now he was not only daring someone to knock it off, he was hoping someone would. Why?


  Well, of such is youth. And he was young.


  At this moment Mrs. Jack saw him, and came toward him.


  “Oh, hello, darling,” she said, taking his hand and looking up at him with an earnest, tender glance. “How are you? Are you all right?”


  Even that simple question touched some raw spot of lacerated sensitivity.


  “Who said I wasn’t all right? Why shouldn’t I be all right?” he demanded harshly, and then, seeing her tender face, was filled with a miserable feeling that again he’d failed.


  “Oh all right, all right,” she said placating. “I just wanted to know if—are you having a good time?” she said eagerly, smiling. “Don’t you think it’s a nice party? You want to meet anyone?” she said, before he had a chance to answer. “You must know some of the people here.”


  Lily Mandell, whose sensational figure and smoldering, Slavic face had been conspicuous all the evening, now came weaving through the crowded room toward Mrs. Jack.


  “Oh Alice darling,” she said in a drowsy tone that also had in it a quality of yolky arrogance, “I wonder if you’ve heard—” Seeing the young man, she paused and greeted him: “Oh hello—I didn’t know that you were here.” They shook hands. Mrs. Jack’s face was glowing with a rapt and tranquil joy that was almost like religious ecstasy. She put her own hands in a firm clasp upon those of the woman and the man and whispered: “My two. Two of the people that I love best in the whole world. And you must know and love each other as I do you.” Her eyes misted suddenly with tears, the clasp of one hand tightened upon the closed hands of the other two, but her other hand went quickly to her breast. She turned to Lily and whispered: “If I could only tell you—” She shook her head, and whispered huskily: “The greatest—the best—” without saying what the greatest and the best might be.


  VII


  I mean!—You know!—” At the words, eager, rapid, uttered in a rather hoarse, yet strangely seductive tone of voice, Mrs. Jack smiled and turned: “There’s Amy!” Then, as she saw the angelic head with its unbelievable harvest of auburn curls, the lovely face so radiant with an almost boyish quality of eagerness, she thought: “Isn’t she beautiful! And—and—there is something so sweet, so lovely, so—so good about her!”


  She did not know why this was true. Indeed, from any worldly point of view it would have been hard to prove. If Amy Van Leer was not “a notorious woman” the reason was that she had surpassed the ultimate limit of notoriety years before. By the time she was nineteen years old she had been married and divorced and had a child. And even at that time her conduct had been so scandalous that her hubsand [husband] had had no difficulty in demonstrating her unfitness for the custody of her own child. From that moment on, she took to drink, from drink to lovers, from lovers to opium, from opium to—everything.


  People had once said: “What on earth is Amy going to do next?” And really if life is to be expressed solely in terms of velocity and sensation, it seemed that there was very little left for her to do. She had been everywhere, she had “seen everything” as one might see things from the windows of an express train traveling at eighty miles an hour. People now said: “What on earth is there left for her to do?” Nothing. There was nothing. Having tried everything in life save living, and having lost the way to live, there was nothing left for her to do except to die.


  And yet that auburn, that angelic head: the quick excited laugh, the hoarse and thrilling tones, the eager animation of a boy—were all so beautiful, and somehow, one felt, so good! “If only”—people would think regretfully as Mrs. Jack now thought—“Oh, if only things had turned out differently for her”—and they would seek back desperately to find the clue to her disorder—saying, “Here—or here—it happened here, you see—if only!”—If only men were so much clay, as they are blood, bone, marrow, passion, feeling!


  “I mean! ... You know! ...” at these familiar words, Amy turned to her companions as if fairly burning with desire to communicate something to them that filled her with exuberant elation—“I mean!” she cried—“When you compare it with the stuff they’re doing nowadays!—I mean! There’s simply no comparison!”


  During the course of this feverish monologue, the group of young people, of which Amy was the center, had moved over toward the portrait of Mrs. Jack above the mantel, and were looking up at it. The famous portrait was deserving of the enthusiastic praise that was now being heaped upon it. It was one of the best examples of Henry Mallows’ early work and it had also been created with the passion, the tenderness, the simplicity of a man in love.


  “I mean!” cried Amy jubilantly again. “When you think how long ago that was! ... and how beautiful she was then! ... and how beautiful she is now!” cried Amy exultantly, then cast her lovely gray-green eyes so full of splintered torment around her in a glance of almost feverish exasperation—“I mean!” she cried again—“The whole thing’s obvious,” she muttered. Then, turning toward Page with an impulsive movement, she demanded: “How long has it been, Steve? It’s been twenty years ago, hasn’t it?”


  “Oh, quite all of that,” Page answered in a cold, bored tone. In his agitation and embarrassment he turned away from her with an air of fatigued indifference. “I should think it was done in nineteen one or two—wasn’t it, Alice?” he drawled, turning to Mrs. Jack, who had now approached the group.


  “What?” cried Mrs. Jack and then went on immediately, “Oh, the picture! No, Steve—it was done in nineteen—”—she checked herself so swiftly that it was not apparent to anyone but Page that she was not telling the truth—“in nineteen four.”


  As a matter of fact, he knew the exact date—which had been October, 1902. And musing on the vagaries of the sex, he thought: “Why will they be so stupid! She must know that to anyone who knows the least thing about Mallows’ life, the date is as familiar as the Fourth of July—”


  “Of course,” Mrs. Jack was saying rapidly, “I couldn’t have been more than eighteen at the time—if I was that—”


  “Which would make you not more than forty-three at the present time,” thought Page cynically—“Well, my dear, you were twenty when he painted you—and you had been married for two years and had a child. Why do they do it!”—he thought impatiently, “Does she take me for a fool!”


  He turned toward her almost impatiently and saw an expression, startled, almost pleading in her eye. He followed it, and saw the hot eye, the fierce packed features of her youthful lover: he caught it in a flash: “Ah! It’s this boy! She’s told him then that—” and suddenly remembering the startled pleading of that look—so much of child, of folly, even in its guile—he was touched with pity.


  “My God, here she is!” he thought. “Still featured like a child, still beautiful, still loving someone—another boy!—Almost as lovely now as she was then when Mallows was a boy.”


  Poor child! Poor child!—Page turned pompously away to hide the naked anguish in his eyes—So soon to be consumed and die like all of us—She was too prone to die the death upon a single death; to live the life upon the single life; to love the love upon the single love—never to save out of anything a prudent remnant for the day of ruin; but to use it all, to give it all, to be consumed, burnt out like last night’s moths upon a cluster of hard light!


  Poor child.


  VIII


  The hour had now arrived for Mr. Piggy Hartwell and his celebrated circus of wire dolls. Mr. Piggy Hartwell wore a thick blue sweater with a turtle neck, an old pair of canvas trousers, and a pair of battered kneepads which were formerly in favor with professional wrestlers. And thus arrayed, he now made his appearance, staggering between his two enormous cases, which at length he dropped with a floor-shaking thump.


  He immediately pushed back the big sofa and all other objects of furniture; pushed back the carpet and then ruthlessly began to take books from the shelves and dump them on the floor. He then fastened up in the vacant spaces big circus posters which, in addition to the familiar paraphernalia of lions, elephants, and clowns, bore such descriptive legends as “Barnum & Bailey—May 7th and 8th,” or “Ringling Brothers—July 31st.”


  When he had finished he came back to his valises, and began to take out a great variety of objects. There were miniature circus rings made of rounded strips of tin. There were trapezes made of wire. And in addition there was a great variety of wire figures: clowns and trapeze performers, acrobats and tumblers, bareback lady riders and wire horses. There was almost everything, in fact, that a circus would need.


  He got down upon his kneepads and for some time he was extremely busy with his work. At length he signified his willingness to begin by a gesture to his hostess. At the same moment, the doorbell rang and a host of new and uninvited guests were ushered in by Molly. The new arrivals were, for the most part, young people and obviously they belonged to Mr. Piggy Hartwell’s “social set.” The young women had that unmistakable appearance of having gone to Miss Spence’s School for Girls and the young men, by the same token, seemed to have gone to Yale and Harvard and one was also sure that some of them were members of the Racquet Club and were not connected with a firm of “investment brokers” in downtown New York. All these people streamed in noisily, headed by an elegant young gentleman whose name, curiously, was Hen Walters, and who was Mr. Hartwell’s bosom friend.


  Mrs. Jack looked rather overwhelmed at this invasion, but was dutifully murmuring greetings when all the new people swarmed right past her, ignoring her completely, and stormed into the room shouting vociferous gaieties at Mr. Hartwell. They paid absolutely no attention to any of the other invited guests, except for a greeting here and there to Amy Van Leer, who, apparently they considered one of them, even though a fallen angel.


  Hen Walters greeted her quite cordially, with all the gleeful elations of his burbling voice: “Oh, hello, Amy! I haven’t seen you for an age. What brings you here?”—in a tone that somehow indicated, with all the unconscious arrogance of his kind, that the company was beyond the pale of things accepted.


  The tone and implication stung her sharply. As for herself, she had received the slander of her name with beautiful good nature. But an affront to someone that she loved was more than she could endure. And she loved Mrs. Jack.


  Almost before she was aware of what she was saying, she was repeating quickly: “What brings me here—of all places! Well, first of all it’s a very good place to be—the best I know ... And I mean! You know! ...” she tossed her head with furious impatience. “I mean! After all, I was invited, you know—which is more than you can say—” Unconsciously, with a gesture of protective warmth, she slipped her arm around Mrs. Jack.


  “Alice, darling,” Amy said, “this is Mr. Walters—and some of his friends”—but for a moment she looked at the cluster of debutantes and their escorts, and then turned away, saying with no effort to subdue her tone: “God, aren’t they simply dreadful! ... I mean! ... You know!”


  Meanwhile, Hen Walters was burbling to Mrs. Jack: “... So nice of you to let us all come in ... Piggy told us it would be all right... I hope you don’t mind ...”


  “But no-o—not at all!” she protested earnestly, “... Any friends of Mr. Hartwell’s ... but won’t you all have a drink or something to eat? ...”


  “Oh, heavens, no!” cried Mr. Walters, in a tone of burblesome glee: “We’ve all been to Tony’s and we simply gorged ourselves!”


  “—Well, then, if you’re sure—” she began.


  “Oh, absolutely!” cried Mr. Walters rapturously. “But we’re holding up the show!”


  “Oh, Piggy,” he cried to his friend, who now, cheerfully grinning, was crawling on his kneepads on the floor—“Do begin! Everyone’s simply dying to see it! ... I’ve seen it a dozen times myself,” he announced gleefully to the general public, “and it becomes more fascinating every time ... So if you’re ready, please begin!”


  Mr. Hartwell was ready and began.


  IX


  The performance began, as all good circuses should, with a grand procession of the performers and the animals in the menagerie. Mr. Hartwell accomplished this by taking the wire figures in his hands and walking them around the circus ring. This took some time, but was greeted at its conclusion with vociferous applause. Then Mr. Hartwell galloped his wire horses into the ring and round and around with movements of his hands. Then he put his bareback riders on top of the wire horses, and galloped these around too. After this there was a procession of the wire elephants, etc. This performance gained particular applause because of the clever way in which Mr. Hartwell made the figures imitate the swaying, ponderous lurch of the elephants.


  People were not always able to identify each act, but when they were, they applauded vigorously. There was now an act by the trapeze performers. This occupied a long time, largely because Mr. Hartwell was not able to make it work. First of all the little wire figures swung and dangled from their flying trapezes. Then Mr. Hartwell tried to make one little figure swing through the air and catch the other figure by its down-swept hands. This wouldn’t work. Again and again the little wire figure soared through the air, caught at the outstretched hands of the other doll—and missed ingloriously. It became painful: people craned their necks and looked embarrassed—all, indeed, except Mr. Hartwell, who giggled happily with each new failure and tried again. At length, he settled the whole matter himself by taking one of the little figures and carefully hanging it to the other’s arms. When he had finished he looked up at his audience and giggled with cheerful idiocy. And the gathering, after a brief and somewhat puzzled pause, broke into applause.


  Mr. Hartwell was now ready for what might be called the pièce de résistance of the entire occasion. This was the celebrated sword-swallowing act on which he prided himself a great deal. He picked up a small rag doll, and with the other hand he took a long hairpin and began to work it down the throat of the doll.


  It was a horrible exhibition. Mr. Hartwell kept working the hairpin down with thick, probing fingers and when some impediment of wadding got in his way he looked up and giggled foolishly. Halfway down he struck an obstacle, but he persisted—persisted horribly. He kept pressing with his hairpin while people looked at one another with distressed faces, and suddenly a gap appeared in the side of the bulging doll and some of the stuffing began to ooze out shockingly. At this manifestation some people gave up utterly. Miss Lily Mandell placed one hand against her stomach in a gesture of nausea, said “Ugh!” and made a hasty exit.


  The young “society people,” however, applauded everything enthusiastically. In fact, as the stuffing in the doll began to ooze out, one of the young women turned to the young man who was standing beside her, and said: “I think it’s frightfully interesting—the way he does that. Don’t you?”


  To which the young man said briefly, “Eh—,” an ejaculation that might have been indicative of almost anything, but which was here obviously taken for assent.


  People had now begun to go out into the halls, and a few of the more cynical could be heard talking to each other ironically with little laughs. Even Mrs. Jack, who had seated herself cross-legged on the floor, like a dutiful child, squarely before the maestro and his puppets, had got up and gone out into the hall, where a number of her guests were now assembled. Here she found Lily Mandell and approaching her, with a bright affectionate little smile, she queried, hopefully: “Are you enjoying it, Lily? And you, darling”—she now turned fondly to her young lover—“are you having a good time?”


  Lily Mandell answered in a tone of throaty protest and disgust: “When he started pushing that long pin into the doll, and all its insides began oozing out—ugh!” she put a hand upon her stomach—“I simply couldn’t stand it any longer!”


  Mrs. Jack’s shoulders shook, her face reddened, and she gasped in a hysterical whisper: “I know! Wasn’t it awful?”


  But now there was the sound of voices in the living room. The performance had ended and there was a ripple of perfunctory applause. The fashionable young people of Mr. Hartwell’s own group clustered around him, chattering congratulations, and then, without a word of thanks to their hostess, they began to leave.


  X


  The happy confusion, the thronging tumult of the great party had now ended. The guests had all departed, excepting Lily Mandell and Webber. The place had grown back into its wonted quiet, and the unceasing city now closed in upon these lives again, pervaded these great walls.


  Outside, there was the sound of a fire truck, the rapid clanging of a bell. It turned the corner into Madison and thundered excitingly past the big building. Mrs. Jack went to the window and looked out. Other trucks now appeared from various directions until four or five had gone by.


  “I wonder where the fire can be,” she remarked presently. “It must be quite a big one, too—six trucks have driven past. It must be somewhere in this neighborhood.”


  For a moment the location of the fire absorbed the idle speculation of the group, but presently they began to look again at Mr. Hartwell. His labors were now almost over. He began to close his big valises and adjust the straps. At this moment Lily Mandell turned her head with an air of wakened curiosity in the direction of the hall, sniffed sharply, and suddenly said: “Does anyone smell smoke?”


  “What?”—said Mrs. Jack with a puzzled air. And then, she cried excitedly: “But yes! There is quite a strong smell of smoke out there. I think it would be just as well if we got out of the. building until we find out what is wrong.”


  Mrs. Jack’s rosy face was now burning with excitement. “But isn’t it queer?” she appealed to everyone—“I mean, to think that it should be in this building—I mean—” She looked around her rather helplessly. “Well, then—” she said indefinitely, “I suppose we’d better, until we find out what it is. Oh those girls!” cried Mrs. Jack suddenly, and snapping the ring on and off her finger, she walked quickly toward the dining room. “Molly!—Janie!—Lily! Girls! There’s a fire somewhere in the building. You’ll have to get out until we find out where it is!”


  The news obviously upset the girls. They looked helplessly at one another, then they began to move aimlessly around, as if no longer certain what to do.


  “Will we have time to pack, Mrs. Jack?” said Molly, looking at her stupidly. “—I mean,” she gulped, “will we need anything?”


  “Oh, Molly, no, in heaven’s name!” cried Mrs. Jack. “Nothing except your coats. Tell all the girls and Cook to wear their coats!”


  “Yes’m,” said Molly, dumbly, and in a moment she went uncertainly through the dining room to the kitchen.


  Mr. Jack meanwhile had gone out into the hall and was ringing the elevator bell. The others joined him there. He rang persistently and presently the voice of Herbert was heard shouting up the shaft. “All right! All right! I’ll be right up, folks, as soon as I take down this load!” The sound of people’s voices, excited, chattering, could be heard down the shaft, and then the elevator went away.


  Presently the sound of the elevator could be heard again as it came up. It mounted and then suddenly paused a flight or two below them. Herbert could be heard working his lever and in a moment more shouted up: “Mr. Jack, will you all please use the service entrance? The elevator’s out of order: I can’t go any further.”


  At this moment all the lights went out. The place was plunged in inky blackness. There was just a brief, a rather terrifying moment, when the women caught their breaths sharply. In the darkness, the smell of the smoke was more acrid and biting than it had ever been. Molly moaned a little and the maids began to mill around like stricken cattle. But they quieted down when they heard the comforting assurance of Mr. Jack’s quiet voice: “Alice, we’ll have to light candles. Can you tell me where they are?”


  She told him. He went back into the kitchen and reappeared with a box of tallow candles. He gave everyone a candle and lighted them. The women lifted their candles and looked at each other with an air of bewildered surmise. Mrs. Jack turned questioningly to her lover. “Isn’t it strange?” she whispered—“Isn’t it the strangest thing? I mean the party ... all the people ... and then this”—and holding up her candle she looked about her at that ghostly company. And suddenly he was filled with love for her, because he knew the woman like himself had the mystery and strangeness of all life, all love in her heart.


  The others were now gathered on the service landing waiting while Mr. Hartwell tested the bell of the service elevator. There was no response to his repeated efforts and in a few moments he remarked: “Well, I suppose there’s nothing for us to do now except to walk down.” Mr. Jack had apparently reached this conclusion on his own account and had started down the nine flights of concrete stairs that led to the ground floor and safety. In a moment all the others followed him.


  The electric lights in the service hallways were still burning dimly. But the smoke now filled the air with floating filaments and shifting plumes that made breathing acrid and uncomfortable.


  And the service stairs from top to bottom were providing an astounding spectacle. Doors were opening now on every floor and other tenants of the building, and their servants and their guests, were coming out to swell the tide of refugees which now marched steadily downstairs. It was an astounding aggregation. There were people fully attired in splendid evening dress, and people in pyjamas, dressing gowns, or whatever convenient garment they could snatch up. There were young people and there were old people. There were people of every kind and quality and age and physical variation.


  And in addition to these there was a babel of strange tongues, the excited jargons of a dozen races. There were German cooks and there were French maids. There were English chauffeurs and there were Irish serving girls. There were Swedes and Italians and Norwegians. There were Poles and Czechs and Austrians, and Negroes; and all of these were poured out in a noisy tide to join in with their lords and masters, their interests all united now in their common pursuit of safety.


  As the refugees neared the ground floor, helmeted and coated firemen began to come up the stairs. A few policemen came up after them and these men tried in various ways to allay any panic that anyone may have felt.


  “It’s all right, folks! Everything’s okay!” one big policeman cried cheerfully as he came up past the members of Mrs. Jack’s party. “The fire’s over now.”


  These words, spoken really for the sake of expediting the orderly progress of the tenants from the building, had an opposite effect from the one which the big policeman wanted to produce. One of the male members of Mrs. Jack’s party, the young man who was bringing up the end of the procession, paused upon hearing the policeman’s reassuring words, and turned, about to retrace his way upstairs again.


  As he did so, he saw that the effect upon the policeman had been alarming. The man was now stationed half a flight above him on the landing, and was making frantic gestures to entreat him to leave the building as quickly as possible. So warned, the young man turned again and hastened down the stairs. As he did so, he could hear some tapping and hammering noises from the service-elevator shaft. He paused and listened for a moment: the tapping began, then stopped ... began again ... and stopped again.

  



  XI


  The space outside the great apartment building, or rather between it—for it was constructed in the shape of a hollow square—was now a wonderful spectacle. The sides of the tremendous building the whole way around were spanned by arches which gave the whole place something of the appearance of an enormous cloister—a cloister vaster and more modern than any other one which had been seen, a cloister whose mighty walls soared twelve flights into the air. Here, around the four sides of this great cloister, a horde of people were now constantly flooding out of the huge honeycomb. Seen so, the tremendous pageantry of the scene was overwhelming. It was really like the scene of an appalling shipwreck—like a great liner, her life gored out upon an iceberg, keeling slowly with her whole great company of people—the crew, the passengers, the rich, the poor, the mighty, and the lowly—assembled now, at this last hour of peril, in a living fellowship—the whole family of earth, and all its classes, at length united on these slanting decks.


  This scene here now in this great cloister was like this—except that the ship was this enfabled rock beneath their feet, the ship’s company the whole company of life, and of the swarming and unceasing city.


  As yet few people seemed fully to have comprehended the full significance of the event which had thus unceremoniously dumped them out of their sleek nests into the open weather. For all of them it was undoubtedly the first time that they had had the opportunity of appraising at first hand, so to speak, unprepared, the full personnel of the great building. People who would never, under any ordinary circumstances, mingle with one another were now seen laughing and talking together with the familiarity of long acquaintanceship. A famous courtesan, wearing a chinchilla coat which her fabulously wealthy lover had given her, now took off this magnificent garment and, walking over to an elderly woman with a delicate and patrician face, she threw the coat over this woman’s thinly covered shoulders, at the same time saying in a tough but somehow kindly voice: “You wear this, darling. You look cold.” And the woman smiled graciously and thanked her tarnished sister; then the two women stood talking together like old friends.


  Elsewhere, a haughty old Bourbon of the Knickerbocker type was seen engaged in earnest conversation with a Tammany policeman, whose companionship the Bourbon would have spurned indignantly an hour before. And so it went, everywhere one looked: one saw haughty Gentiles with rich Jews; stately ladies with musical-comedy actresses; a woman famous for her charities with a celebrated whore.


  Meanwhile, the firemen had dragged in across the court from all directions a network of great white hose. Squadrons of helmeted men would dash into the smoky corridors from time to time, some would go upstairs, others would emerge from the lower regions of the basements and confer intimately with their chiefs.


  As for the crowd itself, it was in ignorance concerning the cause and extent of the fire. There was, indeed, at first, save for a mist of acrid smoke in the hallways, little evidence of a fire. But now the indications became much plainer. For some time upon the very top floor of the south wing, infrequent wisps of smoke had been curling through the open window of a room in which a light now somewhat somberly was burning. Now suddenly a great billowing puff of oily black smoke accompanied by a dancing fire of sparks burst through the open window. And, as it did, the whole crowd drew in its breath in a sharp intake of excitement—the strange wild joy that people feel when they see fire. Steadily the black and oily-looking smoke was now billowing out in belching folds and the smoke itself in the room within was colored luridly by the sinister and unmistakable glow of fire.


  Mrs. Jack gazed upward with a rapt, a fascinated gaze. “How terrible!” she thought, “How terrible!—but God! How beautiful it is.”


  XII


  The police now began to move upon the crowd and good-naturedly but firmly, with outstretched arms, started to herd them from the court, and out across the street. Mrs. Jack, her servants, and her guests went into a small drugstore near at hand, and engaged in eager chatter with many other people of their acquaintance who now filled the store.


  The conversation of these people was friendly, casual, and pleasant: some were even gay. But in their talk it would have been possible to detect a note of perturbation, as if something was now happening which they could no longer fathom or control. They were the lords and masters of the earth, those vested with the high authorities and accustomed to command. And now they felt curiously helpless, no longer able to command anything, no longer even able to find out what was happening. They felt somehow that they had been caught up by some mysterious and relentless force, enmeshed in the ramifications of some tremendous web, and that there was nothing for them to do except to be borne onwards, as unwitting of the power that ruled them as blind flies fastened to the revolutions of a wheel.


  And in this feeling they were right.


  For, in ways remote and far from the blind and troubled kennings of this helpless group, the giant web was at its mighty spinning: deep in the boweled earth, the threads were being spun.


  In one of the smoking corridors of that enormous hive, two men in helmets and in boots were talking quietly together.


  “Did you find it?”


  “Yes. It’s in the basement, Chief. It’s not on the roof at all: the draft is taking it up a vent—but it’s down here”—he pointed thumbwise down below.


  “Well, then, go get it: you know what to do.”


  “It looks bad, Chief. It’s going to be hard to get.”


  “What’s the trouble?”


  “If we flood the basement we will flood the tracks, too. You know what that means.”


  For a moment the two men’s troubled glances met and held each other steadily. Then the older man spoke shortly, and started down the stairs. “Come on,” he said, “we’re going down.”


  Far from the troubled kennings of these helpless folk, deep in the tunnel’s depth there in the boweled earth, there was a room where lights were burning, and where it was always night.


  There, now, a phone rang, and a man with a green eyeshade seated at the desk was there to answer it: “Hello ... oh, hello, Mike”—he listened carefully for a moment, suddenly jerked forward, taut with interest, and pulled the cigarette out of his mouth: “The hell you say! ... Where? On number thirty-two! ... They’re going to flood it! ... Oh, the hell! ...”


  Far from the kennings of these helpless folk, deep in the marvelous honeycombs of that boweled rock, things began to happen with the speed of light. Six blocks away, just where the mighty network of that amazing underworld begins its mighty flare of rails, lights shifted, changed, and flared immortally: the Overland halted swiftly, but so smoothly that the passengers, already standing to debark, were unaware that anything had happened. Ahead, however, in the cab of the powerful electric locomotive, the engineer peered out and read the signs. He saw these shifting patterns of hard light against the dark, and swore: “... Now what the hell.” Turning,, he spoke quietly across the darkness to another man: “We’re going in on Twenty-one ... I wonder what the hell has happened.”


  —


  On the seventh landing of the service stairs, the firemen were working ruthlessly with axes. The place was dense with smoke: the sweating men were wearing masks, and the only light they had to work by was that provided by a torchlight and a flare. They had battered open the doorway of the elevator shaft, and one of them had lowered himself down onto the roof of the imprisoned elevator half a floor below, and was cutting in the roof with his sharp ax.


  “Have you got it, Ed?”


  “... O.K. ... Yeah ... I’m almost through ... Here it is.”


  The ax smashed through; there was a splintering crash, and then: “O.K. ... Wait a minute ... Hand me down that flashlight, Tom ...”


  “See anything?”


  And in a moment, quietly: “Yeah ... I’m going in ... Jim, you better come down too; I’ll need you ...”


  There was a silence for a moment, then the man’s quiet voice again: “O.K. ... I’ve got it... Here, Jim, reach down and get it underneath the arms ...”


  In such a way they lifted it from its imprisoned trap, looked at it for a moment, and laid it down, not ungently—something old and dead and very pitiful—upon the floor.


  —


  At this moment Mrs. Jack went to the window of the drugstore and peered out at the great building across the street.


  “I wonder if anything’s happening over there,” she said. “Do you suppose it’s over? Have they got it out?”


  The cold immensity of those towering walls told nothing. But there were other signs that it was really “out.” The lines of hose that had threaded the street in a thick skein were noticeably fewer, and now and then there was the heavy beating roar of a great engine as a fire truck thundered away. Firemen were coming from the building, putting their apparatus back into their trucks, and although the police would not yet permit the tenants to return to their apartments, there was every indication now that the fire was over.


  Meanwhile, newspapermen were beginning to come into the drugstore to phone their stories to the papers. One of them, a rather battered-looking gentleman with a bulbous red nose, had already called the City Desk on the telephone and was now engaged in reporting his findings to the man at the other end: “... Sure, that’s what I’m tellin’ yuh ... The police have t’rown a cordon round the building ...”


  There was a moment’s pause, but then the red-nosed man rasped out irritably: “No—No—No! ... not a squadron! A cordon! ... C-o-r-d-o-n—cordon ... For Pete’s sake! Didn’t you ever hear of a cordon before ... Now, get this: Lissen—” he glanced at some scrawled notes upon a piece of paper in his hands, “... Among the residents are included the names of many Social Registerites and others prominent among ... What? ... How’s that?” he said abruptly, rather puzzled—“Oh! ...” he looked around briefly to see if he was being overheard, then lowered his voice and spoke again: “Oh, sure! ... Two ... Yeh ... both of them were elevator men ...” Then, looking at the notes upon his piece of dirty paper, he read carefully, in lowered voice: “John Enborg ... age 64 ... married ... three children ... lives in Jamaica, Queens ... and Herbert Anderson ... age 28, unmarried, lives with his mother, 841 Southern Boulevard, the Bronx ... Have yuh got it? ... Sure. Oh, sure!” Quietly, after a moment’s pause, he spoke again, “... No, they couldn’t get them out ... they were on the elevators, goin’ up to get the tenants when the current was shut off ... Sure: that’s the idea—They got caught between the floors ... They just got Enborg out,” his voice sank lower, “they had to use axes to get in through the top ... Sure—sure,” he nodded quietly into the mouthpiece, “that’s it—smoke: no, just those two ... no, the management wants to keep it quiet if they can ... no, none of the tenants know it ... Yes, it’s almost over ... Sure, it started in the basement, then it went up a flue and out at top ... Sure, I know,” he nodded—“The tracks are right below it ... they were afraid to flood the basement; if they did, they’d flood four sets of tracks. Sure, it’s going down now, but it’s been tough ... Okay, Mac ... Shall I hang around? ... Okay,” he said at length, and hung up.


  XIII


  The fire was over now. The people began to stream back into the court, collecting the scattered personnel of their establishments as they did so. An air of authority and order had already been re-established. Each little group, master and mistress, servants and members of the family, had now collected somewhat frigidly into their own separate entity and were filing back to their cells in the enormous hive.


  Mrs. Jack, accompanied by her husband, Miss Mandell, and the young man, went in at her entrance. There was still a faint smell of smoke, but the elevator was running again. She noticed that the doorman, Henry, took them up, and she asked him if Herbert had gone. He paused just perceptibly, and then said quietly: “Yes, Mrs. Jack.”


  “You all must be simply worn out!” she said quickly, with her instant sympathy. “Hasn’t it been a thrilling evening?” she went on eagerly: “In all your life did you ever know of such excitement as we had tonight?”


  Again, the man said: “Yes, ma’am” in a tone so curiously unyielding that for a moment she felt almost angry, wounded and rebuffed. But already her mind was working on the curious enigma of the doorman’s personality: “I wonder what is wrong with him,” she thought. “Oh, well, poor thing, I suppose the life he leads is enough to turn anyone sour—opening doors and calling cabs and answering questions all day long—But then, Herbert has to do these things also, and he’s always so sweet and so obliging about everything!—”


  And, giving partial utterance to her thoughts, she said: “I suppose Herbert will be back upon the job tomorrow?”


  He made no answer whatever. He simply seemed not to have heard her. He had opened the door at her own landing, and after a moment he said quietly: “This is your floor, Mrs. Jack.”


  She was so annoyed for a moment after he had gone that she halted in the little vestibule, and said angrily: “Honestly, that fellow makes me tired! It’s got so now he won’t even answer when you speak to him.”


  “Well, Alice, maybe he’s tired out tonight with all the excitement of the fire,” suggested Mr. Jack, pacifically.


  “Maybe it’s all our fault?” said Mrs. Jack ironically, then with a sudden flare of humor, she shrugged comically and said: “Vell, ve should have a fire sale!”—which restored her to good humor, and a full-throated appreciation of her own wit.


  They opened the door then and went in. The place smelled closed and stale and there was still an acrid scent of smoke. But by this time the maids were streaming in from the service entrance at the back and Mrs. Jack directed them to throw up the windows.


  Lily Mandell who had gone into the guest room for her wraps, now came out and said good-by. “Darling, it has been too marvelous,” she said, with weary arrogance. “Fire, smoke, Piggy Hartwell, everything—Your parties are too wonderful! You never know what’s going to happen next.”


  There was an air of finality about everything. The party was over, the fire was over, the last guest had now departed, and Mr. Jack was waiting to go to bed. In a moment he kissed his wife lightly upon her rosy cheek, said good night casually to Webber, and departed. The young man was also going now, but she, taking him by the hand, said quickly, coaxingly, “Don’t go yet. Stay a few minutes, dear, and talk to me.”


  For a moment she looked around her with an air of thoughtful appraisal. The place looked just the same as it had looked before the people came, before Mr. Hartwell and his horrible performance, before the fire, all the excitement, all the confusion. If anyone came in here now he would never dream that anything had happened. This thought was uppermost in her mind when she turned to him again.


  “Wasn’t it all so strange? ... And wonderful?” she said. “I mean, the way it happened. I don’t know—but it sort of frightens you, doesn’t it? ... No, not the fire!” she spoke quickly—“That didn’t amount to anything. No one got hurt—it was terribly exciting, really—I think everyone was thrilled! ... What I mean”—her brow was furrowed as she sought for words—“when you think of how sort of—big—things have got—I mean the way people live nowadays—and how a fire can break out and you won’t even know about it ... I mean, there’s something sort of terrible about it, isn’t there? ... And God!” she burst out suddenly. “In all your life, did you ever see the like of them? I mean the kind of people who live here ... the way they all looked, pouring out into the court ... Have you ever dreamed—” her excitement as she spoke these words was almost comical, “Well, it was the most astonishing ... the queerest ... I mean,” she said confusedly, “it’s—it’s—”


  She paused, holding his hand, and looking at him tenderly. Then, with a rapt look on her face, like an enchanted child, she whispered: “... Just you and I ... They’re all gone now ... there’s no one left but you and I ... Do you know,” she said in a quiet tone, “that I think about you all the time? I carry you around inside me—here,” she laid her hand upon her breast and looked at him like a good child who believes religiously its own fable. “Oh, do you ever think that there was ever since the world began another love like this?” she cried. “If I could play I’d make of it great music! If I could sing I’d make of it a great song! If I could write I’d make of it a great story ... but when I try to play or write or try to sing, I can think of nothing else but you and I ...” Smiling, she inclined her rosy little face toward his, and said: “Did I ever tell you the time I tried to write a story? But all that I could say was ‘Long, long into the night I lay, thinking of how I should tell my story.’ But now at night that old line of the story keeps ringing in my ears: ‘Long, long into the night I lay—thinking about you all the time.’ For that’s the story.” She came closer to him, and lifted her rose face to him—“Oh, dearest, that’s the story. In the whole world there’s nothing more.”


  He made no answer. For suddenly he knew that, for him, at any rate, it was not the story. He felt desolate and tired, weary of all the consuming passion, the degrading egotisms of possession—of desire, of passion, and romantic love—of youth.


  And suddenly it seemed to him that it was not enough. It seemed to him that there had to be a larger world, a higher devotion than all the devotions of this fond imprisonment could ever find. Well, then—a swift thrust of rending pity pierced him as he looked at the rose sweetness of that enraptured face—it must be so: he to his world, and she to hers—which to the better one, no one could say—but this, at last, he knew, was not enough. There were new lands; dark windings, strange and subtle webs there in the deep-delved earth, a tide was running in the hearts of men—and he must go.


  They said little more that night. In a few minutes he got up, and with a sick and tired heart he went away.


  XIV


  Outside, on the now deserted street, one of the dark-green wagons of the police was waiting now with a softly throbbing motor. In a few moments a door which led down into one of the basement entrances of the enormous building was opened, and two men emerged, bearing a stretcher which had something on it that was very still, completely covered. They slid this carefully away into the back of the green wagon. In another moment two other men, bearing a stretcher with a similar burden, emerged, and this also was quietly and carefully disposed in the same way. Then the door of the wagon was securely closed.


  The driver and another man walked around and got into the front seat and after conferring quietly a moment with the sergeant of police, they drove off, turning the corner below with a subdued clangor of bells. The three policemen conferred together for a moment longer and two of them wrote down notes in their little books. Then the two policemen saluted the sergeant and they all departed, each walking away upon the further prosecution of his appointed task.


  XV


  At this moment, Mrs. Jack, wearing her silken dressing gown, had just gone to the window of her room, and drawn in appraisingly a good full breath of cool night air. She found it good. The last disruptive taint of smoke had been washed clean and sweet away by the cool breath of April. And in the white light of the virgin moon the spires and ramparts of Manhattan were glittering with cold magic in splintering helves of stone and glass. Peace fell upon her tranquil spirit. Strong comfort and assurance bathed her soul. It was so solid, splendid, everlasting, and good.


  A tremor, faint and distant, shook her feet. She paused, startled, waited, listened. Was the old trouble there again to shake the deep perfection of her soul? What rumor had she heard this night? ... Faint tremors, small but instant, and a talk of tunnels there below?—Ah, there it was a second time! What was it?—


  Trains Again!


  ... Passed, faded, trembled delicately away into securities of eternal stone, and left behind it the blue helve of night, and April, in the blazing vertices of all that sculptured and immortal peace.


  The smile came back into her eyes. The brief and troubling frown had lifted from her soul. And her look as she prepared to sleep was almost dulcet and cherubic—the look of a good child who ends the great adventure of another day and who knows that sleep and morning have come back again.


  “Long, long into the night I lay—” she thought—“and thought of you—” ...


  Ah, sleep.


  [¬]


  THE BIRTHDAY


  [Harper's Magazine, June 1939]


  Out of the nameless and unfathomed weavings of billion-footed life, out of the dark abyss of time and duty, blind chance had brought these two together on a ship, and their first meeting had been upon the timeless and immortal seas that beat forever at the shores of old earth.


  Yet later, it would always seem to him that he had met her for the first time, had come to know and love her first, one day at noon in bright October. That day he was twenty-five years old; she had said that she would meet him for his birthday lunch; they had agreed to meet at noon before the Public Library. He got there early. It was a fine shining day, early in October, and the enormous library, set there at the city’s furious heart, with its millions of books, with the beetling architecture that towered around it, and the nameless brutal fury of the manswarm moving around it in the streets, had come to evoke for him a horrible mockery of repose and study in the midst of the blind wildness and savagery of life, to drown his soul with hopelessness, and to fill him with a feeling of weariness and horror.


  But now his excitement and happiness over meeting her, together with the glorious life and sparkle of the day, had almost conquered these feelings, and he was conscious of a powerful swelling certitude of hope and joy as he looked at the surging crowds upon the street, the thronging traffic, and the great buildings that soared on every side.


  It was the day when for the first time in his life he could say, “Now I am twenty-five years old,” and, like a child who thinks that he has grown new muscle, a new stature over night, the magic numerals kept beating in him like a pulse, and he leaned there on the balustrade feeling a sense of exultant power inside him, a sense of triumph for the mastery, the conviction, that the whole of this was his.


  A young man of twenty-five is the Lord of Life. The very age itself is, for him, the symbol of his mastery. It is the time for him when he is likely to feel that now, at last, he has really grown up to man’s estate, that the confusions and uncertainties of his youth are behind him. Like an ignorant fighter, for he has never been beaten, he is exultant in the assurance of his knowledge and his power. It is a wonderful time of life, but it is also a time that is pregnant with a deadly danger. For that great flask of ether which feels within itself the illusions of an invincible and hurtless strength may explode there in so many ways it does not know about—that great engine of life charged with so much power and speed, with a terrific energy of its high velocity so that it thinks that nothing can stop it, that it can roar like a locomotive across the whole continent of life, may be derailed by a pebble, by a grain of dust.


  It is a time when a man is so full of himself, of his own strength and pride and arrogant conceit, that there is not much room left at the center of his universe for broad humanity. He is too much the vaunting hero of his cosmic scheme to have a wise heart for the scheme of others: he is arrogant and he does not have a simple heart, and he is intolerant and lacks human understanding, for men learn understanding—courage also!—not from the blows they give to others, but from those they take.


  It is the time of life when a man conceives himself as earth’s great child. He is life’s darling, fortune’s pet, the world’s enhaloed genius: all he does is right. All must give way to him, nothing must oppose him. Are there traces of rebellion there among the rabble? Ho, varlets, scum—out of the way! Here’s royalty! Must we rejoice, then, at the beatings which this fool must take? Not so, because there is so much virtue in the creature also. He is a fool, but there is a touch of angel in him, too. He is so young, so raw, so ignorant, and so grievously mistaken. And he is so right. He would play the proud Lord, brook no insolences, and grind his heel into the world’s recumbent neck. And inside the creature is a shaft of light, a jumping nerve, a plate so sensitive that the whole picture of this huge tormented world is printed in the very hues and pigments of the life of man. He can be cruel, and yet hate cruelty with the hate of hell; he can be so unjust, and give his life to fight injustice; he can, in moments of anger, jealousy, or wounded vanity, inflict a grievous hurt upon others who have never done him wrong. And the next moment, thrice wounded, run through and pinioned to the wall upon the spear of his own guilt, remorse and scalding shame, he can endure such agonies that if there really were a later hell there would be no real damnation left in it.


  For at the end, the creature’s spirit is a noble one. His heart is warm and generous, it is full of faith and noble aspiration. He wants to be the best man in the world, but it is a good world that he wants to be the best man in. He wants to be the greatest man on earth, but in the image of his mind and heart it is not among mean people, but among his compeers of the great, that he wishes to be first. And remember this thing of this creature, too, and let it say a word in his defense: he does not want monopoly, nor is his fire expended upon a pile of dung. He does not want to be the greatest rich man in the world, to beetle up out of the blood sweat of the poor the gold of his accretions. It is not his noble proud ambition to control the slums, to squeeze out in his own huge cider-press the pulp of plundered and betrayed humanity. He does not want to own the greatest bank on earth, to steal the greatest mine, to run the greatest mill, to exploit the labor and to profit on the sweat of ninety thousand lesser men. He has a higher goal than this: at very least he wants to be the greatest fighter in the world, which would take courage and not cunning; and at the very most he wants to be the greatest poet, the greatest writer, the greatest composer, or the greatest leader in the world—and he wants to paint instead of own the greatest painting in the world.


  He was the Lord of Life, the master of the earth, he was the city’s conqueror, he was the only man alive who ever had been twenty-five years old, the only man who ever loved or ever had a lovely woman come to meet him, and it was morning in October; all of the city and sun, the people passing in the slant of light, all of the wine and gold of singing in the air had been created for his christening, and it was morning in October, and he was twenty-five years old.


  And then the golden moments’ wine there in the goblet of his life dropped one by one, the minutes passed, and she did not come. Some brightness had gone out of day. He stirred, looked at his watch, searched with a troubled eye among the thronging crowd. The minutes dropped now like cold venom. And now the air was chilled, and all the singing had gone out of day.


  Noon came and passed, and yet she did not come. His feeling of jubilant happiness changed to one of dull, sick apprehension. He began to pace up and down the terrace before the library nervously, to curse and mutter, already convinced that she had fooled him, that she had no intention of coming, and he told himself savagely that it did not matter, that he did not care.


  He had turned and was walking away furiously toward the street, cursing under his breath, when he heard a clatter of small brisk feet behind him. He heard a woman’s voice raised above the others, calling a name, and though he could not distinguish the name, he knew at once that it was his own. His heart gave a bound of the most unspeakable joy and relief, and he turned quickly, and there across the pavement of the court, threading her way through the fast weavings of the crowd, he saw her coming toward him, eager and ruddy as an apple, and clad in rich, russet autumnal brown. Bright harvestings of young October sun fell over her, she trotted toward him briskly as a child, with rapid step and short-paced runs. She was panting for breath: at that moment he began to love her, he loved her with all his heart, but his heart would not utter or confess its love, and he did not know of it.


  She was so lovely, so ruddy, and so delicate, she was so fresh and healthy-looking, and she looked like a good child, eager and full of belief in life, radiant with beauty, goodness, and magic. There was an ache of bitter, nameless joy and sorrow in him as he looked at her: the immortal light of time and of the universe fell upon her, and the feet swarmed past upon the pavements of the street, and the old hunger for the wand and the key pierced his entrails—for he believed the magic word might come to unlock his heart and say all that he felt as he saw Esther there at noon in bright October on the day when he was twenty-five years old.


  He went striding back toward her, she came hurrying up, they came together in a kind of breathless collision and impulsively seized each other by the hands, and stood there too excited to speak.


  “Oh!” she gasped when she could speak. “I ran so! ... I saw you walking away—my heart jumped so!” And then, more quietly, looking at him, with a shade of reproach, “You were going away,” she said.


  “I thought—” then paused, groping, not knowing what, in this intoxication of joy and relief, he had thought. “I waited for you,” he blurted out. “I’ve been here almost an hour—you said twelve.”


  “Oh, no, my dear,” she answered quietly. “I told you I had an appointment at the costumer’s at twelve. I’m a few minutes late, I’m sorry—but I said twelve-thirty.”


  The emotion of relief and happiness was still so great that he scarcely heard her explanation.


  “I thought—I’d given you up,” he blurted out. “I thought you weren’t coming.”


  “Oh,” she said quietly but reproachfully again, “how could you think that? You must have known I would.”


  For the first time now they released each other from the hard clasp which, in their excitement, they had held each other fast. They stepped back a little and surveyed each other, she beaming, and he grinning, in spite of himself, with delight.


  “Well, young fellow,” she cried in a jolly tone. “How does it feel to be twenty-five years old?”


  Still grinning, and staring at her foolishly, he stammered: “It—it feels all right. ... Gosh!” he cried impulsively, “you look swell in brown.”


  “Do you like it, hah?” she said, eagerly and brightly. She stroked the bosom of her dress with the kind of pride and satisfaction a child might take in its belongings. “It is one of my Indian dresses,” she said, “a sari. I’m glad you like it.”


  Arm in arm, still looking at each other and so absorbed that they were completely oblivious of the crowd, the people passing, and the city all around them, they had begun to walk along, and down the steps that led to the street. On the curb they paused, and for the first time became aware of their surroundings.


  “Do you know ...” she began doubtfully, looking at him. “Where are we going?”


  “Oh!” he recollected himself with a start. “Yes! I thought we’d go to a place I know about—an Italian place on the West Side.”


  She took her purse from under her arm and patted it.


  “This is to be a celebration,” she said. “I got paid this morning.”


  “Oh, no you don’t! not this time. This is my party.”


  Meanwhile, he had stopped a taxicab and was holding the door open for her. They got in, he gave the driver the address, and they were driven across town toward the place he had chosen.


  It was an Italian speakeasy on West 46th Street, in a row of brownstone houses, of which almost every one harbored an establishment similar to this. Certainly New York at that period must have contained thousands of such places, none of which differed in any essential detail from Joe’s.


  The setting and design of the establishment was one which a few years under the Prohibition Act had already made monotonously familiar to millions of people in New York. The entrance was through the basement, by means of a grated door which opened underneath the brownstone steps. To reach this door, one went down a step or two from the sidewalk into what had formerly been the basement areaway, pressed a button, and waited. Presently the basement door was opened, a man came out, peered through the grating of the gate, and if he recognized the visitor, admitted him.


  Within, too, the appearance of the place was one that had already grown familiar, through thousands of duplications, to city dwellers. The original design of a city house had not been altered very much. There was a narrow hallway which led through the place from front to rear, and at the end of it there was a kitchen; to the left, as one entered, there was a very small room for the hat-check woman. On the right-hand side, in a larger but still very dark and narrow room, there was a small bar. From the bar one entered through a door into a small dining room of about the same dimensions. Across the hall there was a larger dining room, which had been created by knocking out the wall between two rooms. And upstairs, on what had once been the first floor of the house, there were still other dining rooms, and private ones, too, if one desired them. On the floors above were—God knows what!—more rooms and lodgings, and shadowy-looking lodgers who came in and out, went softly up and down the carpeted tread of the old stairs, and, quickly, softly, through the entrance of the upper door. It was a life secret, flitting, and nocturnal, a life rarely suspected and never felt, that never intruded upon the hard, bright gaiety, the drunken voices, and the raucous clatter of the lower depths.


  The proprietor of this establishment was a tall, thin, and sallow man with a kind of patient sadness, a gentle melancholy which one somehow liked because he felt and understood in the character of the man a sense of decency and of human friendliness. The man was an Italian, by name Pocallipo, and since he had been christened Giuseppe, the patrons of the place referred to it as “Joe’s.”


  The history of Joe Pocallipo was also, if one could probe that great catacomb of life that hives the obscure swarmings of the city millions, a familiar one. He was one of those simple, gentle, and essentially decent people whom circumstance, occasion, and the collusions of a corrupt period had kicked upstairs, and who did not really like this ruthless betterment.


  Before the advent of the Prohibition Act he had been a waiter in a large hotel. His wife had run this same house as a lodging house, her clientele being largely derived from actors, vaudeville performers, and somewhat down-at-the-heels theatrical people of all sorts. As time went on, the woman began to provide some of her guests with an occasional meal when they would ask for it, and Joe, whose skill as a chef was considerable, began himself, on his “off day,” to prepare a Sunday dinner, to which paying guests were invited. The idea, begun really as a kind of concession to the lodgers in the house, caught on: the meals were cheap, the food was excellent, people came and came again, returning often with their friends, until Joe’s Sunday dinners had achieved a kind of celebrity, and the man and his wife were sorely taxed to accommodate the numbers that now came.


  This involved of course the taking on of extra service and the enlargement of the dining space; meanwhile, the Prohibition Act had gone into effect, and now people at these Sunday dinners began to suggest the advisability of serving wine to those who wanted it. To an Italian this request seemed not only simple but completely reasonable; he found, moreover, that although Prohibition was a law, the supply of wine, both new and old, was plentiful to those who could afford to pay for it. Although the price was high, as he soon found from investigation carried on among his friends and colleagues, who had also been led in some such way into the labyrinth of this strange profession, the profit, once the corks were pulled, was great.


  The remainder of the road was certain. There was a moment—just a moment—when Joe was faced with a decision, when he saw the perilous way this casual enterprise had led him into, when it was plain to him the kind of decision he had to make; but the dice were loaded, the scales too weighted down upon one side to admit a balanced judgment. Before him lay the choice of two careers. On the one hand, he could continue working as a waiter in a big hotel, which meant the insecurity of employment, subservience, and dependence for his living on a waiter’s tips; and this way, as Joe well knew, the end was certain—old age, poverty, and broken feet. Before him on the other hand lay a more perilous and more ruthless way, but one made tempting by its promise of quick wealth. It was a way that would lead him, if not into full membership in the criminal underworld, at least into collusion with it; into a bought-and-paid-for treaty with the criminal police; and to violence, dishonesty, and crime. But it promised to him also wealth and property and eventual independence, and like many another simple man of the corrupted period, it seemed to him there was no choice to make.


  He made it, and the results within four years had been more glittering than he had dared hope. His profit had been enormous. Now he was a man of property. He owned this house, and a year before had bought the next one to it. He was even now considering the purchase of a small apartment house uptown. And if not in actual fact a rich man now, he was destined to be a very rich one soon.


  And yet—that sad, dark face, that tired eye, the melancholy patience with a tired tone. It was all so different from the way he thought it would turn out—so different from the life that he had thought he would have.


  It was, in some ways, so much better; it was, wearily and sadly, so much worse—the dense enmeshment of that tangled scheme, the dark unhappy weavings of the ugly web, the complications of this world of crime, with its constantly growing encroachments, its new and ever uglier demands, the constant mulctings of all its graft, of blackmail, and of infamy, the fear of merciless reprisal, the knowledge that he was now imprisoned in a deadly world from which he could never hope again to escape—a world controlled by criminals, and by the police, each in collusion with the other, and himself so tarred now with the common stick of their iniquity that there was no longer any appeal left to him to any court of justice and authority, if there had been one. And there was none.


  So here he stood today, peering out behind the grating of his basement gate, a sad and gentle man with weary eyes, looking out between the bars of his own barricade, to see what new eventuality the ringing of the bell had brought to him, and whether enemy or friend.


  For a moment he stood there, looking out through the bars with a look of careful anxiousness; then, when he saw the young man, his face brightened, and he said: “Oh, good-morning, sir. Come in.”


  He unlocked the door then and held it open for his visitors as they came in, smiling in a gentle, kindly way, as they passed him. He closed the gate behind them and stood aside while they went in. Then he led the way along the narrow little corridor into a dining room. The first one they came to had some people in it, but the smaller one behind was empty. They chose this one, and took a table, Joe pulling back the chairs and standing behind Esther until she was seated, with the air of a kind and gentle dignity that, one felt, was really a part of the decency and the goodness of the man.


  “I have not seen you for so long, sir,” he said to the young man in his quiet voice; “you’ve been away?”


  “Yes, Joe, I’ve been away a year,” said the young man, secretly warmed and pleased that the man should have remembered him, and a little proud, too, that this mark of recognition should be given in front of Esther.


  “We’ve missed you,” Joe said with his quiet smile. “You’ve been to Europe?”


  “Yes,” the other said casually, but quite pleased just the same that the proprietor had asked him, for he was of that age when one likes to boast a little of his voyages. “I was there a year,” he added, and then realized he had said something of this sort before.


  “Where were you?” Joe inquired politely. “You were in Paris, sir, I am sure,” he said, and smiled.


  “Yes,” the other answered carelessly, with just a trace of the nonchalance of the old boulevardier, “I lived there for six months,” he said, tossing this off carelessly in a tone of casual ease, “and then I stayed in England for a while.”


  “You did not go to EEtaly?” inquired Joe, with a smile.


  “Yes, I was there this spring,” the traveler replied in an easy tone that indicated that this season of the year was always the one he preferred when taking his Italian holiday. He did not think it worth mentioning that he had gone back again in August to sail from Naples: that trip hardly counted, for he had gone straight through by train and had seen nothing of the country.


  “Ah, EEtaly is beautiful in spring,” Joe said. “You were at Rome?”


  “Not long,” said the voyager, whose stay in Rome, to tell the truth, had been limited to a stop between trains. “In the spring I remained in the North”—he tossed this off with some abandon, too, as if to say that at this season of the year “the North” is the only portion of the Italian peninsula that a man of cultivated taste could tolerate.


  “You know Milano?” said Joe.


  “Oh, yes,” the other cried, somewhat relieved to have some place mentioned at last that he could honestly say he did know. “I stayed there for some time”—a slight exaggeration of the fact, perhaps, as his sojourn had been limited to seven days. “And Venezia,” he went on quickly, getting a lascivious pleasure from his pronunciation of the word.


  “Venezia is very beautiful,” said Joe.


  “Your own home is near Milano, isn’t it?”


  “No, near Turino, sir,” Joe replied.


  “And the whole place here,” the youth went on, turning eagerly to Esther—“all the waiters, the hat-check girl, the people out in the kitchen, come from the same little town—don’t they, Joe?”


  “Yes, sir, yes, sir,” said Joe, smiling, “all of us.” In his quiet and gentle way he turned to Esther and with a movement of the hand explained: “First one man came—and he writes back that he is doing”—he moved his shoulders slightly—“not so bad. Then others came. Now I think we are more here than we are left at home.”


  “How interesting,” murmured Esther, pulling off her gloves and looking round the room. “Look,” she said quickly, turning to her companion, “could you get a cocktail—hah? I want to drink to your health.”


  “Well, of course,” said Joe, “you can have anything you like.”


  “It’s my birthday, Joe, and this is my birthday party.”


  “You shall have everything. What will the lady drink?”—he turned to her.


  “Oh, I think—” she meditated a moment; then turning to the youth, said brightly, “a nice Martini—hah?”


  “Yes, I’ll have that, too. Two of them, Joe.”


  “Two Martinis. Very good, very good,” said Joe, with an air of complaisance, “and after that—”


  “Well, what have you?”


  He told them what he had, and they ordered the dinner—antipasto, minestrone, fish, chicken, salad, cheese, and coffee. It was too much, but they had the spirit of true celebrants: they ordered a quart flask of Chianti to go with it.


  “I’m not doing anything else all afternoon,” said Esther. “I saved it for you.”


  Joe disappeared, and they could hear him giving the order in fast Italian. A waiter brought two cocktails on a tray. They clinked glasses, and Esther said, “Well, here’s to you, young fellow.” She was silent for a moment, looking at him very seriously, then she said: “To your success—the real kind—the kind you want inside of you—the best.”


  They drank, but her words, her presence here, the feeling of wonderful happiness and pride that the day had brought to him, a sense that somehow this was the true beginning of his life, and that a fortunate and happy life such as he had always visioned now lay immediately before him, gave him an exalted purpose, the intoxication of a determined and irresistible strength that even drink could add nothing to. He leaned forward across the table and seized her hand in both of his: “Oh, I’ll do it!” he cried exalted. “I’ll do it!”


  “You will,” she said. “I know you will!” And putting her other hand on top of his, she squeezed it hard, and whispered: “The best! You are the best!”


  The wild happiness of that moment, the mounting total of that enchanted day, left now only the overpowering sense of some miraculous consummation that was about to be realized immediately. It seemed to him that he had “the whole thing” within his grasp—what, he did not know, and yet he was sure he had it. The concrete distillation of all this overwhelming certainty, this overwhelming joy—that the great success, the magnificent achievement, the love, the honor, the glory, were already his—lay there palpable, warm and heavy as a ball does, in his hand. And then, feeling this impossible realization so impossibly near that he already had it in his grasp, feeling this certitude so exultantly, the sense of purpose so powerfully, that he was sure he knew exactly what certitude and purpose were—feeling the language he had never uttered so eloquently there at the very hinges of his tongue, the songs that he had never sung, the music he had never heard, the great books, the novels, the poems he had never fashioned—they were all so magnificently, so certainly, his that he could utter them at any moment—now—a moment after—within five minutes—at any moment that he chose to make them his!


  That boiling confidence of wild elements proved too much for the fragile tenement of flesh, of bone, of thinking, and of sense that it inhabited, and he began to talk “a blue streak.” As if every secret hope, every insatiate desire, every cherished and unspoken aspiration, every unuttered feeling, thought, or conviction that had ever seethed and boiled in the wild ferment of his youth, that had ever rankled, eaten like an acid in the secret places of his spirit, that had ever been withheld, suppressed, pent-up, dammed, concealed through pride, through fear of ridicule, through doubt or disbelief, or because there was no other ear to hear him, no other tongue to answer back, to give them confirmation—this whole tremendous backwater of the spirit burst through its walls and rushed out in an inundating flood.


  Words rushed from him in wild phrases, hurled spears, flung and broken staves of thought, of hope, of purpose, and of feeling. If he had had a dozen tongues, yet he could not have had the means to utter them, and still they charged and foamed and thrust there at the portals of his speech, and still not a thousandth part of what he wished to say was shaped or uttered. On the surface of this tremendous superflux he was himself whirled and swept away like a chip, spun round and carried onward, helpless on his own raging flood, and finding all the means at his disposal insufficient, failing him, like a man who pours oil on a raging fire, he ordered one drink after another and gulped them down.


  He became very drunk. He became more wild, more incoherent all the time. And yet it seemed to him that he must say it finally, get it out of him, empty himself clean, get it all clear and straight and certain.


  When they got out into the street again, darkness had come, and he was still talking. They got into a cab. The thronging streets, the jammed congestion of the traffic, the intolerable glare, the insane kaleidoscope of Broadway burned there in his inflamed and maddened vision, not in a blur, not in a drunken maze, but with a kind of distorted and insane precision, a grotesque projection of what it really was. His baffled and infuriated spirit turned against it—against everyone, everything—against her. For suddenly he realized that she was taking him home to his hotel. The knowledge infuriated him; he felt that she was deserting him, betraying him. He shouted to the driver to stop, she caught hold of his arm and tried to keep him in the car, he wrenched free, shouted at her that she had gone back on him, sold him out, betrayed him—that he wanted to see her no more, that she was no good—and even while she pleaded with him, tried to persuade him to get back in the car with her, he told her to be gone, slammed the door in her face, and lunged away into the crowd.


  The whole city now reeled past him—the lights, the crowds, the glittering vertices of night, now bedimmed and sown with a star-flung panoply of their nocturnal faëry—it all burned there in his vision in a pattern of grotesque distortion, it seemed cruel and insane to him. He was filled with a murderous fury; he wanted to batter something into a pulp, to smash things down, to stamp them into splintered ruins. He slugged his way through the streets like a maddened animal, he hurled himself against the crowd, lunged brutally against people and knocked them out of his way, and finally, having stunned himself into a kind of apathy, he reached the end of that blind and blazing passage, he found himself in front of his hotel, exhausted, sick, and with no more hope for a singing in his heart. He found his room, went in, and fell senseless, face downward, on the bed.


  The flask of ether had exploded.


  [¬]


  A NOTE ON EXPERTS: DEXTER VESPASIAN JOYNER


  I have often noticed that it is easier for a man to achieve distinction as an expert here in America than to attain eminence in almost any other branch of the nation’s life. One must spend years, for example, at hard labor on small wages to become a first-rate carpenter. The apprenticeship of the master mechanic, the mason, the plasterer, or the stone-cutter is also long, arduous, and impecunious. To become a locomotive engineer, which I should say is almost the highest and the most authoritative of the mechanical positions, a man must undergo an apprenticeship that is only infrequently less than twenty years, and that requires a long and grueling period of preparation as round-house helper, round-house mechanic, and locomotive fireman, before the candidate is deemed worthy of this highest office. Similarly, in the more professional activities, the period of preparation is also long and difficult. A young man must go through ten years of painful study and unpaid service before he is even allowed to begin his practice as a physician. The lawyer must go through a period of training involving six years or more. So, too, the architect, the civil engineer, the piano player, or the opera singer; all these men at all these various trades and labors and professions, from pastry baker to steamship pilot, from locomotive engineer to surgical specialist, must go through the discipline of a long and arduous preparation that requires from five to twenty years of their lives, and that even then leaves them just ready to essay their first modest, independent beginnings in their chosen field. But so far as I know, a man requires no preparation whatever to be an expert. He can be an expert in anything without having to study, without having to serve an apprenticeship, without having had any previous experience in the thing he is expert on—what is most delightful of all, without having to know anything whatever about it. It may be that the more conservative and cautious of my readers—and I confess it is to this type of reader that I have always tried chiefly to address myself, and with whom I find myself personally most in accord—it may be, I say, that this type of reader will find some faint tingeing of extravagance in my assertion, may perhaps too hastily conclude that for the first time in my life I have allowed impulse somewhat to overbalance the more reasoned and deliberate judgment which is characteristic of me. I confess that my apprehensions on this score have always been so great that I have deliberately leaned backward, time and again, in order to avoid the remotest suspicion that anything I have said or written may have been swayed even faintly by that incondite exuberance to which, alas, so many people are susceptible. Accordingly, it is in this same spirit of caution that I now address myself to these same readers, and I repeat, with all the deliberate calculation of which I am capable, that I know no other field in American life in which it is so delightfully easy to attain fame and eminence as the field of experting. And in substantiation of this assertion, all I need do, I think, is to ask the more thoughtful reader to review their own experience and the experience of some of the experts they know—for every American citizen past the age of twenty has known hundreds of experts—and assure themselves that if I err in my assertions, I err from the side of understatement.


  Consider for a moment a few of the many activities in which people that we know have won high distinction for their ability as experts—to mention but a few, aesthetics, horse-racing, politics and economics, newspaper comic strips, primitive Negro sculpture and Negro hymns and folk-songs, short-story writing, dramatic composition and the novel, planned economy and world revolution, the art of the cinema in especial relation to Mr. Charles Chaplin considered as Hamlet, Lear, Macbeth, the Trojan Women or the “Tragic Soul of Man,” surrealism, post-war expressionism, the Revolution of the Word and the works of Mr. Joyce and Gertrude Stein, what is going on in Germany (by people who have never been there and cannot speak the language), what is going on in Russia (by people who have, or have not, been there for ten days and who cannot speak the language), what is going on in Georgia or in California, among the share-croppers of Arkansas or the coal miners of West Virginia, what is going on on the Pacific coast, in the dust bowls of the West, in the mill towns of New England, in the Negro settlements of the South, in the minds and hearts and lives of the workers, in the whole suffering mind and heart and soul of man—all dished up to you in smoking portions, all smacked down across the counter in neatly done-up packages, all given to you, crammed down your throat, stuffed through your craw, forcibly fed into you, in that spirit of sweet charity, benevolent understanding, divine impartiality, and liberal sweet reasonableness that characterize the more inflamed and choleric utterances of a Jesuit priest. They are all written about, shouted about, dogmatized about, and banged and whacked over the head about by all these wonderful Know-it-alls who, by the simple process of studying nothing, going nowhere, seeing, knowing, understanding no one, nothing, except what they want to see and understand and know, are divinely privileged to lam into you, poor misbegotten ignoramus that you are, who sweat and swelter with the common herd and who know nothing except what you know, that you pay your money but you have no choice except to take it or leave it, what the experts give to you. And if you take it, why, then, you leave it also, for it is a fundamental rule of experting that you take only what your chosen expert has to offer. If you take any of the 957 other varieties of pap which his fellow medicine men are dishing out, why, then, in the spirit of sweet Christian charity, God damn your soul to hell for the moribund and dissolute bourgeois that you are; it’s thumbs down now, poison in your soup, and a good swift kick below the belt, a gouge in the eye, a few thousand knife thrusts in the back, and all the other delicate approved stratagems of fair play and sportsmanship, which the saviors of the arts, the politics and economics of the world, the improvement and betterment of one’s fellow men, are practiced in.


  I have known hundreds of the crew throughout my lifetime. So has everyone. Few of them, I think, are really formidable. Not many of them are even dangerous. Some of them, of course, are downright harmless and amusing. In this class I would put newspaper sporting men.


  There used to be a sporting writer on the New York Sun whose name was Joe Vila. Poor Joe is dead now. I never got to know him in the flesh. But now that he is gone, I miss him like a friend. Joe was an expert, one of the greatest sporting experts we have ever had. For years I read his columns every day. If I missed it once, I should have felt an aching void. It was essential to me as a cup of coffee. And if ever sports columns—and I have been the devoted reader of thousands of them—ever reached a lower depth of imbecilic foolishness, a higher peak of enthusiastic idiocy, I do not know where they can be found. Statements that seemed to have fallen hot from the lips of Wordsworth’s idiot boy were uttered with an inspired authority, an omniscience of conviction that was wonderful; impassioned debates that, in all their elements of logical sequence, reasoned acuity, seemed to have been taken verbatim from the wilder passages between the walrus and the carpenter, were here reproduced with a fidelity that left one gasping, with a rhetorical punch that had one hanging on the ropes. “If Kid Getti,” Joe would observe, “displays the same form that he displayed in his fights with Rocky Boozer, Punch-drunk Pipgrass, and One-Eye Maglone, if that wicked sleep-producing right is operating with the same murderous efficiency as it did when it sent Pete Pappadopolos and Irish Dickstein crashing to the mat, he is likely to be returned the winner from his bout with Cyclone McGillicuddy tomorrow evening. On the other hand, if McGillicuddy manages to land often and hard enough with that fast-working left hook that put such gladiators as Jumping Joe Dubinsky and Tornado Tate hors de combat, he may be awarded the decision before the fight has gone its scheduled route.”


  I used to read it and gulp, and then lick my lips for more. There was something so beautifully complete about it. There were no cracks in the armor of Joe Vila’s logic. The perfection of his reason was absolute. If some one knocked out some one else, some one would win. If some one else knocked out some one, some one else would win. You couldn’t beat that kind of reasoning; Joe Vila had you nailed. All you could do was gulp submissively and stammer, “I—I guess you’re right, sir.”


  Moreover, no matter who won the fight, no matter on which side the decision lay, Joe Vila’s confidence was unperturbed, his prognostications in the light of retrospect were infallible. If Kid Getti were the winner, Joe Vila could be depended on next day to emphasize his own triumphant vindication. “As we have been telling the so-called wise boys all along,” he would modestly begin, “McGillicuddy was nothing but a set-up for the Brownsville Bomber. Early in the second stanza Getti hung his right on Cyclone’s jaw, which put the Boston boy on Queer Street for the remainder of the go.” Similarly, if McGillicuddy won the fight, Joe would hold next day an ironic inquest. “We tried to tell the suckers, but they wouldn’t listen,” he would observe. “Getti was a pushover for the Bean Town Bull. The Kid has nothing but a right-hand punch, and as everybody knows, no boxer with the knowledge of the rudiments will ever get hit with a right.”


  Joe, by the way, was full of expert knowledge of this sort. He was constantly asserting most impressively that “no one trained in the rudiments of boxing could ever be hit with a right hand”—a statement which I always found surprising, since I had seen a number of bouts myself in which people who had been trained in the rudiments of boxing did get hit and very forcibly hit with a right hand. I used to ponder this particular assertion very earnestly, and the more I pondered it, the stranger it became. Why, I reflected, if no boxer who is trained in the rudiments of boxing could ever be hit by a right hand—why should any boxer bother to have a right hand? Why, since a right hand was such a very rudimentary possession, and of absolutely no value to a well-trained boxer, why shouldn’t he amputate it and save the trouble and expense of having it carried into the ring with him? Why, in fact,—the idea would develop very brilliantly as its manifold possibilities took hold of me—why shouldn’t we develop a race of one-armed boxers, each equipped solely and simply with a left hand, trained to the very apex of perfection? Surely, a bout of this sort between two crafty, one-armed strategists of the ring would be a thrilling one. Again, as their knowledge and skill increased, might it not be that each of them would become so cunning and so skillful in the uses of his weapon that he could completely and effectually checkmate the other one in every move. Then—the logic of this development was beautifully apparent—then we could cut off the left hands of all boxers and have bouts thereafter between boxers with no hands at all. This would undoubtedly be an improvement over most of the contests one saw, anyway, and besides that, how much greater was the appeal to one’s intelligence, how much more fascinating its imaginative possibilities. Boxers would no longer crudely feint and thrust and smash at each other with their physical appendages. No, on the contrary, what we would see would be a kind of boxing match of the wits, a kind of inspired chess play of the roped arena, where one feinted swiftly with the left ventricle of his brain and countered with his right, left-hooked by intuition or uppercutted with a crafty sneak-punch of the subconscious mind. The possibilities of this kind of warfare were apparent. It was really intellectual warfare of the highest and most subtle nature. Its benefits to all mankind would be enormous. I became fascinated with all the brilliant possibilities of my own discovery. I was just on the point of proposing it to my favorite expert in a public letter when poor Joe Vila died. And, as I say, I missed him. In looking back, I think it is just as well now that I did not write the letter. For now it is apparent to me the kind of handless, armless boxing match that I was on the point of putting forth before the world as my own unique discovery had really been familiar to Joe Vila and to all the other experts for many years. It was, in fact, a fundamental tool of their equipment, an essential part of their method, an indispensable property of their paraphernalia. They carried on forever these handless, armless contests of the wit and imagination. They were forever fighting with themselves, forever chasing their own shadows around the ring, forever ducking, weaving, shifting, feinting, bobbing against opponents of their own creation, and finally knocking themselves out with a terrific uppercut, to the accompaniment of tremendous roars of applause delivered by themselves. Joe Vila was himself, in fact, a master of this kind of shadow-boxing. He was forever carrying on sanguinary but completely imaginary contests between imaginary opponents of his own choosing in contests conceived in his own feverish imagination and staged within the roped arena of his own fancy. What, for example, would have been the result if Bob Fitzsimmons, Fitzsimmons of the Nineties, had met Jack Dempsey—the Dempsey of the Twenties—at a time when both were “at their best”? I leave the rest to Joe Vila’s superior descriptive power. “The bell clangs. Fitzsimmons shuffles awkwardly out of his corner on his knock-kneed spindly legs, advances cautiously toward his opponent when already, with the tigerish spring of a cat, the Manassa Mauler is upon him. Dempsey shoots his left and misses; close in he smashes savagely with a deadly right that has sent Willard, Carpentier, and Firpo reeling to the canvas. Long Bob does not seem to move. He merely shifts his head. The deadly, dynamite-laden glove whizzes harmlessly past. Dempsey finds himself tied up, unable to use his arms; for the first time a look of dazed surprise comes into the Mauler’s eyes”—etc. And so on to the thrilling end, in which Fitzsimmons sometimes won with his terrible solar plexus punch in the fourteenth round, in which Dempsey sometimes got up, dazed and bleeding, from the canvas to hurl himself upon his opponent and fairly beat him to the earth with the last surges of a furious fighter’s instinct, but which usually, I am glad to say, ended in a gory but an honorable draw.


  For Joe Vila, unlike many other experts, really tried to be impartial. He really tried to referee his own straw battles fairly. He was an expert, but in the end he had a good heart and a sense of justice. He did little harm. He was for the winner. He was against the loser. He was loyal to one while he was the champion, but he didn’t betray one when he lost. He always knew just where Joe Vila stood. Of all the types of experts, his was the best. He was a newspaper expert. And newspaper experts are the best. You always know where you stand with newspaper experts, because newspapermen are whores. And you always know where you stand with whores. For that reason, I have always had an uneasy and a stubborn liking for both kinds. You may not like what a whore does to you, but you’re really not much surprised about it later, because you always know why she did it. You pay your money and take your choice. You don’t always know what you’re getting, but at any rate you know the chance you’re taking. You may be mistaken but you are not fooled. A whore may rob you, or get you drunk or drug you, or pick your pockets when you are not looking, but she won’t say later that she did it because of her great love for you. She may welcome you with open arms and call you sweetheart when your luck is in and you have money in your pockets, and she may throw you out of doors and tell you that you’re a dirty bum when your luck is out and there is no money left, but she won’t say later that she did it out of love of all mankind, devotion to a sacred principle, the conviction that her obligation to her own ideals, her duty to her fellow men, was greater than her own love. If she stabs you in the back, she stabs you in the back, and that’s all there is to it. There are no fancy reasons given for it later unless she’s talking to the police. A whore is also a kind of expert in her line and one, it seems to me, of the least harmful kind. And so it is also with her spiritual twin, the newspaperman. I have known a good number of them, and most of them I liked. Those I didn’t like were those that tried to lie about it, who had fancy reasons for it later. The newspaper criticos, the tony uppercrust of journaldom, half in, half out and hanging by their fangs upon the fringes of the arts, the gossip-scavengers with the daily columns, the gossip-mongers of the literary life, the musicos, the dramaticos, the criticos, politicos, aestheticos of every sort. You can’t put faith in this kind of expert. They are much too fast and fancy for you. They’ve got a reason ready on their lips for every stab, an argument for every slander, a justification for every cowardly attack. No, give me the good old homely, ink-stained harlot of the city room, the plain old whore of daily print. Give me the fellow who will come to see you for an interview, who will read your mail when you’ve gone out to get a drink for him, who will look at your telephone bill to see how much you owe, who will try the telephone to see if the service has been cut off, who will poke around in dusty corners, investigate your dirty linen, take advantage of your youth, your excitement, your enthusiasm, your eagerness to make a good impression and have a good piece in the paper and will twist it all around, garble it all, mangle it all, make a fool out of you, betray your honesty and your youth, betray the innocence and belief of man, all for the purpose of “getting a good story” out of it. Give me this kind of whore, I say, because you know just where you stand with him, and in the end you won’t be fooled. You know that he is with you when you win; you know he is against you when you lose. You know he will write well of you when you are a public favorite, when the public wishes to hear good news of you. You know that he will write badly of you when you are no longer fortune’s child, when that same public which applauded wants to hear the worst. You know that if the worst is not bad enough, the whore of print will make it so. And knowing this, you can remember—and forget. And in the end, somehow, you like the rascal. In the end, you take him as he is, you see what he has to do. You forgive him. You see that he usually does not wish you harm. You see that usually he wishes well. You see that only he does not wish well hard enough. You see that usually he wants what is good in life, but he did not want it hard enough. And you see that usually the whole nature of his fault is here; he sold out along the road. But he sold out not because he was bad but just because he wasn’t good enough. But the remnants of that ruined goodness are still in him, and you like him for it. You see it somehow in his sallow face. You see it in his weary eyes. You see it in his shabby, somewhat wilted person, which always carries with it, somehow, something of the weary yet not wholly disagreeable relaxation of the deserted city room after the day’s work is over, of the quiet press room, the quiet presses, the smell of ink when the last edition has been run off. You see, finally, that even the fellow’s cynicism is just a diverted form of sentiment, his shallow hardness—just a shell. You see that he became a whore not because he wanted to become one, but because he didn’t want to become something else quite hard enough. So you know where you are with him. You see finally just where you stand. You learn to understand the newspaper expert, the journalistic whore, which brings me to another, and it seems to me, a worse type of both.


  His name was Dexter Vespasian Joyner. He was the greatest expert that I ever knew. As to his eminence in prostitution, I must allow the reader to judge for himself. All I can attempt to do is to give some account of the beginning of his career as an expert—a career which, it seems to me, for astonishing versatility, for flexible adaptability, for swift reflex and for chameleon-like change, for the possession of a large and easy swallow that took everything and that balked at nothing, surpassed any similar career that I have ever known. And I have known many. If I had to give the reason for Dexter Joyner’s amazing success as an expert and the eminence which he was destined to attain, I think I should have to attribute it first of all to a kind of astonishing intellectual “nose for news,” a sort of uncanny quickness of instinct and reflex, a kind of sensory perspicuity, which felt things coming before most other people even knew that they were on the way, which smelled them in the air before most other people even knew that they had arrived and were knocking at the outposts of the city. He got the jump on every one, and in the end, I think, he suffered the fate other bright young men so often suffer—he got the jump on himself.


  Even at college Dexter was always three or four jumps ahead of the rest of us. We were for the most part a benighted crowd, students at a little country college in the South; and Dexter, at the time when he first burst upon our vision, had already spent a year at Yale. It was my privilege as a Freshman to hear my fellows and, I am afraid, myself, dismissed by this young magnificent as “a crowd of yockels.” Yes, Dexter called us Yockels, very properly, no doubt, but, as I remember it, any indignation we may have felt was overwhelmed by hearing the word pronounced that way. The pronunciation fascinated us. All of us who had ever heard or seen the word before had concluded rashly that the proper pronunciation of the word was “yoakels.” Furthermore, I think that most of us had heretofore assumed that the expression was not one in general use in the more familiar episodes of American life. We felt, I think, that the word had decided poetical and literary connotations—it was such a word, for instance, as might be used in Shakespeare’s time for the description of a clown. It was such a word as the lord of the manor bound from London in Fielding’s time might have used for the description of the country fellows in the village. We were country fellows, that was true enough, and most of us were from a village, but I think most of us had previously assumed that a yockel was a country fellow who wore a smock, who gaped and touched his hat when young Lord Sneeringford rode by, and who said, “They do be saying, lads, there’s girt doings at his lardship’s.” Well, maybe Dexter was right about us. I suppose we really looked like yockels to him, and he certainly looked like young Lord Sneeringford to us. But, as I say, if we felt any resentment at the word I think it was all blotted out by the admiration and the wonder which his pronunciation of the word evoked. In fact, after that we became so fascinated with the word that it became a form of familiar address. Someone would knock at our door, and when we would cry, “Who’s there?” a voice would answer, “A couple of yockels come to see you.” “Come in, you yockels,” we would cry. The name became so famous that we even had a Yockels Club, with secret rites, governed by a Head Yockel, a First-Assistant Yockel, a Second-Assistant Yockel, a Lord High Yockel of the British Seal, and a Chief Yockel of the King’s Wardrobe. In fact, when Dexter finally left us, and leave us he did—it was asserted he had been yockeled out of college. He departed in his Junior year and went to Harvard, and I think we missed him. We felt that something precious had gone out of life. We continued to call one another yockels for a time, but somehow there didn’t seem to be much point in it any more. Even the Yockels Club went out of fashion; deprived of its chief inspiration, cut off from its energizing source, it lost the energies of its first conception, grew anemic, and like many other worthy institutions which have outlived their purpose, it withered finally and died.


  I was not privileged to see Dexter for several years after this. And during this time great changes had been wrought. Dexter had been to Oxford for a year or two, and now we companions of an earlier time had become “the peasants.” It was, I think, a much more bitter word than “yockel.” He uttered it quite venomously, I thought. It had, unquestionably, a sharper bite, a deeper penetration than had “yockel.” But personally I regretted the change. I felt that Dexter had grown away from us, that he was too much of the world, that he had become too sophisticated, that he was cutting himself away from his roots. A strangeness had come up between us. I missed the good old homely smack of yockel. There was something so familiar, so plain, so quaint—so—so damned intimate about it. I hated to see it go. It was on the tip of my tongue to tell Dexter so. But by now he had become so grand. He was so much a part of the great world of travel, of fashion, and the arts, that I did not dare even timidly suggest to him that I missed the word, and would he not go back to it. I heard, however, later on, one illuminating story of this Oxford period in his life. My informer was an English youth who had been at Oxford while Dexter was there and was, in fact, a member of his college. According to my English friend, he had been present on the occasion and at the exact moment when Dexter had first appeared upon the Oxford scene. This was at the first dinner of the term in the hall. Dexter appeared, as was his custom, a little late, and when the others of his table were already seated. He bowed and then took the place assigned to him and pursued his meal with quiet dignity until one of the dons who sat at the head of the table broke the silence hospitably and asked him for his name and origins. Dexter gave his name with satisfaction, admitted with a smile that he was American, and when pressed for more explicit information as to his native geography, finally confessed with a quiet little shrug and an ironic lifting of the brows, “Oh, I’m sure it’s nowhere in America that you’ve ever heard of. My people (all of English stock of course) were from Virginia, but I, alas, grew up among the peasants down in North Carolina.” No one, according to my English friend, said anything for a moment, but finally the don, lifting his eyebrows with an air of polite astonishment, remarked: “But—how extraordinary—I never knew that there were peasants in North Carolina.”


  After this Dexter was allowed not only to resume but to complete his meal in silence.


  [¬]


  THREE O’CLOCK


  [The North American Review, summer 1939]


  George Webber lay on the grass one afternoon before his uncle’s house. George Webber had good eyes, a sound body, he was twelve years old. He had a wonderful nose, a marvelous sense of smell, nothing fooled him. He lay there in the grass before his uncle’s house, thinking: “This is the way things are. Here is the grass, so green and coarse, so sweet and delicate, but with some brown rubble in it. There are the houses all along the street, the concrete blocks of walls, somehow so dreary, ugly, yet familiar, the slate roofs and the shingles, the lawns, the hedges, and the gables, the backyards with their accidental structures of so many little and familiar things as hen houses, barns. All common and familiar as my breath, all accidental as the strings of blind chance, yet all somehow fore-ordered as a destiny: the way they are, because they are the way they are!”


  He really knew the way things were. He lay in the grass and pulled some grass blades and looked upon them contentedly and chewed upon them. And he knew the way the grass blades were. He dug bare toes into the grass and thought of it. He knew the way it felt. Among the green grass he saw patches of old brown, and he knew the way that was too. He put out his hand and felt the maple tree. He saw the way it came out of the earth; the grass grew right around it; he felt the bark and got its rough coarse feeling. He pressed hard with his fingers; a little rough piece of the bark came off: he knew the way that was, too. The wind kept howling faintly the way it does in May. All the young leaves of the maple tree were turned back, straining in the wind. He heard the sound it made; it touched him with some sadness; then the wind went and came again.


  He turned and saw his uncle’s house, its bright red brick, its hard, new, cement columns, everything about it raw and ugly; and beside it, set farther back, the old house his grandfather had built, the clapboard structure, the porch, the gables, the bay windows, the color of the paint. It was all accidental, like a million other things in America. George Webber saw it, and he knew that this was the way things were. He watched the sunlight come and go, across backyards with all their tangle of familiar things; he saw the hills against the eastern side of town, sweet green, a little mottled, so common, homely, and familiar, and, when remembered later, wonderful, the way things are.


  There was a certain stitch of afternoon while the boy lay there. Bird chirrupings and maple leaves, pervading quietness, boards hammered from afar, and a bumbling hum. The day was drowsed with quietness and defunctive turnip greens at three o’clock, and Carlton Leathergood’s tall, pock-marked, yellow nigger was coming up the street. The big dog trotted with him, breathing like a locomotive, the big dog Storm, that knocked you down with friendliness. Tongue rolling, heavy as a man, the great head swaying side to side, puffing with joy continually, the dog came on, and with him came the pock-marked nigger, Simpson Simms. Tall, lean, grinning cheerfully, full of dignity and reverence, the nigger was coming up the street the way he always did at three o’clock. He smiled and raised his hand to George with a courtly greeting. He called him “Mister” Webber as he always did; the greeting was gracious and respectful, and soon forgotten as it is and should be in the good, kind minds of niggers and of idiots, and yet it filled the boy somehow with warmth and joy.


  “Good day, dar, Mistah Webbah. How’s Mistah Webbah today?”


  The big dog swayed and panted like an engine, his great tongue lolling out; he came on with his great head down and with the great black brisket and his shoulders working.


  Something happened suddenly, filling that quiet street with instant menace, injecting terror in the calm pulse of the boy. Around the corner of the Potterham house across the street came Potterham’s bulldog. He saw the mastiff, paused; his forelegs widened stockily, his grim-jowled face seemed to sink right down between the shoulder blades, his lips bared back along his long-fanged tusks, and from his baleful red-shot eyes fierce lightning shone. A low snarl rattled in the folds of his thick throat, the mastiff swung his ponderous head back and growled, the bulldog came on, halted, leaning forward on his widened legs, filled with hell-fire, solid with fight.


  And Carlton Leathergood’s pock-marked yellow Negro man winked at the boy and shook his head with cheerful confidence, saying:


  “He ain’t goin’ to mix up wid my dawg, Mistah Webbah! ... No, sah! ... He knows bettah dan dat! ... Yes, sah!” cried Leathergood’s nigger with unbounded confidence. “He knows too well fo’ dat!”


  The pock-marked nigger was mistaken! Something happened like a flash: there was a sudden snarl, a black thunderbolt shot through the air, the shine of murderous fanged teeth. Before the mastiff knew what had happened to him, the little bull was in and had his fierce teeth buried, sunk, gripped with the lock of death, in the great throat of the larger dog.


  What happened after that was hard to follow. For a moment the great dog stood stock still with an eloquence of stunned surprise and bewildered consternation that was more than human; then a savage roar burst out upon the quiet air, filling the street with its gigantic anger. The mastiff swung his great head savagely, the little bull went flying through the air but hung on with embedded teeth; great drops of bright arterial blood went flying everywhere across the pavement, and still the bull held on. The end came like a lightning stroke. The great head flashed once through the air and down: the bull, no longer dog now—just a wad of black—smacked to the pavement with a sickening crunch.


  From Potterham’s house a screen door slammed, and fourteen-year-old Augustus Potterham, with his wild red hair aflame, came out upon the run. Up the street, paunch-bellied, stiff-legged, and slouchy-uniformed, Mr. Matthews, the policeman, pounded heavily. But Leathergood’s nigger was already there, tugging furiously at the leather collar around the mastiff’s neck, and uttering imprecations.


  But it was all too late. The little dog was dead the moment that he struck the pavement—back broken, most of his bones broken, too; in Mr. Matthews’ words, “He never knowed what hit him,” and this was true. And the big dog came away quietly enough, now that the thing was done: beneath the Negro’s wrenching tug upon his neck, he swung back slowly, panting, throat dripping blood in a slow rain, bedewing the street beneath him with bright red flakes.


  Suddenly, like a miracle, the quiet street was full of people. They came from all directions, from everywhere: they pressed around in an excited circle, all trying to talk at once, each with his own story, everyone debating, explaining, giving his own version. In Mr. Potterham’s house, the screen door slammed again, and Mr. Potterham came running out at his funny little bandy-legged stride, his little red apple-cheeks aglow with anger, indignation, and excitement, his funny chirping little voice heard plainly over all the softer, deeper, heavier, more Southern tones.


  “’Ere now! Wot did I tell you? I always said his bloody dog would make trouble! ’Ere! Look at him now! The great bleedin’, blinkin’ thing! Big as a helephant ’e is! Wot chance ’ud a dog like mine ’ave against a brute like that! ’E ought to be put out of the way—that’s wot! You mark my words—you let that brute run loose, an’ there won’t be a dog left in town! That’s wot!”


  And Leathergood’s big pock-marked nigger, still clutching to the mastiff’s collar as he talks, and pleading with the policeman almost tearfully:


  “Fo’ de Lawd, Mistah Matthews, my dawg didn’t do nuffin! No, sah! He don’t bothah nobody—my dawg don’t! He wa’nt even noticin’ dat othah dawg—you ask anybody!—ask Mistah Webbah heah!”—suddenly appealing to the boy with pleading entreaty—“Ain’t dat right, Mistah Webbah? You saw de whole thing yo’se’f, didn’t you? You tell Mistah Matthews how it was! Me an’ my dawg was comin’ up de street, a-tendin’ to ouah business, I jus’ tu’ned my haid to say good day to Mistah Webbah heah, when heah comes dis othah dawg aroun’ de house, jus’ a-puffin’ an’ a-snawtin’, and befo’ I could say Jack Robinson, he jumps all ovah my dawg an’ grabs him by de t’roat—you ask Mistah Webbah if dat ain’t de way it happened.”


  And so it goes, everyone debating, arguing, agreeing, and denying, giving his own version and his own opinion; and Mr. Matthews asking questions and writing things down in a book; and poor Augustus Potterham blubbering like a baby, holding his dead little bulldog in his arms, his homely, freckled face contorted piteously, and dropping scalding tears upon his little dead dog; and the big mastiff panting, dripping blood upon the ground and looking curious, detached from the whole thing, and a little bored; and presently the excitement subsiding, people going away; Mr. Matthews telling the Negro to appear in court; Augustus Potterham going away into the house blubbering, with the little bulldog in his arms; Mr. Potterham behind him, still chirping loudly and excitedly; and the dejected, pock-marked nigger and his tremendous dog going away up the street, the big dog dropping big blood-flakes on the pavement as he goes. And finally, silence as before, the quiet street again, the rustling of young maple leaves in the light wind, the brooding imminence of three o’clock, a few bright blood-flakes on the pavement, and all else the way it had always been, and George Webber, as before, stretched out upon the grass beneath the tree there in his uncle’s yard, chin cupped in hands, adrift on time’s great dream, and thinking:


  “Great God, this is the way things are, I understand this is the way things are: and, Great God! Great God! this being just the way things are, how strange, and plain, and savage, sweet and cruel, lovely, terrible, and mysterious, and how unmistakable and familiar all things are!”


  [¬]


  THE WINTER OF OUR DISCONTENT


  [The Atlantic Monthly, June 1939]


  I


  You would have loved Daddy. He was so wild and beautiful, everybody adored him. That was the trouble: things came too easy for him; he never had to work for anything.


  The year before Daddy died, Richard Brandell made a production of Richard III, and he sent my father tickets for the performance, with a very urgent and excited note asking us to come to see him before the show began. At this time my father had not played in the theater for almost a year. His deafness had got so bad he could no longer hear his cues, and Uncle Bob had given him a job as his secretary at Police Headquarters. I used to go there to meet him every Saturday—the policemen were very nice to me and gave me bundles of pencils and great packages of fine stationery.


  Mr. Brandell had not seen my father for several months. When we got to the theater, we went backstage for a few moments before the curtain. As my father opened the door and went into the dressing room, Brandell turned and sprang out of his chair like a tiger; he threw both arms around my father and embraced him, crying out in a trembling and excited voice as if he were in some great distress of mind and spirit:—


  “Choe! Choe! I am glad to see you have come! It’s good to zee you!”


  When he was excited, he always spoke like this, with a pronounced accent. Although he insisted he was English by birth, he had been born in Leipzig, his father was a German; his real name was Brandl which he had changed to Brandell after becoming an actor.


  He had the most terrific vitality of any man I have ever seen. He was very handsome, but at the moment his features, which were smooth, powerful, and infinitely flexible, were so swollen and distorted by some convulsion of the soul that he looked like a pig. At his best, he was a man of irresistible charm and warmth; he greeted me in a very kind and affectionate way, and kissed me, but he was overjoyed to see my father. He stood for a moment without speaking, grasping him by the arms and shaking him gently; then he began to speak in a bitter voice of “they” and “them.” He thought everyone was against him; he kept saying that Daddy was his only friend on earth, and he kept asking in a scornful and yet eager tone:—


  “What are they saying, Joe? Have you heard them talk?”


  “All that I’ve heard,” my father said, “is that it’s a magnificent performance, and that there’s no one on the stage today who can come anywhere near you—no, that there’s no one who can touch you, Dick—and that’s the way I feel about it, too.”


  “Not even His Snakeship? Not even His Snakeship?” Mr. Brandell cried, his face livid and convulsed.


  We knew he was speaking of Henry Irving, and we said nothing. For years, ever since the failure of his tour in England, he had been convinced that Irving was responsible for his failure. He had become obsessed with the idea that almost everyone on earth hated him and was trying to get the best of him, and he seized my father’s hand, and looking very earnestly in his eyes, he said:—


  “No, no! You mustn’t lie to me! You mustn’t fool me! You are the only man on earth I’d trust!”’ [trust!”]


  Then he began to tell us all the things his enemies had done to injure him. He said the stagehands were all against him, that they never got the stage set on time, that the time they took between scenes was going to ruin the production. I think he felt his enemies were paying the crew to wreck the show. Daddy told him this was foolish, that no one would do a thing like that, and Mr. Brandell kept saying:—


  “Yes, they would! They hate me! They’ll never rest until they ruin me! I know, I know!” in a very mysterious manner. “I could tell you things. ... I know things. ... You wouldn’t believe it if I told you, Joe.” Then, in a bitter voice, he said: “Why is it, then, that I’ve toured this country from coast to coast, playing in a new town every night, and I’ve never had any trouble like this before? I’ve had my scenery arrive two hours before the performance, and they always set it up for me on time! Yes! They’ll do that much for you in any one-horse town! Do you mean to tell me they can’t do as well here in New York?”


  In a moment he said, in a bitter tone: “I’ve given my life to the theater, I’ve given the public the best that was in me—and what is my reward? The public hates me, and I am tricked, betrayed, and cheated by the members of my own profession. I started life as a bank clerk in a teller’s cage, and sometimes I curse the evil chance that took me away from it. Yes,” he said in a passionate voice, “I should have missed the tinsel, the glitter, and the six-day fame—the applause of a crowd that will forget about you tomorrow, and spit upon you two days later—but I should have gained something priceless—”


  “What’s that?” my father said.


  “The love of a noble woman and the happy voices of the little ones.”


  “Now I can smell the ham,” my father said in a cynical tone. “Why, Dick, they couldn’t have kept you off the stage with a regiment of infantry. You sound like all the actors that ever lived.”


  “Yes,” said Mr. Brandell with an abrupt laugh, “you’re right. I was talking like an actor.” He bent forward and stared into the mirror of his dressing table. “An actor! Nothing but an actor! ‘Why should a dog, a horse, a rat, have life—and thou no breath at all?’”


  “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, Dick,” my father said. “You’ve got plenty of breath—I’ve never known you to run short of it.”


  “Only an actor!” cried Mr. Brandell, staring into the mirror. “A paltry, posturing, vain, vile, conceited rogue of an actor! An actor—a man who lies and does not know he lies, a fellow who speaks words that better men have written for him, a reader of mash notes from shop girls and the stage-struck wives of grocery clerks, a fellow who could not go into the butcher’s to buy his dog a bone without wondering what appearance he was making, a man who cannot even pass the time of day without acting—an actor! Why, by God, Joe,” he cried, turning to my father, “when I look into the glass and see my face, I hate the sight of it!”


  “Where’s that ham?” said Daddy, sniffing about the place.


  “An actor!” Mr. Brandell said again. “A man who has imitated so many feelings that he no longer has any of his own! Why, Joe,” he said, in a whispering voice, “do you know that when the news came to me that my own mother was dead, I had a moment—yes, I think I really had a moment—of genuine sorrow. Then I ran to look at my face in the mirror, and I cursed because I was not on the stage where I could show it to an audience. An actor! A fellow who has made so many faces he no longer knows his own—a collection of false faces! ... What would you like, my dear?” he said to me ironically. “Hamlet?”—instantly he looked the part. “Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde?”—here his face went through two marvelous transformations: one moment he was a benevolent-looking gentleman, and the next the deformed and horrible-looking monster. “Richelieu?”—all at once he looked like a crafty and sinister old man. “Beau Brummell?”—he was young, debonair, arrogant, and a fop. “The Duke of Gloucester?”—and in a moment he had transformed himself into the cruel and pitiless villain he was to portray that night.


  It was uncanny and fascinating; and there was something horrible in it, too. It was as if he were possessed by a powerful and fluent energy which had all been fed into this wonderful and ruinous gift of mimicry: a gift which may have, as he said, destroyed and devoured his proper self, since one got haunting and fleeting glimpses between these transformations of a man—a sense, an intuition, rather than a memory, of what the man was like and looked like—a sense of a haunted, lost, and lonely spirit which looked out with an insistent, mournful, and speechless immutability through all the hundred changes of his mask.


  It seemed to me there was a real despair, a real grief, in Mr. Brandell. I think he had been tormented, like my father, by the eternal enigma of the theater: its almost impossible grandeur and magnificence, its poetry and its magic, which are like nothing else on earth; and the charlatanism and cheapness with which it corrupts its people. Richard Brandell was not only the greatest actor I have ever seen upon the stage; he was also a man of the highest quality. He possessed almost every gift a great actor should possess. And yet his spirit was disfigured as if by an ineradicable taint—a taint which he felt and recognized, as a man might recognize the action of a deadly poison in his blood without being able either to cure or to control it.


  He had an astounding repertory of plays which ranged all the way from the great music of Hamlet to grotesque and melodramatic trash which he commissioned some hack to write for him, and he would use his great powers in these parts with as much passion and energy as he used in his wonderful portrayals of Iago, Gloucester, or Macbeth. Like most men who are conscious of something false and corrupt in them, he had a kind of Byronic scorn and self-contempt. He was constantly discovering that what he thought had been a deep and honest feeling was only the posturings of his own vanity, a kind of intoxication of self-love, an immense romantic satisfaction at the spectacle of himself having such a feeling; and while his soul twisted about in shame, he would turn and mock and jeer himself and his fellow actors most bitterly.


  II


  That night was the last time Mr. Brandell ever saw my father. Just before we left, he turned to me, took me by the hand, and said very simply and earnestly: “Esther, earn your living in the sweat of your brow, if you have to; eat your bread in sorrow, if you have to—but promise me you will never attempt to go on the stage.”


  “I have already made her promise that,” my father said.


  “Is she as good as she’s pretty? Is she smart?” said Mr. Brandell, still holding me by the hand and looking at me.


  “She’s the smartest girl that ever lived,” my father said. “She’s so smart she should have been my son.”


  “And what is she going to do?” said Mr. Brandell, still looking at me.


  “She’s going to do what I could never do,” my father said. He lifted his great hands before him and shook them suddenly in a gesture of baffled desperation. “She’s going to take hold of something!” Then he took my hands in his and said: “Not to want the whole earth, and to get nothing! Not to want to do everything, and to do nothing! Not to waste her life dreaming about India when India is around her here and now! Not to go mad thinking of a million lives, wanting the experience of a million people, when everything she has is in the life she’s got! Not to be a fool, tortured with hunger and thirst when the whole earth is groaning with its plenty. ... My dear child,” my father cried, “you are so good, so beautiful, and so gifted, and I love you so much! I want you to be happy and to have a wonderful life.” He spoke these words with such simple and urgent feeling that all the strength and power in him seemed to go out through his great hands to me, as if all of the energy of his life had been put into his wish.


  “Why, Dick,” he said to Mr. Brandell, “this child was born with more wisdom than either of us will ever have. She can go into the park and come back with a dozen kinds of leaves and study them for days. And when she gets through, she will know all about them. She knows their size, their shape and color—she knows every marking on them; she can draw them from memory. Could you draw a leaf, Dick? Do you know the pattern and design of a single leaf? Why, I have looked at forests, I have walked through woods and gone across continents in trains, I have stared the eyes out of my head trying to swallow up the whole earth at a glance—and I hardly know one leaf from another. I could not draw a leaf from memory if my life depended on it. And she can go out on the street and tell you later what clothes the people wore, and what kind of people wore them. Can you remember anyone you passed by on the street today? I walk the streets, I see the crowds, I look at a million faces until my brain goes blind and dizzy with all that I have seen, and later all the faces swim and bob about like corks in water. I can’t tell one from the other. I see a million faces, and I can’t remember one. But she sees one and remembers a million. That’s the thing, Dick. If I were young again, I’d try to live like that: I’d try to see a forest in a leaf, the whole earth in a single face.”


  “Why, Esther,” Mr. Brandell said. “Have you discovered a new country? How does one get to this wonderful place where you live?”


  “Well, I tell you, Mr. Brandell,” I said. “It’s easy. You just walk out in the street and look around and there you are.”


  “There you are!” Mr. Brandell said. “Why, my dear child, I have been walking out and looking around for fifty years, and the more I walk and look, the less I see that I care to look at. What are these wonderful sights that you have found?”


  “Well, Mr. Brandell,” I said, “sometimes it’s a leaf, and sometimes it’s the pocket of a coat, and sometimes it’s a button or a coin, and sometimes it’s an old hat, or an old shoe on the floor. Sometimes it’s a little boy, and sometimes it’s a girl looking out a window, and sometimes it’s an old woman with a funny hat. Sometimes it’s the color of an ice wagon, and sometimes the color of an old brick wall, and sometimes a cat creeping along the backyard fence. Sometimes it’s the feet of the men on the rail when you pass a saloon, and the sawdust floors, and the sound of their voices, and that wonderful smell you get of beer and orange peel and angostura bitters. Sometimes it’s people passing underneath your window late at night, and sometimes it’s the sound of a horse in the street early in the morning, and sometimes it’s the ships blowing out in the harbor at night. Sometimes it’s the way you feel at night when you wake up in wintertime and you know it’s snowing, although you can’t see or hear it. Sometimes it’s the harbor, sometimes the docks, and sometimes it’s the Bridge with people coming across it. Sometimes it’s the markets and the way the chickens smell; sometimes it’s all the new vegetables and the smell of apples. Sometimes it’s the people in a train that passes the one you’re in: you see all the people, you are close to them, but you cannot touch them; you say good-bye to them, and it makes you feel sad. Sometimes it’s all the kids playing in the street: they don’t seem to have anything to do with the grown-ups, they seem to be kids, and yet they seem to be grown up and to live in a world of their own—there is something strange about it. And sometimes it’s like that with the horses, too—sometimes you go out and there is nothing but the horses; they fill the streets, you forget about all the people; the horses seem to own the earth; they talk to one another, and they seem to have a life of their own that people have nothing to do with. I know all about this and what is going on inside them, but it’s no use telling you and Daddy—you wouldn’t know what I was talking about. Well—there’s a lot more—do you give up?”


  “Good God, yes!” said Mr. Brandell, picking up a towel from his dressing table and waving it at me. “I surrender! O brave new world that has such wonders in it! ... O, Joe, Joe!” he said to my father. “Will that ever happen to us again? Are we nothing but famished beggars, weary of our lives? Can you still see all those things when you walk the streets? Would it ever come back to us that way again?”


  “Not to me,” my father said. “I was a Sergeant, but I’ve been rejuced.”


  He smiled as he spoke, but his voice was old and tired and weary. I know now he felt that his life had failed. His face had got very yellow from his sickness, and his shoulders stooped, his great hands dangled to his knees; as he stood there between Mr. Brandell and me, he seemed to be half-erect, as if he had just clambered up from all fours. And yet his face was as delicate and wild as it had ever been; it had the strange, soaring look—as if it were in constant flight away from a shackling and degrading weight—that it had always worn, and to this expression of uplifted flight there had now been added the intent listening expression that all deaf people have.


  It seemed to me that the sense of loneliness and exile, of a brief and alien rest, as if some winged spirit had temporarily arrested flight upon a foreign earth, was more legible on him now than it had ever been. Suddenly I felt all the strangeness of his life and destiny—his remoteness from all the life I knew. And I felt more than ever before a sense of our nearness and farness; I felt at once closer to him than to anyone on earth, and at the same time farther from him. Already his life had something fabulous and distant in it; he seemed to be a part of some vanished and irrevocable time.


  I do not think Mr. Brandell had noticed how tired and ill my father looked. He had been buried in his own world, burning with a furious, half-suppressed excitement, an almost mad vitality which was to have that night its consummation. Before we left him, however, he suddenly glanced sharply and critically at my father, took his hand, and said with great tenderness:—


  “What is it, Joe? You look so tired. Is anything wrong?”


  My father shook his head. He had become very sensitive about his deafness, and any reference to the affliction that had caused his retirement from the stage or any suggestion of pity from one of his former colleagues because of his present state deeply wounded him. “Of course not,” he said. “I never felt better! I used to be Joe the Dog-Faced Actor, now I’m Joe the Dog-Faced Policeman, and I’ve got a badge to prove it, too.” Here he produced his policeman’s badge, of which he was really very proud. “If that’s not a step up in the world, what is it? Come on, daughter,” he said to me. “Let’s leave this wicked man to all his plots and murders. If he gets too bad, I’ll arrest him!”


  We started to go, but for a moment Mr. Brandell stopped us and was silent. The enormous and subdued excitement, the exultant fury, which had been apparent in him all the time, now became much more pronounced. The man was thrumming like a dynamo; his strong hands trembled, and when he spoke, it was as if he had already become the Duke of Gloucester: there was a quality of powerful cunning and exultant prophecy in his tone, something mad, secret, conspiratorial, and knowing.


  “Keep your eyes open tonight,” he said. “You may see something worth remembering.”


  We left him and went out into the theater.


  III


  When we got out into the auditorium the house was almost full, although the people were still going down the aisles to their seats. Because of my father’s deafness, Brandell had given us seats in the front row. For a few minutes I watched the people come in and the house fill up, and I felt again the sense of elation and joy I have always felt in the theater before the curtain goes up. I looked at the beautiful women, the men in evening clothes, and all the fat and gaudy ornamentation of the house; I heard the rapid and excited patter of the voices, the stir and rustle of silks, the movement—and I loved it all.


  Then in a few minutes the lights darkened. There was a vast, rustling sigh all over the theater, the sound of a great bending forward, and then, for a moment, in that dim light I saw the thing that has always seemed so full of magic and beauty to me: a thousand people who have suddenly become a single living creature, and all the frail white spots of faces blooming like petals there in a velvet darkness, upturned, thirsty, silent, and intent and beautiful.


  Then the curtain went up, and on an enormous and lofty stage stood the deformed and solitary figure of a man. For a moment I knew the man was Brandell; for a moment I could feel nothing but an astounded surprise, a sense of unreality, to think of the miracle of transformation which had been wrought in the space of a few minutes, to know that this cruel and sinister creature was the man with whom we had just been talking. Then the first words of the great opening speech rang out across the house, and instantly all this was forgotten:—the man was no longer Brandell—he was the Duke of Gloucester.


  With the opening words, the intelligence was instantly communicated to the audience that it was about to witness such a performance as occurs in the theater only once in a lifetime. And yet, at first, there was no sense of characterization, no feeling of the cruel and subtle figure of Richard—there was only a mighty music which sounded out across the house, a music so grand and overwhelming that it drowned the memory of all the baseness, the ugliness, and the pettiness in the lives of men. In the sound of the words it seemed there was the full measure of man’s grandeur, magnificence, and tragic despair, and the words were flung against immense and timeless skies like a challenge and an evidence of man’s dignity, and like a message of faith that he need not be ashamed or afraid of anything.


  
    Now is the winter of our discontent


    Made glorious summer by this sun of York;


    And all the clouds that lour’d upon our house


    In the deep bosom of the ocean buried. ...

  


  Then swiftly and magnificently, with powerful developing strokes of madness, fear, and cruelty, the terrible figure of Richard began to emerge; almost before the conclusion of the opening speech it stood complete. That speech was really a speech of terror, and set clearly the picture of the warped, deformed, agonized Gloucester, for whom there was no beautiful thing in life, a man who had no power to raise himself except by murder. As the play went on, the character of Richard became so real to me, the murders so frightful, the lines filled with such music and such terror, that when the curtain rose on that awful nightmare scene in the tent, I felt I could not stay there if one more drop of blood was shed.


  That evening will live in my memory as the most magnificent evening I ever spent in the theater. On that evening Richard Brandell reached the summit of his career. That night was literally the peak. Immediately after the performance Brandell had a nervous collapse: the play was taken off; he never appeared as Richard again. It was months before he made any appearance whatever, and he never again, during the remainder of his life, approached the performance he gave that night.


  [¬]


  THE DARK MESSIAH


  [Current History and Forum, August 1940]


  George had not been in Germany since 1928 and the early months of 1929. At that time he had stayed for a while in a little town in the Black Forest, and he remembered that there had been great excitement because an election was being held. The state of politics was chaotic, with a bewildering number of parties, and the Communists polled a surprisingly large vote. People were disturbed and anxious, and there seemed to be a sense of impending calamity in the air.


  This time, things were different. Germany had changed.


  Ever since 1933, when the change occurred, George had read, first with amazement, shock, and doubt, then with despair and a leaden sinking of the heart, all the newspaper accounts of what was going on in Germany. He found it hard to believe some of the reports. Of course, there were irresponsible extremists in Germany as elsewhere, and in times of crisis no doubt they got out of hand, but he thought he knew Germany and the German people, and on the whole he was inclined to feel that the true state of affairs had been exaggerated and that things simply could not be as bad as they were pictured.


  And now, on the train from Paris, he met some Germans who gave him reassurance. They said there was no longer any confusion or chaos in politics and government, and no longer any fear among the people, because everyone was so happy. This was what George wanted desperately to believe, and he was prepared to be happy, too.


  The month of May is wonderful everywhere. It was particularly wonderful in Berlin that year. All along the streets, in the Tiergarten, in all the great gardens, and along the Spree canal, the horse chestnut trees were in full bloom. The crowds sauntered underneath the trees on the Kurfürstendamm, the terraces of the cafés were jammed with people, and always, through the golden sparkle of the days, there was a sound of music in the air. George saw the chains of endlessly lovely lakes around Berlin, and for the first time he knew the wonderful golden bronze upon the tall poles of the kiefern trees. Before, he had visited only the south of Germany, the Rhinelands, and Bavaria; now the north seemed even more enchanting.


  It was the season of the great Olympic games, and almost every day George went to the stadium in Berlin. George observed that the organizing genius of the German people, which has been used so often to such noble purpose, was now more thrillingly displayed than he had even [ever] seen it before. The sheer pageantry of the occasion was overwhelming, so much so that he began to feel oppressed by it. One sensed a stupendous concentration of effort, a tremendous drawing together and ordering of the vast collective power of the whole land. And the thing that made it seem ominous was that it so evidently went beyond what the games themselves demanded. The games were overshadowed, and were no longer merely sporting competitions to which other nations had sent their chosen teams. They became, day after day, an orderly and overwhelming demonstration in which the whole of Germany had been schooled and disciplined. It was as if the games had been chosen as a symbol of the new collective might, a means of showing to the world in concrete terms what this new power had come to be.


  With no past experience in such affairs, the Germans had constructed a mighty stadium which was the most beautiful and most perfect in its design that had ever been built. And all the accessories of this monstrous plant—the swimming pools, the enormous halls, the lesser stadia—had been laid out and designed with this same cohesion of beauty and use. The organization was superb. Not only were the events themselves, down to the minutest detail of each competition, staged and run off like clockwork, but the crowds—such crowds as no other great city has ever had to cope with, and the like of which would certainly have snarled and maddened the traffic of New York beyond hope of untangling—were handled with a quietness, order, and speed that was astounding.


  The daily spectacle was breath-taking in its beauty and magnificence. The stadium was a tournament of color that caught the throat; the massed splendor of the banners made the gaudy decorations of America’s great parades, presidential inaugurations, and World’s Fairs seem like shoddy carnivals in comparison. And for the duration of the Olympics, Berlin itself was transformed into a kind of annex to the stadium. From one end of the city to the other, from the Lustgarten to the Brandenburger Tor, along the whole broad sweep of Unter den Linden, through the vast avenues of the faery Tiergarten, and out through the western part of Berlin to the very portals of the stadium, the whole town was a thrilling pageantry of royal banners—not merely endless miles of looped-up bunting, but banners fifty feet in height, such as might have graced the tent of some great emperor.


  And all through the day, from morning on, Berlin became a mighty Ear, attuned, attentive, focused on the stadium. Everywhere the air was filled with a single voice. The green trees along the Kurfürstendamm began to talk: from loudspeakers concealed in their branches an announcer in the stadium spoke to the whole city—and for George Webber it was a strange experience to hear the familiar terms of track and field translated into the tongue that Goethe used. He would be informed now that the Vorlauf was about to be run—and then the Zwischenlauf—and at length the Endlauf—and the winner:


  “Owens—Oo Ess Ah!”


  Meanwhile, through those tremendous banner-laden ways, the crowds thronged ceaselessly all day long. The wide promenade of Unter den Linden was solid with patient, tramping German feet. Fathers, mothers, children, young folks, old—the whole material of the nation was there, from every corner of the land. From morn to night they trudged, wide-eyed, full of wonder, past the marvel of those banner-laden ways. And among them one saw the bright stabs of color of Olympic jackets and the glint of foreign faces: the dark features of Frenchmen and Italians, the ivory grimace of the Japanese, the straw hair and blue eyes of the Swedes, and the big Americans, natty in straw hats, white flannels, and blue coats crested with the Olympic seal.


  And there were great displays of marching men, sometimes ungunned but rhythmic, as regiments of brown shirts went swinging through the streets. By noon each day all the main approaches to the games, the embannered streets and avenues of the route which the Leader would take to the stadium, miles away, were walled in by the troops. They stood at ease, young men, laughing and talking with each other—the Leader’s bodyguards, the Schutz Staffel units, the Storm Troopers, all ranks and divisions in their different uniforms—and they stretched in two unbroken lines from the Wilhelmstrasse up to the arches of the Brandenburger Tor. Then, suddenly, the sharp command, and instantly there would be the solid smack of ten thousand leather boots as they came together with the sound of war.


  It seemed as if everything had been planned for this moment, shaped to this triumphant purpose. But the people—they had not been planned. Day after day, behind the unbroken wall of soldiers, they stood and waited in a dense and patient throng. These were the masses of the nation, the poor ones of the earth, the humble ones of life, the workers and the wives, the mothers and the children—and day after day they came and stood and waited. They were there because they did not have money enough to buy the little cardboard squares that would have given them places within the magic ring. From noon till night they waited for just two brief and golden moments of the day: the moment when the Leader went out to the stadium, and the moment when he returned.


  At last he came—and something like a wind across a field of grass was shaken through that crowd, and from afar the tide rolled up with him, and in it was the voice, the hope, the prayer of the land. The Leader came by slowly in a shining car, a little dark man with a comic-opera mustache, erect and standing, moveless and unsmiling, with his hand upraised, palm outward, not in Nazi-wise salute, but straight up, in a gesture of blessing such as the Buddha or Messiahs use.


  The first weeks passed, and George began to hear some ugly things. From time to time, at parties, dinners, and the like, when George would speak of his enthusiasm for Germany and the German people, various friends that he had made would, if they had had enough to drink, take him aside afterward and, after looking around cautiously, lean toward him with an air of great secrecy and whisper, “But have you heard ...? And have you heard ...?”


  He did not see any of the ugly things they had whispered about. He did not see anyone beaten. He did not see anyone imprisoned, or put to death. He did not see any men in concentration camps. He did not see openly anywhere the physical manifestations of a brutal and compulsive force.


  True, there were men in brown uniforms everywhere, and men in black uniforms, and men in uniforms of olive green, and everywhere in the streets there was the solid smack of booted feet, the blare of brass, the tootling of fifes, and the poignant sight of young faces shaded under iron helmets, with folded arms and ramrod backs, precisely seated in great army lorries. But all of this had become so mixed in with the genial temper of the people making holiday, as he had seen and known it so many pleasant times before, that even if it did not now seem good, it did not seem sinister or bad.


  Then something happened. It didn’t happen suddenly. It just happened as a cloud gathers, as a fog settles, as rain begins to fall.


  A man George had met was planning to give a party for him and asked him if he wanted to ask any of his friends. George mentioned one. His host was silent for a moment; he looked embarrassed; then he said that the person George had named had formerly been the editorial head of a publication that had been suppressed, and that one of the people who had been instrumental in its suppression had been invited to the party, so would George mind—?


  George named another, an old friend named Franz Heilig whom he had first met in Munich years before, and who now lived in Berlin, and of whom he was very fond. Again the anxious pause, the embarrassment, the halting objections. This person was—was—well, George’s host said he knew about this person and knew that he did not go to parties—he would not come if he were invited—so would George mind—?


  George next spoke of a lady named Else von Kohler, and the response to this suggestion was of the same kind. How long had he known this woman? Where, and under what circumstances, had he met her? George tried to reassure his host on all these scores. He told the man he need have no fear of any sort about Else. His host was instant, swift, in his apologies: oh, by no means—he was sure the lady was eminently all right—only, nowadays, with a mixed gathering—he had tried to pick a group of people whom George had met and who all knew one another—he had thought it would be much more pleasant that way—strangers at a party were often shy, constrained, and formal—Frau von Kohler would not know anybody there—so would George mind—?


  Not long after this baffling experience a friend came to see him. “In a few days,” his friend said, “you will receive a phone call from a certain person. He will try to meet you, to talk to you. Have nothing to do with this man.”


  George laughed. His friend was a sober-minded German, rather on the dull and heavy side, and his face was so absurdly serious as he spoke that George thought he was trying to play some lumbering joke upon him. He wanted to know who this mysterious personage might be who was so anxious to make his acquaintance.


  To George’s amazement and incredulity, his friend named a high official in the government.


  But why, George asked, should this man want to meet him? And why, if he did, should he be afraid of him?


  At first his friend would not answer. Finally he muttered circumspectly:


  “Listen to me. Stay away from this man. I tell you for your own good.” He paused, not knowing how to say it; then: “You have heard of Captain Roehm? You know about him? You know what happened to him?” George nodded. “Well,” his friend went on in a troubled voice, “there were others who were not shot in the purge. This man I speak of is one of the bad ones. We have a name for him—it is ‘The Prince of Darkness.’”


  George did not know what to make of all this. He tried to puzzle it out but could not, so at last he dismissed it from his mind. But within a few days, the official whom his friend had named did telephone, and did ask to meet him. George offered some excuse and avoided seeing the man, but the episode was most spectacular and very unsettling.


  Both of these baffling experiences contained elements of comedy and melodrama, but those were the superficial aspects. George began to realize now the tragedy that lay behind such things. There was nothing political in any of it. The roots of it were much more sinister and deep and evil than politics or even racial prejudice could ever be. For the first time in his life he had come upon something full of horror that he had never known before—something that made all the swift violence and passion of America, the gangster compacts, the sudden killings, the harshness and corruption that infested portions of American business and public life, seem innocent beside it. What George began to see was a picture of a great people who had been psychically wounded and were now desperately ill with some dread malady of the soul. Here was an entire nation, he now realized, that was infested with the contagion of an ever-present fear. It was a kind of creeping paralysis which twisted and blighted all human relations. The pressures of a constant and infamous compulsion had silenced this whole people into a sweltering and malignant secrecy until they had become spiritually septic with the distillations of their own self-poisons, for which now there was no medicine or release.


  So the weeks, the months, the summer passed, and everywhere about him George saw the evidences of this dissolution, this shipwreck of a great spirit. The poisonous emanations of suppression, persecution, and fear permeated the air like miasmic and pestilential vapors, tainting, sickening, and blighting the lives of everyone he met. It was a plague of the spirit—invisible, but as unmistakable as death. Little by little it sank in on him through all the golden singing of that summer, until at last he felt it, breathed it, lived it, and knew it for the thing it was.


  [¬]


  THE HOLLYHOCK SOWERS


  [The American Mercury, August 1940]


  I


  There are some men who are unequal to the conditions of modern life, and who have accordingly retreated from the tough realities which they cannot face. They form a separate group or family or race, a little world which has no boundary lines of country or of place. One finds a surprising number of them in America, particularly in the more sequestered purlieus of Boston, Cambridge, and Harvard University. One finds them also in New York’s Greenwich Village, and when even that makeshift little Bohemia becomes too harsh for them, they retire into a kind of desiccated country life.


  For all such people the country becomes the last refuge. They buy little farms in Connecticut or Vermont, renovate the fine old houses with just a shade too much of whimsy or restrained good taste. Their quaintness is a little too quaint, their simplicity a little too subtle, and on the old farms that they buy no utilitarian seeds are sown and no grain grows. They go in for flowers, and in time they learn to talk very knowingly about the rarer varieties. They love the simple life, of course. They love the good feel of “the earth.” They are just a shade too conscious of “the earth,” and one hears them say, the women as well as the men, how much they love to work in it.


  And work in it they do. In spring they work on their new rock garden, with the assistance of only one other man—some native of the region who hires himself out for wages, and whose homely virtues and more crotchety characteristics they quietly observe and tell amusing stories about to their friends. Their wives work in the earth, too, attired in plain yet not unattractive frocks, and they even learn to clip the hedges, wearing gloves to protect their hands. These dainty and lovely creatures become healthily embrowned; their comely forearms take on a golden glow, their faces become warm with soaked-up sunlight, and sometimes they even have a soft, faint down of gold just barely visible above the cheekbone. They are good to see.


  In winter there are also things to do. The snows come down, and the road out to the main highway becomes impassable to cars for three weeks at a time. Not even the truck of the A. & P. can get through. So for three whole weeks on end they have to plod their way out on foot, a good three-quarters of a mile, to lay in provisions. The days are full of other work, as well. People in cities may think that country life is dull in winter, but that is because they simply don’t know. The squire becomes a carpenter. He is working on his play, of course, but in between times he makes furniture. It is good to be able to do something with one’s hands. He has a workshop fitted up in the old barn. There he has his studio, too, where he can carry on his intellectual labors undisturbed. The children are forbidden to go there. And every morning, after taking the children to school, the father can return to his barn-studio and have the whole morning free to get on with the play.


  It is a fine life for the children, by the way. In summer they play and swim and fish and get wholesome lessons in practical democracy by mingling with the hired man’s children. In winter they go to an excellent private school two miles away. It is run by two very intelligent people, an expert in planned economy and his wife, an expert in child psychology, who between them are carrying on the most remarkable experiments in education.


  Life in the country is really full of absorbing interests which city folk know nothing about. For one thing, there is local politics, in which they become passionately involved. They attend all the town meetings, become hotly partisan over the question of a new floor for the bridge across the creek, take sides against old Abner Jones, the head selectman, and in general back up the younger, more progressive element. Over week-ends they have the most enchanting tales to tell their city friends about these town meetings. They are full of stories, too, about all the natives, and can make the most sophisticated visitor howl with laughter when, after coffee and brandy in the evening, the squire and his wife go through their two-part recital of Seth Freeman’s involved squabble and lawsuit with Rob Perkins over a stone fence. One really gets to know his neighbors in the country. It is a whole world in itself. Life here is simple, yet it is good.


  II


  In their old farmhouse they eat by candlelight at night. The pine paneling in the dining room has been there more than two hundred years. They have not changed it. In fact, the whole front part of the house is just the same as it has always been. All they have added is the new wing for the children. Of course, they had to do a great deal when they bought the place. It had fallen into shocking disrepair. The floors and sills were rotten and had to be replaced. They also built a concrete basement and installed an oil furnace. This was costly, but it was worth the price. The people who had sold them the house were natives of the region who had gone to seed. The farm had been in one family for five generations. It was incredible, though, to see what they had done to the house. The sitting-room floor had been covered with an oilcloth carpet. And in the dining room, right beside this beautiful old Revolutionary china chest, which they had persuaded the people to sell with the house, had been an atrocious phonograph with one of those old-fashioned horns. Can one imagine that?


  Of course they had to furnish the house anew from cellar to garret. Their city stuff just wouldn’t do at all. It had taken time and hard work, but by going quietly about the countryside and looking into farmer’s houses, they have managed to pick up very cheaply the most exquisite pieces, most of them dating back to Revolutionary times, and now the whole place is in harmony at last. They even drink their beer from pewter mugs. Grace discovered these, covered with cobwebs, in the cellar of an old man’s house. He was eighty-seven, he said, and the mugs had belonged to his father before him. He’d never had no use for ’em himself, and if she wanted ’em he calc’lated that twenty cents apiece would be all right. Isn’t it delicious! And everyone agrees it is.


  The seasons change and melt into one another, and they observe the seasons. They would not like to live in places where no seasons were. The adventure of the seasons is always thrilling. There is the day in late summer when someone sees the first duck flying south, and they know by this token that the autumn of the year has come. Then there is the first snowflake that melts as it falls to usher in the winter. But the most exciting of all is the day in early spring when someone discovers that the first snowdrop has opened or that the first starling has come. They keep a diary of the seasons, and they write splendid letters to their city friends:


  “I think you would like it now. The whole place is simply frantic with spring. I heard a thrush for the first time today. Overnight, almost, our old apple trees have burst into full bloom. If you wait another week, it will be too late. So do come, won’t you? You’ll love our orchard and our twisted, funny, dear old apple trees. They’ve been here, most of them, I suspect, for eighty years. It’s not like modern orchards, with their little regiments of trees. We don’t get many apples. They are small and sharp and tart, and twisted like the trees themselves, and there are never too many of them, but always just enough. Somehow we love them all the better for it. It’s so New England.”


  So year follows year in healthy and happy order. The first year the rock garden gets laid down and the little bulbs and Alpine plants set out. Hollyhocks are sown all over the place, against the house and beside the fences. By the next year they are blooming in gay profusion. It is marvelous how short a time it takes. That second year he builds the studio in the barn, doing most of the work with his own hands, with only the simple assistance of the hired man. The third year—the children are growing up now, they grow fast in the country—he gets the swimming pool begun. The fourth year it is finished. Meanwhile, he is busy on his play, but it goes slowly because there is so much else that has to be done.


  The fifth year—well, one does miss the city sometimes. They would never think of going back there to live. This place is wonderful, except for three months in the winter. So this year they are moving in and taking an apartment for the three bad months. Grace, of course, loves music and misses the opera, while he likes the theater, and it will be good to have again the companionship of certain people whom they know. This is the greatest handicap of country life—the natives make fine neighbors, but one sometimes misses the intellectual stimulus of city life. And so this year he has decided to take the old girl in. They’ll see the shows and hear the music and renew their acquaintance with old friends and find out what is going on. They might even run down to Bermuda for three weeks in February. Or to Haiti. That’s a place, he’s heard, that modern life has hardly touched. They have windmills and go in for voodoo worship. It’s all savage and most primitively colorful. It will get them out of the rut to go off somewhere on a trip. Of course they’ll be back in the country by the first of April.


  Such is the fugitive pattern in one of its most common manifestations. And always with this race of men the fundamental inner structure of illusion and defeat is the same. All of them betray themselves by the same weaknesses. They flee a world they are not strong enough to meet. If they have talent, it is a talent that is not great enough to win for them the fulfillment and success which they pretend to scorn, but for which each of them would sell the pitifully small remnant of his meager soul. If they want to create, they do not want it hard enough to make and shape and finish something in spite of hell and heartbreak. If they want to work, they do not want it genuinely enough to work and keep on working till their eyeballs ache and their brains are dizzy, to work until their loins are dry, their vitals hollow, to work until the whole world reels before them in a gray blur of weariness and depleted energy, to work until their tongues cleave to their mouths and their pulses hammer like dry mallets at their temples, to work until no work is left in them, until there is no rest and no repose, until they cannot sleep, until they can do nothing and can work no more—and then work again.


  They are the pallid half-men of the arts, more desolate and damned than if they had been born with no talent at all, more lacking in their lack, possessing half, than if their lack had been complete. And so, half full of purpose, they eventually flee the task they are not equal to—and they potter, tinker, garden, carpenter, and drink.


  [¬]


  NEBRASKA CRANE


  [The Harpers Monthly, August 1940]


  The train had hurtled like a projectile through its tube beneath the Hudson River to emerge in the dazzling sunlight of a September afternoon, and now it was racing across the flat desolation of the Jersey meadows. George Webber sat by the window and saw the smoldering dumps, the bogs, the blackened factories slide past, and felt that one of the most wonderful things in the world is the experience of being on a train. It is so different from watching a train go by. To anyone outside, a speeding train is a thunderbolt of driving rods, a hot hiss of steam, a blurred flash of coaches, a wall of movement and of noise, a shriek, a wail, and then just emptiness and absence, with a feeling of “there goes everybody!” without knowing who anybody is. And all of a sudden the watcher feels the vastness and loneliness of America, and the nothingness of all those little lives hurled past upon the immensity of the continent. But if one is inside the train, everything is different. The train itself is a miracle of man’s handiwork, and everything about it is eloquent of human purpose and direction. One feels the brakes go on when the train is coming to a river, and one knows that the old gloved hand of cunning is at the throttle. One’s own sense of manhood and of mastery is heightened by being on a train. And all the other people, how real they are! One sees the fat black porter with his ivory teeth and the great swollen gland on the back of his neck, and one warms with friendship for him. One looks at all the pretty girls with a sharpened eye and an awakened pulse. One observes all the other passengers with lively interest, and feels that he has known them forever. In the morning most of them will be gone out of his life; some will drop out silently at night through the dark, drugged snoring of the sleepers; but now all are caught upon the wing and held for a moment in the peculiar intimacy of this pullman car which has become their common home for a night.


  At the far end of the car a man stood up and started back down the aisle toward the washroom. He walked with a slight limp and leaned upon a cane, and with his free hand he held onto the backs of the seats to brace himself against the lurching of the train. As he came abreast of George, who sat there gazing out the window, the man stopped abruptly. A strong, good-natured voice, warm, easy, bantering, unafraid, unchanged—exactly as it was when it was fourteen years of age—broke like a flood of living light upon his consciousness.


  “Well I’ll be dogged! Hi, there, Monkus! Where you goin’?”


  At the sound of the old jesting nick-name George looked up quickly. It was Nebraska Crane. The square, freckled, sunburned visage had the same humorous friendliness it had always had, and the tar-black Cherokee eyes looked out with the same straight, deadly fearlessness. The big brown paw came out and they clasped each other firmly. And, instantly, it was like coming home to a strong and friendly place. In another moment they were seated together, talking with the familiarity of people whom no gulf of years and distance could alter or separate.


  George had seen Nebraska Crane only once in all the years since he himself had first left Libya Hill and gone away to college. But he had not lost sight of him. Nobody had lost sight of Nebraska Crane. That wiry, fearless little figure of the Cherokee boy who used to come down the hill on Locust Street with the bat slung over his shoulder and the well-oiled fielder’s mitt protruding from his hip pocket had been prophetic of a greater destiny, for Nebraska had become a professional baseball player, he had crashed into the big leagues, and his name had been emblazoned in the papers every day.


  The newspapers had had a lot to do with his seeing Nebraska that other time. It was in August 1925, just after George had returned to New York from his first trip abroad. That very night, in fact, a little before midnight, as he was seated in a Childs Restaurant with smoking wheatcakes, coffee, and an ink-fresh copy of next morning’s Herald Tribune before him, the headline jumped out at him: “Crane Slams Another Homer.” He read the account of the game eagerly and felt a strong desire to see Nebraska again and to get back in his blood once more the honest tang of America. Acting on a sudden impulse, he decided to call him up. Sure enough, his name was in the book, with an address way up in the Bronx. He gave the number and waited. A man’s voice answered the ’phone, but at first he didn’t recognize it.


  “Hello! ... Hello! ... Is Mr. Crane there? ... Is that you, Bras?”


  “Hello.” Nebraska’s voice was hesitant, slow, a little hostile, touched with the caution and suspicion of mountain people when speaking to a stranger. “Who is that? ... Who? ... Is that you, Monk?”—suddenly and quickly as he recognized who it was. “Well, I’ll be dogged!” he cried. His tone was delighted, astounded, warm with friendly greeting now, and had the somewhat high and faintly howling quality that mountain people’s voices often have when they are talking to someone over the telephone: the tone was full, sonorous, countrified, and a little puzzled, as if he were yelling to someone on an adjoining mountain peak on a gusty day in autumn when the wind was thrashing through the trees. “Where’d you come from? How the hell are you, boy?” he yelled before George could answer. “Where you been all this time, anyway?”


  “I’ve been in Europe. I just got back this morning.”


  “Well, I’ll be dogged!”—still astounded, delighted, full of howling friendliness. “When am I gonna see you? How about comin’ to the game tomorrow? I’ll fix you up. And say,” he went on rapidly, “if you can stick aroun’ after the game, I’ll take you home to meet the wife and kid. How about it?”


  So it was agreed. George went to the game and saw Nebraska knock another home run, but he remembered best what happened afterward. When the player had had his shower and had dressed, the two friends left the ball park, and as they went out, a crowd of young boys who had been waiting at the gate rushed upon them. They were those dark-faced, dark-eyed, dark-haired little urchins who spring up like dragons’ teeth from the grim pavements of New York, but in whose tough little faces and raucous voices there still remains, curiously, the innocence and faith of children everywhere.


  “It’s Bras!” the children cried. “Hi, Bras! Hey, Bras!” In a moment they were pressing round him in a swarming horde, deafening the ears with their shrill cries, begging, shouting, tugging at his sleeves, doing everything they could to attract his attention, holding dirty little scraps of paper toward him, stubs of pencils, battered little notebooks, asking him to sign his autograph.


  He behaved with the spontaneous warmth and kindliness of his character. He scrawled his name out rapidly on a dozen grimy bits of paper, skillfully working his way along through the yelling, pushing, jumping group, and all the time keeping up a rapid fire of banter, badinage, and good-natured reproof:


  “All right—give it here, then! ... Why don’t you fellahs pick on somebody else once in a while? ... Say, boy!” he said suddenly, turning to look down on one unfortunate child, and pointing an accusing finger at him—“What are you doin’ aroun’ here again today? I signed my name for you at least a dozen times!”


  “No, sir, Misteh Crane!” the urchin earnestly replied. “Honest—not me!”


  “Ain’t that right?” Nebraska said, appealing to the other children. “Don’t this boy keep comin’ back here every day?”


  They grinned, delighted at the chagrin of their fellow-petitioner. “Dat’s right, Misteh Crane! Dis guy’s got a whole book wit’ nuttin’ but yoeh name in it!”


  “Ah-h!” the victim cried, and turned upon his betrayers bitterly. “What youse guys tryin’ to do—get wise or somep’n? Honest, Misteh Crane!”—he looked up earnestly again at Nebraska—“Don’t believe ’em! I jest want yoeh ottygraph! Please, Misteh Crane, it’ll only take a minute!”


  For a moment more Nebraska stood looking down at the child with an expression of mock sternness; at last he took the outstretched notebook, rapidly scratched his name across a page, and handed it back. And as he did so, he put his big paw on the urchin’s head and gave it a clumsy pat; then, gently and playfully, he shoved it from him and walked off down the street.


  The apartment where Nebraska lived was like a hundred thousand others in the Bronx. The ugly yellow-brick building had a false front, with meaningless little turrets at the corners of the roof, and a general air of spurious luxury about it. The rooms were rather small and cramped, and were made even more so by the heavy overstuffed Grand Rapids furniture. The walls of the living room, painted a mottled, rusty cream, were bare except for a couple of sentimental prints, while the place of honor over the mantel was reserved for an enlarged and garishly tinted photograph of Nebraska’s little son at the age of two, looking straight and solemnly out at all comers from a gilded oval frame.


  Myrtle, Nebraska’s wife, was small and plump, and pretty in a doll-like way. Her corn-silk hair was frizzled in a halo about her face, and her chubby features were heavily accented by rouge and lipstick. But she was simple and natural in her talk and bearing, and George liked her at once. She welcomed him with a warm and friendly smile and said she had heard a lot about him.


  They all sat down. The child, who was three or four years old by this time, and who had been shy, holding on to his mother’s dress and peeping out from behind her, now ran across the room to his father and began climbing all over him. Nebraska and Myrtle asked George a lot of questions about himself, what he had been doing, where he had been, and especially what countries he had visited in Europe. They seemed to think of Europe as a place so far away that anyone who had actually been there was touched with an unbelievable aura of strangeness and romance.


  “Whereall did you go over there, anyway?” asked Nebraska.


  “Oh, everywhere, Bras,” George said—“France, England, Holland, Germany, Denmark, Sweden, Italy—all over the place.”


  “Well, I’ll be dogged!”—in frank astonishment. “You sure do git aroun’, don’t you?”


  “Not the way you do, Bras. You’re traveling most of the time.”


  “Who—me? Oh, hell, I don’t git anywhere—just the same ole places. Chicago, St. Looie, Philly—I seen ’em all so often I could find my way blindfolded!” He waved them aside with a gesture of his hand. Then suddenly he looked at George as if he were seeing him for the first time, and he reached over and slapped him on the knee and exclaimed: “Well, I’ll be dogged! How you doin’, anyway, Monkus?”


  “Oh, can’t complain. How about you? But I don’t need to ask that. I’ve been reading all about you in the papers.”


  “Yes, Monkus,” he said. “I been havin’ a good year. But, boy!”—he shook his head suddenly and grinned—“Do the ole dogs feel it!”


  He was silent a moment, then he went on quietly:


  “I’ve been up here since 1919—that’s seven years, and it’s a long time in this game. Not many of ’em stay much longer. When you been shaggin’ flies as long as that, you may lose count, but you don’t need to count—your legs’ll tell you.”


  “But, good Lord, Bras, you’re all right! Why, the way you got around out there today, you looked like a colt!”


  “Yeah,” Nebraska said, “maybe I looked like a colt, but I felt like a plow horse.” He fell silent again, then he tapped his friend gently on the knee with his brown hand and said abruptly: “No, Monkus. When you’ve been in this business as long as I have, you know it.”


  “Oh, come on, Bras, quit your kidding!” said George, remembering that the player was only two years older than himself. “You’re still a young man. Why, you’re only twenty-seven!”


  “Sure, sure,” Nebraska answered quietly. “But it’s like I say. You can’t stay in this business much longer than I have. Of course Cobb an’ Speaker an’ a few like that—they was up here a long time. But eight years is about the average, an’ I been here seven years already. So if I can hang on a few years more, I won’t have no kick to make .... Hell!” he said in a moment, with the old hearty ring in his voice, “I ain’t got no kick to make, no-way. If I got my release tomorrow, I’d still feel I done all right. ... Ain’t that so, Buzz?” he cried genially to the child, who had settled down on his knee, at the same time seizing the boy and cradling him comfortably in his strong arm. “Ole Bras has done all right, ain’t he?”


  “That’s the way me an’ Bras feel about it,” remarked Myrtle, who during this conversation had been rocking back and forth, placidly ruminating on a wad of gum. “Along there last year it looked once or twice as if Bras might git traded. He said to me one day before the game, ‘Well, ole lady, if I don’t git some hits today, somethin’ tells me you an’ me is goin’ to take a trip.’ So I says, ‘Trip where?’ An’ he says, ‘I don’t know, but they’re goin’ to sell me down the river if I don’t git goin’, an’ somthin’ tells me it’s now or never!’ So I just looks at him,” continued Myrtle placidly, “an’ I says, ‘Well, what do you want me to do? Do you want me to come today or not?’ You know, gener’ly, Bras won’t let me come when he ain’t hittin’—he says it’s bad luck. But he just looks at me a minute, an’ I can see him sort of studyin’ it over, an’ all of a sudden he makes up his mind an’ says, ‘Yes, come on if you want to; I couldn’t have no more bad luck than I’ve been havin’, no-way, an[’] maybe it’s come time fer things to change, so you come on.’ Well, I went—an’ I don’t know whether I brought him luck or not, but somethin’ did,” said Myrtle, rocking in her chair complacently.


  “Dogged if she didn’t!” Nebraska chuckled. “I got three hits out of four times up that day, an’ two of ’em was home runs!”


  “Yeah,” Myrtle agreed, “an’ that Philadelphia fast-ball thrower was throwin’ ’em, too.”


  “He sure was!” said Nebraska.


  “I know,” went on Myrtle, chewing placidly, “because I heard some of the boys say later that it was like he was throwin’ ’em up there from out of the bleachers, with all them men in shirt-sleeves behind him, an’ the boys said half the time they couldn’t even see the ball. But Bras must of saw it—or been lucky—because he hit two home runs off of him, an’ that pitcher didn’t like it, either. The second one Bras got, he went stompin’ and tearin’ around out there like a wild bull. He sure did look mad,” said Myrtle in her customary placid tone.


  “Maddest man I ever seen!” Nebraska cried delightedly. “I thought he was goin’ to dig a hole plumb through to China. ... But that’s the way it was. She’s right about it. That was the day I got goin’. I know one of the boys said to me later, ‘Bras,’ he says, ‘we all thought you was goin’ to take a ride, but you sure dug in, didn’t you?’ That’s the way it is in this game. I seen Babe Ruth go fer weeks when he couldn’t hit a balloon, an’ all of a sudden he lams into it. Seems like he just cain’t miss from then on.”


  All this had happened four years ago. Now the two friends had met again, and were seated side by side in the speeding train, talking and catching up on each other. Nebraska’s right ankle was taped and bandaged; a heavy cane rested between his knees. George asked him what had happened.


  “I pulled a tendon,” Nebraska said, “an’ got laid off. So I thought I might as well run down an’ see the folks. Myrtle, she couldn’t come—the kid’s got to git ready fer school.”


  “How are they?” George asked.


  “Oh, fine, fine. All wool an’ a yard wide, both of ’em!” He was silent for a moment, then he looked at his friend with a tolerant Cherokee grin and said: “But I’m crackin’ up, Monkus. Guess I cain’t stan’ the gaff much more.”


  The quiet resignation of the player touched his friend with sadness. It was hard and painful for him to face the fact that this strong and fearless creature, who had stood in his life always for courage and for victory, should now be speaking with such a ready acceptance of defeat.


  “But, Bras,” he protested, “you’ve been hitting just as well this season as you ever did! I’ve read about you in the papers, and the reporters have all said the same thing.”


  “Oh, I can still hit ’em,” Nebraska quietly agreed. “It ain’t the hittin’ that bothers me. That’s the last thing you lose, anyway. Leastways, it’s goin’ to be that way with me, an’ I talked to other fellahs who said it was that way with them.” After a pause he went on in a low tone: “If this ole leg heals up in time, I’ll go on back and git in the game again an’ finish out the season. An’ if I’m lucky, maybe they’ll keep me on a couple more years, because they know I can still hit. But, hell,” he added quietly, “they know I’m through. They already got me all tied up with string.”


  As Nebraska talked, George saw that the Cherokee in him was the same now as it had been when he was a boy. His cheerful fatalism had always been the source of his great strength and courage. That was why he had never been afraid of anything, not even death. But seeing the look of regret on George’s face, Nebraska smiled again and went on lightly:


  “That’s the way it is, Monk. You’re good up there as long as you’re good. After that they sell you down the river. Hell, I ain’t kickin’. I been lucky. I had ten years of it already, an’ that’s more than most. An’ I been in three World Series. If I can hold on fer another year or two—if they don’t let me go or trade me—I think maybe we’ll be in again. Me an’ Myrtle has figgered it all out. I had to help her people some, an’ I bought a farm fer Mama an’ the Ole Man—that’s where they always wanted to be. An’ I got three hundred acres of my own in Zebulon—all paid fer, too!—an’ if I git a good price this year fer my tobacco, I stan’ to clear two thousand dollars. So if I can git two years more in the League an’ one more good World Series, why—” he turned his square face toward his friend and grinned his brown and freckled grin, just as he used to as a boy—“we’ll be all set.”


  “And—you mean you’ll be satisfied?”


  “Huh? Satisfied?” Nebraska turned to him with a puzzled look. “How do you mean?”


  “I mean after all you’ve seen and done, Bras—the big cities and the crowds, and all the people shouting—and the newspapers, and the headlines, and the World Series—and—and—the first of March, and St. Petersburg, and meeting all the fellows again, and spring training—”


  Nebraska groaned.


  “Why, what’s the matter?”


  “Spring trainin’.”


  “You mean you don’t like it?”


  “Like it! Them first three weeks is just plain hell. It ain’t bad when you’re a kid. You don’t put on much weight durin’ the winter, an’ when you come down in the spring, it only takes a few days to loosen up an’ git the kinks out. In two weeks you’re loose as ashes. But wait till you been aroun’ as long as I have!” He laughed loudly and shook his head. “Boy! The first time you go after a grounder, you can hear your joints creak. After a while you begin to limber up—you work into it an’ git the soreness out of your muscles. By the time the season starts, along in April, you feel pretty good. By May you’re goin’ like a house a-fire, an’ you tell yourself you’re as good as you ever was. You’re still goin’ strong along in June. An’ then you hit July, an’ you git them double-headers in St. Looie! Boy, oh boy!” Again he shook his head and laughed, baring big square teeth. “Monkus,” he said quietly, turning to his companion, and now his face was serious, and he had his black Indian look—“you ever been in St. Looie in July?”


  “No.”


  “All right, then,” he said very softly and scornfully. “An’ you ain’t played ball there in July. You come up to bat with sweat bustin’ from your ears. You step up an’ look out to where the pitcher ought to be, an’ you see four of him. The crowd in the bleachers is out there roastin’ in their shirt-sleeves, an’ when the pitcher throws the ball, it just comes from nowheres—it comes right out of all them shirt-sleeves in the bleachers. It’s on top of you before you know it. Well, anyway, you dig in an’ git a toe-hold, take your cut, an’ maybe you connect. You straighten out a fast one. It’s good fer two bases if you hustle. In the old days you could’ve made it standin’ up. But now—boy!” He shook his head slowly. “You cain’t tell me nothin’ about that ball park in St. Looie in July! They got it all growed out in grass in April, but after July first”—he gave a short laugh—“hell! it’s paved with concrete! An’ when you git to first, them dogs is sayin’, ‘Boy, let’s stay here!’ But you gotta keep on goin’—you know the manager is watchin’ you—you’re gonna ketch hell if you don’t take that extra base, it may mean the game. An’ the boys up in the press box, they got their eyes glued on you, too—they’ve begun to say old Crane is playin’ on a dime—an’ you’re thinkin’ about next year an’ maybe gittin’ another Series—an’ hope to God you don’t git traded to St. Looie. So you take it on the lam, you slide into second like the Twentieth Century comin’ into the Chicago yards—an’ when you git up an’ feel yourself all over to see if any of your parts is missin’, you gotta listen to one of the second baseman’s wisecracks: ‘What’s the hurry, Bras? Afraid you’ll be late fer the Veterans’ Reunion?’”


  “I begin to see what you mean, all right,” said George.


  “See what I mean? Why, say! One day this season I ast one of the boys what month it was, an’ when he told me it was just the middle of July, I says to him: ‘July, hell! If it ain’t September, I’ll eat your hat!’ ‘Go ahead, then,’ he says, ‘an’ eat it, because it ain’t September, Bras—it’s July.’ ‘Well,’ I says, ‘they must be havin’ sixty days a month this year—it’s the longest damn July I ever felt!’ An’ lemme tell you, I didn’t miss it fer, either—I’ll be dogged if I did! When you git old in this business, it may be only July, but you think it’s September.” He was silent for a moment. “But they’ll keep you in there, gener’ly, as long as you can hit. If you can smack that ole apple, they’ll send you out there if they’ve got to use glue to keep you from failin’ apart. So maybe I’ll git in another year or two if I’m lucky. So long’s I can hit ’em, maybe they’ll keep sendin’ me out there till all the other players has to grunt every time ole Bras goes after a ground ball!” He laughed. “I ain’t that bad yet, but soon’s I am, I’m through.”


  “You won’t mind it, then, when you have to quit?”


  He didn’t answer at once. He sat there looking out the window. Then he laughed a little wearily:


  “Boy, this may be a ride on the train to you, but to me—say!—I covered this stretch so often that I can tell you what telephone post we’re passin’ without even lookin’ out the window. Why, hell yes!”—he laughed loudly now, in the old infectious way—“I used to have ’em numbered—now I got ’em named!”


  “And you think you can get used to spending all your time out on the farm in Zebulon?[”]


  “Git used to it?” In Nebraska’s voice there was now the same note of scornful protest that it had when he was a boy, and for a moment he turned and looked at his friend with an expression of astonished disgust. “Why, what are you talking about? That’s the greatest life in the world!”


  “And your father? How is he, Bras?”


  The player grinned and shook his head: “Oh, the Ole Man’s happy as a possum. He’s doin’ what he wanted to do all his life.”


  “And is he well?”


  “If he felt any better, he’d have to go to bed. Strong as a bull,” said Nebraska proudly. “He could wrastle a bear right now an’ bite his nose off! Why, hell yes!” the player went on with an air of conviction—“he could take any two men I know today an’ throw them over his shoulder!”


  “Bras, do you remember when you and I were kids and your father was on the police force, how he used to wrestle all those professionals that came to town? There were some good ones, too!”


  “You’re damn right there was!” said the player, nodding his head. “Tom Anderson, who used to be South Atlantic champion, an’ that fellah Petersen—do you remember him?”


  “Sure. And that big fellow they called the Strangler Turk—”


  “Yeah, an’ he was good, too! Only he wasn’t no Turk—he only called hisself one. The Ole Man told me he was some kind of Polack from the steel mills, an’ that’s how he got so strong.”


  “And Bull Dakota—and Texas Jim Ryan—and the Masked Marvel?”


  “Yeah—only there was a whole lot of them—guys cruisin’ all over the country callin’ theirselves the Masked Marvel. The Ole Man wrastled two of ’em. Only the real Masked Marvel never came to town. The Ole Man told me there was a real Masked Marvel, but he was too damn good, I guess, to come to Libya Hill.”


  “Do you remember the night, Bras, when your father was wrestling one of these Masked Marvels, and we were there in the front row rooting for him, and he got a stranglehold on this fellow with the mask, and the mask came off—and the fellow wasn’t the Masked Marvel at all, but only that Greek who used to work all night at the Bijou Cafe for Ladies and Gents down by the depot?”


  “Yeah—haw-haw!” Nebraska threw back his head and laughed loudly. “I’d clean fergot that damn Greek, but that’s who it was! The whole crowd hollered frame-up an’ tried to git their money back—I’ll swear, Monk! I’m glad to see you!” He put his big hand on his companion’s knee. “It don’t seem no time, does it? It all comes back!”


  “Yes, Bras—” for a moment George looked out at the flashing landscape with a feeling of sadness and wonder in his heart—“it all comes back.”


  [¬]


  SO THIS IS MAN


  [Town and Country, August 1940]


  In the infinite variety of common, accidental, oft-unheeded things one can see the web of life as it is spun. Whether we wake at morning in the city, or lie at night in darkness in the country towns, or walk the streets of furious noon in all the dusty, homely, and enduring lights of present time, the universe around us is the same. Evil lives forever—so does good. Man alone has knowledge of these two, and he is such a little thing.


  For what is man?


  First, a child, soft-boned, unable to support itself on its rubbery legs, that howls and laughs by turns, cries for the moon but hushes when it gets its mother’s breast; a sleeper, eater, guzzler, howler, laugher, idiot, and a chewer of its toe; a little tender thing all blubbered with its spit, a reacher into fires, a beloved fool.


  After that, a boy, hoarse and loud before his companions, but afraid of the dark; will beat the weaker and avoid the stronger; worships strength and savagery, loves tales of war and murder, and violence done to others; joins gangs and hates to be alone; makes heroes out of soldiers, sailors, prize fighters, football players, cowboys, gunmen, and detectives; would rather die than not out-try and out-dare his companions, wants to beat them and always to win, shows his muscle and demands that it be felt, boasts of his victories and will never own defeat.


  Then the youth: goes after girls, is foul behind their backs among the drugstore boys, hints at a hundred seductions, but gets pimples on his face; begins to think about his clothes, becomes a fop, greases his hair, smokes cigarettes with a dissipated air, reads novels and writes poetry on the sly. He knows hate, love, and jealousy; he is cowardly and foolish; he cannot endure to be alone; he lives in a crowd, thinks with the crowd, is afraid to be marked off from his fellows by any eccentricity. He joins clubs and is afraid of ridicule; he is bored and unhappy and wretched most of the time. There is a great cavity in him; he is dull.


  Then the man: he is busy, he is full of plans and reasons, he has work. He gets children, buys and sells small packets of everlasting earth, intrigues against his rivals, is exultant when he cheats them. He wastes his little three score years and ten in spendthrift and inglorious living; from his cradle to his grave he scarcely sees the sun or moon or stars; he is unconscious of the immortal sea and earth; he talks of the future, and he wastes it as it comes. If he is lucky, he saves money. At the end his fat purse buys him flunkies to carry him where his shanks no longer can; he consumes rich food and golden wine that his wretched stomach has no hunger for; his weary and lifeless eyes look out upon the scenery of strange lands for which in youth his heart was panting. Then the slow death, prolonged by costly doctors, and finally the graduate undertakers, the perfumed carrion, the suave ushers with palms outspread to leftwards, the fast motor hearses, and the earth again.


  This is man: a writer of books, a putter-down of words, a painter of pictures, a maker of ten thousand philosophies. He grows passionate over ideas, he hurls mockery and scorn at another’s work, he finds the one way, the true way, for himself, and calls all others false—yet in the billion books upon the shelves there is not one that can tell him how to draw a single fleeting breath in peace and comfort. He makes histories of the universe, he directs the destiny of nations, but he does not know his own history, and he cannot direct his own destiny with dignity or wisdom for ten consecutive minutes.


  Here, then, is man, this moth of time, this dupe of brevity and numbered hours, this travesty of waste and sterile breath. Yet if the gods could come here to a desolate, deserted earth where only the ruin of man’s cities remained, where only a few marks and carvings of his hand were legible upon his broken tablets, where only a wheel lay rusting in the desert sand, a cry would burst out of their hearts, and they would say: “He lived, and he was here!”


  Behold his works:


  He needed speech to ask for bread—and he had Christ! He needed songs to sing in battle—and he had Homer! He needed words to curse his enemies—and he had Dante, he had Voltaire, he had Swift! He needed cloth to cover up his hairless, puny flesh against the seasons—and he wove the robes of Solomon, he made the garments of great kings, he made the samite for the young knights! He needed walls and a roof to shelter him—and he made Blois! He needed a temple to propitiate his God—and he made Chartres and Fountains Abbey! He was born to creep upon the earth—and he made great wheels, he sent great engines thundering down the rails, he launched great wings into the air, he put great ships upon the angry sea!


  Plagues wasted him and cruel wars destroyed his strongest sons, but fire, flood, and famine could not quench him. No, nor the inexorable grave—his sons leaped shouting from his dying loins. The shaggy bison with his thews of thunder died upon the plains; the fabled mammoths of the unrecorded ages are vast scaffoldings of dry, insensate loam; the panthers have learned caution and move carefully among tall grasses to the water hole; and man lives on amid the senseless nihilism of the universe.


  For there is one belief, one faith, that is man’s glory, his triumph, his immortality—and that is his belief in life. Man loves life, and, loving life, hates death, and because of this he is great, he is glorious, he is beautiful, and his beauty is everlasting. He lives below the senseless stars and writes his meanings in them. He lives in fear, in toil, in agony, and in unending tumult, but if the blood foamed bubbling from his wounded lungs at every breath he drew, he would still love life more dearly than an end of breathing. Dying, his eyes burn beautifully, and the old hunger shines more fiercely in them—he has endured all the hard and purposeless suffering, and still he wants to live.


  Thus it is impossible to scorn this creature. For out of his strong belief in life, this puny man made love. At his best, he is love. Without him there can be no love, no hunger, no desire.


  So this is man—the worst and best of him—this frail and petty thing who lives his day and dies like all the other animals, and is forgotten. And yet, he is immortal, too, for both the good and evil that he does live after him.


  The desire for fame is rooted in the hearts of men. It is one of the most powerful of human desires, and perhaps for that very reason, and because it is so deep and secret, it is the desire that men are most unwilling to admit, particularly those who feel most sharply its keen and piercing spur.


  The politician, for example, would never have us think that it is love of office, the desire for the notorious elevation of public place, that drives him on. No, the thing that governs him is his pure devotion to the common weal, his selfless and high-minded statesmanship, his burning idealism to turn out the rascal who usurps the office and betrays the public trust which he himself, he assures us, would so gloriously and devotedly maintain.


  So, too, the soldier. It is never love of glory that inspires him to his profession. It is never love of battle, love of war, love of all the resounding titles and the proud emoluments of the heroic conqueror. Oh, no. It is devotion to duty that makes him a soldier. He is inspired simply by the endless ardor of his patriotic abnegation. He regrets that he has but one life to give for his country.


  So it goes through every walk of life. Even the businessman will not admit a selfish motive in his money-getting. On the contrary, he is the developer of the nation’s resources. He is the benevolent employer of thousands of working men who would be lost and on the dole without the organizing genius of his great intelligence. He is the defender of the American ideal of rugged individualism, the shining exemplar to youth of what a poor country boy may achieve in this nation through a devotion to the national virtues of thrift, industry, obedience to duty, and business integrity. He is, he assures us, the backbone of the country, the man who makes the wheels go round, the leading citizen, Public Friend No. 1.


  All these people lie, of course. They know they lie, and everyone who hears them also knows they lie. The lie, however, has become a part of the convention of American life. People listen to it patiently, and if they smile at it, the smile is weary, touched with resignation and the indifferent dismissals of fatigue.


  Curiously enough, the lie has also invaded the world of creation—the one place where it has no right at all to exist. There was a time when the poet, the painter, the musician, the artist of whatever sort was not ashamed to confess that the desire for fame was one of the driving forces of his life and labor. But what a transformation from that time to this! Nowadays one will travel far and come back fruitless if he hopes to find an artist who will admit that he is devoted to anything except the service of some ideal—political, social, economic, religious, or esthetic—which is outside himself, and to which his own humble fame-forsaking person is reverently and selflessly consigned.


  Deluded man! Poor vassal of corrupted time! We have freed ourselves from all degrading vanities, choked off the ravening desire for individual immortality, and now, having risen out of the ashes of our father’s earth into the untainted ethers of collective consecration, we are clear at last of all that vexed, corrupted earth—clear of the sweat and blood and sorrow, clear of the grief and joy, clear of the hope and fear and human agony of which our father’s flesh and that of every other man alive before us was ever wrought.


  And yet: Made of our father’s earth, blood of his blood, bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh—born like our father, here to live and strive, here to win through or be defeated—here, like all the other men who went before us, not too nice or dainty for the uses of this earth—here to live, to suffer, and to die—O brothers, like our fathers in their time, we are burning, burning, burning in the night.


  [¬]


  THE PROMISE OF AMERICA


  [Coronet, September 1940]


  Go, seeker, if you will, throughout the land and you will find us burning in the night.


  There where the hackles of the Rocky Mountains blaze in the blank and naked radiance of the moon, go make your resting stool upon the highest peak. Can you not see us now? The continental wall juts sheer and flat, its huge black shadow on the plain, and the plain sweeps out against the East, two thousand miles away. The great snake that you see there is the Mississippi River.


  Behold the gem-strung towns and cities of the good, green East, flung like star-dust through the field of night. That spreading constellation to the north is called Chicago, and that giant wink that blazes in the moon is the pendant lake that it is built upon. Beyond, close-set and dense as a clenched fist, are all the jeweled cities of the eastern seaboard. There’s Boston, ringed with the bracelet of its shining little towns, and all the lights that sparkle on the rocky indentations of New England. Here, southward and a little to the west, and yet still coasted to the sea, is our intensest ray, the splintered firmament of the towered island of Manhattan. Round about her, sown thick as grain, is the glitter of a hundred towns and cities. The long chain of lights there is the necklace of Long Island and the Jersey shore. Southward and inland, by a foot or two, behold the duller glare of Philadelphia. Southward farther still, the twin constellations—Baltimore and Washington. Westward, but still within the borders of the good, green East, that nighttime glow and smolder of hell-fire is Pittsburgh. Here, St. Louis, hot and humid in the cornfield belly of the land, and bedded on the mid-length coil and fringes of the snake. There at the snake’s mouth, southward six hundred miles or so, you see the jeweled crescent of old New Orleans. Here, west and south again, you see the gemmy glitter of the cities on the Texas border.


  Turn, now, seeker, on your resting stool atop the Rocky Mountains, and look another thousand miles or so across moon-blazing fiend-worlds of the Painted Desert and beyond Sierra’s ridge. That magic congeries of lights there to the west, ringed like a studded belt around the magic setting of its lovely harbor, is the fabled town of San Francisco. Below it, Los Angeles and all the cities of the California shore. A thousand miles to north and west, the sparkling towns of Oregon and Washington.


  Observe the whole of it, survey it as you might survey a field. Make it your garden, seeker, or your backyard patch. Be at ease in it. It’s your oyster—yours to open if you will. Don’t be frightened, it’s not so big now, when your footstool is the Rocky Mountains. Reach out and dip a hatful of water from Lake Michigan. Drink it—we’ve tried it—you’ll not find it bad. Take your shoes off and work your toes down in the river oozes of the Mississippi bottom—it’s very refreshing on a hot night in the summertime. Help yourself to a bunch of Concord grapes up there in northern New York State—they’re getting good now. Or raid that watermelon patch down there in Georgia. Or, if you like, you can try the Rockyfords here at your elbow, in Colorado. Just make yourself at home, refresh yourself, get the feel of things, adjust your sights, and get the scale. It’s your pasture now, and it’s not so big—only three thousand miles from east to west, only two thousand miles from north to south—but all between, where ten thousand points of light prick out the cities, towns, and villages, there, seeker, you will find us burning in the night.


  Here, as you pass through the brutal sprawl, the twenty miles of rails and rickets, of the South Chicago slums—here, in an unpainted shack, is a Negro boy, and, seeker, he is burning in the night. Behind him is a memory of the cotton fields, the flat and mournful pineland barrens of the lost and buried South, and at the fringes of the pine another nigger shack, with mammy and eleven little niggers. Farther still behind, the slave-driver’s whip, the slave ship, and, far off, the jungle dirge of Africa. And before him what? A roped-in ring, a blaze of lights, across from him a white champion; the bell, the opening, and all around the vast sea-roaring of the crowd. Then the lightning feint and stroke, the black panther’s paw—the hot, rotating presses, and the rivers of sheeted print! O seeker, where is the slave ship now?


  Or there, in the clay-baked piedmont of the South, that lean and tan-faced boy who sprawls there in the creaking chair among admiring cronies before the open doorways of the fire department, and tells them how he pitched the team to shut-out victory today. What visions burn, what dreams possess him, seeker of the night? The packed stands of the stadium, the bleachers sweltering with their unshaded hordes, the faultless velvet of the diamond, unlike the clay-baked outfields down in Georgia. The mounting roar of eighty thousand voices and Gehrig coming up to bat, the boy himself upon the pitching mound, the lean face steady as a hound’s; then the nod, the signal, and the windup, the rawhide arm that snaps and crackles like a whip, the small white bullet of the blazing ball, its loud report in the oiled pocket of the catcher’s mitt, the umpire’s thumb jerked upward, the clean strike.


  Or there again, in the East-Side Ghetto of Manhattan, two blocks away from the East River, a block away from the gas-house district and its thuggery, there in the swarming tenement, shut in his sweltering cell, breathing the sun-baked air through opened window at the fire escape, celled there away into a little semblance of privacy and solitude from all the brawling and vociferous life and argument of his family and the seething hive around him, the gaunt boy sits and pores upon his book. In shirt-sleeves, bent above his table to meet the hard glare of a naked bulb, he sits with weak eyes squinting painfully through his thick-lens glasses. And for what? For what this agony of concentration? For what this hell of effort? For what this intense withdrawal from the poverty and squalor of dirty brick and rusty fire escapes, from the raucous cries and violence and never-ending noise? For what? Because, brother, he is burning in the night. He sees the class, the lecture room, the shining apparatus of gigantic laboratories, the open field of scholarship and pure research, certain knowledge, and the world distinction of an Einstein name.


  So, then, to every man his chance—to every man, regardless of his birth, his shining golden opportunity—to every man the right to live, to work, to be himself, and to become whatever thing his manhood and his vision can combine to make him—this, seeker, is the promise of America.


  [¬]


  THE HOLLOW MEN


  [Esquire, October 1940]


  How often have we read the paper in America! How often have we seen it blocked against our doors! Little route-boys fold and block it, so to throw it—and so we find it and unfold it, crackling and ink-laden, at our doors. Sometimes we find it tossed there lightly with a flat plop: sometimes we find it thrown with a solid, whizzing whack against the clapboards (clapboards here, most often, in America): sometimes servants find just freshly folded sheets laid neatly down in doorways, and take them to the table for their masters. No matter how it got there, we always find it.


  How we do love the paper in America! How we do love the paper, all!


  Why do we love the paper in America? Why do we love the paper, all?


  Mad masters, I will tell ye why.


  Because the paper is “the news” here in America, and we love the smell of news. We love the smell of news that’s “fit to print.” We also love the smell of news not fit to print. We love, besides, the smell of facts that news is made of. Therefore we love the paper because the news is so fit-printable—so unprintable—and so fact-printable.


  Is the news, then, like America? No it’s not.


  The news is not America, nor is America the news—the news is in America. It is a kind of light at morning, and at evening, and at midnight in America. It is a kind of growth and record and excrescence of our life. It is not good enough—it does not tell our story—yet it is the news.


  Take the following, for instance:


  An unidentified man fell or jumped yesterday at noon from the twelfth story of the Admiral Francis Drake Hotel in Brooklyn. The man, who was about thirty-five years old, registered at the hotel about a week ago, according to the police, as C. Green. Police are of the opinion that this was an assumed name. Pending identification, the body is being held at the King’s County Morgue.


  This, then, is news. Is it the whole story, Admiral Drake? No! Yet we do not supply the whole story—we who have known all the lights and weathers of America.


  Well, then, it’s news, and it happened in your own hotel, brave Admiral Drake, so, of course, you’ll want to know what happened.


  “An unidentified man”—well, then, this man was an American. “About thirty-five years old” with “an assumed name”—well, then, call him C. Green, as he called himself ironically in the hotel register. C. Green, the unidentified American, “fell or jumped,” then, “yesterday at noon ... in Brooklyn”—worth six lines of print in today’s Times—one of seven thousand who died yesterday upon this continent—one of three hundred and fifty who died yesterday in this very city (see dense, close columns of obituaries, page 15: begin with “Aaronson,” so through the alphabet to “Zorn”). C. Green came here “a week ago”—


  And came from where? From the deep South, or the Mississippi Valley, or the Middle West? From Minneapolis, Bridgeport, Boston, or a little town in Old Catawba? From Scranton, Toledo, St. Louis, or the desert whiteness of Los Angeles? From the pine barrens of the Atlantic coastal plain, or from the Pacific shore?


  And so—was what, brave Admiral Drake? In what way an American? In what way different from the men you knew, old Drake?


  When the ships bore home again and Cape St. Vincent blazed in Spaniard’s eye—or when old Drake was returning with his men, beating coastwise from strange seas abreast, past the Scilly Isles toward the slant of evening fields, chalk cliffs, the harbor’s arms, the town’s sweet cluster and the spire—where was Green?


  When, in red-oak thickets at the break of day, coon-skinned, the huntsmen of the wilderness lay for bear, heard arrows rattling in the laurel leaves, the bullet’s whining plunk, and waited with cocked musket by the tree—where was Green?


  Or when, with strong faces turning toward the setting sun, hawk-eyed and Indian-visaged men bore gunstocks on the western trails and sternly heard the fierce war whoops around the Painted Buttes—where, then, was Green?


  Was never there with Drake’s men in the evening when the sails stood in from the Americas! Was never there beneath the Spaniard’s swarthy eye at Vincent’s Cape. Was never there in the red-oak thicket in the morning! Was never there to hear the war-cries round the Painted Buttes!


  No, no. He was no voyager of unknown seas, no pioneer of western trails. He was life’s little man ... life’s nameless cipher, life’s manswarm atom, life’s American—and now he lies disjected and exploded on a street in Brooklyn!


  He was a dweller in mean streets, was Green, a man-mote in the jungle of the city, a resident of grimy steel and stone, a stunned spectator of enormous salmon-colored towers, hued palely in the morning. He was a waker in bleak streets at morning, an alarm-clock watcher, saying, “Jesus, I’ll be late!”—a fellow who took short cuts through the corner lot, behind the advertising signs; a fellow used to concrete horrors of hot day and blazing noon; a man accustomed to the tormented hodgepodge of our architecture—used to broken pavements, ash cans, shabby store fronts, dull green paint, the elevated structure, grinding traffic, noise, and streets be-tortured with a thousand bleak and dismal signs. He was accustomed to the gas tanks going out of town, he was an atom of machinery in an endless flow, going, stopping, going to the winking of the lights; he tore down concrete roads on Sundays, past the hot-dog stands and filling stations; he would return at darkness; hunger lured him to the winking splendor of the chop-suey signs; and midnight found him in The Coffee Pot, to prowl above a mug of coffee, tear a coffee-cake in fragments, and wear away the slow gray ash of time and boredom with other men in gray hats and with skins of tallow-gray, at Joe the Greek’s.


  C. Green could read (which Drake could not), but not too accurately; could write, too (which the Spaniard couldn’t), but not too well. C. Green had trouble over certain words, spelled them out above the coffee mug at midnight, with a furrowed brow, slow-shaping lips, and “Jesus!” when news stunned him—for he read the news. Preferred the news “hot,” straight from the shoulder—socko!—biff!—straight off the griddle, with lots of mustard, shapely legs, roadside wrecks and mutilated bodies, gangster’s molls and gunmen’s hideouts, tallow faces of the night that bluntly stare at flashlight lenses—this and talk of “heart-balm,” “love-thief,” “sex-hijacker”—all of this liked Green.


  Yes, Green liked the news—and now, a bit of news himself (six lines of print in the Times), has been disjected and exploded on a Brooklyn pavement!


  Behold him, Admiral Drake! Observe the scene now! Listen to the people! Here’s something strange as the Armadas, the gold-laden cargoes of the bearded Spaniards, the vision of unfound Americas!


  What do you see here, Admiral Drake?


  Well, first a building—your own hotel—a great block of masonry, grimy-white, fourteen stories tall, stamped in an unvarying pattern with many windows. Sheeted glass below, the store front piled with medicines and toilet articles, perfumes, cosmetics, health contrivances. Within, a soda fountain, Admiral Drake. The men in white with monkey caps, soda jerkers sullen with perpetual overdriven irritation. Beneath the counter, pools of sloppy water, filth, and unwashed dishes. Across the counter, women with fat, rouged lips consuming ice cream sodas and pimento sandwiches.


  Outside upon the concrete sidewalk lies the form of our exploded friend, C. Green. A crowd has gathered round—taxi drivers, passers-by, hangers-on about the subway station, people working in the neighborhood, and the police. No one has dared to touch the exploded Green as yet—they stand there in a rapt and fascinated circle, looking at him.


  Not much to look at, either, Admiral Drake; not even those who trod your gory decks would call the sight a pretty one. Our friend has landed on his head—“taken a nose dive,” as we say—and smashed his brains out at the iron base of the second lamp post from the corner.


  So here Green lies, on the concrete sidewalk all disjected. No head is left, the head is gone now, head’s exploded; only brains are left. The brains are pink and almost bloodless, Admiral Drake. (There’s not much blood here—we shall tell you why.) But brains exploded are somewhat like pale sausage meat, fresh-ground. Brains are stuck hard to the lamp post, too; there is a certain driven emphasis about them, as if they had been shot hydraulically out of a force-hose against the post.


  The head, as we have said, is gone completely; a few fragments of the skull are scattered round—but of the face, the features, forehead—nothing! They have all been blown out, as by some inner explosion. Nothing is left but the back of the skull, which curiously remains, completely hollowed out and vacant, and curved over, like the rounded handle of a walking stick.


  The body, five feet eight or nine of it, of middling weight, is lying—we were going to say “face downward”; had we not better say “stomach downward”?—on the sidewalk. And save for a certain indefinable and curiously “disjected” quality, one could scarcely tell that every bone in it is broken. The hands are still spread out, half-folded and half-clenched, with a still-warm and startling eloquence of recent life. (It happened just four minutes ago!)


  Well, where’s the blood, then, Drake? You’re used to blood; you’d like to know. Well, you’ve heard of casting bread upon the waters, Drake, and having it return—but never yet, I’ll vow, of casting blood upon the streets—and having it run away—and then come back to you! But here it comes now, down the street now toward C. Green, the lamp post, and the crowd!—a young Italian youth, his black eyes blank with horror, tongue mumbling thickly, arm held firmly by the policeman, suit and shirt all drenched with blood, and face be-spattered with it! A stir of sudden interest in the crowd, sharp nudges, low-toned voices whispering:


  “Here he is! Th’ guy that ‘got it’! ... he was standin’ deh beside the post! Sure, that’s the guy!—talkin’ to anotheh guy—he got it all! That’s the reason you didn’t see more blood—this guy got it!—Sure! The guy just missed him by six inches!—Sure! I’m tellin’ you I saw it, ain’t I! I looked up an’ saw him in the air! He’d a hit this guy but when he saw he was goin’ to hit the lamp post, he put out his hands an’ tried to keep away! That’s the reason that he didn’t hit this guy! ... But this guy heard him when he hit, an’ turned around—and zowie!—he got it right in his face!”


  And another, whispering and nudging, nodding toward the horror-blank, thick-mumbling Italian boy: “Jesus! Look at th’ guy, will yuh! ... He don’t know yet what happened to him! ... Sure! He got it all. I tell yuh! An’ when it happened—when he got it—he just stahted runnin’ ... He don’t know yet what’s happened! ... That’s what I’m tellin’ yuh—th’ guy just stahted runnin’ when he got it.”


  And the Italian youth, thick-mumbling: “... Jeez! ... Wat happened? ... Jeez! ... I was standin’ talkin’ to a guy—I heard it hit ... Jeez! ... W’at happened anyway? ... I got it all oveh me! ... Jeez! ... I just stahted runnin’... Jeez! I’m sick!”


  Voices: “Here, take ’im into the drug store! ... Wash ’im off! ... That guy needs a shot of liquor! ... Sure! Take him into the drug stoeh deh! ... They’ll fix him up!”


  The plump young man who runs the newsstand in the corridor, talking to everyone around him, excitedly and indignantly: “... Did I see it? Listen! I saw everything! I was coming across the street, I looked up, and saw him in the air! ... See it? ... Listen! If someone had taken a big ripe watermelon and dropped it on the street from the fourteenth floor, you’d have some idea what it was like! ... See it! I’ll tell the world I saw it! I don’t want to see anything like that again!” Then, excitedly, with a kind of hysterical indignation: “Shows no consideration for other people, that’s all I’ve got to say! If a man is going to do a thing like that, why does he pick a place like this—one of the busiest corners in Brooklyn? ... How did he know he wouldn’t hit someone? Why, if that boy had been standing six inches nearer to the post, he’d have killed him, as sure as you live! ... And here he does it right in front of all these people who have to look at it! It shows he had no consideration for other people! A man who’d do a thing like that ....”


  (Alas, poor youth! As if C. Green, now past considering, had considered nice “considerations.”)


  A taxi driver, impatiently: “That’s what I’m tellin’ yuh! ... I watched him for five minutes before he jumped. He crawled out on the window sill an’ stood there for five minutes, makin’ up his mind! ... Sure, I saw him! Lots of people saw him!” Impatiently, irritably: “Why didn’t we do somthin’ to stop him? A guy who’d do a thing like that is nuts to start with! You don’t think he’d listen to anything we had to say, do you? ... Sure, we did yell at him! ... Jesus! ... We was almost afraid to yell at him—we made motions to him to get back—tried to hold his attention while the cops sneaked round the corner into the hotel .... Sure, the cops got there just the second he jumped—I don’t know if he jumped when he heard ’em comin’ or what happened, but Christ!—he stood there gettin’ ready for five minutes while we watched!”


  Observe now, Admiral, with what hypnotic concentration the people are examining the grimy white facade of your hotel. Watch their faces and expressions. Their eyes go traveling upward slowly—up—up—up until they finally arrive and come to rest with focal concentration on that single open window twelve floors up. It is no jot different from all the other windows, but now the vision of the crowd is fastened on it with a fatal and united interest. And after staring at it fixedly, the eyes come traveling slowly down again—down—down—down—the faces strained a little, the mouths all slightly puckered as if something set the teeth on edge—and slowly, with fascinated measurement—down—down—down—until the eyes reach sidewalk, lamp post, and—the Thing again.


  The pavement finally halts all, stops all, answers all. It is the American pavement, Admiral Drake, our universal city sidewalk, a wide, hard, stripe of gray-white cement, blocked accurately with dividing lines. It is the hardest, coldest, cruelest, most impersonal pavement in the world: all of the indifference, the atomic desolation, the exploded nothingness of one hundred million nameless “Greens” is in it.


  It came from the same place where all our sidewalks come from—from Standard Concentrated Production Units of America, No. 1. This is where all our streets and lamp posts (like the one on which Green’s brains are spattered) come from, where all our white-grimy bricks (like those of which your hotel is constructed) come from, where the red facades of our standard-unit tobacco stores (like the one across the street) come from, where our motor cars come from, where our drug stores and our drug-store window and displays come from, where our soda-fountains (complete with soda jerkers attached) come from, where our cosmetics, toilet articles, and the fat rouged lips of our women come from, where our soda water, slops and syrups, steamed spaghetti, ice cream, and pimento sandwiches come from, where our clothes, our hats (neat, standard stamps of gray, our faces, false stamps of gray, not always neat), our language, conversation, sentiments, feelings, and opinions come from. All these things are made for us by Standard Concentrated Production Units of America, No. 1.


  So here we are, then, Admiral Drake. You see the street, the sidewalk, the front of your hotel, the constant stream of motor cars, the cops in uniform, the people streaming in and out of the subway, the rusty, pale-hued jungle of the buildings, old and new, high and low. There is no better place to see it, Drake. For this is Brooklyn, which means ten thousand streets and blocks like this one. Brooklyn, Admiral Drake, is the Standard Concentrated Chaos No. 1 of the Whole Universe. That is to say, it has no size, no shape, no heart, no joy, no hope, no aspiration, no center, no eyes, no soul, no purpose, no direction, and no anything—just Standard Concentrated Units everywhere—exploding in all directions for an unknown number of square miles like a completely triumphant Standard Concentrated Blot upon the Face of the Earth. And here, right in the middle, upon a minute portion of this magnificent Standard Concentrated Blot, where all the Standard Concentrated Blotters can stare at him, and with the brains completely out of him—lies Green!


  And this is bad—most bad—oh, very bad—and should not be allowed! For, as our young news-vendor friend has just indignantly proclaimed, it “shows no consideration for other people”—which means, for other Standard Concentrated Blotters. Green has no right to go falling in this fashion in a public place. He has no business being where he is at all. A Standard Concentrated Blotter is not supposed to be places, but to go places.


  You see, dear Admiral, this sidewalk, this Standard Concentrated Mobway, is not a place to walk on, really. It is a place to swarm on, to weave on, to thrust and dodge on, to scurry past on, to crowd by on. One of the earliest precepts in a Concentrated Blotter’s life is: “Move on there! Where th’ hell d’you think you are, anyway—in a cow pasture?” And, most certainly, it is not a place to lie on, to sprawl out on.


  But look at Green! Just look at him! No wonder the plump youth is angry with him!


  Green has willfully and deliberately violated every Standard Concentrated Principle of Blotterdom. He has not only gone and dashed his brains out, but he has done it in a public place—upon a piece of Standard Concentrated Mobway. He has messed up the sidewalk, messed up another Standard Concentrated Blotter, stopped traffic, taken people from their business, upset the nerves of his fellow Blotters—and now lies there, all sprawled out, in a place where he has no right to be. And, to make his crime unpardonable, C. Green has—


  —Come to Life!


  What’s that, Admiral? You do not understand it? Small wonder, though it’s really very simple:


  For just ten minutes since, C. Green was a Concentrated Blotter like the rest of us, a nameless atom, swarming with the rest of us, just another “guy” like a hundred million other “guys.” But now, observe him! No longer is he just “another guy”—already he has become a “special guy”—he has become “The Guy.” C. Green at last has turned into a—Man!


  [¬]


  THE ANATOMY OF LONELINESS


  [The American Mercury, October 1941]


  I


  My life, more than that of anyone I know, has been spent in solitude and wandering. Why this is true, or how it happened, I cannot say; yet it is so. From my fifteenth year—save for a single interval—I have lived about as solitary a life as modern man can have. I mean by this that the number of hours, days, months, and years that I have spent alone have been immense and extraordinary. I propose, therefore, to describe the experience of human loneliness exactly as I have known it.


  The reason that impels me to do this is not that I think my knowledge of loneliness different in kind from that of other men. Quite the contrary. The whole conviction of my life now rests upon the belief that loneliness, far from being a rare and curious phenomenon, peculiar to myself and to a few other solitary men, is the central and inevitable fact of human existence. When we examine the moments, acts, and statements of all kinds of people—not only the grief and ecstasy of the greatest poets, but also the huge unhappiness of the average soul, as evidenced by the numerous strident words of abuse, hatred, contempt, mistrust, and scorn that forever grate upon our ears as the manswarm passes us in the streets—we find, I think, that they are all suffering from the same thing. The final cause of their complaint is loneliness.


  But if my experience of loneliness has not been different in kind from that of other men, I suspect it has been sharper in intensity. This gives me the best authority in the world to write of this, our general complaint, for I believe I know more about it than anyone of my generation. In saying this, I am merely stating a fact as I see it, though I realize that it may sound like arrogance or vanity. But before anyone jumps to that conclusion, let him consider how strange it would be to meet with arrogance in one who has lived alone as much as I. The surest cure for vanity is loneliness. For, more than other men, we who dwell in the heart of solitude are always the victims of self-doubt. Forever and forever in our loneliness, shameful feelings of inferiority will rise up suddenly to overwhelm us in a poisonous flood of horror, disbelief, and desolation, to sicken and corrupt our health and confidence, to spread pollution at the very root of strong, exultant joy. And the eternal paradox of it is that if a man is to know the triumphant labor of creation, he must for long periods resign himself to loneliness, and suffer loneliness to rob him of the health, the confidence, the belief and joy which are essential to creative work.


  To live alone as I have lived, a man should have the confidence of God, the tranquil faith of a monastic saint, the stern impregnability of a Gibraltar. Lacking these, there are times when anything, everything, all or nothing, the most trivial incidents, the most casual words, can in an instant strip me of my armor, palsy my hand, constrict my heart with frozen horror, and fill my bowels with the gray substance of shuddering impotence. Sometimes it is nothing but a shadow passing on the sun; sometimes nothing but the torrid milky light of August, or the naked, sprawling ugliness and squalid decencies of streets in Brooklyn fading in the weary vistas of that milky light and evoking the intolerable misery of countless drab and nameless lives. Sometimes it is just the barren horror of raw concrete, or the heat blazing on a million beetles of machinery darting through the torrid streets, or the cindered weariness of parking spaces, or the slamming smash and racket of the El, or the driven manswarm of the earth, thrusting on forever in exacerbated fury, going nowhere in a hurry.


  Again, it may be just a phrase, a look, a gesture. It may be the cold, disdainful inclination of the head with which a precious, kept, exquisite princeling of Park Avenue acknowledges an introduction, as if to say: “You are nothing.” Or it may be a sneering reference and dismissal by a critic in a high-class weekly magazine. Or a letter from a woman saying I am lost and ruined, my talent vanished, all my efforts false and worthless—since I have forsaken the truth, vision, and reality which are so beautifully her own.


  And sometimes it is less than these—nothing I can touch or see or hear or definitely remember. It may be so vague as to be a kind of hideous weather of the soul, subtly compounded of all the hunger, fury, and impossible desire my life has ever known. Or, again, it may be a half-forgotten memory of the cold wintry red of waning Sunday afternoons in Cambridge, and of a pallid, sensitive, esthetic face that held me once in earnest discourse on such a Sunday afternoon in Cambridge, telling me that all my youthful hopes were pitiful delusions and that all my life would come to naught, and the red and waning light of March was reflected on the pallid face with a desolate impotence that instantly quenched all the young ardors of my blood.


  Beneath the evocations of these lights and weathers, and the cold disdainful words of precious, sneering, and contemptuous people, all of the joy and singing of the day goes out like an extinguished candle, hope seems lost to me forever, and every truth that I have ever found and known seems false. At such a time a lonely man will feel that all the evidence of his own senses has betrayed him, and that nothing really lives and moves on earth but creatures of the death-in-life—those of the cold, constricted heart and the sterile loins, who exist forever in the red waning light of March and Sunday afternoon.


  All this hideous doubt, despair, and dark confusion of the soul a lonely man must know, for he is united to no image save that which he creates himself, he is bolstered by no other knowledge save that which he can gather for himself with the vision of his own eyes and brain. He is sustained and cheered and aided by no party, he is given comfort by no creed, he has no faith in him except his own. And often that faith deserts him, leaving him shaken and filled with impotence. And then it seems to him that his life has come to nothing, that he is ruined, lost, and broken past redemption, and that morning—bright, shining morning, with its promise of new beginnings—will never come upon the earth again as it once did.


  He knows that dark time is flowing by him like a river. The huge, dark wall of loneliness is around him now. It encloses and presses in upon him, and he cannot escape. And the cancerous plant of memory is feeding at his entrails, recalling hundreds of forgotten faces and ten thousand vanished days, until all life seems as strange and insubstantial as a dream. Time flows by him like a river, and he waits in his little room like a creature held captive by an evil spell. And he will hear, far off, the murmurous drone of the great earth, and feel that he has been forgotten, that his powers are wasting from him while the river flows, and that all his life has come to nothing. He feels that his strength is gone, his power withered, while he sits there drugged and fettered in the prison of his loneliness.


  Then suddenly, one day, for no apparent reason, his faith and his belief in life will come back to him in a tidal flood. It will rise up in him with a jubilant and invincible power, bursting a window in the world’s great wall and restoring everything to shapes of deathless brightness. Made miraculously whole and secure in himself, he will plunge once more into the triumphant labor of creation. All his old strength is his again: he knows what he knows, he is what he is, he has found what he has found. And he will say the truth that is in him, speak it though the whole world deny it, affirm it though a million men cry it is false.


  At such a moment of triumphant confidence, with this feeling in me, I dare now assert that I have known Loneliness as well as any man, and will now write of him as if he were my very brother, which he is. I will paint him for you with such fidelity to his true figure that no man who reads will ever doubt his visage when Loneliness comes to him hereafter.


  II


  The most tragic, sublime, and beautiful expression of human loneliness which I have ever read is in the Book of Job; the grandest and most philosophical, Ecclesiastes. Here I must point out a fact which is so much at variance with everything I was told as a child concerning loneliness and the tragic underweft of life that, when I first discovered it, I was astounded and incredulous, doubting the overwhelming weight of evidence that had revealed it to me. But there it was, as solid as a rock, not to be shaken or denied; and as the years passed, the truth of this discovery became part of the structure of my life.


  The fact is this: the lonely man, who is also the tragic man, is invariably the man who loves life dearly—which is to say, the joyful man. In these statements there is no paradox whatever. The one condition implies the other, and makes it necessary. The essence of human tragedy is in loneliness, not in conflict, no matter what the arguments of the theater may assert. And just as the great tragic writer (I say, “the tragic writer” as distinguished from “the writer of tragedies,” for certain nations, the Roman and French among them, have had no great tragic writers, for Virgil and Racine were none, but great writers of tragedy): just as the great tragic writer—Job, Sophocles, Dante, Milton, Swift, Dostoevski—has always been the lonely man, so he has also been the man who loved life best and had the deepest sense of joy. The real quality and substance of human joy is to be found in the works of these great tragic writers as nowhere else in all the records of man’s life upon the earth. In proof of this, I can give here one conclusive illustration:


  In my childhood, any mention of the Book of Job evoked instantly in my mind a long train of gloomy, gray, and unbrokenly dismal associations. This has been true, I suspect, with most of us. Such phrases as “Job’s comforter,” and “the patience of Job,” and “the afflictions of Job,” have become part of our common idiom and are used to refer to people whose woes seem uncountable and unceasing, who have suffered long and silently, and whose gloom has never been interrupted by a ray of hope or joy. All these associations had united to make for me a picture of the Book of Job that was grim, bleak, and constant in its misery. But any reader of intelligence and experience who has read that great book in his mature years will realize how false such a picture is.


  For the Book of Job, far from being dreary, gray, and dismal, is woven entire, more than any single piece of writing I can recall, from the sensuous, flashing, infinitely various, and gloriously palpable material of great poetry; and it wears at the heart of its tremendous chant of everlasting sorrow the exulting song of everlasting joy.


  In this there is nothing strange or curious, but only what is inevitable and right. It is the sense of death and loneliness, the knowledge of the brevity of his days, and the huge impending burden of his sorrow, growing always, never lessening, that makes joy glorious, tragic, and unutterably precious to a man like Job. Beauty comes and passes, is lost the moment that we touch it, can no more be stayed or held than one can stay the flowing of a river. Out of this pain of loss, this bitter ecstasy of brief having, this fatal glory of the single moment, the tragic writer will therefore make a song of joy. That, at least, he may keep and treasure always. And his song is full of grief because he knows that joy is fleeting, gone the instant that we have it, and that is why it is so precious, gaining its full glory from the very things that limit and destroy it.


  He knows that joy gains its glory out of sorrow, bitter sorrow, and man’s loneliness, and that it is haunted always with the certainty of death, dark death, which stops our tongues, our eyes, our living breath, with the twin oblivions of dust and nothingness. Therefore a man like Job will make a chant for sorrow, too, but it will still be a song for joy as well, and one more strange and beautiful than any other that man has ever sung:


  
    Hast thou given the horse strength? hast thou clothed his neck with thunder?


    Canst thou make him afraid as a grasshopper? the glory of his nostrils is terrible.


    He paweth in the valley, and rejoiceth in his strength: he goeth on to meet the armed men.


    He mocketh at fear, and is not affrighted; neither turneth he back from the sword.


    The quiver rattleth against him, the glittering spear and the shield.


    He swalloweth the ground with fierceness and rage; neither believeth he that it is the sound of the trumpet.


    He saith among the trumpets, Ha, ha; and he smelleth the battle afar off, the thunder of the captains and the shouting.

  


  That is joy—joy solemn and triumphant; stern, lonely, everlasting joy, which has in it the full depth and humility of man’s wonder, his sense of glory, and his feeling of awe before the mystery of the universe. An exultant cry is torn from our lips as we read the lines about that glorious horse, and the joy we feel is wild and strange, lonely and dark like death, and grander than the delicate and lovely joy that men like Herrick and Theocritus described, great poets though they were.


  III


  Just as the Book of Job and the sermon of Ecclesiastes are, each in its own way, supreme histories of man’s loneliness, so do all the books of the Old Testament, in their entirety, provide the most final and profound literature of human loneliness that the world has known. It is astonishing with what a coherent unity of spirit and belief the life of loneliness is recorded in those many books—how it finds its full expression in the chants, songs, prophecies, and chronicles of so many men, all so various, and each so individual, each revealing some new image of man’s secret and most lonely heart, and all combining to produce a single image of his loneliness that is matchless in its grandeur and magnificence.


  The total, all-contributory unity of this conception of man’s loneliness in the books of the Old Testament becomes even more astonishing when we begin to read the New. For, just as the Old Testament becomes the chronicle of the life of loneliness, the gospels of the New Testament, with the same miraculous and unswerving unity, become the chronicle of the life of love. What Christ is always saying, what he never swerves from saying, what he says a thousand times in a thousand different ways, but always with a central unity of belief, is this: “I am my Father’s son, and you are my brothers.” And the unity that binds us all together, that makes this earth a family, and all men brothers and the sons of God, is love.


  The central purpose of Christ’s life, therefore, is to destroy the life of loneliness and to establish here on earth the life of love. It should be obvious to everyone that when Christ says: “Blessed are the poor in spirit: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” “Blessed are they that mourn: for they shall be comforted,” “Blessed are the merciful: for they shall obtain mercy,”—Christ is not here extolling the qualities of humility, sorrow, and mercy as virtues sufficient in themselves, but he promises to men who have these virtues the richest reward that men were ever offered—a reward that promises not only the inheritance of the earth, but the kingdom of heaven, as well.


  Such was the final intention of Christ’s life, the purpose of his teaching. And its total import was that the life of loneliness could be destroyed forever by the life of love. Or such, at least, has been the meaning which I read into his life. For in these recent years when I have lived alone so much, and known loneliness so well, I have gone back many times and read the story of this man’s words and life to see if I could find in them a meaning for myself, a way of life that would be better than the one I had. I read what he said, not in a mood of piety or holiness, not from a sense of sin, a feeling of contrition, or because his promise of a heavenly reward meant much to me. But I tried to read his bare words nakedly and simply, as it seems to me he must have uttered them, and as I have read the words of other men—of Homer, Donne, and Whitman, and the writer of Ecclesiastes—and if the meaning I have put upon his words seems foolish or extravagant, childishly simple or banal, mine alone are no different from what ten million other men have thought; I have only set it down here as I saw it, felt it, found it for myself, and have tried to add, subtract, and alter nothing.


  And now I know that though the way and meaning of Christ’s life is a far, far better way and meaning than my own, yet I can never make it mine; and I think that this is true of all the other lonely men that I have seen or known about—the nameless, voiceless, faceless atoms of this earth as well as Job and Everyman and Swift. And Christ himself, who preached the life of love, was yet as lonely as any man that ever lived. Yet I could not say that he was mistaken because he preached the life of love and fellowship, and lived and died in loneliness; nor would I dare assert his way was wrong because a billion men have since professed his way and never followed it.


  I can only say that I could not make his way my own. For I have found the constant, everlasting weather of man’s life to be, not love, but loneliness. Love itself is not the weather of our lives. It is the rare, the precious flower. Sometimes it is the flower that gives us life, that breaches the dark walls of all our loneliness and restores us to the fellowship of life, the family of the earth, the brotherhood of man. But sometimes love is the flower that brings us death; and from it we get pain and darkness; and the mutilations of the soul, the maddening of the brain, may be in it.


  How or why or in what way the flower of love will come to us, whether with life or death, triumph or defeat, joy or madness, no man on this earth can say. But I know that at the end, forever at the end for us—the houseless, homeless, doorless, driven wanderers of life, the lonely men—there waits forever the dark visage of our comrade, Loneliness.


  But the old refusals drop away, the old avowals stand—and we who were dead have risen, we who were lost are found again, and we who sold the talent, the passion, and belief of youth into the keeping of the fleshless dead, until our hearts were corrupted, our talent wasted, and our hope gone, have won our lives back bloodily, in solitude and darkness; and we know that things for us will be as they have been, and we see again, as we saw once, the image of the shining city. Far flung, and blazing into tiers of jeweled lights, it burns forever in our vision as we walk the Bridge, and strong tides are bound round it, and the great ships call. And we walk the Bridge, always we walk the Bridge alone with you, stern friend, the one to whom we speak, who never failed us. Hear:


  “Loneliness forever and the earth again! Dark brother and stern friend, immortal face of darkness and of night, with whom the half part of my life was spent, and with whom I shall abide now till my death forever—what is there for me to fear as long as you are with me? Heroic friend, blood-brother of my life, dark face—have we not gone together down a million ways, have we not coursed together the great and furious avenues of night, have we not crossed the stormy seas alone, and known strange lands, and come again to walk the continent of night and listen to the silence of the earth? Have we not been brave and glorious when we were together, friend? Have we not known triumph, joy, and glory on this earth—and will it not be again with me as it was then, if you come back to me? Come to me, brother, in the watches of the night.


  “Come to me in the secret and most silent heart of darkness. Come to me as you always came, bringing to me again the old invincible strength, the deathless hope, the triumphant joy and confidence that will storm the earth again.”


  [¬]


  THE LION AT MORNING


  [Harper's Bazaar, October 1941]


  It was morning, shining morning, bright motes of morning in the month of May, when James awoke. An old man in a big room in a great house in the East Seventies near Central Park. A little, wiry, bright-eyed man in the great master’s chamber of one of those lavish, fatly sumptuous, limestone-and-marble, mansard-roof, bastard-French-château atrocities which rich men were forever building for their wives forty or fifty years ago. But this was 1929, and shining morning in the month of May, when James awoke.


  He awoke as he did everything, very cleanly, abruptly, and aggressively, with a kind of grim pugnacity. He would not fool with slumber: once he was done with sleep, he was done with it. He liked comfort and the best of everything, but he hated softness, sloth, and feeble indecision. There was a proper time and place for everything—a time for work; a time for sport, travel, pleasure, and society; a time for a good dinner, brandy, and a good cigar; and last of all, a time for sleep. James knew when the time for everything should be.


  For when a thing was finished, it was finished. This applied to sleep as well as to every other useful, pleasant thing in life. He had discharged his debt to sleep and darkness for eight hours, now he was done with it. He paid sleep off as he would sign a check—cleanly, sharply, vigorously, with a final flourish of the pen—“Pay to the order of—Sleep ... Eight—and no/ 100 hrs.—James Wyman, Sr.” There you are, sir! You are satisfied, I hope? Good! The matter’s settled! But, come now! No silly business, if you please, of yawning sleepily, stretching out luxuriously, rolling over on your other side, and mumbling some damned nonsense about “just five minutes more,” or some such stuff as that! And none of this business of pulling cobwebs from your brain, getting your eyes unglued, brushing the filaments of sleep away, trying to wake up, come out of it, remember where you are! No! Wake up at once! Come out of it cleanly! Be done with it the moment your eyes are open! Get up and go about your work—day’s beginning, night is over, sleep-time’s done!


  James awoke like this. He was a small and wiry figure of a man, aged seventy-four, with a cold fighter’s face. It was not a hard face, in no respect a brutal, savage, or distempered face—no, on the whole it was a rather pleasant face, certainly a very decisive face, and just as certainly a fighting face.


  The face was very bright, and had a brisk, sharp, and rather frosty look. The eyes were very blue, frosty looking, and as cold and straight as steel. The hair was white and close-cropped, likewise the mustache. The nose was long and cold and definite, the whole structure of the face slightly concave, the straight, grim mouth touched faintly at the edges with the eternal suggestion of a grin—a grin that was good-humored enough, but also straight, hard, cold, naturally truculent. It was the face of a man who hated fear and despised those who were afraid, which could respect another face that looked right back at it and told it to go to hell, and feel contempt for the face that trembled and the eye that shifted from its own cold steel; a face which could be savage, ruthless, merciless to what it hated and despised, and gravely generous, loyal, and devoted to what it liked; a face which could be intolerant, arrogant, insensitive, and occasionally unjust; but a face which could not be mean.


  James lay awake for a moment with his cold blue eyes wide awake and staring at the ceiling. Then he looked at his watch. It lacked only a few minutes of eight o’clock, his invariable time for rising every morning in the city for the past fifty years. In the country, save for Sundays, he rose one hour and fifteen minutes earlier. He fumbled in the bosom of his nightshirt, and scratched himself hairily and reflectively. He had worn a nightshirt all his life, as his father had before him, and as any sensible man would do. He had enough of the discomforts of clothing during the business day. When he went to bed, he wasn’t going to put on a damned monkey suit with bright green stripes all over it, rope himself in around the belly like a sack of meal, and incase his legs in trousers. No! The place to wear pants was on the street and in the office. When he went to bed, he wanted all the free space he could get for his legs and belly.


  He swung to a sitting position, worked his toes into his bedroom slippers, got up, walked across the room, and stood looking out the window at the street. For a moment he felt giddy: the clear mind reeled a little, the knees felt weak, he shook his head impatiently, and breathed deep; pushed the heavy corded curtains as far back as they could go, opened the window wider. His heart was pumping hard; the thin, grim smile around the firm mouth deepened. Seventy-four! Well, then—what? And for a moment, still holding to the heavy curtain with the veined old hand, he stood looking out into the street. Few people were about and stirring. Across the street, in a big limestone-and-marble mansion similar to his own, a housemaid on her knees was mopping marble steps. A rickety-looking wagon drawn by a shaggy little horse went rattling by. Six doors away a taxi drilled past in the early morning of Fifth Avenue; and, beyond, old James could see the trees and shrubs of Central Park just greening into May. Here in his own street, before the ugly, lavish houses, there were a few trees, all spangled with young green. Bright, shining morning slanted on the house fronts of the street, and from the tender, living green of the young trees the bird song rose.


  A fine morning, then, and from nature, May, and sunlight it borrowed a too pleasant coloring, James thought, for such a damned ugly street. It was a typical street of the rich in the East Seventies—a hodgepodge of pretentious architecture. The starkly bleak and solid ugliness of brownstone fronts was interrupted here and there by lavish bastard-French châteaux like his, and in the middle of the block by the pale salmon brick facade, the fashionable flat front, and the green canopy of a new apartment house.


  He turned, still smiling grimly. Out in the hall the deep-toned grandfather clock was striking eight through the morning’s quietness, and on the last stroke the handle of the great walnut door was turned; his valet entered.


  The man said, “Good morning, sir,” in a quiet tone. James grunted “Morning” in reply, and without another word walked across the room into the bathroom, and after a moment flushed the toilet noisily, then washed his hands in the old streaked-marble basin, turned the tumbling water on full blast into the big old-fashioned ivory-yellow tub, and while the tub filled, surveyed himself in the mirror, craning his neck, and rubbing his hand reflectively across the wiry gray stubble of his beard. He got his shaving things out of the cabinet and set them in readiness, stropped his old straight razor vigorously, and with an air of satisfaction tested its deadly whetted blade, laid his razor down beside the other shaving things, turned off the water, stripped the nightshirt off over his head, stepped into the tub, and let himself down gingerly and with an easeful grunt into the water.


  It took him four minutes to bathe and dry himself, and just six more to lather his face, crane cautiously, and shave the tough gray stubble of his beard as smooth as grained wood. By the time he had finished, cleaned his old, worn razor with tender pride, and put his shaving things away again, it was eight ten.


  As he re-entered his bedroom in his dressing gown, the servant had just finished laying out his clothes. From the old walnut dresser or bureau, the man had taken socks, fresh underwear, a clean shirt, cuff-links, and a collar; and from the huge old walnut wardrobe a suit of dark clothes, a black necktie, and a pair of shoes. James would have none of “this new-fangled furniture” in his room. By this he meant that he would have neither the modern styles of recent years, nor the passionately revived colonial. His bedroom was furnished with massive Victorian pieces that had come from his father’s bedroom many years before. The high and hideous old dresser, or bureau, had a tall mirror with a carved, towering, cornice-like frame of wood, and a slab of gray-streaked marble, indented and sunk between some little boxlike drawers (God knows what these were for, but probably for collar buttons, shirt studs, cuff links, collars, and what he called “thing-ma-jigs”); below were some ponderous walnut drawers with brass knobs, which held his shirts, socks, underwear, and nightshirts. The huge walnut wardrobe was at least ten feet tall; and there was a monstrous walnut table with thick curved legs and a top of the same hideous gray-streaked marble that the bureau had.


  James crossed the room to the chair beside the bed, threw off his dressing gown, and grunting a little and holding onto the man with one hand for support, thrust first one wiry shank, and then the other, into a pair of long, half-weight flannel drawers, buttoned a light flannel undershirt across his hairy chest, put on his white starched shirt and buttoned it, got the starched cuffs linked together, and looked around for his trousers, which the man was holding for him, when he changed his mind suddenly, and said:


  “Wait a minute! Where’s that gray suit—the one I got last year? I think I’ll wear it today.”


  The valet’s eyes were startled, his quiet voice touched just traceably with surprise.


  “The gray, sir?”


  “I said gray, didn’t I?” said James grimly, and looked at him with a naked challenge of the cold blue eyes.


  “Very well, sir,” the man said quietly; but for a moment their eyes met, and although the face of each was grave, and that of James a trifle grim and truculent, there was also a sharp enkindled twinkle in the eyes of each, a kind of “tickled” quality that would not speak because there was no need to speak.


  Gravely, imperturbably, the man went to the doors of the great walnut wardrobe, opened them, and took out a neat, double-breasted suit of light gray—a decidedly gay and skittish suit for James, whose apparel was habitually dark and sober. Still imperturbable, the man came back, laid out the coat, held out the trousers to his master, and gravely held the trouser ends as James grunted and thrust gingerly into them. The servant did not speak again until James had hitched his braces over his square shoulder and was buttoning up the neat buttons of the vest.


  “And the necktie, sir?” the man inquired. “You will not be wearing the dark one now, I suppose.”


  “No,” said James, hesitated for a moment, then looked the man pugnaciously in the eye and said: “Give me a light one—something that goes with this suit of clothes, something gay.”


  “Yes, sir,” the man answered calmly; and again their eyes met, their faces grave and stern, but in their eyes again the sly, enkindled twinkle of their recognition.


  It was not until James was carefully knotting under his wing collar a distinctly fashionable cravat of light spring gray, slashed smartly with black stripes, that the man found occasion to say smoothly:


  “It’s a fine morning, isn’t it, sir?”


  “It is! Yes, sir!” said James firmly and grimly, and looked at his servant truculently again; but again there was the enkindled sparkle in their eyes, and the man was smiling quietly behind his master’s back as James marched sprucely from his chamber.


  Outside the master’s door the hall was dark and heavy, cushioned to the tread, still with silence, sleep, and morning, filled with walnut light and the slow ticking of the clock.


  James glanced toward the door of his wife’s chamber. The huge walnut door was also eloquent with silence, deep, inviolable repose. He smiled grimly and went down lavish marble stairs. They swept down with magnificence: the ghostly feet of memory and old event thronged on them—the rustle of silk and satin and the gleam of naked shoulders, proud tiaras, bustles, dog collars of hard diamonds, ropes of pearls.


  He smiled grimly to himself and with displeasure. Damned old barn! From the great reception hall at the bottom he looked in at the lush magnificence of the huge salon: at the red carpet, velvet to the tread; at the fat red plush chairs with gold backs and gilded arms; at the straight, flimsy, ugly, brutally uncomfortable little chairs of gold, with faded coverings of silk; at the huge mirrors with gilt frames, also a little faded; at the French clock, a mass of fat gilt cupids, gewgaws, “thing-ma-jigs”; at the damned ugly tables, cabinets, glass cases, all loaded down with more thing-ma-jigs, gewgaws, china figures, vases, fat gilt cupids. Junk!


  Well, this was what they wanted forty years ago—what they thought they wanted, anyway—what the women wanted—what she wanted. He had let her have it! He had always hated it. He had said often and grimly that the only comfortable room in the whole damned place was his bathroom; the only easy chair was the stool. They had tried to change that a year ago; he wouldn’t let them!


  As for the rest of it, it was no home. It was a kind of rigid mausoleum for what people used to call “Society.” It had been built for that purpose forty years ago, when people went in for that kind of thing, and when everyone was trying to outdo his neighbor in ugliness, vulgarity, lavish pretentiousness—in strident costliness, blind waste, and arrogant expense.


  As such, no doubt, it had served its purpose well! It had cost him a quarter of a million dollars, but he doubted if he’d get a hundred thousand if he put it on the block tomorrow. You couldn’t even keep the damned barn warm! And now? And for the future? Well, she would outlive him. The Parrotts always lived longer than the Wymans. What would happen? He didn’t have to die and go to heaven to find out the answer to that one! She’d try to swing it for a while, then she’d find out! It’d be her money then, she’d run the show, and she’d find out! She’d give a reception or two, attempt a party in the old grand manner, try to revive dog-collardom—and find out dog-collardom was dead forever!


  She’d get a few old hags, their skinny necks and bony arms encrusted with their jewelry; a few doddering old fools creaking at the joints and lisping through their artificial teeth—all trying to revive the ghostly pomps of Mrs. Astor! She’d get a few furiously bored young people, there at grandma’s imperative command, wondering when in God’s name the ghastly business would be over, when they could decently escape from the Morgue and flee to glittering spots of music, dancing, noise, and alcohol—and she’d find out!


  Grimly, he fancied he could already hear her anguished screech when bills came in and she discovered what it cost, discovered further that it was her money she was spending now, and that money didn’t grow on trees—or if it did, it was her own tree now, the Parrott tree.


  That made a difference, didn’t it? For the Parrotts, he reflected grimly, were known for their tender solicitude where their own tree was concerned—whether it was a family tree or a money tree. Her father—damned old fool!—had spent the last twenty years of his life writing a single book. And what a book! The Beginnings of the New England Tradition: A History of the Parrott Family. Great God, had anyone ever heard such conceited bilge as that since time began! And he, James Wyman, Sr.—had had trouble to persuade one of his publishing acquaintances to print the damned thing; and then he had to endure the jibes, the digs, the witticisms of all his friends at the club—or else listen to the Parrott screech. Of the two evils he had taken, he thought, the lesser one. Swift ridicule, he had concluded, was better than slow torture; a silly book is soon forgotten, but a woman’s tongue cannot be stilled.


  Well, she’d find out, he thought, and grimly paused upon the marble flags of the reception hall, and grimly stared into the faded splendors of the great salon. He thought he foresaw the anguished progress of events already: the screech of pained astonishment when she saw the bills—the bills for coal alone—those ten-ton truck loads, barge loads, train loads of black coal required just to keep the grave-damp chill of this damned tomb reduced to a degree of semi-frigidness from October until May. And the caretakers, the nightwatchmen, the housekeepers, and so on, required to keep it guarded, watched and mended, dusted off—from May until October—when the family was away! As if anyone was going to walk off with the damned thing! Oh, if someone only would!—if a parliament of public-spirited second-story men, yeggmen, dynamiters, roof-and-cellar men, elegant silk-hatted Raffleses, and plain common-garden burglars in secret session assembled would only, in their large benevolence of soul, agree to enter, search, seize, and take away everything they could lay their hands on while the family was out of town: if they would only turn up before the barn at night in five-ton trucks, armored motor cars, swift sedans: if they would only come with any vehicle they had—wheelbarrows, furniture vans, or covered wagons—and walk out with every bit of junk in sight—all the damned plush chairs, and gilt French clocks; all of the vases, statuettes, and figurines; all of the painted china, crimson carpets, agonizing chairs, and hideous tables; all of the gewgaws and thing-ma-jigs, the imposing sets of unread books and the bad portraits of the ancestors, including the atrocious one of Parrott, Sr., author of The Beginnings of the New England Tradition—the old fool!—and while they were about it, also overpower, gag, chloroform, and spirit away into oblivion all of the caretakers, housekeepers, nightwatchmen, and—


  “Breakfast is served, sir.”


  At the soft, the whispered, the oh-most-elegant, refined and sugared tones, James started. As if shocked with an electric current, he turned and stared grimly into the unctuous, oily visage of his butler, Mr. Warren.


  —And yes! above all, and by all means, if some kindhearted gang of kidnapers would only remove out of his hearing, sight, and memory forever the pompous person and the odious presence of Old Sugarlips—


  “Coming,” James said curtly.


  “Very good, sir,” Sugarlips replied with maddening unctuousness. Then the butler turned solemnly and departed down the hall—departed with the pompous waddle of his big, fat buttocks, his bulging and obscenely sensual calves; departed like the disgusting fat old woman that he was, with his oily face and his fat lips set in an expression of simpering propriety—


  —Oh, if only Sugarlips would depart for good! If only noblehearted kidnapers would do their merciful work! If only he—James Wyman, Sr.,—could somehow free himself from Sugarlips, somehow detach this fat Old Woman of the Sea from his life, so that he could enjoy a moment’s peace and privacy in his own house without being told that something was “Very good, sir,” enjoy a moment’s rest and relaxation without Sugarlips “Begging your pardon, sir,” sit down at his own table to feed himself in his own way without feeling Sugarlips’ damned moist breath upon his neck, eat as he chose and what he chose and help himself the way he chose without having every movement censured by the interrogation of that fishy eye, the infuriating assurance of “Allow me, sir.”


  If only he—James Wyman, Sr., free, white, and ... seventy-four!—a free American citizen, by God!—could come and go the way he chose to come and go, sit where he wanted, eat as he wished to eat, do as he pleased and as a free man had a right to do—without having all the acts, engagements, and arrangements of his personal and most private life subjected to the constant supervision of a fool! He was tired; he was ill, he knew; he was getting sour and crotchety—yes, he knew all this—but, Great God! Great God!—he was an old man, and he wanted to be left alone! He’d seen and known it all, now—he’d tried all the arguments, found all the answers, done all the things he should have done—that the world of his time, his wife, his family, and society, had expected of him—even this—and Great God! why had he done them? Was it worth it? He stared in again among the splendors of the great salon, and for a moment his cold blue eyes were clouded by the shade of baffled doubt. He had wanted a home to live in, hadn’t he?—a place of warmth, of light, a dwelling place of love and deep security—he had all the means of getting it, hadn’t he?—wealth, courage, character, and intelligence—and he had come to this? Somewhere, somehow, he had missed out in life, something had been put over on him. But where? And how? How and where had he failed?


  He had been one of the conspicuous men of his time and generation—conspicuous not alone for his material achievements, but conspicuous for character, honesty, integrity, and fair-dealing in the world of money-getting, pirate-hearted, and red-handed Yankeedom. Of all the men of that time and generation, he was among the first. There were great names in America today—names great for wealth, power, for ruthlessness, for their stupendous aggrandizements. And he knew the way most of those names were tainted with dishonor, those names of men who had so ruthlessly exploited life, destroyed their fellows, betrayed mankind and their own country. Those names, he knew, would be a stench in the nostrils of future generations, a shame and a disgrace to the unfortunate children and grandchildren who would have to acknowledge them; and from this shameful taint he knew that his own name was triumphantly secure. And yet something had gone wrong. Where? How?


  He was no whiner; he was a brave man and a fighter; and he knew that wherever lay the fault, the fault, dear Brutus, lay not in his stars, but in himself! But (James stared grimly in among the faded splendors of the great salon) his life had come to this! And why? Why? Why?


  Had all gone ill, then? By no means! There had been high effort, great accomplishment. There had been true friendship; rooted deep affection: the confident regard of kings and Presidents, statesmen, men of letters, great industrialists, other leading bankers and financiers like himself.


  He had yielded to no man to his own dishonor; he had yielded to many with fair dealing, generous concession, unresentful pardon. He had fought hardest when the odds were all against him, but he had eased pressure when he was on top; he had not withheld the stroke in battle, but he had not exulted over a fallen foe.


  No, the slate was clean, the mirror was unclouded—yet, he had come to this. An old man, living with an old wife, in an old graveyard of a house—alone.


  Old James looked in upon the faded gilt of morning with a baffled eye. Where had it gone to, then—all the passion and the fire of youth, and the proud singing; all of the faith, the clean belief of fifty years ago? Where had it gone to, then—the strength, the faith, the wisdom, the sound health and substance of his lost America? Had it only been a dream, then? No, it was no dream—“for he lay broad awaking”—or, if dream, then such a dream as men have lived a million years to dream—to hope for—to achieve. But where now?


  Gone—all gone—gone like phantasmal images of smoke, the shining bright reality of that deathless dream submerged in ruin. In the great world all around him now he saw black chaos exploding into unpurposeful and blatant power: confusion swarming through the earth, the howling jargons of a million tongues, each one dissimilar, none speaking to another; brute corruption crowned with glory, privilege enthroned. Where once there had been the patient hard confusion of honest doubt, the worried perturbation of strong faith, was now the vile smirk of a passive acceptance, the cheap sneer of the weakling lip, the feeble gibe of the ignoble vanquished, gibing their own treason and their lack of faith, the fattied heart no longer sound enough for battle, the clouded and beclamored mind no longer clear enough for truth, the bleared eye murked with rotten mockeries. The thin venom of the tongues just sneered and said, “Well, what are you going to do about it?”—and so were lost, all joined together in the corrupt defenses of their shame and cowardice—all kneeling basely at the feet of their own traitors, all bent in obscene reverence before their own monsters, all yielding, all submissive to the gods of money getting and of mockery, all bent forward to kiss the dyer’s bloody hand subdued to its own dye. So was his lost America rotted out. Gone, now, the faith of youth, the morning and the passion: the gold, the singing, and the dream—all vanished like phantasmal smoke, and come to this!


  And from this, too! For had he not sold out somewhere along the line? But where? Where? The hour, the moment, and the actual point of crisis—where?


  Had not he who was James Wyman fifty years ago—young and brave and an American who had the faith, and felt the strength and heard the singing, who had seen the plains, the rivers, and the mountains, the quiet blueness in a farmhand’s eyes, and had heard the voices in the darkness talking, known how the land went, and the shapes of things, and known, too, that the dream was something more than dream, the great hope something more than hope—had not he, James Wyman, who had seen and heard and felt and known all these things, as all men in this land have known them—had he not sold out somewhere down the line? taken what the others had to give?—believed what others had to say?—accepted what they had to offer? And what was that? Dog-collardom, vulgarity, and empty show, the hypocrisies and shrill pretenses of a clown-like aristocracy, the swinish gluttonies of last year’s hog all varnished over with this year’s coat of arms, the no-questions-asked philosophy of money-sewerdom, proud noses lifted with refined disdain at uncouth table manners, but not too nice or dainty to appraise with charity the full, rich droppings of a scoundrel’s bank account.


  Yes, he had so accepted, he had been so persuaded, he had so believed; or, so believing that he so believed, and so sold out somewhere, being young along the line—and so had come to this: an old man, living with an old wife, in an old graveyard of a house—alone.


  And, looking grimly in upon the faded gilt of morning in the great salon, James reflected that not even morning entered here. No, nothing young and sweet and fresh and alive and shining could exist here. Even light, the crystal shining light of spring, of morning, and of May, was staled and deadened here. It forced its way in dustily, it thrust in through the reluctant folds of the plush curtains, it came in in mote-filled beams of dusty light, it was old and dead before it got here—like the plush, the gilt, the carpets, the chairs and tables, the gewgaws, bric-a-brac, and thing-ma-jigs—as musty, stale, and full of death as all the things it fell upon.


  No, it was not like Morning, really, by the time it had forced its painful entrance in that room. Rather, James reflected grimly, it was like the Morning After—it was—it was—well, it was like After the Ball Is Over.


  The whole house, he thought, is like After the Ball Is Over. It had always been like that. “After the Ball,” he thought, would be an excellent name for the damned thing: that had always been the effect it had produced on him. It had never been a home, never a place to come back to at night, and find rest and peace and warmth and homeliness and comfort. No, it had always been the cold mausoleum of departed guests; a great, frigid, splendid, and completely lifeless temple to the memory of the glittering and fashionable parties which should have been given here last night, but which probably had not occurred.


  Thus, the great house was haunted constantly by the haughty ghosts of stuffed-shirtdom and dog-collardom; but by the presences of living warmth, familiar usage, genial homeliness—never! The great marble steps with their magnificent sweep, the marble entrance hall, the great salon, always seemed to be congealing mournfully, fading again into a melancholy staleness, mustiness, and frigid loneliness after the rustling silks and satins, the blazing chandeliers, the refined and cultivated voices, the silvery laughter and the champagne bubbles, the dog collars, ropes of pearls, bare backs, stiff shirts, and glowing shoulders of last night’s splendid gathering had departed.


  All that was needed to complete the illusion was a corps of caterer’s men—twenty or thirty swarthy little fellows in monkey suits marching in to clear up the litter of the party—the empty champagne glasses, salad dishes, the cigar butts; the ashes on the carpet, and the filaments of colored paper hanging from the chandeliers—tattered remnants of the ball.


  James sighed a little, then turned brusquely and marched down the hall into the great dining room.


  The dining room, too, was splendid and magnificent—cold, cold, cold—like eating in a tomb. The room was on the west side of the house: the morning sun had not yet entered here. The great table was a somber polished slab, the large buffet, resplendent as a coffin, set with massive plate. At one end of the enormous table, a great high-backed chair, of carved and somber darkness, a big plate, a great heavy knife and fork and spoon, the slender elegance of a silver coffeepot, a fragile purity of cups and saucers, another plate domed richly with an enormous silver warming-cover, a glass of orange juice, and stiff, heavy, spotless napery.


  James seated himself down there, a lonely little figure at the end of the enormous table—and surveyed the feast. First he looked at the glass of orange juice, raised it to his lips, shuddered, and set it down. Then, gingerly, he lifted the great silver warming-lid and peered beneath the cover: three thin brown slices of dry toast lay chastely on a big white plate. James let the silver cover fall with a large clatter. Sugarlips appeared. James poured black fluid from the coffeepot into his cup and tasted it: a slight convulsion twisted his firm mouth; he said:


  “What is this stuff?”


  “Coffee, sir,” said Sugarlips.


  “Coffee?” said James coldly.


  “A new coffee, sir,” breathed Sugarlips, “that has no caffeine in it.”


  James made no answer, but his cold blue eyes were bright and hard, and nodding toward the covered dish, he spoke coldly, tonelessly, as before:


  “And this?”


  “Your toast, sir,” breathed Sugarlips moistly.


  “My toast?” James inquired, in the same cold and unpersuaded tone.


  “Yes, sir,” breathed Sugarlips. “Your toast—dry toast, sir.”


  “Oh, no,” said James grimly, “you’re wrong there. It’s not my toast—dry toast has never been my toast! ... What’s this?” he said with brutal suddenness, jerking his head toward the glass of orange juice.


  “Your fruit juice, sir,” breathed Sugarlips.


  “Oh, no,” said James, more cold and grim than ever. “It’s not my fruit juice. You’re wrong again! You never saw me drink it yet.” For a moment he surveyed the butler with blue blazing eyes. Cold fury choked him. “Look here,” he rasped suddenly, “what the hell’s the meaning of all this? Where’s my breakfast? You told me it was ready!”


  “Begging your pardon, sir—” Sugarlips began, dilating his full lips moistly.


  “‘Begging my pardon,’ hell!” cried James, and threw his napkin to the floor. “I don’t want my pardon begged—I want my breakfast! Where is it?”


  “Yes, sir,” Sugarlips began, and moistened his full lips nervously, “but the doctor, sir—the diet he prescribed, sir! ... It was the mistress’s orders that you get it, sir.”


  “Whose breakfast is this, anyway?” said James, “mine or your mistress’s?”


  “Why, yours, sir,” Sugarlips hastily agreed.


  “Who’s eating it,” James went on brusquely. “Your mistress or me?”


  “Why, you are, sir,” said Sugarlips. “Of course, sir!”


  “Then bring it to me!” shouted James. “At once! When I need anyone’s help to tell me what I have to eat, I’ll let you know!”


  “Yes, sir,” Sugarlips breathed, all of a twitter now. “Then you desire—”


  “You know what I desire,” James yelled. “I desire my breakfast! At once! Now! Right away! ... The same breakfast that I always have! The breakfast that I’ve had for forty years! The breakfast that my father had before me! The breakfast that a working man has got to have—as it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be! Amen!” James shouted. “Namely, a dish of oatmeal, four slices of buttered toast, a plate of ham and eggs, and a pot of coffee—strong black coffee—real coffee!” James shouted. “Do you understand?”


  “Y-y-yes, sir,” stammered Sugarlips. “P-p-perfectly, sir.”


  “Then go and get it! ... Have you got any real coffee in the house?” he demanded sharply.


  “Of course, sir.”


  “Then bring it!” James cried, and struck the table. “At once! Now! ... And hurry up with it! I’ll be late to work as it is!” He picked up the folded pages of the Times beside his plate and opened it with a vicious rattle—“And take this slop away!” he barked, as an afterthought, indicating the rejected breakfast with a curt nod. “Do what you like with it—throw it down the sink—but take it away!” And he went back savagely to the crisp pages of the Times again.


  The coffee came in, Sugarlips poured it, and James was just on the point of drinking it when something happened. He bent forward sharply, ready with the cup of real, right coffee almost to his lips, grunted suddenly with surprise, put the cup down sharply, and leaned forward with the paper tightly gripped in his two hands, reading intently. What he read—what caught and held his startled interest—ran as follows:


  “ACTRESS SUES SUNDAY SCHOOL SUPERINTENDENT CLAIMING HEART BALM


  “Notice of suit was filed yesterday before Mr. Justice McGonigle in an action for breach of promise brought by Mrs. Margaret Hall Davis, 37, against W. Wainwright Parsons, 58. Mr. Parsons is well known as the author of many books on religious subjects, and for the past fifteen years he has been Superintendent of the Church School at the fashionable Episcopal Church of St. Balthazar, whose vestrymen include such leading citizens of New York as Mr. James Wyman, Sr., the banker, and ...”


  Old James swore softly to himself at this linking of his own name with such a scandal. He skimmed swiftly through the list of his fellow vestrymen and read on avidly:


  “Mr. Parsons could not be found last night at the University Club, where he lives. Officials at the club said he had occupied his rooms there until three days ago, when he departed, leaving no address. Members of the club, when questioned, expressed surprise when informed of Mrs. Davis’s suit. Mr. Parsons, they said, was a bachelor of quiet habits, and no one had ever heard of his alleged connection with the actress.


  “Mrs. Davis, interviewed at her Riverside Drive apartment, answered questions willingly. She is a comely blonde of mature charms, and was formerly, she said, a member of the Ziegfeld Follies, and later a performer on the musical-comedy stage. She said that she met the elderly Mr. Parsons two years ago, during a week-end at Atlantic City. Their friendship, she asserted, developed rapidly. Mr. Parsons proposed marriage to her, she claims, a year ago, but requested a postponement until New Year’s Day, pleading business and financial difficulties and the illness of a member of his family as reasons for the delay. To this the pretty divorcee agreed, she says, and as a result of his ardent persuasions consented to a temporary alliance prior to their marriage. Since the first of last October, she asserted, they have occupied the Riverside Drive apartment jointly, and were known to the landlord and the other tenants of the building as ‘Mr. and Mrs. Parsons.’


  “As the time of their marriage approached, the woman alleges, Mr. Parsons pleaded further complications on his personal affairs, and asked for another postponement until Easter. To this she also agreed, still confident of the sincerity of his intentions. Early in March, however, he left the apartment, telling her he had been called to Boston on business, but would return in a few days. Since that time, she says, she has not seen him, and all efforts to communicate with him have been fruitless. The woman further asserts that, in reply to repeated letters from her, Mr. Parsons finally wrote her three weeks ago, stating it would now be impossible for him to fulfill his promise of marriage, and suggesting that ‘for the good of all concerned, we call the whole thing off.’


  “This, Mrs. Davis asserted, she is unwilling to do.


  “‘I loved Willy,’ she declared, with tears in her eyes. ‘God is my witness that I loved him with the deepest, purest love a woman ever had to give a man. And Willy loved me, loves me still. I know he does. I am sure of it! If you could only see the letters that he wrote me—I have dozens of them here’—she indicated a thick packet of letters on the table, tied with a pink ribbon—‘the most passionate and romantic letters any lover ever wrote,’ she declared. ‘Willy was a wonderful lover—so gentle, so tender, so poetic—and always such a perfect gentleman! I cannot give him up!’ she passionately declared. ‘I will not! I love him still in spite of everything that has happened. I am willing to forgive all, forget all—if only he will come back to me.’


  “The actress is suing for damages of one hundred thousand dollars. The firm of Hoggenheimer, Blaustein, Glutz, and Levy, of 111 Broadway, are her legal representatives.


  “Mr. Parsons is well known for his books in the religious field. According to Who’s Who, he was born in Lima, Ohio, April 19, 1871, the son of the Reverend Samuel Abner Parsons, and the late Martha Elizabeth Bushmiller Parsons. Educated at DePauw University, and later at the Union Theological Seminary, he was himself ordained to the ministry in 1897, and during the next ten years filled successive pulpits in Fort Wayne, Indiana, Pottstown, Pennsylvania, and Elizabeth, New Jersey. In 1907, he retired from the ministry to devote his entire time to literary activity. Always a prolific writer, and gifted with a facile pen, his success in this field was rapid. He is the author of more than a score of books on devotional subjects, several of which have run through repeated editions, and one of which, a travel book, ‘Afoot in the Holy Land,’ enjoyed a tremendous sale, not only in this country but abroad. Some of his other works, according to Who’s Who, are as follows:


  “‘Following After the Master’ (1907); ‘Almost Thou Persuadest Me’ (1908); ‘Job’s Comforters’ (1909); ‘Who Follows in His Train’ (1910); ‘For They Shall See God’ (1912); ‘Jordan and the Marne’ (1915); ‘Armageddon and Verdun’ (1917); ‘Christianity and the Fuller Life’ (1921); ‘The Way of Temptation’ (1927); ‘The Song of Solomon’ (1927); ‘Behold, He Cometh’ (1928).”


  James saw the item just as he had been bending forward to sip his coffee. The name of W[.] Wainwright Parsons leaped out at him and hit him in the eye. Down went the cup of coffee with a bang. James read on. It was not reading so much as a kind of lightning-like absorption. He tore through the column, ripping splintered fragments from the thing—all he needed!—until he had it clear and blazing in his mind. Then for a moment, after he had finished, he sat completely motionless, with a look of utter stupefaction on his face. Finally he raised the outspread paper in both hands, banged it down emphatically on the table, leaned back in his great chair, stared straight and far and viewlessly across the enormous polished vista of the table, and said slowly and with emphasis:


  “I’ll-be-damned!”


  Just then Sugarlips came in with the oatmeal, smoking hot, and slid it unctuously before him. James dashed thick cream all over it, spread sugar with a copious spoon, and dug in savagely. At the third mouthful he paused again, picked up the paper in one old hand and stared at it, flung it down with an impatient growl, took another mouthful of hot oatmeal, couldn’t keep away from the accursed paper—took it finally and propped it up against the coffeepot with the accusing article staring blank and square in his cold eye, and then re-read it slowly, carefully, precisely, word for word and comma for comma, and between mouthfuls of hot oatmeal let out a running commentary of low-muttered growls:


  “‘I loved Willy—’”


  “Why, the damned—”


  “‘Willy was a wonderful lover—so gentle, so tender, so poetic—’”


  “Why—that damned mealy-mouthed, butter-lipped, two-faced—!”


  “‘Mr. Parsons is well known as the author of many books on religious subjects—’”


  James dug savagely into the oatmeal and swallowed. “‘Religious subjects’! Bah!”


  “‘Superintendent ... Church School ... fashionable Episcopal Church of St. Balthazar ... whose vestrymen include ... Mr. James Wyman, Sr.’”


  James groaned, picked up the offending paper, folded it, and banged it down with the story out of sight. The ham and eggs had come, and he ate savagely, in a preoccupied silence, broken by an occasional angry growl. When he got up to go, he had composed himself, but his bright blue eyes were as hard and cold as glacial ice, and the suggestion of a faint grim grin about the edges of his mouth was sharper, finer, more deadly than it had ever been before.


  He looked at the paper, growled impatiently, started for the door, paused, turned round, looked back, came back growling, picked up the paper, thrust it angrily into his pocket, and marched down the enormous hall. He paused at the entrance, took a derby hat, and placed it firmly, a trifle jauntily, and at an angle on his well-shaped head, stepped down and opened the enormous front door, went out and down the street at a brisk pace, turned left, and so into Fifth Avenue.


  To one side, the Park and the young greening trees; in the roadway, the traffic beginning to thicken and drill past; everywhere, people thronging and hurrying; directly ahead, the frontal blaze and cliff of the terrific city, and morning, shining morning, on the tall towers—while an old man with cold blazing eyes went sprucely swinging through the canyoned slant, muttering to himself:


  —“‘Following After the Master’—Bah!”


  —“‘Almost Thou Persuadest Me’—Bah!”


  —“‘The Way of Temptation’”—


  Suddenly he whipped the folded newspaper out of his pocket, turned it over, and peered intently at the story again. The faint grim grin around the edges of his mouth relaxed a little.


  —“‘The Song of Solomon’”—


  The grin spread over his face, suffusing it with color, and his old eyes twinkled as, still peering intently, he re-read the last line of the story.


  —“‘Behold, He Cometh’”—


  With a jaunty motion he slapped the folded paper against his thigh, and chuckling to himself with a full return of his good humor, he muttered:


  “By God! I didn’t know he had it in him!”


  [¬]


  THE PLUMED KNIGHT


  [The Hills Beyond, Harper & Brothers 1941]


  Theodore Joyner was old William Joyner’s youngest son. As so often happens with the younger children of a self-made man, he got more education than the others. “And,” said his older brother Zachariah whenever the fact was mentioned, “just look at him!” For mingled with the Joyner reverence for learning, there was an equally hearty contempt among them for those who could not use it for some practical end.


  Like his two more able brothers, Theodore had been destined for the law. He followed them to Pine Rock College and had his year of legal training. Then he “took the bar,” and failed ingloriously; tried and failed again; and—


  “Hell!” old William said disgustedly—“hit looked like he wa’nt fit fer nothin’ else, so I jest sent him back to school!”


  The result was that Theodore returned to Pine Rock for three years more, and finally succeeded in taking his diploma and bachelor’s degree.


  Schoolmastering was the trade he turned to now, and, Libya Hill having grown and there being some demand for higher learning, he set up for a “Professor.” He “scratched about” among the people he knew—which was everyone, of course—and got twenty or thirty pupils at the start. The tuition was fifteen dollars for the term, which was five months; and he taught them in a frame church.


  After a while “’Fessor Joyner’s School” grew to such enlargement that Theodore had to move to bigger quarters. His father let him have the hill he owned across the river two miles west of town, and here Theodore built a frame house to live in and another wooden building to serve as a dormitory and classroom. The eminence on which the new school stood had always been known as Hogwart Heights. Theodore did not like the inelegant sound of that, so he rechristened it Joyner Heights, and the school, as befitted its new grandeur, was now named the Joyner Heights Academy. The people in the town, however, went on calling the hill Hogwart as they had always done, and to Theodore’s intense chagrin they even dubbed the academy Hogwart, too.


  In spite of this handicap the school prospered in its modest way. It was by no means a flourishing institution, but as people said, it was a good thing for Theodore. He could not have earned his living at anything else, and the school at least gave him a livelihood. The years passed uneventfully, and Theodore seemed settled forever.


  Then, three years before the outbreak of the Civil War, a startling change occurred. By that time the fever of the approaching conflict was already sweeping through the South, and that fact gave Theodore his great opportunity. He seized it eagerly, and overnight transformed his school into the Joyner Heights Military Academy. By this simple expedient he jumped his enrollment from sixty to eighty, and—more important—transmogrified himself from a rustic pedagogue into a military man.


  So much is true, so cannot be denied—although Zachariah, in his ribald way, was forever belittling Theodore and his accomplishments. On Zachariah’s side it must be admitted that Theodore loved a uniform a good deal better than he wore one; and that he, as Master, with the help of a single instructor who completed the school’s faculty, undertook the work of military training, drill, and discipline with an easy confidence which, if not sublime, was rather staggering. But Zachariah was unjust.


  “I have heard,” Zachariah would say in later years, warming up to his subject and assuming the ponderously solemn air that always filled his circle of cronies with delighted anticipation of what was to come—“I have heard that fools rush in where angels fear to tread, but in the case of my brother Theodore, it would be more accurate to say that he leaps in where God Almighty crawls! ... I have seen a good many remarkable examples of military chaos,” he continued, “but I have never seen anything so remarkable as the spectacle of Theodore, assisted by a knock-kneed fellow with the itch, tripping over his sword and falling on his belly every time he tried to instruct twenty-seven pimply boys in the intricacies of squads right.”


  That was unfair. Not all, assuredly, were pimply, and there were more than twenty-seven.


  “Theodore,” Zack went on with the extravagance that characterized these lapses into humorous loquacity—“Theodore was so short that every time he —— he blew dust in his eyes; and the knock-kneed fellow with the itch was so tall that he had to lay down to let the moon go by. And somehow they got their uniforms mixed up, so that Theodore had the one that was meant for the knock-kneed fellow, and the knock-kneed fellow had on Theodore’s. The trousers Theodore was wearing were so baggy they looked as if a nest of kangaroos had spent the last six months in them, and the knock-kneed fellow’s pants were stretched so tight that he looked like a couple of long sausages. In addition to all this, Theodore had a head shaped like a balloon—and about the size of one. The knock-kneed fellow had a peanut for a head. And whoever had mixed up their uniforms had also got their hats exchanged. So every time Theodore reared back and bawled out a command, that small hat he was wearing would pop right off his head into the air, as if it had been shot from a gun. And when the knock-kneed fellow would repeat the order, the big hat he had on would fall down over his ears and eyes as if someone had thrown a bushel basket over his head, and he would come clawing his way out of it with a bewildered expression on his face, as if to say, ‘Where the hell am I, anyway?’ ... They had a devil of a time getting those twenty-seven boys straightened up as straight as they could get—which is to say, about as straight as a row of crooked radishes. Then, when they were all lined up at attention, ready to go, the knock-kneed fellow would be taken with the itch. He’d shudder up and down, all over, as if someone had dropped a cold worm down his back; he’d twitch and wiggle, and suddenly he’d begin to scratch himself in the behind.”


  The truth of the matter is that the “pimply boys” drilled so hard and earnestly that the grass was beaten bare on the peaceful summit of Hogwart Heights. Uniforms and muskets of a haphazard sort had been provided for them, and all that could be accomplished by the pious reading of the drill manual and a dry history of Napoleonic strategy was done for them by Theodore and his knock-kneed brother in arms. And when war was declared in April 1861, the entire enrollment of the academy marched away to battle with Theodore at their head.


  The trouble between Zachariah and Theodore afterward was that the war proved to be the great event in Theodore’s life, and he never got over it. His existence had been empty and pointless enough before the war, and afterward, knowing there was nothing to live for that could possibly match the glories he had seen, he developed rather quickly into the professional warrior, the garrulous hero forever talking of past exploits. This is what annoyed Zachariah more and more as time went on, and he never let a chance go by to puncture Theodore’s illusions of grandeur and to take him down a peg or two.


  Theodore should have had a group photograph taken of himself. He should have been blocked out by Rubens, painted in his elemental colors by fourteen of Rubens’ young men, had his whiskers done by Van Dyck, his light and shade by Rembrandt, his uniform by Velasquez; then if the whole thing had been gone over by Daumier, and touched up here and there with the satiric pencil of George Belcher, perhaps in the end you might have got a portrait that would reveal, in the colors of life itself, the august personage of Colonel Theodore Joyner, C.S.A.


  Theodore rapidly became almost the stock type of the “Southern Colonel—plumed knight” kind of man. By 1870, he had developed a complete vocabulary and mythology of the war—“The Battle of the Clouds,” Zachariah termed it. Nothing could be called by its right name. Theodore would never dream of using a plain or common word if he could find a fancy one. The Southern side of the war was always spoken of in a solemn whisper, mixed of phlegm and reverent hoarseness, as “Our Cause.” The Confederate flag became “Our Holy Oriflamme—dyed in the royal purple of the heroes’ blood.” To listen to Theodore tell about the war, one would have thought it had been conducted by several hundred thousand knighted Galahads upon one side, engaged in a struggle to the death against several hundred million black-hearted rascals, the purpose of said war being the protection “of all that we hold most sacred—the purity of Southern womanhood.”


  The more completely Theodore emerged as the romantic embodiment of Southern Colonelcy, the more he also came to look the part. He had the great mane of warrior hair, getting grayer and more distinguished looking as the years went by; he had the bushy eyebrows, the grizzled mustache, and all the rest of it. In speech and tone and manner he was leonine. He moved his head exactly like an old lion, and growled like one, whenever he uttered such proud sentiments as these:


  “Little did I dream, sir,” he would begin—“little did I dream, when I marched out at the head of the Joyner Military Academy—of which the entire enrollment, sir—the entire enrollment had volunteered to a man—all boys in years, yet each breast beating with a hero’s heart—one hundred and thirty-seven fine young men, sir—the flower of the South—all under nineteen years of age—think of it, sir!” he growled impressively—“one hundred and thirty-seven under nineteen!—”


  “Now wait a minute, Theodore,” Zachariah would interpose with a deceptive mildness. “I’m not questioning your veracity, but if my memory is not playing tricks, your facts and figures are a little off.”


  “What do you mean, sir?” growled Theodore, and peered at him suspiciously. “In what way?”


  “Well,” said Zachariah calmly, “I don’t remember that the enrollment of the academy had risen to any such substantial proportions as you mention by the time the war broke out. One hundred and thirty-seven under nineteen?” he repeated. “Wouldn’t you come closer to the truth if you said there were nineteen under one hundred and thirty-seven?”


  “Sir—sir—” said Theodore, breathing heavily and leaning forward in his chair. “Why, you—Sir!” he spluttered, and then glared fiercely at his brother and could say no more.


  To the credit of Theodore’s lads, and to the honor of the times and Colonel Joyner’s own veracity, let it be admitted here and now that whether there were nineteen or fifty or a hundred and thirty-seven of them, they did march out “to a man,” and many of them did not return. For four years and more the grass grew thick and deep on Hogwart Heights: the school was closed, the doors were barred, the windows shuttered.


  When the war was over and Theodore came home again, the hill, with its little cluster of buildings, was a desolate sight. The place just hung there stogged in weeds. A few stray cows jangled their melancholy bells and wrenched the coarse, cool grass beneath the oak trees, before the bolted doors. And so the old place stood and stayed for three years more, settling a little deeper into the forgetfulness of dilapidation.


  The South was stunned and prostrate now, and Theodore himself was more stunned and prostrate than most of the men who came back from the war. The one bit of purpose he had found in life was swallowed up in the great defeat, and he had no other that could take its place. He did not know what to do with himself. Halfheartedly, he “took the bar” again, and for the third time failed. Then in 1869 he pulled himself together, and using money that his brothers loaned him, he repaired the school and opened it anew.


  It was a gesture of futility, really—and a symptom of something that was happening all over the South in that bleak decade of poverty and reconstruction. The South lacked money for all the vital things, yet somehow, like other war-struck and war-ravaged communities before it, the South found funds to lay out in tin-soldierism. Pygmy West Points sprang up everywhere, with their attendant claptrap of “Send us the boy, and we’ll return you the man.” It was a pitiable spectacle to see a great region and a valiant people bedaubing itself with such gim-crack frills and tin-horn fopperies after it had been exhausted and laid waste by the very demon it was making obeisance to. It was as if a group of exhausted farmers, singed whiskers and lackluster eyes, had come staggering back from some tremendous conflagration that had burned their homes and barns and crops right to the ground, and then had bedecked themselves in outlandish garments and started banging on the village gong and crying out: “At last, brothers, we’re all members of the fire department!”


  Theodore took a new lease on life with the reopening of the Joyner Military Academy. When he first decided to restore the place, he thought he could resume his career at the point where the war had broken in upon it, and things would go on as if the war had never been. Then, as his plans took shape and he got more and more into the spirit of the enterprise, his attitude and feelings underwent a subtle change. As the great day for the reopening approached, he knew that it would not be just a resuming of his interrupted career. It would be much better than that. For the war was a heroic fact that could not be denied, and it now seemed to Theodore in some strange and transcendental way the South had been gloriously triumphant even in defeat, and that he himself had played a decisive part in bringing about this transcendental victory.


  Theodore was no more consciously aware of the psychic processes by which he had arrived at this conclusion than were thousands of others all over the South who, at this same time, were coming to the same conclusion themselves. But once the attitude had crystallized and become accepted, it became the point of departure for a whole new rationale of life. Out of it grew a vast mythology of the war—a mythology so universally believed that to doubt its truth was worse than treason. In a curious way, the war became no longer a thing finished and done with, a thing to be put aside and forgotten as belonging to the buried past, but a dead fact recharged with a new vitality, and one to be cherished more dearly than life itself. The mythology to which this gave rise acquired in time the force of an almost supernatural sanction. It became a kind of folk-religion. And under its soothing, other-worldly spell, the South began to turn its face away from the hard and ugly realities of everyday living that confronted it on every hand, and escape into the soft dream of vanished glories—imagined glories—glories that had never been.


  The first concrete manifestation of all this in Theodore was an inspiration that came to him as he lay in bed the night before the great day when the Joyner Military Academy was to reopen its doors. As he lay there, neither quite awake nor yet asleep, letting his mind shuttle back and forth between remembered exploits on the field of battle and the exciting event scheduled for the morrow, the two objects of his interest became fused: he felt that they were really one, and he saw the military school as belonging to the war, a part of it, a continuation and extension of it into the present, and on down through the long, dim vista of the future. Out of this there flowed instantly into his consciousness a sequence of ringing phrases that brought him as wide awake as the clanging of a bell, and he saw at once that he had invented a perfect slogan for his school. The next day he announced it at the formal convocation.


  It is true that Theodore’s slogan occasioned a good deal of mirth at his expense when it was repeated all over town with Zachariah’s running commentary upon it. The father of one of the students was one of Zack’s most intimate friends; this man had attended the convocation, and he told Zack all about it afterward.


  “Theodore,” this friend reported, “gave the boys a rousing new motto to live up to—earned, he said, by their predecessors on the glorious field of battle. Theodore made such a moving speech about it that he had all the mothers in tears. You never heard such a blubbering in your life. The chorus of snifflings and chokings and blowing of noses almost drowned Theodore out. It was most impressive.”


  “I don’t doubt it,” said Zack. “Theodore always did have an impressive manner. If he only had the gray matter that ought to go with it, he’d be a wonder. But what did he say? What was the motto?”


  “First at Manassas—”


  “First to eat, he means!” said Zachariah.


  “—fightingest at Antietam Creek—”


  “Yes, fightingest to see who could get back first across the creek!”


  “—and by far the farthest in the Wilderness.”


  “By God, he’s right!” shouted Zachariah. “Too far, in fact, to be of any use to anyone! They thrashed around all night long, bawling like a herd of cattle and taking potshots at one another in the belief that they had come upon a company of Grant’s infantry. They had to be gathered together and withdrawn from the line in order to prevent their total self-destruction. My brother Theodore,” Zachariah went on with obvious relish, “is the only officer of my acquaintance who performed the remarkable feat of getting completely lost in an open field and ordering an attack upon his own position. ... His wounds, of course, are honorable, as he himself will tell you on the slightest provocation—but he was shot in the behind. So far as I know, he is the only officer in the history of the Confederacy who possesses the distinction of having been shot in the seat of the pants by one of his own sharpshooters, while stealthily and craftily reconnoitering his own breastworks in search of any enemy who was at that time nine miles away and marching in the opposite direction!”


  From this time on, the best description of Theodore is to say that he “grew” with his academy. The institution thrived in the nostalgic atmosphere that had made its resurrection possible in the first place, and Theodore himself became the personal embodiment of the post-war tradition, a kind of romantic vindication of rebellion, a whole regiment of plumed knights in his own person. And there can be no doubt whatever that he grew to believe it all himself.


  According to the contemporary accounts, he had been anything but a prepossessing figure when he went off to war, and if any part of Zachariah’s extravagant stories can be believed, anything but a master strategist of arms on the actual field of battle. But with the passage of the years he grew into his role, until at last, in his old age, he looked a perfect specimen of the grizzled warrior.


  Long before that, people had stopped laughing at him. No one but Zachariah now dared to question publicly any of Theodore’s pronouncements, and Zachariah’s irreverence was tolerated only because he was considered to be a privileged person, above the common mores. Theodore was now held in universal respect. Thus the youngest of “the Joyner boys”—the one from whom the least had been expected—finally came into his own as a kind of sacred symbol.


  In Libya Hill during those later years it was to be a familiar spectacle every Monday—the day when the “cadets” enjoyed their holiday in town—to see old Colonel Joyner being conveyed through the streets in an old victoria driven by an aged Negro in white gloves and a silk hat. The Colonel was always dressed in his old uniform of Confederate gray; he wore his battered old Confederate service hat, and, winter or summer, he was never seen without an old gray cape about his shoulders. He did not loll back among the faded leather cushions of the victoria: he sat bolt upright—and when he got too old to sit bolt upright under his own power, he used a cane to help him. He would ride through the streets, always sitting soldierly erect, gripping the head of his supporting cane with palsied hands, brown with the blotches of old age, and glowering out to left and right beneath bushy eyebrows of coarse white with kindling glances of his fierce old eyes, at the same time clenching his jaw firmly and working sternly at his lips beneath his close-cropped grizzled mustache. This may have been just the effect of his false teeth, but it suggested to awed little boys that he was uttering war-like epithets. That is what every inch of him seemed to imply, but actually he was only growling out such commands as “Go on, you scoundrel! Go on!” to his aged charioteer, or muttering with fierce scorn as he saw the slovenly posture of his own cadets lounging in drugstore doors.


  “Not a whole man among ’em! Look at ’em now! A race of weaklings, hollow-chested and hump-backed—not made of the same stuff their fathers were—not like the crowd we were the day we all marched out to a man—the bravest of the brave, the flower of our youth and our young manhood! One hundred and thirty-seven under nineteen! Hrumph! Hrumph!—Get along, you scoundrel! Get along!”


  [¬]


  THE NEWSPAPER


  [The Hills Beyond, Harper & Brothers 1941]


  Time: A hot night in June 1916.


  Scene: The city room of a small-town newspaper[.]


  The room has three or four flat-topped desks, typewriters, green-shaded lights hanging from the ceiling by long cords, some filing cabinets. Upon the wall, a large map of the United States. Upon the desks, newspaper clippings, sheets of yellow flimsy, paste pots, pencils, etc. Over all, a warm smell of ink, a not unpleasant air of use and weariness.


  To the right, a door opening to a small room which houses the A.P. man, his typewriter, and his instruments. To the left, a glass partition and a door into the compositor’s room. This door stands open, and the compositors may be seen at work before the linotype machines, which make a quiet slotting sound. The A.P. man’s door is also open, and he can be seen within, typing rapidly, to the accompaniment of the clattering telegraph instrument on the table beside him.


  In the outer room, Theodore Willis, a reporter, sits at his desk, banging away at a typewriter. He is about twenty-eight years old, consumptive, very dark of feature, with oval-shaped brown eyes, jet black hair, thin hands, and a face full of dark intelligence, quickness, humor, sensitivity. At another desk, his back toward Willis, sits another reporter—young, red-headed, red-necked, stocky—also typing. All of the men wear green eye-shades. Theodore Willis is smoking a cigarette, which hangs from the corner of his mouth and which he inhales from time to time, narrowing his eyes to keep the smoke out.


  The A.P. Wire (clattering rapidly): ... Wash June 18 Walter Johnson was invincible today held Athletics to four scattered hits Senators winning three to nothing batteries Washington Johnson and Ainsmith Philadelphia Bender Plank and Schalk.


  (The telegraph instrument stops suddenly. The A.P. man gets up, pulls a sheet from the machine, comes out in the city room, and tosses it on Theodore Willis’s desk.)


  The A.P. Man: Well, the big Swede was burning ’em in today.


  Willis (typing, without looking up): Washington win?


  The A.P. Man: Three-nothing.


  Willis: How many did he fan?


  A.P. Man: Fourteen. (He lights a cigarette and inhales.) Christ! If he had a decent team behind him, he’d never lose a game.


  (Far off across the town, the screeching noise of Pretty Polly is heard, coming from the roof of the Appalachicola Hotel. She is a local character who for years has earned her living by singing in public places, and nobody ever calls her anything but Pretty Polly.)


  Pretty Polly (singing away in the distance, and plainly audible to the last syllable): ... threels—mee-uh—and stuh-heels—mee-uh—and luh-hulls—mee-uh—to r-r-r-rest...


  (Benjamin Gant passes through the city room on way to compositors’ room. Pauses a moment with lean fingers arched upon his hips, head cocked slightly in direction of the sound.)


  Pretty Polly (as before, but fading away now): ... threels—mee-uh—and stuh-heels—mee-uh—and luh-hulls—mee-uh—to r-r-r-rest.


  Ben Gant (jerking his head up scornfully and speaking to some unknown auditor): Oh for God’s sake! Listen to that, won’t you? (He goes into the compositors’ room.)


  A.P. Man: Christ, what a voice!


  Willis: Voice! That’s not a voice! It’s a distress signal! They ought to take her out to sea and anchor her off Sandy Hook as a warning to incoming liners.


  (Harry Tugman, the chief pressman, enters at this moment with a bundle tied in a newspaper under his arm. He is a powerful man, brutally built, with the neck, shoulders, and battered features of a prize fighter. His strong, pitted face is colorless, and pocked heavily with ink marks.)


  Tugman (yelling as he enters): Wow! Wouldn’t that old battle-ax be something in a fog! She’s hot tonight! Boy, she’s goin’ good! (These remarks are addressed to no one in particular, but now he pauses beside the little group of reporters and speaks to them with abusive good nature.) Hello, you lousy reporters. Is that lousy rag of yours ready to be run off yet?


  Willis (quietly, and without looking up): Hello, you gin-swizzling sot. Yes, the lousy rag is ready to be run off, and so are you if the Old Man ever gets a whiff of that breath of yours. You’d better beat it downstairs now and get your press to rolling before he comes in and takes you for a brewery.


  Tugman (with riotous good nature): Whew! That’s it, Ted—give ’em hell! (Boisterously) Boys, I’ve been in a crap game, and I took ’em for a hundred and fifty bucks.


  Willis: Which means you’re a dollar and a quarter to the good, I suppose. (Quietly, viciously) A hundred and fifty bucks—why, God damn your drunken soul, you never saw that much money at one time in your whole life.


  A.P. Man: How much of it you got left, Tug?


  Tugman: Not a lousy cent. They took me to the cleaners afterwards. Tell you how it was, boys. We was down at Chakales Pig. When I picked up the loot, I looked around and counted up the house and decided it was safe to buy a round of drinks, seein’ as there was only five guys there. (His manner grows more riotously extravagant as with coarse but eloquent improvisation he builds up the farce.) Well, I goes up to the bar, thinkin’ I’m safe, and says, “Step right up, gentlemen. This one’s on me.” And do you know what happens? (He pauses a moment for dramatic effect.) Well, boys, I ain’t hardly got the words out of my mouth when there is a terrific crash of splintered glass and eighteen booze hounds bust in from the sidewalk, six more spring through the back windows, and the trap doors of the cellar come flyin’ open and thirty-seven more swarm up like rats out of the lower depths. By that time the place is jammed. Then I hear the sireens goin’ in the street, and before I know it, the village fire department comes plungin’ in, followed by two-thirds of the local constabulary. I tries to crawl out between the legs of One-Eye McGloon and Silk McCarthy, but they have me cornered before I gets as far as the nearest spittoon. Well, to make a long story short, they rolled me for every nickel I had. Somebody got my socks and B.V.D.’s, and when I finally crawled to safety, Chakales had my shirt and told me he was holdin’ it as security until I came through with the six bits I still owed him for the drinks.


  (Ben Gant returns from the compositors’ room, and as he passes, Tugman slaps him violently on his bony back.)


  Tugman (yelling boisterously): How’s that, Ben? Is that gettin’ ’em told, or not?


  Ben (arching his hands upon his hips, sniffing scornfully, and jerking his head toward his unknown auditor): Oh, for God’s sake! Listen to this, won’t you?


  Tugman (still boisterously): Did I ever tell you boys about the time I came back from Scandinavia, where I’d been managin’ Jack Johnson on a barn-stormin’ tour?


  Willis (starting up suddenly, laughing, and seizing a paper weight): Get out of here, you son-of-a-bitch. Scandinavia! You’ve never been north of Lynchburg. The last time you told that story it was South America.


  Tugman (laughing heartily): That was another time. (Loudly, immensely pleased with himself):[)] Whew! God-damn! Give ’em hell, boys!


  Willis: On your way, bum. It’s time to roll.


  Tugman (going out in high spirits, singing loudly a bawdy parody of Pretty Polly’s song): ... sla-hays—mee-uh—and la-hays—mee-uh—and luh-hulls—mee-uh—to r-r-r-rest.


  Willis (now standing at his desk and reading a sheet of yellow flimsy with an air of growing stupefaction): Well, I’ll be—in the name of God, who wrote this, anyway? (Reads) “By this time the police had arrived and thrown a cordon around the blazing tenement in an effort to keep the milling throngs at a safe distance.” (With an air of frank amazement) Well, I’ll be God-damned! (Suddenly, irritably, in a rasping voice) Who wrote this crap? “Blazing tenement”—“milling throngs”—now ain’t that nice? (Reading again, slowly, deliberately) “By—this—time—the—police—had—arrived—and—thrown—a—cordon—” ... a—cordon—


  Red (the young reporter, whose neck and face during this recital has become redder than ever): We always said “cordon” on the Atlanta Constitution.


  Willis (looking at him with an air of stunned disbelief): Did you write this? Is this your story?


  Red (sulkily): Who the hell do you think wrote it, the Angel Gabriel?


  Willis (with an air of frank defeat): Well, I’ll be damned! If that’s not the damnedest description of a fire in Niggertown, I’ll kiss a duck. (With wicked insistence) “Blazing tenement.” What blazing tenement are you talking about—a two-roomed nigger shack in Valley Street? For Christ’s sake, you’d think the whole East Side of New York was afire. And “milling throngs.” Well, I’m a monkey’s uncle if that ain’t perfectly God-damned delightful! What do you mean by milling throngs—forty-two niggers and a couple of one-eyed mules? And “cordon.” (A trifle more emphatically):[)] “Cordon!” (He holds the paper at arm’s length and surveys it daintily, with a show of mincing reflection.)


  Red (sulkily): We always said “cordon” on the Constitution.


  Willis: Constitution, my ass! If old man Matthews, John Ledbetter, and Captain Crane constitute a cordon, then I’m a whole God-damned regiment of United States Marines!


  Red (angrily): All right, then. If you don’t like the way the story’s written, why the hell don’t you write it yourself?


  Willis: Why the hell should I? That’s your job, not mine. Christ Almighty, man! I’ve got enough to do on my own hook without having to rewrite your whole damned story every time I send you out to cover a lousy little fire in Niggertown.


  Red: That story would have gone on the Constitution. (Sarcastically) But apparently it’s not good enough for a one-horse paper in a hick town. (He pulls off his eye-shade and tosses it down upon the desk; puts on his vest and coat and begins to button himself up viciously.) To hell with it, anyway! To hell with this whole damn outfit! I’m through with it! The trouble with you guys is that you’re a bunch of illiterate half-wits who don’t know anything about style and don’t appreciate a piece of writing when you see one!


  Willis: Style, hell! What I’d appreciate from you is a simple declarative sentence in the English language. If you’ve got to get all that fancy palaver out of your system, write it in your memory book. But for God’s sake, don’t expect to get it published in a newspaper.


  Red (savagely, tugging at his vest): I’ll get it published all right, and it won’t be in your lousy paper, either!


  Willis (ironically, sitting down and adjusting his eye-shade): No? Where are you going to get it published—in the Woman’s Home Companion?


  Red (contemptuously): You guys give me a pain. Wait till my book comes out. Wait till you read what the critics have to say about it.


  Willis (beginning to work on the unhappy story with a blue pencil): Go on, go on. The suspense is awful. What are we going to do when we read it? Turn green with envy, I suppose?


  Red (wagging his head): All right, all right. Have it your own way. Only you’ll be laughing out the other corner of your mouth some day. You wait and see.


  Willis (working rapidly with the blue pencil and still speaking ironically, but in a more kindly tone than before): Don’t make us wait too long, Red. I’ve got only one lung left, you know. (He coughs suddenly into a wadded handkerchief, stares intently for an instant at the small stain of spreading red, then thrusts the crumpled handkerchief back into his pocket.)


  Red (flushing uncomfortably, suddenly moved): Oh, well—(eagerly) Jesus, Ted, I’ve got a whale of an idea! If I can come through with this one, it’ll knock ’em loose!


  Willis (a trifle absently, still working busily on the story): What is it this time, Red—something hot? The love affairs of a police reporter, or something like that?


  Red: Nah, nah. Nothing like that! It’s a historical novel. It’s about Lincoln.


  Willis: Lincoln! You mean Abe?


  Red (nodding vigorously): Sure! It’s a romance—an adventure story. I’ve been working on the idea for years, and boy, it’s a lulu if I can put it over! (Looks around craftily toward the door to see if he is being overheard, lowers his voice carefully, with an insinuating tone) Listen, Ted—


  Willis (absently): Well?


  Red (in a tone of cunning secrecy): If I let you in on the idea (he peers around apprehensively again), you won’t tell anyone, will you?


  Willis: You know me, Red. Did you ever hear of a newspaper reporter giving away a secret? All right, kid, spill it.


  Red (lowering his voice still more, to a confidential whisper): The big idea is this. Lincoln—you know Lincoln—


  Willis: Sure. You mean the guy that got shot.


  Red: Sure. (Then, cunningly, secretively) Well, Ted, all the history books—all the big authorities and the wise guys—they tell you he was born in Kentucky—


  Willis: And you mean to tell me he wasn’t?


  Red (scornfully): You’re God-damn right he wasn’t! Nah! (Coming closer and whispering earnestly) Why, Ted, that guy was no more born in Kentucky than you or I were. (Nodding vigorously) Sure. I’m telling you. I’ve got the dope—I know. (Whispering impressively) Why, Ted, that guy grew up right out here in Yancey County, not more than fifty miles from town.


  Willis (in a tone of mock astonishment): Go on! You’re kidding me!


  Red (very earnestly): No I’m not. It’s the truth, Ted! I know what I’m talking about. I’ve got the dope now—I’ve been working on the thing for years. (He looks around cautiously again, then whispers) And say, Ted, you know what else I’ve got? I’ve got a little dress that Lincoln wore when he was a baby. And say (his voice sinking now to an awed whisper), do you know what I found?


  Willis (working absently): What was it, Red?


  Red (whispering): They say, you know, that Lincoln’s parents were poor—but that little baby dress is made of the finest lace! And Ted, it’s all embroidered, too. It’s got initials on it! (His voice sinks to an almost inaudible whisper) Ted, it’s embroidered with the letter N. (He pauses significantly to let this sink in, then repeats in a meaningful tone) N, Ted. ... N. ... Do you get it?


  Willis: Do I get what? N what?


  Red (impatiently): N nothing. Just N, Ted. (He pauses anxiously for this to sink in, but gets no response.)


  Willis (after waiting a moment): Well? What about it?


  Red (disappointedly, whispering): Why, don’t you see, Ted? Lincoln’s name begins with an L, and this little dress I got is embroidered with the letter N. (Again he waits for a satisfactory response and gets none.) N, Ted. ... N. ... Don’t you see?


  Willis (looking up a trifle impatiently and slapping his blue pencil down on the desk): What are you driving at, Red? Spill it, for Christ’s sake!


  Red: Why, Ted, Lincoln’s name begins with an L, and this little dress I got is embroidered with the letter—


  Willis (nodding wearily): The letter N. Sure, I get you, Red. (Picks up the pencil and resumes work again) Well, maybe the laundry got the tags mixed.


  Red (in a disgusted tone): Nah, Ted. (Slowly, significantly) N ... N ... (Slyly) Can’t you think of anyone, Ted, whose name begins with N?


  Willis (Casually): [(casually):] Napoleon Bonaparte.


  Red (patiently): Nah-ah, Ted—that’s not it—(he looks around craftily again before he speaks, then whispers cunningly) You’re coming close, kid—you’re getting hot.


  Willis (throwing down his pencil, pushing up his eye-shade, and settling back in his chair with an air of weary resignation): Look here, what the hell are you trying to give me? Are you trying to hint that Lincoln was related to Napoleon?


  Red (glancing around, then in a cunning whisper): No, Ted—not Napoleon. (He looks craftily around again, then whispers)—Marshal Ney. (A look of triumphant satisfaction expands across his countenance, he nods his head in satisfied affirmal) Sure! I’m telling you! Marshal Ney.


  Willis (staring at him with frank amazement): Well, what the hell—you mean to tell me that Abraham Lincoln was Marshal Ney’s son?


  Red (after glancing around craftily again, in a cunning whisper): No, Ted—not his son—(he glances around again before he lets it out)—his grandson.


  Willis (appalled, staring helplessly): Well, I’ll be—


  Red (nodding vigorously): Sure, sure, I’m telling you! (He looks around again before he speaks) You see, Ted, Marshal Ney didn’t die in France. (He peers craftily again before he whispers) No one knows where he died. Except (He peers slyly around again) except me. I know. You see, it was like this—After the Battle of Waterloo, Marshal Ney escaped. He was never heard of again. No one knows what became of him. (He looks around cautiously before he whispers) But I found out. I got the dope. I’ve been working on the thing for years—I got it nailed down now. Marshal Ney escaped to this country, after the Battle of Waterloo, in a sailing ship.


  Willis: In a sailing ship—(in a tone of astounded disbelief) Go on! You know a big man like that never would have taken a common sailing ship, Red. He’d at least have come over on a freighter. (His sarcasm is wasted on his earnest communicant.)


  Red (whispering earnestly): Nah-ah, Ted. It was a sailing ship. I’ve got all the dope—the name of the ship, the captain, everything. And Marshal Ney escaped under an assumed name—he called himself Nye.


  Willis (astounded): Go on, I don’t believe you! Why hell, Red, you’re thinking of Bill Nye—that’s who it was. You got the two mixed up.


  Red (earnestly): Nah-ah, Ted. I’ve got all the dope: it was Marshal Ney, all right. He landed at Baltimore and then came South. He settled near Salisbury—and he lived to be an old, old man. (He looks around again cautiously before he whispers) Why, hell, Ted! He died only about five years ago! He was way over a hundred when he died (looking around again before he whispers):[)] And there’s people down there, around Salisbury, who knew him! Do you get that, Ted? They knew him, they talked to him. And they say it was Marshal Ney all right. I got all the dope. And it was his son (he looks around again before he reveals his last astonishing item of historical fact), it was his son who came up here to Yancey County—and his son, his son, Ted—(He looks around most cunningly now, in fact for a moment he seems about to investigate the doors, the spittoons, and the space beneath the tables)—his son was Lincoln’s father.


  Willis (lying sprawled in his chair as though he had collapsed, and with his thin hand upon the desk, his mouth slightly ajar, staring at his companion with paralyzed astonishment, and speaking very slowly): Well—I’ll—be—God—damned!


  Red (taking the words as tribute, beaming triumphantly): Ain’t it a lulu, boy? Ain’t it a wham? Won’t it knock ’em for a goal?


  Willis (waving his hand groggily before his face): You win, kid. Pick up the marbles. You’ve got me licked.


  Red (exuberantly): Boy, I’ve got the hit of the century here—the greatest story since The Count of Monte Cristo!


  Willis (feebly): Don’t stop at Monte Cristo, kid. You can go the whole way back to the Holy Bible as far as I’m concerned.


  Red (delighted, yet a trifle anxiously): You won’t say anything about it, Ted? You won’t let it out?


  Willis (exhausted): Not for the world and a cage of pet monkeys. (He holds out a thin, limp hand.) Put it there.


  (Red, his face crimson with happiness, seizes Theodore Willis’s thin hand and wrings it heartily. And then, with a jubilant “Good night,” he goes out. For a moment Willis sits quietly, in an exhausted attitude, then he opens his mouth and lets out a long sigh.)


  Willis: Whew-w!


  The A.P[.] Man (coming to his door and peering out): What is it?


  Willis (slowly shaking his head): That wins the gold-enameled mustache cup. That guy!


  A.P. Man: What is it now—a new idea for a book he’s going to write?


  Willis: Yep—and he’s got the whole idea nailed down, trussed up, and hog-tied. It’s going to paralyze the public, upset history, and make the faculty at Harvard look like a set of boobs.


  A.P. Man: What is it? What’s the idea?


  Willis (shaking his head solemnly): That, sir, I can nevermore divulge. He has my promise, my word of honor. And the word of a Willis is as good as his bond—in fact, a damn sight better. Wild horses could not drag his secret from me. But I’ll tell you this, my friend. If you should suddenly read absolute historic proof that Shakespeare had come over on the Mayflower and was the father of George Washington, you’d get some faint notion of what this book is going to do to us. (He coughs suddenly, rackingly, spits carefully into his wadded handkerchief, looks intently at the small red stain, then, with an expression of weariness and disgust, thrusts the wadded rag back in his pocket.) Christ! Maybe someday I’ll write a book myself—about all the poor hams I’ve known in this game who were going to write a book—and never did. What a life!


  (The A.P. man shrugs and goes back into his little room. The telephone rings. With an expression of weariness Theodore Willis takes the receiver from the hook.)


  Willis: Hello. ... Yes, this is the Courier. ... (in an agreeable tone that is belied by the expression of extreme boredom on his face) Yes, Mrs. Purtle. Yes, of course. ... Oh, yes, there’s still time. ... No, she’s not here, but I’ll see that it gets in. ... Certainly, Mrs. Purtle. Oh, absolutely. ... (He rolls his dark eyes aloft with an expression of anguished entreaty to his Maker.) Yes, indeed, I promise you. It will be in the morning edition. ... Yes, I can well imagine how important it is. (He indicates his understanding of its importance by scratching himself languidly on the hind quarter.) ... Oh, absolutely without fail. You can depend on it. ... Yes, Mrs. Purtle. ... (He sprawls forward on one elbow, takes the moist fag end of a cigarette from his mouth and puts it in a tray, picks up a pencil, and wearily begins to take notes.) Mr. and Mrs. S. Frederick Purtle. ... No, I won’t forget the S. ... Yes, I know we had it Fred last time. We had a new man on the job. ... No, we’ll get it right this time. Mr. and Mrs. S. Frederick Purtle ... dinner and bridge ... tomorrow night at eight ... at their residence, “Oaknook,” 169 Woodbine Drive ... in honor of—Now just a moment, Mrs. Purtle. I want to be sure to get this straight. (Then, very slowly, with an expression of fine concern) In honor of their house guest ... Mrs. J. Skidmore Pratt, of Paterson, New Jersey, ... the former Miss Annie Lou Bass of this city. (Writing casually as he continues) Those invited include Mr. and Mrs. Leroy Dingley ... Mr. and Mrs. E. Seth Hooten ... Mr. and Mrs. Claude Belcher ... Mr. Nemo McMurdie ... all of this city ... and Miss May Belle Buckmaster of Florence, South Carolina. ... Now, just a moment, Mrs. Purtle, to see if I’ve got it all straight. (He reads it over to her. The lady is apparently satisfied, for at length he says) Oh, absolutely. No, I won’t forget. ... Not at all, Mrs. Purtle. (He laughs falsely.) Delighted, of course. ... Good-bye.


  (He hangs up the receiver, lights a cigarette, inserts a fresh sheet in the typewriter, and begins to type it out. The A.P. man comes out chuckling with a piece of paper in his hand.)


  A.P. Man: Here’s a hot one. Fellow out in Kansas has made himself a pair of wings and sent word around to all the neighbors that tomorrow’s to be the last day of the world and he’s going to take off for the Promised Land at four o’clock. Everyone’s invited to be present. And what’s more, all of them are coming.


  Willis (typing): Not a bad idea at that. (Pulls the paper from the machine viciously and looks at it) Christ! If I could only be sure tomorrow was going to be the last day of the world, what a paper I’d get out! That’s my idea of heaven—to have, just for once in my life, that chance to tell these bastards what they are.


  A.P. Man (grinning): Boy, you could sure go to town on that, couldn’t you? Only, you couldn’t get it in the ordinary edition. You’d need an extra-extra-extra feature edition with fourteen supplements.


  Willis (clutching the sheet he has just typed and shaking it viciously): Listen to this, will you. (Reads) “Mr. and Mrs. Fred Purtle” (he coughs in an affected tone)—I beg your pardon, “Mr. and Mrs. S. Frederick Purtle”—and be sure to get in the Frederick and don’t leave out the S ... “Mr. and Mrs. Leroy Dingley ... Mr. and Mrs. E. Seth Hooten”—and don’t leave out the E ... “in honor of Mrs. J. Skidmore Pratt”—now there’s a good one! (Throws down the paper savagely) Why, God-damn, it’s enough to make your butt want buttermilk. That bunch of mountaineers—half of ’em never owned an extra pair of pants until they were twenty-one. As for Fred Purtle, he was brought up out in Yancey County on hawg and hominy. His father used to go over him with a curry comb and horse clippers every Christmas, whether he needed it or not. Why, hell yes. They had to throw him down to hold him while they put shoes on him. And now, for Christ’s sake, it’s Mr. S. Frederick Purtle—and don’t leave out the S. My God! What a world! And what a job I could do on all the bastards in this town if I only had the chance! To be able, just for once, to tell the truth, to spill the beans, to print the facts about every crooked son-of-a-bitch of them. To tell where they came from, who they were, how they stole their money, who they cheated, who they robbed, whose wives they slept with, who they murdered and betrayed, how they got here, who they really are. My God, it would be like taking a trip down the sewer in a glass-bottomed boat! But it would be wonderful—if tomorrow were the last day of the world. Only it’s not (he coughs suddenly, chokingly, and spits carefully into his handkerchief and stares intently for a moment at the small blot of spreading blood)—not for most of us.


  (In the little office the telegraph instrument begins to clatter, and the A.P. man goes back, types rapidly for a moment, and returns with another paper in his hand.)


  A.P. Man: Here’s something, Ted. It might be a story for you. Did you know this guy?


  Willis (taking the paper and reading it): “In an official communiqué the French Air Ministry today confirmed the report that Flight Lieutenant Clifford McKinley Brownlow of the Lafayette Escadrille was killed in action Tuesday morning over the lines near Soissons. Lieutenant Brownlow, who in point of service was one of the oldest pilots in the Escadrille, had previously brought down fourteen German planes and had been decorated with the Croix de Guerre. He was twenty-four years old, and a native of Altamont, Old Catawba.”


  (When he has finished reading, Theodore Willis is silent for a moment and stares straight ahead of him. Then):


  Willis (speaking very slowly, as if to himself): Did I know him? ... Clifford Brownlow ... Mrs. Brownlow’s darling boy ... the one we used to call “Miss Susie” ... and chase home from school every day, calling (changing his voice to a parody of throaty refinement): “Oh, Clifford! Are you the-ah?” ... His mother used to call him like that, and we all took it up. Poor little devil! He must have had a wretched life. Clifford seemed a perfect name for him—for his ice cream pants, his effeminate way of walking and of talking, and all the rest of him. And now? Lieutenant Clifford Brownlow ... Lafayette Escadrille ... killed in action. ... Somehow, that seems perfect, too. And not funny, either. There’ll be speeches now, and ceremonies for “Miss Susie.” There’ll be a statue, too, a park named after him, a Clifford Brownlow school, a Brownlow auditorium. And why? What makes a hero, anyway? ... Was it because we used to call him “Miss Susie” and run him home, calling after him: “Oh, Clifford! Are you the-ah?” Was it because we tormented the poor little bastard until we almost drove him mad? Was it because his mother wouldn’t let him play with us, wouldn’t let him mingle with the rough, rude boys? Is that the way a hero’s made? ... Poor kid, he used to have a game he had invented that he played all by himself. It was a sort of one-man football game. She wouldn’t let him play with us, so he had a dummy rigged up in the yard, something he had made himself, stuffed with straw and hung on a pulley and a wire. He had a football uniform, too, shoes with cleats, a jersey, shoulder-pads, a brand-new football—everything that all the rest of us didn’t have—she always bought him the best of everything. And we used to go by in the afternoon and see him playing at his one-man game, running with his brand-new ball, tackling his home-made dummy, sprinting for a touchdown through an imaginary broken field. And we—may God have mercy on our souls—we used to stand by the fence and jeer at him! ... Well, he’s a hero now—about the only hero we have. And there’ll be ceremonies, honors, letters to his mother from the President of the French Republic. He’s a hero, and he’s dead. And we? (He coughs suddenly, chokingly, spits into his wadded handkerchief, and stares intently at the spreading blot.) Well, Joe, (huskily) tomorrow may be the last day of the world. Is there any other war news?


  A.P. Man: Just the usual run. The French claim they’ve broken through and gained another hundred yards upon a half-mile front. The Germans say they killed six hundred Frenchmen.


  Willis (looking at his watch): Twelve-two. Two minutes after five o’clock in France ... and some bastard’s getting his right at this moment. ... Another day. ... For how many will it be the last day of the world? God, if I only knew that it would be for me! (Coughs, goes through the ritual with the handkerchief, then rises, takes off his eye-shade, throws it on the desk, and stretches slowly with an air of great weariness and disgust.) Ah-h Christ!


  (The scene fades out. Far off, in the darkness, is heard the baying of a hound.)


  [¬]


  NO CURE FOR IT


  [The Hills Beyond, Harper & Brothers 1941]


  “Son! son! Where are you, boy?”


  He heard her call again, and listened plainly to her now, and knew she would break in upon his life, his spell of time, and wondered what it was she wanted of him. He could hear her moving in the front of the house.


  Suddenly he heard her open the front door and call out sharply: “Oh, Doctor McGuire! ... Will you stop in here a minute? ... There’s something I want to ask you.”


  He heard the iron gate slam, and the doctor’s slow, burly tread, the gruff rumble of his voice, as he came up the steps. Then he heard them talking in low voices at the front hall door. He could not distinguish their words until, after a minute or two, she raised her voice somewhat and he heard her say reflectively, “Why-y, no-o!”—and knew that she was pursing her lips in a startled, yet thoughtful manner, as she said it. Then she went on in her curiously fragmentary, desperate, and all-inclusive fashion: “I don’t think so. At least, he’s always seemed all right. Never complained of anything. ... It’s only the last year or so. ... I got to thinkin’ about it—it worried me, you know. ... He seems strong and healthy enough. ... But the way he’s growin’! I was speakin’ to his father about it the other day—an’ he agreed with me, you know. Says, ‘Yes, you’d better ask McGuire the next time you see him.’”


  “Where is he?” McGuire said gruffly. “I’ll take a look at him.”


  “Why, yes!” she said quickly. “That’s the very thing! ... Son! ... Where are you, boy?”


  Then they came back along the hall, and into the sitting room. The gangling boy was still stretched out on the smooth, worn leather of his father’s couch, listening to the time-strange tocking of the clock, and regarding his bare brown legs and sun-browned toes with a look of dreamy satisfaction as they entered.


  “Why, boy!” his mother cried in a vexed tone. “What on earth do you mean? I’ve been callin’ for you everywhere!”


  He scrambled up sheepishly, unable to deny that he had heard her, yet knowing, somehow, that he had not willfully disobeyed her.


  Doctor McGuire came over, looking like a large, tousled bear, smelling a little like his horse and buggy, and with a strong stench of cigar and corn whisky on his breath. He sat his burly figure down heavily on Gant’s couch, took hold of the boy’s arm in one large, meaty hand, and for a moment peered at him comically through his bleared, kindly, dark-yellow eyes.


  “How old are you?” he grunted.


  Eugene told him he was seven, going on eight, and McGuire grunted indecipherably again.


  He opened the boy’s shirt and skinned it up his back, and then felt carefully up and down his spinal column with thick, probing fingers. He wriggled the boy’s neck back and forth a few times, held the skinny arm out and inspected it solemnly, and then peered with grave, owlish humor at the boy’s enormous hands and feet. After that he commanded the boy to stoop over without bending his knees and touch the floor.


  Eugene did so; and when the doctor asked him if he could bend no farther, the boy put his hands down flat upon the floor, and remained bent over, holding them that way, until the doctor told him to stand up and let his arms hang naturally. When he stood up and let his arms fall, his hands hung level with his knees, and for a moment McGuire peered at him very carefully. Then he turned and squinted comically at Eliza with his look of owlish gravity, and said nothing. She stood there, her hands clasped in their loose, powerful gesture at her apron strings, and when he looked at her, she shook her puckered face rapidly in a movement of strong concern and apprehension.


  “Hm! Hm! Hm! Hm! Hm!” she said. “I don’t like it! It don’t seem natural to me!”


  McGuire made no comment and did not answer her. After staring owlishly at her a moment longer, he turned to the boy again and told him to lie down upon the couch. Eugene did so. McGuire then told him to raise his legs and bend them back as far as they would go, and kept grunting, “Farther! Farther!” until the boy was bent double. Then McGuire grunted sarcastically:


  “Go on! Is that the best you can do? I know a boy who can wrap his legs all the way around his neck.”


  When he said this, the boy stuck his right leg around his neck without any trouble at all, and remained in that posture for some time, happily wriggling his toes under his left ear. McGuire looked at him solemnly, and at last turned and squinted at his mother, saying nothing.


  “Whew-w!” she shrieked with a puckered face of disapproval. “Get out of here! I don’t like to look at anything like that! ... Hm! Hm! Hm! Hm! Hm!” she muttered, shaking her head rapidly with an expression of strong concern, as the boy unwound his legs and straightened out again.


  Eugene stood up. For a moment McGuire held him by the arm and squinted comically at him through his bleared eyes, without saying a word. Then his burly, bearlike shoulders began to heave slowly, a low hoarse chuckle rose in his throat, and he said, poking the boy in the ribs with one fat thumb:


  “Why, you little monkey!”


  “Hah! What say? What is it?” cried his mother in a sharp, startled tone.


  The doctor’s huge shoulders heaved mountainously again, the hoarse sound rumbled in his throat, and shaking his head slowly, he said:


  “I’ve seen them when they were knock-kneed, bow-legged, cross-eyed, pigeon-toed, and rickety—but that’s the damnedest thing I ever saw! I never saw the beat of it!” he said—and the boy grinned back at him proudly.


  “Hah! What say? What’s wrong with him?” Eliza said sharply.


  The burly shoulders heaved again:


  “Nothing,” McGuire said. “Nothing at all! He’s all right! He’s just a little monkey!”—and the rumbling noises came from his inner depths again.


  He was silent for a moment, during which he squinted at Eliza as she stood pursing her lips at him, then he went on:


  “I’ve seen them when they shot up like weeds, and I’ve seen them when you couldn’t make them grow at all,” he said, “but I never saw one before who grew like a weed in one place while he was standing still in another! ... Look at those arms and legs!” he cried. “And good God! Will you look at his hands and feet! Did you ever in your life see such hands and feet on a child his age?”


  “Why, it’s awful!” his mother agreed, nodding. “I know it is! We can’t find anything in the stores to fit him now! What’s it goin’ to be like when he gets older? It’s an awful thing!” she cried.


  “Oh, he’ll be all right,” McGuire said, as he heaved slowly. “He’ll get all of his parts together some day and grow out of it! ... But God knows what he’ll grow into!” he said, rumbling inside again and shaking his head as he peered at the boy. “A mountain or an elephant—I don’t know which!” He paused, then added: “But at the present time he’s just a little monkey. ... That’s what you are—a monkey!” and the tremendous shoulders heaved again.


  Just then the iron gate slammed, and the boy heard his father lunge across the walk, take the front porch steps in bounds of three, and come striding around the porch into the sitting room. He was muttering madly to himself, but stopped short as he came upon the little group, and with a startled look in his uneasy cold-gray eyes, he cried out—“Hey?” although no one had spoken to him.


  Then, wetting his great thumb briefly on his lips, and slamming down the package he was carrying, he howled:


  “Woman, this is your work! Unnatural female that you are, you have given birth to a monster who will not rest until he has ruined us all, eaten us out of house and home, and sent me to the poorhouse to perish in a pauper’s grave! Nor man nor beast hath fallen so far! ... Well, what’s your opinion, hey?” he barked abruptly at McGuire, half bending toward him in a frenzied manner.


  “He’s all right,” McGuire said, heaving slowly. “He’s just a monkey.”


  For a moment Gant looked at his son with his restless, cold-gray eyes.


  “Merciful God,” he said. “If he had hair on him, they couldn’t tell him from a monkey now!” Then, wetting his great thumb, he grinned thinly and turned away. He strode rapidly about the room, his head thrown back, his eyes swinging in an arc about the ceiling; then he paused, grinned again, and came over to the boy. “Well, son,” he said kindly, putting his great hand gently upon the boy’s head, “I’m glad to know that it’s all right. I guess it was the same with me. Now don’t you worry. You’ll grow up to be a big man some day.”


  They all stood looking at the boy—his mother with pursed, tremulous, bantering, proudly smiling lips, his father with a faint, thin grin, and McGuire with his owlish, bleared, half-drunken kindly stare. The boy looked back at them, grinning proudly, worried about nothing. He thought his father was the grandest, finest person in the world, and as the three of them looked at him he could hear, in the hush of brooding noon, the time-strange tocking of his father’s clock.


  [¬]


  ON LEPRECHAUNS


  [The Hills Beyond, Harper & Brothers 1941]


  An Armenian friend of ours, a Mr. Vladimir Adzigian of South Brooklyn, has mentioned among the defects of our literary style a certain coldness and economy of manner, which, while it makes for precision and temperance, is likely to err too much on the side of understatement. This critic feels—and rightly, too, we think—that our work would profit if it had a little more exuberance, a more impulsive warmth, even a little exaggeration here and there. “For,” says he, “exaggeration is in itself a form of enthusiasm, and enthusiasm, in my opinion, is the quality that your work, together with almost all American writing, lacks.” This cultivated gentleman then goes on to say that here in America we have never overcome the repressive influences of our Puritan ancestry, and he thinks we will never completely realize ourselves until we do.


  While admitting the truth of our friend’s observations and conceding regretfully that our own style does suffer from a kind of puritanic sparseness, an almost frigid restraint, we think we might interpose a few mild, although apologetic, reservations to the general tenor of his remarks. In the first place, if our style does suffer from a puritanic frigidity, it is because we, in our own person, suffer from the same defect. And however much we may regret it, however much we may want to burst through the barriers of our reserve to a warm and free communication with the universe, it is probably better to reflect the color of our soul—even though that color be cold and hard—than to assume a false, unwarranted spontaneity that we do not have. Moreover, even if we could overcome the constrained reserve of our nature and break through to a more impulsive spontaneity, we should hesitate to attempt it, because we have so many friends and readers whose own sense of propriety and personal modesty would be affronted if we did.


  Chief among these people are our Irish friends, whom we number by the hundreds. Our admiration and affection for the Irish is, we believe, well known. In addition to the traditional affection for the race in which every American boy is brought up, and which is as natural to him as a sore toe, we have had the privilege time and again in our written works of expressing—as soberly and temperately as any man could, it seemed to us, and certainly far too soberly and temperately to suit the tastes of Mr. Adzigian—what seemed to us to be the shining and distinguishing qualities of the race, its great and lasting contributions to our nation’s life.


  We have found frequent occasion to pay tribute to their sterling honesty, the devotion of their public service, their brilliant skill in politics and government, which have given them a record of unselfish and incorruptible administration that is, we believe, unequaled by any other people in the world. Where else in the world may a people be found who will so cheerfully and uncomplainingly take over the onerous and thankless burden of running the government, and whose devotion to the principles of law and order, sobriety, reasonable conciliation, and selfless and unseeking consecration to the common weal are as high, loyal, and untarnished in their idealism as are those of the Irish? Where else, among all the peoples who make up the vast polyglot of American life, will another people be found whose patriotism is not only one hundred per cent American, but maintains a constant average of one hundred and thirty-seven per cent?


  We have considered it not only a duty but an agreeable privilege to refer to these well-known facts on several occasions, and if we finally desisted, it was largely because of the quiet protests of our Irish friends themselves.


  For, said they, the only reward they ever desired or hoped for was the knowledge of public duty modestly done and honorably completed. Virtue was its own exceeding great reward. There were, it is true, among other peoples, certain odious demagogues who were always making public speeches in their own behalf, and slapping themselves proudly on their own breasts; there were even those contemptible characters who regarded politics as a means of feathering their own nests out of the common funds. As for themselves, however, all they asked was the joyful privilege of serving their state or their city as well as they could, giving to their country the last full measure of their devotion. That was reward enough, and the knowledge that one had given his all for his country should be sufficient for any man. Certainly, the thought of public acknowledgment for such a noble and idealistic service was odious, and would we please not affront their deepest and most sacred feelings by speaking of it further?


  Since the matter was presented to us in this way by many of our Irish friends, we consented reluctantly to refrain from further public display of our enthusiasm rather than incur the reproaches of a people who, as is well known, are among the shyest and most modest races in the world. In matters of literary judgment, however, we trust we may be allowed a more full and free expression of our emotions, since every race, no matter how innately modest, how consecrated to a public trust, may be justly proud of its artistic achievements, and justly boastful of all its men of genius.


  We take it as a matter of general consent that Ireland has always swarmed with geniuses. Old Erin has been for centuries running over with them—has, in fact, so many of this glorious type that it has been necessary to establish a kind of emigration service for the exportation of Irish geniuses to other nations which, though bigger, are lamentably deficient in their genius supply.


  The leading customer for the importation of Irish geniuses has been our own fair land. In fact, we do not believe it any extravagant exaggeration to say that where genius is concerned, the Irish brand tops the list with us. Here in America we’d rather have one good, bona fide, Irish genius than a half-dozen Polish, Swedish, Czechoslovakian, or Hungarian specimens, no matter what their reputations.


  It is true that visiting Englishmen are still in considerable demand, and ply a thriving trade before the Culture Clubs and Female Forums of the Corn Belt. Almost any ninth-rate scribbler from Great Britain can still come over here and insult the country with the choicest and most indecipherable sneers in his whole Oxford vocabulary, and command prices from his adoring audiences that no American could dream of asking. Yes, there is still a good market for the English genius, but among the haut ton, so to say, the true sophisticates of culture, the Irish bards and story tellers come first. A bad English writer may still put in a profitable six or eight months and eat and drink his way across the pampas from Portland, Maine, to Tacoma, Washington, at the expense of this great, benevolent, and culture-loving people. But to do so requires considerable traveling, and the English genius cannot always pick his spots; he must occasionally prepare himself for the uncomfortable exigencies of one-night stands, bad accommodations, and poor food.


  An Irish genius is faced with none of these embarrassing possibilities. He can pick his spots and do as he damn pleases. He can remain in New York in the perfumed salons of the art-loving plutocracy, and can always have the very best of everything at no cost to himself, provided he exercises only a very small degree of caution and has sense enough to know upon which side his cake is caviared. An Englishman may have to stand an occasional round of drinks, or stay with the second-best family in Hamtramck, Michigan, but a visiting Irishman—never! A visiting Englishman may have to have at least the vestige of a reputation—to have received the endorsement of Hugh Walpole, or to have in his pocket a letter of introduction from J.B. Priestley—but a visiting Irishman needs nothing. It is naturally preferable if someone has heard of him before, but it is by no means essential. The main thing is that he be a visiting Irish writer, and, of course, all visiting Irish writers are geniuses, and not only geniuses, but the most Extra-Special, A-Number-1, Eighteen-Carat Geniuses in existence.


  After that, no introduction is necessary, He can just call himself Sean Mulligan or Seamus O’Toole or some other whimsical appellative of this nature, and everything will be all right. He needs only to get off the boat and announce to the reporters that he is the author of an untranslated and untranslatable epic, written in pure Gaelic (he disdains, of course, to use the English speech, unless it be to cash a check; otherwise he abhors the race that has cruelly, bloodily, and damnedly oppressed Old Erin for a thousand years, etc., etc., etc.), and from that time on, his path is smooth, his bed is roses.


  If, in addition, he will only come down the gangplank muttering through his whiskers something about “a green leprechaun which they do be sayin’ an old man in the west was afther seein’ on the hill behint his house, year afther year, bedad,” or some other elfin talk of this nature, by which the bearded adults of his race strive to convince themselves and other people that they are really just a lot of little boys, the whole thing will be lapped up greedily, will travel the rounds of the salons, and be hailed as a perfect masterpiece of whimsy, just too Irish, quaint, and delightful for words. Many a visiting Irish bard has established a reputation, achieved celebrity, and eaten and drunk his way into the Great American Heart on no better grounds than this.


  It may be perfectly true, of course, that while all this is going on—while the Irish genius is muttering through his whiskers about the fairies and the leprechauns, and is being coddled in the silken laps of the adoring plutocracy as a reward for his whimsical caprice—some poor, benighted bastard of a native son, some gaunt-eyed yokel from Nebraska, Texas, Tennessee, or Minnesota, may be eating his heart out in a Greenwich Village garret, opening canned beans at midnight, and wreaking out his vision of his life here in America with all the passion, fury, terror, suffering, poverty, cruelty, and neglect which a young man in this abundant land can know. It may be true, we say, that while the visiting Seans and Seamuses are chirping on Park Avenue about their leprechauns to an adoring audience of silken wenches, some wild-eyed native youth may be pounding at the wall of his garret with bloody knuckles, wondering where, when, and how in God’s name, in a swarming city of eight million, he can find a woman, or even slake his hunger for a moment with the bought and bitter briefness of a whore.


  Yet, while the lovely legs cross slowly, and slide the silken thighs, while the fragrant bellies heave in unction to the elfin blandishments of Sean, a boy may be burning in the night, burning in the lone, stern watches of darkness, and giving a tongue to silence that will shape new language long after silken thighs and Sean and Seamus are no more.


  But have no perturbations, gentle reader. When the boy has won through from the agony of silence to an uttered fame, when his toiling and imperiled soul has beat its way to shore, when by his own unaided effort he stands safe on land, you may depend on it that he will be at once encumbered with the help he no longer needs. Lovely legs and silken thighs and fragrant bellies will then heave amorously for him, as they do now for Sean, and every little whore of wealth and fashion will contend for the honors of the bed that poverty had bachelored and that fame has filled. The youth, once left to rot and starve, will now be fawned upon and honeyed over by the very apes of fashion who previously ignored him, and who now seek to make him their ape. And the treachery of their adoration will be more odious than the treachery of their neglect, for it stands written in Fame’s lexicon that he who lets himself be whored by fashion will be whored by time.


  Perhaps the reader may detect in these grave lines a color of some bitterness. Perhaps he may be shocked to realize that there is some slight neglect among the people of this present age, in this enlightened and art-loving nation, toward the young native artist. It is conceivable that the reader may espy here, in this true picture of our native customs, some tincture of injustice, some snobbery of fashion, some conceit of taste. But there are high authorities on these matters who will quickly inform the reader that if he thinks any of these things he is seriously mistaken.


  It is necessary to look at what George Webber learned in college to call “The Deeper and More Significant Aspects of the Situation.” Seen in this light, things which may have seemed a little difficult and puzzling become beautifully clear. Elsewhere I have told the story of George Webber’s life in considerable detail, and in that chronicle I have shown that the usual reception of our young native artist during the years of his apprenticeship is a good, swift kick in the teeth, followed by a good, swift kick in the seat of the pants that will send him flying out of doors onto the pavement. The reason why this happens to the poor, young, native son, while Sean and Seamus eat and drink and wench it to their heart’s content, is not because anyone means to be cruel or indifferent, but because great men and lovely women of the Cultured Classes have found out long since that the best thing that could possibly happen to a poor young man of native stock and talent is to get a few good kicks in the face. They know that he can come to his full maturity only through adversity, so they kick him out of doors just to help him along.


  In this way he is prevented from getting soft. People who live in luxury, on assured incomes, have very stern and Spartan notions about getting soft. To be sure, everyone is willing to sympathize with a young man’s early struggles after he has had them, but, obviously, there can be no sympathy unless he has had them.


  Any enlightened millionaire can explain “The Deeper and More Significant Aspects of the Situation.” It is really part of what we call “The American Dream.” It belongs to our ideal of rugged individualism. The more often one gets kicked in the teeth, the more rugged he becomes. It is our method of doing things, and such a simple and direct expression of our life that we have even invented a name for it. We speak of it proudly as “The American Way.”


  [¬]


  THE RETURN OF THE PRODIGAL


  [The Hills Beyond, Harper & Brothers 1941]


  1. THE THING IMAGINED


  Eugene Gant was a writer, and in the great world he had attained some little fame with his books. After a while, indeed, he became quite a famous person. His work was known, and everywhere he went he found that his name had preceded him. Everywhere, that is, except where he would most have wished it—at home.


  The reason for this anomaly was not far to seek. His first novel had been based in large measure upon a knowledge of people derived from his boyhood in a little town. When the book came out, the townspeople read it and thought they recognized themselves in the portraits he had drawn, and almost to a man the town rose up against him. He received threatening letters. He was warned never to show his face again in the precincts from which his very life had sprung.


  He had not expected anything like this, and the shock of it had a profound effect upon him. He took it hard. And for seven years thereafter he did not go home again. He became an exile and a wanderer.


  And through all these seven years when he did not go back, his thoughts went back forever. At night as he walked the streets of distant cities or tossed sleepless in his bed in foreign lands, he would think of home, recalling every feature of the little town’s familiar visage, and wondering what reception he would get at home if he should decide at last to visit it again.


  He thought of this so often with the intensity of nostalgic longing that in the end his feelings built up in his mind an image which seemed to him more true than anything that he had ever actually experienced. After that it became an image that never varied. It came back to haunt him a thousand times—this image of what it would be like if he did go home again:


  One blustery night toward the end of October a man was walking swiftly down a street in the little town of Altamont in the hill district of Old Catawba. The hour was late, and a small, cold rain was falling, swept by occasional gusts of wind. Save for this solitary pedestrian, the street was bare of life.


  The street itself was one of those shabby and nondescript streets whereon the passage of swift change and departed grandeur is strikingly apparent. Even at this dreary season and hour it was possible to see that the street had known a time of greater prosperity than it now enjoyed and that it had once been a pleasant place in which to live. The houses were for the most part frame structures in the style of that ugly, confused, and rather pretentious architecture which flourished forty or fifty years ago, and, so late at night, they were darkened and deserted looking. Many of them were set back in yards spacious enough to give an illusion of moderate opulence and security, and they stood beneath ancient trees, through the bare branches of which the wind howled mournfully. But even in the darkness one could see on what hard times the houses and the street had fallen. The gaunt and many-gabled structures, beaten and swept by the cold rain, seemed to sag and to be warped by age and disrepair, and to confer there dismally like a congress of old crones in the bleak nakedness of night and storm that surrounded them. In the dreary concealments of the dark, one knew by certain instinct that the old houses had fallen upon grievous times and had been unpainted for many years, and even if one’s intuition had not conveyed this, the strangely mixed and broken character of the street would have afforded telling evidence of the fate which had befallen it. Here and there the old design of pleasant lawns had been brutally deformed by the intrusion of small, cheap, raw, and ugly structures of brick and cement blocks. These represented a variety of enterprises: one or two were grocery stores, one was a garage, some were small shops which dealt in automobile accessories, and one, the most pretentious of the lot, was a salesroom for a motor car agency. In the harsh light of a corner lamp, broken by the stiff shadows of bare, tangled boughs, the powerful and perfect shapes of the new automobiles glittered splendidly, but in this splendor there was, curiously, a kind of terrible, cold, and desolate bleakness which was even more cruel, lonely, and forbidding than all the other dismal bleakness of the dark old street.


  The man, who was the only evidence of life the street provided at this hour, seemed to take only a casual and indifferent interest in his surroundings. He was carrying a small suitcase, and from his appearance he might have been taken for a stranger, but his manner—the certain purpose in his stride, and the swift, rather detached glances he took from time to time at objects along the way—indicated that the scene was by no means an unfamiliar one but had at some period in his life been well known to him.


  Arrived at length before an old house set midway down the street, he paused, set down his suitcase on the pavement, and for the first time showed signs of doubt and indecision. For some moments he stood looking with nervous and distracted intentness at the dark house as if trying to read upon its blank and gloomy visage some portent of the life within, or to decipher in one of its gaunt and ugly lineaments some answer to the question in his mind. For some time he stood this way, but at length, with an impatient movement, he picked up his suitcase, mounted the brief flight of concrete steps that went up to the yard, advanced swiftly along the walk and up the steps onto the porch, set down his suitcase at the door, and after a final instant of disturbed hesitancy shook his head, impatiently and almost angrily, and rang the bell.


  The bell sent through the old dark hall within, lit dimly at the farther end by one small light, a sharp and vital thring of sound that drew from the man a shocked and involuntary movement, almost of protest and surprise. For a moment his jaw muscles knotted grimly; then, thrusting his hands doggedly into the pockets of his raincoat, he lowered his head and waited.


  —They flee us who beforetime did us seek, with desolate pauses sounding between our chambers, in old chapters of the night that sag and creak and pass and stir and come again. They flee us who beforetime did us seek. And now, in an old house of life, forever in the dark mid-pause and watches of the night, we sit alone and wait.


  What things are these, what shells and curios of outworn custom, what relics here of old, forgotten time? Festoons of gathered string and twines of thread, and boxes filled with many buttons, and bundles of old letters covered with scrawled and faded writings of the dead, and on a warped old cupboard, shelved with broken and mended crockery, an old wooden clock where Time his fatal, unperturbed measure keeps, while through the night the rats of time and silence gnaw the timbers of the old house of life.


  A woman sits here among such things as these, a woman old in years, and binded to the past, remembering while storm shakes the house and all the festoons of hung string sway gently and the glasses rattle, the way the dust rose on a certain day, and the way the sun was shining, and the sound of many voices that are dead, and how sometimes in these mid-watches of the night a word will come, and how she hears a step that comes and goes forever, and old doors that sag and creak, and something passing in the old house of life and time in which she sits alone.


  The naked, sudden shock of the bell broke with explosive force against her reverie. The old woman started as if someone had spoken suddenly across her shoulder. Her swollen, misshapen feet were drawn quickly from the edge of the open oven door where she had been holding them for warmth, and glancing around and upward sharply with the sudden attentiveness of a startled bird, she cried out instinctively, although no one was there: “Hah? What say?”


  Then, peering through her glasses at the wooden clock, she got up slowly, stood for a moment holding her broad, work-roughened hands clasped loosely at the waist, and after a few seconds’ troubled indecision went out into the hall and toward the closed front door, peering uncertainly and with a puzzled, troubled look upon her face as she approached. Arrived at the door, she paused again, and still holding her hands in their loose clasp across her waist, she waited a moment in uncertain and troubled meditation. Then, grasping the heavy brass knob of the door, she opened it cautiously a few inches, and prying out into the dark with curious, startled face, she repeated to the man she saw standing there the same words she had spoken to herself in solitude a minute or two before: “Hah? What say?”—and immediately, with a note of sharp suspicion in her voice: “What do you want?”


  He made no answer for a moment, but had there been light enough for her to observe the look upon his face, she might have seen him start and change expression, and be about to speak, and check himself with an almost convulsive movement of control. Finally he said quietly:


  “A room.”


  “What’s that?” she said, peering at him suspiciously and almost accusingly. “A room, you say?” Then sharply, after a brief pause: “Who sent you?”


  The man hesitated, then said: “Someone I met in town. A man in the lunchroom. I told him I had to put up somewhere overnight, and he gave me your address.” She answered him as before, repeating his words in the same suspicious manner, yet her tone also had in it now a certain quality of swift reflection, as if she were not so much questioning him as considering his words. “A man—lunchroom—say he told you?” she said quickly. And then instantly, as if for the first time recognizing and accepting the purpose of this nocturnal visit, she added: “Oh, yes! MacDonald! He often sends me people. ... Well, come in,” she said, and opened the door and stood aside for him to enter. “You say you want a room?” she went on now more tolerantly. “How long do you intend to stay?”


  “Just overnight,” he said. “I’ve got to go on in the morning.”


  Something in his tone awoke a quick and troubled recollection in her. In the dim light of the hall she peered sharply and rather painfully at him with a troubled expression on her face, and speaking with the same abrupt and almost challenging inquiry that had characterized her former speech but now with an added tinge of doubt, she said: “Say you’re a stranger here?”—although he had said nothing of the sort. “I guess you’re here on business, then?”


  “Well—not exactly,” he answered hesitantly. “I guess you could almost call me a stranger, though. I’ve been away from here so long. But I came from this part of the country.”


  “Well, I was thinkin’,” she began in a doubtful but somewhat more assured tone, “there was somethin’ about your voice. I don’t know what it was, but—” she smiled a tremulous yet somewhat friendly smile—“it seemed like I must have heard it somewhere. I knew you must have come from somewheres around here. I knew you couldn’t be a Northern man—you don’t have that way of talkin’. ... Well, then, come in,” she said conciliatingly, as if satisfied with the result of her investigation, “if it’s only a room for the night you want, I guess I can fix you up. You’ll have to take things as you find them,” she said bluntly. “I used to be in the roomin’-house business, but I’m not young enough or strong enough to take the interest in it I once did. This house is gettin’ old and run-down. It’s got too big for me. I can’t look after it like I used to. But I try to keep everything clean, and if you’re satisfied with the way things are, why—” she folded her hands across her waist in a loose, reflective gesture and considered judicially for a moment—“why,” she said, “I reckon you can have the room for fifty cents.”


  “It’s little enough,” she thought, “but still it looks as if that’s about all he’s able to pay, an’ things have got to such a state nowadays it’s either take what you can get an’ get somethin’, or take nothin’ at all an’ lose everything. Yes, he’s a pretty seedy-lookin’ customer, all right,” she went on thinking. “A fly-by-night sort of feller if I ever saw one. But then I reckon MacDonald had a chance to size him up, an’ if MacDonald sent him, I guess it’s all right. An’, anyway, that’s the only kind that comes here nowadays. The better class all have their automobiles an’ want to get out in the mountains. An’ besides, no one wants to come to an old, cold, run-down sort of place like this if they can afford to go to a hotel. So I’d better let him in, I guess, an’ take what little he can pay. It’s better than nothin’ at all.”


  During the course of this reflection she was peering through her glasses at him sharply and intently, and with a somewhat puzzled and troubled expression on her face. The figure that her old, worn, and enfeebled eyes made out in the dim, bleak light of the hall was certainly far from prepossessing. It was that of an uncommonly tall man, heavily built, and shabbily dressed in garments which were badly in need of pressing, and which, as she phrased it to herself, “looked as if he’d come the whole way across the country in a day coach.” His face was covered with the heavy black furze of a week-old beard, and although the features were neither large nor coarse, they had, somewhere in life, suffered a severe battering. The nose, which was short, tilted, and pugnacious-looking, had been broken across the ridge and was badly set, and there was a scar which ran slant-wise across the base of the nose. This disfigurement gave the man’s face a somewhat savage appearance, an impression which was reinforced by the look in his eyes. His eyes, which were brown, had a curiously harsh and dark and hurt look in them, as though the man had been deeply wounded by life and was trying to hide the fact with a show of fierce and naked truculence as challenging as an angry word.


  Nevertheless, it was the cold anger in his eyes that somehow finally reassured the old woman. As he returned her prying stare with his direct and angry look, she felt vaguely comforted, and reflected: “Well, he’s a rough-lookin’ customer, sure enough, but then he looks honest—nothin’ hangdog about him—an’ I reckon it’s all right.”


  And, aloud, she repeated: “Well, then, come on. If you’re satisfied with things the way they are, I guess I can let you have this room here.”


  Then turning, she led the way into a room which opened from the hall to the right and switched on the dingy light. It was a large front room, gaunt in proportions like the house, high-ceilinged, cheerless, bare and clean and cold, with white-washed walls. There was a black old fireplace, fresh-painted and unused, which gave a bleak enhancement to the cold white bareness of the room. A clean but threadbare carpet covered the worn planking of the floor. In one corner there was a cheap dresser with an oval mirror, in another a small washstand with a bowl and pitcher and a rack of towels, and in the ugly bay window which fronted the street side of the house there was a nondescript small table covered with a white cloth. Opposite the door stood a clean but uninviting white iron bed.


  The old woman stood for a moment with her hands clasped loosely at her waist as she surveyed the room with a reflective stare.


  “Well,” she remarked at last with an air of tranquil and indifferent concession, “I reckon you’ll find it pretty cold in here, but then there’s no one in the house but one roomer an’ myself, an’ I can’t afford to keep fires burnin’ in a house like this when there’s nothin’ comin’ in. But you’ll find things clean enough,” she added quietly, “an’ there’s lots of good, warm covers on the bed. You’ll sleep warm enough, an’ if you’re gettin’ up to make an early start tomorrow, I don’t guess you’ll want to sit up late, anyway.”


  “No, ma’am,” he answered, in a tone that was at once harsh and hurt. “I’ll get along all right. And I’ll pay you now,” he said, “in case I don’t see you in the morning when I leave.”


  He fished into his pockets for a coin and gave it to her. She accepted it with the calm indifference of old, patient, unperturbed people, and then remained standing there in a reflective pause while she gave the room a final meditative look before leaving him.


  “Well, then,” she said, “I guess you’ve got all you need. You’ll find clean towels on the washstand rack, and the bathroom’s upstairs at the end of the first hallway to the left.”


  “Thank you, ma’am,” he answered in the same tone as before. “I’ll try not to disturb anyone.”


  “There’s no one to disturb,” she said quietly. “I sleep at the back of the house away from everything, an’ as for Mr. Gilmer—he’s the only steady roomer I’ve got left—he’s been here for years, an’ he’s so quiet I hardly know when he’s in the house. Besides, he sleeps so sound he won’t even know you’re here. He’s still out, but he ought to be comin’ in any minute now. So you needn’t worry about disturbin’ us. An’ no one will disturb you, either,” she said, looking straight at him suddenly and smiling the pale tremulous smile of an old woman with false teeth. “For there’s one thing sure—this is as quiet a house as you could find. So if you hear anyone comin’ in, you needn’t worry; it’s only Mr. Gilmer goin’ to his room.”


  “Thank you,” the man said coldly. “Everything’s all right. And now,” he added, turning away as if anxious to terminate a more protracted conversation, “I’m going to turn in. It’s past your bedtime, too, and I won’t keep you up, ma’am, any longer.”


  “Yes,” she said hastily, turning to go, yet still regarding him with a puzzled, indecisive look. “Well, then, if there’s anythin’ else you need—”


  “No, ma’am,” he said. “I’ll be all right. Good night to you.”


  “Good night,” she answered, and after one more parting glance around the cold walls of the room, she went out quietly and closed the door behind her.


  For a moment after she was gone, the man stood motionless and made no sound. Then he looked about him slowly, rubbing his hand reflectively across the rough furze-stubble of his beard. His traveling gaze at length rested on his reflected image in the dresser mirror, and for a brief instant he regarded himself intently, with a kind of stupid and surprised wonder. And suddenly his features were contorted by a grimace as anguished and instinctive as a cornered animal’s.


  Almost instantly, however, it was gone. He ran his hands through his disheveled hair and shook his head angrily as though throwing off a hurt. Then quickly and impatiently he took off his coat, flung it down across a chair, sat down upon the bed, bent and swiftly untied his muddy shoes and removed them, and then sat there numbly in a stupor for some minutes, staring before him blindly at the wall. The cold, white bareness of the room stole over him and seemed to hold his spirit in a spell.


  At length he stirred. For a moment his lips moved suddenly. Slowly he looked around the bare white walls with an expression of dawning recognition and disbelief. Then shaking his head and shrugging his thick shoulders with an involuntary and convulsive shudder, he got up abruptly, switched off the light, and without removing the rest of his clothes, lay down upon the bed and drew a quilt across his body.


  And then, while storm beat against the house and cold silence filled it, he lay there, flat and rigid on his back, staring up with fixed eyes into blackness. But at last the drug of cold, dark silence possessed him, his eyes closed, and he slept.


  In the old house of time and silence there is something that creaks forever in the night, something that moves and creaks forever, and that never can be still.


  The man woke instantly, and instantly it was as if he had never slept at all. Instantly it was as if he had never been absent from the house, had never been away from home.


  Strong, unreasoning terror gripped him, numb horror clove his breath, the cold, still silence laid its hand upon his heart. For in his brain it seemed a long-forgotten voice had just re-echoed, in his heart a word, and in his ear it seemed a footfall, soft and instant, had just passed.


  “Is anybody there?” he said.


  Storm beat about the house, and darkness filled it. There was nothing but cold silence and the million drumming hoof-beats of small rain.


  “But I heard it!” his mind repeated. “I heard a voice now lost, belonging to a name now seldom spoken. I heard a step that passed here—that of a phantom stranger and a friend—and with it was a voice that spoke to me, saying the one word, ‘Brother!’


  “Is it the storm,” he said to himself, “that has a million voices? Is it the rain? Is it the darkness that fills an old house of life and gives a tongue to silence, a voice to something that moves and creaks forever in the night? Or is it the terror of cold silence that makes of my returning no return, and of me an alien in this house, where my very mother has forgotten me? Oh, is it the cold and living silence of strong terror moving in the house at night that stabs into the living heart of man the phantom daggers of old time and memory? Is there a tongue to silence and the dark?”


  Light and instant as the rain a footfall passed above him. “Who’s there?” he said.


  Storm beat upon the house, and silence filled it. Strong darkness prowled there, and the bare boughs creaked, and something viewless as the dark had come into the house, and suddenly he heard it again and knew that it was there.


  Above his head, in Ben’s old room—the room of his brother, Ben, now dead these many years, and, like himself, forgotten, too—he heard a light, odd step, nimble as a bird’s, as soft as ashes, and as quick as rain.


  And with the step he heard once more the old familiar voice, saying softly:


  “Brother! Brother! ... What did you come home for? ... You know now that you can’t go home again!”


  2. THE REAL THING


  Eugene Gant had been seven years from home, and many times in those long years of absence he had debated with himself, saying: “I will go home again. I shall lay bare my purposes about the book, say my piece, speak so that no man living in the world can doubt me. Oh, I shall tell them till the thing is crystal clear when I go home again.”


  Concerning the town’s bitter and ancient quarrel with him, he knew that there was much to say that could be said. He also knew that there was much to say that could never be spoken. But time passes, and puts halters on debate. And one day, when his seven years were up, he packed his bag and started out for home.


  Each man of us has his own America, his own stretch, from which, here outward, the patterns are familiar as his mother’s face and the prospect is all his. Eugene’s began at Gettysburg, his father’s earth; then southward through Hagerstown, and down the Valley of Virginia.


  First, the great barns, the wide sweep and noble roll of Pennsylvania fields, the neat-kept houses. Lower down, still wide fields, still neat-kept houses, white fences and painted barns, a grace and sweetness that still lingers in the Valley of Virginia. But now, for the first time, the hodden drab of nigger gray also appears—gray barns, gray sheds, gray shacks, and lean-tos sturdy to the weather that had given them this patina to make up for the lack of paint. Now, too, the gashed and familiar red of common clay. To Eugene Gant returning home it was all most beautiful, seen so with the eyes of absence.


  The rains of spring were heavy through Virginia, the land was sodden, and everywhere was spotted with wet pools of light. It was almost the time of apple blossoms, and faintly there was the smell of rain and apple blossoms on the air.


  Through the Valley of Virginia he went down very slowly. And slowly the rains lifted, and one day, in sun and light, the blue veil round the shouldering ramparts of the great Blue Ridge appeared.


  Quickly, now, the hills drew in out of wide valleydom, and signs of old kept spaciousness vanished into the blue immediate. Here was another life, another language of its own—the life and language of creek, hill, and hollow, of gulch and notch and ridge and knob, and of cabins nestling in their little patches of bottom land.


  And suddenly Eugene was back in space and color and in time, the weather of his youth was round him, he was home again.


  Following some deep, unreasoning urge that sought to delay the moment and put off the final impact of his return, he took a circuitous course that carried him southward from Virginia into Tennessee, then south again, beyond the high wall of the mountains, to Knoxville. From there the road to Altamont is long and roundabout. Almost at once it starts to mount the ramparts of the Great Smokies. It winds in and out, and goes by rocky waters boiling at the bottom of steep knolls, then climbs, climbs, winds and climbs. May is late and cold among the upper timber. Torn filaments of mist wash slowly round the shoulders of the hills. Here the chestnut blight is evident: ruined, in the blasted sweeps, the great sentries of the heights appear.


  Very steep now, the road went up across the final crest of mountains. The ruined hulks of the enormous chestnut trees stood bleakly on the slopes. High up on the eroded hillsides, denuded of their growth, were the raw scars of mica pits. Beyond, stretching into limitless vistas, were the blue and rugged undulations of a lost and forgotten world. And suddenly a roadside sign—Eugene was back in Old Catawba, and the road started down again, to Zebulon.


  Zebulon—the lost world. Zebulon—the syllables that shaped the very clay of his mother’s ancestral earth.


  And all at once he heard his mother’s voice echo across the years: “Son! Son! ... Where are you, boy? I’ll vow—where has he gone?” And with it came faint echoes of the bell that came and went like cloud shadows passing on a hill, and like the lost voices of his kinsmen in the mountains long ago. With it returned old memories of his mother’s endless stories about her people, stories of Marches long ago, of bleak dust and rutted clay, of things that happened at sunset in the mountains when the westering red was pale, ragged, cold, and desolate, and winter was howling in the oak.


  And with the echoes of his mother’s voice, that had seemed to fill all the days of his childhood with its unending monotone, there returned to him an immediate sense of everything that he had ever known: the front porch of the old house in Altamont where he had lived, the coarse and cool sound of Black’s cow munching grass in the alleyway, along the edges of the backyard fence, the mid-morning sound of sawn ice out in the hot street of summer, the turbaned slatterns of good housewives awaiting noon, the smell of turnip greens, and upon the corner up above, the screeching halt of the street car, and the sound of absence after it had gone, then the liquid smack of leather on the pavement as the men came home at noon for dinner, and the slam of screen doors and the quiet greetings; and, inside the house, the cool, stale smell of the old parlor, and the coffined, rich piano smell, the tinkling glasspoints of the chandelier, the stereopticon of Gettysburg, the wax fruit on the mantel underneath its glass hood, and he himself reclining on his father’s couch, buried in a book, his imagine [imagination] soaring with Hans Grimm, and with thoughts of witches, a fair princess, fairies, elves, and gnomes, and of a magic castle on a rock.


  Then a memory of one particular day, and his mother’s voice again:


  “Child! Child! ... I’ll vow—where is that boy? ... Son! Son! Where are you? ... Oh, here! Boy, here’s your Uncle Bacchus. He comes from Zebulon, where he was born a hundred years ago—an’ Uncle Bacchus, he was my father’s brother.”


  And then the voice of Uncle Bacchus, drawling, quiet as the sifting of the winter ash, imprégnant with all time and memory, and in its suggestive overtones of the voices of lost kinsmen long ago: “I knowed the minute I seed him, ’Liza—fer he looks like you.” The voice was benevolent, all-sure, triumphant, unforgettable—as hateful as the sound of good and unctuous voices that speak softly while men drown. It was the very death-watch of a voice, the voice of one who waits and watches, all-triumphant, while others die, and then keeps vigil by the dead in a cabin in the hills, and drawls the death-watch out to the accompaniment of crackling pine-knots on the hearth and the slow crumbling of the ash.


  “Your Uncle Bacchus, child, from Zebulon—”


  So memory returned with Eugene Gant’s return. And this was Zebulon. Now down the stretch of road he went his own way home. The tallest hills in all the eastern part of North America soared on every side. The way wound steeply down by blighted chestnut trees and brawling waters into the mountain fastness of old Zebulon.


  And the voice of Uncle Bacchus came back again:


  “Yore grandpaw, son, was my own brother. He was born, like all of us, out on the South Toe out in Zebulon. He married yore grandmaw thar and settled down and raised a family. His paw before him—my paw, too—he come in thar long years before. I’ve heerd him tell it was wild country then. Thar was Cherokees when yore great-grandpaw first come in thar. Yes, sir. And he hunted, fished, and laid traps fer bear. He growed or trapped everything he et. He was a great hunter, and one time they say he run the hounds the whole way over into Tennessee.”


  Then his mother’s voice again:


  “That is the way it was, all right. I’ve heard father tell about it a thousand times. ... You must go out there some day, son. It’s many years since I was there, but dozens of my people are still livin’ out in Zebulon. There’s Uncle John, an’ Thad an’ Sid, an’ Bern, Luke, an’ James—they’re all there with the families they have raised. ... Well, now, I’ll tell you what—Uncle Bacchus is right about it. It was a wild place back in those days. Why, father used to tell us how much wild life there was even in his time. But look here—why, wasn’t I readin’ about it just the other day?—an article, you know—says the wild life has all gone now.”


  The county seat of Zebulon is a little town. Eugene decided to stay overnight and see if he could hunt out any of his mother’s people. There was no hotel, but he found a boarding house. And the moment he began to make inquiries about the Pentlands, his mother’s family, he seemed to run into people everywhere who said they were relatives of his. Most of them he had never seen before, or even heard of, but as soon as he identified himself, they all appeared to know who he was, and the first show of mountain aloofness with which they had greeted him when they thought him a stranger quickly melted into friendly interest when they placed him as “Eliza Pentland’s boy.” One man in particular proved most obliging.


  “Why, hell,” he said, “we’ve all heard of you from your cousin Thad. He lives a mile from town. And your Uncle Johnny and Bern and Sid—the whole crowd of them out upon the Toe. They’ll want to see you. I can drive you out tomorrow. My name is Joe Pentland, and we’re fifth cousins. Everybody’s kinfolks here. There are only fifteen thousand people in Zebulon County, and we’re all related somehow .... So you’re goin’ home again? Well, it’s all blown over now. The people who were mad about the book have forgotten it. They’ll be glad to see you. ... Well, you won’t find this much of a town after the cities you have seen. Six hundred people, a main street, a few stores and a bank, a church or two—that’s all there is ... Yes, you can get cigarettes in the drug store. It’s still open—this is Saturday night. You’d better wear your coat. We’re thirty-seven hundred feet up here—we’ve got a thousand feet on Altamont—you’ll find it cooler than it is down there. ... I’ll go with you.”


  The night had the chill cool of mountain May, and as the two men walked along, a nerve, half ecstasy, was set atremble in Eugene’s blood. The country street was fronted by a few brick stores, their monotony broken only by the harsh rawness of the Baptist Church. A light was burning inside the church, and the single squat and ugly window that faced the street depicted Christ giving mercy in the bleak colors of raw glass. The drug store was on the corner at the crossroads. Next door was a lunchroom. Three or four ancient and very muddy Fords were parked slanting at the curb before the drug store. A few feet away, outside the lunchroom, there was a huddled group of men in overalls, attentive, watching, like men looking at a game of cards. From the center of the group came a few low words—drawling, mountain-quiet, somehow ominous. Eugene’s companion spoke casually to one of the men:


  “What is it, Bob?”


  The answer came evasive, easy, mountain-quiet again:


  “Oh, I don’t know. A little argument, I guess.”


  “Who was that?” asked Eugene as they entered the drug store.


  “That was Bob Creasman. Said there was some argument going on. Ted Reed’s there—he’s my cousin—and he’s drunk again. It happens every Saturday night. A bunch of ’em was at the quarry this afternoon, and they’ve been drinkin’ corn. I guess they’re arguin’ a bit. ... What’s yours? A Coca-Cola? ... Make it two cokes and a couple of packs of Chesterfields.”


  Five minutes later, as the two men emerged from the drug store, there was a just-perceptible stir in the attentive group of men outside.


  “Wait a minute,” said Joe Pentland. “Let’s see what’s goin’ on.”


  There was the same quietness as before, but the waiting men were now drawn back against the lunchroom window, and in front of them two others stood and faced each other. One of them was in overalls, and he was saying:


  “Now, Ted. ...”


  The other was more urbanely clothed in dark trousers and a white shirt without a collar. His hat was pushed to the back of his head, and he just stood there staring heavily, his sullen face, sleepy eyed, thrust forward, silent, waiting.


  “Now, Ted,” the one in overalls repeated. “I’m warnin’ ye. ... You’re goin’ too fer now. ... Now leave me be.”


  Drowsy-eyed, swart-visaged, and unspeaking, a little sagging at the jowls, a little petulant like a plump child, darkly and coarsely handsome, with his head thrust forward, the other listens sullenly, while the men, attentive, feeding, wait.


  “You leave me be now, Ted. ... I’m not lookin’ fer no trouble, so you leave me be.”


  Still sullen and unspeaking, the swart visage waits.


  “Ted, no, I’m tellin’ ye. ... When ye cut me up six years ago, yore family and yore kinfolks begged you out of hit. ... Now you leave me be. ... I’m not lookin’ fer no trouble with ye, Ted, but you’re goin’ too fer now. ... You leave me be.”


  “It’s Ted Reed and Emmet Rogers,” Joe whispers hoarsely in Eugene’s ear, “and they’ve started in again. They had a fight six years ago. Ted cut Emmet up, and now they always get this way on Saturday night. Ted, he gets to drinkin’ and acts big—but pshaw! he wouldn’t hurt a fly. He ain’t got the kind of guts it takes to be real mean. Besides, Will Saggs is here—the one there in the white shirt—he’s the cop. Will’s scared—you can see that. Not scared of Ted, though. See that big man standin’ back of Will—that’s Lewis Blake, Ted’s cousin. That’s who Will’s afraid of. Lewis is the kind that won’t take nothin’ off of nobody, and if it wasn’t for him, Will Saggs would break this up. ... Wait a minute! Somethin’s happenin’!”


  A quick flurry, and—


  “Now, goddam you, Ted, you leave me be!” The two men are apart now, Ted circling the other, and slowly his hand goes back upon his hip.


  “Look out!”—shouted from the crowd. “He’s got his gun!”


  There is the dull wink of blue metal at Ted Reed’s hip, the overalled line fades back, and every waiting man now jumps for cover. The two principals are left alone.


  “Go on and shoot, goddam you! I’m not afraid of you!”


  To Eugene, who has dodged back into the recess entrance of the drug store, someone calls out sharply: “Better git behind a car there at the curb, man! You ain’t got no protection in that doorway!”


  Moving with the urgency of instant fear, Eugene dives across the expanse of open pavement just as the explosion of the first shot blasts the air. The bullet whistles right past his nose as he ducks behind a car. Cautiously he peers around the side to see Emmet moving slowly with a strange grin on his face, circling slowly to the shot, mocking his antagonist with the gun, his big hands spread palms outward in a gesture of invitation.


  “Go on, goddam you, shoot! You bastard, I’m not scared of you!”


  The second shot blows out a tire on the car Eugene has retreated to. He crouches lower—another shot—the sharp hiss of escaping air from another tire, and Emmet’s whine, derisive, scornful:


  “Why, go on and shoot, goddam you!”


  A fourth shot—


  “Go on! Go on! Goddam you, I’m not—”


  A fifth—and silence.


  Then Ted Reed comes walking slowly past the row of cars. Men step out from behind them and say quietly:


  “What’s wrong, Ted?”


  Sullenly, the gun held straight downward at his thigh: “Oh, he tried to git smart with me.”


  Other voices now, calling to each other:


  “Where’d he git ’im?”


  “Right under the eye. He never knowed what hit ’im.”


  “You’d better go on, Ted. They’ll be lookin’ fer you now.”


  Still sullen: “The bastard wasn’t goin’ to git smart with me. ... Who’s this?”—stopping to look Eugene up and down.


  Joe Pentland, quickly: “Must be a cousin of yours, Ted. Leastways, he’s a cousin of mine. You know—the feller that wrote that book.”


  With a slow and sullen grin Ted shifts the gun and offers his hand. The hand of murder is thick flesh, strong, a little sticky, cool and moist.


  “Why, sure, I know about you. I know your folks. But, by God, you’d better never put this in a book! Because if you do—”


  Other voices, coaxingly: “You better go along now, Ted, before the sheriff gits here. ... Go on, you fool, go on.”


  “—because if you do—” with a shake of the head and a throaty laugh—“you and me’s goin’ to git together!”


  The voices breaking in again: “You’re in fer it this time, Ted. You carried it too fer this time.”


  “Hell, you couldn’t git a jury here in Zebulon to convict a Reed!”


  “Go on, now. They’ll be lookin’ fer ye.”


  “They don’t make jails that can hold a Reed!”


  “Go on. Go on.”


  And he was gone, alone, and with his gun still in his hand—gone right down the middle of the quiet street, still sullen-jowled and sleepy-eyed—leaving a circle of blue-denimed men, and a thing there on the pavement which, two minutes before, had been one of their native kind.


  Eugene saw it all, and turned away with a leaden sickness in his heart. And once again he heard the echoes of his mother’s voice, saying:


  “The wild life has all gone now.”


  At last Eugene was home again in Altamont, and at first it was good to be home again. How many times in those seven years had he dreamed and thought of going home and wondered what it would be like! Now he was back, and saw, felt, knew it as it really was—and nothing was the way he had imagined it. Indeed, there was very little that was even as he remembered it.


  Of course, there were some things that had not changed, some things that were still the same. He heard again all the small familiar sounds of his boyhood: the sounds of night, of voices raised in final greetings, saying “Good night” as screen doors slammed—“Good night,” far off, and the receding thunder-drone of a racing motor—“Good night,” and the last street car going—“Good night,” and the rustle of the maple leaves around the street light on the corner. And he heard in the still-night distance the barking of a dog, the shifting of the engines in the yards, the heavy thunder of the wheels along the river’s edge, the clanking rumble of the long freights, and far off, wind-broken, mournful, the faint tolling of the bell. He saw again the first blue light of morning break against the rim of eastern hills, and heard the first cock’s crow just as he had heard it a thousand times in childhood.


  Niggertown was also still the same, with the branch-mire running in the nigger depths, yellow, rank with nigger sewage. And the smells were just the same—the sour reek from the iron laundry pots mixed in with the branch-mire smell and the acrid tang of woodsmoke from the nigger shacks. So, too, no doubt, were the smells the same inside of nigger-shackdom—the smells of pork, urine, nigger funk, and darkness. He remembered all this with the acid etchings of a thousand wintry mornings, when, twenty-five years ago, with the canvas strap around his neck and the galling weight of the bag forever pulling at him, he had gone down to Niggertown upon his paper route and had heard, a hundred times repeated every morning, the level smack of ink-fresh news against the shanty doors and the drowsy moan of funky wenches in the sleeping jungle depths.


  These things were still the same. They would never change. But for the rest, well—


  “Hello, there, Gene! I see you’ve put on weight! How are you, boy?”


  “Oh, fine. Glad to see you. You haven’t changed much.”


  “Have you seen Jim yet?”


  “No. He came by the house last night, but I wasn’t there.”


  “Well, Jim Orton’s been looking for you—he and Ed Sladen, Hershel Brye, Holmes Benson, Brady Chalmers, Erwin Hines. ... Why, say! Here’s Jim now, and all the rest of them.”


  A chorus of voices, laughing and calling out greetings as they all piled out of the car that had pulled up at the curb:


  “Here he is! ... All right, we’ve got him now! ... So you decided to come home again? ... What was it you said about me in the book—that I concealed the essential vulgarity of my nature behind a hearty laugh?”


  “Now look here, Jim—I—I—”


  “I—I—hell!”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “The hell you didn’t!”


  “Let me explain—”


  “Explain nothing! Why, hell, man, what is there to explain? You didn’t even get started in that book. If you were going to write that kind of book, why didn’t you let me know? I could have told you dirt on some of the people in this town that you never even heard about. ... Look at his face! ... We’ve got him now! ... Hell, son, don’t look so backed. It’s all forgotten now. A lot of them around here were pretty hot about it for a while. Two or three of them were out to get you—or said they were.”


  Laughter, then a sly voice:


  “Have you seen Dan Fagan yet?”


  “No, I haven’t. Why?”


  “Oh, nothing. I just wondered. Only—”


  “Hell, he won’t do nothing! No one will. The only ones who are mad today are those you left out!”


  More laughter.


  “Hell, it’s true! The rest of ’em are proud of it! ... We’re all proud of you, son. We’re glad that you came home. You’ve been away too long. Stay with us now.”


  “Why, hello, son! Glad to see you back! ... You’ll find many changes. The town has improved a lot since you were here. I guess the new Courthouse and the County Hall were put up since you left. Cost four million dollars. Have you seen the tunnel they bored under the mountain for the new roadway out of town? Cost two million more. And the High School and the Junior College, and the new streets and all the improvements? ... And look at the Square here. I think it’s pretty now the way they’ve laid it out, with flower beds and benches for the people. That’s the thing this town needs most—some parks, some new amusements. If we hope to bring tourists here and make this a tourist town, we’ve got to give them some amusements. I’ve always said that. But you get a bunch of messheads in at City Hall and they can’t see it. ... Fact is, tourists don’t stay here any more. They used to come and stay a month. You ought to know—you wrote about them sitting on the porches of the boarding houses. They’d come and sit and rock upon the porches, and they’d stay a month, people from all over—Memphis, Jacksonville, Atlanta, New Orleans. But we don’t get them any more. They’ve all got cars now, and there are good roads everywhere, so they just stay overnight and then hit it for the mountains. You can’t blame them—we’ve got no amusements. ... Why, I can remember when this was a sporting center. The big swells all came here, the millionaires and racing men. And we had seventeen saloons—Malone’s, and Creaseman’s, and Tim O’Connell’s, and Blake’s, and Carlton Leathergood’s—your father used to go in there, he was a friend of Leathergood’s. Do you remember Leathergood’s tall, pock-marked, yellow nigger and his spotted dog? All gone now—dead, forgotten. ... Here’s where your father’s shop used to stand. Do you remember the angel on the porch, the draymen sitting on the wooden steps, your father standing in the door, and the old calaboose across the street? It’s pretty now, the way they’ve got all the grass and flower beds where the old calaboose used to be, but somehow the whole Square looks funny, empty at one end. And it’s strange to see this sixteen-story building where your father’s old marble shop once stood. But, say what you will, they’ve certainly improved things a lot. ... Well, good-bye. The whole town wants to see you. I won’t keep you. Come to see me sometime. My office is on the eleventh floor—right over where your father’s workbench used to be. I’ll show you a view you never dreamed of when your father’s shop was here.”


  The return of the prodigal, and the whole town broken into greetings while the on-coming, never-ceasing younger generation just gaped, curiously a-stare:


  “He’s back. ... Have you seen him yet? ... Which one is he?”


  “Don’t you see him there, talking to all those people? ... There—over there—before the shoe-shine shop.”


  A girl’s voice, disappointed: “Oh-h! Is that him? ... Why, he’s old!”


  “Oh, Eugene’s not so very old. He’s thirty-six. He only seems old to you, honey. ... Why I remember him when he was a snotty-nosed little kid, running around the street selling Saturday Evening Posts, and delivering a route in Niggertown for the Courier.”


  “But—why, he’s fat around the waist. ... And look! He just took his hat off. Why, he’s getting bald on top! ... Oh-h, I never thought—”


  “What did you think? He’s thirty-six years old, and he never was very much to look at, anyway. He’s just Eugene Gant, a snot-nosed kid who used to carry a paper route in Niggertown, and whose mother ran a boarding house, and whose father had a tombstone shop upon the Square. ... And now just look at him! The snot-nosed kid who went away and wrote a book or two—and look there, will you!—look at all those people crowding round him! They called him every name they could think of, and now they’re crawling over one another just to shake his hand.”


  And across the street:


  “Hello, Gene!”


  “Oh, hello—ah—hello—ah—”


  “Come on, now: hello-ah what?”


  “Why, hello—ah—”


  “Boy, I’ll beat your head in if you don’t call me by my name. Look at me. Now, what is it? Hello-ah what?”


  “Why, ah—ah—”


  “Come on, now! ... Well, tell me this: who was it that called you ‘Jocko’ in that book?”


  “Why—ah—ah—Sid! Sidney Purtle!”


  “By God, you better had!”


  “Why, Sid, how are you? Hell, I knew you the minute you spoke to me!”


  “The hell you did!”


  “Only I couldn’t quite ... Oh, hello, Carl. Hello, Vic. Hello, Harry, Doc, Ike—”


  He felt someone plucking at his sleeve and turned:


  “Yes, ma’am?”


  The lady spoke through artificial teeth, close-lipped, prim, and very hurriedly:


  “Eugene I know you don’t remember me I’m Long Wilson’s mother who used to be in school with you at Plum Street School Miss Lizzy Moody was your teacher and—”


  “Oh, yes, Mrs. Wilson. How is Long?”


  “He’s very well thank you I won’t keep you now I see you’re busy with your friends I know everyone wants to see you you must be rushed to death but sometime when you aren’t busy I’d like to talk to you my daughter-in-law is very talented she paints sculptures and writes plays she’s dying to meet you she’s written a book and she says the experience of her life is so much like yours that she’s sure you’d both have a lot in common if you could only get together to talk about it—”


  “Oh, I’d love to. I’d love to, Mrs. Wilson.”


  “She’s sure if she could talk to you you’d be able to give her some suggestions about her book and help her find a publisher I know you’re bothered with so many people that you’ve hardly any time to call your own but if you could only talk to her—”


  “Oh, I’d be glad to.”


  “She’s a very in-ter-est-ing person and if you’d only let us see you sometime I know—”


  “Oh, I will. I will. Thank you so much, Mrs. Wilson. I will. I will. I will.”


  And at home:


  “Mama, have there been any calls?”


  “Why, child, the telephone’s been goin’ all day long. I’ve never known the like of it. Sue Black called up an’ says for you to ring her back—an’ Roy Hitchebrand, an’ Howard Bartlett, an’—oh yes, that’s so—a lady from out along Big Homing. Says she’s written a book an’ she’s comin’ in to see you. Says she wants you to read it an’ criticize it for her an’ tell her how to make it good so it will sell. ... An’ yes—that’s so now—Fred Patton called up for the Rotary Club an’ wants to know if you will speak to them at lunch next Tuesday. I think you ought to do that, son. They’re good, substantial men, all of them, with a high standin’ in the community. That’s the kind of people you ought to be in with if you’re goin’ to keep on writin’ books. ... An’—oh yes!—someone called up from the Veterans’ Hospital—a girl named Lake, or Lape, or somethin’ like that—says she used to be in the same class with you at Plum Street School, an’ she’s in charge of the Recreation Center for the veterans—says a lot of ’em have read your books an’ want to see you an’ won’t you be the guest of honor on Saturday night. I wish you’d do that, child. I reckon the poor fellers, most of ’em, are far from home, an’ many of ’em will never go back again to where they came from—it might cheer ’em up. ... An’ yes, that’s so!—Sam Colton called up for the alumni committee of the university, an’ they want you to speak to ’em at the big alumni rally next week at the Country Club. You ought to go, child. They’re your old friends an’ classmates, an’ they want to see you. An’ yes!—what about it, now!—why, you’re to speak on the same program with ‘Our Dick’—Senator Richard L. Williams of the United States Senate, if you please! As Sam said, you and him are the two most famous alumni of the university that the town has yet produced. Hm-m! ... Then there was Jimmy Stevenson, he called up and wanted you to come to a steak dinner to be given by the Business Men’s Convention out at Sharpe’s Cabin on the Beetree Creek, nine miles from Gudgerton. I’d certainly go if I were you. I’ve never seen the place, but they say Ed Sharpe certainly has a beautiful cabin, the best one around here—an’ as the feller says, right in the heart of Nature’s Wonderland, in the center of these glorious hills. I know the section well, for that’s where father an’ mother went to live ninety years ago, just after they were married—they moved there from Zebulon—didn’t stay, of course—I reckon the pull of Zebulon an’ all their kinfolks there was too much for ’em—but you couldn’t pick a prettier spot if you hunted all over for it, right out in the heart of nature, with old Craggy Tavern in the background. That’s the place I’d go, boy, if I was a writer an’ wanted to get inspiration. Get close to nature, as the feller says, an’ you’ll get close to God. ... An’ yes—two young fellers called up from over in Tennessee—said they’re the Blakely boys. You’ve heard of the famous Blakely Canners. Why, I hear that they own almost every farm in three counties there, an’ they’ve got factories everywhere, through Tennessee, an’ way down South, an’ all out through the Middle West—why, they’re worth millions. Says—oh, just a boy, you know—but says, real slylike, ‘Is this Miss Delia?’—givin’ me the name you gave me in the book. Well, I just played along with him—‘Well, now,’ I says, ‘I don’t know about that. My name’s Eliza. Now I’ve heard that I’ve been called Delia, but you mustn’t believe all that you read,’ I says. ‘For all you know, I may be human just like everybody else. Now,’ I says, ‘I looked real good and hard at myself this mornin’ in the mirror, an’ if there are any horns stickin’ out of my head, why I must’ve missed ’em, I didn’t see any. Of course, I’m growin’ old, an’ maybe my eyesight’s failin’ me,’ I says, ‘but you’re young an’ ought to have good eyes, so why don’t you come an’ have a look an’ tell me what you think.’ Well, sir, he laughed right out across the phone as big as you please, and says, ‘Well, you’re right! I think you’re wonderful! An’ I’m tryin’ to be a writer—even if my father does put up tomatoes—an’ I think your son’s one of the best writers we have.’ Well, I didn’t let on, of course. Father always taught us that it was vulgar an’ unrefined to brag about your own, so I just said, ‘Well, now, I don’t know about that. But you come on an’ look at him. Up to the time he was twelve years old,’ I says, ‘he was a good normal sort of boy like everybody else. Now what happened to him after that,’ I says—you see, I thought I’d have a little fun with him—‘what happened after that I don’t know—I’m not responsible. But you come an’ take a look at him. Maybe you’ll get surprised. Maybe you’ll find he doesn’t have horns, either.’ Well, he laughed right out an’ said, ‘You’re all right! An’ I’m goin’ to take you up on that. My brother an’ I are drivin’ over tomorrow afternoon—an’ we’re goin’ to bring him back with us,’ he says. ‘If he wants a cabin like I hear he does, I’ve got one here that I can give him, so we’re goin’ to bring him back,’ he says. Well, you can’t do that, of course, child, but be nice to them. He spoke like a very well-brought-up sort of boy—an’ the Blakelys are the sort of people that you ought to know. ... An’ after that a lot of girls called up an’ said they heard you needed someone to type for you—said they’d like to do it, an’ knew how to type good. One of ’em said she’d be willin’ to do it for nothin’—says she wants to be a writer, an’ knew she’d learn so much from you an’ what an inspiration it would be. Hm! Pshaw!—I cut her off mighty quick, I can tell you! Sounded funny to me—wantin’ to work for nothin’, an’ all that gushy talk about inspiration. I knew what she was after, all right. You watch out, son—don’t let any of these silly women rope you in. ... Yes, that’s so. Cash Hopkins was here askin’ about you. Of course he’s just a plain, workin’ sort of man. He used to do jobs for your father, but your father liked him, an’ he’s always been our friend, interested in all of you. ... Mr. Higginson was here, too. He’s an Episcopal minister that came to town several years ago for his health—an’ what about it!—he’s been your friend right from the start. When all the preachers were de-nouncin’ you, an’ sayin’ you’d disgraced us all, an’ everyone was down on you an’ said if you ever came back here they’d kill you—he defended you, sir! He stood right up for you! He read everything you wrote, an’ he said, ‘That boy should have been a preacher. He’s got more of the true gospel in his books than all of us preachers put together!’ Oh, he came right out for you, you know. ‘It’s we who have failed,’ he said, ‘not him!’ Child, I hope you’ll be nice to Mr. Higginson. He’s been your friend from the first, an’ as the sayin’ goes, he’s a scholar an’ a Christian gentleman. ... An’ law, what about it! I’m sorry you were not here to see it. I’ll vow, I had to turn my head away to keep from laughin’. Why Ernest Pegram, if you please, in his big car—all rared back there in a brand-new Cadillac as fat as a pig, an’ with a big cigar stickin’ out of his mouth. Why, of course; he’s rich now! He’s well-fixed—every last one of the Pegrams is! You see, when Will Pegram died two years ago up there in the North somewhere, he was a wealthy man, a big official in some large corporation. You see, he was the only one of the Pegrams who got away. But, poor Will! I can remember just as well the day he left here more than forty years ago—this corporation had given him a job down in the eastern part of the State, an’, as the sayin’ goes, he didn’t have an extra shirt to put on his back. An’ here he dies two years ago an’ leaves close to a million dollars. So they’re well-fixed! Of course, Will had no childern, an’ his brothers an’ sisters got it all. He left Ernest a flat hundred thousand—that’s what it was, all right, because I read it in the papers, an’ Ernest told me so himself. The others came in for their share, too. Here the rest of us are broke, the whole town ruined, everyone has lost everything they had—as the Bible says, ‘How have the mighty fallen!’—but the Pegrams don’t have to worry from now on. So Ernest drives up an’ stops before the house this afternoon in his big, new car, smokin’ his fine cigar. ‘Why Ernest,’ I says, ‘I don’t think I ever saw you lookin’ better. Are you still workin’ at your plumbin’ trade?’ I says. Of course I knew he wasn’t—I just wanted to hear what he would say. ‘No, Eliza,’ he says—oh, the biggest thing you ever saw, puffin’ away at his cigar. ‘No,’ he says. ‘I’ve reached the age,’ he says, ‘when I figured it was about time to retire.’ Pshaw! Retire! I had to turn my head away to keep from laughin’. Who ever heard of a plumber retirin’? What did he ever have to retire on—that’s what I’d like to know—if it hadn’t been for Will? But—oh, yes, see here, now—says: ‘You tell Gene,’ he says, ‘that I haven’t got anything to do. My time is free,’ he says, ‘an’ if there’s any place he wants to go, any place where I can take him, why, my car is here,’ he says, ‘an’ it’s at his disposal.’ You know how good-hearted he’s always been. I reckon he was thinkin’ of the days when he used to live next to us on Woodson Street, an’ how he watched all you childern grow up. The Pegrams have always been our friends an’ taken a great interest in your career. I wish, son, that you’d go to see them all while you’re here. They’ll be glad to see you. But when I saw Ernest there in his big car, puffin’ away on his cigar, an’ lookin’ fat enough, as the sayin’ goes, to pop right out of his britches, an’ tellin’ me he had retired—well, I just had to turn my head away an’ laugh. ... Well, in all my life I’ve never seen the beat of it! There’s been a steady string of them here all day long, an’ the telephone has rung constantly. I’ll vow—it seems to me that everyone in town has either been here or called up today. ... An’, oh yes! There are two of ’em out in the sun parlor now—old Cap’n Fitzgerald and a Miss Morgan, a trained nurse. I don’t know what they want. They’ve been waitin’ for an hour, so I wish you’d just step out an’ say hello to ’em. ... An’ yes! There’s three more in the front parlor—a lady who says she’s from Charleston an’ had read your books an’ was just passin’ through town an’ heard you were here an’ wanted to shake hands with you, an’ that young Tipton that you used to know, an’—oh yes! that’s so!—the reporter from the paper, he’s there, too. I guess he wants to write you up, so you’d better go right in. ... I’ll vow! There goes that phone again! Just a minute, son—I’ll answer it.”


  [¬]


  OLD MAN RIVERS


  [The Atlantic Monthly, December 1947]
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  When Old Man Rivers woke up in the morning, among the first objects that his eyes beheld were two large and very splendid photographs that faced each other on the top of his tall chiffonier dresser, and that were divided by the heavy, silver-mounted brush and comb that lay between them. It was a good arrangement: each of the two splendid photographs commanded its own half of the dresser like a bull in its own pasture, and the rich dull solidity of the comb and brush seemed to give each just the kind of “frame,” the kind of proud division, to which it was entitled. In a way, the two splendid photographs seemed to regard each other with the bellicose defiance of a snorting bull: if anyone of this present generation can remember the Bull Durham advertisements of twenty years ago, he may get the idea—three rails of fence, the pasture, the proud bull dominant with the great neck raised, the eyes flashing fire, and the proud rage of his magnificent possession simply smoking from his nostrils, and saying plainer than any words could do: “Here I am and here I mean to stay! This side of the fence is mine! Keep out of here!”


  Old Man Rivers more sensed than saw these things when he opened his old eyes. He didn’t see things clearly any more. Things didn’t come to him in the morning the way they used to come. He didn’t wake up easily, he didn’t wake up at once, “all over,” as he used to do; rather, his old, tired, faded, somewhat rheumy eyes opened slowly, gluily, and for a moment surveyed the phenomena of the material universe around him with an expression that was tired, old, sad, vague, and unremembering.


  Presently he roused himself and got up; he got up slowly, with a heavy sigh, and bent to find his slippers with a painful grunt; he was a heavy old figure of a man—a man who had been a big man, big-boned, big-handed, big-shouldered, and big-muscled, and whose bigness had now shrunk and dwindled to a baggy, sagging heaviness; round baggy shoulders, thin legs, sagging paunch—a big man grown old. It took him a long time to bathe, a long time to look at the sad old face reflected in the mirror, the face with the high cheek-bones, the slanting sockets of the eyes, the long wispy mustache, and the scraggly wispy beard, which, with the sensually full red lips and old tired, yellowed, weary eyes, gave Mr. Rivers a certain distinction of appearance—an appearance not unlike that of a Chinese mandarin.


  It took him a long time to shave, too—to do all the delicate work required about the edges of that long, straggling mustache, and that wispy mandarin-like beard to which he owed a good part of the distinction of his personal appearance. He shaved with a straight razor, of course; as he often said, he wouldn’t use “one of these confounded safety razor contraptions” if they gave him the whole factory. But, really, he had become afraid of his old straight razor, which had once been such a friend to him; his old hands shook with palsy now, he had cut himself badly on more than one occasion, shaving had become a slow and perilous affair.


  But he felt better after shaving and four fingers of sound rye:—none of your bromo seltzers, aspirins, or soda-tablets, or any of your other quack remedies for him; after a night of old-fashioned cocktails and champagne there was nothing like a good stiff drink of whiskey the next morning to set a fellow up.


  Warmed by the liquor, and with a sparkle in his eye for the first time, Mr. Rivers finished dressing without great difficulty. He grunted his way into his heavy woolen drawers and undershirt, fumbled with shaky fingers to put cuff links and collar buttons in a clean shirt, grunted as he bent over to pull his socks on, got into his trousers without much effort, but had a hard time with his shoes—confound it, it came hard to have to bend and tie the laces, but he wasn’t going to let any fellow tie his shoes for him! By George, as long as he could move a muscle, he’d have none of that.


  The worst was over now; fully attired, save for his coat and vest and collar, he stood before the chiffonier, buttoned the wing collar, and with trembling fingers fumbled carefully with the knot of his cravat. Then he combed his sparse hair with the heavy silver comb, brushed it with the heavy silver brush, and—looked with satisfaction at the two splendid photographs.


  The one on the left was really bull-like; the square face was packed with a savage concentration of energy and power, the mustache curved around two rows of horse teeth bared with tigerish joy, behind the spectacles the eyes looked out upon the world with fighter’s glance. Everything about the photograph spoke the brutal eloquence of energy and power, its joyful satisfaction in itself, its delight with life, adventure, friendship, love or hate, its instant readiness for anything. Everything about the picture said: “Here I am, boys! I feel bully!”—and this bully-feeling, brutal, savage, joyful, ready-for-fight-or-fun picture was autographed: “To dear old Ned with heartiest and most affectionate regards from Theodore!”


  The other face, no less the fighter’s face, was colder, leaner, more controlled. A long, lean face a little horse-like in its bony structure, horse-like, too, in its big teeth, touched coldly, stiffly round the powerful thin mouth with the sparse smile of the school-teacher; the whole long face borne outward by the powerful long jaw, relentless, arrogant, and undershot,—face of school-teacher marking papers, Presbyterian face, to flesh-pots hostile, to wine, women, belly-warmth, exuberance, and life’s fluidity, unskilled, opposed, and all unknowledgable, but face of cold high passion, too, fire-glacial face, and face of will unbreakable, no common, cheap, contriving, all-agreeing, all conceding, compromising, and all-promising face of the ignoble politician, but face of purpose, faith, and fortitude—face of arrogance, perhaps, but face, too, of a captain of the earth, a man inviolable, a high man—and signed: “To Edward Rivers—with sincerest good wishes and—may I say—affectionate regards—Cordially yours—Woodrow Wilson.”


  Old Man Rivers’ tired old eyes and haggard face really had the warm glow of life and interest in them now. As he struggled into his vest and coat, he looked at the two photographs, wagged his head with satisfaction, and chuckled:—


  Good old Ted! Dear old Tommy! I tell you what, those—those fellows were—were just bully! He just wished everyone in the world could have known both of them the way he had known them! Why, the minute Ted walked in a room and flung down his hat, the place was his. The minute he met you, shook hands with you—why—he made you his friend forever! By George, there was something about that fellow—just the way he had of coming in a room, or flinging his hat down, or jumping up to shake your hand, and saying, “Delighted”—there—there was just something about everything that fellow did that warmed you up all over!


  And Tommy? As Mr. Rivers’ old tired eyes surveyed the long prim face of Tommy, his expression, if anything, became a little softer, a little more suffused with mellowness than when he had surveyed the vigorous countenance of Ted. ... Tommy! There was a great fellow! He just wished everyone had known Tommy as he had known him!—Why, confound these fellows, anyway (a kind of indignant and impatient mutter rattled in the old man’s throat)—writing and saying all this stuff about Tommy’s being cold, unfriendly, not able to warm up to people.—By George, he’d like to tell ’em what he knew! He’d known Tommy almost fifty years, from the time they were at Princeton right up to Tommy’s death, and there never was a man on earth who had a warmer “human side” than Tommy had! By George, no! Ask anyone who knew him, ask any of Tommy’s friends whether he was cold and unable to warm up—they’d tell you pretty quick how cold he was! Confound these fellows, he’d just like to tell them about some of the great times he’d had with Tommy—some of the things they’d done in college—yes! And even later—he’d just like to tell them about that time when Tommy had all the fellows in the class come and visit him—that was in 1917, right when he was in the middle of all that trouble, but you’d never have known it from the way he acted, invited the whole class to come and stay two days and all the fellows who could come came, too—and that was a celebration! The last night they were there, after Tommy had gone to bed, the fellows took Jimmy Mason, who was the baby of the class and also the smallest one among them, and dressed him up in a nightgown and a nightcap and put him in a baby-carriage and wheeled him down the hall to Tommy’s room and walked right in, by George, and woke Tommy up and said, “Tommy, here’s a child we can’t stop crying! What are we going to do with him!” And Tommy got right out of bed, entered right into the spirit of the thing, and says, ‘I [“I] think we ought to let Ned Rivers take care of him; he’s the only bachelor among us, and if anyone is going to be kept awake by that child’s crying, he’s the one who ought to pay the penalty, what do you fellows think?” Well, by George, they all agreed with him—and Tommy took the baby-carriage and wheeled it away and led the whole procession down the hall, by George, into my room—and some of the fellows found a cradle that had been there ever since Ted’s day—or McKinley’s—or someone—and put Jim Mason into it—and made him stay there, by George!—why, confound these fellows, when they begin to say things about how cold and reserved Tommy was, they just don’t know what they’re talking about. I’d like to tell them!


  Mr. Rivers surveyed the two photographs a moment longer with a warm color of affection and tenderness in his tired old face, the glow of pride and loyalty in his weary eyes.


  It was something to be able to say that you’d been the friend of two such fellows as that. It did not occur to Mr. Rivers, it had probably never occurred to him, that it was not only “something to be able to say,” but in the nature of a miracle to be able to accomplish it—something like sitting on Vesuvius and cooling one’s heels at the North Pole at the same time. It was part of Mr. Rivers’ charm that he had never seen anything at all extraordinary in his accomplishment. It is true that there had been times when his friendship for these two celebrated men had been attended by certain moments of embarrassment. There had been the time, for instance, when Theodore had come into his office, tossed his hat across the room, flung himself into a chair, and opened conversation with: “Well, Ned, what’s the news? Have you seen or heard anything lately of that lily-livered, weasel-worded milk-sop down in Washington? Look here, how the devil can you put up with such a fellow?”


  And there had been the time when Tommy had broken a pause in the conversation, to inquire acidly: “Are your relations still as cordial as ever with the Buzz-Saw of Sagamore? I’m surprised to see there are no scars of battle yet.”


  Well, now, by George—yes, those fellows did say things about each other now and then, but that was just a way they both had of blowing off steam. I don’t think either of them really meant a word of it! By George, I just wish those two fellows could have known each other—and—and—and I just believe they’d have gotten along together fine!


  2


  It may seem from these interior reflections that Mr. Rivers was not lacking in certain extraordinary gifts. Possessing no talent of any kind—except the genuine and attractive talent for friendships that has been indicated—Mr. Edward Rivers had risen to a very considerable position in the nation’s life. He was now occasionally referred to in the press as “the Dean of American Letters.” Every year upon his birthday, representatives of the New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune called upon Mr. Rivers, interviewed him, and printed his views on a great variety of subjects at a very considerable and respectful length. When questioned by the representative of the New York Times for his opinions on the Modern American Girl, the venerable Dean of American Letters had remarked that by George, he just thought she was fine—he thought she was perfectly splendid! And when the young man from the Herald Tribune asked the Dean for his opinion on the state of the nation’s letters, and his opinion of the Younger Writers, the Dean said Well, now, he thought the whole thing looked most promising. He liked to see vitality, originality, and a fresh point of view—and he thought these Young Fellows had it, by George he did. What—the Times man would now inquire—did the Dean think about the modern freedom of expression—the tendency to “tell all” in modern writing—to put it bluntly, the use of “four letter words” by some of the young writers, even in the pages of some of the higher class magazines? For example, Rodney’s Magazine, of which the Dean had been for many years the editor, had only a year or two before serialized the latest novel of the young writer, John Bulsavage. What did the Dean think of the use of certain words in that book—the use of words (and of blank spaces!) which had never before appeared on the chaste pages of Rodney’s Magazine? Was it not true that there had been a great many letters of indignant protest from old subscribers? Had there not been a number of canceled subscriptions? Had the Dean himself approved the inclusion of these debatable scenes and phrases which had caused so much and such excited comment at the time? Was the Dean himself disposed to say that he favored the startling freedom in the use of material and of utterance which characterized the work of some of the leading Young Writers? As a distinguished editor, an arbiter of the nation’s taste, as a discoverer and supporter of the best that had been said for the past fifty years, as a friend of Theodore Roosevelt and Woodrow Wilson, as a crony of the late Henry van Dyke and William Lyon Phelps, as the esteemed and honored colleague of such distinguished people as Agnes Repplier, Ellen Glasgow, Robert Underwood Johnson, Edith Wharton, Nicholas Murray Butler, John Galsworthy, Henry Seidel Canby, Percy S. Hutchinson, Walter Pritchard Eaton, Henry Peckinpaugh Saltonstall, Corinne Roosevelt Robinson, and Elizabeth Pipgras Wiggins, Isabel Miranda Patterson, and Irene McGoody Titsworth, Constance Lindsay Skinner and Winona Roberta Snoddy, Edna Lou Walton and Ella Mae Maird, Sylvia Chatfield Bates and Ishbel Lorine McLush, Ben Ray Redman and Edmund Clarence Stedman, Henry Goddar Leach and Warner Perkins Beach, Charles Forbes Goddard and T. Lothrop Stoddard, Constance D’Arcy Mackay and Edna St. Vincent Millay, Hamilton Fish and Lillian Gish—in fact the whole brilliant and distinguished group of authors, editors, and critics who had always stood for the most liberal—nay, the most advanced!—developments in modern literature, but whose judgment was also tempered by a sane balance, a sane adherence to standards of good taste, craftsmanship, and form, and to an unwavering belief in the fundamental wholesomeness, purity, and good sense of American life, which the writing of some of these younger writers was prone to forget—what, considering his intimate association with all these distinguished people, did he, Edward Rivers, the Dean of American Letters, think of the work of these Younger Writers?


  Well, now—Mr. Rivers squirmed a little at questions such as these. He foresaw complications, disagreements, arguments, and Mr. Rivers did not like complications, disagreements, arguments. He believed in Tact. Well, now—the Dean of American Letters saw stormy weather: he must trim his canvas and sail close. If he came out with whole-hearted and enthusiastic endorsement of the Young Writers, all of their methods, words, and works, he knew that he must be prepared for a vigorous chorus of protest from certain worthwhile people of his distinguished and extensive acquaintance:—letters from venerable dowagers at whose dinner parties he was a frequent guest (Mr. Rivers was a constant diner-out; he had spent a large part of his life dining out; he dined out every night; his difficulty was not to get invitations, but tactfully to chose between invitations, so that he might not only retain the affection—and future invitations—of those he refused, but could also assure himself of the best dinner, the best liquor, the finest champagne, and the most distinguished and worthwhile gathering among those he accepted)—letters then from venerable old dowagers, from venerable old Vanderbilts, Astors, Morgans, Rhinelanders, Goelets, and Schermerhorns (Mr. Rivers knew all the venerable old Vanderbilts, Astors, Morgans, Rhinelanders, and Schermerhorns), letters from distinguished old ladies who wrote or had written essays for Rodney’s, letters from all the distinguished old widows of all the ambassadors, governors, senators, financiers, college presidents, and presidents of the nation he had known, letters from all the lady writers with three names—the Irene McGoody Titsworths, the Winona Roberta Snoddys, the Elizabeth Pipgras Wigginses, and so on—each letter written in the writer’s own inimitable and distinguished vein, of course, but all showing a certain unity of purpose and opinion—viz:—Could the Dean of American Letters have been quoted correctly? Could they believe their eyes? Could it be possible that the statements attributed to Mr. Rivers in this morning’s edition of the Times accurately represented the considered judgment of that distinguished editor? Could it be true that the celebrated critic who had for fifty years been not only the wise and temperate appraiser, but the arbiter of what was highest, noblest, purest in the world of letters, who had been, for so long and such an honorable career of service, guardian of the torch, the defender of the “eternal values”—could such a man as this have so forgotten all his standards, have so forsaken all that he had ever stood for, as to uphold, praise, and give the support of his authority to iniquitous filth that posed as “literature” (God save the mark), to defend the use of language one might expect to find among the low dives of the Bowery, but never within the pages of Rodney’s Magazine, and to praise the relentless “realism” (realism, if you please), the “talent” (talent, the Lord help us), the depraved, imbecilic, brutal, vulgar, and ill-written maunderings of people whose obscenity might conceivably be of interest to the specialist in abnormal psychology, the professional criminologist, the pathologist interested in various states of manic-depressivism, but of serious interest to one of the most distinguished critics living—good heavens! What had happened to him, anyway?
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  Well, now, it was a hard question to decide. It certainly was! A fellow never knew just what to say: if he praised the works, the words, the talents of these Younger Writers, he would let himself in for all this kind of thing from people he knew, some of them his best friends. And if he dispraised the works, the words, the talents of these Younger Writers, then he might expect another flood of letters from the children and the grandchildren of the very people he had sought to please. And these letters from the irreverent young would ask him bluntly who the hell he thought he was, and suggest that he go immediately and reserve accommodations for himself at the Old Woman’s Home. They would tell him further that the serialization of Mr. Bulsavage’s work was the only useful act that Rodney’s Magazine had performed in twenty years, that the magazine was moribund, a museum piece, and under Mr. Rivers’ direction had become a repository for essays on bee-culture written by the aged widows of former ambassadors to Peru. They would finally suggest that Mr. Rivers close his trap and continue to print the works of Mr. Bulsavage and a few other young people, who were doing the only work worth doing nowadays, or else deposit the decayed remains of Rodney’s in the nearest garbage can, and go jump in the river.


  By George, what was a fellow going to do? If you pleased one crowd, you’d make the other mad. There had been a time when young people had let their elders tell them what to read and what to think, but that was gone. Nowadays you never knew which way to turn. Well, the only way, the Dean decided, was the Middle Way. That was the way he’d always taken; it had always been the right way for him. So when the Times man asked him what he thought about the Younger Writers, and whether he approved, Mr. Rivers squirmed a little, looked uncomfortable, then took the Middle Way.


  Well, now, that was a hard question to answer—by George it was. He didn’t approve of everything they did—not by a jugful. He might be old-fashioned, and all that, but he still believed there were certain Standards—Standards of—of—style, and form, and craftsmanship, and—and—good taste, by George he did! If these things should perish, then the world would be the loser, but he didn’t believe for a moment that they would. In the long run, the eternal values would win out. He didn’t believe for a moment that the whole picture of American life, the whole truth of it, its fundamental wholesomeness, and sweetness, and—and sanity, was being dealt with by these young writers. He thought that they were too prone to deal with abnormal states of psychology, to present distorted pictures, to go in too much for—for scenes of violence and cruelty—and—and—abnormal and distorted points of view. The War was probably responsible for this condition, the Dean thought. But just as the pendulum had swung too far in one direction, it would probably swing back in the other. As for the Younger Writers, although he didn’t approve of everything they did, he thought their vitality, their freshness, the originality of their point of view, was just splendid! He thought the future of American writing showed great promise. We were undoubtedly going through one of the most interesting and hopeful periods of literary production we had known in a long time. Some of the Younger Writers were people of undoubted talent, and when they had grown a little older, and acquired a more mature point of view, by George, he expected great things from them (headlines for tomorrow: “Dean Sees Golden Future For Young Writers,” or “Dean Raps Smut But Praises Promise”).


  And so it went the whole way down the line. Old Man Rivers’ opinion on the moving pictures, the radio, the automobile, the machine age, politics, Mr. Roosevelt, the New Deal—in short, on anything that might come within the range of general interest or a reporter’s inquiry—held firmly to this course of “Middle Way”-ism. If he disapproved, his disapproval was such as to cause no general offense. If he approved, his approval was such as the world in general could agree to. There were few things so bad that they might not be worse, almost everything showed promise of betterment. The seeds of hope were in misfortune, the promise of perfection in error.
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  Old Man Rivers, in fact, like that Celebrated Stream which was so much like his own name and which “must know somep’n, but don’t say nuthin’,” just kept rollin’, he kept on rollin’ along. The process had been profitable: with no more literary talent than would fit comfortably in the bottom of a thimble, with no more critical ability than the village school-marm possesses, and with no opinions about anything more startling than those usually held by the average filing clerk, he had risen to a position in the nation’s life where his literary talent was taken for granted, his critical ability was esteemed as a very rare and penetrating faculty, and his opinions were largely sought after, and printed with pious completeness in the pages of the New York Times.


  Mr. Rivers had, in short, “arrived”; he had arrived solidly, and with both feet; he had arrived substantially and materially through the possession of no other faculties than a genuine capacity for warm and loyal friendship, a tremendous capacity for saying nothing with the air of saying a great deal, a remarkable talent for being all things to all people, and for pleasing everybody, quite a distinguished, mandarin-like, and somewhat goaty (the ladies preferred to call it faun-like) personal appearance, and a very imposing and exceptional—stuffed shirt.


  And yet the old man felt sad and lonely nowadays when he woke up in the morning. Why? Mr. Rivers had never been a man who looked too directly at unpleasant facts; the instinctive tendency of his amiable and agreeing nature was to avoid unpleasant facts: to skip over them, or to get around them if he could. Yet there had been times in recent years when he had felt, sadly and obscurely, that something had gone grievously wrong in his own life. There had been times when doubt and sorrow had penetrated the thick hide of his own genial self-satisfaction—when he had wondered if the imposing front was anything but just a—front.


  He was old, he was tired, he was sad, he was lonely. He had never married, his life for forty years had been the life of the assiduous diner-out, the “prominent club-man.” Now he wondered if the game was worth it. He had always told himself—and other people, too—that he would know when to quit when the time came. He had celebrated the virtues of the pastoral life, and affirmed his own devotion to the country, time and again, in word and print. Moreover, he had used his money, and a small inheritance, thriftily; no one would ever have to look after Old Man Rivers, he was well-fixed. Part of his funds for many years had been invested in a large and very splendid farm in Pennsylvania. Beautifully stocked with sheep and blooded cattle and good horses, it had been the place to which he was going to retire “in his old age.” He had celebrated his country home in conversation and in writing; he had even written a little book about it, called My Sabine Farm.


  Well, what detained him now? His old age was here, the quitting time had come. The quitting time, Old Man Rivers occasionally and sorrowfully suspected, had come several years before, when he had been deposed as editor of Rodney’s Magazine. There had been more than a grain of truth in the derisory jibes of young people that Rodney’s Magazine had become a museum piece, the repository for essays on bee-culture written by the aged widows of ex-ambassadors. The Magazine, itself a languishing reminder of a by-gone and more leisurely age, had lapsed finally into such musty decrepitude that surgical measures had become necessary if it was going to be saved from utter extinction: Mr. Rivers had been removed as editor, and a young man appointed in his place.


  Mr. Rivers had always told himself that he would be prepared for such an event. He had told himself that he would never let it happen. He had told himself that “when the time came” he would know the time had come, that he would cheerfully “step out” and give “some of the young fellows a chance.” No, he’d be prepared for it, he’d know himself before the others did, the Sabine Farm in Pennsylvania was waiting to receive him.


  Comforting fable! Fond delusion! The “time” had come and Old Man Rivers had not known it. He had not stepped out, not known when to quit. Instead, he had been tapped upon the shoulder and told that he had worn out his welcome, it was time to go.
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  When the time came, Old Man Rivers couldn’t face it. In a painful scene at a director’s meeting—before old James, Pounders, Fox, and Prince, and Dick—the old man had broken down and wept. He had been told that he could be retired upon half pay, that his security would be protected in every way. It was no use. He did not need the money, he was well-off, and they knew it, but he lied, he begged; he said he had dependents, onerous responsibilities, heavy and expensive burdens—that he couldn’t live upon the pension, that he needed the money.


  It was a wretched business for everyone. They had put it off for years; they had finally compelled his resignation only when no other course was possible if the Magazine was to survive. The upshot of it was, they let him stay on at full pay, called him an “Advisory Editor,” gave him a little office where he would be out of people’s way, where he could piddle around with worthless manuscripts that never got published, receive old cronies, widows of ambassadors, and venerable dowagers of his acquaintance.


  It was a hard blow to his pride, a bitter come-down, but it was better than nothing. Mr. Rivers was not such a fool that he didn’t realize that a good part of his social popularity came from his position as editor of one of the most distinguished and eminent magazines in America. In recent years, as the fortunes and influence of the Magazine had declined, Mr. Rivers had noticed a corresponding decline in his own social prominence. He was no longer in such demand as he had been twenty years before. And now? Well, it was going to be tough sledding from now on. “Advisory Editor”? That didn’t go down so well. It was all very fine to joke about it, to say in his genial, high, foggy tone that he had decided it was time “for some of us old fogies to step aside and give some of the young fellows a chance. So I decided to resign. But they prevailed on me to stay on as—Advisory Editor.” It wasn’t completely convincing, and he knew it, but—it was better than nothing, he could not give up.


  Yes, Mr. Rivers had worn out his welcome. And the Sabine Farm? Those final years of a long life spent far from the city’s whirling noise, in the wise and pastoral meditations of retirement—oh, where now? Faced with the actuality, he couldn’t meet it. To give up all the city’s life, his clubs, his bars, his dinner parties and his after-dinner speeches, his dowagers, his rich and fashionable acquaintances, for the bucolic tedium of a Pennsylvania farm—he couldn’t do it.


  And yet, even the pleasures of this life had staled on him. A large part of his life had been spent in clubs. He was forever telling someone, with a trace of pride: “I live at the University Club—lived there for twenty years—wouldn’t think of living anywhere else. Most comfortable life in the world; you don’t have to fool with apartments, leases, servants, electricity, cooking—it’s all done for you:—you’ve got everything you need right there—good food, a good library, and, of course”—here he would wink slyly—“a good bar! I tell you what, that’s mighty important. You just come up with me sometime—I’ll get Tom to fix you one of his famous Old Fashioneds:—Oh, he knows how to fix ’em, too—you just come up and try a few—you know,” here Mr. Rivers would wink slyly again—“they give ’em to me; I don’t have to pay for a thing; all I have to do is sign for it—”


  Well, even this business of living in clubs and dining out at night had begun to pall on him. He was bored with it, bored with the club faces, bored with the club food, bored with his room. But when he tried to give the whole thing up, he couldn’t. He’d been around too long.


  There had been a time when “any old room” had been good enough for Mr. Rivers. “I’m on the go all the time, anyway,” he used to say. “All I need is a bed to sleep in and a place to hang my hat.” Well, he had that, certainly, and it was no longer good enough. He had never felt the lack before, but now he wanted—he wanted—by George, he didn’t know just what, but he wanted “a room of his own.” This morning the old man felt lonely, bored, as he looked around his room. He wanted to get out of it! And yet it was a pleasant enough room: large enough, sunny enough, quiet enough—it looked right out on Fifty-fourth Street at the tall and imposing residences of Mr. John D. Rockefeller and his son. It was well furnished, and yet, Mr. Rivers reflected, probably every other room in the club was furnished in the identical fashion of his own room. And if he moved out today, someone else would move in tomorrow morning without ever knowing he had been there; there was nothing about the place to show that it was his own. The thought somehow made Mr. Rivers uncomfortable, he shivered a little as he looked about the room, he picked up his hat, and got out.
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  Once in the corridor, outside his door, his whole demeanor changed. Mr. Rivers was now about to go before the world again; it was up to him, he felt, to put on a good show. His manner became more jaunty, jovial, half-jesting; he walked down the corridor toward the elevator at a springy step, he pressed the elevator button, and as he waited, composed his face into its customary morning expression of jesting raillery.


  The elevator came up, the doors opened, Mr. Rivers stepped briskly in, and the bald-headed Irishman who had taken Mr. Rivers up and down for twenty years greeted him with a grin that was really more than casual, a grin that showed a genuine affection and warmth of feeling for his passenger.


  “Good-mornin’, Mr. Rivers,” the man said. “It’s a nice fine day, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, Tim,” said Mr. Rivers, “It’s going to be a beautiful day. By George, it’s a pity that a couple of young fellows like you and me have got to be cooped up on a day like this. Let the old fellows go to work; you and I ought to take the day off—go on a picnic somewhere—take our girl for a ride—by George, we ought!”


  “Shure, an’ ye’re right, Mr. Rivers,” Tim agreed. “This is no day for two young bucks like you an’ me to work. There ought to be a law against it.”


  “Well, now, that’s right,” said Mr. Rivers, and wagged his head vigorously. They had reached the bottom and the elevator door had opened—“They ought to make old fellows like Jim here do all the work,” he said, indicating a smiling youth in bell-hop’s uniform who was coming along the corridor. “Isn’t that right, Jim?”


  “You’re right, Mr. Rivers,” the boy agreed with a friendly smile, and passed by.


  Mr. Rivers’ next move was to cross the lobby of the tremendous building and inquire for mail at the cashier’s office.


  “Have you got any more bills—or duns—or advertising matter—or any of those love-letters that the girls keep writing me?”—his florid face was decidedly goat-like now, he leered knowingly at the mail clerk, and winked, speaking in a high, foggy, somewhat wheezy voice that was the perfect vehicle for his brand of humor.


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Rivers,” the mail clerk smiled—“It looks as if the girls had written you quite a stack of them this morning. Here you are, sir.”


  “Well, now, that’s good,” wheezed Mr. Rivers, shuffling through his mail. “We young fellows have to make hay while the sun shines, don’t we? Tempus fidgets, as the fellow says, and if we don’t make the most of our opportunities when we have them, it may be too late before we know it.”


  The clerk smilingly agreed, and Mr. Rivers, still opening and running through his mail, crossed the lobby to the newsstand.


  “Say, young fellow,” he wheezed, “I wonder if you have a copy of a rare old publication known as the New York Times?”


  “Yes, sir, Mr. Rivers,” grinned the news clerk. “I’ve been saving one for you. Here you are, sir.”


  “Now,” said Mr. Rivers warningly, as he picked up the paper and fumbled for a coin—“I don’t want it unless it’s a genuine First Edition. You know, we collectors have got to be very careful about that sort of thing. Our professional reputation is at stake. If it got around that I’d gone and bought a second, a third, or a fourth edition of the Times, thinking that I had a first—why, I’d be ruined. So if you think there’s any doubt about it, I want you to say so, and we’ll call it off.”


  The news-dealer smiling assured Mr. Rivers that he thought his professional reputation would be safe, and Mr. Rivers, shaking his head vigorously, wheezed, “Well now, that’s good”—and walked away.
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  On his way to the huge club breakfast room, his high foggy voice could be heard all over the place, either uttering greetings or responding to them. He knew everyone, and everyone knew him; his remarks to everyone were couched in the same tone of pseudo-serious jocosity. In response to an inquiry concerning the state of his health, he was heard to remark that if he felt any better it would hurt him. In response to someone’s comment about feeling “under the weather,” Mr. Rivers was heard to say that there was nothing like a good stiff shot of rye to help a fellow get “on top of the weather.”


  Over breakfast (grapefruit, soft-boiled eggs, dry toast, and strong black coffee) he had time for a more thorough inspection of his mail. It was an average crop. A bill for dues from one of his clubs—Mr. Rivers belonged to eight and was always receiving bills for dues, and always scolding, as he did now, that he was going to “give up” most of them. “It’s all foolishness,” he muttered angrily, as he read the bill and crumpled it away into his pocket—“I don’t go to most of ’em twice a year, and every time I turn around, it seems I get a bill for something.” A letter from a colleague inviting Mr. Rivers to join a new club—to be called the Editors and Authors—which was just being organized, which would meet on the first Tuesday of every month for dinner, and for “general discussion,” and in which Mr. Rivers could enjoy the privileges of Charter Membership for only twenty-five dollars a year (“We’re all eager to have you, Ned: everyone feels that we can’t really call ourselves the Editors and Authors Club unless you’re a member—do say you’ll join—”). Mr. Rivers swore vigorously under his breath—Damn it all, just when a fellow was trying to get out of some of the clubs he did belong to, here comes someone trying to get him into another one—No, sir! He was through! No more clubs for him! Nevertheless, his weary old eyes had a rather appeased look in them as he read the flattering words of the invitation; he read it a second time, and put it away in his inside coat-pocket. He’d think it over, but damned if he was going to join any more of ’em!


  There was a note from the venerable Mrs. Cornelius van Allen Hacker reminding him that she was expecting his attendance Saturday night at the Costume Ball to be given at the Waldorf by the Friends of Finnish Freedom: Costume Period, Louis Quinze. This reminded Mr. Rivers that he had not yet been to the costumer’s to attend to the agony of getting rigged up in his monkey-suit, knee-breeches and drawer ruffles for his stringy shanks, flowered waistcoat, and a powdered wig. A letter from the Friends of Finland Society informing Mr. Rivers that they were sure he would be delighted to subscribe to the valuable work the Society was doing when they told him what it was (more muttered profanity from the recipient: Damn it, he didn’t want to know what they were doing, they were doing what everyone else was doing—trying to do him!). A note from the widow of the late manufacturer of roofing materials and member of the United States Senate, Mrs. W. Spenser Drake, inviting him to a dinner given for the Irish playwright, Seamus O’Burke, Saturday at eight. (Confound it! How the hell could he when he was going to this Friends of Finland thing; did she expect him to come rigged up in his monkey-suit?) An advertisement by a syndicate of hair-restoring quacks, beginning companionably as follows: “Dear Friend: Your name has been given to us as one of that great and constantly growing group of American business men who are threatened with approaching baldness”—(Threatened! Threatened, hell! Threatened as the Red Coats threaten Philadelphia, as Washington is being threatened by Jubal Early’s raiders—threatened forty years too late, when threats are useless!)—“Your condition, while serious, is by no means hopeless. So many men when they reach your age”—(when they reach my age! Who the hell do they think they’re talking to: A God-damn school-boy!) “are prone to think” (—prone to think! Bah!) “—that baldness is incurable. We assure you that this is not the case, if you will act promptly! Act NOW! Even six months’ delay at this stage may be fatal! The Roberts System offers to you an easy, agreeable, and scientific way of recovering your lost hair”—(Offers! Offers, nothing! Offers you an easy, agreeable, and scientific method of being swindled, fleeced, and robbed by a crowd of quacks and thieves and cut-throats who ought to be in jail! Offers!—Bah!)


  Muttering angrily, Old Man Rivers crumpled up the offending letter into a wadded ball and threw it on the floor. It was all the same nowadays! There was some sort of trick to everything! Everywhere you turned, someone was out to do you!—Even—even Society—dining out—going to parties—had turned into a kind of—a kind of Racket! There wasn’t even any real friendship any more; everyone was trying to see what he could get out of you! Even when you got invited out, you had to subscribe to something, give money to some damn fool organization, serve on committees, dance attendance on some visiting Irish popinjay, fill in at the last moment to make a fourteenth at dinner, be introduced as “Mr. Edward Rivers, the former editor of Rodney’s Magazine.” By George, he was getting good and sick of it! For—two cents, he’d chuck the whole business, and go down and live on his farm in Pennsylvania! Most sensible life on earth, anyway! And the people down there in the country were real people—they had none of your fancy city ways, but they weren’t all out to do you! You knew where you stood with them—by George you did!
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  The old man picked up the Times with an impatient rattle. There was very little in those crisp soberly packed columns to console him. Strikes—strikes—strikes; picketing and riots; hunger lines; and sixteen million out of work! Confound it, what were we coming to, anyway? Banks closing everywhere, banks being closed forever, banks being partially reopened, thousands of depositors losing all their savings, the President and his counselors pleading with the people for calmness, steadiness, faith, and prophets of doom direly predicting even worse times to come—total collapse—revolution perhaps—communism; armies, armaments, and marching men, threats of war everywhere; the whole world a snarl of passion, hate, and error—confusion everywhere, bewilderment, a new time, a new age, with nothing fixed or certain—nothing he could understand; the Stock Market in a state of bankruptcy—(Mr. Rivers surveyed the shattered columns of the stock reports, and groaned: another three point drop in a stock he had bought at 87, and which was now 12 and a fraction)—nothing but trouble, ruin, and damnation everywhere—


  “Oh, Ned! Ned!”—At the sound of the sly voice at his shoulder, Mr. Rivers looked up sharply, startled and bewildered:—


  “Hey? ... What? ... Oh, hello, Joe. I didn’t see you.”


  Joe Paget bent a little lower over Old Man Rivers’ shoulder, and before he spoke looked slyly round with eyes blood-shot, injected from the liquefactions of the night before:—


  “Ned,” he whispered and nudged the old man with a slyly prodding thumb—“Did you see it? Did you read it?”


  “Hey?” said Mr. Rivers, still bewildered. “What’s that, Joe? Read what?”


  Joe Paget looked slyly round again before he answered. This was a sensual old man’s face, high colored, with a thin, corrupted mouth, a face touched always by a sly and obscene humor, the whispering and impotent lecheries of an old worn-out rake.


  “Did you read the story about Parsons?” Joe Paget asked in a low tone.


  “Who? What?—Parsons? No—What about him?” Mr. Rivers said, in a startled tone.


  Joe Paget glanced furtively around again; his red face suffused to purple, his red eyes blurred, low laughter struggled in his throat, his shoulders heaved:—


  “He’s being sued for breach of promise,” said Joe Paget, “by an actress: she claims they’ve been sharing the same apartment since October—has all the letters to prove it. She’s suing for a hundred thousand.”


  “No!” wheezed Mr. Rivers, frankly stupefied. “You don’t mean it!” After a moment, however, he wagged his head with energetic decision, and said: “Well, now, we mustn’t be too hasty! We mustn’t make up our minds too fast! I’m going to wait until I hear what Parsons has to say before making up mine. That kind of woman will try anything. The woods are full of ’em nowadays:—they’re just out to fleece anyone they can—they won’t stop at blackmail, slander, lies, or anything! By George, if I were a judge, I’d be inclined to treat ’em pretty rough!—For all we know, the woman may be some kind of—of—adventuress, who met Parsons somewhere and—and—why, the whole thing may be nothing but a frame-up! That’s what I think it is!”


  “Well,” said Joe Paget in a low voice, looking slyly around again before he spoke—“maybe. I don’t know—only the papers say she’s got a great stack of letters and—” the lecherous old rake glanced carefully around again, lowered his voice to a confiding whisper, and slyly nudged Old Man Rivers as he spoke—“You know, he’s not been round the club much for the past six months—none of the fellows have seen much of him and—” Joe Paget again glanced slyly round, and dropped his voice—“during the past week he hasn’t been here at all—”


  “No!” said Mr. Rivers, astounded.


  “Yes,” Joe Paget whispered, and glanced round again, “—and for the last three days he hasn’t even showed up at the office. No one knows where he is. So, you see—”


  His voice trailed off, he glanced craftily around again, but the suggestion of lecherousness and smothered glee in his lewd old face and thin corrupted mouth was now unmistakable.


  “Well, now—” began Old Man Rivers uncertainly, and cleared his throat—“We mustn’t be too—”


  “I know,” Joe Paget said in a low tone and looked around, “—but still, Ned—”


  Mr. Rivers fingered his goaty whiskers reflectively, and in a moment looked around slyly at Joe Paget. And Joe Paget looked slyly back at Old Man Rivers. For a moment their sly glances met and crossed and spoke—the old lecher and the aged goat—they looked quickly away again, then back, with sly communication at each other. A sly grin was now faintly printed round the mouth of Old Man Rivers, something low and guttural rattled in Joe Paget’s throat, his florid face suffused to purple, he looked around him carefully, and then bent lower, shaking with repressed but obscene mirth:—


  “But, Christ,” he chortled, “I have to laugh when I think of the look on J.T.’s face when he sees it!” He looked slyly around again, then with suffusing face: “And Parsons! What do you suppose he feels like!—coming into the office every day to finish up that work he’s been doing on the Acts of the Apostles—” Joe Paget gasped.


  “—And tearing off a little now and then Between the Acts—” wheezed Mr. Rivers.


  “You’d better say, Between the Actress, hadn’t you?” Joe Paget choked, and nudged his copesmate with lewd fingers.


  “God!” wheezed Mr. Rivers, in a high choked gasp and put his napkin to his streaming eyes. “—But that’s a good one, ’y God it is!”


  “Writing those little Sunday school books of his about Faith, Hope, and Charity—”


  “And finding out, by God, there’s damned little charity,” gasped Mr. Rivers.


  “He’s got one,” Joe Paget choked, “called ‘All Is Not Gold That Glitters’”—


  “Whew!” wheezed Mr. Rivers, wiping at his streaming eyes, and “Whee!” moaned Joseph Paget softly, and looked around him with injected and lewd-crafty eyes.


  So did those two old men, the lecher and the goat, wheeze and chortle with lewd ruminations in the shining morning of young May. Old bald gray heads of other dotards turned toward them be-puzzled, frowned. Behind the cover of respectful fingers waiters smiled.
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  Promptly at nine-twenty, as had been his custom on every working day for twenty years, Mr. Rivers departed briskly from the club, turned round the corner into Fifth Avenue, and directed his morning footsteps toward the office of James Rodney & Co.


  As usual, he had some genial wheeze of greeting for everyone: the doorman and the call-boys; club members; the policeman directing traffic at the corner, the elevator men at Rodney’s, the office boy on the fifth floor, where he got out and where he had his office, Miss Dorgan, the stenographer, Fox, Pounders, old James, Tom T. Toms—anyone who came within range of his amiable and wheezing observation. All went well—or almost all—this morning along that well-known and often traveled route; the old man received and bestowed greetings everywhere—in the course of twenty years his eccentrically distinguished person had become familiar to a great many people, even in the thronging traffic of the city’s life. At an intersection, however, something occurred to break the genial tenor of this morning’s journey: just as the old man had started to cross over to the other side of the street, where Rodney’s was situated, a taxi, swiftly driven, shot around to turn the corner, and almost clipped him. Mr. Rivers halted with a startled yell, the taxi halted with wheels sharply cut, and screaming brakes. For a moment, the genial appearance of the old man’s temper was swallowed utterly in the swelling distemper of an old man’s rage—blind, swift, sudden, and malevolent: one clenched and knotted old fist shot out, he shook it menacingly in the taxi-driver’s face, and yelled out in a voice that could be heard a block:—


  “You God-damn scoundrel, you! I’ll have you put in jail, that’s what I’ll do.”


  To which the taxi-driver, young, hard, swarthy, and unmoved, made answer: “O.K., Toots. Whatever you say!”


  Mr. Rivers then went his way muttering; before he reached the other side, however, he turned again and yelled a final denunciation: “You’re a menace to public safety, that’s what you are! They’ve got no business giving fellows like you a license!”


  He was still muttering angrily about it when he entered the elevator at Rodney’s; he responded curtly to the greeting of the elevator man, got out at the fifth floor, and entered his office without speaking to anyone.


  By ten o’clock, however, he had forgotten it. The usual assortment of morning letters absorbed his attention—the useless letters from useless old people who knew him, or who knew useless old people who knew him. Some were letters of introduction from useless old people introducing other useless old people who had a useless old manuscript they wanted to get published. Others were just letters from useless old people sending along the useless old manuscripts which they themselves had written.


  The business of reading these letters, of answering them, of examining all the useless old manuscripts, gave Old Man Rivers a glow of pleasure. It was somehow very satisfying to be so eagerly sought and solicited by so many well-placed and important people; to have his opinion eagerly solicited by the widow of a defunct ambassador for the manuscript “Memoirs of an Ambassador’s Wife”—By George, that ought to get published! People were getting tired of all this stuff about gangsters and prize-fighters and bull-fighters and street-fighters and booze-fighters—they were getting tired of all this sex and profanity and vulgarity and filth—they’d like to read about Nice People for a change. Well, here it was, then, the very thing, all about the court life and the diplomatic life of Vienna in the days before the War, all kinds of interesting anecdotes about famous people—Franz Josef, the Empress, their children, the great statesmen, the foreign ambassadors—and written by a woman who knows what she’s talking about, related to the Stuyvesant family, and more at home in Europe than she is in America, by George! ... Why wouldn’t people want to read a book like that?—written by a real lady, and with nothing in it that’s likely to offend the feelings of other people of good taste and breeding.


  Or, here now:—here was something that looked promising. This manuscript that came in just this morning, highly recommended too by Mrs. William Poindexter van Loan:—says the author is her brother-in-law, been all over the world, has been a sportsman, yachtsman, big-game hunter, had a racing stable, was a member of the diplomatic service, and is the eldest son of the late Henry C. Gipp, the oil man. “Adventures of an Amateur Explorer” by Henry C. Gipp, Jr.,—by George, it sounded as if there might be something in the thing; it looked Promising, and he was going to look into it right away.


  Mr. Rivers’ method of “looking into” something which he considered Promising was simple and direct. He had followed it for twenty years or more while he was Editor of Rodney’s Magazine, and he was faithful to it yet. First of all, when he received a manuscript which sounded Promising, which came to him with the warmest recommendations of people of undoubted standing and the highest Social Position, Mr. Rivers immediately looked up the author of the manuscript in the Social Register. If the author of the manuscript was in the Social Register, Mr. Rivers was very considerably impressed. Nay, it would be more accurate to say that Mr. Rivers was now weighed down by a feeling of grave and solemn responsibility; the light of serious and concerned reflection would deepen in his eyes; it was evident that a matter of some moment had presented itself, and that all his most mature and serious powers of critical appraisal would be called into use, if he was to arrive at a fair judgment.
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  The second step of Mr. Rivers’ critical technique was marked by the same clarity of purpose, the same cold and surgical directness. Having looked up the author of the Promising manuscript in the Social Register and found, just as he had suspected all the time, that he was there,—Mr. Rivers then turned his eagle-eyed pursuit to an investigation of the bulkier but no less enlightening pages of Who’s Who. And if he found him here, name, birth, age, parentage, denomination, university, degrees, honors, offices, publications, clubs, all padded out to very imposing proportions (Mr. Rivers always measured when he used Who’s Who), then, by George, that just about clinched the matter as far as he was concerned: his vote was for it.


  Well, then—“Adventures of an Amateur Explorer,” by Henry C. Gipp, Jr.—Mr. Rivers thumbed rapidly with a practiced thumb, through the chaste pages of the Social Register:—Yes, sir! just as he thought,—of course, anyone who was the brother-in-law of Mrs. William Poindexter van Loan would be in—together with his wife—his first three wives, that is (M. 1st [1905] Ellen Aster de Kaye [see also Mrs. Charles Lamson Turner, Mrs. H. Tracy Spencer]; m. 2nd [1913] Margaret Ferris Stokes [see also Mrs. F. Mortimer Payne, Mrs. H. Tracy Spencer (1st), the Princess Pinchabelli]; and 3rd [1922] Mabel Dodson Sprague [see also Princess Pinchabelli (2nd)])—together with all his children by all three marriages—no wait a minute; his third wife’s children by her second marriage, his first wife’s children by her third marriage; his second wife’s children by her—well, anyway, here it was, a little confusing, perhaps, but all there, a whole page of them!—


  —And—almost with trembling haste, with darkling apprehension, Mr. Rivers now approached and rapidly thumbed through the bulky pages of Who’s Who—Now, let him see: Gibbs—Gibson—Gifford—Gilchrist—Gilroy—Gimble—Gipp!—Ah, there he was—and, by George, a good stick, too (Mr. Rivers measured with an expert finger)—three good inches at the least! ... Yes, sir!—let’s see now ... son of the late Henry C. Gipp and Ethel Pratt. ... St. Paul’s and Harvard—hm! ... Knickerbocker, Union, Racquet, New York Yacht, and Essex County Hunt (better and better). ... And, yes, and author, too: “Adventures of an Amateur Angler” (1908); “Adventures of an Amateur Mountaineer” (1911); “Adventures of an Amateur Yachtsman” (1913); “Further Adventures of an Amateur Yachtsman” (1924); “Adventures of an Amateur Geologist” (1927).


  By George! This looked like something! Breathing heavily, Mr. Rivers got up, picked up the manuscript with trembling fingers, and started down the long aisle that led from his own office at the back of the building to the office of Fox, in the front.


  “Now, Edwards,” Mr. Rivers began without preliminary in his high foggy voice as he entered Foxhall Edwards’ office, “it looks to me we’ve got something here worth looking into—fellow comes to me with the highest recommendations, brother-in-law of Mrs. William Poindexter van Loan, son of the late Henry Gipp, the big oil man—and all that—looked him up in the Social Register myself,” wheezed Mr. Rivers—“and yes!—been all over the world, she says—big-game hunter, yachtsman, mountain climber, used to row on the crew at Harvard—”


  Fox, who had been standing at the window, hat jammed down over his ears and hands hanging to his coat lapels as he looked down with sea-pale, lonely, and abstracted eyes at the swirling tides of life and traffic in Fifth Avenue, five floors below, now turned slowly, stared at Old Man Rivers with a bewildered expression, and finally, in a low, deaf, puzzled tone, said slowly:—


  “Wha-a-t?” Seeing the manuscript in Old Man Rivers’ hand, Fox turned slowly, in a tone of quiet resignation: “Oh-h!”—then turned back sadly to his lonely, sea-pale contemplation of the street again.


  “Yes,” wheezed Mr. Rivers foggily, in a tone indicative of considerable excitement—“says he’s been everywhere, all over the world, done everything, says he’s really a very remarkable kind of fellow—”


  “Wha-a-t?” says Fox, turning slowly, in a slow, deaf, bewildered tone again—“Who-o-o?”


  “Why—this—this—this Gipp fellow, Mrs. van Loan, I mean—no! Her brother-in-law—the one who wrote this thing here,” Mr. Rivers wheezed excitedly (Confound that fellow, Mr. Rivers thought impatiently, you never know how to talk to him. You tell him all about something—something important like this—and his mind’s a thousand miles away from you all the time. He just looks out the window and doesn’t hear a word you say)—“but I’ve gone into the whole matter carefully,” wheezed Mr. Rivers, “—and the way it looks to me, Edwards, we’ve got something here that we ought to consider very carefully. I’ve looked up his whole record—he’s written a half-dozen books—Adventures, you know, in one thing and another and,” Mr. Rivers wheezed triumphantly, “—he’s got that much in Who’s Who!”—as he uttered these words, Mr. Rivers made a descriptive gesture with the thumb and forefinger of his right hand, to indicate that “that much” meant at least three or four inches.


  For a moment Fox looked at him with an expression of blank astonishment. Still hanging to his coat lapels, he bent, craned his neck, and peered at Mr. Rivers’ thumb and forefinger with a look of utter stupefaction.


  “I say,” screamed Mr. Rivers, at the foggy apex of his voice—“he’s—got—that—much—in—Who’s Who!” (God damn it, he thought, what’s wrong with the fellow, anyway? Can’t he understand a word you say to him?)


  “Oh-h,” said Fox slowly. Slowly, and with an effort, his soul swam upward from its sea-sunken depths. “All right, I’ll look at it,” he said.


  “Well, now,” Mr. Rivers wheezed, a little mollified, and shaking his head with vigorous emphasis—“that’s what I think, now! I think we’ve got something here we ought to look into.”
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  With these words Mr. Rivers departed, going down the aisle, past Fred Busch busy with his telephone, past the two partitioned libraries, past the little reception vestibule where the office boy, a stenographer, and several hopeful-hoping authors were waiting to see Fox, Dick, Fred Busch, George Hauser, or someone else about their manuscripts, and so back into his own little dark, partitioned cubby-hole of an office. As he went, Old Man Rivers wagged his whiskers vigorously and muttered to himself. By George, now, he hoped they’d wake up around this place, and take advantage of their opportunities! They’d turned down everything else he’d ever brought them, but he hoped they’d wake up and do something this time, before they lost this fellow, too. That fellow Edwards, now, might be all right in a literary sort of a way, but he didn’t seem to have any enterprise—to—to—to show any practical judgment. Here he’d brought him people time and again—well-known people with long write-ups in Who’s Who—and he’d just let them slip right through his fingers. What was the good of calling yourself an editor, anyway, if you were just going to look out the window all day long and let someone else snap up all the good people you could have had yourself. Sometimes it looked as if some of these young fellows nowadays were fifty years behind the times. It almost looked as if it took the old war-horse to show ’em!


  Old Man Rivers had got back to his office by this time. He went in, sat down at his desk, tilted back in his swivel chair for a moment, and with his veinous old hands resting on the armrests, stared reflectively for a moment at his desk. He felt tired, exhausted by his effort, by the excitement of his latest discovery, by his efforts to persuade and impress Edwards. Also he felt a little lonely. He looked at his watch. It was only eleven-thirty in the morning—still too early to go to lunch—and he had finished all he had to do. He had answered all the letters that he had to answer: the neatly typed replies lay in a clean sheaf before him. All he had to do was sign them, and Miss Dorgan would do the rest. So what to do?—How to kill the time?—How to look busy between now and lunch? And after lunch? He could spend three hours comfortably at lunch—from twelve to three with some of his cronies at the University Club: a good meal, good drinks, brandy, and a good cigar. But, then, the rest of the afternoon, from three to five, stretched out before him. He ought to come back to his office if only for the sake of keeping up appearances, but what was there to do? To sit there in that office staring at the fresh green blotter on his tidy desk—the prospect left him desolate.


  He straightened with a jerk, dropped pen in ink-well, and began to sign the letters. When he had finished, he wheezed out: “Oh, Miss Dorgan.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers?”—she came at once, a pleasant red-cheeked, friendly-looking girl, who had her typist’s desk outside his office.


  “Now these letters here,” he wheezed and waved toward them—“they’re all signed and ready to be mailed. So you can take them when you’re ready.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers. And will that be all?”


  “Well, now,” he wheezed, “was that all the mail there was?”


  “Yes, that was all, Mr. Rivers.”


  “Well, then,” he said, “I guess that’s all then for the present. ... There’s no one waiting out there to see me?” he demanded, with a flare of hope.


  “No, Mr. Rivers. There’s been no one today.”


  “Well, then,” he mumbled, “I guess that’s all for the present. ... Oh, I don’t suppose there was any more mail?”—hopefully.


  “I don’t think so, Mr. Rivers. If you’ll just wait a moment, I’ll see if anything came in the second delivery.”


  “Well, now,” the old man mumbled, “maybe you’d better do that.”


  She left him, and in a moment returned with a single letter. Mr. Rivers snatched it almost greedily.


  “This just came, Mr. Rivers.” She hesitated a little. “Do you think it’s anything that needs to be tended to right away? It—it looks as if it might be an advertising folder.”


  “Well, now, I don’t know,” said Mr. Rivers, and shook his head dubiously. “You can’t tell about these things—you never know what’s in ’em. For all I know, it might be something important, something I ought to attend to right away—”


  Meanwhile, he was examining the envelope with palsied hands: suddenly the inscription Who’s Who In America caught his weary eyes, and fixed them with the sudden spark of interest.


  “By George, yes,” Mr. Rivers wheezed, and began to run a trembling finger under the flap—“Just as I thought—this looks as if it might be something I ought to attend to right away.”


  “Then you’ll call me if you need me?” said Miss Dorgan.


  Mr. Rivers wagged his goatish head with solemn affirmation:—


  “You go right on out there and sit down,” he kindly wheezed—“If it’s something we’ve got to do, why—” solemnly he wagged his goatish head again—“I’ll let you know.”
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  Left alone, Mr. Rivers opened the letter and observed the contents. A brief note informed him that a proof of his biography, as recorded in the last edition of Who’s Who, was enclosed, and requested him to make any necessary changes or additions, and return the proof for the forthcoming edition as soon as possible.


  This was something! It just went to show that a fellow never could be too careful—something important that ought to be attended to right away might turn up at any moment! Well, he’d just look into this right now, and see what needed to be done.


  Mr. Rivers adjusted his spectacles and began to read the proof of his biography—two-thirds of a column of fine dense type. As he went on, the last trace of weariness, boredom, and dejection vanished. The old man’s eyes began to sparkle, his cheeks flushed with a glow of ruddy color, he had begun to read with an air of editorial alertness, but this shortly vanished, was supplanted almost instantly by a look of growing fascination, the rapt absorption of the artist enchanted by the contemplation of his own creation.


  By George, this was something now! When a fellow was feeling blue or depressed, all he had to do was take a look at this! There he was, in black and white, the sum of him, the dense chronicle of his accomplishment! And if he did say so himself, it was pretty good! Pretty good for the son of a country doctor! Why (Old Man Rivers thumbed rapidly through the pages of Who’s Who before him on the desk—)—there weren’t over a half-dozen fellows in the whole book who had as much as he had (Barr—Barrett—Burroughs—Butler)—Nick Butler, now, he had more, of course, all of those learned societies and honors he had received abroad, and things he belonged to in France and England, they ran the score up, but there weren’t many like that. And having satisfied himself that this was true, Mr. Rivers returned to a contemplation of his own score, which ran as follows:


  
    Rivers, Edward Schroeder; Publicist and Editor. B. Hamburg Falls, Pa., May 2, 1857, s. of the late Dr. Joseph C. and Augusta (Schroeder)[.] R. Ed. at public schools and at the Lawrenceville Academy, A.B. Princeton University, 1879:


    Student at Heidelberg and the University of Berlin, 1879–1880. Associated with the publishing house of James Rodney & Co. since 1881. Unmarried. Presbyt’n. Associate Editor Rodney’s Magazine 1886–1902; Editor-in-Chief Rodney’s Magazine, 1902–1930; Advisory Editor James Rodney & Co. since 1930.


    Member following societies, organizations, honorary fellowships and institutions: Sons of the American Revolution; Sons and Daughters of the Tribe of Pocahontas; National Affiliation of Colonial Families (Regional Sec. 1919–1924); Children of William Penn; and President Hamburg Falls Historical Ass’n. (since 1894).


    Also, Friends of The Pilgrim Fathers; International Union of the Society of Hands Across the Sea; English Speaking Union; National Association of Descendants of Early Huguenots; National Association of the Friends of Lafayette; The Steuben Society; National Preparedness Guild; American League Against War and Fascism; Society of the Friends of the American Constitution; also Friends of the Russian People; Friends of Poland; Friends of Norway; Spanish-American Fellowship for the Promotion of Friendly Relations Between the Republics of the North and South American Continents; American Liberty League; and Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.


    Also, Member International Writers Guild For the Promotion of An International Point of View Among the Writers of All Nations (Founder, and Honorary President since 1913); the International Society for the Dissemination of Good Manners and Standards of Culture; the League for Social Democracy; the League of National Magazine Editors (Affiliated with the International League of Magazine Editors); the League for the Promotion of Friendlier Relations Between Publishers and Authors; the League for the Control of a Wise and Wholesome Censorship; the National League for the Protection of National Ideals, Morals, and Standards of Purity; and the P.E.N. Club.


    Also, author of the following books of verse, fiction, essays, travel, biography, autobiography, and criticism: A Yankee Pilgrim on the Rhine (1881); Eternal Values (1884); Literature and Morals (1885); Leadership and Letters (1888); Literature and the Good Life (1891); Rondels for Rita (1894); Maypoles for Margaret (1896); When Prue and I Were Young, Maggie (1897); A Sheaf of Sonnets (1898); A Bouquet of Ballads (1899); Lyrics for Louise (1900); Jed Stone’s Conversion (1902); The Ordeal of Abner Ames (1904); Enid’s Enigma (1905); Their Golden Wedding (1907); Mrs. Coke’s Confession (1909); An Editor’s Edifications (1910); Confessions of an Incomplete Angler (1911); My Sabine Farm (1913); Kinsmen Once and Brothers Yet (1914); France and Freedom (1915); Shall England Perish? (1916); The Hun and Hatred (1918); Friendship’s Folly (1920); Ted and Tom: A Memoir (1922); and A Greybeard’s Garland (1926).


    Clubs: The Ivy, University, Princeton, Century, Players, Lotos, Coffee House, Dutch Treat, Collectors, Scriveners, Rod and Gun, Cuff and Link, Hound and Horn, and the Hamburg Falls (Pa.) Country.


    Address: The University Club, New York City.

  


  By George, now! This was something! Mr. Rivers leaned back in his swivel chair, and rocked gently back and forth for a moment, staring at the column of dense print before him with an air of profound and contemplative satisfaction. The weary, sad, dejected old man of a few minutes ago had been transformed. Gone was his dejection, vanished his boredom, flown away on wings of hope the last vestiges of self-doubt, loneliness, and depression. When a fellow was feeling low—when he had doubts—when he wondered if the whole thing had been worth all the trouble, let him look at that! And let the others look at it, too. There he was, there was the whole story down in black and white, if they wanted to know who he was, what he had done, just let them look at that.


  For a moment longer he rocked back and forth reflectively. Then, clearing his throat, and raising his head, he wheezed out in a high and foggy tone:—


  “Miss Dorgan.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers.” Smiling, the girl appeared at once.


  “Now,” Mr. Rivers wheezed, clearing his throat again. “Hem!” he wheezed, and rocked back and forth reflectively a moment. “Well, now—” he fumbled at the inside pocket of his coat with shaking fingers, took out the letter he had put there that morning, and again inspected it. “Well, now, Miss Dorgan,” Mr. Rivers said, “—down there where it says ‘Clubs’—do you see where I mean?”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers.”


  “Well, put in down there, member of the Editors and Authors Club—put down ‘Charter Member’.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers. But are you a member yet?”


  “Well, now,” said Mr. Rivers, a trifle testily, “—no! Not exactly! But I’m going to be—” In response to the faintly amused question in the girl’s eyes, the old man wagged his head defensively, and said: “—Well, now, I know I said I wasn’t going to join any more—and I’m not—only this is something I’ve got to do! They said they wouldn’t feel right calling it an Editors and Authors Club unless they had me in there.—But that’s the last one: I’m through after this. But you put that in there where it says ‘Clubs’.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers, Member of the Editors and Authors Club.”


  “—Hem! Yes. ... Charter member: don’t forget to put that in.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers. Will that be all?”


  “—Hem! Yes, I think so! ... Now, you’d better get that right off as soon as you can, Miss Dorgan,” he wheezed admonishingly. “They say the time is short, and for all we know, we may hold up the whole edition if we’re late.”


  “Yes, Mr. Rivers. I’ll mail it right away.”


  When she had gone, the old man rocked back and forth a moment longer. There was a little smile of pleased reflection around his mouth. It was funny what a thing like that could do. It made him feel good, set him right up! He’d been down in the dumps just half an hour ago, with no interest in anything—and now!—Mr. Rivers looked at his watch and jumped up briskly. It was twelve o’clock. He’d go to the Club, get Tom to fix him an Old Fashioned, and order a whacking good lunch. He felt in the mood for it, by George he did!


  The old man picked up his hat and left the office. A moment later he was in the street, walking briskly along among the thronging crowds, in the direction of the Club.


  [¬]


  JUSTICE IS BLIND


  [The Enigma of Thomas Wolfe, by Richard Walser, Harvard University Press, 1953]


  There used to be—perhaps there still exists—a purveyor of belles lettres in the older, gentler vein who wrote a weekly essay in one of the nation’s genteeler literary publications, under the whimsical nom de plume of Old Sir Kenelm. Old Sir Kenelm, who had quite a devoted literary following that esteemed him as a perfect master of delightful letters, was a leisurely essayist of the Lambsian school. He was always prowling around in out-of-the-way corners and turning up with something quaint and unexpected that made his readers gasp and say, “Why, I’ve passed that place a thousand times and I never dreamed of anything like that!”


  In the rush, the glare, the fury of modern life many curious things, alas, get overlooked by most of us; but leave it to Old Sir Kenelm, he would always smell them out. He had a nose for it. He was a kind of enthusiastic rubber-up of tarnished brasses, and assiduous ferreter-out of grimy cornerstones. The elevated might roar above him, and the subway underneath him, and a hurricane of machinery all about him, while ten thousand strident tones passed and swarmed and dinned in his ears—above all this raucous tumult Old Sir Kenelm rose serene: if there was a battered inscription anywhere about, caked over with some fifty years of city dirt, he would be sure to find it, and no amount of paint or scaly rust could deceive his falcon eye for Revolutionary brick.


  The result of it was, Old Sir Kenelm wandered all around through the highways and byways of Manhattan, Brooklyn, and the Bronx discovering Dickens everywhere; moreover, as he assured his readers constantly, anyone with half an eye could do the same. Whimsical characters in the vein of Pickwick simply abounded in the most unexpected places—in filling stations, automats, and the corner stores of the United Cigar Company. More than this, seen properly, the automat was just as delightful and quaint a place as an old inn, and a corner cigar store as delightfully musty and redolent of good cheer as a tavern in Cheapside. Old Sir Kenelm was at his best when describing the customs and whimsical waterfront life of Hoboken, which he immortalized in a delightful little essay as “Old Hobie”; but he really reached the heights when he applied his talents to the noontime rush hour at the soda counter of the corner pharmacy. His description of the quaint shopgirls who foregathered at the counter, the swift repartee and the Elizabethan jesting of the soda jerkers, together with his mouthwatering descriptions of such Lucullan delicacies as steamed spaghetti and sandwiches of pimento cheese, were enough to make the ghosts of the late William Hazlitt and Charles Lamb roll over in their shrouds and weep for joy.


  It is therefore a great pity that Old Sir Kenelm never got a chance to apply his elfin talent to a description of the celebrated partnership that bore the name of Paget and Page. Here, assuredly if ever, was grist for his mill, or in somewhat more modern phrase, here was a subject right down his alley. Since this yearning subject has somehow escaped the Master’s hand, we are left to supply the lack as best we can by the exercise of our own modest talents.


  The offices of the celebrated firm of Paget and Page were on the thirty-seventh floor of one of the loftier skyscrapers, a building that differed in no considerable respect from a hundred others: unpromising enough, it would seem, for purposes of Dickensian exploration and discovery. But one who has been brought up in the hardy disciplines of Old Sir Kenelm’s school is not easily dismayed. If one can find Charles Lamb at soda fountains, why should one not find Charles Dickens on the thirty-seventh floor?


  One’s introduction to this celebrated firm was swift, and from an eighteenth century point of view perhaps a bit unpromising. One entered the great marble corridor of the building from Manhattan’s swarming streets, advanced through marble halls and passed the newspaper and tobacco stand, and halted before a double row of shining elevators. As one entered and to the charioteer spoke the magic syllables, “Paget and Page,” the doors slid to and one was imprisoned in a cage of shining splendor; a lever was pulled back, there was a rushing sound, punctuated now and then by small clicking noises—the whole thing was done quite hermetically, and with no sense of movement save for a slight numbness in the ears, very much, no doubt, as a trip to the moon in a projectile would be—until at length, with the same magic instancy, the cage halted, the doors slid open, and one stepped out upon the polished marble of the thirty-seventh floor feeling dazed, bewildered, and very much alone, and wondering how one got there. One turned right along the corridor, and then left, past rows of glazed-glass offices, formidable names, and the clattering cachinnations of a regiment of typewriters, and almost before one knew it, there squarely to the front, at the very dead end of the hall, one stood before another glazed-glass door in all respects identical with the others except for these words:


  PAGET AND PAGE

  Counselors at Law


  This was all—these simple functions of the alphabet in orderly arrangement—but to anyone who has ever broached that portal, what memories they convey!


  Within, the immediate signs of things to come were also unremarkable. There was an outer office, some filing cases, a safe, a desk, a small telephone switchboard, and two reasonably young ladies seated busily at typewriters. Opening from this general vestibule were the other offices of the suite. First one passed a rather small office with a flat desk, behind which sat a quiet and timid-looking little gentleman of some sixty years, with a white mustache, and a habit of peering shyly and quickly at each new visitor over the edges of the papers with which he was usually involved, and a general facial resemblance to the little man who has become well known in the drawings of a newspaper cartoonist as Caspar Milquetoast. This was the senior clerk, a sort of good man Friday to this celebrated firm. Beyond his cubicle a corridor led to the private offices of the senior members of the firm.


  As one went down this corridor in the direction of Mr. Page—for it is with him that we shall be principally concerned—one passed the office of Mr. Paget. Lucius Page Paget, as he had been christened, could generally be seen sitting at his desk as one went by. He, too, was an elderly gentleman with silvery hair, a fine white mustache, and gentle patrician features. Beyond was the office of Mr. Page.


  Leonidas Paget Page was a few years younger than his partner, and in appearance considerably more robust. As he was sometimes fond of saying, for Mr. Page enjoyed his little joke as well as any man, he was “the kid member of the firm.” He was a man of average height and of somewhat stocky build. He was bald, save for a surrounding fringe of iron-gray hair, he wore a short-cropped mustache, and his features, which were round and solid and fresh-colored, still had something of the chunky plumpness of a boy. At any rate, one got a very clear impression of what Mr. Page must have looked like as a child. His solid, healthy-looking face, and a kind of animal drive and quickness in his stocky figure, suggested that he was a man who liked sports and out-of-doors.


  This was true. Upon the walls were several remarkable photographs portraying Mr. Page in pursuit of his favorite hobby, which was ballooning. One saw him, for example, in a splendid exhibit marked “Milwaukee, 1908,” helmeted and begoggled, peering somewhat roguishly over the edges of the wicker basket of an enormous balloon which was apparently just about to take off. There were other pictures showing Mr. Page in similar attitudes, marked “St. Louis,” or “Chicago,” or “New Orleans.” There was even one showing him in the proud possession of an enormous silver cup: this was marked “Snodgrass Trophy, 1916.”


  Elsewhere on the walls, framed and hung, were various other evidences of Mr. Page’s profession and his tastes. There was his diploma from the Harvard Law School, his license to practice, and most interesting of all, in a small frame, a rather faded and ancient-looking photograph of a lawyer’s shingle upon which, in almost indecipherable letters, was the inscription: “Paget and Page.” Below, Mr. Page’s own small, fine handwriting informed one that this was evidence of the original partnership, which had been formed in 1838.


  Since then, fortunately, there had always been a Paget to carry on partnership with Page, and always a Page so to combine in legal union with Paget. The great tradition had continued in a line of unbroken succession from the time of the original Paget and the original Page, who had been great-grandfathers of the present ones. Now, for the first time in almost one hundred years, that hereditary succession was in danger of extinction; for the present Mr. Page was a bachelor, and there were no others of his name and kin who could carry on. But come!—that prospect is a gloomy one and not to be thought of any longer here.


  There exist in modern life, as Spangler was to find out, certain types of identities or people who, except for contemoporary [contemporary] manifestations of dress, of domicile, or of furniture, seem to have stepped into the present straight out of the life of a vanished period. This archaism is particularly noticeable among the considerable group of people who follow the curious profession known as the practice of the law. Indeed, as Spangler was now to discover, the archaism is true of that curious profession itself. Justice, he had heard, is blind. Of this he was unable to judge, because in all his varied doings with legal gentlemen he never once had the opportunity of meeting the Lady. If she was related to the law, as he observed it in majestic operation, the relationship was so distant that no one, certainly no lawyer, ever spoke of it.


  In his first professional encounter with a member of this learned craft, Spangler was naive enough to mention the Lady right away. He had just finished explaining to Mr. Leonidas Paget Page the reason for his visit, and in the heat of outraged innocence and embattled indignation he had concluded:


  “But good Lord! They can’t do a thing like this! There’s no Justice in it!”


  “Ah, now,” replied Mr. Page. “Now you’re talking about Justice!”


  Spangler, after a somewhat startled pause, admitted that he was.


  “Ah, now! Justice—” said Mr. Page, nodding his head reflectively as if somewhere he had heard the word before—“Justice. Hm, now, yes. But my dear boy, that’s quite another matter. This problem of yours,” said Mr. Page, “is not a matter that involves Justice. It is a matter of the Law.” And, having delivered himself of these portentous words, his voice sinking to a note of unctuous piety as he pronounced the holy name of Law, Mr. Page settled back in his chair with a relaxed movement, as if to say: ‘There you have it in a nutshell. I hope this makes it clear to you.’


  Unhappily it didn’t. Spangler, still persisting in his error, struck his hand sharply against the great mass of letters and documents he had brought with him and deposited on Mr. Page’s desk—the whole accumulation of the damning evidence that left no doubt whatever about the character and conduct of his antagonist—and burst out excitedly:


  “But good God, Mr. Page, the whole thing’s here! As soon as I found out what was going on, I simply had to write her as I did, the letter I told you about, the one that brought all this to a head.”


  “And quite properly,” said Mr. Page with an approving nod. “Quite properly. It was the only thing to do. I hope you kept a copy of the letter,” he added thriftily.


  “Yes,” said Spangler. “But see here. Do you understand this thing? The woman’s suing me! Suing me!” the victim went on in an outraged and exasperated tone of voice, as of one who could find no words to express the full enormity of the situation.


  “But of course she’s suing you,” said Mr. Page. “That’s just the point. That’s why you’re here. That’s why you’ve come to see me, isn’t it?”


  “Yes, sir. But good God, she can’t do this!” the client cried in a baffled and exasperated tone. “She’s in the wrong and she knows it! The whole thing’s here, don’t you see that, Mr. Page?” Again Spangler struck the mass of papers with an impatient hand. “It’s here, I tell you, and she can’t deny it. She can’t sue me!”


  “But she is,” said Mr. Page tranquilly.


  “Yes—but dammit!—” in an outraged yell of indignation—“this woman can’t sue me. I’ve done nothing to be sued about.”


  “Ah, now!” Mr. Page, who had been listening intently but with a kind of imperturbable, unrevealing detachment which said plainly, “I hear you but I grant you nothing,” now straightened with a jerk and with an air of recognition, and said: “Ah, now I follow you. I get your point. I see what you’re driving at. You can’t be sued, you say, because you’ve done nothing to be sued about. My dear boy!” For the first time Mr. Page allowed himself a smile, a smile tinged with a shade of good humor and forgiving tolerance, as one who is able to understand and overlook the fond delusions of youth and immaturity. “My dear boy,” Mr. Page repeated, “that has nothing in the world to do with it. Oh, absolutely nothing!” His manner had changed instantly as he spoke these words: he shook his round and solid face quickly, grimly, with a kind of bulldog tenacity that characterized his utterance when he stated an established fact, one that allowed no further discussion or debate. “Absolutely nothing!” cried Mr. Page, and shook his bulldog jaw again. “You say you can’t be sued unless you’ve done something to be sued about. My dear sir!”—here Mr. Page turned in his chair and looked grimly at his client with a kind of bulldog earnestness, pronouncing his words now deliberately and gravely, with the emphasis of a slowly wagging finger, as if he wanted to rivet every syllable and atom of his meaning into his client’s brain and memory—“My dear sir,” said Mr. Page grimly, “you are laboring under a grave misapprehension if you think you have to do something to be sued about. Do not delude yourself. That has nothing on earth to do with it! Oh, absolutely nothing!” Again he shook his bulldog jaws. “From this time on,” as he spoke, his words became more slow and positive, and he hammered each word home with the emphasis of his authoritative finger—“from this time on, sir, I want you to bear this fact in mind and never to forget it for a moment, because it may save you much useless astonishment and chagrin as you go on through life. Anybody, Mr. Spangler,” Mr. Page’s voice rose strong and solid, “anybody—can sue—anybody—about anything!” He paused a full moment after he had uttered these words, in order to let their full significance sink in; then he said: “Now have you got that straight? Can you remember it?”


  The younger man stared at the attorney with a look of dazed and baffled stupefaction. Presently he moistened his dry lips, and as if he still hoped he had not heard correctly, said: “You—you mean—even if I have not done anything?”


  “That has nothing on earth to do with it,” said Mr. Page as before. “Absolutely nothing.”


  “But suppose—suppose, then, that you do not even know the person who is suing you—that you never even heard of such a person—do you mean to tell me—?”


  “Absolutely!” cried Mr. Page before his visitor could finish. “It doesn’t matter in the slightest whether you’ve heard of the person or not! That has nothing to do with it!”


  “Good Lord, then,” the client cried, as the enormous possibilities of legal action were revealed to him, “if what you say is true, then anybody at all—” he exclaimed as the concept burst upon him in its full power, “why you could be sued, then, by a one-eyed boy in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, even if you’d never seen him!”


  “Oh, absolutely!” Mr. Page responded instantly. “He could claim,” Mr. Page paused a moment and became almost mystically reflective as the juicy possibilities suggested themselves to his legally fertile mind, “he could claim, for example, that—that, er, one of your books—hm, now, yes!”—briefly and absently he licked his lips with an air of relish, as if he himself were now becoming professionally interested in the case—“he could claim that one of your books was printed in such small type that—that—that the sight of the other eye had been permanently impaired!” cried Mr. Page triumphantly. He settled back in his swivel chair and rocked back and forth a moment with a look of such satisfaction that it almost seemed as if he were contemplating the possibility of taking a hand in the case himself. “Yes! By all means!” cried Mr. Page, nodding his head in vigorous affirmation. “He might make a very good case against you on those grounds. While I haven’t considered carefully all the merits of such a case, I can see how it might have its points. Hm, now, yes.” He cleared his throat reflectively. “It might be very interesting to see what one could do with a case like that.”


  For a moment the younger man could not speak. He just sat there looking at the lawyer with an air of baffled incredulity. “But—but—” he managed presently to say—“why, there’s no Justice in the thing!” he burst out indignantly, in his excitement making use of the discredited word again.


  “Ah, Justice,” said Mr. Page, nodding. “Yes, I see now what you mean. That’s quite another matter. But we’re not talking of Justice. We’re talking of the Law—which brings us to this case of yours.” And, reaching out a pudgy hand, he pulled the mass of papers toward him and began to read them.


  Such was our pilgrim’s introduction to that strange, fantastic world of twist and weave, that labyrinthine cave at the end of which waits the Minotaur, the Law.


  [¬]


  NO MORE RIVERS


  [Beyond Love and Loyalty, by Richard S. Kennedy, The University of North Carolina Press, 1983]


  George awoke at seven-thirty, and for a moment lay flat on his back, and listened to the beating of his heart. With the fingers of one hand, he felt his pulse, and counted: “One-two-three-four”—the great pump beat regularly enough, until “five-six-seven”—blank terror filled him—it had jumped a beat! Great God, it had fluttered for a moment like a wing—now it missed again!—fluttered—beat again—George pressed hot fingers on his wrist and listened. He was sick with fear! His pulse now beat like a sledgehammer in his throat, it pounded thickly, like the muffled beating of a bell in his eardrums. Gradually, it subsided: his pulse beat regularly again, until the convulsion of his fear had passed. His pleasant face resumed its normal quietness.


  I have heard, thought George, that it may miss two strokes, and yet the man will live. I have even heard it said that it may miss three strokes and still the man can live. But I have heard it said that if it misses four—the man is dead, the heart will never beat again.


  Oh, God, he thought, as the agony of horror filled his soul again—to be composed of so much bitter agony, such lust of living and such fear of dying, that all the oceans of the world could never hold the huge unfathomed sum of it, and all of it dependent for its life upon the beating of a tired pump!


  One-two-three-four! It’s just a little pump, yet it can never stop—if it should stop for half a minute, we are gone. Great God, do people know? Do they never stop to think about the terror of the heart?—that small, frail pulse of pumping blood that is the only thing that stands between them—all they have and strive for and accomplish—and blank nothingness? Do they never lie alone in this great city as I have lain alone here many thousand times—and listen to the beating of their hearts?


  Do they not know that really there is nothing in the world but—heart? That this whole enormous city is nothing but heart?—that the lives of all men living are nothing more than the beating of a heart?


  Have they never lain here in darkness thinking of these things? Have they never lain here at night in all their little rooms—their wretched rabbit-warrens of brick, their dizzy battlements of stone, tier above tier and floor upon floor? In these seven million little cells of men, are seven million little pumps, all beating in the seven million cells of night, all joining seven million heartbeats to the heart of sleep, all uniting to the single beating of the city’s heart?


  Have they never counted? Have they never listened? Have they never heard them in the night, as I have heard them all so many times, giving their pulse to sleep and silence and the flowing of the river, ticking like tiny clocks the promise of their pulses to—death?


  He lay still on his couch and listened to the steady rumble of the traffic on First Avenue, just half a block away—the heavy rattling of the huge trucks rumbling down to get their morning load; and the smooth, thrumming, projectile-like precision of the motor cars. He had seen it all a thousand times—huge rusty trucks, the gaudy taxis flashing past; huge limousines, or motors of a common make, or speedy roadsters driven by assured young men, driving to their offices from their country homes.


  And oh, the certitude, the alert and daring will of all these people:—all flashing past with this same overwhelming confidence that faced the swarming complexity of the city’s life—but did they know? Did they know that this invincible will of purpose—that the whole of this gigantic energy—was dependent on the frail, uncertain beating of a heart?


  And all these other ones—those unnumbered motes of life who now were being hurled into this tortured rock through tunnels roaring with the blind energy of the subway trains, who were roaring in across the bridges, rushing in by train, sliding in packed in a dense wall across the blunted snouts of ferries—who were pouring out of seven million sleeping cells in all the dense compacted warrens of the city life, to be rushed to seven million other waking cells of work—did they know? They were being hurled in from every spot upon the compass—the crack trains of the nation were crashing up from Georgia, flashing down out of New England, the crack trains thirty coaches long that had smashed their way all night across the continent—from Chicago, St. Louis, from Montreal, Atlanta, New Orleans, and Texas. These great projectiles of velocity that had bridged America with the pistoned stroke, the hot and furious breath of their terrific drive, were now pounding at the river’s edge upon the very lintels of the city. They were filled with people getting up—at sixty miles an hour—filled with people getting dressed—at sixty miles an hour—filled with people getting shaved—at sixty miles an hour—walking down carpeted narrow aisles between the green baize curtains of the Pullman berths—at sixty miles an hour—and sitting down to eat substantial breakfasts in splendid windowed dining cars, while the great train smashes at the edges of that noble wink, the enchanted serpent of the Hudson River. The hot breath of the tremendous locomotive fairly pants against the lintels of the terrific city—all at sixty miles an hour—and all for what? for what?—Great God, that all these people, dressed and shaved and breakfasted, and hurled halfway across the continent by night—might add, each in his own way, their little sum to the gigantic total of that universal agony! Didn’t they ever ask themselves why they should get up in the morning at all, why they should dress, and gulp down coffee, and then rush out into the streets with a look of grim determination in their eye, to push and be pushed, dodge and scuttle across, be hurled through tunnels and come swarming, clawing their way out of them—for what? for what?—So that they could get from one ridiculous little cell where they slept, to another ridiculous little cell where they worked, and go about doing ridiculous things all day long—writing ridiculous letters, making or receiving ridiculous telephone calls, “getting in touch” (which was itself ridiculous, how? why? should you try to “get in touch” with anyone)—with other ridiculous people, looking up ridiculous things in a filing cabinet, or filing them away. Good Lord, couldn’t they see that all of it was a spectacle to make the men on Mars—if men on Mars existed—split their sides with laughter. Couldn’t they see that everything began with and returned to the only thing for which they should care at all—the frail uncertain beating of a—heart!


  For him, at any rate, that had become the only thing for which he cared—to keep his own heart beating, to avoid in every way he could the brutal shocks of life and business, of speed, confusion, noise, and violence, of love, of grief, of happiness and heartbreak! Great God! Would people never learn? Would they never understand that the frail and naked heart could not be used as a football, kicked about by all the brutal and indifferent feet of life? Oh, if he could only tell them how slight a thing it took to plunge the anguish of a cureless hurt into the heart’s deep core—how slight a thing—a tread upon the stairs, the intonation of a voice, the opening of a door—could fill the heart with joy and anguish—if he could only tell them how slight a thing it took to make hearts break!


  Therefore, no more, no more! For him, at any rate, his care henceforth would be to keep his heart in one small cell, and so to spare his heart and hearts of other people. No more to dare adventure, or to risk defeat with this frail heart! No more to endure the agony of grief, the cureless pain of loss, the insane devotion, and the wound remediless of love! No more friendship; no more love and no more hatred, no more conflict, no more desire, no more happiness, no more men and no more women.


  No more streets! He heard again the heavy thunder of the traffic on First Avenue; again he saw that violence of speed and hot machinery—but no more streets!


  George turned his head, and for a moment looked about the room with tired eyes. In the cool sweet light of early morning his beautiful little apartment was spotless as a pin. He did not have much furniture: a table or two, a few good chairs, designed in the clean planes and angles of the modern fashion. There was a fireplace with a small clock upon the mantel and over it a long panoramic photograph of a noble river, with grand special vistas of high buttes and grandly wooded shores.


  The piece that dominated the room was George’s grand piano, a shining shape of grace and power; his face softened, and he smiled a little as he looked at it. Then he reached out of bed and got his glasses, adjusted them, and began to read the memorandum that lay beside him on the table.


  The schedule of the day’s activity lay neatly mapped out before him in the pages of the little leather book. Mr. Robert Carpenter was due at ten o’clock; Mr. Milton Weisenborn at eleven; Mr. John Michael at noon. He began again at two o’clock when he received Mr. Tony Bertilotti; Mr. Peter Jorgensen at three; and Mr. Joseph Silverstein, perhaps the most talented of all his students, at four.


  This was his program for the day. He was a teacher to young pianists who had shown distinguished promise and who were studying with a view to appearances on the concert stage. That had also been his own life formerly—before he had found out about his heart. He had known some of the most eminent people; he had studied under some of the ablest teachers—they had warned him about all sorts of things, but none of them had ever spoken of the heart.


  If someone, in all those years of study and of preparation, had only told him a few very simple, fundamental things. If someone had only told him that before playing he would always feel not ready. If they’d only told him that he’d always feel—no matter how many times he practiced—that if he only had one more day he’d be sure he’d be ready to play the piece. If someone, out of all his teachers, in all the weary years of grinding and incessant practice, had only told him of some way in which he could feel sure of what he knew, of some way in which he could control his nerves—so that his subconscious mind would take him through!


  But no one ever told him—and George glanced swiftly, briefly, at his wrist watch and then again at the little leather notebook of his day’s schedule, before he closed it—and he had come to this!


  If only someone had told him what to do when he got out there upon the stage to play, when he saw out in the huge dark pool of the great house that disembodied host of faces blooming there in the darkness, white, innumerable, like petals on a bough, when space, time, everything is gone. If someone had only told him what to do when he first sat down at the piano, how to conquer the nervousness that made him feel as if he’d lost control of the muscles of his hands. It’s true he had talked about this to many other people, to concert pianists far better known than himself, and all of them were full of bland encouragements. They would all assure him that he would “find” himself when he struck the first chords. They would assure him that as time went on he would get calmer and surer, and that after the first applause he would feel much better, that encores were always the best because a musician is surer of himself by then and not nervous and in “a more exalted frame of mind.”


  Yes, they had told him this, but it had not worked out according to their telling. His pulse had always beaten like a trip hammer, and his heart had kept time until it seemed the heart strings would be torn right out of him, until it seemed that nothing was worth this agony, no effort, no applause was worth the terror and the peril of this ordeal—until there was nothing left for him in all his consciousness, except that ghastly choking beating of the heart. And so—no more!—no more!—let others dare the ordeal if they liked, let others tempt the perilous, stricken beating of the frail small heart—but as for him—well, he had come to this. And this was better.


  George looked at his wrist watch. It was eight-fifteen. He got up, put on his slippers and a dressing gown, took off his gold-rimmed spectacles, and polished them carefully, and put them on again. Without his glasses, his face had the slightly tired, patient look that is common among people with weak eyes. With his glasses on, the expression of his face was somewhat changed: it was a pleasant, most attractive face, well-modeled, firm, distinguished by a look of quiet strength and natural gentleness, all subdued somehow to the suggestive hue of a tranquil but deep-rooted melancholy. It would have been hard for a stranger to believe that this man could be the slave of an obsession, could hold in him such ocean depths of terror, such dread of everything that might disturb the frail small beating of the heart.


  George walked over to the windows, pulled up the shutters of one Venetian blind, and for a moment stood looking quietly out upon the river. Everything was touched with morning, and the river was flashing with all the ecstasy and movement of its thousand currents.


  A cool breath of morning, sea-fresh, and tide-laden, curiously half-rotten, flowed over his calm features: that living river and its smell, he understood, was like all life. The river was a flowing sewer surging back and forth to the recession of the tides, and bearing in its tainted flood the excremental dumpings of six million men. And yet the river was a tide of flashing life, marked delicately in a hundred places with the silvery veinings of a hundred currents, and pungent with the vital, aqueous, full salt-laden freshness of the sea.


  The tide was coming in upon the full; George stood there, watching quietly, and saw it come. It was a steady, flowing, crawling and impulsive surge—a welling flood that would come on forever and knew no limit to the invasion of its power. The river was not quiet; the tide was ruffled by the breath of morning into a million scallop shells of winking light—rose, golden, silver, sapphire, pink—the whole polychrome of morning was reflected in the stream, and within the channel of the river’s life, the tide came on.


  Morning, shining morning, filled the river, and transformed the town. Across the river, the tormented visage of Long Island City had also been transformed; that grim forest of smokestacks, chimneys, enormous stamped-out factory moulds, million-windowed warehouses, gas tanks and refineries, derricks, tugboats, cranes and docks, was magically translated by the wizardry of every hue that morning knows.


  As he looked, a tug set neatly in between two barges, each loaded with twin rows of box-cars, backed out into the stream and quartered slowly, steadily, with its enormous freight, then started head-on up the stream. Thick water foamed against the blunt snouts of the barges, as the little tug between them neatly forged ahead with its great cargo, with a sense of limitless power, and with astonishing speed. The young cool light of morning fell flat and cleanly on the rusty sides of the old freight cars on the barges: everything began to blaze with thrilling color. The excitement, the beauty, the feelings of wonder and recognition which all the associations of the scene evoked, were intoxicating. It was not just the composition of the scene itself; the thing that made the heart beat faster, and the throat get tight, and something stab as swift and instant as a knife—was not so much the beauty and the wonder of the thing as the beauty and wonder which the thing evoked. The little tug was not just a little tug that plied about the waters of Manhattan. No, the little tug was sliding lights at night—red, yellow, green, as hard and perfect as cut gems, as poignant, small, and lonely as the hearts of men. The little tug was like the lights of darkness in America, which stretch across the continent like strung beads, which are so brave, so small, so lonely in that huge vacancy of the attentive and eternal dark. The tug was like dark waters of the night, the poignant lights that slide there in the viewless dark, down past the huge cliff of the silent and terrific city, the eyes of the unnumbered windows, the huge heart of the city, and the small beating hearts of sleep.


  The little tug was like the evocation of those things; it was like the great piers blazing in the night at twelve o’clock, the dense packed crowds, the rattling winches, and the lighted ship. It was like the huge turmoil of departure, the shattering blasts of the great ship, the great hawsers straining, taut as thrumming wires, as twelve small bull-dog tugs heave back and get their teeth in, haul her out and straighten her into the stream, until the liner’s terrific side turns flat and level to Manhattan. Her lights blaze up from her sheer side, nine rows of light across one thousand feet of length, the proud sweep of all her storied promenades, the great white curve of all her superstructure, breasted like a swan, the racing slant and spurt of the great funnels, the whole thing sliding past the city now. At twelve-fifteen the funnels show along the piers at the end of Eleventh Street, the people in the old red-brick houses down in Greenwich Village see the lights slide past. At twelve-fifteen the Berengaria moans, the tugs cut loose, the lighted cliff of the great liner slides past the lighted cliff of the great city, seeks the Narrows, finds the sea. And the tug was like the evocation of these things.


  The enormous barges spoke, as did the tugs, of the huge traffic of the harbor, of docks and piers and loadings, of the raw use and labor of America. But more than anything else the barges belonged to the sunset; they belonged to the vast hush of evening, the old-gold of the setting sun that burns the fiery furnace of its last radiance in one pane of glass high up in the great splinter of a sky-scraper, or on one pane of glass there in a warehouse of Long Island City. The barges, then, belong to all the men who lean upon the sills of evening in America, and regard with quiet eyes, and know that night is coming, labor done. The barges belong to all the quiet waters of the evening, to the vast and empty hush of piers, to quiet waters that come in with quiet glut, to slap against old crusted pilings of the wharves, to slap against the sides of rusty barges tethered there, to rock them gently, and to bump their rusty sides together, stiffly to rock the high poles of the derrick-booms. The old barges belonged to all these things, to sunset and the end of work, and to the long last fading slants of light here in America that will fall, like sorrow and an unknown joy, upon the old red brick of houses, so to lie there briefly like the ghost of light and so to wane, to die there, knowing night has come.


  As for the freight cars, they were companion to these things, and they belonged to all the rest of it, as well. Even their crude raw color—the color of dried ox-blood, grimed and darkened to the variation of their age—seemed to have been derived from some essential pigment of America, somehow to express the whole weather of her life. George looked at them and saw their faded lettering: he could not read it, but he knew that if he could, he would find the names of most of the great lines of the nation—the Pennsylvania, the New York Central, the Erie, Lackawanna, and New Haven, the Baltimore and Ohio, the Southern, the North Western, and the Santa Fe.


  He knew that those irons wheels had pounded back and forth along almost every mile of rail whose giant web covered the country. He knew that those harsh ox-blood frames of wood and steel had been exposed to every degree and every violence of weather the continent knows. He knew that they had broiled in train yards out in Kansas, all through the sweltering afternoons of mid-July, when the temperature stood at 107°. He knew that they had been beaten upon with torrential rain, frozen over in a six-inch sheath of ice and snow; he knew that in the night-time they had toiled their way, behind the thundering bellows of a “double-header,” up through the sinuous grades of the Appalachians, or pounded their way by day, straight as a string across the plains of western Kansas. They had crossed the Mississippi and the Rio Grande; they had known the lonely pine lands of the South, as well as the towering forests of the great Northwest; they had known the cornlands, crossed the plains, gone round or through the Rocky Mountains; they had crossed the blasted fiend-world of Nevada, and they had sought and found the great Pacific shore. He had thundered past unending strings of them, lined up across the midlands of the country, and he had seen them for a fleeting instant from the windows of a speeding train, curved back upon a spur of rusty track in lonely pine lands of the South, at red and waning sunset in the month of March, open and deserted, yet indefinably thrilling, filled somehow with all the wildness, loneliness, the message of enormous distance, that is America.


  George turned away from the window with a faint sigh—not so much the sigh of a man who is physically tired, but of one whose weariness has sunk deep into all the secret places of his life. That flashing tide that never ceased was no more for him to be experienced or endured. The living energy of all its veined and weaving currents, the constant traffics of its multiform and never-ending life—with all their evocations of the violence of living—was no more to be endured. Hereafter, one small cell surrounded by his careful walls was all that he desired. There would be no more rivers in the life of George.


  As he turned away from the window, the look of melancholy in his quiet face was more marked than it had ever been, but in a moment he stirred himself and set about his preparations for the day.


  He went about each task with a sense of order that never varied in its tempo by a jot. The love of order was the very core of him. His apartment almost seemed to clean itself; the quiet and orderly way in which he went about the work of keeping it so gave no sense of effort, no sense of care or worry. It was as if everything he did was as natural to him as his breath, and was a kind of pleasure.


  First, he went into his gleaming white-tiled bathroom, opened the cabinet, took out his tooth brush and tooth powder, brushed his teeth, put everything back just as he had found it, and washed out the bowl. Then he took a shower—first a warm one, then a tepid one, and then a cold one—but not too cold. He had serious misgivings concerning the sudden shock of icy water upon the frail small beating of the—heart. Then he dried himself vigorously with a bath-towel, put on his dressing gown and shaved himself, then cleaned and dried his razor carefully, washed out the brush, washed out the basin, and put everything back into the gleaming cabinet, spotless and shining, exactly as he had found them. Then he combed his hair; his hair was abundant, close cropped, dark blond in color, and George parted it into two neat, shining wings exactly in the center.


  Then George came out of the bathroom, crossed the big room, opened up the chest of drawers, and took out fresh and neatly folded garments, socks, underwear, a shirt. He put them on, then opened the closet door, selected a suit of clothes from the row of well-cut, faultlessly-kept suits that hung there, and put it on. He selected a pair of shoes from the substantial assortment in the closet, selected with great care a tie marked with a fine gray stripe, adjusted arm-bands of ruffled blue to keep his sleeves up, and now was ready for his breakfast.


  George entered his gleaming kitchenette, and with unhurried method, set about the preparation of his morning meal. First, he filled a glistening little pot with water, set it down upon the stove, and got the burner going. Then he filled the container of his drip-machine with Sanka coffee, and screwed it into place. Then he opened the door of his gleaming electric ice box, took out two good-sized Florida oranges, cut them evenly in two, and squeezed their juice into a glass. The water on the stove was boiling now. George poured the water carefully into the round top of the drip-machine, and poured the remainder of the boiling water into the sink. Then while his Sanka coffee dripped, George put three slices of fresh bread into the electric toaster on the breakfast table, set out a knife and fork, a cup and saucer, a square of butter and a napkin, set his glass of orange juice beside the plate, and in faultless taste, impeccable spotlessness, prepared to have a breakfast—with himself.


  George drank the orange juice, consumed the buttered toast, and slowly swallowed down a cup of Sanka coffee.


  Then he cleared the table, washed the dishes and put each article back into its gleaming cabinet, washed out the sink, wiped off the table, then went out into his bed-living room. George opened the door of a closet in his little entrance hall, took out a mop, an oil mop, a broom, a dustpan and a dusting cloth, and brought them back with him. First he swept the floor of his little kitchenette and dining alcove. Then he swept the three small rugs, and went over the wax-polished floor carefully with the oil mop. Then he took the water-mop, and carefully swabbed the glittering tiling of the bathroom floor. Then he took the soft dust cloth, and very tenderly and lovingly, went over every square inch of the magnificent grand piano. Then he took all the sheets and covers from his couch, put the sheets on tidily, spread the thin gray blanket over them and tucked it in, covered the whole couch with the blue coverlet, took certain plump and tidy-looking cushions from the closet, and arranged them tastefully. Then he stood for a moment in the center of his spotless little universe, with a quiet look of satisfaction upon his face, like the Lord of some small but immaculate creation, who looks upon his work and finds it good.


  In the midst of these pleasing contemplations, the telephone rang. George jumped as if he had been shot.


  The sharp electric thring of the telephone bell had cut across the calm weather of his spirit like a lightning flash. The telephone rang again—again—again—insistent and emphatic, naked as a live wire. George felt his knees give under him, he cast distracted looks about the room, he looked at the telephone as if it were a venomous reptile. Good God, was there no escape, no means by which a man could make himself secure against all the brutal shocks of this huge world? He had burnt all bridges, closed all avenues, built his walls more cunningly than those of Troy, and still the remorseless and inevitable tides of life came in.


  But why—for what reason—should his ’phone ring now? No one ever called him in the morning. Swiftly his mind ran over the list of all the people that he knew who were privileged to call. There were only eleven people in the world to whom, after years of cautious acquaintanceship, he had revealed his number.


  Even with these people he had never felt entirely free. Moreover, he had never allowed the whole chosen eleven to know one another: he kept them carefully parceled in three groups. One group—a group of four—were people who shared his interest in music; he went to concerts with them, to the symphony, occasionally to opera. A second group, a group of three, were Bridge Players, and George was an excellent hand at bridge. The third group, also of four people, were Theater Goers. George enjoyed the theater, and for eight months of the year went once a week. Thus even in his well-ordered social life, George still displayed his salutary caution: none of the Concert Attenders knew any of the Bridge Players, and none of the Bridge Players had ever met any of the Theater Goers, just as none of the Theater Goers had ever heard of the existence of the Concert Attenders. But these eleven people were the only ones to whom he had confided the number of his telephone. And none of them, he knew, would dream of calling him at this hour of the morning, unless something of a catastrophic nature had occurred.


  Then—George stared desperately at that crackling instrument of dread—who could it be, then?—Who?


  He was more composed now, steeled with resolution, and when at last he took the instrument from the hook, his voice was cadenced to its customary tone of quiet, deep, and pleasant courtesy.


  “Hello—Hello!”


  “Oh, hello darling. Is it really you? I was about to give up hope.”


  Her voice was husky, full of depth, the cadences of unuttered tenderness, conveying perfectly a sense of quiet irony and affection—the full image of its owner’s loveliness. But George, just at the moment, was in no fit mood to estimate its beauty; the voice had gone through him in a searing flash of memory—he was white around the lips, and leaning forward, gripping the instrument with a hand gone bloodless to the fingertips, he stammered hoarsely:


  “Hello, hello—Who is it?—Is it—”


  “Guess who, darling?” The quiet irony in the husky tone had deepened just a trifle.


  “Margaret!” he gasped. “Is that you!”


  “That’s who. You seem a little overcome, my dear.” The husky tone was dulcet now.


  “Why—why—yes—no—that is,” George stammered with an uncertain laugh—“Yes! I was a little surprised. I wonder how ...” He stopped abruptly, fumbled, trying to get out of it.


  “How what? How I got your number?”


  “Why—why—yes! That is—I gave instructions to the company not to let anyone—” he reddened with embarrassment, then blurted out “—of course, I wanted you to have it—I—I—I’ve been intending all along to write and tell you the new number—”


  “You have?” the husky voice was faintly accented with cynical amusement. “Only it’s just escaped your mind during the past two or three years, hasn’t it?”


  “Well—you see—” he fumbled.


  “I know, darling. It’s all right. You’re a very secret little boy nowadays, aren’t you?” Another pause, a brief one, but for George a very long one. “Well, since you’re so curious to know, I’ll tell you how I got the number. Stew Taylor gave it to me.”


  “But he—” George began, puzzled.


  “Yes, I know he didn’t.” The low voice was shaded now with sadness. “You’ve covered your tracks pretty well these last three years. Stew happened to meet one of your bridge-playing friends, and he let him have it.”


  “But he couldn’t!” George said incredulously. “I—I mean he wouldn’t—that is—”


  “Well, he did, my love. It’s too bad, but there’s no telling what a few drinks will do, is there?”


  “Well, whoever it was,” George began angrily, “I’d like to find out—because when I gave those numbers out, I told people not to—well, anyway,” he broke off, “it’s nice to hear from you again, Margaret. We’ve got to try—”


  “Try what? To get together sometime? Yes, I know,” the irony of the voice was very quiet now—“I’ve been trying for the last three years.”


  “Well, then,” he said quickly, “that’s what we’ll have to do—I’ll call you up sometime when—”


  “When I’m not looking? Or when I’m dead?”


  “Now, Margaret,” said George, laughing and speaking in his familiar quiet voice, “you know you’re not being fair when you say that. I’ve been meaning to call you for a long time. Just at present—” he coughed a little, and looked quickly at his watch—“well, anyway, when things slacken up a little—”


  “When things slacken up a little? You sound frightfully busy. What’s the matter?—have you taken up crocheting?”


  “Well, you see—”


  “I don’t want to take up your valuable time, you know. Have you finished with your daily housekeeping yet?”


  “Well—yes!” he confessed.


  “Had your breakfast?”


  “Yes. Oh, yes.”


  “Washed the dishes?”


  “Yes.”


  “Tidied up the kitchen, and put everything away in his little cubbyhole?”—the husky voice suspiciously dulcet now.


  “Yes—but look here—”


  “Tidied up the bathroom, swept the floors, dusted the furniture—”


  “Look here, Margaret. What are you trying to—”


  “Made up his little bed, and spread the cute little cover on it, and plumped the cozy little pillows out—”


  “Well, what’s the matter with that?” he protested.


  “Matter?”—innocently—“Why, darling, I didn’t say anything was the matter. I think it’s wonderful!”


  “Well, I don’t see it’s anything for you to make fun of,” he said sulkily.


  “Make fun of—” innocently aggrieved—“But who’s making fun? I think you’re won-derful! You can do everything! You can keep house, make up beds, wash dishes, sweep floors, keep everything tidy as a pin,” piously the voice enumerated these virtues.


  “Well, if you’re going to be funny about—”


  “And play the piano, and play bridge—” the voice continued dulcetly—“Oh, yes!”—eagerly excitedly—“And he can cook, too! He’s a good cook, isn’t he?” After a moment, slowly, laughingly, the husky tone now carrying its full charge of sarcasm, she concluded: “My, my! I wonder if they know what they’re missing?”


  “What who’s missing?” George said suspiciously.


  “What the girls are missing—” then sweetly, tenderly, the coup-de-grâce: “You’d make a great little mother to some woman’s children, Georgy. Don’t you know you would?”


  “It seems to me—” said George—“Look,” he continued quietly, “I’m going to hang up.”


  “Oh, wait,” she said; the woman’s husky voice was suddenly subdued to earnest tenderness—“Don’t go away. I mean, what I wanted to say was, why couldn’t we”—the voice had changed to jesting irony again—“Get on your running shoes, darling—what are you going to be doing tonight?”


  He was silent, stunned; and then he floundered:


  “Why—why—I—I’ve—I’m going to the theater with some people that I know.”


  “I see. ... And tomorrow night, darling?”—the voice was dulcet now: knowing the tone, he reddened, squirmed, remembered the look in her eye.


  “Why—tomorrow,” George said slowly, “I—I’ve promised some friends to play bridge.”


  “Ah-hah”—just barely audible—“And the day after tomorrow, my sweet?”


  “Why—now let’s see,” George mumbled, fumbling desperately for time—“I’ve promised some people I know to go to a piano recital.”


  “And Friday?”


  “Why—Friday,” George began desperately—“I—I’ve—”


  “I know,” the husky voice broke in sweetly—“Friday is fish day, isn’t it, and you’ve promised some Catholic friends of yours to go to a clambake, haven’t you?—”


  “Now, Margaret,” George began, with a troubled laugh—“You know—”


  “Of course I know, my pet—on Saturday you’re going out to the country for the weekend, to visit some ‘people you know’—aren’t you? And by the way, who are all these ‘people you know’ anyway? Most of the people you used to know never see you any more.”


  “Well—you see—”


  “Look here,” she said quietly—“What’s happened to you, anyway? What’s wrong with you?—What are you afraid of, anyway? ... There wasn’t one of us five years ago who wouldn’t have bet his last nickel upon you—upon everything we thought you were going to do in the world—”


  “Oh, wait a minute—” he put in quietly—“I wasn’t a genius—and I never pretended to be one.”


  “No, I know you weren’t—But you did have something that is not given to one person in a thousand—the power to feel and know music and to play it in such a way that you could give to other people some of your own feeling. That was a gift that came straight to you from God—and what have you done with it?”


  “Now, Margaret,” his own voice was hot and angry now—“if that’s what you’re going to—”


  “I’ll tell you what you’ve done with it!”—Her voice cut harshly in across the wire—“You’ve thrown it away because you got scared, because you were afraid to use it, and what have you got left? Well, you’ve got your bridge-playing friends, and your little apartment, and your little music students, haven’t you?”


  “If you’re going to sneer at the way I earn my living—”


  “Oh, I couldn’t sneer at it sufficiently,” she said. “I couldn’t begin to sneer at it the way it deserves to be sneered at!”


  “If you mean to say,” he began in a choking voice, “that you think the way I earn my living is not honorable—”


  “Oh, honorable, my eye!” she said wearily. “So is ditch-digging! Look here, George Hauser—there are a thousand things that you could do that would be honorable—making kiddy cars or peddling toy balloons. But what you ought to do is the work that you were put here for!”


  “Apparently you think, then” he began stiffly, “that teaching young men and women that show signs of musical talent—”


  “Oh, talent, my eye!” she said coarsely again. “You know perfectly well that it doesn’t matter in the slightest what happens to most of them—whether they learn to play the mouth harp or the accordion—”


  “There,” he said frigidly, “I cannot agree with you. I assure you that I have some young people of talent who—”


  “Well, what if you have?” she said brutally. “Let them get along with their talent as best they may!—Let someone else show them what to do! It’s about time you started worrying about your talent! Oh, George, George, what in the name of God has happened to you? You used to be so different! Don’t you know that everyone adored you—they do still? Have you forgotten the good times we used to have together?—Stew Taylor, Kate, myself, the Crosbys, Buzz Wilton, Doris, you?—What’s come over you?—Have you forgotten the time you said, ‘Let’s go to Brooklyn’—and we went, not knowing where—the times we used to ride back and forth across the Staten Island Ferry—the time you asked the policeman where Red Hook was—and he tried to keep us from going—the times we went to Shorty Gallini’s on Sixth Avenue—all of the times we stayed up talking all night long—what’s happened to you, George? Have you forgotten all of them?”


  “You know,” he said slowly—“there was something I found out—”


  “Oh, yes, I know,” she said quietly, with the shadow of a weary irony, “there was your—heart. You were always bothered by it, weren’t you? The college doctor in Ann Arbor told you to take care of it, didn’t he?”


  “Margaret,” George said gravely, “if you knew what you—”


  “Oh, darling, but I know. The doctor told you that you ought to watch your heart—and so you watched it. You told me all about your heart—do you remember?—How frail the heart was—how easy it was for the heart to stop beating.”


  “Those,” said George, “are very serious—”


  “Do you know something, George—” she now said slowly.


  “What?”


  “Well, I’ll tell you”—very slowly—“Some day you’re going to die of—heart—failure—”


  “Oh, Margaret!” he gasped.


  “You’re going to die of heart-failure,” she repeated slowly—“Some day your heart is going to fail—it’s just going to quit—lie down—stop—”


  “Margaret!”


  “—Like mine, and like Stew Taylor’s, Kate’s, Buzz Wilton’s—all the rest of us——”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Listen: what’s it all about?—this business of your heart? We know about your heart, and really, George, your heart was not so bad. I used to listen to it in the night-time when I slept with you—”


  “Margaret!”


  “Oh, but I did—and really, George, your heart was just a—heart.”


  “Margaret, if you’re going to—”


  “Oh, but I did—I happen to remember—and really, George, your heart was not so bad, until little what’s-her-name—the little washed-out blonde with the hank of hair—came along, and took you for a ride.”


  “Now, Margaret, you look here—”


  “—The little ex-chorine who got money from you for her boy friend—ran away with him and came back broke—broke down, confessed, worked on your sympathies—”


  “Now, you look here—”


  “—And got more money from you for her boy friend—”


  “I’m not going to—”


  “—Oh, you’re not going to what? You had fine friends, a fine career, and everyone adored you and believed in you—you had me, and I’m a nice woman—and you gave everything, all of us, the gate for a little washed-out ex-chorine who gave you the gate—”


  “Listen, if you think—”


  “—And walked all over that poor heart of yours, didn’t she?”


  “You can—”


  “I can what? I can go to hell, you mean? Well, why not? You’ve sold us out—your friends, yourself, your work—but you’ve discovered that you have a—heart. So we can go to hell, can’t we?”


  When George spoke, his voice was quiet, deep, sincere, and sad. “If you feel that way,” he said, “I don’t see why you bother to call me up.”


  There was a moment’s pause, then the husky voice suddenly charged through with passion:


  “Because, you God-damned fool, I happen to adore you!”


  The receiver banged up in his face.


  When George got up, his face was white, and his hands were shaking. He walked over to the mantel of his room without knowing where he was going or what he was doing. He leaned upon the mantel. Above him was the picture of a river. It was George’s river; the upper reaches of the Mississippi in the State of Minnesota. It was a silvery stream that channeled around islands—there were dense woodings of great trees upon the shore; there were long wooded buttes, high promontories, also with the lovely forestings of the great trees dense. In his quiet face, he knew there was the look that one often finds among people who come from this part of the country. It was neither sad nor resigned, but unconsciously it had sadness, resignation in it: what it really had, he knew, was a gigantic acceptance, a sense of quiet and enormous background, a sense of great scenes gone home to the heart, the hush of the enormous evenings and the gigantic distances, of something immense, and waiting, set there in the silence of repose. He knew this was the way he looked. And his river also looked like this. He had swum in it when young, looked at it a thousand times, known every part of the immense landscapes of its shores. It was his, his country, his America—and his river. But now he was finished with that, too.


  That, he knew, had been his river. And for him, at least, it had been a good deal more than a river, a good deal more than an aspect of familiar geography. It was, in a way, the image of his whole life; his life had been haunted by that river; it had wound through the landscape of his youth like a haunted thread. In so many ways past knowing and past telling, he knew that this great stream—was his. It was so calm, so homely, so mysterious—like so much else that we have known here, itself a part of the “large unconscious scenery” of this country, so familiar and so strange, so friendly and so indefinably sad—as if, in the utter plainness of our best-known things, there is something undefined and troubling, that plain speech can never know—something at which men can only guess, which comes to pass across a quiet spirit like a troubling light, and to vanish before it can be outlined or defined—Oh, hard and strange enigma of the lonely land! This had been his. He, too, had known it, but now—no more!


  In a few minutes, when he had grown quieter, he went over and sat down at his piano and began to play grave and tranquil music; he played the Chopin C Minor Prelude; he smote the keys with strong white fingers, and the music came.


  The bell rang. George stopped midway among the calm resounding chords. He went to the door and opened it. Ledig, the superintendent of the building, was standing there.


  “Good morning, Ledig,” George greeted the man in his deep and pleasant tone. “Come in.”


  Ledig was a man of George’s age—in the late thirties—with the common, square, and friendly-brutal face of the Germanic stock, and eyes of china-blue.


  “Good morning, Mr. Hauser,” Ledig said, and grinned, “I just t’ought I’d speak to you about de apartment—”


  “Oh, yes,” said George quietly, and waited.


  Ledig looked around the room, his round eyes surveyed the scene approvingly; George was his favorite tenant. “You got it goot here,” Ledig said. “You keep it nice.”


  A quick communication passed between them—one of pleasure and swift understanding; George said nothing.


  “—about de apartment—you haf deceit-ed?” Ledig asked.


  “Yes, Ledig,” George said, as before, “I want the other one.”


  “It is on de udder seit, dough, Mr. Hauser,” Ledig said, then added doubtfully, “But you like besser, de udder seit?”


  “Yes, Ledig, I think I’ll like it better on the other side,” said George.


  “But,” said Ledig very earnestly, “de udder seit, Mr. Hauser, it gifs no more riffers.”


  “No, that is true,” said George in his low and quiet tone.


  “But,” Ledig’s blue eyes were full of puzzled trouble, “you like it besser dat vay, den—mit no more riffers?”


  “Yes,” said George, “I like it better that way, Ledig.”


  “But,” the china eyes were fuller still of puzzled wonder and regret. “No more riffers, Mr. Hauser.”


  When Ledig had gone, George stood there leaning on the mantel. For a moment he regarded the picture of his river with quiet eyes. Then he walked to the window and looked out. Upon that shining tide of life, a boat was passing. George lowered the Venetian blinds. And suddenly the room was dark with morning.


  Now there were no more rivers.


  [¬]


  THE SPANISH LETTER


  [The Complete Short Stories, Charles Scribner’s Sons 1987]


  Dear friend, whom I have never seen, you write me in troubled times, and ask a question that is being asked today throughout the world. You ask a question about Spain. Well, I have never been to Spain, and yet my answer to your question will be long. I have so often thought of Spain, dear friend. I have so often gone there in my spirit’s voyaging. And because this Spain of which you speak is so close at hand to my discovery, my answer to your question will be long.


  A poet said some eighty years ago that when he died the name of Italy would be found engraved upon his heart. Perhaps today it is the same with Spain. Perhaps each man alive today has his own Spain engraved upon his heart. At any rate, it has been so with me.


  So first of all, my answer to you will be this: my Spain is here, this world around me here and now. And I shall tell you first about this Spain. For I am thirty-seven years of age, and if I live in Spain, I can no longer live in a Spanish castle.


  The Spain of which you speak, while far away from all our voyaging, is yet close to ken. And because of this I want to make an answer to the question that you ask in such a clear and unmistaken way that there will never be a doubt in anyone who reads it how I feel, or what it is that I am saying here.


  What I am going to say is going to be personal, and it is going to be personal because any opinion I may utter here has come not through what I have read, nor from anything that has been suggested to me by someone else, nor from the intellectual influence of my associates and friends. It has come, as has every deep conviction of my life, from what I have seen, felt, thought, lived, experienced, and found out for myself. It seems to me this is the way every man alive has got to find out things, and therefore, if what one man has found out in this way has any use or value to you, or seems important to you in any way, here it is:


  I came from a state in the Middle South, and from, I think, the most conservative element of American life. All of my people, although for the most part people of modest or even humble circumstances, were people who had lived in this country and known its life for two hundred years or more, and so far as I know, until the last generation, there was not one of them who had ever lived in a city. My father was a stone-cutter, his father was a farm laborer, my mother’s family were mountain people: all of them were politically, socially, religiously, and in every other way, a part of the most traditional element of this country’s life; and my own childhood, boyhood, and early training was passed under these influences and under these circumstances.


  When I began to write, I began, as so many young men do, as a lyrical writer. My first book was a book about the life of a small town, and of the people there. I suppose the book followed a pretty familiar pattern, and that the central conflict was between a young fellow with sensitive feelings, and perhaps some talent, and the social forces around him—that is, the life of the small town, and the collisions of his own personality with it.


  The solution, or resolution, of this conflict was also a familiar one: the hero solved it by escaping, by leaving the community and the environment with which he had been in conflict. Like many other young men of my age at the time I wrote that book, which appeared in 1929, my mind, while seething with feelings, thoughts, images, and swift and penetrating perceptions, was nevertheless a confused and troubled one. I was in conflict with the whole baffling complex of life, of society, and of the world around me. I was trying to shape a purpose, to find a way, and to know my own position. But, like many other people of that time, although I was not defeated, I was lost.


  I suppose if anyone had questioned me to find out what I thought or what I believed, and above all, why I wanted to write books, I should have said that I wrote books because some day I hoped I would write a great one, that I would rather do this than anything in the world, that it seemed to me art was the highest thing in life, and that the life of the artist was the best and highest life a man could have. I might even have said in those days that art is enough, that beauty is enough, in William Morris’ words that “Love is enough though the whole world be waning.” And I think I should certainly have disagreed positively with anyone who suggested that the artist’s life and work were in any way connected with the political and economic movements of his time.


  Now that I no longer feel this way, I would not apologize for having felt so, nor sneer at the work I did, or at the work of other young men at that time who felt and thought as I did. It seems to me natural and almost inevitable that a young man should begin life as a lyrical writer, that his first picture of life, as reflected in his first work, should be a very personal one, and that he should see life and the world largely in terms of its own impingements on his own personality, in terms of his personal conflicts or agreements with the structure of things as they are. As for the way we felt, or thought we felt, about art and love and beauty in those days, and how they were not only sufficient to all things, but that all things else were alien and remote to them, that, too, perhaps, is a natural and inevitable way for young men to feel. And it certainly was a product of the training, the culture, and the aesthetic ideas of that time.


  But I have found out something else, for myself at least, in the past few years. And it is this: you can’t go home again—back to your childhood, back to the father you have lost, back to the solacements of time and memory—yes, even back to art and beauty and to love. For me, at any rate, it is now manifest that they are not enough. And I do not think that this be treason, but if it be, then—


  I began to find out about it six or seven years ago when I was living and working on a book in Brooklyn, and I have been finding out about it ever since. I do not know when it first began, perhaps such things as these have no actual moment of beginning, but I do know that one day I got a letter from a person who was speaking about love and art and beauty. It was a good letter, but after I had read it, I looked out the window, and across the street I saw a man. He was digging with his hand into a garbage can for food: I have a good memory for places and for time, and this was half-way through December 1932. And I know that since then I have never felt the same way about love or art or beauty or thought they were enough.


  This thing has all come slowly, because although thinking, feeling, perceiving, even working and writing, have always come to me with a rush, upon a kind of furious and tremendous tide, the resolution of things is very slow, because, as I have said, nothing is any good to me, nor I think to any man, until we find it out for ourselves. And I know that you can’t go home again.


  For four years, then, I lived and worked in Brooklyn. I worked like a locomotive. I certainly did not get around much in literary circles. But I do not think I missed much of what was going on around me in Brooklyn—which really is the world, or has the whole world in it—among my people down in North Carolina, in my native town, or in the country as a whole. And I think the reason I did not miss much was that I was so hard at work. People have told me that such work shuts one away from life. But that is not true. Such work is life, and enhances the whole sense and understanding of life immeasurably. So it was with me, at any rate.


  Early in 1935 I finished a big job of work and went abroad for the first time in four years. I went to Germany, because of all the countries I have ever seen, outside of my own, that, I think, is the country I have liked the best, in which I have felt most at home, with whose people I have felt the most natural, instant, and instinctive sympathy and understanding. It is also the country whose magic and mystery have haunted me the most. I had thought about it many times: after the labor, the fury, and the exhaustion of those four Brooklyn years, it meant peace to me, and release, and happiness, and the old magic again.


  I had not been there since the fall of 1930. Then I had stayed in a little town in the Black Forest, and there was great excitement among the people, for a great national election was being held. The state of politics was chaotic, there was a bewildering number of political parties—more than forty million votes, as I recall, were cast in the great Wahl. That year the Communists alone got four million votes, or more.


  This time, the thing was different. Germany had changed. Some people told me there was no such confusion or chaos in the politics or government now, because everyone was so happy. And I should have been. For I think no man ever went to a foreign land under more propitious conditions than did I early in May 1935.


  It is said that Byron awoke one morning at the age of twenty-four to find himself famous. I had to wait ten years longer; I was thirty-four when I reached Berlin, but it was magic just the same. I suppose I was not really very famous. But it was just as good, because for the first and last time in my life I felt as if I were. A letter had reached me from America telling me that my second book had been successful there, and my first book had been translated and published in Germany a year or two before. The German critics had said tremendous things about it; my name was known. When I got to Berlin, people were waiting for me.


  It was the month of May: along the streets, in the Tiergarten, in the great gardens, and along the Spree Canal, the horse chestnut trees were in full bloom. The great crowds sauntered underneath the trees on the Kurfürstendamm, the terraces of the cafés were crowded with people, and always, through the golden sparkle of the days, there was a sound of music in the air, the liquid smack of leather boots upon the streets as men in uniform came by with goose precision. There are so many chains of endless lovely lakes around Berlin, and for the first time I knew the wonderful golden bronze upon the tall poles of the kiefern trees: I had known only the South, the Rhinelands and Bavaria before. And now Brooklyn, and four years of work, the man who prowled into the garbage can, and the memory of grim weather, were far away.


  It was a glorious period for a week. I suppose in some way I connected the image of my own success, this happy release after years of toil and desperation, with May, the kiefern trees, the great crowds thronging the Kurfürstendamm, all of the golden singing of the air—somehow with a feeling that for everyone grim weather was behind and that happy days were here again.


  I had heard some ugly things, but I did not see them now. I did not see anyone beaten, I did not see anyone imprisoned, or put to death, I did not see any of the men in concentration camps, I did not see openly anywhere the physical manifestations of a brutal and compulsive force. True, there were men in brown shirts everywhere, there were men in leather boots and black uniforms, in uniforms of olive green around one everywhere, there was about one everywhere in the great streets the solid smack of booted feet, the blare of brass, the tootling fifes, the memory of young faces shaded under iron helmets, with folded arms and ramrod backs, precisely seated in great army lorries.


  But all of this was so mixed in with May, and the horse chestnut trees, the great cafés in the Kurfürstendamm, and the genial temper of the people making holiday, as I had seen and known it on so many pleasant times before, that even if it did not now seem good, it did not seem sinister or bad.


  Then something happened. It didn’t happen suddenly. It just happened as a cloud gathers, as fog settles, as rain begins to fall.


  Someone I had met was giving me a party and asked if I should like to ask any of the people I had met to come to it. I mentioned one. My party host was silent for a moment; he looked embarrassed: then he told me the person I had mentioned had formerly been the editorial head of a publication that had been suppressed, and that one of the people who had been instrumental in its suppression had been invited to the party, so would I mind—?


  I named another, and again the anxious pause, the embarrassment, the painful silence. This person was—was—well, he knew this person and he knew he did not go to parties, he would not come were he invited, so would I mind—? I named another, a woman I had met, whom I had liked. Again, the anxious pause, the painful silence. How long had I known this woman? Where, under what circumstances, had I met her?


  I tried to reassure my host on all these scores. I told him he need have no fear of any sort about this woman. He was instant, swift, in his apologies—oh, by no means: he was sure the lady was eminently all right—only, nowadays—with a mixed gathering—he had tried to pick a group of people I had met and liked, who all knew one another—he had thought that it would be much more pleasant that way—strangers at a party were often shy at first, constrained, and formal with each other—so would I mind—?


  A friend came to see me: “In a few days,” he said, “you will receive a phone call from a certain person. He will try to meet you, to talk to you. Have nothing to do with this man. His name is——.” When I asked him why this man should try to meet me, and why, if he did, I should be afraid of him, he would not answer, he just muttered: “This is a bad man. We have a name for him: it is ‘the Prince of Darkness.’” In a few days the man that he had named did call up, and did want to meet me. I wish that I could say that all of this was as laughable and as melodramatic as it may sound. But the tragedy is, it was not.


  Not that it was political. I am not trying to suggest that it was. The roots of it were much more sinister and deep and evil, and in their whole and tragic implication more far-reaching than politics or even racial prejudice could ever be. For the first time in my life I came upon something that I had never known before—something that made all the swift violence and passion of America, the gangster compacts, the swift killing, all the confusion, harshness, and corruption that infect portions of our own life seem innocent in comparison. And this was the picture of a great people who were spiritually sick, psychically wounded: who had been poisoned by the contagion of an ever-present fear, the pressure of a constant and infamous compulsion, who had been silenced into a sweltering and malignant secrecy, until spiritually they were literally drowning in their own secretions, dying from the distillations of their own self poison, for which now there was no medicine or release.


  Can anyone be so base as to exult at this great tragedy—a tragedy in which the whole world shares today—or to feel hatred for the great and mighty people who have been the victims of it? Culturally, it seems to me, from the eighteenth century on, the German was the first citizen of Europe. In Goethe there was made sublimely articulate the expression of a world spirit which knew no boundary line of race, or color, or religion, which rejoiced in the inheritance of all mankind, and which wanted no domination and no conquest of that inheritance, save the knowledge of his own contribution and participation in it.


  From the eighteenth century, in an unbroken line, down to the present one, that spirit in art, in literature, in music, and in philosophy, has continued, until there is not a man or woman in the world today who is not, in one way or another, the richer for it. When I first went to Germany, in 1926, the evidence of that spirit was manifest everywhere, even in the most simple and unmistakable ways. One could not, for example, pass the crowded window of a bookshop in any town in Germany without observing instantly the overwhelming evidence of the intellectual and cultural enthusiasm of the German people. Now that the indignation of the world is roused, it is too easy to sneer at these things as evidences of Teutonic ponderosity, Prussian pedagogics, another evidence of the unimaginative heaviness of their temperament. But the plain blunt truth of the matter is that it was a magnificent and noble thing, and without drawing an invidious comparison, a careful examination of the contents of a German bookshop or of a bookseller’s window, in 1926, would have revealed a breadth of vision, an interest in the cultural production of the whole world that would have made the contents of a French bookshop, with its lingual and geographic constriction, seem paltry by comparison.


  The best writers of every country in Europe were as well known in Germany as in their own land. The names of such American writers as Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, Upton Sinclair, Jack London, were not only well known, but their books were sold and read everywhere throughout the country; and the work of our younger writers was eagerly published, welcomed, read, and judged as was the work of writers everywhere throughout the world.


  Even in 1935 when, after an absence of almost five years, I saw the country again, and for the first time under the regime of Adolph Hitler, the evidences of this noble enthusiasm, now submerged and mutilated, were apparent in the most touching way. It has been said by some people that there are no more good books published in Germany, because good books can no longer be published or read. This is not true, as so many things one reads about Germany today are not true. And about Germany today we must be very true. And the reason that we must be very true is that the thing we are against is false: we cannot turn the other cheek to wrong, but also we cannot be wrong about wrong. We cannot meet wrong with wrong: we must be right about it. And we cannot meet lies and falsehood with lies and falsehood, although there are people who argue that we must. So it is not true to say that good books can no longer be published in Germany. And because it is not true, the tragedy of Germany, and the survival of the great German spirit, even in the devious and distorted ways in which it does now manifest itself, is more movingly evident than it would be if it were true. Good books are still published where the substance and material of good books does not in any way controvert or either openly or by implication criticize the present regime. It would be simply foolish and stupid to assert that any good book must so controvert or criticize the present regime, just because it is a good book.


  For all these reasons, the eagerness, the curiosity, and the enthusiasm of Germans for the books which they are still allowed to read has been, if anything, movingly intensified. Their eagerness to find out what is going on in the world, what is being written and published outside of Germany, the generous enthusiasm for such American writing as they are allowed to read, is as overwhelming as it is pathetic. One might liken the survival of the German spirit, under these conditions, to that of a man dying of thirst in a dry land, gulping greedily at a flask of water; or to a man who is drowning, clutching desperately at the floating spar of his own wrecked ship.


  Everywhere about me, as time went on during that spring and summer of 1935, I saw the evidences of this dissolution, this shipwreck of a great spirit, this miasmic poison that sank like a pestilential fog through the very air, tainting, sickening, blighting with its corrosive touch, through fear, pressure, suppression, insane distrust, and spiritual disease, the lives of everyone I met. It was, and was everywhere, as invisible as a plague, and as unmistakable as death; it sank in on me through all the golden singing of that May, until at last I felt it, breathed it, lived it, and knew it for the thing it was.


  I returned to Germany again for the last time perhaps that I shall ever be allowed to visit or to see that magic land again, in 1936.


  This time, the welcome that I got was even greater than it had been the year before. My second book had just been published; it had received a great reception: now everywhere I went there were people who knew my work. But something had gone out of life for me.


  It was the season of the great Olympic Games, and every day I went to the Stadium in Berlin. And, just as that year of absence had marked the evidence of a cruel and progressive dissolution in the lives of all the people I had known, so it had also marked the overwhelming evidence of an increased concentration, a stupendous organization, a tremendous drawing together and ordering, in the vast collective power of the whole land. And as if these Games had been chosen as a symbol of this new collected might, the means of showing to the world in concrete terms what this new power had come to be, it seemed that every energy and strength in the whole country had been collected and disciplined to this end. It is probable that no more tremendous demonstration has been known in modern times: the Games were no longer Games, no longer a series of competitive exercises to which the nations of the world had sent their chosen teams. The Games were an orderly and overwhelming demonstration in which the whole nation had been schooled, and in which the whole nation took a part.


  No one who ever witnessed that tremendous demonstration will ever forget it. In the sheer pageantry of the occasion, the Games themselves were overshadowed. But the great organizing strength and genius of the German people, which has been used so often to such noble purpose, had never been more thrillingly displayed than it was now. There had never been in the whole history of the Games, such complete and perfect preparation, and such calm and ordered discipline.


  With no past experience in such affairs, the German people had constructed a mighty stadium which was not only the most beautiful, but the most perfect in its design and purpose that any nation has designed in modern times.


  And all the attendant and accessory elements of this great plant—the swimming pools, the great halls, and the lesser stadia—had all been laid out and designed with the same cohesion of beauty and of use.


  The organization was superb. Day after day enormous crowds, such as no other city in modern times has had to cope with, and such as would certainly have congested and maddened the traffics of New York, and all its transportational facilities, were handled with a quietness, an order, and a speed that was astounding.


  The daily spectacle was overwhelming in its beauty and magnificence. From one end of Berlin to another, from the Lustgarten to the Brandenburger Tor, along the whole broad sweep of Unter den Linden, through the vast alleys and avenues of the faery green Tiergarten, out through the great West of Berlin to the very portals of the Stadium, the town was a thrilling pageantry of royal banners—not merely endless yards of looped-up bunting, but banners fifty feet in height, such as might have graced the battle tent of some great emperor. It was a thrilling tournament of color that caught the throat, and that in its massed splendor, and grand dignity, made all the gaudy decorations of our own Worlds’ Fairs, inaugurations, great parades, look like a scheme of shoddy carnivals in comparison.


  And all through the day, from morning on, Berlin became a mighty Ear, attuned, attentive, focused, on the Stadium. From one end of the city to the other, the air became a single voice. The green trees along the Kurfürstendamm began to talk: out of the viewless air, concealed and buried in ten thousand trees, a voice spoke to four million people from the Stadium—and for the first time in his life, a Yankee ear had the strange adventure of hearing the familiar terms of track and field translated in the tongue that Goethe used. He would be informed now that the Vorlauf would be run—and now the Zwischenlauf—at length the Endlauf—and the winner: Owens—Oo—Ess—Ah.


  Meanwhile, through those tremendous banner-laden ways, the crowds thronged ceaseless all day long. From end to end the great wide promenade of Unter den Linden was solid with a countless horde of patient, tramping German feet. Fathers, mothers, children, young folk, old, the whole material of the nation was there from every corner of the land, trudged wide-eyed, full of wonder, past the marvel of those ceaseless banner-laden ways from morn to night.


  And in between one saw the glint of foreign faces: the dark features of the Frenchman or Italian, the ivory grimace of the Jap, the straw hair and blue eyes of the Swede, the bright stabs of color of Olympic jackets, the big Americans, natty in straw hats, blue coats crested with the Olympic seal, and white flannels: and other teams from other nations, with gay and jaunty colors of their own.


  And there were great displays of marching men, sometimes ungunned but rhythmic, great regiments of brown shirts swinging through the streets; again, at ease, young men and laughing, talking with each other, long lines of Hitler’s bodyguards, black-uniformed and leather-booted, the Schutz-Staffel men, stretching in unbroken lines from the Leader’s residence in the Wilhelmstrasse up to the arches of the Brandenburger Tor; then suddenly the sharp command, and instantly, unforgettably, the liquid smack of ten thousand leather boots as they came together, with the sound of war.


  By noon, all of the huge approaches to the Games, that enchanted laneway that the Leader would himself take from the Wilhelmstrasse to the great Stadium, miles away, were walled in by troops, behind which patient, dense, incredible, the masses of the nation waited day by day.


  And if the inside of the Stadium was a miracle of color, structure, planned design, the outside, that enormous mass of people waiting, waiting, was a memory one could not forget. All had been planned and shaped to this triumphant purpose, maybe; but the people—they had not been planned. They just stood there and waited day by day—the poor ones of the earth, the humble ones of life, the workers and the wives, the mothers and the children of the land. They were there because they had not money enough to buy the magic little cardboard square that would have given them a place within the magic ring. They were there for just one purpose—to wait from morn to night for just two brief and golden moments of the day: the moment when the Leader came, the moment when he went.


  And at last he came: and something like a wind across a field of grass was shaken through that crowd, and from afar the tide rolled up with him, in which was born the hope, the voice, the prayer of the land. And Hitler came by slowly in a shining car, erect and standing, moveless and unsmiling, with his hand upraised, palm outward, not in Nazi-wise salute, but straight up, with such blessing and such gesture that the Buddha or Messiahs use.


  [¬]
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  THE MOUNTAINS


  A Play in One Act


  The University of North Carolina Press, Pat M. Ryan, ed., 1970


  
    O the Maountains, the Maountains,


    They styarve a man, they styarve a man.


    They grin, like sin,


    They pin you in,


    Till you go out and kyarve a man.


    doris halman

    The 47 Varieties (1922)

  


  [The text follows the first edition.]


  characters


  weaver, a mountain doctor


  richard, his son


  laura, his daughter


  tom weaver, the doctor’s brother


  mag weaver, Tom’s Wife


  roberts, sam, mountaineers


  scene: A Mountain District in the Western Part of North Carolina.


  time: The Present; along toward sundown of a day in June.


  setting: The living room in the home of Dr. Weaver, a substantial, comfortable country dwelling. So far as a room may have atmosphere, some subtle reflection of the personalities of fine but opposite people who have lived here, this room is rich in its mixture of strength and sweetness. There is a sober pensive tone almost of melancholy, but not of gloom. This is probably due to the dark walnut panellings and doors, the old oaken furniture with the marble-topped table in the center and the dark-brown papering of the walls which, on even so bright a day as this, shades and softens the light. It is along toward sundown on a day early in June, and the opening of the hearth at the left center has been closed with an iron grating. [Two rifles stand against wall up L. from hearth.] Brassheaded pokers and tongs and a shovel flank the hearth, leaning against the hooks that are driven for this purpose. There is an old-fashioned ornateness about this room which does not prove objectionable, maybe because its essential quality absorbs its small frivolities. The very hooks for the tongs, for instance, have ornate brass knobs and perched athwart the iron match safe on the mantel above is a very knowing looking iron sparrow, inviting the touch on his back that will make him dive like a shot into the box and bring up a match impaled on his long beak. There is a large wooden clock on the mantel and a tall vase at either end flaring out to a fluted rim and decorated with gilt flowers. At the left backstage is the entrance opening to a hall which runs through the house. Across this hall may be seen a sofa with a hat rack and a mirror above. The entrance to the porch is through this hall and a corner of the porch can be seen through the double windows which are at the center and right backstage. A low-hanging pine bough comes down before the window. Dr. Weaver’s desk is at the right upstage; it is a high old walnut desk.


  Lower down right is a bookcase filled with heavy medical-looking volumes. There is a door opening to a closet at the left upstage and hanging over the mantel is the portrait of a woman, frail and extraordinarily beautiful, dressed in the manner of thirty years ago. The floor is carpeted with a fine old faded rug and the marble-topped table in the center is strewn with books and papers. Comfortable looking arm chairs are grouped around the table. Through the window at the back may be seen a stretch of green valley land and reaching across in the distance a panorama of great wooded mountains, spotted with the passing of clouds between them and the sun, and covered with a blue haze which deepens like a heavy veil on the most distant peaks. In the extreme background, and isolated from the other mountains, is a crag, a freak of nature’s architecture, which at this distance resembles strikingly the profile of an old, hook-nosed, sardonically grinning man. The view could not be called “peaceful.” It is mighty in its great repose and full of power and quiet depth.


  Laura comes up through the hall and enters the room. She is a small, beautifully moulded girl of twenty-two with dark mobile features and a flashing crown of brown hair. She goes over to the table and absently re-arranges the books, moves restlessly to the window and looks out for a moment then returns to the hearth, where she stands for a moment gazing at the portrait. She drums nervously on the mantel with her fingers and returns to the table and seats herself there. She selects a book at random and thumbs the pages indifferently. Scarcely is she seated when Richard appears outside the window and enters the hall. He carries a stem of laurel in his hand which he tosses with his cap on the sofa. Richard is of medium height and slight figure. He moves with a swift, erect sureness that gives authority and dignity to his bearing. His face is thin, but its features are strong and finely drawn, his eyes are dark and brooding and set far back in his head, his movements are quick and nervous, and when he talks he uses his whole body. His speech may be slow and thoughtful, or it may be staccato in its rush, one word fairly snapping at the heels of another, the while he is running his hands in his pockets or jerking them out again with lightning-like rapidity. He is a talkative, imaginative young man, given to boomerang speculations which end where they start, too often, and return to plague their author. Restraint, compromise, or the path generally called “the middle way” are held in contempt and disdain by Richard. He would tell you that on the level of a principle there can be no compromise, he believes that there is no middle way,—he can visualize only two forces in life;—a Spirit that seeks truth and one that denies it. Life to him means a conflict between these two. This is dualism, if you like. Richard knows of only one way to absorb his negations; that is to forget them and conquer them,—or be conquered. He wants to be either a splendid success or an impressive failure, and he is bound to be one or the other; for one has only to look at this boy to know that he would fit a respectable mediocrity no better than a square peg a round hole. Older men would probably say that he is fine but foolish,—in short, an “idealist.” He could take fire at an idea and burn with such a steady flame that it might consume him. He can visualize evil or good as forces in as intense and tangible a form as a mystic of the middle ages; this requires imagination, and its fusing spirit runs like a flame through all the processes of his inner life.


  As a man of medicine and a scientist his possibilities are incalculable. Most of the classmates who have recently graduated from medical college with him will go out and be fine, honest gentlemen, and a credit to their profession,—steady, earnest and useful men. But from Richard you can expect something more than this. He will tell you that he can see God through a microscope and, without his telling you, you would know he can see beauty and unity in the vast things of Nature,—or perhaps, something malignant and evil there. He has the capacity for work and yet, time and again, the things his classmates sweated to know came to him in one blinding flash of light. As he grows older and wiser he will use this same quality on men, and much of the beauty and the tragedy and the mystery in the hearts of men will be revealed to his deeper insight, to thrill and exalt him. It has been his fate, and it will continue to be his lot to struggle with the Angel of Vision, but from that uneven contest may emerge, if nothing destructive happens, a spirit that can look serenely through the rags of the world about him and still see that which is real and eternal. If this seems too eulogistic we can only reply that it fails in adequately conveying the fineness of Richard.


  He stands in the doorway a moment mopping his brown face with a handkerchief and dusting the trousers of his rough grey tweed. As he enters the room Laura rises to meet him and we see he is very little the taller; there is in him both an elusive fineness of bearing and mould that identifies them as brother and sister.


  
    laura: Oh, you, Dick?


    richard: Hello. Is pa home yet?


    laura [rises]: He went to Beetree early this morning to see Ben Weathers. (She looks out of the window). [Turns to right]. He ought to be here now. There’s no telling, though, Pa keeps going from morning to night. A country doctor has a hard time, Dick.


    richard [Dick to chair L.]: I suppose I’ll be initiated soon. [1 step down stage.]


    laura: Yes. He has more than he can do. Pa is getting old, Dick. [Two steps forward.] Have you noticed? (After a moment.) [Down to table R.] But where have you been all day? I waited dinner an hour for you.


    richard: I visited my old friend.


    laura: Who’s that?


    richard: Bald Pate. (He moves to the window and looks at the peak.)


    laura: Doubletop’s much prettier. (Laura goes to window.)


    richard: From here, you mean. (Goes to window.) Bald Pate is my only friend among them. The rest are a lot of sneaking hypocrites pretending to be soft and green and waiting a chance to grind you down. [Comes down to chair R.]


    laura: You’re the same as you always were, Dick—about the mountains. (Turns to window.)


    richard: They hem you in and hold you and never let you go.


    laura: You’ve been away for eight years. (As though to break conversation takes two steps away, sees picture.)


    richard: And now I’m back. (He walks over to the mantel, looks at the portrait fixedly a minute, and speaks without turning away). When I was four or five years old I can remember—mother (The word has a strange unused sound to him and he says it awkwardly but with reverence.) sitting here by the hearth night after night rocking away with me in her arms. (He turns swiftly [to L.]) Laura, I know it was the eternal black fear of that waiting that killed her.


    laura [standing perfectly still]: Waiting! What waiting?


    richard: Waiting for pa to come in out of the mountains. She never knew when they’d bring him in with a bullet through him.


    laura: I have felt the same fear, Dick. [Goes to Dick, close, arm on shoulder.] There’s never a day goes by but what I feel it. And now, well you have come back, so I suppose it will be twice as great.


    richard (drawing his breath sharply) [Richard crosses to window, Laura to chair]: Ah! They’re still at it, are they?


    laura: Of course. Do you think it will ever end as long as Uncle Tom is alive? [Richard turns.] He’s been in three times this last week to see pa and I’m afraid it means trouble again.


    richard: They’re both getting old. I had hoped it would be over.


    laura [Laura goes to Dick at window.] (Almost with a sob): Over! Dick, it will never be over until there are no more to fight and kill.


    richard: No! I suppose not. They’ll go on shooting and killing each other as long as they last. And all because of a quarrel we had nothing to do with. [Richard goes to desk.] We don’t even know how it started. I could understand anyone as wild and rough as Uncle Tom going on with it but how a man like pa can keep it up is beyond me.


    laura (seriously): Do you think we can train ourselves away from our people, Dick?


    richard (emphatically): Yes! In a certain sense—the proper one. I’ve been home only two days and I can already see just what the last eight years has meant to me.


    laura: Is it best to change that way, Dick [Goes to R.], when you have to live here? (Pause. Nervously turning it on herself.) Look at me. [Turns.] I have good chances of being a nice old maid simply because—


    richard: Because a mountaineer wants a woman who can qualify as a packhorse when he marries.


    laura: And I’m afraid I can’t qualify. (With a little laugh.) At least I’m not swamped with offers. (To L. end of table.) [(To L. end of table.)] Ever since Pa sent me off to St. Genevieve’s, they all stay away—even the boys I’ve known all my life.


    richard: You’re not their kind, Laura. [Down to chair, right.] It’s right that they should keep their distance.


    laura [sits in chair L.]: Perhaps—but it’s awfully lonesome.


    richard [goes to Laura’s chair L. Pats her hand]: Don’t you fret! Life has something better in store for you, Laura [Sits on arm of her chair.], and somehow or other I’m going to get it.


    laura (smiling): All the tourists think mountain life is quite romantic.


    richard: They see it from the train window.


    laura: I’ve been reading a book—


    richard [seated on Laura’s chair] (scornfully): The books! Oh yes. But if you should read a thousand books which told you the mountains were wild and free [and] the mountain people lead wild adventurous lives, would you believe them?


    laura (wistfully): I’d like to believe them, Dick.


    richard: But you know it’s a lie. You read of beautiful mountain girls, mountain-Europas running around on their small bare feet, with their golden hair flying in the wind. (He laughs contemptuously.) Laura, how many beautiful mountain girls have you seen?


    laura (truthfully): There aren’t many.


    richard: They are big, rawboned, awkward girls made thin and rough with hard work. They are married off before they’re twenty and at twenty-five they are breeding droves of children. At thirty (He rises with a quick movement of distaste [goes toward window].)—well, at thirty they are broken and old.


    laura: I’m afraid that’s so.


    richard [turns to Laura]: I passed by Tom Bryce’s shanty on my way up Bald Pate. You know where the place is, dug in on the side of the hill (She nods.)—stretched out below there in a level plain of rhododendron and laurel. And in front of Tom’s door, some six or eight dirty little children were grubbing, so dirty and skinny and weazened that they looked like little monkeys! I looked at all that beauty on one hand and at all that filth and squalor on the other and then I looked up around me at these mountains standing there eternally to guard these people away from life.


    laura [Laura rises, goes to Richard at window, turns him to her]: Poor old Dick. It was hard on you to come back, wasn’t it? But it was fine, too.


    richard: No. It wasn’t either hard or fine. I couldn’t do anything else. I’ve been gone eight years and there hasn’t been a day of that time but what I could see these people back here, tired, gaunt creatures, fighting their pitiful little battle with the mountains which shut them off from the ways of other men.


    laura: It’s not the ways of other men they need, Dick, so much as some more decent way of living their own lives.


    richard: It’s the mountains, Laura, the mountains that use them up and kill them.


    laura: Don’t say that. I love the mountains, Dick. They are fine and beautiful.


    richard: You’ve never felt their tyranny [Laura turns away left.]—except perhaps—(He hesitates.) in some ...


    laura (Looking at him steadily): Except that they’ve kept me away from—from people.


    richard (flushing) Well—yes. When the people try to eke a living out of the ground, the mountains give up a half living—choosing to kill by inches.


    laura: Perhaps. But people don’t leave them. There must be a reason for it. [To table.]


    richard: There is, Laura. A man may leave the town or the farm or the sea, and stay away, but it isn’t often he can leave the mountains. (He turns to the window and is staring out at the peaks in the distance.)


    laura (softly, taking an impulsive little step toward him) [goes toward him again]: Is that why you came back, Dick?


    richard (after a pause) [Richard turns a little toward L.]: Maybe so, I can’t exactly tell you why. God knows I hate those hills over there.


    laura (shocked) [Steps back]: Oh, you don’t mean that.


    richard: They stand over against me there as something evil, like the witches in Macbeth.


    laura [Laura crosses to chair L.]: Your boyhood notions, Dick. You used to frighten me half to death when you talked like that. Heavens! What an imagination you had! [Sits.] I was afraid to step outside after dark for fear the mountains would gobble us up.


    richard (sadly): They get a great many, Laura—people like Tom Bryce, slaving his life away on the side of a hill to keep food in the mouth of those six little wretches and his snuff-dipping wife. She was under forty when I left but she had that stolid hopeless look then as if she were tired of living.


    laura (softly): She died while you were gone, Dick.


    richard (with reverence): Poor woman. What a life. [Turns right, paces R. & L. back of table.] (With an outburst.) There’s the terrible story these brooding hills have to tell, a story of existence where people eat, sleep and die in one room foul with the smell of dirty bodies, of haggard women lying—in such places giving birth to one child after another while the little unwashed, unkempt devils swarm around on the floor like so many flies. [Finishes by chair R.]


    laura (with a shiver): I’d rather believe the books, Dick. You’re too much of a realist.


    richard: It’s the truth, Laura. [Richard goes to left of table.] And that is something most people hate to face. [Pause.]


    laura (presently): I suppose you notice it more having lived in the city so long.


    richard: Yes. For eight years now I’ve carried the picture with me of these miserable people beating their lives away against the side of a hill; a picture that haunted and hurt. It brought me back and here I’ll stay. [Returns, goes to window.] I believe I have a job to do. I used to say to the mountains, “You can be beat and I’ll do it some day.”


    laura: You’re a dreamer, Dick, but I think you’re fine. [Laura rises, goes back towards window.] I’ve wanted you back with all my heart—at times I thought I’d go crazy at the loneliness of it all. [Richard moves towards her.] I wanted the old days back when you would tease me, and yank my hair, or pull me up a hill behind you.


    richard [Richard goes up to her, takes her outstretched hands behind table] (his eyes shining): We’ll do it again, Laura—go up the hill I mean. I reckon we’re not too old for that.


    laura: But there have been times, when I wasn’t thinking of myself, that I hoped [Laura draws away 2 steps, lower tone.], I almost prayed you wouldn’t come back.


    richard (startled): What do you mean, Laura?


    laura (going up to him impulsively) [flings herself on him, clings to him]: Dick, Dick, you’re too fine a fellow to waste yourself up here.


    richard: I won’t waste myself. I might have made more money by practicing in the city but I can do real work here. (Enthusiastically.) Why, Laura, I can do wonders. [Laura draws away.] Think of all these people—


    laura: I don’t mean money, Dick, If you only had a free hand to help these people you would do wonders. I’m sure of that.


    richard (puzzled): A free hand?


    laura: The same thing happened to pa, that I’m afraid—[Turns away ½ step.] (She stops.)


    richard: Will happen to me? Is that what you mean? (She nods. Richard continues with the utmost earnestness.) I tell you I will never take part in it. I think I’d sooner die. See what it has done to pa. Think of what he might have been, what he might have done up here if he hadn’t lined up with one side. [Richard steps forward.]


    laura: Pa’s a good man, Dick. We’ll never know a better [Takes a step.] But he couldn’t go against his family. Don’t you see it’s hopeless? Why, Uncle Tom has looked forward to your coming back all this time. It has never occurred to him that you might be changed. He can’t see anything else in life but a fight with the Gudgers. Every week he comes in and cleans and oils your rifle till it fairly shines. And when he puts it back in the closet he always says: “Just wait till Dick gets home, we’ll show them a thing or two.” That’s what you’ve got to face, Dick.


    richard: All right, then. If things stand that way I’m ready to face them and to tell them I’ll take no part in their game. And the sooner I get that settled the better. (In passionate anger.) Haven’t they made it hard enough on you and me? [Steps towards left.] Won’t my work up here be all the harder because everyone in the whole country is snarling at each other from two armed camps? Why, I believe the Gudger and Fitzpatrick people [Down between table and chair.] would rather die than ask help from pa. And he’s the only doctor up here.


    laura: But how can you do it? Don’t you know what it means to belong to a mountain family, to (Repeating with emphasis.) belong to it?


    richard (angrily) [crosses front of table to left front of chair]: Family be damned. I won’t commit murder—that’s what it is—for all the families in the world. I’ve got my own life to lead.


    laura [L. down by chair]: Are you sure it’s your own?


    richard: Who do you think it belongs to?


    laura [comes further down, right of table]: It ought to be yours, but is it?


    richard: It has to be.


    laura: There are many things that stand between us all and the freedom we want for ourselves.


    richard [Richard turns. Crosses to her right]: What are you driving at, Laura? [Pause.] (He looks at her hurt and surprised at her attitude.) I had looked to you for support. You know what I have dreamed of doing here. Do you think me just a fool?


    laura [Laura goes to him]: I wish there were more fools like you.


    richard: Why do you side against me, then?


    laura (gently) [looking up at him]: I never have and I never will side against you, Dick. I—love you too much.


    richard (quickly seizing her hands): I know you do. But you mustn’t lose heart, Laura. We are brave enough and strong enough to look them all in the face and refuse them.


    laura (clinging to him) [says into his shoulder]: I’m afraid, Dick. I’m afraid for you. I hate to see you made unhappy and wretched. I hate to see your dreams broken. (Head up.) Dick, you’ll give in, in the end. There’s no way out of it. Pa had to and I know he was fine when he came back as you are. (Loyally.) He still is. (Speaking rapidly and earnestly.) Oh go, please go, Dick. (Pushing him off.) Go away from it all. If you don’t, you are lost.


    richard: Lost! Run away now? Why, I’ve just begun to fight.


    laura: Yes, yes—but you can’t win.


    richard: But I can. (After a pause.) Has anything happened lately?


    laura: Yes. Last week. Someone shot at cousin Joe Weaver. They don’t know who it was.


    richard [Richard turns, goes to end of table left]: Was Joe hurt?


    laura: No.


    richard: I suppose they’re up in arms about it.


    laura: I’m afraid it won’t take much to start them again. I told you Uncle Tom had kept coming in to see pa this week.


    richard (angrily): I can’t understand it. [Quick turn to mantel and back.] I never could. To think pa would allow himself to be drawn into it. I believe he hates the whole thing as much as I do. [Turns back towards Laura.]


    laura: Don’t blame him too soon, Dick.


    richard: If there’s any reason for carrying on this fight except prejudice and stubbornness I’ve never—(A man goes by the window. There are steps on the veranda. Laura looks warningly at Richard.) [Richard goes to fireplace left.]


    laura: Psh! Here he comes! [Goes to open the door.]


    Dr. Weaver enters the hall. He deposits his little square satchel on the sofa and hangs his dusty felt hat on the rack. Dr. Weaver is a heavy, florid-faced man of medium height and slightly over fifty years old. He is smooth-shaven and his hair is short and grizzly gray. His face is seamed with heavy decisive lines which do not detract, however, from his genial, good-humored features. The total impression from the man is one of kindness linked to strength and character. He stands in the door knocking the dust from his baggy clothes and tramps heavily into the room. He greets Laura with a rough affectionate hug. [She takes his case.]


    richard (affectionately): Hello, pa.


    weaver: Good evenin’, son. (Giving Laura another bearlike squeeze.) What do you think of your sister, Dick? She’s a grownup lady, ain’t she? [They come into room.]


    richard: And a mighty pretty one, too.


    weaver [looks up at picture]: She gets more like her mother every day. I reckon I can’t say no more than that. [Brings her toward table C.]


    laura: I think both of you have said enough already. Are you hungry, pa?


    weaver: I could eat a horse; got me any supper?


    laura (contritely): I’m sorry. I lost track of time here talking to Dick. I’ll have it in a hurry. (She goes out.)


    weaver (calling after): Cut a few chunks off that side of ham I got from Tom Wilson. [Goes L. to chair. Richard still at fireplace.] Well, son, what have you done with yourself today? [He has sunk heavily into a chair.]


    richard: Oh, I climbed Bald Pate.


    weaver: Climbed Bald Pate! How I’d like to be young and spry again. I’ve been over every one of these hills from bonnet to bootstrap, you might say. (Richard slaps Weaver on back.) Son, reach into that desk and get me that box of cigars. (Richard [goes to desk.] pulls down the lid of the desk and offers the box to his father, who selects a cigar. Richard starts to return the box.) Go ahead and take one. I reckon you smoke behind my back. (Richard selects a cigar a little sheepishly and puts the box back.)


    richard [puts box back. Stays right]: You see—I don’t think you’ve ever seen me smoke before.


    weaver: I hope not. You were just a shoot of a seventeen-year-old boy when I sent you off. (He has lighted his cigar and sinks back in his chair [left] a little wearily.)


    richard [Pause. Stands at desk]: Tired, pa? (Weaver nods.) Had a hard day, I guess?


    weaver: I came close to drivin’ the legs off the mare. I went to Beetree to see Ben Weathers.


    richard: What’s wrong with Ben? (Sits right of table.)


    weaver (wearily): The same old story. He got into a fight last night with a fellow in Marion and they carved each other up a bit. Both had licker in ’em, I reckon. But, pshaw! You can’t kill ’em. Like as not they’ll be at it again next week. (Good humoredly.) If he does I’ll send you to see him.


    richard: Well, I’m ready to start any time now.


    weaver: Take your time, son. You’ll have enough to do once you get started. I don’t know how it’s going to feel with another medico up here. I’ve been the only one for thirty years. But I’m getting old, Dick. It won’t be many years before you’ll have the reins in your own hands. I reckon you came along about the right time.


    richard: They’ll hate to lose you, pa. These people think a lot of you.


    weaver: Do they?I wonder, now. Some of them, maybe. Not all, Dick. not all. There are people here, son, who would lay down and die before they’d ask me in to help them. our friends, the Gudgers, for instance.


    richard: Haven’t they ever called you in?


    weaver: Nary a time.


    richard: But surely they needed you.


    weaver: They’ve needed me often enough and no mistake. But they’re all stubborn as mules. Only last year Bob Gudger—he’s the cousin of Clem down here at the store—got down with pneumonia.


    richard: And they never called you in! [Pause.] How’d he get along?


    weaver (grimly): He died. (In a tone of deep bitterness, but with unmistakable regret also.) Served them right, the fools. I’ve never refused to go anywhere I was needed day or night for thirty years. They can’t blame me. I’d have gone if they had asked me. (He looks searchingly at Richard.)


    richard (evasively): They should have called you in, of course.


    weaver: Of course they should have. What fools they are! (Laughing suddenly.) You’ll meet all kinds up here. I set a fellow’s leg last week who thought he was a bird.


    richard: A bird!


    weaver: He was a mountaineer from way back yonder in Madison. The poor fellow saw an airplane fly for the first time at the fair in Morganton. He went home and took a pair of eagle’s wings—given him by his daddy, he says, and somehow or other he got them hitched on to his shoulders. He climbed a tree and stepped off.


    richard (laughing in spite of himself): It’s a wonder he didn’t kill himself. Lucky he didn’t try a cliff.


    weaver: That mountaineer can’t understand yet what went wrong.


    richard [rising]: Poor, ignorant devils!


    weaver (very gravely): They’re your own people, son. You came from that stock.


    richard [stepping to table]: Yes, but of course it’s different with us. [Sits on table front, left.] Education makes a lot of difference and [Pause.]—we’re just not like Uncle Tom and his people any more.


    weaver [brings chair close to table]: Dick, mountain people live a whole lot closer together than any other people I’ve known. And all the education in the world can’t change the fact of kith and kin. It took me nearly a life time to learn that. And I want you to learn it now.


    richard: What do you mean by “closer together”?


    weaver: Toward each other. The family tie binds us all together; a man can’t get away from his family; he gets to the point he doesn’t want to.


    richard: Why—he shouldn’t want to, should he? [Weaver turns aside, eyes drop.] (He looks at his father startled [then looks away].) Oh!


    weaver (with a faint smile): I don’t suppose he should. But when we’re young and full of fine ideas we want to be what we call—free. Later on—(He stops.)


    richard: Do fine ideas have to go by the boards later on!


    weaver: Some do, Dick.


    richard: I’d hate to believe it.


    weaver: I wouldn’t want you to, son. It’s not all true either. There’s always honey mixed with the gall and wormwood. If I’d stayed in the city I might have had a fat practice built up. And from the money side of it practicing up here is a sorry business. But I wanted to get back. I don’t think I could have stayed away. Sometimes I’m sorry I came. But there are times when it all seems worth while. After all, I’m the only doctor up here, or was, until you came. What would they have done without me?


    richard: It keeps you busy, though.


    weaver: There’s hardly a minute I can call my own. I have so much to do that I reckon I’ve become a sort of crude carpenter. I often do things you and the young squirts you graduated with would hoot at. Do you remember Jim Stafford’s little boy?


    richard: Yes! He ought to be about twelve now.


    weaver: He’s only ten. I was driving by Jim’s house two weeks ago and he came running out and called me in. The boy had swallowed a chicken bone and it lodged in his throat cutting off his wind entirely. He was blue in the face when I got there. He couldn’t have lasted much longer. I didn’t have anything with me but my pill case.


    richard: What did you do?


    weaver (after some hesitation): I used my pocket knife, Dick.


    richard: Good God! [Rises, right of table.]


    weaver (apologetically): I don’t suppose it sounds very nice. But I saved the boy’s life if I do say it myself. (With some pride.) And I made a clean job of it, too. A small incision under the jaw that’s going to heal with hardly a scar. [Richard turns slowly right around table.]


    richard: And Laura never said a word about it!


    weaver: I never told her. (Warningly.) Don’t say anything about it to her. Laura’s like your mother, Dick—just as soft-hearted as can be. It would only worry her. [Richard to L. of table.] Besides, it’s all in the day’s work, as the saying is.


    richard: Why, it’s as fine a thing as I ever heard of. See here! [Sits on left end of table.] I’m going to write it up for the medical journal tonight. You’ll be famous for that.


    weaver: Oh, no you don’t. I don’t care to be advertised for doing my duty. [Tom gets ready for knock.] (There is a knocking at the door.) I’ll see who it is.


    [Richard rises, goes toward door.] Weaver goes into the hall and opens the door. He is heard greeting his visitor outside: “Howdy, Tom. Come in.” “Howdy, Dick, how’re you-all. Jest come in fer a minute. Heard that young un of yourn’s back agin.” They enter the room. Richard rises to greet his uncle, Tom Weaver, a typical mountaineer—a man of forty-five, but apparently older. He is lean to gauntness, his tall bony frame is stooped, his long arms hang dangling to his knees. His skin has the tanned leather finish that comes from exposure to all kinds of weather, his eyes are beady and glittering and his movements quick and nervous. He is dressed in a rough suit of corduroy, and his faded shirt is collarless. Thin wisps of greyish hair stick through the crown of his tattered felt hat. The physical contrast between Tom and his brother, however, hardly begins to indicate the unmeasured chasm in education and training; yet they seem to recognize no difference here, they are natural, unaffected and entirely at their ease with each other.


    weaver: Dick, here’s your Uncle Tom come to see you.


    richard: Hello, Uncle Tom.


    tom weaver: Howdy, Dicky. (They shake hands awkwardly. Tom surveys him critically for a moment.) By God, Dick, he’s run up like a weed. It don’t seem no time since I rode him on my knee. I gave him his first chew of terbaccer when he wasn’t ten year old.


    richard (laughingly): My first and last, Uncle Tom.


    tom weaver: Start ’em early, I say. You’ll cure ’em, kill ’em, or larn ’em. (To Weaver.) Why, I had this feller lookin’ down the barrel of a gun when he wasn’t hardly able to lift hit an’ when he reached sixteen he was showin’ me stunts I never thought of. Slickest shot with a gun I ever seen, Dick, not meaning to give him the big-head. He could shave ye with one shot an’ come back an’ give ye a hair-cut with t’other. [All laugh.]


    richard: I had a good teacher, Uncle Tom.


    tom weaver: Well, ye’ll be gettin’ a chance to show ye ain’t forgotten how. I was tellin’ yore pa t’other day—


    weaver (quickly and with a warning look): Tom, you’ve got to stay for a bite of supper now you’re here. Laura’s nearly ready with it now.


    tom weaver (dubiously): I dunno. I reckon I ought to be gettin’ back an’ do my chores. The ole gal’s waitin’ on me outside now.


    weaver: Is Mag with you?


    tom weaver: Yeh! I left her out with the mules. She said she reckoned she wouldn’t come in.


    weaver: Bring her right in.


    tom weaver: Don’t you reckon hit’ll put you out? [Richard looks out window.]


    weaver: Not a bit. There’s plenty of room for all of us. I’ll have Laura set two extra places.


    tom weaver (going to the window and calling out): Hey, gal, tie them mules up an’ come on in. We’re stayin’ for supper.


    a woman’s voice (outside—shrill, cracked and strident): Law me! I hain’t fit to be seen in company. I’ll be right in.


    tom weaver ([stops by window right] with a chuckle): It ain’t often she gits the chance to eat somebody else’s cookin’.


    A woman enters. She is a hard unlovely looking creature, her sallow skin is stretched tightly over her sharp, bony face, her wispy hair has been pulled back painfully and fastened in a knot behind; from the corner of her mouth protrudes a small stick; her mouth is discolored with snuff at the edges. She is dressed in gingham which fits her shapeless body tightly; she moves awkwardly and is deeply embarrassed by the presence of so much unaccustomed luxury in her surroundings. Richard steps quickly to her and takes her hand.


    richard: Hello, Aunt Mag.


    mag: Well, now! Haint he growed up, though! You’d be a right pert catch fer any gal, Dick.


    richard (laughing): Well, I haven’t thought of anything like that, Aunt Mag.


    mag (approvingly): That’s right, son. Ye’d better stay shet of it. I never knowed no better.


    tom weaver: You’re gettin’ mighty set-up an’ sassy, ain’t you? Where’d you be now if I hadn’t come along an’ took ye? (Cackling shrilly.) First time I ever seen her she was hoein’ potaters in her daddy’s patch.


    mag (laconically [Mag crosses to Tom]): Yeh! I’m still hoein’ ’em in yourn.


    weaver (with a chuckle): She hit you that time, Tom. Make yourselves at home. I’m going back to wash up.


    mag: Where’s Laurie?


    weaver: She’s back there fixing supper.


    mag [crosses back]: I’ll go on back an’ help her. I reckon Tom’ll want to talk to Dick. [Goes out.]


    She goes out with Weaver. Weaver is heard down the hall: “Your Uncle Tom and Aunt Mag are here to supper, Laura.” Tom selects a chair and sits down looking at Richard appraisingly all the time. The silence between the two becomes strained and awkward, Richard trying desperately to find something to say, Tom chewing a wad of tobacco vigorously and never removing his gaze from Richard. [They stand silent; then Tom goes to fireplace, spits.]


    richard (awkwardly): I hope you’ve been well, Uncle Tom?


    tom weaver: Tolable, Dick, jest tolable.


    richard: And how is—your wife?


    tom weaver (staring): Who?


    richard (confused): Oh—Aunt Mag, I mean.


    tom weaver (spitting): Oh, the ole woman. Pshaw, Dick [Sits in chair L.], that’s the sorriest critter I ever clapped eyes on. She ain’t wurth her snuff, no she ain’t. I’d as lief have no help at all as the kind of help she’s been givin’ me. She’s ailin’ an’ complainin’ all the time of fust one thing, the t’other. Hit’s been her back hyeh lately but if hit ain’t her back hit’s somethin’ else.


    richard: I’m very sorry to hear it. ([Pause,] looking at Tom intently.) Perhaps she’s worked too hard, Uncle Tom.


    tom weaver: Work! She don’t know nothin’ about hit! What does a woman know about work, Dick? Of course they piddle aroun’ the house a little an’ cook an’ wash some—


    richard [stands, hands in pockets]: And raise a family and sew and iron and do a few other things but after all they don’t know much about work, do they? [Richard sits right.]


    tom weaver (taking him quite seriously): No. Nothin’ to speak of. They lay aroun’ eatin’ you out of house an’ home while you grub away on the farm tryin’ to git things to grow atween the rocks. That’s work! (Plaintively.) But the ole gal’s gittin’ ole, I reckon. So’m I. An’ we ain’t got no call to be.


    richard (cheerfully): Go on, Uncle Tom. You talk like you’re an old man.


    tom weaver (earnestly): I am, Dick. I am.


    richard: Why, you can’t be over forty-five and your—Aunt Mag’s not forty, I bet.


    tom weaver: She’s goin’ on forty-one. But it ain’t the number o’ years ye live, son, that makes ye ole. Hit ain’t “how long” but “how much.” So we’re gittin’ ole, Dick, jest the same. (With something like real sympathy.) Pore ole gal, she has had a mighty hard time of hit.


    richard: You’ve had a large family to support, Uncle Tom.


    tom weaver: Yeh! A man oughter know better than to have a whole flock of young ’uns ’less’n he’s able to do hit. I got a stand of land in the cove, ye know, but, law, hit ain’t wuth shucks. Last spring the rains come an’ never let up fer two weeks steady. All my young cawn was beat right into the ground. I guess all the water on Craggy drained right into my back yard. That cussed mountain causes half my trouble, son. Two years ago a flood came an’ in a week the whole side of a hill started slidin’ down on my house, slow an’ easy, a few foot a day.


    richard: A landslide, eh?


    tom weaver: Yeh! That’s what they call hit. I stopped hit but my crop went plumb to hell while the boys an’ I were drivin’ logs in front of the bank behind our house.


    richard [Richard gets up, looks towards window] (roughly): Pah! Do you think you’ll stop a mountain by driving a few wooden sticks in the ground? [Richard turns to Tom.]


    tom weaver: No. Hit’ll git me some day, creepin’ down on me a few foot a year. Son, I’ve gone out into my back yard o’nights when no one was lookin’ an’ cussed that damn mountain with every dirty name I could think of. I’ve tried my best to make a livin’ fer thirty year an’ the damned mountain seems to have a hand in spilin’ my crop every time. Ye’d better be glad, son, ye don’t have t’ make yore livin’ farmin’. I don’t know nothin’ else so I got to. I never seemed t’ be able t’ git away from up heah.


    richard [at window]: Haven’t you ever been out of the mountains, Uncle Tom?


    tom weaver: Oh, I’ve been to Hick’ry a few times peddlin’ melons, but pshaw, I couldn’t stay away long. I wanted t’ git back. Gawd knows why.


    richard: I know.


    tom weaver: Yore pa was different. He allus was a restless youngun an’ wanted t’ git away. He had a mind to doctorin’ as fer back as I kin remember so he worked in ole man Tom Winthrop’s hardware store fer $15.00 a month, an’ read books at night ’til he was able t’ git away.


    richard (with deep admiration [crosses to back of table]): That was fine. It took nerve to do that.


    tom weaver: Yore pa allus did have a lot of git-up-an-go to him, Dick. I never knowed how he made out while he was gone but one day he turned up bringin’ the purtiest gal back from the city I ever clapped eye on.


    richard: That was my mother. (Walks over to the hearth and looks at the picture. His back is to Tom. Tom looks at picture also.)


    tom weaver: You don’t remember her much, I reckon. Son, she was a fine woman. Quiet an’ pale-like but as nice an’ accomodatin’ a gal as you ever see.


    richard [turning to Tom]: Tell me, Uncle Tom, do you think my mother liked it up here in the mountains? [Richard stands by Tom’s chair back.] That is, did you ever hear her say anything—


    tom weaver: Well now, Dick, I can’t rightly say as to that. All I know is yore ma worried right smart over yore pa.


    richard: Worried? Was it on account of that—


    tom weaver: Count o’ the trouble with the Gudgers. Yes. You see he hadn’t tol’ her nothin’ ’bout hit when he come back an’ when she found out she made him promise he wouldn’t have nothin’ to do with hit. He tol’ her he wouldn’t. (Chuckling.) Yore pa had a lot o’ queer notions when he fust come back, Dick.


    richard: Oh, he did. I suppose he soon lost them, did he?


    tom weaver: Oh, sure, when the time come. When he come back he said he wouldn’t have nothin’ t’ do with hit, said he was back heah—(Scratching his head.)—said he was back heah “to cure an’ not to kill,” them was his very words.


    richard (in a low, quiet voice): Ah! He said that, did he? (Speaking now with a trace of hard sarcasm in his voice which Tom doesn’t notice.) But you brought him around, Uncle Tom, didn’t you?


    tom weaver: No-o, I can’t say as we did anything, Dick. We jest let things slide along fer we knew when the time come yore pa was comin’ with us. So one night shootin’ broke out an’ we come fer yore pa. He was settin’ heah in this very room with yore ma.


    richard: Did he go with you?


    tom weaver: There wan’t nothin’ else to do. A man ain’t goin’ agin his family, is he? Besides, shootin’ Gudgers comes more nachrul than shootin’ squirrels to a Weaver. Hit’s jest like yore pa tol’ yore ma afore he left her that night. I’ll never fergit hit. She hadn’t said nothin’ an’ he kinder lifted his hands an’ said, “Blood’s thicker’n water, Effie.”


    richard [down in front of Tom by fireplace]: Uncle Tom, just what is it all about? What do we expect to get out of it? What are we fighting for?


    tom weaver (grimly): We’re fightin’ fer our lives, son.


    richard: Yes, but why? How did this thing ever start? [Richard at side of Tom’s chair.] You’ve never told me. Pa never has.


    tom weaver: Oh, hit started way back thar afore you was born. Ole Man Jud Fitzpatrick had a passel of mountain land next to yore Grandaddy Weaver’s t’other side o’ Doubletop.


    richard [a step away, back]: Mountain land, you say.


    tom weaver: Yeah! They never did git hit cleared up where one line started an’ t’other begun.


    richard: A dispute over a boundary line! [Richard goes to window.] (Muttering.) Mountain land. I might’ve known! [Back to audience.]


    tom weaver [Richard turns and listens.]: One day ole man Fitzpatrick come on yore Grandaddy fencin’ his land an’ he said: “Who gave ye leave to fence my land?” Yore Grandaddy said: “Who said hit was yore land?” Ole man Fitzpatrick yells: “I say so, by God.” “You don’t need to git so hot about hit,” yore Grandaddy says. “Thar ain’t no call to go gittin’ on yore head ’bout hit.” Ole man Fitzpatrick goes off but he comes back in ’bout an’ hour with a gun. He don’t come close but he yells, “We’ll see now if ye don’t git off, damn ye!” an’ he shoots at yore Grandaddy.


    richard: And he killed him?


    tom weaver (with satisfaction): No, damn him, he didn’t. Yore Grandaddy laid fer him an’ shot him two weeks after he was comin’ from meetin’. (Spits.) Kill him deader’n a nail.


    richard: So that was it? Forty years of it! Where will it end, Uncle Tom? [Comes down right of table.]


    tom weaver [Tom rises suddenly, crosses front of table to Richard’s right]: End! End! Thar ain’t goin’ to be no end, son, ’til we git all that gang or they git us.


    richard: And so, I suppose we’ll go on shooting and killing each other until there are no more to shoot and kill. What are we gaining by it, Uncle Tom? [Richard to front. Face each other.] We’re not settling anything. There’s a law for killing.


    tom weaver (savagely): Yeh! An’ I mean to take hit in my own hands. (Turning suddenly on Richard.) [Richard steps back to chair.] You look heah, Dick: I don’t know what new notions you got in yore head since you been gone. But don’t you let ’em interfere with business. Yore business when the time comes will be totin’ a gun along with yore pa. Don’t you fergit that, Dick. (He goes to [wall up from fireplace and] takes a highly polished rifle. [Richard watches a moment.] He handles it with loving care and the expression of his harsh, seamed face becomes gentle for a moment and he smiles.) Pshaw, Dick! You ought to be proud to tote sech a gun. Look how purty I kep’ it fer ye. All slick an’ shiny an’ ready fer business. (Richard snatches the gun impulsively and examines it with ill-concealed eagerness.) [Tom comes down C. back of table.]


    richard: Here! Let me have it. Been so long since I—(He sights the rifle with a swift sure movement.) It’s light as a feather! Easy to handle as—(He notices Tom’s sardonic grin and releases the rifle in deep disgust.) Here! Take the damn thing! I don’t want to ever see it again.


    tom weaver (ironically): Yeh! I seen how you fought shy of hit. (He digs Richard in the ribs with a dry cackle.) You’ll do, Dick, you’ll do.


    richard [Richard turns on Tom] (angrily): What?—Ah! [He flings himself in chair—right of table.]


    tom weaver [sets gun down] (coming up to him and speaking very earnestly): Son, I’m a broken down ole man but as long as I can tote a gun an’ see to shoot one I’m ready to fight a Gudger. Yore pa an’ I have waited fer ye, Dick, an’ ye ain’t goin’ back on us now. Yore pa’s gittin’ ole, Dick, an’ yore young an’ stout as a mule. [Tom bends over Richard’s chair.] You’re a Weaver, Dick. Don’t ye know what that means? Thar ain’t nothin’ else ye can do but go with yore tribe.


    richard (rising furiously): There’s not? Well, we’ll see, Uncle Tom. We’ll just see about that.


    tom weaver (with a tolerant smile): Go on with the fireworks, son. You’ll tone down when the time comes. You’re yore daddy over again an’ I know how he was. [Puts gun back by hearth.]


    There is a knocking at the door. Richard starts to answer it but Laura passes by in the hall. She pauses a moment.


    laura: Supper’s ready, you folks. I’ll see who’s here.


    She opens the door and ushers in a mountaineer, a man of thirty-five, evidently in a suppressed but highly keyed state of excitement. He shuffles in awkwardly, looks apprehensively at Richard and Tom, snatches his hat off suddenly and stands twisting it in his hands.


    the man [anxiously]: Good evenin’, Miss Laura. I come to see yore pa. Is he in?


    laura: Yes. I’ll get him for you. Have a seat.


    She goes out. Tom has been looking suspiciously at the visitor all the time and now half bustles up to him.


    tom weaver: Ain’t ye one of them Roberts?


    the man (half defiantly): Ed Roberts my name.


    tom weaver (contemptuously): Hah! I knowed hit! What air ye doin’ hyeh?


    At this point Weaver enters, the man turns to him swiftly and speaks to him rapidly, earnestly, and with a note of pleading in his voice.


    the man: Doc, I come to ask ye to go out to my place with me. My leetle gal’s been took with a cold an’ she’s been gaspin’ since mornin’ like she couldn’t git her breath.


    weaver: Where do you live?


    the man: Out on Beaverdam. I got a team hyeh, I’m all ready to go. (Weaver starts for desk.)


    tom weaver [Tom at chair L.] (interjecting roughly): D’ye know who this feller is, Dick? His name is Roberts; he’s a cousin of Clem Gudger’s.


    richard [1 step forward] (excitedly): It doesn’t make any difference who he is. One of us ought to go with him.


    [Weaver walks over to desk—his back to Roberts.]


    the man (pleading earnestly to Weaver): Doc, ye ain’t goin’ to throw me down count o’ that, air ye? I ain’t never had nothing to do with Clem Gudger nor his crowd. I ain’t never harmed ye, Doc. I swear I ain’t. [Roberts crosses to desk.] The ole woman’s nigh crazy ’bout the gal, Doc. [Weaver at desk.] If I come back without ye I don’t know what she’d do.


    richard (in great excitement, breaking in) [comes down, crosses to Weaver]: Pa! Let me go with him. I can—


    weaver (his pride touched into a moment’s anger): It’s all right. I’m still able to tend to my own patients. (He writes rapidly on the top of his desk.) Here, Roberts [Roberts crosses quickly to him.], take this prescription down to Joe Wetherby’s. Go to his house, the store’s closed. Come back here as quick as you’ve got it filled. Make it quick, now, do you hear?


    The Man snatches the prescription and goes out quickly. The door closes and his heavy boots may be heard clattering down the steps. There is absolute silence for a moment while Tom looks with amazement at his brother.


    tom weaver [Tom crosses to front of table L.]: You don’t aim to go out thar with that feller, do ye?


    weaver (firmly): I do.


    tom weaver: Didn’t I tell ye he’s Clem Gudger’s cousin?


    weaver: I’d go if it was Clem Gudger himself, Tom.


    richard [Richard steps forward right] (with enthusiasm): That’s right, pa.


    tom weaver (in deep disgust): Hell! This beats all I ever heerd of.


    weaver [crosses to Tom] (slapping him affectionately on the back): You mustn’t take these things so seriously, Tom. I’m a doctor and I can’t draw the line on a man because his family isn’t agreeable to me.


    tom weaver: All the same we’ve got to stick together. We can’t let it go gittin’ ’round that we’re hobnobbin’ with any o’ that crowd.


    weaver: Pshaw! Don’t make a mountain out of a mole hill, Tom. Think of the man’s little girl. You can’t let a child suffer. She might have pneumonia from the way he talked. (There are sounds of footsteps on the steps outside.) He’s getting back mighty quick. (A knocking at the door.) Must be somebody else. (He opens the door. A man, breathless from running, and greatly agitated, runs in.)


    weaver: What is it, Sam? (Noting his agitation and speaking sharply.) What’s the matter, Sam?


    sam: Where’s Tom? Is he here?


    weaver (jerking his head): Inside. Come on in. (Sam comes in quickly.)


    sam [Sam comes back of table C.]: Clem Gudger killed Joe while ago.


    tom weaver (leaping forward) [to L. of table]: What! Where was he?


    sam: Joe went into Clem’s store and tol’ him he was the one who shot at him last week. Clem had been drinkin’ an’ he said: “No, damn ye, but I’ll git ye now.” So he pulled a gun from under his counter an’ shot him.


    tom weaver (turning passionately to Weaver and speaking in a voice choked with rage) [Sam moves to R. of table. Richard listens deeply agitated.]: What did I tell ye? I knowed it was comin’. I’ve seen ’em with their heads together talkin’—all of ’em as quiet as rats when ye walked by ’em, an’ I knowed hit was comin’. Now, damn ’em, we’ll have it out. (To Sam.) Where air they now?


    sam: Clem an’ two of the Fitzpatrick boys air down in the store with the doors locked. They’re waiting on ye to come, I reckon. (Mag and Laura enter. [Laura crosses to “Paw” quickly.])


    mag: What is hit, Tom? (Quickly.) Has thar been shootin’ agin?


    tom weaver [at door]: Joe Weaver’s been killed. I was jest goin’ t’ git the boys. You stay here with Laurie, Mag. [Turning to Weaver.] By drivin’ hard I can git back in four hours. Can you an’ Dick drive over to Beaverdam an’ get Cousin Joe and Bob Blackwell?


    weaver (slowly): Why—I reckon, Tom.


    tom weaver: We’ll have to hurry to do it in four hours. Sam you come along with me. (He starts to go.)


    mag [Mag stopping him]: Oh, Lord, I knowed hit was comin’ agin. An’ now ye’ll go out thar, Tom, an’ like as not git shot.


    tom weaver: You close yore trap, Mag. I ain’t got no time to go foolin’ with you.


    mag: No, you hain’t never had no time to think of me. What’s to become of me, Tom? A lot you care an’ I’ve slaved fer ye nigh onto twenty-five year.


    tom weaver [pushes her aside to L.] (roughly): You stay like I tol’ you with Laurie. I’ll come an’ git you as soon as it’s over.


    mag: More’n likely they’ll bring ye in with a bullet in you.


    tom weaver (quickly): Come on, Sam. I’ll be expectin’ ye back, Dick. (He goes out with Sam.)


    weaver (quietly after a moment to Richard): I’ll go get the buggy out. Meet me out front. [Starts for door.]


    richard (in a low voice): I’m not going with you. I’ll go with Roberts when he comes back.


    weaver [stops, turns a few steps towards Richard] (firmly): No, you’ll come with me, Dick. There’s nothing else you can do. (Roberts comes in quickly.)


    roberts [coming to Weaver]: Well, I’m ready, Doc. I got the medicine an’ I reckon we better not lose no more time.


    weaver (after some hesitation): I’m sorry, Roberts, but I can’t go with you now.


    roberts: What’s that? Aw—Doc, ye can’t mean it. Why, ye jest tol’ me ye’d go with me.


    weaver: I know, but something has happened since then that makes it impossible. (Roberts [takes steps] hopefully to Richard.)


    richard: Yes, Roberts, I’ll go with you. (He starts to go, but his father stops him.) [Roberts crosses to Richard.]


    weaver: Just a minute, Dick. I have something to say to you. (Turning to Roberts.) Roberts, go outside and wait. If my son can go with you he’ll be out very soon.


    roberts (with a menace in his voice): All right, Doc Weaver, but let me tell ye somethin’. If anything happens to my leetle gal because ye won’t go with me I’ll git ye if I have to hunt ye the rest of my life. [Comes close to Weaver.]


    weaver: That talk doesn’t do you any good, Roberts. Now, go on out.


    roberts (doggedly): I ain’t goin’ to be throwed over like this. (He goes out but turns for a moment at the door and speaks in a trembling voice.) I ain’t never harmed ye, Doc, but so help me Gawd, if anything happens—(He goes out.)


    richard (impatiently): Go on and say what you have to say, I’m going with him!


    weaver: You’re coming with me, Dick. It’s your family that needs you tonight, my boy. And that’s a call we can’t resist. [Puts hand on Richard’s shoulder.] Every day, every year of your life up here, you’ll feel the tug of that call. If you despise it now you’ll regret it all the days of your life.


    richard (stubbornly): You can’t make me go.


    weaver: I won’t try. But you’ll come, Dick. [Richard moves to R.] Oh, yes, you will. You think you can get away, Dick, if you have the schooling. I know, for I’ve been through the same mill. But you can’t. You can’t desert us all that way.


    richard (desperately [turning on him]): You’re asking me to do a hideous thing. Don’t you see, it’s a test, a test when these two things come together this way and I won’t give in. There’s a bigger struggle than you and I have any idea of going on out there somewhere tonight and I’m going to line myself up on the right side. (In a clear voice.) Do you hear me? [Crosses to door.] I’m going with Roberts. [He starts toward the door.]


    laura [springing forward, stops him] (with a sharp cry): Dick! Stop!


    richard: What! You? (Brokenly.) Oh, Laura, I thought you were with me. [Throws Laura off.]


    laura (sobbing): Dick, Dick, you don’t know what you’re doing.


    richard (to Weaver): I tell you for the last time, if you’ll let a sick child suffer, I won’t. [Crosses to Weaver.] While you’re out there doing your bloody work tonight what is going to happen to that man’s child? Have you thought of that? What of the little girl?


    weaver: What of your family, Dick? What of your cousin Joe who lies dead with a Gudger bullet in him? What of your Uncle Tom, what of me? It’s your family, son. (With a note of sternness.) And one of them was killed tonight. Come, Dick [False start.], we must go.


    richard: I’ll not go, I tell you. [Breaks away.] I’ll not go. Did you send me away to prepare me for this bloody game? Haven’t you seen enough murder eating through this family? Didn’t my mother die because—[Laura to chair L.]


    weaver (hoarsely): Stop, Dick!


    richard (controlling himself): I’m sorry, pa. I didn’t mean to say that. But I can’t go out there with you. I can’t and I won’t. Every principle, every fine thing I hold in my heart depends on what I do now. And I won’t surrender them to carry on a fight that means nothing but murder for its own sake, murder because of the quarrel of two hot-tempered old men I never knew. I won’t go! [Richard, to window, back to audience.]


    weaver (with infinite sadness and tenderness): Son [Pause, puts hand on Richard’s shoulder.], we’re like that mountaineer who thought he was a bird. [Turns Richard slowly.] Our fine schemes are hitched on eagle’s wings.


    richard [one step toward Weaver]: We’re not like Uncle Tom and his people. We got away from them.


    weaver: It’s the same stock. They’re your people. We went away but we came back to them. (Sternly.) And one of them was killed tonight. [False start.] Come, Dick, we must be going.


    richard (wildly) [draws away]: You knew this would happen! [Richard S. steps C.] Why did you send me away?


    weaver: I have no regrets. You have a place to fill here when I am gone. When I am gone, Dick, when your Uncle Tom is gone—why, then—(He pauses.) [Richard back a few steps.]


    richard: Then what?


    weaver (in a deep strong voice): Then—Freedom! Victory! It will be your release. But not ’til then. “The old order changeth,” they say. The old order never changes. It dies. (A pause.) I can’t make you come with me. [Goes to door.] I shan’t try. But I’m going out now to get the buggy. I’ll be out front in five minutes. You can meet me there.


    He goes out taking [one of the rifles from fireplace, and] his hat from Laura who stands silently in the door. Mag during all the foregoing conversation has stood awkwardly over near the fireplace. Several times she seemed about to speak but thought better of it. Now she twists her rough, toil-worn hands before her and glances quickly, furtively from Laura to Dick. Laura moves up to Richard who has turned toward the window and rests her hand lightly on his sleeve.


    laura [crosses to Richard]: I’m sorry, Dick.


    richard (wheeling quickly): What’s that? [Turns a little.] Oh!


    laura: I’m sorry it happened so soon.


    richard: It doesn’t matter when, I suppose.


    laura: You mustn’t blame pa, I suppose.


    richard: Blame him? (Pause.) No. I’ve learned to know him and to understand. (With an ironic laugh.) How deep we think we are! How wise and original! And then we find that all our depth is not even knee-high to the other man’s. [Two steps right.] O God! If I could have dreamed forever. If only—[Crosses to Laura C.] (Turning desperately to her.) Laura, Laura, I’m beginning to give in to it. Is there no getting away from it?


    laura: Not from your family, Dick.


    richard [Richard turns to window]: It’s not the family. It’s those accursed mountains.


    laura [takes Dick by arms, turns him]: Pa,—Dick! Think of him. He’s an old man. You can’t let him go out there alone.


    richard [pause—low tone] (after a desperate moment): No! [turns, drops hands.] I can’t. (He strides resolutely to the closet and takes out the rifle, filling his pockets carelessly with cartridges, speaking absently all the while.) I suppose it’s in good shape. (He snaps the barrel down and squints through it. In a quiet voice.) O God, they are drawing me in!


    laura [confirmation in her voice]: Dick, you are going with them?


    richard: I was a prophet in the wilderness too soon. The mountains aren’t ready to receive the prophets. [Laura C. back.]


    laura (dry-eyed but choking): It’s too bad, Dick.


    richard (jeering himself cruelly): The mountains wouldn’t come to Mahomet Weaver. Mahomet Weaver must go to the mountains. And the mountains are laughing tonight, Laura. They’ve just played one of their little jokes. And they think it’s very funny. (He goes to the window and calls out loudly.) You think it’s very funny, don’t you?


    laura (in terror): Dick, Dick! [To Dick at window.]


    richard [in the same loud voice]: Bald Pate! Bald Pate! By God, he’s grinning at me! (Mockingly.) It’s all right, Bald Pate. Go ahead and laugh. It’s now the proper time to laugh.


    (His father’s voice outside: “I’m waiting on you, Dick.”)


    mag (speaking for the first time): Hit’s too bad, Dick, but I reckon ye’d better go. I ain’t never seen no way out of hit.


    laura: Go quick. They’re waiting on you.


    richard: That’s where they get you. They can wait the longest. (He goes quickly to the door.)


    laura: You are going with them.


    richard (with a rasping laugh): There’s nothing else to do. I’ve learned early. You always go with them when they want you. (He goes out.)


    laura: When they want you? (With sudden understanding turns [to window].) The Mountains—(sobbing.) Mag, Mag, why is it? Why has it got to be?


    mag [at fireplace] (dully): Land, child, don’t ask me why hit is. I don’t know. (In hard, cracked, sullen tones.) I don’t know nothin’. I reckon Tom don’t think me fit fer nothin’ except to do the chores an’ raise a family. Now I’m an ole worn-out woman an’ he’ll go out thar an’ like as not git killed. But does he think of me? Land, child, don’t ask me why things is like they air. I reckon thar ain’t no way o’ findin’ out.
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  PROLOGUE


  
    Scene: Upon a hillside in the South a hundred years ago.


    A primitive landscape is in the process of conversion. Here, on top, where the hill is round, and before it slopes away to the east, a clearing has been made in the dense undergrowth of young pine, oak, chestnut, and laurel. It is clearly summer, but in that warm lush wooded place, the brown and fragrant needles of the pines yet carpet the earth.


    In the foreground are the stumps of trees white and bleeding fresh. In the background, black-barred against a red and smoky sun which is sloping swiftly into the west, is a forest of great pines.


    Beside the pines, upon the very brink of the hill, before it drops, a house is rearing its white and comely sides. From within comes the sound of hammering, and the shearing of boards, and a low steady sustained and savage chant sung by deep barbaric voices.


    To the left, a wide path has been cut straight down the flank of the hill through the dense growth: in that green place it bleeds like a wound.


    From below there are cries and confused noises, and the sound of men crashing through the thickets.


    Near the path, and slant-wise cross the clearing, a great white column of the house lies at its length upon the ground.


    Behind the column, and above the entrance to the path, a man is standing on guard. His attitude is at once casual and alert; he bears loosely but handily in the crook of his arm a long-barreled rifle, and when he moves his long brown sinewy figure even slightly, he is alive with the slow yet rapid stealth of a cat.


    He wears a shirt of a coarse white stuff, open at his corded neck; his clothes are a rough spun substance, brown.


    His face is the face of a gentleman who has gone out to subdue a kingdom for himself; its gentleness and sweetness has been replaced by sternness, inflexibility, resolve. The forehead is high and narrow; the head is a small lean box, carried fiercely and swiftly and beautifully above his straight body; the eyes are sunken well below thick brows; mouth and nose are straight and thin; and there is upon the man very little flesh; there is nothing which is not carried gauntly and magnificently.


    Before this man, up and down the path, into the house and back again, bearing in upon their bodies heavy baskets holding bricks, or beams, or pieces of timber, coming out with bodies bent by labor, huge, sinister, gorillalike, is passing and repassing an endless chain of savage black men. They are naked save for short trousers which extend to the knee; their great bodies gleam with sweat; their faces are contorted by the shrill brute agony of their labors. For the most part they are silent, although occasionally they jabber a few words to one another in an outlandish tongue. Their leader, evidently, is a huge man, stronger, fiercer, more savage looking than the rest, but with the pride and chrysm of majesty upon him. He bears the heaviest loads—he bears them with fierce contemptuous ease—and occasionally he shouts and snarls at them in tones of heavy command.


    A small negro, a mulatto, a little man with a sharp, furtive, weazened face, and apparently an overseer, for he wears shoes and a hat, walks back and forth, eyeing the men and occasionally directing them about the disposition of the heaviest pieces of timber.


    And the white man never ceases to watch them with his quick, fierce eyes.


    There is a stirring in the path; a little man in ministerial garb, with the bones and quick movements of a bird, and with the agony of salvation on his pinched small face, comes up, clasping the gospels in his hand.


    There is a wind in the tall pines.


    minister (To the man on guard). You are Mr. Ramsay?


    ramsay (Looking but not moving). That is my name, sir.


    minister. I am the minister in the village.


    (A pause)


    ramsay (Inflexibly). Yes. There is a village, I suppose.


    minister (Doubtfully). I have come to bid you welcome.


    ramsay (Coldly, a little fiercely). Thank you, sir.


    minister. I am glad to know you, sir.


    (He extends his hand. ramsay takes it briefly, crushes it, and discards it)


    minister. You are not alone, I believe. That was your son, perhaps, that I saw directing the workmen at the foot of the hill.


    ramsay. That is my son Robert.


    minister. And the rest of your family—where are they?


    ramsay. My wife and the girls will come from Virginia—when my house is built.


    minister. We shall be glad to welcome them when they come. You will find us a friendly and neighborly folk—a God-fearing folk.


    ramsay. Thank you. My wife enjoys neighbors: she likes to go to church.


    (A pause)


    minister. And you as well, I hope, sir.


    (A pause)


    ramsay (Coldly, implacably). I must build my house.


    minister (Awkwardly). You set great store by your house, Mr. Ramsay.


    ramsay. Some houses are like people; if you should cut them, they would bleed.


    minister. Oh, justly so, justly so. It is a beautiful and enduring structure.


    ramsay (In a low, fierce, exultant voice which rises toward the end). My house will be more strong than death; it will possess and make its own the lives of valiant men and women when I and my son are gone. I have built him here on this high hill, where he may catch the sun at night and dawn, when all the world is dark. And on this column of my house you will find our motto engraved in bronze.


    (The minister approaches and reads)


    minister. Nil Separabit.


    ramsay. “Nothing shall part us”—not while the house may stand and take us in its arms to give us rest and shelter. So may it comfort me. So, I pray God, may it comfort my son and his sons. And if the time should come when it must go—for even houses must grow old and die—I pray this earth on which it rests may keep its ghost, and bear again another like it in all respects. I say, God keep such houses, and all who rest in them!


    minister. Amen, amen—Your house is like a live thing to you.


    ramsay. Some houses are like people—if you should cut them they would bleed.


    minister. My Fathers House is like that, Mr. Ramsay. Ah, you should be thankful to the goodness of Him who has so blessed you.


    ramsay (A little ironically). Yes?


    minister. For He has given you wealth, a fine family; and finally He has shown His trust in you by delivering these heathen into your keeping.


    ramsay. Ah, but that is friendly of Him, isn’t it? (With genuine pride in his voice) But they are a likely set, aren’t they? I got them, by the way, in the Port of Charleston in South Carolina, from one of the Lord’s servants.


    minister. Oh—a missionary.


    ramsay. No; a ship’s captain from Salem in Massachusetts.


    (The minister turns and begins to harangue the passing blacks. They understand from his tone and manner that he is addressing them, and they stare curiously at the tight-faced little man who thus harangues them)


    minister. Servants, be obedient to thy masters, not only to the good and gentle, but also to the forward. First Timothy II, 18. Thou shalt seek for bondmen of the heathen that are round about ye: of them shall ye have bondmen and bondmaids. Ephesians II, 6. Woe unto ye, servants, in an evil hour, that shall say no unto thy masters. Ezekiel IV, 13. The faithful servant shall be given peaceful labors; I shall wither the wicked in my wrath. I Corinthians XI, 14. Both thy bondsmen and thy bondmaids, which thou shalt have, shall be of the heathen that are round about you; of them shall ye buy bondmen and bondmaids.


    (They stare curiously at the tight-faced little man who thus harangues them, and they turn to each other with broad grins, and jabber in their strange tongue, gesticulating and pointing toward him)


    (He shows some irritation at their conduct, but continues, growing more and more solemn as he goes on)


    Let as many servants as are under the yoke count their own masters worthy of all honor. I Timothy VI, 1. Exhort servants to be obedient unto their masters. Titus II, 9. Servants, be obedient to them that are your masters according to the flesh, with fear and trembling. Ephesians VI, 5. Servants, be subject to your masters with all fear; not only to the good and gentle, but also to the forward. I Peter II, 18.


    (By this time, the blacks, tickled at his rapid gesticulations, and his earnest, vehement tones, are chuckling and laughing openly. Somewhat enraged at their conduct, and not understanding the reason, he continues with great bitterness)


    Aye, laugh if ye will, in your heathenish fashion, but I draw my warrant from the scriptures of the old and new Testament—the sole, the only revealed word of God. So, Hear ye and take warning. He that knoweth his master’s will and doeth it not, shall be beaten with many stripes. Luke XII, 47.


    ramsay (Quietly, with irony). I am afraid they don’t understand you.


    minister (Incredulously). Don’t understand me!


    ramsay. Not a word, I’m afraid. You see, God has neglected to teach them English.


    minister (Appalled). But how awful, how awful this is. Do you mean to tell me these poor ignorant wretches have lived their lives in ignorance of scripture and the Blood of the Lamb?


    ramsay. I’m afraid they have.


    minister (Solemnly). It’s a sign from Jehovah—we could not go to them—He has sent them to us. Our duty is plain.


    ramsay. I shall be glad to help you, of course. But you see how they are now. If you could only say to them then, what you have just said—(He makes an expressive gesture of his hands) It would do a great deal of good, I am sure. They are savage and ignorant, and stand in need of your teaching.


    minister (In an ecstasy). No, now, now. Did not Christ’s disciples go out among the highways and byways of the world converting strange peoples? I should be unworthy of my cloth if I refused to do the same now.


    ramsay. Yes, minister. And so?


    minister. And so, let us invoke God’s mercy for the salvation of these souls which have lived so long in darkness. Let us pray.


    ramsay (With the same strange irony). Thy will be done. Shall they kneel?


    minister. That would be best.


    (ramsay stops his men with a single gesture, and by motions indicates that he desires them to kneel. They do not understand. Finally, he goes to each in turn, forces him down upon his knees and raises his arms in an attitude of supplication. All obey, except the giant black who alone seems to have grasped the significance of the business. He backs away angrily and rebelliously, talking fiercely and peremptorily to his subjects, commanding them to rise. Some get up, others look doubtfully from the white man to the black. The question is now much more important than that of religious conversion: it is a question of obedience and supremacy, ramsay sternly motions the rebel to assume a kneeling posture. He refuses, withdrawing fiercely and proudly. The white man settles the matter by approaching the rebel and knocking him to the ground with a blow of his fist. All then kneel, ramsay returns and takes up his old watchful position slightly behind the minister)


    ramsay (Grimly, coldly, quietly). I think you may begin now, Mr. Campbell.


    (The minister bows his head and prays)


    minister. Almighty God, our gracious Heavenly Father, we come to Thee today on bended knees, invoking Thy tender love and guidance, and asking of Thee, like Solomon, no greater boon than wisdom. Oh God, we beseech Thee, be merciful to us, and to those with us, and to those about us, and to these wretched heathen whom Thou hast delivered unto our care; vouchsafe that we may be kind and just and temperate in our dealings with them, and that we may lead them, with Thy love, from the dark forest. And give us wisdom and resolve, Almighty God, to know Thy way and to follow it, for our road is a weary road, and our sinful, worldly sight is baffled by Thy brightness, and we see Thee not, tho Thou standest where all may see. Thou hast made men, O God—likewise hast Thou made masters—Thou hast put Thy mark and Thy injunction on both. Thou has said unto us, “Servants, do unto your masters as you would be done by them: masters, do unto your servants, as you would if you were servant”—for thus, God, do we interpret Thy word with the wisdom which Thou hast given us. All, all, O God, were conceived in sin, begotten in darkness, and live in error, but to some, more than to others, hast Thou given to be less sinful, less wicked, less swayed by error. For some, in time past, O God, were good and dutiful servants, and Thou blessed them, but the wicked and rebellious made a tower ’gainst Thee, and Thou smote them hip and thigh, and burnt their skins black, and put the confusion of strange and savage tongues upon them as a mark whereby all men might know them, so that they were afraid before Thy wrath, and fled away into the strange, unknown places. And these Thou hast delivered unto us. Hear us and answer us, O God, so that in time these souls which have lived in error may be brought to light, that through Christ’s love and blood and sacrifice upon the Cross, the souls of these savages may all at length be saved.


    
      Our Father which art in heaven,


      Hallowed be Thy name,


      Thy kingdom come,


      Thy will be done,


      On earth as it is in heaven.


      Give us this day


      Our daily bread.


      And forgive us our trespasses


      As we forgive those


      Who trespass against us.


      And lead us not into temptation,


      But deliver us from evil,


      For Thine is the Kingdom,


      And the power and the glory


      Forever and ever,


      Amen.

    


    (The minister is joined in the last part of the prayer by ramsay. When they are done, they pause and are silent for a moment in the quiet hush of the evening. During all this time, the blacks, holding their arms stiffly and solemnly erect, have listened with growing awe and wonder to the great cadences of the voices and the prayer. They have been very deeply stirred by the solemn rhythm of the man—by his fierce intensity. Now, at a sign from ramsay, they rise again, and go about their work with a sort of wonder, passing and repassing silently into the house, listening dumbly to the low fierce, bitter harangue of their fallen chief. The minister’s face is alight with happiness, ecstasy)


    minister. God will find a way! He will! He will! Did you see those black faces shine?


    ramsay (Quietly). Yes, I think they were very much impressed.


    minister. God has found a way! Already his light has entered into them—the light of our God, the true God, the Christian God!


    ramsay. It was a very fine prayer, sir. You must come again.


    minister. Ah friend, my work is just begun. I shall not rest until the idols are all overthrown.


    ramsay. Then we shall see you soon!


    minister. I shall come daily until my work is done.


    ramsay. Then, for the present, goodbye, my friend.


    minister. God bless you, friend.


    (They clasp hands, warmly this time, and the little man reels off into the path as if drunken)


    (And as he goes, he sings with all the passion of his heart, a great hymn about the Passion and the Blood of Christ. The negroes, never halting in their even stride, follow him with many glances of the eye as he goes, giving him a wide and respectful leeway)


    ramsay (A straight, gray figure in the shadows as before, but with a baffled look in his eyes—in a low voice). If it were true! If it were true!


    (The negroes resume their great low chant)


    (It grows darker. The sun has set. Twilight. Dusk comes quickly and the great black beasts go padding in and out more swiftly)


    (ramsay stands again, a gray, swift, silent figure, in the shadows back of the column. There is a stirring in the brush behind him. He gives no sign that he has heard. The great savage chieftain comes from darkness like a cat and stands behind the white man, poised upon his toes. In a moment he raises his huge right arm and brandishes lightly there a short-handled, brightly gleaming axe. The little mulatto, stationed just in front of his master, has seen the whole occurrence. With eyes that are glazed with horror, he squeaks twice like a frightened rat, and the white man hurls himself face downward to the earth, as the axe whirls over and above him, and sinks itself, quivering, in the wood of the column. The savage springs like a cat upon the prostrate body of his master, but is knocked senseless by a blow from ramsay’s gun stock. The white man leaps to his feet and confronts the threatening blacks who have rushed to the spot and stand in a baleful circle. With his rifle, he forces them back into the path, and along their processional, holding them at bay, while he dispatches the mulatto for his son)


    ramsay (Curtly). Go tell my son Robert to come here.


    (The mulatto runs off into the path and returns presently with the son—a slender, fair-skinned, blond young man of twenty-three or -four years. He also is armed)


    (Sharply) Go behind me, Robert.


    robert (Trembling). What is it?


    ramsay. The big one tried to kill me with an axe. Now we must watch them. They are ugly. (robert shudders but takes up his position behind his father) Turn your back to me so that you’ll be facing the other way. (robert does so) Now we’re ready for whatever happens!


    (The black body on the ground moves)


    robert (Hoarsely). Father!


    ramsay. Yes?


    robert. He’s not dead! He moved!


    ramsay (Grimly). It is well. He was strong before; now he will be faithful.


    (The great black body begins to drag itself slowly and painfully towards the path)


    robert. Father! He’s going!


    ramsay. Let him go! I have put my mark upon him!


    (Suddenly the black gets to his feet, turns suddenly, and advances toward the white man)


    (ramsay makes a threatening movement with his rifle. With a gesture in which there is majesty and dignity, without any servility, the savage falls to his knees and acknowledges obedience to his new king by kissing his hand. Then he arises, lurches drunkenly into the path, and disappears)


    ramsay (In a low tone filled with terrible satisfaction). It is the first time a king has kissed my hand. What he has done the others must do. I will be king in my own right.


    (The great black figures, bearing in their heavy burdens, coming out with bodies bent, huge, sinister, gorillalike, pad swiftly and softly past. And ever as they go, the white man watches them warily and warns them back into their trodden path, and turns lightly on his feet in a half circle, so that always is he facing them, in the manner of a circus man in a cage with animals. And as they go now in the dark, faster and faster as it seems, a mad barbaric chant comes low and fierce from their deep throats. Silence and darkness. The even sustained noises of little night things—crickets and whippoorwills. The little mulatto no longer trusts himself away from the feet of his master: he crouches, tense, stricken, moaning softly to himself)


    (In a low, still voice, at length) My God! Is this, then, how a prayer is answered? (With a cry) Oh then, our cause is one, God.


    (A wind blows through the pines and a thin far voice has whispered in its laughter, “Conversion.” All the million-noted little creatures of the night have come to life and are singing now in a vast, low chorus: a weird ululation which seems to continue and prolong the deep chant of the savages; which seems to hold in it the myriad voices of their demons. The young man shudders convulsively and slips down weakly until he sits upon the column, his rifle at rest beside him)


    (ramsay continues to stand gauntly above the figures of the mulatto and his son. His face is at once stern, slightly contemptuous, yet strangely tender. The pines are bent by the wind again)


    thin far voice (With evil mockery, rushing away on the wind). Conversion, Conversion!


    (The great black figures continue to pad swiftly and softly past. A church bell rings slowly and sweetly, far away)


    Curtain


    [¬]


    ACT ONE


    When the curtain rises, all within the house is dark, though on the porch outside, between the contour of the great white columns, the moon has printed blocks of misty radiance.


    Outside may be heard the noises of the encampment—the shouts and cries of men, the shrill whinnying of horses, the coming and going of feet, confused, disordered, as they would actually.


    Blended, but coming from the house, is the sound of music, slow, soft, seductive—the feet of the dancers, and the voices of many people, men and women, boys and girls,—fine, young, melodious.


    Bugles are sounded.


    There is a wind about the corners of the house; a thin gray spume of clouds is washed about the window of the moon; the scene is darkened.


    All the sounds become ordered; the noise of the encampment sinks into a steady, distant hum with momentary climaxes.


    Within the house, it is possible to detect, in the orderly confusion of young laughter and speech, certain recognizable phrases. They are saying:


    all (Speaking at once). 119 at 17, sir... Who’s seen Eugene? (Laughter) He’s drunk ... (Laughter) Feel for his family ... Outrageous ... no manners ... Ralph’s my pick ... Yes, sir ... Courtly figure ... They stepped forward to a man, sir ... 119 at 17 ... Ralph is handsome in his uniform ... Shop-keeping Yankees. (Laughter) Isn’t it thrilling! ... Six weeks, sir,—drive the whole pack into Washington ... (Many voices together) Music—Music—where’s the music? Have you seen ’Gene’s uniform? Looks like a balloon. Yes, I say six weeks, sir—no more. Snap your fingers at them, and they’ll run like rabbits. (All, laughing delightedly) Yes, yes. If you snap your fingers at them—(A great snapping of fingers is heard within the house)


    a thin high voice (Far and dim—in the upper air, but howling faintly with malevolent laughter). Snap your fingers, gentlemen. Snap your fingers!


    all (In hushed voices). Who was that? Who was it?—Eugene. ... It was Eugene. Always up to something—Drunk as a lord, you know. (Laughter)


    several voices. Yes—yes—it was Eugene.


    (The moon drives out of heavy clouds, and the scene goes dimly visible again)


    a voice (Speaking from the borders of the house). General!


    general’s voice (Deep, calm, melodious). Yes?


    voice. We are ready.


    general’s voice. At midnight, then.


    voice. Yes, sir.


    general’s voice. Where is the music? (A waltz is played) There is but one night in all the world, and it is yours. So dance, my boys and girls. Dance.


    a voice. That was a good line, General, a damn good line.


    (The music swells in volume until it seems to fill the house. The lights blaze on. The room is empty; the dance goes on within another quarter of the house. Shadows of the dancers are printed on the walls)


    (eugene, a young man with a thin, bright face, alive with dark intelligence, with lank black hair, and unkempt person, enters swiftly from the darkness beyond the windows)


    (The general, a man near sixty, with a thick, blunt beard, and a fine bold valiant face, crosses the room from the door to the right. They meet in the center of the room)


    eugene (Saluting with a drunken flourish). In the beginning, General, was the manner.


    general (In a low, vibrant angry voice). You clown! You drunken fool! (He goes out directly to the left)


    eugene (Calling after him, walking unsteadily toward the door). And what’s a clown, General, but a man with a funny manner? (To himself, with fierce elation) Ah, they do things with a manner in this house, and I’ve invented a new one. (Hoarsely, fiercely) My own! My own! (A pause) Now is the time for endings.


    (There is a sound of ribald laughter, and of maudlin singing from the encampment outside. eugene goes to window; drunken voices salute him)


    the maudlin voices (Mockingly). Captain. Oh—oh! Captain!


    eugene (With a gesture of his arm). Hi, boys!


    voices (Loud with laughter). Our Captain’s drunk!


    eugene (Laughing unsteadily). Never mind that! What I say is: “What’s the matter with my manner, eh?” (Rapidly with a fierce cry) What’s the matter with my manner?


    (He is answered by a burst of ribald laughter, cat calls, and mockery which subsides presently. He comes to the center of the room and stands perfectly motionless a moment. His lean dark face writhes. He begins to laugh suddenly in a rapid high pitched key—a terrible laugh. He plants one hand fiercely over his mouth to check the sound. Presently he removes the hand)


    (In a low voice) Oh, God! I shall go mad! (A pause) That was a good line too; a damn good line. Perhaps it would go well in a play. But I believe in endings. (He goes out swiftly under the window)


    (The faithful dog, a big shag beast, with comically sentimental head and eyes, pads slowly and clumsily across the room, and goes out)


    (In a moment the general re-enters the room and strikes a bell. tod, a giant negro, a man of terrible and savage majesty, which even the coat and buttons of a butler cannot conceal, appears with the swift stealth of a great cat)


    general. You have watched him, Tod?


    tod. Dar, suh. (He nods toward the window)


    general. Find him now. Tell him his mother wishes to speak with him.


    tod (With a stern, inflexible bow). Yes, suh. (He is gone like a cat into the darkness)


    (There enters a young captain, and the glory of arms and of his youth has given him radiance)


    the young captain (Saluting). Sir, we are ready.


    general. All?


    captain. All, sir.


    general. That is good! We march at midnight. See that our men are cared for.


    captain. Yes, sir. I have.


    general You are dancing?


    captain. Yes, sir.


    general. The young men have all been introduced?


    captain. Yes, sir.


    (A slight pause)


    general. And all the young men who should be invited are here? You understand, Captain?


    captain. Yes, sir. All the gentlemen are here.


    (A pause)


    captain. I took a slight liberty, sir?


    general. Yes?


    captain. A young man of good family and breeding, enlisted in the regiment as a private soldier, although he brought his own darkies—


    general (Quickly). Who is he?


    captain. His name is Robert Morton.


    general. The son of Bob Morton of Fairfields?


    captain. Yes, sir.


    general. He was invited, of course?


    captain. Through an unfortunate inadvertence, no.


    general. What a stupid blunder!


    captain. I took the liberty, sir.


    general. You were quite right. Thank you. (A waltz is played) Back to your dance, Captain.


    captain. Thank you, sir.


    general. You have a good moon tonight; and not so far away a good war gives you glory. And in my house, young Captain, there is music, and the dance, and pretty girls.


    captain. A pretty girl.


    general. A pretty girl—Ah, well, the world grows tame since I was young. A pretty girl! And at your age!


    captain (With composure). Yes, sir. (A pause; and music is played again) She is here, sir, now ... (He coughs) ... waiting.


    general. Into her arms, you scamp.


    captain. Thank you, sir. (He turns to go. The general watches him with grave affection as he leaves the room)


    general (Recalling him suddenly). Captain!


    captain (Turning). Yes, sir.


    general. How old are you, my boy?


    captain (Flushing a little). Twenty-one, sir.


    general. Ah, that is very young to be a captain.


    captain (With dignity). It is a very good age, sir. (With slight emphasis) I’m a West Pointer, sir.


    general. True! You should be at least a major, fortunate boy! Twenty-one with braid and buttons, and a sword that clanks; with a moon, and a war, and pretty girls all at your service.


    captain. A pretty girl, sir. (Coughing again) Waiting, sir.


    general. Take care, take care, young Captain. The gods have served you well. Whom the gods love—


    captain (In a low voice). Die young. I know, sir. But that is tomorrow, sir.


    general. Ah, boy! Tomorrow will come.


    (Music is heard again)


    captain. There is the music, sir.


    general. Good night, Captain.


    captain. Good night, sir. (He goes out)


    (eugene comes in from darkness and goes across the room)


    eugene (As he passes). There are too many trees around the house. You cannot see the road from here. I have just tried, General; this is a very significant remark. (He goes out in the direction of the music)


    (tod appears under the windows)


    general. Watch him. And tell him again his mother wants him. (tod bows and goes out to the left)


    (To himself) (And yet, ah yet, somehow to the audience, in a low tone) I have never cared to see the road.


    (major patton enters. He is a short man of apoplectic appearance—fine thick white hair above a red round face; loyal, prejudiced, courageous and intolerant. He speaks in a high fat thick wheezing voice, and seems forever panting out important news just gained)


    major. And have you heard, sir? Have you heard? 117 of the men, all under nineteen, stepped forward. It was magnificent. The entire cadet corps.


    general. You told me this morning.


    major (In disbelief). Not really.


    general. After that, you came over to tell me at lunch.


    major. No! Did I?


    general. You told me again when you arrived tonight.


    major. But such spirit as that is unconquerable. With boys like these, we shall drive the shop-keeping Yankees back into Washington, pell-mell in ... in a month! In two weeks, General.


    general. That is very wild and foolish talk.


    major. Oh, come! You do not think this business will last any longer.


    general. This business will last much longer. This business will eventuate as a very dangerous war!!


    major. Oh, nonsense, sir. A holiday only, pleasant exercise for our horses—call it what you will. But not a war, General.


    general. A very desperate and determined war.


    major. Then let us say two months or, say, by Autumn. I tell you it will be done by Autumn. Three months—three months at the longest.


    general. Three months! The winter, too, and longer.


    major (Stammering slightly). But—but—see here—you know, against gentlemen—


    general. Perhaps we shall be burdened by our armor. And the battle of Crecy was decided long ago.


    major (In a low, but very earnest tone). Sir, I believe in gentlemen. It is my religion.


    general. I have said prayers, too, Major.


    major. And I believe in justice and truth and honor—in our cause.


    general. Our hearts are blind upon their warmest side, I think.


    major. We must fight.


    general. That is assured.


    (eugene passes again and goes out under the window)


    major. About Eugene—


    general (Rising; a trifle brusquely). Yes?


    major. It is most distressing. Known him as a boy; one of my cadets. I want to talk with you.


    (Music is played)


    general. Shall we return to the dancers?


    (They go out)


    (eugene enters the room and pours whiskey from a decanter on the table. He drinks)


    eugene (Sharply, without glancing round). Yes, Tod!


    (tod enters the room)


    tod (With a stern, grave bow). De mist’ess want to see yo’, suh.


    eugene (Harshly). Say it without bowing, you old fool.


    tod (Bowing). Yes, suh.


    eugene (Ironically, with a bow). I forgot! Your majesty!


    tod (Inflexibly). Yes, suh.


    eugene. And so you have learned the manner, too? And your fathers were kings!


    tod. Yes, suh.


    eugene. Old man, you have degenerated. You have become a gentleman. Kings do not have manners.


    tod. Yes, suh. (With the same stern courtliness)


    eugene. Get out, you fool.


    tod. Yes, suh. The mist’ess—


    eugene. I will find her. (tod bows and retires. eugene drinks again. A young cadet, a boy with straw-colored hair, enters the room) What’s your name, boy?


    cadet. Cameron, sir.


    eugene. That’s your last. And your first?


    cadet. Dinwiddie.


    eugene. Virginia, eh? (cadet nods) Where all good things come from? (cadet laughs) And most of the gentlemen, (cadet is silent. eugene drinks and is silent also for a moment. He puts down his glass; presently) Going to war, Cadet?


    cadet. Yes, sir.


    eugene. Want to go?


    cadet (With enthusiasm). Oh, yes, sir.


    eugene (With cynical imitation). Oh, yes, sir. It will be great fun, won’t it?


    cadet (Eagerly). Oh, yes, sir.


    eugene. Yes—great fun, Cadet, getting shot at in a pretty uniform with shiny buttons, so they can see you better. (He laughs) (He laughs again as he has laughed before—with a terrible note in his laughter) Great fun, Cadet. (They are both silent) Young, aren’t you?


    cadet (Hotly). I’m as old as the others,—and bigger than most of them.


    eugene. You wanted to go?


    cadet (Fiercely). I’ve as much right to go as the others.


    eugene. Yes, I suppose so. The supply of damned young fools is inexhaustible. (The cadet turns stiffly on his heel) (In a more kindly tone) Come back, Cameron. I didn’t mean to offend you. After all, you did the only thing you could do, didn’t you?


    cadet. Yes, sir. All the others volunteered.


    eugene. And so did you?


    cadet. Yes, sir.


    eugene. Now, tell me, Cadet—is there any particular branch of the service you would prefer?


    cadet (Promptly). Yes, sir.


    eugene. What is it?


    cadet. The cavalry.


    eugene. Oh, the cavalry! Like horses, eh?


    cadet. Yes, sir.


    eugene. The kind with lots of fire, you know. They step around like this. (He teeters about drunkenly on his legs, and they both laugh)


    cadet. Oh, yes. I like that kind. (A pause) I like the uniform, too.


    eugene. Oh, yes—the uniform. Spurs, eh?


    cadet. Yes, sir. And a sash of yellow silk around the waist.


    eugene. Oho! That’s quite fine, isn’t it?


    cadet. Yes, sir. I like the hat, too.


    eugene. Ah, the hat. And why the hat, Cadet?


    cadet. There is a plume—


    eugene (With mockery that escapes unnoticed). A plume! A plume! Just like those worn by the invincible knights of old.


    cadet (With entire innocence). Yes, sir. But it doesn’t stick straight up as theirs did. It goes around the side.


    eugene. Why, this is better and better. Cavalier fashion, eh?


    cadet. Yes, sir.


    eugene. And, no doubt, a sword that will clank, Cadet.


    cadet. Yes, sir. (A slight pause) I have a picture of it here. Would you like to see it, sir?


    eugene. By all means.


    (The cadet fumbles at the pocket of his jacket, with trembling fingers, and draws forth a small object wrapped carefully in tissue paper, tied with a ribbon of silk)


    Ah, precious!


    cadet (Removing the paper). You see, sir.


    eugene (Examining the picture). Ah, yes. Very handsome uniform, Cadet. (A pause) There’s a man in it.


    cadet. Yes, sir. That’s Mr. Stuart. General Stuart. My people know him. I’d join his troop!


    eugene. Handsome fellow. Ask him why he doesn’t shave the beard. (He returns the picture) So you’d j’ine the cavalry.


    cadet. Yes, sir. I hope to.


    eugene (Winningly). Got a girl, Cadet?


    cadet (Blushing). Yes, sir.


    eugene. She’d like the uniform, too, eh?


    cadet (Laughing). Yes, sir.


    (There is a pause)


    eugene. I am going to ask you a very personal question, Cadet.


    cadet. Yes, sir.


    eugene. People who go to war are sometimes ... wounded.


    cadet. Yes, sir.


    eugene (Steadily and mercilessly). Sometimes, Cadet, they are even ...


    cadet (Quickly, with a slight gasp). Oh, yes, I know, sir.


    eugene. Ah, you’ve thought of that. Good. Now, Cadet, if you should be wounded, where would you prefer the wound to be?


    (There is a pause)


    cadet (In a hesitant tone). Why, sir ... the leg or the arm, I suppose.


    eugene. I see. (Smoothly) A clean hole, Cadet,—no bone.


    cadet (With a slight shudder). No, sir.


    eugene. And if you should be ... killed.


    cadet (Very slowly). Why, sir, here ... or here. (He taps his head and breast)


    eugene. Exactly. (With irony which is not noticed) Face to the foe.


    cadet (With enthusiasm). Yes, sir. In front of all the cadets—leading the charge.


    (There is a pause)


    eugene. Yes, exactly. And ... otherwise, Cadet?


    (The cadet does not answer, but he makes a quick spasmodic gesture, with his hands, and turns away. His shoulders heave once)


    cadet (In a muffled unsteady voice). Then, do you think, sir—


    eugene (With sudden fierce harshness). Of course not, you little fool. For you’re a gentleman. (With a great cry) Only the peasants get it in the guts. For you, Cadet, there is only gracefulness. God is a great romancer. He’ll save your prettiness.


    (Music is played. The cadet lowers his head and weeps)


    eugene (Speaking with a voice now filled with tenderness). Go back to your dance, Cadet. There will be gray dawns, hereafter. Tonight you are young; and you can never die.


    (The cadet goes out in the direction of the music. Bugles are blown. The negro, tod, goes through the room. In a moment mrs. ramsay enters. She is a woman just past fifty, with hair which has grayed quite beautifully; to emphasize her sincere, but gravely calculated emotionalism, she employs a tiny lace handkerchief before her mouth as she comes)


    Now, Mother, what’s the matter?


    mrs. ramsay. My son! I have found you!


    eugene. Oh, is that all? And have you searched long, Mother—under the rugs, perhaps, and in all the chests?


    mrs. ramsay. Ah, ’Gene, my little boy—


    eugene. Mother, I am touched.


    mrs. ramsay. I wonder if you can know, ’Gene, what a mother’s feelings are at a time like this.


    eugene. No, Mother. I cannot. But I am curious. Will you go on?


    mrs. ramsay. To think that my little son—(She uses her handkerchief again)


    eugene (Encouragingly). Yes, Mother. I am waiting. “To think that your little son”—


    mrs. ramsay. Who used to prattle at my knee.


    eugene. I beg your pardon? Who used to do what?


    mrs. ramsay. To prattle at my knee.


    eugene. Oh, come, Mother. You must be fair, you know. I never did that.


    mrs. ramsay (Positively). Yes, of course you did, ’Gene! All children do.


    eugene. Then, Mother, you should have prevented me. Prattling is a very filthy habit.


    mrs. ramsay. Oh, ’Gene, ’Gene! How can you joke with me tonight—when I am giving so much.


    (There is a pause)


    eugene. Pardon me, Mother. You say you are giving a great deal tonight.


    mrs. ramsay. Yes, ’Gene.


    eugene. I do not quite understand, Mother. What is it that you are giving?


    mrs. ramsay. A husband and two sons.


    (There is another pause)


    eugene. Oh! Yes, I think I see. ... Have you told the General?


    mrs. ramsay (Shocked). ’Gene! How can you! My son, I do not know you any more. Why must you make a jest of this?


    eugene (After a moment). Mother.


    mrs. ramsay. Yes.


    eugene. Am I to understand that I am one of the sons you are giving?


    mrs. ramsay. ’Gene! What are you saying? I have only two sons.


    (A pause)


    eugene (Thoughtfully). Yes. I think I see. Then you feel you are giving me, Mother?


    mrs. ramsay. Yes. (Very proudly) But I give you gladly, ’Gene. I thank God it is in my power to make this gift to our cause.


    (A pause)


    eugene. Pardon me, Mother, but aren’t you being a little too generous—shall I say extravagant, with your gifts?


    mrs. ramsay (With a wounded cry). ’Gene!


    eugene. Yes, Mother. But, after all, it is my life you are giving, isn’t it?


    mrs. ramsay. Ah, ’Gene, I would offer my own gladly, but we women can only wait.


    eugene. Very trying, I’ll admit, Mother, but comparatively safe. To be quite frank, Mother, I have a sort of proprietary interest in my own hide which you so generously are offering up to the careful inspection of an enemy which will not hesitate to shoot it full of holes.


    mrs. ramsay (Deeply shocked). ’Gene. You, a Ramsay, dare to think of your own safety at a time like this?


    eugene. A time like this? But pardon me, Mother; isn’t this a very good time to think of one’s safety? What kind of an ass would I be if I didn’t think of it now?


    mrs. ramsay (In a low voice—but hoarsely). ’Gene, ’Gene! Then you are lost—quite lost?


    eugene. Long long ago, dear Mother, I wandered out of Arcady. And never may I find the path that takes me back again.


    mrs. ramsay. I do not understand you, ’Gene.


    eugene. You do not know me, Mother. I have no interest in your wars.


    mrs. ramsay (Indignantly). My war! ’Gene, our war! Is it not your war as well?


    eugene. No, Mother, come! Wipe the star-dust from your eyes. I have no interest in your war. I shall never never learn to be shot gracefully.


    (Music is played; very fully rich, heavy music, which fills the house with melody)


    I heard music then, Mother.


    mrs. ramsay (In a low voice). Are you mad, ’Gene!


    eugene (Insistently). But do you hear the music, Mother?


    mrs. ramsay (In a low desperate voice). What are you saying, son? The music is very loud!


    eugene. You are quite wrong, Mother. It is very faint, and very far; as if it came from a forest, dimly.


    mrs. ramsay. Lost!


    eugene. Quite lost, Mother. But the play can go on if you’ve a costume for another character.


    (Enter ralph with the girl, margaret, the daughter of patton. She is white, slender, beautiful; her coiled, black hair is full of little winking lights; it is a heavy crown above her white small face; and her dress is all of white, and on the small cupped hollow of her throat there is a jewelled cameo. ralph is a fair blond fellow two years younger than eugene; and handsome enough in well cut uniform for anyone)


    mrs. ramsay (With a last despairing appeal and a gesture of the hands). Eugene! Your brother.


    eugene. Yes, thank you, Mother. I remember him. We were lads together. Not a hair is out of place.


    mrs. ramsay. Ralph—he is your brother! You must speak to him for our sake.


    ralph. Yes, Mother.


    mrs. ramsay. For the family—for—for everything.


    eugene. Come, Mother. All is not lost. There is always Ralph—the Last of the Mohicans, you know.


    ralph (With gentle sternness). Leave us, Mother.


    eugene. Ah! I perceive that men’s work is ahead.


    ralph. I shall speak with you in a moment, sir.


    eugene (Humbly). Thank you, sir.


    mrs. ramsay. For my sake, Ralph—(She makes a gesture of entreaty and goes out)


    eugene. And now, Sir Galahad, what is it to be—


    ralph. You forget, sir, that there is a lady present.


    eugene. Pardon me. (He peers closely at margaret) Yes, she does have the appearance of a lady. Besides, I have never felt her leg. However, one can never be too sure, you know.


    ralph (Fiercely). Damn you, ’Gene!


    eugene (Chidingly). Oh, Ralph—before a lady! But there, I remember her when she was not a lady.


    ralph. Take care, sir—


    eugene. She did her hair in pigtails. I’ve pulled them often.


    margaret (Softly). I remember, ’Gene.


    eugene. You touch me, Margaret. (More brusquely) And now, Ralph, what have you to say?


    ralph. Don’t you think you could show your mother—


    eugene. Our mother, Ralph. One should be exact even in the details.


    ralph. Don’t you think you might show her some consideration tonight—your last night at home?


    eugene. And who are you, Ralph—my mother’s attorney?


    ralph (In a low voice—but very angrily). You are behaving like a thug—you are trying deliberately to make a laughing stock of yourself and your family.


    eugene. Yes? And you don’t approve? But why, Ralph? You shine all the brighter by comparison. You should thank me for setting you off to such advantage—the true courtier, obedient son, dutiful—


    ralph. Where did you get that uniform—from the tent-maker?


    margaret. Oh, Ralph! To your brother!


    eugene (Significantly). At any rate, my hat will fit.


    ralph (Hotly). Let’s hope your sword does, too.


    margaret. Ralph!


    eugene. But pardon me, are you going to use anything so modern as a sword in this war? I thought, perhaps, that you had decided on a bow and arrow, or a lance, or a battle axe, or whatever found favor in the age of chivalry.


    (ralph makes a sudden fierce movement towards eugene, but margaret places herself in front of him, her hands upon his arms)


    margaret. Ralph—’Gene—you are brothers!


    ralph (Turning away quickly—and in a low tone). I had forgotten!


    eugene. No, Ralph. Not “I had forgotten”—“True! I had forgotten!” That gives it the final touch, you see. Always with the manner, my boy.


    ralph. What are you talking about?


    margaret (Gently). Remember, Ralph.


    ralph (Nobly). After all, he is my brother.


    eugene (With a sneer). Stop, Ralph. You are tearing my heart out. My God, you are making me sneer.


    ralph (With a frank and manly gesture of the hand). I, for one, am willing to let bygones be bygones.


    eugene. I am overwhelmed!


    margaret. And you are going to war—’Gene! You must take his hand—You will be separated; perhaps (Her voice sinks) you will not see each other for a long time.


    eugene (With enthusiasm). I had not thought of that! Then this war has some advantages, after all. My dear Ralph, give me your hand. (He seizes ralph’s hand and pumps it vigorously)


    (Music is played)


    ralph (To margaret). There is the music; the dance is mine, I think—


    margaret. It is yours. Yes.


    eugene. And are there none for me, lady?


    margaret (Turning on him in white fury). You never asked!


    eugene (Softly, but with mockery). Yes, lady. But you never heard—You are so far away from me—


    ralph (With dignity). Let us go, Margaret. (They move slowly toward the door)


    margaret (To ralph at the door, patting his arm gently, hurriedly). Yes, dear—I will meet you in a moment. (Quickly) My cameo—it is unfastened.


    (He goes out)


    (Slowly, to eugene who stands, half leaning against the table, his dark face twisted in a somber smile; his dull black eyes smoldering with light) Eugene.


    (A pause)


    eugene (With a movement of his hand). So far above me, lady—Do you see,—up there!


    margaret (In a small low whisper of entreaty). ’Gene! ’Gene!


    eugene (Cupping his hands, around his mouth and calling faintly as if far away). Are you there, lady?


    margaret (Desperately). ’Gene!


    (She goes out. And again he is shaken by terrible laughter, which he subdues with his hands. He goes out under the window)


    (Bugles are sounded in the camp)


    (The general enters from the left, bearing the major along rapidly, listening impatiently and abstractedly to the high fat thick wheeze of the major’s conversation)


    major.—oh, they shall hear of this. School books shall tell the story. Monuments shall be erected. The name of the Patton Military Academy, founded in 1789, will go down in imperishable history. 117, sir, all under nineteen—


    (eugene returns)


    general (Absently). Yes, yes. A splendid achievement.


    major. Stepped forward to a man.


    eugene (Listening with exaggerated attentiveness). Pardon me, Major.


    major (With a trace of pomp). Yes, sir?


    eugene. I must get this right—it is important. Were there 119 under 17 or 117 under 19?


    major. There were 119 under 17, sir.


    eugene. Thank you very much, Major. (He makes a note carefully in a small book)


    major. I did not urge them. I asked them to do nothing against their will. I spoke only a few short simple words to them.


    general (To eugene). Have you seen your mother?


    eugene. Thank you. Yes.


    major. “I shall do nothing to persuade you,” I said. “I shall not attempt to besmear the fair face of truth with the gaudy paint of rhetoric.”


    eugene (Applauding with his hands). Hear! Hear!


    major (With dignity). Am I to be heard?


    eugene. Sir, we are putty in your hands; go on.


    (margaret returns with ralph. They walk toward the windows. The music has ceased)


    (To margaret) My dear, come and hear your father talk.


    major. “Your choice is simple,” I said. “Which shall it be? Eternal glory under the arms of a glorious cause”—


    eugene. Why, Major, this is eloquence!


    major. “Or the shame and degeneration of the coward and traitor who evades the issue.”


    (Music is played—a waltz)


    (eugene walks to the window)


    major. “We shall spike,” I said, “the guns of prejudice and intolerance; we shall plant our triumphant oriflamme”—


    eugene (Returning suddenly). Good God, sir! What’s an oriflamme?


    margaret. I know! They say it in Walter Scott! It’s a flag.


    eugene. A flag! And you call it an oriflamme! Why, Major, this is magnificent!


    margaret (To ralph). You have a dance with Helen.


    ralph (Hesitant). Yes, but you—


    margaret.—Shall dance with the General.


    general. My dear, will you? (They waltz away. ralph goes out, eugene pours a drink from the decanter)


    major (Oblivious to all). “Yes, my cadets,” I said, “we shall fight to our last gasp”—


    eugene (Drinking). I trust that is very near.


    major. “We shall spend, if necessary, the last drop of our hearts”—(Looking around in confusion, noting the others have gone) Why—why, Eugene.


    eugene (Bowing). Sir, your obleeged and obedient.


    major. As a former cadet, as an alumnus of our institution,—


    eugene. I am breathless with expectancy. Go on!


    major. You will be proud to hear that at my call for volunteers this morning—


    eugene. Yes. 119 under 17?


    major. 117 under 19, sir, stepped forward to a man.


    eugene. You say that only 117 stepped forward.


    major. Only 117! Why, what are you talking about, man? That’s the whole cadet corps.


    eugene. But only 117!! am disappointed, Major.


    major. 117, sir,—the flower of their kind,—of our kind.


    eugene. Very pretty. But just what is their kind, Major,—our kind?


    major. We are, I hope, gentlemen—Southern gentlemen!


    eugene. Are you including me?


    major. Yes, ’Gene.


    eugene. You flatter me, but you are thinking of my father.


    major. And those gallant boys, 117 of them, stepped forward. Was it not glorious?


    eugene. Yes, if it is glorious to offer up lambs for slaughter.


    major. “Dulce et decorum est pro patria mori.”


    eugene. Yes, Major. Here is my favorite translation: “It is sweet and polite to die for one’s country.” Also, it is perfectly useless—as useless, Major, as to be a gentleman—a Southern gentleman.


    major. For the defense of our homes, the protection of the purity of our womanhood—


    eugene (Rapidly). Oh, Major! For God’s sake! For God’s sake! For God’s sake!


    (A pause)


    major (Ranting stertorously). Why, take care, Eugene. (Pause) Do you deny the gallant conduct of these boys—the dignity and worth of gentlemen?


    eugene. No—they die very prettily in a war.


    major (Ominously). Sir, I consider myself a gentleman. Do you presume to hint—


    eugene. No, Major. I should never presume to hint anything to a gentleman—particularly to a Southern gentleman.


    major. Then I am to understand—?


    eugene. That, at any rate, is hopeful.


    major (Slowly, painfully, choosing his words). Eugene, as an old friend of the family, as your former instructor, I had hoped, I had believed—(He finishes abruptly) Sir, I can only share in the general grief and disappointment your conduct occasions your family and your friends. (With a short stiff bow) I bid you good night, sir.


    eugene (With an elaborate bow). Sir, I kiss your hands provided, of course, they are clean. (The major goes out. eugene, in a low voice) Fool!


    (The music ceases, and a young man faultlessly attired, perfectly groomed, his every gesture a graceful and courtly flattery, comes to a halt at the door to the left, and enters the room slowly with a very pretty girl, who holds his arm)


    (Applauding) Bravo! Splendid! Magnificent! Yes, Weldon, you have succeeded in disappointing me.


    weldon (Suspiciously). What are you talking about, Eugene?


    eugene. All through the evening I have watched you, Weldon. I have followed you, hoping that the floor would be too slippery for you, that you would fall hard upon your habeas corpus, while dancing with a pretty girl.


    weldon (In a low tone). You’ve said enough, ’Gene. You’re drinking!


    eugene. All my life I have hoped against hope that you would commit some social blunder, that you would lose a strategic button in mixed company; that you would be guilty of some clumsy act or gesture.


    weldon. That’s enough, ’Gene.


    eugene. But it is useless! You are perfect, Weldon. You were made to stand erect on dance floors; you have never lost a button in your life; and your perfection is your doom, my boy! It has succeeded in producing a faultless ass.


    (general ramsay enters)


    weldon. You’ll answer to me for this—tomorrow!


    general. Weldon, will you accept my apologies for the conduct of my son? He is not responsible for what he says.


    (There is a pause; presently:)


    eugene (In a low voice, moving towards weldon). Weldon!


    weldon (Brusquely). What do you want?


    eugene. To ask your pardon. I know I have been drinking. I was not quite responsible. I am very sorry.


    weldon (After a pause, moved). It’s all right, ’Gene.


    eugene. You understand?


    weldon. Yes. It’s all over.


    eugene. Give me your hand. Thank you! (They shake hands warmly. weldon turns to go. eugene, in a still lower voice) Oh, Weldon.


    weldon. Yes.


    eugene (With an embarrassed manner). I hate to speak—You’ll pardon me—there’s something else—I thought you’d like to know—


    weldon (Quickly). What is it, ’Gene?


    eugene (After looking around carefully—in a hoarse whisper). Your shirt-tail’s hanging out.


    weldon (With a startled cry). My God! (He spins frantically, like a dog, in search of his truant chemise. He finds himself in order)


    eugene (Calmly—in a normal tone). It’s not, of course—but ah! my perfect Weldon. How I wish it were!


    weldon (White with anger, making a quick movement forward). By God, Eugene—


    general (Checking him). He will answer to you, Weldon.


    (weldon and his companion go out)


    (There is a pause)


    In eighty years the hospitality of this house has been unsullied; in all that time no guest has ever been spoken to as you spoke to that young man tonight.


    eugene (Leering in exaggerated and maudlin fashion). Did you say eighty years?


    general. Yes.


    eugene (Solemnly). It’s a record! I congratulate you!


    general. This is no time for drunken humor, ’Gene.


    eugene (With restrained fierceness). But eighty years is a long time, General. And a record must be broken sometime.


    general. You are behaving like a drunken thug. Tonight you were observed drinking with four of the commonest enlisted men in the regiment. You command not even the respect of your own men; you are the butt of their jokes—


    (For the first time eugene winces)


    eugene. Yes, General, you yourself have called me a clown. And what’s a clown for if not to make men laugh!


    general. I grow old, Eugene; but the pride of my breed is in me. (His voice sinks. A pause) And yet, with you—


    eugene. It seems to fail.


    general. It seems to fail. (A pause; then with a deep, hurt cry) Where is your pride! Your sense of honor?


    eugene (Quoting). “What is honor—a word?”


    general. A fine word.


    eugene. And he who had it died on Wednesday. Sir, I am Falstaff without the belly.


    general. And I have lost you, then?


    eugene. I have grown tired of lace and tinsel.


    general. You have never learned how to love them.


    eugene. Perhaps I learned and have forgotten. But a road leads back if you will follow it. This is a real thing.


    general (In a low voice—as clear as an old bell). Tinsel and lace are real. Men have died for less; men will die for no more—yes, and soon.


    eugene. And it is for that I must die like a clown—with a plume in my hat.


    general. No. You describe the death of a gentleman.


    eugene (With a desperate movement). I had expected that! And is that all—to do things grandly, with a manner?


    general. Sir, when I die, I hope I shall make a large gesture.


    (eugene turns away swiftly, and begins to laugh terribly, controlling himself presently by clamping one hand upon his mouth)


    eugene (Gasping). O God! O God! O God! A good laugh, isn’t it? (He moves toward the window and the dark)


    general. Where are you going, ’Gene?


    eugene (Thickly—groping with his hands). Anywhere—to the dark!


    general. No; for you must talk with me tonight, my son.


    eugene (Turning slowly). Not tonight with you, or ever. It is not possible.


    general. You do not know me, ’Gene.


    eugene. I admire your courage. I respect your character. I trust you.


    general. And you do not know me.


    eugene. I have lost my way—I cannot find you.


    general. And you pity the old man who cannot see, who cannot understand.


    eugene. I never said that, General.


    general. Where blows the wind, Eugene?


    (There is a pause)


    eugene (In a low tone). I cannot tell you that. But this I know: the wind is up; one ship is sailing to a far strange port.


    general (With infinite sadness and tenderness). And you believe in harbors at the end?


    eugene. With all my heart. With all my heart.


    general. Poor boy! Your harbor is around you here and now.


    eugene (Quietly). You are mistaken, General. Not now; not here; not mine.


    general. Yes, yours. And mine. You mad young fool; I give you proof of this our kingdom, and you ride tilting at the moon.


    eugene. Our kingdom.


    general. This house, this hill, those fertile fields.


    eugene. And just beyond the gates—the rabble.


    general. This is my house—this my kingdom. And that is all that matters. Who cares what is beyond the gates!


    eugene (In a low[,] barely audible voice). Beyond the gates perhaps is—God!


    general (Softly. There is a pause). Ah—h! But never, never, boy.


    eugene (As before). Yes, General. Out there with all His people. (A pause) I do not record a religious conviction, General. My feeling is purely geographic.


    general. No, above, not with them. God is a great gentleman.


    eugene. And of our kind! How convenient it is to have God in our own back yard, with all in its proper order.


    general (Steadily). Yes, ’Gene, with all in its proper order.


    eugene (With a desperate movement). Come, General! Do you think your God grows cotton!


    general. I know that He is with me against all my enemies.


    eugene. Eternal Partisan!


    general. Would you serve a king who wasn’t?


    eugene. And a soldier in our war, as well?


    general. Quite true.


    eugene. Then let Him serve your cause. But why must I?


    general. No, ’Gene, I cannot tell you that.


    eugene (Desperately). Then, in God’s name, General, give me reasons of your own. Give me a sign. What is it you believe in?


    (There is a pause. Bugles are sounded)


    general. You shall have it—The credo of an ancient. (There is a pause; then he begins in a low clear voice) I believe in God, in Hell and Heaven; and, in my House; in a great ladder of things on which it rests. I believe in heroes and hero worship; in men and in masters; in the inequality of all things and all people. I believe in the value of men, and in the beauty and virtue of women, in gallantry, grace, and a sensitive personal honor! I believe in truth, goodness, and beauty; in the preservation of my order of things, and in a society which has for its purpose the preservation of ladies and gentlemen, whom God ever cherish, love, and protect. Amen.


    eugene. That is your gospel.


    general. My creed.


    eugene. Founded upon the enslavement of men like us—


    general (Quickly). No! No!


    eugene. Of men, who but for the grace of your own God, might own the fields we make them till; might hold the reins above us.


    general. That is wild and foolish talk, Eugene.


    eugene. And so we must fight to keep our rights of bondage?


    general. No! Do you think a war—a simple, stupid, bloody war—will ruin slavery?


    eugene. If we lose—


    general. We lose. But slavery is eternal; slavery of field and house may go down to slavery of mill and wheel. And that in turn may go for slavery of another baser sort—of the slavery of a mob to itself—to Rebellion, Rebellion, Rebellion.


    eugene (His eyes afire). Yes, General! To Rebellion.


    general. There is no virtue in it.


    eugene. It is excellent and wise—always. I speak for others, General.


    general. Ah, boy! Blind, blind rebel!


    eugene. No, General, not I. (A pause) But you, General?


    general (Surprised). I?


    eugene (Panting). That braid upon your sleeve—Are you not a rebel, too?


    general. No, ’Gene. I am a defender of things established.


    eugene. You are a rebel, General, and I do not know you.


    general. Do you think, then, you young fool, with all your dreams and your speeches, that you will abolish it? Come, Eugene, slaves are not made—they are born. Win a war, publish a proclamation, make a law! Can you legislate mind into the skull of a savage? Strength into the arm of a weakling? Heart into the breast of a coward? Can you change this?


    (Bugles are blown—A pause)


    eugene. General, I do not believe in change. My mother gave birth to me when I was a thousand years old. You are quite wrong about me. I have no reforms; I have no progressions; I would save nothing. I believe only in endings.


    general. Why, come—this is a very passionate fidelity to death. I have misjudged you. What would you then, Eugene?


    eugene. Sir, I would have an ending to all things, for I am tired of loneliness.


    general. Loneliness?


    eugene. Of loneliness, my ghost. For I am living in a world where all the ghosts are people; all the people ghosts. (With a great cry) You do not know me, General. I am an ancient man, and I must find my way back to my shades again. (He goes swiftly toward the window, and would pass; but he strikes his head against the edge of the lowered sill)


    general. You are too tall, Eugene. Where would you go?


    eugene. Where a tall man must; I shall come to my house and my home again to find the doors a little taller and the windows high.


    general. I no longer believe in growth, Eugene.


    eugene. General, you have lived in this house so long that you remember all the chairs when they were nothing but little stools. I am too tall for that. I remember all the stools when they were chairs. (A pause. Bugles are blown) Why then if this is so, we are united. I salute you. The ends of the earth are met.


    general. No, the ends of the earth are never met, and you must greet me from afar.


    eugene. Your gates are fastened on the world; the world is pressing in.


    general. I must preserve my kingdom.


    eugene. Your kingdom will vanish in coils of smoke. There must be endings—nothing more.


    general. I must preserve my kingdom! If I can. I will not change it.


    eugene. You are a very ancient man as well.


    (The general inclines his head slowly and gravely)


    (Bugles are blown)


    general. And now the time grows short, and we must go—I on my way, and you on yours.


    (A pause)


    eugene (In a low voice). I—on mine?


    general. Yes, ’Gene. For you shall have no other Gods above your own, and now you know where mine direct. Go where the wind may blow you, boy. Follow your fates to the uttermost part. I am an ancient man, and I shall not prevent you. But tonight when I am gone to war, I charge you, you must go up to your room and take those regimentals off, and leave this house; it is strange to you, and shelters you no longer.


    eugene (Inclining his head). I have decided!


    general. Then, go your ways, boy. God be with you.


    eugene. The ends of the earth are met. Our ways are one.


    general. What do you mean?


    eugene. I go with you. I think I see you now, for the first time; and there’s a halo round your head.


    general (With a deep laugh). Idolatry.


    eugene. I follow the man and not the cause; and serve the man so long as he may live. For I shall go with you, my General, striking a blow for my own disbelief, even though it lead me up the streets of hell at noon.


    general. Your service is accepted as it is given—honestly. (Bugles are sounded) Our time is short. Come, boy, come. (They begin to leave the room)


    eugene (As they go). I heard a fish story yesterday.


    general (Absently). Yes?


    eugene. A man on a creek four hundred miles from sea caught a sea-bass.


    general. The story is absurd.


    eugene. No. Perhaps the rivers are flowing backwards.


    general (Chuckling and repeating to himself). “Even though they lead me up the streets of hell at noon.” Why this is excellent, splendid! You are learning the language: the gestures should follow naturally. (They go out. There is music)


    (There comes a man from the darkness, who stands and knocks hesitantly against the portal. In the dim light in which he stands, it can be seen that his dress is common and his body meager; and that his face is small, narrow, mean and pinched, half covered by a straggly unkempt moustache and unshaven beard. And as he stands there he flenses constantly with the stubby nails of one blunt hand the skin on the back of the other, and one notices that this awful hand is scorbutic and unclean)


    (The negro, tod, appears with stealthy speed, and looms with open menace over the little man)


    the man. Evenin’, Tod. Is Mistah Ramsay heah?


    tod (In a low savage growl). You means de gennul.


    the man (Affably). That’s right, Tod.


    tod. He’s in, but he cain’t see yo’. They’s big goin’s-on heah tonight.


    porter (Pleadingly). Jes’ fer a little spell, Tod. Tell him hit’s jes’ fer a minnit.


    tod. He cain’t see yo’, I says.


    porter (With sudden fierceness). Now, heah, you let me in. (He attempts to force himself into the room, but the old negro thrusts him back with one gaunt arm)


    (The little man withdraws like a trap[-]cornered rat; he retreats a step and draws stealthily from one pocket a large knife, which he opens; he advances softly upon the negro. He makes a rapid lunge with the knife; his arm is checked in mid-air with the speed of a cat by the old negro, who disarms him with a single deft twist of his hand. They come to grips; the little man is pinioned like a futile toy in the mighty grip of the savage. Words pour from his contorted mouth in a filthy stream)


    I have had enough of your lip. I ain’t goin’ to stand for no mo’, Nigger! Damned dirty nigger! Black bastards—I hate niggers. (The general enters the room)


    general (Sharply). Tod!


    porter. I told him I wa’nt goin’ to stand fer his back-talk!


    general. Release Mr. Porter.


    (tod releases the man)


    porter. Mr. Ramsay—


    tod (With a quick movement). General, I says—


    porter. You damn nigger!


    tod (With infinite loathing). White trash!


    general. That will do, Tod.


    porter. I told him, Mister Ramsay—


    general (Checking him). In a moment! (To tod) Leave us, Tod.


    (tod goes out)


    porter. When I asked fer you, he wa’nt goin’ to let me in.


    general. I shall punish him if he has been insolent. No doubt he thought he was doing his duty in keeping you out. As you know, this is our last night at home—


    porter (Eagerly). Yes, sir. That’s what I come to see ye about.


    general (Pointedly). We are very busy, Porter.


    porter (In open entreaty). Only a minnit, Mister Ramsay—(He gulps and flenses his hand nervously)


    general (Sharply). Yes, Porter.


    porter. I have a boy, Mister Ramsay.


    general. Yes. He is enlisted in the regiment, I believe.


    porter (Eagerly). Yes, sir. That’s what I came to see ye about.


    (A brief pause)


    general. Well, Porter?


    porter. I don’t know how I’m going to git along without that boy, Mister Ramsay—me nor the ole woman, neither. What with the flood, an’ the crops late—I need that boy bad, Mister Ramsay.


    general. His cause and his country—the South—need that boy, Porter.


    porter. Yes, sir. But someone’s got to work the farms, ain’t they. Sojers got to have victuals, Mr. Ramsay, an’ my boy’s not cut out fer sojerin’.


    general. Did he tell you that, Porter?


    (A pause)


    porter (Bitterly). Him! What’s he know! They’re all damn fools at twenty!


    general. May their number increase, then! I can do nothing for you, Porter. You come to me with an unworthy and dishonorable request at a time your cause requires the loyal service of every man.


    porter (With rising passion). Hit ain’t my war, Mister Ramsay. Nor my boy’s neither. Why must he be sent way off som’ers to Virginny? What’s Virginny got to do with hit! Let ’em come down heah, if they want, an’ I’ll shoulder a gun with the best of ’em.


    general. Your country’s battles are your battles, wherever they may be fought—here or in Virginia.


    porter (Rising with a passionate movement). No, by God! Hit ain’t my war, fer all you talk. I don’t fight fer yore niggers, Mister Ramsay—damn dirty niggers who don’t think me fit to wipe their feet on.


    general (Coldly). That will do! I can do nothing for you!


    porter. No, but you can take my boy. Hit ain’t my war, Mister Ramsay. I don’t own no niggers. I don’t live in a house like this’n. No, by God!


    general (Sharply). Tod!


    (tod appears miraculously and advances on porter, who backs away in nervous fury, flensing his hands as he goes)


    Show Mr. Porter out!


    porter (With a mad cry, extending his blunt hands in impotent fury). Christ! Christ!


    general (With cold and implacable disgust, not glancing at the man). Since you seem destitute of honor, I shall give you payment for the sacrifice which other men have made without reward. (porter stops nervously and, continuing to flense his scaly hand, stares with fixed interest at the general. The general, in an even inflexible tone:) The land you till is my land. The house in which you live belongs to my estate; the food you eat, and the air you breathe are mine as well. To you, your heirs, and your inheritors, now and forever, I give outright, without reservation that land, food, house, and air. It is yours.


    porter (In a hoarse, unbelieving whisper). Give? Did ye say give?


    general. Give. It is your payment, Judas.


    porter (In the same hoarse whisper). Will ye put hit on paper—to do hit legal?


    general (Coldly). It shall be put on paper.


    porter (With a queer twisted smile, advancing a step or two). I’ll shake hands with ye on hit.


    (The general stares at the terrible hand and shudders slightly)


    general (Turning away suddenly). Good evening, sir.


    (He goes out to the left)


    (porter continues to flense his hand. tod bears down on him fiercely. The man backs out, but as he goes, he devours the room—its walls and its furnishings with malevolent and greedy eyes; and just before he disappears in darkness he raps gently, twice, against the great white column to his right)


    (Bugles are sounded in the camp)


    (Within the house there is a swelling movement of the music, which ends. The voices and the mirth of all the guests are heard, coming closer. tod crosses the room and goes out)


    voices (Young and beautiful, joyous, near the door). The toast, General. The toast.


    other voices (Older, farther off, sadder). Yes, yes. The toast, General.


    a thin voice (Mockingly, from the upper air). The toast, General, the toast.


    (The general comes in quickly from the left)


    ralph (Entering from the right). The guests are all ready.


    (The major enters with mrs. ramsay)


    (A confused hum of voices)


    mrs. ramsay. Ralph! My son! (She goes to him)


    general (Calling). Tod!


    ralph (Tenderly). My precious mother!


    (tod appears with wine, in glasses, upon a tray)


    (Laughter far and near within the house)


    margaret (Entering alone). Where is Eugene?


    (eugene appears from the darkness)


    eugene. And did you call me, lady? (To major) Major, I have written you a poem.


    
      “Oh Alas and Alack


      None of the Virgins


      I’ve known are black.”

    


    general. Tod?


    (The negro, tod, bows)


    dexter [margaret] (Angrily). Don’t call me “lady,” hateful boy!


    eugene. So far as that are you from me, my lady.


    many voices. The toast!


    (The general, a wine glass poised between his fingers, goes to the door at the left and begins to speak to the guests who are unseen save for a few cadets who cluster round him, but audible)


    general. Ladies and gentlemen, my good friends, fellow cadets. (Laughter and cheers) I could drink to so many glorious things:—to youth, to beauty—there’s so much of it around me here—(Applause and laughter) to youth and courage in these gallant young cadets who have gone forth—(Applause)


    major (Wheezing in excitement), 117 under 19.


    eugene. What a head for figures you have, Major[!]


    general. Or even more might I drink—


    a cadet. Why not to our cause, General?


    general. And to our cause, my boy. But tonight before you go, before you dance again, I shall ask you to drink with me a health that has grown old in the mouth of every master of this family. Good friends, I give you: To the House!


    all (Seen and unseen). To the House!


    (They drink. eugene drinks and hurls his glass upon the floor. There is a great murmur of surprised disapproval)


    eugene. An ancient custom—that a health be not repeated!


    general (Quietly). And even now?


    eugene. Holds, General.


    (Music begins)


    general. And now, let us dance again, while there is time.


    (Bugles are sounded.—The guests are gone to their dancing)


    eugene. And let us save the last for—?


    general. For glory.


    eugene. For death.


    (The general dances with mrs. ramsay and they go out)


    ralph (Approaching margaret). And once again.


    eugene (In mock surprise). Brother, my brother! I thought you had gone out grail-hunting.


    margaret (To ralph). No more, my dear, tonight.


    eugene. When the dragon tries to bite you, give him sugar. He will like you better for it.


    ralph (To margaret). Once more, my dear, once more.


    margaret (In a low voice, steadily, gently). For you there are no more, my dear.


    (He goes out blindly)


    eugene. And is that how you treat a knight!


    margaret. The dances are almost done.


    eugene. We may not dance forever, Margaret.


    margaret (In a low faint whisper, staring straight before her). If we only could!


    (Bugles upon the road)


    (A pause—a whisper—them) Eugene! (She comes near him)


    eugene. I hear bells. How pure a woman are you, lady? (A pause. He seizes, holds, embraces her; he kisses her upon the mouth)


    margaret. Eugene—


    eugene. Why, this is a good season for fruit. Are your melons ripe, lady? (He thrusts his hand into her breast; his knee insinuates itself between her legs; her body twists; it writhes slowly and stubbornly in a futile and resentful ecstasy, and slides in heavily to rest against him)


    (Calling) To arms! To arms! Where are the brothers of Lucrece?


    margaret (Comatose; whispering).—I do not care; I am not ashamed.


    eugene. And no one comes! I should have thought a thousand swords would leap—oh, Burke, forgive me! (He fumbles in her bosom) But, soft you now, I feel the fair Ophelia. Yes, there’s a pure heart here: it has a church-bell rhythm in its beating. Purity, can you say “God,” can you say “Mother”?—oh, then, we’ll be married: the parson will bless us, my mother will kiss you, a company of brave and honest knights will guard you to our bed, and we shall have our cake and eat it till we’re fifty. We shall be fruitful, lady, and get much praise for it. How pleasant a thing it is to be holy. What a dull and difficult life all sinners have!


    margaret. Eugene, I do not care. You are my knight.


    eugene. Your knight. Why, then, it is fair that I should have from you a token.


    margaret. What you will, Eugene.


    eugene. In older days, the lady gave a glove. But that was before they learned the art of wearing drawers. Give me a ruffle, for the love of God.


    margaret. This foulness passes you like muddy water over stone. It can do no harm to you.


    eugene. What does it matter if you feel a lady’s leg, so long as her heart is pure?


    margaret. I know you as you are, Eugene.


    eugene. And you believe in me.


    margaret. With a passion greater than that of those who have never believed at all, or of them who believe forever.


    eugene (With a fierce cry). Ghost! Ghost! You have slain me. (A pause. He comes nearer) Your hair is dark as coiled thick smoke, Margaret. You are a great perfume, and I am drunken on you.


    margaret. And you must dance with me, Eugene.


    eugene. I cannot hold a phantom in my arms—oh, stay a minute. Move, my ghost—You will be gone like mist.


    margaret. Oh, dance this once with me, Eugene.


    eugene. And would you give your dances to a clown?


    margaret. No clown! But to a brave and gallant knight.


    eugene. A knight—and have you seen his armor? (He fixes, with a twisted smile, the buttons of his clumsy jacket)


    margaret. You are my brave, my gallant knight, and if you go disguised today, I know that it’s a wicked spell, and that you’ll be my own tomorrow when you come riding down to Camelot. I was a child when I first saw you, and I took you for my little God. Once you hurt yourself—I don’t know how—and when you came to me I drew you down on me and gave you comfort. Others will look at you, perhaps, and see a man, and judge you as men are judged—


    eugene. God save me!


    margaret. But I—you are my little God, and all you do is wise. I can’t go on—I can’t say why or how—but you are good, you are beautiful. I love you. (She lays her hands lightly upon his arms)


    eugene. Dearest! Dearest! Your little God is clay up to his knees but he thinks he loves you, ghost. Yet that is just a little empty thing. You are in his blood like wine; you stir a leaping madness in his brain. (He kisses her, and the music swells and fills the house. A pause. In a quiet, altered voice) That was the manner. Very well. Shall I cough, then, in the middle of a line, refuse to cross my t’s or dot my i’s? Ah, idiot pattern. Is there a victory in perverseness? Yea; I shall speak then in the manner, which renews itself forever.


    margaret (In a low whisper). My little God, I love you!


    eugene. Your eyes are closed, and I could drink oblivion upon your mouth. I feel your breath upon me, and the pressure of your breast; and I am mad with love of you, my ghost. My God, my God, how real a dream may be! While we were yet alive, my ghost—(Pause; then he speaks in slow wonder) Why, this is spoken in the manner then. And have you changed so? And ever and forever shall I speak so now.


    margaret. Ah, it is real, and we are living, ’Gene.


    eugene. A moment more, my ghost—before I lose you.


    margaret. You shall not lose me, ’Gene.


    (Bugles are blown)


    eugene. That was the world! And in this night I have won and lost a perishable thing—the love of a lady from the ghostly world.


    margaret. You will return, my dear—


    eugene. Yes, lady; but you will be gone.


    margaret. No; no; I will be here for you,—always, always.


    eugene. You will be gone, my ghost, along with your courts and castles—gone into smoke and dreams, far away to elfland.


    (Bugles are sounded faintly on the road. The music rises to a mighty rhythm)


    Kiss me, my dear—my little ghost. You will be gone, and I must die of hunger. (He kisses her slowly on the mouth)


    margaret. Then I shall die of cold.


    eugene. This is Alpha and Omega, the first and the last, the beginning and the end.


    a voice (Outside). Eugene!


    eugene. I am ready.


    margaret (Quickly, entreatingly). Not yet, my dear, not yet.


    eugene. Margaret, goodbye. (He kisses her and goes)


    margaret. Alone! Alone!


    a thin, high mocking voice (Far off, very softly). Little ghost! Little ghost! Little ghost!


    margaret. O God! Alone! (She goes out)


    (The music dies; and the guests are departing. There is a sound of sorrow in their voices; the moon has wheeled far down the sky. A cadet comes with a girl into the moonlight by the column, and kisses her. He plunges into darkness and is gone. She comes again into the house. ralph enters the room with his mother)


    ralph. I must go now, Mother.


    mrs. ramsay. God bless you, son, and save you for me.


    ralph. Goodbye, Mother.


    (He kisses her and goes. The general enters)


    mrs. ramsay. I am afraid. For the first time, I doubt.


    general (Gently). Come, my dear. Afraid, my dear? And in this room?


    mrs. ramsay. The world is crumbling at my feet.


    general. You must endure whatever comes.


    mrs. ramsay. The worst?


    general. Take heart! We shall yet be saved.


    mrs. ramsay. I doubt, God knows. (A pause) Where is our boy?


    general. Coming—like a soldier now. (eugene enters the room splendidly uniformed) Why, that is handsome, boy.


    mrs. ramsay. Eugene!


    eugene (Half jestingly). And yet again, Mother.


    general (Sharply). The truce, Eugene.


    eugene (Quietly). Yes, General.


    general. Go say a word for sentiment.


    eugene (Going to her swiftly and looping his arms gracefully around her). Mother!


    mrs. ramsay (With a glad cry). My son! My own true son!


    eugene. Mother, we must be brave. (He releases himself gently. To the general) I am ready, sir.


    general (Rubbing his hands gleefully). Why, boy, this is good. Splendid. You learn quickly. Perhaps, simply “Lead—I follow,” with a simple but appropriate gesture, would be better.


    eugene (Quickly). You are quite right. (He embraces his mother again)


    mrs. ramsay (Tenderly). My own true son!


    eugene (Releasing himself, with a simple but appropriate gesture, to the general). Lead! I follow!


    general. It is magnificent!


    mrs. ramsay (Quickly). No, no, Eugene. I cannot bear to lose you now just as I find you. Come, my boy—


    eugene (Gravely). Then, for a moment, Mother. (They go out)


    a voice (From the darkness beyond the house). Sir!


    general. Yes?


    voice. On the march, sir.


    general. I am coming.


    (Bugles are sounded through the encampment. The regiment has swung into action. Outside may be heard the sounds of men and beasts—shouts, cries, low, sharp commands, the dull creaking of heavy wagons, and a low even thunder of marching feet from the road beyond. Small lights swing drunkenly as the wagons lurch into the way. The regiment is on the march)


    (There is a wind about the house; a cloud is driven across the moon. For a moment there is darkness and spouting rain. When the scene lightens, the negro tod has entered the room)


    general. Tod. I leave the management of my estate in your keeping, to do all things your mistress bids you. (The negro nods) You are my good and faithful servant, and I trust you. (The general offers tod his gloved hand. The negro takes it reverently, raises it swiftly to his mouth and lets it fall)


    (Deeply stirred) My faithful servant; my good friend.


    (The general goes quickly out to the right. Somewhere within the house—perhaps within the room—but in the house somewhere there is a displeasing sound—the sound of a single large drop of water which somewhere forms, swells, develops, and falls at length with an unvarying punctual monotony. The general returns, pulling on his gauntlets, and wearing his sword)


    Put out the lights, Tod. (The lights are extinguished. Listening intently) Do you hear, Tod? Water is falling somewhere in the house. There is a leak. Find it and stop it.


    voice (From darkness without). General.


    general (Quickly fastening his gauntlets). Coming, sir. Tod, you understand. (He walks rapidly towards the entrance) (Pausing, before he goes, with a deep breath) And now, gentlemen—


    (He goes out)


    (The faithful dog, his blunt, shag head swinging in a comic rhythm, pads slowly into the room, and waits in the black of moonlight at the door. eugene enters alone in the darkness and goes rapidly towards the entrance)


    eugene (Pausing, before he goes, in a low voice). ... So there is one dance left. (He bends and strokes the dog)—Had a Dog, Faithful Dog. (He goes)


    (margaret enters from the darkness by the window and stands where she stood before, listening to the dying sounds without, a white dim loveliness)


    margaret (Almost inaudibly). Alone! Alone!


    (An old wind sighs around the house)


    a thin far voice (Mockingly). Little ghost.


    (She goes)


    (tod enters the room bearing in one huge long hand a dim lantern. He begins to scan the wall to observe the presence of the water)


    a thin voice (Far and high, holding with malevolent laughter). Snap your fingers, gentlemen.


    (The faithful dog growls heavily)


    (The negro begins to circle the room, in a foiled search, with great strides, the dim lantern moving high above his head from one huge hand. Ever his pace is quickened, until at length he is circling the room like a great hound, making baffled, snarling noises in his throat. The faithful dog pads heavily and silently behind him. Bugles are sounded, far and thin, from the road)


    voice (Very faint, still howling its mockery). Snap your fingers, gentlemen.


    Curtain


    [¬]


    INTERLUDE


    This is an interlude to be played behind the curtains during the intermission between the first and second acts:—


    Let there be music and sound as follows:—First, let there be heard a low sound of marching feet, and a low faint sound of music. And let these sounds come nearer, until the feet pass the curtain in loud and even rhythm; and there is brisk, spirited music, with rolling drums and tootling fifes. And let all this again grow faint, until one hears a heavy rumble of the drums and great shouts and cries far off. And let feet pass the curtain again, this time running and disorderly; and let the music return again, this time the song of “Dixie,” played as a weary broken tune, stumbling home on blind and crippled feet.


    [¬]


    ACT TWO


    When the curtain rises the stage is quite dark, although through the bars of the shuttered windows the sunlight of a fine April morning is printed on the floor in level rifts.


    It has rained heavily the night before and in the silence one sound is audible—the sound of the single large drop of water which perhaps within the room, but within the house somewhere, forms, swells, develops, and drops with an unvarying punctual monotony.


    There are quick footsteps on the porch outside; a key rattles in the heavy lock, and the big doors swing slowly open with an audible rasping of hinges.


    mrs. ramsay enters the room.


    mrs. ramsay (Calling). Tod! Jonas! Louise! all of you—where are you? (There is no answer. She goes to the windows and opens the shutters. The room is flooded with light. For the first time now, it is possible to see a mark of desolation upon the house. The interior has a stained, weathered appearance; upon the columns just beyond the doors the paint has soiled in yellow patches. A sturdy weed has thrust its tendrils round the base of one column, jenny, a well-developed mulatto girl of twenty-three years, enters the room bearing on her arm a large luncheon hamper, covered with a white cloth)


    What have you there, Jenny?


    jenny. Mis’ Mah’gret sent it ovah.


    mrs. ramsay. How good of her! (She peeks under the cloth) It is a banquet! They will be hungry, too. And where is Miss Margaret? Is she coming over?


    jenny. She say she’s comin’ right along.


    (margaret enters)


    mrs. ramsay. Your skirt is wringing wet, my dear.


    margaret. Yes, I know. Your hedge is terribly overgrown. I had to force my way through. I’m soaked.


    mrs. ramsay. Yes, I noticed the hedge. It must be trimmed. There was once a good view of the road. Now you can see nothing. (Bugle notes upon the road) There is no news yet, I suppose?


    margaret. No. Father sent his carriage to the junction. But the roads are mud holes after the rains, and the train is invariably late.


    mrs. ramsay. Everything is choked up with the troops. That causes delay.


    margaret. Yes.


    (A pause)


    mrs. ramsay. Margaret.


    margaret (In a low voice). It is quite over, dearest.


    mrs. ramsay (With a pleading note). But there’s Johnson!


    margaret. He must—surrender, the Major says, within a week.


    mrs. ramsay (With a strangled cry). And we’ve lost!


    margaret (Gently). Lost? No, dearest. (In a low voice) This is the time of the early roses, and he is coming.


    mrs. ramsay (Sadly). The romance of the business is a little wilted, I’m afraid. I sent three out, my dear, and only two return. (Fiercely) My God would never help such devils! Never!


    margaret (Cynically). Someone has, at any rate. Our God seems to be on the side with the most cannons.


    (tod enters the room and bows gravely)


    mrs. ramsay (Impulsively—going forward). Tod! How good it is to see you! Will you tell all the other people I have returned—


    margaret (Softly, touching her arm). Dearest! (A swift look passes between her and tod)


    mrs. ramsay. You must tell them, too, Tod, that the General and Captain ’Gene are arriving this morning; and that they must gather here to meet them.


    (tod bows gravely and goes out)


    margaret. And how was Charleston?


    mrs. ramsay. Dull—as you might suppose—with everyone away. (She sighs) However, I think it is almost paradise compared to this. It is really shocking how things have gone down. Thank you very much, Margaret, for taking me in last night. This would really have been too depressing.


    margaret. We wanted you, of course. But you must let me help you here.


    mrs. ramsay. Thank you. Everyone on the place will have to work like Trojans.


    (A pause)


    margaret (With a curious inflection). Everyone?


    mrs. ramsay. Perhaps, not all. Tell me, Margaret—


    margaret. Yes?


    mrs. ramsay. Do you not think it might be better for a time to reduce the number of our people?


    margaret (Quietly). Perhaps it would be, dearest.


    mrs. ramsay. Of course, it’s hard on them, poor things—they’re so fond of the General—(She laughs with a small note of uncertainty) But of course they are free to go now, aren’t they? (She laughs again) Isn’t it absurd!


    margaret (In a low voice). Yes, dearest. (To jenny, who has paused in her work, and is regarding her intently) Jenny, perhaps you might take the basket into the dining room.


    (jenny goes out with the basket)


    mrs. ramsay. They could find work on the new railroad—the men; we would keep most of the women, of course.


    margaret (In a low voice, as before). And what do you think your people would say to that?


    mrs. ramsay. Oh, I know, it would be terribly hard on them, poor things. No matter. It’s impossible! The General would never consent! Such a man for responsibility. (Quickly, suddenly) Margaret! Why are you looking at me like that!


    margaret (Very quietly). Dearest, you have learned by now to bear many things.


    mrs. ramsay (With bated breath, taking a step forward). Tell me—


    margaret. You have no people, dearest.


    mrs. ramsay (In a low voice). What are you saying, Margaret?


    margaret. They have been gone a week—when the news came.


    mrs. ramsay (In a still bewildered tone, passing one hand before her eyes) But they can’t do that. You see, they belong to us.


    margaret. That is over, dearest.


    (A pause)


    mrs. ramsay (In a low tense voice). It’s not right! It’s not right! My God, Margaret, they were ours!


    margaret (Simply, matter-of-factly). Are there not things to do now, dearest?


    mrs. ramsay (Staring straight before her, in flat intonations). He was always so proud of his hold over them. He said they were his not so much by possession, as by love and loyalty. How shall I tell him! How shall I tell him now!


    margaret. Perhaps he knows.


    (A pause)


    mrs. ramsay. Margaret, we will never know. We will never know. (Faint bugle notes upon the road, and a subdued jingling of bridles and accoutrements)


    (tod enters the room)


    (Going to him impulsively) You stayed! Oh, you stayed. (She seizes his huge black hand and presses it. He bows sternly, yet tenderly, and with some embarrassment withdraws his hand)


    (Briskly, authoritatively) Come, we are doing nothing. Tod, I want you to remove the covers from the furnishings at once. Margaret, will you help me in the dining room?


    margaret. Yes, dearest.


    (They go out. tod begins to draw the linen covers from the furnishings one by one and to fold them neatly. In the silence of the drowsy day, one sound is heard—the sound of water which somewhere falls with punctual monotony. He stops quickly, and points like a giant hound. In a moment, he begins to circle the room again in a slow, furious, baffled manner, fumbling along the surfaces of the walls with his great, hooked paws)


    (Thin, faint, mocking laughter, like the rustle of leaves, fills the room)


    (Presently there are steps on the porch, and a hesitant timid knocking at the door. A gay, very black negro stands at the entrance, grinning sheepishly and rather fearfully, and yet curious, apparently, to note what effect the outrageous and gaudy display of finery, as of socks, shoes, shirt, that he wears may produce on tod)


    young negro. Dat you, Tod?


    tod (Pausing slowly). Is you speakin’ to me, boy?


    young negro. Yes, suh. I sho’ is!


    tod. Boy, I don’t know you. (He begins to remove the linen covers again)


    young negro. Is de marse come?


    tod. What marse?


    young negro (Nettled). Marse Will!


    tod (Ominously). I puhsoom you is talkin’ of de head of dis heah house—Gennul Ramsay.


    young negro. You knows who I’s talkin’ ’bout.


    tod (Looking up slowly). De marse, says you?


    young negro. De marse, says I.


    tod. Uh, uh, boy. You ain’t got no marse. You was too smart. You was—(With scathing contempt) You is a free niggah, you is.


    young negro. Is Mis’ Mary heah?


    tod. She’s heah, but you won’t be heah long, boy, ef she cotch you. Go on boogety-boogety down de road now, lak I tells you. We don’t need no black truck heah.


    (young negro turns unwillingly to go)


    tod (Recalling him). Wheah’d you get dem clo’s, boy?


    young negro. Is wukkin’ on de railroad—dollah a day.


    tod. You’d bettah stick to de railroad, boy. Don’t go wearin’ dat shirt neah dem bulls in de pastuah. Git along now.


    (jenny comes in)


    young negro (Ogling). Howdy, Gingah!


    jenny. Go on, boy, ’fo you gits rained on.


    mrs. ramsay (Returning—sharply). Who’s there, Tod?


    tod (Unwillingly). Dat boy—Bynum.


    mrs. ramsay. Where is he? Let me see him.


    (bynum appears grinning sheepishly)


    bynum. Mawnin’, Mis’ Mary.


    mrs. ramsay (Ironically). Mercy! What a fine gentleman you’ve become!


    bynum (Grinning). Yas’m.


    mrs. ramsay (With dignity). I am told that you have left us, Bynum.


    bynum (After a pause). Yas’m.


    mrs. ramsay. Yes? And why are you here now?


    bynum. To see de marse.


    mrs. ramsay. You have no master, Bynum—you have deserted him. Perhaps the time will come when you are sorry for the way you have treated your good master—the master who was always so kind to you.


    bynum. Yas’m.


    mrs. ramsay. Until that time, Bynum, never show yourself around this house again. Really, I don’t see how you can look us in the face. (But bynum has been looking steadfastly at the floor for some time) Now you may go.


    (The negro bynum goes off with straggling steps. She looks after him, striving hard to control her wounded pride and curiosity)


    (Recalling him with an impulsive cry) Bynum!


    bynum (Returning). Yas’m.


    mrs. ramsay. Why did you?


    bynum (Slowly). Why, I don’t know, Mis’ Mary. I reckon it was ’case we knowed we could.


    (He goes)


    margaret (Entering with flowers). The garden is quite lovely, but overgrown. (She arranges the flowers in a vase on the table)


    mrs. ramsay. It must be weeded.


    (tod goes out with a pile of folded covers)


    Jenny, you had better do the Generals room.


    (jenny goes)


    margaret. Father should be here now.


    mrs. ramsay (Arranging a few books). What is he doing today?


    margaret. Making ready for the new term, I believe—sending out catalogs, and so on.


    mrs. ramsay (Busy). No doubt, he is prepared for some decrease in attendance.


    margaret (In an even voice). He is prepared for nothing, I believe.


    mrs. ramsay (Looking up sharply). What did you say, Margaret?


    margaret. I think you know Father, dearest. He is nothing, if not optimistic. (She laughs suddenly—a sharp, rather harsh little laugh) Oh, it is ridiculous!


    mrs. ramsay. What is ridiculous, my dear?


    margaret. He feels that the school must go on forever. “Founded 1789,” you know.


    mrs. ramsay. But, of course it must. There’s nothing ridiculous about that!


    margaret. Cadets! Cadets! As if the Russians are in need of snow. (Pause) Now! Now! How does this sound:—Since 1789—Send your sons to us. We made history. 117 went out: 44 returned.


    mrs. ramsay. It was glorious! No doubt, the General can help him, too. The General is a wonderful executive, you know.


    (A pause)


    margaret. I keep hearing something, and I don’t know what it is. (Bugles are sounded on the road)


    mrs. ramsay. The troops are passing on the road, my dear.


    margaret. This is in the house, I think—Tell me, what is Eugene going to do now? Has he said?


    mrs. ramsay (Surprised). But surely, you must know we have never had any other plans for ’Gene than the management of the estate. Neither the General nor I are as young as we once were, and, as you know, a vast estate like this, with hundreds of people upon it—(She stops suddenly, and sways a little)


    margaret (Gently). You are tired, dearest. Rest a while.


    mrs. ramsay. My God—why did you ask me that?


    margaret. For no reason—it was stupid! After what he has seen—


    mrs. ramsay (Triumphantly). Of course! But after what he has seen, I should think he will never care to leave!


    margaret (In a low tone). If I knew!


    mrs. ramsay (Picking up a book and opening it). I shall leave this volume on the table.


    margaret (Without looking). Scott, of course.


    mrs. ramsay. Yes. The General’s favorite author. (Turning a few pages) My dear, do you know these lines:


    
      “Breathes there a man with soul so dead


      Who never to himself hath said:


      ‘This is my own, my native land,’


      Whose heart hath ne’er within him burned


      As home his footsteps he hath turned,


      From wandering on a foreign strand.”

    


    (Bugles are sounded on the road)


    margaret. “If such there breathe, go mark him well, / For him no minstrel raptures swell.” Yes, I know them. Quite well. Father has recited them a hundred times. But I am afraid no minstrel raptures will swell today.


    (Hurried footsteps on the porch)


    mrs. ramsay. I always know your father by the sound of his feet.


    (The major enters, a little fatter and redder, more apoplectic than ever; beautifully groomed, and so tightly buckled that his pendulous little belly swings sturdily from left to right as he comes. He is in his usual panting, stertorous condition of excitement and exertion)


    margaret. Father, you wheeze so terribly.


    major. News, Mary, news!


    mrs. ramsay (Quickly). They are here!


    major. No—the train’s late. However, it should be in now. Therefore, they are on the way.


    mrs. ramsay. I understand you are making plans for the re-opening of the Academy.


    major. Oh, yes. I’m quite busy in fact.


    mrs. ramsay. You expect, I suppose, for a time some decrease in attendance?


    major. Oh, a little, perhaps, a little. Not a great deal, but a little.


    margaret. I should not be too optimistic, Father. The school has been closed four years, you know.


    major (Waving his [hand] tolerantly). My dear, I’m afraid you don’t understand these matters. School has been closed four years, you say. Quite true. But this school has been established since 1789. Not even a war can disturb such an institution!


    mrs. ramsay. Of course!


    margaret. Naturally, it must go on forever!


    (Bugles on the road)


    major. And when they hear of our record—Ah, what a story for the new catalog! “In our great struggle against organized bigotry,” I have written, “a contest in which we were defeated, but not beaten”—


    (Carriage wheels are heard outside. jenny comes flying in)


    jenny. Heah dey come!


    (A sensation. All rush out, the major still declaiming vigorously)


    major. “Until not a single commissioned officer was left, and of the original 117”—


    (Voices, laughter, greetings outside, tod walks rapidly through the room, pulling on a pair of frayed cotton gloves, through whose ragged edges his great fingers, now trembling as with ague, protrude. He rushes out. The faithful dog, ageless and unchanging, pads heavily and clumsily across the room from the right, and waits upon its haunches at the door)


    (eugene, thin almost to emaciation but indurated by four years of open weather, and by weeks of fasting on parched corn, to almost any exposure, enters by the window. There is subtle mockery in the angle at which he wears his incredibly battered hat, with its soiled, awkward plume)


    eugene (Entering). While I was yet alive—


    (margaret, fear and disappointment on her face, returns before the others)


    margaret (Whispering almost). ’Gene!


    eugene (With a flourish of the hat). Most musical of voices, speak again.


    margaret. ’Gene! (She touches his sleeve almost in disbelief)


    eugene. Ah, which of us is the ghost, I wonder?


    margaret (With a strangled cry, seizing him). ’Gene! ’Gene!


    eugene. So poor a man as Hamlet is. My dear, you will rumple my uniform. (He loosens her hands, gently)


    margaret. Where were you! I didn’t see you! I was afraid—Oh, ’Gene, how did you get here?


    eugene (Solemnly—looking around carefully). Sh-h—I will tell you:—through the window.


    margaret. But why, Eugene?


    eugene (Looking around carefully again—in a loud whisper). I couldn’t find the door. (In a low voice) It has not grown.


    margaret (Half laughing, half saying). ’Gene! Don’t be absurd!


    eugene. ’Strewth!—Can you do that: ’Strewth!


    margaret (Laughing). ’Strewth!


    eugene. Say it often while you’re young. It can’t be done after your teeth go.


    (The general, mrs. ramsay, and the major enter. The years of war have bronzed his face, bringing his large craggy features into bolder and more generous relief. It is a face with courage and intelligence enough for anyone or anything)


    mrs. ramsay (With a cry). Eugene!


    eugene. Mother! Yours, yours, yours! (He kisses her)


    mrs. ramsay. My brave boy!—


    eugene. Tush, Mother. I might even say: Pshaw!


    mrs. ramsay. God has given you back to me.


    eugene. You are mistaken: we must always give the Devil his due.


    major. We are very proud of you, Eugene.


    eugene. The leader of the honored 117! Major, how are you?


    (They shake hands)


    mrs. ramsay (Looking at him intently). My poor boy, you are starved.


    eugene. The result of overeating while in the army. We grew lean in the cause of glory, eh, Major?


    general. What became of that very excellent old mule in your company, Eugene?


    eugene. The old boy went to glory weeks ago.


    general. And yet you are hungry?


    eugene. Hungry! No, I was hungry. We finished him off in three days.


    margaret. Ugh!


    eugene. You see, he was not very large for his age. (He thrusts a hand into his pocket and draws it forth) Won’t someone join me in a handful of parched corn? It’s very fattening.


    margaret. But they feed that to chickens.


    eugene. Yes, I have learned to cackle like a rooster.


    margaret. Don’t be silly!


    eugene. Cock-a-doodle-doo!


    general. Well, Major, are you ready to admit now that we’re beaten?


    major. Defeated, perhaps, but never beaten.


    eugene (With enthusiasm). Now that’s a splendid distinction! Defeated, but never beaten! I suppose there’s a difference but my head’s not good enough today to see it. Will you remind me of it again next Thursday?


    general. And you have learned your catechism—all of you?


    mrs. ramsay. Our catechism?


    general. Come—I shall ask you a few simple questions. What is your favorite color?


    major (Gleefully—rubbing his hands). Red, white, and blue, of course.


    general. No, no, no! I said color.


    major (Doubtfully). Black?


    general. Of course.


    eugene (Taking a few grains of corn). Mine is delicate gravy brown. (He begins opening drawers in the general’s desk)


    margaret. What do you want, ’Gene?


    eugene. I am looking for the family honor. Have you seen it around lately?


    margaret. Be quiet!


    eugene. It should always be kept under lock and key.


    general. And what is your favorite bird, Major?


    eugene. Mine is chicken. I prefer to eat corn indirectly. (He takes a few grains more)


    general. Don’t listen to the glutton—What is your favorite bird?


    margaret. I know! The eagle!


    general. Now tell me this:—In what conditions are men born—all men, I might say.


    major. Free and equal.


    general. You have learned well. A final question:—What rights do we have—I might almost say “what inalienable rights”?


    eugene. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, now and forever, one and inseparable. E Pluribus Unum, Anno Domino.


    general. You may go to the head of the class.


    eugene. I shall run for Congress. I shall be a noble patriot. I believe in bath tubs with the innocent faith of a child.


    general. Ah well, what a world we shall have when all the pigs have learned to play the flute.


    mrs. ramsay (Bewildered). But what on earth are you talking about?


    major. You know, I feel the occasion demands a little toast—if we only had the—eh, General?


    margaret. We have. There is a bottle of brandy in the basket.


    general. Produce it, then, by all means.


    eugene. Tod!


    (tod appears with glasses on a tray. They are filled with brandy)


    general. A toast, then—what shall it be? I propose that everyone make a suggestion. (To the major) Yours?


    major. There is only one—(With a gallant bow) To William and Mary, who have reigned for thirty years: May they reign for thirty more!


    (The general and his lady make pretty bows)


    mrs. ramsay. That is very generous, Major. But today, we must not be personal; I want to take a great deal in, you see.


    (Bugles are sounded on the road)


    general. And what is yours, my dear?


    mrs. ramsay. To our glorious past, whose traditions may we always hold in reverence.


    eugene. To the sword which pierces very far! To the consuming flame. To endings, to endings, to endings.


    general. I like your mothers best.


    eugene. That, also, was in the book.


    general (To margaret). And yours, my dear.


    (Faint singing from the road)


    margaret (Listening). To the soldiers of the world, now and forever, whose business it was to have no fear of death.


    eugene. It’s too poor a business—there’s no future in it.


    margaret. Cynic! But it’s true! The General was a soldier, and he is not afraid of death.


    eugene. I’ve always been afraid of it—but I’m a Philosopher!


    general. Mine is the best of all—and all were good!


    margaret. Oh, modesty!


    eugene. Yes, General!


    general (In a ringing voice). To the House!


    eugene (Quietly). I’ll join you in that one, Father.


    major (Uneasily). I keep hearing something, and I don’t know what it is!


    eugene (Solemnly). Is it a still small voice, Major?


    general (Raising his glass). A house, my friends, may be a very noble thing. Some houses are like people—if you should cut them, they would bleed. I think that this is such a house. It has possessed and made its own the lives of many gallant people—I should say of ladies and gentlemen. Within its broad white arms it gave them rest and shelter. And on that column of this house you may find this legend fastened in the wood—Nil Separabit. Nothing shall part us, while this house may stand and take us in its broad, white arms, and give us rest and shelter. So may it comfort me; so, I pray God, may it comfort my son, and his sons, and his sons’ sons. And if the time should come when this house must go—for even houses may grow old and die—then I pray to God that this earth on which it rests—this everlasting valiant earth—will keep its ghost, and bear again another like it in all respects. I say, God keep such houses, and all the gentle souls who rest in them.


    major. Amen!


    eugene. Amen! Amen! I, too, have lived in Arcady.


    (Now from the road, there comes a distant sound—of men who sing old broken songs as their weary bodies swing in the saddles, and of dumb hoof-beats, muffled in the dust, and of reins and spur, and saber, but all so drowsed in the warmth of the sleepy day, so faint, so far remote, that you would say the sounds were elfin from a phantom wood)


    margaret. Oh, what is that upon the road?


    general. Cavalry going home—poor boys!


    mrs. ramsay. How faint! How far away it seems!


    margaret (Going to the windows). I can see the light upon their bridles through the hedge. That is all.


    mrs. ramsay. The hedges must be trimmed. Once there was a good view of the road.


    major. They should be trimmed.


    eugene. They should be cut.


    general. They shall stay—I like high hedges.


    margaret (Looking). How long will they go by, I wonder?


    eugene. They cannot go by forever, Margaret.


    margaret (In a low voice, looking out). If they only could! If they only could!


    major (With enthusiasm). What a fine thing it is to see a man upon a horse!


    eugene. Yes. It sets the horse off to great advantage, doesn’t it?


    mrs. ramsay. We must prepare for luncheon.


    eugene (Solemnly). There is a God!


    mrs. ramsay (To general). Shall we lunch here, or in the dining room?


    general (Rather sharply). In the dining room, of course. Let everything proceed according to routine as quickly as possible. That is important.


    mrs. ramsay (Aside, to major). He’s such an executive!


    major. Oh, superb.


    general. I shall lose no time in getting down to business. There must be letters—


    mrs. ramsay. In your desk, dear.


    general. No doubt, there is a great deal to do. It will take some time, perhaps.


    eugene. The best part of a morning, General.


    major (To general). Before luncheon, I should like to talk with you for a few moments.


    general. Yes, certainly, (Strikes a bell on the table. tod appears) Tod, I shall want all my people assembled here after luncheon.


    eugene (Quietly). Father!


    mrs. ramsay (With a cry). ’Gene! (A swift look passes between them)


    general (Rather sharply). What is it, ’Gene!


    eugene. Nothing.


    general. Tell me later, then. Why the devil don’t you shave? You can now, you know.


    eugene (Meekly). It is not allowed, I suppose, for anyone under the rank of General to go in for whiskerage.


    general. Always shave for the servants, my boy. Position demands it. And, for God’s sake, throw that hat away.


    margaret. Oh, ’Gene, the plume!


    eugene (Taking it out and giving it to her with a bow). Lady, it is yours. I suggest you have it cleaned before you use it.


    margaret (Dramatically). I shall wear it next my heart.


    eugene. That will be a ticklish business, I’m afraid.


    general (To tod). Why was there no one here to meet me, Tod?


    mrs. ramsay (Quickly). We did not know what time you would arrive, you see.


    general. Oh, of course. I was a bit surprised and hurt, I’ll admit. (To tod) You must tell everyone, then, to be here at two o’clock.


    eugene (Quietly as before). Father!


    general. In a moment, ’Gene.


    mrs. ramsay (In a whisper). ’Gene, dear—


    margaret. Please! Please!


    general (Impatiently. To eugene). What is it, now?


    eugene. Nothing. Why don’t you take off your sword—you might sit on it and cut yourself.


    general. Please don’t interrupt. (To the group) He is quite mad—I’ve known him for years.


    eugene. That’s long enough to find a fool—a wise man hides more carefully.


    general (To tod). Do not alarm them, Tod. Say, say—(He ponders a moment)


    eugene. Say it in Greek, Tod. It is the only language everyone knows.


    general (Triumphantly). Tell them I shall keep them all—Do you hear? (tod bows inflexibly)—That there is no cause for alarm. (tod bows sternly)—And that they must all be here at two o’clock, (tod bows and retires)


    general. Major, I shall want to talk with you presently.


    major. When you will, sir.


    margaret (To mrs. ramsay). I shall help you, then.


    (They go out)


    general. I must go to my room for reparations. (He goes out)


    major (To eugene, who has wandered toward the door). Eugene, I want to talk with you soon.


    eugene. By all means. (He wanders out upon the porch) I must tell you about the battle of Saw-tooth Gap, where I led the charge. (Declaiming, as he disappears) There were 19 of us, I remember, all under 117. “Forward, my lads,” I cried. “We must be in Washington in time for the inauguration.”


    major (Smiling). Ah, youth, youth!


    eugene. Thank you, Major; I was just going to say that.


    major. The hope of the world, the glory of the past, the promise of the future. And you are young, Eugene.


    eugene. Major, you touch me.


    major. Ah, yes, my boy, you are young, and the future of this world is in your keeping. It is for you young men to mend this broken scheme of things which we, the old, have so grievously mishandled. It is for you, the young, to highly resolve—


    eugene. That government of the people, for the people, by the people—Why, by God, Major, it is as good as a game.


    major. A game, Eugene.


    eugene. A very ancient and honorable game; for if you are young it shall be pleasant to name the sins of old men; if you are old it shall be pleasant to confess them.


    major. We have just passed through a terrible war, Eugene.


    eugene. A very terrible war, Major.


    major. The most terrible war, Eugene. Bleeding from her broken wounds, this nation—


    eugene. This great nation, Major.


    major. This very great nation, Eugene.


    eugene. This greatest of all great nations, Major; for just as all wars are the most terrible are all nations the greatest and most powerful; all armies the bravest; and all women the most beautiful and most virtuous. Major, everything has grown so great we must prepare for changes.


    major. Yes, Eugene. We are at one of the crises of history; at a turning point. A great change is before us.


    eugene. Things can never be the same again, Major. Among other things, from now on, the moon will rise under your left elbow and go down in Constantinople; all male children with red hair who are more than two years old at the time of their birth, will immediately be given important positions in the diplomatic service; and young married women will not acquire a maidenhead until they reach the age of twenty-eight. Moreover the youth of the world, under my leadership, will band together for freedom, truth, beauty, art, and love, and will wage merciless war on hypocrisy, custom, and tradition; for they have been tricked.


    major. Tricked, Eugene?


    eugene. Major, not merely tricked, but tr-r-ricked! And by whom?


    major. By whom, Eugene?


    eugene. Why, by these false, lying, greedy, selfish and murderous old men the world over, who sit around the council tables and make the wars that cater to their own base self-interests, deluding and deceiving us all the time with fine speeches about loyalty and defense of country. Am I right or am I wrong?


    major (With a certain melancholy pleasure in his voice). Ah, my boy, I fear that you are right. What you say is only too true; we have made a sorry botch of things. And yet, at the price of disillusion, you young men have learned much, Eugene.


    eugene. Yes, Major. The price we have paid for wisdom is a heavy one, but we have learned. Do you know what I have found?


    major. No, Eugene.


    eugene (Looking around cautiously). You must not reveal this to anyone, but I have found out what men do to one another when they go to war.


    major. What is it, Eugene?


    eugene (Earnestly). Major, you may believe it if you like, but they shoot one another.


    major (Astounded). No!


    eugene (Solemnly). Yes. Why, Major, it is nothing less than wicked. It amounts to murder. That’s what it is, Major, murder. Sheer murder. At any rate, its effects upon the nervous system are much the same.


    major (Sadly). Yes, Eugene. I agree with you. War is murder—organized murder.


    eugene (With intensity). Yes, Major, that is what we have found out—we young men.


    major. Ah, youth will not be deceived, I know. Its quick wit, its flaming iconoclasm, strikes through the armor of old sophistries. The scales have fallen from its eyes.


    eugene. Exactly, exactly, exactly. We see things now exactly as they are. Look closely in my eyes, if you please, Major. (The major does so doubtfully) Do you not see hell in them? (Without waiting for a reply) Of course you do, Major. I have come back with hell in my eyes. We always do. And how do we go out to war, Major?


    major (Readily). With fire and idealism, Eugene.


    eugene. With a great deal of fire and idealism, Major. And we invariably come back with hell in our eyes. Major, it is quite as good as a game.


    major. A tragic game, Eugene.


    eugene. Yes, Major, youth may be deceived, but not for long. For example, it has taken us only four years, by means of our preter-naturally sharp intelligences, to discover that war is a very tedious, unpleasant, and dangerous business. There is hope in all this. With fair luck we may know enough to go in out of the rain by the time we are eighty.


    major (Sadly). I cannot blame you, boy. Your experience has made you bitter.


    eugene (With a laugh of fictitious bitterness). God, yes. That was a good laugh, eh, Major? But we are not done with you old fellows, Major. We are going to have something to say about all this before we’re through. We shall say, perhaps, that all the men in the world are brothers—all the young men. We are going to write some books and poems about all this. Perhaps we shall even write some plays. I make no promises. We shall burst all old hypocrisies. We shall give tradition a handsome stiff kick in the rump. We shall tell about things exactly as they are. We shall be free. In order to do this, it is first necessary to band together in some little groups composed entirely of enlightened young spirits. Can you say “beauty,” Major?


    major. Beauty.


    eugene. Oh, I see you do not understand what it is. It should be said slantingly down through the nose if you really care for it. “Bee-yewty.” Like that. And it should be said often. Perhaps, Major, we shall write about “bee-yewty” in our books. We shall speak of it as something which we cannot do without. It is also something which is never here, but always there. Finally, it should mean nothing at all, and we shall spend all our time proving this. How like you this, Major: “The moon has gripped with poisoned finger-tips / The entrails of a sad sweet gelded boy”—It is from a poem I have written called “Pagan.” It is beautiful. Or this:


    
      “Went to come, to come, to go, depart, arrive, a slender whisper from his bladder.


      Cat plays with strings—got stuck between the cheeks.


      Why not? She had a fine pair. Bronze by bronze groaned war gongs thunder—booming.”

    


    major (Bewildered). In God’s name, ’Gene—


    eugene. It is the new method, Major. A novel I wrote. Turns inward, you see. Gets the inside of things. In its apparent formlessness it achieves a form. So does a blot of ink.


    (The faithful dog trots slowly and heavily into the room, and sits upon its haunch)


    eugene (Stroking the dog). I am very fond of dogs, Major. I have known many different breeds, but chiefly Mad Dogs.


    major. He is a faithful animal, Eugene. His emotion at his master’s return today was very touching.


    eugene. A Faithful Dog, Major, but an Old Dog. In his youth, I wonder, was he ever a Gay Dog?


    major. A Gay Dog, ’Gene? How d’ye mean?


    eugene (With an affected and embarrassed laugh). Oh, you know what I mean, Major. I hardly know how to say it.


    major. No; I don’t understand.


    eugene (Solemnly). I mean, Major, do you think our Dog has ever lived? (With a vulgar leer) Really lived, Major?


    major. In his youth, perhaps, ’Gene, when every dog has its day.


    eugene. In his youth, to be sure. Tameless and swift and proud, like all young things, eh, Major?


    major. Yes, ’Gene. Like all young things. That is the crown jewel of all life. (With a cry) Give me my youth again.


    eugene. When the Dog was young, did he go alone, or did he travel in a pack, Major?


    major. Why, how should I know, boy? Alone, alone, I should say, for youth is the time of loneliness and independence, ’Gene.


    eugene. And of poetry, Major?


    major. Yes, ’Gene; of poetry, Beauty has not died. Keats and Shelley, you know.


    eugene. Yes, Major: they were well known dealers in paint. What about them?


    major. Why, they were young, Eugene—deathlessly young, you know.


    eugene. Major, they were old as hell. All of the poetry has been written by old men who grew young backwards.


    major (Almost fiercely). No, by youth, youth—fierce beautiful youth. Give it to me again.


    eugene (Rushing like a wave beyond his mockery). Youth, youth! The old man’s dream, the old man’s lie! Youth with its courage and independence! Major, no more of this antique cant. Youth! From such as us are armies made, where cowardice is the slave of ridicule and fear. Youth! Youth! That degrading and destructive brotherhood which can do nothing alone, and which must go forever pooled against identities; that emptiness so complete as not to contain even the seed of its own destruction; that boredom so entire that nothing may challenge its life; that banal communism of pawing hands and weaving bodies, which must feed, drink, love, think, and die together: which cries for freedom and makes the group; which is fearful, huddled, kept. Youth, the inaugurator of idiot and cowardly rebellions, which does not understand, but can only deny. It has no beautiful superstitions; it has only mean ones and ugly ones; it is the creator of terms of odium for its grandfather, and it has one triumphant formula, which courses its skull like a poisonous rat. “We have gotten beyond all that.” And it uses it when it has done nothing but change its shirt. Youth! We are an accursed tribe, old man, for we are of the poets who write no poetry, the singers who cannot sing, the painters who cannot paint; and so we go out to join the Jews, the parents of crucifixion, the mutilators and torturers of language, who cover emptiness with night. Give you your youth! Give me, my God, my age, my age—a tiny kernel of fruition. Youth! Of all mean lies this is the lowest; of all great trickeries the most believed.


    major (Almost fiercely). It is not true! I say, it is not true, Eugene.


    eugene. Major, there is only one thing that exceeds the stupidity of young men: that is the stupidity of old men. By God, I am filled with sudden woe because all the people in the world have not been born middle-aged. (He goes out under the window)


    (The general enters, groomed and washed)


    major (Casting suddenly his mask aside; speaking in an altered quiet voice). When shall a man be mad?


    general. As is Prince Hamlet?


    major. Yes.


    general. When sanity is destruction and a curse; when the eye shall pierce too far.


    major. When the secret thing that all men know is spoken; when men grow false and follow Truth; when our great Falsehood—


    general. That is our crown, that is our crown—


    major. Shall be a butt for mockery. We are loyal to the destiny of ruin and death: That is the secret thing that all men know, that I have seen in all men’s eyes. In that is our only brotherhood. When the manner goes, then are we naked—


    general (Sharply). Take care—you are unarmed.


    (eugene re-enters)


    major (In his former tone—high, thick, wheezing). General, may I talk with you alone?


    general. To be sure. Presently.


    eugene. Old man, you have the subtlety of snakes.


    general. And you, boy, the innocence of a child or a savage. You believe a myth without understanding it.


    eugene. Yes; it is true. And you understand it without believing in it. In these are all things held.


    (He goes through the room on to the porch. Bugles are blown faintly on the road)


    general. Oh, blind and bitter ship, sail home!


    major (Lighting a cigar). What did you say?


    general. You have put on weight.


    eugene (Stopping tod, and pointing to gash on column). Aren’t you ashamed of him, now? (tod answers with a stern grave smile) Damned poor shot, your granny.


    (tod goes by the door, smiling)


    general. It was very hard to lose.


    major (Puffing at his cigar). History will justify us.


    eugene (Cocking an attentive ear). That was ever the maiden’s prayer, so to speak.


    major. The ignorant and unenlightened will say, of course, that the war was fought on the issue of slavery.


    eugene (Passing back through the room). And what will the intelligent and well-informed say, Major? Tell me next Thursday. (He goes out)


    general. He was quite right. But tell me now.


    major. You mean?


    general.—That you would find me on the side of the ignorant and unenlightened.


    major. Slavery!


    general. Nothing else! The institution of human slavery. I was fighting to preserve it, because I believed in it with all my heart. So did you, I think. So did we all.


    major (Stammering). But, see here—State’s rights, you know—Besides—Good heavens!—we must have a moral issue.


    general (Impatiently). Oh, nonsense! If you begin on moral issues, you will force me to begin on the Ten Commandments. Let us avoid that, by all means.


    major. But slaves—our property, you see. Puts us in a bad light, you know. Looks selfish.


    (eugene returns)


    Eugene, why did we go to war?


    eugene. Some of us, because we had lived in Georgia all our lives and wanted to see Virginia.


    general. Pshaw, boy! That’s no reason!


    eugene (Going). It is, if you live in Georgia.


    general. Where are you going?


    eugene. To make prayers to the Unknown God.


    (He goes out)


    major. And so, for our slaves—


    general (Sharply). For an institution; for a method of life that seems to me to have something of the divinely ordained about it. I have offered three lives in a war, and surrendered one! Do you think it was for a few blacks only, who will always stay with me anyway? No, no—there was more than that. One God, few masters, many men. And so shall we see the happy land of Canaan.


    (tod appears)


    tod. Luncheon, suh.


    (He goes)


    (They rise)


    major (Confidentially). By the way—


    general. Yes?


    major. I hesitate to speak at the time—you will tell me if it is any embarrassment?


    general. Yes. What is it?


    major. I am temporarily a bit hard pressed—


    general (Quickly). Of course, you will let me help you.


    major. Now, you must tell me if it is inconvenient.


    general. Not a bit, I assure you. How much do you need, Major?


    major (Pondering). I thought, perhaps—shall we say one hundred and fifty?


    general. Oh, by all means. (He begins to fumble in his pockets one by one. Jovially) By the way, Major, will you have it in our native currency, or in the coin of the enemy?


    major (Winking). I think I shall waive patriotic considerations for the moment.


    general (In vexation). Pshaw! I’m out of ready currency myself, at the moment!


    major (Hastily). Oh, please say no more. I quite understand! Besides, it doesn’t matter.


    general. However, I shall just give you a check for the amount.


    major. By all means. I much prefer a check.


    general (Sitting at his desk). Pay to the order of Major Robert Patton, the sum of one hundred and fifty dollars.


    major (Scribbling on a pad). I must give you my I.O.U.


    general. Not at all necessary. Word’s as good as your bond, Major!


    major. Oh, yes, but I will. You must really learn to be more businesslike in these affairs, General—even when your friends are concerned—“I shall pay to the order of William Ramsay the sum of one hundred and fifty dollars”—(He ponders a moment and concludes)—“just as soon as I am able”—there’s my name.


    general (Tendering the check). Here you are, Major.


    major. Thanks very much. By the way, hadn’t you better date it?


    general. Of course—This is—?


    major. The eighteenth.


    general (Wetting a pen, pausing suddenly in vexation). How stupid of me!


    major. What is it?


    general. I have just remembered my account is overdrawn. I received notice only the other day.


    major. It’s quite all right.


    general. However, I shall simply give you the check, and you may fill in the date as soon as I make a deposit.


    major (Entirely satisfied). The very thing. (Gratefully) You have helped me out of a real difficulty, General.


    general (Modestly). Oh, it’s nothing—a trifle. Please don’t mention it.


    (margaret comes in)


    margaret. Really, you must come to lunch.


    major. You may have your dress, my dear. I have just borrowed $150 from the General.


    margaret. Darling! (She kisses him and goes)


    (porter, still flensing his terrible hand, still nodding and winking with a cocky little birdlike movement, appears at the door and knocks)


    major. Ah, there you are, Porter!


    porter (With a nod and a wink). Big as life, Major.


    major (To general). You know Porter, eh?


    general (Coldly). I know Porter.


    (eugene enters by window)


    major. Porter has done well—he has gone into the lumber business. Very good prices for timber, I believe. Twenty-five and fifty cents an acre, I’m told.


    eugene. What! For trees! Why, this is liberal.


    major. Going to sell mine—no use for it. Taxes, you know. Thought you’d like to talk with him.


    general. Yes, certainly. But not today.


    porter (With a nod and a wink). Any time, General. One day’s as good as t’other with me.


    general. I am just back from war, you know? There has been a war, Porter.


    porter (With a swift contortion of his face). Yes, General.


    eugene (Quietly). We are sorry about your boy, Porter.


    (A pause)


    general (Calmly, coldly). Ah, yes. I had forgotten!


    porter (In a low voice). Hit don’t matter. (Fiercely) He was a fool—a fool!


    general (Going). Another day, Porter. Eugene, shake hands with the gentleman.


    eugene (Turning away quickly). Ah, General!—


    general. Comrades, you know—inheritors of the future. Besides, I have taken my gloves off.


    eugene. You, General, and Porter are true comrades.


    general (Coldly). I do not understand.


    (He goes out with the major)


    (porter is devouring the room, and all its fittings with ravenous eyes, flensing his scorbutic hand as he gazes, and smiling ever a queer, meditative, calculating smile)


    eugene (In a low harsh tone). A fine house, eh, Porter?


    (porter’s only answer is a birdlike nod and wink)


    (Advancing on the man slowly) It needs paint; it needs a great many things—but it’s a good house yet, eh, Porter?


    porter (With another nod and wink, flensing his hand). Sound as the day it was built, Mister ’Gene!


    eugene. They built good houses in those times, Porter, (porter nods and winks) But it’s not for sale. What a pity we’re damned together, Porter. What a pity.


    (porter laughs suddenly—a shrill, hard, ratty treble, and plunges his scaly hand into one pocket. When he withdraws it, it is filled with shining silver coins. He jingles them softly in his hand. He goes, backing out slowly, devouring the walls, the floors, the ceilings, with [his] hot red eyes, and flensing the back of his terrible hand. And ever, as he goes, he touches the objects of the room with a stubby finger,—now feeling with pleasure the smooth grain of the table, now drawing his hand gently across the back of a chair, now rapping gently and knowingly against the wood of the column. tod comes upon him swiftly from the porch, and he goes with haste. eugene has followed every moment with dull black eyes which blaze with hidden fire. He is quite still for a moment after the man has gone; then he casts his lean head upward, and laughs in terrible labored gasps. Thin bugle notes are sounded from the road. margaret enters. He does not notice her)


    margaret. Perhaps tomorrow and the next day there will be some more.


    eugene. Perhaps. (A pause) And after that?


    margaret. Why—there will be no more, will there?


    eugene. No. (She turns away, with a little gesture of her hands) Pardon me, but do you expect a continuous military parade for your benefit?


    (She turns upon him with a small slain face, and a movement of her hands)


    margaret (In a whisper). Eugene! My dear, my dear—what is it?


    eugene. I have lost something in the sun. I cannot find it—there is no moon.


    (A long pause)


    margaret (In a low voice). I understand. But you will never find it—you have killed it in the dark. (He bends his head slowly. A pause)—Is dead, is dead!


    eugene. Lady. I have grown tired of seeking shadows.


    margaret (In an almost inaudible voice). You need not love, dear. But—be true! Be true!


    eugene. To what, lady?


    margaret. To the past.


    eugene. That is the loyalty of a ghost. We are not dead together.


    margaret (In open entreaty). You are not yourself.


    eugene. No? Then who am I?


    margaret. Your father’s son, I hope.


    eugene. I cannot go on with Mass; it has become a mummery.


    margaret (In a frightened voice). Eugene!


    eugene. Oh, God, but I am weary for an ancient earth.


    margaret (Quietly). I do not understand.


    eugene. No. For I have seen what I have no right to remember.


    margaret. You are mad.


    eugene. I have opened a window on the world.


    margaret (Entreatingly. Dropping her mask suddenly). Come back! I have always known. Come back! I know! I know, I know. Dear, we have died together.


    eugene. No. There is no return. Oh, God, but I am weary of old dreams.


    (A pause)


    margaret (In a low voice, alive for the first time with repulsion and dislike). You—you turncoat!


    (He flinches, as if he has received a blow in the face; then he bends his head slowly, calmly)


    eugene. Even so!


    (She turns her small drugged face and goes in silent passion. A tiny handkerchief flutters down behind her, to the floor)


    (In a cold even tone) You dropped your handkerchief, lady.


    (She returns, with flaming cheeks, and snatches the handkerchief from the floor. mrs. ramsay, followed by the major and the general, enter[s] the room)


    major. My dear, we must be going. Are you quite ready?


    margaret. Yes, Father. I am quite ready.


    (The general gives her a searching glance)


    general. You must come over again, soon, my dear.


    margaret. I shall always be loyal, General.


    mrs. ramsay. God bless you for that, my dear.


    eugene. It is not enough, but it will serve until a better time.


    general. I pray a better time will have as much. Goodbye, my dear. (He kisses her)


    major. Come, Margaret. The catalogs are ready to be mailed.


    (They go)


    (Bugles are sounded faintly on the road)


    general. It is necessary that I be left quite alone for an hour. There is a great deal to be done,—letters to be answered, and so on! I shall want you all here when our people assemble. Eugene, you might make yourself more presentable, you know. Appearances are very important, remember.


    eugene (Bowing). You shall be obeyed in all things, General. Shall I wear a sword?


    general. It would be more to the point, I think, if you wore a clean shirt and collar. No nonsense, remember.


    eugene. Oh, to be able!


    general. Your mother wants you. She must talk with you. Go walk with her to the arbor. I saw the blossoms from the road this morning; they are quite lovely.


    eugene. Yes. (He advances a step; in a low tone, earnestly) When you need me, you will call?


    general. I will call. (A pause) You have been a good soldier; you mocked, but you were honest. I shall not forget.


    eugene. You owe me nothing. We must do penance for the sin of breathing; and I’ve never owned a hair-shirt. Mother, are you ready?


    mrs. ramsay (As they go, in a loud whisper). Such an executive, my boy.


    (They go out)


    (The general seats himself at his desk, and busies himself with letters. His manner is that of a man who returns to familiar things, and who accepts them quickly as if the period of his absence were already forgotten. He begins to write. He picks up a pen from the desk and dips it absently in the ink well, which he finds dry. He strikes a small bell on the table. There is no answer. He throws the pen down with a gesture of vexation, and calls sharply the name of “Bynum.” There is no answer.


    (In a moment, he calls again. Finally, he calls several names in succession—“Bynum,” “Jonas,” “Sam.” There is no answer and the general rises impatiently and angrily from his chair and strides to the corner of the room where the bell-cord hangs. He pulls the cord sharply and violently. There is absolute silence for a moment; then in a far corner of the house there is a harsh jangling of aged and rusty bells. general ramsay starts as if he has been stung; his hand is withdrawn swiftly from the cord; he looks keenly and searchingly around him for the first time. With an expression of growing disbelief and horror the general notes the evidences of doom and desolation which surround him at every point—which have touched his room, and his house, and his life; which stare at him with fanged malevolence. And a sound, which we have heard before, a displeasing sound, and which has disturbed him vaguely, begins to hammer softly at the portals of his consciousness:—the sound of a single large drop of water, which somewhere forms, swells, develops, and falls with unvarying punctual monotony. general ramsay walks slowly once around the borders of his room, peering intently but fruitlessly at wall and ceiling. He returns to the bell-cord, and stretches forth his hand, again to grasp it, drawing it back again hesitantly, as if afraid to brave the issue. Finally he thrusts his hand forth boldly and gives a swift, sharp tug. The frayed and rotted cord parts in its center and under his grasp. In the distance the bells fall to the floor with a harsh and rusty jangle.


    (Somewhere in the house a door is opened slowly, and is closed again. Somewhere there is a stealthy pad of feet, and in a moment the negro tod has entered the room, followed by the faithful dog, who pads slowly and heavily after)


    general (Hoarsely). I called, and no one answered: Where are my people?


    (The black’s old head sinks slowly to his breast. In a moment he raises it, and extends one long gaunt arm swiftly before him, in the direction of the road. eugene enters below the windows. His somber eyes are lit with flame)


    (In a low tone, hoarsely) You knew, you knew, Eugene.


    eugene (Quietly). Yes, General. The rivers are flowing backwards.


    general (Lifting his arms with a gesture of supreme despair). My God, I am shrunken up into a little clay.


    (Silence, save for the slow punctual falling of the merciless drop of water. The dog sits on thick haunches by the door. Thin bugle notes, elfin, faint, remote, upon the road)


    Curtain


    [¬]


    ACT THREE


    Towards sundown of a day in June, four years later.


    The curtain rises on an empty room, stripped of its ornaments, save for a few articles stained and stricken as with marks of pestilence. A large deep chair is placed beside a table near the opened window; a red and smoky sun is going down beyond the spectral forests, and in the shaggy grasses of the lawn about the place, a million little creatures of the night have come to life in sound.


    Far off, a bugle blows; there is a muffled tattoo on small drums; a cannon is discharged. There are commands in staccato speech.


    The door to the left is opened. The negro tod comes in, bearing gently and softly and lightly in his great arms the figure of the general. He carries him to the big chair by the window, and deposits him with tenderness and care.


    Behind the white luxuriance of hair and beard, the phantom of a man looks on the world from deep fierce eyes, sunk, in a ruined noble head. His face is sharp and beaked like that of a great fierce bird.


    general. The rug, Tod. (tod goes out and returns immediately with a heavy blanket which he lays across the general’s knees, and wraps softly under his feet) That is good. Thank you. You can go.


    (tod goes out)


    (There is a broken, gouty shuffling on the porch, and major patton enters leaning on a cane. Bugles are sounded faintly in the distance)


    major (In a stricken whisper). Since 1789. It must go on!


    general. Sit down, Major. You have lost weight.


    (The major sinks heavily into a chair)


    major (Leaning forward on his cane and staring). My God! You are an old man, General.


    general. You are quite wrong, Major. I was an old man.


    (A pause)


    major. And so, it seems, we are alone.


    general. We learn slowly, Major, but we learn. (A pause) Where are the others?


    major. Margaret and your wife are coming, I believe.


    general. And the boy?


    major. He is coming!


    general (In a low voice). He has been valiant.


    (mrs. ramsay enters with margaret)


    mrs. ramsay (Going to the general and kissing him). Isn’t he looking well, Margaret?


    general. No more of that, if you please. (To margaret) And so you are to leave us, goddess?


    margaret. Aunt Martha has the whole left wing of her house vacant. (Running her fingers through the major’s hair) You will like Charleston, dearest.


    (Bugles far off)


    major (In a low set voice). It must go on!


    general. For us, dear Major, there is only dust.


    major (His voice rising strongly). My God!—Since 1789!


    general. So long ago as that? There, all our Gods have grown old.


    margaret (Pleadingly). Father, don’t!


    general. Come kiss this death’s head, beauty. (She goes and kisses him upon the mouth) And I must babble of green fields unto the end.


    mrs. ramsay (Hovering about him). I must fix your blanket! Are you quite comfortable?


    general. And just before we die, Major, they take us to their breast again.


    mrs. ramsay (Smoothing his pillow). Hush! hush! You mustn’t talk so much.


    major. A woman is a lovely thing, God knows. She is never quite loyal until you are completely beaten.


    eugene (Entering in parade uniform). That is the proper time for conquest, Major.


    general. They blossom as we die; they grow young again for love of ancient hulk.


    (Booming of a great bell in the wind)


    What is the time, Eugene?


    eugene. It is six o’clock, and through the world, excepting latitudes, the sons of common men are coming from their work.


    general. I am deeply moved, Eugene. I beg of you, continue, and say a few words about the dignity of labor.


    mrs. ramsay. You seem excited, son.


    general. Why, he has just begun to live! The true revolutionary spirit, you know. Never quite happy until things begin to fall. Now, if Samson were only here to pull us down—


    eugene. Here are the keys to the barracks, Major. (He gives him a bunch of keys)


    major. The buildings are locked?


    eugene. Everything is locked, Major.


    major (Pompously, forgetting for a moment). Has the cadet corps entrained?


    eugene. The cadet corps has entrained, Major—all six of them.


    margaret (In a low voice). How could you say a thing like that!


    major (Stricken, with averted eyes). And yet—it must go on!


    eugene (Quietly). Yes? I want to know why.


    margaret (Whispering in his ear). Father, dearest, we are going away together.


    eugene (With a burst of passion). For God’s sake, leave him alone, or treat him like a man!


    mrs. ramsay (Soothingly, to the general). Wouldn’t you like some nice hot supper?


    general. My dear, I think I could understand you if you used long words? (Calling sharply) Tod! (tod appears) That is a bloody sun which sets tonight, but I would look at it once more. Take me out.


    (The negro lifts him from his chair and carries him on to the porch)


    margaret (To major). Do you need me, dearest?


    eugene (With a little gesture). A moment, if you please—


    (margaret goes out with mrs. ramsay)


    major. That uniform becomes you, ’Gene.


    eugene (In a low tone, hoarsely). For God’s sake, don’t.


    major. Ah, well, you may take the hated braid and buttons off, now.


    eugene. I am very sorry, Major.


    major. (In a low voice, as before). And yet, it must go on.


    eugene. I believe in endings, Major.


    major. Perhaps you need me, ’Gene—more than you know. A foil for your wit; a butt for your jokes; a target for your mockery—a spur to your invention.


    eugene. Now that is done, and I am sorry.


    major. Not all the folly in the world wears whiskers, ’Gene. (With a great cry) You fools, you fools, you cursed fools. Oh, what a thief is youth. What treachery! What deceit! You steal our wisdom, and curse us for our error! You take our greatness for your own without admission, and foul us with our pettiness! You fools! You will be paid in time! You will grow old, and other fools will mock you!


    eugene (Quietly, coldly). Our destiny is ruin and death. I only, of you all, have been faithful to it.


    major. You, my son, may be ground up in the wheels at last. (He gets up slowly, painfully) My life, like every life, has drawn breath from prejudice and convention. Now mine are shattered, and I die.


    eugene. I salute you. You have been faithful in your fashion.


    major (Very old, in a low toneless voice). It must go on!—It must go on! (He goes out slowly, leaning on his cane. It is growing dark. The door to the left is opened and margaret enters)


    eugene. You are going?


    margaret. I am going.


    eugene. That, I think, is best.


    (A pause)


    margaret. No other word, Eugene?


    eugene. Lady, there is no other word.


    margaret. One word I used to you one time is—


    eugene. Forgotten, lady.


    margaret. Then say “forgiven,” ’Gene.


    eugene. And why?


    margaret. Because my life is dying in the dust without you. (She moves nearer) Oh, little God, I love you. Touch me—put your hand upon me—let me know that you are there. Eugene, my life is withering like unpicked fruit. (She moves toward him) Put your hand upon me, as you did before. Wound me with your language. (She opens her breast for him) Defile me with your touch; soil me; stain me. But tell me you believe I live again.


    eugene (Imperceptibly it has grown darker). Margaret, while you were yet alive—(Abruptly) I cannot rescue smoke from ashes. (Quietly, gently) Margaret, I see you in the glimmering dusk; the spectral world is dim beyond you. I stand upon the solid shores of earth; I may not come to where you are; there is mist and void and darkness.


    margaret. It is death! death!—oh, take me, ’Gene; hold me, keep me, love me—or I die. Oh, lift me, ’Gene, and save me from the dust and ruin. Your touch will heal me, dearest; you will give me life again.


    (Silence save for the merciless drop of water)


    eugene. Margaret, the horsemen on the road have gone by forever.


    margaret. It is not too late! We may yet be saved! (A pause) You loved me once—(In a tone of fear and wonder)—or did it happen?


    eugene. Don’t you remember, ghost[?] Before you died—


    margaret (Whispering). Some day—Some day.


    eugene. Some day. Who knows? The roads lead back if we go far enough.


    margaret (Going). Some day—Please waken me.


    eugene (Starting). Margaret! You believe that!


    margaret. With all my heart.


    (A pause)


    eugene (Quietly). Then, which of us is the ghost? Perhaps we live when we believe we dream. I no longer doubt the reality of my life. I no longer expect awakening. Perhaps it is I who have died.


    margaret (A small white blot in darkness). Some day—please, please! (She goes)


    a thin voice (Faintly, mockingly). Some day. Some day.


    (It has grown dark. The general is brought in by tod and seated in his chair)


    general (Sharply). Light, Tod. More light!


    eugene (From the darkness). No, General. Not more light—more warmth! Men do not die of darkness, but of cold.


    general (Grimly ironic). Ah, there, Gibraltar, (tod brings a lamp and puts it on the table) There he is! The only solid thing in all the fog.


    eugene. It seems that I have been elected.


    general. There was once an old woman who thought she was seized with the Divine Afflatus.


    eugene. Yes, General?


    general. She was suffering from an intestinal disorder, instead. (Calling) Tod—close the windows. I am cold, (tod enters and closes the windows) And so you think you may escape, Captain.


    eugene. We shall escape, General, in spite of you.


    general. I tell you, boy, the brand is on you; the steel has sunken deep into your soul. We are of few years and many woes. For us there is no victory—there is only valiance. We are all damned together.


    eugene. Yes, General. We are all damned together, but I must insist on my inalienable right to seek out my own particular hell.


    general. And where does the pilgrim go?


    eugene. Beyond the gates where men are; and down to the sea perhaps; and up the steep hill to God.


    general. Why, come—this is knighthood with a vengeance. He goes out with a hole in one pocket, and brimstone in the other.


    eugene. Thank you. Its a true balance.


    general. And if he’s wise, he’ll ride a donkey—a horse would never understand him.


    eugene. Again, I thank you. My ears are too long to care for grace.


    general. For you, my son, there is no escape. You will come back and dig the ruins.


    (A knocking at the door; porter, with his birdlike nod and wink, stands at the threshold, flensing the back of his terrible hand)


    (Sharply) Who is it?


    eugene (In a low voice). It is Porter.


    general (Grimly, in a low voice). A vulture looks best in the dark.


    eugene (Going to the door). Yes, Porter?


    porter (With a nod and a wink). Evenin’.


    general (Genially). Come in, Porter. I am dying. Give the gentleman a chair, Eugene.


    (porter is seated at the table, in half darkness, opposite the general)


    porter (Awkwardly, uneasily). I was right sorry to hear, Mister Ramsay—


    general (Laughing good-humoredly). Sorry! Pshaw! Will you listen to the man? Sorry for what? Come, man. It’s not every day that you can see a gentleman die.


    porter. Yes, sir—Now, about that timber of your’n—


    general. Ah, yes, the timber. Tell me, Porter—are there enough trees in my forests to timber me a coffin?


    porter (With his birdlike nod and wink). Enough fer us all, I reckon, Mister Ramsay.


    general. Enough for us all. For you, too, Porter?


    porter. Fer me, too.


    general. Ah, that is strange. So we’ll be housed in the same wood at the end—we two?


    porter (Flensing his hand, and gazing around at the walls of the room with a queer meditative smile). Yes, Mister Ramsay. I reckon we will be. Housed in the same wood at the end.


    eugene (Harshly). You are quite mistaken, Porter.


    porter (Flensing his hand, with a terrible contorted smile). Yes, sir. A mighty fine house, yet, Mister Ramsay.


    general (Softly, bending forward a little). The house? But we have said nothing about the house, Porter.


    eugene (Sharply). Your business, Porter? My father is not well.


    general (Waving a thin hand). Oh, come! This is unseemly! You must not hurry a guest in this fashion. Besides—an old friend of the family—Porter, you must pardon him.


    porter. Hit’s about that land o’ your’n, Mister Ramsay.


    eugene (Impatiently). But that has all been settled, Porter. My father has agreed to sell.


    general (Waving a deprecating hand). Eugene, I beg of you—You are wronging the intentions of our honored friend. I see it plainly:—Porter had discovered that the land is rich in gold, or oil, or coal, or platinum, or lapis-lazuli—Being, like Brutus, an honorable man, he has come to inform us; to invite us to share in the profits.


    porter (Nervously, clearing his throat). No, Mister Ramsay. Hit’s the papers.


    general. The papers! Ah, yes. There would be papers, wouldn’t there?


    eugene. Tomorrow, Porter. My father is not well tonight.


    general. No, no! He comes in good season—better than you know. You have the true prophetic gift, Porter.


    eugene (In a low tone). What do you mean, General?


    porter (With an intent smile, staring at the general). Yes, Mister Ramsay.


    general (Softly). Some birds will hover, waiting for—well, to our business, then.


    (porter draws a creased and folded paper from his pocket, and smooths it carefully with his blunt hands, on his knees)


    general (Triumphantly). The papers! No play should be without them!


    porter. Hit needs yore name—


    general (To eugene, with triumph). Do you hear, Gibraltar?


    porter. To do hit legal.


    general (Taking the paper). By all means, let it be done legal. (Reading carelessly) “Party of the first ... party of the second” ... Oh, yes. There always are, aren’t there? H’m! Yes. Perfectly regular. I am sure. (Reading) “And further, it is understood that the boundaries of the said tract shall be defined”—


    eugene (Quickly). Father—tomorrow!


    general. No, but I will! (Reading) “On the North, three miles along Rand’s Creek, between Old Mill and Potter’s Bridge; thence southwest a distance of five and three-eighths miles to the Painted Rock, along the near or eastern border of Hominy Road”—(Pushing the paper away. With a great cry) Oh, my kingdom, my kingdom!


    porter (Flensing his hand).—To do hit legal.


    eugene (Harshly). Be silent, Porter.


    general (Reading farther).—“And moreover it is agreed that, beginning on the near, or south side of the Fairview Pike, the land extending east from the Painted Rock to the Junction of the Fairview Pike, with the Burnsville Road, three-fifths of a mile, and ascending southward a quarter of a mile to the summit of Skyland hill”—


    eugene (Desperately). Father!


    general (Implacably).—“and including upon its premises certain buildings, as quarters for servants, spring houses, stables, and the residence of sixteen rooms at its summit, known as”—


    eugene. General! The House, the House! My God, you never told me that.


    general (Sternly). Give me the pen, Eugene.


    eugene. General—the House! You can’t!


    general. Give me the pen, Eugene.


    (A pause)


    porter. Funny, mebbe, ’bout all this. But hit’s got to be. Hit’s Progress!


    general (Waving a transparent hand gently). And now the man has learned another word. It is, of course, a very fine word. Not only the world gets better, but all the people in it. In its essence it is the cult of pity for one’s grandfather. (In the same tone as before; inflexible, unyielding,) The pen, the pen, Eugene. Give me the pen.


    eugene (Desperately as before). General—The House—But why?


    general. It must go on, Eugene.


    eugene (Turning toward porter with a puzzled, futile gesture of the hands). To this? To this: Go on to this?


    general. Here is my only hope of permanence. By God, it shall continue; under filthy and unspeakable hands it shall continue if it must. But it shall continue. Go your ways, boy. Go your ways. Our truce is almost done. Eugene, I say it shall continue!


    eugene (In a voice without intonation). Rebel! Rebel! You have not known me for my ancient loyalty; and I believe in endings, nothing more.


    general. The pen.


    (eugene wets a pen and gives it to the general)


    eugene. Yes, General.


    general (scrawling laboriously). In good season, Porter. In very good season.—Yet, how easily it is done. And thus I sign my abdication; your rights as heir-apparent. Where is your kingdom now, my boy?


    eugene (Coldly, triumphantly). Throughout the whole wide world, I have lost a kingdom, and gained an empire. The bargain is good.


    general. Inheritor of smoke and dreams! We are all damned together!


    porter (Giving the paper to eugene). Now you sign your’n.


    eugene. And why, Porter?


    porter. To do hit legal—witness hit.


    eugene (Signing). It is witnessed, Porter.


    (porter refolds the paper carefully, puts in his purse, and rises)


    porter. Yore money will be in the bank tomorrow, Mister Ramsay.


    general. Why, that is splendid, Porter.


    porter (Flensing his hand). I ain’t so fine as some folks, mebbe, but I pay up prompt.


    general. Porter, you have all the successful virtue and none of the gentlemanly ones. You were small today; you will be great tomorrow.


    porter (Grinning). “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth."


    general. They always did—six feet of it.


    porter (Slowly). Next time I see ye—


    general (Softly). Next time? Then you had not heard, Porter?


    porter (Puzzled). No, sir.


    general. I am going away—on a journey.


    eugene (Desperately). Father—don’t!


    (A pause)


    porter (Flensing his hand, his face contorted suddenly with terrible malevolence). You’re an old man.


    eugene (With a fierce movement towards the man). By God, you—


    general (Sharply). Stop!


    porter (With a cry high in his throat). I’ve paid ye now! I’ve paid ye for hit all!


    eugene. You had better go, I think.


    porter (In a low voice, suddenly). He was a fool! A fool! (A slight pause) They’re all damned fools at twenty.


    general (As from a revery, far off). And are you still there, Judas?


    eugene. Get out! Get out!


    porter (Muttering, moving backward slowly). I’ll be goin’.


    general (Coming to with a start). What! You must go so soon! But stay—stay for a little as my guest, Porter. They are going to light some candles presently.


    porter (Shortly). Good night to both of ye!


    general (With a resigned manner). Oh well, then, if you must—give the gentleman your hand, Eugene.


    eugene (Turning away with a desperate movement). General—don’t!


    general (Softly). “And we hold that all men are, or ought to be”—


    eugene. In God’s name, General!


    general (Sharply). Captain! I command!


    eugene (Quietly). You are quite right. There is yet a truce. Here is my hand, Porter. (He gives it to him)


    general (Gently). How touching! One of our brothers! Tell the gentleman you are very glad he called, Eugene.


    eugene (Steadily). I am very glad you called, Porter.


    general. Tell him—


    eugene (Writhing). General!


    general (Sternly). Tell him that he must come to visit us again.


    eugene. You must come to visit us again, Porter.


    general. Often.


    eugene. Often, Porter.


    general. Now show him to the door.


    (eugene goes to the door with porter, who turns, still with his contorted smile, and pauses for a moment)


    eugene (In a low voice). Remember, Porter, that for you, too, there can be no victory. We are all damned together.


    porter. There’s timber enough fer us both, Mister Ramsay.


    (He goes quickly into the darkness)


    eugene (Returning). I have heard that it takes all kinds to make a world.


    general. Generally there is room for only one kind at a time. Go tell your mother to come here.


    (eugene goes)


    (Calling) Tod! (The negro enters) We are delivered into the hands of the barbarians.


    tod (Bending swiftly over his master, pointing to the door and darkness). Kill!


    general. Not yet, my boy. We do these things too clumsily. Let us give God a chance, (tod goes out. In a moment mrs. ramsay comes in softly) Are you there, my dear?


    mrs. ramsay. Yes. You sent for me?


    general. Come closer, into the light. (She advances) How young you are tonight!


    mrs. ramsay (Hardly audible). Don’t, my dear.


    general. I cannot come to you as I did once. Will you kneel here at my chair, where I may look at you? (She sinks slowly on her knees before him, within the dim circle of light which the lamp gives) “So we’ll go no more a-roving, / So late into the night.”


    mrs. ramsay. My life has been a pattern, but I lived it. I was always a child, and you loved me.


    general (Placing his thin hands on her head). Oh, little child, I love you now, when I too have become a child!


    mrs. ramsay. And if I had grown up, my dear?


    general. I could never have loved you half so much. For I come of a foolish breed of man who must play at being mighty—for God needs laughter, and only the child in you could heal my broken pride.


    mrs. ramsay. Oh, my king, my great, strong man, you are triumphant. And you will walk upon the stars.


    general (With a grim smile). It is a good suggestion, wife. I have nothing else to walk upon.


    mrs. ramsay (Resting her head, as a child, upon his hand). You must not go! You must not go! Oh, dearest, who will lead me if you go!


    general. We have had wine and music; we must rest.


    mrs. ramsay. Ah, it has been such a little time—a little time. (With a desperate cry) My God, how is it we are old!


    general. The best dreams are too short—to sleep, to sleep, I think, is best.


    mrs. ramsay. To love is best; it is more strong than death.


    general. Not love, but time. (He kisses her gently) I shall remember you always as I saw you first, in the morning, in the light, in the sun—when you came to me from your father’s house. I cannot see you for the dark—you belong to the rose and radiance. Go sleep, then, until morning.


    mrs. ramsay (Rising). I will come to you then.


    general. Good night, my dear. (He kisses her and she goes)


    (Silence for a time. A wind about the house far off; the beating of great wings upon the air)


    (Calling) Eugene! (eugene enters) I tell you now that there can be no victory.


    eugene. There can be no victory, General.


    general. There is only valiance.


    eugene. There is only valiance.


    general. We are forever beaten; we are proud, and we are forever cast down; we are forever broken by His strength; and at last we always die.


    eugene. Yes, General.


    general. How good it is to struggle then, when there is nothing but defeat. (A pause) Go bring my sword, Eugene.


    eugene. But now—


    general (Sternly). At once.


    (eugene goes out and returns with the general’s sword, and places it across his knees. An old wind blows about the house and as it dies the slow beating of mighty wings quite near [is] heard)


    (Listening)


    (Listening intently, in a low voice) He comes, he comes—the ancient enemy! And in the dark, Eugene!


    eugene. Yes, General.


    general (With triumph in his voice). He did not dare to come by day! (A pause. A door swings open in the house) Come close, Eugene, and let me hold your hand.


    eugene (Approaching). I am here.


    general. I cannot see you, ’Gene, for it is dark. Oh, boy,—our eagles are flown away, and I am dust. What have I left you for your faith[?]


    eugene. A song, for valiant men.


    general. Then say the word, Eugene.


    eugene. Valiance.


    general. So be it; now, he comes.


    (A wind blows against the house. The window is swung open in the dark)


    (Rising from his chair) And are you there?


    eugene. What is it, Father?


    general. Someone has come, and stands there in the darkness by the window. Do you see, Eugene?


    eugene. I do not see, General.


    general. And do you believe that he is there?


    (A pause)


    eugene (Quietly). I believe that he is there.


    general. I have believed for all my days in what could not be seen—in smoke perhaps; in hidden faith, and secret honor; in all the beauty and the mystery in the hearts of men; and now I fall before you like an old tree to the wind, to inherit the dark and the dust.


    eugene. The enemy has taken much; he could not your mighty heart. You will inherit God tonight, dear General.


    general. I ask of Him who gave me ruin no more than sleep. For I am desolate and old, and have forgotten Heaven. Oh, son, the period of your truce draws to an end.


    eugene (Quietly). I do not ask it, Father.


    general. Yes, you may take the braid and buttons from your jacket when you will. Tinsel. Tinsel. You said so once.


    eugene. Yes, General.


    general. My God, but it was worth it. (Sharply—to the window) But you are waiting in the dark, my friend. Perhaps you thought to find me unprepared. But, come—I have been waiting for you. Or do you think to find me hiding in my chair? (With a fierce cry, swinging the great sword in a gleaming arc) Come on, come on, my friend. I have met worse than you in the open field. (A pause. The general lets his sword sink slowly to his side. In a small voice) My God!—And what is this?


    eugene. Father!


    general. This is the conqueror! A wretched, blind old man with fumbling hands, who mumbles jargon in his throat, and feels his way along the table. (Very gently) A moment more, my friend; and you may lean on me, for I am strong; and we will go together.


    (Booming of a great bell, in the wind, is heard)


    ’Gene! Are you there, boy, in the dark?


    eugene. I am here!


    general. The time is short. The word, boy, once again.


    eugene. Valiance!


    general (Triumphantly). The manner, the manner—the bold, great manner! (Stringing the great sword feebly) And now, God be praised, who crushes me. I have died, as I have lived, with a great gesture.


    (He sinks slowly forward. eugene catches him in his arms)


    eugene. Father! Father!


    (Beating of great wings, loud and close)


    general (Through stiffening lips). Oh, boy, you have been faithful—you may take the buttons off.


    eugene (Desperately). General, in God’s name—Don’t! Don’t! (With a cry) You do not die, you do not die! Not you! I! I!


    general (Almost inaudibly). The truce is ended! Go where they call you, Pilgrim, on the road.


    (He pitches forward in eugene’s arms, eugene lowers him gently into the chair)


    eugene. Yes, General! Now the truce is ended! (To himself with terrible conviction) Yes—I have died.


    (Slowly, one by one, he begins to strip the buttons from his jacket)


    (Beating of mighty wings far off and faint. Thin and subtle laughter near at hand. The lamp is blown out)


    Curtain


    [¬]


    ACT FOUR


    Late on a night when the ruinous years have passed; a dear cold Autumn night, prided keen and bright with frosty stars, and with a horned moon, at rest above the dim forest in the distance.


    Old doors swing painfully within the house, perhaps dim faces glimmer in the dark; faint footfalls, half aware of sound, pad dreamily above; and a tall tree out of sight prints swinging shadows on the moonlit floor.


    The great doors at the back sag heavily on creaking hinges—but they are open to the moon.


    With frosty clearness, a great bell booms three times, and a tall man, meanly clothed, and weary of the road, climbs slowly to the porch, and comes in past the rotted column of the house.


    There is a gentle scurry of undiscovered feet; and thin gay mocking laughter in the distance.


    soft voices (Laughing). Eugene. Eugene!


    (The ghostly echoings of ancient music)


    eugene (In a low voice). Old house! My God, old house, old house! (The soft dim feet are moving now to the even rhythm of the waltz. With a cry) Oh, I will join you, even if I cannot dance.


    (Gay, thin, gentle laughter)


    voices (Very faint). Ah, Eugene, Eugene.


    eugene (Moving around the room). Where are you, then? Where are you?


    voices. (Laughing softly). Where are you, ’Gene. Where are you?


    eugene. My heart is emptied of its song, but I will see you dance. Oh, little feet, where are you?


    voices (Now here, now there—laughing gently). Here, ’Gene. Here.


    (Shadows of those who dance are printed on the moonlit walls where the tall tree prints the shadow of its limbs)


    eugene (As the elfin music swells). Now loosen your hair, Margaret, and I shall see its smoky shadow on the wall.


    voices (Laughing softly). You may not see her, ’Gene.


    (The music fills the house with elfin bigness, dominant, omnipresent, and remote)


    eugene. Where are you, my ghost? Where are you?


    voices (Softly). Not here—not here—not here, Eugene.


    eugene. Shadows, oh just and everlasting shadows, let me see her shadow on the wall—among you. Let me see her dark long hair uncoil like smoke before the moon—oh, shadows, let me see the shadow of your hands; of hers, for they are curative and just; for I am one with you, dim shadows—your comrade and your slave forevermore—life like an echo breaks upon the solid shores of earth. Too far, too far and faint. Oh, shadows, have I come again to you, my shadows, and [my] pilgrimage is done; and you will never die, dear shadows.


    (A cloud is driven on the moon, the walls are darkened, and the shadows disappear)


    voices (Laughing gently as they go, and as the music fades). And we shall never die, Eugene.


    eugene (With a great cry). Oh, Christ, I am forsaken by my shadows even!


    a voice (Softly). Not by your shadows, shadow.


    (eugene falls slowly to a chair. Silence and darkness, save for the punctual fall of the merciless drop of water. An old door opens slowly in the house, and there is a swift pad as of a mighty cat who comes. The negro tod, like something swift and deathless enters, bearing high aloft a dim and smoky lantern. He bends swiftly above the sleeping form of eugene and raises him gently in his great arms, and bears him swiftly from the room)


    (An old wind comes upon the house, filled with faint and evil mockery.


    The faithful dog pads through the room and sits upon its haunch in moonlight)


    (The scene is darkened wholly. The curtain falls for a moment)


    Curtain


    When the curtain rises, late afternoon has come, a small sun, dim and smoky red, is low above the dark trees of the forest.


    From within the house from every quarter, there is a steady din of hammering, and the sounds of boards, wrenched with a heavy rasp from their moorings in the wall.


    Backward, forward, coming in with empty hands, going out again bent low under heavy burdens of old wood an endless chain of black men , but this time in stained and dirty clothes, are entering and leaving the house.


    Within the room two white carpenters are beating old boards from the wall and floor with heavy hammers.


    first carpenter. Well, sir, she took hold of That Thing an’ she give it one look an she said, “Gr-e-e-at God, Almighty.”


    second [carpenter]. Mister, yore wife’ll whup you, ef she knows whar you’re spendin’ yore spare time. A feller over on Hominy Creek got to goin’ with a gal an’ he bigged her. Now he spends all his time hidin’ out in the woods a-munchin’ nuts like a goddam squirrel.


    first carpenter. What fer?


    second carpenter. He cain’t go home. He tried to once an’ his old woman met him at the dore with a shotgun. She got him in the seat o’ the pants jest as he was goin’ out o’ the gate.


    first carpenter (Laughing coarsely). Go-o-d Almighty! I reckon he ain’t sat down yet.


    second carpenter. Last I heard tell o’ him he was still in the woods, a-pickin’ buckshot out o’ his tail with a screw-driver.


    (They laugh with coarse big hilarity, slapping their thighs)


    first carpenter (Pounding a board). Ole man’s wust I ever seen. He’d save skin off’n a sausage. What’s he want with these ole boards.


    second carpenter. Good timber heah yet.


    (eugene comes in)


    first carpenter (Roughly). Did ye finish at the mill?


    eugene. Yes.


    first carpenter. They’ll be needin’ ye upstairs, I reckon.


    (eugene goes out)


    second carpenter. Th’ ole man’ll hire any tramp that comes along. Gits ’em fer next to nothin’. Don’t like workin’ with ’em, neither. Lazy an shif’less.


    first carpenter. This ’un worked hard today. No foolin’.


    second carpenter. Ole man was watching.


    (porter comes in flensing his hand. He has been drinking. They become studiously busy)


    porter. Got yore pay, didn’t ye?


    first carpenter. Yes, sir.


    porter. Allus got it prompt, ain’t ye?


    first carpenter. Yes, sir.


    porter. Tend to yore damn business.


    second carpenter (Muttering). Ain’t hired to wo’k with a tramp.


    porter. Go t’hell.


    (He goes out)


    (eugene returns)


    eugene. Has anyone seen my good little master?


    first carpenter (Muttering—making as if to leave). Won’t stay on the job with a damn drunk tramp.


    second carpenter. He’s crazy. Let him be.


    (carpenter goes back to work)


    (porter comes in flensing his terrible hand)


    porter (With his twisted grin). Lookin’ fer me?


    eugene (Clapping his hands together). Oh, I know who it is! It’s my dear kind little master!


    porter (Scaling his horrible hand and grinning). An’ tomorrow ye git shaved.


    eugene. Oh yes, my dear master.


    porter (Putting his good hand on eugene’s arm). Now, we’ll have one together.


    eugene. Yes, master. But put your other hand upon me.


    (porter moves around him, and seizes him with his terrible hand)


    (Shuddering) Thank you, my dear master. But you should have a beak to go with your claw.


    porter (Pushing him toward the door, with his terrible smile). An’ tomorrow ye git shaved!


    eugene. Yes, master. Did you know that someone has spilled blood in your eyes?


    porter. An’ tomorrow ye git shaved!


    eugene. Yes, master.


    porter. Let’s have a drink.


    (They go)


    (margaret enters wearing a hat)


    margaret (To carpenter). You do not mind if I look around, do you?


    first carpenter. No, ma’am.


    (They regard her curiously, and whisper among themselves)


    (porter returns)


    margaret. How do you do, Mr. Porter.


    porter (Flensing his hand). Miss Patton, ain’t hit?


    margaret. Yes.


    (eugene enters and works quietly in a corner. It grows darker)


    porter. Didn’t know ye with yore hat on.


    margaret (Pleasantly). No? Shall I take it off, Mr. Porter?


    porter (Winking and nodding toward eugene). New Hand! He’ll show ye about. Funny feller. Like funny fellers, don’t ye?


    (He goes out)


    (eugene bends low in a corner)


    margaret. You are a new man, aren’t you?


    eugene. Yes, lady.


    margaret. A stranger here?


    eugene. Yes, lady.


    margaret. There are a great many new people here, I believe.


    eugene. Yes, lady. I believe so.


    (A pause)


    margaret. Do you always talk to people with your back turned?


    eugene. Yes, lady. Whenever I can.


    margaret. It is becoming quite dark, and I cannot see you very well. Will you turn around?


    eugene (In a low voice). Yes, lady.


    (He faces her slowly, and they look at each other for a long level moment)


    margaret (In a low voice). You see I was right. It is becoming quite dark.


    eugene. Yes, lady.


    margaret. And you do not see me very well, do you?


    eugene. Not very well.


    margaret. But a little—you see me a little?


    eugene. I see your eyes, lady—I could see them very well even if I were far off.


    margaret. And in the dark?


    eugene. Yes. In the dark.


    margaret. And in the light you could not tell that I have grown old?


    eugene. No, lady. In this light I could not tell that you were anything but young, and deathless, and forever lovely.


    margaret. What a beautiful thing is darkness, then.


    eugene. Yes, lady. More true than dawn; more hopeful than the sun.


    margaret. And on what road did you learn that?


    eugene. There are no answers, lady; there are no questions.


    margaret. And is that all?


    eugene. That is all! There is only the distance and all the pain.


    margaret. It was for that you sought the world!


    eugene. It was for that. The ends of the earth are met in darkness I shall not go beyond it.


    margaret (With a sudden cry). My God, my God, Eugene—but they have hurt you!


    eugene (With a touch of mockery). Have you not heard? The brothers kill each other in the dark.


    margaret. You will not go again.


    eugene. I shall not go again, ghost. Put your hands upon me in the dark—for I am desolate and sick. Your touch may heal me.


    margaret. Eugene! Eugene!


    (He kisses her)


    eugene. Go away, go away, my ghost. I will come when my work is over.


    margaret (Going). I shall heal you and make you well, Eugene.


    eugene. Go away, little ghost, go away.


    (Soft laughter through the room)


    (She goes)


    (A whistle is blown. The carpenters, bearing their kits of tools, go through the room towards the entrance)


    first carpenter (Sharply). What ye hangin’ round fer? Heah the whistle?


    eugene. Yes, centurion. I am going.


    first carpenter (Angrily). What’d you call me?


    eugene. Je voudrai faire le pipi.


    second carpenter. Leave him alone. You can’t expect no different from a tramp. (To eugene, roughly) Go ’long now an’ don’t go callin’ decent people names.


    eugene. Be quiet, carpenter. I can see plainly that you have ancestors.


    second carpenter (Furiously, moving forward). Did ye hear that, hey?


    porter (Entering, flensing his hand). Go ’long, go ’long! Ye heard the whistle.


    first carpenter. Ain’t paid t’be insulted by—


    porter. Git out.


    (They go. In the gathering dusk the blacks tramp heavily out in a solid and implacable wedge)


    eugene. And the day is done for me as well, my good kind master?


    porter. Fer you! Why, ye must learn tonight how houses are torn down.


    eugene. And you will teach me, master?


    porter. I’ll teach ye sure enough—you’ve never handled tools ’fore this.


    eugene. No.


    (The gentle voices and the music [are] heard, far off)


    And do you hear the music in the house, good master?


    porter (Grimly). I can tell the best jokes now, my son.


    eugene. You do not hear? Then the mark is not upon you yet, good master.


    porter (Approaching). You sure you ain’t never handled tools before, have ye?


    eugene (Using the hammer clumsily). No.


    porter (With a contorted smile, flensing his hand). Never learned when you growed up, I reckon.


    eugene. No.


    porter. I’ll show ye how hit’s done. Give me the hammer. (eugene gives it to him) Hold hit like this—d’ye see?


    eugene (Nodding). Yes.


    porter (With his contorted smile). Now, I reckon we’ll have to have somethin’ to use hit on, won’t we?


    eugene. Yes.


    porter (Coming closer). Mebbe you’d better pick somethin’ out—an’ I’ll show ye how hit’s done.


    eugene. I think you had better pick it out.


    (porter seats himself in the general’s chair)


    (Quickly) You had better sit here, hadn’t you? (He indicates another chair)


    porter (Flensing his hand, grinning). What fer?


    eugene. It’s an old chair—this one is better for you.


    porter (Reflectively, striking the arm of the chair). An old chair? Pshaw! Hit’s good as th’ day hit was made. (As if struck by a sudden idea) Look heah! I’ll show ye how good hit is. (He gets up quickly) Whar’s the hammer?


    eugene. Here it is. (He gives it to him)


    porter. Ye hold, but like this—(He indicates)—an ye hit it like this. (He deals a savage blow which demolishes one arm of the chair)


    eugene (Hoarsely). You mustn’t do that, do you hear?


    porter (With a smile of malevolent innocence) (Flensing his terrible hand). What fer? Hit’s only an’ ole chair. You were right about hit. Hit ain’t as good as I thought hit was. (Laughing shrilly) By God, hit ain’t as good as I thought hit was. (Shrilling with insane laughter) Hit—ain’t—as good—as I thought—hit was. Looky thar! (He deals another savage and demolishing blow)


    eugene (Reeling on his feet). No, no! You mustn’t do that!


    porter (Becoming quiet). What’s that? Mustn’t do hit! (As if comprehending suddenly) Oh, I see! Ye don’t want me to smash hit up! Ye want me to keep hit fer myself. (He seats himself) Why, you’re all right, you bastard. A smart feller! I’ll jest do that. Hit jest fits me, don’t hit?


    eugene (In a low voice). Yes. It fits you very well, master.


    porter. The ole man hisse’f, eh? (Rising) Now, you do hit. I’ll jest look on. This table—mebbe—er the mantel—see how easy hit is. (He strikes the mantel with the hammer) You try hit now. (He gives eugene the hammer)


    eugene (In a low voice, advancing on him). Yes. Upon your dirty skull, my good master.


    porter (In a sudden shrill voice). All right, out thar! Help!


    (eugene hurls himself upon the man and throttles him. The carpenters run in, and overcome him)


    (Gasping) Throw the bastard out.


    eugene. But remember that there are endings for us both, good master.


    first carpenter. No, you don’t, you damn tramp!


    second carpenter. Come along, now.


    (He is led out. The carpenters return)


    porter (Flensing his terrible hand). See that he gits his pay. (eugene leans wearily against the column) Git along, thar, now. (To carpenters) Clean up the mess. He tried to smash things up.


    margaret’s voice (Far up, in the house). Eugene!


    eugene. Oh, I am coming, ghost.


    voices (Softly). Oh, come, oh come, Eugene.


    (Within the house, a board is wrenched from its ancient moorings, and comes away with an audible rasping)


    eugene (With one hand on the column). I am a part of all that I have touched.


    voices (Whispering). Then come, Eugene.


    (The sun, streaked with red filaments of smoke, gives a dim and fading light to those within the house)


    eugene (Tracing the wording of the ancient scroll). Nil separabit. (With a cry) Oh, my fathers were valiant men!


    (He wraps his gaunt arms fiercely round the column, where its bulk has rotted to a slender pulp. There is a convulsive movement of his ruined frame, and he snaps the column in two pieces on his breast. It falls upon him slowly, and he is borne to the earth, and lies at length athwart the shallow steps, his gaunt face still turned upward to the sun)


    (Far off within the house there is a mighty thrill, a great, growing vibration, which trembles through the walls. A heavy timber is heard to bend and buckle, porter and the carpenters run toward the door)


    eugene (Calling faintly from below the column). Tod! Tod! Oh, I have failed! Tod! Here was a house. It was by you begun; by you it must be ended. Tod! Tod!


    (The negro tod leaps like a cat into the room, and thrusts his great body before the door)


    (They spring upon him, and he throws them back, porter rushes upon the negro with a drawn knife and stabs him repeatedly in the breast.


    (The negro, with a smile of savage triumph, which reveals his yellow fangs, makes no resistance, but when the man is done, sinks slowly forward upon him, and breaks him in his mighty grip.


    (tod falls slowly forward upon the floor. The carpenters attempt to rush to safety, [past] his body, and the broken frame of porter.


    (A timber falls slant-wise cross the door, and they are held. The faithful dog trots in and guards the door.


    (The men are flattened to the walls in terror; they fix their eye aloft on some nameless and unfathomable horror which we do not see—a tiny spurt of white dust sifts down their faces, their heads, then clothes.


    (The great vibrations lengthen to a thunder.


    (porter, dying, lies half against the door sill, his eyes fixed on something which is plunging down on him front above, his mouth twisted in its queer terrible, contorted smile, his stubby fingers flensing, as before, his unspeakable hand)


    The curtain drops quickly.


    (There is heard immediately a terrific crash and the sounds of heavy timbers, which buckle and settle. There is a lesser reverberation followed by silence, save for the soft musical laughter of the triumphant little voices; save for the faint far ending of a waltz which dies upon the wind; save for a merciless little drop of water which somewhere swells, develops, and falls at length with punctual, unvarying monotony)


    a thin voice (Faint and far). Snap your fingers, gentlemen.


    The End

  


  [¬]


  COLLEGE

  WRITINGS


  [The texts follow The Magical Campus. University of North Carolina Writings 1917–1920, Matthew J. Bruccoli and Aldo P. Magi, eds., The University of South Carolina Press 2008).]


  A FIELD IN FLANDERS


  [The University of North Carolina Magazine, December 1917]


  
    The low, grey clouds are drifting ’cross the sky,


    While here and there the little smoke puffs break,


    And now and then the shrapnel bursts on high,


    And growling guns their mighty thunder make.

  


  
    A war-ripped field,—with what a tale to tell!


    A tale to cause the souls of kings to quake,


    For here, within a smoking, bloody Hell,


    Ten million risk their lives for Freedom’s sake.

  


  
    And to the right a ruined village burns,


    And to the left a wood its secrets hold,


    But in the gutted field the plowshare turns


    A grinning skull which sneers its message bold.

  


  [¬]


  TO FRANCE


  [The University of North Carolina Magazine, December 1917]


  
    O France, you truly are sublime,


    The thought of you shall make men thrill


    Throughout all ages and all time.


    Your story lives and ever will.

  


  
    When Huns came down with bloody hand,


    And left fair Belgium desolate,


    Up bravely from their peaceful land


    Rushed strong defenders of thy state.

  


  
    They fought until all hope seemed gone,


    Without a groan—without a sigh.


    And still brave France kept fighting on


    Until it seemed that France must die.

  


  
    Oh France, to you who never feared,


    To you who nobly stood the test,


    With blazing eyes and plumes upreared,


    The eagle comes from out the West.

  


  [¬]


  THE CHALLENGE


  [The University of North Carolina Magazine, March 1918]


  
    You have given us your mandates,—we have made our purpose clear,


    We will buy the prize with red blood and no price will be too dear,


    We will pay the price with manhood,—with the smoke from cannons curled,


    Until Freedom stands unchallenged with her banners to the world.

  


  
    We have spoken,—you have heard us,—there can be no middle way,


    The despot hurls his challenge,—he extends his iron sway,


    Now the time has come to reckon,—we protect with sword and lance,


    The stars and bars of Freedom, the tri-color of brave France.

  


  
    Look, ye tyrant, look and tremble, let your heart with fear be filled,


    At that principle of nations which a dormant world has thrilled,


    See,—our legions come to meet you, and their cause is pure and right,


    With one purpose, all united, mighty armies come to fight.

  


  
    History, the great Exemplar, shows us well those nations’ path,


    Those who leave their altars holy, cannot feel a righteous wrath.


    By this token shall we profit,—we who know, shall different be,


    Nation answers unto nation,—mighty hands grip o’er the sea.

  


  
    You, proud ruler, made the challenge, we have answered all in all,


    Aye, we answered with all gladness, for we heard a great creed’s call


    To a war that is our cleanser—one that keeps us from decay,


    One that makes for future freedom:—we are in our own to-day.

  


  
    We have taken up the gauntlet,—we will answer blow for blow,


    You have sent your blood and iron, pay thou then the cost, and go.


    All our hearts are filled with glory at the wonder that will be,—


    We have taken up the gauntlet and, thank God, men shall be free.

  


  [¬]


  A CULLENDEN OF VIRGINIA


  [The University of North Carolina Magazine, March 1918]


  Four o’clock was zero hour. It [was] now three-thirty and out across the bleak, level land, gutted with shell pits and craters, the sky was becoming a pale, cold grey. All was silent, the guns had hushed their angry growling and were still. Both armies lay gripped in the ominous silence that precedes the attack.


  To Roger Cullenden, waiting in his trench, it seemed that anything was preferable to this terrible, oppressive silence. It pounded on his ears with a thunder louder than that of the cannon. He felt that he must scream. His mind seemed unable to focus on any detail and, curiously enough, little absurd occurrences of his boyhood kept flashing back to him. These trivialities came flooding in and, rather helplessly, he wondered why. At intervals he would think of the impending attack, and then, it seemed his bones turned to water and his blood froze with the horror of the thought. He wondered desperately if he were a coward. He kept repeating over and over again to himself: “Good God! A Cullenden of Virginia a coward!”


  Cullenden’s father had fought in the Civil War, his grandfather in the Mexican War, and his great-grandfather in the War of 1812, and so on back as far as people could remember the name of the Cullendens of Virginia had come to be synonymous not only with the flower of aristocracy, but even more so with personal bravery. It had been but the natural, traditional thing for the present Cullenden Senior, when America entered the World War in 1917, to grasp his son by the hand, look straight into his eyes and tell him to go. Roger Cullenden went gayly, heedlessly, thoughtlessly,—going to war as he had gone about everything else in his care-free life.


  All these things came crowding back as he crouched there in his trench, gazing unseeingly at his wrist watch with mechanical regularity. He was overwhelmed with a kind of weak self-pity and he suddenly felt a hot splash in his hand and realized that he was snuffling audibly. He cursed himself as a weak fool. Perhaps you can excuse Cullenden. He had been in the trenches only two weeks. It was his first experience of modern warfare. And then, too, he was only a boy.


  Cullenden was cursed with an almost too vivid imagination. The day before a sentry had been careless enough to give the Boche snipers a fair shot at his head. And now, as Cullenden thought of the dead man and the gob of gore and brains where his head had been, he became very sick. He muttered: “God! Suppose I should get it like that!” And again he leaned against the walls of the trench overcome with the horror of it.


  Once more he glanced at his wrist watch. Ten minutes to four. He looked around curiously to see how his companions were taking it. Some talked jerkingly to each other in a shaking voice. Others tried to give the impression of extreme calmness. One man was seated on a keg, apparently absorbed in a newspaper and puffing away vigorously on a pipe. Cullenden thought it rather strange that the newspaper was upside down and that the pipe had no tobacco in it. The young lieutenant walked among his men trying vainly to impart a cheerfulness that he himself was far from feeling. With a hand that shook, he consulted his wrist watch every half minute. The minutes seemed as hours to Cullenden waiting, waiting, waiting.


  One minute to four. Cullenden thought he was stifling. He tried desperately to regain some part of his accustomed calm but it was no use. A whistle blew. A lieutenant in a cheery but rather falsetto voice quavered: “All up, men, let’s go over, all together.” At the same time, with a titanic crash, the barrage started and the ground trembled to the mighty roar of the big guns. By a supreme effort Cullenden dragged himself over the top of the trench and started out at a walk. The enemy machine guns were raking all along the line, doing their nasty work. The man beside him gave a funny little cough and crumpled up. Cullenden felt sick. The lieutenant was walking about thirty feet in front of him when a shrapnel shell burst squarely over his head. Cullenden felt himself drenched with the warm dew. His strained nerves could stand no more, and he yielded to the devil that tormented him. He flung himself, with a moan of terror, into a slight depression caused by a shell and pillowed his face in his hands. Then the sickening realization of what he had done swept over him. He,—a Cullenden of Virginia,—was a coward! Good God! What would people say?


  Beyond him he heard faintly the sound of cheering. They had beaten Fritz out of his section of the first line trenches. His company would miss him soon, no doubt. They would think him wounded, while he lay here untouched! What would they say when they found him here? He would be disgraced. Think of the pain to his father, the disappointment of his friends. Cullenden thought most of his friends.


  His mind flashed back to his college years. The dim, gray wraiths of the past began to come forth and remind him of his shame. One by one he recalled them—his friends—all in the service now—he knew not where—save only one of them—Johnny Millard. He had been his “alter ego” all during their four years of college. When Cullenden had enlisted, Johnny had enlisted with him, in order that they might fight the Hun together. And then some perverse fate had separated them. Dear old Johnny—where was he now? ...


  As Cullenden thought of these a new fear seized him, more potent than any he had yet known. It was a different fear. He was afraid of being thought afraid and, compared to this fear, mere physical fear could be easily borne. He thought of his father and uttered a groan. The disgrace would, he knew, well nigh kill the proud, sensitive old man.


  Frantically he cudgelled his brain for some loop-hole. Then, suddenly, the evil impulse flashed upon him. They thought him dead or wounded. Well, then, why not be wounded? Slowly his hand moved along the ground and gripped the stock of his gun.


  —


  For thirty minutes now the attack had raged. The great guns still roared their mighty thunder. The spitting fire of machine guns could be heard between explosions, shrieks, yells—everything in fact, that went to make up a red inferno. The second wave of the attack had just gone by, their figures looming darkly in the mist of early morning.


  It was time for the third wave. A hazy line of figures advanced at a steady dog trot and passed over the place where Cullenden lay watching. But the Fritzies were doing wicked work with their machine guns. The line thinned perceptibly. A stocky figure came trotting up, stopped, whirled, as if meeting with some sudden impact and fell near the spot where Cullenden lay. Cullenden cursed, for he had been on the verge of pulling the trigger.


  The wounded man heard him. He raised himself painfully on his elbow and said in cheerful tone: “What’s the matter, friend? Did they get you too?” He looked at Cullenden’s face a moment with dawning recognition, then burst forth: “Well, I’ll be damned, Roger Cullenden!”


  The man in the shell hole turned ashen. There could be only one voice in the world like that. He looked at the injured man closely. Beneath the accumulation of trench dirt, beneath a three weeks growth of beard, were the smiling features of Johnny Millard. The unbelievable had happened.


  Johnny was saying with forced cheerfulness: “Nothing much wrong with me, old top. I got it through the leg. About six weeks in hospital will do for me, I guess. But tell me,” anxiously, “where did they get you?”


  Cullenden stuttered through white lips: “I—I—I,” then dropped his head and was silent. Millard looked for a moment with a puzzled expression. “What’s the matter, Roger? Why don’t you answer? Why—” Then, all at once, the truth burst on his astounded senses. Disbelief, pain, anger were all mingled on his countenance. He clinched his hands convulsively and then he thought of how over there American boys—Americans with good red blood in their veins are giving it, while here lay his friend, a sneaking coward, lying faking. His friend, a Cullenden,—a descendant of fighting men. He wanted to say something. He tried, but his voice trailed off and ended in a sob.


  With a terrible effort Cullenden raised his head. His face was chalk white and his eyes were terrible. They looked as if they had seen death.


  However, he merely said in an unemotional voice: “Johnny,” then his voice broke. “Johnny, everything you think is true and even that doesn’t half express the whole truth. Do you know what I was about to do when you came up? Well, I was about to wound myself to save my face. Yes, I am everything you think and more. Good God!” His voice was high-pitched, hysterical.


  But Johnny didn’t hear the last. He had fainted from shock and loss of blood. Cullenden roused himself, went to where his friend lay and examined the wound. A nasty flesh stab, he saw, that required immediate attention. He never hesitated, but lifted the wounded man up in his arms and started back towards his trench. He had not gone far when a bursting shell reminded him that this ground, no longer covered by the barrage, was open to enemy fire. To go on meant almost certain death. Cullenden knew further that the field would be peppered by the enemy machine guns. But he never faltered, although by now the steel jackets were whining around him.


  Cullenden was not afraid now. He had gone beyond fear—despair was now the only state his mind could know. Far away he heard the sound of cheering in the trenches. He knew it was for him—that down there men were hoping, praying for his safety—that men were watching with bated breath. He swallowed the lump in his throat. If they only knew the truth—the truth! He stumbled upon a machine gun emplacement, then pushed onward. Just three yards more and he had made it! As he reached the parapet of the trench, a white hot pain seared his lungs. He collapsed with his load. He knew, then, that he had gotten “it.” Eager hands below dragged the two men into the trench.


  Roger Cullenden slowly opened his eyes. A great red stain was slowly dying his shirt. He looked around at the little group that had formed about him. There was not one on whose face respect and admiration was not depicted. Thank God! They would never know the truth. What a fool—a cowardly fool—he had been! With a mighty effort he raised himself and looked at the sad faces around him. “Well, boys,” he smiled, “They got me—got me good. But”—almost inaudible—“I am going out a Cullenden—of—Virginia.” Slowly, flickeringly, his eyelids closed. Thirty seconds later he was dead.


  [¬]


  TO RUPERT BROOKE


  [The University of North Carolina Magazine, May 1918]


  
    I know of one whose name shall never die,—


    Who has hurled forth his soul’s immensity


    In one fire blazoned passage that will live


    “As long as we have wit to read and praise to give,”


    And by this burning sentence from his hand:


    “There is a spot that is forever England.”

  


  
    By just this thought, I say, he’s made a name so dear


    That closer it shall grow each passing year


    To English hearts; it was a blazing thought.


    He had the spark,—he lived and loved and wrought


    And poured in one short verse his whole heart’s treasure,


    Then, daring all, dared give the “last full measure.”

  


  
    When all which is has faded from men’s thought,—


    When we’re forgotten,—our labors set at naught,—


    When all to-day is gone,—then men will feel with joy


    The written spirit of an English boy


    Who died as he lived,—unpraised, unknown,


    Unconscious of the mighty seed he’d sown.

  


  
    When that is gone which men call everything,—


    Our wretched aims,—the plots of marshal and of king,


    His name will live. I would I could express


    His beauty, truth and loveliness.


    But I (and you) can only wonder when we read


    The mighty love that’s written here; for this his people bleed.

  


  
    An age may silent be but for one Voice


    That speaks its mighty travail. O rejoice


    That even one to every age can be


    Who has the latent spark, the eye to see,


    The kindling heart by deep emotion fired,


    The will to write that by the mind inspired.

  


  
    If all were gone which the immortals gave,


    How wretched would we live,—how like the slave!


    They’re sent to us at scattered times,—they speak Eternity,


    We madly trample under foot the flower we never see,—


    The flower that blooms amongst us, buds and blooms, and then


    Bursts forth in glorious sweetness for all the race of men.

  


  [¬]


  THE DRAMMER


  [The Magazine, April 1919]


  
    I love to view the passing show


    For that is where true art is,


    And surely modern writers know


    Just where our modern heart is.

  


  
    Last night I looked upon a play


    That fully won my favor;


    A melodrama, by the way,


    Of blood and thunder flavour.

  


  
    And lest you think the program tame,


    Meet: “Violet! the Prairie Rose!


    The fairest lily-flower that grows!”


    For this is all her program-name.

  


  
    Then Desmond, deep-dyed vaudevillian,


    The hero’s chieftest hater,


    (Hero’s a rising aviator)


    But Desmond drops him—this is killin’.


    (Act I, Scene 1. Exit Hero on Stretcher)


    For this is all her program-name.

  


  
    Mary was on concealment bent


    From Desmond bold who wooed her,


    But everywhere that Mary went


    The villian there pursued her.

  


  
    In vain she scorned her suitor’s suit


    He reaches out and nabs her


    (Act I, Sc. 2)


    And when with scorn she spurns the brute,


    The scoundrel ups and stabs her.


    (End Act I)

  


  
    And now we see a towering cliff


    (Act II, Sc. 1)


    Below a railway trestle,


    In agony we wonder if


    He’ll do it—And they wrestle.


    (Act II, Sc. 2)

  


  
    Behold below!—a speeding train


    He sees—th’ plot is thick’ning,


    She fights for life with might and main


    But falls—the thud is sickening.


    (End Act II)

  


  
    Now lo! We see wild Yukon chaps


    (Act III, Sc. 1)


    And Mary—what’s her motive?


    (A little tired and pale, perhaps,


    From the weight of the locomotive.)

  


  
    She’s safe!—no!—Desmond knows no pity,


    He looks for Mary far and near;


    He tracks her from the teeming city


    Until he finds her hiding here.


    (Act III, Sc. 2)

  


  
    He looks and laughs with fiendish note;


    We really could berate him;


    And when he chokes her fair white throat


    We certainly could hate him.


    (Act III, Sc. 2, Still)

  


  
    He chokes her till she gasps for breath,


    He chokes her fair white throat, alas,


    The rascal yet will be her death;


    Why should things come to such a pass!

  


  [forgotten stanzas from original publication:]


  
    And then he pleads between her screams


    (Act III, Sc. 3)


    “Oh Mary, darling, hear me!


    Oh Mary, idol of my dreams,


    My precious—dost thou fear me?”

  


  
    So runs the modern author’s theme


    ’Tis thus they love to treat it—


    Avaunt! Ye Greeks that would demean


    Its beauty—Can you beat it?


    (No, you can’t)

  


  
    And in this wise we’re bound to feel


    We’d like to use the critic’s hammer


    Upon his ignominious dome


    Or send him to the Old Folk’s home,


    When we are witnessing the real


    Or reel—I love the drammer!

  


  [¬]


  AN APPRECIATION


  by Thomas Clayton


  [The Magazine, May 1919]


  
    All Japs, he says, are poets then,


    When blossoms bloom in old Japan;


    Ah! this is common to all men


    When blossoms bloom—since time began.

  


  
    And he is far away from home


    And crudely, rudely tries to write


    Of something that he feels so deep


    Of old Japan, where blossoms keep


    Their vigil, blossoms far from sight


    In old Japan across the foam.

  


  
    Now would you wonder if I said


    My eyes got bleary when I read


    This little story of the Springtime


    That comes so whitely to Japan,


    The joyous, smiling, rustling spingtime


    That brings fond mem’ries to the man?

  


  [¬]


  THE CREATIVE MOVEMENT IN WRITING


  [The Tar Heel, June 14, 1919]


  Men are doing much better writing on this campus than ever before in our university’s history. It is not the writer’s purpose to analyze this movement,—to find and state its causes.


  The reason, we think, is fairly obvious. Ten, or even five years ago, the general criticism against college writers and their writing was not so much against its technique and style as against the content. The college men, as a rule, simply had nothing to write about.


  But the college men of Carolina have passed through a great adventure and it is inconceivable that, after what they have seen and felt, they should still have nothing to write about. This is manifestly the reason for the new standard.


  The literary work of the students on this campus this year has not been sporadic,—it has assume[d] well-defined proportions as a definite creative movement. Creative! That expresses it! Our men here are writing about that which they have experienced, and they are creating real stuff. The success of this new movement is more than gratifying.


  Perhaps the most distinctive work that has been done in this line, is the work done under the auspices of the newly-formed Carolina Playmakers Association,—that most unique, but democratic organization which had its inception and is being directed by Prof. F.H. Koch, late of the University of North Dakota, where he directed a similar organization.


  The purpose of the Playmakers Association is, briefly put, the production of original folk-dramas, dealing with the lives of Carolina folk. These plays are written by members of the new Dramatic Literature course, taught by Professor Koch; this course is part of the Playmakers Organization.


  Let us consider the tremendous possibilities of this dramatic movement. These plays depend on the folk lore and life traditions of North Carolina. Upon its richness depends much of the success of this movement. There is, obviously, no part of the country more widely endowed with diversified character types or with varied folk traditions than our own North State. A drama that draws its production from such a source must be real stuff; it comes directly from the hearts and lives of the people. When we consider that the folk-drama has been one of the most important influences in humanizing the world; when we see the tremendous influence it had over Greek civilization, we may get some idea of the importance of this new movement.


  Perhaps that explains the almost amazing success of Playmakers Association this year. Given its birth at a time when the normal activity of our college life was wholly deranged by the S.A.T.C., it has produced in two short semesters, five separate one-act productions, and is preparing to repeat two of these productions this Commencement week. It is not the writer’s purpose to comment upon the success of these plays. Suffice it to say that critical but favorable comments have appeared in two New York dailies, in the Baltimore Sun, which also carried cuts of the productions along with a feature article, and, finally, that a comment and cuts of all the plays produced will be printed in the next current issue of the American Review of Reviews. In addition, practically all the leading state journals carried editorial comment.


  The Playmakers Association is already more than a mere campus organization; it is already an organization of the community and, it is hoped its influence will shortly be felt and recognized throughout our state, and beyond.


  It seems only fair to say that the Playmakers Association promises to be one of our most distinctive campus organizations. Plans have been made and are even now being favorably considered whereby a student will be given a gold “N.C.” for excellent work done in dramatics, as he is now given the pin for making an intercollege debate. In any event, the Playmakers work is here to stay. Dramatics on an intensely organized scale have come to the Hill.


  In other branches the work goes on. The class in English 21, which last quarter organized into a Peace Conference, and published their own Peace Treaty and Constitution of the League of Nations,—a document that received editorial comment of a favorable nature in the New York papers, the Nation, the New Republic, the Survey, and many others, have this past quarter devoted their efforts to the production of a novel dealing with the labor problem in a typical American community. Excellent work has been done in completing two books of this three-book novel. The course has a most unique plan mapped out for the next quarter; the writing will concern the development of our Carolina state.


  Writing such as this has had as appreciable effect on the student literary publications; the magazine hastily organized after Christmas is declared to be equal, if not superior, to any that has ever been produced here. The movement is progressing; the encouraging fact is that greater things shall be done.


  To you who read this, whether ye be Carolina students or prospects, let it have this significance: It may not be our lot, in our lives here at Carolina, to take part in the more spectacular activities of our college life, in athletics. But if we are not naturally endowed with athletic requirements, if we may not go out on the football field and cover ourselves with mud and glory,—remember: They also serve who only sit and write.


  This movement is, I think, but one part of our University’s swift, new progress,—let us, all of us, attach ourselves to some activity and aid in that progress. “The old order changeth,”—we are being carried forward in the deep, strong currents of our university’s progress,—our new university which will add to the glory of the past the greater glory of the future.


  Let us swim with the current.


  —Thomas Wolfe.


  [¬]


  DEFERRED PAYMENT


  [The Magazine, June 1919]


  Persons of the Play


  The Man ... Jack


  The Woman ... Lucy, his wife


  The Convict ... Jack’s brother


  Setting: A cabin interior. To left forefront a rude wooden table with red cloth. Thick tableware thereon. Walls garishly decorated with newspaper supplements, etc. Large stone hearth at right center. Tongs, pokers, iron kettle, and andirons. Spinning wheel. Rocker before fire. Two straight chairs at either end of table. Door at right rear. Window left rear. Exit to kitchen shed left center. Trundle bed left rear, with patchwork blanket. Lithograph over door inscribed with “God Bless Our Home!”


  The Woman—worn, frail, perpetually frightened looking—is laying thick, ugly pewter stuff and iron tableware on the table. She looks toward the door furtively, and wipes hands on a dirty apron. The sound of heavy boots outside, and an impatient rattling of door knob; then a hammering on the door.


  
    The Woman In frightened voice Who—who’s thar?


    The Man Outside, in harsh voice Lemme in, Lucy.


    The Woman Wearily Oh, hit’s you. All right.


    She unlocks the door. Enter the man, bestial, unshaven, gorilla-like.


    The Man Glowering What th’ hell’s this mean? A purty welcome—th’ door locked, eh? Whut fer?


    The Woman I—I didn’t think y’d git back so soon. Y’ come earlier’n usual.


    The Man Well, whut uv it? Is thet any reason for keepin’ th’ door locked?


    The Woman I—I wus afeared. I git afeared somehow, lately, when hit gits dark. I—I didn’t know when ye’d git back—ye’re gone so much lately.


    The Man Roughly That’s nothin’ t’ y’—so keep yer trap closed. I’m boss uv these diggins, an’ th’ sooner yer find hit out th’ better fer y’.


    He scowls at her a minute, then grips her suddenly, brutally, by the wrist and draws her to him. She shrinks back frightened.


    The Man Jeeringly My lovin’ wife! Glad t’ see me, ain’t ye?


    The Woman Oh, y’ve been at hit agin!


    The Man Mockingly Sure. Hit’s m’ right.


    The Woman Timidly But—Jack—hit’s not right—hit’s agin th’ law!


    The Man Thet so? Why? I use m’ own cawn an’ m’ own still, don’t I? I don’t sell none uv hit. Whut right’s th’ law t’ stop me? I ain’t ha’min’ no one, an’ if they come botherin’ me, by God—


    He pauses ominously


    The Woman No, y’ don’t ha’m nobody—I reckon ........ but yerself ........ an’—an’ me.


    The Man In surprise An’ ye? Gittin’ all-fired high an’ mighty all uv a sudden. Whut y’ got t’ do with hit? I guess yer in need uv a little hoss medicine agin.


    The Woman Jack—don’t—be keerful! Ye hurt me last time ye—ye got this way, an’ I couldn’t do m’ work fer a week.


    The Man Sullenly Aw, fergit it. Supper ready?


    The Woman In a minute. (He scowls.) I—I didn’t think y’d be hyeh.


    The Man Irritably Fer Gawd’s sake git a move on. Th’ way y’ moon aroun’ hyeh hit’s a wonder y’ git anythin’ done. Now, hurry—I’m hungry.......... Whar’s th’ paper? Come yet?


    The Woman On th’ table thar. I haven’t opened hit yet.


    The Man Well, git out uv hyeh an’ bring yer supper on.


    She goes out. He picks up paper and tears wrapping off, then opens it casually. Sits down and puts boots on table, fills corncob pipe, lights it, and prepares for a leisurely perusal of paper. He reads silently for a minute, then grows tense at something he reads, and leaps to his feet.


    The Man After a minute, slowly Gawd, he’s got away—flew th’ coop clean. (He is greatly agitated, and paces the room.) Knocked a guard in th’ head, hit says hyeh, an’ made ’s getaway. I—she mustn’t know uv this. (He crumples paper in back pocket.) Gawd! Whut if he did come hyeh!


    He looks into fire, in great agitation. The door opens and another man comes in quietly. He is badly dressed in ill-fitting garments, coat buttoned up tightly, hat pulled low over his eyes; unshaven, but not bestial-looking. In fact, his features are characterized by sensitiveness. His skin glares ghastly white under his beard. He slowly unbuttons his coat. Under it is seen the glaring black and white shirt of the convict.


    The Convict With soft irony My—brother.


    The Man Jumping as if shot, then turning and gazing stupefied You hyeh!


    The Convict Coughing hoarsely, and grinning a ghastly grin Glad I come, ain’t y’?


    The Man Fiercely Y’ fool—why’d ye come hyeh? I told ye when they got ye not to try t’ git away. I told y’ not t’ come hyeh.


    The Convict Slowly No, I reckon hit wan’t th’ best thing—fer ye, anyway.


    The Man Startled Whut d’ y’ mean?


    The Convict Oh—yer sech a good, law-abidin’ sort uv a citizen.......... By th’ way, how’s the cawn crop this year?


    The Man Sullenly Aw—ye—Look hyeh, yer a fool f’r gittin’ away like this. An’ hit’ll go hard with ye fer gittin’ th’ guard. Why’d ye come hyeh?


    The Convict I reckon ye know why. I told y’ I’d be back.


    The Man If ye think I’m goin’ t’ hide ye, yer powerful wrong.


    The Convict Quietly I’m not askin’ y’ to.


    The Man They’ll git ye mighty quick. Ye can’t git away.


    The Convict Coughing hollowly I’m not tryin’ to.


    The Man Bluntly, but a little uneasily. Well, what d’ ye come for?


    The Convict Oh, ye know, even us jailbirds gits tired uv th’ same ol’ scenery an’ all thet sort uv thing, an’ we feel as if we jest has t’ visit our dear friends an’ relatives—sometimes. Thet’s th’ way I felt, anyway.


    The Man Sharply Whut y’ mean?


    The Convict Drawling Oh, nothin’ much.......... I’ve been plannin’ this hyeh leetle visit quite a bit now.


    The Man They’ll git ye.


    The Convict Thet’s all right. It ’twont take me long t’ make m’visit.


    The Man Fer Gawd’s sake, whut’re ye driving at?


    The Convict Cain’t ye guess?


    The Man does not answer, but trembles. He is greatly agitated.


    The Convict Continuing in slow, gentle voice Evah see a cat play with a rat—huh?


    The Man still gives no answer, but he trembles


    The Convict Insistently Did y’?


    The Man Yes.


    The Convict Well, I’m th’ cat. (He pauses a minute.) I reckon I’ve played with y’ enough. Y’ dirty dawg, y’ know why I’m hyeh.


    The Man Wildly No—no, I don’t—


    The Convict Shet up! I know all about that frame-up now. (After a minute, impressively.) Will Carver died in th’ pen two months ago.


    The Man Horror-struck. After a minute Gawd! Did he—?


    The Convict Grinning sardonically Oh, don’t worry ovah thet. They won’t git ye. He didn’t tell no one—but me.


    The Man But—but ye? Whut—whut y’ mean?


    The Convict I mean I know now who stole my gun outen my room. I mean I know who fixed Smithers that night—with my gun—


    The Man Blustering Look hyeh, d’ y’ mean t’ accuse me—


    The Convict Quietly Quit yer bluffin’. I got th’ goods on y’ now. Carver, th’ feller y’ fixed thet deal with, got sent up himself ’bout a year ago fer a job he did down East. Y’ never knew whut ’come uv him, eh? Well, they got ’im—not like they got me, nobuddy framed him—but they got ’im clean—with th’ goods.


    The Man Did th’ damn skunk tell—tell y’—


    The Convict Going on, disregarding the Man He couldn’t stand th’ inside work down thar at Hell’s Half-acre—whar ye sent me. Hit got ’im as hit’s gittin’ me—hit gits lots uv us. (He coughs hollowly.) Consumption—thet got ’im—but before he died, he tole me.


    The Man Determined to brazen it out Well, whut uv hit now? Nobuddy knows but th’ three uv us, an’ he’s gone. Hit’s yore word agin mine, an’ ye’re a jailbird. So thar y’ air. Ye cain’t do nothin’ ’bout hit.


    The Convict Significantly Cain’t I?


    The Man No, y’ caint.


    The Convict Thet’s whut y’ think. But I tell y’, Jack, if y’d spent th’ last two months in a six-by-eight cell, a-grindin’ yer teeth an’ a-clawin’ at yer skin, an’ stuffin’ yer jacket in yer mouth t’ keep frum yellin’, y’d be ready t’ do somethin’. So I made my plan down thar in my cell. When th’ cough got bad they sent me out on th’ road gang. Three days ago my chance come. Hit was night. I got th’ guard frum behind—I slugged him an’ took ’is clo’es—an ’is gun.


    The Man An’ here ye air?


    The Convict With deadly intensity Thar’s a reason.


    He moves slowly toward the man and reaches his hand into his rough convict’s shirt. He pulls a blue steel automatic from his shirt. At sight of it the Man’s face becomes a dirty gray.


    The Convict An’ now y’ know why I come, I reckon.


    The Man Hysterically Fer—Gawd’s sake, Sam—n-not thet. I’m yer brother!


    The Convict Sneering Air ye? I fergot about thet a long time ago. Y’ oughta remembered I wus yore brother.


    The Man Wildly Good Gawd! Ye cain’t be meanin’ t’—t’—Ah—yer jokin’!


    The Convict Speaking with low, intense passion Am I? Well, hit’s a rough joke on ye, Jack. I’m goin’ t’ kill ye.


    He raises the gun slowly, its blue barrel winking ominously. The Convict seems to get a cruel satisfaction out of his sport. With a bitter smile he watches the man sink back on the table, a palsied, shaking heap.


    The Man Pleading Give me a chance. I’ll make hit up t’ ye. I’ll ’fess up. I’ll take yer place in th’ pen—anything—only in Gawd’s name, give me a chance.


    The Convict With a sneer Ye use his name a lot, don’t ye?


    The Man Grovelling pitiably A chance—jest give me a chance.


    The Convict Ironically A purty chance y’ gave me!


    The Man Eagerly I’ll fix hit up now—I’ll fix hit fer ye.


    The Convict Giving a croaking cough and tapping his chest, as he grins bitterly. Ye’ll fix thet, will ye? Naw, hit’s too late. I’m a goner. Y’ve fixed me, Jack, already—fer keeps—but I’m goin’ t’ fix ye ’fore I go.


    He raises the gun slowly again, and points it. The door opens, and the woman comes in.


    The Woman Sharply Sam.......... Don’t!


    The Convict Turning in amazement and uttering choking sob Lucy! Here! Oh, my God!


    The Woman Speaking rapidly I stood behind th’ door. I heard y’——(Turning fiercely to the Man who cowers in the corner, she hisses:) Y’ beast—y’ murderer!


    The Convict Sternly Whut ’re ye doin’ hyeh, Lucy?


    The Woman Breaking down suddenly and sobbing He lied t’ me, Sam, he lied. He said y’ wanted—wanted I sh’d—sh’d—(She shudders).


    The Convict Horror-struck, as it dawns on him Air ye—his wife?


    The Woman nods dumbly


    The Convict In an agony of passion God! God! God!


    He is seized by a paroxysm of coughing. When he recovers, he is calm. Two hectic flushes burn in the pallor of his face. He speaks to the Man.


    The Convict That’s another count agin’ y’, Jack. I’ll fix ye now.


    He raises the gun


    The Woman Pleading Sam—don’t—fer my sake! (With scorn.) Let ’im be, Sam. Don’t dirty yer hands with th’ likes uv him.


    She grasps his arm gently and takes the revolver from him. The Man notices this with a quick, furtive glance. He sidles over to the table and grasps a long, sharp carving knife, holding it behind his back, unnoticed.


    The Convict Wearily Yeah, I reckon yer right. But y’ must leave hyeh, Lucy. Now, I say. I’ll go back an’ give up. Don’t matter much now, anyway. They won’t have me much longer. (He coughs.......... then continues.) But y’ go t’ ol’ man Judson—tell ’im I sent y’—he’ll give y’ work. Y’ cain’t stay hyeh now. Y’ gotta go, Lucy. (He pauses, then says sharply:) D’ye heah me?


    The Woman Dully Yes, Sam.


    The Convict Ye’ll go?


    The Woman Dully, as before Yes, Sam.


    The Man Interrupting furiously Tryin’ t’ separate us, huh?—lawful wedded man an’ wife! Tryin’ t’ come ’tween us, huh? Tryin’ t’ threaten m’ life, air ye? Well, take thet, ye meddlin’ fool:


    As the Convict takes a step toward the Man, the Man stabs him in the breast with the knife. The Convict reels back, staggers, and collapses in a chair. The Man gazes dully at the knife, then at the Convict, then lets the knife fall to the floor and wipes his hand furtively on his coat.


    The Convict Slowly, from between white lips You—dawg!


    The Woman Horror-struck Oh God, he’s stabbed y’, Sam!


    The Convict Quietly He got me.


    The Woman Sobbing Hit’s my fault—I should’ve let ye.


    The Convict Musingly, as it comes to him No. I see it now. Y’ were right. Thar’s a law for sech.


    The Woman A law?


    The Convict Yes, an’ all air bound to hit.


    The Man Stupefied Gawd—what’ve I done?


    He stares unbelievingly at the Convict, then at the knife on the floor. He gasps chokingly and looks again at the Convict, then stumbles to door.


    The Man With his eyes fixed on the Convict in a fascinated stare, and fumbling for the latch. I—I cain’t stay hyeh—I gotta leave hyeh.


    He stumbles out blindly


    The Woman Sobbing hysterically Oh, Sam, hit’s all my fault.


    She clasps him almost fiercely


    The Convict Smiling gently, and speaking almost inaudibly, as he strokes her hair No, hit’s all right. Hit’s all right. Nothin’s lost .......... (in a whisper) I—love y’, Lucy.


    The Woman Monotonously He got y’—I c’d’ve saved y’—he got y’ ......... he’s gone—free!


    The Convict Through stiffening lips, as he dies No! He will pay!


    a very slow curtain.

  


  [¬]


  RUSSIAN FOLK SONG


  by Thomas Clayton


  [The Magazine, June 1919]


  
    Whose carcass hangs from yonder tree?


    His ugly face a-mocking me—


    Why, that’s a damnéd plutocrat


    Who owns his shoes, his coat and hat,


    With lots of other things—ten dollars,


    A bank account, three ties and collars.

  


  
    If that is so, why, he’s well strung;


    All such as he should be well hung.


    ’Tis said he did his daily work,


    A deed all honest men should shirk.

  


  
    ’Tis said he spent his time in makin’


    A home for wife; some bread and bacon


    Did grace his board come every Sunday;


    And he at work on time come Monday.

  


  
    Ah, can it be? Then he’s well dead,


    As sure as I’m a Russian Red;


    Such men as he, I keenly feel,


    Are dangerous to the common weal.

  


  
    Ah, brother, we do well in givin’


    Th’ rope to those who think of livin’.


    Come! Let’s away to Petrograd,


    Where Ivan Trotzky needs us bad.

  


  [¬]


  THE STREETS OF DURHAM


  or Dirty Work at the Cross Roads

  (A Tragedy in Three Muddy Acts)


  [Carolina Tar Baby, The University of North Carolina, October 25, 1919]


  Persons of the Play


  The Chorus ... The Durham Police Force


  History ... Himself


  Father Time ... Ditto


  Despair ... The Tar Heel Editor


  Nemesis ... A Steam Shovel with an evil eye and devouring jaws


  A Scheming Contractor ... Mr. John Q. Asphalt


  Supported by an all star cast, including shopgirls, shoplifters, mill people, ill people, butchers, bakers and candlestick makers, Trinity students dressed neatly but not gaudily in light pink shirts with green collars, together with the rest of the native population.


  ACT I


  SCENE I


  The curtain rises on a dreary prospect. Coming faintly through the driving rain one hears the mournful whistle of the Bull Durham factory. Nemesis in the form of a steam shovel, stands by quietly with a cold sneer on his evil face. A few belated ducks swim languidly around in some of the more shallow puddles; the others are too deep. Enter two members of the Durham police force, dressed in their native regalia, and heavily armed with rubber boots. One is a sergeant, the other a plain cop. On their respective bosoms are pinned the insignia of their order, viz., namely and to-wit:


  A field of green embossed and cut diagonally by a streak of yellow, the whole surmounted by two beer bottles, rampant. The orchestra plays softly the opening strains of Danny Deever.


  “What are the whistles tooting for?” said Sgt. McElrade.


  “Another day of Durham Bull,” the new policeman said.


  “What makes you look so green, so green,” said Sgt. McElrade.


  “I just fetched in from Appletree,” the new policeman said. “For the frost was on the pumpkin and the cawn was in the bin, I hadn’t had a bit of rest in Gawd alone knows when. So I joined the Durham force on Wednesday mornin’.”


  “What’s that so pink against the sky?” said Sgt. McElrade.


  “’Tis the student shirts of Trinity,” the new policeman said.


  “Methinks I see a tinge of green,” said Sgt. McElrade.


  “’Tis the collars to the shirts you’ve seen,” the new policeman said.


  “For their student body cometh in their winsome boyish way,


  They’re done with registration and they’re marching en masse


  To the Malbourne and the Orpheum and goodly cabaret


  Belike you’ll need your foive before the mornin’.”


  Enter a group of Trinity students with a gleeful shout, singing the good old business college songs.


  SCENE II


  College stuff: Chorus on your left, Trinity gathered around Maypole erected in center stage.


  Trinity Students—


  Let us gather ’round the maypole, comrades, in our happy boyish way,


  Today let us be merry, tomorrow come what may.


  If I should fall asleep, just wake me, wake me, brothers dear,


  Tomorrow’ll be the maddest, gladdest day of all the year.


  For I’m to be queen of the May, brothers, I’m to be queen of the May.


  (The whole chorus hits a high note as the curtain relaxes and falls.)


  ACT II


  SCENE I


  Same as before. Enter three Durham belles whom we shall call Mary, Kate, and Minnie, mainly because those are their names.


  Minnie (in consternation)—O Gawd, girls, look at the mud!


  Kate—It’s really quite obtuse of the authorities to permit these intolerable conditions.


  Mary—I should worry; mine are silk. (They cross the street, their cheeks suffused with the delicate shy flush of maidenhood, a chorus of admiring “oh’s” and “ah’s” from Trinity students collected on the corner.)


  Trinity student (enthusiastically)—Boni stuffi. (Latin for “good stuff.”)


  SCENE II


  Enter Tar Heel editor, dazed. His mind is wandering. Casts wild despairing glances toward the streets.


  Tar Heel Editor (laughing hysterically)—“O Fireman, save my pop-eyed child,” the frantic mother cried, but the frog climbed a sycamore tree and sighed, as he sharpened his sting with a file. (From a ballad of mountain dew.)


  “O mother, hear that rattling noise?” a little girl once said.


  “Cheer up, my dear, ’tis your father’s voice, the poor nut’s brains are dead.”—An old Durham folk song.)


  Tar Heel Editor (regaining sanity for a moment)—O God, I would I were a duck.


  ACT III


  Same as before. Enter John Q. Asphalt, a scheming contractor and his co-conspirator, Nemesis, the steam shovel. Asphalt is a man with a fat hog-like face, a derby hat and prematurely grey eyes. No self-respecting playwright ever describes Nemesis.


  Nemesis—When shall we two meet again. In thunder, lightning, or in rain?


  Asphalt—Preferably in rain. The trouble with thunder and lightning is that their bark is usually louder than their bite. Now rain is a slow but sure assistant. Why, if it keeps on raining, I won’t finish this job until the spring of 1979.


  Nemesis—We’ll pave this street with asphaltine and take it up again I ween, for when they find the sewers missed, they’ll want ’em in real quick I wist.


  Yes, if my wops will only stick fast


  We’ll tear them up from Hell to Breakfast.


  And after that it’s easy, then—


  From Breakfast back to Hell again.


  And if our methods cute don’t fright ’em.


  We’ll keep ’em up ad infinitum.


  Nemesis (admiringly)—You’re a man after my own heart. (Arm in arm the two conspirators speak around the corner and drink to the day with a bottle of Bevo, pilfered from Gen. Julian S. Carr’s cellar.)


  SCENE III


  Enter chorus of natives singing the native song of lamentation. Chorus:


  
    We never get to see the neighbors,


    Since they ripped up all our streets, bejabbers.


    And it’s us that’s telling yo’ we’re sorry,


    That we let them fix our streets, begorry.


    We sure did pull a big fat bone


    When we let ’em do it, ohchone, ohchone!

  


  (In the distance can be heard the hoarse, grating chuckle of Nemesis, followed by the high falsetto cackle of Asphalt.) The natives shiver and look at each other muttering: “I reckon we had better be getting along home, there’s dirty work ahead.”


  SCENE IV


  Forty-seven years have elapsed. During this time the audience gets tired of waiting and goes out. The curtain rises on the same street as in Act I. It is still raining. Nemesis, the steam shovel, has moved two blocks down the street. History and Father Time make their first appearance; they come in together and converse.


  Father Time—I’m gittin’ tired of waitin’.


  History—It took me twenty-seven years to write a history of the war.


  
    To count the graves, the tombs and biers,


    Also the near beers—but I’ll swear


    In thirty-seven different lingos


    There Durham streets have all the jingoes


    Beat that ever jingoed. Now my song


    Is something like this, “Oh, Lord, how long!”

  


  Father Time (fiercely)—I’m an old man an’ I deserve some consideration. It’s all the fault of that young scoundrel there (he shakes his fist at Nemesis whose back is turned).


  History—Let’s fix him.


  Time—Done. (He pulls his trusty Smith & Wesson from his pocket. His gun coughs and spits fire. Nemesis falls, mortally wounded, shot through his waistcoat and with his suspenders cut to ribbons. With a joyous shout the chorus of natives [including students and police force] rush out on stage uttering noises of delirious delight.)


  First Native (hoarsely)—At last! At last! We are saved. Drink! Drink! Strong drink! (The popping of corks may be heard and we gaze upon a wild debauch of intoxication as the natives reel from the effects of eleven bottles each of Pepsi-Cola. They continue their wild orgy of joy, putting pennies recklessly in chewing gum slots and laughing insanely as they stagger around. Finally two or three of the more sane ones come forward and sing the native song of Thanksgiving.)


  Chorus—From the muddy lands with which our feet were shackled,


  To this freedom, with hope’s brightest lamp imbued,


  Is the farthest cry that ever roared or cackled,


  Or one might say, farthest cry that ever crewed.


  Come let us hence


  To some point thence


  To celebrate the death of dull Misgiving,


  To crown our joy with feats of great Thanksgiving;


  Yea, since the corkscrew’s lost its pull


  Let’s open up a can of Bull.


  (The natives scream with delight. They are still screaming as)


  the curtain falls


  [¬]


  THE CRISIS IN INDUSTRY


  [University of North Carolina. Pamphlet, 14 pp., 200 copies, 1919]


  “Wars,” the philosopher says, “are the birth pangs of truths.” “Great wars,” he continues, “are the birth pangs of master truths.” We have just seen a great war come to its close.


  If any truth has come from that war, it is the truth of modern labor becoming conscious of itself as a vital, breathing, compelling force. The industrial problem looms before us in an almost menacing aspect. We know today that the issue demands immediate settlement. Victorious in our war with the common foe we are today appalled by the mutterings of something far more dreadful,—industrial civil strife. Let us consider, for a minute, the viewpoint of the detached observer. One of Japan’s most distinguished statesmen, Count Okuma, looking across the world at the great war just closed, declared it to be nothing less than the death of modern civilization. Just as the civilizations of Babylon, Egypt, Greece, Carthage, and the Roman Empire have crumbled in succession, so, in his opinion, our modern civilization is even now going the same way. Whether this be true or not, it is certain that from the world struggle we may see the destruction of an industrial civilization which the workers will not want to build back. And the danger now is that at this period of crisis, it may be easier to pass into ruin than to move onward. There is the problem.


  In the midst of all these volcanic outbreaks of industrial trouble in the different parts of our country, thinking people are asking each other, “What does labor want?” It is a puzzling question. The wages for which labor works are higher than ever before, the living and working conditions of the workers are almost ideal compared with those of even a generation ago,—the whole industrial scheme seems regulated on a more humane scale.


  But it becomes evident, at this time, that these petty, paltry bickerings, for a six-hour day, higher wages, meal times, and all the rest, do not in even the slightest degree represent the fundamental nature of these men’s demands,—demands that became clearly defined during the war, and that now cry for answer.


  On the other hand, I do not assume for a minute that the doctrines of Socialism or Bolshevism demanding the destruction of the capitalist system and advocating the conscious class warfare represents the attitude of labor in general, or that such methods as these are the motivating purposes of any large group of leaders and workers with the exception, perhaps, of one or two restricted areas.


  No—the labor movement has nothing in common with this kind of doctrine. I believe it realizes the fundamental right of capital to a share in the business of production; what it protests against is the fact that under the present system, labor itself does not have a share, and it asserts that its right to an equal share is just as true, and just as fundamental as the right of capital.


  The fact that the great body of workers have not defined sharply the nature of their demands does not, for a minute, indicate that they do not know what they want. The awakening of labor may not as yet be complete; its consciousness of itself may not be realized to the utmost. I do not think it is yet, but its newly gained knowledge is not obscure. The whole experience of the war has been to clarify its vision.


  Labor today is in active revolt against the whole system whereby its labor, the product of its blood, bone, sinew, and brain is treated as a commodity—something to be bought at will, the price of which may be forced up or down, just as the price of flour or sugar. If labor is a commodity, then its demands that it have a directive power in the expenditure of its own labor, its assumption that it is engaged in a business with capital and that business is production, its statement that its contribution to that business is just as essential as the contribution of capital, and that, therefore, it should be entitled to the control of this business with capital on a basis of equal co-partnership,—if, I say, the assumption that labor is a commodity is correct, then labor is unjustified in these beliefs and demands. For a commodity, to my mind, is devoid of life, or, if it possesses life, that life is insensate and devoid of consciousness.


  But I do not believe that labor is a commodity. Labor has life—in fact, labor is life. Remove life and there is no labor. No one would say that a machine labors;—it runs. The desire to work, to labor, is fundamental in a man, it is not a mechanical process; it comes from his inmost being, I sincerely believe.


  There is a sacredness about labor, it is of a religious nature even—and religion is fundamental in the lives of men.


  If, then, labor is life, and not insensate; if labor is possessed of an intelligent consciousness of itself and the workings of its life, it becomes manifest that labor itself, in the intelligent consciousness of itself, becomes its own unit of value, the directive force of its own working, the source of its own purposes and that, in short, it dominates its own existence, and cannot, by right, be forced to the obedience of any outward imposition.


  What labor wants, as I see it, is its right to self-direction. Capital does not recognize this right. Whereas the swift, sure progress of labor consciousness is today well marked and may be, at all times, clearly defined, I am unable to discover a corresponding process on the part of capital. These capitalist folk, your owning and directing, and managing people, remain blind to the fundamentals of the problem. In a few isolated places, one perhaps catches a gleam, but, for the rest, they cannot understand the attitude of labor. The trouble is: Capital is now as static as it was fifty years ago. As some one has said, the chief difference is golf.


  These men, for the most part, seem to have learned neither humanity or caution from the tedious times our nation has gone through. Instead of awakening to the new sense of values, they rather brand, as does a large part of society, the workers as “I.W.W.’s,” “Slackers,” “Bolshevists,”—workers who, becoming conscious of their social and human value, realizing their problem is a human one, are striving to carry that new sense into a reformed industrial system.


  The capitalist class do not seem to realize that the “old order changeth,” that it is changed, God willing, for all time. The significance of the war seems lost on them. But—there can be no patchwork reconstruction now. I do not believe that now that the war is over, now that we have emerged from the holocaust, that what remains to be reconstructed is this or that bureau of government, this or that machine of administration. No—the meaning of the war is more fundamental, more vital than any of these. The whole society must be reconstructed. Labor sees this, in general capital does not.


  Thus, as we have seen, the labor group is in active revolt against the old system. They know it must change. And they are trying to change it now, using as their method the so-called “direct action,” the strike.


  But—here another problem arises. It is plain labor sees the problem, manifestly they are clear in their knowledge of what they want,—but, do they see the solution? Is force a remedy of the vast industrial problem?


  The unrestricted use of force by both classes, capitalist and labor, is, I think, a dangerous sequence, the terrible reflex action of the giant strife that has been waged throughout the world. It manifests itself now in class warfare here. Inflamed by privations and suffering, it shows itself as civil war in Russia and Germany.


  The war parallel, I think, is a good one. The neutral observer, which, in the industrial strife, is supposedly the citizenship without the two classes, may protest against the quality of a justice, which, acting from itself, is the judge of its own cause, and the vindication of itself through its triumphant force. It is the age-old idea of “Might Is Right.” But might is not right, and can never vindicate its cause. Force everywhere sweeps aside its moral obligations and runs its own course unmindful of the rights of others. Insistent on its own rights, it forgets that words “right” and “duty” are, or should be, inseparably linked. What of the duty to the neutral, if I may use the war parallel again? If two boys fight in the street a crowd gathers to watch them,—they are separated,—the crowd goes its way. In a class warfare waged between labor and capital, the crowd, which is the third group, the consumers of production, cannot look on with the detached viewpoint. No! The problem is so vast, it is so close to the heart of national life, that the whole body of the nation is affected deeply, powerfully. The question yet remains to be answered: Can any class, insistent on its own rights, obtain them with rampant force, at the expense of universal suffering?


  This idea of force used in the interests of the class is the natural builder of its own rights, the satisfaction of its in-wrought cravings is expressed unconsciously, but masterfully, in the exclamation of the Frenchman, Pichon: “Has the victor no rights over the vanquished?”


  I will answer the Frenchman that the victors have no rights over the vanquished because of their victory. I do not believe the use of force ever settled any problem. Class warfare is being waged throughout the country now. The strike—the direct action, the method of force is the common agency. Whenever the labor group obtains its demands or part of them, a shout of triumph goes up from labors ranks. Similarly, when capital is successful in hold-out methods, there is great rejoicing among capitalists. The victory of the moment has been won; these men do not pause to consider the fact that they are as far away from a solution, nay, further, than ever. When we consider this question reasonably, when we consider the fundamental demand of labor that it engage in business with capital on a basis of mutual responsibility, and mutual democratic co-partnership, a demand admitted in isolated cases by capital,—we see plainly that instead of being drawn closer together until they meet at a solution, the method of force has only served to antagonize the two classes, until now they face each other in separate armed camps, ready, at the provocation of prejudice, to wage blind, futile warfare.


  The solution to the problem is, I think, fairly obvious. Intelligent people today admit, nor can any decent-minded person deny, in this day, that the demand of labor for democratic co-operation is unreasonable. Indeed, in a political democracy, the only natural parallel here would be industrial democracy. We feel today that capitalist absolutism must go, that any form of capitalist domination is hateful. Likewise, we know that a reversal of the system whereby labor would hold the dominant position would be just as undesirable.


  There is, to my mind, but one adequate solution. That solution, broadly put, is industrial democracy,—a system of democratic co-operation in industry with equal rights and responsibilities for labor and capital.


  It is significant to note that the first two methods depend on force for their maintenance—the last method depends on co-operation,—on the inherent willingness of men to listen to reason. Is there not a living hope for us that the principles of democracy and self-determination, which are being put to the test today in government, can meet the test in industry? It seems to me that there is a compelling parallelism here, that the success or failure in the one phase stands for a corresponding success or failure in the other.


  It is too much, to my mind, to hope that the labor class will effect this desirable solution by themselves. They see, as we know, the problem, they have come into a realization of their right, but they do not see a proper solution.


  The method of force is, I believe, a natural, but a distinctly menacing sequence to the war just ended.


  If, in the fact of labor’s display of force, government misunderstands it, and retaliates with a rival and superior display of force, then let us say farewell to our hopes of democracy. Capital could, I suppose, conscript an army large enough to quell for the time rebellious labor. But, even if the strife which sets brother against brother should succeed, labor would still be alive in the flaming spirit of revolt.


  We cannot consider labor a category; it is human—a mass of men and women workers. We may stigmatize the labor movement all we choose,—we may call it selfish, menacing, rebellious, thoughtless—any of these names, but the fact remains that labor has possession of a great truth.


  Labor knows that the system—the blind system that treats man as an adjunct to the machine, has nearly crushed out the little lives of the workers. And it is making its effort to get this blind power in hand.


  As I have said, I do not think labor has attained a full consciousness of itself; that will evolve. I think some phases of the movement are faulty.


  Labor makes its mistake, I think, in making the same demands for the mass of the workers.


  In this respect, it seems to be a mass movement. But it is evident that the capabilities of individual workmen must always be considered. The capacity of one individual for work may be either greater or less than those of another. Such a thing as real equality in this respect is, to my mind, hardly possible.


  It is granted, perhaps, that individuals have equal opportunities for work under a reformed industrial system. It does not hold, however, that individuals have equal capacities for work, and labor today in its onward movement has manifestly not taken this into consideration.


  This, however, is a natural mistake and one which may be remedied.


  And now, how does the problem stand?


  We see labor has come into a realization of its self as a body vital with the power of life, intelligent as to its workings, and sure of its function in industry. We realize that no reasonable solution to our problem will ever be obtained by the use of force—by the strike which breaks out sporadically at this time in various parts of the country. The solution to labor appears to be the strike, the use of force. That is no true solution.


  Now, since this problem is one that affects the vitals of national life and unity, it is obviously the business of government to aid the workers to attain the true solution.


  If the government sees only on the surface, and attempts to crush labor by a superior display of force, the result will be nothing less than terrible civil strife.


  As it seems to me, the issue stands squarely before the government. Labor no longer has faith in government as a legislative remedy for their problem. Labor puts no dependence in the ballot today—this means is inadequate,—we have in its place the strike, the direct action.


  Where lies the fault? Largely, I think, with government. A few months ago one of the most memorable sessions of Congress in the nations history came to a close. It was memorable not for what it had done but for what it had left undone. The industrial condition during the months immediately following the signing of the armistice grew and is growing, as I write this, continually more menacing. Congress, with great care, kept away from the industrial problem. The session, for the most part, was concerned by petty, party bickerings, back-bitings and partisan politics of a paltry nature. I say this with no attempt to be sensational, with no spirit of bitterness,—it seems an obvious statement of fact.


  Faced with a condition like this, what can labor do? The final solution is left for government. In the first place, what is our conception of democracy? Some say it is the rule of the majority. If this is so, what chance have the minority for the attainment of their honest desires?


  Is this a true conception of democracy? It is, perhaps, the accepted conception, but is this not a sordid, insensate thing? We think of democracy as alive, as vital.


  Can the majority establish its cause by mere right of numbers? I do not think so. The right of numbers is analogous to the right of force. As well might we say the gladiator should die because the majority of the Roman populace turned down its thumbs.


  Yet, here is a living obstacle. With the powerful press of the country denouncing labor as insurrectionary and menacing, with public opinion being moulded adversely day by day, with the denunciation of the whole capitalist system, what can a minority group do? Labor is employing the organized community threat—the strike, to get its demands.


  What must the government do? If the majority turn down the thumbs to a minority group,—that group is subjected to a democratic tyranny,—contradictory as the statement may sound.


  Likewise, the minority may retaliate by the strike method and the business of the whole community will be paralyzed. It is a reversible action.


  This condition must be changed. The real problem, most evidently, is not arriving at the solution, which, expressed broadly, is industrial democracy. The solution is evident. The problem now is making the solution possible for the labor group. This must be done by the government.


  The only possible way this can be done, as I see it, is to allow labor itself to determine its inner workings. It amounts to an industrial application of “self-determination.”


  The prejudice of the many can no longer, in justice, be allowed to curtail the conscious development of the few; the workers owe a duty of production to the nation,—this, they must fulfill,—as for the industrial status they desire, this must be established and maintained by co-operative means between and by the two groups of industry.


  It is the right of these men to their own conscious development,—it is something they must decide within themselves without any outward imposition.


  The principle of self-determination, intended primarily for the small nation, which our democracy now advocates, must finally, I think, be used industrially, as well as politically. And—government must recognize and promote this.


  With a feeling almost of regret I come to my conclusion.


  The problem that once to me was economic is now plainly and undeniably human. It deals with the lives of men and women, their right to the conscious development of their selves.


  What I have written gives me no satisfaction. For the mutterings of a coming strike become daily more threatening. Force, the blind weapon, is being used extensively,—may I not say exclusively?


  What will the future bring? I do not know. Is the statement of the Japanese to come true? Are we facing the destruction of our modern civilization? Again, I do not know.


  Will the blood of our young men be expended—this time in civil strife,—family against family, brother against brother? God forbid!


  [¬]


  CONCERNING HONEST BOB


  [The Magazine, May 1920]


  Persons of the Play


  A Sophomore ... Mr. Alf Cocksure


  A Graduate ... Mr. Boise Useddit


  A Senior ... Mr. Edward Wiseman


  A Junior ... Mr. Robert Goodman (Known to his admirers as “Honest Bob, the students’ friend.”)


  (The curtain rises on the living-room of one of our sumptuous two-room suites. The walls are garishly decorated with many colored pennants—showing a good eye for color but a bad one for selection. Elon, Guilford, and dear old Wake Forest are represented, to say nothing of one done in tinsel and gold of “Asheville—The Land of the Sky.” Various rollicking college scenes of the vintage of 1892 are also here—a group of merry college youths with foaming steins, a bit of gentle horseplay with the Freshman (they are painting the college colors on him) and finally a thrilling football landscape with the pigskin hero wearing shin and nose guards. Clippings from “The Cosmopolitan,” “The Police Gazette” and “The Theater” give a modern touch to the room. Under a green lamp shade and on a pine table a Sophomore is writing—not a theme, we dare not accuse him—but to his latest amour. His reference book is a folded piece of pink paper, which he consults frequently. The Sophomore is the only dignified character in this play. A Senior and a graduate come in now and the Senior, contrary to all precept, does not look particularly dignified. His air is rather that of the blasé man of the world, or better still, the air of one who has lived and suffered; a man who knows the vicissitudes of life and yet is determined to bear himself bravely through this vale of tears. The graduate is young at the business of being a graduate and his forced air of sophistication is rather pitiful. He is not a success.)


  The Senior. Hello—Alf.


  The Soph. Come in, boys.


  (They come in and sit down.)


  The Senior. Who’re you writing?


  The Soph (with great enthusiasm). The finest girl in—


  The Senior (cynically). Who is she this time?


  The Soph (turning a brick red). I’m with this girl to stay—why, listen to this letter—(He reads): “And Alf, dearest boy, I think of you constantly day and night and wonder what you are doing. Dear boy, you don’t know what high ambitions I have for you——”


  The Graduate (interrupting with some wise sophistry). My dear fellow, the height of a girl’s ambition is about six feet—


  The Sophomore (furiously). Is that so?—You clever devil, where’d you read that—in Snappy Stories?


  (The Grad. smiles tolerantly at him. The Senior shakes his head cynically at The Grad.)


  The Senior. What fools these Sophomores be!


  The Soph (nervously—forgetting all the laws of hospitality). And what damn idiots these Seniors and Graduates be—Yah!


  The Senior (soothingly). To be sure, my boy, to be sure—Now go on and write your little letter.


  (But The Soph turns half away from the table and his visitors and sulks.)


  The Senior (after a moment). Where’s Honest Bob—the student’s friend?


  The Soph. Politicing, I guess—You know spring elections come next week.


  The Graduate. You know, your undergraduate activities amuse me—campus politics—ha, ha!—it’s positively funny.


  The Soph (with irony). Go on and laugh—this is a place of amusement—Amuse you—ha, ha!—I bet it was a serious enough business to you last year.


  The Senior (quickly). Not last year, Alf—you don’t mean that. You know we Seniors never dabble in politics.


  The Soph. All right, my lily-white friend—when you were a Junior—then.


  The Senior (laughs slyly). That’s the year, you remember, you posed as the students’ friend.


  The Graduate. That’s been two years ago—you have no right to bring it up on me now—I was a mere boy.


  The Senior (musingly). This bug of politics is a funny proposition. It usually stings a Sophomore—in the spring a Sophomore’s fancy lightly turns to thoughts of politics—witness our young friend over here who is a horrible example of what I mean.


  The Sophomore (angrily). Here, now, this is carrying a good thing too—


  The Senior (not noticing the interruption). The work of the Sophomore politician is crude at all times—it has not attained the finish and smoothness of our Junior friend; the Sophomore laughs loudly at all his friends’ jokes and he slaps them on the back with a patronizing, “Pretty good, old boy, pretty good!” It is the Sophomore who enters the classroom five minutes late that all may look and behold, the Sophomore who—


  The Soph. Look here—I don’t do any of those things.


  The Senior (soothingly). No, of course not, my young friend. You are the one outstanding exception.


  The Soph (bitterly). Your young friend! How old do they grow ’em where you come from? But (with irony) rave on, Philosopher!


  The Senior. But the Junior—Ah! there you have the graduate politician. He works in a quiet, unobtrusive way, and his virtues are extolled by his friends. He knows that it is best that his friends do the work—he sees the need of organization; thus we have the first organization, known on the campus as the “Ring.” The “Ring” works through the class quietly but surely, holding their candidate in the background. In an atmosphere of mystery he shows up to best advantage.


  The Graduate (thoughtfully). Yes, that’s true; you’re right there.


  The Senior (significantly). Of course, you ought to know—But to proceed: The Junior politician is a character of nobility; he is prompted always (it becomes known) by love for the “dear old University,” and by his continual efforts “for the good of the Class”—as an example of what I mean (The door opens here and Bob Goodman, the Junior, comes into the room). Why, here he is now—Honest Bob, the students’ friend—an example than which, I must say, there is none than whicher.


  Goodman (sullenly). At it again, I see. Can’t you ever stay off of me with this stuff about my “politicing”? That’s something I’ve never done—


  The Senior (smiling). They all say that—and what’s more, they all believe it—


  Goodman (in disgust). Aw, Hell! what’s the use of trying to tell anything to a bunch like this! (To The Graduate) Are you coming to the meeting of Sigma Omega tonight?


  The Graduate. No, of course not. We graduates are not interested in undergraduate organizations, you know.


  The Junior (with elaborate politeness). Oh, yes, to be sure, of course, I crave your pardon. I forgot you were no longer a boy like the rest of us—now that you have become a man, you have put away childish things—I understand; pardon me for suggesting it!


  The Graduate. You know, your sarcasm doesn’t affect me—I don’t care for the opinion of other people any way—what they think of me makes no difference to me.


  The Junior (with an evil glitter in his eye). Oh, is that so?—Well, I always have thought you a damn fool.


  (A look of positive pain comes over The Graduate’s face, mingled somewhat with astonishment.) What—you call me a fool—me!


  The Junior (calmly). Yes, you—you’re the man I mean—I am pointing my finger right at you.


  Grad (hotly). Fool yourself—that’s what you are. (Passionately, as he warms to his subject) I leave it to the crowd here if I’m any bigger fool than you are—Why, I’ll argue it out with you here and now and prove that you’re a bigger fool than I am. (He is quite eloquent by now.)


  The Junior (with quiet triumph). Behold, gentlemen, the man who doesn’t care for the opinion of others—look at him now—and a pretty sight he is.


  (The Graduate gets up, grabs his hat and angrily goes out of the room.)


  The Senior. You’ve got his goat now.


  The Junior. He’ll recover. I’ve seen him like this before. Alf (to Soph), I’m going to shave, are your tools in the next room?


  Alf. Yeh—go to it. Have you been to the Gym yet?


  The Junior (as a train of gloomy thoughts are started). Yeh. I just came.


  Alf. How are the showers?


  The Junior (bitterly). Shower, Alf—not showers. This is a singular shower, a very singular shower. It has remained faithful to the student body all through its long life and now in its ripe old age some brutal master still works it overtime. Just think, Alf, what a tragedy it is—that poor old shower working that way in its declining old age. It makes me weep.


  The Soph (getting up). Come on, Senior, let’s go get the mail. There’s nothing else to do. So long, Bob. (They go out.)


  (The Junior goes into the next room and emerges presently, coatless and collarless, with a shaving stick and a brush in his hand. He lathers his face. He goes back into the second room swinging the door behind him. Steps are heard outside. Enter two classmates—typical campaign managers now (we have them yearly) looking for a dark horse in the morrow’s campaign.)


  The First. No one in, thank heaven. Now let’s talk this thing over, Jim. We’ll run either Bob Goodman or Johnson, that’s agreed, and of the two—


  The Second (with some heat). I’m in favor of Johnson; Bob Goodman’s always impressed me as being too slick a politician.


  The First. I don’t agree with you. He speaks to ’em all; but he doesn’t boot any of ’em—You know, it’s no crime to treat people decent.


  The Second (sneers). Yeh!—and the way he does it it’s mighty good politics.


  The First. You’re wrong—Bob hasn’t got a politicking bone in him—I know that fellow—why, he wouldn’t run for any job on the campus, if he knew a ring was working for him.


  The Second (with conviction). I’ll betcha on it. He’d jump at the chance in a minute if he could.


  The First. Listen—I’ll show you. We’ll put up that kind of a proposition to him. Tell him we can get him elected with the aid of a little organization canvassing the dorms. Do you see?


  The Second. Well, he’s going to refuse—I’m sure of that, and if he does—


  The Second. I’ll beg his pardon and be strong for him for anything up to President of the United States—But if he doesn’t refuse—


  The First. No chance—but if he doesn’t refuse we’ll brand him as a politician and drop him.


  The Second. Good enough. Now let’s find him and put it up to him.


  The First. Let’s look down stairs—if he’s not there we’ll come back and wait for him. He’ll be back soon, any way.


  (They go out. The back door slowly opens and The Junior, after peering in, comes softly out, tiptoeing. He has forgotten that his face is covered with lather and that he holds his shaving brush in one hand. He is exultant.)


  The Junior (exultantly, tiptoeing across the room). Aha! aha! So that’s their game. (After a moment, piously) O why is Heaven so good to me?


  (Downstairs the opening and slamming of doors may be heard and the shouted inquiries, “Is Bob Goodman in here?” and the shouted answers, “No,” “Haven’t seen him tonight.”)


  Goodman (meditating quickly). Now if I can get out of the room and across the hall into Blakely’s room without making any noise everything will be tanlac—(But even as he is talking he goes into the next room, gets on his coat, wipes off the lather, and comes out again hastily tieing his tie. He goes softly to the door, looks out, and steps out, closing the door gently. Across the hall another door may be heard to softly open and close and in a minute the heavy clatter of the two Juniors coming up the stairs is again heard. They burst into the room somewhat breathless from their exertions.)


  The First. Well, he’s bound to come in soon, any way (consulting his watch). It’s ten-thirty now.


  The Second. Now look here, Ed, don’t you let the cat out of the bag—do you hear—


  The First (irritably). Let the cat out of the bag? What do you mean?


  The Second. Don’t fail to be serious. Don’t let this bird Goodman know this is a frame-up. Why (he reddens at the thought) if he is straight I’m in a hell of a fix anyhow—I owe him a flat apology, that’s all.


  The First (confidently). Well, you’d better be getting your little speech ready—I know this boy.


  (The sound of some one coming up the stairs is heard. They look at each other expectantly. Goodman enters the room. He is quite cool and possessed now and shows no signs of his recent perturbation.)


  Goodman (pleasantly). Good evening, gentlemen. (They nod.)


  The First. Hello, Bob, where’ve you been all night?


  Goodman (lying with an ease born of long practice). At the library, working up a thesis—why, have you been looking for me?


  The First (confidentially). Yes, Bob, sit down. We want to talk to you about the election to-morrow. (Still more confidentially) Say, who do you think is a good man for the Class presidency?


  Goodman (apparently somewhat embarrassed). Why,—I don’t know, Ed. You know I’ve been busy this spring, and I haven’t paid much attention to politics—it never did interest me much. (He says this with a laugh.)


  The First Junior. Listen, Bob, Jim over here and I have been talking this thing over and we’ve about concluded that you’re the logical man for the place.


  Goodman (in the greatest astonishment). Me—do you mean me? (They both nod.)


  The First. Yes, you—Bob. Now here’s our scheme: You’ve got friends enough to pull you through but we’ve got to have some organization behind you to get ’em together before the election. Now Jim and I will canvass the Class to-morrow—if you’ll agree to run—and get everything sewed up for you—after that it’ll be easy.


  Goodman (in slow astonishment that there can be so much wickedness among mankind). Do you mean that you will ask my classmates to vote for me?


  The First Junior. Sure.


  Goodman (springing to his feet furiously and pounding the table viciously). Do you realize what you are asking me to do—me—me? (He pounds his chest for dramatic effect.) After living on this campus for three years without a blot on my name—you come to me with this sort of proposal—Gawd, gentlemen, it makes me see red!


  The Second Junior (soothingly). Now, now, Goodman, we meant no harm—let me explain.


  Goodman (sorrowfully now). Explain! There can be no explanations—only intense regret for me that I should live to see two of my classmates disgrace themselves and insult me—Gawd knows, I have my faults, but I have never stooped to politics. (He is overcome here and bows his head.)


  The First Junior (pacifically). Wait a minute, Bob, before you cuss us out. This was all a frame-up. We wanted to see if you would fall for this kind of a proposition. You have done just what I thought you would. We framed up on you not ten minutes ago in this very room. Now we want to run you any way. We’ll run you straight and advertise this event; we can get you elected all right.


  The Second Junior. Just another thing, Goodman. I want to apologize for doubting you. I proposed the frame-up—but now I see my mistake and I’ll back you to the limit.


  Goodman (with touching nobility). Ah! my friends, the nomination means little to me now, the main fact is that you have vindicated yourselves in my opinion.


  (The two look at him in open awe. They realize they are beholding one of nature’s noblemen. Goodmans difficulties seem to be over now, but just at this minute The Soph returns alone from the P.O.)


  The Soph. No mail for you, Bob; did you finish shaving? (Goodman frowns at him, but The Soph sees the two visitors). Oh, hello, boys—we’ll have a real political convention when you two and Honest Bob get together. (Goodman looks murderously at him.)


  The F.J. (laughing). We two, perhaps—but leave Bob out of it. We framed up on him in here while ago, offered to campaign for him, and he not only refused when he came in, but cussed us out to boot—


  The Soph. When he came—Say (to Goodman), where’ve you been?


  Goodman (regaining his composure). Up at the library.


  The Soph (beginning to see daylight). How long?


  Goodman (with perfect composure and not even choking). Since supper. (Even The Soph is jarred at this.)


  The Soph (beginning to laugh). No—you can’t bribe Honest Bob, gentlemen—it can’t be done.


  The F. J. Good night, Bob—we’ll have to be going now. We’ll see you to-morrow.


  Goodman (gravely). Good night, gentlemen.


  (They go out.)


  Goodman (viciously). You idiot! Every time you open your mouth you try to cut not only your own throat but mine, too.


  The Soph (gasping for breath). Honest Bob—the People’s Friend—refusing their vile offer—and he heard it all! Oh, but you’re a hellion—


  Goodman (grinning sheepishly). Nothing else to be done. I was penned up in the back room—I couldn’t help it, you know.


  The Soph. What a nerve! Say, you don’t need any Tanlac.


  Goodman. Yes, and you’re mighty lucky not to be needing a coffin. I thought the jig was up when you came in—If you ever tell (he pauses ominously).


  The Soph. What?


  Goodman. They’ll have to gather your scattered remains and carry them off in a basket. Let’s go to bed.


  The Curtain


  [¬]


  1920 SAYS A FEW WORDS TO CAROLINA


  [Yackety Yack ’20, 1920]


  
    We stand ’round the well in the white gleaming moonlight


    And look at the square of the buildings old.


    And sharp is the thought of tomorrow; tonight


    Is the last—ah—we’ve been told


    How hard it was, but not till now


    Have we felt the deep twisting pain of the parting


    From you—Carolina—we did not allow


    For the deep biting grief that now we feel starting.

  


  
    Yet its not the old buildings that causes the pain


    (You brown, dirty buildings—and God knows that’s true),


    But comes back the feeling again and again


    That we part from a friend—Carolina, it’s you.


    You cared not for sects or for social degree;


    You care not for dogmas or creeds now as then;


    You take the crude stuff and you fashion it free,


    Till shapen and moulded you send forth your men.

  


  
    Tomorrow we leave—1920, your War Class,


    A class proud in deeds in a war that was won.


    A mixture of warrior and student—we pass,


    The warfaring student salutes, and is gone,


    Leaving State’s mantle to thaw just below;


    Pausing to listen as South’s slow toll rings,


    Then quickens as to our successors we bow,


    For—"The kings having gone—long live the kings!”

  


  
    Ah! sometimes from the straight white path


    Our stumbling steps may stray;


    And sometimes where the hillside slopes


    Well choose the easier way;


    And sometimes when the path is rough


    That takes us straight through life,


    Our strength will fail, and craven-like,


    We’ll shun the bitter strife,


    To choose the broad and paven road,


    And eat the lotus leaf.

  


  
    Yes, some will fail and take this road,


    For grinding toil and grief


    Are on the sterner road you point,


    With hand in hand their mate,


    Good Manhood, walking true and brave.


    Along the path that’s straight.


    Yes, some will falter on this road


    And choose the broader way.


    But when again the soft nights come


    And Spring has come to stay.


    They’ll think perhaps of this last night—


    The Campus white and still,


    The dorms, the well, the old South bell—


    Of all that’s on the “Hill”,


    And then they’ll leave the broader path


    That leads to life’s ill wrack.


    To seek again the narrow one and—


    Finding it—come back.

  


  
    To some will fall the ivy wreath


    That marks the place of fame.


    While some will plod along beneath


    The peaks of greatest name;


    The years will pass and very faint


    Will be your call to these,


    For time is scornful of the past


    And ever onward flees.


    But sometimes when the Springtime comes,


    And the sifting moonlight falls—


    They’ll think again of this night here


    And of these old brown walls.


    Of white old well, and of old South


    With bell’s deep booming tone,


    They’ll think again of Chapel Hill and—


    Thinking—come back home.

  


  
    L’ENVOI


    (Again he talks to Carolina)


    Some say that God worked six days hard


    And made the world for man—


    But on the seventh rested.


    We have a better plan—


    For, being God he was not tired;


    This is the broader view,


    God made the world in six days—


    The seventh, he made You!

  


  T.C. Wolfe


  Fifty-one


  [¬]


  THE RETURN OF BUCK GAVIN


  The Tragedy of a Mountain Outlaw


  [Carolina Folk-Plays, Henry Holt and Company, 1924]


  The Characters


  As originally produced on The Playmakers’ Stage, Chapel Hill, North Carolina, March 14th and 15th, 1919.


  Buck Gavin, a mountain outlaw, ... Thomas Clayton Wolfe


  Mary Gavin, his sister, ... Lelia Nance Moffatt


  The Sheriff, ... Frederick Cohn


  Scene: The cabin home of Buck Gavin in a remote cove of the Carolina mountains.


  Time: The present. An afternoon in May.


  Scene


  The living and dining room of the log cabin home of Buck Gavin.


  The furnishings of the room are more pretentious than are usually associated with mountain cabins. This is explained by the fact that Gavin is a mountain chief, the leader of a clan—a kind of tribal leader, if you like. The interior is rude, but comfortable, with not a little taste displayed in the arrangement. A woman’s presence is denoted by blue chintz curtains at the windows and a covering of the same material on the table in the center of the room. A shaded lamp, several weekly newspapers, and a knitting basket are on the table. At the left a crackling wood-fire burns in a large stone fireplace. In the right corner is a home-made cupboard. Skins are tacked to the wall here and there. The garish lithographic display usually found in mountain cabins is lacking here. Several hand-made, splint-bottom chairs are grouped around the hearth. The outside door is in the rear wall at the center, with small windows on either side of it. In the right wall is another door, leading into the bedroom and thence into the kitchen shed. There is a rocker by the table.


  Mary Gavin is seated in this rocker, knitting. She has a face not old, but worn—not by toil, we should say, but care-worn. It is a good face—attractive, possessing a sensitiveness of feature remarkable for a mountain woman. Although she is not more than thirty-five years of age, her hair is even now streaked with gray. As she knits, her back to the door, it opens softly, slowly. A man steps quickly into the room and shuts the door as quietly as it was opened. The man is Buck Gavin, master of the house, a fugitive from justice, wanted on charges of illicit distilling and murder. He has returned by stealth after being hunted for six weeks.


  Buck Gavin is a great, powerfully built fellow, aged forty years, or thereabouts. He has a strong, heavily-lined face, covered by a beard of the Van Dyke type—although he would not call it that. He has piercing black eyes and heavy black hair. In his swift silent movements there is a suggestion of a veiled panther-like power. This seems characteristic of him; he moves always with the same decisiveness. He is dressed in a dark flannel shirt and loose corduroy trousers stuffed into rough laced boots.


  Gavin (Stands quietly a moment surveying the scene; then he speaks casually, quietly) Howdy, sis.


  Mary (Springing from her chair and turning quickly) Buck! Buck! My God! What air you doin’ here? Why did you come back?


  Gavin (Simply) I had to, sis.


  Mary But, my Lor’, man, they’ve been lookin’ fer you high an’ low. There’s nary a nook ner corner ’bout these hills they haven’t scoured fer you.


  Gavin Don’t you reckon I know it? But I come, an’ thar’s an end to it. (Speaking impatiently as she starts to interrupt him.) Don’t argue with me. I come ... an’ you know why, I’m thinkin.


  Mary (Sullenly) Yeah. I calc’late I knowed why. (Going to him.) But ’twarn’t no use, Buck, ’twarn’t no use for you to risk yer neck after all’s over.


  Gavin (With quiet emphasis) Thar’s the rub. ’Taint all over. There’s one mo’ leetle job to be done, an’ I reckon I’ll git to see that through ... least-ways, I’d better. For they’d never o’ caught me whar I was, an I don’t calc’late to come more’n two hundred miles jes’ to be caught. I reckon they’ll git me soon, anyway; they’re so powerful smart.


  Mary (Contemptuously and proudly) Bah! They never could o’ caught you in the ol’ days, Buck, no matter how powerful smart they were. You’d allus fool ’em, Buck.


  Gavin The ol’ days is gone—the good ol’ days—an’ all that made ’em good. But now ... now ... well, I’m jes’ not in the foolin’ mood. (Moving away from her.) ... He’s gone ... they got him, an’ I’d ruther that it’d been me. I reckon you know it. ... But they got him, damn ’em, an’ now ... now ... (Passionately.) Aw, what’s the use? (Striding restlessly across the room.) A lot I’d keer if they’d come now ... only ... only ... I want a leetle mo’ time ... jes’ a leetle.


  Mary Buck! Buck! Perk up, man, you mustn’t act this way. What’s come over you?


  Gavin Oh, don’t worry ’bout me. ... (He speaks softly.) Where’d you put him, Mary?


  Mary On the top o’ big Smoky. You know he allus liked the view up there ... said kind o’ jokin’ that that was where he wanted ’em to plant him.


  Gavin (Almost in a whisper) I ... rec’lect.


  Mary So the rest o’ the boys built a kind o’ box an’ carried him up there. Twarn’t easy neither, for it’s a good ten mile from the Gap to the top o’ the Smoky. But we all felt sort o’ like it was doin’ the right thing by Jim. Allus was different, was Jim, from the rest of us. He’d have them dreamy times when he wanted to be left alone.


  Gavin (Sits down at the table and gazes before him) He was plumb foolish over the view from the Smoky. Called it a leetle bit o’ God’s country. Used to go up there an’ stare off ’cross the valleys till the sun got low an’ everythin’ was blurred an’ hazy-like. Didn’t want to talk to no one when he got that-a-way. But one time, when we was up there, he set a-lookin’ out awhile an he turned to me an’ says, says he, “Buck, this is shore purty. We’re powerful close to heaven, Buck. ...” I reckon you done the right thing to plant him there. ... Good ol’ Jim. It’s ’bout all we could do. But the best warn’t good ’nough fer him.


  Mary On the box we carved out his name... jes’ carved “Jim.” Somehow it seemed more nat’ral-like to have it “Jim” than “James Preas.” An’ over the grave—at the head, I mean—we stuck a wooden cross that the boys made ... an’ on it we carved “Jim Preas—He asked no favors from revenooers an’ he died with his boots off.”


  Gavin (Sharply) What’s that ’bout his boots?


  Mary Oh, that’s the funny part of it. He had his leetle joke right to the end. You know he allus calc’lated he’d have his boots off when he died. Well, when the Sheriff an’ his dep’ties found him, he was lyin’ up agin’ a rock with his boots off, with his gun in one hand, an’ grinnin’ a funny leetle grin as if he was sayin’, “I had the last laugh, hey?”


  Gavin (Quietly after a pause) How ... how many did we git?


  Mary Three dep’ties.


  Gavin (With savage satisfaction) Good ... good, damn ’em, they had to pay. A lot o’ good it does me, though. (He goes on reminiscently.) I won’t forgit the fight out there on the hill-side, an’ how they got him. He gives a funny leetle cough an’ crumples up an’ quits pumpin’ his gun. “Buck,” he says, grinnin’ that crooked grin of his’n, “Buck, my boy, I reckon they’ve settled my hash. ... ’Tain’t no use, big feller,” says he when I starts to carry him, “They’ve got me, an’ I’m done fer. You can’t help me, so for God’s sake, help yourself. Now git.” So I left him jokin’ an’ grinnin an’ pumpin’ lead at ’em. He was a great joker, was Jim. ... (They are both silent.) Mary, I reckon I ought to git some flowers. Could you git ’em fer me?


  Mary (Puzzled by the question) Why, yeah, I reckon I could. I got some here picked fresh this mornin’, but what on airth d’you want ... Buck, you can’t be meanin’ to go up there with ’em. Why, man alive, you cain’t—they’re searchin high an’ low fer you.


  Gavin (Doggedly) No matter if they air—I’m goin’. That’s what I come fer.


  Mary D’you mean to tell me, Buck Gavin, that you come all this way to risk your neck fer ... fer ... sech? ...


  Gavin (With quiet determination) Yeah, I mean to tell you jes’ that. That’s what kep’ pullin’ me home; that’s all I hanker to do an’ after that’s done let ’em come an’ git me ... an to hell with ’em.


  Mary All right, Buck, I reckon you know. I’ll git ’em.


  Gavin (To himself) With his boots off, hey? (He sits down at the table.) By cripes, that was like him, jes’ like ol’ Jim. Allus was a joker. (He chuckles.) I reckon that tickled him. Oh, Lord, that was a man fer you! (He rises and strides across the room.)


  Mary (Returning with a large bunch of arbutus) Reckon these’ll do, Buck?


  Gavin Guess so—too many, though. Here, le’ me have ’em, I’ll fix ’em. Say, how ’bout some vi’lets, got any? Jim was plumb daffy over ’em—the big blue uns. You know the kind, Mary?


  Mary I know where they’s a sight of ’em. I’ll go git ’em. ’Twon’t take long. (She goes out.)


  Gavin (Sitting by the table, he speaks disjointedly as he arranges the flowers) No, an’ ’twon’t take long fer you either, Gavin, my boy. ... Your goose is ’bout cooked, I’m thinkin’. Fine way of cookin’, too. Jim’s was the right way after all. ... Wish I’d stayed with him now. A purty sight I’ll be with a noose ’round my gullet—first Gavin to be hung—a disgrace to the family. ... They’ll git me—they allus git us. We’ve fit ’em time an’ time, an’ they git us in the end. Lord, I reckon we’uns is all fools. ... (Holding the bunch of arbutus at arm’s length.) ... There, that’s purty now.


  (Now the door opens slowly and a short, thick-set fellow steps into the room. The badge of an officer of the law can be seen under his coat. In his hand he holds a revolver. He is the Sheriff.)


  The Sheriff (Smiling ironically) Welcome home, Buck.


  (Gavin wheels swiftly, his hand moving to his hip pocket. He stops short on seeing the Sheriff’s gun.)


  Gavin Aw. ... Hell. ...


  The Sheriff (Genially, highly pleased with himself) Quite a surprise, eh? Knew you’d be back, my boy, so I jes’ laid low fer you. You never had a chance.


  Gavin (Slowly) Yeah, you got me I reckon, Sheriff, but I ain’t worryin’ ’bout it. Fact is, I’m glad you come—only ... only I wish to God you’d been a leetle later.


  The Sheriff (Surprised) Why?


  Gavin (Sullenly) Aw ... nothin’. Come on, let’s be travelin. My sister’ll be back any minute now, an I don’t want her to see the kind o’ company I’ve took up with.


  The Sheriff (In a high good humor) Jes’ as you say, Buck, jes’ as you say.


  (They start toward the door as Mary enters with a large bunch of violets. She sums up the situation at a glance.)


  Mary Oh, Buck, Buck, why did you come? I told you. An’ now they’ve got you. I knowed it! (She sinks into a chair and buries her face in her hands.)


  Gavin (He speaks gently and clumsily tries to soothe her) There, there, little sis, you mustn’t carry on so. This is sartin’ the best way out an I’m not worr’in’—look at me. I’m glad, sis. What’s in the game fer me now? My pal’s gone an there ain’t no mo’ fun in playin’ it without him. ... Tell the boys hello an’ good-by fer me, an’ tell ’em I says—But you needn’t t’ mind. ... As fer you ... (Going to her.) ... you needn’t to worry ’bout nothin’ no mo’. I’ve fixed things up fer you.


  Mary Oh Buck, you needn’t o’ been caught. You could’ve got away.


  Gavin (With quiet emphasis) It is the law. You cain’t buck it. (There is a pause. The Sheriff stands with bowed head, his jesting spirit gone. Then Gavin speaks awkwardly as he prepares to leave.) Well, I reckon that’s about all, so I’ll be a-goin’. Be good to yourself, sis. (He notices the arbutus and the violets on the table and picks them up, muttering under his breath.) I would’ve liked to ’ve took ’em up there, an’ ... an’ ... sort o’ looked ’round. (He looks at Mary, deeply moved.) But ... well, I reckon I cain’t go now ... but ol’ Jim’ll know ... jes’ the same. Sis,—you take ’em.


  (He places the flowers in her lap. Mary does not raise her head. He pats her hair gently, clumsily, once or twice, then turns to go with the Sheriff. At the door he turns and gives a last look around the room. His gaze rests finally on his sister. Then he goes out quietly. Mary’s head is pillowed in her arms. The flowers are in her lap.


  Slow Curtain


  [¬]


  THE THIRD NIGHT


  A Play of the Carolina Mountains


  [The Carolina Playbook, September 11, 1938]


  The Characters


  Captain Richard Harkins, a degenerate Southern gentleman ... The Author


  Dorset, his henchman ... Jonathan Daniels


  Cogswell, a mulatto ... Fred Cohn


  The Old Man ... Chester Burton


  Scene: The living room of a dilapidated dwelling of the “Old Man” in a deserted mountain section of North Carolina, some miles west of Asheville.


  Time: A stormy night in the autumn of 1858.


  The gloomy living room of a decaying country house in a dark mountain valley of the Blue Ridge. The plaster is cracked; great patches of it have fallen from the high ceiling. The rear wall is broken by a single uncurtained window at the right and an open doorway at the left, through which another room is partly visible. At the right, downstage, is an ample fireplace with a rude table and two chairs before it. A door at the left leads outside.


  A smouldering fagot gives a half light to the bare, gaunt room; the corners are almost in darkness. Before the fireplace in the room at the rear The Captain is sitting, his profile silhouetted by the glow of the hearth.


  Cogswell and Dorset are seated at the table. Cogswell is playing a game of solitaire with a pack of greasy cards. Dorset is thumbing the pages of a well-worn family photograph album with an air of detached curiosity. The light is just sufficient to accentuate the lines of each man’s face. Cogswell’s, the face of the degenerate, is weak but sensitive and mobile. He is a young man, half negro. In him have cumulated many of the superstitions of the black race. Dorset is thickset, unemotional, unexpressive—ox-like, as he sits in squat stolidity, thumbing the pages of the album with pudgy fingers. He looks over at Cogswell out of his little, pig-like eyes. The two men are strongly contrasted. Dorset speaks ponderously with a slow drawl, Cogswell with nervous rapidity. Both are roughly dressed. They are without coats and wear heavy boots. Cogswell is smooth-faced; Dorset has a short, unkempt beard.


  There is a dark silence except for the moaning of the storm outside. Cogswell plays a card or two.


  Dorset. [Thumbing the album.] This is the third night, ain’t it, an’ we’re still here.


  Cogswell. [Looking up with a nervous start, as he puts down a card on the table.] The third—the third, you say? The third ... since we done it?


  Dorset. Sure. Had you lost track?


  Cogswell. The third—that’s bad; we should ’a’ left befo’.


  Dorset. That’s the Cap’n—that quair way of his’n. [He motions toward the door at the rear—then turns to Cogswell, eyeing him intently.] What’s wrong, Cogswell? We’re right enough here, ain’t we?


  Cogswell. [Half embarrassed.] I reckon ... only—God, Dorset, listen to that rain ... listen to that wind howl!


  Dorset. [Indifferently.] Yeah. Purty bad storm, I reckon.


  [There is silence for a moment. Dorset turns a page in the album.


  [The Captain enters. He is very tall and slenderly built, fashionably dressed in the style of his period. He is a dark, handsome man of aristocratic bearing and fine, but somewhat dissipated, features. He wears a well-groomed moustache.


  [He goes to the window and looks out at the storm, then turns, looks intently with sinister foreboding at Cogswell and Dorset, and goes back into the rear room.]


  Cogswell. I don’t like the way he acts.


  Dorset. He don’t mean nothin’. ’S his way, you know.


  Cogswell. [After a pause.] What’s that book you’re readin’?


  Dorset. ’Taint no book. It’s a album.


  Cogswell. What’s that?


  Dorset. You put picters of yer folks in it—a photygraph album, they calls it.


  Cogswell. [In a subdued voice.] Was it ... was it the ... Old Man’s?


  Dorset. Yeah, I reckon. Found it upstairs while I was rummagin’ ’round today. Found his picter in it—a lot of ’em. See here—[He pushes the album over to Cogswell and traces with his finger.] Here’s one with “sixteen” under it—this boy, you see here—that’s the old duck at sixteen. Another’n here at twenty-three. Here’s one at forty—you can tell him here all right.


  Cogswell. [With a shiver.] Yeah, that’s him ... that’s him ... he was a lot older but y’ can tell that’s him, all right. [He shudders.] I can’t forgit how the ol’ bird looked when the Cap’n killed him, how he laughed all up in his throat when the Cap’n shot him ... a bloody gurgle it were.


  Dorset. [Bluntly.] Forgit it. I ought to ’a’ been here to do it for you an’ not a-traipsin’ down the mountain for grub that night.


  Cogswell. [Not heeding.] An’ the funny part is that he knew the Cap’n—


  Dorset. [Staring at him in astonishment.] What’s that?—You’re crazy!—Knew the Cap’n? Why he couldn’t. He ain’t never been in these parts before. Said he hadn’t.


  Cogswell. [Glancing nervously toward the rear room where The Captain is pacing up and down.] He did all the same, he spoke his name.


  [The Captain comes to the open door. He pauses a moment and looks into the front room—a cynical, half brooding look. The men sense his presence. They are silent but glance nervously at each other and fidget under his gaze, not daring to look up until he retires.]


  Cogswell. [Looking craftily toward the door before he speaks.] Damn him! I wish he wouldn’t look at us like that. ’Tain’t like he’s human. No, it ain’t.


  Dorset. [Defending his chief.] He’s all right ... [There is a pause.] You say the Ol’ Man spoke the Cap’n’s name? Tell me about it. I want in here when it happened.


  Cogswell. The first thing that struck me funny was the noise the Cap’n made when he come in. An’ him knowin’ all the time that the Ol’ Man was asleep upstairs. Right over his head!


  Dorset. [Unbelieving.] You say he made a noise, an’ him as soft-steppin’ as a cat?


  Cogswell. I know, I know, but he did. Went clumpin’ over the floor like no one was ’round, like he didn’t care. I says “Cap’n, be keerful, you’ll wake the Ol’ Man.”


  Dorset. What did he say?


  Cogswell. Nothin’. He looked at me an’ grinned that mean little grin of his’n. ’Bout that time th’ ol’ bird heard us. He hit the floor an’ come thumpin’ down the stairs ... thought we were after his money, an he wa’n’t far wrong. I tell you he was a funny sight in his night shirt, an’ his red night cap, an’ his ol’ shanks like two sticks as he come down a-glarin’ at us.


  Dorset. [Almost eagerly.] Go on, man. The Cap’n, the Cap’n—what did he do?


  Cogswell. When he heard the Ol’ Un’ comin’, he turned his back.


  Dorset. What?


  Cogswell. Yeah, that he did! An’ then the Ol’ Un’ come down the stairs into the room an’ started screamin’, “What do you want? Who are you? Burglars, by God!” An’ he ran over to the stone where his money is ...


  Dorset. [Impatiently.] Go on, go on!


  Cogswell. The Cap’n turned an faced him, never sayin’ a word. An’ the Ol’ Uns eyes nearly popped out’n his head—he was that put to it ...


  Dorset. What did the Cap’n do then?


  Cogswell. In a minute th’ Ol’ Man croaked out, “Richard Harkins—Richard Harkins—Richard Harkins!”


  Dorset. An’ the Cap’n, what did he say?


  Cogswell. Nothin’. Jes’ grinned his mean grin, the one that makes you fidgety, you know.


  Dorset. [Dully.] Yeah, I know. ... Go on, Cogswell.


  Cogswell. Finally the Ol’ Man starts laughin’, jes’ stands there laughin’ ... a gaspin’, gurglin’ land o’ laugh ... make yo’ blood freeze.


  Dorset. Didn’t he talk none?


  Cogswell. Yeah. Finally he says, still laughin’, “I fooled you, didn’t I, Captain Richard Harkins; I fooled you, hey? You thought you’d take her but I fooled you. An’ now she’s gone, she’s dead. I took her away from you an’ she died, she died!” An with that he started laughin’ his bloody laugh again. The Cap’n shot him then. Standin’ still an’ cold as ice, the Cap’n shot him through the neck. He fell still laughin’—right by that stone where his money is. [He shudders as the recollection.]


  Dorset. Yeah, I know. I was comin’ back when I heard the shot an’ I hurried in. The blood spots are still there—but why didn’t you tell me this before, Cogswell? Why didn’t you?


  [The Captain is heard pacing in the adjoining room.]


  Cogswell. [Whining now, as he gazes in that direction.] It was him, damn him! I’m afeard o’ him an’ the way he looked at me that night, an’ I swore to myself I wouldn’t tell no one if I got out of here. But—[Listening to the rain as it drives against the house.] God, Dorset, this is the third night! [He is almost whimpering as his overstrained nerves give way.] The Cap’n done it, Dorset; I didn’t know ’bout it or I wouldn’t ’a’ come along. The Cap’n killed him, Dorset. It wa’n’t no work o’ mine, Dorset, and this is the third night. ... We oughtn’t to be here!


  Dorset. [Eyeing him curiously.] What’s in the third business, Cogswell?


  Cogswell. Third is bad all the time. On the third night the hoot owl screeches; the third time the dog barks; the third night—


  Dorset. Bah! That’s the nigger in you showin’ up. [Cogswell springs up furiously with clenched fist, but in a moment sinks sullenly back into his chair, cowed by Dorset’s threatening contempt. Dorset turns away, meditating with his sluggish mind on Cogswell’s account of the killing. While Cogswell fools nervously with the cards, he turns the pages of the album, muttering.] The Ol’ Man talked of a girl, huh ... that’s funny ... damn funny—[Half indifferently.] Now, I wonder ... [Suddenly he stiffens in his seat as his glance rests on a certain photograph in the album. He speaks hoarsely.] Good God! The picture, the locket picture; it’s the girl!


  Cogswell. [Frightened, stares at him.] What ... what do you mean?


  Dorset. [Excited] Here it is! ... Why didn’t I see it when you tol’ me ’bout the Ol’ Man’s talk of the girl ... an’ him knowin’ the Cap’n?


  Cogswell. What ... what are you talkin’ ’bout?


  Dorset. The Cap’n carries a locket ’round his neck. Got a girl’s picter in it. When he’s drinkin’ he takes it out an’ curses under his breath, slow an’ soft an’ steady—awful, I tell you.


  Cogswell. He’s drinkin’ now.


  Dorset. An’ it’s the same as this picter here, the Ol’ Man’s daughter. ... Don’t you see, Cogswell? It’s plain as the nose on your face. [Cogswell shakes his head.]


  Dorset. Why the Cap’n come back to kill ’im. That’s what he come for. Why, I don’t even believe he wanted his money. The Ol’ Man must’ve took his daughter away from the Cap’n long ago. Don’t you see?


  Cogswell. [In an awed tone.] God, Dorset, is that it?—How long you been with that man, Dorset?


  Dorset. Five year. He picked me up in Memphis. Five year last week it was, when we picked you up in Asheville.


  Cogswell. [Interrupting.] I had nothin’ to do with it, I tell you. I never knew there was to be a killin’. I just come to show you the way.


  Dorset. [Grinning at him.] Yes, you did. You’d heard of the Ol’ Man’s money, that’s what you wanted.


  Cogswell. [Sullenly.] Well, mebbe you’re right. ... But it wa’n’t no work o’ mine.


  Dorset. [Taunting him.] Anxious to git out of it, ain’t you?


  Cogswell. [Whining again.] You would be too, if you knew all ’bout the Ol’ Man.


  Dorset. What’s that?


  Cogswell. [Lowering his voice and glancing around nervously.] They say ’round here he was a witch-man—half-way crazy, he was. Whenever anything went wrong with farmers or when there was a big drouth, they put it on the Ol’ Man.—Mind, I’m not sayin’ they’re right. I’m jes’ tellin’ you. ...


  Dorset. Forgit it. He’ll have a hard time witchin’ anybody now, from his bed six feet under his wood pile. I reckon we fixed his witchin’ business when we throwed dirt in his face. [He laughs coarsely.]


  Cogswell. [Quaking.] Fo’ God’s sake, don’t talk that way. [Dorset laughs at him. Then both are silent and listen to the storm outside. Dorset continues ruminative, hardly noticing his companion.] What do you know ’bout it? [He rises and goes to the fireplace.] The Cap’n, the Ol’ Man, and the locket girl—all hooked up together! This is a funny worl’. An’ after all this time, the Cap’n comes back an’ gits him. It must’ve been a long time, too. I been with him five year now. ... Five year with that man. ...


  Dorset [Reflectively, standing with his back to the fire.] Five year up an’ down an’ ’round about. Gamblin’, that’s the Cap’n’s line. Smooth an’ slick, that’s the Cap’n! On river boats he used to fleece ’em right an’ left. At the race track in New Orleans—in Memphis ... five year with him ... an’ ... an’ yet ... I might ’a knowd somethin’ was up.


  Cogswell. Why’d you know?


  Dorset. I been with ’im five year an’ this is the first time he’s ever ... [He pauses.]


  Cogswell. [Finishing it.] Killed? That what you mean?


  [Dorset nods]


  Dorset. That’s what.


  Cogswell. Who is he, anyhow?


  Dorset. [With grim humor.] You ought t’ as’d the Ol’ Man. He could’ve tol’ you. [Leaning toward him confidentially.] Why, at times, Cogswell I think the Cap’n’s crazy. [He jerks his finger toward The Captain who is now sitting before the fireplace in the rear room, his back to the two.] Sometimes he gits out by hisself an’ talks—talks, mind you, when there’s nobody ’round. I found him that way one time. “Cap’n,” I says, “what are you doin’?” “Talkin’,” he says short-like, and walks away. He’s crazy, or he’s a funny way of jokin’, I tell you.


  Cogswell. [Shivering.] What’s keepin’ us here now? Why does he stay in this ol’ house, Dorset?


  Dorset. He’s all right. Waitin’ till the Asheville stage comes by tomorrow.—Just comes twice a week, don’t it?


  Cogswell. [Eagerly.] Do we leave tomorrow then?


  Dorset. I reckon. [Ruminating.] I wonder how the Cap’n ’ll split! I wonder what our share will be?


  [As if in answer to the question The Captain now enters the room. They stare at him, almost in awe.]


  The Captain. [In a cold, severe tone, looking at neither of them.] We leave here tomorrow morning.—We will divide the money now.


  Cogswell. [Cringing, yet eager.] Cap’n, [The Captain does not look at him.] ... now, can’t we go now ... tonight!


  The Captain [Sharply.] That would be foolish, in this storm. Besides—[For the first time The Captain observes Cogswell’s twitching face.] Eh! Do you wish to go now, Cogswell?


  Cogswell. [Almost tearfully.] Yes ... damn it, I do!


  The Captain. Very well. Lift the stone, Cogswell.


  [The Captain goes to the window and gazes out at the storm, indifferent to the division of the money. Cogswell drops eagerly to his knees and lists the hearthstone, looking nervously at the blood stains on it. An iron money box fits neatly into the cavity below. Cogswell lists the lid easily. The box is filled with coins and paper money, the Old Man’s hoard. Cogswell gives a long exultant sigh as he leans forward, half raising his arm. Dorset, looking at the gleaming mass, bends swiftly forward. His eyes glitter. Outside the storm is still raging.]


  Cogswell. [After a moment.] Cap’n ... for us two, about how much?


  The Captain. [Speaking carelessly, over his shoulder.] As much as you like.


  [The two men, dazed at their good fortune, gaze stupified at each other. Then with a gloating laugh, Cogswell delves both hands into the box, letting the coins ripple through his fingers.]


  [Suddenly there is a blinding flash of lightning, followed by a roll of thunder which increases in volume until it fills the room. Out of the thunder comes a low, throaty chuckle. The Captain recoils. In a moment the sound passes. Cogswell is paralyzed. Dorset passes a hand before his eyes. He forces a grim smile.]


  Cogswell. God help us all ... the laugh ... the Ol’ Man’s laugh!


  Dorset. [Evasively.] It was the thunder.


  Cogswell. You fool!


  The Captain. [Ironically, cold.] Why don’t you take your share, Cogswell?


  Cogswell. [Whimpering.] I’ll have none of it, I swear I won’t!


  [The room has darkened but Cogswell and Dorset are vividly silhouetted in the hearth glow. The Captain stands in semidarkness near the window. He is very erect.]


  Dorset. [Staring at The Captain—dully and slowly.] Let’s leave it, Cap’n, let’s leave it be.


  Cogswell. [Whining, rubbing his hands pitifully.] Yes, yes, Cap’n ... Let’s leave it be, let’s leave it be. ... The Ol’ Man’ll git us! I tell you he will, Cap’n.


  [The Captain laughs sharply. There is a brilliant flash of lightning, followed by a loud peal of thunder which converges in the room. The Captain walks slowly over to the hearth and faces the door. He appears not agitated, but resolved. The men kneeling on the hearth are stupified. Cogswell is beginning to whimper with fear. The Captain does not notice them. He opens his shirt bosom and rips from its chain a locket which he wears around his neck. Then laughs harshly.]


  The Captain. [Very softly.] Journey’s end.


  [He hurls the locket into the ashes and re-buttons his shirt. He stands waiting with an intense, listening attitude. The two men stare up at him with open mouths. The wind and rain are heard beating violently against the old house. The door at the left blows open and the rain drives into the room. The Captain bends forward, losing his composure a little. He speaks with repressed emotion.]


  The Captain. All right! What is it... what is it, I say? What do you want?


  [He crosses the room slowly, moving toward the door. A vivid flash of lightning which sustains itself for some time makes him turn instinctively toward the window. Dimly outlined through the misted window pane, appears the face of the ghostly Old Man—even as they killed him. From beneath his red flannel nightcap long stringy white locks may be seen, and in his throat a small bluish hole from The Captain’s gun. He is looking at The Captain and chuckling, a horrible soundless chuckle now. But, as the light disappears and the thunder rolls again, it swells to the awful throaty chuckle converging gradually until it fills the entire room, then dies away slowly in the storm. The Captain is leaning intently toward the window, fascinated. He regains his composure and his dignity quickly, however, and stands facing the spectre in the window. The figure passes slowly by—around the house.]


  The Captain. [Very proud and straight, strides resolutely out of the room.] I am coming ... now. ...


  [The thunder rolls. There is another flash and it converges in the room—the triumphant laugh of the Old Man! Cogswell whimpers softly on the hearth. Dorset is silent. The ghostly chuckle recedes and is heard faintly in the distance as


  The Curtains Close


  [¬]


  A PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED STATEMENT BY THOMAS WOLFE


  A Biographical Statement


  [Carolina Quarterly, spring 1960]


  My writing has undoubtedly been influenced by the work of Mr. George Bernard Shaw, of whom I am an ardent admirer. Of course, there is not the slightest suggestion of the satiric element in either of the two little playlets I have just written. But, nevertheless, in the style, in the rather elaborate explanations of the type of characters, in the extraordinary freedom with which the author’s personal views and opinions are expressed in the directions,—in all these I see now the influence of Shaw.


  This characteristic of my writings has become evident to me only at this time when, after their completion, I can give them that searching analysis that is made possible by retrospect.


  When I see the influence Mr. Shaw has unconsciously exerted on me it is but natural that I should analyze his plays also to find “the reason why.” And I have reached this conclusion: Shaw’s satirical writing has not influenced me, only so far as their brilliant, scintillating wit have compelled my admiration.


  By no stretch of the imagination could I picture myself as a satirist. Indeed, I started my modest career as a “play-maker” by attempting a satiric comedy. It was a false start. It was a dismal failure.


  No, it is not the Irishman’s satire that interested me, but his prefatory remarks to his plays. To me, Bernard Shaw’s prefaces are the most wonderful things he has written. They are far superior to his plays. Why? I believe it is because of the absolute sincerity of his expression of views, and because of the strong, direct indignation he manifests in regard to social abuses of the times. Perhaps, also, personal experiences of the last three months have inclined me more and more to straight-forward, clear-cut absolutely serious writing.


  But it seems to me that in a time of world-woe—woe that has assumed the proportions of a cataclysm,—we have no place for the witty, but indirect method of satiric writing. As has been remarked in an article along this line, the world of today has no ears for the “tiny clap of the doll’s house door”—a noise which satirists over fondly thought was heard around the world. No! What we need to remedy these existing evils is not writing of this type. We need (and I will again quote) “the blazing indignation, the thundertones of a Carlyle—or an Isaiah!” In other words, satire has its province, but it cannot cope with the problems that vitally and immediately face mankind. To substantiate this, I point to the paucity of successful satire written during the world war, and to the additional fact that absolutely no writing of this type has been produced which can combat effectively the cataclysmic evils that have endangered the world’s freedom.


  So blind were pre-war satirists, so foolish in their wisdom, that one young British satirist remarked that there were but two themes left to the modern reform writer—‘Money and Sex.’ Today we laugh at his statement as that of a precocious but misguided youth.


  What has all this to do with these two playlets of mine? On the face of it, nothing. I may remark here, however, that in these playlets I have written about types of people who [sic] I have known and concerning those I feel qualified to write about. Of course, I do not preach, nor do I teach, perhaps. There are no “thunder tones,” or “blazing indignation” in them. Yet, they have suggested a train of thought that intensely interests me and is, I believe, of vital importance to me. My writing, I feel sure, has been made easier and better by their production.


  And if they have affected my writing to this extent,—if they have indirectly caused an analysis of my writing and a determination of my future course,—are they not worth while, even tho they be but the amateurish productions of a youngster, at the best?


  I hope that you, who may read this, will pardon the divergence from my prescribed subject, that you will see the connection with the original theme, and that what I have said will give you new “food for thought” whether you agree with me in whole, in part, or not at all.


  Thomas Wolfe.


  [¬]


  THE MAN WHO LIVES WITH HIS IDEA


  Which Tells the Story of Frederick H. Koch and The Playmakers of Chapel Hill


  [The Carolina Playbook, March 1943]


  Is a successful man full of ideas? Or is his success due to the zeal with which he has carried out the Big Idea? Maybe there are many little ideas which help the big one along. This is the story of a man with one big idea, and how he is putting it across. Fifteen years ago, at the newly established University of North Dakota, a young school growing up out of the level prairie, but filled with the virile spirit of the West, a young Harvard graduate established his residence. His official title in the university catalogue was “Professor of Dramatic Literature.” The young professor keenly felt the decadent spirit of the modern stage, which depended to a great degree on risqué sex appeals and shallow plots for its productions.


  The folk-lore of the great Northwest country in which the professor, Frederick H. Koch, had settled was new, but it dealt with a pioneer spirit and the making of a nation. He saw its possibilities. Then the big idea came to him. It was not a new idea, but one as old as civilization—the idea of the folk play, written from character types known in person to the author and from scenes familiar to the writer’s own experience.


  In the folk play Mr. Koch saw the regeneration of the degenerate modern stage. The educative form of real drama, the drama of the people, became a religion to him. All real drama, he told his pioneer class of playwrights, had to come from the soil. “Get busy and write,” he told them, “but write about people and plots that have come within your own experience.” Mr. Koch still likes to tell, as illustrative of a wrong conception common to undergraduates today, the story of a sophomore in one of his early composition courses. When asked to hand in a descriptive theme, the student turned in a lurid description of a windstorm raging around the Flatiron building in New York City. “Have you ever been to New York?,” Mr. Koch asked the boy. “No, sir,” replied the young fellow; and it developed that he had never been out of his native state.


  “Then,” said Mr. Koch with great emphasis, “why do you write of a windstorm in New York where you have never been, when you have seen cyclones in North Dakota?”


  “The illustration,” says Mr. Koch, “is indicative of the reef on which so many young writers come to grief. The remote scenes of which they have heard divert their energy and their talent from the fairyland at home.” Incidentally, the whole episode is indicative of Mr. Koch’s method and conception in guiding his young crew of writers.


  Mr. Koch was in North Dakota for twelve years. At the State University he organized the Dakota Playmakers and produced the plays written by his classes. His idea made good from the start. In a few years the plays were making an annual tour of the state and had become known to the people throughout the Northwestern territory. The scenes for the plays had been painted by members of the organization, the properties had been constructed or collected by the Playmakers, the whole work of production, in fact, was as good as its name—made and directed by the organization.


  The movement was being looked upon as one of national significance, leading national weeklies and theatrical journals began to speak of the “interesting experiment in folk-playmaking that is being carried on in North Dakota.” The Dakota Playmakers found time at intervals during the college year, to produce selected plays of modern drama such as Bernard Shaw’s The Devil’s Disciple; or a program of Lady Gregory’s Irish folk plays. The college community was being treated to a new program of plays given at a month’s frequency throughout the year.


  Throughout the state the work on the campus was beginning to have the effect that Mr. Koch had hoped for. To Mr. Koch the campus is but the laboratory testing plant for his idea and he gauges the success of what he sometimes calls his “experiment in folk democracy” by the reception given “the idea” among the people. When, in 1916, the students on the North Dakota campus wrote their own Shakespearean pageant, on the occasion of the Shakespearean tercentenary, and produced it at the university, communities throughout the whole section took up the program and not only produced but wrote their own pageants.


  For the first time, perhaps, in American history, we have an illustration of community folk drama. A North Dakota community of only five hundred inhabitants produced its own patriotic masque, The New Day. Three hundred people came from all parts of the county—ten, twenty, and thirty miles to rehearsals. Over twenty citizens of the little Dakota village collaborated in writing the pageant which was subsequently published in pamphlet form. Mr. Koch was beginning to see the idea he had lived and put into use come into its own. The collaborative drama that was being produced was the direct result of the work he had started at the university.


  The invitation he received in 1917 from the manager of the Washington Square Players of New York City to bring the Dakota Playmakers to New York and give a program of folk plays caused no surprise, for by this time their work had become known throughout the theatrical profession, and several dramatic critics had pointed to the “Dakota idea” as the eventual salvation of the drama. Mr. Koch refused the invitation to go to New York, feeling that for the present the greatest success of the Playmakers was at home. New York, as he said, was not educated to the idea as yet, but that they would eventually receive it was evident.


  In 1918, after twelve years residence at the University of North Dakota, Mr. Koch was invited to come to the University of North Carolina, to carry on the work he had established in North Dakota. He accepted. He had seen the “Dakota idea” become a movement, a movement that, after twelve years, was able to continue under its own power and without his further direction.


  Mr. Koch in deciding to come to North Carolina, to the oldest of the state universities, knew that he was making a transition from the new and robust civilization of a newly inhabited country to one of the oldest and most conservative of the states, a state whose leisurely mode of living was entirely different from the hair-trigger action of the Northwest.


  “Why did I come?,” he says. “In a sense I felt that my work in North Dakota was completed. Why, they’re getting along right now in the work just as well as when I was there! North Carolina, to my mind, is a pioneer state, just as much a pioneer state as North Dakota or any of these new Western states. Perhaps it is more of a pioneer state than any of them. Why? It’s greatest development is yet to come. It’s old, that’s so, but its great wealth of natural resources has been almost untouched. And the wealth of folk material here for my work! No state in the country, I believe, offers the wealth of folk-lore and the tradition that North Carolina has to offer. And practically none of this material has been touched.”


  When Mr. Koch came to Chapel Hill in the fall of 1918 the university had just turned over its plant to the government for the purpose of training officer-material in the Students Army Training Corps. Every normal activity of campus life had been superceded by the military regime, overnight dormitories were labelled with the unfamiliar title of barracks, the university had given itself over wholly and earnestly to the purposes of the government.


  Circumstances such as these did not augur well for the beginning of a new group, but shortly after the fall registration Mr. Koch commenced the building of the new organization. A class of fourteen students was already at work writing one-act plays from themes drawn from their own experiences. This little class formed the nucleus of the organization. It is noteworthy that eight members, or over half of the class, were women students. This is remarkable at a state university where the great and inevitable influx of the indomitable “coed” has not yet occurred. Out of a student enrollment of 1200, of which only twenty-five were women students, over one half of Mr. Koch’s first class were “coeds.” Of course the vast majority of the student body had enlisted for service in the Students Army Training Corps, and were held to a prescribed course training them for military duty. In the classroom work was proceeding rapidly. There were no text books on “The Art of Writing Plays,” but a brief survey by Mr. Koch of the fundamental meaning of the folk drama, of the educative force it had displayed in the shaping of civilization, and an account of the work that had been started in North Dakota. Photographs of players and scenes from plays that had been written by North Dakota students were also shown.


  One week after the term started he told his class, “I can’t tell you how to write a play. There’s only one real way. Go ahead and write it. You know enough now to get started. And starting is the hardest part of the game. I can only advise you now to draw up a synopsis of your plot and your story and wade right in. Go on through to the end without stopping, if possible. Then go back, condense, expand, revise as much as is necessary. Then bring it before the class and read it.”


  When a student completes a play in Mr. Koch’s course it is subjected to the “round-table criticism,” in which all the members of the class take part. The class is seated around a large table, every effort being made to give an informal atmosphere to the class meetings. The play is read by the author and is then criticized by each member of the class. Mr. Koch puts great dependence in the opinion of the students in the discussions, and the revisions that are made in the play after it is first read to the class are usually the direct result of student criticism. “I find the student to be the best critic in the long run,” he says. “It is true they know little of dramatic technique as ‘it is done’ today, but on the other hand they are not hide-bound by form and their criticisms are usually real and just.”


  About two dozen plays were written before Christmas in 1918 by Mr. Koch’s first class. Three of these were selected finally for production after an “author’s reading” had been held which was open to the attendance of the student body. The author’s reading, another feature of the Playmakers’ method, was attended by a large number of students and they voted by ballot for the three plays that, in their opinion, would give the best program. Mr. Koch had taken the first step, before Christmas, in the organization which was to be known as “The Carolina Playmakers.”


  The Playmakers, he stated, would bring forth a novel idea in the way of an organization. The restrictions and requirements applying to the usual organization would be practically eliminated. A student, or a member of the university community, automatically became a member of the Playmakers’ organization when he rendered the Playmakers a service. There would be no limit to the membership, and any resident of Chapel Hill might be a member. “The Playmakers,” however, was well defined and, at the outset, certain committees were appointed to direct the work of the first program of plays. There was a committee on Production selected from faculty and students; a committee on Properties, mainly faculty; a committee on Lighting, composed of the faculty and students from the Department of Electrical Engineering; a committee on Scene Painting, etc. In the meanwhile Mr. Koch was casting the plays. Tryouts had been announced and over fifty candidates for parts responded. A surprising number of candidates showed marked ability and Mr. Koch and his judging committee were correspondingly elated. When the selection of the cast was announced, the unsuccessful candidates were informed that they were regarded as a reserve force and would probably be used in forthcoming productions. These people immediately turned to the aid of the various committees, working with an enthusiasm characteristic of the interest the Playmakers had stirred up on the campus. People from all branches of the life of the university community were working together, the staid professor by his student, the faculty wife by the “coed.”


  Five months after Mr. Kochs first class met, the first program of folk plays was produced in the auditorium of the schoolhouse at Chapel Hill. The scenes, the properties, the lighting effects, everything that made up the work of production in fact, were home-made—with the exception of the wigs. The plays were given on two consecutive nights and the auditorium, which seats about 600, was filled on both occasions. The school auditorium, since that time the home of Playmaker productions, was christened “The Play-House.”


  The reaction of the student body and the community to the plays was immediate and enthusiastic. Work was immediately started at once on the production of a second program which, composed of two new plays, was given in May. At Commencement a program of two plays selected from the first two series was given to the visitors. News of the work at Chapel Hill was carried throughout the state, and offers began to pour in on Mr. Koch to bring his plays to various towns in the state.


  National recognition was being given the “experiment.” The Baltimore Sun carried a feature story in a Sunday edition, several New York papers editorialized on the work. In September the Review of Reviews published an article of the work that had been done together with pictures of the first three plays, When Witches Ride, a play of folk superstition among the natives of Eastern North Carolina; The Return of Buck Gavin, a tragedy of the mountain people in Western Carolina; and What Will Barbara Say?, a romance of Chapel Hill. The editor of the American Review of Reviews closed his article with the following significant statement: “Their efforts ... deserve commendation from every man and woman who has our country’s welfare at heart. ... When every community has its Playhouse and its own native group of plays and producers we shall have a national American theatre that will give a richly varied authentic expression of American life.”


  Since last spring the work of The Carolina Playmakers has gone steadily ahead. Shortly before Christmas the third series of plays was produced and the reception given them demonstrated that the work of the Playmakers had lost none of its interest to the students. By way of variety the Playmakers produced in March Oscar Wilde’s three act comedy The Importance of Being Earnest, and the work of the players showed an exceptionally polished technique.


  The fourth series of plays has just been produced. The first trip of the Playmakers, taking their wares to the people has just been made. On Friday, May 7, the latest program was given to the people of Greensboro. The new Municipal Theatre in that town was well-filled and the Greensboro News next morning stated conservatively the opinion of the townspeople when it said, “The plays were marked by an exceptional order of dramatic talent.”


  Are the students at Chapel Hill writing any plays that are really worth while? Perhaps the comment of Professor Manly, head of the English Department at the University of Chicago, and a distinguished authority on the drama, will answer the question. Several of the plays, which are going to be included in the Playmakers’ first book, were sent to Professor Manly for editing and possible changes in dialogue. After he had finished editing Peggy, a one-act play dealing with the life of the tenant farmer in North Carolina, Mr. Manly penciled in the margin the following: “There are flashes of dialog in this play that remind me of Synge’s best style.” Incidentally a firm of theatrical producers is considering Peggy with a view toward production.


  Mr. Koch feels that the time for classing the work in Dakota and North Carolina as an “interesting experiment” has passed. The work and the results of the Playmakers organization is proof of its own success. He looks now for the extension of the work so well begun, to see it spread in time to every hamlet in the state, and to go beyond. He dreams of the day when every township will have its own community theatre, and when that theatre will be the workshop for people who will literally be making their own plays out of their own lives, will all be Playmakers.


  Mr. Koch illustrates every day the fact that he and his “Idea” are inseparable. If you visit him at his home he will be “talking shop” to you before he knows it, but to talk shop with a man who believes in his wares to the consuming extent that Mr. Koch does, is a very lively and interesting conversation. He becomes indignant if he hears the individual Playmakers classified as amateurs or the work of the Playmakers as an amateur production. “We’re not amateurs,” he says, “in the sense that our work is amateurish. We have nothing in common with ...


  [¬]


  ATTRIBUTIONS


  [¬]


  TAR HEELS DESPITE DEFEAT OF LAST WEEK AWAIT VIRGINIANS


  [The Tar Heel, November 15, 1919]


  North Carolina’s football machine suffered a bad attack of carburetor rheumatism last Saturday on Emerson Field and V.M.I. won 29–7. The Great God Dope left the field immediately after the game and his bellows of agony could be heard on the campus until 10 o’clock that night, when he died in Battle Park.


  The game was replete with thrilling plays and first class football. The trouble was: V.M.I. held the monopoly.


  The fast..... and powerful Carolina backfield ripped through the V.M.I. line and tore around the ends with the speed of the agile steam tractor as it leaps nimbly o’er the hillside.


  The battle was friendly fought throughout and the size of the score was at all times in doubt. First Mr. Leach, who attends school at V.M.I., would grab the ball and race 40 yards up the field when Carolina’s unpregnable defence would stiffen and throw him for a loss. Then Mr. Leach would go around end for 15 yards only to run against the same obstacle as before.


  Before defense such as this V.M.I. was helpless and was held to a haggardly 29 points.


  Seriously, however, the game was a bitter pill, but such doses are often needed. We need our overconfidence well cleaned out. And the game was the best thing that could have happened to our student body and our team.


  To be beaten by a team which in its turn has been swamped the week before by N.C. State, an eleven we have trounced, is no easy dose. But it happened. And let there be no mistaking this part. The light cadet team had the upper hand at all stages; they played rings all around us. They deserved to win. The only time our boys recovered from their semi-hypnotic trance was at the beginning of the second half when they received the ball and drove straight through the cadet line for five first downs and a score.


  The team is not to be blamed. Overconfidence perhaps played a small part in their defeat. What is more likely however is that the mid-season slump which comes to many teams struck us at this period. And it is exceedingly fortunate that it does come now. The first climax of the season was reached October 23 at Raleigh when, after weeks of strained tension we defeated N.C. State in a grueling contest.


  The natural tendency was to relax; the team did this.


  Making no excuses for our defeat from the splendid cadet eleven, we are still firm in our contention that with the Carolina team playing as it played N.C. State, the cadets would have bit the dust.


  But—we look forward now. Defeat will help our team. They are coming out of their slump and on Turkey Day (this is our prediction), we will see the machine at its highest form.


  [¬]


  YE WHO HAVE BEEN THERE ONLY KNOW


  [The Tar Heel, December 13, 1919]


  “On to Richmond!”


  Thanksgiving after Thanksgiving daring would rise that challenge, and the day before the game would see an entire student body migrating. Frantic preparations everywhere, pleading letters to dad, wholesale borrowing from everybody. Bonfires and pep and always more pep, with always some wild eyed dervish leading on in split Carolinas. Do you remember how old Henry, and short Bill Jones and Dean Andy used to campaign for weeks to raise capital enough to make the trip on?


  When twilight comes, the long train moves slowly out of Carrboro, to University, to Durham and then North the railheads clicking “On to Richmond, On to Richmond, On to Richmond.” Somehow there is an air abroad that catches men’s enthusiasm. From one end of the train to the other, there is feverish delight. A kind of quivering anticipation for the morrow would prevent one from sleep, coiled up on the red plush seats, even if ambitious fellow travelers would permit it. Some ingenious soul has fabricated a palatial couch, and is just about to sink into sleep when the voice of energy cries in his ear. “On to Richmond” and the arm of enthusiasm dumps him upon the floor of the coach. Dopesters run wild while about them an eager bunch find just how the game is going. Hours of sustained revelry steal away the night and gray morning finds old Richmond stealing by. We come to rest beside the James.


  Every man makes his own day. Troop up the streets. Stop at the stands and deck yourself in blue and white. Take your own way, but come at last to the Jefferson and there under the columns yell yourself hoarse in a rapt vindication of the worth of a great football team. Sure we were beaten last year and the year before and ... but never mind that. Today we win.


  March in the wild revolutionary mob to the Park. Crush and crunch yourself into the Broad St. stands and then for an hour and a half forget all these little things of life and living. Somehow your very soul is out there with those eleven men, fighting, fighting in the interest of a cause that you feel to be worthy of any sacrifice.


  Was the scene for us or against us? Too often against us. And yet while the bitterness of defeat or the flush of victory is vivid. We know that whatever the result the game was worth while. Strength, cleanness, swiftness, all have been dramatized before us.


  Supper, the report of the game, speeches in the Murphy from the lobby table, the Lyric, all pass in swift and dazed before a pair of sleep-blurred eyes. How you ever found your car you do not know, or how you tumbled into a berth or curled up on a seat for that sweet sleep that could come at last when all the shouting and tumult had spent itself.


  You come back to the Hill now as you came back then. Once again in your memory let flash the vivid scenes that you will never forget. The touchdown with Bill Folger over the line ... men chanting victory and dancing in serpentine coils ... Roy Homewood and his tribe arm and arm through the streets ... the faculty le-hic-ture at the rear of the homebound car ... and then with the red dawn of a new college day and a new college generation come back across the campus and with that which thou hast in that heavy ragged suitcase of thine give a toast “To the Days that are Gone.”


  [¬]


  USEFUL ADVICE TO CANDIDATES


  [The Tar Heel, February 28, 1920]


  Mr. O. Max Gardners’ address to the student body on Wednesday night, marks the beginning of a series of addresses to be made here by all the Democratic candidates for Governor, and the Republicans, also, if they can be brought here. Thus does the University step boldly into the arena of impartial politics and gives the pleasant challenge to these gentlemen to come here and show their wares. Not having had time to prepare our invaluable little booklet: “Handbook of Useful Information to those Gubernatorially Inclined, Who Will Speak at Chapel Hill,” we beg to herewith append a few admonitions that may be useful to them.


  1. Remember that you are speaking to a fair-minded, impartial group of men, who have small respect for petty appeals of a partisan nature.


  2. Remember that you will be hospitably and courteously received, whether we approve of you or not. It is therefore your own fault if you don’t appear to your best advantage.


  3. Tell us something we don’t already know. We will agree quite freely that the Old North State is the peer of them all and that the labor situation is serious. But if you will come boldly forward and exhibit two or three planks out of your platform that shows you have been doing some real thinking on your own part, we will have more respect for you, no matter if we don’t all agree with you.


  4. And remember lastly, gentlemen, that you yourself will be either the vindication or condemnation to your claims for the Governorship. We are interested in you, the man; in the evidences of your own individuality and not in your party politics. You find us with minds open, receptive and unprejudiced; in the one brief hour that is yours before us we’ll make our decision about you, and the tag we put upon you is likely to be the right one. Yours with kindness and friendship.—The Student Body.


  [¬]


  THE BIBIOGRAPH


  [The Tar Heel, March 13, 1920]


  
    It is an excellent thing to watch


    The work of Frederick Henry Koch


    If thou art one who wields the hammer


    Upon our present boudoir drammer,


    Or if a stage you crave that’s better,


    A true-folk drama to the letter,


    You’ll get right here the artist’s thrill


    The Renaissance of Chapel Hill.


    And soon ’neath every roof and steeple


    You’ll hear the “Drammer of the Peepul.”


    And if you have the will to act


    But live in ignorance to this fact,


    An erstwhile unpotential factor


    Will be o’ernight a polished actor.


    The very crudest hick, in truth,


    Becomes straightway a stalwart youth;


    Fame, fortune, and the arts come whizzin’,


    In fact, o’ernight, the world is his’n.


    His life set free from boudoir’s fetters


    His name appears in gilded letters,


    And Eubanks windows hastes to say


    That “C. McBoob in his own play,


    Will present tonight in one brief act act


    That polished gem: ‘Her Lack of Tact,’


    This program being the top notch


    Of Director-General Frederick Koch.”


    Thus doth this man the lowly raise


    And carry to fame by writing plays.


    It is an excellent thing to say


    That thou are “F. K’s” protégé.

  


  [¬]


  OTHER

  TEXTS


  [The texts follow the magazine publications.]


  THE STORY OF A NOVEL


  [The Saturday Review, December 14–28, 1935]


  I


  A great editor, who is also a good friend of mine, told me about six months ago that he was sorry he had not kept a diary about the work that both of us were doing, the whole stroke, catch, flow, stop, and ending, the ten thousand fittings, changings, triumphs, and surrenders that went into the making of a book. This editor remarked that some of it was fantastic, much incredible, all astonishing, and he was also kind enough to say that the whole experience was the most interesting he had known during the twenty-five years he had been a member of the publishing business.


  I propose to tell about this experience. I cannot tell anyone how to write books; I cannot attempt to give anyone rules whereby he will be enabled to get his books published by publishers or his stories accepted by high paying magazines. I am not a professional writer; I am not even a skilled writer; I am just a writer who is on the way to learning his profession and to discovering the line, the structure, and the articulation of the language which I must discover if I do the work I want to do. It is for just this reason, because I blunder, because every energy of my life and talent is still involved in this process of discovery, that I am speaking as I speak here. I am going to tell the way in which I wrote a book. It will be intensely personal. It was the most intense part of my life for several years. There is nothing very literary about it. It is a story of sweat and pain and despair and partial achievement. I don’t know how to write a story yet. I don’t know how to write a novel yet. But I have learned something about myself and about the work of writing, and if I can, I am going to try to tell what it is.


  I don’t know when it occurred to me first that I would be a writer. I suppose that like a great many other children in this country of my generation, I may have thought that it would be a fine thing because a writer was a man like Lord Byron or Lord Tennyson or Longfellow or Percy Bysshe Shelley. A writer was a man who was far away like these people I have mentioned, and since I was myself an American and an American not of the wealthy or university going sort of people, it seemed to me that a writer was a man from a kind of remote people that I could never approach. I don’t know how I became a writer, but I think it was because of a certain force in me that had to write and that finally burst through and found a channel. My people were of the working class of people. My father, a stonecutter, was a man with a great respect and veneration for literature. He had a tremendous memory, and he loved poetry, and the poetry that he loved best was naturally of the rhetorical kind that such a man would like. Nevertheless it was good poetry, Hamlet’s Soliloquy, “Macbeth,” Mark Antony’s Funeral Oration, Grey’s “Elegy,” and all the rest of it. I heard it all as a child; I memorized and learned it all.


  He sent me to college to the state university. The desire to write which had been strong during all my days in high school, grew stronger still. I was editor of the college paper, the college magazine, etc., and in my last year or two I was a member of a course in play-writing which had just been established there. I wrote several little one-act plays, still thinking I would become a lawyer or a newspaper man, never daring to believe I could seriously become a writer. Then I went to Harvard, wrote some more plays there, became obsessed with the idea that I had to be a playwright, left Harvard, had my plays rejected, and finally in the autumn of 1926, how, why, or in what manner I have never exactly been able to determine, I began to write my first book in London. I was living all alone at that time. I had two rooms—a bedroom and a sitting room—in a little square in Chelsea in which all the houses had that familiar, smoked brick and cream-yellow-plaster look of London houses. They looked exactly alike.


  As I say, I was living alone at that time and in a foreign country. I did not know why I was there or what the direction of my life should be, and that was the way I began to write my book. I think that is one of the hardest times a writer goes through. There is no standard, no outward judgment, by which he can measure what he has done. By day I would write for hours in big ledgers which I had bought for the purpose; then at night I would lie in bed and fold my hands behind my head and think of what I had done that day and hear the solid, leather footbeat of the London bobby as he came by my window, and remember that I was born in North Carolina and wonder why the hell I was now in London lying in the darkened bed, and thinking about words I had that day put down on paper. I would get a great, hollow, utterly futile feeling inside me, and then I would get up and switch on the light and read the words I had written that day, and then I would wonder: why am I here now? why have I come? I worked there every day with such feelings as I have described, and came back to America in the winter and worked here. I would teach all day and write all night, and finally about two and a half years after I had begun the book in London, I finished it in New York.


  I should like to tell about this, too. I was very young at the time, and I had the kind of wild, exultant vigor which a man has at that period of his life. The book took hold of me and possessed me. In a way, I think it shaped itself. Like every young man, I was strongly under the influence of writers I admired. One of the chief writers at that time was Mr. James Joyce with his book “Ulysses.” The book that I was writing was much influenced, I believe, by his own book, and yet the powerful energy and fire of my own youth played over and, I think, possessed it all. Like Mr. Joyce, I wrote about things that I had known, the immediate life and experience that had been familiar to me in my childhood. Unlike Mr. Joyce, I had no literary experience. I had never had anything published before. My feeling toward writers, publishers, books, that whole fabulous far-away world, was almost as romantically unreal as when I was a child. And yet my book, the characters with which I had peopled it, the color and the weather of the universe which I had created, had possessed me, and so I wrote and wrote with that bright flame with which a young man writes who never has been published, and who yet is sure all will be good and must go well. This is a curious thing and hard to tell about, yet easy to understand in every writer’s mind. I wanted fame, as every youth who ever wrote must want it, and yet fame was a shining, bright, and most uncertain thing.


  The book was finished in my twenty-eighth year. I knew no publishers and no writers. A friend of mine took the huge manuscript—it was about 350,000 words long—and sent it to a publisher whom she knew. In a few days, a week or two, I received an answer from this man saying that the book could not be published. The gist of what he said was that his house had published several books like it the year before, that all of them had failed, and that, further, the book in its present form was so amateurish, autobiographical, and unskilful that a publisher could not risk a chance on it. I was, myself, so depressed and weary by this time, the illusion of creation which had sustained me for two and a half years had so far worn off, that I believed what the man said. At that time I was a teacher in one of New York’s great universities, and when the year came to a close, I went abroad. It was only after I had been abroad almost six months that news came to me from another publisher in America that he had read my manuscript and would like to talk to me about it as soon as I came home.


  I came home on New Year’s Day that year. The next day I called up the publisher who had written me. He asked me if I would come to his office and talk to him. I went at once, and before I had left his office that morning, I had signed a contract and had a check for five hundred dollars in my hand.


  It was the first time, so far as I can remember, that anyone had concretely suggested to me that anything I had written was worth as much as fifteen cents, and I know that I left the publisher’s office that day and entered into the great swarm of men and women who passed constantly along Fifth Avenue at Forty-eighth Street and that presently I found myself at a Hundred and Tenth Street, and from that day to this I have never known how I got there.


  For the next six or eight months I taught at the university and worked upon the manuscript of my book with this great editor. The book appeared in the month of October, 1929. The whole experience still had elements of that dream-like terror and unreality that writing had had for me when I had first begun it seriously and had lain in my room in London with my hands below my head and thought why am I here now? The awful, utter nakedness of print, that thing which is for all of us so namelessly akin to shame, came closer day by day. That I had wanted this exposure, I could not believe. It seemed to me that I had shamelessly exposed myself and yet that subtle drug of my desire and my creating held me with a serpent’s eye, and I could do no other. I turned at last to this editor who had worked with me and found me, and I asked him if he could foretell the end and verdict of my labor. He said that he would rather tell me nothing, that he could not prophesy or know what profit I would have. He said, “All that I know is that they cannot let it go, they cannot ignore it. The book will find its way.”


  And that fairly describes what happened. I have read in recent months that this first book was received with what is called a “storm of critical applause,” but this really did not happen. It got some wonderful reviews in some places; it got some unfavorable reviews in others, but it unquestionably did have a good reception for a first book, and what was best of all, as time went on, it continued to make friends among people who read books. It continued to sell over a period of four or five years in the publisher’s edition, and later in a cheaper edition, The Modern Library, it renewed its life and began to sell again. The upshot of it was that after the publication of this book in the autumn of 1929, I found myself with a position as a writer. And here one of the first of my great lessons as a writer began.


  Up to this time I had been a young man who wanted to be a writer more than anything on earth and who had created his first book in the great blaze of illusion which a young writer must feel when he has no evidence except his hope to drive him on. Now, in a certain measure, this had changed. I had been a writer in hope and in desire before and now I was a writer in fact. I would read about myself, for example, as one of the “younger American writers.” I was a person who, some of the critics said, was to be watched. They were looking forward to my future book with interest and with a certain amount of apprehension. Here, too, my education as a writer was increasing all the time. Now, indeed, I could hear myself discussed, and somehow the fact was far more formidable than I had dreamed that it could be. It worried me, confused me, gave me a strange feeling of guilt and responsibility. I was a young American writer, and they had hopes and fears about my future, and what would I do, or would it be anything, nothing, much, or little? Would the faults which they had found in my work grow worse or would I conquer them? Was I another flash in the pan? Would I come through? What would happen to me?


  I let it worry me. I would go home at night and look around my room and see that morning’s coffee cup still unwashed and books on the floor and a shirt where I had thrown it the night before and great stacks of manuscript and everything so common and familiar looking and so disorderly, and then I would think that I was now a young American writer; that somehow I was practising an imposture on my readers and my critics because my shirt looked the way it did and my books and my bed—not, you understand, because they were disorderly, common, familiar, but just because they looked the way they did.


  But now another fact began to gnaw a way into my consciousness.


  The critics had begun to ask questions about the second book, and so now I had to think about the second one as well. I had always wanted to think about the second one and the thirty-second one and the fifty-second one. I had been sure that I had a hundred books in me, that all of them would be good, that each of them would make me famous. But here again was a strange and jolting transition from wild hope and exultant conviction; and plain, blazing fact remained. Now that I had actually written one book and THEY, the actual readers and the critics who had read it, were looking for a second, I was up against it. I was not up against it the way I dreaded, I was just up against it cold and hard as one comes up against a wall. I was a writer. I had made the writer’s life my life; there was no going back; I had to go on. What could I do? After the first book there had to be a second book. What was the second book to be about? Where would it come from?


  This inexorable fact, although it became more and more pressing, did not bother me so much at first. Rather I was concerned with many other things that had to do with the publication of that first book, and as before, I had foreseen none of them. In the first place, I had not foreseen one fact which becomes absolutely plain after a man has written a book, but which he cannot foresee until he has written one. This fact is that one writes a book not in order to remember it, but in order to forget it, and now this fact was evident. As soon as the book was in print, I began to forget about it, I wanted to forget about it, I didn’t want people to talk to me or question me about it. I just wanted them to leave me alone and shut up about it. And yet I longed desperately for my book’s success. I wanted it to have the position of proud esteem and honor in the world that I longed for it to have—I wanted, in short, to be a successful and a famous man, and I wanted to lead the same kind of obscure and private life I’d always had and not to be told about my fame and success.


  From this problem, another painful and difficult situation was produced. I had written my book, more or less, directly from the experience of my own life, and, furthermore, I now think that I may have written it with a certain naked intensity of spirit which is likely to characterize the earliest work of a young writer. At any rate, I can honestly say that I did not foresee what was to happen. I was surprised not only by the kind of response my book had with the critics and the general public, I was most of all surprised with the response it had in my native town. I had thought there might be a hundred people in that town who would read the book, but if there were a hundred outside of the negro population, the blind, and the positively illiterate who did not read it, I do not know where they are. For months the town seethed with a fury of resentment which I had not believed possible. The book was denounced from the pulpit by the ministers of the leading churches. Men collected on street corners to denounce it. For weeks the women’s clubs, bridge parties, teas, receptions, book clubs, the whole complex fabric of a small town’s social life was absorbed by an outraged clamor. I received anonymous letters full of vilification and abuse, one which threatened to kill me if I came back home, others which were merely obscene. One venerable old lady, whom I had known all my life, wrote me that although she had never believed in lynch law, she would do nothing to prevent a mob from dragging my “big overgroan karkus” across the public square. She informed me further, that my mother had taken to her bed “as white as a ghost” and would “never rise from it again.”


  There were many other venomous attacks from my home town and for the first time I learned another lesson which every young writer has got to learn. And that lesson is the naked, blazing power of print. At that time it was for me a bewildering and almost overwhelming situation. My joy at the success my book had won mixed with bitter chagrin at its reception in my native town. And yet I think I learned something from that experience, too. For the first time I was forced to consider squarely this problem: where does the material of an artist come from? What are the proper uses of that material, and how far must his freedom in the use of that material be controlled by his responsibility as a member of society? This is a difficult problem, and I have by no means come to the bottom of it yet. Perhaps I never will, but as a result of all the distress which I suffered at that time and which others may have suffered on account of me, I have done much thinking and arrived at certain conclusions.


  My book was what is often referred to as an autobiographical novel. I protested against this term in a preface to the book upon the grounds that any serious work of creation is of necessity autobiographical and that few more autobiographical works than “Gulliver’s Travels” have ever been written. I added that Dr. Johnson had remarked that a man might turn over half the volumes in his library to make a single book, and that in a similar way, a novelist might turn over half the characters in his native town to make a single figure for his novel. In spite of this the people in my native town were not persuaded or appeased, and the charge of autobiography was brought against me in many other places.


  As I have said, my conviction is that all serious creative work must be at bottom autobiographical, and that a man must use the material and experience of his own life if he is to create anything that has substantial value. But I also believe now that the young writer is often led through inexperience to a use of the materials of life which are, perhaps, somewhat too naked and direct for the purpose of a work of art. The thing a young writer is likely to do is to confuse the limits between actuality and reality. He tends unconsciously to describe an event in such a way because it actually happened that way, and from an artistic point of view, I can now see that this is wrong. It is not, for example, important that one remembers a beautiful woman of easy virtue as having come from the state of Kentucky in the year 1907. She could perfectly well have come from Idaho or Texas or Nova Scotia. The important thing really is only to express as well as possible the character and quality of the beautiful woman of easy virtue. But the young writer, chained to fact and to his own inexperience, as yet unliberated by maturity, is likely to argue, “she must be described as coming from Kentucky because that is where she actually did come from.”


  In spite of this, it is impossible for a man who has the stuff of creation in him to make a literal transcription of his own experience. Everything in a work of art is changed and transfigured by the personality of the artist. And as far as my own first book is concerned, I can truthfully say that I do not believe that there is a single page of it that is true to fact. And from this circumstance, also, I learned another curious thing about writing. For although my book was not true to fact, it was true to the general experience of the town I came from and I hope, of course, to the general experience of all men living. The best way I can describe the situation is this: it was as if I were a sculptor who had found a certain kind of clay with which to model. Now a farmer who knew well the neighborhood from which this clay had come might pass by and find the sculptor at his work and say to him, “I know the farm from which you got that clay.” But it would be unfair of him to say, “I know the figure, too.” Now I think what happened in my native town is that having seen the clay, they became immediately convinced that they recognized the figure, too, and the results of this misconception were so painful and ludicrous that the telling of it is almost past belief.


  It was my experience to be assured by people from my native town not only that they remembered incidents and characters in my first book, which may have had some basis in actuality, but also that they remembered incidents which so far as I know had no historical basis whatever. For example, there was one scene in the book in which a stonecutter is represented as selling to a notorious woman of the town a statue of a marble angel which he has treasured for many years. So far as I know, there was no basis in fact for this story, and yet I was informed by several people later that they not only remembered the incident perfectly, but had actually been witnesses to the transaction. Nor was this the end of the story. I heard that one of the newspapers sent a reporter and a photographer to the cemetery and a photograph was printed in the paper with a statement to the effect that the angel was the now famous angel which had stood upon the stonecutter’s porch for so many years and had given the title to my book. The unfortunate part of this proceeding was that I had never seen or heard of this angel before, and that this angel was, in fact, erected over the grave of a well known Methodist lady who had died a few years before and that her indignant family had immediately written the paper to demand a retraction of its story, saying that their mother had been in no way connected with the infamous book or the infamous angel which had given the infamous book its name. Such, then, were some of the unforeseen difficulties with which I was confronted after the publication of my first book.


  Month was passing into month, I had had a success. The way was opened to me. There was only one thing for me to do and that was work, and I was spending my time consuming myself with anger, grief, and useless passion about the reception the book had had in my native town, or wasting myself again in exuberant elation because of the critics and the readers’ praise, or in anguish and bitterness because of their ridicule. For the first time, I realized the nature of one of the artist’s greatest conflicts, and was faced with the need of meeting it. For the first time I saw not only that the artist must live and sweat and love and suffer and enjoy as other men, but that the artist must also work as other men and that furthermore, he must work even while these common events of life are going on. It seems a simple and banal assertion, but I learned it hardly, and in one of the worst moments of my life. There is no such thing as an artistic vacuum; there is no such thing as a time when the artist may work in a delightful atmosphere, free of agony that other men must know, or if the artist ever does find such a time, it is something not to be hoped for, something not to be sought for definitely.


  At any rate, while my life and energy were absorbed in the emotional vortex which my first book had created, I was getting almost no work done on the second. And now I was faced with another fundamental problem which every young writer must meet squarely if he is to continue. How is a man to get his writing done? How long should he work at writing? and how often? What kind of method, if any, must he find in following his work? I suddenly found myself face to face with the grim necessity of constant, daily work. And as simple as this discovery may seem to everyone, I was not prepared for it. A young writer without a public does not feel the sense of necessity, the pressure of time, as does a writer who has been published and who must now begin to think of time schedules, publishing seasons, the completion of his next book. I realized suddenly with a sense of definite shock that I had let six months go by since the publication of my first book and that, save for a great many notes and fragments, I had done nothing. Meanwhile, the book continued to sell slowly but steadily, and in February, 1930, about five months after its publication, I found it possible to resign from the faculty of New York University and devote my full time to the preparation of a second book. That spring I was also fortunate enough to be awarded the Guggenheim Fellowship which would enable me to live and work abroad for a year. And accordingly at the beginning of May, I went abroad again.


  II


  I was in Paris for a couple of months, until the middle of July, and although I now compelled myself to work for four or five hours a day, my effort at composition was still confused and broken, and there was nothing yet that had the structural form and unity of a book. The life of the great city fascinated me as it had always done, but also aroused all the old feelings of naked homelessness, rootlessness, and loneliness which I have always felt there. During that summer in Paris, I think I felt this great homesickness more than ever before, and I really believe that from this emotion, this constant and almost intolerable effort of memory and desire, the material and the structure of the books I now began to write were derived.


  The quality of my memory is characterized, I believe, in a more than ordinary degree by the intensity of its sense impressions, its power to evoke and bring back the odors, sounds, colors, shapes, and feel of things with concrete vividness. Now my memory was at work night and day, in a way that I could at first neither check nor control and that swarmed unbidden in a stream of blazing pageantry across my mind, with the million forms and substances of the life that I had left, which was my own, America. I would be sitting, for example, on the terrace of a café watching the flash and play of life before me on the Avenue de l’Opéra and suddenly I would remember the iron railing that goes along the board walk at Atlantic City. I could see it instantly just the way it was, the heavy iron pipe; its raw, galvanized look; the way the joints were fitted together. It was all so vivid and concrete that I could feel my hand upon it and know the exact dimensions, its size and weight and shape. And suddenly I would realize that I had never seen any railing that looked like this in Europe. And this utterly familiar, common thing would suddenly be revealed to me with all the wonder with which we discover a thing which we have seen all our life and yet have never known before. Or again, it would be a bridge, the look of an old iron bridge across an American river, the sound the train makes as it goes across it; the spoke-and-hollow rumble of the ties below; the look of the muddy banks; the slow, thick, yellow wash of an American river; an old flat-bottomed boat half filled with water stogged in the muddy bank. Or again, it would be an American street with all its jumble of a thousand ugly architectures. It would be Montague Street or Fulton Street in Brooklyn, or Eleventh Street in New York, or other streets where I had lived; and suddenly I would see the gaunt and savage webbing of the elevated structure along Fulton Street, and how the light swarmed through in dusty, broken bars, and I could remember the old, familiar rusty color, that incomparable rusty color that gets into so many things here in America. And this also would be like something I had seen a million times and lived with all my life.


  I would sit there, looking out upon the Avenue de l’Opéra and my life would ache with the whole memory of it; the desire to see it again; somehow to find a word for it; a language that would tell its shape, its color, the way we have all known and felt and seen it. And when I understood this thing, I saw that I must find for myself the tongue to utter what I knew but could not say. And from the moment of that discovery, the line and purpose of my life was shaped. The end toward which every energy of my life and talent would be henceforth directed was in such a way as this defined. It was as if I had discovered a whole new universe of chemical elements and had begun to see certain relations between some of them but had by no means begun to organize the whole series into a harmonious and coherent union. From this time on, I think my efforts might be described as the effort to complete that organization, to discover that articulation for which I strove, to bring about that final coherent union. I know that I have failed thus far in doing so, but I believe I understand pretty thoroughly just where the nature of my failure lies, and of course my deepest and most earnest hope is that the time will come when I will not fail.


  At any rate, from this time on the general progress of the three books which I was to write in the next four and a half years could be fairly described in somewhat this way. It was a progress that began in a whirling vortex and a creative chaos and that proceeded slowly at the expense of infinite confusion, toil, and error toward clarification and the articulation of an ordered and formal structure. An extraordinary image remains to me from that year, the year I spent abroad when the material of these books first began to take on an articulate form. It seemed that I had inside me, swelling and gathering all the time, a huge black cloud, and that this cloud was loaded with electricity, pregnant, crested, with a kind of hurricane violence that could not be held in check much longer; that the moment was approaching fast when it must break. Well, all I can say is that the storm did break. It broke that summer while I was in Switzerland. It came in torrents, and it is not over yet.


  I cannot really say the book was written. It was something that took hold of me and possessed me, and before I was done with it—that is, before I finally emerged with the first completed part—it seemed to me that it had done for me. It was exactly as if this great black storm cloud I have spoken of had opened up and, mid flashes of lightning, was pouring from its depth a torrential and ungovernable flood. Upon that flood everything was swept and borne along as by a great river. And I was borne along with it.


  There was nothing at first which could be called a novel. I wrote about night and darkness in America, and the faces of the sleepers in ten thousand little towns; and of the tides of sleep and how the rivers flowed forever in the darkness. I wrote about the hissing glut of tides upon ten thousand miles of coast; of how the moonlight blazed down on the wilderness and filled the cat’s cold eye with blazing yellow. I wrote about death and sleep, and of that enfabled rock of life we call the city. I wrote about October, of great trains that thundered through the night, of ships and stations in the morning; of men in harbors and the traffic of the ships.


  I spent the winter of that year in England from October until March, and here perhaps because of the homely familiarity of the English life, the sense of order and repose which such a life can give one, my work moved forward still another step from this flood tide chaos of creation. For the first time the work began to take on the lineaments of design. These lineaments were still confused and broken, sometimes utterly lost, but now I really did get the sense at last that I was working on a great block of marble, shaping a figure which no one but its maker could as yet define, but which was emerging more and more into the sinewy lines of composition.


  From the beginning—and this was one fact that in all my times of hopelessness returned to fortify my faith in my conviction—the idea, the central legend that I wished my book to express had not changed. And this central idea was this: the deepest search in life, it seemed to me, the thing that in one way or another was central to all living was man’s search to find a father, not merely the father of his flesh, not merely the lost father of his youth, but the image of a strength and wisdom external to his need and superior to his hunger, to which the belief and power of his own life could be united.


  Yet I was terribly far away from the actual accomplishment of a book—how far away I could not at that time foresee. But four more years would have to pass before the first of the series of books on which I was now embarked would be ready for the press, and if I could have known that in those next four years there would be packed a hundred lives of birth and death, despair, defeat, and triumph and the sheer exhaustion of a brute fatigue, I do not know whether or not I could have found the power within myself to continue. But I was still sustained by the exuberant optimism of youth. My temperament, which is pessimistic about many things, has always been a curiously sanguine one concerning time, and although more than a year had now gone by and I had done no more than write great chants on death and sleep, prepare countless notes and trace here and there the first dim outlines of a formal pattern, I was confident that by the spring or the fall of the next year my book would somehow miraculously be ready.


  So far as I can describe with any accuracy, the progress of that winter’s work in England was not along the lines of planned design, but along this line that I have mentioned—writing some of the sections which I knew would have to be in the book. Meanwhile what was really going on in my whole creative consciousness, during all this time, although I did not realize it at the moment, was this: What I was really doing, what I had been doing all the time since my discovery of my America in Paris the summer before, was to explore day by day and month by month with a fanatic intensity, the whole material domain of my resources as a man and as a writer. This exploration went on for a period which I can estimate conservatively as two years and a half. It is still going on, although not with the same all-absorbing and fanatical intensity, because the work it led to, the work that after infinite waste and labor it helped me wonderfully to define, that work has reached such a state of final definition that the immediate task of finishing it is the one that now occupies my energy and interest.


  In a way, during that period of my life, I think I was like the Ancient Mariner who told the Wedding Guest that his frame was wrenched by the woeful agony which forced him to begin his tale before it left him free. In my own experience, my wedding guests were the great ledgers in which I wrote, and the tale which I told to them would have seemed, I am afraid, completely incoherent, as meaningless as Chinese characters, had any reader seen them. I could by no means hope to give a comprehensive idea of its whole extent because three years of work and perhaps a million and a half words went into these books. It included everything from gigantic and staggering lists of the towns, cities, counties, states, and countries I had been in, to minutely thorough, desperately evocative descriptions of the undercarriage, the springs, wheels, flanges, axle rods, color, weight, and quality of the day coach of an American railway train. There were lists of the rooms and houses in which I had lived or in which I had slept for at least a night, together with the most accurate and evocative descriptions of those rooms that I could write—their size, their shape, the color and design of the wallpaper, the way a towel hung down, the way a chair creaked, a streak of water rust upon the ceiling. There were countless charts, catalogues, descriptions that I can only classify here under the general heading of Amount and Number. What were the total combined populations of all the countries in Europe and America? In how many of those countries had I had some personal and vital experience? In the course of my twenty-nine or thirty years of living, how many people had I seen? How many had I passed by on the streets? How many had I seen on trains and subways, in theatres, at baseball or football games? With how many had I actually had some vital and illuminating experience, whether of joy, pain, anger, pity, love, or simple casual companionship, however brief?


  In addition, one might come upon other sections under some such cryptic heading as “Where now?” Under such a heading as this, there would be brief notations of those thousands of things which all of us have seen for just a flash, a moment in our lives, which seem to be of no consequence whatever at the moment that we see them, and which live in our minds and hearts forever, which are somehow pregnant with all the joy and sorrow of the human destiny, and which we know, somehow, are therefore more important than many things of more apparent consequence. “Where now?” Some quiet steps that came and passed along a leafy night-time street in summer in a little town down South long years ago; a woman’s voice, her sudden burst of low and tender laughter; then the voices and the footsteps going, silence, the leafy rustle of the trees. “Where now?” Two trains that met and paused at a little station at some little town at some unknown moment upon the huge body of the continent; a girl who looked and smiled from the window of the other train; another passing in a motor car on the streets of Norfolk; the winter boarders in a little boarding house down South twenty years ago; Miss Florrie Mangle, the trained nurse; Miss Jessie Rimmer, the cashier at Reed’s drug store; Dr. Richards, the clairvoyant; the pretty girl who cracked the whip and thrust her head into the lion’s mouth with Johnny J. Jones Carnival and Combined Shows.


  “Where now?” It went beyond the limits of man’s actual memory. It went back to the farthest adyt of his childhood before conscious memory had begun, the way he thought he must have felt the sun one day and heard Peagram’s cow next door wrenching the coarse grass against the fence, or heard the street car stop upon the hill above his father’s house at noon; and Earnest Peagram coming home to lunch, his hearty voice in midday greeting; and then the street car going, the sudden lonely green-gold silence of the street car’s absence and an iron gate slamming, then the light of that lost day fades out. “Where now?” He can recall no more and does not know if what he has recalled is fact or fable or a fusion of the two. Where now—in these great ledger books, month after month, I wrote such things as this. Not only the concrete, material record of man’s ordered memory, but all the things he scarcely dares to think he has remembered; all the flicks and darts and haunting lights that flash across the mind of man that will return unbidden at an unexpected moment; a voice once heard; a face that vanished; the way the sunlight came and went; the rustling of a leaf upon a bough; a stone, a leaf, a door.


  It may be objected, it has been objected already by certain critics, that in such research as I have here attempted to describe there is a quality of intemperate excess, an almost insane hunger to devour the entire body of human experience, to attempt to include more, experience more, than the measure of one life can hold, or than the limits of a single work of art can well define. I readily admit the validity of this criticism. I think I realize as well as anyone the fatal dangers that are consequent to such a ravenous desire, the damage it may wreak upon one’s life and on one’s work. But having had this thing within me, it was in no way possible for me to reason it out of me, no matter how cogently my reason worked against it. The only way I could meet it was to meet it squarely not with reason, but with life.


  It was part of my life; for many years it was my life; and the only way I could get it out of me was to live it out of me. And that is what I did. I have not wholly succeeded in that purpose yet, but I have succeeded better than I at one time dared to hope. And now I really believe that so far as the artist is concerned, the unlimited extent of human experience is not so important for him as the depth and intensity with which he experiences things. I also know now that it is a great deal more important to have known one hundred living men and women in New York, to have understood their lives, to have got, somehow, at the root and source from which their natures came than to have seen or passed or talked with 7,000,000 people upon the city streets. And what finally I should most like to say about this research which I have attempted to describe is this: That foolish and mistaken as much of it may seem, the total quality, end, and impact of that whole experience was not useless or excessive. And from my own point of view, at least, it is in its whole implication the one thing I may have to tell about my experience as a writer which may be of some concrete value to other people. I consider this experience on the whole the most valuable and practical in my whole life thus far as a writer. With all the waste and error and confusion it led me into, it brought me closer to a concrete definition of my resources, a true estimate of my talents at this period of my life, and, most of all, toward a rudimentary, a just-beginning, but a living apprehension of the articulation I am looking for, the language I have got to have if, as an artist, my life is to proceed and grow, than any other thing that has ever happened to me.


  I know the door is not yet open. I know the tongue, the speech, the language that I seek is not yet found, but I believe with all my heart that I have found the way, have made a channel, am started on my first beginning. And I believe with all my heart, also, that each man for himself and in his own way, each man who ever hopes to make a living thing out of the substances of his one life, must find that way, that language, and that door—must find it for himself as I have tried to do.


  III


  When I returned to America in the spring of 1931, although I had three or four hundred thousand words of material, I had nothing that could be published as a novel. Almost a year and a half had elapsed since the publication of my first book and already people had begun to ask that question which is so well meant, but which as year followed year was to become more intolerable to my ears than the most deliberate mockery: “Have you finished your next book yet?” “When is it going to be published?”


  At this time I was sure that a few months of steady work would bring the book to completion. I found a place, a little basement flat in the Assyrian quarter in South Brooklyn, and there I went about my task.


  The spring passed into the summer; the summer, into autumn. I was working hard, day after day, and still nothing that had the unity and design of a single work appeared. October came and with it a second full year since the publication of my first book. And now, for the first time, I was irrevocably committed so far as the publication of my book was concerned. I began to feel the sensation of pressure, and of naked desperation which was to become almost maddeningly intolerable in the next three years. For the first time I began to realize that my project was much larger than I thought it was. I had still believed at the time of my return from Europe that I was writing a single book, which would be comprised within the limits of about 200,000 words. Now as scene followed scene, as character after character came into being, as my understanding of my material became more comprehensive, I discovered that it would be impossible to write the book I had planned within the limits I had thought would be sufficient.


  All of this time I was being baffled by a certain time element in the book, by a time relation which could not be escaped, and for which I was now desperately seeking some structural channel. There were three time elements inherent in the material. The first and most obvious was an element of actual present time, an element which carried the narrative forward, which represented characters and events as living in the present and moving forward into an immediate future. The second time element was of past time, one which represented these same characters as acting and as being acted upon by all the accumulated impact of man’s experience so that each moment of their life was conditioned not only by what they experienced in that moment, but by all that they had experienced up to that moment. In addition to these two time elements, there was a third which I conceived as being time immutable, the time of rivers, mountains, oceans, and the earth; a kind of eternal and unchanging universe of time against which would be projected the transience of man’s life, the bitter briefness of his day. It was the tremendous problem of these three time elements that almost defeated me and that cost me countless hours of anguish in the years that were to follow.


  As I began to realize the true nature of the task I had set for myself, the image of the river began to haunt my mind. I actually felt that I had a great river thrusting for release inside of me and that I had to find a channel into which its flood-like power could pour. I knew I had to find it or I would be destroyed in the flood of my own creation, and I am sure that every artist who ever lived has had the same experience.


  Meanwhile, I was being baffled by a fixed and impossible idea whose error at the time I did not fully apprehend. I was convinced at that time that this whole gigantic plan had to be realized within the limits of a single book which would be called “The October Fair.” It was not until more than a year had passed, when I realized finally that what I had to deal with was material which covered almost 150 years in history, demanded the action of more than 2,000 characters, and would in its final design include almost every racial type and social class of American life, that I realized that even the pages of a book of 200,000 words were wholly inadequate for the purpose.


  How did I finally arrive at this conclusion? I think it is not too much to say that I simply wrote myself into it. During all that year, I was writing furiously, feeling now the full pressure of inexorable time, the necessity to finish something. I wrote like mad; I finished scene after scene, chapter after chapter. The characters began to come to life, to grow and multiply until they were numbered by the hundreds, but so huge was the extent of my design, as I now desperately realized, that I can liken these chapters only to a row of lights which one sometimes sees at night from the windows of a speeding train, strung out across a dark and lonely countryside.


  I would work furiously day after day until my creative energies were utterly exhausted, and although at the end of such a period I would have written perhaps as much as 200,000 words, enough in itself to make a very long book, I would realize with a feeling of horrible despair that what I had completed was only one small section of a single book.


  During this time I reached that state of naked need and utter isolation which every artist has got to meet and conquer if he is to survive at all. Before this I had been sustained by that delightful illusion of success which we all have when we dream about the books we are going to write instead of actually doing them. Now I was face to face with it, and suddenly I realized that I had committed my life and my integrity so irrevocably to this struggle that I must conquer now or be destroyed. I was alone with my own work, and suddenly I knew that I had to be alone with it, that no one could help me with it now no matter how anyone might wish to help. For the first time I realized another naked fact which every artist must know, and that is that in a man’s work there are contained not only the seeds of life, but the seeds of death, and that that power of creation which sustains us will also destroy us like a leprosy if we let it rot stillborn in our vitals. I had to get it out of me somehow. I saw that now. And now for the first time a terrible doubt began to creep into my mind that I might not live long enough to get it out of me, that I had created a labor so large and so impossible that the energy of a dozen lifetimes would not suffice for its accomplishment.


  During this time, however, I was sustained by one piece of inestimable good fortune. I had for a friend a man who is, I believe, not only the greatest editor of his time, but a man of immense and patient wisdom and a gentle but unyielding fortitude. I think that if I was not destroyed at this time by the sense of hopelessness which these gigantic labors had awakened in me, it was largely because of the courage and patience of this man. I did not give in because he would not let me give in, and I think it is also true that at this particular time he had the advantage of being in the position of a skilled observer at a battle. I was myself engaged in that battle, covered by its dust and sweat and exhausted by its struggle, and I understood far less clearly than my friend the nature and the progress of the struggle in which I was engaged. At this time there was little that this man could do except observe, and in one way or another keep me at my task, and in many quiet and marvelous ways he succeeded in doing this.


  I was now at the place where I must produce, and even the greatest editor can do little for a writer until he has brought from the secret darkness of his own spirit into the common light of day the completed concrete accomplishment of his imagining. My friend, the editor, has likened his own function at this painful time to that of a man who is trying to hang on to the fin of a plunging whale, but hang on he did, and it is to his tenacity that I owe my final release. Meanwhile, my creative power was functioning at the highest intensity it had ever known. I wrote at times without belief that I would ever finish, with nothing in me but black despair, and yet I wrote and wrote and could not give up writing. And it seemed that despair itself was the very goad that urged me on, that made me write even when I had no belief that I would ever finish. It seemed to me that my life in Brooklyn, although I had been there only two and a half years, went back through centuries of time, through ocean depths of black and bottomless experience which no ordinary scale of hours would ever measure. People have sometimes asked me what happened to my life during these years. They have asked me how I ever found time to know anything that was going on in the world about me when my life was so completely absorbed by this world of writing. Well, it may seem to be an extraordinary fact, but the truth is that never in my whole life have I lived so fully, have I shared so richly in the common life of man as I did during these three years when I was struggling with the giant problem of my own work.


  For one thing, my whole sensory and creative equipment, my powers of feeling and reflection—even the sense of hearing, and above all, my powers of memory, had reached the greatest degree of sharpness that they had ever known. At the end of the day of savage labor, my mind was still blazing with its effort, could by no opiate of reading, poetry, music, alcohol, or any other pleasure, be put at rest. I was unable to sleep, unable to subdue the tumult of these creative energies, and as a result of this condition, for three years I prowled the streets, explored the swarming web of the million-footed city and came to know it as I had never done before. It was a black time in the history of the nation, a black time in my own life and, I suppose, it is but natural that my own memory of it now should be a pretty grim and painful one.


  Everywhere around me, during these years, I saw the evidence of an incalculable ruin and suffering. And the staggering impact of this black picture of man’s inhumanity to his fellow man, the unending repercussions of these scenes of suffering, violence, oppression, hunger, cold, and filth and poverty going on unheeded in a world in which the rich were still rotten with their wealth left a scar upon my life, a conviction in my soul which I shall never lose.


  And from it all, there has come as the final deposit, a burning memory, a certain evidence of the fortitude of man, his ability to suffer and somehow to survive. And it is for this reason now that I think I shall always remember this black period with a kind of joy that I could not at that time have believed possible, for it was during this time that I lived my life through to a first completion, and through the suffering and labor of my own life came to share those qualities in the lives of people all around me. And that is another thing which the making of a book has done for me. It has given my life that kind of growth which I think the fulfilment of each work does give the artist’s life, and insofar as I have known these things, I think that they have added to my stature.


  The early winter of 1933 arrived and with it, it seemed to me, the final doom of an abysmal failure. I still wrote and wrote, but blindly, hopelessly, like an old horse who trots around in the unending circle of a treadmill and knows no other end nor purpose for his life than this. If I slept at night, it was to sleep an unceasing nightmare of blazing visions that swept across my fevered and unresting mind. And when I woke, it was to wake exhausted, not knowing anything but work, lashing myself on into a hopeless labor, and so furiously at it through the day and then night again, a frenzied prowling of a thousand streets, and so to bed and sleepless sleep again, the nightmare pageantry to which my consciousness lay chained a spectator.


  Such was the state my life had come to in the early winter of 1933, and even at that moment, although I could not see it, the end of my huge labor was in sight. In the middle of December of that year the great editor, of whom I have spoken, and who, during all this tormented period, had kept a quiet watch upon me, called me to his home and calmly informed me that my book was finished. I could only look at him with stunned surprise, and finally I only could tell him out of the depth of my own hopelessness, that he was mistaken, that the book was not finished, that it could never be completed, that I could write no more. He answered with the same quiet finality that the book was finished whether I knew it or not, and then he told me to go to my room and spend the next week in collecting in its proper order the manuscript which had accumulated during the last two years.


  I followed his instructions, still without hope and without belief. I worked for six days sitting in the middle of the floor surrounded by mountainous stacks of typed manuscript on every side. At the end of a week I had the first part of it together, and just two days before Christwas, [Christmas,] 1933, I delivered to him the manuscript of “The October Fair,” and a few days later, the manuscript of “The Hills Beyond Pentland.” The manuscript of “The Fair” was, at that time, something over 1,000,000 words in length. He had seen most of it in its dismembered fragments during the three preceding years, but now, for the first time, he was seeing them in their sequential order, and once again his marvelous intuition was right; he had told me the truth when he said that I had finished the book.


  It was not finished in any way that was publishable or readable. It was really not a book so much as it was the skeleton of a book, but for the first time in four years the skeleton was all there. An enormous labor of revision, weaving together, shaping, and, above all, cutting remained, but I had the book now so that nothing, not even the despair of my own spirit, could take it from me. He told me so, and suddenly I saw that he was right.


  I was like a man who is drowning and who suddenly, at the last gasp of his dying effort, feels earth beneath his feet again. My spirit was overwhelmed by the greatest triumph it had ever known, and although my mind was tired, my body exhausted, from that moment on I felt equal to anything on earth.


  It was evident that many problems were before us, but now we had the thing, and we welcomed the labor before us with happy confidence. In the first place there was the problem of the book’s gigantic length. Even in this skeletonized form the manuscript of “The October Fair” was over a million words in length, which is about twelve times the length of the average novel or twice the length of “War and Peace.” It was manifest, therefore, that it would not only be utterly impossible to publish such a manuscript in a single volume, but that even if it were published in several volumes, the tremendous length of such a manuscript would practically annihilate its chances of ever finding a public which would read it.


  This problem now faced us, and the editor grappled with it immediately. As his examination of the manuscript of “The October Fair” proceeded, he found that the book did describe two complete and separate cycles. The first of these was a movement which described the period of wandering and hunger in a man’s youth. The second cycle described the period of greater certitude, and was dominated by the unity of a single passion. It was obvious, therefore, that what we had in the two cyclic movements of this book was really the material of two completely different chronicles, and although the second of the two was by far the more finished, the first cycle, of course, was the one which logically we ought to complete and publish first, and we decided on this course.


  We took the first part. I immediately prepared a minutely thorough synopsis which described not only the course of the book from the first to last, but which also included an analysis of those chapters which had been completed in their entirety, of those which were completed only in part, and of those which had not been written at all, and with this synopsis before us, we set to work immediately to prepare the book for press. This work occupied me throughout the whole of the year 1934. The book was completed at the beginning of 1935, and was published in March of that year under the title of “Of Time and the River.”


  In the first place, the manuscript, even in its unfinished form, called for the most radical cutting, and because of the way in which the book had been written, as well as the fatigue which I now felt, I was not well prepared to do by myself the task that lay ahead of us.


  Cutting had always been the most difficult and distasteful part of writing to me; my tendency had always been to write rather than to cut. Moreover, whatever critical faculty I may have had concerning my own work had been seriously impaired, for the time being at least, by the frenzied labor of the past four years. When a man’s work has poured from him for almost five years like burning lava from a volcano; when all of it, however superfluous, has been given fire and passion by the white heat of his own creative energy, it is very difficult suddenly to become coldly surgical, ruthlessly detached.


  To give a few concrete illustrations of the difficulties that now confronted us: The opening section of the book describes the journey of a train across the State of Virginia at night. Its function in the book is simply to introduce some of the chief characters, to indicate a central situation, to give something of the background from which the book proceeds, and perhaps through the movement of the train across the stillness of the earth to establish a certain beat, evoke a certain emotion which is inherent to the nature of the book. Such a section, therefore, undoubtedly serves an important function, but in proportion to the whole purport of the book, its function is a secondary one and must be related to the whole book in a proportionate way.


  Now in the original version, the manuscript which described the journey of the train across Virginia at night was considerably longer than the average novel. What was needed was just an introductory chapter or two, and what I had written was over 100,000 words in length, and this same difficulty, this lack of proportion, was also evident in other parts of the manuscript.


  What I had written about the great train was really good. But what I had to face, the very bitter lesson that every one who wants to write has got to learn, was that a thing may in itself be the finest piece of writing one has ever done, and yet have absolutely no place in the manuscript one hopes to publish. This is a hard thing, but it must be faced, and so we faced it.


  My spirit quivered at the bloody execution. My soul recoiled before the carnage of so many lovely things cut out upon which my heart was set. But it had to be done, and we did it. And so it went all up and down the line. Chapters 50,000 words long were reduced to ten or fifteen thousand words, and having faced this inevitable necessity, I finally acquired a kind of ruthlessness of my own, and once or twice, myself, did more cutting than my editor was willing to allow.


  Such, then, were some of our major difficulties with the manuscript we had in hand, and although since its publication there have been many declarations to the effect that the book would have benefitted by a much more radical cutting, the cutting we did do was much more drastic than I had dreamed was possible.


  Meanwhile I was proceeding at full speed with the work of completing my design, finishing the unfinished parts and filling in the transition links which were essential.


  This in itself was an enormous job and kept me writing all day long as hard as I could go for a full year. Here again the nature of my chief fault was manifest. I wrote too much again. I not only wrote what was essential, but time and time again my enthusiasm for a good scene, one of those enchanting vistas which can open up so magically to a man in the full flow of his creation would overpower me, and I would write thousands of words upon a scene which contributed nothing of vital importance to a book whose greatest need already was ruthless condensation.


  During the course of this year, I must have written well over a half million words of additional manuscript, of which, of course, only a small part was finally used.


  The nature of my method, the desire fully to explore my material, had led me into another error. The whole effect of those five years of incessant writing had been to make me feel not only that everything had to be used, but that everything had to be told, that nothing could be implied. Therefore, at the end, there were at least a dozen additional chapters which I felt had to be completed to give the book its final value. A thousand times I debated this question desperately with my editor. I told him that these chapters had to go in simply because I felt the book would not be complete without them, and with every argument he had, he tried to show me that I was wrong. I see now that on the whole he was right about it, but at the time I was so inextricably involved in my work, that I did not have the detachment necessary for a true appraisal.


  The end came suddenly—the end of those five years of torment and incessant productivity. In October I took a trip to Chicago, a two weeks’ vacation, my first in over a year. When I returned I found that my editor had quietly and decisively sent the manuscript to the press, the printers were already at work on it, the proof was beginning to come in. I had not foreseen it; I was desperate, bewildered. “You can’t do it,” I told him, “the book is not yet finished. I must have six months more on it.”


  To this he answered that the book was not only finished, but that if I took six months more on it, I would then demand another six months and six months more beyond that, and that I might very well become so obsessed with this one work that I would never get it published. He went on to say, and I think with complete justice, that such a course was wrong for me. I was not, he said, a Flaubert kind of writer. I was not a perfectionist. I had twenty, thirty, almost any number of books in me, and the important thing was to get them produced and not to spend the rest of my life in perfecting one book. He agreed that with six months’ additional work upon the book, I might achieve a certain finish and completeness, but he did not think that the benefit would be nearly as great as I thought it would be, and his own deep conviction was that the book should be published at once without further delay, that I should get it out of me, forget about it, turn my life to the final completion of the work which was already prepared and ready, waiting for me. He told me, furthermore, exactly what the nature of the criticism would be, the criticism of its length, its adjectives, its overabundance, but he told me not to despair.


  He told me finally that I would go on and do better work, that I would learn to work without so much confusion, waste, and useless torment, that my future books would more and more achieve the unity, sureness, and finality that every artist wants his work to have, but that I had to learn in the way I had learned, groping, struggling, finding my own way for myself, that this was the only way to learn.


  In January, 1935, I finished the last of my revisions on the proof; the first printed copies came from the press in February. The book was released for final publication early in March. I was not here when it came out. I had taken a ship for Europe the week before, and as the ship got farther and farther from the American shores, my spirits sank lower and lower, reaching, I think, the lowest state of hopeless depression they had ever known. This, I believe, was largely a physical reaction, the inevitable effect of relaxation upon a human organism which had for five years been strained to its utmost limit. My life seemed to me to be like a great spring which had been taut for years and which was now slowly uncoiling from its tension. I had the most extraordinary sense of desolation I had ever known when I thought about my book. I had never realized until now how close I had been to it, how much a part of me it had become, and now that it had been taken away from me, my life felt utterly futile, hollow as a shell. And now that the book was gone, now that there was nothing more that I could do about it, I felt the most abysmal sensation of failure. I have always been somewhat afraid of print, although print is a thing I have tried so hard to achieve. Yet it is literally true that with everything I have ever written, I have felt when the hour of naked print drew nigh a kind of desperation and have even entreated my publisher not only to defer the publication of my book until another season, but have asked the editors of magazines to put off the publication of a story for another month or two until I had a chance to work on it some more, do something to it, I was not always sure what.


  Now I had an overwhelming sense of shame greater than any I have felt before. I felt as if I had ruinously exposed myself as a pitiable fool who had no talent and who once and for all had completely vindicated the prophecies of the critics who had felt the first book was just a flash in the pan. It was in this frame of mind that I arrived in Paris on March 8, the day the book was to be published in America. I had come away to forget about it, and yet I thought about it all the time. I prowled the streets from night to morning, at least a dozen times in two short weeks I heard the celebration of mass at Sacré Cœur, and then would walk the streets again and come back to my hotel at ten o’clock and lie upon the bed, and still I could not sleep.


  After several days of this, I steeled myself to go to the office of the travel agency where a message might be waiting for me. I found a cablegram there. It was from my publisher, and it said simply: “Magnificent reviews somewhat critical in ways expected, full of greatest praise.” I read it the first time with a feeling of almost intolerable joy but as I continued to read and reread it, the old dark doubt began to creep across my mind and by the time night had come I was convinced that this wonderful cable was just a sentence of doom, and that my editor, out of the infinite compassion of his spirit, had taken this means of breaking the news to me that my book was a colossal failure.


  Three days passed in which I prowled the streets of Paris like a maddened animal, and of those three days I could later remember almost nothing. At the end of that time I sent a frenzied cablegram to that editor in which I told him I could stand anything better than this state of damnable uncertainty and pleaded with him to give me the blunt truth no matter how bitter it might be. His answer to this cable was such that I could no longer doubt him or the reception which the book had had at home.


  This completes, as far as I can remember it, the story of the making of a book and what happened to its maker. I know it is too long a story; I know, also, that it must seem to be a story filled with the record of a man’s blunders and ludicrous mistakes, but simply because it is that kind of story, I hope that it may have some value. It is a story of the artist as a man and as a worker. It is a story of the artist as a man who is derived out of the common family of earth and who knows all the anguish, error, and frustration that any man alive can know.


  The life of the artist at any epoch of man’s history has not been an easy one. And here in America, it has often seemed to me, it may well be the hardest life that man has ever known. I am not speaking of some frustration in our native life, some barrenness of spirit, some arid Philistinism which contends against the artist’s life and which prevents his growth. I do not speak of these things because I do not put the same belief in them that I once did. I am speaking as I have tried to speak from first to last in the concrete terms of the artist’s actual experience, the nature of the physical task before him. It seems to me that that task is one whose physical proportions are vaster and more difficult here than in any other nation on the earth. It is not merely that in the cultures of Europe and of the Orient the American artist can find no antecedent scheme, no structural plan, no body of tradition that can give his own work the validity and truth that it must have. It is not merely that he must make somehow a new tradition for himself, derived from his own life and from the enormous space and energy of American life, the structure of his own design; it is not merely that he is confronted by these problems; it is even more than this, that the labor of a complete and whole articulation, the discovery of an entire universe and of a complete language, is the task that lies before him.


  Such is the nature of the struggle to which henceforth our lives must be devoted. Out of the billion forms of America, out of the savage violence and the dense complexity of all its swarming, million-footed life; from the unique and single substance of this land and life of ours, must we draw the power and energy of our own life, the articulation of our speech, the substance of our art.


  For here it seems to me in hard and honest ways like these we may find the tongue, the language, and the conscience that as men and artists we have got to have. Here, too, perhaps, must we who have no more than what we have, who know no more than what we know, who are no more than what we are, find our America. Here, at this present hour and moment of my life, I seek for mine.


  [¬]


  A WESTERN JOURNEY


  [The Virginia Quarterly Review, summer 1939]


  Storm-herds of thundering Sioux cloud past in viewless vacancy. Long, long ago, within the anodes of the timeless West a man felt, saw, heard, thought—or did he vision them—these things—O time.


  Left Portland at 8:15 sharp on Monday, June 20, with Miller and Conway in the white Ford. Went south-east by east through the farmlands of the upper Willamette, around the base of Mount Hood, which was glowing in brilliant sun. Then climbed and crossed Cascades, and came down with the suddenness of a knife into the dry lands of the eastern slope. Then over a high plateau and through bare hills and canyons and farmlands here and there, and into Bend at 12:45—200 miles in four and one-half hours.


  Then up to the Pilot Butte along the town—the great plain stretching infinite away—and unapproachable the great line of the Cascades with their mournful sentinels: Hood, Adams, Jefferson, The Three Sisters, and all the rest. Out of Bend at three and through the vast and level pine-lands for over one hundred miles. Then down to the vast plainlike valley of the Klamath, the land of Canaan all again—the far-off ranges infinite—Oregon and the Promised Land. Then past the Indian Reservation—the great trees open approaching the Park—then the great climb upwards, up and up again, and at length the incredible crater of the lake. The hotel and a certain cheerlessness in spite of cordiality—the cottages, the college boys and girls who serve and wait—and the great crater fading coldly in incredible cold light. At length departure in the white Ford again—and the forest rangers down below. Then by darkness down the great dark expanse of Klamath Lake, and finally the decision to stay here for the night. Writing this at 1:30 in the morning—and so to bed!


  First day: 404 miles.


  Tuesday, June 21, 1938. Yosemite.


  Dies Iræ: Wakened at 5:30—dragged weary bones erect, and we were off again. So out of Klamath, and remarkable the desert: sage brush, and bare, naked hills, great-molded, craterous, cuprous, globated—a diverse heath with reaches of great pine, and volcanic glaciation, fiendish, desert, blasted. The ruins of old settlers’ homesteads, the ghost towns and bleak little façades of long forgotten post offices are lovely in the blazing rising sun. Then the pinelands, canyons, rivers and rises, the naked craterous hills and the volcanic lava masses and then Mount Shasta omnipresent—Mount Shasta all the time—always Mount Shasta—and at last the town named Weed.


  Breakfast at 7:45 at Weed (named with a dear felicity) and then away from towering Shasta at 8:15—and up and climbing and at length into the passes of the lovely timbered Siskiyous. Now down into the canyon of the Sacramento and all through the morning, down and down and down the canyon, and the railroad snaking, snaking always with a thousand little punctual gashes, and the freight trains and the engines with the cabs in front, all down below along the lovely Sacramento snaking, snaking, snaking. At last into the town of Redding and the timber fading, hills fading, cuprous lava masses fading—and almost at once the mighty valley of the Sacramento—as hard as a continent.


  All through the morning we drive through the great floor of that plainlike valley. The vast fields are thick with straw-grass lighter than Swedes’ hair, and infinitely far and unapproachable are the towns clinging to the mountain on both sides; and the great herds of fat, brown steers graze in straw-light fields. It is a dry land, with a strange, hot, heady fragrance and fertility. At last there is no mountain at all, but only the great sun-bright, heat-glazed, straw-light plain and the straight marvel of the road on which the car snakes on like magic and no sense of speed at sixty miles an hour.


  At 11:30 a brief halt to look at the hotel—and great palms now, and Spanish tiles and arches and a patio in the hotel and swimming pool. So, on again and on again across the great, hot, straw-bright plain, and great fields mown now and scattered with infinite bundles of baled hay, and oceaned drops of greenery and house and barns where water is. As Sacramento nears, there is a somewhat greener land, more unguent, and better houses now, and great fat herds of steers immensurable, and everything seems lighter and with more sun. At length through the heat haze we see the slopes of Sacramento. We drive over an enormous viaduct, then past the far-flung filling stations, hot-dog stores, 3 Little Pigs, and Bar-B-Q’s of a California town. Then the town immediate and houses now and mighty palms and trees and people walking and the State House with its gold-leaf dome.


  We eat spaghetti at the first Greek’s we find and drive out again immediately, pressing on past street after street of leafy trees and palms and pleasant houses. Then we are out from town, but traffic comes flanking past us now, loaded trucks and whizzing cars, no more the lovely fifty-mile stretches and sixty miles an hour. But on we go, down across the whole backbone of the state, with cows and towns and barns and people flitting by. We are in the San Joaquin Valley now, bursting with God’s plenty: orchards, peaches, apricots, vineyards, orange groves, and glowing little towns sown thick with fruitpacking houses, glittering in the hot and shining air, town after town, each in the middle of God’s plenty.


  At length the turn at Merced toward Yosemite and the hills again, the craterous, volcanic, blasted hills. But signs now tell us we can’t get in the park across the washed-out road unless we take a guide; and now it is too late, already five of six and the last pilot car leaves at six and we still fifty miles away. Telephone calls now to rangers, superintendents, and so forth, a filling station and hot cabins, and the end of a day of blistering heat, and the wind stirring in the squares around the cabins. Then on again at last. Almost immediately the broken ground, the straw-bright moldings, the rises to the crater hills and soon among them—climbing, climbing, and down, down, down into pleasant timbered mountain folds with little hill towns here and there. Climbing, climbing, climbing, now in terrific mountain folds, close, packed, precipitous, lapped together and down and over, then down again along breath-taking curves and steepnesses and sheer cliffs into a canyon cut a mile below by great knife blades. Then at the bottom the closed gate, the little store, calls upon the phone again, and darkness and at last success: upon our own responsibility we may enter the park. And so, slowly up and up along the washed-out road, finding it not so dangerous as we feared, and at length past the bad end and up now cleanly and the sound of mighty waters in the gorge and the sheer blacknesses of towering masses and stars. Presently the entrance and the ranger’s house—and up and up—and boles of trees terrific, and cloven rock above the road and over us, and dizzy masses night-black as a cloud, and a sense of the imminent terrific. At length the valley of the Yosemite: roads forking darkly, but now a smell of smoke and of gigantic tentings and enormous trees and gigantic cliff walls night-black all around, and above the sky-bowl of starred night. Then camps, the Lodge, and hundreds of young faces and voices—the offices, buildings, stores, and the hundreds of tents and cabins. The dance floor crowded with its weary hundreds—1,200 little shopgirls and stenogs and schoolteachers and boys, all, God bless their little lives, necking, dancing, kissing, feeling, and inhaling in the great darkness of the great redwood trees. The sound of the dark gigantic fall of water—so to bed! And 535 miles today!


  Wednesday, June 22.


  Woke at 7:00 to the sound of water falling, girls’ voices, and the bustle of the waking camp. Breakfast at the cafeteria, then on our way again—out by the South Wawona entrance, down through wooded scenery to the foothills: the brilliant leafage of scrub pine, then the bay-bright gold of wooded big barks, then the bay-gold plain and bay-gold heat. But the valley road is jammed with traffic as we turn and drive back up to the mountains again. Then General Grant, and the great trees and pretty little girls beside the road. Then the 30 mile drive along the ridge to the Sequoias—and General Sherman. Then straight through to the other entrance, then down terrifically the terrific winding road: the tortured view of the eleven ranges, then the lowlands and Visalia. Then, by dark, straight down the valley to Bakersfield. Then east and desertwards across the Tehachapi Range—the brilliant brightness of enormous cement plants—and now at 1:30 in Mohave at the desert edge. And so to bed—and about 365 miles today.


  Thursday, June 23.


  Up at 7 o’clock in the hotel at Mohave, and already the room is hot and stuffy. The wind that had promised a desert storm the night before is still and the sun already hot and mucoid on the incredibly dirty and besplattered window-panes. A moment’s glimpse of hot, torrid roof and a dirty ventilator in the restaurant below, and a slow freight ebbing past and weariness. So out of town at 8:10 and headed straight into the desert—and so across the Mohave at high speed for four hours, to Barstow. The desert becomes yet more desert—blazing heat—102 inside a filling station—and so the desert mountains, craterous and volcanic, and so more fiendish the fiend desert of the lavoid earth like an immense plain of tar.


  Very occasionally there is a tiny blistered little breeze, and once or twice the presence of water and the magic greenery of desert trees. Yet everything grows hotter and more fiendish as the white Ford drives through fried hills—cuprous, ferrous, and divided as slag heaps. At last, another filling station and the furnace air fumed by a hot, dry, strangely invigorating breeze, and the filling-station man who couldn’t write: “My hands shake so with the heat.”� Needles at last and a good luncheon, and so out again in blazing heat—106 within the strolling of the station awning, 116 or 120 out of it. So out of Needles—and through heat-blasted air into the desert world of Arizona. The mountain slopes are now more devilish—and down in and up and up among them, now and then passing a blistered little town, a few blazing houses, and the fronts of stores. Up and up now, the fried dirt slopes prodigious, and into Oatman and the gold-mine shafts and Mexicans half-naked before a pit. Then up and up and climbing up and up through Goldroad, and at last the rim and down and down through blasted slopes, volcanic “pipes”� and ancient sea erosions, mesa table-heads, columnar swathes, stratifications, and the fiendish wood. Below us lies the vast, pale, lemon-mystic plain, and far away, immeasurably far, the almost moveless plume of engine smoke and the double-header freight advancing—advanceless moveless—moving through timeless time.


  On we drive across the immense plain, to meet the train, and so almost meeting, moveless-moving, never meeting. Then up and up and around and through a pass and down to Kingman and on and on and up and down through fried blasted slopes and the enormous lemon-magic of the desert plains. Finally we halt for gas at a filling station with a water fountain: “Please be careful with the water, we have to haul it 60 miles.”� We are 5,280 feet above sea level now—and 4,800 feet we’ve climbed since Needles. So on and on and up. The country is greener now and steers in fields are wrenching grass—green grass among the sage-brush clumps. The National Forest is beginning now—and now it is a different world entirely, no longer fiend-tormented but friendly, forested, familiar.


  Around and down we go and along the great road leading eastward till we turn off to the left for the Grand Canyon. There is not much climbing now, but up and down again, the great plateau of 7,000 feet on top, and on we go and in toward (levelly) the distant twin rims, blue-vague, of the terrific canyon. The great sun is sinking now below us 7,000 feet—we racing on to catch him at the canyon ere he sinks entirely, but too late, too late. At 8:35 (and almost dark now) the edges of the canyon, Bright Angel Lodge, and the Grand Canyon—Big Gorgooby—there immensely, darkly, almost weirdly there—a fathomless darkness peered at from the very edge of hell with abysmal glimpses—almost unseen—just fathomlessly there.


  So to our cabin and to dinner in the Lodge. Then to walk along the rear of Big Gorgooby and at the stars immeasurable above the Big Gorgooby just a look—a big look. So good night—and 560 miles today.


  Friday, June 24, 1938.


  At daybreak, a deer outside the window is cropping grass. Then Miller in at 8:30 but let me sleep—so finally bathed, dressed, and had a good breakfast. Then with Miller, Conway, and the ranger to observation point, the ranger driving while we looked through observation glasses at Old Gorgooby and unvital time. So down to Yavapai Tower and all the people there—the eastern cowboy, and the slut and angel with broad hat and wet red mouth, blonde curls, and riding breeches filled with buttock.


  So away and on to Cameron—an Indian Lodgee and an old dog moving in the shadow of a wall. Then into the Painted Desert and blazing heat and baked road and all through the afternoon by the vermilion cliffs. Four small Indian girls in rags and petticoats beside the road awaiting pennies (dimes they got), two upon a burro. Then away, away again—good road, bad road, good and bad again by the demented and fiend-tortured redness of vermilion cliffs: red, mauve, and violet, passing into red again. Now the gorge of Big Gorgooby—the Navajo Bridge and the Gorgooby, brown-red-yellow, a mere 1,000 feet or so below.


  On and on now through desert land—now gray, greening sagely into sage—and staring Indians moving about here and there and Indian houses. Then the road rising, rising into hills, and forest now, and all the lovely aspens and the vast and rising rim of range and meadow land. Then the big woods and at last the Lodge, and the scarlet moment, the tremendous twilight of the Big Gorgooby—more concise and more colored, more tremendous here. Then darkness and the lights of the South River.


  Later the incredible theatrical performance with the waitresses and bellhops performing—a waitress dressed as Hiawatha chanting the Union Pacific song. Then home with Miller to the cabin, and Conway still wakeful, reading lists and mileages excitably from his records—the moon in 30 hours is possible! And so to bed—and 210 miles today.


  Saturday, June 25, 1938.


  Rose at 7:30, in the North Rim Lodge, Grand Canyon. Sound of waitresses and maids singing farewell songs, “Till We Meet Again,”� et cetera, to passengers departing on busses. They were tendering the usual U.P. sentiment, and Conway declared there were tears in the eyes of the passengers and of some of the girls. Into Lodge for view from terrace of the Big Gorgooby in finest light—and glamorous!—and glamorous! Then into breakfast, served by the waitress with the strange and charming smile. She was from Texas and admitted that sentiment, songs, and kicking her legs in the night-time theatrical entertainment, all at 8,000 feet for dear old U.P., got her wind and at first “made her awfully tired.”�


  At 11 o’clock on our way out—and down through the forest, and the long sweeping upland meadows with deer and cattle grazing, and the aspen leaves in the bright air. Down and down and then the bottom lands spread below us ever again, the fierce red earth, the tortured buttes and the vermilion cliffs. So on and on across the desert and into Utah, and the Mormon town of Kanab and Perry Lodge—a white house, pleasant, and almost like New England, and a gigantic lovely cool-bright poplar at the corner.


  So presently the turn-off to the left for Zion’s Canyon and ahead the mountains rising range on range, no longer fierce red and vermilion now, but of sandy, whitest limestone, striped with strange stripes of salmon pink—scrub-dotted, paler. Now we are on the canyon road and climbing, and now pink rock again, strange shapes and scarrings in the rock, and even vertices upon huge swathes of stone, and plunging down now in stiff canyon folds the sheer solid soaplike block of salmon red again—deeper, yet not so fierce and strange as the Grand Canyon earth—and towering soap-stone blocks of red incredible. Now through a tunnel, out and down and down, and through the great one spaced with even iridium in the rock that gives on magic casements opening on sheer blocks of soapstone red. Then out again in the fierce light and down round dizzy windings of the road into the canyon’s depth. There the Virgin River (how sweet to see sweet water sweetly flowing here between these dizzy soapstone blocks of red) and red the bendings of the river by the soapstone walls of block, fierce red. Now into the valley floor and trees (a little like Yosemite, this valley, yet not so lush, nor so enchanted, nor cooled by the dark blanket of towering pines). But now an oasis and—O miracle!—a swimming pool, and young, wet, half-naked forms—a pool surrounded by the cottonwoods and towered over by sheer soapstone blocks of red, capped by pinnacles of blazing white. O pool in cottonwoods surrounded by fierce blocks of red and temples and kings’ thrones and the sheer smoothness of the blinding vertices of soapstone red, never did pool look cooler nor water better, wetter, more inviting!


  So by the road down to the canyon’s end and all around the beetling blocks of soapstone red and river flowing. Then up and up again and finally to the main road north to Salt Lake City. Soon, almost immediately, we find a greener land, and grass in semi-desert fields, and stock and cattle grazing, and now timbered hills in contour not unlike the fields of home. Now farms and green incredible of fields and trees and Canaan pleasantness, the Sevier River flowing and a fruitful valley. Now occasional small Mormon towns, mean and plain and stinted looking. Hills rise to the left—a vista of salmon pink, vermilion cliffs again—the barricades of Bryce. We are halted here by road repair until the convoy from the Canyon passes out—and meanwhile talk to the man with the red flag who says, “We have no deserts here in Utah.”� Is Zion then a flowering prairie, and are Salt Lake and the Alkali Flats the grassy precincts of the King’s Paradise?


  At last we start and up through sage land into timber on the high plateau. Another ranger’s entrance house, another sticker—seven now—and so into the park and to the Canyon’s rim. There we stand in setting sun, looking out and down upon the least dizzy and least massive of the lot, but perhaps the most astounding: a million wind-blown pinnacles of salmon pink and fiery white all fused together like stick candy—all suggestive of a child’s fantasy of heaven. So to the Lodge with sour-pussed oldsters on the veranda, and to the cafeteria which was much be-Indian-souvenired, betrinketed, somehow depressing and expensive. Then to the Lodge and peeked in at the inevitable ranger and the attentive dutiful sourpusses listening to the inevitable lecture—Flora and Fauna of Bryce Canyon—and so to my cabin to write this.


  And after this to Lodge where dinner was going on, and into camp shop where, with some difficulty, I bought beer in cans, and had two, feeling more and more desolate in this State of Utah. Struck up talk with a quaint old gal named Florence who imitates bird calls, and with a dark, rather attractive woman, Canadian, probably French, who had life in her and was thoroughly willing to share it. So talking with them in the lobby until dinner broke up at 10:30 and the young people came out, looking rather lost and vaguely eager, I thought, as if they wanted something that wasn’t there and didn’t know how to find it. I had some depressing reflections on Americans in search of gaiety, and National Park Lodges, and Utah, and frustration. So home, where found C busy with his calculations: “If we do so and so tomorrow, we’ll have only so and so much to do on Monday.”� So to bed—and 265 miles today.


  Sunday, June 26, 1938.


  Arose at Bryce Canyon, at 7:30—dressed, walked with Miller to rim, and looked at Canyon. The sky was somewhat overcast and no sunlight in the Canyon, but it was no less amazing—it looked fragile compared to the other great canyons we had seen, like filigree work of fantastic immenseness, great shouldering bulwarks of eroded sand going down to it, making it look very brittle and soft. The sand erodes at the rate of one inch a year—with something the effect of sugar candy at a carnival, powdery, whitish, melting away.


  Here we found an old man, roughly dressed, and with one tooth, and his daughter, a surprisingly smart-looking young female in pajama slacks and smoked goggles, talking geology. The words came trippingly off her tongue: “erosion,”� “wind erosion,”� “125 million years,”� and so on. Then quickly back through woods toward the Lodge, and after last night’s rain, the smell of sage and pine needles was amazingly pungent, sweet, and fragrant. So, breakfast in Lodge and talked with waitress who was from Purdue—studying “home economics”� and dress designing, and hoping to be a “buyer”� for Chicago store. Observed the tourists—two grim-featured females, school teachers, at the next table, who glowered darkly at everyone and everything with stiff inflexible faces. The tourists rise to depart, and presently comes the sound of the waitresses, maids, and bellhops gathered by the bus, singing “Till We Meet Again”� and “Goodbye, Ladies.”� One of the sour-looking schoolteachers is dabbing furtively at eyes, and the bus departing, and emotional farewells. The young folks turn back to their work, boasting exultingly: “We got tears out of four of ’em this morning. Oh, I love to see ’em cry, it means business.”� Thus the art of pleasing guests and squeezing tears from them—and for me the memory of the sour-faced teacher dabbing at her eyes and stabbing pity in the heart and something that cannot be sad.


  And so farewell and down from the Canyon through the woods, and finally into the main road for Salt Lake 250 miles away. So all through the morning up through a great enlarging valley, at first mixed with some desert land—bald, scrub-dotted ridges on each side ascending into lovely timber, then to granite tops. Then semi-desert, semi-green—clumped now with sage and clay, but breaking marvelously into greenery where water is let in—and the River Sevier refreshing it. Then the cool dense green of trees that cluster densely round a little house, and fields ripe with thick green, and fat Mormon steers and cows and horses grazing. And moving bog with ranging marshes and fields strewn with cut mounds of green. And water, the muddy visionness of ditches filled with water so incredibly wet—the miracle of water, always, in the West.


  The blazing whiteness of the sunlight now, the light but blueness of the skies, the piled casualness of snowy clouds. And then the dirty little Mormon villages, blazing and blistered in that hot dry heat, and the forlorn little houses—sometimes just little cramped and warped wooden boxes, all unpainted, hidden under the mournful screenings of the dense and sudden trees—sometimes the older Mormon houses of red brick—sometimes still more ancient uses of chinked log—sometimes strangely an old Mormon house of stone. But all are, in that hot immensity of heat, so curiously warped and small and dirty and forlorn. There’s just a touch of strangeness maybe in the set of eaves, the placing of the tag porch, the look of the ship gables—but all is graceless, all denuded, with the curious sterility and coldness and frustration the religion has.


  Meanwhile the earth is burgeoning into green and fat fertility—the dense cool green of poplars in the hot bright light and the staunch cool shade of cottonwoods—and the valley winding into Canaan and the Promised Land. The fields are lush now with their green, their planted trees, the great reap of their mowings—strangely Canaan now—hemmed by the desert peaks, the ridges on both sides, denuded and half barren, curiously thrilling in their nakedness. O Canaan magical, the vale irriguous below—the marvelous freshness and fecundity of the great Sevier Valley now.


  Now we pass the towns of Joseph, Levan, Nephi—the names Biblical in Canaan—or Spanish Fork and American Fork—the names like those of the pioneers. Ever the towns rise from the desert now: the brightness of new brick, the stamped hard patterns of new bungalows—an air of prosperousness, but still a graceless lack of architectural taste. But now there is a kind of cooler magic in the scenery (impassionate, granite, clearly barren in the ridges of the limestone peaks, the austere blackness of the timber). And the great valley floor is burgeoning with Canaan in between.


  Then the cool flat silver of the lake at Provo and the immense smelter plants. In hot bright air the hot bright sunlight of the business street, the brick bungalows, the marvelousness of poplars and of cottonwoods, the dazzling brightness, richness, fragrance of the rambler roses and the full fat land of Canaan all away. Brigham’s great vale irriguous of Canaan is marching, marching northward, between hackled peaks is sweeping, sweeping northward through the backbone of the Promised Land, is sweeping onward, onward toward the Temple and the lake. Now, by a rise approaching the barriers of the hubbed peak, up, up, around the naked shoulder of a great mountain and down, down into the sub-plain of Salt Lake—half-desert still, half burgeoning to richness and irriguous ripe of the sudden green, and walled immensely on three sides by the hackled grandeur of the Mormon hills. But to the West, between the massive peaks, is desert openness and the salve flatness of the Great Salt Lake.


  Finally, Salt Lake itself—skyscrapers, hotels, office buildings, an appearance of a city greater than its growth—and in four directions the level streets merging out and ending cleanly under massed dense green at the rises of the barren magic hills. So into town, past a fantastic dance hall, “the world’s biggest”�—stores, streets, blocks 600 feet in length, and Sunday hotness, brightness, emptiness—the old feeling of Mormon coldness, desolation—the devoted, the fanatic, and the warped and dead.


  First comes the harsh ugly Temple, the Temple sacrosanct, by us unvisited, unvisitable, so ugly, green, grotesque, and blah. Then the great domed roof of the Tabernacle like a political convention hall—the statues of the true saints Brothers Smith, with pious recordings of their fanaticism. A visit to the Lion House, the Beehive House, the Museum, the first cabin—and then enough, enough, of all this folly, this cruelty, and this superstition.


  We are back in the white car now and out of town—almost immediate the clear and naked hill beside, and to the left the vast meadows sloping to pale flatness, and the saline, citric flatness, paleness of the lake. It is the Land of Plenty now indeed—now marvelously the orchards bursting with their fruit, and greenness, lushness, watery fertility, the blue of which was never seen before, flanked in the distance by the pale and misty flatness of the lake. Beyond the nesting range of the hackled peaks—aye, with the cruelty of Mormon in it, but with a finality of its own that grips and holds you now. On we drive through ever greater orchards groaning with their fruit, and many plants, and lush fertility. Through the thinning towns of Ogden and of Brigham, whose strange tabernacled Mormon Temple has 8 gables on each side. Then finally the greatest beauty of the day—the swift winding up the canyon among bald and greening knobs, a sense of grandeur, sweetness, and familiarity, and suddenly, cupped in the rim of bald hills, a valley plain, flat as a floor and green as heaven and fertile and more ripe than the Promised Land. And then below the vast, lovely, and most enchanted valley of them all—the great valley named Logan, which makes all that has gone before fade to nothing. It is the very corn and fruit of Canaan, a vast sweet plain of unimaginable richness, loaded with fruit, bursting with cherry orchards, green with its thick and lush fertility and dotted everywhere with the beauty of incredible trees.


  So out and on, light darkening now, and at length across the line to Idaho, and into Preston, blazing with Idaho’s electric light. Now on and on in the darkness with a sense of strangeness; it had rained here and to the north the sky was rent with gigantic flashes of Western lightning. And on and on, between high-back ridges that had closed on us, towards Pocatello. There we arrived just before eleven, perhaps somewhat too fatigued by the crowded beauty, splendor, and magnificence of this day to write it down.


  And so to bed! And today 467 miles! (And in our first seven days about 2,760 of our journey.)


  Monday, June 27, 1938.


  Up at 8:10. All through the morning through the great fertile valley of the Snake. The potato storage sheds, sod-roofed on top—the barns with the green loft door and the piles of dark hay—the stockades, the cattle and the horses, the feel and smell of clay and hay and stockades. The few buildings seem curiously forgotten in the Past. The towns—the little blistered houses—the big grain elevators—and water, water everywhere—beside the road in fields, in irrigation ditches, underneath the bridges—wetness of water flowing full to the floor of bridges—magical full water, brown-mud-yellow, wanders everywhere.


  At Sugar City the turn-off for Jackson Hole. Then up and up through the pleasant foldings of the hills—and pouring waters and then the steep turnings and the winds. The vision of the timber line and now and then the Pass—and down below the miracle of Jackson Hole—and so, down to it—and into Jackson. The Square of Old West is now be-duded—the Western hands by the filling station and giggling kids upon two broncs. Luncheon in a “coffee shop”� and so out and up the edges of the valley by the Tetons and Leigh Lake and Jenny Lake and Jackson Lake.


  Up through the sweetness of the Teton Forest, by a winding single road, and then the immediate beginning of Yellowstone. The ride up through hemlock, pine, and spruce trees and then the Thumb of Yellowstone, the Paint Pots, and the boiling waters, sinister, grotesque, like a shimmering unbedded river moving through hot oatmeal. Then the vast bouquet of Old Faithful, and the crater lid, volcanic, the earth rising from a hundred holes, the hot boiling, overslipping of the pot, and then the vast hot plume of steam and water. The people watching—middle-class America watching—kids, old men, women, young men, women—and again the hot plume, the tons of water falling and the hot plume dipping once again.


  So to supper at the Lodge and later to the Yellowstone Inn to the bar. There is more merriment here, the people are more pugnacious, less casual, and singing: “We don’t give a damn for the whole state of Utah.”� So midnight and a billion stars and to our cabin. Lay awake and talking all together—so to bed.


  Tuesday, June 28.


  Up at 8:40 and on our way along the crater basin—the hot fierce bubblings of the tormented bowels of the earth—the Sapphire Pool—and people, people, people. (“Don’t lean over that, I’ll have a parboiled boy,”� said a man.) Then to Geyser swimming pool and Middle Basin by the longer road, through enchanted country and green meadows. Pine, hemlock, spruce, aspen forests—Virginia Cascades cascading—and lovely streams and water, water in the West. Bears are prowling on the road and all cars stopping while their drivers step out to play with the bears. So to see the mighty falls of Yellowstone and water falling, boiling, and the rushing current of the Canyon’s loveliest stream, so clear and bright and fierce compared to the Colorado. Then on toward Mammoth Hot Springs—and the great climb and enchanted mountain country now and great peaks to the west.


  Now the climb, the patched dirty snow beneath the trees and then the rising eminence of Mount Washburn—and the timber line, the snow, the dizzy steepness to the left. The desert, the buffaloes, like dots grazing to the right, the elk, the enchanted valleys far below. Now hackled crag peaks to north and west, and down and down—and finally below the Mammoth Springs. Here are naked cabins huddled into rows, and the blistered erosions of the Springs, the Lodge, the old buildings of the Army Post, and a sense of bleakness everywhere. So down and out and farewell Yellowstone.


  The town of Gardiner, small and somewhat bleak with a string of Pullman cars that came up in the morning and two Pullman porters coming down the street. Now away along the Valley of the Yellowstone, and at first the bleak denuded hills, the rushing river, the clear fast fish. Then the naked hills enlarging into rolling cliffs and forested (the timber deeper here than Utah—the maternal granite now, no longer limestone—and the valley greening with the widening and clean-watered River of Yellowstone). An enchanted valley now with upslope to the east and right and timbered Rockies going into snow and granite and the cliffs, nude spaciousness. The valley is not so green as Mormon land mayhaps—but thick with grasses yellowed somewhat from the teeth of steers. The nude ranges towards the timbered cliffs, and to the west the miracle of evening light and the celebrated river called the Yellowstone and trees most green and marvelous. It is a scene at once familiar and unknown, with elements like those before in Mormon land but here by some miracle transformed into this Itselfness. There are barns now painted red upon the upland rise of ranges to the east and fading light—and so to Livingston, like places known and come to before.


  Supper at the U.P. station and the waitress with the tired face, and yet with charm, reticence, and intelligence. Outside, the walls of rain (the moaning of full rivers lapping at the rear) and the bald hills all about. So out and to the westward, the ripe greenery left behind now and the bald ridges closing in. The rise across the Bozeman Pass, and then the steep descent, the U.P. descending steeply with us, and ascending too, the double-header and then the lights of Bozeman—the broad main street ablaze with power of brightness and abundant light. The hotel, the café for hamburgers and milk, and so, bed.


  Wednesday, June 29. Glacier Park.


  Up at seven—and off through the valley with Bridger waters on right, marshes on left. Presently, the great Range with great sweeps, the waters fading to the right behind, the giant peaks to the right—and forestry and the ranges, Helena and the enormous gold dredge sweeping up the hill. Then through the pass and over and the valleys and the Gates of the Mountains; and so, on and climbing and now the vast Range—the waters to the left—the Continental. Now past the desert moldings of the earth to the right, the immense and lovely young green of the Range and great herds grazing, the straight backs of the steers in the bright light. The great American Plain is opening with infinite lift and rise and fullness to the fore—to, towards the Rockies. Then the Blackfoot Reservation, then Browning—all embraced desertly and Indian—and so, on and on, directly towards the shining, bright austerity of the mountains now. Through the big barks and into the canyons—and presently the Glacier Park Hotel. A sandwich there and up St. Mary’s Lake to Babb—then, back again and from St. Mary’s crossing along the gorge to the Going-to-the-Sun Highway and the stupendous hackled peaks now—the sheer basaltic wall of glaciation, the steep slopings down below, the dense vertices of glacial valley slopes and forest—and climbing, climbing to the Logan Pass. So down again terrifically, and the glacial wall beside, the enormous hackled granite peaks before, the green steep glaciation of the forest, the pouring cascades, and the streams below. And down and down the marvelous road into the forest, and down and down to McDonald Lake and the hotel. All very tired and very sleepy—and so to bed!


  Thursday, June 30. Day of the lakes.


  Slept late and soundly, woke at eight, dressed, and to hotel for breakfast. Women are feeding deer and laughing before the hotel. The lake is most blue in morning light, most marvelous in morning shadow, and over everything soars the Alpine sheerness of the granite peaks. So away and down along a pleasant stream and around the loveliness of Flathead Lake, with the granite masses of the Continental Divide rising on the other side and cedar hills on the right. So we leave the lake at Poison, and so down into the Missoula Valley—the valley widening, the district of Flathead Indians, opened as late as 1910 for white settlement—the river somewhere away to the right, told by a line of trees, but out of sight. So by the bison camp at Flathead Reservation, and now we pick up the stream again (now known as Clark’s Fork of the Columbia River), this time a glorious viscous emerald green, and for 200 miles we follow along this stream, which constantly enlarges and grows deeper. The scenery is often almost Appalachian (save for the darkness of the trees); this is a land of mighty screenings scrupulously intimate, and narrow now, very sparsely settled, but breaking out now and then into wealths and sweeps of green fertility. The green glacial stream is constantly being fed by others, drawing all the water from the hills into itself, being widened and thickened but muddied by the confluence of the Bitter Root River—a strange sight now—the left side of the river glacial green, the right side muddy brown.


  So to Thompson’s Falls, a blistered little town. (The Montana towns have more of a false-front, hicklike, Old-West appearance than any others I have seen.) Three little girls are dancing in front of the place where we eat—and the railroad above and along our road, the U.P. station and the blistered houses. And so, away along the river again, and we pick up a train and follow it down and at last come upon the Pend Oreille Lake—in Idaho in the Panhandle—a rather big lake and a lovely one, swollen with rains and increased by flood. Along the lake and at last to Kootenai and big farms, well painted buildings, warm alfalfa and green fields, and so we pick up the river now known as the Pend Oreille. We speculate on the route of Lewis and of Clark, whose ghosts have haunted us and this country since Three Forks. And so along the river until we cross it finally at Newport on the Washington state line, and away for the last 40 or 50 miles into Spokane. The country already has a Pacific weathered look—the dark trees, pines predominant, and some lakes, and all greener there, I thought. (The whole journey today has been green and thick with forest, fall of water.) So into Spokane at 6:45 Pacific Time and to the Davenport Hotel and presently I go down alone and eat, and then upstairs and straighten accounts with Conway (the whole trip costing me less than $50) and so to bed.


  Friday, July 1.


  Away from Spokane at 9:50 and west through country becoming more barren all the time and sweepings of wheat fields and desert and sage-brush country. So to the Grand Coulee, and the great basaltic walls of the dam down, down, down. The tremendous size and glacial greenness of the Columbia River sweeping round the bend and the basal regularity of the terrific dam, and the crew with red helmets working. So to the observation point and fidgeted and listened to a talk on the dimensions and purpose of the dam. Then down and across the bridge to Mason City where the workers live—a town as much like the rude West as one can find now—and back and up again and by crews working, gathered in red helmets, and to the top of the plateau. Now we follow out the route of the Dry Coulee—the cavernous basaltic walls and the ancient and enormous bed—then to the great basin of the dry falls and then down, down, down to the Coulee’s end and into the dry sage-brush desert, and across this desert that the dam will reclaim.


  A pause for lunch and we drive on again and towards the last blue ledge of hills and up and up the canyon for a constantly rising plateau. The air is cool now and the wind blows so the car rocks and moves like a toy. Then down and down and down into the Yakima Gorge and the dry hills again and up and around and along the narrow gorge above the snaking river and at last into Yakima. Here we turn and follow back along the valley of the Naches and this too is burgeoning with fruit. Then into the canyon gorge again and the boiling river flowing past and trees now, and climbing, climbing, and the forest darkness now of the Cascades—pine, hemlock, spruce, some fir—and up the American River again into blue-black Cascades and forest night-dark now. Mist is gathering and clouds are overhead. Then all mists deepen and thicken and there are blowing ice sheets of spume through the Chinook Pass. So through the Pass and down into the valley and up again. Around and up now, climbing hard, and all lost vaguely in the mist. Round again and the great white bowl masses of Rainier descend and mist blows in in floods of spume. Then up and up to timber land and to the Sunrise Lodge. Here light is playing marvelously, and blue cerulean struggling to break through. The glaciers are level to the eye and visible, but the great mountain masses and the peak are obscured. So over the snow, still 4 to 6 feet deep, to our cabins—then to dinner at the Lodge. The cold menace and terror of the mountain, the gigantic fume flaws of bright mist surging by below us, above us, and around the mighty mass. We all are very tired, and so, presently to bed.


  Saturday, July 2.


  Lay late, until 8:20. C came in to build the fire, and in both of us were quiet greetings, a feeling that our trip was almost done, and in me a sense of the tremendous kindness and decency and humanity of the man. He said: “Tom, look at the mountain.”� I got up and looked; it was immense and terrific and near and clouds still clung to the Great Cloudmaker at the side like a great filament of ectoplasm. C told me to sleep as long as I wanted, and went out, but presently I got up and dressed and shaved, and walked over the packed and dirty snow to the Lodge for breakfast. So, out to look at the mountain—and the sun out now, the mist ocean still below us—but the great mass of Rainier was clearly defined now, and it faced up squarely with all its perilous overwhelming majesty, and with its tremendous shoulders, the long terrific sweeps of its hackling ridges. We stood trying to get its scale, but this was impossible because there was nothing but mountain—a universe of mountain, a continent of mountain—and nothing else but mountain itself to compare mountain to. And so, away by 11:30 and down the mountain into the sea of cold fog and mist again—now the enormous forest darkness of the Douglas firs, the towering barks of the terrific trees, the dense fervid darkness of the undergrowth. Then blasted woods, denuded hills, and acres of stumps. Then the lowlands—a cordial margin land at first of farms and woods and natural growth and windswept barns and houses, curiously ragged, casual, and unkept looking after the irrigated lands. Then out and down into the valley to Tacoma; then along the broad four-wayed Pacific Highway, to Olympia, whose sidewalks are crowded with throngs of people—farmers, seamen, lumberjacks in town to celebrate the Fourth. So to Crane’s Restaurant for lunch, and ate a shrimp cocktail of the tiny Puget shrimps, and then a delicious pan roast of the small but succulent Puget Sound oysters, the whole cooked in with crab meat in a delicious pungent sauce, and spread on toast.


  It is time for our farewells now; we exchange addresses, give fool instructions—all with the businesslike coolness of men with some sadness in their hearts avoiding farewells. C, still avoiding it, is going to drive me up to see the Capitol and we see it, and still avoiding it, ride back to see the old State Capitol, and we see it. And so, at last, farewell. They are gone, and a curiously hollow feeling is in me as I stand there on the streets of Olympia and watch the white Ford flash away.


  So alone I take the bus to Seattle, the magnificent four-way highway filled with the flashing traffic of the holiday, the country undulant in long sweeps between the dark and rugged lanes of Douglas fir. The temporary congestion at Tacoma—then on our way again and presently the outskirts of Seattle, scattered houses, open country, the arms of Puget Sound—blue-black, misty, and uniting under the gray skies. Then the great train yards, flying fields, viaducts—the settlements upon the hills, then the downtown section, the crowded streets, the bus station, a taxi, and the hotel. A midnight meal at Rippes and the trip over now—to bed!


  [¬]


  SOMETHING OF MY LIFE


  [The Saturday Review, February 7, 1948]


  “The critics say I write too much. ...”


  I suppose the biographical facts about birth, home-town, colleges and so on, are available to the editors of this book, so I shall not bother to give them here. Since almost all the knowledge the world has of me, concerns me as a writer, perhaps it will be better if I try to tell something of the life.


  I am thirty-five years old, and although I have written more millions of words than I should like to count—how many I don’t know, but perhaps as many as anyone else my age now writing—I have published not more than a tenth of them. Nevertheless, the critics say I write too much—and I don’t say that they are wrong. Although I suppose the desire to be a writer has been buried in me for a long time—certainly the itch for it has been there, because I began to scribble when I was not more than fourteen years old, I never dared admit to myself that I might seriously proclaim my intentions until I was about twenty-six.


  Before that, I had written a few plays and although I had hoped they might find a producer, I don’t think that even then, I had sufficient confidence in my abilities to announce definitely to my family that I actually intended to be a playwright and to hope to earn my living that way. I didn’t succeed, anyway. And it was not until the twenty-sixth year that I began to write a book, which occupied me for the next two or three years. During this time I was employed at the Washington Square college of the New York University as an instructor in English. I don’t think that even then did I concretely and reasonably assure myself that I had found my life’s direction in the work that I intended to do from that time on. I certainly did dream of finding a publisher and a public for the book, but it was really a kind of dream—a kind of intoxicating illusion which sustained me during the period of creation. I suppose I can say honestly that I wrote the book because I had to write it and after it was written and I saw the tremendous bulk of it in the cold grey light of sober actuality, I had the most serious misgivings and wondered what on earth had ever possessed me to make me spend two or three years of my life in creating such a huge leviathan or what moment of mad unreason had deluded me into thinking that I could possibly find a publisher and readers for it. My own dejected doubt was speedily confirmed by the first publisher who read the manuscript, who sent it back very speedily, with a very brief note to the effect that it was too long, too autobiographical, too amateurish and too like other books which he had published and lost money on, for him to risk a chance. This seemed to summarize and confirm my own most depressed feelings, now that the book was written and in this frame of mind I went to Europe and almost forgot about the book.


  Within six months, however, another publisher had read the manuscript and accepted it. I returned to America, taught at the University and worked on the revision of the book which was published in October, 1929 a few weeks after my twenty-ninth birthday.


  So far as “early struggles” are concerned, my experience has been a fortunate one. The first book I ever wrote, and a very long one, too, was accepted and published by one of the first publishers who read it, and I understand that this is an extraordinary occurrence. I have had my struggles, however, and pretty desperate ones too, but most of them, so far as writing is concerned, have been of my own making. I have to struggle all the time against indolence—perhaps it would be more accurate to say against an insatiable and constantly growing interest in the life around me, my desire to get out and explore it with an encyclopedic thoroughness, my desire to travel and make voyages and see places, things, and people I have never known. I like companionship, food and drink, going to baseball games, and having a good time. I must also struggle constantly against self-doubt—lack of confidence in what I do and the many difficulties I encounter in doing it. My knowledge of the craft and technique of my profession is still very imperfect. I believe and hope that I learn something about it and about my own capacity as a writer all the time, but I learn very slowly and at the cost of almost infinite error, waste, and confusion. I do much too much of everything; I write millions of words in the course of shaping out and defining a volume of a few hundred thousand. It seems to be an element of my creative faculty that it has to realize itself through the process of torrential production, and although I hope to be able to control and guide this force as I go on, so that I will be able to achieve my work with more and more clearness and precision and economy, without such a waste of effort, time, and material, I think that the way I work will always remain in its essence pretty much as I have tried to describe it and that it will have to come out of me in this way.


  I come from a class and section of American life which regarded writing—the profession of a writer—as something very mysterious and romantic and very remote from its own life and the world of its own knowledge and experience. For this reason, as I have said, it was twenty-six years or more before I even dared to admit concretely that I might become a writer and I was almost thirty before my own admission was concretely affirmed by publication. For this reason, perhaps, and for others—which I tried to mention—a kind of tremendous inertia in me and the tendency of human kind to put off and evade for as long as possible the thing it knows it has to do, the work it cannot avoid and without which its life is nothing—and a strong sense of direction and often a very confused sense of purpose. For all these reasons my development, I think, has been a slow one. And yet it has sometimes seemed to me that in all these apparent handicaps, there may have been certain advantages, too. The belief that I may be by nature somewhat indolent and the knowledge that I may allow a ravenous curiosity for life and new experience to come between the work I ought to be doing—and the fact that as hard and grim as work itself may be, not only the intensity of effort and concentration required, but the period of spiritual imprisonment that work necessitates—the very knowledge that once a piece of work has been begun, a man’s whole life must be absorbed and obsessed by it day and night until he finishes it—all of these things, together with a certain goad of conscience, have driven me to face the fact of work, to try to meet it squarely and to do it as hard as I can once I am started on it. It has been said of much that I have written thus far that it was autobiographical. I cannot answer such a very debatable and complicated word in the short space that is allotted here and I shall not attempt to. I can only say that it seems to me that every creative act is in one way or another—autobiographical.


  —


  The kind of naked directness with which the young man writing his first book is likely to make use of his material, but as I have said, much of the trouble and misunderstanding may have come from the fact that I have not yet succeeded in being autobiographical enough, instead of the fact that I was, as many people say, too autobiographical. At any rate, as I go on, my tendency I believe is to make use of the materials of living experience with an ever increasing freedom of the inventiveness and the plastic powers of the imagination.


  As far as the experience of work itself is concerned, I have found that so far from isolating one from contacts with reality and a living experience with the world around one, it enhances and enriches one’s perceptions enormously. In fact, it seems to me that the core of an artist’s life is his work, and his deepest knowledge, his greatest power, his profoundest social feelings come through the work he does as a great current of electricity pulses and surges through a dynamo. I suppose it is true that a man at twenty is likely to have an egocentric picture of the universe, is concerned with life very largely as it reflects and acts upon his own personality. And I suppose also that this concentration on his own immediate experience and interest is likely to show itself in his earlier work. But so far as my own experience is concerned, I believe that as one grows older, he becomes a great deal more interested in the life around him in terms of itself. His interests, and the adventures and experiences of his own personality, become valuable to him more in terms of their relation to the experience of all mankind. And his social feeling, his whole understanding and sympathy with the lives of people and with the whole human experience, becomes enormously enriched and deepened as a result of this. That, I hope, has begun to happen to me. At any rate, I am working.


  [¬]
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